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"That's about right."
Julie was looking at me with her mouth hanging open.
"But that's 8 1/2 inches!"
"That's right little girl. Ever heard the old wives' tale about big hands and big feet?"
She nodded.
I pointed at my boots.
"These are size 14 EEE. And this ring here is a size 15."
I slipped my class ring off and handed it to her.
She slipped her ring finger and her little finger both in and it was still loose.
Rounding out the point, I was 6'2" tall and weighed 250 pounds. I was 25, worked hard at a construction job and there was no fat on me.
Finally she looked up at me.
"Really?"
I was grinning.
"As far as you know."
There was a voice behind me.
"I know one way to find out for sure."
I swiveled the bar stool around and knew I was screwed. It was Tina, Julies' sister.
Where Julie was tall, slender, and had jet black hair, Tina was shorter, stockier, and was a bottle blond. Both were attractive, Julie in a wholesome, girl next door kind of way, and Tina in a way of the world, rode hard and put up wet kind of way. Julie oozed sensuality, Tina dripped sex.
And, Tina was a size queen.
She was always on the look out for a BBD, bigger better dick. She had bedded almost every guy in the bar and on the job sites in the five months I had known her. The exception was me and I had my reasons.
Her current flame was 8" long and 1&1/2 thick.
We all knew this because when she had a few she would describe it in detail. But, she was always on the lookout for an upgrade.
Now she was suddenly looking at me in a whole new way.
Before we go any farther I need to explain what was going on.
It was the mid nineties and there was a housing boom in progress. I had moved from my home in Maryland to Charlotte, N.C. for a better job and a new start. I had been there 5 five months, had a good job, and had made some friends. We were all in construction and haunted the same bar. The owner was sitting on a gold mine because he would cash the paychecks. Many were young and didn't have a bank account. He got them in the bar, cashed their checks [for a small fee, of course]
and managed to get his hands on a portion of the money. everybody was happy with the results.
That particular Friday night Julie, Tina, and Sandy, were running up and down the bar with tape measures. They were having all the guys extend their thumb and fore finger out and far as possible and measure from tip to tip.
Julie measured me. Like I said, I'm a big guy.
"What's going on with this?"
I asked after letting her measure me.
She turned bright red.
"Well, you know, it's supposed to be equal to your size."
I knew what she meant but I had a few beers in me and wanted to make her squirm.
"The size of what?"
She was glowing by now. Everyone around was now listening.
"Well, you know."
"No, I don't. The size of what?"
"You know Jack, the size of, of, of your thingy."
The bar exploded, She was so shy she wouldn't say dick in public!
Guys spent the rest of the night sliding their tape measures in her direction. She stayed red for two hours. Everybody was fond of her so no one got too rough.
Meanwhile, Tina was on the hunt, and the prey was me. I spent the next ninety minutes trying to fend her off. She would try to rub up against me. She tried to get me to slow dance to the jukebox.
Finally she gave up any pretense and tried to grope me. I blocked it all. Finally she asked me pointblank in front of about ten people to show it to her.
"Not gonna happen Tina. Let's just say I don't think I could live up to your expectations and chalk it up to another untrue folk myth."
That pissed her off.
"I bet it's tiny! That's probably why you haven't been with me or anybody else since you've started hanging out with us."
I was a little irritated.
"That may be true Tina, but one thing for sure.
You'll go to your grave not knowing for sure. Now, I've had all the fun I can stand tonight. Me and my tiny pecker are going to get some sleep.
Anybody need a ride home?"
Tina didn't like me now, I was going to have to watch her.
When I arrived here five months ago I needed a change pretty badly. Plus, I liked the idea of mild winters.
In three days I had a job working for a subcontractor at a major suburban development.The big construction companies would get the jobs, then hire subcontractors to do the work. This worked to their advantage because they didn't have to carry them on the payroll and if they didn't perform to standard they could get rid of them without the legal hassles. Other than site managers very few people worked for the general contractors.
Like I said, the country was in a housing boom. We were young and independent as hell. Didn't like your boss, your job, your co-workers? Sling your tool belt over your shoulder, walk down the block to the next development, talk to the boss for five minutes and you were back to work. This meant if they found a good worker they tried to keep him.
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I was at our neighborhood Wal-Mart doing what I hated most, waiting. My wife was in the salon having her hair done. The same woman had been doing her hair for fifteen years, and when she moved Pam followed. I had looked at the lawn and garden, the clothes, and sporting goods areas, and was running out of things to hold my interest. I walked by the salon, she was getting the finishing touches done.
She saw me and mouthed "20 minutes". I nodded and pointed towards the door, indicating I would wait outside.
I passed the greeter, you know the old guy who welcomes people and checks reciepts, when I heard someone say:
"Will, aren't you going to say hello?"
It was Sam Dennison, my old neighbor and long time financial planner.
"Sam, hi. What are you doing? I know the economy has taken a hit, but this? Why?"
"One simple word, Will. Boredom. I got tired of waiting for people to come and see me so I took this job. You know how it is in this small town, if you want to see someone bad enough go stand by the door of the Wal-Mart, they'll pass by eventually. I get to see all my old friends and get paid at the same time."
"Same old Sam, figuring out how to do something you want and get paid too."
We laughed and talked over old times. Sam and his wife Sarah had lived two doors down from us for twenty years. They were the oldest of all the neighbors, both in their early sixties.They had never had children, but quickly became grandparents by proxy to all the neighborhood kids. There was always milk, cookies, and a sympathetic ear, especially from Sarah. She never worked outside the home and was always available.
We used to joke lovingly that the good values instilled in our collective children that we got credit for actually came from Sam and Sarah.
Sam was about nine months from retirement and Sarah was busily planning the things he had always
promised when tragedy struck. She developed a dry hacking cough that wouldn't go away.
After about three weeks she finally went to the doctor. He ordered tests. The results were bad. Lung cancer, third stage.
She lasted three months. The heart went out of Sam with her death. He stayed in the neighborhood for another nine months, but couldn't stand the memories. He put the house up for sale and bought a condo in an upscale retirement community across town.
Of all his old neighbors I was the one who saw him the most because he was still my financial planner. When he retired he kept ten or twelve of his oldest clients, mostly because we begged him
While we were talking I noticed three old guys, retirees probably, sitting on one of the benches
in the entry area. They were having a fierce discussion and comparing notes from pads they all carried.
"What's up with that, Sam?"
I was surprised when he told me what they were doing.
"Oh, those are some of my neighbors from the retirement village. This is their day to do the Hot Lists."
"I have to ask, what's a hot list?"
"That my boy, is girl watching in the purest form.
They pick a woman coming in or going out, and rate them using a system developed by John, a retired actuary. It's actually quite complicated."
"Sounds like they need a hobby."
"Will, this is their hobby. Think about it, there are worse ways to spend an afternoon than looking at attractive women."
A rare moment of inspiration seized me.
"Sam, how would you and your friends like to have lunch on me?"
"I know that there is no such thing as a free lunch, Will. What would we have to do?"
"Exactly what they're doing now. Pam should be coming through here any minute. I want them to rate her, and I'd like to see the results."
"I don't know, Will. I don't think they want anybody to know what they are doing."
"Relax. I give you my word that I won't out them to anyone. I'm just curious, and I won't share the information with anyone."
"I'll ask. Free lunch should help though. Anywhere we want to eat?"
"Anywhere within reason. Just call me to set it up."
He nodded and motioned the guys over. They were in intense discussion when I left.
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Two weeks went by before I heard from Sam.
He called and said he had my results if I was interested. I told him to name the place and time.
His cronies had discussed this beforehand, and I was instructed to be at Hooters by one Saturday.
I was told not to be late, or I would be on the hook for the bar bill too.
I was there by 12:45 and was already behind by one round.
"Will, these are the boys. Let's eat before we get started."
I didn't know old guys could eat that many wings.
Finally they were gorged. After the waitress cleaned up the mess and brought yet another round Sam turned the meeting over to his buddy Joe.
"First, has Sam explained the whole thing to you?"
"No, not a thing."
"All right, Here's how it started. Jim and I took our wives to Wal-Mart about two years ago, and heck, you're married, you know what that means.
After about 45 minutes of intense discussion over whether mauve or puce towels would match the bathroom decor best, we retreated to the benches."
"We had been there about five minutes when a woman walked in and Jim made a comment about what a nice rack she had. I countered by pointing out that is was impressive, but her butt was a little flat so it detracted from the overall package.
I pointed out a young lady that had an almost perfect bottom, but was flatchested. From there it escalated."
"Suddenly we were on the one to ten scale. Yes, her breasts were around a 7, but her butt only rates a 5. Pretty face and hair, rank it about a 7
Over all a, a solid 6 and 2/3 out of 10."
"We went back home and happened to mention our comparisons to our regular group at the clubhouse that night. Well, the scientific minds went to work, factored in a bunch of variables we hadn't even considered, and over a period of time it evolved to this."
He lay a small notebook on the table. It held 3 X 5 index cards that had been printed with a form I couldn't decipher.
"We put in code form. After all, it wouldn't do for the store manager to look over our shoulders
and see us checking spaces marked 'ass', or 'boobs'. Let me explain it to you."
"See this column? It's 'bu' for butt. This one is 'br', for breasts. This 'f' is for face, the 'h' is for hair, 'l' is for legs, 'o' is for overall physical presence, 'pro' is for projection, 'pre' is presence. This column has 'a', 'b', and for 'c'. A is 18 to 30 years old, B is for 35 thru 45, and C is 45 to 60."
He paused for dramatic effect, then he put a card in front of me.
"This is your compilated list of your wifes' score. If you want we can explain it in detail."
I nodded my assent.
"First, let me get the one we all missed badly. We all put her in the 30 to 45 age group. one of us guessed 41, one 43, and the other at 39. Imagine our surprise to learn she's 52. She was a solid 8 overall, but after finding her age we moved her to the correct age section and it bumped her rating up to 8.5."
They grinned at me.
"To sum it up, you have a damn fine looking wife, probably the best we've ever seen in her age group. Her hair was nice, she's got a really pretty face, and her proportions were almost perfect. But the deciding factor that put her so high was her presence."
"Some women project. They act or dress to gather attention. Some women have presence, they gather attention by just being who they are. You're wife is among those. Treasure her, she's a rare gem."
I nodded, overcome by sudden emotion.
Gathering myself, I thanked them for their time, promised to keep the secret safe and left.
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AUTHORS NOTE
Thanks for the feed back. I'm obviously new at this so bear with me. I've got a fair imagination and a decent command of language, but what I don't have are technical skills. I'm an old guy and a bit of a technophobe and so far it's killing me.
Building A Love Life, my first attempt at writing, was eleven pages long when I tried to post it, and that's just chapter one. Somehow everything got deleted. My wife seems to think it was alcohol related, I can neither confirm or deny that allegation. I have no clear recollection of that event.
I called the witch doctor in [my son], and think the problem is corrected, although mumbling under his breath about old perverts and suggesting I set a votive candle and a picture of Bill Gates up beside the computer wasn't really constructive in my opinion. Anyway, it took a couple of days to wash all the chicken blood off the monitor. Now I'll try again.
Oh, and by the way cpete, without giving too much away they do live happily ever after.
.................................................
Will came home from the restaurant with a smile on his face and the index card in his pocket. He didn't see Pam until he looked out the patio door.
She was outside on the deck fooling with her 'upside down tomato' plant.
Will thought it was crazy to knock a hole in the bottom of a bucket, put a tomato plant in it, and hang it from a post. Any gardener will tell you things grow towards the sun and not away from it.
The poor plant gets 'leggy' and grows around the edge of the bucket and upwards until it sets fruit
and then gravity takes over and pulls the plant downward and away from the sun. He couldn't believe somebody got rich off this.
It gave Pam pleasure though, and like all things that gave her pleasure, he didn't mind. She was in a tank top and cargo shorts, and looked as beautiful as she did the first time they met
over 31 years ago. From a distance she looked in her late thirties, and up close she could pass for mid forties, even though she would be 52 in just a few weeks. Happiness filled him as he remembered.
................................................
He had worked for Massive Industries for six years after coming out of the marines. He had the distinction of participating in one of the most minor events of U.S. military history, the Grenada incursion. He stood out in that conflict because he was one of the few to actually get shot. It hurt like hell and left a nasty scar on his thigh, but he got a purple heart and a bronze star out it. He never mentioned that part of his life to anyone. Pam didn't know about the medals until they had been married ten years, and only then because the VFW wanted he and a few more purple heart recipients to be marshalls in the Veterans Day parade that year. He told her it was in the past and wasn't something he thought about much. In reality he didn't feel his service was in the same league as the WWII, Korea, and Vietnam
veterans.
He had gone to school at night and worked his way into junior management. As the junior member of the management team one of his responsibilities was to walk the prior days' paper work across the street from the plant to the main office. This was before the prevalence of computers. The office had them, big ugly machines that most of the plant employees didn't trust.
That Monday he noticed the office manager showing a new girl around, and that Jenny was not at her desk. The manager waved him over.
"Will, this is Pam. She's taking Jennys' place while she has her baby. Help her out if she needs it, okay?"
He was instantly smitten. She was 5'5' tall, but her slender body made her look taller. Medium lenght ash brown hair, teased wildly in the style of the era. Her most distinctive feature were her eyes, large and almost black in their intensity. like she was looking straight through you.
"Not a problem, Esther. How are you today, Pam."
She smiled nicely.
"Nervous, confused, and anxious to do a good job.
I'll probably lean on you a good bit at first, if that's okay."
"Well, don't hesitate to call. You'll find an phone directory on the top of your file cabinet. If I'm not in, just use the page number. You can hear it all over the plant and I'll get back to you quickly."
They spent about twenty minutes helping her through the basics and then he reluctantly left.
He thought about her off and on all day. In reality she was about three sixteenths away from being beautiful, but in his eyes the yardstick was broken. Never in his 28 years had he been so attracted to a woman. And he was sure that with his looks and her beauty, plus the six year age difference[she had just turned 22] he had no chance at all.
He developed a habit of delivering the paperwork right before her morning break, and before long they were having their coffee together. When he found out she thought the office coffee was weak he started stopping at the break truck on his way over. It was run by a retired naval mess steward, and the running joke was that maintenance used it to strip paint off equipment. She liked it though and when he found out she had a sweet tooth he brought her a pastry or candy bar to go with the coffee.
They talked. She found out he had never married because he had just never found 'the one'. He found she had married at 18, way too young. They were both too immature, and when the stress of life hit she became clingy, and he became mentally abusive and cheated. The parting was bitter. She had been divorced for thirteen months when she went to work for Massive, and had dated twice but was too nervous to enjoy it.
After eleven weeks had gone by he came in on Monday to find Jenny back at her desk. She laughed at his expression.
"Don't worry Will. Your little honey isn't gone, she's been transferred to accounts receivable. I'm jealous, in three years you never brought me coffee. But, then again, I'm 32 and a mother of four now, not a hot bodied 22 year old. Want to see my baby pictures?"
He was miserable but made appropriate approving noises.
He went back to delivering the paper work first thing in the morning and spending his break in his office. It didn't help him that Jenny would tease him and tell him his hot little girlfriend was waiting for her coffee. She would smirk and add a comment about something a little sweet would be just the thing for her.
Then two weeks later he was heading for his office and saw Pam standing at the door with two cups of coffee. She looked at him hard and said-
"I decided to come by and see why you wouldn't spend your break with me anymore. Where can I set these?"
My office was more like a cubbyhole and only had one chair besides the one behind my desk. I didn't want any obstacles between us so I grabbed a chair out of the next office and sat down beside
her with the coffees on the desk.
She got right to the point.
"Why did you stop having break with me? Did I offend you? Or, do you just not like me?"
He hesitated, choosing his words carefully.
"I like you, quite a bit actually. But with you not doing the paperwork anymore I had no excuse to be around you. I miss our break conversations terribly, it was the high point of my day. Besides, I know there's quite a few girls your own age in your new area. I thought you would enjoy talking to them more."
He thought he phrased that pretty well. Boy, was he wrong, and she let him know it. It was the first time he got a glimpse of the temper he was to grow to know very well.
"Will, there's six years between our ages, not sixty!
And why can't you spend your breaks with me just because you want to, without some sort of excuse?
That's not very good for a girls' ego, just so you know."
She paused to take a breath and fixed those penetrating eyes on him.
"Just so you know, I've never chased a man my whole life and I'm not about to start now. However, if you were to ask me to dinner Friday night and to see the new Spielberg movie, I might not say no. It's all up to you now."
She sat back with a small grin on her face.
To Wills credit, he wasn't an idiot, and it just didn't get any plainer.
"Pam, I've really been wanting to see the new movie playing uptown, and there's a great little Italian place close by known for their homemade pizza. Would you care to go?"
She had a small smile on her face as she got up.
"I'll have to think about it. How 'bout I answer you tomorrow at first break after you've gotten us our coffee? Oh, and try to bring one of those cheese danish things if they have one. See you then sweetie."
She gave him a little peck on the cheek as she left. It just so happened that another supervisor happened by and saw it. His cheek felt warm all day, but that could have been from all the ribbing he got over his hot new girlfriend.
..................................................
Of course they went out Friday. And Saturday.
Coffee breaks at work turned into lunch together every day. Dates began to occur in midweek in addition to the weekend. They spent almost every spare moment they had in his small apartment.
The touching, kissing, and cuddling continued to escalate. This went on for about four months and both were getting sexually frustrated, especially for Pam. Will would almost get carried away,then pull back at the last minute.
After a particularly intense session of kissing and fondling Pam thought it was finally going to happen only to have Will disengage. Her temper flared just a bit.
"Damn it Will, when are you going to make love to me? What's holding you back?"
It caught him by surprise and he blurted out.
"I wanted it to be special for us. It was supposed to happen right after we got engaged."
He realized what he was saying too late to stop it.
She sat upright on the couch and spoke so softly he almost didn't hear her.
"You want to marry me?"
IN for a dime, in for a dollar, as his grandfather used to say. Time to commit.
"More than anything else in the world."
Her eyes were huge.
"When were you going to ask me?"
"In about three months. I wanted you to know how much I loved you by holding out until then."
"Where and how were you going to ask me?"
"I was going to do it here, where we're alone together most often. I didn't want to do it in front of an audience, I think it should be the most private and intimate discussion a couple in love should ever have."
Although she was trying to control it, tears were starting to flow.
"Do it", she demanded.
"Do what?" he was confused.
She held his face in her hands.
"Propose to me. Pretend it's three months later.
How would you do it?"
He looked at her long and hard, then slid off the couch until he was on both knees in front of her.
He took both her hands in his, and looked her in the eyes with the most serious expression she had ever seen on his face.
"Pamela Maria Vincent, I love you. I think I loved you from the moment we met. I want to grow old with you , to never leave your side. I want our children to bask in the glow of our love. I want our friends to envy the joy we have. I want to love you to the best of my ability until I take my last breath on this earth. Pam, will you marry me?"
The tears were flowing steadily now, accompanied by huge, wracking sobs. Overcome, she fled into the bathroom.
'That dear, kind man' she thought. 'He didn't promise me eternal love, or forever and ever love. He promised to love me with all his heart until death robbed him of the chance to continue.
What woman could ask for more'.
She composed herself and came back into the living room. Surprisingly he was still on his knees in front of the couch. She felt a touch of panic, maybe he thought she was rejecting him. Getting on her knees and nuzzled his neck.
"Show me."
She was almost whispering.
He roused just a bit.
"What?"
She slipped around to face him.
"Pretend it's three months later. I've just screamed 'YES' at the top of my lungs. Show me how you would love me."
She leaned back and slipped her top over her head.
Her bra was black and lacy, the panties matched he discovered later. She put his hands on her breasts.
"Please, my future husband, future life mate, future father of our babies, please, show me how you would love me."
She held his face in her hands.
The kisses were slow and passionate at first, but escalated quickly. She was more beautiful nude than dressed, and he didn't believe that was possible. He worshipped her body, even as he was rough and demanding. She reciprocated, touching every part of his body she could reach. They would have decades to continue, but the now, the first time ever, nothing would ever surpass it.
...............................................
Three months later to the day he proposed. Six months after that they married. Both were good with money, Will from good training by his parents, Pam from the mistakes of her first marriage.
Two years later they bought a nice house in a nice neighborhood. A year later their first child, a girl, was born. Twenty three months
later their son arrived.
They had a good life. They argued over simple things, but never carried grudges. Both had the same version for the future and that sustained them.
They were friendly, outgoing people, quickly establishing life long friends with many of the neighbors. They socialized, having the odd party or cookout, and attended many others.
It was at a cookout at the house of their friends Sam and Sarah that Pam got a glimpse of the temper Will kept hidden. The party started before dark and continued into the night. A set of new neighbors had been invited. Neither seemed to fit in. Tony was loud, and considered himself to be a gift to women. Lisa was jealous and had an acid tongue, Making it known she was watching all the wives because they were just like every other woman in town, lusting for Tony.
Tony closed in on Pam, probably because she was the best looking woman there. He proceeded to brag about his accumulated wealth, his sports
prowess, and indirectly, his sexual skills. Pam looked bored to tears. Finally she excused her self and left him standing alone. That seemed to challenge him because he kept following her around. Will had enough. He was going to politely collect Pam and start making their goodbyes before a confrontation developed but he never got the chance.
Sarah had banana trees planted all around the pool, creating a mini jungle. He was looking for Pam when he heard something that sounded like a pistol shot followed by a scream.
"You bastard!"
Pam came around the tree looking extremely agitated, followed by a blustering Tony.
He pulled up when he saw me and heard Pam asking to be taken home. He looked over with a smirk.
Will shocked everyone at the party when he made a loud announcement.
"We'll be staying just a bit, but join me in wishing Tony and Lisa goodnight.
"I'm not ready to stop partying yet!"
Tony said belligerently.
"The hand print on your face says you are.
She's my wife, so think before you speak."
The tone of his voice, as well as the look in his eyes made Tony suddenly realize he had an early tea time. He made thier goodbyes to the host and left quickly.
Sam came over and stood beside Will.
"Thanks."
Will looked over.
"Thanks for what?"
"For holding your temper. I've never seen the term 'murder in his eyes' actually occur until now. I don't think I want Tony back in my house."
"Good idea, next time it could be another husband, or a wife with too much to drink falling for his lines. Then it would get ugly. Its' been an interesting night. I think I'll walk my wonderful wife home and get in a little snuggling before I go to sleep."
As they walked home Pam thanked him.
"For what?"
"For defending my honor."
I think the hand print on his face meant I didn't need to defend you."
"I meant for later on. It could have gotten ugly
if you hadn't spoken up. Even without raising your hand or your voice you scared him into going home."
She held his hand the rest of the way home.
.................................................
The years passed quickly. The kids grew up, went off to college and then to their own lives. Both married, the daughter moving with her husband half way across the country, the son half way across town.
They moved up in their careers. He became plant manager, she ran the accounts receivables department. Life was good, right up to the present.
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Actually it was my car, I was just letting her drive it.
There must be a cheaters hand book out there somewhere. My future bride should have read it.
If you're going to cheat and still try to hang on to the man you're supposed to love, flying below the radar should be the first priority. When going to a tryst with your lover you should drive a nondescript vehicle, something that blends in.
A shit brown 2002 Camry would be perfect. There are millions out there, one more would garner no notice.
Too bad you didn't check the oil or get changes like he told you too, maybe you wouldn't have blown the engine.
You should have known driving his vintage car, a 1969 Mach 1 with loud mufflers would get you noticed. Especially since it was the only one in the world painted Carolina blue with a white pearl hood scoop. Dressing down wouldn't have hurt either. People will notice when a tall platinum blond with a killer body, wearing a scoop neck belly shirt and short shorts in bright pastel colors, your signature outfit, gets out.
Really, you should have given the plan a little more thought.
.................................................
We met in a bar. We weren't there to find love. we were working. She was a waitress, I was playing in the band.
I had been a professional musician for eight years. The group I was with now, Sound Wave, was the best group I had ever worked with. We were a party/dance band. Old rock, new country, Motown, blues, we played everything. If the crowd was younger we rocked out. If there was a lot of forties plus in the crowd, we used a slower tempo with a lot of slow songs thrown in. If it was a cowboy crowd we upped the 'yee-haw' factor. We did whatever it took to please the crowd.
Some days you're good, some days you're adequate, some days you're ashamed to take the money, and rarely, rarely, you're damn near perfect. Tonight was an almost perfect night. The band was tight, the crowd was well behaved, the sound was mixed perfectly. Musicians feed off energy like that.
We talked about it after our first set, and decided to take it up a notch. We had a set just for situations like this. No slow songs, no pauses between, just 45 minutes of hard fast music. We had to work the crowd a little to get them in the mood.
Although I wasn't the lead singer, I was the talker for the band. After returning to the stage I yelled out.
"YOU GUYS READY TO PARTY?"
A little applause a few yells were all we got.
I looked over at the keyboard player.
"I don't think they want to party Al, we must have a bunch of lightweights here tonight."
He nodded a played a few bars of slow, mournful organ.
"Let's try this again. YALL WANNA PARTY?"
They got a little louder.
"What, did you bring your mammas? Don't you want to have a good time? We do."
Much louder, they were starting to get into it.
"That more like it. We're not going to stop for 45 minutes. Think you can keep up?"
Now they were crowding the floor. I loved giving
alcohol fueled people a challenge.
"Tell you what, if three couples can keep up, we'll give them each a band t shirt and a bar t shirt."
I held up a shirt. It was a picture of a donkey with the logo 'We danced our ass off to Sound Wave', it was always a crowd pleaser.
"All right, here we go. Time to run with the big dogs. If you can't keep up, just lay on the porch and growl. Two, three, four..."
We started up with an old southern rock song, Flirtin' With Disaster, by Molly Hatchet. Fast, loud with double lead guitars, shifting smoothly into Should I Stay Or Should I Go, by the Clash. Then just to confuse them, straight into Too Proud To Beg, the Rolling Stones version. By now we were about 16 minute in and had them sweating.
We really threw them for a loop when we went to Cotton Eye Joe. After 30 minutes there were about six couples who had been on the floor continually.
Only one couple made the whole set, and they looked like they were going to have heart attacks.
We gave them their shirts and the owner comped their drinks for the rest of the night. We threw shirts and bar vouchers randomly into the crowd.
Every body thinks that fifteen to twenty minute breaks between sets is to give the band a rest. We appreciate it, but the real reason is to sell more drinks without yelling over the music. There was over 400 people there, with just five waitresses and two bartenders. They were being worked to death. The owner had a huge smile on his face. This was our first time there and I was sure we would be back.
We did two more sets. We slowed down during the last set. It's better to send them out feeling mellow than wired up. After the last set was over I teased the crowd one more time.
"Wanna hear one more?"
There was a lot of "hell yeahs" and "go for it" .
"Well, you have to ask the boss. Buy another drink, that'll get him in a good mood."
I had preapproved this with the owner. He was all for it. Most clubs stop the music 30 to 45 minutes before last call purposely, to allow the crowd to wind down. Amid the yells and the drink orders he pretended to reluctantly give the nod.
We had all gathered in the front of the stage without our instruments. Crowding around the mikes, we launched into an accapella version of the old doo-wop song Goodnight Sweetheart. It only about two minutes long, but they loved it and left in a good mood.
It was a three day gig, so we didn't have to break down the amps, drums, or sound system. Hard experience had taught us to take anything small and portable with us. While we were packing up we talked to the customers. You never knew when the guy thanking you for playing his favorite Tom Petty song might call you up to see if you were available for a company function.
I had two other post gig duties. If anybody wanted to talk guitars, I was the man. I gave a lot of advice, and sometimes a guy would tell me about a guitar that had been in a closet or basement for years. I would perk up, buying, restoring, and selling vintage guitars was my hobby. Sometimes I got a good deal, sometimes I gave restoration advice and a rough appraisal of value. Sometimes the way they were stored ruined them, but I would pick them up for parts. Deals were getting scarcer, between the internet and collectible shows on TV people are a lot smarter.
Still, every once in a while I got lucky.
The second duty was being the designated slut magnet. All the other guys were married and in their thirties. I was twenty eight, but we had all been around long enough to get over the 'I'm gonna be a rock star and party all night' phase.
If a woman hit on one of them they started waving their wedding rings around and talking about daycare while steering them towards me.
There were always a few that for some reason hadn't hooked up yet so they headed for us. The later it got, the drunker they got, and the more aggressive they became. A lot were married, having a girls' night out, and decided one of us would be the lucky one for tonight. Usually we were from out of town, and the chance of seeing us again soon was slight. I had a wedding ring I used when we traveled. It helped, some.
In all honesty when I was younger I hooked up a lot. The band I was with had a good agency, and they sent us all over the southeast. That all changed when I picked up an STD. You have no idea how much fun it was telling a doctor you couldn't give him the name of your partners because you hadn't bothered to get them. He had to settle for a list of the places I remembered. Management was not happy when they were contacted by the health department and were told to place posters of me in the ladies room saying if you've had contact with this man come in for a check up. The band had jobs canceled and had to fire me for self preservation. I had no hard feelings, but it was years before I played in that state again.
I still played occasionally, But I made sure they looked clean and unmarried. I had a friend who met up with a woman and made regular visits whenever he was in town. When her husband found out he smashed his hands with a ball bat, ending his career as a keyboard player. He works in a warehouse now. I also used industrial grade protection
Tonight I was still on a high from the great session we had played, so I broke my normal rule and decided to have a beer. I usually didn't drink anything after a gig because I always had to drive home at two or three in the morning, and at the first bobble you were pulled. If they smelled alcohol they made you get out of the car and do stupid human tricks. Then they brought out the breathalizer. When you only blew a 1, they usually sent you on your way after giving you a lecture. You just lost forty five minutes to an hour of your life you couldn't get back, and were even more tired when you got home.
It was five minutes for last call, just enough time for one.
I idly eavesdropped on the two waitresses sitting behind me. A tall platinum blond and a smaller but bustier redhead. I had passed them on the way to the bar. I heard one groan.
"They worked us like dogs tonight. I think my feet are gonna fall off."
"Mine too. I worked last night also. I may have to crawl to the car."
I should have left it alone, but my good mood pushed me over to the table. I gave them my best non threatening smile.
"Hi girls, may I sit?"
I could see it in their eyes, two a.m. and some asshole still wanted to hit on them. I saw a flash of recognition from the red head.
"Say, aren't you in to band?"
"Yeah, I'm the bass player. Wiley."
The redhead answered for both.
"This is Sammi, with an i. I'm sandy, with a y. Please , sit, but you'll have to get another chair. All these are tied up."
They had their feet propped on the other chairs. I grabbed one from another table.
"That's why I came over. I can fix it."
Sandy looked me over pretty good.
"How can you fix aching feet?"
"With my hands. You see before you a certified physical therapist, specializing in sports massage. I've got a diploma and a license."
This was true. Music wasn't my first choice as a profession. I played at night to make money to put me through school. I had this vision of helping female tennis and volleyball players reach new heights. When I had to do my mandatory internship, I was assigned to a college football team. After massaging the legs of a 339 lb defensive lineman who was screaming to make it stop hurting right fucking now or he was going to give me enough bruises to require my own therapist I decided not to give up my night job.
I still keep my certification up, just in case.
The blond wasn't buying it.
"A diploma. Really? Can I see it?"
I stood up. I didn't care for the sarcasm.
"Sure you can. It's hanging on my living room wall, twenty miles from here. Follow me and you can look at it. But you can't stay long, I have to sleep."
She had the decency to look a little embarrassed.
"I will give you one piece of advise though. Lose the high heels and wear a comfortable walking shoe. It will reduce the strain a lot."
I was turning to leave when Sandy asked me to wait.
"The boss makes us wear them. He says it makes the men buy more drinks."
I looked at their outfits. A white form fitting scoop necked shirt and black short shorts.
"At the risk of sounding like a pig, dressed as you are how many men in here tonight could tell you what kind of shoe you had on? Let's do this, bring a pair of walking shoes in tomorrow and stash them behind my amp. Wait until it gets busy and slip them on to see if anybody notices. At the end of the night show the shoes to the boss.
I read a paper about the negative impact high heels can have on women who stand most of the time. The doctor visits and absenteeism went down 31% in one retail giant alone. I'll find it and print it out. Give it to him tomorrow. Good night girls."
Sandy pleaded.
"Please stay. I'm in pain, do what you can to help, but I swear, if I find out you're a pervert with a foot fetish a double will accidentally get dumped on your mixing board tomorrow."
I sat back down and gently took her foot in my hand.
"Please don't do that, it's exactly where we want it. I better do a good job so I don't lose a $3400
piece of equipment. Hold still."
Massage is alignment. If the muscle is properly aligned to the tendon, and the tendons are safely aligned to the bone then the pain should go away. Two days of running around in high heels on a concrete floors had her feet in terrible condition.
At first she whimpered, three minutes later she was sighing, and five minutes after that she was moaning lightly. Another five and it was time to change feet. I placed her foot gently back in the chair and waited for her to change positions so I could get to the other foot.
By now all the waitresses were gathered around our table. Sammi nudged Sandy.
"Honey, wake up. He still has to do your other foot."
She shook herself and turned a bright red.
"What did you do to me? I think I had an orgasm!"
The room echoed with laughter while I tried to tell her I hadn't massaged that part of her body.
The end result was me giving a foot massage to all five waitresses and the female bartender. The girls nagged me to do the male bartender in the interest of fairness. He was married to the oldest waitress. I looked at her and she said "please".
Sexual innuendos had been flying since Sandy.
"All right, I"ll do it. But Linda, if he gets an erection, I'm done. And tell him to get some odor eaters."
As I worked on him I noticed the girls talking to Linda. After a minute she nodded yes and the girls crowded around Mike. I had his foot up and he was half reclining on the chair so he couldn't really move. If he moved his head he would hit a breast, and the girls were talking trash to him.
Telling him Linda talked about what a great lover he was, how good his stamina was, how well endowed she said he was, the whole time rubbing their breasts against his arms and face. He was wiggling around hard when I noticed the bulge in his pants. I jumped up.
"Whoa! Massage over. Linda, he's all yours."
Linda had a wolfs' grin on her face.
"Yes he is, and I intend to make good use of him. Girls, let him up before one of you pokes his eye out with a nipple. Come on honey, give me the keys. I don't think there's enough blood in your head right now to fire more than three brain cells, let me drive. Let me get you home. Between both massages I think we need to relieve a little tension."
The girls followed them to the door, whispering and nibbling in his ear. They wouldn't need to turn on headlights for a mile or so, Mikes' glowing face would light the way.
By now it was 3:30 and the cleaning crew was arriving. I thanked them all for a great night and was leaving when Sandy announced that we were all going to breakfast at Dennys. They were going to treat me to breakfast, and to make sure I showed one of them would ride with me.
My every day car is a Chrysler mini van. It was functional. If I had to carry equipment I could take the seats out. If I needed to carry band members I put the seats back in. Right now it was in equipment mode, with the seats out. It got kind of embarrassing when I realized Sandy and Sammi wanted to ride with me and everybody else had left. They decided to share the front seat, it was only five blocks.
When we got a booth Sandy ended up on one side of me and Sammi on the other, they never offered to change places with any of the others. We had a great time at breakfast but soon it was time to go.I thanked them for breakfast and they all kissed my cheek except Sandy, who gave me a brief but very satisfying kiss on the lips. For some reason Sammi seemed pissed. I got home at eight, five hours later than usual. I crashed and burned almost immediately.
I didn't wake up until 4:30. After a shower and my second breakfast in ten hours I felt much better. Such is the life of a musician.
We all met two hours early at the bar to set up some new equipment and rehearse a couple of the newer numbers. The waitresses were already there and there was a pile of bags behind my amp.
At odd times the girls would come up and give me a hug and a kiss. Each would tell me how well they slept thanks to me. It was driving the rest of the band crazy.
Jimmy, our drummer, couldn't take it any more.
"All right Wiley, spill it. I know you didn't get home until after eight this morning. My wife saw you pull in when she took the kids to school.
All the waitresses have been all over you. Which one did you get your hands on?"
I kept a straight face when I told them I had my hands on all of them.
"All of them?"
"Yes, all of them, even Mike. He was last but he didn't last long. Linda had to take him home, he was too drained to drive."
I didn't know it but Linda was behind the amp slipping into her sneakers and heard the whole thing. Just before we started playing Mike brought me a coke. He kissed me on the cheek and before anybody could speak he said-
"Thanks for last night, I know I couldn't hold still for long, but it was great. Maybe tonight you could finish me? I'll make sure the girls behave."
I never batted an eye.
"I'll make sure I do you first tonight. We'll let Linda watch."
The guys were standing there with their mouths hanging open. I grinned.
"Two, three, four..."
.................................................
We became the house band, three nights a week. I never told the guys the whole story of that night. Every once in a while one of the waitresses would ask me to do her, saying she needed it bad, or throw up the fact that I had done Jill twice, it was her turn tonight.
They were really torn up when I started dating Sammi and Sandy. I liked them both, but I could tell neither liked the fact that I was dating the other. The problem resolved itself when Sandys' mother got sick and she had to move 900 miles away to take care of her. By the time she came back ten months later, Sammi had been living with me for seven months and engaged for two.
If she had stayed maybe I would have been living with her instead. I don't think she would have stabbed me in the back or turn into a total screaming bitch.
END OF PART ONE.
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Thanks for reading. For those readers who say I should have put sex in the story, you're probably right. I'll make sure to steam up future offerings, but be warned, I tend to take the scenic route every where I go, you can ask my wife. This is a fairy tale. I put it in loving wives, well, because it's about a guy who loves his wife. I personally have been married three times. My last is in the thirtieth year, I couldn't run her off with a stick.
I've been thinking about it though[just kidding honey].
enjoy.
...................................................
I shook of my trip down memory lane and went out to the patio, where I sat and watched my wife fuss with her plant.
She looked at me and said "What are you looking at?"
"My beautiful wife, who I love beyond words."
"Good answer." She wiped her hands and sat beside me.
"How did your meeting with Sam go?"
She thought I had met with Sam to review our investments.
" Well, we're not broke yet. How was your morning?"
She sighed.
"Jimmie called."
Jimmie was our son. When the economy tanked his company gave him an option. Move two states away or take a layoff. He checked around, but there was just nothing out there. We had talked Friday, so if he was calling today something must be wrong.
"Everything all right?"
She sighed again.
"We're going to be grandparents again. They're pretty sure it's a girl."
This was good news. They already had a little boy, three. He was our only grandchild. When they moved Pam took it hard. She had bonded with Susan, our daughter in law, so well that when she had Jimmie jr. she was the only one allowed in the delivery room.
Deuce[Jimmie Jr.] adored his grandmother and followed her around constantly. Not being able to see him on a regular basis was hard on both of us.
..................................................
If you looked under impulsive in the dictionary you wouldn't see my picture. Maybe under dependable or consistent, but not impulsive. Sometimes though, I surprise even myself. I took her hand and started pulling her towards the house.
"Come on. I'm going to check the fluids and belts on your car and go fill it with gas. That should give you time to shower and pack us an overnight bag."
Confusion reigned supreme.
"Why would I pack an overnight bag?"
"Duh, to go somewhere overnight. If we leave in thirty minutes, we can get checked into a nice hotel, have a late dinner at a good restaurant, and still be at Jimmie and Susans' by 9:00.
Unless I get lucky, after all I will be sleeping with a sexy woman."
Her eyes were misting over.
"You got lucky the day you met me. I don't see the streak ending tonight. I wonder if there's room in the bag for my new teddy?"
"If there isn't, leave something else out. Be back in thirty minutes."
She was waiting on the porch when I got back. In the car she was so happy she chattered like a teenager for two hours. Whipping out her new phone[the girl loved technology], she had us checked in and reservations made before we were out of state. She even ordered a bottle of wine for our room.
Her new teddy was breath taking, and I did get lucky. Very, very lucky. Three times, something that hadn't happened in years.
I was still tired when we surprised the kids. We took them to breakfast, and spent a great day visiting. I don't think Deuce left Pams' lap the whole time. He cried when we had to leave, only the promise that we would be back soon and take him home with us for a week calmed him.
We looked at the sonograms. Pam and Susan both cried when Susan said the girl was to be named Pamela Louise, after both grandmothers.
On the way home we talked about the multitude of things in our lives, trivial and important.
Her car was six years old, should we get another? We're low on beer, should we stop tonight or wait and go in the morning? Did you turn on the porch light? I don't remember if we put the sprinklers on automatic, ah well, we'll know when we get there. Where should we go on vacation? Should we invite the kids?
All discussed with the gravity of someone whose lives were so in synch that discussion wasn't really necessary.
..................................................
Life rolled effortlessly along for a few months. We had new insurance carriers who insisted everyone covered get a physical. Prevention and all that. Pam went for hers before I did. During the mammogram they found two lumps in her right breast and one in her left. Specialists were called in. Biopsies were done. It would take a week to get the results.
Her mother had breast cancer and survived. Her sister didn't.
It was my worst fear realized. Pam was afraid she would lose her breasts and I wouldn't love her. I was afraid I would lose Pam.
As petty as it seemed, my deepest darkest fear was being brought to life. Everyone always thought I was tight with money. That wasn't so, I was afraid of losing the money. I didn't want it for myself, but the comfort it would bring us in our later years. I wanted us to travel to the places Pam wanted to go, to help our children with things. I wanted to gift our grandchildren with help for college. There was so much we wanted to do.
The root of this fear was watching how my parents ended up. They both saved, and lived frugal lives. When they retired they celebrated with a month long cruise. They came home tanned and relaxed. Then dad got sick, prostrate cancer. Despite Medicare and supplimental insurance the bills mounted. They were proud people who believed in paying their bills. Slowly the savings dwindled. My siblings and I pitched in. For two years Pam and I paid the power and phone bills. My brother and sister made the payments on the car they bought just for retirement.
My friend Sam rescued them and their dignity by setting up a reverse mortgage on the house. When my dad passed there was enough left for my mom to pay off everything and move into a small retirement community. We all tried to get her to stay with one of us but she said she wanted her independence. She seemed happy enough, to the very last she could drive and would visit often, but she only lasted two years after dad died.
Susan came and stayed with us for a few weeks. She was six months along, and had Deuce with her to help cheer Pam up. It was a very long week.
One of the happiest words in the English language? Benign.
.................................................
The health scare had really gotten me thinking. The six year age difference was in my mind, looming larger as we aged. If Pam waited until sixty two to retire I would be sixty eight. Would I be able to do the things we dreamed of? Would she be forced to put her dreams on hold to take care of me? Would we have a good life?
With thirty six years of service to my company, I could have retired at full benefits at fifty five.
Pam had eight more months to be fully vested and could retire but not draw until she hit fifty five. I made an appointment with Sam to review my options.
He gave me his advice.
"Retire now, Will. You'll still be drawing the same pay if you work or not. Your investments with me, Your 401 plans, your savings, and your certificates of deposit make you very, very comfortable. Plus, in four more years social security kicks in. Retire now, and take Pam with you when she vests. Live, Will. Don't end up like Sarah and I."
I agreed, and started making arrangements.
The recession had hit everyone, including our company. Word came down from corporate to trim the workforce by twenty percent. Between manufacturing and office staff, 110 jobs had to be trimmed. I had become plant manager four years ago, so the burden fell to me.
I had a confidential meeting and told them I was thinking of retiring. They were surprised and protested, but at least part of them wanted me to go and make room for the new turks. They told me, also in confidence, that if any one with over twenty five years with the company would get a buy out of six months pay to retire, including me.
Any one with less than one year to vestiture would get the same deal. I did some rough calculations in my head. Pam had eight more months to vestiture, If she took the deal she would be eligible in two months . Plus, she had six weeks of vacation accumulated, If she took it all at once she would have work just two weeks. I knew it would take longer than that to make all the cuts so she was safe. The only drawback was it would be three years before she could draw anything from the program. I'm sure we could live with that.
Corporate agreed with me to promote the night operations manager to plant manager. He was only 38, full of energy and plans, and could lead us into the future. I had an assistant plant manager on day shift, But he was 59 and had less than six months to become vested. He was a good man, but being passed over would motivate him to take his golden parachute.
I had the same meeting with the department heads and asked them to make a list of people who could take the deal and vest, those who had less than ten years of service, and those who were poor workers or had attendance problems.
AS with all companies that size, confidentiality is an urban myth. Rumors started immediately. Pam was worried and knew that I knew what was going on but couldn't tell her. Th allay her fears I gave her a bit of indirect advice.
"All I can tell you honey, is that if they offer you the golden parachute, jump."
Message sent.
I walked my retirement papers through corporate, but had to tell the HR director. This was a little sticky, it just happened to be Pams' best friend. I needed her help anyway with my own plans. She was a professional and wouldn't have talked, but swearing her to the other brought a smile to her face.
Things were moving along. I brought the night operations manager to first shift and promoted his assistant. I put the word out it was to let me concentrate on a special project. That part was true.
The project was planning Pams' retirement surprise. Her grandmother was from Italy, and lived with her parents. She babysat her and her sister while the parents were at work. She learned to speak Italian and English at the same time. All her life she had wanted to go to Rome and look for her relatives, and I always said we would when we retired. Well, we were almost retired.
I had a secret weapon, her grandmothers' bible.
Pam had kept it all these years, and would look at the names inscribed occasionally, wondering if they were still alive. In the old days, especially when babies were born at home, the only birth record would be the name and date written in the bible. They did the same thing for deaths, the name and date. In some states even today these records are considered legal. Many would record marriages as well.
I finally located a sixth or seventh cousin and emailed him pictures of her, her grandmother, and one of her grandmother and grandfather. He was in his army uniform, hugging a young woman who looked like a darker version of Pam. Guido was happy to locate more relatives, twenty seven just in Rome, With more than he could name in the countryside.
..................................................
Finally, it was layoff day. The employees had been informed, partly to get volunteers for early retirement, partly to prepare them for the worst.
We rode to work together in my truck, I had put her car into the shop for service. We were to pick it up after work. She was pensive.
We had decided that it would be best if she retire. She was worried about feeling bored and useless. I tried to ease her fears.
"Look, honey, if you get bored you can look for another job. Right now, I can think of one project to keep you busy. Susan will be needing company in the birthing room."
She was due in 24 days. Pam had already made plans to be there the week before and the week after. I was going to take vacation and be there by the due date.
We pulled into the parking lot for the last time.
Her eyes were brimming, this place had been part of our lives for thirty years.
"Cheer up, honey. You'll see them all from time to time."
That wasn't so and she knew it. Being laid off had a finality about it. You all say you'll stay in touch, but you never quite seem to have time to visit or even call. Mostly you just drift away quietly, getting consumed by the now of your life.
Once in a while something will trigger a memory and you'll say "wonder how he/she is doing. I need to give them a call when I get time."
Then you go back to the task at hand and the thought slips away.
I gave her a kiss and she went into the offices and I went into the plant.
I knew she was emotionally overloaded and I shouldn't have done it, but right before first break I went out to the truck and got two cups of coffee and a cheese danish. She was sitting at her desk staring into space when I came in.
"Hi sweetheart. I brought you coffee and a cheese danish. Would you like to spend break with me?"
Her head snapped up. She looked at the coffee and the little packaged danish. You don't love someone for thirty years and not learn a little about them. When her chin started quivering I put the coffee down and reached for her.
She leaped into my arms and cried, hard. I sat and put her on my lap, rocking her. And if anyone was concerned that the plant manager was holding the accounts receivable on his lap and kissing her hair they never mentioned it.
Of course by then the dam had burst. Pam had triggered a tsunami of tears, as the predominately female office broke down. Groups would hug, to disperse and realign. It was safe to say no work got done that day.
.................................................
They had just settled down when the flowers started to arrive. I had bouquets sent to everyone in the office, including the few men. Part to say we appreciate you to the ones who got to stay, partly to apologize to the ones let go.
I took it out of petty cash, what were they gonna do fire me?
Pams' was bigger than most, and came with some packages. I made sure that a few of her friends were around, just in case. I had the packages numbered, with OPEN IN ORDER in big letters.
She opened the box and saw a jewelery box inside.
The note said "read me first"
"My dear wife, some friends of mine recently rated you an 8.5 on a scale of 10. These guys were getting old and I don't think their eyesight is the best. This is my ranking. Please open the box and see if you can figure it out."
Inside the box was a locket and chain made of platinum. The locket had ten small diamonds outlining the heart shape, and one half carat stone set in the middle.
Pam opened the locket slowly. Inscribed was "forever eleven".
Just when she thought she had no more tears they came again. The girls had to put it on for her because her hands shook so much.
"Open the next one." they begged.
It was a large, flat envelop marked fragile. Her hands shook so bad someone else did it for her.
The first sheet of paper was my retirement summary with a note attached.
"Honey, you won't have to worry about sitting around the house getting bored or lonely, because I'll be right there with you, at least until I get underfoot. Hopefully this won't happen for another thirty years or so."
She was becoming numb.
The next sheet out was a map of Rome, with a note, of course.
"This is for you to mark all the places you want to see. The tickets and hotel reservations are in the pouch. We leave ten days after the expected arrival of our granddaughter, and will be gone for a month. It's your dream vacation, my love."
She had to sit, feeling a bit light headed.
The third and final envelop was marked DO NOT OPEN UNTIL NOON. OPEN IN THE PARKING LOT.
It was only 11, but they almost dragged her out the door. Once outside she opened the last envelop. A set of cars keys fell out. This note was short and to the point.
"It's not the one we talked about, it's the one I want you to have. Press the alarm.
She pressed the button and it chirped. She followed the sound until she came to a metallic gray challenger. They had stopped to look at a Chrysler 300, but she fell in love with the challenger. Pam refused to consider it, saying she was too old. The tags said "Pams'"
She turned around in the lot a couple of times. She went back to the car and sat behind the wheel.
With a determined look she got out locked the care carefully and strode towards the plant. Everyone followed her, all pretense of working abandoned.
.................................................
I saw her coming, and it looked like she brought the office with her. She charged right up to me.
"Damn you Will! There's a special place in hell for people like you."
Shocked would be an understatement.
She smiled slowly, and reached up to brush my cheek.
"It's for people who love someone else to death. But don't worry, sweetie, I'll be right there with you."
In all the kisses she ever gave me, this one came in at number two, right behind the very first one.
..................................................
She was too emotionally exhausted to drive, so I got to drive her new car home. I knew no one was cooking this night, so I had Chinese delivered.
She would finger her locket, look at the map and the tickets, and walk to the window to look at her car. I finally asked her what she was doing.
"Waiting to wake up."
I scooped her up.
"In order to do that you have to go to sleep.
It's been a long day."
I carried her to bed and undressed her. Did we make love? No, she was asleep before I had her shoes off.
But the next morning I woke finding her at the bedroom window.
"What's wrong babe?"
"Nothing, just looking at my new car. Let's go for a spin."
I started to get up but she jumped astride me.
"First I need to find out something. Is retired sex is as good as I think it's going to be?"
It was.
Afterward we took a shower together, the first in a long time. I bathed her gently, stopping to kiss often. I touched the tiny scars from her biopsies and shed a small tear, hidden by the shower. I kissed her faint strech marks, badges of honor from our two children. I would have kissed more but we suddenly had an urge to go back to the bedroom. Flexability fades when you reach your late fifties.
Pamela Louise was born a day early, announcing loudly she had arrived. We oohed and ahhed. Deuce was the least impressed.
..................................................
We arrived in Rome early in the morning. I warned Pam that one or two of her relatives may come by.
There were 41 people including small children waiting, holding up a sign with our name on it.
I recognized Guido and got his attention. He was grabbing others and pointing us out. We were mobbed, everyone talking at the same time.
Guido became referee and guide. We were booked for 28 days in a nice hotel, and we only slept there six. We were always over at cousin Endo or aunt Marias house or any one of half dozen I couldn't remember the names of. It took Pam about three weeks before her language skills improved. I never got it but had a ball. sixty seven crying relatives were there to see us off. It was the vacation of a lifetime.
Now we spend most summers in Italy. It is surprisingly affordable, especially if you seem to be related to half the population. Pam can speak like a native, I've gotten to the point where I can understand most of it and speak the basics.
The most surprising thing in all our travels was when Pam discovered topless beaches. I was amazed when she took one look, said "nobody knows us here" and dropped her top. Even at 54 she has a nice trim body. Her breasts weren't large to start with and had very little sag. She still gets looks and even got approached once. Whatever she said sent them flying. Now when we go to the beaches she doesn't even pack tops.



At home there is a picture of Pam in a pale green sun dress. She is sitting on the steps of St. Johns Bascilica smiling. Inset in the corner is the same picture of her grandmother, in black in white. Underneath is a framed 3X5 index card covered in scribbling. Pam still doesn't know wht it is exactly. I tell her it's the chemical composition of love.
................................................
That's it. The end. The hot list really does exist. I've got a feeling it's spread out of the south, Sams' brother in law Came for a visit from Pittsburgh and took a hand full back with him. So, ladies, if you see a bunch of old guys in the mall or the entrance to Wal-Mart, scribbling and arguing, leave them alone. It's just harmless fun.
and you may want to stand a little straighter. Remember, you get points for projection.
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We lasted eleven weeks as the house band, a pretty good run. Our agent said it best.
"House bands are like strippers, once they get used to your face they get bored."
While we were there I got close to Sandy and Sammi, as friends. Because our schedules actually matched we could get together and go to movies, art galleries, flea markets, or just hang out. I thought things were fine until Sandy forced the issue.
"Look Wiley, you have to know we both like you. It's time to take it up a notch. We're not Mormons, polygamy isn't working for us."
I felt like I was about to go tap dancing in a minefield.
"I don't know. What if I decide I like you best but I just don't do it for you. What if I like Sammi and it ruins your friendship? Or ours?"
She grinned.
"We're big girls. Plus, we're not that close."
Well, no pain, no gain.
"Since you took the first step, are you by chance free Sunday?"
"Well" she smiled, "I was going to wash my hair, but since you asked so nicely I would be happy to see you Sunday."
"What would you like to do then?"
She surprised me.
"Oh no, you have to pick. Be creative, I get bored easily."
"All right. I'll pick you up at 2:00. Wear a nice conservative dress. And bring along jeans, at some point you might like to change. I have to go tune up now."
I saw her talking to Sammi later and she seemed irritated. I found out she assumed I would ask her first later...
When I went to pick up Sandy she was waiting at the door. At first she didn't recognize me because she was staring at my car. Up until then she had only seen my van.
"Is this your car?"
"No, I stole it to my way way over to make me look cool. Is it working?"
Not the response she was expecting.
"Yes it is. Now, when did you get this?"
"I've had it for about three years."
"It" was my 1969 Mach 1. It had the original 351 Cleveland engine, rebuilt. Loud 'glass pack' mufflers, a Holly dual line 780 four barrel carb, rebuilt three speed transmission with a short throw shifter. It would bark the tires in first and second. I had no idea what the top end was, I always chickened out about 110. No airbags.
What set mine apart from all the other 1969 Mach 1s' in the world was the paint job. It was a light blue, Carolina blue to be exact. And where the others had a black hood scoop, mine was pearl white.
I can hear the purists out there screaming. When I got it, it was dark blue. Possibly the ugliest stock color Ford ever had. It was heavily damaged on the driver side, by the time the body work was done I had already decided the paint scheme. I had seen one similar on a 1967 Chevelle and was impressed.
My paint and body man asked about the color, and when I told him what I wanted he almost paled.
"Not stock?" he said.
"No."
He argued, then stalled trying to change my mind. After two weeks I told him a wrecker would be coming tomorrow to take it to another paint shop. He had it finished in a week.
As little as I paid for it I felt like I was stealing it. After the body work, paint, and mechanical work I had just under nine thousand in it. It had 6,000 miles on the rebuild.
"How do you like my dress?"
It was a muted print with a knee lenght hemline.
"If you were going for school teacher sexy you nailed it. You look great."
I walked her to the car and opened the door for her. She seemed surprised.
"I'm kind of old fashioned. If you don't want me to open doors or pull out chairs, tell me now."
"No, I like it. I'm just not used to it. So, where are we going?"
"No, no. Surprise, remember."
We drove at a nice conservative pace, at no time did I go over 15 miles above the speed limit. By the look on her face when we pulled into the church parking lot I think my surprise worked.
"A church? Really?"
I could tell she wanted to ask more as she gave me her hand getting out of the car.
"You'll see." I said.
It was a performance of music from the fifteenth and sixteenth century, in period dress and using traditional instruments. It was mostly hymns, with ballads and the odd drinking song, cleaned up lyrically of course. The performers were from the local college music department.
I think she enjoyed at least part of it. It is an acquired taste.
Afterward we didn't talk much because of the crowd. I knew most of the performers and many in the audience, so I was constantly being greeted. We were separated for a few minutes but I quickly moved back to her. She changed into jeans and a tee in the church office, by permission of course.
We didn't talk much in the car, but she did hold my hand, as much as possible with a straight drive.
By then it was about six,on a pleasant early September day, Not too hot, not too cold, perfect for a picnic. I drove to a small state park that I knew wouldn't be too crowded this time of day. There were only three cars in the parking lot, all belonging to fishermen. There was a sixty acre lake, a large shelter for group functions, and picnic tables scattered around the lake shore.
After helping her out of the car, we got a picnic basket, a cooler, and a blanket out of the trunk. She picked a table and we set the stuff on it.
"So, we're on a picnic?"
"I thought you were smart. Would you like to eat now, or take a walk first?"
She chose to walk. We took one or the nature trails around the lake. I'd like to say we held hands, but the trail was at times to narrow and often uneven, so we talked. She would stop to look at the lake, or some tree or flower that took her interest. We made approving noises when an old man proudly showed us the two small mouth bass he had caught.
After we make the circle back to the picnic area I laid out our dinner, not letting her help..
Chicken salad with walnuts and chopped red grapes, a loaf of french bread, potato salad dressed with sour cream, fresh tarragon and chives, and a gallette, a rustic pie made with fresh winesap apples for dessert. Bottled water and a nice zinfandel for later.
She did slice the bread while I laid out the plates and silverware. There were only two of us and I hated plastic ware. We sat side by side on the blanket spread on the seat.
Sandy must have missed lunch, she ate two sandwiches, a large serving of potato salad, and a small piece of the pie. When she finished the first piece she got another. Didn't want to hurt my feelings, I guess.
"Where did you get lunch?" she asked as I uncorked the wine.
"I made it."
"Really?"
"Yes, really." It always irked me that women thought that if you had a penis you couldn't turn on an oven or read directions. If you lived alone, you either learned to cook or lived a pretty dull life gastronomically. And my mother made sure both her boys knew how to cook.
Sipping wine she giggled.
"Sorry, I just have a hard time picturing you in an apron."
"You should see it. It says "Kiss me or get food poisoning."
She snorted into her wine.
Later as we were repacking the basket she asked how I knew so many people at the church.
"I went to school with some, have played with some, and I'm a member."
"Really?"
"Is that your favorite expression?"
"Sorry, I just have a hard time picturing you in church."
I should probably stop now and describe myself. Six feet tall, about 180 lbs. I go to the gym about twice a week to maintain my weight. Musicians aren't the healthiest of eaters and decided early on I didn't want to be the fat one in the band. Male pattern baldness started hitting hard around twenty five, a legacy from both grandfathers. I didn't want to be addicted to rogaine for the rest of my life so I buzzed my long hair down to a quarter inch, and grew a handle bar mustache and a long pointed goatee. Naturally brown, at odd times I've dyed it black, red, blond, even purple and green. Hey, bass players are supposed to be eccentric, right? Jimmie, the drummer, hated it when I dyed it red. He said he felt like he was playing with the devil. Can you guess how I dressed when we played Halloween parties?
I promised her I would take her with me sometime and that we would sit in the front pew.
I opened the car door but she stopped me.
"This has been a really great day. Only one thing could make it better."
I fell right into it.
"What would that be?"
"Can I drive home?"
Now , I like my car, but I not fanatical about it. I do have another car beside the van, but only one other person will ever drive it. And I hadn't met her yet.
"Do you know how to drive a stick?"
She just smiled and held out her hand for the keys. Then she gave me a kiss. It was only a couple of seconds, closed mouth, but it felt great.
She wasn't too bad. After pressing my imaginary brake pedal half a dozen times I gently asked how many points she had on her license, she took the hint and slowed down.
We pulled into her apartment lot about 9:30. As I helped her out of the car she gave me her version of puppy eyes.
"One more thing?"
I was always a sucker for puppy eyes.
"What would you like, honey?'
It was the first term of endearment I had used and it brought an large smile.
"I'm not much of a cook. Can I have the leftovers?"
I carried the cooler to the door for her. She stopped me there.
"I'd love to invite you in but my roommate is home and it would be awkward. Maybe next time we could go to your house."
She leaned in and wrapped her arms around me. She gave me a goodnight kiss. Then she gave me another. They were getting longer and I was just feeling a bit of tongue when the porch light came on.
"Damn, is your roommate your mother?'
Trying to hold in laughter she said "No she's just nosey, We'll discuss this after I go in. I really had a great time. Thank you."
She grabbed me and gave me a probing, intense kiss, neighbors and roommate be damned. Then she went into her apartment laughing.
I had just had one of the best dates of my life, and I was still home by 10:30.
.................................................
The date with Sammi went in a totally different direction. I had a rare Thursday night off, she changed shifts with one of the other waitresses so we could go out.
We went to a larger town thirty miles away. There was a new dance club she heard good things about. She was disappointed when I showed up in the van.
"Where's your hot car?"
It's at home under cover." It wasn't, I had it stored somewhere else.
"I wanted to ride in it. It looks so cool."
"We can go get it, but if we do we have to change plans. I don't know what kind of area this club is in. I heard it was in an old warehouse, warehouse districts aren't too secure. Plus it will be in a crowded parking lot where people will be less than vigilant because of alcohol. I know a great jazz club, if you would like to go there."
I could see the gears turning. Hot car or hot club? she went with the club.
We went to a sushi restaurant, her choice. I'm not a fan, but it wasn't bad. She had three cups of sake. She had the beginnings of a buzz before we got to the club.
It was about what I expected. An old warehouse with very little decor, it was dirty and drafty. The tables were cheap, the bar barely functional, and the sound system was about three times as powerful as it needed to be for the size of the building. As a general rule I don't like djs, every time someone hires one I feel like we lost the job, but this guy was pretty good.
Ever hear the old expression "This is about five minutes away from being five minutes ago?" I figure this place was in it's third minute.
That's why places like this don't spend a lot of money on decor or long term leases. They know they're just one buzz word away from extinction. So they jack up the drink prices and slip the reviewers a little something to keep their name on they're lips, and ride it until it falls over. Then they fade away only to pop up in a month or two somewhere else. If I sound disillusioned I'm not. It's just the way it is.
We quickly hooked up with George and Lynn, a couple we knew from the bar. I liked Lynn, but George seemed a little oily.
We got a table and ordered drinks. When the music started she grabbed me and we spent the next thirty minutes on the floor. Surprisingly, most musicians aren't good dancers. Too busy playing to learn I guess. I could dance fairly well, but had exhausted all my moves quickly. I dragged her off the floor to take a break and get something to drink. Seven bucks for a coke.
Sammi was swaying in her chair, George was bouncing in his chair, Lynn and I were just trying to catch our breath. Lynn looked at me and said "Should we turn them loose for a bit?"
I thought about it. This could be a test. If Sammi goes onto the floor without my input any relationship we could have would be over instantly. If she clears it with me first or flat out refuses her stock would go up quickly. I nodded yes.
She bent over and said something to George. He looked at me and got Sammi up. At first she refused and then looked at me.
"Do you mind?"
"Not if it's just dancing."
She leaned over and gave me a quick kiss.
"I knew you had potential."
Off she went. They danced twice, and then a slow song started. He reached for her, but she stopped him and came back to me.
"Come on babe, let's get close."
And we did. She molded her body into mine and we swayed to the music. She didn't exactly grind on me, but made sure no dead space got between us.
We danced a few more fast numbers and then she took a break. She held my hand while we sat. Some guy we didn't know came over and asked her to dance. She just held my hand tighter and didn't say a thing. He got the hint and left.
We danced until two. She danced a couple more times with George, and when neither of us wanted to she grabbed Lynn and hauled her onto the floor. I liked to watch her dance. Swinging and swaying, body parts shooting off in all directions only to be snapped back to center at the last minute.
I found her outfit interesting. Bright red short shorts, a yellow scoop neck form fitting top that seemed to dare her breasts to fall out, and red three inch heels. It looked a lot like a brighter version of what she wore to work. I asked her about it a couple months later and she said she was used to it and didn't it make her look hot? Couldn't argue with that.
We went to a nearby IHOP for coffee. Lynn and George joined us, and George invited us over to party, and by us I mean Sams' boobs. Both Lynn and Sam looked disgusted. We declined.
On the way home she thanked me for allowing her to dance with George.
"I'm glad you're not one of those jealous guys."
"I am a bit of a jealous guy, but you gave me no reason to be. You asked me if it was okay first, and stayed where I could see you. When that guy asked you without clearing it with me and you shot him down. I trust you because you give me no reason not to. The first time you do otherwise, we'll stop dating. Life's too short."
I was giving her a message, and she got it.
I walked her to her door at 4:00 a.m. The goodnight kisses started slow but got steamier. At the end I was sure she was trying to verify that my tonsils had been removed with her tongue. Then the porch light flipped on. She drew back.
"Bitch!" She hissed.
"Payback." I laughed.
That's right, they were roommates. I didn't know it until I asked Sammi out and asked where to pick her up and she said "You were just there yesterday. Have you already forgotten?
"You mean you and Sandy are living together?"
"I would say roommates, living together takes on a whole new meaning."
They both assured me they were comfortable with it , But I had my doubts. I wasn't.
It was kind of creepy kissing a girl good night while the girl you were kissing yesterday could be watching you through the blinds.
This couldn't go on much longer, and it came to a head about a month later. Sandy was on my couch. We had been getting progressively more passionate, and she had about two thirds of a bottle of wine in her. I had the lights low, a fire going, and I had gotten farther than I ever had before. I had been nuzzling her neck and nipping her earlobes, something I knew turned her on. She had a button up blouse on instead of her usual tee. I was caressing her through the material, and gently undid a button. Instead of stopping me she pushed forward. Encouraged, I undid another. And another. Soon I was on my knees kissing her throat, her shoulders, and her breasts above her bra. It was a front clasp bra, and soon it was dangling and I had one of her thick, plump nipples in my mouth. Rolling across my tongue, the sweet/salt flavor was so good I had to taste the other. Even better. She was arching forwards, trying to thrust her entire mammary gland down my throat. I was trying my best to swallow it, but losing.
Abandoning those impressive badges of womanhood I slowly nibbled down her stomach, circling her navel, licking along the waistband of her jeans. She was making soft, whispering sounds and caressing the back of my head. I was tugging at her snap when she pushed me back.
"STOP! Please Wiley, stop."
The blood wasn't flowing uphill for me so it took a minute to adjust.
"Don't you like it?"
She had my head in her hands, staring into my eyes.
"Yes I do baby, very much. I think my panties melted, I'm so hot. But I won't, not without some ground rules."
Uncharitably, I thought she should have brought this up thirty minutes ago. If you're a guy, I'm sure at one time or another you've had an erection that actually hurts. I was aching. Honestly, between romancing both girls I had gone the longest without sex in my adult life. I wanted to end the dry spell.
"What rules?"
She had the decency to close her top and motion me to sit beside her.
"Wiley, by now you must know I'm half in love with you, maybe more than half. You're the sweetest, most considerate man I've ever been with. Most guys would have given up on me by now. If you want me, I'm yours. But it has to be just me, understand? And I know about your past, some of the guys from the other bands that play my club have talked. As heartless as it sounds, if you choose me I'll want a clean bill of health from you, understand?"
Well, it was what it was. Sometimes history can bite you in the ass.
"Please don't answer me now. Think about it hard. Just know, if you're sure, I'll be worth the wait."
She wiped the tears away and asked me to take her home. It was a quiet ride, but she held tightly to my hand.
I walked her to the door. Her kiss was soft, chaste, but wonderful.
"Call me in a few days, my darling Wiley."
She made a sound halfway between a sigh and a sob and closed the door.
I didn't sleep much that night.
.................................................
If my life wasn't complicated enough,guess who showed up on my door step the next day. Sammi.
"We need to talk, Wiley."
Damn, how men hate to hear those words.
Blasting by me, she settled on the couch. Patting it , she motioned for me to sit beside her. Just like Sandy the night before. Deja vu all over again.
"I'll cut to the chase Wiley. Sandy talked to me last night, actually she cried on my shoulder. This makes what I'm going to say made me feel like a louse."
She leaned over and gave me a long, long kiss.
Drawing back, she cried out "I'm in love with you!"
"I've never been with anyone who treats me as well as you do. You make me feel like a woman, not some piece of meat you want to use."
I felt like a fish out of water, opening and closing my mouth, trying to form words. She place her hand over my mouth.
"Don't talk, do what you do well, listen to me. I know I'm a little wilder than Sandy, and sometimes you do things you don't really want to just to make me happy, but I try not to abuse that trust. I 'll do anything you want if we get together. You know both of us get miserable when the other is with you. If you choose me, you'll never regret it, I promise."



Her words had gotten faster and faster. Finally she drew a deep breath, leaned over and gave me one of her deep, soul stirring kisses, and got up. She paused at the door.
"One more thing. If you choose me, make sure your fire extinguishers are up to date, 'cause I'll scorch the sheets, the furniture, and anything else you take me on. Bye, baby. Call one or the other of us soon."
And she was gone.
I felt like a seventeen year old trying to decide who to take to the prom on one hand, and my namesake the coyote on the other, suddenly finding myself over the cliff with an anvil instead of a parachute.
.................................................
Ultimately, the decision was taken out of my hands, even after I made it.
I was on my way to the apartment with a doctors report in my hand. Sammi was at work and I knew she would be there alone.
I knocked on the door, and she literally knocked me down, crying hysterically. At first I thought it was for me, but it wasn't.
"She's had a stroke, Wiley! They need me there right away. I have to go, now. What am I going to do?"
I stroked her arms, trying to get her to calm down.
"Who had a stroke, honey?"
"Mom! She's in a coma, they need me right away. I'm her designated guardian, they can't really do anything but keep her stable until I get there. Help me, Wiley, please."
She had told me she was an only child, raised by her mother. I knew they were close. She talked to her at least twice a week, sometimes more.
"Hush, baby. First thing you need to do is pack. "I'll call and get you a ticket while you're doing that, then I'll take you to the airport."
Her mom lived 900 miles away. Sandy hadn't been home in a year. Even with good tips, bar waitresses don't make that much. She didn't have a car.
"I don't have the money for a ticket. She might be dying, oh God!"
"I'll pay for the ticket, get packed."
Instead of arguing, she just turned and went into her room. I called, they had a flight leaving in an hour, we could just make it. I booked the ticket.
"Hurry, you've got less than an hour."
It wasn't neat but we got her packed and to the airport with ten minutes to spare. Not much time.
As we drove I asked if she had any money on her. She hadn't even thought of that. We didn't have time to stop at an ATM, so I gave her what I had in my pocket, about $600.
"I can't take this much."
"Yes you can. You don't know what you're going to run into. You can give it back when you return."
"I've made a decision, Sandy. It's-
She stopped me.
"Don't tell me now. I need to deal with mom. I don't know how long I'll be gone. I'll call you when I can."
"But-"
"Please honey, not now. I have to go. I need to tell you I love you. I really love you."
She gave me a hard kiss and went through the lines. I didn't know it at the time, but it was the last lovers' kiss I would ever get from her.
................................................
The band was booked for a month in advance. I could have gotten one of my friends between bands to take my place, but Sandy told me to not come, her mom was in a coma and there was nothing I could do. I asked if she had anyone was with her, and she said John and Carrie were helping her. We told each other "I love you" every phone call. It made me good to hear her say it, but when I started talking about the future she would shut me down. Plenty of time later, she would say.
After six weeks I could hear her getting distant, quiet. She didn't talk long, and the last two times when I said I love you she just said bye.
Enough was enough. I got a buddy to cover and drove out to see her. I took my time and was there in two days. I went straight to the hospital and asked for her. I told the nurse we were engaged, she gave me an odd look.
She told me she hadn't been in to see her mother in two days, and wouldn't give me an address. Apparently being engaged. I called Sandy, she answered on the third ring.
"Hi, babe, How's your mom?'
"Still the same. I sit by her everyday waiting for a change. I'm starting to lose hope."
"Are you there now?"
"Yes right here beside her."
Ever hook a string and have it start unraveling? I felt like someone just pulled my string.
"Well, Good news. I got some time off and I'm on my way to see you."
"You don't need to come, Wiley. There's nothing you can do here."
Her voice was a bit off.
"I could be with you. I miss you. Besides, I'm about 45 minutes away. I'll see you soon."
I hung up before she could form a response. I went down to the lobby to wait,. It was a small regional hospital and I felt sure she would come in the front entrance.
About thirty minutes later I saw an SUV pull up to the entrance. I could clearly see Sandy in the passenger seat. She opened the door to get out, then leaned in and gave the driver a long hard kiss. It was not a friend kiss. She ruffled his hair and turned to go in. By then I was standing right behind her.
She turned with a smile on her face. The smile faded when she saw me.
"How long have you been here?"
"About ninety minutes."
"Oh."
"That's it. Oh? You didn't want me to come and see you. When I get here you're not and lie about it. I was standing right outside your mothers room when I called you. What's going on? And I saw the kiss."
"Let's go in and talk, maybe get some coffee."
I wasn't going back into that hospital.
"No, I'm fine right here. Get right to it. Am I in your life or not. No excuses, no explanations. Just the truth. Do we have a future or not? Yes or no will do."
She had the decency to look sad.
"I didn't want you to find out like this. I didn't mean-"
I shut her off.
"I'll take that as a no. Goodbye Sandy."
I heard her running after me. I turned and held up my hand.
"John or Carry?"
She hung her head.
"Carry" she whispered.
"Don't follow me."
I turned, went to my van , and backed out. I could see her fading in my rear view mirror.
And that was how the first toxic twin screwed me over.
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I was a bartender for years when I was younger. This story and others to follow are about my experiences during those years. I have some other story lines going, Gonna Sell The Bitchs' Car in particular, but due to some feedback and my work schedule right now it'll be a week or two before I can post my reworked third installment. I already had this and some others written so I thought I would submit it. It's a cautionary tale, while I hope you enjoy it but take the message to heart.
..........................
I hadn't tended bar for years and was only doing this to help out a friend. It was a small, private club, one of those places that had an animal with large antlers as a logo. The place was in trouble, membership was down and it looked like it may lose its' charter, which would force it to close. My friend had been a member for forty years and on the board for almost as long.
He had done me a huge favor years ago so I agreed to help. I made it clear that I considered it temporary, having no desire to go back to full time. The board agreed, and promised to back me fully on any changes I made. The jury was out on that, I had dealt with this before. There was always one board member who was firmly convinced that his way was always best and was willing to fight hard to make sure everyone else did too.
Mostly I went back to bar tending because I needed something to do. My wife of twenty one years had died in an industrial accident. It was clearly due to negligence by the company, and they settled with the survivors and loved ones quickly. I had more than enough to live comfortably for the rest of my life. What I didn't have was a companion, lover, or soul mate. I mourned for two years.
................................................
It was 10:30. Closing time was 11:00, most of the members were working men who had to get up early. Staying open until one or two in the morning did no one any good. Some guys just refuse to leave until closing time, then the wives are angry, the bosses are angry because of tardiness, and the guys are angry because the bartender didn't make them leave earlier. Nobody wins in this situation.
I had one guy at the bar who seemed to be a permanent fixture. In the week I was there he had helped me close every night. There were three other men in their forties who had stopped by after bowling, and four twenty something guys who seemed to be having a serious discussion on important matters, telling lies.
The phone rang. I answered and a young lady asked if Joe Nichols was still there.
"Joe Nichols? Hold on and I'll check." I hated this part of the job.
"Joe Nichols, Joe Nichols. Phone call."
One of the young guys came over with a ten in his hand. He leaned over and whispered to me-
"Tell her I'm not here."
I palmed the ten and looked him in the eyes as I spoke into the phone.
"Ma'am, he said to tell you he's not here."
His eyes were as big as marbles. I chuckled into the phone.
"Ma'am? He's right here. Sorry about what I said, it's just bartender humor. I"m gonna give him the phone now, try not to be upset if he's a little late coming home. He was actually leaving when I asked him to help me out. I'm new here and he helped me with a few questions. Before I give him the phone, how about coming by with him Friday night? The first drink's on me. I just want to see if you're as pretty as he says. Here's your husband now. What? Yes, I'll tell him. Bye."
I hung up the phone and pointed at a sign posted behind the bar. It was one of the first things I did when I went to a new bar. The sign said "IF YOU'RE HERE, YOU'RE HERE. NO EXCEPTIONS"
I handed him back the ten.
"Boy, I just saved your ass. Now instead of being upset she's gonna want to know what we talked about, and did you really say she was pretty. Tell her we talked about forming a dance committee to bring dancing back to the club and I needed input from the younger members. Tell her I'd like for her and some of your friends' wives to be on it. Tell her we'll talk about it Friday."
I paused for a breath.
"Now, before you go I want you to talk to Buck here. He's got a story you need to hear."
.................................................
BUCKS' STORY.
"It started this spring. Me, my running buddies Cliff, Bill, and Sonny, decided we were going to have the best summer ever. It started with the fishing trips. We'd go out on the lake real early and fish until we caught a few. Then we'd hang around the bait shack until three or four, telling our wives when we got home we couldn't get a signal on the water. By time we got back home it would be too late for yard work or going out. We'd order pizza and keep drinking."
"Then we started playing golf. We would have to get a practice round in during the week to be ready for the tournament on the weekend, and there was always a tournament somewhere. If they called we would tell them we had to have the phones off so we wouldn't mess up a putt with noise, tournament rules."
"The grass always needed cut, and the wives complained we never did anything together, but we were having a ball."
"And of course there were the twice monthly poker games here at the club, we couldn't miss those. Sometimes I actually won, and would go out and buy a new rod, or putter. My wife called once to remind me we were supposed to go dancing. I had forgotten, so I told her I had lost big that night, and was too drunk to drive. Could she come get me in an hour or so? Boy, that was a chilly ride home."
"By now it was football season. We'd go the sports bar around one on Saturday, and usually stay for the night game. It was hilarious, eating wings and slipping those girls with big boobs in tight shorts twenties to say they hadn't seen us all day when the wives called. Then we would do the same thing on Sunday for the pro games."
"When the girls complained, we would tell them to go dancing or to the movies with each other. That's just what they did."
Buck hung his head for a few minutes, then continued.
"It all came apart about two months ago. I got home about ten and she wasn't home. I didn't worry because I figured she was out with the girls. At midnight I started calling around. Cliffs' wife said they went out dancing but she left early. Bills' wife didn't go out with them so she had no clue. By now it was almost one and Sonnys' wife wasn't too happy about being called."
"She asked me if I knew what time it was. I apologized and told her I was worried about Joan because she wasn't home yet. She said it was a little too late to worry now. I didn't understand but she told me the last time she saw her she was at the Silver Spur, and boy those line dance lessons were paying off. I didn't even know she was taking line dance lessons. She said she saw a guy from work and wanted to dance with him a few times before she left. That was the last she saw of her."
"I called the Silver Spur and asked the bartender if she was there. The band was playing and I could just barely hear him say he would see. About the time the band stopped and the bartender called out her name."
'I heard the phone hit the bar and then my wifes' voice saying-
Here's a twenty, sugar. Tell him I not here.
I jumped in the car but by the time I got there she was long gone."
"When I got home I noticed her clothes were gone along with most of her other stuff. I didn't see her for a month. They wouldn't let me on the property where she worked. I sat outside hoping to catch her as she was leaving but never saw her car."
"Then one day she called me to talk about the divorce. I cried and begged her to talk to me. We met at The Golden Corral, she told me I had to pay. She wouldn't let me talk until after we were done eating. She wanted to know if I was going to fight the divorce."
"I told her I didn't want a divorce, I wanted her to come back home. She asked me why, and I told her I loved her and didn't want to be away from her. She really tore into me then."
"All you want is someone to cook and clean for you and maybe screw for five minutes once or twice a month" She said. "Do you know this is the first time in nine months we've been in a restaurant at the same time? If I was a fishing rod or a golf club, or some 400 pound guy with numbers on my back it would be different, but I'm not. I don't know how to compete with that and I'm no longer interested in trying."
"I don't really see any point in coming back. I've got a nice little apartment it takes me no time to keep clean. I got a new, spiffy little car I traded that tank you got me in for. And while I haven't been seeing anyone, I've gotten two offers for real dates. Dinner, a movie, maybe a little dancing."
By now Buck had tears in his eyes.
"I couldn't get her to come back to me. I did get her to hold off the divorce for six months, but she ain't never coming back, I can feel it. My friends can't wait to tell me about her new hairstyle and how she must have lost twenty pounds. They tell me she got two or three guys she sees real regular. As far as I know she hasn't gone to bed with any of them, but it's just a matter of time."
"Now I just go to work and come here. My running buddies come around some, but they seem to always have their wives with them. I guess they saw the writing on the wall with what happened to me. They invite me out, but I feel like a fifth wheel."
.................................................
By now Buck was all talked out. I looked at Joe hard.
"Do you understand now, son? If you don't do your homework somebody else will. Now, closing time. Go home to your wives and families."
When they all left I pulled out a picture of my ex-wife. My second wife was jealous for awhile until I explained why I carried it.
"I got a second chance with you," I said "This picture reminds me not to make the same mistakes."
After that every time I would be about to go brain dead and do something stupid she would asked me if I had looked at it lately. It was very effective.
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The hemi engine in the big dually truck throbbed as it flew down the highway.
The tall man driving glanced at the petite red head huddled in the passenger seat. She was rocking back and forth in obvious pain.
"Doc, will you stop for a bottle of water? I need to take two more Midol."
"I'll stop for the water. But, Annie, you've already taken eight in the last two hours. Two more won't help. I can't believe you forgot your medicine."
The woman exploded in anger.
"I DID NOT FORGET THE FUCKING PILLS! I PUT THEM INTO MY SUITCASE JUST BEFORE I CLOSED IT. GODDAMN IT STRAIGHT TO HELL!"
She stopped suddenly, "I'm sorry. It's not your fault. You know I'm not mad at you, right?"
He patted her hand.
"I know. Yell at me if it helps. We'll be home in about 40 minutes, just hold on."
She attempted a smile.
"Sing for me Doc. You know it calms me."
So the man she called Doc sang for her in a soft baritone voice. He sang love ballads, murder ballads, songs of cowboys, miners, fallen women, sweethearts, and outlaws until he pulled into her drive.
................................................
His real name was Will Jones, not Doc Holliday.
Her real name was Sherry Wilson, not Annie Oakley. She was married, but not to the man she called Doc.
They were members of the Rough River Rangers, a western reenactment club. They were from Rolla, a small town in the rolling hills of Missouri.
There were similar clubs in every state and many foreign countries. People joined for different reasons. Some for nostalgia of a more simple time, some for the spirit of adventure the times represented, others for the period costumes and companionship of like minded people. Some joined for the shooting, especially the black powder weapons. Most for a combination of it all.
................................................
Sherry became a member at twelve when her dad joined them up. He had always had a fondness for vintage weapons, but when he married he obliged his wife by locking his weapons in his gun safe. She was from St. Louis, a nurse who had seen too often what gunshots wounds could do to a human body. Unfortunately, when Sherry was ten her mom started feeling tired. She ignored it for a while but finally saw her doctor. Cancer. Terminal. She lasted another year.
Her dad owned an insurance company, with a string of offices across the state. Money was not an object, but he threw himself into expanding his business. Sherry was given a nanny and time alone. After six months her dad realized his mistake and started reconnecting. He never actually ignored her, he loved her dearly, but the grief clouded his judgment.
Joining the Rangers provided the bonding experience he was seeking. One of his clients remembered his fondness for shooting. He was a local judge and a board member, and invited them out to the farm.
"The Farm" was Ranger headquarters. An actual farm with 140 acres bequeathed by a founding member with the understanding that should the club dissolve the land would go to charity. With a roster of over 100 members the chances of that happening were slim indeed.
Sherry would never forget her first visit. The farm was well kept, with pastures, fields, and woods well tended. There was a full time caretaker who lived in the farmhouse and made sure everything was maintained. He lived rent free and was furnished with a truck and a small salary.
The focal point was the barn. Carefully converted over the years it now housed a full replica of a western saloon that doubled as the meeting hall. During meetings and in the presence of minors the bar was closed. On Saturday nights and adult functions alcohol was served. Members rotated bar tending duties.
Sherry and her dad visited on a Saturday afternoon. They were given a tour of the barn and treated to frosty mugs of root beer[IBC, of course. It was Missouri after all]. Petite all her life, at twelve she was only 4' 8", and sitting on a bar stool in a real western saloon with a mug in her hand made quite an impression. When they went out to the shooting range, every thing, EVERY THING, changed.
One of the focal points of these clubs was the shooting competitions. The best shooters would compete in districts, progress to sectionals, states, regionals, and finally nationals. These were strictly amateur events. No money changed hands[except for perhaps a gentlemanly wager], just trophies and bragging rights.
They visited at a time when practice for district meets were being held. Even with the mandatory ear plugs Sherry was impressed with how loud it was. Seeing the black powder flame out of the barrels and the smoke hang in the air fascinated her. She stayed close to her dad and the judge, as they paused from time to time to chat with the shooters. From time to time one of the shooters would offer her father a chance to fire one of the weapons. He would always accept eagerly.
They were discussing the merits of a particular rifle, a 50 caliber Hawkin reproduction, when Sherry wandered off unnoticed. Two stations down, she saw it lying on the stand. The owner was sitting at a table facing the other way, breaking down and cleaning another weapon. He noticed her, but with her small stature he took her for a much younger child and dismissed her from his thoughts. She picked it up, and having watched closely knew what to do. It was too heavy for her to hold steady with her small hands so she set the butt on the stand for better support and carefully lined up the target.
Firing had stopped or the owner would never have heard the triple click of the hammer being pulled back. He turned around and was horrified to see a child of about eight holding his Walker Colt, her face just inches away as she tried to line up the sights.
Three things happened almost instantaneously.
He screamed "NO!"
She squeezed the trigger.
The 44 caliber, six and a half pound Walker bucked backwards, her small hands not strong enough to hold it. It flew backwards, catching her between the eyes. Down she went.
Stunned, she remembered the next few minutes in bits and pieces. Lots of yelling, mostly at her. A man, talking to her, shining a light in her eyes. And everywhere she looked adults with angry eyes.
They sat her in a golf cart and took her back to the barn. Once she had an ice pack on her rapidly swelling bruise the lectures began.
The judge went first.
"Young lady, you just committed the most serious breech of rules possible on a firing range. You fired a weapon without permission into an area that was not cleared. Thank God the target setters were already done. These are weapons, child. People could have died from your carelessness. Plus, through your carelessness you were hurt. It was just luck that one of our shooters today was an EMT."
When the judge ran down the owner of the Colt started.
"Aside from all that, it is a serious lapse of etiquette to ever touch another persons' weapon without permission. It is an act of total disrespect, and one we don't take lightly."
Her father chimed in, offering apologies and withdrawing his request for membership. Sherry was crying bitterly and begging for forgiveness. Her pleas were so heartfelt and piteous she didn't see the smiles starting to appear.
The judge looked round the room.
"How about it boys? Feel like convening a kangaroo court?"
Quickly six people, four men and two women were seated. The judge acted as both prosecutor and judge. Oddly enough, the man who owned the Colt agreed to defend her. It was short and sweet.
"Do you admit to your deeds?" said the judge severely.
She did through her sobs.
"Your witness, councilor."
The man, who happened to be their gunsmith and went by the name Sam Colt, began.
"Judge, members of the jury, mistakes were made today. I should never have left a loaded weapon unattended. Judge, she was your guest, you should have watched her more carefully[this drew a frown from the judge]. And you young lady, should have had more respect. I think that about sums it up."
He looked directly at the jury.
"That being said, I believe she is truly sorry and won't repeat her mistakes."
He paused for effect. Then he pulled a target out from under his vest.
"But most of all, we would be idiots to let a girl, who has never fired a weapon of any kind before, without any training, and can still do this, go."
He handed the target to the jury. It was the one she had shot at. There was a hole exactly in the center of the bulls eye. Even the judge was grinning.
"What say you, jury?'
One of the women stood after conferring with her companions.
"Your honor, we find this girl guilty."
She looked directly at Sherry, who put her head down in tears.
"It is our request that she and her father be offered membership, on the condition that she take a gun safety course as soon as possible, and as punishment for her crime be sentenced to two months clean up duties on the range and in the saloon. If it pleases you, your honor."
The judge stood.
"Well said. You have upheld the western tradition of having the punishment fit the crime. Stand, young lady."
She stood.
"The jury has spoken and I agree, with one addition. Every member here has a name taken from a real person of the old west. I'm a judge in real life so here I go by Roy Bean. Sometimes the member picks it, sometimes the board of governors. We have four board members here. With the approval of everyone here I suggest forthwith you be called Annie Oakley, in honor of the petite woman who was probably one of the best shots ever of any gender. What say ye, officers and members?"
The saloon walls echoed with approval, and that's how the modern day Annie Oakley came to be.
For the next three weeks Annie had to stay off the range while her father practiced. She spent the time getting to know members and their children. Every week before she went home she swept the saloon and emptied the garbage. It drove her crazy listening to the booms of black powder weapons, but she never once complained. By the fourth week she had her gun safety certification in hand, and a set of Remington 31 caliber five shot revolvers with 3 1/2" barrels.
Even at a third the weight of the Walker, they were still almost too much for her. But under the tutelage of Sam Colt she became adept. They experimented with loads and found that they were still effective with only two thirds the normal charge of powder. The lessened recoil helped tremendously.
At 13 she began to shoot competitively. She came in third at the district meet. Six month later she came in first and made it all the way to state. At 15 she won state and regional and came in third in nationals. At 17 she won it all. Junior national champion in pistol and rifle, black powder division.
She gave up competitive shooting to concentrate on college, graduating with a degree in finance. She started out as an agent in one of her fathers' offices and progressed to manager. Free from school, she resumed competitive shooting.
She married, a man her father didn't trust or approve of. This brings us back to where we started, almost.
.................................................
Will Jones arrived about three years prior to the start of our story. He had a distant cousin here who wanted to sell his dental practice at a good price. He knew the area and got a good deal so he bought it, arriving from Georgia with a wife of six months. Three months later in the grip of one of the worst winters in years she decided she liked the sunny South better than being married. He fortunately had a prenup, and being married less than a year got an annulment. He met Sherrys' dad when his dentist retired and he came to him. They talked guns, and Will invited him to his house to show him his prized possession, a Confederate version of the 36 Navy Colt, made by Starr Arms. It had been carried in the war by his great-great grandfather. Her father invited to come out to meet the Rangers.
He bonded with the group instantly. Come to find it out, he was a deadly shot with a pistol. Being ambidextrous he could use two pistols at once accurately. Almost overnight, the trophy case began to expand.
Being tall, thin, and a dentist from Georgia, only one name would fit. Doc Holliday.
When he met Annie he was instantly attracted. When he saw her rings he felt an odd sense of loss, but being a Southern gentleman he treated her with respect and deference. She felt the same, but even if her marriage was a bit rocky at times, she still honored her vows.
Being the two best shots in the group they were thrown together constantly and developed a close friendship after the initial awkwardness.
When the Rangers went to a competition, they traveled in style. The richer members were inordinately proud of their trophy case, even to to point of sponsoring some of the better shots financially. One of the members was a trucker, and when possible he would haul the custom made stagecoach and the three buggies to the state level and above. Other members would haul the horses with dually trucks like the one Doc owned. They would make reservations at equestrian campgrounds and set up tents, while the more comfort loving would stay in hotels. The day of the shoot they would meet and ride in style, with outriders leading the stagecoach and buggies in a procession designed to intimidate. It almost always worked.
At the state level and above it was a two day event. Most of the Rangers loved it, it gave them a chance to socialize with other groups informally. Will played the mandolin, and there were several guitar players and violinists so there would often be a jam session or impromptu dance. Annie stayed close to Doc during these meets for safety. The tent that she and her father shared was almost always right beside his.
The particular meet they were returning from had been canceled due to rain. It was supposed to be just showers on Friday morning but was a full downpour by afternoon. It didn't let up all night and by Saturday morning was still going strong. Black powder does not do well in the rain. The host club called it off and rescheduled for two weeks. Everyone packed up and left.
It was a blessing for Annie. In her junior year at college she developed an acute case of PMS. She tried to fight it but it got so bad she almost flunked out. Finally the doctor found the right medication to balance her hormones and mental state. Before the medicine the cramps would be agonizing, and to put it in her own words, she became "a screaming bitch who hated everyone including her". She kept up with her pills religiously, and could not understand why they went missing from her suitcase. She couldn't have competed also in her words "because she would be shaking so badly she couldn't hit anything, which was good, because a loaded weapon in her hands right now was not a good idea."
Her father was on the national board of directors, and since no one could compete they decided to have an impromptu planning meeting. He was sad on one hand because he had finally met someone and wanted to get home to her, and glad because he had experience with Annie off her pills, and a five hour ride with her scared him. He took the easy way out and got Doc to take her home. And now we're back to where we started.
.................................................. Thirty eight minute later, Doc backed into her driveway so they could unload her gear. Her house was old, and built partially into the side of a hill. It was in excellent shape and she kept it neat as a pin, no small feat with her husbands' habits. The garage was also the basement.
She got out and slung the gun belt over her shoulder.
"Give me a minute, Doc. The garage door opener is on the visor of my car over at Dads' house. I'll go in the side door and open it from the inside. Then I"ll see where I left my pills."
She was shaking almost uncontrollably. He was afraid she might collapse.
"I'll walk with you. Maybe you dropped your pills on the garage floor."
She was fumbling with her keys. He took them, used the one she pointed at, and walked her inside.
"What the fuck? Why is that bimbos' car in my garage?"
Parked in her spot was a convertible Volkswagen with a tye dye paint job. Only one person in town drives a car like that. Lisa Gold, one of her agents. Before he could react she was inside the door headed towards the master bedroom.
He caught her at the open bedroom door. Luckily, she had frozen for a minute. He reached her just as she pulled one of her pistols and aimed it at the bed. He didn't have time to pull the gun from her hand so he tried to push it down. His hand made contact just as she pulled the trigger and his thumb caught between the hammer and the cap. It split his skin but stopped it from firing. Using his momentum and size he picked her up and placed a hand over her mouth. She was hammering his shins with her boots and trying to bite his hand off but he got her back into the basement.
The couple on the bed never noticed them. Lisa had on Annie's favorite stetson hat and her ostrich skin boots and nothing else. She was on her hands and knees. Jimmy was behind her pounding away while she was screaming "Ride em Cowboy. Yee-haw."
He let her struggle for awhile.
"Annie, calm down. I'm not gonna lose you by letting you kill them. It's not worth it."
His words barely registered but she finally stopped. He took his hand from her mouth and set her on a workbench where she kept her shooting supplies. He took her pistols and removed the cylinders. She lay there shaking.
He touched her gently.
"Come on, I'm taking you home with me."
She blinked a few times, and started shaking her head no.
"Not yet, I'm gonna let those two assholes know I know. "
He could see the rage building in her. She looked around wildly, saw her pistols with the missing cylinders and stopped and smiled. reaching into a cabinet behind the work bench she pulled out an extra cylinder and started seating it.
"Annie, I'm not gonna let you shoot them."
She was pouring and packing powder into the cylinders, adding a little rock salt she had in the corner for clearing the sidewalks from snow.
"I'm not gonna shoot them. I'm not putting in bullets. But I am going to scare the shit out of them."
She loaded four cylinders and seated the caps.
"Come on and be quiet."
They crept quietly up the stairs. They had finished and they could hear them talking.
"Honey, aren't you afraid we might get caught? It won't matter much to me because I'm single."
"If you despise the little bitch why do you stay with her? You keep telling me I got better pussy and do things she won't. I never say no and always come when you call, in more ways than one."
Lisa giggled at her own joke.
He laughed with her.
"We've been going strong for almost a year and she still has no clue. Thanks to that stupid gun club and her belief she's Annie Fucking Oakley reincarnated, we got plenty of time. Anyone who might tell on us is with her right now."
He stopped to sneer in satisfaction.
"Bet she don't win this one. She pissed me off before she left with a honey do list, so I snuck her bitch pills out of her bag. Right about now she's probably shaking like a leaf and tearing some poor s.o.b. a new ass with one hand and ripping his head off with the other." "And as much as I love these, and this, and this-" They could hear little gasps "she has something you don't. A pocket full of money. Oh, she doesn't have it yet, but her old man won't last forever, and when he goes she gets it all. We don't have a prenuptial, so I automatically get half. Half is worth millions. I'll dump her ass for a 50/50 split, and you and I will head for someplace warm. Sound like a good plan?"
Annie heard all she could stand. She burst through the door screaming "ASSHOLES!" and popped the first cap. Black powder is loud, especially in a confined space. Combine that with the smoke, flame, the sound of unburned powder and rock salt hitting the wall, and anyone would be freaked out.



Lisa and Jimmy were crying and begging while Annie was using all seven dirty words George Carlin used to talk about in all kinds of interesting ways. Finally she stopped and pulled the hammer back.
"SHUT THE FUCK UP! GET BOTH YOUR SORRY ASSES OUT OF THAT BED AND GO DOWN TO THE GARAGE, RIGHT FUCKING NOW. AND DON'T TRY TO RUN OR I'LL BLOW YOUR BALLS OFF."
Annie walked them down to the basement. She refused to let them get dressed. She seemed detached.
"Open the garage door."
They started to complain. It was cold. It was raining. It was still daylight. It was a mistake, they were both sorry.
She walked up to Jimmy and put the barrel against his balls.
" If you don't open this door by the time I count to three I'm gonna pull the trigger. It doesn't have a bullet. What it has is a double charge of powder and about an ounce of rock salt. Probably won't kill you unless you bleed to death, but if you have any balls left at all they'll be useless. One. Tw-"
The garage door flew open. She smiled.
"Now I'm gonna give you a chance. I'll count to five. When I get to five I'm gonna shoot you in the ass. If you run fast enough, in this rain, you'll get just a dusting. If you're slow, or slip, rock salt will be dissolving out of your ass for a week. Oh, and by the way, I'm filling for divorce. Now, let's just see how good my aim is without the bitch pills."
He started apologizing, it was a mistake, he stilled loved her.
She smiled. "One."
Sheer terror gave him speed. He was flying down the sidewalk while she counted.
"Two. Three. Four." BANG!
His scream was unreal. She had hit him dead center in the ass. Doc thought she might have underestimated the power of a double charge of powder.
She looked over and smiled at Lisa.
"Why aren't you running , bitch? One, two....
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They didn't want to go to the party. He had been out of the hospital for just two days, and really didn't feel like partying. His release coincided with the annual Halloween party his family threw every year, and as the whole family was going to be there anyway, they turned it into a welcome home celebration. So costumes were improvised, and Jaime, with Beth beside him, became the center of attention.
There were hugs, tears, and back slaps galore, But Jaime especially appreciated the handshakes and quiet words from men who had 'been there, done that' also. He was moved beyond words when they were presented with a two day getaway to Vegas,
a trip meant to be the honeymoon they couldn't afford when they married. He was also stunned when people pressed cards into Beths' hands, a
"little something for the trip" they said. He knew they contained money. His people were all working class, and in a bad economy they were all struggling, which gave it all a deeper meaning.
Beth stood clutching the cards with tears streaming down her cheeks while Jaime idly wondered if there was a bus leaving for Vegas soon.
The surprises weren't over yet. The family literally dragged them outside. In front of the parking lot was a yellow 2006 Mustang convertible, with a banner draped across the bumper saying "Jaime and Beth, Vegas or Bust!"
Jaime was speechless. Beth was sputtering "How? What, who..."
His grandfather pointed to a man.
"El Patron."
A small man in his sixties stepped forward, using a cane, smiling.
"My brother owns a used car lot. I got him to loan you this for a week. It's got independent dealer tags, and a letter in the dash stating It's covered with insurance for a week long test drive. Have it back by next Friday. It's got a full tank of gas, and a dealer gas card in the console good for three fill ups. That should get you there and back."
He was the owner of the vineyards most of the family worked for, a well respected man. He pulled Jaime in just a bit closer, showing him is drivers license embossed with a purple heart and a silver star.
"Son, a private word. Don't ever be embarrassed what these things bring you. You deserve them. And you earned them, with pain and sacrifice. Your country owes you, we all owe you. Good luck in life. Love your woman well, she shared your suffering too. She's stood by you, not many do this day and age."
Leaning back, he hands Beth an envelope with instructions not to be opened until they reach the Nevada border, and whispers to her he put six bottles of his finest wines in the trunk. They watch as he hobbles back to his Cadillac STS. Jaime recognizes the Vietnam ribbon on the tag, as well as lt. colonel insignia.
Two hours later they've left the smog laden valleys of California for the high deserts of Nevada. Even though Beth wanted to open the envelope right away, out of respect they waited.
The moment they passed the "Welcome to Nevada"
sign he had to pull over. Her scream echoed across the desert.
It was reservations for a full week in the honeymoon suite at a major hotel, all inclusive and paid for. There were also ten one hundred dollar bills, and a note.
"Kids, one of my distributors has this hotel as a client. I told him about you, he made some calls, and this is the result. Everything short of gambling money has been taken care of, even the gratuities. Use the spa, enjoy the shows. And Beth, when you get there ask for Grace. She's been instructed to take you shopping for a wardrobe befitting a beautiful bride, and it is included in the package. Jaime, you'll need a suit or two, it's taken care of."
"The money came from my old outfit. When I told them about you they wanted to do this. And Jaime, when you muster out, call the men on these business cards I've included. Some of us have been pretty successful, and even in this economy we're always looking for a good man. Call me first. Now, enjoy your lives."
It was signed "Lt. Colonel James Marsden, ret., and the men of C Company, 82nd Airborne, 1967.
After recovering they continued their journey. Even though it was cold, she had the top down. With the windows rolled up and the heater going full blast it wasn't warm. but bearable. She had the seat reclined and was looking up at the full moon and the bright stars.
"I feel like I can almost touch them."
Jaime smiled. "They're not quite that close, honey."
She giggled. "I know , silly. But honey, can we stop and do a little stargazing?"
Jaime, who had slept under enough desert stars to last a lifetime, grinned. When they were first getting together, and completely broke, they would scrap up bus fare to as far into the hills as they could get. They each had a backpack and he carried a sleeping bag. The packs would be filled with bottled water, some cheap wine if they could afford it, a few cans of soup, pork and beans, maybe some potted meat and crackers and chips. They would walk to the highest point accessible, find a suitable spot, and set up their meager camp. If it wasn't too dry or too wet they would have a small fire. And if it had rained recently, and if the wind was blowing in the right direction, they could actually see some stars, if they bothered to look up.
This didn't happen too often, as they were busy making each other see stars.
Ten miles down the road they found a pull off and a parking lot designed for people unloading four wheelers for desert riding. There was a small knoll rising about a hundred feet at the edge of the lot. A clearly marked trail started at the edge of the lot leading up the hill. Jaime got out and pulled Beth after him. He got two emergency blankets, a flashlight, and two bottles of wine out of the trunk.
"Come on babe, let's walk to the top. I bet it's got a great view."
She hesitated. "Honey, are you sure? Will your leg.."
He interrupted her quickly. "My leg will be fine.
We're going to walk, not run. We'll use the flashlight and go slow. It will be all right."
Slowly they made the ascent. She tried her best not to hover but she knew he noticed. There was a flat smooth circle at the top, with a great view in all directions. He spread the blanket and said,
"See, just fine. Now let's open that wine."
They sat cross legged on the blanket, facing each other with the other blanket wrapped around them. They had to drink out of the bottle since they didn't have glasses. If he hadn't been a corkscrew on his swiss army knife, they wouldn't have been drinking at all.
It was the first time they had been alone in an intimate setting in almost eighteen months. As the wine took it's effect they touched more often, slowly and tenderly. When they finished the bottle they rolled up the coats to use as pillows and lay down, drawing the blanket over them.
She rose up over him, kissing with an indescribable passion and hunger. He returned in kind, their tongues seeming to draw the very soul out of and into each other. After about five minutes they broke apart and she snuggled into him.
Looking up at the stars again, she said "Think there's any one up there looking at us?"
"I doubt it'" he said lazily "and if there is, they're probably so far in advance of us we would look like trained monkeys in a circus."
Jaime was softly caressing her breast, gently rolling her hardening nipple. Tugging the hem of her shirt up, he lowered his mouth.
"If there is something or someone watching us, let's give them a show to remember'" he whispered just before his mouth made contact.
She lay there, waves of excitement and contentment alternating through her body as she watched the stars. As her hands captured his head and drew him more into her breast she whispered quietly.
"I bet there is someone out there. And I hope they're watching us right now, so they can see what love truly is."
.................................................
At the edge of the clearing was a small bush about two feet tall. Underneath it, even though it was absolutely windless, there appeared to be a small disturbance in the dust, hanging as a haze underneath the leaves.
"She senses us." said the male.
"They all do, at some level in their brain. The females are more intuitive. It will be many thousands of their years before their thought process evolves enough to recognize us for what we are." replied the female.
...............................................
They were called Particulans by other beings that were advanced enough to interact with them. Long evolved past the need for corporeal bodies, they existed as particles of pure energy.
They had no need to eat, breathe, or sleep. They could draw enough energy out of a bush leaf or a star, or anything in between, to sustain them for incredible amounts of time. They seemed almost immortal. They weren't, though, and they were so highly advanced each knew the exact time when they would stop being able to absorb energy, and their particles would unbind and disperse.
Despite being highly evolved and living incredible spans of time, as a race they were dying.
The High Council had noticed this and had taken steps to reverse it. Sending out scouts across multiverses, searching for something not quite definable. Soon all the race was involved, compulsively seeking knowledge without understanding why. Instead of bringing them closer it made them more solitary and less prone to interaction. They were always happy to meet and exchange information, but seemed to lack the desire for anything else. Since there were male and female entities, to reproduce they had to interact, mate as it were, to produce a next generation.
Once a couple mated it bound them together, usually for their lifespans. Occasionally they would change partners, but it was very rare. The few that mated usually produced offspring, usually only one. By the High Council's own projections, they had a 17.5% chance of continuing as a race.
.................................................
The couple in the desert continued their conversation.
"By my projections, it will be 9400 of their years before contact is made, and then it won't be by us. Most likely the Similarians."
The female was the historian and researcher of
the couple.
"That would be interesting. The Similarians imprint so fast it would be like talking to a mirror.
They mean well, but have lost so much of their own identities from constant imprinting it's hard to tell who they really are anymore."
The male had a little disapproval in his voice. He didn't really care for the Similarians.
"Perhaps it for the best." she mused, "They're harmless, and it would introduce this world to a bigger universe."
"Well, it all may be a moot point, given their penchant for self destructive behavior. Who knows, they may be able to invent some new and novel way to destroy the whole race long before contact is made."
The male changed the subject abruptly.
"Why are we here again? We were just here, have things changed that much?"
By just here he meant 350 years ago, the blink of an eye to their race. He wasn't impressed then and he wasn't now.
He was known as First Scout, because of his ability to find races and planets others overlooked or ignored. She was known as First Scout Mate/Collector. She would find things most overlooked about the races they encountered. They were the most successful team in the history of their race, a fact not unnoticed by the Council.
A far more significant claim to fame, as far as the Council was concerned, was the fact that they had produced 48 offspring. This was second only to the First Prime Mother of legend, who had produced 49. Although she wouldn't have recognized it as ambition, First Scout/Mate always wanted to produce 50.
She replied serenely.
"We're here at the request of the Council. And you well know..."
He helped her finish, the phrase was almost a mantra.
"The Council always has a reason!"
"And to answer your question, much has indeed changed. Amazing really, considering their pitiful lifespans."
"Still, are you sure we have the right time frame?
According to your research their dress is at least two generations off."
She gave the mental image of a smile, happy to share her knowledge.
"We're in the right time frame. We have arrived during one of their seasonal celebrations. It's called Halloween, a ritual steeped in ancient paganism and modern commercialism. One of the offshoots of this tradition is to dress as anything or anyone the imagination can perceive.
These two are dressed as was once called 'hippies'
by their peers."
She was as usual correct. Jaime had on boots, jeans, a tie dyed T-shirt, a fringed leather vest with buttons, and a jean jacket. He had a leather band tied around his head. Beth had on sandals, a peasant skirt and blouse, a matching vest and jacket, and a garland of plastic flowers.
He persisted.
"But why here, with this particular pair? What's so special about them?"
"I don't know, honey. Let's join them in their celebration and see."
As was her practice, she had adapted the subject
race speech patterns. At first it bothered him, but now he was used to it. Still, he was uneasy with her suggestion. He was never comfortable with what she planned. It seemed so...invasive, somehow. But, as usual he was too late.
Several particles detached from the haze under the bush and floated slowly over, entering Jaime's nose when he inhaled. Soon a few more particles entered Beth through the same route.
She had entered Jaime and attached to his brain, as had her mate to Beth. It revealed everything.
History, hopes, fears, joys, were all laid out for examination.
"They're only children! Barely past puberty!" she marveled. Jaime was twenty-one, Beth just nineteen.
"Yes, but they have lived much in such a short time. Poverty, abuse, prejudice, they've all been part of their daily lives, especially the female." mused the male.
He was reading from her childhood memories. One fourth black, one fourth Indian, one half white, Beth had been abandoned as a baby and raised in a series of foster homes. Some had been kind, many indifferent, the last two abusive, physically and sexually. She had run at fifteen, and lived on the streets until Jaime found her a year later.
He was her first experience with love of any kind.
"His upbringing was much better, poverty and brushes with racism to be sure, but he was surrounded by love and a stable family."
She could see his past flow by. A Mexican mother, Korean father. He was surrounded by family, growing up to speak Korean, Spanish, and English.
They were factory workers, farm laborers, some even migrants.
"What are they doing now?"
"Mating" she said, "although they would call it making love. Others call it sex."
"So then, is 'love' a requirement to mate?" He was the explorer, not the researcher.
"No, it is a physical act. It's called love when there is an emotional connection. Otherwise it's called screwing, fucking, banging, the names are almost endless. It's how they produce offspring."
"So then, the purpose is to produce offspring?"
"Yes, but they have ways of preventing that."
He was even more confused. "Then what's the point?"
"As far as I can tell, it's quite enjoyable physically. And to those who are 'in love' it
reaffirms the emotional connection."
He was still trying to grasp it.
"Every time we mated, it was for the express purpose of reproducing. Why do they avoid it?"
"Check your memory. This little rock is rapidly getting crowded. If they didn't use controls they would soon outgrow their resources. As it is, the strain is already showing. At least they're making an attempt to be responsible, well, some anyway.
"Besides, how many times have we mated without producing offspring? Do you consider those times wasted?"
Any male of any species was smart enough to not to fall into that trap.
"Now, honey, you know it was enjoyable every time.
It just disappoints me that they can reproduce so easily, while we struggle just to keep our race alive. The unfairness offends, I guess."
He hoped using the earth term 'honey' would reassure his mate.
Changing the subject, he asked, "What's he doing?
her internal temperature and blood pressure is rising rapidly."
Jaime was fondling her breasts with both tongue and hands.
"It's called foreplay. He's stimulating her mammary glands to make her more receptive to mating."
"Mammary glands? Are they important?"
"Their primary function is to provide nourishment to their young. But despite the different sizes and shapes, the males seem to appreciate them. It may be why they have so many names for them. Boobs, tits, rack, hooters, again the names are limited only by their imaginations."
He understood. Most races they've encountered use multiple names for the things they value.
The female noticed changes in Jaime. Blood was rerouting to different parts of his anatomy.
Beth had managed to get his jeans undone and was stroking him to erection, while pulling his mouth from her breast to hers, kissing deeply.
The male could feel it also.
"What are they doing now?"
"The part with their mouths is called kissing.
It is most intimate, especially with tongue play. Her hands are caressing his penis [the names dick, cock, johnson, tool, etc. flashed through his consciousness] to get it ready for intercourse. It is his primary sexual organ."
She touched his mind again, and mentally recoiled. She could see violence, death, extreme physical and emotional pain.
"Why, he is a warrior! One of the fiercest of his tribe. He has been wounded, badly, only to survive and assist his fellow warriors, saving many."
Visions appeared. Honors, presentations of gratitude from his tribe. Their supreme leader placing a blue ribbon around his neck, letters, CMH, A purple heart, no, two, pinned to his chest.
He searched her memories. Visions of fear, not for her but her mate. Alone and lost, waiting his return. Seeing her collapsed on a floor, heart wrenching wails as she clutches the notification of his wounds.
These memories were pushed into the background,
the pure need of each other holding them at bay. Slowly but steadily they were shedding clothes until they were both nude. He felt her tense, then relax.
The aliens were drawn deeper into their subjects, surprising both with the intensity of emotions. Tendrils of their 'bodies' drifting slowly towards the couple.
"She's secreting fluids, is this normal?" One would have thought he spoke out of concern instead of scientific detachment.
Jaime had been caressing her vagina [pussy, cunt, snatch, drifted through her thoughts] to full arousal. She was indeed moist.
"Yes my love. She is signalling her readiness to mate."
Beth, unconsciously thinking of his weakened leg, had gently pushed him onto his back and slowly mounted him. Grasping him, she directed him into her, slowly. Pausing to savor the feeling for just a second, she slowly starting riding him.
The aliens, lost in the experience, barely noticed their own 'bodies' start to intertwine and undulate, forming a loose circle around the lovers. The male was the first to notice.
"Mate, are we-"
"Yes, dear, we're making love. Glorious, is it not?"
It was definitely the most intense mating he could remember. He reveled in the feeling, it had been a long time. Once, he thought their mating days were behind them.
Feeding off the emotions of the humans, their particles glowed, changing colors. If a casual observer would have glanced up the hill as he passed by he would have thought the Northern Lights were brilliant tonight.



Faster and faster they twined, slowly closing their circle around the humans. Drawing energy from their hosts they gently raised them off the hard ground until they were levitating three feet into the air. As they approached climax the alien mating grew more intense.
The energy became more focused. If Jaime and Beth could have opened their eyes they would have been amazed to see themselves defying gravity and twirling in time to the energy surrounding them.
Finally, Beth gave a soft scream as her orgasm hit, followed by a groan from Jaime as he released seconds afterwards.
At the exact same time Jaime climaxed the desert was witness to small pops similar to the noise static cling makes when touched to metal. Two small balls of energy about the size of a baseball slowly drifted to the ground, alighting at the same moment as Jaime and Beth released.
The male was stunned.
"Did we just-"
"Yes we did my darling. Two, twins in Earth terms."
Never in the history of their race had twins been produced.
The import dawned on him.
"Two! That makes fifty offspring! More than the First Prime Mother of our race. I'm so proud of you."
"Us, love, us. You were also involved, remember?
Besides, our hosts are also having twins, after the proper gestation period of course."
He felt her satisfied smile, and suddenly became uneasy.
"Mate, what did you do? I felt him, remember. I remember her slipping the condom on him. Wasn't that supposed to prevent offspring?"
She appeared what, sheepish, in his mind.
"Well perhaps in the heat of the moment I may have accidentally weakened the integrity of the contraceptive devise. It may have broken and failed it's purpose."
He was appalled.
"Why would you do that? You read them the same as I. They're at the bottom of this regions socio-economic strata. They are going to have a hard time surviving on their own, much less providing for offspring."
"I would never do that. You felt their fears. He is afraid he won't be 'man enough' for her because of his wounds. She fears she won't be 'woman enough' to help him trough his times of adjustment and healing. The children will make them both see everything is all right."
"Besides, they are on their way to 'Vegas', a center for a foolish pursuit called gambling. I can't explain it, but the odds of financial gain are astronomical. Just before they leave Beth will discover a card from one of the well wishers at the party them just attended. Inside is a barter unit, a '20', with a note to put it in the big jackpot slot machine. She will, and will win 4.5 million units, enough to keep them secure for the rest of their lifespans."
He was intrigued.
"How do you know this is going to happen?"
"I know, my love, because you and I will be around to redirect the energy in the machine to make it so. So until then, let's take our new offspring and rest on that large asteroid that circles this planet. I just wish the rest of our offspring could be here to celebrate me surpassing the First Mother."
This surprised the male. Once their offspring had gained the ability to travel on their own they would leave. Infrequently they would encounter one in their travels and would acknowledge each other, but that was as far as it went.
He immediately sent out a message.
"CHILDREN, COME TO YOUR MOTHER, SHE NEEDS YOU."
He turned his thoughts back to the couple on the blanket.
"What do you think will become of them?"
She responded with great enthusiasm.
"Did you understand the importance of the buttons on their vests? His was the symbol for peace at the time. Doesn't it seem interesting that a great warrior would wear that? He will become a great minister of faith, if he can find one he agrees with."
"And her, you read what she did while she waited for his returned. Working for a group called Hospice, tending the dying. Her buttons were all 'smiley faces', a symbol of happiness and hope. She will become a healer and a teacher."
"Now come my love. Let's take our children and rest until time to search for more planets and races."
The particles straightened slowly attaching the small bundles to them. Twining and twirling, reminiscent of the double helix of a DNA, they reached skyward to rest and wait.
................................................
EPILOGUE 1
Jaime and Beth slept the night through snuggled into the blankets. They awoke to the sound of ATV's, quickly dressed and walked back to the car.
They arrived in Vegas and were treated like royalty. Beth did remember the card on the way out and they became instant millionaires. They took the new found wealth and invested it.
She went back to school and became a doctor and researcher. Her breakthroughs in cause and effects of cancer in children gave many a chance to grow up and lead happy, full lives.
Jaime became a house husband to support Beth through her schooling and internship. He searched for a religion compatible with his beliefs, and when he couldn't find one became a humanist. He believed people should do the right thing simply because it was the right thing to do, not because some religion said to. His belief that if you did the right thing on earth the afterlife would take care of itself struck a chord in many people.
He was asked to lecture and share his views.
It amazed him that people wanted to hear what he said, but he simply restated his beliefs over and over. A friend asked him to write things down to reach more people so he did, thinking it was a vanity project. His slender, 130 page document called "Because It's The Right Thing To Do"
became a bestseller, eventually becoming the third most printed book in history. He gave the proceeds to his wife's research foundation.
World leaders sought him out for advice. It was always simple and to the point. "Is it the right thing to do?" Once asked to intervene for a political prisoner in a third world country, he said he would only go if the dictator would invite him. Bowing to world pressure, the dictator did. The interview was filmed.
Jaime never said a word about the prisoner or the political climate of the country. He talked about the leaders' family, particularly his younger children. About five minutes into the conversation he reached out and held his hand. The
dictator seemed not to notice, Jaime stopped talking and just kept holding his hand. Twenty minutes later the man was crying tears of shame. The next day he released all political prisoners on the condition they leave the country. The interview became the most popular site on YouTube for 15 months.
The twins, a boy and a girl grew up to follow in the footsteps of their parents. The boy became a doctor and carried on his mothers' research. The girl continued her fathers' legacy and became almost as popular as her father.
...............................................
The Particulans did rest on the moon for six days.
Heeding the call of their father, the offspring did come. The few that were mated brought them along, and many others came, for reasons they couldn't quite define. By the end, it was the biggest gathering of Particulans in recent history.
The two newest members of the family approached one of the oldest siblings.
"Hi, I'm Beth and this is Jaime. What's your name?"
"I am spawn 33 of First Scout and mate."
"That means you're our brother, but doesn't give us your name."
"I don't understand."
"That's o k, you look like a Walter to me. That sound right to you, Jaime."
"That's cool, sis. Walter it is."
Spawn 33 thought a name was an excellent idea and approached his mother about it. Surprised , she agreed to naming him Walter.
"Why did you ask my permission?" she asked.
"Because you are the New Prime Mother, so designated by the Council. Asking just seemed the right thing to do."
Although she had difficulty at first with her new role in her society, she soon settled in and became accustomed to their deference.
By the end of the second day she was running out of Earth names. The unattached soon began to court and choose life partners. Matings began, and offspring appeared at a record level.
This did not go unnoticed by Earth astronomers. No one could explain the freak dust storm on the Moon. The last day an event occurred that had scientists and religious leaders looking for an explanation for centuries.
The dust storm had been increasing in intensity for days. Then suddenly it became calm, clear for an hour or so, then rising up in a mighty column. Gradually it changed shape, until it looked just like a peace sign and a smiley face, the circles interconnected. People feared the end of days. Others saw it a sign to mend their ways and look for peaceful solutions to world problems.
Jaime put the symbol on the cover of his book.
................................................
EPILOGUE 2
Beth awoke in a panic.
"Jaime! Jaime, where are you?"
"Calm, child. Jaime isn't here, but he'll be joining you shortly."
Beth had never heard a voice as calm and soothing before. She felt instantly safe, surrounded in a cocoon of love.
"Am I in Heaven?" she asked.
She remembered being sick, old. Remembered being surrounded by her children, grandchildren, and great grand children, old and new friends, and world media. But most of all she remembered holding on to Jaime, apologizing for leaving him.
"No," continued the calm voice, "We've brought you an alternative. Hear us out, and if you still want to go back to to your old reality you can."
"We're called Paticulans. Once, long ago in your time parameters, you and your husband had an interaction with us that altered our outlook on the universe."
"You showed us what was missing from our make up.
We had outgrown love and the joy of life, and it was moving us towards extinction. One night on a desert hilltop, you and your husband reminded us that love is universal and could overcome most problems. Because of you, we moved from a 17% probability of extinction to a 63% chance of survival."
"What we want to offer you is a chance to help us on this path. We'll offer Jaime the same thing when he joins you. There is much you could teach us. Please stay. We need you."
She could feel the presence of millions, as a collection and individuals. Two were almost strident in their need to be recognized.
"Who are you?" she asked.
"We're your namesakes and god children. We were born the same day your children were conceived. I'm Beth, and this is Jaime. Please say you'll stay. We need teachers."
The childlike earnestness moved her.
"Thank you for your offer. I would like to stay awhile if you don't mind. That is, if you're sure Jaime can come too."
The calming voice was back.
"He'll be along shortly, my daughter. Now come, there are others for you to meet."
She found herself following the voice. Yes, she thought, this is the right thing to do. I can't wait to show Jaime.
The end, or the beginning?
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Be warned! Nobody cheats, turns gay, or gets beat up. It's just a harmless bit of fluff.
I'm not gonna tell you how I came up with this.
......................................
"Honey, will you help me defrost the freezer?"
Damn, damn, damn. I hated that fucking freezer, I always had. I was just sitting down to check on Literotica, hoping for a new story by StangStar06, DG Hear, Just Plain Bob, Magmaman, DanielQSteel1, Rehnquist, or any of the many other excellent writers on the site. But no, instead of stories of beautiful, big breasted women with huge trust funds being seduced by average guys or studly super rich lawyers/writers/ musicians/business magnates, wooing Plain Janes who turn out to be, behind those thick glasses and frumpy clothes, you guessed it, both beautiful and big breasted, I get to spend two hours with my head in a huge chest freezer chipping ice. Whoopee.
I had to help her, though. My wife is only 5'4" and has to stand on a step stool to reach into the bottom. I know, because one Saturday I came home from a round of golf to find her bent over trying to get a particularly stubborn chunk of ice out. Having had a beer or twelve, it didn't occur to me that with her head in the freezer she didn't hear me coming. The sight of her cute round butt sticking up in the air was too much for me, so I goosed it and yelled "Hi, honey, I'm home!". Bad mistake. She screamed, lost her balance, and tumbled into the freezer, managing to get soaked in freezing water.
Beer has always affected my sense of humor, and the sight of her sitting inside with just her head in view was , to me, hilarious. She didn't think it was nearly as funny as I did. Let's just say the freezer thawed out long before she did.
Sighing, I turned off the computer and went to get the coolers and buckets I would need to hold the frozen food while we cleaned the freezer.
Several times I had tried to get her to replace it. It was 26 years old and we had gotten good use out of it. My wife had an emotional attachment to it because it was the first new appliance we had purchased together. We lived in a rural area with a large garden space. She was from town and had no idea how to raise things. I was raised on a farm so I knew what I was getting into. She learned quickly, and to this day we always have a large garden. That's when she decided we needed a freezer, so we could save the beans, corn, etc. for winter eating and save on our food bills.
We were going to use our income tax refund, and while we waited for it she did her research. She felt we should get an upright, for economical use of space and ease of finding things. I basically didn't give a rat's ass but went along with what she wanted. She already had it picked out at Lowe's. The check came on Wednesday, so Saturday morning we were in our truck headed to town. She showed it to me and I made appropriate approving noises and got out the checkbook.
"Not yet, honey. Let's go have lunch first. I'm in the mood for Chinese."
Her favorite Chinese restaurant was all the way across town.
"If we were going for lunch, why didn't we go there first."
"Because, honey. I wanted you to see it first."
"Why, will it look any different in two hours?"
She just mumbled something about me in particular and men in general, and told me to get in the truck.
Halfway between Lowes and the restaurant was a Sears. This was before Sears relocated to the malls and still had stand alone stores. There was a big sign up front announcing all major appliances were 25% off.
"Stop honey, stop, stop! We might get a better deal."
I pulled in. We looked at the appliances, only difference I could see was the name on the front. Sandy and the salesman were deep into a discussion about cubic feet and basket space when I got bored and wandered over to the tools.
Fifteen minutes later she was waving me over.
"This is it, this is the one I want. Write the check, honey."
The one she wanted wasn't an upright. It was huge, a 24 cubic foot chest monster. Literally, it was big enough to hide the body in. That salesman was good, he could probably sell thermal underwear to Polynesians.
"I thought you wanted an upright? This is awful big, are you sure?"
She was almost dancing, I've never seen anyone get so excited about appliances.
So we bought the monster and I hauled it home. And I moved it twice more, ending up in the sewing room of our new house because we couldn't find anywhere else it would fit. Believe me, old appliances are a lot heavier than the new ones are. But I had no complaints, it had served us well.
Our last child had left the nest two years ago for a career in the military. Luckily he was never in harms way, they were sending him to school to be a dentist. That obligated him for ten years of service, but the education was worth it.
I thought being empty nesters would be hard on her, both of us actually. Surprisingly it wasn't. She came into the marriage with two small children and then we had more, so we never got to have the pre-children alone time most couples get before starting a family. She decided to make up for it with a vengeance.
First to go were the ratty robes and the granny panties. Short, silk kimonos were now the norm. Bikini, thong, and boy shorts in bright colors replaced plain white full cuts. Soon the kimonos went, and the weekend norm was just panties, sometimes not even that. When she dressed, the cargo shorts went, replaced by not quite Daisy Dukes. Tops were usually 'wife beater' tees in bright colors.
Did we make love more often? Damn skippy. And we hardly used our bed. The couch, the dining room table, the pool table in the rec room, all the other beds in the house, an air mattress in the back yard, even the wicker settee on the front porch{in the dark off course, although it was a full moon]. Did we slow down over time? A little, I thought she was going to kill me. It did make me get in better shape. We joined a gym and found we enjoyed it. She liked the ellipticals, I went into weight training. I developed a nice set of shoulders and a firm chest, the elliptical made her tight butt even firmer.
She turned into a bit of a tease. On the days I didn't lift weights, I would walk on the treadmills, it seemed elliptical machines messed with my balance. The treadmills were lined up directly behind the ellipticals, and she made sure she would use the one directly in front of me. I soon found that standard underwear under those tight exercise pants were thongs. After we would get going, she would look back, giggle, and slide her pants down far enough to see her thong. She didn't realize it, and I never told her, but not only could I see it, but the people on the the treadmills to either side of me could see the same sight. Soon guys would watch what machine I got on and scramble to get the ones beside me.
When the furniture got christened we started on the appliances. Ever made love with your wife sitting on a washing machine during the spin cycle? Try it. Not so much on the dryer. But the freezer was exactly the right height. No vibrations, but perfect penetration angle.
In the past we would normally have to defrost about once every two years, but for the last year it was every three months. I checked it over pretty good, and found a large crack in to top liner. Water was getting under the liner and freezing, making the lid very heavy. We would have to unplug it and put a fan in front of it to speed the thawing and draining process.
She asked me what could cause a crack like that. My only guess was age.
We quickly unloaded the food into the coolers and started scraping the ice. she would scrape into a bucket and I would empty it. Today she was wearing one of her oldest "wife beaters" with no bra and a loose pair of old sweats she had cut off into shorts. Not exactly a teddy, right? But the sight of her breasts swaying back and forth as she scraped, and the bottom of her butt cheeks showing as she was bent over was getting to me.
Her nipples were drawn and hard as a rock from bending over the cold freezer. Her tee had gotten a little wet, it was like a private wet t-shirt exhibition.
She was 47 years old, a brunette with brown eyes, a dimpled chin, and a cute, upturned nose. Thanks to the gym, she had the same size butt she did when she was 21. Always small breasted, four children had caused her to go from a 32A to a 34C, but they had very little sag. And I'm just as hot for her now as the first time I met her.
I never dealt with temptation well when it came to her. Stepping behind her I slid my hands under her arms and massaged her breasts. She jumped, giggled, and told me to stop so we could finish.
"Hon, that tee is wet and I bet you're cold. Let's just slip it off and I'll massage some warmth into you."
"Oh no you don't! If this shirt comes off you'll forget all about working, you horny old goat."
"Now hon, I just have your health in mind, don't want you getting a chill. Wow, feel how cold your leg is."
I had take one hand off her breast and was slowly rubbing her leg, going from her knee to just under the edge of her shorts.
"I know how you want to warm me up, now stop."
What she was saying with her mouth and what she was saying with her body didn't match. She was leaning into me, and though I couldn't see I was sure her eyes were closed. I started nibbling her neck and ear, and continued to rub her leg, moving to the inside.
She sighed.
"Well, we could take a little break I suppose."
This was all the encouragement I needed. I tugged on her shirt and she raised her arms. Tossing it to the side I started licking her ear, then her neck and shoulders. I turned her around and slid her shorts and panties down to her ankles. Gripping her waist. I started to pick her up. She knew what was coming.
"Wait, you know how cold the top of the freezer is."
I grabbed the towels we were going to wipe the freezer out with and laid them on the top. I"m about a foot taller and twice as big, so it was pretty easy to sit her on the freezer lid. Slipping the shorts, panties, and flops off, I tossed them on top of her tee.
God, she looked great naked. I never get over how lucky I am. I leaned in and kissed her deeply, she broke it off and said-
"No you don't! Buddy, you better get naked right now. If you don't, I'm gonna start without you."
She was grinning and twirling a nipple. Poof! No more clothes.
She felt like a feather when I dropped her on on the freezer. It put us almost eye to eye. We resumed our kissing. I kissed her eyes, nose , cheeks, and neck until she got frustrated. She grabbed my neck.
"Lip lock! Now!"
She was always a good kisser, but this was over the top. It felt like she was trying to assure herself I still had my tonsils. After several minutes I broke off and started down her body. I nibbled. I bit, lightly. I tried my best to suck her right nipple off. She loved it.
Releasing her nipple I headed south to what the French used to refer to as "The gates of heaven". When we first became alone she had me shave her bald with a razor. I loved it, but she said it itched too much unless we shaved her ever day. So she bought a cordless trimmer and used that. It trimmed almost as close without the itching.
We had to do it every three days to maintain consistency. She insisted I do it because I did a better job. I would trim little patterns to amuse myself. Right now there was a little heart just above her opening. I had become an artist in my own opinion. Ah, the things we do for love.
I was teasing her, kissing up her thighs right to the edge before backing off. She was starting to squirm and tug at my head. Backing up I blew lightly on her now protruding lips.
"Hello, kitty" I said in my most serious voice.
She went into a fit of giggling. She had always been shy vocally. In all our years together I don't think I ever heard her utter the work 'pussy'. When she was feeling amorous she would tell me her 'kitty' needed stroking. Our granddaughter was born when the "Hello Kitty" craze hit. The shirts, the doll, she had to have it all. One night just as we were going at it I was stroking her and said "well, HELLO kitty." She loved it. This past Valentines Day I got her a day spa package, the full treatment. She came home and told me she had a present for me.
She went into the bedroom with strict instructions not to enter until she called me. It was almost an hour later when she told me to come get my present. Scented candles were the only lights in the room. I don't know how she managed it but she was wrapped head to toe in four inch wide red ribbon with ends tied to all four corners of the bed.
"Come unwrap me lover."
I started on one end and just as I got her left breast and arm exposed when I ran out of ribbon. She then had me raise her arm up and secure it to the bedpost. I did the same after unwrapping her other arm. Same routine with the left leg. The last ribbon was wrapped around her bottom, and when I got it unwound I got my surprise. They had a tattoo artist at the spa doing temporary 'henna' type tatoos. She had a full "Hello Kitty" image just above her hairline, with the words 'say hello to your personal little kitty' just above it. We had an interesting night, with melted chocolate and ice cubes coming into play. I had her screaming and didn't let her loose for hours. We both slept in on the fifteenth. It took three days of dedicated usage to wear off the image.
I was steadily working her now. Tongue, teeth. fingers, after 26 years you know what works and what order to progress through. She had about thirty seconds left to launch when I grabbed a handful of ice cubes from the cooler beside of me. Just as she started to unload I grabbed her left breast , mashing the cubes against her hard. She damn near broke my neck.
Normally she would return the favor but I had other priorities today. Standing up I grabbed her legs and slid into fast. She hadn't even caught her breath from the first orgasm before I was pounding into her hard. Remember what I said about her being a quiet lover? That went out the window quick.
"Oh yeah, just like that. Faster! Harder! Use it like you own it."
I was pumping like a jackhammer.
"I DO OWN IT! Look out baby, here it comes.
Ever notice how you can be so consumed in doing something and then notice something totally irrelevant? I was looking down at her. She was squirming madly, I was pounding like crazy, and I notice we were literally moving the freezer around. The lid was also bouncing up and down to our movements, giving quite a bit.
We finished at the same time. I ground into her as hard as I could and just held it. She put her arms around me, and if she could have hugged any harder she would have been behind me. We clung together gasping for breath. Finally she pushed me back and slid off.
"Come on babe, we need a shower."
She took my hand and pulled me along. Just as we were about to get in I gave her a big hug and said "Honey, I think I know what's wrong with the freezer."
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This is a true story, almost word for word.
..........................................
It was 1975. I was 21, and my first marriage had just collapsed.
We had married when I was 19, she was 18 and had already been married once, a fact she forgot to share with me. I loved her completely, her , not so much. I was slender, not unattractive, good for my age with money, and she thought I was a good prospect. I also had a very good job, working for one of the top three employers in the county.
The only draw back to the job was that we had to work a rotating shift. One week we worked first. the next second, then third. It was hard to get used to, I would wake up at odd times and wonder if I was supposed to be at work. Just when we became serious they cut out third, so it was 7 until 3 one week, 3 until 11 the next. I actually enjoyed it. We had time to socialize one week, and I could get projects done the next. She knew it going in and seemed o k with it.
About eight months in she got bored, and when one of her old 'party girl' friends called she let herself get talked into going out, just for a drink, maybe a little dancing. She made sure she was home before me at first. I didn't even know she was doing it, I was pretty clueless. She then brought up how she was lonely without me, would I mind if she went with her girlfriends for just a beer or two. Back then it was legal in our state to drink beer at 18. I was trusting enough to believe her so I had no problem with it.
She came home later and later. She missed work because she was hungover. We lived in a pretty small town, it wasn't long before I began to hear things. I confronted her. She denied it. I took off early one night and caught her. She denied they had done anything wrong. She loved me, she would never betray me. I believed her, until I caught her again. We separated. She talked her way back home. I caught her again. It took longer for her to work her way back to me. The third time was the charm, I divorced her.
So here I was, single, footloose, open for anything. I worked with a black guy about the same age as I, we would talk during break.
One day I saw him walking down the road. I stopped and picked him up. He had blown the engine in his firebird, it would be about three weeks before it was ready. I gave him a ride to work, it was on my way.
We became friends. One Friday, we had just finished our shift and was off until 3 the next Monday. We did the normal Friday stuff. Cashed out checks, bought the groceries [translation, all the beer and liquor we needed for the weekend], and got ready for the weekend. He seemed nervous.
"Hey man, we pretty good friends, right?"
I wondered what he wanted.
"Yeah, man, I guess."
It came out.
He needed a ride to see someone. He had no one else to take him. He would pay me. It was important.
"Relax man, I was just gonna hang at the bar anyway. Where you wanna go?"
The relief was obvious on his face.
"I need to go see somebody in York county. It's about 25 miles. Man, I'll pay the gas, this is important to me."
York County was across the state line. But, I had nothing better to do and I wanted to see what was making Mark so nervous. Just after we crossed the state line we turned on a small two lane blacktop.
After about five miles it turned to dirt, and after about three miles it turned from a state maintained road into a goat path. I was glad we were in my old four wheel drive truck.
I was starting to get nervous.
"Where the hell are we?"
Mark was getting more and more keyed up.
"Be cool, man. We're almost there."
He turned and looked me in the face. "Be polite, man. And DO NOT piss her off. That could be real bad."
I was getting a real bad feeling.
"Her? Her who? What kind of shit have you got me into?"
"She's a root doctor, and I really need her help."
He wouldn't look at me.
"What the hell is a root doctor? Are you sick?"
He still wouldn't look me in the eye.
"Yeah man, I got something broke in me she can fix it. And a root doctor is what she prefers to be called. It's something like voodoo."
I couldn't believe it.
"We're going to see a witch doctor? Fuck me, I don't know about this."
It was too late, we were already there. We rounded a curve and reached the end of the road. I don't know how much you know about the rural South, but if you go down some of the back roads even today and look across the fields you can see small houses, many just one room shacks that housed the sharecroppers. Many had no power, a hand drawn well, and an outhouse. They didn't usually have a foundation, just sitting on flat rocks about a foot off the ground. They usually had a small porch that would run the lenght of the house.
That's what I was looking at. Also, it was almost dark and she had three kerosene lanterns lit and hanging across the porch. Chickens were chasing twilight insects, and a few were tied to stakes by short strings. This also wasn't unusual in our area.
That meant they were 'fightin' chickens, bred for cockfight pits. You couldn't let them run loose, but you didn't want them too far apart. If you kept them in sight and just out of reach of each other it kept them agitated and on edge, making them more eager to fight. Also it was all kinds of illegal where we lived. But as any country sheriff can tell you, it's hard to keep a good ol' boy from having a good time.
"Blow the horn, man. Let her know we're here."
Well, hell, we were already here. I made my mind up to sit in the truck and tapped the horn a couple times.
It was like something out of a B zombie movie.
She came out of the house. She had a big muu-muu
type bright print dress on, and a red bandana wrapped around errant, kinky hair. About five feet tall in any direction. Despite her diminutive height she must have weighed three hundred pounds. She looked like Aunt Jemima on crack.
She waved to us.
"Ya'll get out de truck. You is welcome, welcome."
Mark got out but I just sat there. He leaned back in.
"Better get out, you don't want her thinkin' you don't want to visit..
I eased out and sat on the edge of the porch.
"How ya'll" I said, trying to be social.
"Tolerable child, tolerable. And thirsty. Got anything to sip on?"
I had a cooler full of bud, and a fifth of Canadian liquor. It was a fairly good brand.
Mark had Schlitz malt liquor and a bottle of rum.
We both offered to share. She took three buds and drank them down one after the other without pause, the took the cap off my bottle and threw it away. She must have chugged eight ounces before she turned it down and offering it to me. I politely declined, saying I had to drive back. Mark was making faces behind her back so I said I wouldn't mind just a sip. I was just going to hold it to my lips and pretend, but she was watching me like a hawk so I took a swallow, hoping the alcohol would kill the disease cocktail I had just swallowed. She grinned in approval and slapped me on the back, damn near knocking me off the porch. I guess it wasn't all fat.
"You all right!" she laughed.
She turned to Mark.
"You bring what I told you to last week?"
"Yes ma'am."
He handed a few papers to her. They were actually photos. The truth came out. His girlfriend had left him for another guy and he wanted her back.
One set was him and his old girlfriend with one or two of just her mixed in. The others, he never told me how he got them, was picture of her with her new boyfriend.
"All right. For this, you got to do just what I tell you. If you do, in three weeks she'll be done with him, and two weeks later back with you. You ready?"
He nodded.
She was sitting on the little porch. She took the best picture of his old girlfriend and her new love and started rocking back and forth, mumbling in a language I couldn't understand.
She let out a shriek that made the hair on my neck stand up, reached down, grabbed one of the chickens, pulled it to the end of the string, and snapped its' head off. This freaked me out so bad I jumped off the end of the porch.
Rocking and mumbling feverishly, she let blood from the chicken head drip down on the photo, spit on it, and ripped it in two.
She let out a sigh, started crooning softly, and pulled a small vial of white powder out of a pocket on her dress. She sprinkled it gently on the photo of Mark and his girl, kissed it, and slumped down in what looked like a faint.
I don't think I took a breath the whole time.
I thought she might have had a heart attack and reached for her to see if I could feel a pulse.
Please be alive, please be alive, please be alive,
I prayed. I really did not want to do mouth to mouth. But she stirred, and patted my hand.
"I be all right chile."
She turned around to Mark, picking up the photos.
Giving him the bloody, torn picture, she told him to burn it two days time and bury it during the dark of the moon. Placing the other picture gently in his hand, she told him to put it his wallet for at least a month. She gave him the rest of the powder and told him if possible, sprinkle a little on her without her knowing it. It would make her love him again faster.
He thanked her and gave her fifty dollars. Great, I thought, now we can leave.
She looked over at me and said in a gentle voice,
"Anything I can do for you, hon?"
I wanted out of there in the worst way.
"No ma'am, but thanks for asking."
Not to be deterred she said "Are you sure? I like you, you're respectful."
I guess looking respectful and scared to death are about the same.
I was about to refuse again when Mark spoke up.
"Leroy ain't got no love life either, missus. He had a bad woman before and not one at all now."
Fuck you very much Mark. The last thing I wanted to do was discuss my love life with a voodoo queen.
That was all the excuse she needed. "Come, come here to the light. Let me look at your palm."
Literally dragging me under a lantern [by then it was dark] she held my palm up to the light.
"Oh, honey, honey, you are unlucky in love. You gonna be married four times. You gonna have one child, probably a son. But, one of your loves will last a long time and give you great joy. I would tell you to be careful who you love, but you won't listen. But, you gonna have a full life and aside from love the rest will go well for you."
She let go of my hand and went inside her little shack. We could hear her rummaging around for awhile. She came back and gave me a vial of the same stuff she gave Mark.
"When you find the one you really, really want, spread a little of this on her skin. Good luck to you boys."
I took this to mean we were dismissed. Before we left I thanked her for her advice and asked if I owed her anything. She said she didn't, she did it because she liked me. Mark was behind me whispering that I should give her some money, so I gave her forty dollars and we got into the truck.
.................................................
Mark got his girl back in two weeks. I always wondered if it was the potion or the fact that he got his shiny hot rod back on the street.
Two years later I met and married a little Yankee gal from Ohio. She was a baby doll, but her heart was just as black as my first wife. We lasted two years before she went on a visit home and ended up fucking her cousin. I guess that shit happens everywhere, not just the South. She never came back.
Three years after that I married my dream girl. She was my best friends' sister and I had been halfway in love with her since we were teens.
She wouldn't have anything to do with me because she thought I was ugly and unmotivated and would never amount to much.
I guess buying a house, starting a successful business, and getting a haircut and a shave made a big difference. We married and I never looked back. Its' been thirty years together, and yes we only had one child, a boy.
Ten years age we bought a new house and started sifting through twenty years of accumulated junk.
I opened a box we had stored in the closet for so long we forgot what was in it. It was pictures, odd ends of junk from out first year together, and on the bottom I found my little vial of powder.
I had rubbed some into her hair thirty years ago. Slipping a little in my palm, I made sure to rub her back when she bent over to pick up another box. Consider it a booster shot.
I truly hope I never have to look for number four, but I've still got a little powder left, just in case.
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True story, about the law of unintended consequences.
..................................................
It was always the four of us. Jimmy, Rocky, Zane, and me. We went to school together, rode our motorcycles together, two of us worked together. Non of us was married, well Rocky was for awhile, but it didn't work out. Every weekend for the most part whatever we did we did together.
This particular Saturday was one of the rare days I had to work. I didn't get home until five, and I knew where the guys were, so I cleaned up and was headed out the door when my neighbor Dominic came by. He and his family were new to the area. I liked his wife and kids well enough. He and I hit it off because one day I was cleaning my Harley Sporster and he came over to admire it. I then went back to his place to look at his new Gold Wing.
We agreed to ride together the next Sunday. I took him to a local bar, introduced him around, and we had a few beers. He played some pool, threw some darts, and had a general good time. It was only after we left when got a glimpse of his wild side.
He was riding in front. We were going down a back road home because it had a lot of twists and turns. It had just been repaved and the smooth surface felt like silk under our wheels. A black snake started across the road just in front of us and without warning Dom jammed on the brakes and slid to a stop. I just barely managed to miss him by moving over into the other lane. By the time I got back to him he was off his bike and in a blackberry thicket, thrashing around and cussing.
All of a sudden he stood up and yelled.
"Got you, you son of a bitch!"
He had the black snake in his hands. It was about three feet long and very pissed off, and it had it's fangs sunk into his riding glove. I found that he always wore full leathers when riding, even in the summer.
I couldn't believe it.
"You almost wrecked us over a damn snake?"
He was grinning like mad, holding the snake.
"Aw, I knew you were too good a rider to hit me. Look at this bad boy, don't he look great?"
"I'm sure he's quite lovely as far a snakes go. What are you gonna do with it?"
"I'm gonna put it in a terrarium. My wife and kids will love it."
I wasn't so sure about that. Plus, most black snakes grow to six feet or longer. It better be a big terrarium.
I opened a saddlebag for him and he stuffed the snake inside.
We stopped at Rockys' house on the way home so I could introduce Dom and to admire his new bike, an 1100cc Kawasaki. Up until then he had a 350cc Honda he had bought cheap.
It was a decent enough bike, but Rocky weighed around 320 lbs, and there was no way it was big enough. I rode behind him right after he first got it. It looked like he was running down the road with a tail light up his ass.
We had another beer or two at his house, and by the time we got home Dom had forgotten all about the snake. He parked inside the garage, and no one touched it for three days.
His girls,11 and 13, would earn extra money washing and polishing his bike, so Wednesday they took the polish and cleaning supplies and started.
They had the it looking good. Then they opened the saddlebags to wipe them out. The snake was still there, still alive, and pretty pissed. It shot across the oldest daughters arm and onto the floor. This brought on a round of screams and dodging, because the garage was shut and the snake had no way out. Mom heard the screams and thought the bike had fallen on one of them. She snatched the door open and the snake thought he had a way out, so he slid across her feet and into the kitchen.
She screamed, jumped into the garage, and slammed the door behind her, somehow managing to lock her and the girls out. They were still standing in the garage two hours later when Dom got home. It took him three hours to find and remove the snake. His family refused to come into the house until it was gone.
Even though I had nothing to do with it she got it in her head I was responsible and was pretty cool to me for awhile. That's why Dom hadn't been over for a while.
We shot the breeze for a few minutes. I told him I was on the way over to the bowling alley to meet the guys, eat a burger, shoot a few games of pool in the small attached pool hall, and drink a few beers. I invited him along.
"That sounds great. Laura and the girls are out to do some shopping and see a movie, I got a few hours to kill."
I asked if he wanted to leave them a note[this was before cell phones] but he said he would be back before they got home. Just in case I wanted to stay long he took his own car.
We met up with the guys, ate, and started shooting pool. Rocky was pretty good, as was Dom. Jimmy and Zane were o k, I just plain sucked. It just wasn't my game. After about three hours we were feeling no pain.
Dom had a couple of tattoos on his arm and Jimmy was admiring them. He had been talking about getting on for a month. Rocky and Zane were mildly interested, I could have cared less.
Dom was telling us about one he had wanted to get and was surprised to find tattooing was illegal in this state. Now you find them on every corner it seems, but back then it was a big deal. As usual, I talked before I thought. One of the guys from work showed me his new tattoo and told me where he got it.
"I know where you can get tattoos."
They were all interested.
"No shit? Where, and when can we go?"
This from Rocky.
"Two towns over to the west. He works on the weekends at night. We could go now."
They all wanted to go.
Rocky told Dom he would shoot him a game for the price of the tattoo. Jimmy and Zane chimed in and before you knew it we had a mini pool tournament. The losers had to pay for the winners' tattoo. I figured I was gonna end up paying, but luck and alcohol influenced motor skills came into play and I ended up winning.
I actually lost because I had to drive, having the only vehicle that would hold everyone. It was a conversion van. Go ahead and say it, a pussymobile. And yes , it was.
We all piled in. Jimmy looked in my cooler and saw the half gallon of liquor. This necessitated a stop at the handy mart for ice, solo cups, and chaser. I stuck to beer and very little, I didn't want a DUI on my record.
It took us an hour for us to get there. It was a big farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. The only thing unusual about it was the amount of cars and motorcycles parked in the yard. I figured we were in for a long wait.
We went in and met Slick. I never knew his real name. He told us he had a few guys ahead of us but they wanted small things and it would be an hour or so. Apparently most of the guys there were just hanging around for moral support. A few bikers came in behind us and Slick said that would be all he could do tonight, turn off the porch light, that was the signal he was closed.
I watched Slick while he worked. He was a small, slim man. He had to be pushing seventy. His hands shook like a leaf until they got to the skin, then he was solid as a rock. His work seemed to be first quality.
Rocky, Jimmy, and Zane all got a lightning bolt on their forearm, so I thought I would get the same. Dom was next.
Dom was from Baltimore, of Italian stock. He was olive skinned, with jet black hair. And he was hairy as a gorilla. He was also catholic, and wanted a large crucifix on his chest.
Slick told him he would have to shave his chest to get the tattoo right. Dom was past trashed by now and agreed. Slick took an old fashioned straight razor and strapped it until he though it was sharp enough. He soaped up Doms' chest and started shaving, stopping after every stroke to rinse the razor.
Then it happened. A cosmic alignment of consequences. Slick was shaving around the right nipple when he suddenly sneezed. At the same time Dom let loose a tremendous belch. The combination of the hand twitching from the sneeze and the chest heaving from the belch resulted in Slick cutting off the right nipple!
Well, he didn't cut it completely off, it was hanging by a slim strip of skin. Slick yelled "Oh shit!" and grabbed up a bottle of rubbing alcohol and dashed it on the wound. Then he stuck the nipple back on with two bandaids. Dom never said a word, He must have been seriously trashed.
He told Slick to go ahead and give him the tattoo. I looked over at the biker sitting beside me and said
"Bud, I think you're next."
And that's why I never got a tattoo.
..................................................
Dom got his tattoo. We all got home just before daylight. I led Dom up to his front door, then took off. His wife started to give him hell but he was too far out of it, so she put him to bed with the firm vow to get him after he woke up.
She didn't get a chance. He woke up in serious pain about four hours later and she had to take him to the emergency room, where they finished removing his nipple. Now he's got this great tattoo, but to my knowledge he never again took his shirt off in public.
I thought his wife was gonna kill me. I took it until I finally snapped and told her he was a grown man and made his own decisions, I didn't talk him into shit. She opened and closed her mouth a couple of times and stomped off. she never spoke to me again in the three years they lived across the street. Dom didn't come around me much either, I guess I brought back bad memories.
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Damn, I need an editor bad. Here we go.
...................................
So, after spending a year having sexual adventures with two beautiful, intelligent women twice my age, I was suddenly on my own again.
It was hard for me to adjust. I compensated by putting as much overtime in at my job as I could, saving the money for my dream of college. I still took community college classes and was almost done with my associate degree.
I dated from time to time, and had a couple of short relationships, never anything serious. Got laid fairly regularly too, thanks to my teachers. I realized it was not just the sexual experience that helped me, but the tremendous boost in self confidence they had given me that made the difference.
This was about the time I acquired the nickname Looney, or more specifically Looney Tunes. I got to hanging out with some of the guys from work who also rode bikes. They were all a few years older than me but readily accepted me into their circle.
The company owned a large lot on a nearby lake that they had the annual picnic at, as well as other smaller functions like manager retreats, etc. It had scattered picnic tables, a covered and screened building that held ten more tables and a rock fireplace, and separate bathroom shower house combinations for men and women. So many non company people tried to use it that they installed a six foot chain link fence around the property line. It also had one of the longest piers I had ever seen jutting out into the cove.
They had lotteries every spring for employees who wanted to use it on the weekends the company wasn't. You could also use it during the week by signing up a week ahead, as long as you didn't miss work.
My name had been drawn for a weekend in late June. None of the rest of my friends were so lucky, and I decided to share it with them. I had it from from 3 p.m. Friday until 3 p.m. Sunday, and it had to be clean and undamaged when we left or I lost privileges for a year.
We had a couple of months to plan this. It was decided to keep it simple, eight of us and their wives or girlfriends. No kids until Sunday morning. We ordered a keg and gave the girls money for the food and snacks. Four couples were responsible for the food and cleanup Friday, the other four Saturday. Everyone pitched in Sunday.
The guys all rode their bikes, the girls drove cars or trucks to haul the tents and gear.
Friday we all rode our bikes after helping the girls pack the night before. I managed to get the keys at lunch, so one of the wives came over and got them. Three of them went straight on down and had a lot of it set up by the time we got there.
We weren't getting the keg until Saturday so everyone brought their own for Friday. I bought a fifth of mescal, which was a bad idea. I tend to get really, really stupid on mescal. I really don't think any of them remember I was underage, I had one of the girls pick it up for me. At the time I was just shy of 20.
It wasn't my turn to cook that night so the girl I brought and I just kicked backed. We had eaten and were just getting mellow when we started talking about motorcycles. I was a little sensitive since my Triumph was the smallest. The rest had a mix of Harleys, big Hondas, a Yamaha or two. Nothing under 750cc.
They knew it bothered me so they were bragging about how powerful they were. I countered that while mine was smaller, I could accelerate and stop faster than any of them. Of course there were
jeers and yells of 'bull shit', so my mescal driven mouth made them a put up or shut up bet.
"Tell you what, assholes, put your money and your bikes where your mouth is. I bet you that I can start at the end of the pier, hit second gear, and still get stopped before I run out of pier. Anybody want to put their bike against mine?"
Billy spoke up.
"You're full of shit. Nobody can do that. In fact, I bet you twenty you can't."
The rest of the guys chimed in with "Damn right" and "It would take a crazy fucker to even try it."
I knew I had them.
"All right chickenshits, if everyone of you puts up a twenty I'll prove you wrong. Let's see how big your balls are."
We squabbled back and forth for about twenty minutes, with the girls trying to talk us out of it, before they all agreed.
I had my girlfriend hold the money.
"Don't do it, Jimmy. I'm afraid you'll get hurt."
I laughed, slapped her ass, and told her not to worry, when I had their money I would take her on a shopping spree.
As I said before, that was the longest lake pier I had ever see. It was like something you would see at the ocean. The founder of the company built it that way because he liked to have a fishing tournament for the kids at the picnic, and if he could keep them on the pier under supervision they were less likely to drown or get hurt. It had waist high rails the entire length and around the deck area at the end except for the very front. There he had a pool type ladder going into the lake in case someone came in by boat.
Everyone lined the edge of the pier for my stunt. Most of the girls were still trying to talk us out it when I fired my little twin up and rode it onto the edge of the pier. Just before I took off I yelled "Just to make it clear, if I hit second and the bike is out of the water when I stop you lose."
A bunch of yeah, yeah rights and jeers answered me.
I revved a few times and took off. I hit second fast, damn that bike could accelerate. Just as soon as I hit second I let off the gas and hit the brakes. What I hadn't counted on was the fog that night making the deck slick. I saw right quick that I wasn't going to stop so I laid it down. I was still sliding along at a pretty good clip, and had my leg on the seat, ready to push away when I went over the edge, no way I wanted it to land on me in thirty feet of water. What I hadn't counted on was the ladder. I was sliding side ways when I hit it, and damned if the bike didn't stand up and rest against it when we hit.
When it stood up I still had my foot against the seat. I went up with the bike and I must have went ten feet up and thirty out before I hit the water. I went under and all the way to the bottom. It was probably more than thirty feet deep there
Apparently it takes a long time to come back up from that deep, because by the time I broke surface I heard the girls screaming that I had killed myself and drowned. I let a whoop out loud enough to be heard all the way across the lake and swam back to the pier. They had moved the bike and almost dragged me out of the water. I was laughing my ass off while they kept telling me how crazy I was.
Still laughing I said,
"I may be crazy, but I'm a hundred and forty dollars richer."
This set off a round of bitching, But I reminded them the terms of the bet was I would hit second gear and get the bike stopped before it went into the water. I hit second, and the bike was dry. Nothing was said about me getting wet. The girls shamed them into letting me keep the money.
Finally they agreed it was worth the money just to see what I did.
I think Billy spoke for the group when he said
"I didn't know it man, but you're crazy. a completely Looney Tunes motherfucker."
The nickname stuck, and by Sunday it had been shortened to Looney. When we got back to work and the rest of the plant heard the story, some one stuck a picture of the Warner Brothers logo with Porky Pig on my locker, and I was Looney to everybody. Three months later we all got drunk and got tattoos, and I showed the guy the picture of what I wanted.
"You know this is copyright infringement, right?"
But he put the tattoo on, and took a picture for his wall of fame.
Four months later I got a call from my old boss at the grill. His cook had quit suddenly and he needed a fill in for the weekend. I didn't have any plans so I did. College money.
Most of the people at the dance hall remembered me, and all commented on the change in my appearance. I was about thirty pounds heavier, and my hair was to my shoulders. I had also grown a beard. When Mr. Williams saw me he almost didn't let me cook.
I had also gotten a new bike. A man at work was getting divorced because he got caught cheating.
She was ripping him a new one in the settlement.
He put the bike up for sale, and because he needed the money fast I got a really good deal.
It was a chopped out Sporster. I liked everything about it but the frame. It was a 'hardtail', no shocks at all. It was a little rougher ride than I wanted, but damn, it looked cool.
The night was almost over and I was taking a break, talking to some of the people I remembered, when I casually worked in Bob and Barb.
"Oh, they don't come much any more. I hear Bob's health isn't so good."
I was both glad and sad they weren't there. I still thought of her and Joanne often. Joanne got married to an accountant and from all reports was quite happy. I never got an invitation to the wedding.
The dance was winding down, it was almost midnight, when three young girls came wandering in. You could tell how nervous they were by the way they all stayed grouped together. It was plain they didn't usually frequent places like this. They were college freshmen, and had dared each other to go because the place 'looked dangerous'. They thought they would be safe because one of the girls was a local.
I was behind the counter ringing up a ticket when I saw them. One looked really familiar but I couldn't place her. They were in a serious discussion and I overheard one of them tell the rest that I had to be the owner of the bike outside.
I didn't take any chances with the bike. I had parked it near the delivery entrance on the side of the building, under a light, where I could see it from the kitchen. I had to rap on the glass to discourage a few admirers from getting too close.
Suddenly I heard a commotion in the dance hall and Mrs. Williams came out.
"Jimmy! come quick. There's a fight inside and I don't think Willy can handle them all."
Willy was the security guard, a reserve deputy sheriff, with a huge gut, in his mid sixties. I tossed my apron aside and ran into the hall.
Three rednecks had gotten into a squabble about who was going to take a young lady home. She didn't want to go with any of them, she had slipped out and was on her way to her car as soon as the fight started. They were all pretty drunk and kept swinging at each other, managing to tag Willy every once in a while.
One of my house mates was a part time karate instructor and he talked me into taking a ten lesson self defense course. Every other week or so he would show me a new move, cautioning me to use it only in self defense.
I grabbed the smallest guy and threw him into the wall. He was sliding down the wall when the other guy hit me. It wasn't a full on blow but it managed to piss me off. When he took another shot I moved sideways, grabbed his arm, and put him onto the hardwood floors. He went down so hard he skidded several feet.
To compound stupidity with idiocy, the smaller guy rushed me. I saw him coming and stepped to the side again. I kicked him in the ass hard as he went by and he went into the other guy just as he was getting up. They both went tumbling.
I walked over to them.
"This shit ain't funny anymore. I'm gonna beat the hell out of the next son of a bitch that keeps trying to fight, you got that?"
The big guy had his hands up. The fun had gone out of it for him. But it's always the little guy trying to prove something. I guess he was trying to save face. He got up and charged me again.
I was tired of this. He managed to get in a glancing blow before I cleaned his clock. As I said, I had gained thirty pounds. What I didn't say was that it was almost all muscle. When you start at Glib they start you out at the bottom of the food chain, and for the first year and a half it was a lot of lifting and manual labor. I slapped him right across the bridge of his nose, disorienting him. Then I jammed an open hand just below his sternum, knocking the breath out of him.
Willy came back in. He had subdued the other guy and thrown him out of the building. He had his night stick out, I had no doubt the guy had gotten a few taps to remind him of his manners.
He pointed the stick at the other guy and motioned towards the door. The small guy was still on the floor gasping, so I grabbed him by his feet and started dragging him to the door.
When you go out of the hall into the grill there is a two step drop. When you go out of the grill you go down two more steps on to a concrete porch. Four steps lead to the gravel parking lot. I dragged him all the way out into the parking lot, his head bouncing on every step. I'm sure getting dragged twenty feet across a gravel parking lot was not enjoyable.
Of course, everyone int the dance hall followed us out. As I was dragging him through the grill it hit me why one of the college girls looked so familiar.
I looked over and grinned.
"Hi CeCe, it's good to see you."
The look on her face was priceless.
.................................................
I came back in and CeCe came up. I thought she was going to hug me when one of the other girls caught her arm.
"Let him clean up Cecilia, you don't want blood on your dress."
I rubbed my cheek. One of the guys I fought must have had a ring on, I had a pretty good scratch across my cheek.
"Ladies, please excuse me for a moment."
I went into the bathroom and cleaned my face. Luckily I had a black tee shirt on, so the blood didn't show on my clothes. I took down my ponytail and combed out my hair and beard. I wasn't pretty, but I was neat.
The grill had already closed, and Mrs. Williams and the busboy were cleaning the kitchen. She shooed me out of the kitchen.
"We'll finish the kitchen. I think you have some friends waiting for you outside. Thanks for helping Willy. You were always so nice and gentle, but I just saw a whole other side of you. Maybe we should hire you to help Willy."
Cecilia and her friends were sitting in a booth and they waved me over to join them.
The small brunette started the introductions.
"Hi, I'm Beth, this is June, and I'm sure you remember your old high school flame."
Old high school flame? We had never dated. I was working class and her father was rich, one of the social elite. We just never mingled. She was two years behind me in high school, but had adjoining lockers. She was painfully shy. I talked to her between classes and we established a semi friendship. At almost six feet tall and very skinny, she got a lot of flak, even if her dad was rich. I once took her arm and walked her to her class because some jerk was belittling her, but that was the only time I ever touched her. I did ask the asshole politely to leave her alone. I guess his bruises sent a message because I never heard of anyone else bothering her.
Not, knowing what was going on, I decided to play along.
"Hey baby, you really look good tonight."
She did look good. Gone was the skinny girl I knew in high school. She had filled out, in all the right places.
I bent over to give her a kiss on the cheek. She surprised me by turning her head and giving me a full kiss on the lips. I tasted a trace of liquor on her breath.
"Hi, lover. I've really missed you."
The other two girls went into a fit of laughter.
CeCe moved over and patted the seat beside her. I sat down and she latched onto my hand like it was life preserver.
June started out the interrogation.
" What's with the CeCe? We've never heard her called that. Is she as good a kisser now as she was in high school?"
It was the first kiss I had ever gotten from her, but she was about to squeeze my hand off.
"I can say positively that was the best I've ever gotten from her. She must have gotten some practice since I saw her last. And CeCe was my pet name for her."
I felt her relax her hand. I must have gotten it right.
Beth went into another fit of giggles.
"You're kidding, right? The Virgin Queen? We've never seen her with a man until tonight. She never mentioned she used to be hooked up with a badass biker."
"I didn't look like this in high school. But I have to tell you, once you get her started she is one hot woman. Why, I remember once when we...Oops, better not tell that story. Need to preserve the Virgin Queen myth."
The other girls went into another fit of giggles and started begging me to share some juicy stories. Cecilia looked like she wanted to hug me and slap me at the same time. I told them I wouldn't kiss and tell, if they wanted dirt pry it out of her. We talked for a little while and I excused myself to check on Mrs. Williams and make sure everything was closed up for the night.
When I got back they were gone. I asked the busboy where they went and he said they left. I shrugged, so much for imaginary romance. What I didn't expect to find was CeCe leaning against my bike.
"Where are your friends?"
She looked down at the ground."I told them I was going home with you and they left."
Well, what an interesting development.
"Are you?"
"Am I what?"
"Going home with me."
She looked up in a panic.
"No, I just wanted you to take me home. I was tired of being the good girl in our group. Tonight will spark many a discussion in the dorm rooms when I get back to school. Thanks for covering for me."
"It was worth it. But I have to tell you, nobody rides for free. It's gonna cost you."
If she was panicked before, she was terrified now. She hadn't talked to me in three years, she didn't know what I may have turned into. She started begging.
"Please, please don't make me do anything. I'm still a virgin, Jimmy. I want to save it for my husband. Please Jimmy."
It was mean of me but I enjoyed her terror for awhile.
"Let's see, what would be a suitable payment?
Hmmm. I got it . It's gonna take a kiss as good as the one I got inside, and another when I drop you off. Is it a deal?"
Her look as gratitude made my night.
"That's it? A couple of kisses? You drive a hard bargain, but okay."
Before I knew what was going on she grabbed me, molded her body into mine, and gave me a tremendous kiss, with a lot of tongue. It must have lasted five minutes. I know she could feel the erection I got because she rubbed against it a couple of times.
She broke it off and with a little smile on her face and asked if that would do for the first payment.
"Whew! Yes it was. It was so good that I'm gonna have to sit here for a minute or two to let the blood start flowing back to my brain, don't want to wreck on the way home."
"You silly man, you're just as sweet as you were in high school. Now, how do you ride this thing?"
I was glad it was the middle of the night. She had to hitch her dress up just to sit down.
"No peeking now" she ordered.
"Like that's not gonna happen. Nice panties."
I've never seen anyone go so red. They were nice, and about as skimpy as I've ever seen.
"I have to wear these with this dress so panty lines don't show. Please stop looking."
Not a chance in hell.
"You could always go without."
By now she was almost purple.
"Stop being mean to me. Please."
I relented.
"All right. Bike riding 101. Stay still. Every time you wiggle around it changes the center of balance. Do it in a curve and we could go down. Don't try to talk, I couldn't hear you anyway. Just lean against me and hold on."
I gave her my jacket and my spare helment. My bike had straight pipes, and it was a loud little sucker, especially echoing against a building.
I started out slow so as not to scare her. She was stiff as a board at first, but I could feel her relax after a few miles. The only bad time we had was when a car load of kids pulled up beside up whooping and laughing. Because of the way her dress was made it would billow up as we rode. If you were behind us you got a full shot of her ass in those skimpy panties. I could feel the heat of her embarrassment against my back. I gave it a little gas and we left them behind.



Her dad had a farm. He didn't work it because of his businesses, but he liked to live there. As soon as I shut off the bike the porch light came on. She almost flew off the bike and started fixing her dress.
Her father came out of the house. He had a huge frown on his face.
"Cecelia, who are you with?"
"Dad, this is Jimmy Wilson. a friend from high school. He gave me a ride home."
Disapproval oozed from every pore.
"Thank you for bringing my daughter home, Mr. Wilson. Cecelia, get in the house."
Well, the help had been dismissed.
I never got the rest of my payment, well, not that night anyway.
..................................................
I didn't expect the phone call I got the next day.
one of my housemates answered and yelled to me some chick was on the line for me. I picked it up.
"Jimmy, is that you?"
I didn't recognize the voice.
"Yeah, who is this?"
She sounded a little pissed.
"It's me, Cecilia. What are you doing right now?"
Well, this was a surprise.
"Just hanging out. You?"
"Listen, I'm at the Burger Barn with my friends. They still don't believe we were together. Hop on that cute little bike and get over here, please."
"They probably don't believe it because it never happened. What's the matter, ashamed of letting me come to your house?"
I wasn't feeling particular charitable.
"After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence she said "I'm sorry about my dad, I'm his baby girl, all right?"
She giggled and said "That's why I want you to meet me here. I kinda gave them the impression I had to sneak around to see you. Please?"
I was about to say no, but reconsidered.
"All right I'll be there. But when I get there I expect the rest of your payment from last night, understand?"
You could hear the relief in her voice.
"Get here in the next thirty minutes and I'll give it to you with a little interest. Hurry."
I didn't break too many speed laws, but I did manage to get there in twenty five minutes. They were sitting outside with milkshakes. She jumped up and grabbed me just after I got my helment off.
She must have kissed me for fifteen minutes before she let me off the bike, dragging me over to her friends.
"They want a ride, honey, will you take them?"
Like I was gonna say no. But first we got a lecture.
"No more than twenty minutes. No funny business. He's private property. Say you understand or you don't get on the back. I'm talking to you Beth."
They both shook their heads. She turned to me.
"And you! I know how quick your hands are. Behave yourself or I'll cut your balls off. Now, go have fun."
Boy, she was sure getting into pretending to be my girlfriend.
June was all right but she was scared to death. Beth really got into it.
She tried to slide her hands down to my crotch a couple of times but I stopped her. We stopped at a gas station to top off my tank and I fussed at her a little. She snorted.
"Oh get real. There's no way miss professional virgin could be hooked up with you. This is just a scam."
It pissed me off so I gave her a hurt look.
"She might surprise you. And she's hell in bed, the best I ever had. She has to sneak around to see me because her dad hates me. You're supposed to be her friend, give her a little slack."
She looked surprised I would defend her.
"Sorry if I was out of line, I just can't get a mental picture of you together. Guess I need to adjust my opinion of her."
We were a little late getting back, and Cecelia looked pissed. She calmed down when Beth hugged her and told her what a lucky bitch she was.
The smile she gave me was a thousand watts.
"Come on babe, let's go. Say bye, they're driving back to school this afternoon. I don't have any classes until tomorrow afternoon, I'm going back in the morning."
We all hugged each other and waved as they pulled out. I looked over at her.
"What now?"
"Now you take me for a nice long ride on your bike. I don't have to be home until eight."
"What about your dad?"
She had the decency to look guilty.
"He and Mom went to visit my grandparents. They won't be home until ten."
I didn't push it.
"Where do you want to go?"
When she said "Surprise me" I decided to do just that.
I took her on some of the curviest roads I knew. She was tense for about fifteen minutes before she snuggled against my back and relaxed.
After about forty minutes I pulled in at a little bar I knew, I saw most of my friends' bikes out front. She tensed up.
"Where are we?"
"Relax. It's a place I hang out in. We'll have a beer or two, play some pool. I'll introduce you to my friends, it'll be fun. What's wrong, never been to a bar before?"
Her look said it all. I couldn't help but laugh.
"I though you were little miss college. I though
you all hung out in bars and partied all weekend.
Isn't that what college kids are supposed to do?"
She just hung her head. I took her hand.
"Come on, nothing will happen to you. If you don't relax after a few minutes we'll leave, all right?
She nodded her head, but hung on to my hand.
We went in and of course my friends started up right away.
"Damn, Looney, who's the babe? Is she vision impaired? A little slow maybe? That's the only reason I can think of for her to be around you."
I gave it right back to them.
"Fuck all of you. The woman obviously knows quality when she sees it. The fact that I'm a handsome devil and hung like a horse has nothing to do with it, she loves me for my mind."
She would probably have glowed in the dark. Marcy,
Billys' wife, saved her.
"You guys stop it! You're embarrassing the poor girl. Just because she has questionable taste in men doesn't mean you can be mean to her. Come on, honey, sit with us."
She dragged her off to the table the women had claimed. I saw her start to relax. She even looked over at me and smirked a couple of times. I sent a round of beer to the table and left them alone. Never beard the lion in its' den.
A few minutes later she came over to me at the pool table. I looked around when I felt her rubbing my back.
"Having fun yet?"
"I am actually. Like my new look?"
She had complained to Marcy about how badly her hair got tangled riding my bike. She gave her some practical advice and helped put her hair up in a french braid. The bar had tee shirts with their logo on it. She had bought one and had slipped it on.
"You look like a fox. A real biker babe."
She glowed with the compliment.
"I wish the girls could see me now."
I had an idea. The owners had a camera, an old 35mm Nikon. They kept it around for times when a patron did something really stupid. They would snap a few pics and post them on their wall of shame. Besides helping keep people in line, it made some great memories.
I talked to the bartender and he put a fresh roll of film in. For the next 45 minutes we snapped pictures of CeCe. CeCe on my bike, CeCe hugging me, CeCe sitting on the bar and pool table with a beer in her hand. A couple of us kissing. A few more with her hugging my friends, especially the meaner looking ones. One of the girls lined up in bar tee shirts, exposing their tummies like they were in the process of taking them off. CeCe was in the middle, with her shirt lifted so high you could see the bottom of her bra. We shot up 36 exposures.
I dropped the roll in my pocket, promising to send a set to her dorm when they got developed. I could have went the 24 hour route and had her pick them up on the way out of town, but I wanted to see them first.
After a couple of hours it looked like she was getting a little tipsy so we left. I had a few drunk girls on the back of my bike before. It could be kind of dangerous. I didn't know it at the time but it was the first time CeCe had drank more than one beer. We went back to the Burger Barn and grabbed a snack. She was high on her news experiences and beer and needed to calm down a little.
I ended up taking her home about seven so she would be straight if her parents came home early.
She didn't let me in the house so we sat on her screened in porch on a swing. She was leaning against me with her eyes closed.
"Thank you Jimmy." She said quietly.
"For what?"
"For last night. For today. You've done my ego a world of good. I've had a really good time with you."
I couldn't help letting a little sadness into my tone.
"I had a great time with you. Too bad it wasn't real."
She sat up and punched my arm.
"Last night may not have been real, but every bit of my time after my friends left was. It was the best date I've ever had. Don't think for a minute it wasn't."
She wriggled around.
"Now, I believe I owe you a few kisses for today, and I always pay my debts."
It was as intense a session as I've ever had with a woman that stopped short of actual sex. We kissed, nibbled, our hands roamed. I was under her shirt and had her bra unhooked before she felt it.
She pushed me away and started to protest but by then I had my hands covering her nipples. She just moaned and went back to kissing me. I took that as a sign of approval and nibbled my way down. She actually shrieked a little when my tongue ran across her nipple.
I went from one to the other while she chanted "oh my, oh my, oh my, oh SHIT!", that happened when I bit down. I think she actually had an orgasm. It all stopped when I reached for the snap on her jeans.
She pushed me away.
"NO!"
She pushed me back again. Can't fault a guy for trying.
"I told you the only one who gets me will be my husband."
I was trying to listen, really. But the sight of those firm breast heaving up and down with those erect nipples distracted me. It finally filtered
down to my lust crazed brain.
I apologized and I meant it. But, I also warned her if she let guys get that far again she might get one that won't take no for an answer.
"Nobody's ever gotten as far as you. Damn you. I'm so horny right now my nipples are sore. I need relief bad."
For some reason I flashed back to Barb, and her comment about a good pussy eater can make up for a
lot.
"Uh, CeCe, I can help you with that problem and you would still be a virgin."
"What the hell are you talking about, you sneaky bastard? If you get me out of my jeans I know what's gonna happen."
"I would leave my clothes on. It would be a tongue, not a penis. You would get relief and still have a hymen."
She looked shocked. I had gone back to lightly playing with her nipples.
"That's nasty."
It came out awfully weak. I had my mouth firmly wrapped around her left nipple, sucking gently.
"No it's not, it's beautiful, one of the ultimate expressions of passion between a couple. It says 'I'm willing to give you pleasure while ignoring my own'."
One last bit of resistance.
"And what would you expect in return?"
"Nothing. But if you wanted to return the favor I wouldn't object."
That really did shock her.
"I don't know if I could do that."
"You don't have to honey."
By now I had her jeans unbuttoned and unzipped, rubbing her just above her panty line.
She made her decision. Standing up, she wriggled out her jeans and panties, and kicked her shoes off.
"What now?"
I took one of the pillows off the big wicker swing we were sitting on and put it on the floor.
Rearranging the rest I had her sit down.
I knelt between her legs and stroked her inner thighs. She was trembling, from fright or passion or both. I started nibbling her knees, slowly working up her thighs, kissing each one in turn. As I got closer her breath got shallower. Reaching the Y of her legs I bypassed her wet folds and gently licked her thick bush.
She was wriggling harder, stroking my head. When I lapped her outer lips she went rigid. As I burrowed deeper she started moaning. Echos of Joanne and Barb were playing in my head, and I used every trick and technique I had learned.
She had a little mantra going,
"Oh yes, oh yes, there baby, there, oh yes."
I knew she was just about to erupt, so I moved up to her clit and ran my tongue around it twice before sucking her into my mouth, flicking furiously. If she would have had any neighbors her scream would have prompted 911 calls.
I think she may have passed out, she went limp. Remembering the adage about first impressions, I never let up. She roused in time for the second, holding my head to her fiercely. She finally collapsed and pulled me up.
"Enough, baby, please. Oh my God, I should have been doing this years ago."
I moved her gently, replaced the cushion, and cuddled her. Was I hot? Damn right, but a promise is a promise.
She stirred after about twenty minutes and kissed me, sliding a lot of tongue in. I was surprised when she pulled back and giggled.
"What?"
"I taste kind of sweet. Did it taste sweet to you?"
"Like the nectar of the gods. I could get addicted easily."
More giggles.
She tentatively ran her hand down the front of my jeans. My erection had never really gone away, but her touch make my zipper strain.
"Can I take it out and touch it? I've never done that before. Would you like it?"
Words could not express how much I would like it.
I undid my belt and jeans and she help pull them down.
She reached out and touched me. I twitched and she snatched her hand back, then put it back, wrapping her hands firmly around the base.
"My gosh, how does this thing fit in there? It feels huge. All they all this big?"
For someone almost nineteen years old she sure was clueless.
"Actually, hon, this is just slightly larger than
normal."
I may have been bragging just a bit, but she had no basis for comparison.
"Really?
"Yes really. Remember Jackie from the bar? His is about two inches longer."
"How do you know that?"
"We have a communal shower at work."
"How does his wife handle that? Doesn't it hurt?"
"Apparently she likes it. I guess she got used to it."
"How could you get used to something like that?"
"Practice, baby, lots and lots of practice."
The whole time we were having this almost surreal conversation she was stroking me gently. It was making it hard to communicate.
"Please , could we not talk for awhile? I'll answer any question I can later."
Giggling again. What is it with women and giggling?
"Ooh, does someone need a little more attention?
Turn around, I want to see it."
We had been sitting in the dark. The only light came from a security light beside the barn. By turning towards it you could get a little illumination.
After I turned she cooed again.
"Are you sure there are bigger ones out there? This looks enormous to me. I want a better look."
She bent over and brought her face closer. She almost had her mouth on me.
"Oh no, you're leaking. Let's just clean this up."
She snaked her tongue out and swirled it across the head. I nearly exploded then and there. She sat back and looked up at me.
"You taste salty. I taste sweet. Is that the difference between boys and girls?"
I wasn't able to articulate at that particular moment.
"I've seen this in the porn movies at the dorm. I'm gonna try it, but I don't think I can swallow it all the way down. And warn me, I don't want it in my mouth."
I just nodded.
She licked, she sucked, she kissed. Her hand was still on me, pumping faster and faster. I was getting close and just about to tell her when the phone rang inside the house. They had an answering machine and there was no way she was stopping until it picked up. It was her mother.
"Sweetie? Cecilia, are you home? We're getting back a little early, be home in twenty. Put a pot of coffee on for us, would you dear?"
She sat upright and yanked down hard.
"Oh shit!" We pretty much said at the same time. Her because her parents were almost home, me because that last yank put me over the edge. I hit her shirt, her cheek, and soaked down her hand. She stopped for a second, mesmerized.
Then she jumped up yelling.
" Oh sit, oh shit, oh shit. Get your clothes on
and get out of here! I gotta change, make coffee,
and jump into the shower."
It struck me as funny and I was laughing my ass off while I buckled my belt.
"Relax hon, I'm almost gone. You're ahead of schedule for your shower, you've already got most of your clothes off."
She looked down. The only article of clothing still on was her shirt. She looked up wild eyed for just a second and burst out laughing
Grabbing me, she planted one more hot kiss on me.
Bye, lover. See you tomorrow."
She gathered her clothes and ran into the house. I hopped on the bike and hit the gas, best be gone before dad got home.
I was still smiling when I went to sleep.
I had to work the next day, and I figured I had seen the last of CeCe. She surprised me by coming by the plant at lunch. She gave me a bag of burgers, her school address and phone number, about twenty kisses, and instructions to send her the photos. I also had to promise to call Friday. Then she hopped back into her little car and left.
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This and one more installment should finish it up. Are you with me so far?
...............................................
I did call CeCe that Friday, and pretty much every Friday for months.
The photos were a big hit. She said guys were actually starting to notice her. She started a collection of biker bar tee shirts, mostly from going out with me once or twice a month when she got home. Others she bought in shirt shops or motorcycle dealerships. She even bought me a couple.
We still had to sneak around, which started bothering me.
Normally she would get home, spend Friday night with her parents, go out with her friends on Saturday because I usually worked at the grill, and spend Sunday afternoon and evening with me.
This went on for awhile. She kept after to me to come up and see her at college but I just never had the time off to do it. Fall turned to winter and spring crept up on us. I was hoping when she was home for the summer we could spend more time with each other, but a course came open she wanted to take and she decided to stay at school. I wasn't particularly happy about that decision.
Did she date others? Probably. We hadn't made promises to each other. Did I date others? Yes. Did I get laid? As regularly as possible. After all, she was determined to stay a virgin, and all we had were some heavy make out sessions. It was fun but frustrating.
I found out she had a jealous streak. She told me she wasn't going to be home one weekend and then her mom called and talked her into attending some social function. She tried to call me but I had made other plans and spent the weekend with a woman I had met through my friends. She was at the Burger Barn and saw us go by on my bike.
Linda was a leggy blond. When we went by all she had on was a pair of cut off jeans and a tube top. And she could really, really, fill up that tube.
Marcy told me she stormed into the bar Sunday looking for me. I wasn't there, I spent all weekend stress testing Linda's bed springs. And her couch springs. And the sturdiness of the legs on her kitchen table. You get the idea. Marcy said she also had some unkind words about my character, but she stayed for two hours waiting for me to come in.
I felt bad about missing her, but I took her at her word she wouldn't be available, and like I said, no promises were made. When I found out she bad mouthed me at the bar I didn't call her the next Friday.
Something about a woman scorned ran through my mind when she came rolling into the dance hall the next Saturday. I was in the kitchen when she asked for me. Mrs. Williams was running the dining room and came back to tell me she was there. It was pretty early in the evening and I was backed up, so I told her it would be awhile but I would be out when I could.
When I got a break forty minutes later I could see the heat rising off her forehead. She started to speak but I cut her off.
"Not in here, I'm about to roast. Come outside with me."
I didn't give her a chance to say no, striding right by her.
We went round to the side of the building to where I parked my bike. I sat down on the steps and looked up at her.
"How are you, Cecilia?"
She hated it when I called her by her name instead of CeCe.
"I'm pissed. Where were you last Sunday? I was home and wanted to spend time with you."
"You said you weren't coming home. I made other plans. You got home Friday, but didn't even try to let me know until Sunday morning when you called the house. As hard as this may be to understand, I don't sit by the phone hoping maybe once or twice a month you will call me so we can sneak around. I like you a lot, Cecelia, but we haven't made any promises. Are you telling me the times you're spending the weekends at school you just sit around the dorms? What do you want here?"
I think she expected me to apologize, not be direct. She got up and dusted off her jeans.
"Well, if that's how you feel maybe we shouldn't see each other. I'd hate to clutter you life with distractions."
She still expected me to apologize, but I really don't think she knew what she wanted me to apologize for. Living a life? Not putting her on a pedestal and being grateful for what little amount of time she favored me with? It suddenly didn't matter anymore.
"Thanks for understanding. It was fun but doomed from the start. You sure are pretty, I can understand why you didn't want to be seen in public with me. I hope the guy your dad picks out for you to marry is worthy of you. Bye CeCe, I'm really gonna miss you."
I kissed her cheek and went back through the delivery door, locking it behind me.
Cecelia did not handle rejection well. She pounded on the door, screaming for me to come outside. When I didn't she came back out front and made a scene in the dining room. Mrs. Williams told her if she didn't behave she was gonna have Willy escort her off the property, and call her daddy. That threat quietened her down.
I could hear her from the kitchen.
She was almost snarling when she sent me a message through Mrs. Williams.
"You tell him he can't just walk away from me. This isn't over, not by a long shot."
Then she went outside and kicked my bike over.
...............................................
I was pissed beyond description. Fuck that bitch. Who did she think she was? Damn, I missed her.
But I made myself go on with my life. I dated, hung with my friends, and worked, as much as I could. I graduated from my community college. My parents and my sisters were there for the ceremony. At one time I thought I saw Barb and Joanne. I looked for them but I must have been mistaken. What I didn't expect was CeCe.
She came up out of nowhere while I was with my family and just molded to me before I could react.
She gave me one of those kisses that make you want to run your tongue over your teeth to make sure they're all still there.
Breaking the kiss, she congratulated my parents on my success. Then she introduced herself.
"Hi, I'm Cecelia Morgan. You might know my dad, Warren[everybody either knew him or knew who he was]. I've been Jimmys' girlfriend for a while now. I'm glad to finally meet you. We've tried several times, but what with his schooling, work, and me being away in college it just hasn't worked out. But I'm here now, and I want us all to go to the Angus House to celebrate, my treat."
She had what could only be described as a G.I. Joe Kung Fu death grip on my hand. My fingers were numb. Damn, that woman had the strongest hands I've ever seen.
"CeCe, what are...."
Before I could get anything out she leaned over and whispered in my ear.
"Shut the fuck up and play along. Don't ruin this moment for your parents, look at their faces. We'll talk later, I promise."
I don't know what my parents were more pleased about, me being the first in the family to get a college degree, or the fact that I was dating the daughter of the richest man around.
She insisted my sisters ride with her to 'get the dirt on me', and since we had to go right back by the college on the way home, I rode with my parents. Of course the third degree started just as soon as we got in the car.
My mom started it off.
"So, Warren Morgan's daughter. How long has this been going on? Are you serious? Have you met her parents? What's she like, is she as sweet as she appears?"
"We've been seeing each other off and on for about a year. I've met her dad but not her mom. Usually, but she does have a temper."
I dodged the are you serious part.
I said that about her temper remembering I had to get my tank repainted after she kicked my bike over. The rest of what I said was pretty much true.
My dad picked up on my non answer.
"So, is this going anywhere?"
I decided to tell the truth.
"I have no idea. We hit a rough patch a little while ago, but it looks like we're on the mend."
Mom smiled and said "true love will always win out".
The Angus House was the most expensive restaurant in our small town. By the time we got there my sisters were flocked around CeCe like mice to the pied piper. My youngest sister, eleven years old, was holding her hand and had a genuine case of hero worship.
She punched my arm.
"The girls tell me you were a meany to them when you were young. I can't understand why they love you so much."
I had no reply to that.
She entered like she was royalty, and they treated her that way. We got the best table in the house. She let the girls and my mom order whatever they wanted, but insisted my dad and I get the biggest steak on the menu. She also ordered everyone dessert, Mississippi Mud Cake , the house specialty. And not once did she let space get between us.
She had them eating out of her hand. When she mentioned the recent 'spat' we had, four sets of feminine eyeballs pierced my soul, and my dad gave me a disapproving stare. I was an instant asshole.
But when she said we were working our way back to each other, all was forgiven.
We ate until everyone was stuffed, and she ordered a whole cake for my parents to take home.
When my family finally piled into the station wagon, she gave them all a kiss, even my dad. They were lifetime members of the Cecelia Morgan fan club.
We stood by her car and waved as they pulled out.
As soon as they were out of sight I tried to get my hand back. That didn't happen, it felt like she had coated her palm with super glue.
"Give up, Jimmy. I'm not letting go until we talk."
I snorted.
"Talk? About what? You need your secret toy back? Those college boys not doing it for you, are you looking for a working class hero? What, exactly, do you want CeCe?"
She was honest to god crying.
"I was wrong, all right? I was mean to you and took you for granted. Not if, but when, we go out again, you're going to pick me up at my front door. My dad is gonna shake your hand and my mom is going to inspect you. Next Saturday, 7:00, and don't you dare be late. The only thing I ask is that you drive your car, please. I think the bike may be pushing it on our first official date.
In thirty minutes I have to leave to get back to my dorm, no one knows where I am and I don't want to worry my friends."
"In the meantime, you will keep your lips planted on mine. No argument, no negotiation, do you understand?"
"Do I get any say in this?"
She gave me a cold stare.
"Not in the least. Put some chap stick on and get to it. And I mean right now. You're about seven weeks behind."
I couldn't really argue, could I.
When we finally came up for air she had one more requirement for me, non negotiable. In the next five weeks I had to see her at college.
We went on a few dates. I always got her back on time, her father would be waiting up for her, checking to see if a hair was out of place. Disapproval dripped off him like sweat in August, but he never actually said anything.
.................................................
Two weeks after our last date I was on the road to her school, Mountain State University. It was mostly a teacher factory, with a little engineering and fairly decent chemistry department.
I took some vacation time, Thursday through Tuesday. Thursday I cleaned and shined the bike, got my hair trimmed to look a little more presentable, and packed my saddlebags.
Friday I was on the road at seven.
CeCe had mentioned before that her last class was at one on Friday, and she was usually back at the dorm by two thirty. It was just under four hours away, but I planned on stopping for breakfast.
I guess I was anxious, because I was at her dorm by 12:45. She didn't know I was coming, it was going to be a big surprise.
Her dorm building was actually an old motel off campus. It had gone belly up just when there was a housing shortage at school. The university snapped it up and refurbished it. It was a sprawling, two story affair with a large courtyard in back. It was women only, but boys were known to stay over on occasion.
It was May, just before the end of the quarter.
Sunny and cloudless, it was a great day to be riding a bike.
Girls were everywhere when I rolled into the parking lot, but they seemed to freeze momentarily. Some actually had their mouth hanging open when I took off my helment. I always favored a full face helment, to the derision of my friends. Most favored half shells and sunglasses. I always said it was because if I ever went down I could still have a funeral with an open casket. Plus, I had never liked the feel of bugs hitting my exposed face at sixty miles an hour.
I stood for just a second enjoying the breeze on my face after wearing the helment for hours. I combed my hair and beard out with my fingers and walked towards the closest girl.
"Hi, could you tell me where....."
That's all I got out before she gave a small cry and ran. Oh well, maybe she didn't live here. I knew her room number, 204, was on the second floor. Glancing up I saw 210, so I started up the stairs. Girls got out of my way like I was carrying a hatchet and a decapitated head.
I knocked on 204 on the off chance she had cut class. The door opened and slammed back shut immediately. Seconds later it opened again, with the safety chain on. A petite blonde peeked around the door.
"Can I help you?"
I tried to give her an 'I mean you no harm' smile and asked for CeCe.
"Who?"
I realized my mistake.
"I'm sorry, I meant Cecelia, Cecelia Morgan. I'm Jimmy Wilson, she invited me up for the weekend. Is she here by any chance?"
"You're Jimmy Wilson? Damn, I thought she made you up."
She was about to undo the safety chain when she paused.
"Show me your tattoo."
"Why?"
"Because she told me what it was. That way I'll know if you're real."
Damn, it would be easier to break into a bank, but I rolled up my sleeve.
She seemed satisfied but nervous. I decided the best thing I could do was go to a restaurant or bar and kill a couple of hours. I told her I would be back around three.
"No, wait. You caught me with my pants off. I thought you were one of the girls. Most of us run around in panties when we're home. Go down to the courtyard, I'll be there in just a second."
I told her she didn't have to vary her routine on my account. She turned red and slammed the door.
They gave me my very own table, and sat just as far away from me as they could. It was just a few minutes before she came down and sat.
I offered my hand.
"you must be Amy. It's nice to meet you."
She took my hand.
"It's nice to meet you, non figment of my room mate's imagination. We all really thought she made you up. I mean come on, you and the Virgin Queen? You know that's her nick name, right?"
She giggled. Again with giggling.
"Looney Tunes and the Virgin Queen. Has a ring to it, doesn't it. Tell me, did you really almost ride your bike off a pier?"
I told her the whole story. Her laughter was like music.
The other antelope, seeing the lion didn't eat one of the herd, or rape her and sell her to white slavers, slowly drifted over. In an hour there were eight girls around the concrete picnic table, and we were telling Cecelia stories. When I told them how she got pissed off at me once and kicked my bike over, they couldn't believe it.
Amy asked how old I was. I had just turned 22. With that revelation eight girls wanted me to go buy them liquor. I tried to get out gracefully.
"Sorry girls, I don't know where the liquor store is."
They all offered to give me directions and drive me. Amy finally overrode the clamoring.
"Back off, bitches. You want the Virgin Queen to kick your ass? She's bigger than the rest of us and apparently has a hot temper she's been hiding from us. However, as her official best friend, I'm willing to risk her wrath and go on the run with him. You keep your hot little asses here and wait for us. AND NO BOYS! Not at least until I get back. Come on Looney, let's go. Oh, and we're taking your bike."
"Sorry, my saddlebags are full. We'll have to take your..." That's all I got out before four girls started pulling my stuff out. I thought they were gonna knock over my bike. Amy told them to put them on Cecelias' bed.
So even at a college four hours away I couldn't run away from my nickname. We went on the run. Just for general information, you can get three half gallons and two fifths into collapsible leather saddle bags. Plus two pints of peppermint scnapps, which Amy told me CeCe loved.
By the time we got back CeCe was there, holding her hands on her hips, smiling a million dollar smile. She walked over, and when I cut the bike off she yelled.
"Amy, you little slut. It took me a year to get my ass print into that seat. Get off before you fuck it up."
She pointed at me.
"You! If you touch this little slut I'll pick her up and beat you with her. Now, let's have some sugar."
She grabbed my head and gave my tonsils a five
minute tongue bath. I think all fifty two girls that lived there plus a few others were watching.
I made sure to rub her butt a few times to give them a really good show. Then she picked up Amy and twirled her around.
She sat her down and laughed.
"Still think I made him up?"
We distributed the booze and went up to their room for a bit. She put my clothes in the dresser with hers. I intended to stay in a motel but didn't want to say so in front of Amy.
By five word had spread that a party was about to happen. Guys showed up. Money was pooled for hot dogs and chips. They had a couple charcoal grills going. I told CeCe I wanted to take her somewhere nice but she wouldn't hear of it.
"Are you crazy? Thanks to your 'CeCE's a crazy bitch stories' I've achieved almost legendary status. We're staying right here and I'm rubbing you in their face every chance I get. Get ready to put on a show."
I gave up any plans for a good meal and ate burned wienies instead. I wasn't much of a liquor drinker, so I gave Amy money to get some beer.
She insisted we go with her, and she talked CeCe into letting me go into the store with her. College kids they both knew worked there. We got a buggy and loaded it down with more chips, dip, and five cases of beer. When we got to the checkout line and it was one of Amys' friends, and she hung on me like wall paper. His eyes were
huge.
Right in front of him she said "Don't drink too much honey, I want you ready to go later."
The girl from the next register was almost breaking her neck to check me out.
I got into the spirit. Reaching into my wallet, I thumbed through a few hundreds[I didn't know what we were going to do that weekend so I brought plenty of money]before handing him one.
After he gave me the change I looked back at Amy.
"Don't worry baby. The time comes I can't drink two cases and still fuck you blind will be the day I trade my Harley in for a moped."
The lady behind us dropped her orange juice.
I grinned at the cashier.
"Cleanup on aisle five."
Then I surprised them all by picking Amy up and slinging her over my shoulder. I winked at the cashiers and looked down at the bag of chips, then back up.
"I know what I'm gonna eat first when I get her home."
I pushed the buggy out the door with Amy still over my shoulder. She looked back and yelled.
"Bye Tim! I'll see you in lit. class Monday. Maybe."
I had already made up my mind if she giggled I was gonna drop her, but she laughed nonstop all the way to the car. CeCe said there must have been ten people at the window when we left.
When we got back Amy told the story. It was a smash and went around the campus the next week, getting more outlandish as it went. When people would ask her about it she would look down and act embarrassed.
"I really don't like to talk about it. I'm still not sure how to explain the tattoo to my parents, but the location it's in makes it pretty safe from discovery. All I can say is I was drunk at the time."



The party was the stuff of legend. More and more people showed up. At one time there had to be at least a hundred and fifty people. The court yard, the rooms, even the sidewalk was full of happy, mostly drunk college students. Music was blasting, and it didn't take long for the cops to show up. They were kind of used to it, being a college town and all, told us to turn it down and stay off the sidewalks. That lasted for about thirty seconds after they left.
We met more of her friends, names I immediately forgot. CeCe had gone all out. She had on one of her biker shirts on, tied just below her boobs. It was obvious she had no bra. She really did have great nipples. Hair in a french braid, a style she never used at school. I caught more than one guy checking her out. This started to irritate me.
She noticed and seemed to enjoy it.
"Don't worry, baby. I'm private property, yours.
And besides, if you went up to most of them and growled, they would probably feint."
I noticed that most of the guys were giving me a wide berth, but the girls seemed to like me.
Some of them were a little too friendly, and CeCe cleared that up pretty fast.
"Back off, bitch. This one is mine, and bikers are hard to house train. If you don't, I'll show you I learned more than how to shoot pool in those bars we go to."
Of course a bunch of people heard her, and the girl took off. Her credibility as a biker babe was firmly established.
Amy stayed with us most of the time, and as the night progressed I found myself with one arm around CeCes' waist and the other over Amys' shoulder. Neither seemed to mind. Amy finally found a boy she liked and went off to get some beer.
The party broke up when three girls and two guys decided it would be fun to run around the block naked. The cops came back and shut us down.
I hadn't had too much to drink. CeCe had managed to drink a pint of scnapps and a few beers so she had a pretty good buzz. We found Amy passed out on a picnic table.
Girls and guys were stumbling into rooms, five or six were passed out in the courtyard. We didn't know who belonged where so we left them.
Amy was small as I said, barely five feet and maybe a hundred pounds, so for the second time that night I put her over my shoulder. We went up to the room, saying good nights as we went. CeCe made sure several of them heard her when she said it was probably a good thing Amy was passed out, that way the noise we were gonna make wouldn't keep her up all night, and she emphasized the "all night" part.
We got into the room and I laid Amy down on her bed. I looked over at CeCe.
"What now, want me to find a motel room?"
The look she gave me was almost venomous.
"No way in hell are you leaving this room. Help me get Amy ready for bed, and then you and I are gonna snuggle."
I took off her shoes while CeCe undid her jeans. We both tugged until they came down, her panties along with them. She was a natural blonde.
I was a man, all right? Of course I got an eye full.
To her credit, all CeCe said was "Pick her up so I can turn the bed down". I held her up, and she slid her panties back up. I lay her gently back on the bed and covered her.
She turned the covers on her bed down and patted it.
"Come on, time for bed. Help me get undressed, will you?"
She didn't have to ask twice. I tugged her jeans down. She had the same pair of panties on from the night I gave her a ride home. She told them she wore them especially for me. She surprised me even farther by slipping off her shirt.
"You've been staring at them all night. I thought
you might want a better look. Now come to bed."
She slipped under the covers and looked at me expectantly. I was naked in no time. The thought crossed my mind maybe she had rethought the virgin until married thing. Not.
"Do me like you did the night we were on the swing, please."
I did even better. You have a lot more options on a bed. I teased her unmercifully, bringing her right to the edge and backing off. After the third time she was begging.
"Please, baby, please. I need it. Please, pretty please."
I think the pretty please did it, I got serious and she flooded my mouth. She lay back with a sigh.
"If actual sex is better than this, I need to marry soon. You're turn."
She had no skill but a lot of energy. I gave her directions and she turned out to be a good student. I warned her and she didn't back off. She gagged and some ran over her lips, but most of it she swallowed.
Wiping her mouth with a tissue, she told me I needed to back off on my salt intake. She said good night and was surprised when I told her we weren't finished yet, sliding down the sheets. The second time for her was more intense because she was already sensitive.
Amy chose to wake up to go to the bathroom right about then. She told me the sight of me on the floor and CeCe on the bed with her legs straight up in the air, biting a pillow and making sounds like a bullfrog being strangled while I nibbled was one of the one of the most erotic things she had ever seen. Then she stumbled to the bathroom and puked. We didn't even notice until CeCe came down and heard her gagging.
She said "poor girl" and got up to help her. She called me into the bathroom. She went in naked so I did the same. Amy hadn't made it to the sink.
Vomit was all over her, the floor, and the vanity'
We got her up, stripped her, and I held her in the shower while we cleaned her. We dried her, and CeCe made her take three tylenol and drink a glass of water. We put her back in the bed nude in case she got sick again. When we laid her down CeCe said
"She sure is pretty, isn't she?"
She was pretty. Tiny, small breasted to the point of almost being flat. She had been a swimmer in high school and still held the shape.
I could feel what she was thinking.
"Yes she is, but she's not in your class. It's like comparing a wood nymph to an earth goddess."
She was swaying back and forth against me.
"Good answer, now let's go back to bed. I need to fix this."
She had reached around and grabbed me.
She did fix, but unfortunately for me she remained a virgin.
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Early the next morning, about the crack of noon, people started stirring. One of their friends knocked on the door to invite us to breakfast. None of us thought to lock the door, and when we didn't answer she opened it, determined to wake us up.
I was face down, sleeping on my stomach, Cece sprawled across me with her back to the door. Amy was curled up in a ball on her bed. None of us were covered and were all still naked. She gave a little gasp of surprise, left the door open, and woke as many as she could. I felt like we were a point of interest on a guided tour. I finally woke enough to hear them talking.
"I hope he turns over."
What did I have to lose? I stirred and rolled
over. I was about to burst and had my morning wood. There were five girls standing in the room, who ran out screaming and laughing. This was turning into a hell of a weekend.
CeCe mumbled but didn't wake. They both had a lot more to drink than I had the night before, I actually felt pretty good. I covered both girls, took a shower and went out to find breakfast. I asked one of the girls if there was a Dennys or IHOP close. The two next door offered to take me, so we left. I bought their breakfast and got something to go. We were probably only gone for 45 minutes, the IHOP was on the next block.
They were still asleep when I got back. I lay out breakfast on their tiny table, found a small coffee maker and started it. Found some juice in the mini fridge and poured each a glass.
Going to CeCe first I nuzzled and kissed until she was awake. I pointed to the table.
She got up, used the bathroom, came out, put on a tee shirt.
"Food first, shower later." she mumbled.
The smell of coffee roused Amy. She sat up and streched, wishing us a good morning. Looking down she noticed she was naked. Surprisingly she didn't freak out, grabbing a pair of panties and a shirt as she went into the bathroom. She came back out and sat at the table. I placed a cup of coffee and juice in front of her and backed off.
"No loud talking, no big noises. Let me get this coffee working through my system. I'm sure I want to hear what happened last night at some point, but not right now. Could I get a glass of ice water please?"
I got Amy the water and and some more tylenol, then went outside. It was another beautiful day. While I sat at the picnic table the girls from next door sat down and apologized. What they did was a lot of fun but wrong. I told them not to worry. This was like Vegas. What happened here stayed here.
They said they wanted to take us to a bar that night to make up for it. I told them this was CeCes' weekend, what we did was up to her.
CeCe came out first.
She kissed and snuggled.
"Thanks honey. I'm now officially an urban legend."
We sat and enjoyed the sunshine. Amy came out wearing an enormous pair of sunglasses. She snuggled on the other side of CeCe.
"Did I make a fool out of myself last night?"
I started to tease her, but just couldn't do it.
"No, we found you passed out and carried you to the room. Old advice, never mix liquor and beer. We had to put you in the shower to clean you up, then you slept like a log the rest of the night.
But thanks to the guided tour this morning I think we're officially a threesome."
They looked at each other and something passed between them.
"Is that such a bad thing?" said Amy, hugging CeCe.
I shrugged.
"Not to me, I don't have to live here. Might be a little rough on you. Guys might hit on you a little harder. Girls too for that matter."
CeCe sat up and grinned.
"If they do I'll tell them to leave our girlfriend alone. After all, You're only a phone call away."
Not the conversation I was expecting, not at all.
By four o'clock everyone in the dorm was starting to feel like a human again. Room 402 was becoming girl central. CeCe told me she had never seen so many people come by before.
At one everyone was swearing they would never touch alcohol again if God was just let them live another day, but by five everyone was making plans on which bars to hit. The glory of youth.
CeCes' friend Beth came by, saying she had to see it to believe it. Every time I sat down CeCe was on one side and Amy was on the other. Perpetuating the myth, they said.
Her mouth was hanging open.
"Girl, I've been hearing things. Wild things. I think maybe some of them were true."
CeCe didn't confirm or deny anything. I didn't help when I said I wished she could join us, but I didn't have a spare hand at the moment. Amy just snuggled tighter and said she wasn't about to give up her spot. She left shaking her head.
Amy, CeCe, Flower[I think that was a nick name], and Jan began to plan our night out. Jan and Flower wanted to go to a new bar, Amy wasn't sure. CeCe was the tie breaker, saying that she hadn't been in a bar yet where she was afraid as long as I was with her. That should have given me a warning.
Before we did anything I wanted a good meal. Burnt wieners and pancakes weren't exactly sustaining, and that had pretty much been it for the last two days. They suggested Chinese.
It was pretty good but a little pricy. CeCe wanted to pay, and kind of made a fuss about it.
Picking up the bill, I told her no, and if I heard any more I was going to spank her right there in the dining room. Three mouths hung open, Amy just looked bored and told us to take it back to the room.
CeCe wanted to pay because one, she[her dad]was rich, and two she knew I was still saving to go back to college. Holding on to my dream of being a teacher, I lived tight. Working full time with all the overtime I could get, plus my part time job at the grill on Friday and Saturday night, I had $11,000 in the bank. It was enough for one year at the prices back then. I figured I could enroll next year, and make it if I got a decent part time job.
That being said, this was the first time since high school I had done anything that resembled a vacation, and I came well funded, with a willingness to spend it.



The Black Dog Saloon. That was where they wanted to go. It was a place college students were discouraged form going to, strictly a working class place, blue collar with a few bikers mixed in. It was my kind of place. Locals.
They had a four piece band setting up when we walked in, and all eyes turned to us. There's always a pecking order in places like this, and the big dogs look you over before deciding whether they want to fuck with you or not. I've had to dance a couple of times before, though luckily while not with CeCe around.
I had gained another ten pounds since high school for a total of forty, but I had always been a bit too thin back then. Six feet one inch and now weighing 212 pounds, none fat. Couple this with my beard and hair, and people usually left me alone. I also looked older than I actually was.
You don't walk into a place with four attractive women and not get noticed. Especially if all four have on tight jeans and biker shirts. Plus they all had their hair up in a french braid, except Flower, who had short hair. She made up for it by wearing a bandana over her hair. This was all their idea.
Snagged a table close to the dance floor,I ordered a couple of pitchers of beer from the bartender. We looked at each other and recognized kindred souls.
"You folks from around here?" He asked, pretending to just make talk.
"Nah, just passing through and stopped to see an old friend."
Not an outright lie, college kids are always passing through. Very few stay around after graduation.
I looked around.
"I think I'm gonna like this place. It looks a lot like where I hang at when I'm home."
"Yeah, where's that?" He was still fishing.
"The Broke Spoke. Ever been there?"
The Broke Spoke was the roughest biker bar between here and the coast.
He looked at me with new eyes.
"Can't say as I have, heard about it though. Up scale place, fairly new?"
I grunted.
"Hell no, the place must be a hundred years old. Every time it rains I think the roof is gonna fall in. I think it's been condemned twice, but Grizzly must know somebody or have shit on someone because the place hasn't closed yet."
Everybody that rode had heard of Grizzly and his notoriously bad temper.
"See the little blond? That's Grizzly's granddaughter. She's in school here. He's paying for it. I promised to check on her since I was up this way. Good thing she don't take after him. He's uglier than homemade shit."
Amy didn't know it, but she had just gotten a new grandparent. I had actually been in the Broke Spoke and had met Grizzly. Long gray hair, long beard, he had a broken nose that had never been straightened, a deep scar under his right eye, and half his left ear was missing.
I told him I had to get back to the girls and left him with things to think about. Caught him talking to guys and looking at us a time or two. we were probably a pretty hot topic.
Two pitchers don't last long if five people are drinking out of them, so half an hour later when the barmaid came to get the empties, I asked her for a new one. She was pretty in that rode hard put up wet look, and she didn't try to hide her interest in me.
She took in the girls.
"They yours or are you just babysitting?"
I felt CeCe tighten up. Here we go, tossed out before the band even starts.
I was between CeCe and Amy. I hugged them in close, mostly just to keep CeCe in line.
"These two are mine, we're just auditioning those two. Might work out, what can I say, I got a lot of energy."
The girls giggled and relaxed. Flower and Jan assured her that before the night was over I would be looking for a bed big enough to hold five permanently.
She couldn't help it. She looked round the table and then deliberately leaned over, giving me a boob shot while she looked at my crotch. CeCe actually growled.
"Hush, honey."
I looked back at the waitress.
"Don't mind her. We've only fucked once today and she gets edgy if she don't get it at least three times."
I slid my hand up to CeCes' left breast and massaged it gently for just a second.
"Don't get mad honey. I told you I wanted to save some energy for those two. Amy can keep you company tonight."
Amy caught on quickly and slid her hand under CeCes' shirt, rubbing her tummy.
"That's right honey, we'll have our own party."
What can I say. I felt good, and was spreading shit faster than an oil spill could coat an Alaskan bay. The waitress started to say something, stopped, looked at me hard, and went to get our beer.
The band started. They weren't too bad, and soon we were dancing. I danced with every one of the girls, except the slow ones, CeCe got those. After the second set she told me to dance a slow one with the others just to keep up appearances.
I thought it was odd, but except with me the girls wouldn't dance. I think the were still afraid.
I picked a fairly decent looking guy at the bar, walked over and bought him a beer. He had been
eying Flower since the band started
"Say, bud, how 'bout doing me a favor? My girls like to dance, and I can't dance with all of them at once. Would you dance with them? No funny stuff. Remember, they're all going home with me.
But if you like to just dance, here's your shot.
And if they say no, no means no, got it?"
He looked at me like I had just offered him a winning lottery ticket. I brought him over to the table.
"Girls, this is Todd. I have it on good authority he's a hell of a dancer. Who wants to make him prove up on that?"
Flower was dragging him out on the floor before he could put his beer down. That opened the flood gates. Guys would come by, and they would dance, but only if they asked me first. They didn't understand it, but they went along with it. Except for CeCe they all danced with a bunch of guys. She was frowning until I whispered in her ear that now I could have all her dances. She cheered right up.
We made a bunch of friends, and had three tables pulled together. I saw Flower slip Todd her number. Everything was fine until the last set, then it kind of went to hell.
The waitress grabbed me coming back from the bathroom and headed for the dance floor. I went along not wanting to make waves. CeCe was laughing and having a ball until she saw me. Suddenly the joke she was hearing wasn't so funny.
Jan was sitting beside her when this big guy walked up and grabbed her wrist. She was shaking her head no but he kept dragging her to the dance floor. I stopped dancing and headed towards them.
"Jan, would you like to go back to the table?"
She was nodding yes, crying. It was plain to see she was scared to death.
I turned around to the guy. He was a big sucker, about six four, and easily three hundred pounds.

"Bud, she doesn't care to dance right now. Why don't you ask her later?"
He looked about half wasted.
"This ain't your business asshole."
I sighed. Well, if that's the way it's got to be.
I grabbed the little finger of the hand he had on her wrist and pulled backwards. Try it sometime. It makes people let go of you pretty fast. That's why it's a standard in self defense classes for women. Always go for the weakest point.
I didn't care if I broke it or not. He must have been smart enough to know it because he let go. Jan ran back to the table. I turned and went to check on her.
Todd was there, trying to calm her down. I sat beside her. She was about to hug me when I saw asshole coming up fast. I pushed her away and turned to face him. He stopped on the other side of the table.
"Who do you think you are, coming in here with a herd of hot bitches and not sharing. Now, me and this cutie here are gonna go back and dance. I'll let her come back when I'm done, unless I decide to keep her. What do you think of that, motherfucker?"
Except for the self defense class I had taken, I never had a formal lesson in my life. But my buddy taught me a lot of tricks over the time we lived together. One of the classes he taught was adapted for handicapped people, especially the wheelchair bound.
There was a whole set of moves designed to incapacitate an adversary from a sitting position, and he taught me most of them.
I grabbed the table and jammed it into his legs, hard. If he fell back it would give me time to get to my feet. If he fell forwards, like most people, I had him. He fell forwards, putting his hands out to stop him. That put him off balance and tied his hands up. I put my left hand behind his head, pulling, adding to his forward momentum. When he got close enough I gave him a fast elbow to the head. Your elbow has ten times the striking speed and power of a fist, and I wasn't trying to be gentle. He hit the floor, knocked out. Todd looked at me like I had grown an extra head. Jan actually stopped crying, then she smiled. She was going around the table to kick him, I think, but I stopped her.
"Enough, Jan. He can't bother you anymore."
Meanwhile, back at the ranch, uh, I mean dance floor, things were getting interesting.
CeCe and I had passed each other, me going to get Jan away from asshole, her to get the waitress.
She was screaming at her to keep her slut hands off her man. The waitress was giving it right back to her, saying if she ever got me I would leave her fat ass in the dust. CeCe wasn't fat, but she was big and sensitive about it.
Amy, Flower, and one of the girls they had made friends with were between them trying to get CeCe to go back to the table. One of the bartenders had hold of the waitress. I gently took her arm, trying to get her back to the table. She turned around and slapped me so hard you could hear it over the band. She started to slap me again when I grabbed her, turned her around and swatted her ass, hard.
Then I grabbed her braid and pushed her face to mine.
"If you don't calm down right the fuck now, I'm gonna walk out of this bar and catch a ride back to your dorm, pack my shit, and leave. And you won't see me again. Your choice."
I let her go and stepped back. She looked at me for a second and broke out in tears.
She threw her arms around me.
"Please don't leave, please, don't leave. I'm sorry."
How could I stay mad at her? I hugged her back.
She turned around and stuck out her hand to the waitress.
"I'm sorry."
The waitress hesitated for an second and took her hand. CeCe pulled her in close and hugged her. I thought it was a nice gesture. Amy told me what really happened.
While they were hugging CeCe told her "touch him again and I'll fuck you up so bad your own DNA won't recognize you."
The waitress, not to be outdone, said "you turn your fat ass around on him and I'll have him and be gone before you can scarf down another doughnut".
They almost started again.
When we got back the manager was looking down at the guy still on the floor.
"What happened to him?"
I shrugged.

"I don't know, I think he had too much to drink
and passed out. Maybe you should have cut him off sooner."
He just smiled.
"Well, I guess some people can't handle alcohol."
He looked at his buddies.
"You boys pick him up and put him in his truck. He can sleep it off there."
The girls were gathering their things.
"Leaving so soon?" He asked in mock surprise.
"Yeah, gotta get my beauty sleep." I replied as seriously as possible.
"Well you folks have a good night. Come back anytime."
I sent them out to the car. Then I bought them all a tee. The bartender threw mine in free.
"I'm glad you're not from around here. I don't think I could handle the excitement on a regular basis."
"What excitement? This isn't a normal Saturday night? What made it so special?"
Innocence coated my face like sun screen.
"Well, let's see. First this guy appears out of nowhere with four hot women and pretty much says he's fucking them all, and they seem happy about it. Then he knocks out the meanest motherfucker in here without even getting up from his table, hell, I don't think you even put your beer mug down. Then your Amazon girlfriend nearly kicks my best waitress's ass because she developed wet panties for you after making a career out of shooting guys down. On top of that, when you told them it was time to go they trooped out like brownie scouts, leaving half the guys in here with blue balls, and not one offered to stop you. In fact, they all invited you back."
"You're either the luckiest, meanest, or smartest dude I've ever seen, or all three, to get by with shit like that. It might not be exciting all the time you're around, but I bet it's damn sure interesting."
I offered my hand and he shook it.
"Well, I gotta go, have to put my babies to bed."
We were back to the dorms before one. A lot of people were still up, and all the girls except CeCe stayed up and regaled them with the nights' adventure. More fuel for the myth.
CeCe and I didn't say much as we got ready for bed. I asked if she wanted me to go to a motel. She gave me a look that would melt steel and told me to get my ass in the bed.
I had her palm print still on my cheek, and when she took her jeans off I saw a perfect print of my hand on her left cheek. I felt really bad and apologized, offering to kiss it and make it better.
She had me do just that, several times. Then we snuggled up and slept the sleep of the pure. Well, she did, anyway.
................................................
Sunday I was partied out. We went out for breakfast, Them took CeCes' car and went for a ride.
We went on twisty little mountain back roads that made me wish I had my bike. We stopped at tourist traps and bought overpriced junk.
She made me buy two huge stuffed toys, purple turtles. One was for her, one for Amy.



Amy had wanted to come, but I wanted alone time with CeCe. I believe CeCe would have let her come if I hadn't said no. She did look kind of pitiful when we left. I promised to take them out to dinner when we got back.
Out of the blue she said "Do you like Amy?"
"Oh, she's just adorable."
"Be serious, do you like her?" My nerves started tingling. I smelled a trap.
"I like her a lot for someone I've known less than two full days. Why?"
She arched her back, distracting me with those great breasts. "Oh, no reason. Just wondering."
As I grew older, I learned that was womanese for 'I'm up to something', but at the time I didn't give it a thought.
It was a calm, peaceful day. We ate lunch at a burger joint and shoved fries in each others mouth.
Bought a bottle of wine and drank it at an overlook on a blanket. Kissed, snuggled, made promises real and implied. Came home happy and smiling. But, there's always a cloud on the horizon.
When we got back to the dorm Amy was sitting in the courtyard crying. Ce of course ran up to her to find out what was wrong. Seems a guy she was dating heard about our big weekend and had given her a ration of shit about it. They weren't steady, but he thought there was more there than she did. Told her she had embarrassed him, and he was going to make her sorry. He didn't hit her, but he did pick her up and shake her, and she was scared.
I looked around and didn't see any guys.
"Where is he now?"
I tried to keep my voice calm.
I think she noticed me for the first time.
"You have to leave! Some of the guys ran him off, but he said he was coming back with some buddies to give you a lesson. Go, please."
"With my love of higher education? I think I'll stick around."
I noticed a few people standing around, so while CeCe consoled Amy , I went and talked to them.
One of the boyfriends, Jack, confirmed the story. The guy was a jock, on the football team. They had a terrible year, not winning a single game, and he had been pissed ever since. Nobody liked him, but he was big so they didn't push it.
Amber, the girl two doors down from CeCe and Amy, was his girlfriend. She said they had called and some more guys are on the way to back me if needed. I thanked them but told them to stay out of it.
I didn't know how much time I had so I went to the room and got my jacket and riding gloves.
I had gotten the jacket from a Harley dealership. It was leather, thick, with a reinforced kidney pad in back to protect you if you crashed, or if somebody tried to beat on you. The gloves were summer weight, light and supple. They would keep my hands from being damaged if I had to hit someone. This was as prepared as I was going to get, so I sat down and waited.
He must not have had many friends considering the time it took for him to get back. He only had three guys with him, but they all looked like shaved gorillas. Of course by then we had a sizable crowd of our own. I had everyone promise to stay out of it. They did on the condition that if it got too much for me I wouldn't object if they saved me. Hard to argue with that.
They came charging up and he yelled "Hey asshole." I ignored them and kept talking to Jack about trivial things.
He got closer.
"Hey motherfucker, I'm talking to you."
I looked up like I was surprised.
"I'm sorry, were you talking to me? It's not motherfucker, the name's James. Jimmy to my friends. How are you?"
I offered my hand. He was clearly confused. He almost reached out to shake. He snatched it back and a girl laughed. This didn't help any.
"Which one of you bitches laughed?"
I held my hand up in a calming gesture.
"Please sir, rudeness doesn't become you. What is your business here? Whatever it is let's finish quickly so my friends and I can go back to enjoying our conversation."
Grins were appearing. He was losing control of the situation fast.
He sneered.
"I thought you were some kind of bad ass biker. You talk like a pansy."
"Pansy? I didn't know people still used that expression. Are you implying I'm less a man than you? Where are the facts that support this theory? Perhaps you're comparing my rugged good looks to one of my favorite flowers. Perhaps there's a sexual innuendo there. Sorry, I'm heterosexual, but I'm sure you'll find someone."
"Please let me take this further. You don't think that I'm much of a man but you brought three friends to help you. What does that say about you? That even though you outweigh me by, what, at least fifty pounds, you still aren't sure you can handle me alone. I think that would make you the pansy, wouldn't it?"
This was deliberate. Angry people make mistakes. By challenging his ability to face me alone, I was hoping he would tell the others to stay out of it. If push came to shove I could depend on my training and my friends' advice.
"Hit first, hit hard, and NEVER, NEVER, let him up. Remember, this isn't ten rounds in a ring with rules. They mean to do you harm. Go for soft tissue and pain points. Forget the jaw and stomach. Poke eyes, jab throats, stomp toes, kick kneecaps, bite ears, bust their balls, whatever. If you have time, plan your attack, then you'll do it without thinking. And remember, there's always someone out there bigger, meaner, more skilled, or just plain luckier than you, you can't win them all."
My taunt worked. He looked over at his friends.
"He's mine. Don't interfere unless his friends do. This is gonna be fun."
He went into grade school mentality. Remember? If two guys were going to fight there was at least five minutes of trash talk before anyone actually came to blows. I had outgrown that phase years ago.
Muscle head went into his spiel.
"I'm gonna enjoy kicking your ass. When I get done with..."
That,s when I got bored and stomped down hard on his toes. The dumb ass had flops on, and my size 11 engineer boots had a pretty thick sole. I'd like to say I broke a couple but I'm not sure. But I heard he limped all the way to end of term.
He did scream like a girl, though.
When he bent over , a reflex, I grabbed his arm, jammed it behind him, and ran him straight into a power post. It split his scalp. I would probably have done more but the cops arrived. Flower called them.
The first cop looked familiar. Surprise, it was Todd from the bar. He looked down at the jock and back at me.
"Looney, fancy you being here. What happened?"
"Good to see you Todd. This poor fellow here tripped on the curb and fell into the post. Flip flops are such dangerous footwear. Messes with the balance, you know."
He looked at the crowd.
"Is that what happened?"
He heard a lot of I don't knows and sorry, I was looking somewhere else when it happened. Even his jock buddies didn't say anything, worried about scholarships maybe.
He looked down at the fallen jock.
"Sir, would you like to file a complaint? Do you require medical assistance?"
Pain must have smartened him up some. He said he was fine, even as blood ran down his face. I had one of the girls bring him a towel with some ice.
If looks could kill I would never draw another breath, but he and his buddies left. Todd told the other officers he was going to investigate, maybe interview a witness or two. Flower was hovering around him, and I think they knew what he wanted to investigate. They left grinning, telling him not to be too long. We all sat at what was becoming 'my' table.
"So, Looney, how much longer are you staying?"
I told him I was leaving Monday.
"Good. I like you, but something about you messes with peoples' balance. They tend to fall down a lot, especially if they're assholes. I'd hate to see an epidemic break out."
He shook my hand and left, after getting a date with Flower for Saturday night.
................................................
Amy was still a little shaken. They didn't know it, but I had rented a motel room for the night, planning to sleep with CeCe in a bed actually big enough for us. Of course, Amy wouldn't stay in the dorm alone, so we took her with us. I didn't mind, I actually did like Amy. I packed my saddlebags while they packed a small case.
It was a nice room. It only had one bed, a king size. I had asked for that specifically. They didn't let me think about sleeping arrangements before we showered. I would have been glad to wash backs. My offer was declined.
We walked down the street to a fairly nice steakhouse. The food was good. Walking about before going back, we talked about the weekend, agreeing it would be hard to top. The girls seemed subdued.
Back at the room, I flipped on cable and tried to relax. I was in the only chair. They sat on the bed whispering.
They asked me to join them on the bed, we had things to discuss. My danger senses were going into overload.
"Do you really think Amy is attractive?"
Warning, warning, warning.
"Very much so. I've believe I've said that before. Why?"
There was a lot of blushing and side long glances at each other until CeCe blurted it out.
"We want her to be your lover, too."
I had been slouched down in the chair, and I sat straight up as my boots hit the floor.
"What did you just say?"
CeCe was grinning.
"We talked it over. I want to stay a virgin. You like sex. Amy likes sex. I think eventually I'm gonna marry you, but until that time I don't want you with those sluts I see at the bars. This works for everybody. You can thank me now."
I got up, took her by the arm, and walked her to the door.
"I need you gone for fifteen minutes. Go to a bar, a library, a park, stand outside the door and try to listen, but give us fifteen minutes.
Oh, by the way, if we get married I'll do the asking."
I almost shoved her out the door. I went to the bed and stood over Amy.
"Explain, now. Was this your idea or hers? If you try to bullshit me I'll know it. Talk."
She couldn't look me in the eye.
"Well, it was hers to start with. But the idea grew on me. I like you."
"Why?"
"I don't think CeCe knows what she has. I've actually listened to you talk. When we were at the bar you were good ole boy as it gets. Trucks, engines, guns, you knew a little about all of them. But when we were with our friends it's totally different. I'm an English major. You've used lines from Tennyson, Keats, Frost, Lord Byron."
"You were talking to Flower about the superman theory, then went right to Jung and Freud. She's a psyche major and I think you lost her a couple of times. Jack is an engineering major and you blew him away when you told him how old west gold mines adapted the design of honey combs to distribute weight in loose clay soils. You're an onion with a lot of layers. I'd just like to peel a layer or two back to find the real you."
"So I read a lot and can actually remember it. If you think I'm that sharp, you should realize I'll keep digging until I get the truth."
"Truth?" Her eyes were pleading.
"Truth" I said, not yielding an inch.
"I'm in love with Cece!"
Well. Didn't see that coming.
"Define love."
"I'm bisexual, all right. I want to make love to her. Is that what you wanted to hear?"
Not exactly.
"If you want to sleep with her, what are you doing offering to sleep with me?"
"I love her. She loves you. I'm pretty sure you love her. If you love her and I love her maybe I can get her to love us both. Understand? And I am attracted to you, I just like girls more than any man I've met yet. Got it?"
Not in the least.
"This isn't going to work. Somebody is going to get hurt feelings. Are you sure this is what you want?"
"No, but this is as close as I can get. Try it one night. If you don't want to after that I'll understand."
"I gotta think about this."
I sent her out with CeCe and told them both to be gone for at least thirty minutes. They went window shopping while I sat and thought, trying to figure a way out of it without hurting their feelings too badly. It came to me just as they got back.
I gave CeCe a big kiss.
"Thank you, it was a loving gesture."
She looked very pleased.
I gave Amy a big kiss.
"Thank you, it was a loving gesture."
She had tears in her eyes, but she was smiling.
I sat them both on the bed.
"I've decided what I want to do. I'm making a counter offer. I'll take Amy as a lover if you do the same, CeCe."
In unison "What?!"
"It's simple. You want to make love to CeCe, right Amy? And CeCe, you want me to make love to Amy. The only solution I can see to balance the situation is if we all make love to each other.
We'll all be in it together, no blame or recrimination to anyone. That's it, the only way I'll do this. I know Amy will go along with it, it's all on you now, CeCe. In or out?"
The look on her face said it all.
"I thought so." Mentally applauding myself for getting out of a sticky situation, I sat down.
Amy was looking at her , pleading with her eyes. She was doing the same to me. Minutes passed.
Then she said in a small voice "all right".
Amy was on her in a second.
"All right what."
"All right, I'll do it. But no penetration from either of you, understand?"
Well, fuck me running. What was I gonna do now?
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Part One: Love the ones you're with
"WHAT?!
I'll do it. Let's just go slow until I get used to the idea."
Well, this didn't work out I had in mind, not at all.
My girlfriend had just offered me her bisexual roommate as a surrogate sex partner, and I tried to sabotage it by agreeing to it only if she took her as a lover also. I had never thought she would be interested in a female lover, she wasn't even interested in a male one, yet. This virgin until married ideal was really getting to me. It would be a lot easier if I hadn't been in love with her.
"You're just saying that to get me and Amy into bed. Then you'll back out and laugh at us."
"No I won't"
She had that determined jut to her chin that I was beginning to understand. She was a spoiled little rich girl, but she had strenght of character. If she made up her mind she was like a snapping turtle. She wouldn't let go until it thundered, and it was a clear night.
"Are you sure?" Please back out was what I wanted to say. But I was almost as stubborn as she was. If she was going to do it, I was too. Even if I thought it was a bad idea.
Amy was on cloud nine. Her most inner desire was about to become reality.
"Let's seal the deal with a kiss."
Ever look back on your life and say,
"There it is, this is what determined the rest of my life. Ever thing that happened to me after that can be traced back to this?"
Very few people remember that moment, but thirty years later I do, and this was it.
"Let's get our clothes off." she said as she pulled her top off.
"No!"
She was enjoying my ambivalence.
"How we gonna fuck if we don't?"
"One, we're not going to fuck. We're taking a lover, remember? And you don't really fuck. Don't cheapen it by acting like this is a one night stand. Relax, go slow, let's enjoy this. Come over here, give us a nice slow kiss, and let things develop."
"Two, if at any time I sense you're not as into it as we are, I'm out. It might be your situation but it will be my rules, got it?"
Back out now, go ahead, I won't blame you. I guess my Jedi mind tricks weren't working because she came over to join us on the bed. The force just wasn't with me tonight.
Amy had a glazed look in her eyes, she was almost salivating.
I gave her a long, lingering kiss, slowly stroking her sides and bottom. She was still fully clothed.
"Help her out of her top, Ce."
Amy had on a sleeveless, button up blouse. CeCe moved in front of her and unbuttoned her, slowly, one button at a time, kissing and licking as she went. When it was undone I eased it off her shoulders, revealing a sheer pink bra. Ce was breathing hard, hands shaking as she undid the front clasp of the bra. She had small breasts, and extremely sensitive nipples.
"I'll take the right" I said, just before I wrapped my mouth around her nipple. She squirmed in excitement. I felt CeCe, her hair brushing against me. Glancing sideways, my vision clouded by proximity, I could see CeCe rolling the left nipple between her teeth. Amy was speaking in no tongue known to man. She had a hand behind each head, pushing us to her harder.
"Your turn", I said as I came up for air. CeCe didn't say a work, just turned her back so Amy could unsnap her. Amy slipped her hands around to gently massage her under the loose bra.
CE sighed and leaned back into her. Amy licked and nibbled her neck and shoulders, Looking me in the eye the whole time, silently inviting me to join her. I kissed her, licked her ear, her throat, sliding my tongue ever down. I nuzzled between her breasts, reveling in the softness. Amys' hand stroked my neck , making small noises of approval. She eased from behind CeCe and we lowered her to the bed. She latched onto one nipple while I paid homage to the other, pausing occasionally to share a kiss. We raced one another down her belly, often rising back up to give CeCe a kiss.
I unsnapped her jeans and lightly started tugging. She raised her hips to help. Amy removed her shoes. This was before the era of shaven pubes, and Ce had a full, thick bush. We paused to admire the view.
"No fair, no fair" she whined, tugging at both of us. She fairly ripped the tight shorts Amy was wearing to her knees. She kept her light blond, sparsely furred thatch neatly trimmed, a holdover from her swimming days. The sight of CeCe gently stroking her sex is vivid in my memory to this day. Amy was crying with joy.
They attacked me, literally ripping my shirt off. I lost the rest of my clothes in record time. My erection was intense to the point of being painful.
Amy and CeCe began kissing in earnest. Instinctively I pulled back when Amy started kissing her way up her thighs. I held CeCes' hand and whispered words of encouragement as things progressed.
"Oh my! Oh shit! Oh, oh, oh, ahhhh."
She now had both hands firmly on Amys' head, pushing up with her hips.
"Almost there, baby, almost...........there!"
She almost threw her of with the last heave. Gasping, crying, she pulled her up like she was a doll, hugging and kissing.
"So good, so good" She murmured, lightly stroking Amys' back.
"If I had known it was going to be like this, I would have let you seduce me last year."
She pulled her up, cupping her head in her hands and looking her in the eyes.
"I wanna do you now, baby. But I don't know how. Teach me hon, please."
Amy stroked her cheek.
"It'll come naturally to you, love, just do what I did."
She was slow, tenative, listening to Amy and trying to read her signals. It was clumsy at times but she eventually achieved her goal. They snuggled together for just a second. I think they actually forgot I was in the room at times. I wanted to join in, but in retrospect I think subconsciously knew it was better I didn't.
CeCe looked over at me and looked guilty.
"We forgot our boyfriend, and he looks like he needs some attention."
I became the centerpiece on the bed. The rest of the night was a blur of lips, hands, pussies. Amy sucking me while CeCe ate her, then reversing roles. Amy sinking down onto me in a cowgirl, incredibly tight, as CeCe rode my face, kissing and fondling Amy, until finally collapsing in a tangled embrace, to sleep from exhaustion.
I was by habit an early riser, and I woke with CeCe on my shoulder and Amy more or less on top of both of us. I untangled, and watched them snuggle into each other.
I showered, slipped out of the room and got breakfast at a fast food place. I opened the coffees, and Amy opened one eye. She looked at me, and at CeCe. Ce had instinctively wrapped her arms around the smaller girl. She lay for a second savoring the feeling before kissing her awake.
"Get up, love, our man brought us food, and I'm starved."
CeCe was not a morning person. Getting up, she started to reach for her shirt, thought better of it, and stumbled to the bathroom. Amy didn't pretend to get dressed, just started sipping coffee.
We ate breakfast, them naked, me fully clothed, until Amy noticed it. She quickly insisted I fix the situation.
"What time is it?"
I looked at my watch.
"Eight."
"What time is checkout?"
"Eleven."
"Then we better hurry."
I had already showered, but they insisted I wash their backs, and their fronts. We ran out of the room at 10:55.
We rode back to the dorm in silence. I don't think anybody really knew how to begin. They both cut class to spend a little more time with me, but finally it was time to go back to the real world. They both gave me tremendous kisses, clinging to me. The girls between classes got an eyeful.
"What do we do now?"
It was the million dollar question.
CeCe must have put a lot of thought into the answer.
"It's simple. I love you. You love me. I love Amy, Amy loves me. You and Amy need to learn to love each other. Call us tonight so we'll know you made it home safe."
I thought about my weekend on the way down the mountain. Two fights, two girls, lots of new friends, all the sex I could handle. If all vacations were like this no wonder people wanted to go on them all the time.
I got home, said hi to my roommates, called the girls and talked for half an hour, went into my room and slept thirteen hours.
.................................................
Part Two: Funeral For A Friend
We set up a rhythm the next few weeks. I stopped working at the grill on Saturday nights. Until the end of the term I would ride up every other Saturday night and spend it with them. Alternate weekends CeCe would bring Amy home with her and we would end up in a motel for the weekend. Occasionally Amy would go home to see her mom, and it would Be just CeCe and me. They both agreed that was good because it gave us some alone time, after all, they had each other all week. And yes, they did sleep together.
The term ended. CeCe came home, Amy went to spend some time with her mother. She lived across the state, and long distance relationships suck.
We were going to fall back into the school routine, traveling every other week to see Amy, when fate intervened.
It was a Monday afternoon, I had just gotten off work, when I got the call.
"Jimmy, do you know who this is?"
I recognized the voice instantly.
"Barb?"
"Yes, Jimmy, it is. It pleases me to think you would remember me. How are you?"
"Older, bigger, uglier than when we last met. How about you, still as beautiful as ever?"
I could feel the smile.
"Oh, hon, time takes its' toll on all of us."
As much as I enjoyed talking to her, I wondered why, after almost four years, she called.
"How have you been, really? I heard Bob passed away, I'm sorry for your loss. Despite what we did, I know you loved him. How's Joanne, still a bundle of energy?"
There was a short silence. I thought for a minute she had hung up. Then the sobs started.
Between sobs I got the story.
"Joanne is sick, Jimmy. Her cancer came back. It was too late when they discovered it. She's only got weeks, maybe even just days. She wants to see you one last time to say goodbye. She talked of you often."
"Where is she? When can I see her? Why didn't you call before? Damn it, this is so unfair!"
"She's in the cancer ward at Baptist. She put you on the family list, so you can see her just about any time. Please go."
"Are you going tonight? Good, I'll be over in thirty minutes. We'll go together."
Barb looked tired, subdued. I got the story out of her as we drove to the hospital.
Joanne met and married an accountant nine months after our affair. He was good to her for about a year. He didn't become abusive, just indifferent. She caught him sleeping with a client and threw him out. She had a pretty good prenup, so he left with nothing. Five days later she found out the cancer was back. He tried to get back into her good graces, hoping he was still in the will. When he found out he was getting nothing he never came back. What an asshole.
I forgotten how much my looks had changed. She didn't recognize me until I spoke. Then the tears started.
"Jimmy, Jimmy. Thank you for coming. I know I look a mess. Barb should have told me, you know how us girls like to primp when we know we're going to see an ex lover."
Barb had told me how she looked, but until I actually saw her I couldn't get a mental picture. She had only weighed about 105 pounds when she was healthy, the cancer had wasted her down to 75. She was almost skeletal. My heart broke for her, but I smiled.
"Nonsense, it's all I can do to keep from climbing into bed with you. Think the nurses would say anything?"
She broke down completely, holding her arms out to me. She had an IV in each arm so I had to be careful, but I hugged her as hard as I could under the conditions, trying to pour all the love I had for her into it.
I'm sure the nurses saw this sort of thing on a regular basis, but the sight of me, dressed in my work clothes[ a biker shirt and jeans] holding this tiny, tiny, woman to me while tears streamed down my face would be something to remember.
She clung to me until she went to sleep. I lay her down, stroking her hair. Barb stood in the doorway, dabbing her eyes with tissue.
We talked on the way back to her house.
"How much longer will she be in the hospital?"
"There's nothing they can do for her now, so they're sending her home Wednesday."
"Should she be alone? Who's going to watch her?"
"I'll have to arrange for someone to be with her. I'll check in on her during the afternoon and evening. It's the best I can do."
When Bob died, Barb had inherited the Ford dealership. It seems she was an astute business woman, and the business expanded. His family by his first wife were stunned they had been left out of the will, but Barb got along well with his two sons, so she gave them 18% ownership each to keep them happy and at the dealership. They actually got along quite well. His first wife had been living well on alimony, and to further cement her relationship with the sons she gave 4% ownership to her, not to be sold unless it was back to them. She got a dividend check once a quarter that actually exceeded her old alimony payment. Everybody was happy, relatively. She had an office and kept a close eye on the business.
If you're from the rural South family is important to you. The thought of Joanne dying surrounded by strangers saddened me deeply.
"Doesn't she have somebody that can come out and and be with her, some family, an old friend?"
"No, hon, she doesn't. She had no siblings, and her mother is disabled and in a retirement home. There's no one."
I made a decision out of love that was going to be returned tenfold, although I didn't know it at the time.
"I'll be here after I end my shift. I'll stay with her at night. Just have someone here in time for me to get to work."
"I can't let you do that. You have your own life to live. She wouldn't want you to waste your time on her."
"First things first. I'm doing this because I want to, and you can't stop me. Have the nurse stay tomorrow to give me any instructions to make her comfortable. Please stop over to help me get her settled. I'll handle it from there."
Barb told me she pitched a fit. In the end Barb told her,
"You saw how big he is now. Do you think two women who combined aren't anywhere near his size could make him do anything he didn't want to? I'm afraid we're stuck with him."
She lit me up when I got there. Told me to go away and leave a poor sick woman alone. I wasn't welcome and if I didn't leave she would call the cops.
I just smiled at her and had the nurse show me how to monitor her IV and set up her pill schedule.
"If you want me out, Joanne, get up and throw me out. Oh, and no funny business either. I'm kind of in a committed relationship, so don't be tempting me."
Barb and the nurse were actually laughing. She wound down, shaming me for being mean to a sick woman, and then flashed us her boobs, said it was my loss, and asked me to make her some chicken soup for dinner. Barb said it was the first time since getting sick she seemed happy.
So Joanne became my life for awhile. I would get home, make her something light that she usually didn't eat very much of, and talk or watch TV until she fell asleep. The nurse would change her gown every morning and again just before I got home, brush her hair, and put a touch of makeup on. She stopped wearing panties because she had to be helped to and from the bathroom, giggling it was nothing I hadn't seen before. She actually embarrassed the nurse, which made her day.
I told Amy and CeCe about my past relationship with her. Amy thought it was cute, not CeCe.
I found out that CeCe had a phobia about the sick and the dying. She came in and said hi to Joanne once, just after I had moved in. There was an instant mutual dislike. She never made another visit.
She and Amy loved each other. Looking at them together, I was amazed at how similar they looked. Maybe that's what attracted me to Amy initially. The nurse told Joanne she didn't know she had a daughter. They thought it was hilarious, especially when Amy said they hadn't been on speaking terms since she had stolen her lover, giving me a huge kiss. The look on the nurse's face made them laugh until they cried.
Barb stayed with her every other weekend so I could spent time with my girls.
Like I said before, CeCe was from money. She never had to work for it so she never understood its' value. I was working class, but my parents had given me guidance when I needed it, so I had a healthy respect for money and was careful with it.
Amy was what could be called 'dirt poor'. Raised by her mom without the benefit of child support from a dad she had never met. She was in school on a full scholarship, pinching pennies, working part time jobs during the summer. When they started rooming together she was amazed at CeCes' extravagance. She hardly ever went out because she couldn't afford it. When Ce figured it out she started insisting she go with her, paying for everything. She resisted at first, but gave in under relentless pressure. Ce did have a way of getting what she wanted.
Amy wasn't having a lot of luck with jobs that summer and confided it to Joanne one night. The next day she put the nurse on part time, just an hour in the mornings and afternoons to regulate her medicine, gave her a nice bonus, and moved Amy in.
Amy objected, but Joanne said she would much rather have Amy around than me, and if one of had to go, then sorry, bud, happy trails.
We got into a domestic routine. I usually got up first and made breakfast, then got Amy up. We tried to let Joanne sleep, but she set her alarm clock, and insisted on having breakfast with us. Much later Amy said she confided to her she was afraid she would be gone before I got back, and she just wanted to see once more.
I was wrestling with some hard decisions of my own. If I didn't go back to school soon I was afraid I would never do it. I applied and got accepted to Mountain State. Entering as a junior, same as Amy. CeCe had taken summer classes and would be a senior. I hadn't told anyone yet. I had enough saved up for one year and a little into the next, hoping to find a job to help when I got there.
Joanne lasted until the first of August. When she started really fading, Barb would stop by every night. Hospice had been in a few times. Amy confided all her secrets, trying to get her interested in another day. When she confessed about our first threesome experience, she smiled and said she should thank both her and Barb for training me. Then she told her the whole story of our relationships to each other. She also said she was going to leave her 'the toys', especially the paddles. I caught her giving me unreadable glances for a few days.
I came home on a Thursday, looked at Amy crying in the kitchen, and knew.
"She's going fast."
I looked in on her and she was unconscious, breathing shallowly. We called Barb and she came immediately.
There was really nothing we could do but be there. Barb held one hand, I held the other. Just before she passed she roused and saw us.
"Hold me, hold me my loves. I want to be wrapped in love as I go."
We both leaned over her, and with her last breath she dragged us down, hugging with all the might she had left. Her arms gradually slid back to her sides.
She lay there, eyes unfocused, smiling as she left us. Now I know what crying rivers meant.
I slept walked through the funeral. Barb handled everything. There were very few people at the service. Barb, Amy, me, my family, Joannes former sister in law, that was it. CeCe didn't attend.
Barb insisted we stay at the house until school, said Joanne wanted us to. She called us a few days later, said we had to be at the reading of the will.



At the lawyer's office, both Amy and I had to show our ID, which they made copies of. I was surprised to see her ex-husband there. Barb was there as executor. The house went to a cancer foundation. The furniture and household contents were also donated to charity, after certain items were removed.
Her ex got a certificate good for a lifetime supply of condoms, not to exceed twelve a week, from the local pharmacy. Seems the client he slept with came up pregnant, and her husband had gotten a vasectomy years before. He left the office screaming curses at anyone who would listen. Joannes' last laugh.
Amy and I received large manila envelopes we had to sign for, with instructions not to open them until we got home and in the presence of Barb. Barb also got an envelope.
Barb opened hers first.
She was to receive all of Joannes jewelry with the exception of a single strand of pearls that Amy often admired. The pearls were in Amys' envelope. She also got the standard executors' fee, which she donated to the cancer foundation.
Amy collapsed when she opened hers. Inside was a check for staying with Joanne, roughly twice the rate the nurse would have gotten. There were also two letters. One for her eyes only, one she wanted read aloud. She got the first sentence out before she started crying.
I picked up and read:
"Amy, my child.
This is how I've come to think of you. You have made me realize the single biggest regret of my life was not experiencing motherhood. You've given me a glimpse of what I missed, and while I should hate you for it, it makes me love you the more. If I had a daughter, I would wish her to be like you.
I know we are the same size, and I've seen you fondle my fox fur coat. It belonged to my grandmother, and she wanted me to pass it on to my daughter when it was time. I want you to have it, the winters are cold at your school. In fact, I want you to go through my closets and take whatever you want. Wear the clothes proudly, it is a gift of love.
Lastly, I want you to have my car. College girls need a good set of wheels. It's a little old, but I rarely drove it. It is in good condition, and should serve you well for years. Barb has something for you, cars can be expensive to maintain.
One more note. Jimmy. Take care of him, I think he's going to need you soon. And be a little more assertive, he takes you for granted.
I wish you happiness and a good life.
Your mother that never was,
Joanne."
She cried for an hour, then told Barb she didn't deserve it.
"Nonsense, girl, I've never seen anyone who deserved it more. Take it with the love it was given. What I have for you is the paperwork for your car, along with the insurance forms. It's already been paid, all you have to is sign the papers and pick up the tag. She also gave me this for you. It's 2,000, cash, for gas, tires, and incidental repairs."
She turned to me.
"And Joanne is right, you do take her for granted. Wise up, Jimmy. Now, open yours."
I read the letter first.
"Jimmy my love, the biggest mistake I've ever made in my life was not snatching you up when you turned eighteen and never letting go. You were a good boy, and you're turning into a better man. I've had this for years, have changed the name several times. I can't think of anyone else who deserves it more.
Follow your dream, shape the minds and hearts of those who follow. And if you ever have a little girl, Joanne is a nice name.
And Jimmy, you really should pay more attention, you won't do better than Amy. Good luck in your life. Oh, cut your hair and shave, you're in college for goodness sake.
Love always,
Joanne."
It was an insurance policy, listing me as beneficiary. $40,000.
Barb handed me the check.
"Here you go Jimmy, go back to school, get your degree. Come back to us and turn out more good men. The world could always use them."
I slid to the floor, it seems my legs quit working, Amy knelt beside me, giving much needed comfort.
Barb went on to tell me that Joanne wanted us to have any furniture we needed, it would be handy for our new apartment. There was no hurry, just pick out the pieces and mark them.
Barb had some parting words.
"Good luck, my young friends. This experience has made me regret not having children also. I think I'm going to adopt you. Come home and see me from time to time. Now I'll leave you alone, I'm sure you have some thinking to do."
She kissed us both and left. We sat on the couch holding each other, crying occasionally from grief, joy, and shock.
We wandered through the house for the next few days, tagging furniture and packing. After some hesitation Amy went through the clothes, picking jeans, a few tops, and some nice dresses. She took almost all the shoes and Joanne had a lot. She said she had never owned more than four pairs of shoes at one time in her whole life. She also took four or five evening gowns, and one little black dress that looked so good on her it immediately came off.
We tried to get CeCe involved but she wouldn't enter the house, said it gave her the creeps. We were still boosting motel stock points as often as possible.
While we were with Joanne, CeCe was interning at one of her fathers plants. He was very happy, controlling almost all her time. And I very rarely visited her at home, which made it even sweeter to him.
When it rains it pours, in good as well as bad. When I put my notice in at Glib, I was told to see HR before I made it formal.
Beverly, Joannes' former sister in law, was still HR director. She and Barb had flown Joannes' ashes back home and helped her mother pour them into the ocean. She often said it was her favorite memory of California.
"Jimmy, we hate to see you go. You've been a model employee, and several times you've been considered for advancement. But you've made no secret of your desire to finish your education, so we left you alone. If you remember, when we first hired you I mentioned scholarship opportunities. It is a great pleasure that I can give you this."
She handed me a formal notification that I had been approved for a full scholarship to any state university I wished to attend. If I kept a 3.0 grade average it would automatically be renewed for another year.
"You deserve this. Several members of senior management were hesitant because of your appearance, but your community college professors were quite impressed with you and gave glowing reports. You have a stellar work record and every one of your coworkers attested to your good character. I think it was a point of pride that one of their own was being considered. Oddly enough it was the way you stood by Joanne, almost a stranger to you by then, that tipped the balance."
She noticed my look.
"Oh yes, remember this is a small town, people talk."
So there I was. Thanks to Joanne and my thrifty ways I had $53,000 in the bank, and except for living expenses, I didn't have to spend any of it to continue my education. I had two full time girlfriends who loved me and each other, life couldn't get any better could it? Yes it could.
Barb called me one day to invite me to lunch because she had something important to tell me.
"Jimmy, drive your car. I'm the president of a successful business, don't be roaring up on your bike, appearances, you know."
My car was clean and well maintained, but it was fifteen years old and looked it. If it had been me, I would have preferred the bike. But I followed her orders and showed up precisely at noon.
She probably shocked the staff when she gave me a big hug and pulled me into her car and took off. We had a nice lunch, where she refused to tell me anything, saying she had something to show me in her office when we got back. We talked about school, Amy, the furniture we were going to move into the new apartment we had at school. No more dorms for Amy and CeCe.
She talked about her life, the hard but rewarding experience it was running a business after being a trophy wife for years. She had a new man in her life. He was four years younger, but she grinned and said there were precedents. She was holding my hand as we went into her office.
She sat behind her desk and went into professional mode. I was impressed.
"Jimmy , how are you going to get the furniture up to college?"
"Well, I thought I would rent a truck, one of those big ones, and take it in one trip. I've got some friends up there who can help me unload it."
"No. I have several used cargo trucks on the lot, we'll put a dealer tag on one and you can keep it until you're done. That problem is now solved. What are you going to drive while you're in school?"
This was a sticking point. I had promised my sisters they could have my car. Two of them had drivers licenses now, and dad needed an extra car.
"I can ride my bike most of the time. When it gets really cold, I'm sure CeCe or Amy will give me a ride."
I wouldn't dare try to borrow one. CeCe had one of those little Mercedes,and she was really picky about it. And Amy? Joannes 'old' car was a three year old Thunderbird convertible with less than 10,000 miles on it. She wouldn't let me into it unless I showered first and wiped my feet three times. It was the first car she had ever owned. It took her three tries to get out of the driveway because she started crying every time she got in it.
"I was thinking about looking around for something. Got any good deals?"
She smiled.
"As a matter of fact, why don't we go look and see if there's anything that would be suitable? I'm sure we can find you something."
I figured she would turn me over to a salesman but she strode right by them.
She took me to a truck, a four wheel drive full size Ford that looked brand new.
"What do you think of this one?"
It looked beautiful but expensive.
"I love it, but no way I could afford it. I've got a little money now but I still want to be cautious with it. You never know, right."
"Oh, I think I could make you a deal. How does eighty six dollars sound?"
"What?"
"Eighty six dollars. That's tag fee, tax, and title work. The truck is yours. Come into the office and I'll give you the story. And hon, close your mouth."
She closed the office door.
"Part of my letter from Joanne was a plea to keep an eye on you. I told you years ago if I could ever help you I would. The truck is five years old, a trade in from one of our regular customers. It has 40,000 on it, and all he ever did with it was take his boat to the lake. I had it checked out, tuned, and put new tires on it. It's a gift. Please don't insult me by trying to refuse. I'm rich now, it won't hurt me. Say something!"
"I don't have the words. You know I would still love you if you were broke... Thank you."
I came around the desk and gave her a hug.
"You know, you and Joanne have given me some unrealistic expectations when it comes to women. I don't know if I'll ever find anyone who will measure up."
She looked at me for the first time like she was seeing an idiot.
"Bullshit! Haven't you noticed the little Joanne clone that keeps buzzing around you? Wake up Jimmy. Now let's sign some papers, I already had the mechanic put your tags on the truck."
I had a good vehicle, Amy had an almost new car, and while we weren't loaded, we were both better off than we had ever been. We had found a good apartment not too far off campus and had some really nice furniture to go in it. Life was looking up.
Just before we left, I stopped by Joannes house.
I went alone, at night. We had long since turned the keys over, so I stood outside by her favorite flower bed. I had taken a small amount of her ashes from the urn and placed them there. I just couldn't stand the thought of her being completely gone. Honoring her last request, I had cut my hair and trimmed my beard extremely short. Scattering my hair around the bed I said my goodbyes.
"Thank you Joanne. I love you. Goodbye."
Silly. Stupid. Sentimental. But it made me feel better as I drove away.
.................................................
Part Three: Not All Triangles Have Equal Sides
Well, here I was, Joe College.
It was hard acclimating at first, but after a week or two I found my groove. It was actually easier, because I didn't have to balance my time between school and work. I wasn't going to work for the first year to make sure I got the second year of my scholarship.
Also helping was the fact that Amy and I had the same major and shared many of the courses, so we could study together and help each other through the rough spots.
CeCe was taking industrial human relations, and hardly studied at all. She still managed to pass. When she got stuck Amy and I would joke privately another building was about to get her dad's corporate logo on it. Warren was quite the alumnus.
CeCe approved of the dining room set, the living room furniture , and the spare bedroom suite we had brought with us, but insisted on getting furniture for the master bedroom. It was the largest bed I had ever seen, nowadays it would be called a California King. It came in handy.
We tried for awhile, but three sleeping together, no how big the bed is, doesn't work all the time. We were both a lot bigger than Amy so she got stuck in the middle. Lying between us she would get hot and start wiggling and we would all soon be awake. Amy was really good at solving logistical problems, and this was no exception.
Remember those huge, goofy looking purple turtles CeCe made me get the first weekend we were together? To tell them apart, Amy tied a bow of yellow ribbon around hers. CeCe decided hers looked naked, so she put a white bow around it.
If I came home and the turtle with the yellow ribbon was on the bed in the master bedroom, it would be just me and Amy that night. If it was the white, then it was me and CeCe. If neither were there it meant we were all sleeping together. And if both turtles were on the bed, I slept alone in the second bed room. There was no set schedule, but for the most part it worked. Sometimes three really is a crowd.
CeCe was short and snappish with us for the first few weeks. We put it down to the new living arrangements. It's one thing to see someone every couple of weeks, another to live with them. Amy and I had few problems, the weeks of living together while we took care of Joanne gave us the opportunity to understand each others personality quirks.
I was almost always the first one up. Most of our classes didn't start until nine, so I had time to shower and make breakfast before I woke the girls. Any could cook, but her menu was limited. CeCe didn't cook and had no interest in learning. My years of being a short order cook came in handy, and I loved to try new things. Most college kids don't have the facilities or means to cook, so when word got out[thanks to the girls bragging about it]I had to start making extra because two or three days a week someone was always dropping by in the evenings. If they didn't we had leftovers.
I almost never had to get Amy up, as soon as the coffee started she would appear. Over the years I've often thought that if I could invent an alarm clock that emitted the smell of coffee instead of beeping I could make a fortune on college campuses. She would have her first cup, and then we would go drag CeCe out of bed. She was not a morning person. We usually rode together, but after she made us late twice we put her on a deadline, leave with us or drive alone. Most times she was ready after that.
The Big Event, as Amy called it later, came on a Friday night right before Thanksgiving. Amy and I were alone in bed, going at it hard, when CeCe walked in. We paused, but she asked us to continue. She watched as I brought Amy to three roaring orgasms, then turned and went back into the other bedroom. The next morning at breakfast she told me to take a nap when I got home.
"Why would I need a nap?"
"Because tonight is the night I stop being a virgin. I want you well rested so I get a good experience."
Amy stopped eating, and with a forkful of omelet halfway to her mouth said "Huh?"
"You heard me. I'm tired of being the odd man out. I've already decided to marry Jimmy, so it won't be like I'm giving away something my husband won't get."
I had never said a word about marriage. We had our whole life ahead of us, and while I loved Ce, I didn't know if marriage was in my future.
"Um, Ce, I haven't ask you to marry me. I'm not making any decisions until I graduate, and that's still almost two years away."
"You haven't yet, but I've got time to work on you. I'm sure you'll see it my way eventually, especially after tonight."
Amy went silent. I didn't think about it at the time, but CeCe had just told her she had a limited shelf life. And I forgot how competitive they could be sometimes.
CeCe was just being herself. Arrogant, self assured, always getting what she wanted. That someone would oppose her after she decided something was unacceptable, and needed to be corrected as soon as possible. Refusal simply did not exist in her world.
We went to school in separate cars because CeCe had a late class. We usually all rode together in my truck. For some reason CeCe was jealous of Amy's car. Before we always took the Mercedes, and Amy rode in the back.
It was the first time I had seen Amy actually stand up to her. They had decided to take turns driving, and when it came Amys' turn, Ce refused to ride in the back.
"We're both too big for the backseat, why don't you let Jimmy drive?"
"BULLSHIT! This is my fucking car and nobody drives it but me. If you don't want to ride in it drive yourself."
CeCe was shocked, and I had to turn away so she wouldn't see the smile. The compromise was that I rode in the backseat. When Ce drove Amy shocked her farther by refusing to ride in the back.
"If you're too good to ride in the back of my car, I'm too good to ride in the back of yours."
This led to me being always in the back, and a frosty atmosphere during the drive. I solved that one after about three weeks.
By then it was cold, so I would go out and warm up whatever we were driving that day. That Monday I warmed up my truck. Just before we went out I gave them my speech.
"I'm sick to death of squabbling over vehicles. From now on we take my truck. That way neither of you drives and everybody sits in the front. One sits in the middle one day, the other the next. If this isn't acceptable tell me now, and I'll drive myself from now on."
They were both kind of shocked. Amy was pretty easy to get along with, and Ce was just beginning to understand I had limits I wouldn't go past.
Amy smiled and said "Thank you honey. Dibs on the middle." and went out the door.
Ce looked at me for a second before smiling.
"Sometimes I forget how smart you are. Thank you honey."
So I racked up miles on my truck while two luxury vehicles sat in my driveway idle. But it kept the peace.
From the time we moved in together I made a serious effort to make sure the girls were treated equally. I read a treatise from an old Muslim text in one of my classes about the perfect number of wives. Four. One would be too boring, two would constantly be at odds with each other, If you had three two would always be ganging up on one, but if you had four, alliances would shift from time to time, and that much competition would assure harmony.
Four. No wonder they were always involved in holy wars. It was to get away from their wives.
I looked over at Amy. "How do you feel about this?"
If nothing else she was honest.
"I don't know. It's about time, I guess. But I kind of like the fact that it was something we shared alone. I guess I'll be surpassed by her again. As usual."
That surprised me.
"Haven't I always treated you equally? The only thing she has that you don't is money, and I haven't seen any hundred dollars bills spread across the bed when we're in it. Besides, she may not be any good. And once she gets used to it you can introduce her to your toys."



That brought a smile. Joanne had been true to her word, leaving Amy her 'toy box'. At first she was shocked, but gradually introduced vibrators, dildos, and handcuffs into our sessions. She didn't bring out the paddles, she had a low pain tolerance. She kept it under lock and key, which drove Ce crazy. She told her it was a box of momentos from Joanne, and she wanted to keep them private.
That afternoon on the way home she said she was going to spend the night with friends at her old dorm
"The first time should be in private, just between lovers. Be gentle Jimmy."
CeCe got home and we had an uneasy dinner. Amy kissed her and left. Ce looked over at me.
"I need an hour of alone time. Why don't you go out for a beer? But only one, I want you firing on all cylinders tonight."
I went to the Black Dog. I became a regular when I moved to school. At first they didn't recognize me because of my haircut and short beard.
When they realized who I was, they warned me that the guy I knocked out made his brags if I ever showed my face he would settle things with me. About two weeks later it happened, we were in the bar at the same time. There's always some asshole that loves to stir things up, so I was pointed out to him pretty quickly. He came in my direction so I stood up. The bartender warned me not to bust the place up and told me to take it outside if I could.
He stopped a few feet from me.
"We got something to settle, asshole."
I surprised him by agreeing.
"In here or outside?"
"Huh?"
"Do you want to settle it here or in the parking lot? If it starts in here, I'm only paying for half the damages."
"Or we could stay in here and settle it civilly. As far as everyone knows I surprised you and got in a lucky shot. If we go outside and I stomp your ass into a mud hole, they'll know better."
I had him thinking.
"If you do beat me I'll be back. I'll keep coming back until I win. That will be our routine. You won't be able relax because every time I come in there would be a fight. And I've got lots of tricks, eventually I'll win. Or we could do it like this.
I'll apologize and shake your hand. You'll tell everybody I apologized and you figure there's no benefit in fighting a crazy person. You'll still be the big dog, but if people think I'm crazy they'll leave me alone. Everybody wins and nobody gets bruises. Think about it."
He did, for about 30 seconds. Then he held out his hand.
"I'm Bear, pleased to meet you. Just telling you, I can be an asshole when I'm drunk."
I grabbed his hand.
"I'm....."
He laughed. "I know what you're called. Looney. What else would you call a crazy person?"
We sat down and I told Bear I would buy the first round. The bartender said since we hadn't torn the place up our beer for the night was on him. Four hours later they carried Bear out and called Amy to come and get me. A few weeks later Amy was with me when Bear came in. She charged up and gave him hell for getting me so drunk. He laughed, picked her up, kissed her cheek and said
"Yes ma'am. If you can control that crazy man I'm a little afraid of you."
After that night, whenever Bear would start to get out of hand Amy would grab his cheek and start scolding him like a child. Invariably he would calm down. Everyone thought it was tremendously funny, but no one laughed in front of him.
I came home to candlelight and soft music. Ce was in a baby doll, a very, very, sheer blue, my favorite color. There was a wine bottle and glasses beside the table, and half the bottle was gone.
I picked up the bottle and looked at her, she blushed a little and said even though she didn't want me to drink she was extremely nervous and felt the need to be extra relaxed. I decided to make it as special as possible, so I nibbled, licked, did the things I knew she loved. I was about to go down when she grabbed my head.
"You've been nibbling on appetizers long enough. It's time for the main course, Now go slow, be kind, but take me. Now!"
So I did. I tried to go slowly but Ce was as impatient with this as everything else, and suddenly thrust up. She gave a little cry and stayed motionless. Then she wiggled, and I slowly, gently pumped into her. As she acclimated she wanted it harder, stronger, with gasps, moans, cries. Despite my wish to prolong the experience, we were soon slamming together with amazing intensity. She had already peaked and was closing in on another when I felt it.
"I'm close, honey, close."
She had locked her legs around my back.
"Me, too, Me too. Now! Ah!"
We exploded together and collapsed. When our breathing returned to normal she rolled me off and snuggled.
"Was it what you thought it would be?"
"Nothing at all. It was much better. But no more tonight, please. I need to process this."
I got a warm cloth and cleaned her, and we slept with the bliss of young lovers throughout eternity.
For a change she was up before me.
I never felt harder when I woke. Ce took care of it, proclaiming her soreness afterwards. She said she wanted to wait a few days, then to try to catch up with Amy.
"It'll be hard, she has an almost year head start, but I think we can do it."
Amy came home later, took her clothes off and snuggled us both. Then she helped CeCe up, took her in the shower and bathed her. They were in there for a long time.
Christmas holidays were upon us, that's when our complicated relationship started showing cracks. CeCe wanted Amy to come home with her, she wanted to spend part of it with her mom and the rest of it with us. We compromised. Amy went home and spent Christmas day with her. I spent Christmas with my family. I spent Christmas eve with CeCe and her family. It was awkward to say the least, although her mom liked me much better with the shorter hair. Her dad asked me what I was going to do after I graduated. His only comment when I told him was I must be doing it for love, public school teachers lived just above the poverty line. We were supposed to go visit Amy and her mother, but her dad insisted she attend some company functions with the family, so she stayed.
I went. Her mom was very nice and made me welcome. I stayed for two days before we left. Amy was glad I was following her home, she hated to drive any distance alone.
We had all agreed to not exchange gifts until after we all came back from our family visits. The girls had insisted on a live tree. They made me drive to every tree farm in the area looking for the 'one'. They would ask my opinion but after I said the first three were perfect they quit and made the decision without me. I still have the picture of them carrying the tree, tiny Amy on the big end while CeCe was holding the top with one hand.
It was two days before CeCe got back, and that night we opened the gifts. Amy was like a little girl. We got gag gifts, Mine was matching sweaters for each of us. CeCe insisted we put them on immediately. I got both girls lingerie.
Know how hard it is to get matching bras, panties, and garter belts when one was a 32C and a size five panty, and the other was a 38B and a size nine? Pretty hard, not to mention the looks from the shop owner.
They promised to wear them under their dresses when we went to the New Years Eve party we had been invited to. It was kind of exclusive. I got invited because of my excellent GPA, CeCe was invited because, well, she was who she was. Amy was coming as my date.
I had one more surprise for them. We all slept together that night, and as usual I was the first to rise. I had bought two stockings and hung them on the tree while they slept, we didn't have a mantle. They had their names emblazoned on them with glitter. One of my friends from the bar was a rock hound, seemed we were in a mineral rich area. He took me with him a few times, and we found some nice stones.
I had two emeralds we found cut and mounted, with small citrines mounted around them. Citrines are pale yellow, and it gave the rings a flower like appearance. I had them sized and put into the stockings, along with small pieces of candy and fruit. I had no idea what they would have cost retail, but we had found a mini lode, and even after we gave the land owner half we still made a nice sum when we sold them. I exchanged my stones for getting the rings made and still had a bit left over.
Amy as usual woke at the smell of coffee. She was filling her cup when she noticed the stockings. I told her it was an old family tradition but she couldn't have hers until the other 'kids' were awake, part of the tradition. She opened the bedroom door. She rattled pans, turned the TV and the radio on and started singing along. Loudly. A few minutes later CeCe stumbled out wanting to know what the hell was going on.
"Oh good, honey, you're up. Would you like coffee before or after we get our stockings?"
"What stockings."
"The ones Santa must have left on the tree. See, it even has your name on it."
That perked her up. Soon candy, fruit, and nuts were scattered over the dining room table. They giggled and cooed over the spa certificates.
Amy was the first to reach the bottom. She pulled the wrapped box out, turning it over in her hands.
"What's this?"
"Open it and see. You must have been a really good girl this year. Ce, look in yours, I bet he thought you were good also. Santa obviously doesn't know you two as well as I do. Open them at the same time, please."
They both cried, putting them on and comparing them. The one Amy got looked bigger because of her small hand, but they were exactly the same size. They put them on their left ring fingers. Ce looked at me and remarked that it looked kind of like an engagement ring. Amy said she was going to have some of the law students look into polygamy loopholes. They spent the rest of the day showing their gratitude.
The girls went all out for the New Years Eve party. This was a big deal, the university 'sanctioned' affair, a mixer of the brightest students, professors and noted alumni. Luckily, CeCes' dad had another engagement and couldn't make it. I tried to control my disappointment.
They dressed in separate bedrooms so they wouldn't get into each others way. CeCe came out first.
Stunning was the only word that could describe her. Full length, shimmering green dress slit dangerously high up the side, tiny spaghetti straps holding up a bodice with a plunging neckline.
Black hair teased up in the style of the era. Black heels, easily 4", already a quarter inch shorter than six feet barefooted, she looked like an Amazon queen.
But Amy, ah, Amy. She had on the simple black dress Joanne had given her. Hair in a flattened style that dipped over one eye and flipped out at the end. She had the strand of pearls on, matching pearl earrings, and of course her new ring. She also had the full length fox coat draped across her shoulders, and the highest pair of heels I had ever seen, easily 6". She looked class personified, a movie screen goddess from the forties.
Ce had her mouth open. I think it was the first time she saw Amy as a woman. Instead of the coat she intended to take, she chose a mink wrap.
Me? I had a new suit, gray pinstripe with a vest. My grandfathers' gold railroad watch firmly in pocket, with the gold watch chain draped across. White shirt, nice tie, black wingtips that gleamed, and a black topcoat for the cold. My hair had grown back but it was still fairly short, and I had decided I liked my beard close cropped, so I kept it that way. I was passable.
To avoid the inevitable transportation squabble I sprang for a limo. People stopped to look when I handed CeCe out, but they plain stared when I did the same for Amy and walked into the center with them on my arms. Talk about making an entrance. Women looked at us and speculated about the size of my wallet and equipment. Men looked at us and speculated about the size of my wallet and equipment. I had a grin on my face that pretty much shouted, "YES! I'm sleeping with both of them!" At that moment, life was good, indeed.
We mingled, talked to the few people we knew. Many came up and greeted CeCe because of her family connections. I think both girls were surprised when my English professor came by with the department dean. Both congratulated me on an essay I had written as an assignment and urged me to contribute it to the university literary magazine for publication.
I introduced the girls, they seemed intrigued to see both with me. The dean asked if they knew I had a talent with words, and Amy surprised us all.
"Of course we do. How do you think he managed to catch and keep both of us?"
I thought Ce was going to choke. They started looking uncomfortable and excused themselves. They weren't out of earshot when the laughter started.
CeCe hugged Amy. "Oh my, I think I'm starting to rub off on you. You said exactly what I was thinking."
The biggest surprise for the girls came when the band started. This was no bar band, it was a full orchestra. Joanne, god rest her soul, had taught me to dance. Waltz, foxtrot, jitterbug, I could even tango if I had a couple of practice sessions with my partner.
Women are natural dancers, and Ce and I looked pretty good. But Amy became a hit. One of the few luxuries she had growing up was dance lessons. I found out her mom would clean the studio to pay for them.
After a couple of dances we seemed to glide across the floor. I even talked the band into doing a tango. We were one of only eight couples brave enough to try it, and we did a passable job. People actually applauded when we were done.
There was a picture of us in a dip, Amys' golden mane hanging down as I stood over her. My hair and beard made me looked piratical. It made the front page of the local newspaper. I think Amy still has three of them.
Then CeCe ruined it by getting jealous. While Amy and I were dancing she went over to the table reserved for her fathers business and started talking shop. She knows anything about her father pisses me off and she wanted to get a dig in. Amy and I came back from the floor and waited for her to rejoin us. After twenty minutes I decided to get her.
"CE, come on hon, it's time for our dance."
She was leaned in closely to one of the corporate toadies, discussing matters of great importance.
"GO back to the table, Jimmy. I need to discuss business with these MEN, stuff you wouldn't understand. I'll be along later."
Sweetness was in her voice but venom was in her tone.
I was shocked. Dismissed casually, like a flunky? No.
"Honey, this is a social occasion, business can wait until later."
Then one of them had to get stupid, trying to impress the boss's daughter I guess.
He stood up, leaned towards me and started issuing orders.
"The lady said run along, boy. If you know what's good for you you'll leave. Don't make me get unpleasant."
He was actually poking his finger into my chest. I looked down at it, looked back up, and smiled. I think he realized he fucked up just before I grabbed his hand and forced it backwards. He had to move with it to keep it unbroken, and soon I had him on his knees.
I looked down at him.
"If you're such a good businessman, you should have remembered the rules of confrontation. Never make a threat you don't intend to back up. Never underestimate your enemy, and never let yourself be maneuvered into a weakened position. If I were to, say, break your wrist, do you think you could recall them next time?"
I spoke in a pleasant voice. I had moved so quickly no one except those at the table even knew something was going on.
He was looking up at me. "Please. Please don't hurt me. I apologize, please forgive me."
I was getting tired of the whole mess. I let him go.
"Well since you asked nicely."
I looked at CeCe.
"You're right Cecelia. I don't understand what business is so pressing that you display such rudeness to people who care about you. I don't want to understand if it has to be like this. I'm glad I'm going into teaching."
I nodded to the table.
"Goodnight gentlemen, sorry for the intrusion. If one of you would be kind enough to escort Miss Morgan for the remainder of the evening, I would be in your debt."
I turned to leave. Ce was getting up.
"Jimmy, wait. I'll..."
I leaned down getting close to her face.
"Stay." I snarled, and walked away.
Amy knew instantly something was wrong when I got back. Instead of trying to talk she grabbed me and headed for the dance floor. A slow waltz was playing, and we flowed gently with the music. I calmed, holding a beautiful woman in my arms has that effect on me. When it ended, instead of returning to the table, I led her to the bar. I don't like champagne, so I got a glass of red wine. Amy opted for a martini, saying she felt like she should have one, just to see if she liked it. She liked it so much she had another. We stayed at the bar awhile, chatting with friends and total strangers.
The bandleader made the announcement.
"Ladies and gentlemen, the new year is upon us. In ten, nine, seven........."
Amy was looking for CeCe, pulling me back towards the table. I stopped her in the middle of the dance floor and pulled her to me.
"Three, two, one..."
Ce was rushing towards us. As he said one, she wrapped her arms around us and tried to kiss us both. We probably stayed like that for a minute, long enough for people to break off their own kisses and stare. More fodder for the gossips.
She was trying to apologize. I stopped her.
"CE, not now. We'll talk when we get home."
We spent a few more minutes socializing, but the night was ruined. I called for the limo, said our goodbyes, and left.
It was a silent ride home. I sat facing them instead of between them. Amy tried to get us talking, but saw it wasn't working and stopped.
I was so angry. How could she be so cold, so self centered. Then I had a revelation. She had always been like this, I just loved her enough to put up with it. Time to draw a line in the sand.
Amy was trying to be the peacemaker. I ended up hurting her feelings by shutting her down. So, we were all upset when we got home.
She grabbed CeCe by the hand and pulled her straight into the bedroom when we got home. I hadn't had much to drink, wasn't sleepy, so I made a pot of coffee.
Amy opened the bed room door and asked me to come in. I declined, but she asked me again, and she had done nothing wrong, so I did. When I walked in they had candles lit, and were standing on each side of the bed, trying to look seductive in their new lingerie. Strike that, they did look seductive. Instead of exciting me, I became angry.
I've always wondered why women think that no matter what the problem is, they can make 99% of them go away with a shot of pussy and a little snuggling. Probably because it's true. But not tonight, not with me.
I didn't go past the threshold.
"You look so beautiful, but I'm not in the mood. I think I'd like to sleep alone tonight. Goodnight."
Shock was just beginning to register when I closed the door. I knew CeCe wouldn't let it rest, so I grabbed my coat and was out the door. Amy told me they tried to stop me but I was out before they could react. She said CeCe actually ran out in her lingerie. It was bitterly cold, so she ran back in and told Amy to get dressed so they could find me.
Amy actually knew me better than I thought. She refused, saying that other than hotels they didn't have a clue where to look. Shocking Ce even more she told her everyone was sleeping alone tonight, closed the bedroom door and locked it. She lasted an hour before she gave in to her pleading.
If they had looked in motels they would have found me, maybe. I had a friend from the Black Dog who was making some extra money by running the night desk at the Comfort Inn, and he had a cancellation. I paid cash, parked my truck around back, and actually slept.



Amy was the first to find me. They went in separate directions, agreeing to return to the apartment once an hour to check in. Cell phones would have been handy back then. I was in a small Mom and Pop diner when she saw my truck.
I saw her from the window, and wondered if she was going to come in. After ten minutes she made her decision. She came up slowly. I got the feeling if I yelled "BOO!" she would run back to the car.
Sliding tentatively into the booth, looking askance.
"Want some coffee?"
She nodded. I signaled the waitress over.
After she got her coffee, she settled back.
"I'm sorry Jimmy, we should go...."
I stopped her.
"Why are you sorry? You did nothing wrong. I wasn't trying to get away from you, no, wait,I was trying to get away from you. From CeCe. From the whole dynamic. We're living in a fools paradise, Amy. It's going to end badly. CeCe is graduating this spring, and she'll leave us. Mark my words."
Tears slipped slowly down her cheeks.
"You're wrong! She'll never leave us, she loves us. We cried all night, Jimmy. We couldn't sleep. Please come home. We'll work it out. She promised to be better, you'll see."
I held her hands.
"Amy, Amy. She won't get any better, she'll just get more subtle. She's too set in her ways. I'm sure she loves you. I'm sure she loves me. But I think she may love us because we're forbidden fruit. I'm a redneck from the wrong end of the economic strata. You're a woman. The two things her father would have a stroke if he knew about. And living together as lovers? That's the icing on the cake. But, Amy, I'll still love you when she leaves."
She beat her hands on the table. The waitress started over but I waved her off.
"She won't, she won't, you'll see! She loves us, she'll always love us. You're wrong, Jimmy. so wrong. You'll see. Please come home, it'll be better."
As I sat there holding her hands I realized two things. Amy loved CeCe more than she loved me, And I probably loved CeCe more than I loved Amy. And when she left us, it would destroy us both.
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This is it, the final chapter. To those of you who stayed with me, thanks. The gap between chapter three and four was my fault, I kind of messed up the submission on chapter four. Don't blame the site, it was all me.
...............................................
Part one: Crash and burn.
We went back home. CeCe was contrite. She blamed her actions on a combination of alcohol and jealousy. She said Amy and I looked so natural dancing together it was painful, and in comparison she felt like a clumsy elephant.
We talked until we were exhausted. We all agreed to be better at communicating our feelings. We kissed. We made up, and when we finally turned in, we all slept together, but nobody wanted to play.
Things were subdued around the house for a few weeks. Spring came and we all perked up. We went to parks, on hikes, we all joined a mixed softball team. CeCe and Amy made a killer pitcher catcher combination. I was a so so center fielder, but we were league champions that year.
I have a picture of me and CeCe holding Amy on our shoulders, with the trophy held over her head.
Our next big argument was over spring break.
Amy was hired as a tutor. She taught remedial English for the freshmen. They were mostly from wealthy families and this was their last chance before flunking out. There were also a few jocks that were about to lose their scholarship. Pressure was on them to perform. Despite pressure Amy gave them no slack.
There was some grumbling and a few tried to intimidate her with wealth and hints of accidents, so I decided to become a tutor also.
We were held in high regard by the English department. I had become something of a favorite of the dean. He remembered me from the New Years
party. Running across him on the quad two weeks later, we exchanged greetings. I could tell he wanted to ask me something. Finally he got around to it.
"James[in all the years I knew him he never once called me Jimmy] those two beauties at the party with you, one of them was Warren Morgans' daughter, right? Is it true you share an apartment?"
I nodded.
"And the stunning little blond, I understand she lives there also. How well do you know these young ladies?"
"Carnally, sir, carnally. Good morning, sir".
I wished many times I had a picture of the expression on his face.
CeCe didn't like it when we tutored at home, she said it cut into our time. I tried to explain why it was important to Amy.
"CeCe when you need money, where do you go?"
"I go to the bank".
"How does the money get into the bank?"
"Silly, Daddy puts it in for me."
"What would happen if you didn't have a Dad to put it in. How would you get money?"
She shrugged.
"Get a job I guess."
Exactly. Amy doesn't have a Dad worth millions. She doesn't have a Dad at all, so any money she gets she has to earn. That's why she tutors, to earn money. Give her some slack."
"But if she needs money, why doesn't she just ask us? She knows we'll give it to her."
"Pride. She's already sensitive because we won't let her pay on the rent or groceries, she just wants some money of her own."
She was sensitive about it. Thanks to Joanne she had enough to cover necessities for the term, but anything extra she had to earn. Her Mom wanted to help but she was just getting by, and Amy told her she had earned enough over the summer to cover anything she needed.
One thing, she had earned a lot of points with her Christmas present to Barb, especially when she put 'Aunt Barb' on the tags. She hadn't been expecting gifts, and it moved her. It kind of embarrassed her, because she hadn't gotten her anything. What Amy got was a warm phone call. They talked almost an hour.
It became a regular thing . Once every couple of weeks she would call for a chat. They bonded, because of her knowledge of our lifestyle Amy could confide in her. Amy even went down in late March to visit. When she came back she showed me a card Barb had given her. She had made a deal with the local Ford dealership, anytime her car needed service work, tires, etc, all she had to do was show the card and the bill automatically went to Barb.
I called to tell her what a loving gesture I thought it was. She chastised me for not coming along, and gave me a firm lecture about my treatment of Amy.
"Stop treating her like a child. You treat her like a woman in the bedroom, do it in public."
Looking back, I can see how right she was. She was the child in our relationship, and we tended to treat her accordingly.
Spring break was coming up and we all agreed to go to Jekyll Island on the coast of Georgia. We planned it for months. It was a beautiful place, and back then the prices were quite reasonable.
Amy was saving all her tutoring money for the trip. She was so excited, come to find out she had never seen the ocean. Then, two weeks before we were to leave, CeCe said she couldn't go.
Amy, pleaded, then begged, but she said it was a family issue and she just couldn't make it. I was beyond angry. I sat CeCe down and had 'the' talk.
"CeCe, you know this is all Amy has talked about for months. What's so important that you can't honor your commitment to her? I'm laying it on the table. We're going. We're not waiting on you, not changing plans for you, not letting what you want come first this time. And Ce, if you let us learn to live without you, we'll learn to live without you, understand?"
She was angry.
"Why can't you understand? I have to do this. I have commitments to my family. We can always go later."
"Ce, I thought we were your family. Face it, whatever your father wants you to do will come first, always. Now, I'm going to help Amy with some tutoring. Then, Amy and I will sit down and finish our vacation plans."
Things were cold between CeCe and I, and poor Amy was caught in the middle again. Amy even suggested we postpone. I blew up.
"Go or not, it's up to you. But I'm going, if I have to go by myself. Make your choice."
Ce watched us pack our luggage into Amy's car. She didn't have to go home for two more days.
"Please don't go. I'll make it up to you."
Amy kissed her cheek and turned to me.
"Ready?"
I followed her example and gave the same kiss to CeCe.
"Ready."
I gave it one more shot.
"You know where we'll be. Enjoy your vacation."
She didn't say a word as we drove away.
For the first hour or so Amy was quiet, but the farther South we got the livelier she became. She even let me drive her car for the first time, making me promise to tell no one.
It was a twelve hour trip to the island. After we settled in Amy insisted we walk on the beach. The moon was full, and she waded out into the surf. I could tell she was crying but said nothing, I knew they were tears of happiness.
"So beautiful" I heard her whisper.
We snuggled down that night and went right to sleep. Amy surprised me by waking first and bringing me awake with oral stimulation. It was one of the most memorial lovemaking sessions I ever had. When we finally collapsed she said "thank you".
"For what?"
"For making me come."
She could see the happy grin on my face.
"I meant for making me take this trip, you pervert. Now let's eat and hit the beach."
We lay on the beach, played in the ocean, saw dolphins, and once, way out, a whale surfaced.
We went to a water park where she lost her bikini top on a giant slide. One of the attendants said it happened all the time, but it embarrassed the heck out of her. She even talked me into going out on a half day fishing trip.
I was afraid we would get seasick, but after a few minutes our stomachs settled down. Amy caught way more fish, a fact she shared with everyone when we got home. She showed them the pictures to prove it. She carried a little camera with her everywhere, that's why I have so many pictures of that time in our lives.
I was napping, and Amy was restless. She went to get some beer and snacks. I was sitting on the veranda when she returned. She had on her bikini top and a pair of cutoffs.
"What's that smile about? Thinking dirty thoughts again?"
"A hot blonde in a bikini driving a convertible. It's every mans dream. Why wouldn't I be thinking dirty thoughts?"
She kissed me, opened a couple beers and snuggled. I was just thinking how much fun we were having when a black Mercedes pulled up.
"CE!" cried Amy, flying to the car.
It was CeCe. Amy was hugging and babbling and kissing, nonstop.
She kissed her back, firmly. The rest of the guests were getting quite a show. With Amy tucked under her arm she came to me.
"Hi, Jimmy. Glad to see me?"
The pleading in her eyes moved me.
"You know I am. If you can get that little bundle of energy to let you go I'll show you how much."
The next few days were joyous. Of course they had to go shopping and came back with two sets of matching bikinis. I noticed as long as I was with them on the beach people left us alone, but if I didn't go out with them or walked off for a little, there would be a crowd of guys around when I showed up. I displayed the proper amount of jealousy, which they loved. And the sex, wow. If I stepped out of the room, they were at it when I came back. If one of them stepped out, I was at it with the other. We almost invariably joined in. We really didn't want to leave.
On the way home I would ride a while with Amy, then switch. I even got to take a turn driving each car.
I had a serious talk with CeCe on the way home. Graduation was coming up, and I asked her what her plans were.
She hesitated, then plunged in.
"Dad wants me to take an entry level position at one of his plants. It'll be good experience and look good on my resume."
"What resume? You're going to be working for your dad the rest of your life, why would you need one? "
"I'm not! I want to go out on my own, our own."
"If that's what you want why don't you look for something local. With his connections, you could get a job anywhere."
"I promised him my first job would be with him."
"Ah. Which plant will you be working at?"
"Stanton."
Stanton. About as far away from where we were as you could get and still stay in the same state.
"So graduation is goodbye then?"
"No! We'll still see each other. It will be like our summer schedule. We will be together every couple of weekends. Or you could come with me. I'm sure I could get you summer jobs."
She knew we had already committed to summer classes. Knew we wouldn't go.
"When do you plan on telling Amy?"
"Soon."
"See you do. I want as much time as I can get to prepare her. It will destroy her, you know."
"It's not the end, I promise."
"Why? Are we a fall back plan? I notice you haven't talked marriage lately. Ready to try out the guys your Dad has lined up for you?"
She went quiet.
"I-"
"Please, don't talk any more for a while."
I changed cars and Amy noticed how quiet I was.
"What's wrong?"
"Just tired."
She held my hand for a bit, then reclined her seat and slept.
Things got more tense as graduation neared.
CeCe finally told Amy about her job. She cried on and off until graduation.
Graduation came. We cheered when she walked the stage. Hugs and kisses everywhere. Mom and Dad kept a close eye on her, telling her to be careful at the parties. Her Mom hugged Amy, Her Dad didn't speak.
We did all party down, but the next week she had to leave. I knew in my heart it would be the last time we saw her as a loving partner. Amy cried for two days before she left.
She called every three days for about three weeks. We were going down to see her at her new apartment, but she wanted to meet in our old home town. Said it would be more convenient for us all.
We did meet, but it seemed different somehow. Amy and I did manage to see Barb while CeCe attended to family business. She took us out to lunch.
I hardly got a word in.
She had married her lover. She seemed content, happy with where she was in her life. When she showed Amy a picture of a nine year old girl they were trying to adopt, they cried.
"When you visit next time you can meet your cousin June. She should be home by then."
The crying started again, tears for a woman who deserved happiness. They teased me when my eyes misted.
She got really quiet when Amy mentioned CeCe. She started to say something but stopped.
When Amy showed her the ring I gave her, Barb looked straight at me.
"It would make a very interesting engagement ring, don't you think so, Jimmy?"
Something changed between my family and CeCe. The fan base was apparently gone. They still loved Amy, though. Several times my Mom and older sisters looked like they wanted to say something, but they didn't.
CeCe was restrained. The lovemaking seemed forced, just going through the motions. Amy picked up on it right away.
"What's wrong honey? You don't seem that happy to see us."
"I'm just tired. Working for a living gives me a whole new perspective on how the world actually operates."
I could tell she was evasive.
"So, Ce, made any new friends yet? Everybody kissing up because your father owns the place?"
She paled a little.
"Just people from work, and yes, a lot of them suck up to me."
I knew. Right then, I knew.
Amy was quiet on the way back.
I had to tell her, to prepare her.
"She's left us. Look inside, you know it's true."
She didn't protest as much as usual.
"She's just tired, she'll be all right in a week or so."
She called once in three weeks, then once more in two. Her conversations were always brief. She was so tired. It was hard, she didn't like it.
Two more weeks went by. Amy was getting more and more nervous. The fall term was about to start, and suddenly I wanted to talk to CeCe really badly.
I called her job and they said she had left early. I called her house twice. The second time I got an answer.
"Hello." It was a mans voice.
"Sorry, I must have the wrong number."
I hung up and dialed again, the same voice answered.
"Sorry, I must have written the number down wrong. Is this 535-5353?"
"You have the right number, who are you trying to get in touch with?"
"Cecelia Morgan."
"Yes, this is the right number. You must have been the one who called earlier. She let it go to the machine, she was going to call you back. We were kind of busy just then. She's in the shower, want me to have her call you back?"
It was the happy voice of a guy who just got laid, every man could recognize it.
"No, thanks. Just have her call Amy and tell her the truth. And that Jimmy said goodbye."
I went out for a ride on my bike. A long ride.
She didn't have the decency to call Amy, and two days later, when we got back from class, all of CeCes' stuff was gone.
The ring I had gotten her was on the kitchen table, on top of a one word note.
"Sorry."
..................................................
Part two: Reconnecting.
I was in my office the next morning, thinking about the mixer from the night before, when my office phone rang.
"Hello?"
There was a few seconds of silence.
"Tho' it was always love divided, it was never love denied."
It was a line from a poem I had written, 'Song From The Purple Turtles'.
I didn't say anything. I knew who it was.
A few more seconds went by before she said, in a quiet voice, "You could have told me."
"Told you what Ce?"
"Everything. That you were Dean of the English Department, that you were married to Amy. That you were THE J G Wilson."
"My, do you know how pompous that sounds? When the book was published, there were four more writers out there named James Wilson. I was the only one with the middle initial g so they used my initials to differentiate me from the others."
Yes I was a writer. I didn't write novels. mostly essays, poems, and a few well received short stories. Over the years I had honed my craft, publishing first in the university magazine, then a few regional pieces. The local newspaper used a few of my essays, and a chain picked them up and I became syndicated. Ten years ago I reached an agreement with The New Yorker magazine, and did an essay for them every three months. They used a few of my poems, and one of my short stories.
Three years ago the university press wanted to put out a compilation of my work. I didn't think it was worth the effort. The university president talked me into it, saying if it was successful it would make a good recruiting tool. The editor was a genius. He waded through twenty odd years of junk and came up with twenty one poems, twenty nine essays, and three short stories. If I had been making an album, it would have been a 'best of' type thing.
The only new piece in the book was the poem she had quoted. Amy found it in an old journal of mine, and insisted I polish it up and include it in the book.
It sparked a mini controversy locally. Most everyone thought it was me confessing to an affair. Some thought it was about Amy having an affair. When I refused to talk about the poem in interviews, Amy stepped forward and told the local paper both theories was correct, but it was before we were married, and was about us finding each other. It was written in a way that only poets and clever songwriters could get away with.
Words Sing To Me, the title, was taken from the poem of the same name. Surprisingly it got good reviews, especially from my friends at the New Yorker. What put it into the national spotlight was Oprah Winfrey adding it to her book club, and giving it an endorsement on her show. Sales Times best sellers list for four weeks before sliding back into obscurity. I was amazed at the money I got.
I did some interviews, mostly PBS and morning shows. It was an experience I didn't care for. After eighteen months it was dying a natural death and I was safely back into my normal life.
CeCe brought me back to reality.
"It's about us, isn't it? The poem, I mean."
"Of course. Did you read the rest of the book?"
"It was on my night stand for months. This was when I knew my marriage was ending, and a friend gave it to me. Her daughter had destroyed the jacket, or I would have known it was you. She said it was a comfort book, and she was sure I could use it. I always felt like I knew you, that some parts were written with just me in mind. If my daughter hadn't told me who you were I would never have made the connection. Why didn't you tell me?"
"Why would I have told you? It would have been like bragging. Look, the redneck biker did good, aren't you proud? Besides, it's been almost thirty years, we don't know each other any more. Looking back, I don't think I knew you then."
"Besides, you nearly destroyed us. I still have mixed feelings about you. And Amy? When I showed her your picture last night, she got really quiet. And I woke up around three this morning and she wasn't in bed. She was on the sofa, sobbing. Thirty years, Ce, and she still mourns you."
I could hear sobs. A whispered "I'm sorry."
"It was cold the way you left us. Amy went into a deep depression. She should have gotten help, but back then we didn't know how to ask for it."
"We were shattered. It went from two thirds of a happy whole to halves of a broken nothing. Amy left, too, stayed gone for eight weeks before coming back to me. It took forever to be happy, but we worked through it."
"I need to call her, I need to make amends. Today, I'll do it today." She was crying hard, having trouble speaking.
"NO!" It was almost a scream. I took some deep breaths, calming down.
"Sorry, CeCe, I didn't mean to shout. But you don't know her anymore. She's much more fragile now. The last few years have been rough on her, she's just these last few months been acting normal again. I forbid you to upset her. Are you still in town? Good, I'll clear my schedule for the rest of the day. Meet me for lunch, you choose where, and I'll fill you in on our lives since we saw you last. Red Lobster? Yes, that's fine. Be there at one. Bye."



I sat, looking my favorite picture of Amy.
.................................................
Amy was a wreck. She didn't go to class for a week. Our friends rallied around her. We finally got her to go back by threatening to tell her mother she was going to lose her scholarship.
Even then, she just went through the motions, but it was enough to pass her courses.
We slept together for about a week, just for the comfort of each others arms. Then she told me she would like to sleep alone for a while, and moved into the spare bedroom. I think it was because for all our romps and playing, she never slept in that room with her.
I was hurting too, but I had seen it coming long before Amy, and I had braced myself for it. I cooked her favorite foods, took her to her favorite places, did everything I could. When I realized it was the same foods and places we all experienced together, I took her to new places. CeCe thought museums were boring, so I took her to every museum in the region. We went to street fairs and festivals, something CeCe hated. Nothing worked.
I removed all traces of CeCe from the apartment, all the photos and memorabilia, boxed them up, and put them all in the back of my closet. I put the purple turtles in a black garbage bag. I wanted to throw them out but just couldn't. They went into the closet with everything else.
Nothing worked. One day I came home and she was pulling all her clothes out of the closet and dresser, stacking them neatly.
"Can I use your truck tomorrow?"
"What for?"
"To move. I can't stay here anymore, can't stay with you anymore. Please don't hate me, I just can't, not right now."
I knew it was coming. I had fought the good fight and lost. Actually, I was kind of relieved. We had both loved CeCe more than we did each other, and without her as a binder we drifted.
She moved into an apartment with another girl, reputed to be a lesbian. I don't know if she ever slept with her, never asked. When we had class together we would talk, otherwise we went our separate ways.
I started spending more time at the Black Dog, and one night out of boredom, drunkenness, and stupidity I bedded the waitress we met the first night we were there.
We were banging away when I realized what I was doing, and that it wasn't what I wanted. It was just sex, and not very good sex. We finished, but I think she sensed I had lost interest. She was a little pissed.
There was no cuddling. She rolled away from me, angrily.
"I thought you were better at this, guess you can't live up to your reputation." She said cattily.
"Well, I thought you would be tighter and actually show some enthusiasm. We all have to learn to deal with life's little disappointments.
Lock the door on the way out, would you?"
I ordered bottles after that, afraid she would spit in the draft.
So for weeks I went to class, tutored, and went to the bars. I would talk to Amy, and the conversations became longer. She mentioned she missed my cooking, so I brought her home and fed her, making her favorite dish. She ate liked she was starving, and took the rest with her.
"Damn girl, don't you cook anymore?"
"No, the stove is broke at the apartment, and I think Charlene is allergic to real food."
Charlene was her new roommate.
"Well, if you get hungry, come by. Still got your key?"
She nodded. "I never thought about returning it, I'll give it back now."
I stopped her. "Keep it. You might decide to come home one day and need it."
Damn, that slipped out before I thought. But it must have made her happy, because she gave me her first real smile since CeCe left. A big hug, a kiss on my cheek, and she was gone.
Two weeks later I came home from class to find her sitting on the couch, hugging her knees. It looked like she had been crying.
"Hi."
"Hi."
"Do me a favor?"
"If I can."
"Take me for a ride?"
"Bundle up."
It was getting colder, riding season was almost over. I took her on the roads I knew she liked.
I took her on the interstate, opening up, she loved to go fast. We got home just before dark.
I had homemade chicken soup. I always made a big pot, still wasn't used to cooking for one. I put it on the stove to simmer and sliced some french bread for toast. We ate in silence, lost in our own thoughts.
I was clearing the dishes when I heard it.
"Can I come home?"
"I didn't turn around, kept rinsing.
"Yes."
"When?"
"Is tonight too soon?"
"No."
I heard the door slam, then knocking. She had locked herself out. When I opened the door, she was dragging a tremendous suitcase.
I pulled it inside.
"Which bedroom?"
"Ours."
We got ready for bed quietly. She was in the bed before me, and turned down the covers. I slipped in and wrapped her in my arms.
It started slowly, a sniffle, then a sob, but then she was crying violently, wails of anguish, screams of pain. I just held and comforted her as best I could. She finally wound down to hiccups and snorts.
"I love you" she sighed, drifting off to sleep. She slept ten hours, until the coffee woke her, as usual.
Tentative. Cautious. We rediscovered each other, mentally and physically. Learned new things we never knew about each other. Fell in love. More in love, actually.
She started nesting, redecorating the apartment, making it ours alone. I knew what she was doing and approved, helping as often as I could, giving an honest opinion when she asked.
I had her ring, she had given it back when she moved out. I had CeCes' too, well hidden. One night, six months later, I slipped it on her finger while she slept.
She didn't even noticed until she reached for the coffee pot. She stopped, hand outstretched. She held it up to her lips, kissed it, and gave me a smile that would light up the deepest dungeons of hell. At that moment I knew, with no doubt whatsoever, that my life would never be complete without her in it.
I took her hand and also kissed the ring.
Holding it tightly I said "Amy, I need to ask you a question. A serious question."
She looked uncertain but said "You know you can ask me anything, love. What is it?"
"Do you think you could be happy married to a teacher? You know I would never make big money, but I would love you--"
That's all I got out before she launched herself across the table, scattering pancakes and scrambled eggs all over the kitchen. It took forever to clean up. Down on the floor between the sobs and the kisses, I'm pretty sure I heard a "yes" in there somewhere.
So that was how we got engaged. Over breakfast on a Tuesday morning, her in my tee, and me in boxers. I really am a romantic devil, huh?
After we cleaned up the mess she ran me out of the house.
"Go to school, I've got some things to do, looks like I'm gonna miss my first class."
"What's so important that you have to miss class?"
She gave me that patented, universal woman face that screamed MEN REALLY ARE IDIOTS, and said "I've got a wedding to plan. I have to call my mother. I have to call your mother. I have to call Barb. Now go!"
All three mothers[yes, Amy thought of Barb as a second mother now]converged on us that weekend.
Plans were made, details discussed. I tried to contribute but got shut down pretty fast.
"Do I get any say at all in this?"
Four female voices responded as one. "NO!"
Then Barb smiled and said "Now ladies, you know that's not strictly true. He does get to say 'I do'."
She patted my hand. "Run along, Jimmy, we've got this."
I did what any good general does when he finds himself outnumbered, outgunned, and at a tactical disadvantage. I quit the field, taking Barbs' husband Don and introducing him to the Black Dog.
I've often wondered since then how women manage to manufacture the illusion that men are actually in charge of anything.
..................................................
I got there early, and saw her pull up through the window. A Mercedes station wagon. Some things never change. Even with the extra weight she was still a beautiful woman.
I stood, seated her. We stared at each other. She started to speak but I stopped her.
"Let's have lunch first, I'm starved."
We ate a light lunch, then went back to my office. I realized the conversation was going to be long and would require privacy.
One of the perks of being department head is you get the big office. Ce wandered about, looking at the clutter of a lifetime in education. My diplomas, master in literature, PhD in secondary education. Awards for academic excellence, certificates of appreciation from various social organizations for work I had done on their behalf, writing awards, a copy of the New York Times when my book made the best seller list, a photo of Oprah with a note thanking me for my autographed copy, pictures of Amy and my children.
"How did all this happen?"
"Amy says it's because I went to college and never came back. When we graduated, we both sent resumes out to all the local school systems because we wanted to stay in this area. The dean at the time encouraged me to apply for a grant to pursue my Masters, and I got it. After that, again thanks to my mentors, I was able to get my PhD. When I finished, I was offered an associate professorship. I managed to navigate through the infighting and office politics until I got tenure. Then it seemed every few years I would get kicked upstairs until I got to where I am now. The only place left to kick me to is the curb, and that hasn't happened yet.
Amy got a position at the school she had interned at, and for six years she was our main support.
She continued her education part time, getting her masters in primary education. After I landed my position, she left the school system and completed her PhD. Now we're known as the Doctors Wilson. She returned and like me, rose through the ranks.
This is her first year as principal of the local middle school. That was her goal, to be principal. She's eligible for retirement next year, and says she thinking about it. We managed to have a family despite our continuing educations, and that's where we are now."
"Wow" she said. she was standing in front of a picture of my son in his military uniform.
"You told me last night your daughter is in school here, is your son still in the military? Where is he stationed?"
"Arlington."
She could see the pain in my face.
"Do you want to talk about it?"
"I still remember when he got appointed to West Point, he was so excited. Graduated tenth in a class of two hundred thirty. Did one tour in Iraq, got wounded, rotated back for a year, then started a second tour. His Humvee hit a roadside bomb. He didn't die instantly, he made it back to the states. He died at Walter Reid, but he did manage to say goodbye."
Tears were streaming down her cheeks.
"I'm so sorry. I can't imagine what it must have been like for Amy."
"It was hard on her, very hard. My mom was still alive then, she and Barb came up and stayed with us for awhile. It helped, a little."
"I didn't know your mother passed, I'm sorry."
"She lived a full life. Had nine grand children.
Four grandsons and two granddaughters carried her casket."
"Now, CeCe, tell me your life story. I know who you married, H. Harrison Truman. Want to know how I know? Two days after we got your note I got a letter with nothing in it except a newspaper clipping. It was an announcement of your engagement, dated three weeks before. I guess you father sent it. I never let Amy see it."
She had her hands to her mouth.
"What must you have thought of me back then."
"I was angry, very, very, angry. Looking back, it was probably for the best. Three way relationships usually always fail. College really isn't a good place for real world thinking. We would probably have gone our separate ways eventually."
She nodded, agreeing.
"I'm sure you're right. But I cheated all of us by not having the courage to try. You know my dad hated you, want to know why? Because you were never impressed with him. His money meant nothing to you, all you wanted from him was me. Just me, not me and his money. He always felt like you were laughing at him, so he made it his goal in life to separate us. All the business functions he insisted I attend? It was his way of introducing me to what he considered suitable mates, men he could control. And I fell for it."
"Harry worked for the law firm my dad used. He was the only son of the principal partner. He was everything you weren't. Clean cut, eager to please, easy to control. Never had an original thought hid whole life, parroting whatever my dad and his dad said. It was a match made in heaven for both our families."
"And I went along with it to please my dad. I was always his little girl, the princess who shouldn't be sullied by association with the masses. You know how spoiled I was, how it was all about me. And with Harry, before we got married, he kept me on that pedestal."
"But Jimmy, one of the main reasons I left was because I was afraid of you. Not physically, I knew you would never hurt me. Well, not unless I wanted it. Still got those paddles?"
When Amy got her 'toy box', it was awhile before she shared it with CeCe. Amy didn't like pain, so she didn't bring out the paddles. But Ce saw them and became obsessed, so one night, after a few drinks, Amy put Ce in restraints, and wore her bottom out. She loved it. It became part of their routine. I smiled, remembering the first time Amy dragged me into one of their sessions and made me watch. After she was done she insisted we both rub lotion on her red bottom, and kiss it to make it better. We left her in the restraints all night, and between me and Amys' toys had her screaming with pleasure for hours.
"I was afraid of you because you were the one man I could never really control. Oh, you were nice, and you put up with a lot because you loved me, but there was a line you would never cross. With Harry, I was in control. If I wanted sex I told him, and I didn't he never made a fuss about it.
You would sometimes come home, take my arm, and take me to the bedroom. Sometimes you just took me where I was. I loved it, but my surrender scared me."
"But, you know, the sex I could deal with. It was real life that got me. You would put up with a lot personally, but if I was mean to Amy, or slighted anyone, or tried to use my father or our money to intimidate someone, you were all over me.
No slack at all. I knew you were right, but I resented it."
"With Harry, if I said this needs to happened, it happened. The only times I ever lost was when we moved to Florida, and I had to have my tattoo removed, and my dad was behind both. I think any closer to you made him nervous. And he nearly had a stroke when Harry told him about the tattoo."
The tattoo. Probably the wildest thing I ever talked her into. One of Amy's friends was an art major, and worked at a tattoo parlor. Amy was looking for a permanent symbol of love we could share, and she designed it for us. It was a large "C" with an "A" inset, and a "J" hooked into the cross bar of the "A", dangling below.
Amy said the intertwining of the letters symbolized the the intertwining of our love. Mine was on my left shoulder, theirs were on the left butt cheek, placed where the only way they would be seen was if they were naked. They both promised I would be the only one who would ever see them.
"So, he erased all evidence of the wild child."
I took my suit coat off and unbuttoned my shirt, pulling my left sleeve down so she could see mine.
"Bit faded, but still there. Amy still has hers too. Barbie Jo saw it when she was about sixteen, and had to adjust the cool rating for her mom."
"Barbie Jo?"
"Barbara Joanne Wilson. Amy wanted to honor two women that had such an impact on our lives. You know she still has the old Thunderbird? We traded it off twenty years ago, and when the money from the book came in, I tracked it down to a junkyard.
"Cost me ten times what it sold for new to restore it. I gave it to her for her forty ninth birthday. J.J.,[James Junior] was home on leave, and he, Barbie, and I got up early and hid in the garage. I turned the coffeepot on, she still wakes when she smells it. When she finally noticed we were all gone, she checked to see if my car was there, thinking maybe we had gone to breakfast. Barbie had a camcorder and we got it all on tape. Didn't work out like we planned, though, she fainted. We got her up and she cried all day. Triggered too many memories."
"When she stopped crying she insisted we all go for a ride. It was early April but the top had to be down. She nearly froze us to death. She fussed at me for wasting the money, but I told her a hot blond in a convertible was every mans dream, too bad she didn't have a bikini on. That night she called me on my cell and asked me if I could give her a hand in the garage, she was having trouble getting the top down. When I got out there, the top was already down. I didn't see her so I called her back."
"Where are you? I'm in the garage and the top is already down."
She popped up from behind the car in a bikini, even at her age she looks hot.
"Silly man, I meant this top."
"We christened the upholstery. I never heard another complaint about the cost."
CeCe was smiling.
"I wish I had been there. We could have christened it together."
It hit her what she had said and she turned red.
I laughed.
"No you wouldn't have. Remember, you refused to get in the backseat. Out of curiosity, have you had a female lover since Amy?"
Still glowing red, she shook her head.
"None since her. I remember one night right before Harry and I split, we were getting amorous and something triggered a memory of us. I had drank almost a whole bottle of wine, and I tried to picture Harry with me and Amy. I laughed so hard I threw him off. He got pissed, especially when I wouldn't tell him why I was laughing. It killed the mood, needless to say."
"I don't miss sex with a woman. I miss sex with Amy. I never touched anyone but Harry while we were married. We never had the passion I had with you two, but I was comfortable. We had four children. The two oldest boys are married, I'm actually a grandmother. My girl is here now, and my youngest boy is in prep school in Virginia.
My nest is empty, Looney. It wasn't a bad life. but over the years I would think of you and Amy and what could have been, and cry my eyes out."
Another awkward silence.
"Enough about that. You said Amy had some difficulties recently? Is she all right now?"
"She's much better now. It was work, we almost didn't make it. We actually separated for a bit."
..................................................
"It started just before J.J. died. She became moody, erratic, she had a hard time concentrating.
She couldn't stand to have me touch her. She started sleeping in his old room.
After we were back together we found it was early onset menopause. And, she suffered from depression, something the doctors said went all the way back to when you left and she went into the funk that resulted in her leaving me. Then, when we lost J.J., she started coming unraveled."
"She became convinced I was cheating. She became physical, borderline abusive to me. She never touched Barbie though. But she stopped having friends over because she was afraid. Afraid mom would go into a tirade. It got so bad Barbie spent the summer with Barb. I was glad she was gone when it all came to a head."
"I was working part time at the Black Dog. Amy was out of school for the summer and I had taken off to be with her. I took the job basically just to get out of the house. I had to throw a drunk out, and that night he and two of his buddies jumped me. I guess I had gotten slower with age because they beat the hell out of me. I had a cracked jaw and a dislocated shoulder. I spent all night in the emergency room. I called, my friends called, the cops called, but she never picked up. I got home at six. She wasn't there."



"I was heavily medicated, so I collapsed onto my bed. Four hours later I woke to Amy screaming at me. She thought I spent the night with a girlfriend, and had been out looking for me. We had gone to visit J.J. in college, and stopped in New York to see a Yankees game on the way home. Barbie had gotten one of those miniature wooden bats as a keepsake. She had it, and started beating me. She broke my nose and cracked my left eye socket. I managed to get the bat and pushed her across the room. She must have had a momentary flash of reason, she covered her mouth and ran out of the room."
"I was in tremendous pain. But I didn't want to call 911 and explain what happened. I don't know if you remember Todd, the cop, but he ended up marrying Flower. He was Chief of Detectives then, he's retired now. I called him, he took one look at me and took me back to the ER. I was in the hospital for two days. Todd found Amy wandering the park beside the house and had her hospitalized for shock."
"I had to call in every favor anyone ever owed me to keep her out of the psyche ward because it would have killed her career. The trade off was Amy had to get help right away."
"I didn't have a choice. I filed legal separation papers and insisted she meet me at the lawyers office. I had Todd retain a lawyer in her name to protect her interests."
"It was the worst experience of my life. She was crying, begging forgiveness. I knelt down and got her attention."
"Amy, Amy, look at me. It has to be this way. Get your lawyer to explain the details, but it has to be this way. The separation will be for twelve weeks, we may not have any contact with each other except by email. You are required to get a physical and a psychological exam. Any specialists recommended will be seen as soon as can be scheduled. I will get reports weekly, and any refusal to see or not follow the advice of your doctors will result in divorce."
"Remember, do not attempt to contact me other than email. I love you, Amy, but I'm afraid to live with you right now."
"Her mom came up to stay with her. Flower and a few of her oldest, most trusted friends rotated in and out of the house to give her mom a break."
"I didn't get an email the first week. I called my lawyer the Tuesday of the next to start the divorce, but he convinced me to wait until Friday while he checked. She sent me a message Friday morning, apologizing for not getting back sooner.
She had been to our doctor and two specialists."
"The next week contained three emails. One from a specialist treating her for menopause, another for depression. She was taking medication, three new prescriptions"
"The other message was directly from Amy, apologizing for her treatment of me, begging me to give her the time she needed. And telling me she loved me.
"The next three weeks her messages were upbeat, talking about how much better she felt, but they always ended with an apology."
"I was starting to have hope. Her doctors were giving good reports, and her friends said she would actually smile from time to time. Her emails were getting longer, almost chat like and filled with reminders of better times."
"Barbie Jo was back and affirming what I was hearing. Then on the ninth week she came to me crying with a hand written note from her mom. I still have it."
"Dearest husband,
I know we are supposed to only communicate by email, but this was too personal. Please forgive me for this, but once you read it I think you will understand. One of my doctors noticed an abnormality in my blood work and scheduled more tests. I had a conference with him last Friday and agonized over telling you, but I feel you need to know, and to beg you for one favor.
My thyroid is malfunctioning, for lack of a better term. The doctor can explain it much better than I if you would talk to him. This is what triggered my menopause so early and has my hormones so out of balance. I have to have surgery, Jimmy, to remove it. The operation is scheduled next Thursday.
Here's the favor. The operation isn't life threatening, but in their examination they noticed a growth. It has to be removed.
The growth is wrapped around my vocal cords. The surgeon assures me he can get it all, but there is a sixty percent chance I may lose my ability to speak.
Here's the favor. In the name of all the love we've ever had for each other, I'm asking you to be with me before surgery. I want to be able to TELL you I love one more time, just in case. Please, Jimmy, I'm begging.
Amy."
I was crying, remembering. Ce didn't say a thing, just wrapped her arms around me.
"Of course, I was went home immediately. There were a lot of tears, and Amy tried to say everything she wanted me to know. We talked for hours. The morning we left for the hospital she gave me a packet, just in case, she said. I opened it months later. It was a CD of her voice. She had recorded a message for every day of the year, plus holidays. I had one of my assistants program it into my computer. Every morning when I log on, this is what I hear. I opened my laptop.
Amys' voice came on immediately. 'Good morning, honey, it's the tenth of September, just wanted to tell you I love you. Have a good day.' Every time I hear her it reminds me of how lucky I am."
"The day of the surgery I was a mess. Amy downplayed the risks, but when the surgeon had me fill out the consent forms I nearly lost it. It seems the surgery was far more dangerous and risky than she said. I held her hand as they gave her the anesthesia. She kept repeating I love you over and over until she went under."
"The surgery was supposed to take forty five minutes. It took three hours. I thought I would lose my mind. When it was over and they said she was fine, and would be able to speak, I lost it.
Barb held me and just let me get it out. She's still alive, you know, pushing seventy but still going strong."
"Amy spent the time before the surgery talking nonstop to everyone she knew. She was on the phone with Barb for hours. Something like this was too hard to keep secret, and when everyone figured out she was saying goodbye, just in case, they flocked to the hospital. College campuses are small enclosed communities, as is the public school system. Everybody loved Amy. We overflowed the waiting room."
"When they moved her to a room, it looked like a jungle because of the flowers and plants. I didn't move from her bedside for eleven hours, holding her hand the whole time, determined to be there when she awoke."
"I dozed off and woke to see her watching me, both her tiny hands wrapped around mine. Then I heard what had to be the most beautiful sound in the world. It was hoarse, and raspy, but it was understandable."
"Hi, honey. I love you. Will you come home now?"
"We didn't recover overnight. She had her private counselor, and we had joint sessions with a marriage counselor. For almost our entire lives we went to school, did the kids activities, and worked. We still loved each other, just never seemed to have the time to express it. We fixed that, fast. She still sees her counselor twice a
month."
"So, CeCe, that's where we're at in our lives. If you want back in our lives, I'm going to make you go very, very slow."
"Here's her email address. Send her a message, talk about general things, kids,work, that sort of thing. let her set the timeline."
I grabbed her butt and pulled her to me, kissed her long and deep. She responded automatically before realizing it and pushing me back.
"What the hell was that?"
"That, my darling Ce, was a trip down memory lane. Oh, you're still a great kisser, by the way. I'm glad my training held up over the years."
Her smile was a mile wide.
"Your training? When we first got together I wasn't sure you had a tongue. It took me months tho train you."
"I have to go home to Amy now. I'm sure it won't be this long before I see you again."
This time she kissed me.
"I never stopped loving you, both of you. And, yes, this isn't the last time you'll see this big ass."
..................................................
Part three: a triangle inside a circle
She did as I asked. Short little emails became longer, more personal.
I watched Amy like a hawk. She would be a little quiet after the emails for awhile, but gradually she started looking forwards to them, making me read them with her. CeCe gave her numbers to her, telling her she would like to hear her voice, but it was up to her.
Four months after they started chatting Amy called her. They followed the pattern of the emails, short chats becoming long discussions.
I talked to CeCe about once a month just to keep up. They started out short, but like Amy, they got longer, mostly recollections of a semi-wild youth.
After eight months Amy came to me.
"I'm going to see Barb this weekend. It's her birthday, seventy this year. We're going to take her to a club featuring male strippers, it'll be a blast."
Despite her age Barb was going strong, and looked ten years younger. I guess being rich has its' advantages. She told me she wasn't trying to turn back time, just slow it down a little.
"Have a good time, honey. But if Barb gets excited and rapes one of the strippers, don't call me to bail you out."
"I've given her a lecture about being a good girl. Gee, she rips one thong off and suddenly she's oversexed. You know she keeps it on the wall of her office? She said it makes a better trophy than any deer head or fish she's ever seen. Said it was too bad he got away, she sure would enjoy mounting him."
Barb would never slow down, just keep going at full steam until she falls over. I still love her, always will.
"Uh, Jimmy, I'm having lunch with CeCe while I'm there."
There were several things I could have said, but I settled on "Tell her I said hi."
She was a little quiet when she got back but seemed fine otherwise.
Two months later CeCe came up to see her daughter, and stopped by the house. It was a quick visit. I complimented her on her appearance, she had lost about thirty pounds.
When she left she gave us both a kiss and hug.
Amy was concerned about her weight. She told her it was a good thing she didn't live here, she'd ride her ass like a Shetland pony about it.
Ce just giggled and said "Ooh, we should have tried that when we were younger."
This caught me by surprise. I blushed, which set them off into peals of laughter.
The next spring I found them again on the sofa.
"Hi CeCe, here to see your daughter?"
"Yes and no. I'm going to see her, and I'm thinking about moving here. Nobody knows me at home anymore, I hated Florida, and this is where my good memories are. Amy is going to help me look at condos. Okay?"
She was defensive and aggressive at the same time.
I looked at Amy and said in a stern voice, "I forbid you to go!"
Amy got angry.
"Who are you to tell me what I can do with my friends?"
"Well, I'm you're husband for one thing. And you're not fourteen, you can go anywhere you want within reason. It was an idiotic question, it deserved an idiotic answer. Call Flower, doesn't she do real estate? I'm sure she could use the business."
They looked at me like I was crazy before they started smiling.
"Has he always been such an asshole?" snorted CeCe."
"No, but he's gotten better at it as he's aged."
They both got up, gave me a big kiss, and called Flower.
One month later she was the proud owner of a three bedroom condo ten minutes away. It was just once a twice a month for awhile, but soon she was almost always there. or Amy was at her condo. We started spending Friday evenings together. A meal, a movie, something light.
The only bad episode happened one night when we were at the house, drinking wine and talking. She said something that led Amy to pull out some old photo albums. They sat on the couch side by side, looking at the photos and remembering.
One of the photos triggered something in Amy and she got really quiet. Ce noticed it and put her arm over her shoulder and hugged her.
"What's wrong, honey?"
Amy exploded.
"YOU LEFT US! WE LOVED YOU AND YOU LEFT US! YOU LEFT US! YOU LEFT ME! HOW COULD YOU BE SO CRUEL, SO COLD. WE LOVED YOU."
She pushed her away and curled up on the end of the couch, sobbing like it just happened. CeCe started crying and kept saying "I'm sorry" over and over.
I gathered Amy in my arms and carried her to the bedroom. Ce said something about leaving. I had a one word answer.
"STAY!"
I hugged her, petted her, whispered my love to her. When she calmed I gave her a sleeping pill she had for bad days, and tucked her in.
CeCe was still crying. I sat down, put my arm around her and let her cry for awhile. When the snuffling started dying down she thanked me for understanding and started to leave. I stopped her.
"Ce, if you love her, you have to stay, you need to be here when she wakes up. If you don't she'll see it as you leaving her again. If you want to keep a relationship with her, stay. If you leave tonight, don't come back."
It took her awhile to understand, but finally said she would go home and get a gown and clothes for tomorrow.
"NO, don't go. She may wake again soon. Stay."
"But I don't have anything to sleep in."
"Sleep in your underwear, sleep nude. We've both seen it before, it can't look that much different. Please. I don't really know why, but it's important."
So she stayed. Old habits die hard, I was first up. I took a robe to CeCe, knocking lightly before I entered.
Apparently nude had been her choice for sleepwear. The covers had slipped down and her magnificent breasts were on display. Amy had stayed on her about her weight, cheering, pushing, until she had lost another forty pounds. She was almost down to her college weight. As quietly as possible I pulled the sheet up when she started smiling.
"I remember a time when you would be pulling the other way."
"So do I. The temptation is almost overpowering.
Please, put the robe on and come to the kitchen. Amy is still asleep. We can talk."
She gave a big yawn, said "Okay honey", threw the cover back and streched , casually reaching for the robe.
I smacked her ass.
"Tease". I said, fleeing to the kitchen.
I poured her coffee. She sat down, looking expectant.
"What now?"
"I don't know. What are you looking for?"
"Nothing. Everything. One way or another, I want to stay in the lives of two people I love. I'll take what I can get. What now?"
"This is what I think. Go into the bedroom and snuggle with Amy. Wake her up, slowly. Nothing sexual, surround her with love. Tell her you plan to be around for a long time. And promise her, if you ever do move on, you'll tell her, and that you will never, ever, hurt her again. I don't know if this is right, but it's what I feel."
"And just so you know, Amy will always come first. Always. I love you Ce, but you won't hurt her again. Understand?"
She nodded, hanging her head. She went into the bedroom and shut the door. Thirty minutes later I checked on them. They were hugging, crying softly. I shut the door.
Almost an hour later they came out holding hands.
"I love you" said Amy, kissing me.
"I love you" said CeCe, kissing me.
This feels familiar, I thought.
................................................
I'm not blind.
The hints, the innuendo, the flirting, I let go right by me.
The kissing, the flashes of skin, I ignored.
They were getting frustrated in their attempts to seduce me. It might have continued for months if it weren't for the purple turtles.
I still had them, couldn't make myself throw them away. I still had CeCes' ring too. I thought about them for awhile before I brought them home and showed them to Amy. She immediately hugged them and started crying.
They had been in storage for decades, bedraggled, the ribbons old and faded. Her ring was dull and needed cleaning badly.
Amy took the ring to the jewelers. She washed the turtles, replaced the ribbons. Then one night, the seduction dance ended. It wasn't a holiday, or even a weekend. It was a Thursday.
There was a note on the on the door.
"Please come to the bedroom."
They were on the bed, naked. Clutching the turtles.
"We've been trying to seduce you for months, you are so stubborn. Please love us, both of us. Let if happens. If it doesn't work we'll discuss it and still be friends. Please, I've needed both of you, I've missed you ever since I left."
Ce was on her knees on the bed, practically begging. Amy joined her.
"Please Jimmy, please. We both want this. We haven't touched each other yet, we won't unless you join us. But we want a symbol if you agree. Her ring is on the night stand. Put it on her, tell her you love her, and come to bed."
I didn't hesitate. I put the ring on her finger.
"I love you CeCe, always have. Is there room in there for me? One thing though, I not twenty two anymore. It might not be as good as we remember."
They both laughed. Amy handed me a little blue pill.
"I've been bad, Jimmy. I told our doctor a lie, that you were having, uh , a little trouble, you know? He gave me a three pill sample pack. I hope that lasts until Monday."
They were both tugging at my clothes. As I lay between them I smiled. Here we were, three equal sides of a perfect triangle, surrounded by a circle of love. Would we last? Who knows, but we would love each other until it ends, with all our hearts.
................................................
Well, there it is. I wrote an epilog, my wife is on me to post it, but I don't think I will. Better to let you write your own ending.
This was the longest thing I've written so far, it didn't turn out exactly the way I planned, but I hope you enjoyed it. Thanks.
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Well, you asked for it. If you have an ending, please post it. If it seems rambling and disjointed, it was intentional. I was writing from the perspective of a very old man.
.............................................
Leaning on my cane, I look down across the mountain into town. My town, my home for over sixty years. My daughters respect my privacy, waiting patiently by the car. Actually, only one is my blood daughter, Barbara Joanne, the other my step daughter Amy. They bring me once a month for a short visit. It saddens them, knowing they won't have to do it much longer.
I'm eighty three years old now, and reside at an assisted living facility in a small apartment. They bring me my meals and check on me periodically, just in case. It's nice, but it's not a home, more like a transition point. It reminds me of the name of that old British sitcom, "Waiting For God".
It won't be long now. I welcome it. My cocktail of current drugs do nothing but blunt the pain.
But it gives me peace, and time to remember.
................................................
I can still recall vividly the first night we welcomed CeCe back into our bed. Slow and tentative, exploring, touching the remembered with new appreciation. It wasn't the powerful couplings of twenty somethings, but mature love with all its' ramifications. Thanks to the pill Amy got me I made a respectable showing.
Habit of a lifetime, I was up first and made coffee. Amy of course was right behind me, and as we sat and sipped coffee, considering our new life, Ce staggered to the table.
After a second cup and everyone was cognizant, I asked the obvious.
"What now?"
Amy took the lead. CeCe was about to find out she wasn't the center of the equation anymore.
"First, we find each other again. You're not automatically moving in, CeCe. We aren't that comfortable with each other physically yet.
Emotionally, there are still some lingering issues about our breakup, especially between you and I. Jimmy can tell you I have some issues of my own that I have to deal with that have nothing to do with you. So, we talk, we talk some more, and we keep loving each other."
Another round of silence. Then CeCe had a suggestion that broke the tension.
"Can I at least buy us a bigger bed?"
Giggles and laughter, just like old times. I still had to work, so off I went, while the girls plotted out our new life. And when I got home that night, we had a new bedroom suite, that featured the biggest bed I had ever seen. At least Amy wouldn't get so hot now.
We did go slow. CeCe averaged about every other night with us for about two months before moving in permanently. The purple turtle rotation was reinstated, except now when I slept alone I did it at her condo, just for awhile, so there would be more intimacy for them. CeCe and Amy thought that it was a good idea and returned the gesture.
The only drawback was I still had to make breakfast, so I had to get up early and get them out of bed. Amy and Ce would handle dinner, and they often joined me for lunch. We still took turns doing the dishes, and as usual CeCe was always slow. Threatening to put the dirty dishes in her bed when she slept alone fixed that.
Was it all roses and happiness? No.
Amy was much more strong willed than before, and CeCe was at heart still just a spoiled little rich girl, so at first clashes could be pretty heated. CeCe got angry and stayed away for a week, and Amy refused to let her come back the week after that. I had all I could stand, brought CeCe home, sat them on the couch, and threatened to spank them like children if they didn't make up. They did, and CeCe asked if she could still have the spanking. Amy insisted she was just as bad and needed one also. THAT was an interesting makeup session.
Amy had retired from the school system and CeCe never actually worked her whole life so they started looking for things to occupy their time.
They volunteered, together and separately. Became well known around the town and college.
Barb passed away two years after we reunited, at seventy four. I was one of her pall bearers, along with two of her grandsons from her adopted daughter. She had come to terms with CeCe, never loving her like Amy but giving her guarded friendship. Our daughter and Amy rode in the family limo while CeCe and I followed.
In the will I was left "all the love she could give me" which was more precious to me than money. She gave Amy the jewelry that Joanne left her years ago, and a small amount of money to be 'spent foolishly', preferably stuffing thongs.
Barbie Jo, referred to as her 'first grand daughter' got ten percent ownership in the Ford dealership, which Barb had propelled into the largest in the southeast. The rest of her estate went to her husband Todd and her daughter.
I did get a few photos of Barb and Joanne, and Amy got the framed thong, which brought tears to our eyes and smiles to our faces.
Six moths later saw the start of the annual
"Barbara Jones Stripathon, the winner being judged by the number of thongs procured.
Amy, Barbie Jo, Jane[her adopted daughter],
Joanne, Barb's grand daughter, and CeCe hit the bars. CeCe and Jane tied at two, all the rest got one. I never asked, just kept bail money handy.
In terms of money, CeCe was loaded. Her Dad had split his estate up between his children on the advice of his attorney, to minimize tax impact. He was still alive when we got together, richer than ever.
I despised the son of a bitch, but no one could deny his ability to make money. Seeing the collapse of the domestic textile market coming, he sold his plants at a good price. Reinvesting in real estate, he made another fortune before that market collapsed. He was still buying properties at discount prices, sitting on them until the market came back.
It gave me a great deal of pleasure to see his face when CeCe was on one arm and Amy was on the other. I didn't rub it into his face too badly, but the smirk on my face told him all he didn't want to know.
The fact that I was a home town hero didn't help either. With monies from my writings and the book, Amy and I started a scholarship program at my old high school. Two years of community college, and if the grade average was kept up, two years at a regular college, preferably at Mountain State. In fact, I gave a talk once a year at the school on the importance of education and perseverance.
The school had a display case in the lobby beside the office that embarrassed me no end, it was almost a shrine. The logo was "Anything Is Possible", and it was photos of me from my yearbooks, one or two of me as a college student, a couple as a professor and dean, and a large one, right in the middle, of me standing in front of my old Sportster, wind blowing my hair and beard. Underneath was a copy of my book.
Life went on for several years, and the girls started asking me to retire. I was undecided until we got a new president. He was an up and comer, from a small religious school, and out to make a name for himself. By then everybody in our community and school knew about my home life. We didn't flaunt it, but we didn't deny it either.
Really, nobody seemed to care.
CeCes' daughter had bought one of those small scooters that were the rage at the time. Amy rode it and fell in love. Before I knew it, both girls were scooter shopping. I insisted they buy something with at least 150 ccs, something with enough power to get them out of the way. Soon they became a standard sight, zipping around like maniacs. I threatened to take them away if I heard one more story about how wild they were.
The president called one day and asked for a meeting. I thought it would be the standard meet and greet bullshit every department head goes through with a new leader.
After the standard platitudes and bullshit was out of the way he went into a direction I didn't expect.
"Tell me James[it was never Jimmy with these guys] isn't that your wife and her friend I see around town on those small motorcycles?"
"Yes sir, it is, although technically they're not motorcycles, they're scooters."
Tell me, do you think it's appropriate for someone like her, the wife of one of our most prominent deans, to travel about like that?"
"I never thought about it."
The surprise was evident in my voice.
"They're small, easy to maneuver on city streets, and very economical. Other than mass transportation, it's the perfect mode of urban transportation."
He seemed puzzled by my response.
"Really. I would have thought with your position you would insist in a bit more decorum."
Anger was rising. "Where are we going with this. Is she riding around naked? Hurt anybody? Damaged property? She's a grown woman and doesn't need direction from me. Do you control your wife totally? Cut to the chase here, what's on your mind?"
That was kind of a cheap shot, I knew he was recently divorced, and his wife was very vocal about the reasons. He was, according to her, a control junkie, and felt women should be totally subservient to men, with no opinions and thoughts of their own. He was a prude, a lousy lover, and an idiot, and those were the kind words.
He colored at the reference to his wife.
"Yes, you should control your wife. And the rumors you're living in sin with another woman in the same house as your wife is that true? Not a very good example to young minds, do you think?"
"Let me clear this up for you, Mr. President, sir.
My personal living arrangements are none of your business. My life once I leave these halls is none of your business. If you have examples of damage I've done to young minds, bring them forward. I have one of the best departments in the school, or even in our system. Many enroll here just for that, check the numbers. If you don't think it suitable for me to be here, fire me. Other than that, stay the fuck out of my personal business. Are we clear here?"
I thought he might actually have a stroke. He knew he couldn't fire me without good cause, and he didn't have any. The fact that I didn't kowtow to his expectations didn't enter his mind.
"I'll invoke the morals clause! You'll be out of here so fast your head will spin. Don't you ever talk to me like that again."
I was grinning, enjoying this. He got loud so I got louder.
"Kiss my ass, you pompous little prick. Invoke the morals clause, I've got a hell of a lawyer, he lives for shit like this. I know for a fact three of your professors are openly living with students, and two more are having affairs. Kick that can of worms over, asshole. See who gets covered with shit."
"When it gets right down to it, all you can prove is that a friend for thirty years lives with us."
"Now, dickhead, are we done here?"
He couldn't make coherent sentences.
"I thought so. See you around asshole."
All right, I laid it on a little thick. The thoughts of retiring surged to the forefront, screw this shit, it was time. I went straight back to my office and started the retirement process.
When it became public knowledge it kind of hit the fan. He had left his door open, and his secretary and assorted staffers heard the whole exchange.
I got a call from the president of the college system. the big dog. I had met him several times and we got along well, except for his persistence in trying to get me to transfer to Central, his old school.
"Jimmy, is it true? Are you retiring? Think about it, we really need you. If it's just a change of venue you need, I can still get you Central."
"Thank you sir, but it's time to let the new generation come forward. I'll be pleased to stand aside and give someone a chance. We have a couple of good people here, and more scattered through the system. I'm right in the middle of writing a novel, my first, so I'll have plenty to occupy me."
There were accolades, endless rounds of goodbyes, private and public parties, and finally a formal dinner in my honor. By now the whole school was aware of the little tiff that sparked my retirement, so it was well attended. The president of the university system attended, probably to make one more attempt to get me to Central. Amy and CeCe were outraged at first, but when I reminded them they had pushed retirement for awhile now, they decided to quit while they were winning.
They had just a bit of revenge at the dinner. Clad in matching gowns, they held on to me during the socializing, and flanked me during dinner, showering me with kisses and romantic gestures.
During my speech I thanked my mentors past and present, people through the years who had helped me be a better educator. I got one last dig in.
"Most of all, ladies and gentlemen, I'd like to thank my wife by law, Amy, for standing by me all these years, guiding with her love and wisdom, and my wife in spirit, Cecelia Morgan, for her contribution in making me the man I am today. I love them dearly."
"Ladies and gentlemen, be aware I'll miss you all. It has been my sincere honor to count you as friends."
Almost overcome by emotion, I left the podium and returned to my seat, to be wrapped in two sets of loving arms. As I wiped my eyes I noticed the school president staring. He looked like he had just swallowed a pint of green persimmons.
The system president talked with me as everyone was leaving.
"Well, Jimmy, you sure know how to go out with a bang. This place is going to miss you more than they realize. And if you decide to come out of retirement, call me. Central could always use a good man."
He kissed the girls on the cheek, told them to take it easy on me, being an old retired man now, shook once more and left.
With time on my hands I joined the girls in their charity work, focusing on the university. Being semi-famous can be a help sometimes.
One thing special to us was Amys' House. We had moved to CeCe's townhouse, a mutual decision made for convenience. Our house was out in the county, and I no longer had enthusiasm for yard work.
It had four bedrooms, more than we ever needed.
We did a little remodeling, adding a bathroom and a few cosmetic changes, got the zoning waiver, and opened it to four girls on partial scholarship or in financial need, absolutely free. Amy remembered well what that was like. She became a surrogate mother, going over several times a week to cook breakfast and check on them. She kept the pantry and refrigerator stocked. Not to be outdone, CeCe developed a habit of hosting Thursday night pizza parties reviewing grades and rewarding them with weekly 'allowances'. Most of the girls loved them madly. So far, thirty two girls have lived in the house.
At the urging of both girls, I took my poem "Song of the Purple Turtles' and expanded it into a romantic novel. Yes, it was extremely autobiographical, and took three years to write. I didn't ask for permission for what I wrote, but made sure they reviewed it and got their input.
Both got upset at different passages but approved of the end product. The editor that had so brilliantly put together my compilation had moved on to a major publisher and had made me promise if I ever did a novel or wanted another compilation done to give him a call.
I sent him the manuscript. He remembered how little I cared to travel from my last book, so he came down to see me with contract in hand. On his advice I had my lawyer look it over and got an agent. After a bit more editing and polish it was released. It was very, very successful. They wanted a multi-book deal, but I wasn't sure I had another in me, so I declined.
CeCe and Amy designed the jacket and I insisted it be used or I wouldn't sign the contract.
It was a painting of Amy and I at the New Years Eve party so many years ago, done on the newspaper photo. The only alteration was CeCe being portrayed prominently in the background.
When the movie rights were sold, I negotiated a deal to overview the script, scared to death it would be reduced to a sex romp. We all went to Hollywood for four months. The girls loved the beaches, the shopping, and the inevitable parties for awhile, but soon longed to get back to reality. They actually left a month before I did, it was a miserable time for all of us. I flew home every weekend.
The script writer was very good, and the director, an up and coming woman, treated the book with the respect it deserved. After seeing a few scenes in the editing room, I went home satisfied. It didn't win any awards, but made a lot of money.
A side effect I didn't expect was the notoriety generated by the book. I was glad then that the townhouse was in a gated community. It settled down before long, in this day and age you don't get fifteen minutes of fame anymore, more like fifteen seconds.
While they loved the scooters, neither wanted a motorcycle. I had hung on to the old Sporster all this years. I almost sold it several times but Amy would throw a fit every time I mentioned it.
I had the engine rebuilt twice, but eventually old bones couldn't take the rigid frame.
We bought a series of bikes, each getting bigger and more padded. When CeCe came home we had an Ultraglide, a really nice ride.
It got complicated because they both wanted to ride. I would end up taking the same trip twice.
They did some research and solved the problem. I came home one day and couldn't get in the garage because a brand new bike sat there, complete with sidecar. Both girls were watching through the window, and when I fired it up they came running out with helments on, tossing me mine. It took a little getting used to, but soon it was a common sight to see us around town, Amy riding behind and Ce in the side car.
Just after the book came out we added a new title to our resume, bar owners. The Black Dog had gone through three owners, each successively worse.
When the current owner ran afoul of the IRS, he put it up for sale to stay out of jail. We got it for a song, and did a complete remodel, trying to hold onto the integrity of a neighborhood pub.
Todd had retired from the police force and was bored, so we talked him into managing it. Many of the old regulars had stopped coming because of the mismanagement, but returned in force once the word got out.
It was so successful we bought one near the campus and named it The Black Puppy, aiming for the college crowd. It was a smash.
We puttered along for years, happy in our love for each other. At seventy, after the second and last of my novels came out, I was asked to give a commencement speech. After it was over we found ourselves surrounded by family and friends. Many were former residents of Amys' House, some were great nieces and nephews, one grandson of ours, and two grandsons of CeCe. I don't think we ever bothered to count the number of children we sponsored, but every dime was well spent.
We were slowing down. It was a fact of life, but CeCe didn't care for it. Amy would laugh at her over every new cream and lotion she bought, but I noticed she used them also.
Amy slipped on the ice one winter and twisted her knee badly. She wore an air splint for two months and did physical therapy for three, but never gained back the full mobility she wanted.
When she was told a little surgery would relieve a lot of the pain and help with her mobility she decided to have it done. It was outpatient work, thirty minutes under the knife, six hours of rest and observation, and home to recuperate.
It was so routine she told me not to come, CeCe could handle transportation. But I had nothing better to do, so we took her, sat through the procedure, and waited for her in recovery. I was handling the paperwork, while CeCe got her ready to be discharged, when I heard the scream. I knew something was wrong.
Amy had revived, was checked over and cleared for release. we were instructed to make her take it easy for a few weeks before starting therapy.



CeCe was helping her with her shoes and Amy was chatting happily, accusing her of using it to look up her skirt. She said, "you know it babe" and giggled. Amy was about to answer when the smile left her face and she collapsed back on the bed. When she didn't revive she screamed.
It was a blood clot. when it broke loose it went right to her heart. They said it was almost instantaneous and she felt no pain. But we did.
Horrible, searing, soul shaking pain. We cried for days. Our children handled everything. We said a private goodbye before the funeral, following her last requests. Her purple turtle was placed in the casket. The ring I had made was given to me, with a letter she had written.
It took four attempts to get through the letter.
It was pure Amy.
"My loves, if you're reading this it means I beat at least one of you to the finish line. Don't worry, I'll be there waiting. Mourn me, but live! Our children and the next generations will need your love, compassion and support.
If both of you survive me I need a few promises.
Jimmy, marry CeCe as soon as it is decent to do so. That way we can truly be co-wives. You already know I wanted the turtle in my coffin, something I can hold onto while I wait. Take my ring, CeCe knows what I want done.
Now, carry on our love to whoever needs it most. And stop by and visit. I'll want to hear your voices now and then. I'll be waiting for you.
All my love
Amy."
We survived. We cried, Poured ourselves into our charities and each other. Nine months later we married in a small, private ceremony. CeCe's daughter, named Amy, and my daughter Barbara Joanne were our witnesses.
Five years later Ce passed. Always a big woman, the years of carrying extra weight took their toll, and her heart finally gave out. Her purple turtle kept her company until I could join them.
A year later I slipped and broke a hip, and couldn't care for myself. Instead of being a burden to my family I moved into the assisted living apartment.
My kids, and the few old friends I had left visited often. When it was discovered I was a rich, two time widower, and a best selling author.
the ladies of the community made sure I had companionship. I could hear the girls laughing.
..............................................
So I sit, lost in the drugs and the memories.
It's going to end soon, I can feel it, both in my body and the attention I'm getting from the care givers. I'm glad, I really, really miss my girls.
................................................
It was a big turnout for an old fart nobody remembered. Cloudy, cool, but not uncomfortable.
Mountain View, set in a saddle high on a mountain, looked down on the small college town.
Children, grand children, great grandchildren, even two great grand children, milled about in front of the plot, remembering.
It was actually two double plots, bought years ago by the girls. Only three were buried, widely spaced. Amy got hot when she was crowded. The biggest stone in the cemetery stood guard. It was an object of curiousity to those who visited.
It was a large triangle, rising high. At the top were the letters C, inset with an A, and a J dangling from the crossbar of the A inside a triangle surrounded by a circle. It was based on a tattoo the ones resting under it wore with pride and affection. In the right corner was the inscription, underneath the carved image of a turtle with a white ribbon:
"Cecelia Morgan Wilson, loving wife of Amy and James."
In the center, underneath the same carving of a turtle with the exception that the ribbon was yellow, was the inscription:
"Amy Johnson Wilson, loving wife of Cecelia and James"
On the left, underneath the carved image of a motorcycle was the inscription:
"James 'Looney" Wilson, loving husband of Amy and Cecelia."
He was buried, per instructions, with two identical rings in his right hand.
.............................................
"About time you got here!"
"Hush Ce. You were always so impatient. Did you bring the rings, Honey?"
"In my hand, my loves, waiting for your fingers."
"Good, put them on us."
"CE, stop crowding me, you know how hot I get."
Three sets of "I love you honeys" and they snuggled down to their well deserved rest.
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When I first discovered this site I sampled as many authors as I could. One of the most memorable stories I ever read was "Scenes From A Marriage" by Ohio. No sex, no violence, just pain from a marriage crumbling into ruin due to a cheating wife. Read it if you haven't already.
This is my version of the discovery of an affair, and the aftermath, including the 'revenge'
of the wronged husband.
This is for you, Ohio.
.............................................
She was home by 9:30.
She was always home by that time on Thursday, sometimes a little earlier. Couldn't be too careful.
It was always 10:15 on the dot when he came home from his lodge meeting. You could set a clock by it. Her father got him into it, he only went along with it to please them both. But, after he joined, he found he enjoyed the civic service aspect. He was so good at organizing fundraisers and social events that he was nominated and elected to the board of governors. As chairman of the Scholarship Committee, he worked long and hard to raise support and garner money for the project. Thanks to his efforts they were able to fund two community college scholarships a year for deserving young people.
She made sure she was clean and presentable when he got home. Sometimes she would be in bed, but often she would wait up and they would talk about the day, how the scholarship fund was progressing, the mundane things people who were married chatted about before bed. Sometimes they made love, but usually just snuggled until they slept.
The first glimmer things could be wrong came when she pulled into the driveway. She couldn't get into the garage, his car was parked at an angle blocking both doors. A feeling of unease gripped her as she got out. He had talked to her just moments before and she had told him she was at home.
Damn, she loved this house. A firm believer in apartment living, she had let him talk her into this place when the lease was up for renewal.
It was a fairly new three bedroom house, on a small lot. The selling point was the porch, wrapping completely around the house. There was a swing under the ceiling fans up front. They would often sit under them, swinging slightly, enjoying the warm summer nights.
She was sharp enough to know what he was up to. This was a family house. In her mind she could even see the swing set and kiddie pool in the enclosed backyard.
One of the happiest moments in her life up to then happened last month, while they were putting in a new flower bed. She threw a little potting soil at him to get his attention.
"Hey you."
"Hey yourself. Did I miss a spot?"
"No. I just needed to tell you I'm ready."
"No you're not. We haven't put the fertilizer or lime down yet. We have to mix it in before we plant."
"Not that ready. Ready to have a baby ready."
It's a good thing flower beds are soft, she thought, as he dove on her and pressed her down.
The lovemaking afterwards was slow, gentle, more in line with swapping souls instead of bodily fluids. She had never felt so loved. Most surprising were the tears he shed. He was always so calm, so in control.
She stepped on the porch, heading for the front door, trying to be as quiet as possible.
"Hi, Les."
She jumped. He was sitting in the swing. The porch light wasn't on and she hadn't noticed him.
"Jesus, Kenny. You scared me. Come on, let's go inside."
"No, come sit by me for awhile. Let's enjoy the breeze for a few minutes."
He patted the space beside him on the swing.
"Where were you? You said you were here, but you weren't when I got home."
She shifted uncomfortably on the swing.
"Oh, I wasn't sleepy. I remembered I was almost out of gas and didn't want to try to get it in the morning, so I ran down to the corner market."
The car only had a quarter tank, she hoped he didn't check it.
He reached out and held her hand.
"Really? I could have sworn you just returned from the Hideaway Motel over on Fifth. Room 69, kind of funny, huh? That is the room, isn't it? Jerry is kind of superstitious about things like that. Isn't this where you usually meet every
Thursday from 6:30 until 9:00?"
She gasped and tried to pull her hand back, but he had a firm grip and wouldn't let go.
"Relax, Les. I'm not going to hurt you. But I want you to promise to listen without interruption. I promise it will be your turn to speak and me to listen when we're done. Will you do that for me? Good."
She was hunched over, drawing up into a little ball, snuffling audibly. He resumed talking in a quiet, toneless voice.
"When I first found out, I refused to believe it. One of your friends saw you, and no, I don't know which one, she sent me an email from a public account."
"At first, I ignored it. But the seed had been planted, and it sprouted, gripping crevices in my brain until I finally had to get rid of it by disproving it. So I checked."
"I had a friend watch the house for me. Do you have any idea how revolting it is to ask some one to do that? Especially when he's a friend to both of us."
"This favor may have ended my friendship with him. It was terrible watching him fight his emotions as he gave me the rundown. He even had
photos of you and him going into and coming out of the motel room, including the hello and goodbye kisses. Just lucky for us he doesn't know who the man was. He tends to avoid me now, I think the pain he saw that day in my face is what he sees now every time he looks at me."
Small sobs were escaping. She tried to speak but he put his fingers gently to her lips.
"Hush now, you promised to listen first."
He held his fingers to her until he felt a small nod.
"Good. I'll try not to take too much longer."
The porch light wasn't on, the only illumination to the scene was what light slipped through the living room drapes. Even though he continued to speak in a calm, even tone, his face was a mask of pain and anguish. But in the darkness she couldn't see it.
"When he showed me the pictures, I swear the sound of my heart breaking almost deafened me. Literally, my ears were ringing. But as I thought about it, I felt I needed to know why. Why could you two do this to us?
For the first time his calm broke, and a shuddering sob slipped out. He breathed deeply for a minute, fighting for control.
"Your own sister, Leslie, how could you. When your mom died she stepped in and practically raised you. You have to know, at fifteen the last thing she would want was the responsibility of a nine year old. But she stepped up. Missed dates, dances, school activities so she could be available for you. Your Dad told me one year money was so tight that she gave up Christmas so you could have something under the tree. She loved you more like a daughter than a sister. You know she will eventually find out."
"Even though she deserves the truth, I'll never tell her. I love her too much to inflict such pain. Maybe she can forgive Jerry, she's the best woman I know. But forgiving you, Les, I don't know if even her heart is that big."
Tears were rolling down her cheeks, gaining in speed and volume as she realized for the first time the repercussions of her acts. She remembered the thrill, the smugness of knowing a secret, of getting away with something. It seemed so childish to her now.
Her mind was already seeking ways of damage control, hoping desperately she could fix this. How could she have been so stupid? But deep down she knew he loved her so much he would forgive her anything.That was her anchor, her rationalization that even if she was caught he would never leave her. For the first time, doubts crept in.
"I had to know, Les. Why? It was consuming me. So I bugged your purse."
"Remember that spiffy little flashlight I bought for you? It was also a voice activated recorder. Amazing what you can find on the net these days."
"You know what amazed me? There didn't seem to be any spark between you. It was like, we're here, let's fuck so we can get home to our families."
"He even referred to it once as 'knocking off a quick piece', and you were giggling and agreeing.
If it meant so little to both of you, why did you do it?"
"Oddly though, that gave me hope. If it meant so little then maybe it was going to end soon. Had that happened, I would have took my knowledge of your affair to the grave."
"I had a plan. I was going to change my habits, make it hard for you to keep your meetings. My thinking was that if it meant so little and I was making it difficult to get together, throw just enough hints to scare you, you two would just give up."
"I even removed the recorder from your purse. But then I did something stupid. I listened to it. Want to know why I cried when you said you were ready to have our baby? It was because of that and to me, it meant you affair had run its' course."
He stopped, talked out for a bit. He held her hand and rocked for a bit, shushing her when she tried to speak, reminding her she would get her chance later. After a bit he started again.
"Then I listened to that damn tape. That was your undoing, Les."
"I heard you tell him that this was the last time.
When he said 'forever?' I swear I heard angels.
But it was demons, gnashing their teeth in glee."
"If you can't remember your answer I've still got the tape."
He hit the button on the tape, and she heard her world end by her own words.
"Of course not, Jerry. Just long enough to get pregnant. I love him, and I want to be sure it's his. Two weeks after the doctor confirms I'm preggers, you'll be back in the saddle. We may have to meet more often, all my friends say being pregnant makes you horny all the time. Just be glad Kenny will be there to take up the slack."
Even in the dark Kenny could see the paleness in her face. Rapid, shallow breathing indicated the start of hyperventilation. He waited until her breathing returned to normal.
"You have no idea what went through my head, Les. Ugly things, things so vicious and vile I'm ashamed they occurred to me. I was going to destroy you. maybe kill Jerry. A slow miserable, torturous death."
"Finally I calmed down and thought it through rationally. I've been considering what to do for the last two weeks. It took me a while but I came up with the perfect revenge. I bet you're dying to know, aren't you Les?"
She was terrified.
"Well, honey, here it is. It was so simple I don't know why it didn't occur to me earlier."
"You don't get to love me anymore. It will never again be Kenny and Les. From now on it's just Kenny, just Leslie. We are no longer one."
"We'll never have children. The two girls I wanted because I thought there should be more like you in the world will never be. The little boy with your grace and my size? He will never exist."
"We'll never go to Lamaze class together, I'll never rub your tummy with lotion to minimize your stretch marks, I'll never hold your hand and cut the cord in the birthing room. The childhood illness, seeing them off to kindergarten, middle school, high school graduation, college, will never happen."
"No birds and bees talks, no celebrating sports triumphs, consoling them when they lose, no driving lessons. No losing sleep when they first start dating. No grandchildren."
"When your hands tremble so bad you can't cut the cake celebrating your golden anniversary it won't be mine helping you steady. You'll never get to grieve me nor I you when one of us finally passes."
"This house we both love so much? I rescinded the offer to buy. We'll never own it together. It will never hold another memory of us."
Finally his tears came.
"You killed us, Les, just as sure as if you put a gun to our heads and pulled the trigger. I've thought about it a lot. I'm tired of thinking, tired of crying, tired of feeling lost and alone.
There has to be a good woman out there looking for a guy whose only talent is loving her completely, knowing his love and trust will never be betrayed."
"Not next week, not next month, but soon, Les, soon I'll start looking."
"She has to be out there somewhere."
He let go of her hand and stood, absently brushing his pants.
"I'm going now Les. I've already took what I wanted. It was very little, I wanted nothing to remind me of you. I didn't take one picture of you, or of us together. I've got enough mental images to last me the rest of my life."
He walked to the end of the porch and turned.
"I hope you find someone, Les. Remember this when you do. I'm not leaving town or changing jobs, so we'll see each other from time to time. Please don't embarrass us by trying to talk. I'll walk away. Quietly if I can, loud and rudely if I have to."
"One more thing and I'll go. It's up to you to tell your family. You made the mess, clean it up anyway you want, as long as you don't make me the bad guy. Just say we couldn't make it work and I'll back you."
"Oh, I forgot. One more thing. Tell Jerry to stay away from me. If I'm at a bar, or restaurant, or any public place and he sees me he should leave. I would never physically hurt you, but he deserves nothing and honestly, I don't know if I would even want to control my anger."
He was about to get in his car when the shock started to wear off. Running to him, she grabbed his arm.
"Wait, please wait. You told me I could talk when you were done. Please sit back down. Let me explain, beg if I need to. I swear I'll never touch another ever again."
He gently removed her arm.
"Les, never, and I mean NEVER, touch me again. I just did something I swore I would never do to you. I lied. I don't want to talk to you, don't want to hear you explanation or justification, don't want to hear your promises. We're done, Les. You don't know how sorry I am."
He never said another word, just got into his car and left. She sat on the front steps, crying uncontrollably as he pulled away.
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A short letter to my readers.
First, I need to apologize. Real life got in the way of this story. First my wife had a life threatening accident. Then a sibling collapsed and was on a death watch for a while. He's better now, but not out of the woods yet. Then my wife had another accident, not life threatening but very painful. Happily, she's on the road to a full recovery.
And the dog ate my homework.
Seriously, when you spend as much time in emergency rooms and intensive care unit waiting rooms as I did, you think about a lot of things. I started writing as a goof, telling my wife I could do a better story than some I had read. She urged me to go ahead, I might like it. And I did. The better part is still up for debate.
I don't have a laptop, so as I sat in those rooms I wrote in spiral bound notebooks. I bought three seventy page single notebooks, thinking that would last. I filled thirteen.
"I Thought She Made You Up" consumed six of the notebooks. Three more stories took the rest, but I'm not posting them until I finish this series.
Looking over the way I had finished this story, I found it lacking. Justice was not done to Wiley, and he's such a complex character I didn't want to short change him. I threw every thing out and started over. Starting with this installment, look for another chapter every four to seven days until I'm done, and I envision at least three more if I get the continuity right. Go back and read the first two, its been a while.
I changed categories, the poor boy is nowhere near ready for marriage, so I'll give you the details of his romance. Not much romance in this one, but I'll get to it.
Once again, thanks for reading and especially your comments and votes.
QHML1
.......................................
I did something I never do.
I turned off the radio, disconnected the Ipod, and listened to the sound of silence.
Music was and is my life. We all have a personal soundtrack to our lives. We're almost always within listening distance of a radio, CD, Ipod, some guy in the park with a slightly out of tune guitar, or a live band.
A song will start playing and you think, "That's what was playing at my sisters' wedding, my uncles' funeral, while I lost my virginity, or when she dumped me, when I found out I was going to be a father, etc." Music and memories are so intertwined we take them for granted. We don't have to watch, or read, or focus on anything. All we have to do is let the music wash over us.
And just this minute, I wanted to be one of the unwashed masses.
I didn't want to remember any song that would remind me of Sandy's betrayal. Too much respect for the music.
.......................................
I learned how women could betray you at an early age, and my mother taught the lesson.
I was thirteen, had been playing the guitar for two years, and had a habit of sneaking into my parents' room when they weren't around to listen to their records. They had a killer stereo, and excellent headphones. I would kick off my shoes, pick the albums, load the turntable and lie back. I would carefully straighten the bed and put everything back exactly, but I think they knew.
It was a Saturday morning in June. I was listening to the Beatles, "In My Life", off the Rubber Soul album I think, when my grandmother burst into the room, yelling at the top of her lungs.She had been calling for me but I didn't hear her because of the headphones. She was crying.
I knew something was wrong. She was a strong woman, the only time I saw her cry was when my grandfather died, so I scrambled up.
"Wiley, why didn't you answer the phone? Never mind, come with me right now."
"Gram what's wrong? Why are you crying? Is something wrong with Dad?"
I assumed it was my dad. He worked in a factory with a lot of machinery and was always talking about someone getting careless and being injured. My Mom stayed at home, so he worked a lot of Saturdays for the overtime. It was worth it to him so Mom could stay home with my little brother Chip. He was four, and the plan was for her to return to work when he entered school.
"No, child. It's your Mom, she and Chip were in an accident. I don't know all the details, but your Dad wants you at the hospital."
Dad was already there when we got there. I could see the tracks of tears but he was composed by then.
"How's Mom? How's Chip?" Gram and I pretty much said in unison.
He looked me in the eye. I had always admired his directness, but not today. He took me by my hand, something he almost never did. I never knew if it was shyness or upbringing, but he didn't touch much. Mom had to virtually sit on his lap to get attention. There was no doubt he loved us, he told us often.
"Son, you're mother is dying. They were hit over by the high school, a big rig lost his brakes on Simpson Hill and ran through the red light. You need to go in and see her now. She's unconscious, but maybe she'll hear you say goodbye."
I pretty much went into shock. Gram led me in. You almost couldn't recognize her with the bandages and tubes. She was on a ventilator, the machine keeping her alive. I held her hand and talked to her. To this day I don't remember what I said but it had Gram crying pretty hard. As soon as I left they turned the machines off, She just simply stopped breathing. They only left her as long as they did at my fathers' insistence.
Outside the room I saw my father talking to a doctor. He had him by the arm and wouldn't let go.
"If he needs blood my family will give it. Tell us what to do."
Chip was in a bad way. He had lost a lot of blood, and was still losing it as fast as they pumped it in him. they were running low, something about having a rare blood type, AB something.
The doctor agreed to take our blood if the types matched.
"Of course they'll match, we're his blood kin. and no, I don't remember our blood types."
He arranged for a quick test. A very odd expression was on his face when he came back.
"I'm sorry, none of you are a match. We've contacted the Red Cross and we're giving him plasma to hold him over. We're doing all we can, don't give up hope."
My Dad jumped up, indignant.
"That's not possible, one of us has to be a match. We're all related by blood. There has to be a mistake."
I understood later the doctor was trying to be diplomatic. He suggested Dad come back to the office so they could go over the typing. He agreed and got almost to the door when he realized what the doctor was trying to tell him. He went to his knees. Remembering the wail he let out makes my hair bristle even now.
He stayed on his knees sobbing for two or three minutes while two nurses and the doctor tried to get him inside the office. Shaking them off like flies, he rose slowly and looked them in the eye.
"He's still my son. What can you do?"
They assured him they were doing all they could and rushed back to the intensive care unit.
I was fourteen and found out my mother was dead and my brother may be dying. I was on emotional overload so none of what I witnessed made any sense until later.
Chip didn't recover, but he did last three weeks. I spent every minute they would let me with him. I brought my guitar and sang to him. I brought the ukelele I had given to him and put it on his bed. Through sheer determination, he had learned the notes to Twinkle Twinkle Little Star, and for about a month he would serenade Mom and Dad, while I backed him on guitar. I told him we would be in a band some day and be rich and famous. But, he never regained consciousness.
I would be at the hospital for hours. I would stay with Chip until I couldn't take it, then roam the halls. The nurses kind of adopted me, and one day they did something that altered my life. One of the older nurses heard me play, and asked if I had time to play for some of the other kids.
Those that could would gather in a common room, and I would play kids songs, funny songs, anything to make them forget they were sick. We made some silly songs up. I would read to the younger ones when I was tired of playing.
Some of the children were being treated for cancer, and a bald head or two was not uncommon. One girl, about eleven, became close to me. I wrote her a little song about a girl who was so pretty she didn't need hair. Just before Chip died she became so weak she couldn't come to the common room so I would go to her room and sing her a song or two every day.
I would stop outside the door and ask permission to enter Kara's Castle, introducing myself as a lowly minstrel passing through and would play for a meal. Our meal was two Hershey's dark chocolate kisses. just about the only candy she was allowed, and then only two pieces. So when I sang her a few songs, we would share the candy like it was a feast. I would bow to her and promise to be back when I was hungry.
Chip held out as long as his broken body allowed. Every day I would say "See you tomorrow", glance around to see if anyone was watching, and kiss his forehead. I guess it was a blessing he passed in the middle of the night. Gram and Dad handled the nights while I would stay during the day.
My Dad spent every minute he didn't have to work at his bedside. Gram spent as much time consoling Dad as she did watching Chip. He was buried beside my Mom.
We were devastated. Gram gave up her house and moved in with us, saying we needed a woman's touch. Dad became even quieter than before the accident. Gram filled the void left by my mother for me, but Dad remained lost, and I feared he would never fully return.
I was always independent minded even as a child, and spent more time with my Mom. When Chip came along he was overjoyed. As soon as he was able to walk he followed Dad everywhere. If you wanted Chip, see where Dad was at. That's how he got his nickname. Everyone said he was a chip off the old block.
It was a pretty bleak summer.
When school started I gradually came out of my funk. Everything was going pretty good until about three weeks into my freshman biology class we began to examine genetics. The teacher did a class on blood types when the partially heard exchanges between my Dad and the doctors jelled in my head. I knew then Dad wasn't Chips' biological father. I became so ill Gram had to pick me up.
When we got home I told her why I had become ill. She hugged me gently and told me one day I would understand that life as an adult could be hard and confusing at times.
It seemed simple to me. You met someone. Fell in love. Spent the rest of your life together. Death do us part and all that. Apparently nothing is so cut and dried in the real world.
.............................................
Gram told my Dad I had figured it out but he never discussed it with me. He stumbled on in a fog for almost two years.
All those years he told me how dangerous the machinery he worked with was came home to bite him. He slipped and was pulled into a machine, getting lacerations and a broken arm. He healed, but his arm required therapy.
His therapist was named Dorothy, but preferred Dottie. This woman alone restored my faith in females. She was a couple years older than my Dad, and they connected at once. I think it was because of her I went into physical therapy.
She was divorced. Health problems when she was younger made her unable to bear children. Her husband left shortly after. She told me once she had given up on love until she met Dad. They were married seven months after meeting.
Over the years I've looked at Dottie and understood why there were so many mean spirited in the world. God had accidentally given Dottie the love capacity of ten people. I never met a sweeter woman.
We started out slowly. Dottie had never been exposed to teen age boys and I had never had a stepmother. Enough time had gone by that I knew she wasn't a replacement for my mother, so I looked at her as a new experience with no baggage.
I wasn't cold to her, and we gradually warmed to each other. Her vast capacity to love found a willing recipient in a lonely teenage boy.
I never realized what I meant to her until one day about six months after she had moved in. My friends came by and wanted me to go to the mall. I still had about a month to go until I was sixteen and couldn't drive.
"Let me ask my Mom if I can go." I yelled to them. Turning around I saw Dottie looking at me with an odd expression.
I had never called her Mom before, even though I had been thinking in those terms for about a month.
"What about it, Mom? Can I go?"
She put her hands up to her mouth, burst into tears, and ran into the bedroom, slamming the door. I was freaked out.
Dad found me on the couch thirty minutes later. One look and he knew something was wrong.
"What's the matter?"
"It's Dottie, Dad. I said something and she started crying and ran into the bedroom. I don't know what I did to hurt her, honest."
He knocked on the door.
"Dottie, what's wrong hon? Did Wiley hurt your feelings?"
The door flew open and he was dragged into the bedroom. She was still crying, and it upset him.
"I'm gonna have a long talk to that boy, straighten him up, I promise."
She finally found her voice.
"YOU WILL NOT! He didn't say anything mean. He did something I thought no one would ever do. He called me MOM. He thinks of me as a mother. His mother. I never thought it would happen to me. I'm so happy I can't stop crying."
My father grinned, his life was just about perfect now. He looked at Dottie with pure love.
"Dottie, when you calm down, you better talk to your son. He thinks you're upset with him. He's sitting on the couch badly confused."
She immediately jumped up and ran into the living room and nearly suffocated me with her hug.
"I love you, honey, So much."
When I finally got her to let me breathe I made another error that sent her back into the bedroom.
"Geez, Mom. I love you too. What's the big deal?"
Dad just grinned at me and told me to get my ass in the truck. I was still confused when he dropped me off at the mall and gave me thirty bucks. If I didn't find my friends I was to call him to be picked up.
"I need to spend a little private time with your mother, and don't worry. You did a very good thing today."
When I got home there was a huge chocolate cake on the table. We destroyed it.
When I was seventeen and playing in bands for money, I scraped together enough to get Dottie a ring for Mothers Day. It had her birthstone, my birthstone, and Dads' birthstone in it. She treated it with the same reverence as her wedding ring.
..........................................
When I got back to town I was pretty ill tempered for awhile. In fact, I was a first class asshole.
I went back to my old ways. Screwing every woman I could get my hands on, except the married ones. Probably did a few of those too, they were just smart enough to take their rings off. It made things a little tense in the band.
We were about to fall apart anyway. Two guys were catching grief from the wives about the time they spent away from the family. Another was starting to miss practices and even missed a job. We had backup material and arrangements for four instead of five, but the contract called for five, and we had to take 20% less. It didn't hurt the ones who showed financially but it did damage our credibility. If you got the reputation of not delivering what you promised, you got fewer jobs. Normally, when things happened and one of us couldn't make it, we all knew enough guys floating around between bands or in semi retirement to fill the void.
It had been seven weeks since Sandy, and we hadn't been booked into Scooters', the club where Sandy had worked and Sammi still did work, so I hadn't been there.
One night we were playing at a place across town, and had just started a break when Sammi walked in. Walked isn't an adequate word. Strutted would be more apt. Instead of her trademark shorts, she had on a short clingy black dress that hugged her curves and exposed her long, sexy legs. Every man in the place watched her glide to the table reserved for band members and friends.
She spoke to all the band members pleasantly before turning her attention to me.
"HI, Wiley. Long time no see."
She leaned over and gave me a deep, long, sensuous kiss. Then she slapped me so hard I felt like my goatee was knocked sideways.
"Get over it. The bitch dumped you. You're better off."
Then she handed me a napkin with her number on it in case I had 'forgotten' it, blew me a kiss, and strutted right back out.
I called her the next day. We talked but made no plans. Three days later she called to tell me she was off the next day, and what would we be doing?
We went to dinner and a movie, her choice. I didn't want to be anywhere near a dance club or a bar. It went very well. We took the Mach 1.
I think she loved that car more than she ever loved me. She used every excuse she could think of to get into it.
It was four weeks before she got me into bed. She was sensual, flexible, firm. I don't think she had an ounce of fat on her. Her breasts were proportional to her body, but they were the firmest I had ever felt. And her nipples, long and slender and very sensitive. I learned quickly if she was stressed or irritated at me or anything all I had to do was get a nipple in my mouth and she instantly relaxed, at least for a little while.
The fact that she had done yoga for years and was double jointed, coupled with the fact I was a certified massage specialist, made for some interesting evenings. Downward facing dog met upward thrusting penis regularly.
I didn't know how ticklish she was until one night she showed up at the hotel we were playing at and joined me in my room. She had brought our toy box and I had her in light restraints. I had warmed some scented oil and was in the process of painting her whole body with a two inch paintbrush while she screamed at the top of her lungs. I swear, I thought the room was soundproof.
The night manager suggested I cease and desist or find another place to spend the night. I compromised and gagged her. She gurgled and cried, but I got her off three times with just the bristles of the brush against her clit. I think she may have even passed out at one time.
She got her revenge by bringing me to the edge four times in an hour before finally giving me release.
We slowly got comfortable with each other. While asserting her independence, she was a bit possessive and jealous about me. We had to compromise. We realized both our professions were prone to casual liaisons, and not to allow ourselves to be tempted. It worked, I never heard anything bad about her, and she got no negative reports about me. We were progressing nicely.
Several months went by and we grew closer. The roommate that replaced Sandy was kind of unreliable, and when the lease came up she left Sammi hanging.
"What am I gonna do, honey? No way I can afford the apartment by myself, and no one seems to want to share. I'm going to be homeless soon."
It seemed simple to me.
"Sammi, relax. Move in with me. You're here most of the time anyway, shit, most of your stuff is already here. Let's try, if it doesn't work out I won't evict you. You can take the other bedroom until you can find a place."
It took a little adjustment but we soon settled down into domestic semi-bliss. She didn't like it when we had to travel for the weekend, and I didn't like it when her schedule kept her away from me.
I gently tried to persuade her to get a regular job and go back to school. She looked around but couldn't find anything that paid enough to quit the bar.
The band had smoothed out. We replaced the guy with attendance problems. The lead guitarist split from his wife, nothing to do with the band. We were working steadily, life was good.



........................................
When I went to college I made friends with a psychology major. I stopped in at one of the snack bars and it was crowded. There was a woman sitting at a table for two and I asked if she would mind sharing.
Dressed in tee shirt and jeans, no make up and with buzzed hair, she practically screamed BUTCH. Looking over the text book at me she shrugged. There was a hard edge to her voice.
"Sure, but don't expect anything, I'm gay."
In mock surprise I said "Really? Damn, I was already thinking of names for our kids."
It wasn't what she was expecting. She didn't know what to say for a second, then grinned.
"Sorry to break your heart. But if my girlfriend and I ever need a surrogate, I'll look you up. I'm Angie."
"Wiley," I said extended my hand and pulling it back in mock pain after we shook.
I looked at her text book.
"Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar," I quoted.
"Freud. I'm impressed."
She looked at mine.
"The knee bone connected to the thigh bone, the thigh bone connected to the hip bone...."
"Yeah, physical therapy."
We had a nice friendship. She was gay and I was a musician, go figure. She had to interview someone and create a psychological profile for a class project. She chose me.
It was a little irritating at first to have someone follow me around to watch my interactions but she soon faded to the background. She met the people I associated with and interviewed them about me. Notes and voice recordings piled up. She wouldn't let me read it when she was done, but she got an A.
I finally nagged her into sharing her findings about me. One night after she, her girlfriend, and I had consumed two bottles of wine, she opened up.
"You're an onion Wiley, an enigma hidden in a riddle surrounded by a puzzle."
"You like people, but you don't trust most you meet, including all women. You know lots of people but have very few friends."
"You keep your thoughts to yourself. Highly compartmentalized, you keep people segregated. Your school friends know nothing about your work friends, or the people you do volunteer work with, or the people you interact with through your side business, and none know anything about your family. You,re a chameleon, Wiley, different things to different people, and you get very uncomfortable when they blend. I don't think anyone will ever know the real you, including yourself."
"You're a Gemini by birth, so you're supposed to have a split personality. But damn, Wiley, there's a whole crowd in your head. It's one of the reasons I like to hang out with you. I never know who's coming to the party."
"If it's any consolation, only highly intelligent people tend to compartmentalize. Bill Clinton is the most prominent figure I know of who does compartmentalization. It's the reason he could look the American public in the eye and say he never had sex with Monica Lewinsky. In his mind, he had separated it completely from the real world definition of sexual activity."
With that speech, she passed out on the couch.
Wow.
Compartmentalized. A fancy word for fucked up.
...........................................
She was right. I didn't like anyone to know too much about me. Sammi lived with me, and she had no idea what I did when I was away from her.
She knew I bought and sold vintage guitars, but she had no idea how many I had or the volume of business I did.
She didn't know I volunteered at the hospital. I had been doing it since I was fourteen, when I had been at the hospital with Chip.
Most of all, she didn't know what I owned or what I was worth.
I owned the house I was living in out right. The man I rented from came to me after I had been there two years to tell me he was retiring and moving out of state, and putting all his holdings up for sale. I liked the house, and the neighborhood. Most of the neighbors were middle aged or older. Everyone, included the landlord, was afraid I would be having wild parties and be loud.
The fears eased when that didn't happen, and because I was around in the daytime a lot I ended up helping out some of the older neighbors with odds and ends when they needed me. A lot of them asked for advice in dealing with grandkids. I gave what advice I considered reasonable, reminding them I had no practical experience with kids.
I also owned some property with mini warehouses on it. This came about by accident but was a very nice investment.
All right, I was thirty years old and played in a band for a living. Where was the money coming from?
I actually made pretty good money playing music. After expenses I usually netted about forty five grand a year. The buying and selling guitars varies widely from year to year, as high as fifty thousand some years, as low as fifteen others. This was a cash thing, no IRS.
I got around twenty five thousand a year off the storage units after taxes and upkeep. So, I didn't look like much, but made more than a lot of middle management types.
The seed money for all this came from my mother. She had an insurance policy for both Chip and myself, 50,000 each. It was double indemnity, and had a clause that if either one of us happened to pass away at the same time, both policies went to the survivor.
The big truck that hit my Mom was from a national chain. They offered my Dad 100,000 to settle while Chip was still alive. He was in no shape to talk to them, so that offer slid. After Chip died they offered him fifty percent more. He settled for four times the original offer, after lawyer fees. Normally he wouldn't have gotten so much, but the trucking firm subbed out maintenance, so both companies were on the hook.
My money was in trust until I was twenty five, a good thing. I don't think I could have handled it at twenty one. At twenty five it was still a pretty big temptation, but I had been living on my own since I was nineteen, and had a pretty good grasp of how the real world worked. The only splurge I allowed myself was to buy a bass guitar I had always wanted. Collector item of course, a Dan Armstrong Ampeg with the clear acrylic body.
Oh, and I bought my house.
My accountant, a genius, incorporated me. Crazy Coyote, Ltd. He instilled the habit of meticulous record keeping. I had a company card I put everything on while on the road. Everything was on my laptop I carried with me everywhere, plus printed hard copies I kept in a file cabinet in my spare bedroom.
Nobody except my parents knew what I was worth.
.............................................
Things were going really well for Sammi and I. Co-habitating went smoother than I expected. There were minor clashes, I was a neat freak and her less so. She hated most of the music I played at home. Her procrastination drove me crazy. My tendency to over analyze things made her grit her teeth.
But we got used to each other, each agreeing to give in and compromise on most things.
The one thing that really got to me was her complete indifference to car maintenance. Her 2001 ugly brown Camry was held together by faith and imagination. She ran out of gas constantly because the gas gauge didn't work.
I had my mechanic check it out and his best advice was let it die a natural death. He did a patch job on most of the major problems but made no guarantees. Still, it ran much better when we got it back. I gave her a serious lecture about preventative maintenance that went in one ear and out the other.
We never fought about money. I told her not to worry about rent, I would cover it. She did insist on paying the power bill and we split the groceries. Instead of saving the extra money she had for a new car as I suggested, she updated her wardrobe.
She did find another job, mostly by accident. One of the regulars at her bar had a friend with a high end restaurant who was looking for a new hostess. It was better hours, she would be home by 10:30 instead of 3:00 a.m., and the pay was about a third more than she was making now including tips.
It was a win/win situation for both of us. Her hours were long, 10:30 until 10, but only four days a week, Wednesday through Saturday. Since my schedule usually left me free the first part of the week, it was perfect. She even scheduled some classes at the community college in hotel/restaurant management.
We had just had a lust/love filled morning. I was drained and she was full of energy, like always. She was folded up like a pretzel across me, idly rubbing my buzz cut.
"Wiley, ever think about what our kids would look like?"
"Sure. Slender, tall, beautiful, a lot like their mother. I just hope they get my brains."
She slapped at me gently. Then smiled.
"I hope they get your brains, too."
I wasn't sure, but I think a step was just taken towards marriage.
I thought about it a lot for the next few days. The decision was easy.
I made a reservation at her restaurant. I got the staff involved, and slipped in while she was distracted. Carefully placing the box on a table, I had the waitress get Sammi, saying there was a problem with the table, and could she help sort it out.
She went to the table with half the staff in tow. When she got to the table it was empty.
"What's going on?" Asked an obviously confused Sammi.
I was standing behind her, dressed in a nice suit, the first she had ever seen me in.
"The problem, my dearest Sammi, is the ring in that box is not on your finger. The problem is, when I say "Samantha Anderson, will you marry me?", you have to say "YES!", as loudly as possible. The problem is you're not sitting across the table sipping champagne, toasting the rest of our lives together."
"As hostess, isn't it up to you to fix my problem? I'm waiting."
She twirled around as I made the little speech I had rehearsed. Smothered me with kisses and hugged me tightly. Regaining her breath she stepped back and became very formal.
"Sir, it is the goal of this establishment to satisfy every customer."
She slid the ring on her finger while the waitress poured the champagne.
"Now, before we enjoy this excellent wine, isn't there a question you need to ask me?"
"Samantha Anderson, will you--"
She pulled me up from my knee and tried to suck all the air in my lungs out.
"Yes, Wiley Patterson, I believe I will."
The rest of the night was a blur of congratulations. It was one of the happiest days of my life. The only person who didn't look happy was Gary, the manager.
You know how you can sometimes look at a person and instinctively dislike them? That was me with Gary. He was tall, good looking in a slick kind of way, and the asshole had a full head of hair. I felt like he could have been a snake oil peddler in a past life.
His seemingly sour attitude made me feel even better as I raised my glass to him.
................................................
Her car finally died and she sold it for junk. She just naturally got into the Mach 1. I warned her not to get too comfortable, the car was an investment, and sooner or later I would need the money for something else. It was why I got it in the first place.
Some people are 'motorheads' and lived for their cars. In my experience, the most militant of this group are Mustang owners, followed closely by Corvette fans.
Some people are 'muscleheads', living for bodily perfection. These guys scare me more than the car people. If you replace the rims on a car and don't like them, you can switch them back. When you mess with steriods and cosmetic surgeries, it's a one way street.
Jesus freaks, alternative living advocates, nudists, career obsessionists, everyone has something that is their identifying marker, that proclaims "This is me!"
My marker of course, was music. I had at various times played in metal bands, beach bands, rock bands, blues, country, bluegrass, jazz, even celtic and zydeco groups.
I owned four basses, all vintage except for one. Five guitars, assorted keyboards, a grand piano, a Hammond B3 organ, tin whistles, two accordians, a mandolin, a five string banjo, and a ukelele. And I was proficient in all of them.
I was smart enough to know I couldn't continue with the line of work I was in. I had been doing it for thirteen years and was actually kind of tired of it. Unless you hit the big time there was very little fame or money in it.
Most singers or bands have a shelf life of about three to five years before fading into obscurity. I know, bands like the Rolling Stones, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, or singers like Paul McCartney or Willy Nelson can last decades, but they are the exception to the rule.
Song writers are a different group. You don't have to be able to sing or even play an instrument, just have the ability to string words together in a pleasing manner. As long as they remain inspired they can last for years.
To that end I had been writing songs for years. Most sucked, but some had potential. I mostly wrote to please myself, but recently considered polishing some of my best and pitching them. Even now, I keep little micro recorders in my vehicles in case something occurs to me and I can record my thoughts and expand on them later.
Most of my inspiration comes from real life, both mine and people I knew. Some actually come from the radio. I once heard an interview with Paul Williams, a terrific song writer from the seventies and eighties, where he said most of his best work came from listening to other songs and thinking he would have done it differently. That wisdom stuck with me.
I actually had a song that went to number one. Number one on the beach music charts. Beach music is a popular subculture in the Southeast, from Maryland to Florida. It grew from the need for music to dance the 'shag' to. Now, in England, shag means fuck, but in the U.S. it's a dance. A sped up version of the jitterbug and other popular dances from the nineteen forties. Originally danced to black r&b records, white bands recognized the potential and started doing records, usual remakes of the originals.
Realizing they could make more money with originals, they began writing their own material, usually a more sanitized version of the r&b numbers. Beach music fans are like country music fans, one hit and you have fans for life.
The band that had to get rid of me over the VD episode was a beach band. They were bemoaning the fact they had no original material one day when I suggested we write some. They scoffed, saying they had tried and their efforts sucked, but I was welcome to give it a shot.
I sat down and in forty five minutes had the nucleus of their first hit. I thought the inane dribble about blonds and fun, sands and tans, and love so sweet on a moonlit beach was pure horseshit, but they almost pissed their pants when I played it for them. They took it, arranged it with emphasis on the brass and organ, and released it.
It went to number one in two months, but then again there wasn't much competition. It boosted our performance price and everyone was happy. I still get small royalty checks every quarter.
The pressure was on me to write more, and I did write two more that charted, one at thirty two, and one at nineteen. Then I had to leave the band so that career was over.
It was enjoyable for the most part, and I really learned to appreciate the depth of a horn section.
I had made tentative contacts with several labels with a demo of some of my work but hadn't got a response when fate took a hand.
.................................................
We were engaged now, but hadn't set a date. I asked her if she had one in mind, and she suggested late June of early July, about five months away. I told her to pick a date, and I would make sure I wasn't working then. I could always get a sub. She wanted to do it between semesters, she had become quite serious about getting her degree.
I was happy she was getting serious about a career. The only thing I didn't like was her relying on Gary to help her with her studies.
"Honey, don't get all jealous on me. He has a degree and experience in the field. Why shouldn't I use him as a resource? I love you, I'm using him, It's that simple."
Those words would come back to haunt both of us.
She was happily planning the wedding. Nothing over the top, just family and a few friends. The only disagreement we had was her decision to use a DJ. I stood firm. It was a professional thing. Live music or else.
She capitulated, but said if they sucked I would never hear the end of it. After all we only get married once, right?
Wrong.
............................................
I had been married once before, for 23 days.
When Chip died, I didn't go around the hospital for about a month.
One day I got a phone call. It was the hospital, specifically the head nurse on the floor that Chip had been on. She said she knew it was hard on me, but would I mind bringing my guitar and singing to the kids again? They had been asking for me. I talked it over with Gram. She thought it would do me good, help me heal.
I took my guitar, some tambourines and bongo drums, and had Gram deliver me.
The kids had a ball. We made up what we lacked in talent with volume. The hospital was in the process of adding a cancer wing while Chip was there, and they had already started accepting patients.
These kids were often in the hospital for weeks, sometimes for months at a time. Some never went home. Any diversion was appreciated and since I was close to a lot of them in age I was well received.
After the second week I asked one of the nurses about Kara.
"Oh, good news, she's in remission. She still has to come in twice a month for treatments, but seems to be doing good." The next week I bought a bag of dark chocolate kisses and asked the nurse to give them to her.
According to the nurses she cried when she got them. She found out what day I came and she changed her appointment so she could see me.
When I saw her sitting in the wheelchair, [required during treatment] I immediately launched into "Kara's Song", written specifically for her.
I did it in a finger picking, folk style. As I picked the notes I sang softly.
"A minstrel travels all around, and sees beautiful girls in every town.
But I've never seen a maid so fair, As Kara so beautiful she needs no hair."
I sang the other three verses as I moved closer to her, until I was sitting by her side.
That was the exact moment when I understood the power of music. She was crying. Her Mom was crying, the nurses and some of the kids were crying. Even a doctor tried to hide his emotion.
I went on to play the songs I knew the kids liked. Being kids, they rebounded from the sadness quickly, becoming loud, happy at least for a little while to just be kids again.
While I gathered up the tambourines and bongos to be stored until the next week I got several surprises.
First, the head nurse, a black lady in her forties, came up and gave me a tremendous hug.
"Thank you, honey. I know that you could just as easily be hanging out with your friends instead of being here. You've got an important gift, Wiley. You can move people with your music. In ten or fifteen years, when your songs are on the radio, I'm gonna say I knew for years you were gonna be famous. And that you're a good man, some one I'm proud to say I call a friend."
I didn't know what to say so I hugged her back.
After seeing the head nurse hug me, the other nurses followed suit.
Kara's Mom also stayed behind while she had her treatment. After the hug, she led me to a corner for some quiet conversation.
"Thank you, Wiley. For awhile, I thought Kara had given up hope. You have no idea what your song means to her. You never met her before, but she had beautiful hair. Long and blond, she constantly changed styles. She loved it."
"When she got sick, and found out chemo would cause her to lose her hair, she cried for days. Then, the day before the first treatment, she made me take her to a salon that participated in Locks For Love, a group that donates hair to cancer victims. I was never so proud of her as I was that day."



"I'm gonna lose it anyway. This way, someone can enjoy it. I can always grow more after the treatments. Please Mom, let me do this." I still see the earnest look on her face.
"I cried with her while the stylist carefully removed her beautiful locks. Even the stylist had tears in her eyes, she had to stop once just to retain composure. She kept one single lock as a reminder of what it would grow back into."
She paused, overcome for just a second.
"I have to be honest with you. Even with her improvements and remissions, she only has a thirty per cent chance of beating her disease."
"But we hope, and we pray. Her attitude has improved tremendously since she met you. When you didn't come around for awhile she moped. Finding out you were back had her bubbling. I could see the difference."
"I need a favor. I want you to spend a little time with her alone when you can. But I need to caution you, she has a huge crush on you. Please don't hurt her."
"Will you help me?"
Well, talk about dumping a load of responsibility on a kid. But I knew I was going to do it.
I talked it over with Gram, and she encouraged me while cautioning me at the same time. She knew I was still emotionally fragile. Oddly, Dad seemed to think it was a good idea.
So, The Courtship Of Kara began.
............................................
We started hanging out on Thursdays. Gram would drive me to her house, twenty miles away, and drop me off for three hours. I never knew what she did while she waited for me. We would do what kids did. Played video games, watched TV, talked about everything. I was fourteen by then, and she was just past twelve. She probably knew more about sex than I did. Girls always seemed to be ahead of guys in these areas.
Not that we did anything remotely sexual. We were still kids. Plus, her Mom was always close. Looking back, I think she was more worried about Kara starting something than me.
She did insist on snuggling with me on the couch while we watched TV. I was uncomfortable at first, but soon it just felt natural. She also insisted I kiss her when I left. A quick peck, closed mouth. I was worried about her Mom, but she thought it was cute. She even managed to get a picture of us kissing once. Kara had it blown up to an eight by ten and displayed it on her dresser. The friends she had that still came over seemed in awe that she had caught an 'older' guy. Especially a musician who could write personal love songs.
I got a copy, wallet size. I still have it.
It was a confusing time for me. We were at the age when we first started taking a look at the opposite sex.
I was considered cute and attracted some attention from the girls. When one of them wanted to get closer and made overtures, I told her I had a girlfriend. When she asked who she was I told her she didn't go to our school. She didn't take rejection well, and had a big brother she complained to.
Kara didn't like to go out, but with my grandmother and her moms' help, I kind of forced her to. They thought it was good for her self esteem. And despite the loss of hair, she was very pretty.
We went to movies because we both liked them and no one seemed to notice her. She would get anxious once we were out in the open, and I would hold her hand. Slowly she started to relax, especially if we had one or two of her friends around us. One afternoon we were at an ice cream shop eating frozen yogurt, one of the few snacks she could have, when the girl I had rejected saw us.
The next Monday her brother ran his mouth, saying I would rather be with bald headed sickos than a real girl. I surprised everyone including myself when I tried my best to beat the shit out of him. My attack surprised him, and I had him down on the ground thumping on him pretty good before they pulled me off of him. I was still enraged, and while they held me I was screaming that if I ever heard him say another word about my girlfriend I would rip his tongue out and shove it up his ass. He must have believed me because I never heard him say another word about me or Kara. I never told Kara, but she found out somehow. The fact that I defended her got me a lot of points.
We went on like this for about four months when she suddenly took a turn for the worst. The cancer was back and more aggressive. She went in and out of the hospital for awhile. The last time she went in she never came home.
Of course I was devastated. Even though I knew it would probably happen I had the optimism of youth and thought it wouldn't. I spent every possible moment with her. The hospital staff were well used to me by now and mothered me, trying to ease my pain.
As time grew short we talked about everything, including regrets. One night, while the drugs were making her drowsy, she told me her biggest.
"I was gonna beat this, honey, and marry you. We were going to have beautiful babies with voices like angels, and we were going to live happily ever after."
I thought about this for a long time while she slept and I held her hand.
The next day I had a series of long talks with a lot of adults. Her Mom. My favorite nurse. My Dad, my Gram. Her doctor. And a Catholic priest, one of the clergy on call. They were all very surprised, but I think my earnest manner and obvious pain worked in my favor. They all agreed eventually, though the priest had to talk it over with his bishop, who gave him permission on the condition he could be a witness.
My Gram went with me to the jewelers. I picked out a sweetheart ring with a small stone for her, and a plain 'friendship' band for me.
Everyone who was in on it was at the singalong the next Saturday. After we were done, I asked everyone to stay for just a bit more, I had something I wanted to say.
Walking over to Kara, I gave the little speech I had prepared.
"You all know by now that Kara is my girlfriend, and has been for awhile. You also know why she is here. We may be running out of time so there are some things I need to say."
I dropped to my knees in front of her wheelchair.
"Kara, I love you. Will you marry me?"
There was total silence, even from the ones who knew what was going to happen, while I presented her with the ring.
She was holding her hands to her mouth, looking around in panic. Her Mom saved me.
"Answer him, honey. It's not polite to keep the man who loves you waiting, it makes him think you don't want to."
She finally gave a strangled noise that sounded like a yes, and let me slip the ring on. And she kissed me.
Not a chaste peck, but a full grown adult kiss. It set a pretty high standard for the rest of my life.
Suddenly everyone was crying, even the smaller children who didn't know what was going on.
Between Gram, her Mom, and the nurses, the wedding was planned for two weeks. Dad came forward and payed for everything, saying he wanted it done right, from the dresses to the reception.
Finally the day came. My Dad was my best man and we were in tuxes. Kara's Mom was matron of honor, her two best friends from school and two of her friends from the ward were bridesmaids, and I had my best friend and three of the older boys from the ward as ushers. We had a little four year old as the flower girl, her bald head wrapped carefully in a wreath of flowers. Another small boy from the ward was ring bearer.
We had posted an open invitation at the nurses' station, as well as a blanket invitation to the ward parents. The small hospital chapel was filled to overflowing.
Kara.
She was stunning. The simple ankle length white dress was set off by a pink sash, and small pink flowers adorned her veil. Most surprising, she had a wig on, long blond tresses flowing beneath.
Her doctor walked her down the aisle. Her father had moved across the country, lacking the moral courage to stay with a dying child and a grieving wife. I didn't know it was possible to despise someone I had never met.
The service was simple and beautiful.
The Catholic priest, flanked by his bishop, a Methodist minister, a Jewish Rabbi, and a Muslim Iman, conducted the service. It seems the entire hospital volunteer clergy staff wanted to bear witness.
"Friends, family, welcome to this day."
"When this young man came to me with his request, I was startled. Never in my career had I been faced with this situation. So I did what all men of faith do. I investigated, then prayed for guidance. I consulted, both my bishop, and my friends, all men of faith."
"We talked, we prayed, and made our decision. God saw fit to put these children together, who are we to judge?"
"After talking to their parents, care givers, and friends, I realized that I had before two of the best examples of young people I ever had the pleasure to meet. So I talked to God again, and he led me here."
"This is not a legal ceremony. It is a marriage that will be never be consummated. What it is is an expression of love between two young people who have everything but time. I have no doubt that if things were different in a few years either me or one of my contemporaries would be performing this same ceremony."
"It is not a joining of bodies but a linking of souls. We are merely here to affirm their love for each other. They have written their own vows. Please join me in listening."
Kara went first.
"Wiley, I think I loved you the first time I saw you, singing and playing your guitar for children most people had forgotten, trying to give us hope in an essentially hopeless world."
"If things were different, we would have dated, gotten educations, gone to proms, lost our virginity to each other, married, made children, and lived our lives in love and happiness."
"But, life is what it is. We don't have time, so we take what we can get. I know I love you as much as a twelve year old girl can love anyone, and no matter how much time I have left, I intend to spend it loving you."
She hadn't told me what she was going to say, and it took me a moment to get my emotions under control.
"Kara, you are the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. The fact that you wanted to spend any time at all with me honors me."
"I don't deserve your love, but crave it, and am grateful beyond words you have given it to me."
"I feel cheated. We would have been good together. I know I never told you, but you're much smarter than I will ever be. I have a feeling in the future I'm going to wish I had your wisdom to lead me many times."
"What I really want to say is I love you, Kara. No matter how many days we have have left, I will love you. And I will love you for the rest of my life, no matter what."
We exchanged rings, then knelt before the ministers as they prayed over us.
Raising us up, the priest presented us.
"Friends, let me present Wiley and Kara. Souls joined in love. Wiley, Kara, please kiss your soul mate."
And we did.
We had a photographer record the whole thing in an album. It resides in a fireproof safe with a video of Chip singing, and Dad and Dottie's wedding pictures.
We had a reception in the hospital cafeteria. Everyone had a blast. We had a DJ, and Kara and I danced the traditional first dance. I don't think I was ever as happy in my whole life as I was while I held her and swayed to the music. I danced a slow dance with her Mom, while Dad did the same with Kara. It seemed lately every where I went there was a sea of tears. The high light was when Kara threw her bouquet.
Nurse Peters, the large black woman, caught it. Her husband had died in an accident, and she was alone with three kids. I think she was surprised she caught it. She had a soft spot for me.
Once she let it slip that her birthday was the next week, so I got together with the other nurses and we got her a cake. I had the gift shop deliver some flowers to her desk. At first she thought they were for a patient, then she read the card. They said she read the card and ran into her office. When she came out she had red eyes but was smiling. She cried again when she got the cake, and nearly smothered me with a hug.
There was a reporter there following a politician dedicating the new wing, noticed the party, and investigated.
After hearing background from several different viewpoints he approached me and asked if he could do a story. We were alone, so I promised he could have the story when Kara passed, with the permission of her mother, if he turned it into a celebration of her life. He agreed immediately, giving me his card.
I still have a clipping in the safe. He was an excellent writer and treated Kara with the respect she deserved. He ended it with a statement from me, saying that if you were stirred by her story make a donation to the cancer research foundations in her honor. The story got picked up, and people sent me cards of condolence. They also gave over ninety thousand dollars to research.
Kara lasted three weeks after the wedding. I was sitting with her a week before she died when she made her last request.
"Wiley, we need to consummate this marriage. Married people are supposed to sleep together. Will you lie down on the bed with me?"
I was uneasy, both over the moral implications and because of her increasing frailty. But she was so determined that I eased onto the bed, on top of the covers.
"This is much better" she said snuggling under my arm. I lay there, hugging her until she went to sleep. Emotionally drained, I dozed off also.
I woke to see Nurse Peters standing at the door, tears falling out of her eyes. Why do people always cry when I'm around?
I started to get up but she motioned no, pulling another blanket out and covering me. She bent down and kissed my forehead, leaving without saying a word.
Kara's Mom woke me gently, telling me my grandmother was here to pick me up. They both had tears in their eyes, I was getting a complex.
I lay on the bed and held her every day afterwards until she passed.
She was buried in her wedding dress with a picture of our wedding kiss in her hands, wearing her ring. I slipped a cassette of Kara's Song into the casket. I still visit her, on our anniversary when possible.
................................................
I continued to play for the kids in honor of Kara. One little boy showed me a picture of a minstrel out of one of the storybooks, saying it was me. I thought about that for awhile.
My friends from college helped me, and soon I had an authentic minstrel outfit. Orange tights, green boots, pantaloons, and tunic, with a red cap that had a huge feather. It was a smash. I switched from guitar to an old gourd style mandolin for dramatic effect. Side note: It didn't take me long to figure out changing at the hospital was a good idea. You get odd looks dressed as a minstrel driving a Mach 1.
Nurse Roberts remarried about nine months after Kara passed, to a doctor she met while doing volunteer work. She introduced me to him as her white son, I was truly honored. Retired now, she volunteers, becoming famous locally as a dramatic reader, making the stories come alive. After seeing my minstrel outfit, she appears now in gypsy garb, scarfs and all. We often work together. I usually go first, and introduce her as my soul mother. Some think she actually is my mother.
.................................................
I think it was about this time when I started to compartmentalize my life. I became jealous of my volunteer time and didn't want to share it. Somehow it lodged my head it was disrespectful to Kara's memory.
I was a little shell shocked, for lack of a better term. Mom died. Chip died. Kara died. I was just over fourteen and my mother, my brother, and my first love were all gone. My father was dealing with his own demons, and my grandmother was losing her health trying to bring us both back to the land of the living.
I had it in my head if I got too close to anyone they died. It took Dottie and Gram both to bring me back.
............................................
Seeking solace in music, I studied and practiced relentlessly. My guitar instructor wanted to send a video of me to Julliard.
Life reared it's head and took that dream away too. A few of us were riding our mountain bikes around a homemade course, racing, when I tangled with my best friend and got my left hand caught in the wheels, breaking my little finger four times.
I recovered, but it left my finger weak. My instructor called after three weeks and insisted I come for my lesson. Personally, I thought it was a waste of time, but it was life altering. He introduced me to the slide. He also gave me a bass to keep my fingers limber.
My guitar teacher was an amazing guy. He was around fifty when I first met him, and had played both in big bands and early rock combos. When he met the love of his life he left the road and opened a music store, offering lessons as a sideline. Over the years he taught full time, turning the day to day operation of his store to his wife and son. His wife also taught, piano and organ. I took lessons from her, learning to love the organ.
Probably more than any other instrument, I loved playing slide guitar. After he showed me the basics I practiced constantly. In my opinion, slide is much more expressive than regular guitar. You can made it laugh or cry with you.
I studied everyone's style. In the end I developed my own. My sound was a little sharper, a little crisper than any one I emulated. Derrick Trucks, Lee Roy Parnell, Greg Allman, and most others coaxed notes out. In some of my work, it seemed like I was reaching elbow deep inside the guitar and was dragging the notes out, howling in protest. I toned it down usually, but if I got wound up that's what came out. Jimmy, the drummer, loved it when I got wound out.
Rarely with the band would I do slide work, usually when we covered the Allman Brothers. Mostly I stuck to bass, that was my role in the group.
Next to slide, I loved playing the bass. I could slap and pop with the best of the funk players, but my style evolved to the point when it often sounded like a deeper lead. It didn't work on all songs and I would tone it down when necessary.
I could sing. I had a fairly good voice, but had almost ruined it when I was young and playing in metal bands. You don't sing those songs, you scream them. Realizing what I was doing, I backed off singing lead as much, and actually studied voice to try and revive my range. I got to the point where I could do about two sets worth back to back before my voice starting going. We had a rotation in the band, there were actually three of us with good voices, and the rest did a fair job of harmonizing.
........................................
I thought my life was going pretty good, and two things happened to alter it completely The first occurred when I met Freddie Johnson.
Most people didn't know his name, and truthfully, I didn't recognize him until he sang. But to be honest, I didn't listen to country music that often. I sold my guitars by word of mouth. If I had something, I told a few music stores I had a good relationship with, plus private collectors I had dealt with through the years. I had tried the websites, and while it got a lot of attention, few were serious and I ended up wasting a lot of time.
Freddie called and introduced himself, saying The Guitar Shop, one of the music stores I dealt with, told him I may have something he was interested in. We made plans to meet the following Monday.
He met me at the mini warehouses I owned. It was built to be a truck stop, based on inside information a developer had gotten about an interstate route coming by the location. The plan went down in flames when an investigation into a state highway official brought it all to light. The interstate route took another direction, and the property went into bankruptcy. It sat empty for eight years before the bank decided to auction it off, just to get it off the books.



Nine acres, all paved, with a store and attached garage with three bays big enough to handle big rigs. Estimated value was just under six hundred thousand. The bank was hoping to get two fifty.
I was twenty two, but saw possibilities. I wouldn't get my trust fund for another three years, so I talked my Dad into backing me, loan to be paid in full when I received my fund.
Property was selling well, and I figured I most likely wouldn't get it. Surprisingly, not many showed for the auction. Most investors at the time were looking into residential investments, and the property was zoned business. The location wasn't that great business wise, so there wasn't a lot of interest.
In the end, I got it for one hundred sixty four thousand. After the thirty day waiting period the bank insisted on having to entertain upset bids, we closed. Dad wrote a check.
With Dad's permission, I borrowed enough to put up mini warehouses, enclose the property with a six foot steel fence, and install security cameras. I hired a real estate firm to manage the property. Seven years later, it's paid for.
I also enclosed the store/garage building with fencing and converted the store area to a office and storage area for my instruments. In addition to security cameras, I also had a state of the art burglar alarm.
This is where I met Freddie. He walked in and looked over my instruments. "Wow" was all he said.
He was there to look at a 1956 ES 125 Gibson I had acquired. It was an arch top acoustic/electric, with a really good tone. A single p90 pickup model. I had one, a 1958, that I rarely played but couldn't seem to let go of.
I got the '56 when a young guy around fifteen inherited it from his uncle. He wanted a solid body, something more in tune with his head banger mentality. I gave him $1,000 after talking to his parents. I had just picked up a mid eighties Yamaha teardrop electric, light blue. It came with a small Fender 15 watt practice amp. I had two hundred in it. I showed it to the kid just to be nice.
He fell in love, and after talking to his parents, I gave him the guitar, amp, and five hundred cash.
I had seven hundred in it, and had it advertised for four thousand. That was a little higher than average, but it came with the original case and paperwork. I figured I could get thirty two to thirty five, making a nice profit.
Freddie was like a kid in a candy shop. He looked at everything, even those that weren't for sale. He loved my 1968 red SG and 1957 Fender Squire, also red.
I took the 125 down and he chorded it a few times, admiring the action. Then we plugged it into a small practice amp so he could get the full effect.
I had a few old metal folding chairs I had picked up at an auction. They were perfect to sit and play on. He sat down, and after a few minutes, started into She Talks To Angels, an old Black Crowes song, probably the best song they ever did.
I couldn't resist. I grabbed my 125, plugged in, and did the finger picking work while he chorded. By the time we had finished I realized who he was.
"Chance Blaze" I said grinning.
He grinned back.
"I prefer Freddie. My manager was a big admirer of John Mellencamps' manager, who insisted he become John Cougar. So he stuck me with Chance Blaze, kinda silly, huh?"
"I have to agree. But you do have a pretty good sound."
Chance Blaze was an up and coming country singer. Just 25, he was handsome, personable, but more importantly, he could actually sing. He had the borderline bad boy image going, and many of his songs had a bit of a rock edge. At this stage he was an opening act, one or two good songs away from being a headliner.
He relaxed and we spent another ninety minute just jamming, playing anything that suited us. Towards the end, I took my SG and played slide while he did the old blues standard 'Come On In To My Kitchen' in the Warren Haynes/Greg Allman style.
He let out a little whoop when we were done.
"Damn, that was fine!"
"You're not so bad yourself. Why don't you do more lead work on your CDs?"
"I used to when I had my old band. Now I just pick up guys when I need them. I'm actually rehearsing for a tour now."
We offered and counter offered on the 125, but I knew he really wanted it, and he knew I was in the high end of the estimated value range. He ended up writing me a check for thirty five hundred.
He thanked me, and we parted not quite friends, knowing we probably never see each other again. He did tell me if I ever went to one of his shows, let his management know and he would get me backstage passes.
When I told Sammi who bought the guitar it threw her for a loop. Apparently he was one of her favorite singers. If I had known, I would have taken her with me. When I told her about his offer for backstage passes, she made me swear on my '61 EBO I would take her when he started his next tour.
............................................
A year before I met Sammi and Sandy, I had another brush with cancer. This time it was Dottie.
She was fifty six, and took regularly scheduled mammograms. Her latest showed some lumps in her left breast. It was cancer, malignant. They did exploratory, and decided they would rather be safe than sorry. The procedure was a success, but she lost her breast. She was devastated.
We hovered over Dottie until she got sick of us. Between us, she never had a chance to become depressed. When she recovered sufficiently she sent me home with an admonition that if I really wanted to make her happy, get busy and give her some grandchildren to spoil.
I kissed her cheek and promised I would get right on it.
..............................................
Thanks to my work with the kids at the hospital over the years, I became well regarded by the hospital administration. When they asked me to sit on the board of the fundraising arm of the cancer wing, I was honored.
I think they recruited me knowing my background and the fact that I was in the entertainment business. They wanted to do something different this year, something ambitious. All my years in the local music scene paid off.
I met Josh Wingate while Dottie was being treated. His wife was a breast cancer survivor, and they just happened to own the Downtown Music Hall, an old auditorium they had bought from the local school system when they closed a school down due to consolidation. It was what we called a ladder venue, booking acts that were working their way up, and those that had peaked and were on the way down. They had it refurbished, installed state of the art lighting and sound systems, and opened. They got people whose careers were rising as well as those that were declining. It had two bars, and could hold three thousand people, according to the fire rating.
It also had a mini jumbotron, twelve feet square.
He came on board and donated use of the hall for three nights in four month's time. It fell to me to get the musicians.
I pulled in every favor I had and made promises that would haunt me for years to come.
My band was a given. I told them I would pay for their time and they laughed at me. They all knew someone or had someone with cancer, so they were on board 100%.
Next I went after the local college chamber quartet. They weren't sure how they would fit but loved the idea of that much exposure. They were in.
Horns For Hire was four guys who did session and tour work. Between them they could play every brass or woodwind instrument known to man. One of them was an old band mate, from my beach era. When I explained what I wanted they were all over it.
I had played with Blue String Theory, a bluegrass outfit on occasion. I didn't have to recruit them, they heard what I was doing and volunteered.
Hard Country was next. A top of the line country band, they had a pretty loyal following. I played with them a few times, filling in. Occasionally I would drop in and play my Gibson Lap steel on a few songs, if my band wasn't working. By now the small music scene in my area knew what was going on and before I could make my pitch they told me yes.
By then I had more than enough musicians, but kept getting volunteers.
Jenny/Ginny/Jen was an all girl trio whose music is best described as punk meets rockabilly. I knew Jenny from my music teacher. She was one of his last students before he retired. I actually handled a few of her lessons while he was sick. They were breaking up, Ginny was pregnant and Jen was getting married, and they wanted this to be their swan song. How could I say no? I had one more musician I was going after, and then we would start rehearsals.
..........................................
Moria O'Sullivan Stewart was a true Irish lass. She was only 5'3" and 115lbs. Flaming red hair, deep green eyes that look straight through your soul, a smile that could make angels sing, and a body that would make even the devil himself fall in lust. She was also Jimmy's sister, older by three years.
We met when Jimmy asked me to help him move some of his stuff out of her basement. The house was large, five bedrooms, four baths, and a fully furnished basement.
"How many people live here?" I asked Jimmy when we pulled up.
"Just Moira and her husband."
"Wow, they must be loaded."
"Yeah, he's some financial guru to millionaires, every time he breathes money come in."
"Ever give you stock tips?"
"Hell no. He doesn't approve of my rock and roll lifestyle, even if it is a myth. When does he think we can party? We work full times jobs during the week and play most weekends, Hell, for us a good time is ten hours straight sleep."
We grabbed the stuff, mostly old baby furniture he was giving away to a friend. We were just about done when Moira came downstairs to say hello. I think my heart literally missed a beat the first time I saw her.
"I'm glad to finally meet you. Jimmy talks about you constantly. Can you really play all those instruments?"
I was telling her what I played while Jimmy was rummaging around in the corner, looking for the bolts to a baby crib. He pulled out an old photo album.
"Hey Wiley, look at this. Moria was quite the little rocker when she was young, she even had her own band."
Moria squealed. "Give me that! I'm sure he doesn't want to see it, I forgot it was here. It's embarrassing to believe I even looked like that."
Of course, with that intro, I had to see.
It was a sight. She fronted an all girl band, four teenagers with spiked hair, torn jeans, and too much make up. She was still pretty though.
She looked at the photos and couldn't help but smile.
"We thought we were going the next generation Bangles, or GoGos. We didn't last a year."
Jimmy joined the conversation.
"Don't let Sis fool you. They were pretty good, especially Moira. You should hear her play."
"Oh Jimmy, that was a long time ago. I haven't touched a guitar in years."
I thought I heard a touch of longing in her voice.
"Why not?" I couldn't help asking.
"Well, for one thing, I don't own a guitar anymore. I'm sure I don't even remember how."
"I find that hard to believe. You'd get it back in no time if you really wanted."
Holding out my hand, I said "Let me see your hands."
She looked at me oddly. Jimmy just smiled, he had been around me long enough to understand.
She slowly reached out and placed her hand in mine. I held it up, surprising her by turning it over and examining her fingers. Her hands were large, fingers long and tapered. She shyly drew it back.
She was blushing slightly.
"Please, I've always thought my hands were unattractive."
I think I shocked us all when I disagreed.
"I don't think so. You have a musicians' hands, and that makes them beautiful. You should really start playing again."
Jimmy jumped in.
"He's right Sis, you always smiled when you played, and I don't see you smile nearly enough anymore."
Something was going on I didn't know about, and I put it down as a sibling thing.
"I'll think about it. It could be fun, and I could use a new hobby."
The way she said it made me believe her.
"Well, if you need any help picking out a guitar, let us know. We could probably get you a good deal."
By then my van was loaded, so we said our goodbyes and left.
..........................................
Two weeks went by and I had pretty much put Moria out of my mind, when Jimmy called.
"We're you serious about helping Sis pick out a guitar?"
"Sure, find out when she wants to and I'll see if I can go."
"How about now?"
It was a Sunday afternoon. Sammi had to work, filling in for another girl on maternity leave. I was at my office, putting some pieces I had ordered off Ebay onto a guitar I was restoring.
"Now's not really good. I'm at the storage buildings, working on something."
He was not to be deterred.
"Great! We're finishing lunch now, we can be there in 30 minutes. See ya."
Well, there goes my afternoon, I thought as I finished fitting the pick guard on the guitar. They must have been close because twenty minutes later Jimmy was buzzing me. I flipped the switch on the gate to let them in.
Jimmy was the only true friend I had in the band, and the only one who had ever been to my office. He teased me about my security measures, but at any given time I could have $250,000 worth of equipment on hand. Not many people knew about the place, and I swore Jimmy to silence.
Moira was impressed with everything. She did what everyone does, touring and inspecting, before she spoke.
"I've decided to buy a guitar. I went down to the music store, but the selection was pretty limited. Jimmy told me you sold guitars, why didn't you tell me?"
I was uncomfortable.
"I didn't tell you because you were related to my friend. I didn't come to your home to make a sales pitch. Besides, most of my stuff is old. You look like a shiny new type girl to me."
I don't think she took that well. A bit of her Irish temper showed.
"You don't know a thing about me. And for your information, I prefer aged quality to new mediocrity. Now, what have you got?"
I pulled down a Hummingbird acoustic I had recently acquired. It had a really good sound. Not as good as my old Martin, but really nice.
She frowned.
"Sorry, not interested. I learned to play on an electric, it's what I'm comfortable with."
I laughed, and that's when she got her nickname.
"All right, Clapton. Let's see what I got."
I saw an interview whit Eric Clapton once when he talked about how it took him years to get comfortable with an acoustic because he learned on electric and that was what he was used to. It took him awhile to realize volume and tone had to be controlled by the way he played, not by the twist of a knob. He said it make him a better player.
Clapton is a really, really good guitarist, but I never understood the 'Clapton is God' thing that circulated early in his career. I keep getting a vision of two drunk limeys painting the phrase on a subway wall, one saying to the other "I don't know, mate. I'm pretty sure good has another o in it."
Every thing I showed her she didn't like. I told her that was all I had currently had for sale, if she could tell me what she wanted I would try to find it for her.
She pointed to my '57 Squire.
"Let me play that."
I plugged it up and turned her loose. It was love at first strum, and I have to admit, it looked better in her hands than mine. She was slow and missed a few notes, but I could tell at one time her skill level was exceptional. We left her alone for awhile, Jimmy wanted to see the drum kit I had picked up recently.
I don't usually fool with drums, but this was an exceptional set, Ludwig, from the era when everything had to be doubled. Double snares, double toms, double basses, fifteen cymbals. It was pretty impressive.
I got it when I looked at a guitar to see if it was restorable. It wasn't. He had it stored in a damp basement for twenty two years, exposed. The neck was warped, the body had splits and even a bit of rot.
The drums, however, had been stored lovingly, in cases in the driest part of the basement. The guy asked me if I was interested in them as a possible trade. We looked them over pretty good, they had been stored as long as the guitar. They had belonged to his brother, and he told him to get rid of them. I didn't have anything I wanted to trade, but I bought them out right for three hundred. I could play, just barely.
Jimmy was like a kid at Christmas. He started uncasing and setting up immediately. Moira came up when we were half done. I had been listening to her, muscle memory must have held up, I could hear the improvement, even in the short time she played.
"I want this one." She still had it in her hands.
"You can't have that one, it's mine and not for sale."
She didn't like being told no.
"Come on, everything has a price. I can afford it, my husband will just laugh and write you a check."
I shot her down pretty quick.
"Listen to me. This...guitar...is...not...for... sale. Did I say it slow enough for you to understand? I'll look around and try to find you one like it if you want, it shouldn't take long. Or you can go on all kinds of websites and find it yourself pretty quick."
She was not used to being told no was pretty obvious. She actually stamped her foot.
"I'll give you twice what it's worth. Please?"
I thought it was kind of funny. Jimmy was actually laughing.
"Give it up Sis. I know from experience when he says no it really means no. He's just as stubborn and headstrong as you are."
I could see her disappointment and felt bad for her. I did something totally out of character for me.
"Tell you what. I'll loan you the guitar until we can find you one. That way you can practice. How's that for a compromise?"
She thought about it for awhile, then smiled. I could almost see the gears turning in her head. If she got her hands on it, I was never going to get it back. In my mind, I was just as sure she would never keep it.
"All right, do you have an amp to go with it?"
I did, but she wasn't getting it.
"No, but you can pick up a little practice amp anywhere. Get Jimmy to run you by any music store. You can be playing by tonight. I expect you to take care of it."
She smiled. "I'll take care of it like it was mine."
"No, take care of it like it doesn't belong to you, and the guy who loaned it could be a real asshole if it gets damaged. Clear?"
There was a little tightening around her eyes, she really did have a temper. "Clear" she said, reluctantly.
"Great. Come on Clapton, I'll get you the case."
................................................
She practiced, hard. Jimmy said he didn't think it left her hands while she was awake for days.
Three weeks went by. I found a Squire similar to mine for a good price and bought it with Moira in mind. Jimmie brought her over to look at it. It was another Sunday, Sammi was working. She said it would be the last time, the girl everyone was filling in for would be back from maternity leave the next week.
I had finished setting up the drum kit, and Jimmy immediately went to it. Some of the heads had to be replaced and he was tuning it for me.
She played the guitar for a few minutes.
"It's nice, but I don't like it."
This surprised me, I thought she would love it.
"What's wrong with it?"
"Nothing, exactly. But it doesn't play as well as yours, and to be honest, I don't like the color."
It didn't play as well as mine because it was factory set. I had a man I used to set up my guitars. For comparison, there's nothing wrong with a factory set up, but if you get a pro to set one up, it's like going from a V6 Mustang to one of those monster models with the turbo charged V8's.
The guy I used was trained and licensed by Fender. You could buy a Stratocaster off the shelf in his shop for three or four hundred, or he would build you one for about eleven. It was worth the price difference. He did every guitar I owned.



And she didn't like the color? What a womanly reason for not liking something.
"Why don't you keep this one and sell me your old one? Everybody wins."
"Because I don't like this as well as mine. Mine has been professionally set up, that's the difference you feel. I can have this one done the same way, if you like."
"Would that change the color?"
"No, of course not."
"Then I don't want it."
Arrgh! This woman was irritating.
"Well then, we'll keep looking. I can still sell this one and make a profit."
She seemed surprised.
"Why don't you keep it, if all it needs is setting up?"
"Because it doesn't feel as good to me as mine. Besides, the color sucks."
She looked at me oddly for a second, then grinned.
"Then I guess we both have good taste, huh?"
We were just standing there, smiling, when Jimmy interrupted.
"Hey guys, I got the drums done. Let's stress test this sucker."
She plugged the 'ugly' Squire back in and I grabbed my Dan Armstrong, and we jammed for about two hours. The girl could rock out, and had some pretty decent licks.
Finally we stopped. Her face was glowing.
"Darn, I forgot how good this feels. Can we do it again next week?"
I loved her passion.
"Not next Sunday, I have plans with my girlfriend. But if you want, give me a call the first of the week. I'm usually free in the mornings."
Jimmy had a regular job and couldn't do weekday mornings, so I thought the idea was dead. Wrong as usual.
"How about Wednesday? I don't work and can come any day, usually."
We agreed to meet at the office at ten, and they left.
Jimmy called me that night to thank me for helping her.
"Thanks, Wiley. Sis has been in a rut lately, this might be just what she needs to get her going again. It's nice to see her smiling again."
There again, something wasn't being said, but I figured if they wanted me to know they would tell me eventually.
Monday and Tuesday I spent with Sammi, reconnecting. She had been working almost non stop for about three months, but were back at full staff now.
She made me think she was growing up to be a real, responsible adult. Her overtime was used to pay next quarters' tuition, with a little left over for a car fund. I was very proud.
...........................................
Moira called twice to make sure I would play with her. Sammi answered the first time and I got the third degree.
"Who is she?"
"Jimmy's sister. She wants an old Squire and I'm trying to find her one."
"Is that why she's coming over?"
"Not Wednesday. We're just going to play, I promised to help her practice."
"Why can't she practice on her own?"
"She does, but sometimes if you're playing with someone else it helps."
"Is she pretty?"
I knew I had to tread carefully here.
"Yes, she is. She's also Jimmy's sister and married. If you're uncomfortable, why don't you come with me next time? I know you have to work, it's kind of why I chose Wednesday this time, but I can do it any day."
Sammi had been with me a few times when I was showing a guitar, and she knew I had a habit of playing with other people on occasion. She also knew how bored she got while she waited for me.
"No, I don't think so. But you better be a good boy, it would be hard to play with broken fingers."
She didn't look like she was kidding.
Moira was a bundle of energy. We played old stuff, simple tunes mostly. I loved to watch her, fingers flying over the strings while she had a half smile on her face, concentrating. It was very sensual.
She was getting her licks back quickly. She was very good, one of the best I had ever seen. I told her so.
It seemed to embarrass her. I asked her why she quit playing.
"I got married, and other things took priority. But I missed it. I'm glad I met you Wiley. I think Jimmy had this in mind when he brought you over."
This made me slightly uncomfortable, but what I said next actually made her flush.
"I'm glad I met you, too. You're a really good guitarist and damn easy to look at. That combination is hard to find."
She flushed, looked down, then looked back up and grinned at me. Without saying another word she hit a power chord and we were playing again.
Before she left she asked me what I was listening to when she came in. It was Warren Haynes, his "Covers" CDs. It was actually a protracted jam with different people while he tested new bass players for his band Government Mule. I loaned them to her.
Two or three weeks went by. It was Saturday, and I was meeting a man interested in the new Squire. He looked at it and we agreed on a price. I made nine hundred off it.
He was just leaving when Jim and Moira dropped by.
"Hi, guys. What's up?"
"Nothing much. Thought we would ride over to The Guitar Shop, Moira want to play one of his guitars. She can't find anything she likes more than your Squire, so she's thinking about a new one."
I said I would love too, Sammi was at work, and it was our weekend off from the band.
We decided early on to take a weekend off every couple of months. It made the spouses happy and kept us from getting burned out. I could usually catch work with someone else if I wanted. This time, I had decided to just hang out.
Jimmy wandered over to play the drums again. I knew he was going to end up with the set. It deserved to be played by someone who could do it justice. Counting the new heads, I had about five hundred in it, and I was going to let him have it for that. He didn't know it yet, I was going to let him squirm by pretending I had people interested in it.
He wasn't broke, but money was tight. He and his wife were practicing Catholics, and he already had four kids. I figured he would end up with six or seven before it was over.
I told Moira my plan. She was touched. Then she came up with a better plan.
"Wiley, his birthday is in three weeks. Let me buy them as a present. Then we can torture him a little. Tell him they're sold. I'll surprise him with them on his birthday. After all, isn't it an older sister's right to torture her little brother on occasion?"
I loved it.
"Come on. Let's start making him miserable now."
We went to him. He wasn't even aware we were there for a few minutes. He stopped when he saw us.
"Better play the hell out of them while you can, Jim. I've got someone seriously interested in them."
You could see the disappointment plainly.
"Damn, I was hoping...never mind. Someone's going to get a hell of a kit."
Moira had an evil little smile on her face.
"well while they're here let's get a little more enjoyment out of them. I want to show Wiley a new song I've learned."
We plugged in, tuned up, and got ready to play.
I flipped out when she started. It was 'Let It Rock', the Chuck Berry tune, played note for note in Warren Haynes cover. It was my favorite of all the covers. It was straight forward rock and roll. The bass line was a standard walking blues riff played like it was trying to run a marathon. Jimmy was familiar with it because every time he was in the van with me for about three months he heard it.
Jimmy could sing it too. He had a Warren Haynes/Bob Seeger type voice that was good for about five songs a night without cracking. I stopped her.
"Wow! Let me hook a mike up for Jimmy and let's start over."
I took me a few minutes to hook up the mike and get the PA up and balanced.
"All right Jim, kick it off."
He started out with a three minute drum solo before yelling "Now, Moira!".
It was great, better than great. We must have played it six times in a row. We finally stopped, grinning like idiots.
We never did get to go look at guitars. We just played. We did 'Wild Thing', and I had Moira laughing so hard she almost missed a note when I did the kazoo solo on one of my harmonicas. Following that we did 'Paranoid', the classic Black Sabbath cover. I sang that one, She did 'Walk Like An Egyptian' and again we almost stopped because we were laughing.
Jimmy and Moira we wound tight when we stopped.
"Damn," Jimmy said, "I wish we could play for a crowd sometime."
Moira agreed.
"Yeah, I really miss it."
Neither knew, but I had the power to make it happen.
................................................
It was the Fourth of July and hotter than hell.
Every year for the last twenty years the mountain town of Crockett held their annual music festival, attracting tourists and locals alike. There were three stages, one main and two lesser, and the events were scheduled so that music was playing almost constantly for six hours over three days.I had played there before twice, with different bands.
Soundwave was officially off, so the members could spend vacation with their families. Sammi had to work, restaurants were always busy over holidays. I looked forward to doing nothing for a week. Then I got the call.
"Hey Wiley! It's Sam Wilkins. How you been?"
Sam was the was the music coordinator for the music festival, so I knew immediately this wasn't a social call.
"I'm fine, Sam. How's the festival looking this year?"
"That's why I'm calling. I need a BIG favor. Any chance your band can play Thursday and Friday for me? I wouldn't ask, but the band I booked was involved in a pile up on the way here. Broke bones and damaged equipment, you know. Any chance you can bail me out?"
I liked Sam, but I didn't think I could help him.
"Sorry, but we're on vacation and half are out of state. Can you find someone else?"
"I'm trying, but everybody is like you guys, booked or on vacation. Hell, you know everybody, can you put something together? I'll pay top dollar. Please Wiley, I'm up against it here."
I felt bad for the guy, he booked me often when I was just starting out. I was getting an idea.
"What are you looking for, musically?"
"I booked in a rock act, but anything you can come up with will work."
This was Monday. I had three days to pull a band together. I loved a challenge.
"Give me a day. I'll let you know one way or another tomorrow by the afternoon, no promise though."
After profuse thanks he hung up. I called Jimmy right away.
"Hey Jim, what are your plans this weekend?"
"Hanging around the house with a honey do list. Too broke for anything else. Why?"
"I may have something going. How would you and the family like to spend the weekend in the mountains free? Well not free exactly, we would have to play two afternoons, just two sets each time? You in?"
"I'd have to talk it over with Crystal, but it sounds great. Who we playing with?"
"So far, just you and me. I need to find a couple more. Nothing fancy, simple songs, rock based. Know anyone available? I'll be looking too. It has to be quick, we play Thursday. I'll call you in a few hours."
"Maybe, I'll check."
I pretty much struck out. Every one was either playing or out of town. I was thinking I was going to have to disappoint Sam until I called Jim back.
"Jimmy, I hope you had better luck than I did. Give me some good news."
I could hear the laughter in his voice.
"I lined up one, a pretty good singer and guitarist. Maybe we could do a three piece. Think that would fly?"
"Well, he's desperate, at this point I think he'll take anything. Who did you get?"
"Moira."
I was quiet for a moment.
"I don't know about that. It's been what, ten years since she played in front of an audience. This is a festival, it'll be a pretty big crowd. Think she can handle it?"
"If I didn't I wouldn't bring it up. You've never seen her perform, she can really work a crowd."
"All right, I'll make the call."
Sam was happy, a three piece would be fine. I told him he would have to include lodging, of course. At this late date we couldn't do it ourselves. When he asked what we needed, I told him it would be four adults and four kids, a cabin or something along that line would be nice.
He called back Tuesday and had us a house, but it was fifteen miles out of town. It did have a pool, though. That should make Jim's kids happy.
We practiced Monday night, twice Tuesday, and once Wednesday morning. We packed and left Wednesday afternoon.
Sammi was not happy, not at all. When she found out Moira was going she almost lost it. They had met, and the mutual dislike was obvious.
"What! I'm working my ass off this week while you shack up in the mountains with that red head! Bullshit, Wiley, bullshit."
I didn't understand her logic.
"In the first place, I'll be working too. And do I need to remind you, Moira is married and we're engaged. Also, Jimmy and Crystal and their kids will be right there with us. If it bothers you, take the rest of the week off and go with me."
"You know I can't do that" she snapped, "This is our busy time too. I have responsibilities, I'm trying to get the assistant manager position that's opening up."
It took a lot of discussion, but we both recognized we were letting our careers get to us. We made up, and I promised Sammi I would keep the house another few days. She would come up Saturday night and we would stay until Wednesday.
..............................................
The house was great. Secluded, with a great view of the mountains. Everyone loved the pool. We settled in quickly. Jimmie and Crystal took the big bedroom, Moira and I got the smaller ones. The kids slept in cots on the screened in porch. They loved it, it was a big adventure to them. We expected the smallest, their four year old, to sleep with Jimmy and Crystal, but she insisted she was big enough to sleep with the others. Mom and Dad had big smiles, Moira and I wondered how much sleep they would get.
We grilled burgers and dogs after the kids had a chance to play in the pool. I was put in charge of the grill while they played with them.
Moria had been in the house putting sodas in a cooler. It's a good thing the cooler was closed when she brought it out or the ice would have melted.
She barely had on a bikini. I looked at her and could hear Buster Poindexter singing "Hot, Hot, Hot" in my brain. God, she was so beautiful.
Everybody thought it was funny when I burnt the first burgers.
Jimmy saved me.
"For Gods' sake girl, put on a tee shirt before he loses consciousness from lack of blood to his brain! It's not nice to tease like that."
We both blushed and she did put on a cover. After we ate Jim and Crystal started yawning. The kids wanted to stay up and roast marshmallows. Moira and I volunteered to stay up with the kids so they could 'rest'. They almost ran to the bedroom.
We had a ball, helping the smaller ones. When we had them stuffed full of sugar we sat around and told ghost stories. I was starting to tell some really scary ones when Moira nudged me and pointed at the small ones. Their eyes had gotten huge, so I toned them down.
We had to get out the acoustic guitars and sing our small charges to sleep. I think we enjoyed it as much as they did.
After everyone was asleep I made coffee and we sat on the loveseat, enjoying the half moon over the mountain. She was cold, so I put a blanket over her.
For awhile, we just sat, enjoying the quiet. I picked up my Martin, picking out melodies and snatches of songs. It matched our mood.
I nodded towards the children.
"They're great, aren't they?"
She had a slight catch in her voice when she answered.
"Yes they are, but that might be the proud aunt talking. What about you, any children in your future?"
"I hope so, at least two. I worry though, wondering if I will be a good parent."
There was conviction in her answer.
"You'll make a great father. I've watched you with Jims', and others you come into contact with. You have a natural empathy, children trust you. It's a great quality to have."
Her opinion held a great deal of importance to me.
"What about you Moira? Ready to add a few more red headed beauties to the world?"
The depth and weight of her sadness when she answered was obvious.
"I don't think I'll have children."
I wanted to know why, of course, but a small voice in my head I had learned to trust told me to drop it. A cloud had been over the moon, but as it cleared I could swear there was tears tracks on her face. Even If it was wrong, I knew she needed a hug.
"Moira, I'm about to freeze. Share the blanket, please?"
She unwrapped and I slid underneath and snuggled her under my arm. I felt her stiffen.
"Jimmy, what are you doing?"
"Trying to get warm, and giving a hug to a friend I feel needs it. Okay?"
She sighed, leaned into me, and said okay.
We sat like that for awhile. I could feel her shaking slightly, I knew she was crying and trying to hide it. I hugged her tighter, stroking her hair.
"Whatever it is, hon, let it out. I'm here for you."
That broke the dam. I don't know why she was so sad, but she cried, quiet sobs that went on for a bit. Gradually her sobs abated and turned into quiet even breaths. She was asleep.
I should have wakened her for bed, but I selfishly held her, wondering what could cause her such pain.
It was odd. I was holding one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen, and I didn't have the first sexual thought. All I felt was love and compassion for someone who was becoming important to me. Sleep overcame me, and I gradually reclined on the loveseat, pulling Moria with me. That's where they found us the next morning.
We awoke to giggling. All the kids were watching us, Jimmy and Crystal were behind them, smirking.
Moria gave a cry and ran into the house.
I sat up and started trying to explain. Crystal laughed and held up her camera.
"Don't try to deny it. I have proof. You were sleeping with my sister in law."
She let me squirm and try to explain before relenting.
"Relax, Wiley. We know you, and we know Moria. All you did was sleep. But you should see the pictures, you two looked awfully comfortable. Like you belonged together, you know?"
I couldn't think of anything to say when Moira came back. She had showered and changed. No makeup, hair in a ponytail, jeans and a tee shirt. She looked even more beautiful than before.
"Come on, give him a break. Wiley, go shower and get changed. Breakfast in twenty, you get to wash up."
It was fun. Jimmy cooked while Moira and Crystal critiqued his skills. The kids ate like they were starving, I lost count of pancakes that came off the griddle. Judging by the dishes, at least a hundred people ate breakfast with us. Moira relented and helped me finish.
"We're on a clock, got to go get set up."
She couldn't keep the excitement out of her voice.
Crystal stayed behind, promising the kids they would walk down to the river later, then come into town for the show.
Moira, Jimmy, and I piled into the cube van that held our equipment and went to set up. We had the dubious honor of being the very first act to perform early that afternoon.
It didn't take long to set up, years of practice from Jim and myself helped.
I was on the left, Moria was on the right. She had her/my Squire. I had my Ampeg and EBO for bass. I also had my SG and Martin, just in case.
I also set up a couple of keyboards for a few songs we may or may not do.
The look on Jim's face was priceless when he saw we had packed the Ludwig kit and left his regular set at home. In the end, Moira gave me half what the drums were worth so we could share the gift.
"Happy birthday, brother mine. And this is from both of us, so don't bitch about it, all right."
He hugged and kissed her, then did the same to me, whispering "Asshole" in my ear.
..............................................
We hadn't officially named ourselves. When I called back to confirm with Sam he asked what we were called so he could have some amended flyers printed. I hadn't really given it much thought.
"Well, we're two thirds Irish, so I guess we need to come up with..."



Sam butted in before I finish my thought about a cool Celtic name.
"Gotta go, got the mayor on the other line. See you Thursday. And thanks Wiley, thanks a lot."
I wasn't kidding about the Irish part. They weren't of Irish descent, their parents had emigrated when she was ten and he was seven, Moira still had a bit of a brogue when she was excited.
We thought it was cool when we saw the flyers saying the band Two Thirds Irish were going to open the festival.
Finally, it was time.
.................................................
There is always that quiver, than first rush of adrenalin when you take a stage. Jimmy and I were used to it, but it never gets old. Moira just barely remembered the feeling. She was glowing. I hoped it didn't morph into nerves.
To be the very first act of the festival, there was a pretty good crowd, maybe four or five hundred people. The stage was set at the bottom of a hill, on a side street. It created a natural amphitheater. You had to furnish your own seating, but most knew this and had brought folding chairs.
We did the sound checks quickly and were ready to go. Sam introduced us.
"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the twentieth annual Crockett Music Festival."
He gave a rundown of acts that would appear over the next three days. I was surprised to learn the headliner was Chance Blaze.
"Now, let me introduce our first band, playing together for the first time, Two Thirds Irish!"
We had talked it over, we were supposed to be a rock act, so we decided to let it rip. Jimmy started out with his drum solo, while Moria kept time by 'chicken scratching', stroking the strings while keeping them muted, and we launched into 'let It Rock'.
It was plain the crowd wasn't expecting this level of energy and skill. By the time we had finished they were paying attention.
We went straight into 'Paranoid', followed by 'Pride and Joy' and 'Wild Thing'.
The crowd started to grow as more people arrived, and the cheers were starting to come.
We slowed up a bit and Moira sang 'Perfect', by a one hit wonder from the eighties, Fairground Attraction.
We stopped and let everyone catch their breath and work the crowd.
"Everybody doing all right?" I asked.
A few nods and some cheers. It was early, after all.
Moira wasn't about to let them off that easy.
"Come on now. We're all on vacation here. Loosen up, embarrass your kids, get loud."
It was mostly a family crowd but she struck a nerve. The yells got louder.
"Still wanna rock?" she yelled.
The crowd was getting into it. More people were coming in, and they were there to see a show.
"We're gonna do a song now that requires some assistance. I've got a couple of helpers lined up to give me a hand. Ya'll ready?"
Jimmys' two oldest, eleven year old Annie and nine year old Megan came onstage. Moira gave them both tambourines. I had put down my bass and had my SG ready to go. Moira put down her Squire and had a headset microphone on.
"Okay, when we get to the chorus I expect everyone to help out. Here we go."
'Walk Like An Egyptian' was a fun piece of fluff from the Bangles, and most of the parents in the crowd were the right age to remember it. Moira worked it hard, doing the goofy hand movements to go with the song, accompanied by the girls. She was all over the place, the kids right behind. When she got to the 'way-o, way-o' she paused, waiting to hear from the crowd. More responded than I expected.
When it got to the part where they all whistled, I faked it on keyboard, extending it just a bit. The girls strutted back and forth with the hand movements again, and even a few of the audience joined in.
They cheered when she sidled up to a cop working crowd control and sang the part about the cops in the do-nut shop and stood on tip toe to kiss his cheek. I don't know if he was more embarrassed than happy, but he had a grin a mile wide.
Jimmy was pounding away with an 'I told you so' look on his face.
The crowd was roaring at the end.
"Thank you, thanks so much. Give my assistants a hand." Moira beamed as she and the girls took a bow.
It was the end of the set and we were due a fifteen minute break. I spent most of it retuning the instruments, outside venues, with varying heat and humidity, wreak havoc. Moira worked the crowd, beaming. For some reason the amount of attention she was getting from the men annoyed me. Jimmy grinned.
"I told you she could work a crowd. Look at her, she's loving it."
Usually crowds dwindle during breaks, there's just too much going on at festivals. I was pleased to see the crowd hadn't dispersed, actually, there seemed to be more than before. Moira whipped them right back up.
"You guys ready?"
Of course they were.
We started it off with 'Shake Your Moneymaker', the Foghat version. We could have used a bass, but my slide accompanied by Moira's amazing guitar work had the crowd roaring. I sang lead on that one.
Not slowing down any we did 'I Love Rock And Roll' by Joan Jett, with Moira belting it out.
My Dad was a country music fan, and when I was ten or so he had a tape he played constantly in the car. A group called Molly and The Heymakers, who never made the big time despite being really talented. Their biggest hit was 'High On The Mountain Of Love', a remake of a Johnny Rivers song from the early sixties. I always loved it, and played it for Moira once. She insisted on learning it. We came up with an odd arrangement, Moira carrying the tune with her guitar while I did some counterpoint with my old Gibson lap steel guitar.
I had a machinist build a stand for it and could play it standing up. The rest of the set went by in a blur, and before I knew it we were done. There were calls for one more, and no one seemed to be moving. I looked at Sam and he gave the okay.
"All right, one more and we have to go. Anything special you guys want to hear?"
The ones who were there from the beginning started yelling for 'Let it Rock', so we finished with the song we started with.
I should say a word about how we were dressed. Jimmy and I had decided Moira was going to be the centerpiece for the group.
Aside from being drop dead beautiful she did most of the guitar work, so it made sense. Jimmy was tied to his drums and I did a lot of keyboard work so she was the only one free to move about.
Jimmy and I were wearing jeans, open white dress shirts with white 'wifebeater' tee shirts. I worked out and Jimmy kept in shape from his job and playing drums so we didn't look too bad.
Moira had a black version of our tee shirts tucked into her tight jeans, with a black dress shirt over it. She also had black, high boots with a stiletto heel. She looked very, very, nice. Every male over the age of ten in the crowd thought so anyway.
I was too wound up to think about anything but the music. We wanted to leave them pumped, so we poured even more energy than before into it. I was to the far left and Moria was to the far right, allowing Jim the spotlight because it was his vocal. I was thinking about the Springsteen concerts where his saxophone player would slide across the stage and Bruce would raise him up for a kiss. It was a constant crowd pleaser.
I didn't think, I just did. I took off across the stage while Moira was doing a solo and dropped to my knees. The plan was to stop just short, but the stage was a lot slicker than I thought.
Her eyes widened and I leaned back, trying to slow down. It worked, to a point. Instinctively she had raised one foot to try and stop me and I just slid right into it.
I was lying almost parallel to the floor with her foot on my chest. The crowd roared with approval
Then she surprised all of us by stepping up on my chest. She finished the solo standing on me, and to my credit I never missed a note. When the song ended she just hopped off and left me lying there. Damn, at least Springsteen kissed Clarence, all I got was bruises on my chest. Stiletto heels suck.
...............................................
We packed up our equipment and went to check out the festival. There was a small carnival set up, and when the older kids wanted to ride we split up. Jim and Crystal took the three oldest and Moira and I took the baby, four year old Jan.
She wanted to ride too, so we took her to the kiddie rides. She insisted we both ride the ferris wheel, all sixteen feet of it, so the height wouldn't scare her. She and Moira rode a few more, I was just too big.
While I was watching them ride, a man came up and commented on how beautiful my wife and daughter were, and how lucky I was. It was simpler to just agree with him so I did. He introduced himself as a reporter for the local paper, out to get some color stories.
Moira and Jan came up and we exchanged pleasantries for a minute. He asked Jan if she was proud her parents were in a band. She thought he was talking about her Dad and beamed.
"They're the bestest" she said proudly.
One of the perks of the house we had was free newspapers. The next morning Megan came running into the house shouting that we were famous.
The paper had put out a special festival issue, and we were on the front page. They had snapped a shot of Moira standing on my chest while Jimmy was singing. The caption read "Crockett Music Festival, Let It Rock" and said to turn to the entertainment section to read about us. Of course we went right to it.
"Once again, Sam Wilkins has done an excellent job of recruiting top acts for the festival. The opening group, Two Thirds Irish, were astounding. I have never seen three people make so much noise! Led by the beautiful and talented Moira 'Clapton' Stewart, a guitar virtuoso, the other members are brother Jim O'Sullivan on percussion, and husband Wiley playing anything he can get onstage. They all sing and share lead vocals, with the harmony that only family ties and years of practice can achieve. Do not miss them! They play again at 2:00 today. As daughter Jan can ascribe 'they're the bestest'."
There were three more photos of us individually.
We were grinning like idiots until the husband and daughter bit sank in.
"Wiley, did you tell the reporter we were married?"
I couldn't tell if she was amused or pissed.
"No, not exactly. He just assumed and I didn't correct him. Of course, I didn't know he was writing about us. I'll get a retraction printed."
She was grinning.
"Don't bother. Everyone important knows better. Besides, I've always wanted to be married to a musician. And how else are we going to explain our close family ties and years of practice?"
Our crowd had almost doubled when we played that afternoon. Of course, it was Friday and a lot more people were there, but I like to think we were the cause of part of it. We had to do three encores.
Sam was grinning ear to ear.
"Thanks Wiley. Because of you guys, I'm officially a genius. I've got one more favor to ask. People want to hear more of you. I don't have a slot open for you tomorrow, but you think you could warm up for the headliner? Just one set, to get them in the mood. I've been authorized to double your fee if you can."
I didn't have to ask. Double our money? Duh.
Once again Moira and I had babysitting patrol, but this time we had all four. Crystal and Jimmy didn't get much alone time, and she made sure they took advantage. They were going to see an honest to goodness, non Disney, adult movie, by themselves. Alone.
Pizza for everybody. We didn't want to cook.
It was funny. Nobody remembered me, but everyone recognized Moira. Several actually came by the table to thank us for our show. One lady looked at the four red haired children and grinned.
"I bet I know what you guys do in your spare time."
Before I could correct her Moira took my arm and snuggled.
"Well, everyone has to have a hobby" she said with a grin.
I saw the looks of envy on some of the men's faces, and hugged her back.
.............................................
I was impressed. They moved the start time of the other acts up an hour to give us time to play.
We were on the big stage. The expected crowd would be in the thousands. We walked out on stage and looked around.
"So this is what it's like to be in the big time" said Jimmy, with just a touch of awe in his voice.
The stage was huge, and pretty high up. Wouldn't pay to get too close to the edge. I had actually played to large crowds with the beach band, but it was still intimidating.
We were doing the sound checks when I heard someone call my name.
"Wiley, is that you?"
I turned and there stood Freddie aka Chance Blaze.
"Yep. How's things? I understand your latest song is up to number six on the charts. Not bad. You're ready for the big time for sure."
He seemed uncomfortable but pleased with the praise.
"Yeah, it's doing well. I got four more dates on this tour before we take a break. The next one out will be as a headliner."
I was genuinely glad for him. Very few get as far as he's gotten.
He changed the subject.
"Are you the sound tech?"
Moira heard him as she came up.
"Worse, he's your warmup."
He did what all males do when they first meet her. He lost his train of thought.
"Huh?"
She looked at him like he was a child.
"He, rather we, are your warmup band. It's our job to get them whipped up for you."
He looked at me.
"I didn't know you were a professional. I thought you were a businessman who could play a pretty good guitar. Anything else I should know?"
Jimmy came up while he was talking.
"Well, you should know he's damn talented. With Moira and I behind him, we're gonna light this stage up. Hope you can follow us."
He said it with a smile to take the sting out.
Freddie looked at me with a half smile on his face.
"Well, good luck."
The crowd had swelled. At last, it was time.
Sam was MC again.
"Ladies and gentlemen, our headliner, the Chance Blaze Band, will be up in a bit. Now, sit back, relax, and enjoy Two Thirds Irish, here by popular demand for one more set. Give it up for them."
The crowd was in a good mood and ready to party. We started off with 'Shake Your Moneymaker' adding a few runs to extend it a bit. I was moving around during my solo and got a good look at the surprise on Freddie's face. We followed with 'Higher On The Mountain Of Love' and 'White Cliffs Of Dover', an Eric Johnson instrumental that takes a bit of skill. Moira killed it. We did 'Love Me Do', and then did a Supremes number, 'You Can't Hurry Love' with Jim and I pretending to be the backup singers, singing in falsetto.
We slowed down and did 'Perfect'. By then it had gotten dark, and the lighting tech did a good job keeping the spotlight on Moira. Then it was time to end it.
We knew what we were going to play, but she worked the crowd one more time.
"Last song before Chance comes out and gives you a real show. Anything special you want to hear?"
Of course, those that had been listening to us all weekend started into yelling 'Let It Rock', and Jimmy had already started the intro, extending it with a drum solo. We tore the house down, and yes, I did slide across the stage and Moira did end up standing on my chest. I'll go to my grave remembering that applause. And the bruises.
People were actually calling for more when Freddie walked out on stage and grabbed a mike.
"I'm supposed to follow this? Damn guys, you could have left me something to work with here."
He looked at me.
"Tell you what, why don't we do one together before ya'll go."
He turned to the crowd. "That suit you guys?"
Of course they were screaming and yelling.
How could we refuse. We huddled for a second, deciding what to do. He brought his bass player on stage.
"He grabbed the mike.
"Here's one you wouldn't expect from me."
'Flirtin' With Disaster' was the biggest hit Molly Hatchett ever had, the epitome of Southern rock.
He screamed the lyrics while Moira and I did some blistering guitar work. The crowd was going crazy. When the last thundering notes were fading he yelled "Be right back" and left the stage.
His equipment was already set up, and he had his crew help us, so we were off the stage pretty fast. He stopped us backstage.
"Hang around you guys, enjoy the show. I might ask you to come back and play one more with me."
Like we were gonna say no.
He put on a good show, but as I listened I couldn't help but notice all his songs were formulaic and lacked something undefinable. They sold, but they didn't push his talent. He did very few ballads, bread and butter for a country singer.
True to his word, he brought me back on a couple numbers for some slide work, and Moira did some small leads. Jimmy actually played more than both of us, doing tympani and conga work.
Crystal stayed until the end, Sam had found a reliable sitter and the kids were back at the house, but just as soon as it was over they left. Moira and I stayed a bit longer, talking to Freddie.
He was impressed with us.
"Good show guys. How long you been playing together?"
"About three days." Moira said in a matter of fact voice.
"Really?"
"Yes really. Jim and Wiley have been playing together for about three years. I came on board just to help their buddy Sam out. We probably won't play anymore after this."
We could hear the sadness in her voice.
Freddie couldn't believe it.
"Are you crazy? I've played all my life, since I was twelve, and I can recognize chemistry. You had the crowd jumping, begging for more. Think about it, please."
I had been thinking about it.
"Don't give up on us. Jim and I have a commitment to Soundwave for another three months, after that we can do what we want. We've about run our course. New blood keeps us fresh. I was thinking Moira and maybe a keyboard player would make a hell of a combination."
"Of course, we haven't really discussed it."
I was looking at her the whole time. She had a pleased smile on her face.
.............................................
On the way back to the house I brought it up.
"What I said to Freddie, about a new group, are you interested?"
She was driving, and without taking her eyes off the road she said "Yes".
"Great! But you need to know, it plays havoc with a home life. Working every weekend, traveling, will your husband be all right with it?"
Again she didn't take her eyes off the road.
"He won't mind. He works all the time, he probably won't even notice I'm gone."
Her voice was flat, emotionless. Something was wrong in Stewartville.
"Well, let's talk to Jim in the morning."
..........................................
We had invited Freddie and his band to an old fashioned Sunday lunch. I ran out and got chicken, cabbage, and potatoes, and flour the next morning.
I made slaw, potato salad, fried chicken, and homemade biscuits. The girls made two chocolate cakes and three strawberry pies. Sweet iced tea, with lemonade and sodas for the kids. There was a salad for the health conscious. There was also a huge pot of green beans.
Freddie and three of his band showed up, the rest opted to sleep in.
They gorged. Apparently they missed home cooking. Any leftovers were claimed by Freddie, particularly the pies.
Freddie was a big hit with the kids. After we sat for awhile, passing acoustic guitars and singing old songs just for the pleasure of it, they talked him into walking down to the river.
The river was wide and shallow for the most part, going into a curve with a deep pool at the end. The kids immediately splashed into the shallows, yelling and splashing.
Moira had on a one piece covered by a pair of Daisy Dukes. The boys in the band were getting an eyeful and enjoying it. I didn't know how to feel about it.
The kids kept calling for Freddie to get in the water. He had on a pair of cutoffs and a hat, but refused. His bandmates slipped up behind him, grabbed him, and tossed him into the pool.



This triggered a free for all with everyone getting soaked. We were all screaming and laughing while Crystal, with her ever present camera, snapped away.
When they left, with handshakes, kisses from Crystal, Moira, and the kids, and all the leftovers, Freddie pulled me off to the side.
"Hand me your phone." I did, and he programmed his number in.
"DO NOT give this number out. Call me when I'm around. If you're playing, I might stop by. And thanks for today, it was fun to be with real people for a change."
When he left, everyone started packing but me. Sammi was coming up for a few days for some vacation time.
We had made more for four and a half sets than we normally did for six days' work. We had shared the stage with an up and coming country star, and I had slept with my arms wrapped around a beautiful woman. It would be a long time before I forgot this trip.
Moira was the last to leave. She looked around with a sigh.
"I can't remember when I had this much fun. I'd love to stay."
Without thinking I said "I wish you could stay too."
We looked at each other, only inches apart physically but worlds away from each other.
She brushed my cheek.
"But you're engaged."
I captured her hand and kissed those long, sensuous fingers.
"And you're married."
She nodded, tears forming.
"Life isn't fair. Call me later this week, let's see if we can work out this band thing, all right?"
I watched her drive away. She was right, life isn't fair.
...............................................
Sammi showed up in a cloud of dust, all long legs and sensuality. We barely made it inside before we lost our clothes. For the next three days the only time she dressed was when we went to town. She got a nice all over tan lying by the pool.
Life went on seamlessly for the next five months. Sammi was nearly done with school. It was only an associate degree, but she would be the first in her family to earn one.
Her Dad was long gone, no one knew where. I liked her Mom, and she liked me. She was always telling me what a positive impact I was having on Sammi.
When we reached the end of our agreement with Soundwave, Jimmy and I took the keyboard player with us and changed the band name to Half Irish.
We were very popular, especially in Crockett. We played there so much that Crystal was urging Jimmy to move. Moira all but never mentioned her husband anymore.
Sammi continued to ignore maintenance schedules for the Mach 1, so I would drive it once every two weeks, just to keep an eye on it.
About a month before our wedding date I took it to have the oil changed. Sammi was messy, so I took it to be detailed. When I picked it up I noticed my mini recorder lying on the seat. They had found it stuck under the shifter boot.
I carry one in every vehicle, so when I get an inspiration I can record it. It works out well for me.
This one had lain so long the battery was dead. I put it in my pocket and took it to my office, where it lay for several days. One day I decided to check it to see if I recorded anything I wanted to follow up on.
I replaced the battery and hit play, listening while I replaced the strings on my newest acquisition, a Fender Precision bass. I preferred short scale basses, but this one was such a good deal I couldn't pass it up. It would soon be up for sale.
It was my usual rambling, but I had recorded a bit of lyric that sounded promising. Suddenly I heard the sound of two doors closing and the rumble of the engine. I grinned, Sammi must have accidentally switched it to voice activation. I was about to hear what kind of music she played.
Instead, I heard a male voice.
"Damn this is a nice ride. When do I get to drive it again?"
Sammi's voice broke my heart.
"Anytime you want, honey. Wiley's up in Crockett with his red haired slut, we got until Sunday afternoon."
"Do you really think he's sleeping with her?"
"Not really, he's too much of a Boy Scout. But the bitch has the hots for him, I can see it in her eyes. I just keep making accusations to keep him on his toes."
I recognized the voice. Gary slick hair Smith. her boss.
"Enough talk" said Sammi. Suddenly all I could hear were grunts and squeals, then a steady slurping noise.
Son of a bitch! She must be blowing him right over the recorder. I could hear his grunts.
He yelled out "here it comes baby! Oh damn, you're so good at this."
Soon she was giggling.
"Enough warm up. Give it to me, Gary!"
"Give me a minute, I think the top of my head just caved in."
"Hurry. I have to be home to answer the phone. He always calls on his last break to tell me goodnight."
"Why can't you talk to him on your cell?"
It's a security thing. Sandy messed him up pretty good. It makes him feel better knowing I'm at home when he calls."
"Well then, let's go. You can tell him how much you love him while I'm balls deep in you."
"NO! Never in his house, and especially his bed. I owe him that much."
"If you feel that way, why are we screwing around?"
"Because he's gone a lot, and frankly, I'm a bit oversexed. But let's be clear here. I actually love him. You're just for fun, and when we get married and he gets a job keeping him home, play time is over."
"Over? Never again?"
"Well, maybe not forever, I'll still have a high sex drive." The bitch was giggling again.
"Ever thought what would happen if he found out?"
"He won't. I would never do it to him while he's around. We've been together at clubs, but we always come separately and I never leave with you. He knows I go out with my friends while he works, and he doesn't have a problem."
She paused, in thought I guess.
"If he does find out, I'll claim loneliness and alcohol. Besides, after we get married, he'll have too much to lose. He hasn't said anything about a prenup, and he left his file cabinet unlocked. I snooped. My little coyote is rich, baby, more money than you'll ever have. And half of it will be all mine."
"Now, we're on a time limit, let's start lovin'"
He wanted to do it on the backseat but she laughed.
"Seriously? I'm flexible and double jointed, but not that much. Let's do it on the hood while it's running, I bet the vibrations will feel great."
I heard the doors slam, and then a squeaking noises. Sounded like I needed new shocks. Fifteen minutes later the doors opened and closed again.
"Damn baby, that was great!" I could almost see him smirking. Then I heard a squishing noise.
Sammi was cooing.
"Honey, don't start again, I've got to get home."
Then, "Ooh, that's so nasty! What are you doing that for?"
"This way ever time he grabs the shifter, it'll be like grabbing my cock."
He was actually rubbing their combined juices on the shifter! Sammi didn't know it, but she just lost a ride.
I carefully put the recorder in my safe. We had been living together for almost a year, the wedding was in five weeks. Not that it was going to happen now.
I sat and wondered. What was so wrong with me that I couldn't keep a woman?
Then the anger kicked in. The bitch was gonna pay, somehow. And ol' slick hair was gonna get his too.
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I said all I needed to last time. Let's just get on with it.
...................................................
Damn, damn, damn.
What the hell is so wrong with me that I can't keep a woman?
I think I'm a good person. I'm not cruel to people or animals. I pay my bills, donate time and money to charities, help my friends when they need it. When I decide to love someone I do it heart and soul.
Apparently that's not enough.
I did what any mature adult male would do under the circumstances. I cried to my Mom.
Dottie knew something was wrong the second she saw me.
"What's wrong? Is something wrong with Sammi or your friends? You look lost."
I told her the whole miserable tale. At first she was sympathetic, then she got angry.
"The nerve of that bitch! I'm gonna chew her a new ass when I see her."
It almost made me laugh. Mom didn't use profanity, and I never heard her say an ill word about anyone.
"Don't bother. I'll take care of it. She's history. I'm just glad I found out before we tied the knot. I want payback, I just need to figure out how."
Mom brought up a good point.
"She's lived with you for almost a year. You need to check with your lawyer for legal ramifications,
I don't know if palimony could come into play. Be careful, son. You don't want to lose anything over this."
Her advice was good, as usual.
...............................................
My lawyer was an old college friend. He was pre-law while I knew him, and heavily into music. He could even play, trombone. Not a rock and roll mainstay, but he was pretty good.
"You should be okay. All she has contributed seems to be paying the power bill and splitting the groceries. She didn't help with the mortgage, you don't have one. Same with car payments. Judging from the pay stub you brought me, she is capable of paying her own bills. Unless she has some agreement in writing, you're safe."
"You did furnish her a car, but from what you tell me, you made it pretty plain that the car was an investment and subject to be sold anytime.
Thanks to your almost anal retentive habit of saving receipts, you can even prove that you maintained her car for awhile. Just don't do anything stupid that would open you to litigation and you'll be fine."
"My best advice? Move her out fast, change the locks, and get on with your life. If she makes any noise refer her to me. That restaurant is part of a chain, corporations don't like scandals or bad publicity. Offer to help set her up in an apartment for old times sake if she doesn't make waves. It'll be cheaper than my fee if she tries something, and it'll look good on paper."
Then he leaned back and grinned.
"Look at the bright side. Now that you're a free agent, you can start chasing that hot woman in your band."
I sighed.
"The only drawback to that plan is her husband, and I don't break up marriages."
"Damn Wiley, your life sucks, doesn't it?"
Despite his smile I heard the ring of truth. I agreed with him.
"Yeah, pretty much."
................................................
On top of everything else, business wise I was extremely busy. We were booked solid for weeks, right up until the week of the charity concert.
We had been meeting, working up playlists, and rehearsing on Sundays. We had some pretty good discussions, for lack of a better word, over the playlist. Opinions were loud, definite and hard to negotiate. Most of the time I had headaches trying to play ringmaster.
We were doing what most bar bands fantasize about, playing what we wanted for a large audience.
Phil Specter was pretty much a miserable human being judging from the articles I had read about him, but there is no doubt that as a music producer he was a genius.
His trademark 'Wall Of Sound' was responsible for many hits in the sixties. We were trying to emulate that. Horns, strings, layered musicians. the whole ball of wax.
The crowd we expected to attract would be over thirty, more like over forty, and we wanted to play music they were familiar with. If they were happy they were much more likely to donate, and that was why we were there.
The chamber quartet recruited most of the college to help. The broadcast journalism students, the business students, and others got their professors to treat it like an extra credit, real world work experience project.
I had a budget to play with, mostly for advertising. All labor was voluntary. The broadcast students quickly became sound, lighting, and stage crew. They arranged for the whole thing to be broadcast on local access on a one day delay, with the 800 number for contributions flashing constantly.
The business students were in charge of advertising and promotion. All the music majors wanted involved, but we had all the musicians we needed, and they couldn't match our schedules.
I knew I had to do something about Sammi. I avoided her, using the benefit as an excuse. It helped that we had a two week gig up in Crockett, playing at a bar called The Black Dog.
Crockett was a college town, Mountain State University, but the Dog was more of a hangout for locals. We were well known, so there was an influx of college students. Most got along, but they had some huge bouncers, just in case.
Jimmy, Al, and especially Moira could tell something was off. When they asked I told them it was personal stuff I needed to work through. and they left me alone.
We didn't play on Monday and Tuesday, so Jim, Al, his boyfriend, and Crystal went sightseeing. The kids were at the grandparents, giving Jim and Crystal a little alone time.
Crystal was hinting around that she would like to see him settle down to a steady job. He had gotten laid off, as had so many others, and money was tight. They also thought Crystal may be pregnant again. Things were a little tense.
Moira hadn't mentioned her husband at all for a month, but she still wore the rings. Apparently he traveled a good bit and they were used to being apart. When I told them I was going back home to work on the benefit, she wanted to come along to help, and check on her house.
The ride was quiet, each absorbed in personal thoughts. When we hit town I surprised her by going to my office instead of the house.
"Aren't you going home first?" She asked in surprise.
"Not right now, I've got too much to do and this is where my notes are. Come pick me up in a couple of hours, okay?"
She just looked at me.
"I know you, Wiley, better than you think. Whatever you have going on, when you decide to tell someone, I'd like to be that person. You're not Smilin' Wiley anymore, and I miss him."
After the emotional goodbye we had at the festival back in July, we had avoided touching each other, so I was taken aback when she kissed my cheek.
"You're a good man, Wiley" was all she said before she pulled off.
The Smilin' Wiley Orchestra. That was the name they voted to use. It was a combination of the fact that I was pretty much responsible for the whole ball of wax, and I enjoyed it so much I had a permanent smile on my face.
The drama department designed the stage. A large open area in the middle, a raised platform for the horns on the left, and one on the right for the chamber quartet. Twenty three musicians, three drum sets, four keyboard stations, five guitarists, three basses, fifty nine microphones, a mountain of amps and sound equipment, part or all being in use at the same time. Twenty three ear buds so we could monitor ourselves and get stage directions. It was a sound technician's nightmare.
We had three guys for lighting, two for sound, two stage managers and five stage hands. Add to that the videographers, and it could definitely get crowded. We were gonna have a ball.
I watched her leave, thinking about the Smilin' Wiley comment.
When everyone got together to format the benefit a lot of ideas were tossed around. It was a concert as much as a performance, and one of the drama students suggested we emulate the orchestras of the forties and fifties. We also had too many individuals and groups to list, so we had to come up with a name. They chose it, not me.
The stage guys even built stands with the initials S W O running down the front, and the O was a smiley face with the lips and tongue from the old Stones logo.
................................................
I took the Mach 1 away from Sammi, saying while they were changing oil they discovered some engine problems, and it may have to be rebuilt again. It was bullshit of course. I had hidden it in one of my empty garage units.
She wasn't a complete idiot and knew something was wrong, assuming I was pissed at her over the car. She was trying her best to make up.
I left her to her own devices on transportation. She was catching rides with coworkers, and even slick hair picked her up a time or two. There was an attempt to get me to help her car shop, but I told her I didn't have time.
Just before I left she asked me point blank what was wrong. I just told her I was dealing with a lot of stress trying to make the benefit a success, and I had recently discovered that someone I trusted had let me down unexpectedly.
She looked a little guilty. I told her it was a musician problem and she let it go.
I had been plotting revenge. Cruel, nasty, over the top punishment. But as I thought about it I decided the best way to handle it was musically. It was what I did, who I was. All I had to do was hold on for two more weeks. Besides, an old man once told me getting revenge is a lot like wrestling with a pig. You both get covered in mud and shit, and the pig likes it.
But it was still gonna be cruel and nasty.
.................................................
During this time my friendship with Freddie started to grow. He actually called me two weeks after the festival to ask about one of the songs we had done, he was thinking about covering it for his next album, and he wanted to use our arrangement.
He asked how I thought it would work, and I hesitated. He heard it right away.
"Please, Wiley, I have enough yes men. Tell me the truth."
So I did.
"The song won't be a good fit for you Freddie, but there are a couple more from the same artist that would. Have you listened to much of his stuff?"
He said he hadn't but would look his work up. We talked a few more minutes and he had a request.
"You seem to have an almost encyclopedic knowledge of music. Try and think up some stuff you think would work for me. I'm open to anything."
I had a few I'd already thought of, but I waited awhile before sharing them.
Thanks to Freddie, Two Thirds Irish had fifteen seconds of fame. He had crews taping his performances, and they had captured his rendition of 'Flirtin' With Disaster. Of course, it turned up almost instantly on his Facebook, website, and Youtube. It made us look good, although Jim and I were just side players, the camera played to Freddie and Moira. It never hurts to have a hot babe in your video.
The pictures Crystal had taken of us at lunch and in the river showed up on his website. He insisted on Facebook it was just lunch with old friends during the festival, but there were a few shots of Moira in her one piece splashing Freddie, and the magazines got hold of it and talked up romance.
It got even more improbable when Freddie said on Facebook, not that he wouldn't like to date her, but she was just a friend, and besides, she was married. To me. Apparently he had seen the newspaper article. It took a little while to straighten that one up. Jim told me her husband was actually pissed.
"Want me to talk to him and clear it up?"
I guess he didn't have a very high opinion of his brother in law.
"Fuck him. It's the most attention he's paid to her in a couple of years. Maybe it'll do them both some good."
I repeated my offer to Moira, but she said to forget it, she had already cleared it up.
The argument over the playlists were getting out of hand. I finally stepped in and told them to focus on what this was for and get over themselves. But, I tried to get most of them placated.
Freddie was working on his new record and lining up a new band. His last group were ultimate professionals, but they treated it like a job, and didn't invest any emotion at all. This makes for a pretty boring live show.
He called and asked if he could come by, his buddy was looking for a guitar and understood I might have what he was looking for. I flipped when he came through the door.
I knew who he was instantly but didn't comment. I just plugged the guitar up and handed it to him.
He had a small smile on his face as he started playing. Freddie just grinned at me, nodding at a case.
I flipped it open and he grabbed my 125, strumming happily. I just went with the flow and grabbed my Fender Mustang bass. We must have played fifteen minutes before anyone wanted to stop.
I had asked Freddie, so when he said yes I called Jim and Moira and told them it was life or death, get their asses over here now.
TA, as he liked to be called, was a nice guy. He wanted the guitar bad, a Gretcsh Chet Adkins Country Gentleman, autographed by Chet Adkins personally. Money was nothing to him, but I still gave him a good deal. After all, when he loomed over you at 6'5", long hair falling into his face and talking in that deep rumbling voice, it made you want to be agreeable.
We all took pictures of each other, and he really liked Moira. If I didn't know he was desperately in love with his wife, I would have been jealous. Maybe I still was, just a bit.
I think he noticed it and said something to Freddie. He just grinned at me and said something back. TA seemed surprised, looked at me like I was an idiot, and said something back to Freddie.
Don't you hate it when you know someone is talking about you?
"Wal, you're all here, might as well play something."
So we jammed for an hour. I got out the lap steel and we played old country, Hank Williams, Jimmie Dickens, other guys they had no idea I knew about.
We even did an old Bob Wills song, that Freddie sounded damn good on. Ideas were popping.
Of course, it was too good an opportunity for Freddie to pass up, so with permission, he posted pictures, apologizing for lack of sound, but thanking his good buddies Two Thirds Irish for hosting again.
Sammi was furious with me when she found out.
"Two of the biggest names in country music, and it didn't occur for you to call me. I bet you called that red headed slut quick enough, or was she already there?"
This was about two days after I found out she was cheating, so I wasn't too concerned with her feelings.
"I'm about sick of this shit of ranting about Moira. We have a professional relationship on top of being really good friends. Do I accuse you of improper behavior when you study with Gary? They say people with a guilty conscience make accusations. Anything you need to tell me, Sammi dearest?"
I couldn't quite keep the anger out of my voice.
She backed off instantly, looking nervous.
"I'm sorry honey. She's just so pretty and you're with her more than me. I trust you, really. And you know you can trust me, right?"
I wanted to take that lovely, double jointed body, tie it into a knot, and bounce it off the wall a few times. It took everything I had to regain control.
"Yes honey, I know quite well how trustworthy you are. But I'm sick of you bitching about Moira, so give it a rest. You understand?"
"Calm down, babe, please. I'll never mention her again. I'm sorry I'm so bitchy, being without a car and trying to finish our wedding details is stressing me out."
I accepted her apology, but didn't make much effort to cuddle or talk afterward. She got the message and left me alone.
.................................................
I had heard an r & b version of 'Walking After Midnight', the great Patsy Cline tune, when I was much younger. It stuck with me.
It would pop in my head from time to time, and I would fool with it. Part of my garage was converted into a recording studio with an almost obsolete 32 track system. I had a friend who was an electrical engineer and singer/rapper who tweaked the system as I had the money, so we could get a pretty good product out. We actually did demos for people, mostly CDs for fellow bar bands to use for attracting business. Mel, the engineer, would also video tape performances to accompany the CD.
We overlay the basic soundtrack with horns, faked on my keyboards, and a screaming slide guitar lead. Backing vocals that had an almost doo wop feel. It sounded like western swing on jet fuel, but it worked. I just needed a vocalist who could do it justice, and it wasn't me. Moira would have been a good choice, in fact we did a version in some of our sets, but the way it was set up called for a man's voice.
I sent it off to Freddie, who played it for his producers, and they all agreed it would be great for him. A country classic with a new, modern feel. It would be the lead off single off his next project.
He was bubbling when he called.
"Man, that was great! Can I get your band to back me in the studio?"
Duh, duh, duh. The chance to work on an album with a singer destined to do great things? Gee, we would have to think about it for awhile. And of course, we would get credit, and get paid.
He called about every other day. What did I think of this song? Would that sound good with horns?
His biggest concern was originals. He used some of the most talented songwriters in country music, but was having trouble getting a 'signature song', something fans would automatically identify him with. What he had done so far was good, but almost generic. You could almost interchange any new singer with the material and nobody would notice. It was very frustrating.
"Damn Wiley, you know almost ever musician in three states. Isn't anybody out there writing?
I'll listen to anything, you just never know."
Well, since you asked. I sent him one of mine.
................................................
I made phone calls, set up rehearsals, checked on advertising. Tried to get three days worth of work done in two hours.
I took a break. There were some things packed in a corner I wanted to move to another unit for more work space. Nothing valuable to anyone but me.
My grandmothers' rocking chair. My Dads' old stereo and albums. Two or three boxes of children's books she used to read to Chip. And probably me when I was young. They were dogeared, worn with use and love. I planned on reading those same books to my children, even though the odds of that happening was growing less and less.
Moira came in while I was sorting and offered to help. I could tell something was wrong, but we had learned to give each other room, so I didn't say anything.
She was moving a box of books when the bottom came apart. She retaped the box and started stacking. She picked up a book and just stopped, frozen.
I Love You This Much, by Sue Buchanan, one of the best children's books ever written, was in her hands. It was Chips' favorite book, read almost every night, especially if Gram was around. She had read it to me at his age.
She leafed through it, not really reading. There was something in her manner that spoke of pain. I picked up my old mandolin and started strumming.
I had made up a little song based on the book I used to sing to Chip some days when no one wanted to read it to him.
"I love you this much/my heart swells at your touch/I can never get enough/'cause I love you this much." I sang softly.
There were four more verses, but before I could sing them, Moira let out a small sigh and collapsed slowly towards the floor.
I dropped my mandolin and grabbed her just before she fell, lowering myself into the rocking chair.
Her arms circled my neck and she put her head against my neck and cried.



And cried, and cried some more. I didn't know what to do so I just held her, rocking gently, petting her as I would a child. Slowly the sobs subsided and she became quiet. I held her for about forty five minutes, thinking she was asleep.
She stirred after a while, then started and jumped out of my arms. She looked shattered, lost, and so alone. I wanted nothing more in the world than to scoop her back into my embrace and tell it was all right, that she was a good person and loved, especially by me.
I realized then that I wasn't in love with Sammi anymore, I was in love with Moira, and had been since the first time we played together. Damn, why did she have to be so married? Of course, with my track record, it wouldn't have mattered anyway.
Instead of following my instincts, I helped her into the rocking chair and got her a box of tissues. She wiped her eyes, dabbed her cheek, and did a very unladylike job of blowing her nose.
It was damn near a honk, and it made her giggle.
"Want to talk about it?" I asked gently.
She nodded and got her purse. She pulled a picture out and handed it to me.
It was a picture of a child, a red haired beauty with a beautiful smile. It must have been a Halloween photo. She was dressed as a fairy, in a little green satin dress with gossamer wings. At first I thought it was Moira until I looked a little closer. I looked to Moira for confirmation.
She nodded.
"My daughter, Erin. She had just turned four when that was taken."
.................................................
"Where is she now?" I was picturing a scenario of a vengeful ex husband stealing her away.
"Forest Lawn. That picture was taken about seven months before she passed. Aggressive form of childhood cancer. From diagnosis to passing was only ten months. She would have turned seven today."
I didn't know what to say.
"Paul and I were supposed to visit her today, that's why I rode down with you. But he called about an hour after he was supposed to be home. Emergency meeting, couldn't be avoided. What could be more important to him than honoring her memory? Damn him!"
She was sobbing again.
"Moira, I'll take you. I'm overdue for a visit myself."
She tried to stop me, but I led her to the van and buckled her in. The fight had gone out of her, she just stared out the window while I drove.
I stopped at a florist and bought three bouquets. She noticed the number but said nothing.
"Which section?" I asked as we pulled through the gate.
"Northeast corner, section C."
I parked as close as I could and helped her out. I handed her the flowers I had picked, the florist said it was appropriate for a seven year old girl. I picked up the other two and told her I would give her privacy.
She put her hand on my arm. "Please go with me."
She looked desperate, so I took her hand and followed her.
Forest Lawn didn't allow stones, but accepted sculptures. Near her plaque was a small angel, arms reaching heavenward. If you looked close you could see it resembled a fairy. The engraving said: "To all the small angels". I knew who funded it without question.
She talked for half an hour. She apologized for her father not being there for her birthday, and said he would make it up to her. She told her about her life, and being in a band, introducing me as her band mate and best friend. She wound up by talking about the flowers. Finally she told her she loved her more today than ever, and that she would be back soon. She kissed her hand and placed it on the plaque, then turned and strode off for awhile.
She was staring off into the distance, but took my hand when I joined her.
"Thank you, Wiley. Now let's go visit your loved ones."
I took her to see Mom and Chip, buried side by side. I told her who they were, and before I could stop myself told her the whole story. She didn't say a word, just held my hand tighter.
She was surprised when I laid only one bouquet down.
Then I took her over and introduced her to Kara, again telling the whole story.
She gazed down for awhile, then whispered, "You lucky, lucky girl, getting to love Wiley first. I envy you, but think I understand him better now. Thank you for loving him."
We were quiet when we left.
"Wiley, just drive around for a little, will you?"
I didn't say a word, and thirty minutes later we were at the state park that I had taken Sandy to on our first date. The place was always soothing to me. We sat on the picnic table and watched the fishermen and the families picnicing for awhile.
She hadn't let go of my hand since we got out of the car.
"Thank you for being there when I needed you. Now, please, I can tell you're in some kind of pain. Let me help. If nothing else I'll be glad to listen. You do it for me. Please, hon, tell me what's going on."
I think the 'hon' broke me, so I told her about the last two years, first with Sandy, and now Sammi. She was livid.
"What the hell is wrong with these women? Does the blood not go all the way to their brains? You're the finest man I've ever met. Kind, gentle, loving, loyal, what the hell is wrong with them?"
I sincerely hope I never see that look she had on her face directed at me.
"What are you going to do about her?" She demanded indignantly.
So I told her. She looked confused, surprised, and finally happy.
"I'm gonna have to reevaluate my opinion of you, but I like it. And I'm gonna help you."
She smile she had was not pleasant.
................................................
Things were rapidly coming to a head, and just when I thought if I had one more crisis to deal with I would blow my brains out, a big one came at me.
"Wiley, honey, how are you? I've got a problem I need help with, and you're the first one I thought of. Will you help me, please?"
It was Mrs. Miller, my old piano/organ teacher, wife of the man who taught me to play guitar. They were more than teachers, almost a second set of grandparents. He had passed away last year, and I checked on her from time to time.
She didn't have anyone else. Her only child and his wife were killed in an auto accident years before.
What she had was their son, her grandson, probably the most useless human I had ever met. He was due a trust fund from the accident when he was thirty. He was twenty two now and a two time convicted felon. We lived in a three strike state, and I would have bet every guitar I owned he would go down for the count way before then.
He was in trouble, again. She had gone through most of her savings paying for bail and lawyers.
The grandson was a unrepentant druggie and had been caught with a felony amount of crack on him.
No doubt about it, he was gone.
She was trying to raise bail money, but with his
track record nobody wanted to bond him. She finally found one who would do it, if she put the whole $50,000 up front. If he made his court date he would refund 90%.
I tried my best to talk her out of it. He was her last living relative, and she had a blind spot as far as he was concerned.
He had been through rehab twice, as well as several twelve step programs. He would last a month, a week, a day, and be back hustling the street for his next fix.
.................................................
Spending my life in music, I had more than a little experience with drugs. Not the superstar 'I've got money so fuck the world' scenario, but the day to day, grind out for a living musicians, who fell prey to the ready availability. Knew three who ended up in jail, five that lost everything including their families, and two who lost everything including their lives.
I had dabbled. I was young, it was available, so I sampled.
I didn't like pot because I didn't smoke and it tore my lungs up. I was scared of heroin so that was out. Did two lines of coke once and played so badly, they cut my amp off. I was so messed up I didn't even realize it. I still drank, rarely to excess.
Luckily, I looked around, saw what it was doing to my friends, and stopped.
.................................................
Mrs Myers, or 'Nonnie' as her she had her students call her, was distraught.
"I can't get that kind of money up. What am I going to do?"
My first response would have been leave him where he was, but I knew she wouldn't do that. I was afraid she would do something foolish like remortgage her house if I didn't step in.
She had something of value, something she didn't even realize she had. Her husband was the one who got me started collecting guitars, and she had a few of them left.
"Nonnie, I think I can help you. How many of Carl's old guitars do you still have?"
"I don't know, Wiley, he packed them all up when he got sick and told me to give them to Carl Jr. when he passed. When Junior died and I forgot all them. They're in the back bedroom still, I guess."
They were still there. Apparently the grandson had no idea how much they were worth, or they would have been long gone. Everything he had was top of the line, and he had a life time to collect them.
He had five guitars. The first three were valuable, but not rare. On a quick sale I could probably get between eight and twelve thousand for all three.
The other two fell into a completely different area. They amounted to the holy grail for guitar collectors.
One was a 1953 gold top Les Paul, made the first year they put serial numbers on them. This one was in the low three hundred range. It still had the original box and paperwork, and more importantly, it was signed by Les Paul himself, and there was a picture of him in the late fifties holding the guitar. The picture was inscribed with "Carl, treat it well, play it often, love the music, your friend, Les Paul."
The Les Paul model was actually designed by one of Gibson's engineers. Les was brought into the project pretty late, a fifties version of branding a product.
Truth be told, the '53 model wasn't a very good guitar. It was a bitch to keep tuned and wasn't really that playable. This didn't matter at all to most collectors.
By 1957 they had taken the bugs out and had a very good product. The other guitar was a 1957 sunburst Les Paul, also with original paperwork and case. Together they could bring in the mid six figures at the right auction.
I wrote Nonnie a check for the first three, giving her full value. I wasn't in this one for a profit.
I gave her fifty thousand for a 25% interest in both Les Paul models, having my lawyer draw up a binding contract. We immediately shipped them to Sotheby Auctions in London for an instrument sale they had coming up. We insured them for half a million.
She bailed him out, and the judge put in a proviso that he had to wear an ankle bracelet and could not leave town. If he passed the city limits the bond would be revoked and he would be back in jail.
I had a long talk with the bondsman. Most bondsmen are nice guys if you play by the rules, and this one actually liked Nonnie. We agreed that in addition to the bracelet one of his guys would spot check him several times a day, as long as I paid for his time. I thought it was a good investment.
................................................
This put a serious dent in my ready cash, so I called up a guy who had been bugging me about the Mach 1, and sold it to him for $35,00. I could have probably gotten a lot more for it if I put in one of those auctions you see on television, but one, I needed working capital, and two, I knew it would piss Sammi off.
It did. She raised hell, she actually loved the car.
"Damn it Wiley, I was hoping you would give it to me for a wedding present."
I just smiled, which made her angrier.
"I told you when you started driving it not to get attached. I needed the money so I sold it."
I'm sure with her knowledge of my finances she wondered why I needed the money, but she didn't dare ask.
"When are we going to look for me a car? I need one pretty bad."
"Tell you what, after the benefit we'll address your transportation problem. Right now I've got to focus on that."
"And our marriage."
She all but spit the words out.
"Oh yeah, I'm working on that" I replied.
.............................................
Suddenly, I was tired. Tired of Sammi, tired of the band, tired of responsibilities, even tired of Moira because I couldn't have her. Most of all I was tired of me and the continual mess my life had become. I declared an unscheduled holiday and disappeared for thirty six hours.
I was even tired of driving my van, I actually missed the Mach 1. Changing my voicemail to say I would be unavailable for the next twenty four hours, I rented the most powerful Mustang they had on the lot, and drove off into the sunset.
................................................
Actually, since I was heading east, I was driving into the sunrise. There was someone I needed to see.
My lesbian buddy from college now had a thriving practice in another state. We kept in touch through reunions and alumni updates, so I had access to her number.
I called, got her receptionist. She was in a session and would be available in about an hour. I gave her my number and told her to say it was the future father of her children. I know the receptionist was startled, but then I laughed and told her my name.
She called back in fifty minutes.
"Where the hell have you been? My girlfriend has been ovulating for seven years. You're about to run out of time."
We joked and reminisced for a few minutes before I got to the reason I called her.
Somehow she didn't seemed that surprised. Her day was full, but if I was willing to buy her dinner she would make herself available.
There were hugs and kisses. Her girlfriend was there and showed me pictures of the two kids they had by artificial insemination.
"Got tired of waiting, you slack ass."
Soon her spouse said her goodbyes and we headed back to her office.
"All right, we're on the clock. Start talking."
So I told her about my life for the last two years, all of it. When I was done she just nodded and looked out the window for a second.
"I'll be brutally honest here. I don't think you were in love with Sandy, or Sammi either. In your head, I think you could hear a clock ticking and felt it was time to find a mate. You wanted to be in love so you talked yourself into it."
"From what I hear about your friend Moira, the way you talk about her, you may actually love her. But she's unattainable."
"Something you need to realize, Wiley, if you're ever going to have a successful relationship, is that you have to give all of yourself to whoever you choose. You can't give her half, or just the parts you want her to know about, but all of you.
You can't keep people in little boxes, neatly tagged. Life is sloppy, messy, and you can't control it all the time."
"Don't get me wrong here. Everybody has secrets, it's human nature. Just keep your priorities straight. If you decide to love someone, do it with all of your heart and mind. If you get hurt, you get hurt. But eventually, usually when you least expect it, you'll find what you're looking for."
"And when you do, I expect to hear all about it."
I thought about what she said a lot on the way home. I hate when someone tells you something you should have been smart enough to figure out on your own.
I also made a standing appointment for once a month. The habits of a lifetime were going to be hard to change.
.................................................
The first thing I did when I got home was try to talk to Sammi. I wasn't going to mention her cheating. In my mind I had been cheating her by not committing fully. I decided to keep the rental Mustang for a few days so she would have transportation.
She burst out of the house when I pulled up. Her face was flushed and she seemed very, very, nervous and angry.
"Where the fuck have you been? The phone has been ringing off the hook. Everybody has been looking for you. I didn't know what to tell them, so I just took messages. Goddammit, why did you turn off your cell?"
I'm sure it was just a coincidence that I saw Garys' car pulling away as I turned into my street.
Her attitude, and seeing his car pull away, altered the forgiving mood I was in. No, I didn't love her anymore, we probably wouldn't have made it even if she didn't cheat, but the fact was she did, and I had a hard time handling it.
"I had a lot to think about, things I had to work out. I know I should have talked to you, but the fact is I didn't. I'm sorry, I should have. But I feel better now, I actually talked to a professional and she pointed out a lot of things I need to work on to be a better person. It's been a lot to process."
I wanted to have a serious discussion, to be honest with each other, but she chose to attack.
"Well, that's just fucking ducky. You leave me in the middle and go out to find yourself. What about me? Maybe I should take a few days and go looking for myself too. What about that?"
She didn't like my answer.
"That might be a good idea. Take the Mustang, it's a rental, but it's paid for for the next few days. Think about things, like should we continue.
We haven't really gotten along lately, maybe that's a warning."
Not what she was expecting, not at all. But she had her temper up.
"Maybe I will! Maybe I'll find someone else who is interested a real relationship. He might even have red hair. What do you think of that?"
"I think you should do whatever makes you happy. I bet you won't have to go out of town, I bet you could look a lot closer to home and find that. Maybe you already have."
We had been getting progressively louder, and hadn't even made it into the house. I'm sure the neighbors were getting an earful.
My last statement shocked her, I saw a brief flash of guilt maybe, but she forged ahead.
"Fuck you!" She screamed, snatching the keys from my hand and peeling off down the street as I stood there in surprise.
"That went well" I said to myself as I watched her speed away. I called Jimmy to come pick me up, forgetting he stayed in Crockett.
"Where the hell have you been? Moria has been climbing the wall, looking for you. Remember, she has your van. Turn your damn cell on, call her, and get your asses up here. We got a show in six hours, and it takes almost four hours to get here."
I couldn't turn my cell on, it was in the Mustang.
I called Moira from the house and she was there in fifteen minutes. Red haired women sure have a way with words. Her ass chewing would have made a drill instructor blush. She got louder, her brogue got thicker, I even believe her hair got a deeper red. When she finally got done telling me what an inconsiderate asshole I was she threw her phone at me.
"Call your mother, she's been worried sick."
I immediately called Dottie.
"Hi Mom. Sorry I missed your call. How are you?"
She lit into me so hard I had to hold the phone away from my ear for about three minutes. Moira thought it was funny and that I deserved it. When she wound down I apologized.
"Mom, calm down. I left a message saying I wasn't answering the phone for twenty four hours. I had things to think about. Nothing is wrong, I'm fine, see you Sunday."
Remembering the advice I had just gotten, I told Moira where I had gone and why.
"I used to think I was a nice guy, you know? But now I'm not so sure. I know I need to work on being a better communicator, that's for sure."
She listened but didn't agree.
"You ARE a nice guy. You're emphatic, compassionate, and loving. Your brains are a little scrambled right now. At least you're getting help, I could never get my husband to do that after Erin died, and he, make that we, really could have used it. Maybe things would have turned out differently if we had."




She didn't elaborate and I didn't push it.
For the next three hours I gave her the Reader's Digest version of my life. When I got done she knew more about me than anyone alive other than my parents. She seemed spellbound. When I finally wound down she had only one thing to say.
"Wow."
Of course, for all my openness, I made her promise to keep what I told her in confidence.
We made it back to Crockett with forty five minutes to spare. Jim was about to give me shit but Moira warned him off.
When the show was over I went to Wal-Mart and got one of those cheap pay as you go phones with an unlimited plan. It wasn't my IPhone but it would keep me in touch until I could get it back.
..................................................
I had called Sammi every day but she wouldn't talk to me. So much for my new resolve to be a better communicator. I checked, she did turn the rental in and they had my phone.
Sammi actually did me a favor by letting everyone know as far as she was concerned the wedding was on hold. We were having 'communication' issues.
Since she wasn't talking to me and hadn't returned to the house, I had to agree with her.
It was the week of the benefit, finally. Everyone involved was keyed up, the rehearsals had gone well, the equipment had been checked. We had been advertised heavily on radio and TV, and a few of us hit the local morning shows to promote it.
My band and the horn section actually played a couple of songs in studio, trying to generate more interest. It went so well they played a clip on the evening news cast. Luckily, we had a last minute addition to announce. Mr. Chance Blaze was going to make a brief appearance, and might bring a friend or two.
Freddie confirmed this on his Facebook page, saying he wasn't sure which night he would appear because of rehearsal schedules. He did this deliberately, hoping to boost ticket sales.
It was a three night event, and you had the option of buying a ticket for one performance or for all three nights.
We had a few tickets given away on radio, but since it was a benefit they were limited. Pre-sales were actually pretty good.
................................................
Nonnie's grandson decided to run the same week. He cut his ankle bracelet loose, hoping he could be gone before anyone noticed it.
The flaw to that plan was that the bracelet had a temperature sensor built in. If it dropped below body temperature for more than two minutes it alerted the monitor.
The monitor went off just as he was leaving the house. The guy who was spot checking for me was already on the scene.
He followed the car he was in, calling for backup.
In a classic box move they bracketed his car and forced him over within sight of the city limits.
The driver was high, and showed mighty poor judgement by waving a pistol around. Bondsmen don't play. They had their weapons out and were in a pretty tense standoff until the police arrived.
The driver was arrested for weapons and drug charges, along with aiding a fleeing felon. The grandson was arrested for violating his bond and remanded, without the availability of bail.
Nonnie got back ninety percent of the money, but spent it all on lawyers, even though they advised her to just let it happen.
.................................................
Sammi finally called me on Wednesday morning. She was staying with Sandy, of all people. Seemed she had moved back to town when her bisexual lover decided he really wanted to play on the boys' team. She even had her old job back.
""She wants to talk to you, to apologize in person. Will you let her?"
I thought that was a conversation I really wanted to have.
We agreed that Sammi should stay where she was until after the benefit. I did make her promise to come, and had tickets delivered to the restaurant, including one for Sandy and Gary, telling her she should bring him along as a thank you for helping her. He was just as big a fan of Freddie as she was and I was pretty sure he would take the bait. I sweetened it by promising to introduce them to Freddie.
................................................
Freddie surprised me by agreeing to make an appearance, but there were motivating factors.
One, he had a niece with cancer, and two he really wanted to record the song I had sent him.
"I Got A Plan' was written when I was thinking about proposing to Sammi. Freddie's whole production team was drooling. This could be his signature song. I didn't tell him who wrote it, but he suspected.
"This is yours, isn't it?" He hadn't called, just shown up.
When I admitted it was he immediately wanted to know if I had more. I showed him my file cabinet and told him there was probably a hundred and fifty in various stages of completion. I thought he was gonna wet himself.
He immediately demanded first choice, and I told him we would talk about it after the benefit.
After swearing the whole group of us to secrecy, he wanted to debut 'I Got A Plan' during the benefit, to gauge crowd reaction. We practiced it four times in private, just Freddie, Moira, Jim, Al, me, and Frank, the guitarist from Hard Country. Moira stepped in and totally reworked the music, turning it into a wide open party song instead of the ballad I envisioned. It was a hundred percent better. I finally allowed myself to get excited about it.
...............................................
Finally it was Thursday night.
After talking it over we decided to limit the number of tickets to twenty two hundred, and leave a space for dancing. We were all veterans of bar bands, and knew that if people wanted to dance we should make space. It would make them happy, and happy people tended to donate more. A quick ticket count confirmed there were about sixteen hundred paying customers out there. Not bad for an opening night.
We were all seasoned professionals, but the adrenalin level was way up for everyone.
Mellow Mel, my engineer/singer/rapper buddy was MC. He walked onto the stage and under a single spotlight greeted the crowd.
"Welcome to the show. Thank you all for coming. As you know, 100% of all proceeds go the the cancer research foundation. And if for some reason you feel an urge to donate more, we have volunteers to assist you."
"Now for the show. We're going to start with a light classical number and go from there. Please, sit back and enjoy the show."
A spotlight hit the chamber quartet, stage right on a raised platform. They started the opening notes of Beethovens' fifth symphony, and the horns joined in, also on a raised platform, stage left.
Three bars in a spotlight hit Moira, and she hit the Chuck Berry chords, followed by everyone on stage as we launched into 'Roll Over Beethoven'.
Three drummers, five guitarists, three bassists, three keyboards, all playing wide open. The crowd loved it. We stretched it out to a little over ten minutes, and already had people on their feet.
We didn't stop, just switched over to 'Rosalita', one of the best Springsteen songs ever written.
Next came '10th Avenue Freeze Out', since we were into the Springsteen thing.
By now we were interchanging musicians as the song called for them, allowing most everyone to take a breather while keeping the music going.
We played a full hour before taking a break. You have to stop once in a while or the audience goes into auditory overload.
We had preplanned it, and at the break all twenty four musicians worked the crowd, shaking hands and thanking them for coming.
People had already started dancing, so we did a beach music set next. 'Back To Louisiana' a Delbert McClinton song, 'Thank You John', oddly enough about a hooker, her pimp, and john, and one of my favorites, 'Rainy Day Girl', a song written for the Harlem Globetrotter cartoon of the early seventies, that actually has two of the Globetrotters singing on it. A few more beach standards and the crowd was shagging its' ass off.
After the next break we did what we called a "girl power' set. Moira, Jenn/Ginny/Jen, Amber from Hard Country, and three of the chamber quartet, all women, took the stage. Nodding to the country element they did 'Passionate Kisses' and 'Feels Like A Woman' with the horn section.
A version of 'Girls Talk', 'Walk Like An Egyptian', and the great rockabilly song by Imelda May, 'Mayhem', finishing out with 'Walking On Sunshine'. The crowd was roaring by then.
We did five sets, playing from eight until about one thirty. The crowd definitely got full value for their money. Everyone seemed happy when they left, so I was pretty sure we would get buzz the next morning.
I was right. By lunchtime Friday 'Roll Over Beethoven' had been playing on the local access channel almost hourly, along with clips of the girl power set and the beach set. Local TV, radio, and newspapers all gave us good reviews.
I did a radio interview, saying that the sets tonight would not be the same as last night, there was a lot of good music we hadn't got to yet. I also hinted strongly that Chance Blaze might show up. We sold out all twenty two hundred tickets by show time.
The energy was even higher that night. We had gotten the small flaws worked out from last night and we were almost machine like in our precision.
We decided to give each group a nod and feature them just before and after the breaks. Blue String Theory, the bluegrass band went first, doing 'Sis Draper', with me helping with claw hammer banjo.
After the break, Hard Country did 'Drink In My Hand', the Eric Church hit. It had the crowd jumping. The house roared when Freddie walked onstage.
He did his best song, then went into two western swing songs. He really sounded great, he had the voice for it.
Then he talked the audience up, introducing his newest song, to be released in the next few weeks.
"This one has potential. Oh, and by the way, it was written by Wiley Patterson, and arranged by Moira Stewart, local musicians. Hope you like it."
Thanks to Moira, it was a uptempo, feel good song.
The crowd liked it immediately.
It was a song that had a vision of life with his lover.
"I got the champange on ice/I got the ring in my hand/when it comes to loving you babe/I got a plan."
"I want the white picket fence and the minivan/two dogs and a cat/and all the kids we stand/when it comes to loving you babe/I got a plan."
"When we're eighty I want to sit on our front porch/holding your hand/ looking back with love/ glad I stuck to my plan/ when it came to loving you/ I was glad for my plan."
It was a happy, feel good song about a young man in love. They loved it.
He left the stage to cries of more, after promising to return tomorrow.
There was a local entertainment reporter in the audience, and Freddie gave him an interview after the show. He insisted Moira and I be there.
Yes, he was excited about the new song. Yes, he would be touring again in about two months. He introduced us, saying we were the writers of his song, and would probably be in his band for the tour. This was the first either of us knew about it.
Moira was quick to point out that I wrote the song, she had just helped arrange it. I countered by saying without her arranging skills it would still be a dull little ballad.
The reporter laughed and asked how long we had been married. Freddie laughed and said for as long as he had known us. We corrected him, of course. Freddie ended the interview by saying as good as the show was tonight, tomorrow would be even better, and yes, he would be there.
He grinned at us when he left, saying we would have a serious discussion soon.
The next day the front page of the entertainment section was all about the benefit, Freddie, his new song, and us. We were sold out before ten that morning. Sixty four hundred tickets for all three nights at thirty bucks a pop, not too bad. Plus, the owners kicked in all the profits from alcohol sales, we estimated a net of around thirty thousand, plus any donations we received,
made for a pretty successful event.
The broadcast students had gone above and beyond, putting together two video segments for the last night.
We played the first clip just before the second break. Mel set it up.
"Ladies and gentlemen, before we take this next break, we'd like to take a moment to remember those we have lost. Please join us in this memorial, and remember, we have volunteers willing to take any additional donations you would like to make."
"Everybody Hurts' is an REM song purportedly written for Kurt Cobain.
Freddie sang it, playing a grand piano. I was at my B3, and Moira was on guitar. As he started singing, the jumbotron started showing pictures and videos of loved ones lost to cancer. The ages ranged from a few months to upper nineties, with their names, age, and date of death.
By the second verse the tears started, and by the end, when the strings kicked in, I doubt if there was a dry eye in the house.
I didn't know if I would be able to last dry eyed, so I had on a pair of Ray Bans. I watched the video of the performance later, and you could clearly see the tears leaking from underneath. Moira had come over and sat on the bench with me while we played, and you could see her tears as well. When the song ended she hugged me fiercely, sharing comfort and compassion.
The last three images were of Kara, standing in her wedding dress, and then a split screen of Erin, a video of her twirling around in her fairy outfit, with Chip, playing his ukelele and dancing. I know, he wasn't a cancer victim, but I wanted to honor him, and it made a perfect counterpoint to Erin dancing.
When the last notes faded away, all you could hear was crying, then the applause started. The donation table stayed busy for an hour.
Sammi, Sandy, and slick hair were there, sitting at a VIP table. I sent a message that I would be there when I had a break.
Moira had agreed to help with my revenge, but she had her own ideas and got most of the girls to help her. She had her own surprises.
Red was the color of the foundation we were supporting, and in honor all the guys were wearing black slacks and red dress shirts, and all the girls had on red dresses, except Moira.
She had on a simple, knee length black dress with red sequins on the bodice. She blended in and stood out at the same time.
At the end of the next set Mel announced the second video segment, with audience support. All cancer survivors were asked to wear red to the show. We were in the girl power set and as they started on 'Walking On Sunshine' every musician and stage hand went through the crowd, pulling survivors out of their seats and onto the stage.
I had gotten Mom and Dad a table as far away from Sammi as I could, and I made a bee line for her.
Dad knew what was going to happen and practically pushed her to her feet. I pulled her onto the stage. She was alternately pulling back and laughing at the same time.
The cameras were panning around, focusing on red.
Soon the stage and the floor directly in front were crowded with red.
When the song ended, we kept everyone on stage. Mel came out and made a speech.
"Folks, look around. This is what your contributions are for. Everyone here is a survivor. Because of the treatment and medicines available now, these people will continue to be mothers, fathers, lovers, husbands, wives, brothers, sisters, children, and grandparents. Give them a hand."
The applause was thunderous.
As prearranged, Mel handed off the microphone off to me.
"Ladies and gentlemen, this is my Mother, Dottie, a survivor. It's also her birthday tomorrow, I know it's hokey, but I love her, so help me sing happy birthday to her."
Everyone was in a good mood, so the rafters resounded with the song, while the jumbotron showed a closeup of Mom, alternately trying to hide her face and fight the tears. At the end Dad kissed her on one cheek while I kissed her on the other. She said later it embarrassed her to death, but I've caught her watching the video, especially after dad passed. She would always freeze it where we were kissing her.
I lost control of my revenge on Sammi pretty quick. By now everyone was in on it and I got stuck playing along. It started during the girl power set, when Moira sang 'Passionate Kisses'.
Instead of playing she just sang. The girls from the chamber quartet had surrounded me. I wasn't paying attention until Moira walked over to where I was standing just offstage. The girls grabbed me and pushed me onstage. Moira held my hand and sang the rest of the song looking into my face, especially the part about "passionate kisses from you". The crowd thought it was part of the show and loved it, but I glanced at Sammi and could see the smoke rise. It didn't help her frame of mind when Moira leaned in and gave me a kiss. It was the first time we had touched lips, and I felt the jolt all the way to my toes.
The next set was pretty much mine. Mel came over and introduced me as the force behind the benefit. They gave me a nice round of applause.
One of the drama students got a dance teacher involved, and she showed us some simple steps. She had the horn section swaying in synchronized movement. She taught me, Freddie, Jim, Frank, and Al some simple Motown moves, emulating the Temptation and The Four Tops.
I did 'Too Proud To Beg' singing lead while the rest stayed with the choreography. It was a riot.
Moira flounced on stage with exaggerated movements, and I dropped to my knees, begging and following around. At the end of the song she gave me a big smile and kissed me. Again. I could get used to this.
Next the girls came on stage to help me with 'Shake Your Moneymaker'. I had a headset mike, and a wireless cord so I had mobility, and when I got to the verse "I got a girl and she just can't be true" I was right in front of Sammi and Sandy. I'm sure each thought I was singing about the other.
I jumped back onstage and started my slide solo.
I was playing my SG, Jenny had my EBO, and Moira had borrowed Frank's SG, so we coordinated. That seemed to mean more to women.
I tend to play with my eyes closed when I really get into it, and when I heard the crowd roar I thought I was really doing good.
Then I opened my eyes. Every woman was onstage, with their back to the crowd, shaking their "moneymakers". I nearly fell off the stage laughing.
The next song Moira insisted on. As I've said before, I like to take songs and tweak them. "Somebody Like You', the monster hit by Adele, one of the best voices I've ever heard, became a target. I replace the piano with my B3, playing with an intensity that made the melody hypnotic, overlaying it with strings. She heard it while I wasn't aware she was there, and her keen arranging talent kicked in.
The stage went dark, and then a spotlight hit Moira, standing in front of a grand piano. Al started the song and the crowd seemed spellbound.
Just before the bridge I started playing the chords softly, and as the piano notes tapered off I started playing the melody. A second spotlight hit me behind my B3, and I sang most of the second part of the song. I don't have a lot of range, but I do have a talent of infusing emotion into my song.
As I sang I thought about Sandy, Sammi, and most of all Moira. I knew I would never have her, and the pain in my voice was real. She slowly walked over to me, and as the strings came in we did a duet on the last verse, and as the music faded she leaned over the organ pulling my head into contact with hers and holding it into place as the spotlight faded.
If you're an entertainer, there are two ways to know you have absolute control over the crowd. One is when they're so loud you can't hear yourself think. The other is when they go absolutely silent.
You could have heard a pin drop. It was like everyone was holding their breath. A few seconds later a sob broke the silence, and the applause became thunderous in intensity.



The lights came back on and Moira, Al, and I took a bow, waving our thanks to the quartet. Moira had a death grip on my hand. I made no effort to remove it.
.................................................
Sammi looked like she was about to charge the stage.
I took a microphone and addressed the crowd.
"Now that we've managed to depress you, let's try for something totally different. Fred-I mean Chance, could you come back onstage?"
He was surprised, having done all the things we had rehearsed. I caught him singing 'Pumped Up Kick' by Foster The People, and gave him hell. He just grinned.
"Just because I sing country doesn't mean I listen to it all the time. I might be pulling a Conway Twitty, most of the songs he did towards the end of his career were reworked rock songs."
"Besides, it has a really good bass line, doesn't it?"
He was right, it did have a good bass line.
We had rehearsed until we felt comfortable in anticipation.
Moira dragged him onstage while I started the song. Mel was walking around the stage doing vocal effects, and we more or less shoved the mike in his hands.
At first the crowd laughed, but he did a really good job, and the laughter stopped. When it came to the whistling part, Moira had tweaked it, with three flutes and the strings. We had even learned a little dance that Moira and I did while we bracketed him. He loved it.
It was getting time for me to finish my set, so I started my last song, dedicating it to Sammi.
'The Thrill Is Gone by BB King. We gave it the full treatment, horns and strings. I was wireless again, so I stood right in front of her while I sang. At first she was angry, but as I looked from her to Gary, she seemed to shrink. I think she got the message. By now even the crowd could figure out what was going on.
I was going to leave the stage but once again lost control. I had written a song and showed it to Moira. Once again she went in a different, better direction with it. She brought stools out and once again the spotlight was on us. She demanded I do the song, so I did.
'How Could You Love Me?' was written right after I found out Sammi was screwing Gary.
It was a song about heartbreak and betrayal, short at just two minutes and twenty seconds.
I was on a stool in front, and just behind me was Moira with my ES 125. It was perfect for jazz, and she did it in a jazzy, finger picking style.
The only other accompaniment were the horn players, just snapping their fingers in time.
As I sang the last verse I looked right into her eyes.
You broke my heart/baby that's a fact/love's all gone/and it ain't coming back.
You say that you love me/I know it's a lie/ cause how could you love me/how could you love me/ ooh how could you love me/and sleep with that guy.
I stood up and Moira handed me my favorite guitar. It's a 1958 Harmony Stratatone, an almost exact copy of the Les Paul Jr so popular at the time. It was the least valuable of any I owned, just seven to nine hundred, but the sound was distinct, especially for slide work. I gave five bucks for it at a yard sale. Someone had taken a paintbrush to it when the original finish became
worn. It took me two months to restore it.
................................................
I walked over to the table while everyone else was setting up.
"I know about you and Gary. Why didn't you tell me and just move on? It would have hurt me but I would have respected you. Now, not so much."
"We moved everything that I knew was yours to Sandy's apartment. If I missed anything feel free to come and get it. You'll have to call, the locks are changed."
"Just for the record, the kisses you saw tonight was the only time our lips touched. She's still married, and I won't pursue her. And just so you know, almost all the times I hung out with her were while you were at work or we were working. I didn't take any time away from us. Can you say the same?"
"Still, you kept the house clean and as far as I know never brought him home. I think at one time you actually loved me. I've paid three month's rent, and I found you a really good used Camry, it looks a lot like your old one. If you want it, I'll cosign, but I won't give you any money."
I looked over at Gary.
"As for you, you're a low life motherfucker. You knew she was engaged, why didn't you leave her alone? Need another notch in your belt that bad?"
"Wonder what corporate would say about your seduction of someone who works under you? Think they could stand the publicity?"
He boiled over at the last statement.
"You son of a bitch! I'm gonna kick your ass!"
The dumbass actually swung.
I flipped my guitar and he slammed into it hard. If you look at the back in just the right light, you can see three little dimples. He broke two knuckles. He pulled back in pain, and I should have left him alone. But he was a wide open target, so I slammed the guitar into his nose, breaking it. Damn, I had to retune.
I heard later he tried to press charges, but the whole thing was taped from four different angles, and it was ruled self defense. It helped that most of the altercation was caught on audio.
Sammi stood through most of this with her mouth hanging open, and just as she was about to say something Moira and the girls dragged me back to the stage. Just then the opening notes of 'Fuck You' by Celo Green, rang out. Mel sang it.
A spot light stayed on their table, and every time they came to the chorus, I swear most everyone in the building sang along, just about evenly divided between singing "Forget you" and "fuck you". They grabbed Gary and fled the building.
When it was over I grabbed a mike.
"Well, that was interesting. Time for a break."
Backstage I jumped Moira. She didn't seem at all repentant.
"Whose idea was that?"
She just grinned. "Everyone's, actually."
What could I say?
................................................
The final set. Damn, this had been a lot of fun.
We saved some crowd favorites from the first two nights, and added some new ones.
'Tell Momma', an Etta James song. Most of us were wireless and we followed Jenny, who was singing lead, up and down the aisles.
We followed that with our trademark, "Let It Rock', and everyone was screaming "slide, slide" so during her last solo I took off. Moira was waiting for me.
She usually wore jeans. When she did wear a dress or a skirt, she had thick black tights on. When she stepped up on me and I saw she had on thigh highs and a green silk thong, I did something I've never done as a professional. I stopped playing. She hopped off and grabbed my shirtfront, hauling me up. Then she gave me the most sensual kiss I've ever had. Then she whispered in my ear.
"My divorce was final Tuesday."
Then she dropped me and sashayed off.
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This one and another chapter should finish. Thanks for staying with me. I'm tired of making apologies for my lack of consistency, but my computer crashed and it took this long to come up with the money to get another. Can't blame it on the dog this time.
................................................
I lay in the floor in a daze. Did she really say what I thought she did?
Freddie brought me back to reality by shaking me.
"Wiley, WILEY! Are you okay?"
"Huh? I mean yeah, I'm all right,"
"Well get up then, get squared away. Everybody is getting ready for the last number."
I got up, swapping my bass for my Stratatone. This song had a good slide lead in it. I looked around but couldn't see Moira anywhere, so I took my place.
The three drummers led us off. 'Twisting The Night Away' was an old Sam Cooke song. When I was about twelve, just when I was getting familiar with a guitar, my Mom and Dad dragged me to a Rod Stewart concert. They were big fans and had a lot of his work, including when he fronted the Faces.
They pretty much had everything except his disco stuff, Dad felt he sold out and stopped listening to him for years. When Rod came out and apologized for his disco era Dad forgave him.
Even to a twelve year old the music wasn't half bad, He was younger and still had his voice.
His finisher was 'Twisting The night Away', and it blew the crowd away.
When we were trying to find a closer, I thought of it and pulled it up in the computer, finding a clip from the right era. Everyone saw the potential. Old time rock and roll, using every musician except the strings, and they could be back up singers.
I could do a fair Rod Stewart, so I sang the first verse before stepping back to turn my slide loose. Freddie sang the second, then Frank sang the third. We went into the long break, featuring the horns, particularly saxophone.
A new spotlight came on, and there was Moira and all the girls, clustered around two mikes, singing away. We did the last verse, and came to a thunderous finish. The lights went off, and there were call of thanks and goodnight.
We stood in the dark for a full two minutes. People started to leave, and then the drums started up and we redid the last verse. When the vocals were over we just jammed while Mel came on and introduced every musician that shared the stage. Freddie got the most applause, followed by Moira, and then me. Musically it was the best night of my life.
.................................................
Ever been physically exhausted while at the same time mentally exhilarated? That was us afterwards.
Freddie came to me.
"Man! What a show. Playing with you guys is never dull, but I'm beat. I'll call you Monday, we've got things to talk about."
I looked, but Moira was nowhere to be seen. Jimmy said she left right after the show, and promised to call Monday. Sammi left word she would like to talk to me also, if I had some free time Monday.
I better rest tomorrow, Monday was gonna be really busy.
I had lunch with Mom and Dad Sunday. As usual Mom talked and we listened. If Dad had something important to say he would, but if not he would let Dottie talk. She gently chewed me out over my failed love life. Then she said better days were ahead for me, she can feel it.
I hope so, and she was usually right.
..................................................
I met Freddie Monday morning at my studio. He was bubbling over, and had brought his manager and producer with him.
The manager just smiled while the producer raved about the show. He went on and on about chemistry and quality. I knew he was leading up to something so I let him ramble. He finally wound down.
Freddie took over.
"This isn't a strictly social visit, Wiley. I'll get right to the point. How committed is your band in the near future?"
Our agency handled the bookings, but I had final say. There are some places that for various reasons I refuse to play at. Some were dives, some were run by people who didn't like to pay on time, and some I just didn't like period.
"We're three weeks out that I know of. I'm supposed to call this afternoon and confirm about another three weeks' worth, bu that's tentative right now."
The manager stepped in.
"What we'd like to do is hire you to work on Freds' new album, as well as be his backup band on his next tour. We've got eight dates we have to honor as a warmup act, but we're anticipating doing a headline tour after that. We'll go into details later, but we'll pay well and it could be a tremendous opportunity for you and your band."
Wow. Double wow.
Fred broke in to try and seal the deal.
"By your band, we don't mean Half Irish. We want the Smilin' Wiley Orchestra, at least most of it.
The crowd really seemed to like the western swing, and we're thinking about doing a tribute to Bob Wills and some of the other pioneers. It won't be just me singing, either. I've already got a few more artists interested in doing a song or at least a cameo. This could be big, Wiley, big."
"And we don't want you as just a musician, we want you to be musical director for the project, and I'm sure you'll bring Moira in to help with the arranging. Think about it for a few days and get back to us. Now, we need to have a serious discussion."
This wasn't a serious discussion already? I didn't know what to expect.
Apparently it was time for the producer to speak.
"I've been doing this for twenty five years. In that time, if you don't have an 'ear', you're not very successful. And if I didn't have that 'ear' I would have been gone a long time ago."
"I guarantee you 'I Got A Plan' will be Freddie's breakout record. Platinum, minimum. And your song Saturday, 'How Could You Love Me', will probably perform just as well."
"As a matter of fact, we want to record and release it as soon as possible before the tour.
I want it done just like you did it Saturday night, down to your partner playing."
"And one more thing. Fred tells me you have a whole file cabinet full of songs. I want first choice at them. If it won't fit Freddie, well, I produce a lot of acts. If I can't find anyone in house to do a song you've given me, I have lots of friends that do what I do. One of them will have the right artist for the song. I'm willing to pay a very generous retainer. Think about all we've said and try to get back to us by Friday."
He paused for just a second.
"While you're thinking, let's work on "How Could You Love Me'. I'd like to have the video out in two weeks."
Two weeks? The music business never moves that fast.
I wouldn't commit to anything until I talked to Moira and Jimmy. If they came on board we would recruit the rest later.
I called Jimmy and had him get Moira and come over. It was a lot for them to digest. Instead of bars we would be playing to thousands on a regular basis. True, we wouldn't be the focus, but we would be up there none the less. I was single. Moira was now single, so we weren't leaving anyone behind.
Jimmy had to sell it to Crystal. It was only eight dates to start with, but we had to record and rehearse, and we couldn't do it in our hometown. They had four kids not counting the one on the way.
Mom, bless her heart, volunteered to help her. She said she would use his kids as practice for her own grandchildren. We would be back from tour two months before the due date. They really needed the money and it was a great opportunity, so she came on board.
After Jimmy left that Monday, Moira and I had our first serious talk.
I started it.
"You know why Sammi and I split up, but tell me what happened to your marriage."
She collected herself, looking inward.
"We were desperately in love. He was smart, handsome, and on his way to being very successful.
We had a plan. Two kids at least. I was going to be a homemaker, at least until they got older."
"Erin was a joy. A quiet, happy baby. We wanted to space them apart, and we decided to wait at least three years before we had another."
"Then his business took off. He started traveling more and more."
"When Erin got sick, my whole world collapsed. Because he was gone so often, I had to handle everything myself. When I finally asked him to cut back and help, he agreed. For about two months he stayed close to home. But, as Erin got worse he started traveling more. I think he couldn't face the fact that she was dying."
"At the same time, he was insisting we keep to the schedule we had agreed on and have another child."
You could see the pain on her face.
"I couldn't, Wiley, I just couldn't. I was spending every hour with Erin, grieving her impending death, and I just wasn't up to getting pregnant. I think I was afraid if I had another there was a chance that child would get sick too."
"I think it was the beginning of the end for us. After Erin passed I just went through the motions for awhile. I refused to go off the pill. I was just too afraid."
"After that we just started drifting apart. We stayed intimate for awhile, but when he saw I wasn't going to get pregnant he pretty much lost interest. We've worked together for a little over a year and I hadn't shared his bed for about six months prior."
"Finally, three months ago, he flew home, asking him to meet him at the airport."
"When we got home he said the infamous words-we need to talk. He had fallen out of love with me, and had met someone. In fact, she was three months pregnant. He wanted a divorce."
"I wanted to feel angry, or betrayed, but all I felt was relief. I still loved him, but not like a wife should love her husband."
"We were very amicable, and he was far more generous than he needed to be. I got the house and enough money to see me living comfortable for the rest of my life. He got to move on and marry his girlfriend. I didn't know it, but he had changed his legal address to Reno. You can apply for a divorce after six weeks and get it almost immediately."
She moved around restlessly, touching my guitars, taking down my Martin and strumming it for a minute before putting it back.
She stopped moving and sat on a stool she had moved so she could be close and watch my reactions.
"And now the million dollar question. What to do about us. You know I have feelings for you, and I feel the same from you. It was easy when you were engaged and I was married, we could look but not touch. What happens now?"
I collected my thoughts. What I said now could determine the rest of my life.
"Moira, we're friends, friends for a year. I'm glad. With Sandy and Sammi I just jumped right into love. We both know how that worked out."
"Now, without any pressure, I've gotten to know you pretty well. I know you hate bigoted people, have very little tolerance for rudeness, and love children. I know you are afraid of snakes and thunderstorms. You stick out your tongue slightly when you're concentrating, and you love to wear black."
"You know you're pretty but you don't seem to be vain. You're fiercely loyal to family and friends."
"Most importantly to me, you seem to have an unending capacity for love. I want that love very badly."
"Here is what I would like. We're both coming out of flawed relationships. I want to go slow, build on our friendship. In the end, I want you to love me as much as I think I'm going to love you. Does that sound acceptable?"
She started to answer when I held up my hand.
"I want just one more thing. If it doesn't work out, if you find you're interested in someone else, tell me up front and walk away. I'll make the same promise to you."
She sat on the stool, staring into my face for a minute or so. Then she grinned.
"I find your proposal acceptable Mr. Patterson. I'd like to shake on it as friends."
She held out her hand and I took it. She didn't let go and pulled me to her unexpectedly, planting her lips on mine and giving me a very enjoyable kiss.
She pulled back, laughing.
"I wanted to shake as friends, but kiss as the lovers we're on our way to becoming. Now, fill me in on the details of our new career."
................................................
I had my conversation with Sandy and Sammi at the bar where we first met. After greeting my old friends we got a booth. It was early on a Monday evening so very few people were around.
Sandy started first.
"God Wiley, I'm so sorry for the way I treated you. I wish I could take it back but I can't. Mom was dying, I was vulnerable, and he was very good at seduction. We never had a chance, you and I. I know it's a lot to ask, if you and Sammi are really through, could we go out sometimes?"
The look Sammi gave her was murderous. I'm pretty sure she didn't expect this. I cut in before she could say anything.
"I don't think so, Sandy. Too much history. I don't think I could go back down that road."
She nodded, sadly. I think she expected my response.
Sammi was passionate, eloquent, outlining why we should try again. She didn't take my traveling well, she was jealous of Moira or girls I could meet while out of town. She really did love me.
I just nodded.
"Tell me Sammi, if we got together again, what would change? I'd still travel. In fact I've been offered a job that will have me traveling all over the country, not just a few towns over. I'll even be out of the country for two weeks. Are you telling me you could handle that?"
She was nodding vigorously.
"Yes, yes I can. I'll be stronger, you'll see."
"I don't think so. You were cheating on me before I met Moira, so that argument won't fly. But tell me, would you sign a prenuptial agreement, excluding everything except what we would accumulate together?"
Her eyes widened and she hesitated before saying she would, money meant nothing.
"Really? Then explain this to me."
I played a copy of the tape I had for them. Sammi slumped afterwards, knowing she was finished.
I felt a little pity on her.
"I'm sorry Sammi, but the fact is even if we could get past this, I'm just not in love with you anymore. I hope both you girls find somebody, I'm going to try to, sometime down the line."
They were both sniffling when I left, but didn't seem the least bit interested in consoling each other.
.................................................
In the end, The Smilin" Wiley Orchestra consisted of me, Moira, Jim, Al, all four guys from Horns For Hire, Frank and Amber from Hard Country. one of the violinists from the chamber quartet, and two new members.
Celtic Curry happened when an Irish engineer meets an Indian widow with two small girls while on a job in India, marries her and emigrates to the U.S. The girls embraced the Celtic music their stepdad exposed them to, and started a group with the younger brother that was a result of that union. The brother was following in Dad's footsteps and going off to college to be an engineer. One of the older sisters was getting married, so I got Sarah. Her real name wasn't Sarah but was hard to pronounce, so she chose one people could handle.
Jenny from Jenny/Ginny/Jen was at loose ends since her band dissolved, and was a perfect fit.
The orchestra had four women, one black, one Indian, and two white. Ten guys, if you count Freddie,three black, six white, one Asian. It was the least likely country band I had ever seen.
Of the fourteen of us, nine could play multiple instruments, so if we needed a sound, we could produce it.
Rehearsals were grueling but fun. I pretty much set the guidelines, so anybody could make a suggestion and it would be considered, but the eventual decision would be made by me and Moira, with input from Freddie. It worked.
I was wrong about the speed of the music business, or perhaps the ability of his producer, because 'How Could You Love Me' was recorded in four days, and the video was finished in one.
Of course, when all you need is two stools on a sound stage, and three spotlights, it is pretty easy. Van Halen spent six hundred fifty dollars filming the video for 'Jump', basically just taking turns filming each other jump around. They probably spent more than that on ours, but not a whole lot more.
He was supposed to lip sync and Moiras' guitar wasn't supposed to be on, but it came out more realistic to just let them sing and play.
He was in a spotlight dead center, and she was sitting just behind him to the left. I was in it.
I was one of the guys snapping in time. There was a spotlight on our hands and forearms, the other three guys were stagehands. Every thing was totally dark except the area under spotlight.
Moira insisted I be there because I was the writer. I was actually co-writer, and published the song in both our names. I wrote the basic lyrics, Moira wrote the music and suggested a few lyric changes that I agreed bettered the song.
It eventually peaked at number three, his highest charting to date.
'I Got A Plan' was huge. Nine weeks at number one, in the top twenty for thirty one total.
The man behind the video was a certified genius.
It started out in a small cafe for the proposal, with Freddie and an attractive actress. It switched to an empty lot where a house literally sprang from the ground. It was a modular house, moved to the site and assembled. It took five days, and that was just rushing a shell up.
While he was singing about the white picket fence it appeared in sections, and when he got to the line about two dogs, a cat, and all the kids they could stand, first the dogs and cat appeared on the porch. followed by two boys and a small girl, each holding a pet.
The scene changed and the house was surrounded by mature bushes and trees, with two old people sitting in a porch swing holding hands while the sun set behind them. It was Freddie and the woman, heavily made up.
It won awards.
................................................
We were in the big time, but we weren't big time. With the band being so large we had to stay two to a room.
Imagine the surprise when Moira and I found out we were room mates. We asked Freddie about it and he seemed surprised.
"Frank and Amber are married so obviously they're sharing a room. Sarah and Jenny aren't romantically entangled with anyone I know of, so they share a room. You two are obviously together so we--"
He stopped, and started laughing.
"You mean you're not, that is to say you haven't, I mean seriously, you two aren't sleeping with each other? Why? You're glued at the hip every time I see you. I'll ask one of you a question and the other answers. If you want, I can switch Moira to Jimmy, and you can split a room with Al. You know he's gay, right?"
Before I could answer Moira decided the issue for me.
"I don't want Wiley to be tempted to change teams. I've got my own plans for him. The room assignments will be fine just the way they are.
Come on, honey, let's go look at our room."
We had started out slowly, as we agreed. We went on real dates. It was kind of odd. We rehearsed and arranged for ten or more hours a day, then went home to the same house, went into separate rooms, got ready, and then went out.
We had to move to Nashville for the rehearsals, so we rented a four bedroom on a monthly basis. It was Jim, Al, Moira, and me. It was almost as cheap and a lot more comfortable than a motel room. We took turns cooking until we found Al couldn't boil water. We all tried to teach him but it just didn't take.
Jim and Al would go home about every other weekend so they could see their loved ones.
Jim and Moira's parents had retired to Ireland, so she had no one to visit. Every other weekend we had the house to ourselves.
We explored. Found out on top of other things Moira was afraid of caves. Went to the home of Andrew Jackson. Hit a few of the well known bars that hosted open mike night. No one knew who we were so we did a few songs just for fun.



One Saturday Freddie got us tickets to the Grand Ole Opry. It was great. Some of the legends were there, along with established acts, and talented newcomers. Freddie had played there three times.
We talked, we held hands, we kissed, sometimes pretty intensely, but we slept in separate rooms.
I think both of us wanted to be really sure.
I did insist we go home once a month. We stayed in my house and spent most of time with my parents. Dottie loved her. She would smile at me when Moira wasn't looking, and the first visit we had she slipped a small note in my pocket.
"Read it when you're alone."
It was three words. "She's the one."
I still have it.
.................................................
In a bar band, you usually play a place three or four nights in a row, so the pace is pretty slow. Get there, set your equipment. Leave the big stuff and secure the instruments at night, and you were set.
In a tour band, you usually arrive in town the day before, sometimes the day of, the show. Your crew sets you up, you come onstage, fine tune your instruments, and play. Then you hang around backstage or go back to your room.
When the show is over, your crew tears it down, packs it up, and the next day you do the whole thing in another town. After awhile it stopped being an adventure, and unless you were on stage it was pretty boring.
It was getting harder and harder to sleep in the same room. At first it was pajamas, but it gradually changed to silk gowns and shorty pajama sets. There was always a steamy goodnight kiss. The feel of her firm body under those gowns didn't help me sleep well. I took a lot of cold showers and used a lot of hand lotion.
It all came to a head in Oklahoma City, the next to last stop as a warmup. They had tornado warnings out, and that's a big deal in Oklahoma.
The show was over, and we had just gotten to bed when there was an enormous flash of lightning followed by a deafening boom of thunder. I was mostly asleep when Moira dove into my bed, scooting under the covers and hugging me tightly.
"Did you see that?"
She sounded like a little girl.
I put my arms around her and held her.
"Relax honey, it's just a storm. We'll be fine."
But we weren't. The wind was blowing so hard you could feel the building sway, and we were seventeen stories up. She had flipped on the TV, and there were reports of multiple tornadoes in the immediate area. Moira started to cry.
I had read somewhere the safest place to be in a tornado was the smallest room in your house, because the smaller it was, the more structurally stable it would be. I got her up and carried all the blankets into the bathroom, putting them into the tub. Thankfully, it was a big tub.
I snuggled us down and wrapped her in my arms.
"Hush now, I won't let anything happen to you. I have too many plans for you."
I gave her a big kiss and she returned it. I was rubbing my hands over her back, her smooth arms, and the sides of the body under the satin gown she was wearing. After a couple of minutes she pulled back and hugged me tighter, murmuring into my chest.
"What kind of plans?" It was spoken in a flirty voice, but had undertones of seriousness.
I had stopped caressing her, and she took my hands and started moving them again. I was more than willing to continue.
"Sure you want to hear them?" I tried to keep it light, while at the same time trying to force love through my hands and voice straight into her heart. She nodded into my chest.
"I plan on loving you for the rest of your life. I plan on making your life so happy you can't wait to see me or hear my voice, and never being out of arms reach for the rest of your life."
I felt the trickle of tears slide down my chest. I lifted her face up until we were nose to nose.
We felt the building lurch and she flinched and burrowed deeper into my embrace.
"Most of all, when this night is over, I plan on you wearing the ring I've been carrying around in my pocket for the last two months. Marry me, Moira, make us complete."
She was so surprised she forgot to be scared.
"Are you sure?"
Not the answer I wanted.
"Well, since you put it like that, let me think about it for a few more years. I'll get back to you."
I had forgotten how large the hands were on that small body. She started pounding on my chest.
" Out, out, get out of the tub! I want my ring, and I want right now! Move your ass."
"But honey, what about the storm?"
"Fuck that storm! Ring! Now! Move!"
I went back into the bedroom and got the ring out of the suitcase I had hidden it in. I messed with her head a little.
"Damn, I could have sworn I put it in the dresser. maybe it's in my jeans, no, no, maybe it's in my suitcase."
She was standing in the door of the bathroom, literally hopping from one foot to the other,flinching every time she saw it lightning. I started feeling a little guilty so I held the box up for her to see.
"Ah, found it."
She grabbed me at the door and dragged me back to the tub. After we had settled in with her more or less on top of me. She tilted her head back and kissed my cheek.
"Well?"
"Well what?"
"Are you going to give me my ring?"
"No, it's not yours yet."
"What do you mean it's not mine yet? Why not?"
"Because I've haven't heard an answer yet. All I've heard is 'I want my ring'. That's not an answer."
She wriggled around until we were face to face.
"Ask me again. All this talk made me forget the question."
'Well in this case I can't get down on one knee, but Moira O'Sullivan(she had taken her maiden name back after the divorce), will you marry me?"
"OH, that question. I'd like to think about it for awhile, but since that pretty much all I've thought about for the last four months, I believe I can make an informed decision."
"Yes, Wiley Patterson, I would love to marry you.
Now give me that ring, and I mean right this second."
So we got engaged in a bathtub on the seventeenth
floor of a hotel in Oklahoma City right in the middle of an F2 tornado.
It wasn't candle light around a king size bed, but we made do.
I slid the soft gown over her head, it was the only garment I had to remove. Her breasts were small, firm, and were capped by the most sensitive nipples I had ever encountered. She told me later they were so sensitive that she would sometimes have small orgasms when Erin fed.
I didn't get to explore her fully that night, but I did learn she was a true redhead, reaffirmed but her soft, neatly trimmed bush. I also learned the trips we made to the gym in various cities had paid off with a nice firm butt.
She loved being nibbled and licked. When I ran my tongue from just below the back of her knees to the tops of her thighs it sounded like she was purring.
I also found her hands to have a lot more talent than guitar playing, and her mouth could do more than sing.
We were cuddled in exhaustion when she noticed the storm had passed, but we were happy where we were.
.............................................
We were late getting to breakfast. Everyone stopped eating and stared.
Cheers broke out. Nikki, our violin player, was dancing around, singing.
"I won, I won! Pay up, suckers."
We kind of stood there, with the deer in the headlights look, before Moira asked what she was talking about.
Jimmy was grinning.
"The 'When are they finally gonna do it' pool. I
thought it wouldn't happen this soon, you guys are kind of slow sometimes. On the bright side, it looks like I win the engagement pool."
All the girls immediately went into full marriage mode, and dragged her off to admire the ring and start talking about wedding plans.
We gave our last performance as a warmup band the next night and went home. The headliner wasn't sorry to see us go, we kind of tore the crowd up. Papers and magazines were interviewing Freddie more and more, and he gave a lot of credit to us.
By then he had released 'Walking After Midnight' and it became his third top ten hit in just seven months. He was suddenly the 'hot' act in country music. and his management team was already putting together his first headliner tour.
................................................
We all went home for two weeks. Moira and Dottie made and remade wedding plans. When the smoke cleared, it was to be an outdoor wedding, in the little state park I was so fond of. You could rent an area for group events that included a large pavilion. We tried to keep it small.
I invited my shrink and her wife, my lawyer and a few more of my old college friends. Moira had a few close friends she used as bridesmaids, and the balance of attendees were somehow music related. I did invite my favorite nurse and a few more from the hospital.
Jimmy was my best man. Freddie, Al, Frank, and the rest of the men in our band were ushers. Beside her old friends, Sarah, Amber, Jenny, and Nikki were also bridesmaids. Dottie was matron of honor, testament to how quickly they bonded, and my dad gave her away. Her mother was ill and they couldn't make the flight, but we promised part of our honeymoon would be spent in Ireland with them.
People were amazed we were getting married so quickly. The truth of the matter was Moira got pregnant the first night we made love.
She hadn't been with a man in a long time so she went off the pill. We were both so excited protection never entered our mind.
It was kind of funny. The first serious discussion we had after getting engaged was about children. I was almost thirty two, and she was almost thirty five. We knew the older we were the more dangerous it was for her to get pregnant, and we both were hesitant. I wanted kids, and Moira said she was ready to be a mom again. We agreed that after our first year we would seriously look at adoption, at least two. Looked like the first one was going to be homemade.
The whole band played for us before the regular wedding band we hired played. Love songs, sung by Freddie and Jenny. Because Freddie was getting so popular we even had a few reporters show up. They were polite, though, and even attended the reception.
We ended up in a few fan magazines, background to Freddie being interviewed, and we got some really nice additional wedding photos out of it.
................................................
We spent two weeks in Ireland with her folks. It was a blast. Her parents were nice, and the small town they lived in treated us like celebrities.
That was probably due to her mother bragging about the country music star Moira was becoming.
It seems American country music had a big following, and the video of 'How Could You Love Me' was very popular. A local TV morning show even had us on, introducing us as "The up and coming music star and home town girl Moira Patterson, and her husband." It embarrassed Moira to death but it was all I could do to keep from laughing as they gushed over her. We even went to the local pub a few times with her folks and played with the house band.
..............................................
When we got back home we had to go right to work.
With Freddie, I had picked out the songs for his western swing tribute album. Three Bob Wills tunes, a couple from Milton Brown, a great Mexican polka 'Jessie' from the Texas Wanderers, and two more from lesser known groups. Freddie wanted an original, and by then he was convinced I could write anything on demand.
I came up with 'Moonlight In Tennessee', a slow waltz. Freddie actually helped, along with Moira, and of course she did the arranging.
Most of the band had gone back home while Freddie did personal appearances and the talk show circuit, so we laid most of the instrumental tracks down at my little studio. I took some of my songwriting money and expanded it.
Finally, we went back to Tennessee to add the vocals and polish it up. We spent most afternoons rehearsing to get the live sound tight, and many of the evenings on the record. I was very protective of Moira, but she would laugh and say she was fine, she wasn't far enough along to worry about anything but morning sickness. I still kept a close eye on her.
Finally it was done, and we took a short vacation before starting the tour.
................................................
When we first came back to Tennessee I was pleased to hear from an old friend. It was the nurse I had grown close to while Kara was dying.
"Wiley honey, how are you? Dottie gave me your number, I hope you don't mind. I hear you finally got married, congratulations. Yes, we're all fine, thanks for asking. We live here now, my husband and I work at St. Judes'."
"Remember how you used to come and sing for the kids? We get all kinds of entertainers here, but most are just here for a photo op. What I wouldn't give to see you come through the door with your guitar."
She rambled on for awhile, and after inviting us out to their house hung up.
We did go to see them. Her kids were all grown, two were nurses, one was a doctor. It was a pleasant evening, and as we drove home Moira was pensive. I asked her and she said she hoped we would be as in love when we got their age. I kissed her and told her to ask me that again in about forty years.
A few days later she asked me, out of the blue, if I missed going to the hospital to play for the kids.
"Yes I do. It was a big part of my life for a long time, you know. What we're doing, what we've become, it's very satisfying. But it wouldn't make the least bit of difference to those kids if Elvis himself came to see them if he could make them smile for a few minutes, and give them a bright spot to remember in their normally gray lives."
I didn't think anymore about it until three days later when she handed me a package.
"What's this?"
"It's your minstrel suit, I got your Mom to ship it up. I talked to Cora[the nurse], and she said come anytime. So, when are we going?"
Damn, I wish I could love this woman even more.
We set it up for a Thursday, simply because it was my favorite day of the week. I surprised Moira by handing her a package.
"What's this?"
"It's your costume. You don't think I'm going around in tights while you wear jeans, it would spoil the effect."
It was a dress, green satin. The skirt was layered to look like leaves, while the top was form fitting and had one shoulder bare. There were matching tights, and silver slippers with little bells. Even with her three and a half month bump, she was so beautiful it made my eyes water.
"What am I?"
"Silly girl, you're a genuine fairy, come all the way from Ireland to spread cheer and give comfort."
She twirled before the mirror. With her red hair, green eyes, and slightly pointed ears, she looked like she had just stepped off the pages of a story book.
We got off the elevator and Cora was standing there with a huge smile.
"Come on! I promised these people a treat."
She showed us a lounge we could change in, chattering the whole way.
"Wiley, remember when you were fourteen and I told you some day I would be listening to your songs on the radio? This is one time in my life when I can take great joy in saying I told you so."
We changed. I looked at her and realized that for the rest of my life I would be standing in the shadow of her beauty. And I was more than okay with that.
We carried our gear to the ward day room. Heads turned as we passed.
The kids stopped chattering when we came in. They
didn't know quite what to make of us. Cora made the introductions.
"Kids, remember the minstrel we read about in the storybook yesterday? Well, this a real live, genuine minstrel, and he brought a special friend all the way from Ireland. This is Moira, queen of the fairies."
Wow, now she was royalty.
We played the simple songs, the silly songs, the songs they liked. They liked me, but they flocked to her, touching shyly, almost in awe. she patted hands and hugged everyone. Occasionally I would see tears in her eyes and knew she was thinking of Erin.
One little girl, maybe three or four, sat quietly in a corner. She would smile occasionally, but never joined in. We took a short break and Moira asked Cora about her. We knew from experience the bald head was a bad sign.
"That's April. She's here all alone. Her father is a single parent and has two more at home. Because he has to support the other two and there is no other relatives, he has to leave her alone for extended periods of time. It's killing both of them."
She asked what the father's name was, and told me to get my mandolin.
She walked up to the little girl.
"April, you know I'm a fairy, right? The Queen, actually."
She nodded her head, shyly.
"One of the advantages of being the queen of the fairies is the ability to read thoughts from a long distance. I've been getting a message from your father, Tim."
Her eyes got wide at the mention of his name.
She reached down and stood her up.
"You have to stand for this message. Now, hold your arms out."
Moira held her arms out wide and April did the same.
"Your dad says to tell you he misses you terribly, and he loves you this much."
She held her arms out even wider.
I knew instantly where this was going, so when she started singing I was right there with the mandolin.
"I love you this much/my heart melts at your touch/and I'll be strong enough, 'cause I love you this much."
She had modified the lyrics a little to fit the occasion, but it sounded just as good.
It was our lullaby, we used to sing it to each other almost every night we were on tour.
She took her hand and put it in the boy standing beside her and almost hypnotically he reached for the child beside him. Soon everyone in the room, kids, doctors, parents, were holding each others' hands as widely as they could.
By the time she had done all five verses, most had tears in their eyes, one, a doctor in his late fifties, was crying openly. He said later he was thinking of his wife, who had just passed.
Moira had been twirling slowly, as as the last chords lingered she knelt and picked up April, who was crying, well, like the baby she was.
"Your Daddy loves you April, be strong for him."
She nodded, and then buried her head in her shoulder and tried to hug her harder.
.................................................
The spell was broken by a voice at the door.
"What's all this? I didn't know there was another act here. Does this mean I don't have to do this, Bob?"
It was Freddie's producer, along with one of his other clients, a young woman with a minor hit who he was thinking about producing. He was there as a favor to her manager.
She seemed indifferent, and a little stoned. I could tell from the look on Bobs' face her chances of working with him were getting slimmer.
He told her to go on home, and one of the agents' asssistants stayed to try doing damage control.
He followed us as we said our goodbyes. It took awhile, seems everyone wanted to thank us, hug us, I even got a kiss or two. Cora made us promise on pain of death to return soon.
As soon as we got changed Bob charged into the room.
"I suppose that was one of yours?"
I only nodded.
"I've got the perfect singer, she's---"
"No, the only one who gets to sing this is Moira. No one else, don't bother. If she wants to record it she will, otherwise it stays a private lullaby."
Both looked at me with stunned faces.
Bob tried to bluster.
"We agreed, I get first choice, remember?"
"No, you offered me a retainer but I didn't take it."
"Most songs it won't matter, but some are special to me, and I'll choose who sings it. No discussion."
And that's how Faerie was born.
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After Bob saw I wasn't giving the song to anyone else, he begged to produce it.
"This one is bigger than anything else you've written. When did you come up with this one?"
Moira was laughing.
"When he was twelve."
"What? You've been writing songs of this quality since you were twelve? Please tell me you've got a twenty year stockpile just like it."
By now I was grinning.
"Oh, I may have one or two lying around."
He went into full business mode.
"Have you got enough to fill an album? Are you gonna do it as a duo or is it just gonna be Moira?
When can we start?"
"Yes, I don't know, and it depends. She's going to be almost eight months along before Freddies' tour ends. I WILL NOT put too much strain on her.
We'll talk it over and let you know. We would love for you to produce it, but I want Mel to engineer it. He did the instrumental tracks for his album and I trust him."
After he left I asked Moira what she thought.
"I don't know. We're having fun just being in the band. I don't know how far this will go, I'm sure it'll be a hit. Do you want to be a star?"
"Oh no. If we do this, you'll be the star. You'll be singing it, you're beautiful, and the spotlight will be on you. Are you up for it?"
She absently rubbed her tummy.
"I think so. It's like a teenage fantasy come true. As long as we don't endanger our son, I'd like to give it a try."
Yes, it was as boy.
I was secretly pleased that she would get a chance to shine. I was already reviewing songs in my head.
We recorded "Erins' Song' over the next week. I changed the title because I didn't want any allegations for copyright infringement from the book, though I did acknowledge as partial inspiration for the song.
It wasn't a duo. It was Moira, me, Jimmy, Al, and Jenny. The name was chosen by me, and I thought the old English spelling suited it better.
We got the genius who did Freddies' videos to work with us on ours. He heard Bob describe the scene at the hospital, and ran with it.
We filmed it at St. Judes', with permission, and it started out in the day room where we first sang it. Moira was in her fairy outfit, I was dressed as a minstrel. She picked up April as she sang and had her open her arms. Soon all the children were joined by the doctors, nurses, orderlies, and parents in the room. She went out in the hall, where more hands were joined. By the end of the video she had gone down the stairs, out onto the sidewalk, and down the street. She went all the way round the building and back inside, eventually ending up back in the day room. I"m not sure how many volunteer extras he used. We ended the song with Moira holding April, giving a plea to help support the hospital.
He also did the CD cover. We hadn't really thought about it, but one Saturday he was driving by one of those little county courthouses so common in the South. It was on a slight rise and the lawn sloped away. It was freshly mown, and had rained several days before. Mushrooms usually pop up a few days afterwards.
It was almost a perfect circle of crisp white mushrooms. A fairy circle. Folklore had it you would find treasure at the center. When he called us almost screaming to get her outfit and get over there before he lost the perfect light. we did.
He had already called his crew to set up the cameras and reflectors. When we got there he had measured and put Moira right in the center, with her knees drawn up like she was in deep thought. He got about fifteen shots in before the cops asked us to leave. He had to go back the next week to get retroactive permission for the shoot.
I looked at the photos and decided there was a treasure in the center. We named that CD 'Circle'.
We didn't finish the project until after we had the baby. Aaron James Patterson. It was a disappointment to me he didn't have red hair, but other wise he was just perfect. And his auburn hair had red highlights in the summertime.
................................................
Fred had decided to retire the Chance Blaze persona and start using his real name. Freddie Johnson and the Smyrna Playboys[and Girls} got rave reviews. Western Swing was having a resurgence, and we were very popular.
The CD sold well. Not epic proportions, but that style of music didn't appeal to everyone.
We got tired of wearing those western suits pretty fast, so we would play the first half of a show as a Western Swing band, then take a fifteen minute intermission and come back in regular clothes and finish the show doing his hits. He started closing the show with 'Twisting The Night Away'. It put everyone in a good mood for the trip home.
As her tummy grew, Moira moved less, and in the end she sat on a stool through most of the songs.
At one time I almost made her leave the tour and go home. She was taking her vitamins and getting her rest, and insisted she was fine. The other girls, in fact all of us, watched her like a hawk. She was a little snappy from time to time, said she was tired of being smothered.
I would let her vent on me mostly, then hug and rock her, whispering silly nothings in her ear until she started giggling.
This probably sounds glamorous and exciting, and it was, to a point. But mostly it was just hard, repetitive work. Before the show I would work on songs for Faerie, as well as songs for Freddies' next album, sometimes putting sixteen hour days in. Moira would fuss and I would stop for awhile, but as soon as she was asleep I would start again.
The hardest thing about touring is the boredom.
Fly here, do a show. Drive there, do a show. The normal routines of life were so disrupted sometimes you didn't even know what day it was or even where you were at. Some of us would hit the gym, go to movies, museums, or read. Freddie, Sarah, and Barry, one of the horn players, were golfers and would try to play as often as they could.
Sarah, Jenny, and Nikki were single, as well as half the guys, so romantic entanglements were inevitable. It was none of my business, but I gave them all fair warning. Keep it away from the band. If trouble or jealousies developed, home they went. I did have a serious talk with one of the horn players who was paying to much attention to Amber. Her husband Frank hadn't noticed it yet, but sooner or later he would, so I gave him an option. Stop or leave the band. He stopped.
After what seemed like forever it was time for the last show. We were in Atlanta, and the last five shows we did were sold out. The show was on Friday, and management talked us into doing one more on Saturday afternoon. It sold out in five hours.
I liked to read newspapers and had a habit of picking one up wherever we were. It soothed me to read about people who didn't have to be five hundred miles away tomorrow or on the opposite coast the next. I always read the classifieds, my habit of looking for guitars had never died.
There was an ad for a community yard sale in a small park, and one of the items listed was old guitars. I told Moira, who like everyone else was craving normalcy, and we decided to go. Freddie wanted to go, and so did Sarah, so we rented a car and went.
It was great. For a little while we were just two average couples out for a morning of leisurely fun.
The yard sale was a lot bigger than I thought. Spread throughout the park, it easily covered two acres. We stayed together for awhile, but soon Freddie and Sarah wandered away, holding hands. I nudged Moira and she just smiled.
"How long?"
"Since Chicago. They look good together, don't they?"
They did, but road romances rarely lasted. I wished them the best.
I found the guitars. Two cheap Japanese models, but one old electric Kay. I bought it, not even arguing the price. They agreed to hold it while we looked, so we slowly rambled, holding hands.
Occasionally someone would congratulate us, Moira was pretty big by now. She just glowed, as least to me.
We came to a table with a big banner: Babycakes Cupcakes, help me see Freddie Johnson. We couldn't help it, we went over.
There was a girl, twelve or thirteen maybe, and her mom. I have to admit, the cupcakes did look good. The woman said hi, the girl was busy with a customer, but just as soon as she was done, she came over.
She looked at Moira hard.
"Anyone ever tell you that you look just like Moira Patterson, the guitar player for Freddie Johnson?"
She looked at me but nothing registered. I had on a ball cap and sunglasses, not because of fear of being recognized, but because it was sunny and I didn't want a sunburned scalp.
Moira just smiled.
"I get that a lot. Must not be that many red haired guitar players in the world. Could we get a couple cupcakes?"
She had eight different flavors. Moira got red velvet with cream cheese icing. After tasting a sample, I went with prune. Moira looked at me funny until she tasted a sample, then she had to have one of those too.
"What's in this?"
The girl smiled.
"A good baker never reveals her recipes, but I will tell you it has a spice cake base, and the cream cheese icing has a little sweetened prune juice in it."
"You do know his shows are sold out, right?"
She sighed.
"I know, but I'm hoping we'll make enough money to get two tickets from a scalper. But they want twice the price, and I don't think I'll make that much"
I did some quick calculations. Fourteen band members, six crew, security guys, stadium workers,management. Say sixty to seventy.
"We might can help you out. Think you can have two hundred cupcakes by four this afternoon?"
Her eyes got huge.
"Are you serious, mister?"
Moira stepped in.
"Sure we are honey. I want fifty red velvet, and I'm sure my husband wants that many prune. We've got some friends here, let me call them over and see what flavors they'd like."
She called Sarah and told them to come over to the east side of the park, near the picnic shelter.
They came over, still hand in hand. Freddie was like me, ball cap and glasses, but his was so no one would recognize him. They took in the banner and started grinning.
"Guys, taste these, aren't they great? Which flavor do you like best?"
They tasted the samples. The girl was looking at Freddie closely, frowning.
Sarah was a chocoholic, so she wanted fifty of the double chocolate. Fred choose peach, an unusual flavor, but it was Atlanta after all.
Suddenly, her face fell. Moira noticed.
"What's wrong?"
"We don't have a car. Are you going to pick them up?"
"Sure we will. I'll send a car over, give me the address."
She was still looking distressed.
"Could you, um, pay half up front? I need to buy more flour and sugar."
We gave her the full amount. While we were doing that Freddie had the mom off to the side. Her hands flew to her mouth and tears came to her eyes. She was composed, though, when she came back. Her smile was just slightly bigger than a mile wide.
When we got back to the car Sarah and Moira gave us both a kiss.
"We know what you two were thinking. You're really good men, you know that?"
Moira slapped me on the shoulder when I asked her if she was willing to put that in the writing.
We let the rest of the band in on the plan. We had brought all the cupcakes she had back, and a mini sugar orgy ensued.
I wished we had filmed it. Her mom said she cried when the limo pulled up. The driver told them he was supposed to deliver them and the cupcakes to the address he was given, and to please dress suitably.
They put on their best dresses, loaded the cupcakes, and were off. The first stop was one of the best restaurant in town. The driver instructed them to go in, they were expected.
Her mom said she looked like she was going to her execution. When they were seated the waiter told them to order anything they wanted, the bill was already taken care of. Mom got lobster. The girl,
Julie, asked for a burger, but her mom said no, order something she had never had. She ordered lobster also.
After dinner, they were delivered to the stadium. Julie saw Freddies name in lights and started crying. The limo pulled around back to the artist entrance. Security gathered the cupcakes and the girls and took them backstage.
Freddie met her and told her he was always glad to meet a big fan. He apologized for not being able to get her a ticket, and asked her if hanging around with us backstage would be all right. She still hadn't stopped crying but nodded yes.
The girls and her mom took her to the dressing room to clean her face. She finally stopped crying and the girls put a little light make up on her. She and her mom stood just offstage for the whole show. Fred would look over every once in a while and wink.
At the end of the show they brought two stools out and put them center stage.
Freddie put down his guitar and grabbed a mike.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I'd like to introduce you to what is probably my biggest fan and the best cupcake maker I know. Please welcome hometown girl Julie Franklin!"
Julie froze. The girls led her gently out to the stool.
Freddie took the other stool and held her hand.
"Julie, this song is for you."
'Bring Out The Boogie In Me' was an old blues song by the great duo Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee. It was a feel good song that he was putting on his next CD, and we gave it the full big band treatment.
When he sang the last verse he sang it just to her.
"When you woo like that, when you coo like that, you shake my peaches down from the tree/ you're my sweet cupcake maker and you bring out the boogie in me."
He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek while we played, and had her stand with him and wave as he said goodnight. The crowd ate it up.
He released the live video to promote his next CD, it made Julie and her mom minor celebrities, and their cupcakes became so popular they opened a shop. Every time he or Faerie came to town they had standing backstage passes.
.................................................
We went home, tired but satisfied. Took a little time off while waiting for the baby. I was still working on the songs for our first effort. I wouldn't let Moira work, which pissed her off no end. I did relent and gave her the songs to arrange as I got them, but no more than three hour a day.
She was working on an arrangement while I was writing a lyric down, when she missed a note. She never misses a note. I looked up.
She was smiling and crying at the same time.
"Honey, let's go, my water just broke."
The nurses said it was one of the easiest labors they had seen in a while, but it was still five hours before he came.
I held her hands and when she got close the doctor told her to vent, yell or scream, it would help with the pain.
She was looking into my eyes.
"You son of a bitch. I hate you! When I get outta here I'm gonna shove a guitar up your ass and see how you like it. Oh God, here he comes! I love you honey! I love youuuuu."
It ended as a scream, them mumbling over and over "I love you, I love you, I love you".
Tears flowed as I put our new son on his mothers' breast, and suddenly I had to sit down. I went pale and the nurses were laughing.
"Put your head between your legs and breath, you'll be okay in a minute."
Thankfully I was.
Moira delivered a week early, so Dad and Dottie didn't get to be there at the birth. Mom was pissed but got over it instantly when she got her hands on her grandson. Dad just stood there with a stunned look on his face. Tears ran down his cheeks when he touched Aarons' hand and it curled around his little finger.
Dad retired and they moved to Nashville. Dottie said no way she was going to be away from him while he grew up. They bought a house nearby, which I thought was a waste because they were always at our house.
..............................................
We finished the first CD. Erins' Song went to number one on the pop and country charts. We redid 'Perfect' as a duet between Moira and Jenny and it charted at five before dropping off. 'Hanging On The End Of a Kiss',one I wrote and Jenny sang, went to three on the country charts and one on the pop charts.
Life was good. No, my life was great. We were successful, pretty well off, and loved each other and our son madly.
After we finished our album, we concentrated on Freddies'. We had a few tracks down, and they were good solid songs, but none of them were hits.
I was going over old songs I had one day when Fred came by. He looked like hell. Bleary eyed, moving slow. He piled into a chair and laid his head back.
"What happened to you?"
He grunted.
"I think my truck got drunk last night."
I looked out in the driveway. He had a 1984 four wheel drive Silverado that he had restored and loved more than was reasonable. Usually a shining silver, it was covered with mud.
"Don't tell me you drove last night?"
"Nah, Sarah drove us home. She's a little pissed. We went down to the bar last night and some guy was bragging about his Dodge. I had enough beer in me to challenge him, and we went to the pits.
'The Pits' was a four wheel drive park, where several acres were constantly kept muddy. People paid a fee and 'slung mud' to their hearts content.
"What happened?"
"Hell, we both ended up stuck. To add insult to injury some girl in a hopped up Jeep pulled us loose enough to get out. Damn my head hurts."
I just grinned and left him to nap on my chair.
The next day I gave him the first draft of his next hit.
"Think my truck got drunk last night/pretty sure he started a fight/with a Jeep and a big Dodge Ram/ things got out of hand."
"Started talking trash/wrote checks my gas had to cash, ended up slinging mud/we were out for blood."
Three more verses followed. He laughed his ass off. Moira gave it a good beat with a lot of steel guitar.
We probably had more fun doing that video than any we've done before or since. We used his truck, a big Dodge dually, and a monster jeep painted bright pink.
JT, our video genius, filmed it a bar and The Pits. I don't know how he did it, but he got the Mattel people to let us use the Barbie logo on the jeep.
Singers are almost as superstitious as baseball players. Freddie insisted Moira and I be in his videos for luck, so I drove the Dodge, and Moira had the Jeep. We had stunt drivers for the serious stuff.
Remember the old Alan Jackson video where he walked through the mud sling without getting any on his white shirt? We borrowed that idea, and he even did a cameo where he was standing beside the pit in a white shirt while mud hit everyone but him. While the two trucks got covered with mud, through the magic of cameras and computers, the Jeep never got a speck on it. She even pulled the trucks out. At the very end, Moira stepped out of the Jeep wearing the black and white one piece swimsuit that was on the original 1958 Barbie. She had lost the baby weight, and at 37 she stilled looked amazing.
Mattel even put out the jeep and a reissue of the original Barbie as a tie in. Sales were through the roof, and 100 were signed by Moira and Freddie and distributed randomly.
Moira had so much fun she wanted the Jeep, so the monster ended up sitting in our driveway. As Aaron got older, whenever she went somewhere he would cry "Jeep, Mommy, Jeep." he loved it.
On the subject of cars, remember when I said I had another car stored at my storage buildings?
It was a 1970 Grandee Mustang, generally acknowledged as the 'girl' model of Mustang. It belonged to my grandmother, the only new car she ever owned. She loved them when they first came out, but couldn't afford one. A few pay increases later and after an enormous amount of overtime. my grandfather bought it for her to commemorate their twentieth anniversary. She told me she cried for a week, it meant more to her than anything he had ever given her. She was going to give it to my mother, but when she was killed in the accident, she promised it to me. To be given to my wife when we married. Oddly enough, I never thought once about giving it to Sammi.



Moira cried when I gave it to her as a wedding present and told her the history. Nobody, not even me, was allowed to drive it. If she was going anywhere alone it was her favorite transportation.
Life flowed smoothly. We were working on the next Faerie album and one night I noticed Jenny was looking down. Moira had to get Aaron and take him home, and the others drifted off. I asked her what was bothering her.
"Today would have been my fifth wedding anniversary."
I didn't know she had been married. She was about twenty five, and I really didn't have much contact with her after her guitar lessons.
"Want to talk about it?" I asked her gently.
"Not much to tell. We got married right out of high school. We couldn't find good jobs so Gerry got this idea we should both enlist. We could do our hitch and come back with a skill and some college money."
"The plan went to pieces when he couldn't pass his physical. Heart murmur. We had gone to different recruiters, so I didn't know until after I had signed the papers. I ended up in the military and he didn't."
"After basic I was assigned to a motor brigade and and shipped out. We cried our eyes out, him, me, and my best friend. I made her promise to watch over him because of his heart condition."
"I was a rear echelon driver, shuttling officers and VIPs around. At first the emails and letters came almost every day. Then they slowed, and then she stopped communicating with me completely. I started getting a bad feeling, but what could I do? I might have as well been a million miles away. When I got home from the first tour they met me. She was eight months pregnant. It was his."
Tears flowed freely now. I sat beside her and held her, feeling outrage at her betrayal.
"I loved him so much. Her too, we were closer than sisters. I sucked it up, did another tour, went home and finished my enlistment. But it still hurts, even after all this time."
We stayed together for a little while and she thanked me for being there, then went home.
I sat there alone in the studio, thinking about the unfairness of life, when it hit me.
I was above average as a songwriter. I even had a few articles written about me in several music magazines. 'I Got A Plan' 'Erins' Song' and 'My Truck Got Drunk Last Night', and a few more were successful. But every writer hopes there is a Monster in him somewhere. A song so strong that even if they never knew who wrote it, they would always remember it. Jenny gave me my monster.
I never went home. Moira called me about eleven and told me to get my ass home. I told her I was onto something. She knew how I wrote so she told me not to stay up all night.
Some songs take time. A lyric here, six months later one there, until one day it's finished.
Some songs are like mining for gold or jewels, you hope it's buried in there somewhere so you keep digging. And some just flow out of you like water from a spring.
'A million Miles Away' flew from me like a burst dam.
I woke Moira up about seven thirty the next morning. When the sleep cleared her eyes she looked at me.
"Jesus, Wiley. Did you come to bed last night?"
I was still on a writing high.
"Just got home. Here."
I gave her a printout of the lyrics and chord progressions.
"Tweak this, but not much. I'm taking a shower and sleeping for awhile. Wake me about noon."
I looked at her sleep tousled hair, her right breast partially exposed because of the way her gown was bunched, just her general beauty.
I gave her a deep, soul touching kiss.
When we came up for air her eyes were sparkling and her nipples were erect.
"What was that for?"
"For never being a million miles away."
"Huh?"
"Never mind."
I resumed kissing her and was tugging her gown over her head when Aaron woke up crying.
She slid her gown back down.
"Sorry love, but somebody wants breakfast."
I picked her up off the bed and twirled her around before setting her down and handing her her robe.
"This will continue without interruption very soon."
I swatted her on her bottom and went off to shower and sleep.
.................................................
She let me sleep until three, then did the same thing I did, except she was naked.
"Aaron is with your mom, time for you to prove up on your morning promises."
We didn't leave the bed until five.
After we finally got up and got something to eat Moira started.
"It's powerful stuff, Wiley. Maybe the best thing you've ever written. I was almost in tears working through it. Where did it come from?"
"Jenny. It's basically her story."
I told her the story. It made her angry.
"Damn them! She didn't deserve that!"
"Nobody does, honey. But it happens, a lot. If it didn't a lot of country writers would be out of business."
We got Jenny to the side and asked her to stay after everyone left.
Moira played it for her. She burst into tears and ran from the studio. Ten minutes later, just when we were going to look for her, she came back.
Jenny hugged me for about five minutes before reaching for Moira and hugging us both. Finally she stepped back.
"God Wiley, that's my life story. You came up with this last night?"
"Well, it took all night, actually. Took me that long to get it right. Even dreamed up the video for it while I slept. Enough about that. I want you to sing it, Jenny. Not as part of Faerie or Freddies band, but as Jenny Green solo. Can you handle that?"
Moira looked surprised, I think she wanted to sing it, but she told me later she couldn't have done the job Jenny did.
'A Million Miles Away' was a crossover hit. It went to number one on the pop charts, number one on the country charts, and was number one on the British charts at the same time.
The video was amazing.
The first scene was of Jenny, her husband and her friend saying goodbye when she shipped out. Then it went to a split screen for awhile, showing Jenny in Iraq on one side and her husband and friend on the other. It gradually showed the friend and husband getting together while Jenny was getting shot at.
Then it dissolved into one screen, whit her friend and husband in bed while she stood at the foot in her uniform with sand swirling around her, singing.
If you're gonna stray/ there's nothing I can say/ that would matter anyway/cause I'm a million miles away.
It dissolved into another scene where the best friend is sitting up in bed while the husband sleeps singing.
I know that it was wrong/when he started coming on/but I'm just not that strong/and we just keep on going on
The next scene shows her coming home, to be met by her husband and her very pregnant best friend.
The husband looks at her and sings.
There's nothing I could say/ that could take the pain away/ now I'll see you every day/ wish I was a million miles away.
The final scene shows Jenny sitting on her bunk in a green tee shirt and fatigues, picking out the notes on an acoustic guitar with tears in her eyes. She looks up and sees a poster hanging on the wall that shows three soldiers in full full combat gear with the logo "Army Strong".
She gets a determined look on face and it fades to her onstage with her black Les Paul, doing power chords and singing.
na na, na na na na, na na, na na na na, a million miles away.
That dissolves into a scene at a local army base where the soldiers are singing it in time as they march.
The whole video lasted nine and a half minutes, the actual song was only just about four.
It became the unofficial anthem of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflict. Go on any base any where around the world, and you'll find it on the jukebox.
Suddenly I had to come up with an albums' worth of songs for her solo project. Jenny had a couple she wrote that were pretty good, we did a couple of covers, Bob gave her a song another writer he was working with and I gave her 'You Should Have Held On', my song about Sandy betraying me.
I've gotten long winded, sorry. I'll wrap it up.
..................................................
Moira and I were on the cover of Guitar Player
magazine, surrounded by our guitars, our two Grammys together, my three on my own, and our four CMA awards. She got a contract from Fender to furnish her guitars, I got one from Gibson.
Rolling Stone had Freddie, Jenny, Moira, and me on the cover with the caption 'Southern Dynasty'.
Faerie did two more albums, Dust, and a live album with three studio tracks, called Tales, before hanging it up.
Jenny still records and tours, as does Freddie.
I nagged Moira into doing a solo project which was well received. She actually opened up for
Freddie on one tour, but retired after that because she said it was no fun if I wasn't with her.
Horns for Hire made a good living doing studio work, as did Al. I use them quite often.
I pretty much retired to run my studio and produce new acts. I learned a lot working with Bob, and he sold me part of his business and pretty much lets me run it, while he scouts new talent as a hobby.
So there it is, all sweetness and light.
You really think so? Not all the tears we shed were tears of joy.
Every garden has snakes, and the larger and richer the garden, the bigger and slimier the snakes.
Frank and Amber divorced because the horn player I had warned away on the road decided that since we were home she was fair game. He dumped her afterwards, and she moved back home. Frank stayed and does session work, and is still a part of Freddies' band. The rest of the guys in Horns for Hire were so pissed they threw the guy out.
Jenny got married to a loser who tried to take her to the cleaners despite the prenups, saw he was going to lose, stole everything he could from her and disappeared. She's seeing someone now who is serious, a rapper of all things, who treats her like gold. We'll see if it works out.
The worst thing of all was what happened to my best friend and brother in law. Crystal wouldn't leave our home town, so Jimmy did a lot of commuting. Luckily the older kids were in high school and could help their mom, but things became strained.
Jimmy came to us after the last Faerie album and said he was retiring, the money he made he had invested with Moira's ex, of all people. Apparently he approved of the rock and roll lifestyle if it paid well. It allowed him to buy half interest in the guitar shop we used to do business with. They were going to expand and he was going to teach drums.
Things had been really tense between he and Crystal, and he was sure his career change and being home all the time would fix it. He had kept it secret to surprise her.
He walked into his house unexpectedly with flowers to give her the good news, only to catch her in bed with someone else. Enraged he started fighting.
The guy managed to get away from him long enough to get his gun and shot and killed him. Crystal was screaming and trying to get the gun away when it went off and shot her. She lasted for a week before passing.
The guy was a cop and shot them with his service weapon. He got convicted of two counts of second degree murder, he'll be sixty seven before he's eligible for parole.
Jenny and Freddie sang at the funeral.
We got the kids. One was just starting college, two were in high school. Jan was in middle school, and the baby was in the second grade.
We didn't have to adopt for Aaron to have brothers and sisters.
I had always been close to Jan, and after a year she and Suzy, the youngest, were calling us Mom and Dad. It was bittersweet.
There was a rift in the relationship between Fred
and I that took a long time to heal.
He had been living with Sarah for a few years, and bought her an engagement ring. Four months before the wedding the gossip magazines linked him with a young singer just twenty one. He denied there was anything to it until Sarah caught them together and moved out. The singer rode the publicity hard and them dumped him.
He stayed away from me for awhile because he knew I was pissed.
It kind of came to a head when Sarah, with no place to go and no money, moved in with us. She told me one night it came as a complete surprise to her, but even if she had known it would have still hurt as bad.
I thought about that for a few days and wrote 'If I'd Seen I Coming'. I gave it to a well known singer with a deep baritone voice. We did the video with him sitting on a stool singing while I played piano, Frank played a mournful steel, and Sarah and Nikki played violin.
It was powerful. As he sang the last verse, if you watch the video, you can make out the tears in Sarahs' eyes.
"You thought it was sweet/ your surprise was complete/ when I realized I'd been had
But who am I funnin'/ if I'd seen it comin'/ it still would have hurt just as bad/ yeah it still would have hurt just as bad."
It went diamond and I got a CMA for song of the year, my third.
Freddie was livid. He hadn't had a hit for over a year and felt his star was fading. He knew better to come to the house while Sarah was there, so he called and just raised hell.
"Goddamnit! Why didn't you give that song to me? I need a hit pretty bad right now. I thought we were tight."
I took a few breaths before answering him.
"We were tight, still are as far as I know. You didn't get the song because it was about Sarah and how hard she took the breakup. You're an idiot, you know that? It's been months and she still cries. No way was I going to reward you for doing what you did to her."
He sighed into the phone.
"You're right, I was and still am an asshole. I don't know what I was thinking. I've tried to apologize to Sarah, but she refuses to talk to me.
Can you help me?"
"Oh no, I'm not going to be your go between. Maybe she'll calm down and talk to you eventually, but right now you need to give her space. And don't try to rope Moira into this, she's pretty mad at you right now."
"Any advice? I know I don't deserve her, but I want her back bad."
"All I can say is you're still a public figure. Give an interview or two and bring it up. She still watches TV. Maybe she'll see it."
He was abject and miserable in the interviews. Told the reporter he made the biggest mistake of his life. He actually said me wished he was me, so he could write the perfect apology song. The most compelling statement he made was he wished he could see her one more time, just to say how sorry he was for causing he so much pain.
Sarah saw the interviews and came to us for advice. I gave the universal truth.
"Are you happier without him or with him? Can you forgive him? Does he deserve it? Do you think he'll do it again? Be sure about all of that and you'll have your answer."
She thought about it for a week and asked me one day if he could come over for our once monthly barbeque. Moira and I told her to do what she wanted, we'd support her.
He came, stayed away from her for awhile, then gradually worked his way over to her. They said hi, and just stared at each other for a second. We watched them pretty closely, and soon they were on a bench talking quietly. They talked for about an hour, and she went inside.
He left, but not before hugging Moira and me. He was crying as he thanked us.
I thought things went wrong, but Moira went in, then came back with a smile.
"They have a date tomorrow."
They went to a movie and dinner, then she insisted he bring her straight home. I peeked out the window when they got home.
Moira laughed at me.
"Don't worry, daddy. He's not going to hurt your little girl."
I couldn't help it, force of habit. I went from having one little boy to having him plus five girls. Three teenagers, a preteen and a seven year old who was always following her sisters around. Seemed like there was always one or two teenage boys hanging around the house. I spent many weekend nights not sleeping until the girls were home from their dates.
We were rich, not billionares, but very, very, comfortable. When we suddenly inherited five kids, we had to find a bigger house.
We looked, but couldn't find anything we liked, when an old friend gave us a call.
We met Mike and Shanna Hoage at a roadside peach stand. They were on vacation, driving aimlessly in his 1968 Firebird convertible. Shanna and Moira hit it off right away, and I liked Mike. He was huge, 6'6" at least, and probably weighed two hundred fifty pounds. He was in real estate out west, and was worth about half a billion. We didn't find that out until later. Moira and Shanna exchanged emails, and when we toured out west we invited them to the shows.
I usually read people pretty well, but couldn't get a fix on Mike. He reminded me of me when I was having compartmentalization issues, but I was guessing it went a lot deeper.
He did us a favor and found us a house locally that wasn't even listed yet. It belonged to some financial whiz who made some very bad investment decisions.
Moira gasped when she saw it the first time.
It wasn't a house, it was an estate. One hundred twenty acres completely surrounded by a six foot chain link fence. An olympic size swimming pool that could be enclosed, a hot tub and waterfall. A six car garage, a three bedroom guest house, a two bedroom apartment over the garage.
The house was three stories with a basement. Nine bedrooms, state of the art kitchen, formal living room, dining room, den, and library. Seven bathrooms.
Mike got it for about forty percent of what it was worth, and it was still more than I ever expected to make in my lifetime.
Mom and Dad moved into the guesthouse so she would never be too far from her grandchildren, and we used the garage apartment for guests.
Everybody had privacy, and we converted the basement into a media/playroom, where the kids could hang out and we could keep an eye on everyone.
There were two ponds and a large creek running through the property, and in the summertime you would find my Dad, Aaron, and often Suzy, fishing. A tractor and all the equipment came with it, and Dad would amuse himself with a garden, mowing the fields, and scraping the driveway when it snowed. We had professional help, he just enjoyed doing it. He lived happily for ten years before a heart attack took him. Dottie lived another eight years but was never quite the same.
I added one more accomplishment to my resume. I used to tell Aaron a bedroom story about a wandering minstrel and the fairy he fell in love with. I expanded it into a childrens' book, got a really good illustrator, and published it. It was very well received. I dedicated it to my own personal fairy, with all the love I had.
Moira and I had only one real problem our whole life together. Freddie got the acting bug, and did a few movies. Of course, he made sure we had bit parts, part of his superstition going back to the videos.
Moira loved it and started taking acting lessons, and gradually got bigger and bigger parts. Oddly enough, I was offered several parts in other movies, seems I was a natural, stemming from my early habit of morphing into whatever group I was with when I was younger.
I didn't like it when Moira had to go on location, couldn't stand the thought of being away from her. I did do an indie film once while she was on location. Double Shot of Love, about a middle aged bar owner who was widowed, and his twenty something gay daughter, who both managed to fall in love with the same woman. It was a hit at Sundance and Montreal, and actually made decent money. I got a few offers, but my heaqrt wasn't in it.
This was the only time in our relationship that we had serious trouble.
My personal snake was named Calvin. He was Moiras'
manager, and he had his sites set on her from the beginning. I didn't like him, called him Chipmonk, which pissed him off no end.
He worked her hard, often on location when I wasn't around. I told Moira, but she laughed it off, saying he didn't mean anything, it was just fun.



She was forty five by then, still beautiful, but not a starlet. She was on location when they decided to rewrite the script to include a nude scene. He was trying to get her to do it, saying it was the only way she could compete with the younger actresses.
He was spiking her water with a mood inhibitor, and had installed hidden cameras in her room and shower. His plan to seduce her went to pieces when Megan flew up to see why we were having trouble talking to her. Alvin tried everything he could think of to keep them apart, but she raised so much hell with the production company that she got to see her.
She called me and I immediately chartered a plane and told Megan not to leave her side. I told her in the meantime call Mike Hoage, he only lived an hour away. I don't know who Mike called, but in forty five minutes four very large men with serious attitudes were right behind Megan and Moira. One got her checked into a hospital and had a drug screen ran, while one of the others searched her room. He found the minicams, and they found the drug used on her in Alvins' room.
He declared no knowledge, then he insisted the drugs were hers, then said she wanted to be filmed to prepare for the nude scenes. The DA and the judge didn't believe him.
No one knew who posted bail, but he disappeared. Permanently. Forever, never to be seen again.
Still think I'm pure as the driven snow? There was a guy in LA who learned the hard way I wasn't. And to quote Forrest Gump, "That's all I have to say about that."
Moira retired, saying she never wanted to spend another night out of my arms.
I still write songs, but not like I did. Moira still appears at a benefit, or charity event, and we still play one or two dates with Freddie and
Jenny when they tour just for fun.
We spend our days together with the grand kids, five to be exact, with one on the way and three weddings to go before we get more. And we lived happily ever after.
POSTSCRIPT: Nonnie's guitars got the highest price for Les Paul guitars up to that date, 638,000 dollars.
I never did get my Squire back.
But I did get my 1969 Mach One back, paying almost twice what I sold it for, but he knew I had it and that I wanted it bad.
Thanks for sticking with me 'til the end.



        Correspondence with Anne Ch. 02

        Getting to know all about you.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/correspondence-with-anne-ch-02

Title: Correspondence with Anne Ch. 02

Author: qhml1

Category: Transgender & Crossdressers

Description: Getting to know all about you.

Tags: 

Series: Correspondence with Anne


Hope you liked the first part, now the grand finale.
Thanks for reading, and as always, please comment, good or bad.
....................................................
Anne woke first for a change, still snuggled on his chest. She looked down, seeing signs of a morning erection. She was just about to restart last nights activities when she felt him stir.
"Get off me babe, I'm about to burst."
She reluctantly moved and watched as he went into the bathroom. A damned handsome man for his age, she thought, and he was mine.
She heard the shower running, and was about to go start coffee when he stuck his head out the door.
"I'm about to get in the shower. Care to join me?"
She stood there, looking like a deer caught in headlights, when he grinned and said "Please? I'll wash your back."
Fear melted away and she joined him. Still shy, she turned her back as she removed her panties. He swatted her bottom with a towel. She shrieked and jumped.
"Nice ass."
Here it was, the moment of truth. Turning, slowly, she felt like she was facing a firing squad. He looked her up and down with a serious face before grinning.
"Get in the shower before the water gets cold."
She knew what she looked like. In her youth, her penis was small, about three and a half inches erect. With prolonged hormone treatment, it had shrunk. It had been years since since she was capable of getting an erection, and it was now about an inch and a half long at best, and her balls were like marbles. She had playfully shaved her pubic hair down to a tiny strip.
They rubbed, they played. He washed her back, and everything else he could reach, paying particular attention to her ass, complimenting her as he went. She ate it up.
Once again he was painfully erect and rubbing it across her bottom. She stopped him.
"No, I want our first time to be in bed. But, poor baby, I hate to see you in pain."
She dropped to her knees, and with the water cascading on her, gave him a repeat performance of last night. He didn't last long, the foreplay had its' effect on him. It was a good thing, the shower floor was killing her knees.
He fell back gasping.
"Are you trying to kill an old man?"
She looked up at him and grinned.
"Exactly. I plan on loving you to death. I figure it might take twenty or thirty years, but I'll do you in eventually. Now, help an old girl up, will you?"
They kissed and cuddled until the water got cold.
.................................................
While Annes' love life was right on schedule, things were rapidly declining otherwise. She had her own business, doing medical billing. The economy had hurt everyone, and her income was declining. She would never tell Carl because she knew he would immediately try to step in and fix it, and she stubbornly had her pride.
She was behind on her power bill, her credit cards, and rent. In fact, the apartment management sent her a letter, declining to renew her lease because of late payments. Her car had broken down several times, and as much as she hated it, she had let Carl pay for the repairs.
Carl had visited her once, dropping in unannounced because he had been in her town on business. He was purchasing director for a major local company, and had to visit a vendor. Julie told her he was in line to be vice president soon. She was ashamed, she knew the place was small, the furniture was worn, and it wasn't in the best neighborhood.
He was not happy, and tried to disguise it, but she could tell. Things were a bit strained the next weekend, with him dropping hints that she could run her business from anywhere, should she decide to move.
Just when she thought her life was perfect, things of course went wrong. She told Cathy about the prior weekend, and she gave her a hug.
"How long?" she asked.
"How long before you move into your dream life and leave me behind?"
Her heart went out to her.
"I'm never going to leave you behind. Next to Carl, I love you more than anyone in the world. We'll always be close, and I won't be that far away. And you've seen his house, there will be lots of room for you to visit, and I plan on it being often."
They cried, but Cathy had her doubts. She had recently been downsized and was having a hard time finding another job. She might have to move just to find work. In fact she had resumes out all over the country.
But she didn't tell Anne, why rain on her parade.
Anne was walking on clouds. The goodbye last weekend was powerful. She told Carl to take a lot of vitamins and make sure the fridge was stocked, they would not be leaving the house next weekend.
"Yes dear" he said with a smile.
Then it happened. An old friend, a former lover, showed up at her door. They had parted as friends, there was no spark and they both knew it. He was passing through, he was a salesman now with a cosmetic company. He dressed as a man for his job, saving his dresses for weekends with his friends. They had wine, dinner in, it got late, so he crashed on her couch. The next morning he opened his sample cases, showing off the new products. Of course he had lots of freebies, and they made each other up outrageously, just for fun. She called Cathy.
"Free cosmetics! Get your ass over here before I get greedy and keep them all."
Carl had to see the vendor in her town again, their quality was declining and he was thinking about dropping them. They didn't want to lose such a big customer, so they kissed his ass, promising everything but what he wanted, better quality. After four hours he tired, and told him if quality didn't improve in the next three months he would be looking elsewhere. The whole thing left a bad taste in his mouth.
He consoled himself that at least he could see Annie, take her out to lunch and spend some time with her before the BIG weekend. He had to go out of town for two days to interview prospective vendors, and he wanted a good memory to last him until then.
When he ran her bell, she thought it was Cathy and yanked the door open, standing there in a wife beater tee shirt and bikini panties, her face was so garish it made a street walker look elegant. Standing behind her was an obvious man, in make up and panties.
"Get your ass in here, we were about to start without you" she exclaimed, before it registered it wasn't Cathy.
When she saw him, she instantly realized how it must look.
Before she could gather her wits, he turned and walked away.
"Carl! Carl! It isn't what you think! Carl, please come back."
She was scrambling into shorts, but before she was dressed he was gone.
Cathy came up.
"Hey, I just saw Carl pulling out. He looked like his dog died, did you two have a fight?"
She looked at Anne, at her friend, and shook her head.
"You opened the door looking like this? No wonder he looked upset. You know how this looks, you need to get him back here right now and explain things."
Anne was crying hysterically.
"I tried! He won't answer his phone."
Her friend left, offering to call Carl and explain things if she wanted, but she was determined to handle it on her own.
He didn't return her calls. In desperation she called his company, only to be informed he was out of town for two days, and they would be glad to take a message.
She got hold of his secretary, but she couldn't help her.
"So you're Annie. You know, you're just about all he talks about. He's got two pictures on his desk, one of you, and one of you together. In all the time he was married, he never had a picture of his wife. He must love you a lot. You broke a lot of hearts when you caught him, at one time or another every single woman between twenty and sixty that works here made a run at him. You lucky girl."
Anne was crying so hard she couldn't say goodbye.
He wouldn't answer his phone, so she emailed him, every hour she was awake for two days. He never answered.
She couldn't work, she couldn't eat, all she did was cry.
Friday, she decided to go to him, even if he wouldn't let her in. She would sleep on his front porch if she had to. She packed an over night bag and left at lunch.
Half way there her car broke down, steam coming out from under the hood. She called Cathy.
Cathy was in her way to an interview, but promised to get help to her soon. She called Carl at work, pretending to be a vendor. When he answered she started talking rapidly.
"Carl, it's Cathy, please don't hang up. Let me explain some things to you. Please Carl, just a couple minutes of your time."
She thought he hung up for a second before she heard his voice.
"Did she ask you to call?"
"No, she told me not to, you know how stubborn she is. It wasn't what you think."
Cathy told him the whole story.
"So you see Carl, it was just a couple of girls having fun. There was nothing to it. Please let her explain. She's cried for three days, she looks like shit. Be the man I know you are, talk to her."
"You're a good friend Cathy. I'll call her and ask her to come this weekend so we can talk."
"Well, there's a little more you should know."
She filled him in on her financial situation, how she was struggling to make ends meet. She couldn't see it, but his face got dark and stern. When she told him she was stranded on the side of the road he almost lost it.
"Thank you Cathy, I'll handle it. If there's ever anything I can do for you let me know."
After thanking him for listening, she did mention in passing that she needed a job. He told her to send her resume to his office, he would try to help her.
Rising, he told his secretary he had a family emergency and would be out the rest of the day.
.................................................
Anne was sitting in her car feeling sorry for herself when a truck pulled in behind her. Before it registered, someone yanked her car door open. She screamed, and looked up to see an angry Carl.
"Get your ass out of this piece of junk, right now!"
He practically dragged her out. Snatching the keys out he got her case out of the trunk and threw it into the back of the truck.
He held the passenger door of the truck open.
"Get in." She didn't move.
He didn't yell, he didn't scream. In a calm voice he told her what was going to happen.
"If you don't get your butt into this truck right now, I'm going to tan you right here on the side of the road, where everyone can see you, then I'm going to put you in the truck. Your choice. Ride with a sore ass or not."
She jumped in and he slammed the door.
He was pulling out when she told him in a small voice he had left the keys in her trunk.
"Good. Maybe someone will steal the heap and take away one of my problems."
She started to protest when he gave her a look.
"Shut up, not another word. If you speak between now and when we get home, I'll pull over and put you out, and I won't come back, you understand?"
She nodded meekly and tried to make herself as small as possible.
When they got to his house he pulled her door open.
"Out! Get in the house right now and go to the guest room. Don't come out until I call you, understand?"
She nodded and watched him roar off.
He didn't have anywhere to go but he had to cool down, so he rode around aimlessly for an hour.
Anne meanwhile lay on her bed and cried.
"He hates me, I've lost him, what am I going to do, how can I convince him I still love him?", all wandered around her head in a loop.
She heard the front door slam, and her door opened.
"Kitchen, now."
He was standing at the sink with a glass of water. He motioned to a chair, and she sat.
"I'm going to talk now, say some things that need to be said. You're not going to talk, you're going to listen. Do you understand?"
She nodded, not meeting his eyes. He's going to tell me it's over, she thought.
"I don't know about you but I'm not happy with this relationship. It's time to end this foolishness. I think it's time..."
With a wail she leaped up and ran into the guest room, locking the door. Throwing herself onto the bed she started sobbing uncontrollably. He stood for a second with his mouth hanging open.
He went to the door and knocked.
"Anne, I wasn't done. Come on out, we've got unfinished business."
She didn't answer. He felt his temper returning.
"Anne, open the door, now."
He waited a moment, then kicked the door in,. Splinters of jamb flew everywhere. She screamed in surprise and fear. He flipped her over and his hand came crashing down on her bottom three times, hard.
He picked her up, and carried her into the kitchen where he practically threw her into the chair. Holding his face to her, he told her she would sit, she would listen, and if she tried to run away again what he just did would seem like love pats.
"Do you understand?"
She nodded, sniffling. She was too shocked to actually cry.
"I'm tired Anne. Tired of you being here weekends. Tired of wondering when you junker was going to leave you stranded, tired of worrying about you in that crappy apartment. What kind of man lets his woman, the love of his life live like that?
Short answer, not this one. Monday we're going back, pack what you want to keep, pay off your bills, give notice to your landlord, and leave. I was going to ask you, but now I'm telling you. You're either in my life full time, or you're out completely. Your choice."
Anne kind of zoned out when she heard the words 'his woman' and 'love of his life'.
"You're not dumping me?" She asked in a small voice.
He was stunned.
"Dumping you? Damn it, woman. Did you not listen to anything I said? I love you, you idiot, but it's not gonna be part time any more, you're going to have...'
He never got to finish. She jumped on him so hard she broke a dining room chair, screaming "I LOVE YOU" over and over.
He got them off the floor and carried her to the couch, where he sat her on his lap and stroked her hair while she cried. She finally cried herself to sleep and he gently laid her on the bed. After an hour he ordered her favorite takeout, Chinese, and wakes her.
"Honey, wake up. Time to eat dinner. If you're like me, you didn't have lunch. Clean up, you make up makes you look like a raccoon."
She disappeared into the bathroom, where she fixed her face.
He put the food on the table and poured her a drink. After the dinner they cleaned up the kitchen together, before sitting on the couch with a glass of wine. He looked over at her.
"Think you can listen without crying?"
She nodded, keeping a death grip on his hand.
"I'm still pissed at you for keeping all this in. You're my woman, of course I would have fixed it. Do you not understand I'd do anything for you?'
She nodded again, not trusting herself to speak.
"That being said, you're on thin ice. The extent of your vocabulary for the next couple of days is pretty much going to be limited to "Yes, dear." do you understand?
She grinned and said "Yes, dear."
"Good girl. Now, we need to sleep. I'm beat, it's been a trying day. We have to shop tomorrow, for among other things, a new dining room suite. You may want to pick up some feminine products, tomorrow night is 'The Night', you understand? I think we should sleep apart tonight, we both have things to process. Oh, and we'll be getting up early, get used to it."
He kissed her good night, and she lay on the bed. She would have wept from happiness, but she was pretty much cried out. But she had a smile on her face as she dozed off.
................................................
She set the clock, determined to beat him up for a change, but the smell of coffee woke her.
He was sitting at the table sipping his coffee when she entered, and he pulled her into his lap for an early morning make out session, caressing her breasts and teasing her nipples. She wiggled around, feeling his erection, but when she reached for him, he stopped her.
"Tonight, my love."
"Yes dear" she told him, without a hint of smile, before she burst into giggles.
They went out for breakfast, a buffet.
They hit two furniture stores before she found the dining room suite she wanted. Oak, traditional. He was relieved, afraid she might be one of those people that liked ultra modern.
They pulled into the Ford dealership, and she thought he was going to set up an appointment to have his truck or car serviced. she was just going to wait on him when he opened the door.
"Don't you want to pick out your new car? I'll pick if you want, but it might not suit you."
"What? I can't afford a new c------"
She saw the look on his face and said meekly "Yes dear".
He introduced her to Bob. Bob had sold him his last five vehicles, and they understood each other.
"Nothing new, I have a hard time buying something that loses twenty percent of its' value when you drive it off the lot. Twenty thousand is the limit, you hear me Bob? Not a dime over. I don't care what she gets, within reason, but if it proves to be unreliable I'll haunt you like a ghost. Now show her what you've got."
He picked a few in the price range, but she didn't like any of them.
Finally she noticed a Ford Escape, a little SUV. She drove it and fell in love. The catch was it was twenty four thousand.
He balked, Bob offered to split the difference.
She put on her best pleading face.
"Please, honey, please? I'll pay the difference."
He looked at her and shook his head. Disappointed, she said "Yes dear'.
He smiled and turned to Bob.
"We'll take it, if you throw in free oil changes for a year."
Bob agreed instantly.
"What kind of financing do you want, any particular bank?"
"I have a check in my pocket. Get a tag on it so she can drive it home, and add it to my insurance. Her address is the same as mine."
She was floating going home.
I'll wake up, it's just a dream, she thought. My life was never supposed to be this good.
They went out, D'Angelos'. She put everything she had into looking her best. They dined, went to a jazz club and danced. She seemed to float in his arms.
When they got home, she told him to wait in the living room. She had used two enemas that afternoon, but she did a quick flush. She wanted to be perfectly clean.
When she came out of the bath she noticed a package on the bed.
"Something you suggested the first night you spent here." said the note.
It was a lace teddy, she smiled as tears threatened to erupt.
Finally, she told him to enter.
Flowers were everywhere. Candles were placed in strategic places. Pink satin sheets on the bed, and right in the middle, in an ivory teddy was Anne. It took his breath away.
They kissed, they cuddled, they undressed each other. She had lubed herself beforehand so she didn't have to wait, and she stroked lube on his erection.
"Take me baby, please."
She was up on her knees, but he put her on her back.
"I want to see your eyes while we make love."
She guided him, easing him in. It was like nothing he had ever felt, a velvety tightness that defies description. It was her first time in over two years, the sensations were much better than she remembered.
"I've never been with anyone I've loved before, that makes the difference" she thought as she responded to his thrusts.
They spent the night exploring, the weekend exploring each other. And the next week, they started the rest of their lives together.
..............................................
EPILOGUE
"Granny Annie!"
The kids yelled as they raced into the house.
"Can we get in the pool?"
She smiled. Julie had three now, the oldest eight. They were a handful, and she often sat for her, and a few more in the neighborhood. It wasn't unusual for Carl to come home to a houseful of kids, all glad to see him. He would play with them for hours before sending them home.




"Yes, AFTER you have your snacks and a rest."
They complained as kids do, but not much. The threat of sending them home struck fear into them.
Anne still did her business, part time. It filled a few hours until Carl got home or she had to watch the kids, and it gave her an income.
Carl stubbornly refused to let her contribute to the household, saying she could use it for her 'play money'. She spent so much on Julies' children she and her husband had to sit her down and have a talk. She backed off, then turned around and had a pool and a play equipment put in.
Idly, she looked down at her rings, they needed cleaning. She closed her eyes, remembering when Carl wanted to vacation in the northeast, to eat crab rolls, and see the fall colors. She was shocked when they stayed at a bed and breakfast in a small town and ran into Julie and Cathy.
"What in the world are you two up to?"
They just smiled. She noticed them looking behind her, and she turned.
There was Carl, on one knee, holding out a ring.
"Babe, since we're here and everything, I thought we might get married. Would you please be my bride?"
She surprised them all and feinted.
But two days later she said "I do" and they were man and wife.
He teased her about it, saying it was just for insurance purposes and had nothing to do with love. She snorted.
"Like I believe that. Kiss me, husband."
True to his word, Carl found Cathy a job in his company, as his executive assistant when he made VP. His old secretary didn't want the job, retiring instead.
He gave them a scare when he had a small heart problem, and between Anne, Cathy, and Julie, they watched him like a hawk.
He often grumbled it was like having two wives, Cathy hovering over him at work and Anne at home, and they just smiled and said lucky you.
Not that they didn't clash, Ann still had a stubborn streak and Carl was as stern as ever. A few more door jambs got broken and his hand met her bottom on a few occasions. He accused her of picking fights for the makeup sex.
She would just smile and say "Yes dear."
He never won the Survivor contest, and wrote very few stories after that. He had other things that kept him occupied.
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My first time in this section of Literotica.
Special thanks to the real "Anne", the only transsexual I know, for her insights.
.................................................
Carl sat at the computer and scowled. He had found Literotica by accident, looking for actual porn.
He was captivated.
Alone since his wife had passed almost three years ago, he was lonely and bored. Oh, he managed about two or three of what he called "baby boomer booty bumps" a year, but he missed the intimacy of a long term relationship. He was turned off when the few times he seriously dated anyone he got the feeling they were more concerned with the health of his bank account than the opportunity to bond. Still at 52 he could understand the concern.
He wasn't rich, but he was very comfortable. They had several insurance policies on each other, plus a healthy savings account, retirement accounts, and investments. He was seriously thinking about retiring at 55, as soon as he vested at his company. He couldn't draw retirement until he was 62, but there was more than enough to last until then.
Being almost compulsive by nature, before he committed to any course of action he would do massive research. It used to annoy his wife no end.
After reading for several months, he decided to try his hand at writing. In his own opinion, his first efforts weren't that great. He took a creative writing course, he reread books by his favorite authors to see how they approached writing.
James Michener, Louis L'Amour, John D. McDonald, and Dick Francis all had two common traits, something he shared. Attention to detail and research.
His writing improved, and his scores reflected that. He hadn't won a contest yet, but he was hopeful. Especially intrigued by the Survivor contest, he decided to participate.
Loving wives, romance, poetry, non erotic, even science fiction went fairly well. He wrestled with incest because he found it repugnant, and decided to save it until last. Lesbian and gay wasn't really that hard, he just wrote it like he would romance.
Non consent and domination made him a little uncomfortable, it went against his core beliefs to force anyone to do things. But in the interest of accuracy, he found some bondage chat rooms and explained who he was and what he was doing, research for a writing project.
He got a few rude comments, some wild stuff he discounted immediately. But a few were readers and contributors to Literotica, and answered in a reasoned, intelligent manner, describing the lifestyle to the best of their ability. He actually corresponded with some on a regular basis after the story, which got good numbers and congratulations from his sources.
He tried the same approach for his story on transsexuals, going into chat rooms. Most rejected him out of hand, but four, after reading his entry, actually talked to him.
One he stopped talking to because she kept hinting around about dating. Another was just too scatterbrained to be taken seriously. The third stopped talking to him because her boyfriend got jealous.
The last, who went by Anne, was a joy to talk to. Literate, intelligent, honest almost to a fault. They quickly left the chat room for more private talk, mostly through emails.
He told her about himself. Fifty two, comfortable, widower, not ugly, not handsome, just average.
She was forty seven, with what she describe as a mature soccer mom type look. She was single.
They talked about relationships, his marriage.
Her longest relationship lasted six years, he left her for a younger T girl, said she was old and boring. She took it hard, said it was the closest thing she had ever had to love. It struck him as an odd comment. She had been alone for two years.
He asked, you've never been in love? Not lust, not infatuation, but deep, committed, rest of your life love?
She signed off because she was crying.
He apologized, he didn't mean to cause her pain.
She told him not to worry, and no she had never had 'the one' feeling with anyone. She often wondered what it felt like.
They talked in depth, what made her choose that lifestyle? Was she still comfortable with it?
She replied she was who she was, and to try to change it now would be foolish.
She laughed when they talked about the stories on the internet, very few wanted to be sex slaves for herds of blacks or crazed mistresses. When it came down to it they wanted what gays, straights, lesbians, or any other group wanted. They wanted to be loved and appreciated for who they were, without hiding it. To be accepted.
Her eloquence was moving, and he wondered what she sounded like, how she gestured when she made a point, did she pout when she was angry?
They continued to talk after he had written the article. She read it and asked.
"This was about us, wasn't it? About what could have been?"
He admitted it was.
"Well, it's a lovely fantasy. I can dream about what if late at night. Thank you."
They corresponded almost every day for four months, and then one day he stopped.
He didn't talk to her for two weeks. She sent him numerous messages, from lightly teasing to almost frantic. Please talk to her, she missed him.
He emailed her a formal letter
Dear Anne,
I too have missed our talks. I didn't stop to hurt you, I had some thinking to do. You know more about me than most of my relatives. It wasn't because you were an anonymous entity I'd never meet, it because I wanted to tell you.
This is what I've decided[she almost had an anxiety attack, what if he was telling her goodbye]. I want to meet you, to buy you dinner, to talk into the night in person. I want to hear your voice, see your facial expressions.
I don't know where you are, but you've indicated that it isn't that far away. We have reservations at D'Angelos' in Barrington. Seven thirty, Friday, that should give us time to eat and have a nice conversation. Ask the hostess for the man with the friendship rose, and she'll bring you to our table.
This is unchartered waters for me, so if I say or do the wrong thing, be patient with me, I really would like to meet you.
Don't email me back. Just come. Please.
Carl.
.................................................
Anne was shocked. Was this a date? A get together of friends? Should she go? What should she wear? What if he was a nut case? What if he was someone she could fall in love with? What if used her and broke her heart? What if he thought she was too fat, or ugly, or too old?
She confided in her best friend.
"Are you an idiot? Of course you're going. You haven't been out in two years with a man, what can it hurt? He already knows what you are, and he still wants to meet you. Look, I googled the restaurant, very nice. Pricey, even. Is he rich? Even if it's not romance, you'll get a good meal and maybe some intelligent conversation. What have you got to lose?"
They spent Friday afternoon getting her ready.
Simple black dress, barely showing her knees.
A strand of pearls. Black seamed[control top]pantyhose,black two inch heels, just enough to make her walk a little more sexy. Pearl earrings, a simple gold bracelet, small black satin clutch purse.
Hair and makeup styled and applied, taken off and done again. Finally she was as ready as she could ever be. She kissed her friend and set off.
She arrived fifteen minutes early, and it was too hot to wait in the car.
She felt a little self conscious asking for the man with the friendship rose, but the waitress smiled brightly and took her right to the table.
He was already there and rose to meet her.
...............................................
He was almost exactly how he described himself, but more handsome than she expected.
Six feet tall, well dressed and groomed, Gray to silver hair with just a few strands of brown, hypnotic blue eyes, a nice tan.
He didn't know what to expect, but this wasn't it.
Five nine in her heels, warm brown eyes under a dishwater blond bob. The dress didn't mold as as much as suggest, and she had pretty legs. He secretly rejoiced, he had always been a leg man.
A few heads turned as she made her way to the table.
They shook hands and he gave her the rose, already in the vase.
They were seated and just smiled at each other for a moment.
He finally gushed.
"My gosh, why did you lie about your look? You're stunning. I didn't know what to expect, but this wasn't it."
She glowed under his praise. He was about to learn about her teasing manner.
"And you sir, are much more presentable than you indicated. What were you expecting, a man in a dress?"
He colored, while she laughed softly.
"I'm only teasing, Carl. Don't get all serious on me."
He relaxed.
"Honestly, Anne, I didn't know what to expect. Half the men in here watched you walk to the table, and I'd bet my house not a one though 'that's a man in that dress', especially me."
"Thank you, and I haven't thought of myself as a male since I was sixteen. I'm a woman, Carl."
"And an attractive one. I know five people in here dining, the phone calls will start about noon tomorrow wanting to know where I found such a beauty."
"What will you tell them?"
He looked surprised.
"Why the truth of course. I met you on the internet."
She actually giggled.
They ate, had coffee, dessert. And talked, and talked. Time flew by, and soon it was closing time.
He walked her to her car. It was only ten, and neither wanted it to end, but neither wanted to rush things.
Then things went wrong. Her car refused to start.
He checked under the hood, the cable ends were corroded. He had the tools to clean them, and put jumper cables to it, but it wouldn't turn over.
She was in tears, wondering who she could get to come and get her. Cathy wasn't answering her cell. He gently extracted her from the car and put her in his.
She was still trying to call someone when she noticed they were moving. Suddenly she was scared.
"Where are we going?"
"You have a choice. I can take you to a motel, or you can spend the night in my spare bedroom."
Anne was panicky. She lived very modestly, she couldn't afford a motel, but on the other hand, she was nervous about spending the night at a strangers' home. She started sobbing, saying she didn't have money for motels.
He stopped in a Hampton Inn parking lot. Taking her face in his hands so she would look at him, he explained to her he would pay for the room if it would make her more comfortable. He would pick her up in the morning, take her to breakfast, and back to her car to see if they could get it started one more time.
She looked into his eyes and made a decision.
"Don't waste your money when I'm sure you have a comfortable bed in your guest room. And no funny business!"
Pausing she giggled again.
"Unless I start it, of course."
He glanced at her, grinned, and put his car in gear.
................................................
She loved his house, what she could see of it. It was close to midnight.
He showed her the guest room, made sure there were plenty of towels in the bathroom.
"I don't have anything you can sleep in except a tee shirt, will that do?"
"I was hoping for a lace teddy, but this will do fine."
She had recovered her sense of humor. It tickled her when he blushed, but it really got her when he said, maybe next time. He made tea and they talked until one. By then they were both nodding a bit, so they said their good nights. She hugged him on impulse and felt him stiffen slightly before he relaxed and returned it.
They both lay in separate beds, processing the night and it ramifications.
The clock said eight thirty when she awakened, and it took her sleep fogged brain a minute to process where she was. At sometime during the night he had laid a new toothbrush and some paste in her bathroom. It embarrassed her he had been in and out while she slept. She showered, put her dress back on, and wandered into the kitchen. She found a note on the coffee maker.
"Good morning, Anne. Hope you slept well. The maker is set, just press on. Eat anything you like for breakfast. I got a friend that owns a garage to swing by and pick me up, we've gone to get your car.
I hope you don't think this is too forward of me, but I really enjoyed last night, and want you to stay the weekend. No strings attached of course.
Well maybe one or two. I know you didn't come prepared to spend time with me, so let me make it up to you, please.
As I told you before, financially I'm quite comfortable, and by your own admission you live modestly. If you look on the dining room table, you'll find my spare key ring, and three hundred dollars. Please do not take offense, but I have money and no one to spend it on besides myself, and really, how many power tools can one man own?
Take the money and buy a couple of things to wear. Jeans, trainers, and a nice top or two.
Something casual. A nice pair of shorts wouldn't hurt, you have great legs. Oh, and undies, of course.
I have a few conditions. Nothing from Wal Mart. We have a very nice mall just four miles away, Northgate. Just punch it into the GPS. DO NOT take my truck!
And just so you know, I hate white underwear. I'll probably never get to see them, but buy something that makes you feel good. I"m partial to pink, personally.
All this is up to you, of course. If it makes you uncomfortable, don't do it, but it is a gift freely given. Either way, I'll be back when your car is done.
But I really wish you would stay.
Carl"
Anne sat, sipping coffee, and reread the note.
She called her best friend Cathy and asked her what she thought.
"Girl, don't be an idiot! You said you liked him, and he didn't try to rape you last night. Shop, girl, shop! I'd kill for a man who would do that for me. If you don't want him, can I have him? Does he like regular girls?"
"I don't know, and no, you can't have him. Now, not to be rude, but I have some shopping to do. I'll tell you all about it Monday. Bye."
She loved his car, a small Lincoln. Not knowing how to work GPS, she simply stopped at the first gas station and asked directions.
It had been awhile since she could shop without worrying about money, and she took full advantage.
She hit every store, comparison shopping, then going back and making her purchases.
Two pair of forty dollar jeans, buy one get half off the second. Same for shorts, one modest white pair, one beige cargo type.
Two bright tees, one pink, one yellow. One nice button up shirt, all on sale.
A nice pair of white Nikes', and two bra and panty sets. One pink, one black. The black bra was a pushup, and the pink panties were boy shorts.
She wore the jeans that she thought made her butt look best and the pink tee home.
She looked at her watch and was shocked she had been gone five hours. "I bet he thinks I stole his car" she thought as she rushed back.
Her car was in the drive, but she didn't see him when she entered the house. She called his name a few times, before seeing him through the kitchen window, mowing the grass.
She waited until he noticed her and waved. He waved back, but kept going. She could see he was almost done. Putting her purchases in her room, she went back to the kitchen and made tea.
When he was done he rinsed off the mower before putting it back in the shed.
She didn't notice him enter until she felt his eyes. He was standing in the kitchen doorway, just watching her.
Jumping a little, she put her hand to her mouth.
"My goodness, do you always move so quietly? Most men I know would have made all kinds of noise."
He grinned at her.
"Oh, I can be quite noisy under the right circumstances. Nice outfit."
Getting up, she twirled around, slowly. She could almost feel his eyes on her ass. Glancing over her shoulder, she did catch him staring. He colored.
"Sorry."
"Why? If it didn't have some effect on you I'd have wasted my time and your money. Thank you, by the way. It was the best time I've had in ages. I wished you would have come."
He groaned.
"You're already pulling the shit rule on me? So soon?"
"What in the world are you talking about?"
"You know. I think it's rule number five in the Secret Society Of Women. Men are good for shit. Carrying Shit. Moving Shit. Fixing Shit. And most of all, Paying for Shit."
"Oh, that rule. Stop it right now! Next you'll be wanting me to show you the secret handshake. Then where would we be?"
"And speaking of fixing shit, when it comes to vehicles you're the stereotypical woman.
All women think all they have to do to a car is hit the switch and go. You're lucky, that was the original battery, and your car is fourteen years old, you need to think about replacing it. We changed the oil, filters, belts, and most of the hoses. Plus a new battery, and a tune up. And before you say it, if you offer to pay me back I'll be pissed. I didn't do it for you, I did it for me. If you have reliable transportation there's no reason you can't be be back next week, provided of course we get along the rest of the weekend."
He paused, looking at her reflectively.
"What would you like to do tonight? A movie? Dinner out? Anything you like, your call."
"Well, what I'd really like is to stay in. We can order takeout and watch a movie, but I get to pick."
"Damn, you're not going to pick a chick flick, are you?"
"Probably."
"Can I at least pick the takeout?"
She smiled.
"Sure, anything you like as long it's Chinese. Now, what's for lunch?"
They found cold cuts and made a sandwich and iced tea. Afterwards he showed her the house and yard. The yard was about an acre and a half, with four apple trees and a grapevine across the back.
He told her he used to plant a garden, but since he was alone now he usually just went to the local farmers market.
They relaxed, became more comfortable with each other. Took a drive in his big four wheel drive truck.
After consuming massive amounts of Chinese food, didn't want to get hungry later, you know, they settled on the couch with a bottle of wine.
She picked a Nicolas Sparks movie, a predictable heart tugger. He almost went to sleep, twice.
He was half asleep when she sniffled at the sad part, and without even thinking he put his arm around her and pulled her close. She froze, not knowing what to do, but when he didn't pull back she snuggled in tighter and held his hand.
After the movie they just sat comfortably, and then they both dozed off. She woke with a start, gravity had gotten them and they were both half reclining on the couch. It woke him up and he sat up. Yawning, he asked if the movie was over.
"Yes, for about an hour. You snore, you know?"
"Sorry, did it annoy you?"
"It was sweet, but then again you weren't up against my ear."
He glanced at the clock. ten thirty.
He stood, yawning again.
"I don't know what schedule you're used to, but I've been getting up about six every morning for the last thirty five years. A habit I can't seem to break. After staying up last night, it's got me. I'm for bed. Did you buy a gown or do you need another tee shirt?"
"Shirt, please. Thank you for tonight, for the weekend. I can't remember the last time I've enjoyed myself so much. Good night, see you in the morning. Oh, and I don't get up at six, let me have my beauty sleep, goodness knows I need it."
"Who was he?"
She didn't understand the question.
"He who?"
"The idiot who told you you weren't an extremely attractive person. Point him out to me sometime, I'll kick his butt on general principle."
She fairly glowed at the praise.
"I'm beginning to think you eat too much beef, you seem to be full of bull. But thank you."
He yawned again.
"Welcome, Annie. Night."
He pulled her to him for a hug, and she molded to him. He leaned back, kissed her on the cheek like it was the most natural thing in the world, and went into the bedroom.



Anne stood there, hand to the cheek he had kissed, with tears in her eyes. This is just a dream, she thought to herself, just a dream. I'll wake up in my dull little bedroom in my dull little apartment, by myself.
.................................................
But she didn't. She woke in the guest room, confused again. Then it all came back to her and she jumped out of bed with a huge smile. After showering and doing her makeup, she put on the yellow top and white shorts, critically eying herself in the mirror. Not to bad for an old broad, she thought. I hope he likes it.
He did like it, and told her so.
"What would you like to do today? More importantly, how long before you have to leave? Are you hungry?"
"I'd like to leave in time to get home before dark, and that gives us plenty of time. What do you normally do on Sundays? And yes, I could eat."
"Do you like waffles?"
He made her two enormous waffles, with butter[not margarine] and maple syrup that a friend from Vermont sent him every year. She ate it all.
While she ate he explained that one of his favorite past times was going to the local flea market. It was one of the largest in the state.
She hadn't been to a flea market in ages, so off they went. They had a ball. He bought a few old hand tools that she teased him unmercifully for. "What, where is the plug? Is it one ten or two twenty?"
She found a McCoy planter that she adored but couldn't afford, when he started bargaining with the vendor. They were enjoying the give and take.
The vendor cut five dollars off the price, then grinned.
"Give it up mister. Your wife hasn't let it out of her hands since she got here. Buy it already, or there won't be lovin' in your future. Look her in the eyes and tell her she can't have it."
He paid, mumbling about getting robbed, but she played it to the hilt. She gave him an exaggerated smooch on the cheek, and declared to all that could hear her,
"Thank you honey, you are going to get soooo lucky when we get home."
Carl glowed red while people around him chuckled, but he didn't object when she held his hand the rest of the morning.
They ate a light lunch, talked quietly for awhile, then it was time to say goodbye.
She hated going, he hated seeing her leave. They lingered by her car.
"Thank you so much, Carl. This is the best weekend I've had since, well, this is the best weekend I've ever had."
He was holding her hand.
"I can't remember when I've had a better time.
Would it be too forward of me to see you again next weekend? You can come here, or I could visit you. Your choice."
She took a big chance and gave him her phone number.
"Here, call me. No more internet, I want to hear your voice. We'll work it out later."
He gave her his card, with home, cell, and business numbers.
"Call me when you get home, so I'll know you're safe."
................................................
Cathy was enthralled with Annes' account of her weekend.
"You are so lucky. Do you think he's got a brother that might be single? Are you going back this weekend? Think you'll be getting intimate?"
Anne sighed.
"That's the million dollar question. I think he likes me, I really do, but he's a straight guy, you know? I'm a whole new reality to him. He didn't mind hugging me, and we kissed on the cheek a couple of times, but he didn't try to take it farther. Plus, it's way too early for intimacy, I want to get to know him better."
"I'm really worried that when it comes right down to it he'll never be able to accept me. If he strings me along and then dumps me, it would kill me."
"I really, really like him, he's kind and gentle and puts me first when we're together, but I get glimpses he could be quite stern if pushed. I'm not going to make any long range plans, but I do want to see him again."
Meanwhile, Carl was wrestling with his own thoughts. He really liked her, and that's how he thought of her, as a woman. But he knew that wasn't true biologically. He already had strong feelings for her emotionally, could he go through with it physically? He wasn't sure. One thing he did know, he wanted her around. He just seemed to click with her.
He flushed a little, remembering bringing the toothpaste and brush into her room when he got up the next morning. She had tossed and turned during the night, or maybe she just got hot, but the covers were thrown back.
She had her back to him. Her shirt had ridden up, exposing her back and the curve of her hip, encased in full cut white panties. He got an instant erection, painful in intensity.
His body was screaming "Go get girl, go get girl!"
while his mind kept saying "slow down, remember what's in those panties." It was very confusing.
.................................................
They talked every night. Part of her wanted to wait a week, to not seem too eager. Another part was screaming "Screw that, get him now before he has a chance to escape."
She finally agreed to come for the weekend, if she could cook him dinner Saturday. She wanted him to try her lasagne, it was her best dish.
He must have peeked out the living room windows twenty times before she pulled into the drive.
It was all he could do to keep from running to her. It was all she could do to keep from launching herself into his arms. They both controlled their urges and had a nice hug.
He asked about her trip, was the car running all right?
She laughed and said it ran fine, and if she caught him checking it over before Saturday afternoon, she would make him eat canned soup for dinner.
She freshened up and they had a light dinner at Chili's. They ran into a few friends of his.
"Come on, let me introduce you."
She hung back. What if they didn't like her? What if they guessed her secret? She would die before she shamed him.
He felt her reluctance. He took her hand and pulled her along.
"You have to meet them sometimes, you wouldn't believe the calls I got last week, and you got nothing but compliments. It'll be fine."
It was. One couple invited them to the bar for a drink after the meal, and they spent a pleasant hour with them. They only had one drink, he wouldn't drink and drive, and if he didn't drink she wouldn't. They made vague promises to get together in the future.
Saturday he was knocking on her door at six thirty.
"Get up, Annie. We have to get to the farmers market before the best stuff is gone."
She groaned, suggesting they go a little later.
He surprised her by throwing her door open. She jumped and held the covers to her chin.
"Get up, girl, before I drag you up. No lying around all day in our house, go on, I expect you dressed and ready to go in fifteen minutes."
He was laughing when he shut the door.
She was halfway through her shower before the phrase "our house' registered. She was ready to go in seventeen minutes, a personal record.
She loved the market. It was one of the biggest in the state, due no doubt to being close to the state capital. They looked, made a few small purchases. She would have gotten a bigger quantity several times but he reminded her they were shopping for only two.
He was talking to a farmer, obviously someone he knew quite well, and she had wandered a few stalls down. She saw beautiful eggplant, and decided to substitute them for noodles in her lasagne, it gave it a much better taste.
She picked them out before she realized she hadn't even brought her purse. Going back, she found him still engrossed in conversation.
Having a bit of fun, she said, "rule number five, honey", and to her surprise he didn't even stop the conversation, but handed her his wallet.
The farmers' eyes widened a bit, but he was smiling when she left.
She paid for the eggplant and slipped the wallet back into his pocket, leaving her hand on his butt a few seconds longer than necessary. He flushed and the farmer laughed.
"I almost kept it, honey, we still have to go to the supermarket. If you're done, we need to go."
They said their goodbyes, and she happened to glance over her shoulder on the way out. He made a whipping motion and pointed at Carl, smiling.
She nodded and smiled back.
Not yet, she thought, but I'm working on it. Carl asked her why she was laughing, and she told him it because she was happy.
She made him push the buggy, to which he complained no end. Only a few things were needed, but she dragged it out, pretending to compare different items before picking what she wanted all along. They ran into a few more of his friends, and she was introduced again.
"Do you know everyone in town?" she asked as they checked out.
"Pretty much. This town isn't that big. All the wives have been plotting to marry me off, a batchelor my age seems to offend them. You may have wrecked some plans by being with me, babe."
It amazed her how quickly they slipped into terms of endearment, honey for her, babe for him. Her response to his statement surprised him with the intensity.
"Tough tomatoes! They had their shot, and missed.
As long as you want me, you're officially off the market!"
Anne put her hand to her mouth. She hadn't meant to say that. She wanted to have him, right there in the checkout line, when he said mildly "Yes dear".
They went home and he went about doing the chores that a homeowner never gets done, while she bustled around in the kitchen. She was so happy she was singing, something she hadn't done in years. She watched him weeding a flower bed while she layered the lasagne, when tears started falling. The whole thing seemed so normal, so domestic, so RIGHT!
Suddenly she became serene. This is where I'm supposed to be, I know it in my heart.
Luckily, she had dry eyes when he came in.
"Whew! You smell, mister. Grab a shower and get presentable, dinner will be ready in thirty minutes."
He gave her his now familiar half grin and said
"Yes dear." before disappearing into his bedroom.
She went all out. Found his good china, nice tablecloth, candles, and had them lit. Two bottles of wine were breathing on the sideboard.
He was suitable impressed. Surveying it all, he said he felt like he needed a suit to be at such an elegant table.
He liked the lasagne so much he had seconds, then didn't have room for dessert. They agreed to have it later, with coffee. They sat, enjoying the wine and each other for a few minutes.
It surprised her when he cleared the table and rinsed the dishes before placing them in the washer. House rules, he said, if one cooks, the other cleans up.
She sat and finished her wine as she watched him, enjoying his swift sure movements.
They settled in to watch TV, his turn to pick, he insisted. She endured some lame action flick, putting up with it in exchange for some serious
snuggle time. After it was over, they talked a little before retiring.
He went to kiss her on the cheek when she grabbed his head and gave him a passionate kiss on the lips. He didn't respond for a second before raking his tongue across her teeth. She opened her mouth in surprise and he took the opportunity to slip inside, where he played for a few seconds before pulling back.
"Wow."
She agreed.
He turned abruptly and went into his room, flinging a goodnight over his shoulder.
She stood for a moment. Was he rejecting her?
She didn't think so, she saw and felt the bulge in his pants.
Almost there, she thought happily, as she prepared for bed.
Carl stood with his back against the bedroom door.
"Wow." He said to himself, she tasted good, and felt better. He couldn't help noticing how hard her nipples were, she must have enjoyed it too.
She had confessed in her emails that she had been on hormones for years, but her bust never grew past a 34B. He was glad, his wife had 38Ds, and time had not been kind to them. At the end, they sagged badly, and while he loved her, they were not that attractive anymore.
At forty seven, he could detect no sag, but then again, the right bra could make any woman look great.
"I'll just have to see them live and in person to make a judgement" he said to himself as he undressed.
He had breakfast ready the next morning. She had made a decision, and kissed him on the lips before she sat down. If he minded, she couldn't tell.
After they ate, she gathered the dishes and prepped them for the dishwasher, and wiped down the counter. She saw him watching her and said "House rules, remember?"
He grinned and went out to get the paper.
The weeks flowed by and it seemed her car had a homing beacon, it pulled into his driveway every Friday, earlier and earlier. He had given her a key, and often supper would almost be ready when he got home. She always made a production of greeting him at the door with a big kiss.
Several things of significance occurred, the first being the annual block barbeque. All the men manned grills, while all the women made side dishes. The kids roared around the block, jumping into different pools and playing games, always under the watchful eye of one mom or another.
She had met several of his friends, and was on friendly terms with their wives. Things were going great, she was sitting in a group chatting, when one of the girls asked her to help get some more sodas, they were running low.
Without thinking she jumped into his Lincoln, calling out to him she would be back later.
He nodded absently, busy instructing the younger men in the fine art of grilling.
They got a block before Julie looked over at her and said "I know".
"Know what honey?" she asked as they pulled into the supermarket.
"I know you're not a real girl."
Anne almost passed out. Then she decided to bluff.
"What in the world are you talking about?"
"Give it up" said Julie "My brother is a crossdresser, I know the signs. But I have to say, you pull it off well. Does he know?"
She couldn't help it, she started crying.
"Please, please don't tell. Yes he knows, and I think he loves me anyway. Please don't ruin it for us. Please."
Julie relaxed.
"I'm not going to tell. Carl is a cousin, but treats me like a niece or daughter. He's gotten me through some terrible times, times when my parents wouldn't even help. Without going into detail, he pulled me back from the edge, paying for my rehab, getting me a job. I lived with him for six months. He even introduced me to my husband. I owe him my life, literally, and I love him deeply."
"I can tell when he looks at you he loves you, so I want him to be happy. But if you hurt him, the wrath of God won't compare to what I do to you, got it?"
Anne looked at her and believed every word.
They got the sodas, and when they got back Julie put her ten month old on her lap.
"Here. It looks like you're going to be around for awhile, so you might as well get used to this.
We're going to need babysitters, and who better than family?"
She couldn't help it, she hugged the child while tears rolled down her cheeks.
Carl asked about it later, she just said she met Julie and adored her, that she said you were a fine man and she agreed.
"You don't have to answer this if it makes you uncomfortable, but why didn't you have children?"
He looked off into space for awhile before replying.
"Sally[his wife]told me when we married she was unable to bear children. I was disappointed but loved her, and figured at some time in the future we would adopt, but we never did. I didn't find out until after she died she had had her tubes tied, she never intended to have kids or adopt."
She didn't know what to say, so she climbed onto his lap and held him.
Her birthday came. She wasn't going to tell him but Cathy called while she was at his house and let it slip. He didn't say anything to her, but took her back to D'Angelos'. After a nice meal, he slipped a box on the table while she was in the restroom. She came back, saw the box, and for one fleeting instant thought it was a ring, but it was a very nice tennis bracelet, probably costing more than a years' rent on her apartment.
She of course cried, and everyone around congratulated her.
She kissed him and whispered that she wanted something else. He was surprised, but she said it would wait until they got home.
She would admire the bracelet on the way home, holding it up to catch the reflection of the street lights.
They had a nightcap, and went to bed. When she was sure he was in bed, she knocked on his door before pushing it open.
"Honey, are you awake?"
He had just nodded off, but sat up.
"I'm awake, what's wrong?
"Nothing honey, I want my other birthday present now. Can I have it?"
"How can I give you something when I don't know what it is? If it's humanly possible, I'll get it for you."
"I want to sleep with you." she blurted out, "Nothing more, I just want to fall asleep in your arms and wake up the same way. Please, honey?"
He didn't hesitate, pulling the covers open. She almost leapt into bed. She had on a very nice gown, not to revealing.
She slipped in, snuggling into his arms. he was a bit stiff at first, then relaxed and they drifted off. She wondered if she aroused him at all until she rolled over and spooned against him, feeling the erection against her bottom. While trying hard not to be obvious, she wiggled a bit. The erection seemed to grow, and she lay still. She didn't want to push it, no, take that back, she wanted him to screw her into oblivion, but when he was ready. It didn't stop her from waking up and wriggling enough to get him erect twice, smiling in the dark.
She woke up smiling and refreshed, while he seemed to have bags under his eyes.
"Sleep well, honey?" she said after giving him his morning kiss.
"Fine, fine." he said. It sounded like even he didn't believe it.
After that, she didn't even pretend to go to the guestroom, climbing into bed with him as if it were the most normal thing in the world. He never once objected.
The next month was his birthday, and she and Julie conspired to throw him a party.
They didn't try to surprise him, but told him it was going to happen and he better damn well have a good time.
That morning after breakfast, she told him she had a present she wanted to give him early. Did he mind?
"Of course not babe, I just hope you didn't spend too much, I'd feel guilty."
She smiled.
"Oh, it was surprisingly affordable. I got the whole thing for less than fifty bucks. Can I give it to you now?"
She was wearing a robe, pulled close and tied tight.
She stood up, untying the sash of the robe and letting it drop to the floor. She was wearing a pushup bra and a tight pair of boy shorts. He almost choked on his coffee.
She slowly turned, letting him get a good view.
"Do you like it? It's your favorite color."
It was hot pink. He still couldn't form coherent words.
She snickered.
"You're right, I'm still overdressed. Here."
She popped the front clasp and handed him the bra. Her breasts were just like he thought they would be, sitting high and firm. He had woken up several times when she was spooned up to him with them in his hands, but he had never actually seen them.
"This is my first present. I call it your birthday suit. It's all I'm gonna wear until tonight."
She grabbed the breakfast dishes, and started stacking them in to sink. He still hadn't moved.
"Honey, honey. Get a move on. You need to mow and trim around the patio for the party, and I need to make the house presentable. Now go on, shoo."
She practically pushed him out the door. He would look over once in awhile as she pretended to clean the kitchen. She was watching, and when he looked over she would wave, pushing her chest out as far as she could. She stopped when he ran the weedeater across the edge of a flower bed.
She made tomato soup and BLTs for lunch, going to the backdoor to call him in. She had on an apron, and when she turned around she bent over to pick up an umbrella she had 'accidentally' knocked over before she opened the door. It looked like his cock was doing its' best to push through the jogging pants when he came through the door.



She hung the apron up and chatted while they had lunch. He burned his tongue when he took a big spoonful of soup.
Around three she came to him holding her bra.
"Honey, will you help me with this, I can't seem to get it to hook right."
She laughed and slipped her pink tee over her head and put on her white shorts.
"Don't worry, honey. I'll put your birthday suit on again before we go to bed. I'm off to collect Julie and get the cake."
She drove his Lincoln when she was there, he insisted. He didn't trust her car.
She told Julie what she had been doing on the way to the bakery, and she laughed until she had tears in her eyes.
"You've almost got him Anne. He loves you, he just doesn't know what to do about it. His eyes are always on you, even while he's talking to someone else, and you know without looking where he is. My husband loves me like there's no tomorrow, but we lose each other all the time at parties."
"You know he wants you to move in with him, right?"
She sighed.
"I would, Julie, in a minute. But I don't want a roomie, I want a life partner, and until he takes that last step I'm keeping my apartment. If and when he takes me, you wouldn't be able to blow me out with a stick of dynamite. I love him so much, I don't know what I'd do if we part."
The party was a success. Food, alcohol, and conversation flowed freely. She had gotten him an expensive bottle of straight rye whiskey, his favorite, and made sure his glass was topped.
Soft music was playing and Julie called for a birthday dance. All the ladies danced with Carl, starting and ending with Anne. They swayed together for about five minutes before they realized the music had stopped.
The party broke up, with promises from Julie and Cathy that help would arrive tomorrow to clean things up. Cathy had come up to finally meet Carl, and was staying in the guest room, but after a whispered conversation with Julie, decided to stay at her house.
They relaxed, laughing at his presents, a fresh selection of power tools.
She stood, asking if he wanted her to slip on her birthday suit. He nodded, and she took his hand, leading him to the bed room.
He sat on the bed while she slowly slipped off the party dress she was wearing, allowing it to pool at her feet. She came forward, asking him to unclasp her bra. He did, fondling her breasts for a second before he leaned forward, trailing his tongue across her nipples, leaving them hard and erect. She held his head, stroking his hair while cooing words of love.
"Lie back, love. Tonight is for you. Happy birthday, my darling."
She gently pushed him back onto his back, trailing kisses from his neck to his chest, nuzzling his light fur. Slowly, slowly she nibbled down to his stomach, watching for signs of resistance. Finding none, she rubbed the front of his boxers, enjoying the feel of his firm erection. Tugging, he raised slightly so she could slip them off.
She was pleased with his size. Bigger than most men she had been with, but not a monster. Kissing softly, trailing her tongue down his length, she felt him tugging her panties.
She stopped him, looking up. "Not tonight, my love, later. This night is for you."
This was her plan, she had moved him along slowly. The kisses, the snuggling, the intimacy, were building blocks to her ultimate goal, to win his love.
Her goal was to give him the best oral he had ever had, and by his moans, she was on target. She was relentless, bringing him to the edge, then backing off. Her jaw was getting tired, it had been a very long time for her too, when he couldn't hold back any longer, putting his hand on the back of her head and pushing forcefully. She instantly became passive, letting him set the pace. After a minute or two she felt him stiffen
and try to pull her off.
"Annie, Annie, I'm......"
She locked down and bobbed her head back swiftly, and he literally exploded in her mouth, almost overwhelming her, but she managed to capture every drop, sucking gently until he was drained and clean. Raising up she was surprised to see him crying.
Alarms went off in her head.
"What's wrong, honey? Did I do something wrong?"
"No, Annie. You were great. I love you, you know?"
Her world exploded in bright colors. Birds sang, world peace was achieved, and all was right with the world.
"I love you too, honey, more than life itself."
He lifted her up, gave her a deep kiss, literally trying to push love into her mouth.
A little while later, when the deep, steady breathing told her he was asleep, she snuggled to his chest and cried, tears of happiness. She was still on his chest when they woke.
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"Hi, this is Barbara Barnes, host of Book Report here on WORD, 86.7, Your NPR station. Please join us next week when we present a series of interviews with Joe Williams, author of the runaway bestseller '500 Annies'."
"These interviews were taped in one session last week when he appeared at the Alumni Hall here on campus. Originally scheduled for 90 minutes, the interview lasted a little over three hours. When we tried to edit down to 30 minutes we realized there was no way to do it justice, so we took out the applause and some variations of similar questions, and came up with four shows, to be aired Monday through Thursday at 8:00 p.m."
"I say without reservation this is the best interview I've ever had the pleasure of conducting. It paints a picture of the man and the author more intimately than I thought possible. It was, in a word, spellbinding."
"So please, join us next Monday through Thursday, and tell your friends."
Barbara took off the headphones and looked at her engineer.
"How's that Mike? Think I need another take?"
He grinned. "No, that pretty well nailed it. But really Babs, don't you think you're overselling it? I mean in all the years we've done this, they fall into two types. Guys who think they're the new Hemingway or King and are arrogant and condescending, or quiet bookish types who despite their brilliance come off as exciting as dirt.
Publicists and life coaches have helped, but not much."
She grinned back. "You weren't there. When you hear it you're gonna regret letting Ed engineer it. I'm not kidding, this has got award written all over it."
.................................................
THE INTERVIEW PART ONE
"Hi, this is Barbara Barnes, welcome to our show. Before we roll the tape allow me to set the scene.
This interview was taped two weeks ago in the Alumni Hall during the last week of our spring pledge drive. Mr Williams donated all the ticket sales to our station. The hall seats 2500, and it was standing room only. Once the show started the audience was very quiet, perhaps sensing they were part of an unusual and unique experience. Now, roll tape."
"Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in welcoming Mr. Joe Williams to the stage!"
There was a brief but very loud round of applause.
"Thank you Barbara, and thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for coming out to support your station.
Your presence is appreciated."
"You're welcome Mr. Williams. Members of the audience, in case you don't know, all ticket revenues for this evening are being donated to our station. In addition, Mr. Williams has signed and donated 500 copies of his book to the station to be used as awards in our fall fund drive. Thank you Mr. Williams!"
More loud applause from the audience."
"You're most welcome. I've supported NPR for years, and am just grateful I can do a little extra now, in these lean times. And Barbara, please call me Joe."
She smiled. This was going well.
"Thanks Mr-er, Joe. So tell us, have you always been a writer? Besides your bestseller, are there anymore novels or short stories of yours out there waiting to be discovered?"
He smiled briefly. "No, this is my only novel.
I'm a mechanical engineer by trade. But to be honest I've been publishing pieces for the last twenty years. Part of my job description was to write from scratch or rewrite technical manuals for our customers. So if anyone out out there has read "Operating and Troubleshooting Guide for Intertech Hot Glue Labeler 6500", you've been reading my work for years."
There was an appreciative chuckle from the crowd.
"Well, that certainly explains your methodology for writing your novel. I feel most of us here are familiar with the book and its' back story, but for those in our radio audience, could you share a little."
Joe sighed slightly and said "Sure. It's been over three years since it happened, and fifteen months since I finished the book, so I've learned to deal with it."
He turned to look at the audience, and taking the microphone from the stand, strode to the front of the stage.
"Look at me. What do you see? Nothing. And do you know why? Because I'm as average as meatloaf and mashed potatoes. I'm 5'10" tall, average height.
Weigh about 170, not pudgy but not built, average weight. Brown eyes, mostly gray hair, average. In essence, if you passed me on the street you wouldn't recoil in horror, but on the other hand you would forget me as soon as you rounded the corner."
He went back to his stool and replaced the mike in the stand.
"I didn't have a problem being average. I was just an average 50 year old man that lived in a nice but average middle class home in an average midsized town. And I was happy with that. But, I was above average in some important areas."
"One was my wife of 27 years. She was, in my opinion, way above average in looks and intelligence. Another was my only child, a daughter, a younger version of my wife, 24 years old, with a shiny new husband any man would consider a fine son in law. And lastly, I had my job, working for the same company for 28 years, the only real job I had ever had. I had it all, a dream life."
"So what happened? Well, first the economy collapsed. My office closed, we were downsized. I could have transferred across the country, but my roots were here. The severance package was very generous, so I had a cushion. Plus, if something didn't turn up soon I could file unemployment for awhile. Then my son in law got downsized. He and my daughter were just starting out, she was six months pregnant, and they couldn't afford to lose the insurance, so they had no choice to relocate."
Joe stopped for a minute and drank some water. Then he continued in a voice full of emotion, barely above a whisper.
"Then, something so unexpected, so painful, so unexplained happened. My wife, the only woman I had ever loved, left me. Not only left me, she left the country, leaving a two page letter and a divorce petition. So, in less than three months, two of the most important foundations in a persons' life, career and family, were taken from me."
..................................................
"What a piece of shit! Damn the Chinese anyway, the sneaky yellow bastards have found a better way to destroy us than war. They write junk like this and aggravate us to death."
I had tossed a manual for a piece of equipment our customer had purchased as part of a new production line in the trash. It was written in, well, Chinese. Not literally, but the translation was pretty much useless. We had fought our way through the manual, only to find gaps, duplication, misinformation, missing schematics, etc. I worked for Motion Inc, an engineering firm specializing in designing, installing and upgrading production lines. The founder chose the name because as any engineer can tell you, it's all about flow and motion. If you have a delay or breakdown, you automatically start losing money. Companies don't like that. That's why they hire us. And we have a very good reputation.
It was the early eighties, and the exodus to China was just starting. It wasn't enough to take
our manufacturing jobs, the products we imported back were inferior and poorly made. Of course, they got much better later on, but that didn't help me then.
I had been with the company for a little over three years. I was a pretty good employee, got good reviews, and was generally liked. Not much on public displays of emotion, my outburst surprised my boss, who was walking by my office at the time. He walked in and sat down.
"What's up, Joe?"
"It's this damn manual. I think whoever wrote it was smoking opium. Sorry about the outburst, but this thing is junk."
He shook his head.
"You don't have to tell me, you should hear what the guys in the field are saying."
He was stroking his chin, a sure sign he had something on his mind.
"You know Joe, one of the reasons I have you do so much desk work is because you're much better at it than any of the others. Your reports are always clear and concise. You don't press an agenda, don't try to inflate your contribution, just relay the facts. Tell you what, let's let Ed handle the field work on this. I want you to rewrite this manual. I know you've already redone at least half of it already. Take three weeks and see what you can come up with."
And so with a short conversation, my career changed course, and I spent the next twenty four years being a technical writer.
I spent fifty to sixty hours a week for the next three weeks redoing the manual. I had already done the bulk of the work before we talked. Basically I simplified, removed redundancies, expanded a few section where there wasn't enough detail, etc. It wasn't exciting reading when I was done, but it was understandable. I had five copies professionally printed and dropped them
on my boss's desk just before I left for the weekend.
Bill[my boss]came into my office the next Wednesday.
"Damn good job, Joe. Ed said thanks. We want you out there Monday for the shakedown. Shouldn't be more than a couple of days."
"Good, that way I can spot glitches and rewrite if I have too."
The shake down went well. We ran into some problems, but they were minor. I talked to the operators, took some notes. When I got back I did a rewrite and including a trouble shooting guide for new operators.
It was so well received I rewrote manuals for two additional pieces of equipment. Ed and I spent another three days four weeks later at the facility, making sure little problems didn't bloom into big problems. The day I left, corporate was there to observe the line. I was in a small conference room going over some minor details I thought would improve the system, when I got a surprise.
Out of the blue, the chief engineer for our client asked my if I was happy with my job.
"Yes, I am. It's a pretty decent group to work for. Why?"
"We're impressed with you work. You know we have eleven plants, and my staff is a little stressed right now. We could use someone like you, a trouble shooter so to speak. You would be assigned to the main office, and be sent where you would be needed most. Interested? We're sure we could put together a package that would please us all. Think about it a few days and get back to us. Thanks for the good job."
Their tentative offer was very nice. But it would mean relocating, and a lot of travel. I had only been married for two years, and I really didn't like to be away from her. She knew when we got married I would have to travel, bu this would be far more often and much longer at a time. I decided not to take it.
I had been back in the office for a week when Bill came storming into the office.His face showed his emotion. He shut my door.
"Damn it, Joe. I thought you liked it here. Why didn't you tell me you were looking instead of going behind my our backs? Is it more money, better benefits? Where's your loyalty? What was their offer?"
His anger surprised me.
"I didn't go behind your back. I wasn't looking, they approached me. I do like it here. But tell me Bill, is this the only job you've ever held?
If I decide to change jobs, it will be for the betterment of my family. If I think this job will benefit my family, I'll take it. Who do you put first, Bill? You're family, or your job?"
I don't think he expected me to react so strongly. He put his hands up.
"Calm down Joe. Of course you should do what's best for your family. Just don't accept anything without discussing it first, please?"
I was still pissed.
"I'll keep you in the loop. But just so you know, it was a very attractive offer."
Things were a little tense the next few weeks. Bill asked me to stop by on the way out Friday. When I came into his office he surprised me by closing the door. This was a bad thing, usually a closed door meant an ass chewing or termination.
The grim expression on his face did nothing to reassure me.
He handed me an envelope.
"Read this."
It was a letter from the home office congratulating us on a job well done. Included was a bonus check for roughly two months' salary.
There was a flash and I looked up to see Bill holding a camera. He was smiling.
"Just wanted to record this moment. Job well done, Joe. You know the client has eleven factories, this was a test to see how the upgrades worked and how hard it would be to get them on line. It went so smoothly they signed the contract Monday to do upgrades on every facility.
They singled you out for the extra effort on the manuals."
"Now, take that lovely wife of yours out tonight and celebrate. Take Monday off too. I know how many extra hours you worked on this, think of it as comp time. Expect a representative form corporate HR to see you Tuesday, and relax, it'll be good news. Now go on, enjoy your long weekend."
I was walking on clouds when I left. Stopping by the bank to deposit the check, I decided to take Bill's advice to heart concerning my wife.
There was a new Italian place she had been wanting to try, but it was expensive and had a waiting list three weeks long. Just for luck, I checked to see if we could get in tonight. Fortune smiled on me, they had just received a cancellation. Mr Franklin and I persuaded the manager to bump me to the top of the list.
To add the finishing touch I got a nice bouquet to present to Annie when I got home.
"What are these for?" She asked, both surprised and pleased.
"For no other reason than I love you and I've had a great day. Too great to have you cook. Let's eat out tonight. And honey, wear something really nice, okay?""
As all women can tell you, when in doubt, go to the SBD. A simple black dress fits any occasion and social situation. She knew hers was one of my favorites, sightly clingy, just above her knees, simple but very sexy.
Her eyes got huge when we pulled into the parking lot.
"There's no way we'll get in. You know we've tried before and it was three weeks minimum."
"Don't you trust me honey? Maybe I've planned this for months. Maybe we'll get lucky and catch a cancellation. Let's see, shall we?"
The doubts vanished when I gave them our name and was escorted to a table.
She looked at the prices on the menu and was taken aback.
"Honey, look at these prices. Can we afford this?"
"Relax honey. Tonight we can. I had some good news from work today. Let's enjoy our meal and then I'll tell you about it."
She relaxed and gave me a secretive, happy smile.
"All right. I have some good news to share also. But first, I've always wanted to try calamari."
The meal was one of the best I've ever had. The atmosphere, the companionship, the general mood of happiness stays in my memory to this day.
Oddly, Annie refused when I suggested wine. She preferred wine to beer or liquor. She said it wouldn't be good for her to drink tonight. That should have told me something, but, let's face it, men can really be clueless at times.
Relaxing over coffee and dessert, I told her about the work I did rewriting the manuals and how pleased everyone was. I told her about the recent job offer, my interview with corporate HR Tuesday, and how I was fairly sure a good raise was in my future. She was very pleased.
"I'm so happy for you, it's deserved. I always told you I thought they didn't appreciate you.
The raise is a good thing, I did a little shopping after my doctor visit this afternoon. I had no idea nursery furnishings were so expensive."
"Nursery furnishings?"
"Yes, nursery furnishings. We need to start this soon, we only have about seven months to get it ready, and I figure in another four I'll be pretty much useless."
I looked a little confused. She was enjoying it.
"Joe, don't you get it? We're pregnant, about two months according to Dr. Roberts. Aren't you happy honey?"
We had been trying for nine months, was I happy? I did what any manly man would do, started crying.
Going round the table, I dropped to my knees and hugged gently, like I was holding fine china.
She was laughing and hugging back.
"Baby, I won't break, give me a real hug."
People were looking at us.
"Engagement?" queried the older couple at the next table.
"Pregnant, our first." Answered Jamie proudly.
The woman got up, followed by her husband. She gave Annie a nice hug and he shook my hand.
"We're so happy for you. Congratulations. Remember this in years to come. Oh, and wait until you get grandchildren. It just gets better."
By then everyone in the restaurant knew, and we thanked many well wishers. It was indeed a night to remember.
................................................
It was a difficult pregnancy. At seven and a half months she was put on bed rest, by eight months she was going stir crazy and was extremely irritable.
Labor lasted twenty one hours.
After out daughter, Amber June, made her appearance, the doctors asked me into an office.
"Mr. Williams, we hate to tell you, but we found some abnormalities in your wife's womb. Nothing life threatening now, but it would be extremely dangerous for her to conceive again. She probably wouldn't make full term. Please discuss this with your wife. If she wishes to have her tubes tied, we can do it while she's here. Or, if you prefer, we can schedule a vasectomy. Please think about it. This would be simpler than birth control, every form has a failure rate. Think about it."
Annie was devastated. She was an only child and wanted at least four. I suggested adoption but she said it was too soon to talk about it.
I gave her the choice, and she said since she was already in the hospital and in pain, a little more wouldn't matter. The next day she had her tubes tied.
She was despondent and cried off and on for about a month. The only thing that would cheer her up was our daughter. Regardless of the mood she was in, when I handed her to her she would start smiling.
When A.J, our pet name for her, was three, I brought up adoption again. The idea was shot down immediately, when she was six, eight, and eleven I asked again and was told no forcefully. I stopped asking.
I did get a nice raise, and I hardly ever went out in the field for more than overnight. Over the years the workload increased, and they added personnel as needed until I looked around one day and realized I was heading a whole department. I was officially in middle management.
Our reputation grew. Problem with a manual? Throw it out and we would write you a new one. Oddly, I found myself spending more time in the field, mostly doing reviews and updates, just a bit of trouble shooting.
Annie had done well, moving up from receptionist on a large dental office to office manager. Her hours were much more regular, so she became the primary caregiver. I never traveled unless necessary, preferring to stay home with my family.
Travel is what ended our marriage. Annie loved to travel, always eager to explore new places. I traveled too much, always enjoying time at home.
She would be planning our next vacation before we got home from the one we were on. As soon as AJ was in her teens Annie included her in the planning phase, even letting her pick a destination once in a while. We went to beaches, skiing, rode a mule into the Grand Canyon, spent a week in Washington sightseeing and visiting museums. We were up for anything.
We had a major project at work, so big it required three offices working jointly to maintain the schedule. I was named coordinator, it was a real honor. Unfortunately, my travel increase dramatically. I fell into a rotation of one week gone, one week home. AJ was fifteen with her own priorities and friends, so Annie was left alone often. She was frustrated and lonely. I could see it, but didn't know what to do to make it better.
A group of us were talking about it one night in the hotel lounge because a man from another office was separated from his wife. She claimed he left her alone too much while he traveled.



He was complaining that if she was frustrated by him not spending time with her, how separating and not seeing him at all was helping.
One of the older men spoke up.
"Might as well get a good lawyer now. Sounds like she's not coming back. Sorry, son."
One of the others spoke up.
"You travel as much as the rest of us. Didn't you just celebrate your thirtieth anniversary? How have you managed to stay married?"
"Thirty fifth. The trick is not to let them get bored. We had five kids, and I have to stop and count up when I talk about grandchildren to make sure I don't miss any when I brag about them. I was lucky, when she gets bored she sees one of the kids. Then she has her quilting club, her book club, and her dancing lessons. She stays busy and she stays happy."
"It also helps if you treat them like the queens they are when you're at home. Sure, there's a lot of stuff I'd rather do at times, but nothing is as important to me as her. That's why I take dance lessons, when I'm at home. I want all her dances for the rest of my life, and I want to measure up."
That made a lot of sense. But, we didn't have a large family, and she already knew how to dance. I needed to find something she really enjoyed and encourage her. Then it hit me.
Travel. She loves it better than anything in the world. I researched it. It's amazing how many travel companies there are. I found two in our area that specialized in short two or three day trips in our area. Bus tours, and the cost was very reasonable. One of the trips really stood out. It was a three day trip, Friday morning until Sunday evening. The main focus of the trip was a tour of the Biltmore House in western North Carolina. Built by the Vanderbilts over as hundred years ago, it was billed as the largest castle in America. Jaime had always wanted to see it. There was also a side trip to see the home of Thomas Wolfe in Asheville, and a short shopping excursion to a local outlet mall. It was a perfect woman's trip.
Best of all, it was for a weekend I knew I would be away, arriving home basically the same time the tour did. I booked two tickets, to be delivered to my office.
It took a little planning, a quiet talk to her bosses to assure she could get that Friday off, Bringing AJ in to smooth it out, I was ready.
I purposely didn't tell Annie when I left that Monday, AJ was supposed to tell her just before I called Thursday night. It was a thing of beauty.
She came home from work to find AJ packing a small suitcase.
"What are you doing?"
She gave her mom a look that only teen age girls can get away with.
"I'm packing."
"Let me rephrase that. Why are you packing?"
"Gee mom, maybe I'm packing because I'm going somewhere."
"Where do you think you're going? Wait, never mind, enough with the twenty questions. What's going on?"
At that exact time the phone rang. We had timed it almost to the second. AJ looked at Jaime and said "I'm pretty sure it's for you."
"Hello? Hi honey, yes, I miss you too. Look, did you give AJ permission to go somewhere? What! Three days? Have you lost your mind? What in the world is going on?"
"No, I haven't lost my mind. I just wanted to tell you to take a raincoat. Why? Because it's supposed to rain this weekend. No, not there, in Asheville. Why should that matter? Because that's where you're going to be, at the Biltmore House, downtown Asheville, and a shopping spree at the big outlet mall. I know you hate sitting at home alone, so AJ and I got together and planned this trip. She's going to chaperone, we can trust you everywhere but the outlet mall."
"Then again, two women with credit cards at an outlet mall might not be the best idea I've ever had. Take it easy, honey, please. Love me now?"
She was crying, I could hear AJ laughing in the background.
"Love you? If it were possible I'd send my tongue through this telephone line and so far down your throat I'd know what you had for breakfast this morning. But since I can't, I'm gonna have AJ pack an extra outfit and drop her at grandmas' house Sunday. Then I plan to really show you how grateful I am."
I could hear AJ screaming and laughing in the background.
"Mom! Way too much information for a teenager. Tell dad we both love him and start getting packed."
She did just that.
..............................................
The trip was a huge success. She was just as excited when she got home as she was when she left.
She spent about two hours telling me all about it. What she saw, the people she met, the restaurants, and the shopping.
That was the only time I thought maybe I'd made an error in judgement. She just kept on pulling bags out of the trunk. But most of it was for AJ, clothes and shoes for the upcoming school year. She said she got really good deals so I let it go.
She pulled one more bag out.
"I got you a little something. They had the sweetest little lingerie shop. I'm going to take a shower, don't come into the bedroom until I call you. If I remember correctly, I've got a little gratitude to express."
It was possibly the longest the longest forty five minutes in the history of time, but when she called me, it was worth the wait.
Lavender bustier with a black accent stripes. A boa to match. Black seamed hose attached to the bustier, and the tiniest panties I've ever seen.
She had done her makeup, and had her highest pair of heels on.
"Would you like to unwrap your present?"
"I almost hate to, it such a pretty package."
"We'll compromise, I'll leave the boa on."
I wasn't very productive the next day at the office. About all I got done was arranging for a box of his favorite cigars to be delivered to Will, the engineer whose advice sparked the whole thing.
This started a pattern of trips, usually about once a month. Unless it was somewhere AJ wanted to go, Annie went alone. She wasn't actually alone, she had made friends with several ladies about her age who liked to take the little excursions, and usually one or more of her friends arranged to be on the same bus. I thought we were going to run out of memory storing pictures.
AJ did what all kids do, she grew up on us. One day we're looking at college brochures, the next we were watching her wave bye as she went into her dorm room.
Annie took it hard. I was still traveling, not as often, but at least once a month. About every other month she would take a trip to see AJ, or take a tour somewhere new.
She seemed withdrawn, sullen. Where she used to greet me with a big kiss and hug, now it was a peck on the cheek. Lovemaking became more spaced out, and hot, down and dirty sex disappeared almost completely. It got so bad I felt we needed to address it.
She admitted she hated an empty nest, especially when I was gone. She was lonely, bored, said she felt useless. I was stunned.
As much as I loved my child, I was looking forward to alone time with Annie. Foolishly, I was hoping for the passions of our youth to reignite.
"Honey, I love you more than anything in the world. You're thinking all wrong, this isn't the end, it's a new beginning. Think of all the things you've wanted to do but couldn't because you had to take care of AJ. Now you can. You've always been interested in art, doesn't the local community college have classes? You've also expressed more than a passing interest in pottery, why not give it a try? Don't sit around brooding on the past, move forward! You have too much life ahead of you, ahead of us, to just sit down. Move forward, honey, before the past swallows you up."
I had become more impassioned as I spoke, nearly shouting at the end. She looked stunned. Then she smiled.
"Thanks honey. That kick in the ass is just what I needed. I love you!"
Then she leered.
"you know, there are some things I've always wanted to try, but I need to order some things first. But right now, I'm the mood for some hot, nasty, loud sex. Want to?"
Probably the dumbest question I'd ever heard.
I didn't know it at the time, but it was the beginning of the end.
For about a year things were great, then she slowly started withdrawing from me. She was taking art classes, at first at school, then private. She said she did better with one on one interactions. She also started traveling more.
Money was never an issue with us. After we found out AJ would be an only child, we kept our two bedroom house instead of trading up. We didn't have to spend the money we had in her college fund because she got a full scholarship.
As she rose to office manager, my department continued to expand, and the pay rose with my responsibilities. I also got some really good bonuses, which went straight into savings.
We both had good 401 plans that we contributed the max to. All told, we were very comfortable.
Then the economy went south. People weren't expanding or upgrading, so they didn't need us.
First one branch closed, then another. We were nervous, rumors were flying. Finally the ax just fell. We were being downsized.
A few, me included, were offered transfers. My whole life was here, and as much as I would miss my job, I wasn't leaving. They were kind to us and we got very good severance packages.
Annie took it a lot harder than I did.
"Are we gonna be all right financially? Think there are jobs out there?"
"Relax honey. The severance package lets me draw a full salary for six months, and they will still carry insurance on us until it runs out. By that time the economy should be better. Even if it's not I'm eligible for unemployment benefits. Every thing we have is paid for anyway, stop worrying."
She did worry, though. I just wanted to take a few weeks off and relax, but she pushed me into sending out resumes to almost everyone in driving distance. Nobody was hiring, and if they were they could get a kid right out of college for almost minimum wage.
Annie was acting more distracted everyday. I felt something wasn't quite right, but put it down to economic insecurity.
She became snappish, getting offended easily. She worked, went to art lessons twice a week, and despite being worried about finances went on two trips. I offered to go with her and she laughed.
"All right. This trip is to an expo and seminar on quilt making. Some of them are quite beautiful, it's art with fabrics instead of paint.
I've been thinking about trying it, Ramon says it will help me with composition and color coordination."
Ramon was her art teacher. I didn't want to tell Annie, but she really wasn't a very good painter, maybe he was right. Two days of looking at quilts, even if they were as lovely as she made them sound, didn't appeal to me. Top that off with lively discussions about fabrics and new sewing machines and I knew I would be ready to kill myself or someone else. I declined her kind offer.
By now AJ had graduated, found the man of her dreams, and married. Planning the wedding perked Annie up, but when it was over she realized AJ was gone for good. She was over the moon when AJ told her she was pregnant. They lived less than an hour away, and she was over constantly.
When she found out they had to transfer across the country, she went into a depression, rousing only when she took two weeks to spend with AJ while she delivered. I made it to the birth with two hours to spare, and we found ourselves the proud grandparents of a boy.
Back home she resumed her subdued, sullen attitude.
I finally snapped one night and unloaded.
"What the hell is wrong with you? We're still fairly young, there's a lot out there we could see and enjoy together. Yet nothing I suggest interests you. You make me feel like I'm a distraction, that I'm in your way. Are you trying to shut me out?"
She slowly went pale under my outburst, and when I got to the last part her eyes went wide. Instead of responding she rushed from the room.
I could be just as stubborn as she was. Let her stew. I was packing for an overnight trip, seems I had started a new career and had to meet a client. The whole argument started because I wanted her to go with me.
Seems one of our former clients wasn't happy with the new regime, and contacted me. Would I be interested in some free lance work? He had a few glitches in his production system he wasn't happy about.
I was going to fly in, observe, make suggestions, and take his operator manuals and go over them.
It was perfect for me, I would travel rarely, and could do most of the work from home. I even had plans to turn AJ's old room into an office.
We were barely civil to each other the rest of the night, and she seemed reluctant to kiss me goodbye the next morning.
I issued an ultimatum, something I never did.
"When I get home, expect to have some serious discussions about our future. I'm not happy, you're not happy, and I don't know why. Don't make any plans, I want the whole weekend with you to sort this out."
................................................
When I got back she was gone.
There was a letter on the kitchen table.
"Joe."
Not Dear Joe, just Joe.
"By the time you read this I will be gone. I've thought about this for awhile. I'm not happy, haven't been since AJ went to college.
My life is stale. The excitement we had has slowly evaporated, and you didn't even notice it.
I know you've tried to get it back several times lately, but it was too little, too late.
I know this confession hurts you, I'm sure you didn't see this coming. But I want to be happy again, and I'm just not happy with you.
Ramon and I have been sleeping together for about two years. Two years and you had no idea! That should tell you how far apart we've drifted. It was easy to fool you, you had absolute trust in me.
All the trips I've taken in this time, even the quilt trip, I've taken with Ramon. You were my husband, but he is my soul mate.
Don't think I wasn't remorseful, I spent many nights in anguish, but in the end I just can't do this anymore.
I've already filed for divorce, the lawyers' card is on your desk. He can fill you in on the details, but I've given him a power of attorney and a quit claim for the house. In return, I've taken half the estimated value out of our savings and retirement account, then took fifty percent of the remainder. You keep your 401, I keep mine.
Please don't fight it, it's as fair as I can make it.
I quit my job last week and cashed out my retirement. By the time you read this I'll be in Europe, primarily in Spain and Italy. Please do not try to communicate with me except through my lawyer.
This is a cowards way out, I know. I just couldn't face you. If it's any consolation, I am sorry. Even worse, you're going to have to tell AJ, another cowardly act.
Please don't try to find me, I wouldn't talk to you if you did. Try to remember me fondly after the anger fades.
You didn't deserve this.
I'll always remember you with love.
Annie."
..............................................
The audience listened, spellbound, as Joe finished his narrative of the rise and fall of his marriage. As Barbara looked out over the crowd, she could see tears in the eyes of a few women.
"So there I was, ladies and gentleman, starting what I thought would be a glorious time in my life, suddenly alone."
"Was it painful? Extremely. Did I fall apart?
To quote my grandfather, "like a flea market watch."
"Did I get it back together? Sort of, it's a work in progress."
Barbaras' voiceover broke the spell over the radio.
"That concludes this segment of the Joe Williams interview. Tune in tomorrow when Joe talks about how he rebuilt his life, and came to write his book. Good night, ladies and gentlemen."
................................................
Mike listened raptly through his earphones, and as Babs left she gave him an "I told you so" smirk. He had a bad feeling he had made a mistake.
................................................
Part two will be posted soon, and by soon I mean less than a week.
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"Good evening, listeners. Tonight we broadcast the second installment of our interview with Joe Williams, author of '500 Annies'. In case the you missed the first broadcast, here is a quick recap.
Joe gave us an overview of his life, leading up to his wife leaving him suddenly after almost three decades of marriage. He was taken completely by surprise, sending his life in a new direction and leading him to write his book.
We rejoin him now as he talks about the aftermath and how he struggled to put his life back together.
This is Barbara Barnes, and you're listening to Book Report on WORD. Now, back to the interview."
.................................................
The crowd had gone quiet as Joe revealed his wifes' betrayal of their marriage.
After a brief pause, Joe started talking again.
"I was completely devastated. I really was the clueless husband. I thought if you loved someone that much it would be impossible to betray them. I was wrong."
"I sat at the kitchen table, rereading the note. It was short, almost emotionless in its' brevity.
No long explanations, very little in the way of apology. Just, I've moved on, sorry, no ones' fault."
"I didn't get it, not at all."
"I didn't sleep that night, just sat at the table staring at the note. I didn't get drunk, didn't destroy furniture, didn't rage. I was just numb."
The anger came later, much later.
"I finally went to bed and slept fitfully for a few hours. Woke up wondering why I had such a headache. Went into the kitchen, calling out for Annie, asking where the Advil was. Saw the note and relived the pain all over again."
"Over the next few days I was like a zombie. I went by her old office and they told me she had resigned three weeks ago, she must have spent the days with her lover getting ready to leave the country."
"She took very little with her. She left most of her clothes, most of her jewelery, including her engagement ring and wedding band. No pictures that I could detect, no knick knacks we had accumulated over the years. It was like she had died."
"None of her friends knew she had even left. Her only forwarding address was her lawyers office."
"It took me two weeks to work up the energy to call AJ. She refused to believe me for a few minutes, then started crying. She was in such pain her husband had to take over and I explained all over again. AJ finally calmed down enough to talk, insisting she was going to fly in to be with me for a few days. I talked her out of it, it would have ruined their vacation plans, and the logistics of transporting a baby across country and back was enough to get her to agree. She called me every day for three weeks afterwards, just to check on me"
"She insisted I email the complete goodbye letter to her. I was reluctant, but finally did. Her reaction was unexpected."
"What happened to my mother, and who's the cold hearted, self centered bitch that took her place? As far as I'm concerned, when Bunny[her nickname for her daughter]eventually asks if she has a grandmother, I'll tell her she died. Even if I could, I will never speak to her again."
I was shocked by her tirade.
"AJ, honey, I know you're upset. But deep down, even if she has no feelings for me anymore, I'm sure she still loves you. Maybe over time she'll contact you, please be open when she does. She's still your mother, the grandmother of your child.
Don't judge her too harshly over what she did to me."
A small bit of me was glad she felt that way, but in the long run I hoped she would at least talk to her if she got the chance.
.................................................
I went through the stages of grief, all of them. Anger, denial, self pity, all of it.
I took perverse pleasure in jerking her lawyer around, knowing the longer I dragged it out the more it would cost her.
At first I refused to talk to him, and refused to answer the door if it was a stranger. The process server got a lot of mileage fees before I quit playing games with him. I threw the papers in the garbage in front of him.
I told the lawyer I wouldn't even speak to him without representation, and didn't retain anyone for about a month. Then I set up a conference and blew it and the next one off. Demanded all sorts of records, financial and otherwise. After six months she sent me a handwritten note begging me to let it end. I sent word through her lawyer if she would ask me in person I would consider it.
My lawyer finally asked me if I was tired of wasting money yet, even he thought it was getting old. He was right, I was beating a dead horse. I did get her to pay costs and lawyer fees.
Most of the anger and pain had receded to a dull numbness. It was still there, and would focus sharply if something triggered it, but by and large I was relearning how to live.
................................................
Luckily, I was working again, and it kept my mind focused and away from the pain. I had done a few jobs, getting business from word of mouth.
Then one day my old boss called me up.
"Joe, what the hell are you doing? We've lost two small customers to you, and in this economy we can't afford to lose a big one."
"Well, Bill, they came to me, I didn't seek them out. It's just small stuff, and it keeps me busy.
The job market here sucks, as you well know."
Bill had accepted a transfer, although I knew right up until he moved he was looking.
"Well Joe, I'm offering you a compromise. Come back to work for us. We'll reinstate you at your old rate and seniority, and you'll get to keep your insurance. We'll email you assignments, mostly stuff like you're doing now. You'll still have to travel a little, but not every week. I don't know why we didn't think of this before, it's a win-win situation for all of us."
I didn't accept instantly, I still had about three weeks worth of work to finish my latest contract. But I told him I was definitely interested, if I could work on my own schedule.
He laughed.
"That's the beauty of the internet, you can work at three a m in your boxers if that's what you want. Just meet the time parameters we set and it won't be a problem."
When I finished my contract I officially rejoined the Motion, Inc. fold.
Nine months had gone by. I wasn't back to where I was, doubted I ever would be, but I could function. I didn't even have a pity party when the final decree arrived.
I still had my friends, and most of them were completely shocked by what happened. Some of them, mostly wives, thought it had to be something more serious, probably something I did.
I didn't care, let them think what they wanted.
On side effect was that after the divorce was final, I would be invited for a barbeque, party, or meal, and find myself in the company of a single lady my age. I was polite, did my best to be cordial, but wasn't the least bit interested. I had spent my whole life in love with one woman, I had no idea how to connect with anyone else.
They soon got the message.
...............................................
I looked at the calender. It was one year to the day since she walked out of my life. I had been holding up well, but I did not want to be alone tonight.
Harry's Bar and Grill was a popular local watering hole, a true neighborhood place. Most everyone knew everyone else by sight, and most were well behaved. Harry made it a point not to let things get out of hand.
We had known each other for years, even socialized as couples once or twice a year. His wife had some kind of disability, using canes to walk.
Her wit wasn't impared, she had a razor sharp tongue when she wanted to use it. Harry loved her desperately, and she often held court at a corner table while Harry ran the bar.
They sympathized with me, but after a few months she let me know in no uncertain terms it was time to get my head out of my ass and move on.
"She left you. It was cold, she was and is a jerk, a fool for leaving a good man. But she did. Move on, she has."
It was good advice that I didn't take, at the time anyway.
Their place was only eight blocks from my house, and when I was hungry for human companionship or a good cheeseburger, I would walk over.
Mostly I drank tea or a beer. If I had more than four, someone would drop me or I would call a cab.
Tonight would probably be a cab night.
I had a cheeseburger and coffee, exchanging casual greetings, catching up on local gossip, congratulating graduations, births, marriages. Expressing sadness over illnesses, deaths, divorces. Just a normal Thursday night in suburban America.
Not normally a drinker, I had developed a fondness for bock beer, especially one by a Texas brewer, Shiner. Harry gave me one, on the house. I guess he could tell I was feeling a little down.
I had just started my third when an attractive woman came in and sat beside me, greeting Harry and his wife by name. Close to my age but probably younger. She looked over and nodded, I raised my beer in salute.
Harry introduced us.
"Joe, this is Annie. She has the dubious honor of being married to my cousin. Where is Chad, by the way?"
She sighed.
"He's at that training seminar they make him take every year. Been gone four days. I was happy the first two, bored the next, and now I miss him. I didn't want to be alone tonight, so here I am.
She noticed me flinch at her name.
"Do I know you?"
I tried my best to give her a reassuring smile.
"No, it's just my wife was named Annie."
"I'm sorry, did she pass?"
"Pretty close, she went to Europe with her Spanish lover."
She grimaced.
"Ouch! Sorry."
"Thanks, I'm almost over it. As a matter of fact, this is my one year anniversary of her leaving. I didn't want to sit and brood about it, so I came here. Harry is pretty ugly, but it beats looking at the walls."
She grinned while Harry said "Hey, I heard that."
We talked, she was a good conversationalist. Harrys' wife Jane would jump in with a comment occasionally. It was the best time I had in a year.
Remembering things I would frown up intermittently, but they would tease me out of it.
Annie was laughing at a comment I made about men being clueless when it comes to women, and said something that sent my whole life in a different direction.
"You're right, men just don't get it sometimes. It looks like one of you would be smart enough to write a manual, some guidelines to go by to understand us."
Jane chimed in.
"Yeah, simple stuff,like keep your foot out of your mouth and your head out of your ass. How hard is it for you guys anyway?"
I looked at them with my mouth hanging open. What an idea, brilliant in its' simplicity. This is what I had done my whole life, took something that was many times unintelligible and confusing, distilling it into simple, concise directions that any idiot could follow.
I would write a technical manual for understanding women, how hard could it be?
Famous last words.
My imagination ran wild for a second. I would be a god among mortal men, exposing secrets never before revealed to the masses.
They looked at me, trying to figure out what was going on in my head.
"Girls, you're absolutely right. You don't know this, but I've spent the last twenty odd years writing manuals for different types of machinery, often translating them from a foreign language.
How would you like to help me write that manual? I haven't, and I doubt any man alive has, mastered womanese. I need a translator or two, wanna help me?"
They both looked at me like I had lost my mind and starting speaking in no tongue known to man, before Annie laughed.
"Sure, I'll help, just know ahead of time I won't reveal state secrets, pain of death and all that."
Jane was even more blunt.
"I think it's a great idea. I can finally tell a man exactly what I think without hurting his feelings. When do you want to start?"
Man, this was going to be great. For the first time in a year I felt like I had a reason to live instead of just exist.
"Not tonight. I'm working under a four beer handicap and I most likely won't remember much. How about lunch tomorrow, here, my treat?"
Jane snorted.
"Thank you so much. You're going to treat me to lunch at the place I've eaten at every day for the last fifteen years."
Annie laughed. I grinned.
"Okay Jane, your choice, as long as we can talk uninterrupted."
"Great, I've been wanting to try that Japanese place over on third. Is that all right?"
"Anyplace is fine, as long as we have a bit of privacy and can hear each other. How about you Anne, anyplace special you want to go?"
"Can't I just go with Jane?"
I thought for a second.
"No, I would rather do this one on one. I can concentrate better if I don't have to divide my attention."
"Well, okay, I guess. Make it dinner here instead, it's close, and to be honest, I don't want to explain to my husband if someone were to see us. He's not gonna believe it anyway when I tell him what you want."
I thanked them, and had Harry call me a cab while I finished my fifth beer. The ladies went back to Janes' table chatting and looking at me occasionally.
"You're a braver man than I am, Joe. Asking what a woman wants and needs from a man is way beyond anything I'd want to do. Good luck. If I didn't know you and how tenacious you can be, I'd laugh the whole thing off. Are you sure you want to sail into uncharted waters like this?"
Harry had an eyebrow arched as he polished a glass.
"Yeah, I really do. Maybe it'll help me come to terms with what happened to me."
And maybe, I thought, keep it from happening to some other poor soul.
I could hardly sleep, even getting up a couple of times to make notes. This was going to be a great adventure.
................................................
I thought a lot about what I wanted to ask, and just confused myself more. Then I fell back on my experience. If a machine wasn't running right the first thing I did was ask the operator, after all he was the most familiar with it. I decided that would be my approach.
The woman would be the operator, her heart and soul the machine. If I could get her to share how that worked, explaining it to a new operator, a man, would be easy.
I was at the restaurant early, armed with a small recorder, so I didn't have to take notes or rely on my memory. Instead of Jane, Anne showed up.
Standing as she walked over to the table, I mentioned being confused.
"Where's Jane?"
"Something came up, and I came instead. I talked to my husband last night. He actually knows you slightly through your work. Chad said that I should come, order the most expensive thing on the menu, and talk your ears off. He also wants to read your manual when it's finished."
We ate, making small talk. Afterwards we ordered coffee and got down to business. I explained that I was going to tape it and she was okay with that.
"Now, what do you want to know?"
I had thought about this a lot.
"Everything. How your relationship started. Your expectations then and now. Was it what you expected, wanted, and achieved. How hard do you work at keeping each other happy. Are you happy? Where does he need to improve, are there times when you're unreasonable and know it. Who's the peacemaker? Do you make decisions together or unilaterally? Do you accept it when he does, does he when you do?"
I ran out of breath.
"Wow, don't be afraid to ask the hard ones. Give me a minute to process."
After a few sips of coffee, she started slowly, building steam as she went.
She loved her husband, had never been tempted to cheat. It wasn't love at first sight, but the better kind, the love that was built slowly with understanding and consideration. Did he make her angry? All the time, but she did the same. They resolved their little issues to defuse big ones later.
They had a few major fights, but never slept alone because of them. She wished he could be more understanding, he wished she could be a little more open.
"I mean, really, some times it seems like we think on different planes. I way up here and he just hasn't caught up."
................................................
He stopped his narrative to make another point.
"Ladies and gentlemen, this was something I really thought about. I deliberately didn't read any relationship books by learned authors, preferring to let my most unscientific approach
remain pure. But her statement was a recurring theme in almost every interview I did. I thought about it a lot before reaching a conclusion I address in one of the last chapters of my book.
Men and women don't speak the same language because they don't exist in the same space.
Men think in terms of now, responding to visual and aural stimulation.
Women think in the future, it's genetically bred into them. They prefer delayed gratification, and are much more literal. A womans' ultimate erogenous zone is her brain. I heard a comedian recently while I was in a town to do a book signing who nailed it right on the head. I wish I could remember his name to give credit, but it goes like this.
A man, especially a young man, falls in love. He falls in love with what's right in front of him.
He's thinking, man, she is so pretty. Bright smile, good figure, she sure fills that sundress out. She's perfect, just what I want. Plus, she's HOT!
And ladies and gentlemen, he's right.
Guys, shut your eyes. Project a mental picture of you wife. Now, you older ones, the ones that have been married for awhile. What do you see? I bet my book royalties you're still seeing that hot girl in that sundress."
There were quite a few chuckles from the men.
"Now, women, especially young women, look at a man and think: He's really kind, I bet he'd make a great dad. And if I could just get him to cut his hair and dress a little better, I could make something out of him. She can't help it, she's thinking in the future."
"Now ladies, time to shut your eyes and think of your husband. Do you see that skinny, scruffy kid, or do you see your man now, mature, successful, a loving father? Thought so."
There was appreciative laughter from the ladies this time.
"There you have it. Men and women don't communicate well because they don't process information in the same way."
"I'll give you an even better example. As I've said, I listen to a lot of public radio. One day I was listening to Science Friday and they were talking about the advent of GPS and the different way men and women process directions."
"If a couple stops and asks for directions, the woman will listen to the whole set and remember them. She'll remember 'Go to the white church and turn right, go two stoplights and turn left, first building on the right'.
"The man will key on the first part, 'Go to the white church and turn right', then stop and ask directions again."
"The man is thinking in terms of now, the woman is thinking in terms of the future. He's thinking in the short term while she sees the end game."
"And that, ladies and gentlemen, is why I think women are smarter than men. Anyone disagree with me?"
He paused while laughter echoed through the hall.
"I thought not."
................................................
He went back to his narrative.
The conversation with Annie was enlightening. The only thing I really learned was that men had no clue.
The conversation with Jane went in a whole different direction.
"I was married to someone else before Harry. He was self centered, confident to the point of arrogance. It was all about him. We didn't last long."
"Thinking all men were pigs I swore off dating for awhile. When I finally started dating, nobody lit my fires."
"Then I met Harry. It was by gosh fairy tale, romance novel, happy ever after love at first glance. I really didn't believe it existed until then. And it wasn't just me, it was both of us."



"We grew together. He was a salesman, a top earner, having to travel a good bit. I hated being away from him but realized it was for our future, we wanted a house full of kids."
"Then I was diagnosed with a degenerative muscle disease, that ran in our family, usually hitting the females more often than the males. I was devastated. Without a doubt, I would be in a wheelchair before I was sixty."
"Also, I swore I would never have kids if I caught it, the pain of passing this on to a daughter was too great for me to bear."
"I had my bags packed and ready before Harry got back from his latest trip. I met him at the door nude, and took him straight to bed. I put every ounce of love I had into it, knowing it would be for the last time."
"We spooned afterwards, he was stroking my hair and telling me how lucky he was to have me when I broke down."
"I told him about the disease, my decision not to have children, and my intention to leave him so he could find another."
"He collapsed completely. My strong man, my protector, cried like a baby and begged with all his heart for me to stay with him."
"He didn't care about the disease, he could live without children, but he couldn't live without me. I'd never felt so loved."
I interrupted her.
"But you've got kids. I've met the twins, they're what, seniors now?"
She looked me in the eye.
"This stays between us[she relented later and let me put this in the book]and Harry. We adopted the kids when they were nine weeks old. They look a little like me because they were my cousins' children, the parents were killed in an auto accident."
"The ironic part is since they're related they may end up with the disease anyway. I had gotten my tubes tied to make sure I couldn't accidentally conceive. But no one else wanted them, and Harry fell more in love with them than I think I did."
"As far as I'm concerned it feels like we have some sort of physic link. He knows when I'm down without being in the same room with me. I get a little knot of pain in my forehead and know he's upset about something."
"I should tell you this. Harry and I were avid dancers, even entering a few contests. When I couldn't dance anymore he stopped, refusing to dance with any one else."
"My sister was getting married. Harry started going to the gym about four months before the wedding, saying he was getting a little flabby. He was bulking up, at the wedding he suddenly grabbed me and carried me out to the dance floor.
For six minutes he held me completely off the floor as we swayed around. That's why he was going to the gym, to gain the strenght to do that."
"How do you compare love like that. I may not be the best one to talk with, Joe. I doubt anyone has the love we share."
So did I.
...............................................
She was right. So far all I had done was talk to two women in happy, lasting relationships. I needed more data.
I thought about it a lot over the next few days.
Did I really want to do this? How many women should I talk to? How much time was I willing to invest? Would it be worth it in the end?
Ultimately, I decided to do it, just for my own satisfaction. At the time I was pretty sure it would only exist on my computer, I didn't think I had the arrogance to publish it.
Now, time to establish a baseline. I relistened to my tapes of Annie and Jane, both came in at under two hours.
How many to interview? I didn't think a hundred was enough, just as I thought a thousand was too many. I settled for the middle. Five hundred.
Five hundred at two hours each, roughly six months of work at forty hours a week. No way could I invest forty hours a week, so who knew how long it would take.
Early on I decided on a few guidelines. I never expected to see them again after I talked with them, unless we traveled in the same circles.
I didn't want to set it up first. I wanted to catch them cold and off guard. That way they couldn't anticipate and filter the answers, so I would get a more honest response. That's why I wanted to talk to strangers, with no expectations of a relationship and the assumption that I would never see them again, they might be a little more candid. I talked this over with Anne and Jane.
They agreed strangers would be best.
Although I didn't need their name. there was some information I needed, so I developed a checklist.
Age.
Status of relationship.
I realized not all women I would meet would be in a current relationship, but probably had been in one at some point in their lives.
Race.
I was going to try to be diverse as possible.
Level of education.
I wanted to see if smart people made the same mistakes average people do.
Cultural background.
Did traditions you were raised in affect you and your mates?
Are you happy in your relationship?
Was it what you want?
Anne and Jane liked most of my list, and agreed to help me with my first interviews.
.................................................
"Well, there I was audience, ready to start my big adventure. Now I'll spend a bit telling you about the most memorable interviews, and how the book came to be published."
"How many of you have ever heard of The Law Of Unintended Consequences? Good. At the end I'll tell you how that law changed my life forever."
.................................................
That concludes this segment, dear listeners. Tune in tomorrow, and hear how he finished the book. Did it make it better? Listen and decide."
"This is Barbara Barnes, and remember, this is Book Report on WORD. Goodnight."
...............................................
Chapter three soon. And I did screw up. Jaime is Annie. I've learned to never develop two stories at the same time. It leads me to senior moments and confusion for everyone.
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"Good evening, listeners. Tonight we hear the third installment with Joe Williams, author of 500 Annies. If you've listened to the last two installments, you know that he came to write the book after his wife suddenly left him, with very little explanation and no warning.
This segment deals with the actual writing of the book, how he comes to terms with himself and his wifes' betrayal, and unexpectedly finding love again.
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The first few interviews were set up by my friends Annie and Jane. After about three interviews, I realized I was going to have to go elsewhere. Word had gotten out and the women had time to think and formulate answers they thought I wanted to hear. All I wanted was the truth, what I was getting was a sanitized version of how they wanted their relationships to go. I did learn a few things from them. I probably learned something from every woman I talked with.
I got creative. I went to coffeehouses, different bars, colleges, churches. I even went to two retirement centers. I talked to women at places I was sent to through my work, I was still working about thirty hours a week.
The travel allowed me unlimited venues for contact.
I talked to women in Boston, St. Louis, Detroit,
smaller towns up and down the East Coast, and along the Mississippi corridor.
At the end of my research I collated my data.
The youngest I interviewed was seventeen. The oldest was eighty three. Three hundred twenty two were between the ages of forty to sixty five. Thirty nine were sixty six to eighty three, one hundred twenty nine were between twenty and thirty nine, and ten were between seventeen and nineteen.
Three hundred twenty were white, eighty were Hispanic, fifteen were of Asian descent, sixty four were Black, ten were Indian, six were Polynesian, and five were American Indian.
Most were Christian, primarily Methodist, Baptist. and Catholic. There were four athiests, ten agnostics, Hindus, Bhuddists, One Japanese lady that was a follower of the Shinto religion,
one American Indian following a traditional religion that included using peyote. Two were members of an offshoot of Voo Doo.
Two hundred eighty eight had been in a previous marriage or live in relationships, sixteen were lesbians, four were polygamists, thirty one were non American in origin. Six were currently in an abusive relationship, five were into relationships governed by BDSM, and fourteen were celibate, eight due to health conditions, six by choice. Surprisingly, twenty seven were bisexual.
Fifty eight believed their relationships would end before six months. Seventy were desperately unhappy but determined to do everything possible to avoid a breakup.
Forty eight weren't in relationships at the moment. And thirty three of those said they weren't interested in starting one anytime soon.
..............................................
Joe paused to sip some water.
"If you think that's confusing now, you should have gone through the process with me.
Most interviews were right at two hours. My shortest was sixteen minutes, and all she did was cry. One lasted over four hours, but she was so compelling that I never noticed the time."
Determined not to get my research compromised, I took a picture if they would let me. Instead of learning names, I would give them my card with my email address and write their number on the card.
I decided to call them all Annie, just as a joke, and to remind me why I was doing it. So when I gave them my card, I would write Annie 20, or 200, wherever I was in my research. I asked that if they contacted me, to use their number so I could look them up to put a face with the message. That's where the title came from."
"It took me fourteen months to finish the interviews, and six months more to collate the data into something manageable, and that was working twenty to thirty hours a week."
The project consumed me. I never let my professionalism slip, I did my job to the best of my ability, but it was second in importance to me.
It got so bad Jane or Chad and Annie would show up every couple of weeks and drag me down to the bar so I could mingle with the living. Chad and Annie had become friends, to the point of dinner or a visit every few weeks.They wanted to keep me in contact with the real world.
Chad was firmly convinced I was a little off for pursuing it so hard, but often joked when it was over I could easily make a fortune as a relationship coach for men.
I had long ago given up the idea of publishing it. It was a cleansing ritual for me, a catharsis from my misery of being abandoned. I expected I would allow Annie, Chad, Jane, and Harry read it, but that was about it. But fate wasn't done with me.
Motion, Inc. used an editing service to make our manuals clearer and concise. My work rarely took any tweaking, I had been doing this for a long time, after all. It was more proof reading than editing. But nobody is perfect, and every once in a while I would make a mistake.
I had been working on a pretty big project, and was finally able to send it off. I was tired, having spent about forty hours in interviews and transcribing for the last nine days, plus doing my regular job. The only excuse I have is exhaustion.
Two days later the editing service called. John had been my contact man for eleven years. We had conversed enough to become friendly, but I had never met him. That was about to change.
"Joe, Joe, this stuff is great! I never knew you had it in you. I want to ask a favor, please, please, let me edit it."
"John it's just a manual, not even on a complicated piece of equipment. You could edit it with one eye closed."
"Are you crazy? The most complicated piece of equipment ever developed is the female brain. A chance for an average guy to peek inside and understand just a little of it is priceless."
I was starting to get a bad feeling.
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Your book, of course. I did the edit on the first four chapters already. My company is foaming at the mouth to see the rest of it. You know we're part of a company that publishes non fiction, biograhpies, historical texts, how to books, things along that line. They've been thinking about expanding, things like what you've done would be perfect. You do have it done, don't you?"
I was so tired when I sent the manual off that I accidentally sent the first eight chapters of my book. Looked like the cat was out of the bag.
"John, I wrote that as a kind of therapy for me. I never intended for it to be published."
"You're kidding, please say you're kidding. My boss is going to call you within the hour, he wants to start negotiations for the book today."
"You need to get an agent, and a good lawyer. You didn't hear this from me, but don't accept the first offer. Hint around you're shopping publishers, that'll keep them honest."
"And remember, you want me as an editor. Please."
................................................
Joe paused, his voice was a little hoarse.
Babs knew he needed a little rest.
"Ladies and gentlemen, lets take a few minutes to move about, restore circulation, use the facilities. When we get back I'd like Joe to reflect on some of his favorite interviews."
Ten minutes later the crowd was back in their seats, the stagehands had replenished the water bottles, and Joe took the microphone again.
"All the interviews were important, but a few stick out in my mind. Annie 337 lived in a retirement community. She was seventy four, and looked my age."
"I can still see her face."
.................................................
"You're really 74?"
"Yes I am. I've had a little tightening up done, a facelift, boobs lifted, hell, basically every part of my body has had the effect of gravity reversed. In my own opinion, I'm still pretty hot for my age. Do you agree?"
"I do indeed, I thought you were my age. Are you in a relationship now?"
"Sort of, I'm seeing two men on a regular basis. One is sixty one, the other sixty seven. Personally, I think they're too old for me, but they're pleasant company. Plus, they're both pretty good in bed."
"So I take it you're still sexually active?"
"Oh, as often as possible. I've had a high sex drive ever since, well forever. I've been widowed twice. The highest praise I can give them is they were great in bed."
"Please don't get me wrong, I was never promiscuous. I was always a one man woman, and I loved both my husbands dearly."
"The first was a banker, it was a pretty well thought of profession back then. I'm sure Barry would roll over in his grave at what his profession has degenerated into. "
"Our relationship was the traditional breadwinner/ housewife scenario. It was the early sixties you know."
"But he respected me. He knew I handled every faction of our lives except making money. I reared the children, managed the house, behaved impeccably in social situations. We were a real life Ozzie and Harriet."
"I would get lonely sometimes when he would be trying to climb the corporate ladder, and he hated traveling, but we dealt with it for our betterment."
"We discovered early the joys of sex, and had a strong drive all the way to the end. We understood each other, we fit, you know? And beneath that three piece suit he was a tiger."
"I matched him passion for passion, we were indeed one. We only had one major fight, and it was about money. We had it, and he would make me spend time with him understanding our finances and investments. I told him as long as I had him I would never have to worry. I'll never forget what he said."
"Honey, there may come a time when I'm not here. If that happens, I want you to mourn me, and not worry about your future while you do. This is to protect you and our kids, now please pay attention."
"So I did. I became almost as good as him in money matters. He was very proud of me."
"Then one day the bank called. He was found sprawled over his desk, massive heart attack.
He was fifty seven."
"I cried my eyes out and mourned him. But I moved forward, and thanks to his foresight we were secure financially."
"we were married thirty seven years, and I don't regret a day."
"Five years later I met Paul, my second husband."
"He was a painter[I recoiled slightly at that] and a free spirit. While Barry and I were conservative, he was flashy, loud, and unpredictable. We made love wherever and whenever we wanted. He painted me nude, the portrait hangs in my living room today."
"Where Barry loved his cocktails, Paul didn't drink, said he wanted nothing that would cloud his vision. He wasn't broke, but he wasn't nearly financially secure as I. Money didn't matter to him if he had enough to live on."
"He wanted a prenup to show he didn't want my money. I refused."
"We lived happily for seven years. My kids even liked him after they got to know him, and the grandchildren loved him madly. It was nothing for the kids to come to pick them up and find their faces painted like zoo animals."
"He was killed six years ago when a kid talking on his cell phone ran a stop sign and centered his motorcycle."
"When I think about it, all they had in common was that they loved me, and never stopped communicating, even when I didn't want to listen."
"I'll never marry again, it would take a much younger man to satisfy me fully, and it wouldn't be fair to him. My two lovers combined keep me satisfied and happy. I've had a very good life all in all."
A side note here. The older ladies I interviewed averaged forty plus years in their relationships, I feel it was because of the moral climate at the time. Twenty seven of the thirty nine I interview in that age bracket, sixty six to eighty three, said they should have left their husbands.
.................................................
"Annie 441 was an attractive black woman in her late twenties. This was one of the hardest interviews I had ever done. Her husband was abusive, insanely jealous, and a drug user. Her life was a living hell. The bruises were easily seen even under her dark skin. He had broken her arm, thrown her outside naked when the temperature hovered around twenty, even tried to pimp her out. She drew the line, that's when he broke her arm. She filed a restraining order and assault charges, then didn't show up for court."
"I asked her why she stayed."
"Because I love him, and he loves me."
"And yet he abuses you."
"He doesn't mean to, I just make him so angry."
I nearly exploded.
"Angry! I was in love with a woman for nearly thirty years. She betrayed me with another and moved out of my life with no notice at all. I was angry."
"Even as I raged against her, damning her to hell, it never occurred to me to beat her or cause her physical harm."
I paused, breathing raggedly.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have snapped off at you. It's just that, if you stay with him, it's going to get worse and you know it. He probably does love you in some sad twisted way. But I have to ask you, is your love for him enough? Will it block out the pain, the humiliation, the darkness. If you have children, will he abuse them? Is this the future you want?"
She wavered, then looked me defiantly in the eyes.
"It'll get better, he'll realize what he's done to me one day and change. I know it in my heart."
I knew she knew deep down she was lying.
..................................................
"There were many highs and lows experienced during these interviews. Moments of almost blinding joy and agonizing sadness. Times when I felt I was making progress in my quest for understanding, many more times when I realized no man would truly understand a woman."
"Annie 499, the next to last interview I did, gave me great hope for mankind in general."
"I was in a mid sized town in Maryland, on a job. I was feeling pretty good with my progress, this one would be over quickly."
"I had checked out of my motel and was on my way out of town. It was lunchtime, and I passed a small restaurant that featured crab cakes, a regional delicacy. She was standing on the side of the road, holding up a cardboard sign."
"Help me. I need a job."
It got my interest so I walked over.
"Any luck?" I pointed at the sign.
She sighed.
"None. I don't know what to do. I've tried the employment office. temp agencies, I've put applications in with every business in the area. Nobody wants an eighteen year old with no experience."
She smiled her brightest smile.
"You're not hiring, are you mister?"
I felt bad for her.
"No, but I will buy you lunch in exchange for an interview."
Her defenses started to raise.
"I don't know mister, you're not some kind of pervert, are you?"
I grinned to lessen her fears.
"Nope. Even worse, I'm a writer. Right now I'm doing a book on relationships. Too bad you're not married."
Her eyes blazed.
"Am too married. For almost a year."
"Where's your ring?"
She blushed a little.
"Don't have one, we couldn't afford it. But he's gonna get me one, soon."
"Well, there you go. You're married, a perfect candidate for an interview. I'm going in now, join me if you want."
I got a table near the window. She was still outside, holding the sign with grim desperation.
I flagged the waitress down.
"Do you know that girl?"
She glanced out the window.
"Yeah, that's Wendy. Poor girl, she has no luck at all. Lucy lets her bus tables every once in a while for a meal and a few dollars. She eats less than half, and takes the rest back to the shelter for her husband."
"Shelter?"
"Yeah, they live in shelters. Foster kids, both of them, they've had a terrible life. God, I wish things would get better for them."
I gave her a twenty.
"Do me a favor, take her the largest drink you have, and tell her she has a meal paid for."
I peeled off another twenty.
"Take this for your trouble."
She looked at it.
"I can't take this for something I would probably have done after the lunch rush anyway."
She tried to hand it back to me. I pushed it back into her hands.
"Keep half, then, and give her another meal when she needs it."
"You're a kind man, mister. I'm sure she'll appreciate it."
A few minutes later she walked out with a jumbo styrofoam cup in her hand and gave it to Wendy. There was some hand waving and pointing, and when she came back in Wendy was with her.
She came straight up to me and slipped into my booth.
"You really a writer?"
I nodded.
"Have I read anything you've written?"
"No, I doubt it. I'm a technical writer. Been one for over twenty years. This is just something I wanted to do."
"How many women have you interviewed so far?"
"Four hundred ninety eight."
"No shit? Oops. I mean really? How many more do you intend to interview?"
"You, and one more. My goal was five hundred."
She sat back and relaxed.
"All right, but I want a crab cake plate, large, with extra onion rings."
"Deal."
I shook hands with her and ordered her meal.
Her story was heartbreaking. Abandoned as a small child, she had no idea where her parents are, or if they're even alive. She went from foster homes to orphanages and back to foster homes.
She was provided for, the very basics, and for the most part treated well, but there was no love.
She met her husband in a group counseling session for troubled foster kids. She was fourteen, he was fifteen.
Her eyes glowed at the memory.
"We looked at each other and I knew right then. This is who I wanted to spend my life with. We shared a coke at the break. We were both so awkward and tongue tied, nobody told us about love. But when we took our seats I sat next to him, and I haven't left his side since.
He lived in the group home, and I had a foster family that lived two blocks over. He was in the home because he wouldn't go to school, and he was so big his foster parents were afraid of him, even though he gave them no reason to be.
I mentioned that I was now attending that school and didn't know anyone there. The next day he was on the sidewalk, waiting to walk me to school. He did it everyday until he graduated. I was so proud of him when he crossed the stage to get his diploma.
He was one of the student speakers, honored for his turnaround. In his speech, he gave all the credit to me, saying the woman he loved was responsible for his success. I was crying so hard they almost threw me out of the auditorium.
One of his classmates' mother taped it, and made me a copy. It's my most treasured possession."
"We married the day after I turned eighteen, at the courthouse. We picked up beer cans to pay for the license and the ceremony. We had to get a janitor to be our witness. It was still the happiest day in my life."
Damn, something must have gotten in my eye.
"If I understand it correctly, you live in a shelter, is that true?"
Her eyes were downcast.
"Yeah, I don't have a job, and he does day labor. Sometimes he gets to work all week, sometimes not at all. What sucks is I'm on one side and he's on the other. We don't have a conjugal dorm, and we're pretty heavily monitored, insurance liability, you know."
"On the bright side, I do get to kiss him goodnight."
I tried to phrase the next delicately.
"If you don't sleep together, how do you...conjugate?"
"Oh, sometimes we stay with a friend that has an apartment. I clean it in exchange for bedroom time with my husband. And there's a park, a few of us do some stargazing, while the others watch for, uh, wildlife."
I had the feeling the wildlife was blue dogs and rats.
My heart ached for this child. She showed me a picture of her husband, a small strip you get at those photo booths. An average looking guy, kind of like me.
Her face was radiant when she talked about the children they wanted. Three, no preference to sex.



She vowed they would have a better life if it killed her.
Sometimes you meet strangers, sometimes you meet friends. Wendy was going to be my friend. I made a call to the company I had just left.
"Jerry, Joe here. No, I didn't forget anything. I've got a friend here in town, she and her husband need a job pretty bad. Yes, I'll personally vouch for them. What? Wait, I'll ask her."
"Wendy, how does nine fifty an hour sound?"
You would have thought I'd offered the moon.
She just cried and nodded yes.
"Jerry, she said that would do to start. What? I'll ask her. Wendy, does your husband know how to drive a forklift?"
Still crying, she nodded yes again.
"Yes, he does. Eleven an hour? That'll do to start with. She will be in to fill out the paperwork right after lunch. Jerry, I really appreciate this. I owe you, and I always pay my debts. Thanks again."
She was so shocked she forgot to eat.
I called the waitress over. I looked at her nameplate.
"Sue, are you a good woman? Can I trust you?"
She eyed me warily.
"My husband thinks so, and yes, I'm trustworthy."
Wendy was watching, wondering where I was going with the questioning.
"Wendy, stay right here. I need to talk to Sue for just a second."
I stood and went over to the counter. She joined me after refilling some glasses, she was working after all.
"Sue, I think you're a good woman. I need you to do something for me, something that will take a little of your time this afternoon. When do you get off? Do you have to go straight home? And I want you to do it for Wendy, not me."
"I get off right after the lunch crowd is gone, at two. My husband doesn't get home until six thirty, and we're empty nesters. If I agree with
what you want, is that enough time?"
"Plenty" I assured her.
Wendy has a job interview with Apex Consolidated. Do you know it?"
She nodded.
"She's got the job if she shows up. Look at her, she's neat and clean, but her clothes have seen better days, and her toe sticks out of one of her sneakers. I want you to take her to Wal-Mart, get her new clothes and shoes, then take her to the interview. I'll pay for your gas and time. Will you help her?"
"Why are you doing this? What's in it for you?
"The warm fuzzy feeling you get when you do the right thing, just because it's right. I don't think she's had a lot of luck in her life, let's give her some."
"I've never met her before. When I leave today I'm going back home and will probably never see her again. But I'll always remember her for her hope and optimism in the face of such overwhelming adversity. It give me reason to believe our species isn't such a waste after all. Now, will you help?"
I think she had actual tears in her eyes when I finished. I pulled all the cash I had out of my wallet, a little over four hundred dollars, and gave it to Sue.
"Keep a hundred for your trouble, and don't argue. Take your husband some where nice, pay a bill, or just stick it back for what if. But I insist you keep it. Make her spend at least two hundred on herself, and the other hundred on her husband. I'm thanking you in advance."
I walked over to Wendy.
"Child, I hope you enjoy your meal. I have to leave now, but it was a real honor to meet you. I pray all your dreams come true. Don't let me down on that job, I vouched for you, and I'll hear about it if you mess up."
I gave her my card with her number on it.
I almost made it to my car when she grabbed me, hugged me as hard as she could, and kissed my cheek.
I rubbed it absently as I drove away, damn allergies anyway, I could barely see the road.
.............................................
I did my last interview and finished the book.
John did an outstanding job editing it. It was much better after he finished it. The publishing company did one of the many new tricks companies do to attract new customers. They put my first three chapters on their epublishing branch, free, a month before the release date, with a promise that if it was preordered, they could get it five days before the print version hit the stores.
Amazingly, forty thousand plus preordered. The publicists did a good job getting the word out.
The rest, as you know, is history.
.................................................
Babs interjected at this point. She knew from conversations she had with Joe beforehand that he had a new woman in his life. She was sure the audience would want to know he was not pining for his lost wife.
"So, Joe, your life must be much different from before? Do you live in the same style as before, have you gone 'Hollywood' on us? Out dating starlets, that sort of thing?"
His laughter was refreshing after his mostly serious discourse.
"Yes, it's much different, but not in the way you think. After the book was published I went on publicity junkets. Book signings, talk shows, personal appearances, that sort of thing."
"I didn't have any starlets. After my wife left me the way she did, I wasn't anxious to get back into the relationship game. Oh, I dated a few times, spent some serious time with another author I found myself in the company of a lot as she did publicity for her book, but it was a friendship of proximity, not attraction. We're still good friends, it didn't get far enough to engender hard feelings."
"I wasn't looking for love. And, as usual, when you aren't looking for something it slaps you in the face."
"So, I take it you do have a relationship with someone? How did you meet?"
She knew, and it was a great story. The audience would love it.
"I stole her lunch."
.................................................
I was at the publishers office, stopping by to get my new schedule. If I knew how much work promoting a book was compared to writing it, I would probably never turned on my computer.
In eight months I had been to almost every major city in the northern hemisphere. It was fun for awhile, but I never really liked traveling so it got old pretty quick. But I was contractually committed, so I had to suck it up.
They had assigned a driver to me, and a Cadillac SUV. It was nice but way too big in my opinion.
We were going out to lunch, just to eat, thank goodness, not a meeting. I was passing the employee lounge when one of the delectable smells I had ever experienced made my nose take notice.
I surprised my driver by going in.
A woman was standing at the microwave. A dark haired beauty, it was the first time voluptuous ever had any meaning to me. I later found out she was 38[DD] 28 40. She stood 5'4" without her trademark 3 inch heels. The woman oozed sensuality like fat men sweat when caught in a lie.
I was so stunned with her appearance I almost forgot what I came in there for. Fortunately, she was holding the plate the aroma was coming from.
"What is that?" I asked, greedily.
"Meatloaf, Cuban style. Mashed potatoes with garlic, and french cut green beans. It's my lunch."
I think I surprised everyone in the room with my actions.
"Not anymore it isn't. I'll give you fifty dollars for that plate."
"Are you on crack? Go get your own lunch. I've only got forty five minutes, go away!"
"All right, a hundred."
For the first time she noticed my driver. It wasn't a service, the company kept a few cars and drivers around, it was easier to keep track of their writers. That way their first loyalty was to them, and if a writer wanted to deviate from the schedule, look for drugs, hookers, or what have you, they were refused and reported. Stoned writers were notoriously unreliable.
"Bobby, who is this guy?"
"Joe Williams, you know, 500 Annies."
She looked me up and down.
"So you're the guy that knows the inner workings of a womans' mind. Somehow, I thought you would look smarter."
She was saying it for shock value, and my answer surprised her.
"Obviously you haven't read the book, or you'd realize I'm just as dumb as I look. Look, I haven't had a decent home cooked meal for almost a year. I'm desperate here. Tell you what, I'll give you the hundred and a meal at any restaurant in town. Please."
"Anywhere?"
"Yes, anywhere."
"I just love it when a man begs. All right, here's the deal. I'll SHARE my lunch with you, and you can take me to La Frontera for dinner. Deal?"
"Are you kidding? A home cooked lunch and dinner with a beautiful woman the same day? DEAL!"
I grabbed her hand and shook it.
The whole room laughed, and I think she ended up being the embarrassed one.
She was nice, and let me eat most of the food.
Her name was Yolanda[don't call me that, I don't like it]Maria Garza. Half Cuban, Half Irish. I wondered if she had a temper?
Over the next few months, I found she did. Hot blooded, she loved as hard as she fought. It was kind of overwhelming.
As we parted she told me to make the reservations for as early as possible, so we could eat in time for her to get home for her kids at a decent hour.
"You don't have to go if it interferes with your family. Husband and kids should always come first."
I loved her laugh.
"Nice cast, you must be a fisherman No, no husband around. And my kids are pretty old, but I'll call my cousin Becky, she likes to watch them. Says it reminds her why she didn't have children."
Sometimes it's good to be a bestselling author. I took a little doing but I had reservations for seven, mostly because Rick Bayless wanted to meet me.
She got off at five thirty and had me pick her up at six. We arrived a little early and surprisingly got seated immediately.
She declined a drink before dinner, saying she didn't want to dull her palate. I had a Victoria, a Mexican beer I favored almost as much as Shiner bock. She studied the menu.
"What should we order?"
"I'm going to order the Mexican style barbeque.
Order what you want, and please, if you have some suggestions, I'm all ears."
Just then Rick Bayless walked up and welcomed me. I had brought an autographed copy of the book for his wife, and another for his daughter.
He and Maria slipped in and out of Spanish, discussing food.
I don't know what we ate, but it was all great. I was so stuffed I didn't want to move. Maria wasn't shy about eating, I commented she must wear the gym out to stay in the shape she was in.
"I have a great exercise regimen. I chase four teenagers around and work a full time job in my spare time."
"You're old enough to have teenagers? What, were you a child bride?"
Her smile was like sunshine.
"You're either a great flatterer or you really don't have a clue about women. I'm forty six."
Shit, I thought she was in her late thirties.
She showed me pictures of her children. Two boys, sixteen and fourteen. Twin girls, thirteen.
I showed her a picture of AJ and her baby.
We both agreed family was a great thing.
All too soon it was over. I dropped he at the station, she lived about an hour from Chicago, said there just wasn't anything local.
..............................................
I hadn't felt this good in years. The attraction was tremendous. at least on my part. I would be in town for the next six days, and I hoped I could spend more time with her.
God must love me after all, because she got Bobby to give me her cell number, with orders to call, now.
It rang twice before she picked up. Without preamble she gave me instructions.
"Home cooked dinner tonight, my house, seven.
It won't be an intimate dinner, all my kids will be there. Take am overnight bag, trains don't run past eight. Don't get your hopes up, we have a very nice motel and I reserved a room for you. Do not miss the train!"
I was waiting for her when she left the office.
She gave me a friendly hug and hurried me towards the station. She lived in a small town about an hour out of Chicago, Grant something or other.
Her house was modest, but in a good neighborhood. Three bedrooms and she needed more. The boys shared one, the twins the other. I was quickly distracted by the smells coming out of the kitchen.
"What is that?"
She and the girls smiled.
"You'll know in about half an hour. Boys, keep him distracted until dinner is done."
The boys didn't say much, but they didn't ignore me. They had been watching a baseball game when I came in and I suggested they switched it back on.
I love baseball, it appeals to me as an engineer and a chess player. I've always considered baseball a human version of a chess game, with the manager as the player, and the team the pieces. I told the boys my theory and they warmed up quickly. They were both on their high school team, one as an outfielder and the other as a catcher.
We agreed the Cubs and the White Sox were going to have another dismal year, and I lamented the Braves just weren't the same without the leadership of Bobby Cox.
We were having a serious discussion on the designated hitter rule when I noticed Maria watching us with a little smile on her face.
"Boys, It's time for dinner. You can finish your debate afterwards."
Cuban pulled pork sandwiches, they showed me the different condiments. I chose one that was a bit spicy, but bearable. A fruit salsa, and a rice dish with vegetables, shrimp, and chicken. It was one of the best meals I had ever had. I tried not to eat too much and failed miserably.
After the dishes were cleaned I thought I would be shown the door. The surprises kept coming.
It was family game night, and in my honor tonight's game was Scrabble. I spent an hour getting my butt kicked. I never knew there were national championships for Scrabble, but the twins were avid players and competitors. Christina and Cassandra both had been to the state junior championships. I was totally humiliated.
It didn't help any when they got comfortable enough to taunt me.
"Are you sure you're a writer? You don't seem to know many words. That's not really a word is it? Show me in the dictionary?"
They had a huge dictionary on the table just for challenges. Apparently 'snarful' wasn't really a word.
The boys and Marie had quit playing, enjoying my destruction.
All to soon the night was over. It was loud, boisterous, and filled with love. I got quiet on the way to the motel. She seemed to sense something.
"What's wrong? Did you enjoy yourself? I know the girls can be quite vicious when it comes to their games, but they seemed to like you."
I shook my head.
"I loved every second. You tell those snippy little youngsters I want a rematch. I'm going to study, I won't be so easy next time. Th reason I went quiet was that I always wanted a large family. It wasn't until tonight that I realized what I missed. Medical reasons forced us to just have one."
"Why didn't you adopt? There's too many kids out there without families as it is."
"Short answer? She didn't want to. I brought it up at least four times over the years, but she shot it down until it was too late."
She didn't say a thing, but reached over and held my hand until we got to the motel.
I thanked her for the evening as she walked me to my room.
"It was my pleasure. You were a big hit with the kids, they usually don't warm up to men that fast.
For that matter neither do I."
We were standing at my door by then.
I started to say goodnight when she took my head and pulled it down to hers. The kiss was soft, lingering and full of promise. We probably held it a little too long, and when we broke we were both a little flushed.
"Maria,I---"
She put her fingers on my lips. Damn, even they felt erotic.
"Hush, my good man. Don't spoil it by talking.
I'll be here to pick you up at seven thirty. Be ready."
One more brief kiss and she was gone.
................................................
"We have to stop now, our time is up. Tune in tomorrow for the final show, where Joe discusses what he learned by writing the book and tells us where he's at now, especially romantically."
"This is Barbara Barnes, Book Report, WORD, 86.7 on your dial. Goodnight all."
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"Good evening listeners, this is Barbara Barnes, glad you could join us for the final installment of our interview with Joe Williams. In this segment he tell what the book has meant to him and how it changed his life, even leading him to find a new love."
"Sit back, enjoy, and thanks for listening."
.................................................
"So, Joe, was it love at first sight?"
"No, but it was pretty close. My Maria was a breath of fresh air blown into my stale life."
...............................................
I had commitments for the next several days and could only see Maria for lunches. She usually brought us something, but I did manage to take her out to another restaurant she always wanted to try. And I always got a really nice kiss at the end of lunch.
Then I had to go back out on the road. The publishers wanted me to go on an European tour, the book was really starting to take off overseas.
London, Dublin, Edinburgh, Paris, Munich, Rome, Madrid, Istanbul, Moscow, and a few more to be confirmed. Three months of constant interviews and appearances. I hated the whole idea.
I had two more weeks of domestic commitments, then two weeks off before I had to leave. I called Maria almost every night, I thought she might get tired of it, but on the days I didn't call she called me.
I stopped by the office on my way to somewhere else and surprised her for lunch. I was surprised by the intensity of her welcome.
"Joe! Honey, why didn't you tell me you were coming, I would have made you something. I must look a mess, it's been really hectic today. I---"
I shut her up the only way I knew how, I kissed her, long and hard.
"I missed you too, Maria. How are the kids? Tell the girls I've been practicing, I won't be as easy next time."
"Oh, the kids are fine, they want to know when you're coming back. How long are you going to stay this time?"
I had three days off, the kids were out of school, and I wanted to spend it with all of them. Maria didn't know it, but she had been temporarily assigned to me as a personal assistant. Best selling author pulling strings, management wanted me happy.
She didn't know whether to be happy or pissed. I was glad happy won out.
She insisted I come to her house for the evening. I was already packed.
The girls ripped me up in Scrabble again, but did admit it was a little harder than before.
We were all sitting around the kitchen table, ever notice how many important events in your life occur at the kitchen table or in your car? I had some surprises for all of them.
My opening came when they asked me how long I was going to stay.
"I've got three days, and your mother will be my personal assistant, which means she pretty much has to do what I say to keep her job. I've got six tickets to the Cubs game tomorrow. They're playing the Braves. Her first official duty is to find four more people to go with us, think she can handle that?"
Bedlam ensued. She alternated between irritated glances at me and the kids, but finally relented. The ride back to the motel was quiet. I didn't get a kiss.
The next morning was a little frosty.
"Don't ambush me with my kids again, ever. We don't know if we're going anywhere, it wouldn't be fair to get them used to you and then you up and disappear. It happened once since their father left and the aftermath wasn't pretty. So, if you've got any more surprises, tell me now and I'll make the final decision."
I apologized.
"Sorry, I just got carried away. I didn't think it was fair to try and take you away from them for three days, and this seemed like the best solution. I just wanted everybody to be happy."
Her smile was like the first thaw of spring. I decided to press my luck.
"Uh, as far as other activities, I didn't think it was fair to drag the girls to a baseball game without giving them something too. If we guys can force you to watch baseball, turnabout is fair play. Cassie said she was in the school orchestra and Tina is in marching band, so I sort of got tickets to the Chicago Symphony tomorrow night, with guest cellist Yo-Yo Ma. That should even the scales."
At first I thought she was pissed all over again, but she smiled.
"Don't tell them, I'll do it after the game. I have a sneaking suspicion you're trying to get to me through my kids. It's going to be a pain in the ass commuting back and forth, but we'll deal with it. If you have anything else to tell me, do it now."
"well, I thought about all the commuting, and kind of got you guys a suite in the hotel I'm staying at, look how much time we'll save, which means more time I can spend with you."
She whipped the car int a parking lot. I braced myself for the explosion, which surprisingly didn't come.
"Joe, how much did all this cost?"
"Cost? I have no idea. The publishers came up with all the tickets, and I booked the suite. Not as much as you think, probably. Oh, and we got Bobby and the Caddy for as long as we need it.
Please Maria, money isn't that big a deal."
"Just how much money do you have, Joe?"
"I don't really know, honest. Every time I talk to my accountant it changes. Last time I checked it was around three million, but my agent is close to closing the deal for the movie rights, and that will be another five or six, plus the royalties from the video and pay per view. And the paperback royalties, of course. He estimates I'll be worth about twelve to fifteen million by this time next year. Please don't tell anyone I told you this."
The numbers stunned her into silence. Then she smiled.
"All right, but I'm telling you now, I plan to be very high maintenance."
I stuck my hand out.
"Deal?"
She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a kiss. When she let loose she wiped the lipstick off my mouth and said "Deal!"
"Please don't be mad, or concerned about what this weekend costs. Whatever it is, it will be worth every dime to me. Let's just have a good time."
And we did just that.
The kids were over the moon. The guys were packed in no time, but the girls took forever. Clothes were decided on, then discarded. She finally put her foot down and told them we were leaving in ten minutes, with or without them.
As the days went by, I thought about all the fun times Annie and I had with AJ, then multiplied by a factor of three. That's how much fun I had.
The game was great. I sat in the middle with Maria, the guys sat beside me, the girls by her.
One of the drawbacks to being semi-famous is you get singled out a lot. I had on my old 'lucky' Braves hat, sitting in a sea of Cubs fans. I caught a lot of ribbing. It was capped off during the seventh inning stretch, when we appeared on the jumbotron and the announcer gave my name.
He made a joke about being misguided, but being in good company.
I think the crowd was more impressed with Maria in her tight Cubs jersey.
The Cubs lost. seven to four. I didn't rub it in, but wore my hat a little straighter.
Bobby knew a great little Italian place that was famous for the deep dish pies. It was a perfect end to the evening. Maria ordered two large with everything for Bobby to take home. She was already his friend, now she was his hero. I told him we probably wouldn't need him before noon tomorrow, so sleep in.
He dropped us at the hotel. We walked in, Maria on one arm and Cassie on the other, while Tina was between her two brothers. We passed a man with what was obviously his wife and two teenagers. Apparently they had been arguing because he pointed us out.
"See" he said loudly, "That's what families are supposed to be like."
We didn't say anything, but she gripped me a little tighter and the boys walked a little taller.
I got a tremendous goodnight kiss from Maria, and pecks on the cheek from the girls. The boys didn't know what to do, so I let them off the hook with a warning.
"Today was about guy stuff. Tomorrow is for the girls. So, whatever it is, don't whine. Suck it up and let them have their day."
That left them wondering.
...............................................
Maria called me at eight the next morning.
"Get your butt down here. I've got four kids ready for breakfast and they won't start without you."
"Don't wait, order room service for us. Sausage, two eggs scrambled, whole wheat toast, and coffee for me. Let me talk to Cassie."
She didn't know why, but when I got her on the phone I told her to let the others know they could order anything and everything they wanted, and Mom wasn't allowed to complain. If she didn't like it she could take it up with me.
They had ordered a buffet spread, a little of everything. The boys were in sweats, the girls in pajamas, and Maria had on a short gown covered by an even shorter, silk robe. It was a good thing I was sitting down, it could have been really embarrassing.
"I seemed to be over dressed." I joked.
Tina answered me.
"When you said order anything we wanted, we realized we didn't have to get dressed. This is usually what we look like at breakfast."
Maria couldn't help but needling me a little.
"Well, honey, I'm sure no one wanted to see you wandering around in your boxers."
Cassie couldn't help it, it was too good to pass up.
"Oh, I don't know Mom, I bet I know one person who would like to see him in his boxers."
Maria choked on a bagel while the girls giggled and the boys grinned. She went bright red.
"Enough of that young lady. What shall we do today?"
I gave the girls their schedule for the day.
"Do not let your mother deviate from this. It's all taken care of, just enjoy. And your Mom is not to see it until after me and the boys are gone."
She was starting to get that tight look around her eyes. I pulled her into my lap.
"Be nice, or I'll have to get a new assistant. You'll have a good time, I promise. If you don't like it, feel free to cancel."
The girls had been reading the note.
"Noooo!" They both wailed when I told her she could cancel.
"This better be good."
She looked grim.
"Remember what you said about high maintenance?
That gave me the idea. You're going to be so high maintenance today it going to take a rocket mechanic to get it done. Enjoy."
The girls were looking at her with unshed tears, that morphed into whoops of laughter when she relaxed.
"What are you guys going to do today?"
I grinned.
"Don't you worry about that. We'll find something to amuse us. Now, let's enjoy breakfast."
I sat and ate while the banter and teasing flowed around me. The girls would kiss my cheek from time to time and whisper a question. It was driving Maria crazy. I loved it.
The boys got dressed and we left. I kissed her cheek at the door and told her to have a good time.
We were in a five star hotel, and they had a very nice spa. The girls got the full treatment, pedicures, manicures, massages, face and body treatments, everything they offered. Tina grabbed her Moms' phone and sent me a photo of her, green slime on her face, eyes covered with cucumbers, and a towel wrapped around her head. I kept it, texting back I was going to show it to anyone who wanted to see a picture of my girlfriend. Maria was NOT amused when she saw it but I refused to delete it.
Next came the beauty salon. They were teased, styled, made up and redone until they got the right look. They left with bags full of cosmetics and hair care products.
At twelve thirty Bobby delivered them to one of the most popular dining spots in Chicago, a tea room catering exclusively to women.
Next he took them to one of the most upscale ladies stores in town. I had made the arraingments, they were to each get two dresses, one for day wear and one formal. They were custom fitted for maximum effect. Plus 'foundation' garments.
The boys and I weren't just goofing off. First we went to a very nice menswear store and had two suits each tailored, with the instructions the more formal ones be done no later than three. The bill was more than I usually spent on clothing all year, but I had to admit, we really looked sharp.
Lunch at a popular Greek restaurant, then off to Wrigley field. We didn't stay for the game, but met most of the team while they took batting practice. The boys had their picture taken with players and a few of the coaches.
Miguel, or Mickey as he preferred to be called, got to shag a few fly balls while Antonio[Tony] got to catch for a couple of the relievers.
Sometimes it's good to be rich and famous.
.................................................
I kept the boys until 5:30. Then we dressed in our new suits and went down to collect the girls for dinner. We did manage to get out hair cut, actually styled for the boys, so we were fairly presentable.
When we entered, we probably spent a good minute just staring at each other.
They were stunning, simply stunning. Maria had an upswept hair style, a dark green shimmering dress that fell jut below her knees, with a neckline that made you realize what was underneath. The girls were dressed basically the same, except for a more demure neckline and a slightly higher hem.
In a premonition of things to come, I realized I was going to have a lot of sleepless nights when they started dating.
We guys were all matched with black suits, all though each was just different enough to give us some individuality. We were a damned handsome family, and I was proud to be associated with them.
"My God! Maria, you and the girls look so beautiful, words can't do you justice."
The boys chipped in about what a MILF she was and how hot the girls looked.
They glowed under our praise, then proceeded to tell us what a handsome group of men we were.
We had one more surprise for the girls before we left. We had stopped at a jewelers, and bought matching diamond earrings for all three. The girls each got a locket with small diamonds, while Maria got a diamond pendant. They were speechless when we presented them.
Then the sniffles started, and they had to repair their make up before we left.
When we hit the lobby heads turned. I was never more proud.
The same was true for dinner. We kept getting looks, and when the girls went to the bathroom, another diner asked the girls if their dad was someone famous. Maria told me about it much later.
"He's a writer, you might have heard of him. Joe Williams? 500 Annies?" said Cassie, proudly.
Tina chipped in.
"Yeah, he's sort of famous, he was on 'Today' last week."
I wondered why I kept getting looks, but no one invaded our privacy.
The concert was amazing. I've never been a fan of classical music, but the pieces performed that night were inspiring. Plans had been made earlier, so when we back stage, the conductor and Yo Yo Ma were there to meet us. Cassie actually cried. Of course, pictures were taken.
There was an article in the Sun-Times the next day about the event, and a picture with Cassie and Yo YO Ma. She framed it.
The next day was Sunday, and Maria insisted we go to mass. I was born a Methodist, so I didn't know what to do, but followed along. We had on our new suits, and the girls had on the new dresses. They were just as beautiful, but in a more demure way.
We spent the day lazing around, going to a movie. They fought, the boys wanted an action, the girls wanted a romance. They both appealed to me, but I dodged it by telling them to let their mother to decide.
"Oh no. We've been catered to all weekend. Ask your fa--I mean Joe what he would like to see."
It was a little slip with big overtones. Silence ensued for just a second before I responded.
"Well, if I get to choose, we'll see them both. The romance first, then the action to wake us up. And no junk, you'll spoil your dinner."
Of course they got popcorn and drinks anyway, but no candy. Maria held my hand and snuggled during the weepy parts. I can't even tell you the name of what we saw, I couldn't focus on anything but her.
After dinner and a game of Scrabble, it was time for bed. We were all sad, they had to go back home, and I had to go on the road.
................................................
It was a bittersweet ride I had back up to my room. Being with Maria and her kids reminded me of so much that I missed in my life. I loved AJ with all my heart and soul, but I was sure if I had been given the chance, there would have been more than enough for a few others.
I hadn't been in my room more than thirty minutes when there was a knock on my door. Maria swept in when I opened it, with an odd expression on her face.
"The kids suggested I come up here to say goodnight. They also suggested I stay around to say good morning."
I didn't know what to say. It didn't matter, she rambled on.
"I keep forgetting they're not babies anymore. I'm pretty sure Mickey is sexually active, I found a pack of condoms in his room. Even the girls urged me to come up. God, what kind of an example am I giving them?"
She looked me dead in the eye.
"But I wanted to come, really, really badly. I haven't felt these emotions since I first married their father, I didn't think I ever would again."
She was crying now.
"Please don't hurt me, Joe, don't hurt them. We deserve happiness, don't we?"
I swept her into my arms and onto my lap.
"You deserve everything I have in my power to give you, to give them. We've only been seeing each other for less than a month, but you're all I think about. I'll be in a hotel room watching something and think about talking with the boys about it. I practice Scrabble and think about the girls."
"But the worst is when I lay down at night, wishing you were with me to talk about the day, to hold in my arms, to be able to love you."
Damn it, now I was crying.
She was listening, and had stopped snuffling.
The smile she gave me was small, soft, and secretive, and I wish I had a picture of it. Doesn't matter, I can shut my eyes at any time and see it plain as day. I'm sure I would until the day I die.
"I knew" she said softly, "I knew you were the one. I knew it when you met my kids."
She stood up and took my hand, leading to the bed.
"I want to show you something, something you paid for today.
She slipped the loose top off, revealing a black lace bra that barely contained her magnificent breasts. She slipped out of her pants, revealing a matching thong. She twirled around.
"Think you made a good investment?" she said in a smoky voice.
I couldn't breath, literally. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.
"Look, it's French, see the name on the label?"
She undid the front clasp of the bra, and they sprang free. Time and children had taken their toll, but the slight sag made them more alluring.
I was having trouble thinking, I don't think any blood at all was getting to my brain.
"Want to take the rest off for me?"
I was more than willing. As I slipped the thong off her firm bottom, I thanked every deity known to man for this opportunity.
I was out of my clothes in no time, thanks to enthusiastic help.
I lay her on the bed, determined to kiss every square inch of her body. Flipping her over, I nuzzled her neck, licked and nibbled her ears, trailing kisses down her spine.
When I reached her ass, I spent time kissing every part, leaving nothing untouched. She was starting to wiggle and moan,but I kept on, kissing down her thighs, the valley between, and nibbling the back of her knees. I could smell her smoky sweet scent of arousal, getting glimpses of moisture as I worked my way down. She nearly jumped off the bed when I kissed her ankles.
"Oh, Joe, Joe, what are you doing to me. I can't stand much more."
I turned her back over and started my slow, sensuous journey back up. I kissed the tops of her feet, nibbled on her knees, and started on her thighs. Her legs parted slightly of their own accord and I licked and nibbled all the way up to what the French call 'The Gates Of Heaven'.



She had a full bush[going to have to change that]. Her outer lips were swollen and slick, her clit sticking out like a little pearl. I swirled my tongue around the nub unexpectedly, and she shrieked, bucking wildly.
She grabbed my head and pulled it up.
"No, honey, not that, get up here and love me."
I tormented her some more. Instead of doing what she asked I continued my slow ascension, kissing her lower belly, working my way up to those magnificent mounds.
I practically worshiped them, kissing and nipping in small concentric circles until I reached the nipples. By them she was moaning and thrashing, but I locked my lips on first one and then the other, pulling and teasing with tongue and fingers. They were large and long, I found out later she breastfed all her children, and she said the twins really took a toll on them.
It didn't seem to make them any less sensitive.
I bit her neck slightly, kissed her cheeks and eyes as she shook her head from side to side, trying to capture my mouth. I wouldn't kiss her until I was ready, she was almost begging.
When our lips finally met, it was just long enough to form a seal for our tongues, sending them dancing and twirling back and forth. She was actually arching upwards, thrusting. She finally broke the kiss.
"Now, damn it, now. Make me yours!"
She was dripping so access was easy, I slipped all the way in with one long thrust, as she moaned in pleasure. I began a slow, steady rhythm, followed by a few quick and hard thrusts, before slowing down again. She moaned, she gasped, she demanded. Her first climax was tremendous, screaming to the world her intentions. Her second was smaller, but almost as intense.
When she got close she got vocal.
"I'm gonna come, Joe! Come with me baby, please!"
She was bucking and pounding, almost throwing me off. I couldn't hold it any longer, exploding with a force I didn't think possible. She got there just before me.
I collapsed beside her, gasping. This woman was going to kill me, I thought, what a way to go.
She cried, which I didn't understand. I don't think she was sad, so I just held her and let her cry it out. She fell asleep in my arms.
I woke up about three a.m., trying to understand what I was feeling. She was spooned up against me, pressing her hips back and forth into me. I was already erect, and with a little adjustment I slipped right in. We enjoyed a long slow session. only speeding up when the need for release was too great. We immediately slipped back into slumbers.
At seven thirty she woke me up with a warm washcloth, bathing me gently into an erection.
"Good, you're awake" She giggled.
"Lie back honey, I'm going to do the work this time."
She rode me slowly for awhile as I adored her breasts. I nipped one a little too hard and left a small hickey.
"Hey! What are you trying to do, mark your property?"
I was serious as I looked her in the eye.
"Yes."
She looked back just as intently before saying
"Good."
She twirled around, taking my beautiful toys with her, and got down to some serious riding. In a matter of minutes we were spent again, and she was back in my arms. We were almost asleep when the phone rang.
I could hear Cassies' cheerful voice.
"Wake up, sleepyheads! I've already ordered breakfast, if you don't get her soon we're going to eat it all."
We groaned together. Showered together. We would have played again together but teenagers wait for no man.
I thought it would be awkward, but the boys just nodded, and the girls hugged and kissed us like we had been gone a week.
It was a somber group at the train station. I was going to be gone two weeks.
The girls hugged and cried. Maria hugged and cried. The boys even hugged me, which surprised Maria. They might have been a little misty eyed, but that was probably dust.
I told them all to call me, and then found out they didn't have cell phones, she just couldn't afford it. She was living on her salary and her ex husbands' social security. He had died in a car crash five years before. It paid the bills but allowed for very little extra.
The next day I got five phone calls, four thanking me for the cool Iphones, and one from an angry mother who told me if I ever did something like that again without talking to her it would be bad, but by the end of the discussion I was just apologetic enough for her to forgive me.
"I'm going to have to watch you every minute around the kids, aren't I? Be careful Joe, don't spoil them too much."
I told her I hoped I was around long enough to be trained, and she laughed and said that's what she had been doing since we met.
They pretty much called me every day. The boys were glad to have a man to talk about guy stuff with, and the girls were glad to have a father figure. They knew I was always going to tell their Mom what we talked about if she asked, unless it was in confidence, then I would tell her she had to get it from them.
I took two calls on a row one night while I was having dinner with the owner of a chain of book stores.
"How many kids do you have?"
I didn't even think when I answered.
"Five. Four teens, two of each, and a grown daughter with her own child."
"Wow, I bet you are happy to get some relief when you travel, huh?"
"No, I hate it. I wish I was home with them now."
He looked at me with wise old eyes.
"I'm glad for you my friend, glad you're happy, after your first wife and all."
He had read the book of course.
I hardly ever thought of Annie now. It was like it happened to someone else and I just read about it. The only time I gave her any thought at all was after talking to AJ. Her Mom had not spoken to or contacted her from the day she walked out.
I could understand walking out on a spouse or lover, but not how you could abandon a child?
I took Maria and the kids home with me when I got my two weeks off. I had forgotten how small my house was until I shoved it full of kids, but we managed.
The best part of coming home was introducing Maria to Jane and Anne. They took to each other immediately, adjourning to Janes' table and leaving me at the bar with Harry.
"She's nice, and quite a looker, Joe. I'm glad things are going well for you."
Harry was sincere, I could tell.
"Yeah, well, my life sure has changed, I'll give you that. Sometimes I feel like strangling Anne and Jane, If it hadn't been for that night, I wouldn't be wandering the globe like some jet set bum."
"You made them famous as well. We have total strangers come in here looking for them, as if talking to them would help them with their problems. Jane almost put up a sign saying "The Doctor Is In" like the old Peanuts cartoon. But she loves it, even if she grumbles sometimes."
It was odd, all my old friends seemed a bit awed by me. It was like I had done something so outside the norm I was another creature. I never got used to that.
My new family, as I now thought of them, could only stay a week, school was starting. They were all going to be in the same high school, I'm sure Maria was going to have her hands full.
.................................................
I spent the next week with AJ and her family. I told her about Maria and her kids, showing their pictures on my phone. She was glad I found someone new, and wanted to meet her. I promised to introduce her as soon as I got back from my European trip.
We hadn't mentioned her mother once, but as I got ready to go, she asked if since I was going to be in Spain, was I going to look her up. I had thought about it.
"No, honey I'm not. My presence will be pretty well publicized, if she wants to, she can find me. If she doesn't, I don't plan to open old wounds."
This saddened her, but she understood. I don't think she'll ever get over the abandonment, what child would? She mad me promise to send her lots of pictures and presents, and dropped me off.
.............................................
I hated the trip, most of it. I never got to see much of the countries I was in, I was hustled from interview to public appearance to TV set on a tight schedule. I was allowed two days off a week, usually.
Didn't think much of England, but loved Scotland and Ireland. When I was in Scotland I had a case of custom blended scotch send to Harry.
In Ireland, I found a jeweler and had seven silver Celtic crosses made and sent them to Jane, Anne, AJ, Bunny[for when she was older] Maria, Cassie, and Tina . Maria had told me her mothers' clan affiliation, and I sent them all kilts in the correct colors. I sent the boys two dirks with the clan crest inlaid on a silver medallion.
Once we established time lines, we would call each other as often as we could. It was terribly frustrating. I had a deep fear that my absence would make her affection wan, but she never wavered. By the sixth week, our standard good bye was "love you, see you soon".
I heard angels weep and birds sing the first time Maria said it. It just slipped out.
"Bye, honey, I love you."
I heard a startled gasp as she realized what she said.
I didn't hesitate.
"I love you too, honey, very much."
I swear I heard her crying as she hung up.
I was going crazy with lonliness, missing everyone terribly by the eleventh week. Cassie had called me in tears the week before. A boy, a senior, was coming on hard to her. It's a good thing I was seven time zones away. I comforted her as best I could. Then I called her brothers and told them to keep a closer eye on their sisters, and called Maria. She got hot, but I managed to stop her long enough to see if the kids could handle it.
I got the story from Tina. The senior got some books out of his locker, and turned to find Tony, Mickey, and Tina waiting on him. They told him in no uncertain terms to leave Cassie alone.
He sneered, and being much bigger than the boys, asked which one was going to try to make him first.
Tina smiled sweetly.
"We all are asshole. It's not gonna be a fair fight, we'll all go after you, with sticks if we have to. Do you understand?"
He tried to bluff them down when Tina kicked him in the crotch with stilleto heeled boots. As he lay there writhing in pain, she reached down and grabbed his hair, forcing his eye on her.
"Do we understand each other, asshole?"
He nodded. Word got out, mess with one Garza and you deal with them all. Maria acted pissed, but I sure she was secretly proud.
It was two weeks before Christmas, when I got the news They had added nine more cities to my tour.
I was angry beyond words. I was supposed to get ten days with my new family, and now it wouldn't happen.
Management soon learned that a pissed writer is not a good thing. I threatened to just go home, they could sue me for breach of contract if they wanted. In fact, I told them I would never speak publicly about the book again.
I was their cash cow, propelling them off the fringe and into the mainstream, and they were anxious to placate me. We compromised, if I couldn't go home they would send the family to me.
They called Maria in and told her she was being given a special assignment that unfortunately coincided with school holidays. She was furious and threatened to quit until they told her the new duties. She was to fly to Italy with her family to calm me down, by any means necessary.
AJ was given the same information, and so I was standing at the gate in the Rome airport, waiting for my extended family to disembark.
They all flew first class, and when they came through the gate Maria was holding Bunny, so I knew they had met AJ. They had seen pictures of each other.
I was mobbed. Maria was in my arms crying while the girls danced about and AJ smiled. I was required to kiss all the girls, starting with Bunny and ending with Maria. The guys tried to be cool but ended up hugging me anyway. We were all very, very happy.
I had rented a villa, knowing we would need room. I had them for twelve days, and Mike, AJ's husband, was flying in on December 23.
They spent the first day resetting their biological clocks while Maria and I tried to make up for almost three months apart. They ended up relaxed and refreshed while we were tired and droopy.
We went to art museums, saw the sights, did most touristy things. We had a driver and a minivan at our disposal, which was good because none of wanted to try Italian traffic. I learned to close my eyes.
The girls wanted a shopping spree, it was Italy after all. The boys and I decided that as tempting as that sounded we would pass, opting to rent scooters and explore the countryside instead.
I gave AJ a credit card with no limit on it, and told her not to worry about what they spent, consider it an early Christmas present to them all. Pulling Cassie and Tina to the side, I made sure that they knew they could get anything they wanted and Maria couldn't object.
"And if your Mom tries to stop it, make sure she buys just as much, on pain of being sent home."
Cassie hugged me, whispered in my ear "yes Daddy" and fled giggling. She had no idea how affected I was by her words.
The boys and I had a ball. The Vespas were light, easy to handle, and surprising powerful. We went to a cheese factory, a winery, and a fruit farm specializing in homemade jams. It's a good thing the scooters had storage compartments. We had lunch at a farm that specialized in cured hams, and after having a sandwich we ordered three, two for Maria and one for AJ.
We got back just after the girls. The driver was mumbling something that sounded suspiciously like "crazy Americans" while he carried packages into the villa. We helped and all of us had our hands full. I wondered how much it was going to cost to ship all this home.
We all got hug and kisses while they showed us their treasures. The boys and I tried to look interested and almost succeeded. Finally they just sniffed "Men!" and put them away. Maria whispered she had a few things she wanted to model for me in private, which made the clock move with agonizing slowness. I don't care what it cost, designer lingerie is worth every dime.
She was a little pissed when I tore a gown in my haste, but I made it up by demanding she buy at least two more, in different colors.
We made love almost every night and a few times during the day when we were alone. It wasn't the crazy heat of twentysomethings, but the more refined love of an older generation. Quality trumps quantity every time. But the heat was definitely there.
Aj made sure she took the kids with her on several expeditions for Christmas shopping.
Maria and I went out to buy presents for the kids.
She had to slow me down, I would have emptied stores.
"Let's keep them grounded, Joe. It's gonna be hard enough now when the girls go back to school in designer clothes."
Christmas morning was a riot of wrapping paper and ribbon. Everyone hugged and oohed and aahed over their presents.
Mike and AJ were speechless when I gave them their final present.
First was a college fund for Bunny, $150,000.
Next was a certified check for $250,000, to be used as a down payment on a house. Neither felt secure in their jobs and hadn't bought anything yet.
Mike said he couldn't take the money. I had thought about it a lot and had my answer ready.
""Mike, if I died and left you the money, would you take it?"
He grudgingly admitted he would.
"Then what's the difference? I have it and want to give it to you. It really is just a percentage of what I've earned, I won't miss it in the least. If it makes you feel better, pretend I'm dead."
He finally smiled and said "Damn, I'm gonna miss you."
We went to Christmas mass at the Vatican, conducted by the Pope himself. Maria was profoundly affected, she was serious about her faith.
Mike, AJ, and all the kids left on the twenty seventh. The kids were going to spend a few days with them to give Maria and I some time alone.
It was glorious. For the first two days we barely dressed. I found her a bit inhibited sexually. I don't know if it was her Catholic upbringing or her former husband, he apparently had more hangups than a telemarketer. She refused to let me give her pleasure orally, something I couldn't understand.
I cured her, using something I had learned from my interviews. Women want to be loved and cherished, but sometimes they like to be taken. Not abused, but made aware of who they belong too.
In essence, every woman wants the 'caveman' once in a while, just to be reminded.
I gave Maria just enough wine to make her giddy. then talked her into letting me tie her down to the old iron bed we slept in. I used silk scarves, tying her arms above her head, and binding her ankles loosely. She could move her legs but not close them.
I massaged oil into her skin, nibbling her body. I blindfolded he, telling her it would enhance the experience.
I had her moaning in arousal, while I nibbled my way slowly to my goal. She stiffened when I nibbled round her opening.
"Joe, no, you know I don't allow that."
I raised up and whispered in her ear.
"You do tonight."
Her protests turned to moans as I worked her body. She thrashed around as best she could in her restraints, but I stayed right with her.
When she reached her first climax she was screaming, by the second she was moaning, and by the third she was begging.
"Yes, honey, right there, Yes, Yes, YES!
The last yes was more of a scream.
I released her legs and pushed them upwards, thrusting as hard as I could. Her moans had worked me to a fever pitch, and I didn't last long.
She had one more climax before swooning back into the bed. I released her arms and cuddled her.
When she came back to her senses I asked her if I was going to have to restrain her the next time, and her answer surprised me.
"No, honey, but would you do it anyway?"
I love this woman!
.................................................
Just before she left we were wandering the shopping districts of Rome, and happened to end up on jewelers row. The displays were beautiful, but I'm a man, so I wasn't paying attention.
Maria had stopped, and was staring at a display that prominently displayed engagement rings and wedding bands. She had a longing, lost look on her face. I had been thinking about our future for a while, and without hesitation I dropped to my knees right there on the street.
I took her hand.
"Yolanda Maria Garza, I love you with all my heart and soul. Would you marry me?"
There may have been a language barrier, but everybody on the street knew what was going on.
She surprised me. She didn't burst into tears, she didn't display any outward emotion, just bent and gave me a kiss that went straight to my soul.
"It is my hearts' fondest desire to marry you, Joesph Allen Williams, on one condition. We wait a year before marrying. We fell in love quick, I want to stay in love slowly. Can you accept that?"
Indeed I could.
We went inside, and she picked the set she wanted out. It wasn't the most expensive, but it was by no means cheap. She wore it out of the shop, and I hope it never comes off for the rest of her life.
..................................................
As he told of his romance, leaving out the sex parts of course, Barbara had tears in her eyes.
That's a beautiful story, Joe. I hope you live happily ever after."
"So do I, Barbara, so do I.'
Tell me Joe, do you think what you learned from writing your book will help you understand her better?"
"Absolutely, but not from the reasons you assume."
He looked out over the audience.
"Writing the book was probably the stupidest idea I ever had. It was born out of pain, sired by idiocy, and delivered by alcohol, remember, I was pretty buzzed when I came up with it.
Women aren't machines, they're complex beings of flesh, blood, and emotions. There is no one size fits all way to understand them.



Guys, you'll understand this analogy best.
Suppose I decided to write the most definitive auto repair manual in the world. It should be easy, right? After all, they all need fuel, oil, batteries, spark plugs, etc. But what will work on a four cylinder Ford engine won't meet the needs of a twelve cylinder Jaguar, nowhere close.
Women are like that, they're like snowflakes, no one is exactly like another.
But one thing I can say for sure, I can tell you what each and every woman in the audience is thinking right this minute."
He paused for dramatic effect.
"They're thinking "this guy is an idiot, there is no way he can know what's going through my mind'."
There was appreciative laughter.
"And they're right, there is no way me or anyone else can predict their responses at any given time to any situation. If we know them well, we may have a small inkling, but even that isn't certain.
But I can tell you this, communication is paramount. There is a song from the eighties, one of my favorites, by Marshall Crenshaw. Someday, Someway is in my opinion the definitive relationship song. In one part he sings "If you can't tell me what is wrong, all I can do is wonder why'.
That's it in a nutshell. Men are oblivious to a lot, and the classic line 'if you don't know what's wrong, I'm not going to tell you' is possible the most fatal mistake a woman can make.
WE DON'T KNOW what is wrong, if we did we would try to fix it. We're not as in touch with our emotions as you are. Give us the benefit of the doubt, tell us.
So, no, no one can understand women in the plural. But if we're lucky and really work at it, maybe we can understand just a little bit about the ones we love.
I can tell one more thing I learned. You have to listen closely to what's not being said. Sometimes what they don't talk about is the most important thing of all.
Maybe if I had listened a little closer Annie wouldn't have left. Maybe if she talked to me a little more things would have been different.
I guess the saddest thing to me is I had no idea she was unhappy, and she never gave me a chance to fix whatever was broken.
But life moves on. Remember at the first of the interview when I talked about the law of unintended consequences? I'm living proof of that.
If Annie had stayed, I would still be a happy little engineer, writing my manuals and looking forward to retirement.
But she left, seeking adventure and something different.
So instead of my quiet little life, thanks to the book I've been in the international spotlight, traveled the world, hobnobbed with the rich and famous, grown wealthy beyond my wildest dreams, and got a large family and a woman I love more than the air I breathe.
Sometimes I wake at night and wonder about Annie, and then my beautiful wife murmurs in her sleep, and snuggles closer. My life is as perfect as it can be. I thank God every day.
All I can tell you definitely is guys, you better listen, and girls, don't be shy about what you want. Remember we're wired differently, make adjustments and your life will be better all round.
Good night, and God bless you all."
..............................................
"One last thing before we say goodnight, Joe. Describe the book cover for those who haven't seen it."
"The cover was designed by my friend Jane. I don't know where she got the idea, but it was perfect. It's a collage, pictures of a lot of the women I interviewed, as many as would give us permission. We managed to get two hundred and forty five. The two largest in the front center are Jane and Annie, the two who inspired this whole mess."
"The largest picture on the back, the one in the center, is the original Annie. I don't really know, I just felt I should recognize her, after all, without her this would never have happened."
The applause was thunderous. Babs noticed a lot of the audience had serious looks on their faces, reflecting no doubt on the nights' subject.
Joe was gracious, shaking hands and chatting with small groups. It seemed everyone wanted to acknowledge him, and the impression he had made on their lives.
He may think of himself as an 'Average Joe', she thought, but he was one of the most impressive men she had ever met, certainly the most impressive she had ever interviewed.
...............................................
"Well listeners, that's it. The final segment. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did."
"What's next for Joe Williams? Well, his new book, 'Average Joes', will be in book stores and on line in six months. As he explained it to me, It's 500 Annies in reverse. Five hundred men were interviewed at random on love and relationships, and Joe said there were as many surprises in it as there were in 500 Annies. I can't wait to read it, and hopefully have him on the show to talk about it."
"Goodnight, audience. I hope you remember his advice in days ahead, I know I will."
"This is Barbara Barnes, Book Report on WORD, 86.7 on your dial. Good night."
She lay her headphones down and left the booth.
Mike was waiting for her.
"Damn, Babs, you were right, that was great stuff. I wish I had----"
That was all he got out before she grabbed him and kissed him, thoroughly. When they came up for air, she handed him a copy of the book.
"Read this tonight. We'll talk tomorrow. 'Night, babe."
He stood in shock, watching her retreating back before looking at the book.
Damn!"
................................................
Well, there it is. I'm thinking about an epilogue where he talks about his new book, his new marriage, and a final confrontation with Annie, but I probably won't get to is anytime soon.
Thanks for reading, and remember all comments are appreciated. Until next time, QHML1.
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I couldn't leave it alone. Sorry.
...................................................
"Good evening, listeners. This is Barbara Barnes, host of the newly syndicated Book Report, on PRI, coming from WORD, 86.7 on your dial.
This is our very first broadcast, and I can't think of anyone I would want to be my first guest more than Joe Williams, author of '500 Annies, and 'Average Joes', both best sellers. His series of interviews with me eighteen months ago actually was the catalyst for launching my new program. As you may be aware, the program got us two PRI awards and a Peabody. The rest, as they say, is history."
"Speaking of history, we're repeating it somewhat. The interview is coming to you live from Alumni Hall, and we're in the middle of our fall pledge drive. Once again, all proceeds from his appearance will go to the station. Also again, he has donated 500 copies of his latest book, 'Average Joes', to the pledge drive. And as before, they are all autographed."
The place was packed again. Joe could never understand why people thought he was so interesting. He and Barbara were on stage, two stools and a spotlight, just as before.
"Good evening, Joe. It's so good to see you again. How have you been since we last met?"
"I'm fine Babs[he had learned she preferred to be called that], How are you? I understand congratulations are in order. How does it feel to be a newlywed?"
"Wonderful! Listeners, I don't know if you're aware of it, but I recently wed Mike Perkins, my engineer. It's been three glorious months so far."
There was a smattering of applause.
"Joe, I need to confess something. After our last interview, I took your words to heart. I gave Mike a copy of your book, a big kiss, and told him to read it. He did, then we did. Get married I mean. I owe you a debt of thanks."
He grinned.
"Nonsense! I'm sure he would have figured it out eventually. But still, glad I could help."
"Speaking of newlyweds, how's your wife Maria?"
"She and the kids are doing fine, thanks for asking."
Smoothly transitioning into the meat of the interview, she asked him how his new book was doing.
"Oh, it's doing great. It's not as powerful as '500 Annies', but it's still a good read, and it is a bestseller."
"Yes it is, I enjoyed it immensely. Did you know both books are required reading at some colleges?"
"No, I didn't Babs. I know both books got some very nice reviews."
Babs had done her home work.
"Indeed they have. Cosmo, Vanity Fair, Modern Woman, and a host of other female oriented magazines gave them high marks. Cosmo said and I quote: 'These books should be read by anyone who has ever been in or is in a relationship, and that pretty much describes the adult population of the world.', end quote.
"Mens Health, GQ, and most other male oriented magazines echo these sentiments. Oprah raved about them on her network. You were in the running for Times Magazines' Man Of The Year last year. Has this affected you when you go out in public?"
"It did a little at first, but where my family lives now people barely notice. They're a lot more likely to notice my wife and daughters, all very beautiful women. Some people know who I am, but to most I'm just that retired guy who lives in the old Jeffers place. I love it. Sometimes there's an advantage to being average.
"Was writing "Average Joes" easier than your first book?"
"Actually, it was a lot harder, for a variety of reasons. I never intended to write again, I thought I said all I had to say with the first book. 'Average Joes' was my wifes' idea."
.................................................
Maria went home with my ring on her finger. I was a little apprehensive about the kids' reaction, but they were, to quote Mickey, 'cool with it'.
Cassie and Tina called and asked if it was too soon to start calling me Daddy. I almost choked on my tears and told them it would make me very proud, but check with their mother first. Her response was I might as well get used to it.
The promotional tour was finally over. To paraphrase an English poet, 'I shook the dust of Europe off my shoes', and returned home.
Home was kind of an interesting term. I leased a four bedroom condo in Chicago because Maria didn't want to move the kids out of school before the end of the school year, and refused to actually live with me until the wedding.
My publishers were after me to write another book while the first was still so popular, but I really wasn't interested. I was snuggling with Maria one night, she and the kids spent almost every weekend at our condo, when she asked me if I had considered it.
"Not really. I don't think of myself as that kind of writer. "500 Annies' was actually a fluke, a combination of circumstances that can never be repeated. I don't have the imagination to write fiction, and can't think of anything else that interests me."
"Why don't you write about relationships? You seem to be good at it."
"Already done that, honey, and frankly the thought of having more women tell me their life stories doesn't appeal to me anymore."
"Who said it had to be women? Ever wonder what guys think?"
"Not really, I imagine they all think like me."
She sat up in bed and pulled my face into hers."
"That's where you're so wrong, my love. I've never met a man who thinks like you do. I doubt if you can find one who does. You're one in a million, maybe a billion, and that's probably why I love you so much."
She started kissing me and all thoughts of conversation fled my mind.
But the next evening, when they had all gone back to get ready for school the next day, and I was rattling around in that big condo by myself, I thought about what she said.
What if she was right? After all, my first book taught me I didn't have a clue what women thought, what if I was wrong about the guys.
I met with the publishers, just to kick the idea around. They got so excited it was unreal. The next day they had a contract ready and a very nice advance check. They wanted me to have it done in six months, but I had it amended to a year. I wanted to do it right.
It would still be a lot faster than the first one, but I was experienced now, so it should be easier, right?
Wrong.
The first four interviews had me thinking I had made a serious mistake. Women are for the most part far more articulate than men, and are much more comfortable talking about abstract concepts like relationships.
Men, apparently, are much more closed, less likely to 'share', especially with another guy. I got a lot of 'shit, bro, you know what I mean' when I actually had no clue.
I was complaining to Maria again, and again her insights were dead on.
"They don't open up to you because you are a guy. I bet if a woman did the interviews, you'd get a lot different results."
"Have I told you lately how much I love you? You're a genius."
I was twirling her around the kitchen while the kids laughed.
.................................................
The next Monday I checked with the publishers and they thought my plan had merit.
Maria was an assistant editor, and did a lot of fact checking and research. She would be perfect.
I went back home for a few days a month to check on my house and see my old friends, but when I walked into Harrys' this time I was on a mission.
I had asked Annie and Chad to meet me there, and asked Harry to have one of his part timers there to watch the bar. We met at Janes' table.
After we exchanged greetings and caught up with each other, I explained what I wanted.
At first they didn't know what to say, but after some more discussion they agreed to do what I asked on a trial basis.
I needed women to do the interviews. They would be my researchers, writers did this all the time. I would listen to them and collate the data, just as before, but with three interviewers it should go much faster.
Of course, they would be paid, and paid well. Anne wanted to protest, but I told her if she didn't take the money, someone else would. She didn't know I knew things were tight for them. Chads' company downsized, and he had to take a reduction in pay just to keep his job. They had two kids in college and could use the money.
"I don't feel comfortable sending you out alone, so I want Chad to accompany you, staying in the background. Of course, he will be compensated for his time. Do them on the weekends, it'll be a lot easier to connect. And you'll have to travel. I've found you don't get as much honesty if they know you."
"Here's a recorder, and a credit card in the name of my corporation. I had incorporated at the urging of my accountant and lawyer. Put everything on it, everything. Meals, lodgings, drinks of coffees you may have to buy. It will go on my expense sheet, and I can deduct it off my taxes. Don't go cheap on me either, the more you spend the bigger the deduction."
I turned to Jane. I was a little worried about her because of her disability, but she would be using her mind and not her body.
"Jane, are you interested? Same deal as Annie, but work it around Harry."
I had already talked to Harry and he thought it was a good idea, and not just for the money, they were doing all right. Funny thing about a bar, when the economy is good, people drink to celebrate, when it's bad, they drink to forget. Either way, the bar makes money.
He wanted to do something to get them both out for awhile, he thought they were stagnating sitting in the bar all day.
We talked for a little, ironing out details. Before I left they wanted to know why I picked them instead of professionals.
"I don't want professionals, I want people with an open mind. Professionals will analyze what they think you want and try to get it for you, you guys won't."
"Bedsides," I said grinning, "You're partly responsible for all this. Think of it as cleaning up a mess you helped make."
.................................................
I was a little nervous explaining my idea[actually her idea] to her. I did it over lunch at one of her favorite restaurants, a little place I found by accident that specialized in Cuban dishes. She said it reminded her of when she was a child and her Mom would cook the dishes her Dad liked so much. I mentioned how much we liked it in an interview and business picked up tremendously. The owners loved us. Our picture was displayed prominently on their wall, with the owners. I had a hard time paying for meals, and finally told Antonio if he didn't let me pay I wouldn't come back. That scared him enough to back off.
She loved the idea. She would still be employed by the publisher, but I would be paying her salary. The kids loved it too, because when we traveled on the weekends we almost always took them with us.
Things worked out pretty well as far as travel. My agent and lawyer got me a really good price for the movie rights, seems three studios were in a bidding war for them. The winning studio was going to film it in Toronto, it was much cheaper, sadly, than in the U.S., and they hired me as a technical advisor. Mostly it was to assist the screenwriter understand what I was going through and thinking at different times during the writing of the book.
To be honest, I was extremely uncomfortable with my life being made into a movie. Still couldn't understand why anyone thought a guy like me would be interesting.
Anyway, it meant I would be spending at least two months during the summer in Canada, and Maria and the kids were going with me.
..................................................
Babs interrupted the narrative when he mentioned the movie.
"What did you think of the movie?"
"I thought it was very well done, they didn't deviate much at all from the book, mostly because the screenwriter, a brilliant young man, thought the story was good enough on its' own."
"Did you like the casting?"
"I thought it was brilliant. They deserved the Golden Globe they got. I figured they would Hollywood it up with extremely attractive actors but they didn't. Later I found out there was a lot of infighting to get parts."
"It came down to John C. Riley or William H. Macy to portray me. Either one would have done an excellent job, but what was more important to me was they had that 'everyman' look, not classic Hollywood leading man type. I'm sure either one would have been great, but Mr. Macy was spectacular."
"Amy Adams was a surprise as Annie, it wasn't a very big part, and she is a very attractive woman. They dressed her down a bit, but after all, the original Annie was, and I guess still is, an attractive woman."
Babs started to ask if he had any contact with Annie since she last talked, but thought better of it.
"What did you think of Selma Hyack playing the part of Maria?"
"I loved it, both are very attractive ladies. They actually became friends. You have no idea how surprised I was one day to walk into the house we had leased to find them in the kitchen cooking together, not to mention how blown away the kids were."
He stopped for just a minute.
"I guess what surprised me most of all was the fierce competitions for the cameos of some of my interviews."
"I heard Sally Fields threatened to actually kill people to get the part of Annie 337. Beyonce Knowles surprised me with how good she was as the abused Annie, but the newcomer they got to play Annie 499 surprised everyone with her performance. It led to several very good roles for her later."
Babs interjected once again.
"let me run some numbers by you. It was the top grossing film of the year. It won Golden Globes for casting, screenwriting, best supporting actress for Ms. Hyack, best leading man for Mr. Macy, and a tie for best cameo between Sally Fields and the newcomer Jannie Pruitt."
"At the Oscars, it was nominated for movie of the year, best actor, best supporting actress, screen writing, and casting.
Ms. Hyack won, Mr. Macy was just barely edged out, and the screen writer and the casting directors all won. I understand you and your wife were there."
"Yes, just another episode of unreal happenings in my life. It was funny, Maria was dressed to the nines, and she was stunning. I had on a tux, and didn't look too bad myself, but on the red carpet and at the after party they ignored me and wondered exactly who she was. She was embarrassed, but I thought it was funny."
"I watched the show. She was stunning. How did it feel being one of the presenters?"
"Again it was unreal. I only did it as a favor to the director, and I was really happy when Bill got it for best screenplay based on my book."
"Any plans to make 'Average Joes' into a movie?"
"I don't know. The same studio that did '500 Annies' optioned the movie rights, but I have no idea if they're going to do anything with it."
"Let's hope they do. If it's half as good as the first, it will be well worth watching."
Turning back to the original topic of the actual writing of the book, she asked him what, in his opinion, was the major difference between the writing of the books.
"As I said, this one was a lot harder. Men don't vocalize as well as women. So as I listened to the interviews I tried to hear what wasn't being said. It's kind of funny, while women expect men to read their moods and emotions some times, men seem to think women should actually know they love them. Where the ladies are seeking constant affirmation of their love, men take it for granted they shouldn't have to say anything, because a woman just knows."
He laughed.
"I tell you Babs, if humans didn't have such a high sex drive, we would have disappeared off the face of the planet thousands of years ago."
There was a ripple of laughter from the audience.
"I'd have to agree with you on that one, Joe. I've only been married three months, and already it's like pulling teeth to get him to say he loves me."
She turned and faced the side of the stage, where Mike had his equipment set up, and stuck her tongue out. The stage crew hit him with a light, and he looked like a deer caught in the headlamps of an oncoming car.
"Glad I don't have that problem, I'm happy to say 'I love you' often."
"Whether he'll admit it or not, Babs, we men like to hear it. And I think you just proved your point."
Babs was looking at Joe, and didn't see Mike get up and approach her. He grabbed her head, planted a deep kiss on her, and smiled. Then he took her microphone.
"I love you, Barbara Barnes Perkins, and will until the day I die. There, now it's recorded for posterity."
Babs lost her professional demeanor and blushed, before smiling. Joe was the only one close enough to see the moisture in her eyes.
The crowd roared.
Joe was chuckling as Mike repositioned the microphone.
"Thanks Mike, glad we cleared that up. And Babs, promise me you'll leave that in when you rebroadcast this."
"Are you kidding? I'm gonna have it put on my phone as his personal ringtone."
More laughter.
"Would you like to take a few questions from the audience, Joe?"
"Sure. I always get surprised and sometimes it's fun."
Soon they had a stage hand going through the audience with a wireless mike.
The first question, from a woman roughly his age, was about his marriage.
"I've seen you new wife, she's quite the beauty. Do you ever compare her to Annie?"
He reflected for just a second before answering.
"Wow, so much for easy questions. The answer is no, I don't. It would be an exercise in futility. Annie was quiet the last few years, and was never demonstrative. Maria is vocal, and likes to touch. We're almost never together when we're not holding hands, rubbing shoulders, or brushing up against each other. If she doesn't like something she lets you know pretty quick, and if she does she lets you know even quicker. Usually, I know exactly where I stand with her, whatever's on her mind usually comes out her mouth. I like that, it makes my life easier."
"Annie and I were together in our youth, when Maria and I got married she was just shy of forty eight, and I was fifty four. "
"To actually compare them I would have had to have parallel experiences with them, and I didn't. I'm glad actually, the memories I have of Annie, good and bad, can't compare to the memories Maria and I are making."
"Well, damn, I guess I did just compare them."
The woman smiled.
"I remember reading something you said about her being half Cuban and half Irish, both groups known for being temperamental at times, does she have a temper?"
"Yes she does, but luckily I've only experienced it once, and that was enough. We've talked about that episode, and I feel sure it will never be repeated."
.................................................
After the Christmas break, Maria returned to work. The women almost immediately noticed the ring, and they loved it. The fact that she was in Italy when she got engaged added an extra dimension of romance to the story. Plus, she had announcement put in her hometown paper, and the Sun-Times put it into their celebrity column.
My lawyer didn't find out I was engaged until March, when I stopped by to sign some papers. I told her in a few months I'd probably be changing my will, my family was about to get a whole lot bigger and I wanted to make sure everyone was covered.
Instead of congratulating me, she went ballistic.
"You did what? Why didn't you call me first?"
I couldn't understand her.
"Why should I have called you? Did I need your permission to fall in love?"
"No, damn it, but you went into it naked. Now she's going to expect all sorts of things. Never mind, I'll word the prenup to take care of that."
"Why would I need a prenup? I intend to spend the rest of my life with this woman. If it does goes bad, we'll split up, she'll get fifty percent, and we'll go our separate ways. I can't imagine that happening."



She looked at me coolly.
"I bet you never thought your first wife would leave you after plundering your bank accounts, but she did, didn't she? And if you go into it without a prenup, if she gets a really good lawyer, like for instance me, she could end up with almost everything you've got."
That stung, a lot. I told her I would have to think about it. She did get me to agree to let her do some groundwork, and that I'd get back to her in a timely manner. Which I promtly forgot to do.
She was smiling that shark smile really good lawyers have when I left.
................................................
The work on the book was progressing nicely, the girls were averaging about fifteen a week, much faster than when I did it on my own. Both Annie and Jane seemed to be enjoying it, and both confided in me that the weekend travel was a big boost in their love life. I told them to stop before they gave me too much information, I hated to think I was financing mini honeymoons. Jane said she was disappointed, she had several nice videos she wanted to share.
"I can't walk well anymore, but get me horizontal and I can compete with the best of them."
I heard Annie shrieking with laughter when I hung up.
................................................
My happy little world crumbled in mid April.
I didn't see Maria Friday, I was told she took a day off. When she and the kids didn't get off the train at the normal time I didn't worry much, sometimes school activities caused them to run late. When the last train came and went I was past worrying. None of them were returning my calls.
Finally, about ten, Tony answered his phone.
"Where are you guys? Nobody's hurt, are they? Why hasn't anybody returned my calls?"
"We're fine, except for Mom. What did you do? She's been crying all day. She only let me answer to tell you not to try to call us for the rest of the weekend, and not to come up. You need to fix this Dad, I've never seen her like this. She said to tell you her lawyer would contact you Monday."
"Lawyer, why would I need to talk to a lawyer? Please son, get her to talk to me."
"We're all trying, Tina and Cassie have been with her all day, and now they're crying. I have to go. Fix it, Dad, please."
How could I fix it if I didn't know what was wrong. I spent a miserable weekend holed up in the condo, the silence mocking me. I didn't go to see her, but I called her cell and home phone until she shut them off.
Monday, I was sitting at my computer, trying to work and failing pitifully, when the phone rang. Hoping it was Maria, I grabbed it on the second ring.
"Mr. Williams?"
It wasn't Maria, damn it.
"Yes, who's calling please?"
"Mr. Williams, this is Rebecca Garza. I'm Marias' cousin, but more importantly I'm her lawyer. We find the terms of your prenup completely unacceptable, and I'd like to set up a meet with your lawyer to discuss it."
"Prenup? What prenup?"
"The prenup your lawyer presented to her Thursday afternoon. Are you telling me you don't know about it?"
"That's exactly what I'm telling you. Can you fax me a copy? Good. I'll get back to you by four this afternoon."
Twenty minutes later I had the fax in my hand.
It was cold. If she cheated, she got nothing. If she passed gas and I didn't like the smell, out she went with nothing. If I decided I didn't want her anymore, I retained title to all wealth and possessions, and she got $1000,000, max. I needed to see my lawyer.
I nearly tore the door off her office when I got there. I threw the fax at her and asked if she was responsible for it. I think she had real fear in her eyes.
"Yes, you told me to look into it. You didn't get back to me, so I assumed you wanted me to handle it."
"You assumed wrong. If I lose her over this, I'll sue you for every silly little thing I can think of. You won't be able to work, you'll be too busy fighting me. As soon as one is over I'll think of something else."
She was definitely frightened now.
"Please Mr. Williams, I'm sure I can fix this. What do you want me to do? Whatever it is, consider it done."
For the next five hours, she listened and wrote notes. I think she wanted to object a few times, but thought better of it.
I told her I expected the finished draft by noon tomorrow, and then I was going to set up a meeting with Maria and her lawyer. She was not to contact Maria or her lawyer until I gave the word.
I called Ms. Garza and set a meeting without Maria or my lawyer. She seemed a bit uneasy.
"Look, if you think it's unethical don't do it. But I really think it's in her best interests to let me meet with you. If at any time you say stop, I'll leave immediately. Please Ms. Garza."
She finally agreed, saying she would have another lawyer present, just in case. I would have agreed to anything.
The next evening found me on the platform of the Grant City station. The memories were quite painful. A sedan pulled up, and a willowy blonde, pretty in a washed out kind of way, called my name.
"Mr Williams? I've come to take you to our office. My name is Whitney, Rebecca and I work together. She's tied up and couldn't come, so I agreed to fetch you."
It was silent in the car for a few minutes, when she suddenly spoke.
"I read your books. I wish they had been around ten years ago, it would have helped me a lot."
"I wish I had too, none of this would be happening now."
She didn't know how to respond so she didn't.
Rebecca reminded me a lot of Maria in mannerism and facial features. Physically though, they were both beautiful in different ways. Rebecca was a lot taller, and built well, not like the earth goddess shape Maria had, but I could imagine a lot of lustful thoughts were directed her way over the years. She wasn't married. I wondered why. Oh, well, not my business. I had my own relationship to save.
After the pleasantries and coffee was poured, I got right to it.
"Ms. Garza, I'll get right to the point. I had no idea my lawyer had presented her with the prenup. In her defense, she was looking out for my interests, but she did this without my permission.
I've corrected that error on her part. I've come up with a new proposal, one I hope your client finds acceptable. But to be clear here, there will be no negotiation. She either accepts it as is, or the marriage is off."
I could see the storm clouds gathering on her brow. I held my hand up as if to ward off her explosion.
"Ms. Garza, before you say anything, please read through the document. All I need out of you tonight is that you will show this to Maria, and that she will come to the meeting. Actually, as you will see in the paperwork, if she doesn't come, the relationship is over."
"I'll wait while you give them a once over, if you think you can get your client to live with that, set the meeting."
I sat quietly while she perused the document. At first her brow wrinkled, and she reread several pages before passing them on to Whitney. By the end she was smiling, and Whitney actually giggled twice. She was far more attractive when she smiled.
Finally she leaned back in her chair and looked at me through those cool eyes.
"Mr. Williams, Mr Williams, you are an incredibly deceptive man. No wonder you surprise everyone you meet. Oh, yes, when I found out who you were I pulled up every interview you ever did. Due diligence you know. The radio interviews were quite good."
She stood to shake my hand.
"I'll do my best to advise my client in the right decision. I'll call your lawyer and set the meeting. Don't be too hard on her, she's quite good, and did have your best interests at heart. I'm surprised she agreed to this."
I let the friendliness slip off my face.
"I didn't give her a choice, Ms. Garza. I threatened to destroy her if she didn't."
She actually flinched. Then she smiled that shark smile.
"Like I said, more to you than meets the eye. I'm glad you didn't decide to become a lawyer. See you soon, Mr. Williams."
Whitney was a lot friendlier on the trip back. She asked for and I promised her autographed copies of my books for her, and surprisingly, her ex husband and his new wife.
"I don't want them to end up like we did."
That must be some interesting history.
When we pulled up to the station, she had one more request.
"Could you please sign two for Rebecca? It might do her some good to read them."
................................................
The meeting was set for Friday afternoon. This time the kids met me at the station. They hugged me like I had been gone a year. Cassie couldn't stop crying.
"We thought we lost you, Dad. Please don't let this happen again."
I petted and fussed over her until she calmed down, and then the lawyer and I piled into the minivan for the meeting. The kids weren't allowed in, but swore they would be right outside when it was over.
Tina whispered to me as we got out.
"Please don't be too mean to her, Dad. She'll cry for awhile and smile for awhile. She's still a little shaky."
I promised.
Sara[my lawyer] and I went into the conference room. Rebecca and Maria were on one side, we sat on the other. Whitney was there too, she didn't need to be but told me she wouldn't miss it for the world. We sat without acknowledging each other.
"Mr. Williams" smiled Rebecca, "My client accepts the terms and conditions of the prenup, and promises to honor them faithfully. First, though, I think Ms. Jenkins has something to say."
My lawyer faced Maria.
"I apologize, Ms. Garza, for causing you pain. Please remember I was acting on what I thought were the best interests of my client, just as I will for both of you after you marry him."
Maria smiled and actually patted her hand.
"I know it was nothing personal. I'm well aware of the loyalty Joe inspires in those around him. This is probably for the best, it cleared up a lot of things we would have had to address later."
Rebecca cleared her throat.
"Now, per your instructions, I will go through the agreement point by point and Ms. Garza will verbally respond to remove any doubt that she isn't in total agreement."
"My client agrees that all moneys brought into the marriage will be considered communal, and should the unlikely event occur, they will divide them equally should they part, with agreed upon exceptions. Do you agree?"
Maria spoke.
"I do."
"These are the exceptions. A college fund in the amount of $150,000 per child will be placed into a trust, not to be touched except for educational purposes. If any or all children pursue more than a four year degree, monies will be made available. Do you agree to this?"
"I do."
"Your current income between job and social security benefits is around $70,000 per year. The equivalent of twenty years wages, $1,400,000 will be put into a personal account in your name only, never to be touched by Mr. Williams. By accepting this you agree to stop working and devote your time to you family. Do you agree?"
"I do."
"In the event of your deaths, all inheritance will be divided equally between all five children. Certain personal items will be divided according to the wills. Do you agree?"
"I do."
In the event of more grandchildren, should monies be available, an educational trust fund will be established. Do you agree?"
"I do."
"Mr Williams has decided not to finish out the agreed upon year of engagement. Your actions have made him reconsider, and if you truly love him, you will be married no later than June 30, this year. Do you agree?"
Maria sobbed for just a second.
"Do you need a moment?"
She shook her head.
"No, no. I'll be fine."
"How do you answer to the last stipulation?"
"I do. I will, oh, you know what I mean!"
"At this point Mr. Williams would like to speak. Remember, you are not to speak to him except to answer questions."
I faced her.
"Maria, I love you more than I thought I could ever love a woman, including Annie. You hurt me badly. You know she left because she wouldn't communicate with me, and now you do the same thing. I can't handle that again. If you can't talk to me, if you won't tell me what's wrong, we can never resolve it. I want you solemn word, on the cross you wear around your neck, that you will never do anything like this again. Can you do that? Be warned before you answer, if this happens again, I WILL LEAVE YOU. There will never be another chance. What do you have to say?"
She shook violently. I thought maybe she was going to pass out, and instantly reached for her.
She waved me off, and reached into her blouse to pull out the cross, the little silver Celtic one I had given her. She kissed it.
"I swear by this cross and what it represents I will always talk our problems out, and I will NEVER behave again like I did this week."
She kissed the cross again and put it back.
I smiled for probably the first time in a week.
"I believe you honey. Now, there are two more points to make, and we can put this behind us."
Rebecca resumed speaking, tears glistening in her eyes.
"Mr Williams reserves the right to adopt any and all of your children that are agreeable to it. Do you agree?"
"I, I, I do."
She was weeping openly.
It was hard for Rebecca to keep a straight face.
"Mr Williams requires you to accept, that should you ever display a tendency to repeat the last weeks' events, that you submit to being disciplined with the first hairbrush, belt, or hand available, in an attempt to beat some sense into you. Do you agree?"
"With all my heart!"
"That concludes this meeting. I will file the agreement, excluding the last part. That will be considered a private matter."
She turned to Maria.
"You are one lucky bitch. He's the only man I've ever met who makes me want to rethink my decision to never marry. Now kiss him, you dumb ass."
..................................................
We married June twenty second.
Jane was matron of honor. Rebecca, Tina, Cassie, Anne, AJ, and Sara were bridesmaids. I thought it was odd that she wanted my lawyer, but she said she owed it to her for moving us along. Women.
Harry was my best man. Chad, Tony, Mickey, Bill[my old boss], Allen[my agent], and Mike were ushers. Bunny was the flower girl.
Maria was a vision in ivory lace. A thick veil, and a long train. She wanted a Catholic ceremony, I don't know how she pulled it off, with me being Methodist, but I think it may have had to do with my corporation sponsoring every sports team they had for the next two years, complete with absolutely new everything.
Becky agreed to keep the kids, and we went to Niagra Falls, her choice. I would have chosen somewhere with a lot of sand and sun. It was still a great week.
I nearly had a heart attack when after we left the reception, she showed me what she wore under the gown.
A silk and satin corset, white, of course, with white stockings attached to the garters of the corset.
She took the bodice off first, exposing the corset to me.
"Look, you can take the cups off. Isn't that cool?"
The sight of those monumental breasts made me feel anything but cool.
She slipped her skirt off and I nearly had a heart attack. She had shaved every hair. He mound was completely bald. She hadn't worn panties at all.
"I was almost dripping before the priest finished. I'm surprised a lightning bolt didn't hit us with what I was thinking. Do you like?"
She twirled around, still in her veil and high heels.
I had her on the bed almost instantly.
"Honey, wait."
She unclipped her hose and rolled them down. She handed them to me.
"Tie me down, babe. When your tongue hits bare skin, I don't think I'll be able to stay on the bed."
Even tied down she damn near bucked me off, but I stayed with her through all four orgasms, a personal best.
She returned the favor with interest. I thought a vacuum cleaner had locked down on me. She stayed with me all the way through, something she hadn't done before.
"If you can do it, I can do it."
She said as she flopped beside me.
I thanked God I hadn't met her when she was young before I passed out. She would have killed me.
...............................................
After we returned from the honeymoon, we set up housekeeping as a family. Her house had long been outgrown, and I looked around until I found something suitable.
Five bedrooms, large lot, privacy, and best of all, in the right school district. For the first time in their lives, each child had a room of their own. It was a lease, I didn't plan to stay long.
Mickey and Tony each had a drivers license by now. Maria was running in circles with their school activities, since she was a full time mom now the kids got more involved and I soon put a stop to that. I bought her one of those Cadillac SUV vehicles that Bobby drove us around in. She seemed to really like them. She almost complained about the cost, saw the look in my eyes, and thought better of it.
The original plan was to let the boys use the minivan for practices, but it was pretty much worn out. After putting it in the shop for the third time, I had enough.
Mickey had been eyeing a little used Ranger four wheel drive truck that a friends dad put up for sale. I looked at it, had it checked out, and bought it.
I told Tony if he found something he liked tell me. He found a six year old Jeep Wrangler. Again I had it checked out and bought it.
Maria ALMOST pitched a fit.
I quickly pointed out they were my kids too, and if saved us some time I was all for it.
"Besides, now they won't be trying to borrow your car for dates."
The girls were almost fifteen, and would soon be driving.
I called a family meeting.
"Here's the deal kids. Everybody gets a car. They won't be new cars because I can't see spending that much on a starter car no matter how much we have. Prove to me you can be responsible, and you'll all get something better down the line."
"If you get a speeding ticket, you lose the car for a month. If you get caught texting and driving, you lose it for a month. If you get caught drinking and driving, you lose the car period. If you have an accident, depending on the circumstances, you might lose the car from a month to forever. Don't try me on this. Everybody clear? Good."
I had bought a car for me while I was at it.
A Cadillac CTS-V, five hundred fifty six turbocharged horsepower. I called it Maria 2.
"Why did you name your car after me, honey?"
"Look at it. It's beautiful, the upholstery is great, and it's the second most powerful thing I've ever been in."
She giggled and cooed, and said as long as it was second best she could handle it.
I didn't know how to approach the kids about adoption, until I noticed Cassie signing a home work assignment Cassandra Williams. I held it up to her and she got embarrassed.
"Don't be mad, Daddy. I wish it was my real name."
"I can do that for you, if you want. For all of you if you want."
"Do you want to?"
"As much as I wanted to marry your mother."
She screamed. The whole family came running.
She tried to explain but couldn't stop crying.
"Kids, I just told Cassie I wanted to adopt her. Not just her, but all of you. Think about it, really think about it, and let me know."
The girls were in instantly, the boys took almost twenty minutes. Mickey came out with his trademark, "I'm cool with that."
It wasn't all roses and sweetness. They hadn't had a man in their home in years, and I wasn't used to a house, even as big as the one we had, being so full.
But we learned, and we were committed to each other.
.................................................
"But, I'm glad she's so passionate, it's one of the things I love about her."
The lady nodded and sat down.
A gentleman took the mike and asked the million dollar question.



"Have you talked to you ex wife since the books came out? If you did, how did she feel about them?"
I took my time answering the question.
"My ex wife has not spoken to me since the day before she left. I have no idea what her opinions are of my book, or my life. She choose this, so I let her have it that way."
..................................................
What I didn't say is I had spoken to her.
When the book was released, it was off on the publicity trail. Thanks to the recently released movie, I was a hotter property than before.
But I was smarter this time, and had a little more control. Everything was going smoothly until the European swing. I had made plans, and Jane, Anne, Harry, and Chad all spent two weeks with us in France, England, Germany, and Spain. I even had Jane, Maria, and Anne talk about the research on British television.
My net worth was closing in on thirty million by now, so I never worried about the cost.
Of course I took the whole brood with me. AJ was radiant, three months along, a boy this time. Chad fussed after her constantly.
We were in Spain, on the coast. I was of course always on the move, so I cherished what time I had with my family. I came in and the guys were looking at me funny and grinning. What was that?
Bunny was just over four, and she came running into my arms.
I grabbed her and swung her around.
"What did you do today, my cute little Bunny?"
"We went to the beach PopPop. Mommy and Nana and ever body showed their boobies! I did too! Every body there was showing them."
"Huh?"
All the girls looked embarrassed, but the guys collapsed laughing.
"The beach we went to was topless Dad. We didn't know it until we got there, and Bunny took off before we could stop her. The man wouldn't let us in until we took off our tops. I suppose we could have sent the guys in, but I was in full Mommy mode and didn't hesitate. When I caught her and turned around, there was the whole family. So we stayed."
AJ was glowing crimson. I looked at the guys, trying to keep a straight face.
"You bastards! Going without me!"
Chad tried his best to keep a neutral demeanor.
"All I can say, Joe, Is you're one lucky man."
That did it, everybody collapsed laughing.
"Don't worry, man, I got plenty of pictures" gasped Harry.
"Noooo," wailed all the girls."
Mike quipped up.
"Don't worry, we didn't take pictures, but there were plenty of guys who did. Might want to surf some Spanish websites, you know?"
That set us off again, while the girls looked stricken by the thought.
Later Maria asked me if I was mad.
"A little, I guess. But as long as everybody knows they're private property, and doesn't touch, I'll deal with it."
"Sorry honey, but you might not get to touch them for a couple of days. I was too embarrassed to rub suntan lotion on them and they're a little burned, but there's other parts you can play with to make up for it."
So I did.
It was a great holiday, but soon the real world intruded and they left. Mickey and Tony went with Mike, and that left just the girls and I. This was by design.
Just before we left to go overseas, AJ called me.
"Dad, I need a favor."
"Sure honey, you know I'll do anything for you."
"You might not want to do this. Dad....I want you to find Mom. Please. I need to show her Bunny, tell her she's going to be a grandmother again. And I need to ask her why. Why did she abandon us."
I was quiet for a minute.
"Are you sure? What if she rejects us again? Can you handle that?"
"I don't know, but I have to try. Please Dad."
I sighed. "All right. I'll see what I can do."
.................................................
It was pretty easy to find her. I gave the detective agency I hired in Madrid her information, and they found her through her social security number.
She was working as a tour guide in a small town on the coast. Seems like you have to file taxes everywhere these days.
I read the detailed report when I got to London. Her lover had left her in nine months, perhaps because of money. Apparently she was broke.
She had taken the money and invested it in the Spanish stock market. Their economy hadn't collapsed, but with all the surrounding countries going down the tubes, it dragged them along.
She still had a bit left, but not enough to survive on for long.
I told the girls the day I was going to do it. I knew her habits, where she would be when.
She was off on Mondays and Tuesdays. She liked to paint water scenes, so she would go down to the harbor a lot.
I almost didn't recognize her. She had gained twenty to thirty pounds, and it didn't look good on her. She used to exercise religiously, I wonder what happened?
Her hair was cut much shorter. She had it restrained in a kerchief. She set her easel up and selected a partially finished canvas.
I walked up behind her, watching her for a second. She didn't turn around, people watched painters all the time.
"You know, Anne, one of the things I regret most was the cost of your lessons. You were never any good, and I don't see any improvement."
She flinched like she had been struck, and smeared the scene, but she never turned around. Instead she started cleaning the smear.
"Jesus Anne, would it kill you to acknowledge me? If it's any consolation, I'm not here for me, I'm here for your daughter. Remember her? She's pregnant again, a boy this time. Bunny is four now, a bundle of energy. I can arrange for you to meet her, I won't be anywhere near, I promise."
She didn't turn, just started reworking her canvas.
I wanted to snatch her around to face me, and rail at her, but I didn't. Fuck her if that's the way she felt.
"Damn you Anne! I can maybe understand throwing me away, men and women fall in and out of love all the time, but AJ, your child? You practically raised her by yourself while I worked. Doesn't it bother to know she still cries over you?
She hunched her shoulders and kept painting.
"All right Anne, have it your way. I'm going to lay this envelope on the bench. It's pictures of Bunny growing up, and picture of AJ as she grows into an adult woman. The hotel address is on the front, along with her number. We'll be there until the end of the week."
"Oh, I know you're not interested, but I've found somebody, somebody I love deeply. I've got four new kids now, the full house YOU always wanted. I adopted them. Just think Annie, it could have been us. I guess I owe you a debt of thanks. Because of your actions, I got every thing you wanted. Wealth, travel, adventure. Too bad it wasn't us."
I stood there a second, watching her. Did I still love her? No. All I felt was a profound sadness, wondering how to tell AJ.
I didn't say another word, just walked away. Her ghost was finally buried, all I could think of was Marias' arms around me.
................................................
I shook my head when I walked back into our suite.
"I tried, AJ, I really tried. She wouldn't speak to me, wouldn't acknowledge me, wouldn't even face me. I left the packet you gave me with her, maybe she'll get in touch. I'm sorry, baby."
She collapsed in tears, while Maria held her and the girls fussed over her. Damn Annie. I think that was the moment she gave up hope. I had tears in my eyes and started for her when Maria held her hand up. I went for a walk.
The next day Maria came to me.
"Tell me where she is. I'll make that miserable bitch talk to her child if I have to slap a hello out of her."
I had never seen such fire in her eyes.
"Are you sure? It might hurt AJ worse."
"It's not possible to hurt her any deeply. She needs closure. I'll take the girls with me to keep me in line."
I gave her the address, where she usually was at different times of the day, where she worked, and got them a driver. I hoped I was doing the right thing.
They looked for her for nine hours. She wasn't in her apartment or at the harbor, not at work, not at the cafe she liked. It was a good thing Maria and the girls spoke fluent Spanish. They finally found she had quit her job and moved out of her apartment. Neither had a forwarding address. It was a forlorn bunch that came back.
I tried to comfort AJ, but she just shrugged.
"It doesn't matter anymore, Dad. I'm going home, I need Mike."
She was on a plane the next morning.
Maybe it was for the best. The hotel manager called me at noon, saying a package had arrived for me. I went down.
It was the packet I had left Annie, unopened.
.................................................
Another man had the microphone.
"Are you working on another book? If so, when will it be out?"
"No, and I'm probably not going to. The first book was great, the second good. I think it's time to stop before the third one stinks."
Babs interjected.
"You're still writing though. I've read some of your essays in the Wall Street Journal and the Sun-Times. You're also in demand as a public speaker. Is this your career path now?"
"Yes, pretty much. It keeps me busy and out from under Maria."
The man with the mike asked "So you're semiretired now?"
Joe laughed.
"As retired as I can be with four teenagers at home. I can't let Maria do it all, it defeats the purpose of being married."
Babs seemed sad.
"So Joe, think you'll ever be back on the show?"
He laughed.
"I didn't think I'd ever be here the first time. Who knows? I may come up with something that keeps the terminally bored marginally entertained for a few seconds. We'll see."
"Before we sign off, do you ever hear from the Annies you interviewed?"
"Now, that's an interesting question. I hear from some of them from time to time. Some have disappeared, some have died. But a group of them established a website. And Jane and Annie run a blog dedicated to Annies."
..................................................
It started by accident. I didn't have time to answer all the emails, so after she did her portion of the interviews, I asked Jane if she would help.
"What should I say to them?"
"Tell them I'm in the middle of writing a book. Answer their questions if you can, say so if you can't. Consider it being a PA by proxy, and I'll pay you."
It got to the point she had to split the work with Annie. I payed them, 2500 a month each. They protested, but they both needed the money. Janes' twins had entered college and the money was handy. Chad and Annie were still living tight, so the money was welcome.
And it was worth every penny.
At first it was just for the original Annies, They exchanged greetings, recipes, gossip. They sent cards if one was sick, flowers when one died. It became a sisterhood.
If someone needed an appliance, a vehicle, or housing help, there was always a few Annies to go to. They exchanged hopes, pains, dreams of the future, regrets of the past.
The seventy four year old sexual dynamo passed away. I went to her funeral and sat in the back. There were twenty eight floral arrangements signed "Annie".
The abused Annie that affected me so much was murdered by her husband. I donated two hundred thousand dollars to a battered womens shelter, contingent that they name it after her. Her husband got fifteen years, he'll probably be out in eight.
Annie 499 came to be the official mascot.
She didn't have a computer, using public libraries. Annies sent her two laptops and two desktops. Another paid her internet bills. When she and her husband got a house, actually a single wide trailer, she received so many linens, towels, and small appliances she had to donate some back. They needed a car, one of the wealthier Annies paid for one of those donated to charity to be overhauled and parked it in her yard.
When her first child, Joesph William, was born, they had a cyber baby shower, and she got so many gift certificates for diapers she had to pass some along. The clothes, car seats, and play equipment would have filled a semi.
Women clamored to join. Jane came up with a solution. The original Annies became the Inner Circle. There are now 139,00 Annies, and they're joining at the rate of three hundred a week. It costs a dollar a month to be an Annie, and the money is spent on anyone who has a need. If you can't pay, one of the other Annies will sponsor you. It become a force. One national politician even ascribed a program he was sponsoring as having 'Annie values'.
................................................
"It's very humbling, Babs. So many have been touched by my work. People have had their lives altered, hopefully for the better, because an average man got his heart broken."
Babs was near tears again.
"I think I can speak for this audience, everyone out there listening to this broadcast, everyone who has ever read your books, or talked to you in person. You'll always be much more than an average Joe."
"Goodnight listeners. Goodnight audience, and goodnight Joe. I'll always wish you the best."
Mike let ninety seconds of applause run before he stopped the tape.
..................................
Well there it is. A little slow perhaps, but I'll try a little harder next time.
And my apologies to the fine writer Rehnquist, for stealing one of his characters, even if I did misspell her name a bit. She's been in several of his stories and has been woefully underutilized. Why isn't she marriage material? What happened in her past to make her that way? Give us a good one about her, Rehnquist, please.
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Thank you FD45, for your comment and the inspiration to do this.
A sad tale of missed signals and opportunities. No sex, just pain, redemption, and love.
..................................................
"Greetings all. This is Barbara Barnes Perkins of Book Report on PBS. I'd like to welcome an old friend, someone who helped launched my career in radio and later television. He's written three best sellers, including his last, The Apology."
"As I said, he's a dear friend, the godfather of my first born, my relief when I go on vacation, a still sought after public speaker and essayist. Ladies and gentlemen, Joe Williams."
She was at a table, similar to the one Charlie Rose used through the years when he had his PBS show. When he moved back to commercial television, she became his replacement, putting her own spin on the broadcast. Joe was seated across from her.
This broadcast was different. It wasn't in studio, but was live in the auditorium of Mountain State, just a few miles from his home. It was a benefit for the school. It was packed. Tickets had actually been scalped for three to four times the original cost before the university clamped down.
"Well, Joe, to quote Yogi Berra, it's deja vu all over again."
He smiled sadly and made a small joke.
"Yeah, Babs, we have to stop meeting like this. How's Mike?"
"Still with me. Being a first time Dad was interesting, but he picked up on it pretty quick. When our third came along he seemed almost bored. But he loves us just as much as we do him. Life is good."
"I'm glad for you."
"Thanks."
She paused. For the first time in her life she wasn't anxious to start an interview. This man was her friend, and the pain he had gone through recently was almost too much for him to bear. He was quieter now, less prone to smile. Her heart went out to him.
"Before we start talking about you latest book, give us an update on the Annie Foundation."
He smiled, happy with the subject.
"As you remember, it started out with the original group corresponding. First came the website, then the blog. Before we knew it, it had spiraled out to something much more."
"When more women started joining, Jane and Anne realized it had gone past their ability to control. They turned it into a foundation, not just to help members, but any woman who needed it. They still run it, with help from professionals. I can't overemphasize the good they've done."
Babs read off a list.
"Scholarships, business loans akin to the African micro loan program, medical clinics for women, the list goes on and on.
"You know I'm a member, Anne 6537. I also sit on the regional advisory board."
" I also mentored Wendy Thomas, Annie 499. She got her associate degree, and now runs the quality control department at Apex. It's the only place she's ever worked. She says she owes her whole life to you."
Joe blushed slightly.
"I think she over states my contribution just a little. She was and is a determined young woman, she would have done well eventually in some field."
"You'll never convince her of that, Joe. I know for a fact you've changed quite a few lives through your writing and appearances. You changed mine."
"Please Babs, this is getting embarrassing."
"Sorry."
She paused, then took the plunge.
"So, Joe, I know you have adamantly refused interviews to discuss your latest book. You refused to do any of the publicity functions that a writer usually has to go through when a new book comes out. Despite that, it became a huge seller, captivating readers around the world. Why now, and with me?"
"Because I know you and trust you. You're very good at asking the right questions, getting unexpected answers. I guess that's why CBS courted you."
"Plus, being on PBS allows me the time to do it justice, instead of condensing it down to a five minute sound bite."
"Thanks, but this time before I start asking, why don't you give us the reasons why you wrote the book, and how it came about."
This is going to be so hard, he thought, but I want, no I need to get it right. Apologies in private aren't as powerful as ones in public, and for the sake of his soul he had to be as public as possible. He owed her that much.
"Babs, I don't know if you're old enough to remember him, but there was a great commentator on radio years ago named Paul Harvey. He became famous for 'The Rest Of The Story', commentaries about famous people or popular topics where he goes past where everyone else did and dug into the back story. They were insightful, and made you view the person or story in a whole new light."
"This is my Paul Harvey book. It's the rest of the story. The story of Annie."
For a brief moment he closed his eyes, reviewing the last two years of his life. Then he started his narrative.
...............................................
I got home and Maria was sitting at the kitchen table. It appeared she had been crying.
My first thought was of the children. Had something happened?
A J had three now, two boys and Bunny. She was thirteen now, beginning to show the woman she would become.
Mickey was a lawyer, practicing in Chicago.
Tony was a professional baseball player, in AAA. He knew and I knew he would never make the big leagues, he was going to make use of his engineering degree come next winter.
The twins had graduated, Tina was a teacher in Grant City, their hometown, and Cassie had stayed close, getting a high tech job locally. They had gone to different colleges, leaving the twin mentality behind them. Tina had married, a local boy, and was pregnant with her first.
"What's wrong, honey? Are the kids all right?"
"They're fine. You got a package today, from Rio."
"Rio? As in Brazil? Who do we know there?"
The tears started falling.
"Annie."
.................................................
I hadn't thought of her much in years. The pain faded over time, with help from Maria and the kids.
She had refused to speak to me the last time I had seen her, and I left it at that.
We had moved to the mountains of North Carolina. Tony had gotten a baseball scholarship to Mountain State. We helped him move down and fell in love with the area.
I liked the Chicago area just fine as far as people, but I was a Southern boy, and hated the winters. The mountains of North Carolina was far enough South to make me happy, and had enough of a winter to suit the family.
We were driving around, doing the tourist thing. We were on a back road, on the way to some where else, when we saw the house.
Huge, white, two story. A typical farmhouse of the era, built at a time when large families were the norm. It was a bit run down but in good structural shape. It had a real estate sign out front. 'For sale, with acreage'. Without consulting Maria I pulled into the driveway.
"Why are we stopping?"
"Curiosity."
We had the twins with us, Tony was settling into his dorm, embracing college life. Maria was a little sad. The twins were all that was left, and in just a few years we would have an empty nest. This bothered Maria quite a bit.
I walked out back and was sold. the house sat just under a ridge, overlooking a small valley. At the top was a small waterfall, about twenty feet, turning into a pretty large creek running through the center, joined by three small streams along the way. Almost exactly opposite of the house on the other ridge was a small log cabin, just barely visible.
I made up my mind, Even If I couldn't live here I wanted this house.
Maria was captivated by the view also, and we agreed with some work it would make a nice vacation home. We were surprised when the realtor told us the whole valley, three hundred forty acres, came with the house.
"All we need is the house and a few acres. Can we split that off from the rest of the property?"
"No, it can't be divided. The whole valley is considered a flood plain, no structures can be built on it. About all it's good for is timber and pasture. It's part of the original homestead from the eighteen forties."
"But," said the realtor, "Because it is flood plain it's not valued at much. Plus, it's been on the market for a good while, I'm sure the owners would be glad to negotiate."
It was more than we wanted but we got it for two thirds the asking price.
The house had twelve rooms and three fireplaces, including the one in the kitchen.
It was a floor to ceiling remodel, luckily the house was just new enough to exempt it from historical property laws. We rented a condo while the work was in progress, and by the time the house was done we decided to stay permanently.
The house was beautiful when it was done. My State magazine did a spread, showing pictures of the house and the states' newest celebrity couple.
The twins did their last year of high school there. They were teased unmercifully for being rich Yankees. But their beauty, charm, and intelligence soon had everyone won over. Many a young Southern boy seriously considered crossing the Mason Dixon line.
We integrated into the community. I took up gardening and found I enjoyed it immensely. Maria joined several civic organizations just to keep busy.
Through one of the charities she worked with she met and became friends with the wives of J.G. Wilson, a retired college dean and popular writer. It was inevitable we would be thrown together.
He was an odd man. Completely self possessed, he had risen from very humble beginnings. He had lived with his wife and another woman as lovers while attending college, and after thirty years apart the had reconnected. She was openly living with them as a second wife and lover to both.
He got me to do a few guest lectures, and write a piece or two for the local paper.
I would write for the Wall Street Journal and the New Yorker on a semi regular basis, and once or twice a month I would do a speaking engagement.
They paid me ridiculously high fees, and I donated half to the Annie Foundation religiously.
I was in my early sixties and Maria was in her middle fifties. Time had taken its toll on both of us. We were both thicker, and her amazing bust had succumbed to the laws of gravity and time. They still excited me, though, every time I got to see them.
We were happy, and I was content to quietly fade away, when we got the package.
...............................................
She had written Maria a long letter, one she never shared with me, and begged her to get me to watch the DVD she had included.
The pain all came surging back.
"It's been over twelve years, now she wants to communicate? I'm not sure I'm interested."
She wiped her eyes.
"I think you need to see what she has to say, Joe. If it bothers you too much, you can stop."
With dread I loaded the DVD and hit play.
She was sitting on a patio, in partial shade. She looked a lot like I had seen her in Spain, kerchief tied round her head. She was smiling.
"Hello, Joe. What I wouldn't give to see your face right now. I hope you are healthy, and that Maria is treating you well."
"Don't worry, I won't make communicating with you a habit. But it's time, no, it's way past due, for me to tell you a few things, and offer an apology."
She sniffled.
"Damn, I thought this would be easier after all these years. Well, here it goes."
"I'm sorry, Joe, more so than you could ever imagine. The way I left you was cold. You deserved better. I could never imagine the pain and bitterness I caused you, but I have a pretty good idea, from reading your books, and listening to your interviews."
"Bear with me now, you may not like what I tell you, but it has to be said."
She hung her head, before looking into the camera.
"Damn you, Joe! Damn you for not loving me enough to keep me. You should have come after me. If you has shown up in Spain just after I left and told me to stop this silly shit and come back home, I would have left without packing."
"I would have gladly come home and begged your forgiveness right up to the divorce. Then it was like, oh well, I'm done with her."
"Let me tell you why I left. It'll hurt you, but in the end it might help you hold onto Maria."
"I left because I thought you stopped loving me. I know better now, but not then. I was all right until A J grew up, and then I found myself alone. You were there, you just weren't paying attention."
"I loved the little trips I took when A J was home. I had made a few friends with the same interests, but the trips weren't that much fun anymore after she left. You should have been with me, sharing the experience. But you hated to travel, so you left me alone and unprotected."
"When I moped around, hoping to get you to spend more time with me, you suggested getting hobbies. I read into that, "don't bother me", so I didn't.
"I was lonely, and Ramon was at the right place at the right time. I don't think he was a predator, but he was opportunistic."
"He told me what I wanted to hear, that I was desirable and attractive. I started sleeping with him. I gave you all kinds of signs, trying to get you to rescue me, but as usual, you ignored me."
"So I left. It was a poor decision, one I got stuck with."
She looked into the camera, eyes blazing.
"You destroyed me three times, Joe. The first was when you ignored me and caused me to doubt my own self worth."
"Ramon and I split up fairly early. When you got right down to it, we just didn't have much in common. Plus, he thought we were going to live a life of luxury and ease. When I told him I was going to invest most of my money and we were going to have to find jobs, it was the beginning of the end for us."
"You remember me complaining about headaches there at the end? Probably not. It got worse in Spain. When I met residency requirements I went to the doctors. Come to find it out, I had early onset menopause. But the biggie was the brain tumor they found. It wasn't malignant, but it was growing, and pressing on my brain, specifically the part used in decision making and reasoning."
"So, between you ignoring me, menopause rampant hormones, and a brain tumor I wasn't making the best decisions concerning my life. A cosmic confluence of shattering consequences."
"Obviously, I survived the operation. Ramon actually stood by me until I recovered, then left. I started getting better, becoming more balanced, when your GODDAMNED BOOK hit the stores. You succeeded in destroying me again."
"I had to quit my tour guide job, they were actually marketing me as an attraction. It wouldn't have been so bad if you hadn't put my picture on the cover. I should have sued your ass off for not getting permission."
"I actually thought about it, but realized I would come off as the pathetic ex wife trying to cash in on your success, and pride wouldn't let me. So I quit my job and moved."
"I was asked to do some interviews and declined for the same reason. By then you were being touted as St. Joe the Wronged, and any way I worded it would still look like a whining attempt at revenge. I saw a few of your interviews, and it was obvious you were starting to believe your own press. So I sucked it up."
"You destroyed me the third time by showing up out of the blue after years of silence."
"You don't know how many times I cried in my bed at night wishing I could see you, talk to you just one more time."
"And what do you do? Sneak up behind me like a thief, and denigrate the one thing I had left. I loved to paint. I knew I wasn't very good, but it was therapy, allowing me to forget my miserable life for a few hours."
"I was so hurt and stunned I couldn't speak. And you, you never let up, giving me a tirade about what a terrible person I was for ignoring my daughter, bragging about how much better your life was now that I wasn't in it. I thought I was going to faint. When I recovered enough to speak you were gone."
She broke down crying. I heard a voice ask her something in Spanish. She shook her head and composed herself.
"I didn't even open the package. The hotel address was on it so I went there as quickly as I could get myself back together, to try and make amends and see my child and grandchild. You know there's a wall around the patio for guest privacy. I saw A J and Bunny going to a table. I was about to go through the side gate. It was locked, and I was about to go back round when I heard Bunny talking. It was the first words I ever heard from her. I decided to listen for a moment, just to revel in the sound of her voice. Her speech cadence is a lot like mine, don't you think?"
"Her words ripped through me like a knife."
"Nana, why is Mommy crying?"
"She just got some bad news, baby. She just found out something she wanted very badly isn't going to happen, and it's making her really sad."
"Let's kiss her and make it better!"
"That's a good idea child, here, help me."
"I could hear the sounds of kissing and a few sobs. When A J spoke, my heart broke again."
"Thanks baby, thanks Mom. This is just what I needed. I think I'll go lay down for awhile. Bunny, mind your grandmother, now."
"I will Mommy. Nana, can we go the the beach?"
"In a bit. Let's get Mommy up to her room and tuck her in, okay?"
"All right. Come on Mommy, Nana and I are going to tuck you in and kiss away your tears."
"Well, there it was. I had been completely erased from my family. There was nothing left for me, nothing at all."
"I went back to my apartment, gathered my few possessions and left. On the way out of town the next day I stopped and left the packet for you. I couldn't open it, couldn't stand the pain of seeing something that wasn't mine anymore."
"I went to Italy. It was nice, but I was still miserable. I had just about given up when I met Carlos. He's a lot like you, Joe, except he keeps me as the center of his universe. When he travels on business, I go too. It isn't even discussed.
"He was in Italy on business, and I was translating for him. We clicked, and after a discreet courtship, we married. I asked him once why he was so good to me. He said he had made a mistake with his first wife, and any good businessman didn't make the same mistake twice."
"He also said he didn't understand his mistakes until he read a book by an American. Care to guess what that book was? So you see, Joe, after destroying me three times you rescued me."
"I told him everything. I have to tell you, he wasn't fond of this idea at all. Only his love for me allowed it."
"I love my life now, love living in Rio. Carlos is quite well off, and we are very comfortable. And I love where I live, especially the ocean."
"So in the end, I got what I wanted. Travel with the man I love, a beautiful home, and a family. Carlos has five sons and three daughters, and twelve grandchildren, all living close. And they all seem to love their gringo grandmother."
I'm about done, Joe, this has taken a lot out of me. All I really wanted to say was I'm sorry I hurt you. I know you didn't mean to hurt me all those years, it was just circumstances and coincidence."
"And you ended up with a pretty good life, after all. Five kids, three grandchildren so far, and one on the way. I'm sure they'll be many more." Love them, Joe, all of them."
"Especially love Maria, as much as she loves you."
"Finally, I bet you're wondering why I decided to tell you these things now."
She was removing her kerchief, to expose a partially shaved head and an ugly scar.
"The tumor returned, and this time it's malignant. I don't have long, maybe a month or a bit more. So I want a favor I have no right to ask for."
"I want you to come and see me, just for a little while. I want you to hold me in your arms once more. I never stopped loving you, Joe. Part of me will until my last breath. Please."
She slipped the kerchief back over her head.



"If you decide not to come, this is goodbye."
She bowed her head, shoulders shaking, as the screen went blank.
..................................................
I stood up, and stumbled outside, barely seeing through the remnants of my tears. I needed to be alone for a bit.
I found the bench we had placed under a willow tree and looked out over the valley. It was a scene that comforted me and saddened me at the same time.
I had done a little research. At one point in the late eighteen sixties, the valley and the ones surrounding it were dotted with farms and homesteads. There had been sixteen families living in my valley, along with a little trading post and church. My house hadn't been built yet, that would come twenty years later. Mr Wilcox, the owner of the remaining cabin, had warned the neighbors to build on higher ground, being able to discern the evidence of past floods.
They scoffed, saying that it would never flood like that again, there was a gristmill in the valley above, and the dam would control the water.
Then one April day in eighteen sixty nine, it started raining, hard. It never let up for two days. Mr. Wilcox and his family tried to get the closest neighbors to higher ground, but only one responded. The others were too afraid to leave their livestock and crops.
Survivors say the dam burst around two in the morning. By sunlight, the only cabin left was the one on the ridge. Twenty seven adults and nineteen children were washed away. They found six bodies, wedged here and there in tree branches.
The only evidence there had been a community there was the few chimneys still standing, and the odd board or log stuck in trees and rocks.
The descendants of Mr. Wilcox still come up once a twice a summer. I had the cabin and three acres declared historic property, and granted a sixty foot easement. The only was in is on foot, horseback, or ATV. They've been looking for the community graveyard and signs of the small church for three years, but haven't found it yet.
That's the way I felt now. Washed away, all evidence of me being a good human being wiped from my mind, replaced by debris and a few boards.
..................................................
By the time he had finished that part of his description of the DVD, he was crying. Tears flowed freely from Babs eyes, she had never listened to anything so moving. She seized the opportunity to call for a short intermission.
They went backstage and wiped their eyes and the makeup technician redid their faces for the bright lights.
"Don't worry, Joe, we'll edit the last few minutes out."
He looked at the whole crew sternly.
"YOU WILL NOT! It deserves to be in there, I'll never return here if it isn't."
Babs was amazed but the director was trying to hide a smile. It was the most dramatic, emotional thing he had ever taped, and it should stand.
................................................
Maria left me alone for about an hour before she came out and sat beside me. She didn't say a word. I broke down again.
I begged her to tell me I was still a good person, that I was still worthy of the love I had been given, that I wouldn't burn in hell for the shabby treatment I had given Annie.
"Of course you're worthy. You've just been reminded that you're human, and that we all make mistakes. In the end, it's just as much her fault as yours. Despite what she said, if she had really wanted to, she could have spoke up at any time, before or after she left."
She wrapped her arms around me protectively.
"I still love you, and I always will. And one thing I can promise you, I'll never stop talking to you, even if your fondest desire is for me to just shut up. I'm sorry for Annie, but I'm glad I got you. I've loved you more than any man I've ever met, including the children's biological father."
I stopped crying finally. When I had complete control of my emotions I asked her "So, do you think I should go?"
She nodded.
"I'll make the arrangements tomorrow. You both need this, and I don't think you have time to waste."
Three days later we were on a plane to Rio.
.................................................
"Would you describe the meeting for us, Joe?"
Babs held her breath, She knew of the great emotional impact it had on him, she was his friend after all, and when he approached her about doing the interview, she asked if there was anything she wasn't allowed to ask.
Do what you always do, he said. If I don't want to answer I won't, you'll know and move onto something else.
"It was intense. She was very frail, she only lasted another three weeks, so I was glad I got there when I did."
"Carlos turned out to be a very nice man. He wasn't at all happy I was there, but how do you say no to your dying wife? By the time the day was over, he was a lot more cordial."
"I was with her for about a half an hour, mostly just holding her. She was too weak to say much, and what she did say was for my ears alone, so I'll never repeat it. We cried, and apologized to each other."
"We made peace with each other, finally."
"I was surprised to come out of the bedroom and see Carlos in Maria's arms, crying like a baby. Of course, his wife was dying. Once again I was too blinded by my own needs to consider anyone else."
"He had only spoken Spanish since I met him, so I assumed he had no English."
"I went up to him and told Maria to translate.
"Mr. Soto, I know what you did was very difficult. Thank you for doing it. And I want to thank you also, for being the man you are, the man I should have been. I'm glad she found you, and that her last years were happy. She deserved it. And I truly am sorry for you soon to be loss."
"He was watching me intently while I spoke. As I turned to leave, he stuck out his hand and I shook it."
"Thank you for coming, Mr. Williams. It meant a lot to her. I can see why she fell in love with you, and how she stilled loved you despite what happened. I will be lost and alone without her, but I've a large family, and I'm sure they'll help me cope. And odd as it sounds, thank you for writing the book, it showed me where I made mistakes with my first, and Annie got the benefit."
"When I got home, I thought about the situation a lot. I called Jane and Anne and told them what was going on in my life, and that I needed a favor."
"I was going to use their blog as a platform for my farewell and apology to Annie."
"When I finished and posted it, thanks to the emails they sent out to all the members, the system crashed regularly for ten days on account of the overload."
Babs interjected.
"I know it was part apology and part eulogy, but wasn't it the basis for the book?"
He sighed heavily.
"It was never supposed to be a book. But the response was so strong my old publisher called me up and offered me a deal. I agreed. I hadn't said enough on the blog, and I wanted to finish it."
"You know the deal I made. No promotion or publicity appearances for me. No interviews, except for this one of course."
"I was surprised at the response it got, but I seemed to be surprised that anything I write gets read. It was a small book, only 180 pages."
"I've heard the people that did the first movie wanted the rights. Is there going to be a movie out soon?"
"Not in my lifetime. If the kids want to option it off when I'm gone they can, but I prefer they not. She deserves to rest in piece. In a way I'm glad she passed, so she wasn't exposed to all this again."
"I have to say, even as short as it was, there was a very powerful message. You were brutally honest in admitting your part in the collapse of your marriage."
"I needed to get it out, Babs. I didn't damn her with faint praise, I damned her with silence. I glad she got her side of the mess out."
"Time is running out, Joe. Any final words of wisdom?"
"Not unless you get it from the mouth of a fool. If this last two years has shown me anything, it's that I still don't have a clue. I'm surprised I still have Maria."
"My deepest desire is that after reading any of the foolish mess I've spouted over the last decade and a half someone saves a relationship or a marriage, it will have been worth it."
"Well, goodnight, Joe. As always. it was a pleasure and extremely interesting."
"Good night Babs. Kiss the kids for me, and tell Mike to pay attention to my mistakes."
"Of that, my dear Joe, you can be assured."
"This is Barbara Barnes Perkins, from the auditorium of Mountain State University. Thank you for watching U N C public television, and remember to contribute during pledge months, it's your money that keeps us going. Goodnight, all."
She removed her mike and hugged Joe.
............................................
Joe lived to be sixty eight, when he was killed in a car crash. He was mourned by all five children and eight grandchildren. He managed to live long enough at the hospital to tell Maria he loved her one more time.
Maria lived another fourteen years before she passed. She was a rich attractive widow, so she had her share of men who showed a passing interest in her. One particularly handsome man grew frustrated when he spurned her advances.
"I'm not sure what you're looking for, Maria. I don't know if I can be what you want."
Her answer was elegant in her simplicity.
"I want an average Joe, bu they only made one for me and he's gone. Nothing can replace him."
All her children, including A J, seventeen grandchildren and two great grandchildren mourned her passing.
In case you're wondering, Annie had sent A J a DVD at the same time she sent Joe his, begging for forgiveness. She and Bunny flew down and spent three days with her. She never spoke about it.
...............................................
Well, I don't know what you expected, but this is what you got. Should I have torched her? Maybe.
In the end I decided to let it end like real life, as messy as that can be sometimes.
Until next time.
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All right, all you lawyers, students of the law, or just plain nitpickers, listen up. I don't know shit about law, I drive a forklift for a living.
The part of writing fiction I love is just that, it's fiction. I don't know if Alabama even has a three strike law, but for the sake of this story it does. Read it as what it is, escapism.
.............................................
The little girl was squirming on her lap, making it pretty hard to put her hair up in the French braid she loved so much. She had never seen a five year old with so much hair.
"Crystal Anne! Stop, right this minute, or we're going to be late for church. What in the world is wrong with you?"
"Granny, cousin Billy said you was a Yankee, That's not so, is it?"
"First of all young lady It's were, not was. Here comes Gramps, why don't you ask him."
..........................................
Gwen noticed her standing in the doorway of her office, An odd expression on her face.
She was her husband's oldest friend, moving from Birmingham to Boston with him when he relocated. Gwen had never really liked her. Her name was Crystal Ann Montgomery, but everybody called her 'Dixie'. Short, stacked, a redhead with green eyes. Between her killer good looks and soft Southern drawl, she had the males at the firm completely whipped, even the married ones. All she had to do was suggest something and it became policy.
She flirted shamelessly, but was never improper. She never dated in house, but was seen on the arm of many eligible men over the years. Oddly, she had never settled down.
"Something I can help you with, Crystal Anne?"
She would be damned if she ever called her by her nickname.
"I been hearin' things, sugar, bad things. Thought I might drop by, see if there was anything to it."
Her green eyes were frosty, no friendliness at all in them.
Her comment made Gwen angry.
"What you hear and don't hear is none of my business. Now, I'm sure you have better things to do."
Crystal refused to be baited.
"Sorry sugar[she pronounced it 'shugah', her accent became more pronounced when she was pissed], when you married Hardy you became my business. Honestly, I've never liked you and don't give a rats ass what happens to you. I tried my best to talk him out of marrying you.
But love is blind, and in his case stupid, and he did it anyway. Now you've fucked over him, and for his sake I'm giving you fair warning."
She paused to clarify her thoughts.
"He's not the man he led you to believe. You actually know very little about him. He didn't tell you because he was ashamed of part of it and afraid the other parts would scare you away."
"I tell you this for your own good. He's an Old Testament kind of guy, and is a firm believer in the 'eye for an eye' school of thought. When he finds out what you've done, you better not be anywhere close to him or it could end up very badly for you. Just so we're clear here, I'm not telling you this to protect you, but him."
By now Gwen was angry. First she didn't know what she was talking about, and second her life was none of her business.
Dripping sarcasm, she spoke.
"Well, Miss Montgomery, let me thank you for your concern, however scant it appears to be. But Hardy and I are just fine, despite what you hear.
Now, I'm sure you have work to do."
If she thought that would make her scurry away she was badly mistaken.
"Oh, don't worry about me, sugar. I'm on lunch. If you're just fine with your husband, why did Allen post 'BLOND ON BLOND IS BACK!' on his corporate Facebook? I'm leaving now, I just wanted to have this talk to see if I could save Hardy some pain."
"But you're either in denial or just don't care.
I've said my piece, but I will leave you with this."
"Like I said, I did it for Hardy, not you. You need to remember, he's not one of those Ivy League Yankee boys you're used to. There won't be any counseling or exploration of feelings. He'll go straight to your ass."
"Parting shot here, what you may not know is the one thing Hardy hates above anything else is a cheater. And when he kicks you to the curb, I'm gonna be there to try and catch him on the rebound."
"I've loved him since I was fourteen years old, and I'd die before I'd cheat on him. I intend to be on him quicker than a hen on a June bug."
"Ya'll have a nice day, sugar."
With that she sauntered out the door, turning the head of every man in the hallway.
..................................................
Gwen sat in shock, before accessing his Facebook account.
There it was, for every one to see.
"Man, the trip to Paris was a huge success. The negotiations went very well, and more importantly,
BLOND ON BLOND IS BACK! Things can't get much better."
Blond on blond was his pet name for them when they were intimate. He was something of a poser, and grew his hair long to give him what he mentally called his 'rebel' look. He said with both having long, beautiful locks[his description, not hers]made them a beautiful couple. Her Dad and most of the senior staff thought he looked girlish, but he was damn good at his job so they left him alone.
She reached for the phone, dialing his extension. He recognized her number.
"Hi, babes. What's up?"
"Allan, are you insane? What's with the 'blond on blond' crack on your Facebook? Are you trying to get me divorced, or both of us fired? If Dad gets wind of this you'll be fired in a heartbeat, and it won't go well for me either. I don't think he would fire his only child, but who knows."
She was practically screaming at him by the end.
"Hold on there, babe. Your Dad would never fire you, you're the second best contract lawyer he's got, right behind me. Everything will be cool, just stay calm."
Not assured, she tried to reason with him.
"Look, Paris was a mistake. If I hadn't been drunk and let you talk me into that line of coke it would never had happen. We DO NOT want my husband to find out."
Allan was not perturbed. He wanted everyone to find out, he wanted Gwen back. He almost had her until her Dad brought that hick up from Alabama.
"You sure didn't think it was a mistake when you were screaming my name. Joe Redneck doesn't scare me, remember I"m a third degree black belt. I won't go looking for him, but if he pushes he'll get more than his feelings hurt."
"Damn Allan, have the drugs scrambled your brains? Don't sell him short, he did two tours in Iraq. He's kinda used to killing people. Now, keep your mouth shut, understand?"
He had no intention of keeping his mouth shut, but he wanted to keep her calm so he agreed.
When she hung up he reclined back into his chair, smiling. He almost had her once, and this time he was going to hold on to her. He knew her weaknesses and intended to exploit them.
She was beautiful, fairly intelligent, but more importantly, she was the only child and sole heir to her fathers' estate when he passes, not to mention the massive trust fund her grandmother had left her. All told it ran into three to four hundred million, give or take. Yes, life was going to be very good to him in the near future. Smiling, he lifted the phone.
.................................................
Gwen sat at her desk, fuming. How had she let herself get drawn into this mess? She hoped Allen would honor his word. Looking at the picture on her desk, she thought back to her courtship.
She had chased him, relentlessly. His Southern charm, rugged good looks, and animal magnetism drew every woman to him like a moth to a flame. He didn't appear to notice it, and treated every one of them with respect, but his habit of looking them directly into their eyes like they were the only woman on earth worthy of his gaze unnerved and aroused them. One once described his look as controlled, but with something primal and dangerous lurking just below the surface.
"Who is that?" She asked her paralegal one day, watching him walk down the hall.
Lisa laughed. "Down, girl! That's Hardy Wilkes, the new lawyer your father brought up from the Birmingham office. He handles all the pro bono work now. He's pretty, but he's a loner. I don't think he's gay, but he doesn't seem to have much interest in women. I gave him a run, and he basically ignored all the signals."
Gwen brought him up at her regular Sunday lunch with her Dad.
"I hear you brought a lawyer up from the Alabama office. Is he any good?"
She often wondered why he kept the Birmingham office open. Her great grandfather had opened the office as a favor to a steel baron who he represented. It was a good move, and eventually they had almost all the old steel magnates as clients.
But the steel business was almost completely gone now. The office was just a courtesy to the few surviving tycoons. But still, it was profitable and seemed to have a place in her Dads' heart.
Her Dad laughed.
"Leave it to you to notice when a handsome man joins the firm. His name is Hardy Wilkes. He grew up in a small county up north of Birmingham. Went to college on the GI bill. We fund a scholarship at his college and I met him there.
He'll fool you with that Good Ol' Boy charm and then destroy you before you realize there's a brilliant mind under that exterior. I saw him eat up a practicing lawyer at a mock trial when he was in his second year. I recruited him on the spot. When he got his license he went to work for me. He doesn't seem to be motivated by money, so I let him run the pro bono section in Birmingham.
He was fairly selective, only taking cases where he thought they were innocent, and has a 93% success rate."
He looked at her speculatively. She had a habit of falling in love inopportunely. She had been engaged twice, and both times they fell through when she cheated.
"Leave him alone, Gwen. You have no idea how he thinks. He has no experience with your world, and I don't think he would fit. Plus, I don't think you could control him, and I know how important that is to you."
"Daddy! Really, do you think I pursue every man I think attractive?"
He just sat back and smiled.
.................................................
It was an uphill battle. He was polite, he was nice, he just wasn't interested. She was enough of a spoiled little rich girl to let that offend her greatly.
Finally, she had him trapped. It was a black tie dinner for Amnesty International, a fundraising effort on the part of her father. He supported the group privately and publicly, donating resources as well as money. He was a keynote speaker, but it had been a particular nasty winter in Boston, and he had a case of the flu bad enough to be hospitalized overnight. He was home now, but was in no shape for the event, so he asked Hardy as a personal favor to give his speech. He would represent the firm, she would represent the family. She showed up in a limo to pick him up.
Gwen spent a good deal of time and money to look her very best. Long, shimmering gray dress by a prominent designer, diamond necklace, bracelets and ear studs. Her long tawny blond hair styled to perfection. She took his breath away.
He wore a standard black tux, but she thought he was very handsome in it. His almost platinum blond hair styled very nicely, his piercing grey eyes and gleaming white teeth made him a very presentable package.
The local press was out in force, this was a big event and most all the movers and shakers in the area would be there. When they arrived, as hosts and primary donor, they had their picture taken almost the whole time they were there. They were on the front page, in the business section, as well as the social section in Sundays' paper.
The front page identified them as Gwen Canaday, contract law specialist and daughter of the principal partner and C.E.O. of Canaday and Associates, and Hardy Wilkes, recently of Birmingham, prominent defense attorney of the same firm.
The business section had a spread on the economics of pro bono defense cases for large firms, and of course the society page speculated whether they were a couple or not, and if the "Canaday wild child" was finally settling down.
The night was a success in terms of money raised and pro bono hours committed by various firms. Hardy gave an impassioned speech about the importance of the cause.
They mingled, her clinging to his arm like it was a lifeline, saying it would keep the wolves at bay. She was careful to be well behaved but occasionally flirty, with light touches and whispered observations. By the end of the night she was much more sober than usual, while he on the other hand had more wine than his norm.
The ride back was relaxed. She sat close but was careful not to smother. She had the feeling he would bolt if she came on too strong. He delivered her to her fathers' mansion instead of her townhouse, and to her surprise agreed to a coffee before he left. Forty five minutes of conversation and a gentle kiss, and he was gone.
She felt like a fifteen year old, hugging herself behind the door as he left. She had forgotten how good that felt. Then she went to check on her father before retiring into her old room. Her last thoughts were of his smile as she drifted out to sleep.
After that, she found one function or another that required him escorting her.
"Just business, you know."
Soon, they were dating.
................................................
It was a difficult courtship, mostly because she had to do the courting. He was smitten badly, but refused to act on it.
The first thing she did was end her relationship with Allan. He was smart, fun to be with, and above average in size and bedroom skills. Their occasional use of what he liked to call "recreational pharmaceuticals" enhanced the experience, but made her uneasy afterwards. Plus, she didn't love him.
He did not take it well at first, then calmed down and wished her well, reminding her if she needed someone, he was there for her.
Her Dad gave her a serious lecture after her intentions became known.
"Leave him alone, baby. He's a good man, and you could destroy him without any effort at all. He's from a different world. His values and long range plans are probably nowhere near yours, if you even have plans. You'll end up breaking his heart."
"Oh, Daddy, don't worry, it's nothing serious. I won't hurt him, he probably won't remember me in two years. I like him, he's fun."
At home, she was deciding if Gwen Canaday-Wilkes
would sound as good to others if it did to her.
After they got comfortable with each other, he spent part of every date telling her why there could never be a long term relationship between them.
"I'm almost ten years older than you. I have no money other than the generous salary your Dad gives me. I can't compete in your world, and don't really care to. I'm a simple man, you're as complicated as quantum theory physics. I want a quiet life, with a good woman and two or three children. I don't think you care for kids."
She was actually offended, and gave him his first dose of her temper.
"How would you know what I want? You've never cared to ask. Maybe I want the same thing, maybe money, travel, and power isn't as satisfying as the love of a good man. You'll never know unless you give me a chance."
"Sure, I like money and I'm used to it, but when I measure a man I don't really think of it. I've got enough money now than most people can earn in a hundred lifetimes, and that's not counting what I inherit from Daddy. Earnings potential isn't what I'm looking for, love is."
She calmed down a bit and teased him gently.
"Sorry honey, but sometimes you can be so dense. Are you sure you're a lawyer? I hope you kiss better than you argue."
Up until now, the sixth date, all she had gotten was a soft goodnight peck. She was sexually and emotionally frustrated, the longest it had taken to get a man in bed before was two dates, if she wanted.
Apparently she had gotten to him, she had never seen his eyes so intense. He looked...primal.
Grasping her firmly, he kissed her soundly, and with a good bit of passion. She stiffened at first, but soon surrendered to the feelings.
She felt overwhelmed, possessed, and loved all rolled into one. When he finally broke away, the only sound in the room was their ragged breathing.
He abruptly rose, gave her a curt goodnight, and strode out of her townhouse. By the time she had gathered herself and rushed to the door he was long gone.
She leaned against the door jamb and smiled.
"Gotcha."
...............................................
Her father was not pleased. Not at all.
"Don't do this, Gwen. It will only end badly."
"Please, Daddy, be happy for me. I truly do love him. Just think, in a few years I'll turn into the grandchild factory you've been wanting."
"You know he asked me for your hand? Who does that anymore? He's the best man I've ever met, Gwen, I mean it. There's a lot potential in that man. If there's the least bit of uncertainty, let him go."
"I'll hold that man 'til the day I die. I promise you Daddy."
................................................
She conquered him on the ninth date.
It was an art benefit. To her surprise he knew quite a bit about the subject. He loved impressionists and old masters, wasn't to keen on surrealists and modern art.
"Pollack? Really? The man threw paint at canvasses, something a monkey could do."
She loved "The Scream" for what she called the raw emotionalism. But she also liked folk art, and the Wyeth family.
Their playful argument drew a crowd, and soon several others joined the debate. One woman seemed just a bit too friendly, and Gwen found herself in the unusual position of defending her property. She tried to keep between Hardy and the woman, but was unsuccessful several times. It didn't help that the woman was drop dead beautiful, even if she was a little older. Plus, the clothes, the jewelery, the general attitude of the woman screamed 'MONEY'. Hardy caught on, and teased her by paying what she thought was undue attention to the woman. She caught her in the ladies room.
"That Hardy sure is a fine looking man. I'd love to see his legal briefs sometime."
The other ladies laughed, one even said she heard they weren't brief at all.
Gwen had all she could stand.
"Back off bitch. He's mine!"
She smiled sweetly, pissing her off more.
"You don't have to convince me, darling, you have to convince him."
She practically hung on him like wallpaper the rest of the evening.
"Why did you do that?"
They were in the car headed home.
"Do what?"
"You know what. Flirt with that bitch. Couldn't she see you were mine? She's too old for you anyway, she must be what, forty? That was mean."
"That bitch, as you so elegantly put it, is one of our clients. Old money from Birmingham. I helped her nephew in a small matter once, a few years back. She was teasing you, just to see how you'd react. And she's thirty nine, just four years older than me"
"Besides" he grinned "Who said I was yours?"
It caught her off guard.
"Well, that is, I mean to say..."
"Honey, better stick to contract law. I'd slaughter you in court."
She could see he was laughing at her. She slapped his shoulder.
"I'm just starting to see what a sneaky devil you are. And for your information, you're mine 'cause I say you are. Because I want you to be."
She could feel his eyes on her in the dark.
"Be careful what you want, little girl. It might turn out to be something totally different after you've got it."
She answered in the same serious tone.
"I always get what I want, and if it's a little different I can work with it, make it better."
His mood changed suddenly. He was grinning again.
"Why counselor, that sounds like a merger proposal. Are you willing to negotiate?"



She smiled back.
"Yes I am. I'm sure I could bring a very good offer to the table."
They had pulled up outside her townhouse. When he got out to escort her to her door, she turned and dismissed the driver.
"Well," he said, staring at the disappearing taillights, "there goes my ride home."
"Don't worry, my darling, I'll get you home."
As she turned to unlock her door she said under her breath "Eventually".
She put on a pot of coffee, his weakness. He was a coffee junkie, constantly buying expensive brews and experimenting. He got hooked in Iraq, after drinking the local crop. He used to laugh that lots of guys came back with bad habits, but he was the only one he knew who was a caffeine addict. She always had a few exotic blends on hand.
Excusing herself, she slipped out of her dress and into a short robe. When she returned and sat, his eyes immediately went to her legs. She knew she had very nice legs, so she wiggled around a bit for his benefit before tucking them underneath her on the couch.
He had prepared the coffee, and they sat, sipping in companionable silence.
"I think you owe me something for being mean to me tonight."
He was startled, brought out of his reflections by the abruptness of her words.
"What would you consider a fair payment?"
She crawled across to straddle him.
Holding his head in her hands, she said "I consider ten kisses to be a good start. After that we'll negotiate ."
The first two were gentle probings, the next two more demanding. She pulled back.
"Whew, I've never been so hot during negotiations, I need to be a little more comfortable."
She untied the robe and let it fall open. There was nothing underneath but her. His eyes flew wide and then narrowed, hooded by lust.
As his hands slipped underneath and began stroking her body, she sighed contentedly.
"Much better."
By the sixth kiss the robe was on the floor. He abandoned her mouth, concentrating on her neck, trailing down to her nipples. They were hard enough to cut glass by the time his tongue left them. She could feel him growing under her. Arching her back, she ground against him.
"I think," she said, breathing heavily, "I think...."
She didn't get to finish her thought before his lips clamped down on hers. He rose easily, sliding an arm underneath her legs. Even in her arousal she marveled at his strength.
Carrying her into the bedroom he threw her down, and started removing his clothes. She lay on the bed admiring him, admired the power radiating out of him, before she scrambled to the edge and started helping him.
When his pants and boxers fell to the floor, she got a nice surprise. His cock wasn't the biggest she ever saw, that guy was a freak of nature, but it was very nice, very nice indeed.
She grabbed it, trying to pull it to her mouth. He stopped her, threw her back on the bed, grabbed her legs, and rammed it all the way in on the first thrust. She came instantly, with a scream.
No gentleness, no words of endearment, just a firm and steady pounding, increasing in speed and strength for about twenty minutes. She screamed her way through two more orgasms before she felt him stiffen, then collapse on her. She was gasping for breath, while he was breathing slowly, regularly. He hadn't made the first sound while they coupled.
She finally found her voice.
"Wow. That was great, I can't...."
That was all she got out before he flipped her over, grabbing her hips and pulling her onto her knees.
"He can't possibly be ready again" she thought,
"wonder what..."
That was the last of her coherent thoughts as he rammed home again, just as hard as he was before.
It probably lasted half an hour this time, but she had no idea. She came again within two minutes, screaming his name. Then he slowed down, varying speed, depth, rhythm, sliding to the side, moving her up and down like she weighed nothing. Soon she was begging for release, but he teased her another five minutes before thrusting, pushing her over the top. She thought at one time she passed out, only to regain her senses as she orgasmed yet again. When he finally collapsed and spooned her to him, she was asleep within seconds.
She was still sleeping the next morning when she felt drops of water hitting her face. Looking up, she saw him freshly showered, wrapped in a towel, flicking water off his body.
"Good morning, sleepy head! Wouldn't happen to have a razor lying around, would you? If I kissed you now it would feel like sandpaper."
She rippled across the bed, making sure he took in her toned body as she moved.
"And do you intend to kiss me?"
His smile was radiant.
"As the man in the movie said,'hard and often', but if you prefer it rough..."
He leaned over and rubbed his cheek across her stomach, it did feel like sandpaper.
"Ouch! You've made your point."
Gwen scrambled off the bed and found him a razor.
"Hope the color pink doesn't offend you masculine sensibilities" she giggled, handing him the razor.
"It'll be our little secret" he grinned back.
"Tell me what you like and I'll make sure we have some next time."
His cool grey eyes looked into her ice blue ones.
"Are you sure there's going to be a next time?"
She looked back, just as seriously.
"No, there's not going to be a next time. There's going to be lots of times."
It was the right answer.
Hardy shaved as she showered. She stuck her head out.
"Honey, would you wash my back?"
Moving to the shower he took in her glorious body. water cascading off her breasts and flowing down to her shaven pubes. Abandoning all pretense, he climbed into the shower with her, for what would be the second of three showers he would take that morning.
Soon he had her in his arms again, carrying her to the bed, not even stopping to towel off. Once again she was tossed on the bed.
"Damn", she thought, "he must be a throwback to the cavemen. I wonder if he does anything with a woman besides pound her?"
The thought was answered quick enough when he dropped to his knees beside the bed and pulled her to him, his tongue finding her pussy with the accuracy of a guided missile. She feared an onslaught, but he was very gentle, at first.
She didn't scream when she climaxed because it took her breath away. She couldn't even beg him to stop as he kept up his relentless licking, sucking, and nibbling. It was only after the second one, when she felt like she was trying to squeeze his head off his shoulders, before she found her voice.
"Please, baby, no more, not right now, let me res.." was all she got out before he was on the bed between her knees. After a few hard minutes he rolled over, putting her on top. Gwen didn't know where she found the strength to ride him, but she gave it all she had. Losing count of the orgasms, she felt him grip her a little tighter, thrust a little harder, then hold her in place for a minute. She could actually feel him pulsing inside her.
They lay intertwined for a few minutes before he rose.
"Wanna take another shower and start again?"
"No, baby, let me lay here for awhile."
She looked at his back and ass as he went into the bathroom. Who knew there were that many muscles under those suits?
"It's not supposed to be like this" she thought,
"he's the one who supposed to be reduced to rubble, not me. Where the hell does he get that energy?"
Truth be known, it was all Hardy could do to keep his legs from shaking as he went into the shower.
Thinking of his grandfather as he lathered, he was sure he was right.
"The first time you bed a woman, boy, give it to them hard and fast, and last as long as you can.
That way they'll know they have a real man. Love 'em slow and gentle next, and they'll know they got a good man."
All told, he thought, probably the best advice he could ever get.
...............................................
It wasn't all sunshine and roses afterwards, but she slowly moved him to her way of thinking.
The only way he could get him to agree to consider marriage was to live together for awhile.
They knew they were compatible sexually. Socially was another matter.
"I grew up dirt poor, Gwen. I've never had much, never really wanted much more than to be able to give my family a good life. I lack both your desire and social skills to move in your world."
"Silly man, everybody can learn. And would you please stop worrying about money. I've already told you, I've got all we'll ever need."
"That's kind of the point, hon. It's your money, not ours. It will always be your money, I'll never touch it. IF we marry, there will be a prenup stating I will not profit from a breakup, and that we'll split just what we accumulate after we wed. This isn't negotiable, counselor."
Her dad was touched by the gesture, but it was just what he expected from Hardy. It surprised them both when her Dad stated that he would represent Hardy in the prenup negotiations, no argument. He made Gwen get another lawyer outside the firm to represent her.
The meeting was a surprise to all concerned. The senior Canaday had a contract that was not to be deviated from, or the marriage was off.
In the event of dissolution because of irreconcilable differences, both parties left with what they brought in. If they separated due to his infidelity, Hardy lost everything. Then it got interesting.
Due to the extreme disparities of net worth, should Gwen stray before five years, Hardy got forty million dollars, one quarter of her trust fund from her grandmother. For every year they stayed married, it dropped a million, until at the end of the term all he could ever expect to get was one million.
Since her father was trustee until she reached the age of thirty five, and as his lawyer,he would oversee the disbursement. Plus, it was to be paid immediately upon proof of infidelity, regardless of whether they stayed married or divorced. Everyone was shocked.
Her lawyer was almost screaming with protest, so was Hardy. Gwen was numb.
Hardy was fuming.
"I'll not accept this. Why won't you honor my wishes?"
"Hardy, will you wed her without my permission?"
He had him there, knowing his code of honor.
"No,sir. I couldn't in good conscience do that."
"Then this is what it's going to take to give you my blessing. You're going to be together forever, this is really a moot point. Just sign the papers and set the date. Do it to please me."
He turned to Gwen. Only she could see his eyes.
"He thinks I'm going to cheat." she thought, "I hope he lives long enough to see how wrong he was."
She gave her Dad her best smile.
"I think the whole thing is foolish. I didn't want a prenup anyway. Where do I sign?"
Against the strong advice of her lawyer, the agreement was signed and filed.
................................................
The wedding was the social event of the season. Nominally Catholic, the service was held in the largest cathedral in town. It was well attended, mostly by business and political allies. The only ones attending from his side was his maternal grandfather and an aunt. His parents were dead, and he never mentioned any siblings.
The ceremony, the dress, the reception were all beautiful and outrageously expensive. Hardy said something to Greg, her dad, about it, but he just laughed and said it would all be worth it if he didn't have to go through it more than once.
The only flaw in the marriage was the presence of her mother. She had called and told her of the engagement. She was living in France, with her sixth husband.
"I'm so happy for you darling! Is he from a good family?"
"He's from Alabama, Mom."
"Goody! Old steel money?"
"No Mom, he's..."
She cut in.
"let me guess, cotton, shrimp, timber?"
"No Mom, he has no money."
Her enthusiasm cooled instantly.
"Oh no, he's not a gold digger, is he?"
"No Mom, in fact he wanted to sign a prenup to insure he would never touch my money."
"I always knew you were a smart girl. You must have him trained pretty well."
"Not exactly, but I have gotten him to stop peeing on the rugs."
"What?!"
"Just kidding Mom. Are you and Henri coming?"
"I'd love to honey, but Henri has me a short leash, and you know how he hates your father."
"Why would he hate Dad? He was five husbands ago."
"I don't know, because of his success, I think, or maybe because when I was tipsy once I let slip he was the best lover I ever had. I'd love to come honey, I just can't afford it right now."
She knew what she was asking.
"Don't worry, Mom. I'll arrange a first class ticket, and reservations at that five star hotel you like so much. You can even use the amenities, just charge it to the room. We'll go dress shopping when you get here."
"Thank you, my darling. I'll see you soon."
She loved her mother, but she was a terrible parent. When they split, she got custody. She immediately took her out of school and to Europe, promising Greg she would get her first class tutors. They spent ten months touring the continent, and she didn't open the first text book.
She finally squandered the settlement she got, generous in spite of the prenup, and then thought she could use Gwen to get more. Her Dad played hardball, and won custody. Gwen spent the rest of her teen years being tutored, entered college at the age of sixteen.
She was the youngest lawyer to enter her Dad's firm.
Her Mom went through husbands and money like there was a never ending supply until she met Henri. He loved her, but was no fool. She had a monthly allowance, and when it was gone she got no more until the next month. Gwen used to slip her money until her Dad found out and hit the roof, threatening to both fire her and cut off the trust fund. After that she was on her own.
Gwen had to get permission to pay for her trip.
She loved her Mom, but as she matured she could only take her in small doses. They did have several shopping adventures while she was there.
It felt like role reversal on occasion, having to tell her no like a child.
Mom didn't like Hardy, at all.
"Get away from that one, honey. He's too much man for you."
"Mom, why would you say something like that?"
"He won't let you control him, and you have enough of me in you to want to. He won't bend much, if at all. Trust me honey, he'll either break your heart, or you'll break his."
Gwen, of course, laughed off her fears.
Secretly, she was happy to see her go home to France.
..................................................
The honeymoon was a month long cruise, paid for by her father. The only mar was when she wanted to go on a nude beach. He refused. She called him an old prude but didn't push it. He tried to explain it to her.
"I'm a little old fashioned, you knew it when we married. What you did before was your business, but you belong to me now, and I want to be the only one to see you. Please understand."
Privately she didn't, but agreed to his wishes.
They settled into her townhouse. It was paid for, and she loved it. He liked it, but reminded her when the children came along he expected a house with a nice yard.
Things were great for a year. They christened every room in the house several times as a married couple, maintaining a strong sex life, only pausing when she had to travel for business.
Her job as a contract lawyer specializing in international business kept her traveling. At first she cut it back as much as she could, but soon was traveling at least twice a month for several days each time. He went with her when he could, but had his own responsibilities.
When she was home, much of her business was done over dinner meetings, and he had to be in court early every day. The home life started to suffer.
The little things soon magnified in importance.
He was pushing her to cut back and start thinking about children. He was thirty six, his biological clock was ticking.
"But I love my job!" she exclaimed as he talked to her once again.
He was trying to be reasonable and make his point too. He was a trial lawyer, after all.
"Honey, I'm not telling you to give it up. You're very good at what you do. I'm sure your Dad and the partners are very pleased. I'm just asking you to cut back a bit, explore other options. Your Dad wants you to get trial experience, you know he's grooming you to take over one day. Why don't you give that a try? We could work together, and spend a lot more time together."
Hmmm, spend time in stuffy courtrooms with criminals, or take meetings in London, Lisbon, Marrakesh? She would never admit it to Hardy, but she loved her jet set lifestyle.
"I know honey, and I will, in a year or two. I want to be the best at this first, it's important to me."
This was disconcerting to Hardy, it wasn't what she promised going into the relationship. He didn't press it, a tactical mistake. She thought it implied agreement, she could move when she was ready.
Another six months went by, and she became more and more distant. He was a runner, had done two marathons in Boston and one in New York. His goal was to finish, not win. She hated that he ran, said it took time away from them.
He held his tongue, barely. He ran early mornings, and she was not an early riser. Often he would do five miles, shower, and be ready for work before she even woke her up. She was the one who often missed dinners at home, stressing the urgency of business.
Gwen became resentful of his friends. He didn't cultivate the power brokers, instead he often spent time with the local police at their gym, working with at risk youth. He knew every cop in a ten block radius, as well as the chief and commissioner, often stopping to chat with the beat cops when he ran. Considering he was a defense lawyer, this was rare. But he was always fair, upfront, and never attacked a cop personally. All he wanted was the truth.
They liked him before, but when he came up on a patrolman trying to subdue a suspect and saw another angling up behind him with a bat, his military training kicked in and he flattened the guy, his reputation was made. The second suspect was going to sue him, but he was a lawyer and an officer of the court, and the public defender let him know things would go very badly for him if he tried.
But what really irritated her was his church friends.
...............................................
It was Sunday morning, Gwen was in London, so he went running, taking a route new to him. It was amazing to him that just twenty five blocks separated the upscale town homes from the projects. Wisely deciding not to tempt fate, he turned and started back. There was a church on the corner, and as he passed he stopped. The doors were open, and he stopped to hear the choir singing.
An old man was sitting on the steps, smoking.
"Come on in, son. We always got room for one more."
He declined.
"Thank you, sir. But as you can see, I'm not dressed for church."
He was dripping with sweat, and his shorts were soaked.
"Don't make no difference to Him," he said pointing up, "but come another time. We'll always be here, and you'll always be welcome."
The man stood and dusted off his seat.
"Well, I got a sermon to preach. Hope He forgives me for sneaking a smoke. Everybody thinks I'm composing myself for the sermon. Putting the flock on the road to glory and all that. Ya'll have a blessed day."
Hardy looked at the church sign out front.
"Williams Street A.M.E. Zion Church"
There was a lot of those in Alabama. A.M.E. stood for African Missionary Expedition, an offshoot of the Methodists, designed to bring the blacks into the fold.
Hardy had attended church while in service, and kind of missed it. He asked Gwen once if she ever went to mass, and she just laughed.
The next Sunday found him standing out front of the church, in a suit.



The same older man greeted him warmly, and escorted him in. There was just a moment of silence as the sea of black faces took his measure, then began coming up to him, shaking his hand and bidding him welcome.
The service was moving, reminding him of the preachers back home. He went back to see his grandfather about every two months. Gwen had never accompanied him.
He noticed the choir sang acappella, even though a big B3 Hammond sat prominently off to the right.
He asked the reverend about it as they shook hands after the service.
"It's broke, and we ain't got the money to fix it. Even if we did, we got no one to play it."
He changed the subject.
"I can tell by your voice you're not from around here. Where you from originally?"
"I doubt you ever heard of it. Limestone County, Alabama, up on the Tennessee border."
The reverend grinned broadly.
"Heck, boy, I'm from Franklin County. I thought you sounded familiar."
He paused, frowning.
"My last church was in Colbert County, there were some Wilkes living there. Any kin?"
"Yes preacher, afraid so. And I know you know their reputation, and in my younger days I was as bad as any of them."
"Well son, you seem to have bettered yourself. God does move in mysterious ways."
Hardy laughed.
"I don't know if it was God, but a county sheriff, a smart judge, a tough drill instructor, a Jewish Rabbi, and a good pyschologist moved me in the right direction."
"Brother, that's a story I got to hear sometime. Now, would you join my wife and I for lunch?"
It was Southern cooking at its' best. There must have been twenty people there, and the good will and fellowship flowed.
Gwen attended with him, once.
Two months later he joined the church. A week after that he had the organ fixed, and surprised the congregation by accompanying the choir.
He had learned to play while he was in rehab for wounds received in service. Learning an instrument
was part of his therapy.
Gwen thought it was funny until she came home from a trip and found a black teenager in her kitchen. She thought it was a break in until Hardy came out of their home office. He had been tutoring the boy and had taken a break for some drinks. They had to cancel the 911 call and talk to the policemen who came to check, standard policy when 911 is dialed.
She recovered nicely but gave Hardy hell later.
"I admire your work, Hardy, but do you have to bring them into my home?"
He looked at her with tired eyes.
"Don't you mean our home? Robbie has a very high IQ, he's motivated and wants to get ahead in life. He just hasn't had a lot of breaks. I'm helping him get ready for his SAT exam. If he does well he's almost guaranteed a scholarship."
She realized her error and tried to make amends.
"Yes, honey, it is OUR home, and I'm proud of what you're doing. It just caught me by surprise. I'm tired. Take me to bed?"
He did, but it felt forced, rehearsed, without any real feeling. Their love life had dwindled, badly.
When they first married he would come home, sneak up behind her, and before she knew it have her flipped over the closest piece of furniture available. She would scream and giggle, telling him to stop, while thrusting back with all her might. Six months ago he tried it and she shocked him by breaking loose and giving him a lecture about being crude. She didn't realize it until much later, but it was the last time he ever attempted it.
Gwen was working on the biggest merger in the firms' history. Two mega corporations, one in Boston, one in Paris. The intricacies were horrific, and her team, Allan's team, and their Parisian counterparts were working seventy plus hours a week to meet a government imposed deadline. She had been home for two days in three weeks.
They had dinner with her Dad, and he could tell things were strained. When he tried to lighten the mood by asking if the timeline for grandchildren was still on, things went downhill fast.
Hardy was almost emotionless in his answer.
"You'll have to ask Gwen. We have to actually be on the same continent and in the same bedroom for that to happen."
Gwen flushed. She knew she had been neglecting him, but damn it, the merger was important. Instead of smoothing it over, she attacked.
"That's not fair and you know it! I have to work like this to get the merger done on time. A lot of people are depending on us. It'll be over in the next month, then we can go back to our lives."
Hardy shocked her.
"Oh. I understand, honey, the needs of the many vs the needs of the few. The firm should always come first. And I'm sure we'll get our lives back, at least until the next big deal comes up. We'll have what, two, maybe three whole days? I guess I should be grateful for what I can get."
Her face lost all color. How dare he trivialize what she did?
Before she could start, Her Dad interrupted.
"Gwen! Not a word! Anything you say right now will probably be hurtful. You two obviously have issues. Go home, work them out. And Hardy, I resent the implication that I would allow our firm to eclipse your marriage."
They rode home in absolute silence.
They sat together on the couch later, side by side. They may as well have been on different continents.
Hardy apologized.
"I'm sorry I hurt your feelings. I didn't mean to say anything in front of your Dad, it just came out. But honey, we need to talk. What's happening lately isn't what we agreed on when we married. We've lost the passion, and just to be honest you've acted like you were ashamed of me the last few times we've been out with your friends. If you're out of love with me, tell me and we'll move on. You're too beautiful to be miserable."
"It'll break my heart, but I want you happy."
Gwen felt like someone had poured a bucket of ice water over her head. Had she been that bad? Looking back, she had to admit she had slighted him several times while out with her friends. Was she ashamed of him? No! He just needed to lighten up a little.
She started crying and apologized repeatedly.
"I still love you! Of course I'm proud of you. We WILL start our family soon, just let me get through with this merger, honey. We'll take a trip, reignite our love. Please honey."
He held her and whispered his love to her while she cried. Glad she couldn't see his face, the tears trickling down his cheeks. He wanted to believe her, desperately, but the trial lawyer in him couldn't ignore the facts.
They went to bed but didn't make love, content to hold each other. The next morning he woke to a warm pleasant sensation, and looked down to see she had hold of his morning erection, and had it halfway down her throat.
He lay back, enjoying the sensations, it had been a while. When she started being more aggressive, he reached down to pull her up.
She rammed her mouth all the way down his length, sliding slowly, slowly back up.
She looked at him with the old lust in her eyes.
"Oh no, big boy. Today you get to rack up frequent flyer miles. We're going to start in France.." she paused to take him back into her mouth for a second, "Then I thought you might want to do a little missionary work, and end our little tour in Greece. It's your turn to go 'round the world."
It was the most intense lovemaking they had ever had.
When he finally lost it, she clamped down, not allowing a drop to spill. He grabbed her and told her since he was in France, he was going to stop by the Gates Of Heaven and proceeded to give her two massive orgasms with his tongue and fingers, working both holes at the last. They both lay in blissful silence, before he proceeded with his mission work.
They rested before the last stop. Gwen actually liked anal when she was in the mood. It was a longer session than she would have liked, but the look on his face made it all worthwhile.
They cuddled and caressed the rest of the day.
She went into work Friday beaming. Things were getting back on track. Her good mood evaporated when Lisa told her the boss wanted her ASAP.
"Damn" she thought, "What could Dad want now? This can't be good."
She entered his office, and he came around the desk and sat in a chair beside her.
"Honey, let me tell you how proud I am of you. This merger is going to make you a star. You'll definitely get a full partnership out of it."
She beamed under his praise. Maybe she was wrong.
He leaned back tented his fingers and looking at her intently.
"How's your home life? Truth, now."
"Oh, it's been a little rocky, but we reconnected last night. I'm formally putting in for two weeks of vacation immediately after the merger is complete. We're going away, no cell phones, no deadlines, just us."
"I'm pleased for both of you, you know how I feel about Hardy."
He paused, she wasn't going to like what was coming next.
"Honey, the other partners and I have come to an agreement. You've peaked in your department. Nothing can top what you've done. We think it's time you moved over to litigation. A year or two of court experience will round you out. This is a good thing. After all, in ten or fifteen years you'll be sitting in this chair. We want you to be competent in all areas. You'll need the experience to make the hard decisions."
"So, finish your project, take some time off with Hardy, and when you return you can look forward to new challenges."
It was liked being slapped in the face. All her hard work, and as a reward she was being transferred to the most onerous department in the firm. Court cases, the kind they handled for rich clients, were often messy, blood letting affairs, involving sex, stupidity, or money, usually a combination of all three. Occasionally one of the clients did something so monumentally idiotic they ended up in criminal court. Then it got really bad. The sheer drudgery of paperwork would drive a normal person insane.
Her Dad knew she was pissed, but deep down he did want grandchildren, and he knew they had no chance of staying together unless they had more time to reconnect.
She put on her best face, even if he was her dad, he was still the boss.
Afterwards, she slammed her office door, telling her assistant not to disturb her for an hour. Irrationally, she blamed the whole thing on Hardy.
"He got to my Dad. I bet they spend quality time mapping out my future, probably already determined the number and names of my children."
That night at home, as Hardy tried to kiss her, she turned her head, offering her cheek instead.
He was confused, things seemed to be back on track. What had he done wrong now?
"What's wrong, hon, bad day at the office?"
She had been brooding all day and lost it.
"Like you don't know! Scheming with Dad to keep me home, taking my job away. Why did you do that to me?!"
She continued to rail at him for ten minutes before he could get a word in.
Hardy had no idea what she was talking about. Her Dad had made that decision without him knowing, so he was completely in the dark.
It took awhile to get the story, and while he sympathized with her, he was becoming irritated.
"I'm sorry, I didn't know the thought of spending more time at home was so distasteful to you. I had no input in the decision, but I'd be lying if I told you I didn't like it. We made promises, Gwen, established a timeline. Damn it, we talked this to death! I'm starting to think it was all a lie, just another example of a spoiled little rich girl stamping her foot and saying 'I want'. And I was a fool, dumb enough to believe you."
"But you know, deep down, I knew it would come to this. We're just too different. Knowing that, I still hoped it would work, hoped with all my heart, so even though I'm not surprised, I'm still amazed at the pain I feel."
At the end, he was standing over her, the pain and anger blazing from his eyes. She shrank back, afraid of her husband for the first time in her life. When he turned and stalked out the door, she sat there in shock.
To this day she couldn't tell you how long she sat there in confusion and surprise. Snapping out of it she grabbed her phone and called him. It rang and seemed to echo, before it hit her it was coming from the bedroom.
"Did he come back in while I was zoned out?" she thought as she hurried to the bedroom.
Of course he wasn't there, his phone was on his night stand, like it always was when he prepared for bed.
She called his friends, the ones she knew of, but nobody had seen or heard from him. In desperation, she called her Dad.
When he heard the story she could hear his irritation as he talked. Finally he exploded.
"You need to fix this, and quick. He's a prideful man, child, and you've been cutting him to the core lately. Get your head out of your ass before you lose him. On the other hand, if you want out, end it quickly. Don't make him suffer needlessly. Damn it girl! I knew this would happen. You've got too much of your mother in you. I should have told him no when he asked for your hand."
Gwen reeled under his attack, did he really think so little of her? She ended the call by telling him if he heard from him, please tell him to come home, or at least call.
"And Daddy, make sure you tell him I said please, that I'm sorry, and most of all that I love him."
She finally fell into an exhausted sleep around two.
At noon she called the local precinct to report him missing. Maybe the police could find him. She talked to an Officer Malone.
"Hardy is missing? How long?"
She was surprised he used his first name, but then again, he seemed on a first name basis with the entire police force.
"Since seven last night. Can you help me?"
"Officially, we can't do anything for twenty four hours. Tell me, did you two have a little spat last night?"
"Well, we did have a misunderstanding, but I..."
"There you go, my lass, he's probably off cooling down. If he's not home by tomorrow morning, call and ask for me. You don't remember me, but we met once. I'm sure he won't stay away from such a beauty as you for long. And, unofficially, of course, I'll check around today. If I find him, I'll give him a little nudge. Stop worrying, he'll most likely be home shortly."
She thanked him profusely, the deep baritone Boston Irish accented voice was comforting.
.................................................
Officer Malone put the word out, and soon found him at an uptown hotel.
Hardy was surprised when he opened the door.
"Tommy, what brings you out of your precinct? Is everything all right?"
"No, me prideful, stubborn boy, things are definitely not all right. Your lovely bride reported you missing. You should have heard her, it sounded like she was about to collapse any second."
"It's not my business, but I've become fond of you. If you hadn't been there that day my youngest may not be here now. So as a friend, do us all a favor and go home. If her dad decides to throw his weight around it could get uncomfortable for everyone."
Hardy frowned. He had been thinking about going home, but the stubborn streak he had been trying to hold in check for years had been loosed by all this, and was not to be denied.
"So, the rich bitch gets Bostons' finest to do her dirty work now. Tell me Tommy, how did she pay you, offer to make a donation to one of your causes?"
Tommy literally reeled under the attack. By the end Hardy was standing directly in front of him, dwarfing his five nine with his six three. And the eyes! He had never seen eyes like that before. Training kicked in and he stepped back, touching his weapon.
"Jeez! Calm down Hardy. She didn't do anything but try to file a missing person report. I came on my own because I thought you were my friend and I wanted to help you. Sorry, it's not my business. I'll leave you alone."
He was backing out of the suite as he was speaking, never taking his gaze of the eyes.
Hardy seemed to deflate like a balloon.
"I'm sorry Tommy. I didn't mean to be so rude. And I appreciate the effort, really. But there's a lot more to this than you know."
"Do me a favor, tell my wife I agree to talk. I should be calm enough by tomorrow, I'll be home by one. We'll talk then."
"And Tommy, thank you, it's good to know you got friends."
"Don't mention it. I expect to see you Thursday, basketball tryouts at the gym. I think we're gonna give you the girls this year."
It was the first time that day he saw him smile.
"Great! I can't handle one Yankee gal, and you want to turn a bunch of twelve and thirteen year old girls loose on me. Thank you so much."
Tommy grinned back.
"Don't worry too much, by the second day they'll all be in love with you. Then they'd kill for you if you told them to. Good luck, old son."
As he walked away he fingered the rosary in his pocket and said a little prayer for him. It couldn't hurt.
................................................
Gwen had not been idle. After the shock wore off her skills surged to the forefront and she started making calls. She called Crystal Anne, she just laughed and hung up. Damn, it had been only ten days since their little talk. God, she hoped she didn't spill the beans about her slip with Allan.
It had been a tense week, working with Allan again. She repeated their previous conversation. She really liked him, but it had been a mistake, never to be repeated. He kept hinting, so she started avoiding him, speaking only when business required it. Thank goodness they only needed one more week to conclude the deal for their clients.
He was nice to her, didn't want to scare her again, but deep down he was pissed. Still, patience was a good thing when it came to closing the deal, and he was a master.
Word got back to him soon about her situation, he was paying[and banging] her P.A.
He called her that night before Officer Malone got back to her. He was careful in his wording, trying to show compassion while undermining Hardy more.
"I'm sure he'll be back soon. He just not, well, not as sophisticated as we are. He doesn't understand our world, he's too simple. As soon as he cools down and starts thinking about all that money, and your beauty of course, he'll come crawling back."
He'd been doing this for months, damning him with faint praise, stressing his humble background, his lack of sophistication, his slavish devotion to what he called the broke losers, his pro bono clients, his inability to loosen up. And planting small doubts in her head about whether it was her or the lifestyle he wanted.
He had even talked her into going to a nude beach while they were in France, allowing the exhibitionist tendencies she had since she was eighteen to run loose. Then he sympathized with her for marrying a prude.
Her insecurities were in the forefront, she never thought in a million years he'd walk out on her.
The phone call from Malone gave her hope and comfort. And she actually listened to his advice.
"I don't know what happened, don't want to know, but he's hurt bad, I could see it plain as day.
Your fault, his fault, doesn't matter. What matters is you need to talk it out. Be honest, be loving, be upfront when he asks you something. You're both lawyers, you need to forget about your training, and just talk. Oh, and if it works out like I think it will, Thomas Francis is a good name for a boy."
She actually laughed for the first time in two days, and promised to run it by Hardy.
Thanking him profusely, she hung up.
She laid out her most elegant nightgown, she wanted to be sexy but conservative. His favorite perfume followed, and a silk robe. She wanted to be dressed but instantly available. And she prayed for the first time in forever, that she not screw this up. Satisfied, she had a light dinner, called her dad and said she thought all would be right by tomorrow night, drank enough scotch to make her drowsy, and slept.



.................................................
Allan sat, planned, brooded. Her P.A. had just left, after sharing a text that Gwen had sent.
"One o'clock. I need to be there at eleven. If I work this right, he'll be gone by one fifteen, forever, and I'll catch her on the rebound. A little consoling, a little petting, and I'm back in the saddle."
At ten thirty he was at her door.
She answered on the first ring, expecting someone else, no doubt. She was stunning, the gown was gorgeous, her hair was perfect. She was going all out.
"Allan! What are you doing here?"
"I thought I'd stop by, see if Hardy was still in the wind. You know, give some comfort, try to cheer you up."
"Thanks, but he'll be here soon. I believe we're going to be all right."
"That's great!" he said with false enthusiasm, "I brought a bottle of champagne to comfort you, let's use it to celebrate instead."
"I don't know, Allan. Hardy might not understand if he shows up early and sees you."
"He doesn't know about Paris, does he?"
"No, I told you it was a mistake. Please don't bring that up anymore."
"My lips are sealed babe. How about a quick mimosa, and then I'll be gone. I'll be the first to congratulate you. It would be a shame to waste this bottle."
Gwen loved champagne, one of her weaknesses. This was a particularly good vintage, nearly impossible to acquire. He practically sold the shell of his soul to get it.
"Well, maybe one. Then you have to go. You're a real friend Allan, thanks."
He hugged her as the door closed.
By eleven, she was starting to feel the effects of the drug cocktail he had fed her in the champagne. Coke, x, a few more things his dealer said would start her motor.
She was leaned against his shoulder, barely able to speak.
"Come on baby, time to go to the bedroom."
.................................................
Hardy barely slept. He missed Gwen terribly. The fact that she missed him enough to search for him felt good. Maybe, just maybe, things were finally working out.
He stopped by the church on the way home. He hoped the reverend could give him some advice.
They talked for an hour. The reverend took counseling courses from time to time, a requirement in his trade. The church approved, in fact many were certified. Keeping the flock on the right path included keeping couples together.
Deep down, he had his doubts about Hardy and Gwen.
He was willing, but he wasn't sure about her. He really didn't understand rich people very well.
"Hardy, one of the truisms of counseling is the maxim 'Am I better off with her, or without her?'
I've prayed for you both since yesterday. I can't make your decision. Does she make you happy? Do you make her happy? Can you find middle ground and make each other a promise to rekindle your passion for each other?"
Tears glistened. "I can't see me without her. I don't want to."
"Then what are you waiting for? Go home to your wife. Love each other. I'll ask the big man to excuse you from services today. I'm sure He'll understand."
He offered his hand. Hardy shook it.
"Thank you, reverend. I'm not supposed to be there for another hour or so, but I'm going right now."
He didn't run out of the church, but it was a very fast walk.
He was home by eleven twenty. not seeing her he thought she may be out, or still sleeping. He walked quietly to the bedroom, if she was asleep, he would let her rest, maybe even slip into be with her.
He started to ease the door open, when the noise of someone having sex hit his ears.
No, no, this isn't right. No one should be in the bedroom but her. Never a timid man he threw the door the rest of the way open, making a bang and punching a hole in the drywall with the knob.
What he saw destroyed years of work, training, counseling, and hopes. All his hard work, all the work of friends through the years to change him into a better man, slipped off him like a layer of cheap veneer left out in the rain. He reverted to the rough and vicious man-child of his youth, instantly.
Allan was lost in lust, ignoring the soft punches and protests. He was gonna bang the bitch good and leave her, open and dripping, for her husband. That should run Little Abner back to Alabama, then she would be his.
He froze for a second when the door flew open, then grinned. This was even better. When he was done he'd kick his ass for good measure.
He looked over his shoulder.
"Come on in here, boy. Watch what a rea..."
That would be the last coherent word he spoke for ten weeks.
Even through the drug induced fog, she thought the scream sounded like the howl of an enraged animal.
Allan may have been a black belt, but when you're buzzed and balls deep in a woman, your defensive options are limited. Hardy grabbed the long hair and dragged him backwards off Gwen and the bed. Allan had to wear a neck brace for two months.
Hardy still had him by the hair, and was punching him before he fell off the bed. In the end, he had a broken nose, broken jaw[in two places]seven teeth knocked out, four broken ribs and a broken arm. Both eyes were blacked and he had a split ear. Oddly, he never once kicked him in the crotch.
Gwen had come to her senses a bit, and screamed, trying to get Hardy to stop.
He didn't hear her, and when she pulled his arm, he thought he was being attacked and reacted, driven by rage, backhanding her.
It split her lip so badly they had to put in six stitches, and she later had to have an implant to replace the molar she had apparently swallowed. She was out cold before she hit the headboard.
Hardy had a flash of reason when he saw her bounce off the headboard, and stopped. The only sound in the room was his harsh breathing and the moans of his victims.
Still wild eyed and irrational, he went to check on her. Satisfied she was breathing, he happened to catch sight of the three pack of superglue he had bought to try and repair a small vase she had broken.
The vase was the only thing he had left from his mother, and he kept it on his nightstand. She had come in tipsy one night and managed to knock onto the hard wood floor, breaking it into several pieces. He hadn't said anything, just cleaned it up and saved the pieces.
He put the glue in his pocket, grabbed her by the hair and dragged her onto the floor. With his other hand, he grabbed his hair as well, and dragged them both through the house, as if they were feathers..
Their town house was on the ground floor, with a small patio in front, just big enough for a table and two chairs. It was raised off the sidewalk by about two feet and guarded by a short, wrought iron fence. Hardy sat there a lot in the temperate months, exchanging greetings with neighbors and reading the paper. Gwen hardly ever used it.
Not having a spare hand, still running on pure adrenalin and rage, he kicked the front door pretty much off it's hinges, and dragged them onto the patio. Luckily they were both still out cold, but they could add sore scalps to their aches and pains when they awoke.
Propping them side by side against the back fence, he pulled their hair through the fencing and tied it in a knot. Then he squirted a whole tube of superglue in it. He used another tube to glue her hand to his cock, and the last to hold his hand on her breast.
Turning, he stalked off down the street. People were out, but no one offered to stop him, although they stared at the couple on the patio.
Reason was starting to return, and he pulled out his cellphone out and dialed 911. He didn't identify himself, just reported a domestic disturbance with injuries and gave his address.
In another nine blocks he was at the local precinct. The first person he saw was Tommy.
Hey, Hardy! How did your talk go? have you kissed and made up yet?"
He didn't say anything, and Tommy, true to almost three decades of police training, took in the anguished look on his face, his bloody hands and clothes, and the slump in his posture. Softly he asked "What happened, old son?"
"It's bad Tommy, real bad. I caught her in bed with the guy she works with. I lost it, and hurt them both, I don't know how much. I am officially turning myself in."
Tommy couldn't believe it, he had never even heard Hardy raise his voice in anger. All in all, he was the most controlled person he had ever met.
By then his radio was crackling, reports and the urgent request for an ambulance. Tommy made a snap decision, based on his friendship and the fact that he saved his youngest son from a lot of pain and possible death when he subdued the guy with the bat.
"Stop! Don't say another word! Get in the car."
He opened the back door and Hardy slid in without a word. He wasn't arresting him, yet. He just wanted him where he could control him and keep him from leaving. He flipped open his cell phone and called his captain, who called the chief, who called the commissioner. This could be really bad, publicly for the police and his father in law, and privately for Hardy. Tommy listened to his orders and hung up.
He got in the car and started across town. Hardy noticed and asked why they were driving away. Tommy reminded him sharply to stop talking, he figured it was because he hadn't been read his rights.
When they went through the gates of his father in laws' mansion, his head shot up.
"What are we doing here?"
"Not another word, old son, I'll be back in a minute."
Leaving Hardy trapped in the car, he rang the bell and told the housekeeper to get her boss, it was urgent police business. Greg came to the door, puzzled.
"Mr. Canaday, a private word, please." Tommy looked pointedly at the housekeeper.
"Come in, we'll go to my office."
Once settled, he came right to the point.
"What can I do for you, officer... Malone?"
"Sir, you don't know me, I'm from the twenty first, Your daughter and son in law live there."
Greg was instantly alarmed.
"Has anything happened to my family?"
"Are you aware that were having...difficulties?"
Yes, my daughter called me. I expect they'll patch things up."
Tommy sighed.
"I don't think so."
He proceeded to tell him the events of the day. In constant contact with his captain, he learned that she had minor injuries, and was already in a private room. The man wasn't so lucky, multiple broken bones and a concussion, but his life wasn't in danger. He didn't give details of the way he had left them.
Greg went pale. Then he squared his shoulders and went into lawyer mode.
"Where's Hardy? I need to get there, I'm his lawyer of record. First I need to see my daughter, make sure she really is okay. Have you read him his rights? Has he been questioned?"
"No to both. He hasn't been charged yet, so there was no need. As to where we're holding him, he's outside in the car. The chief wants you to call him before we proceed. I'm at your disposal until then."
Greg had the housekeeper take Tommy into the kitchen for some coffee, and started making calls. The chief agreed to place Hardy in his custody, unofficially, until charges could be filed. He also agreed to give him Officer Malone for a few days, calling it detached duty.
He went into the kitchen, drawing Malone off to the side and handing him some keys and papers.
"Officer Malone, these are keys to my cottage on Cape Cod, and directions on how to get there. These are the keys to my Lincoln, someone will pick up your patrol car shortly. Call the commissioner, he'll explain."
"Keep Hardy there until we call, if you have to handcuff him to the bed. Now, I need to go with you to talk to Hardy. Wait just out of earshot, client lawyer privilege, you understand."
They walked to the front of the house. Just before they went out he put his hand on Malone's arm.
"I can't thank you enough, but tell me why? Why would you help him like this?"
"Mr. Canaday, he's one of the good ones. He does his job, doesn't cut us slack, but never makes it personal. A lot of defense lawyers win cases by smearing cops, but not Hardy."
"Also, he's a good man. He helps out with the police youth league, with money, but more importantly time. Most lawyers give lip service and a check, Hardy is right there with us. If he ever has kids, he'll be a great Dad. He can get them to listen and behave, because he respects them and expects it in return."
"But I helped him for two more reasons. Last year my youngest son was a rookie patrolman, working the projects. He made a rookie mistake, thought he had the crowd controlled and was cuffing a suspect. The suspect's partner was about to bean him with a bat when Hardy came by on one of his runs. He subdued the guy, my son would have been blindsided. He could have been hurt bad, even killed.'
"Another reason is you and I are related, very distantly. My grandmother was a Kennedy. Not THOSE Kennedys, but again, distant relatives.
My aunt researched our ancestry as a hobby. Did you know that when our ancestors came over from Ireland, the clerks at Ellis Island weren't the sharpest government employees around? Some of them could barely spell. Some of our people were processed as Kennedy, some as Canaday, but they were all the same clan. Just like you're a fifth generation lawyer, I'm a fifth generation cop. Our families have been intertwined for over a hundred years. And I was taught from the cradle you always took care of family."
Greg was overwhelmed. He thought his family had been dying out for generations.
He extended his hand and Malone shook it.
"Thank you, cousin. Know that as long as my firm survives, your family will never pay another fee to a lawyer. Family has to stand together. Now, excuse me while I talk to my idiot son in law."
He opened the car door.
"Out!"
Hardy got reluctantly out of the car, not looking him in the eye.
Greg started immediately.
"Malone filled me in. It was a horrible thing done to you, and I can understand your rage against the guy on some level, even if I can't condone what you did. But Gwen, was that necessary? You could have just walked away."
Hardy told him the whole story, making sure he knew he only hit her once, by accident. He was sorry about her, and knowing how much he hated abusers, was deeply ashamed. But he surprised Greg by what he said next.
"She probably saved Allan's life. I had every intention of beating him to death. If she hadn't distracted me, I would have. And I'm sorry, but only that I didn't get a chance to finish the job."
Greg realized as he looked at him he didn't know who he was anymore. It was like someone flipped a switch, and he had transformed into something different, alien, evil perhaps. And his eyes, usually bright and flashing with good humor, had all the warmth of a bar of steel. They looked soulless, barren.
"I have to go to the hospital. You've been released into my custody, and as your lawyer and boss I'm ordering you to go with Officer Malone. Do not talk to anyone, you understand, not a soul.
Your word on this, Hardy."
He agreed, and Greg watched as the Lincoln pulled out of the driveway.
.................................................
Greg had them both transferred to a private hospital.
Gwen looked awful, her lip and the side of her face swelled enormously, the lip bristling with stitches. Plus, she was mildly concussed. The doctors assured him in a couple of weeks she would be back to normal. She was only semiconscious, but in a moment of clarity she recognized her Dad, and she held out her hands. He held her until she went back to sleep. His shirt was soaked, and she murmured "sorry" over and over.
He was shocked when he saw Allan, trying to reconcile his image of Hardy to the man capable of doing this. The face was swelled beyond recognition, his jaw was wired, and he had tubes and bandages sticking out of his face.
What shocked him most of all was that both Gwen and Allan had almost shaved heads. He thought it was due to the medical treatment.
When he read the police report, he was so stunned he had to lie down.
.................................................
It was one of the most uncomfortable meetings he ever had.
A month had passed. Gwen was presentable again, except for the small scars on her lip. Her hair had grown out, and she had it in a modest bob. The hairstyle and her quiet demeanor made her appear older.
She had come back to her fathers' house after she was released from the hospital, on medical leave from the firm, hardly ever leaving her room. Greg finally insisted on counseling, she had gone twice so it was too early to tell if it was doing any good.
Allan still looked like shit, his face a mottled color of healing bruises. His jaw was wired shut, would be for a few more weeks, and his buzz cut made him look totally different.
Trying to keep the disgust out of his voice, he spoke.
"All right, you two, here's what going to happen.
We'll start with you, Allan. Here are your options."
"One. I'll allow you to resign, and you won't be getting a recommendation. If you do this, I'll pay for your reconstructive surgery and give you two hundred thousand. You will relocate, west of the Mississippi. I hear California has excellent plastic surgeons. You will sign a paper releasing Hardy of any further responsibility of your medical bills. I've already paid them anyway. You will refuse to press charges for the assault, go away, and never contact him, my daughter, or this firm again."
Allan was already shaking his head no, visions of a multimillion dollar lawsuit in his eyes. Plus, he really wanted to stick it to the redneck asshole.
Greg eyed him for a minute.
"All right, option two. I'll have you arrested for sexually assaulting my daughter and drug charges. Yours were the only fingerprints on the champagne bottle. You have any idea how popular pretty boy lawyers are in jail? You'll be married to Bubba in less than a week, I'll make sure of it."
"You'll be disbarred, even if you beat the assault charge, because of the drug angle. Gwen has already agreed to testify. You'll most likely have a felony record, and minimum wage will be your future."
"As a bonus, the Boston P.D. has a real hardon for you right now. Shouldn't have been such a jerk when you were doing defense work. If you're one mile over the speed limit, you'll get a ticket. If you fart in public, they'll cite you for breaking the noise ordinance. Have one drink in a bar, and you'll get a drunk and disorderly charge. They know your fondness for drugs, they'll probably search your home, your car, your body, including full cavity searches, on a regular basis. All I have to do is call the commissioner and say "go". All told, sunny California looks like your best option.
"In other words, I'll use all my wealth and the connections I have to make your existence as miserable as possible, and I'll do it with a smile. Shouldn't have messed with my family, ASSHOLE!"
He picked up the phone.
"So shake your head yes right this minute, you miserable motherfucker, or the games begin."
Allan was trapped, and knew it. He was actually crying when he shook his head yes. Greg smiled for the first time.
"Good. Now before you leave, I think my daughter wants to say something to you. When she's done, I expect to hear you're on a plane within twenty four hours, heading West. Go past that and I start making calls."
Gwen rose and stood before him. He wouldn't raise his head. She grabbed him by his split ear. He would have screamed if he could have opened his mouth.
"Look at me, you miserable cocksucker. I lost the man I loved over you. I've always meant to tell you, without the drugs in me your lovemaking skills suck. I hope you have a long miserable life, and all the shit you've pulled come back to bite you on the ass."
She let go of the ear and slapped him hard. He almost passed out from the pain. He practically crawled out of the office. The paperwork, including the check, was waiting for him at the security desk.



After he was gone they sat in silence for a bit. Greg had his head in his hands.
Gwen couldn't stand the silence, she had heard more than enough of that the past few weeks.
"Thank you, Daddy. Now will you please get Hardy to talk to me?"
It broke his heart to tell her, but she needed to know.
"Gwen, he's gone. He went back to Alabama three weeks ago. He's not coming back. It was all I could do to get him to stay with the firm."
Tears sprang instantly from her eyes. She tried to speak but couldn't for the sobs.
"I'm sorry, baby, it gets worse. He filed for divorce before he left. I tried to talk him out of it, then tried to get him to change the reason. He filed on grounds of adultery."
Gwen fainted. Greg sent her home and called a doctor. He sedated her and told him to keep an eye on her for the next few days.
Another three weeks passed. He was sitting with her in the dining room. She hadn't said much the whole time except to ask him to get the best divorce lawyer available for her, she was going to fight the divorce. He refused.
She had gotten shrill and abusive. He was at his wits' end. The spoiled princess was out in full force.
"Gwen, I want you to listen to me. I've been thinking about this a lot. I'm partially to blame for this mess, me and your mother. Your mother gave you everything you wanted and taught you how to be manipulative. I was a single dad and you were my princess, so I spoiled you too, though not as much. Because of your upbringing and wealth, you have a disproportionate sense of entitlement. I'm going to give you a lesson in reality."
"Are you listening to me?"
She nodded, not really paying attention, wondering why the divorce attorney she contacted hadn't set a meeting yet.
"Gwen! Look at me! You have no idea what your escapades have cost me. I'll be paying back favors for years, not even mentioning the money."
"But I managed to keep Hardy out of jail and to retain his license. It was touch and go for awhile. When Allan refused to press charges, a young assistant D.A. trying to make a name for himself decided to press anyway on behalf of the city. Know what it's like to destroy someone? I was going to, but cooler heads won out. The commissioner, the State Attorney General, and the lt. governor convinced him it wasn't a good idea."
"I've decided it's time for some tough love. I'm going to force you to grow up and learn how the real world operates. I'm sorry honey, but you no longer work for the firm. The scandal was just costing us too much. Clients don't like representation that can't keep its' own house in order. So you're gone, I don't have a choice."
Her mouth was hanging open. What had he just said?
"It gets worse Gwen. You've been funneling most of your salary into stock options, keeping about a fourth in checking. You've always had your trust fund and I've always let you draw off it when you wanted something."
"Effective today, you may no longer draw off your trust fund. Your stock options are locked in, you can't cash them out. Your grandmother was pretty smart. There was a section in the trust agreement concerning morality. Should you show weak moral judgement before the trust fund is executed, the trustee can delay the release for years, up to your fiftieth birthday. Your grandmother was a smart old lady, and was afraid you would take after your mother. Don't even think about the townhouse, it's owned by the trust."
"So, you're jobless, homeless, and pretty much broke. Here's what's going to happen. You can refuse of course, but you'll find it hard to find a job anywhere on the east coast. And yes, I blackballed you."
"If you accept what I offer you and behave, in a year you can come back into the firm. By then someone else will have done something stupid enough to eclipse you. I'll even pay for a good therapist if you can find one where you're going."
He handed her some paperwork.
"Congratulations, you are now officially the newest A.D.A. of Franklin County,Alabama. You start next week. Your annual salary is $38,000 a year. I,m a college friend of the District Attorney, and he did me a favor."
"I've done you a favor, gotten you a nice apartment. I took care of the security deposits, but you'll have to pay the rent out of your salary. You can't take your Lexus, it's leased by the firm, remember? I did lease you a nice Ford Focus, they're supposed to be fun little cars. Again, I took care of the deposits, but you have to make the monthly lease payments. You're also responsible for your own phone and utility bills."
"The only condition my old friend put on your employment is a once a month drug test. It'll be discreet, no one will see the results but him. I guess someone told him about your recent problem. Fail once, and you're out of a job, and I won't come to your rescue."
"Do this, stay straight, do a good job, prove you're a responsible adult and can take care of yourself, and I'll welcome you home with open arms. Fail, and you better hope they've got openings for junior associates in Iowa or North Dakota."
"Oh, and you're not flying. You can't afford it. You'll be going on Amtrak. You're only allowed three bags, so pack carefully."
"You can of course refuse, but if you do, be out by tomorrow, or I'll have you removed. I mean it."
He got up from the table, leaving her in shock. He turned just before he went out of the room.
"One more thing. Hardy is there, running an office for me two counties over. You shouldn't cross paths professionally, but if you do, behave.
Oh, something else I forgot. You'll be practicing under your maiden name. Hardy has it in the divorce papers you have to give up his name, so you might as well get used to it."
He left her there, tears of hopelessness and despair running down her cheeks.
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She stepped of the train, tired, miserable after a two day ride. The heat and humidity hit her like a physical slap.
"Who the hell would voluntarily live here?" she thought as she dragged her cases behind her. No one offered to help.
"So much for the vaunted Southern hospitality you hear about in books and movies. Maybe Hardy put the word out through the redneck grapevine."
Thinking his name caused her a brief flash of pain.
Yes, damn it, what happened was her fault, but he should have stayed and fought for her. She hadn't put eyes on him since that morning. She begged her father and Crystal Anne to help her. Crystal had just laughed a second before she looked sympathetic.
"Girl, he's gone. He isn't coming back. I TOLD YOU, you stupid, arrogant woman, what would happen if he caught you, but you went ahead and did it anyway. Again. And he knows about Paris, Allan emailed him as a parting gift. Mark it up as a lesson learned."
"You know what infuriates me? I've known him for almost twenty years, and you were the first person I saw him love. You have no idea how jealous I was, how bad I hated you. But he was happy so I sucked it up."
"Now that you've screwed him over, he'll be even more wary, less trusting than ever before. He may never love again. I'm going to do my best to help him, I'm gonna pamper him, give him whatever he needs. In short, I'm going to do my level best to get him to love me."
Gwen was surprised at the depth of pain she felt, giving way to blinding anger.
"Well good luck with that. He's in Alabama, you're here. That's gonna make it hard to console him. And he's still mine, I'll never let him go! I just need to see him, beg him to listen to me. I can make it up to him, I know I can."
Crystal Anne looked at her with pity.
"Girl, it's been three months and he still hasn't spoken your name. The closest I heard him come is 'that Yankee cunt'. Give it up, let him have some peace. This is my last week here, I'm going to work for him in the Alabama office. He'll forget you if I have to make it my lifes' work. Goodbye, Gwen. If you find someone else, treat him better than you did Hardy."
It was in her mind to physically attack her when she heard her fathers' voice.
He took her arm and led her away, after wishing Crystal Anne good luck with her new job and life, offering to bring her back up if it didn't work out.
When he got her in his office she exploded.
"Daddy, you need to fire that bitch. She's going down there to try to get her hooks in my husband! How could she wish her well?"
Her outburst seemed to have no effect on him. He motioned to a chair and curtly told her to sit.
"Gwen, I wished her well because she's a good woman and a better employee. What she does with your soon to be ex-husband is none of my business. Not to hurt your feelings, but I think she could make him very happy, maybe give him the children he wanted so desperately with you. Face it child, you threw him away. Don't get mad if someone else picks him up."
She started crying again. God, it had been months and she was still at it. Maybe she actually did love him. For the first time he felt a twinge of guilt for trying to manipulate their marriage. Ah well, too late now. He cleared his mind and got to the subject at hand.
"You leave for Birmingham at the end of the week. Are you ready?"
She nodded. It still shocked her he was making her do this.
"As ready as I'll ever be. Please, Daddy, let me stay. Find me a job in another firm. I won't embarrass you."
"Gwen, I don't think you could possible embarrass me more than you already have. I tried to smother it, but it was too good a story not to tell. Sex, drugs, infidelity, Christ, all we needed was a rock band to make it perfect. No, in this town, your name is mud, and will be for awhile."
"Do your year, get your experience, maybe grow up a little. When the time is right you can come home."
Gwen had stopped crying.
"Daddy, I'll do it. I'll serve my sentence, I'll behave. But you know, I'll be in the same state as him, pretty close actually. Sooner or later we'll cross paths. I'll get my chance to beg him to come home."
"I'll go even more willingly if you will do one thing for me."
He looked her over, expecting an outlandish demand.
"Ask me. But if I don't like it I'll say no and you'll be gone anyway."
She actually got on her knees, something he had never seen her do.
"I'm begging here, Daddy. Please help me get a lawyer and try to fight for my marriage. I'll pay for it myself, I've got about nine thousand in checking, I'll pay the retainer. All I want is a chance to talk to him. You've put the word out, no one I've found will even talk to me after they find out who I am. Please, Daddy, please."
He had never seen her like this. Maybe there were the beginnings of a decent person there. He thought about it for a few minutes. She remained on her knees, her face a mixture of hope and despair.
"All right. I'll get Ivan. But baby, turn this into a circus and we'll all be sorry. Act with some dignity. Your word, please."
Damn, she was crying AGAIN.
Between sobs she promised everything he wanted to hear. Looking into her eyes, he was convinced she meant it.
Ivan Asimov was one of the best divorce lawyers in the state. What made him stand apart is he never went for the throat, preferring mediation and counseling. He was the divorce lawyer you went to when you didn't want a divorce.
She had consulted with him twice before leaving. He made her tell him everything, and when she was finished he honestly told her it didn't look good but he would do his utmost.
Muttering a small prayer for his success she returned to the task at hand, lugging her cases.
She was so wrapped up in what she was doing she didn't even see the man approach her.
"Miz Canaday, I presume?"
She looked up. He was tall, a bit stooped, in a wrinkled suit. Balding with a sight paunch, he was the epitome of a middle manager. He was holding out his hand. I'm Paul DuPont, district attorney for Jefferson County, your new boss. I promised your daddy I would meet you, help get you settled. Here, give me those bags."
Before she could utter a word he got her two largest bags and started walking.
He's stronger than he looks, she thought as she followed along. Her bags weighed a ton. When you have to pack your life into three bags, you tended not to waste space. Placing the bags in the trunk of his big Ford, he opened the door for her. Settling into the seat, he turned the air conditioner up as high as it would go.
"Sorry about the heat. You're visiting our fair state in the hottest summer in sixty years. You'll get used to it."
Not likely, she thought, looking out the window at the browned grasses and tree leaves.
She didn't say much, but it didn't matter because he apparently loved the sound of his own voice.
"As I live and breath, I never thought I would have the daughter of Greg Canaday on my payroll. Just goes to show you just never know. How is he? Still as big a practical joker as he was in college? Why, I mind the time he stole a bra from our ethics professor to build a catapult for history class. That woman had the biggest chest I ever saw. She was not happy. He tried to defend his actions by saying he was ethically bound to get the best materials available. She didn't buy it, and he spent the rest of her class kissing her bottom, and it was proportional to her chest. She got her revenge by making him escort her to a faculty student mixer. He was scared to death she was gonna want a little more, if you know what I mean."
Practical jokes? Stealing bras? This was a side of her dad she had never suspected.
He glanced over and saw her expression.
"Ah well, we were quite young. Everybody grows up."
They rode in silence for a bit. He pulled into the Ford dealership and she looked at him.
"We're here to pick up your car. Then, I'll show you to your apartment and you can pick up the keys."
"Afterwards, I'll take you by the office and show you around, introduce you to a few of your coworkers."
He held her gaze for a moment, and she got a glimpse of the power in him.
"Before we get out, I want to clear up a few things. Your daddy told me pretty much how you came to be here. I'll be getting your drug test results. One whiff of anything stronger than a beer and you're gone, no discussion. Do your job as best you can, stay in line, and this year will be over before you know it."
"Most of my staff are married. If I even think you've done anything unprofessional you'll be back on a train the same day. What you do on your own time is up to you, but DO NOT try to play where you work. Do you understand?"
At first she was outraged, how dare he lecture her. She quickly calmed down, this mess was her own making and she could see his point.
"Mr. DuPont, I assure you I will do the best job I can for you, and as for 'playing', it is my deepest desire to get my husband back, so there will be no playing anywhere with anyone."
He looked her over and nodded.
"I'll hold you to that. Believe it or not, I know your husband. Not to rain on your parade, but I'd bet my bottom dollar you'll never see Hardass again. That boy is a first class hater, I've seen it. Honestly, I'm surprised you're not dead."
He must have seen the shock on her face.
"What in the world are you talking about? My husband is the sweetest man I ever met. And it's Hardy, not 'Hardass'."
He looked at her with sadness.
"Girl, some free advice here. Do not tell anyone who your husband is. There's still a few around that think ill of him. He's been known as 'Hardass' since he was seventeen. He's the meanest man I ever saw, including all the killers and whack jobs I sent to Huntsville. There's no stop in him."
"I was after him for years, he was into all kinds of things. He went to juvie twice. He got off twice after he came of age because of good lawyers and bad police work. I finally had him dead to rights, but the local sheriff and the judge, who happened to be his father in law, got him to agree to go into the military in exchange for a clean record. I always wondered what he had on them. But he's back now, and I'm nothing if not patient. Sooner or later he'll revert back to type, and I'll get him."
"So keep quiet about him. There's still a lot of people who hate him, and many more who fear him. People who aren't above using you for leverage."
It was very quiet in the car for a few minutes.
"I'm having a hard time reconciling the man I know to what you told me. He loves people, especially kids. I never even heard him be rude to anyone."
"Check the records when you get a chance, just be discreet. He ran a loose group of thugs and petty criminals called 'the redneck mafia'. People were more afraid of him than they were us. At one time, he was considered so mean that if he set the back of your house on fire and stood out front and dared you to come out, most people would think they had a better chance surviving the fire."
"But I hope you're right, that he has changed. But if you don't mind, I'll reserve judgement until I have more facts. Now, let's get your car."
After a few minutes of paperwork, sign here, sign here, and here, she had her car. A shiny red Ford Focus, it was nice, but was half the size of her Lexus at home.
The apartment was two bedroom, small but brand new. It seemed to be a nice neighborhood.
The offices were small, cluttered. Apparently space was at a premium. She was introduced around and left in the hands of Karen Thomas, senior a.d.a.
"Here it is honey, what you see is what you get. You'll have hardly any privacy, very little time per case, and you better be able to think on your feet. We all share personnel, no one has a private assistant or paralegal, so you have to do a lot of the grunt work yourself. Most of it will be simple, they did it and were dumb enough to get caught. Most times they plead out and it never goes to trial. Paul and I tend to handle the really hard ones. The economy has hurt everyone, driving crime up and our resources down."
"Don't worry, we'll throw you softballs until you get a little seasoning. After that it'll be sink or swim. Here's my card. If you need anything, or just want to talk, call me after six. I'll be glad to give you a hand."
She paused for a minute to see if she was absorbing anything. Satisfied, and finding them alone in her small office, she spoke again.
"Paul and I are the only ones who know who you were married to. I know he warned you, and you know by now he holds a little grudge. I didn't know about his background, but I have been up against him several times in court, and if his killer instincts in court match them out of court, he could be a very dangerous person. Leopards don't change their spots honey, but it your case he may have applied a little whitewash."
"Your actions may have washed the paint off, exposing his true colors. Be careful if you end up around him, it could end up badly."
Gwen looked at her serious face, and realized she didn't have any idea who she had married, none at all.
.................................................
Hardy sat back in his office chair, idly looking out the window. The thermometer on the bank said 103, another scorcher. His time in Boston had softened him, and he was having trouble adjusting to the heat. Time would toughen him up, it always did. Still, he made sure his runs happened very early in the mornings.
Glancing ay the email on his screen, his frown deepened. He had been out of the military for years, why the summons?
It was pure military babble, but the upshot was he had to present himself to Major Stein, his old doctor, for a follow up visit, strictly routine, according to the wording. It also made clear it was mandatory, and refusal would result in a visit by C.I.D., with orders to bring him in with or without his consent.
He sent a confirmation. He would be at Ft. Stewart, Ga. the following week.
Realistically, he knew it might do him good to talk to the major. The man probably knew more about him than anyone alive. He hadn't been doing well since the breakup, finding he had to constantly monitor himself to keep from lashing out at the slightest provocation. It wasn't fair to his clients, most were fighting for their very lives, and they needed him at 100%.
That night as he got out of the shower, he looked at the scars on his chest, arms, legs, and back. Most were from his time in Iraq, but a few, including one bullet hole, were acquired before he left Alabama. There was only one scar he was proud of, a tiny incision hidden by a tattoo of a snake. A copperhead, as dangerous as a rattler without the benefit of a warning rattle. No one outside his circle of old friends knew the symbolism, he had told Gwen it was a drunken snap decision. When she said he should have it removed, he demurred, telling her it would always remind him to think before acting.
................................................
Major Stein sat in his office, reviewing his notes on Hardy Wilkes. He needn't have bothered, he could remember everything.
The man had always intrigued him. Above average in intelligence and size, his good humor and quick wit enabled him to gain friends easily. But when he started peeling the layers of civility away, he realized he was dealing with a very dangerous, very volatile man.
His early records showed he responded well to military life, liking the discipline and rigidity of the service. The first indications of trouble came in his seventh week of boot camp. He got the full story from his drill instructor, all Hardy would tell him was he insulted his mother, something you didn't do to someone from the South.
The D.I. was a bit more descriptive.
"Damn Major, I did not see it coming. Not at all. He just looked like a typical 'good ole boy' from the South."
"In every cycle of recruits, there's always one who thinks he's smarter, better, stronger than us. He's the one you have to break to get the others to fall in line. At first I ignored him, concentrating on the shirkers and loudmouths, but then I got to noticing him. He never smarted off, never disobeyed, but he had that glint in his eye, you know the one that says 'I'm doing this because I choose to, not because you think you can make me.' I decided to cure him of that."
"I gave him every dirty job, extra duty, rode his ass. He did everything I told him to with that stupid half grin of his, like he thought it was funny. It was driving me crazy."
"I did something I hadn't done in years. I engineered a scene where I was riding him hard in front of the other recruits. I was giving him shit and asked him if he was scared of me."
"The little half grin was back. 'No sir, Top, I'm not. I respect you, but I don't fear you.'"
"I was losing control. I told him and the rest of the recruits to report for special duty one hour after chow, behind the barracks, stripped to the waist."
When he showed up I was waiting with two more D.I.s, we were also stripped to the waist.
"Alright," I said, "there's no rank here, no one will report this. If any man thinks he can whip my ass, step up."
"Of course no one did, so I started taunting a few others before for I got to Wilkes."
"Get up here, you dumb redneck, let's see what somebody unafraid can do."
"He just laughed. HE LAUGHED. Then he said since there was no rank here he could feel free to call me a dumbass and walk away. Just like that, I had totally lost control of the situation."
"He was walking off when I yelled at him."
"Walk off, pussy boy. I bet your momma would be real proud of the chickenshit she raised."
"I finally got a reaction from him. He whirled around, eyes blazing."
"My momma didn't raise me, she died when I was young. Didn't anyone ever teach you to respect the dead?"
"I had him, I had his trigger."
"I started calling his mother every name I could think of. I told him I would talk bad about his daddy, but since his momma was such a cheating slut he probably didn't know who he was."
"I saw the cheating remark really worked. He was getting really worked up and I got ready for his rush, when he suddenly smiled at me. The he calmly walked forward, stopped about a inch from my face, looked me right in the eye."
"I'll never forget what he said as long as I live."
"You got anybody you want to send a goodbye message, now's the time. In about thirty seconds I'm fixin' to start beating you, and I won't stop until you're dead."
"Now, Doc, I've been in combat, and before I was a D.I. I taught advanced hand to hand combat courses, so I'm a pretty good scrapper. But if it hadn't been for the other D.I.s and the recruits, there isn't a doubt in my mind I'd be stone cold dead right now."
"I got in a few good licks, but he had skills I never dreamed of, and he wouldn't stop, even when I did. It took seven to pull him off me. I lost two teeth, had seven broke ribs, a cracked femur and two broken toes. Hells bells, Doc, he even bit me. Took four stitches to close it up!"
He broke the nose of one D.I., and got a few good licks in on the other before the recruits subdued him by basically laying all over him. The other D.I. got us to the infirmary, The recruits said they had to lay on him for forty five minutes before he calmed down."
"Of course shit hit the fan, you don't hide that many injuries, and word got out. He would have been drummed out of the corps and I would have been retired, but he stepped up and told the C.O. it was an advanced hand to hand training exercise for the recruits that just got out of hand."



"He knew it was pure horseshit, but it made it go away, so he accepted it. He also had Hardy assigned to long range recon school, you know, the toughest of the tough. After that I don't know what happened to him."
The major knew. Top of the class in recon training, one tour of Iraq resulting in two purple hearts and three reprimands. A year stateside, training others, then back in the mix.
He was halfway through the second tour at the time of the 'incident'. He recalled the reports, including the interview with the lieutenant in charge.
"We were pinned down in a small valley, never saw it coming. The Taliban were dug into the crest of a hill. they had full range, we only had a small window. I already had two dead and three wounded. Every time one of us tried to move they dusted us. The wounded needed medical attention, and our comms were down, couldn't get a signal. Atmospheric abnormality, they said later. I was sweating it, when a voice I never heard before said almost in my ear. 'Damn, lt, what kind of shit have ya'll got yourselves into?' I freaked."
"This guy just eased right up on us, we never even saw him coming. Tall, lanky, grey eyes and a stupid grin on his face."
"How did you get here?"
"Same way you did, I was just a little quieter. They're trying to flank you, but the first two guys they sent out met Allah a little early. Ya'll hold tight, this might take awhile."
"And just like that he was gone, leaving his pack and rifle. I watched him for awhile, and it seemed like he just disappeared."
"About an hour later I thought he had just slipped away, when shooting broke out in the cave, followed by a lot of screaming and what sounded like an animal growling. It quieted down after about ten minutes, except for what sounded like a girl screaming. Our interpreter said it was a kid, yelling he was surrendering, begging for his life, asking Allah to save him from the demon."
I took a chance and we rushed the cave. There was seven men in it, and five of them was dead. One survivor was a kid, we found out later he was fifteen, huddled in the smallest crevice he could find in the back of the cave, begging for his life."
"The other man alive was Hardy. He had been shot three times, once through the right arm, breaking it. He had broken his left leg when he dropped into the cave, he said later it was deeper than he thought. He had been stabbed twice, and still had an AK hanging off his back by the bayonet."
"His sidearm had jammed on sand after the fourth shot. He managed to kill three before it did, then went to work with his knife. One guy was stabbed through the heart, but the other must have put up quite a scrap. He was cut and stabbed at least ten times. The kid had panicked, it was his first time in combat."
"What had him freaked though, was that even as wounded as he was, Hardy had his knife in his left hand, and was sticking it into the sand, dragging his body towards the boy. There wasn't a doubt in our mind he intended to kill him as soon as he got close enough."
"The medic had to hit him twice with morphine to knock him out. He was swinging the knife at us, it took fifteen minutes for him to realize we weren't the enemy."
"We back trailed him while we waited for the chopper and found five more Taliban enjoying Paradise, all with cut throats."
"It turns out one of the guys he killed was the son of a Taliban bigwig, and the boy was his grandson. It got so hot for blondes they brought in hair dye for awhile."
"We even got blonde wigs and started leaving tufts around on patrol, just to mess with their minds, you know. Of course he was back stateside by the time all that happened."
"You know, you hear all these wild stories while you're over there, but I never thought it was real until then. He was one of those guys they sent out, alone, with orders to create as much havoc as possible. I wonder if you went down his back trail how many good Taliban are now enjoying their seventy two virgins. That was the meanest man I ever saw."
The major remembered when he first treated him. PTSD was just coming into vogue, and the military was understandably concerned. They wanted a full profile before they returned him to civilian life.
He had read the original profile, the man should have been bounced over the D.I. incident.
When he finally met him, he was surprised. He seemed a laid back, happy country boy, with a smile on his face. It took a long time to get the full picture of his mindset and moral values.
It wasn't until he discussed his childhood that he made his first breakthrough. The smile had disappeared, remembering tougher times. He remembered his words exactly.
"I was twelve, my sister was eleven. My dad was a small time career criminal, always into something, always going to jail for short periods. Finally he got caught for grand theft auto, running cars into chop shops. His lawyer told him he was going away, but he would try to minimize the sentence."
"The lawyer said he would get bail reduced, but it would take a few days. Finally, grandpa posted bail. Mom and the lawyer were going to get him out the next day, but he hitched a ride back to the house to surprise mom. When we got home from school he was sitting in his truck."
"He got out and met us, taking us to the truck. I remember he had blood on his white tee shirt."
"Kids, we're gonna sit out here for awhile. I need to tell you something. I love you both, with all my heart. I'm going away, probably for a long while. Hardy, I want you to be a man now, and watch out for your sister. Don't let anything happen to her. Promise me, son."
"I did. He turned to my sister."
"Sissy, you're going to be as pretty as your momma. Find a good man, love him as hard as you can. And promise me, swear on your soul, you'll never cheat on him. I know you don't understand now, but you will later."
"He held us, crying. It was the only time I ever saw him cry. We could hear the sirens, and soon three sheriff department cars slid into the yard."
"The first cop was Will Rob Williams. He was just a deputy then, but later he got elected sheriff. He was a friend of the family, his daughter was a year behind Sissy, and mom used to babysit for them. I was surprised to see him with his pistol out."
"Jimmy,[that was my dad's name]step away from the kids."
"He stood up, spreading his arms out. He was calm."
"Will Rob, I ain't got a gun, it's laying on the floor in the bedroom. I called you guys. I surrender, try not to scare my kids anymore than you have to."
"He held his hands out to be cuffed. Will Rob cuffed him and put him in the car before going into the house. He didn't know it, but I was right behind him."
"He caught them in bed together, naked and doing the nasty, pulled an old revolver out of the dresser, and emptied it into them. I went into shock. It took a long time to get over it."
"Two years later my dad was killed in a prison riot, protecting a guard."
"Truth be told, I never got over it. I got into trouble, ran with the wrong crowd, ended up in juvie a couple of times. Then I got popped for of all things, running hot cars into a chop shop. Will Rob and the judge gave me a chance. Join the military and keep a clean adult record."
"I actually like the military, but it's not going to be a career. If I'm here, it's a pretty good indication ya'll don't want that either."
The major asked him why he went after the boy when he obviously was trying to surrender.
"When I dropped into the cave, he was the one manning the machine gun, grinning like it was the most fun he ever had. One thing I learned a long time ago, never let a live snake get behind you. If he hadn't panicked, I'd be the dead one and he would have been the toast of his village. I wasn't about to let him live to kill again."
He said it in a calm manner, like it was the most reasonable thing in the world.
He was right, he would never be career material, too unstable. There were plenty out there who would recruit him, an unstable mind and killer instincts made him very desirable, but the major fought against that. He was surprised to find Hardy had taken every educational opportunity offered, and needed one more semester to get a degree in business. He would be in rehab for at least another year, so the major tried to steer him into continuing his education.
He never saw him as a lawyer, but he had the right skill set. Intelligence, killer instincts, deceptive, perceptive, able to think on his feet.
By the time physical and psychological rehab was over, the major was convinced Hardy could control his temper and instincts enough to become a productive citizen. Nevertheless, he had him placed on a watch list.
In the end he diagnosed him with PTSD, and only he knew it didn't have anything to do with the military, but an incident in the life of a twelve year old.
Now it appeared he had slipped. If he didn't give a good report after his interview, he wasn't sure what was going to happen.
................................................
Gwen hated her life, hated it. Dealing day to day with the dregs of society has a tendency to suck the joy out of life.
It took a little getting used to. Her first case was grand theft auto. It was cut and dried, the guy was caught in the car, switch popped and cranked with a screwdriver that had his prints all over it. Of course he denied it, saying he borrowed the car from a friend, who didn't have a name or address.
The young black man denied even being in the car later.
Gwen couldn't believe it. The public defender knew she had no experience and tried to get him probation. While she was new to litigation, she was no stranger to negotiations, and that turned out to be sixty percent of her job. Karen was sitting in, and she wanted to make a good impression. She sat back and looked them over, letting them sweat.
"Bullshit!" she exploded.
"Your client is on the dash cam being pulled out of the car, cursing and screaming. He had crack in his pocket and had a blood alcohol level of .10, two points over the legal limit. His record took three sheets to print out."
"I'm new here and I'd love to go to trial, just to hone my skills. I HAVE to offer you a deal, but I really hope you don't take it."
"Something about your client makes me want to go to the bathroom. Here's the deal, plead guilty to grand theft and I'll forget about the drugs and the drinking. I'll even try to get him in rehab. You've got until I come back to make up your mind. If you don't take the deal, I prosecute for everything and the sentence triples. With his priors, it'll be a while before he boosts another car."
She got up, leaving Karen, the p.d., and the perpetrator sitting with their mouths open. She really did have to go to the bathroom, and when she came out Karen was standing there grinning.
"They took the deal before you had time to flush. The public defender will probably go back and tell the rest of his office about the new hardass Yankee a.d.a."
"I think you might do well here, but I have to warn you, they won't all be that easy."
They weren't. The workload was horrendous. She started taking work home, it wasn't like she had anything else to do. It got her noticed. Paul called her into his office.
"Girl, I'm impressed, you got the makings to be a hell of a trial lawyer. That being said, lighten up. All work and no play yada yada yada. Go out, have a few, talk trash, flirt with the locals. Rumors are already floating around about the Ice Queen from the frozen North. You'd be amazed how many guys want to thaw you out."
Before she had a chance to explode he changed subjects.
"How's the divorce going? I know you still wear your ring, that's why the wolves haven't tried to take you down, but if word gets out you're in the middle of a divorce they'll come after you hard."
She sighed. Ivan was really good and had thrown up roadblocks, pushing for mandatory counseling. So far his efforts had been blocked, and oddly, Hardys' lawyer didn't seem to be in too much of a hurry. It had been six months since the destruction of her marriage and she still hadn't seen or talked to him.
"I don't know how it's going. Everything is at a standstill. I can't talk to him and he won't talk to me. I'm starting to lose hope."
Damn it, she couldn't believe she could still cry over him. It was worst late at night, when she rolled over, expecting him to snuggle her and kiss her forehead like he always did, and wake up to find she was alone.
She would go out for drinks after work on Fridays with Karen and a few friends from the office, catch a movie with a female friend or two, but that was about it. She joined a gym and worked out to relieve stress. The loneliness and lack of affection was killing her. She would have sold her soul for a chance to see Hardy again.
She got her wish in a most unexpected way.
A small man, obviously in his late sixties or early seventies, and a tall woman, maybe mid-forties, came to see her, showing up at her apartment. She didn't know them, but as soon as they stated their business she couldn't get them inside fast enough.
"You don't remember us, but we were at your wedding. I'm Joshua Hardy. Hardy Wilkes is my grandson. This here is Hildy Baker, my niece. If it's not too much bother, we'd like to set a spell with you."
She settled them into the living room, asking if them would like a drink. Hildy asked for iced tea, and frowned when she told her all she had was unsweetened. Gwen still wasn't used to the syrupy sweet concoction Southerners consumed with gusto. Joshua wanted a beer. They both took a St. Pauli Girl, her favorite beer and one of the few treats she allowed herself.
After an appreciative swallow, the old man started.
"We're here about Hardy. He ain't doing good, not at all. As a matter of fact, he's been seeing the shrink he had when he was in service, and won't talk about it. He's edgy, and the whole family is walking mighty soft around him. You know first hand what he can do when he gets pissed. We need your help."
Tears formed again, she couldn't help it.
"I'd love to help you, but the last thing in the world he wants is to see me, he's made that abundantly clear. That being said, I'll do anything you want."
Joshua cleared his throat.
"He's still got it bad for you. I know for a fact he has a picture of you on his dresser. He said it was to remind him how stupid he had been, but I don't think even he believes it. He's deeply ashamed of what he did when he caught you in bed with that man. Not for beating him, or slapping you, but for what he did afterwards."
Gwen fought an almost uncontrollable urge to rub her left breast. There is no easy way to remove superglue, and a good bit of skin came off in the process. It was even worse for Allan, he lost a lot of skin in a most uncomfortable place. It was so painful he had to be sedated and take pills later to keep him from getting an erection while he healed.
She didn't know it, but the memory was so traumatic for him that it was months before he could maintain an erection and perform in bed.
"It was pretty painful for me, too. If he wanted to give me an object lesson about cheating, he succeeded. What he doesn't know is that I was drugged, and what was happening was basically rape. I even vaguely remember trying to fight him off."
Hildy had perked up with that information.
"If that's true it could help. Do you have proof?"
"I can get a copy of the tox screen they ran at the hospital. Would that help?"
She frowned.
"It might. But, Hardy told us you had done it before with that man, in Paris. Anything to that?"
Gwen flushed, there was no easy way to explain it.
"I'm ashamed to say there is. And there were drugs involved, but I took them willingly. It was just a monumentally stupid and selfish thing, even I don't know why I did it."
Joshua spoke sadly.
"Well, that might just tear it. If it had been one time and you had been drugged, he might let it go. But twice? I don't think he will."
He went on to tell her about Hardys' mother and father, and how it caused his unrelenting hatred of cheating spouses. She paled as she heard the story.
"It gets worse, I'm afraid. Did you know he has a sister? He hasn't seen or talked to her in ten years. Why? Because he effectively banished her from the family. She got married, a good boy. Two years later she cheated on him and Hardy caught her. He beat the hell out of her and her lover. Then he beat her husband for allowing it to happen, even though he never had a clue."
"They reconciled about three months later and moved out of state because they were afraid of him. She's got three kids now, great grandchildren I never see unless I go to her because she's afraid to come back."
"Her lover disappeared without a trace, left his car, clothes, everything. To this day there's a pond way out in the boonies no one will fish in."
The news had her reeling. Had she really married such a monster? Why did she still love him so desperately and want him back?
"Please, Mr. Hardy, how can I help? I'll do anything!"
"Well, if you're willing, the first thing we need to do is get you face to face. The family reunion is always held the second Saturday in September. That's three weeks away. He never misses one. I always wondered why you didn't come, but no matter. Be there and we'll make sure you get together where we can watch you in case it gets ugly. Are you willing?"
She nodded, not trusting her voice.
"Good, good. Come out this Sunday for dinner. That's lunch to you Yankees. I'd like to talk to you some more. Give Hildy your number, she'll give you directions. Thank you for your time."
They rose to leave, and she surprised everyone by kissing his cheek and hugging Hildy. She stood back embarrassed but he patted her cheek and Hildy smiled.
"See you Sunday. Get there before noon."
She stood and watched them drive off in the older model pickup, having hope for the first time in months.
.................................................
Hardy was restless, still on edge. The session with Major Stein was rough, and he was surprised when he set up a standing appointment every two weeks. He had even prescribed a drug to help him relax. He hated taking it, it was like admitting he was crazy, but he did. It actually seemed to help.
Crystal coming home also helped, but he knew she had an agenda so he limited his time with her. He didn't want to lead her on, just was not interested in a relationship right now. She knew it, but still made it plain she was available.
The cases helped. Greg had given him free rein to pursue cases he thought were worth taking. There was no shortage, services of his caliber were hard to come by, especially if it was free.
Most were cases of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Some were guilty, but mitigating circumstances came into play. He tried to get the innocent absolved and the guilty treated fairly. His reputation was growing, and he received job offers from premier firms all over the country.
Greg talked to him almost weekly. He knew he wanted to talk about his daughter, but every time he came anywhere near it Hardy would shut down the conversation and hang up.
Hardy didn't know, but Greg was also keeping close tabs on his daughter, and was pleased with what he saw. Paul had very positive things to say about her, but voiced concerns about her mental health.
"All she does is work and go home, and half the time she takes work home with her. Her drug tests so far are clear. She's like a recluse, as far as I know she doesn't even shop. How unhealthy is that for a woman?"
He still talked to her once a week, and the conversations were all the same. She would talk about a case she had in generalities and ask his advice. Then she would ask if Ivan had any news for her. The answer was always the same. He was working on it.



What he didn't tell her was that he had a little talk with Hardys' attorney, suggesting he take his time filing motions. The man was shocked that someone as prominent as Greg suggest he not look out for the best interests of his client, but they were old friends, and Greg convinced him, along with Ivan, that maybe divorce was not in anyone's best interest. So things slowed to glacial speed.
The only bright spot for Hardy was reconnecting with his family, cousins mostly, on his mothers' side. His dad had one brother, who died in Vietnam, and one sister, who died in a car crash at an early age. He and his sister were the only heirs to his grandfathers' farm. He was especially fond of Aunt Hildy, she was as close to a mother as he was ever going to have.
He ate Sunday dinner with his grandfather and whatever cousins would show up almost every week. Even though they were related only through his daughter in law, they still treated Joshua like a grandparent, maybe because he was a good man, or maybe because their grandparents were mostly gone, and family was important in their lives.
He often thought that his family was a matriarchal society. They respected his grandfather, but Aunt Hildy was the arbitrator in disputes, confidant to the younger generation, and final law. No one thought to question her. Luckily she was blessed with an innate wisdom and an abundance of common sense.
This was pretty much standard through the South. If you saw someone, the first thing they said was "How's your momma and them?", them being the rest of the family. Pretty much put their priorities in perspective.
Usually everybody that came brought a side dish, there was always plenty of fried chicken, pork chops, hamburgers, or steaks to go round. If there wasn't, they fixed more. It was the bright spot in his week. He was terribly disappointed that he had to travel and miss this week.
...............................................
Gwen didn't know what to expect, so when Hildy gave her some advice, she was grateful. Not much of a cook, she showed up at nine with two cases of St. Pauli, ready to help Hildy. Joshua was pleased to see the beer, and iced it down while Hildy gave him dire warnings of what would happen if he started on it before dinner.
By ten people started showing up. Gwen had mastered the art of tea making and had several gallons ready to be chilled. The introductions flew, and she knew she would never keep up.
"Don't worry, child, it'll come to you. Right now, just smile and be polite. They'll warm up to you pretty fast."
What disconcerted her the most was the teens and younger people addressing her as Aunt Gwen. Again Hildy interpreted.
"Be proud. When they address an older female as aunt, no matter what the familial relationship, it's a sign of respect and acceptance. By now they all know who you are, but most will be too polite to bring it up. Now, help me with the burgers and hot dogs."
It was the most enjoyable afternoon she had had since coming south. After the meal she found herself surrounded by women from their teens and early twenties, to a few in their late fifties, sitting in the shade of an oak grove, while the men went off to throw horseshoes and drink beer.
The questions soon flew. Was she really a lawyer? What was Boston like? Did she like it here? The questions seemed endless. Then one of them brought up the elephant in the room.
What was Uncle Hardy like? To the younger generation, he was stuff of legend. A war hero, married to a Boston belle, defender of the weak and downtrodden. She chose her answers carefully.
"He's the best man I ever met. Kind, considerate of all. A true Southern gentleman."
One girl was persistent.
"If he's so great, why aren't you together anymore? The family talks you know. You're down in Birmingham and he's up here. I heard he beat you up."
Tears formed but she refused to let them fall.
"He didn't beat me up. He hit me once, in what he thought was self defense. He's not with me right now because I was a weak, foolish person, and I did something so bad he lost respect for me. I'm trying to fix that."
Hildy had been listening.
"Melissa Sue, mind your tongue and your manners. Your Aunt Gwen could use a little support right now."
Melissa Sue apologized immediately, and gave her a hug. That broke the dam, and the tears flowed. The girls immediately went into sister mode, hugging her in turn. She couldn't help it, for the first time she could grieve in public, and the tears were a long time stopping.
Later, as she helped with the cleanup, Hildy gave her words of encouragement.
"You made some friends today. You didn't lie, you stood up and took responsibility. They respect that. Don't be pushy, they think that's a Yankee trait and they don't respond well to it. Just be you, and they'll come around. Now, you have to take some leftovers home. I'll get the Tupperware."
Hildy hugged her and Joshua surprised everyone there by kissing her cheek. That simple act solidified her standing in the clan.
She was thinking as she drove away of the many social events she had attended through the years, the black tie affairs, the brunches, the formal dinners, the power lunches, and none compared to sitting down at a picnic table with people who considered her family, who weren't impressed with her social standing or money, who she was just 'Aunt Gwen' to, no more, no less.
.................................................
The mood was somber at work that Monday, but for the first time in a long time she had hope for the future. As she prepared for another day of defending the public interests, Paul called her into his office.
Karen was there, she couldn't put her finger on it, but she felt like something bad was about to happen.
Paul seemed uncertain, rambling. She let him go on for awhile before she broke in.
"For goodness sake, Paul, what's going on?"
He sighed.
"Let me give you a little history lesson. We got troubles, for some reason we're right in the middle of a drug corridor. They bring it in through the swamps and bayous of Louisiana as well as our coast and the coast of Mississippi and from there it's a straight shot north. You know how many interstates cross right in town. We've made some arrests, some big seizures, but they're just a drop in the bucket. We've noticed more 'retail' traffic lately, and have determined that the cartel that's moving through has decided to move in. They're muscling local dealers, turf wars are starting to break out. It's getting messy."
"Saturday we got a break. One of the county deputies stopped a car that was weaving. The guy was stoned, and had enough coke in his car to constitute a felony distribution charge."
"The guy that got popped is Raul Escobar, nephew of the cartel leader, Don Vincente. They have a history in Mexico of doing in cops and prosecutors involved with one of their major players. Rumors are already floating."
"This one could be bad. It probably won't go to trial for another few months, but right now he's in jail with no bond because he's a foreign national and a huge flight risk."
"I want you to try the case. You've got no relatives here, there not much of a way they can get to you. Will you take it?"
She sat for a minute, thinking.
"In other words, I'm the sacrificial lamb. I'll be gone in a few months, and no one locally will get the fallout, except maybe you and the cop. Minimizing risk, counselor?"
He had the good grace to look ashamed.
"Basically, that's it in a nutshell. They got nothing to threaten you with. If they check your background, I don't think even they are stupid enough to threaten you father. If they check on your husband they'll find the same thing. We will, of course, keep an eye on you. Think you can do it?"
She smiled.
"Give me the file."
.................................................
Hardy wasn't in the best of moods. His cousin and close friend had just dropped by, and the news wasn't good.
They hugged, got caught up on each others' lives. Harry was married and had two kids, both boys. His wife was rather plain, but the love he had for her made her beautiful, at least to him.
Harry had been his second in command in his wilder, younger days. Not a planner, he was very good at executing. Dependable, loyal, not afraid to speak, they made a good team.
When Hardy left for the military, another cousin, Roy, had stepped into the power vacuum and took over. He didn't have Hardys' finesse or style, but he got things done.
Harry was there with a problem. Roy had been eyeing the armored car that serviced the local Wal-Mart. His sources said it was a two to three hundred thousand score, and that made it very attractive. He had made a plan, and wanted Harry to do the job.
When he started, Hardy stopped him.
"Hold up, slick. I'm an officer of the court now. Don't tell me about anything illegal, I'll be duty bound to report it."
He saw the disappointment in Harry's face.
"But, say, if you were talking about a hypothetical situation, and wanted to pick my brain as a lawyer, I would not be adverse to offering an opinion."
"Thanks, Hardy. I got a body shop, I'm making good money, enough to support my family. I'm getting a little long in the tooth for wild shit like Roy has in mind. Now, say this was really going down, and these were the plans, think it would work?"
He looked it over.
"Whoever does this is looking at a minimum of seven years in the federal prison. This is the same as robbing a bank. This plan wouldn't work. Too much time lag. You know those things have gps, streaming video, panic buttons, plus they're a lot stronger than they used to be. Whoever did this would have to be in and out in less than ten minutes, and that includes subduing the armed guards and off loading the cash. You can't do it on that time frame. I suggest you tell whoever set up these hypothetical plans to forget it and hit an easier target."
"Thanks Hardy, I appreciate it."
They shook hands and Hardy gave him some cards.
"Here, just in case one of the cousins run into trouble. Tell them to say I'm their lawyer and nothing else until I get there. Got it?"
Harry turned down the job, citing Hardys' analysis. Roy got three of the younger cousins to do it anyway. They were in custody before an hour had elapsed.
Hardy got them to plead them out, they didn't have a choice. They were too loyal to rat on anyone, saying it was their own idea. Each got seven to ten in federal prison.
Roy was upset and sent word to Hardy to stay out of his business. Hardy sent back word he needed to stop making plans that got kids locked up.
Roy was worried. His people were starting to question him. Things had not been going well for him lately, a new player was moving in, revenue was down, and he didn't see a good end in sight. On top of all that, he felt he was being undermined by Hardy.
"I need to teach that prick a lesson. But if I touch Hildy or Joshua, the cousins not in the business could make it very uncomfortable for us. Too bad there's nothing I can use for leverage."
Ronnie Wilkes was his enforcer. What he didn't have in brains he made up for with size and brutality. Plus, he had never liked Hardy because he didn't seem to fear him.
"Wal, cousin, There's always his old lady. They're split up, but you know how he is about people messing with things that belong to him."
Roy snorted.
"I ain't going all the way to Yankee land to go after his bitch. I need something local."
Ronnie grinned.
"Don't have to, she's an assistant d.a. right here in Jefferson County. Cousin Bertie told me, after making me swear I wouldn't tell anyone. She's going by her maiden name, Canaday. If we stop by and pay her visit he might get the message."
Harry was listening to the conversation, and gave his opinion.
"I think that is probably the stupidest idea you've ever had, Roy. They didn't give him the nickname 'hardass' because he could sit on uncomfortable furniture. This might blow up on you, make you look mighty foolish."
Ronnie scoffed.
"He's old news. A freakin' lawyer, how tough can he be? I bet he's soft as jello and can't walk up the courthouse steps without losing his breath."
Harry actually laughed.
"You keep thinkin' that. I'll put it on your tombstone. I've seen him, boy, he's bigger than ever and it ain't flab. But, see for yourself. Don't think for a minute when this little plan goes to hell I won't be there saying I told you so."
He walked out, still laughing.
They scouted her. She was a creature of habit, always arriving home at about six. She hardly ever went out.
He couldn't believe how easy it was to get her to let them in. All they had to say was they were cousins and had a message from Hardy, and she practically dragged them into the house.
................................................
Gwen didn't like the looks of the two men, but when they introduced themselves and mentioned Hardy, she took off the safety chain and let them in.
It happened so fast she didn't have time to react. The big one grabbed her and zip strapped her to a kitchen chair, shoving a gag into her mouth. The older one took another chair and sat it in front of her.
"Listen Missy, I get some promises from your old man and we leave quietly. He bows up on us the least little bit and your life could get unpleasant. I'll start with letting Ronnie get to know you a little better and go from there. If I take your gag off, you promise not to scream? I need you to speak so Hardy knows I'm really here with you. Got it? Now, I'm gonna call him, you just set tight."
She nodded. When the gag came off she smiled. It gave Roy the creeps.
"You know who my husband is and you're dumb enough to do this? I hope he lets me watch when he gets hold of you. And if you're depending on me to call him, you're out of luck. I don't know any of his numbers."
Speaking with more confidence that he had, he told her not to worry, he had the number.
"I'm gonna put it on speaker so he can hear us."
He picked up on the third ring.
"Hardy Wilkes."
"Hardy, Roy here. I hear you been snooping around my business. I don't like people in my business. I got a woman here who wants to say hello."
He held the phone up to her.
Staring straight into his eyes, she spoke.
"Hardy, honey, I want you to tear them a new ass."
Roy snatched the phone back.
"That's right, I'm here with your woman. We don't want this to get ugly, now do we?"
"Why would it get ugly, Roy? Great minds must think alike. I heard you wanted to talk and stopped by your house. You sure got a nice family."
It was the first time she had ever seen a man look like he was going to faint.
"Now, Hardy, don't...."
Hardy talked right over him.
"Your wife sure makes good pie. I brought a little surprise for you. I got your daughter June sitting on my lap, swinging on the front porch. I had to come out here to get signal. She sure wiggles a lot for a six year old. Here June bug, tell your daddy what I brought you."
A child's excited voice was heard,
"Daddy, guess what? Uncle Hardy brought us tickets to Six Flags! They got rides and everything! He says we're going this weekend. Isn't Uncle Hardy the best? Are you coming home soon Daddy?"
"That's enough, June bug. Let me finish talking to your daddy. See if your momma will give me another piece of that pecan pie, okay?"
You could hear the little girl scurry off, calling for her mother.
Roy spoke up, the nervousness in his voice.
"Now, Hardy, let's not let this get out of hand. I.."
"Shut the fuck up, asshole. You need to spend more time with your family. You know kids like June bug disappear every day, right? And your oldest, boy, I bet she's already breaking hearts. Be careful, watch her close. Beautiful girls like her could end up in some big trouble if you're not careful. You hear what I'm saying, Roy?"
Roy was opening and closing his mouth like a fish trying to breath air. Gwen couldn't help it, she spoke up.
"I think he hears you just fine, honey."
"Good. Now, I think you need to get on home to your family. You're going to Six Flags this weekend. Three days and two nights, all expenses paid. A client gave it to me as a bonus, and I don't have a family to enjoy it with. I'm gonna call June bug Monday. If she doesn't say she had a great time I'm gonna be pissed. You really wouldn't like me to be pissed."
"And Roy, you're right, your business isn't mine and I don't do that sort of thing anymore. But, Roy, my business is my business, and don't go poking in it, you understand? Until I get the divorce papers, she's still my business."
"If Ronnie is there, tell him if she says he knocked one hair out of place, I'll cut his hand off, one finger at a time. Nowhere he can hide, no one he can hide behind. You understand me?"
Roy finally got his voice back.
"Whatever you want Hardy, you got. I'm sorry we had this misunderstanding. If there's ever anything you want, just say the word. Please Hardy, leave my family alone."
He was almost crying.
"Well, Roy, I'm glad we cleared this up. Remember, if June bug doesn't have a good time this weekend, I'll be looking to you for answers. And I'm taking the rest of this pie home with me, if I can talk your wife out of it. Kiss your family for me when you get home. You don't know how lucky you are."
The line went dead.
They were very gentle removing her restraints.
"Please tell him we didn't mean nothing, and that we didn't hurt you. Please."
She laughed.
"You assholes. If he had wavered just a little bit I'm sure I would have had a very bad evening. I'm going to tell him you roughed me up and that Ronnie boy let his hands wander. Tell me which funeral home you think will handle your services and I'll send flowers. Now, get the hell out of my house!"
They almost ran out the door. She leaned against it. So much for the 'redneck mafia' that Hardy had built before he got shipped off to the military.
"He still loves me. He threatened a whole family for me. I got to hear his voice. All in all, a good day."
Six months ago that would have filled her with horror. She went to bed and slept like a baby.
.................................................
She dressed, undressed, dressed again for the reunion. Hildy said they would be outside most of the day, wear something comfortable and light. She finally settled on a modest white tank top and green cargo shorts. It seemed to hit the right balance of comfortable but attractive.
Hair and makeup were totally different matters. Being outside, she went light on the makeup, and put her hair up in a style that looked spontaneous but every woman knew took quite a bit of work. She discovered she enjoyed shorter hair, and it was nowhere near as long or complicated as it used to be. She rehearsed over and over what she wanted to say if she got a chance to talk to him.
They were cooking whole hogs, chickens, even a side of beef. Four cookers were going full blast when she got there, and the smell was unbelievable. Joshua was watching for her arrival. Hopefully he was glad to see her, but it could be the five cases of beer, St. Pauli of course. She had gotten him hooked, and he almost started a riot with the guys tending the kegs when he said it was better than Bud.
Hildy grabbed her, shoved an apron in her hands, and sent her to the kitchen. She was greeted by a chorus of "Hey, Aunt Gwen", many of them she was sure she had never met. They put her on the slaw line, and for ninety minutes she ran cabbage through a food processor. The men were setting up tables and carrying the side dishes out. She kept looking for Hardy. Hildy noticed.
"Relax, hon. He's coming. One of the cousins got into a little scrape and he had to go down and smooth it over. He's on his way. Why don't you go freshen up? This kitchen hasn't done much for your hair."



So much for the elaborate simplicity she was going for. She finally gave up, combed her damp mop into a simple ponytail, and hoped for the best.
Finally they gathered for the blessing. You always have a blessing at these events, whether you believe or not. A few of the cousins had a band. They had set a stage up for later, and they handed a microphone to Hildy.
"I'm gonna do my Minnie Pearl imitation. HOWDEEEE!" The sound echoed off the low hills.
A chorus of "Howdee" came back to her.
She held her hands in mock disappointment.
"Ya'll forget. I'm related to you. I know you can get louder than that. We ain't gonna eat until I'm satisfied. HOWDEEEEEEEEEEE!"
They probably heard them in the next town.
"That's better. Thanks so much for coming. There ain't nothin' better'n family. Before we eat, make sure you thank the cooks, some of them have been at it for hours. And thank the ladies for the side dishes and great looking desserts."
"Now, bow your head, and let's remember the ones who can't be here, and the ones that will never be here again. Keep them in your hearts."
After a short silence she spoke up again.
"God, thank you for friends and family. We ain't nothing without them. Bless the new arrivals to the clan, and hold the departed near to you. Help the ones that are lost find their way back home. Help the ones estranged find their way back to the fold and each other. Help us be better people. Bless this food and all present. Amen."
There was a rousing response of "Amen!", followed by a scramble to the tables. Gwen stood, transfixed by the blessing, and then added her own prayer, the most heartfelt she had ever done.
Hildy hugged her.
"Come on girl, before they eat it all."
She wasn't sure exactly what she ate. There was something called burgoo, made with mutton, a cousin from over the Tennessee line brought. Another from the coast of South Carolina brought Brunswick stew, which tasted great once you got over how much it looked like it had already been eaten and lost. There were about twenty homemade barbeque sauces, from sticky sweet to blistering hot.
Green beans, butterbeans, blackeyed peas, Lima beans, corn on the cob, fried corn, creamed corn. Kale, collards, mixed greens, tender greens, rape, sweet potatoes, sweet potato casserole. Potato salad, fried potatoes, hash brown casserole. Fried squash, okra, sliced onions, sliced tomatoes, cucumbers. Pickles of every description made from just about anything. Dishes she couldn't be sure what was in them. Gwen didn't know why the tables didn't collapse.
And desserts, oh my. Carrot cake, chocolate cake, fresh coconut cake, Appalachian stack cake,upside down pineapple cake, banana bread, apple pie[fried and baked]peach pie, coconut pie, chocolate pie, pecan pie, strawberry pie, blueberry pie, cupcakes, cookies, gelatin molds. She felt her arteries harden and waistline expand just looking.
Health concerns didn't stop anybody from digging in, so she grabbed a plate and stepped up. They knew she wasn't familiar with a lot of the foods, and they made a production of introducing them to her. Try cousin Freds' fried chicken, Aunt Zelda's carrot salad, the greens, the beans. She thought she was going to explode as the jibes got more pointed when they got comfortable with her.
Taste this sauce, Yankee girl, don't be a wuss. Yeah, it's hot, kill this beer, it'll help. Don't hurt her feelings, eat it. Hildy rescued her.
"Stop it, or she'll be known as the girl that ate Alabama. She'll be around for awhile, she'll try it all later. Stop before she pops!"
She took her hand and led her inside.
"Hardy just called, he got held up. He'll be here in about an hour. Why don't you fix him a plate of his favorites and put it back. That'll give you a chance to talk to him. Come on, I'll help you."
They ended up fixing three plates, one meats, one veggies, one desert.
Hildy smiled.
"The old saying about love and food must be true. Feed him this and he'll be so full he can't run, and so happy he won't fuss. Well, not much, I hope."
Gwen did too. She loosened the belt around her shorts. They had elastic and she was stuffed, so she was sure they wouldn't slip. A decision she soon regretted.
An hour passed and still no Hardy. He called Hildy, saying he didn't think he would get the cousin bailed out in time to come. Hildy insisted he stop by, if nothing else for the plates of food she had saved him. He promised, but said it would be at least two more hours.
The older folks dozed, sated with food and family. The younger ones cleaned up a little before they too relaxed. The kids buzzed around, powered by the boundless energy of youth.
Gwen and Hildy wandered round, talking to everyone. Gwen felt like she was running for office the way she was shaking hands and kissing babies, but she didn't mind. Somewhere she lost Hildy and ended up walking with one of the cousins close to her own age.
There was a group their age clustered near the creek. They went over and she soon discovered the family drink, ginger fizz. One half family brewed corn liquor, one half a local brew of ginger ale known for it's bite. It was not for the faint of heart.
Gwen tasted one and it felt like her mouth was on fire. She went pale, and then bright red. When she finally started gasping for air the group broke up laughing.
"Don't worry, Aunt Gwen, it'll stop burning in a minute. Don't be mad at us, everyone new to the family gets ambushed like this. Here, this is what it's supposed to taste like."
She eyed it warily. The same base, but with lemon, orange, and lime slices, plus a few cherries thrown in. She took a sip and actually enjoyed the taste. She ended up drinking three in an hour. What she didn't know was it still had just as much liquor in it, and she was getting really buzzed.
She went to the bathroom, talked to Aunt Hildy, found out Hardy should be there any minute. She worked her way back to the group by the creek, stopping and being stopped along the way. All in all, she was very happy. Seeing Hardy would cap a wonderful day.
The band was just starting to play, country and old rock. They weren't half bad. The sun was just beginning to decline, giving the day a golden, sepia glow.
Then, it all went to pieces.
Crystal Anne was at the table with her new friends, talking to some big guy with a cap on. She was rubbing his shoulder, laughing and shaking her hair. Damn her, she was the last person she wanted to see. Long red hair flowing, highlights glinting in the sun, white halter top and shorts so small they looked like panties. Every man there was drooling. At least she wasn't around Hardy.
Then her world imploded. Crystal playfully knocked the cap off the guy, exposing shaggy, pale blond hair, which she ruffled affectionately. She reached the table and the man turned. She found herself staring directly into Hardys' eyes. His hair was longer, and he had a short beard, but the cool grey eyes bored holes in her soul.
She snapped. All her planning, all her hopes, and he was with HER! Looking back, she didn't even remember starting it.
"GET YOUR HANDS OFF MY HUSBAND, YOU MAN STEALING BITCH!"
She grabbed a handful of hair and yanked backwards. Crystal Anne slammed into her, knocking them both off balance and sending them tumbling into the creek. Joshua had taken his backhoe and formed a small pool, intended for the smaller kids in the summertime. It was about waist deep at the deepest point.
Gwen never let go of her hair as they hit the water. Even in early September, the water was COLD! Crystal was floundering, trying to stand upright. Gwen yanked her head under again, and as she was gasping for breath she ripped her halter off.
By then a good crowd had gathered, and she thought she could get out while Crystal crouched in the water to conceal her chest. She started up the bank, twirling the top and laughing.
Crystal surged out of the water, 'cussing a blue streak', according to what she heard later, and grabbed Gwen by the waistband of her shorts. The belt had been loosened and the shorts slid down her legs, exposing her ass in all its' glory, covered minimally by a lacy black thong. She had worn it in the hopes of flashing Hardy, it was always one of his favorites.
She slid back into the water, shorts entangling her legs, and Crystal gave her a mighty slap. She responded by raking her nails across her neck, drawing blood. They were tumbling in the water, both by now half drowned. Somehow half of her tank top was gone, along with the bra beneath.
She could hear the crowd yelling and clapping, but just didn't care. She was gonna kick this bitches' ass if it was the last thing she did.
Suddenly a voice boomed out.
"YOU GIRLS STOP THAT THIS INSTANT! SHAME ON BOTH OF YOU."
To reinforce her words she grabbed a cooler and dumped it on them, cans and all. It shocked them into stillness.
It was Hildy, and she had a full head of steam. She looked at two of the larger cousins.
"Shirts off! Now!"
They hastily tossed her their tee shirts. She threw them down to the girls.
"Put these on and get your asses up to the house right this minute, else I'm gonna show everybody what a real ass whipping looks like! NOW!"
They scrambled into the shirts and ran to the house, holding them down past their bottoms. Hildy wasn't far behind.
Joshua was waiting for them and shooed them inside. Soon Hildy was pacing up and down before them.
"I hope you're proud. It'll be a long time before the cousins forget this reunion. What a way for two supposed ladies to act!"
It felt like they were ten years old.
Crystal Anne said "She started it!"
Gwen said "No, bitch, you started it by touching my husband. If I catch you around him again this won't even compare to what I do to you."
"Fuck you, you gave him up when you couldn't keep your legs closed. I, at least, would be faithful to him."
That stung Gwen more than she cared to acknowledge.
"Fuck you too. Until the divorce is final, he's mine! And I intend to stop the divorce, we'll be together again, you'll see."
Crystal sneered, "Yeah, I see that happenin' real soon. Just as soon as I get my snowball franchise in hell."
"THAT'S ENOUGH!"
"Crystal, go with Joshua. He'll show you my room. You should find clothes to wear home. They'll be a little loose but it'll have to do."
After Crystal left the room, Hildy looked at her sadly.
"Well, if you wanted to make an impression on him, it worked."
Gwen teared up, again.
"Is he still here? Think he'll listen to an apology?"
"Sorry child, he's long gone. You girls managed to embarrass the crap out of him, and I didn't think that could be done."
She let out a cry, "I've ruined everything. One chance and I blew it. I might as well give up."
Hildy patted her head.
"Don't be so hasty, child. You actually fought for him, he's redneck enough to appreciate that. This little incident may have actually done you some good."
She hugged Hildy for awhile, then sat back.
With a weak little smile she asked.
"So, did I win?"
Hildy grinned.
"I'd call it a draw, but it was a dandy little scrap."
Gwen actually giggled.
"What would my father think if he saw his little princess now? Bet it would shock the hell out of him."
Hildy looked uncomfortable.
"Baby, you should know..."
She trailed off and looked over Gwens' shoulder.
"What is it, Aunt Hildy?"
She heard the "Hmm, hmm" of someone clearing their throat and thought Joshua was back.
She turned.
"DADDY?!"
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"DADDY!?"
Yes, there he stood, Greg Canaday, member of the Boston elite, bastion of conservatism, respected member of the bar. Staring at his, muddy, bedraggled daughter, clad only in an oversized tee shirt.
"What are you doing here?"
"I was invited. Someone named Hildy called, told me how well you were doing, how proud I should be of you, how much you missed me. So. I thought I would come down, visit, maybe get my fill of Southern cooking and hospitality."
"Daddy, it's not what it looks like. I..."
"How would you know what I think it looks like?
It looks like my daughter attacked one of my employees. A true cat fight, over a man."
"It really wasn't that bad. I just..."
"Not that bad? You two were rolling around in the water and mud in front of at least a hundred people, without the benefit of many clothes. It looked like a Jerry Springer episode."
"Daddy, I'm so sorry."
"SORRY? Is that how..snort...a well brought up...snort...member of Boston society...snort...oh hell!"
He burst out laughing, shaking his whole body in mirth, unable to contain it any longer. Hildy had reentered the room, smiling at first but soon laughing along with him.
"Damn child, I send you down here and[another fit of laughing]you go native on me. Your grandmother would be proud."
She was very, very confused.
"What would my grandmother have to do with it?"
"Your esteemed grandmother is from here, Jefferson County . You're one fourth Alabamian. Virginia Howe of the Birmingham Howes, to be exact. Your grandfather did his required work in our office here and fell head over heels in love with her. Her parents were not amused. 'A Yankee! How dare her!'"
"But they loved each other until the day he died, twenty seven years later. And she was never the same after he passed."
That's where your trust fund comes from, old steel money. She would have been proud of you today, no doubt."
"Why would she be proud? I made a spectacle of myself, drove Hardy even farther away. I've made a bad situation worse."
"Maybe not, girl" interjected Hildy. "Hardy just called to make sure you're all right. And to send word if any video shows up anywhere someone will pay, dearly. I would imagine there's a lot of cells being erased as we speak."
Gwens' hand flew to her mouth. Her shining moment, immortalized forever. It just couldn't get anymore complicated.
Wrong, wrong, wrong.
.................................................
Her dad spent four days with her, watching her in court, taking her to lunch and dinner. He spent a few hours with his old friend Paul, talking about things neither would discuss with anyone else.
Privately, he had to admit she had grown up some.
It was very gratifying. The only sore spot between them was Hardy. He couldn't understand why she wanted him back, in his eyes she had betrayed him twice, regardless of the circumstances.
"Look at it like this, baby. Have you ever heard the old African parable about the woman and the snake?"
She shook her head no.
"In the parable, the woman finds a snake fallen from a wall. It's cold, and the snake can't survive, so he begs the woman to take him in.
He talks so eloquently, and is so beautiful she picks him up and takes him home. She puts him by the fire for warmth. She feeds him. She holds and pets him, telling him how beautiful he is."
"Finally, summer comes. The sun is shining, it's warm, and the snake no longer needs her. One day as she holds him he bites her neck. As she lies on the ground dying she looks at the snake, and says 'Why? I saved you. I kept you alive. Why would you bite me?'"
"The snake just looks at her before he slithers off."
"Woman, you knew damn well I was a snake before you picked me up."
He paused.
"Do you understand? You knew Allan was a snake, but you still did coke with him in Paris. You still let him in your house, even as you tried to get Hardy back. What happened to you was wrong, but you knew how he was before you let him in. So please, bear a little responsibility."
"And, that's exactly how Hardy views it. You let a snake in your home, knowing what he was."
She sighed.
"Am I going to get him back?"
He hated to tell her, but she needed the truth.
"I don't think so, baby. You hurt him in the worst way possible. True, you didn't know his background and how badly he would react, but you still cheated on him. And be honest, your treatment of him for the time before the 'incident' wasn't exactly that of a loving wife. Tell me, when did you stop respecting him?"
"I never stopped respecting him!" she flared out,
"but I did take him for granted. I guess I felt the love he had for me would see us through anything."
"Including cheating on him?"
"NO! You know I didn't mean for that to happen. You know that. And, I was never going to let him find out."
"Regardless, it DID happen, and he did find out. Tell the truth, you had to think, somewhere in the back of your mind, that even if he found out you could convince him to forgive you."
She couldn't look him in the eye. That told him all he needed to know.
He sighed.
"There's more news. Hardy has finally had enough of dragging the divorce out. He made it clear to his attorney if things didn't start happening, he was fired. Ivan is doing all he can, but he can't delay much longer."
She felt like fainting. It was finally about to be over. She just hung her head and cried.
Greg left the next day. He stopped by to see Hardy on the way out.
"How are you?"
Hardy more or less grunted.
"As well as can be expected. Lots of cases to look over, lot of people needing help."
"That's not what I meant and you know it. Are you still going to divorce her?"
"You know I am."
"Nothing anyone can do to change that? She's grown up a lot this last eight months. I really believe she loves you."
"I still love her, maybe I always will. But you know as well as I love is not enough sometimes. I have to be able to trust her, and that'll never happen again. And I'm not talking about just the cheating. I really feel she was lying from the day we wed. She never wanted what I wanted, even after we discussed it at length and she agreed."
"She never wanted to settle down, and I really feel now she never wanted children. No, the best thing I can do is move on. I still want a family, and time is wasting."
"I understand. But tell me, son, was all you really wanted a brood sow? In my opinion, you both started the marriage based on lies and half truths. You should have told her about you, your upbringing and history. She should have told you how she felt about a family and her history of drug use and infidelity. She did wrong, really wrong, but you need to shoulder some of the responsibility. If you had both been honest you most likely would never have married, and wouldn't be where you are now."
Hardy started to speak but he waved him off.
"Stop. I shouldn't have said what I did, but you're both family to me. You're the son I never had, and I regret losing you. But enough about that, I should never had brought it up. What I really wanted to talk to you about was the new case Gwen is on."
He described the Escobar case in detail, stressing the danger she may be in.
"Paul promised me protection, but you know as well as I how stretched law enforcement is these days. As a personal favor to me, will you keep an eye on her? I know now you have resources they can never equal. Gwen told me about your little discussion with your cousin Roy."
Hardy actually smiled, remembering.
................................................
He did call the following week, and little June nearly talked his ear off. Her mother promised him an unending string of pies in gratitude for making Roy see the importance of a happy home life.
"I'm not an idiot, and I grew up on stories about you. All I have to say when he's getting a little neglectful is it's time to bake you a pie, and he perks right up. Thank you. Now, do you like peaches?"
Cousin Ronnie was another matter. He had heard his brags, and caught him in one of those sawdust on the floor, no air conditioning, coolers run on ice instead of electricity type of juke joints you can still find scattered throughout the state.
Ronnie saw him and made a huge mistake. He started bragging about how hard he was going to kick his ass. Hardy responded by slapping him, hard. Then he turned his back on him and went outside, calling out behind him.
"Come on out you loudmouth cunt! I won't hit you, but I will slap you like the little bitch you are until you cry. I may just spank your ass like a young'un before I'm done. You might even piss your panties."
Ronnie had just enough beer in him to cloud his judgement. He rushed Hardy screaming at the top of his lungs.
"I'm gonna kill you, asshole!"
Hardy actually looked bored as he stepped aside and slapped him on his way past, pushing him with his other hand. He went down face first in the gravel parking lot. He sprang up with a roar, angered beyond reason. Hardy didn't dodge, but stepped in and gave him a wicked 'Liverpool kiss', a head butt with all his momentum behind it. Ronnie's nose immediately flattened and blood flew. Stunned he stood with his arms hanging and Hardy took full advantage, raking slaps back and forth across his face. His body's natural reaction to the pain caused tears to fall.
"Lord almighty" one onlooker yelled, "he is crying like a bitch."
That only enraged Ronnie more. He was skilled, you didn't do what he did without them, but he just wasn't up to Hardys' level. He did manage to get a few good blows in. Hardy paid no more attention to them than he would a fly buzzing round him.
Instead, he started raining blows just above the groin in front and the kidneys in back. No body could absorb that much pain, and his bladder released. He fell to the gravel, semiconscious.
Hardy pulled him up by his collar, making it look effortless, and pushed him against a truck.
"Well, you've cried and pissed yourself, do I have to spank you now, or do we have an understanding?"
Ronnie shook his head yes in submission.
"Seems we're about done here. Before I go, remember what I promised you if you touched my woman?"
Ronnie's eyes flew open and he attempted to speak through bruised lips.
Hardy cut him off.
"Shut up, you little bitch. Time to pay the piper."
His hand twitched and a three inch blade snicked open and locked into place. The tears were real now, not pain induced.
Hardy held the blade to a little finger and smiled. Ronnie heard a snap followed by terrible pain, but when he looked down his finger was still there, just hanging at an odd angle.
Hardy put the knife back in his pocket.
"If I hear you're even in the same room with her again, I'll come back, and it'll be ever finger on both hands. Understand?"
He nodded. Hardy looked over the crowd.
"Anybody feel the need to say anything?"
Suddenly people were finding interesting things to look at in any direction except where he was standing.
"All right then. One of you could do me a kindness and take him to see Doc Thomas. He's used to this sort of thing and won't say a word. I'd appreciate it. Tell him to send me the bill.
Ya'll have a good evenin'."
He got into the big truck he had bought when he came back and slung gravel all over Ronnie as he pulled out.
It destroyed Ronnie. No one feared him anymore, his effectiveness as an enforcer gone forever. Roy replaced him with one of the younger cousins, freshly back from Iraq. Ronnie became a runner, doing odd jobs for the group.
He planned, he brooded, dedicating his life to looking for ways to hurt Hardy Wilkes.
Doc Thomas turned out to be the grandfather of Karen Thomas, a.d.a. He told her in confidence that "Hardass Wilkes" was back and meaner than ever, which meant more business for him.
She asked Gwen later if she had ever met Ronnie Wilkes. Gwen made a face.
"Yes, he and another man named Roy came to visit me not long ago, wanting to make a family connection, I guess. Can't say I cared much for either of them. I don't think they'll visit again."
Karen grinned.
"You probably won't see Ronnie again, ever. Someone that resembles your husband stomped a mud hole in his ass the other day. He's bruised, contused, and has a broken finger. They said the guy that beat him just slapped him until he cried, and then gave him a few groin shots, making him piss himself."
"Too bad he didn't kill him. That's a useless waste of humanity if there ever was one."
Gwen smiled when she said it, and the look in her eyes made Karen nervous.
.................................................
Hardy assured Greg he would watch over her.
"I got a few cousins who are unemployed. They'll look after her."
Greg offered to pay for the services of the cousins, but Hardy brushed it off.
"You can't charge family for something you would do for them anyway. It's just not done, not in my family anyway."
Greg countered.
"Don't call it pay, say it's for expenses. I want their full attention on her, not wondering how their bills will get paid."
Hardy reluctantly agreed, saying he would take care of it.
Greg brought another subject up.
"Since we're talking about money, I've got some papers for you to sign. The prenup you fought so hard against? It's in full force now, remember it's in effect even if you don't divorce. You have proof she cheated, she has admitted it. Thirty eight million, she was faithful for most of two years. Now before you start, it's legal, and the money is yours. If you don't want it give it away, you just can't give it back to Gwen."
Hardy ranted, but Greg just smiled.
"You don't have a choice. You're rich now, welcome to the club."
They had a quiet dinner, each lost in their own thoughts, and Hardy drove him to the airport.
..................................................
The first meeting with Raul Escobar and his team of lawyers went as well as could be expected. They claimed everything from entrapment to improper police procedure to police brutality, insisting that all charges be dropped and their client be released forthwith. Raul sat with a smug smile on his face.
She just regarded them quietly while they laid out their demands, then actually laughed.
"He got caught, driving while impaired. It's all on tape, including his rant and threats to the arresting officer. It's his first U.S. offense, but it's a class A felony. He's going away for at least five to seven years, if he takes a deal. Fight it in court and I'll go for the max, twenty five to life. His choice. Let me know your decision. Soon."
She got up and left them with their mouths hanging open.
'Don' Vincente was furious when he heard. Who did this gringa bitch think she was? He'd destroy her.
Calling up his private jet, he flew into Birmingham.
He did nothing half way, doing research on anyone he considered an enemy or who could cost him time or money. Nothing he read pleased him. The puta was already rich, money wouldn't work as a persuasion. Neither would threats to her family. The mother was in France, married to a French judge, and the father was even richer than his daughter, well respected and even more well connected. The soon to be ex husband was a thug himself in earlier times, and was now a lawyer with dubious ties to his old crime partners, regarded by all as extremely dangerous in and out of court.
He asked for and received a meeting with the woman and her boss. At first he tried to reason with her.
"Please" he said, turning on his considerable charm, "he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He didn't even know the drugs were in the vehicle, which he borrowed from a friend. Release him into my custody and reduce the charges so he can get probation. I'll make sure he leads a life of righteousness and good works. I'll even send you monthly drug tests. You should be familiar with those."
Gwen went bright red. How did he know about the drug tests?
"First, he rented the car, he didn't borrow it. His name is on the rental agreement. His fingerprints are all over the bags, and his DNA, in the form of saliva, is even in one of them. He resisted arrest, then tried to bribe the arresting officers, then threatened them in your name."
"Even if we were inclined to let it drop, the arresting deputy is cross trained and certified by Homeland Security as a local liaison, and he has federal powers. If we were to let it drop, the feds would snatch him up faster than lightning. Cut your losses, Mr. Escobar. All the lawyers in the universe can't help him. Let him plead out."
Vincente Escobar was used to almost god like power. Everyone south of the border walked in fear of his wrath. Even the other cartels left him alone. And now this woman, barely more than a child, was telling him he was powerless to help his nephew, his blood. She needed an education, and he had just the teachers.
..................................................
Paul was beside himself after the meeting.
"That arrogant bastard. How dare he dictate to us, or make hints about consequences? He needs a reality check."
Gwen was calm.
"Relax, Paul. I've seen his type many times in contract negotiations. Totally convinced that whatever he wants is the best course for all concerned. He'll soon realize this won't be like below the border."
"However, none of the people I went up against in contract law had a history of killing those who opposed them, so we all need to be careful."
Things were quite somber around the office for a few days. Raul had appeared before a judge, been denied bail once again, and was bound over for trial in three months.
.................................................
Gwen went back to her regular routine. Drug dealers, thieves, prostitutes, killers all needed her attention. She plead out where she could, set trial appearances where she couldn't. Paul had started letting her handle the simpler ones for the experience. She lost one early on because of a procedural error, and it embarrassed her so badly she became fanatical in research. If an arresting officer was the least bit sloppy she ate him up. Her reputation for being a frosty Yankee bitch grew exponentially, but no one argued about her results.
One of her lighter moments came when she had to interview a pimp who had beat up one of his girls.
Homer 'Big Daddy' Johnson was arrogant, fat, and dirty. Easily weighing four hundred pounds, his casual approach to personal hygiene was legendary.
She almost gagged when she went into the interview room.
He was too cheap to hire a lawyer, so the least junior public defender was assigned to him. She looked positively green when Gwen entered.
He grinned at her, showing off his three gold teeth no doubt.
Not wanting to stay in the room a second longer than necessary, she cut right to the chase.
"We have three witnesses, all willing to testify. The woman involved has signed the complaint. You've got priors, Mr Johnson, all for assault on females. Take a deal, serve six months, and go back to your glamorous life. Give me the least amount of shit, and you're looking at eighteen months to three years. And I would hazard a guess, Mr. Johnson, that prison cuisine wouldn't meet your approval, much less the stringent sanitary practices they adhere too."
The public defender actually laughed, pissing 'Big Daddy' off greatly. He glared at her.
"Bitch, you supposed to be on my side. Get me out of this shit."
The young woman recoiled violently. He turned to Gwen.
"And you, I know who you are. Me and your old man bumped heads back in the day, he cost me a couple of good girls, real moneymakers. I always said I'd pay him back."
He leered at her, his foul breath almost making her gag.



"Maybe I'll turn you out. Good looking bitch like you would probably last three or four years before you got used up. I could make some real money before you were done. How would hubby like that?"
He leaned back, quite pleased with himself.
Gwen's sweet smile almost scared him.
"If you bumped heads with my husband, he probably kicked your ass and made you like it. I'm betting you haven't seen him lately. He's a lot bigger than he was, according to people who knew him then, and it's not fat. And thanks to me, he's not as friendly as he used to be. Maybe I'll tell him what you said."
"Or maybe, I'll just say fuck the deal, handle you myself, and put you away for a few years. You probably can't even find your fat ass with both hands, but they'll be guys there who'll be glad to find it for you. Who knows, when you get out you could maybe give your girls pointers on how to give a really good blow job or the proper way to take it up the ass. Good day, Mr. Johnson. Hope you learn to enjoy your new life."
The public defender scurried after her.
"He wants the deal, and said to tell you he was just kidding about all he said."
"Tell him it's a year now, take it or leave it."
She hadn't stopped walking.
"He'll take it."
She pulled Gwen into a hug, surprising her.
"Thanks, Aunt Gwen. I learned a lot back there."
Gwen was shocked.
"You're name is Chapman, right?"
"Yes Ma'am. Grandpa Hardy was my great aunts' brother in law. And my grandmother on my father's side is a Howe. You're related to most Chapmans, Grants, and Wilsons around here in one way or another. It's not all Wilkes, you know."
"Shit" Gwen thought as she walked back to her office, "I'm probably related to everybody in the state, one way or another."
Paul caught up with her as she walked.
"Got a minute?"
She grinned.
"You're my boss, think I'm gonna tell you to fuck off?"
He didn't know whether to laugh or not, but followed her into her office.
"Gwen, we got another case we need you to handle while we wait for the Escobar trial. This one gets a little tricky. Karen and I both are on murder trials, so you get this one."
"Come on, you're not telling me something. What's so special about this one?"
She didn't like the way he was skirting the subject.
"It involves the three strike law. And the accused is Sam Wilkes."
"Surely you know I'll do my best even if I'm sure somehow he's related to my husband, right?"
Paul hastened to assure her.
"We know. The thing is, his defense attorney is going to push this as a referendum on the three strike law. He kinds of specializing in hopeless cases like this, often with surprising results."
"I don't care, it'll make it more interesting. What's his name? Maybe I heard of him."
"Oh, you have, child, you have. His name is Hardy Wilkes."
The color drained from her face. Hardy. Her. Different sides in the same case. Could she handle her emotions? Could she sit at the table beside his for days without breaking down?
Could she do her job effectively for the state?
A calm settled over her.
"Can you handle this? Sarah has five more weeks of maternity leave, and Jimmy is still in traction from the softball accident. I just don't have anyone else."
"Don't worry Paul. I'm on it. One way or another, now he has to talk to me."
He was relieved.
"Good, here's the file. The kid doesn't deserve it, but the law is clear. Good luck."
.................................................
The file read like a Greek tragedy.
Sam Wilkes, twenty three years old. First felony at eighteen, caught joyriding with his cousins.
He wasn't driving, he wasn't in the car when they took it, all the others agreed, but he was still in the car when they pulled them over. Class D felony, probation.
Second felony at twenty, again because of his cousins. Caught in the middle of a bar fight. He hit a guy with a beer bottle, giving him a concussion and a fractured skull. Assault with a deadly weapon resulting in serious bodily injury. She read the transcripts.
"I didn't know a beer bottle was that strong, I see guys get hit in the head all the time in the movies, it breaks and they don't even slow down. I was just trying to get him off my cousin, I didn't mean to hurt him, really. I'm truly sorry."
The jury felt pity, but he still did six months.
Class B felony.
Two months ago he got popped for grand theft auto. He boosted a car from his employer, a vintage gull wing Mercedes. Got caught the next day, said he was bringing it back. The value on the car was over a hundred grand, Class A felony.
Three strikes. Life in prison, no negotiation. The thought made her physically ill. But the law was the law, and she was sworn to uphold it.
He was out on bond, since it was a nonviolent crime, bailed out by and currently living with Hardy.
.................................................
Hardy sat in deep thought. He didn't see much of a way out for Sammy. The three strike law was the result of a backlash against a wave of lawlessness by a previous administration. Wildly popular for awhile, lately support had been eroding. The cost of decades of imprisonment, the spike of inmate on inmate violence, and examples of cases like Sammy's had left the legal system frustrated. There was talk of a partial repeal, exempting nonviolent offenders, but nothing had actually been done.
A lot depended on jury selection. He knew if he could get enough working class people, people who distrusted the system, he may have a chance. There was an outside chance he could get him out from under life.
He hoped the a.d.a., Jimmy Richards, would be cooperative. A long trial would benefit no one.
That may or may not play into his favor.
Monday morning was ugly. The weather was giving way to the cold, rainy days of winter in central Alabama. A perfect day to fight for a life, Hardy thought as he, Sammy, Crystal Anne, and an assistant hired specifically to do juror analysis entered the court house. Entering the courtroom, they proceeded to their table and set up their equipment.
Oddly, the a.d.a. hadn't appeared yet. Generally the opposing attorneys chatted for a few moments before the judge entered, but today there would be no chance.
Judge Harlin was a surprise. Seventy four, he had been retired for a few years, filling in once in a while for a day or so on minor trials for a sick or vacationing judge. He enjoyed it, said it kept him from getting senile while making him appreciate retirement. He had been pressed into service rather suddenly when the judge originally slated to hear the case got caught in chambers with a defendant, working out a plea deal that included oral sex. Unfortunately, he was performing it on a young man who wasn't happy.
The judge was allowed to quietly retire, pleading guilty to coercion and crimes against nature. A plea bargain that kept him out of jail, but unfortunately not civil court. He would soon be divorced, broke, and shunned.
He strode in quickly, catching everyone by surprise. The bailiff hastily called the court to session.
"Don't bother rising, I'm a little early. Let's get down to business shall we? Please call the first case, bailiff."
"In the matter of the state versus Samuel Jerome Wilkes, grand theft auto. Is the defendant and counsel present?"
Hardy stood.
"We are, Wilkes for the defense. Good morning, your Honor."
There was a twinkle in the judges' eye. He and Hardy went back a long way. He was the judge that offered Hardy a chance to go into the military and avoid a criminal record all those years ago.
"I'm fine. It's good to see you again, Mr. Wilkes. I'm glad to see you gainfully employed, even if it is as a defense lawyer."
The judge was widely known for his intolerance of defense lawyer antics, and general low opinion of the profession.
The judge frowned, noting the empty table normally used by the prosecution.
"Is the prosecution present?"
"No your honor." The bailiff looked over his paperwork.
"It's supposed to be Jimmy Richards, but he recently was involved in an accident. Representing the state will be...."
He paused, about to say the name, when a voice spoke up from the back of the courtroom.
"Gwen Canaday for the state your honor. I apologize for being late, but in my defense you seemed to have started a little early."
Time seemed to stand still for Hardy. There she stood, crisp, professional, and just as beautiful as he remembered. He had only seen her once after the picnic, from a distance. He was still surprised how much it hurt.
He moved quickly.
"In light of this substitution your honor, may I approach the bench?"
The judge was a shrewd old man and had noticed Hardys' face when the prosecutor entered. He motioned them both to the bench.
It almost took his breath away to stand so near her, the familiar smell of her perfume in his nostrils.
He didn't know where to start. The judge grew impatient.
"You asked for this boy, spit it out. What am I missing here?"
"Judge, I would like to ask for another prosecutor assigned to this case. It may be a little awkward."
"Why would it be awkward? Somebody better start makin' sense in a hurry."
Gwen actually smirked.
"What Mr. Wilkes isn't telling you, sir, is that we are man and wife. Estranged, but still legally married. Please tell Mr. Wilkes that I will do my best to be professional and adhere to the guidelines of these proceedings. If he's afraid of me, he is encouraged to withdraw so his client can be adequately served."
The judge spoke.
"Mr. Wilkes, the words out of your mouth next better be respectful and calm. You're swelled up like a bullfrog choking on a horsefly. I'm probably the only one here who remembers your inability to control your temper. This is my court, by God, and you two will behave or I'll throw you into the same cell. Do we understand each other? Mr Wilkes?"
"Yes, sir." He managed to grate out.
Ms 'Canaday' is it, do you understand?"
She smiled sweetly.
"Yes sir. And, you're wrong. I'm quite familiar with his temper, intimately, in fact."
"Hot Damn!" the judge thought, "we haven't started yet and it's already getting hot. This might just be a lot of fun."
Making a little note to himself to research the couple in front of him, he banged his gavel and jury selection began.
................................................
Gwen caught on pretty quick when it came to his juror selection. She fought, got a couple law and order types past him, and he ran a few unrepentant liberals in, but the bulk were just average folks, which may help Hardy. A hung jury can often be as good as an acquittal.
The first day of the actual trial set the tone. There was a lot of attention being given by the media and legal watch groups on both sides of the spectrum. When word got out it was wife versus husband, it added another dimension.
It started when the Plea was entered.
"Not guilty" resonated through the room. No surprise there. It was a bit surprising when he pushed to have the charges dismissed, saying the defendant had permission to drive the vehicle, so it couldn't possibly be stolen.
Sam won the hearts of the spectators, if not the jurors.
Bumbling, shy, almost in tears a lot, he was a difficult witness for both sides.
"Yes, ma'am" he answered when she asked if he took the car.
"Did the owner of the car know you had it?"
"No ma'am."
"So if he didn't know you took it, it means you stole it, right?"
Hardy was on his feet instantly.
"Objection! Leading in the worst way, your honor."
"Sustained. Careful Mrs. Wil... I mean Ms. Canaday."
"Noted, your honor."
She turned to the jurors.
"He admitted he took the car. He admitted that the owner didn't know he had the car. Think about it."
Turning to the judge, she said she had no more questions at the time.
She looked over at Hardy.
"You're witness hon...Mr. Wilkes."
Glowing, Hardy rose.
"Thank you MISS Canaday."
He looked at Sammy. He hung his head in fear and shame.
"Sammy, look at me son."
He raised his head.
"Sammy, did you take the car?"
"Yes sir, I did."
"Why?"
"Because it was dirty! It was filthy. A beautiful car, a classic. It should have been pampered, stored carefully and cleaned with a loving touch."
"What did you do when you took it besides spending most of the night cleaning it? Did you joyride, strip the gears, blow the engine? Where were you going when they caught you?"
Jimmy looked horrified.
"I never even hit the speed limit. They knew I had it. I called and told Will, the owners son, that I had detailed it and was bringing it back. He chewed me out, told me they didn't know who had it and his dad had called the cops. He promised he was going to call them back and tell them it wasn't stolen."
He looked over at the judge.
"I'd like to enter the following phone call as evidence."
He looked at Gwen and she nodded, she had already heard it.
"Hello, Jefferson County Sheriff Department."
"Hey, this is Will Landis. My father reported his Mercedes stolen yesterday. I just found out it wasn't stolen, Jimmy, the guy who does odd jobs on our farm took it home and detailed it. He kept after me to let him clean it, and I joked and told him when he thought it was dirty enough he could do it. I didn't know he meant to take it away to do it. Anyway, he's on his way back to our house with it now."
"Sir, are you withdrawing the stolen car complaint?"
"Yeah, I guess I am. Sammy wouldn't steal a dime, he just ain't real smart sometimes."
"all right sir, I'll withdraw the compliant. Have a nice day."
"Thanks, bye."
He let the silence hang for awhile before he turned back to Sammy.
"Tell me, how did you get charged if they knew you were bringing it back?"
"I got pulled over right after I talked to Will. Nobody knew it wasn't stole, and they locked me up. I tried again and again to explain but they wouldn't listen. Finally they told me to hush and call my lawyer. So as soon as I got to jail I called you."
"Why did you call me?"
He seemed surprised by the question.
"Cause you're my cousin and I trust you. And, you're the only lawyer I know."
This brought a few smiles and snickers from the crowd.
"No more questions, your honor."
The judge looked at his watch.
"It's three thirty. Want to adjourn early and prepare closing arguments?"
Gwen asked that she present closing arguments before they adjourn.
"I promise it'll be short. We might even get in both sides before five. May I proceed?"
The judge gave his assent. She rose and paced in front of the jurors.
"Ladies and gentlemen, Sammy seems like a nice, gentle person. I'm sure he wouldn't harm a soul intentionally. No offense to the defendant, but he isn't the brightest individual. I'm sure he meant well. I'm sure he never meant to keep the car. If he had been a little smarter I'm sure he would have realized his friend Will was joking when he said he could clean the car when it got really dirty."
She paused, the jurors could see the sadness in her face.
"But the fact is he did take it. Will is only sixteen, he had no legal right to make decisions about the vehicle. It belonged to his father, an adult, and he insisted we prosecute. So we did."
"Sammy has without a doubt lived a hard life. No guidance, bad personal decisions, bad company, and circumstances beyond his control in some cases has resulted in him being before us today."
"All that being said, his mistakes, intentional or otherwise, brought him here. He does have felony convictions, this is his third if convicted, and the law says three strikes and you're out, or rather in this case in, for life."
"The law was made before I came to live in this great state, but ladies and gentlemen, IT IS the law, and as an officer of the court I am honor bound to see it enforced."
"If you can, be merciful. I have a lot of sympathy for him. You see, I myself have a life sentence hanging over me."
She paused and the judge frowned. Both he and Hardy weren't following her line of thought.
"Most of you know by now counsel for the defense is my husband. We're estranged, but still married. I committed a crime against him, a mortal one, one that has no forgiveness. I cheated on him, disrespecting everything he holds dear. It's been almost a year, and he refuses to speak to me.
"I've tried every legal way I can to let me talk to him, beg him for another chance. I've almost given up hope. So by my own actions I've condemned myself to a life without hope or happiness. Though it's not the same, I have a lot of empathy for this young man."
"I've done my job. I've presented the facts as they are. I've told the general outlines of the punishment, the judge will address the details in his instructions to you. All I can ask is you find some way to have a little mercy on a young man who doesn't deserve to die in prison."
Thank you for your service, and may God be with you in your decisions."
She looked at the judge as tears flowed down her cheeks.
"Thank you, your honor. Prosecution rests."
There was an uncomfortable silence before the judge crashed his gavel down.
"Ms. Canaday, I don't know whether to praise you or censure you. Don't think I'm ignoring your cute little trick at the end. That was your one chance. Try something like that in front of me again and I'll fry your little Yankee butt, do you understand?"
"Yes your honor, my apologies."
"All right then." He looked at his watch. "Court is hereby adjourned until nine tomorrow morning."
Gwen left, not daring to look at Hardy. If she had, she would have seen him sitting with his head in his hands, trying to hold back tears.
................................................
"Good morning, your honor, counselor, members of the jury."
"Yesterday you heard my opposition wax elegantly in her closing argument, citing facts and pulling heart strings."
"I agree with her on a lot of the key issues. The three strike law isn't justice, it fits the very description of cruel and unusual punishment. I can see it being applied to a small element of very dangerous offenders, but to send a twenty three year old away for life for cleaning a car is just wrong."
"Look at him, ladies and gentlemen, he's scared to death. Twelve people he's never even seen before this began literally have the power of life or death over him."
"If he goes to prison, he'll expect and pray for miracles the first two or three years. By the fifth year the light will start to go out of his eyes, and by the tenth he'll be a soulless lump that wouldn't even know how to survive in the real world. By then he would be thirty three, with at least forty more years to go."
"Yes he took the car, but he thought he had permission. The teenage son was willing to testify he led him to believe that he could clean the car. He was almost back with it when he got pulled over. If the dad hadn't been so angry at someone driving his pride and joy, charges would have been dropped."
He's a good kid, not emotionally ready to be a man. He took the car, he admitted it willingly, this is just a simple incident blown way out of hand. Find him guilty of something, but don't destroy a person who is innately good."
"Think about in economic terms. It costs a nationwide average of $30,000 per year to house, feed, and provide health care to a prisoner. The health care costs go up as the prisoner gets older. Sammy will probably live at least fifty more years, it will cost this state between 1.2 to 1.6 million to punish him for cleaning a car without permission. Think of the good you could do with that money, the road improvements, the new schools, the rehab and prevention programs that could be funded. Does this law make sense to you now?"



He started back to his table, when he turned and addressed the judge and jury one more time.
"With your indulgence, your honor, My learned opponent made some valid points. She may feel she's serving a life sentence, but she's a young vibrant woman, beautiful, rich beyond the wildest dreams of most of us in this room. She could fly in her fathers' jet to Paris for lunch, and be home in time for dinner. The cost would be about the same to her as it would be for one of us to walk down to The Hash House for their daily specials."
"Sammy won't have that luxury, when those bars slam shut he's done forever. While she worries about which designer should make a new creation for her, he'll be worrying about getting gang raped in the shower. Quite a difference, wouldn't you say?"
"And if by chance Sammy doesn't go to prison for life, he'll be a lot like me. He and I are serving life sentences of our own. In his case it was a car, in mine a woman. We knew they were far above anything we could hope to possess, but we had to keep them for a little while, even if they destroyed us."
"That's our life sentence, remembering for a brief, fleeting second how good it felt to touch them, knowing in your heart they would never be yours. "
"Thank you, jury, for your time and service. I don't envy you your task."
"Defense rests, your honor."
"Damn you, Hardy Wilkes," she thought, "if I had a dollar for every tear I shed for you I'd have another fortune to my name."
No one mentioned her tears as the jury listened to their instructions and filed out.
Five hours later the verdict was in. Sammy was convicted of unlawful use of a vehicle, a misdemeanor. He was sentenced to six months in a minimum security prison, one that maintained and cleaned state vehicles. The judge thought it fitting.
Hardy had Sammy shake everyone's hand and thank them. The jurors, the judge, even Gwen, who surprised everyone by hugging him.
The whole courtroom watched silently as she approached Hardy with her hand out. He took it without hesitation.
"Good job, counselor, justice was served here today. And just so you know, I've decided to stop fighting the divorce. Take your freedom, I won't hold you back. Just know, if I could see any hope of us being together again, I'd beg you on my knees on the courthouse steps to just talk to me. Goodbye, Hardy. I love you."
The judge watched and listened. This was just wrong. Everybody but the stubborn jerk Hardy could see it. He had a little research to do on these two, didn't need to put it off any longer.
...............................................
Greg wondered what the judge from Alabama wanted. He had left a message that a return phone call was urgently needed. He knew it was about Hardy or Gwen. He wasn't worried much about Hardy, but had real concerns about Gwen.
She had called him, told him to tell Ivan to just let it go, it was finally over. He could hear the despair in her voice, and the resignation.
"Are you sure, honey? I know he still loves you, but he won't admit to it."
"It doesn't matter if he loves me anymore, daddy. He'll never forgive me, every time he looks at me I know he sees Allan and I together. He can't forgive me, and I can't live a half life anymore."
He felt a profound sadness for Hardy, Gwen, even for himself. He had really hoped they would get back together.
He dialed the number, and the voice of an old man answered.
"Good evening, this is Greg Canaday, returning a phone ca......"
"Damn boy, I was about to give up on you."
The judge sounded impatient.
"You don't know me, but I know your daughter, and I know your soon to be ex son in law quite well.
I presided over her last case, I was glad to see she was actually happy she lost. Did you follow it?"
Greg had, there were already articles calling for the modification of the three strike law appearing in newspapers throughout Alabama. Even the most conservative ones were grudgingly admitting modification had some merit. There were several photos of Hardy and Gwen in the hometown papers.
"Yes I did. I was proud of them both."
"Good. Listen son, I'm seventy four, I ain't gonna walk this earth much longer. Before I go I want one last chance to do something good. Those kids need to stay together, I don't give a damn how much they fight it. I got an idea. You willing to help me?"
Greg considered the idea. Did they really need to stay together? Did he really have any right to meddle anymore than he already had in their lives?
Yes. And no. But it wasn't going to stop him.
"I'm in, judge. What do you have in mind?"
He listened and his smile grew wider. He couldn't wait to meet the judge in person. his plan may not work, but it would sure be fun to watch.
He flew down Friday, and spent the weekend with the judge. After discussion, Hildy and Joshua were brought in. Scenarios were proposed, discussed, abandoned, or modified until the finally had a plan they could live with.
Hildy summed it up best.
"Well, I expect things will be apoppin' come next week."
Greg stopped by to see Gwen, surprising her by taking her to the best restaurant in Birmingham.
"Honey, I can't begin to tell you how proud I am of you. I had serious doubts when I sent you down here, but you have proven me wrong on many different levels. You're not a spoiled little rich girl anymore, you're a mature woman and an excellent attorney."
He had no idea what his praise meant to her. It was a validation of her efforts, her determination to be a better person.
"Thank you, daddy. It means the world to me to hear you say that."
He looked uncomfortable, surprised his approval meant that much to her.
"That being said, Gwen, I'm releasing you from your promise. Come back to Boston any time you're ready, the partners and I agree you'll be even more of an asset than you were before you left. And I've freed up your trust fund, you can draw on it whenever you like."
She sat there, tears flowing and conflicting emotions raging across her face. With determination, she gave him a reply that swelled his heart with pride.
"Thanks, dad, but I owe Paul another ten weeks, and truth be told I kind of like it here. Release the trust fund when I get back, I don't need the money right now. Can I give you a decision after the Escobar trial?"
"Gwen, you're an adult now, do what you want. If you decide to stay here for the rest of your life, I would be sad but support you. I love you, baby."
She started sniffling again.
"Damn it! I've cried so much the last year everyone down here thinks I'm related to Tammy Faye Baker."
He gave her time to recover.
"Gwen, you don't know how many times I've regretted meddling in your marriage, but I've got something to present to you. It will be entirely up to you to proceed or not. You don't realize how many friends you have down here. I've been called Uncle Greg by so many people I can't keep up with them. Nice to have a big family, huh?"
She nodded, two people had already come up to her in the restaurant, greeting her as Aunt Gwen. She had long ago stopped trying to remember them all.
"Spill, daddy, what nefarious plan have you hatched to complicate your poor daughters life even farther?"
He told her. She was shocked at first, but then her lawyer side took over and she recognized the merits of the plan.
Monday she set the plans in motion. By Friday it was a done deal.
..............................................
"Hellsfire and damnation!" Hardy burst out.
He had been served on the courthouse steps. For divorce. Seems Gwen had gotten a local judge to change the venue from Boston to Birmingham, as they were both legal residents of the state.
There was even a court date, and grounds were listed as adultery.
He called his lawyer in Boston, ranting.
"I thought this was a done deal! The final decree was due in two weeks. What happened?"
"You got me. All I can tell you is I was served with a petition to change venue, and the judge signed off on it. Truthfully, he seemed to be relieved to be rid of the whole mess. I heard of a divorce in Florida that took over a year, two lawyers in that one also, but this one will set a new record. Then, after all that, they remarried. I wish you luck, Hardy. You'll get my bill in the mail."
They were back to square one. He had no choice. Retaining a new lawyer, he started the whole process all over.
The first court date approached, and his lawyer insisted he be there. In fact, the judge wanted them both to be present.
He fought the idea but lost.
"I don't know what to tell you, he's pretty insistent about it. He's not the usual judge in these matters, she's on a medical leave of absence. Hear he's a crusty old coot. Best not to piss him off."
That should have tipped him off, but he had too much going on to pay close attention.
.................................................
He was on the court steps with his lawyer, waiting to enter.
Gwen and her lawyer arrived, and they stood on the steps, together but apart. She nodded but made no effort to speak.
Hardy was completely taken aback when the judge entered the courtroom, then he got a sinking feeling in his stomach. Judge J.T. Harlin, in the flesh.
Preliminaries out of the way, he had the first case called.
"Wilkes v Wilkes, your honor."
"All right kids, who wants to go first?"
Gwen and her lawyer were a little faster in responding.
"We will your honor."
"In lieu of opening comments, I'd like you to allow Mrs. Wilkes to make a statement."
Judge Harlin looked over his reading glasses, staring at Gwen.
"Proceed."
"Your honor, I wish to withdraw my petition."
His lawyer had to practically wrestle him back into his seat. Judge Harlin stared him down.
"Boy, if you cause the least little disturbance, I'll postpone these proceedings for six months. You hear me?"
Hardy nodded.
"I'm sorry, I expect a verbal response."
It was almost a growl.
"Yes, your honor, I hear you."
"Good. Now Mrs. Wilkes, you were saying?"
"I wish to withdraw my petition, your honor."
"Why?"
"Because I still wish to be married to Mr. Wilkes."
"You're going to have to do a little better than that. It's my understanding you're separated due to infidelity on your part. Why try to hang on to him?"
"I can't stop loving him, your honor. I tried, really really tried. I even agreed to the divorce, felt like I owed it to him. But the separation and other factors have forced me to grow up and see the world as it really exists. The more I learn the more determined I am to try to hold onto my marriage."
"Except for my career, I've pretty much failed at everything. I wasn't a good daughter, and even worse wife. I lied about my expectations of the marriage to get him, then tried to manipulate him to keep him."
"I had no idea the type of man he was. In that sense, he was as guilty as I at lying and manipulation. Had I known his history, I may not have even pursued him. I thought he was a mild mannered softy, even a bit of a wimp. So I started disrespecting him, in many ways. The cheating was the final insult."
"Only under great stress did I learn his true nature. Even then, when he had every opportunity to kill me, he seemed genuinely sorry for the one blow he gave me."
Judge Harlin, watching her closely, believed her.
"Tell me, Mrs. Wilkes, do you think he's capable of returning your love? You hurt him pretty bad.
And I've heard through sources that need not be mentioned he did a little more than slap you when he found out. Can you live with a man capable of doing something like that?"
She had no hesitation.
"Yes, your honor. For one thing, I think he's ashamed of what he did, and for another I'll never give him cause like that again."
"Thank you, Mrs. Wilkes."
He turned to Hardy.
"Would you like to make a statement, Mr. Wilkes."
His lawyer stood.
"Your honor, my client does not want to make a statement. He desires the divorce to go forward, but be altered from grounds of adultery to irreconcilable differences."
The judge raised an eyebrow.
"That so?"
"Yes, your honor."
"Mr. Wilkes, please stand."
What now? he thought as he stood.
"Mr Wilkes, did you love your wife before this 'incident'?"
"Very much, your honor. But that doesn't mean I..."
"Don't add nothin' boy. Yes or no will do."
"Do you hate her now?"
"No, your honor, but..."
"Son, you are trying my patience. Yes or no, DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
"Yes, your honor."
"Good, now is your life better without her? Remember, yes or no."
"No."
"Do you miss her and what you had?"
"Yes."
"Now, this one will be real simple, and you can actually talk. Walk up to her, go on. Miss Gwen, meet him halfway. Stand in front of me."
They met before the bench.
"Now Hardy, all you have to do to get your divorce is look her in the eye and tell her you don't love her anymore. Go on now, it ought to be easy if it's over between you. You can speak now."
Thirty seconds went by, a minute. The judge got impatient.
Hardy finally spoke.
"What's love got to do with it? I had a dog when I was a kid, a pit bull, one of the blue ones, the Warlock line. It was the most beautiful dog I had ever seen. I raised it from a pup, spent every second I could spare with it. One day, out of the blue, it bit me, hard enough to need stitches. I still have the scars. It went right back to the way it was before, never offered to bite me the rest of its' life. I still loved it, but I never trusted it again, never let my guard down around it. I still want the divorce, love is irrelevant. Trust is the thing. I'm afraid she'll bite me again."
The judge tried his best to stare him down.
"This ain't the time for you to channel Tina Turner or the Dog Whisperer. Tell her you don't love her and it'll all be over"
Hardy stood, silently. The judge grew impatient.
"Go on, boy, do it. We got other people waiting to ruin their lives. Make it simple. TELL HER!"
Hardy started to speak, drew a breath, couldn't get a word out. For the first time Gwen saw tears from him. It was the sweetest, most terrible thing she ever saw.
The judge grunted.
"Thought so. In my legal opinion, this marriage is savable. That being settled, it is my order you should seek a marriage counselor for a minimum of five visits, result to be reviewed by me. If after that..."
Hardy finally found his voice.
"Now just a damn minute, J.T., I won't..."
"That'll be a five hundred dollar fine for interrupting me and swearing in my court. We got kids present, doggone it! Now, as I was saying, a minimum of ten sessions to be..."
Hardy was practically jumping up and down.
"If you think for one minute I'm going through with this mickey mouse..."
The judge actually broke his gavel.
"Last warning. Shut up or get locked up. Your fine just went up to a grand. Where was I, oh, yeah, a minimum of twenty sessions with a counselor of your choice."
Hardy turned on his heel and started out of the courtroom.
"MR. WILKES! GET YOUR BUTT BACK HERE THIS INSTANT!"
He didn't slow down until he reached the door, only to find it blocked by two bailiffs and a deputy sheriff.
The old bailiff tried to reason with him.
"Back off, Hardy. You could probably whip us, we're old and out of shape. That's why we got court duty. But we got these handy dandy taser thingys, and I don't think you can whip all three of them. Now go on back before J.T. has a conniption fit. He already looks like he's mad enough to bite the head off a snake, and aggravation ain't good for his blood pressure. We're asking nice, boy, go on back."
Hardy looked at them and felt his anger evaporate.
He turned and approached the bench.
J.T. waved his broken gavel at him.
"One more word, one more anything and you're in jail, contempt of court. Do you understand? Good. Now, get a counselor, set up appointments, and Hardy, so help me, blow one off and you'll be in jail before the night's out. You got it?"
Hardy nodded, went back to the table, and whispered to his lawyer. The man shook his head no violently, but after a few seconds hung his head.
"Uh, judge, Mr. Wilkes wishes me to repeat what he just told me, verbatim. Remember sir, his words, not mine. May I proceed?"
J.T. nodded, what could he be up to now?"
"Sir, he wishes you to know he has lost all respect for you as a jurist. This engineered, distorted misuse of the legal system makes him ashamed to be a lawyer. Kangaroos would cringe at the goings on today. He is adamant in his refusal to attend such an exorbitant amount of counseling sessions, preferring to surrender himself to the jail at your convenience to begin his incarceration for contempt."
The lawyer seemed to cringe, waiting for the explosion.
For a minute, Gwen really thought the judge was going to have a heart attack. He went, pale, red, then purple. He couldn't form words for a few seconds. He was practically screaming when he finally did speak.
"Sir! Your client is an idiot. By God, right now is convenient. Bailiff! Escort Mr. Wilkes to the county jail, immediately."
"Mr. Wilkes, without doubt you are the stubbornest
individual I've ever met. Stew for awhile, I'll be down to see you in a couple of days, see if your attitude has changed. If not, you will remain a guest of the county. Want to apologize now?"
Hardy grinned.
"I apologize J.T., for nearly giving you a heart attack. You really need to take it easy. You might die before you come to see me. Then where would I be?"
The judge was so mad he was beating on his desk with his shoe.
"Get him outta here! And get me another gavel! Court is recess for twenty minutes. Miz Wilkes, could I have a moment of your time in chambers? You won't need your lawyer."
Gwen helped him into his chambers. He was still fuming.
"Try to help a fellow out and this is what you get. Stubborn, arrogant,...." The judge rambled on for a few minutes.
He looked up.
"Sorry, darlin'. I didn't think he would get this mad."
"Well, judge, you did kind of push him, and he has a reputation of not liking to be pushed. Are you really gonna leave him in jail?"
"Nah. I'll let him stew for a few hours, then go talk to him. Maybe we'll both be calm enough to reach an understanding. Still wanna go through with it?"
"Yes sir. Offer him ten sessions to start, but make sure he knows there may be more. Tell him he can pick the counselor, that might help."
She turned to go. Looking back over her shoulder she gave a parting comment.
"I don't know what's in this for you, sir, but thank you. And judge, tell him I still love him, no matter how angry he gets."
.................................................
Will Rob Williams, the high sheriff of Jefferson County, was about to go to lunch. A county sheriff in most Southern states is practically the right hand of God, with an amazing amount of discretionary power. They know the good guys, the bad guys, and the idiots. They know who can be dangerous, who the really serious players are, who the rank amateurs are. Pretty much nothing moves in their jurisdiction that they're not aware of, sooner or later.
As he was leaving his office he saw a prisoner being escorted to the cells. He noted the man wasn't restrained, a violation of procedure.
He strode over to find out who was escorting him, and make a note to chew his ass when the time was right. Something about the man seemed familiar.
"Well, Lord almighty, if it isn't the notorious outlaw Hardass Wilkes! I heard you were back, kept meaning to look you up, but you know how it is. Protecting and serving and everything to go with it. Somebody finally get the goods on you?"
His grin was a mile wide as he reached out to shake his hand.
"Good to see you Will Rob, How's Myrtle, still too good for you?"



"Yeah, but after thirty years, marrying down don't seem to bother her as much as it used to. I'll tell her you asked about her, it'll tickle her no end. Here to see a prisoner?"
Hardy's grin got even wider.
"Not exactly. I am the prisoner. Shouldn't have smarted off at your daddy in law, I reckon."
"You pissed J.T. off bad enough to land you in jail? This I got to hear. Deputy, I'm relieving you of your prisoner. I'll handle it from here.
Come on, let's go eat while you tell me what you're up to. Don't worry about J.T., he'll be tied up the rest of the day in court. I'll have you back in time for him to come by and gloat."
They spent an hour and a half at lunch, catching up. The first hour was light, full of remembrances of times gone by and people who had passed. The last half hour had a decidedly darker tone. They talked briefly about his marriage.
"Damn shame there. I know her through work of course. Great lawyer, she has the best win percentage in the office. "Bout everybody knows you're her husband, they call her 'Mrs. Hardass' behind her back, because she's so tough. Most would rather plead out than take a chance in court with her. Plus, she's one fine looking woman. You know she took the Escobar case, right? We'll watch over her when the trial starts next month, but you know how it is."
"Don't worry, Will Rob. I got it handled."
The sheriff frowned.
"Far be it from me to tell a man not to look out for his wife. I ain't asking, so don't tell me anything, okay? Just be careful. You carryin'?"
"Not yet, I got my carry conceal permit a month ago. By next week I'll have my Smith .40 on me."
What Will Rob told him next was totally unexpected.
"You know she carries? A .380, in her purse. She's a damn good shot too, I've seen her at the range."
Gwen? Guns? He had never heard her express an opinion one way or another but always assumed she was against them. Another thing he never knew about his wife.
They reluctantly went back to the jail. Hardy seemed stoic as the doors clanged shut. He was in a common holding cell with six other inmates.
J.T. came by around six, fully prepared to accept an apology and take him out to dinner. What he found was Hardy sitting on one side of the cell, four inmates sitting on the other side, and one lying on the floor, out cold.
"What the hell happened here?"
Hardy tried to grin though the swollen, split lip. His left eye was rapidly swelling closed, and a definite lump on his jaw.
"You know how it is, J.T. We had a difference of opinion over football. They were Auburn fans, and I yelled out 'Roll Tide!'. But in the end, I had to admit they had a hell of a season. To top it off, did you know the jailer went to Ole Miss? He called us all a bunch of assholes and made us talk politics. After he sprayed a whole bottle of pepper spray on us."
The judge shook his head.
"Hardy, that mouth is gonna get you killed one of these days. You calmed down yet? Willing to listen to reason, maybe do a little trading?"
His eyes instantly became hooded, his guard rising, before he managed to grunt in the affirmative.
"J.T., as much as I enjoy the company here, and I have to say the macaroni and cheese was really spectacular tonight, I'd like to sleep in my bed. That being said, you spout off to me again about twenty sessions and I'll ask what's on the dessert menu."
"Don't piss me off again, boy. That little speech this morning really got my goat. I don't remember you being all concerned about misusing the system when I pulled in favors to keep you out of jail when you were younger. If the recruiter hadn't been the son of one of my fishing buddies, you'd have done three to five in Huntsville instead of four for Uncle Sam."
Hardy was big enough to admit he was wrong.
"Sorry, J.T., I know how much I owe you and Will Rob. But, it still pisses me off to have her rammed down my throat. I just want it to be over."
"I promise you'll get it, one way or another. But you need to talk to her, get 'closure' as the shrinks say. Here's the deal. Ten sessions, you pick the counselor. After that, I'll go by their recommendation. If they say it's over, it's over. If they say you need to keep going, we'll talk it out before I make a decision. Best you're gonna get, take it or enjoy your breakfast tomorrow. I hear powdered eggs ain't that bad."
Hardy took the deal. J.T. drove him back to his truck, telling him not to dick around, have the name of the counselor on his desk by next Friday.
..................................................
Gwen was walking on air! Hardy agreed to ten sessions. He had a counselor in mind, if he could get him. Someone from his past. That was good, he would be more comfortable, more open, she hoped. He promised in an email to let her know the time of the first appointment. Seems he still didn't want to talk face to face. She could live with that, for now.
She noticed the car when she pulled into her apartment complex lot. Vintage Cadillac convertible, maybe early seventies, completely restored. It was almost blinding it was so shiny.
More interesting though, were the occupants. A black man in his early twenties, dressed impeccably in a suit, behind the wheel. A diminutive white woman, obviously of advanced age, was in the passenger seat, equally well dressed. When Gwen got out of her car the man was standing beside her. She couldn't help but admire his grace and good looks.
"Excuse me for the intrusion, ma'am. Would you be Mrs. Wilkes?"
Immediately on her guard, she nodded.
"Please, would you mind speaking to the lady in the car? She has mobility problems and is a little vain about it. We won't take much of your time, I assure you. She's been beside herself with anticipation when she found out who you were.
Just for a second, please?"
The man seemed so earnest and straight forward she agreed. The woman peered anxiously at her as she approached, finally pulling a thick pair of glasses on. She broke out into a huge smile.
"It's her, Marcus! I declare, if you had auburn hair you would be her made over. Don't you think so?"
"I agree. The resemblance is uncanny."
Gwen was lost.
"With all due respect ma'am, what are you talking about?"
She gave her a look that reminded her of displeased grade school teachers.
"You, of course! Anyone ever tell you that you look just like your grandmother?"
"You knew my grandmother? Virginia Howe?"
"Child, I'm her baby sister. Your great aunt. Aren't you going to be polite and invite us in? I know you were raised by Yankees, but my goodness! Leaving an old lady out in the sun? Marcus, help me."
He looked at her with love.
"Yes'm, Miss Daisy. I be fetching your cane now."
"Marcus! Behave! That stopped being funny years ago."
He was immediately contrite.
"Sorry, Aunt Daisy. Sometimes I can't help myself. It sure is fun doing it to strangers. You should see the face you're making, Aunt Gwen."
She was slowly making her way, leaning on his arm and the cane.
After they were seated and tea was poured[fully sweetened, she was getting used to it], she couldn't contain her interest.
"My great aunt! Please forgive me, but I didn't know you existed or I would have looked you up."
Daisy waved her hand dismissively.
"Not to worry, child, I'm here now. I blame your mother, she wouldn't let your father have a thing to do with us. Here, look at this."
She handed her an old photo, the date on the back said nineteen sixty seven. It was a young girl, maybe still in her teens. Big smile, poofy hairdo, nice dress. Gwen held it up to a mirror, she was right, the resemblance was remarkable.
"I wish I could have known her."
Daisy handed her another photo, showing a mature woman in her late forties to early fifties, holding a child of four or five.
"That's you, with her, when she came down for a family reunion. You were a handful, but you weren't mean. You followed her like a puppy, getting nervous if you couldn't see you 'gamgam', that was as close to saying grandma as you could get. She loved you with all her heart and soul."
She sighed.
"I wish I could remember her."
"You can, child, in your heart. She was very worried about how you would turn out, your mama and her never got along well. She never trusted her."
Reflecting on how her mother turned out to be, she thought her grandmother was right.
"Marcus, will you please get the books?"
He rose and went to the car, returning later with three large volumes and a Bible.
"What are those?"
Daisy beamed.
This is the end results of fifty years of research. It's your family history. You can't keep them, but Marcus has them on computer, when you access it it will tell you more than you ever wanted to know about your ancestors. Here, let me show you this."
It was a family portrait. Mother, father, son, two daughters.
"That's your great grandmother and father, with your grandma, me, and Wilkes, our brother."
"I have a great uncle?"
"Sadly child, he died young. A nasty place called Korea. He never married. You are the only grandchild in the family left."
"What about your family?" She could see the large diamond and band on her finger."
The old face showed infinite sadness.
"Sadly, we never had children. They didn't have the sophisticated tests back then they have now, so we never learned why. We adopted a boy, a child of a distant cousin. Here, this is a picture of him and his family."
A young couple with an infant, faces shining with love and hopes for the future.
"He was our life, our light. I do believe my husband loved him more than I did. He and his family were killed on an interstate highway, a twenty three car pileup in a dense fog. My husband never got over it."
The old lady wiped her eyes, the memory painful still.
"So you see, child, you're the last of the Howes.
It's sad, to see a line end, especially one as illustrious as ours."
Gwen felt an infinite sadness for this old lady. She knelt in front of her chair and hugged her, gently. The thin shoulders shook for a bit. Daisy pushed her back gently.
"Look at me! I must look like a senile, sentimental old fool. But I'm so glad to meet you."
They spent three hours, talking. Daisy delighted in showing her the heritage she was the result of.
She showed her a picture of a young man In a Confederate uniform.
"This is your four times great grandfather, Alexander Howe. He was a major, and survived the siege of Vicksburg. I have his journal, it was an awful time. There are tear stains on the page where he described having to kill his horse for food. People starved. He was commended for bravery twice before the surrender."
She held up another picture, of a Union soldier.
"This is the man who took his surrender. His name is Gregory Stowe Canaday. And yes, you're related. He's your four time great grandfather also, your daddy is his namesake. Even though he was from Boston, He was assigned to the Army of the West because they needed engineers. They struck up a friendship after the war, that's what led to your family opening a law office down here. He was sick of using his skills to destroy men, and turned to law."
Gwen felt her head reeling.
"Wow! I went from being an only child to being related to everyone I've ever heard of. It's a wonder I'm not related to my husband."
Miss Daisy smiled.
"Well, actually, Alexanders' sister married Francis Wesley Wilkes, your husbands' four time great grandfather. I'll have to add it up, but that makes you something like a fourteenth cousin, once removed."
Gwen sat with her mouth hanging open, then she burst out laughing. When she recovered, she apologized.
"Sorry, Aunt Daisy, but I just realized I'm a true stereotype of the South, I married my cousin!"
That set Marcus and Daisy off, and Gwen joined them in another round of laughter. When she recovered she asked how they had amassed so much information.
"I was a history major at 'Bama, taught high school history for forty years. Most of the older stuff I got from visits, court house records, family Bibles, and local folk lore. When Marcus came along he used his computer skills, that helped tremendously. Here, let me show you this."
It was an old family Bible.
"See the pages in the back filled with writing?
Old time Bibles were sold with empty pages so births, deaths, and major events could be recorded. They're still valid legally as proof of birth and age. Look here."
She had turned to the last page. It recorded the birth of her grandmother, her father, and her. It was the last entry in the book.
"This is the family Bible, from my father. When I pass it becomes yours. There are a few pages empty, I hope you fill them with the names of the next generation."
Gwen started crying. With a little prompting, she told them her sad story, and how she was afraid there may never be another entry.
Daisy surprised her.
"Snap out of it, girl! Not judging, but you've made some horrible mistakes. Fix it if you can, if not move on. If you want your man back, go after him with everything you have at your disposal, you need help, ask for it. Look how much family you have to call on."
She was pointing at the books.
Gwen smiled. "Thanks, I may hold you to that. Am I related to everybody in Birmingham?"
"Child, you could shut your eyes and fling a rock, and hit someone your related to."
She grinned that wicked grin only old people could get away with.
"And I'm not talking about white people either. Your cousin Marcus here could be right handy."
She looked back and forth between them.
"All right, I need to know. How did this happen?"
"It seems Alexander had a relationship with the woman who turned out to be his great great grandmother. And by relationship, I mean in the way one owns the other, and saying 'no' just isn't viable."
Gwen covered her mouth in horror.
"It wasn't that bad. Apparently he was fond enough of her when his wife died to never remarry, preferring her company. She stayed with him after the war voluntarily. She gave birth to three of his children, one died in childbirth, another of cholera. But one, his great grandfather, survived and raised seven children.
This all came to light after Marcus came to me, doing research on his own family."
"I had the journals of both Alexander and Beth.
We found an entry where she seemed to condone the relationship saying she was grateful for 'the Nigra Jess, for relieving her of her need to perform her wifely duties, which her delicate constitution couldn't handle'. We had DNA done, and it proves we're related."
She looked with pride at Marcus.
"He's half way through achieving his masters in History. I've made him my heir, for following in my footsteps, for forgiving our ancestors, and generally being a loving person to an old, lonely lady. He deserves it, and after years of fighting me, he finally gave up."
Gwen was greatly moved, reflecting how you can find love in the oddest places. They left, after extracting a promise from her to visit regularly.
She helped Daisy to the car, listening to her grumble as she went.
"I think I made a mistake when I gave Marcus this car. It was the first new car my husband ever bought. I hated it then. It hadn't run in twenty years, I didn't think he could do anything with it. It took him six years, but it looks like brand new. I'd much rather ride in my Mercedes, but if he's driving this is all he'll take."
Gwen snuggled into bed that night, thinking what a good thing family was.
She wasn't thinking about all the people she had managed to put in jail over the last ten months, Vincente Escobar, Ronnie Wilkes, or Allan Hovis, the snake. But they all were thinking of her.
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Hardy found himself in the office of an old friend, waiting anxiously for his appointment.
Rabbi William Goldberg had retired, gotten bored, and opened a counseling practice, specializing in marriage and relationship problems. His work with veterans had been gratifying, but the stress and the daily reminders of the horrors of war wore on his soul. Between active duty when he was younger and twenty five years the reserves, he was able to retire with honor and full benefits.
He truly felt God moved him in this direction, and didn't want to be a disappointment. A New Yorker by birth, he had spent a lot of time in the South, and when he retired he surprised his friends and family by moving to Montgomery, Alabama. He loved the area, close to the coast but far enough inland to take the edge off the occasional hurricane, plus the mild winters were a balm to his arthritis.
He was moderately surprised at the size of the Jewish population there, but a friend told him they had been there since the late eighteen hundreds. It still took awhile before the phrase "Shalom, ya'll" to lose its' novelty.
He remembered Hardy Wilkes well, one of his most interesting patients. Always smiling and friendly, he seemed opposite of his dossier description. Peeling away layers of defensive protection, he found an incomplete man, results of having an unstable, stressful childhood and poor role models. His moral compass was almost nonexistent during his formative years, and despite his best attempts to become a better person, he would sometimes revert to his childhood beliefs, especially under great duress or emotional upheavals.
"Rabbi Bill" as Hardy addressed him, spent the better part of a year with him between physical therapy for his wounds and broken bones and analysis sessions with Major Stein. He taught him to play the organ, to help focus his mind and relieve stress, amazed at how quickly he learned, and the intensely emotional way he played. It was like he poured his whole being into the music. It became standard to spend a few minutes playing before they talked.
Bill was surprised with his profession and marital status. Years ago, he would never have envisioned Hardy as a lawyer, dressed in expensive suits, or actually being married, to a beautiful woman, an heiress and daughter of the principal owner of his firm. The term 'married well' definitely applied. But he wasn't surprised to see him, trouble in paradise was his stock in trade. He would have bet his bottom dollar this was going to be very interesting.
They shook, then hugged. Bill looked him over, noticing the shaggy hair and short beard, giving him a totally different look than he remembered, the smooth face and military brush cut gone. It wasn't that he looked unkempt, more like unruly.
All in all, it gave the impression of being slightly out of control.
"So, rabbi, the sunny South, huh?"
"Yeah Hardy, what can I say, I'm hooked on grits. Try getting that in a New York kosher deli. Believe it or not, there's a very good bagel shop just around the corner. This must be a lot like heaven."
They talked about mutual friends and colleagues for a bit, then Bill leaned back in his recliner, he found a desk setting too impersonal, and besides, it was comfortable. He added or deleted furniture, depending on the outcome he was trying to achieve.
"So, this isn't a social call. How did you find me?"
"Major Stein told me. Up front, you should know I see him twice a month for a three hour session, and yes, it's related to this."
He filed away a mental note to call him. He knew Stein was still active military, there was something he wasn't seeing.
"Hardy, I'll be glad to provide counseling, but why me. It takes almost two hours to get here, I'm sure there are qualified professionals in Birmingham."
"Two reasons. I know you, and the drive will probably piss my wife off."
"Hardy, I have to tell you up front, if these sessions are going to be just a way to irritate your wife, don't drag me into it. I don't need the business that bad. Why don't you tell me what you want up front, and what caused you to seek counseling."
So for two hours he told him as much as he knew. About Paris, about what happened at home, including his reaction. Bill kept as good a poker face as he could, but he was shocked. He told him how he resisted her advances at first, their courtship, the arguments towards the end, the disrespect he felt she had for him.
"Even without the cheating, we were heading down the wrong road. She made promises to me I began to understand she was never gonna keep. The cheating tore it, I'll never trust her again, and damned if I'm going to look over her shoulder and worry when she was gonna cheat again. Better a clean break."
"Tell me Hardy, do you still love her?"
"You know, I'm sick of everybody asking me that question. Yes, I can't seem to stop. But I'm hoping with enough practice I can."
"So you don't see a reconciliation? Then why the sessions?"
"Court ordered, can't get out of them. I'm hoping you'll see how hopeless it is and pull the plug early."
Bill leaned back, turning on the back massage control to high. Damn, he loved this chair!
"Based on what you told me, I have no interest in seeing you. I can tell it will get ugly, and I just don't need the aggravation. But in the interest of fairness, give me your wifes' number. I'll set up an individual session with her, two hours minimum. After that we'll see. And before you ask, this session and hers won't count towards your mandated visits. Take it or leave it Hardy. Remember, you came to me."
Hardy argued, but accepted the terms in the end.
..............................................
Gwen cursed and fumed at the rush hour traffic on I-65. Seventy mph speed limit and she was crawling along at twenty five. She had to smile, Hardy had gotten her good on the counselor. J.T. was a little pissed also, but as he pointed out, they did agree he could choose, and nothing was said about location.
Bill hung the phone up smiling. Mrs. Wilkes had called three times, a good sign. Looked like one of the spouses was committed to the counseling.
She was still twenty minutes late, apologizing as she came through the door. The short bearded man with the skull cap didn't fit her mental picture of a counselor.
"Sorry, sorry, damn traffic. I'll know better next time, adjust for travel."
"Relax Mrs. Wilkes, you're too stressed to make sense right now. Let's do some breathing exercises, get you centered. Close your eyes."
For the next five minute she listened to his calm voice, breathing in and out as directed. When they finished, she was breathing normally and was much more relaxed.
"Thanks doc... wait, what should I call you, doctor? rabbi? counselor?"
"I find Bill works best, and I'm not a doctor, just a licensed therapist. Do you prefer Mrs. Wilkes, or Gwen?"
"Oh, it's been so long since anyone called me Mrs. Wilkes that I enjoy hearing it. But Gwen would probably relax me more."
"All right then. Gwen, what do you want from me?"
The question surprised her.
"I want you to help me get my husband back."
"Why?"
"Why, what?"
"Why do you want him back?"
"Why? Because I love him. I miss him. I need him."
"Excuse me for being direct, but according to your husband you cheated on him, treated him disrespectfully, went back on your agreement of your family goals. If that's the case it sounds like you don't need him at all. It sounds more like he was just comfortable, a fall back."
"That's not true at all! I did neglect him, I was wrapped up in a big project, and it became my focus temporarily."
"So you're saying that as soon as your project was over you were going back to being an attentive, faithful wife? What would happen if a newer, bigger project came up? Would you have put him on the back burner again until you were done? Did you ever intend to start the family you promised your husband?"
"You're making me sound like the bad guy here! I was supposed to go into a new department in the firm, court litigation. I would have been home, we could have worked on our marriage."
"But didn't the fact that your boss, your father, kind of force you into that, precipitating Hardys'
departure temporarily? He told me you lashed out, saying he and your father conspired to change your responsibilities, to force you to spend time at home. Then when he returned, he finds you in bed with another."
"I've already explained that! I was more or less raped!"
"I find your terminology interesting. Were you more raped of less raped?"
"I was drugged. He took advantage of me. Truthfully, I now realize I put myself in the position for it to happen, but it was at the least nonconsentual. Even in my drugged state I tried to make him stop."
"Why didn't you press charges?"
"You forget I'm a lawyer. It would never had stuck, I had prior sex with him in almost the same set of circumstances, willingly taking the drugs. I doubt I would have won, and I didn't feel like putting my family through the pain. The admission of drug use alone would have killed my career, embarrassed my family. It would have just publicized what kind of person I was."
"Ah, tell me Gwen, what kind of person are you? What were you like before this came about, and are you different now?"
She sat silent for a few minutes, collecting her thoughts.
"Before, I wasn't an adult. I was just a spoiled little rich girl pretending. My mother was a compulsive cheater, my father finally got tired of it and divorced her. I spent nearly a year in her custody before going back to my father, and she wasn't really much of a role model. My dad was so glad to have me back he catered to my whims. I just got used to saying 'I want' and seeing it happen I didn't understand how the real world works. Hardy tried his best to get me to understand, and my dad did too. In fact, he begged me not to marry him, not because he didn't approve of him, but because secretly he didn't approve of me."
"Were you happy with Hardy? Truth now."
She frowned, wrinkling her forehead in concentration.
"Yes, overall. I was very happy. There were things I wished I could change, of course, what spouse doesn't? But when he looked at me with those warm grey eyes and that goofy smile of his, professing his love for me in that soft, almost musical drawl of his, I would melt. He loved me, heart and soul, I knew it without a doubt."
"When did you start withdrawing from him?"
"Who said I withdrew from him?"
"He did. Said he wondered why you didn't think you were good enough for her anymore, why you seemed embarrassed by him sometimes. Any truth to that?"
She hung her head.
"Looking back, I have to admit there were times when I wished he was a little more urbane, a little less 'countryfied'. He didn't really care for the most of the people I socialized with, thinking them pretentious, and boring. Sadly, I now feel he was right. I didn't like his friends that much either, cops, black ghetto kids, people at his gym. And I hated his paralegal, that bitch is still trying to get him to fall in love with her. They were scary, but at least they were real, and real scared me."
"I realized later that his Southern charms, while real, were often exaggerated to achieve a certain result. He would amp them up or down, depending on the results he wanted to achieve. It's one of the reasons he was so successful in Boston. Opponents would listen to him, watch him. They assumed because he talked slow, moved slow, he was slow. The next thing they knew they were lying on the ground watching the taillights of the truck that just ran over them recede, with a rebel flag for a tag and the words 'Honk If You Love Dixie' emblazoned across it."
"So, you're proud of him then?"
"Yes, very. He takes difficult cases that no one else would, for free, thanks to my dad. He would use every resource to get justice for that individual. He chose carefully, never representing anyone unless he was sure they were innocent. He would occasionally take one where guilt was established but he felt the punishment was excessive to. His success rate is exceptional."
"Have you told him you were proud of him?"
"Not often. His cases were depressing, and I was too shallow to hear about them."
Bill looked at the clock.
"Mrs. Wilkes, we've got about forty minute left, but I'm willing to stay a little longer if you are. Let's make a pot of coffee, relax for a few minutes."
They stood up, to get the circulation going and to make the coffee. Bill had been to the bagel shop, and had half a dozen assorted, with toppings. Gwen hadn't eaten since lunch, and had been too nervous to eat much then, worrying about the session. The bagel was very satisfying. They joked since they were in the South, he should have had a platter of buttermilk biscuits.
Sitting back down, Bill asked if could review what was said so far, just to make sure he didn't miss anything. She nodded.
"All right, so far we've established that you were a shallow, spoiled immature child who had no idea how the real world worked, used to get anything you wanted with no effort, or bearing responsibility for your actions. Now, that being said, who are you now? Have you changed, and why?"
Gwen drew a deep breath.
"For good or bad, I'm definitely not the same person I was before. I'm not a girl anymore, I'm a woman now."
"I hated my dad for sending me down here, for cutting off my money. I hated it here for the first couple of months, actually cried myself to sleep a number of times. Spent myself broke for awhile, almost didn't leave enough to eat or for gas."
"But then I started learning. I planned a budget and stuck to it. Ive always been driven to succeed, a legacy from my dad, I guess, so I threw myself into my job."
"It was a far cry from dealing with people in five thousand dollars suits over a bottle of expensive wine in a five star restaurant to dealing with the lowest levels of society in a small dirty, airless room. I learned to tell the difference between liars and kids who were so scared they almost wet their pants. I put away drug dealers, thieves, pimps, violent criminals, looking them in the face, knowing that they would hate me for what I did to them. I did it anyway, society was better off with them off the streets. I became very good at what I did, gaining a reputation for being tough but fair."
"The single biggest motivation for change was meeting my family. I was an only child of an only child, remember, and there was no family ties to anyone but my father. My mother had a sister, but I haven't seen her since I was eight."
"At first, it was my husbands' relatives, his grandfather, Joshua Hardy, and enough Wilkes to start a new nation. I would eat Sunday dinner with them about every other week, and they accepted me. Some may have resented what I did to my husband, but were mostly too gracious to express them."
"It was one of the greatest pleasures I have ever know. These people weren't social climbers, didn't have an agenda to speak of, they just accepted me as one of their own and treated me accordingly. Suddenly I was 'Aunt Gwen', bombarded with attention from the younger generation, tolerance and even in some cases love by the older."
"Then I met my great aunt, did I tell you my grandmother was from Birmingham? Anyway, that brought a whole new set of cousins to the fold.
I'm officially related to most everyone in a four county area, including the black population. That's a story for another time, but the point is I came here a Yankee and stayed as a relative. I didn't tell my dad, but regardless of whether Hardy and I work things out, I'm never going back to Boston. I'm home now."
She sat for awhile, sniffling with emotion.
Bill could empathize. As long as he had been here, he got asked almost weekly if he was related to this person or that. At first he was resentful, thinking they assumed all Jews were related. After a few weeks he realized that no matter what your color or religious affiliations were, establishing family ties were as natural as commenting on the weather.
"The point I'm trying to make is that I've grown up. I'm willing to bear responsibility for my actions. And the actions of a foolish girl are not those of a saddened, mature woman. I know I may never get him back, Bill, but I need to show him if he does, he's not coming back to the child he knew, but the newer, better woman I've become. One that is nowhere near as foolish and shallow as the old one. I want to make sure he knows I don't want the old marriage back, but a better, stronger one instead. Please try to get him to understand that. And no matter which way it goes, I'll always love him."
Bill was impressed enough to accept them as clients. He wanted one more individual session with each before he met with them together.
His parting comment was "Tell Hardy not to miss any, and yes I'll make sure the individual sessions are counted in the agreement."
................................................
Rabbi Bill called up Major Stein, and had a lengthy discussion about a Mr. Hardy Wilkes.
The agreement was that he was a work in progress, and should be watched carefully.
Major Stein sat, thinking. Reaching a decision, he picked up the phone. Hardy had cancelled his upcoming session, saying he would be out of the country and couldn't make it. Maybe now it was time to talk to someone else. He had discussed talking to the wife, Hardy was reluctant but agreed that if it was necessary he could do so.
"Mrs. Wilkes? Good morning. You don't know me, my name is Ben Stein, actually Major Stein. I don't know if you know it but I'm doing some sessions with Hardy, strictly followup from his military past, through the local VA. I want, and let me assure you that Hardy agrees, to meet with you. He can't make his appointment this week and I was wondering if you could take it instead. You will? Thanks, let me give you the address, you can google it. It's Friday afternoon, if that's all right. Thank you."
.................................................
Gwen took the day off, her workload was light due to the Escobar trial, and she actually had a few vacation days coming. She just told Paul she had to go out of town unexpectedly and he let her off without argument.
"Maybe she"ll go some where and blow off steam" he thought, "It'll probably do her some good."
She mentally thanked her dad for putting ten thousand in her checking account. She had updated him on the scheduled counseling and her visit to Major Stein. When he found out she was going to drive the seven hours it would take to get to Ft. Stewart, he insisted she fly, not wanting her to go that distance alone.
"Daddy, I can't afford the plane ticket, the rental car, or a hotel stay."
"You can now, I'll put the money in your account. Take it as a gift from a nervous dad. If you had let me release the trust fund we wouldn't be having this discussion."
"I gave you my reasons. It's important to me to make this year, it's only less than two months. I'll take the money, as a loan. I'll pay you back. That's the only was I'm going to take it."
He agreed, heart swelling with pride.
The flight to Savannah was uneventful. It was the first time she had been in a plane in over a year, and the small commuter jet made her nervous. The Lexus she had reserved didn't feel right either, it seemed gawky after a year in her Focus.



It was even more uncomfortable on base. She had never seen so many uniforms in one place. Even though the dress she wore was conservative, just below the knees with a high neckline, her beauty was obvious, and there was an ocean of admirers around. She was very glad the building was easy to find.
Major Stein met her in the lobby and escorted her into his office.
"Don't worry, we won't be disturbed. Can I offer you something to drink?"
"No, thank you. I don't think a lot of liquids would help me with my nervousness."
He rushed to reassure her.
"Please, this is just an informal talk between two people concerned with the welfare of your husband. How is he? Do you speak often?"
"She laughed.
"No, in fact, I had to drag him into court to get him to speak to me at all. We are starting marriage counseling, I had to get a friendly judge to facilitate that, so I'm hoping for the best. Perhaps you could tell me, how is he mentally? That is what you do, right, deal with veterans with mental issues?"
Instead of answering directly, he surprised he by asking, "Tell me Mrs. Wilkes, has your husband been into any altercations lately? Physically, I mean."
He fought with a cousin a while back, beat him pretty badly from what I hear. It was a family issue."
"Did it have anything to do with you?"
"Yes, his cousin and another man threatened me. The one he beat was physical with me, not sexually, just grabbed me."
"Anything else?"
"Not that I know of." Luckily for Hardy, J.T. never told her about the fight in the cell.
"Mrs. Wilkes, please understand that what you tell me is covered under patient client confidentiality. Would you describe the events leading to your separation? Please don't leave anything out, it might be important."
Gwen shamefully told her story yet again.
"Tell me, before the incident,was he abusive to you in any way, physically speaking?"
"No! In fact, I once almost stepped into the path of a car, and Hardy pulled me back so hard I had bruises on my arm. He apologized for three weeks.
Until that morning, almost three years together including the courtship, he hardly even raised his voice to me. Of course, any couple has arguments, but he was always so calm, so reasonable. It was like he was a totally different person that morning."
"How much do you know about his military experience?"
"He told me he did two tours in Iraq, including the invasion. I know he was wounded, I've seen the scars, but he doesn't talk about it."
"Mrs. Wilkes, much of what he did is classified, so I can't go into details. Your husband has a very specialized skill set, and he was very good at what he did. He could have been an officer, his rapid assessment of troops, terrain, and objectives was amazingly perceptive. His flaw was he didn't work well with others. Many were actually afraid of him or afraid he would get them killed. Once he focuses on an objective the only way to stop him was to kill him."
"We did many, many tests on your husband, physically and mentally. We exposed him to different stress levels and measured his responses. Your husband is a very unique individual."
"Are you familiar with the term 'flight or fight'
Mrs. Wilkes? Good. In a flight or fight situation the individual person feels threatened, and adrenalin is released into the blood stream, speeding up the decision to fight or run, and giving the body a boost of energy."
"Your husband Mrs. Wilkes, has adrenal glands that are capable of releasing six to ten times the normal amount of adrenalin into the body.
It's very, very rare, research has found it to be most evident among Scandinavians and people of the Southern U.S. No one is exactly sure why. It may be why you hear stories about Viking berserkers of legend and rowdy rednecks. The closest analogy I can give you is it's like people who overdose on crystal meth. I've seen cases where the individuals struggle so hard after being strapped down to a bed they break their bones, and don't even realize it, not feeling the pain."
"It's has a nickname among the medical community, Hulk syndrome, for the comic book character who changes from an ordinary man to a raging beast because of anger. That pretty much describes your husband. He was fine, in control, for years. Your infidelity triggered the resurgence. Do you know I have him on medication to curb the release of adrenalin? He hates it, but takes it anyway."
He paused, letting her digest the information. She took the opportunity to ask a question.
"Sir, why is the military involved? Charges were never pressed, the whole thing was kept out of the public eye."
He tried to sound reassuring.
"We're the military, Mrs. Wilkes, we have our ways. Our concern is making sure your husband is all right, not a danger to himself or others."
"You consider him a danger to society?"
"Not really, if he keeps taking the medication and stays out of stressful situations."
"You think he can do that? Life by its' very definition is stressful."
"I think if he continues to see me for awhile, and you work out your marital issues, he'll be all right. Bill Goldberg is a fine man and a skilled therapist. More important, he's worked with Hardy before and he trusts his opinions. I wish you the best. He really loves you, you know that, don't you? If anyone in this universe could keep him centered, it would be you. All you have to do is get him to trust you again."
"By the way, do you know why your husband is in Mexico?"
"I didn't know he was out of the country, we don't exactly share details of our lives right now."
They talked for another hour, him asking questions, her countering with questions of her own.
He told her about his rescue of the troops pinned down in that small valley, leaving nothing out. To her shame, she had no idea he had three purple hearts, several letters of commendation, and a silver star with oak leaf clusters. Another important part of her husbands life she was excluded from.
................................................
Mentally exhausted, she returned to her hotel and took a nap. Rising, she dressed, wondering how to spend her night.
She took a walk by the ocean, something else she hadn't been near in a year. The waves were calming.
Paula Deens' restaurant, Lady and Sons, was nice, the food good, but she found herself comparing it to what she had at the Sunday dinners at home, and decided homemade was definitely better. Food prepared by strangers, no matter how tasty or well presented, couldn't compare something made with love, to be eaten by relatives, people you'll see everyday. It tended to make one try harder.
Back at the hotel, she decided to have one drink at the bar. She hadn't touched alcohol except for an occasional beer she drank with Joshua, the episode with the ginger fizz still fresh in her mind.
They had a band, they were just starting. She sat and listened to a couple of songs, tapping a foot absently. The place was packed. Hunter Air field was just outside of town, and Ft. Stewart was just over an hour away, and apparently Savannah was the largest city around. Gwen had them around her three deep, asking her to dance and buy her drinks. She shook her head no until her neck was sore, trying to leave.
The boys parted like the sea for Moses when a short woman with red hair moved to the bar beside her. She nodded to Gwen while she waited for her drink.
"It's mean of you, you know." She said out of the blue.
"What?"
"Coming in here, looking like that, and shooting the boys down. A lot of them are far from home, lonely, and let's face it, they're all young guys, hornier than hell. You're fresh meat, and shooting them down is like waving a steak in front of a starving dog a foot past the end of their chain."
Gwen was uncomfortable.
"I just wanted a drink, then back to my room for bed."
"Got a man up there waiting for you?"
"No, I'm in town on business. I'll be gone tomorrow."
"Then why not stay awhile, dance a time or two, give the boys something new to fantasize about?
It'll be fun."
"That's what I'm afraid of. I've found I make poor decisions while trying to have fun. I'm fighting to keep my husband now because of that.
We're finally close to talking again, I'm not about to screw that up."
"Do people here know your husband?"
"Some do. Like I said, my days of screwing up my life are over. I have too much to lose."
The woman held out her hand.
"I'm Anne."
She shook the hand offered.
"Gwen."
"Well Gwen, nice to meet you. Sure you can't stay a bit? I could use a wingman."
The band was about to start another set, and a tall young man, obviously military, came up to Anne, asking for a dance.
"Sorry, soldier, not this one. But my friend Gwen might. Forewarned, she's married and intends to stay that way, so anything funny and she's gone.
Understand me?"
The last phrase was said with such authority that the man almost stood at attention by reflex.
"Understood, Ma'am."
"Good."
She turned to Gwen.
"I'll get us a table and watch your purse. Go. Dance. He'll behave, I guarantee you."
So she danced, and enjoyed it. By the time she got to the table Anne had found they were crowded around. She handed Gwen her purse.
"My turn."
Gwen watched her dance, amazed at how graceful she was. Drinks were bought, but after they saw she wasn't drinking they stopped wasting their money.
When she came back, she took their purses and had the bartender put them behind the bar. Gwen looked at her funny.
"Thieves cluster round military towns like vultures over a carcass. Now, we can both dance without worry."
So they did. Gwen only danced two slow dances, one with a boy who didn't look out of his teens, because she thought he would be safe. It felt like she was dancing with an octopus, his hands were everywhere. She finally broke his grasp and went back to her table. He never asked her to dance again.
The other dance was with a man easily in his fifties, another traveler no doubt, and he was almost formal in the way he held her, and was a very good dancer. He had on a band, and she had never removed her rings, vowing not to until the divorce was final, so she felt safe. She kissed his cheek and thanked him, he flushed but smiled and squeezed her hand.
She ended up dancing the night away. The sheer physical release was welcome. Before she knew it, the night was over. The band had stopped, and everyone was enjoying the last drink of the evening. Anne was watching her closely, it was like she had a personal mission to assure her safety.
Gwen had finally given in and had a few more drinks. They boys hadn't stopped buying, hoping to loosen her up, but they mostly sat on the table untouched. Now that the night was over and she was going straight up to her room, she downed a few more, becoming more than a littler buzzed.
When she stood and wobbled, Anne quickly stabilized her.
"Come on sweetheart, let's get you to your room."
It seemed like a good idea, so she left her arm around her waist and fished the room card out of her purse. Anne pulled her along to the elevators.
The ride was silent, and Anne noticed tears welling up.
"What's wrong, Gwen?"
"I miss my husband, damn it! He should be helping me, not you. We used to go out like this, I always ended up horny as hell, and he would take care of me, real good care. Now I'm horny, alone, and frustrated. I need to tell you, I don't think I'll ever get him back."
She was sobbing, hugging Anne like a drowning person holds onto a life preserver. She patted her back, rubbed her shoulders. It was all the comfort she could give her.
Anne had more than a few herself, so they staggered down the hall using each other for support. She dropped the key card twice, and they, practically fell through the door when it opened. giggling like little girls.
Gwen looked ay the minibar.
"Want a night cap?"
Anne grinned, "one more couldn't hurt, could it?"
One more didn't hurt, but six did. By then Anne knew she was in no shape to drive, and Gwen was practically passed out. Anne helped her to the bathroom, undressed her, and put her to bed.
She stood back, admiring her beauty. Bisexual for fifteen years, she preferred men, but occasionally, under the right circumstances, a womans' touch appealed to her.
Slowly, she undressed. Planning to use the other bed, she changed her mind. She wasn't going to try anything while she was passed out, but if they woke up in bed together, who knows? She did say it had been awhile. And a warm attractive body to sleep next to was far more appealing than sleeping alone.
She pulled the covers back and Gwens' purse fell to the floor, spilling. She picked it up, gathering the spilled items. Her wallet had flopped open, and when she picked it up she got one of the biggest shocks of her life. A picture of Gwen and a man, obviously her husband.
Something looked familiar about the man, so she held the picture up to a lamp. Mentally lengthening his hair and giving him a beard, she knew exactly who he was.
Hardy Wilkes!
This must be the infamous wife sleeping in the bed. Anne was glad to her soul she hadn't tried anything, it could have gotten very messy.
Still, she was lonely, Gwen was available, and it would be good to at least sleep together. She gently eased into the bed, and Gwen immediately spooned up to her. Anne went to sleep with her arms around her.
She awoke sometime in the night to found they had turned over, and now she was spooned to Gwen, who had her hands wrapped around her breasts. She reveled in the feeling, fighting temptation before falling asleep again.
.................................................
The scream woke Anne. She found Gwen sitting up, clutching the covers to her chest.
"WHAT HAPPENED LAST NIGHT?!"
Anne was about to tell her, but thought she would have a little fun first.
"You don't remember? God, you were amazing! The best I've ever had. Baby, your tongue should be gilded. sonnets published about it, songs written.
And you just went on and on and on, where did you get the energy? I know we just met, but is it too soon to talk about love?"
Gwen screamed again and ran to the bathroom. Anne gave her a minute and went in, she was sitting on the toilet crying.
"Gwen, Gwen, nothing happened. I was just having a little fun. You were drunk, I was drunk, and I didn't want to sleep alone. You hear me? Nothing happened."
"But, but, but, when I woke up you were spooned against me, rubbing my nipples."
"We were in bed together, honey. People tend to spoon. As far as rubbing you, you know by now I was asleep. It didn't mean anything."
She stuck her tongue out at her.
"That is, unless you want it to. I'm bi, and I've got a pretty good tongue myself. You'd have fun, I promise."
Gwen tried to shove her out of the bathroom but Anne wouldn't let her.
"Gwen, stop! I'm just teasing you. Gee, being hungover is affecting your sense of humor. Nothing happened. Nothing is going to happen. Calm down."
"Now, do you want to shower first, or shall we do it together?"
Gwen slammed the door to Anne laughing.
Showered and dressed, she felt a bit better.
Anne showered, and they talked afterward. Sober, she found Anne to be witty, intelligent, and grounded.
"Are you really bi?" She couldn't help but ask.
"Yes, does that bother you?"
"Not really. I'm probably never going to see you again, so would you satisfy my curiousity? What's it like, with another woman?"
"I can't describe it, honey. It would be like explaining what an orange tastes like to a person that's only eaten apples. I can tell you it tends to be gentler and more emotional, at least in my case."
She had an evil glint in her eye.
"I could just show you, you know."
Her answer astounded her.
"I've often thought about it. I had a friend in college who chased me relentlessly. I almost gave in a couple of times. If I was single I believe I would take you up on your offer, but I still want my husband back. Tell you what though, if it doesn't happen with my husband, give me your card, maybe I'll call you."
She quickly gave her a card. Gwen glanced at it.
Captain Anne Burnside, U.S. Army.
"You're a soldier?"
"Yep, career, been in twelve years."
"What do you do?"
"Intelligence, and that's all I can tell you."
It was too late for breakfast, but Anne knew a small place that served brunch. Things were going fine until Anne ordered a mimosa. She saw her face.
"What?"
"Nothing, I just have bad memories associated with that drink. Please, though, enjoy."
Anne insisted on seeing her off. At the airport she held out her hand.
"Thanks, Gwen, It's been an adventure. Hope your life works out."
Gwen astounded everyone in the waiting area by gathering the smaller woman into her arms and giving her a smouldering kiss. She let her go and stepped back.
"There, that should fuel a few fantasies. I'll never forget you. I hope when you settle down, whoever he or she is, that they appreciate you.
And who knows? If I don't get my husband back, I've got your number. Bye."
She walked off laughing.
"Damn" Anne thought, "If anybody could handle Hardy, it's her."
.................................................
The Escobar case was getting close, and Don Vincente was starting to get worried. His indirect attempts at pressuring the D. A. and the police were getting him nowhere. The same with bribery. It was time to up the ante.
His first thought was the arresting officer, but the guy was a veteran, had no close family, and was a hard nosed son of a bitch. Every time he made contact the cop reported it to the D.E.A. who wanted to take over jurisdiction.
His next step was the D.A. and his employees.
Direct pressure wasn't working, it was time to get devious.
His first attempt failed miserably and landed two of his people in jail. He knew of Gwen's past experience with cocaine, and was going to exploit it. He intended to plant felony amounts in her car, and leave an anonymous tip. That would get her removed from the case at the very least, buying time.
His people monitored her movements. She was fairly predictable, boring really. The only time she was away from home was the weekends she spent with her husbands' grandfather, and that was only over night. Her complex had security cameras, but he had the technology available to overcome it.
To lessen risk, it was decided to plant it in her car. They chose a night that was overcast and stormy, keeping people indoors. They easily opened her trunk and put a baggy with twelve ounces of cocaine underneath the spare tire. The baggie had her fingerprints on it, stolen from her trash.
What he didn't know was his people weren't the only ones watching Gwen.
Hardy had recruited eight men, six of them cousins, to keep an eye on her. The leader and all but two of the others were ex military from a variety of fields. Four had their own vehicles, and he bought six more and titled them to the crew, theirs to keep as a bonus. The only thing they had in common were powerful engines. Two people, in separate cars, watched over her twenty four hours a day. They were pretty good at their jobs, and no one noticed them. They on the other hand, noticed everyone, even filming persons they deemed interesting.
Thus they were there the night the two men rummaged through her garbage, taking the baggie with her fingerprints, and there the night when they planted the cocaine. One was local, the other Hispanic. Waiting until they left, they carefully opened the trunk and retrieved the baggie. They then divided the contents into two separate baggies, put one in the car of the local, the other in the car of the visitor.
Don Vincente wanted a lot of publicity, so he tipped off the local TV stations that a prominent public official was about to be arrested. Deciding to treat himself, he was watching from a limo the next morning when Gwen arrived at work.



Police immediately swarmed around the car while crews filmed the action.
Gwen, of course, had no idea what was going on and was suitably pissed. In deference to her standing, they didn't handcuff her, but had her wait in the backseat of a car. No drugs were found.
When he finally understood there were no drugs in the car, an angry Don Vincente ordered his driver to leave, but before he could move, an old truck pulled in front and backed up to his bumper, and a large SUV pulled behind him. He had a moment of panic, this is one of the ways he eliminated enemies at home.
A young man dressed in a suit, carrying a manila envelope, walked up, shoved it under the wiper, waved and walked away. The truck and SUV sped away. The driver sat for a second, frozen.
"Don't just sit there, get me the envelope!" Don Vincente snarled. He had one of his bodyguards open it. A little firework known as a party popper was inside, and went off with a soft pop, sending a small amount of confetti into the air.
Already on edge, everyone jumped when the popper went off. There was one piece of paper in the envelope, with a short message written in block letters.
"BACK OFF"
.................................................
The police were suitably embarrassed and in a statement to the stations, the assistant chief apologized and issued a dire warning to anyone filing false accusations and wasting police time and resources.
The announcer said
"In related stories, a local man with a lengthy criminal record was arrested after police found a felony amount of cocaine in a baggie in the trunk. The man denies all knowledge of the drugs being in his vehicle."
"An as yet unnamed foreign national was stopped on interstate sixty five south and arrested for almost the exact same amount of drugs, packaged similarly. The D.E.A. has expressed interest in both cases."
The station manager gave an editorial, crying out for law enforcement to curb the spread of drugs and lawlessness creeping up from below the border.
The next day almost every paper in Birmingham had the same editorial appear in the paper. A ground swell of public opinion was rising, powered by a bipartisan political action committee with seemingly unlimited funding. Things were starting to get hot for the Escobar interests.
................................................
Gwen had no idea she was being watched at first. She was angry someone had filed a false report and tried to embarrass her, but soon forgot about it.
She was coming out of The Chambers, a favorite watering hole of lawyers and court officials, when three men appeared, two grabbing her while the other pulled a hood over her face. Just before the hood covered her eyes she saw a blur of blonde hurtle out of the darkness, followed by yells and screams. Some one snatched her up and was carrying her away, she was trying to scream when the hood came off and a man clamped his hand over her mouth.
"Be quiet now, Aunt Gwen. I gotta get you outta here."
It was the magic words, she put her arms around his neck and started crying. She was placed in the back of a van. Another man she didn't know quickly checked her over.
"You're all right, Miss Gwen, calm down now, we've got you."
"Who are you?"
"Family, that's all you need to know right now.
We're gonna take you out to Grandpa Hardys' house for the night. We'll have you home tomorrow morning, all right?"
Aunt Hildy welcomed her in, putting her in the bed and sitting by her until she was calmed.
"What's going on, Aunt Hildy?"
"Child, don't ask me to break a confidence."
"It's Hardy, isn't it? He's watching over me."
Hildy smiled.
"In the words of a famous politician, I can neither confirm of deny that statement."
"But how did he know when to be there?"
"Hypothetically, let's say there's a man who loves a woman very much, even if he won't do anything about it. Let's also say, for the sake of discussion, that he is determined she not come into harms way. Let's also say, thanks to the foolish actions of the woman, the man has a tremendous amount of disposable income, and chooses to spend some of it protecting her."
"Speaking of Hardy, he's all right isn't he?
He didn't get hurt protecting me, did he?"
Gwen spoke the words in a rush.
"I don't think so, honey, your cousins didn't say, so expect not. Now, go to sleep. Ham and eggs for breakfast."
After a restless night she tried to eat the hearty breakfast Hildy made with little success. Her new found cousins didn't mind destroying it, though. She was hugging them goodbye, when she felt a lump at Joshua's side. Pulling back the shirt she saw a large revolver strapped to his belt.
"I want the truth. What have I gotten you into?"
Joshua looked kind of embarrassed.
"Well, child, when you can't get to someone, sometimes it's easier to get to a relative. We'd rather be safe than sorry. Don't worry, you take care of business and it'll all be over soon."
She noticed a few more cousins than usual around the place.
"How many does Hardy have watching Grandpa and Hildy?" She asked as they pulled away.
"Enough, some you can't see. They'll be fine."
When he dropped her off he escorted her in. He gave her a little advice before he left.
"You'll see me, and a few others you recognize from time to time. Don't acknowledge us or let on you know us. Remember, when this is over we'll all be gone."
"One more question. How did Hardy know they were going to try that last night?"
"He didn't, he was just getting an update from us. It was a right time, right place sort of thing."
She hugged him and told him to thank the rest of his crew for her.
...............................................
Karen talked to her at lunch.
"Hear what happened last night at The Chambers?"
Gwen was glad she had her mouth full, it gave her time to frame her answer.
"No, I was there last night but left early. What happened?"
"There was some sort of fight in the back parking lot. When the cops got there they found two Mexicans, beat half to death. They wouldn't talk, so they held them for a few hours and let them go."
"What were they doing in the parking lot"
"The police think it was a drug deal gone bad. Man, they're everywhere these days."
Gwen agreed.
"Yeah, you're just not safe anywhere any more."
As they got up to leave she asked how the counseling sessions were going.
"We got the individual sessions out of the way, and our first joint session is this week."
"I hope it works out for you. Will Hardy be able to drive by then?"
"Why wouldn't he be?"
"Well grandpa told me this morning his arm was sprained and he had a nasty cut, took eighteen stitches and six staples to close up. He's got it in a sling. Grandpa said he fell off a tractor while helping Joshua."
Gwen felt a little faint.
"Grandpa also treated a Mexican fella, broke leg, broke arm, several cuts. He fell off a tractor too. Dangerous things, tractors."
................................................
Things escalated. One of the cousins not even involved was beaten pretty badly. In retaliation, six of Don Vincentes' low level dealers were found in a stolen van with felony amounts of drugs, all stolen from his couriers.
Don Vincente had to fly out to San Diego to open a new supply line. His mini war was costing him millions, D.E.A. and local law enforcement seemed to know about shipments before they even left the country, and very few major shipments were getting through. A Coast Guard cutter, acting on a tip, seized one of his boats with ten million in cocaine and marijuana. He had a leak, a serious one, that he needed to plug, fast. The other cartels thought he was losing his edge, and they were circling, nibbling at his business.
He had always enjoyed San Diego. He was talking to people, discussing routes and schedules when the name of a local lawyer came up.
"You might want to put him on retainer. He knows what we do and doesn't care, in fact, he's a customer, even invested some money. He's pretty sharp when he isn't high."
...............................................
Allan Hovis hated his life. Forced to keep his word, he had moved West, finally settling in San Diego. He had resumes out to all the major law firms, but the few interviews he got led him nowhere. He was actually hired twice, but turned them down when he discovered he had to take a drug test. His funds dwindling, he opened his own office.
It was terrible, he went from riding in jets to international destinations to chasing ambulances to the local hospital.
His luck seemed to change when he defended a mid level drug dealer, getting him off on a technicality. The dealer gave him an ounce as a bonus, and he made gentle inquiries about investing. He had seventy thousand left from his settlement.
He was allowed to invest fifty thousand on the promise he would defend the dealer and his friends when they needed it. The need arose from time to time, he won some, lost others, but always did his best for them. They still paid him.
His original investment had grown to almost two hundred thousand and he continued to let it ride. His goal was ten million, then he would retire to an island somewhere, buy a villa, and furnish it with young, willing, beach bunnies.
Don Vincente caught Allan on a good day, not high, but just enough in his system to keep him stable. Allan was afraid of him, he radiated power.
"Diego speaks highly of you. I'm pursuing some business interests in the area, and he suggested you may be able to help me from time to time, should I need it."
Allan could smell money.
"Diego is too kind. I do what I can, when I can. I would be delighted to help a friend of his."
"Thank you, My business has hit a small snag on the East coast, so I find myself seeking alternatives here in the West. Your Southern Americans are vulgar, and resist reason at times."
"I can relate to that, Don Vincente. Last year I had a run in with a particularly disagreeable Southerner. It's one of the reasons I came West myself. But I have promised myself, if I ever get the chance, I would make him and his wife regret ever meeting me."
Don Vincente was in a good mood and had a little too much to drink, or he would have been more guarded.
"Ah, yes, never forget your enemies. After this little difficulty is settled, Senor Wilkes and his puta wife will regret hearing my name."
Allan choked on his drink.
"Wilkes? That wouldn't be Hardy and Gwen Wilkes, would it?"
"Indeed. You know of them?"
"Yes, Don Vincente, I do. They have cost me much, recently."
Don Vincente laughed.
"Well then, ever heard the expression 'the enemy of my enemy is my friend'? I think, Allan, you could be my friend. Let me tell you of my troubles. Perhaps you could be of greater help than I thought."
He gave Allan a brief history of his interactions with the family Wilkes.
"I've tried several things to resolve this, to no avail. It seems every time I think I have a little leverage, I'm thwarted."
"What would it be worth to you for me to fix this?"
"You would have my eternal gratitude, plus a very nice financial reward. Your dream of retiring soon would be moved up by years if you could accomplish this."
"Consider it done, my patron. I will leave for the east coast tomorrow. Anything else I can be of service with, let me know."
There was something else he could do. Unknown to Allan, his corvette was packed with cocaine. A little something extra. Don Vincente so enjoyed multitasking. He gave Allan ten thousand dollars to drive, telling him to pay cash at Mom and Pop gas stations and small diners, to avoid cameras.
It would look like he never left the state.
................................................
The individual sessions went reasonably well. Hardy already knew, but Gwen found out quickly evasions and half truths would not be tolerated. Bill insisted on the truth and wouldn't let go until he got it.
After the sessions he reviewed and collated his notes, and waited for the fireworks.
.................................................
Gwen was fifteen minute early, vowing to never be late after the first session. Hardy was already there.
"Good, we'll start a little early since you're both here. Here is what is going to happen. I'll do a lot of talking the first little while, then you'll each get a chance to speak. I warn you, stick to the topic at hand or the session will terminate immediately, and it won't be counted. Do you understand? I expect a verbal confirmation from each of you. Hardy?"
"I understand the rules, Bill. Can we get on with it?"
"In due time. Gwen, do you understand?"
"Yes, Bill, I'll play by the rules."
"Good, good, now that's what I want to hear. Now, for the next few minutes, I'm the only one allowed to speak, okay? I want to go over some of the stuff from your solo sessions, and start my course of therapy."
He paused, looking at them. They were in chairs placed at opposite ends of the room. Gwen went to pull hers closer but Bill stopped her.
"Please leave the furniture in place, there's a reason for it."
"First, you two come from totally different worlds. Next, you're almost a half generation apart in age. Your values, at least during your marriage were widely different. In fact you're almost complete opposite in every aspect but two."
"One, for some reason not known to man, you love each other. Now, Hardy, don't blow up, I didn't say you had to stay together, just stating what you both have admitted. Second, and most important, you have no idea who each other are.
You've never actually met. You both went into a marriage based on lies and half truths. I'm, no we, are going to change that. The rest of the session and maybe one or two more will be spent by introducing yourselves to each other. Put it on the same footing as a first date. You're interested or you wouldn't have agreed to the date. So, we're going to start by physical introductions. Hardy, get up, go over, shake the woman's hand, and introduce yourself. Go on now, don't be bashful."
He looked like he was going to an execution. Bill encouraged him.
"Go on, Hardy. Speak up, the lady is waiting."
Gwen had stood up. Hardy stopped in front of her, not close, but not far.
"Hello, my name is Hardy Wilkes. How are you this evening?"
It was said in a monotone, but it was clear and direct.
"I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Wilkes. I'm Gwen Wil...I mean Canaday. I feel better tonight than I have in a long time, thank you for asking."
She held out her hand.
"Don't be rude, Hardy, shake her hand. It won't kill you."
Bill was grinning, but they couldn't see it.
He had never seen the man so tentative, holding out his hand like he expected it to be cut off.
Gwen took it gently, holding it for a second.
"Good, good. Now, please be seated. Would you like to ask her some questions, get to know her a little better? I bet she's fascinating. Remember now, first date questions, nothing about past relationships."
He was trying to frame a question when Gwen spoke up.
"Maybe I should start. As I said, my name is Gwen. I'm a lawyer by trade, right now I'm an assistant district attorney in Jefferson County.
I grew up in Boston, did you catch my accent? It's not as strong as when I first moved her, but people still turn and look. I'm twenty seven, was home schooled during my teen years, entered college just past my sixteenth birthday. Didn't take breaks between semesters, had my law license at twenty two. I went to work for my dad, he is the principal owner in a firm, you may have heard of it, Canaday and Associates? He's a fifth generation lawyer, it runs in the family."
She paused for breath, afraid she had said too much.
"Good, Gwen, good. Now, Hardy, would you like to tell Gwen a little about where you grew up? Maybe comment on what you heard?"
He took a deep breath, as if considering his words carefully.
"I have heard of Canaday and Associates, they have an office here too. Good firm, very respected. I happen to know Greg Canaday personally, a fine man. Someone to be proud of.
I've heard his daughter was a bit spoiled, but you can't trust rumors."
Bill was about to interject but Hardy kept going, noting Gwen wince at the last statement.
"As for me, the common term around here was 'poor white trash' when describing my family. My mother was a cheater, and my sister followed in her footsteps. My dad was a petty criminal, and I pretty much followed in his footsteps. Luckily for me, some influential friends managed to get me into the military. I served most of two tours in Iraq and was invalided out of the Army. Never got the ducking thing, I guess. I had physical and emotional therapy, and lo and behold, ended up a lawyer. I have more relatives than you can shake a stick at around here, some good people, some lowlifes of the worst stripe. I guess I'm somewhere in the middle, nobody is sure where I'll land."
"I'm sure you'll land on your feet, good men always do. Despite your beginnings and upbringing, you've managed to better yourself through hard work and determination. I admire that. By, the way, I see your arm is injured. Are you alright?"
Gwen couldn't keep the concern out of her voice.
Hardy laughed.
"I'll be fine soon. Farming accident. Doesn't pay to get inattentive working with dangerous equipment."
"Did you damage the equipment?" She was smiling.
"Well, I did knock some paint off, and a couple of the moving parts got broken, but they were repaired and seem to be mending."
Bill interrupted, trying to get them back on track.
"As interesting as that exchange was, let's stay on track. Maybe I should direct a question or two."
"Gwen, let's start with an easy one. Where do you see yourself in ten years, career wise, what kind of relationship do you see yourself in, where do you think you'll settle down?"
"That's an easy one, Bill. I see myself in a loving relationship, happily married to the man of my dreams, with a child or two, maybe even three. I intend to stay in this area, I have family and friends and I like it here. Career wise, I couldn't tell you. We won't need to work for a living, so I may become a housewife, at least until the children are older. I can see my husband as a gentleman farmer, provided he stays away from heavy equipment."
She couldn't resist a little smirk.
"And you, Hardy, what do you think of that plan?"
"I must admit, that's not the vision I'm getting. You seem too goal oriented, forgive me, but too self centered to be settled down with a family."
Before Bill could interject, Gwen came back.
"That would have been true a year ago. But my priorities have changed, my extended family have become important to me. I've found the more I think about making others happy, the less I worry about foolish things. I love my career as a lawyer, be it in court or in a boardroom, but I've found it won't keep you warm at night, won't snuggle you, hold you and tell you it will all be fine, because it loves you. And believe me, that's far more important"
Bill was watching the exchange closely, noting the reactions of Hardy, going from incredibly sad, to frustrated, to disbelieving. Time for a change.
"Tell us Hardy, where do you see yourself in ten years?"
Hardy grunted.
"The way my life is going, I'll probably be dead in ten years. If not, I'll hopefully still be practicing law, and maybe, just maybe, I 'll have people around me who love me, there's even an outside chance I'll have someone, maybe even a child or two, if I'm not too old. Who knows?"
Bill looked at the clock.
"Well, time to stop. I want you to think about something before next time. I want you to give it serious thought. Write it down if it helps you clarify your thoughts. "



"Here is what I want you to do. I want you to define love, not in the abstract, but your personal definition of love. I want to compare your definitions alone first, and then in the session I want you to read your definition to each other, giving explanations and clarifications if needed. See you next week."
Gwen hung back as Hardy left.
"Do I have a chance with him?"
Bill gave her a classic non answer.
"That's not up to me to say. Good night, Gwen."
................................................
Allan was cranky. Two days on the road. A fucking ticket in Texas, fifteen miles over the speed limit. There went the low profile. He managed to talk the cop down to ten over the limit so he didn't have to go to court, promising to pay the fine before it came to court.
Good party in Phoenix, though. Two hookers, lots of coke, he didn't want it to end.
Two hours out from Birmingham he called Gwen, Don Vincente was kind enough to give him her new number.
"Gwen, baby, what's up. Miss me?"
She knew who it was, but had to ask.
"Who the hell is this?"
"It's Allen, baby. Ready for some more blond on blond lovin'?"
"I don't know how you got my number, don't really care. Lose it, never call me again. I hope you have a miserable, shitty life."
She hung up. He called right back.
"Baby, before you hang up, I need to tell you I got pictures of you doing coke in Paris, butt naked with the straw up your nose. We need to talk."
She sighed, this was just perfect. Another asshole out to ruin her life.
"Cut to the chase Allan, what do you want?"
"Well babe, as much as I would love a repeat of the last time we met, this is business. Thanks to you, your dad, and that asshole husband of yours, mu life sucks. But I've made new friends, started a new career. Meet me somewhere, and I'll tell you everything."
She made arrangements to meet him at a truck stop just outside of town. Just as soon as she hung up she called the judge, quickly explaining.
"I can't let Hardy find out he's here, he'll kill him. If he finds out he came to see me Hardy will read it all wrong and never take me back. What am I gonna do?"
J.T. was frail in body, but his mind was sharp as ever.
"Call him back, change the meet location to the address I'm giving you. Tell him whatever he wants to hear, just get him there."
After she rang off he called his son in law.
"Will Rob, you are about to have one doozy of a problem."
He filled him in and they quickly made plans.
Hardy was just coming out of the courthouse when a deputy, his cousin Ebb, stopped him.
"Hardy, I need you to come with me. Don't get mad, but let me put the cuffs on you, make it look like I'm arresting you. I'm even gonna put you in the back. I'll explain everything later, please, Will Rob said it was important."
He wasn't thrilled about being cuffed, but he and Will went way back, and he knew he had his reasons.
It was just getting twilight, the shadows were getting long, and they were driving into the sun so he couldn't exactly see where he was when they stopped.
It was an old abandoned farm house, over grown with weeds and crumbling with neglect. There were three cars already there, Wills', Gwens', and a red corvette he didn't recognize. He was starting to get a tingling in his forehead, his adrenalin was rushing. He had stopped taking the pills until the thing with the Escobar kid was over. Felt like he needed the edge.
Ebb turned the car slightly and he recognized Allan. He spoke in a very quiet voice that still set chills running up and down the deputy's spine.
"Ebb, I need you to take these cuffs off me and let me out of the car."
"Hardy, Will said to keep you here. He'll be along in a minute to explain things. J.T. is with him, they're not gonna let any harm come to Gwen. Try to relax."
"I need out, right now, Ebb. Do it!"
Will came over.
"Hardy, you need to stay calm. Gwen called us, said this guy was threatening her, and she was afraid you'd find out and get the wrong idea. He and I are gonna have a little talk, then I'm going to invite him to leave our fair state, never to return. It'll be over soon and we can all go home."
Allan was scared. Sheriff Andy and deputy dog didn't act friendly, and he had no idea who the old guy was, but he looked downright pissed. He realized he was an idiot for agreeing to such an isolated meeting, but he had already decided it would work for him. He'd show her the pictures, get her to do something to screw up the Escobar trial, and maybe get a little pussy as a bonus.
Then the cops showed up and it went south fast. While he wouldn't admit it, every time he looked at Hardy he felt queasy, flashing back to the pain he had experienced.
He was also a little high, snorting a line just before he met Gwen for an added boost of confidence. There was at least an ounce left in the dash, he would be up shit creek if they decided to look.
The sheriff came over, just looking at him until he became uncomfortable. He actually jumped a little when he started talking.
"Mr. Hovis, I'm hearing disturbing things about you. Coming into my county, threatening one of our locals. I take a dim view of that. Know how long you could get for attempted blackmail in our state? The guys in Huntsville would love you, a Yankee and a lawyer. Some of them might even think you're pretty, those black boys really like blonds."
Suddenly his grand plan seemed foolish and he started looking for a way out. He had just enough coke in him to try to bluster and threaten.
"Hold on, now. I was just stopping by to say hello to an old friend, maybe share a memory or two. I have no idea what she told you, but unless I've done something illegal that you can substantiated, I believe I'll be on my way."
"That man," he said, pointing at Hardy, "has already assaulted me once. Luckily for him I was in no position to defend myself, being balls deep in his wife at the time, or it would have ended much differently. You're a pussy, Wilkes, you couldn't come close to me in a heads up fight.
Good thing you're locked up, I'd love to embarrass you in front of your woman. No, wait, she was fucking me so that must have made her mine."
Hardy leaned back and kicked the car door as hard as he could. Seeing how sturdy it was, he changed tactics and kicked the window several times. It wouldn't break, but started leaning outwards. Frustrated, he tried the other window, hitting it just right after a few kicks, shattering it. He tried to crawl through, with Ebb and Will pushing him back. He was flushed and was practically screaming.
J.T used a voice that had four decades of courtroom authority behind it, Hitting the hood of the corvette with his cane, he shouted.
"Enough! Hardy, behave yourself, right this instant. YOU, Yankee boy, shut the fuck up. One more peep out of you and I'll tell them to let him go. I'll defend him myself, he won't do three years in a looney bin, after all, I got witnesses to swear he was legally insane at the time. You'll be dead so no one will argue about it. Now, if you want to live, I suggest you listen to our sheriff."
"Mr. Hovis, if it was up to me, and it is, I'd arrest your ass right now. But, since it could easily get messy for some very fine people, you get one chance. They would get hurt, but you'd still end up in jail. Get your ass in that shiny little car and get the hell out of my county. Don't come back. Ever. This is your only chance, take it before I change my mind."
He was partly stoned, but he had enough brain cells firing to know it was time to cut and run.
Don Vincente would be displeased, but he would find a way to make it up to him. They had him empty his pockets, and as he was retrieving his items he noticed his cell phone missing. It had the pictures on it, he needed it back, he might still be able to use it.
"Where's my phone?"
Gwen smiled sweetly.
"I'm so sorry, Allan, it must have fallen off your hood, and I stepped on it. My oops. Tell you what, send me the bill for a new one. Now leave, and have a miserable, shitty life."
She had literally stomped the phone to pieces. He was going to try to retrieve it and see if he could salvage anything, but the sheriff told him to leave it. Hardy was still struggling, and that damn dog in the deputy's car was barking like mad.
He left as fast he thought he could go.
Hardy calmed down after about ten minutes. The dog was still barking.
"What the hell's the matter with Belle? She's been going crazy since you got here."
Ebb grinned at his boss.
"I'd bet my bottom dollar there were drugs in that car. A good bit judging by the way she's acting."
"Interesting" said Will Rob, fishing out his phone.
"Coy, how the hell are you? Got a good feeling about the election? That state trooper wants to be sheriff bad, and he's got some money boys behind him."
"Tell me, you still got that tough on crime campaign going? Still fond of Yankees, lawyers, and drug dealers? Okay then, I might just make your day."
"I've got a gift for you, might make you look good to the voters. In oh, say thirty minutes, a big blond guy in a shiny red corvette is about to go breezing through your county on sixty five heading north. I got a hot tip he was carrying drugs, but it came in too late for me to do anything about it."
"Yeah, I'm still getting anonymous tips right and left on my hot line. Somebody must really have a hardon for those Mexicans, and I'm reaping the benefits. I was gonna retire next year, but if this keeps up the voters will lynch me if I try it."
"Coy, one thing, you didn't hear this from me. I don't want my source to get upset, they might have some more information. Your welcome. Say hey to Myra. See ya."
He hung up the phone with what can only be described as a shit eating grin.
"Well, children, I've done my civic duty for today. Time to go home, supper's waiting. Hardy, you're gonna pay for those windows. And you're welcome. Good night to you, Miss Gwen, see you in court."
Gwen was trying to explain things to Hardy, but he sat stone faced. Sighing, she gave up and left.
................................................
An hour later, Allan was still fuming over his failure. He had pulled over at a rest stop and did a couple lines to calm him. It helped, some.
Suddenly blue lights went on behind him. Fuck, what is it with these rednecks? First Texas, now this. He looked down and swore, the speedometer was sitting on ninety five.
Pulling over, he was about to put his sorrowful face on when another cruiser pulled in front of him, and another pulled beside him, boxing him in.
Two deputies and a state patrolman pulled their service weapons and ordered him out of the car and on the ground. Ten minutes later he's handcuffed in the back of one of the cruisers when the Sheriff and two DEA vans pulled up, followed by two TV news crews. Shit, they must really hate speeders.
One DEA van had two dogs, and they were practically trying to eat his car. He got a real, real, real bad feeling. It was all over the news the next morning.
The announcer almost couldn't talk for glee.
"A traffic stop last night yielded unexpected results. Allan Hovis, a lawyer from California, was pulled for doing twenty five miles an hour over the speed limit. A routine examination resulted in evidence there were drugs in the car. It was towed to the DEA lab in Montgomery, where it was disassembled and was found to have nine pounds of cocaine stored in several different locations in the car. There are rumors that the lawyer is somehow associated with a Mexican drug cartel. Just another instance of the growing tide of drugs flowing up from the south."
They held Allan in isolation, citing homeland security, as the cartels have been known to deal with terrorists. He was in deep shit and knew it.
He sang like a bird, after getting guarantees of safety.
The DEA guys gave him assurances he was safe, but they knew from experience, if the cartel wanted you, nothing could save you. Their hope was to keep him alive long enough to testify.
..................................................
Don Vicente was in a rage. He knew the weak character of the California lawyer. He would definitely talk. It might be a good time to go back home for awhile.
In truth, he didn't like his nephew much, but he had sworn to his dying sister he would keep him safe. Plus it had now become a point of pride. If he were to lose this, his power base would be compromised.
He was at his wit's end when providence gave him a gift.
A man who could be useful contacted one of his subordinates, was checked out, and found interesting. A meeting was set.
He disliked Ronnie Wilkes on sight. Any man who would betray his family was not to be trusted. But he had put together a plan that would probably work.
"Look, you and I know there is no way you can get to his wife, they've got her wrapped in three levels of security. But the man he loves most in the world, his grandfather, is a creature of habit."
"Every two weeks he and Aunt Hildy go to town. She grocery shops and gets her hair done while Hardy gets his haircut and gets what farm supplies he needs before they meet for lunch at the diner."
He's at Tommys' Barber Shop no later than ten. He'll have two guys with him. One stays outside while the other goes in. That's where he's accessible. I'll have a car waiting in the alley out back. I'll go in with some story about how he has to get out now and hustle him out the back door. We'll have him in the car before he knows what's going on."
"He won't suspect a thing, after all, I'm family and supposed to be helping keep an eye on them."
"What do you want?"
Ronnie looked uncomfortable for the first time.
"I need a good payoff for my boys, enough to get out of town and start somewhere else. And I'd like to work for you, I'm sure I could be useful."
Don Vincente agreed to everything, knowing there was no way he would trust a traitor.
................................................
He was right. When all this first started, Hardy went to see Roy.
"Roy, I'm sure by now you know trouble is coming. Your business is going to get hurt, I can't help that. When the law cracks down, they'll have to crack down on everybody. Before you get tore up, tell me, what does your crew average a month. Don't try to bullshit me."
The number was a lot smaller than he thought.
"Okay, here's the deal. I'll pay you that plus ten percent to lie low for the next two or three months. I'll also need some of your guys to keep an eye on a few people. I'm willing to pay extra for that. Can we reach an agreement?"
They could and did. All activity except bookmaking would stop. He had commitments with 'some gentlemen from New Orleans' he couldn't break.
He surprised Hardy.
"You know, I would have done this for nothing. Family ties."
He was moved.
"Thanks cousin Roy, but your business is going to hurt from my actions, and I can't have that on my conscience, family ties."
They shook.
................................................
Will Rob dropped by his office.
"Got a minute?"
Hardy pointed to a chair and had Crystal make a pot of coffee.
"What's up Will?"
"First, Bonnie is going to be in town for a few days and wants to see you."
Bonnie was his daughter, a couple years younger than Hardy.
Hardy brightened.
"How is the esteemed state senator? Tell her to name the time and place."
"I'll let her give you an update on her life. I'm sure she'll call."
He sat silent for a minute.
"Spit it out Will, before it gives you indigestion."
"I see what's happening. I'm pretty sure who's behind all those hot line tips I'm getting. Still not sure where the information is coming from, actually, as long as they keep coming I don't care."
"When the thieves go quiet it makes me nervous. Thank goodness for the pimps, it gives the guys something to do. Bad things are coming, sure as shootin'. I want your word that you'll use whatever influence you have that average people don't get hurt. Keep your war private, and I'll have no reason to start asking embarrassing questions. Understand me?"
Hardy grinned.
"Will Rob, I have no idea what you're talking about. But in a hypothetical situation, I would assure you that no expense would be spared to make that happen. Happy now?"
"As happy as I'm gonna be, I reckon. Damn Hardy, I like you, but every time you're around my life gets more complicated. I'll tell Bonnie to call. Thanks for the coffee."
................................................
It went off without a hitch. Ronnie burst into the barber shop just as Joshua got out of the chair.
"Joshua, we got to get you out, now! I got a car waiting out back, they're watching the front. Roy found out they were gonna try to grab you, Let's go!"
He led him through the back of the shop, the young cousin trailing behind.
"Quick, behind you!"
The young man turned and Ronnie hit him with the blackjack, knocking him unconscious instantly.
Joshua started to struggle, but he tapped him, dazing him into submission.
Hardy got the email with pictures in forty five minutes.
Joshua tied to a chair, with an obvious lump on his forehead. The message was short.
"She throws the trial or he dies. Respond by ten tomorrow."
Hardy felt the rage rising, welcoming it with open arms.
It was a long night. His first act was to get Gwen out of town without knowing they had Joshua.
Four carloads left town, and no one knew which one she was in. Outside of town they picked up four more vehicles, they split into pairs with the first four and went in different directions.
The next morning at nine a.m. Don Vincente got a response. There was a picture of Raul, beaten almost past recognition. The message was short and to the point.
"Call this cell before eleven, or Raul dies at noon. No one can protect him."
Don Vincente checked the prison. There had been a near riot, oddly Raul was the only one seriously hurt. Security was tight, rumor was someone was going to die at noon.
At ten thirty he made the call.
"There will be a man in a black four wheel truck in the parking lot of the Piggly Wiggly on ninth. Follow him, bring as many as you want with you, as long as one of them is my grandfather. No later than four. Raul lives until six unless I get what I want. There will be a few more pictures at two, just as an incentive."
He disconnected. Don Vincente found it disconcerting. No offer to negotiate, no threats, no discussion.
He paled when he got the next pictures. His wife, his twin daughters, laughing at his villa in Cozumel. The time stamp was forty five minutes ago.
Five big Suvs followed the truck out of town.
They went down a rural two lane until the truck stopped at a gate. The driver opened it, motioning them through. He then locked the gate, turned around, and left. A well tended lane led through fields and sparse woods before stopping by a pond. There were two oaks beside the pond with picnic tables under the shade. The area was clear for four hundred yards, with plowed fields and short wheat just coming up. Hardy sat under the trees, a fishing rod and cooler beside him. There was a beer in his hand. He rose and placed the bottle on the table.
Eighteen men got out of the vehicles, sixteen fully armed with everything from Uzis to pump shotguns.
Don Vincente strode forward, trying to control his temper.
Hardy spoke before he could explode.
"Please sign this, and give me a hundred dollars."
It was a contract calling for Hardy to consult on the defense of his nephew.
"This gives us client lawyer protection. I'll be bound by law not to give any information about this meeting. Surely you see the advantage."
A hundred dollar bill appeared and the paper was signed.



Vincente exploded.
"You arrogant bastard! How dare you threaten and harm my family. I'm going to take pleasure in watching you die slow."
Hardy waited his tirade out. When he finally wound down Hardy simply said "beer bottle". It exploded into small pieces, without the sound of a shot. He looked into the shocked faces around him before smiling.
"Suppressors are wonderful, aren't they? And these ear buds, you'd be amazed at the range they have. Look at your chests."
Vincente looked down, three red dots were centered on his chest. He looked round.
"They're in the tree line."
"That's over four hundred yards!" he exclaimed.
Hardy grinned.
"Yes, three of the people in the trees are ex military, snipers. One holds the record for the third most distant kill, almost nine hundred yards. The rest are just good ol' boys who cut their eyeteeth hunting deer. You can't see them, but there are another three a lot closer. Don't worry, all I want to do is talk, I just wanted to get your attention. Tell your guys to be calm, nobody has to die today. What say you and I sit down in the shade and have a beer? But first, send Grandpa across the field. You don't need him anymore, you've got me. I give you my word, unless you start it, there will be no violence here today."
Vincente said something in Spanish. One of his men opened a door, and Joshua and Ronnie got out.
"Damn, Ronnie, they got you too? Well. Do me a favor and help him across the field."
Hardy had heard his grandpa cuss before, but never like this.
"He's in on it, boy! He's the one got me, the one that gave me this lump! He's the lowest kind of snake. You don't expect this shit from family."
"That true, Ronnie?"
It was said softly, but Ronnie looked in his eyes and saw death.
"Well, not exactly, I......."
Joshua blew up.
"Yes, fucking exactly. Ask him!"
He pointed at Vincente. He nodded.
"You know how it is. Use whatever tools available to get the job done."
Hardy looked Ronnie over.
"When this is over, me and you are gonna talk."
Ronnie felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. Old people said that happened when somebody stepped on your grave.
"Enough family chit chat. Don Vincente, if you would."
They walked to the picnic table and watched Joshua walk into the trees.
Hardy flipped open a laptop.
"Look at this."
It was a video of his villa, with his family on the beach. They seemed to be looking for something. They started pointing and laughing.
A large, remote control boat was crashing through the waves, shooting fireworks out of the smokestacks. There were three packages on the deck.
When it beached, the bodyguards pulled it in, laughing. The women and two children tore into the packages. He watched in horror.
"Relax, Mr. Escobar. You just surprised your family with a loving gift. They were told it was coming, but not what it was. There's a note in you wifes' present, telling them how sorry you are for being away from home so much lately.
The girls, aren't they lovely? They got a gold locket each and a brand new, state of the art smart phone with international capabilities, so you can tell them goodnight no matter where you are in the world. Your wife got the same phone, and you know how much she likes emeralds, she got a nice, really nice necklace. I won't embarrass us by telling you what it costs, but you said in your note she was the moon and stars to you, and it was just a small token. You're gonna get some good loving when you get home. And if you're wondering, the note is in your handwriting, even using the pet name you have for your wife while you make love."
"Here, this one is yours, and I know you'll check them out, but they're all clean. She should be calling in about thirty seconds."
The phone rang before he stopped talking. He held it like a snake before putting it to his ear. It was his wife, crying, telling how wonderful he was, how much she loved him, when was he coming home? And yes, she did tell him he would get a very special welcome home gift. As soon as he hung up his children called, one after the other.
Hardy smiled.
"Family is wonderful, isn't it? I don't know what I would do without mine. Now down to business."
"Those presents could just as easily been bombs. I don't have your money, but I've got some, and part of it is in a fund that can only be accessed by me or two designated agents. If I and anyone in my family comes to harm, your family dies. You get to live, I want you to carry the memory for a long time."
Vincente looked into his eyes.
"You're a monster!"
Hardy replied in kind.
"We're both monsters, Mr. Escobar. What you and I are capable of goes far beyond the understanding of most people, yet we can do it and sleep at night. If we continue, people are going to start dying, people who don't have anything to do with this, on both sides. Let's stop it now."
"What do you suggest?"
"Let the kid take a plea deal. He's a punk, you know it as well as I. He's traded on your name to the point he believes himself untouchable. I'm sure this morning gave him a wake up call. He's twenty, he could be out in eight years. Maybe it'll make a man of him. Or he might end up with a bitch tag, but I'm sure you'll make sure he's protected."
"This little war has cost you what, thirty million? And it's going to get worse. Your California lawyer is no doubt singing like a bird.
Heard from Diego in San Diego lately? You won't.
Cut your losses, mend your fences, rebuild your business before it's too late. Give me your word, and all of this grief will go away, or at least my part of it."
Vincente was still shocked about the depth of his information. He made a decision.
"If I give you my word, would you trust it?"
"Yes I would, in all my research, your word apparently means something to you. I'll give you my hand on it."
He held out his hand, and Don Vincente Escobar, feared by millions, took it. He knew there was no fear in this man, and he would honor his word.
Rising he told Hardy to have Gwen write up the agreement, he would make sure it was signed. They walked back to the vehicles.
Ronnie stood there in shock as they loaded up.
"No," he screamed, "He's supposed to die!"
He raised his shotgun, to have it knocked out of his hands by a man with a cane. He had his leg in a cast and his arm in a sling.
Hardy thanked him.
Pulling his shirt off,the men could see the fresh scar of the cut, and a smaller one on his neck no one had seen before. The group also saw all the old scars and bullet holes. Their eyes widened at the sight.
"Tell him he's a malo hombre, and he almost got me."
Another translated, and the man grinned. They shook.
Vincente looked at Ronnie.
"Do you want him?"
"Not now, too many witnesses. Ronnie, run. You stay and I'll kill you slow, you understand?"
He nodded, crawling into a vehicle.
"One last word of advice. Leave now, don't even go back to your place. DEA is closing in, soon. Don't use your jet, they're watching it. Make other travel arrangements, now. Good bye, I honestly hope I never see you again."
Vincente thanked him, and drove away, south. Hardy did indeed never see him again.
Vincente looked back as they drove away, seeing men in gillie suits rising out of the fields, and what looked like a skirmish line coming out of the woods. He was very grateful no one had done anything foolish. He literally pushed Ronnie out of the car on the edge of town, and he watched on hands and knees as they sped away.
................................................
Gwen was stunned when the Escobar lawyers wanted to talk. She was even more shocked when they agreed to a deal, He got a lengthy sentence but could get out as early as seven years. All the tension, all the drama, and suddenly it all went away. Somehow, she knew Hardy was behind it.
Her year was up. Paul and Karen were begging her to stay, Paul even hinting she would make a fine district attorney when he retired in two years.
She was tired. the last twenty months had been at the least, interesting. She was exposed to a totally different world, and for the most part liked it immensely.
She promised Paul she would think about it, but was going to take some time off to 'recharge'.
The counseling had ups and downs. She didn't realize it at first, but the chairs were gradually moved closer, and one day they were gone, replaced by a large sofa. They were closer than they had been in a while, even if it was strained. The next session saw the sofa replaced by a small loveseat.
She often wondered about what he did for sex. She made good use of the internet, buying enough toys to have a little variety. Two sessions ago she brought it up, with Bill's encouragement. He wondered too. She had told him about her toys in the individual session when he asked if she was seeing other men.
"Until I'm divorced, I'll never touch another man.
I promised myself."
She delicately brought sex up, explaining to Hardy she was never going to stray again. He shocked them both by laughing.
"You love sex, Gwen. Do you seriously think I believe you're doing without?"
He laughed even harder when she told him about her toys. Finally she said in anger she could last as long as he could.
That started a fresh round of laughter.
"You've already lasted almost a year longer than I have, then. You destroyed the marriage covenant in my mind when you cheated. I've had a steady lover for the last ten months. I held out for awhile, then figured you were doing it, what difference did it make if I did it too."
"Before you ask, it isn't Crystal. You don't know her, she doesn't even live in this area. I'm not in love, neither is she, but we're good together, she's a fun person. Intelligent, and definitely sexy."
Gwen almost went into shock. He Hardy with another woman! How could he! She lashed out.
"You need to stop this foolishness right now! I'm more than willing to give you all the sex you can handle, all you have to do is ask. The sooner you ask the better."
"Sorry, Gwen, stomp your foot all you want. I may have already broken it off. I may still be going hot and heavy, but you'll never know, will you?
How does it feel, wondering? Welcome to my world the last few months of our marriage."
It was too much for Gwen, she rushed out of the office. When she didn't come back in five minutes, Bill went looking. Her car was gone.
"She's gone. You really hurt her, you know that?"
"I"ll apologize when I see her next, but not for doing it. She broke the marriage, not me."
"You're not going to reconcile, are you?"
"I don't see it happening. Yes, she's grown up. Yes she's more mature. Yes, I still love her. But really Bill, how much has she changed? It's been almost two years, and she won't let go. As far as the marriage is concerned, she's still stamping her foot saying 'I want'. She should have realized by now I can't forgive her, not for the infidelity, but for the disrespect."
Bill sighed. He thought several times they were going to make it.
"All right then. Next session will be the last, but promise me you'll tell her what you told me as gently as possible."
"Are you still seeing the woman?."
"No, she broke it off with me, suddenly. She said she was starting to have feelings for me, but for some reason that didn't ring true, but it was fun while it lasted."
He really missed her.
...........................................
He was sitting at the bar, nursing a drink and minding his own business, when she approached him.
Short, red hair, cute, and very well built. The band was on break and you could actually hold a conversation.
"Why aren't you dancing? I've seen at least four girls ask, and you've turned them all down. What's the problem?"
He grinned.
"Maybe I can't dance. Maybe I'm gay. Maybe I like minding my own business."
She grinned back, no offense taken.
"I doubt all of that. I bet you're a good dancer, I don't get the least gay vibe at all, and maybe I like minding your business too."
She held out her hand.
"Anne Burnside. Actually Captain Anne Burnside, U. S. Army."
"Hardy Wilkes, Sergeant, U.S. Marines. Sorry about the Army thing, I bet you're still a nice person."
"That remark will cost you a dance, soldier. Come on, fall too."
"The band had started again.
She was right, he was a pretty decent dancer, surprising for his size. He was a full foot taller than her. She still fit pretty good against he when they danced slow.
They laughed, danced, drank. Both drank sparingly, the others seemed angry when he monopolized her time, but no one was brave enough to do anything about it. As for her, she seemed quite fine with his company.
During the last set he got up.
"I'm going to my room now."
He strode off without another word. She sat there, shocked. He didn't even say good night.
She got her purse and headed towards the door.
He was standing there.
"About time. I was about to give up on you. Come on."
He led her gently to the elevator. She stood passively while he opened the door. He waited for her to enter first, but she just stood there.
He took her arm gently.
"Maybe this was a bad idea. Let me see you safe to your car."
"No! I want you, but you make me nervous."
"Why? Have I behaved badly? Made you uncomfortable? Are you afraid of me?"
"Yes."
Hardy was surprised.
"Why do I scare you?"
"My job has turned me into a pretty good people watcher. I usually have them pegged within fifteen minutes. You, I can't place. You seem nice, you're well behaved, but something in you simmers, just beneath the surface. You could be a very bad man."
"Surprisingly, you're not the first to make that assessment. But I assure you, I've never hurt anyone who didn't try to hurt me first. And except for one time, I've never harmed a woman. Part of that was an accident. But I understand.
Give me a kiss goodnight, surely I've earned that, and I'll leave you to the rest of your evening."
She leaned forward as he bent his head, and for a fleeting second knew what the moth found attractive about the flame.
It was a slow, sensual kiss, with a hint of the power and passion she knew he possessed. Forgetting her reservations, she kissed him back, forcing her tongue into his mouth, surprised he would allow it, when she felt his tongue come alive, overpowering hers and driving it back. She was lost and knew it.
In his room, she found him forceful but surprisingly gentle. He was definite in what he wanted while not forcing her, and she responded in kind, pliable, willing to let him set the pace.
He undressed her leisurely, like she was a present he was unwrapping, taking time to taste and explore each new area before moving to the next. By the time he had her down to her panties she was almost ready to explode. Despite her best efforts he would not be rushed. Finally both nude, she marveled at his body, well toned and muscular. She also noted his maze of scars, validation that this was indeed a dangerous man. She counted at least four bullet wounds.
"Combat?" she whispered, tracing one particularly long scar with her fingertips.
"Not that one. Most of these are from a youth lived badly."
She decided to kiss every scar, trying to erase some of the memories he held.
"From now on, every time you look at these, remember my lips on them. Change the memories to pleasant ones."
She gripped his erection.
"I think I need to check this for scars."
She slid down his stomach, kissing his scars on the way down.
Stoking his cock, she moved it back and forth, examining it.
"Humm. No visible signs of damage. Maybe I need to take a closer look."
He felt her tongue on the crown, so light he could have easily been imagining it. It took every ounce of control to keep from grabbing her head and forcing her down.
He didn't have to wait long. Her warm lips engulfed him, it felt like he had dipped it in warmed honey.
She was making little approving noises, varying the speed and depth of her assault. He felt the almost forgotten tingle of the approaching explosion, and tried to pull her up.
"Anne, Anne! I'm about to cum!"
She looked up into his eyes and plunged all the way down, burying her face in his pubic hair. Her throat seemed to be massaging him, and despite his efforts not to he gripped her head and poured months of frustration into her mouth. She never came off, even as her jaws bulged with the volume.
After he was soft and cleaned, she slipped her mouth off and snuggled.
"My God! That was fantastic! Thank you for that, but why didn't you let me pull off?"
She grinned like a Cheshire cat.
"Don't you know the Army always finishes what it starts. I must admit, I didn't expect the volume. How long has it been since you've bedded a woman?"
"Almost a year."
She couldn't keep the amazement out of her voice.
"A year? That's a story worth listening to, and it can only have two spins. Either you were in jail, or somebody you loved fucked you over. I want you to tell me about it later."
His lips had captured a nipple, while his hand massaged the other. She moaned.
"Much later works for me."
"Damn, he's almost as good as a woman." she thought as his tongue and fingers became familiar with her clit and pussy. He was in no hurry, pleasuring her through multiple orgasms.
When he finally mounted her, she lost complete control. He went from soft and gentle to rough and demanding several times. Finally she surrendered, determined to give him what he needed.
They loved, slept, and two hours later he would take her with fingers, tongue, or steel rod hardness.
The third time she taunted him, saying he had tried everything but her ass, maybe he should go for the full package. She thanked her stars she had lube in her purse. How could something that hurts so bad at the start feel so good at the finish?
She woke sore, bruised, and completely satisfied.
His morning wood was quickly taken care of orally, citing soreness and a need to recover.
They pretty much spent the whole weekend in bed, going out when they absolutely had to. In between lovemaking bouts he got the story of his marriage from him.
"The girl sounds like a spoiled brat, but she seems to be growing up. Gonna take her back?"
His look made her want to grab him and love the hurt away.
"I doubt it. I still love her but just can't get over it. Too much redneck in me, I guess."
"Not trying to cut my throat here, I'd love to see you again, but think about it hard. Maybe she is a better person now. You might want to give her a chance."
He just grunted before capturing her nipple again.
They agreed to meet when he came back in two weeks. Soon she couldn't wait until Friday. They became pretty much an item.
The days he didn't spend the night or weekend hurt her, but he made it a point to take her to dinner or a club every time. Sometimes they even got in a quickie.
The weekends were the best. They didn't spend ALL their time in bed. They did touristy things, went down to Florida, Amelia Island once, Jacksonville twice. They read with fascination about the local a.d.a. and his troubles with a drug cartel. The man seemed larger than life, and was constantly pictured, usually with a stunning woman on his arm.
Hardy looked at the latest story and mumbled something about being able to relate. Their conversation later took an odd turn.
They were lying in bed in post sexual bliss, snuggling. She felt him pull away and rise up on his arms. She opened her eyes to see him looking at her with an expression she had never seen.
"Anne, honey, in all the time we've been together, have I've ever asked about your work, or presumed to ask a favor?"
"No, we rarely talk about what we do. I thought you were in construction, you could have floored me with a feather when I found out you were a lawyer. What's on your mind?"



"I need to find a man. A man with a specific skill set. A dangerous man, who stays loyal to the job he contracts. He needs to be familiar with Mexico and comfortable working there. Can you help me?"
She rose and sat against the headboard.
"Are you looking for a killer?"
"Yes and no. I don't want anyone hurt, but I want him prepared to do whatever necessary to achieve the end I want. And I want the people I'm going to deal with to know he's prepared to kill if he has too."
"What are you into? No, don't tell me, I'm pretty sure I don't want to know. Somehow I see your wife tied up in this. Wait, I've changed my mind,
tell me a little more and I might help you."
He told her of the situation his wife was in, and how he intended to help her.
"You may not understand this, Anne, but until the divorce is final the family sees her as belonging to me. I can't let harm come to her, they may take things into their own hands and I won't be able to control them. It could get ugly, fast. Innocent people, people not even aware of what is going on, will be caught in the crossfire. I don't want that on my conscience."
"Can you help me? If not, I'll go down to Mexico and recruit people myself."
"Can you give me a few days? I could get into trouble helping you."
"Sure, and if there's the least bit of doubt, don't help me."
He gave her a big kiss and jumped into the shower. She sat on the bed, marveling again at his tight butt as it went through the door. She knew she would at least try to help, hoping she didn't help get him killed.
..................................................
She was no fool, you didn't hold her job in military intelligence by being one. She had researched Hardy pretty hard after their first encounter. The information made her nervous, it was hard to reconcile the man on paper to the happy, smiling guy with the goofy sense of humor she slept with. But she had learned to trust her instincts, and her first assessment of him had been pretty much on the money.
Deciding to take a chance, she made some discreet overtures to the 'farm boys', telling them it was purely research.
That flimsy excuse got her called on the carpet of her commanding officer. Knowing better than to lie, she told him everything. He frowned, made a phone call, and she found herself in the office of Major Stein. She repeated the story.
He sat, rocking slightly in his office chair, as he considered the news. Sitting up, he was suddenly all business.
"Hypothetically, could you find someone who fits his parameters?"
"Of course, sir. Already have."
He eyed her sharply.
"Your relationship with Mr. Wilkes, define it."
"We're lovers, the new term is friends with benefits. I only see him when he is in town, I've never been to his home, met his friends and family, if that's what you're asking. There is a fondness between us, but we both know there's nothing long term for us. He's in the middle of a pretty interesting divorce, and I'm married to the Army for at least the next eight years."
"Do you know why he needs this man?"
"Not really, something to do with protecting his soon to be ex from some drug people I surmise."
He sat back again, tenting his fingers.
"Do it."
She almost didn't catch his words.
"I'm sorry sir, would you repeat that?"
"Do it. Put him in contact with your man. And monitor Mr. Wilkes, if he looks even remotely on the edge of doing something unwise, alert your commander."
Anne looked distressed.
"Sir, I don't know if I could spy on...."
He cut her off.
"Nonsense! You knew when you sent out feelers it was going to get back to your boss. You're too sharp to have been so sloppy, you wanted us to question you so the situation would be exposed.
You'll want to watch over him, this just gets you the means to do so through channels. We don't want details, just information that may be pertinent. Go on now, you have your orders."
He sat back, thinking.
"Hardy, Hardy, what are you up to now? Maybe Bill has some insight."
So it came to pass that "Wilkes War" was closely monitored by the army. It lead to a wealth of information on the Escobar cartel, particularly North American contacts, on the East and West Coast. Some of the hot line tips even came from them. The information was very helpful to various agencies.
Hardy never knew it, and Anne made sure the watchers didn't slip. Then, in a fluke chance of fate, while Hardy was in Mexico making contact with the man she had provided, she ended up drunk in a hotel room with his wife.
Anne didn't believe in coincidence, and decided fate had told her to end it with Hardy. She did the next weekend they were together, in her normal upfront manner. She knew he suspected something, but was too considerate to last. Instead, he did his utmost to make their last time together memorable. As she watched the jet fade into the distance, she sat in her car and cried, wondering what if.
................................................
The last session with Bill was brutal in intensity.
Gwen tried to be upbeat, but Bill stopped her.
"Gwen, Hardy has some things to say to you. Please listen and try not to interrupt. Could you do that?"
She nodded, felling the first tendrils of fear clutch her throat.
Hardy slid a chair over to the loveseat, so he could face her. He held her hand gently.
"When I was in Iraq the second time, I was tasked to meet and cultivate a local tribal leader. My interpreter and I happened onto a pre-marriage lecture to three couples. The cleric was speaking slowly, making sure the couples could hear and understand. We had to wait, so my interpreter explained what he was saying. I remember the words to this day."
"My children, marriage is a sacred temple, supported by three columns. Love. Trust. Respect.
Topple any one of those columns and the temple wobbles. Topple two, and the temple crashes to the ground Love is the strongest column, supported by respect and trust, for if either of those two weaken, love cannot be supported."
"Do you understand, Gwen? I still love you, heart and soul. But you destroyed the temple, honey. You've destroyed my trust with your lack of respect. I believe you when you say you realize your mistakes, that you're a stronger, more mature person."
"As such a person, you should know this marriage is over. But in this instance, because you want it so bad, you're still the spoiled little girl, saying 'I want'. I'm sorry, but this time it won't work."
"I'm not coming back to counseling. Bill knows and understands. This is it. I'm leaving the papers here, if you truly are the person you say you've become, sign them."
He leaned over and kissed her cheek before rising.
"Goodbye, Gwen."
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She sat there, shocked so badly she couldn't even cry. He really was gone. She looked over at Bill.
"Is it really over?"
"I'm afraid so. For what it's worth, there was a couple of times when I thought you two would make it."
"But why? I've grown up, changed into a better person, didn't he see that?"
"Yes he did. He once told me how proud he was of how you matured, and the way you took to family down here."
"Then why?"
Bill sighed. What he was about to tell her would be painful, but if he got her to understand maybe it would bring her some peace.
"First, let me say he still loves you, he was serious when he told you that. But Gwen, look at it from his side. You were the world to him. YOU were his validation that he had transcended his dark past, that he was a good person worthy of happiness. The fact that you chose him gave him an enormous amount of pride."
"Then, when you started slighting him, acting embarrassed to be in his company, his perfect world starting cracking. When you cheated, it destroyed him. He told me in his solo session that he was proof 'no one gets above their raisin'', an expression meaning that when things get bad one reverts back to their upbringing. What he did when he caught you and that man together shocked him to his core. In one second, the world he had worked so hard to create was gone."
"In his youth, trust was everything. You know what he did, so he had to have people around him he could absolutely depend on. A violation of trust could have very dire consequences. So he learned to be very careful who he let in, for fear of being betrayed."
"You betrayed him, in his mind, in the worst possible way. I know we've talked about it several times but could never get you to understand."
"Sign the papers, Gwen, give him some peace."
Then the tears came. She wept for Hardy, for herself, for the future she no longer had with him. In the end she signed the papers and left them with Bill.
................................................
She did what any young girl does when faced with traumatic events. She ran home to daddy.
Greg comforted her as best he could, sad that her marriage hopes finally died. She stayed two weeks, visiting old friends who welcomed her back with open arms. She was experienced enough now to wonder if they were really glad to see her. Not one had called of visited during what they called her 'exile'. They seemed vapid and shallow to her now.
She couldn't bear to live in her townhouse, too many bad memories, so she took a suite in a five star hotel. The more people catered to her the more irritated she became.
Finally realizing all her true friends were back in Alabama she told her dad she was taking a little vacation before she went 'home'. He understood, realizing his hope of her taking over the firm was probably gone, but glad she was finding her own happiness.
The idea came to her while she was transferring items from her old purse to a new designer handbag she had purchased in a fit of boredom.
A card fell out, Capt. Anne Burnside, U.S. Army.
She called, and to her surprise, she answered on the second ring.
"Anne? This is Gwen Wil...I Mean Canaday. Remember me?"
She could hear the smile in her voice when she spoke.
"I always remember beautiful blonds I sleep with. How are you?"
"Divorced. Lonely. Distracted. I need a vacation, and some companionship with someone not associated with my old life. Can you get some time off? I'd love to go somewhere warm, with white sand beaches and clear blue water. Please come, my treat."
"Define companionship."
"Whatever comes. I don't have anyone to answer to but me any longer. I'm not leading you on here. Expect everything and nothing, and you won't be disappointed."
"Well, what an intriguing offer. Let me call you back this afternoon. When would be better for you?"
"I'm not working right now so anytime soon is fine."
Anne hung the phone up. It was an attractive offer. She did a little checking and found that though the divorce hadn't been officially filed, it was signed off on. Due some leave time, she decided to go for it.
After a few calls, they decided to leave the next Wednesday for four days. Gwen wouldn't tell her the destination, wanting to surprise her.
Anne wanted to know what flight they would be on, and was shocked when Gwen told her it would be a private jet, and gave her the time and runway.
"Did I mention I was a trust fund baby? Don't worry about a thing, this is all on me."
She was suitably impressed with the jet, but blown away by Gwen. A new hairstyle, a much shorter skirt, four inch heels. They kissed as friends.
After she had settled in she asked where they were going.
"Oh, just a little resort in the islands I used to go when I was single."
The place was beautiful, everything a tropical paradise should be. The suite was impressive, two bedrooms, top of the line everything.
"What's first on the agenda?"
"Gwen grinned.
"Shopping! I need a few new bathing suits, and we need some really sexy clothes. We'll knock'em dead in the lounge tonight!"
The resort had several upscale shops, and with money being no object, they spent with abandon.
Anne got her first surprise when they looked over bathing suits.
"Where are the tops?"
The salesgirl and Gwen smiled.
"Honey, these beaches are topless or nude. No one wears a full suit, but if you're embarrassed, I sure they could find you something."
They picked out several thongs apiece, so small they may as well have been nude. Anne told Gwen she needed razors if she was going to go out with them on. She just smiled, and after hitting the shops and picking up a few dresses and lingerie, they spent the day at the spa, being waxed, massaged, and pampered. Anne decided being rich was not a bad thing.
Even in a place catering to beautiful people, heads turned when the tall blonde and petite redhead entered the restaurant. They ate well, vowing to spend time in the gym the next morning.
They danced with abandon later, rubbing their partners into a frenzy, and even danced together a few times. Anne felt the heat between them.
Gwen was drinking hard, so Anne backed off to keep an eye on her. There were a lot of disappointed men when they went back to the suite alone.
She undressed a very drunk Gwen and got her into bed. She looked at her sleeping, stroking her hair. Gwen was still very devastated over the end of her marriage, she had to wonder if she really wanted this weekend.
Whispering "Everything and nothing", she slipped her clothes off and snuggled into Gwen, who immediately spooned into her.
Sometime before daylight she felt her leave the bed, answering the call of nature. When she returned, she slid back the sheets and just stood looking. Anne wriggled and spoke.
"Come back to bed, honey. I'm cold."
Gwen slipped in and Anne immediately spooned into her. She was almost asleep when she felt Gwen slowly fondle her breasts. He nipples immediately hardened and she pushed her hand onto them, firmly.
"That feels so good, baby, keep going."
Gwen stiffened, she had thought Anne had gone back to sleep, then slowly massaged her breasts, stroking the rock hard nipples. Anne rolled over.
"Know what's better than fingers? Lips."
Gwen felt her tongue gently circle her nipple before latching on, sucking with urgency and passion. Her hand slipped between them, fondling her smooth skin. Her lips were puffy with desire, and a small amount of liquid seeped down her thigh.
"Ooh, it looks like someone is ready for some loving. Let me do you first, baby, teach you how good a woman's touch can feel."
She raised up, locking her lips onto Gwen. Soon they were kissing passionately, rolling tongues with abandon. Breaking off, Anne kissed her slowly down he body, savoring the feeling. Both nipples got a full working over, leaving them distended and sensitive. Her fingers had been lightly caressing her, sliding over her clit, slipping inside for a few seconds now and then. Gwen was moaning, and when her lips finally made contact with her clit, rolling it roughly, she exploded, gripping her hair tightly.
Anne never stopped, using her tongue and fingers very effectively, until Gwen begged and pulled her up.
"No more, I'm so sensitive now if you blew on it I'd probably pass out. Thank you, thank you, I never knew it could be so good."
They lay for a moment, then Anne felt her lips on her left nipple.
"You don't have to, you know", she said quietly, stroking her hair.
Gwen raised up and looked her in the eye.
"I don't have to, I want to. Anyone who can give me that much pleasure deserves a reward. It's been a year since anyone besides myself has touched me. You're a perfect fit for post divorce sex. Beautiful, caring, and most importantly, not a man. Now give me some direction, I'm new at this."
Anne did give her directions, more with motions and touch than verbally. For someone new at it, she did a really good job.
They finally dozed off in each others' arms just before daylight.
..................................................
Gwen woke with a start, holding Anne in her arms.
Was last night a mistake? Why did she feel like she was cheating?
No, damn it! He threw her away. She was free now, she could do what she wanted with who she wanted.
She found herself crying softly, and Anne woke to tears on her shoulder. Turning, she embraced Gwen as the crying became sobbing. She held her, whispering words of comfort in her ears. When she finally subsided she asked.
"Feeling regret for last night?"
"No, not at all. It's just for the first time, I know it's really over. I'm single now, it shouldn't matter who I choose to sleep with, but I just feel so guilty."
"Baby, baby, It's understandable. It wasn't your choice to be single. I know you still love him. But it's all right, you'll get on with your life, even find love again. You're young, beautiful, and apparently filthy rich. Give it some time."
"I know you're right, it just doesn't feel like it right now. Thank you for being with me. Feel like breakfast?"
They showered, ordered breakfast in. Then they talked.
"How did last night make you feel?" Anne couldn't help but ask.
"Fulfilled. Happy. You were my first woman, you know. I never would have thought it would be so intense."
Anne cooed happily "Oh honey, it just gets better. I'm gonna show you so much, if you'll let me."
"If it gets any better, I don't think I could stand it. Ready to hit the beach?"
When they reached the beach and got situated, Anne slipped off her robe, twirling around for her benefit.
"Do you like it?"
"It makes me want to have sex right here on the beach, does that answer your question?"
"Come on babe, show me yours."
Gwen hesitated and felt foolish. Before Hardy, she was never self conscious, preferring nude beaches when she vacationed. She quickly slipped off the robe.
"Oops! Forgot to put it on. Oh well."
"Show off!" Anne giggled, sliding the thong down her legs. It took her awhile to get used to, all the bronzed bodies of both sexes stimulated them no end.
Gwen noticed her hardened nipples.
"Now that I go both ways, it's like looking at a sexual buffet. Isn't that blond stunning?"
"She is. And so is she, and him, and him, and her, and, oh my."
Her eyes were riveted to a light skinned black man, muscled, hairless everywhere, shining with oil, and very, very well endowed.
Gwen snickered.
"If you want him, go get him, we're here as friends, remember? Just use protection, we don't need a gift that keeps on giving."
Anne squirted some lotion in her hand.
"No, I want to be with you right now. Maybe later we can share him. Now, roll over so I can lotion you up. We won't have any fun if you're sunburned."
They lotioned each other, missing nothing. It drew a few admirers. They introduced themselves, flirting lightly. Promised a dance or two at the club.
Gwen would relax for awhile, then tighten up remembering. She wished Hardy would have come with her just once, she would have loved flaunting him, knowing he was hers alone.
For the next two days, they dined, sunbathed, danced, made love.
The last night they had a group around them. They had made plenty of friends and she was finally relaxed.
Stopping to sip her drink, she saw Anne dancing, grinding actually, with the black man she had been admiring. She looked over at their table and whispered in his ear. The whiteness of his smile showed all the way across the darkened room. Holding his hand, Anne brought him over.
"Last night, lover. Let's make some memories."
Agreeing to nothing, Gwen followed them to their suite. They were both naked before the door opened.
Anne dragged him to the bedroom, stroking his erection. Gwen arrived just in time to see her swallow as much of his cock as she could, bobbing furiously. Looking up, she removed her mouth long enough to speak.
"Come on over here and help me get him off quick so he'll last for us next time, then while he recovers we'll give him a show."
Gwen dropped her dress to the floor, and walked over, wearing the briefest of thongs. She dropped to her knees and Anne aimed his cock in her direction. Suddenly she had a vision of Hardy.
She shrieked and ran from the room. Anne left him throbbing and followed her into the other bedroom.
"I'm sorry, Anne, I just can't do it. It would feel like the final betrayal, and I just can't."
Anne wisely soothed her , cuddling her to her breast.
"I understand, baby. But sooner or later, you're going to have to admit it's over. I'll send him back to his room and put you to bed."
Gwen took her hand.
"Don't. I know you've been wanting him since you saw him. I want to sleep alone tonight. Go, enjoy. We'll talk in the morning. Make him remember you for the rest of your life."
Bending down to kiss her deeply, Anne left with a parting shot.
"You're a complicated woman, Gwen Canaday. I hope someday I find someone I can love like you loved him. Goodnight."
As Gwen lay there tossing and turning, listening to the sounds of unbridled passion from the bedroom next door, she mentally corrected Anne.
"It's love, Anne, not loved."
The flight back to Savannah was quiet for awhile, until Gwen started teasing her about the night before.
"You must have destroyed that poor man. He practically crawled out the door this morning. You hot little bitch, you."
Anne brightened.
"Don't you know it. It's a good thing you didn't join us last night, he might have had a heart attack. I bet he hurts when he takes a leak for awhile."
They both giggled before Anne turned serious.
"What are you going to do now?"
"Go back to Birmingham, resume my life. Stop and smile at the memories I made this weekend. Thank you, Anne."
"I should and do thank you. This was the best adventure I've ever been on. The best resort, the best sex, the best everything. I could get used to this. If you ever want a kept bitch on the side, keep me in mind. I could be very submissive for the right woman."
She was laughing as she said it, but in her heart she hoped it sparked an idea. She found herself in the most unusual situation of her life. She was in love with two people, and they were husband and wife. She was sure being a wife to both of them would be heaven. Putting away her daydreams she asked Gwen a favor.
"If you and Hardy ever get back together, keep our little adventure a secret. Most men are uncomfortable if they know their woman is attracted to both sexes. It's hard enough to keep the male predators at bay, adding females to the mix is sometimes too much for them to handle."
Gwen reflected.
"You're right. and I'm not attracted to women. I'm attracted to you. And, I'm not ashamed of what we did. Best, though, if he never knows."
"You know, not to give you false hope, but I know four couples who have divorced and remarried. If you want him, find a way to chase him. Show him the new you that took so much to build. Go slow, let him get used to you being around, and gradually move in. You've got an advantage, you know him better than anyone alive."
Gwen reflected on that while the jet left Savannah, formulating a plan, vowing if this didn't work she would never try again.
.................................................
She went back to her little apartment. Soon she would go house shopping, but right now she wanted the comfort of the familiar. She visited Aunt Daisy a lot, helping her with family research while Marcus was in school. She spent almost every Saturday with Joshua and Hildy, carefully not mentioning Hardy. They understood, but occasionally his name would pop up.
Once she overheard the female cousins talking about Hardy and some woman named Bonnie.
"How does he do it? First he marries a rich Yankee, now he's dating a state senator. What does he have that makes successful women swoon for him?"
Gwen almost swooned herself, when she picked up a copy of the Sunday paper and saw the woman pictured in the paper at a fundraiser, Hardy standing at her side.
"Local girl and now esteemed State Senator Bonnie Parker will be hosting a fundraiser for educational endowments in two weeks at the Country Club. Dinner, dancing, and a silent auction will be featured. Only twelve hundred tickets are available, so purchase them this week, before they're all gone."
There was no mention of Hardy.
She made sure she had two of the best seats in the house, dressed to the nines, with a date. He was the new a.d.a. brought in to replace her. Paul took her aside when she went to visit Karen and offered her a job.
"What about the new guy?"
"He's on probation, I can already tell he won't work out. He's, to put it politely, a pussy. Defense lawyers are running over him faster than fat people rushing a free buffet table. I couldn't get you to tutor him, could I?"
She was bored and it seemed like a good idea. She became an unpaid 'consultant'. It didn't take her long to agree with Paul. He was a pussy. She held it as long as she could, dragged him into an interview room, and ate him up.
"Grow some damn balls, Jerry, or you'll never make it past probation! These aren't nice people, they're mostly scum of the earth, and would rape and kill their momma if the payoff was worth it. Most are past rehabilitation, and it's your job to keep them off the street and away from decent people. Grow the fuck up and do your job! Otherwise, I hear real estate lawyers make a decent living."
She stomped out of the room and slammed the door. Paul was standing in the hall smiling.
"Still think you wouldn't make a good district attorney? Think about it, I plan on retiring at the end of my term, and the field would be wide open. The Escobar case would still be fresh in people's mind, and you're still a hero for standing up to the drug lords and getting him behind bars. Gotta go."
He walked off, whistling.
She stopped by Jerrys' cubicle the next day.
"Jerry, I need a date Saturday. Dress in your best suit, get a haircut, and be waiting at seven. I'll pick you up. And Jerry, it doesn't mean anything, I just need a body for a few hours.
You don't have a chance in hell of getting lucky, but the exposure would do you good in the community. You're not bad looking, and it may attract a few ladies. Don't disappoint me."
He never got to say a word before she was gone.
Karen was in the office when she came in and barely held it together until she left. She exploded in laughter.
"Guess she told you. Better not disappoint her, her balls are a lot larger than yours. Here's a heads up. She's doing this because her ex husband is escorting the guest of honor, and she's still hung up on him. Be careful, he's one big mean sonofabitch, and he still has feelings for her."



He rolled his eyes.
"Oh boy, I can't wait. This is going to be a date from hell. Think I can get out of it?"
"Not in the least, you're just arm candy. Smile, be attentive, stay in the background, and everything will be fine. Behave, and she might not make you get your own way home. Have fun."
She was still laughing when she sat back down.
Karen talked to Paul, and he got two pair of tickets, for him, his wife, Karen, and her husband, saying he wouldn't miss this show for anything.
.................................................
Gwen made absolutely sure she was perfect. She had Jerry wait until the dinner was about to begin before entering, sweeping in just after everyone was seated, and passing the table of honor as she was directed to her table.
He was there, with one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen. This was a state senator?
She had her hand on his arm, laughing quietly at something just said. He looked up and their eyes locked. Time seemed to slow down, and she stumbled slightly. Then they were by them and being seated. It was a miserable evening.
She had a direct line of sight, and watched as she obviously flirted with him.
"Bitch, why don't you just mount him on the table and fuck him in front of us." She thought as her hand clenched her wine glass so hard it cracked.
Paul, Karen, and spouses were seated with her, and there was a minor scene as they checked her hand and replaced her glass. Hardy looked over, frowning slightly. Once again their eyes met and he raised his glass in salute. She refused to acknowledge him.
"Well, aren't you Miss Mature this evening" said Karen, in a warning tone.
"You wanted to be here, so behave. Making a scene won't make his memories of you any better."
The advice calmed her. She made polite small talk, speaking to people at other tables, people she knew professionally. Aunt Daisy was there, attended by Marcus. People were so used to seeing them together it was almost expected. They raised their glasses in recognition, and she smiled brightly.
The dinner out of the way, they sat through the
inevitable round of speeches. The keynote speaker, one Bonnie Parker, made an impassioned plea for her charity.
"Thank you for coming out tonight and supporting my cause. Everyone here is a professional in one field or another, think what your life would have been like without your education. Would you be as fulfilled? Would your family enjoy the same standard of living they have now? Knowledge is power. Take my escort this evening. By his own admission he came up hard, but he pulled himself together, got an education, and went on to be a lawyer with nationally recognized accomplishments.
He had the good fortune to have a benefactor who funded his cause, getting justice for the poor and less fortunate. Not bad for a good ol' boy from Limestone County."
"There must be more Hardy Wilkes in the world, let's help them achieve their dream. Now, the dancing is about to start. Enjoy the evening, bid on the items donated to our cause."
She left the podium to thunderous applause, stopping to shake hands and exchange greetings with well wishers. Hardy stood and held her chair, earning him a kiss on the cheek. Gwen smouldered.
It was a very nice combo, playing old classics, waltzes, fox trots, and an occasional Latin piece.
Gwen was an excellent dancer, and her card was full. She saw Hardy from time to time, once with Aunt Daisy for a sedate waltz, once with Karen for an uptempo number. She never failed to understand how a man so large could be so graceful. But, most of his dances were taken by the esteemed senator. Gwen almost missed a step the first time she saw them dance.
Then, during a break, she found herself in front of Hardy. He smiled and took her hand.
"How are you, Gwen?"
Stifling her inclination to say she was miserable, she told him she was fine.
"Good, I'm glad to see you back. Do you intend to stay here?"
"Yes, I have family I'm fond of, and to be honest, New England winters no longer have an appeal to me."
"Good. I'm sure I'll see you, time to time."
He was about to leave, when his date appeared.
"Hardy, who is this lovely creature. Should I be watching you a bit closer?"
She said it in a soft teasing voice, unaware of who Gwen was.
"Bonnie, please let me introduce you to Miss Gwen..."
He almost said Wilkes but corrected himself.
"Canaday, of the Boston Canadays. Her dad is my boss."
She her hand out.
"I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. Do you know Hardy well?"
Gwen shook, smirking at Hardy, who was suddenly looking uncomfortable.
"Oh, Hardy and I go way back. In fact, I can safely say no one has spent more time with him than I, until recently."
"Really? You and I should talk. I'll tell you about his wild youth, and you can tell me about his sedate maturity. It should be fun."
She fished a card out of her purse.
"I'll be in town a few more days, political stuff you know. Call me at your leisure."
Before she could reply, her handlers hustled her off to do more glad handing.
Hardy gave her a small smile and followed her.
Karen came up.
"Cover your claws, dear. She and Hardy were kids together. There's history there you know nothing about. I don't think there's any romance there, at least on his part. She seems to like him a lot more than I remember, though."
The band started, and everyone resumed dancing. She ran into J.T., Will Robb, and his wife Myrtle, and she danced with both the sheriff and the judge.
It was the last set, and she could see Hardy talking to the band leader, slipping something into the palm of his hand. He stepped in front of a microphone.
"Ladies and gentlemen, it's almost time to call it a night. Give yourselves a round of applause for your support of this cause. We're going to do a few more, but by special request we're going to do this number now. All you lovers, married and single, here's your chance to shine."
"Ladies and gentlemen, the tango."
A quiet came over the crowd, and Hardy appeared at her side.
"Would you allow me this dance, Gwen?"
He held out her hand and she followed, not trusting her voice.
They had taken dance lessons together just after they married. He said as much as he enjoyed watching her move, this was one particular dance he wanted her to share with none other. They had practiced it for hours, and danced it every chance they got.
A few couples joined them, but soon dropped out. She was dipped, twirled, dragged. They spun away and into each other in almost perfect movements, as though bound by invisible strings. The band leader had been doing this for a long time, knew the impact of the dance, and signaled his group to keep playing. They were on the floor almost eight minutes before the music ended, and their bodies twined together for the last time.
She was dipped, dangling in his arms like a feather. He righted her, kissed her cheek, and strode from the floor. The cheers and applause went on for several minutes as she stood alone, savoring the moment.
Karen rescued her.
"Damn girl, that was hot! It was like watching you make love with your clothes on, right there on the dance floor. It'll be awhile before anyone forgets this fundraiser."
She sat in an exhausted daze while the band finished up. Then went to the ladies room to fix her appearance. She was washing her face when Bonnie came out of a stall.
"Miss Canaday, your dance was beautiful. I've never seen such a physical expression of love. Hardy finally told me who you were. Dad told me he had been married, but I got the impression it was a local girl. I really would like to talk to you. You have my card, call."
She never called.
She was in such a good mood she took Jerry home.
.................................................
Aunt Daisy helped her find a house close to hers, needless to say in a very old, upscale part of town. Huge lot, five bedroom throwback to the old South, complete with columns and a balcony facing a circular driveway. There was a three bedroom bungalow converted from the stables, and a housekeeper and a maintenance man living there.
They had taken care of the house and grounds for fifteen years, and Gwen felt no need to replace them. It was a little spooky at first, rattling round late at night, but she came to ignore it.
................................................
It didn't stay empty long, she inherited a daughter.
Maybe daughter wasn't the right word, she was only fourteen years younger, but definitely baby sister. And she filled a deep void in her life, she gave her someone to love.
Hildy called her out of the blue.
"Gwen Marie, How are you?"
She had lived in the South long enough to know, when both your given names were used, you had either screwed up, done something particularly outstanding, or someone needed a favor. If they used all three names, you were in deep shit.
"Fine, Aunt Hildy. You?"
"I'm tolerable. How you like living in that big old house by yourself?"
"It gets a little lonely sometimes, but I'm getting used to it."
"That's kinda why I called. I need a kindness done."
"Aunt Hildy, you know I'd do anything for you. What is it?"
"Don't make promises too quick, girl. You remember Melissa Sue?"
"Of course I do. She was one of the first cousins I met, that day you had me out for the first time. Is she in trouble?"
"Not exactly. Her daddy died in a truck accident when she was seven, and to put it mildly, her momma is just plain triflin'. She ran off three weeks ago with some fella just as bad. Nobody has seem them since. Melissa Sue wasn't gonna tell, hopin' she'd come back, but somehow social services found out."
"I'd take her in myself, she's not a bad girl considerin' her raising, but you know Joshua hasn't felt good since Ronnie thumped him on his head. I'm worried about him, bad. He can't farm anymore, we're livin' off his social security and the money Hardy gives us. It's more than enough to take care of us, but it galls Josh he has to take it. If one of the family doesn't take her in
pretty quick they'll take her, and foster care will be her future. Can you help me?"
"Where is she right now?"
"The county got her in a group home. Its' got Joshua fretting bad."
"It'll take me about three hours to get things done and get there. Stay calm, Aunt Hildy, and tell Joshua not to worry, I got her."
"Stop by after you get done, you know how Joshua loves to see you. And Gwen Marie, it's good to have family like you around. Bye."
She called Limestone County Social Services. They would let her go if they had authorization from the courts. She called Paul, and he smoothed the way with the local judge.
"You better hurry, Social Services closes in two hours, and if they don't have the papers, she'll be there until Monday."
She knew she would never make it, so gathering her strength she called Hardy.
She skipped the small talk and went right to the point.
"Hardy, they got little Melissa Sue in foster care, her momma ran off. I got a judge up there willing to give me an order saying I can take temporary custody, but if I don't get it filed before the offices close she'll be stuck there all weekend. Can you help me.?
Hardy had more experience with foster care than he liked, so he jumped right in.
"I'll handle it. Meet me at Grandpas', I'll have her there by the time you arrive."
He could hear the relief in her voice.
"Thank you."
"Gwen, I need you to promise me, if it's family business and you need help, call me first. Promise me."
"I do, honey, oops I mean Hardy. See you soon."
When she got there, Melissa Sue was sitting on the front porch swing, looking lost and alone. Mothering instincts kicked in, and she sat beside her, rocking gently. Soon she felt her head on her shoulder, and she put her arm around her. Before long the tears were flowing, and Gwen held tighter, promising her things were going to get better, starting right now.
She looked up to see Hardy watching them, and she could have sworn he had tears in his eyes. He turned abruptly and went back in. She had an epiphany, this could have been our daughter I'm holding, and her tears dripped into the younger girls' hair.
They ate a quiet dinner. She could tell Joshua wasn't well and Aunt Hildy was worried. She managed to get Hardy on the porch for a short talk.
"I'm worried about Joshua. Has he been to the doctor lately?"
Hardy grunted.
"The stubborn old coot won't let Hildy take him.
I made an appointment for next week, told him I'd drag him there myself if he didn't go. He promised, but his heart isn't in it. Damn Ronnie!"
Gwen had heard nothing about the Escobar meeting, the family had clammed up, but she knew there was now more than just dislike between Hardy and Ronnie now. Roy and his old crew were actively looking for him, but he had disappeared.
After supper, she spent a little more time with Joshua, hugging and fussing over him. He complained, but you could tell he loved it. After a kiss and hug from everyone, including Hardy,
she gathered up Melissa Sue. She didn't even have a suitcase, just two small garbage bags.
After they got into her car, she asked if she needed to go get the rest of her things.
Melissa Sue looked down.
"This is all I have, Aunt Gwen. Do you have a washing machine? I didn't have money for laundry, and everything needs cleaned."
Gwen was shocked. The poor girl had nothing! She thought back to her pampered childhood, and sighed. She made a vow that no matter where she ended up, the quality of her life was going to improve, drastically.
She pulled into the parking lot of the local WalMart. It wasn't what she wanted, but it would do for now.
"Come on, honey. I need to pick up a few things."
The girl was shocked that she was the object of the shopping trip.
"Just a few things right now, we'll get you a whole new wardrobe over the next little while."
Melissa Sue objected, saying she shouldn't spend money on her. Gwen laughed.
"Baby, your Auntie Gwen is loaded. I mean money hanging out of every pocket, you can't count that high, disgustingly rich. Don't worry, this will probably give me more pleasure than you."
New underwear, two pair of jeans, two tops, two pajama sets, new sneakers. Then feminine products, hair mousse, shampoo and conditioner, skin cream. She held up a tube of lip gloss, looking at it longingly, before putting it down. Gwen had a feeling she didn't have a lot of experience with makeup.
"Not that one, the color is all wrong for you. These two would probably work, and you need eyeliner, foundation, oh, never mind. I'll pick for now. You can decide which you like best later."
The cart was getting full. They stopped last in the grocery section.
"Pick out the snacks you want, but not too much junk."
It was a good theory that went to hell pretty fast. Soda, popcorn, chips, ice cream. She did get a pack of yogurt and some fruit to ease her guilt.
Melissa Sue was stunned at the total. She was even more stunned when she saw the house.
"How many people live here?"
"Counting you, two. Come help me unload and put the stuff away, and we'll pick out your bedroom."
She picked the closest room to hers, still insecure. Gwen encouraged her.
"Good, now we'll be close, and it has a bathroom. Two women in the same bathroom gets too crowded."
She made sure she had her bath, brushed her teeth. She even tucked her in, normally a foolish thing to try with a fifteen year old, but she seemed to welcome it. She sat on the bed and talked for a few minutes, while Melissa held her hand with both of hers. Finally getting drowsy, Gwen eased her hand out of her grip, kissed her forehead, and turned out the lights.
Standing in the hall, she tried to imagine this house full of kids. It made her feel warm for a minute, before reality crashed in. She was almost thirty, and was starting to hear the clock tick.
How foolish she was for not wanting children! Now, the only man she wanted to give her children was no longer hers.
It took awhile to fall asleep, she even got up and checked on Melissa twice, marveling at the sleep of the innocent.
She woke with a start, to see Melissa sitting on her bed.
"Good, you're awake! Mrs. Hendricks is fixing breakfast, she says you need to give her money for real food if a growing child is going to live here. Good morning Aunt Gwen!"
She bent down to give her a kiss, and bounced out of the room. She lay there, enjoying the feeling. Mrs. Hendricks was her housekeeper, and had offered several times to cook for her, but being alone she told her not to bother. That had changed now, she wondered how else her lifestyle was going to change.
Breakfast was interesting, with Melissa and Mrs. Hendricks chattering away. Gwen assured Mrs. Hendricks she would establish a household account and give her a debit card.
"I'll get one for your husband too, that way he can get what he needs for his landscape project."
She had gotten a really good deal on the house because of the economy and the condition of the house. It was sound, but it and the grounds had gotten run down. The owners paid for bare maintenance, but not for improvements. She saw him trying to revive a rose bush and asked him why he didn't just replace it.
"No money."
She asked him to come up with a landscape plan, including the installation of a pool, she always enjoyed swimming. He wanted to do most of the work on the grounds, but she talked him into a supervisory role, hiring and supervising the subcontractors. Mrs. Hendricks said it was the happiest she had seen him in years.
After breakfast it was time for a serious talk.
"Melissa, do you want to stay here?"
She hung her head, thinking she was going to be asked to leave.
"Yes ma'am, as long as you will have me."
Gwen hugged her.
"Good. In that case, we have to get you transferred here for school. Do you do well in school?"
Melissa blushed furiously.
"I like school, but momma had us moving around so much I ended up being held back for attendance."
Gwen frowned at her mothers' callousness, but decided a little tutoring over the summer would bring her back to her rightful grade.
"We'll go to your old school Monday, and get your records. I'm not sure what district we're in, but I'll know by then."
She took a deep breath.
I'm glad you want to stay, I want you to stay too. But if you live with me, there has to be some rules."
"First, Mrs. Hendricks is our housekeeper, not a maid. I expect you to keep your room neat and tidy, and not cause her any grief."
"I expect you to be in school when you're supposed to, and get good grades. If you need help, ask. If I can't do it I'll get someone who can."
"I know you're gonna make new friends, and you can have them over and go to their houses, as long as I'm introduced to the parents and approve."
"If they come here, they're your guests and I expect you to be responsible for them."
"I not so old that I don't remember peer pressure, but if you do anything foolish, there will be consequences. I have my own commitments, so I may not always be home, and Mrs. Hendricks may not always be here, so I will depend on your word. Will you give it to me?
Good."
"Now, the big one. You're a very attractive young lady, and I expect boys will swarm around you like flies to honey. No boys in your room, ever. No boys when Mrs. Hendricks or I aren't around."
"That being said, when you turn sixteen, you can go on dates, if I approve. Until then, you may go out with groups."
"That's about it, think you can live with it?"
"Yes ma'am."
"Good, now, why don't you get familiar with the house and grounds while I make a few phone calls. Call your friends if you want."



She had only one call to make.
"Aunt Daisy, I need your help."
She explained about Melissa, and how she wanted to make her life better. Daisy listened to her for about five minutes, before interrupting her.
"I think I've got it. I'll be over in thirty minutes. Have her ready to go out."
Without waiting for a reply she hung up.
She found Melissa talking to Mr. Hendricks about flowers.
"Honey, go freshen up. Your great aunt Daisy is coming by and wants to meet you."
..................................................
Daisy showed up on time, with Marcus. She didn't get out. Marcus rang the bell, and told them they were expected in the car. Of course they were in his Cadillac.
Daisy had Melissa sit in the back to 'get acquainted'. Gwen had no idea where they were going so she just decided to trust Aunt Daisy and spent the time talking to Marcus about history. He was lead intern on an excavation of a Civil War site, and was very excited about it.
They stopped in a part of uptown Birmingham Gwen had been through but hardly noticed.
"Why are we here?"
"Clothes. The girl needs school clothes, and our family has been buying clothes here for six generations."
It was a small shop, but Gen realized they were in the hands of experts and relaxed.
They measured Melissa from head to toe, making notes. When they were done they brought out a small selection of dresses they thought would be appropriate. Gwen, who had been dressed by some of the top designers in the world, was awed by the craftsmanship.
Daisy picked four without consulting Gwen or Melissa. She took Melissa by the hand.
Now, child, I've picked out the basics, you pick three more."
It took another hour of fittings and lively discussion before she had another three.
Daisy stood abruptly.
"Time to go. We got other people to visit."
Melissa was shocked.
"Aren't we going to take the dresses?"
Daisy laughed at her confusion.
"No, they'll be delivered later. They have to be tailored to your exact measurements. If your weight is going to change, make sure you lose instead of gain, it's easier to take in than let out."
Nothing was said about payment, so Gwen decided to ask Daisy later. Marcus was dozing in the car, saying he would feel more comfortable in a cave filled with rattlers than a dress shop. They left him, walking three doors down.
It was a shoe store, and they spent ninety minutes picking out four pair, two flats, two with one inch heels. The colors coordinated with the dresses. Daisy said anything higher on a young girl looked cheap, except for formal occasions. Once again, payment was never discussed.
On the way to yet another shop, Melissa worked up the nerve to ask Aunt Daisy why she needed so many dresses.
"Because the dress code at Pleasant Hill Academy states that you can only wear slacks on Friday, the rest of the week is dresses or skirts only. And slacks means slacks, not jeans."
Melissa and Gwen were stunned. Everybody who was anybody in the state wanted their children to attend Pleasant Hill, but the waiting list was three years long. The place was practically a leadership factory for the South.
"Aunt Daisy, how are we going to get Melissa in Pleasant Hill, you know how long the waiting list is?"
"I'm the principal financial donor, you have no idea how expensive it is to run. If it weren't for alumni support, it would have closed years ago. Our family has been attending the school since it opened. I never thought I would get to see another family member attend, you have no idea how much it means to me."
"Shouldn't we ask Melissa if she wants to go there?"
Daisy snorted.
"Your generation, too soft on your children! But let's ask her, see if she's willing to crush the heart of an old lady and blow the opportunity of a lifetime. Melissa Sue Wilkes, would you like to attend Pleasant Hill?"
Melissa had her head down, and her answer was barely audible.
"Yes."
Daisy tapped her cane.
"Speak up child, old ears aren't as good as they used to be."
"I'd love to go to Pleasant Hill, Aunt Daisy, but I'm just a little redneck girl with no manners. What if I don't fit in? What if they're mean to me? What if they make fun of me?"
Daisy gave her a severe look.
"No one will make fun of you or be mean for long.
You've got Howe blood and money behind you, Canaday money behind you, and if we have to pull out a big stick, we've got Hardy Wilkes behind you. Nobody is dumb enough to buck that combination for long. Now, give your old aunt a thank you kiss."
Melissa kissed her cheek and held her hand the rest of the way home, talking quietly and listening intently.
When they arrived home. Daisy gave Gwen and Melissa both orders. Melissa was to visit Daisy twice a week for instruction in the proper behavior of a Southern lady, and Gwen was to be there for at least one session a week.
"You've got pretty decent manners when your Yankee upbringing doesn't get in the way, this will just fine tune the details. Now that I got the important wardrobe items out of the way, she needs normal teen casual clothes. Nothing too trashy or revealing, remember who you represent, girl! You two can bond over that. Now, give me a kiss and hug, and I'll see you soon."
When she left Gwen apologized to Melissa.
"I'm sorry, baby. I just wanted a little advice, I didn't mean for her to take over your life."
Melissa looked at her like she was crazy.
"Are you kidding? I just got a whole wardrobe of custom tailored clothes, a guarantee into the most exclusive school in the South, and hopefully the love and backing of probably the two richest women in the state. The luckiest day of my life was when I met you. Thank you. I'll do my best to make you proud."
The hug was intense, Melissa was trying to put love and gratitude into every cell.
"Well," she grinned, "what are we gonna do the rest of the weekend?"
Gwen had been thinking about it. The first thing they did was take the Hendricks to a car dealership, after asking if they had a brand preference. Mr. Hendricks liked Chevrolet, so the stopped there first. When they left, he was driving a three quarter ton pickup, his 'company truck'.
Mrs. Hendricks had always admired her sisters' Dodge van, so they went there and bought a top of the line Town and Country. She could use it to take Melissa places when she wasn't available.
Then, they tried out four wheel drive SUVs until she settled on a Range Rover. She had purchased her beloved little Focus, and she secretly thought it would make a great starter car for a teenage girl.
................................................
They managed to go to some upscale department stores for her 'casual' clothes, and she started to wonder if she could use another closet. All the clothes she had owned her whole life didn't add up the volume she had now.
Gwen took her to a salon to have her ends trimmed and hair conditioned. They also got manicures and pedicures while they were there, a first for Melissa.
Sunday night Gwen heard noises from her room and went to check on her. She was lying across the bed, crying.
She rushed to her side.
"what's wrong, baby?"
She sniffled.
"I'm afraid. Afraid this is just a dream, and I'll wake up in my old trailer. Afraid if I wake up and I'm still here no one will like me at school. I wasn't raised rich, I won't know how to act."
"Honey, honey, it is a dream, but it's mine. You'll do just fine. Remember, you're representing two of the oldest families in the state, Wilkes and Howe, and their blood runs in your veins. I've read a lot of history on both sides, and cowardice doesn't seem to run in the family. Now, go to sleep, I want you rested for tomorrow."
...............................................
She was escorted to school the next day by both Daisy and Gwen, and the headmaster all but threw roses in front of them as they walked.
"I can't believe it, a Howe back in Pleasant Hill, order is restored to the universe!"
They reviewed her academic records, and it was agreed she would spend half the day in regular classes, half being tutored privately, to get her back in the right grade for next year. She proved to be bright, willing to work hard, and goal oriented. Her biggest fear was disappointing Aunt Daisy and Aunt Gwen.
She cautiously made friends. Aunt Daisy had developed her self confidence by taking her out to meet her friends, many of whom were grandparents or great grandparents of her classmates. She actually met some of her schoolmates at their homes.
Melissa was an intelligent child, and the old maxim about being silent and thought a fool versus opening your mouth and removing all doubt stood her in good stead. She said little at first, watching and learning. Soon she had a circle of friends and was doing very well. The fact that everyone knew how much money and power was backing her, and that she was just plain 'hot', helped considerably.
After a few months, Gwen hired a private investigator and tracked down her mother in Florida.
She appeared at her trailer door one day and gave her a choice, sign over permanent custody or come back to Alabama and be prosecuted for felony child endangerment and abuse. If she signed, a small cash exchange would take place.
Her mother remembered her as an a.d.a., and quickly signed. Before Gwen left she gave her a picture of Melissa, and one of her in a group at Pleasant Hill.
"She has a good life now. If she wants to see you I won't stop her, but I will watch you like a hawk. Here's her cell number."
As far as she knew she never called.
Right after Thanksgiving she asked her if she'd like to see her mother. Melissa didn't even look up from her homework.
"I see my mother every day."
Gwen barely made it back to her bedroom before the tears started. When she settled down she took Melissa out and bought her a top of the line smart phone with matching tablet.
One unexpected side effect for Gwen from Melissa moving in was her father. He loved her, and visited a lot more often now that she had the big house. He even took her to Boston for a holiday. She came home with a paper, showing them together at a charity event. The byline identified them as Greg Canaday, with granddaughter Melissa Sue Wilkes. She framed it and hung it in her room, and from that day forward he was grandfather.
He saw Hardy from time to time, mostly for business. He was thinking about opening his own office, and Greg talked him out of it.
"You've got a good life. Why try to fix something that's not broke."
Hardy didn't have a good life. He had family, he had friends, but he was alone. He had finally filed the divorce, when Gwen got the final notice she cried for two days. He could never seem to find anybody that measured up to what he had with Gwen, and he had pretty much stopped looking.
Gwen finally starting dating again, even allowing one man into her bedroom while Melissa was on a sleepover. Other than physical relief, she felt nothing.
They both wandered aimlessly through life until, as usual, cataclysmic events threw them together again.
..................................................
Gwen was sound asleep when Melissa burst into her room crying. She immediately hugged her.
"What is it? What's wrong?"
"Grandpa Hardy had a heart attack. Aunt Hildy called, she must have dialed my number by mistake.
They're airlifting him here, he should be arriving soon."
They were up and dressed in a flash, breaking speed limits to get to the hospital. Hildy was there, practically in hysterics. She clung to her
like a drowning person. It was five minutes before she could understand her.
They were having a hard time getting him admitted because he was on Medicare. The bulldog negotiator in her surfaced with a vengeance as she literally charged the desk.
"You've got my grandfather here. What's this bullshit about admissions? Never mind, here."
She took a checkbook out of her pocketbook and signed one, handing it to her.
"Fill in the blanks later. I want the best, top of the line, you hear me? If I find out he didn't get the best care possible, I'll pop so many lawsuits on you this hospital will go under."
A deep voice spoke from right behind her.
"And when she gets done, I'll start. Now get your ass in gear!"
She turned and buried her head in Hardys' chest, sobbing. He gently stroked her hair and back.
"It's all right baby. We'll get him the best care possible. Now, can you go help Aunt Hildy settle down? I think she has Melissa Sue scared to death."
Joshua had triple bypass surgery four hours later, as soon as the team of specialist were flown in.
So many relatives showed up they almost had police direct traffic, and filled waiting rooms on every floor. The staff marveled how a simple old man could be so loved.
Gwen was shocked to find out he was eighty one, she thought he was much younger.
He asked to see Hildy, Gwen, and Hardy before surgery.
"I wanted to make sure I talk to you , just in case. Hildy, you were the daughter I lost, I don't know why you chose to stay with a grumpy old man, but thank you. I love you very dearly."
Hildy collapsed, it was the first time in all the years they were together he ever told her he loved her.
"Gwen, if any one ever told me my favorite granddaughter would be a Yankee, I would have laughed. But you are, and you've become very important to me. I love you."
Gwen let loose with her own torrent of tears.
"Hardy, son, I'm proud of you. I tried to teach you right, and more than once it didn't take, but you turned out just fine."
Hardy has his own tears.
"Now, just in case I don't make it, Hardy, Gwen, I need to tell you something."
"You guys are idiots! I've never seen two people more in love, more foolish in my life. You love each other, you're miserable alone. Why else haven't you guys remarried? I won't be vain enough to try to get you to make promises to an old man who might be about to die, but think about it. I hope I live long enough to say 'I told you so ' when you remarry. There! I've said what the whole family has been thinking since you both moved down here. Now, let me get a little rest before they gut me like a deer."
They were silent when they left, looking at each other with unspoken questions and hope.
Joshua survived, but was in the hospital for an extended time due to infection. Gwen and Hardy spent as much time as possible with him.
They started eating dinner together, keeping conversation to safe topics, Melissa Sue, Joshua, Hildy, the family. Hardy likened the time to kissing a porcupine. Going very slowly, avoiding the quills.
Gwen was hopeful, Melissa even teased her about getting a new dad. Weekends at the farm became the norm, where Gwen assumed the role of Hildy while she was at the hospital.
.................................................
Hardy was starting to smile more. He started looking forward to evenings with Gwen. Josh would grin and tell them to spend time with each other instead of a stubborn old man.
Gwen teased back when Hardy wasn't around, telling him he might just live long enough to say I told you so.
Crystal Anne had finally given up on Hardy, and had started dating a fine young man her age, a state trooper.
She had dropped some forms by his house, and was getting her pistol, a Charter Arms thirty eight, a five shot revolver she could easily slip in her purse, out of his gun safe. Hardy bought it for her when she moved into he own apartment, taught her how to use it, and she turned out to be a pretty good shot. She and her boy friend were going to the gun range.
The doorbell rang and he called out to Crystal, telling her her beau was here.
"Don't out shoot him, girl. He'll never live it down."
He opened the door to come face to face with Ronnie Wilkes. He looked terrible, dirty, malnourished, wild eyed. That he was on drugs was a given. He had dropped out of sight for awhile, taking the money Don Vincente had given him and hiding in Mobile. He started doing drugs to ease the bitterness he felt and before he knew it was hooked. He fumed and obsessed over Hardy, blaming him for all his problems. When the money ran out he did strong arm robberies, picking on the old and the weak. The police were starting to look for him when an old man wouldn't let go of his wallet and he hit him a little too hard. The old man died on the street. He had to get out of town, so he knocked off a drug dealer and boosted his car, taking his drugs, money, and a nine millimeter he found in the dash.
The first thought Hardy had was to warn Crystal, but before he could speak, Ronnie fired into his body four times. Hardy fell to the floor, and Ronnie took deliberate aim at his head.
Crystal had rushed to the living room after hearing the shots, and took everything in at a glance. She didn't hesitate, didn't aim, just raised her pistol and fired. She missed, but not by much. The bullet left a burn across his arm.
He ran from the house. Crystal didn't chase him, dropping to the floor beside Hardy, screaming. Flipping out her phone she called 911, and her boyfriend.
He was almost to the house when the car went flying by him. He called it in while he parked. Crystal had blood all over her as she tried to stop the flow. He knew he was looking at a dead man.
...............................................
But he lived, barely. Air lifted to the same hospital Josh was in.
Gwen heard the chopper, she was used to it by now. She glanced at the clock, Hardy was late and hadn't called. She went down to the main lobby to wait on him.
She heard the nurses chattering as she passed their station.
"I heard they don't expect him to make it, he's lost a lot of blood. Said he'd been shot like a dozen times"
"If anybody can make it he can. That's the toughest man I ever saw. Somebody needs to tell his ex wife, they're always in here about now to see his grandpa, that grouchy old man in 412."
Time slowed as she turned back to the desk. One of the nurses saw her and clapped her hand over her mouth. Gwen twirled and ran to the emergency room.
They could hear her screaming down the hallways as she ran. She got there just as they wheeled him in. Despite their best efforts, blood was seeping around the bandages.
She bowled over two paramedics and an orderly, fighting savagely to get to the gurney. He was still, motionless, even he blond hair seemed listless. For one brief second she thought he was already dead, but his hand fluttered like he was reaching for something.
She immediately latched onto it, refusing to let go. He was trying to say something. They hadn't restrained his arms, and he pulled out the ventilator.
His eyes were open, but he wasn't seeing.
Blood was frothing on his lips, one bullet had punctured a lung.
"Tell Gwen.............tell............."
He lapsed into oblivion.
Gwen remembered screaming she loved him over and over until she became incoherent. She felt a prick, and collapsed.
Awareness found her in a bed, strapped down. Hildy, Daisy, Melissa, and countless relatives were clustered round the room and halls.
"WHERE'S HARDY?" she screamed, struggling with her restraints.
Hildy and Daisy went to her side, trying to sooth her.
"Calm down, child. He's in surgery, will be for awhile."
"How long have I been out?"
"Three hours, they had to sedate you to treat Hardy."
She started trying to get them to remove the restraints.
"Compose yourself, you're not doing anybody any good strapped down. Your young'un is scared to death, look at her. Now, be strong, be calm, and they'll let you go."
"You have to promise not to try to get to Hardy, he won't know you're there, and you'd just fret yourself needlessly."
"Go see Grandpa Hardy, I'm sure he's wondering why neither one of you has been there."



It took an hour, but she became rational again.
Her training helped her tremendously when she went to see Josh, apologizing for the lateness, saying Hardy had been called out of town on a case, and Melissa had an emergency at school.
Joshua could see she was upset.
"Don't worry, girl. Hardy will be back soon, you can count on it. Listen, there's been something I've been wanting to tell you. I made a will.
I didn't use either one of you because it was a surprise. I want you to have the farm, on the condition that Hildy can live there and you take care of her as long as you live. Also in my will, although I can't enforce it, is that you name your first son Joshua Hardy Wilkes. Will you do that?"
That started a fresh round of tears, and a solemn promise she would do everything in her power to honor his request.
...............................................
Hardy had a collapsed lung, lost a kidney, one bullet broke two ribs, another clipped his small intestines and they had to shorten it four inches. They didn't realize it until they washed the blood off, but another bullet had chipped the top of his left hipbone.
Despite all these wounds, he survived.
He was in a coma for six days. Gwen, Daisy, Hildy, Greg[he came immediately when she called], and even Roy took turns watching over him and Joshua. For the first time, every bedroom in her house was full. Mrs. Hendricks was in heaven taking care of everyone.
A massive manhunt was launched for Ronnie Wilkes, but he dropped off the face of the earth.
When Hardy was finally awake and coherent, the first thing he did was beg Roy to watch over Gwen and Joshua.
Roy grinned, leaned over and whispered in his ear.
"Don't concern yourself about Ronnie, cousin. I have it on good authority, to quote our Northern counterparts, that tonight he 'sleeps with the catfish'."
Hardy smiled and shook his hand.
When he became conscious Gwen never left his side except to shower and sleep occasionally. He fussed but she just smiled.
"Oh no. I've got you, you can't get up and leave, and you can't physically throw me out. You can try to ignore me, but you've lived with me long enough to know that'll never work."
"No Hardy, I'm going to do something I've wanted to do for a long time. Find out who you really are. Not the stories, not the bullshit, not the evasions."
"You can fight me if you want, but you can't go anywhere for a while, and I'm not leaving. If you try to throw me out I'll bribe the nurses. Give me too much shit and I'll have you declared incompetent due to medical conditions and move you into my house. So give."
"Maybe I'll hear so much negative stuff I'll leave you alone forever, but I doubt it."
He sighed, hit the button that boosted his pain medication, and went to sleep.
She was there when he woke up.
..................................................
A week went by. Finally he caved slightly.
"Ask me one thing a week, and I'll answer."
"Did you really do all the things they said you did before you went into the Marines?"
The laugh was long and mirthless.
"If I had done everything that was attributed to me, I would have had to started when I was ten."
"Then why did you take credit?"
"I didn't. I just didn't deny it either. Do you know the first rule of terrorism?"
She shook her head.
"Kill one, scare ten thousand. If people thought I was bad, I was. It worked out, the really bad guys stayed in the background, and the cops couldn't prove anything because I never actually did it. People feared me, and they left me alone. Don't get me wrong, I did bad things, but I was never much into inflicting pain, so sometimes just the hint I might do something brought them around."
"But I've seen you fight, you're pretty good at it. Where did you learn that stuff?"
"My dad had a friend, a guy from the Philippines, one of the smaller islands. He was in jail with him for awhile. He was five feet tall and probably weighed a hundred pounds, but he was the scariest man I ever saw. People in prison steered clear of him."
"He was an expert in Kali and Dumong, two of their martial art styles. He took a shine to me and taught me a lot. He was a lonely man, and my family was good to him. Grandpa let him live and work on the farm for awhile."
"One thing about their martial arts, there was no show in them. Every move was designed to kill or incapacitate, and their weapon and knife work was a true art form."
"That's why everyone thought I was so vicious, because of my fighting style. Luckily, I never killed anybody, but I did break a few legs and arms."
Another week went by, and he thought he might get released.
"Did you really beat up your sister and brother in law? And did you kill her lover?"
"Yes, yes, and no."
"You know more than anyone how I feel about cheaters, and I was really immature at the time. I didn't really beat her up, but I did slap her around."
"I beat the shit out her lover, though. And the only reason I beat up my brother in law was because he jumped me, blindsided me one night. I thumped him pretty good for that. He was ashamed to let people know he jumped me from behind and I still beat him up, so he told my sister I was going to kill him and they moved."
"Why didn't you tell anybody the truth?"
"Remember, the rule of terrorism. If people thought I would do that to my own family, what would I do to them, strangers mostly."
"So what happened with her lover?"
"He tried the same thing my brother in law did, only he used a bat, fractured my arm. I still nearly killed him, and told him the next time I saw him I would. He left that night, didn't even pick up his clothes. His car was being repossessed, so he left it. I took an old jacket he had left, and dropped it way out in the country by a pond. That's how that rumor got spread."
"Don't you miss your sister?"
He went silent for a while.
"Yes, she was pretty much all the family I had except for Grandpa, and we were close as only siblings who had endured great personal trauma can be. I hear she has three kids now, one in her teens."
"Why didn't you try to make peace with her?"
"We parted on pretty rough terms. She called me after they left, chewed me out pretty good, said she was ashamed to be my sister, and some more pretty rough stuff. I thought it best to leave her alone."
"Do you know everybody in the family thinks your banished her, and she's afraid to come home?"
He bristled.
"She could come home anytime she wants. I would never hurt her again. It's that asshole husband of hers that keeps her from coming."
The emotional conversation was tiring him, and they stopped for the evening.
................................................
Joshua gave Gwen the number for his sister, and she called the next morning. It was an emotional conversation, especially when she heard about the medical conditions of both.
"Would you please come and see them? I can say for a fact it would do them both a world of good."
"I'd love to, but I don't have the money for gas, even if my old car would make it."
"Does your husband have a car?"
There was a bitter laugh.
"I'm sure he does. The problem is I don't know where it or he is. He left me almost two years ago. Haven't seen him since."
"Things have changed since the last time you talked to the family. You got some rich relatives now. There will be a rental car in your name in Asheville by ten tomorrow. It will be gassed up and ready to go. Can your car make it that far?"
"I think so, but I still won't have traveling money."
"There will be a debit card at the desk along with the keys. It will have twenty five hundred on it. That should cover meals and gas, shouldn't it? Please, it would mean a lot to us."
"I guess I could, but...."
"Oh, be sure all the kids come. If there's one thing we love, it's more cousins. See you tomorrow night."
She wondered where she was going to put them, her house was actually full. Aunt Daisy came to the rescue.
"I've got nine empty bedrooms. It'll be good to hear children in the house again."
Peggy Wilkes Smith and family were overwhelmed when they arrived. Introductions were made that they were sure they would never remember.
Gwen and Daisy took them in hand, taking them to dine before settling them in. Thirteen year old Peggy Jr and Melissa hit it off, so they decided 'little Peg' would share her bedroom.
Greg was amazed when he saw her, she looked like a smaller version of Melissa.
"Damn, those Wilkes genes sure make pretty girls, too bad about the boys."
Little Peg blushed furiously, but loved the compliment. She was enthralled when Melissa told her he was her great uncle.
"He's a Yankee, but don't hold that against him. He's like super rich, so suck up to him, girl! And he's also full of bull, you'll see, we got some fine looking men in our family, wait 'til you meet your uncle, kinda makes you sorry you're related to them."
"Melissa Sue Wilkes!" said Greg and Gwen at the same time, but it was too late, she was pulling her cousin along towards her bedroom and sticking her tongue out at the same time. They grinned at each other.
"You've spoiled her too much" said Gwen.
"Like mother like daughter", he shot back.
It was true, Gwen had officially adopted Melissa two months ago. It was one of the best days of her life. She and Melissa cried almost the whole day, smiling through the tears.
They let Peggy go in alone the next day, without introduction. She stayed for two hours before she came back out. Her eyes were red and puffy, but she was smiling, looking at peace for the first time since she arrived.
Gwen went in, to see Hardy with his head bowed, looking exhausted. She hugged him, softly, stroking his hair. He took her hands, kissing them gently, a gesture she remembered well. It was of his most intimate touches.
"Thank for this, honey."
Honey? He called her HONEY, for the first time in almost three years. Her own tears came as she nuzzled his hair. He was coming back to her, she just knew it.
................................................
Hardy left the hospital for a month in a rehab clinic. His muscle tone was almost completely gone, and the struggle to return to normalcy was horrendous. He learned to live with pain all over again. While he was there he had three surprise visitors.
Major Stein, Rabbi Bill, and Captain Anne Burnside.
They shook, commented on how each other looked.
"You look like shit, Hardy. You seriously need to develop new hobbies. If you were a cat, you'd be on your tenth life by now."
Major Stein smiled as he said it.
Bill added a few comments of his own, also in the same vein. Then they got serious.
Captain Burnside, a little privacy, please. Why don't you take his companion for coffee?"
"Yes sir."
She spun on her heel and left the room.
"Miss Canaday, would you accompany me please?"
They stopped by the restroom on the way out.
Once they made sure they were alone, they embraced and shared a kiss.
"Anne! It's so good to see you. Why are you here?"
"Officially, I'm the new adjutant to Major Stein. Unofficially, I was dying to see you. How are you, baby girl?"
"I'm doing great. I'm a mother now, did you know?"
"Really? When did that happen?"
"About a year ago. Wanna see pictures?"
By now they had entered the coffee shop and given their orders. Once seated, she opened her purse and took out a picture of Melissa.
Anne looked at the attractive young girl.
"Wow, what's in the water down here? She's gorgeous! How old is this girl?"
"Seventeen, they grow up so fast, don't they?"
Gwen giggled.
"Stepdaughter? Her dad must be a hunk."
"No, full daughter, adopted. Her dad died when she was young, and her mother abandoned her. I kinda got her by default, but it worked out great."
"No man then? I kind of hoped you would have given me a call."
Gwen took her hands.
"What we did was special, beautiful, but it was a once in a lifetime experience. I'm glad I did it, glad it was with you. But there is a man in my life now, and it's getting more serious everyday."
"Who? What's he like? Is he handsome, rich, is he in love with you?"
"Yes, yes, and I think so. We've both just gotten over a failed marriage, so we're taking it slow."
"Does mystery man have a name?"
"Yes. His name is Hardy Wilkes."
Annes' hand flew to her mouth.
"Really?"
"Yes, really. We haven't told each other yet, but it's coming, soon, I think."
"I'm so happy, give me details."
She filled her in on her life since she last saw her.
"Wow, why can't my life be like that!"
"It hasn't been candles and soft music. It was rough. I gave up, a couple of times, but I couldn't let go. I have great hopes for the future."
They were gone over half an hour. The major was frowning.
"Sorry, sir. Long line."
"It's all right. We're done here."
Major Stein shook his hand.
"Hardy, have a great life. Our sessions are over, but if you feel a need, call me."
"Miss Canaday, a minute of your time? We can talk while we go back to the car."
He got halfway there, when he stopped.
"Damn, forgot my briefcase. Will you get it for me, Captain? Good. Give us about five minutes, would you?"
"Yes, sir."
She knew he was giving her an excuse to talk to Hardy.
She hugged him, hard as she felt he could handle. Gave him a fierce kiss.
"It is so good to see you, Hardy. I'm glad you're still alive. I've missed you."
"Anne, I've thought of you often. Is your life good?"
She shrugged.
"You know, married to the Army. Six and a half more years. Then I'm going hunting. My soulmate is out there somewhere. Just my luck, I had two good candidates, but they're already married."
Hardy grinned.
"If they're married to each other, you should seduce them both. Think of the possibilities."
She had never told Hardy she was bi, so she laughed it off.
"Not likely, they've got a bad case of tunnel vision. They can only see their mates. My time is up, I have to go. If I never see you again, I hope you get the happiness you deserve. Remember me fondly, as I will you."
It took her a few minutes to clear her eyes.
.................................................
Finally, he was a functioning human being. He had caved to Gwen and Greg to stay with them, to make it easier to get to his outpatient therapy appointments he said. He wasn't up to driving, so they alternated taking him. Gwen used her time in the car to continue her questioning.
"Did you really take a couple of hookers away from Big Daddy?"
"Yes, but not for the reason you think. I took them to piss him off and teach him a lesson. He had been easing into my business, trying to branch out. I wanted him to know what it felt like when someone started messing with his livelihood."
"I helped one out once, got an abusive john away from her. He was beating her pretty bad. Big Daddy beat her when the john complained."
"She got wind he was going to roll over on a couple of cousins, take their business while they were in jail. She took a big chance by telling me."
"His plan didn't work, and he put her in the hospital. I thought that was a good idea, so I put him in the hospital. She got out before he did, so I took her and his best earner and got them where he couldn't get to them."
"Were they grateful?"
The beat up one was, the other not so much, she didn't like how I treated them."
"Did you make them work for you?"
"No, I locked them in rooms for four weeks. He had hooked them on drugs to control them. It was cold turkey from hell. I had them way out in the country, nobody could hear them, so I just let them scream. On the fourth week I took them to Doc Thomas for physicals, both had mild VD, and he cleared it up for them."
"What happened to them?"
"I took them to Montgomery, got them a place to stay, gave them some money. Told them to have a good life and not make the same mistakes."
"Did they listen?"
"One did, the one that got beat up. The other showed up a month later, and was back with Homer in two weeks. Some people you just can't help."
"The other showed up a week after that, said she was lonely. She stayed with me for about a year, before meeting the man she married and moving to Mobile. They got four kids now. She told him early on what she used to do, and he said he was glad to know he wasn't the only one who wasn't perfect. She fell in love on the spot."
............................................
The next time they were in the car, she asked him a question that had bothered her for years.
"Tell me the story of you and Crystal Anne."
He surprised her.
"No."
"What?"
"I said no. You want to know that bad, get her to tell you."
Screwing up her courage, she called her.
"Crystal, Gwen here. Would you have lunch with me?
It's about Hardy, and he knows I was going to call you."
Crystal seemed reluctant.
"All right, but the first time you bad mouth him, I'm gone."
"It's not about him, It's about you and him. Please?"
"One o'clock, be there, the Gin. Don't be late or I'm gone."
The Gin was at one time a working cotton gin. When cotton gave way to synthetic fabrics, it went empty for years. It was almost derelict when a chef got the building for almost nothing as part of a downtown revitalization project. Stark brick walls, uneven wooden floors, the place stayed packed.
Gwen was twenty minutes early, but still only beat Crystal by about five minutes.
There was no small talk, they ordered and ate in silence.
Gwen pushed her plate away, finally, too nervous to eat.
"Thank you for coming."
Crystal was not going to be easy on her.
"I didn't come for you, I came for Hardy. I called him, and he said to tell you anything you wanted to know. What do you want?"
"Everything. How you met, how long have you known each other, anything you want to tell me."
"Cut to the chase. You want to know if I've ever screwed him, don't you?"
Gwen was embarrassed but shook her head yes.
"Short answer? No. Not ever, and look at me, I'm just as hot as you are. Why? Because he loves me."
"Not like he ever loved you, I became his baby sister, and I could never get him to change his mind."
"While you were growing up with a platinum spoon in your mouth and doting parents, I was growing up in the projects with an alcoholic mother."
"Things were bad but tolerable, until these sprouted out."
She hefted her breasts, causing the man at the next table to choke on his tea.
"Suddenly I wasn't just the ragged kid the guys had to put up with to score with my mom, I was fresh meat. The fact that I was thirteen didn't bother them a bit, and when I complained to my mom, she said I had to learn sometime."
"My older brother ran with Hardy some back then, so I knew who he was. My brother kept the guys at bay while he was around, but in a fit of stupidity decided to rob a store alone. The clerk pulled his own pistol, and when the smoke cleared he had a bullet hole in his leg and guaranteed place of residence for the next six years."
"One guy in particular was coming on to me hard every time mom passed out, and I knew one day he wouldn't stop with a few gropes."
"I knew Hardy had taken some whores away from Big Daddy, so I decided if I had to do it anyway, I might as well make some money at it."
"I cleaned up the best I could and went to see him. He remembered me, talked about my brother for a bit, then asked if he could do anything for me."
"That was when I hit him with my big plan to be his newest source of income, promising I would do whatever and whoever he wanted to, if he would just keep me safe."
"I'll never forget the look on his face. It went from happy and smiling to a look that would freeze water. He got the whole story from me, my drunk mom, her grabby boyfriends, my whole miserable life."



"He left me sitting there with orders not to move. He came back with a woman and told her to take me shopping. We got jeans, tops, sneakers, a whole new wardrobe. I asked the lady when were we going to get my whore clothes, and she just smiled."
"I did get to pick out one little sundress and some sandals. I looked at myself and thought I really looked mature. She let me wear it back to his place."
She stopped for a glass of water and to dry her eyes.
"When we got back, he asked her if she had gotten what he asked for. She just nodded."
"He looked me up and down, asking if I liked my new clothes. I said yes, of course, what woman doesn't like new clothes."
"Did you get new underwear too? he asked. I just nodded yes."
"Let me see them, he said. I was shocked. Up until now I hadn't really thought about what I was going to have to do. I had heard stories, I knew he was about to 'break me in'. But I was determined, and slowly slid my dress up, trying to give him a show, thinking he might go easier on me. I had on bikini panties, the first pair I had ever owned."
"He let me get the dress up to my waist when he grabbed me. I was looking down in shame and didn't see him move."
"Before I could move or think, he had me face down over his lap, and proceeded to beat the hell out of me. You know how big his hands are, it wasn't long until my little ass felt like it was on fire, and he never let up. I was begging, screaming, promising I'd do anything he wanted if he would just stop."
"He shoved me off of his lap, and I fell to the floor crying. He picked me up, put me in the chair, got right in my face, and told me if he ever heard me saying shit as stupid as the idea I came to him with again, that what just happened would feel like a kiss."
"Then he and the woman, I never got her name, put me and my new stuff in the car and took me to Aunt
Hildy and Grandpa Joshua. He got my school changed, gave them money every week to support me, and saw me as often as he could. Even after he went into the military, he sent half his pay home every month."
"I heard he went to visit my mother. I don't know what he said to her, but she didn't offer the first argument about me not coming home. And the guy who kept groping me? He broke all the fingers on one hand."
"Aunt Hildy and grandpa finished raising me, and when I graduated Hardy paid for my schooling. I decided I would become a paralegal and go to work for him so I could stay close. I love that man with every fiber in my body, but all he sees when he looks at me is a silly thirteen year old."
"There, now you know. One more thing, I hated you for taking him, hated you even more for breaking his heart."
"But I've watched you. You've changed, grown up, I guess. He's never stopped loving you, and I know you and he are spending time together. Just know, break his heart again, and he isn't the only one who knows where isolated ponds are located. Thanks for lunch."
She strode out without a backwards glance.
...............................................
Four days later they were sitting by the pool. It was the only thing she had changed about the grounds. She put it in when she thought she was going to live there alone, and had a large privacy fence put up, intending to sunbathe nude.
Of course, right after she became an instant parent, she had to limit those times to when Melissa was in school. Melissa and her friends loved the pool, and once or twice during the week and practically every weekend it would be packed with screaming giggling teenagers. She only allowed boys on the weekend, and only when she could stay with them. There was always a crowd.
Melissa and most of her friends were pretty so she could see the reasons the boys were there, but once one of her friends told her the boys were there to see her as much as them, she stopped wearing her traditional bikini and got a few conservative one piece suits. They still ogled her, and it gave a small thrill sometimes to see the effect she had on them.
Hardy spent a lot of time in the pool, the low impact exercise did him a lot of good. He tended to stay away on the weekends, despite the pleas of Gwen and Melissa. His body, already scarred, was not even worse, new bullet holes and surgery scars prominent. He once joked with Greg if the schools wanted to scare kids straight, the should show a picture of him from the neck down.
He let her rub lotion on his back, and she went slowly, enjoying the touch. Finally he had enough, turning and leaning back in the lounge chair.
She was enjoying the moment, lying with her eyes closed, hoping he was watching her behind those sunglasses. When they were alone, which happened less and less these days, she wore her tiniest suits. At first she knew it made him uncomfortable, and teased him, asking why he seemed embarrassed.
"You've seen my body countless times. Why should it bother you now?"
He had on his sunglasses so she couldn't see his eyes, but there was no mistaking the sadness in his voice.
"Because it's not mine anymore."
He rose, striding into the house.
She lay there, shocked. She backed off for a little while, not teasing him and wearing conservative suits.
A week or two later she came out in one of her one piece suits, and noticed he seemed disappointed. She lay for a few minutes, and got up grumbling.
"This suit has something in it irritating my back. Would you mind if I change into something else?"
"It's your house, you don't need my permission to dress any way you seem fit."
She smiled when she came back in one of her more modest bikinis, and noticed the reaction she got.
"He still wants me." She thought as she rubbed lotion on his back, glad he couldn't see her face, and the expression on it.
His recovery was progressing nicely, and she feared one day soon he would move back into his own house. She, Melissa, and Greg conspired to make his life so good he would never want to leave. She was almost jealous of the way Melissa bonded with him.
"Don't worry, Mom. I never really had a father, so let me enjoy this as long as I can."
Melissa even talked him into being a guest lecturer at Pleasant Hill during career week.
"Do you mind, Mom? You've there all the time, he'll be something different. You know, I had one boy flirting with me pretty hard, and then one day he just stopped. I asked Cindy[her best friend at school] if she knew what happened, and she said he found out my Dad was Hardy Wilkes, and it scared him."
"I'm sorry, honey. Did you really like him?"
"Sort of, but if he can't stand up to my family, he's not worth knowing, is he?"
Gwen agreed, sometimes worrying that her pedigree caused her problems. Other than that one incident she never brought it up if it did.
Hardy really enjoyed the moment, not objecting when she introduced him as her Dad. She insisted he stay for lunch, and they were swarmed. Melissa had gotten very popular, mostly because she remembered her roots and was kind to everyone, knowing that fate could be very fickle. One or two kids had to drop out because their parents had been hurt by the economy.
She said something to Aunt Daisy about a girl she really liked having to leave. Daisy checked out the family, checked the girls' grade, and suddenly a scholarship appeared for her and a few others. Melissa knew she was behind it but wisely said nothing.
.................................................
The next time she was in the car with him alone, she asked him something that had been bothering her.
"What is your relationship with Bonnie?"
"Why don't you ask her?"
"Why won't you tell me?"
"Because, just as I don't discuss you with anyone else, I won't discuss other women that are important to me, just like I did with Crystal Anne. If she wants to tell you she will, otherwise it's a closed subject."
She still had the card she had given her at the fundraiser. She called. At first she didn't remember her, but when she mentioned Hardy it came back to her.
"I remember you now. Have you done the tango, lately?"
Gwen was glad she couldn't see her blush.
"No, not since that night. There is only one person in the world I'll ever dance that with, and he's not interested in dancing with me anymore."
"Don't sell yourself short. You didn't see him when she danced with others, especially your date. He WAS NOT happy. What can I do for you?"
Gwen invited her for lunch, telling her Hardy said they should talk.
"All right, I have to come home next week for political business. Meet me for Sunday dinner with my folks, and we'll talk after."
"Thank you, where do your parents live?"
She could hear the humor in her voice.
"Oh, I'm sure you can find it. Everybody knows where the sheriff lives."
"Will Rob is your dad?"
"Yes, I thought you knew. Twelve thirty, be on time, Mom hates to wait dinner."
The meal was enjoyable, the company more so.The surprises kept coming. J.T. was there, he was Bonnies' grandfather. After the meal they went out to the 'Florida room' as it was called when it was built. Now they're known as sunrooms.
After the small talk, she asked how long she had known Hardy.
"Since I was three. His mom kept me while my parents worked. I grew up with him and Peggy."
"Have you ever, well, been attracted to him?"
"When I was about twelve I developed a huge crush on him. He was tall, blond, handsome, and he treated me like a princess. I was too young to know he was just being friendly. When he was sixteen and I was thirteen and he started dating I cried myself to sleep more than once."
"I followed him around like a puppy. One day, it was in July, the blackberries were just starting to come on, and Peggy and I were picking some for a pie while Hardy dug some post holes for a new pasture his grandfather was fencing in."
"We didn't see the snake until it had latched on to my hand. A copperhead, one of the biggest I ever saw. You know what a copperhead is? Anyway, I screamed and pulled my hand back and the snake came with it."
"I was panicking and Hardy was trying to get the snake off me. He got it loose and told Peg to get me into the Gator, a little off road utility vehicle. Hardy was only fifteen then, so he didn't have a license."
"He had Peg get me onto the small truck bed. He was helping when he loosened his grip on the snake. It turned and bit him. He was starting to panic a little bit, wasn't thinking clearly, and needed both hands to get me situated, so he put the shake in his mouth, holding it just behind it's head."
"He still had it in his mouth when we roared down the main street of town, with a deputy sheriff and a city cop on out tail, sirens blaring. He drove that little Gator right through the emergency room doors, spit the snake out, grabbed me, screaming I had been bit by a copperhead. Peggy was screaming he had been bit too, and just as soon as he handed me off to a nurse he collapsed."
"The local newspaper had a police radio, and when they heard some maniac kid was driving down main street with the cops on his tail, two photographers ran out of the office and got pictures. It was on the front page of the paper the next day with a headline.
"SNAKE BITES MAN, MAN LIVES. MAN BITES SNAKE, SNAKE DIES."
"It seems he literally bit the snake to death. If you go into Dad's office, you'll see a framed copy of the front page, as well as the tanned hide of the snake. He was the deputy chasing us, it was just before he was elected sheriff."
"So now you know why my father and grandfather keep such a close eye on Hardy, he saved my life.
When he got into bad trouble, they pulled in every favor they had and owed a bunch more when they were done, but they kept him out of jail."
"I know you've seen his tattoo, he got it to remember the incident, and not to panic in stressful situations."
There was a long silence before she spoke again.
"He went into the Marines, and I didn't see him again until last year. Dad told me when you two got married, and all I could think off was what a lucky woman you were. I fell in love, got married.
He was a doctor, in the reserves, and got called up five years ago. He never came home. He wasn't supposed to be in combat situations, but was in the wrong place at the wrong time."
"I need to tell you something. The night of the benefit, I slept with him. You guys were divorced, and I found I still had feelings for him. We spent several days together, but I knew the spark wasn't there, so we agreed friends without benefits would be best. I'm still fond of him, though."
"He still loves you, I don't think he'll ever love another. Stop pussyfooting around and get him back. Stop nudging and start pushing. He nearly died, and it was all over you, damn it. Make his pain worth it!"
She stopped talking and hugged her for a few minutes. The ride home was spent in deep thought.
.................................................
The day finally came. She stood in his doorway, watching him pack. She had only one question.
"When?"
"Tomorrow. I can't thank you enough, but it's time to stop imposing on you. You need to get on with your life."
She was about to start, when she felt her dad put his arms around her.
"Not now, look at Melissa."
Melissa was standing behind her, crying quietly.
Greg pulled her back into the hall, giving Gwen and Hardy some space.
"You could just stay, you know."
He stiffened, his back still to her.
"No I can't, it would be too hard on us."
"Why? You know I love you, hell, everybody in the state of Alabama knows I love you."
"And everybody in the family, which is probably half the state, knows you love me."
"Give up, honey, I'm never gonna stop trying, not even if you threaten to beat me, or move away. I'll be right behind you until you come to your senses and realize that nothing or no one will ever love you more than me. Think about it."
She turned and left the room. If she had gotten Hardy to face she would have seen the tears.
Gwen had a plan, sneaky, underhanded, probably illegal, but still a plan. She still made sure he took his medication, so that evening she put a 'little something extra' in his water glass.
It was a quarter of the sedative he had taken when the pain was sometimes to great to sleep early in his recovery. It was very powerful.
She had her dad take Melissa out to the movies and to a late dinner. Mrs. Hendricks had gone for the day, they were alone in the house.
She tied his arms and legs to the old four poster with some of his ties. True to type, he still slept nude. She lit candles, put on her sexiest teddy.
She started out slowly, kissing him gently, then more urgently. His body started responding.
They were in the midst of a deep kiss when he became fully conscious. He started to lunge up when he discovered he was restrained.
"What the hell, Gwen? What are you doing?"
The determination in her eyes reflected in the candlelight.
"I'm taking my man back. I'm reclaiming the love you profess you still have for me. Before this night is over you'll either love me fully or hate me with an intensity that will finally break it between us. I grew up, not it's your turn.
"Scream if you want, curse me, call me the cheating slut I was. But you will pay attention to me."
She had propped his head up with pillows. She quickly stood.
"Like this?" she twirled, showing him the teddy. "I bought it for you, it's your favorite color."
Hardy did like it, very much, but he remained silent.
"You're right, I don't like it much either. I'll just take it off."
She slid the straps down, exposing her breasts.
"There, that's better. Ooh, look at my nipples, remember how hard they get? They're hard now baby, hard for you."
She swayed them over his face, just out of reach.
"I actually think they're bigger now than before, don't you? Must be a side effect from getting older."
She slid the teddy down, turning to slip it off.
She looked over her shoulder at him.
"Still think I've got the best ass on the planet? Know what Aunt Hildy said? She said I had the perfect bottom for bearing children, what do you think? I'm so disappointed in you, we should have had at least two by now, if you had got your head out of your ass sooner."
Hardy had screamed, cursed, ordered her to release him. Damn her, he wouldn't beg. He had calmed down to the occasional grunt and moan. His body was betraying him, he could feel the blood rushing.
She reached over, stroking him lightly.
"Part of you looks ready to forgive me? All you have to say is you love and forgive me, and I'mn all yours."
Hardy stubbornly remained silent. He stiffened from head to toe when she quickly plunged her mouth down on him, sucking furiously for about twenty seconds before pulling up.
"Still don't have anything to say? Too bad."
She straddled his chest, practically pushing her pussy in his face.
"Remember this? She sure remembers you, look, see how much she likes you?"
She slid a finger inside her swollen lips, releasing juices and the sweet musky smell he remember so well.
"want to give her a welcome back kiss? No? All right then."
She added another finger , moving them in and out, stopping once in a while to rub her clit.
"Umm, this would feel so much better if someone else were doing it. Any volunteers, anyone? All right then."
She slowly slid down his chest, stopping just out or reach of his throbbing cock, grinding slowly into him.
"Anything I can help you with, baby?"
"Damn you, you got me tied up and I'm pretty sure you drugged me. This is the very definition of rape."
She laughed so hard she almost fell off him before resuming her gently grinding while she flicked her nipples with the wet fingers she had sucked on slowly for a bit.
"I ought to do it, just for the fun of going to court. The mighty Hardy Wilkes, hardass, legend, defender of damsels in distress, tied up and fucked like a little bitch."
She paused.
"But I won't. You're going to ask for it, and it's gonna cost you"
She leaned down, dangling her nipples within reach of his lips.
"Smell that? It's your favorite perfume. I remember how much you liked licking the flavor off me. Go ahead, have a taste."
His tongue snaked out before he thought, but he quickly snapped it back into his mouth, closing it quickly. She still rubbed them over his lips, moaning softly. After a minute she sat up. She had tried her best.
She got off the bed and untied one of his hands.
"Here, now you can undo the rest. I tried, I really tried. But it's over now. I'll never bother you again, if you'd rather live in pain and regret, so be it. Goodbye, Hardy. I won't be around in the morning when you leave.
She started out the door, blinded by tears, when she heard it. It was almost a whisper.
"Please."
"What?"
"Please, come back. Make love to me, please."
She flew back to the bed, kissing him hungrily.
They seemed intent on devouring each other when she pulled back.
"No."
"WHAT?"
"No. I told you earlier the price of this ride. I want to hear it now, right this minute, or I'm gone."
A few seconds of silence, then a whisper.
"I love you, I'll always love you."
"Not good enough. Keep saying it until I think you mean it. Say all is forgiven."
It was hard to say when so much of his time was spent with a tongue, nipple, or clit was shoved in it, but he managed to get it out a few times over the course of the next hour.
He hadn't had time to untie, and was a little too busy to worry about it. When she slid down on him so hard he was sure they were going to be bruised, they both screamed. She was humping furiously, and he was matching with equal thrusts.
"That's it baby, harder. We'll make love later, right now I need to fuck your brains out. Give it to me, reclaim your woman!"



She was practically screaming at the end, when the orgasms hit them. It felt like the world imploded right into the middle of the big fourposter bed. She collapsed onto his chest, crying freely. She roused herself, reached out to cup his head in her hands and glared at him.
"SAY IT! say you love me, say it and mean it."
He had managed to free his other hand, and he held her head while she held his.
"Gwen Maire Wilkes, I love you. I'll scream it out in church Sunday, put a full page notice in the paper, I'll stop random strangers in the streets and bore them for thirty minutes telling them of the depth of my love for you. How about spots on the television?"
She laughed, feeling gloriously, absolutely happy.
"That won't be necessary. Just tell me often and the family occasionally, and we'll call it even."
They cuddled, then joined again, in slow unhurried love, their tears mingling from time to time, until they finally collapsed, and slept.
Greg and Melissa came home, laughing at the movie they had just watched. Gwen had left the bedroom door open, too exhausted to get up and close it.
They both stopped and stared, Gwen was lying on his chest sleeping peacefully. Melissa went in quietly and pulled the cover over her.
"I think the picture of a girls' parents naked is not what an impressionable young girl needs to see. Don't you think so, grandfather?" She was smiling through moist eyes.
He held her close, hugging her tightly.
"I think the finest thing a young girl could ever see is the expression of total love between her parents. But some clothes wouldn't have hurt."
..................................................
Think this is the end?
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Hardy woke with a start, trying to understand why he felt so happy. Then Gwen stirred and snaked a hand over his chest, hugging him lightly.
"Good morning, my love. Did you sleep as well as I did? I have to tell you, it's the best nights' sleep I've had in over three years."
He caressed her hair lightly.
"Like a rock, you wore me out. In my defense, I'm still not quite up to my old self."
She moved languidly over his body, rubbing every inch of skin she could into to him.
"Don't worry. I've got a new kind of physical therapy in mind for you, one designed to improve you endurance and flexibility. It'll have to be at night mostly. Scheduling and all that."
"He had moved a hand down, capturing her breast and rolling the nipple.
"I don't know, I've always enjoyed early morning workouts."
He was reaching farther down when the door banged open and Melissa flew into the room, jumping into the middle of the bed. Gwen shrieked and covered her chest. Melissa rolled her eyes.
"Good morning, parental units! Mrs. Hendricks said to tell you breakfast is getting cold, and that she has errands to run, so one of you has to take me to school. And mom, if you were so interested in modesty, you should have shut the door last night, or at least covered yourself. What a sight for a shy young, impressionable girl!
I'll probably be scarred for life."
It was all she could do to hold her laughter in as both of them glowed red.
"So, chop chop. Get your showers, and I don't mean together. I'd hate to explain I was late for school because I couldn't get my parents out of the bathroom."
She was up and bounded out before Gwen could even fuss at her. Hardy broke down, and soon she joined him.
She got a serious look in her eyes.
"Better get used to this."
"What?"
"Our children barging in on us at inopportune times."
"How many children are we talking about here?"
"Well, this house has five bedrooms, and you know how I hate to waste space."
"Four? How long will that take, we're getting kind of old you know."
She punched him in the arm.
"Speak for yourself. But I agree, we should start soon. I don't want you changing diapers in your fifties."
The looks they exchanged seemed almost magical. They reached for each other when Melissa barged back in.
"Gee, am I gonna have to hose you guys down? Mom, just give me your keys, I'll see you this afternoon."
"Young lady, you are not driving my Rover! I'll take you, and on the way we're going to have a LONG talk about respect for your elders and recognizing the need for privacy."
"I guess this is a bad time to tell you I called Aunt Daisy and told them you were back together. She wants you over at her house, soon as possible."
Something in Gwens' eyes warned her she had finally stepped over the line, and she fled the room.
"MELISSA SUE WILKES, GET YOUR BUTT BACK HERE RIGHT THIS SECOND!"
They heard the front door slam, and her yelling something about waiting in the car.
Hardy held her grinning.
"Don't worry, she's just happy. You know this Facebook generation, it hits their mind and the whole world knows about it."
"Facebook, oh shit. You know how many family members she has as friends? All of them. The old ones that don't have computers will be getting calls, if they haven't already."
She noticed the change in his eyes.
"Having regrets all ready?"
"No, baby, no. I just wanted a little more time for us to get to know each other again. I know we think we already do, but three years is a long time. We have to get used to each other, we're both different now. I just wanted a little quiet time, that's all."
"Don't worry, I'll just tell everyone you tied me down and raped me into submission. That'll shut them up."
Gwen almost fainted.
"Please don't tell anyone about last night. I'm kind of ashamed, but I was desperate. But, it got you back to me, so I don't regret it a bit."
"Don't worry, Gwen. I'll never tell, think of the damage it would do my reputation."
"I have to tell you, honey, that I now know that reputation is mostly smoke and mirrors. You're a very decent man disguised as a rogue. Besides, being the woman of the most dangerous man in town is kind of good for my image. Now, I've got to get going, or Melissa will be late."
She dashed out while Hardy ate a large breakfast. Mrs. Hendricks was pleased her efforts were appreciated. Greg came in and got a cup of coffee, sitting across from Hardy, grinning.
"Say it."
"Say what, Hardy?"
"That I told you so. That you were right."
He laughed.
"I don't have to, you just did. Welcome back to the family."
"Huh?"
"Welcome back to the family. It was close there for a little, but they liked Gwen a whole lot more than they did you, so push come to shove, if you hadn't straightened up you were out. They almost had a pool going to see how long you could last. I'm glad we didn't, I would have lost. I thought you were a lot more stubborn."
"Well, I'm glad to have provided so much entertainment to you all."
"Oh, don't get huffy, one of your cousins is bound to screw up, and we'll have something else to talk about."
"In fact, I have a feeling I know what it's gonna be, and no, I'm not telling you, you'll see soon enough."
..................................................
Gwen felt like she was going to an execution. Marcus opened the door, and folded her into a big hug and a kiss on her cheek.
"Congratulations."
She rolled her eyes.
"God, does everybody know?"
Aunt Daisy had come up behind them, and as usual rapped her cane on the floor when she wanted attention.
"Marcus, if you're done mauling your cousin, would you please shut the door. My goodness, no manners at all. Come on girl, we have things to discuss."
They went into the parlor, a room so formal it was rarely used. Oh, man, this must be serious.
She sat at a small table covered with books.
"Come on girl, we haven't got all day."
She surprised her by not mentioning Hardy at all. In fact she didn't say anything at all about him for the next ninety minutes.
"Gwen Marie, this is our year to host the Commemorative Cotillion. I can't believe it's been ten years already. You are official hostess, so you've got a lot of things to get done in the next few months."
"Huh?"
"What communication skills! Are you sure you're a lawyer? The Commemorative Cotillion of the Daughters of the Confederacy, girl, the biggest social event in Birmingham, at least to the older members of the social elite. Invitation only, full costumes. If the man has been in the military, he has to wear a uniform, preferably one matching the rank of an ancestor, the higher the better."
"We only have it every two years, and combine it with the coming out of our female children sixteen and older. Melissa Sue will of course represent us. Any questions?"
"A lot. I thought you brought me here to talk about Hardy and me. And I'm not even a member of the Daughters, am I?"
"Why would I want to talk about you and Hardy when there is so much other important stuff going on? You got him back. Hurrah for you. I always knew you would."
"Not could we focus here, and yes, you're a member, have been since last year. You're welcome."
For the next hour she overloaded Gwen with details. What was expected as hostess. What was required attire. As hostess, she was expected to foot most of the bill, there were many members who had no wealth left, only a proud heritage.
She was expected to make discrete inquiries, and fund the attendance of as many as possible. Not to worry, she would have help. Daisy, Hildy, and two women she didn't even know would take care of that part.
She would also have a decorating, catering, and entertainment committees. There was to be a historical consultant [who turned out to be Marcus] on the proper dress. Basically all she had to do was referee arguments and write checks.
"Think you can handle it, girl?"
She smiled wryly.
"Do I have a choice?"
"No."
"Well, all right then, when do we start, and what's the time frame?"
"Five months. No time to waste. Lots to do you know."
Aunt Daisy was really excited, far more passionate than she had ever seen.
"Look here, girl. This is what you're supposed to look like."
The woman was absolutely beautiful. She had a parasol, a shawl around her bare shoulders, and a dress that was magnificent, resplendent with petticoats and a hoop. There was another woman, much younger, just as attractive, standing beside her.
"They're so beautiful. Why do they look familiar?"
Aunt Daisy laughed.
"Because the older one is your grandmother, and the younger one is me. I told you, except for the hair color, you look just like her. I'm sure you'll top us both. Hardy will be so proud."
"That was us, I won't tell you the year. Look at this."
There had been a painting on the wall that had been draped ever since Gwen had been coming ti her house. Aunt Daisy removed the cover.
It was a portrait, made from the photograph. The women seemed to glow. Daisy sighed.
"This was my favorite of all the family portraits. I draped it the day Ginny died. I'm commissioning one of you and Melissa to hang beside it. When I pass, you get them all. You're rich, so Marcus and a few deserving individuals in the family will get my money, but you will inherit this, the family home and all its' contents. Marcus knows and approves. Even if you never live here, keep it in the family. Nine generations of our family have lived here. I won't rest if it passes into the hands of strangers. Promise me, Gwen, please."
Gwen took her hands.
"I swear to you, my beloved Aunt Daisy, that as long as I live it will remain in the family, if nothing else, as a loving tribute to a woman who has become to mean so much to me."
For the very first time in all the time she had known her, Aunt Daisy cried. It seemed to embarrass her. Gwen hugged her until it passed. Finally, she shoved her away.
"Look at me, such a sentimental old fool. You must think I'm losing my reason. I..."
Gwen folded her back into her arms.
"Please hush, Aunt Daisy, and just let me love you for a moment. Please."
Daisy surrendered, it had been years since anyone had held her with this much passion. She finally pushed her away.
"Go on home now, child. You got a good man and a good child waiting for you. You have no idea how lucky you are. We'll talk tomorrow, lots to do you know. Shoo."
Daisy sat and stared at the portrait for a long time after she left, remembering better days.
.................................................
Gwen came home and hugged Melissa, Hardy, and Greg hard, without a word.
Soon she was immersed in the mechanics of hosting and funding the cotillion. Some of the older members sniffed at the sacrilige of a Yankee being in charge, but when Aunt Daisy trotted out her pedigree like a prized mare, going back nine generations, saying where she was raised didn't matter, the fact that she was where she belonged did, they relented. Especially when they realized if they pissed her off there would be no event.
Hardy and the men expected to be escorts got a big surprise. The dance would be traditional ones from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and they were expect to know and perform them at a reasonable level. Tutors had been arranged, and practices were organized. The Viennese Waltz, the Virginia reel, the Parade, even the Polka were the ones practiced, as they were the most popular dances of the time.
This made it interesting for the younger generation, they had to secure dates early enough to make the practices. This led to a flurry of dates, phone calls, and text messages. Melissa had nineteen invitations.
Gwen talked to her about it, she hadn't accepted any and she wanted to know why.
"Most of these are suckups, they don't want to go with me, they want to go with the rich girl. I know I'm only seventeen, but Pleasant Hill is a hotbed of political movements. Parents are already pushing their children to make life long committments they had nothing to do with love, as long as they 'marry well'."
"Don't you like any of the boys at school?"
"Some. Believe it or not, most are intimidated by who I am. Heir to the Howes and Canadays, with Hardy Wilkes as my father figure, they're scared to death. Some are just shy. I really like one boy, but he doesn't know I exist."
Gwen laughed.
"Honey, as pretty as you are, there isn't a boy in Birmingham who doesn't know you exist. This is your night and your choice, so ask him, don't wait."
"That's not done."
"Maybe it wasn't done in 1850, but this is the New South, women are much more empowered, ask him! All he can say is no. Hardy didn't come after me, I had to practically drag him to the altar."
Speaking of altars, Gwen and Hardy were taking it slow, dating as it were. They often told each other they were loved, but Hardy hadn't brought up marriage, and Gwen was not going to screw things up by pushing him. Still, sometimes.....
................................................
Melissa gathered up her courage and approached the boy of her interest.
"Jimmy, I'm having some of the guys over to my house for a pool party Saturday. Would you like to come?"
James Gregory Madsen nearly fainted. Melissa had been the girl of his dreams from her first day at the academy. He watched her blossom from a shy, insecure girl into the confident young woman before him. It rattled him so bad words almost failed him.
"Uh, what?"
"Pool party, this Saturday, my house. Be there at three, all right? My mom and dad like to meet my new friends."
Shit! He had heard enough of the legend of Hardy Wilkes to be intimidated. His dad was a defense lawyer, and he had heard enough stories about what a cast iron bitch Gwen was to consider her equally intimidating.
"Uh, yeah, sure, I guess."
"Great, we're gonna grill out later, have a fire and roast marshmallows. See you."
And then, in a swirl of shimmering hair and understated perfume, she was gone.
His friend stood there with his mouth hanging open.
"Good God Almighty! Melissa Wilkes. I am now a firm believer in miracles."
"I'm not going."
"Are you insane? Blood having trouble getting to your brain? Mine does whenever she's too close.
The Queen of Pleasant Hill invites you to her home, of course you're going. Your dad is gonna shit."
"I'm not in her league."
"Asshole, nobody is in her league! I'd cut off my left nut for an invitation like that. Say you're going or I'll kick your ass."
"Mighty brave words from somebody half my size."
"I mean it, I'll knock you out and dump you on their front lawn if I have to. Go!"
"I'll think about it."
When Jimmy casually mentioned he might be going to a pool party/cookout Saturday, his parents only seemed mildly interested.
"That's nice", his mom said, "do we know the family?"
"You might. Melissa Sue Wilkes invited me. Dad, I believe you know her mom, Gwen?"
His dad almost choked on his tea, and his mom nearly dropped a dish.
"Gwen Canaday Wilkes? Ex wife of Hardy Wilkes? Isn't she that rich Yankee that moved down here a few years back?"
"That's her, mom. So, mind if I go?"
His mother was almost drooling, thinking of the implications, the possible doorways that might swing open.
His dad laughed.
"Go on, son, have a good time. But if that girl is half as tough as her momma, about all you'll ever get to say is 'yes dear'."
Jimmy was handsome in his own right, but was too shy to realize it. Tall, jet black hair that made his blue eyes stand out. He ran cross country and played basketball, so he was in top physical form.
Many of the girls at school thought he might be gay because he rarely dated. He just didn't know how to act around the female of the species.
At two forty five Saturday afternoon he was ringing the doorbell of the Wilkes household.
Gwen answered the door.
"Uh, hi Mrs Wilkes. I'm Jimmy Madsen..."
He didn't get to say more before Gwen was shaking his hand.
"It's good to meet you Jimmy, Melissa speaks highly of you. I know your father, a fine attorney. Give him my best. Please come in."
She said something over her shoulder and a tall man appeared at her side.
"Jimmy this is my hus...er, Mr. Wilkes."
He held out his hand and got a firm shake.
"Welcome, Jimmy, any friend of our little girl and so on. Melissa is out by the pool, why don't you join her? We'll be out later."
Gwen felt a thrill course through her when Hardy said 'OUR little girl'. Yes, yes, yes!
But she soon had other concerns, thirty teens require a lot of attention.
Most had been there and knew the rules. If it was going to be just a few girls, they could wear what they wanted, and Gwen had seen a few suits that were so tiny it seemed a waste of time to don them.
If boys were to be present, then the suits had to be more modest. Gwen had actually sent a girl or two home to change. She was pleased to see even though they were bikinis, they were modest ones.
Small groups clustered, dispersed, realigned. Melissa had a firm grip on Jimmies hand, leading him around. He was stiff as a board for the first half hour before he started to relax.
There were a few envious stares and a few hostile ones. Five boys there had invited her to the cotillion, and she had turned them all down.
Gwen knew boys, and girls, and teenage hormones, so she kept a close eye on everyone. She knew there would be touches, discreet kisses as the kids paired off, and that was fine. Anything else was not.
She had caught a couple in the pool house, he already had her top off. They were both banned from the house. After that she didn't have any trouble. She wasn't foolish enough not to know that a lot of them were sexual active, and she spent many nights worrying about Melissa.
She had 'the talk' with Melissa just after she moved in. No one had talked to her about sex, and she actually cried at times as Gwen explained it to her. She promised her if she felt urges she would talk to her, and agreed she was too young.
Because of her past, she was emotionally a few years behind her body, and Gwen wanted her to mature a little before she even considered it. She remembered her own past and knew if she really wanted to have sex there was really no way to stop her. So far Gwen thought she was still a virgin, but who knows? It came down to trust, and Melissa never gave her reason not to.
The party was a huge success. The boys got more reserved when Hardy came out and started the grill, but he said little and was pleasant, so they relaxed.
Melissa and Jimmy were now officially an item. One look at Jimmy and you could tell he was smitten, and Melissa glowed. Gwen took Hardy by the hand as they stood watching. She had tears in her eyes.
"She's growing up, honey. Soon she'll be gone, off to college and the rest of her life. I wish I had gotten her earlier, I wish..."
She dropped his hand and fled into the house, leaving him confused for a second. She had been increasingly moody lately. Was she having regrets?
It would kill him if she decided after all this she didn't want him. She was back in a few minutes, dry eyed. She took his hand again.
"Sorry honey. Mommy blues, I guess. Don't they make a cute couple?"
He couldn't help smiling.
"Yes they do. He hasn't got a chance. When a Wilkes woman wants something, the fires of hell couldn't stop her from getting it. I know from experience."
She wanted to throw him down right there beside the pool. Instead she squeezed his hand and gave him a kiss that held a lot of promise.
"Hey, behave there! Is this the example you want us to follow? All right, here."



Melissa grabbed Jimmy and gave him a quick little kiss. Hardy thought Jimmy might pass out.
"Get used to it, son. You're with a Wilkes now, and no man alive has figured out how to handle them. I'm proof, I've been trying for years."
Melissa and Gwen glowed with pride. Jimmy just glowed.
"Dad! Watch the grill. something might be burning."
He gave both a quick kiss.
"You're right. Something is heating up."
He turned back to the grill, while the kids who had watched the whole thing erupted into giggles and snickers. Gwen grabbed Melissa and fled into the kitchen.
After they composed themselves they returned, bearing platters. The tables were set, and soon the hungry teens were devouring burgers and hot dogs as fast as Hardy could get them off the grill.
The girls helped gather the dishes, while the boys helped pick up the mess. It was getting dark and a little cool, so everyone changed into jeans and tees while Gwen and Hardy started the fires.
They had bought four portable fire pits and had arranged them across the yard. Soon the sweet smell of cherry wood filled the air, and marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers appeared, along with other snacks. Melissa made a point of joining every group, with Jimmy in tow.
Hardy and Gwen sat in the shadows, watching. A couple would fade into the night for a quick kiss, but return before someone came looking for them, careful to obey the rules. Melissa and Jimmy wandered by, and she gave a quick wave.
"Did they let go of each other long enough to eat?"
Gwen laughed.
"Just barely. I think they were hungry for something else."
Gwen watched closely as Melissa pulled him behind the huge oak at the corner of the yard. Two minutes later, when they walked back to the fire, you could have hit Jimmy over the head with a two by four and he would have just smiled.
She left him long enough to kiss Gwen and thank her for her advice. She seemed to have found her date for the Cotillion.
By ten everyone was gone but Jimmy. He was allowed to stay until eleven while they cleaned up. He offered to help, but they shooed them into the house, saying they could handle it.
"What do you think they're doing now?"
asked Hardy as he took the last trash bag to the bin.
"If I had to guess, I'd say they were verifying the fact that they both have their tonsils still."
said Gwen laughing.
"Come over here honey, I want to show you something behind this oak tree."
..................................................
Greg was still there, he seemed in no hurry to return to Boston. When Hardy got shot, he took an indefinite leave, turned the business over to the partners, and came down immediately. He seemed to be gone a lot lately, and when Gwen asked him about it he said he was going for long drives, enjoying the countryside. His drives lately had extended to overnight excursions.
After verifying Hardy was going to survive, he paid a surprise visit to Roy.
"Know who I am?" Roy nodded.
"Something I can help you with?"
"I hope so. I need to find Ronnie Wilkes."
Roy's eyes hardened.
"Don't concern yourself. This is family business, we'll take care of it."
Greg exploded.
"That was my daughter he almost got killed!
Hardy is like a son to me, and now he's lying in a hospital bed shot to ribbons! They're my family too, so it is my fucking business. Now, you gonna help me, or do I have to hire outside the family?"
Roy and Harry, who happened to be there, was awed by the feeling of raw power that radiated from Greg. The man was pissed.
"No offense, there. We're just used to handling things ourselves."
"I intend to let you. Anything you want, and I mean ANYTHING, you let me know. Money? No limit.
Legal services by the best money can buy if you need it. Just one thing I ask. I'm there when you get him, understand? Give me your word as a Wilkes."
Feeling like he was making a deal with the devil, Roy extended his hand.
Greg gave him a gym bag. Roy opened it, it was packed with cash.
He looked up in wonder.
Two hundred thousand. If that runs out, I'll give you more. Spread it around, if there is any left after we find him, keep it. Now get to it!
He strode from the room without a backwards glance. Roy and Harry looked at each other before Harry shuddered.
"Glad he's not pissed at me."
................................................
Roy put a bounty out, big enough to get a lot of attention. Will Rob heard about it through the grapevine, and hoped he would be the first to find him. He knew what would happen if he didn't.
Roy won the race. One of the younger cousins found the hot car behind an old abandoned house.
Greg, Roy, and six of the toughest men in his crew waited until midnight before slipping through the brush. Greg moved like a ghost.
"He's done this before" Roy thought, watching him.
Ronnie never had a chance. He was asleep on an old sofa when they burst in. He didn't get a single shot off.
Roy was well on the way to beating him to death before they pulled him off.
Greg got his attention.
"I want you to tie him up, then leave. I'll take care of him."
Roy started arguing about upholding the family honor. He stopped in shock when Greg pulled a combat knife out of nowhere and laid it against his throat.
"Listen to me Roy. I said I'd take care of him. And I will. I bought and paid for him. Leave me two guys and go on home. We're all tied together, so it's the same family now. Please, Roy."
He left his two toughest cousins. The look Greg had in his eyes when he left made the hair stand up on the back of his neck.
"Wait outside," Greg told the two remaining men, "I'll be a little while."
...............................................
Ronnie came to his senses to see a man he didn't know watching him. An older guy, he looked like he worked in an office. He felt a sense of relief, he wasn't going to die. There was a small fire going in the old woodstove, even though it was warm. The man smiled.
"Good, you're awake. Let me introduce myself. I'm Greg Canaday, the father of the woman you sold out to the Escobars, and the father in law of Hardy Wilkes, the man you tried to murder. You almost got him, but Hardy is just to damn tough. I thought about waiting until he could take care of you personally, but I don't have that much patience."
Ronnie started to get really nervous. The man returned to stirring the fire. When the flames leaped up he stopped.
"Let me tell you a little about myself, Mr. Wilkes. I was born rich and got even richer. My dad was afraid I would become weak, so he sent me to VMI for my education. When you're a rich Yankee kid in a Southern military school, you learn to defend yourself pretty quick. It also taught me how Southerners think."
"I loved the place, and as an alumni I support it generously. My family has a tradition Mr. Wilkes, we have represented our country in every war since the Revolution."
"I went straight out of school into the Army, the last year we were in Southeast Asia."
He paused, remembering.
"I did things there, Mr. Wilkes, terrible things.
I ran a crew on the 'night shift', know what that was? No? Good, very few did."
"I swore if I got back home I'd never raise a hand against another person, but I'm afraid you've forced me to break that oath."
"You're going to die tonight, Ronnie. It won't be quick, it won't be painless, you can scream if you want. If I get tired of hearing it I'll cut your tongue out. You ready?"
Before he could answer or beg, Greg pulled the combat knife he was heating in the fire and laid the flat of the blade against his cheek. The skin immediately seared and a terrible stench filled the air.
Ronnies' scream caused one of the cousin to jump off the porch. He was about to go in when the other pulled him back.
"Best leave it be."
Thirty minutes and many screams later, it got silent. Greg appeared at the door, blood soaked clothes in his hand.
"Clean up, will you? And tell no one. If you do and I find out, I would be very displeased" he said as slipped into the darkness.
The youngest cousin went into the house, rushed back out and spewed his supper into the bushes. The older one went in slowly and stopped stunned.
Ronnie, or what was left of him, was slumped on the floor. The knife had been jammed into the wall above his head. Something dangled from it. The man looked closer. It was a tongue.
They never spoke of what the saw, only telling Roy that Ronnie had been dealt with. At later family reunions, they avoided Greg like the plague.
..................................................
Gwen was rushing around, preparing for the Cotillion, Greg would appear and disappear with a strange smile on his face, and Melissa was experiencing love for the first time, so Greg was at loose ends.
Jimmy had pretty much become a fixture at the house, and they managed to get in extra dance practice with Gwen and Melissa. Jimmy was determined not to embarrass her, and Hardy just liked to dance. Besides, it was great exercise.
His body was almost completely healed. He started spending time at the farm, attending to things that got neglected when Joshua became ill. There was always a younger cousin or two around to watch him while Hildy was gone. She seemed to be gone a lot lately. Hardy wondered about that, but it was none of his business. Besides, she seemed happier now than he had ever seen her.
Hardy had found two younger female cousins and paid they on the sly to make sure Hildy wasn't overworked and to help prepare the Sunday dinners.
They were getting bigger and bigger until the average group was around fifty, and they had to move it outdoors. Hardy had a shelter built that could hold about a hundred, complete with kitchen.
A lot of time was spent looking at the herd of cattle Hardy had bought.
Herd was a bit of a grand word for five cows and a bull, but he had plans.
They were Scottish highland cattle, small, shaggy, Hardy loved the way they looked.
Greg had found them on one of his drives while in Tennessee, and kept on about how they looked. Hardy looked them up on the computer, and nagged the whole family into going to see them.
Gwen thought they were cute but was still too much of a big city girl to get close. Melissa and Jimmy were soon in the pasture petting them, after getting permission from the owner. He didn't have any for sale, but gave Hardy a few names.
Three weeks later he bought two cows in Tennessee, two in Arkansas, and a bull from Georgia. He was like a kid at Christmas when they were delivered.
One huge benefit was the way Joshua reacted to them. It was the first thing that sparked his interest since the surgery. He soon spent time with them daily, making them pets. At the sound of his yell, they would charge the fence, fighting for attention. When the first calf appeared he was so happy he almost gave out cigars.
Greg gave him a computer, and at eighty two he learned how to use it. He corresponded with other owners constantly, looking for additions to the herd. Soon visitors would show up, usually for Sunday dinner, and discuss cattle until everyone in the family knew way too much about cows.
Greg surprised the family when he bought the farm two properties over, saying it was just an investment. Hildy was over constantly, supervising the remodeling of the house. He then bought ten Highland cattle, after getting Josh to agree to look after them.
.................................................
The time for the Cotillion was fast approaching. Gwen felt overwhelmed at times, even with the help she was getting. It was to be held on one of the grand old plantations just outside town.
The plantation was long gone, and the house was now used for marriages, corporate events, and private parties. The big draw was the ballroom, a cavernous room capable of holding three hundred.
So far she had two hundred forty confirmations.
About half needed economic assistance, and Daisy discretely supplied the necessary funds, mostly as a kindness for old friends. Though she would never mention it, she was sure this would be her last cotillion, and she wanted to go out in style.
Tailors had been laboring constantly to make sure the suits and dresses would be ready.
There was a strict code for the women. The ones being presented could wear white, ivory, yellow, pale pink or light blue.
The mature women could wear red, blue, green, in darker colors, or gold. The older ladies, especially the widows, were encouraged to wear black.
Two weeks before the affair, Gwen went for her final fitting. She was stunned when the seamstress told her she would have to let it out just a little.
She knew she had been eating erratically and hadn't been exercising lately, but thought she had lost instead of gained. Oh well, she would take better care of herself after it was over.
The next morning she woke nauseated, and just barely made it to the bathroom.
She was due at the plantation for the final run through, so she ate an antacid and went to pick up Aunt Daisy.
She was still feeling queasy, but managed to get through the meetings. On the way back though, she had to pull over. Daisy insisted she see a doctor, couldn't be coming down with something when the cotillion was so close.
Daisy made a call, her cell phone was her one concession to the modern world, and a doctor was waiting when they arrived at her house.
"Who makes house calls anymore?" she thought, as he took her temperature and checked her blood pressure. He asked her questions and began to smile.
"Please come to my office tomorrow, Mrs. Wilkes. I need to run a few tests to confirm your condition."
Daisy was alarmed.
"Condition? Answer me straight, what do you think is wrong with her?"
"I don't think anything is wrong with her that a little time won't fix."
"How much time? We have a very important social event coming up in just a few days, will she be all right by then?"
"Oh, I have no doubt she will be well enough for your event. And the time frame is roughly about seven to eight more months."
He looked into Gwen's nervous eyes.
"I firmly think, my dear, you're about to experience the joy of motherhood. Tell me, when was your last period?"
"It should have been almost two weeks ago, but I have been irregular in the past, especially under stress."
The implications suddenly hit her.
"OH MY GOD! I'm having a baby!"
She collapsed into the sofa, crying uncontrollably.
Daisy was hugging her, crying with her.
"Hardy will be so proud! I wish I could see his face when you tell him."
"Hardy! What am I gonna do about him? I love him, he loves me, but he hasn't brought up getting remarried and I've been too scared to ask."
"Tell him it's time to stop dallying around and be a man. I have no doubt he will stand up to his responsibilities."
"No, I want him to marry me because he wants to, not because he thinks he has to. What a mess."
She lowered her head sobbing again.
Daisy cleared her throat as though she had something distasteful in it.
"Well, you could always take care of it, discretely. He would never know."
"Take care of it? Oh, you mean an abortion! NO! Even if he doesn't want it, even if he leaves me, this baby will be born."
Daisy patted her hand.
"Good girl. Now, compose yourself and think of a way to tell him."
..................................................
Hardy noticed Gwen was a lot quieter than usual that night, but just left her alone, thinking she had the upcoming affair on her mind. He did tell her his costume was ready. She told him she had her last fitting too. They agreed not to see them until the night of the event, hoping they would both be pleased.
Still, he glanced up from time to time, catching her watch him.
.................................................
Hardy had been thinking a lot about marriage, lately. He wanted to ask her in the perfect place, at the perfect time. He decided to do it at the cotillion. It would be a magical night.
Unbeknownst to everyone, he had his own surprises planned for that night.
Finally, the night was at hand.
Gwen had been doing a lot of thinking also. She had decided to bite the bullet and tell him right afterwards she was pregnant. That way, if he reacted badly, she would have good memories about the cotillion.
Gwen, Daisy, Hildy, and Melissa got dressed at Daisy's, not wanting the men to see them until the last minute.
Hardy, Greg, and Jimmy dressed at their house, called for the limo, and soon arrived at the door.
It was opened by Daisy, and the men were escorted to the parlor, with the door left open to a full view of the stairs.
Daisy got their attention.
"Gentlemen, Miss Melissa Sue Wilkes!"
She floated down the stairs like a vision in a dream. A pale yellow dress, shoulders bare and a ribboned cameo around her neck. Her hair cascaded in loose ringlets framing her face, with matching ribbons woven through it.
Jimmy nearly passed out. He was dressed in a planter's suit of the era. frock coat, laced collar, high boots.
"Miss Hildy..um..Baker!"
Hildy was a vision, medium red satin gown, white lace gloves, lacquered comb holding an elaborate hair style. Red satin slippers adorned her feet. She, too, seemed to float as she moved. A double strand of pearls wound round her neck.
Greg was grinning ear to ear. Her escort for the night. He wore the uniform of a Union captain.
There was a serious discussion among the members, but Greg said if he couldn't wear it he wasn't going. It was finally permitted, as the committee said, as a gesture of reconciliation over past difficulties.
Daisy waited a full five minutes before announcing Gwen.
"Mrs. Gwen Marie Wilkes!"
The gown was shimmering gold, layers of lace and silk, with matching gloves. A single diamond glittered at her throat, courtesy of Daisy. A simple lace shawl framed her bare shoulders.
Her blond tresses were arranged artfully in a semi-bun.
Hardy couldn't even remember breathing, and he would have bet his soul she never once touched the steps on the way down.
He had the uniform of a major from the First Alabama, authentic in every detail, complete with sash and saber. Gwen had talked him into growing his beard back, just for this event.
The men each gave their ladies a single red rose, and were allowed to kiss their cheeks, mustn't disturb the makeup, please.
They also gave Daisy a rose each, yellow, white, and red. They were also allowed to kiss her cheek.
Her eyes glowed with more emotion than Gwen had ever seem. She wasn't to travel with them, she had her own escort. She teased Gwen relentlessly by not revealing him.
When the limo pulled into the plantation drive, it pulled over in a designated area, where four carriages were waiting. They were polished and shining, the horses curried and plumed.
"What's this?" Melissa cried with excitement.
"This is my contribution to the festivities. Jimmy, Greg, Will Rob when he arrives, and me will escort each guest to the front steps of the mansion and inside. You ladies and Aunt Daisy will greet them as they enter. Go on, we'll be there when the last guest arrives."
He had also hired two different groups of photographers and videographers to immortalize the event.
As official hostesses, they had arrived an hour early. Soon, carriages were rotating through the gates, everyone wanted to arrive in style, so no one drove. Gwen, Melissa, Hildy, and Daisy welcomed them all, urging them to try the finger foods being offered by servants dressed in the garb of the mid eighteen hundreds. The orchestra was tuning up and the festivities would begin soon.
The guests mingled, seeing and being seen. There was a 'parlor' where the adult ladies could get more serious refreshment than that offered in the ballroom. and a 'drawing room' available for the gentlemen. Gwen, for reasons unknown to Hardy, wasn't drinking, and he decided maybe it was best if he left the libations alone. They circulated for forty five minutes, keeping an eye on the youngsters.



Suddenly there were two loud raps at the head of the stairs. It was Marcus, dressed to the nines in period clothing, holding a large cane. He had a small, almost invisible headset on.
"Ladies and Gentlemen!"
His voice echoed and boomed all over the ballroom. courtesy of a very discretely place PA system.
"In your time honored tradition of your ancestors,
it is time for the presentations. Dancing will commence shortly afterwards. Places please! We will commence in exactly five minutes."
The 'presentations' were for the younger women to be formally introduced to the elite of local society. Afterwards, every couple would go up a back stair, to be introduced and proceed down the main stair into the ballroom, to appropriate applause. The hostess and her family were always presented last. It was said that the importance of your ranking in society was revealed by the order of presentation, with the most important going last.
The girls were presented first. Marcus would rap his cane twice for attention, and then announce them. Melissa was the very last.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, may I present to you Miss Melissa Sue Wilkes, escorted tonight by Master James Madsen."
Melissa remembered the night for the rest of her life. She told her children years later she knew then how Cinderella must have felt.
The adult introductions started, couples gliding down the stairs to polite applause. It was getting closer to the end before the dancing.
Hildy and Greg were to be introduced, then Daisy and her escort, and finally Gwen with Hardy.
Hardy thought Gwen was acting strange, and she thought he looked nervous as a cat at a dog show.
The curtain opened and Hildy and Greg appeared.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. and Mrs. Greg Canaday!"
Gwen blurted "What?"
Greg looked over his shoulder with a grin as the curtain closed.
"We eloped last weekend."
Daisy stood with a smug smile, Hildy told her earlier in the week, making her promise not to ruin the surprise.
Gwen got another shock when Aunt Daisy stepped up to the curtain with her escort.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, Miss Daisy Howe, escorted by Mr. Joshua Hardy."
Daisy had on a black, lace accented dress, with red trim and a red shawl. Josh had on a sergeant's uniform, in honor of an ancestor who won the Confederate version of the medal of honor.
Most knew she would never see another Cotillion, and their applause let her know just how much she was valued.
They stepped up to the curtain. Hardy arranged for Marcus to hold the curtain for a moment.
He held her hand tightly for a second, before dropping to one knee.
"Gwen, I thought about how to tell you just how deeply I love you, but words fail me. Just know, I never want to spend another night away from you,
my lover, my woman, my wife. Will you marry me again?"
Gwen looked into his eyes, blurted out "I'm pregnant" and in the grand tradition of Southern Belles going back over three centuries, fainted dead away.
Marcus thought he heard the signal, rapped twice, and announced them.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, your hosts, Mr. and Mrs. Hardy Wilkes!"
The curtain opened to Hardy, down on one knee, holding an unconscious Gwen.
................................................
There was a collective gasp from the ballroom, and Marcus quickly closed the curtain. There were two doctors in the crowd, and they were rushed to the top of the stairs.
Gwen stirred, waking up in Hardy's arms while he was still on his knees. It all flooded back to her, and she grabbed his head kissing him repeatedly, and with passion, stopping occasionally to profess love for him.
The doctors, upon arriving on the scene, smiled and pronounced her sufficiently recovered to resume the festivities.
They did get to a do a belated grand entrance, and the reason for the delay shot round the ballroom with the speed of light.
When the curtains opened, the applause lasted three minutes.
Melissa and Hildy met them at the foot of the stairs. Melissa gave a little fist pump and said "You go, Mom!", then patted her stomach.
"And you too, little brother or sister."
Daisy, Gwen, Hildy, and Melissa hugged in a group, crying, even Daisy. They all had to retire to the powder room to fix their appearance.
The Cotillion turned into a personal celebration for the Wilkes/Canaday clan. After being assured by the doctor it was all right, they danced the night away. All things end, so at midnight the ball was officially closed.
There was a run on bedrooms as the younger generation changed into party clothes. As a gift for Melissa on her eighteenth birthday Hardy and Gwen had rented one of the smaller halls at The Club, a nearby landmark, and turned it into a dance club, complete with lights and a DJ.
Hardy and Gwen were the official hosts and chaperones, as well as four other couples. He had rented rooms for them, as well as the bridal suite for himself. Greg and Hildy were going home to their house, the farmhouse they had renovated.
Joshua escorted Daisy home, and spent the night, sleeping in the same bed with someone else, the first time in over thirty years either had done so.
The kids had a ball, and kept the floor full until two thirty. Most had rooms reserved with the families, but a few, including Melissa, decided to go home.
Gwen objected.
"No one will be there, I hate to think you'll be alone."
Melissa was looking down and blushing furiously.
"Uh, Mom, I won't be alone."
Realization hit, and Gwen gave the small look a woman gives when she understands her daughter is no longer a child.
"Be careful, honey, promise me."
"We will Mom. I love you, and don't tell dad, okay?"
She stood at the entrance watching as Jimmy pulled up and opened the door for Melissa, before heading back to the suite.
As she walked she rubbed her tummy absently, wondering how many more will give her the heartbreak of watching them grow up and venture out in the world.
.................................................
And now we're back to the start of our tale.
...............................................
The little girl finally got her hair braided and bounced into the arms of the man who had just entered.
"Grandpa, is Grandma a Yankee?"
He looked at her, the light of his life for forty years, still a beautiful woman in his eyes.
"Well, she was honey, but she got over it."
...............................................
EPILOGUE
Joshua died eighteen months later, but not before he got to hold his great grandsons, Joshua Hardy Wilkes and Gregory Canaday Wilkes in his arms. He said later it was the proudest moment of his life.
Yes, Gwen had twin boys the first time out, followed by Annette Daisy Wilkes, named for Daisy and Hildy, whose real name was Annette. She never said how she got the nickname Hildy.
Daisy passed shortly after Joshua, but not before she got to hang the portrait of Gwen and Melissa beside the one of her and her beloved sister Ginny. Marcus found her in a chair, facing the paintings. True to her feeling, she never got to attend another Cotillion.
Marcus became instantly very wealthy and ended up marrying a girl he met in college. She was white, a Chapman, ironically, another cousin. They had four children.
Gwen kept the maintenance up on her home, allowing the Daughters of the Confederacy to use it as a base. She would go every once in a while, when she was feeling old or missing Daisy, and sit beneath the portraits, remembering.
Greg and Hildy moved to Boston, but after one winter they were back to stay. He settled down to raising Highland cattle, becoming one of the foremost breeders in the country. Hildy discovered a passion for horses, and her Arabians were considered some of the best to be found.
He passed at seventy five. Hildy lived another dozen years, but most of the sparkle was gone from her eyes. She said before she passed that her greatest comfort was knowing that Gwen had taken her place, and that the family was in good hands.
Gwen and Hardy lived in Birmingham for eight years before they both retired to the farm.
They stayed because Gwen spent two terms as District Attorney and one as a Circuit Court judge. Guess Paul was right.
J.T. passed, quietly. Will Rob said it was the first thing he ever did quietly.
Will Rob finally retired after two more terms as sheriff, and he gave Gwen the framed news article and the tanned snakeskin.
Allen Hovis was in jail three years, wearing the bitch tag of an hispanic gang, before he was found with his head in a toilet, drowned.
Vincente Escobar disappeared during a cartel war. He was never seen again, although rumors persisted for years he was living in Italy with his family.
Anne Burnside retired with full honors, and married, a beautiful woman named Victoria, and they run a resort in the Bahamas. She seems happy with her life, although occasionally she will see a blonde couple at the resort and indulge in a daydream.
Melissa Sue Wilkes attended Alabama, and took her law degree at Harvard.
Joshua joined the Army and made it a career.
Greg studied law, but ended up entering a seminary and becoming a Baptist minister.
Annette Daisy married badly, twice, before finding a good man. They've been together ten years.
Roy miscalculated and ended doing ten years.
June bug graduated while he was incarcerated.
When his family needed something, a cousin was always available. Hardy and Gwen paid their living expenses until he got out. By then, he retired, draws a check, and laughs at the world.
Hardy and Gwen? They love each other madly, and spend their days in harmony. Gwen is is the undisputed matriarch of the family, helping them wherever she can. Many went on to college on mysterious scholarships and grants. The Sunday dinners have become legendary.
This really is...the end.
..............................................
Oops. Not quite. I already have a series about Melissa Sue plotted out, but it will be a little while, got too much going on right now. Thanks for reading.
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This is an almost word for word true story. Who has the imagination to make this shit up? Sorry, cousins, but you are what you are.
...................................................
My favorite uncle on my mothers' side had passed away. He and one aunt were my favorites, and mom insisted I go, saying he had left me something.
I would have went anyway, after all he was my favorite uncle.
He was the most practical man I ever knew. He was smart enough to work as an electrician for NASA for awhile in the sixties, until they found out he couldn't read. He had taken the application home and had his son fill it out, and went to work the next week. He could read schematics, just not words. It all came out when they wanted to promote him.
He confessed, and they liked him so much they offered him tutoring, but he packed his family up and moved back home.
All the members on that side of the family ran to a certain type, usually about five eight or nine.
They most all weighed about two fifty, with brown to sandy blond, thinning hair.
All the women tended to be about five to five three, with brown to blond thinning hair, and weigh about two fifty. Needless to say, that part of the family tree didn't branch much.
They also tended to marry, if they bothered, when the men were about twenty five and the women were about fifteen. The average length of marriage was about three years. They lived two states away[think peaches]from us[think long leaf pines and tar]and in my opinion that was plenty close enough.
We took after my dads' side of the family. I was six three, and three of my sisters were five ten or taller. I always imagined how Gulliver felt when he was in Lilliput whenever we went to family reunions.
I packed my suit, put my mom and two sisters in my SUV, and took the four hour trip.
The service was held at the funeral home chapel. We stopped at the home and changed before we went. We needn't have bothered, most showed up in jeans or casual attire. Some were eying us, and I could tell what they were thinking.
They thought we felt we were better than them, and while they were mostly right to a degree, I never disrespected any of them. The only time I had an actual disagreement with any of them was at another funeral. An aunt had passed, and her crackhead great grandson was giving his mother grief about not going to get his father. They were divorced, he had his own car, I felt like if he wanted to come he would have. I distracted him by telling him I had a joint, and we needed to go outside to smoke it.
He immediately shut up and followed me out to the front porch. It was an old farmhouse, sitting on a rise overlooking a small valley, and the front porch was about six feet off the ground. No one was there but us.
"Light it up bro, I need to mellow."
He was about five six, and being a crackhead, he only weighed about a hundred pounds. I laughed.
"There is no joint, asshole. I just needed to get you out of the house, you were causing a scene and upsetting your mother and grandmother. Calm your ass down before you go back in there, show some respect. They're grieving."
His happy face turned to a scowl.
"Might have known, you goody two shoes. Fuck you, I'll talk to them any way I want. What you gonna do about it?"
Anyone that has ever known me knew that was exactly the wrong thing to say. I smiled at him.
"I don't really know, but if we stand here long enough I'll think of something."
He tried to push past me.
"I got it! I'll throw your skinny ass off this porch, then go down and throw you back up. I'll do that until it stops being fun, maybe by then you'll have calmed down and rethink your attitude."
He started to smart off when I picked him up and threw him off the porch. Got good distance, I thought. He lay there cussing until I started down the steps. He jumped up and ran around the house.
I was walking up the steps when I heard laughter. One of my older cousins had been lying on the porch swing and heard the whole thing. He grinned at me.
"That'll teach the little shit, he's had that coming for a long time."
I grinned back.
"I doubt it, that type never learns. Still, maybe he'll behave himself for a little while. Take care."
Cousin Jimmy was a perfect gentleman the rest of the day. The fact that I was two steps behind him most of the time probably had nothing to do with it.
Of course the older cousin told the tale, and word got back to me his daddy was pissed and wanted to see if I was willing to try that shit with a real man.
I don't believe in middlemen, so I got his number and called him, promising to look him up in three weeks when I went down to the family reunion. Unfortunately, he had to be out of town that weekend. My loss.
The result was most of the cousins had a 'don't fuck with him' attitude where I was concerned, which suited me just fine.
My mom sat in the front with her sisters and sister in laws. I sat with my sisters near the back.
The service was just starting when two of the cousins came in dressed in jeans, sleeveless tee shirts, and ball caps. In their favor, they did take the caps off.
A few minutes later I heard the unmistakeable sound of two beers opening. I looked around, and they actually had a cooler, and were pouring their beers into red solo cups. Every time I hear that song, I don't think about parties, I think about two rednecks drinking beer at a funeral.
One of them saw me looking, and graciously offered me one. I politely declined.
After the service, instead of going to the graveyard we went back to the home. Most of the women went in to fix the traditional after service meal. Some of the women and men went into the side yard, started a CD of hymns, and started to testify. Another group, mostly guys and the younger women, went into the back yard and started their own music, mostly, country, Lynard Skynard, and Warren Haynes. They were also drinking peach brandy, courtesy of another cousin. I knew first hand how potent the brew was, usually kept a pint around, and it tended to last a long time.
There was another guy there from my state, two towns away. He had married a cousin, and the first thing she insisted they do was move out of state. They ended up near me, and we socialized on an intermittent basis.
I grinned at him. He grinned back.
"How long you intend to stay?" I asked.
"Oh, two or three hours, or until the fight starts, whichever comes first."
I considered that a good plan, and we settled onto a park bench under a big eastern cedar, where we could keep an eye on everyone.
The meal was served, and we ate, good country cooking. You could look at their waistlines and tell they didn't miss many meals. I saw one cousin with a set of hole diggers, putting a new hole in the rose garden my uncle was always so proud of. Two more were mixing a bag of concrete in a five gallon bucket. I looked at my friend, but he just raised an eyebrow and shrugged.
I was getting more and more nervous. The brandy drinkers and the testifiers were starting to mingle. Bad sign.
Suddenly one of the cousins yelled out.
"Ya'll come on over here now, time to say goodby to Uncle Junior."
He was standing at the edge of the rose garden.
As we got closer we saw he was holding the box that contained his ashes.
"We all know how proud he was of this rose garden. He always said he wanted to be buried in it, so we gonna honor that."
He held the box up for everyone to see, then opened it and poured in into the hole. The other two cousins who had mixed the cement immediately emptied the bucket into the hole, smoothing the top.
The cousin who appeared to be in charge made a short speech about how much Uncle Junior meant to us all.
"I know I'm supposed to say some words now, and the only thing I could think of was how much he loved jokes. So if anybody has a good joke, this'll be the last chance you get to tell it to him."
There was silence for a few minutes, then cousin after cousin started telling jokes. This lasted about half an hour before it petered out and people started drifting back to the gospel singing and the brandy. We went back to our seat under the cedar.
About fifteen minutes later a short chunky woman with a white dress on that looked like it belonged at a Stevie Nicks concert and a woman in jeans stood in front of us.
"I don't know who that bitch thinks she is. I got a good notion to teach that skank a lesson."
We looked at each other, got up, went into the house and retrieved our relatives.
I told my mom and sisters it was about time we headed out, I'd like to get home before dark. They were more than ready. We were on the road in fifteen minutes.
As soon as we hit 85 North, I asked my mom about the rose garden.
"He wanted to be buried beside his favorite grandson."
"Huh?"
"You remember cousin Billy Ray? No? Well, he and two of his buddies wanted some spending money, so they decided to knock over a liquor store."
"They had already been drinking and doing god knows what, so they weren't too smart about it. They picked a store one block form the police station, and sat in front of the window putting on their masks and getting out the guns."
"The owner saw them getting ready, called the cops, and was waiting for them with a shotgun when they came through the door. He cut the first boy almost in two. Billy Ray ran back outside about the time the patrol car pulled in. Like an idiot, he fired off a couple of shots before diving into the back of the truck."
"A little Ranger truck is not going to outrun a police car, but they tried. The driver missed the curve at seventy miles an hour and ran head on into an oak tree. Billy Ray never had a chance. He was nineteen."
"The driver was hurt pretty bad, but he lived. He's doing fifteen to twenty right now."
"They cremated him and Junior put him in the rose garden, and put up a stone. You can just barely see it through the roses."
Wow.
"Is Aunt Jean going to be buried there?"
"Lord no, she's already got a plot at Forest Lawn. She said the last thing she wanted was to see her kids trash her house or sell it to strangers."
We were almost to Greenville when we got the call.
"Ya'll should have stayed, it was a hell of a fight, there must have been two dozen rolling around at one time. We had the call the Sheriff, he sent out two squad cars. Seven of them got arrested. Hell of a funeral, huh?"
Yes it was.
.................................................
About six months later my mom called me.
"Remember Troy, Juniors' oldest? He passed away last week. They put him in the rose garden, between his dad and son."
"Gee, mom, sounds like Aunt Jean needs to plant more roses."
She laughed, said "not likely', and started telling me what she wanted me to bring for Sunday dinner next week.
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This is what happens when you get stuck at home for a week reading too much Literotica and running a high fever. By now anyone who has ever read anything I've written knows my fondness for over the top, larger than life characters.
Mike Hogue is my biggest creation to date, in fact I don't know how I'll ever top him.
There will be six chapters, in six different catagories, Transsexual, BDSM, Incest, NonErotic, Nonconsent/Reluctance, and Loving Wives.
This is a long, involved tale, of romance, seduction, and transition. It's not the usual fare on this site, so be warned. Still, if your interested, it's turning into a pretty good read. Enjoy.
The next chapter will be in BDSM.
Enjoy the ride.
..................................................
It looked like a postcard or a brochure for a travel agency. Sugar white sands, crystal clear water, lush green vegetation climbing out of the ocean to a peak three thousand feet higher.
Her sensible business suit was a little too much for the climate, she couldn't wait to change into a light sundress or maybe a bikini. Best to get the meet and greet over with, after all this wasn't a vacation, she was working.
The government offices were situated at around a thousand feet, just above the reach of tsunamis that occurred at rare intervals. A sprawling complex of single story buildings, most designated shelters for typhoons and tsunamis, just in case. The doors were never locked.
Navigating the maze, she found the right building.
Raised in Scandinavian countries, she was used to nudity, but the sight of the workers filing, working in cubicles, conducting business in general topless was still unusual. It was the traditional dress of the culture, their one concession to outsiders was to roll the garment up to cover their breasts if they sensed it made guests uncomfortable.
She found the proper office, it was surprising low key for the woman who would have been the equivalent of Attorney General in the U.S., or Minister of Justice in European countries.
She approached the receptionist, a stunning young islander, she thought back and couldn't remember a single person she had seen on the way from the airport who was unattractive, including the older ones. All the women seemed small breasted, but this one was well endowed. European ancestry in there somewhere, she thought.
"Good morning, Anna Sorenson, TCI Magazine, for Mrs. Hogue. I believe I'm expected."
"Of course, Miss Sorenson. Please wait while I announce you."
The girl had an impish grin on her face as she walked to an inner door. Opening it without knocking, she called out.
"Mom! Your appointment is here!"
Grinning, she held the door.
"Please, go right in."
The woman rose to meet her, dressed in the sarong type garment of the island. She was pulling it up, trying to contain B cup breasts that were still firm and without sag, despite her forty three years.
Anna smiled.
"Please Mrs. Hogue, don't alter your dress on my account. I've seen more breasts on my way here than I'll probably see for the rest of my life, one more set won't matter. I'm Scandinavian, it doesn't offend me."
The woman smiled, rolling the garment back down to her waist.
"Thank you Miss Sorenson. This is much more comfortable. After all my years here, I find regular dress constricting. I see you've met my daughter, Michelle, my highly professional assistant."
Michelle stuck her tongue out and closed the door.
They shook hands as she led her to a sitting area.
She refused refreshment, wanting to get started.
"Thank you so much for this opportunity. It's well known that you don't usually grant interviews, Mrs. Hogue."
Shanna Hogue smiled.
"Please call me Shanna. I usual find interviews a waste of time. They stumble around, asking inane questions, when what they really want to know is how a transsexual ended up married to one of the richest and most intriguing men in the world, and how I came to rise to the position I'm in."
Anna smiled.
"That is exactly what I want to know. Arguably, you're the most successful transsexual in the world, and certainly the most public. Your life reads like a fairy tale. Transsexual & Crossdresser International has a surprisingly large readership, they expect this issue will be the most read in their history."
"I take it you don't work directly for the magazine?"
"No, Mrs. Hogue, excuse me, Shanna. Frankly, I'm, surprised I got this assignment."
Shanna smiled.
"I'd like to think it's because of your reputation, Anna. You get people to reveal way more than they wanted to without them even realizing it. Plus, what you report may not be what people want to hear, but is is never done vindictively or with an agenda, and it always the truth."
Anna seemed embarrassed by the praise.
"That's very kind. I just try to do the best I can in every assignment."
"It shows in your work. Are you sure you wouldn't like some tea? It's time for my office to take their break, I'm sure there's some freshly brewed.
You know I was raised in London, tea is in my blood."
"Yes, tea would be nice." Anna sat as she strode to the door.
Shanna rose and strode to the door.
"Mickey, would you bring some tea and biscuits in, please?"
Anna heard a muffled, "Yes, Mum" before she shut the door.
Soon she came in with a tea service and a plate of scones. Staying long enough to pour the tea, she excused herself.
"She's seems a fine young girl. Your oldest?"
"No, she's the baby. Her brother is six years older, he's works in the energy sector. Right now he's involved in getting our solar systems up and running. Five years from now we expect to have 75% of our energy needs met by solar."
Anna stirred her tea.
"May I ask about your children?"
"You may ask anything that comes to mind. I do, however, reserve the right to not answer."
Shanna smiled to take the sting out of her words.
"But for now, Anna, I'm sure you want to get settled and comfortable. We'll talk more after dinner, I promise you. I have another appointment in a few minutes, a Japanese delegation."
Calling out for Michelle, she gave her instructions to have the Japanese sent in as soon as they arrive, and asked her to escort Anna to her lodging.
..................................................
Anna found the young woman fascinating and charming. She discovered she had recently graduated from Oxford, and was thinking about returning for a Masters in international politics.
She laughed when she told her the reason for going to Oxford.
"Mum and dad had a right bloody row over our educations. He wanted us educated in America, while mum thought England was best. They finally reached a compromise. My brother ended up going the University of North Carolina, and I ended up in Oxford. You'll see the difference when you meet my brother, I sound British, while he sounds like he just came off the plantation. If he had his way, he'd still be there. He did marry a Southern girl, a local. It took awhile for her to acclimate, but now she won't leave."
They were walking towards a small helicopter.
Anna realized they were heading for it and asked.
"Where am I staying? All I know is lodging would be provided."
"Why, you're staying with us of course, on the family compound. Mum says it will be easier for everyone, she'll be more available that way."
Before she could protest, they were at the helicopter. The pilot helped them in. It only took twenty minutes for them to reach their destination.
From the air it was quite impressive. Twenty six square miles of island paradise, owned by one family. Most of the island was untouched, but the southern end was developed, fields, small groves of tropical fruit trees, Occasional houses dotting the landscape, ranging from modern to grass huts.
The compound was about twenty acres, surrounded by a high security fence. After they landed she noticed armed guards trying to be unobtrusive and failing.
"Sorry, they don't trust strangers. One of my little sisters was kidnapped a few years ago for ransom. That's when the fence went up."
"Is she all right?"
"Yes, they roughed her up a bit, for show more than anything else, but they weren't stupid enough to actually harm her."
She didn't tell her what eventually happened to the kidnappers, that was a story for her mother to tell, if she chose to.
"Here you are then Miss Anna, please enjoy your stay. Dinner will be at eight, someone will be down to escort you. Relax, and enjoy our views.
If you need anything at all, push this buzzer, someone will be available to you instantly."
She walked off, engaged in a conversation with one of the guards in the native language.
Her 'room' turned out to be a three bedroom villa, with a veranda facing the ocean. She found the bar, surprised to see it stocked with her favorite alcoholic beverages from her own country, as well as the fiery coconut liquer and beer brewed locally. Always one to try new things, she opened the local beer, deeming it safer to try out the hard stuff when she was in for the evening. It was surprisingly good.
She showered, slipped into a bright sundress, sat under an umbrella to enjoy the ocean breeze, and promptly fell asleep.
................................................
Shanna was done for the day, gathering papers up from the conference table, thinking about Anna.
Suddenly she was off her feet, one hand around her waist and the other gently tweaking her nipple. She felt his beard as he nuzzled her neck.
"So, wife, how did it go?"
She leaned back into him, pressing his hand onto her breast. He gently turned her and placed her on the conference table, standing between her legs. Before she answered him she kissed him hard, stroking his bare chest.
"She has a lot of his features, especially his eyes and chin. When are we going to tell her?"
He was stroking her back, tugging on her wrap. She ran her hands down his front, feeling the familiar erection that had given her so much pleasure over the years. Forty nine years old, he still looked in his thirties.
"Give it a week, my love, let her get comfortable around us. It's going to be a shock to her, best to have people she feels she can trust near."
He was speaking between nibbles to her throat, ears, and nipples. Shanna was starting to rock against him, pulling his rigid member out of his male version of her sarong. Reaching into the folds of her dress she pulled the small bottle of lube she kept with her at all times. She kept herself lubed, having made a promise to her husband she would always be ready for him, anywhere, anytime. Stroking the lube on him to ease the way, she leaned back on the table, guiding him in.
She let out a small shriek, it still felt as good as it did the first time he took her, every time. Soon her gasps and cries were mingled with his grunts and groans. The door was open to her office, but neither minded. They were notorious for getting caught, her staff had learned to just shut the door and ignore the noise.
She peaked twice before he came, finally dribbling spasmodically as he stroked back and forth over her prostrate, mewling like a kitten by the time he was done. They lay tangled for a second before she wriggled out from under him and pulled him into her private bath to clean up.
"Come, husband, we have a guest to attend to."
.................................................
Anna woke to a gentle shake. Mickey was looking down at her.
"Come Miss Sorenson, dinner will be in thirty minutes. I'm to escort you."
She looked groggily towards the ocean, to discover a fence blocking the beach. She looked askance at Michelle.
"We close it at night, to secure the compound. Safer that way."
She dashed through a shower, dabbed on light makeup, and another more formal dress, and followed her up to the family house. It seemed huge.
"How many rooms are in your house?"
Mickey stood for a minute, thinking.
"Nine family bedrooms, three guest bedrooms, the great room, the formal dining hall, the family dining area, the kitchen, the formal living room, and the private living space for family relaxation. Oh, and the home office. I don't think I missed a room, but I could be wrong."
She led her through the kitchen to the family dining hall, featuring a massive table capable of seating twenty if necessary.
It was like meeting a legend. The man rose to his barefoot height of six feet six inches, his platinum hair bleached white from the sun and the ocean standing out against the perpetual bronze skin. His piercing grey eyes seemed to look into your soul, taking in all its' secrets.
He wore the traditional male sarong, wrapped low around his waist and coming to just below his knees.
"Good evening Miss Sorenson, please call me Mike. It's a pleasure to meet someone who will make my wife famous."
Anna grinned, his good humor contagious.
"Nice to meet you, Mike. And she's already famous, I'm just here to add to the legend. Also, please call me Anna."
Shanna had the good grace to flush while the family laughed. She punched Mike in the ribs.
"Enough! Why don't you introduce the rest of the family."
"As you wish my love."
"Anna, this is my son, David, his wife Sarah, and their daughter Mary, my favorite grandchild."
A native stood, broad shouldered and clean featured. Tall for an islander, he was about five ten. The woman beside him, was almost as tall, fiery red hair, bare shoulders covered with freckles. The child, about six, was a brilliant combination of both parents. Skin the color lightly creamed coffee, her hair hung to her waist, black with red highlights shimmering even in the artificial light. Anna looked at her and envisioned a string of broken hearts all around the world.
They shook and Mary actually curtsied. The child spoke up.
"Know why I'm Grandpas' favorite? Because I'm the only one he has."
That brought a laugh from around the table and Mike twirled the little one around.
"You'll always be my favorite first granddaughter!" He said as he put her down.
"Now, Anna, the lovely lady across from them is my wife Suzie and the two girls beside her are Jasmine and Jade, my daughters."
The extremely attractive woman stood and shook her hand. the girls just giggled their hellos. They looked to be about twelve and nine. The mother was ethnic Chinese, and the daughters shared the traits.
She knew that it was a polygamous marriage, legal here, actually a tradition going back to when the islands that made up this country warred fiercely between each other, causing a shortage in husbands. Still, it was going to take a little to get used to it.
"Just past her", said Mike, after the handshake, "is my wife, the equally beautiful Donna, with my sons Gary and Chad."
The woman was the blackest person she had ever seen, with enormous breasts. A mass of gloss black curls wandered down her back. Her two children were lighter, but not by much. They were ten.
"Now that the introductions are over, shall we eat?"
The room quickly filled with chatter and the sounds of dining, clattering silverware, and clinking plates. There were seafood dishes, two curries, salads, vegetables, and flat breads.
Servants flitted around, removing empty plates and filling glasses. There seemed to be no tone of subservience, they talked freely to the diners, and sought their opinions on various subjects. Anna didn't understand most of it because it was in the native tongue.
After a dessert of freshly made sorbet, the adjourned to the living quarters. The children, especially the younger ones, couldn't resist touching her honey blond hair.
Anna talked, but in retrospect she couldn't remember much of the conversation. She did notice Shanna and Mike watching her with an expression she couldn't read, but for some reason they looked sad.
After forty five minutes Shanna took her hand and announced to the family Anna was here to talk to her, not them. She was taking her to the office, and they were not to be disturbed. Mike watched them go, his other wives under each arm.
................................................
"So, Anna, what do you want to know?"
"Everything. Start at the beginning and tell me the story of your life."
Shanna sat back, savoring the strong coffee of the area, watching Anna with a pensive expression.
"All right, I was born in the West end of London,
to a mother who emigrated from India. My father was a local, a plumber by trade. When he discovered the pregnancy, he disappeared.I never met him. I had two older sisters, both from a previous marriage."
"My sisters were a lot older, eleven and thirteen when I was born. I never got on well with either, for some reason they resented me."
"Plus, they were tall, attractive women. I never grew, maturing at five foot two, sorry, that comes from living in America. A little over 157 centimeters. The most I've even weighed in my life is one thirty, right at fifty nine kilograms."
"Being small, of color, desperately poor, and shy, my first years were not pleasant. Constantly picked on, no good at sports, teased about my feminine looks, I escaped into books, clinging to the belief knowledge was power. I was very good at studies, so much so I won a scholarship to Oxford, and then another to Stanford in the U.S. to attend law school, specializing in international law. I graduated with honors and decided to stay, if I could find suitable employ. I sent my resume to many firms, and Dream Realty was one of the first respondents. That was the first time I met Mike Hogue, although I knew who he was through his career on the telly."
She sighed, remembering.
..................................................
Mike Hogue was huge, Six six and two hundred eighty pounds, non of it fat. Of Nordic ancestry, with platinum blonde hair and skin so pale it was almost translucent.
He was wildly successful. Former Olympian with two medals, former actor, holder of a Masters in finance, minority owner in the most successful international realty company in the world.
Wealthy, handsome, he was very successful with the ladies, but he never had the need or the inclination to marry.
He was a terribly flawed man. Raised in an orphanage until he was twelve, two years in a juvenile facility, and three years in a foster home didn't allow him to have normal interactions or many friends. If fact, if you asked him, he would say he only had one true friend, someone he met in juvenile hall.
The friend lived on the other coast and they saw each other rarely, so he was lonely. This loneliness led him to Shane Jones, and that starts our tale.
................................................
Their business, Dream Realty, was expanding, and new staff was required. As managing partner, Mike had final approval on all employees, even the lowest of assistants. He had only one standard. Loyalty. You were either 100% for the company or you were out. They paid above average salaries, gave good bonuses and perks, like daycare and housing assistance. Never having a family, Mike adopted his employees, and with an almost perfect memory, would ask about children, offer condolences over deaths, and express concern over illnesses.
The women loved him madly, the men respected him greatly, but deep down, they all feared him. It was nothing he'd done, but they could look in his eye and tell instantly this was one person you didn't want to cross. The few who did simply disappeared, gone from the company without fanfare.
The only one who didn't appear to fear him was his boss and principal owner, Angie Browne-Davies.
She started out as Andrew Browne-Davies, but realized by college she was never meant to be a man, but fought against it, even marrying and producing a child. Her true nature one out, and one night she dressed as Angie and confessed to his wife. She immediately took his child and disappeared. He never saw them again.



Angie moved from England to San Francisco and immediately starting building his empire. Intelligent, driven, she was welcomed by the alternate lifestyle population, many of them rich and restless, so he did a good bit of business with them.
When she could afford it, she gave herself a few upgrades, shaving her adams apple down and getting 38D breast implants, permanent hair removal from her neck down except for a small patch above her penis. She didn't take hormones, she enjoyed a fully functioning penis and had no desire to lessen it.
She met Mike while he was working for the IRS after his abrupt departure from acting. She had called them, suspecting her accounting firm of irregularities. Mike was on the investigative team they sent out.
The accountants were indeed manipulating numbers, not just hers but two other major companies. Three people went to jail, and she had to pay some back taxes, but they didn't fine her, and reduced her burden by half as a thank you, mostly due to the urgings of one of the investigators.
He did the exit interview and offered up the thanks of the IRS.
"Off the books, Miss Browne-Davies, may I offer a few suggestions?"
"Please, and call me Angie."
"Angie, you would be much better served if you had in house accounting. There would be no delays, you would always be current on your status, just have an outside firm do an audit at irregular intervals to keep them on their toes and abreast of the latest changes."
"Also, you need to streamline your operations, you have different departments doing almost exactly the same things. Waste, Angie, costs."
She was enchanted by him, and offered him a position. He had committed to two years with the IRS for the experience, but promised he would call when he was free. She never forgot him, and ten months later he called, and she hired him to set up an in house accounting department.
In three years he was CFO, and minority owner.
Angie had to sell him a bit of the business to keep him, afraid he would go out on his own if she didn't.
He actually went through the course and got a brokers license. Because of his good looks and past history, many of their female clients, many of them mature, insisted he handle them. He was courteous, polite, witty, and a monster in bed.
His stamina and size quickly became public knowledge, and he found himself turning down dates on a regular basis. He was mercenary to a degree, willing to bed a woman to seal a deal, but he refused if they were married or in a committed relationship. This cost the company a deal or two, but soon people respected his boundaries.
His most recent adventure had been with a country music star, sixteen years his senior. She was remarkably well preserved for her age, very, very, rich, and willing to do anything he wanted.
She bought a huge estate from them, barely quibbling at the price. He liked her, was good in bed, and seemed to know everyone, so he got a good bit of referrals and even sold a few properties.
It all came apart when he picked up a paper and saw his engagement announcement on the front page. Apparently they were to be wed in Nashville next month, and she gushed to the reporter about the romantic way he proposed to her. Her sales peaked and she became a hot commodity on the talk show circuit. He called her in a rage.
She giggled.
"Would it be so bad to be married to me? I wouldn't ask for a pre-nup, in a decade or two you would be very rich."
"Call me old fashioned, Jenna, but I'll only marry for love, and as fond as I am of you, I don't love you. Please don't call me, speak to me, or contact me again. We are through. And make a statement saying it was a mistake, we both realized it wouldn't work. Say you broke it off if you want, but do not make me the bad guy! Do you understand?"
The rejection angered her, and she started to vilify him in the press.
He struck back, hard. The night of the supposed proposal he wasn't even in the country. She hinted he might be gay, and he offered solid evidence she was bisexual, with pictures and audio. Sales of her songs started to plummet, and she begged him to stop.
"I asked you nicely to retract the whole thing, Jenna, and you tried to destroy me. You should have known, as much time as we spent together, that I don't have a forgiving nature. Never speak to me again."
In six months her career was in ruins, she was being sued in court by three of her ex-lovers for outing them and destroying two marriages. A year later her estate was facing foreclosure. Mike managed to get it for an up and coming musical couple, Moria and Wiley Patterson, for two thirds the price. They were friends, having met while he was in Tennessee.
The whole episode left a bad taste in Mike's mouth, and he stopped dating for a bit. He was striding down the halls of his office complex when he saw a woman go into the interview room. He took in the smart suit, the great ass, and short hair in a second.
"Heck," he thought, "My boss is a transvestite, my lead accountant is gay as they come, our most successful sales team is married, and swingers, why wouldn't we hire a lesbian? It would balance out."
Because of her own personal situation, Angie had great empathy for anybody in an alternate lifestyle. She got some very talented people for just that reason, and because she gave them a chance when no one else would, they were incredibly loyal.
Curious, he went into the room. They had hired, at Mike's insistence, two real estate lawyers instead of retaining a firm. It was much more cost effective, and their loyalty was guaranteed.
Business had been so good lately there were hiring a third associate, concentrating on the international side of things. So far they had not found anyone they were comfortable with.
He got his first shock when he saw how beautiful her eyes were, almost almond like, liquid pools of warm brown. Her hair hung in glossy curls just below her ears. The lips were plump sensual, made for kissing.
Imagine how shocked he was to hear him introduced as Shane Jones. Mr. Jones was equally shocked that he would be in the interview room.
Mike gave him his most disarming grin.
"Don't mind me, Mr. Jones. I sometimes audit interviews when I'm bored or particularly interested in an applicant."
His smile, though shy, was dazzling.
"Which category do I fall into, Mr. Hogue?"
"Depends on you resume. May I see it?"
The head of the law department passed it over.
"Please, go ahead. I'm sure Mr. Whisnant is familiar with it. I'll just sit in the corner."
He half listened while the interview progressed. He knew he made him nervous, and wanted to see how he responded when under pressure. He stumbled a few times at first, but by the end he was composed, concise in his answers.
Humm, British, that ought to tickle Angie. Second in his class, only negative seemed to be his shy nature. Probably why he didn't go into trial law.
By the end of the interview he had made up his mind. He pulled Mr. Whisnant out of the room.
"What do you think?"
Mr. Whisnant didn't hesitate.
"He's sharp, just not very confident. Other than that, he's the best so far. If I don't find anyone better, he'll get an offer."
"How many are still scheduled, Mr. Whisnant?"
"Three, all tomorrow."
"Tell me, do any look better on paper?"
"No, but they all seem competent."
"Would you do me a favor? I have a feeling about this one, and would like to hire him."
Mr. Whisnant was no fool. When Mike Hogue asked for something, you didn't refuse.
"By all means. I'll have my assistant notify the others and give them my regrets."
"Thanks, Bob. I owe you."
That made the lawyers' day.
"Don't mention it, Mike.I'm sure he'll be an asset. Do you want to tell him, or shall I?"
"I'd like to do it. Thanks again, Bob."
Bob Whisnant was practically whistling as he returned to his office.
Mike went back into the interview room.
"Mr. Jones, we like you. Tell me, have you had any offers yet?"
Shane felt the room grow smaller and the temperature rise when Mike Hogue re-entered the room. It made it hard to think.
"Yes, one, but I prefer to work here if I get the chance. I do have four more interviews lined up in the next few days."
"Are your salary requirements written in stone?"
Shane was rattled, his asking price was commensurate with the average for his specialty.
"I feel my expectations are reasonable. If you don't think I'm worth the money, say so."
Mike grinned.
"Good answer. Here's the deal. We'll give you twenty five hundred more than you ask, If you agree to start tomorrow. One time offer. If you have to think about it, if you leave before we come to terms, the offer is off the table and I wish you success in your job search. You have two minutes."
It took a full minute to get his mouth in gear.
"Thank you sir, You've just hired a good lawyer who is only going to get better with experience.
You won't regret this decision."
Mike shook his hand.
"See I don't, Mr. Jones. Remember, I value loyalty above all else." He scribbled a note on the resume. "Take this to personnel, they'll get you paperwork taken care of. See you tomorrow."
................................................
Shane was walking on air. He couldn't wait to tell his wife. They had been married four months.
At five three, she was an inch taller, and loved wearing four inch heels. He didn't like it, it made him seem even smaller. But she loved him deeply, and had a great body, 42 28 40, and was jet black. Even his skin seemed pale beside hers.
They celebrated that night, drinking and dancing. She was disappointed when he called it a night, but the paycheck would improve their lives greatly, they had been living on her salary as a teacher, and it had been tight.
He still didn't get any sleep. They started out with oral, her favorite. He brought her to three orgasms with her mouth before he slid up between her legs. He had insisted they have sex as soon as they talked marriage. His cock was three and a half inches long, and slender. He wanted her to know that was all she was ever going to get.
She told him that it fit just perfectly, and they were married. She carefully kept her collection of vibrators and other toys hidden to keep from hurting his feelings, and to her shame, she used them at every opportunity. She had even had to turn him down a couple times because she was sure he would detect her looseness. She blew him, she was very experienced, and deep throating him was no problem.
It was a marriage heading towards ruin.
................................................
Luckily, the first day was a meet and greet, settle into your office type of day. His real work began the next day. It was hard, but rewarding. He did manage to find a thing or two in contracts that saved the company money and embarrassment.Things were going well for him, professionally.
Home was a different matter, he never learned to manage money, and Donna was even worse. They were often right on the edge of bankruptcy, despite reasonable salaries.
Donna was a fourth grade teacher, and thought the wife of a lawyer should be dressed to reflect his social position. Her clothes and jewelry were over the top, nine and ten year old children didn't notice, but it made her unpopular with the rest of the teachers, middle class at best.
Mike, who hears everything, found out about their money troubles, and stepped in. Besides Dream Realty, he had another company that bought and sold distressed property. Angie didn't mind, her company didn't deal with properties of that value. Mike had managed to accumulate several decent apartment buildings, and usually had about a dozen houses for sale. He even worked a deal with Angie to offer the lower level employees a discount if they lived in one of his buildings.
It kept his buildings at full occupancy, bound the employees closer to them, and generally the units were respected. No one wanted to explain to their boss how they trashed an apartment he owned in a drunken stupor or domestic disturbance.
"Mr. Jones, How are you? Lunch?"
Shane looked up, startled. Me had only spoken to Mike three times in seven months, twice was just an exchange of hellos, the third was congratulations for catching an error that could have been very expensive to the company.
"Uh, sure. When would you like to go?"
"Right now. Do you like Mexican?"
"Yes, that would be fine. Let me....'
He was cut off with a wave.
"Your assistant can handle things, I've reservations, you know how I hate tardiness."
That part was true. One of the worst mistakes you could make with him was to keep him waiting.
He soon found himself in one of the best Mexican restaurants in town. Everyone knew Mike, and the wait staff practically fought to serve him. He knew their names, their families, and asked about them.
"How does Maria like college life?" he asked the waiter.
The waiter beamed.
"She was overwhelmed at first, she didn't think she would get to go. The scholarship came out of nowhere, I know somehow you were responsible. Our family will be forever in your debt."
Mike seemed uncomfortable in his praise.
"Nonsense, Hermando. She had the grades and drive, she deserved it. Tell her if she needs a summer intern position, give me a call. I intend to exploit her talent all the way to graduation, then I'll try to hire her. You have every right to be proud of her."
After he left, Shane had to ask.
"Did you get her the scholarship?"
"No, I just brought her to the attention of the right people. I wasn't kidding about the internship or the offer of employment. She's pretty sharp."
He changed the subject.
"How's your wife? She's a teacher right? A noble profession, seriously underpaid."
Shane showed him a picture.
"She's a beauty. Look, I've got an offer for you.
I've got a house, we're in the closing as we speak. The couple can't take possession for another six months, he's out of the country and she wants the children to finish the year in their old school district. Part of the deal is I provide a house sitter until they can move. Do you think you guys would be interested? It's a pretty nice place, and it's in your wife's district. It would help me out."
Shane was shocked. His lease was up in a month, and Donna was after him to move, but they couldn't afford the places she liked.
"Could I talk to my wife first?"
Mike chuckled.
"The first rule of real estate, Shane. You never sell a house to a married man, the wife always chooses. Here's the key. It's got a pool, service included, that may sway her. If not, I'll have to look elsewhere."
Shane was in a daze, but he did see the really nice tip Mike left, and an envelope marked "Maria".
Donna was speechless when she saw the house. They christened every room, twice, the first week.
Shane tried several times to thank him, but he brushed it off, insisting he was the one grateful.
Two months later Shane got another visit.
Mike leaned in the doorway, grinning.
"Bob tells me you know how to play golf. True?"
"Ye sir, I was a caddy in college to earn extra cash. Caddies got to play free on Tuesday morning.
I really enjoyed it."
"All right then. We have some people we're thinking about doing business with coming in day after tomorrow. They love golf, so we've arranged an outing. Bob hates golf, and Harry doesn't play.
That leaves you. They like to talk business while they golf, and I find it prudent to have one of my lawyers around. Clear that afternoon, and tell Donna you may be late. They like dinner and a few drinks afterwards."
Shane was excited, then his face fell. Mike instantly caught it.
"Problem?"
"Yes. I don't have clubs any longer. Couldn't afford it after I got married."
Mike grinned.
"That won't do. Call Donna and tell her to be ready tonight. I'm taking you two to the Three Rivers Country Club for dinner tonight, then we'll go to the pro shop and get your clubs. Then you and I are going to hit a few on the range, do a little practice putting. I'm sure Donna can amuse herself at the bar for an hour or so."
Shane was embarrassed again.
"Sir, I don't have the...."
Mike waved him down.
"Don't worry about money. I'm requiring you to do this, we'll consider it a business expense, since it will probably happen pretty often. I'll pick you up at six, the earlier we get there the quicker we can get you set up."
Donna was home by four, and Shane called her to tell her. She probably started getting ready then.
He told her casual, he was going to be hitting golf balls, after all.
Of course that went in one ear and out the other. She was dressed to the nines when he arrived in one of the company limos. She decided on an ivory dress, strapless, that contrasted nicely with her dark skin, and four inch heels, her highest.
Mike immediately swept her off her feet, complimenting her appearance. He told her how much he appreciated her letting him borrow her husband on occasion, and promised to try to limit it to a minimum.
She was living in a dream when they were delivered to the door. The restaurant was every thing she dreamed it would be.
She didn't know what to order, so Mike made a few suggestions. Shane got stuffed sea bass, while Donna and Mike had lobster. The meal was fabulous, and the chocolate dessert was decadent beyond description.
There was a woman at the bar, a business associate from his rental business, that he introduced and who took Donna under her wing, saying she would see her safe while the boys got their toys.
Mike insisted on the best, and had the pro shop open by request and the club pro available.
He got the full package, clubs, shoes, clothing, rain gear. They tried a few balls on the range, and tested six putters before he found one he was comfortable with.
Donna had gotten a little buzzed, and she and her new friend were flirting lightly with the gentlemen at the bar, basking in attention.
She looked at Mike and her husband, and shamefully admitted to herself how aroused she was around her husbands' boss.
He got a kiss at the door that night, and she felt like her lips were burning. Shane smiled, and agreed with Mike when he said they had to have dinner again sometime.
She destroyed Shane that night, and after she was sure he was asleep, crept into the bedroom on the other end of the house, got out her largest vibrator, and tried her best to kill the batteries while she fantasized about Mike.
The golf outing was a success. Shane didn't play badly considering how far out of practice he was, and really, you're not supposed to beat clients anyway. Business was discussed in snippets on the course and in depth at dinner. Mike was pleased.
It became a habit with them. They often went after work for a round. Mike found him to be competitive when they were alone, and after a few months the only thing that kept him from winning was Mike's ability to crush a drive. Shane was much better at the short game, but you didn't need much of a short game when you practically drove the greens on short par fours.
Donna grumbled about the time away, a little, but she was too infatuated with Mike to really complain. Plus every month or so he had them as guests for dinner, at a restaurant they could never afford. Once, he took them on a golf weekend, them playing during the day and then hitting the clubs at night. Mike was a fair dancer for his size, and Shane was even better than Donna, so they really looked good on the floor.
Donna was hot, and she got asked to dance a lot. She accepted because she loved to dance, but she saw Mike frowning and Shane looking embarrassed after one particular dance when she got a little carried away with the grinding, but the guy's cock felt huge, and she just had to have it against her.



She immediately toned it down, dancing mostly with Shane, even making Mike dance a slow one.
He must stuff his shorts, or that thing is enormous, she thought as she pressed against him.
She doubted he stuffed his shorts. It pissed her off that so many women asked Mike to dance, he didn't have to ask for a dance at all, it seemed.
One day Mike dropped by their house just after she got home and before Shane was off.
"I've got something I think you're gonna love." He said after the hellos were over. Her eyes went directly to his crotch, wondering if she had the willpower to say no.
He handed her some papers. It was a weekend trip to a spa, for two. She looked up in surprise.
"This is a bribe. I'm going to check out a business a friend wants me to invest in, and I need to take Shane with me. It wouldn't be fair to leave you at home, but this is business, and you'd be bored. It's a wilderness experience retreat, and you camp, in the middle of nowhere, in the cold. You'd hate it. So, can Shane come out and play?"
Like she was going to turn down a spa trip.
Mike told Shane to get a sleeping bag and pack casual clothes, they wouldn't need suits. He gave a list to him, which he turned over to Donna.
The business turned out to be in a remote location in the Rocky Mountains. It was March, and snow was still on the ground, and would be for another month. The only way to the location was by snowmobile or helicopter. There was a small town of about five thousand people at the foot of the mountains they could get supplies from, and use as a base.
The business featured skiing on a private mountain, no ski lifts, you had to hike up. There was hunting, fishing, in season of course.
The base camp was a group of walled tents. No heat, no air, it was as primitive as possible. They were between seasons now, so there was no one there. The owner was in financial trouble, and they were basically there to see if the land was viable for development.
There was also a bungee jumping platform, something Mike was keen to try. The owner had arranged for a demonstration the next day.
They cooked over an open fire, steak and potatoes.
They were were alone, and Mike had a bottle, so they had a nightcap, one drink. He knew too much alcohol drew out core heat, and he didn't want to be uncomfortable while he slept. It was twenty degrees when they crawled into their sleeping bags.
Shane changed into a pair of sweats while Mike was banking the fire. He rolled out his bag, noticing that Mike was already set up, and had a double air mattress, the biggest he had ever seen.
Why hadn't Donna gotten an air mattress, it was on the list? Mike came into the tent, zipped down the bag, and started getting undressed. Soon, he was nude. It was the first time he had ever seen hm naked, and he couldn't believe how large his cock was, even flaccid, in the cold. His had shrunk to the point of almost being nonexistent.
"Aren't you going to put on anything?"
Mike laughed.
"No, I always sleep nude, and this bag is rated to forty below. I'd burn up with clothes. Good night."
There was a front coming in from the northwest, cold bitter wind. The temperature dropped from twenty above to thirty below if four hours, then two hours later it was forty below, and Shane woke up to his chattering teeth. He had never been so cold. He held out for a little while, then got up, trying to put more clothes on.
Mike heard him rattling around and turned the lamp on.
Shane, what the hell are you doing?"
He was almost crying with the cold.
"I'm cccccold," he finally stuttered out.
Mike looked around. there was a thick layer of frost on the walls of the tent. He hadn't noticed, although in his bag he was a little cool.
Shanes' lips were almost blue.
Mike was pissed.
"Damn it all! What's the rating on your bag? Never mind, you're starting to get hypothermic."
He unzipped the bag.
"Crawl in."
Shane started to get in, but Mike stopped him.
"Take your clothes off, nothing warms a body quicker than direct skin contact with another person."
Shane wanted to argue but was too cold.
He threw the sweats off hurriedly. Mike was stunned. My God, he had almost no prick at all, and he was wearing a green and orange silk thong.
"Nice panties" he said as Shane slid next to him.
He was almost crying with cold and embarrassment.
"Don't be mean. It's a male thong. Donna says I look sexy in them."
Mike grinned in the dark.
"You do."
Shane tried to move away from Mike but he had him in an embrace, spooned to him from behind.
"Stop. The whole point here is to share heat. How we gonna do that if you try to get away from me? Don't worry, I'll still respect you in the morning."
Shane was almost crying, and Mike felt bad for teasing him.
"Shh, now. It'll be better in the morning, get some sleep."
He gently rubbed his shoulders, making soothing sounds, and Shane relaxed into sleep.
...............................................
His eyes popped open the next morning, disoriented. It all came back to him, he was in Mikes' sleeping bag. He should get up, he should move, he thought, but it felt so good, and he reveled in the heat, remembering last night.
Then he realized his position. Mike had his arms wrapped around him in a tight embrace, and his were on top of them, he was almost holding his hand. He could feel the erection nestled between the cheeks of his ass. He must have morning wood, he thought. Damn that thing is huge!
Curiosity got the better of him. He could hear him breathing in a deep, regular cadence, and was sure he was asleep. He pushed his ass back, trying to feel its' length. Mike stirred and he froze, waiting to detect if he was awake. Satisfied he was asleep, he pressed back a little harder.
"You do that one more time, and I'm going to have a very good morning."
Shane squealed[like a little girl, he thought later]and tried to disengage.
It was useless. Mike had those big arms around him and one leg over him, pinning him helplessly.
"Lay still, sweetie, all this grinding is making it hard on me. Ha! Hard on me, isn't that funny?"
He was laughing quietly while Shane sobbed.
"Please don't hurt me!"
"Oh, I wouldn't hurt you, you're one of my favorite people. All you have to do is ask nicely, though, and I'm all yours."
He dry humped him a few times to make his point.
Shane was crying uncontrollably.
Mike felt pity on him.
"Tell you what, you say 'I'm Mikes' little sleeping bag sweetie' and I'll let you up, but only if you say it like you mean it."
Shane beat his one free hand against him, it was like hitting a rock.
"Please, don't make me."
"I'm not making you sweetie, I'm asking you nicely." Mike cooed in his ear, "But if you want, I have ways of making you talk."
A few months before Donna had told him how ticklish Shane was, so he took one hand and started tickling his sides and stomach.
Shane was trying to scream and laugh at the same time. After two minutes he begged him to stop, telling him he would say it.
The tickling instantly stopped. It took a few seconds to get his breath back before he whispered "I'm Mikes' little sleeping bag sweetie."
"Sorry, sweetie, I couldn't hear you."
"I'm Mikes' little sleeping bag sweetie."
I almost heard you that time. Say it loud this time or the tickling starts again."
Shane almost screamed "I'M MIKES' LITTLE SLEEPING BAG SWEETIE!"
Mike now knew what he had suspected all along. Shane was a submissive by natural inclination. He decided to have a little fun with it.
Mike kissed the back of his neck. It sent chills up and down his spine.
"You don't have to yell, I'm not deaf. But for the rest of the day, when I ask you what you are, you better look me in the eye and tell me. If you don't, you might force me to spank you, no matter where we are. Understand, sweetie?"
Shane could only nod.
"Good, time to get up. You get to make breakfast. Come on sweetie, up and at'em. We got a full day."
He yanked the sleeping bag open, gave Shane a smack on the ass, and shoved him out. The cold hit him like a slap. He scurried into his sweats while Mike rose, leisurely, shoved his feet into boots, and went to the latrine without dressing.
How can he stand it, thought Shane as he built the fire up, luxuriating in the warmth.
Shane fixed breakfast and washed up in water heated by the fire. Mike frowned when he saw how he was dressed.
"Come on sweetie, let's go to town and get you some decent clothes. We need to meet the owner and do an inspection tour, and he's promised us a bungee jump."
Just before he got on the snowmobile he asked Shane what he was.
Shane looked down and gave him the phrase he was looking for. Mike smacked his ass, hard. He looked up in surprise.
"Doesn't count if you're not looking me in the eye and saying it like you mean it. Do it again."
Mike made him repeat it four times before he smiled and patted his ass.
"Thank you. Now, let's get down the mountain and get my sweetie something warn."
They took a two seater snowmobile with a big storage compartment. In town, Mike bought Shane some thermal underwear, felt lined waterproof jeans, a felt lined flannel shirt. There was a heavy sweater in bright designs that fit him, so Mike bought it.
Shane was embarrassed and the storekeeper was grinning. It was obviously a womans' sweater, a high turtleneck.
Mike overrode his objections.
"It's the only sweater in here small enough to fit you. We need to get you a jacket, people will never see it. And if they do, so what. It's better to be warm."
They got him a Carhartt jacket, also in a womans' size. thermal mittens, and a knit cap, the last one they had left, it was the end of the season after all. It was pink. Shane refused to wear it until Mike threatened to make him say what he was in front of the shopkeeper.
Dressed out in his new clothes, curly black hair sticking out of a pink cap, colorful sweater underneath a partially zipped coat, from a distance everyone thought he was a woman.
The man he was to meet joined them in the only cafe for lunch. Shane had to take off his coat and cap, but still had on the sweater. The man wanted to know if he was his wife.
"Nope" said Mike grinning, "this is my lawyer."
The man, a big, gruff rancher, shook his hand.
"Pleased to meet you, ma'am."
Shane flushed and mumbled a reply. Mike hugged him.
"Don't mind her, she's a little shy."
She glowed all the way to the bungee platform.
It was cold, the wind was blowing, and the platform was high. Shane was afraid of heights, but didn't want to disappoint Mike, so he followed him to the edge. Two locals, part time employees of the rancher, were waiting.
The one who rigged Mike and Shane was a professional and took his job seriously.
"Remember, If you decide not to jump, all you have to do is say so. No one jumps unless they want to. Ready?"
Mike let out a mighty yell and dove off the platform, whooping all the way down.
Shane looked over the edge and froze.
"I don't want to do this."
Her handler wasn't as professional as Mikes', in fact he was a general fuckup, working only because he was related to the owner. He had already knocked down a pint of brandy they kept around to give the jumpers a shot, celebrating the experience. He wanted to get back to the bar.
"Come on, lady, jump."
He taunted her.
"Come on, girl, don't pussy out now. Show your man what you can do."
Shane was trying to back away from the edge.
"I ain't got all day, girl, jump!"
He pushed him, and he went over the edge screaming while the other man tried to stop him.
Two things happened. He fainted and wet his pants.
He came to on the platform, jumped up into Mikes' arms and started crying hysterically.
Mike was hugging him, trying to calm him down.
The professional was apologizing while the part timer glared. He knew he had screwed up and was trying to bluff his way out of it.
Mike was furious. The rancher had been in the truck, and when he realized what was happening he jumped out, but it was too late.
"This is what you call a thrilling experience? Shane could have had a heart attack! I hope this isn't how you treat all your customers. No wonder you're trying to get investors."
The rancher was apologizing, sacking the part timer on the spot.
They drove back to town in silence, Shane was holding his hand and refused to let go.
They stopped by the general store and bought a new pair of jeans for Shane, and went to the rancher's house for dinner. The woman mothered Shane, tsking to her husband about her cousin.
"You knew he was bad to drink. I can't believe he did this."
They dined and took the offer of hot showers. They would have stayed, but Shane was uncomfortable, so they snowmobiled back to the camp. He built a huge fire and wrapped Shane in a quilt he had bought. They sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.
He reached over and rubbed his cheek.
"I'm sorry Shane. Why didn't you tell me you were afraid of heights?"
"I didn't think it mattered. I wasn't planning on jumping. I geared up so I would feel safe watching you jump. Who knew my rigger was a drunk asshole?"
Mike sighed.
"I'll make it up to you, somehow. Ready for bed?"
Shane nodded, and Mike banked the fire.
Mike thought he was going to sleep in his own bag, it wasn't as cold, and the new quilt would have kept him warm. He was surprised when Shane asked if he could sleep with him.
He threw back to edge of the bag.
"Come on."
He was wearing a powder blue thong this time.
"Tell Donna she has great taste in panties, sweetie."
Shane snuggled in.
"Don't be mean to me tonight, I've had a bad day."
Mike smiled in the dark.
"Next you'll be telling me you've got a headache."
"Mike!"
"Sorry, sweetie. Goodnight."
Shane lay for a long time wrapped in Mikes' arms, thinking.
The next day, after Mike made him say he was his sweetie, they broke camp. Eating lunch with the rancher, they made tentative plans for a partnership in a resort, if Angie was game. If not, Mike might go it alone.
They turned in the snowmobile, and were just about to leave when Mike saw the part timer go into a tavern down the street.
"Care for a drink, Sweetie?"
"Mike, please don't."
"Come on, one drink, what can it hurt?'
The man was whining about getting canned when they took a table. He noticed him in the mirror.
"Well, well, if it isn't the giant and his faggot girlfriend. These slickers got me fired." He told the patrons.
The bartender warned him not to start something, but he couldn't let it die.
He stomped over to the table.
"Get up, big man. I'm gonna fuck you up, and just plain fuck your little girlfriend. She won't be tight when me and my buddies get done with her."
He stood back swaying, pleased with his wit. Mike smiled, a tight lipped smile with no mirth.
"That explains a lot. This is a gay bar, who would have thought this far out in the boonies.
Sorry boys, he's not gay. You'll have to fuck and suck each other, I guess. Then again, if you ask me nice I might let you blow me. I've not had a woman in five days, I probably can give you a ton of cum the first time. Gotta warn you though, I don't like spitters, swallow it all or don't bother, unless you want it in your ass. Of course, with the long winters you have up here, you got nothin' else to do. You could probably drive a Winnebago up your ass and have room to turn around."
The man went pale, then red.
"You son of a bitch" he screamed, and swung his fist. Mike just leaned back, and it went whistling by.
Mike held up his hand.
"You need to stop. Know who I am? I was the bronze medalist in judo at the Olympics twelve years ago. I'm a fourth degree black belt. Leave us alone, we'll leave and let you go back to watching Priscilla, Queen of the Desert."
"I don't give a fuck! If a belt don't hold up your jeans it ain't worth shit. I got buddies, you can't whip us all."
True enough, four or five of his slacker friends had gathered behind him.
Mike grinned.
"Wanna test that theory? Take a swing."
Of course the idiot tried. He was the first to go through the plate glass window. Two more went out in succession. He was thumping on the other two when another slipped up behind him with a pool cue.
Shane just reacted, grabbing a full longneck and brought it down on his head. Mike looked around.
"Thanks, sweetie" he smiled, just as the last of the men fell.
He sat down and ordered another beer. The bartender looked at him.
"Are you crazy? You just trashed my bar and now You want another beer?"
Mike just smiled.
"I didn't start it." He pointed at a video camera in the corner.
"The tape in that machine will prove it. But, I'll tell you what, bring me another beer and I'll pay for the damages, provided you give me no grief when the cops come. Think you can get the money out of those assholes?"
The bartender brought them another round, on the house. After the report was made and the check was written, they went home.
...............................................
"There you go Anna. Now you know about the first time I slept with Mike Hogue. It's getting late, I'll have someone escort you back to your house.
Goodnight, Anna."
It was three days before she got to spend more time with Shanna. The family kept her occupied, swimming, snorkeling, sailing, horseback excursions, mountain climbing. She collapsed after dinner ever night. She couldn't remember the last time she was this relaxed.
................................................
Shanna made plans to spend the day with her on Saturday. By now all the kids were calling her Aunt Anna. Jasmine had adopted her, following her around, guiding her when she needed it. She even slept in her house one night.
"The kids are a handful aren't they?"
Anna smiled.
"It was odd, your children and the others following me around at first. They all seem so happy."
Shanna smiled back.
"They are happy, for the most part. Don't get me wrong, there are bad apples in every society, even this one."
"But these people have more affinity for children than anyone I've ever met. Our laws reflect that. Physical child abuse carries a heavy penalty. And raping a child gets you the worst punishment possible in our society, right up there with murder and adult rape and abuse."
"You have the death penalty?"
"No Anna, we have something worse. Banishment.
We don't execute or do long term incarcerations, we 'outsource' it to a neighboring country."
"If, for instance, you rape a child, you get banished for life. We don't just send you away, you serve fifteen years in their prisons. Those prisons are not pleasant, that's why we use them. If you survive your jail term, you're sent to yet another country. You are never allowed to leave it. We pay for burial expenses, but don't support them."
"The same rules apply for foreign visitors. They go to the same prisons, and when they are released, they can return to their native land.
We're probably the only country in the world who doesn't grant criminal immunity to diplomats. We don't violate their embassies or try to find out their secrets, we just insist they follow the same rules."
Anna found that fascinating.
"Don't countries try to pressure you about that?"
Shanna grimaced at a memory.
"Some have tried. One country had an senior member that raped a woman and they flew him out of the country while charges were pending."
"We expelled the whole delegation, shut down their embassy, and severed ties completely. No one from that country can enter ours on pain of a years' imprisonment. No negotiation."
"Did they accept that?"
"Oh, they blustered and threatened, and when they found us serious they tried to compromise. That was three years ago. Now, countries make the diplomats fully aware of what they face when they get posted here. Incidents are rare and dealt with swiftly. It works well for us."



"I want to talk more deeply about your legal system. I know you were almost singlehandedly revamped your legal code. but before we get too far into that, I'd like to return to your history. How long did it take you to realize who you are, and get together with your husband?"
Shanna smiled, remembering. What virgin forgets her first time?
..................................................
It took a little time, but the bad memories of the camping trip faded. He still woke up occasionally screaming, dreaming he was falling.
Donna would cuddle him until he calmed down.
She chewed Mike out when she found out what happened. He apologized to her, offering to pay for therapy.
"He'll be all right. But the next time you drag him off somewhere, make it warm, and make sure he's safe!"
Mike thought about that for awhile. Angie wanted him to check out a resort in the Caribbean islands that was rumored to be in financial straits and could perhaps be acquired reasonably. She was off to Scotland, to mediate the purchase of a castle. Things were going well for the company.
He stopped by Shane's office.
"Morning, sweetie."
He developed the habit of calling him that since the camping trip, but only when they were alone.
Shane had gotten used to it, even feeling disappointed sometimes when he didn't.
"Good morning, Mike. What brings you down?"
"School is over for the summer isn't it? Good.
Go home tonight, tell Donna to pack her bags. Tell her to pack light, we'll be on an island.
Four days. She can soak up sun and get some spa time while you and I work. Think she would like that?"
Shane smiled at the thought.
"Mmm, let's see. Four days on an island eating, drinking, dancing, being pampered, or four days at home bored out of her mind. I'm sure she'll have to think about it."
Great. We leave next Wednesday, with a stop over for me in Atlanta. I'm going to see an old friend. I'll join you Thursday"
Donna probably didn't sleep at all before the trip. packing, unpacking. They were 'housesitting' again, this one the most opulent so far. Shane wondered what would happen to them if he ever fell out of favor with Mike. Best not to think about it.
They stopped off with Mike long enough to meet his friend. Shane wanted to see the man Mike called his closest friend, perhaps because he was a little jealous.
Martin Coombs was a giant, easily four inches taller than Mike. Black, stylishly dressed, he had one thing in common with Mike. They oozed power, Mike in an understated way that only came out when he wanted it to, but Martin with pride. He looked dangerous, and Shane felt he was.
They hugged like brothers, and when he introduced them, Shane felt they were being judged like livestock. He held Donnas' hand a little longer than necessary, looking at Shane. It was like he was letting him know he was the Alpha, and if wanted her there was nothing he could do about it.
Donna was looking at him like he was a god. He couldn't wait to get on the airplane.
Mike joined them the next day, and while Donna was getting the full treatment at the spa, Mike and Shane went over the books. The place was shabby, and in need of some maintenance. Both suspected the books had been cleaned up a bit.
The two owners seemed just a little too anxious to get them out of the office.
The next two days were given over to enjoyment, the owners making sure everyone knew they were very important, and they were treated like royalty.
They played a round of golf the next day while Donna sunned, noticing the sad shape of the greens. They listened at the clubhouse as other patrons expressed disappointment at the amenities.
The resort was all inclusive, and they complained about the quality of the food and drink. The clubs were all right in the muted light, but in full sun they seemed a little shabby.
Donna loved to dance, and Mike had treated her to some new dancewear. She never missed a song, but had learned to save all her slow dances for Shane, with at least one for Mike. She developed a habit of getting her partners on the far side of the floor, where she could grind into them discretely. She was always aroused by the end of the evening.
Mike had no trouble finding dance partners, and before the night was over he had a tall brunette on his arm. Both Shane and Donna felt jealousy when he took her back to the suite.
They had a two bedroom suite with a large common area between, both with private baths.
Donna pretty much raped Shane, making him eat her to her usual three orgasms, before giving up her ass. She actually preferred it because it gave her a pleasant full sensation, but wouldn't tell Shane to spare his feelings. When he was spent he fell asleep almost instantly. Donna lay there, unsatisfied.
She was going to slip quietly into the bathroom and masturbate, when she heard Mike and his brunette. Curiosity got the better of her, and she decided she needed a drink. She crept into the common area.
Mike had his bedroom door open. There was muted light, and Donna got a full view. The woman was riding him reverse cowgirl, facing the door. Donna watched in amazement as she plunged up and down, rising to reveal a cock at least twice as long as Shanes'. Her hand went to her mouth when Mike casually flipped her off and mounted her doggie style. My god, that thing must be a foot long, she thought, as she watched in fascination, before creeping to the bar. She drank two beers before the noise stopped.
"Hello, Donna" came a voice behind her.
She twirled around to see Mike, naked, his still semi hard cock dangling.
He walked around the bar and fixed two drinks.
"Did you have a good time tonight?" He asked casually.
She could only nod.
"Me too. Now, excuse me, it's time for round three."
He came around, gave her a hug, and went back to his room. He didn't bother to close the door.
Donna looked at her watch. They had been in the suite for two hours. Round three?
Then she noticed she hadn't tied her short silk robe, and she had sat before him at the bar with all her charms in view.
She went back to their room, slipped into the bathroom, bit down on a towel so no one would hear her scream, and masturbated for an hour.
..............................................
The next morning they had breakfast in the suite.
The brunette was long gone.
"Sleep well?" asked Mike with his customary grin.
"Like a rock" said Shane, as he reached for a scone to go with his tea.
"How about you Donna? I heard you rattling around pretty late."
Her blush was evident, even on skin dark as hers.
"I was a little restless, but had a nightcap and it settled me."
Mike grinned wider and winked at her when Shane poured his tea.
"Good, I have a surprise for you. We're going out to a remote location most tourists don't get to see, and do some snorkeling."
Donna was apprehensive.
"I don't know, I'm not a very good swimmer."
"Don't worry, Donna. It's pretty shallow where we are going, and we'll have two guides to watch over us. You don't have to, but I wish you'd come along."
That decided it.
She had a ball. The guides were attentive to her, helping her in the water. They got a little to touchy when Mike and Shane weren't looking.
She flirted, enjoying the attention. They couldn't take their eyes of her breasts, One even held one while he showed her how the snorkel worked. It made him too bold, and when he thought it was safe slid a finger underneath the back of her thong. When his fingers grazed her pussy she tried to yelp but got a mouthful of sea water.
Mike had risen up at just that moment, and something in his eyes made the guides scurry back to the boat.
"You all right?"
Donna was blushing again. "Yes, but please stay close."
Shane surfaced at that moment, eyes shining in joy. They stayed for another hour, and the guides seemed to keep the boat between themselves and Donna.
They returned for lunch and Mike told him he had a surprise for them. There were two packages on their bed.
"We're going to another part of the resort, their most private beach. It's supposed to be their most popular feature so we need to check it out.
Now, go open you present."
They were stunned. It was matching thongs, in neon orange. They looked up in wonder.
Mike had done this deliberately. He already knew Shane had submissive tendencies, and he suspected Donna did also. This was his acid test.
"Guys, it's a topless beach. You're both so attractive, you'll steal the beach!"
He put his best smile on and continued.
"They want to turn this place into an all adult site. This is just research."
He looked sad.
"Of course, if you don't want to go, I'll understand. But before you decide, why not try them on. And model them for me. Donna if it doesn't make you uncomfortable in front of me, you should be okay on the beach. We'll both be with you, I guarantee your safety. Try them on, what could it hurt?"
He left them and went to make a drink.
Donna looked to Shane, but he couldn't make a decision. He wanted desperately to please Mike, but wasn't at all sure about Donna being topless.
Donna took command, she wanted to please him also.
"Well, it won't hurt to try them on."
They stripped, and had to actual help each other adjust, they were that clingy.
Here goes nothing" said Shane, going out the door.
Mike was stunned. The tight thong combined with his small penis gave the illusion of a flat chested woman. The only flaw was the mass of pubic hair flowing out of the sides.
Donna came out slowly, keeping her arms over her breasts.
"Donna!" said Mike, with the firm voice of command, "Drop you arms. There's going to be forty to sixty people on that beach, and you'll share one thing with all the women there, you'll be as bare chested as they are."
Donna found herself instantly dropping her hands to her sides, sticking her chest out.
Mike whistled in appreciation.
"I take that back, you won't have anything in common with them. You have the most impressive set of tits I've ever seen!"
Donna suspected he had seen quite a few breasts in his time. That and the way he said tits instead of breasts made her nipples harden instantly.
"Oh, like being bragged on, do we? Turn around both of you."
They obeyed instantly. He had two attractive asses before him, the small strip of cloth disappearing between their cheeks. Shane's slender, light brown bottom contrasted nicely with Donnas', dark, full, conjuring up images of a Nubian fertility goddess. He got a massive erection, and he couldn't tell which one it was for. Both, he decided.
Donna was proud of her thick bush, and only shaved the area necessary for swimwear. That wouldn't work in the thong.
Mike grinned, he hadn't told them to turn back around and they still stood with their backs to him.
"Relax, have a drink. I have to make a call."
They were sitting there with a beer when the knock came. Two people entered the room with fold down tables and carryalls.
They guided them to the tables.
"Strip, please."
They looked over at Mike.
"Come on, my lovelies, can't have that unattractive hair sticking out, now can we? They're professionals, the quicker we get this done the quicker we can hit the beach."
The fact that Mike never left the room and watched their naked bodies being made hairless made them very aroused. By the time the lotion had been applied Shane had the biggest erection in his life and Donna was dripping, her pink folds in startling contrast to her ebony skin, slick with arousal. His technician stroked it a few times when Donna wasn't looking, giggling as she did. Hers teased also, slipping his hand into her and flicking her clit furiously for a few seconds, almost bringing her off the table.
Mike tipped the technicians and thanked them, before turning back into the room.
"Well, my lovelies, looks like you two need to relieve some tension before we go out. Thirty minutes enough time?"
Shane was trying to decide whether he wanted them to fuck in front of him when Donna dragged him to the bedroom.
After a quick oral orgasm Donna mounted him, reverse cowgirl, and guided his cock into her pussy for a few strokes before sliding it into her ass. She rode him, one hand flicking her clit while the other tweaked and pulled her nipples.
She looked up to see Mike, watching. She deliberately plunged her hand into her soaked cunt, brought it up to her nipples and coated them with juice before going back to stroking her clit. She took each breast and held it up, using her tongue to lick them clean.
Mike responded by dropping his shorts and stroking his enormous erection. The sight of it triggered a huge orgasm and she screamed. This drove Shane over the edge and he deposited the largest load he could ever remember into her ass.
He had no idea Mike had watched them, his view was blocked By Donna, and when Donna regained her senses she looked up in panic, but Mike was gone.
...............................................
Mike came back in a small Speedo.
He noticed the looks.
"Sorry, can't fit into a thong, things keep falling out. That would get us thrown off the beach. Shall we?"
He helped both of them into short, silky robes, before donning one of terrycloth.
They took a courtesy golf cart to the beach. Enclosed by a fence, access was carefully controlled. They were expected, and welcomed, with chairs, a table, and umbrella already set up. Large towels and lotion were on the table.
They were allowed to keep the robes on until they reached the table. The attendant stood patiently, waiting.
"Come on guys, you have to give up your robes. Keeps the sightseers out. They'll be returned when we leave."
He handed his robe to the man and stood there waiting. Finally he told them what he expected.
"If you don't want to stay, go. I'll understand. I need to stay, one of he owners is meeting me here."
They couldn't stand the tone of disappointment in his voice, both stripping off the robes quickly.
They were rewarded with a bright smile.
"There, that wasn't so bad, was it? Look around, there isn't a more attractive couple here."
He was right. There were a few hardbodies, really attractive, but most were in their thirties or older, average people with average bodies, out for a unique experience, bragging rights to the guys back home.
Many a guy got some good loving when they describe the experience to friends, telling them their wife was the hottest woman there, even if in reality she had sagging breasts and wide hips. To them they probably were the hottest things on the beach. The women would be impressed with their daring, grumbling to their husbands because they've never taken them on an adventure.
He sat under the umbrella.
"Come here, let me lotion your backs."
They stood in front of him submissively as he oiled them from neck to cheek, almost caressing them.
"Now finish each other, and be careful around your bottoms, it'll still be a little tender where the hair was removed. Can't have you burned and spoil the rest of the trip.
He sat in the shade and watched as they gently lotioned each other before lying down on the towels. Mike starting working with his laptop, and stopped when the owner came by, talking quietly. He kept an eye on Shane and Donna as he talked.
They drew a crowd, mostly guys. Mike watched in amusement as they both got hit on. Some were surprised Shane was male, the others didn't care.
Two guys got a little aggressive and they looked to Mike for help, so he strolled over.
"Time to turn, my babies. Don't want you sunburned."
One guy looked at his size and took off right away, the other stood his ground.
"Which one is yours?"
Mike eyed the guy, half drunk and wanting to appear macho.
"Both, and I don't share. Wouldn't matter, they're both addicted to my ten inch cock, think you can compete?"
The man looked down involuntarily at the front of his speedo, which hid nothing. He immediately turned red.
Mike looked at his loose baggy trunks that went to his knees.
"I guess we see who the bull is now. Run along."
He said it in a light voice, but the look in his eyes wasn't friendly.
The guy whispered "you lucky bastard", and took off.
He looked down, Shane had rolled onto his stomach, cute butt on display, and Donna was on her back, proud breasts pointing skyward. She had on sunglasses, but he knew she was watching him when he saw her nipples harden.
He bent over managing to graze a nipple with one hand and slide the other lightly over Shane's bottom.
"Twenty minutes and we need to go. We have dinner reservations."
He left them to stroll. The drink station needed painting, and the lifeguard was more interested in staring at Donna than scanning the swimmers. He frowned.
They had retrieved their robes and they drove back, discussing the day. They all agreed the place had potential, but was badly mismanaged.
Donna was still aroused, she had discovered she was an exhibitionist, and loved the attention she got. She couldn't wait to do it again.
.................................................
The owners pulled out all the stops, taking them to the most exclusive restaurant and club in town.
Mike let his hair down, and they partied hard. Shane and Donna barely remembered getting back to the suite. Mike was pretty buzzed, but he did manage to get them into bed. When he managed to get their clothes off, they still had on the matching thongs. He left them on, stripped, and since he had dropped them in his room, with the only bed that was big enough for his size, he stripped off and got between them. He went to sleep with them snuggled under each arm.
Two hours later Donna woke up, trying to figure out what she was hearing. It came to her, she was snuggled up to Mike. Where was Shane?
She felt a bit of panic until she felt his arm, lying next to her on Mikes' stomach.
We must have really been buzzed, she thought as she lay there. Should I wake Shane and get him into our room? No, too much trouble, besides, she liked having his huge arm wrapped round her as her nipples pressed into his side.
She lightly slipped her arm down. Yes, he was naked, and yes, she had her hand just above his cock. Lightly, she grazed the head, rewarded by a little lurch. She snatched her hand back for a second, but his breathing didn't break pattern.
She grinned in the dark, took Shanes' hand, and slowly slid it down, shocked when his hand instinctively wrapped around it. She moved his hand up and down, slow, so slowly. His cock immediately started swelling.
She did this for several minutes before she felt Shane wake. Frozen, she waited to see what he would do. He raised up slightly to look. She looked into his eyes, then felt his hand move on its' own. Up and down, up and down, slowly, softly.
She took her hand off and placed it beneath his, amazed that there was almost two inches left over.
She used her hand to guide him, speeding up, slowing down. Mike was starting to move around, and she was afraid he was going to wake. She was starting to stroke faster. Recognizing the impending explosion, she panicked. How were they going to explain how his cum came to be all over the sheets.
Just as he was about to explode, she wrapped her lips around the head. That set him off, and she was swallowing furiously, barely keeping up. Damn, was he never going to stop cumming? He had even placed a hand on her head. Was he awake? No, just afterwards his hand dropped and the snoring resumed.
Donna slid off the bed, motioning for Shane to follow. They went into the bathroom.
She twirled, giving him a deep kiss that tasted of Mike, then sat down on the toilet to talk.
Her bottom no sooner hit the seat when Shane grabbed her head and jammed his small cock in her mouth. This wasn't what she expected, and despite his length she gagged. It wasn't mutual, he held her head and slammed into her furiously, blowing in about three minutes, ramming it in the full length and keeping it there.



Still not saying a word he took her hand and led her to bed, but not before they took a warn cloth and cleaned Mike, trying to destroy the evidence.
Shane kissed her in the bedroom, told her to never speak of what happened, and went to sleep.
Donna was aroused beyond measure, and without the benefit of her toys was going crazy. Finally she slipped from the bed, went to the bar, opened a long neck beer, poured it out, and masturbated relentlessly with it for thirty minutes.
Mike was first up, grinning when they came out of the bedroom.
"Good morning, my babies. Sleep well?"
All he got was a couple noncommittal grunts.
"Looks like somebody had too much fun last night! I know I did. Tell me, who did I bring home last night? I don't remember a thing."
They assured him he had brought no one home.
"Strange, I could have sworn I got a.... never mind, must have been a dream.
It was a quiet plane ride home.
...............................................
They didn't invest in the resort. deemed it too risky. Angie didn't invest in the mountain retreat but Mike did, sending up a professional manager and making upgrades. It became profitable in the second year.
Donna and Shane finally talked, agreeing it was a once in a lifetime experience, never to be repeated. But the seeds had been planted. Donna dreamed of huge cocks, while Shane fixated on Mike. Things were headed for a crash.
Angie Browne-Davies was infatuated with Shane, flirting openly, telling him how cute he would be as a girl, how she would love to train him in womanly ways. It made him nervous, and one day it was so blatant that he went to Mike in tears.
Mike was furious. Ir was the first and only major disagreement they ever had.
"Angie, you have to stop. You've gone over the edge on this, he has a real strong sexual harassment case here. Besides, you like the rough boys, and he's a mouse."
She was adamant.
"I could train him, you know. I've done it before.
A little slap here, a little paddle there, and he would be all mine."
"You'd destroy him, Angie. He's married, his wife is a nice girl. Let it go." Mike pleaded.
"Would you try to stop me?"
Mike stood, his body seemed to swell. Power poured out of him as he bent over her desk. She instinctively shrank back.
"No, Angie" he said quietly, "I would stop you."
"I'd stand beside him on the complaint. And I would sell my shares of this company and go out on my own. Is he worth that to you? He is to me.
I don't have many friends and he is one of the few. I used to think you were my friend, maybe I was wrong."
Angie was shocked. She had never seen him like this. They had gone public a year ago and had made a bundle. She knew Mike had quietly been buying up shares and approved, believing he would always be by her side. She still held majority ownership, but if he dumped his stock and started a new company he could hurt her badly. The little bitch wasn't worth it.
"Mike, please, calm down. I'll leave him alone, there are plenty of other little playmates out there, I'll forget this one by tomorrow.
................................................
Things went well for them that year, very well.
They made a really good profit, following Mikes' lead, buying distressed properties of millionaires that suddenly found themselves broke. Foe every three that went broke, there was one who managed to profit, and wanted the best. They made sure they supplied the best. Their peak came when they sold one whole island of a small Pacific country that needed the money to stay solvent to a multi-billionaire whose girlfriend thought it was cute.
It was the jewel in their crown, and Mike brokered it.
The Fourth of July was coming up. As a Brit, Angie found it distasteful. To counteract it, she declared a British style holiday, and gave everyone three weeks off with pay and a bonus.
Shane was worried. Donna was getting out of control, maxxing their credit cards and straining their finances. They had to move in a month, and Mike didn't have a house for them. He was sure he had something in one of his apartment buildings, but it wouldn't be the same.
Angie got wind of this, and used it to her advantage. She had never quite given up on Shane.
She struck a deal, One week with her, sex free, if he did what she said. In return he would get an extra ten thousand on his bonus check.
They kept it a secret from Mike and Donna, telling Donna he had to work and he couldn't take her with him this time, and telling Mike he was going to spend some alone time with Donna.
Mike thought something was up because Shane couldn't look him in the eye, but put it down to marital stress.
He took the first week of the holiday working on projects he had on the side, before going to Vegas for a few days. They were holding an auto auction, and he was interested in three. Angie was there, they were going to get together for drinks and dinner.
Three days before he was to leave, Angie sent him a text and picture.
"Your perfect girl" it said, showing a stocking clad leg in high heels.
Two days before she sent another text and picture.
"She wants you."
It showed a woman in profile, so dark you couldn't make out any features, but the overall impression was of beauty.
The day before he got there she sent him one last photo.
"She's yours if you want her." It was a picture of a profile, curly black hair covering all her face except her lips.
Mike was intrigued, but Angie refused to talk about it, asking him to meet her at a nightclub at ten the next night.
Mike arrived in Vegas, Angie had made his reservations, so he was settled in his suite quickly. He texted her he would in town and would meet her later, and spent the afternoon checking out cars. He ended up buying a 1968 Firebird convertible with a 400 ram air engine and a four speed transmission, candy apple red with black interior and top, rebuilt from the wheels up. He arranged to have a temporary tag put on it so me could drive it home. He intended to take ten days and just ramble, no firm destination.
He dressed for the club, wondering again who the mystery woman was.
Angie sent a text that they had already started and he needed to get his ass it there or someone else would snatch her up.
He was reading the text as he stepped out of the elevator in front of the club.
His eyes were drawn to a petite woman in a black dress, long black hair cascading down her back.
The dress was backless, held up by spaghetti straps. She was accompanied by two large men who had her arms, pulling her along. He could tell she was a bit drunk.
She was struggling against them.
"Please, leave me alone! My boyfriend will be here any minute, he won't be happy. Please."
Her voice was familiar, but he couldn't place it.
One of the men laughed.
"We know your type. You girly boys all want the same thing, a big cock. Lucky you, we're going to give you two."
She struggled harder and lifted her face, looking right at Mike.
It was Shane. He was halfway to her before he thought.
"Here's my boyfriend now! You better leave."
They looked at him, not letting go of her arms.
"Fuck off, big man. We found her first. There's two of us, we're not scared."
Mike didn't even speak. His leg flashed out. It was cold, calculated, and meant to hurt. He buried one shoe in the nearest mans' crotch. He was in such pain he didn't even cry out, collapsing onto the floor.
He smiled, an evil look, and said "Now there's one of you, scared yet?"
Before it got any farther three bouncers rushed out of the bar. The man let go of Shane, and he collapsed into Mike, sobbing hysterically.
"Miss, miss, are you all right?"
One of the bouncers was speaking, she was still sobbing so he talked to Mike.
"Sorry we're a little late, we had a bit of a dust up on the dance floor, and before we knew it they had hustled her out. Our monitor man notified us, we got her as quick as we could. They wouldn't have gotten far, hotel security had already been alerted."
Just as he said that another elevator opened and three men came rushing out. The bouncers waved them off.
"Sir, if you wish to press charges, we can furnish video. If you don't want her to go through a trial, we'll handle it in house. These two will be banned from the club and the hotel."
He paused, looking at the men.
"I'm sure they can be persuaded to leave quietly. If you wish to go back into the club, please, be our guests."
Shane had calmed down, and Mike had a burning desire to talk to Angie, so they went back in. He found her in the VIP room, with a boytoy on her knee. She saw the look in his eyes and threw the boy off, rising.
"Mike! Did you enjoy your surprise. I hope..."
That's all she got out before Mike slapped her, rocking her head back.
"You stupid bitch! She almost got raped tonight, where were you? Why weren't you keeping an eye on her?"
Angie noticed the use of the pronouns, but said nothing, holding one hand out in supplication, the other to her jaw.
"I'm sorry Mike! She wanted to surprise you, and I found the cutest little companion. I didn't know she was in trouble. Please Mike, calm down."
The bouncers had arrived, wondering how hard it would be to take this giant down, when Shane spoke up.
"Please, honey, it wasn't her fault. I was nervous, and drank more than I should. One asked for a dance, and when we got on the floor the other appeared and got me out the door. It wasn't her fault, please don't be mad at her."
The 'honey' comment barely registered, but it calmed him down. He sighed.
"Sorry Angie, it was the heat of the moment. What have you two been up to?"
Angie smiled.
"I'll tell you, but first let us go to the ladies room and fix her face."
Shane's makeup was a mess, and he thought it would give them all a chance to settle down. He apologized to the bouncers, and asked for a drink, soda water with a twist of lime. He didn't think alcohol was a good idea at the time.
They came back and Angie was smiling, holding Shane by the hand.
"What do you think Mike? Isn't she adorable?"
She twirled Shane around, giving Mike a good look.
High heels, at least four inches. Patterned black thigh highs, simple black dress, breast forms so cleverly matched to her skin color you couldn't tell unless you really looked close, long, flowing hair, obviously extensions, and simple understated makeup that really brought out her eyes. Diamond stud earrings and a simple gold chain round her neck. All in all a very attractive package.
"Beautiful actually," he said noting her blush,
"but tell me, how did this come about?"
Angie smiled like the cat that ate the canary.
"Simple. After our first, er, discussion about Shane, I knew you cared for her. She is quite beautiful, I just wanted you to see it."
"I have a friend here that runs C.D.U., Cross Dresser University, that teaches trans how to dress, how to behave, how to apply make up, and generally learn the things that will make their lifestyle easier. She wants to franchise, and wants me to buy into her business. I persuaded her to take Shane as a student, and add some private tutoring. What do you think of my creation."
"Just how did you talk her into this?" asked a curious Mike.
"I paid her, giving her some extra bonus money."
Mike looked at Shane.
"Is that true?"
Shane nodded.
"Where's Donna? Why isn't she here? And why did you agree to it?"
Shane hung his head.
"Donna is home, hanging out with friends. She thinks I'm working. I did it for the money, Donna is in over her head, I'm going to take the money and pay off a credit card. Please don't tell her what I'm doing."
"Don't worry, I won't. You know you could have come to me, I would have helped." Mike said, sadly.
Shane burst out.
"I owe you too much now. If you want to help us, help me come up with a payment plan to keep us out of bankruptcy. I swear I'll stick to it."
Mike reached out and took her hand, it seemed natural.
"I'm sad you couldn't come to me. And Angie is right, you make a very attractive girl. I'm leaving tomorrow, I bought a car, and I'm going to drive round the country for a time before I go back to the office. Don't worry, I'll be ready to go when the holiday ends. We'll work on your finances then."
He kissed both on the cheek, and strode out of the club.
His phone rang several times but he ignored it.
He was in his suite, just about asleep, when it started ringing again. It was Shane. He started to ignore it, but decided short of turning it off the best thing he could do was answer it.
"Hi, Shane."
"Mike, please come! Those two gorillas are out in the hallway, I'm scared."
He sat up, instantly alert.
"Where are you?"
"I'm two floors down, 2334. Please hurry!"
Mike was already dressing.
"Call hotel security, just in case. I'll be there in five minutes."
He got there just after security. Facial recognition software had flagged them when they entered, it was a standard policy after someone had been banned, and they were escorting them down into the waiting arms of the police, to be charged with trespassing, a pretty big deal in Vegas.
He knocked on Shane's door.
She flew into his arms, sobbing again. He told the security people he was taking her up to his suite for the night, just to give her peace of mind. They noted it and offered an escort. He declined and they left.
He sat on her bed.
"well girl, you've had your share of adventure tonight. Ready to get some sleep?"
She fidgeted.
"Mike, can I stay with you tonight? I'm afraid they'll come back."
"Oh, I doubt they will, they'll probably be guests of the city tonight. But if want, you can. I had already planned on it. Grab your clothes and let's go. But first, who are you?"
Shane seemed confused for a minute before she looked up.
"I'm your little sweetie."
Mike rubbed her cheek in a familiar gesture.
"Yes you are. Now bring what you need and let's go."
She packed a small case and followed him.
There was only one bed in his suite. He noticed her looking at it. Mike smiled.
"I wasn't expecting a roommate. It's not like we haven't slept together before. I'm tired, let's turn in."
She hesitated.
"What do you want me to wear?"
He found it an odd question.
"Oh, wear what you've been wearing to bed, or wear nothing. I bet you got some cute panties in there somewhere," he said gesturing towards her bag.
Shane gestured towards her breast forms.
"I meant these."
Mike considered it.
"Take them off, if we touch I prefer the feel of skin. Now quit stalling. I'm going to bed."
He casually stripped and climbed into bed.
It took Shane half an hour before she was ready for bed. She had a sheer babydoll with matching panties that Angie insisted on, but she had never worn it. The pale green contrasted beautifully against her brown skin. It just seemed the right thing to wear.
Mike was asleep when she came out. She turned on lights, dropped things, bounced on the bed a couple of times. He woke with a start.
"What the hell..."
He stopped, staring at Shane. She gave him a smile.
"Sorry, did I wake you?"
He was speechless, drinking in her beauty. She flounced, twirled, turned her back and lifted the hem of her gown, exposing the green lace panties.
"Are these cute enough to get me in your bed?"
Mike darkened.
"Where are you going with this? Do you really want me to do something about the way you're teasing me? If you don't, turn out the lights and get into bed. Otherwise, I might turn you into a woman right now."
Shane quickly turned out the lights and jumped into bed, staying on the edge. She just wanted to tease and show off her new look, not get raped.
She said as much to him. He reached out and drew her to him.
"Sweetie, you know I'd never do that. I love your look, and it does make me want you. I've got a feeling sometime soon you're going to make a decision about how you want to live your life, and when you do, you'll ask me to make you a woman. Until that time comes, let's just enjoy each others' company like we always have."
He kissed her neck and spooned to her, and was asleep in minutes. She noted even asleep he kept his erection for a bit. She smiled in the dark, knowing she caused it. It was a long time before she slept, trying to figure out who she really was.
..............................................
They breakfasted with Angie the next morning.
When she found out Shane slept in his bed the night before, she smiled. Mating dances are complicated enough with regular couples, when one was 'special' and the other was straight, it led to all kinds of complications. Add to that one of them being attached made it even more so. Angie knew from hard experience how painful that could be. If it happened, she hoped they could deal with it.
Shane had gone back to her room to dress, a simple smock and flats, comfort clothes. It looked good on her.
"Do yo have any male clothes?"
"Only the suit I had on when I arrived. Angie insisted, saying she had my wardrobe all picked out."
Angie beamed.
"Not much, but a few really cute outfits. No use getting carried away if she doesn't choose this lifestyle."
They went to look at his car. It wasn't quite ready, they were waiting on paperwork that wouldn't be finalized until that afternoon. He was going to have to stay another day.
Mike wasn't pleased, but there wasn't much anyone could do about it. They had a pleasant afternoon, talking about nothing.
Angie and Shane were surprised when he didn't join them for dinner. He sent them a brief text, saying he had plans and would see them in the morning before he left. Shane was bitterly disappointed.
Angie took her to a club that catered to transsexuals, and tried to cheer her up. She was hit on constantly, from a tiny blond with huge breasts and, according to her, an eight inch cock, to an Amazon black woman, easily seven feet tall. None interested her, but she did dance a good bit.
Angie had gotten a companion for the evening almost instantly. Shane knew Mike was a little worried about Angie, she was sleeping with just about everyone she hooked up with, and didn't use protection.
Shane finally went back to the hotel about midnight. She sat on her bed, thinking. Making her decision, she packed another small case, and headed up to Mikes' room, getting the staff to let her in, saying they had agreed to share the room for the rest of their stay.
She gave the assistant manager a wink, and a hundred dollar bill. Security knew she had spent the previous night, so they had no problem.
She went into the bathroom and spent an hour getting ready, doing her makeup, making sure she was absolutely hairless, something she had come to enjoy from her experience on the island. A long, almost floor length gown, translucent white.
She was brushing her hair when she heard the door open. She opened the door, calling out.
"Mike, honey, is that you?"
It was Mike, and he wasn't alone. A petite black woman was with him, hanging on his arm and stroking his erection through his pants.
Everyone was surprised into immobility for a second, before the woman pulled away.
"Damn you! I'm not into this kinky shit. No three ways for me. I hope you and your wife have a nice night."
She slammed the door, hard.
They stared at each other for a bit before Mike exploded, pushing her to the wall and lowering his face to hers.
"What the hell are you doing here?"
Shane started crying.
"I wanted to surprise you, spend another night. Can I please?"
"So, it's all about Shanna now, is it? Never mind what Mike wants, what he had planned. Ever consider for a minute I might want someone else in my bed?"
"I'm sorry. I'm sorry! I'll go."



She had dropped to her knees, crying hard.
His anger evaporated, almost.
"I'll let you stay, on conditions."
"Thank you, honey, I'll do whatever you say."
"Don't agree so fast. Go back into the bathroom and fix your face. Oh, and be naked when you come out. Understand, Shanna?"
"Shanna?"
"Yes, it fits you much better than Shane. Go on now."
She bowed her head and went.
Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she wondered how far he would take it, how far she would go to stay the night.
She came out of the bathroom with her head down, waiting for instructions. When he didn't say anything she looked up. He was also naked, with an impressive erection. She almost ran back into the bathroom.
"Thank you, Shanna. You're very attractive, you know? Are you ready for the next condition?"
She nodded, head down.
Mike realized then he could easily own her, if he wanted. He could break her down and change her forever. It was tempting, but not what he wanted.
He realized he did want to own her, but not by force. He wanted her to surrender willingly, to embrace who she really was. He was going to have to be careful with this.
"I was planning a night of pleasure, she said she had the hottest mouth I'd ever feel around my cock. I was really looking forward to that. Get on your knees."
She dropped immediately, crying now.
He stood before her, his erection waving inches from her face. She wanted to shut her eyes but couldn't.
He reached down and ruffled her hair.
"Don't be frightened, baby. I'm not going to force you to do anything. If you want to stay the night, you have to kiss my cock. I want to feel your mouth on it for..." he thought for a second, and set the timer on his watch, "three minutes. You don't have to take it in your mouth, but you can't just keep your mouth pressed to it. That's all. If you can't, get dressed and I'll escort you back to your room."
He stood for a minute, and she didn't move. He sighed, starting to turn, when her hand reached out, touching him. She remembered how it felt in her hand, hard and soft at the same time.
Mike stood still, letting her set the pace. When he felt her lips he twitched, causing her to stop for a second. Then she started again, soft kisses, ranging up and down the first few inches. He was really surprised when he felt her tongue swirl lightly about the head, just then his timer beeped. It took all the willpower he had to pull her to her feet.
He kissed her for the first time, her mouth yielding softly to his. He broke the kiss, leaving them breathless, and threw her on the bed.
He looked down into her eyes.
"I could take her now," he thought, "but it will be so much sweeter when she asks."
And thus began the creation of Shanna.
He got into bed, spooned up to her, kissed her neck, several times, and told her to go to sleep.
They both lay awake for awhile before they finally slept.
..............................................
"What are you going to do with the rest of your vacation?" Mike asked as they packed the next morning.
She looked down.
"I don't know. Donna went up the coast to spend time with her parents. I guess I'll go home and worry about money."
She looked lost.
"All right, tell me what's going on, the real story this time."
"I think Donna is cheating! The signs are all there. When we go away on business, I can never get her on the home phone, and when I talk to her on her cell she's always in a rush to get somewhere. She goes out with the girls and I'm always asleep when she gets home, sometimes as late as three. She's colder, more distant. You know my size, I don't think I satisfy her any longer."
Mike looked at her, sadly. He liked Donna, but he had to admit, she had really gotten aggressive with the innuendos, and had really ground into him the last time they danced.
"Have you talked to her about it?"
"I've tried, but she brushes it off, tells me it's my imagination, but she won't look me in the eye."
He felt bad for them both. He didn't see a happy ending to the story.
"Maybe it's for the best. You seem to have discovered new things about yourself, maybe you can be happier this way."
He remained silent for a long time, deciding to call the investigators they used and have them do a quiet check on her activities.
"Mike, can I ask a favor?"
He came back to the present, closing his case.
"Sure, sweetie."
She hesitated, then plunged ahead.
"Take me with you!"
He should have seen that coming.
"What?"
"Take me with you on your road trip. I don't want to be alone right now. There's no one in the world in my life right now I would rather be with.
Please? I'll behave, I promise. I'll be quiet, and do anything you say."
He was about to say no, when she said anything.
Looking into her eyes, he said "Anything?".
She blushed but returned the gaze, reaffirming her statement.
"Yes, anything."
"Let me think about it. Meet me for lunch here at one. I'll give you my decision them."
He had already made it, he just wanted her to think about it.
She was there at noon, sitting nervously, swinging a heel off her foot.
Wonder if she knows how sexy that is, he thought as he walked up. He bent down and kissed her cheek, noting the disappointment on a few faces.
He ordered a soft drink, and looked at her until she was fidgeting in her seat.
"Yes."
Her smile lit the universe. He held up his hand.
"With conditions. You can go as Shanna, not Shane. You will dress and act as the woman you are now. If you break character, the first time I'll spank you, and you better not protest. The second time, wherever we are, I put you on a plane home."
"In addition, this is my vacation, planned without you in mind, so we go where I want. No complaints, no whining. Oh, and the special kissing I had you do the other night, you'll be required to do that every morning when we get up and every night before we go to bed. Do you agree?"
To his surprise, she didn't even hesitate before agreeing. Then she asked for a condition of her own. He was instantly wary.
"What is it?"
"I don't have clothes for a long trip. Angie just got me the basics, two day dresses, the black party dress, some underwear and two gowns. Will you buy me some clothes?"
Mike just smiled and called Angie.
"We're in the restaurant downstairs. Could you join us for a few minutes? I need a favor."
When he explained what he needed, she was practically drooling.
"I know just the place. Come with me."
Soon they were at a clothing shop on the edge of town. He read the logo out front.
To A T, Special Clothing For Special Girls.
It was bright, spacious, and the salespeople were helpful. The owner knew Angie, and came out to say hello and assist. He was grateful for her professionalism.
"To dress her, we need to know what your plans are. Are you roughing it? Staying in five star hotels? Take out or nice restaurants? Hiking? Dancing? What are your parameters?"
He thought for a moment.
"Dress her for any situation, but don't go overboard. I have limited trunk space."
He stayed as long as he could stand it, picking two nice sundresses and matching underwear, and a more modest black dress than the one she had, before giving the owner his credit card and preparing to leave for a bit.
"Come up to my office, I've got a nice flatscreen and a full bar. We'll call you when we're done."
He accepted gratefully, choosing a beer and flipping through channels until he hit a fishing show. He had become an avid fly fisherman, the resort he had invested in had three good streams, and he had worked with a guide perfecting his technique. He had taken Shanna with him a few times, but could tell she wasn't as in to it as he was. Still, she went every time he invited her.
The owner joined him a half hour later.
"They're wrapping everything up. She's a joy to dress, she's got the body of a natural woman. Know how hard it is to find a size twelve man size in a six inch heel? We have them custom made."
He found it fascinating.
"Do you have a store in San Francisco? It's a long commute to buy a dress if you don't."
She gave him her card.
" We have a website. We've got her size now, and we do mail order, but with her shape any quality ladies clothier could dress her. I had plans to open stores in San Francisco, Miami, Chicago, Atlanta, and New York, but can't get backers. Sad really, crossdressers are making up a growing segment in society. The market is there."
Mike gave her his card.
"Call me in two weeks. I'm always interested in new business opportunities. By the way, are you a crossdresser?"
She laughed. "No, but my husband is. He's one of my salesgirls. It's how I got started in this business, trying to find clothes for him. And look for my call, this really is a great opportunity."
He came back down stairs to be met with three garment bags and two new large suitcases. He frowned.
"I thought I told you to go easy."
Angie snapped at him.
"This is your fault. You told her to be ready for any social situation, this is the bare minimum."
He grunted at the receipt. As rich as he was, it was still hefty. Shanna had hardly spoken, afraid she had overdone it.
But everything was so darling! And, she looked really good in them. She could have easily filled two more suitcases, if there had been room. My goodness, she really was a woman!
They had to lay the garment bags across the back, and he barely fit her cases into the trunk.
................................................
The first stop was Palm Springs. They left right after the shopping trip and were there by nine that evening. He had reservations at one of the most exclusive spa and golf courses in the area.
He had sold a luxury set of condos in the area, and the man was grateful for the price he negotiated. He got them in the resort, it usually had a three month waiting period.
He had gotten him onto the Indian Wells golf course, the best in town, and one of the best in the state. Mike was really looking forward to it.
They had an eleven o'clock tee time, and they got there at nine, they had to get clothes, the club had a strict dress code, and clubs. Mike thought they were a little overboard but he wasn't about to blow this chance. He didn't see what Shanna had picked until they met at the carts.
She had on a white golf skirt and a light pink top with white stripes and a pink and white visor. White golf shoes completed the outfit. She looked great.
The two men they were with as part of the foursome complimented her. She blushed under their praise after the introductions. Mike noticed she had on pink nail polish that closely matched the shirt. How had she managed that?
As they got ready to tee off she asked him what he wanted to bet. They always did, sometimes money, never over five dollars, and sometimes for something else, like movie tickets or lunch.
"What would you like to wager?"
They were in the cart and no one else could hear them. Shanna set the terms.
"If I win, I get to choose where we go, once. And every other day we get to listen to music, Five hours of talk radio yesterday had me ready to scream."
Mike smiled. "I can live with that. What do I get should I win?"
She looked around to see if anyone was watching. She surprised him when she reached over and rubbed his crotch, and gave him a wicked smile.
"If you win, I have to double the time of my special kisses for the rest of the trip."
Mike nearly swerved off the path. As they stopped at the tee box, Mike held out his hand and they shook.
"It's a bet."
Mike knew he had it won, Shanna had never been able to beat him. The three men all teed off, and they complimented Mike on his drive.
He looked over at Shanna. "You're up, Shanna."
She smiled sweetly and didn't move. He came over to the cart frowning.
"Aren't you going to tee off?"
Shanna often wished she had a picture of his face that morning.
"Sure honey, as soon as we pull up to the ladies tee box. I can't break character, your rules, remember?"
She had him and he knew it. Her shot was a thing of beauty, landing within fifteen yards of his drive. They stayed even until the fifteenth hole, when she started putting her hand on his thigh while he drove, rubbing slightly, rubbing her breast forms against him as he waited on shots, bending over to get her ball with the tight skirt in his face. He lost to her by two strokes, and had the worst score of the foursome.
He stood the drinks, as was custom, while Shanna flirted and the guys at the bar rubbed it in gently that a girl had beaten him. Still, he had to admit, he got to play Indian Wells, and had an experience he would never forget. The men insisted they meet back at the club for dinner, promising Shanna their wives would be there.
She wore the more demure black dress, making sure he could see her put on the garter belt and stockings, and sliding the silk thong up her legs. He decided that the money he spent at the dress shop was worth it. They had a ball, and capped the night off with a slow dance or two at the bar. Shanna molded to him, and felt him rising to the occasion.
She always asked what he wanted her to wear to bed, a little game they had started in Vegas. Tonight all she was allowed was the black thong.
She brushed out her hair, she had gotten rid of the extensions and was back to her normal length of right below her ears. It made her look elfin, and younger than her twenty five years. She had applied a fresh coat of lipstick. Mike was sitting in a chair, reading the paper..
She took it from his surprised hands. She sat on his lap, kissing his neck and nuzzling, feeling the erection growing.
She stood, pulling him up, and undid his belt and dropped his pants and boxers to the floor.
"I'm tired honey, I want to go to bed. Time for your special kiss."
She pushed him back into the chair and crawled between his legs.
"Set the timer for six minutes, I kind of cheated and owe it to you."
For six minutes she kissed and licked her way up and down his shaft, pausing to lick the head lovingly now and again. She fondled his balls, humming as she kissed. He was in heaven. The timer went off and she jumped up, gave him a huge kiss and slipped into bed.
Her competitive streak had surfaced. She already knew she wanted him to take her, but when he told her he wouldn't until she asked she got stubborn.
"I'm gonna make him beg for it, or he'll have the longest running set of blue balls in history." she thought as she lay there, hearing his heavy breathing return to normal.
Mike complained about the time it took her to get ready every morning, and she reminded him it took a little longer than regular girls. She wanted him to be proud of the way she looked. He didn't complain when she gave him an extra minute of special kisses.
They went northeast, heading for Utah. They stopped for lunch just over the Utah line, a small Mexican place. It was off the interstate, with a panoramic view of the desert. The food was great, homestyle platters laden with chilies and spices.
The locals couldn't figure out what tribe Shanna might belong to, and when she spoke in her clipped British accent, it bowled them over. They had to pose for a picture with the owners. Mike left a tip three times larger than the bill.
By seven that night that had reached their destination. He had told her before they left not to ask where they were going, that way everything was a surprise.
They were at a marina on Lake Powell. He had rented a luxury houseboat. Not one of the seventy five foot models, but a forty six footer with a single cabin. Shanna couldn't wait to escape the heat, even at seven it was still in the high eighties. They showered, fixed a sandwich from the stocked fridge and washed it down with soda, and crashed. She had to do six minutes the next morning because she was too tired the night before.
She thought he would suffer for awhile with his erection, but he immediately jumped into the water, cool from the night.
They spent two days, cruising up and down the lake. They would anchor where the mood struck them, use the built in water slide and play.
Shanna had picked up two swimsuits, a tiny bikini with a thong bottom, and a modest one piece with built in breasts. It reminded Mike of the old pinups from the thirties and forties, black with a wide belt at the waist, cinched by a gold buckle.
They met a family of five, three girls ranging from nine to thirteen, and spent most of the day with them frolicking in the water and cooking over a fire on the shore. They were fascinated with her accent and his size. Mike played with them like he was a child himself while the wife and Shanna sat in yard chairs and the husband tended the fire.
"Have you had any children yet?" She asked out of the blue.
"Not yet. We haven't been together long, this is our first vacation as a couple."
"Hold on to him honey, he's gonna be a great dad."
Mike was flipping the girls, heaving them out of the water. The little nine year old managed a complete somersault, screaming in joy until she hit the water. Everyone applauded.
They were sad when they parted, everyone kissing.
She stood in his arms as they motored off. Leaning back she reached up to ruffle his hair.
"You get an extra three minutes tonight." she giggled.
"Thank you. Can I ask why?"
"I have my reasons. Our new friend said she thought you were a good guy, and I agreed. She also said you'll make a good dad."
He kissed the top of her head.
"I hope she's right, on both counts."
That night she gave him an extra four minutes.
He knew what she was doing, and plotted revenge.
................................................
The next stop was Albuquerque, New Mexico. It took eight hours to get there, traveling steadily. Mike had relented, and instead of allowing her one day of radio, let her listen to music for an hour or two before switching it back to talk radio. They got settled in at a ranch style resort, and while Shanna took a bath Mike disappeared for an hour. She used the time alone to think about where her life was going.
She had stopped thinking as a male almost completely, deciding she liked life as a woman much better. What she liked most about being a woman, especially with Mike, is she didn't have to make any decisions, or worry about things. He told her what to do and she obeyed. He would ask her opinion once in a while, and every so often she would ask for something, but other than that she was happy to follow. Whether she ended up with Mike or not, she was never going back to being a man. She hoped there would never be another man, she had finally admitted to herself she was desperately in love with Mike, and had been almost from the start. The question now was what to do about Donna.
................................................
Mike had left her in the bath to pick up an item that had been rushed to him by the investigators.
It was their report, and it told a sad tale. He sat in a corner of the lobby and flipped through it. Picture, videos, and audio tapes, all damning. The affair had been going on for about seven months, and yes, he was hung. She suffered dreadful bouts of remorse and self recrimination, you could hear it in the tapes, but couldn't stop. He decided to handle it and talk to Shanna. He was sure he could get them to part without too much blame or bitterness.
He also drove out to a small store he had seen and made a few purchases for Shanna, something he was sure would come as a surprise.
.................................................
They had a quick dinner and retired early. Shanna primped as usual for bed. She came out wearing a light blue tank top and matching boyshorts, cut high to show her cheeks. She twirled and asked if he approved before sitting at his feet beside the chair. She was a little subdued, remembering the incident on the road.



They had the top down, it felt great early in the morning before it got hot. Mike had studied a map, and they were off the interstate, rolling down a back road. He preferred it this way, saying you couldn't get a glimpse of America doing eighty miles an hour on an interstate.
She had on a little yellow sundress, held up with spaghetti straps. She had on a matching strapless bra and tanga panty set, in almost the same color yellow. They had been on the road about three hours when she made her mistake.
She looked at Mike.
"Hey man, the next time you see a gas station, stop. I need to take a piss."
Mike hit the brakes so hard they slid to a stop on the shoulder. Shanna was stunned.
"Jesus! You scared the shit out of me. I could have waited, but since we're here..."
She threw the door open. There wasn't a car in sight, so she started lifting her dress and fumbling with her panties, wondering how she was going to keep everything clear. Mike had gotten out, she assumed he had to go too, when she felt herself being lifted off her feet.
Before she could say anything he had her face down on the hood, with her dress pulled up past her waist. She didn't really feel the first blow as much as hear it. By the third time her little ass felt like it was on fire and she was trying to beg him to stop. He paused for a minute, she thought it might be over, when a fourth blow came down. By then she was crying.
He pulled her up, opened the door and threw her in. He sat her up and buckled the seat belt.
He was standing right beside the door.
"Watch!" he commanded, pulled his cock out and took a leisurely piss. She was eye level, and watched the stream until he was done. Then, instead of the customary shake, he made her pull a tissue out of the dash and pat the head dry.
He got back in the car and sat a minute, trying to regain control.
"Remember when I agreed to let you come with me? I told you that you could as long as you were Shanna, a woman. A woman, especially one of breeding, doesn't 'take a piss' on the side of the road, especially standing up. They ask their men to stop at a rest station, gas station or restaurant so they can go potty, pee, or tinkle, something along that line, as long as the place is clean. I just showed you a MAN could piss on the side of the road, but not a girl. You were told you would be spanked the first slip. Three were for slipping, the fourth was for getting out before I opened the door. From now on, the first time you don't wait to have your door opened, unless I tell you to, you will be spanked. If I catch you trying to use the bathroom while standing, I will book you a ticket home from the nearest airport. Do you understand?"
She was still sniffling as she nodded her head. He reached over, got her hair and pulled her head up until she was looking at him.
"Nonverbal answers are not allowed. Do you understand?"
She tried to shake her head as she spoke.
"Yes, honey, I understand. I'm sorry. Now, the next town we get to, could we stop? I need to go potty pretty bad. And not some dive, either. If it isn't clean, we're stopping somewhere else, okay honey? Please?"
She looked pitiful, so he pulled her to him and gave her a nice kiss.
"Sure baby, all you have to do is tell me."
Forty minutes later, when they stopped at a fifties style diner, her bottom was still stinging. She tried to be angry, but when she came out he had a large chocolate shake, her favorite, with two straws. She melted. Plus, he let her listen to music the rest of the day.
She was not above a little revenge, so she put extra effort in her kisses, surprising him and herself when she slid her lips over the head and sucked gently for a minute. He almost went over the top, holding her head gently, before she pulled off and kissed him goodnight. Tonight, he didn't let her get away with it.
He grabbed her before she could slip into bed, and pulled her into the bathroom. Positioning her before the large mirror, standing behind her.
He was holding her tightly, stroking her tummy.
He bent down, nibbling her ear. His hand slid upwards, brushing her tiny nipples. They sprang instantly erect, and he caressed them harder, pinching them gently. She was aroused beyond measure, wiggling and pushing against him.
"Mike" she managed to gasp, "what are you doing?"
He grinned into their reflection.
"What you agreed to when you got into my car. Anything I want."
Her tiny penis was achingly hard. She almost passed out when he slipped a hand downward, brushing it lightly.
He was watching her in the mirror, enjoying her facial expression. She was breathing hard, her eyes glazed over.
"Mike, Mike, please stop" she gasped.
"I don't think so, a hard clit is a sure sign of arousal in a woman. Are you aroused, baby?'
He was rubbing two fingers up and down her erection, the same as he would a clit.
"You sure seem aroused to me. Are you enjoying yourself?"
He bit down on her shoulder, stroking faster. She cried out, then moaned. He slip his hand over the back of her panties, pushing into the cleft of her cheeks. Unable to stop, she pushed back.
"Are you close, baby? Ready for your clit to gush, shoot your girly juice into those cute panties? Say please and I'll make it happen."
He was still stroking her with two fingers, harder, faster . He slipped his hand off her ass and held her in an iron grip, keeping her still.
She leaned into him, and moaned out "please".
"What baby? I didn't hear you."
She was grinding back on him.
"Please, honey, please."
He stopped instantly, picked her up and carried her into the shower. Turning on the cold water he held her while she screamed. After a few seconds he turned it off.
"Now you know how I've felt for the last few days.
You are not allowed to have an orgasm until I do, understand? If I catch you pleasuring yourself, straight onto a plane, no arguing. Understand? Good, now put on a nightgown and come to bed."
She stood in the shower, shaking. She had been so close! With tears in her eyes she put on her green babydoll and climbed into bed, keeping as far from him as she could. But when she woke up, she was spooned to him, his erection nestled between her cheeks. Her morning kisses were subdued, but she nipped him lightly, enjoying his twitch.
After a spicy breakfast, they went to a Native American festival, watching the ceremonies and dancing. Mike explained they were prayers to their God, and should be respected. Afterwards, they attended a craft fair featuring work by traditional native craftsmen. The pottery, weaving, and local food booths were fascinating, but what everyone came to see were the silversmiths, with their silver and turquoise creations.
Mike bought a pottery bowl with geometric designs, and a brightly woven wool blanket. Shanna hadn't been interested until they got to the jewelers. She held a few pieces up, admiring the craftsmanship. Suddenly she stopped, gasping.
It was a necklace, woven silver strands interspersed with turquoise stones, almost half an inch wide. It was without a doubt the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It was outrageously expensive, well more than she could afford.
Mike wasn't paying attention and almost ran her over. He looked to see what held her interest.
He asked the craftsman if he could see it. He held it to to her neck. Her brown skin made it seem even brighter. The jeweler held a small mirror up to her. Tears formed in her eyes.
Mike was playing with a stray lock of her hair.
"It looks good on you, don't you think?"
She answered truthfully.
"It's absolutely amazing, but it's so expensive."
"What would you give me if I bought it for you?"
Tears rose.
"I don't have anything more to give you. You already have my promise to do anything you ask, and I can't possibly love you more. What..."
She clapped her hand over her mouth. Did he hear her profess her love?
He had indeed, and though he suspected it, it affected him deeply.
He hugged her tightly, telling the man they'd take it, if she could wear it now. He was stunned, his asking price was almost fifty percent higher than he wanted, everyone haggled.
He smiled showing her how to adjust the clasp, and fitted it to her neck, tight but not too constricting. He even threw in a matching ring, two inches wide with two stones, which actually fit her.
He was even happier when the pale giant ordered two bracelets, an inch and a half wide, and earrings to match. They measured her wrists for the proper fit.
It was the oddest pieces he had ever designed, but he had a vision during one of his ceremonies to honor the fertility goddess about it.
It has power, his shaman said, holding it up just after he finished it.
Without even realizing it, Mike had collared and banded her, marking her once again as his.
Shanna didn't want to let go of his hand, crying and admiring the ring.
"Tonight is the night" she thought, looking down.
But it wasn't. She started out kissing, but soon had two inches in her mouth, sucking gently. The time limit had long expired but she hadn't stopped. Mike gripped her hair and slowly pulled out, looking down into her surprised face.
"Remember, you have to ask for it, and I haven't heard those words yet."
She was shocked, then pissed. She flounced into bed, pulling the covers to her chin.
"Goodnight!"
It pissed her off even more when he bent over, yanked the covers down, kissed her deeply, rubbing her erect little clitty a few times. Soon she was moaning into his mouth. He stopped rubbing, kissed her cheek gently, and got up.
"Goodnight, sweetie. I think I'll go down and have a drink. See you in the morning. And remember, no touching."
He was whistling as he walked out the door.
She was livid. Damn him! It'll be a cold day in hell before he gets this pussy, let alone mouth.
Still, she went to sleep idly rubbing herself, thinking about his taste and kisses.
.................................................
The alarm brought her out of a restless slumber.
She didn't remember when he came to bed, but it had to have been several hours later. He collapsed on the bed, smelling of alcohol, and a slight floral scent. Perfume? She panicked, realizing she was jealous. The thought that me may have been with someone else devastated her.
Her fears were unfounded, the scent was from the hand soap in the bar bathroom. But, she didn't know that. It occurred to her she was crying.
She left him asleep, knowing it would give her extra time to look her best. She was still tired, preoccupied, when she realized she was standing up, pissing into the bowl.
Her luck ran true, Mike chose that exact moment to wake with a full bladder, and stumble into the bathroom. He took one look, turned, and left.
She stood in a panic for a minute before running out into the bedroom. He wasn't there!
What have I done, she thought, as the tears welled up. He walked back in, and went straight to his computer. He didn't speak or acknowledge her presence.
She started to plead, but he held up his hand, and his expression was serious.
He looked something up, then pulled his phone out.
"Southwest Air? Good morning. Could you tell me when your earliest flight to San Francisco departs.? Good, I think I can make that. I need a reservation for one, one way." He had his credit card out, when she finally got over her shock.
With uncharacteristic strength, she ripped the phone out of his hands and threw it across the room. He was shocked.
Screaming NO over and over she launched into his arms, clinging to him. He could easily have moved her but he didn't, letting her cry and beg for a few minutes before he circled his arms around her.
He let her cry it out before sitting her on the bed and retrieving his cell phone. She started to cry again until he put it in his pocket.
He sat on a chair across from her.
"Tell me why I shouldn't send you home? You knew what would happen when I saw you, have you ever seen me go back on my word? What could you possibly say to me that would change my mind?"
"I'm sorry! I was so upset last night when you left and got a whore to do what I was willing to do, I couldn't sleep! I was confused, I love you so much, and I thought you had feelings for me."
Mike almost couldn't keep a straight face.
"Whore? If you think the bartender, a guy in his fifties, or the cowboy in the bar were whores, it would be a cheap remake of Brokeback Mountain. Not my scene. What made you think I was with someone?"
"I smelled her on you! She must have been a cheap bitch, that perfume really stinks."
He thought for a minute, then laughing, went into the bathroom.
"Did she smell like this?" he asked, shoving his hands into her face.
He eyes opened in wonder.
"Yes, exactly."
He laughed harder.
"You silly little girl! That's the scent of the cheap hand soap the place uses."
She felt herself glowing red. How stupid could she be? But, she felt much better.
Her happiness evaporated when she saw his firm look.
"That still doesn't excuse what you did. You broke my rule, twice. You knew what would happen, but you did it anyway."
"She was on her knees before him again, begging.
"Please I'm still transitioning, this is all new to me, give me a little time to adjust. Correct me when I'm wrong, punish me, but don't send me away."
"I want to be your woman, I want you to train me how to pleasure you. I want you to teach me how to give you a perfect blowjob, and break my little virgin ass in to your standards. I want you to be so pleased with me the thought of someone else makes you queasy. Please Mike, take me, make me your woman!"
There, she had said it! The rest was up to him. She hung her head, afraid to look him in the eye.
Mike looked down at her pretty face, full of anguish and want, and admitted to himself he was finally in love, for the first time in his life.
He never thought it would be like this, but it was what it was, and he was happy.
He pulled her to her feet, kissing her passionately for a few minutes. He let go, stepped back, and in a stern voice told her to strip, get the hand lotion out of the bathroom, and present herself on her hands and knees to him on the bed.
Shivering with fear and excitement, she rushed to do his bidding. She slowed only long enough to do her makeup and apply a bit of perfume.
Once she was situated on the bed she looked over her shoulder, trying to look seductive.
"Your woman is ready for her lover." she whispered.
There was no denying the bulge in his pants as he came to her, but what happened wasn't anywhere near what she expected.
"You'll learn my love, that disobedience merits punishment. Can you live with that?"
Suddenly frightened, she nodded her head. His hand came down on her bottom not hard, but enough to sting, She squealed in surprise.
"You're only extending your punishment. What have I told you about nonverbal answers?"
"I'm sorry, Sir, please forgive me. Please train me, so I can better give you pleasure."
Her answer pleased him. He knew. As sure as she was submissive, he was dominant. His life had trained him to be that way, or be destroyed.
"Sir?"
She wiggled her bottom at him, obviously excited..
"When you correct or punish me, it's a teaching tool, to make me understand how to please you better. I've always called my teachers sir, as a sign of respect."
"Good answer. Here's a pillow. I'm going to spank you now, hard and long enough to make you remember. If you need to cry out or scream, do it into the pillow."
Not giving her time to respond, he started spanking her, hard strokes. By the third stroke she had her face buried into the pillow. Four strokes on the right cheek, four on the left.
Slow, deliberate. He stopped for a bit, and she thought he was done, when he started on the middle, four strokes, three of the connecting with his tiny balls, just barely. She almost passed out.
He let her cry into the pillow for a bit before rubbing her bottom lightly. She flinched.
"Relax love, your punishment is over. You're a little red, that's why I had you get the lotion. I'm gonna rub a little into your bottom, relax. Stay on your hands and knees, please."
The lotion was cool, soothing. She began to respond, pushing back against his hand. He put an extra glob of lotion on her tiny hole, rubbing it in. Soon he had two fingers in, massaging her gently. He's getting me ready, she thought. She gasped when his other hand reached round, stroking her little erection.
"I see your clit is engorged, you must like a little pain. Stay still."
He was beside her now, stroking the underneath of her clit from the front, pushing against her tiny balls on the down stroke. She was moaning, thrusting back, afraid she was going to cum. He quickly pushed his fingers in to the hilt, stroking her prostrate twice. She exploded with a scream, draining into his hand and collapsing onto the bed, panting heavily. He let her regain her breath before holding his hand out to her.
"Clean! I want you to be able to taste the difference between girl cum and the real thing."
Hesitant at first she licked slowly, gradually speeding up until he was completely clean.
He stood and shed his clothes, motioning for her to get between his legs.
"Lesson number one. I don't allow spitting. When I cum, you swallow, understand? I know you're new at this, so I'll allow you a learning curve. But I expect by this time next week to have it mastered."
She was stroking him lovingly, kissing the head occasionally, listening. She looked up in alarm.
"A week? How can I do that?"
He smiled, and leaned forward to kiss her, long and hard. She was almost hyperventilating when he pulled back.
"You do it by doing what you do when you try to learn any new skill. You practice. A lot."
She listened as he coaxed her through the first time. By the time he was close she had learned how to lick, suck, tease his balls, and could get four inches into her mouth comfortably. She was bobbing rapidly on his cock, using her small hand to jack him in time, when she felt his head on the back of her head.
"Almost there, baby. Get ready."
She stopped moving and jacked him furiously while she held him in her mouth. She knew it was coming, but when it happened, it still surprised her. She didn't think he was ever going to stop. She couldn't hold it all. It flowed out of her mouth and down her chin. He held her in place for a few moments afterwards. She rested for a second, clearing her throat, then started gently starting sucking. He pulled her off and moved her to his lap.
He kissed her deeply, despite the cum on her chin and the taste she was sure lingered in her throat.
She was wiggling, her little clitty had gotten hard again. He reached down, stroking it slowly.
"You're just insatiable, aren't you?"
She wiggled harder.
"Please! Lay me down and make me your woman, please!"
He lay her on the bed, repeating what he had done before, stroking her inside with two fingers and playing with her little clit. She came all over his hand before she could stop herself. He presented his hand to her, and she cleaned it for him. The tastes were so different! Hers was almost clear, and kind of sweet, while his was thick, with a strong salty, musky taste. She was definitely going to enjoy this.
As she was getting her breath back, she asked again if he was going to take her.
He stroked her cheek, and she pressed her little hand to his.
"Not now, my love. All virgins experience some degree of pain the first time, and I don't want you to have to sit in a car all day after experiencing that. I'll make you a woman tonight, and you can recover a bit before we travel. I want you to think about it and experience some anticipation today. I'll make it worth the wait."



He slapped her bottom and pulled her into the shower, where he stroked her again until she squirted all over the shower wall from the three fingers pushed into the hilt. She slept most of the day, car seat pushed down as far as it would go, worn out. Mike would reach over and stroke her thigh every once in a while, and she would sigh in her sleep. If she was awake, she would pull his hand up and kiss it gently.
It was the longest day on the road so far, pushing to make their destination in one day.
It was her pick. They were in Arkansas. Tomorrow they were going to pan for diamonds, something she had seen on television and always wanted to try.
He had teased her relentlessly, sliding his hand under her dress, stroking her clitty until she was close, then stopping. He kept her in a constant state of arousal for almost two hundred miles.
They settled into their room, taking a quick nap. Shanna set the alarm on her phone. There was no way she was going to let this night get by her.
Following directions she had been taught while in Vegas, she had Mike stop at a drug store for supplies. He jokingly asked if she was going to get condoms. She teased back, saying she thought about it, it was too early to think about kids, but she definitely wanted at least two when the time was right.
He got really quiet, thinking, while she went inside.
She bought three enema kits and a strawberry scented douche. This night was going to be perfect, she was going to see to it.
They were as awkward as teenagers at dinner, eating lightly. Neither thought a full meal was a good idea.
At last, they were alone in their room. Mike took his shower first, at her urging. She knew it would take her a good bit to get ready. She showered, made sure she was hairless, did two enemas and used the strawberry douche. She brushed and teased he hair to as close to perfection as she could get it. Her gown was thigh length, black silk and lace so shear it looked like gossamer. The panty was so tiny it was almost invisible. She kept her necklace on, liking the contrast, so she put the ring back on too. She told people in her life later she considered it her first engagement ring.
She cracked the door, preparing to make a grand entrance, when she heard him snoring.
"Mike!"
He immediately broke into laughter.
"Right here, babes. You were in there so long I decided to take a nap."
By now she knew he was teasing her.
She still huffed.
"Really! It makes me wonder why I took so long to get pretty for you. I should have just showered and came out naked."
"Now, baby, don't be like that. Everybody knows the best part of a present is unwrapping it."
As she came into the light his breath caught.
"You're so beautiful! How did I get so lucky?"
The smile she gave was like a ray of sunshine.
She seemed to glide across the room, catching his face in her hands and pulling it up to give him a smouldering kiss.
When she let him go, she gave him a serious look that he couldn't understand.
"I want you to ask yourself that question every day for the next fifty years. Maybe someday I'll give you the answer."
It was exactly the right thing to say. His eyes brimmed with tears of love and want. He pulled her next to him on the bed, touching her everywhere, softly at first, but harder and more urgently as his need rose. He found the thong and ripped it off. The gown came off in shreds.
You just wasted four hundred dollars, she thought, not caring the least.
She had lubed her bottom generously, When he felt it he looked at her.
"I want to always be ready for you, anytime, anywhere. I'll never refuse you."
He had her on her back, withdrawing his fingers. She had been playing with his cock, first sucking and then stroking. She brought it to her entrance.
"Would you like me on my knees?"
He shook his head no. "I want to look in your eyes as I do this, so you can see the love in my eyes while I look back and see the same. All right?"
For the first time since she had met him, he seemed nervous and unsure of himself.
"Baby, if you're the least bit uncertain, say stop, and I will."
It almost ruined her mood.
"What? You've been pawing at me like a stallion after a mare in heat since the first time you saw me in a dress. Now you're uncertain? I'm not.
This little filly is in heat, and needs to be bred. If you're not the right stud, put me back out to pasture. I'm a woman now, who needs a strong man. If it's not you, get off me right now."
She had touched a nerve, insulted his manhood. He reacted by thrusting forward, burying the first inch into her tight little hole. She screamed, the pain was intense.
He held her like that for about a minute before kissing her, hard.
"Still think it's not me?"
She was gasping and crying, but was stubborn. She knew it would be painful, she just wasn't prepared for how much. Still, she knew if he stayed she would have to learn to accept his size.
"Is that all you got? I was expecting a man. Come on, slam it home. Make me squeal like the little bitch I am. Go on, make me your woman, your bitch, your lover!"
Even consumed by his lust, Mike knew he could hurt her badly if he gave in. Instead he grabbed her head and pulled it up to his lips, kissing her deeply. She responded by trying to suck his tongue off. He pulled off and held her neck in a vise lock, forcing her to look at him.
"You've been my bitch since the night you crawled into my sleeping bag, my woman since you crawled into my car. Now, I'm making you mine! That's why I asked. Once we start again, there's no going back, do you hear me. You're mine, for the rest of your life. DO YOU UNDERSTAND!"
She felt a twinge of fear, then excitement. Finally, she surrendered, lying back.
"I understand. I accept. I'm yours, forever. I promise. Now would you please go back to fucking me?"
She said it with every ounce of love in her body, stroking his strong arms, knowing she would be safe in them for the rest of her life.
He understood, and slowly, slowly eased into her.
He stopped at about seven inches, rocking back and forth in short strokes.
It was the most intense pain she had ever felt, but when he hit her prostrate and kept going, she became almost mindless. She squirted twice in the first twenty minutes, before steadily sending out droplets. It felt like she was in constant orgasm.
He would slip into her another half inch and set her off again.
Screaming "Oh God, fuck me honey, fuck me hard! Breed your little filly, give it to meeeeeeeeeee."
She lost coherent thought when he finally bottomed out. She came to her senses, realizing by now he was pounding her, hard. The sensory overload made her pass out again. She came to again just as he gave a mighty lunge, holding her in place. She realized she had her legs wrapped around him and was trying to thrust back. Her poor abused little clitty gave one more feeble squirt, and she passed out for good.
He collapsed beside her, sweat pouring off him.
Finally getting his breathing under control, he looked over at her unconscious form.
She was so beautiful! He finally understood the difference between fucking and making love. He rose, cleaned himself, drank a liter of cold water, and gently wiped her bottom, feeling a twinge of guilt when he saw the redness. Forty minutes later, she was still slightly gaped open. There was a small amount of blood, but he didn't think he had hurt her.
He gently spooned next to her and covered them with the sheet. He kissed her neck softly, and whispered "I love you, Shanna Hogue" and passed blissfully into slumbers.
He was pleasantly surprised when she woke him at four, still spooned to him. She had been stroking him to hardness, and now she was trying to fit him into her again.
"Shanna?"
She giggled in the dark.
"Darn, I wanted you in me when you woke up. Since you're awake, would you do the honors? You fucked me into submission, made me yours in no uncertain terms. Now I want you to make slow sweet love to me, so I can make sure it's real. Please baby."
He kissed her shoulder.
"Do you have the lube?"
You won't need it love. I've been leaking cum for the last five hours. It's a swamp down there."
He eased into her slowly, gently, until she started humping back, trying to get him deeper.
She cried out a little when he bottomed out but didn't stop rocking. They continued for thirty minutes before she started getting sore. She pulled off him and rolled over.
"Take me from behind, lover. I want to know how it feels. Just be gentle until I get used to you."
It was so incredible tight he exploded in minutes. She knelt under him gasping, her little clitty still leaking spasmodically.
"Honey, I think I need a clean up."
He shoved the towel he had used earlier underneath her, and went to get clean washcloths.
He wiped her gently, and she lay down with a clean towel under her.
They were supposed to get up at seven, but neither heard the wake up call, and they slept until ten thirty.
He woke to her kissing him, swirling her tongue over his cheeks. When he woke, she grinned.
Good morning, my man. This girl loves you. Deeply. Truly. Forever. But she wants you to feed her, and take her to look for diamonds. So up, up, up!"
She giggled when he stood up, his morning erection swinging back and forth. She grabbed it.
"I didn't mean that kind of up, but it's very nice. Time for a shower."
She led him by his cock to the shower, stroking it occasionally.
They showered, touching, lathering each other. He was behind her, and starting pushing her towards the wall. She turned, kissing him.
"Not this morning, my man. I'm so sore, I'm glad we're not traveling today. Let me relax, I'll be back in form by tonight. That being said, I have a goal to accomplish by next week. Will you help me practice?"
He was more than willing, he was down right enthusiastic. He had his own troubles walking.
They dressed in jeans and tees, this was going to get messy. They were escorted to a plowed field, with rented tools and minimal instructions.
They got muddy, it had rained the day before.
Shanna fell twice, getting mud all over her. Mike laughed until she pulled him down when he was trying to help her up. He retaliated by wrapping her in his arms and rolling and rolling through the furrows.
They were there for four hours before she finally found a diamond. It was tiny, a small muddy thing, but she was as proud of it as if it had been fifty carats. Mike wanted to know if they could go home now. He had the foresight to bring extra clothes, so they washed up and changed.
She insisted they take it to the onsite jeweler. He said it was about a third of a carat, but he could mount in a small ring if she wanted. Mike was reaching for his wallet before she asked.
The jeweler looked at the no limit card. He could smell a sale.
"If you and your wife would like, I have some custom pieces I could show you, as examples of my work. They're all a bit bigger, but you'll get the idea."
Shanna had become enamored with jewelry since Mike had bought her the necklace and ring, and looked at him with begging eyes. He smiled and nodded his head.
She turned to the jeweler.
"We're not married...yet, but I'd love to see the pieces."
Mike noticed the 'yet' and smiled. Well he did say he owned her, he guessed she owned him back.
The man showed them several rings and necklaces in varying carats and cuts but nothing outstanding. He looked them over, trying to make a decision.
"I've got a few more pieces in another room, but I'm afraid they may be too expensive for your tastes. Still, if you see something you like, I could make a less expensive model."
Shanna took the bait like a largemouth after a spinner, insisting they be allowed to look.
He was right, they were expensive, but by far his best work. Shanna tried several pieces on, admiring them. She went really quiet when they got to the wedding sets, his bread and butter.
She was looking at a ring, engagement and band set, in platinum. She looked up at Mike with an odd expression.
He pulled the card out of his wallet, handing it to her.
"Look. If you see something you like, buy. I'm probably going to ask eventually, keep it safe until then. Just act surprised when I give it to you."
He left her with her mouth hanging open, asking for a private word with the jeweler.
"Here's the deal. Show her what she wants to see.
She can go fifty thousand, but no less than thirty. Don't tell her how much she can spend. Tell her this exactly. Pick out the one she likes. Then pick out the one she thinks I would like. Then ignore them and get what she thinks she deserves for being with me. Tell her it's a test. I'm going to get a soda and wait in the car."
She was in the room for forty five minutes. The kiss she gave him when she came out should have melted the upholstery.
"I" kiss "Love' kiss "You" kiss, kiss, kiss.
She wouldn't tell him what she got, but she did give him his card back, and a receipt for forty seven thousand eight hundred and seventy two dollars. He looked at it and flipped it into the console.
They rode for a few minutes in silence.
"Mikey?"
Mikey? Only she would call me that, he thought.
"Yes honey."
"How rich are you? I'm not completely comfortable with what you're spending on me."
He laughed.
"Since when? Baby, I've been buying you stuff since three months after you started working for us. Now it bothers you?"
"I know, but not like this. I'm not straining you, am I? I could take the rings back."
Her knuckles were white, she was gripping the bag so hard. It would break her heart if she had to take the rings back.
He patted her hand.
"Honey, I made two million from endorsements after the Olympics. I made four million off the TV show I was in. I made another fourteen when they broke the contract and cancelled the spin off. I still get residual checks."
"I bought fifteen per cent of Dream Realty for fifteen million before it went public. I own thirty four million dollars worth as of the last stock quote."
"My commission and bonus from selling that island came to two point two million. I declared that mad money, so if I want to, I can spend as much as I like."
That doesn't count my other ventures. I own four upscale apartment buildings, six houses that average about three to seven hundred thousand.
Now, will you stop worrying about money? Yes dear works for me."
Shanna sat back, amazed, before whispering 'yes dear' into his ear, followed by a tongue.
Although she hated to admit it, her 'little pussy' wasn't quite recovered from the past nights' activities, but she insisted they practice her other skills twice before they went to bed.
Shanna was shocked the next morning when she found Mike gone. He left a note.
"Honey, I have to go back to San Francisco to deal with an urgent problem. I should be back no later than ten tonight. There is a little money for you in the hotel safe, and they have instructions to get you anything you need. Go hang out by the pool, go to the spa, and relax.
Love you."
..................................................
His urgent business was confronting Donna. He wanted to make it quick and painless as possible.
He was fond of Donna, so he was generous.
He knocked on the door of the address he was given. He had two off duty police officers with
him to insure nothing got out of hand.
Donna answered in a robe. She looked at Mike and nearly fainted.
"M,M,Mike," she stuttered. "What are you doing here?"
I'm here to tell you Shann..er, Shane knows. He has pictures going back six months. Why didn't you just tell him it was over?"
She was crying.
"I didn't want him to find out, it would hurt him so bad. He just can't satisfy me anymore. Now that he knows, what am I going to do?"
He was hugging her by then, after all, she was his friend.
"He's filing for divorce, Donna. I had a long talk with him, even now he doesn't want to hurt you. He's prepared to let you walk away if you agree to his terms."
"He isn't going to drag me through the mud, is he? It would kill my teaching career."
The ramifications of her actions were just starting to filter through, bringing a fresh round of tears.
"Donna, DONNA, look at me! He isn't going to drag you through the mud if you cooperate. He's being quite generous, actually. He's filed under no fault, so all you have to do is sign them without any whiff of improper behavior surfacing."
"You have to move out of the house, but you were going to have to anyway next month. He's got you a nice one bedroom in one of my buildings, it's yours for a year, free. He'll also give up twenty five percent of his salary in alimony for the next two years or until you remarry. Free rent, a check coming in every month, it's a good deal. Take it. It won't end well for you if you don't."
"You don't own real estate, the car is in your name and he gives up any right to it. Sign the papers, Donna, let everyone involved get on with their lives."
"Think about it and return the papers, one way or another. And Donna, you're still my friend, don't forget where I am if you need anything, all right?
I have to go now, so this is goodbye for awhile."
She noticed the guy lurking in the background, too afraid to come out and support her.
"One more thing, the use of the apartment hinges on the guarantee there will be no one living there but you. Sneak a lover in, and the deal is off and you're on the street, understand?"
He hugged her one final time while she cried, and was back on a plane in forty minutes. He slipped into bed with Shanna just before midnight local time, kissing her smooth brow.
"Your old life is done now, my love. Time to build a new one." He spoke quietly and she didn't wake.
She automatically spooned to him, and he went to sleep with the smell of her hair in his nostrils.
He explained his absence the next morning.
"It's over. She cheated with him, you cheated with me. She had a six month head start, but it equals. You took the high road. She gets a free apartment for a year, and twenty five percent of your salary for two years. It's a good deal for both of you."
Even though she knew she could never go back to being what she was, she still cried. They had been together for almost four years. They had loved each other once.
He rocked her gently until she stopped.
"I know it hurts, but you've got a whole new life ahead of you. Who knows, in a couple of years you can be friends, go shopping, tell wild stories about your men. I'd like to hear that conversation!"
Despite everything, she smiled. He was right as usual. It would be fun to get together later. As much as Mike would have liked to hear the conversations, she wanted to see her face when she realized who the girl was that tamed Mike Hogue.
Still, she was quiet for most of the day.
They were driving through to the East coast. Mike wanted to trout fish at a very exclusive and private reserve, famous for the size of their fish. Shanna wrangled one more destination, Nashville. She loved American country music, as Mike learned from her choice of stations. He wasn't that interested in music, so anything was fine with him.
They decided to go to Nashville, and see the Grand Ol' Opry, the Mecca of country music. He called around and found a business contact that got them tickets. It was the second happiest he had ever seen her. She sang along, jumping up and dancing in the aisle when one of her favorite groups, Faerie, played. The band was led by a stunning redhead and a athletic looking black woman.
When they sang their biggest hit, Erins' Song, she sang along, looking at Mike while she sang,
"I love you this much, I long to feel your touch, the worlds' not big enough, to show you just how much, 'cause I love you this much."



She was crying with happiness.
They made love slowly, softly, sharing each other that night. He was a little worried, she still hadn't adjusted, and he knew it was sometimes painful for her. He expressed his concerns as they spooned together, but she insisted that they just needed practice.
The next morning he sat her down.
"I looked it up online, we went about this all wrong. We should have gradually gotten you used to progressively larger aids. It would have been much easier for you if we had."
He showed her the sight, a tutorial on the use of butt plugs, from small to large, to aid the transition into womanhood. She noted the name of the site, run by a transsexual organization, so she could learn more.
"As much as I love your tight little bottom, I'm going to hold off making love to you for a little while. Here, we're going to start with this."
It was small, about three inches, with a tapered head and a bulbous body that dropped off dramatically into the base. Her eyes widened.
He was gentle, used plenty of lube, and worked it into her, pulling her panties up and adjusting them.
She was shocked when she realized he wanted her to keep it in.
"It'll help, baby, I promise. Try it for awhile, if it gets too uncomfortable we'll take it out. Please babe, try it."
She felt like everyone could see it when they went to breakfast, but it was just nerves. She checked in the mirror of the bathroom, and was relieved it was just her imagination.
Once she was in the car and wiggled into a comfortable position, she was used to it. They drove for about two hours, and was just about to doze, when Mike ran his hand under her dress, stroking her erect clitty. She pushed back against his hand a little with excitement, which reminded her what she was sitting on.
She was starting to wonder if he was going to let her orgasm this time, when suddenly the plug started slowly vibrating. She gasped and her eyes widened.
Mike grinned.
"Remote control, baby, variable speed. Do you like it? Let me turn it up a bit."
It got faster, he was still stroking her beneath her dress, and she was almost there.
"Please honey, if you don't stop I'm going to have messy panties."
He turned it up as high as it would go, stroking vigorously. She sat up, screamed, and collapsed.
Instead of stopping he kept rubbing, and kept it on high, and five minutes later she gushed again.
She was spent, and flopped back against the seat.
Moaning weakly, she begged him to turn it off.
"Please, I'm gonna pass out. If I leak on your upholstery and stain it, it'll be your own fault."
He turned it off, grinning. She was asleep in twenty minutes.
About an hour later she sat up, sniffing.
"You smell that?"
He could, plus he had been seeing the signs for the last mile.
It was a peach orchard, winding down at the end of the season. The smell was intoxicating.
He just grinned when she started begging. Her favorite fruit in the whole world was peaches. She never had one until she came to America, and was addicted. If she couldn't get fresh, she would get those little cups you find in the coolers at the market, or consume a whole jar of preserves at one sitting.
"Sorry, honey, we're running behind. I don't think we have time. They smell great, don't they?"
She actually had tears in her eyes when he turned into the parking lot. Her face changed into a look of joy. She almost jumped out of the car before remembering.
Mike laughed.
"Go on, jump out. But before you get too far, maybe you'd like to change undies, and remove your training aid. I think its' been long enough for a start."
That shocked her back into reality. She rummaged around in one of her cases before going into the restroom. Luckily it was empty, and she locked the door and cleaned up, cleaned her 'aid', donned new panties and put the evidence into a plastic bag and into the trunk of the car.
There was a late bearing variety, and she actually got to pick her own. She wobbled on the ladder in her heels. Mike offered to help but she wanted to do it, so he sent her back to the car to change footwear.
He was waiting for her in the orchard when he noticed a small girl of about seven standing at a ladder, looking up at a giant peach.
She noticed him and he smiled at her.
"That's a big one, isn't it?"
She shook her.
"It's the biggest in here. I'm not supposed to talk to strangers. Aunt Moira said so."
"Your aunt is a wise woman. The world is full of meanies. You should listen to her."
While he was talking to her Shanna came back. The little girl saw her but she put her finger to her lips. She slipped up quietly and jumped on his back, yelling.
It took all his control to keep from hurting her on instinct. She realized it and starting apologizing before he cut her off. He had her in a bear hug, grinning.
"You know what giants do to punish people who sneak up behind them?"
The little girl shook her head no, trying decide if it was bad.
"They're sentenced to five minutes with the dreaded TICKLE MONSTER!"
Shanna screamed "NOOOO!", but it was too late. For about two minutes he had her wiggling to no avail, before he released her.
The little girl was giggling. He had drawn a crowd, all obviously siblings, three girls and a
boy. The girls were in their teens, and the boy was maybe five.
Everyone but the small boy had red hair, and his was auburn. Shanna had stopped laughing, but was smiling as she shook her finger at the little girl.
"What did you learn today?"
The little girl had spirit.
"I learned not to talk to strangers, and not to sneak up on giants."
The children joined in the laughter, then told Jan, the little girl, it was time to get back.
"But I didn't get my peach!"
The oldest girl pointed out that it was too high on the tree, even for her.
"I'm sorry, Jan, we just can't reach it."
Shanna looked at the little girl and then at Mike.
"Jan, do you know what happens when someone your size can't reach something?"
She shook her head no.
"You borrow a giant! Would you like to use mine?"
Jan smiled, then very politely asked.
"May I?"
"Please be my guest."
Shanna led her to Mike.
"My giant, this fair maid requires some assistance. Would you help her get the magic peach?"
Jan held her hands up, but Mike got behind her and lifted he by her hips as high as he could. He had to stand on tiptoe, but Jan got her peach.
They left the orchard together, Jan riding on Mikes' shoulder while keeping up a nonstop conversation with Shanna. A woman, another redhead, met them at the edge, eying Mike warily.
"There you guys are, I was starting to get worried."
Jan held up the large peach to show her.
"Aunt Moira, this is Lady Shanna, from far away. And this is her giant, Mike."
She patted Mike's head.
"Will you help me down now?"
He sat her down gently.
The woman visibly relaxed.
"I'm sure you have a story to tell, young lady. Would you like to invite your friends over to our table?"
Jan grabbed his hand and starting pulling, but was brought up short when her aunt admonished her.
"Jan! Manners!"
She let go his hand and went to Shanna.
"Would you please join us? You can bring your giant."
Shanna acted like she was thinking.
"All right, I'd love to, since I can bring my giant. Can't leave them alone, they wander off, and get into all sorts of mischief."
There were several picnic tables pulled together under some pecan trees. A man, about five ten, with a bald head and a goatee was sitting in the shade.
The redhead made the introductions.
"Wiley, this is the Lady Shanna and her giant, Mike. Jan found them, and don't worry, I told her she couldn't keep them."
"Shanna, Mike, this is my husband, Wiley Patterson. I'm Moira, and you've already become acquainted with the kids. I presume you're English, Shanna, how did you come to be here? And Mike where are you from?"
She started to answer and realized she didn't know where Mike came from, originally. Mike sensed it and stepped in.
"I'm originally from Atlanta, and Shanna was raised in London. We live in San Francisco now.
I detect a bit of accent from you, Moira. Where are you from originally?"
"I was born in Ireland, we moved to America when I was ten. Wiley is more of a local boy, from North Carolina. We moved up here for business, but we like the area, it's home now."
Shanna was looking from Moira to Wiley, frowning, when it came to her.
"Faerie!" she blurted.
Wiley grinned, it was harder and harder these days to stay unnoticed. The price of success.
"Yes we're part of that group. I hope you like our music."
Mike actually laughed.
"Like it? She would listen to you guys nonstop if I would let her. We saw you last night. You may have noticed Shanna, she was the one jumping up and down screaming while you played."
Shanna punched him in the ribs.
"I wasn't that bad."
They talked, eating homemade peach ice cream.
Shanna and Moira seemed to hit it off right away, while Mike talked to Wiley and the kids. He was impressed when Mike told him he worked for Dream Realty. He motioned for Mike to follow him as he got up.
"I didn't want to say anything in front of the family, but we're looking for a larger house. All the kids live with us now, their parents passed away recently and we're the only family they have in a position to take care of them. In fact, the show you guys saw last night was our farewell performance, their dad was my brother in law and our drummer, and we didn't want to continue without him. Can you recommend anyone to help us? We need quite a large house."
Mike frowned, remembering something Shanna had told him about the band. The man and wife had been killed tragically as a result of a love triangle.
"I"ll help you all I can. We're licensed in all fifty states, I'll use the office when I get back, see if I can find you something."
Wiley shook his hand.
"Thank you, Mike. Wait until you and your wife have kids, it changes your whole outlook on life."
Mike felt great empathy for a man willing to do what Wiley did for family.
"To be honest, I can't wait until we have kids, but we're in the beginning phase of our life right now, so it'll most likely be a few years."
They exchanged private email addresses and Mike gave him a business card and wrote his private number on the back.
Moira and Shanna hit it off, and after the inevitable photos they said their goodbyes, but not before Shanna ordered a case of fresh peach preserves to be shipped home.
It was funny, she didn't hesitate when she asked Mike for his card, and paused for a second.
"Excuse me" she said to the clerk, "we just moved in together and I still have trouble remembering the address. Would you give it to him, honey?"
Mike pretended to grumble, telling the clerk he was most likely going to have to put a GPS on her so she could find her way home for awhile. Shanna blushed and poked him in the ribs.
.................................................
The fishing lodge was high end, offering a lodge or private cottages. The guests were assigned a guide and a private section of stream for the day. There were amenities for the wives and girlfriends, a spa, shopping excursions, a small bar and a pretty robust night life in the nearby town.
They almost didn't make their reservation. Twenty miles from the lodge the car started spewing steam and they had to pull over. They couldn't get reception because they were surrounded by mountains, and Mike had an uncharacteristic fit of pique. Cursing the car, the shysters that sold it to him, and anybody even remotely connected to it.
Shanna watched in amazement for a bit before she started giggling. He stopped his rant to stare at her.
"You think this is funny, being stuck in the middle of nowhere? The last house we passed is a good two miles away. We have to walk back, unless you want to stay with the car while I go for help."
Shanna didn't like that alternative at all, and slipped out of her heels and into sneakers. They hadn't made half a mile when a black Crown Victoria pulled up behind them. A tall, lanky man got out and approached them. He automatically noted Mikes' defensive posture, putting Shanna behind him. This guy has had some training, he thought, as he stopped just out of reach. Mike had formed the same opinion, thinking he moved like military or police sometimes do.
"How ya'll doin'? That your pretty little hot rod just down the road? Oh, I'm Detective Mark Smith, county sheriff department."
Mike noted the badge on his belt and relaxed.
"I'm Mike Hogue, this is my girlfriend, Shanna. Yes, I'm afraid that's our car. Could you call a cab and AAA for us? It would be a life saver."
Mark grinned as Shanna shook his hand.
"I can get you a tow truck pretty easy, but we don't have taxi service out here. Where ya'll headed?"
"Sunrise Trout Lodge."
Mark whistled.
"Ya'll must be high rollers, that is one high dollar establishment. You're lucky though, I have to go right by there on my way to the Sheriffs' Office, I can drop you."
They accepted his offer with thanks. Once they settled in, with Shanna in the back. Mark teased her a little to get them to relax.
"Mike, you got anything you need to say to her, now's the time. She can't get out until I let her, and the cage will keep her from slappin' you up the side of the head. Go ahead, get it off your chest."
Shanna glowed while they laughed.
"I don't think so, sooner or later you would have to let her out, and she's pretty feisty for her size."
Mark kept glancing at Mike until he slapped the wheel.
"Got it! I know who you are now. My karate club watched you in the Olympics. Bronze, pretty good for an alternate. The Bronze match was a thing of beauty, I thought that Polish guy had you there a couple times."
Mike seemed embarrassed, it had been years since anybody brought it up.
"You must have the memory of an elephant, and you're more right than you know. He almost did have me."
He pulled over as a wrecker approached. Mike got out and handed him the keys. Mark cautioned the driver.
"Bobby, be damned careful with that car, it ain't got a scratch on it. On top of being as big as he is, I know for a fact this guy knows karate."
The young driver gave him assurances, telling him the garage would look the car over and determine what was wrong with it first thing in the morning.
He also said he would stop by the lodge on the way back so they could retrieve the luggage.
Mark dropped them off at the front desk.
"I don't know if you have anything planned tonight, but I know my wife would love to meet you. We always go to the Split Fence on Thursday for the kareoke, would you like to join us?"
Mike knew Shanna loved to sing, and they had been to kareoke bars several times in the past.
"We'd love to. I need to rent a car and get directions."
Mark waved that off.
"I don't think you can get a car tonight, I'll send my wife over about eight if that's all right.
She'll be thrilled."
They settled into their cottage. Mike met his guide and they discussed the stretch of stream he would be fishing, and his preference in tackle.
He asked Shanna if she would be fishing, and both were surprised when she said no.
After he left, Mike began to question her.
"I thought you liked to fish?"
Shanna laughed, loving the moment.
"Oh honey, I never liked to fish. I was just doing what women have been doing since the beginning of time, pretending to like something so they could spend time with their man. I'm so happy I don't have to do that anymore. The thought of standing in a cold smelly creek trying to catch a slimy fish I've got no interest in eating never once appealed to me. Don't worry, I'll be with you, I'll just be on the bank relaxing with a book, while you play in the water.
Okay, honey?"
What could he say?
Shanna decided to wear her slinkier black dress, she was feeling sexy. Her silver choker and ring seemed to glow from within.
Promptly at eight Marks' wife and her best friend showed up to collect them. Mike introduced Shanna and went into the bedroom to change, deciding to dress up a little to match Shanna.
Marks' wife was a brunette with pleasant features.
Her friend was a tall, attractive blond, easily five ten without the five inch heels. Shanna felt dwarfed beside her.
"Hi, I'm Sherrie, this is Val, my friend. Mark sent us to fetch you. I'm sure we'll have a good time, do you guys sing?"
Mark came back laughing, listening to the conversation.
"Shanna can, I'm lucky if I can carry a tune in a five gallon bucket."
Shanna looked askance, they had sang together to the radio in the car, and he had a very good voice.
"Don't sell yourself short, honey, maybe we can do a duet, show them something new.
Val looked Mike over before licking her lips.
"I'd love to see something new, wouldn't you, Sherrie?"
Shanna flushed slightly, not liking the attention she was showing Mike.
"Excuse me, I've forgotten something."
She went into the bedroom, returning almost immediately.
"All ready now. Shall we go?"
Sherrie drove a Mustang, a nice car but lacking in leg room. Shanna almost growled when Val suggested she drive and keep Mike in the front seat, saying Sherrie and Shanna were so much more petite they would fit more easily in the back.
It was an uneasy ride.
The Split Fence had a rustic look, a huge room dominated by a large stage. They had full bands on the weekends, kareoke was a recent addition, designed to bring in a crowd during the week.
It was about half full, and a man was fiddling with the mike and a computer, setting up. Mark joined them, apologizing for being late, a cops' work was never done.
He had been a cop long enough to size up any situation, and he didn't like the way Val was touching Mike and the way Shanna was reacting.
He tired to steer the conversation into neutral subjects.
"Good news, Mike. Your thermostat had stuck. It was easily replaced. Your car is good as new, you can pick it up first thing in the morning. I hope the drool marks are gone by then, Bobby loved it."
Mike was happy, thinking it was something much more serious. Mark turned to Shanna.
"So, Shanna, how did Mark manage to catch a beauty like you?"
Shanna looked right at Val.
"It was easy. I'm the best piece of ass he's ever had, and I love to spend. He's filthy rich, has a ten inch cock and can go all night. It was a win win for both of us. The fact that we're madly in love with each other is just a bonus."
Sherrie choked on her drink while Val's eyes widened. Mark looked shocked for a second before grinning.
"Well, honesty is always the best policy. Still, too much information."
Val rose to the occasion.
"I agree, although I find at times people tend to embellish things a little, or don't have a good basis for comparison. Sometimes a new experience can broaden ones' horizons, change their perspectives. Don't you agree, Shanna?"
Shanna rose up to her full height and was about to explode when Mark took her hand and led her to the stage to sign up to sing. The man was enamored with all things British, and at the sound of her voice fell in love. They went over playlists and she picked two songs plus another as a duet.
Mike wasn't a fool, and Vals' blatant attempt to seduce him amused him. Sherrie noticed his grin.
"Whatcha thinking, Mike?"
"OH, I was just thinking, if Val and I had been fucking for the same amount of time we had been talking, she would be on her third orgasm by now, fourth if we had indulged in a little oral first."
Val was speechless for a few minutes before recovering. Sherrie was desperately trying not to scream with laughter, and managed to sound like she was choking.



Val finally recovered, arching an eyebrow.
"Just three?"
"In this amount of time, yes."
"Well, well, how many does Shanna have?"
Mike smiled.
"You'll have to ask her, but I doubt if she could tell you. She usually passes out after about forty minutes, although she does sometime wake up in time to finish with me. Sometimes not. And she's right, she is the best I've ever had."
Val wouldn't let it go.
"So, if You found better, you'd be gone?"
Mike was starting to get irritated, it was one thing to play, but she was pushing it.
"No, I'll never find better because I won't be looking. She's the moon and stars to me, my first true love. I'd never betray her, you could bet your life on it. Plus, she's a lot meaner than she looks. I'd have to sleep with one eye open the rest of my life. I like my sleep, and I love my girlfriend. It doesn't get any simpler, and I'll never need more. Understand?"
His voice had gone from playful to serious. Val mentally backed up.
"My loss, I wish I'd met you first. Any chance you've got brothers?"
Mike was smiling again.
"Sorry, just me."
She sighed dramatically.
"The story of my life. Come on, Sherrie, I need to fix my face."
They stopped and picked Shanna up on the way to the bathroom.
Shanna was still irritated, but when Val told her what he said she was all smiles again.
Val gave her a piece of advice that she wished many times in the future she had heeded.
"That man loves you desperately. I had a man like him once, the one true love of my life, but I threw him away playing childish games. Be careful, as far as you are concerned, he's dead serious. Don't try to play him, it will end badly."
Shanna thought about that, knowing she was turning into a tease. She decided to add one more song to her list. She was adjusting her thigh highs, making sure the little white bows were centered exactly, when Sherrie opened the door. Mark was standing there, waiting on Sherrie.
She was feeling good, and not above a little deviltry. She made sure Mark got a good look at her stockings, before raising her dress slightly to expose her black thong. His eyes went wide and he turned red. Sherrie turned around just in time to see her smoothing her dress.
"Shall we go?" she said, towing Mark and Sherrie along, while Val trailed along.
Mark smiled at Mike when they got back.
"I'm sure we'll remember you guys for awhile."
They had just settled in when they called Shanna to the stage. The MC played her up to the crowd.
"Guys, you're in for a treat. This is Shanna Jones, from London by way of San Francisco. She and her boyfriend are here on vacation, so make them welcome!"
There was a polite smattering of applause, she was an unknown quantity. Then she started singing.
Her voice was strong, pleasant. The first song she did was country, Hanging On The End Of A Kiss, by her favorite, Faerie. She looked right at Mike the whole time. The crowd applauded strongly.
"This next song is for my boyfriend. It's a pre-apology for all the mean and thoughtless things I'll probably do over the next fifty or so years to him. Remember, honey, it doesn't mean I don't love you."
It was a song by Ingrid Michaelson, The Way I Am.
By the time she was done she was standing right in front of Mike. She dropped the mike when he swept her up in his arms, kissing him passionately.
When he put her down she retrieved the mike and went back to the stage.
"This is my last song, and I want my boyfriend to sing it with me. Help me get him up on the stage."
They were applauding wildly as Sherrie, Val, and Mark dragged him to the stage. They sat on two stools. She whispered in his ear.
"I love you, baby, forever. The song is Dream A Little Dream Of Me, the Momma Cass version. I'll take the first verse, you take the second, and we'll do the end together, okay?"
There were a few stumbles, but in the end, his light baritone was blending well with her contralto. She kissed him to oohs and ahhs of the crowd. He was about to get up when she stopped him.
She looked out over the audience.
"One more thing and we're done. Honey, the other day you bought something for me. I'd like to show it to them."
She held up her left hand, and for the first time he saw she was wearing the engagement ring.
"My honey bought this for me a few days ago. Isn't it precious?"
There were cheers from the crowd.
She looked sad.
"But, even though he bought it, he hasn't officially asked he yet."
There were some boos from the women.
"I'll put it up when we get back home, and hope some day he asks me for real."
The women were looking downright hostile, and the men were all glad it wasn't them on stage.
Mike in his usual way, took control of the situation. There was a gasp from the crowd as he pulled the ring from her finger. Tears formed and overflowed down her cheeks.
"I've pushed him too far" she thought, regretting her actions.
She was about to flee the stage when he grabbed her hand and went down on one knee.
"Miss Shanna Jones, it is my ultimate pleasure to
ask you in front of all these witnesses if you would consent to be my mate, my life partner, my wife. Please say yes."
Tears were running down her cheeks and the cheeks of every woman in the bar. Once she recovered she grabbed her mike.
"Gee, this is so sudden" She joked, getting a laugh.
Then she kissed him.
"There can only be one answer, and I can never say it loudly enough." The word shook the rafters.
"YES!"
..................................................
The kareoke night turned into an impromptu engagement party. While Mike was still sober enough, he pulled Mark to the side.
"I'm standing drinks for the rest of the night, don't worry, I can afford it. What I don't want is a bunch of drunk drivers on the road. Can you help me?"
Mark thought for a second before going outside, so he could hear.
"Sheriff? I got a situation here. There's a rich guy at the Split Fence who just asked his girlfriend to marry him. He's standing drinks at the bar, but he's smart enough to not want anybody drinking and driving. He's asking for my help to line up sober drivers. He'll pay, well. Any suggestions?"
The Sheriff was there in thirty minutes, with his wife. They had called the local churches. The request was odd, but they saw the wisdom of it, and in an hour church vans were lined up in the parking lot. No one drove that night, and eight churches got hefty donations. It was a night many remembered the rest of their lives.
Shanna had seen Mike drink, had even seen him buzzed, but she had never seen him like this.
Men were lined up to shake his hand, and girls to give him a kiss. The same was true of Shanna, almost everyone in the bar kissed her at one time or another. By the end of the night, Mike was blitzed.
They poured him into Marks' car, there was no way to get him into the Mustang. Mark had to leave as soon as they got to the lodge, he was called in.
Luckily he hadn't had too much to drink.
He helped, Val, Sherrie, and Shanna get Mike into the cottage and across the bed.
Shanna got him undressed and into bed, covering him well. The girls talked for awhile, more to make sure Sherrie was able to drive than anything else.
Shanna had made coffee, and excused herself to get changed, some guy had spilled a drink all over her. She decided to have a quick shower.
Val and Sherrie were reliving the night when they heard a thump in the bedroom.
"Should we check on him?" Sherrie asked nervously.
Val had an ulterior motive and urged her along.
"Yes, what if he's fallen and can't get up?"
Even Sherrie thought that was lame.
"All right, just a quick peek."
They crept to the door and opened it just a bit. Shanna had left the lamp on, and Mike had knocked it to the floor trying to turn it off.
Sherrie quickly picked it up and was going out when she ran into Val.
"What?" she said in exasperation.
"Look" it was almost a whisper.
She turned. Mike had rolled over, bunching the covers beneath him. He was nude, and they got a full frontal view. He was half erect.
"My God! She wasn't kidding! Look at that thing, it's huge."
Despite their better judgement, they crept forward.
"How can she handle it? You saw how small she is. He probably wasn't kidding when he said she passed out on a regular basis."
Sherrie was talking quietly, not taking her eyes off him.
Val was easing closer. Despite knowing better, she was reaching out to touch him.
"It's magnificent! It's, it's....."
The door to the bath came open and they jumped back.
"What it is, ladies, is private property. Look but don't touch."
Shanna stood in the door, glowering.
They both started apologizing, red faced.
She waved them off, moving to the bed and covering Mike, but not before she stroked him a time or two. She wanted to tease them by showing his full length.
They watched, unable to take their eyes away.
"Let's go into the sitting room, shall we?"
They were still apologizing, but she waved them down.
"I know, I'm still getting used to him."
Val was rapt, and couldn't stop asking questions.
"How can you handle him? I wouldn't be able to walk after he was done with me. Have you had other lovers this size? How does he compare?"
"Actually, I don't have a basis for comparison. He was my first. The shit actually apologized to me, saying he was below average in size. When I found out different I gave him bloody hell!"
Shanna couldn't help giving Val another dig.
"I'm sure I'm ruined for regular men, but I never intend to have a regular man. Why would I when I own his heart? I guess I'll go to my grave never knowing other men, and that's just fine with me. Now, it's late, and Mike is supposed to go fishing tomorrow, so I'll say goodnight."
She ushered them out and went to the bedroom, shedding her robe and lying down beside him, naked.
.................................................
Mike was a little less than chipper, but by the afternoon he was recovered enough to fish.
The guide took him to a section of the river and told him where his area started and stopped, where the best holes were, and the right lures to use.
Shanna had on a pink exercise suit and a pink visor, and had packed a blanket, some water, and snacks. She had a trashy paperback romance novel.
Even slightly hungover Mike appreciated to sleek, form hugging pants she had on.
She found a sunny spot with a bit of sand, and settled down.
He had a ball, starting at the far end of his area and working his way back to Shanna. He caught a good many, but few were of size.
By the time he was back to Shanna, she was bored.
He was working a particularly deep pool that showed a lot of promise, when she got up and undulated her body, pressing against the fabric.
"Mikey, I'm bored." She practically whined.
He didn't even look around, determined to get the lure in the right spot.
"Then you should have stayed at the lodge and used the spa, or went shopping. Now, be quiet."
"It's gotten hot, too. I think I'll take off my suit."
No man alive is going to turn his head when his woman is undressing. She had slipped the top off, revealing a pink bikini top. Mike didn't like her breast forms, and she was surprised in a thirty two A cup she was quite cute. With her back turned, she wiggled out of her pants, revealing a matching thong. She twirled around in front of him.
"You like? I bought it this morning while you were asleep. Is it too tight?"
She bent over, and the fabric in back disappeared.
She looked over her shoulder giggling.
"I know something we can do for fun."
He frowned.
"You know how much I paid for this trip? I want to catch a big one, now be quiet."
She sighed.
"All right, maybe I'll take a walk. Maybe commune with nature."
The rod suddenly went almost double in his hand. This thing had to be huge.
He had almost reeled in, when a pink bikini bottom floated by. It broke his concentration, and the fish spit the hook out.
Mike was furious.
"SHANNA!"
He looked up just in time to see her bare bottom disappearing into the pines.
Nine minutes later[it takes a while to get out of waders] he had her on her back, the blanket lying on top of a thick patch of pine needles. She was screaming into his tee shirt as he pounded her harder than she had ever been taken before.
Later, after he had rolled off and was cuddling her, he started grumbling.
"Damn it honey, I almost had the biggest trout I had ever seen landed."
Shanna giggled before cooing in his ear.
"Well, giving the choice between you hot little woman and a smelly old fish, I better win every time!"
He hugged her harder, before he started laughing. She was a little put off.
"What's so funny?"
"You, baby. You haven't been a woman a month and you've already discovered the power of pussy."
She needed to understand.
"Explain, what is the power of pussy?"
He hugged her tighter.
"You know very well. It's the ability of women to make their men do something they normally wouldn't do, just by offering their sweet little bottoms. But be careful, honey. Use it too much, and it loses its' effectiveness. And if you think withholding it works, you're in for a rude surprise."
"Men will put up with it for awhile before the baser urges take over. Learn early, you're not the only woman that has one of those, and if you keep your man away from it he may look elsewhere. You don't have to worry about me, though, I'll never let it get that far. You'll end up bent over the closest piece of furniture with a red bottom from the spanking you'll get. Clear here?"
She wasn't exactly happy with the analogy but promised him she would never use sex as a weapon.
They snuggled for a few minutes, before hearing the guide calling them. Shanna panicked, what was left of her clothes were lying on the beach. Mike was grinning at her plight until she snatched his shirt out of his hand and ran away.
They came off the ridge, her wearing only his tee shirt, and him in jeans. He grinned at the guide.
"Sorry, just taking a break."
He was standing there, holding the bikini bottom he had pulled out of the water. Shanna gently took it out of his hand.
"I wondered where that went to."
She giggled, gathered up her clothes, and disappeared into the pines. Five minutes later she reappeared with her exercise suit on and handed Mike his shirt.
"Thanks, honey. Can we go back to the lodge now.?"
Mike gave up, gathered his gear, and they left.
................................................
Shanna paused, finally talked out. It had been three hours.
"I think that's enough for tonight, Anna. I'm tired. Just a comment in closing. That was the absolute happiest I have ever been in my life."
Anna couldn't help but ask, "When can I hear the rest of the fairy tale?"
Tears were in Shannas' eyes, remembering what came next.
"The next part isn't a happily ever after, Anna. it's more a horror story, but that's for another time. Suffice to say he spoiled me extravagantly. Know what happens when you spoil someone? If they don't have enough moral character, they get rotten. And I was rotten to the core. Good night, Anna."
..................................................
Look for the next chapter in BDSM, and as always, thanks for your comments and votes.
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It was pretty easy, actually. once I got the proof.
I suspected my second wife of something...something I couldn't put my finger on. You know the feeling when something isn't right but you can't say for a fact what it might be. I've always felt it was some subconscious part of your brain that picks up and analyses stray facts until it finds a pattern, and then tries to tell your functional part something isn't right. Researchers have discussed these things endlessly citing 'hunches' and 'a woman's intuition' as examples.
I had four children with my first wife, all good people with successful careers and stable families. They're a tremendous help to me at times. When their mother died, we clung together like survivors of a plane crash, becoming even closer. They were all married or in college by the time I married Ellen.
She was younger by almost eleven years, but we seemed to click. She had the same values, the same goals, and she was smoking hot in bed. She wasn't a beauty, but she was very attractive.
Five foot five, 36 26 38, she was built very nicely. Smoky eyes so brown they were almost black, and a mane of auburn hair that flowed onto her shoulders. She exercised with a vengeance, and loved compliments.
My kids accepted her, made an effort to get along, but never really bonded. But, they were all adults, and if they didn't love her, they didn't hate her, and as long as I was happy, they were happy.
We had been married about six years when I got the itch, that prickly feeling that something was off. I was fifty five, she was forty six by then.
I caught her in a few small lies, nothing serious until you added them all up. Finally I couldn't shake off my unease and went to see my oldest.
Melody was an attractive woman in her mid thirties, with an accountant husband and two girls that loved seeing grandpa. She looked like an accountant too. But looks were deceiving, a fact that kept her busy and fattened their bank account.
Mel owned one of the most successful private investigation firms in the Southeast. She had two degrees, one that had something to do with computers, and one in psychology. She was a walking lie detector, analyzing body language and voice inflections almost unconsciously. It made it very hard to surprise her.
She had five offices, and had as many techowizards as detectives. One of her tricks was hiring older ex cops. both men and women, and young geeky looking kids. Who notices a geek with a laptop or grandma out for a morning stroll? Not many, if her bank account is any measurement. I gave her the money to start her business, part of the insurance I got from her mothers' passing. She tried to pay me back a few times, but gave up when I threatened to never attend another family function with her unless she dropped it.
She didn't seemed shocked when I brought up my concerns, no "It's probably nothing" or "maybe it's just your imagination" platitudes, just a simple "I'll look into it".
Look into it she did, for two weeks, before she asked me to stop by her office on the way home.
I had an office downtown near hers. I was the dreaded "consultant", the guy you hired to tell you how to save your company. The sad part of my business is most of what I tell them they already knew, they just needed somebody they paid an obscene amount of money to for reassurance. Sometimes part of my responsibility was to be the ax man. I didn't like it, but most of the people I let go needed fired, and knew it. Others were completely surprised.
She threw the folder on the desk when I walked in. Our neighbor, thirty four year old married father of two. He was unemployed, and spent his time while his wife worked and his kids were is school relieving tensions with my wife, in all sorts of positions in all sorts of places. Pictures of him and her on my couch, the washing machine, our dining room table, his recliner, his backyard, even one of him on his knees in front of his children's swing set, while my darling wife sat in the swing, rocking back and forth on his dick. Damn, what did he have against beds?
Mel watched me closely, knowing me well.
"Don't do anything stupid dad, just dump her and get on with your life. She can't take anything from you, the prenup took care of that. I know you, I inherited my devious mind from you. If you think of something, don't do it."
It was too late, but I thanked her for her advice. She looked at my eyes and picked up the phone.
"I'm calling Junior, he needs to know anyway, he is your lawyer after all. Maybe he'll talk you out of whatever you've got planned."
That led me to the den of my oldest son.
"Mel sent me some of the photos. I've already started the paperwork. You need to remain calm and let me handle it. Please dad."
"Okay", I said calmly, "when can you make it happen?"
"This is Tuesday. I'll file tomorrow, pull in a favor or two, and have her served whenever and wherever you want Friday. You going home?"
"Yeah, I'll make nice for two days I guess. She doesn't pay attention to me much here lately, she'll never notice anything off."
He stood as I got up to leave, putting his hand on my arm.
"Don't do it dad."
"Do what?"
"Whatever it is you've got planned. I can see it in your eyes."
I assured him I had no intention of doing something stupid. I found out later I wasn't to my car before he called his friend, one of most successful defense lawyers in the state.
"Dave, keep you schedule flexible. I may have to use you shortly."
..................................................
I was right. She didn't notice a thing. I was taking a few days off between assignments, so I thought I'd pop in on my youngest son.
He was in the back, but when he heard the bell he came out, grinning.
"Hey dad, what's up? Before you answer me, I already know. Junior and Mel called me last night. I figured you'd come by. What can I fix you up with?"
He was my wild child, covered with tattoos and piercings. He had never been in trouble his whole life. He had inherited his mothers' wicked sense of humor and my sense of right and wrong.
He could have studied anything he wanted in college, but he took his lifelong fascination with weapons and built it into a very lucrative business. I did the same for him as I did my other kids, and gave him start up money.
He was a master gunsmith, with a an almost cult following. He specialized in SWAT team weapons, customizing and tricking out their weapons. He guaranteed their sniper rifles to three hundred fifty yards. You could cover the first three shots with a quarter, the next three with a fifty cent piece. If you could hold it steady, you could hit it. He did all the work for the three largest cities around, as well as most of the local SBI and FBI work.
He also had a very profitable gun shop, and a police equipment supply line. I had plenty of weapons thanks to him, and the family often shot together on a twenty acre piece of land I owned way out in the county that we had converted into a gun range. He sighted all his weapons in there.
He was married, something I didn't think would ever happen. She owned her own tattoo shop, was very talented, her work appearing regularly in the magazines. It was love at first sight. I liked her quite a bit.
I picked up a few new items he showed me, never knew when they might come in handy.
On the way home I got a call from my youngest daughter, a nurse practitioner and a partner in her office.
"I heard, dad. Are you all right? Need anything? You're not going to do anything stupid, are you?"
I smiled. I could see her frowning over the phone, her reading glasses perched on her nose.
"Don't worry baby. Think I'm gonna screw up and miss the birth of my newest grandchild? Not a chance. I could use a few sleeping pills, the last few days I haven't been able to sleep."
I had gotten a prescription from her right after her mother died, I couldn't sleep for grief. I didn't take them long, they were very strong. Over the years, especially if I was working with a business I knew wouldn't make it, I would stress out. She would only prescribe a weeks' worth, sometimes she just gave me samples.
After warning me again, she promised to call in a prescription to the pharmacy.
Thursday night I sat down to a nice dinner with my wife. We had a pleasant conversation. If I didn't already know, it would have been hard to believe what she was doing.
I opened a bottle of wine, one from a local vineyard I knew she loved. I had picked it up that day. I poured her a glass as we relaxed after our meal. I didn't care for wine, a fact she well knew, so she wasn't surprised when I opened a beer. When her glass went empty, I poured her another and got a second beer.
About halfway through the second glass she was nodding. I took the glass out of her hands.
"You seem sleepy honey. Why don't you lie back on the couch and relax. I'll put some music on and clean up the kitchen."
She mumbled something that sounded like thank you and started snoring.
I cleaned the kitchen and made two phone calls.
"Now" was the extent of the first.
The second took a little longer.
"Sandie, how are you? Good. Barry got a job yet? Well I may have something for him. I'm meeting this guy at his factory to observe his second shift capabilities, why not have him come over and ride with me. He needs a night operations manager pretty bad. The pay is in the mid forty range, think he might be interested? Great, have him come over in about thirty minutes."
I made a note to toss the burner phone as soon as I could and went outside to wait.
I had a mid nineties GMC truck that I hardly ever drove. It came with a Slimline bed cover that I removed immediately. What good was a truck if you can't use it to haul stuff? Earlier that day I had put it back on.
A few minutes later Barry strolled up. He thanked me for my help, talked about how much he liked my wife and I.
"Not a problem, Barry. What are neighbors for? Before we go, could you look and see if I've got the bolts right on this thing? My car is in the shop, and she hates it when I drive hers. I'd hate for this thing to fly off as we go down the road."
I had the cover lid up and the tailgate down.
He leaned over to check the bolts when I hit him with the stun gun. He quivered, made a sighing sound, and went out like a light. I shoved him the rest of the way in, closed the tailgate and lid, and left.
I drove for about five minutes before pulling off at a secluded spot. He was just coming round when I zapped him again, this time taking the opportunity to put the hand cuffs and leg shackles on.
I drove out to our gun range. It took about thirty minutes, ten minutes on a dirt road so neglected it looked like a goat path. I probably went a little too fast, hit a few of the bumps a little hard. Must have been my anger.
I unlocked the gate and drove through. As I relocked it I could hear him yelling and thumping around. I made a mental note to remember the gag on the way back.
I bounced on out to the range. Damn, I never realized how rough the road was, but then again, I had never driven it that fast before.
He started yelling as soon as I opened the tailgate. I grabbed him by the leg restraints and pulled him out. He made a thumping sound as he hit the ground.
He opened his mouth to complain and I shoved the barrel of my Judge in it. In case you don't know, a Judge is a revolver, capable of firing forty fives or four ten shotgun shells. He got quiet.
"Listen up, asshole. I'm going to let you up. You're going to walk over to that bench and sit your ass down. Do not move, do not speak unless you're told to. Do you understand?"
He nodded his head as best he could around the barrel in his mouth. I might have chipped a tooth when I pulled it out, but I couldn't be sure. If I did he didn't complain.
He couldn't get his balance and I lost patience, so I had him crawl over, with a little encouragement in the form of me kicking him in the ass occasionally. I verbally encouraged him also.
"This is a Judge revolver, just so you know. I have it loaded with four ten shotgun shells, number four shot. That's about the same size, maybe just a little bigger, than a bb. It won't kill you unless I hit you just right, but it'll hurt like a motherfucker. If I empty it into you, you'll bleed out, even if I don't hit anything major. You with me here, Barry?"
He nodded, tears running down his face.
I sat him up on the bench, and strapped him down with thirty six inch zip ties, immobilizing him.
He tried to scream, but I put a ball gag in his mouth and tightened it up. I got it from my daughter in law, she sold sex toys as a sideline to her tattoo work. It led to many interesting dinner conversations, and my daughters and daughters in law, with a few select friends, would get together once every three or four months to look over the latest merchandise. It always led to some very happy husbands.
I pulled up a camp chair and sat in front of him. I could see the tracks of his tears in the light of the full moon.
"Know why we're here, Bary?"
He shook his head no.
"Come on Barry, you're smarter than that. What could possibly motivate a nice guy like me into doing this to anybody? Think, Barr, think. Sometimes severe emotional trauma causes it. What kind of trauma could make people snap? The death of a child, the loss of a job, abandonment of loved ones? Oh, I got it! How about infidelity? Many a man has been driven over the edge by having his wife betray him. Many seek revenge. Pain and sadness for everyone involved. And the collateral damage, divorce, loss of children, it just gets uglier and uglier. Wouldn't you say so, Barry. Got any comment? Really? Nothing."
I stopped and laughed.
"Oops. Silly me, here, let me help you."
I ripped the gag off, taking a little scalp with it.
"There, now we can talk like civilized people. Your turn Barry, I've monopolized the conversation enough, wouldn't you say. Speak, asshole!"
I practically screamed the last at him.
He was sobbing.
"I'm sorry, really sorry, but she came on to me, and I..."
The slap rang in the night.
"Did it matter who came on to the other? Her coming on, did that make her any less married? Did it make you? Either one of you could have done the right thing and walked away. But you didn't did you? Think what I'm about to put you through is worth some married old pussy?"
He was crying, almost incoherent. I put the beam of the flashlight in his eyes.
"This is what got you, Barry. It's a fully functioning flashlight, with a stungun built in. You just shove it hard against someone and the prongs come out and zap! Stings like a bitch, that what I hear anyway. My youngest son gave it to me."
I stood up and walked around him, checking his bonds.
I stopped in front of him and pulled a bag off the seat of the truck.
"I got some toys for us to play with, Barry. This is going to be fun, huh? Look at this."
I pulled out a pair of heavy duty shears, snicking them at him a few times. He freaked when I started cutting his pants off. He was moving until I reminded him if he didn't stay still accidents could happen.
I tossed the pants aside and eyed him.
"Damn Barry, I expected more. Hard to believe that little thing is causing you so much grief. Did I mention that my oldest daughter owns a private investigations company? Quite good, I hear."
I held up a sheaf of papers. I shook my head.
"Barry, Barry, Mrs. Oliver? She must be sixty or better. And Mrs. Grant? She can't be more than twenty five, and weighs at least two fifty. You don't cull much, do you? And Mrs. Jeffries? I thought you hated black people. Good to see you've overcome your prejudices. Her husband must be what, six five? I bet he weighs close to three hundred. Surprising, I thought prison guards would be a bit more fit. You've certainly been a busy boy in the neighborhood, haven't you? Do you have anything left over for that sweet wife of yours? Remember her, the one that gave you two children? The one who's working all the overtime she can get to keep your sorry ass up? I bet it would break her heart to see these pictures, don't you?"
He struggled and moaned. I patted his head in a fatherly fashion.
"Don't worry, Barry. I'll be sure to offer her a shoulder to cry on. I'll help her and the kids anyway I can. Heck, when you lose the house, I might let her and the kids move in with me. You do know that Mrs Olivers's son is the vice president in charge of mortgages for your bank, don't you? You never got along in school, if I remember right."
"I'll console her as best I can, maybe she'll be REALLY grateful. There might be snow on my roof, bu there's still fire in my stove, thank goodness. I like kids, so it would be a win win for us. Heck, I might even adopt them. You wouldn't mind, would you?"
He was slumped over. I patted his cheeks a couple of times, then slapped him. He jerked back.
"Good, I was afraid you were taking a nap. Don't get slack, we have a lot to do. I'm going to give you some choices, Barry. I want you to think hard on them. When I'm done, I'll give you a minute to decide. But Barry, I expect a decision before we leave, understand? Good."
I reached into the bag and pulled out something that had handles like pliers, but had three prongs in front.
"Can you guess what this is? It's a bull bander. It's a castration device, You take one of these" I held up a half inch wide rubber band that was only about an inch around, "and put it on like this."
I put the band over the three prongs and squeezed the handle. The prongs immediately spread the band about four inches.
"What you do is take the bull calf by the scrotum and slide this over it. When you release the handle the band pops off and constricts the scrotum. It's supposed to be very painful the first hour or so, then the calf goes numb. In three days, the testicles no longer works. In a week and a half to two weeks the scrotum drops off. Quick, almost painless, non invasive, it's perfect. Did I mention my youngest daughters' husband owns a beef operation with his father?"
He had sheer terror in his eyes. I held up a bottle of pills.
"Now this, I got from my youngest daughter also. It's actually for animals, specifically oversexed male dogs in the pounds. One of these makes a dog impotent for a week. Two at the same time lasts about a month. Three or over at the same time and the effects aren't reversible. I figure for your weight, I need to give you six."
The sobs were coming hard and fast now. I held his head up and showed him some drawings and something that resembled a gun.
"One of my daughter in laws gave me this. It's a tattoo gun. See these drawings? All I have to do is hold them to you and follow the lines. Do you prefer blue or black ink?"
I had the truck headlights on, he could plainly see the drawings. I held up one. It was a life size[to some]detailed drawing of a dick.
"This is my favorite. It goes across your cheek, with the head on the edge of your lips. I got another one that says I LOVE DICK to go across your forehead. Think it will make you popular with the ladies?"
I sat back and sighed.
"Well there you go, Barry. Pick one. If you don't, I'll probably do all of them to you."
"Oops. I forgot one." I held up even more papers.
"My oldest son is a lawyer. These are alienation of affection suits, legal in this state. One for me, one for Mr. Jeffries, and one for Mr. Grant. Mrs. Oliver is a widow, but she's named as a witness. You can pick that one, if you want. I'm gonna go get a beer while you think. I'd offer you one, but I want you clear headed. Be back in a bit, and you better have an answer for me."
I walked off into the dark, found a log, and listened to the night. An owl hooted, quite near. You could hear coyotes howling on the ridge. Tree frogs chorused on the wet land, singing to the night. It was peaceful.



He was slumped over when I got back, apparently cried out. I shook him roughly.
"What's it to be, Barry? I have a couple of favorites, myself. I hope you refuse to pick one, so I can have a little fun."
He begged, he pleaded. I yawned.
"Times up, Barry. I'm gonna enjoy this, you, probably not so much."
I held up the ball bander.
"This won't hurt for long, I think. Let me know, will you? Wanna watch? Well, might be for the best."
I pulled a leather mask out of the bag and bound it to his head, leaving just his nose exposed. I replaced the castrating band with a regular heavy duty rubber band. I heard him scream when it snapped home. It would be uncomfortable, but it wouldn't do any long term damage if it was removed within twenty four hours.
I got out the bottle of pills. They were estrogen pills, left over from a hormone replacement treatment my soon to be exwife just had to have, to make her skin look younger. The worst it would do was make his nipples sore for a day or two, and maybe elevate mood swings.
I got a bottle of water out and put five pills in my hand. I unzipped the front of the mask and held his nose shut. He opened his mouth to scream and I shoved the pills in and jammed the water bottle down his throat. He gagged, he spit, but eventually he swallowed.
I was humming to myself when I heard a voice come out of the darkness.
"That's enough, dad. I think you made your point. We'll handle it from here."
All four of my children came into the light, along with one son in law and one daughter in law.
"How did you know?" I asked in surprise.
Mel laughed. "You're so predictable. I had two people on you since it started. I wanted to stop you sooner but got outvoted. They wanted to let you have a little fun. You're a scary man, do you know that? Go on home, you've got other problems to deal with. We got his."
I bowed to their wisdom and left.
................................................
AFTERMATH
I had called Sandi just after I zapped Barry, telling her I couldn't wait any longer and had to leave. I actually did have an appointment, but ran late and called to cancel. She didn't know where he could be.
He came home four hours later, Brought home by the police. He claimed he had been forced into a car, mugged, beaten, and left on the side of the road. As things played out, the police firmly believed it was a disgruntled husband, or group of husbands.
I had a half assed alibi, easily believed by the police. My wife had been passed out, and couldn't say for sure when I came home. I'll never forget her scream the next morning when she went to take a shower.
Her pubic hair had been shaved off, and an intricate tattoo was in place, proudly saying BARRY'S SLUT across her hairless mound. It wasn't a real tattoo, but one drawn on with an ink tattoo artists were experimenting with. It was guaranteed to last three months. It was used for people who weren't sure they wanted a real one. If they chickened out, the ink would wear off and no harm was done.
My daughter in law was above suspicion, she and the rest of the family were seem by many witnesses dining out at a local eatery. It hypothetically may have been done by a fellow artist who was moving out of town, and could use a little extra money. Just a wild supposition.
I was on the way out the door for a short vacation when she screamed, after leaving the photos and a no fault divorce decree on the dining room table, with a note saying sign and I would help her get set up in an apartment and pay her expenses for three months while she lined up a job, or not sign and I would leave her out in the cold after a very public divorce. She signed.
She lived across town for awhile, then met and married a man four years her junior, I guess the older man thing didn't work as well for her. They moved directly after the ceremony to Alaska. I laughed when I heard, she hates cold weather with a passion. I never asked why she decided to cheat, in fact I never actually spoke to her again. The lawyers handled everything.
Photos showed up in various mailboxes in the neighborhood. Sandi kicked Barry out, and he took off for parts unknown, just ahead of Mr. Jeffries and Mr. Grant. After the dust settled, I had Mel track him down so divorce papers could be served and child support established. I heard it's a strain for him to pay the mandated amount of support and live a decent life, but as long as he pays nobody really cares.
I unofficially adopted Sandi as another child, indeed giving her a shoulder to cry on. I talked to Mr. Oliver, and got her mortgage renegotiated. He was very sympathetic. So sympathetic that eleven months later, I kept the boys with me while they honeymooned. His wedding gift to her was the paid note on her house. The boys got a little sister two years later.
Mr. Jeffries divorced his wife, as did Mr. Grant.
Mrs. Jeffries moved across town and spent the next three years trying to reconcile. He finally started talking to her, and she moved back into the neighborhood. They have yet to remarry.
Mrs. Grant had nowhere to go, being from out of state. I saw her walking down the road with a single suitcase, crying. I felt responsible, so I took her home and put her into a spare bedroom. She took over my household, keeping it spotless. It turns out she had a good head for business, so now she runs the home office as well. I bought us a gym membership, and while I toned up she lost over a hundred pounds.
She became very attractive, men swarmed around her until she made it clear she wasn't in the market for another partner, the one she had would do just fine.
After she lost the first fifty pounds she surprised me , waking me in the middle of the night by bouncing on my bed.
"I think it passes" she said.
"Passes? What in the world are you talking about?
It took me a second to realize she was naked.
"The weight test. I've been wanting to do this forever, but was afraid the bed wouldn't support both of us. Now, move over. I always sleep on the right."
She still does.
My kids thought it was a riot when she announced at Thanksgiving dinner we were going to start a family. I tried to talk her out of it, but she said I was about six weeks too late.
I did the right thing, and married her. All four of my kids had a long talk with her about my views on fidelity. I think it may have scared her. Come to find out, her husband was cheating on her, and she was doing Barry strictly for revenge. Unfortunately, thanks to me, he had evidence and she didn't. Our daughter was born about three days before my fifth grandchild. I was ten days shy of my fifty eighth birthday. I figured it out, I'll be eighty when she graduates form college.
The kids recently had a Halloween party, and insisted we come. It was a horror themed affair. I had a fake hatchet and a hockey mask, my lovely wife dressed as Elvira, and she had the body for it. The only thing frightening about it was how sexy she was.
My daughter in law, the tattoo artist, had on a three piece suit and carried a briefcase. The other kids wanted to know who she was.
"I'm my father in law. He's the scariest man I've ever met."
She won first prize for costume.
...............................................
The bull bander really does exist, but not exactly the way I described it. The neuter pills I talked about was based on an article I read about the research to develop such a drug. I don't know if it ever came to market.
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This is my winter holiday contest story. Partly inspired by true events.
..................................................
My brother was dying.
Not in the abstract everybody is going to die someday way, but in the lying on a nursing home bed, every breath may be his last way.
Still, he had a good life. Living to be seventy six, married forty two years before his wife passed, three children, no druggies or miserable human beings in the bunch.
His oldest daughter was killed in an auto accident when he she was fifty one, his son was a middle manager living out West, his youngest daughter was in Alaska.
The only family he had left locally was me, his youngest brother, twelve years his junior.
I was an "oops" baby, surprising everyone. My dad passed when I was eight, and Don stepped in, becoming a surrogate father. Despite our ages we were as close as brothers could be.
I followed him around like a puppy. One of my finest memories is going out after church Sundays and helping clean his car, one of those hot rods from the sixties, and afterwards getting a pint of chocolate milk and a cake from the store.
I was five eight, slender, when I reached my adult size, he was six three and weighted about two fifty. I took after mom, he took after dad. He had his jet black hair, I had fine blond locks that I wore long, after the fashion of the time. He was 'big dude' and I was 'little hippie'. We argued over politics constantly, but in good fun.
It was lung cancer, a side effect of smoking two or more packs of unfiltered Lucky Strikes a day for over forty years. He blamed air pollution.
He lay there, rasping, as I went to check on him before going home for the night.
I was director of nursing at the rest home he was in. Usually I worked the day shift, but it was Christmas Eve, and I always worked the afternoon shift to give our younger nurses time with their families. I also worked Christmas, coming in at ten for the same reason. We had an empty nest, my wife and I, and she understood, God bless her.
I looked at the small, eighteen inch tree I had found at a discount store and put on his night stand. The small strand of lights gave off a feeble glow. Checking his chart, I glanced at the night nurse, she shook her head and patted my hand. I stepped out and called my wife.
Our daughter and her family had come in the day before, she and the three grandchildren were putting finishing touches on the holiday decorations.
"Hi honey, it's me. I may be a little late tonight."
The line was silent for a minute, before she said in a sad voice, "how long?"
I knew she didn't mean how long before I came home, but how much longer did I think he was going to last.
"Not long."
"Call if you need me. Tell him I love him."
She had always liked my brother. I heard a small sob as she hung up.
................................................
I went back in the room and just sat quietly, watching him and remembering good times.
He woke slowly, looking around.
"Damn, I thought you were a vulture there for a minute. What the hell are you doing here this late? Go home. Be with your family."
I smiled.
"They're all asleep. I was running late."
I looked at my watch. Twenty minutes until Christmas.
"It's almost Christmas, thought I'd hang around with you, make sure I get my present. I saw you making eyes at your nurse, you'll probably give it to her if I'm not here."
He tried to laugh but it came out as a rasping cough. I gave him some ice water. When the coughing subsided he grinned.
"Why would I do that? It would make me look like a cheapskate."
There were two small packages under the miniature tree. We both knew what they were without looking.
It was a tradition going back to our youth. Money was often tight for a single mom. She made sure we got something, but there was often no money for the siblings to buy presents with. After a few years, Don and our oldest sister would slip us a few dollars to buy something for our mom and each other.
He used to go on and on about how much he loved chocolate covered cherries, but they had to be Queen Anne, nothing else would do. They happened to also be the cheapest. I think back then they were like fifty nine cents. My sister and I would always get him a box each, and he would make a production out of eating them, and pretending he didn't want to share. I loved Junior Mints, so every year he gave me a box.
As we got older and could afford things, the presents would be more expensive, but every year without fail we could each look forward to a box of our favorite candy. We had given each other a box for the last fifty five years.
So underneath that pitiful excuse of a tree were two brightly wrapped boxes, Queen Anne cherries and Junior Mints.
We opened them up, pretending to be surprised. He put them on his stand, sighing.
"Looks like I'm gonna check out on you, hippie."
I put my hand on his, probably the most intimate touch I had ever given him.
"Hold on a little longer, dude. Your kids will be here tomorrow."
"Tell them I love 'em, and I'm sorry I couldn't wait. I feel like the Silver Angel will be here soon. Reckon that nonsense is true?"
I laughed softly.
"If you can keep a secret, I'll tell you a story. I know the Silver Angel personally. So do you. It's somebody you already love."
I was hoping if I told the tale it would keep his interest, and maybe he would hold on for a bit longer.
I could see his interest.
"Huh?"
I fluffed up his pillow, had him sit up a little straighter.
"You remember when I got back from the service?"
................................................
It was 1970.
I had just got back from a two year Southeast Asian vacation courtesy of my uncle. It sucked.
Two tours. I never got shot, never shot anybody. I was a medic. I spent my time holding scared and dying kids my age, and trying to keep them alive.
I got a unit citation, a Good Conduct Medal, and an honorable discharge.
I took the GI benefits and went back to nursing school. I had dropped out when I ran out of money, making me eligible for the draft. My lottery number was nineteen out of thirty. I was screwed. So I joined up, actually getting a recruiter with some sense. Seeing my year of nurse training, he actually got me assigned to the medical corp. I breezed through medic training, I had already covered most of it in nursing school.
As my schooling progressed, I qualified as a certified nursing assistant, then a practical nurse, before getting my degree and becoming a registered nurse.
I spent many years as an emergency room nurse. The pay was good, and no what matter came through those doors, I had already seen worse.
My mom was working at the rest home, she and the owner had been best friends in school.
................................................
"Remember the Queen family estate fight?"
My brother grunted .
"Yeah, one wife against the ex wife, right?"
"Exactly. Nobody could find his will, and then the ex came up with the old will, before he got remarried. It was turning into an ugly court battle. What you, and nobody else except me until now, knew was how it got resolved."
.................................................
"Eric Queen was successful farmer, owning over four hundred acres that had been in his family for generations."
"He had two families, the first with his ex wife, two boys. He had three with his second wife, two boys and a girl. Remember?"
"His first wife was very attractive. So attractive in fact, that she felt entitled. Secretly she felt like she was doing Eric a fa"
"But, he was a very successful farmer, and was richer than she knew. Even then, he was worth several million. Of course, it was tied up in maintaining the land and equipment, so very little of it was liquid.""They lived in the ancestral home, a huge, two story farmhouse. She hated it, telling him they needed a newer, modern home. He was stubborn, saying if it was good enough for his great grandfather, it was good enough for him. It was a constant bone of contention."
"In their second year, she had their first son, twenty months later she had their second. He wanted a large family, but she thought two was enough, and secretly had her tubes tied, telling him the last child had messed up her uterus and there would be no more. He knew nothing about female anatomy, and didn't think she would lie to him, so he accepted it."
"When the oldest was around ten, she embarked on an affair with her doctor. He was also married, with four children."
"They got careless, and his wife had him watched. Eric didn't know a thing about it until the divorce action, when she was named as the reason for the breakup."
"Edwina, Eric's wife, denied it right up until the photos came to light. Then it was all over but the name calling and custody fight. And there was a lot of name calling."
"Forty years ago infidelity was a much weightier factor in divorces, and she got very little. Child support, a small cash settlement, and alimony for a year. Many thought she got much more than she deserved."
"She begged him for another chance, but he was adamant. He no longer trusted her, so how could he love her. They may have had a chance at reconciliation until he found out she had her tubes tied."
""The doctor let the information slip out of spite.He didn't lose his medical license, but it was a close thing. The medical board let him keep his it, mostly so he could support his children. He got raped in the divorce."
"When Eric found out she had 'gotten fixed' without his knowledge, it killed what little chance she had of getting him back."
"It turned her into a bitter, hard woman. She played games with him, denying him the children as often as possible, asking for more money, saying the children needed things she couldn't provide. He tolerated it for a little before he got his lawyer to send her a letter. If she didn't stop, he would take her back to court and go for full custody, limiting her access to them severely. She smartened up and did her best to get along, even having him join her for childhood events like plays and sports activities."
"Her plan was to make him forget the past, to see she had changed and deserved another chance."
................................................
I paused in my narration, checking to see if he was still awake and with me.
He rasped, asked for more ice water.
"Damn, hippie, at the rate you're going, it'll be next Christmas before you get to the point. Step it up, I'm kind of on a schedule here."
I smiled for the first time. He was looking a little better. I had him hooked.
"Okay, okay. I have to tell it this way for you to get the full effect, but I'll move it along."
"As I said, Edwina, his first wife, was working on a reconciliation and it looked like it might be happening, when something unexpected occurred."
..............................................
"Eric fell in love with someone else. He wasn't looking for love, he was actually starting to forgive Edwina, when he met Sarah."
"She worked for the accountant who handled his farm business and her boss was getting on in years, so he started dividing up his most lucrative accounts to the employees he could trust. They did the actual work, he gave it an overview, asked questions, and generally rubber stamped their work."
"Sarah was sharp, she kept up with all tax changes and laws that could effect the businesses her clients had. She found several ways he could save a good bit of money, all legally, and recommended he make changes. He was very impressed."
"Sarah wasn't nearly as pretty as Edwina, but her personality and loving nature more than made up for looks. Eric slowly fell in love with her. Business lunches turned into dinner dates, they even started going to church together."
"Before Edwina had a chance to react, she was history. Again. When the engagement announcement came out in the paper, she screamed in rage and cried in pain. Her heart turned to stone and she vowed revenge against a woman she barely knew, if it took the rest of her life."
"Eric had three more children with Sarah, two more boys and a girl."
"Sarah tried over the years to forge a truce with Edwina for the sake of the families, but was rebuffed every time. After a while she gave up, concentrating on making his two older children part of their family when they had them. Edwina had tried for awhile to poison any type of relationship between the half siblings, but the kind nature of Sarah won out, and the children at least made peace and got along."
"Edwina once became enraged when her younger son told a friend that his "baby sister" had won the elementary school spelling bee, and he was proud of how smart she was. She tried to berate him afterwards, but her oldest defended him."
"By now the boys were in their late teens. The oldest told her even though she wasn't related by blood, they were, and it was through no fault of the children that things were like they were. They had accepted them, and though it wasn't cool for a teenage boy to say love, he let his mom know they cared for their half siblings."
"Edwina took it as another way Sarah was easing her out of the family."
"Then something extraordinary happened. Edwina fell in love and married. Older, she was still an attractive woman. He was handsome,kind to her kids, and was attentive to her needs."
"He sold real estate for his uncle. It was the biggest agency in the county. The economy was booming back then, so he made good money."
"She was very happy for awhile. She even made peace with Sarah, asking if since the boys were going to be groomsmen if she minded that their sister be the flower girl. Sarah actually hugged her and thanked her for her thoughtfulness."
"Eric and his family attended the wedding. She was touched when Eric and Sarah gave her the deed to two acres of some property he had on the other side of the county. It was a spot she had often admired. They built a nice house on the slight rise, with a well landscaped yard sloping down to the highway. She was finally happy again, for about five years."
"The economy slowed. Remember that? It was the early eighties. Her husband had to spend more time at work to make a good living. Edwina hated the time he spent away from her, but knew it was for the benefit of the family, so she dealt with it. Both her sons were gone by then, off to college. Eric paid most of the expenses, so she made sure their clothes, car insurance, and incidental financial needs were met. She had taken a job as a secretary for a local law firm, so the cost wouldn't hurt their lifestyle. The husband objected at first, but soon acknowledged the wisdom behind it. Besides, she was always home before he was, with dinner almost done."
"Sometimes when he worked on Saturdays, she would call his office for his location, cell phones were just becoming available then, and were very expensive. She would pack a picnic, wait outside the house he was showing, and surprise him. When he was done with the customer, they would eat together, and he would go on to another appointment with a kiss and a full stomach."
"That particular Saturday he was showing his most expensive listing. They needed the commission, things were a little tight. She waited about an hour before giving up and going in, she thought sure he had the sale. The door was unlocked, she was just going to stick her head in and let him know she had his lunch."
"In that house you could see straight through to the kitchen. The house had no furniture, so her husband was making do. He had the customer perched on the kitchen counter, his pants to the floor. Her panties were dangling off one ankle, and she was very vocal."
"It shattered her. She managed to hurl the picnic basket she still had in her hands at them, with great accuracy. The basket hit his shoulder, bounced into the client, and dumped potato salad and sweet tea all over her."
"He didn't make the sale. If his uncle hadn't owned the company he would have been out of a job. As it was, after it got out and he was going through his divorce, he had trouble showing houses to anyone but men or couples. No one would let him show a house to a woman alone."
"The customer was married, to a very well to do man. He destroyed her in his divorce, he even had Edwina as a witness. They had four children, and she got custody, barely, but their lifestyle was nowhere near what she had. The children resented it and her, and each moved in with their father as soon as they got old enough to make the decision. When the last left her, she moved out of state."
"Edwina got her house, but she also got most of the bills. She was in danger of foreclosure, when the bank offered to refinance the loan, lowering her payment. She didn't know it, but Eric had privately guaranteed the loan to make it happen. His reasoning was his sons had to have a home to come back to. Sarah approved."
"I stopped at a country store while the divorces were going on, and heard the old guys that always seemed to sit around places like that talking. It was odd to hear an old farmer use the word karma"
"Bad karma. She got done to her what she did to Eric. What goes around comes around. Always has, always will."
.................................................
I stopped for a minute, thinking my brother had slipped off into sleep. He roused himself, asked for more ice water, and bitched at me before he put his oxygen mask back on.
"Is there a point to this shit? I have yet to hear about the Silver Angel. Remember her? The point of this story? Get on with it, hippie."
I smiled. It was now close to two. His oldest was getting in just before four, and I had left a text for my wife to collect him and bring him straight here.
He was going to get to see at least one of his children and some of his grandchildren, if I could get him to hold on for three more hours.
.................................................
"Edwina turned her bitterness and rage back to Sarah. The guarded friendship was gone. Edwina fixated on the fact that if Sarah hadn't stolen Eric from her, she would have back with him and never married the jerk she wasted six years on."
"What really burned her up was the fact that even though she had asked Eric for years to get out of that creaky old farmhouse and build a new house, he wouldn't, then turned around and built one for Sarah just before her youngest went to college."
"Again, she had no knowledge that Sarah cried when they found out that it was so damaged by termites it was deemed unlivable. She loved the old house, full of history and memories. They built a nice four bedroom ranch, but she never really thought of it as her house."
"Years went by, like they have to. Edwina, Sarah, and Eric got older.Sarah was sixty seven, Edwina was seventy one, and Eric had just celebrated his seventy third birthday, when he had a stroke."
"It wasn't too bad, but it led to a couple more, and soon he was in a nursing home. This nursing home. Dad had been a close friend of Eric, having worked on the farm for him while in his teens and during college. Unfortunately, none of his children had inherited the farming gene, so our father got his wisdom and take on life imprinted on him. Mom often said if it hadn't been for Eric, he wouldn't have turned into half the man he became."
"So she had a soft spot for him, checking on him far beyond the call of duty. He was not having a peaceful twilight."
..................................................
"Remember when the courthouse burned down in sixty-eight? It happened right after I went into the service. Burnt to the ground, quick. They should have rebuilt years ago, but it was in the register of historic buildings, and they just couldn't make themselves do it."



He nodded, mumbling through his mask. He lifted it up.
"Yeah, I remember. The insurance wouldn't pay for it because they didn't install the sprinkler system they were supposed to. The county sued, saying being a historic building they couldn't touch it, federal law. They ended up settling for half."
"Well. remember, that was BCE."
"Huh?"
Before Computer Era. Everything was still on paper and microfilm. It all burned up. It was a hell of a mess."
..................................................
"Luckily, most people still had their birth certificates, marriage licenses, deeds, and wills. The county rerecorded as many as possible, and used hospital records, lawyer records, even family bibles to try and complete the database."
"Eric figured out early on none of his kids wanted to be farmers. His oldest son became an accountant, which angered Edwina, especially when he had Sarah help him during tax season. The other became an engineer, specializing in bridges and roads. His work took him all over the world, and he took his family with him as often as he could."
"Of his three with Sarah, one opted for the military instead of college, but when his hitch was up, he used the GI bill to finance part of his education, with his parents furnishing the rest. He became a city manager for a small town not far away. The middle child, another boy, became a middle manager in a textile firm. This was before everything went to China. The daughter went to college, became a paralegal for a law firm in the same town her brother managed, and ended up marrying a lawyer."
"Before he went into the nursing home he sold off a hundred acres, including the old house, to a developer. They already had the lots and streets laid out and marked off."
"His children and Both Edwina and Sarah made sure someone visited him often. He was failing, everyone knew it wouldn't be long."
"Seeing Sarah holding Eric and crying brought back many of Edwina's bitter memories."
"Then something happened that threw the whole family into turmoil."
"Eric wasn't a strictly religious man, but he went to church often, usually to please Sarah. Facing his own mortality, he started paying a little more attention to the sermons. The preacher would visit often, talking about the value of community and the good Samaritan. They were pretty good friends by then, so Eric told him if he had something to say, spit it out."
"He figured he wanted money, but instead he asked if he would set aside an acre for a community garden, to help the less fortunate of the congregation and the county raise their own food."
"He gave him five, and supervised the garden, giving advice and teaching. He said he would always be grateful for the opportunity to be useful again. He and the preacher got interviewed by the local paper, and it got picked up nationally, starting a movement."
"Eric wanted to amend his will, and donate the five acres to the church."
"The drawback to that plan was nobody could find the will. Sarah thought it was lost in the move from the old house to the new. His lawyer was long dead, and his records were gone. His new lawyer, his son in law, pushed him to rerecord the will, but he insisted it was lying around the house somewhere, they just needed to find it."
"Things got a little sticky. Eric was fading fast, and was no longer considered to be of sound mind."
"A new one couldn't be written. He was going to pass without a will."
"Bill, the son in law, talked to everyone of his kids. As well as Sarah could remember, she got the house and ten acres around it, the savings account, and most of the money from the sale of the hundred acres. There was also a two hundred thousand dollar life insurance policy she was the beneficiary to."
"Edwina got a lump sum, in memory of happier days."
"The rest of the land, and the farm machinery, was to be put up for auction, all five kids splitting equally the proceeds. If any of the children wanted a acre or two, they were to come to terms with the others."
"It got Edwina to thinking, and being a pack rat, she kept everything, including a copy of the will Eric made before he remarried. She told the lawyers she worked for about it."
"The newest associate was just a cut above being a shyster. He only got the job because he was a godson of one of the oldest partners. He asked to see it. Dollar signs got into his eyes."
"You know, if that's the only copy of the original will, then it most likely is still binding. You wouldn't be able to touch the insurance policy or her accounts, but everything else is up for grabs. Theoretically you could walk away with most all of the assets. You need to have it rerecorded at the courthouse. At the very least you could use it to leverage a bigger share for your kids. I could handle it for you, for the normal charge, of course. You don't have to pay me if you don't come out ahead."
"So, she took the will to the courthouse and had it done. Then she presented it to Bill, saying she was willing to negotiate, but she wanted the house Sarah lived in and most of the property for her sons."
"Everyone was stunned. Sarah and everyone of the kids held a council."
"I don't know what your mother expects, exactly. Normally, if you die intestate, the surviving spouse gets it all. That being said, this will appears to valid at the time it was registered. This could end up in court for years."
"He turned to the oldest two."
"Ask your mother what she is trying to prove. If this goes to court and gets ugly, your inheritance could be delayed by years. There might not be anything left when it's over. See if you can talk some sense into her."
..................................................
I paused for my own drink of water. He shifted his mask aside.
"I don't remember her getting everything. What happened?""
"This is the part where Mom and I come in. Now shut up and listen."
I looked at the time. Three forty. His son's plane should be on the ground. Another thirty minutes for exiting the plane and gathering luggage, forty minutes to get here. I had to keep him going for another ninety minutes. It was going to be close. His coughing jags were getting longer, and there was a lot of blood on his tissue.
...............................................
"The battle lines were drawn. Edwina secretly knew she couldn't win, and sometimes hated doing it. But every time she sat by his side and listened to him call out for Sarah, her heart became more hardened. Eric wasn't long for this world. In the few times he was lucid, he got one of the children to tell him what was going on. He wanted her lawyer, his lawyer, and the kids to gather so he could make his wishes known. Unfortunately, that night he slipped into a coma. It wouldn't be long now."
.................................................
I stopped the narrative, to check on him. His breathing was shallower, his pulse lighter. But he grabbed my sleeve. I leaned down as he moved his mask.
"Almost gone!" He gasped. "Finish it!"
It was four twenty five. Come on, honey, hurry.
"All right. Like I said, this is where Mom and I came in. You remember that coat we got momma that year?"
He nodded. Normally we weren't able to afford something like that, but dude had allowed a trapper to work the creek on the back of his property. He got several muskrats, and eight mink. He also got raccoon. On a trap farther back from the creek, he got three foxes, two red, one gray. The gray one must have been pretty old, the fur was almost silver. He gave that one to him, in gratitude.
I knew a leather worker, and we bought mom a long, bright white London Fog type coat, that went almost to her ankle. The leather worker carefully cut and sewed the fur. He trimmed the neck, the cuffs, and even had enough to go around the bottom.
Mom actually cried, saying it looked like something out of a Christmas story. She said later it was the most beautiful thing she had ever owned.
I looked at him. His chest was barely moving, but his eyes were sharp and focused.
"I know you remember how much I liked history. I've been a member of the County Historical Association for many years. When Mr. Queen sold the hundred acres, he put a flyer in saying the association could remove any historical buildings it wanted. You know back them we were trying to put together a working homestead on a few acres a member had deeded to us. There was a log corn crib on site, and we didn't have one for the homestead."
"I was still working as an ER nurse, and since weekends were the busiest time for us I got a weekdays off a lot. The president called me the day before I got off that Monday, and asked me to see if it was in shape to move."
"It was cold that day, but I had promised. I went out and checked it over. At first glance it looked pretty good, but on closer inspection it was dry rotted badly. If we tried to move it, it would crumble to dust. I was disappointed, and was about to leave, when I noticed an old wooden pitchfork stuck in the rafters. I nearly pulled the whole thing down on me getting it out. It would look good in our tool collection."
"As I walked back to my truck, a white car with the company logo of the development company that had bought the property pulled in. They had had a lot of trouble with vagrants and squatters in the old house, so when he saw me he wanted to investigate."
Once I told him who I was and what I was doing, he became friendly. He was disappointed that the crib couldn't be moved, but he was happy I found the pitchfork.
"We're pushing the old house down next week. If you want, you can go into it and if you find anything of historical significance, take it. Be careful though, it's pretty shaky in spots." He told me just before he left.
"Naturally I went in to look. It was in pretty bad shape, and had been vandalized pretty heavily. It was better upstairs, but not by much."
"I was about to go downstairs when I noticed the wall behind a ratty old sofa. The walls were pine board, and normally joined in a staggered pattern, to be pleasing to the eye and give the wall added reinforcement. This wall had all the boards cut evenly, then about three feet farther down the wall there was another straight joint. I had seen this once before, in a house that was part of the Underground Railroad. The joints were actually a hidden door, concealing a room escaped slaves could rest and sleep in before continuing their journey."
"I pushed the old high backed sofa aside, and there was a door there. It wasn't exactly hidden, the handle was broken off, but no one had noticed it. I managed to get it open."
"It was about six by twelve, and seemed to be a storeroom, filled with junk. It was getting dark by then, and I was a little afraid of what I was going to find, so I grabbed three wooden boxes that seemed to be filled with books and carried them out to the car."
"I set them out of the car in the garage, told Carrie where I had been, and called Jack, the president of the association, and told him what I had found. He promised to go the next day with several members and look it over."
"Carrie helped me. Two of the boxes were so old and damaged the contents were useless. The third was in good shape, and filled with old books. Nothing valuable except a couple of Zane Grey first editions from 1909 and 1911, still with the book jackets. They're in the bookshelf at the homestead now. But, at the very bottom, was the Queen family Bible, dating all the way back to the eighteen eighties. I would have loved to add it to the homestead collection, but it was just too personal, too important as a family heirloom."
"Remember when we would have our family gatherings on Christmas night because Mom always worked Christmas morning to let a young nurse off? She always worked the night shift on Christmas Eve too. I had given her the bible the week before to give to Mr. Queen."
"You know how hectic it always is right before Christmas, so mom forgot to give it to him before he slipped into his coma. Remember how long she kept her hair? Nobody at work could tell because she always kept it up in a bun. She had attended a little gathering of staff that evening, and they coaxed her into letting down her hair."
"When she started to leave that night she saw the Bible and remembered. It was almost midnight on Christmas Eve, The home was down to a skeleton staff, so no one was out and about. She didn't bother to remove her coat because she was only going to be a minute."
"Mr. Queen had come out of his coma, and was sitting up, disoriented. Mom helped him lie back down, and gave him the Bible."
"I was sent to give this to you Mr. Queen", she said, "I hope it gives you comfort."
"He clutched her hand as if he were afraid to let go."
" Lie down, Mr. Queen, I'll be seeing you soon" she told him, "you rest now."
"The next day, Christmas, found him lucid. He asked for all his family, especially his son in law. Amazed that he was awake, they were all there, even Edwina. His lawyer son in law was holding a copy of his will, the correct one."
"Everyone clamored to know where it came from. He held up the Bible."
"It was in this", he said. "An Angel of God appeared before me, and gave it to me. I'm not going to be with you much longer, she said she would see me soon. She gave me a chance to say goodbye, and this."
"He opened up his hand. It was a silver angel. Mom had it on that charm bracelet she always wore, and it must have come off when he held on to her."
"Everybody cried. Edwina and Sarah had a long talk, and it all came out. Edwina had hated Sarah for taking Eric away from her, she loved him more now than she did when she was younger. Sarah got her to understand she didn't take him away, they had both moved on. Peace was achieved, they actually became friends."
...............................................
"Mom heard the story and never said a word. But after that, every so often, if she felt they were a good enough person, she would slip into somebody's room and give them comfort, slipping a little silver angel into their hand."
"So there, now you know. Our mother was the Silver Angel."
..............................................
He said "Momma?" and seemed to be looking behind him.
"Yes dude, it was momma."
It was five fifteen. His son and daughter burst into the room, trailed by my wife. I hugged her and watched as they got to say goodbye. I saw him grip his son firmly, speaking urgently into his ear. He held out his other hand to his daughter, looked past them to me, mouthed 'thank you', and passed.
................................................
The legend of the Silver Angel didn't pass into obscurity. Working in the ER got less and less attractive as the years went by. People got more violent, blood got more dangerous. My mother retired and I was offered her position at the nursing home so I took it.
Mom stayed independent right up until she was seventy, and then she surprised us all by moving in to the rest home. She had anticipated this and put ten percent of her salary up over the years to pay for it. For the two years she was there, she was treated like a queen, with a private room and privileges far beyond that of a patient. She even volunteered the first year. Towards the end, she told me the story.
That's why, when we divided keepsakes of my mother, I took the coat. I was almost exactly the same size as her, and it fit. I had always worn my hair long, and by now it was silver.
So, every once in a great while, if I think the person deserves it, I comb out my hair, put on the coat, and walk the halls in the middle of the night. Sometimes If they're asleep I don't even wake them, just place a small silver angel onto their palm.
Technology almost did me in. One of the patients was awake one night, saw me, and managed to snap a picture on her cell phone. It was from behind, and blurred. The coat went almost to my feet. I had on white sneakers, and it looked like I was floating. The legend grew.
I finally got caught. Not by a person, but a security camera. The owner now is the granddaughter of my mom's best friend. She called me into the office and showed me the tape. Then she surprised me by kissing my cheek.
"It had to be you that gave gram that silver angel. Did you know she insisted it be in her hand when she was laid to rest? I'm not gonna comment on what I saw, it harms no one and gives many comfort."
What I never told anyone was that after my brother passed, I stepped out to give his kids time to mourn. There were arrangements to be made, even if it was Christmas. I called the funeral home to pick up the body, the doctor on call to issue the death certificate.
After doing what was necessary, I stepped back into the room. Carrie was sitting outside, holding her niece. His son was still by his side.
"They'll be here shortly" I told him. He left to get a drink of water. Acting quickly, I reached down for my brothers hand. It was closed into a fist. I was going to slip a small silver angel into his hand as tribute.
There was already one there.
.................................................
I asked my nephew later if anyone besides family was in the room and he said no.
Two weeks later for reasons I couldn't explain even to myself, I stopped by the Queen family graveyard. I spent about an hour telling him the story. Sarah was buried on his right, Edwina on his left. They had matching inscriptions, beloved wife and mother.
Then I stopped by to see my brother and make sure the new inscription was added. It was.
He lay beside his wife. On his side, a small inscription had been added.
"Mourn not for me, for I am borne home on the wings of an angel."
His son said it was his last request.
I scraped a little mud back and buried a small silver angel to match the one in his hand. I put my hand on the stone.
"See you soon, big dude. Tell momma I said hi."
I walked back to my car. It was getting colder, and I needed to go home to Carrie. She had a nice beef stew waiting for me.
.................................................
The man was in a rest home, and I actually found his bible pretty much as described. My mom did work in the rest home, and she did give it to him. She said it gave him great joy. The rest is just pure fiction.
Happy Holidays. Hug your family for me. In the end, they're all you have. QHML1
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This really isn't my story, it belongs to my only crossdresser friend, who I consulted while doing research for another story. It's her dream situation, and I agreed to write is as a thank you. I wouldn't let her see the finished story. She has to read it here. Hope you enjoy, Anne, this one's for you.
I was going to put it in the transsexual and cross dresser section, but it's just too much of a love story to be anything else. If this offends you, stop reading now. There are plenty of good stories to capture your interest.
................................................
This is the story of how I fell in love.
I've been called petite, at five three and weighing a hundred and five pounds. I always wear business suits, jacket, skirt, usually a matching silk blouse. I think my legs are too pretty to conceal. My dirty blond hair trimmed into a short, professional style. I always wear four inch heels, so I look taller. My whole appearance screams "successful business woman".
And I am. Very successful, working for a Fortune 100 company. At thirty, I'm a junior vice president, and the sky is the limit for advancement, as far as I'm concerned.
I have an MBA from Wharton, apprenticed with some of the most successful firms in the world, landing my dream job right out of college.
I've been called, brilliant, driven, devious, and a cast iron bitch. All apt descriptions.
How did an attractive young woman work her way up the food chain so quick? Well for starters, I never dated, giving my full attention to work. Oh, I got hit on, some customers have even hinted that my favors would go a long way towards sealing a deal. I usually found an excellent reason why my company should stop doing business with theirs. These men didn't get where they were by being stupid, word got around, and I was always treated with respect from then on.
"Married to her job, that one," they would say behind my back, "wonder if she's a lesbian".
I was so successful because I knew how men thought. I know, you hear men and women say that, but very few actually do. I could work the good old boy system with the best.
Why? Because underneath those Armani power suits, thigh highs, and expensive lingerie, lies a five inch cock. So now you know I'm not a lesbian.
That's right. I was born male. It didn't take me long to realize I was trapped in the wrong body. I actually had reasonable parents, and by the time I was thirteen I was in therapy for gender reassignment. When I got my driver's license I could legally put down female in the proper slot.
Social interaction with other teens was severely limited. I tried a regular high school, and when who I was became known, I was beaten up twice and almost raped once. After that, I tended to hang with others in my support group. I was privately tutored.
College was a little better, but not much. In fact, I had only been with two sexual partners, one transsexual that only gave and received oral, and one guy who was too rough taking my virginity. I bled, hurt, and swore off sex. I masturbated a lot to relieve my sexual tension. I was very lonely.
I literally fell into my husband's arms. It was late April, and as I gazed down from my forty third floor corner office, I had an almost uncontrollable need to get outside and breathe unfiltered air. I decided to take a long lunch, get a sandwich and sit in the park, enjoying the sunshine.
I had to walk by a construction site, another skyscraper that just had to be a floor taller then the last. As usual, the catcalls and whistles followed me all the way down the block. Construction workers are pigs generally, half a strand of DNA above an ape.
I got my sandwich and soda, found a nice bench with a southern view, and enjoyed the sunshine, for about five minutes.
The two men, obviously construction workers, were muddy, unshaven, and Neanderthals had more brain cells.
"Hey bitch, that's our bench."
I got up quietly, prepared to move. The loudest one got closer.
"Who said you could leave? You owe us for the use of this bench."
I gave them my most professional look.
"This is a public park. I should be able to sit where I want. But, if you need the bench that bad, take it and welcome. I have to get back to work now."
"We're not done with you missy" said the biggest one, grabbing my arm and causing me to drop my soda. "I think a kiss or two will square the debt."
I was struggling with his grip when a quiet voice said "Charley, I think you should let the lady go and apologize for being such an asshole."
He let go of me so fast I started to fall when strong arms encircled me and helped me upright.
"Miss, are you all right?"
I couldn't help it, I was so scared I started crying. I managed to sniffle a yes, conscious of the arms still around me. I think he realized he was still holding me at the same time, and gently let go.
"Fuck you Brian, we ain't at work and you ain't my supervisor" the man who tormented me said, trying to save face.
The man named Brian smiled.
"You're exactly right. So if I stomp your ass, you got no beef with the company or the union. Wanna get in on this, Dave?"
Dave appeared nervous.
"I got no problem with you, man. We was just havin' a little fun."
"Does she look like she's having fun?"
He had pulled me behind him, a position I was more than happy with.
"Get back to work, boys. If you hang around I might get the idea you intended to aggravate this young woman more. You know how I would hate that."
Dave couldn't leave fast enough, Charley wanted to save face, but as soon as Brian turned to him, he left.
I was shaking as he seated me on the bench.
"Don't worry, they won't bother you anymore. Relax, enjoy your lunch. I'm sorry they spilled your drink. Here, share mine."
He poured something from his cooler into a plastic cup and handed it to me. I took a small sip. My eyes widened. He smiled.
"Homemade lemonade, with a touch of raspberries. Do you like it? I have more."
I held out my cup, and he refilled it.
"May I join you?" He asked politely.
"Please " I said moving over slightly.
After the lemonade my bought sandwich tasted plastic. I could see him frown.
"Try this." He handed me a croissant filled with chicken salad. I had never tasted chicken salad like that. Made from herb smoked chicken, with bits of grape and pecans. I practically inhaled it. He looked at me, smiling.
I felt like a glutton. I tried to cover it up.
"Your wife is an excellent cook."
He grinned.
"She better be, when I find her. This is my recipe, I'm a fair cook, for a single guy."
"Good looking, single, and able to cook too. I might just apply for that wife position."
Shit! Where did that come from? I colored.
He laughed.
"Thanks, I think."
We talked for thirty minutes before he looked at his watch.
"I've got to go. I'm the foreman, wouldn't look good to be late. I enjoyed lunch. What time do you get off work?"
The question caught me by surprise.
"Five thirty."
He gave me a five hundred watt smile.
"Excellent."
He scribbled something on a notepad and gave it to me.
"I'm doing interviews for the wife position. I can work you in at six thirty. Don't be late, you'll lose points if you are. It was a pleasure to meet you, Andi."
I must have looked like an idiot, holding the piece of paper and grinning.
"See you at six thirty, sweetie."
And just like that, he was gone.
I came to my senses and checked the time myself. Shit, thirty minutes late from lunch. I was never late from lunch! I hurried back to my office.
When I went by the construction sight, the Neanderthals glared at me, but not one worker said a word. I looked up, Brian was in some kind of contraption about two stories up. It did not look safe. He gave me a small wave. I know I looked like an idiot waving back so hard. I practically ran into my building.
My personal assistant, Aubrey, was a woman in her fifties. I liked her. She had been with me since I got my first promotion. She was very good at her job, and would have mothered me relentlessly if I let her. After three years together she starting dropping hints. Why didn't I have a picture of my boyfriend on my desk? Was that wedding bells she heard? You work too hard, you should date more.
We had a code. If I stamped my foot and said "MOM!", she would back off for awhile.
I caught Aubrey watching me and smiling several times. I finally had to ask.
"What are you grinning at?"
It all came out in one long rush.
"You're not the only one who had lunch in the park today. We all saw you. Who is he? What does he do? Are you serious? He was, oh, what was it Janine said? Oh yeah, ripped. That means hunky, right?"
"Yes, it means hunky. No, we're not serious. I just met him today. He's a construction foreman on that project down the street. With me so far?"
She nodded.
"Did he ask you out? Did you ask him? He was definitely interested in you, that much was plain."
I couldn't resist.
"Well, he is currently conducting potential wife interviews. He offered me a six thirty slot. What do you think, should I dust off my resume?"
Her mouth hung open.
"You already got a date? Tonight?" she looked at the time.
"What are you standing around for? It's five ten, the clock is ticking. Where is he taking you?"
"Nowhere. I'm supposed to meet him at...." I pulled the paper out of my pocket, "Cafe Rizzo, ever heard of it?"
"Heard of it? It's supposed to be the third best Italian restaurant in the city. It's basically a Mom and Pop place. Small, intimate, next to impossible to get into. He must be more than a construction foreman to have the pull to get in there on short notice. Bring me a doggie bag, okay?"
Her mouth almost hit the floor when I told her I wasn't sure I was going.
"You're kidding! Young lady, you are going and you're going to have a good time. Are we clear?"
I stamped my foot. "MOM!"
"Oh no, little lady, that's not going to work this time. Now get your cute little butt in gear and go capture a man's heart. You're fired for the rest of the day. Go on now, get ready. Make me proud."
I was so shocked I let her lead me to the small closet of clothes I kept at the office. I never knew when something last minute would come up, and had to have suitable clothes.
Aubrey was already going through my wardrobe.
"Too formal, too business like, ah, this will do."
It was the classic little black dress, modest hem and neckline.
"This, and the pearls. Now go do your makeup. I'll call your driver, have him waiting."
If I hadn't wanted to go so much, I would never have let her go on. I even had to stand inspection before I left.
"Very nice, dear. Now, go have a good time. Details expected tomorrow. I'm going home and rape my husband, imagining he's a 'ripped' construction worker. Bye bye."
...............................................
I was on pins and needles on the way. I dismissed my driver, I didn't know how long I would stay, and would cab it home.
I was about to ask the hostess for Brian, and realized I didn't know his last name.
I finally squeaked out "Has Brian arrived yet?"
She broke out in a big smile and led me to the back of restaurant. He rose to meet me. Damn, he cleaned up nice. White shirt, black vest, jeans and loafers. He looked good enough to eat.
"Here she is, Brian. You can stop worrying now."
She looked at me while he colored.
"He's been up to check the door at least ten times in the last twenty minutes. I can see why. I'm Gina, this idiot is my first cousin."
That explained the restaurant. It also explained why nearly every worker in the place, including the dishwashers, came by to be introduced. Finally a man and woman in their fifties shooed them away.
"Go on now, You can give her the third degree later. Let them have a little peace."
They were his aunt and uncle. If Brian turned out like his uncle when he was fifty, he'd still be getting looks. His aunt was small, petite really, and Italian to the roots.
"Come to lunch next Sunday. We'll talk. Now, I'll make sure you're left in peace. Enjoy your meal."
What meal? We hadn't had a chance to order.
The platters started appearing. It would take a week to eat this much food. Everything tasted so good, she had to have at least a bite of it all. They didn't have much conversation until after the dishes were cleared, and they were on their third glass of wine.
Brian grinned at me.
"Okay, time to fill out your application. Start with the basics. How old are you? Have you been married before? Got someone in your life right now? Foolish question, that. As pretty as you are, there has to be someone. Where do you work? What do you do? Are you happy with it?"
My mouth hung open in shock. Damn, get right to it.
"Don't you know it's not polite to ask a lady her age? I'll be thirty one in three months. I've never been married. Not dating right now, I'm concentrating on my career. I work at Chase and Simpson, and I'm quite happy with my job."
Why did I tell him all that. He just sat there, looking at me with those calm green eyes. I wanted to bare my soul to him.
"You're a little older than I thought. Not enough to matter, though. I notice you said where you worked, but not what you do. Care to elaborate?"
I hesitated, I had to make a lot more money than he did. Some men couldn't handle that, or the fact that I held a position of power. I shook myself. What did it matter? This was never going anywhere.
"I'm the youngest vice president in their history. I run run the mergers and acquisitions branch. Sometimes I get two clients to merge who can complement each other and be more profitable. Sometimes they get bought out by my company. And rarely, it's a hostile takeover. I'm very good."
He nodded, listening intently.
"What kind of pay grade does that carry? Stock options, bonuses, you must be making out quite well."
This should scare him off.
"I make two hundred ten thousand a year, plus bonuses and stock. It averages a little more than three hundred thousand."
He seemed impressed. Time to counterattack.
"What about you. If I'm older, by how much? Does being a construction foreman pay well? Ever been married before? Time to share."
"I'm twenty six. Never been married. It pays all right, I average seventy five thousand a year with completion bonuses. I don't intend to stay where I am. I'll have my degree in architecture in another year and a half, going part time."
He turned the tables again.
"What about kids? Do you want them? How many? How close?"
I figured this would be the deal breaker.
"I can't have kids. I've always liked them, but anyone I end up with, unless they already have kids, would have to agree to adoption."
There it was, the biggie.
He just smiled.
"I've always wanted three. One of each, the last doesn't matter. I'm adopted, myself. Best thing that could ever have happened to me."
Didn't see that coming, but it explained why he didn't look Italian.
We talked until closing time. His aunt escorted us to the door, extracting promises that we would join them next Sunday.
"Where's my cab?" Aunt Rita waved her hands.
"Why waste money on a cab when you have a perfectly fine young man willing to escort you home? Behave yourself Brian. I like this one."
It was a four door truck. He drove straight to her condo. He helped me out and escorted me to the security door.
"Well, I know now."
"Know what?"
"Where to pick you up. Seven O'clock, Saturday. Dress nice, we're going to the opera."
With a quick kiss on the cheek and an even swifter kiss on her lips, he was gone.
I didn't remember how I got into my condo. I did remember the huge smile on the doorman's face.
"I didn't even get a choice" I though as I got ready for bed. I knew I wouldn't have turned him down.
I rubbed my lips as I snuggled down, remembering his kiss.
Cold hard reality hit me the next morning as I showered. I rarely got an erection any more since my hormone treatments, but today I had a serious case of morning wood. I even masturbated, dreaming of Brian.
"He'll hate me when he finds out" I thought later, as tears threatened to ruin my makeup.
My mood brightened as I reached work. I'd hold onto my fantasy just a little longer.
Aubrey was on her as soon as she entered her office.
"Spill! I see that smile on your face. Was the food good? Does he clean up well? Did you get any last night? Did you bring me any leftovers?"
I let her wait for a few seconds.
"All right, here we go, in no particular order. He cleans up very well. This was a first date, so no nooky. His family owns the place, and the food was to die for. There were no leftovers."
I watched the disappointment on her face before I handed her a handwritten note.
"What's this?"
"It's a personal invitation for you and your husband to dine at Cafe Rizzo this Friday. Enjoy. Did you wear your husband out last night? Did you make him wear a hard hat?"
Aubrey held the note in awe, before turning just a bit red.
"I didn't wear him out, more like down. But not enough that he wasn't recharged this morning. I was almost late."
Andi hugged her.
"Now, if we can get our minds out our panties, let's get some work done. And Aubrey, don't spread this around."
Aubrey laughed so hard she almost spilled the two cups of coffee she held.
"Too late, my little Cinderella. Joan from accounting and Barb from legal were at the cafe with their husbands. They saw you and I quote 'hanging onto your hunk like a drowning woman clings to a life preserver'. I've had three calls already this morning."
Even my boss said something that afternoon.
"Popular rumor has it there's a new man in your life. Quite attractive, according to the woman in accounting. I'm not prying, I'm just saying good for you. All work and no play and all that. Just tell me he doesn't work for a competitor."
I was glowing red
"No, he's in construction, lower management, but he'll be qualified as an architect soon."
"Sounds great, think how much you'll save when it comes time to design your dream home."
I started telling him it was just casual until I saw him smiling.
"Relax Andi, I'm just teasing. It's good to see you look human, instead of the ultimate business woman. Does he know?"
Bob was the only one in the company who knew my secret. When he offered me the vice president slot, I felt it necessary to come clean. I didn't want it to be discovered and brought to light to embarrass the company. It surprised him, but my efforts spoke on their own. He supported me and I got the job. If Aubrey was my mother figure in the office, Bob was her counterpart. I often told him I wanted to be just like him when I grow up. It pleases him no end.
"No, but I intend to tell him soon."
He nodded.
"I expect no less from you. And Andi, if it doesn't go well for you, I have a dry shoulder you can cry on."
I couldn't help myself, and kissed his cheek.
"I swear, between you and Aubrey, It's like I never left home. Thanks, Dad."
I believe we were both misty eyed for awhile.
I now had a dilemma. It was Tuesday, and I hadn't chosen a gown. My cheerleaders, Aubrey, Barb, and Joan, spent two lunch hours helping me shop. I was about to give up when we saw it.
Almost full length, open back, modest neckline. Red satin. I had a 34C chest, mostly hormone induced, but augmented by small implants. It was hard to go without a bra because of my extremely sensitive breasts. I could almost orgasm just from rubbing them. I wondered how his lips wold feel on them. I would probably explode on the spot.
Matching shoes, handbag, a small red velvet choker. My Adam's Apple was almost nonexistent thanks to hormone treatments at an early age and a bit of discreet surgery. I spent two hours having my hair done



As I waited for him to pick me up, I wondered if he had a car. It was going to be definitely hard to appear ladylike crawling up into that monster truck of his.
The doorman called to inform her he had arrived. He had always liked her because she treated him like a person instead of an object. She would sometimes bring him a cool drink or a cup of coffee, depending on the season, on her way in or out.
"How does he look, Harold?"
Harold chuckled. "I believe he will pass your inspection, ma'am."
It took me ten minutes to gather up my courage to go downstairs.
I was stunned. He had on a black dinner jacket, a shirt so white it would probably blind you in full sunlight, gleaming black shoes, black pants and bow tie. He looked like a young American version of the old James Bond characters in the sixties.
We both stood for a moment taking each other in.
"Come" he said, holding out his hand.
He led me to a black Lincoln town car, shining like a new penny.
"Nice car" I said as I settled into the leather seats.
"It belongs to Aunt Rita. They stopped making them almost two years ago. It hurt her feelings so bad she bought two, with every bell and whistle they had to offer. This one has four thousand miles on it. The other has six. Not six thousand, six miles. She's fifty one and says she'll never have to buy another car for the rest of her life."
He stopped and laughed.
"She said to tell you that if we scratch it, it would be in our best interests to never eat anything she prepares for the rest of our lives."
The opera was Italian, a minor piece that wasn't preformed often. Brian surprised her by translating once in a while. He saw her look.
"What? Aunt Rita is first generation American, her mother came over after the second world war. I was speaking Italian before I learned English."
I was impressed with the number of people who knew him as we mingled before and after the performance. One city councilman, a deputy mayor, various shakers and movers in the city. Many knew me, and were surprised to see me on a date.
One slightly buzzed socialite put her hands[way to familiarly] on his arm.
"Looks like our Brian melted the Ice Queen. Kudos, Brian."
He frowned slightly.
"Ice Queen? Where did you get that? I had the run the air conditioner on the highest setting on the way over here, and I think the passenger seat smells a little schorched."
Both the socialite and Andi glowed, one from embarrassment, and one from pride.
"Does he really think I'm that hot?" I thought as we exited the venue.
We went back to the restaurant for a late dinner. Courses kept getting cold when family, friends, and steady patrons came by to comment on how attractive they were. They must have posed for fifty pictures with family.
Aunt Rita finally put a stop to it.
"Enough! The next person who bothers my nephew and his beautiful date will be dining at McDonalds for the next week."
Apparently it was no idle threat, it was like they became invisible. We could finally relax.
"Is your family always like this?"
He patted my hand.
"No honey, we're calm compared to the other side of the family. Uncle Sean is Irish. Wait 'til I take you down to the pub. Think Italians with a lot of beer instead of wine. They're even a bit louder, can you believe it? Last time we had a wedding, you couldn't even hear the priest."
Great. Irish and Italian. Catholics, no doubt. I waited to be struck by lightning.
Just before we left Aunt Rita came out and handed me some photos. One of us standing as we waited for our table. Several more of us from both our times there.
She smiled.
"Gina is majoring in graphic art and photography in college. She always has a camera around somewhere, if you want privacy, you might want to go somewhere else."
She pointed at a wall covered in photos.
"Our wall of fame. Family, friends, favored customers. You're already on it."
I was indeed. A candid shot of both of us laughing.
He took me home as I sat in a fog of emotions. Once he escorted me to the door, I hesitated. Did I want him to come up? Did I want to face what might happen if I did?
He solved my dilemma by gathering me in his arms for a firm good night kiss. Boy, did he taste good! He actually had me off the ground at the end. He sat me back on my feet gently.
"I've got to work overtime this week to stay on schedule, and I have two nights of classes to attend. I'll call you Thursday. You get to pick where we go this weekend. I'm not hard to please. Goodnight, Andi."
I was still trying to form a response before he pulled away. Do I ever get the option of saying no to him?
I turned to the door to see a smiling Harold.
"Pleasant evening, Miss Andi?"
I was so happy I hugged him and kissed his cheek.
"The best, Harold. Absolutely the best it could be and still stay clothed. Good night."
I left him with his mouth hanging open.
................................................
I took the photo of he and I standing in our formal clothes, framed it, and put it on my desk, just to tease Aubrey. I saw her pick it up several times. Finally, as she was about to explode. I asked her.
"Something you need to ask, Aubrey?"
She actually turned red before she blurted it out.
"Is he as good looking naked?"
I got a little satisfaction teasing her. I gave her my most solemn look.
"Better. There isn't an ounce of fat on his whole body. He's got muscles bulging in places I didn't know had muscles. And his equipment? Greek god. He could call a lot of porn stars Junior if he wanted. And stamina? My goodness, I finally passed out while he pounded me and woke up the same way. I'm not really sure he ever stopped that night. I'm exhausted and sore, but very, very, VERY satisfied."
The look on her face was priceless. She didn't know where to start.
"Really?" she finally managed to gasp out.
"No, not really. All he got was a goodnight kiss. A really good kiss, but that was it. If he ever does bed me, I'll never tell."
She recovered and smirked at me.
"If he does, I'll know. So will everyone else with eyes. I'll bet you a day at the spa you have that look before three months go by."
I grabbed her hand and shook it.
"Deal. Now do you need a minute alone to finish your fantasy, or can we actually work this morning?"
He didn't call me for three days. It took me that long to remember I didn't give him my cell number. I didn't have a land line, it seemed unnecessary. Well, he knew where I lived, he could give a note to Harold, I hoped.
I was getting pretty despondent by Thursday afternoon, when Aubrey buzzed me.
"Some guy named Brian just called. I told him we didn't take personal calls on a company line. He seemed disappointed, and hung up."
"WHAT!!"
Then I heard that wicked chuckle.
"Got ya! He's on line two."
Making a mental note to look into getting an assistant that wasn't such a bitch, I picked up the phone.
"Hello?"
His voice sounded like music to my ears.
"Hi, sweetie. Made a decision about what we're doing this weekend?"
I couldn't resist.
"How do you know I didn't already have plans this weekend?"
There was about thirty seconds of silence. I feared I had just made a big mistake, when his confident voice came on the line.
"If you had plans, cancel them. We're more important."
The nerve of him! To think I would just break plans because he said so was just too insul...."Yes, dear." Shit, did I really just say that?
The warmth in his voice rose about fifteen degrees.
"That's my sweetie. If you haven't made plans, there's a new exhibit at the art museum I've been dying to see. They're holding a small reception Friday. Interested?"
Damn right I was. I had read about the new exhibit, it wouldn't be until next weekend before it would be available for public viewing, but there was a reception for patrons preceding it. First opera, now art. I was going to have to change my opinion of construction workers.
"Well, I had made plans to fly you to Paris and make out at the top of the Eiffel Tower, but art works too, I guess. What time should I be ready? Dress?"
I think I threw him there for a minute with the Paris crack, but he recovered nicely.
"Seven, casual. See you then, sweetie."
I hung up smiling. Looking up, I saw Aubrey in the door, smirking.
"If I hadn't heard it with my own ears, I wouldn't have believed it. Yes dear? Next thing you know, you'll be in the office barefoot talking about color schemes for the nursery. I hear that new spa over on Grant is really nice. Anything I can get you before I go back to my desk?"
"Yes. You can get me some resumes for a new assistant, one that keeps her head out of her panties and doesn't listen in on private phone calls. Could you do that for me?"
Damn her, I wish she'd stop smirking.
"I'll get right on that, boss, as soon as I'm done with my break and hell freezes over."
"MOM!"
She was still laughing when she closed the door.
................................................
He picked me up in a vintage Corvette. It was a 1971 model that belonged to his dad. It had been pretty run down, but he had it restored to show room condition.
"It was nice of you dad to give you his car" I said, as I settled back and listened to the rumble of the big engine."
I saw a look of pain cross his face.
"I'm sorry, did I say something wrong?"
He reached out and patted my hand.
"No sweetie, you didn't. Just had a bad memory come up. Did I tell you how great you look tonight?"
I could tell he was trying to change the subject, so I let him. I smoothed my dress.
"This old thing? Why, I've had this thing forever, if you count this morning as forever."
It was a little black dress, indeed a new one, higher hem, hey, I've always thought I had great legs, lower neckline, time to let the girls breathe a little, and it fit me as close to perfect as humanly possible. A nice little pushup bra, matching panties, and a garter belt holding up patterned and seamed hose. Even I thought I looked hot.
Apparently so did every man in the room. As long as I was close to Brian I was fine, but when some of the executive committee pulled him to the side for a little impromtu discussion about the new exhibit, they swarmed me. It was making me uncomfortable, and the look in his eye was almost murderous before he regained his bland smile.
A thrill went through me.
"He's jealous!"
I caught his eye and gave him a big wink and blew him a kiss. He instantly relaxed and started smiling a real smile again. Still, he cut it short and rejoined me almost immediately.
I turned to the most persistent of my admirers.
"Here's my man now! Brian, this is Jon, if you're not acquainted. Brian's in construction, probably where he gets these delicious muscles from."
"I don't believe I've had the pleasure" said Brian, as he held out his hand.
Jon made a stupid mistake and tried to out macho Brian, trying to crush his hand with his grip. Brian's eyes widened a bit in surprise, before squeezing back, hard. It almost put Jon to his knees. He made his excuses and left, trying desperately not to rub his hand before he got out of sight.
"I'm glad he's gone. I thought there for a minute you were going to fight over me."
He surprised me by squeezing my hand, hard.
"I need you to understand something. If I'm with you, I'd fight for you until my dying breath, but I'll never fight over you. That would imply you did something of your own volition to cause the fight. I'm not built that way. If we're in a relationship, we're in all the way. And by the way, I mean exclusively and faithfully. You'll never have to worry about me. You agree?"
I looked into those intense green eyes. I wanted to say a lot, but all I could manage was "yes, dear." His smile told me all I needed to know.
We discussed art as we looked around. He didn't care for modern art.
"Ever see Red Square? It's Russian. It isn't even a square, it's a rectangle. Just a canvass filled with red paint, and it's worth millions. Pollack? Don't even go there. A monkey could do the same thing."
He like the more realistic paintings, the Wyeths, every generation, and some surrealists, especially Dali. He also had a soft spot for Van Gogh, I learned later he had a reproduction of Starry Night and Sunflowers hanging in his house.
I leaned towards sculpture. I think I shocked him when I told him I owned a Remington, a small group of horses.
Of course, we had to do the mandatory mingling, and it was a lot of people from the opera.
A man I knew casually through work and I were chatting while one of the patrons just had to talk to Brian.
"So, you and Brian."
"Excuse me?"
"You and Brian. I know you've had at least two dates, something of a record lately for Brian. After his last girlfriend, he didn't even date for almost a year, and then you never saw him with the same woman twice. She sure messed him up, good to see him doing better."
Curiousity got the better of me.
"Just to avoid any mistakes, what broke them up, if you don't mind talking about it."
He stood there a second, trying to decide if telling me was the right thing to do.
"All right, just don't let him know I told you. Do you know who Karen Eckles is?"
Of course I did. She practically lived in the society section of the local papers. Daughter of Martin Eckles, a man worth billions.
"Well, she and Brian met at one of these functions, and she decided she just had to have him. He never had a chance. Oh, he was cautious at first, but she wore him down. They were an item for almost a year, before he broke it off."
"Why? She was rich, beautiful, sexy. She was the dream girl of most of the men in this city."
He nodded.
"That's just it. She was the dream girl. It spoiled her. She hid it from Brian, but she was too shallow and self absorbed to commit to anything serious. Brian was on the edge of proposing, when he found out her true nature."
"How did he find out?"
"She told him. Not purposely, but he found out at a function just like this. I know, because I was with him at the time."
"We walked up behind her and some friends."
"When are you going to dump Brian?" one of her girlfriends asked. I'm a lot taller than Brian, and they didn't see him.
"Oh, I'm not going to dump Brian. I'm going to marry him. He's perfect, loyal, desperately in love with me, and daddy loves him. Says it's about time I found a real man."
"What about Freddie? Does Brian know about him?"
"No, and he's not going to. He trusts me too much to believe I'd ever have an affair. I'm going to keep on with Freddie until he starts boring me, then cut him loose and find someone else. Brian has that boring old job, And I'll only play then. I'll have the perfect life, a man who loves me, and all the toys I want to play with."
"I expected Brian to be shocked, I was, But I didn't expect what happened."
"He came round me and stood behind Karen. Her girl friends eyes went wide. She knew something was wrong and turned to see him. She went a little pale and started talking, but he had his own speech to give."
"How about we do it this way. I get out of your life. Permanently. Look how much more play time you could get in. It's a great plan. I get to keep my self respect and you get to continue your whoring lifestyle without complications. Goodbye, Karen."
"He never said another word to her. In her own way, she did love him, and was accustomed to getting whatever she wanted. She called his house, his company, his cell. She got banned from his aunt's cafe, and he finally had to go talk to her dad, telling him he was going to file stalking charges and a restraining order if she didn't stop. Her dad finally got the full story, and shipped her off to Europe for three months."
I wanted to know badly.
"Did that stop her?"
He shook his head.
"No, she just toned it down. Tell me, do you ever get the feeling you're watched? You have been, all night. She's here, and been watching you both like a hawk. Turn around."
I did, making it appear casual. He was right, she was across the gallery staring daggers into me. It was creepy. I shivered.
At that time David came back, so the conversation stopped. I made a point to hang on his arm and smile at Karen every chance I got. She left rather early, quite a surprise.
I broached the subject gingerly as he drove me home.
"Do you know Karen Eckles?"
He tensed before shrugging.
"Yes. Why?"
"Well she was there tonight, and every time I looked up she was staring at us. It kind of creeped me out.
He actually laughed.
"Karen and I were close once, but our lifestyles were just too different to make it work. She wasn't used to the word no, and it irritated her. Don't worry about it."
He surprised me by pulling into a nice neighborhood, stopping in front of a modest house.
"Where are we?"
He grinned.
"At my house. Come in, I'll make some coffee. I want a little time with you when there aren't fifty people standing around. I'd like to say I'll be a perfect gentleman, but why lie. Come on."
I felt myself freezing up. This could make everything unravel. Still, I offered no resistance as he ushered me in. He left me on the couch while he went to make coffee.
"Look around if you like" he said over his shoulder as he went into the kitchen.
I did. I noticed the art work, how neat it was, too neat for a batchelor. There were pictures everywhere of his family. His aunt, cousins, lots of people I didn't recognize. There was a large family portrait of Brian when he was about eight with what had to be his mom and dad. They looked happy.
He came back with the coffee, sat it down and walked over, draping his arm around my shoulders.
"My mom and dad. Can you see the resemblance to Uncle Sean? And Aunt Rita? They were brothers who married sisters. This was taken four years before the accident. They were coming back from celebrating their fifteenth wedding anniversary."
"The small charter plane went down with twelve couples aboard. There were no survivors. They were lost at sea, we didn't even get to bury them."
I could literally feel his pain.
"I only had them six years, they got me when I was seven. I never talked about it to anyone, just sort of closed down. Aunt Rita and Uncle Sean added me to their brood. It's probably what brought me back. It was like being adopted all over again."
"They set everything aside for me. The insurance policies, the settlement from the charter company. My mom even bought two of those insurance policies you used to could buy at the airport just to cover the flight. They said if they had to take money it wasn't love, and they wanted me to feel loved.
He gestured around.
"My dad was a builder. He and Mom literally built this place by themselves. Even if I live somewhere else, I'll never sell it."
I was crying openly now, sharing his pain. He was the one clinging to me now. Finally he roused himself and broke our embrace.
"Second door to the left down the hall."
"Huh?"
"The bathroom, second door on the left. In case you want to fix your makeup."
I knew he was trying to get a few minutes alone to regain composure, so I did as he asked. My carefully applied makeup was beyond repair, so I took a cloth and washed it all off, not bothering to reapply. He was sitting on the couch pouring the coffee when I returned.
"Now you know. Just for the record, I've only told one other person that story. Karen. Her only statement was it was good I had so much insurance."
I bristled.
"What a bitch. She didn't deserve you. I'm glad you didn't end up together."
He smiled a little.
"Thanks, I think. And thanks for listening. I don't know why, I just felt you should know."
That was it. The moment my fate was sealed. I knew at that exact moment I was in love with this man, and there was nothing I wouldn't do to try and keep him.



I put my coffee down carefully and climbed into his lap.
"let's make some new memories, something to cheer you up when you feel down."
I'll admit it. I had very limited experience when it came to kissing, but to balance it I had a lot of enthusiasm. They got longer, hotter, more intense.
I could feel his erection, and ground my bottom against it. By now he was caressing my breasts through my dress. They were hard as diamond cutters, I was afraid they were going to rub a hole through the fabric. Soon his hand was underneath my dress, sliding over my stocking tops, caressing the bare skin between them and my panties. Just as he was about to go higher I regained my senses and jumped off his lap. I had almost lost it.
I could see the disappointment in his eyes. I started kissing him again.
"Please honey, it's too soon. We barely know each other. Let's take our time. When it's ready to happen, we'll know it. Please don't dump me, I'm just not ready."
He pulled back and held my face in his hands.
"Dump you? After this and what you just said? Sorry babe, that's not gonna happen. I want you, but I'm not stupid enough to rush you. You're kind of stuck with me, for a long, long time, I hope. But I'm only human, so I think it's time for me to take you home. Come on."
The only place I wanted to go was his bedroom, but I got in his car.
There was another steamy set of kisses at my door.
"When will I see you again?"
He looked surprised.
"Sunday lunch. You promised Aunt Rita, remember?" I'm not going to pick you up, you have to be there at ten thirty, I'll be there just before one."
I was confused.
"Why do I have to be there so early?"
His grin was huge.
"Because you have to help cook. Every woman in the family does it on a regular basis. Also, to stand inspection. Don't be surprised at the amount or the nature of their questions, my family is pretty direct. Oh, and wear a nice, simple dress. Aunt Rita is a traditionalist. She thinks women should wear dresses to family affairs. See you then."
Another quick kiss and he was gone.
..................................................
Houston, we have a problem.
I didn't know how to cook. Not the simplest thing. I agonized over it, getting little sleep Friday night. I tried watching about six hours of cooking shows, but nothing stuck. She was desperate, so she showed up at the restaurant early Saturday evening to talk to Aunt Rita.
Gina kissed me when I showed up unannounced. Aunt Rita kissed me in the kitchen. Some little woman who looked to be about a hundred grabbed me and kissed both cheeks, spouting in Italian.. She was pretty strong for a little old lady.
Rita laughed.
"My mother. She comes in on the weekends. Not to actually work, just to make sure we don't screw up. Mama says you're very pretty, you'll make Brian a good wife, but you're too skinny."
"Brian's not here. He had to work today to catchup some things that threw the schedule off. He came by, picked up his supper, and left. He looked exhausted."
Here it was. Time to confess.
"Um, I'm here to talk to you, Aunt Rita[she insisted on me calling her that], about tomorrow. I don't think I can make it."
She looked into my eyes for a second, turned and said something in rapid Italian, and we were soon seated at the back of the kitchen with two small glasses of wine. She got right to the point.
"Why? Brian has really been looking forward to showing you off. It'll hurt him pretty badly if you don't come."
I fidgeted.
"I can't cook!" I blurted out, then cringed in shame.
When I heard her laughing I looked up.
"That's it? You can't cook? Are you afraid that will shame Brian, make you less desirable? Silly girl. Brian would probably laugh and do the cooking for you."
She turned and said something to her mother.
The old woman cackled, then reached over and took her my hand, rattling something off in Italian.
Rita laughed. "Speak English, Mom."
She was pulling me along.
"Come child, follow me. Call me Nonna, alright?"
I spent three hours following her around the kitchen, wearing an apron. I tasted sauces, gave opinions, chopped onions and other vegetables. I learned the proper way to hold a knife for maximum efficiency and minimum risk, what "al dente" meant, and other things I was supposed to remember but promptly forgot. At the end, I was exhausted.
Rita, Nonna, and I sat down for another small glass of wine.
They both gave me a kiss and hug, and sent me home.
I barely made a shower before I collapsed, exhausted.
I was up at eight, obsessing over what to wear. I finally picked out a simple, light blue sundress and flat sandals. I put my hair up in a ponytail, for the first time since I was seventeen.
There were twelve women and three teenage girls there when I walked in. The place was closed, only family and select friends allowed. And men were not allowed in until twelve.
Everyone of them kissed and hugged me, handing me an apron. It had my name on it. Nonna took charge of me again, and I assisted where I could. Every one of them gave me help and instructions, and I finally started getting it. I even picked up a few words in Italian. I was having so much fun I didn't notice the time until I was swept of my feet and twirled around, getting soundly kissed.
"Hi, honey." I said to Brian, futility trying to smooth my dress and hair at the same time.
He grabbed my hand and pulled me along, introducing me to uncles, cousins and friends. I felt like the skin was being worn off her cheek. I finally got to flee back into the kitchen.
I got to escort Nonna out of the kitchen and to her place at the head of the table. I was given the honor of serving her first, she was a true matriarch, revered by all present.
Then we brought the platters out and settled into one of the happiest, loudest meals I've ever enjoyed.
Brian looked at me and smiled happily.
"Who told you to call my grandmother Nonna?"
"She did. Why?"
Brians' smile got bigger.
"Do you feel special? I think you are, and more importantly Nonna thinks so too. Nonna means grandmother. You're acceptance into the family, you're one of us now."
About that time Nonna tapped a wine glass. When everyone got silent. She made a little toast in Italian. I heard our names mentioned, and then every one raised their glasses.
"SALUD!"
I held my glass up and smiled.
"What was that about?"
"Nonna just told everyone that our rehearsal dinner was going to be here."
"What rehearsal?"
"Why, our wedding rehearsal, you silly girl."
I gave a little shriek and fled to the bathroom. Aunt Rita came to get me.
"Come on girl, you have to meet your new family."
"But we've only dated three times counting today. It's way too early yet. I don't know if he even likes me that much."
She had me in front of the mirror, brushing out my hair.
"Oh, he like you, a lot. And Nonna is never wrong. She says she her grandmother was a full gypsy, and she has the sight, the ability to tell the future. Don't fight it. Now fix your face, and come on back out."
We stayed until eight, dining again. In between, the men played cards and watched a ball game, while the women cleaned the kitchen and then sat by themselves, passing family information and gossip, Holding babies, keeping the toddlers occupied, and of course, talking about their men. I'd never felt so loved.
...............................................
I kept telling myself I would tell him the truth by the next date, but I always ended up so happy to be with him I would postpone it. My job had me work long hours and travel sometimes, while his work and school schedule kept him pretty busy during the week. We managed to have lunch together a couple of times a week, and practically lived together on the weekends.
Then something happened that cemented my relationship to his family beyond his wildest dreams. We were looking at helping an Italian firm and a German firm merge their American affiliates. We had been working on this for months, when suddenly the Italians balked, seems one of the Germans managed to insult their CEO.
It was my project, so I had to go to Italy to smooth feathers. Normally Aubrey went with me. They were empty nesters, and she enjoyed the trips tremendously. Sometime her husband would take vacation and go with us. He got to sight see while we worked, then he would gather Aubrey up and be gone. I would look at them and marvel love like that was still possible.
She asked if she could stay home this time. She had two sons and a daughter, and the daughter was due with her first child any minute, and she didn't want to miss it. I was taking a substitute, a competent young woman.
I developed the habit of eating at the cafe once a week while Brian attended classes, often ending up helping. We were sitting after the dinner rush, enjoying out traditional glass of wine. I told them I probably wasn't going to be there in two weeks, I had to travel to Verona on business.
Nonna started rattling off things in Italian. When Aunt Rita calmed her down, she told me her Nonna was born in Verona, and emigrated her with her parents when she was ten, in 1949. She was rattling off people I should go see, when I shocked all of them.
"You know, it would be a lot easier if Nonna just went with me. It would give me a chance to burn up some of my frequent flyer miles, and I'll gladly pay for anything else. It would mean a lot to me. Gina is between semesters, she could go along to keep her company while I work. Would you think about it? Please Nonna, I'd love for you to go. I'm sure Gina would like it to. Will you think about it?"
Nonna surprised us all when she started crying and hugging me.
Later on, Rita gave me a big hug and kiss.
"What you offered back there was very kind. You are going to be my favorite unofficial daughter in law, I can feel it. Kiss Brian for me. And Andi, Nonna says you're hiding something. She says you need to tell him, soon. And she said not to worry. It'll all work out."
I wish I had that faith.
The next weekend was the first time Brian told me he loved me. I cried for joy, then for fear. I had to tell him, come what may. He deserved the truth.
................................................
I was going to make this a stand alone story, but I'm having too much fun with it, so look for one, or maybe two more chapters. I've got most of the second done, look for it in about six days. Thanks for reading.
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This came to me while I was sitting in an emergency waiting room, based entirely on someone I saw there.
..................................................
PART ONE: Open mouth, insert feet.
"Old man, you are so full of shit!"
The 'old man', around fifty, looked over at his companion, a man in his late twenties.
"You really think so?" He asked in a mild voice filled with humor.
"Damn right, nothing is sexier than a naked woman."
"That's where I beg to differ. I'd say it was an age thing, but it's been proven time and time again. Hells bells, if what you thought was the norm, whole industries would go bankrupt."
"Really?" the younger man challenged, "Name one."
"Victoria's Secret, Soma, heck, any lingerie designer or manufacturer. Women don't normally buy that stuff for themselves, mostly men buy it or supply the money with great expectation."
"And while we're on the subject, how about high heels? Think they wear those uncomfortable things to please themselves? I bet deep down 90% would wear sneakers if they thought they could get by with it."
"I still think you're wrong" the young man said stubbornly.
"Well, everybody is entitled to their opinion. But really, think about it. Sure, the ladies enjoy these things because it makes them attractive. Attractive to who, you may ask? Why, men of course."
"If a woman would give you an honest opinion, they would all be in slacks, sweats, sack dresses and flat shoes. Comfort, son, is way under rated."
"look around you, David, what do you see?"
"I see The Furniture Mart."
The Furniture Mart was a semi-annual expo for furniture manufacturers, retailers, interior designers, and material suppliers to show their wares, the latest and greatest in the industry. Held in High Point/Greensboro and Hickory N.C. every March and October, it was a chance to see and be seen, and check out the competition.
China had practically destroyed the domestic manufacturers, pushing many into bankruptcy. A few remained, catering to upscale customers. A few more clung to the edges of the middle market, snatching what crumbs they could.
A quarter the size of years past, it was still a pretty big deal to the local economy. David and his older companion were at the High Point expo.
"No David, look at the people. What do you see? Men in casual clothes, most without ties. But the ladies, David, look at the ladies. Not one in slacks, very few in business dress. Most are dressed to the nines, think they're doing it to impress each other? Of course, to a certain degree, but most of it's for our benefit."
"Think David, think. Of course naked women are attractive, but it's the thrill of the chase. Wouldn't you rather unwrap the prize slowly, savoring it, than just ripping it off?"
"Most men, even if they won't admit, would rather see women in sexy lingerie. Why? Because right up until the time she drops her push up bra and slips off her thong, she is perfect. Once the clothes come off, you can see the mole on her bottom, the beginnings of cellulite on her thighs, or the first minute signs of wrinkles on her neck."
"It's the mystery we love David, whether we admit it or not."
Finally David seemed to get it.
"All right, Uncle Charley, I concede. Your argument has merit. Tell me, what do you think of Sherrie and the woman with her?"
David and Sherrie both worked for Charley, he as an up and coming furniture designer, her as an interior design consultant. She and her companion had just entered the display hall from across the room.
"Now, David, you know I love Sherrie like a niece, but I have to admit, she is one attractive female. She's only moved twenty feet from the entrance and has been stopped three times, all from men greeting her. They seem to like her companion quite a bit too, even if she seems to be a bit older."
David frowned at the attention she was getting, he harbored feelings for Sherrie.
Charley laughed at David's frown.
"Boy, if you love that girl you better snatch her up before she gets a better offer. She could probably do better if you leave her alone."
"Seriously, I think she has feelings for you too. But neither of you own a physic hat, so you have to actually tell each other how you feel. If you don't, you may both miss out on something that could be grand. You should marry her, idiot, so she really would be my niece. That's my opinion on the subject."
Anxious to steer the conversation away from his lack of a love life at the moment, he asked what his uncle thought of the woman Sherrie was with. For the first time tonight, his uncle seemed to sparkle.
"That, my boy, is a fine example of mature Southern womanhood. Not too thin, not too fat, built for comfort and speed."
He looked at his uncle, surprised. It was the first time since his rather ugly divorce two years ago he had even expressed a passing interest in a woman.
"I'm guessing her age to be about forty, maybe a year or two older. She may be a miracle of modern science, silicons sacks, nips, tucks, dyes."
"Or it could all be an illusion. Heavy make up, a body shaper underneath, a bra designed by a NASA engineer, with air assist and gyros to maintain altitude and projection. Support hose and a padded panty to make her ass look great. Who knows? Strip her down, her boobs may sag to her waist. She might have ugly nipples, a roll at her tummy and a flat ass."
Then he grinned.
"But right up until the wrapping comes off, she is one fine female, easily the most attractive for her age in the room."
David didn't know whether to laugh or cry for his uncle.
"Charley, Charley, let it go. How do you know so much about this stuff anyway?"
"Because David, my bitch of an ex-wife put me through all of it. Tits not perfect? Nip, insert, problem fixed. Liposuction, vein surgery, facelift, two hundred dollar bras, corsets, support hose, padded panties just until she could get her butt shaped. And when she finally got where she thought she needed to be, she decided she was too good for plain old Charley, and traded up. So, yeah, David, I'm a little gun shy around women my age."
"I guess what burns me most is that I didn't care about any of it. I knew you can't stay twenty five forever, I knew we were going to gain weight, get wrinkles, and slow down, and I didn't care. But she did. And the more I assured her it didn't matter that we were aging, the more determined she was to try and stop the clock. Her perceptions and attitudes became so skewed I didn't know her anymore. When I finally got to know the new her, I didn't care for her. But by then it was too late. She had found a younger lover who told her everything she wanted to hear, and believed every word of it. I just wonder what she's going to do when she finally finds out she can't out run the clock. I'd like to see her face at that moment. It would probably erase a lot of the pain I carried for so long."
David sighed. The divorce was bitter. Charley had tried to go fifty fifty and walk away, but she wanted it all. The business, the homes, most of the money.
So Charley surprised her. Quiet, honorable Charley got loud and dirty, exposing her affair and all her modifications in court. A tape he had made of her discussing how to destroy him with her lover, who also happened to be her lawyer, blew the whole case out of the water. When the dust settled, she got less than 40%, and had to pay the lawyers and court costs.
Her lover got reprimanded by the bar and suspended for a year. With no income coming in from him, she wanted to settle fast. Charlie surprised her by giving her the business, one house, and very little money. She thought she had got one by him.
She didn't realize that in an industry like theirs, reputation went a long way. Most of her older employees quit and went to work for Charley at his new shop. Shoddy work and a few missed deadlines and she was bankrupt, forced to sell for ten cents on the dollar. Charley was the only one who made an offer.
She refused until the banks gave her no choice. She took what she could get and sold the house she had gotten in the divorce, moved, and opened a small interior design company in another town. Although she hadn't worked at it in years, she was quite good and soon had a nice business, but she was very bitter. Surprisingly, her lawyer/lover stood by her, and they married, living a much less glamorous life than they envisioned.
What Charley didn't know was his ex was behind him the whole time he was talking to David, and heard the whole conversation.
She had come of course to promote her business, and was having a hard time getting any interest. In frustration when an old friend turned down her overtures, she asked him point blank if Charley had gotten her blacklisted. He seemed surprised.
"As far as I know, Stella, Charley hasn't uttered your name to anyone in the two years you've been divorced. It's like you ceased to exist. As far as blacklisting, I haven't heard anything. The reason I don't want to do business with you is that I don't trust you. If you could do what you did to Charley, the man who loved you more than anything in the world, what would you do to someone who was just a money source? Sorry, but you'll find that's the prevalent attitude of most of your old business contacts."
Then he drove the stake in her heart.
"Besides, when Charley got that big condo contract in Raleigh, he had to add an interior design consultant to his business. She's quite good for someone so young. She's brought in so much business he had to hire her an associate."
"Damn, damn,damn" she fumed silently. "First he screws me out of my old business, and now he seems intent on driving her out of my new one. Was he really that bitter?"
She calmed. Surely she hadn't turned him into that vindictive a person. He had no contact with her during the divorce except for the court sessions.
She had to admit, he got her good there. And she had not physically seen him except once in two years, and that was at the last market. She was going to speak, but he walked by her like she wasn't there.
This could work for her. She was damn good at her profession, surely he remembered from when they first started out. If he needed help that badly, maybe she could get him to let her sub contract some of it.
So she dressed conservatively, trying to tone down her enhancements, in colors she knew he liked. She rehearsed the speech a dozen times, trying to get him to focus on the old days, maybe stir up a good memory or two, then hit him with her sales pitch.
But then she heard his little rant, and realized there was still a lot of ill feeling on his part. No way could she see him working with her. It triggered a rage in her she couldn't explain. Damn him anyway.
She looked across the expo, at his new interior designer. She had been pointed out to her the day before. As she looked at the older woman beside her a plan born out of pettiness and spite gelled. Maybe she drive a wedge between the designer and Charley.
She strode across the room, intercepting them at the mid point. Just as she was about to introduce herself, Sherrie was approached by a supplier. He had the new fabrics she was asking for, and had some samples in his kit. She excused herself, her aunt Norma was in a discussion with an architect and furniture designer about Frank Lloyd Wright. As she waited for an opening, the man excused himself to talk to another supplier.
"Hi, I'm Stella. Tell me, do you know the man over there, the one with the cane?"
"Hello, I'm Norma, and no, the man is not familiar to me."
"Really? From what I overheard I thought you knew each other quite well, he spoke so familiarly about your physical appearance."
Norma was perturbed. No one except her niece Sherrie knew her, she had just moved into the area after accepting a job. She was to be her associate in the interior design arm of her boss's business. It was a good move for her.
When Sherrie went to Charley and asked for help he sat her down.
"Sherrie, if things go as planned you'll need more than one soon. We may have to spin the whole section off. I know you, and I trust you. I also don't want you to go out on your own. Work with me, and when we spin this division off, you'll be in charge, with a suitable salary and a ten percent ownership stake."
"That being said, this is your first test. You find the person and hire them. Show me the resume, but the decision is yours. Deal?"
He held out his hand. She flew into his arms, hugged him long and hard, pulled back, grabbed his hand, shook it, and said "DEAL!"
The first person she thought of was her aunt. She was the reason she got into interior design to start with. Sherrie knew she had gone through a rough divorce recently, her husband was a serial cheater, finally throwing Norma away for a younger woman. She was devastated, and her husband fed on her pain, keeping her off balance and confused during the divorce. She lost most of her savings and her home.
Norma jumped at the chance Sherrie offered. A new job, new city, new chance at life. She couldn't wait to get started.
Norma looked Stella over. What was her point here?
"I'm not sure I know what you're talking about. I've never actually met the man. Sherrie hired me, I work directly for her. She was just going to introduce me. It's curious, what could he possibly have against me?"
Stella knew she had her hooked. While she was talking Stella did a mental inventory. She had to admit for her age, and women were better than men at guessing, she was quite attractive. She couldn't detect any "after market" work, as she liked to phrase it, except her hair. That couldn't be her natural color. For a woman in her early forties she had held up well.
What Stella didn't know was how devastated Norma had been after the divorce. Being told she was being replaced because she was fat, old, boring, and unattractive constantly had taken its' toll. She had wallowed in self pity for awhile, gaining weight and letting her appearance in general decline.
Sherrie had knocked it out of her during her last visit, dragging her to a salon for a cut, color, and manicure. Then she signed her up at a gym and Weight Watchers. It was her wake up call.
She lost the twenty pounds she had gained, then ten more. Forced to buy new clothes, she had gone conservative but feminine, looking all business while at the same time letting you know there was a woman under the business suit. She was actually forty seven, but looked younger. All in all, she was pleased with the payoff from her hard work.
Tall for a woman at 5'8", her 140 lbs were spread nicely on her frame. Her only mental complaint was her bust size, 38B, which in her mind made her a bit top heavy. Of course, when she was young, and even now, it was a definite drawing point for the men, but she often wished she was a bit smaller. These thoughts surged when she was in business attire and wore a heavier bra all day.
It was a relief when she could get home and remove it, although she often looked in the mirror critically, noticing the effect time and gravity was having on her.
Stella knew she had her hooked, and moved in for the kill.
"Well, not to gossip, but as one woman to another, his description of you was, to say the least, unflattering."
Sherrie interjected.
"Charley? I've never heard him say anything bad about anyone. If there was ever an old school Southern gentleman, it's Charlie. Even people who didn't deserve courtesy receive it from him."
The last comment was aimed right at Stella, and she knew it.
Stella just smiled. She had them.
"Child, St. Charley may not be all you see. How could a gentleman describe your friend here as probably having, and I'm quoting here, 'saggy boobs, ugly nipples, a belly roll, and a flat ass' or wearing a "NASA designed bra, body shaper, butt padding, and support hose. Quite the unflattering opinion, wouldn't you say?"
Norma had slowly gone pale, reliving the pain of her divorce. Her ex had said the same and more, and it had hurt. All her work for her new body, all the positive energy she felt by moving on, all came crashing down. Soon, her pain turned to anger.
"He actually said that?"
"Oh, that and more, but I believe you get the idea."
Sherrie interjected. She had finished her business discussion and had returned to Norma.
"I don't believe you. Charley would never say anything that mean. You must have it wrong!"
Stella smiled a small, vindictive smile.
"Ask him yourself. Despite our troubles, I've never known him to lie. Well, I have to go. Enjoy the Expo. Nice to meet you, Norma."
She strolled off, satisfied.
Norma had gone pale, then bright crimson. Shame surged, then anger. Damn him, who did he think he was, speaking so ill of her? Of all the nerve.
Before Sherrie could recover, she was striding angrily in his direction. He looked up, smiling. This must be the aunt Sherrie talked about. He did a mental inventory as she approached. He was right in his initial assessment, she was very attractive. It could be pleasant working with her. He stood.
"Hello, you must be Norma. I'm Charley, Sherry has told me---"
This was all he got out before she slapped him, hard. The sound echoed through the hall. People looked around, sensing conflict.
"How dare you! You don't know me, don't know the first thing about me. I do not have ugly nipples, or a belly roll, and my bottom is quite well rounded, thank you very much." People watched, fascinated.
Sherrie had her hand to her mouth in horror, David was stunned into silence, even Norma was stunned at her outburst.
Charley rubbed his jaw, sure there was a hand print there. He looked over and noticed Stella laughing and it clicked, she had to have been listening to his conversation. He stood, leaning on his cane.
"My sincere apologies, madam. While I did say those very words, they weren't directed specifically at you, more a general comment on female vanity. Never the less, I should never had said it. It was rude. My only defense is they were presented to you out of context, and the two glasses of wine on top of my pain medication has interfered with my common sense."
"Now if you would excuse me, I've a cab waiting outside. David, Sherrie, Miss Norma, I hope the remainder of your evening is quite pleasant."
He turned, took a few steps, looked back and grinned.
"If it's any consolation, I'm sure your nipples are quite lovely, your tummy is flat, and if you bounced a quarter off your bottom it would put someone's eye out. Goodnight all."
They watched him limp off. Sherrie was in shock, Norma was horrified, and David was grinning like an idiot.
"MY GOD! What have I done? I'm so sorry Sherrie, I don't know what came over me. Do you think I still have a job? It doesn't matter, he'll probably fire me before I get started."
Norma was in tears, her new life was already over before it got started.
David was doing his best not to laugh openly.
"Girls, girls, don't panic. It'll be all right. Charley will be fine tomorrow, he'll most likely think it's the best night he's had in a while."
David filled them in on the actual conversation, telling them that Charley thought they were the two most attractive in the place, and how rare it was since his divorce that he paid any attention to any woman, much less be complimentary.
"One thing for sure Norma, you definitely made an impression on him. I'm sure after a bit of awkwardness tomorrow things will smooth out."
Norma looked at him like she didn't believe a word coming out of his mouth. She was thinking it was a good thing she was staying with Sherrie and hadn't gotten around to looking for an apartment. She was thinking, shit, she wasn't thinking at all. Why couldn't she control her reaction?



And his ex-wife, damn that bitch. What goes around comes around, she thought. Someday you'll get yours. I just hope I'm around to see it.
"Sherrie, I'm so sorry for my outburst. My divorce, my ex-husband and his treatment of me, all came surging back. I think this is just a case of misplaced aggression. Anyway, that's going to be my defense if I get to talk to your boss. I just hope he doesn't hold it against you."
"Relax, Norma. There isn't a more understanding man in the universe. Just explain what happened and beg forgiveness. He'll be fine. Just be yourself and sincere, that's all you can do."
David agreed, trying to get her to relax.
"Come on girls, I'll escort you back to the hotel. I think we've had enough fun for one evening."
.................................................
PART TWO: Crow for lunch. With a side of foot.
Norma spent a restless night. If she had her own transportation, she would have left first thing.
Sherrie was upbeat and supportive.
"I bet he's forgotten all about it. Just go come to work and do your best, it'll be fine, you'll see."
She didn't believe a word but had nothing to lose. As it turned out, she didn't even see Charlie again for two weeks. Seemed he like to spend most of his time at the factory or in his private shop, designing furniture.
After the divorce, he got away from traditional furniture and specialized in kitchens and children's rooms.
He was propelled into the mainstream when he did some furniture for a lawyer friend of his, who shared the pictures with his brother, also a lawyer on the West coast. He was an entertainment lawyer, and one of his clients was a popular singer. The singer was also a friend, and he showed the pictures to him.
One thing led to another, and Charley ended up doing the furniture for his new getaway cabin, if you can call a four thousand foot, multilevel house a cabin.
Architectural Digest did a story, and the photos and personal endorsements of his work propelled him into the mainstream. They did a back story with photos of Charley, Sherrie, and David, in the factory and her design studio.
The local TV station did a segment on them, and one of the cable networks did a half hour show on their home and garden channel.
Already busy, suddenly they were swamped. They added workers and expanded the production floor, and still turned away work. Charley refused to substitute quantity for quality.
A developer in Raleigh, N.C. was an old friend, and when he decided to do an upscale condo project, he called Charley. After meeting with Sherrie and David to get their input, they committed to the plan. Twenty seven luxury condos, all designed and furnished by Charley and company, to the specifications of the owners.
They had had contracts approved for half the units before ground was broken. Sherrie and Norma were in for long hours and a grueling schedule.
Out of the blue, Charley called and asked her to lunch the next day. Her behavior came rushing back to her, but you don't say no to your boss, and agreed to be picked up at noon.
He picked her up in his four door, four wheel drive truck, apologizing, he had been out in the field and hadn't had time to change clothes or vehicles. She had never ridden in something so large or sat so high off the ground.
He had on a faded denim shirt over a black t shirt and worn jeans. He took her to a small diner she had never noticed before, even though she went right by it everyday to and from work.
"I'll take you somewhere more upscale next time, I promise. The food here is quite good though. Shall we?"
He opened the door and helped her out, reminding her to watch her step down.
The place was homey, everybody was friendly, and they all seemed to know Charley. They gave her a menu and brought water and a sweetened tea for him.
"Ya'll know what you want yet?" said the middle aged waitress, holding her pad.
Charley started to order but she interrupted him.
"Hush, Charley, I know what you want. Fried chicken thigh, okra, and mashed potatoes. I was talking to your friend. The meatloaf is really good today, sugar, just saying."
She could smell it and her stomach rumbled. Making a promise to spend extra time on the Stair master, she took the meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and creamed corn.
She brought out the order and a platter of homemade biscuits.
They ate in silence, enjoying the meal.
The waitress bustled back out.
"Chocolate pie, carrot cake, or banana pudding?"
She groaned. He laughed.
"Go on, if you don't, I'm going to eat mine in front of you, smack my lips and talk about how good it is. You'll hate me before I'm done."
Two chocolate pies and coffee, and they weren't small pieces.
She looked at the time. They had been gone for an hour and a half.
"Oh my, I need to get back to work. Sherrie must be wondering where I am."
He just smiled.
"She knows you're with me, what can she say. I've enjoyed lunch, but the main reason I brought you here was to apologize for my comments when we met. It was wrong, what I said. But you need to understand, I wasn't talking about you specifically, but women in general, and it WAS taken out of context, by someone I have a lot of history with."
She held up her hand.
"Please I should apologize too. I was upset about things you had nothing to do with, it just brought back a lot of pain. I reacted badly. Peace?"
She held out her hand. He took it.
"Peace", he said, "but I won't take back the part about you being attractive. And, truth be known, men are just as bad. I'm sure you've known a man or two who has gone through his 'midlife' crisis. You know, dyed hair, flashy sports car, young girlfriend. We're just as vain as women. Why do you think I go to the gym and play tennis, use a shampoo that makes my gray hair stand out, and use the tanning bed my ex left? Vanity, my dear Norma, is not gender specific. That's how I hurt my knee, trying to return a volley I knew very well I couldn't reach."
He dropped her off at the studio, thanking her for lunch and a chance to clear the air. He promised to take her somewhere more upscale next time.
She was humming to herself as she went through the door. Sherrie grinned and tried to look disapproving.
"And just where have you been, young lady? You have a job, you can't just go lollygagging around with some handsome, silver haired devil just because he buys you lunch. Next it'll be dinner, and who knows, maybe breakfast the next morning."
Despite herself she blushed while Sherrie laughed, but then rallied.
"Mind your business, child. If the boss wants to buy me lunch and occupy my time, who are you to complain? And it won't be dinner next time, but lunch in some upscale establishment."
"Oh, already got another lunch date? Fast work there, girl. Where did he take you this time?"
"The Lunch Spot."
Sherrie snickered.
"You didn't get the meatloaf, did you? You know twelve ounces of their meatloaf equals five pounds on your thighs, six if you had mashed potatoes. And if you got dessert, you can kiss your waistline goodbye."
Norma groaned.
"Wanna go to gym with me tonight?"
"Oh no. David is taking me out to a movie later. Don't wait up for me."
Glad to steer the conversation away from her love life, or lack thereof, she decided to give a little bit of needling back to Sherrie.
"Do I need to stay somewhere else tonight, give you a little room? When are you gonna admit you two are in love and do something about it?"
Sherrie sighed.
"It's not me. I know he loves me, but his ex burned him pretty bad, and he's skittish about relationships right now. Damn that bitch anyway!"
She brightened.
"But you don't have to get a room, David has a very nice house, although I fully intend to redecorate it when I move in."
She stopped, realizing she had said too much. Norma smiled.
"I'll help, lord knows men have no fashion sense."
Sherrie hugged her.
"I'll take you up on that. Now, how about we do a little actual work? Mrs. Martin called, she's thinking about a new color scheme."
Mrs. Martin had taken advantage of advance sales of the condos, bought a penthouse, and was making full use of the decorating service that came as part of the package. They had created virtual rooms on the computer, and she had already changed her mind three times. She was driving David crazy with her furniture requests, and had even met with Charley once. He just smiled, made notes, and said he was sure she would be satisfied with the end results.
................................................
PART THREE: Getting comfortable
The days went by. The condos were three quarters sold, and the building was almost complete. Sherrie and Norma were swamped. The purchasers were all well to do, and demanded the best. David and Charley were spending long hours on furniture designs.
Luckily most of the customers were inclined towards traditional furniture and were easy to satisfy. About one out of ten wanted something different, a few were really demanding.
Sherrie, Norma, David, and Charley had many meetings to stay on the same page. They grew easy in their relationships, making it easier to have differences of opinion without worrying about bruised feelings or hurt egos. They all realized it didn't matter what they thought past a certain point. Whether or not they liked the end result, it was the decision of the customer.
"They're not always right" Charley summed it up, "but they are the ones footing the bills, and it will be hard for them to complain if we give them exactly what they want."
................................................
Norma had gone out twice more for lunch with Charley, both pleasant experiences. Then they got really busy, and lunch became sandwiches in their offices as they struggled with their workloads.
She did get to see his house. To say she was impressed was an understatement.
Made of logs harvested from the property it sat on, it was an impressive two story affair with a rambling porch that wrapped completely around it. It had a roof of treated oak shingles, also of trees off the property. It was a man's house, no doubt.
He welcomed her in the shop out back, his design studio. She was there to bring him the specs for their latest client's demand.
"This guy is a pain in the ass. He wants us to be done in ninety days, but he keeps changing things. We did exactly as he asked and now it's not what he wants."
She knew there had been a heated exchange between Charley and the client a few days ago. Charley had sent him notice they were not going to be able to meet his demands and they were not going to work with him any longer.
The customer was one of those super rich guys who thought his word was law and everyone should scramble to please him. He was furious, threatening to sue for breach of contract.
"Look at your contract, sir. It plainly says that our services are part of the package as long as both parties agree. You have the right to use anyone you want, we have the right to refuse you if we don't think we can work with you. Sue if you want, you'll get nowhere. If you like, I can recommend several firms who would be happy to work with you."
"I'll ruin you!" he screamed.
Charley actually laughed at him.
"How? I carry no debt, and besides this project I have two to three years of work I'm committed to. You'll splash around, spend money and end up looking foolish while I continue to prosper. There are no skeletons in my closet, so if you try to slur me I'll be the one doing the suing. Goodby, sir, I hope you can find someone who can give you what you want."
The wife was furious when they got dropped. David and Sherrie had shown her the plan for her son's room. The six year old loved frogs, so David had designed a dresser whit a curved top that resembled a blue pond with lily pads. Small metal frog sat on the pads, and the drawer pulls were frogs that chirped when the drawers were opened. The walls were painted with a meadow motif, with cattails prominent in the foreground. His bed was a large lily pad that made a splashing sound when he lay on it. Sherrie had even designed the comforters, and an alarm clock that looked like a frog, and gave mighty croaks when the alarm went off. Now she was going to lose that, even though Sherrie had assured her that she could have all the plans for the next designer.
They had also designed the ceiling to look like a night sky, with embedded lights. It changed into a sunrise glow when the alarm went off.
She actually threatened to leave him if he didn't stop being such an asshole. He backed off, practically begging them to resume their work.
They had one more meeting, with the wife in attendance. He said little except to apologize, and she assured them there would be no more changes.
Sherrie asked her to take the final drafts and some suggestions out to his house, he was working in his home studio that day.
He took her into the shop to show her the project he had been working on.
It was a dining room suite. The table was massive, designed to seat twelve people. The top was made of black walnut and holly in six inch boards two inches thick, the rails were holly, and the legs walnut. The black alternated well with the white of the holly. The chairs had legs and rails of black walnut, with seats made of holly, and backs made of the walnut, with a four inch strip of holly in the middle. Very impressive.
"How long did this take you?" she asked, in awe.
"Four months, in my spare time, after the wood had seasoned. It was all done here in the shop." He pointed to the planers, routers, and lathes.
"It's so beautiful. How much does something like this cost?"
"Forty thousand for the set. Twenty two for the table, and fifteen each for the chairs."
"Do many people want things like these?"
He laughed.
"I could give up the factory and the design studio and still have enough work to keep me going to retirement. I only do about four of these a year. The first set I did twelve years ago just went up for resale. I signed and numbered it, it went for seventy two thousand."
"How many have you done since?"
"The one you just saw was number fifty one. Would you like something to drink?"
She took several pictures, dropped the specs she had brought on his drafting table, and followed him into the house.
She stood at the doorway in awe.
The front half of the house had a cathedral ceiling, easily forty feet. A massive cut glass chandelier in a rustic style hung over the great room.
A fireplace easily big enough to walk into filled the opposite wall, made of field stone. The floors were hardwood, but she didn't recognize the grain. There was a stairway on the opposite wall, so impressive she just stopped and stared. Charley smiled at her wonder.
"Do you like it?"
"It's amazing! How did you come up with that?"
There was a brief flash of pain in his eyes.
"Where all good ideas come from. I stole it. Do you remember the cartoon version of Snow White and The Seven Dwarfs?"
She nodded, barely remembering.
"This staircase, or a version of it, was in the house. I always thought it was impressive. This was supposed to be my retirement home. I was foolish enough to believe at the time I would have grandchildren, so I designed this and the sleeping loft for them. When my marriage ended, I decided to build this house, even though it was never going to hear the laughter of children. Maybe when I'm gone David and hopefully Sherrie can live here and play with their grandchildren."
Her heart went out to him, and she touched his arm.
The stairs were cedar, large half logs. Each step had an animal head carved on the end. Rabbit, with big ears, squirrel, fox , deer[with real antlers inset], raccoon, bear[with what were real bear teeth, she learned later], and several animals she couldn't recognize.
"Would you like to see the loft?"
She nodded, and he took her hand and led her upstairs. The stairs went four high into the side of the house to a landing, then turned and hugged the wall to the top. She raised her eyebrows.
He answered her unasked question.
"Remember, I designed this with small children in mind. If they slipped on the stairs, they didn't have far to fall. Lessens the chance of injury."
The loft was huge, forty by thirty six, with a safety rail of cedar waist high.
Deeply carpeted, she saw he had converted it into his sleeping quarters, with the biggest bed she had ever seen as the center piece. A large bookshelf went halfway along the back wall, crammed with all sorts of books. He had added a small bath and closet. He led her to the rail.
"Look" he commanded, pointing.
The upper part of the front wall was huge triangular windows. She could see the front lawn and the small valley dropping away. It was beautiful.
"I love the view. Sometimes I'll sit in my rocking chair[there was a set by the rail], and watch it snow in the winter. It's very peaceful."
He was silent for a moment, and her heart went out to this man, living in a house designed for love, alone.
He showed her the rest of the house, three bedrooms and two baths, all filled with furniture designed and built by him, with help from David. She fell in love with the kitchen, all stainless steel, with top of the line appliances. Why would a single man need double ovens, with a six burner stove top and a grill alongside?
"This has to be a million dollar home", she thought, and found herself wondering how comfortable that huge bed was. She colored as he helped her into her car.
She kissed his cheek on impulse.
"Thank you for showing me your home. It's beautiful beyond words."
He colored slightly over the praise and the kiss.
"You're very kind, but I'm sure your professional side was changing all sorts of things in your head."
She thought for a minute, and realized the only thing it needed was her. Her own face flushed, where had that come from? He's my boss! He's older, he's wounded, he's.......exactly what she wanted. She needed to have a long talk with Sherrie.
.................................................
PART FOUR: The best laid plans
"Have you been to his house yet?" Norma blurted when she returned to work.
Sherrie smiled.
"Yes, don't you just love the stairs?"
"I love the whole thing. It's a man's house, no doubt, but with a few touches here and there, a woman could be quite comfortable."
"Norma!" Sherrie gasped in mock surprise, "Are you thinking about volunteering? You'd loose him in that big ol' bed."
Sherrie was even more surprised at her response.
"No I wouldn't! I wouldn't let any dead space develop, when he rolls over, I will too. It's about time I got into synchronized sleeping again."
"My, my. Nothing like declaring your intentions. Let's make a deal. You help me land my honey, and I'll help you hook yours. Shake?"
They shook, they hugged, they planned. Norma didn't know if she had a chance. Her feelings for Charley had strengthened over the months, but she had never felt any reciprocation from Charley.
If she only knew. Charley had given her a good deal of thought. He loved her smile, her warmth, her brains. That all that was wrapped in a body he really liked didn't hurt either. For the first time since his divorce, he was interested in a woman.
He tried to subtly probe David to see if she was seeing anyone.
"The only one I know for sure she's seeing is some silver haired old devil who keeps taking her to lunch, but won't take her to dinner. Step it up, old man, she won't stay on the shelf long."
"I'd love to, but it's complicated. She works for me and does a really good job. I'd hate to mess that up."
David knew he was splitting hairs, but he really thought they would make a good couple.




"That's not entirely true. She works for Sherrie, in a business that she co-owns. Sure, you're the majority owner, but you don't actually have anything to do with that branch of the business other than coordinating efforts. If it doesn't work out, leave her alone and let Sherrie deal with her."
Charley counterattacked.
"In the same vein, when are you going to get serious with Sherrie? She won't wait forever. You know she gets asked out all the time, but she doesn't go, waiting on you. Don't leave her vulnerable, state your intentions. Admit it, she's too good for you, but for some reason, she wants you anyway."
So, while Sherrie and Norma were planning on having them for dinner, Charley and David were planning to have them for lunch.
...............................................
Part Five: A Nice Weekend
The condo project was almost finished. Five were already occupied, and all were done by Charley and company. House Beautiful did a spread on one, My State, the official state magazine, did another. Sherrie had to add two assistants, one for each of them. Charley had to add workers in both the office and the factory. With the economy in a slump, he could get the best, and took advantage.
He made David factory manager while he concentrated on his home studio, turning out custom furniture for ever increasing prices. They were all working like maniacs, and getting to see less and less of each other. All were getting frustrated. Charley looked around one day in loneliness and made a decision. He emailed them with instructions.
"You are to present yourselves at my house Friday morning. Be prepared to stay all weekend. This is not work related, but you are required to attend. Oh, and bring bathing suits. Non attendance is not an option. Eight o'clock Friday morning, do not be late!"
Sherrie and Norma were looking at each other when David called.
"Did you get the email?"
"We're looking at it now. What's going on?"
"Beats me, but he is the boss, and we all need to relax. Wanna ride together?"
They made plans to take his big SUV. He was at their apartment by six, loaded and ready to go by seven.
"Charley called me just before I left to pick you up, we're not to eat breakfast. He'll have it ready when we get there."
At seven fifty five they pulled into his driveway. He met them wearing an apron.
"Don't unpack, Breakfast is on the table. Let's eat."
Blueberry pancakes, bacon, cheese omelettes. Real butter and maple syrup. All hot and ready. They ate like pigs, in near silence.
They relaxed over coffee. Charley set the rules for the weekend.
"I cooked, so you guys get to clean up. If any of you cook, the rest of us cleans. House rules. If you can't find what you want in the pantry or fridge, we'll go out and get it. You can pick out bedrooms later. David and Sherrie, your turn to clean up. Norma and I will take a walk. Tonight we'll return the favor, while you guys enjoy an evening stroll."
He turned to Norma.
"Shall we?"
He looked at their faces and laughed as they walked out the door.
"No hanky panky in the kitchen! We have to prepare food there. We'll be gone awhile, I'm sure you'll find something to amuse yourselves with."
He took her down a small path, walking about a quarter mile before it turned uphill. The path ended in a small clearing by a stream.
There was a small waterfall, about eight feet high but fifty feet wide. A small rock shelf was just below it, and then the water fell into a large pool. It was beautiful.
"This place is amazing!"
He smiled.
"Yes it is. It's one of the main reasons I bought the property, that and the trees. Of course, I intended to cut most of them down for furniture, but other than what it took to build the house, I just can't make myself do it."
How much land do you own?"
"Here, about a hundred eighty acres. I own some more acreage here and there, mostly timber lots."
"Wow."
He seemed embarrassed.
"It's not that much, really. I've done well in my life, professionally at least."
She could hear the sadness and a small amount of bitterness in his voice. She took his hand.
"You talk like your life is over! You have a lot of good years left. You're kind, handsome, and I think you have a lot of love in you. All you need to do is find someone to give it to."
She hadn't meant to say all that, it just came out, but she meant every word, and she didn't let go of his hand, even as they walked back. Just before they left the wooded path he stopped, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. Just a light kiss for a few seconds, with no tongue, but when he released her she looked down, expecting to see scorch marks on the ground.
"Wow! That was nice. Any special reason for it?"
His old grin was back.
"For being who you are, for making me feel alive again. And just because I wanted to, isn't that reason enough?"
She just smiled, grabbed him quickly and kissed him on the cheek. She stood back with her own grin.
"Sometimes I want to do things too."
She had a death grip on his hands as they came into the yard.
................................................
Sherrie and David were still doing dishes. They would have been done sooner but for some reason warm maple syrup kept getting spilled on her nipples, and David had to stop and lick it off. They ended up christened the dining room table, both being secretly glad Charley built such sturdy furniture.
Sherrie saw then first.
"Look" she said, pointing as they emerged from the trees, holding hands.
David had a happy smile on his face.
"About time. They look happy, don't they?"
She held his hand, happy at the sight.
"Yes they do. I hope it works out, they both deserve a good person in their life."
David started laughing suddenly.
"What?" She asked. He rarely laughed, and she loved to hear it.
"If your aunt marries my uncle, when I marry you, does it make them double uncle and aunt?"
He stopped suddenly, both realizing what he said. Before they could continue Norma and Charley came through the door. They were laughing, but stopped when they saw their faces.
"Anything wrong?" Norma asked out of concern.
They were both about to say something when Sherrie started grinning. David looked at her and she pointed with her eyes. He saw and actually laughed again.
"No, nothing wrong. Did you have a nice walk? I bet he showed you the waterfall, didn't he?"
Sherrie was trying to stifle a laugh but not doing a very good job. She was continuing to stare at Charley, and when Norma looked around she saw it.
A perfect set of lip prints, in pale red, on his right cheek. His tanned skin made it really stand out. She went a nice shade of crimson.
Charley was looking at them, trying to figure out what was so funny.
"What?"
David was almost choking.
"Charley, it looks like you ran into something out there. there's a mark on your cheek. Must have been a tree branch."
Charley reached up and rubbed his cheek, looking at the faint red on his fingers. To their surprise instead of being embarrassed he smiled.
"Yeah, I got too close to the kissing tree. That happens sometime."
Sherrie joined in.
"Where is this kissing tree? I've never seen it the times I've been up here."
He laughed, happily.
"Oh, you can't find it by yourself. There has to be someone special with you. I'm sure you and David will find it this evening. Just don't get too close, the effects can be permanent."
Sherrie looked at David.
"When we find it, I'm gonna turn into one of those tree huggers you hear about!"
David went red, while Norma laughed out loud and Charley smiled.
Even though it was supposed to be a non working event, they ended up discussing the condo project for about two hours before Charley stopped them.
"Enough! The next person who mentions work has to do the next meals' dishes alone. Grab your suits, let's go up to the falls."
They changed, packed a picnic lunch, a cooler, towels and other items they thought they might need, and loaded them into his little off road vehicle. It resembled a little truck, Charley used it to drive about the property. He and Norma rode to the falls while Sherrie and David walked.
It took them about three times longer to get there than normal, they were about to go check on them when they came into the meadow. Norma suspected Sherrie had used a whole tube of lip gloss up, judging by the prints on his cheeks and neck.
Sherrie bounced up.
"Sorry we took so long! Charley, you should have told me you had a whole grove of kissing trees on the path! I didn't think we were ever going to get here, but I didn't feel like rushing."
David was glowing in pride and embarrassment. Charlie hugged Norma before he spoke.
"Not a problem. We'll let you two drive back, wouldn't want to put you at risk. Norma and I will just have to sacrifice."
Now it was Normas' turn to glow.
They laughed, they played. When it came time to swim, both Charley and David were enthralled. Sherrie had on a modest bikini that fit her very, very well. Norma had a one piece, but it was cut high in the legs and back, with a plunging neckline. The built in bra enhanced her bust. Charley was glad the water was on the cool side.
They laughed, splashed, swam and floated lazily. The sight of the girls floating on their back gave the men very lustful thoughts.
They ate the light snacks they had brought, washing down the fruit and cheeses with two excellent bottles of wine. Charley promised to take them the vineyard Saturday, it was close by. Later, as the girls got some sun, that included liberal amounts of lotion applied by their men. Charley and David walked to the falls.
"Are you ever gonna get off your ass and ask her?" Charley asked David in an exasperated voice.
David looked at Charley with amused eyes.
"I kind of did, just before you guys came back this morning. It kind of slipped out, but I plan on making it official, real soon."
"About damn time. You know I look on you as a son. You're my heir, when I go or retire the business is yours. So get with the program, give me some grand kids I can spoil."
David was speechless. He knew Charley loved him, but he never expected him to give him the business. Tears were in his eyes, he tried to speak but failed. Charley saved him from further embarrassment.
"Come on, time to head back. Remember, you're driving."
.........................................
The girls had been having their own talk. Sherrie told Norman about David having his Freudian slip, saying he was going to marry her. Norma hugged her in joy.
"Don't be so hasty, he hasn't actually asked yet. But it's gonna be soon, I can feel it. How about your man? Set the hook yet?"
"No, but he has it in his mouth. I'm gonna let him run with it before I set it, deep. There's a lot of love in that man. Damn that ex of his! He should have a house full of grandchildren by now. I guess the burden is on you now."
Sherrie laughed happily.
"I don't know about a house full, but two or three, definitely."
The men came back, and they gathered their things. David and Sherrie drove the small off road truck, while Charley and Norma took their time on the path. A twenty minute walk took them over an hour. When they got back, his face was basically painted with lip gloss. There wasn't a spot bigger than a dime from his hairline to the bottom of his neck that wasn't marked. Sherrie and David never said a word, and he seemed in no hurry to wipe anything off.
David grilled chicken and pork chops later in the evening, while Charley made salads. The girls laid on lounges on the patio, talking about how they planned to become accustomed to this.
Sherrie pointed to a small knoll just past the property line.
"When we get married, we're gonna build a cabin there, so the kids can run back and forth between houses. Maybe we'll get them a golf cart or a couple of four wheelers. That way, when we want alone time, we can send them off to grandma's house."
Sherrie had lost both parents a few years ago. She was an unexpected baby, coming when her parents were in their early forties. Her mom passed from natural causes, and her dad died in a car accident. Sherrie thought he was still grieving her mother and wasn't paying attention when it happened.
Norma had one child, a daughter. She was killed while in Afghanistan, roadside bomb. Norma often thought that her death signaled the beginning of the end for her marriage. Sherrie was all the family she had left, and she was proud to serve as a surrogate mother.
Charley had made a large pitcher of sangria, and poured liberal glasses. The girls loved being waited on.
Sherrie joked with them about it.
"Charley, I'm so glad to see you're trainable. I'm having a time out of David, but at least he doesn't wet the carpet anymore, unless he gets really excited."
Everyone laughed, and laughed harder at his reply.
"Well, I guess you can teach an old dog new tricks. More wine, dear?"
He offered the pitcher to Norma, who smiled as he topped it off. She decided to tease and embarrass him just a bit.
"Why sir, are you trying to get me tipsy so you can take advantage of me?"
He looked her straight in the eye and said in his most serious voice, "No, madam, I am not. When I take advantage of you, I want you stone cold sober, so you can enjoy every sensation."
David and Sherrie screamed out their amusement, while Norma went bright red and fled into the bathroom. When she composed herself and returned, Charley tried to apologize. She cut him off.
"Don't you dare! Have I told you how much I love a man that speaks plainly and lets his intentions be known?"
It was his turn to color, while she laughed and kissed him lightly.
They ate, they lazed, they consumed another pitcher. Charley and Norma cleaned the grill and patio, rinsing the dishes and placing them in the washer.
Sherrie pulled David up.
"Come on, honey. Let's walk some of this fine meal off. You old folks don't wait up on us, I know you need your sleep."
Charley cut Norma off, telling them they were probably right, maybe he and Norma needed to lie down for a quick nap. That had both women glowing.
"Am I going too fast?" asked a concerned Charley as David and Sherrie wandered off.
"Yes. And I love it. You have to know by now I've been attracted to you since the first time you took me to lunch. Are you regretting today?"
There was just a touch of fear in her voice.
His smile warmed her.
"Not in the least. But it's been a long time, and I'm still trying to get used to the idea of having feelings towards someone again. Let's take it easy, let this grow at its' own pace. Is that all right?"
She wanted to say hell no, let's go see how much we can mess up that huge bed, but she saw the wisdom in his words. Both were still a little fragile, thanks to their ex spouses.
"I agree. But, I'm kind of out of practice in the kissing department. Help me catch up?"
She walked over, settled on his lap on the huge sofa, took his head in her hands and proceeded to try to catch up in one sitting. Soon they were both breathing heavily, he was massaging her breasts underneath of her shirt, and she was grinding into his erection. He was reaching for the hem of her shirt when they heard Sherrie and David come in.
She almost fell off the couch. Somehow her bra had become unsnapped. Still trying to compose her face she looked at a grinning Sherrie.
"Norma, what happened? Did a wind blow through here fast enough to unsnap your bra?"
She looked solemnly at Sherrie and David. As she was about to speak Charley chimed into the conversation.
"Why yes it did. I'm sure you noticed it. It was probably much stronger outside, after all, it managed to blow your shirt completely off and then back on again, wrong side out and backwards. Almost a miracle, wouldn't you say?"
Sherrie looked down at her shirt, noticing the tag for the first time. Her face was priceless as she fled to her bedroom.
Norma tried her best to contain it, but her shrieks of laughter echoed all over the house. David and Charley just grinned. Norma went into the bathroom to adjust her clothing.
They laughed, each couple lazing on separate couches, as they watched a romance movie.
Charley stood, and gave an a big yawn.
"Well, I'm for bed." He paused, "That big lonely bed. Seems a shame to waste all that space."
He looked pointedly at Norma, who blushed.
"I'd hate to see you so lonely. Maybe I should come up and tuck you in."
She said this as she rose.
"Excellent idea. After you."
They approached the stairs and he motioned her forward.
"You want me to go first? Why?"
He leaned forward and spoke in a husky whisper.
"Because my dear, if you go first I get to look at that spectacular bottom all the way to the top. It'll give me something to dream about."
She giggled, swaying her hips as she slowly, slowly, went up the steps.
Damn, that bed was comfortable! It made it more so when between kisses he told her she was the first woman to ever be in it with him. It must have taken them twenty minutes to say good night.
She remembered the conversation, and even though she wanted to stay, she pulled back.
"Well, it's going to be awhile before I sleep."
He looked at her sadly.
"Me too. But it's for the best, I don't want to rush things, let's do this right."
He held the comforter to his nose.
"At least you left your scent. I hope it lingers. It'll give me sweet dreams."
She had a wicked thought.
"I don't want it to fade. I want it to be the first thing you smell when you wake up. I have an idea."
She stood just out of reach at the edge of the bed. As slowly as she could, she reached behind her and unsnapped her bra. Reaching inside her shirt in a practiced manner, she slipped out of the straps and pulled the red, lace trimmed bra out, giving him a healthy glimpse of the bottom of her breasts. She tossed it on the bed beside him.
"Here. This should hold my scent well enough. Sweet dreams, Charley."
She left,but not before she got a good look at the erection straining his jeans. She smiled all the way down the stairs.
David and Sherrie had already gone to bed. If the noise was any indication, they were being good employees, doing a stress test on the bedroom furniture.
She smiled as she stripped and lay down nude. She went to sleep gently rubbing herself, dreaming of a man for the first time in a long time.
About four she heard something in the house, and without thinking she slipped out of bed, catching a glimpse of Charley going up the stairs. He was naked.
"I hope he looks as good in full light" she thought."
Something warned him, maybe a slight sound, and he turned at the top of the stairs. She suddenly realized she was naked too. They stared at each other for a moment, before she called out a soft good night and returned to her bed. It was a long time before either slept.
................................................
Sherrie and Norma cooked breakfast, French toast and sausage patties with home fries. After David and Charley finished the dishes, they climbed into his big four door truck.
It was a slow, scenic drive, they had a destination, but didn't need to hurry. They stopped at the local farmer's market and bought fresh vegetables, meats, and bread for the evening meal. Charley had brought an ice filled cooler along to store the perishables.
It took almost an hour to get to the vineyard he had mentioned the day before. Everyone did a wine tasting except Charley. He was driving, and was familiar with the varieties. He told them to pick a case each, an unofficial bonus for their hard work. It took almost two hours before the selections were made and loaded on the back of his truck, secured with a cargo net.



He took them to lunch at a small diner, famed for their burgers. Norma made a note to chain herself to the treadmill when they got back, after consuming the house special, a fully loaded quarter pound patty with cheese, tomato, coleslaw, pickles, chili, and onions. It was about four inches high, she barely got it in her mouth. She had to eat a ton of onion rings just to find the burger.
They stopped at a state park, and walked a three mile trail. It took them awhile, they kept finding groves of kissing trees. Who knew they were the dominant species in this area.
On the way home they stopped at a craft fair. David and Charley bought a few woodcarvings, while the women bought homemade scented soaps made from goat's milk.
They all needed a nap when they got home, and each couple snuggled into one of the over sized couches, drifting contentedly into sleep.
Norma woke up almost completely on top of Charley, but when she tried to move he gripped her tighter in his sleep, so she snuggle back down, breathing his scent as she slipped back into dreamland.
They woke up to clattering in the kitchen and patio. David and Sherrie had the grill fired up, the steaks they had gotten from the farmers market had been marinading since they returned, The corn and potatoes had been scrubbed and wrapped, and the bread, also from the market, had been sliced, buttered[and yes, real butter from the market]sprinkled with a little garlic and ready for toasting.
They stumbled out on the patio, straightening their clothes.
"Why didn't you wake us earlier?" Norma asked Sherrie.
She waved her hands.
"Oh, you old folks needed your sleep. After dinner, we're taking you somewhere special, and we needed you to stay awake."
They had opened a bottle of wine to breathe, and she poured everyone a glass.
"Just one, we have to drive."
Refusing to tell their destination, they ate a nice dinner. After the dishes were stacked in the washer, Sherrie grabbed Norma.
"Come on, we need to shower and get ready for our dates. Casual clothing, and I suggest you wear something a little loose."
David and Charley were showered, groomed, and waiting when they emerged. Following Sherrie's lead, Norma had on a nice sundress with low heels.
Norma and Charley were surprised when they found out they would be going in separate cars.
"All will be explained shortly" Sherrie said, grinning.
It was David's idea. While waiting at the welcome center of the state park for the girls and Charley to get out of the bathrooms, he wandered over to look at brochures of local attractions. One caught his eye and he put it in his pocket.
It was a drive in movie, specializing in new and classic romances. The text was specific.
"Relive the nights of snuggling with your special date at the drive in, or discover it for the first time. Who cares what' playing? But just in case, we have the latest and greatest romance movies of all time. If she's not in the mood when she gets there, she will be by the time you leave!"
The name of the drive in was Foggy Windows.
Sherrie ran back to them as they waited to get in, snapping a picture.
"Surprise! Enjoy yourselves, don't do anything I wouldn't!" She ran giggling back to David.
When they pulled up, the cashier grinned at them.
"The couple in front paid. They told me to tell you they would be on the back row, and you should join them, but don't park too close. Enjoy the movie."
They did it up in style. Charley got her popcorn and a soda, and surprised her when they got back to the truck and opened the back door.
His smile was huge when he explained that he thought they would be more comfortable in the back, no console between them.
She gave him a quick kiss and climbed in, practically dragging him behind her.
.................................................
Part two in three to four days. I seem to be stuck on romances again. I've got a couple of really dark stories ready, but I think I'll wait to after the first of the year so I don't bring anyone down for the holidays. As always, tell me what you think.
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Norma and Charley sat comfortable in the backseat. The movie was one of those sappy love stories by a noted romance writer, to this day neither could remember which one.
At first it was just light kisses, a small caress. Norma got bolder, rubbing her hands along his sides and over his chest. The kisses got deeper, longer, more intense. Soon she was practically in his lap.
His hands had not been idle, brushing her cheek, her throat between kisses, tangling her hair gently before gripping it firmly as he kissed her, until finally they started going south, rubbing her smooth legs as she wiggled onto his lap. The cute little sundress was now wrinkled beyond smoothing, riding almost up to her panties.
They broke apart for air, and she gently unbuttoned his shirt, kissing his lightly furred chest, smiling as the hair tickled her nose.
It was dark, his windows were tinted, but at the time it could have been broad daylight on a blanket in front of a crowd, and they couldn't have stopped.
She broke a kiss and untied her dress straps, pulling it slowly down, exposing and removing her strapless bra. His hands went instinctively to her breasts, but she held them and slowly rubbed across his chest. He could feel the nipples hardening as she rubbed, and his erection was desperately trying to find a way out of his shorts.
She leaned back and placed his hands on them.
"Careful" she whispered, "it's been a long time since they've been played with."
He didn't play with them, he made love to them. Starting by covering them, feeling the firm globes with joy, lightly rolling the nipples. She gave a small whimper, which encouraged him to let go with hands and replace with his tongue.
Softly at first, but getting harder as their arousal heightened. Soon he was sucking hard and nipping lightly, as she tried to stay still. If he had looked up, he would have seen her biting down on her bra to stifle the groans and small screams.
She was concentrating so hard on the sensations of her nipples she almost didn't notice the hand trace the outline of her panties. They were soaked, and before she could react he slipped beneath them, gently rubbing her clit. She stiffened before starting to whimper again. Emboldened, he slipped another finger underneath the band, rubbing lightly up and down her soaked opening before plunging in. She almost swallowed the bra she had clamped between her teeth in pleasure, screaming into it. He started a rhythm, sliding in and out rapidly a few times before withdrawing and massaging her clit vigorously. Only his iron grip on her waist kept her in place.
He found her g spot, massaging it rapidly while his thumb flicked her clit in time. She stiffened, erupting into one of the biggest orgasms of her life. She spit the bra out and started kissing him feverishly, not realizing he hadn't slowed down. Four minutes later she erupted again, screaming into his mouth.
She sat up and pushed his hand away.
"Stop, please. I don't think I can handle any more right now. If you're this good with your hands, I can't wait to feel your tongue and cock. I glad you don't have any close neighbors, when we get home they would call 911, thinking someone was murdered."
She looked around and started laughing.
"Look, honey" she said, pointing at the windshield.
They were completely fogged over, and it felt like ninety degrees inside.
"Want me to crack a window?
Her smile was flirty yet seductive.
"No, I want you to help me get your shorts down. My turn to play with the toys."
His eyes widened before the grin split his face.
He was average size, she guessed. It looked like it would fit just perfect, to her.
He was already rock hard. She touched, she squeezed, she stroked. Took him right to the edge twice before slowing down. Finally he couldn't hold back. He warned her.
She surprised them both by diving down. As soon as her warm mouth covered him he erupted, trying to strangle a yell. It was so intense he almost passed out.
When she came back up, she pulled a tissue out of her purse and cleaned him lovingly before she took a big sip of her soda, swishing it around before swallowing.
"I wish I had a breath mint. I know you don't want to kiss me no...." She found it hard to talk with a mouthful of tongue, so she gave up and started kissing him back.
After they settled down a little they straightened up their clothes as much as possible, discovered they both needed more to drink, and headed for the snack bar, looking at their clothes and blushing. Anyone who looked at them could see what they had been doing. The girl at the snack bar smiled slightly. She saw it all the time, but rarely with people this age. It was cute.
They passed David's SUV, and Norma pointed. The windows were steamed. Norma ran up and pounded on the windows.
"HEY! What's going on in there?"
Sherrie rolled the window down slightly, flustered.
"Nothing." she said in tiny voice.
"Well no wonder! Get in the backseat, you big dummies. It worked great for us! See you at home!"
They ran off, laughing at the shocked look on her face.
Norma sent Sherrie a brief text saying they were leaving, and they drove home. She held his hand the whole way back.
They showered as soon as they got there. He threw on an old pair of sweats, and she put on a very nice gown and robe. They were sitting on the sofa enjoying a glass of wine when Sherrie and David came through the door.
"You shit!" Sherrie screamed, running up to Norma.
"You almost gave us a heart attack when you pounded on the window! Great advice though, thanks."
She fell into her arms, still laughing. They hugged and kissed , then Sherrie kissed Charley while Norma kissed David.
When they retired for the evening it wasn't even debated where Norma was sleeping.
"Good night, kids. Come on Charley, time for bed."
Ever the gentlemen, he let her precede him up the stairs.
After their earlier adventure they were in no hurry. Charley slipped out of the sweats while Norma carefully lay her gown and robe over one of the rocking chairs.
They caressed, getting more familiar with each other. Charley was lean, very fit for his age. Norma was glad she stuck to her exercise routine. Her breasts sagged slightly, a testament to their size and her age, but were still firm and very responsive to his caresses.
He idly thought as he rubbed her tight bottom that you probably really could bounce a quarter off it. For some reason it made him proud of her, happy she was all natural, unenhanced. And very, very responsive.
He had scented candles he sometimes used when the fire place was burning to mask the wood smoke. Apple cinnamon, in very sturdy holders. He lit a few, more for the romantic mood than the smell. They reflected off the chandelier, sending a pattern of light across the ceiling and loft.
Norma lay in the bed, watching his body as he moved around the loft.
"This is too perfect" she thought, "wonder what'll come along and screw it up?"
All negative thoughts fled her mind as Charley returned to bed. Instead of lying beside her, he went to the foot of the bed and started nibbling her toes, then running his tongue from her ankle up the back of her leg all the way to her wet folds, swirling it slightly over her opening, lightly flicking her clit once before sliding down the other leg, spending a little time kissing the back of her knee before descending back to her ankle. he raised himself above her, running his tongue slowly up her spine to her neck, kissing it repeatedly before nibbling on her ear. She had her eyes closed, reveling in the feeling. He gently turned her over, going back to her feet and starting another ascension, once more just barely touching her sex as he passed over it, kissing her hips and stomach before pleasuring her breasts, suctioning her nipples impossibly long, before going to her throat. He kissed her cheeks and eyes softly as she tossed her head from side to side, trying to capture his mouth. He suddenly tangled his hand in her hair, pulling her mouth to his forcefully, tangling tongues in a dance of dominance and submission. She was gasping when he let her go, trailing kisses back down her body, gently spreading her legs.
Gentle kisses at first, but then the tongue and fingers became stronger, quicker, more urgent. She screamed when she orgasmed with pure animalistic pleasure, then again when he mounted her and pushed into her, slowly and firmly, before building to a rapid pace. For five minutes he pistoned in and out of her with speed and force, while she gasped and moaned beneath him. Her climax approached, and she wrapped her legs around him, meeting his thrusts.
"OH, CHARLEY, NOW! NOW NOW NOW NOW!"
She ended with a shriek, as he reached his apex and collapsed onto her. They lay for a few minutes, exhausted. He tried to ease his weight off her, but she locked her legs and wouldn't let go.
She finally slipped sideways and they lay together trying to regain their breath, when they heard the giggles.
Norma jumped up and looked over the railing into the face of Sherrie.
"Well" she said, "that's what I get for wanting juice in the middle of the night. Wow, Norma. A screamer, huh? Well, I'd wish you a good night but it's too late, sounds like you've already had one."
"I'm not sleepy now. I think I'll wake David, in a special way, see if he's interested in another round. I'll close the door so we won't disturb you, like aunt like niece. Must be in the genes. Don't get us up too early, okay? Good night."
But for fun she didn't close the door, and Norma and Charley drifted off spooned together, to the squeals and giggles from Sherrie, and the grunts and moans of David.
Norma woke suddenly, alone, disoriented. Then she relaxed, enjoying the feel of the comforter, relishing the smell of their sexual adventures the night before, and the aroma of coffee floating up.
She was surprised that she actual felt a little sore when she arose, then smiled, secure in the fact that she had given as good as she got.
"He better want me as much as I want him, because I'm not turning loose" ran through her thoughts as she showered, letting the warm water soothe her.
He was in the kitchen, quietly preparing breakfast. Small chunks of fried potato, sliced mushrooms, red and yellow bell peppers, onions, all sauteed, with a full dozen eggs and eight ounces of shredded sharp cheddar cheese, mixed thoroughly and poured into a coated baking dish. Thick slices of homemade bread from the market, generously covered in butter waiting to be popped into the oven, red and yellow tomatoes, sliced, lightly salted, and resting in the fridge.
"I'm gonna have to take over the kitchen" she mused,"or I'll look like Petunia Pig in a month."
He poured her coffee, kissed her good morning, hard, and caressed her cheek when he stepped back.
"Good morning! It looks like it's going to be another nice day. Sleep well?"
"Like a rock. You?"
His smile warmed her heart.
"I think I fell asleep kissing you and holding your right nipple. Didn't move until I woke up. Should I finish breakfast now?"
She walked to their door to knock but heard two sets of snores. She came back grinning.
"It would probably be best to wait awhile, but I'd love some toast now."
He slid the pan in the oven, topped off their coffees and they walked out on the deck. They sat side by side, enjoying the coffee and touching each other lightly. When the timer went off he brought the toast out with strawberry preserves and a jar of honey.
She went for the preserves, he took his and lightly drizzled honey over it. Playfully she ran her finger over his piece, sliding her honey soaked finger across his cheek and lips, then licking it off. One thing led to another and both the toast and the coffee grew cold.
She drew back when they broke for breath, grabbed the cups and went for refills. She handed his to him, kissing his cheek.
"Let's try to actual drink them this time."
He went into the kitchen, put breakfast in the oven after setting the timer for thirty minutes, and grabbed the morning paper.
She immediately took the sections she wanted, tussling lightly when they both wanted the same one. She won, read it first, and passed it to him, after putting a big lipstick print over the headline. His look of pleasure warmed her heart.
They read to each other, discussing the articles, until the timer went off. She went to wake the young lovers. David was already in the shower, and Sherrie grabbed her, hugging her quietly, and with a good deal of emotion.
"He finally asked me" she said, as tears leaked down her cheeks.
Norma understood immediately.
"He did?"
"Yes, it was so cute. We had just finished out third round of lovemaking, a record for us. It was the one after I heard your performance last night. When we were cuddling, he asked if he could have a 'do over'."
"Do what over?"
"Asking you to marry me. It kind of slipped out Friday, It wasn't how I wanted it at all. So, here it goes."
"He actual got out of the bed and got down on his knees!"
"Sherrie honey, the thought of you not being in my life every day from now on terrifies me. You're my sun, my moon, my Milky Way. I love you to the bottom of my heart and soul. Marry me, please?"
"Of course I told him I'd have to think about it and get back to him."
Norma had been hanging on every word. When she heard the last her hands flew to her mouth.
"You didn't say that, did you?"
Sherrie enjoyed her discomfort for a second.
"Of course not, you big dummy! I'm surprised my scream didn't wake you. I must have said yes twenty times before he got me to stop. And the three round record I told you about? It went to four."
She left them and didn't say anything to Charley, it was theirs to tell.
They ate quietly, all lost in thought, before David started talking.
"Charley, can I ask a favor?"
"Sure, son. What's on your mind?" he replied absently, looking at Normas' legs.
"Can I cut a wider road up to the falls?"
That got his attention.
"Why would you want to do that?"
"So we can get regular trucks up there. It takes a lot of materials for an outdoor wedding, I don't think your little Gator can haul it all."
A slow grin creased his face.
"Wedding?" he said, looking at both.
Sherrie jumped in.
"Can we have it here, at the falls? Please, Charley?"
He kissed Sherrie on her cheek and shook David's hand.
"Of course you can. As my gift to you I insist on paying for it. No argument, or you'll have to find another place."
"Thank you, Charley, but I have an even bigger favor. You're like a father to me. Will you walk me down the aisle?"
He was overcome. The simple words meant more to him than he could express. He tried to turn away, but they all saw the tear trickle down his cheek. He took several deep breaths to compose himself, but his voice cracked a little as he replied.
"It would be the greatest honor ever offered me. Of course, my darling child. Thank you."
Sherrie hugged him tightly, crying with joy.
Norma watched, her own tears streaming. Even David had moisture in his eyes.
"I'm going to wrap that man with love so thick nothing will ever hurt him again" she thought.
"He deserves that and more, just for being the man he is."
.................................................
They stood at the door waving as the young couple drove off. Sherrie told them they were going to stop by some jewelry stores, to find the perfect ring. Charley asked Norma to stay another night, he would bring her home in the morning.
He had his arm around her.
"Remember what it was like?"
"I don't remember it being like they have it. They're perfect for each other. What shall we do today?"
"I vote we run around naked all day and do whatever comes to mind, but I'm open to suggestions."
She didn't say a word, just turned and went into the house, shedding clothes as she went. She was topless by the time she reached the door, an advantage of living so far off the beaten path.
"Bring this in for me, will you?"
He had been lost in thought, and turned around to see her hang her bra on the doorknob.
He stopped to pick up her top, then got the bra, making sure the door was locked. He occasionally had visitors and didn't want any surprises. He picked up her sandals and shorts as he went through the living room, and found her panties at the entrance to the kitchen.
She was leaned over a counter looking out the window. She had arranged it so the first thing he saw was her bottom. He stood there admiring her for a minute.
Suddenly she felt something hit her right cheek. It bounced off and fell into the sink, clattering loudly. She looked and saw a quarter. Looking at Charley, she saw his smirk.
"Told ya. I'll have to be careful, or I will put someone's eye out."
They laughed, they played. She told him he could do anything he wanted if he could catch her. This led to a spirited chase through the kitchen and living room, before he caught her in the dining room.
"You win, good sir. What would you claim as your prize?"
"This" he said, sitting her on the dining room table.
He was as naked as she was by now, his rampant cock pressed against her opening, sliding back and forth in her moistness. He changed his backstroke angle just a bit, entering her quickly and fully. She let out a loud gasp as he filled her, and started rocking back, matching his intensities.
He would slow down, speed up, change angles, bringing her close until she couldn't hold back and squirted all over him and the table. He didn't hold back either, slamming harder for a few minutes before lifting her off the table and bouncing her up and down. She reached her second the same time he reached his first, both crying out in passion.
He sat her back down on the table where she held him in a tight embrace, crying softly while he stroked her hair. When she calmed she pushed back a little, and noticed the teeth prints on his left shoulder. She kissed them tenderly, apologizing.
He laughed and shushed her.
"Don't apologize. I expect a matching one on the right before tomorrow morning."
They cleaned themselves, he slipped into his sweats and her into pajamas, and they took a nap on one of his huge sofas. She awoke once, spooned in deeper and kissed his back before drifting back off. They slept three hours.
They nibbled cheese and crackers for lunch. Instead of cooking he took her to a barbeque restaurant nearby and they feasted on ribs for dinner.
Later, when they were relaxing on the couch with light music coming from his stereo, she reflected on how quiet it must have been for him here all alone. She looked around, redoing the room in her mind.
Charley noticed it and grinned.
"Adding a woman's touch.?"
She started, embarrassed.
"How did you know?"
"Because you're a lot like me. I do the same thing, though I try not to. I go into a person's home, and in no time at all I'm rebuilding it, changing the furniture, knocking out walls. I try not to, but after all these years it's just second nature."
"Sorry" she said, snuggling deeper.
"Don't be. The place could use some brightening up. Bring some samples by when you're up next weekend, run it by me."
Next weekend? Samples? She couldn't suppress the tingle that went through her.
It was the greatest weekend of her life thus far.
..................................................
He drove her to her apartment the next day on the way into work so she could change into professional clothes. She left the bedroom door open[by accident, of course]and he gallantly assisted her by removing her panties. His courtesy seemed to abandon him when she tried to don a more conservative pair, and she ended up being even later than she thought because she had to take another shower. It would have been lunchtime if she hadn't thrown him out of the shower. She brushed his cock and he winced. She grinned.



"Sore?"
He nodded.
"This was the best sex, no, scratch that, it was the most intense lovemaking I've ever experienced. How about you?"
She actually blushed.
"I'll do a lot of work standing today, my bottom is so sore. It'll take all week for me to recover. And it was the best I ever had. I know why your hair is white now. It takes so much to keep that wonderful cock of yours energized your body doesn't have the spare blood to keep the follicles producing color."
It was his turn to be embarrassed.
"So, if we get extra rest this week, wanna try to do even better next weekend?"
Her joy was unbounded.
"I'm more than willing if you are. It's a date."
.................................................
Even the smirk Sherrie gave her couldn't dampen her feelings.
"Sorry I'm late. Things kept coming up."
Sherrie's smirk got even bigger.
"Things? More like one thing kept coming up. Lighten up, you don't want to kill him before you get that ring on your finger. And, while we're on the subject of rings, look."
It was one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen, signifying a lifetime of love and commitment.
They cried together on an overload of emotions. They were still hugging when a cold voice spoke from the door way.
"Well, aren't we professional this morning. Maybe I should come back later."
It was the only one in the world who could mar the moment.
Stella.
To her credit, Sherrie stayed professional.
"Sorry, Mrs. Stevens. I wasn't expecting you this early. We were just sharing some good news. I became engaged this weekend. You know him well, David Thornton, Charley's nephew. And heir as well, according to what David told me this morning. Seems he wanted to keep it in the family, not having any children and all. We're thinking about changing the name of the company to Thornton And Sons, or maybe Daughters, when Charley retires. Catchy, isn't it?"
It wasn't a shot across the bow, it was a broadside loosed at the waterline.
Stella actually went pale with anger. Charley had named the business in her honor when they first started out, Stellar Furniture, a word play on her name. Getting screwed out of the business, only to see it given away to another, incensed her. The boy[she could never call him a man]was barely tolerable when he was young. If Charley hadn't doted on him, she would have banned him from her house. He held her in the same regard, actually thanking her for screwing over Charley.
"Now he can find a real woman, someone he doesn't have to keep away from open flames and microwaves. Someone who'll look past a mirror occasionally and see a man she loves. I'll made sure you get an invitation when it happens."
She slowly regained control of her breathing. This wasn't how it was supposed to be, not at all.
She had 'stolen' a client from them, almost doing it for free just to get her foot in the door. She had heard the Raleigh developer was going to do two more condo projects, one in Atlanta, and one in Birmingham. It was her plan to do a superb job and ingratiate herself to the developer to steal even more business.
What she didn't know is he'd gotten a verbal commitment from Charley and company to repeat the magic they worked on the first one. Architectural Digest was doing an in depth article about his success in difficult times, and he wanted to announce the same team would be with him for the next two. It was just good business, plus they were the easiest group he had ever had to work with, meeting deadlines, making suggestions, keeping his customers very happy.
He knew the history between Stella and Charley, and asked him if he minded that she was going to one of the condos, the customer was very insistent.
"Not at all. If I remember correctly, she was actually quite good. As buried as we are right now it's actually a relief. As long as we don't have contact on a regular basis, we'll be fine."
When her customer raved about the 'frog' bedroom they had designed for the six year old boy, asking if she could do something like that for her daughter, she assured her it wouldn't be a problem. She and the mother were friends, and slight rivals, and of course she wanted just a little more 'oomph' in her design.
Stella actually had a few ideas, and her customer insisted she 'consult' with the designers of the first room, she had no idea why. She was the customer, and Stella fully expected referral business from her, so she agreed.
The slight gloating feeling she had evaporated rapidly with the news of the impending wedding. But, business was business, and she intended to take as much as she could away from them.
Oddly, they thought her ideas were sound. The little girl was a big fan of fairy tales, and Stella wanted to build on that. The room would be a chamber worthy of a princess. A high set, canopied bed, white with pink pillows and comforters. The wall facing the bed would be painted with a road in the foreground, leading to a castle with turrets. The turrets would emit a small glow, comforting nightlights for the child. Several big trunks were scattered around the room, for treasures and secrets. Borrowing the idea of the frogs chirping when he opened the drawers, the trunks all had voices. One would say "welcome, princess" every time it was opened, another would give a warning "Beware! These secrets are guarded by spells! Beware!"
They all agreed the customer should love the design, and Sherrie agreed to get David to build the chests. They were almost cordial.
The warm mood evaporated when David and Charley showed up to take them to lunch. Charley flinched slightly seeing Stella, but put on his most professional face.
"Good morning, Mrs. Stevens. I trust your consultation went well. Anytime you need it, the ladies will be glad to help."
He turned to Norma.
"Honey, when you're ready, call me. The Lunch Spot all right?"
She saw the look in Stella's eyes when he called her honey, and she played it up. Why should she act angry, she threw him away?
"He's mine now, bitch. I wonder, do you have a case of buyers' remorse? Too bad, so sad. While you're in your little bed in your little house with your ambulance chaser, I'll be rolling around in that huge bed in that wonderful house with the best man I've ever met. Take that, slut!"
The little mental rant actually made her smile wider, and the steamy kiss left no doubt she was marking her territory.
"In bed would be better, sweetie, but then we'd never get any work done."
Sherrie laughed and David grinned hugely, while Stella steamed. She slapped her portfolio shut and headed for the door.
"We're done here. Thanks for the consult. I'll take it from here. Please, you girls go ahead and enjoy suc...er, eating your lunch. Good day."
She stalked out, eyes blazing, back ramrod straight. She didn't quite slam the door, but it was close.
Charley looked at the door in wonder.
"What the hell was that about?"
Norma kissed him again.
"That was karma, honey. She just realized she got the short end of the stick. She wanted you to be miserable, pining away while she played with her lover boy. The thought that you're happy and have a lover is driving her crazy, especially since she tried to turn me against you the first time we met. I think this wasn't what she had in mind at all."
Charley started smiling.
"Just because I traded up and got a luxury model? Hell, even with all the aftermarket upgrades she got she isn't half the woman you are on your worst day. I ought to send her a thank you card."
Norma wanted to rape him, right there on the spot. Instead, she gave him a slow, sensual kiss that conveyed the idea that better things were ahead. Her eyes sparkled with emotion when they parted.
Sherrie grumbled with a smile on her face.
"I'm going to have to throw some ice water on you guys or we're never gonna have lunch. Let's go."
..................................................
The business kept expanding. They had to add two more designers and an another assistant to keep things on schedule.
David and Charley held interviews, added some office staff and a new plant manager, freeing David up for design work. Charley worked almost exclusively at home now, going in to the plant and design studios about twice a month. He always took Norma out to lunch, sometimes to her apartment for a little noon loving. Sherrie pretty much lived with David now and the wedding was rapidly approaching.
They had expanded the clearing at the falls and upgraded the road.
Norma was slowly converting the cabin into a home, adding splashes of color and replacing the couches in the great room with even larger ones, in brighter colors. Charley pretty much let her do what she wanted. She thought flower beds would be nice, so Charley hired a local with a tractor and a tiller to come in and install them, under the close eye of Norma.
Although she didn't actually live with him, every Friday evening to Monday morning she barely left his side. Things were coming along nicely.
One Sunday evening, as they were lazing on one of those huge sofas, Charley stopped stroking her hair and turned her head slightly so he could look her in the eye.
"This is serious" she thought, as a small chill went through her. His speech proved it was.
"Hon" he said softly, "You know the wedding is next month. You'll be all alone, Sherrie already lives with David mostly anyway. You still haven't bought a car, and I've never understood that. When she leaves you'll be alone without transportation. I have a solution to your problem."
"He's going to give me a company car" she thought, "I wish it was something else."
Charley was indeed going to offer he something, but it wasn't a car. Well, not exactly.
She looked at him wondering again at what he was getting at.
"There is no way to ease into this, so I'll get right to it," Charley thought, "well here it goes".
"Honey, I don't want you to be alone. I think you should live with me, here. That way, we can see if we're compatible. I won't hold it against you if you don't. Either way we need to get you a car so..."
That was the end of the discussion for awhile. It didn't start back up until she was done kissing him.
"I would love to live together, honey. But be honest with me. Is this leading up to something else?"
He didn't even flinch.
"Yes. I've lived alone for almost three years now. I'm old, I have quirks. Before that I was married to live Barbie doll, who ignored me on her way to being the perfect woman."
"This is to get you used to me, to help me change into a better person. Someone you could be married to for the rest of your life. Yes, I'd like to marry you, but I'm not going to ask until I feel I'm good enough for you."
She was shocked beyond words. She got up and paced the floor for a moment, before she went back and surprised them both by slapping him. Then she poured everything she had into a kiss.
"You sure can be an idiot sometimes for such an intelligent man. I love you. I'd marry you tomorrow if I could. But, I've been around you long enough to know you're going to do it your way, so yes. I'll move in with you, and I'll marry you when you smarten up enough to ask me. Now, come on. I have this sudden urge to make passionate love to one of the dumbest men in the universe."
She pulled him off the couch and practically dragged him to bed, where she made love to him relentlessly, as many times as she could get him to respond.
On the next Monday Sherrie was at the apartment packing even more of her belongings. She didn't want to have to move anything after the wedding. She felt sorry for Norman, if only that stubborn old man would admit he loved her things would be a lot easier.
"Are you going to keep the apartment?"
Norma was glad her back was turned.
"No, I found a place I like a lot better. I don't have to put down a security deposit and they don't even do a background check. It's a lot nicer than this. It's actually a house, with a lot of privacy. The only drawback is I have a roommate, but I think we can get along. You've always liked this person, and you're a pretty good judge of character."
Sherrie stood, trying to think of anybody she knew well who was looking for a roommate, and was drawing blanks.
Norma turned and was grinning at her. It hit Sherrie like a bolt of lightning.
"No!"
"Yes!"
She dropped the bundle of clothes she had been holding and leaped into her arms.
"This is so cool! You guys are good for each other, you belong together. How? When? Where is this going?"
They sat down together on her bed.
"The when is this past weekend, I don't know how he got around to asking me, but he did. The where has church bells involved. He asked me to marry him, sort of."
Sherrie couldn't believe her aunt's good fortune.
"Define, sort of?"
Norma sighed.
"This is a trial run. Not for me, for him. His damned ex has him so mixed up he thinks he's not good enough for me. I didn't try to dissuade him, I just have to show him. He's not the lucky one, I am. I just have to patient until he figures it out."
Sherrie actually hissed.
"It's so easy to hate that bitch! The second happiest day in my life will be when you marry him. I just have to make sure she has to attend the wedding."
Norma flinched.
"Glad I'm not her. Now could we talk about something a little happier?"
Sherrie showed Norma the plans she had to change her new house.
"Did David agree to this?"
"Yes, after I told him he had no choice. Gotta take charge early, Norma, before they try to grow a spine."
Norma laughed, knowing if David told her to do something she would do it instantly.
The next month was extremely busy. Norma was the defacto mother of the bride, so a lot fell on her. Charley helped her, since he had to sign the checks. When it cut into his time with her, he made her hire a wedding planner. The planner said she couldn't possible pull it together that fast until Charley wrote her a check. Norma was kind of stunned at the cost. When she said something, Carley laughed.
"Spend what you need. If I find out you scrimped, I'm going to be very displeased. If you're going to be this way, I'm gonna have Sherrie do ours and forbid her to tell you what it costs. Rest assured, both of them will be worth every dime to me."
Comments like that made Norma weak in the knees, but she was getting used to them.
................................................
Finally, it was time. The weather was perfect. Warm, with just a hint of fall.
There were three enormous tents. One looked like a castle, with flags and turrets. The reception was to be held there. The other two were changing rooms and areas for the staff.
There was a bower built of mountain laurel, their twisted branches forming a beautiful arch. Festooned with seasonal flowers, with the falls presenting a perfect backdrop. The grass was groomed precisely. Carpet was carefully laid between the chairs, the altar was set up.
The reverend stood ready, and at exactly two p.m. on the nose, the string quartet started the strains of the wedding march.
"She's so beautiful," she thought, as Charley, in a crisp tux, escorted Sherrie down the aisle.
She was pleased beyond expression when the reverend asked "Who gives this woman in marriage?" Charley spoke up and said "Her aunt and I do."
She stood proudly by Sherrie, her Matron of Honor.
The band was perfect. Children played in the sparkling waters of the falls as the couple took their first dance, followed by David dancing with Norma while Charley twirled Sherrie around.
She whispered something in his ear. He held on to the end of the dance and excused himself immediately. He had tears in his eyes as he passed Norma, waving her away as she approached.
"What did you say to him?" asked a visibly upset Norma.
Sherrie smiled.
"I whispered in his ear while we were dancing. I said thanks, Dad."
Norma felt her own tears come when Sherrie leaned in and whispered in her ear.
"And thank you, Mom."
Luckily Charley returned just then, so she had someone to cling to while she cried.
They stood and waved as they drove off in the carriage to the waiting limo.
"It's been a good day." said Norma, leaning into him.
"The best" agreed Charley, absently stroking her arm.
"I bet I can make it even better" said Norma with a smile.
"I don't see how that's possible."
She smiled. "Wait until we're alone. Then tell me that."
That night, as they got ready for bed, she handed him an envelope Sherrie had given her, swearing her to secrecy. The card fluttered from his hands.
She picked it up, tears dripping from her face, and read it again.
"Mr. and Mrs. David Thornton take great pleasure in announcing the birth of either their first daughter, Norma Marie, or their first son Charles Victor, in about seven and a half months. The child is named for his or her grandparent, with more to come. God bless you Norma and Charley, we love you."
They hugged each other as their tears mingled, before making slow gentle love, and slipping into the sleep of the just.
.................................................
She woke to a sound she couldn't identify. It was Charley, outside, blowing a car horn.
She came out in a robe.
"What are you doing? It's a good thing we don't have close neighbors. Whose car is that?"
It was a Mustang convertible, artic white. The shine made her want to shield her eyes.
"It's your new car! Like it?"
She gasped. Her dream car had always been a Mustang, something Sherrie knew well.
She slid in the seat. It was a straight drive, which she preferred. She turned the switch, listening to the rumble of the big eight cylinder engine.
Charley was practically dancing at the look of joy on her face.
"Like it? I have to tell you, I don't know much about Mustangs. When Sherrie told me how much you liked them I wanted to get one perfect for you. I researched them on line."
He paused for a breath.
"There's this guy in Michigan, he seems to know all there is to know about them. I emailed him and asked what would be good for you, and told him money wasn't really an issue, He flooded me with even more information. Aftermarket accessories, color coordinated brakes, chin spoilers, special wheels, turbochargers, the list went on forever. Finally, I told him you liked straight drives, power, and convertibles, and I was no mechanic, so it had to be something the dealer could service. I think he was disappointed, but he must have access to every Ford dealership in the country, because he found me this one. It's a Rush, or Raush, something like that. He says that they went really fast. Then he told me if I didn't keep it garaged, or drove it in the snow and got road salt on it, he would hunt me down and kill me. I don't think he was joking. It's supposed to very fast. Wanna go for a ride?"
"Is the Octo-Mom a stupid, selfish bitch? Get your ass in the car."
"I'm gonna make him take it back" she promised herself as she slipped out of the driveway. "but I just have to drive it one time."
She barked the tires in three gears before she got comfortable with the clutch. Charley was starting to get distressed. He nearly lost it when she caught the interstate. It was Sunday morning, and there was very little traffic. She decided to see how fast she could go.
When she hit ninety Charley didn't say much, but when she hit a hundred and five he started panicking.
"For God's sake, Norma. Just because it's got a high number on the speedometer doesn't mean you have to do it. Slow down!"
She surprised both by laughing with pure joy. She had it up to one thirty.
"Don't be such a pussy, Charlie, I can handle it."
"Norma, if you don't slow this car down right now, when we get home I'm calling the dealership and swapping it for something wit a four cylinder."



She saw he was serious and slowed down immediately. She was hooked. No way she was giving up this car.
She was still doing fifteen over the limit when the lights came on.
"Great, there goes my insurance rates" mumbled Charley under his breath, as the patrolman approached.
"License and registration, please."
Norma knew she was fairly caught, so she didn't try to talk her way out of it. He kept looking at the car while he did a background check. He handed her paperwork back to her.
"New car, huh?" He asked, looking at the temporary tag.
"Yes sir. My first time in it." She couldn't keep the pride out of her voice. "My boyfriend bought it for me."
"He must love you a lot. You know this is one of the fastest cars on the market? In this state, if you're caught doing over twelve miles over the limit you could lose your license? Be a shame really, to see this fine piece of machinery sitting in the garage for a year because you can't drive it, wouldn't it?"
He was trying to hide a grin but she didn't see it. She was almost in tears.
"Yes sir, it would."
"Well, ma'am, up to now you've had a spotless driving record. I know these things can get away from you if you're not paying attention. If I give you a warning, will you promise to slow down?"
She put every bit of conviction she could in her voice.
"Yes sir! I promise."
The trooper was grinning openly now.
"Good, that's what I want to hear. Look at this."
He showed her his phone. There was a picture of a mustang. It was orange, and had 'Boss 302' on the sides.
"My Mustang. Here, take this. We'd love to have you. Now, slow down! The next trooper might not be a fellow Mustang owner. Have a good day."
Charley looked at the card. A local branch of the national Mustang club. He put it in the dash. Might be something they could do together.
She drove the speed limit all the way home.
She sighed when they pulled in the drive.
"Still want me to take it back?"
She was defeated and knew it.
"No, I'm hooked. You're going to turn me into a spoiled selfish bitch, if you're not careful. There's only one thing in the world I'd give this up for, and it would probably be a lot cheaper."
She didn't see Charley start when she made her speech.
"Honey, if I ever thought you would turn into something that resembles my ex wife, I'd trade this in for a seventy two Grimlin. Don't ever make that comparison again! And tell me, what could you please you more than this car?"
She held up her left hand ring finger.
"A plain gold band, right here."
He felt the love surge through him.
"Well, aren't you the lucky girl. You'll have both, pretty soon."
She smiled all day.
................................................
Sherrie took one look at her Mustang, and wanted one. Unfortunately, with the pregnancy, she needed a more practical vehicle. She chose a Range Rover. With her wedding present[another twenty five percent of the design studio] their tax bracket got considerably higher.
She did get the satisfaction of rubbing the Mustang into Stella. She went into a convenience store while Norma was pumping gas. No one but her was allowed to drive or put gas in her car, even Charley. She wouldn't budge.
"You bought this car for me, honey. That makes it mine. I love you deeply and would die for you, but you're not driving my car, ever. Got it?"
He concede defeat, but still grumbled occasionally. One of his friends teased him about being pussy whipped. His reply amazed him.
"Damn right I am. Look at her. Wouldn't you be pussy whipped too, if she was yours?"
He had no answer.
Stella was at the counter. She noticed Sherrie and indicated the car.
"Your studio must really be doing well, if Norma can afford that kind of car."
She smiled sweetly.
"Thank you Stella. But Norma didn't pay for the car. Charley did. Over fifty thousand, can you believe it? It wasn't even her birthday, he just said she deserved it. You know she lives with him now? Norma said she expects a ring before Christmas. True love is grand, isn't it? How's Mr. Stevens?"
That was a sore subject. Without Charley and his deep pockets, her beauty regime was severely curtailed. She just couldn't afford it. Lines and sags were starting to appear. Her younger husband didn't say anything, but she knew he had noticed. And, she didn't like the way that hot new paralegal was looking at him.
The whole conversation left her in a rage. She never even acknowledged Norman, despite her bright smile and wave.
"Take that bitch! You were so busy breaking into the vault, you forgot you were married to the bank. How does it feel to be such a dumbass?"
Of course she never said it out loud, but it felt good mentally. Stella got into her six year old civic, cursing life and vowing revenge.
...............................................
part three coming soon
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The whole family was in an uproar at the next Sunday lunch. Nonna and Gina were over the moon. A few were looking at me with speculation. One of the younger ones finally asked the question foremost on all their minds.
"Are you rich?"
So that was it!
"No, Sophie, I'm not rich. But my job pays really well and I've always been conservative with my money. Tell the family to stop wondering. I can well afford this. If I couldn't, I wouldn't have asked."
Brian was so proud of me it was embarrassing. Without specifics, he told them I made well over three times what he made a year. He held me up as an example to the young women and girls there, telling them anything was possible if they worked hard enough.
One of the older men said something to him in Italian that made him color. There was a sharp exchange, and Brian actually got up and walked around the block. The air was a frosty for a little while when he got back.
I asked Aunt Rita what was said while we were cleaning the kitchen.
"Nothing worth talking about."
"Yes there is. I've never seen Brian so angry, as hard as he was working to control it, I could see."
She sighed.
"Cousin Endo told Brian to get rid of you. If you made that much more than he did sooner or later you would try to wear the pants in the relationship. He said if you had been single this long there had to be something wrong with you. He told him you would take his balls if he weren't careful. And I will not repeat what Brian said. Let's just say it was a good thing that he was nowhere near Brian's age."
I teared up. She hugged me, patting my back.
"Stop. It was just the bitter rantings of an angry old man. His wife left him a few years back because she couldn't take his controlling ways. She made a lot more than he did. The lifestyle he flaunted to every one disappeared overnight. The sad part was she did love him, but he drove her away."
Thinking about my secret, I blurted out what was on my mind.
"Maybe he should get rid of me. Maybe I don't deserve him."
She slapped me! Not a slap designed to hurt, but to get my attention.
"Listen to me, girl! You're the best thing that ever happened to him. He's so in love with you he can't see straight. Don't you ever believe differently!"
She called Nonna over and spoke to her in Italian, a rapid fire exchange I had no hope of following. Nonna pulled my apron off and led me to the kitchen door. Pinching my cheeks, she pulled me down to her level.
"I know you're hiding something from Brian, something big. You need to tell him, soon. He'll be rattled, but he'll still love you. I can see it, here."
She tapped a finger against the middle of her forehead.
"Now go. Spend as much time as you can with him before we leave."
He appeared by my side almost instantly. I never got used to it, he always knew exactly where I was in a crowd of people. I didn't feel his eyes, I would feel his smile, does that make any sense? Probably not, but that's what it was.
"Are you all right, honey?"
I clung to his arm like a little girl.
"No. I'm tired. Take me home, please?"
We pulled in front of his house. I didn't realize it at the time, but when I said home, his was the one I meant.
He didn't say a word, just pulled me inside, raining small kisses on whatever patch of skin he could reach with his mouth. Putting me gently on the couch, he went into the kitchen and made tea. We both preferred Earl Grey, with lemon, no sugar.
He brought the service in, sitting it on the coffee table, poured the water and sat the cups to steep.
Then he lifted me up on his lap like I was a feather. I could never get used to how strong he was.
Not being able to say anything, I put my face into his chest and wept. He didn't say a word, just let me cry it out. The tea grew cold. When I finally stopped he started kissing me.
Soft gentle kisses at first, getting firmer as his passion grew. Tongues came into play, his dominant. I was getting hotter and hotter, squirming on his obvious erection as I tried to suck his tongue out of his mouth. His hands started roaming. When he hit my nipples I thought I would pass out. I was moaning into his mouth as his hands slid under my skirt. I let him caress my smooth skin.
My brain finally kicked in and I slid off his lap. I looked at him with lust and sadness. I decided to come clean, and take my chances. I grasp both His hands in mine.
"Honey, I need to tell you something, something really important. Please listen to me before you say anything. I've never told anyone this before, but I..."
That's as far as I got before I broke down again. He put me on his lap again and held me close.
"Hush, honey. I know what you were going to say. It's all right, really."
I was so confused.
"You know?"
His smile was so sweet it melted my heart.
"Yes, I know. I love you too, have almost since I met you."
Wait. What?
Then it hit me. He loved me. HE LOVED ME!
I cried for almost another hour before I could compose myself enough to say it back to him.
Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would be saying it to such a man. Finally reality set in. It was now or never.
"Brian. I really need to tell you...."
His home phone and his cell phone rang at the same time.
"Sorry, babe, it's Aunt Rita."
"Hello. What? Where is he? We're on out way."
He was pulling me towards the door as he was hanging up.
"Uncle Sean collapsed. That was Gina on her phone. They're at Mercy, and they need us."
It was one of the scariest rides of my live. His Corvette howled out rpms while the tires screamed in agony, taking corners at ridiculous speeds.
By the time I got him calmed down we were at the hospital. Nonna and Gina were supporting Rita, and when she saw us she reached her arms out to us, eyes filled with pain. I forgot everything else and ran to her.
She hugged me and sobbed, and Brian had us both in his embrace. When she calmed a little he left her with me and went to Nonna and Gina.
"What happened?"
Gina was sobbing almost as badly as Rita. She had always been a daddy's girl.
"They don't know yet. It could be a stroke or a heart attack. He just collapsed out of his chair about forty five minutes after you left. I called 911 and here we are. He can't die, Brian. He just can't!"
The next hour was tense. Rita refused to let go of me, so I sat and stroked her hair like a child, telling her how much I had grown to love her. And I had.
I finally got her distracted by telling her we had both professed our love for each other. She actually had a little smile.
"Good, child, good. Have you set a date?"
"We haven't talked that far ahead yet. But when it happens, will you be my matron of honor?"
It set off a fresh rain of tears, and she let go of me to huddle with Nonna and Gina. They beckoned me over and we locked into a group hug that must have lasted fifteen minutes. I felt his smile, and looked over. I could see the love shining out his eyes all the way across the room.
The doctor came out. Good news, it wasn't a heart attack. Bad news, it was maybe a small stroke, or a pre-stroke event. Tests had been ordered and he had been admitted. He was cognizant and wanted to see Rita.
We went as a group. The nurse was telling us it could only be for a few minutes, family only. She even took our names and our relationship to the patient. They had had a bad incident a few months before, when a mentally unstable man claimed to be a relative and almost raped a girl before they caught him.
When it came time Aunt Rita answered before I could speak.
"This is Andi Campbell, my favorite daughter in law."
I didn't know what to say. Brian came over and hugged me.
"And I'm Brian Campbell, her husband."
The only thing that kept me upright was his arms around me. Nonna was giving me a self satisfied smile and Gina was looking back and forth, trying to understand, before her smile broke across her face.
..................................................
It turned out to be a warning, not quite a full fledged stroke. He was in the hospital two days, and had to go through mental and dietary counseling. Rita threatened to hit him with a rolling pin if she saw his hand anywhere near a salt shaker. She had him eating a lot of salads, which almost killed him at Sunday lunches.
We were to leave the next Tuesday, it was the earliest we could get the offended CEO to the table. He had been unavailable, in Monaco for a small vacation. The Germans were starting to get edgy, I needed to smooth it out as soon as possible.
I asked Brian if we could skip most of the day with the family, just enjoy lunch and go back to his house. I wouldn't be seeing him for the next three weeks, and wanted all the time I could get.
I had made up my mind. If it destroyed me, he needed the truth.
..................................................
I was nervous and distracted all that week, and couldn't concentrate at all. My boss finally sent me home on Thursday, telling me to get my head wired on straight before I got on the plane. He was smiling as he told her.
"Go home. Spend time with that handsome young man of yours. Get enough to last you until you come back, so you don't kill him when you do. Leave him drained and wanting more, he'll appreciate it that much more when you do return."
If it was only that easy. I told Brian I was coming over Friday night and I wasn't leaving until Sunday afternoon, so if he had any plans that didn't include me, cancel them now. He surprised me by saying "yes, dear."
As I left my condo I asked Harold to keep an eye on my place for the next three weeks because I was going to be out of the country.
"Honeymoon?" He asked, smiling.
"Afraid not. Business."
"well, I bet it's just a matter of time. I'll watch your place then to. If I don't see you before you leave, have a safe trip."
I touched his arm.
"Thank you, Harold. You're a good man."
Brian picked me up in his truck, and we dined at the cafe to keep peace, since we weren't planning to come Sunday. Gina and Nonna were there, but thank goodness Rita had plenty of help because neither of them could function thinking about the trip. Rita said it was like Nona had gotten ten years younger. There were kisses and hugs from family and friends that had accepted me as one of their own. I was an only child of parents that never exposed me to extended family, there just wasn't that many of us, and I savored this experience.
I had to stop drinking wine after the tenth toast or Brian would have carried me home unconscious. As it was, I was tipsy when we left. I was feeling naughty, so I slid over as close as I could to him.
"Tell me you love me!" I demanded, knowing after this weekend I might not ever hear it again.
He was holding my hand, squeezing it playfully.
"I don't know. If I tell you that too many times you might just believe it and start making plans for the future. Then where would we be?"
I was leaning over, nibbling on his neck. I pulled back and squeezed his hand tighter.
"Happy?" I asked, hoping.
"I can live with that. I love you Andi, I always will. Need to hear it again?"
I made him repeat it over and over until we pulled into his garage. We must have stayed in the truck five minutes, necking like kids at a drive in, before he practically dragged me into the house. He had my blouse off and my bra unsnapped before we were out of the kitchen.
I was tugging at his belt before sanity hit me.
"Brian, honey, let's slow down a second. I still need to tell you something."
Disappointment was plain on his face.
I started crying, couldn't help it. His expression changed instantly, and he hugged me to him, hard. I felt my nipples rub on his shirt, springing to attention. Finally he pushed me back.
He held my face so I couldn't look away from him.
"I've endured all the drama I can, Andi. Let's get whatever you have to tell me out of the way. I'd like to go back to what we were doing, soon."
He bent down and lightly bit my right nipple. I moaned, holding his head, before pulling him back.
"They're a matched set, remember. My left nipple is getting extremely jealous."
"Anything to keep peace in the family" he said grinning, before devouring my left nipple, sucking so hard he pulled my breast straight out. When his mouth popped off I was amazed. I had never seen my nipples this elongated and stiff.
I got an idea. Even if he threw me out, I wanted the pleasure of satisfying him just once. I stood up and shimmied slowly out of my skirt, exposing my thigh highs and boyshorts. My secret was safely secured out of sight.
I could see the lust and need in his eyes. I pulled him to his feet, undid his belt and pants, letting them fall to the floor. He was rock hard and impressive. Not porn star size, but still a nice package.
"My rules" I warned, as I sat him back down and removed his shoes and pants. "No touching me unless I say you can, and not below the waist for now. This is all about you, and my love for you."
I had been lightly stroking him, sliding up and down his shaft while pre-cum oozed out. Capturing it with my fingers, I used it to lube him to extra sensitivity. His eyes were huge as he followed my head downward.
I kissed him lightly up and down his shaft, trying not to miss a centimeter of skin. He almost came off the couch as I lightly swirled my tongue over his balls, before he settled down with a moan.
"This is so good! You are amazing!" He babbled this as I finally took him into my mouth.
I looked up into his eyes, swirling my tongue lightly over the head, and lied my ass off.
"I really don't have much experience with this, or sex at all, but I'll try to make it good for you."
With that out of the way I worked him, hard. My transsexual partner in college was absolutely the best. If cock sucking could be equated to education, she would hold several PhD.s and emeritus status. I still got regular erections back then, I hadn't been on hormones that long. I garnered the benefit of her experience, and she sometimes not so patiently taught me. I had to practice, a lot. It was then I discovered that I had a tendency towards submissiveness, something I had to sublimate in my career. So, knowing it might be the only time I got to do this, I put my heart and soul into it. If he dumped me, I wanted to think about me sometimes, late at night, in bed with whoever he ended up with, with fondness and regret.
If there were a hall of fame for cocksucking, this would have come in somewhere in the middle of the top ten. He was moaning, speaking no tongue known to man, practically begging me to finish him after almost thirty minutes. When I finally got serious, he exploded. It was enormous, he told me later he hadn't been with anyone else and hardly touched himself while we were dating, wanting to make it special. It was.
I can say with pride that I didn't spill a drop, cleaning him gently until he was so sensitive he had to literally pull me off. I held on for a while, until finally letting go with an audible pop. He was practically crying.
He pulled me up on his lap and kissed me hard, a surprise. My only boyfriend refused to kiss me afterwards until I gargled and brushed.
He was crushing me, hugging me tightly. I wasn't about to protest.
When he finally calmed down.
"Babe, if that was with little experience, I'll never be able to stand it if you get better. I just want to say wow, wow, WOW! It's a good thing I already love you, this would have pushed me over the top if it hadn't. I can't wait to do you."
Cold hard reality washed over me.
"Thank you honey. I want to say I really would like to practice some more, if you still want me after I tell you my secret. No, don't say anything yet, please. Just listen with an open heart."
I stood. I wished I was a lawyer, to better present my case. But I was a skilled negotiator, one of the best in my field. I drew on everything I had ever learned to make my case. My speech was rehearsed, refined, designed to cover anything I could anticipate.
"I've never been in love before you, Brian, so this is uncharted territory for me. I dated some, even had two semi serious relationships, but neither made it to the love stage."
I paused, gathering my strength.
"I never expected to fall in love, so I wasn't prepared when I met you. I should have been honest right from the start, but it felt so good to be with you that I kept putting it off. Before I knew it, we were in a serious relationship."
He interrupted.
"Why do I get the feeling I'm not gonna like where this is heading? Are you seriously ill? Got some psycho lurking in the background I need to know about?"
Shaking my head, I plunged on.
"No, no serious illness or crazed ex lovers in the background. Please, let me tell you in my way, at my pace. Just listen, okay? And Brian, when you listen, listen with your heart. Promise me."
He was looking at me with an odd expression.
"I wish I could be different, but I am who I am. If you decide to accept me, I have to tell you that in the near future I have to go through a surgical procedure. It will be painful and take me several months to get over it, but it will be well worth it."
I saw the alarm in his face and held my hand up to stop him from speaking.
"I've wished a thousand times since I met you I had already had the surgery, but the truth is several of my friends went through it, with mixed results. I'm deadly afraid of pain, and their stories made me wait. Now, I'm going to do it, even if you dump me. I can't deny myself any more, I have to do this."
"I've done research, the procedure is far safer now than in the past, and the results are well worth the pain."
I stopped, pleading with my eyes. Sensing my mood, he reached out and took my hand.
"It's sexual reassignment surgery, Brian. I was born a male physically. I still have male 'parts' down below. Please, please, let me finish!"
He didn't pull his hand away, maybe from shock. I took my other hand and put it on his tightly.
"Brian, look at me! Do I look like a man? NO. Why? Because I'm not. I've been recognized as and have lived as a female since I was twelve years old. I can let you talk to my doctors if you like, but the consensus is that I've always been female trapped in a man's body."
"It never really mattered to me before. Then I met you, and you swept me off my feet. You had no clue, did you? "
He finally stirred, sighing.
"None. You were the most attractive woman I've ever seen. Still are, even knowing what I do now. Why didn't you tell me from the start?"
This was eerie. His reaction wasn't what I expected. He wasn't ranting, or calling me vile names. He seemed detached, like he was talking about someone else. I didn't know if it was good or bad.
"Because I was selfish! I've never wanted anyone like I want you. When I'm in your arms, it's the best feeling in the world. I feel safe, secure, loved. I'd never had those feelings before, and I wanted to keep them forever."
I was crying pretty hard by then. He pulled me to him, placing me on his lap and stroking my hair.
"Hush, now. I can't stand to see you cry."
Even emotionally overloaded as I was, I could feel his cock on my thigh. It sent a small thrill through me.
After a few minutes, he sat me down on he couch. His pants were still down by his ankles, and he pulled them on and started pacing.



"Here it comes" I thought, "the beginning of the end."
I was amazingly calm. I knew I would completely collapse later, but I was using all my business skills to hold me together.
"I wish you would have told me. It makes everything I thought we had seem like a lie. I was falling desperately in love with you, while you were keeping this huge secret. Was it fun, leading me on? Did you get a good laugh out of it?"
"NO!" I screamed, shocking both of us with my volume.
"I did not laugh at you. ever. It was fun, being with you. But I didn't do it because I wanted to laugh over your pain when I told you, I did it because I couldn't help myself. It felt too good being with you. I was selfish, all right? Then I messed everything up by falling in love with you, and tricking you to fall for me. I'm so sorry."
His next question went to the heart of the matter.
"What do we do now?"
I was on my knees before him, pleading my case.
"I'm going to keep on loving you, if you let me. If you tell me to go, I'll go. But, if you tell me to stay, be aware, I'll never leave. It's your decision. All I can say is I'm sorry. I shouldn't have deceived you. But I'm being honest now, and I'm begging here. Don't make your decision now. Think about it while I'm in Italy. If you agree, meet us at the airport when we get home. If you're not there, I'll never bother you again. You can take me home now."
He finally seemed to get angry.
"Home? Oh no, you don't drop a bomb like this on me and then just slink off. You're supposed to stay all weekend and you will. I'll probably have questions that need answering, how can you do that if you're not here? Do you understand?"
His voice was forceful, in control. I shuddered slightly, unable to comprehend that he would actually want me to stay. Was this good, or bad? I must have stayed silent too long, because he gripped my hair gently and pulled my head up.
"Girl, answer me. Do you understand?"
I said in the tiniest voice possible.
"Yes dear."
He actually almost smiled.
"Good. Get up, go clean your face. We'll talk a bit more when you get back."
................................................
We talked, before we went to bed, separately. It seemed a good idea to both of us. I was as frightened as I had ever been all the next day, but even though he was distant and hesitant to touch, we did the things we had planned. By early afternoon he had thawed a bit, and once held my hand as we walked around the neighborhood. After a few minutes I felt him stiffen a bit, but he didn't pull away.
"Does Aunt Rita or anyone else in the family know?" He asked suddenly, as if it just occurred to him.
"No one in your family knows. Nonna suspects something and told me I needed to tell you my secret, but no one in your family has any idea that I'm transsexual."
"Does anyone at your job know?"
"My boss. I told him when I got promoted. I wanted him to know. He wasn't as shocked as I thought he would be. Turns out his grandson is transgendered. He thought about it, possible embarrassment versus my skills, and skills won out. He said if it ever came out we would spin it as how progressive our company had become. We're too good at what we do for most to complain, so he's not too worried."
We stopped at a small park and sat on a bench. It was the weekend and the parents were out in force, watching their mostly small children play in the sandboxes and the gym equipment. Most seemed to know Brian.
"Mr. Brian, Mr. Brian! Will you get our ball for us?" The little girl was tugging his hand, trying to get him to move.
"Allison! Can't you see Mr. Brian has a friend with him? It's rude to intrude, leave him alone." The mother looked harried. I soon found she had two more children with her, four and two. She needed three sets of eyes.
The five year old looked down, chastised. Before she could say anything he picked her up and swung her until she giggled.
"Don't fuss at her Brenda, can't you see this is an emergency? Now, show us where the ball is."
We all trooped over to a Bradford pear tree, making introductions as we went. When he introduced me as a friend, Brenda grinned.
"Better get a little friendlier with her if you want a couple of these." she teased.
I felt really bad suddenly, knowing I could never give him children, or even if I was even going to be around much longer. To my surprise he gripped my hand and told Brenda with a straight face we had brought the subject up in conversation. She looked shocked, then pleased. She took my other hand.
"It's about time someone hooked him. All the women in the neighborhood were about to give up on him."
I didn't know how to respond, so I just smiled and shook my head.
The ball was about seven feet up in the branches of a Bradford pear tree. It was too small and fragile for him to climb. He actually shook the tree but that just made the ball more firmly lodged. There was nothing around to use to dislodge it. The other kids who were playing with Allison were all gathered by then, looking sad.
He suddenly smiled and started talking to the children.
"Kids, this is going to be an object lesson in how to cooperate and help each other to attain a goal. I can't get the ball by myself. I'm gonna need help. Allie, will you help me?"
"Uh huh, Mr. Brian, what do I have to do?"
He reached down and put her on his shoulders.
"Together we're going to try to get the ball down. But, even with you sitting on my shoulders we still can't reach it. What should we do now? Think hard kids, what do we need?"
The seven little children stood in deep thought before a little boy started jumping up and down in excitement.
"I know, I know!"
Brian smiled. He was so beautiful when he smiled.
"And what should we do then, Jimmy?"
"We need someone bigger than Allie to get on your shoulders, someone big enough to reach our ball! We need her!" He was pointing at me.
"You're exactly right, Jimmy. This is my girlfriend Andi. I bet if you ask her nicely she would help us."
I found myself surrounded by small children pleading with me while a few moms looked on.
"Please Miss Andi! Please?"
I held up my hands.
"I'll do it. But you're about to learn something else. I'm a negotiator for my company. Know what a negotiator does? No? They get people who want things together to help each other out. We make sure everyone involved comes away happy."
"Now, here's the negotiation. You want the ball right? And Mr. Brian wants to get the ball for you. What do I get?"
None of them knew how to answer that. I made it easy for them.
"I'll make it easy for you. If we get the ball down, every boy has to shake Mr. Brians' hand and thank him. The girls have the option of shaking his hand or giving him a kiss, and girls, I know for a fact Mr. Brian likes to be kissed. Do you agree? Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Brian has to kiss me too, after we get the ball down."
"That, children, is a successful deal. Everyone gets what they want. You guys get the ball. Mr. Brian gets gratitude and the warm fuzzy feeling of doing a good thing, and I get a kiss. Everybody wins. Do we have an agreement?"
The mothers laughed while the kids clamored their yeses.
Suddenly Brian spoke up.
"I don't agree. Nobody really asked me what I wanted besides getting the ball down."
There were some disappointed children. Allie spoke up.
"I'll give you two kisses, Mr. Brian, will that do?"
He grinned.
"Yes, that's great, but it has to be two kisses from every girl, including Miss Andi."
He looked me right in the eyes.
"Do we have a deal?"
"Why yes, Mr. Brian, I believe we do."
I keep forgetting how strong he is. Before I knew it I was on his shoulders. The ball came out easily while the children cheered. I held the ball when he sat me down.
"Time to render payment, dears. I'll go first."
I grabbed his head and kissed him hard for about five seconds. It got quiet except for the giggles of the moms.
When I let him go I was smiling ear to ear.
"That was a big people kiss, kids. Just a peck on the cheek will do for you guys."
The first three little girls insisted he pick them up for their kiss, and thank yous. Allie surprised us all when she kissed him on the lips.
"I need to practice, I think I'm gonna marry you when I grow up."
Brian didn't laugh it off, but kept a serious face to protect her feelings.
"Thank you Allie. If I'm not already married when you get big I'll take you up on that. All right?"
She nodded solemnly as he put her down, whispering something in her ear. She nodded, giggling.
While the boys were shaking his hand Allie was whispering to the other girls. They in turned whispered to the boys. They soon surrounded me as I gave the ball to Allie.
"Miss Andi, we want 'nother 'gotiation."
"What do you want to negotiate?"
"We want you and Mr. Brian to play with us."
I smiled at them.
"I see. What are you prepared to offer?"
She frowned.
"We'll all give you a kiss, even the boys. We'll do it for Mr. Brian, 'cept the boys. They'll give him a hug though, if they have to."
I had a counter offer.
"I accept IF I also get hugs, and Mr. Brian agrees. I'm willing to add another kiss for Mr. Brian, too. And also, if your moms agree, we get to you buy you all ice creams after we're done playing, including the moms."
I stuck out my hand.
"Deal?"
Allie grabbed my hand.
"Deal! I like butter pecan."
I got on my knees and the children each hugged me and kissed my cheeks. I was crying when they got done.
The kids were concerned.
"Did we hurt you Miss Andi?" said on of the little boys. Before I could clear my throat, Brian answered.
"No, children, you didn't hurt her. Grownups sometimes cry when they're very happy, especially girls. She's happy, very happy. Now, what shall we play?"
I spent about twenty minutes running up and down the fields before I plopped down on a bench with Brenda, wheezing.
Brenda smiled at me as she watched her four year old in the sandbox and rocked her two year old in his stroller.
"I hope when you and Brian get married you live in another neighborhood."
I was shocked.
"Why would you say that?"
She was laughing while she answered.
"Because you've created a bunch of monsters. I can hear Allie now."
"Mom, if I clean my plate tonight can I have waffles in the morning? Dad, if I brush my teeth and go to bed without argument, can I stay up later tomorrow?"
"Honey every parent on the block will be ready to lynch you by next weekend. But seriously, thank you, and Brian, for spending time with the kids and teaching them. I'm pretty sure the idea of working as a team is firmly planted in their minds."
She actually hugged me just as Brian and about twice as many children as we had when we started came up to the bench.
"Momma, Miss Andi, can we get ice cream now?"
Brian had the kids invite everyone on the playground for the treat, and soon a little convoy started towards the ice cream parlor across the street, with Brenda and the stroller in the lead. The children reverted back to kindergarten training, holding hands, with a mom interspersed, and Allie and I bringing up the rear. Brian was somewhere near the front.
We made it with everyone accounted for, and the scoupers were quite busy for awhile. I ended up holding Brenda's two year old, feeding him ice cream from a small bowl. Brenda had her four year old, and Allie insisted she sit beside Brian, already plotting to keep me away.
I felt his eyes, and looked up. He was watching me with the baby, smiling. A thrill went through me, this had to be a good thing.
By the time we left I was on a first name basis with all the parents. Apparently everyone knew and loved Brian, after all, he had lived in that neighborhood his whole life. Several wanted to know the wedding date, and all welcomed me. I assured them that just as soon as I knew they would get invitations.
The walk home was quiet. I had chocolate ice cream on my favorite peach blouse, twigs in my hair from the tree, and grass stains on my beige shorts. More importantly, I had his hand in mine, so the rest didn't matter.
..................................................
"You're going to make a good mother" he said out of the blue.
"Do you really think so?"
His opinion was very, very important to me.
"Yes. You're a natural nurturer, and a very good teacher. Those kids will probably remember what you taught them for the rest of their lives. You broke it down to terms they could understand, helped them execute, and then rewarded them for good work. It will definitely stay with them."
I laughed.
"That's pretty much how I talk to the CEOs I work with. Keep it simple and direct in terms they can understand."
He suddenly sighed and sat on the couch, patting the cushion beside him. Here it comes, I thought, the conversation I had been dreading. I reached out, clinging to his arm. If he was going to dump me, I wanted to touch him as much as possible while I still could.
"I'm a simple guy, Andi. I want what my parents had, and what Aunt Rita and Uncle Sean have. I want somebody to love for the rest of my life, someone to raise a family with. Someone to share my joys and defeats with. Someone to prop me up when I make difficult decisions, to hold me and tell me I did the right thing. I thought that was you."
I couldn't breathe, it hurt so bad. He continued.
"I thought I won the lottery with you. You were everything I wanted, more than I dreamed of. I couldn't believe you were interested in me. Then you tell me your secret. I didn't know what to think."
"I'm a Catholic, I guess you know that. Want to know where I was early this morning? I went to confession, the first time in years. I needed advice. I didn't reveal your secret, God knows and that's enough. I told the priest that I was in love with someone who was different, someone who couldn't bear children, someone who had said she loved me and yet kept a major secret from me. Want to here his advice?"
No. I knew he was told to move on. But he was going to tell me anyway, so I nodded my head.
"He made it simple. Do you love her? I answered yes. Did she love me? Yes again. Do you think she deliberately meant to hurt me with her secret. I didn't think so. Despite the secret, which she confessed to before you married so you would know everything and be able to deal with, can you still love her?"
He paused. My tears were flowing freely now. It was over. I started to get up but he held me back.
"Don't you want to know the answer I gave him?"
I couldn't talk, so I nodded.
"I told him yes. I can still love her. I can still love YOU, Andi. And that should be enough."
I fainted.
.................................................
I woke up lying on the couch with Brian patting my face with a warm cloth. I jumped up so fast I knocked him over. I dove on top of him, gripped his head and almost screamed at him.
"Say it again!"
I think he was a little confused.
"Say what?"
"Say you love me! Say it and make me believe you."
Oddly, he didn't say a word, just grabbed me back and started kissing me. Deep, hard, continuous kisses, for about five minutes. When he stopped I collapsed on his chest, trying to get my breath back.
"Was that loud enough?"
"I think I heard a faint whisper, but it'll do for now."
He helped me up and put me back on the couch.
"I have some conditions you have to agree to first, and things I need to say. Can you listen now or do you need a break?"
No way was I going to let him stop. I wanted all out in the open so we could get on with our lives.
"No, please continue."
He started pacing.
"I want you to get that operation as soon as possible. When we adopt, I don't want you hiding anything from our children, especially the girl or girls we end up. Do you agree?"
Of course I did.
"I don't want to see completely naked until you do. I don't want that image to cloud my mind when I see the results. So, no sex until after the operation. All right?"
I found my voice.
"Does that mean I can't do what I did last night?"
"Yes. It wouldn't be fair to you."
"Bullshit. Honey, here's a secret. Women don't always have orgasms when they make love. It's not always about that. It's about pleasing their man. Let's call it delayed gratification. You can pay me back, with interest, after I've healed."
I could tell he wasn't completely convinced, but after I got him in my mouth I'm sure he would see the logic in it. I got a little bolder.
"And another thing. After the operation I'm still going to want anal. It was the only thing I had, and I learned to enjoy. So just know, after the procedure, I'm still going to want it back there sometimes. Can you deal with that?"
He actually smiled.
"Believe it or not, honey, I'm not a virgin. As a friend once told me, I've done everything I could think of with a woman, and a whole lot more I had no clue about but they were glad to teach me. You'll find I'm always open to suggestions."
For the first time, I felt really good about the future.
We talked more, until we seemed to exhaust the subject. I thought I was finally through the tears until he dropped down on one knee and presented me with a ring. He had intended to propose that weekend anyway, he`said, and now that the foolishness was over we may as well finish it in style.
Of course no amount of makeup would cover my red eyes, but my smile made sure everyone knew they were tears of joy as we walked into the cafe.
Gina was surprised, we weren't supposed to show our faces this weekend, but when I stuck out my left hand she shrieked, bringing Aunt Rita running out of the kitchen. She stopped and watched Gina and I dancing around crying while Brian stood by with a goofy grin on his face.
She hugged him first since I was occupied, whispering that Nonna was never wrong, then she swept me up in her arms and hustled me back into the kitchen. Nonna was smiling, a tear tricklng down her cheek, before giving me the traditional two cheek kiss, and then kissing my lips.
"Welcome to the family" she said in Italian. I understood her perfectly.
Service was understandable disrupted for awhile, but Aunt Rita smoothed it over by announcing our engagement, and giving every table a complimentary glass of wine. We were congratulated endlessly while the wine flowed, but we drank very little. I had plans for the night.
We were both a little buzzed when we got home, but not intoxicated. He showered first leaving the bathroom for me. I took my time, fixed my hair, put just a little gloss on my lips, and a very sexy baby doll I had brought just in case. I made sure I kept my gaff on, respecting his wishes. It spoiled the effect, but not much.
I made sure I left the bathroom light on as I came out so he could get the full effect. He was already lying on the bed, in pajamas. I frowned, he was determined to make it difficult.
"Which side, honey?"
"What? Which side do you like to sleep on? I'm fine with either so it doesn't matter to me."
Up until then he must have assumed I was going to sleep in the spare bedroom.
He started to bluster. I stopped him cold.
"On no, don't even go there. I told you early on if you let me stay this weekend I would never leave. You let me stay, gave me a ring, and there is no way in hell I'm ever sleeping alone again unless I'm on a business trip. So turn on a lamp so I can see while I turn off the bathroom, and move over."
He liked the left side, apparently. I snuggled into his arms letting the feeling wash over me.
"Good night, my love" I said, as I drifted off to sleep.
I woke up about five in the morning, my wine was seeking release. We were spooned together, his arms round me, one lightly holding my breast. I could feel his erection between my cheeks. I wanted to thrust back so badly I couldn't stand it, but didn't want to ruin the moment, so I quietly slipped out of bed. I was pleased to see him frown in his sleep, one hand feeling the spot I had left, seeking me.



I wanted him, really bad. Let's face it, I was horny as a billy goat. It was a long chance I was taking, but I couldn't help myself. I got my bag out, gave myself an enema, flushing with floral scented water, and Lubed my self liberally.
I dropped my gown on the floor, and slipped back into bed. I cautiously started rubbing him, his erection had flagged a little but returned to full mast in seconds. He was starting to move a little. so I slipped my head under the covers and went south. He actually raised himself a little so I could pull down his pajamas. I suspected he was semi awake. It didn't take him long to become fully awake when I slipped his wonderful cock into my mouth.
He started, pulled the covers down, and touched my hair. Instead of pulling he up he twirled his fingers through my hair.
"Andi, I thought we agreed not to do this."
I sucked him down to the root, hearing him gasp. It must have taken me thirty seconds to slide my lips back to the head, before I took it out of my mouth and licked it softly. I looked up.
"I didn't agree to shit. In fact, I thought I made it clear I was going to do this. In case you're not smart enough to get it, I'm staking my claim. So shut up and enjoy. I want you used to this."
He never said another word as I worked him, keeping him excited but not close to the edge. I stopped and slid up his chest, getting a very nice kiss. I pulled back.
"Honey, do you really love me?"
He groaned.
"Why do girls always ask that right in the middle of sex? Of course I love you."
I smiled in the darkness.
"Good. I want you to do something for me. Stay still and don't say no until I'm done. If you still say no, I'm going back down on you, but if you say yes you're going to be in for the ride of your life."
I could feel him getting tense. I stroked him lightly, keeping him interested while I made my proposal.
"I want you to fuck me. Ideally, I would like you to throw me down and bang my brains out, mark me, make me your bitch. But to do that I would have to get naked, and I made you a promise. So, I want you to lay still while I ride you in reverse cowgirl. I've got everything you don't want to see or feel restrained, and I'm not taking off my panties, I'm just going to slide them down far enough to let you enter me. Please baby. It's important to me. I need to really feel like I'm your woman, this will do it. Please."
There was about thirty seconds of silence before he spoke.
"I'd love to, on those terms. But," he grabbed my hair, bringing my face to his, "regardless, you are my woman, never think otherwise. Now say it back to me, and convince me you mean it."
I almost shouted.
"I belong to Brian Campbell! I'm his lover, his woman, his soon to be wife. I'm his property, for the rest of my life!"
I could feel his smile.
"Property was a bit much, don't you think?"
"No, you'll find out soon enough, but despite what I project in my business life, deep down I'm a timid and insecure woman. A submissive really. I NEED to belong to somebody, somebody who knows me and won't take too much advantage. You're my man, and as long as you have me I'll always be your property."
I kissed him hard to make sure he understood, and was surprised to feel his tears.
"Thank you, Andi. You do belong to me, never forget it. Now, you promised me some good loving. Get to it, woman!"
He lightly spanked a cheek to make his point. I almost came on the spot. His erection had flagged a bit during the serious discussion, but I nursed it back to readiness in just a few seconds. I got the bottle of lube and lightly coated him.
"I need you to lie still, at first. It's been a long tine since I've had a man, so let me set the pace first. You'll know when I'm ready for you to take over."
I eased over him. I was a little uncomfortable with my panties, but worked around it.
I groaned as I eased him in, it had been a long time. I'd slide an inch or so in, stop to get used to it, bounce up and down a few times, and slide another inch in. It took almost ten minutes before he was completely buried. I sat on him, grinding around in little circles before I started moving up and down in short slow strokes.
I heard him gasp as I started moving. After about five minutes I was slamming into him with abandon, screaming. My body betrayed me, and to my surprise I squirted before three minutes had gone by. It spurred me to new heights.
"Oh yes! Your cock feels enormous! Plow me, you stud! Bang me hard!"
That drove him over the top. He gripped my hips, thrusting up in time.
"You hot bitch! I can't hold back any longer! Come with me baby, come with me!"
It was too late. I had already come again, and now I was just constantly draining as he pounded my prostrate. When I felt him shoot into me I screamed.
I sat on him for a second, coming down, while he stroked my body. I slid off, adjusting my panties before snuggling.
We both lay panting. He kissed the top of my head.
"That was incredible! The best I ever had!"
I glowed under the praise.
"Wait until later, baby. You're going to get a virgin soon. And I'll be tight forever. I need to measure you, to make sure we fit perfectly. You're in for a hell of a ride. One that will go on forever."
I went back to sleep, covering his chest with tears of happiness.
He woke me three hours later, gently sucking on my nipples. When he saw my eyes opened he grinned.
"Two can play that game. Now, up! Breakfast will be ready by the time you're done with your shower."
I winced when I sat up and swung my legs off the bed.
"I'm sore!"
His grin got bigger.
"And who's at fault for that? But, I've heard the best treatment for sore muscles is make them go through the same exercise. Think you'll be up for that tonight?"
I grinned back.
"No pain, no gain!"
He made me go to Mass with him. I didn't know what to do so he guided me through it. Aunt Rita and most of the family were there, including the Irish side that I hadn't met yet. I was kissed and hugged relentlessly, and Brian promised he would bring me down to the pub after I got back from Italy.
We lazed around Sunday afternoon, just talking. I asked how soon I could bring my stuff from the condo over. He seemed surprised.
"You want to live here?"
"Of course I do. I don't want them raised in a condo. They need a yard to play in, in a nice neighborhood. I'm glad you've got a big lot, depending on how many kids we have, we might have to add a room. They should have their privacy, don't you agree?"
I stopped, startled by the look on his face. I immediately apologized.
"I'm sorry, honey. I should have talked to you before making plans."
I actually heard ribs pop, he hugged me so tight.
"When it comes to our kids, make all the plans you want. My only request is that we wait a year or so, so we can have some time to ourselves. Is that all right?"
It was my turn to hug him.
"That's a really good idea. I'm glad you're more than a pretty face and a big cock. It makes life so much easier."
I wish I had a picture of his face at that moment. It was hilarious.
We exercised my sore muscles twice more, once that night and again in the morning. I was late to work anyway, so I made a little detour and bought a few things.
.................................................
I walked into the office to Aubrey's smirking face.
"Not a word" I said, as I lay an envelope on her desk and went into my office.
I didn't get the door shut before I heard the shriek and the laughter. I knew the interoffice lines would be buzzing in the next five minutes.
A full day at the Grant street spa, the full package, including lunch. I had gotten three, one for each of my cheerleaders. Aubrey left me alone until lunch, but she and her cohorts were waiting for me when I came out of the office.
"Spill!" She commanded, showing me the lunch she had spread out in our conference room.
"Let's eat first," I suggested, as I walked into the conference room.
"No way! That's why I got salads, they'll hold for awhile. Don't make us beat it out of you."
I sighed, "well if you must know. He finally succumbed to my charms."
Aubrey wasn't about to let me by with that.
"Oh no, that won't get it. Who seduced who? Is he good, does he have stamina, is he..."
"Hung like a horse?" one of her cohorts giggled, causing them all to collapse into laughter.
I was glowing, although I knew they were happy for me. I decided to play it up.
"Remember what I said a while back about a Greek god, Aubrey? Turns out I wasn't exaggerating. And yes, he is very good, and has admirable stamina. Any more questions?"
"Is he going anywhere with this, or are you two just friends with benefits?"
I paused, savoring the moment.
"Oh, there were a lot of benefits, and it is going somewhere. Straight to St. Angelo's. And by the way, I need two bridesmaids and a matron of honor, know anyone interested?"
I turned the ring I had kept hidden until then upright, showing them the solitaire.
For once Aubrey was speechless. Then she started crying, and of course it became one big sobfest. We never did getting around to eating the salads.
The news was all over the building before the afternoon was over, prompting a visit from my boss.
"Is it true?"
I showed him my diamond. He was truly happy for me.
"I'm very pleased, Andi. For awhile there I thought you were going to be married to your job. I insist you have him over to dinner after you get back. Expect a call from my wife, she'll want all the details."
Needless to say, I got very little work done those two days.
..................................................
Almost everyone in his family was there to see us off. My new temporary assistant and Gina had to practically pry me out of his arms to avoid missing the plane. It was going to be a long three weeks.
................................................
Chapter three in a week.
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"Did you really mean it?"
I looked over the table at her. I was having lunch with my wife's best friend. And a good friend to me, when it comes down to it.
"Mean what, honey?"
"That night, when you said next to Janie, if you ever fell in love with anyone else, it would be me?"
I remembered the conversation. Lori was married to an asshole, a serial cheater that would rather spend money on his girlfriends than pay the bills.
She had just found out he was cheating on her yet again, and had called Janie for comfort. Janie was out of town, visiting her grandmother, something she did about four times a year.
My shoulder became the substitute for her to cry on. She came over to the house, at my insistence, and stayed the night. I had called Janie while she was on the way over and asked for advice.
"Oh, honey, I'm sorry you have to deal with this. I'll be home tomorrow and take over. In the meantime, just let her talk. If she asks your opinion, tell her, but don't volunteer any advice, she won't really be listening and most likely wouldn't take it anyway. She just needs to vent. And if she's drinking or starts drinking, don't let her leave. You know she has a low threshold for alcohol. I love you, and I'll be home by ten. I'll take it from there."
She was indeed a mess when she arrived, parking sideways in the drive, narrowly missing the mailbox. Half a bottle of wine down and at least two sheets to the wind. I wouldn't let her have anymore alcohol.
"Lori, honey, no more tonight. You're gonna wake up miserable anyway tomorrow, a hangover won't help you any. Talk to me.
It came out in fits and starts, between sobs. They had been married for four years, a year behind us, and she was sure he was cheating before they were six months in to the marriage.
She had actually caught him twice, he sweet talked her into giving him another chance. I was pretty sure this one was the last straw. His lover had called her earlier at her job, telling her she was pregnant and wanting the money for an abortion. Told her she confronted him and he laughed, saying with a whore like her it could be anybody's, and he wasn't paying her shit. Lori told me the little speech she gave her.
"If I don't get the money for that abortion and have to go full term, I'll get a DNA test and sue your husband for the medical expenses. Plus, he'll be on the hook for child support unless I give it up for adoption. He makes pretty good money, I may just keep it to get the child support. I talked to a lawyer, he says besides child support I can make him carry medical insurance and start a college fund. So, it would be in all our interests to help me out now, and avoid ugly situations and publicity. Think about it and get back to me quick. I'm kind of have a limited window, here. If it means anything, I didn't mean to hurt you. He told me you were separated and he was just waiting for the divorce to be finalized."
"What are you going to do?" I asked her as I fed her coffee."
"I don't know. We're behind on our bills and I can't depend on him. If she has the baby It'll ruin us."
I couldn't believe she was talking like she was going to stay with him. I decided to be blunt.
"You could just dump his cheating ass and let him deal with it."
"I thought about it, but it gets more complicated. I just found out I'm two months along. I can't deny my baby his father, I just can't. What am I gonna do?"
She collapsed into tears again.
I was so angry with her husband Ron I wanted to kill him. I thought about it as she cried.
I had her wipe her face with a cool cloth.
"Listen to me. Then promise that what I say never leaves this room. I have a little money. I'll pay for her abortion. I don't want you to pay me back, and I want your promise never to speak of it again. That will solve the problem short term."
My voice got harder.
"My price is you have to listen to me without interruption. Next to Janie, you're the finest woman I know. Kind, loving, beautiful. Any man would be proud to walk beside you. If I wasn't married to Janie and you were single, I would pursue you relentlessly. I could see myself easily falling in love with you. You wouldn't have a chance. In another universe we would be soul mates and lovers."
"I never liked Ron. I only went to the wedding because Janie made me. I knew he would end up breaking your heart, I could see it in his eyes as he checked out Janie and every other woman in the room during your wedding reception. That leopard is never gonna change his spots. He'll end up cheating on you again and again, especially if he knows you won't leave him. You're in for a world of heartbreak, girl."
"That being said, if you ever need us, we'll be there for you."
She cried herself to sleep in my arms. I carried her into the spare bedroom and put a light blanket over her. I went back into the living room and poured myself a drink. Straight rye whiskey, my favorite. I only drank it when I was very happy or had something to think about.
She was still asleep when Janie got back. I put my hands to my lips and showed her Lori sleeping.
We kissed quietly and made coffee, whispering in the kitchen.
"How is she?"
"She's a mess. How can she let that asshole keep doing it to her?" I hissed quietly.
"I don't know honey. I'll talk to her when she gets up, but we both know it won't do any good."
Lori came in to the kitchen. Janie folded into her arms and the tears came again. I had already made my contribution, so I slipped out of the room. She stayed with us two days before going back to the asshole.
I paid for the abortion, saying nothing to Janie about it. Ironically, Lori lost her child four months in, spontaneous abortion. Lori confessed to me she though it was because she had helped end a life, karmic revenge. It must be awful to bear that much guilt.
They lasted almost two more years before she finally had enough and filed for divorce.
It shocked him so bad he came apart. She had to change her phone number and get a restraining order. He swore he was a changed man. I kind of believed him, but it was too little, too late.
She stayed with us for three months before she got back on her feet. She moped for the first three weeks,before life came back into her. I knew she was healing when I came home from work to find her in the kitchen, stirring pots.
"Welcome home dear. Your other wife will be a little late, so number two is taking care of dinner. Would you like some....wine?"
She giggled and kissed my cheek.
Janie came in a little later and we dined, joking and laughing like we did in the old days.
"She'll be leaving soon." I said as we slipped into bed.
Janie reached for me and snuggled in.
"You're right. I'll be sad, but I'll be glad when she goes. I'm tired of chewing up pillows."
Janie was a vocal lover, not above screaming during her climax. She wouldn't vocalize while Lori was in the house, biting down on pillows to muffle her sounds.
Over the next six weeks, Lori found a better job with more chances for advancement, and a nice one bedroom apartment close by. It was a sad day when she left, but she wasn't out of the driveway before we were scrambling towards the bedroom. Janie was hoarse the next morning.
Janie and I had reached our seventh year. She was twenty nine, I was thirty. I started hinting about kids but she wouldn't discuss it. She didn't want to give up her job.
"It won't be giving up a job, it'll be a promotion. Motherhood can be a very satisfying career. Besides, we don't need the money."
I wasn't rich. But, I had a very good job as plant manager at the the plastic injection plant my family owned. I was an only child so I would end up with controlling ownership eventually, but I hoped it was a long way down the road. My grandfather owned it originally, but divided it between his two sons. Dad married early and was pretty stable, but Uncle Jack enjoyed a batchelor lifestyle. He always had a plastic beauty on his arm, the older he got the younger and more fake they got. My cousin,Jack Jr. did his best to emulate his dad.
Because of the business, prenupts were required for both me and my cousin, not negotiable.
There was a little tension when my grandfather named me plant manager and Dad to the board. Uncle Jack demanded to know why.
Grandfather smiled.
"To start with, he has a degree in business management. What degree does junior hold? That's right, in spite of spending five years in college, he never graduated, did he? Know how many days Dan has missed, going all the way back to high school and college breaks? Three, when he broke his arm. How many has junior missed? Oh, that's right, he's been fired from here four times, for attendance every time. I gave him the job because I want this place to grow and prosper, not collapse due to bad management. This discussion is over."
I'm sure junior would have quit in protest if he still actually worked there, but it became a moot point when Uncle Jack's high flying lifestyle came back to bite him in the ass. Pretty soon me had the IRS and a couple of Vegas casinos after him, and grandpa bought his share of the business back, paying off his debts and giving him enough to live on the rest of his life if he was sensible. He set up trust funds for both me and junior, to be released when we were forty. He put a neat little flyer in, saying that we could actually draw off the fund starting at twenty seven, in the amount equal to the amount we made that year. He did that to keep junior working. Junior hated it.
I was making forty five thousand a year, but I had only touched the trust fund twice, once to pay for Lori's abortion, and to pay for a short vacation to the Bahamas.
Janie has been sort of distant lately, and I thought giving her this vacation as a token of how much I loved her might pep her up. It did, until I brought up children again.
I finally lost patience.
"Janie, if you didn't want children, why did you say you agreed to having at least two when we married? Did you change your mind? If you did, didn't you think you should have shown me the courtesy of telling me. I'm about at the end of my rope."
I think my little rant scared her, because she made a little production of flushing her birth control pills.
Six months went by. I suggested we be tested, but Janie wanted to give it a little more time. I agreed to ninety more days, reluctantly.
Lori told us to relax.
"It'll happen when you least expect it. My suggestion is to keep practicing, often."
Finally I had myself tested. I was fine, plenty of little swimmers and very good mobility. I was trying to figure a way to get Janie tested when Lori invited me to lunch.
................................................
"I don't really understand your question, Lori. What's going on?"
She twisted the napkin in her hands, looking miserable and everywhere but my face.
"Lori, what's up? If you need to say something, spit it out."
She finally worked up the nerve to look me in the eye.
"I'm leaving town, Dan. I got a promotion at work, and I'm relocating to Atlanta. I'm leaving very soon. The only thing I'm going to miss about this town is you."
I was shocked. Up until last week she was at the house or on the phone two or three times a week. I wondered why she didn't call, but realized she was getting her affairs in order for her transfer.
"Damn, Lori, this is kind of sudden. Why didn't you tell us sooner. Does Janie know? She'll be devastated. She'll miss you terribly, we both will. And to answer your question, yes, in a different world I could fall easily for you."
The tears came then, hard. I knew that no one was eating lunch that day, so I got the check and put her in my car, calling the plant and telling them something came up, a personal emergency, and I probably wouldn't be back for the rest of the day.
I drove her out to the park, we often went to concerts there, the three of us sharing a blanket and a bottle of wine. I knew when Ron would upset her she would come here and watch the kids play. It soothed her.
There was a small gazebo off to the side, a quiet place surrounded by trees. It had a nickname, the love hut, because couples used it often for privacy. I took her there.
"What's going on, Lori? I haven't seen you this upset since before your divorce."
At the word divorce she started crying again. I held her, stroked her hair. Next to Janie, this was the woman I cared most for in the world.
"Hush, now. You did the right thing, you know you did. He never loved you like you deserved. You'll find a good man, you're too good of a woman not to."
She subsided to snuffles, and pushed away from me.
"I'm not crying over my divorce, I'm crying over yours!"
She jumped up and ran. I sat there stunned. What did she mean by that?
...............................................
I found her by the playground, watching the children. We sat on a bench in the warm sunshine, watching them play with happy, innocent faces, while she outlined the destruction of my world.
"When I was offered the promotion, I had conflicted emotions. This was my hometown, I have never lived anywhere else, even the college was local. But I gave it hard thought, and realized there was just nothing left for me here. Ron was out of my life, and even though I dated some, I never felt attracted to anyone. It was time, time for me to start over, get a new life and move on."
"I felt at peace for the first time in forever. I took the job, and started planning the rest of my life. I realized as I planned I needed to say goodbye to the few people I loved, and some I didn't. I called Ron, seeking closure for that period in my life. He was overjoyed, taking it as a sign we might get back together."
"It didn't go well. When he found out I wasn't letting him have another chance, and that I'd soon be gone, he kind of lost it. He had been drinking before I got there, and as the night progressed, he drank harder."
"As I was getting ready to leave, I told him how sorry I was we didn't make it, saying if we had been as loving and loyal as you two, it might have been different."
"Nothing is like it appears" he snarled. "I've been banging Janie, your perfect friend, for about six months now. She's just like all you bitches, say the right thing, or catch her in the right mood, and she'll spread like peanut butter."
"I slapped him and called him a liar, and he better not let you hear him say something like that."
"He laughed and said you'd never hear it from him, she was too good a piece of ass to risk losing."
"He was in full pain mode now, knowing this was going to be his last shot at hurting me."
"I know you think I'm lying, but I can prove it, he said. She has a small bump right behind her left ear. You can never see it because of the way she's always worn her hair, you have to be nibbling on it to know. And that birthmark on her pussy? If she didn't shave you'd never know it was there. Lately she's decided to grow enough hair to shave a little heart and cover it up. It's like five o'clock shadow when you go down on her, it's so bristly."
I was reeling. The bump and the birthmark were there, and she was letting it grow out to form the heart.
"I'm doing her at least twice a week, he bragged. We do it on Thursdays when he has his weekly meetings, and Saturdays when he plays golf. While he's three putting, I'm getting a hole in one. We almost got caught two weeks ago, because it started raining.She always picks me up so no one will see me, I only get out after the garage door is closed. I was literally closing the patio door while he was in the kitchen. Had to walk two miles in the rain, that sucked. She made it up to me the next time, when she sucked."
I remembered that day and how flustered she looked. I asked her if anything was wrong and she said I caught her by surprise while she was daydreaming. I remember joking she should quit daydreaming about screwing other men, and she giggled and said that took all the fun out of it.
I was glad we didn't get lunch. My stomach was rolling.
She had stopped talking while I tried to control my breathing.
"It gets worse." she said sadly.
"He told me why she wasn't getting pregnant. She made a big deal about flushing her pills, then went the next day and got one of those implants that last for three months. She plans on saying she got tested and can't conceive. She doesn't want kids, can't stand them, doesn't want to wreck her body and make that kind of time commitment to anyone or anything. She's really shallow when you get down to it, odd how we never noticed it, isn't it? I must say she hid it really well."
"I can't really know why she decided to do this to you, you'll have to find that out on your own. I couldn't leave without telling you, I love you too much. I also realized that from now on, every time you look at me, you'll think of me as the one who destroyed your life, but I'm not. I could only do it knowing I would be gone, and I wouldn't feel pain every time I looked at you."
"In the future, when you think of me, if you think of me, try to remember the good times, and that I loved you enough to break your heart. Please take me back to my car now."
I was too numb to talk. I don't really know how I got back to the restaurant. We parked and sat for a minute before she got out.
"Give me a hug?" It was a really sad voice that asked.
I got out and hugged her tightly, tears finally starting. I was too choked up to speak.
She finally let go and touched my face.
"Goodbye Dan. I really wish it was another universe, so I could love your pain away."
I watched until her car rounded the curve and took her out of my life.
.................................................
There's a reason it's called heartache. You literally ache, the pain is so intense. Anyone who has ever gone through this knows exactly how it feels. I don't think I took ten breaths in ten minutes.
I somehow stumbled home at my usual time. Janie was her usual self, chattering about mundane things when she stopped.
"What's wrong with you? You haven't heard a thing I've said. You're a million miles away. What's bothering you?"
"I'm bothered by the fact that my wife is a lying, cheating cunt, who's fucking the biggest asshole I've ever met while lying about how much she's looking forward to having our baby. That about covers it, wouldn't you say!"
Of course I didn't say that, but it went through my mind.
Looking at her fine body and beautiful face, tall, big chest, killer smile, I marveled that I had never really looked beneath the surface to see she was a self centered, egocentric bitch whose only concern with world events would be if it kept her from getting what she wants. I had been reviewing our life in my mind since talking to Lori, and kept getting angry at myself for not seeing it. I shook off my thoughts and came back to the present.
"Sorry honey, I got some news today about someone I love that made me sad."
Did she seem a bit uneasy? Damn, I hope so.
"Uh, what news, baby, someone dying?"
"Worse. And I'm very pissed that you didn't tell me."
She was looking a little pale around the gills.
"I don't know what you're talking about! Tell me!"
I looked at her with sadness you couldn't fake.
"Why didn't you tell me Lori was leaving? Atlanta? We'll be lucky if we see her twice a year. You talk almost every day. Did it not occur to you once to tell me? We could have given her a party, or better yet spend some private time together. I know I wasn't as close as you were, but damn it, she was still my friend!"
Twin emotions of relief and surprise played across her face. Then, for a brief second, shock.
"Lori? Atlanta? When?"
I scoffed.
"Oh please. Don't say you didn't know. She asked me to lunch today, to tell me goodby. As far as I know, she's already gone."



"She really left? She hasn't talked to me for a week. I called three days ago, but it went to voice mail. You know how busy she gets with her new job sometimes so I really didn't think much about it. She's really gone?"
She looked genuinely hurt and shocked. Well, she hadn't screwed her over, as far as I know.
"This isn't right. I'm going to call her, right now."
She did, repeatedly, becoming more and more upset. She tried her email, and Facebook. Nothing.
She was crying, real tears.
"Why did she go and not tell me? All our years of friendship, all our love, and she just leaves without goodbye. Why would she do it?"
I had tears in my eyes, for different reasons.
"I don't know hon. When I talked with her at lunch she told me she had seen Ron, and was upset by something by something he told her. Maybe it upset her so bad she forgot everything else."
She was really looking nervous by now.
"Did she tell you what they talked about?"
"No, she just said it didn't end well."
I actually hugged her,even though it gritted my teeth.
"Don't worry. I'm sure she'll call, or come by. We don't actually know if she's even left yet. Why don't you run over to her apartment tomorrow."
She grasped that lifeline.
"I'm sure that's it. I'll go over, first thing. I need to lie down. I'll see you in the morning."
She gave me a halfhearted kiss and went into the bedroom.
I sat up for a few more hours, sipping my rye, thinking.
................................................
I had to know. All day Thursday I worried over it. People noticed, and I told them I didn't feel well, and went home. Janie was surprised to see me.
She was sitting on the couch, hugging a pillow.
At her questioning look, I explained I wasn't feeling well.
"Did you get hold of her?" I asked, knowing the answer by the look on her face.
"No! I don't understand it! I've been her best friend for thirteen years, all the way to our junior year in high school. Why would she do that to me?"
I couldn't help it.
"Usually when someone does something like that it's over some deep emotion, like fury or betrayal. Have you done something to anger her, something she would equate to betrayal?"
She may as well have confessed, it was written all over her face.
"N,n,no, I can't think of a thing."
"Well, I don't know what to say then. I'm sure she'll call, maybe it was just too emotional for her."
She attacked me that night. It was more intense than it had been in years. I was already asleep when I felt her hands slid beneath my boxers. I came half awake and looked at her. Usually when she initiated sex she set the mood. Candles, music, lingerie. Tonight she was just naked, her profile highlighted by the security light shining through the blinds.
"Do you mind?" she said in a timid voice, another first. Usually she would just got me hard and climbed on. My body responded, she was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen, and despite all my doubts and uneasy feelings, I still loved her.
It was the most tender, most passionate love making I could ever remember. She didn't demand anything or suggest anything, just became pliable to every whim and desire I had. I thought about just slamming her until I got off, giving her a true grudge fuck, but once again my stupid emotions got into the way. I put everything I had into pleasing her, bringing her to one peak after another with everything I had. When I finally collapsed, totally spent, she snuggled into me, gasping. I could feel the tears trickle onto my chest.
"Are you all right, baby?"
She tried to talk through her sobs.
"Yes, yes. I love you so much honey, so much."
What kind of fucked up mess had my life become that I lay with my wife after the most intensive lovemaking session in memory, not believing a thing she said?
She was soon sleeping, snoring lightly, as she did when she slept on mu chest. I lay there for an hour, staring into the darkness, before gently untangling us and getting up.
I sat in my den with three fingers of rye until four, letting my tears flow quietly.
I still managed to get up and report to work, looking halfway presentable. Didn't get a lot done, but made my presence known. Grandpa was seventy one, no longer officially on the payroll, but he still walked the plant at least once a week, and his sharp eyes missed nothing. He took one look at me and said "Office, now."
He pulled the blinds and locked the door.
"Business or personal?"
I tried to pretend.
"What?"
"Don't bullshit me boy, I'm too old, I don't have time to do the dance. You look like shit. What's going on?"
He didn't like what I told him. He had been married once before he married grandma, to a woman that cheated before six months had gone by. He really didn't like cheaters. When he was still managing, if he got even a whiff one of his managers or their wives were straying, they found themselves on his carpet. If it was a manager, he was usually gone soon. If it was a wife, he usually gave the husband a week off to deal with it.
"You are gonna burn the bitch, right?"
"Probably not. It would take too much energy. Before you say it, if it is true, she's gone, but I don't feel like being a ringmaster in my own personal circus. I'll just cut my losses, stick to the prenupt, and move on."
He grunted.
"Not how I'd do it, but it works. Why don't you call your dad, see if he'll fill in for you for a day or two?"
"Already on it. He'll be here Monday. I'll call, let you know how it turns out."
He gave me a hard stare.
"See you do. And Dan, I'm sorry, I still remember how it feels."
..................................................
I had the money. I could have hired a detective agency, gotten pictures and audio. I could have wired the house. But in the end, I knew I had to actually see and hear it in person.
Saturday morning I had a light breakfast with my wife, got a small kiss, loaded my golf clubs into my SUV, and drove away.
I went four blocks and turned into the church parking lot, pulling all the way around the building. The church had a basement, and if you stood at the door your head was just about level with the parking lot and the street. If you didn't know someone was standing there, you would never see them, especially if you were watching the road and doing the speed limit. Twenty minutes later her little sports car went by.
I waited until she was out of sight and walked back home. I went upstairs into the spare bedroom, the one we were going to convert into a nursery, left the door open slightly, sat down and waited.
Forty minutes later I heard the garage opener.
The stairs act like a sound tunnel, and I could hear the conversation.
"I'm not sure we should do this anymore. He's been acting funny since Lori left. I can't believe she didn't tell me goodbye. You don't think she knows, do you?"
I could hear his voice, brash and arrogant.
"She pissed me off during our goodbye, and I might have let something slip. But she wouldn't tell him. She knows how bad he'd be hurt. Everybody in the universe could look at her face when he was around and tell she was in love with him. I saw him look at her a couple of times when we were together years ago, when he thought nobody could see him. If they both weren't such honorable people, they would have started years before us."
Janie was still uneasy.
"Still, it might be better to get together at your place for awhile."
He huffed.
"I've already told you, four people that work in his factory live in my building. How many Saturday mornings do you think we could have before somebody notices? We'd leave a paper trail if we used a motel, even if we paid cash. They'd still write our tag number down. No, I'll just keep on waiting at the corner two blocks from my place, and duck down until we're in the garage. If anybody sees you, they'll think you're doing what everybody else in suburbia does, running errands they can't do during the week. It worked so far, don't try to fix it if it ain't broke."
"Now, we gonna play or talk?"
He heard the sound of her ass being slapped and the giggles.
"Race you to the bedroom, loser has to strip for the winner." she squealed as she headed for the stairs. They sounded like a herd of elephants coming up the stairs.
Janie either had a head start or she was in better shape, because she was three steps ahead when she hit the landing. I would bet everything I've ever owned the last thing she expected to see at the top of the stairs was her loving husband.
I had moved an occasional chair out on the landing. It took about a half a second for her to understand what she was seeing and stop dead.
He caught up with her and was trying to tug her skirt down before he realized something was wrong.
He was one step down from the landing but he looked round her. His expression was even better than hers.
Instinct took over and he turned to run as I stood. Unfortunately for him he had taken his belt loose and unsnapped his pants on the way up the stairs. When he turned to run his pants fell and he got tangled. He tumbled all the way down the stairs.
I went by without acknowledging her and reached him before he got up, dragging him by the long hair he was so vain about to the couch.
"Sit, motherfucker, and don't you move! Janie, get your ass down here, right now!"
I was roaring. She still hadn't moved.
"Janie. if you're not down here in five seconds, I'll come up there and drag you down, your choice."
She stumbled down the stairs and I sat her on the couch beside him. I pulled a chair up and faced them.
"Got anything to say?"
They both started babbling and I held up my hand and yelled "STOP!"
When they quieted down I spoke.
"Never mind, I'm not the least bit interested in hearing it. Janie, it doesn't matter why, it just matters that you did. At least you can quit hiding your birth control now and go back on the pill. And you, asshole, there is no excuse. You were just being true to your nature. But here's some free advice. Move. Leave this town. I won't hurt you myself, but I've got enough money to make your life here hell. Every time you say as much as good morning to a married woman, her husband will have the pictures and your address within the hour."
"If you speed, or drink too much, or just generally fuck up, the cops will know it. I'll give you a week before the games begin."
I turned back to Janie, pulling a copy of our prenupt out of my back pocket.
"I'm leaving now, taking a short vacation. Should be gone three days. Here is a copy of out prenupt, in case you lost yours. Take exactly what it says you can have and be gone before I get back. My lawyers' name and address is on it, call him when you get your lawyer, or just do us all a favor and sign the divorce decree when you get it and send it back. Don't try to contact me, I won't be the least bit interested in anything you say. Nod if you understand."
She did slowly, holding the paper like it was a snake.
I turned back to Ron.
"Time for you to leave. Get out of this house, right now. If I see you before you leave town, don't try to speak. Have a miserable, shitty, minimum wage life. Go on now."
He had gotten a little of his bluster back after the initial shock had worn off. He was a little bigger than me and I could see in his eyes he thought he could take me. He probably could in a fair fight, but what he did to me wasn't fair, so I returned the courtesy.
He was reaching down to pull up his pants and started talking.
"I'm gonna......." was all he got out before I slammed my fist into his cheek as hard as I could.
He fell on the floor stunned. I stood over him.
"That was for what you did to me."
I kicked him, not in the nuts, but in the kidneys. The breath went out of him.
"And that one was for what you put Lori through for all those years."
I looked at Janie.
"Don't even think about taking the car, you lost it per the prenupt. Might want to check asshole here and call a cab. Three days, not a minute more."
I walked out the front door and into the rest of my life.
.................................................
The trouble with dealing with stupid people is, well, that they're stupid.
Asshole Ron decided to ignore my advice. It took him three weeks of pissing blood and walking bent over like an eighty year old man before he could move freely. That Saturday night he got into a bar brawl and got hit in the kidney with a pair of brass knuckles. The guy who punched him knelt down beside him.
"Dan said hello, and said he was gonna keep saying hello until you say goodby."
When he got out of the hospital he left town.
Janie got a lawyer and tried to break the prenupt. My lawyer laughed and asked her if she was going to enjoy paying lawyer fees for the next five years. Then he offered her five thousand a year for every good year she had given me, thirty thousand total, if she signed before the end of the day. I gave her her car, I never liked it and didn't need it. I also gave her the last two years of payments. She signed, took the money, and moved away. I saw her once at a funeral, and again at a wedding. She tried to start a conversation both times, but I just smiled, said hello, and walked on.
A year went by. I dated some, but no one of any real promise. One day on a whim I found Lori's new email address at her job, and sent her a simple hello and my new email address. I didn't hear anything for a few days, but there it was, a short note giving me her personal email.
My first email was about ten pages long, basically an update of everything that had happened to me since we had last spoke. I glossed over the pain of my divorce, but she read between the lines.
The last part was the most sincere, heart felt thing I had ever written.
"Lori, I need to thank you for telling me. I know it was hard, and caused you a lot of pain, but I need to tell you something."
"I don't hate you. In fact, you have my sincere thanks and admiration. Only a person as morally courageous as you would have done it. Knowing it might ruin a friendship I think you held dear, you did something unpleasant, because you deemed it necessary for my well being. I can never repay you. I must tell you of all the things that came of it, losing you was probably the hardest."
"Janie was my heart mate, and I did love her dearly, and I would have remained faithful to her forever, but you were becoming my soul mate. In times of trouble, or when I needed level headed advice, you were the one I wanted to turn to first, because I trusted your judgement more than anyone I ever knew. I know you felt the same way. Remember all those get togethers we used to have, where Janie would dance, drink, and flirt, and Ron would work the crowd looking for a willing playmate? Where would we be found? Sitting on a bench somewhere in plain sight, just talking. About anything and everything. They say the most erotic part of a person is their brain. That being said, you are the sexiest woman alive. You don't know how good it feels to get to say that to you.
"I'll always love you for who you are, and I hope you found someone who appreciates you physical beauty, as well as the mental beauty that eclipses it. It would please me if we could correspond, but that is up to you."
"Goodbye for now, Dan."
.................................................
LORI'S SIDE
It was hard to describe the feeling I got when I saw Dans' short message, asking for my new email address. One of the main reasons I left was because I knew I would never find anyone as long as he was around, because they would never measure up. I had divorced a man I don't think ever actually loved me until the very end, and the man I wanted most in the world was married to my best friend.
When I got the promotion I thought long and hard before I accepted it, but in the end it was best for me. If I wasn't in close proximity to Dan maybe I could actually find someone else.
After finding out Janie was cheating on him, I knew, regardless of how he felt about me afterwards, I had to tell him. I knew it would destroy any chance I would ever have of being with him.
I can shut my eyes and see in vivid detail his face when I told him. We were at a park, on a bench by a playground, the joyous cries of children mocking us as I told him he would be childless if he stayed with his wife, and feeling an almost intolerable ache for the child I never came to term with.
When I left him, I had already had everything packed and moved except what was in my car. I'm surprised I didn't kill anyone that day, especially for the first fifty miles I drove. It took me that far to stop crying. I never spoke to my best friend again after I learned of her betrayal, I sometimes think that was a mistake.
The days turned into weeks, the weeks months, until a year had gone by. My boss loved me,maybe because the only thing I did was work. I made a few friends, went to a few nights out with my coworkers, but didn't date at all for almost nine months.
The few dates I had were nice for the most part, but they quickly figured out I wasn't interested either in a long term relationship or a one night stand. I rarely had a date with the same man twice.
It was a mistake to open that email at work. I did it during my lunch hour, and stumbled out of my office on the way to the ladies room, crying like a baby. All my old emotions surged to the surface, and it was just too much to handle.
Seventy per cent of my office were women, and when one woman sees another woman cry, instinct kicks in and they go into protective mode.
Three followed me.
"Lori honey, what's wrong?"
It took me a few seconds to get my voice.
"Nothing's wrong. I just got an email from an old friend and it brought a lot of old memories back, both good and bad. Really, I'll be fine. Just give me a minute.
I heard whispering and Julie left. The other two stayed with me until I could calm down and fix my makeup. Julie came back with my purse and an odd expression.
"I'm sorry, Lori. When I got your purse I saw your email. I couldn't help it, I read it. Please, let Carol and Cindy read it, it's one of the most beautiful things I ever read. Then I want you to tell us all about it."
I should have been offended, but I wasn't. They went back with me, and read the email. We all had tears in our eyes when I finished my story.
"That's him in your wallet, isn't it?"
Julie had seen the picture of Dan I carried in my wallet. I just couldn't take it out. It was the only photo I had of him. We were at a party somewhere. Someone had just told a funny story, and we were holding each other, laughing.
"Yes."
Carol hugged me, and surprised me by slapping the back of my head.
"He wants you, dummy. Can't you tell by what he told you? He made it clear he was unattached and not looking, why do you suppose he did that? He's trying to find a way back to you. We all know about your exciting and glamorous love life, and now we know why."
Cindy chimed in.
"She's right and you know it. Don't let the bad memories you have make you miss the chance to make new ones."
I had to wonder. Were they right? Dan had always been a gentleman, but I remember slow dancing with him at those parties. He almost always got an erection. I used to tease him to keep both our emotions in check. I would grind into him and say, "It feels like Janie is gonna get some tonight."
He would tease back, feeling my hard nipples on his chest.
"Ron is one of the luckiest men alive to get you in bed with him every night. I'd be sleep deprived constantly."
I emailed him that night, updating him on my life. Other than another promotion, my life was like his, lonely and alone.
We talked back and forth for a month, getting more personal and longer each time. I didn't trust myself to talk to him directly, so I discouraged him when he wanted to exchange numbers. I was afraid I'd break down at his voice.



.................................................
DAN
I was really glad that she let me email her. I actually think it was better that we didn't talk directly, even though I was dying to hear the sound of her voice. Emails gave you time to reflect, to edit your thoughts so they were more understandable. I remember telling Lori that I had read once about two English poets, who fell in love through letters and married by proxy, but never actually met each other. Although it was hard to understand the relationship, it was easy to understand the allure of the letters.
That being said, I was getting very frustrated with this long distance, asexual romance. The urge to touch her, to hear her bubbly little laugh that sometimes ended in a snort, the way she would shake her hair and stamp her foot when she got angry. I gently offered to fly down to Atlanta, and she was just as gentle in rebuffing me.
I was just about to give up when I got an email from an address I didn't recognize, when I saw the caption. "This is about Lori."
"Dear Dan,
You don't know us, but we're friends and coworkers of Lori. She was in pretty sad shape when she got here, and didn't improve much until she started exchanging emails with you. Now she's starting to get sad again, thinking you're going to grow tired of her. The idiot is in love with you, but thinks the baggage of the past is too much to get over. We don't think so, at least not on your end. It's time for you to man up and claim this woman! Convince her the past is the past, and she needs to start looking to the future. We fear it will in badly if you don't. And please, don't tell her we sent this.
Julie, Carol, and Cindy."
I thought about that message a lot over the next few days. I didn't email Lori for a week, and didn't respond to hers.
Finally, I sat down and composed my final email to her.
.................................................
LORI
I was getting frantic. Dan suddenly stopped emailing me or responding to mine. What had I done wrong? Did he finally realize the baggage of the past was just too much to over come.
My friends could tell I was upset and tried to console me. One day three bouquets of roses appeared on the desks of Carol, Cindy, and Julie, and they walked around like the cat that swallowed the canary all morning. At least somebody was enjoying life.
They all appeared at my office , bringing me lunch.
As they spread out the salads on the conference table, Julie casually asked if I had heard from Dan lately. They could hear the sadness in my voice.
"Oh cheer up" said Carol. "Have you checked lately? He night have sent you one and you missed it. Do it now, if he's sent you one, we can all read it while we have lunch. That is unless it's too personal."
They wouldn't let up until I checked. I couldn't believe it, I had a message. I was trembling when I opened it.
"My dearest Lori,
I've been getting pretty good with romantic terms, huh? But now it's time for plain talk.
WE'RE BOTH IDIOTS!
I love you, and you know it. I'd bet my life you still love me. So, it's time to shut up or put up.
I'm tired of looking at a computer screen. I want you here, with me, right now. I want to go to sleep with you spooned up against me, and see your face when I wake up. I want to touch you, to hold our children in my arms, watch your hair turn to gray.
We once told each other in another universe we could be happy together.
It's been over a year since I last saw you. It seems like a lifetime. This is another universe! What we were before, what we've gone through together and apart makes it so. And in my new universe, the color of the sky is colored by your love and the laughter of our children.
I'll do it again when we're in person, but I want you to marry me. I'm not taking no for an answer. I'll give you two days. If you don't come to me by then I'll come to you. I'll sit at your desk everyday until the run me off, and then I'll sit in front of your apartment until they arrest me.
Save us a lot of drama and admit I'm right. One way or another, we'll be together. See you soon.
All my love,
Dan"
Four grown women crying like babies attract a lot of attention. Like I said, seventy per cent women. Word got around, and every woman in the office read his proposal. The boss came back from lunch and thought someone died. When he read the email he was a little misty eyed.
He hugged me, and whispered he was going to miss me. He let everyone go home an hour early, nobody was getting any work done anyway.
.................................................
DAN
I felt better after I sent the email. I was trying to get some contracts together, one of the sad facts of my business is that costs fluctuate regularly, based on oil prices. I was expecting a visit from a new supplier rep, the old one retired, when my secretary buzzed me.
"Someone to see you, Dan. Do you have time?"
"Sure, send him in."
I was looking at the new prices, and wasn't expecting him to come in so fast, when I heard the door open. I didn't look up
"Did you really mean it?"
My head snapped up. It was Lori, thinner, with longer hair, and even more beautiful than I remembered. I literally jumped over the desk, closed the door, and took the woman of my dreams in my arms. I was never going to let her go again.
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I knew this guy, and it went pretty much as it's written.
...................................................
I got new neighbors.
They bought the old Henderson place, on the next road over.
They were rumored to be Yankees, and no one knew much about them. Apparently they were pretty well off, the Henderson place was a two story farmhouse, barn, outbuildings, and two hundred twelve acres.
It was a going farm until Mr. Henderson got too old. His daughters had moved away, and there was no one else to run it, so he put it up for sale and moved even farther south.
This pissed the girls off no end, they were afraid he was going to spend their inheritance before he died. He was of sound mind and body, so they couldn't do a damn thing about it.
I thought it was funny, I never liked the girls. I secretly agreed with my aunt when she sniffed and said they put on too many 'airs' to be proper.
That's old time southern speech for being snobby.
I met them by accident. Her car, a Cadillac, was sitting on the side of the road with steam coming out from under the hood. I stopped. It was what neighbors did.
Apparently she had seen one too many redneck horror movie, because she wouldn't open the door or roll down the window, just looked at me with eyes bordering on panic. It was pouring rain and getting colder, so I got back in my truck and drove away.
When I got to the top of Henderson Hill, I called the sheriff's department and told them about her. Everybody knows that you have to get to the top of the hill to get reception. Until then you were in a dead zone. Well, the locals did, anyway.
"Well, doggone it Will, why didn't you help her?"
That was our county mounties all right, protect and serve, unless it was too hot, too cold, raining, or there was a game on. In other situations they were johnny on the spot.
"I tried . Wendel, she wouldn't open the door. I can't just leave her there, come on out here and do something."
"All right, let me find my slicker, did you notice it's raining?"
"Yeah, and it's cold. It's also getting dark, and she's probably scared to death, so get a move on. If you hurry, I got some leftover barbecue from the Democratic rally, you can take it back to the station. Got buns and slaw too, you can have that to go with it."
"Got any baked beans or potato salad?"
"Don't push it Wendel. If you hurry, I might be persuaded to give up a couple pieces of fat back cake."
"All right, all right, don't get touchy. I'll be there in about ten minutes. That kind of cake got icing?"
Twenty minutes later he met me, and we rode back down the hill. She was still there, crying.
Wendel identified himself, and she rolled the window down a little bit.
"Ma'am, do you need help?"
"Yes, please! It started blowing smoke out from under the hood, and just quit. I couldn't get anyone on the phone. Think goodness you found me."
"I didn't find you ma'am. Will did. Why don't you pop the latch and let him look under the hood? He used to be a pretty good mechanic."
I was still a pretty good mechanic, until everything got computerized. Now, you need a Phd from MIT, or you were SOL. I couldn't afford the new equipment, so I stopped. It was a hobby anyway, not how I made my living.
It took about two seconds to see the problem. Her bottom radiator hose was split. Damn it, it was always the bottom one.
"You need a new radiator hose, ma'am. Call AAA when Wendel takes you home, and they'll come and get it. It's easy to fix, they should be done before lunch."
"Not tonight she won't. Billy went out of town, remember? His daughter is getting married Sunday, he won't be back until Tuesday."
Wendel looked entirely too happy saying that. She was back to panic mode again.
"I can't just leave it here. My husband would kill me."
I looked at Wendel, watching the gears that power his tiny little brain turning. Don't say it, don't say it....damn, he said it.
"Hey, Will, why don't you go get one of your heavy duty trailers and haul it for her?"
It was late, it was cold, it was raining, and I was late to supper. But you don't leave neighbors, especially scared lady neighbors, in a bind.
"I guess I can, I reckon. I'll haul it back to my lot and keep it behind the fence for safety. That way whoever fixes it won't have to go get it to do it. Is that all right with you?"
"Thank you, we'll pay whatever you charge. Will you take me home, officer."
She said officer like it was the next best thing to God, and Wendel couldn't open his door fast enough. Then the radio crackled, wreck on route twelve, he was closest.
"Damn this rain. Sorry lady, Will gets to take you, I gotta go. Will, don't you eat that barbeque, I'll be by later."
"Sure, I'll put it in the fridge in the shop. You know where the keys are. Lock up behind yourself this time, I don't need another cat having kittens in there again."
"You ain't never gonna let me forget that, are you.?"
"Not as long as the smell lasts. Mrs. Hatfield, are you ready?"
She had finally told us her name, and I guess if a cop vouched for me I wasn't really a serial raping, homicidal maniac that preyed on older, attractive Yankees. She still sat just as far away from me as she could.
She was the owner of the Henderson place, along with her husband. When we pulled into the driveway, there were no lights on.
"Why aren't the lights on?"
"Because the power is out, haven't you noticed how dark it's been the last mile?"
"What am I going to do?"
"Do you have a flashlight, lanterns, that sort of thing?"
"Not that I know of."
"Well, Miz Hatfield, if you're gonna take up country living, they wouldn't be bad investments. Mr. Henderson used to have a generator in the shop, is it still there?"
"I don't know. We haven't had time to explore yet."
"Well, put your adventure hat on. If it's still there, it's got a tie into the power system."
She was lucky, it was still there and ran, just barely. A big diesel rig, it made a hell of a racket in the confines of the building. There was enough fuel for about four hours.
"If it don't quit, you should be all right until the power comes back on. It usually doesn't stay off long this time of year. If I were you, I'd get that thing tuned and invest in a drum of diesel, just in case."
She was nodding furiously, taking notes on her tablet.
"I'm going to get your car now. Here's my card with the numbers on it. You need anything before your husband gets home, call. Your car will be on my lot, the address is on the card. Good night, Miz Hatfield."
"I can't thank you enough."
"Don't worry about it. Good night."
After making sure she was safely inside, I took off, calling Sherry, knowing I was gonna get an earful.
"Where have you been? Why haven't you called?"
No are you all right, no I missed you.
I appealed to her finer senses.
"Sorry babe, got a call from the cops. Billy is gone for the weekend, and they wanted me to pick a car up off the side if the road. I'll be home in about an hour and a half."
"I hope you gouge the shit of them, making you work in this weather."
"I'll get my due, don't worry."
It was all about money with her. I didn't understand it, her parents were pretty well off, and I did all right. She never wanted for anything as far as I knew, but the way she acts make you think we were dirt poor. She hadn't been like that until about a year ago. I always wondered what sparked it off.
I got the trailer, got the car, and was home when I said I would be. She had already gone to bed, leaving me a note that dinner was in the microwave. A quick bite, a quick shower, and I was dead to the world until the alarm rang.
................................................
The next day was sunny and warm, making you forget the cold rain the night before. I didn't have much going on at the shop, so I walked down to Advance and got the hose, rolled the car down off the trailer, and fixed it.
Lunch time came and a man in his late forties, suit, tie, polished wingtips, and a harried look on his face walked in.
"I'm Bennett Hatfield. I came to make arrangements to have my wife's car towed to a garage. Can you tell me who the best mechanic in town is?"
He was talking to Charley, my assistant and general gofer. He, Bobby, and Myra were my employees and friends. I ran an equipment rental business, you know, backhoes, dozers, tractors, ditch digging machines, that sort of thing. It was a good business, nobody was going to give twenty nine thousand or more for a backhoe to do a few hours work when they could rent one for a few hundred. The tanked economy actually helped my business. More people were doing it themselves instead of hiring it done.
My equipment wasn't pretty, but they were all sound mechanically, and dirt don't care if you got new paint. I charged a little less than the chains, and did all right.
Charley pointed to me, and he came right over. He stuck out his hand.
"Bennett Hatfield."
I couldn't help grinning.
"Will McCoy."
Myra was standing behind us, she usually handled the suits, and she thought he was there to rent something from our party supply section. She burst out laughing.
He frowned.
"Sorry, Mr. Hatfield, we're not laughing at you, think about it, Hatfield and McCoy?"
He stood for a minute, then smiled back.
"Well, I hope we're not going to feud. I left my shootin' iron back in Philly."
"Good, I melted mine into a plowshare. What can I do for you?"
"I came to make arrangements to have my wife's car towed to a garage. I don't know anybody in town yet, could you recommend someone?"
"Don't bother. I had a little time on my hands this morning so I fixed it. All it needed was a new hose and a little antifreeze. Bring your wife by anytime before six and she can drive it home."
He seemed surprised.
"Well, okay. How much do I owe you?"
"Forty bucks. The receipt for the hose and antifreeze are in the dash."
"That's not right!"
"Yes it is, check the receipt."
"No, what I meant is, how much for your trouble?"
"Oh, I couldn't charge you. I don't make my living as a mechanic, and it wouldn't be right. We're neighbors, I live on Howell Road, you live on Henderson Road, our houses practically back up to each other. Down here, you don't charge your neighbors for a kindness, it just isn't done."
He looked confused so I tried to explain.
"Now, if you wanted to rent a backhoe, I'd charge you. Your wife told me you were a lawyer, so if I went to you for legal advice I'd expect you to charge me. But if I asked you it I could borrow a tool, or if you needed a ride somewhere, if money was offered somebody would get offended. Understand?"
He nodded.
"I think so, it's just going to take a little used to. Well, I can't thank you enough."
He was back in forty five minutes with his wife. She was more attractive than I realized, and younger too, but not enough to be a trophy wife. Maybe forty, she looked early thirties. I guess a life of luxury doesn't wear you down as hard as working for a living.
Her husband just dropped her off, too busy with lawyer stuff, I guess.
She thanked me repeatedly for helping her, until I finally told her to stop.
"That's enough, Miz Hatfield, it was nothing really."
"Maybe down here, but where I come from it's pretty outstanding. And since we're neighbors, call me Angie."
She held out her hand.
"Will, and this is Myra and Charlie."
They were practically breathing down my neck trying to find out about her. She smiled, shook their hands, and instead of leaving she had Myra take her on a tour, stopping to look at various pieces of equipment, asking a million questions.
She was particularly appreciative of the party supplies and rentals, especially the castle.
The castle was a circus size tent, complete with turrets and flags. It could be divided into different size rooms as necessary. It was very popular for weddings. At one time it had been an actual circus tent, but the circus folded and I got it for next to nothing at an auction.
With it and some of the smaller tents, I could convert a field into a fairy tale in twenty four hours.
................................................
Sherry was on one of her binges again. She wanted a new car, a Cadillac like the one our new neighbor drove.
Her Chevrolet Impala, that she just had to have two years ago, just wasn't good enough anymore. I tried to remind her if we got it for her she couldn't trade for four years. That was the only way I'd agree to get it.
She scoffed.
"That thing is nearly worn out[it had 39,000 on it], I NEED a new car. Why are your fighting me on this?"
"Because you don't need a new car, you just want one. We can't keep up with the neighbors, Sherry, he's a lawyer for goodness sakes. Your car will do just fine for right now. If you don't think so, you're welcome to get one on your own, as long as my name isn't anywhere the paperwork.
I had her there. Her credit score was terrible. She had defaulted on a car loan and some credit card debt while we were dating. I helped her get her car back, but wouldn't help with the credit card. She refused to pay it.
"Something you need to understand before the wedding, I don't believe in credit cards. They're a trap, and wasteful."
"But you have two."
"That's right, and they're both business related. I only use the American Express when I have to, and use the other twice a year just to keep it active. I use them if I find a good deal on a piece of equipment, and that's about it."
I had her sign a pre-nup to except my house and business from community property. The house had belonged to my parents, and when they retired they went to see my sister in California, fell in love with it, and moved, leaving me the house. We hadn't even done the transfer of ownership yet, couldn't see the hurry. Sherry thought we had and I never thought to bring it up. The paperwork was all filled out, just in case.
I kind of fell into my business. I was subcontracting work for builders, site prep mostly, and was tired of going forty five miles away to get the equipment I needed.
I had some money saved, my parents loaned me a little more, and I was in business. I plowed almost all the profits for the first three years back into the business, gaining new equipment. I paid my parents back the fourth year. By the time I met and married Sherry I was pretty proud of what I had accomplished in such a short amount of time, and didn't want to lose it.
We met at a Christmas party given by one of the contractors I did a lot of business with. I usually avoided affairs like that, people trying to impress themselves and each other held no thrill for me. But that night I was bored, so I went.
Of course all the women were dressed to kill. There were some really pretty ones there, and I am a guy, so I danced, flirted, had a good time. Sherry was there with someone else, but I did get a dance with her.
The spark was there, we both felt it, but she was with someone so I didn't pursue it. As I was leaving, the hostess slipped something in my hand.
"Call her."
She kissed my cheek, I shook hands all round, and left. I looked at the paper when I got in my truck. It was Sherry.
I put it in my dash, really meaning to call, but Christmas was a busy time for the party supply side of my business, so I kind of let it slide.
A week before Christmas, she came into the store, talked to Myra, and she pointed to me. Myra giggled and wrote her a receipt.
She came over.
"I'd like to pick up my rental."
"Sure, what is it?"
She handed me the paperwork.
"Man, good looking, as escort to a Christmas party. Term: five hours. Responsibilities: pleasant conversationalist, reasonable dancer, kissing ability to be determined. Inability to dial a phone, overlooked if willing to be trained. To be delivered at address provided."
What could I say, she was about five eight, great ass, pretty face, and breasts that seemed to defy gravity.
"Miss, I'll personally see to your rental. Also we offer a money back guarantee if the services aren't acceptable. Fair enough?"
She offered her hand.
"Deal, but I warn you, I expect to be satisfied, or I want my money back."
She finally broke down laughing, we went for coffee and discussed further terms and conditions.
Myra insisted I get a new suit, and not trusting me, made me take her with me to the mall. Her husband went to, saying entertainment like this was impossible to pass up.
"Just want to be able to see her make a man miserable that isn't me."
Four hours, I mean come on, I would have taken the first one, but it just wouldn't do. Eight suits later she declared it 'the one'. I breathed a sign of relief but her husband just laughed.
"You don't think you're done, do you?"
Hell no we weren't done. The perfect shirt and tie, even the socks had to stand inspection. It took another forty minutes to pick out the shoes.
"You're not going to pick out my underwear, are you?"
Myra didn't blink.
"Navy blue boxers, silk. You want to feel as good as you look, and I already took care of it. You're welcome."
"Remind me to fire you sometime soon."
"Only if my severance pay includes you modeling the suit, and I expect to see those drawers, too."
"You're rehired. If I beg you on my knees at the food court, will you let us go home?"
"Maybe, if you give me your word you'll get your hair cut tomorrow."
Her husband just laughed as we got into the car.
................................................
I figured what the heck, I was dressed to the nines, might as well ride in style, so I rented a Cadillac Escalade for the weekend.
I felt pretty snazzy when I arrived to pick her up, but when I saw her I knew I was over matched.
I would have loved to been the artist that painted that dress on her. Shimmering green, slit almost high enough on the side to see the top of her seamed hose, neckline plunging almost to her navel, I had no idea how she kept those puppies restrained[double sided tape, I discovered later], and despite the daring of her attire, she looked elegant. I did get a glimpse of her garters when I helped her into the car.
I'm pretty sure we held a conversation on the way, but to this day I can't remember a word.
We danced, we mingled. I was introduced to people who I forgot instantly. She was the hit of the party, and was asked to dance constantly. She always looked askance, but it was up to her. She did dance a slow number with a guy who was getting a little grabby, and I was halfway across the floor when the song ended. She grabbed my hand and left Mr. Octopus standing.
"No more slow dances with anyone but you." She hissed in my ear as we went back to the table. It worked for me.
She snuggled to me as close as she could on the way home, Nibbling my ear. Every time we hit a stoplight I kissed her until cars honked.
We actually steamed the windows before we got out at her house. After about twenty minutes, she asked me to escort her to the door, offering coffee.
I sat on the sofa while she fixed the pot, then excused herself to get out of her dress.
I had almost dozed off she had been gone so long, and I heard someone clearing their throat.
I literally fell off the couch.
When she said get out of her dress, she meant get out of it and not put anything else on. She was standing there in just her hose and garter belt. I thought I would go blind.
She really did have boobs that defied gravity, with a really great set of nipples, big, puffy, standing straight out.
Tight tummy, neatly trimmed bush. He lips were swollen and glistening. I couldn't speak.
She got nervous when I didn't say anything.
"Here's the deal. I really like you. Normally, I would have sent you home tonight with blue balls and then try my best to kill the batteries in my vibrator. We would have dated maybe a dozen times, me letting you go farther a bit every date, maybe show you my oral talents around the ninth or tenth date. Then we would have had the big event, candlelight, soft music, maybe whipped cream and melted chocolate."



"But you really turn me on, so let's save ourselves about four months and stress test my mattress. If you bang me and bail, I'll just chalk it up to experience."
I did bail, about twelve hours later, to get us some breakfast. Other than that, the Escalade didn't move for two days.
She was insatiable, in turns demanding and submissive. We did everything I knew to do to a woman, and a lot more I had no idea about but she was glad to teach me. By Sunday, I had learned her triggers, the back of her knees, her nipples, the spot on the back of her neck just below the hairline. She showed me her toy box, and we tried everything in conjunction with everything. She scratched my back so bad I considered a tetanus shot, and I bit her right breast so hard it drew blood. It looked more like a fight than a bout of lovemaking. We both pretty much marked each other as ours, and I never looked back.
We moved in together in two months, married in seven. We agreed to have a few years together before we started a family, she was twenty five and I was twenty nine. Now it was three years later, and I kept throwing hints about starting the family.
For some reason, about a year ago she started changing, becoming more demanding, more materialistic. She decided we needed a new house to start a family. Our house had four bedrooms, and I just couldn't see the need for more.
Then she maxxed out the credit card she had managed to get despite her credit history, and didn't speak to me for two days when I cut it in two, after paying it off.
She had a job, made pretty decent money, but stayed broke. I paid all the bills, it was just the power, our phone plan, the cable, and the other normal household expenses, except groceries. She agreed at the start that would be her responsibility, so I let it be.
If you opened her closet you would see clothes with the tags on it she probably never would wear, and four or five pair of shoes that never saw the ground.
The silent treatment over the car episode lasted about five days. She came home on the sixth to find me taking her clothes out of the closet. She looked but wouldn't speak.
"I'm not gonna live like this. If I'm gonna live alone, I'm gonna live alone. I called your mother, she wasn't happy but agreed you could stay with her for two weeks. We should be able to find you an apartment or house by then. I'll pay the deposit, the first two months of rent, and have the power turned on and pay it for the same amount of time. That should give you time to learn to live on your own again, Better learn to budget, you'll have to pay your own way now."
She surprised me and fainted dead away. I moved her clothes and lay her down, getting a cold cloth and wiping her brow. She awoke with a start.
"Will, I just had the strangest dream. You were throwing me out, I don't remember why."
She looked at her side of the closet through the open door, noticed the clothes on the bed beside her, the suitcases on the floor, and started crying.
She started wailing, begging me not to make her leave, saying she would be better, please, please.
I let her go for a little while before telling her to wash her makeup off and meet me in the kitchen.
She slipped into the kitchen chair, not meeting his eyes.
"I'm serious, Sherry, I won't live like this anymore. The temper tantrums, the out of control spending, refusing to talk about starting a family, it's like I don't know you anymore. If you want out, say so. If you don't things have to change."
She finally confessed that the idea of being a mother scared the shit out of her, she kept flashing back to her childhood.
She was the second child out of three, all just a little a year apart. Being the middle child, she got lost in the mix, and when her parents split when she was twelve it affected her deeply.
"I still see my mom crying. She had three teenagers, was alone, and the stress got to her. She started drinking, and pretty much ignored us. Dad never came around after the first year, he moved halfway across the country. I won't expose a child to that."
I held her hand.
"Honey, I'm sorry about your childhood. But I'm not talking about a houseful, just one. If we decide we want another, we'll wait at least two years. And this is a biggie, but I'll never leave you. I promise."
We walked around each other gently for about three weeks, but we gradually became the normal young couple we were. She stopped spending so much, and even opened a savings account. Three months later she showed me the balance, and I was impressed.
I told how proud I was of her. She laughed.
"Don't be too proud, it'll be empty in a little while."
I thought she was gonna tell me she was gonna buy the new car, but she said no, she had another use for the money, she was going to use it to buy furniture for the nursery, and I was gonna have to paint it, and did I like light blue?
It took a second for it to sink in.
"What? What did you just say?"
She had that smile women have when they know they've succeeded in turning your world upside down.
"I said in about seven months we'll have a son. The nursery needs to get finished, so you need to cut back at the store a little more, especially towards the end."
I had never cried in front of her. She had told me in my office, having just come from the doctor. She had stopped taking her pills, wanting to surprise me. Boy, did that plan work.
When the tears started it scared her.
"Did I make a mistake? I thought this was what you wanted. If you........"
That's all she got out before I smothered her with kisses. Pretty soon her tears mingled with mine.
Myra knew something was up when we came out later.
Noted for being sensitive and discreet, she blurted out.
"What the hell's going on with you two? You look liked somebody slapped the hell out of you and you both liked it."
"Myra, can you keep a secret?"
She nodded yes. The woman was better than the internet when it came to spreading information quickly.
"Myra, we're going to have a baby! Seven more months, it's going to be a boy. Promise me you won't tell a soul. We want to surprise my mother. Promise me?"
She mumbled "Un huh" while trying to pull her phone out of her pocket as she walked off.
I watched her, grinning, before I turned back to Sherrie.
"I hope you already told your mother."
She grinned back.
"I stopped by before I came here. Everybody in town will know before close of business today. I figured if we told her it'll take the burden off me."
True to her habit, by the time we went to lunch, people were stopping us on the street to hug Sherr and shake my hand. We almost didn't have time to eat because of the constant congratulations.
When we got back there was a huge banner over the counter, in white with blue bows.
CONGRATULATIONS WILL AND SHERRY! IT'S A BOY!
I looked at Myra and she smirked.
"Like I could keep a secret that big! You assholes knew I would explode if I couldn't tell anyone."
I laughed and went back into the office.
.................................................
The pregnancy was a bad one. Sherrie was put on bed rest after seven months. I looked at her pale drawn face and knew we would never have another child. It would be too dangerous to her.
Sherrie wasn't a model patient. Her mom moved in, she was the only one who could stand the be around her, mostly because when it got really bad, she would tell her to shut up and leave her alone for a couple of hours.
The delivery took seventeen hours, before they finally did a C section. Sherry was past exhaustion. When she could finally talk she told me.
"Never again."
I agreed with her. She was already in the hospital, so she had her tubes tied before she left.
William Bryan Sanford weighed almost nine pounds, which explained a lot of her pain. He had a full head of thick black hair like mine. I was disappointed when the nurse said it would probably come out before his real hair color would appear.
She was wrong, he never lost his hair and it remained jet black.
If you've never experienced it, all the words in the universe can't describe the feeling of being a parent. It was breathtakingly beautiful and starkly terrifying at the same time. It's not about you anymore, and never will be again, even after they're grown.
They become your world, and everything you do becomes sublimated to their welfare. Spontaneous trips and romantic weekends become things of the past. Now, you have to plan everything, load the necessary equipment, even if it's just a trip to the grocery store.
Disappointingly, Sherry didn't take to motherhood as well as I thought. Oh, it was plain she loved him, but just as soon as I got home she would hand him to me, and flop down on the recliner for an hour. She called it baby recuperation time. I didn't mind, I would walk around holding him, telling about my day, and what I wanted out of our lives together. I talked about little league, boy scouts, camping trips, girls, anything I could think a boy would be interested in.
He would watch my face intently, gurgling and smiling, not understanding a word.
It irritated Sherry no end that he never seemed to cry with me. I would come home, and he would be crying, especially if he didn't feel good. I would pick him up and start walking him around, and about ninety percent of the time he would calm right down.
................................................
I took two weeks off to be with Sherry and Billy after the birth. When I got back, there was a big sign in front of the building.
SANFORD AND SON EQUIPMENT RENTALS. NO JUNK!
Myra and Charley were standing there grinning. It brought tears to my eyes.
My screen saver was a slideshow of Billy, Sherry, and us together.
.................................................
My friendship with the Hatfields began slowly. Angie came in one day and wanted to rent a tractor. I asked her what she needed a tractor for.
"I want to plant a garden. I've already ordered my seed from Bakers Creek. I need a tractor and equipment to prepare my beds."
I admired her determination, but wouldn't rent her a tractor. It surprised her no end.
"Why not?"
"Because you don't know how to operate one. Tractors can be really dangerous if you don't know what you're doing. If I rent you one and you kill yourself, I'd feel really bad. Plus, I'd lose you as a customer and a friend. Don't want that on my conscience."
"Besides, you don't need to rent one, I saw that little Yanmar and all the equipment in your shed. You have everything you need already."
Mr. Henderson had a big auction when he retired and got rid of all his farming equipment. He bought the Yanmar later, because he liked having a tractor around, and he liked to garden. I bet it didn't have five hundred hours on it.
"It won't crank. "
I saw the look of determination on her face. I knew if I didn't help her she would find someone else.
"The battery is probably dead. Look, tomorrow is Saturday, why don't I come by and look at it?"
"Oh, I couldn't take you away from your family."
"You won't. I'll have them with me."
So that Saturday I took Sherry and Billy over, and Angie cooed over the baby for an hour, holding it the whole time. It irritated Sherry that Billy was crying but stopped when Angie held her.
I had brought my batter charger and hooked it up to the tractor. While it was charging Bennett and I looked over possible garden spot.
"You sure you want her on a tractor?"
His reply was honest enough.
"No, but you have no idea how determined she can be. I'm asking you to keep an eye on her, and give her some guidance."
We talked about it while Angie and Sherry disappeared into the kitchen, coming out with a platter of sandwiches and a big bowl of potato salad. We ate, talking about her garden projects. They cleared the table, refreshed the drinks, and listened to me.
"Ben and I have talked about this. He's going to have a roll bar and a seat belt installed on the tractor before you do anything serious with it. Come on out to the barn, and we'll do your first lesson."
I pulled it out of the barn, and had her sit on it. I showed her the brakes, the throttle, the hydraulics, and the gears.
"I'm gonna tell you this, and I want you to remember and be careful. The gears in a tractor don't work like the ones in a car. Whatever gear you're in, the tractor will move when you let out the clutch. It won't bog down like a car does. So if you forget and start out in a high gear, you'll probably snatch the front end off the ground. If you're sitting on an incline or bad angle, you could end up flipping it over. That's why I recommend the roll bar. If you're wearing your seat belt, and stay inside the bar, you may have to change pants later, but you shouldn't get hurt."
I had her put it in the lowest gear and in low range, and had her drive it around the field. It was moving so slowly I could walk beside her, giving instructions. I had her stop and practice moving the hydraulic three point hitch up and down. I had put a turn plow on.
"Try to never run your tractor without a piece of equipment. That way, should yo pop the clutch or get on a steep incline, the equipment will hit and stop you from flipping over. It may jar the hell out of you, but it will be worth it, considering the alternative."
I had her lower the plow and make a few passes in the spot she had selected. She was grinning ear to ear while Ben snapped photos. She was upset when I pulled the tractor back in the shed and pulled the key.
"It wouldn't crank anyway, the battery is gone. I've got a friend that will be by Tuesday to install the roll bar and seat belt, I'll get a battery for you and he can install it. He'll give you the key and a spare I'll have made then. Still, you don't need to drive it while you're alone at first, wait until Ben is home. We'll be by next Saturday, and I'll show you how to use and change the equipment."
Hugs and handshakes, and we were gone.
Sherry was animated on the way home. "She has a beautiful house! It doesn't look like anything like it did when Mr. Henderson had it. She has prints on her walls that are probably worth thousands. She let it slip she had a trust fund when we were talking about art. Did you know they still own their home up north? It was her grandmothers'. Now it's hers."
"Good for them. They're a nice couple, they deserve it."
She was quiet the rest of the way home. I saw her later looking up the prints she saw, and looking at the cost. She was right, some of them were in the thousands.
.................................................
Sherry went back to her job. She liked to work, and we weren't really to the point of not needing her income. Plus, I knew the thought of being home all day with no one to interact with would drive her crazy.
We had a good time teaching Angie to operate the tractor. Ben learned too, but wasn't as enthused as she was. She planted her garden, and bought a small tiller to use when the tractor wasn't necessary. She cried when she picked the first green beans she had raised. She kept expanding the garden. I warned her it would get to be too much for her, but she laughed.
"Ben leaves early and comes home late. There's only so much housekeeping I can do, and I'm not much for sitting around and watching television. Besides, it gives me something to talk about in my blog."
She had indeed started a blog, "Gone Country" to detail her experiences of learning to live in a rural setting. It was actually very popular. Humorous, entertaining, sometimes serious. There were lots of pictures and video. I was in a few because of my help. She described me as spiritual adviser in all things country. It was embarrassing, especially when Myra started reading it.
Angie decided early on she wanted to be organic as possible. I introduced her to a friend that owned stables and boarded horses, and he agreed to let her have some manure for her garden. The catch was she had to clean the stalls to get it. I thought that would be the end of it right there, but soon she had gloves boots, and thick clothes. She called it her shit uniform on her blog. There was even a picture of her on her blog all togged out, a bandana covering her hair. She cleaned three stall, twice a week. Her compost pile was developing into a mountain.
Sherry went with me every time I went over for awhile, then slowed until it was almost never.
"I've heard about all I can stand about manure, crop rotation, and organic pesticides."
I took Billy about every other time, putting his carrier in the shade where I could keep an eye on him. Those days Angie spent about as much time holding him as she did gardening. After we became closer friends I asked her if she had ever wanted kids.
"Yes I did. When it didn't happen we got tested. Ben is sterile, some accident when he was young. We talked about adoption, but it made him uncomfortable. I dropped the subject, he was my husband and soul mate, and I couldn't stand the thought of not being with him. Sometimes, when I'm holding Billy, I think about what I miss. Then he makes a mess in his diaper and I'm glad I can hand him off to his parents. Whew! Here, take him."
She held him out to me like she was holding a bucket of toxic waste.
Ben came out later and sat in the shade with us.
"Will, I want you to do something for me, if you can. My new partners and I are planning a get together. I want to have it here. An old style Southern barbeque. I want you and Sherry to cater it for me. And Will, you'll get paid or we won't discuss it any farther. This isn't a get together of friends, this is a business function. I would have to pay someone anyway, and I know first hand how good yours is. I want them to remember it for a long while."
I hadn't cooked professionally in a few years, and I missed it. I said yes.
He and Angie looked relieved.
"Thanks, Will. I'm gonna need some party supplies, tents, chairs, tables, etc. Angie will coordinate. Most of clients will be here, I really want to make a good impression."
Three weeks isn't a lot of time to set something like that up. Angie took to meeting us at our house every other day to coordinate. My first question was how many to cook for.
"We have eighty confirmed, but figure on a hundred, we don't want to run out of food."
"How many kids?"
"None. Adults only."
She saw my frown.
"What?"
"Nothing."
She snorted.
"Spit it out, Will. If you have a point, make it."
"All right. I think you're sending the wrong message. This is the South, we're big on family down here. You should invite the wives and children, make a more personal connection. Some won't like it, but most will be impressed. And while you should send invitations, follow it up with a phone call. Find out how many kids are gonna be there and their ages, and make sure you have age appropriate games and entertainment. A 'ya'll be sure to come' will strike a much better chord, than than a note saying your presence is requested."
She sat with her mouth hanging open, and called Ben.
"Have you sent the invitations yet? No? Good. We need to change them. And I need the name of every wife and a phone number for them. I'll explain later. Bye, hon."
She looked at me suspiciously.
"Ever think about running for office? You could win on the barbeque vote."
"No" I said laughing "I've just done a lot of parties, you learn as you go."
...............................................
Angie worked the phones. It went from a hundred to almost three hundred. We hired three neighborhood girls to help serve. I had Sherry, Myra, and Charley on my end.
It was a picture perfect day. Hot, but not unbearable, a slight breeze. I had set the castle tent up as the dining hall, with fans mounted in the overhead struts to keep it cooler.



Four hundred pounds of pork, cooked to perfection and shredded. Twenty chickens and two beef briskets cooked in a separate cooker for the Jewish partners. Label for the side dishes so they would know what wasn't kosher.
Potato salad, cole slaw, baked beans, squash casserole, grilled vegetables, mostly from Angie's garden. Cakes and pies of different flavors, all homemade, for dessert. As a bonus we had chilled watermelon for the kids.
I was exhausted, but it was worth it.
Three hundred were invited, four hundred twenty showed up, the difference being kids. I had Charley supervise the three teen boys as they parked cars.
They talked and socialized for an hour before they dined. It was mostly self serve to keep the informal atmosphere. Due to the family theme, there was no alcohol allowed in the dining tent. I had set up a small tent on the side, with two kegs and an open, self service bar, but it wouldn't be opened until an hour after the meal. The senior partners made sure everyone understand overindulgence would be frowned upon.
Kids ran around in packs, screaming and laughing as they played on the equipment I had bought, or over the games they played.
Angie and Ben were the best of hosts, going from group to group to make sure everyone was having a pleasant time. True to the custom of the ages, the men tended to cluster together to talk about business, while the women clustered to talk about their men. We had placed casual, padded furniture under every shade tree.
I stopped to admire Sherry, elegant in her conservative sundress, with her hair in a bun. She was surrounded by a group of people complimenting us on the meal. We both gave and received a bunch of business cards.
Just before the event was over we gathered everyone in the cleaned dining tent for a small round of speeches. I had put a small public address system up, with the microphones on.
The senior partner thanked everyone for coming, wishing them success in their future endeavors. He praised Angie and Ben for hosting, and thanked Sherry and I for putting it together. He surprised everyone by what he said next. He was famous for being long winded.
"That's it, all I've got to say. It's been so much fun that I'm not going to screw it up now. We have some food left over, and containers available. Don't waste it, take some home. Also, the ice cream is done. Let's all have a bowl!"
He stepped down to what he told me was the most applause for a speech he'd ever received.
We had ice cream makers set up and ready to, with different flavors. Chocolate, banana, pineapple, fresh blueberry, and of course vanilla. The kids got ice cream headaches for eating too fast, as well as some of the adults.
A big hit was Angie's garden. I saw her several times with groups of ladies and one or two men, giving tours and answering questions. She would often pluck a ripe tomato or a handful of beans and give them away.
Some of the watermelons we had chilled for dessert came from her patch. They quickly became the most demanded, because their seeds were a bit larger than average, giving them more range in the seed spitting contest the kids had.
Sherry nearly had a stroke when Angie gave her the check. It had gotten so big that they wouldn't let Ben foot the bill, making it a true corporate event. There was another check, a twenty five percent bonus, with a note from the senior partner thanking us once again.
I took the bonus check and gave a share to Charley, Myra, and the kids we'd used. The rest I gave to Sherry, she deserved it.
.................................................
Seems Ben worked for a firm that did mostly business law, and I started getting calls before the next week was out to do parties. The demand was so great, and the profits so good, that we incorporated as a separate business.
Sherry quit her job and became manager. She was good and got better. Of course, all the rentals came from us. I had to promote Myra to manager of the rental business, and she hired her husband. He had been laid off and we needed the help, so it worked out great except for one thing.
"She's the boss at home, and mow she's the boss at work as well. I'll never make another decision the rest of my life. This is you fault , Will."
"Deal with it, Donnie. Just think, how many men literally get to screw their boss at the end of the day?"
That cheered him up.
Sherry began to dress better, and sometimes had to have evening meetings with clients. We were finally making enough to buy her that Cadillac. I thought I had it made.
The winter came and went. In the party business, Saturday was a work day, You were either working at an actual event, you were planning an event, or you were meeting with clients. By agreement, Sherry did the meets and most of the planning, I would coordinate equipment, staff, and food preparation. We were actually making more off the parties than we were off the rental business.
It seemed like we never had time for each other. It reached a breaking point when she started having her meetings on Saturday evenings, sometimes not getting home until after eleven. I asked her not to do it then, but she said she had to meet at the customer's will, and that was best for them. After three weeks in a row, I lost it.
I told her the next late meeting she took, it would all be on her. I wouldn't cook, I wouldn't coordinate, I was out.
"I thought this was a partnership!" she screamed.
"I'm more interested in the man and wife partnership right now. Make a choice, what's more important to you, the business or us."
She ranted some more, but I ignored her and went to get Billy, her screams had woken him up.
I followed through on my threat. The next month she had a meeting that kept her out until eleven thirty. Sunday afternoon, she wanted to plan it with me.
"No."
"No what, honey?"
"I'm not helping plan it, or coordinate it, and I'm damn sure not cooking for it. I told you the next contract that cost me a Saturday night with my wife would be the first one she had to do on her on. I'll think I'll take Billy for a ride."
I left her with her mouth hanging open.
It was a disaster. They didn't like the food, the service, the atmosphere. There was no bonus, and the client told her how disappointed he was that she hadn't lived up to her reputation. She had been treating me like shit until then.
She came out of the bedroom Sunday with a little white hanky, waving it around.
"Truce?'
I was feeding Billy his breakfast.
"No."
Her eyes went wide.
"I won't accept a truce. I want a surrender. Meet my terms and conditions and we go on with our lives. Refuse, or ignore them, and the business is over. No negotiation. None. Take it or leave it."
I picked Billy up.
"I'm going over to see Ben and Angie, he wants my advice on something. We'll be back in an hour or so."
Billy loved Angie, and she doted on him. She was our babysitter a lot when we worked a party. He was just learning to talk, and on of his first words was Angie. She cried when he said it.
He was learning to walk, and just as soon as I would put him down he would go to her as fast as his little unsteady walk would take him. He learned to say Ben, and would try to follow him around when he could.
What Ben wanted to ask me about was the little dirt track car they had sitting in one of their sheds. Mr. Henderson didn't drive, but he loved racing and sponsored a car. I knew the engine was blown, but the roll cage and transmission worked.
"Think it can be fixed?"
"No, it needs a new engine and a few odds and ends. It can't be fixed, but it can be rebuilt. Why would you want to."
He looked embarrassed.
"I'm a big NASCAR fan. I've always wanted to drive a race car, this would be perfect."
Well, you never could tell.
"How's Angie feel about this?"
"She's not too keen on it, but is willing to watch one race. I need you to tell her it's safe. It is, isn't it?"
"Relatively. I've never known anyone to die in a car like this, but you can get banged up. Start out in the beginners races and learn as you go."
We fixed the car up. Ben got some lessons from older drivers, and soon he was a fixture every Friday night at the local dirt track. Sherry and I had kissed and made up, and one night we went to watch them. It was loud, it was dirty, and I could tell Ben loved it. Charley and a couple of neighborhood kids were his pit crew. The rules were were pretty relaxed, so we were in the pits with them. Ben had been leading, when he started losing speed and position and pulled into the pit.
There was nothing wrong with the car. He had been fighting the flu all week, and the heat had weakened him. We pulled him out of the car and started pouring fluids in him.
They were both disappointed. He was leading his class in points, and it looked like he may become points champion. If he didn't finish the race, it would hurt his chances badly.
Charley spoke up.
You know, in cases of illness, he's allowed a sub."
He was looking right at me.
"Won't work, Charley. The roll cage is designed for his size, I'd never fit in. It'll take someone his size or smaller. We both turned and look at Angie.
"Oh no. I don't know anything about racing."
"You don't have to race. All you need to know is how to change gears. Just stay at the back of the pack and out of the way. He'll get credit for finishing the race and save a lot of points."
Ben was listening to the exchange.
"Do it honey. I really want that trophy. The cage will protect you, just be careful."
She looked at him for several seconds.
"Give me the helmet. And if I wreck, not a word."
We strapped her in. "Stay down at the bottom. Keep a steady speed, and they'll catch on and leave you alone. You sure about this?"
She looked in my eyes.
"NO." Then she hit the gas a sprayed gravel all over up.
The first fifteen laps were pretty uneventful. The other racers knew the score and left her alone. All except one. He was behind Ben in the points race, and if he knocked the car out of the race before the finish, it improve his standing tremendously.
He bumped her the next lap, scaring the hell out of Angie.
We heard her scream out into the headset
"WHAT THE FUCK IS HE DOING?"
I had the other headset.
"He's trying to knock you out of the race. The next time he runs up on you, tap the brakes and then floor it. He'll bump you, but he won't have enough speed to make a serious damage, and by speeding up he might get tangled in traffic and lose a couple of positions."
She executed perfectly. He came flying up, she tapped the brakes before he was up to speed, and just as soon as he touched her bumper she floored it. He got tangled up with the pack and she actually gained a lap. He caught her again, but this time luck was with him and he put her in the wall. The caution came out and she pulled into the pit. She came flying out of the cage, looking at the crumpled fender. She threw her helmet against the car.
"Can you fix it?"
"We could pull it out, but there wouldn't be time to hammer it into shape."
She was pumped. Apparently she liked it.
"Pull the damn thing off and get me back into the race. I'm gonna put that asshole in the wall. GoGoGO!"
Charley pulled the fender while I got her in the cage and buckled up.
"Don't get stupid. That leads to getting hurt. Watch him, he'll do the same thing again when he gets a chance."
Charley yelled "CLEAR!" and she was back in the race.
She was driving it like it was a stolen Maserati. She was actually passing cars. She saw him edging up and I was yelling into the headset.
"Cut left.....Now!"
She cut to the top of the track, surprising him. He rammed into the next car, sending it sideways and causing a pileup. Angie was past it, and when the caution was lifted she was third. She made it to the front of the pack by the time the checkered flag came down, but because of the lost laps came in seventh out of fifteen. The guy that was trying to ram her couldn't finish, so he went on the record as fifteenth, putting him even farther behind Ben.
He was charging our pit with his crew, when Angie came out of the car and yanked her helmet off.
"How's it feel to be out driven by a girl, asshole? Whoo! Whoo! Whoo."
She turned around , bent over and patted her ass.
"Kiss it jerk off!"
Then she started giggling and hugging Ben.
The guy didn't know what to do. Finally he pulled a lung full of air in, but I stepped up.
"The words out of your mouth better be polite. She beat you at your own game. Use it as a learning experience."
His own crew, ready for a fight moments before, were openly grinning. He spun on his heel and left.
Sherry had been snapping pictures like mad.
After that Angie was hooked. She used some of her trust money to get a car. The local track had a woman's division, and she raced in it for the rest of the year. She started too late for point recognition, but she won two races.
Ben won his trophy. They had already started planning next year. His firm and some of their clients agreed to paint both cars matching colors, with their logos prominently displayed. Both our business logos were on them too.
It was a little, outlaw dirt track circuit, barely legal and recognized, so they knew it was just for fun, although many successful racers began their careers on tracks like it. But for Angie and Ben, it was a hobby they could share, that drew them even closer together.
What were Sherry and I sharing? Nothing except Billy. Our business grew, we now had two crews going. She was dressing nicer, acting haughtier, and barely had time for Billy and I.
She had joined a professional women's organization, and had become active, getting together for meetings and drinks every two weeks. I didn't mind, and when she won an award I was very proud. I attended the banquet, and when I was introduced as her husband, I saw uneasy eyes on a few of her friends. I wasn't as dense as people thought, and I asked her about it.
"Some of those women seemed awfully surprised when I was introduced as your husband. You got a city husband you're not telling me about?"
I was joking, but her face got awful red. She made a nice recovery.
"No honey, they were just surprised to see I wasn't making you up. You really should attend more mixers with me, let me show you off."
A reasonable explanation, but it just didn't feel right.
We got buried at work so I put it on the backburner. She must have gotten a wake up call, and stayed a little closer to home. It was early fall, and business slowed down. We went back down to one crew. They were well trained, and sometimes we let them handle, one or other of us making a courtesy appearance to assure the customer.
We had a good client base, and some of them actually became good friends. His boss called me, and wanted to have a combination birthday/victory celebration for Ben. He was a likeable guy and very good at what he did, and they wanted to show their appreciation, and give him a chance to brag about his racing career. They wanted me to cook.
"How many?
"About forty, all adults. Just his friends. We don't want you there professionally, per se, you're probably the best friend he has outside of work. He says if it hadn't been for you, he and Angie may never had stayed. We just didn't want to offend you by having someones else cater."
"I'll be glad to do the cooking, but let's not get carried away. How's this? I'll cook the meats, pork and chickens, and make the coleslaw. Have your wives make the desserts and side dishes. I'm sure he'll appreciate it more."
I told Sherry about it, and gave her the date.
"I've got an event the same day, we've already signed the contract. I can't."
I was a little pissed.
"They're our friends. If it wasn't for them asking us to do the party the first time, we wouldn't even have a business. It would be an insult if you didn't come. Make a courtesy appearance at the function, make sure it's going smoothly, turn it over to the crew, and come on back. Think of Angie and Ben."
I had pulled the cookers over and set them up. I drove my truck back home for more parking. Since our properties joined, Ben and I had cut a small road through the woods, from my deck to his porch. We rode four wheelers back and forth, it was a lot quicker. If I came into the driveway and saw a pink helmet on the deck railing, I knew Angie was visiting.
.................................................
The party was in full swing, everybody mingling and having a great time. Sherry had just called and said she was stuck at the job, but would be there within an hour.
We were running low on ice, something on of the partners were supposed to bring. I had some in our freezer, left over from a party the week before, so I volunteered to drive my four wheeler back and get some. I had to take Ben's because mine was blocked in.
He forgot to put gas in it, and I ran out about halfway home, and had to walk. I was just about to step out of the woods, when I saw them.
The blinds to the patio door were pulled and you could see straight in to the living room. There on the couch was a couple really going at it. I thought some of the nearby kids had gotten into the house. There had been a rash of breakins lately. They didn't take much, but did a little partying and vandalism, drinking any booze they could find and messing up the beds. And by messing, I meant fucking on them.
I had my hand out to call 911, when the lovers shifted. She was sliding off her skirt, her top lay beside the couch. It was Sherry! I recognized the man, one of the junior associates from Ben's office. They wondered why he had to miss the party.
My first instinct was to charge in and beat the shit out of both of them, but having a best friend for a lawyer had taught me some things.
Ben had actually been a divorce lawyer for a while before he moved down here.
"Hated it" he told me one day, "You become cynical, watching people tear their worlds apart."
"If they just approached it logically, it would save a ton of grief. Unfortunately, it's hard to act logically, especially if they witness the infidelity. And if someone gets assaulted, it gets worse. It's usually the guy, and it weakens his bargaining position significantly. Sometimes they lose their kids due to what her lawyer will describe in damning terms his inclination towards violence."
"Nobody wins in a divorce, especially one with kids involved. The lawyers make money, but that's about it."
Standing in the woods, watching your wife betray you, makes it pretty hard to be reasonable. Shaking with rage, I was headed towards the door when I remembered Ben's words. I also remembered what he said about bargaining positions, so I faded back into the trees.
I walked back down the trail a little ways and called Ben.
"He answered in a happy, slightly buzzed voice."
"Hey bud, what's taking so long? Do I need to send Angie after you."
"No, put Angie on. I need to ask her something."
Angie came on and asked if she needed to come get me. She hardly ever drank, so she was clearheaded.
"Angie, I need your help, really bad. I just saw Sherry at the house, and she wasn't alone and didn't have a lot of clothes on. I want to confront her but I don't think that's all that good an idea right now. I need the soberest of the bunch to come bear witness. And I'll need a reference for a divorce lawyer. Help me."
I could hear the pain in her voice.
"You poor man! Are you sure? Never mind, if you weren't sure we wouldn't be having this talk. Stay back until I get here."
Twenty minutes later Angie, Ben, and two of his partners' wives came walking down the trail.
"Are you sure, Will?"
I showed them the pictures I had on my phone.



One of the women spoke up.
"I'm a divorce lawyer, Will, a damn good one. I have a separate practice, my husband thought it would be a good idea. I'm offering advice on how to proceed, and my services if you need them."
I never knew she was a lawyer in her own right, I just knew her socially, as the wife of one of Ben's partners.
Angie was hugging me and rubbing my shoulders to try and calm me, telling me to think of Billy.
"Thanks Julie. I'll accept both, if you would. What do I need to do?"
"The hardest thing you can do under this situation, be calm. Don't engage them in conversation when we confront them, let me do the talking. Control yourself Will, it will give you the advantage"
She smiled in the darkness, a wolf's smile.
"That being said, if he's dumb enough to try to assault you in front of a bunch of lawyers, you are within your legal rights to defend yourself."
Ben got off the phone.
"They're almost there. Come on."
They had set it up. The most senior of the partners were pulling into my driveway, supposedly for the ice I had promised. The rest of us were waiting just outside on the deck, going up the side steps and avoiding the light coming from the patio door.
We heard the knock.
"Sherry? Are you in there? Will sent us to get some more ice, we ran out."
He continued to talk loudly after she didn't answer the door.
"Aw, well, he did give us the key. Come on boys, I don't like to be in someones' house when they're not there."
Sherry and her lover were gathering clothes when they heard the door open. She threw the door open and he ran out on the deck, to hide in the darkness.
The look in his eyes was priceless when I turned the light light on. We had a switch put outside, for times when we wanted to enjoy the darkness and didn't want to have to go back in. We were usually getting naked just about then.
Four cellphones clicked away as he stood there holding his pants, shorts, and shoes. Sherry had managed to get dressed, and was leading the partners to the kitchen, and saw us standing on the porch. She started screaming, ran out of the house and took off.
He didn't know what to say, but the senior partner held up his hand.
"Not a word. Be in my office at nine Monday. Now go!"
He put all the power in his voice a senior executive had accumulated, and he left. Angie and Ben had bracketed me, each holding a hand to keep me from getting stupid.
Julie gave me her card, telling me to be at her office at two Monday afternoon. Then she hugged me.
We all went back to the party. I went so I didn't have to be in the house. Naturally it broke up early, and I spent the night in their guest room.
I didn't sleep much, and Angie got me up by turning Billy loose on me. You don't sleep though the attentions of a two year old. I realized with a shock I hadn't thought much about what to do to protect him, and Angie had gotten up early to get him, telling my mother in law I had too much of a good time, so she volunteered to pick him up for me. She had picked him up before when we were just getting our party business off the ground.
He sat on Angies' lap and she let him feed her breakfast, smearing syrup all over her face, giggling like mad. It made us smile.
When she took him to the bathroom to clean both of them up, Ben said we'd talk when we put him down for his nap.
That afternoon we held our first war conference.
Angie cut to the heart of it.
"Divorce?"
"Yeah. I can look back now and see it coming. We quit sharing dreams. She always wanted to live in a big city. I've always been a country boy, my roots here run deep."
"What about Billy?"
"I want custody without a doubt. I think a child would interfere with the lifestyle she wants."
Ben had a few observations.
"I agree Billy would not match the lifestyle, but he gives her power over you. She can dangle a custody battle over you as a weapon to get a bigger financial settlement. Everything else is cut and dried."
"Be careful with Julie, she goes for the throat, and will run over anybody or anything that stops her. We have to keep it from going from negotiation to war."
.................................................
I didn't see her for six days. I came home and she was there. It took everything I had not to throw her out the door. She saw my eyes and backed up.
"Please don't say anything right now. I probably deserve it, but I'm just here to pick up some of my stuff, and to see Billy. Please Will. Just for a little while. Then I'll leave quietly. You can even have my car keys."
I fell for it, staying out of the way and letting her play with Billy. She had paid so little attention to him lately he seemed bored.
She asked for her keys back so she could open the trunk, then asked me if I would help her carry her clothes out. I went in for another load when I heard her car crank. I went through the screen door and was on her before she could put it in gear. I snatched the keys out and threw then in the driveway. She was screaming when I pulled Billy out of the car seat.
"Fuck you fuck you fuck you! He's mine and you can't keep him."
Billy was screaming, not knowing what was going on. She was cussing up a storm when she noticed Angie, filming everything on her Iphone.
She had rode her four wheeler, an custom she had developed, to see Billy and make sure I was all right. She would visit for thirty or forty minutes before going home just before Ben arrived.
"You bitch! Might have known you would be here. Giving him a little bit before hubby gets home? How many times has poor old Ben had sloppy seconds? Does he hide in the closet and watch?"
Angie went white with anger. I don't know what would have happened if I hadn't screamed out.
"Sherry! Leave, and I mean right now! From now on, if you want to visit Billy, get a court order. Now, get the hell out of my life before I call the cops."
I had a lot more I wanted to say, but my first priority was Billy.
Sherry left, still screaming. Angie taped every word.
The next day Julie had the tape, and filed a restraining order until Sherry submitted to a mental evaluation. She recorded her screaming response.
I wondered where she was living. Apparently the guy she was with was now her new flame, and they were together. Another strike against her.
He had been fired over the affair. They used flowery language, but the message was clear. You were gone, no reference. He had gotten on with another firm, at a reduce salary.
I sent out a letter to all our event customers, telling them I was no longer associated with the business, but would honor all remaining contracts. After that, Sherry was responsible.
I was gonna say screw it, but Julie talked me out of it.
"You've got a good reputation, and you may want to get back into it later. It also gives Sherry a viable income, something that may come into play later."
She got her own attorney and the dance began.
She wanted the house. Too bad, it was still in my parents' name.
She wanted the party equipment. Since it was rented from my supply company, which was covered in the prenup, it was out of her reach.
Julie froze most of our accounts. By forced agreement, she handled one crew, I handled the other. Money could only be drawn for salaries and supplies, the rest had to stay frozen until the divorce. All profits generated after I finished my commitment went into a new account completely controlled by Sherry. It was as fair as I could make it.
Sherry fought until Julie and her lawyer convinced her to settle if she expected to have any money at all left.
She wanted a final meeting to vent, but I refused. Come to find out, her lawyer was the fifth lover she had been with in eighteen months. All slick city types, most without money. I couldn't think of a thing I wanted to say to her that didn't end with the phrase "fucking bitch" at the end of it.
I tried to stay civil, for Billy. He had turned three, and really didn't miss her that much.
She ended up with the party/catering business, after giving me a fourth of the profits. I really didn't have time anymore, and Julie dangled it like a carrot. It left her with a business and some working capital. That was all the money she got out of me.
I got full custody of Billy. She had liberal visitation rights, I actually never refused her. She had to stick to rules, though. No men while she had Billy, and if she ever exposed him to something deemed morally or physically dangerous, she lost her rights.
After another year, the visits became less and less. Billy didn't seem to mind.
................................................
Angie and Ben became my anchors. They helped me through my grief and anger. Sherry's mom still babysat Billy, after agreeing that if she helped Sherry violate the custody agreement all contact with him would cease.
Angie became a surrogate mom, with Ben's blessing. He still followed Ben around, and Ben had a photo of him, Angie, and Billy on his desk at work. People assumed he was a stepson, and he let them up to a point. He asked my permission first, saying that it made him look like a family man, and that it helped his relationship with new clients.
I surprised him terribly when I gave him a copy of my will, naming them executors and guardians of Billy should something happen to me.
"You are a family man, Ben. You always have been. You've got the most impressive woman I've ever seen, and you've got us."
I've never seen a male lawyer cry. It was moving.
I dated some, after a while. They were fun, and I got my needs met, but never met anyone who I considered long term. Angie gave me hell, saying Billy needed a mother. I just looked at her.
"He's got one, and soon as I find her match I'll be married so fast your head would spin."
The closest I came was with of all people, a lawyer. It was the senior partners' daughter. A few years older, she had just gone through a bad divorce, lined up a really good job on the other coast, and was taking three months off to collect herself.
She found herself needing an escort and her dad called me.
"Do me a favor Will. She's new to town, and I'd really like her to go with me to the banquet, but she has to have an escort. She's considered pretty, if that helps."
I had nothing to do so I agreed. I rented a Cadillac, it was deja vu all over again.
Was she pretty? Damn right she was. Barely five feet tall, blond, fair skinned, with a really good body. She looked like a breathing china doll. I could feel the interest rising.
I think she felt a little spark, and her bubbly personality took over.
"Ooh. A real live redneck. I've never been this close to one before. Do you bite?"
I gave her my most serious look. "Yes I do."
"Goody!"
Ben, Angie, and her parents burst out laughing, and it set the tone for the night.
It was a charity event, the most prestigious of the year. Black tie, the works. I thought I looked pretty spiffy. The meal was good, and Rhonda chattered nonstop. She told me later it was a nervous trait.
She talked through the appetizer, she talked through the entree, she talked through dessert.
"Do you ever stopped talking?"
She reddened, before giving me an innocent smile.
"Only when I have something interesting in my mouth."
Ben snorted coffee through his nose while Angie giggled.
"Knock it off you two. This is supposed to be a serious affair."
There was a big band and dancing afterwards. Angie taught me to dance, to keep me from becoming morose.
Sophie was a great dance partner, graceful, fluid, a joy to watch. She danced twice with her father and once with Ben, and all the rest were all mine.
Ben and I were waiting beside the bandstand for the girls when Sherry walked by.
"Ben, Will, nice to see you. Here alone, Will? You should really get out more. Allow me to introduce my escort. Robert Morgan. You might know his father, Ben, Wilson Morgan? Founder of the Morgan Bank chain?"
I looked at her as she tried to impress us. Her face had hardened, and she looked like she had gained ten pounds. One look at her escort and you could see he wasn't with her for intelligent conversation.
About that time Angie and Sophie came up.
She kissed me on the cheek.
"Miss me lover? Good. I want you frustrated all night, it'll make it more fun when we make the mad passionate love you've promised me. Oh, I'm sorry, who are your friends?"
I looked past her and saw Angie laughing. I knew instantly she had told Sophie who Sherry was, and they were playing it for full effect.
"Where are my manners? Sophie, this is Robert Morgan, of the banking Morgans. And this is Sherry Blankenship[I made her drop my name and go back to her maiden one], a local businesswoman, and my ex wife. Sherry, Robert, this is Sophie Williams, of the firm Williams, Roberts, Howe, and Hatfield. You may have heard of them? Well, darling, should we waltz?"
We left them both with open mouths. As we waltzed I whispered "Angie told you who she was, didn't she."
Sophie pressed a little closer.
"Yes she did, and a little history. I hope she has a miserable time tonight."
"Don't worry, from the looks both are giving us, I think they are."
We finished and she pulled my head down to her, giving me a two minute kiss, complete with tongue.
"Did she see that?"
"Give me a minute to get get blood back into my brain. Yes she saw it, and thank you."
"You're welcome, and the pleasure was mine."
Sure enough they came to the table a little later.
Robert asked Sophie for a dance, and Sherry asked me.
"Just for old times sake."
Sophie smiled sweetly.
"I'd love to, but I promised my lover the rest of my dances."
"As did I. Sorry, Sherrie, maybe next time."
They looked stunned, and Angie held a napkin to her mouth to suppress the laughter. They left without another word.
I looked at Sophie.
"I'm glad you're not staying here permanently."
She looked hurt.
"Why would you say such a mean thing? I was starting to like you."
"Because there would be fights everywhere we went. Me fighting to keep the men away that would swarm to you, and you fighting to keep me off you."
She smiled. slowly.
"What makes you think I'd put up a fight?"
...............................................
She didn't put up a fight, and we spent every moment we could together. Angie even kept Billy for us to spend a weekend away.
She was the best lover I had ever had, to date.
Though small, she was amazingly strong. She never told me her age but I was guessing it was close to forty, she had the firmness and suppleness of a twenty year old. Very responsive nipples, and she loved oral.
She had a three step process to sex. First oral, for both of us. Then regular sex, in all kind of positions. Then anal, doggie style. Then she would gently wash me and try for a bonus round. She told me the old timers used to call it round the world, and I racked up the frequent flyer miles.
She adored Billy, and showed me pictures of her daughter, a cute little replica of her. She looked to be thirteen.
"My ex has her now, I gave him more time because we're going to be three thousand miles away soon."
It made me sad to think of Billy that far away.
...............................................
Life goes on. I opened a barbeque restaurant to pass the time. Myra was still running the rental business, and was doing such a good job I left her alone. Restaurants are very time consuming, and the success rate is horrible. But, I already had a good reputation, and I did well. I bought four food trucks and had them outfitted, and sent them out to neighboring towns four days a week. They were very successful.
I still didn't have anyone permanent in my life, and pretty much gave up looking.
...............................................
It hits you when you least expect it. When you come to like your life, when you're truly happy. I'm not talking about love, but tragedy.
Billy was nine. He got off the bus at Angie's house, and then rode his little four wheeler through the woods when I got home. She would ride with him, wave at me, and go home. She would feed him a snack, check his schoolwork, and he would help her with little chores. It worked well for all of us. On the rare occasions I had a date, he would spend the night there, Angie had decorated a room for him.
He called me at three, right after he had gotten off the bus. He was crying.
"Come quick dad. Aunt Angie is on the floor crying and I can't get her up."
I flew down the road. It was just as he said, she was on the floor, sobbing softly. She wouldn't respond or speak to me. I was getting ready to hit 911 when Ben's boss called.
"Will! I need you to go see about Angie, make sure she's all right."
"I'm with her now and she's not all right. I can't get her to talk. Ben hasn't had an accident, has he.
I can hear the emotion in his voice.
"Ben's dead, Will. He had a heart attack, they said death was almost immediate. We found him on the floor of his office when he missed a lunch meeting. He'd been gone an hour by then."
I almost dropped the phone.
Ben gone? He had become my best friend, but he was Angie's life. I gathered her into my arms. Her face cleared for a second and she clung to me like a drowning woman.
"Ben....Ben..."
I held her on the couch, rocking her like a child.
Tears flowed,and they weren't all hers.
She was a zombie. We finally made funeral plans after his boss brought us his will. He had just updated it. He was to be cremated, and his ashes scattered around the farm.
"It's the only place I ever felt was home" he stated in the will.
The turnout for visitation and the service was amazing. Most of his clients had turned into friends, his racetrack buddies showed up in force, and every member and employee if his firm was there. Sherry came, and hugged Angie.
She sat through the visitation with Billy on her lap, and Sherry's mother beside her. They had bonded over Billy, and were close. Her eyes followed me around the room, and she got agitated if I was out of sight.
Ben had been fifty two, older than Angie, and in good health. The doctors said it was a hidden condition, and they couldn't be sure what triggered it.
The funeral was over, the friends and family gone back to their own lives, and it was time for the grieving to begin.
Billy, Sara[Sherry's mom]and I lived with her for about two weeks. She only started coming back to life at the end of the second week.
We had a minor setback when the will was read, mostly because it drove home the finality of it.
When he updated his will he put a few letters in, his way of saying goodbye to the ones he loved. Angie got one. To this day I've never asked and she's never volunteered what was in it.
He left one for Billy, to be opened on his eighteenth birthday.
He left one for me, too.
"Dear Will,
If you're reading this, I'm gone. I want to thank you for your friendship. You took an uptight Yankee lawyer and made him into a better man, one who could relax more, and appreciate what he had. I was honored to be your friend. I left something for Billy. It's a college fund, enough for the full ride. I know you could afford it, but it gave me a great deal of pleasure to do it for him and you. He's a great kid. I'm sure if follows your guidance,he'll be a better man. I hope he remembers me with fondness.
Now for the serious part. Take care of her, Will. She'll need you for awhile. I know you loved her, and true to your honor and our friendship you never did anything to damage it. Angie needs someone to love her right now, to help her through the dark times ahead. I'm sorry I won't be around, I would have loved to have seen Billy as a man. You need to find someone yourself, before you give up.



Thanks for being the man you are, and the friend I needed
Ben"
Of course the bulk of his estate, the farm, the investments, went to Angie.
He left the dirt track he loved so much money to install new, safer bleachers and an announcer booth, along with a better public address system. They renamed the track in his honor.
Angie struggled for a year to find normalcy, but finally gave up.
"I'm moving back to Philly for awhile. I can't be here. Everywhere I look I see his ghost."
Even though he was ten, Billy cried for two days.
I shed my tears in private. She had been my anchor for eight years. I never felt more lost and alone.
She gave us keys, and asked us to keep an eye on the farm. I would go every two or three weeks, crank her little tractor and drive it a little to keep in good mechanical shape, and walk the house to check on fixtures, and plumbing. She left the power on and installed a state of the art security system.
...............................................
I went on with my life, concentrating on Billy. He was at the age where he wanted to hang with friends, and I knew he would soon be leaving me behind. Our house became boy central. There were always at least three of his best buds around the house. I made sure I knew them and their parents well, and had them over several times, and talked to them when they picked their children up. Several of the mothers were divorced, and I dated one or two, but nothing serious.
They wanted more, especially one.
I was still in good shape, owned everything free and clear, and had two successful businesses going.
I had franchised the restaurant and now had four scattered across this end of the state. Every one had a minimum of three trucks to service the smaller towns. I was making a lot of money.
I found another small town that had a need for equipment, and opened another store. Myra's husband became the manager, and her husband finally got to stop screwing his boss, unless they both wanted to.
Sherry lost the business, she didn't get the sweetheart equipment rental deal she had before. Her master chef quit to go into business for himself, and she lost business until she had to fold.
She became an office manager for a large insurance company and married a lawyer. It lasted eighteen months and he caught her cheating She still has the job, and is now engaged. I hope it lasts. She still sees Billy, mostly on holidays and birthdays.
................................................
I was tired. I had been working out of town, getting a new restaurant up and running, my sixth.
Sara stayed with Billy while I traveled, and they both stood there grinning.
"What?"
I looked down to see if my fly was open.
"We have a visitor. Go on in."
It was Angie. She flew into my arms, hugging and crying. She had called us or we called her at least once a month. I could hear the sadness in her voice. I always ended the conversation by telling her to come home, we missed her. She kept saying she'd think about it.
I asked her how long she was going to stay.
"Thirty or forty more years, I hope. I'm home Will, and I'm not leaving. I'm tired of having to walk to a park to see grass. And I'm tired of living beside people I really don't know, who have no interest in being neighbors. I want to see the stars instead of smog when I look up at night."
She held my hand.
"And I want to see you every day. And Billy, I can't believe how big he is. I'll bet he's taller than you when he stops growing. I wanna see Myra,the guys at the dirt track, all my real friends."
She was crying on my shoulder by then. I just held her and felt happy for the first time in almost two years.
We got her house back in shape. She looked older and out of shape, but as the weeks went by she slimmed down, riding her beloved tractor and tending her garden. Her youthful appearance reemerged.
Sara moved into a retirement community, taking a one bedroom apartment. It was in driving distance. She was surprised one day when they moved her out of her apartment and into a larger two bedroom unit. She was even more surprised when I had all her bill sent to me. She protested but I stopped her. I also made regular deposits into her checking account.
"There were times Billy and I needed you pretty bad and you stepped up. This is payback. You have to have a bigger place so Billy can spend weekends with you, and a happy grandmother is what he needs, End of discussion."
We ate together every night that he didn't spend with his buddies, either at my house or hers.
Three months went by, and we started dating. Movies, concerts, even a little dancing. She visited Ben's old firm and left in tears. They made sure to invite us to all their functions.
She denied they were dates, saying that we were just old friends.
It all came into focus as we sat on the front porch swing and watched Billy and his friends tear up the field on there four wheelers.
It was a little cool and we had a light blanket over us.
I stopped rocking and looked her in eye.
"Marry me."
"What?"
"Marry me. I've loved you for years. You love me but you won't admit it. Let's quit playing musical houses and settle down."
Tears were leaking down her cheeks.
"But our ages..."
"Listen, I know you're fifty. You know I'm forty three. Listen to me. I don't care, I don't care, I don't care. I love you, and I will to my dying day."
She was rocking, snuffling.
"This is an ultimatum. Marry me, or I swear on Ben's memory I'll never set foot on this property again. Yes or no. Right now."
She didn't speak. I was crying now, thinking about what I'd lost. I was halfway across the porch when she tackled me.
We rolled down the steps and Billy rushed over.
He helped the crying Angie up.
"Are you all right?"
"Yes honey I am. I just got some good news. In a few days or weeks, I'm going to officially be your mother. I hope it makes you happy."
I learned that day what an extraordinary child I raised.
"You've pretty much always been my mom. Now I can say it out loud. I love you, mom."
.................................................
The wedding and the party afterwards was talked about for years.
Myra pulled out all the stops. We married in the spring, outdoors, in a meadow on the farm.
The castle tent was was our reception room. Most of Ben's old friends from his firm were there. Sophie was visiting her parents and came along.
She kissed Angie and told her how lucky she was. I could tell from her eyes I was going to have some explaining to do.
The guys from the track restored her car and gave it to her as a wedding present
The years flowed by in happiness and harmony. Billy graduated college, married, and he and his wife took over the businesses. We gave them my old house as a wedding present, after having it completely redone. They gave us three grandkids. He named his son Bennett.
I saw her get melancholy sometimes, and knew she was thinking of him. On what would have been their fiftieth anniversary, I gave her an oil portrait of him I had a well known artist do. She went to bed and cried for two hours.
We hung the portrait over the fireplace. He looks solemn, and I know my eyes aren't as good as they used to be, but at night, when the fire is lit, and Angie is on the floor playing with our smallest granddaughter, I swear he's smiling.
...............................................
As always, thanks for reading.
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WEDNESDAY EVENING 5-21-11
Their visitor was right on time. Since she received the phone call the day before, Ronnie was consumed with curiosity. She knew the woman slightly, she was her third cousin after all, but they hardly ever met except at family reunions. The fact that she was a lawyer deepened the mystery.
Her husband was a lawyer, and she asked him if he knew her professionally.
"Barely" he said, "She practices in another county so we rarely cross paths. She works alone, doesn't have partners, and does everything she can to pay the bills, including family law. I can tell you she is well respected."
Veronica ushered her into the den, and noticed how nervous she was. After the catching up on family was out of the way, she got right to the point.
"Ronnie, Phil, you must be wondering what's going on. Your dad contacted me almost two years ago about using me for some work he wanted done. Phil, I know you're his lawyer of record, and you will continue to be. Nothing will change that."
The woman, an attractive blonde in her early fifties, looked like she had tears in her eyes.
"This is the hardest thing I've ever been asked to do, but you don't refuse kin, so I helped him. Everything will be explained in the DVDs I have.
The first one you'll watch was made day before yesterday. All the rest are a good bit older. I'll be here while you watch them in case you have questions. I'm sure you will, and I'm sure you'll understand why I asked that your children not be here tonight."
She handed Phil a small stack of discs, each one labeled, and whispered to him.
He nodded, and came back with water for all three, and a box of tissues.
He picked up the one marked VERONICA AND PHIL, and inserted it into the player. Her father's face filled the screen. He was smiling.
"Ronnie, Phil, hi. Phil, don't take me getting Anne to do this is an insult to you, and after I explain, I'm sure you'll understand."
He paused and took a breath.
"You guys know that for the last year and a half I've been seeing a doctor. What you don't know is why."
He paused again, obviously fighting his emotions. Ronnie felt an impending sense of doom, she had never seen her father so emotional.
"There isn't a gentle way to say this. Almost two years ago I was diagnosed with Alzhiemers'. I went to the doctor because I was depressed, and thought that was what was causing me to be so absent minded. You didn't notice because at the beginning it was slight and I could blame it on my age. As it got worse I came around less and less, hoping you wouldn't notice."
"The drugs helped for awhile, but it progressed, and now my doctors have agreed it has entered the second stage. I have to give up my drivers' license and they urge that I look into assisted living. I've made the arrangements, but I want to clear up a few things before I go."
He slumped his head down for a few seconds before starting again. Ronnie felt the tears to starting.
Damn it! She had felt like something was off, but with two teenage girls, her job[especially this time of year, she owned an accounting firm and tax season had just ended], and his assurances he was fine, she had let it go. He looked up at the camera.
"Don't be mad at me for telling you like this. I just needed to make sure I got it right, and with this, it helps me make sure I'm clear. Plus, I'll still be around, and I expect all my kids to come and see me as often as they can while I can still remember them."
He stared hard at the camera for a second.
"When you, Joy, and Junior come to see me, I'm only going to ask for one thing. When it gets worse, when I can't remember who you are, and lose the ability to speak, I want you to stop coming. I won't know, and the thought of you staring at an empty husk would be too much to bear. Try to keep your memories of me happier."
"Remember when I asked you guys to give my doctor a DNA sample? I told you it was for research on a genetic trait that was almost exclusive to our family. What I was actually doing was having you tested to see if you were predisposed to Alzhiemers, after all it is genetic."
"Well, two out of three are safe. But you Ronnie, you're at risk. Phil, make sure she has a physical once a year. Progress is being made daily in search for a cure and treatments, and it is my sincere hope it never happens, but if it does, the quicker she starts treatment the better the quality of live you'll have."
The pain in his voice was very evident. He drew a deep breath.
"Now for the hard part. The reason Junior and Joy aren't at risk is they're not biologically my children. They don't have the same father either. I have no idea when it comes to Junior who his biological father is, but I'm pretty sure that Josh Randall is the sperm donor for Joy."
They had to shut the player off because Ronnie was sobbing into the chest of her husband. Soon Anne joined them with tears of her own. It was twenty minutes before she could regain her composure.
"Would you like me to leave?" Anne asked gently, "You could just call me later f you have questions."
Ronnie gripped her hands firmly.
"Please stay. I'm sure I'll have a million questions. How much longer is the video?"
"This one, about thirty more minutes or so. There are private messages for you, your brother and sister, both your spouses and one for Joy's roommate. And lastly, there is one for your mother. Are you up to continuing?"
Ronnie shook her head in assent, and they settled back into the couch as Phil turned it back on.
"You have no idea how shocked and hurt I was to find this out. It took me a few days to sort through my emotions. In the end, as far as you kids were concerned, it didn't matter. You're still ALL my children. I raised you, I loved you, I'll still be proud when you call me dad. You can't take back a lifetime of love based on a few lines of a chart. I pray they feel the same way."
"But Ronnie, in spite of how I feel about you guys, when it came to your mother, I admit it changed my feelings for her. I had a little investigation done, and didn't like the results, so I changed my will."
"You and Anne are my executors of the new will I had Anne draw up. We tried to cover ever contingency, but you never know. Ronnie, the fact that you alone are biologically mine has nothing to do with it. I named you because you were always the tough one. You're the one I trust to do the right thing. Junior has always favored his mother, and I was all right with that. Admit it, he's the most tender hearted person we know. And Joy is still a child, and I'm sure my revelations will hurt her deeply. You have to have the strength she needs to draw on. Help her."
"You know how much I love the mountains, and I found a nice place specializing in my condition there. Mountain Pines Assisted Living. The arrangements have been made and the finances have been taken care of. I want you and all the kids to come see me next weekend after I've settled in. I'm looking forward to it."
"But before I go, me and Elvis are going trout fishing. I'm taking my tent, I haven't done that in years. My last hurrah, so to speak. I love you Ronnie, all of you. I'll see you soon."
..................................................
After a few more tears the questions started.
"Anne, how long have you known?"
"I found out almost as soon as he did. He surprised me by coming by my house. When we were settled he handed me a hundred dollar bill.
"What's this for?"
"Anne, I want to retain your services. I use my son in law usually, but what I'm doing is extremely confidential, I don't want any of my family finding out. Will you help me?"
"I felt like I was going to regret it, but I agreed. I was right, you can ask my husband how many times I came home over the next few weeks with a tear stained face. As I helped him, my admiration grew. Here was a man faced with a terrible future, and his first priority was to make sure his family wouldn't suffer. I can't say I agreed with everything he had me do, and I actually talked him out of a few things."
"One thing he stressed. You are not to tell your mother or your siblings until he personally says you can. He wanted you to know sooner so you could prepare for the storm. Look, It's getting late, and you've got a lot to think about. Come by Saturday evening. We'll fire up the grill and let my husband roast something. He is very good at that. Then we'll start on the paperwork."
.................................................
MONDAY EVENING 5-09-11
On Monday of that week, three days before Anne met with his daughter Ronnie, David Childers sat in his worn old recliner, the one that was so comfortable he just couldn't get rid of despite his wife's complaints. He was looking at his wife of thirty one years. She felt his eyes and looked up.
"What?" she said with mild annoyance, her usual tone.
"Just thinking, Thirty one years together, a milestone for this day and age. Did you ever regret choosing me, a farmer, over your other beaus? Especially Ed. I think that man was born in a suit. Bet he's never had a dirty hand in his life."
He saw her eyes tighten up some. She waited a few seconds before answering.
"No, I don't regret choosing you. I'll admit, I wish you'd have dressed up a little more often, taken me out a little more often than you did, but that's history. I chose you, and I don't regret it."
He persisted.
"You sure? I know I haven't been a very good companion lately, with being sick and all. We haven't made love in almost a year, since I got sick, don't you miss it?"
He could tell she was uncomfortable with the subject.
"Relax, honey. A night out at a good restaurant pleases me more now than drinks and dancing. And we're in our sixties, that urge has been gone for a while now."
He smiled.
"Thank you babe, that means a lot."
He changed the subject.
"Honey, will you do something for me?"
A little leery because of the last conversation, she didn't commit immediately.
"What do you want?"
He smiled.
"It's trout season. I'm taking Elvis with me and spend the night at the state park. Will you make some of your pimento cheese and a batch of brownies for me to take? It seems like I catch more when you do."
She smiled indulgently.
"Sure thing. Are you up to a trip?"
He had kept his condition from her a secret as best he could. It was pretty easy actually, since she ignored him a lot. When she did, he blamed a sleep disorder and insomnia for making him forgetful. He had even moved out of their bedroom, saying he didn't want to keep her awake with his tossing and turning. She was fine with it.
...............................................
SATURDAY EVENING 5-14-11
Ronnie and Phil, Anne, and her husband Jerry
were standing on the patio, enjoying the lat spring breeze while the meat cooked. There was little in the way of conversation, each wrapped in their own thoughts. Anne got another round of beers and settled back into her chair.
"Did you watch the DVDs?"
Despite trying to put on a brace front, Ronnie broke into tears immediately.
"Yes. And after talking it over, Phil and I had Junior, his wife Jane, Joy, and her roommate Sidney come over last night. I let them watch the cover DVD, and then gave each of theirs. I had watched them first per my instructions. Joy didn't take it well, she just got out of the hospital at three. She was treated for shock and a nervous breakdown. Junior went real quiet, then went on a rant about it being a pack of lies. Jane took him home and called me later. She had to give him a sleeping pill, and he was still ranting and tossing on the bed. I bet she didn't get a wink of sleep last night."
Anne hadn't considered that she would reveal the DVDs this soon, but everything was in place and rock solid. Phil had reviewed it and complimented her on her work. He gave her thanks for doing it, saying he understood how much of a conflict of interest it would have caused if he had prepared it. He had tears in his eyes when he told her of his video.
"I didn't know my father in law liked me so much. He thanked me for being such a good husband and father, and apologized for putting us in the middle. It made me very sad, and regret not spending more time with him. He made sure he stressed the importance of Ronnie and I being the anchors in the family now. I want to thank you, Anne. I know you probably didn't this much involvement in our lives, and we'll try to keep it to a minimum."
Jerry stood with his arm around Anne. A quiet man by nature, the depth of the betrayal he was exposed to affected him deeply.
"If you need anything, anything at all, call us. Doesn't matter what day it is, what time it is, call. It's too big a burden to carry on your own."
Anne tried to hug him harder, thanking God for the man he was.
"Now that everybody knows, Ronnie, what are you planning?
Ronnie sat up straighter, allowing some of her anger to surface.
"Not everybody knows. Our dear mother is in for one hell of a surprise down the road. We're all going as a family tomorrow to see dad at his assisted living facility, to see if he has anything he wants to add, and just love him. I
think he needs that right now."
................................................
SATURDAY MORNING 5-14-11
David felt the tug on his sleeve that same Saturday morning.
"All right Elvis, I'm awake. Too damn early on a Saturday if you ask me, but your right, trout waits for no man. Give me a minute and I'll make breakfast."
He sat up, glad for the little frame he had bought to put his double air mattress on. It made it a lot easier to get out of bed. He held his head in his hands for a bit. He'd had a bad episode last night, coming to his senses in the woods, with no idea how to get back to the campsite. If Elvis hadn't been there he would probably still be wandering around in circles. They were getting more frequent.
He fixed breakfast quietly while Elvis watched, keeping a close eye on the bacon.
Dishes done, he filled his small pack with lunch and fishing gear, picked up his rod, and looked over at Elvis.
"I'm gonna get that big one at Baker's Point today, Elvis. I can feel it. Ready to go?"
Elvis was so anxious he led the way.
..................................................
FRIDAY NIGHT 5-13-11
Sidney held Joy by the hand in a firm grip for reassurance.
"Calm down, babe. It's probably nothing."
Joy had a death grip on Sidney, trying to draw strength from the woman she loved.
"I can't calm down. This has to be bad news. What if they know about us? What if they disapprove. The secret is killing me."
Sidney rolled her eyes, thinking how many times they had already gone over this.
"Good. Look, when we came out to my Mom last year she didn't freak. I think she was a little disappointed from the grandchildren angle, but she's always liked you, so she was happy for us.
When we told her we wanted to adopt after college and established in out careers, it sealed the deal"
Her eyes hardened.
"And if they don't approve, we'll wear them down. But it really isn't as big a secret as you'd like to think. I get the feeling your dad knows, even though he's never said anything. Your brother and sister aren't idiots, they have to suspect. I think the only one worried is you."
Now relax, I'm sure this doesn't have anything at all to do with you."
She thought many times over the next year how she wished she'd been right.
Junior and Jane were already there, so they started the meal. They were all intrigued by the the almost demand that they all be there. Ronnie just said it was important family business.
Finally, they were in the living room. Ronnie had fended off their questions during dinner.She surprised them all by hugging them in turn.
She grabbed Junior and Joy and looked into their faces.
"What I'm about to show you is going to hurt, really bad. There's nothing I can do about that. What I can do is assure you that no matter what you see, I'm still your sister and I love you deeply."
She played the original first. Soon everyone in the room was in tears. Ronnie gave Joy her video, offering to let her watch hers in their oldest daughters room. Per her father, she had watched everyone of the DVDs.
Five minutes later they heard a scream like that of a wounded animal and rushed upstairs, finding her curled into a fetal ball, moaning. They had to call the ambulance, and she was treated for shock, sedated, and kept overnight. After making there was absolutely nothing they could do, the went back to Ronnie's. The hospital assured everyone she would wake around eight. Sidney stayed.
Junior sat in his niece's room for a long time after the video ended, without moving. Jane finally went and got him, leading him like she would a small child. She promised she would have him at the hospital by eight, and she would watch her video at home. By then it was almost two in the morning. Ronnie and Phil fell into the bed exhausted.
................................................
SATURDAY MORNING 5-14-11
Sidney was dozing when Joy woke up. She stirred, trying to remember what kind of accident she was in. Her hands and legs moved fine, she didn't feel any lumps or contusions on her face of body. Joy felt the locket her dad had given her, and it all came back. She woke Sidney with a wail, bringing the nurses and doctors charging into the room. Sid had her wrapped in her arms, rocking her like a baby, waving them away. Soon the rest of the family were there and took turns holding her until she quieted down. She asked to be alone with Ronnie. After thirty minutes they came out, and Joy told them she was going to go spend the night with Sidney and her Mom. They all promised to meet at Juniors and go see their dad the next morning.
When she heard about David, Sidney's mom hugged Joy hard.
"That poor man. He was always so strong. Not the flashy look at me type strong, but like a tree. Solid. Dependable. You felt safe with him around."
................................................
SATURDAY AFTERNOON 5-14-11
Jane watched her husband like a hawk. She had never in her life seen him so quiet. He was loud, rowdy, in a happy kind of way. She rubbed her tummy to give her strength. Five months along, it was a girl, something that gave them both a lot of pleasure. She was a surprise baby. Jane was thirty six, and they had two boys, fifteen and thirteen. They loved their grandfather, this was really going to hurt them.
She had always liked her father in law. She didn't much care for her mother in law, she always seemed distant, cold. The kids always flocked to their grandfather. She and Ronnie always tried to engage her in conversation, but she rarely talked any length.
"I hope he does something about how awful she's been to him all these years. She deserves it."
She thought quietly. She never said anything, he had always been a bit of a momma's boy. Jane definitely did not want to have to comment on the whole mess.
The boys came home to them from the other set of grandparents, and he surprised them by hugging fiercely. They were surprised.
"Gee, dad, you act like somebody died. Are you all right?"
Junior spoke for the first time in hours.
"No, son," he said as he ruffled the hair of his oldest. He knew how bad he hated that, it just wasn't cool.
"I just got really sad news, and I'm still trying to process it."
He turned around and hugged Jane so hard he lifted her off the ground. For the first time in twenty four hours he appeared normal. She dreaded tomorrow, she had always been afraid of rest homes.



.................................................
SATURDAY MORNING 5-14-11
Baker's point was named after one of the first settlers in the area, and the family owned the land at one time. The state had owned it for forty years, developing a park and campground.
There was hiking, swimming, boating, and especially fishing.
It was an actual point, a sheer knob of granite that extended out from the mountains into a point less than three feet wide. From there it dropped off ninety feet, where the headwaters of the river flowed by in typical fashion. An eighty foot run that dropped about four feet, strew with rocks the size of marbles up to the size of cars, before making a turn at the point and widening into a large pool.
David had just hiked up from the pool, and was sitting there gasping a little, just where the point leaves the mountain.
"Damn, Elvis, I can remember when I could run up here and not be out of breath."
Elvis looked at him like he was smiling. David noticed.
"Don't think I forgot. What the hell were you thinking? I almost had him, I bet he weighed fifteen pounds. That's a monster around here. I wasn't going to keep him, I just wanted to hold him once, before I let him go. I almost had him in the net when you jumped in the water and broke the line."
He looked over at Elvis, admiring him. He wasn't a perfect specimen, he had a crooked tooth that made his lip curl into a snarl, and it reminded him of a picture of a young Elvis, so he gave him that name. He was from the last litter of boxers he had bred, and was one of the biggest, weighing over seventy pounds.
He caught his breath and set out two small bowls.
He put water in one and a can of dog food in the other. He usually fed him dry, giving him a can once in a while as a treat. He took the long leash he had brought, clipped it to his collar, and tied it to a small tree. It was long enough to reach him as he unwrapped his lunch, and he bumped his head into his shoulder until he lifted his arm, and Elvis slid underneath.
He watched mournfully as David unwrapped his sandwich, whining softly.
"Damn, Elvis. I get you a gourmet can of food, and you're trying to steal the last meal I'm ever gonna have. What kind of fair is that?"
Still, he tore the sandwich in half and gave it to him.
"Here, bud. I owe you this. I want to apologize and thank you. First, for forgetting you for two days. Two days!"
His voice shook with shame.
"For two days you stood in your lot without food or water, yet when I remembered and came for you, all you wanted for the first minute or two was my attention. That's where the thank you part comes in. You made me realize it was time for me to stop pretending, and do something."
He paused to rub behind his ears, knowing he loved it.
"Did I ever tell you why I kept you instead of the others? You were butt ugly and dumb as a rock, for one thing. But the decider was loyalty. That's something I've come to value lately. It didn't matter if it was ten degrees or a hundred, if it was pouring rain in a high wind, or if it was a blizzard outside, if I went out you wanted to go too."
He patted the dog one more time.
"Don't worry, someone will be along shortly. You've got food and water, and if nothing else that bark will attract someone. Goodbye my friend."
He sat for a minute as tears ran down his face.
Looking at the point, he remembered this morning.
...............................................
He'd walked out the the very end of the point and looked down. Ninety feet looked like a long way down. The headwaters of the river ran alongside the base, dropping about ten feet in an eighty foot run, strewn with rocks from the size of a tennis ball to the size of a car, before curving around into a deep pool.
Ninety feet. That should just about do it.
He thought carefully about the plans he made, trying to find a flaw. For the sake of his children, this had to look like an accident. All the upbeat videos should reinforce that it was an accident.
He felt foolish, but was compelled to speak.
"I never worried much about you, you know. I took my kids to church for years, because I felt they needed to be exposed to you. I never really felt you in church. I guess there were too many people competing for your attention."
"No, I felt you in the wind. In the warm sun and rain that made my crops grow, in the beauty of a perfect crop, bound to nourish people I would never meet. And I saw you a few times too, in the faces of my children. I want to thank you for all that."
"I know what I'm about to do is a sin according to some. I admit I'm doing it partly for me, the thought of dying by inches doesn't appeal to me at all. But, mostly I'm doing it for my children. I can't stand the thought of forcing them to watch me fade away until only a shell is left. I don't want to burden them by forcing them through guilt and pain to come by and spend time with an empty husk. I want their last memories of me to be good, when I was able to function. Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe I'm selfish, but I'm gonna do it anyway. Just wanted to clear the air."
He stood for a second more, then grinned.
"Oh, and if you feel like granting me a last request, let me catch Mr. Big. I won't hurt him, I'll put him right back in the water. It'll be a good memory to go out on."
.................................................
SATURDAY AFTERNOON 5-14-11
Hank and Mary Travers were huffing and puffing, trying to keep up with their twelve year old daughter as she ran laughing up the trail. Both raised in a large city, they looked for jobs in smaller towns, looking for a better place to raise their children, and have a house with a big yard. Beth came to them late, they had just about given up trying when she came along.
They learned to love the outdoors, and camped as often as they could. They would regal friends at parties with their fiasco stories of their first attempt, but had become so proficient they were sought out as chaperones when Beth's girl scout troop went on their annual trips.
Beth heard the dog barking long before she saw it. When she topped the trail, she saw the big dog, tangled in his chain underneath the tree. An old man was sitting there, apparently ignoring the barking. Something didn't look right, and she waited for her parents.
When they got to the top Beth went up to the man and shook him gently.
"Mister? Mister! Are you all right?"
He was passive for a minute when he suddenly started. Gradually the little girl came into focus. When she saw him staring she repeated the question.
She remembered his reply her whole life, especially if she was in the mountains.
"No child, I'm not. Do you think your parents will walk me back to the campground? And if you would, unclip my dog and let him run while we untangle his leash. He won't hurt you. His name is Elvis, and the worst thing that could happen would be him attempting to lick you to death."
She looked at her dad and he nodded. She called his name and petted him for a minute before taking the leash off the collar. After being unable to take more than a few steps for hours, he immediately took off down the trail, burning off some pent up energy. She called after him, but the old man said to leave him, he'd be right back.
He was stiff when her mom and dad helped him up.
Her dad advised him to walk around a bit, to limber up his muscles. The old man walked to the end of the point and looked down, then up.
.................................................
David walked to the end of the point. He looked down at the water, then up at the sky. If the nice young family hadn't happened by, it may have been morning before he came back to himself.
Looking up at the sky, he thought to himself about the day.
"Well, guess you showed me. I give up, we'll do it your way."
He turned to go back to the trail, when Mary Travers screamed. Elvis had come back up the trail at a dead run, saw his master, and leapt straight into his arms at full speed. It knocked him completely off the point. Luckily, the little girl was busy untangling the leash, and didn't witness it. She called 911, there was signal on the point, and soon the rangers and EMTs arrived. It was too late.
David looked upwards as he fell, and had just enough time to mouth "thank you", and with his last thought hurled Elvis into the pool. He popped up and immediately ran back to David, licking his face and whining. The rangers had to shoot him with tranquilizers to get him to stop defending the body two hours later.
.................................................
SUNDAY MORNING 5-16-11
Juanita Childers walked through her front door with a happy smile on her face. She'd just spent a great night with her younger lover. They'd made plans for their future together, once she divorced David and got most of his assets. She was going to retire, and he was going to quit his job. The affair had been going on for over twenty years.
She thought about David, frowning. He was so nice, so gullible, he never suspected she was sleeping with other people. It had started less than two years after they were married, forty years ago, with their banker. After that fizzled out she hooked up randomly, carefully, always covering her tracks, until she met Josh.
It would be awful for David.It would be like clubbing baby seals. He might not ever recover.
But, as Josh often said, there's always got to be a loser.
As she laid her purse down, she noticed her answering machine was full, thirty messages. Odd.
It reminded her to turn on her cell phone, and she noticed her message board was full. Wonder what was going on? Most were from Ronnie and Phil, god what an insufferable ass he was, she wondered what she saw in him sometimes. She checked the last message. She heard Phils' voice.
"Juanita, when you hear this, you need to call me or Ronnie. David was in a serious accident yesterday, and you need to get to Highlands Medical just as soon as you can. Please let us know you got your message as soon as possible."
She was immediately concerned. Even if she didn't love him, she didn't want him to come to harm.
She called Ronnie.
"WHERE THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN? OFF FUCKING JOSH RANDALL? GET YOUR ASS UP HERE RIGHT NOW, YOU SLUT!"
Her head reeled. Ronnie knew. God, she hoped she hadn't told David. She had to get up there right away, try to get a handle on the situation. She called Josh on the way out the door.
"Josh, David's been in an accident. I knew I should have left the phone on last night! Worse yet, somehow Ronnie knows about us. I'm on the way to the hospital. Keep an ear out for your phone, try to answer it before your wife does. It might be a good idea to turn it off today. I'll call back as soon as I know more."
She could hear the near panic in his voice.
"She can't know now! It would screw up all our plans. Call me as soon as you can."
As he disconnected, it struck her he never asked about David. She had a wicked thought she tried to suppress. What if he died? It would move their plans up, and she would end up with all his assets instead of just most.
..................................................
She parked in the hospital lot, checking her hair in the mirror. Damn, she wished she'd had the presence of mind to change clothes. She had on her party dress, her seamed hose, black four inch pumps. All things she kept hidden in a closet of one of the spare bedrooms. She exercised regularly, was trim, colored her hair, and she looked ten years younger than her actual age.
Ronnie met her in the lobby, her face set in hard lines of anger and pain. There was no greeting.
She looked her mother over, noticing the dress, and her face got even harder.
"About damn time, Cinderella. Did you have a good time at the senior slut ball last night? Maybe win the prize for biggest whore?"
Juanita stepped back from her daughter, thinking she might actually strike her.
"Mind your tongue, young lady! How dare you speak to me like that."
Ronnie looked her up and down.
"Well, Mom, if the 'come fuck me' pumps fit, I guess you should wear them."
Her blush deepened. Ronnie was still at full volume and people were starting to stare. She took her arm, which she immediately shook off.
"Don't touch me, you slut!"
Juanita lost it and slapped her. She stood, horrified. What had she done?
Ronnie rubbed her cheek before she spoke again.
"Thanks, skank. I needed to calm down. The whole world doesn't need to know our dirty business. Come with us."
Phil had appeared at her side, and if looks could kill, Juanita would be on the floor. She could feel the anger in his body. They turned and headed down a hall to a small office, stopping at the door.
"Go in there. They'll give you the information on Dad's condition, since you were so concerned you haven't even asked me once."
They literally shoved her through the door.
Juanita stood before a woman who looked harried and tired. She looked up from her desk.
"May I help you? Please, take a seat."
Juanita sat gingerly. Josh took her ass last night, and she let him so infrequently she was sore. She smiled at the memory. She gave it to him as a special treat once in a while, it kept him in line. Juanita stared at the woman for a second.
"Yes, I hope so. I'm here to inquire about David Childers. Where is he? What's his condition? How soon can I see him? I was, er, out of town last night and didn't get the message. I came as soon as I could."
The woman fished through her files, and looked up, frowning. She called someone, and soon there was a doctor in the office. They both looked uncomfortable.
"Um, Mrs. Childers, I'm afraid you got some bad information. Your husband isn't in the hospital."
The doctor paused for a minute, he had always hated this part.
"Ma'am, I'm sorry to tell you your husband passed yesterday afternoon, a hiking accident, according to the report. Arrangements were made by your daughter to transport him back to your local funeral home. I thought your children told you. They were all here by midnight last night."
Juanita let out a small moan before she slumped down in the chair. The doctor checked her over, before summoning a nurse and instructing her to find the family. She came back with a note from Ronnie.
"You didn't need us when he was alive, I see no reason for us to be around now. If it was up to me I'd tell you to call Josh and have him comfort you. But Junior is in the lobby, waiting on you. Jane drove their car home."
That was it. Junior picked her up and drove her back home, refusing to speak or listen to her the whole way. Jane was waiting in the driveway. She didn't come into the house.
Juanita noticed.
"Screw them all. They'll come to me after the will is read, hands out. Let's see how they treat me then."
..................................................
THURSDAY AFTERNOON 5-19-11
It was a funeral the small town talked about for years. David was well liked, and the small church overflowed.
They all remembered the visitation, where Juanita sat on one side with the older grandchildren around her, and the siblings sat on the other. The line was long, and the mood somber, until Josh Randall appeared, hugged Juanita, and went over towards the children.
Joy came up in a rage.
"YOU BASTARD! YOU ACTUALLY HAVE THE NERVE TO COME HERE? GET OUT! NOW, OR I'LL TELL SECRETS."
His face turned bright crimson, and he practically ran out. It took three men to constrain Junior. Juanita fainted.
The same odd grouping occurred at the funeral.
Juanita rode in a limo with the three oldest grandchildren, while the siblings and their spouses rode in a limo together.
Sidney escorted Joy to the door of the limo and turned away, to be blocked by Junior.
"Where are you going? You're family now, and Joy needs you. Come on, sister in law, get in the car."
Sidney cried all the way to the cemetery, a mixture of sorrow and joy.
.................................................
MAY 19-26, 2011
Juanita sat and brooded. Why were the children being so mean? Didn't they think she deserved happiness?
She was making a list of things to do. She thought it odd that she couldn't find any paperwork she needed in his little office. When she went to the bank and found the safety deposit box empty she had a mild panic attack. She had especially wanted his grandmothers jewelery, something he refused to get out of the box except for special occasions. She planned on wearing most of it all the time.
"Calm down" she told herself, "Phil probably knows where everything is. It'll all come out at the reading of the will. Then I'll take those snippy kids down a peg or two."
The reading of the will would be tomorrow. Josh had slipped over last night, and they spent four glorious hours together. He had taken the little blue pill, and they spent most of it in bed. Five orgasms, at least. She slept like a rock.
She sat gingerly, she had given up her ass again. He was becoming more demanding, sexually, since she was no longer attached. She found it charming. He had bit her breasts and thighs, leaving marks that couldn't be seen, marks that declared her his. After the will was read and she found out just how much she had, and he got his divorce, they were selling out and leaving town.
..................................................
MONDAY AFTERNOON 5-23-11
Juanita actually had a spring in her step as she approached the office of Anne Johnson. It seemed odd at first that Phil didn't handle the will, but upon reflection she realized it made sense, avoiding conflict of interest.
She was greeted and ushered into a conference room. Anne came in and introduced herself. Juanita could feel her disdain in her voice and mannerism. It didn't matter, in an hour or two she would never have to see you again.
"Mrs. Childers, I am instructed by the terms of the will to have you view this video, it will answer a lot of questions before the actual reading of the will. It should take a little over thirty minutes. When you're done, have my receptionist get me, and we'll gather with the rest of the family to read the will. If you need water or anything else, she will get it for you."
With that Anne left the room.
"Gee, what's the problem?" she thought. "I guess I need to hear Hubby's last words."
She had to admit, she missed him more than she thought she would. Even if she didn't exactly love him like she should, she was attentive to most of his needs. He made her feel safe and comfortable. Lately the big farmhouse seemed too empty, and the creaks and groans of an old house settling as the temperature changed kind of unnerved her. Odd she had never noticed that while he was alive. She started the video. His face filled the screen.
"Juanita, if you're watching this, I'm already in the rest home. Two years, and you never noticed me degenerating. Oh well, I'm sure you had other things on your mind."
She blushed, she had been a little self centered.
He continued.
"Things like fucking Josh Randall. Did you know he's probably the sperm donor for Joy? And Junior, I have no idea who his sperm donor is, but if you can remember, you need to tell him. If I've learned on thing from all this, it's that conditions like mine are genetically transferred.
The knowledge should be helpful should he ever need a kidney or something along that line."
She paused the disc in panic. How had he found out? After getting her breathing under control she restarted the disc, fearing the worst.
"It might be interesting for you to know that Ronnie is mine. She must have slipped through by accident."
"All these years I've loved you, and you've been distant from me. I understand now. You know, I've never liked Josh, he's always seemed sleazy to me. Now I know I'm right."



"When I found out, I paid a firm to get audio and pictures of you two together. Want to see and hear some excerpts?"
The screen was filled with a photo of Josh and her in a bed, naked, his sperm splashed across her face and chest, while an audio played.
It was her giggling.
"Can you believe how clueless they are? Twenty years and they don't suspect a thing. I feel bad for them really, especially your wife. It's gonna hurt her pretty bad to get the divorce papers. At
least the kids are out of the house."
She heard Josh laugh.
"She'll be all right. She can move in with her mother while we sell the house and split the money. Lord knows she can't afford to live there by herself. And your husband, that's the on who'll really get hurt. When you have him served and asked for seventy per cent, he'll probably have a heart attack."
She heard her voice again.
"You know I'll probably only get fifty per cent, but that's a healthy chunk. Enough, with your retirement coming up in a year, and early social security, to last us the rest of our lives. I've always wanted to go to Europe, and Scotland. Let's start there and see where it goes."
Then they went into sex talk, and she could hear herself slurping while Josh urged her on.
"Oh baby, just like that! I never get tired of your mouth! I'm close baby close. I'm gonna pull out, baby, give you a pearl necklace. Aaaah!"
She was mortified, sitting there listening to herself. The picture had changed into a slide show of her and Josh together in different positions.
They faded into the face of her husband. She had never seen such an angry look on his face.
"I wondered, if you found me so lacking, why didn't you leave. Then I discovered it was all about the money."
"Now, honey, seeing you hold me in such high regard, I thought it only fair to return the favor."
"My new will is iron clad, but if you want to spend resources you're really not going to have, feel free to try and break it."
"All my insurance policies now have our children listed as beneficiaries. You'll get nothing should I die. I prepaid for the funeral, so you won't be burdened with that debt."
"I sold the farm, all but twenty acres and the house and buildings, to that developer who's been after me for years. It was mine before we were married, and my dad had it tied up in a trust that couldn't be broken, unless I decided to sell. He tried to get me to reduce the price because of the economy, but I told him I had given him first choice, and if he didn't want to pay the price I would list it. He buckled and gave me full price."
"I moved everything out of the safety deposit box, took all the savings except ten thousand, all the bonds and investments, and moved them to another bank, and had the account put in Ronnie's name. If she feels like you deserve more she'll give it to you."
Her head was reeling. What had he done?
"I know you probably won't like living in that five bedroom house by yourself, so I did you a favor. I paid off Juniors' house. You and he will be switching. He needs more room with the baby coming, and his little two bedroom ought to suit you just fine. You don't have to thank me. Oh, and don't try to fight it, Ronnie is my executor along with Anne, and they'll have you evicted. No, this way you can act like a thoughtful mother and be a hero."
The proceeds from the sale of the land went into trust funds, divided equally between the three kids. If they feel like giving you some of it, it's up to them."
"I assure you, everything I've done has been carefully assessed and totally legal. Like I said before, fight it if you want. Also, if you try divorce me, or try to get hold of my finances by declaring me mentally incompetent, it's too late. I had myself declared incompetent a year ago, and named Ronnie my guardian."
He rested his head on his hands on the screen. When he looked up, she could see the tears.
"I don't know why you didn't love me, guess I never will. But you gave me a few good memories and three great kids. That's why I'm leaving you enough to retire in comfort. But be aware, should you blow the money on, say, trips to Europe, when it's gone it won't be replaced."
"Finally, I gave strict instructions that you were not to be placed on my visitors list at the rest home. I want what few memories I have left to be pleasant ones. Goodbye Juanita."
He sat for a moment, and then added an afterthought.
"By the time I'm gone you will have received a few surprises I left for you. Take them in the spirit they were given."
The video froze on his face, a look of despair and anger on his face.
She lay her head on the table and wept.
..................................................
She didn't stay for the reading of the will, she couldn't see the point.
Ronnie saw the looks of surprise on her siblings. Each of them were moderately wealthy. If they were conservative and lived within their means, they could provide the best for their children and
live comfortably in their retirement.
Ronnie had no mercy on her mother, making her stick to the instructions in his will. After a month, she and Junior swapped houses. It did make her look like a thoughtful mother, and she did admit, she liked thee little house. It was so much easier to take care of. She lived quietly.
................................................
FRIDAY AFTERNOON 6-22-11
Juanita wondered what her boss wanted. She hardly ever asked anyone to come there, preferring to move about the building, talking while she supervised.
She looked back on her job. She wanted to go to work after Joy was born, she told David she was feeling bored. They didn't need the money, and she assured him it was just something she wanted to do. Of course he agreed, wanting to make her happy. She soon found that there wasn't a lot out there for a high school dropout. She couldn't see the sense of staying on school since she was going to marry David just as soon as she turned eighteen.
David actually got her the job, his cousin owned the rest home. It was housekeeping, and didn't pay a lot, but she had always liked to clean. She slowly moved up until she was housekeeping supervisor.
One of the perks of the job was the retirement program. If you stayed twenty years, you could retire at three quarters pay, after the age of sixty. Juanita was past sixty, but needed fifteen more months to vest. It would coincide with her taking early retirement.
She was surprised to see Josh there. They had hit a bit of a rough spot when she found out she wasn't going to inherit much. He still slipped over from time to time, but he never talked of a future together anymore, saying hey should cool it for awhile, let things blow over. The sex had gotten rougher, too. She wasn't comfortable with it, and things came to a head when he did her anally and then tried to get her to take him in her mouth. When she refused he stormed out, and they hadn't gotten together since.
"Josh! What are you doing here?"
He shrugged.
"Dunno. She said be here at three, so here I am? Think it has something to do with our play times?"
She had gotten him his job there sixteen years ago, as one of three groundskeeper/maintenance men the home employed.
Mona, the owner, called them into the office and shut the door. She sat and looked at them for a moment before slamming a file on the desk.
"You idiots! Do you know how dangerous what you've been doing was to my business? If the state inspectors had caught you having sex in one of those empty room, I could have lost my license! And Juanita, at your age! What were you thinking?"
They sat there stunned. How had she found out? They were very careful. When a room was available, she did the final inspection, and had a maintenance man[guess who] go over it before releasing it to be occupied again. They had some of their hottest sex there, quickies mostly, with an occasional head job. The fact that there was a remote possibility they could get caught heightened the excitement.
Mona flipped a few pages out of the file, two of them having sex, doggie style on the bed, her uniform skirt flipped up and his pants around his ankles, and one of her on her knees, while he leaned against a dresser with a blissful look on his face. There was little doubt what was happening.
"Just so you know, these are legal. There's a notice in every hallway about video cameras in use. This one is special. I put it in the room after David talked to me, and removed it before a resident moved in. I just wanted you to know I had these, just so you wouldn't put up too much of a fuss over what's about to happen."
"Josh, I'm sorry to inform you, due to the recent economic downturn, I'm going have to lay you off. I wish you the best in future employment. Do not expect a recommendation."
Josh exploded.
"What? You can't do that, I have eight years on the last guy, and I've only got four years to go to get vested. You can't do this to me."
Mona sighed.
"All right, if that's the way you want it. Josh Randall, you are hereby terminated for flagrant violations of the morality clause covered in our
employee rules of conduct. I note that in your file is a copy of the rules with your signature, noting that you read and understood these rules.
Please leave the property immediately. And Josh, these photos will find their way to your wife, somehow. Still don't want me to lay you off?"
Josh sagged back in the chair, defeated.
"Yes ma'am, I'll accept the layoff."
Mona smiled.
"Good, at least unemployment will give you some income while you try to find another job. Please leave now, and never come back on this property. Are we clear?"
He nodded, and left without saying another word.
Juanita sat there stunned, fearing her fate.
Mona barely concealed her hatred.
"Juanita, let me tell you what a stupid bitch you are. My first inclination was to fire you when David showed me the pictures. I was hesitant to put the camera up, but admit it was an act of self preservation. You need to get on your knees and thank God David didn't want you fired. After he explained what he wanted, it gave me a greater respect for him."
She sat back and looked at her severely.
"Juanita Childers, in light of recent activities, I am removing you from your supervisory position and demoting you to part time. From now on, you are allowed two days a week, on Friday and Saturday. You know what a hard time we have getting people to work the weekends, this solves all our problems."
"You get to keep your job, and I get reliable help on the weekends."
Juanita broke into tears. Mona slapped the folder down again.
"If this isn't acceptable, you can always quit. But think about it, this way you get to keep your job and still earn your retirement. Since it's based on hours, and you're going from forty to sixteen, it'll take you until you're sixty seven to vest, but it's not like you're going on pleasure cruises or traveling soon, now is it. Take it or leave it, Juanita, but I need your answer right now."
Juanita was trapped and knew it, so she agreed.
Mona felt a little pity for her.
"It's not that bad. You can still retire next year and work. Your pay won't even effect what you draw. If you behave yourself, in a year or so I'll give you more hours."
...............................................
EXCERPTS FROM THE GOODBYE DVDs
JOY.
His face filled the screen. He had a big smile on his face.
"Joy-Joy, did I ever tell you why I called you that? It was because you gave me twice the joy in my middle years than I deserved. Your mother got to name the other two, but I insisted on your name, Joy Elizabeth. Elizabeth was in honor of your great grandmother, I wish you could have met her."
"You gave me a great gift. Ronnie was so much older than you it was like I got a first daughter all over again. I can't tell you how many times you lived up to your name over the years. Every time I felt low, you were always there to cheer me up. I can't tell you how sad I was when you went off to college, But it's life. It was time for you to start seeking your own destiny."
His face got serious.
"Joy-Joy, I need you to understand something. No matter what some lines on a test say, your mine. My baby girl, and you always will be. If you've never believed anything else I've ever told you, believe this. I love you dearly, my daughter."
He paused, still looking serious.
"Speaking of love, baby, everyone knows you're gay. Even as clueless as Junior is, even he figured it out."
"I knew when you were thirteen, and I found your brothers old Playboys and other skin magazines where you hid them in the barn. I knew when you and Sidney got together your junior year and went to the prom together, saying you couldn't find boys interesting enough to take you. You even bought corsages for each other. It was no surprise you guys went to the same college and shared a two bedroom apartment. You don't know how many times I wanted to tell you to stop fooling around and get a one bedroom, until I visited you and saw you guys had turned the other bedroom into a study room. So stop goofing around, and come out. We'll all act surprised if you want us to."
He added it as an after thought not to be surprised if her mother doesn't take it well.
"That being said, I'm glad Sidney is an economics major. Let her keep up with the money I'm giving you. Artists aren't generally known for their keen business sense."
"I'm glad you're going to be an artist. You have a rare gift, your paintings are like snapshots of a soul. Remember that pencil sketch you made of you and I when you were ten of us walking across the field, with the two boxers I had at the time?
That's when I knew what a talent you were. If you remember, the next month I started your art lessons."
"I framed that sketch, it had a place of honor on the wall right across from my desk. It's in my will, that when I pass it is to be placed in my casket with me, along with the baseball Junior hit to win the county championship, and the first place certificate Ronnie got in the regional science and math fair. I'm so proud of all of you."
There was more, but she couldn't stand to finish then.
................................................
JANE
"Jane, I need you to do something for me. Watch over Junior. He's a gentle soul and has always been partial to his mother. That's why what I'm leaving you two is in both your names. If he's not careful, she'll wheedle most of what I give you away from him."
"By now you should be living in our old house. It was built by my grandfather, but I kept it up and added improvements. It's a house used to the sounds of children, so it should be happy you're there."
"I know things were a little rough for you two, with you being laid off and his hours being cut. I have a request."
"You should have ample money for you to go back to school and finish your degree. If you do, Ronnie has a spot waiting for you, maybe even a partnership down the line."
"Junior has always been a mechanic at heart. Try to get him to go to diesel school, the work is more steady and he won't be gone overnight anymore. I've redone one of the farm sheds and fixed it up, all he has to do is go to work when he gets his certificate. There's always work for a good mechanic."
"I want Bobby to have my truck. It's a little old, but it's in good shape and doesn't have many miles on it. He's fifteen, he'll be driving soon.
Give little Dave the farm equipment, he was the one most likely to be a farmer. I left you enough acres he can do some experimenting with, just to see if he likes it. I also want you to give him Elvis. He's dumb as a rock, but he's loyal, and he and Dave have always gotten along."
"I'm sorry I won't get to see them become adults. and I want you to promise me on your soul when your little girl is born you bring her to see me."
"I hope you have a good life. Watch out for your family for me."
"Oh, and don't get stupid and name your daughter Davida. I don't like the way it sounds."
..................................................
SIDNEY
"Well I did it, girl, forced Joy to come out."
"Treat her well, give her the love she needs. Look out for her, you know she's an idiot when it comes to practical matters, especially money. I know you're the dominant one in the relationship, so the burden falls to you."
"And Sid, I'm glad she found you. I hope your lives turn out well. And come see me Sid, just you, occasionally, So we can know each other better."
................................................
TWO YEARS LATER 5-16-13
Eight adults, seven children, ten tents. It looked like a band of gypsies had descended on the campground. They ate breakfast the next morning, the three adults cooking lost count of the pancakes and sausage they cooked. The cooks rested while everyone else cleaned. The kids who were small enough played in the creek under watchful eyes, while the two teen girls and two teen boys wandered off in search of people their own age.
They ate a light lunch and started packing backpacks and boxes. Soon the whole group were filing up the hill in a column, slowly enough the children could keep up. A little eighteen month old girl was handed from adult to adult as they tired.
Forty minutes later the arrived at Baker's Point. There was a forty two inch wall on the drop side, and warnings were posted. The wall had a plaque near the end.
"In honor of David Childers, who accidentally fell from here 4-14-11. Erected by his children in his honor. Rest In Peace, Dad."
Soon two small tents was erected and there was a bustle among the females. Soon the strains of a string quartet were heard, and five minutes later the wedding march commenced.
Joy emerged from one tent, Sidney from the other. They were dressed in identical white dresses, and carried matching bouquets. They walked towards the makeshift altar with Ronnie, Jane and their daughters on one side, and Phil, Junior, and his sons, and the two small sons of their preacher on the other. The preacher and his wife stood at the makeshift altar.
When the music stopped the ceremony began. Same sex marriage had become legal in their state two months before, and it had taken that long to coordinate everyone's schedules.
When the reverend asked "Who gives this woman in marriage", Joy looked at the portrait carefully placed beside her.
"My father does" she said in a calm, confident voice.
For the rest of her life as an acclaimed artist, if she was ever asked what she considered her masterpiece, she would point it out.
"Portrait Of Me And My Father" showed a pale blue sky beating down on a finely furrowed field. A little blond girl, around six years ole, was holding a man;s hand and looking up at him. You could see the love in her eyes. She was barefoot, weaing a little white shift. You could see the dirt stains on the tail. The man was looking down, smiling. He was wearing boots, overalls, and a dirty white t shirt. His bald head was gleaming in the sunlight. Two boxers pranced around the pair, kicking up small puffs of dirt.
She had won three awards with it, and had several very lucrative offers to buy it, but she could never part with it.
After the ceremony, and the hugs and kisses, the others started repacking everything.
Ronnie, Phil, Joy, Sidney, Jane and Junior took a small cooler and walked to the end of the point. The cooler contained flower petals, which Joy, Ronnie, and Junior tossed over the wall and down into the water. The spouses stood back and watched, then hugged each in turn before heading back.
Elvis couldn't wait to get back down the trail. "Little" Dave, now six feet tall, held him firmly as he whined. He petted him.
"I know Elvis, we all miss him."



Juanita found out three months later, when one of the grandchildren let it slip. Joy hadn't spoken to her since the funeral.
..................................................
This story came from a true experience. I had a friend who moved two states away. We would talk occasionally, but as five years past,we stopped. He called me out of the blue one day, saying he was going through all his old numbers and found mine. We chatted for a few minutes before he revealed the true purpose of his call. He had the disease, second stage. He was going through his phone records, calling friends and telling them goodbye while he still could.
We talked about old times for about thirty minutes before he hung up. I made a resolve to call him again soon, and three weeks later I did. I got his wife.
"I'm so sorry" she said "he died in a fishing accident. He fell into the river and his waders filled and dragged him down."
I felt the hairs on the back stand up. My friend had almost drowned as a small child, and harbored an almost paralyzing fear of water. He got queasy driving over bridges.
Draw your own conclusions.
And before you say anything, I have Juanita's story plotted it out.
Thanks for reading.
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Just another story. I have friends that are deeply involved in coonhound competitions, and they gave me advice. If I got it wrong, blame me.
................................................
Ever think about words and their meaning? I do, sometimes.
Cliche is one of my favorites. In most dictionaries the standard definition is: "A phrase dulled in meaning by repetition".
In my case the cliche was a cheating spouse. I know, I know, the cliche of cliches. An occurrence so common in marriages we seem to have a whole section of the judicial system dedicated to it.
Even that has become cliche. It's no longer an infrequent event, allowing the system to become jaded, bandying around "irreconcilable differences" and "no fault" in increasing volume and boredom. So what? Big deal! It happened, now get over it Or not. Doesn't matter to the system. Deal with it. This is the age of "no fault."
Unless it happens to you. And it's always someone's fault.
................................................
Another word I find interesting is "ratshot". Ratshot is a type of ammunition, usually in .22 caliber, but available for a variety of weapons. It's basically a miniature shotgun shell, holding a few tiny balls of lead. Not lethal, unless you're a rat.
I discovered ratshot when I was twelve. We lived about a half mile from the county landfill, a mecca for scavengers, especially rats and vultures. That particular year conditions were perfect for the rat population to explode.
I had an old twenty two single shot rifle, and dad bought me two boxes of ratshot.
"Thin'em down boy, they're startin' to get into the chicken feed."
My ten year old brother and I had a ball. Dad had to buy us two more boxes of ammo. We had pretty much annihilated the rat population around the house, so we ventured farther afield.
We were in a field beside the dump, shooting rats as fast as we could reload. They were huge suckers, easily a pound or more.
I had just reloaded and handed it to my brother. I stepped back, we we gun savvy enough to stay out of the field of fire. Just then what must have been the king rat burst out of some brush at my feet.
"Look Jimmy" I yelled "Get him."
Jimmy took my advice, but not before I was clear. He got the rat, but he also put two pellets in my ankle.
I discovered two unsettling truths about myself that day. I DID NOT like pain, and I tended to react badly to being hurt. I also discovered I had a terrible temper, because when I realized what I was doing, I had my brother on the ground screaming and crying, while I screamed and cursed.
"You dumb son of a bitch, I'm gonna shove this rifle up your ass and pop a cap, see how you like it!"
Luckily, the rifle wasn't loaded. I may have actually shot him. I let him go and threw the rifle across the field. I calmed my brother down, apologized, and we agreed never to speak of it. For one thing, we were both afraid of what our dad might do, and at the very least he would never let us near firearms again. So we told out mom I scratched my ankle on a wire fence. I guess over time the pellets melted away, but who knows, they may still be in my ankle.
My temper surfaced a few times during my high school years. Soon enough word got around to not get me started because I didn't know when to quit. Although through most of high school I was only five seven and a hundred and forty pounds, nobody really pushed me. I got my last growth spurt in my senior year, going to five ten and one seventy.
I went to college on a scholarship, getting a degree in accounting and inventory control, along with a veneer of gentility and a few good friends. I had a roommate for the last three years that was from a moderately successful family, and he taught me a lot about manners and social graces. I taught him how to not take shit from anyone, ever. I think what I taught him helped him become a really good trial lawyer. I actually met my future wife at one of the parties his family hosted, although we didn't actually get together for a few years, she went to the west coast and I stayed local.
.................................................
It was four years after graduation. We were celebrating Ron passing the bar. I hadn't seen many of the guest since my graduation, so there was a lot of whatever happened to so and so going on.
I asked one of our old classmates about Jenny.
"Man, that woman was hot! I bet she's married to some CEO by now, tanning by the country club pool, polishing her jewelry. Or maybe by now she's the CEO, and pays someone to polish her jewelry. The only thing hotter than her body was her brain."
Scotty and Ron were standing there grinning like idiots. I instantly knew I had said something wrong.
"What? The way you're looking at me she's standing right behind me."
I looked at Ron as he tried to keep a straight face. I knew then.
"Hello Jenny" I said without turning around.
"Give me a second while I pull this foot out of my mouth."
As I turned I saw her pull her hand off her mouth as she, Ron, and Scotty collapsed into laughter.
I picked her up and twirled her around.
"Damn, you even smell as good as you used to. Back for a visit?"
Her smile stopped.
"No, I've moved home. Things on the west coast didn't work out for me as well as I expected."
I hugged her.
"Their loss. Welcome back."
We all chatted for a few minutes before one of her girlfriends dragged her away. I looked at Ron.
"What happened?"
He shrugged.
"I don't know any details. My mom said she got married, but she came back alone without any rings. I'm sure she'll tell us if she wants her to know."
................................................
I was leaving, making the rounds and saying goodbye, when Jenny came up to me.
"Since you're leaving, could you give me a ride home? I'm staying with my mom, and I know it's on our way."
I smiled. A little time alone with a beautiful girl? It would do wonders for my mood.
"Sure thing. Do you need a minute to let who you came with know?"
Her frown spoke volumes.
"I would if I could find her. Sarah left with Scotty a few minutes ago. We probably won't see her for the next two days."
My frown matched hers, but for a different reason. She noticed.
In the car she asked about it.
Sarah was the slut of the group, just like every group. And Scot was the horn dog. Married, engaged, single, under age, he never passed up a chance to nail a girl, and brag about it later. I barely tolerated him through school. My attitude towards Scotty mellowed a bit after he got married. And Sarah, well she was just Sarah. Always up for a good time. She married right after she graduated, to a pretty nice guy. He had a job that required travel, just overnight every two or three weeks. She lasted a year before she went out with the girls while he was gone. In three months she was banging everybody. He caught her, and she didn't fight the divorce.
I talked to her about six months after the breakup, actually took her out. There was no spark, we were just two old friends having dinner.
She asked about my love life, I was the last of the group that was still single. I told her that when I found the right one I would settle down and be just another boring suburban husband, worrying about the mortgage and the kids getting braces. She laughed when I asked about her love life.
"I'm a party girl, Sam. I have lots of lovers but no boyfriends. I found out the hard way I'm not real good wife material. I hurt Harry a lot, and I still regret it. The next time I get in a serious relationship is when I can be sure in my mind I'll never betray him. And I mean when I'm really sure, not just when I think I'm sure."
"That's why you and I will never share a bed. You're the most serious of us all, and if we slept together it would have to mean something to you."
"That's my curse. I've heard the stories, and I'd love to stress test your mattress, but I can't because you're my only male friend, and in an odd sort of way I've always held feelings for you. Is any of this making any sort of sense?"
It was. I understood her. She had always been my best female friend, next to Jenny. I wasn't going to let sex screw up our friendship.
Still, even if it was Scotty, she knew he was married.
Jenny smiled.
"Don't be too hard on her, Sam. She was pretty blitzed and you know how quick Scotty will take advantage. I'm sure she'll chew him out tomorrow. I'm a little worried about her."
I made a mental note to have a talk with Sarah the first chance I got. I tried to change the subject.
"What's the story, Jen? Are you back for good, or just paying a visit? You know everybody talks, and they noted you don't have your rings on."
She didn't say anything for a minute, watching the night sky pass by her window.
"It wasn't love at first sight, more like lust. We slept together on our first date, moved in together in three months, married four months later. We were good for each other, at least for a while. Then the cracks appeared. He liked to party more than me. I wanted kids, something we didn't talk about. He made it clear IF we had children, he only wanted one, and wanted to wait at least eight years, so we could get 'established'. He liked to buy stuff but he didn't like paying bills. What it all came down to was I had saddled myself with an immature boy, not a man. When I started telling him no, we drifted apart. One day he was just gone. I'm ashamed to say I was glad."
"My good job went the way of the economy. Without the job and a husband, there was no reason to stay. So I came home. End of story."
I didn't really know what to say.
"I'm sorry your life hasn't gone as you planned, but I'm glad you're back. It got to where if I wanted intelligent conversation, I had to go over to Ron's parents house. Even there all they talk about is law. The upside is I'm a pretty good lay lawyer."
She smiled. Everybody knew not to get us started. We had opinions on everything, usually exactly the opposite of the other. Our debates could last days. Rarely did one of us win.
She smiled, then gave me a serious look.
"Sammy, why didn't we ever date?"
It was a fair question given the time we had spent together.
"I guess I thought too much of you. Sex has a way of messing things up, especially at that age. Look how many of our friends hooked up, broke up, then spent a few months hating each other and trying to get us to choose sides. I didn't want to go through that bullshit and lose you."
She gave me THE look. You know the one I mean. The one that says "You're not gonna like this" while she proceeds to talk you into whatever "this" is. We men know there isn't a defense in the world you can use. You can't win, the best you can hope for is delay.
"Well, we're older, and I've been forced to get wiser. So, next Friday night pick me up at seven. Take me to a really good restaurant, wine me, dine me, take me dancing. I haven't been out like that in ages. I can't think of a better person for me than you. I know you won't take advantage. I'd like to say the same, but it's been a long time, and I may just get you drunk and have my way with you."
By then we had pulled up in front of her house. Giggling at the look on my face, she got out, came over and leaned into my window, and gave me a nice long kiss.
Stepping back, she grinned.
"That'll have to hold you until next Friday. Don't call me, let the anticipation build."
"'Night, Sammy."
I wrestled all week with my reaction. A part of me, a very miniscule part, wanted me not to show up. Another part said show up and keep a distance, as though it was a chore, or a favor. The biggest part of me said "Fool, you've been given a gift. Enjoy it."
So I did. We had a great time. Danced until three. Spent forty minutes in the car steaming the windows, letting our hands roam. Fingered her off, got a hand job. Laughed because we were acting like a couple of teenagers.
We had two more dates, and lunch with her mom. I was really starting to get comfortable with her again. The debates started up like before. I was starting to take her a lot more seriously.
We didn't date the next weekend. I had commitments that took me out of town. She seemed displeased.
"Those plans don't include another female, do they?"
I laughed. "Why, matter of fact they do. I'm going..." was all I got out before she hung up on me. Strange.
I went off and took care of the business I had to attend to, not getting back until Tuesday. I hadn't been home an hour when my phone rang.
An icy voice came on the line.
"Took an extra day to bang her? The weekend wasn't enough? I think you owe..."
I hung up on her, giving serious thought to her sanity.
I didn't talk to her for three days. Then Ron's girlfriend called me out of the blue. I was surprised, we weren't particularly close.
"What's the deal with you and Jenny?"
"Hi, Becca. How's Ron? The wedding planner getting on your nerves yet? Oh, I have no form of deal with Jenny. Tell Ron I said hi."
Poor Ron. I bet he's getting an earful. Sure enough he called forty minutes later, practically begging me to meet him for a drink.
I met him and Scotty at our favorite watering hole. Scotty knew how I felt about what he had done to his wife, and kept quiet.
Before he got a start I cut him off.
"If this is a fishing expedition for Jenny, don't bother wetting your hook. We dated three times, I have to go out of town, and she goes all fatal attraction. I don't know her mindset, but I didn't make her any promises. I wasn't even given a chance to talk to her like a reasonable person. End of discussion. Bring her up again and I leave."
I blew their game plan out of the water, they didn't know what to say. I left.
Another month went by and it was time for the rehearsal dinner. I wasn't Ron's best man, but I was a groomsman. Jenny was a late addition bridesmaid. I saw her but didn't approach.
Sarah grabbed me as soon as she saw me.
"Stay close to me tonight, please. Scotty is here, and he's already drinking. I have no interest in a repeat performance. His lovemaking skills are a LITTLE lacking if you know what I mean, and I have a pretty good basis for comparison. His biggest asset is the size of his brags. That might be why his wife left him."
"Hook up with me tonight, stud, protect the fair damsel from unwanted advances. I would be very grateful later."
She giggled as I gave her my arm. We both know nothing was going to happen.
"Too bad about Scotty" she said "The score keeps changing. Last count, Scotty joined Jenny in the ranks of previously married. The only ones left unmarried are you and Ron, and Ron is on the short list, and that just leaves you. A lot of the girls newly single have you in their sights."
She frowned, thinking.
"Say, didn't you and Jenny date when she first came back? What happened there?"
My turn to frown.
"I don't know. We dated three times and I thought we were getting along famously, and then I had to go out of town. She was like a totally different person when I got back, acting like I should apologize to her. I think she got it in her head I had found someone better, and turned into bitchzilla. I haven't talked to her in a month."
"Where did you go?"
I laughed.
"Sarah honey, don't make me put on a Bud hat and get out my Red Man. You know where I go once a month."
.................................................
My old man was a factory worker and a part time farmer. He had fifty acres he had inherited from his grandfather. Between the job and the farm, mom didn't have to work, and we had a good life. He raised three kids, and if we didn't always get what we wanted, we always got what we needed. He taught us early if we wanted something, go out and earn it rather than waiting for someone to give it to you. A lesson I valued more the older I got.
We were all grown, Jimmy was seventeen, when my mom got killed when a train derailed at a crossing. Mom wasn't even the first in line, the coal car rolled over four vehicles waiting to cross the tracks.
It nearly killed my dad. They had married when she was sixteen and her parents had to sign for her. He often bragged that his best accomplishment was not spending a night apart. Not once. Thirty three years spent in the same bed with the woman he loved. He almost died from grief.
He moped around for almost a year. Jimmy graduated and had joined the Navy. He read that people alone often led fuller lives if they had something to take care of, and he bought a bluetick hound pup from a friend of his.
Dad took to the pup right away. He got into coon hunting, big time. He took some of the insurance money and built a few kennels and started breeding coonhounds. He learned how to train and run them. He spent many weekend nights perfecting his techniques.
You could have knocked me over with a feather when he called and asked me to help him get a computer. By then I had graduated and had a decent job. I had a friend in IT build him a nice package, took it home, hooked everything up, gave him basic lessons and showed him how to use email. When I left that afternoon, he was pecking away with two fingers, having a ball.
Following his belief that if you were going to do something, do it the best you can, he signed up at the community college and took a course.
Soon he had his own website. His reputation was solidified when two of his dogs were named Grand Champions in different classes the same year.
I was shocked when I found out how valuable those dogs were, and how much money he was making. He retired from his factory job, farmed a little, and concentrated on raising his champions.
To get to Grand Champion, you start out local, go to district, then state, then region, then national. To qualify for all this you through the trials. Dad was doing fine until he tripped one night during a trial, and broke his leg in two places. It healed, but couldn't stand up to an all night hunt or the stress of competition.
That's where Jimmy and I came in. He would train the dogs and we would handle them at trials. In the spring and summer, when the preliminary trials were held, Jimmy would handle one weekend, and two weeks later I took a turn. At the national events, Jimmy and I would both attend, and take turns handling the dogs. A lot of bullshit, dog trading, and drinking took place, but we left that to the old man.
Sarah found out and thought the whole thing was hilarious, and insisted on coming. One time cured her. It was all about dogs, dogs, and anything related to dogs. There was no nightlife because it was spent in the woods with the dogs. The women there usually looked like the men, jeans and ball caps. She was almost screaming in boredom in two days. She almost screwed one of the judges[she said he looked the cleanest, just to have something to do]. When we got home, she kissed me, told me never again, and went out to do her own version of hunting. I pity the one she caught.
.................................................
"You still do that shit?"
"Yes, Sarah, but we're training one of my sisters' boys, so I should be able to stop in a year or so. Dad has three Grand Champion bitches that he breeds, and one Champion male that covers twenty five bitches a year. Dad is making more money than I am."
Sarah looked odd, probably thinking about getting 'covered' twenty five times.
"So who was the bitch, and I mean that literally, that you were out with the weekend Jenny freaked?"
"Her name is Amanda Lee the fourth. He likes to name them in honor of my mom. I wonder if she'd let him if she was still alive?"
My dad had become her drinking buddy the weekend she went with me.
"I think she would. You know he still shows pictures of her at the trials?"



She got that glint in her eye that meant trouble.
"Say, do you have any pictures of your dad's dogs?"
I had a magazine that showed me with two of them. Both the Grand Champions in their class, naming me as handler and my dad as owner/trainer, and the dates. Dad had sent it to me that day. Most of my friends wouldn't recognize me. I had on Carhartts, a cap sporting his kennel logo, and a two day growth of beard. I told her about it. It was still in my car.
"Keys" she said, holding out her hand.
"Sarah, you're not gonna do anything embarrassing, are you?"
"Not to you, but I'm gonna make sure Jenny sees it, just so she knows."
I tried to talk her out of it, but let her do it at the end, just so I could hear what Jenny said.
She took her time waiting for just the right moment. Jenny, Sarah, and a few more of the wives and girlfriends were clustered, talking about the wedding, their own weddings, their husbands, boyfriends, etc. Girl talk.
At just the right moment, Sarah dropped the bomb.
"Jenny, are you still seeing Sammy?"
She said her face went tight for a second.
"No, that's over. I thought things were going well, when he went out of town to see another woman. My ex can attest that I'm not much on sharing."
"Wow, I didn't know you guys were serious. But you're right, I remember that weekend. It wasn't one female, it was two, and he was out all night with them twice. I even have pictures."
She whipped out the magazine. She had the page memorized, and showed the girls. Afterwards, she said she wished she'd had a camera, not just for Jenny, but the whole group. Most had never seen me out a suit or casual dress, I rarely wore jeans unless I was at home.
The magazine went around the room, and then the jokes began.
One of the bridesmaids asked if it was true I really knew how to handle bitches.
"Sure, keep them on a tight leash and whip the shit out of them occasionally, and they generally do what you tell them. Need lessons?"
She ran away, screaming in laughter.
Thew guys were even raunchier. Everyone had something to say but Jenny. She wouldn't even look me in the eye.
As luck, or scheming women would have it, I was matched to Jenny at the wedding. I kept the conversation light and pleasant during the reception. I looked around the room. Except for maybe Sarah, Jenny was the prettiest woman in the room. Tall at five nine, she was slender where she needed to be, and curvy everywhere else. Her long red hair had blond highlights that I knew were natural, Pouty lips, almost perfect. A fine looking woman. Sarah, in contrast, was a classic blond with breasts that would have been average on anyone else, but looked huge on her tiny frame. Liquid blue eyes and a really nice butt. I had a stray thought of all of us rolling around in my bed, and grinned.
We were in the middle of a nice, slow dance, when she pulled back enough to look me in the eye.
"Say it."
"Sat what, Jen?"
"That I'm a psychotic bitch with poor communication skills and very little brains."
I stopped in the middle of the floor.
"Now why would I say a hurtful thing like that to you? To be honest, I'm afraid to say anything to you. I don't know how you'd react. Now, I kind of like feeling you snuggled up to me, can we finish the dance without talking?"
She scooted up to me so hard I thought she was trying to pass through me.
"Yes, but we're gonna talk, tomorrow. I'll call."
................................................
She didn't call, she showed up at my house the next afternoon.
"Got any wine?" she asked, as she breezed by me when I opened the door. I watched as she settled into my couch. She looked around. "Why does a bachelor need with a three bedroom house, anyway?"
I got a bottle of my favorite out and looked through my silverware for the corkscrew.
"I don't plan on being a bachelor forever. I figure I'll need those bedrooms, somewhere down the line."
She smiled as she accepted the glass.
"I forgot, you're like the Communists, always got a five year plan."
I shrugged.
"Probably the best idea they ever had."
I didn't say anymore. This was her show.
"Hear me out, please. I had a hard time getting over the divorce. I even had to take pills, one to calm me down, and one to get me going. If I mixed them, my emotions were everywhere."
"I really like you, Sam, I always have. It was great to date you when I first came back. I had always harbored feelings for you. In my mind, you were perfect for me. I had already made up my mind I was going to screw your brains out that weekend. When you said you had to go out of town, and females were involved, I lost it. It was like my ex all over again. I should have let you finish when I called you. I should have called you back and apologized. But I didn't."
"I'm truly sorry, more than you know. I still want to be your friend, and just so you know, I'm off the pills, come to find out[surprise, surprise]they weren't considered a good mix. End of groveling, waiting for forgiveness."
I looked at her.
"wow, spaced out on pills! I always thought you were the most level headed person I knew. Never can tell, I guess. Give me a hug, you stoner."
She didn't know whether to be insulted or take it as a joke, but in the end she smiled and hugged me. Then, we were off as always, arguing the merits and drawbacks of living in a society that had a pill for every condition known to man, and a few for anything else they could come up with. It felt good.
She didn't ask about getting together again, and I didn't mention it. Two weeks went by when she called me.
"Pill head here. Freeman Feelbad Jr. and Sweet Thang are at the blues club this weekend. Wanna go?"
I loved the blues, and had read great things about the duo, so of course I went.
After that we fell into a pattern. I would call her or she would call me, and we spent most of our weekends together. On the weekend I was gone, she went out and did girl stuff, I guess.
I had lunch with Sarah and she was gushing.
"You can thank me now."
"Thank you for what?"
"Getting you and Jen back together. I got a question, though. When are you gonna break down and bang her? We had a girls night out last weekend, went and saw male strippers. She's about to explode, waiting on you. She told me she had killed two sets of batteries since you started dating again."
"Huh?"
Sarah rolled her eyes.
"Bang her, you idiot. Shes so ready if you rubbed her legs I'm sure they would fly open. She wants YOU, dumbass. Get with the program unless you don't want her. If that's the case, let her down easy. What do you coon hunters say? Oh yeah, 'the bullshit stops when the tailgate drops'. Let your dogs loose, boy!"
I reflected after the lunch. We hadn't been intimate since we started seeing each other again.
The next Friday night, we went to a light meal and a movie. I brought her home instead of dropping her off at her mom's house. She had been looking for an apartment but kept telling me she liked houses better, she just couldn't afford one right now.
"What are we doing here?"
I answered her truthfully.
"I'm not sure. Good things, I hope."
Then I leaned over and kissed her, hard. We didn't get out of the car for thirty minutes. If my neighbors had looked across the street and into my garage they would have been treated to Jen sliding out of the car, wearing a black skirt and nothing else. If they would have had their windows open they would have heard her telling me to forget the damn clothes and unlock the door. If they had looked closely they would have seen me struggling to get my pants off, and lose my balance as I fell out of the car.
Maybe they would have heard her scream as I yanked her skirt off, showing off her bare bottom, the panties discovered later hanging off my rear view mirror.
I had her on the couch, with my tongue in her slit before she knew what was going on. She liked the smooth look, and she apologized the next day for being so rough, if she had known we were going to be intimate she would have shaved that day. It was a bit rough on my cheeks, but at the time I wanted her so bad I'd have stuck my tongue through barbed wire to get to that little honeypot. I worked her over with fingers and tongue until she had two orgasms, the first screaming, the second whimpering.
I finally let her pull me up. She jammed her lips on to mine for a few seconds, reaching down to grab the titanium bar my dick had turned into, guiding it into her.
"Don't be gentle!" she hissed, "We'll make love later. Right now I need you to fuck the shit out of me!"
I slammed into her so hard her stubble felt like little needles on my skin. I knocked her off the couch and she ended up on top of me, pounding up and down as hard as she could. I grabbed a nipple and twisted, and she came on the spot. We rolled over again and ended up with her torso supported by the couch while I thrust into her from behind.
I'd like to say it went on for hours, but it was only ten minutes at the most. I collapsed on top her as she had her last orgasm. I had come so hard it felt like the first two inches of my dick had blown off. We lay there gasping for a few minutes before I pulled her up and dragged her to the bedroom.
We snuggled under the sheets vowing to do great things to each other, but ended up dozing off. She woke me two hours later, stroking my hard dick until she deemed me ready, then lay back and pulled me to her.
"Gentle this time. Love me."
So I did. For the first twenty minutes, until lust took over and we were at it again, and we actually made the bed move with our efforts.
We lay entwined while our breathing returned to normal, dozing off again.
I woke the next morning, alone. She came in with a cup of coffee, wearing one of my shirts.
"Get up, sleepyhead! I made coffee. I'm going to shower now, then we'll talk."
She tossed off the shirt, and I got to take a good look at her. I could see bruises on her hips and thighs, and a dark bite on her left breast.
I stumbled to the kitchen, smiling.
She came in a few minutes later, in my old robe, with a towel over her head. She was moving slowly.
"Are you all right?"
She smiled.
"I always thought it was so much bullshit when my girlfriends said they had fucked until they walked funny. Now I know the truth. And don't you dare apologize for it. That was the best night I've ever had, period."
"I feel the same way. And truth be told, I'm a little sore myself. And it was the best time I've ever had, sexually speaking."
She actually blushed with pleasure.
"Thank you. Let's see if we can top that, but not right now. I need nourishment, what's for breakfast?"
We had a companionable breakfast that we fixed together. I went outside and gathered our discarded clothes, while Jen stood in the door and giggled. She took my car, went home and got more clothes. We went to a movie, then lay around, not doing much.
After a little fooling around on the couch, we made a collective decision that we weren't really that sore. No pain, no gain, it gets better with practice, etc.
She surprised me by giving me a really, really nice blow job early in the afternoon. I don't know what they taught women on the west coast, but it made me want to send a thank you note. She came up, wiping her mouth.
"There, I meant to do that last night but got swept away. Now you'll last longer tonight."
................................................
She moved in almost immediately. Nine months later we married. Jen found a job she liked but didn't pay very well. I had a good job, and had just moved up one place on the food chain when we got together. I already had my house, my dad had given me the money for a down payment from the insurance money. We weren't rich, but we were comfortable, especially for a young couple starting out.
Jenny took control of our house, redecorating. We had a large back yard, and together we turned it into a nice entertainment area. We lay the pavers, placed the table and benches, strung the lights, built a pergola. We painstakingly put together a weatherproof outdoor kitchen, grill with side burners, cabinets, mini fridge, and a sink. Our centerpiece was a clay oven, built by a friend of mine with local clays. Our pizza parties were a big hit.
I was happy. She was happy. Life was good.
For two years.
................................................
I took Jenny with me once to a coon hunt. She hated it. I told her why I did it, and she said she understood, but in the last year or so she started resenting it.
The last time I went she stood in the door to the garage, trying to make me stay. The discussion got a little heated when she opened her robe, flashing me.
"You're really going to give this up to stay up all night with some stinky dogs? Maybe I need to look for someone else to keep it warm, someone who appreciates what I have to offer."
Before I knew it I had her by the sleeves of the robe and pinned up against the wall.
"Tell you what, why don't you that very thing? You should call Sarah, I'm sure she knows the best places to hook up. I'll leave the truck and take the car, that way she can help you move. Remember, this was my place first. Have a nice fucking life, Jenny."
She knew, absolutely knew, that I hated a cheater more than anything else in the world. It had been almost three years since Scotty and his wife broke up, and it wasn't even over Sarah, and I could still barely tolerate him. Knowing that, she still threw it in my face. Tactical error.
I snatched my bag out of the truck, tossed it in the car, and was gone before she could form a response.
The phone started ringing before I had gone a block. I ignored it. I ignored it all the way to the hunt.
Dad knew I was pissed when he saw me, but wisely didn't say a thing. I petted and fooled with the three dogs I was hunting, attaching the GPS monitors to the collars. Twenty first century redneck gear. It made it a lot easier to find them and your way back.
I ran all three of them the first night. The male got hung up on a barbed wire fence and had to withdraw, but I placed top of class with the other two. The young female was the best I ever ran. I told dad so. He agreed.
"I think she's gonna be a champion, for a long time to come. I think she's the best I've ever bred."
I was tired, dirty, and not in the best of moods when I came home. Sarah was still pissed but was smart enough to not push it. I showered, and crashed on the bed for a much needed nap. She let me sleep five hours before getting me up.
"Dinner is ready. You need to get up, or you won't sleep tonight and will feel like shit at work tomorrow."
Dinner was kind of quiet. We cleaned up together and went into the living room. I looked for the remote and couldn't find it.
I looked up to see her holding it.
"No television until we talk. I apologize for what I said before you left. You have to know I have no interest in anyone but you. With my new job we don't have as much time together as we used to, can you blame me for wanting to spend all the time we do have together?"
"Not at all. I miss our time too. That being said, you knew I had this family obligation when we got married. It should end this year, dad is thinking about making Jerry a full partner, that'll take the responsibility off me and Jimmy. I will still go once in a while because I've learned to enjoy it. Is this really an issue? What got you into that mindset?"
She held her hands up in a surrender gesture.
"I hate my job, for one thing. I didn't get my degree to manage a specialty shop in the mall. When you average out my hours, I'm just barely over minimum wage. I hate having to work two nights a week, and every other weekend. I feel like I'm just spinning my wheels, going nowhere fast."
I felt bad for her, but she was like the rest of the country, doing the best she could in a bad economy.
"If it stresses you that bad, quit. We can make it until you find something else. Maybe you can transition into a new field. Motherhood. We're almost thirty, the clock is ticking."
It was an old discussion. We both wanted children, we just wanted to be a little more financially stable.
Jenny was crying.
"I want our babies, I just want to be able to give them the best."
"So do I hon, but maybe love is the best thing we can give them. We never had much money growing up, but we had plenty of love. It was more than enough."
In the end we apologized to each other, but left the baby issue on hold.
I skipped the next two hunts, Jimmy took one and Jerry another, and stayed home. Jenny seemed to appreciate it. She had started going to a girls night out, with her old friends, including Sarah.
She came to pick her up that first night.
"Damn, my turn to be the driver. Don't worry Sam, I'll have her liquored up and ready to go when she gets home." Jenny blushed while Sarah rambled.
But Sarah delivered. Jenny had a pretty good buzz going and was horny as hell when she got home. I barely made it to work the next day.
.................................................
Another cliche? The neighborhood stud. You know the guy, he usually had the biggest house on the block, or the prettiest wife that he ignored at parties, the best job, or car, or bigger dick, etc.
Our was James[don't call me Jimmy]Mitchell. He hadn't been in the neighborhood for about a month. Jenny met his wife and invited them over to our once monthly barbeque. This particular night was focused on pizzas.
You could heat the clay oven up to over six hundred degrees, stick a pizza in and have it done in five minutes. The smoke residue made them extra flavorful.
Pizza night meant it was a child inclusive party. We would premake the crusts and have them waiting on a table piled high with ingredients. The kids would have a ball, building their own pizza. I would slide them into the oven three at a time, then take them out on a big wooden paddle. It was messy, loud, and very enjoyable.
James came over and ordered his pizza, being specific as to what he wanted. I just grinned.
"I don't build them, I'm just in charge of cooking them. You're on your own as far as making them."
He frowned. I had a feeling he was used to being catered to. He had a nice wife, average looking and a little plump, and a daughter that looked like a carbon copy of her. Jenny had to explain how it worked to them. The little girl was having a ball, eying the ingredients and making decisions. She was about eleven, and the other kids were giving her all kinds of advice. Her pizza was about four inches tall when she was done. We deliberately made the crusts small for the kids, hard experience teaching us their eyes would overload their tummies every time. Even at that size they would often take home leftovers.
His wife told him she had already made his pizza, so he went back to holding court, impressing his new neighbors with his wealth and business savvy. A few actually believed his line of bull, most tolerated it with a slight smile. Some even argued with him, not worrying about his ego at all.
He tried to charm the ladies, but he didn't make much of an impression on them. I caught him trying to chat up Sarah and Jenny, and Sarah caught me watching and grinned, raising her foot a little, letting me know he was piling it deep.
Sarah almost never came to our parties unless it was pizza night. Despite her lifestyle, she loved kids and was a favorite baby sitter in our group. To the last child, everyone loved Aunt Sarah.
I asked them after the party what they thought of the new neighbor. Sarah rolled his eyes.
"That one is a legend in his own mind, especially around women. He would lead you to believe he invented sex, and was the only man alive good at it."



Jenny was a little kinder.
"Oh, I don't know. He seemed pretty nice when he wasn't trying to flirt."
Sarah snorted.
"Jenny girl, you've been out of the game too long. If you looked up 'pussy hound' in the dictionary, his face would be there. He was working the party, hitting on every woman that spoke to him. Watch out for that one."
Nothing more was said. I still didn't like him.
.................................................
I had gotten a promotion, and was in line for another in a year or so it things went according to plan.
Jenny was still in her retail job, still hating it.
Two nights, and every other weekend was killing her and destroying our intimate time. I was working her pretty hard to quit and start the family. She was starting to seriously consider it.
.................................................
Yet another cliche? "The husband is the last to know."
That one isn't really true. Lots of people know after the husband finds out. Process servers, lawyers, judges, private investigators, sometimes cops and ambulance attendants. Some friends often know, but rarely family.
It was the Fourth of July, time for the biggest block party of the year. It had evolved over the years. Usually it started early, and I usually heated the clay oven for pizzas. The kids would run, play, swim in one of the pools, and eat an early dinner. Then a few of the older teens would gather them in for movies while the parents let their hair down. It was a pretty good system.
This was the first time I couldn't be there. There was a major hunt and trial, accounting for a large part of determining champions, to be held that weekend. Usually Jimmy or Jerry would handle it, but Jerry got a chance to go to the beach, and Jimmy already had plans to take his family for a weekend at a theme park. The reservations had already been made and prepaid. So it fell to me.
Jenny didn't like it a bit, but there was nothing I could do. We had a pretty serious argument about it.
"I don't see why you can't say no." She stood with her arms folded across her chest, glaring.
"Honey, please stop. If anybody else was available I wouldn't go. This is important to my dad, important to his bottom line. If this new bitch proves up it could mean a lot of money down the road. If your mom needed help, I'd go for her just as quick, and I'm sure you would too. I've cut way back this year, going two thirds less than the years before. I'll be back just as soon as it ends. Could we please stop fighting about this? Sarah already said she'd come over and help with the pizzas, you won't be alone."
"If you're not here I may as well be alone!" She snorted, stomping back into the house and slamming the door.
She didn't speak to me at all the morning I left. Even Sarah could tell she pissed.
"What's wrong with her?"
"She's got a bug up her ass because I have to go to this trial. We've not gotten along that good lately. Her job is killing her. I wished she'd quit, we would both be happier."
She put her hand on my arm.
"I'll talk to her. It might be good for her to be without you for a day or two, so she can fully understand what she's missing. Maybe when you get back you can start working on a new niece or nephew for me."
I hugged her.
"Have I ever told you how lucky we are to have you as a friend? And while we're on the subject, when are you going to give up that gay bachlorette lifestyle and give us a nephew or niece to spoil? The clock is ticking, honey."
She got a wistful look on her face.
"I can hear it Sammy. Pickings are pretty slim, who wants to marry a woman like me? Once my past comes up, they'll disappear like fog on a sunny day."
I gripped her pretty tightly.
"You listen to me, Sarah Parker! A man, any man, would be lucky to have you. It's the future they have to look to, not the past. You've never led anyone on that I know of, or made promises you didn't keep. If they've got any sense, the joy you'll bring them will far outweigh the shadows of the past."
She cried a little on my shoulder while Jenny stood, looking pissed.
"Don't I at least get a goodbye kiss?"
It was like hugging a statue, and she never offered a kiss. For the first time I felt a bit angry. We were going to have a long talk when I got back.
................................................
I got to the trial site a little early, greeting the ones already there, laughing at the familiar ribbing. Even though I was from the same background they were, I had gone off to college and gotten a desk job. MY nickname was "Slick", cut down from "City Slicker".
The howls of outrage when I first put GPS monitors on my dog collars were amazing, but after I started coming in an hour or two ahead of everybody else with all my dogs, they stopped laughing. Losing a dog was a real possibility. Sometimes they were never found, or at the very least could take hours to locate. They decided change was good.
Now it's common for all participants to spend time making sure no one else is on their wave length. We had to take turns with one guy setting his. He would forget to set the coordinates for home base, so he always knew where he was at, just no idea how to get back to where he started.
I was surprised to see Jerry, my nephew.
"I thought you were going to the beach?"
He ruffled the ears of Amanda Lee Seven.
"I am. My friend's mother had something to do, so we're waiting until Monday to ride down. I should have called, but I just found out an hour ago. You can go home, if you want. I got this."
"Thanks, Jerry, I probably will. I think I'll hang around 'til dad shows up. Maybe I'll help with the presentations."
I actually ended up judging, along with my dad, the beginner groups, on presentation. There was no conflict of interest because there were no entries from our kennel. I shot the breeze with dad and left. I would be home just after dark, and could enjoy the adult celebrations.
"This should make Jenny happy" I thought on the way home. "We can spend the rest of the weekend together, maybe start on that baby."
It was just before nine when I pulled in the drive. I didn't bother to unload the truck, just ducked in for a quick change. The adult party was being held at the Mitchell house, it was the biggest in the neighborhood. I'm sure James had his wife slaving for weeks to make it perfect.
I lived six houses down on another street, and by cutting across a few backyards it was easier for me to walk than try to drive.
The houses were built on a hill, each was slightly lower than the other, which led to interesting views if you didn't keep your curtains closed.
I rounded the back of the house next door, and grinned. Someone had decided to get a little party loving, The blinds were open and the window was eye level. It was the Jones house. I could see people milling around at the Mitchells', these guys were pretty brave, anyone could walk by. Being a man I gave them a few looks as I passed.
I was almost by the house when I stopped. The man was James Mitchell, and I was pretty sure the slender woman wasn't his plump little wife. I frowned, we had lost two families the year before when one wife caught her husband with a neighbor. Two divorces, two houses on the market.
I stopped and looked closer, hoping to identify the woman. He rolled over and pulled her on top of him.
It was Jenny!
My vision clouded, and I lost contact with reality. Shaking my head to clear it, I looked again. It was definitely her, and she looked like she was having a hell of a time.
I thought about charging in. I thought about making a scene. I thought about walking away until I calmed down.
While I was trying to achieve rational thought, the temper I had tried to control for years started rising. I had to force myself to turn away, and walk back to my house. I stopped twice on the way, trying to push my anger back.
I got into the truck and thought for a second.
"FUCK THIS!" I screamed inside the truck. Popping the dash, I grabbed the pistol and ran back towards the house, staying in the shadows.
I had my 'coon hunt' pistol. It was a High Standard .22, a nine shot revolver. I had the magnum cylinder in. I used it to kill snakes. I had run into a rabid raccoon once, it probably saved several dogs. The first four rounds were 'ratshot', the rest were standard .22 magnum lead bullets.
I couldn't believe they were still at it. Did no one miss them? He was now doing Jenny doggie style, her on the bed while he stood on the floor. I knocked the lower sash out with the barrel, shooting into the bedroom three times, aiming at their hips, before raising my aim and shooting the light out.
I heard screaming and saw people looking my way, so I ran in the opposite direction from my house, circling back to my truck. I threw the pistol in the dash and pulled out slowly, heading back to the hunt. I didn't pass any cops or emergency vehicles on the way out of town.
Ninety minutes later I was back at the hunt, inside the tent.
I was shaking.
Shit! I had shot somebody! I was going to jail! Shit, shit, shit!
My rage and adrenalin had run out, leaving me confused and sad. I hope I didn't hurt her too badly. Ratshot were tiny little pellets, I doubt they could kill anybody, but they could put an eye out, and I bet they hurt like a bitch.
Fuck Mitchell, I hope I got him in the balls.
It was a long night, and I didn't sleep. I checked around, nobody knew I left. As far as they knew I had gone to get food. I stopped at the local supermarket and bought every container of fried chicken they had. I'm sure somebody would remember me being there. Jerry was in the woods and dad was off with his drinking buddies.
I had the perfect alibi, assuming no one back in the neighborhood saw me.
Before I left, I loaned Jerry the .22. It wasn't registered and couldn't be traced to me. I told Jerry not to brag he had it because being unregistered could get him in trouble.
................................................
To say I was apprehensive when I pulled into my driveway would be the understatement of the century. Jennie's car was in the drive but the house was empty. There was a note on the kitchen counter in big block letters.
"CALL ME JUST AS SOON AS YOU GET HOME! IT'S IMPORTANT!" SARAH.
I took a deep breath and dialed the phone. She answered on the first ring. I didn't get a chance to speak.
"Sammy! You need to come over here right now! Something terrible happened!"
I went into concerned husband mode.
"What's wrong? Where's Jenny? Is she with you?"
"Shut up and get your ass over here, now."
I was at her apartment in fifteen minutes, determined to play this little drama out. I was tired, worried, more than a little afraid I was going to jail.
She practically dragged me inside, breaking into tears when she opened the door. I held her in my arms.
"Oh shit!" I thought, "I must have killed one of them."
She settled down and patted the couch.
"I need to tell you something. Something you're not gonna like. First, I need to tell you, Jenny is all right. A little sore, but fine."
"Where is she? What happened? Is she in the hospital? I need answers, Sarah."
She looked at me and clasped my hands tightly.
"This is gonna hurt. I need you to listen me, okay? Try not to interrupt. Let me get it out."
She paused, collecting her thoughts.
"We were doing pizzas for the kids. Mitchell came by, supposedly to check on his daughter. He tried to chat me up, but I shut him down pretty quick. He turned his attention to Jen, giving her compliments and spouting bullshit. She was still pissed at you and was eating it up. I got so aggravated I 'accidentally' touched a hot pizza pan to his arm. He screamed like a little girl, and we put ice on it to keep it from blistering. I may have made a mistake, because Jenny hovered over him and he ate it up."
"He left to go back to his house, to make sure everything was ready for the adults later. We got the kids fed, and the teens who were designated to sit the smaller ones showed up. They took them down the street to the Williams house, you know, the one with the really big basement? They had kids movies ready to go on that monstrosity they call a television."
I was getting tired of listening. I interrupted her.
"Getting a little long winded here, Sarah, cut to the chase. I'm gonna ask you one more time to tell me what's going on, or I'm gonna call neighbors, cops, and hospitals. Spill it."
She wouldn't look me in the eye.
"All right. We cleaned up after the pizza and wandered down the street, talking. Jenny found the bar and make a stiff drink. Her charming host gave her a big hug, and made sure he kept her glass full. You know how it is with those parties. Everybody is moving around, having a good time. I lost her. I assumed like everyone else she was somewhere in the house or on the patio."
She was practically hissing in anger now.
"That bastard Mitchell had run out of bourbon, and rather than go to the liquor store Mandy Jones gave him her house keys, saying she had two bottles on her bar. He promised to replace them and got Jenny to go with him. Said he was uncomfortable going into the house alone. She went."
She drew in a deep breath.
"This is where it gets hard. Somehow he got her into one of the guest rooms and they started fooling around."
I fixed her with a cold stare.
"Define fooling around."
She hung her head.
"They were fucking! Damn, I didn't want to tell you this."
Even though I already knew it, having someone tell me made it even more painful. I jumped up.
"I'm gonna kill that bastard!"
Sarah was beside me, holding my arm.
"I'm afraid it gets worse. Somebody shot them! Don't worry, Jenny didn't get hurt badly, but she's still in the hospital."
I was pacing around the room. My agitation wasn't feigned.
"Fucking somebody else? Shot? What the hell is she in to? Did Mrs. Mitchell shoot them?"
"No, no, she was at the party. We all heard the shots, but thought it was firecrackers. We didn't notice anything until we heard the screams."
Mandy found them. They were in her guest room. There was a lot of blood. She called 911. They were transported to the hospital and the cops questioned everybody."
She looked down, crying quietly.
"It's a mess, Sammy. The cops want to talk to you, as soon as they can."
I sat down again. The tears rolling down my cheeks weren't faked. She got up and called the police, and a patrolman was at the door in ten minutes. He noted the tears, asked just a few questions verifying who I was, and took me to the station.
Detective Johnson seemed like a nice guy. He didn't pressure me, he didn't accuse me of anything, he just wanted to know where I was when it all happened.
I told him. Gave him names and numbers of people who could verify I was there. Told him what time I got home, about the note from Sarah.
I slumped down in the interrogation room.
"Are you all right? Need anything?" He was at least gracious enough to ask.
"Yeah. I need about twelve hours of sleep. I need to see if my wife is all right. And I need answers. Nobody has really told me what happened. I've cooperated with you, how about filling in the gaps?"
To his credit, he looked uncomfortable.
"There's no easy way to say it. Your wife and Mr. Mitchell were shot through a bedroom window while they were engaged in a sexual act. It appears to be a shotgun blast, but we can't say that for sure. The pellets hit them in the groin and butt, nothing life threatening. One of Mr. Mitchells' testicles got the brunt of the pellets, he may end up losing it."
"They were in a neighbor's house. For what it's worth, I think this was a spontaneous thing. Their blood alcohol levels were both over the legal limit for driving."
I asked the million dollar question.
"Do you have any idea who did it?"
He shook his head.
"Not a clue. We thought it might be you, but since you were sixty miles away, in front of witnesses, you're pretty much in the clear. We brought in blood hounds, but everybody in the neighborhood spent all day wandering around, the dogs just ended up going in circles. We brought in a dog that specializes in gunshot residue, but so many firecrackers and other fireworks had been used she just ran around confused."
"our focus right now is Mr. Mitchell. Seems the man had a habit of seducing wives of neighbors. That's how he happened to move into your neighborhood, he had to leave his last one due to a divorce he was named in by a neighbor. He definitely has people who wish him ill. That's all we have right now, but you can be sure we'll talk again. I'm sorry, Mr. Lee."
I left the station and went to the hospital. Jenny drove me. She tried to talk me out of going in.
"Don't do it Sammy. It'll make it hard on you later. I'm sure she didn't mean it. She was drunk, she was mad at you, and she fell into the spell of a predator."
I'm sure my eyes must have been cold when I turned to her.
"Tell me, Sarah, that makes it all right how? I've been drunk since we married, pretty pissed at her a few times, and have been hit on before. I didn't even think about screwing someone else, except in fantasies."
She didn't have an answer for me. I went in alone.
I found the right floor and walked down the hallway. I happened to pass the asshole's room first, and I turned and went in. He was dozing, and I stood watching him.
My stare must have awakened him. He went pale and reached for the call button. I grabbed his hand and leaned over him.
"Free advice. When you get out of here, move. I don't mean in a week, or a month, or when the house sells. I mean move right now. If I see you in the neighborhood after today, I'll do my very best to kick you in the balls. I hear you might have only one in the near future. Be a shame if that one got damaged too. Do you understand me?"
He was lying on his side, his damaged hip up. I slapped it, hard. He went pale and looked like he might pass out.
I stood up.
"I hope you get everything you deserve, asshole. Remember our little chat."
That taken care of, I went off in search of my loving wife.
...............................................
I stared at her. She stared back at me. The room, cluttered with her friends and family, emptied like a bomb threat had been called in.
Finally I spoke.
"Well?"
She dropped her head.
"I'm sorry. I was drunk. It just happened. It doesn't mean anything, I barely remember it."
She sounded sincere, but something was missing. I couldn't place a finger on it.
She had her feet up in stirrups with a blanket pulled over her. I reached for it. She looked up in alarm.
"Please, Don't! It will just make it harder on us down the road. Please, Sammy."
I ignored her. I pulled the blanket completely off. She started crying.
Well, there she was, in all her glory. The first thing I noticed was she was completely shaved. She had stopped doing that about a year ago. They did it to make sure they got all the pellets out. It was surprising, there were only about eight or ten small holes, looking a lot like pinpricks.
She was spread like that because one of the pellets grazed her clit. I remembered well how swollen it got during sex. She was lucky. If the asshole hadn't been covering her, she would have been pretty much ruined sexually.
I covered her back up.
.................................................
The cops came back to me several times, for lack of a better suspect. They asked if I owned guns, and I unlocked my safe. My Remington 1100, my over/under, the deer rifle, my Henry twenty two, the Smith .40, the Llama .380, all got tested and returned to me.
I got interviewed four times. When they asked for another, I gave them the number for my lawyer. I never heard from them again.



My marriage limped along for about four months like a three legged dog trying to chase a Ferrari, before we both mutually gave up.
I was consumed with anger for her adultery and guilt for my reaction. She had all kinds of emotions. I came home from a hunt to find her gone, with a note on the kitchen table.
"Sammy,
I'm sorry. I can't live like this anymore. Even if you still love me, you'll never trust me again. And I hope I'm wrong, but I have the feeling you're the one that shot us.
I called my old company in Oregon, and they have a position for me. I took it, and was on a plane two hours after you left. I took just what I needed, and my mom will come over in a week or two to get anything I left that you don't want.
I know I should have told you in person, but I'm a coward. I'm sorry again. I should have been what you wanted, but I'm not, at least not anymore.
I will always love you. I wish you a good life.
Jen"
I stood there looking at the note, and while I felt great sadness, a large part of me felt relief. Our marriage had ended when I caught them and pulled the trigger.
She had called Sarah before she left. She was there in two hours. She read the note, hugged me, and sent me to bed for a nap.
She stayed three days before I convinced her I could handle it. I found her talking on her phone a lot when she thought I couldn't hear her. I asked her about it.
Her face lit up.
"You've had problems so I didn't say anything. I'm engaged! We've been seeing each other for about six months. He was like me, and we both decided it was time to grow up. We're going to Vegas next month, he's always had a fantasy of getting married by Elvis."
I hugged her.
"That's great Sarah. What the hell are you doing here? Go home to your man. Tell him I said how lucky he was. And remind him if he's mean to you, I have an extensive gun collection."
She giggled.
"I will! Half the neighborhood thinks you shot Jenny and asshole anyway. Might just keep him in line."
The old group had a party to wish her well and meet her guy. It was held at my house. I didn't like him, but that didn't mean anything.
I got another promotion, but I had to move to take it. I didn't mind, there wasn't really anything holding me here.
My new job was actually a little closer to my dad's place, just on the other side. I still went once a month to the trials, just to have something to do.
My dad passed away the next year. Jimmy and Jerry took over the kennels, they liked it more than I did. Jerry moved into the house.
The farm was split three ways, and I ended up with the piece I wanted. Sixteen acres, mostly wooded, part of it going up the side of a mountain. I cut a road to a small bench, and built a small log cabin. By small I meant about seven hundred square feet. It was mostly a kitchen, living room, small bath ground floor, and a small bedroom up top. It was all the space I needed. I did almost all the work with help from my family, paying for the electricians and roofers.
I dated, but never got into anything serious, too afraid of my temper. I went to a visit my old friends occasionally, and loaned out the cabin a few times. I heard Jenny got married, and had two kids. As far as I know she never came back except to close up her mother's house when she passed.
Sarah stayed married for two years before it imploded. Apparently he wasn't as willing to abandon his lifestyle as he thought. She was devastated. She disappeared out of her lives for another year.
................................................
One day I heard a knock on my door.
It was Sarah. She looked older, tired and sad. She was holding a bluetick puppy in her hands.
"Hi, Sammy. Can we come in? I think she's house trained."
I was at the cabin. I had been giving serious thought to moving there full time. I liked the solitude, and it had all I needed.
"How did you know I was here?"
"Jimmy told me. When did you change your number?"
I had been plagued for about a six months by a druggie that got my number mixed with someone else. I stopped answering the phone and she started texting me, offering me a good deal on different kinds of drugs. I finally got so fed up I showed the text to a deputy sheriff. He took my phone for three hours, copying everything.
He texted her back to set up a buy, bought from her, and back trailed her to the big supplier. He was the one who told me to change my number, just in case somebody tried to trace it for revenge.
I told her the story of my adventure into the drug trade. She laughed, saying stuff like that could only happen to me. I had reproduced my outdoor kitchen down to my clay oven, so we made a pizza and drank a little wine.
I asked her about the dog.
"I stopped at the kennel to try and find you. One of your cronies was there trying to give this little darling away. He said if he couldn't find a home for it he would give her to the pound. I couldn't stand the thought she may not get adopted, so I took her."
We found out pretty quick she wasn't house trained.
It got late. I had a fold out couch that I made up for her, and said goodnight. I woke about three to find her in bed with me, snuggled to my back. I stirred and she hugged me tighter, so I relaxed and went back to sleep.
Nothing was said the next morning. She was up before me, rattling around in my small kitchen, fixing breakfast. I stumbled down and she gave me coffee and a kiss on the cheek.
We walked the woods, and I showed her my solar panels that powered the cabin. It was fairly cheap to power a house that small, and I had a gas generator system for backup. The puppy trotted in front of us until she got tired, and then Sarah carried her back to the cabin.
We went out for burgers, and ate popcorn later as we watched some sappy romance she picked. I saw her sniffling once in a while.
Something was on her mind. I was patient. She would tell me when she was ready.
When it was bedtime she looked at me.
"Can I come on up with you, or should I wait until you fall asleep?"
"I'll exchange bed space for an explanation."
She looked lost and alone.
"If you let me snuggle tonight I'll tell you all about it in the morning."
"Deal, but tonight I get the left side."
I knew by her actions she didn't want sex, just comfort. This time she was spooned to me, and I had my arms wrapped around her. I woke once, she was trying to be quiet while she cried. I was about to say something when she patted my hands and shushed me. It was a long time before she went back to sleep.
I had to work the next day, so I slipped out of bed when the alarm went off, trying not to wake her. I let her puppy out of her cage to answer the call of nature, then quietly slipped it onto the bed. It licked her hands, then settled back into sleep.
I found her out in the yard when I got home, playing with the puppy. She gave me a happy hug, told me dinner would be ready in half an hour.
We ate a really nice meal. I thanked her for it, and she actually blushed. The roof of the cabin extended out across the front, giving me a nice porch that I kept a couple of rockers on. We took our tea outside to enjoy the sunset. We sat in companionable silence, both of us rocking slightly. She spoke so quietly I almost missed her saying it.
"Sammy, can I live here for awhile?"
I kept rocking, thinking about it.
"As long as you want, honey. I can go back to my apartment and you can..."
She shook her head violently.
"No! I meant can I live with you for awhile. Wherever you are, here or your apartment. I just don't want to be alone right now."
I needed to know.
"All right, you can stay as long as you want. You know you have to tell me why, right?"
She nodded, thinking.
"Sammy, you ever reach a point in your life when you realize all your plans are just so much dust? That's where I am now. I was happy in college and the first few years afterwards. I enjoyed my party life, and didn't care what people thought of me. I never lied or deliberately hurt anyone. I saw all our friends marry, and knew I wasn't ready yet. Another few years went by and then all our married friends starting splitting up. It was sad, and reaffirmed my decision."
"Then I got an STD. Not one of the serious, life altering kinds, but it still scared me. I looked at Ron and his wife, and you and Jen, and wanted what you guys had. I don't know if you remember it, but I told you once right before you guys split up I was thinking about changing my life."
"And I did. By then you and Jen were getting ready to divorce and I resolved to be really sure. I thought everyone should be in love as intensely as you two, and when it fell apart it gave me pause."
"But I found a guy. I think the reason I fell for him was because in some ways he reminded me of you. He was wonderful during our courtship and the first year we were married. I told him about my past, and he told me about his. He and his first wife were swingers. It caused his marriage to fail, and he swore he was through with that lifestyle."
"But deep down, he missed it. The second year, he introduced me to some of his old friends. They seemed nice enough. We went to a few parties and I started seeing a pattern. At one party I got hit on until I made him take me home. It was the worst fight we ever had. I told him I was NOT interested, and I better be enough for him if he wanted to stay married. He swore he wouldn't associate with them anymore, except for guy outings, ball games and the like. I believed him for about four months, until he was dumb enough to tell me he was going to a baseball game and would be really late getting home. The drawback to that was it was November, and nobody plays baseball in November. I followed him to the house of one of his swinger friends. I sat in the car for half an hour, then went in. They were starting to get into it, a lot of kissing and groping going on. Some were on the way to getting naked. I asked where my husband was, and headed to that bedroom, shedding clothes. I was naked by the time I opened the door, and had four or five guys following me. He looked up from the bed he was sharing with two women, saw me naked, and smiled."
"Hi, hon. Want to join us?"
"I smiled, walked over to the bed, stroked his dick a couple of times, and then tried my best to pull it off. He was screaming, and it took two guys to pull me off him. He was on the floor, rolling around in pain. I grabbed his head so I could look him in the eye."
"No, you bastard, I'm not joining you. I just wanted you to get one last look at what you threw away."
"They hustled me out of the house before I could cause anymore trouble. He never came home. It only took four and a half months for the divorce to go through."
"Then my company was bought out by a competitor and was shut down. So here I am, 32, no man, no job, no hope. I just needed a change of scenery. I couldn't afford my apartment anymore. I put my stuff in storage, packed my bags, and here I am. I was on my way home to mom, and thought since I was this close I'd stop and see you."
"I like this place, and more importantly, I like you. No, that's not right, I love you. Not in the forever, happily ever after way, but in the I can say anything to you and you won't judge me kind of way. You've always given me friendship and respect, something not a lot of people, especially guys, have done for me. Most guys just want to screw me, and most girls feel like they need to watch me like a hawk to make sure that doesn't happen. So, can I hang out here for awhile?"
What was I supposed to do, turn her away?
So she stayed. Two weeks later we had sex. No, that isn't right, we made love.
She reached for me first. It was tentative, shy, and fumbling. Hard to believe with a girl of her experience. I woke to find her hand on my dick, stroking it slowly.
I put my hand gently over hers.
"Are you sure about this?"
I felt her tears as she kissed me.
"Not in the least. But I want you, at least once. No promises, no commitment, all right? Let's just do what two young healthy people know how to do, just because we can. I know you won't hurt me. Please?"
So we made love, slowly, leisurely. There was no competition for dominance, no urge to impress each other.
Not that she didn't turn me on, but I felt instinctively she didn't need an alpha male right now.
Aside from that, it was intense. The woman knew what she was doing, and it had been awhile for me. We coupled with enthusiasm, each striving to give the other pleasure without worrying about our own. I don't know how long we were at it, but it seemed to last all night. She finally collapsed on top of me.
"It's true" she whispered happily as she collapsed on top of me.
I was so worn out that I didn't ask what she meant.
................................................
She named the puppy Tickles.
"Why did you name her that?" I asked one day as she held her.
"Well, I didn't know what to name her. Everybody tends to name them Blue, but I couldn't do it. Since the last part of bluetick of tick is tick, I named her Tickles. Isn't that a cute name, baby?"
She was rubbing her belly and cooing to her at the end.
"You're going to make a great mother."
It slipped out of my mouth before I thought.
She froze up. Sadness came over her face.
"I hope I will, if I ever get the chance."
We were thirty two by then, and her window was closing fast. There was no future for us together. She knew it, I knew it, it was what it was.
She was a great lover, better than any I had ever been with. Our lovemaking was intense. But while we felt for each other, neither of us were making plans.
She stayed with me for eight months. I got her a job with my company. It didn't pay nearly what she was used to making, but it gave her something to do. She quickly made friends, and started having an occasional girls night out.
She came home one night from a night out and practically raped me. She did the same thing the next morning. When we were done she sat up in bed and a tear trickled down her cheek.
"What's wrong, babe?"
"I'm going to start sleeping on the couch for awhile Sammy. This was our last time together. I've met someone, a guy from the bar we girls go to. He'd been there a few times but never made advances. Carole knew him and dragged him over so we'd have someone to dance with."
"I kissed him last night at the end of a dance. It was electric! It made me realize it was time to move on. My past aside, I can't still sleep with you and think about pursuing someone else. Please say you understand."
I looked at her magnificent body, in appreciation and sadness, before I pulled her to me.
"It's time. We both knew it would happen eventually. I hope this guy is good for you. Just be careful."
................................................
Two more cliches I don't care for.
"They lived happily ever after."
"Time heals all wounds."
Three years had gone by, and I still missed Jenny. She had remarried, had two kids. I hope they make it.
Sarah married the guy from the bar. He seemed like a nice man. She told him about her past when they started getting serious. It melted her heart when he confessed he had only been with two women before her, and he looked forward to what she could teach him. She told me she planned on giving him lessons for the rest of their lives. She had their first son at thirty five, the second at thirty seven.
I lived every day with regret. I should have forgiven her. If I hadn't shot her we would probably be still be together.
The memory of that made it hard to start a relationship with some one. I was afraid of my temper. It had only surfaced once since then, when I caught a man at the trials beating one of his dogs savagely. I had him down on the ground and was kicking him before they pulled me off.
"Now you know what it feels like, asshole!"
The man never beat a dog at one of the events again, but I could look in his cruel little eyes and knew he did it in private. I always thought that was one of the reasons he never won an event.
I dated, had sex once in a while, but could never get close.
.................................................
My favorite cliche of all time.
"Love conquers all"
I joined the local gym. I worked out, but went mostly for the yoga and the tai chi. It helped me focus and keep myself centered. I actually spent most of a year in therapy. It helped. I learned to control my temper and not be so judgmental. I won't say it was easy. I still occasionally have to step back.
They say love comes to you when you least expect it. I know, another cliche.
She was new to yoga, and ended up in the wrong class. She was in the intermediate class, instead of the beginner. She was having trouble keeping up, got tangled, and ended up falling all over me.
It embarrassed her no end. I helped her up, and she fled the class. The next day she was standing in the lobby, looking uncertain. She saw me and blushed. I smiled at her.
"It gets easier, you know. Don't give up."
It broke the ice. We chatted before class, and she was waiting for me at the end.
She fumbled around before she came out with it.
"Would you like to go for coffee?"
The statement was delivered while she went through various shades of red.
It took three dates to get her to stop blushing, two more before I got a kiss. It was worth the wait.
She saw my face when we exchanged names. Jenny Cooper.
"What?"
"My ex was named Jenny."
"Oh."
By the seventh date I realized this may be the one.
She had a little boy, three years old. Her husband had gotten a better offer and left her. She had no idea where he was.
The child was her life, and our dates revolved around her ability to get babysitters. After the third time she had to cancel I showed up at her door.
"Get dressed. Get your son dressed. We're going out to dinner. If we continue I'm going to have to meet him eventually."
Emotions chased each other across her face until she smiled.
"Come in, I won't be long. How should I dress?"
"We're just going for a casual dinner. Jeans will be fine."
So I sat in her living room, listening intently while her son tried to explain something about the game he was playing on his toy computer. We were fast friends by the time she came out.
Jeans, sneakers, simple sleeveless top. No makeup, hair pulled back into a ponytail. She looked great. Five foot four, just over a hundred pounds, small breasts, great ass. Red hair that shone in the sun like burnished copper. She was twenty seven.
She picked the restaurant. A small mom and pop diner, and everybody knew her name. Jason pushed fries around his plate while we talked. We ended up at the movies, watching a Pixar movie that Jason didn't understand but enjoyed immensely. I had a great time.
He was out like a light when I took them home. She invited me in while she put him to bed. We sat on the couch talking for about ten minutes as our lips got closer and closer, until they finally connected. It wasn't electric. It was more like falling into something wonderful, that surrounded you with warmth and love. Something you knew you didn't want to stop.
We didn't make love that night. We did get familiar with each others' body.
Three dates later she surprised me by wanting to see my cabin. She was charmed with it. We sat on the porch for a few minutes, before she got up to use the bathroom. She came back out and told he to close my eyes and hold out my hand.
I did, and felt something warm and soft in my hands.
"You can open your eyes now."
It was her panties, pale blue boyshorts.
I looked up in confusion.
"Wanna see if the bra matches?"
She giggled as she ran up the steps to the bedroom.



After considerable kissing, I slid the sundress over her head. The bra didn't match but I didn't care.
Her body was tremendous. Small breasts topped by the smallest nipples I had ever seen on a woman. What they lacked in size they more than made up in sensitivity. She confessed later that after she got pregnant she changed, and would sometimes had a small climax when Josh nursed.
Her whole body was sensitive. She was practically vibrating by the time she pulled me up.
"What are you doing?" she finally managed to gasp.
I tried to look serious.
"I intend to kiss every square inch of your body. Now, If you don't mind, I'm kind of busy."
She wouldn't let go of my face.
"Oh no, you can do that later. There are parts of my body that need attention right now!"
I kissed her again, quickly heading south. Her pubic hair was trimmed into a little vee, glistening in the lamplight. I soon found she was sensitive there too, having two climaxes in less than five minutes.
She was strong for such a small woman, pulling me up and twisting around until she was on top, grinding away. We moved together for a few minutes before I reached up and pinched her nipples. Her scream as she came was so loud I was glad we were in the middle of the woods. Apparently multiorgasmic, she continued to scream until they turned to whimpers. I flipped her over and started pounding, lost in my lust. She wrapped her legs round me, thrusting up with the same urgency. We exploded at the same time.
I rolled over, keeping us connected, stroking her hair.
Okay, now's the time you guys can get out your man club and beat me with it.
I lay there and cried. Not sobbing or anything, but with tears leaking non the less. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever experienced. Words could never do it justice.
She reached up and felt my tears. She raised her head off my chest with wonder in her eyes, then settled back down, nuzzling my chest.
................................................
A few weeks later we were lying in my bed, Snuggled together. She had just checked on Jason, he was sleeping on the fold out couch downstairs, Tickles lying on the bottom of the bed.
Sarah had to leave Tickles behind. Her new man was allergic to animal hair. She cried like she was losing a baby. She took to Jason right away, whining if I didn't let her in to play with him. Soon she was sleeping with him. Jenny was concerned.
"Don't be" I said "She's adopted him. She'll make sure he's safe."
Jenny had that secret smile that women have.
"Sarah was right, you know."
"Right about what, babe?"
"She said you were the best lover she ever had. Big enough, but not too big, and you knew how to use it. She said that really wouldn't have mattered. It was the fact that you totally threw yourself into pleasing who you were with without worrying about your needs. She said a woman could feel it, and she's right."
I thought about that for awhile, and decided it wasn't a bad thing.
Two months later I had a little pizza party. My brother Jimmy, my nephew Jerry, their families. Sarah and her husband with their child, Jenny's parents, and a couple of neighbors and their family. My sister even made a rare appearance.
Kids were chasing fireflies while the parents sat around in lawn chairs, enjoying the evening. Jenny was sitting as close as she could, watching Tickles chase Jason and the rest of the kids as they played.
"Do you like it here, Jen?"
"I not sure what you mean." she said, frowning slightly.
I tried to keep my face straight.
"It's a simple question, but let me elaborate. Could you see yourself living here? We'd have to add a room or two, one for Jason and hopefully a little girl later. But I like it here. I don't want to move. So it's up to you, Jen. I've already talked to Jason, It's fine with him as long as Tickles can sleep in his room. So, could you see yourself living here, as my wife?"
I held the ring out to her. She went pale, then literally snatched the ring out of my hand.
That pretty much screwed the party up. Her scream got the girls' attention, and then I was literally thrown out of my chair.
The guys clustered around me. Congratulations were given. I broke out the peach brandy I kept around for special occasions, and a toast was shared by all.
.............................................
We decided not to add to the cabin, and built a house lower down. The cabin became our retreat, and later served as a base for our son's sleepovers. When our little girl came along it got complicated, but she ended up with her nights too. Her mom would help her make it more girl friendly. It got a little tense when Jason hit puberty, and I almost had a nervous breakdown when J2[Jenny Junior]had her slumber parties, but they were good kids.
Jen had been twenty eight when we married, I was thirty seven. I worried about it for awhile, knowing I would probably be gone before she was, but stopped when I realized she was the glue that held our family together, and she would see to the family.
Before we married, I told her everything. My bad temper, what I had done to the first Jenny, everything. She thought about it for awhile before she smiled and said she was glad she didn't know me then.
"Nice guys finish first"
"We all get what we deserve"
God, don't you just love cliches?
.................................................
I feel the need to apologize here. I have two series going, Saggy Boobs and Ugly Nipples, and Yes Dear, both in the Romance section, that I haven't kept the schedule on. That's because when I posted I Started Out Roasting A Pig, I was in such a hurry that it didn't get proofed and a lot of mistakes were left in. I backed up, and have a friend doing a little proofing and editing for me.
She proofed this one, But if you find mistakes it's probably because I changed a few things after I got it back.
Freeman Feelbad and Sweet Thang, the blues duo mentioned in this story will have their own, probably in March.
As always, thank you for reading. Comments are always welcome. Vote if you want, it's how I keep score. QHML1
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.................................................
Stella raged, screaming in the car. She raged about the unfairness of life, the choices she made that were wrong. and most of all, she raged about Charley, and the happiness he had found.
It was totally irrational, she knew that, but she felt Norma had stolen something that was hers. She didn't know if she wanted it back, but she definitely didn't want Norma to have it.
..................................................
Norma was a little worried. Charley was uncharacteristically moody, less likely to smile than before. They were home, talking about the plans they had for the weekend. She wanted to change the chandelier in the great room to something a little more modern. Charley had as usual said she could change it, but now seemed to be having second thoughts.
"Now, Charley, you agreed. It's already been delivered, the electricians are going to install it tomorrow."
He looked at her with an odd expression.
"We can send it back, pay them their call out rate, and have the whole day alone. Does it really matter?"
She found herself getting short with him.
"It matters to me. You agreed I could do this, and we are NOT sending it back. That's the end of this discussion!"
She never forgot the look he gave her. He opened his mouth to say something, seemed to stop and think. Then he got up and left.
She wasn't too concerned for the first couple of hours, but when he wasn't home by midnight, she called Sherrie.
"Charley isn't home yet. Have you seen him?"
Sherrie had been asleep and noticed the time. She pushed on David until he stopped snoring and woke up.
"Sorry, honey. I haven't laid eyes on him since Wednesday. Did he say where he was going?"
"No! We were talking about changing the chandelier and he got up and left without a word. I'm worried."
Sherrie had a bad feeling she couldn't shake, but she put on a bright tone.
"Oh, I'm sure it's nothing. If he isn't home soon, call me back."
She talked to her a few more minutes until Norma calmed before hanging up. She looked at David.
"Charley left Norma without a word and it's been four hours. What do you think happened?"
She had snuggled back into him, and he was absently rubbing her belly. The baby kicked and she saw his smile.
"I don't know. It isn't like Charley. The only time I can ever remember him doing things like this was right before he and Stella broke up. She was making crazy demands and Charley was tired of putting up with it. When she got into the 'this is the way it's going to be and you're gonna have to get used to it' rants, he would get up and leave the house. He told me once that he was never going through that again. But I can't see Norma doing anything like that in a million years. I'm sure he'll be back soon, in fact he's probably back now. Go back to sleep honey, you need the rest."
It wasn't to be. At two thirty Norma called back in tears.
"He's not back yet! Something is really wrong, I can feel it."
About four minutes of crying and unintelligible sounds followed.
"Norma, honey, Norma, NORMA!"
The crying stopped. For a second.
"Norma, we'll be there in a bit. Turn the porch light on."
It was almost four before they were in the living room, feeding Norma hot tea. After talking for an hour, Sherrie led her to bed, and snuggled to her while she went to sleep in the big bed, filled with his scent. She slept until nine.
She woke, feeling someone in the bed with her. He's back! But when she turned she saw the large tummy, and knew who it was.
She saw her eyes open and hugged her.
"I feel so bad for pulling you out of your bed, but I had no one else to turn to. Please don't think I'm a horrible person."
Sherrie petted her, doing her best to console her.
"You're not a bad person, Norma. You're a good person in an upsetting situation. Let's go have some coffee. If he came home and saw me in bed with you, he probably slept in one of the spare bedrooms."
She laughed as she waddled down the steps. "If I have to come over here again, we're sleeping downstairs."
She checked on David, hearing his snores as she opened the door. No Charley to be found.
Coming back into the kitchen, she saw Norman fiddling with a new coffee brewer, one of those one cup at a time, four hundred flavors model.
"Wow! Where did that come from?"
Norma was glad she liked it.
"I bought it for the house. Charley fought me on it, he wanted to keep that beat up old percolator, but I talked him into getting rid of it.
David walked in during the conversation, frowning.
"I talked to Charley. He finally returned a call. He'll be back at the plant by Monday morning. Don't try to contact him before then."
Norma was starting to cry.
"Why won't he come back now?"
"Because of Stella."
Norma tensed up.
"What's that bitch got to do with it? Is she trying to get her hooks in him? I'll beat that plastic slut to death before I let her have him! Where is she?"
Norma was in her pocketbook searching for her keys. David gently took them and sat her at the table, asking Sherrie to make him a cup of coffee.
"What flavor?"
She saw the look of disgust on his face.
"American, black."
"Sorry, Norma, I misspoke. I meant the ghost of Stella. He told me he was having flashbacks of his old life, and he had to be alone to think about it.
"Is it something in the house? Tell me, I'll get rid of it right now."
"That might be pretty hard, Norma. It's you."
"WHAT!"
................................................
David took the cup from Sherrie, thanking her.
"You guys weren't around when the end came for Charley and Stella. She was starting to think she was just a little too young, too attractive, that she deserved something with a little more flash, than to stay with an old guy like Charley."
"The fact she was just six months younger, and he was funding all her upgrades was lost to her. She and her lover started their mutual seduction at about that time, and she really wasn't keeping up with the home front."
"She already started planning her exit strategy. It was her plan to keep the house, so she started remaking it into what she wanted, at his expense. It started out with new appliances, then new furniture. Charley had hand built most of it, and she got rid of it like it was some Chinese knock off from KMart. She wanted a new car, a BMW, so she got it. Charley finally figured out she was erasing him out of her life.
"That's when he bugged the house and got the investigators. He said the last straw came when she tried to throw away his old coffeepot. It was the one his mom and dad used. It gave him a lot of comfort. The same coffeepot you talked him into getting rid of."
"Tell me he just put it up, that it's still here."
Norma was slowly getting more upset.
"I didn't know! Why didn't he tell me? I would have understood. Oh my."
She jumped up and ran out of the kitchen and up the driveway. They had a garbage service that picked up Wednesdays and Saturdays. She got there just as the truck was pulling up. She destroyed the bags before they could get to them, crawling around in her robe, begging God to let it still be there. Suddenly she screamed and held it up. You would have thought it was platinum and filled with gold the way she held it.
David helped her up, and tipped the garbage men twenty apiece for their trouble. She hugged the pot all the way back into the house.
She washed it thoroughly and took the new unit and put it in the bottom cabinet.
"Why didn't he tell me what it meant to him?"
"Because, Norma, you meant more to him than the pot. He's always been one to make others he cares about his priority. Why do you think he does what he does for you? Because he wants you to be happy. He just sometimes overdoes it."
"Norma, look at me, it's important."
He paused until she looked him in the eye.
"Why do you think he let you have that pot? Because he wanted to make you happy. He had no idea you would want to throw the old one away."
"He got you a fifty thousand dollar car that you love almost to obsession. Think he expected you to tell him he couldn't drive a car he paid for that you park in his garage at his house? Sound like a loving partnership to you? He told me you were going to replace the chandelier. Did you know he designed and built that himself? I didn't think so."
"He left when you told him you were going to replace it whether he liked it or not. He said all he could see that moment was Stella, trying to ease him out of the house. And that, Norma, is why he's not sitting here right now."
"Look me in the eye, and tell me one thing you've done for him lately? Be careful now, before he decides you're not worth the trouble. Sherrie loves you like a mother, and I'm really fond of you, but if lines have to be drawn, I'll be on his side. Wake up, Norma, before you blow it."
She sat there, trying to absorb what he had told her. Had she really become that much of an arrogant, self absorbed bitch? The man she loved more than anyone she had ever known, and she was going to ruin it over material things? The idea that she may actually lose him struck her like a fist. She stood up, heading for the living room.
"I think I need to.. I'm just going to lie...excuse me, I'll.."
David had been watching her face go pale, and he was at her side as she started sinking towards the floor. He got her on the couch, putting a pillow under her head. Sherrie brought a cool cloth and pressed it to her forehead.
"Leave her for a minute, honey. We'll check on her in just a second."
She led him back to the table and made him a fresh cup of coffee.
"What did he really say, David?"
He held her hand.
"Pretty much what I told her, but I had to drag it out of him. He loves her, a lot more than he loved Stella at the end, but it would kill him to go through it again. She may have lost him. I don't know what it would take to get him back to the point of marriage. You know he's already got the ring. The one I got you is really nice, but the one he got her makes yours look like a chip."
Sherrie put her hand on her tummy, feeling the kick.
"This has her upset."
David smiled. "He's tough, he can handle it."
It was a running discussion. They were purposely not learning the sex of their child, wanting a surprise. He was firmly convinced it was a boy, and she was sure it was a girl. In roughly seven weeks they would find out.
Norma woke up, and her conversation with David replayed in her head. Was she really that selfish?
She thought back on her relationship with Charley. She had fallen in love with him within weeks, despite having sworn she would never do it again.
Charley was everything her ex wasn't. Kind, loving, caring, and never putting her last in his thoughts and plans. Her ex was the exact opposite, putting her needs and desires behind his. She just wasn't used to being loved correctly, and it showed.
Sherrie and David stayed with her until Monday,they didn't think she needed to be alone. Troubling thoughts ran through her head all weekend. What if she lost him for good? The thought made her physically ill. She searched for a way to show him her love, and what his meant to her. Finally, Sunday night, she got the germ of an idea that may help.
She dressed three different times Monday, trying to remember which outfit was his favorite. Redid her makeup three times. She wanted to look her absolute best. She pinched her middle, frowning. She had gotten a little sedentary, time to get back into the gym. All her trouble was for nothing, he left a general email he was going to be in Alabama for a few days, at the request of the developer.
She had wrestled with the email she had sent him as soon as she got to work, trying to set the right tone. She apologized, saying no object it the world was worth losing his love over. She made the tone serious but hopeful. She also suggested maybe she didn't deserve to be with him because of her behavior of the last week. She said she didn't want to talk to him until the weekend, saying there was something she had to do, and be patient. She told him she still loved him more than she could express, and if he never married her it didn't matter, as long as they were together.
.............................................
Charley was confused, reading her email. She loved him but didn't want to see him for a week? He knew he had been a bit of a jerk by leaving her for the weekend. But the flashbacks were so intense it was like living through it all over again. David chewed him out, nicely, telling him he needed to be a better communicator if he wanted to stay in a relationship. It was something to think about.
Sherrie listened while Norma explained what she wanted to do. She wasn't sure it was the right thing to do, but appreciated the sentiment.
Charley never put a password on his computer, and he was so happy she liked her car he showed her all the websites he visited, and about the guy he met on line who helped him pick it out. She remembered the address, SS06@stangnet.com, and sent him an email, thanking him for his help on her car, and how much she loved it.
She had a favor to ask. What would be the best type of Mustang to get her 50 year old husband? His birthday was coming up[a lie, both the relationship and the birthday], so she was sort of on the clock.
He didn't respond the first day, but the next he sent her a deluge of information. Colors, options, horsepower, aftermarket parts, the best cleaning products, the list seemed endless. She was beginning to think he was a bit obsessive. She assured him over and over she kept her convertible garaged, until she finally sent him a photo of her baby in the garage, gleaming from the last washing. He complimented her, saying if he weren't newly married he'd love to get to know her.
Married? Wonder what she drove?
He ended by making strong suggestions that she wouldn't like what happened if he found out either car was left out in the weather. then he insisted they come up to Detroit for the big Mustang event they have every summer, he'd like to meet them in person. Wow, time to change Charleys' email address.
She emailed him back that she really appreciated the information, but really needed to focus on the car right now. She reminded of her general area. He emailed her back three different models the local dealerships had, and the pros and cons of each. The only thing they had in common were they were loud, fast, and flashy.
She test drove a yellow one but didn't think he would like it. She wasn't impressed with the second one, but knew she had found the perfect one at the last dealership.
A 302 Boss, black with red accent stripes. Six speed, 444 horsepower. Since it was a 2012, she got a pretty good deal on it.
The salesman was about her age, handsome and well groomed. He loved her convertible, and confessed how much he wanted a Mustang. She asked why he didn't own one, and he laughed and showed her a picture of his family, five children, from twelve down.
"She drives a minivan, I drive an Expedition. That way we can both haul the family if we need to."
The test drive took her on the interstate, and despite her urge to open it up, she never got it over ninety, and was nervous at that.
The exit they turned around on had a little strip mall with Barnes and Noble in it. She pulled into the lot and walked around the car one more time. She started asking questions about financing. He held his hand up.
"It's cold out here. Let's go inside, the have a Starbucks, and get a warm drink while I enter all the information. That way the paperwork will be ready when we get back to the dealership you won't have to wait around as long."
She got a double raspberry latte, and he got a medium regular.
He entered all the information into his tablet while they sat. His phone rang just as they left, and he laughed. He showed Norma the video, his youngest taking her first steps. She hugged him, fibbing a little about her first grandchild due in just weeks.
Stella stood in the bookstore staring, before she pulled out her phone and started snapping pictures of them laughing at the table, and the hug beside the car. She had just the address to send them to.
.................................................
Sherrie was stunned when they went to pick up the car.
"Can you afford this?"
"Since I'm living with the man, I have no bills at all. And, my boss has been pretty good to me, with raises and bonuses, so I made a pretty hefty down payment. Do you think he'll like it?"
David was with them.
"He'll love it. When are you going to give it to him?"
"This weekend, when he gets back from Alabama. I intend for it to be sitting in the garage with a big bow around it. Naturally he'll want to drive it, and when he opens the door he'll find me wrapped in a big bow. It will be all I have on. Think he'll get the message?"
...............................................
Charley, at that exact time, was sitting his suite staring at his laptop. The pictures were as plain as it gets. Norma, laughing with a man in a coffee shop. Norma, outside, hugging a man with a happy smile on her face.
He didn't recognize the address, but the caption said it all.
THOUGHT YOU MIGHT WANT TO KNOW.
He suddenly shook himself and checked the time. He had been staring at the screen for forty five minutes. He had a dinner appointment with the condo developer. He never felt less like going out in his life.
He stumbled through the dinner, not remembering a thing said. His host asked him twice if he was all right, and Charley said he was feeling a bit under the weather. He begged off the rest of the evening and went back to his room, where he lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling. He finally dozed off around five, forty minutes before his wake up call. He called the developer, explained he was still under the weather, and promised he would be all right the next day. He brooded. He felt like crying but didn't. Finally he called David.
David could tell by his tone he was still depressed. He started trying to cheer him up.
"Come home, Charley. Your trip was more of a courtesy call than anything else. Come home and let your woman love you up. She's feeling real guilty about the way she treated you. I'm sure a LOT of makeup sex is in your future."
There was a long silence before Charley spoke.
"I'm sure she's got a lot to make up for, but maybe that's not a good idea right now. I'm thinking maybe I made a mistake, rushed into something too quick. I tell you what, I don't want to make this messy, find her a nice apartment and make arraignments to pay the rent for a year. I owe her that for making her give up her apartment. And tell her job isn't in danger, she's really good at what she does. Just don't expect a lot of interaction between us for a while. Tell her I'm sorry I wasn't enough, and that I hope she finds what she wants. Tell Sherrie I'm sorry, and please don't cut me out of her life."
David was stunned beyond belief. Norma and Sherrie were going to be devastated. He needed to find out what happened before he told them.
...............................................
Sherrie knew immediately something was wrong. She had just over a month to delivery. It would have to be life threatening to get her to take a trip now.
"You have a hormonal, soon to be first time mother here. I'm right on the edge of freaking out right now, and you need to go to Alabama? What could even possibly be that important? I need some answers, big boy, or you're going to have the travel companion from hell. So spill, what's going on?"



He had no choice but to tell her. He wanted to anyway, so he could get her opinion.
He repeated the conversation as closely as he could remember. He stopped when he saw the pain on her face.
"I'm all right, honey. I just feel so bad for Norma. You know this is going to destroy her, right? I doubt she'll even stay here. Damn it! Her life was like a fairy tale up until last weekend. Have you told her yet?"
"No, and I'm not going to either. If Charley wants to break her heart, he'll have to do it himself. That's why I'm going. There's more here than we're seeing. I'm going to have her stay with you, for a lot of reasons. She made need you pretty bad."
.................................................
Something was wrong, she could feel it. David left suddenly to meet Charley in Alabama, and Sherrie wouldn't look her in the eye. After two days she had enough.
"What's going on here Sherrie? Every time you look at me you look like you're ready to cry. Is the baby all right?"
Sherrie rubbed her stomach.
"The baby is fine. In fact, I think she's taking up line dancing. She's getting impatient, I think she intends to make her debut a little earlier than scheduled."
Norma smiled, remembering.
"Then what is it?"
Sherrie paused, remembering the conversation she had with David the night before.
"I don't know what to tell you, hon. Someone sent Charley pictures of Norma with another man, one in a coffee shop, laughing and touching his arm, and another of her hugging and kissing the same man in the parking lot. Charley is all to hell over this. I've never seen him so miserable. I'm gonna send you the pictures, see if you can recognize him."
She studied the photos for a few minutes, but try as she might she couldn't place the man. Something about the pictures made her think it wasn't anything sexual, she just seemed happy. But a woman's eye can be more discerning than a man in matters of that nature. Still, they looked pretty damning.
Screw this. It was time to get some answers. She took Norma over to their desktop and pulled up the pictures.
"Tell me straight, Norma? Who is this? What were you doing with that man? And the pictures? I got then from Charley, and no, I don't know where he got them."
Norma stood, going pale. She knew exactly who the man was.
"This is all wrong! It isn't what it looks like! That's the salesman who sold me the car. We stopped for a coffee during the test drive so he could enter some financial information onto his tablet. I hugged him because he shared a video of his smallest child taking her first steps. It meant nothing. Who could have sent it?"
Sherrie was thinking.
"Norma, where exactly did you buy the car?"
"Over in Jamestown. They were the only one with a model I thought he would like. Why?"
"Because, Norma, I only know one person that lives in Jamestown. Stella."
They both stopped talking, and started thinking.
"How would she know where I was at, or that I would hug the guy? Sheer chance?"
"Exactly. You were just off the interstate. You know she travels for her job just like us. Who else would care if you hugged someone? You have to tell Charley."
"How would I do that, Sherrie? He won't talk to me, and he won't answer my emails."
She was sniffling as they embraced. Sherrie was stroking her gently.
"Don't worry honey, we'll find a way."
..................................................
It was a simple thing, something that occurs in every home in the world at one time or another. A small kitchen towel, fallen off while Norma did the dishes. Easily seen if the lights were on.
But, it was the middle of the night, in her own home, so Sherrie didn't need the light. She was going to the refrigerator to get a blueberry smoothie, something she had acquired an addiction to. She stepped on the towel and it slid on the tile floor, throwing her off balance. She grabbed at the counter to save herself, but got the drainer and pulled it down with her. It made a horrible crash.
Norma jumped up and ran into the kitchen. Flipping on the light, she saw Sherrie lying on the floor, holding her stomach and moaning. Blood was pooling around her bottom. She immediately called 911 and followed the ambulance to the hospital.
It was three in the morning, and it took four phone calls to get David awake.
"What?" He mumbled.
"David! Listen to me honey. You have to come home. Now. Sherrie fell in the kitchen. They may have to take the baby! Come home, now! She's in with the doctors. They're going to decide soon. Come home."
David was instantly awake and filled with dread. His first thought was to call Charley.
"Come on, Charley! I need you to drive. I don't think I can concentrate."
Charley was dressed and ready in seconds. When David got into the car he pulled out in the wrong direction.
"Charley, we're going the wrong way!"
"No we're not" said Charley, as he floored the SUV and prayed for sleepy cops.
It was a small airport. The developer was also a pilot and generally flew from town to town. He had the flight plan registered and the engines warmed up.
"Roger! What are you doing?"
The developer smiled.
"Saving you about three hours, son. I like Sherrie and you quite a bit."
He grabbed David's arm.
"She'll be all right, David. So will the baby. You have to hold on to that. And if you're religious, now's a good time to pray."
He said later it was the first time he had ever opened up the engines on his plane. They made what would have been a three hour drive in forty minutes.
He had a car was parked at the airport. They were at the hospital in twenty. Norma saw them burst through the doors, ran to them, and collapsed in Charley's arms, crying uncontrollably.
He held her, petting her, giving her strength.
David was in her room. Roger smiled, gave Norma a hug, and went to the waiting room.
The surgery took two hours. Charlene Norma Thornton came into the world a little early. She was in intensive care. Sherry had lost blood and had a concussion, but would recover in time.
After David found out they were both all right, he let his iron control slip and cried like a baby while Norma and Charley held him. Roger smiled, congratulated him, and went to find a motel.
Norma sat with Charley, holding his hand while they waited, conflicting emotions coursing through her head in waves. She started one conversation, but Charley shushed her, saying they would talk after they were sure Sherrie and the baby were all right. She was actually grateful, and made sure she kept her hand in his.
................................................
Sherrie got to go home in three days. "Charley" had to stay three and a half weeks, gaining weight and developing to the point where she could go home.
Norma continued to stay with Sherrie until she was able to function on her own. She talked to Charley almost daily, saying when Sherrie was all right they would have a serious talk. He started to insist on a meeting, but backed out at the last minute.
They were swamped at work. Norma had to step up and take over. It didn't run as smoothly as it did under Sherrie, but she got the job done.
Charley also stepped up, coming out of semi retirement to keep things going. He developed a new appreciation for David. He had sent out a general email to both suppliers and customers, explaining the situation and asking them to bear with the inconvenience until they could get up to speed. A few grumbled and he put them at the top of the list.
Many more sent emails of condolences and congratulation. A few of the older ones sent gifts.
................................................
It was time. Sherry was fine, the business was running smoothly. Norma felt ready, and Charley was starting to insist.
They met at the cabin. David and Sherrie brought her out, taking little Charley on her first trip. They all spent time with the baby, before David and Sherrie excused themselves. They wanted to check out the new leaves on the kissing trees, and visit the falls.
Norma had the baby in her arms, rocking her gently to sleep. Charley looked at the scene and it almost brought tears to his eyes. Twenty years earlier, and that would have been his baby she was holding. He went into the kitchen ad poured coffee for both, to clear his head and get his emotions under control. He sighed as she put the baby down, smoothing her blankets and kissing her head.
They sat for a minute in silence before Norma started.
"I need to tell you some things, Charley. I'd appreciate it if you wait until I finish before you say anything. Please."
"I love you, Charley. Plain and simple. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. We don't ever have to marry if you don't want to. I know I upset you. I'm sorry. But Charley, you need to shoulder some of the responsibility here. You should have told me what that old coffeepot meant to you. And the chandelier, if it meant that much to you, you should have said no when I tried to change it."
"David tried to explain it to me, but you should have been the one to do that. I know you're scarred, but so am I. Before you, I've never had anyone put me first in their life. Lord knows my ex never once loved me like you do."
"It felt so good, and I let it go to my head. Looking back, I think I was pushing you deliberately, just to see how much you loved me. That was wrong, and I apologize. I was turning into something you were familiar with, and when it was pointed out to me, I was mortified."
"I'm sorry it came to this. I've missed you so much, missed what we had. I had gotten used to waking up with your arms around me. I still cry in the morning when I wake up alone."
"Sherrie told me about the pictures. I bet she also told you who she thought took them. If you would have asked me, I would have told you who he was and what was going on. It was business, pure and simple. I have his name and number, if you'd like to call and verify."
"I love you Charley, but if you don't start talking to me, we're doomed. You're supposed to get mad at me once in a while, just like I am. If something bothers you, let it out and we'll talk it through. We may not always agree even after we've talked, but we'll never let it interfere with our love. I'll do all I can to prove that I love you. The rest is up to you."
She stopped, wiped the tear that trickled down her cheek, and went to the kitchen to refill their cups.
Charley sat, mulling over what she had told him. When she came back into the living room, he had moved, sitting on the couch. He patted the cushion beside him. It was all she could do to keep from leaping into his arms.
"Let me tell you this before I say anything else. I love you also, Norma, plain and simple. I thought about it a lot these past few weeks, talked to some people, and realized my life would be pretty much meaningless without you."
He paused, collecting his thoughts. She took his hand and held it tightly.
"I don't think anyone knew how much Stella had hurt me. I kept it bottled in. I realize that was a mistake, now. It skewed any chance I had of ever having a relationship again."
"Then you came along. I was never so impressed with someone in my whole life, especially after you slapped me that first night. Here was a woman who wasn't afraid, who could stand her ground and speak for herself. Not at all like the sneaky, lying manipulator I had spent the last few years with."
"I talked to Roger some about what happened. Not details, of course, but enough that he got the idea."
"He gave me a card."
"Go see her" He said, "She helped me tremendously when my wife died. I guarantee you you'll feel better, or at least understand things more clearly. I never thought the time would come when tough old Charley would need a therapist."
"But I went, eight sessions so far. I found it very helpful. She pointed out things to me I had never considered before, a lot of them were things you just said."
Charley got down on her knees before her. Norma held her breath, knowing something important was about to happen.
"I'm sorry, honey, for all the grief I've caused you. If you'll take me back, I promise to be a better man."
He fumbled a little before he could get the box out of his pocket.
"I bought this awhile back. I knew even then you were the one. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Norma, will you marry me?"
It took her five minutes before she could answer him, she couldn't speak through the sobs. Finally she whispered "yes", before going back to her sobbing.
.................................................
David and Sherrie had come back in while all this was going on, and caught the proposal. Sherrie had tears streaming down her face, while David stood, too choked up to say anything. Sherrie gave them a few minutes to get composed before they came into the living room.
Norma reached for Sherrie, and the crying began in earnest. David pulled Charley into the kitchen.
"Congratulations, old man. I knew you'd get it right eventually."
.................................................
The wedding wasn't big, just close friends and family. Their friend Roger walked Norma down the aisle, David was best man, and Sherrie was matron of honor.
Sherrie paid for a quarter page ad announcing the marriage, complete with pictures, in Stellas' home town paper.
They went to a private island for their honeymoon, courtesy of Roger, staying in a villa he owned there. They swam, snorkeled, rode horses. At night the dined in the local restaurants, and frequented a nightclub geared for their age group.
They sunbathed nude behind the privacy fence at their villa. Midway through the second week they wandered up on a top optional beach. Charley teased Norma but she refused, saying it wouldn't work with the one piece suit she had on. They wandered a bit farther and came up on a nude beach. Charley grinned at her.
"Don't you even think that, Charley. I'm not gonna show this old, wrinkled...."
That was all she got out before she was suddenly holding Charley's trunks and watching his bare butt recede into the distance. She stood there holding his trunks for another minute before grinning.
She caught up with him at the drink cabana, ordering what appeared a tropical drink, but was actually a mango,orange, and pineapple concoction, casually talking to a woman half his age. She came up with a scowl on her face.
"There you are honey. Linda, this is my brand new bride. Beautiful, isn't she?"
The young woman was smiling, reaching out to shake hands.
"Yes she is, Charley. Please come meet my husband. He happens to be in the same industry."
Her husband and Charley soon fell into a discussion of traditional woods used in furniture while Norma and Linda sunned on lounges.
Linda looked at Norma and laughed. Norma raised an eyebrow.
"Damn Norma, we're the two hottest women on the beach, lying here without a stitch, and our husbands talk about trees. I can think of a different wood that should come to mind, can't you?"
Charley looked up with a wicked gleam in his eye, speaking before Norma.
"You're right, my dear Linda, but the sap has been drained from my oak, four times in the last twenty four hours. Perhaps the sun will restore me, allowing my sap to rise again."
Norma went red while everyone laughed. They agreed to meet for dinner when it was time to leave the beach.
Norma was sad to go. When Charley put lotion on her, rubbing every inch of her body in front of strangers, she almost had an orgasm.
They managed to go twice more before they left, and Norma became a firm exhibitionist. The approving looks she got when she stretched and pushed her breasts out gave her a thrill. Charley soon learned that lovemaking was the first order after a visit.
.................................................
Charley absolutely loved his car. Norma teased him no end when he got a speeding ticket the third day he drove it. They became members of the local Mustang club and had many enjoyable times at car shows and social mixers.
They went to the big event in Detroit that year, taking both cars up in a trailer, then driving the boss back home. They got to meet the infamous SSO6, and presented him with a rocking chair for two that Charley had handmade, in thanks. He was a really nice guy.
................................................
"You're full of shit, old man."
"No I'm not. I overheard Sherrie telling Norma you're spending way too much on lingerie for her when you could be spending it on outfits for little Charley."
David snorted.
"She'll outgrow half of what she's got now before she wears them. Unfortunately, Sherrie is in the same boat. She'll outgrow half of what I bought her before she gets to model them for me, I'm afraid."
Charley looked confused.
"I can't see her gaining that much weight. You know how fanatical she and Norma are about their gym time."
"Oh yeah, she will" laughed David, "remember how big she got with Charley."
Charley stood for a minute before he grinned.
"How far along?"
"Three and a half months. It's a boy this time, I can feel it. You're babysitting duties are about to get a lot harder."
"I doubt that, David. Maybe now I'll actually get to hold Charley while Norma fusses over the newborn."
The men watched happily as their wives walked across the hall at the Furniture Mart. Heads still turned, they noted proudly.
Hugs and kisses were exchanged as they turned to go to dinner. They saw a familiar figure. Norma spoke.
"How are you, Stella? We missed you at the spring market, too busy to attend, I suppose. Well, hate to rush, but MY husband is taking all out to dinner. Oh, where are my manners? Would you like to join us?"
As they strolled away Charley chided her gently.
"She's been through a lot lately, hon. Did you have to rub it in?"
She was frowning.
"Yes! The bitch tried to break us up twice. I have no sympathy at all for her. Let's talk about something more pleasant, shall we?"
So they walked out, happily discussing baby names. Sherrie thought this one was a boy. Once again, they decided to wait until birth to find out.
...............................................
Stella stood and watched them leave, filled with sadness and regret. She was smart enough to realize now what she had thrown away.
Her husband had left her, for someone who a lot younger. She'd seen it coming.
And despite all her efforts, she was starting to show her age. She no longer drew approving looks from men half her age, and very few from those who were her age.
The most irritating part was she had to be careful where Charley was concerned. More than half her business was contract work for his companies, and Sherrie made it very clear if she caught her doing anything, no matter how trivial, she would cancel the contracts.
She sighed, then pasted a smile on her face and went on networking. Maybe there was someone out there who could appreciate her. She could only hope.
................................................
As always, I want to thank you for reading. Comment if you can, vote if you like.
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Melinda woke late. She lay there a second smiling, remembering the night before.
Ken, her husband, had just got home from a two week trip, the longest he had been away from her son in their nine year marriage. He played and tussled with their seven year old son until his manic joy of his dad being home faded. Then a simple dinner and off to bed.
Later, as quiet descended on the house, she snuggled gently with him on the sofa.
"I hope you left a little energy for us" she whispered as she stroked his cheek.
"Two weeks worth, my love. I swear, if this trip hadn't worked out, I was ready to give up. We don't need the money that bad for me to ever be away from you and Kenny that long ever again."
She smiled in the muted light, wondering how many CEO husbands would have made that statement. And she knew he meant every word.
When they went to bed, each thought to constrain their passion, but it was a lost cause. They mated like tigers, hard, fast, giving in to the primal urges they felt.
Later, they explored each others' bodies like they were trying to reclaim their territory, moving languidly over ever square inch.
Waking again later, they made love with passion and joy. She didn't see how he made it into work that morning.
"Just an update, honey. Then I intend to take four days off, and spend every minute loving on you and Kenny." His kiss held a lot of promise.
..................................................
She rose, bathed, slipped into his favorite sundress. The housekeeper was to get Kenny off to school, to give her a chance to sleep in.
She heard the soft bong repeat three times and stop, then repeat as she brushed her hair.. It was a state of the art system. That pattern meant an intruder was in the house.
At first she thought Mrs. Miller had forgot to reset it when she took Kenny to school, it was a bad habit she had. But she remembered the repeated admonitions from her husband about never taking anything for granted, so she went to check.
There was a man in her kitchen, with his head in the fridge. A man she didn't recognize.
"Who are you? What do you want?"
The man turned around with a bottle of orange juice and poured a glass before he spoke.
"May I pour you a glass? No? All right then, you can call me...Dave. Yes Dave, I've always liked that name. And I'm the man who kidnapped your son. Sure you don't want some juice?"
It took a second for his words to register.
"What?"
He smirked.
"I've kidnapped your son. Well not me, physically, my partner did the actual deed. It's my responsibility to handle negotiations. You know, arrange payments, the return of your son, that sort of thing."
He was surprised at her calm.
"How do I know you aren't just bluffing?"
He sighed and handed her his phone. There was a picture of Kenny, bound and gagged , on what looked like the floor of a van. She paled a little.
"What do you want?" she asked in a shaky voice.
The man smiled widely.
"Not much, really. Just all your liquid assets. I've done my research, here's a list."
He slid the paper. It was pretty accurate, bank balances, stock portfolios, safety deposit boxes. It also had the instructions of where to send the money.
"Isn't technology grand?" he said, openly grinning.
"We'll go to the bank first, for the deposit boxes, then we'll come back here for the transfers. While we're waiting, you and I will have a little fun. My own personal bonus, so to speak. If you fight me, or refuse, my partner will get a call. He'll curt his thumb off. Do we understand each other?"
Cold fury blazed from her eyes, but she nodded.
"Let me get my purse."
He smiled and held the juice glass up.
Melinda came back ant they walked out on her deck.
Dave looked at her car.
"Wow, a CTS-V Cadillac. I always wanted to drive one of those. You don't mind, do you?"
She reached into her purse, but instead of keys came out with a Ruger .22 target pistol. Dave jumped back, waving his arms.
"Now lady, don't do anything foolish. It's just money."
She leveled the pistol and fired off a round, shooting his little toe on his right foot off He was screaming, rolling across the deck. He rolled close to her and she raked the pistol across his cheek, opening up a pretty deep gash. She walked over to the hot tub and got some towels, tossing them to him.
"It's not just money, it's my child, you asshole. Now, wrap these towels around it to stop the bleeding. And stop crying like a little bitch."
He managed to get into a chair and started ranting about what was going to happen to her son. She aimed the pistol right between his eyes.
"Whoa lady, stop! We can work something out."
She smiled, and with her pale skin and the white sundress, he thought she looked like the angel of death.
"Here's what's going to happen. You're going to pull your phone out, call your partner, and deliver my soon back to me. If he's over fifteen minutes away, I shoot you again. You have three minutes."
Dave ranted, he cursed. He stalled. When the three minutes were up, she shot him in the top of his wounded foot. He screamed and cried. She tossed him more towels.
"Three minutes, then it's through the ankle. Next three minutes, the kneecap. Three minutes later, I blow off one of you balls. Three minute later, the other ball. After that, I'll consider you a lost cause and watch you bleed out."
He looked at her with sheer hatred, but dialed the phone.
"We're done here. Bring him back and dump him at end of the drive. I'll meet you there. Be gentle."
She was standing beside him, listening because she made him put it on speaker. She jammed the barrel in his ear.
"If be gentle is code for come in with guns blazing or hurt my son, and you won't live past noon. You understand?"
"Fuck you! I'm gonna call the cops."
Her smile got bigger.
"Do you know who my husband is? He's retired army. Intelligence branch. His company has only one customer, the U.S. government. Threatening me and kidnapping my son will be considered terrorism. I hope you like tropical climates. You and your buddy will most likely end up in Gitmo, never to be seen again. I'll ask a favor and put you in with the real terrorists. That should be a lot of fun for you."
Dave sneered through his pain.
"It'll be your word against mine. I disabled your security system."
She laughed again.
"You mean that bundle of wires we have for show? The real system is wireless state of the art with a satellite feed. I press one button on my phone, and it streams instantly to my husband and the military."
She kept her cell on, and soon saw the van pull up to the front and stop. A man got out without her child, holding a shotgun. She showed Dave.
"Call him and tell him to drop any weapons he has. If you don't, and I shoot him, my son better be in that van. If he isn't, you're about to live a very painful existence."
Dave believed her. He called, telling his partner to stow the weapons and bring the child.
The other man was huge, burly with muscles. He was smiling until he saw Dave with bloody towels over his foot and the woman holding the pistol.
"That's right, sugar, just send him on up to me and everything will be fine."
Damn, she thought. She had tried for years to erase her southern accent, and it still popped out when she was really stressed.
He hesitated until Dave warned him.
"Don't do anything dumb, man. She'll kill you."
She looked at her son lying in his arms. Anger threatened to consume her.
"What's wrong with him?"
"Relax lady, we knocked him out, with gas. He'll wake up in about an hour with a little headache. We've never hurt one yet."
She realized she was grinding her teeth, something she hadn't done since she was in her teens. Forcing herself to center, she turned to Dave.
"You don't mind waiting on us for just a bit, do you Dave? I waited until we were outside before I shot you. Do you know how expensive Brazilian hardwood floors are? I'm not gonna clean blood off them. We'll be right back."
She marched the big man into her sons' room, and had him lay him on the bed. While he was bent over she put the pistol up against his asshole.
"Where's my housekeeper?"
The thought of getting shot in the ass scared the guy half to death.
"She's not hurt! She got a text from your number telling her to take the day off, you wanted some time with your husband."
She filed that away in her memory. This seemed to well planned to be the idea of the two she was dealing with.
Dave had to be helped back to the van. He was groaning in pain. The big man looked at her with sheer hatred. She surprised him by shooting him in his thigh. He screamed.
"Oh, shut up. I didn't hit an artery. You won't bleed out, but it'll be awhile before you can run again. Too bad, too. In roughly three hours, when my husband gets home, I'm gonna tell him all about my interesting day, and show him the video. There will be no place you can hide, no rock big enough to crawl under. He'll find you, and when he does, what I did to you will look like a walk in the park. He'll never forgive you for touching his son. So shoo, try to hide. If I know my husband and his team, they'll start a pool on how many hours it takes to find you, and how many hours it'll take before he decides to put you out of you misery."
She made a little dismissive wave of her hand.
"Go on, now, shoo. Every minute you waste will bring him one more minute closer to you. Thanks for the entertaining morning.
She watched them pull out, then walked back up on her deck, stopping to look at the bloodstained boards. She went inside and called a 'company' construction business, they assured her the boards would be replaced by the next afternoon.
She checked on her son, making sure he was all right. His regular breathing reassured her, and she went into the kitchen to call her husband.
"You saw?"
Her husband tried to stifle his laughter. When their alarm went off, it automatically notified his computer and started streaming. He had watched the whole thing unfold.
"Well played, lt. There was a team there in twenty minutes. I sure you saw the laser light on his chest once or twice. They had orders to stay out of it unless you gave the signal."
"You shouldn't have promised the time, the team is on them now. They went to a vet, obviously someone they knew. He refused them until the guns came out."
She kept her tone neutral.
"I thought it would give you a little diversion, major."
She could hear the anger vibrating through the phone.
"They kidnapped my son and had every intention of raping my wife! Do you think I feel sporting?"
She had seen him in this state twice. She knew no argument in the world would stay him.
"No honey, I didn't. Will you be home for dinner?"
"Six on the dot."
"I love you honey."
"And I you, more than I can express."
She went to check on her child. He was awake.
"What happened Mom? I was waiting for Mrs. James to take me to school, and some guy came to the door. Then I wake up here."
"You got sick, honey.Must be that virus going around. The man was here to upgrade our cable, and he helped get me get you into bed. How do you feel?"
He rubbed his head, saying it hurt. She gave him some child grade tylenol and fussed over him all day.
When his father got home he hugged them both a little harder than normal.
..................................................
The man known as Dave sat in a pain induced fog, listening to his wife rant.
"One little woman and you let her get away with shooting you? You're a pussy Dave, a real man would have shoved that pistol up her ass. Didn't want to do that, did you? You were thinking about shoving something else up there, weren't you? I know you play with them. It didn't matter as long as you bring the money home."
She was throwing things into suitcases, packing away her computers. It was time to move. They usually came into town, hit two scores, and got out. This had been their first in the area, and it hadn't turned out well. This had been the first failure in the nine times they had tried it.
She had a goal. Four million. That would have let her retire to some island, preferably one without an extradition treaty, and live well. She had no intention of sharing it with Dave or his friend. She gave them a few thousand here and there, just enough to keep them motivated. She was sure once she left they would try it again, and fail. Jail was most likely their future.
They left the van, it was stolen anyway. She had no idea there was already a GPS and listening devices installed.
It took a month for Dave and his buddy to heal enough to try another score, and they were still moving slow.
When they tried to snatch the child, five men in tactical gear surrounded them. No identification was offered. Three more grabbed the woman.
................................................
Ken looked into the cell. It was in a basement. The woman sat up when the lights came on. She had been there five days, and was allowed two hours of light, when she was fed. The rest of the time was spent in total darkness. She was naked, and the temperature was set at a steady fifty eight degrees. She shivered for two days before she acclimated. She was fed fifteen hundred calories a day, and had already lost six pounds.
No one had spoken a word to her the whole time, they just shoved the trays through the door and picked up the empty trays later.
He had her brought to an interrogation room, still naked. He looked at her critically. Thirties, probably pretty if she was dressed well and had a little makeup.
She sat there, chained, as he looked at her. The silence lasted five minutes before she spoke.
"Please."
He sat for another few minutes before she said it again.
"Please what?"
"Please help me. Get me some clothes, let me talk to a lawyer. I'll plead guilty. Please."
He looked at her a second, then unlocked one hand. He gave her a bottle of water and an apple. She surprised him by eating the apple slowly, with obvious relish.
"Do you know who I am?"
"No sir."
"I'm the husband of the woman who shot your cohorts. The father of the boy you kidnapped."
She paled.
"Please, we never hurt anybody. It was just for the money."
He shuffled through some papers on the table.
"Let's see. You stole a little over three million from eight families. Two lost their businesses. One woman committed suicide. We recovered all their money, but it didn't really matter by then. Eight women were raped. There were three divorces. Still think you didn't hurt anybody?"
She slumped down in defeat.
"What are you going to do with me?"
"I don't know yet. You're probably going to get your wish. It'll be warm and tropical. You'll even have a view of the beach. Unfortunately it'll be through a chain link fence. You'll be very popular as the only woman there."
She paled.
"Please, don't. I'll do anything."
He smiled.
"Be careful, anything encompasses a lot. There are other agencies that might be interested in you. It won't be a pleasant life, and it may take years, but you might eventually be able to live another life."
"I'll take it." She sobbed. "Please don't put me back in the dark."
She looked up as she was led away.
"I'm sorry."
He nodded, thinking. "You will be, bitch, for years to come."
..............................................
Dave looked up, blinking in the sunshine.
"Where are we?"
The guard laughed.
"Beautiful Cuba. Enjoy your stay."
He curled up in a ball on his bunk that night, worrying. Soon he was surrounded.
"Look, Faisal, a present. Shall we show her our favorite positions?"
He opened his mouth to scream when something was stuffed in his mouth.
"No teeth" a voice hissed.
.................................................
Ken snuggled into Melinda, enjoying the fire, watching it snow. Kenny almost couldn't sleep, thinking about sledding with his friends the next day.
He was stroking her cheek gently.
"What did they say when the got the money back?"
"Most of them were happy. A few were so destroyed that it didn't matter. They were all pleased that they were caught."
"Where are they now?"
He grinned, glad she couldn't see his expression.
"The big one was dumb enough to fight. He had eight wounds, anyone of them would have been fatal. I don't know which agency took the woman, don't care. Dave went to Gitmo. I'm pretty sure both of them will be spending quite a bit of time on their knees in the near future."
"Good."
She reached up and kissed him.
Then she did something that was almost impossible to do. She surprised her husband.
"Honey, I went to the doctor today. It's a girl."
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There is some religion mixed in this, because I based part of it on people I know, and they actually met at church. You're supposed to write about what you know, and I was raised in Southern Baptist and Methodist churches. I'm not trying to influence or convert anyone. It's just part of the story.
I myself don't endorse any brand of religion. If I had to describe my beliefs, I believe the best would be agnostic Druid.
Enjoy.
.................................................
Judging by the sound of the stream, she really, really had to go.
I actually heard her before I saw her. Over the last two years, I had developed the habit of walking quietly. I had also started carrying a camera, taking pictures of things that appealed to me. I found if I walked quietly, I was more likely to get a good nature shot, catching the odd deer, squirrel, or turtle. Once I came up on a bear, boy were we both surprised. He took off one way, I took off the other.
I came around the curve of the path, and there she was.
Really pretty backside. That's all I could see as she was squatting, urine splattering the ground. I didn't know what to do, so I said "Hi. Beautiful morning, don't you agree?"
She screamed and almost did a back flip, then started thrashing around, desperately trying to pull her yellow bikini panties and shorts up.
The scream got louder when I scooped her up in my arms and ran towards the lake. She was using words I had only heard rarely and beating my chest. I waded in about waist deep, damn that water was cold! Her shriek turned into a gurgle as I tossed her even farther out.
"Stay there!" I yelled as I reached shore, holding her shorts and panties in my hand.
I ran home, grabbed a handful of towels and a terrycloth robe. I also had a pair of swim trunks.
She was screaming and cussing to beat the band, it was echoing all over the lake. Too bad there was no one there to hear it. My head was starting to hurt.
"SHUT UP, YOU STUPID BITCH. THAT WAS POISON OAK YOU WERE WALLOWING AROUND IN! THE COLD WATER OF THE LAKE WILL KEEP YOUR PORES CLOSED. THAT WILL KEEP A LOT OF THE JUICE FROM SEEPING IN."
I stopped yelling and started using a conversational tone.
"Here" I said, tossing her a bar of soap.
"This soap has ingredients that will stop the spread and help with the itching, Was your bottom good, and make sure to clean the tender parts. As it is, you're still going to be uncomfortable for a week or two."
She calmed down, and I put the towels and the robe on a big rock.
"When you get done, use the towels, swim trunks, and robe. I'll leave your clothes here, but wrap them in a towel to carry home. The trunks will stay up if you pull the drawstring tight."
She had finally stopped cussing and stood in the water shivering. I told her to wait until I'm gone if it made her uncomfortable, then come to shore. She apologized and asked if I would bring her a towel out so she could wrap herself.
Hell, I was already wet, so I waded out and handed her a towel. Instead of taking the offered towel, she snatched the camera I had around my neck, breaking the strap, and hurling it as far as she could into the lake.
"That was a nine hundred dollar camera and a four hundred dollar lens! Are you as crazy as you act, or has the cold water numbed your brain?"
She had a triumphant smirk on her face.
"Neither, you pervert. Now you can't post the picture you've already taken, or the ones you were going to take while you hid in the bushes as I came out of the lake."
I was six feet tall and weighed one eighty, and worked out religiously. She was about five foot one and weighed one hundred and one pounds, in this case soaking wet. I literally snatched her out of the water, held her over my head, and tossed her as far as I could into deeper water.
There was a glimpse of bare bottom as she sailed out, apparently she went for the smooth look.
"YOU BAS..." was all she got out before she hit the water.
"See if you can find my camera while you're out there, bitch!" I tossed over my shoulder as I waded back to shore. I was shaking with rage as I gathered my things. Fuck her, I thought as I started to walk away. The only thing that stopped me was the snuffling and wailing going on behind me.
"Please leave me the robe and a towel. Please, I'm begging you."
Well I didn't want her to get a cold, or hypothermia. The temperature of that mountain water in mid May was about fifty eight degrees on average. I dumped the armful into the path and kept walking, fuming as I went.
..............................................
This little lake wasn't really developed. Three fourths of the shoreline was owned by the power company. Five families had originally owned the rest of the property. I had managed to buy two of them out, giving me the lions share of the private property. The other three families had vacation homes, and from Memorial Day until Labor Day, I had neighbors.
There had been a developer sniffing around, trying to buy up the property. I had flat out refused her, and she hinted around about imminent domain, and I circumvented him by having part of my property and a bit of my neighbors' placed on the historic register. There were three family graveyards and a small log church on my land. I gave free access to the descendants, and even kept the church in repair. It was often used for weddings. I let people use it for a donation to the local historical society. The power company property was in the process of being sold to the state to extend a park, so that part of the lake was safe.
About eight months of the year I was pretty much alone, sometimes even snowed in. I didn't care. If I really had to get out, I had a four wheel drive tractor with a scrape blade. I would clear my three quarter mile driveway, then get out my 1958 M38A, a one ton, six wheel drive Dodge that I had fully restored. You could drive up cliffs with that thing. Most times I stayed home.
My house was solar powered, with backup generators. I hadn't had a power bill in five years.
Was I a hermit? Not exactly. I enjoyed people and often traveled for my work. I'd had a bad experience six years before that made me extremely suspicious of people, and gave me a mountain of trust issues.
I was a writer. In my youth I had dreamed of writing the Great American Novel. Majored in English and minored in journalism. Worked for a few years with newspapers, getting better jobs with bigger papers as my skill grew.
I got my big break when I discovered corruption between local officials and state lawmakers concerning the proposed route of a four lane bypass. Bribery, kickbacks, strong arm intimidation, even an attempted murder. I got a nomination for a Pulitzer and three weeks in a hospital out of it. The attempted murder was mine.
Of course I wrote a book about the whole thing that became a best seller in nonfiction. I got a three book deal, specifying one had to be a novel.
The publisher agreed, knowing if it stank it would never grace a page. My second book was a biography of Billy Dixon, a larger than life Western hero that never got his due. I had been researching it for years before I got a book deal, so I put it together in eighteen months. It surprised everyone by being even better than the first. One reviewer said he could smell the gunpowder and sweat as he read it.
Both books were made into movies, and the Western got really good reviews.
My novel surprised even me, staying on the bestseller lists for three months. It became a movie also.
I got a seven figure advance on my next contract, a three book deal, on any subject I wanted.
I was putting the finishing touches on a book about what amounted to a small war between union
organizers, the local sheriff department, and the national guard. It was in 1929, in a small North Carolina town. Many of the union organizers were also Communists. People on both sides were killed, including the sheriff.
This was fairly recent history, I was able to interview many of the children of the participants, as well as researching the local papers, oral histories, etc. I got lucky and one of the descendents handed me the diary of his grandfather, documenting the whole thing, naming names, talking about under the table deals the organizers and the sheriff tried to put together but couldn't agree on, as well as a love triangle that figured prominently in the whole affair. Sex and money, politics, murder, tragedy, it had a little something for everyone, including candid photos that had never been seen. My editor and publisher were drooling. It was due out in August, and we were giving excerpts on the publishing website.
If I'm so successful, why was I alone?
Good question.
................................................
I was married at the time I uncovered the road deal corruption, to a local girl. We had courted for nine months, and had been married for twenty two months. Newlyweds. We were still finding things out about each other.
I was at the newspaper, a fairly large one for the area. Like I said, she was a local girl, working for her uncle in the local county tax office. Her dad was county manager. I always had a good source of quotes about county business if I needed one. I got along well with her family.
Harvey Gant was the chairman of the Republican party, a local power broker, and owned a large scale beef farm operation. Her uncle was head of the Democratic party. To say these two didn't like each other was an understatement.
Slurs and accusations flew on a regular basis. I was covering politics, and I never lacked for a story. My wife Angie once told me her dog was run over and killed when she was eight, and her uncle told her a Republican did it. She's hated Republicans ever since.
Traffic through the county had been getting steadily more congested for years, and the state finally decided to build a four lane bypass. Making use of aerial maps, they had four different routes that would work.
That's when the fight started. Imminent domain was a time honored tradition of acquiring property for the greater good, and that's what ultimately happened. Some landowners actively lobbied to get the road to come through their property, while other threatened lawsuits if they even thought their land would be touched.
They did impact studies, cost estimations, rough surveying, and computer mapping to determine the best course. They held monthly update meetings with the public.
Finally, two routes were recommended by the state.
When the announcement was made, everyone was stunned when neither was chosen. The route that appeared to be the most expensive and least likely was chosen. People were in an uproar.
The highway commissioner held a press conference, lauding the route and refused to answer questions, giving out press packets instead. It was one of the most interesting fairy tales I had ever read. There wasn't one solid reason given as to why they chose that particular route. Something smelled. Bad.
It was my area, so I started digging. Without getting long winded, The commissioner, my wife's uncle and dad, and Harry Gant had conspired to have the route approved. It pretty much destroyed the biggest farming rival Harry had, taking almost his whole farm, took an unexplained bend, and just skirted Harry's farm, taking scrub land of little value. Harry got almost twice the value off his acreage, the other farmer got about sixty per cent of the estimated value.
The other farmer was no fool, and he too had friends in high places.
I had reported weekly on the story, digging deep and finding a disturbing paper trail that led to their downfall. It was getting hot for every one involved when I started getting threatening phone calls, which I taped and stored.
Her father paid me a visit at home. I often worked from home, and had an office set up in a spare bedroom. I had a slogan an old reporter had given me, it was a quote, I never knew from who.
"It is the job of a good reporter to report the news, factually, and raise hell."
I had another quote from Rikki Tiki Tavi, a Rudyard Kipling book of the nineteenth century.
Rikki Tiki was a mongoose, a small mammal that liked to hunt and kill cobras. They had no immunity, if they got bitten they died, but they were both smart and quick, and usually beat the snake. There were no slow, dumb mongoose alive.
It talked about the curiousity of the species, saying the mantra of any mongoose was "Go and find out"
My father in law had evidently read the book.
"Be careful Sam. A mongoose can easily beat a cobra, but what if there's several, and they all attack at once? Survival chances would be slim to none."
I threw him out of the house. That's the day my marriage died. Angie begged me to drop it, but I was like a bloodhound. I had struck the scent, and I had to follow it to the end.
I passed my evidence on the the FBI. I didn't trust the locals, and because we lived in a border county, and part of one of the farms had acreage in both states, they had jurisdiction.
The players panicked. I had a hot tip and went out to meet my informant. Nobody was there. I walked around for a bit. I was at a small pond in the middle of nowhere. Bored, I bent down to pick up a flat stone to skip over the water.
It saved my life. They gave a good old boy five thousand dollars to kill me with a deer rifle, a Remington 7mm. The shot went through the top of my shoulder, breaking the collarbone before splitting in half. One part went down the outside of my ribs and out just past my short ribs. The other half went under the ribs, nicking a lung before exiting out just above my hipbone. I dropped like a rock.
I was in shock so I wasn't hurting. I managed to call 911 and give them my location before the pain hit. And when it hit, it rendered me incapable of anything else.
I was less than two miles from a volunteer fire department, and one of them with EMT training was there in less than ten minutes, and had me stabilized before the ambulance arrived. When I came into money later, both groups got a sizable donation. I was taken to a hospital at the state capital and placed under FBI protection. In the next week, Her dad, uncle, the highway commissioner and two of his deputies, Harvey Gant, and a few local flunkies were all indited. Angie was arrested as an accessory, and actually served a year. They ratted the guy who shot me out, hoping for a lighter sentence.
Angie filed for divorce while I was still in the hospital. Mental cruelty, if you can believe it. She was the one who talked the guy into shooting me, sealing the deal with a little bedroom romp. If that had come to light during the trial, she would have to serve at least eight years. I could have given the D.A. what I found, but it just didn't matter to me anymore. We were divorced before she started her prison term. She was twenty four. I never spoke to her after the divorce.
I sued everyone who conspired in my murder attempt, and got a nice cash settlement. Not a lot, but enough to allow me to work exclusively on my book. When the money started rolling in, I never looked back.
................................................
I came home three days later, to find my swim trunks, robe, and towels laundered and stacked neatly on my porch. No note, nothing.
The next week my sometime neighbor stopped by, I assume to check up on his vacation home. We sat on the porch and drank coffee.
"How do you like your new neighbor?"
I looked up.
"I didn't know I had a new neighbor."
"Bill's girl. Went through a messy divorce, I hear she's staying at their cabin this summer, or until they sell it. Bill's retiring, says he's going South. Says he's tired of being cold even in the summer."
Interesting news.
"Has he listed it yet?"
He paused, thinking.
"Not yet, I think he said he was going to let his daughter stay there until she had her head together before he did."
"Have you got his number? You know I want to keep the property out of the hands of developers. I'll pay fair market value, maybe a little more if he sells pretty quick. I'll even let his girl stay all summer if she wants."
The old man smiled.
"Thought you may say something along those lines. Here's his numbers. He said call anytime after five. Thanks for the coffee, and keeping an eye on my place. I'll be up for the summer in a couple of weeks. My wife wants you to come over for supper. She thinks you ain't right in the head for not havin' a woman. Gonna dangle a niece and a cousin under your nose. Be prepared."
He's had a lot of entertainment watching his wife try to fix me up off and on for the last four years, says it's better than a soap opera. So far the score has been eight to zero in my favor. But I'll give her her due, she has persistence and doesn't understand the concept of quit while you're losing. One of these days I was going to put her in one of my novels. Still I liked the old girl, when she wasn't trying to marry me off.
I called Bill, he had it appraised, and I gave him ten percent over tax value, a good price, considering the real estate market. I left it in the hands of the lawyers, and up to him to tell his daughter.
I saw her about a week after we first met, at the little town at the foot of the mountain. Two gas stations, two churches, a small grocery store, a Dollar General, and a hardware/feed store, that also sold bait and fishing supplies, and a post office. One small diner. Any thing more than'that you had to travel another thirty miles, to the county seat.
She was pumping gas. She turned about eight shades of red when I pulled up on the other side of the pumps.
I said hello, she didn't bother to answer me. For some reason that irritated me, but I shrugged it off. Fuck her. She was gone when I came back out.
The good ol' boys were talking about her.
Bob, who had to be at least 130 years old, commented while looking straight at me.
"She's a looker, that one. Bet she's lonely, up at the lake by herself. Too bad she don't have a friendly neighbor or two."
I smiled.
"Good try, but she's like that actress out of the thirties. She wants to be alone. What was that actress's name? You dated her, didn't you Bob?"
The rest of the men laughed while Bob spit into his cup. That shit was gonna kill him someday.
He surprised us all.
"Greta Garbo, and she never actually said that. She said I want to be LEFT alone. And, she was a fine lookin' woman. Some say Marlene Dietrich said it first, but who knows?"
Well, you never know. Bob apparently had a huge collection of classic movies, and a pile of books on movie trivia. His friends spent a bunch of time trying to stump him when they found out, and rarely did.
I left the next week for a short promotional tour of my book, hitting the early morning and late night talk shows. I tried to schedule them in bunches, and they would air them when the book was released. I neither liked nor disliked doing them, they were a job requirement, somewhere comparable to being required to wear a suit or safety glasses on a regular job. Plus, there was one local morning show hostess that I liked to spend time with. Nothing serious, if she was seeing someone it was just lunch, but if she was between relationships, it would be dinner, followed by breakfast the next morning. We had waffles, usually.
It was eighteen days before I got home. I sighed as I got out of the car, happy to be out of the rat race. I walked through the house, breathing the familiar smells, and out onto the deck, stopping to grab a beer out of the fridge.
There looked to be a genuine wood sprite sitting on my deck, but on closer inspection turned out to be a girl, between ten or twelve. She had on a green one piece suit and cutoffs, black curly hair, and green eyes.



"Who are you?"
She let out a little scream, going halfway off the deck before she stopped, looking back warily.
"Who the hell are you, asshole?" she asked back.
I tried to hide my amusement by taking a firm tone.
"Do you kiss people with that potty mouth?"
"Just my mother. You didn't answer my question."
"I asked first."
"Brittany Brianna Jones."
"Harrison Hardison Smith. Now Miss Jones, how do happen to be on this deck?"
She stood as tall as her four foot eleven height would allow, trying to look confident.
"I've got permission. Mr Howell asked us to look in on his house. I come here because I can get WiFi."
I noticed the tablet in her hands.
"Well, Miss Jones, that[I pointed to the house down the hill, just barely visible] is Mr. Howell's house. This one is mine."
She went about six shades of red.
"You sure this is your house?"
"That's what it said on the deed last time I looked. Want a coke?"
"I don't know you."
"That's right. But it wasn't me sitting on your deck. You can stay if you want. I have questions. Chips?"
I went back in and put my beer away, getting two cokes and a bowl of chips and sitting them on the table. I sat in a rocking chair while she sat at the table, asking questions one after another, between munching on chips and sipping the coke through the straw I gave her. She started.
"How come I haven't seen a jet ski or a powerboat?"
"Because the state owns most of the shoreline and banned them. Canoes, paddle boats, and sailboats only."
"Are you married?"
"No."
"Got any kids?"
"No."
"Live here by yourself? Got a girlfriend?"
"Yes, and no."
"Why not?"
"Don't want one."
"Don't want one now, or don't want one ever?"
"Just right now."
"You're not gay, are you?"
"No, and if I was, I wouldn't want a boyfriend right now, either."
"Can I come back?"
"Why?"
" 'Cause this is the only place I can get reception."
We switched. I started asking her questions.
"Who are you here with?"
"My mom."
"Mom got a name?"
"Sarah Parker. She took back her maiden name in the divorce."
"Ah, is she the one who showed up a while back, before everyone else? The real friendly woman?"
"No. She's the one who showed up with a bad attitude. She's here to get away from everything, everything being my dad."
"How do you feel about that? Did you feel the need to get way from everything too?"
For the first time, the little girl in her surfaced.
" Yes, bit it sucks. Dad was mean to her and me. He didn't hit us, but called us, especially mom, a lot of names. I don't think he loved us much. I know he doesn't, now."
"Now, how would you know that?"
"Because he told us."
"In those exact words? I don't love you?"
"No, his exact words were 'now that the bitch and the brat are out of the way, I can have some real fun'. He was living with some woman the next week. Says he's gonna marry her."
What an asshole.
"You're right. That does suck. Look, it's getting dark, do you need a flashlight to get back home?"
She looked around.
"Oh no. Mom's gonna have a cow. Will you walk me home? I was supposed to be home before now."
"I'll do you one better. Ever been in a canoe?"
I could see the excitement in her eyes.
"No, but I've always wanted to."
"Come on, then."
I pulled my two seater out of the shed, and put her in the front, making sure her life jacket was tight.
"Canoe class, first lesson. A canoe is like a bicycle, it'll go in the direction you lean. Lean too far, and over you go. Sit up straight, keep your center of balance. Ready?"
She did well, actually listened to me. Once I got us out in the water and going in the direction we needed, I even let her paddle, steering with mine when I needed to correct course. In a third of the time it would have taken to walk, we were beaching in front of her house.
Her mom was in the yard, looking up the trail. She liked to be called B.B., and her mom was calling it out, to get a response.
"Behind you, mom! Look, I drove a canoe. It was great, can we get one?"
You don't actually drive a canoe, but I wasn't going to spoil her mood. I didn't need to worry, mom was more than happy to do it for me.
"Where have you been, young lady? You were supposed to be back an hour ago. I was worried to death."
"Gee, mom, I'm fine. I was talking to Mr. Smith and lost track of time. He brought me home in the canoe, isn't it great? We need to get one."
She looked at me with blood in her eyes.
"You! I might have known. Stay away from her, you pervert."
B.B. was looking back and forth at us with her mouth hanging open.
"Mom! Leave him alone! He was nice to me. I was trespassing on his deck. I didn't know it was his house. I thought I was at Mr. Howell's house."
She was still angry.
"I'm warning you. Stay away from her."
I looked at her, thinking if I had been married to her I would have left too, and it wouldn't have been over another woman.
"If that's your wish. Bye B.B., it was good to meet you."
She looked like she was going to cry.
"Bye, H.H." She had called me that because like her, my first two initials were the same. I thought it was cute.
Sound carries over water really well. As I paddled away I could hear the exchange between mother and daughter.
"You had to do it, didn't you mom? One person in this wilderness, and I can't talk to him. Do we have to make a career out of being miserable?"
Her voice sounded weary, almost defeatist.
"No, honey. But I don't trust that man. Stay away from him."
"What did he do, mom? Why do you dislike him so much?"
"Stop, B.B. Go on into the house, we'll make some hot chocolate. It's supposed to be summer, damn it."
I could hear the child's grumbling voice as she went into the cabin.
................................................
I didn't see them for five more days.
And as usual, it was inopportune. They were sitting on the side of the road, with the hood up and steam coming out of the engine compartment.
I pulled behind them and got out.
"Need some help?"
"We're fine." she snapped refusing to look at me. It was getting dark. B.B. didn't look fine.
"All right, just thought I'd offer."
I walked back to my truck slowly, shaking my head at stupid, stubborn people. I had walked around the car on the way back. It must have just happened, there was to much steam to see the problem.
I heard the door fly open and running steps. It was the girl.
"Please, H.H., don't leave us out here in the dark."
I felt bad for her.
"I wouldn't do that. I was going call a tow truck when I got down to the village to pick your car up. I figured by the time I came back your mom would smarten up enough to let me take you home."
While we were talking her mom got out and came to the truck.
"B.B.! Get in the car. I can handle this."
God, that woman was irritating.
"And just how are you gonna handle it? I'm sure by now you know you can't get cell service until you get to the bottom of the mountain. Maybe you were going to walk the six miles into town, just a nice, leisurely stroll in the dark with your daughter. A good bonding moment, huh? By the time you get to town the garage will be closed and no one can get to your car until Monday, Bob refuses to work on Sunday. Then you can walk back up the mountain and on home. It's only eleven miles, more or less."
I was standing close to the girl and put my hands over her ears.
"Get your head out of your ass, goddamnit! Think of your child first, for a change."
She drew in a sharp breath, ready to explode as I took my hand off B.B.s head, hopefully cutting off any profanity riddled rant.
She was past red, she was purple. I didn't give her a chance to speak.
"If you need anything out of the car, get it now. If we hurry, maybe Bob will come out before he goes home tonight. B.B., you can ride in the front, okay?"
B.B ran and got her mothers' purse and a small backpack. My truck had an extended cab, with a small back seat. Sarah refused my help getting in. B.B. settled into the front seat and immediately started chattering.
"I looked you up. You're kind of famous. Where can I get your books? I've never met a writer before."
I glanced into the rear view mirror. Was that interest on her face?
"Don't waste money buying any. I have a few copies you can have, just tell me when you're coming and I'll leave them out on the porch."
"Can I keep them?"
"If you want."
"Will you autograph them for me?"
"Yes. But first your mom has to give her permission."
She turned around to her mom.
"Can I mom? You're always after me to read more. Please."
It nearly choked her to say yes.
"Leave them on your porch tomorrow morning and I'll pick them up."
"If that's the way you want it. I won't be there, I'll be at church."
The disbelief was obvious in her eyes.
"You're a church goer?"
"Does that shock you? I don't go every Sunday, but I try. You should come."
I looked over at B.B.
"You should come too. It'll give you a chance to meet some of the locals your age."
Her eyes lit up. She was starving for contact with people her age.
"Can we Mom? Please?"
She had the decency to look uncomfortable.
"Maybe later. Remember, our car is down. We couldn't go this week anyway."
She turned her eyes on me.
"Can we ride with you? You're going anyway."
I heard the sharp intake of breath in the back.
"I'd love for you to go with me, but that's something you should talk over with your mom first. Tell you what, I'll swing by your place about eight thirty. If you guys want to go, come out. If not, I'll go on."
That situation defused, I listened to her chatter all the way down the mountain.
.................................................
We just made it to the garage. Bob grumbled, but agreed to get her car and check it out Monday.
I was on my way to the grocery store when I found them. It seems that was their destination too.
The diner was still open.
"Would you ladies like to join me for dinner? You should taste their pizza, they cook them in a clay oven."
Sarah was about to say no but B.B.was literally bouncing. Seems pizza was her weakness.
"Please mom? Please, please, please? I'll do extra chores next week. Please?"
She actually relented.
"All right, if we pay."
I shook my head.
"No deal then. I invited you ladies, so the meal is on me. I will not negotiate."
I saw her temper rising, but she swallowed it. She was still giving me evil looks when we went into the diner.
Mel and Mabel were the owners. They were also twin sisters, and despite being in their late forties they sometimes still dressed alike.
Mel bustled over with menus. She took a long look at us and giggled.
"Ooh, Harry. I knew some girl would land you eventually. Is this your daughter? She has your eyes."
I smiled while mom glowered. I hadn't noticed it before, but B.B., like me, had green eyes.
"No, Mel. These are my neighbors. I told them they hadn't lived until they tasted your famous pizzas, so here we are."
I did the introductions, and B.B. turned to the menu.
"You know what I want, Mel. Large veggie, mushrooms, red onions, red bell peppers, basil and tomatoes, light on the sauce. Heavy on the garlic. Extra cheese."
She gave me a disapproving look. In her world there was something wrong with a man who didn't subsist on meat. I wasn't a vegetarian, this was just the type of pizza I liked.
B.B. looked over at me.
"Can I have what I want?"
"Isn't that what I told you when we sat down?"
Mom was about to speak but B.B. beat her.
"I want a large meat lover, double meat, double cheese, thin crust, please."
Mel was beaming.
"Good choice, child. Now, what about you?"
Sarah looked confused.
"I'll just share some of theirs."
I grinned and looked at B.B.
"I'm not sharing, I take it home and have it for breakfast in the morning. What about you?"
She gave me an understanding smile.
"Oh, no. This one is mine. I intend to eat it all tonight. Mom, looks like you're on your own."
She didn't know what to do, so she ended up ordering a medium peperoni.
"Make that a large, Mel, double the pepperoni. And a pitcher of the house special, please."
There was a local company who specialized in root beer and sasparilla soda, very good products. It even came on tap, and was a local favorite.
It looked like bock beer. I poured a small taste and handed it to B.B. Sarah went red in the face, thinking I was corrupting her daughter.
"How dare you give my daughter alcohol! What kind of place is this?"
The other diners looked over and grinned.
B.B. played it up.
"This is great, mom. Have a sip, we'll both be feeling silly."
Before she could say another word a frosted mug was thrust into her hands. The smell hit her and she tasted it. She got even angrier.
"Root beer! Why didn't you tell me?"
"You never gave me a chance. Did you seriously think I would give a child alcohol, especially in a public place? You have issues, anybody ever tell you that?"
She sulked until the pizzas came out. The double meat pizza looked like it was about six inches tall with the toppings. B.B. was actually drooling. Mel told me later she put two hundred pepperoni slices on the one for Sarah, and extra cheese. Mine was the only average looking one in the bunch.
The way B.B. attacked that pizza was definitely unladylike. Sarah ate three pieces, while I had only two. B.B. was about to go for her fourth slice when I made her stop.
"Don't eat that! Leave room for dessert."
Her eyes got big. She started drooling again.
"Do you like chocolate?"
"Does Justin Beiber use hair products? Chocolate is my favorite."
I didn't give Sarah a choice, and got three of the house specials.
Large, triple chocolate brownies with caramel sauce and nuts, served hot with whipped cream and a small bowl of vanilla ice cream on the side. I thought B.B. was actually going to cry. I grinned.
"Now you know why I only had two slices. Enjoy!"
They both gave valiant efforts, but could only get half down. I ordered another each to go, and had the leftover pizza boxed. I think B.B. was actually waddling when we got to the grocery store.
"Thank you."
I couldn't believe what I heard.
"I'm sorry, what did you say?"
She darkened up.
"I said thank you. B.B. really enjoyed tonight. I did too."
It sounded like she would rather have had an root canal than admit it.
"You're welcome. I had a good time too. You really should let her go to church tomorrow. She needs kids her own age around her."
The friendliness was gone.
"I'll decide what's best for my daughter. The rest is none of your business."
I just looked at her.
"As you wish."
She didn't speak to me again, but B.B. was bubbly.
She talked nonstop all the way back up the mountain. When we pulled in the drive she gave me a big hug. I saw Sarahs' face freeze in hard lines.
"Thanks, H.H.! I'm gonna have pizza for breakfast too."
"Your welcome, baby. Maybe we can do it again sometime. Go on in the house, now. I want to speak to your mother."
She looked between me and her mom, gave a sigh, and went into the house.
She glared at me. "What?!"
I waited a second, hoping she would calm down.
"I need to tell you something. I'm not him."
"Him who?"
"Your husband. Neither is any other man on this planet. Don't tar and feather us all because you ended up with a world class asshole. Believe it or not, we have no interest in hurting you. You could actually be friends with some of us, if you'd calm down. Get your ass off your shoulders, or your head out of your ass, or whatever contortionist trick you're using to keep reality away, because it's not good for you. Or your daughter."
"You got shit on. I understand it. My ex wife paid to have me murdered. Screwed the guy, too, to seal the deal. I got shot. Nearly died. I'll show you the scars sometime. That doesn't mean I think every woman I meet has a hit out on me. Quit feeling sorry for yourself and think about your daughter. End of rant."
She was quivering, she was so angry.
"Thank you so much for your concern, but I'll decide what's best for me and my child. Good night!"
She stormed inside and slammed the door.
Oddly, I was in a good mood the rest of the night.
..................................................
She must have a change of heart, because they were both on the porch waiting when I pulled up the next morning. And they both looked very nice in their dresses. I complimented them. B.B. was in such a good mood she let her mom sit in the front. I was telling them about the church as we drove.
"I don't know what religion or denomination you are, but this is a Baptist church. About half the congregation are black, as well as the reverend. There's just not enough of us to have two churches. The only alternative is going all the way into town. They're good people, they'll make you welcome."
When we got out I slipped B.B. a ten for the collection plate. I assumed they had money, hadn't really thought about it. I just wanted to make her comfortable.
We were there a little early, so they got a handshake and a hug from everyone, especially the preacher. He had a daughter close in age to B.B., and he introduced her. They seemed to hit it off. Soon they were clustered with three more girls in the same age group, one black and two white, whispering, giggling, exchanging email, Facebook, and phone information. It was a good sign. I noticed a few young boys, checking out the new girl.
That left Sarah with me. I bet she was about ready to kill the next person who asked if she was my new wife, but she smiled and made an effort to be friendly.
It got interesting when Sunday school was called. B.B. disappeared with her new friends, while Sarah and I sat with young adults, singles and married. Our teacher was a new age type of woman, we didn't discuss scriptures, but how to hold relationships together, how to deal with grief, adversity, and temptations. How to follow the rules of Christianity in the real world. The discussion was quite animated at times.
Sarah got really quiet, but suddenly spoke up about temptations and forgiveness.
"Sometimes, despite everything you do, you fail. Sometimes love and forgiveness just isn't enough. Sometimes you just have to give up, and recognize things don't always work out. What do you do then?"
She was crying.
Three women went into a huddle, hugging her and talking softly. Then they prayed, and even Sarah bowed her head. When she raised her head, it was the first time I saw her without traces of bitterness and anger on her face. It made her look quite beautiful.
The lesson was over, and there was a ten minute break so everyone could restore circulation. B.B. found us, and begged to be allowed to sit with her new friends.
"Promise me you'll behave. The first time I hear giggling I'll get up right in the middle of the service and get you. Understand?"
The bell rang and we went back into the church. Sarah made sure we sat behind B.B. and her new friends, to keep an eye on them.
The preacher welcomed every one, including visitors. He called them out by name.
"And please make welcome Sarah and B.B., guests of Harry. Only our Harry could live in the middle of nowhere and show up with two lovely ladies. Thank you for bringing them. And welcome to our family."
He was a typical black Baptist preacher, thundering hells fire and damnation one minute, speaking in a whisper about love and forgiveness the next, breaking into song without taking a breath. In all the years he served that church, I don't think anyone ever went to sleep during one of his services.
The biggest surprise of the day was when we sang the first hymn, and the soprano voice of an angel echoed in the chapel. Everyone looked to see who it was.



B.B. didn't even notice until the preacher came up to her as she was singing and hugged her. It might have embarrassed her a little but she never missed a note.
As the preacher stood at the door, shaking every single hand of his fold over the age of six, he held hers a little longer.
"You have a gift from God, child. The voice of an angel. We always need new choir members, think about it. And please, come back."
He caught my eye and whispered something. I nodded.
When we left the parking lot, I turned left instead of right. Sarah was lost in thought and didn't notice, but B.B. did, right away.
"Where are we going?"
"We have been invited to Sunday lunch with the Reverend Sampson and his family. It's an honor, you don't turn it down. I hope you use more manners than you did at the pizza parlor last night, young lady."
Sarah finally stirred.
"What? Why didn't you discuss it with me first?"
I grinned.
"I have you captured. Right now, you are at my mercy. I'm your transportation, remember? Relax, you'll enjoy it. Mrs. Sampson is an incredible cook. Be warned, she's the choir director, and when B.B. sang I thought she was gonna pass out. Be ready for the pitch."
His house was a new doublewide. The old parsonage was about to fall apart, and was too small for his family. This had 1800 square feet, four bedrooms, enough for everybody. It was a gift from an anonymous donor. For a long time, Mrs. Sampson couldn't look at me without misting up. I always wondered why.
B.B. immediately disappeared into a bedroom with their daughters. Soon the sounds of a video game was heard. Sarah helped serve the meal.
It was six o'clock before we left. B.B. actually fell asleep on the way home. I had to carry her in. She hugged me and gave me a kiss on both cheeks.
Sarah put her hand on my arm as I got into the truck.
"Thank you. That was the happiest I've seen her since the breakup. Me too, for that matter."
Before I could say anything she turned and went back into the house.
.................................................
B.B. was on my deck the next day at ten.
"H.H., come out! Can we use your phone to call the garage? Ours doesn't get reception."
I mumbled something and opened the door. I had a thought for a new novel, and stayed up most of the night worrying with it.
She came into the kitchen as I made coffee. I poured her some juice.
"Want some breakfast?"
She giggled.
"It's after ten. I had breakfast two hours ago. Our car is ready. Can I have some cinnamon toast?"
"I thought you already had breakfast?"
She looked at me like I was a little slow.
"This isn't a meal, it's a morning snack. Any time is the right time for cinnamon toast."
I got out the bread, the cinnamon, the sugar, and butter and left her on her own to take a shower.
"Don't make a mess."
She was already spreading the butter.
"I won't."
It looked like a terrorist cell had used my kitchen for bomb making practice. I followed the trail of crumbs, chocolate sauce, and peanut butter into my office. She had found my computer.
I cleared my throat. She looked up and grinned.
"You need to add peanut butter to your shopping list. And you really should password protect your computer. What if your arch enemy tried to get to your files?"
"The only arch enemy I seem to have at the moment is a, wait, how old are you? Thirteen? Well the only threat I seem to have to my security is a thirteen year old girl too darn nosy for her own good. I don't remember giving permission for you to use my equipment.
She waved a piece of toast around carelessly. A splotch of chocolate sauce hit my screen.
"I knew you wouldn't mind. And I'll clean up, I promise. Look."
It was her new friends from church on Facebook.
"Can I have a few more minutes?"
"Now you're asking? Stay here. I'm taking your Mom to get her car. This place better be clean when I get back. I know you'll do it anyway, but eat anything you want."
She waved a piece of toast around in goodbye while the other worked the keyboard. How can kids do that?
I pulled into her drive and tapped the horn.
"Your car is ready. Want to get it now?"
She actual smiled. I looked at the numbers on her mailbox to make sure I was at the right place.
"If you don't mind. Wait, where's B.B.?"
"She's at my house, destroying my kitchen and office. I let her make cinnamon toast. She was on my computer talking to her friends when I left."
She had her hands on her mouth.
"You let her use your kitchen? Are you insane? Hurricanes don't do as much damage."
"Well, that would have been nice to know before now. Come on, let's get down there and back before she burns my house down."
She didn't say much on the way down. I didn't push it. At least she wasn't ranting at me.
The water pump had gone out, easily fixed, and pretty cheap.
"You're gonna need tires soon, especially if you stay this winter." Bob told her, as she paid the bill. "I've got a special going right now."
She thanked him and said she would get back to him later. By then it was noon. I pulled into the diner parking lot.
"What are we doing?"
"I'm in the mood for a burger and a mug of root beer. We'll get B.B. something to go."
She seemed a little upset.
"Shouldn't we get back to her?"
"I had her lock the doors behind me. Besides, I've got enough guns lying around the house should she feel the need for one."
"WHAT!"
She looked down right panicky.
"Relax, I don't have guns lying around the house. You got no sense of humor at all, do you? Here."
I handed her my cell.
"Just hit home and see what she wants for lunch."
She had to leave two messages before B.B. answered.
"Why didn't you answer the phone?"
She had it on speaker so I could hear the whole conversation.
"Because it wasn't my phone. I had to listen to the message twice to make sure it was you. Boy, he sure has a neat house. You should see the size of his bed. If you get up enough speed, you can bounce at least a foot in the air."
She colored slightly.
"Young lady! He offers his hospitality and you snoop. You should be ashamed of yourself."
"Relax mom, he'll never know. I'm not messing with anything, I'm just looking."
I spoke up.
"You know, that's a real bearskin in front of the fireplace. And if you go to the bookshelf and pull War and Peace, the secret door to the dungeon will open. Be careful, I haven't fed Igor in a couple of days. He might be a little out of sorts."
She screamed and hung up. Sarah called her right back.
"Brittany Brianna Jones, you pick the phone up right now, or your punishment will be twice as long. Good. I'm handing the phone to Mr. Smith so you can apologize."
She was crying when I spoke to her, telling me how sorry she was. I shushed her, telling it would be all right, and asked her what she wanted for lunch.
Sarah wanted to go home right then, but I talked her into eating lunch to give her a chance to calm down. She managed half a salad and two mugs of root beer. B.B. wanted hot wings, so I got her a double order, with macaroni salad, and a brownie. I also got a gallon of root beer.
She kept apologizing all the way through lunch, until I lost my patience and told her if I heard one more I'm sorry she was going to pay.
She followed me home, and instead of turning into her driveway she drove into mine. You could see B.B. peeking out the blinds.
The house was even cleaner than when I left. No mess to fuss about. I suspect she vacuumed my office. Sarah was having trouble holding her temper, so I sat the food on the table for B.B. and told her to eat her lunch while I showed the house to her mother. Her look of gratitude was well worth it.
Sarah was suitably impressed. I even managed to get her out on the deck, to enjoy the lake view.
"I'm calm now, you can let me in the house with her."
"All right. Just remember, she's a kid. Lonely, away from her friends, bored. I gave her permission to be in my house. Any kid alive would have done the same thing, given the opportunity.
You're all she has, don't push her too hard. And before you say it, yes, it's none of my business, but you know I'm right. Now, let's go get your wayward child."
B.B. looked up from the table, mouth smeared with wing sauce, trying to judge the trouble she was in. I snapped a photo with my phone and showed it to her.
"If your mom tells me you complained once about your punishment, I'm going to make this your official photo on Facebook. Is that all right, mom?"
She could see the look of terror in her eyes.
"You have my permission Harry. In fact, I think that would be a good punishment. Do it."
She was at her mothers' side instantly.
"Mom! Please don't! It'll make me look like a doofus. I'll lose my friends before I actually make them. Please, mom."
"First you apologize for snooping through his things, and promise to never do it again. Trust is a fragile thing, honey. He offered to let you use his computer, and trusted you in his house alone. You repay him by snooping through his personal belongings. If it was me, It would be a long time before I'd allow you back."
She looked stricken, but rushed over and made a heartfelt apology. I accepted.
"You're welcome anytime, unless I'm working. You can still come by, but if I'm in my office, don't bother me. And this is only if your mother says it's all right. And the offer extends to your mother. Bring your laptop, and you can piggyback my WiFi. Speaking of that, I need to work this afternoon. Spend quality time with your mom."
They both took the hint and left. I did indeed have to work, My novel idea was still nibbling at my brain, and I needed to get the thoughts out while they were still fresh.
Times like this made me glad I'm not married. I tend to zone out and ignore everything around me. I could literally write twenty four hours at a stretch, sometimes more, only stopping when my head hits the keyboard in exhaustion. I know, it's not healthy, but it happens.
I worked ten hours straight, not even going to the bathroom. When I finally stopped I ate a sandwich, showered and collapsed. Seven the next morning I was back at it.
I didn't even hear B.B. come in, but I felt eyes on me and looked up to see her grinning.
"You know you stick your tongue out when you concentrate?"
I did know. My ex used to tease me about it. It was time for a break, so I shut down the computer and stood, rolling my back to get the kinks out.
B.B. had disappeared, but I could hear her in the kitchen. She was making a sandwich when I walked in. She couldn't weigh over eighty pounds, where did she put it all?
She put the sandwich on a plate and got the chips and a coke, handing them to me.
"I bet you haven't eaten yet, have you? Let's go out on the deck, it's so pretty today."
It was, and I hadn't eaten at all that day. I inhaled the sandwich while she chattered away.
"Can we take a canoe ride?"
"Sure, as soon as your mom says it's okay, and I need to hear it directly from her."
She looked crestfallen, but agreed. She cheered up instantly, telling me they were definitely attending services Sunday. Seems they were Catholic, but never attended. I couldn't understand why people would kill each other in the name of religion, the concept of my God is Better than your God, and I'll kill you if you disagree, was just so outlandish I would never understand it.
"Dad didn't like us to go, but we tried to attend holiday services. Our church was so huge. I like this one much better."
True to a cliche, I didn't think about religion much until I got shot. Something about laying on the ground watching your blood pool makes you reexamine your priorities. I wasn't a hundred percent in agreement with some things, but it gives me comfort, and most times that's enough. I give a lot to my church. I have it, so it's not a big deal.
We worked out a system. B.B. came out every day, and if I had a red card stuck in the window, it meant I was working and leave me alone. She would creep quietly in, go directly to the fridge and get a drink and a snack, and go out on the deck. She would sit under the umbrella so she could see her computer screen better, and play games or talk on Facebook. If she saw me get up she would follow me around, asking a million questions.
She really liked my book on Billy Dixon. It made her want a horse. She liked my book on the road corruption, but it upset her to find out I'd been shot. I had my shirt off sometimes, working in the yard, and she noticed the scars. It made her quiet for a few days. Children do not like to dwell on mortality. A thirteen year old thinks she'll live forever.
I wouldn't let her read my novel, it had too much adult content for her age. All right, it had a lot of sex scenes. One reviewer said it teetered right on the edge of erotica. But it was a good story, and erotic sold well in the current market.
The movie almost didn't get the R rating it needed to be seen in theaters.
Sarah took a copy, and for a few days later it seemed she was looking at me with an unreadable
expression.
They also discovered my bookcase, that took up one whole wall of my den. Some were old classics that I had read in my youth, some fairly new novels with autographs I had collected, some how to and technical manuals I had gotten as research for my books. A good many were biographies and histories. Sarah borrowed a few, and I would often find B.B. curled in my recliner reading, having been there for hours.
Sarah had thawed out a good bit. Mrs. Sampson, turns out, had taken some counseling courses in college, and Sarah went to see her once or twice a week for awhile. It helped her, a lot.
Her parents came up and spent three weeks with them, and I didn't see them much. Her dad came up to see me one afternoon, and thanked me for buying his property, keeping it out of the hands of developers.
"Diamond Realty was sniffing around the other day. They know that the last two landowners on this side of the lake are you and Jimmy Howell. They've made Jimmy an offer. If they get it, they'll use it as a base for development and try to get yours through imminent domain. Little vacation condos will pop up everywhere. I'm glad I won't be around to see it."
That was news to me. I made a mental note to talk to Jim, and get my lawyer going on a plan to block development.
"Thanks for letting Sarah and B.B. stay. They'll be going back to Chicago pretty soon, Sarah is a teacher and has to be back the week before school starts. She wouldn't go back, I don't believe, if she could find something local. They like it here.
But everyone is laying off these days, and she's having no luck. I worry about them, financially. Her jerk of an ex hasn't been real reliable about alimony and child support, and she doesn't have the money to take him back to court."
He paused, looking out across the lake.
"I'm gonna miss this place, we had a lot of good times here. Before I go, Sarah doesn't know you bought our place, does she?"
I had to confess.
"No, when we first met, we didn't get along very well. If she knew I owned the property, her pride would have made her move or try to pay rent. If you haven't already, don't tell her. She seems much happier, lately. I don't want to spoil that. Do you know they joined the church? B.B. is a featured soloist in the choir."
He seemed to swell with pride.
"We attended services with them last Sunday, and heard B.B. sing. Her grandmother cried, she was so proud. It was good to see them both smiling. Well, Harry, I don't know if we'll be back, we're moving to Florida this fall. If I never see you again, I hope you have a good life, and it brings you what you need regardless of what you want.
So long, Harry."
I shook his hand and watched him walk off, pausing here and there to catch a view. I was gonna miss him.
I went back into the house and made a few phone calls. My publisher was in Chicago. So is my lawyer. He was an entertainment lawyer, but his firm also did criminal and civil work.
He listened to my story, and one of them paid a little visit to Mr. Parker. Seems on investigation he was a lot more financially secure than he told his ex and daughter. The next week Sarah got two checks, one for alimony and child support including all arrears, and a nasty note from him asking her to call off the dogs. Sarah of course had no idea what he was talking about, she was just glad to get the money.
We had bonded, sort of. She would be the sweetest person in the world for five minutes and then turn into a screaming bitch for two hours. I found I could only take her in small doses.
It was sad really, I was attracted to her in spite of her bad case of UMS[ugly mood swings] and adored B.B.
I was pushing thirty, maybe my male version of a biological clock was kicking in.
...............................................
I had to go see my publisher to plan the hoopla that always went with a new book, and was gone for six days. I was young, fairly handsome, and very marketable. The public relations firm assigned an assistant to me to made sure I made my appointments and make sure I didn't do something stupid, fairly common for writers. She took her job seriously, staying by me twenty four hours a day, literally.
She was nothing if not dedicated to her job.
She assisted me orally, vaginally, and anally, as many times as I wanted, and a few times when I just wanted to sleep.
She surprised me the first time, sliding into the bed with me while I was asleep.
Ever stuck your finger into warm pudding when you were a kid? Hot, smooth, solid yet yielding? That's what it felt like. I woke to see a slender, well defined back arching backwards, attached to one fine looking ass, as she did a reverse cowgirl on me. I instinctively grabbed her, and she grinned over her shoulder.
"Oh good, you're awake. Now we can get serious."
I didn't think the human body could move that fast. If there was ever a version of a human jackhammer, she was it. She knew I was getting close, and she suddenly stopped, sitting upright. I thought she wanted me to settle down and extend
the feeling. Instead I felt just the tiniest amount of movement, and it felt like an invisible hand was milking me, starting at the base and rippling all the way to the head. I lasted about a minute, before I started coming. I never exploded, more like squirted, but she kept it going for what felt like five minutes. It actually hurt, but I would have killed the first person who tried to stop me.
"What brought that on?" I asked, when I could get enough breath to speak.
"Nothing. I like you, you're fun, and I was horny. Believe it or not, it's been awhile for me. And I'm not looking for love. When you leave, I'll probably never see you again, and it'll be okay. So, if you want, we can have more fun, starting right now, if you're up for it."
I saw part of an interview I did later. I looked exhausted.
I even made a few of the gossip shows, apparently nobody needed rehab or had smacked their wife lately, or anything else stupid enough to cover.
My new book went on the bestseller list the week it was released, and stayed there for forty one weeks.
I came home to a cool reception from B.B. and Sarah. I wondered why, until one day while we were out on the deck, B.B. got around to asking me if the girl she saw on television was my girlfriend. I laughed.
"No, honey. She worked for the publicity company my publisher uses. It was her job to keep me on schedule. We had been going wide open for a few days, and needed to relax. She's a good dancer."
"You're not in love with her?"
Odd question.
"No. I liked her a lot, she was fun, but we had just met. There's nothing going on. Why the interest?"



She had a little smile. So did Sarah.
"Oh, no reason. Just wondering."
Know what's more irritating than a woman? A woman in training.
..................................................
Good news usually comes to you slowly, with little fanfare, but bad news travels fast and loud.
Sarah had taken some of the money she had gotten from her ex and had put a phone in, and they now had computer access. They still came over, just not at often. For a couple weeks I would think I heard B.B. in the house, but it would be wind or imagination.
She had bonded with Reverend Sampson's daughter, and they were almost always together, at one house or another, cutting even more into what I considered "my" time, and Sarah grew even more distant. With her, I never knew why.
The church was planning the end of summer picnic, that I always hosted. It wasn't a big deal, I had a large yard and house, plenty of room to park. I learned early, stay out of the kitchen and be available to move things heavy.
I went by one day to see if they were available for lunch. Sarah was obviously upset and I could see traces of tears, but she said she was fine, but she just wasn't in the mood to go to town.
B.B., her best friend Sandy, and her little sister Jan were there, and B.B. announced she and her friends would like to go. I looked askance of Sarah, and she said it would be fine, she needed a little alone time anyway.
The girls chattered about the picnic, boys, the upcoming school year, boys, their latest pop idols, and boys. B.B. was a little quieter than usual.
I caught a chance to ask her what was wrong when her friends got captured by a lady from our church, who was on the picnic committee and wanted them to volunteer for an activity. B.B. already had her assignment, so she didn't have to participate in the discussion.
"What's up, B.? And don't to try to song and dance me, your mother is definitely not happy."
I saw a glimpse of fear on her face.
"Mom lost her job! She didn't have tenure, and they blamed the economy and let her go. I think my dad had something to do with it. Without her job, we can't afford a good apartment. She's been working on her resume, but there's nothing here either. Dad is hinting about seeking custody, saying he can provide for me better. If that happens, it'll kill both of us. We don't have the money for a lawyer, we're in deep trouble."
She let a few tears go, and I gathered her to me and hugged her, tightly.
"Hush, baby. Maybe I can help. Let me talk to some people. Come by the house day after tomorrow. We'll do some planning. And don't tell your mother."
She put on a happy face when her friends came back, and we had a nice meal.
I called my lawyer and started the ball. No asshole was taking my kid without a fight. I actually said that to my lawyer, then stopped, not knowing where that came from. Freudian slip, maybe?
My lawyer was pretty sharp, and caught it right away.
"I think this is a little more than helping out a friend, don't you agree? Are you in a relationship with the mother?"
I snorted.
"Yeah, if you mean we get along five to ten minutes at a time. The rest of the time she's either not talking, or saying a lot of things I don't want to hear. She's been carrying a lot of anger around since she moved here. If she finds out I'm trying to help, she'll go ape shit on me."
"Right now, this is more about the kid. She hasn't had much of a life up to now. She told me she's been happier here than any other time in her life. She has good friends she cares about. She really doesn't want to leave. Help me out here, if you can."
I was paying the bills. If that's what I wanted, that's what I got. Again, he didn't handle such things, but turned me over to the associate that had helped me before.
I called her dad, explained what was going on, and swore him to secrecy.
"I'm sending you a little money. I want you to give it to her, to help her out. Say you cashed out some bonds or something, and you wanted to give her some money before the government tries to get it. Can you do that in good conscience? Remember, this is a gift, and she can't know I had anything to do with it."
He thought for a minute.
"Before I do, what's in it for you?"
"It's simple. I like your daughter and granddaughter. Her ex is an asshole that can't seem to leave her alone, and I want them to stay around me. To do that, she has to have enough money to fight him off and live on. Is it love? I don't know. Could it develop into love? I'll never find out if they leave. Either way, this gives her a cushion. If she decides to take the money and leave, so be it. You know I got a few bucks, so this won't hurt me, unless she finds out."
I could hear the humor in his voice.
"If you ever become my son in law, we're going to have a serious talk about how reckless you are with my granddaughters' inheritance. Send me the money."
..................................................
B.B. came blasting up to my house five days later. I had some friends over, unloading the chairs and tables into my shed to keep them out of the weather until the picnic.
"H., hi. Got a minute?"
I left the guys to it and went into the kitchen. I had a cooler full of drinks to take out anyway, It was the last week of July, and hotter than normal. It must have been in the low nineties.
"What's up, baby?"
"We're going to stay here! Isn't that great? Grandpa gave mom some of his retirement money, enough to live on for another year, plus mom still gets unemployment. We're going school shopping next week. I'm gonna be in the same class with Sandy, isn't it great?"
I hugged her.
"That makes me very happy. The thought of buying less groceries, picking up books and returning them to the right shelf, getting disturbed while I'm trying to work, and other things I won't mention, was filling me with dread."
She eyed me, trying to see how serious I was, before she smiled that miniature woman smile she had developed.
"I knew it! You can't do without me and mom. Relax, I've got at least fifteen more months to keep you straight. I might have you trained by then, with mom's help."
Her smile warmed my heart.
"Trained to do what, exactly?"
She had her head in the fridge by then, looking for the gallon of root beer I had taken to keeping for her. She found it and took a big drink right from the jug before she capped it and put it back.
"How to be a good dad. See ya."
She ran out the door, giggling, before I could think of something to say.
.................................................
Sarah was in a much better mood. They showed up about a week later to invite me to lunch. I was a little surprised when they asked me to drive my big SUV, but I wasn't about to refuse.
We got to the little village and I started to turn into the diner parking lot. B.B. giggled.
"Not there, silly. We're going to Morgantown for lunch."
We drove the next twenty miles, B.B. talking nonstop. School, boys, DVDs, boys, music, boys.
She was gonna be a terror when she got older. Sarah just smiled and let her ramble.
We had lunch at a very nice steakhouse, getting the buffet. I told B.B. not to stand too close to me later on.
"Why?"
"Because when that massive amount of food you've consumed causes you to explode, I don't want to be splattered."
She stuck her tongue out and went back to her third dessert. Sarah actually laughed.
We waddled out of the restaurant.
I got behind the wheel.
"The mall, or do you need to stop at Walmart?"
They both tried to act surprised.
"Can't we just take a friend to lunch?"
"Yes, but the diner would have been fine. B.B., you were drooling on the window when we went by the mall. I need a few things myself. Again, mall first?"
It was the week before school. The mall was packed with about five thousand teenage girls and their moms, and four or five guys who looked as uncomfortable as I did.
B.B. locked down on my hand. Old Navy, Banana Republic, Macys, Kohls, and a few names I couldn't pronounce, we ended up in all of them.
I handled it all right until B.B. started holding up bikini panties, asking my opinion.
That was the last straw for me, so I hid in the small pub on the ground floor until they came and got me.
We had to lay half the back seat down to get it in. Then we were off to Walmart.
I was having trouble seeing out of the rear view mirror, when I asked them if they had their boots yet.
"Boots?"
"Yes, B.B., boots. You haven't been here in the winter. Waterproof, thermal boots are a necessity. Your feet would freeze going to the bus stop in regular boots. You guys need at least two pair each."
We stopped at Dick's, and they got two pair each. Sarah had comfort in mind, B.B. went for style. they compromised and got one pair of each.
Sarah went to use the restroom and I grabbed B.B. and hustled her over to the coats. I gave her my debit card and the pin number.
"Get one parka for you and your mom. I'll go stall her. Put the bags in with the others. Believe me, in January you'll be thanking me."
Of course two days later I got the call.
"I'll pay you back."
"Do it and I'll never say another word to you. Consider it an early Christmas gift. Gotta go."
.................................................
We set up the tables and chairs, and used pop up canopies for shade. The picnic was a success. The food made the serving tables sag, the kids had a ball playing games, while the adults enjoyed horseshoes. People of all ages enjoyed the volleyball and batmitton competitions. B.B. and I won the parent child three legged race, although some cried foul because her legs hardly touched the ground, and she and her mom almost won the two man sack race before getting tangled up and falling right before the finish line.
We had developed the habit of having Sunday lunch together, usually with one or two of B.B.s friends. They would bring bathing suits and play in the lake while we prepared the meal. Simple stuff, usually salads and something grilled. Sarah was an excellent cook and there was often dessert. After everything was cleared up the girls would play on my computer until it was safe to go back into the water.
We would sit on the dock under the umbrella and watch them. I had a hammock and she would lie in it a lot, usually dozing off. I let her, because she was so much prettier when her face was relaxed.
I had a glider rocker, and we were sitting on it, rocking back and forth gently, listening to the happy screams of teenage girls as they played in the water, when I asked her.
"Would you like to go out next Friday?"
I felt her tense and straighten up.
"Define go out."
"A man picks a woman up from her house and takes her out socially. They're alone, without a child who thinks a large belch is amusing. They eat at a nice restaurant, maybe see a movie that has a rating higher than PG, or go to a place that serves more than root beer. In some versions of the date dancing may occur. That kind of going out."
Emotions ran across her face like water over stones. I could tell she wanted to say no, but then she surprised both of us, I think.
"We'll drop B.B. off at the Sampson's, and pick her up afterwards. Wear a suit, I want to dress up. I like Italian, and we'll skip the movie.
After we dine, we'll go to Dino's. I hear they make the best mojitos in the county and usually have a decent band."
She never said another word about it, and I got stuck taking the girls home, and B.B. rode with us.
..................................................
B.B. teased me unmercifully all week.
Wednesday I came in to see most of my clothes lying on the bed. B.B. was rummaging trough my drawers.
"Lose something?"
She didn't even look embarrassed.
"No, but you did, any sense of style. When was the last time you bought a new suit? And your underwear. Tidy whiteys? Really? This is the boxer generation, get with the program."
I turned bright red.
"Young lady, I refuse to discuss my underwear preferences with you. Out, right now."
It didn't faze her the least.
"Don't get your underwear" she held up a pair, twisted them, and smirked "in a bunch. I'm hungry anyway."
Despite her pleas I did not go out and get a new suit. I must have been presentable enough because B.B. gave me a thumbs up behind her mother's back.
We had a bottle of wine at dinner, along with a very good meal. I don't know if it was the wine, but she was relaxed. The conversation was good. I found out she taught high school history. We had a long discussion over my latest book.
"Dino's was THE place for people our age. She was a very good dancer. I enjoyed dancing but was nowhere near as good as she. She danced with me until I was gasping. She sat, tapping her foot.
A friend came over and asked her for a dance. She looked at me.
"Fine with me, let someone else try to keep up with you."
Her smiling face as she twirled out on the dance floor told me I had made a wise choice. She danced with him and two others, always making sure I danced every third one with her, and all the slow dances. As the night got later and the mojitos starting working, she got closer and closer.
I couldn't help it, that fine body rubbing up against me hard as a rock. The first time she felt it she drew back a little. The second time she didn't bother. I tried to apologize.
"Don't!" she giggled. "It's nice to know I still have it."
We closed the place, and I had to support her out to the car. I propped her against it while I unlocked the door. I don't know who was surprised more when she grabbed me. We must have kissed for five minutes. No hands roaming, just straight up kissing. She finally pulled away, rubbed my cheek, and dropped into the seat.
She didn't say anything for the first thirty minutes. She did reach over and take my hand. She held it until we pulled into her driveway. I escorted her to the door. We stood there awkwardly for a few minutes before she reached up and kissed me again.
When she broke it she smiled.
"Goodnight Harry. I enjoyed it, thank you."
................................................
I was in love.
It scared the shit out of me.
The memories of my first wife still haunted me occasionally. But Sarah was nothing like her. She was like nothing I had ever encountered before.
Unfortunately, events started interfering with my courtship.
..................................................
Sapphire Jade Diamond, of Diamond Realty, didn't like to lose. And as bad as she hated losing, she loved equally making money, lots of money.
Twice now that pissant author had thwarted her attempts to gain control of the lake shore. She already had the plans drawn for twenty six condos in a gated community. The profits would be enormous.
There was one piece of property left he didn't own, and she was determined to get it.
A loud, aggressive woman, she had been married three times. In her youth she was quite beautiful, but age and hard living was starting to catch up with her. Her last husband left her after she gained sixty pounds, telling her he couldn't live in the animal world.
Attitude of a shrew, face resembling a jowly bulldog, screeching laugh of a hyena, and an ass big enough to put a saddle on.
She didn't take the description well, and broke his nose. He had the audacity to call the police, and she spent two days in jail for spousal abuse. By the time she got out, he had taken everything out of the house he wanted, and half the bank accounts. Adding to her woes, he was also her accountant and knew where the money was. He ended up with a house and a nice cash settlement.
She now hated all men in general, and a few in particular.
.................................................
Jimmy came to me when she tried to buy his place.
He didn't want to sell to her, but she was offering him fifteen percent above value. I made him a counter offer of twenty five percent above.
Jimmy and I got along well, but of all my neighbors, he was my least favorite. He complained to me once that since I had redone our private road to state standards, his property taxes went up.
He was having a ball, visions of big money and the pleasure of playing us off each other.
I had my own plans. My lawyer did some research and got me in touch with an attorney in Morgantown to handle my real estate dealings.
He was young, but seemed to be sharp as a tack.
"The new imminent domain ruling from the Supreme Court could hurt you. It's all about tax base now. If the county can be convinced that a significant boost to the tax base will occur, you'll be in serious trouble. In my opinion, your best bet would be to take key strips of your property and turn them into tax exempt or historical areas, destroying the viability of condos or vacation homes. I'll look into it."
I had to do a quick book tour, ten days. I told B.B. and Sarah to watch my house, and got a nice kiss from both of them. B.B. lingered, trying to catch me alone.
She followed me to the truck, and as soon as Sarah went back into the house she started talking.
"Something is bothering Mom. She's used to working but can't find a job. She's looking online, and there's a good chance there is a job in Morgantown. That's too far to commute in the winter, and she's looking at apartments. I'd have to change schools, I wouldn't have my friends, especially Sandy. We'd go to a new church, too.
Every time I tell you my troubles they seem to disappear. You're my good luck charm. Help us if you can."
I told her I would see what I can do and she smiled with the faith of a child. Problem solved
She pulled me down so she could whisper in my ear.
"Most of all, I would miss you...Dad." She kissed my cheek and ran back into the house giggling.
I thought about it a lot on the plane, racking my brains. Our little county has a paper that is printed biweekly, the editor is often quoted saying there just isn't enough interesting stuff going on to fill a daily. I had picked one up on the way to the airport, knowing I would be reading mostly about births, deaths, anniversaries and marriages, mixed in with a picture of somebody's ten pound tomato and ads for the next VFW dance and bingo nights. Maybe a crime report, mostly vandalism by teens like throwing bubble bath in the fountain in front of the court house or painting love messages on the water tower. The front page caught my eye.
END OF AN ERA, it read, picturing a smiling woman with white hair standing in front of a brightly painted cargo van.
"Friday marked the end of an era. Mrs. Edwina Spivey drove her trusty old bookmobile for the last time Friday. She's retired, and the county has retired the van and discontinued the program, citing budget woes. All involved were deeply saddened, the bookmobile was a lifeline to the rural communities, especially the elderly and disabled without computer skills. The van was badly in need of replacing, and the county can't afford another one, or the salary to replace Mrs. Spivey."
I thought about that for awhile, and made some quiet arrangements. I picked a paper up on the way home.
A MIRACLE, ran the headline.
"Just eight days after the retirement of Mrs. Spivey and the bookmobile program, a nonprofit, private foundation dedicated to keeping libraries and other programs that make books and educational materials available to rural areas has given the county a grant to both keep the bookmobile route going and open a branch library in the Bear Lake community, to be named in honor of Mrs. Spivey."
It went on to explain that a brand new van was being outfitted immediately. The library would have six state of the art computers in a dedicated room, donated by a department of the federal government created to assure computer access to areas not normally covered, and classes would be offered on a rotational basis to train users. The service was free and also federally funded.



At the very bottom was an announcement that Ms. Sarah Parker, a former high school teacher and recent resident of the community, would be the head librarian and part time driver of the bookmobile. The rest of the staff would be volunteers, including Mrs. Spivey. Her salary would be payed for the first three years by the nonprofit foundation.
Ms. Parker seemed very pleased with the opportunity, and pledged to do her very best to keep the library current and relevant to the community and the county.
God does indeed move in mysterious ways sometimes."
B.B. was standing in the middle of the road with Sandy and some more of the local kids.
"Did you hear? Did you hear?"
"Hear what? I just got home."
"Mom got a job! We don't have to move! We can stay with you!"
She kissed me and blurted out
"Congratulations, it's a girl!"
then got really quiet, and hung her head.
I hugged her to cover her embarrassment, and whispered in her ear so softly that only she could hear.
"I always wanted a little girl."
She surprised me by crying and running into the house. I told the rest of the kids to call their parents and tell them they were going to be a little late, they were all having dinner with Sarah and B.B. at my house in one hour.
In due time chicken breasts, burgers, and hot dogs were on the grill. Sarah made coleslaw, and steamed a bunch of mixed vegetables.
We sat watching them eat and chatter. Soon they were by the lake, where they had spent the afternoon. Cool weather was on the way, and they wanted to enjoy every moment. Sarah rocked and smiled, watching them.
"You heard?"
"Yeah, B.B. almost threw herself in front of the truck to tell me. Congratulations."
"I was so surprised when I got the job. They told me they wanted someone that lived in the community to run it, and my teaching credentials put me at the top. Not what I imagined my life to be, but I'm very happy. It's going to be a challenge, but the emotional rewards will be worth it. I'm gonna hit you up for books from you and every author you can strongarm, you know that, don't you?"
I was laughing when I told her I would expect nothing less, and I would talk to my publisher as soon as I could.
It was probably one of the happiest moments of my life, sitting in the glider holding her hand while we watched the kids play and splash in the lake. B.B. would look up towards the house and smile occasionally.
She wanted to take her friends for a canoe ride and was disappointed when I told her no.
"Aside from Sandy, none of you have experience. The worst thing I could do would be turn you loose. You'd flip over, maybe get hurt. Sorry girls, but I can't let you."
B.B. was disappointed. I had bought her a small two seater for her birthday and taught both how to use it. B.B. discovered my kayak, and soon she was out in the water paddling like she had years of experience. I thought Sarah was going to pass out when she flipped it over and paused for a second before she righted it. Sarah was already knee deep in the water by then.
"Relax, Mom. Watch this!" She rolled about five times, laughing and splashing before Sarah made her stop.
"I get it! You know what you're doing. Now stop showing off!"
She gave me one of those looks I hadn't seen in a
while. I decided the best defense was a good offense.
"What? You didn't want me to teach her? She had been eying it all summer. I figured if I didn't teach her, sooner or later she'd sneak it out. Without training, those things ARE dangerous."
I could see it was an internal battle, but in the end she let it go.
Looking at the disappointed faces she made an observation that changed both our lives.
"You know, it's too bad these kids don't have a place like this to go to in the summer. It's all state property except our corner, and there is no access anywhere. There's summer camps, mostly Methodist and Baptist, but most are halfway across the state and most kids can't afford to go, even if they could get there."
I almost knocked her off the swing with my kiss. She was surprised no end, but she responded.
"Whoa, what's going on here?"
The kids were standing there looking at us. I grabbed B.B. and twirled her around before kissing her too.
"I always knew librarians were smart, but your mother is a certified genius! Come on, help me get this crew home and I'll tell you about it later."
Sarah didn't know what happened, but she knew it was good. She waved us off.
"Go on, take them home. B.B., stay with me to clean up."
I hustled the kids home. Reverend Sampson and his wife looked at me and knew something was up.
"What are you grinning about?"
Mrs. Sampson asked.
"Did you read the paper today about the library?"
They both smiled.
"A miracle indeed. June and I both agree this will help everyone. June is going to volunteer one day a week if she can work it into her schedule."
"Remember the tag line at the end of the story. God does indeed move in mysterious ways, and today I think He smiled down on all of us."
I wouldn't give them any details.
Later on, when I told my girls, they actually cried. They didn't know about Diamond Realty, and the thought that they might lose their home and the beauty of their surroundings shook them badly.
I approached Jimmy Howell, told him what was going to happen if my plan went through, and told him I would honor my last offer, if he agreed right away. I had my lawyer with me, and a check already made out. He was no fool, and when I told him he could still stay there the rest of the season, he accepted immediately.
It was a tricky deal and I had a whole team of lawyers on it, but a month later it was done.
A SEASON OF MIRACLES read the headline.
"Bear Lake, until now in private and state hands, is now in the public domain. Almost all the private acreage has been purchased by a non profit, nondenominational foundation. It will be developed, disturbing the land as little as possible,into a spiritual retreat, catering mostly to children, of all faiths. When developed it will be able to handle one hundred fifty to two hundred guests, complete with bunkhouses, dining halls, and educational centers. When fully operational, the retreat will hire local residents for staff positions, estimated to be as many as twenty five seasonal and full time positions. Currently the foundation is seeking board members to oversee the integrity of the organization. So far the only members are Greg Sampson, minister of Bear Lake Baptist Church, Sarah Parker, the soon to be local librarian, and the internationally recognized author H.H. Smith. Anyone seeking to serve on the board should call the number provided.
Mr. Smith held most of the privately owned property, and sold all of it except his house and immediate property, making him the only private landowner on the lake."
It went on about housing designs and construction dates, and as soon as the board was assembled bids would be accepted for construction. The plan was to be at least partially operational by next Memorial Day.
................................................
Sapphire Jade Diamond ripped the paper to shreds before calling her lawyer.
"Sorry, Ms. Diamond. The county will make more off the retreat than they would off property taxes. Direct and service jobs could reach a hundred or better. Sales tax would rise, goods and services would expand dramatically. There's no way the county commission will change their mind."
She fumed, she plotted, but there was nothing to be done. Her hatred of Harry went beyond normal emotions.
.................................................
I might have been fooling her mother, but B.B. was a pretty sharp cookie. She knew there was a guardian angel hovering over her and her mom, and she pretty much knew who it was.
She had taken to calling me Dad when we were alone.
"Fess up, Dad. Just because I'm young doesn't make me stupid. I've thought this over. Everything is too easy, and doesn't seem to happen until I say something to you."
Every time she would bring it up, I would grab her and twirl her around.
"Daughter, I have no idea what you're going on about. Have I ever lied to you before that you've caught me at? Let it alone, be happy for all of us."
She would just shake her head, but the look in her eye never changed.
................................................
Paradoxically, by arranging for them to stay, I got to see less of them. As often as she could, Sarah spent her time checking on the progress of the library, a discontinued school building. The county had donated the property to the foundation. Three buildings, the larger one holding a three hundred seat assembly hall. Plans were already in the works to expand it and turn the other building into a community center.
Sarah was driving the bookmobile just as soon as it got outfitted. She got to know everyone on her route, usually just setting up in a church parking lot for a few hours, but there were a select few that for health or transportation reasons couldn't come, and she would go to them.
Following the village example set through the ages, these drops became social events, she may be the only person they would talk to that week. She always blocked the time for them. Often there would be cookies, brownies, or a small cake delivered with the books. Sometimes she delivered medicine. She became an advocate for these people, getting them cellphones through Medicare or Medicaid. They were free and preloaded, some used up all their minutes before they got more, and it taught them to conserve, always keeping a few minutes just in case.
One old lady really got to her. Disabled and without a car, what she missed most was not being able to attend services.
"Too bad we don't have one of those church buses," Sarah said sadly "we could get volunteers to drive them."
She was sniffling.
B.B. looked at me and grinned.
"I'm sure if you say a prayer tonight, Mom, it'll go straight into God's ear. I'm sure Harry and I will do the same, won't we, H.H?"
I mumbled under my breath, after agreeing, about smart and pushy kids.
Two week later the church owned two twelve seater vans. They were used because that was all I could get on short notice, but they were in very good shape. The first week they ran we had a celebration in the church hall, preparing lunch for all who rode and anyone else who wanted to participate.
I saw the old woman that meant so much to Sarah cry and hug her, and B.B. as well. To me, that made it worth it.
The only thing I didn't like about it was everybody knew who donated them, as well as the money to keep them in top form.
The Reverend Sampson ambushed me.
"We have been blessed. I had a dear friend remind me lately that God does indeed move in strange and mysterious ways. The living testament to that is our Harry. He endured pain, lost a woman he loved through greed and spite, almost died from a gunshot wound. But he survived and has done wonderful things with his life, including amassing a great deal of money. But unlike many who hoard their wealth and fight to keep it, he gives it freely when the need is just. He does it with little fanfare, enjoying the pleasure of giving quietly, because he can."
He looked at me with tears brimming.
"Stand up, Harry. Quit hiding your light under a bushel, and let us thank you."
He was beside me as I sat in the pew, pulling me up. Both Sarah and B.B. were crying, but made sure they hugged me first after the reverend. Everyone in the church regardless of size and age hugged me or tried to. The outpouring of love overwhelmed me, and I had to sit down, my own tears flowing down my cheeks.
When we finally moved to the hall to share the meal, I tried to chew out the reverend.
"If you embarrass me like that again, I'll go somewhere else."
He laughed at me.
"When you say that and I look into your eyes and believe it, I'll pray for your soul. Now, let's eat."
................................................
B.B. started school. Sometimes her mom would drive her, sometimes I would, sometimes she took the bus.
Sarah fussed, but I put a shelter at the bus stop to keep her out of the weather while she waited, complete with heater. It could get pretty cold in these mountains.
I just smiled at her.
"My property, my decision. You can always forbid her to use it."
That never happened.
I had to go to Chicago for the new book, and took them along. They visited old friends, and shopped while I did my business. They were having a ball until they ran in to her ex, completely by accident. Even though he had visitation rights he had never once come to see B.B. She had matured quite a bit, shooting up two inches and started developing a figure. No doubt, she was going to be a heartbreaker. He didn't recognize her at first. Sarah just stopped dead on the sidewalk.
"B.B.! Is it really you?"
He hugged her, not even acknowledging Sarah.
"Have you moved back?"
With a glimmering of what a she devil she could be when she wanted to, she smiled sweetly.
"No, we're here on a visit. Mom's new boyfriend brought us. Here he is now."
I had just walked up. She grabbed my hand.
"Here he is now! Da...I mean Harry, this is my father."
He was frowning as he shook my hand. Sarah and B.B. had moved closer to me, for security. He noticed.
He tried to smile.
"Well, since you're here, how about spending a few days with your Dad?"
She gave that sweet little smile of hers.
"Sorry, father, we're leaving today for home. Remember it, the place you've never been to? If you're in the neighborhood, stop by. Now, please excuse us, we're in a bit of a hurry."
He went bright red and turned to Sarah, reaching out to grab her arm.
"You've turned her against me! You bi..."
I had instinctively slipped between them, blocking his attempt to touch her.
"Mind your language! There are children present."
He snarled at her.
"So, you're with this loser. What's wrong, have I spoiled you, are you unable to be with a real man?"
Sarah suddenly regained her voice.
"You're right. I am spoiled. By Harry. He's shown me what a real man is, and you'll never attain that level. You're just a controlling, manipulative little boy compared to real men in general and Harry in particular. Now, we really have to go."
We went by him, and he grabbed my arm.
"You! You're the one behind my troubles. I knew she couldn't afford those high dollar lawyers. If you think you're the sugar daddy who can protect you, you're wrong. I'm coming after custody, watch out!"
I grabbed his little finger and twisted outward. He almost went to his knees. I looked over at Sarah.
"Ready to go home?"
She smiled and took my arm.
"Whenever you are, dear."
We left him, fuming on the sidewalk, vowing vengeance.
She waited until we were on the plane before she started asking questions.
"What was that sugar daddy crack about? What high dollar lawyers? Truth time here, Harry."
I squirmed a little before I gave her the Reader's Digest form of the truth.
"I knew you were having a hard time. I also knew he was jerking you around over support and alimony. He lived in Chicago. My publisher is based in Chicago. So is my lawyer. I reached out through him, and was able to see you get what's coming to you."
She sat and had the trial in her head before she rendered verdict and sighed.
"Thank you, Harry, but you need to let me fight my own battles."
I gently pointed out at the time she was suffering from her version of combat fatigue at the time, and reinforcements were needed.
.................................................
The asshole did sue for full custody, saying he could give her a better life. My lawyers ripped him to pieces. I actually went to court with them. B.B. held my hand the whole time, scared to death.
It was short and sweet.
His lawyer presented his case, doing a good job for what it was worth. Then my/our lawyers got up and destroyed him.
"You live in a rented apartment, correct, sir?"
He answered yes.
Our lawyer looked at the judge.
"I would like it placed in the records that my client owns a house, free and clear, in a rural setting, on a lake. It is a three bedroom split level." He submitted pictures of her house, and his apartment.
This was true. When the foundation deal went through, I cut her house and five acres out. I had her dad present her with the deed before he left for Florida. I know, sneaky and underhanded.
"I understand you have a good income. True?"
He bragged about his job.
"Then sir, could you tell me why on several occasions in the last year you have withheld paying your child support and alimony?"
He had no answer. Our lawyer submitted her starting salary in her new job, noting the schedule of raises she would get if she reached certain goals.
Your honor, would you please note that with her salary, alimony, and child support, her gross income is slightly higher than his. Plus, since both her house and car are paid for, her living expense is considerably less than her ex husband."
His lawyer had had enough.
"Your honor! Income is not enough reason to keep a man from his child."
The judge, a woman, looked over her glasses at him.
"You are quite correct, counselor. Quality of life, however, is a big factor. So please let your opponent continue.
Our lawyer switched to another subject.
"Tell me sir, what is the name of the school she would be attending if she lived with you? Do they have a good record? Have you prepared to have her enrolled? Where is the nearest park? Who will watch her while you work after school and in the summer? And if you love her as much as you say you do, why haven't you visited her once in almost a year, or brought her here to spend time together while she was on summer break?"
He obviously hadn't thought about any of that.
In the end he said he thought he would work all the details out after he got custody, and he just hadn't had the money to make the flights.
" You just told us what a great salary you made. What did you spend the money on? Was it the vacation you and your girlfriend spent in Cancun?
Or the weekends in Miami or Myrtle Beach? As much as you and your girlfriend like the sun, you should consider moving. That's six tickets, all first class, you've bought last year, none of them for visiting your daughter. For the money you spent, you could have flown down, rented a car, and got a motel room every other week and still have money to spend on her. What did you get her for her birthday this year?"
My attorney looked at the judge.
"Could we wind this up, ma'am? No further questions for Mr. Parker. I'd like to call Miss B.B. Parker to the stand. Let's hear what she has to say about all this, and who she'd like to stay with."
His attorney had fought to keep her off the stand, and lost.
I had to walk her up to the stand before she would let go of my hand. The judge gave me a look.
"I know you. Have you been in my court lately? And clarify, the child obviously is very familiar with you. What's you role in this mess?"
"You have a good eye, your honor. I was in your court two years ago, following a criminal trial I was thinking about making into a book. And I'm proud to say that Sarah and B.B. are very special to me. We're neighbors, but more importantly we're friends, and I tend to stick by when my friends are in need."
She shook her head.
"I remember, the writer. You gave me some of your books. Quite good. You may step back."
B.B. was eloquent on the stand. She described the breakup of her parents from her view, and how lonely she was when they first moved. Then her eyes glowed as she described her life later, her friends, her school, her church, how much better it was in a country setting. She bragged about her perfect grade point average, her certainty to be on the principals list in the newspaper.



She addressed the judge directly.
"Ma'am, my life is almost perfect. I'm a country girl now, if you force me back into the city I'll wither and die."
His lawyer was drowning and knew it. He tried to get her to say that she and her mother were under my influence and were just puppets. He was trying to lead her several times before the judge warned him.
Finally she snapped and started crying. I was out of my seat in a flash, but Sarah pulled me down. The judge didn't say anything, but it wasn't lost on her that when she was crying I was almost fighting to get to her, while her father sat and did nothing.
"Child, I think we've heard enough. If you got to choose, where would you go?"
"I'd go home with my mom and Harry, you're honor.
I'm safe there, Mom and Harry would make sure I was well cared for. Please your honor, can I go home now?"
Her father didn't take the loss well, fuming and vowing revenge while his lawyer tried to pull him outside the courtroom. He just barely missed a contempt citation.
Between sniffles she addressed the judge again.
"Thank you, ma'am."
"You're welcome, my child. If I ever travel in your direction, I might stop by to say hello."
The judge smiled when B.B. showed her some pictures of her house and the lake. I was pretty much in every one of them. They drifted to the side and held a little private talk before coming back to us.
"Well, I'm going home now. I'd like to hug my daughter, but she's thirty and lives across the state. Think I'll call her tonight."
She looked at me.
"I just finished your last book. It's hard to believe it wasn't fiction. It was a tragedy, but a very good read. Working on the next one?"
I told her I was about half done, a novel, my first stab at pure romance. She pressured me until I promised her an advanced copy. B.B. giggled and said she would send her what she promised when the time is right.
"What did you promise to send her?" I asked as we got ready for the flight home.
She smiled her newly acquired grown up smile.
"A woman needs her secrets, Dad."
Sarahs' head snapped up. It was the first time she had heard her call me Dad. However, she said nothing. In fact, she was smiling when we left for the airport.
.................................................
To use the old fashioned term, we were going steady. Everyone assumed we were a couple now. Any invitations we got now were to both of us.
B.B. spent a lot of Saturday nights with the Sampsons while we went out. We returned the favor, watching over their children when they needed a little alone time. B.B. had her own room in my house now, and she and Sandy took advantage of it when they were over. Sarah and I would watch the youngsters until bedtime. We would do a little quiet snuggling and quite a bit of kissing before I would go back home to make sure B.B. and Sandy hadn't broken any furniture.
Most times I would find them asleep in front of my fifty two inch television, a romance in the DVD player. I would wake them gently and send them to bed. It was nothing for me to find them back in front of the television, asleep on a blowup mattress I bought just for these sleepovers, snuggled together, sleeping like a rock.
I usually started breakfast, calling Sarah to bring the little ones as soon as the things started getting done.
I was taking a break from writing a few months ago and B.B. had Rachel Ray on the TV, yelling for me to look.
The girl loved waffles, and Rachel was making them with cake mixes. Red velvet with cream cheese icing drizzled across the top. Chocolate with chocolate syrup. Strawberry with fresh strawberries and cream. The combinations were endless.
"Ooh, dad, look! Can we make some?"
I just grinned at her.
"Maybe. Promise to be as neat as always?"
She blushed. She wasn't inherently messy. just extremely disorganized. I had been working with her, threatening to banish her from my kitchen. Her mom had long ago banned her from theirs.
We bought a few cake mixes and syrups, and experimented. She was very good at it, and soon it became our Saturday morning breakfast. She would make the batters the night before and cook her concoctions the next day. Sarah would grumble about having to get up early on her day off, but would come. One day she came in, took off her heavy coat and boots, and redonned her robe. She was in flannel pajamas, and the lingering cold told me she hadn't bothered with a bra.
"I'm tired of getting dressed up to eat breakfast.", she said as she walked over to the fireplace, pulled a pair of thick fuzzy socks out of her robe pocket, and dragged a chair a little closer to the fire. Pulling a footstool in front of her, she propped her feet up with an audible sigh.
"Please Sarah, feel free to come over here undressed anytime." I said with a grin. We could hear B.B. giggling in the kitchen.
She blushed before she could stop herself and then smiled the adult version of the way B.B. did.
"I might just take you up on that."
It was my turn to blush. Her smile got bigger and she told me to get her some coffee.
After that they would both show up in pajamas, and after breakfast we would idle around the fireplace, reading the paper or catching up from our week, while B.B. played on the computer.
When B.B. had Sandy over and she tasted the waffles, things got complicated. As she made more friends, they became part of the breakfast group.
It kind of got out of hand. Sarah and I would go out and come back to a houseful of teen girls. It became a chore to get everyone up and to my house.
B.B. quickly solved that dilemma.
"Da..H., you've got this four bedroom house all to yourself. Why don't we all just spend the night here? We girls could have two bedrooms, Mom could have one, and you'd have yours. If you and mom were to share, I could have even more friends over. Wouldn't that be fun?"
I don't know who blushed more. We hadn't been intimate yet, but we were close. Still, I didn't want our first night together to be in a houseful of teen girls.
So we started hosting sleepovers. We made sure all the parents knew us and knew the situation. Most just grinned and secretly thought we were idiots for not sleeping together. It worked out well, because sometimes the other parents hosted sleepovers, and we didn't have to worry about B.B.
It was one of those nights when B.B. was gone, right before Christmas, that it happened.
We went out dancing, her favorite activity. I had gotten better, but still couldn't keep up. We had a circle of friends, and she danced almost every dance. We had two newcomers in our group, friends of friends. She seemed nice, he seemed on the make. He made it a point to try to dance with all the wives and girlfriends. Most did, once. I don't think I saw anyone repeat.
She never danced a slow song with anyone but me. I had gone to the bathroom, and she was standing to let a couple back into our booth, when he grabbed her and had her on the floor before she could recover. She tried to keep distance but he kept pushing against her. I came out just in time out to see her struggling. He did a turn and had her back to the group, grinned at them, and started inching her dress up. I was practically running across the floor. She stamped his foot and he let go. You could have heard the slap in the next county. The bouncers got to him before I did, in fact one of them had to hold me while the other two hustled him out, his embarrassed wife trailing behind.
She clung to me, not in fear but rage.
"I'm glad the bouncers got to him first, in a way. Would you have hurt him?"
I had calmed down a little by then.
"I would have done my best to kill him. Nobody touches my woman like that."
She stiffened and looked in my eyes.
"Am I your woman?"
I looked into her eyes. Time to declare my intentions.
"Yes, you are. You will be, for a long, long time if I get my way."
In a surprisingly meek voice she "Okay, honey. Can we go now?"
I wrapped my arms around her and guided her to the door. I got her in the car and before I could turn she pointed across the parking lot.
"Take me there."
It was the local motel. They got a lot of trade from the bar. Couples not wanting to drive after drinking, people hooking up, travelers trying to relax, that sort of thing. It wasn't five star, but it was a clean, well kept place. It was managed by the wife of the police chief, so it was patrolled a bit more often. Misbehavior of any kind was not tolerated.
I didn't hesitate. Marissa Cook lived in my neighborhood and worked at the motel to make extra money. She handed us the key and tried her best not to smirk. It would be common knowledge where we spent the night before breakfast.
We weren't on each other like animals, but we did manage to pop some buttons and ruin a good pair of hose. I hadn't been with anyone since we started dating, and she hadn't been with anyone since her husband.
So, the first time was a little hurried. But over the night we grew acquainted with each others' bodies. She was short, just over five feet, with small firm breasts proportionate to her frame. Just a bit more than a mouthful. I know, I tried my best to suck them all into my mouth. Very responsive to stimuli, as attested by her moans.
Her ass was in my opinion, perfect. Heart shaped and firm, I had a hard time getting enough purchase to nibble, but her squeals and the way she shoved it back into my face made it more than worth the effort. And her taste was like honey from wildflowers, sweet and aromatic, from what I actually got to taste between her bucking and moaning, before she finally settled down and shoved my head forward so far I couldn't breathe.
Her smoothness was gone, replaced by a nicely furred strip. She told me later she had gone native, didn't country girls like fur?
She gave as good as she got when it became my turn. I've always considered myself average at six and a half inches. I was amazed when she went down to the base the first time, holding and humming softly. She stroked my shaft with her small hands and played with my balls the whole time. She would slid all the way off, circle the head with her tongue slowly, looking me in the eye, before plunging back down. When I felt myself losing control I tried to pull off, but she reached up and covered my hand with hers and pushed down, firmly. I literally saw stars when I erupted.
She let me rest for about fifteen minutes before sliding down my stomach. Ten minutes later she slid over my body, lining up and slowly, slowly, sinking down. She was so incredibly tight it took her almost ten minutes to get firmly seated. She sat, giving little gasps as she started rocking, working around in small circles. After a few minutes I started thrusting up. She started sliding up and down, short small strokes at first, but in a few minutes she was pounding into me savagely. I rolled her over and she locked her legs behind me, pulling me in. For four or five minutes I pounded her mercilessly, her urging me on the whole time.
She surprised me with her strength, arching into me, actually pushing me back. I responded by slipping almost out before ramming hard and holding it. She shrieked as we both exploded. Her muscles clamped around me so hard I didn't think I could force it out, but I did.
After a few minutes of savoring the feeling, I rolled off, pulling her to me.
I started to tell her I loved her but she put her fingers to my lips.
"Shhh. Let's just enjoy the glow for a minute."
The next thing I heard was the shower running. I stumbled to the bathroom to find it locked.
"Just a minute" I heard.
I was about to get dressed and find a bathroom when she came out wrapped in a towel.
"All yours" she said.
I stumbled in and emptied my bladder, then hopped into the shower. I left the door open but she didn't come in. When I came out she was gone. She had left a note.
"Getting coffee"
I dressed and she came back in with the coffees. She wouldn't look me in the eye.
"Sarah, what's wrong? Are you ashamed of what we did last night? Was it a mistake? Talk to me."
She fidgeted for a moment.
"I swore I would never let myself love anyone else. My husband ruined me. It took you telling me and a year of reflection and a little counseling to get to where I didn't automatically hate all men."
"I'm sorry I took most of it out on you, but you were handy, and you let me rant. All my hate for my ex got dumped on you. I still don't know why you took it."
"But you were so kind, so patient. The only time you forced me to behave was over B.B. You know she loves you, don't you? I saw one of her school notebooks and she had B.B. Smith on it. As far as she's concerned you're her father, and she fusses at me to make it happen."
"So you've got two hearts to consider here. If we don't work out, they'll both be broken."
"I'm sure I love you, I just don't know how to handle it. Help me, please? Please?"
I got down on my knees and hugged her as she sat on the bed.
"Honey, I'll help you. It's in my own best interest. I carry my scars, they're just not as visible as yours. But you melted them. I promise I'll do the same for you. Okay?"
I held her while she cried. I might have been a bit misty eyed myself. When she calmed down I helped her up.
"Come on, we have to go home. I'm sure our child will notice something is up if we don't"
When I said 'our child' I felt her shudder and grip my hand tighter.
..................................................
To say B.B. knew something had happened was an understatement. When we picked her up she immediately saw the stubble on my face[she knew I hated being unshaved]and that we were wearing the same clothes we left her in. In retrospect, we should have gone home and changed, but neither of us were thinking clearly. Her grin made her face disappear.
"Not a word" I whispered in her ear as I collected her.
She made it five miles before she couldn't contain it any longer.
"So, did you guys have a good time last night? Dancing I mean?"
Sarah blushed and hid her face in her hands. I just grinned.
"Why yes we did, B.B. A really good time. Thank you for asking. I hope to do a lot more dancing in the future. Don't you, honey?"
Sarah just moaned a little and shut her eyes.
I looked at B.B. in the rearview mirror and caught her eye. I cut my head over at her mother and mouthed 'stop it' to her. She nodded.
"Well, I'm just glad our family is all home safe and sound. What's for lunch?"
..................................................
Everybody knew. There was no such thing as a secret in our little community.
Nobody said anything, well, not directly of course. A lot of odd things came up in conversation at church, though.
Sarah got the brunt of it. Little things kept coming up.
"My Aunt Carole makes the prettiest cakes you ever saw. Her wedding cakes are famous. I have her card dear, in case you ever need a cake for a festive occasion."
"You know, we haven't had a wedding in the church in ages, don't you miss them? Nothing makes me happier than to see two young people start out on the right path. And Reverend Sampson's youngest, what is she five, six now? I bet she'd make an adorable flower girl, don't you think?"
One lady gave her a card for a seamstress that specialized in wedding dresses.
She stormed up to me between Sunday school and regular services.
"What have you been saying?"
"Not a thing my love. But these people aren't blind, they see the way I look at you. And that kiss you gave me when we got out of the car fueled a few tongues, I'm sure.
She colored. She had been so happy she did give me a nice kiss in the parking lot.
I embarrassed her further by kissing her cheek.
"Get used to it. They're probably already planning the bridal and first baby shower."
She got even redder. Then sad.
"We need to talk, later."
I just hugged her tighter and walked into church. Half way through the service her little hand reached out and captured mine. She never let go until we left.
Reverend Sampson grabbed me while June was deep in conversation with Sarah.
"Just so you know, I do a mighty fine wedding service."
I grinned.
"I'll keep that in mine, should the need ever arise."
................................................
Christmas came. It was a joyous time. Sarah and B.B. made me take them for a Christmas tree, and we spent seven hours going from farm to farm before they agreed on the perfect one. The farmer was going to cut it when B.B. stopped him.
"Can we get it with roots?"
He got out his tractor with an odd attachment. We watched as he scooped it out of the ground and then ran it through a machine that wrapped it in burlap. He gave me a list of instructions for keeping it alive.
It went into my house, they already had a small artificial tree. I was terrible at decorating, so the girls took over while I sat with a cup of coffee, watching. I don't think I was ever so happy.
B.B. called me Dad openly now, as if she were daring her mom to say anything. Sarah never commented. To her, we were already a family.
She told me she hoped we married soon, she hated having different last names. Sarah had taken her maiden name back after the divorce. So, B.B. had given her name as Parker at school, even though legally she was Jones.
"Smith is just so much better, don't you think?
Much simpler to remember."
Sarah and I went Christmas shopping together and separately. She made me promise not to get carried away, which I did and promptly broke.
It was a lot more fun to shop with B.B., in her opinion too much is never enough. I had to reel her in a little when it came to her friends.
"Honey, don't get carried away. Most of your friends don't have the financial means you do. Some may not even be able to give gifts. Consider their feelings."
I could tell she hadn't thought of that. It troubled her for a few days. The economy was still in a slump. Jobs were hard to come by in our little area and many were struggling.
I was often amazed at her analytical mind and huge heart.
She approached me while her mother was at work. She got home from school before her Mom left work, and she always stayed with me until she got off. We would usually have dinner ready and would talk about our day. It was getting harder and harder to let them leave.
"Dad, I have an idea. I've talked to all my friends, and instead of exchanging gifts this year we're going to donate our money to the 'White Christmas' program. Will you help us?"
"White Christmas' was a program started by Christian Ministries, a coalition of local churches to help the community. They worked with the Department Of Social Services, identifying and helping people in need, however they could. Sometimes it was help with power and heating bills, sometimes it was food and clothing, sometimes it was just counseling. This particular program targeted people who wouldn't have a Christmas without help.
Of course I was willing to help. We got a list of families in our area who were in desperate need.
We took the money her friends and church youth group donated and bought presents for the families. An unknown donor pledged to triple whatever they and the church in general raised. We had the age, sex, and size of each family member.
The whole church got behind the program. It was decided we would distribute the presents on Christmas Eve, early in the morning. That way the parents could put the presents under the tree for Christmas morning.
We made sure everyone had at least one new set of clothes, and enough groceries to last a week, including a feast for Christmas.
I took one church bus, filled with kids in one direction, while Sarah took the other. We met at seven in the morning. Reverend Sampson gave them a small lecture about being kind and respectful.



"Remember, it could have been you we're helping if circumstances were different. Think how you would feel."
He said a brief prayer and we set off. He rode with my group, June rode with Sarah.
It was a very humbling experience for the kids to see how hard life could be. But it was also filled them with joy. They made sure they had lots of gender neutral small gifts that the smaller children could open right away. Every family got a large box filled with fruit and candies.
It was a bittersweet group that got out of those vans that afternoon. The kids, most in their early teens, grew up quite a bit that day.
Sarah's parents came up for a week. I surprised B.B. by flying her other grandmother in. B.B. had been fond of her, talked to her every week, but only got to see her twice since the divorce.
I was really surprised when my parents accepted my invitation and came up. Our relationship had been strained over the years, first because of my career choice, then my marriage. The shooting, instead of bringing us closer, seemed to drive us even farther apart.
It was a bit odd when we got them together the first time. B.B. finally broke the ice when she looked them over and said, "Boy, am I gonna get a bunch of birthday and Christmas presents if things work out."
By the end of the afternoon she had them all charmed, my mother especially. One of our biggest conflicts was that I hadn't given her grandchildren yet.
There was a quick conference, and soon all five official and unofficial grandparents were gone in my SUV. B.B., Sarah and I took off just as soon as they were out of sight. Our Christmas tree was just barely visible already, so the new batch of presents went under the one at Sarah's.
The sleeping arrangements caught me by surprise. All the grandparents took over Sarah's house and Sarah and B.B. stayed with me. B.B. had long ago designated one bedroom as hers and had decorated it accordingly.
We sat drinking hot cocoa and talking about the day when Sarah yawned. I took her hand and pulled her off the couch.
"Come on honey, time for bed."
I kissed B.B.
"Goodnight, daughter. Try to get some sleep, big day tomorrow."
I pulled Sarah behind me into my bedroom. She followed in a daze. As I shut the door B.B. gave me a thumb's up, smiling even as tears trickled down.
Sarah finally seemed to come awake.
"Are you sure about this?"
"As sure as I can possibly be. You can always go to another bedroom if you want."
She sat for a minute.
"No, this is where I want to be. I have to go get my clothes though. I'll be right back."
After five minutes I peeked out the bedroom door. She and her daughter, our daughter, were in a tight hug. I eased the door closed.
She went right by me into the bathroom, coming back out in a sensible gown. She looked at me and smiled.
"Even if she is fourteen. tomorrow she'll be four. Expect to wake up early, to her bouncing up and down on the bed."
She we lay down and snuggled. As she nestled on my shoulder, her warm breath tickling my chest, I wondered if she'd like my Christmas present.
Sure enough, at five thirty the next morning, the bedroom door slammed open.
"Get up! Get up! Merry Christmas. Come on, we have to get breakfast started."
She had premade the batter last night. Her village of grandparents got to taste her waffles and were suitably impressed. They all sat back when they were done with contented sighs.
We teased B.B. by talking about what we would do next.
Watching parades, football games, and dog shows were discussed. I suggested going back to bed for a few hours. B.B. finally stamped her foot.
"Fine! I guess I'll go unwrap presents by myself."
We all laughed and trooped to the living room.
It must have taken an hour, but the presents were all distributed and opened. Then we had to go back to Sarah's and do it again.
Finally, everyone thought it was over. I looked at my mom, and she nodded, looking towards the tree. I had asked her to hang a couple of extra ornaments for me.
"I think you guys missed a couple."
I pointed at the tree. There were two decorated laminate eggs hanging in front. The pink one had B.B. monogrammed on it, the light blue one had Sarah.
B.B. opened her first. Small diamond earrings I had bought months ago, when she had shown them to me in the window of a jewelry store in Chicago. It set off a wave of tears.
Sarah instinctively knew something big was about to happen. She slowly opened the egg and collapsed on the couch. I never was impressed with diamonds, so I had her ring custom made, a beautifully cut sapphire, surrounded by small diamonds.
I was beside her by then, holding her shaking body.
"Well, honey, do you like it? If not, pick anything you want, just as soon as you say you'll marry me."
She sat and rocked, crying as the parents congratulated her.
I slipped it on her finger. She held it out, admiring the sparkle. Then she surprised us all.
"I say yes, conditionally. I want to marry you with all my heart. But we need to discuss something. When I'm finished if you still want to marry me, I accept. If you don't, I'll understand."
She looked at our parents.
"We're going back to Harry's house for a bit. Please give us and hour of privacy."
It was a silent walk up the driveway, but she held my hand the whole time.
She made fresh coffee and we sat in front of the fireplace.
"Honey, do you know how old I am?"
I assumed she was around my age. I shook my head no.
"I'm thirty seven, Seven years older than you. When I was pregnant with B.B. my husband pushed me down the stairs. B.B. was born six weeks premature. I'll always believe that's why she's as small as she is. Because of complications, I can never have children again. So, my age doesn't matter. I can't give you children. Do you still want to marry an old, barren woman?"
I took her hand.
"Look at me" I commanded, not speaking until she held my eye.
"I didn't fall in love with an old woman, or a baby factory. I fell in love with you. As good as you look now, when we're seventy and you look fifty I'll have to beat the men off of you with my cane. And you've already given me a child, a man couldn't ask for a more perfect daughter. If we decide we want more children, there are plenty out there that need a loving home."
"Before you answer, I have a few things I need to tell you. I bought your house so you'd stay here with me. The retirement money your dad sent you came from me. I'm the mysterious foundation that funded the library and got you the job. If you needed it and it was in my power to give it to you you got it. Please don't be angry. I was in love with you even then, and I would have given my last dime to keep you around."
She sat for a minute, absorbing what I had said. Then she smiled.
"You loved me that much?"
I nodded. "You, and your daughter."
"So, to address your concerns and conditions, I am more than happy with you just the way you are. I couldn't love you more than I already do. The rest is up to you. Yes or no?"
I think she actually fainted. She sat stock still in my arms before she turned and gave me the softest kiss I had ever had. They felt like they had been brushed by angel wings.
"Yes" she said quietly, before grabbing my head and jamming our mouths together so hard I figured we'd have bruises later.
I finally had to pull back.
"we have to stop now babe. But you have my solemn promise we will resume this later. Now, we have family waiting on us."
The afternoon went by in a pleasant blur. Her ex mother in law pulled me aside.
"You're a good man, Harry. She deserved to be happy. My son had, no, in honesty he still has issues. I see how B.B. looks at you. Be a good dad to her. And please, allow her to keep in touch with me."
I shocked her with my conversation. I knew she was on a fixed income and struggling.
"Do you like it here? Anything besides your son holding you in Chicago? We'd like you to move down here, so you can be close to your granddaughter. It wouldn't cost you a thing, this house is going to be empty soon. Think about it."
She was crying quietly as I passed her off to my mother. I saw my mom look at me like it was the first time she had ever seen me.
We all bundled up to go to Christmas services. We had to drive two vehicles. B.B. had two solos, one with the youth choir, and one with the full choir.
The younger kids put on a play, and Greg gave an inspired sermon.
It was Christmas, and I felt as happy as a human should be allowed to feel. Greg was there shaking hands and hugging everyone. I held back while he talked to B.B. and the assembled grandparents.
When I got him alone I asked him a question.
"Do you know who that new minivan with the temporary tag belongs to?"
It had been parked there since yesterday. He had no idea.
"Why reverend, I'm shocked. I thought you knew everything about your flock right down to their underwear size. You really don't know who it belongs to?"
He shook his head, wondering where this was going.
"Surely, Greg, you recognize your own car, don't you?" I handed him the keys.
It was the first time I had ever seen him speechless. His car was on it's last leg. There's nothing more embarrassing than being late to church when you're the reverend.
Before he could protest I cut him off.
"Don't say a word. I didn't give it to you. God did. If you have a problem, take it up with Him."
I paused as I went out the door.
"If you really want to thank me, I am looking for someone to conduct a marriage service. Call me if you find a preacher willing to do it. Merry Christmas to all."
.................................................
There were a lot of tears and hugs later when everybody left. Before I had a chance to argue, the grandparents started talking about which weeks B.B. was going to stay with them this summer. I almost lost my new daughter before I got her. The single grandmother just smiled when they asked her what week she wanted, saying it really didn't matter.
She went back to Chicago and stayed just long enough to pack what she wanted to keep, get rid of the rest, and say goodbye to her friends. Her son went ballistic when she told him.
"Why would you care? I've lived six blocks from you for two years, and you've been to see me once. I talk to you once a month on the phone, and I have to call. You're not angry about me leaving, you're angry about where I'm going. Maybe I'll send you pictures of your daughter from time to time."
She left before he could reply.
When Sarah found out what I did she looked at me stunned. Then she smiled.
"Just when I think you can't surprise me or make me love you even more, you prove me wrong."
So "Granny J" moved in. She immediately volunteered at the new library and joined the church. It soon became apparent where B.B. inherited her voice from. June paired them with her best two male voices. Pretty soon the quartet started singing at rest homes and local gatherings. They were even invited to some statewide concerts.
I was writing, Sarah was working, B.B. had church and school, and we ended up spending less and less time together. I took if for about six weeks before I called a family meeting.
"The purpose of being a family is to be together. I know what we do is important to people, but we need to keep our focus on us. I don't want us to be soccer parent/committee members/professionals.
I want us to be like we were before, but better. All right?"
We all agreed and Granny J broke the ice.
"Does this mean I have to give up my bingo night?"
We all laughed and hugged, and started making sure we blocked out most of the weekend for each other.
The wedding was set for the first week in May. Sarah spent most nights with me and B.B. divided her time between houses. Most times we all stayed in my house, It just made it easier.
Jane, I didn't like addressing her as Granny J, was a voracious reader with an amazing memory. I had finished the first draft of my new novel, and was looking into doing an historical based novel on the Over Mountain Men, a loose group of Revolutionary War irregulars from most of the Southern border states and territories, who converged on Kings Mountain, On the North/South Carolina border to battle and defeat the loyalist troops under the command of Major Patrick Furgueson.
Many considered it the turning point of the war, driving Cornwallis to his ultimate defeat and surrender. Up until then these men pretty much ignored the war, fighting Indians and trying to keep their farms going. When Cornwallis put out his proclamation stating that he intended to burn their homes, kill their livestock, and leave their children orphaned, they took offense.
These weren't regular troops, but frontiersman who grew up fighting Indians. They had no formal knowledge of battle. They would hide behind a tree, shoot you, then run away until they could reload. They massacred the loyalists, including their leader, and then killed many who surrendered in their rage.
Jane became a paid researcher, giving me a lot of help. When the book was finished, she got credit for her contribution.
................................................
Meanwhile, things were not going so well for Mr. Edward Jones. He lost the job he loved so much in the continuing disintegration of the economy. The hot young blonde, seeing the end of her shopping sprees and vacations, left him. He started drinking more, and misbehaved so badly to another tenant the police were called and the management sent him a formal letter, threatening eviction if anything similar happened again.
He brooded and fumed, and came to the conclusion if Sarah hadn't left him everything would be fine.
Then he blamed me for taking them away from him, even though they had divorced and she had moved well before I came into their lives.
Finally, he decided that all he needed to do to get his life back on track was his family back. With that in mind he flew into the closet big city and rented a car. He'd straighten the whole thing out, by God, and put their asses on a plane back home.
It was early April and the snow was still on the ground and there was a chance for more in the next few days. Already dark by five, we had settled in for the night. Sarah and B.B. were spending the night with me. B.B. had her room exactly as she wanted it by now, but Sarah was making little comments like "Wouldn't a different window treatment look nice?" or "Wouldn't some bright pillows liven up this couch?" until I hugged her and told her she could do anything she wanted right up to the office door. That room was strictly forbidden.
B.B. was talking about riding her new fourwheeler down to check on her grandmother, something one of us always did before bedtime. The phone rang and it was Jane, in a panic. Edward had shown up, demanding to see Sarah and B.B. She told him they were out, and he should come back later. He was roaring through the house looking for them.
Sarah had called 911 while I went down to her house. I carried my .40 Smith and Wesson. When I told Sarah months ago I didn't have guns laying around the house I wasn't lying. That didn't mean I didn't own them.
Luckily there was a deputy close by. He pulled into the drive the same time I did. He saw my holstered weapon.
"Wiley, lay you weapon in the back seat of my car. Let me handle this."
I complied, I had no choice.
He got Edward out of the house, keeping his hand on his taser. By then he had calmed down, but he told the deputy he was staying until his wife and daughter came home. I got Sarah on the phone with the deputy.
"I am not his wife. We've been divorced for almost two years. I have primary custody of our child. I did not invite him and I don't want him there. Can you make him leave? Tell him to call me and set up a time and he can come out, if he's sober and rational. Now, he's upset his mother, who does live here, pretty badly. Can you help me?"
He forced him to leave, telling him he would be charged with trespassing and spend the night in jail if he didn't. Some of what he said sunk in, and Edward left. The deputy followed him all the way down the mountain.
He came out the next day, sober, I sat out on the deck, giving them privacy but being close at the same time. It started quietly but soon got loud.
"Honey, I want out family back. Come home, we can be happy again."
Sarah and B.B. looked at him like he had grown two heads.
"Ed, were divorced. I don't love you anymore, and I don't think you ever loved us. You just loved your lifestyle. We can't work things out, I'm in love with someone else."
She held up her hand and showed him the ring. He lost it.
"So, your rich boyfriend got to you, did he? How does it feel to have a sugar daddy? How much do you think he spends on you per average for a piece of your pussy? How long before you get tired of him, clean him out and move on?"
Sarah went pale and B.B. started crying and ran out to me. I was in the house instantly. I didn't pretend to be reasonable.
"Look, asshole, you don't have a family anymore. You threw them away and you can't have them back. She's my woman now, and B.B. is my daughter. Know why? Because I give them love, and try to made their lives better any way I can. If she wanted me to sign everything I had away to her before she'd marry me, I'd do it in an instant. You've said your piece, made your argument, and lost. Go home now. If you want to see B.B., come during your scheduled visitation, we won't stop you."
"As far as visitation, we're going to amend it so you can't take her out of state. I don't trust you, and I have to worry about the safety of my daughter. Fight it if you want, we'll be glad to see you in court. I'm even willing to let you stop paying child support if you leave us alone. Think about it and get back to us. Now, it's time for you to leave."
He was furious. Sarah had her hand on the phone. She had already dialed 911, all she had to do was hit send. He was a lot bigger than me, but I was in better shape and had taken a few self defense classes. The fact that I was ready to fight him made him stop and think.
"This isn't over." he snarled as he left.
I had all three girls in a group hug, promising it was going to be all right.
After I got them settled I made a phone call.
"Harry, how you doing? I got something I need a little help with. Can you meet me at the diner at lunch? Thanks Harry. See you then."
Harry Winston was a retired cop, a former detective with the sheriff department. I had used him as a source a couple of times when I had to verify procedures and protocols for one of my books. He loved it, it relieved his boredom. It didn't hurt when I sent him a check for consultant services. He was a widower, his wife died a few years ago in a car crash. I went to the funeral.
He wasn't actually retired, he was a reservist. These were guys who had retired but kept their certification, helping with traffic at big events and patrolling at least two days a month. This worked well because it gave them a little extra income and broke up the monotony of retirement, and it gave the active guys time off. They would work weekends mostly, or anytime a regular deputy needed time off.
I sat down at the table.
"How you doing Harry?"
"Pretty good. How you been, Junior?"
He called me junior because we both had the same name. I t seemed to make him feel good so I didn't object.
"Great in one way, not so good in others. You know I'm getting married, Right?"
He grinned.
"Yeah, never thought I'd see it. She's pretty and seemed intelligent, and she's got a firecracker for a daughter. My grandson has a crush on her, so I get to hear all about her. You're a lucky man, junior. I got the invitation, we'll be at the wedding. I have to see it for myself."



I had forgotten what a recluse I had been when I first moved there. It didn't seem like my life, looking back.
"The reason I called you, Harry, is I need your advice and maybe your help for a couple of days."
I explained about her ex, and how I didn't trust him.
"I need you to spend a night or two at the house, just until I'm sure he's actually gone. I'll pay of course, and as a bonus you get to spend time with an attractive woman your age. Will you help me?"
"Yes. It'll be good to work again. I'll call the sheriff, have him keep a closer eye on your neighborhood. He seems unstable from how you describe him. He may already be gone. I'll reach out to some friends, if he's still got the rental car we'll know he's still here. An attractive woman my age, you say?"
I laughed and described Jane.
..............................................
I went home and explained about Harry. I was keeping B.B. and Sarah with me. I had an alarm system at the house but hadn't actually turned it on except when I traveled. After B.B., I didn't turn it on at all. I checked it out and gave them the codes, telling them to make sure it was on if I wasn't there.
We teased Jane about Harry, telling her not to distract him with her feminine wiles.
When Harry showed up with a suitcase it was obvious after the first hour there was an attraction there. Sarah grinned at Jane when she decided to make her famous chocolate cake for dessert, and she blushed.
At two that morning Jane called us screaming. Ed was back, trying to break in. He had picked up a pistol somewhere and was threatening to shoot if she didn't let him in.
Harry identified himself, saying the police were on the way, telling him to drop the weapon. When Ed kicked the door in Harry shot him.
It didn't kill him. When he got out of the hospital, he was charged with felony trespass, breaking and entering, destruction of property[the door], possession of an unregistered weapon, assault with a deadly weapon, and communicating threats to a police officer.
He was evaluated and found unfit to stand trial, and remanded to the state correction facility for mentally unbalanced prisoners. He was there for two years. He lost rights to B.B. while he was there, and left for Chicago just as soon as he got out. No one knows where he ended up.
Spring came slowly, beating back the ice and snow relentlessly. Everybody got antsy as the wedding approached. My mom showed up two weeks early, dad joined her the next. Her parents came up at the same time, and things were hectic for awhile.
Jane asked Harry to stay with her for a few days until her nerves were settled. Six months later they determined she was still emotionally fragile, and he moved in permanently.
B.B. summed it up.
"That's great! You can never have too many grandparents."
Sarah was getting all worked up, insecure one minute, tyrannical the next. I just smiled and endured it.
My accountant nearly had a stroke when I told him there would be no prenup. He begged and Sarah said she didn't mind, but I was adamant.
I was worth about twenty million, give or take. Between the foundation for the library, the nonprofit charity we had started to establish the spiritual retreat, and the donations I had made to different charities, I had spent almost three millions dollars in a six month period. I thought about it, and gave my church a one time donation of one million dollars. That way it was separated from any control or influence from me, making it a true decision of the church board how and when the money was spent.
Finally the day arrived.
The church overflowed. We nearly wiped out two local florists. June was matron of honor, B.B., Sandy, and an old college friend were bridesmaids.
My dad actually cried when I asked him to be my best man. My local lawyer had become a good friend and was happy to be a groomsman. Harry and Sarah's dad Bill were the rest of the wedding party.
I asked Greg to be my best man but he surprised us by refusing.
"As much as it would honor me, I would rather officiate, if you don't mind."
Of course we didn't mind.
We did use the local seamstress for her wedding gown. It was shimmery and layered, and the bodice fit like a glove. She seemed to float down the aisle. June and Greg's daughter was the ring bearer, and Harry's youngest son was the ring bearer. The bridesmaid gowns were also made by the same seamstress, a light pink. I know bridesmaid dresses are supposed to be unattractive to make the bride shine, but in this case it didn't work. They were works of art in pale pink.
We used the auditorium beside the library for the reception. The twins didn't get to cater it because they were guests, but they didn't seem to mind. The orchestra started up, and we danced the traditional dances.
B.B was over the moon with happiness. As we prepared to leave for our honeymoon, three weeks in the islands, we pulled her to the side.
"I'd tell you to behave yourself, but with three sets of grandparents to watch over I don't think that'll be a problem. We have something for you before we leave."
I handed her two envelopes.
She tore them open and Sarah had to catch her before she fell.
The first envelope held her adoption papers, ready to be signed and filed. She would be Brittany Brianna Smith, at least until she married.
The second envelope contained tickets to the resort we would be staying at for the last week of our honeymoon.
"You didn't think we could stand being away from our daughter for that long, did you?"
When we in the car on the way to the airport, Sarah handed me her wedding present.
It was a camera, almost exactly like the one she threw in the lake a year ago.
"Now you can take all the pictures of me naked you want, pervert." she said giggling. It sounded like a fine idea to me, so I did until she tried to make me stop twenty years later. I refused.
"The day I stop wanting to see you naked is a long way off. Now, lose the bra."
She gave me a present from B.B. also, three pair of silk boxers with a note.
"Get with the times, Dad. You have a hot wife now, you have to keep her interested."
.................................................
Life went on. Our daughter grew up, went to college and got a degree in child counseling.
When my next book, A Summer At The Lake, came it out, it became my bestseller ever. The girls tried to pretend to be mad at me because it was basically the story of how we fell in love. The movie was ranked third all time in romance for twenty years.
The retreat was built, including a fifty space campsite that parents could use, sometimes alone, sometimes in conjunction with the children.
Greg and June became directors, jobs they held until they retired. He preached at our church on occasion, and also at the retreat in the big hall. B.B., Sandy, and most of his other children became staffers in the summer, guiding and watching over the eight to ten years olds. It led B.B. to her choice in careers, and when Greg retired she took over. Sandy became a minister like her dad. She actually served at our church for two years before she was moved.
When B.B. went to college Sarah went into a depression. One day I came home to find Sarah rocking a three year old girl in her arms, while her twin brother lay sleeping on my old bearskin rug.
I remembered them from the retreat, they came with their parents and Sarah was enraptured with then.
Their parents had been killed in a house fire, they managed to drop the children out the window before the smoke rendered them unconscious. So, at forty two, Sarah became a mother again.
B.B. was thrilled when she met her brother and sister for the first time. Bob and Bobbi are in junior high now, and Bobbi has a remarkable talent for writing. She told everybody that someone had to carry on the family business. Bob is a standard fourteen year old boy, starting to notice girls. He does love the outdoors, especially kayaking. He even competes in races, winning a lot. He says he wants to try out for the Olympics when he's seventeen.
All the grandparent were thrilled to have a fresh set of grandchildren, and most summers, one or both were gone most of the time. I don't like it but I don't complain. Much.
I still write, but at a much slower pace. Maybe one book a year. We have more money than we'll ever spend, and each child has a trust fund. We can't wait to see what life has in store for us.
Life has turned out well for us. Like a famous writer once said, life goes on.
..................................................
Once again, thanks for reading. Comments, good or bad, are always welcome.
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Edie Montrose sat at her new[temporarily]desk, wondering what she had gotten into. This was a good opportunity for her, the company was highly regarded as a good place to work, if a little eccentric. Publicly traded, the majority of the stock was owned by the founder, a transsexual named Angie Browne-Davies. The biggest minority owner was her new boss, Mike Hogue. A veritable giant, he was six feet six, and weighed at least two fifty. Platinum blond hair, cool grey eyes, chiseled jaw. He looked like like the actor he used to be. She used to watch his show, and fantasized about him, he seemed to be shirtless and nearly naked most of the time.
He was still in good shape, but off the market.
Shanna Jones, his fiance, was one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen, remarkable since she was genetically a man. They had been together almost two years. Rumor had it there was trouble in paradise.
She had been in his office yesterday. Not smiling when she entered, she seemed furious when she left. His office wasn't quite soundproof, and she was pretty sure they were yelling.
The morning went fairly smoothly, she was aware she was the fourth temp he had used in the last three months, after his old assistant had to quit and move to Arizona with her husband, a man with diminished breathing capacity, for the dry air.
The first three temps were younger, and when he sent the last one back he specifically requested someone more mature. Edie was 44, and when life was kinder to her she looked much younger. She had gained eighteen pounds in the last two years, and in her own opinion, was worn down.
Just after lunch, she was doublechecking the list of afternoon meetings and agendas, when Miss Jones stormed into the office. She was wearing a business suit, black slacks and blazer, white silk shirt, three inch heels. Without speaking, she went towards his office.
"Let me announce you, Miss Jones," she said while she reached for the phone.
Miss Jones swept the phone off the desk.
"I don't need to be announced. I'll come and go as I please."
To be so small she was strong, and had her swept out of the way and halfway into the office.
"Sorry, sir, she just refused to stop," Edie said as Mr. Hogue stood.
"It's all right, Mrs. Montrose. I know how determined she can get. Please, give us a few minutes."
She nodded and closed the door, going back to her desk.
She could hear screaming, and forty minutes later Miss Jones came out.
She was disheveled, crying, clothes in disarray. She had a skirt instead of slacks, and her blouse and jacket were torn. Her assistant, a comely Chinese woman, appeared and gently led her back to her office.
Ten minutes later the assistant returned, going to the door of the inner office. Once again, when she tried to stop the second woman that day to try and barge in on her boss, she was swept aside. This time it was a palm to her stomach, knocking the breath out of her.
As she lay on the floor, she was able to see and hear some of what went on.
The woman ran forward and jumped feet first over the desk, slamming into his chest as he started to rise. He and the chair went flying, skidding across the floor.
Amazingly after absorbing a blow that strong, he rolled to his feet in a defensive stance. There was a brief exchange of vicious blows, when suddenly the woman went flying into the wall, stunned.
He helped Mrs. Montrose up, made sure she was all right, told her to cancel the rest of the day, and stormed back into the office, slamming the door.
Thirty minutes later the Chinese woman stumbled out. Her lip was swelling, and there was an obvious bruise on her cheek. Her skirt was split to her waist on one side and her hose was missing.
She refused help, limping away.
What the hell was going on?
..................................................
Mike sat at his desk, wondering how his life had gone so wrong so fast.
When he and Shanna had gotten back from the road trip/vacation almost two years ago, he was the happiest he had ever been in his life.
He had fallen in love for the first time in his life. After a lonely and loveless childhood and almost fairy tale adult life, he biggest desire was to have a stable home and children. He was determined to give then the best life possible and surround his family with love.
The fact that the love of his life was physically unable to have children didn't deter him a bit. He was raised in an orphanage and knew very well there were good children out there who deserved happiness, and he had no trouble at all with giving it to them.
Their romance was a whirlwind affair, sort of. Shanna had been a man almost for the two years he had known her before she embraced her true identity. Small to the point of being petite, slender, when he first saw her he had thought she was a woman. They had established a friendship, something rare for him. He had liked his wife too, often using them as traveling companions on many of his business trips and a few vacation.
He discovered their submissive tendencies, and exploited it shamelessly. Never sexually except to tease, just pushing them past their comfort zones and ordering them to do small things once in a while.
Shane had changed to Shanna during a vacation in Vegas, and was his companion on a long trip across the country. By the middle of the trip the relationship had become sexual, revealing her feminine, submissive tendencies. His wife had been cheating before the trip, Mike had gotten proof, breaking into his vacation to fly home and confront her. She agreed to a no fault divorce from Shane.
By the end of the trip Shanna belonged to Mike heart and soul.
After she came back to work, her old assistant refused to work for her, and was replaced by Suzie Qwan, who became her best friend and teacher of all things feminine. They became very close.
After getting permission from Mike, she went on a hormone treatment. He said he didn't care about breasts, but she knew all men loved them, regardless of size. She developed into a 32B before he made her stop, saying they were the perfect size for her body. Left to her own devices
she would have went for a larger size, but didn't argue. Her nipples became super sensitive, and when he kissed, nibbled, and sucked on them, she was almost uncontrollable with excitement. They both knew it would only be seconds before his large cock was between her lips or nestled into to her tight little bottom.
She did a little more work, shaving her Adams apple down for a more feminine appearance and voice.
Soon after the vacation they had a serious discussion. Mike wanted every thing out in the open, what he wanted, what he expected in the relationship. He expected them to have a full life together, to raise a family through adoption.
He was adamant about it. It would be the deal breaker, no kids, no relationship.
She was desperately in love with him and would have agreed to just about anything. It was all new to her, and she wasn't thinking, just agreeing.
Another big thing was fidelity. He couldn't stress enough what it meant to him.
"I told you when we got together how I am, that's why I made sure you understood before we made love for the first time. I love you, but it goes deeper than that. I own you, physically and mentally. It goes back to my childhood. I have to be this way, it's the only way I can maintain balance. You don't understand, and I don't think that you ever will, just accept it to mean it will be my lifes' work to make you happy. I will in turn demand complete honesty and loyalty from you, always. If for a second you don't think you can accept this now and forever walk away now. You know by now how I feel about betrayal."
She of course promised him everything, and they settled down to a life together.
It had its ups and downs, no matter how much you love each other it takes time to learn to live together.
She had never learned to keep house, and was terrible at it. He laughed and kept his cleaning service. Her culinary skills stopped at making tea and coffee. He was an excellent cook, and usually made breakfast every morning. They dined out for lunch, and usually picked something up for dinner if they didn't go out.
She was a spendthrift and he was very, very good with money. She had to pay twenty five per cent of her salary to her ex wife, he made her save twenty five percent, putting it in a joint savings account, he putting in three dollars to her one.
The other fifty percent she could spend any way she wanted, he was a multimillionaire and it didn't matter. She was usually spending on his credit card by the end of the week.
Originally from England, she had never learned to drive. They worked for the same company, he was actually one of the owners. He was usually in the office before her and sometimes stayed late, so she relied on cabs. For her birthday one of her presents was driving lessons, and when she completed the course he gave her a vintage 1984 corvette, candy apple red, her favorite color.
Five months later she lost her license because of speeding tickets.
He spoiled her relentlessly, if he even thought she liked it, it was hers. She started feeling entitled, sometimes being condescending to her co workers. She got away with it because she was engaged to the boss, they loved him, but her star started to wane.
She wore a fifty thousand dollar engagement ring, and after a year he started pressuring her to set a date, he wanted to start their family. She was enjoying her lifestyle, and was uncertain if she could be a good mother, so she stalled. Tension was starting to build.
The balance tipped when she became friends with Chantal Gomez, a sometime business associate with her husband in his side business, apartment buildings and moderately priced houses. His primary business, Dream Realty, catered to the rich, selling exotic houses and properties for and to the very rich around the world.
Chantal had her own agenda, Mike. She had tried to seduce him before, but Shanna had just entered his life, and he wasn't interested.
Shrewd, cunning, and intuitive, she recognized Shanna's submissive personality and set out to exploit it. She stroked her ego, using her weakness. She dropped hints, asked pointed questions, inferred things she knew were false.
Mike noticed the attitude change, and tried to talk about it. She cut him off, saying he was trying to control her. He almost lost it.
"Damn right I am! You're heading down the wrong path here, honey. You know my limits, it would be very bad if you go over them. You should know by now I don't have the most forgiving nature, so be careful here. If you want out of this relationship, now is the time to tell me. We'll go our separate ways. Your choice."
Shanna was shocked. Chantal had told her to be more assertive, it was time she controlled her own life. She forgot the very reason she had decided to become a woman, Mike's woman, was because she wasn't assertive, and she loved not having to deal with things. She loved being taken care of.
She didn't help matters by flouncing off in a huff and locking the bedroom door. She screamed when the door literally flew off the hinges seconds later. He stood in the doorway, glaring.
"You try that again and the next lock you hear clicking home will be the one on the front door, from the outside. Do you understand?"
She had pushed him too far, and knew it. She immediately became meek and begged forgiveness. For the next two days she was back to her old self, and he relaxed.
Chantal eased off for a bit, letting things calm down before starting again.
"Do you not like pants?" she asked about a month later, as they ate lunch in her favorite restaurant.
"I think they look good on me, and I do wear jeans. But I promised Mike I would never wear them at work, for the same reason I don't wear pantyhose. He wants me instantly accessible, if you know what I mean." She blushed looking down.
Chantal was aroused at the thought of wearing the same thing for Mike, being thrown over his desk and being taken at will by him, but she didn't let Shanna know.
"You mean he just takes you at the office? How often. Don't you object?"
Shanna was glowing by now.
"It was almost every day there for a while. Now maybe twice or three times a week. When he calls wanting to know if I have time for a quick meeting, I usually remove my panties before I leave my office. And no, I never refuse. I made him a promise when we got together I would always be ready for him, and never say no."
Chantal could feel the wetness in her panties, the glow from within, but pressed forward.
"My god, you're not his woman, you're his fuck doll! No wonder he doesn't respect you."
Shannas' face continued to glow.
"He loves me, you can't love someone you don't respect."
Chantal closed in for the kill.
"He owns you! You don't have to respect possessions, just take care of them."
"It's deeper than that." Shanna tried to explain in frustration.
"If you say so. This is the first time I've ever met a sex object and not a person. You hide it well." Chantal said, sinking the hook deeper.
"I'm not hiding anything" Shanna insisted. "It's just the way we are. He loves me."
"Does he now. Let's see. You have to dress a certain way for him. You have to be ready to have sex with him instantly on command. He tells you where you're going, where you're going to dine, what you're going to do on the weekends. You're not a fuck doll, you're a sex slave. Is it fun to be owned? Does he spank you, punish you when you do something you don't like?"
Shanna couldn't meet her eye. Mike did occasionally spank her, but she could never admit it to her. Or that she often enjoyed the spankings after the first or second blow. It made her feel...important? Important enough to be disciplined, important enough to be corrected after a mistake. And she had to admit, he never spanked her without cause. More importantly, almost every time there was a great round of lovemaking afterwards.
Chantal continued to push, saying she should stand up to him more, make more decisions in her life.
"Tell him no every once in a while when he wants that tight little ass, that'll give him a wake up call."
Mike was shocked a few nights later when she came to bed in silk pajamas. In the almost two years they had been together, it had been sheer, short gowns, teddies, or nude.
"What's with the pajamas?"
"I saw them at the store and liked the way they looked and feel. I may get some more."
He was rubbing her nipple through the silk, considering.
"Won't they get in the way if we decide to play?"
She was trying her best to contain her excitement, damn that felt good. It took every bit of will she had to remove his hand.
"I'm tired, honey. No playing tonight. In fact, when I wear pajamas to bed from now on it will be a signal I don't want sex that night, all right? Goodnight."
She turned the lamp off and held her breath, waiting for the explosion.
Mike was so stunned he had no reply, something rare for him. He just turned away from her, something he had never done. They had always slept spooned together, his strong arms wrapped around her. Neither got much sleep that night.
In fact, Mike was up and gone before she awakened, for the first time in a long while.
She called Chantal at lunch for an update. Chantal couldn't believe her luck, that little bitch would be out of his life soon, and she was going to be there to exploit his devastation, giving him a shoulder and a nice pair pair of 44d's to cry on. Once she had his head nestled between those soft pillows, that flat chested bitch wouldn't have a chance of getting him back.
Chantal took her shopping the next week. She had her buy several business suits with skirts and pants. She overrode her objections, saying she express her own personality.
They had a short spat the day before over her pajamas. She had worn them to bed every night for a week. He wanted to play twice and she shut him down, saying once she wasn't feeling well and then that she just wasn't in the mood. The mood was icy the next morning, they didn't speak all the way to the office.
Shanna was starting to have second thoughts. She loved the way he made her feel. Sexy, desirable, wanted. Secretly she knew it was her insecurities over marriage and children, but didn't know how to address it without hurting his feelings. The last thing in the world she wanted was to lose his love, it would devastate her.
It was a liquid lunch with Chantal on a Wednesday. She expressed some of her fears to her, and she twisted them around, giving her terrible[for her]advice.
"Don't ask him, tell him. Lay down the law. Tell him you don't want kids, and maybe not married. You have a good thing going, rug rats will mess all that up. Why change. Be forceful, don't give him a chance to respond. Catch him by surprise and he might agree to anything."
She thought it was a good idea, and called Mike to tell him she was on her way to his office, she had something important to tell him.
"I'm busy right now. It'll have to wait until we get home tonight."
He said it coldly, dismissing her like a minor annoyance. It was enough to push her over the edge.
.................................................
She stormed by the dowdy new assistant he had, barely acknowledging the pathetic attempt to stop her,
She slammed the door and stood in front of his desk.
He looked her over as she stood there, noticing the pants and frowning.
"All right, what is it? Make it short, I'm busy."
She exploded.
"Busy! Since when are you too busy for me, the supposed love of your life? I'm not happy with you, mister, things are gonna change."
Mike stood up, slowly. He seemed to swell before her eyes, and spoke in a low, dangerous voice.
"Damn right things are gonna change. I'm getting pretty tired of your attitude lately. If you want out of this relationship, tell me now. Don't piss me off enough to change it myself, you won't like it."
She shrank back, afraid of him for the first time. Her arrogance of his love for her surged forward. He would do what she told him or else.
"You got that right. I'm tired of being a sex doll. It's time for me to make some decisions for a change. From now on, I'm in charge of our love life. You'll get it when I say, or not at all. Deal with it."
She paused while he stood there stunned, then plunged forward.
"I've decided I'm not sure about children right now, and not sure about marriage. Maybe we need a little timeout, maybe see other people. What do you think of that?"
Her intent was to shock and awe. Get him off balance, make him agree to see things her way.
To this day, she can't understand what made her do it. The consequences weren't worth the pain she ended up going through.
She watched the love go out of his eyes, replaced by anger. She became very afraid. He never raised his voice.
"Your choice. I'll make the arrangements."
"Huh? What arrangements?"
"The arrangements for you to move into your new place. I assume you have one? If not, I'll see that you get a temporary apartment in one my buildings. Regardless, you'll never sleep in my house again. You're out, understand?"
She was reeling from his words, delivered dispassionately but firmly.
"Now hold on, I didn't say anything about moving out. We need to work on our relationship."
He grunted.
"We don't have a relationship anymore. You don't want to get married, you don't want kids, you want to see other people. Doesn't sound like somebody in a committed relationship to me.



I need your keys to my house, and my ring back, please."
Her world started collapsing at that moment.
"Wait, wait! I'm not moving, and I'm not giving my ring back! We need to talk."
He came around the desk.
"You talked, I reacted. Talking is over. Ring. NOW!"
She had never heard that tone of voice from him. No love, just anger, cold, deep, anger. She closed her hand into a fist, terrified.
"No, honey, no, no........."
She fought as best she could, but he was not to be denied. He gave up on the ring temporarily, grabbed the waistband of her pants, and pulled. The buttons flew off and the zipper broke. He pulled, and they fell to her ankles. If he was angry before, he was in a rage now.
"You know how I feel about pantyhose", he said in a cold, dispassionate voice.
Tossing her on the large conference table he stripped her of her hose and panties with one hand, holding her down with the other as she struggled. He let go of her, tearing the pantyhose in two. Before she could react he had one half tied around her wrists, the other half around her mouth, after he stuffed her panties in.
He pulled her jacket down, further immobilizing her. He yanked her blouse open, causing buttons to fly everywhere, then pulling her bra up, exposing her small breasts. He caressed them softly before pinching a nipple savagely. She screamed into her gag.
"I'm gonna miss these" he said sadly, "And this" as he stroked her bare bottom. Despite the situation, Shanna felt her arousal, wiggling in spite of herself. Maybe a good romp would calm him down.
"Oh, want a goodbye fuck?"
The cold way way he said it took away her desire. She heard his zipper slide, and felt him position himself between her legs. Usually a gentle lover, readying her with small strokes, this time he plunged all the way to the hilt in one thrust.
She tried to scream as his ten inches impaled her, but it came out as a gurgle. He was sawing in and out of her savagely. She realized they weren't making love, he was simply fucking her.
His talking made it even more humiliating.
"Enjoy this, bitch, it's the last time. I've ruined you, you know? A man with an average cock will never be able to satisfy you. Then again, any adult site should have a toy that will work.
I want you to think about it every time a small cock or cold plastic slides into you, knowing it could have been me."
Her body betrayed her, starting to move with him. He stopped immediately, buried in her.
"Oh no, bitch, you don't get to have fun. This is for me, not you."
Keeping her impaled, he methodically began to spank her, slow steady strokes that increased in force as he went. Soon the pain was agonizing, and her bottom glowed red. After what seemed an eternity, he stopped and began moving in her again, gaining speed. She grunted in pain every time he bottomed out. With a lunge that lifted her off the table he came, hard spurts that seemed to last forever.
Pulling out, he grabbed her hair and dragged her to his desk, throwing her to the floor, where she lay sobbing. He fixed his pants and sat down, putting his foot on her throat.
"Move or make a noise, and I crush your throat."
She lay there, terrified.
He picked up the phone and starting making calls.
The first was to his banker.
"Bob, I need you to move some accounts around for me. The joint savings account Shanna and I have needs to be closed out. She only contributed a fourth, but I'm feeling generous. Take a third and open an account in just her name, she'll be in to sign any necessary papers later. Also, take her name off any card we have that isn't in her name alone."
After the call he opened a desk drawer and showed her some pictures of a house he was thinking about purchasing. He held them close.
"Look at it good, you cunt. This was going to be our house. It had everything you said you wanted in a home. That was what the savings account was for, to use on our new house. I foolishly thought it would mean more to you if part of the money you earned would be used to help pay for it."
She just lay there, sobbing quietly.
He pulled out more papers. They were from an adoption agency that specialized in same sex couples. He held them to her face. The pain made his voice crack.
"I did the groundwork, bitch. We were already approved, a boy and a girl, preferably brother and sister. You killed their dream today too."
He literally screamed and tore the paperwork to pieces.
His next call was to the super in his largest apartment building.
"Mario, do we have any two bedroom units available? Good. Someone will be moving in today.
No, a single woman, but she needs the room, you wouldn't believe the amount of clothes and shit she has. She'll be moving in tonight, if you can make it happen. Thanks."
Finally he called a moving company.
"I need this done today, I'll pay any extra you require. Someone will meet you at the house to let you in and show you what needs to be moved. Make sure you take it all. Thank you."
He looked down at her, she was almost in shock.
"Time for you to give me the ring back."
She roused, fighting with all her strength , but in the end the ring was in his hand, and she had a skinned knuckle. He went through a door, he actually had a small suite, with a bedroom and bath, for the many times in his past he had stayed overnight. They kept some spare clothes there, their lovemaking sometimes resulted in torn garments. He came back in and threw a skirt on the table, bending over to untie her.
"Goodbye bitch. I can't believe I loved you. I'm going back into the suite. Be dressed and gone before I come back out. Do not try to talk to me now or in the future. You're good at your job and it isn't in jeopardy, but we won't have any direct contact any longer. Make sure you do well, you're gonna need this job. Remember, from now on you're on your own financially."
He untied her hands and stood by the door, looking into her eyes, before he passed through and left her on the floor.
She untied the gag, spitting the panties out. Rushing to the door, she pounded on it and begged him to talk to her. The door remained closed. After several minutes the voice of his assistant came through the speaker phone.
"Miss Jones, Mr. Hogue has asked me to tell you that unless you leave the office in the next five minutes, security will be called. Please Miss Jones, don't be difficult."
Bowing her head, she accepted her fate. she picked up the skirt and donned it. She tried to fix her makeup in the bathroom, but tears finally defeated her. She called her best friend and assistant to help her back to her office.
................................................
Suzie Qwan was furious. How dare he treat Shanna in such a way! She was emotionally shattered, as near as she could tell from her own actions. What the hell was she thinking? She strongly suspected that bitch Chantal was the cause of all this, she had told Shanna she didn't trust her.
But still, to abuse her so badly shocked her. Her bottom was starting to go from red to purple. Suzie had her lying on her stomach in her office, cooling balm spread thickly to minimize pain. It didn't seem to be helping.
Shanna was sobbing her heart out, and Suzie snapped. Mr. big bad Mike needed a lesson. A black belt in the Cantonese version of martial arts, she thought she would be more than a match for him. As far as she knew he hadn't practiced martial arts in ten years.
It soon became apparent how wrong she was. Mike had not only kept up his training, he was a seventh degree black belt, working out and receiving instruction two to three times weekly.
Hoping to use the element of surprise, she leapt over the desk, hitting him squarely in the chest and sending him flying. Suzie went to press the advantage and was shocked when he rolled to his feet in a defensive posture, ignoring the kick. The fight was brief and desperate, but his size and training won out. Catching her leg as she delivered a kick, he twirled, using her momentum to slam her into the wall about three feet off the floor. She slid down, semi-conscious.
Watching as he checked on his assistant, she felt a shiver of fear. His face seemed cast in stone as he closed the door.
She tried to mount a defense, but it was useless.
Soon she too had her pantyhose torn in two, her hands tied and her mouth stuffed with panties and tied off with hose. He stood over her.
"Suzie, Suzie, I liked you, but you shouldn't interfere in things not your business. Yes, I beat the hell out of her. Call it even for breaking my heart. You know she told me she didn't want kids, and the engagement was off? She even said she wanted to see other men."
Suzie wanted to tell him he was wrong, but all she could do was grunt around the gag.
"Stop trying to defend her. You're a loyal friend, and she's going to need you in the near future, so I'm not gonna fire you for attacking me. But you need to be punished for interfering.
How about I give you what I gave her, think that would make us even?"
Her eyes filled with the vision of Shanna's bruised bottom, and she began to struggle. He had her face down on the conference table, holding her steady with one hand. Her skirt was split halfway up the seam during the fight. He grabbed and pulled, and it split all the way to the waistband. He flipped it up, exposing her bare ass. She was screaming into the gag by now.
He rubbed up and down her bottom, gently.
"You have a very nice ass, Suzie, almost as pretty and well shaped as Shanna's. I fucked the hell out of her first, think I should do the same to you? Think you can take my cock? I'm sure Shanna has bragged about my cock before, want to see it?"
She tried to move but he held her firmly by her wrists. Slowly he pulled her head around and she was inches from his cock. She could smell the musky odor. Her eyes filled in terror. He could split her in half!
"Wanna kiss it? See how long it would take to work it down your throat? Or maybe I should just ram it down, either way before it's over, my balls would be dangling off your chin."
His coming erection fueled her terror. He rubbed it across her cheeks, dragging it over her lips a couple of times.
He pulled back, caressing her ass, literally lifting her up as his hand slide underneath her.
"Hmmm, smooth as a baby's bottom. Feels great. But that's not what we want, is it?"
He slowly slid his hand from underneath her, moving across her wet slit, brushing her clit and then her asshole, where his finger lingered. Despite being terrified, she was extremely aroused.
She was ordered to spread her legs, and she obeyed, half from lust and half from terror.
He leaned over her and pushed her long black hair over her neck, exposing the right side of her face and neck. He whispered to her between nibbles and licks of her ear and neck.
"I'm not gonna force you to fuck me, that would be wrong. But I am going to punish you, and if you decide you want me to fuck you, all you have to do is ask. Ready now?"
Hell no she wasn't ready, she was terrified.
His hand continued to caress her ass, dipping down to her slit, slipping in for a stroke or two before traveling back up her cheeks. When he rubbed her hardened little nub, she moaned and thrust back.
"Ready, I see." He chuckled as he slid first one, then two of his long thick fingers into her pussy. She gasped through the gag. She was filled. and it was only two fingers.
He took his thumb and moistened it with her twat, moving up to her asshole, circling it until it suddenly slipped in. She was moaning as he put the two fingers back inside her, making a little gripping motion, stroking her g spot from two different sides while at the same time flicking her clit with a third finger. She was so far lost in her lust the first two blows didn't register, but as the speed and impact increased the pain became intense.
Between the blows and the fingers she was practically dancing on his hand. Suddenly she stiffened, and squirted. He immediately removed his fingers and spread the moisture over her bruised bottom, rubbing gently.
When he was done he cut the hose holding her hands, giving her the same treatment as he had Shanna, going out of the room while she gathered herself and left.
She staggered out of the office, bruised cheek, swelling lips, and dripping pussy. She held her skirt together to keep from flashing her ass, and hobbled off, to the wide eyed amazement of his assistant.
To her shame, she knew if the gag had been out she would have been begging him to fuck her after the first five minutes.
..................................................
Mrs. Montrose sat at the desk, almost in terror. She thought about leaving a few times, but needed the job desperately. After an hour Mr. Hogue came out.
"Mrs....Montrose, is it? Could you come in and bring your lap top? Maybe we can actually get some business done now."
She stood, but hesitated. He noticed.
"Come, come, Mrs. Montrose. Unless you've broken my heart today or tried to attack me, you'll be quite safe. Leave the door open if you like."
Bracing herself, she went in.
The conference table was sideways, chairs knocked everywhere. Two lamps lay broken on the carpet, and one blind was ruined.
He righted the chairs and straightened the table, motioning her to sit.
"First order of business, get maintenance up here in the morning to replace the lamps and the blind. Now let's see if we can reschedule my appointments. Give them my apologies and tell them I'll be available at their leisure. With me so far?"
"Yes sir. You had three meetings scheduled. I checked your calender and gave them dates you would be available. Jones and Stein will be in next Tuesday at three. Keyway Builders said anytime was fine, so I put them down for ten Wednesday. Mr. Ware said his schedule during the day would be difficult the next three weeks, but if you could take a dinner meeting anytime is fine. It seemed the most time sensitive. You have a tentative reservation at La Scalia next Monday at seven, pending your confirmation. He said he loved Italian. All pending your approval, sir."
Mike looked at her in amazement.
"Very good, Mrs. Montrose. Well done. Pull up the Anderson file. Let's see what we can offer him."
She blushed.
"I don't have the codes. Being a temp, I'm blocked out."
Mike didn't say a word, reached over to his desk, and produced a small card.
"These are the access codes. They change every three days, and are determined by me alone. Commit them to memory and destroy the card, understand? I have six people working in shifts to make sure we're not compromised. In the high end world of real estate, like everything else, confidentiality is key."
She felt honored.
They worked companionably for awhile when he noticed the time.
"I apologize, Mrs. Montrose. You should have already been home. If you stay a little longer, I'll pay you and buy dinner. Deal?"
She agreed, uncertainly. He saw it right away.
"Mrs. Montrose, I like what I see so far. Two things I expect from my employees above all else. Honesty when I ask a question, even if I don't like the answer. It will never affect any working relationship I have. Second, I demand absolute loyalty. If you can't do those things I'll ask for another temp tomorrow. Now, do you have a problem working over?"
She nodded.
"I don't have a car. If I don't leave soon I'll miss the last bus of the evening. I live forty blocks away."
He nodded.
"Thank you for honesty. Pick something for dinner, your choice. The menus for my favorite restaurants are on your laptop. I'll see you get home. If you have a license, I'll get a company car for you. Just return it tomorrow."
She called home and left a message, her husband wasn't home. He didn't have a job. Most likely at the bar.
She chose Indian, then reconsidered, remembering his ex fiance was half Indian, and ordered Italian instead. She told them who it was for, and asked if they knew his favorites. They did, and promised a forty five minute delivery.
They returned to work. She was astute, asking the right questions and after a little, offering a tentative suggestion. The suggestion wasn't feasible, and instead of telling her no he explained in more detail, and she understood.
The food arrived and she signed for it, adding the tip to the bill. She was staggered at the cost.
They ate at the conference table. He complimented her choices, and in the spirit of honesty told him she asked for his favorites. The restaurant sent two bottles of chianti, and they emptied one during dinner.
He sat back afterwards and eyed her speculatively.
"Any questions about this afternoon?"
She sighed.
"Lots, but it's none of my business, and if it doesn't concern me, I don't need to know."
"Diplomatic yet honest. You continue to surprise me, Mrs. Montrose. Short story, I lost my fiance this afternoon, and her assistant took exception. I'm sure you saw most of the..um..discussion."
"Yes, I'm sorry about the fiancee. I won't presume to offer an opinion. I'm sure you're in a lot of pain. Still, if you ever want an opinion from someone who doesn't know the players, I'm available."
He actually told her a little about Shanna, their relationship and how it started, and his sadness at losing her. She listened.
"No compromise? Do you want to talk to her more?"
His cold gaze shocked her.
"None. There's nothing to talk about. As I said before, I tend to deal in absolutes. You're either with me, or you're not."
"Surely you understand everyone makes a mistake once in awhile."
She was trying to get him to soften his attitude.
His tone was one of finality.
"A mistake is denting the car, forgetting dinner or an appointment, or ordering the wrong item off Ebay. A mistake is not looking at the man you're supposed to marry and say you don't want to get married right now, or have children together, or see other people."
She had no response to that.
He opened the other bottle, poured two more glasses, and raised his.
"To regrets."
She raised her glass in return.
"To regrets."
Something in her tone caught his attention.
"Do you have any regrets, Mrs. Montrose?"
She looked down.
"Many. As bad as your life is right now, at least you can feel alive, not run down and useless."
"Are you, Mrs. Montrose? Run down and useless?"
He looked at her speculatively.
"My husband thinks I am, useless that is, and I definitely feel run down. Life has not been kind to me the last few years."
He looked her over, making a decision.
"Stand up, Mrs. Montrose."
She looked up sharply, recognizing the tone of command. Slowly she stood.
"Go over and lock the door, come back here and stand in front of me."
He had gotten up and was leaning casually against the table. For reasons she couldn't understand, she obeyed. She stood silently as he inspected her.
"Put your hands on top of your head and turn completely around. Do it now."
Edie didn't know if it was the wine, the day, or the situation, but she did as he ordered. Knowing it made her breasts stand out, she twirled slowly.
"Very good Mrs. Montrose. Keep your hands up. I'd like to make a few observations. Tell me how close I am."
He paused, thinking.
"You're of above average in intelligence, your skills seem past that of a professional assistant.
At one time in the not so distant past I feel you had a position of power, and was good at your job.
Your clothes, while presentable, are at least two years out of date. They fit you a little too snugly, you've gained what, fifteen or so pounds since you bought them. How accurate am I?"
She was shocked he could surmise so much.
"Very. Three years ago I was an office/human resources manager for a small manufacturing firm up north. The recession got me. I haven't been able to find anything close to what I had since.



These clothes did fit me much better them, I've gained eighteen pounds, stress, poor diet, and lack of exercise."
She was facing away from him while she talked, acutely aware of her position but unwilling to move until he said so. She jumped slightly when she felt his hands on her neck, then shoulders.
They slid slowly down, reaching around to cup her breasts lightly for just a second, before sliding down across her ass and down to her knees.
"Hmmm. Panty hose, functional bra, full cut panties. I'll bet they're white. How long has it been since you wore something sexy instead of functional?"
"A while. And they're pink."
"Pink?"
"yes, my panties, they're pink."
She could almost feel his smile.
"I stand corrected, although I may just verify that later. Put your hands down, Mrs. Montrose, sit down and tell me your story."
Gratefully, she put her hands down and pulled out a chair.
"Not a very original one, I'm afraid. We, my husband and I, both worked at the same place. He was production manager. We fell in love, married.
We were classic DINKs, dual income, no kids. We made good money, so we bought a bigger house than we needed. Bought a bunch of toys. He had a truck, a motorcycle, a boat, and a four wheeler.
I had a high end SUV and a cute little sports car. We traveled, threw parties. Life was good."
"Then the economy collapsed. We had to let go of a couple people in the office and had to take over their jobs. Production dropped drastically.
My husband got demoted to line manager at reduced pay. It was either that or be laid off."
"First we sold off the toys. The boat, the four wheeler, the motorcycle, my SUV. It helped, but not much."
"Then he got laid off while I was was working sixty five hours a week on reduced salary. We lost the house. Then the plant closed. We sold his truck and took the little severance pay and 401 we cashed out, and moved here, looking for better things. All I can find is temp work, and he hasn't worked anywhere in a year. We barely make the rent and power. His unemployment runs out in three months. If he doesn't have a job by then I don't know what's gonna happen."
"Does your husband have any prospects?"
She shrugged in frustration.
"I can't say with any certainty if he is even looking."
He nodded.
"Stress effects people differently. Bring me his resume, I know and meet a lot of different people. Maybe someone will have something for him."
He changed subjects abruptly.
"How's your love life? Must be banging around like monkeys with all that spare time."
She grimaced.
"That may have been so the first six months, but I can honestly say it's probably been over eight months. Not due to me, he just isn't interested."
"That's bullshit, Mrs. Montrose. All men are interested in sex, even the ones too old or incapable. It's how we're wired. He just needs to get motivated."
"Maybe" she said sadly, "it's been so long if someone brushes against me in the bus my nipples get hard."
It hit her what she had said and she blushed furiously.
She failed to see the gleam in his eyes. He filled her glass once again, and sat companionably while she drank. He reached out when the glass was almost empty and took it gently.
"Stand up, Mrs. Montrose. I'm about to give you a gift."
"What kind of gift?" she asked almost shyly.
"The gift of a man appreciating the assets of an attractive woman. Take off your jacket and blouse, please. Place them on the chair."
They stared into each others' eyes for a moment before she recognized the dominant force, and removed her jacket and blouse, standing before him in just a bra and skirt. She had a fleeting regret it wasn't the pink wonder bra in the back of her dresser.
"Very good, Mrs. Montrose. Hold your arms out, please."
Her arms seemed to rise of their own accord.
He stepped behind her, unclipping the bra and removing it, to join the clothes already on the table. Her breasts sagged slightly but were still firm, her nipples standing out proud and hard. He reached around and cupped them, rubbing his thumbs over the nipples slowly and firmly. She moaned and almost sagged down.
He sat in a chair and had her stand in front of him while he worshipped her breasts with his mouth and tongue. sucking hard and nipping softly. She was emitting squeaks and moans, at one time cradling his head in both her arms as he continued to tease and torment her. He finally released her.
"Skirt, hose, panties, on the table, now."
She seemed to be in a hypnotic state, moving slowly. The skirt, hose and panties were soon on the table. He had her place her hands on her head again and twirl for him once more. She was suddenly ashamed of her full bush, she hadn't trimmed it in almost a year. He didn't comment, except to say she was as beautiful as he thought she would be. Her whole body glowed with pride.
He held up her pantyhose.
"I know you don't know it, but I have a severe aversion to pantyhose. Can't stand the garment. Shall I show you how I used the last two pair I came in contact with?"
He ripped them in two. She was still shaking and shuddering from her near orgasm because of the breast play. She would have done anything for him at that particular moment.
He quickly bound her hands behind her. Then he gagged her with the other half. Without any seeming effort he lifted her by her waist and sat her on the table.
At five nine and one sixty, she was by no means a small woman. She was suitably impressed.
He sat beside her on the table, stroking her gently, talking into her ear.
"You're a very attractive woman, Mrs. Montrose. There probably isn't a man in this building who wouldn't bed you if he had the chance."
He bent down and nipped a breast, but not hard enough to make a mark. He slid a hand down, rubbing her tummy just above her hair line in slow, concentric circles. It felt like he left a trail of goosebumps every time.
He spread her legs and dropped between them, nipping and licking up and down her inner thighs, stopping just above the knee and just below her her throbbing sex. Moisture was already evident.
He kissed closer and closer, finally making contact with her slit, licking rapidly up to her swollen clit, which he sucked into his mouth firmly, rolling his tongue around it constantly.
To her surprise she climaxed instantly, strongly.
By the time she got her senses back she realized he hadn't slowed his assault, adding two fingers to go with his tongue. A minute later she came so hard she almost lost consciousness.
When she regained her senses he had released her, moving her slowly to the bathroom, so she could freshen up. He closed the door behind her gently, leaving her standing confused, staring into her flushed face and heaving chest in the mirror.
"Why didn't he fuck me?" she though abstractedly as she cleaned the juices off her legs.
He was sitting at his desk, face buried in his hands when she returned. She knelt beside him, uncertain, before rubbing his thigh and edging towards his cock. He reached down gently and stopped her.
"No, Mrs. Montrose, this was about you. Thank you for letting me appreciate you. Perhaps you'd like to go now, it seems I've gotten a bit maudlin."
The last thing she wanted to do was leave this man when he was in so much pain. She clasped his hand in both hers and lay her head on his thigh.
He idly ruffled her hair with his other hand. She felt him shaking, and risked a glance up, to have a tear drop on her face. She looked back down, sure he wouldn't want her to see his tears flow.
They spent perhaps thirty minutes in silence, before he shook himself and helped her up.
"Time for you to go home, Mrs. Montrose. We have to work tomorrow. And Mrs. Montrose, thank you. Please don't mention this to anyone."
"I would die first" she said with conviction.
He looked in her eyes.
"I believe you. Once again, thank you. Now, let's get you home."
While she dressed he called for a car.
"Carlos, what vehicles do we have available?"
"We've got two sedans, two vans, and the town car. Which do you want ready?"
"The town car, and get a driver, if you can."
"I'll do it boss, it's almost time for me to leave anyway."
"Thank you, Carlos. I owe you one. She'll be out front in about twenty minutes. Make sure she get safely inside before you leave her."
"Got it boss. I'll be waiting."
He looked over at her while she adjusted her clothes.
"There will be a black town car outside the building. Your driver is Carlos. He'll see you safely home. Goodnight, Mrs. Montrose."
...............................................
The car was just where he said it would be. A slender man opened the door for her.
"Good evening, Mrs. Montrose."
She seemed surprised.
"How did you know who I was?"
He grinned. "Mike called and described you. Now, are you ready?"
She nodded and slid into the back seat.
"Have you been working for Dream Realty long?"
He answered without turning round.
"Four years. It's the best job I've ever had. I usually don't drive. I'm in charge of the company vehicles. I was a motor pool sergeant in the service so this comes naturally."
She leaned back, luxuriating in the feel of the leather.
"Do you drive Mike often?"
"Not often, he usually drives himself. I tend to drive him personally when he needs a car."
She was fishing.
"What kind of man is he?"
There was an uncomfortable silence before he spoke.
"He's the kind of man that appreciates someone who minds their own business. You'll find very few willing to discuss him."
She sighed.
"I'd like to say I didn't mean to pry, but that would be a lie. I'm working through a temp service and I would really like to make this job permanent. I'm impressed with what I see. I'd like to stay. Got any advice?"
He smiled in the rear view mirror.
"Do the best job you can. His old assistant was with him from the beginning. She was twenty years older, and became his conscience and mother figure. She could make him do things he normally wouldn't do, and he would thank her later. He had a rough childhood, she kept him human. She had to move because of the health of her husband. He took it hard."
"You're too young to mother him, but if you learn to anticipate his needs and mood you'll be ahead of the game. The first two temps were too young and he didn't take them seriously. The last one was just over thirty, and she was husband hunting. She made a play for him, but nothing came between him and his girlfriend. She set her sights on some of the others, but he had enough and got rid of her. I hope you work out, Mrs. Montrose."
"Thank you for your advice, Carlos. And please, call me Edie. One more thing, what time does he start working? He's always there when I arrive, it makes me feel like I'm playing catch up."
Carlos grimaced.
"He was almost a workaholic before Shanna. Even now, he's there by seven thirty most days."
"Damn, that's too early for my bus route!"
Carlos made a decision he hoped he wouldn't regret.
"I go right by here on my way to work every morning. If you can be ready, I can pick you up by seven."
He liked her smile.
"Carlos, I think we are going to be good friends! Thank you so much. I'll be waiting."
..............................................
She was, coming out the door when she saw him pull up. She sat up front.
"Too formal as friends for me to sit in the back." she said in explanation. He stopped at a bagel shop. She looked askance.
"He likes pumpernickel and whole wheat, with lots of cream cheese."
She was already opening the door.
"Coffee too? And what's your favorite?"
"Blueberry, and no, he has a pot in his office. He's kind of a gourmet blend junkie."
She felt immense satisfaction at the the look on his face when he arrived. She had the day's schedule laid out on his desk, the coffee brewed, and the cheese spread on his warm bagel.
His smile was worth the effort.
"Well come on, I'll pour. Cream, sugar?"
She tried to get him to let her pour but he refused.
"You obviously made an effort here. I suspect Carlos had a hand in this. The least I can do is serve you. Pumpernickel or whole wheat?"
They ate in silence, enjoying the moment.
"Mrs. Montrose, you don't have to come in this early."
"A good assistant starts when her boss starts, if not before. End of discussion, okay boss?"
He smiled.
"Discussion closed."
They worked steadily. Shanna called twice, Suzie once. He refused their calls.
They were in his office with the door closed, his signal they were not to be disturbed. He had locked the door in case they tried to barge in. Just before lunch he looked over.
"Mrs. Montrose, do you have on pantyhose?"
She nodded, wondering where this was going.
"Show me."
"Sir?"
"I spoke clearly, Mrs. Montrose. Lift your skirt, show me."
He said it calmly, in a matter of fact voice, but she knew he meant it. For the life of her, she couldn't understand why she was obeying.
She lifted her dress high, exposing herself. He frowned.
"Mrs. Montrose, I'm sure you know by now I have odd proclivities. I hate pantyhose with a passion. Take them off, right now. Give them to me. Panties too."
She obeyed slowly, stepping out of her heels and sliding them down her legs. When she handed them to him he threw them into the waste basket.
"Thank you. If I catch them on you again you won't like it."
Before she could process his words he reached into his pocket and retrieved a money clip. He rolled four hundreds off and handed them to her.
"Since I require something out of the norm, I intend to pay for it. Your new assignment is to take a long lunch, and go shopping. Buy at least five pair of thigh highs, and two pair of stockings and a garter belt. Get the best. If you don't have enough you are to call me and hand the phone to the salesperson. I'll take care of it.
Buy a few pair of prettier panties while you're at it. Wear them back, and rest assured I will inspect. Any questions?"
"Uh, yes, I mean no, I guess I mean...yes sir, I'll complete my new assignment at lunch."
"Good, I'll get someone to drive you. Off you go, now."
In forty five minutes she was standing in Macy's. Carlos drove her personally. As she got out he gave her a message.
"Mike said to forget about the money. Ask for Julie in lingerie, she'll help you."
He said it in a calm voice, like this was an everyday occurrence when you worked for Mike. Maybe it was.
Ninety minutes later she was back in the office. Mike never said a word as they went back to work.
At five they stopped.
"A good day, Mrs. Montrose. Time to stop. I'll see you in the morning. Carlos said if you can leave in the next thirty minutes he'll give you a ride home."
She shut down the computers and tidied her desk. Just before she left she tried to give him back the money he had given her.
"Keep it. Consider it pay for the late hours last night and the early arrival this morning. Good night."
She was almost out the door when he called her back.
"I almost forgot. Show me what I paid for."
She felt her whole body redden as she slowly lifted her skirt. The thigh highs were patterned and seamed, the panties beige lace boyshorts.
She moaned when he caressed her ass.
"Very nice, Mrs. Montrose. Money well spent."
He turned and strode into his little apartment, leaving her still holding her dress up. She felt like she was on fire. It was a long ride home.
It became habit for Carlos to pick her up every morning. They became friends.
She tried to entice her husband with her new lingerie, but he seemed more interested in the ball game and beer to make the effort. He often slept on his recliner. She was becoming more frustrated than ever. Between Mike's caresses and her husbands' disinterest she was about to explode.
Mike finally had to threaten to fire Shanna and Suzie before they would leave him alone. Suzie had moved in with Shanna, to keep an eye on her more than anything else. Shanna railed at Chantal for destroying their relationship.
Mike had not forgotten Chantal, not at all.
.................................................
Almost a month after his breakup he gave Chantal a call.
"Hi. I waited awhile before I called you, out of respect I guess. But now it's time to move on. Are you free for dinner Friday.
"I don't know" she said playfully, "do you like rancho heuvos?"
"Yes, but isn't that a breakfast dish?"
She giggled.
"Yes it is, My muy hombre."
He laughed.
"I love them."
He took her to the most exclusive restaurant in Mexico City, flying her down. They stayed at the most luxurious condo she had ever seen. They drank two thousand dollar a bottle champagne.
And they made love, for hours. He seemed hell bent on making it the most memorable sex she ever had, and succeeded. After four hours of almost continuous sexual pleasure they rested. He poured her another glass but not one for him. She was smiling at him when her hand relaxed and she dropped the glass to the hardwood floor. She idly wondered why when she lost consciousness.
..................................................
Shanna almost passed out when she answered the door. Martin Coombs, a man Mike considered a brother, stood at the door. Two inches taller than Mike, easily weighing four hundred pounds, black as night. She was terrified of him.
When Mike introduced him, he was the perfect gentleman until he ran out to get more wine.
A minute after Mike went through the door he had her by the throat, backed up against the kitchen counter.
"Listen bitch, listen good. I love that man more than I do anyone alive. There is nothing, NOTHING, we wouldn't do for each other. T-girls are notoriously fickle, I know from experience.
Hurt him, and nothing in this world can save you. I got a business I can use you in, and when you wear out I'll put you on a street corner until there's nothing left, then I'll kill you, slow. Understand me, nothing can save you, so you better be the best bitch a woman can be for him.
The alternative ain't too rosy for you."
He sat her gently back in her chair, smoothing her clothes and kissing her cheek.
"Glad we had this talk, cleared the air. Now, say you're from England?"
The rest of the night took on a surrealistic quality. She made it a point to be gone whenever he visited, telling Mike to spend all his time with him, because they got together so rarely. Mike loved her for it.
Now he stood there, and Mike wasn't there to protect her. He walked by her and sat on the sofa.
"Bitch, aren't you gonna offer me a beer?"
She got him a Victoria and sat just as far away as she could from him. Suzie came in, noticing her tenseness.
He smiled and introduced himself as Mike's best friend. He seemed so nice, she immediately started pleading with him to help her get them back together. He held his hand up.
"I ain't here for that. Up to me, I'd have the bitch on her back makin' me some coins. Why he still wants to protect her is way beyond my comprehension. I thought the old Mike was back until he gave me this. You're to watch it, then I'm destroying it. It's the only copy. Watch, and then thank whatever god you believe in he still has a little love for you left."
He put the DVD in and sat back.
The first fifteen minutes were a compilation of sex scenes, Mike and Chantal in every conceivable position. Mike licking her pussy, her deep throating him. Her bouncing on his cock, alternately facing each direction, Him penetrating her both doggy and missionary, before slamming it into her ass repeatedly.
There was about three minutes of then cuddling, praising each other. Shanna was weeping pitifully.
Then the scene dissolved, changing locations.



It was dark, it seemed to be in a warehouse of some kind. There was a person, hanging by her arms from chains in the ceiling. A man walked up and twirled the body to the light. It was Chantal Gomez. She was naked, and a ball gag was in her mouth.
"Wakey, Wakey" said the man gently, tapping her cheeks. Her eyes flew open in terror, garbled noises coming from around the gag.
Mike walked into the frame.
"Good, you're awake. I bet you wonder what's going on, huh. It's simple. You schemed, lied, and manipulated the person I most loved in the world into something I hate. You destroyed my life, Chantal, my one chance at happiness. Why would you do such a mean thing to me? I thought we were friends. What? Oh, sorry, just a minute."
He removed her gag. She immediately started pleading.
"Please, please don't hurt me. I'm sorry."
"Sorry for what, Chantal?" He asked gently, stroking her cheek.
"I'm sorry I broke you and Shanna up! Please don't hurt me, I can't take pain."
"Well then, you just made a serious error in judgement. Still didn't answer my question. Why?"
Some of her old confidence came back.
"She didn't deserve you! She was just an air headed sex doll, you needed a real woman, someone to give you babies. I wanted you, and that flat chested little dick girl was in my way."
He shook his head.
"Chantal, Chantal, what in the world makes you think I would want you?"
She was shocked.
"What? Come on, look at me. I got a great body, just made for fucking. I'd be real good for you, baby, and I got something she don't, a real pussy. How can you compare us, she doesn't have a chance against me."
He hefted one of her breasts.
"You mean these saggy sacks of fat?" He slapped her ass. "Or you mean this, this cellulite riddled monstrosity you call an ass? They're both sagging, in five years they'll both almost drag the ground. Not an attractive thought. In five years, Shanna will still have attractive, perky breasts and a cute little ass. You don't have a chance."
That hurt Chantal to the core, she had always been proud of her 44d's and 'ghetto booty'.
"You can't be serious!" she screamed.
"Oh, but I am. I've decided your so called attributes have clouded your thinking. I'm going to help you get a new perspective."
He held up a pair of shears, working them a few times. The snicks struck terror in her.
"Wha...what are you doing?"
He smiled, a smile so cold it would have frozen the Carribean.
"I think all that hair is pulling blood from your brain. I'll fix it for you. He grabbed a handful of hair and started cutting, while she screamed. She had been inordinately proud of her waist length hair. Now she had a cut so short it was almost a crew cut.
He grabbed a breast as she sobbed. She didn't see the ping pong paddle until it made contact. The smack was extremely loud. Her breast bounced in his hand. She lost her breath, and before she could get it back he grabbed the other breast and gave it the same treatment. Even in the dim light, you could see the bruising start to appear. He shoved the ball gag back into her mouth and gave her a few minutes before he methodically started beating her, going from knees to neck, while she shook and screamed into the gag.
Suzie ran to the bathroom and threw up, Shanna sat in shock, unable to move. He paused it until Suzie came back.
She hugged Shanna, blocking the screen with her body.
Martin was unmoved.
"Sit down bitch, before I knock you down. It's almost over."
He waited. When she didn't move, he got up. She cowered before him, her martial arts training completely forgotten. He was almost gentle as he pulled her to her chair.
He sat back down and hit play.
Chantal was hanging by the chains, weeping. He gently held her head up. There was a man beside him in a mask.
"Chantal, this is Mr. Smith. I don't know him, He doesn't know me. We have no history together. This will be the first and last time I'll ever see him. He's a contractor, a friend recommended his services to me."
"You're going to be spending a little time with him, learn some new skills. A personal trainer, so to speak. Pay attention, he doesn't like slackers, and the cost of disobedience is high. I'm sure you'll like him, he comes very highly recommended. Goodby, Chantal. I'll see you later."
The DVD faded to black. Martin stood and removed it.
He looked at the girls.
"This will be destroyed after I leave. Never speak of this, ever. You have no proof of wrongdoing, you don't even have a body. If it makes any difference, she is alive."
Shanna was sitting on the sofa, hugging her knees, and rocking back and forth. She didn't respond so he took her face in his huge hands, forcing her to look at him.
"This is all your fault. If you hadn't broken his heart, he would be bouncing around your offices and home with that goofy half grin of his, happy as could be. You destroyed the man, and I don't see him ever coming back."
He walked to the door, pausing for one last comment.
"I've known some bad people in my life, scary, scary individuals I'm afraid to be in the same room with. I wouldn't want any of them around Mike in the mood he's in now. People would die.
To be honest, right now he's the scariest person I've ever seen, and that's saying a lot. You did this bitch, man I hate your guts. What you saw on the disc will be a walk in the park compared to what I do to you, if he ever turns me loose on you. Ya'll have a nice evenin' now, ya hear."
His Georgia accent tended to get thicker when he was angry. Without a backwards glance he walked out the door.
They slept together that night, double locking the doors and pushing the dresser in front of the bedroom door. They left the lights on.
.................................................
Three weeks after their breakup, Mike and Shanna were in the same room together. It was a monthly meeting of senior staffers, a company function not to be missed. Angie had wisely made sure they were on opposite sides of the room. It was very uncomfortable for everyone, the staff was used to her practically sitting on his lap during these meetings, and the obvious distance cast a pall.
They got through it, she didn't make it to the hall before she was crying.
It was heart rending, listening to her sob. She was waiting for Mike to come out, but he had gone through the inner doors. Suzie gently took her back to her office. Mrs. Montrose witnessed it all.
Later, in his office, she approached him.
"Mike, may I offer a suggestion? About Shanna, I mean."
His eyes narrowed but he nodded.
"She made a mistake. She got bad advice and took it. Maybe being married or having a family scared her. Maybe she was afraid she would be absorbed by such a dominant personality there would be nothing left of her in the relationship."
"All good, valid points, Mrs. Montrose, but the fact of the matter is not what she meant, but what I heard."
She knew by his tone to drop it.
.................................................
A month had gone by then. Mrs. Montrose felt she was doing well. They had established an easy routine. Days would go by and he wouldn't touch her, and then he would have her strip to her underwear, often making her continue working while he admired her. She had started eating better and had lost six pounds.
He looked at her one day as they took a coffee break.
"Mrs. Montrose, you're doing very well. How would you feel if I bought out your obligation to the temp service and offer you full time employment?"
She didn't know whether to cry, dance around the office, or kiss him. Covering her bases, she did them all. He smiled.
"I take it that means you'll consider it."
She calmed down, and gave him an answer.
"I would accept your offer gratefully."
"Before you do, we need to clear up a few things.
We sell real estate all over the country and the world, so I have to travel. When I do, ninety per cent of the time my assistant has to go also. Can you deal with that? Sometimes it's two weeks or better. Will that be a problem? Can your husband deal with you being gone?"
She frowned.
"He probably won't notice I'm gone until dinnertime, and I'm not there to fix it for him."
Trouble at home, he thought.
"Did he send those resumes to the people I mentioned?"
...............................................
She had been so happy when she got home. Things were going well for her, she felt her life was back on track. She gave him the contact information on the companies Mike had suggested.
"Here honey, my boss gave me these. They're companies that are accepting resumes. He said to be sure and put him down as a reference, especially at Mega Products, the CEO is a golfing buddy."
He didn't even get out of his recliner.
"Thanks honey, I'll send them out as soon as we get the car fixed. Can't be seen getting off the bus. Wouldn't look good."
She suppressed her anger. He didn't mind letting her ride the bus. It was going to cost twenty three hundred to get the car repaired, and they were still half a month behind on the rent.
"They won't know how you got there for the interview. Get the job and we'll make sure you have transportation."
He grunted.
"Damn it woman! I got my pride. Why don't you ask that new hot shot boss of yours if you can borrow the money? Lord knows he wouldn't miss it."
She was appalled.
"I'm still a temp. How would it look to try and borrow money off someone I don't actually work for and barely know? I'd be out in a minute."
He sneered.
"Well then, I guess we'll just have to wait until we save enough to fix the car."
She had lost all patience.
"You know, that would happen a lot quicker if you'd stop spending so much time in the bars. Drink at home, it'll be a lot cheaper. If you get bored, you could always do a little housework."
It degenerated into a screaming match, with a lot of issues she had ignored before coming out. Neither was happy when it was over. She locked him out of the bedroom. Since it was a one bedroom, he had to sleep in his recliner. There were eight beer cans around him when she went to work the next day.
..................................................
She replied honestly to his question.
"I don't think so. He says he has too much pride to ride a bus, but he doesn't mind letting me do it. I think he's given up, content to let me work while he sits at home and drinks. I don't know what to do. Looks like we're almost at the end of our road."
A small tear trickled down her cheek. Mike didn't like seeing her in distress. He pulled out his checkbook.
"Here" he said, handing her a check for five thousand dollars.
"Get your car fixed. If he comes up with an excuse after that, write him off."
She wouldn't take the check.
"I can't take this, I don't know when I can return it."
"Nonsense' he said, grinning. "I happen to know you're about to get a really well paying job, and I'm not in a hurry for the money. Now, we need to finish spelling out your job responsibilities."
For the next hour he explained what was expected of her.
"You have to take a course and get certified to sell real estate. We never know when you might have to finish a deal without me. After you're fully trained, you cease to be just you any longer. When it comes to business you'll be an extension of me. You'll know what we can or cannot do, and I'll give you the authority to act on behalf of the company. If you do something wrong it will be because I didn't train you well enough, and you will not be judged. People will fear you, Edie, because when they look at you they'll see me. Kathryn[his old assistant]terrified the secretarial pool. One word, and they would scatter like a covey of quail. I think you can handle it or I wouldn't offer you the job. Still with me? Oh, and if you help seal a deal, you get a commission like any other agent. And by seal a deal, I don't mean sexually."
She nodded, trying to take it all in.
"All right then. You'll start at fifty a year, plus commissions and bonuses. The more you learn, the more you make. Kathryn was averaging about a hundred ten before she left. It'll take you awhile, but it's there if you work for it."
The number made her gasp.
He threw one more thing at her.
"As my assistant, you'll get a company car when you want it or need it. I'll expect you'll need it most of the time, can't have you running errands for me on a bus. Carlos will fix you up, make sure it's dependable. See him. I don't think I'm going to get much out of you the rest of the day, so I'm sending you on some errands to take your mind off things."
He gave her a thousand dollars in cash.
"Carlos will drive you. He knows what to do and where to go. Do as you're told at these places, understood? It should be pleasant for you. See you tomorrow, Mrs. Montrose."
................................................
Carlos was grinning when she got to the car.
"Congratulations."
She was surprised he knew.
"Mike already told you?"
The grin got bigger.
"He didn't have to. I knew when he told me where to take you. You need to understand, where I'm taking you now is very exclusive, you're only the third woman Mike has sent there. Did he give you some money?"
She nodded.
"You'll know who to give it to. Now, shall we?"
Twenty five minutes later they pulled up in front of what looked like a small warehouse. The only mark on the building was the street address.
"We're here."
"What is this place?" she said with apprehension.
"I'm not going to spoil the surprise. Ring the buzzer and give them your name. They'll take good care of them. You'll be there awhile. I'm going to lunch, call me when you're ready to leave."
He watched as she approached the building and rang the bell. When she went inside she left.
She was led into a small waiting room, offered refreshments. It reminded her of a doctor's office. Five minutes later one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen came in.
Silver hair with an occasional strand of red cascaded down past her shoulders. Her perfectly proportioned body was wrapped in in a gray silk sheath, with matching gray hose and shoes. Diamonds glittered in her ears and at her throat and wrists. Her neckline plunged slightly and her dress was split up the middle, offering glances at her thighs as she moved.
"Mrs. Montrose, I'm Rose. This is my establishment. Welcome, you come highly recommended. Shall we?"
She led her into a larger room, where she was met by three younger women.
"This is Ashley, Megan, and Elizabeth. They're here to assist you."
After a round of hellos they fell to business.
"Mrs. Montrose, please remove your clothing." one of the assistants asked, politely.
"I beg your pardon?" Mrs. Montrose asked in surprise.
"Please, remove your clothing, we have to measure you to make sure you have the proper fit." Elizabeth explained quietly.
"This is a dress shop?"
All four women laughed lightly. Rose spoke.
"In a matter of speaking. Mike didn't tell you anything, did he? Just like him. Now please, disrobe."
Uncomfortably she removed her clothing. Rose walked around her, frowning. She felt like she was at a livestock judging.
"Missed a few trips to the gym lately, haven't we?" Rose asked, gently. Edie glowed with embarrassment.
"I've missed a lot of trips to the gym lately, but I've recently lost six pounds, and I'm still losing."
"Good for you, Mrs. Montrose. This does alter things a bit, but not insurmountably."
While they were talking Megan and Elizabeth were measuring her from head to toe and Ashley fed the information into her laptop. Then they had her stand with her legs and arms spread wide while Elizabeth waved a wand like they used at airports completely over her body. A sixty inch flat screen on the wall lit up with a three dimensional representation of her while numbers scrolled across the top and bottom. Edie was fascinated. She looked at Rose.
She smiled.
"Come, come, Mrs. Montrose, do you think it's still measuring tapes and straight pins?"
Megan gave her a robe and offered a chair, saying they would be back in a few minutes. They came back, bearing garment bags and boxes.
"Mrs. Montrose, we're going to start simply. Everything we make is custom tailored to the customer. Given you body shape and your assurances that you intend to keep losing until you get to your optimum weight, we're going to start with these."
They pulled out three corsets. One was light gray silk, one white satin, and one in black leather.
The beauty of these are they're adjustable, so even after you lose weight they will still fit, you'll just have to lace them a little tighter.
They come with full cups, and half cups, or can be removed completely. They'll shape your body, and give full support to total freedom in your bust. And they're very, very sexy. Shall we?"
They fitted each one separately, adjusting the laces.
"How will I ever do this by myself?"
Rose smiled.
"You can't. We'll adjust them to your body. As you lose weight, come back in and we'll readjust.
Look here."
She showed her a carefully concealed zipper on the side.
"It'll take a little getting used to at first, but then it will be fine."
Edie looked in the mirror. They gave her a better figure, displaying her breasts prominently and giving more flair to her hips.
"Our panties are hand made, on premises. Custom fit to the customer. Try these."
Rose pulled out matching panties for each corset, three in each color, including a tiny black leather thong. Rose twirled it.
"For when you feel naughty" she said, as the girls tittered.
The others were sheer to the point of being nonexistent. Two were boyshorts, cheekie style. Rose had her put the gray corset on with full cups, and the matching panties. She had never felt sexier, until she saw her hair flowing out the sides. She had to do something about that, soon.
Rose snapped her fingers and Megan pulled an exquisite gray silk blouse out and handed it to her, along with a pencil skirt in a slightly darker shade. They fit her like a glove. There was another set in black, and two dresses, one in teal, the other in ivory.
"There you go Mrs. Montrose, your starter wardrobe. Mike says to tell you every time you loose another five pounds, you get two more outfits. Loose ten pounds and you get this."
She pointed to a table. It was the form of the bottom half of a woman. There was a pair of panties that seemed to be woven on. Rose explained them.
"These are custom forms, matching your exact measurements. Pull this" she pointed at what seemed to be a loose string "and they unravel in your lovers' hand. You'll learn the weave before you get your form, then you'll get ten pair."
She flipped a switch and a full form, minus head and arms, was illuminated. It had what appeared to be a body stocking on.
"This is one of our triumphs. We have a Polynesian lady who is an expert in weaving. The only way for it to come off is to pull the string at the bottom. It will come off as fast or as slowly as you want, from the bottom to the top. It's five thousand minimum. Some like pearls and jewels included. They are true works of art, and can run as high as fifty thousand. All for a one time use, they can never be rewoven exactly the same. You'd be surprised at how many we sell. Thank you for coming to see us. I look forward to next time. Megan will show you out. Your other outfits have already been placed in your car."
Megan was giving her forms to fill out.
"We're very exclusive, Mrs. Montrose, word of mouth is the only advertising we use. You can't just walk in off the street, you have to be referred and have an appointment. No exceptions. Please don't talk about us, just accept any compliment you get graciously. And if we say don't come back, you can never return. Do you understand? Good. Have a pleasant afternoon, Mrs. Montrose. We look forward to seeing you again."



Mrs. Montrose held up the thousand Mike gave her.
"Who do I give this to? It can't possibly be enough cover what I've got."
"I'll take it. You're right, this is just a gratuity, Miss Rose gets twenty five percent for flowers and refreshments for the shop, and the rest is divided among the associates. We have a very low turnover rate. People actually wait years to work here."
She was escorted to the car. Carlos gave an appreciative whistle once they were moving.
"Damn, Edie, you look good enough to eat, and I mean it just the way you think I do. I'm escorting you back up to your office tomorrow, I want to see Mike's face when he sees you."
She flushed.
"Are we going home now?"
"Oh no, you have two more stops before we're done. Here's the next one."
It was as over the top as the other was understated. All glass, chrome, and neon, it proudly announced its' presence.
"Ramon's Day Spa and Salon, The Best For The Best"
Ramon met them at the door.
"Hello Carlos, you sexy hunk of man. Finally ready to switch teams? I'll show you a side of paradise you've never seen."
He looked Edie over while Carlos laughed.
"Who is this creature? Such potential! I'm going to have a lot of fun with her."
Carlos was laughing with him.
"As appealing as that offer is, I couldn't face the broken hearts of my wife and daughters if I took you up on your offer. This is Edie Montrose, a friend. Mike said give her the works."
Ramon's smile nearly made his face disappear.
"Everything?"
Carlos nodded.
"Everything."
"Great! You might as well come in and get that mop trimmed, Carlos. This might take a while."
"All right, but leave out the smelly stuff. Tina was sure I was with another woman the last time."
Ramon sniffed. "All right, if you must."
He was snapping his fingers as they entered. Men and women flocked to her. Over the next three hours she had things done to her she didn't understand.
She was exfoliated, massaged, wrapped, pedicured and manicured, dipped in something that looked and smelled like regular mud, allowed to dry and then hosed off. She had her first Brazilian wax. Finally she was lotioned, powdered, and given a robe.
Ramon personally did her hair.
She started sniffing and flicking his scissors when she told him what she wanted.
"Ramon knows best, and Mike said use my judgement."
When he was done and she was fully dressed, she wasn't sure who was staring back from the mirror. She was sure if she walked by her old friends back home they wouldn't know her. Carlos was right, she did look good enough to eat.
The next stop was at a little store with a single word sign out front, "SHOES".
She was of course, expected, and had to show her outfits to the clerk, who then selected four pair of heels, black, gray, white, and red. She couldn't see a label so she asked what brand they were.
"Mine" said the man. "I make then in the shop. You're on record now, the next pairs will be made to your exact foot specification. Did you know your left foot was four millimeters wider than your right? These are just generic, but should serve you well."
She marveled at the suppleness and comfort. No charge was mentioned, and by now she was used to it.
Carlos helped her carry her packages into her apartment. She wanted to show her husband, but he was off to the bar. She carefully hung up her dress and put on her robe, ate a sandwich, and went to bed. He was passed out in his recliner when she got ready for work. She didn't wake him.
She wore the teal dress, fluffing her hair the way Ramon taught her, Carlos whistled, and true to his word, escorted her to the office. Heads turned as she walked by, as people tried to figure out who she was. Her new look and attitude took ten years off her.
Mike almost walked by her before he stopped and turned.
"My gosh! Edie you look fantastic."
He turned to Carlos.
"Your hair looks nice too, but where's that smell I love?"
Carlos actually blushed and left grinning and mumbling at the same time.
Mike insisted on taking her to his favorite Mexican restaurant for lunch. Heads turned as the couple were seated. Hermando insisted on waiting on them.
"How's your daughter doing?" Mike asked, "Still ready to come to work for me when she graduates?"
Hermando beamed.
"Ready? That's all she talks about. She's already got her real estate license, and is studying like mad. She said she was the highest paid intern in the world last summer. The money helped her tremendously."
"Good. Remember, she is to come to me first. I have just the slot picked out for her."
The meal was enjoyable. Mike praised her look again.
"How did your husband react? I know I would have jumped you instantly, unwrapping you like a Christmas present."
She felt a tingle go through her, then sadness.
"He hasn't seen it yet. He was out when I got home, and out cold when I got up."
The frustration in her voice was evident.
"Did you give him the money for the car repair?"
She didn't want to tell him she didn't trust her husband with that much cash.
"No. I called the garage you recommended and had it towed over. It should be done next week."
They returned to work. Mike had her lock the door.
"Did you like Rose? And Ramon? Did Bill's shoes please you?"
"They were amazing. How do you know them?"
He gave her an enigmatic look.
"You'd be amazed at the people I know. I'm always looking for business opportunities. They both needed funding to expand their business and couldn't get it from conventional lenders. I bought into both businesses, and helped grow them. I own fifty one percent of both, but leave them alone unless they have a problem. They're both now very successful."
"What about the shoe store?"
"I don't have a hand in every thing, Edie. I found Bill by accident. He could do five to ten times the business if he would let me help him, but he's content. He won't serve over five hundred customers at any given time. His shoes are so well made they last forever. Wait until he makes you a pair of boots."
He didn't ask, but about three she got up and checked the door.
"May I show what else you bought?"
He looked at her, a smile forming.
"Please."
She had on the white satin corset, with matching panties, a thong. This corset had garters, and white stocking were clipped carefully to them.
"Look" she said "These have snaps on the sides, you don't even have to pull them off."
She was standing right in front of him, and he reached out and unsnapped both sides of her panties, putting them in his desk drawer. He admired her bald mound for just a second before rubbing it lightly, enjoying the smoothness. She moaned in pleasure.
"Remove your cups, please."
He's familiar with this type of garment, she thought, as she removed the cups and added them to the panties in the drawer.
"Outstanding, Edie. You're every bit as beautiful as I thought you'd be. Now, back to work."
She excused herself, and returned with a small hand towel.
"Don't want to stain the leather," she said, as she sat back down.
She tried to work, but every so often he would caress a breast until the nipple bulged, or run his finger over and into her bald slit. He kept her on the edge of orgasm for almost an hour, before giving her release with his fingers. She almost fainted from the power of the eruption.
At the end of the day he carefully snapped the panties back on, and help slide the dress back over her head and smooth it out.
He kissed her gently on the cheek.
"Good night, Edie, it's a pleasure to work with you."
She sighed in frustration as she walked down to her new car. And she did mean new. Carlos had just removed the dealer stickers. He was impressed.
"He must really like you. Kathryn had one just like this. Angie's assistant threw a fit when she saw it, demanding one. She didn't get it."
It was a midsize Lexus SUV. Mike explained why he bought it.
"If I have to send you to pick someone up, they'll be impressed. It has plenty of room, so we can take it on road trips. I used to take my Firebird, but Kathryn said it was uncomfortable so we took hers, and it was just like this. I had to admit it was very comfortable."
.................................................
Edie was startled when she found Shanna standing by her car the next afternoon.
"You're fucking him, aren't you?" she said without preamble.
"Excuse me?"
"You heard me bitch, you're fucking him, I can tell by the smile you have when you leave every evening. I used to have that smile."
She felt uncomfortable, but happy to tell her the truth.
"No, we are not having sex. He's my boss, and I have a lot of loyalty him. I don't think he would like us discussing him. Please excuse me."
Shanna surprised her by dropping to her knees.
"Please, please tell him I'm sorry! I don't know what I was thinking. I was just a fool. Tell him I'll do ANYTHING for a chance just to talk to him.
Please!"
Edie helped her gently get to her feet.
"I'm not going to get involved in his private life. I don't think he would like it."
She saw the hope go out of her eyes.
"However, just this once, I'll relay your message. Good night, Miss Jones."
................................................
Things were degenerating at home. Her husband finally noticed her clothes and the new car.
"Are you fucking him? You have to be to get this stuff. Is he good? Is his dick big? Is he worth our marriage?"
All her frustrations came out.
"No, he isn't fucking me! I kinda wish he was, at least I'd be getting it from somebody. I never thought I'd see the day when you wanted a cold beer more than a hot woman. Where did the man I marry go? He got the clothes for me for the same reason he got the car. His clients are some of the richest people in the world, and we have to make a suitable impression. Don't worry, with my new salary I'll be buying my own clothes from now on."
"I'll tell you this. He's everything you're not. Tall. Handsome. Fit. Obscenely rich. And he knows how to treat a woman. If I weren't twelve years older than him and didn't like this job so much I'd be hanging on him like wallpaper."
She tossed him a set of keys.
"Here, the car is fixed, and I got it tagged and insured. I wonder what excuse you'll use now for not getting a job. Snap out of the funk you're in, Stan, or we're history. Now, I have to attend a dinner meeting with my boss, so you need to get your own dinner. I'll be home by nine."
He wasn't home at nine, or seven the next morning. Sadly, it didn't bother her much.
The next night he was home, and the argument got violent. She had the dark bruise on her cheek to prove it.
..................................................
Mike noticed it immediately. She could tell he was angry.
"What happened?"
"Short story? Domestic dispute. If you think I look bad, you should probably see his balls. I bet they're bruised as badly as my cheek."
"What are you going to do?"
She shrugged.
"Leave him, I suppose. Got any apartments available?"
He did, at a much better rate. And she did, for three weeks before he showed up at her door, sober, begging for another chance. He had a job, not nearly as good as hers, but a job nonetheless.
She took him back, with reservations.
His job lasted five weeks, before he got fired for poor performance and alcohol use. He decided to drink away his blues, wrecked on the way home, and got a driving while impared ticket. She was livid, refusing to get him out of the drunk tank.
He showed up the next day to see all his things in the spare bedroom.
The car repairs were going to be over three thousand, and she refused to pay it, telling him to get another job and ride the bus. He was going to lose his license anyway when the trial came up.
He hatched a plan.
..................................................
In the meantime, Mike had began really enjoy working with Edie. She could sense if he was stressed, and learned that walking around in her underwear seemed to calm him. One tense look and she would be asking him to help her get comfortable, and unzip her dress.
One particularly bad day, she went into the bathroom and removed everything. Coming back out, she twirled and asked Mike if he could see the weight she had lost.
"All I can see is a beautiful woman. You are outstanding, Edie."
She glowed in pleasure, and decided to move things along.
"Mike, can I ask why you've never tried to make love to me? Am I undesirable?"
"You're very desirable, Edie, but under normal circumstances I never fool with a married woman, and I never force anyone. You have to tell me you want to, ask even."
She strutted over, pushed the papers off his desk, leaned back and spread her legs.
"Do I have to say please, too?"
Her eyes got huge when he disrobed. She had heard the rumors, but had dismissed them out of hand.
For the first time she felt a little fear.
It was unfounded. He was gentle, getting her used to his size by easing slowly into her. She knew she had to be tight, she had had sex with her husband twice in the last year and didn't own toys.
It felt amazing. She lost count of her climaxes, and once he stopped when he saw her crying. She wrapped her legs round him, saying it was tears of joy, and don't dare stop.
Forty five minutes later he was still pounding her.
"How long does it take you to get off?" She managed to ask between grunts.
Usually about thirty minutes, the first time."
She raised her head and looked into his eyes.
"You mean you've already...and you're still going?
Are you a machine? Not that I want you to stop, mind you. Are you always like this?"
He paused his thrusting and looked down at her.
"Pretty much. Is that a problem?"
"Not in the least, but this desk is starting to get uncomfortable. Can we move to the bed?"
They did, and she shoved him down.
"Time for me to do a little work."
She rode him hard for about twenty minutes before she felt him stiffen. She rode him through it before collapsing on his chest.
"Oh my God! That is without doubt the best I've ever had. Between my long dry spell and your size, I'm in heaven, exhausted, sore, but in heaven."
He ruffled her hair.
"Really? I was just about to start round two."
She raised her head to see if he was serious. He was still inside her, and didn't seem that soft.
She saw the glint in her eye. She kissed his chest.
"You devil! Much as I like cuddling, shouldn't we be doing a little more work?"
He hugged her.
"No more work today for you. Come on, let's take a shower."
The shower stall was huge, custom built for his size. They started out cleaning each other, but ended up playing. He brought her to another screaming orgasm with his fingers. She dropped to her knees and looked up at him.
"It's been awhile, and you're so huge, but I'll do my best."
She tried, hard, but six inches was all she could take. It turns out she was very good, next to Shanna the best he had ever had, and in ten minutes he was spraying down her throat as she hung on desperately, trying to swallow it all. She looked up and wiped her chin, bringing it up and sucking on her fingers. She slumped back against the shower.
"I swear, Mike, you must have been a Clydesdale in a past life. Help me up, please."
He helped her up, toweled her off, turned down the covers and slid her into bed.
"Nap time."
She looked up at him.
"Aren't you going to lie down with me?"
"No, I'm too wired. Great sex does that to me. I'm going to do a little work. I'll wake you in an hour or so."
He kissed her forehead and walked out, whistling. She was asleep in about five minutes.
She awoke to find his head between her legs, with her hands on his head, right on the edge of orgasm. She could barely drive home, she was so exhausted.
...............................................
They fell into a pattern. They would work until ten, have some coffee, and she would usually give him a blowjob. It was her decision, she was determined to take him all. She was able to handle eight inches, and thought another month would do the trick. He returned the favor with his fingers or tongue. About every other day they would take a long lunch, including about thirty to forty minutes of bed time.
Two weeks later, she looked up him as she wiped her mouth, she still couldn't swallow it all, and told him.
"My husband knows."
He helped her up and cuddled her in his lap.
"Do you care?"
She shrugged.
"Not really. My marriage is all over but the paperwork. He asked, I told him, he got mad. He sulked a little, then came to me with his brilliant plan. We're gonna blackmail you."
"What?"
She giggled.
"He wants to trade me for a better lifestyle. He figures we can get another three thousand a month to buy our silence."
He looked at her before grinning.
"Why should I worry? This isn't an alienation of affection state. He couldn't sue me, I'm not married, and my clients could give a rat's ass as long as I get them a good price on what they're buying or selling. No one has actually seen us engaged in sexual activity in the office, so it would be word against word, and without hard proof he's screwed. He might get a little alimony out of you. If he tries, I'll fire you, as far as he knows. You'll still be working for me, just off the books. Do you want to stay with him?"
It was her turn to grin.
"No, the love is pretty much gone. I would like to give him a little money to restart his life, for old times sake, but other than that, I don't care if I ever see him again. When you get down to it, he threw me away a long time ago."
"When is this grand scheme going to take shape?"
He asked, idly curious.
"This Friday. He's going to come here after work, confront you, then make his offer. I think I'll tell him to just forget it."
"No, no." Mike said, "Let him do it. It might make him feel better about himself after you're gone. It'll be fun to see his face when it falls apart."
She secretly thought it was a bad idea, but as always, agreed to his wishes.
.................................................
Her husband was fuming. He tried to go over the details of the blackmail plan one last time, and she asked him again not to do it. He'd show her, and him too, by God. He might just slap him around a little, show who the real man was. He didn't care if he was a little bigger according to Edie.
He was shocked when he showed up at six. He was a lot bigger in person than he was on television, and he wasn't smiling when he ushered him into his office. He didn't notice when he locked the door. Stan took the drink he was offered, a double, and it seemed to make him braver.
For the first time he noticed his wife wasn't there.
"Where's Edie?"
Mike smiled, without warmth.
"She'll be along shortly. I understand you have a business proposal for me?"
Stan stood up, trying to stand straighter and add to his height. He tried to look threatening.
"I know you've been fucking my wife!"
Mike grinned.
"Yes, I have. As a matter of fact, she's one of the best I've ever slept with. And not to brag, but that's saying something for me."
Edie had come out of the bathroom during the exchange. Stan had his back to her and didn't know.
Stan was surprised with the admonition, and the casual way it was given.
"You have to stop, damn you!"
Mike just grinned.
"No I don't. As long as she's willing, so am I."
Stan felt he was losing ground fast.
"I'll ruin you. I'll sue. You'll regret this."
He paused in triumph. The alcohol he had consumed before coming, coupled with the drink he had after he got there made him think he had the upper hand.
"Unless...."
Edie was grinning now, knowing what was coming.



"Unless what?"
"Unless we can come to some sort of agreement."
Mike had lost his look of amusement.
"Are you offering me Edie in exchange for money? Pimping her out like a street whore? Tell me, how much do you think she's worth?"
Stan didn't like the way this was going but blustered on.
"A grand a week for starters. After six months we can talk."
"So, you'll pimp your wife out for a thousand a week? Remember, I've already had her. You undervalue her tremendously. But, say I agree. How many times a week do I get her? Can I use her in my business, maybe to help close deals or provide personal services to others of my choosing? That sort of thing?"
"As long as you pay, I don't care what you do."
Mike smiled.
"I think we can come to terms."
Stan was starting to smile when Mike casually slapped him, knocking the chair over. He picked the stunned man up, slapped hi again, and reseated him. As his vision cleared he saw Edie standing there, dressed in a corset, thong, and thigh highs.
"Did you hear, Edie? For a mere thousand a month I get my own personal whore, that I can share any time I want to. I think he's undervalued you. Don't you agree?"
She looked Stan right in the face. He started to squirm, but Mike's large hand held him in place. Before she could answer, Mike spoke again.
"Your stockings and thong, please."
Without a moments hesitation she pulled her thong off, then sat on the conference table and slowly eased the hose down her legs. Mike took them, and tied him to the chair, making a gag out of the thong.
When he realized what was happening he started to squirm. He was shocked when Edie slapped him.
"Be still, bitch! Everything that happens here tonight is your fault. If you had paid the least bit of attention to me, loved me like you used to, we wouldn't be here right now. Now watch. If I see your eyes closed I swear the next slap will be to your balls."
She turned to her boss.
"Mike, I'd like to renegotiate my loan payments.
Instead of cash, use me."
He laughed, stroking her ass.
"What would you consider a reasonable payment plan, Mrs. Montrose?"
She was still looking Stan in the eye.
"Oh, I don't know. How about this? Five bucks for a blowjob, ten for a straight fuck, and twenty for anal. If you do one once each day, it shouldn't take long to pay you back the five thousand."
He grinned.
"A reasonable offer. Remember to add in the interest, that will extend the loan."
"Well then," she laughed, "I guess I'll have to keep working for you until the debt is paid."
"Knees." he instructed, watching while she sank instantly onto the carpet.
He grabbed her head and guided it to his rampant cock. She swallowed six inches and began slowly bobbing back and forth, just inches from her husband. He couldn't believe he was so huge, and that she was taking him in so easily. She glanced over to make sure he was watching, and winked. Mike started talking.
"Was she this good when you had her? I understand she would never swallow with you. It took me a bit to train her, but now she knows better than to waste it. Sometimes I won't let her swallow until I give her permission. Her record is an hour, but we're sure she can beat that. Aren't we?"
He grasped her hair firmly and pulled her back. She fought a little before letting him go.
"Yes, Mike."
He patted her head.
"Good girl. Now, up."
He took her hand and pulled her upright, standing behind her, facing her husband. He removed the cups from her corset, stroking her bared breasts.
"She's got incredible tits, you remember how they feel, don't you? Soft, yet firm. And her nipples! Sonnets should be composed in their honor. I can't believe how long they get, or how much she loves having them looked after."
He turned her sideways, gripped a breast roughly, raising her to her tiptoes, and bent over, taking the nipple in his mouth. He licked, sucked, and rolled it round in his mouth while she let out little whimpers. When he let go and she sank down, the mark of his hand and her swollen nipples were plain to see. To his shame, Stan realized he had an erection, the biggest he had in years.
Edie saw it and whispered to Mike. He looked, grinned, and whispered back. She immediately went over and slapped his erection three times, causing it to shrink. Mike walked over and tilted the chair until Stanley was on his back on the floor.
"The view will be better from there" Mike whispered as he positioned Edie over the table. He spread her legs, and she reached back and guided him into her dripping cunt.
He was gentle the first few minutes, getting her prepared. Soon he was slamming into her at a feverish rate, while she moaned and called his name. Stan couldn't believe how she could handle it, how much she seemed to enjoy it.
She had already come three times when he released into her. He held it for a second, enjoying the feeling, before pulling out. He quickly flipped her over, ordering her to lie back and keep her legs raised.
He picked Stan up, chair and all, and sat him between her upturned legs.
"Look, Stan, see what a mess we made? We'll need help cleaning up, these panties are far too expensive to spoil. You'll help, won't you?"
He slapped Stan twice, leaving him dazed.
"I'm going to take her panties out of your mouth. You know what needs to be done."
Before he could say anything Edie grabbed his head and jammed it between her legs. Soon the gooey mess was all over his face.
"He's not cooperating, Mike."
Mike reached down and grabbed his balls, squeezing them slowly.
"When you start licking, I stop squeezing."
The pain was unbearable. Soon his tongue was working, licking and lapping. It went on for fifteen minutes before she stiffened and ground his head deeper into her. He couldn't breath. Just when he thought he was suffocating she released him, pushing him back roughly.
They were both gasping for breath.
She looked over at Mike.
"Thank you for that. Now, could I please clean you?"
He smiled as she slid off the table onto her knees again. Stan wanted to turn his head but couldn't. Fifteen minutes later he saw her struggling as he exploded.
She turned to him, still on her knees. She grabbed one of his nipples and twisted it. Stan opened his mouth to cry out. She locked her mouth onto his and spit most of the mouthful of cum into his mouth. She jerked back, covered his mouth with one hand and pinched his nose closed with the other, and told him calmly the quicker he swallowed the sooner he would breath. He struggled for a second before surrendering. She had him open his mouth to make sure he had swallowed it all. She sat back laughing.
Mike grinned as he helped her up.
"You'll excuse us, won't you Stan? We need a shower, and who knows? Something might come up to
occupy us for awhile. Back as soon as we can, I promise."
They talked while they showered.
"That was amazing. Seeing him tied up, watching you put me through my paces was tremendously erotic. You've always given me great orgasms, but the ones I had tonight were so intense I thought I was going to literally explode. Too bad it can't be repeated."
Mike held her in the shower, massaging her breasts.
"Well, it seems you're a bit of a dominant. This doesn't have to be the last time. You saw his face, his erections. I think on some level he enjoyed the humiliation. Take him home, give him a choice. Live a comfortable lifestyle as your submissive, or you'll put him on the street. You have all the power now, and if says no, you were going to get rid of him anyway. Think about it."
.................................................
Mike reflected after she had left. He had learned just after his eighteenth birthday his ability to sway and manipulate people, especially women. He instinctively knew which were instantly malleable and which required a little work.
When he saw Mrs. Montrose he realized how enjoyable it would be to seduce her. In her fragile state of mind it was fairly easy. Praise her often, punish her sparingly, just enough to make her increase her efforts to please him. Then wait for her to make a mistake that would merit more severe punishment.
It happened in their second month of intimacy. She came in flustered. He wondered why she was staying out of his reach until he caught her bent over his desk, arranging papers. He rubbed his hand across her ass and frowned instantly.
"Mrs. Montrose!" he commanded sharply.
"Turn, face me, and strip."
Knowing she was caught she started begging.
"Please Mike! I wasn't thinking, forgive me, please."
He fixed a cold stare on her.
"Strip, or walk out that door and never return."
With quivering hands she disrobed to her underwear. When he saw the pantyhose his frown deepened.
"Give them to me."
Her hands shook violently as she placed the offending garment in his hand. He lead her over to the conference table. Tearing the hose in two he bound her hands behind her back. He pushed her face down on the table, walking around to the other side. He bound the other half around her
neck and tied it to a leg, immobilizing her.
She watched in terror as he took his belt off.
He walked back around, out of her sight. She felt him rub the belt lightly over her ass, back, and legs.
"I told you if you wore pantyhose there would be consequences. Scream if you want, beg, it doesn't matter. You'll still get your punishment.
She shrieked as he brought the belt down on her ass, three hard strokes. He stopped, lightly rubbing the welts.
"I'm almost sorry, Edie. But you need to learn this lesson. Two more strokes landed on her thighs, and two on her back. She still squealed after every stroke, whimpering in between.
"Almost done."
Three more hard strikes to her already inflamed ass and it was over. He then gently rubbed aloe over her welts, slipping a hand between her legs and finding her soaking wet. He had disrobed between blows.
Without a word he entered her savagely, burying his length in one swift stroke. She shrieked again, in lust and pain.
He fucked her with no mercy, pounding relentlessly until he erupted. He pulled out, walked in front of her, lifted her head with a powerful grip in her hair.
"Not a word. Think about what disobeying me can result in. If you talk before I give you permission, it will be twenty strokes next time. Nod if you understand."
She nodded as tears coursed down her face.
He redressed and sat at his desk working, glancing over from time to time. By now the strain on her legs should be bothering her.
After forty five minutes he went back over, pulled her head up again, and presented his cock to her. She opened her mouth instantly. Instead of letting her move, his grip controlled the pace, and he slowly, steadily, fucked her face, increasing his depth and speed gradually. Soon he was pounding into her, her lips pressing against his body. She was gasping, trying not to gag or suffocate. After ten minutes of ruthless pounding he came. She didn't have to worry about swallowing, ninety percent went straight down her throat.
He pulled out quickly, ordering her again to silence.
He went back to his desk and worked for another hour, watching her every few minutes. Her legs had given out and she was trembling, draped across the table.. He got up, fucked her one more time from behind, as aggressively as before. When he finished he left her to run a bath.
Gently he picked her up and carried her to the tub, where he bathed her, rubbing her lightly at times. He toweled her dry and placed her under the blankets of his bed.
He patted her face.
"Rest, my little flower. When you arise, remember your order of silence. If you speak before I give you permission, we repeat the whole process, only it will be much longer and harder. When you are ready to come back into the office, fix your hair and makeup, and come kneel by my desk. Do you understand?"
She nodded, even as she was slipping into sleep.
Four hours later she rose, her limbs still stiff. Her purse had been placed in the bathroom, so she fixed her hair, redid her makeup, and walked into the office.
He looked up from his work as she knelt beside him, eyes downcast and hands on her knees. He rose and went to their small fridge, pulling out a bowl of fruit.
"You must be hungry. Face up."
She raised her head to look at him. He took a grape out of the bowl and fed it to her, giving her a sip of water afterwards. He patiently fed her the whole bowl, wiping her mouth occasionally.
He sat and tousled her hair and rubbed her face for a few seconds before ordering her to her feet.
"You are free to talk now. But in the future, if I say 'silence' you will stop immediately and not start again until I say 'release', do you understand?"
A very quiet "yes sir" was heard.
"Good girl. Go home now, we need to do some catch up tomorrow. Have a pleasant night."
She dressed and drove home. She pulled the five and two tens out of her purse and handed them to Stan. He immediately put them in a jar on the counter. Forbidden to count, he estimated over three hundred had accumulated.
Using Mike and homelessness as threats, she had gotten Stan more and more submissive. He was a househusband now, cleaning the apartment, doing the shopping. He was allowed three beers every other day, if his chores were done to satisfaction. She hadn't become physical, but you could see the idea excited her.
She decided to push Stan a little to restore a little balance to her world. She ran her hand over the counter.
"Stan! Get your worthless ass in here."
He came hesitantly into the kitchen.
"Pour me a red wine and bring it to the living room. We need to discuss some things."
He hastened to obey. When he brought the wine to her, he saw she had taken off her skirt.
"I've had a bad day Stan. I need to relax a little. Mike dumped two loads in me. I took a bath but I think there's some left. Be a dear and clean me up, will you?"
He dropped to his knees, shame and anticipation warring across his face. She sat while he licked and sucked, patting his head if he did well, pulling his hair if it was wrong or too rough.
Ten minutes later she had a small, soft orgasm. She pushed his head away.
"Thank you, Stanley, you did a decent job. Your training is paying off. I'll give you a gift, but first we need to decide what to do about that slovenly mess you call a kitchen."
He was surprised, thinking he had done a good job.
She walked him back, showing him the greasy residue on the counter.
"Shame on you! I thought we had decided the cleaning was to be your responsibility. Now this. Ah well, I suppose I could hire a maid service, but if I do you have to go. What should we do?"
He was alarmed. The routine forced on him gave him purpose, and he did not want to be homeless. He knew in one phone call he would be out on the street or worse.
"I'll do better, I promise. What can I do to make this right?"
It was the opening she was looking for.
"Well, since this is the first time you've failed on your duties, I'll go light on you. I'll even give you a gift if you accept your punishment without whining."
She leaned over him. He was an inch shorter than her in bare feet, and she had four inch heels on.
"Take your belt and hand it to me. Drop your pants and lean over the dirty counter that caused this. Take your five strokes like a good bitch and we'll be done. Squeal or try to avoid, and we start over. Understand?"
She had her hand on the back of his neck, pushing forward. After a minute his cheek was resting on on the cabinet.
She rubbed the belt over his lower back, down his legs and across his bare ass, watching as he flinched at every touch. She paused, savoring the rush of power. She kicked his legs apart, widening his stance. She flicked the belt between his legs, enjoying his reaction.
"One" she said as she flipped the belt down, enjoying the red mark appearing. She counted through five. He had tears in his eyes but didn't resist. Taking the tube of aloe, she applied it liberally, slipping a finger between his cheeks.
He made a strangled moan as she slipped a finger in to the second joint. It gave her an idea. She patted his ass possessively.
"You've been a good little boy. Think you deserve a treat?"
He was almost dancing with anticipation.
"Yes, Mistress, please?"
It was the first time he had called her Mistress. Apparently he had been doing a little research.
She had him stand by the kitchen table, pants down. His five inch penis was standing at attention.
Edie donned rubber gloves. Having promised Mike she would never touch him again, she still understood he had needs.
"Do it right, and he'll be your slave forever."
So if he was good, she gave him hand jobs. Sometimes if she felt like it, she would do him three times in a row, just to enjoy his pained expression as his sore dick dribbled the tiny remnants of his balls. his hands were cuffed behind his back every time. She believed it heightened his experience.
"You know I'll never actually touch this pathetic little clit again" she reminded him as she slathered lotion over him, "I've felt a real man now."
He would whimper as she stroked. She would make it last for an hour sometimes, bringing him close without release until he was crying and begging. Just before she let him have his climax she would uncuff him. She made him catch it in his hand and lick it clean.
She would pet him like a dog as she got up.
"Good boy." she said before she went to watch television or read, leaving him to clean up.
The next day she came in and the kitchen was spotless. She praised him, rubbing him to an erection before stopping.
"You don't get that gift everyday, Stanley. But cheer up, I did bring you something." She handed him a bag. It was a six pack of plain, full cut panties in different colors.
"I got rid of all your boxers. They were worn out anyway, and these suit you better. Wouldn't you agree?"
He was crying.
"Please."
"Please what, Stanley? Br specific."
"Please don't make me wear them."
She sighed.
"I try to do something nice for you and this is how you behave? Fine, you don't have to wear them.
I'll ask Mike to get you a small apartment. I'll pay utilities and rent for three months. Be out by the time I get home tomorrow. Mike is really going to be displeased."
He looked up in alarm.
"No. Please! I'm sorry Ed...Mistress. No one else will know if I wear them, will they?"
Edie smiled, knowing she had him.
"Only the ones I command you to show. Now, I've had a long day. If you want to stay, put on the yellow pair and nothing else, and give me a foot rub."
He stood, head bowed in shame, before he removed his clothes. Edie helped him pull them up, then commanded him to turn around several times.
"You look adorable. Don't they feel better than those baggy old boxers?"
He hated to admit it, but he enjoyed the way they felt. She rubbed his ass a few times.
"If you obey me really well, I'll get my little bitch some naughty ones for special occasions."
She saw him flinch at the term bitch, and smiled.
"I may even get some monogrammed. How does Bitch Boy sound? I think it has a ring, don't you?"
Tears were threatening to fall, but he mumbled "Yes, Mistress", fell to his knees, and began massaging her feet.
She relaxed, thinking about the strange path her life had been the last seven months. From desperate temp to personal assistant/sex toy/slave/confidant of one very powerful and rich man, and dominatrix to her husband.
She knew Mike didn't love her, and she had seen the looks of pain on his face if he happened to see his ex, but she knew he was very fond of her, and that was enough for now.
.................................................



"Six months" Shanna thought as she and Suzy closed out their work for the day.
"Six months since I threw the best life I could ever hope to have away. Six months since I hurt the only man I'll ever love so bad he'll never talk to me. Damn that manipulative bitch Chantal. She deserves whatever he did to her."
In her mind she doubted anybody deserved what he probably did to her. She was still coming to grips with the fact she never dreamed he could be so cold and cruel.
He had always been so loving and gentle with her, except for the spankings.
A small spark suffused her body. She knew she could be a spoiled bitch at times, and his spankings kept her grounded. It usually led to a very good bout of sex. And she missed the sex, a lot.
Her best friend and confidant came into the room.
"You're thinking about him, aren't you?"
She nodded, a little embarrassed.
"How did you know?"
"You get that faraway, dreamy look on you face. Plus, when you're in private, you tend to rub the front of your dress or stoke your breast."
Shanna looked down, mortified to see her very erect nipple responding to her hand. She snatched it away.
"Sorry, Suzie, I....."
Suzie grinned.
"Don't be, girl. It's been six months. That's a long time to do without. I remember before, it was all he could do to restrain himself before he got you into the bedroom in his office, and that's before he got you home. Do you need to borrow one of my toys?"
Shanna blushed. When Suzie first moved in and they were setting up her bedroom, she had knocked a box off the dresser. Dildos and vibrators spilled out, all sizes and shapes. She even had a strapon harness. Instead of being embarrassed she laughed.
"What can I say? I've got needs like every other girl, and I haven't found Mr. Right yet. Feel free to borrow one if it suits your fancy."
She had rushed from the bedroom, Suzie's laugh echoing down the hall.
One night after about four months of living together she asked her if she wanted to go on a double date.
"I checked him out. He's a nice guy, cute and well mannered. Plus he has a thing for T-girls, according to Mark."
"No! I'm determined to win Mike back. I don't have much of a chance, but if he finds out I went even on one date, it would be over forever."
Suzie shook her head.
"I admire your determination, but I think you're chasing rainbows."
What was agonizing was having to deal with his new assistant. She went from being a frumpy overweight housewife type to a blond, willowy sexbomb in four months. Lost weight, new hair, better, more stylish clothes.
Now every time she passed her in the hallway, she had that gleam in her eye and smirk on her face. Yes, she was fucking him. Not a doubt in her mind.
It broke her heart to think about him sleeping with others, but it was her own fault. She was the one to bring up seeing others.
She had confronted her once, just after she had taken her job, and accused her of sleeping with him. At the time, she said she wasn't, but she knew something was going on. Surprisingly, the assistant was kind to her, even promising she would speak in her behalf. All it got her was a email telling her to stay away from her unless it was strictly business.
The Martin Coombs incident left her badly shaken. She had never seen that side of Mike, and it frightened her immensely. She felt sorrow for Chantal, but she had lied and manipulated her to the point of losing the man she loved. A small part of her rejoiced in her misery.
Suzie had slept with her for two weeks after that, for mutual assurance. Even though nothing sexual happened, it had felt good to sleep next to a warm body.
Then one night she sat home while Suzie was on a date, ending up drinking too much wine and watching old dvd's of Mike and her when they were happy, including one she had secretly done while they were making love. She had made it because she wanted to see the expressions on her face, and because she thought it would be hot to show it to him later. Unable to stop herself, she went into Suzie's room and opened the drawer that held her toy selection, choosing a six inch vibrator.
She took her clothes off, critically eying her body in the mirrors. Giggling, she hefted her breasts. She had grown a cup size since they split. Wondering if Mike would like that, she grew sad again.
She lay down on the bed, thoroughly lubing the vibrator, after she slid it down her throat, just to see if she still could. God I'm tight, she thought, as she slid it in. If Mike had me now I'd be sore for a month.
Slowly at first to get used to it, soon she was pushing it in and out at a feverish pace, on it's highest setting. It just wasn't working. Instead of getting satisfaction it was just making her more aroused. If she could just reach that special spot on her prostrate, she'd launch like a rocket.
Suzie came home early, literally slamming the door. Her date had been a complete bust. The man she was with was handsome and charming, but he ruined the evening by having too much scotch. He had a good body and decent sized equipment, did a good job getting her aroused, but when it came to the deed, he never got fully erect. He did manage to get it inside her, thrust for about a minute, and come. He immediately rolled off her and started snoring. She left in a fury. leaving him a note to lose her phone number.
As she poured a glass of wine, she heard movement and thought Shanna was awake. Anxious to vent, she flipped on her bedroom light. She stood, amazed, watching her pleasure herself for a minute before Shanna realized she was there. She immediately stopped, embarrassed.
"Honey, don't be embarrassed. If you're frustrated, let me tell you about the date I just had."
She flopped down on the bed and told the story. Shanna had overcome her embarrassment and they giggled for a minute.
"I'm as frustrated as you, Suz. I should have gotten a bigger vibrator, this one doesn't do the job."
Suzie had changed into just a robe, intending to use a few of her toys to give her release. Rubbing up Shanna's body gave her all kinds of thoughts. She pushed Shanna back onto the bed.
"Maybe, honey, you need a little more stimulation."
She bent down, kissing her softly before she had a chance to respond. When she felt her tongue, she locked into a nice kiss. She slid her hand down, rolling a nipple gently, breaking the kiss to nibble an ear and her throat.
She slid her hand down, rubbing her "clit". It didn't get erect anymore, but it felt so good. She moaned and thrashed, working the vibrator as deep as she could. Shanna still couldn't climax.
Suzie abruptly got up.
"Stay" she commanded, and went into her bedroom. Shanna lay there near tears, thinking she had damaged their friendship. Her eyes got huge when she came back in, an eight inch dildo hanging from her harness.
"Girl, you need a good fucking. I know you won't see men, so this should do the trick. Should you ever get back to Mike, you can still look him in the eye and say you didn't touch another man. Now, I've always been curious about your mouth, and your bragging that you could deep throat Mike.
This isn't anywhere near the size of him, but it's more than I can take. Give me a little show."
Shanna was lost in memories and lust. She licked the fake phallus while Suzie kneaded her hair, five minutes later she was against her pubes, enjoying the fragrance.
"Damn, Shanna, this is so hot. Suck that cock, baby. That's good, I could never do that."
She pulled Shanna up, forcing a nipple in her mouth. Both moaned as sensations ran trough their bodies. Shanna switched to the other nipple, until both were swollen painfully.
Suzie gently pushed her down on the bed, slipping a lubed finger inside her. Shanna moaned softly, unconsciously humping upward. After five minutes and three fingers, Suzie deemed her ready.
Shanna groaned as Suzie pushed forward, inching in slowly. When she had bottomed out, she rocked her slowly, letting her get used to the feeling before sliding in and out.
Shanna was soon moaning and bucking beneath her. The small vibrator on the end of the dildo was slamming int Suzie every time she thrust, fueling her own lust. Soon both were screaming as their orgasms overtook them.
They stopped for a moment, cuddling. Giving Shanna a deep kiss, Suzie eased out slowly. Shanna groaned when it slipped out, feeling empty.
Suzie leaned over her, kissing and fondling her sensitive nipples.
"Ready for round two?"
"I don't know if I can take anymore tonight." said
Shanna, wincing slightly as she moved.
Suzie giggled.
"You got it wrong baby. This time you get to drive."
She stood, wriggling the harness off her slender hips. Removing the dildo, she replaced it with a more slender, seven inch model.
Shanna enjoyed the sight of her sparse, silky looking pubic hair. Almost unconsciously she reached out and stroked her mound, sliding downwards until she came into contact with her engorged clit, circling it gently with two fingers.
Suzie moaned, enjoying the sensations for a minute, before pushing her hands away. She pulled her up, helping her into the harness.
Suzie lay down, spread her legs, and sighed as she pinched and pulled on her nipples.
"Give it to me, baby. Make me scream."
Shanna tried to go slowly, but she reached up, grabbed her ass cheeks, and drove her in as hard as she could. Shanna remembered her time as a man, and immediately started pounding her furiously. The vibrator rubbing into her tiny member soon had her aroused. After ten minutes and three orgasms, Suzie reached around and drove three fingers into her loosened hole, brushing her prostrate. Shanna exploded into the harness, squirting harder than she could ever remember.
She collapsed onto her lover, lying twined for a long while. She raised up and tenderly kissed her lips.
"Thank you, Suzie, I needed that."
Suzie hugged her back.
"So did I sweetie. Let's get you out of those straps and snuggle, okay? I really want to sleep with you tonight."
They showered together, and snuggled into each others' arms. Suzie woke in the early morning hours, to find Shanna spooned up to her, crying slightly. Suzie hugged her tighter and kissed her neck.
"It's all right baby, go back to sleep."
Shanna must have reached some inner peace, because when Suzie woke it was to her head in her crotch. She rubbed her head and she looked up.
"Do you want me to stop? I was told I was pretty good at it when I was a man."
Her answer was to shove her head back down. Soon she arched up and moaned, pushing head away after a minute and gasping.
"Enough honey. Apparently you haven't lost your skill."
They showered together, washing each other with tenderness.
So they became lovers, seeking fulfillment in each others' arms. Suzie stopped dating and moved into the master bedroom.
Shanna told every so often that as much as she loved her, if Mike ever decided to take her back she'd be in his arms in a heartbeat.
Suzie just smiled and nodded, thinking,
"If she gets him back, I'm going with her. It'll be a package deal from now on."
Often, as they pleasured each other with the strapon, both would have been surprised to know they were dreaming off the same man.
Shanna thought about her life occasionally, going from a married man to the engaged t-girl to a relationship that was hard to describe. Semi-lesbian, maybe?
And she still cried herself to sleep once in a while, wondering if she'd ever get back to Mike again.
.................................................
Despite his interesting personal life, his company continued to earn a reputation as the realtor of the elite, buying and selling properties for prices that would fuel the economy of a small country.
Mike found the next few months hectic, jetting to location to location around the world with little notice. Mrs. Montrose was almost constantly at his side. She had been a bit hesitant about leaving her husband behind, until Mike gave her a solution.
She came into the office one morning and stopped in surprise. There was an Hispanic woman there, one of the most beautiful creatures she had ever seen. Five four, gorgeous, almost almond shaped eyes, with pouty lips and a cute button nose. She had thirty four D breasts, a twenty six inch waist, and a thirty five inch, heart shaped ass.
How could she deduce so much so quickly? Well, it helped a lot that she was naked, kneeling beside Mike's desk in a pose that was very familiar.
"Who's this?" she blurted in surprise. Mike smiled.
"This is Chantal, She's.....mine. Chantal, go say hello to Edie, as I instructed you. Edie, in her culture they kiss hello. Don't be alarmed."
Chantal stood and walked over, oozing sexuality.
She touched Edie on the cheek before bringing her lips close. As their lips met, Edie was shocked when she grabbed her head and pulled her into a hard kiss, flicking her tongue across the lips.
In surprise she opened her mouth, and she jammed a tongue in and emptied her mouth, which was full of Mike's sperm. Edie recognized the taste, and before she could process the sensations the were rolling it around between them. After a few seconds Chantal pulled back and made a show of swallowing. Edie pretty much swallowed on instinct. A small bit had escaped and was on her lips, and Chantal gently reached up and licked it off.
Mike was watching the whole think with a small grin on his face. She immediately returned to kneel beside him.
"Well, Edie, what do you think?"
Still clearly startled, she didn't filter her words.
"About what? Is she my replacement? Your new lover? Where does she fit into your life? Please don't say we're over, I couldn't bear it."
Tears were trickling down her cheeks.
Mike leaped up and had her in his arms in an instant.
"She's no one's replacement. Your job and relationship is secure, please don't doubt that for a second. Let me explain."
They sat together at the conference table while Chantal continued to kneel at his desk.
"This is going to be difficult. For reasons I'm not going into, Chantal did something to me, the worst possible thing anyone could do to me. I reacted badly."
"I had her kidnapped, and 'trained' to be what she is now. I had her body altered to my specification, and her conditioned to accept the life she has now. She been through some very terrible things. For six months, it was drilled into her head I owned her and had total control of her life. If I told her to take a knife and slit her wrists she would without hesitation. If I told her to step in front of a bus, she would. She'll do any task I tell her, sleep with who I tell her, starve herself if I tell her not to eat."
"And sexually, she'll do anything I command with no hesitation at all."
"Obviously, in my rage, I didn't think it through. Her training done, she was delivered to me yesterday. Now I don't know what to do with her. Any thoughts?"
Edie was looking at her while Mike talked. She remained stoic until she heard him say he didn't know what to do with her, then she had a look of mild panic. She shook her head.
"I have no idea, but you can't just cast her loose. Look at her, she's about to cry listening to you talk about it."
He glanced over, thinking.
"Well, I'll figure it out. Chantal, come."
She leapt to her feet and knelt beside him.
"Up, girl. Let's get you dressed. Come on Edie, give me a hand."
The went into his small apartment, and looked over her clothes. One pair of good quality high heels, one fairly conservative dress. That was it.
Apparently wardrobe was not in the training budget.
"Well, we have to get her a few outfits right away. Doesn't she speak?"
Mike explained.
"Only when she's spoken to. She's only speak before if it's an absolute emergency. Take her out, have Ramon give her the full treatment. Get her some clothes. I'm not ready to take her to Rose, so go to a good department store. She won't venture an opinion, so you get to pick."
"Feed her lunch, you'll have to order for her, she won't. Bring some fruit and snacks back, she may stay here tonight. Off you go."
He turned to Chantal.
"Go with Mistress Edie. She speaks with my voice, so obey her. Do as she says or your punishment will be severe."
He glanced at Edie.
"I mean it. The least bit of problem, you tell me. Your punishment will be as severe if I find out from someone else."
While they were gone there were two castles and several chalets and villas they were asked to facilitate the sales of. He expected to be gone three weeks, minimum.
..................................................
Edie found the whole outing surreal. Chantal spent the whole ride in silence, head down. She tried conversation, but unless it was a direct question, she never broke her silence.
They looked at several very nice dresses, and Edie asked her which she preferred.
"Whichever you think best." was all she ever got out of her. It got so irritating she asked the salesgirl for privacy.
"Listen here, girl" she said, using her dominant voice, "you have to help me here. What are your favorite colors? Which shades of makeup and gloss? What kinds of bras and panties do you favor? You might not get them, I may not like them, but it will give me a basis to work with. Now, turn and present your ass."
Chantal turned immediately. Not wanting the sound of spanking to echo through the dressing rooms, she grabbed her right cheek and pinched it savagely, leaving a mark. She did the same to the left. Chantal groaned lightly but didn't move until told to.
"Now, show your gratitude" Edie commanded, not knowing what she would do.
Chantal dropped to her knees, bent over and kissed her feet. Edie made her stand up and wait for the salesgirl.
As commanded, she indicated the type and color of dress and accessories she liked, bearing in mind she was trying to please Edie and Mike. Edie refused her several things, just to remind her was in control. She gave her no choice in her lingerie, picking what she thought Mike would like. Finished, they were off to have Ramon work his magic.
Ramon looked at Chantal strangely.
"You could be a younger sister of a woman I used to know. Are you related to Chantal Gomez?"
She answered with an enigmatic "Yes" and didn't speak again.
"Blank slate, Ramon. Just go by what you think would please Mike."
Ramon spent several happy hours with her. It was worth every minute. He had shortened her hair, enhancing her natural curls, highlighting her natural reddish undertones. The deep yellow dress set off her skin tone and hair perfectly. It made Edie unconsciously very proud.
She stopped at an ice cream parlor on the way back to the office, just for a treat.
Chantal got even more silent. Before, she was addicted to ice cream. Everybody knew it, and her trainers used it against her, eating it in front of her, telling her if she did better she could have some, but never allowed it. She hadn't tasted any for seven months. There was a tear in her eye and Edie saw it. She made her explain.
"Well, that was the past. You're mine now, at least for the time being. If I tell you to eat ice cream, you will. Favorite flavor?"
She got a small bowl of cherry vanilla. Edie kept the portion small to reinforce control, but smiled at the joy on her face as she took the first bite. It was the first emotion she had seen her exhibit.
Proudly she showed off the purchases when they got back to the office. Chantal, however, immediately disrobed and knelt by his desk.
Edie asked her why she did it.
"I can never be clothed in front of my master without his express permission."
"Even in a front of others?"
"Especially in front of others."
She looked at Mike and he nodded. Then he smiled.



"That being said, Edie, you spent considerable time today getting her a wardrobe. As a treat, go pick out something for her to wear, but bring them to me for approval first. Better yet, have her model everything for my approval."
First she took her into the bathroom and fix her makeup, then into the bedroom. Chantal stood compliantly as she considered her underwear, finally deciding on a peach demi-bra and tanga panty, also in peach. Pale thigh highs and three inch heels completed the look. She sent her out for approval, watching from the door. Mike had her walk, twirl and even rubbed he ass before nodding his pleasure.
She put a simple beige skirt and matching silk blouse on her, patting it in several places and adjusting the buttons of the blouse so the front lined up perfectly, leaving two buttons open to give fleeting glances at her breasts, pushed out alluringly by the bra. The effect was business sexy.
Mike was happy with the results, patting her bottom and rolling her nipples so they stood out against her blouse.
"Good girl" he said. Chantal actually glowed with the praise.
He saw a sad look pass over Edie's face.
"Come here, Edie" he said in a firm voice. She obeyed instantly.
"Please remove your skirt and blouse." She obeyed instantly, somehow more aroused than normal due to the fact that she had an audience. She put them neatly on the conference table. She was in her white satin corset, with matching panties and white hose clipped to her corset.
"Panties and cups, please." They were soon deposited in his desk drawer.
"Look at her Chantal. Isn't she gorgeous? I've invested six months training her. Stand up, I'd like to see you side by side."
She scrambled to her feet, moving within six inches before stopping. He had them turn in a circle, slowly.
"You are both works of art. Now I know how art collectors feel when they get to own a masterpiece. Edie, come here please."
She swayed as she approached. Stopping, she stood before him, waiting. He swiveled his chair and ran his hand up her leg, feeling them open slightly as he reached the top. She was dripping, shivering with arousal. He stood without a word, tossed her over his shoulder and strode into the bedroom, motioning Chantal to follow.
He dumped her on the bed as Chantal sank beside it, assuming her position.
Edie lay gasping as she watched Mike slip off his clothes. Nude, he stood between Chantal and the bed, He snapped his fingers and Chantal turned, swallowing his cock all the way to the base, where she waited. He tapped her head and she slowly slid all the way to the tip and back down again.
He roughly fingered Edie's wetness, bringing them to her mouth to clean once in a while. After several minutes he pulled abruptly out of Chantal's mouth and got onto the bed, thrusting slowly into Edie.
Soon she was moaning, then gasping, finally shrieking as he rode to climax after climax until it turned into one long continuous orgasm. She actually blacked out at one point while he released. When she gained her senses, he was standing over her, stroking her cheek and breast.
Still feeling tingly, she glanced down.
Chantal was between her legs, gently lapping up their combined juices! Edie had never been touched by another woman but it felt so good, and she looked into his eyes, relaxing at the approval on his face. She had to admit, the small tongue felt like silk sliding across her clit and delving inside her seeking out all the liquid she could find.
"When she gets done with you, I expect you to clean me."
He strode from the bedroom. Several minutes later they came out. Edie had taken the blouse and skirt off, leaving Chantal in her underwear. She sank down into her submissive position, face still sticky. Edie cleaned his cock, giving everything she could into getting him hard again. Ten minutes later she had his full erection all the way down to the base in her mouth. She finally got him to explode fifteen minutes later, a record for her. Then she another five minutes making sure he was absolutely clean. He sat back, breathing heavily.
He picked her up and cuddled her on his lap, giving her a nice kiss.
"Don't worry about Chantal, she can never replace you."
She couldn't help it, she sobbed just a second in relief.
"Well" he said later "what an interesting day. Believe it or not, I actually got some work done.
In three weeks we leave for Europe. England, Scotland, France, and Belgium. It should take between two and four weeks, depending how negotiations go."
"Edie, you're in charge of Chantal. For right now, she can stay in the office suite. I have to go now. Settle her in, and I'll see you tomorrow.
He kissed her, patted Chantal on the head, and left.
.................................................
Edie called for Chinese, and shared dinner with Chantal before she left.
Taking her hand, she led her to the bedroom.
"Sleep nude. If you need anything during the night, there's some fruit in the fridge. Eat if you need to, I want you energized and healthy.
Do you understand?"
She got a meek "Yes, mistress".
"Good, now come here."
Chantal immediately ran over and knelt.
"Up, girl. Give me a good night kiss, and I'll tuck you in."
Chantal rose and sought out her mouth, giving her a nice kiss, with just a little tongue. Edie turned down the covers and actually tucked her in, patting her head and kissing her cheek like one would do a child.
"Goodnight, sweetie. Sleep well."
Just before she reached the door she heard a soft
"Goodnight, Mistress". She smiled all the way home.
Stanley was waiting at the door for her as she walked in, wearing a pair of panties and nothing else. Edie had decided recently to feminize him. He had lost over twenty pounds due to his diet and reduced intake of alcohol.
She looked at his slender body. He's going to look so cute in a corset, she thought.
She had forbid him to cut his hair for the last three months, when it got long enough she was going to have Ramon style it. Sometimes she had him sit on the floor in front of her while she brushed his hair. It relaxed her.
He rushed to get her a glass of wine, taking the fifteen dollars she handed him and putting it in the jar.
She was sitting, sipping the wine, smiling.
"You've done a good job this week, Stanley. The place shines. I had to do some shopping today so I bought you a present as a reward."
She pulled a small bag out of her purse and handed it to him.
"Go into your bedroom and change. Give me a little fashion show."
He had mixed feelings as he emptied the bag. Four of the tiniest thongs he had ever seen. Red, black, green, and pink. He looked closer to see they were all monogrammed. "Bitch Boy" in small letters.
Sighing, he pulled the black one over his shaven body snugging it securely. He looked at his reflection and was surprised how much he looked like a flat chested girl.
Edie had the same thoughts as he paraded in front of her. After he had modeled them all she told him to keep the pink one on. She had been denying him relief for two weeks.
"You're such a good girl, and you look so cute in your thong. I think you deserve a treat, don't you? Bring me the lotion and rubber gloves, please."
He stood as she pushed the thong aside, telling him how cute he was shaven.
"It makes your clit look so much bigger, you'd think you were a man at first glance. But we know better, don't we pet."
The whole time she had been stroking and fondling
his erect shaft. She leaned over and blew hot breath across the head, laughing.
She started stroking him harder, running one lubricated hand over his ass, down into the cleft between his cheeks. She jammed two fingers as deep into his ass as she could.
"Now! Cum for me! Squirt you little girl juice right into your hand. Now, bitch!"
He exploded with a girlish shriek, squirting furiously, almost losing his balance.
Edie relaxed back into the couch, watching as he raised his hands to his lips to clean the small pool gathered in his hand. He stood there licking his fingers until Edie decided they were clean enough.
"Good girl. Now, off to bed, you need your beauty sleep. I think I'll watch a little television. Good night, sweetie."
.................................................
Chantal lay in the bed, in bliss. It was the first time in seven months she was allowed in a bed except for sexual purposes. Most times she slept on the floor beside the bed of her trainer, or in some room on a concrete floor. She spent two weeks in the stall of a barn. Never allowed clothes or covering, she shivered uncontrollably many nights, too cold to sleep.
The first kindness she had been shown was when her new mistress took her shopping and fed her.
It was a far cry from the month and a half all her meals came in her doggy bowl, if she got fed at all.
Edie had imprinted on her, and now she was just as desperate to show submission to her as Mike.
She slept ten hours, the longest she had been allowed to sleep since her training had begun.
Edie unlocked the office and immediately checked on Chantal. She was still in bed, and when Edie brushed he cheek her eyes flew open and she scrambled out of the bed, kneeling, trembling violently.
"Girl, what in the world is wrong with you?"
"I've been bad, mistress. It is my duty to be awake and in position before you got here. Please, punish me before my master gets here! Please."
Edie started to tell her to quit spouting nonsense, when she realized she was only behaving as she had been trained.
"On your feet! Bathe while I get the clothes I want you in today ready. Then come into the office. I'll decide your punishment by then.
Chantal's eyes flew wide. She whimpered.
"Please, Mistress! I have to be kneeling and naked when Master arrives! It's the rules."
Edie stood there trying to understand what hell he must have put her through to make her like this. She shuddered.
She had Chantal stand and slapped her lightly before grabbing her hair and pulling her face to hers.
"Listen here girl! Mike put me in charge of you, so you'll do as I say or I'll let him deal with you. Now, go!"
Chantal scampered off to the bathroom.
Edie laid out the bagels and started the coffee.
Mike came in just as Chantal came out of the bedroom. She immediately knelt beside his desk, head down.
Edie went over and petted her head.
"Good girl, Chantal. Rise, and serve us."
Mike watched as she poured them coffee and served the bagels, returning to kneel at Mike's side.
"Why is she in clothes?" He asked, as though she wasn't there.
"I dressed her. You told me I was in charge of her, this is how I wanted to see her. She did something minimally irritating this morning. I'll have to think of a suitable punishment later. Right now, let's eat."
They ate. Mike would reach down every once in a while and feed her a tidbit. She would lick his fingers every time. Edie found it mildly erotic.
After they had finished, Edie ordered her to eat before she cleaned up.
"Have to keep you healthy." she said.
They worked for an hour, tying up things in for the trip. Chantal remained kneeling by his desk.
"How long will she stay like that?"
He glanced up.
"Until I tell her to move."
"Well, I need to punish her for this morning. Do I have your permission?"
Mike, curious to see what she would do, nodded his agreement.
"Up girl. Come over here."
Chantal immediately rose and stood by her side. Edie pushed back from her desk and ordered her across her lap. She gently pulled he skirt up, exposing the pink thong. Edie knew she had the matching bra on.
She rubbed her bottom, loving the tone and smoothness. Then without preamble, she spanked her. Ten firm strokes, not light, just strong enough to make her feel them. She pushed her off, had her stand, and led her to a corner. She pushed her head until her nose was against the wall.
"Stand there until I release you."
They worked for about thirty minutes before she released her. She immediately knelt beside Mike.
He absently patted her head.
They worked the morning through. At lunch time, she ordered for the three of them, not bothering to ask what she liked. Edie made her sit at the conference table and eat with them.
"Does she have any skills?" she asked suddenly.
"Actually, she used to own her own real estate company. She 'sold' it to me just after she left for her training."
Surprised, Edie did some thinking.
"If that's true, why are we wasting her. We both know we've been farming out the mundane stuff to the pool, she could do it for us here. It would save a bunch of time, time we could spend doing other things."
As she was talking she was undressing.
"Chantal, strip."
She got undressed immediately, coming to kneel between them.
"Help me convince him this is a good idea" she said, kneeling beside her and reaching for his zipper.
For the next thirty minutes they shared his cock, even competing a little to give him the most pleasure. When he came, they followed his instructions and shared him, rolling his sperm between them in a passionate kiss.
He smiled as he rubbed both their mounds, enjoying the looks on their face. He stroked them almost to completion before ordering Edie on her back.
"Chantal, give her some relief."
She immediately dove between her legs, lapping, sucking, using her fingers. In less than five minutes Edie groaned as her orgasm peaked. Chantal sat back, awaiting more orders.
"Did you enjoy yourself, Edie?"
She sighed contentedly.
"It wasn't as good as you, but it was very pleasurable."
He watched her with a small smile. Her legs were sprawled open, her swollen lips on display.
"Good, then you won't mind returning the favor, will you?"
She lay there stunned. True, twice now she had enjoyed Chantal, but she had never considered actually doing a woman.
She realized instantly this was a test, to see if she was truly his submissive.
She got to her knees, putting Chantal on her back, spreading her legs. She bent down and gave her a deep kiss before trailing down her throat and across her chest, licking and nibbling. She spent time sucking each nipple to a swollen crest before continuing downwards. She raised up, looking at Chantal.
"I've never done this before. Guide me, so I can please our Master."
Mike had an instant erection. This was the first time she had called him master.
With groans, squeals, whimpers and hands, Chantal made sure Edie knew how to meet her needs. Edie was surprised at how much she enjoyed it. When she finally stopped, Chantal lay, quivering.
They noticed his erection. He took them into the bedroom, where they took turns riding him cowgirl while the other played with breasts and clits.
When one would have an orgasm, she would dismount and the other would take her place, until he finally came. It was in Edie, and when she rolled off Chantal immediately went between her legs cleaning and sharing. They all snuggled together. Mike woke with both snuggled under his arms, and two little hands gripping his cock.
...............................................
This, of course, isn't the end. There will be one more Mrs. Montrose segment, in group sex. It will probably take me a month to post. I,m thinking this project may take me a year to complete, so if you're into instant gratification, you may want to wait until it's done. Future chapters will be in Non Consent, Erotic Couplings, Non Erotic, Incest, and Finally in Loving Wives. There may be other chapters as the story develops.
As always, thanks for reading. Comments are always appreciated. Vote if you like.
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Mike woke with a start, the tall blonde tucked under one arm, the petite Hispanic under the other.Extricating himself carefully, he smiled as the girls snuggled together.
He showered, dressed, and walked back into his office. He worked for an hour before going back into the bedroom.
He shook them, neither gently nor hard, and commanded "Up!"
Chantal woke with a start and immediately slid off the bed and into the submissive position. Edie, while not quite as submissive as Chantal due to the difference in training, was slower responding, but once awake mimicked her position.
"I hope you had a nice nap, my pets. Now, into the office, we have work to do. Come!"
Edie looked at Chantal, shrugged, and they went naked into the office. Chantal was about to assume her position again, but Mike ordered her to bring towels out of the bathroom.
"No leaking on the furniture" he reminded Edie.
She brought the towels, and folded one over Edie's office chair, and stood irresolute, the other towel in her hands.
"Put it on one of the chairs at the conference table and sit" Mike commanded curtly. Her haste to comply was almost comical.
He handed her a laptop.
"From now on, you're our private secretary. I know you have the skills. I'll forgive an error or two the first few days, but after that there will be consequences. Understand?"
She nodded, eyes down. He held her chin in his large hand, raising her face until she looked him in the eye.
"Nonverbal answers are not acceptable."
He swatted her bottom, hard. Edie could see the hand print.
"Do you understand?"
Tears fought to fall from her face. Not because of the pain, she was used to far worse, but over the inner struggle to meet his eye. She had been trained for six months to never look her owner in the eye. She finally reconciled her problem by remembering she was to obey his every wish without question.
"Yes sir, I understand."
He patted her cheek, giving her great pleasure.
"Good girl. Now, let's begin."
They worked for three hours, scheduling meetings and going over any aspect of the business that needed settled before they began their overseas trip. Finally Mike snapped his laptop shut.
"Enough. Time to go home. I'll see you tomorrow, Edie. Lock up."
Edie looked concerned.
"What about Chantal? She hasn't had her dinner yet. Is she staying here again tonight?"
Mike grinned.
"It's good to see you have compassion for pets. If you want to feed her you can. Take her home with you if you want. Goodnight."
Edie looked at her after he left. It would be simple to order her dinner and leave, but she decided to take him up on his offer.
"Chantal, dress. I'm taking you home."
She obeyed instantly. While she was getting dressed she called Stan.
"I'm on my way home now. Put on a housecoat, I've ordered dinner, it should arrive shortly, I've taken care of the payment and tip. And set three plates."
His eyes were big as saucers when she came through the door with another woman. Something seemed odd about her, she kept her eyes downcast and didn't speak.
"Stan, this is Chantal. She's our guest for the night. I see you have the food ready. Serve us please. And why do you have that housecoat still on?"
He was blushing furiously. He realized what he must look like, standing there in a pink robe with his hair pulled back in a ponytail. All he had on underneath was a pink thong. He bowed his head under her stern look and removed the housecoat. The woman never even blinked as he plated their food and stood waiting for his next command.
"Very good, Stanley. Serve yourself and join us. Chantal, eat up honey."
The woman immediately started eating, slowly, relishing every bite. It was Mexican, from the restaurant Mike was so fond of. It was like tasting home for her. She cleaned her plate and looked at Edie, begging with her eyes. Edie laughed.
"All right my pet, have just a little more, but save some room for dessert. Ice cream, our favorite."
Tears started leaking down her cheeks.
"Thank you, Mistress."
Edie patted her cheek with a napkin while Stan sat there stunned.
"It's all right baby, now eat."
Cherry vanilla, her favorite. She was allowed one bowl. Finished, they moved to the living room.
"Clean the kitchen later, Stanley. We have things to discuss in the living room."
He followed. She reached into her purse and pulled out two fives and a ten. He silently put them in the jar, estimating there had to be close to a thousand by now.
Edie pulled her dress over her head, allowing it to crumple to the floor. She hadn't bothered with underwear.
"I didn't get a chance to shower today, and I really need to be cleaned. Pay attention to my thighs, a lot of it leaked out and dried there.
Fighting feelings of incredible shame and unbelievable lust, he bent to the task at hand. She kept him down through two orgasms before releasing. He sat at her feet gasping.
"As good as always, my little cumsucker. Maybe one day I'll let you get it from the source instead of secondhand. Now, we have a guest, and she needs your services too. Be a good boy Stanley. Don't embarrass me in front of her. Chantal, remove your dress please."
She immediately stripped and sat back down. Edie looked at Stanley.
"Do a good job, and you might get a reward."
That motivated him. It had been three weeks since he was last allowed to come, and she made sure she fondled him to erection almost every night.
Ten minutes later Chantal gave a little squeak and pushed his head back.
"Good boy, Stanley. Go fetch your rubber."
A few weeks before he had been so excited he missed his hand and sprayed her arm. She was so angry she hadn't let him have any relief since. She came home one night a week later and handed him a box of XXXL large condoms. She knew they were far to large for him, and emphasized his smaller size.
"The next time you get a treat this will insure you don't have a mishap."
He brought it to her and stood passively as she fondled him to full staff and slipped it on.
"You get a special treat tonight. Chantal, I want you to give him the best handjob in the world."
She held up a kitchen timer and set it for forty five minutes.
"If he comes before the timer goes off I'm punishing you both. Begin."
She sat and watched for five minutes before deciding to take a shower. She showered, did her nightly rituals. She looked at the clock and saw five minutes left, so she started running a bath.
Stanley was almost dancing, as Chantal would slowly stroke him, then jack furiously for a minute or two. He was sweating and his face was red. There was one minute left on the timer.
"Now, Chantal, before he has a heart attack."
She began to stroke at a furious rate, and he exploded instantly, crying out. She smiled.
"Good job, Chantal. I'll have to think up a suitable way for him to repay you."
She turned to Stanley.
"Clean yourself" she commanded in a firm tone.
He stood embarrassed beyond words, before he slid the rubber off slowly, taking as much of his sperm as he could with it. Then he raised it to his mouth and slowly turned it inside out, licking quickly, making sure he didn't spill a drop. After he was done he presented the rubber to her for inspection.
"Good job, my dear. Now, clean the kitchen, and then it's off to bed for you. Come, Chantal."
Again the woman rose and followed her like an obedient dog. The bath was filled with warm water and perfumed soap. She put Chantal in the tub and bathed her as though she were a child, compliant to her wishes. She toweled her dry, gave her a gown that was midthigh on her but went to Chantal's knees, and led her to the bedroom. She turned the covers down.
"Left side. And if you hog the covers, I'll spank you in the morning."
She checked on Stanley, kissed his cheek and sent him to his room. She had stopped allowing him to sleep with her months ago.
She woke later that night, Chantal spooned to her tightly. She was crying quietly, shaking. She stroked her back and made crooning noises.
"Hush, child. It's all right. Go back to sleep."
Chantal surprised her by reaching up to the hand that was caressing her cheek, kissing it and holding it like it was the last preserver on a sinking ship. She was still holding it when they woke.
..................................................
Over the next few weeks Edie and Chantal became
closer. Thirteen years her senior, Edie began treating her like a surrogate child, buying her little treats, dressing her. She took her to Ramon and had her hair changed, highlights added to her naturally dark red hair.
Mike indulged them until one day when he gave Chantal a command and she looked to Edie for askance. Annoyed, he ordered both to the conference table.
He had them strip and bend over the table.
"Chantal, who owns you?"
"You, Master."
He placed a hand on Edie's ass.
"Mrs. Montrose, who do you work for?"
She knew he was a bit angry. He almost never called her that anymore.
"I do more than work for you, Mike. You own me too, just in a different way."
She didn't see the look of satisfaction on his face.
"I don't own you, Edie. Not yet anyway."
A shiver of pleasure went through her at the thought.
He drew his thoughts into focus.
"Well, if she belongs to me, and you belong to me, then why is she flirting with disobedience and looking to you when I give orders? It's time to reaffirm the chain of command."
Edie felt something soft slid across her ass. What was that?
He ordered her to stand. When she turned around she saw the object. Some kind of whip, with multiple straps. Where had that come from?
"Her punishment is due to your actions. Tell me when to stop."
She flinched when he brought it down on her bottom the first time. Welts appeared instantly.
Chantal flinched the first time, but stood stock still for the next four blows.
Edie had seen enough.
"Stop, Mike, please. She's had enough!"
He looked at her sternly.
"Not yet. Chantal. stand."
She stood and faced him, hands at her side. He brought the lash down, first on one breast, then on the other, a web of marks appearing instantly.
He turned to Edie and had her bend over the table.
"It's a good thing you stopped me at five. I had already decided whatever you deemed necessary for her would be your punishment as well."
Before she could speak he brought the lash down. It felt like needles of fire across her bottom. She cried out, softly, but remained in her position. The next four blows came quickly. She was quivering when he had her stand and turn. To her surprise he handed the lash to Chantal.
"Finish" he said flatly.
She didn't hesitate, bringing the lash down on her breasts. She hit the nipple on one and Edie nearly collapsed.
Mike looked them both over, then had Chantal bend over the table again. He pushed the bottom of her hair back and had Edie look. There, at the edge of the hairline, was a small tattoo, almost invisible.
"See that? If you're ever truly mine, you'll wear one just like it. I'll be honest, I don't know if you have it in you, but if you ever get it, you're bound to me for life. Our paths may diverge later, you might not see me for years. But when and if I do show up, whatever I tell you will be obeyed instantly. And just so you know, she's not the only one bearing this mark. Think about it. Now, go and put some lotion on. I want the marks gone before we leave for Europe."
Edie thought about it as they gently rubbed each other. She asked Chantal if she knew what the tattoo said.
"Mine."
..................................................
They got physicals, and Edie needed to update some shots, but soon everything was in order and they were ready leave.
Edie was concerned about what to do with her husband[she thought it such an odd term to use now, he hadn't been her husband in quite a long time]and asked Mike for help. He thought about it for awhile and called Angie.
"We're leaving for Europe in three days. This looks to be a very successful trip for us. I need a favor though. Can you watch something for my assistant while we're gone?"
He heard her tenseness when she replied.
"I don't have time to watch a pet. I'm not good with animals."
"I don't know, Angie, you seem quite comfortable around the beasts you've been playing with lately. How about visiting her and looking at her pet. You might change your mind. Please, as a favor to me."
She grumbled but agreed.
Edie had taken Stanley to Ramon, and he cut his hair in a very feminine bob that highlighted his eyes and cheekbones. She had been feeding him estrogen pills that she secretly had prescribed for him when she made him go for a checkup months ago. She told him it was a vitamin supplement the doctor had recommended.
He noticed how much larger and sensitive his nipples had become, but Edie assured him it was just a side effect and would go away. He had to admit, his breasts were swelled slightly. If he pushed them together it looked like he had cleavage. He found himself pleased at the idea.
Edie insisted he wear lip gloss now, to prevent chapping, she said. They started out with clear, but she had him wearing a pale pink now. She said it gave him better protection.
Deep down he knew what she was doing, but he refused to acknowledge it, partly in shame and partly in pleasure.
He was afraid of this woman Angie. She radiated power almost as brightly as Edie's boss. Edie was talking while she was looking him over.
"Now, Stanley, you know I have to go on this trip. I don't want you left alone, so Angie has agreed to let you be a guest at her place. I expect you to behave and please her. I'll be very upset when I come back if I hear you misbehaved. Follow her directions and you'll get along fine. I'm sure you'll both enjoy it."
He hated it, but stood ready with a small bag when she sent a driver to fetch him. He was filled with fear and trepidation, dressed in a pink blouse and tight jeans under a red raincoat. It was San Francisco, it was always raining.
Edie had left specific instructions.
"Thank you so much for watching my little pet. You can do pretty much as you please with him within reason. And he's a virgin, I want him to remain one until I decide to deflower him. If you punish him, try not to leave marks. He's not allowed to come except from handjobs, and he has to clean up after himself. And then, only with your permission."
..................................................
They arrived in England jet lagged, their biological clock needing adjusting badly. Luckily they were a day early and were rested and ready for their first client.
They disliked him instantly. He thought he was the next Branson, and looked ridiculous in the too tight leather pants, making his hanging gut more prominent. He had his bleached blond hair tied back in a scraggly ponytail. His tan stood out in the gray English weather, looking sprayed on. He practically drooled over Edie and Chantal.
He made his living in technology, and was estimated to be worth two three quarters of a billion.
They were there to broker the sale of a small castle in the lake district. The owner, an Earl and the last of his line, couldn't afford the upkeep any longer and contacted the local office of Dream Realty because of their reputation.
The property was appraised at the English equivalent of fourteen million dollars for the house and grounds, or eighteen if you wished to purchase the adjoining four hundred fifty acre farm, complete with a very successful racing stable.
The local realtors had a tentative agreement to buy, but at the last minute the buyer reneged. He wanted it for two thirds of the agreed on price.
That's when Mike was called in.
The seller was very upset. He had made an agreement to buy a nice villa on the Spanish coast, but it looked like he would lose it if the sale didn't go through quickly. The buyer knew this and was using it for a bargaining chip.
Two days of intense negotiations later, the buyer wouldn't budge. Mike was sitting in a conference room with the buyer, sipping very nice scotch while he tried to close the deal.
Mr. Clive Burton-Winston[what is it with the British and hypenated names?]had already downed a few before Mike had arrived, and was waxing eloquent over his business successes.
He knew it was mostly bullshit. Yes he came up with the programs but it was his partner, a financial wizard, who kept the company going.
Mike had just about reached his limit.
"So, you see old boy, the property isn't worth what he's asking, despite what the assessors have appraised it at.
Mike was patient, barely, when explained the deal all over again.
"Actually Clive, he's dropped the price two million under the assessed price to facilitate a quick sale. I'm afraid he's not going to budge. You should have bargained before you agreed on his price, now he thinks you're dishonorable."
Mike privately agreed with that sentiment.
"Hogwash. Tell the old bugger that's the best he'll get from anyone, take it or leave it."
As he was about to answer Chantal and Edie came in to fetch Mike.
Clive, judgement clouded by the scotch, made a mistake.
"Mikey, old man, I MIGHT consider raising my offer a bit, if you'd allow me a go at these lovely little crumpets of yours."
He was watching the girls and didn't see the momentary flash of anger in his eyes.
"Ladies, take off your jackets, blouse and bras for me please."
Chantal started immediately, and Edie followed, hoping he wasn't really giving them to him. When they were done Mike walked over and stood behind them, cupping a breast from each.
"You should really feel these Clive. As great as they look, they're much better to touch. Look at their nipples."
He had been manipulating them as he spoke, and all four nipples were erect. Clive walked over like he was mesmerized, reaching his hand out.
Before he could touch them, Mike slipped between the girls and had his hand around his throat, pushing him back into the wall.
"YOU SLIMY PIECE OF SHIT. I'D CUT OFF YOU HAND IF YOU EVEN TRIED TO TOUCH THEM. WE NEVER OFFER SEX FOR A DEAL IN THIS COMPANY! NEVER. IF I FIND ANYONE IN OUR COMPANY HAS, I'LL SACK EVERYONE INVOLVED IMMEDIATELY. NEGOTIATIONS ARE OVER. DO NOT CONTACT US AGAIN. GOOD NIGHT, SIR!"
He let him go and he slumped to the floor gasping for breath. Mike never gave him another glance.
"Dress, please, girls. Let's go pack. Scotland next."
They were buttoning their blouses and carrying their bras and jackets in their hands, rushing to follow him out the door.
The earl lost the villa he wanted, but Mike found him a better one for less, having the company buy and hold it until the castle sale went through.
Two months later Clive signed the contract for full assessed value, two million more than originally agreed upon, so the earl basically got the Spanish villa free.
They closed on the Scotland estate in two days, and the French villa in three. They were a week ahead of schedule, so they took four days off and spent it on the French Riviera.
He took them to a nude beach. It was the first time Edie was nude in front of strangers.
Mike and Chantal disrobed without comment. Mike looked at Edie.
"Strip!" He said, using his voice of command.
Her hands shook, but she complied.
They were instant hits, men and women ogling all three, especially the women. Word spread, and there was a lot of female traffic by their cabana, casing looks of wonder and lust at Mike.



Edie discovered she was an exhibitionist. She would often wander the beach, making sure she stayed in sight, three or four times a day.
Chantal was content to lay on her blanket, almost at his feet while he sat in the lounge chair. She would reach a hand out occasionally, making sure he was still there.
He spoke to the beach manager, and three times a day two male attendants would show up with small carryalls and combine a small massage with oil application.
"Make sure you cover every inch, or there won't be a tip" Mike admonished.
They were hesitant the first time, but when they saw the tip they made absolutely sure they missed nothing from then on. Edie nearly had an orgasm every time, especially when they she had to spread her legs to oil her lips.
"You don't want this burned, cherie" her attendant would say, making sure every centimeter was covered.
When one of the attendants offered to oil Mike, he surprised her by having her sit on his lounge while both attendants made sure he was completely covered. One of the attendant stroked his massive cock in wonder until his partner made him stop.
She couldn't see his eyes because of his sunglasses, but when the man let go of his mostly erect cock and left, she almost dragged him into the cabana.
Immediately bending over the wicker settee, she thrust backwards in need and lust.
He entered her fully in one stroke, forcing the air out of her lungs. He pounded her savagely while she moaned into the pillow until he exploded. He walked out, fluids still dripping off his cock, and ordered Chantal inside to clean up. He reversed their roles the next day.
................................................
Mike noticed her first. She would wait until Edie was walking the beach. She was the epitome of a Reuben painting, large, lush, almost cartoonishly proportioned. She had a deep tan and the hairiest vagina he had ever seen. Despite her size she dripped of sensuality, and seemed to have a little following of young men. After the first day she shooed them off, appearing alone. She would say hello in a heavy French accent after she discovered they were American, unashamedly eying his cock. She would fade away when Edie returned, to reappear after she had gone off on another walk.
"Who is that fat bitch?" she asked in irritation the second day.
Chantal actually giggled.
"Her name is Bridget", she said, pronouncing it the french form.
"She seems enraptured by our Master's cock."
"Well, aren't they all" she said somewhat snappishly.
Mike laughed and caressed her nipple. His Edie was a little jealous.
"Don't get short, Edie. She looks like she could be a lot of fun. Maybe we'll seduce her before we leave."
Edie was a bit shocked but said little.
The next afternoon she came back to see Bridget and Mike in deep conversation. He made the introductions.
"Edie, this is Bridget. She's on holiday with her husband. We might get together later for drinks, if she agrees. I told her she had to run it by you first."
Edie was a bit nervous, she was looking at her like a starving dog with a steak in front of it. She held out her hand.
"Come, cherie, I think we'll get along famously.
Let's talk privately."
She led her into the cabana, where she was surprised to see Chantal lying back on the settee with sticky thighs and a glazed look on her face.
"Up, my little angel. We need a little privacy for a talk."
Chantal roused, smiled briefly, and kissed them both on the cheek. She wandered out and settled on her towel. She heard her thanking Mike before the curtain closed.
Bridget smiled.
"I suggested to your...boyfriend that it would be pleasant if we spent an evening together, with my husband, of course. I had to do an interview with your little friend, and now it's your turn. If it makes any difference, Mike said if I failed, then the evening was off. And cherie, I never fail to give satisfaction.
Maybe it was the wine and the sun. Maybe it was the time and place. Or maybe it was because she knew it was what Mike wanted and she finally accepted that she would do whatever he said, but she allowed herself to be pushed gently on the settee.
She would remember the next half hour the rest of her life. Bridget had the best oral skills she had ever encountered, and that included Mike. She almost attacked her the first time, having her climax within three minutes. She looked up, her juices on her face, and smiled.
"Now that I've taken the edge off, let me show you real pleasure."
Soon she was on the floor, writhing while Bridget attacked her with fingers and tongue. Caught up in the moment, she tried to pull her into a sixty nine, but Bridget looked up.
"Sorry, cherie, as much as I would like to, I have specific instructions. I promise you, If we spend the evening together we will do that and much more."
She returned to her task, running her large rough tongue over her pearl and into her depths, making her bite down on a towel to keep from screaming. It excited her no end to hear the voices of the beachgoers, mere feet from where she was.
Forty minutes and three orgasms later, Edie pushed her off.
"Stop! Please Bridget, I'm way too sensitive."
They exchanged a deep kiss, and Edie suckled one of those massive breasts for a moment before the went back outside. They both gave Mike a nice kiss and each thanked him, for different reasons.
Mike looked at Edie with his familiar half smile.
"Well?"
Instead of answering him she looked at Bridget.
"Bridget, would you and your husband join us in our suite tomorrow evening for a quiet dinner and some relaxation?"
Bridget smiled warmly.
"We would love to. Seven?"
"That would be fine. I look forward to it."
He stood and kissed Bridget on both cheeks.
"See you on the beach tomorrow."
The girls were so wired up they tried to kill Mike with sex. He satisfied them both admirably, then told them to clean up and come to bed. He woke later with them on the bed engaged in a very vocal sixty nine, Chantals' hand pulling on his erection. He joined them for another round and they slept in, cuddled to him.
Bridget joined them for an hour on the beach the next afternoon, chatting amiably, before she excused herself.
"I have to go prepare for our evening. I have to do a little grooming. It seems Americans have an aversion to hair."
She was looking at the bald mounds of both women.
Mike surprised her.
"Please don't, unless you really want to. Edie keeps her smooth out of choice, and Chantal had hers[forcibly]removed permanently. I admire your bush, it'll be a refreshing change of pace."
The whole time he was talking he was running his fingers through her pubic hair, in front of everyone on the beach. She almost orgasmed on the spot.
They arrived at precisely seven. He had on a nice suit, and she had a very nice dress that accented her attributes. Mike had instructed her to forgo underwear, and she obeyed without question. They seemed mismatched, she was just over six feet tall, while he couldn't have been over five seven and very slender.
Chantal and Edie were in matching lingerie, white corsets, thongs, and patterned thigh high hose. They each had three inch heels.
Mike appeared in a nice shirt and slacks, barefoot.
Introductions were made and wine was poured. Her husband Andre could barely turn his eyes away from the women long enough to acknowledge Mike.
The girls put on robes while the dinner was delivered, a light three course meal with the appropriate wines.
Just before they sat down, Mike looked at Bridget.
"I believe you're a bit overdressed, my dear. Wouldn't you like to be more comfortable?"
He held her eye for just a second, and she slipped out of the dress, folding it neatly over an occasional chair. Her nipples hardened and she felt herself moisten under the gazes of the other four people.
She sat and they enjoyed the meal. Bridget ate, but couldn't remember the next day what they had.
They adjourned to the living area. Mike had the three women sit on the couch, Bridget in the middle, while he and Andre settled into facing chairs.
"So Andre, what do you do?"
Andre found it hard to concentrate on the conversation, watching in fascination as Chantal and Edie stroked his wifes' breasts, rolling and tugging on her nipples. You could hear her start to pant.
Andre it turns out, was a barrister, one of the best in the country. Mike filed that away for future reference. Bridget had confessed she was the dominant one in the relationship.
"It's very frustrating. I've tried to get him to be more aggressive, but ever time I push he gets meeker. I tried to shock him by threatening to use a strapon, but he seemed to get hard just at the idea."
He let Andre watch for a few more seconds as the girls let their hands wander down to her dripping pussy, one rubbing her clit while the other pushed three fingers in and out rapidly. Bridget stiffened as she squirted all over their hands.
They rubbed the juices all over her massive breasts, licking the nipples when they were done.
"Andre, stand up!"
He rose instantly without question.
"Girls, remove his clothes."
Chantal and Edie obeyed instantly. While they were removing his clothes he looked at Bridget.
"Bridget, come."
She started to rise but he stopped her.
"Crawl."
So in front of her husband, she crawled over, waiting at the chair for his next order.
He stood and stripped. Andre saw the size of his cock and gasped. His was thick, but very short, four inches. Could Bridget handle this?
Mike sat, and using her hair, guided her to his cock. She immediately began licking his shaft and balls, swirling up to the head and taking in an inch or two before licking back down to the root.
"I just love a good blowjob. Don't you, Andre? Bridget says she is very good, and so far she is living up to her claim. Why don't you get a closer look?"
Thew girls led him over, guiding him to kneel on the floor between them. Edie was biting his nipples gently while Chantal lightly stroked him.
He couldn't believe it when Bridget managed to rest her nose in his pubic hair. Mike was holding her lightly by the hair as she bobbed up and down.
She started going faster and faster, and although it seemed like a lifetime to Andre, fifteen minutes later Mike stiffened and held her head firmly. Andre was sure he was emptying his balls down her throat. He was amazed she didn't choke.
Bridget sat back, redfaced, gasping, but looking very pleased.
"Did I please you?"
She said it like she was pleading for his approval.
He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand.
"It was very pleasurable. Thank you."
She glowed under his praise.
He looked over at his girls.
"Get the bag."
They scurried into the bed room while Mike helped Andre and Bridget to their feet.
He had Andre sit on a chair he carried in from the table.
"Sit here, Andre, I think you'll enjoy what come next."
Andre was very complaint. He sat, and Mike placed a blindfold over his eyes.
"To heighten your experience" he whispered.
Soon he felt his cock engulfed to the root. With the blindfold on he couldn't tell which woman was before him. Two other sets of lips were nibbling on his ears and nipples. He felt something soft on his wrists and then heard a click. Chantal removed the blindfold. He was handcuffed to the chair while his wife knelt between his legs.
As soon as she heard the cuffs click she rose. Getting a collar out of the bag, she placed it round his neck and attached the leash.
"For later" said Bridget with a smile.
Chantal was stroking his cock and lifting, while Edie snapped a cock ring in place.
Bridget had gone back to nursing on Mike's cock. The girls joined her, one stroking her slit while the other feasted on her nipples. Occasionally one would return to Andre, stroking him back into hardness.
As soon as he was hard again, He lay Bridget on the thick carpet, head towards Andre. He watched in agonized arousal as Mike slowly sank into her. Soon he was sliding in and out of her while she gurgled and cooed.
"Andre, she is incredibly tight! Have you not been attending her needs? Thank you so much for allowing me to be your surrogate tonight."
He pulled her up, moving her in profile to Andre as he began pounding her from behind. She moaned and howled, screaming for him to fill her in one breath and begging him to never stop in the next.
He was so enthralled watching his wife being filled as never before he was surprised when something hit his cheek.
Edie stood beside him, sporting a strapon harness and a six inch dildo. When Mike had told her what he planned she almost couldn't contain herself. She had been thinking of getting one to use on Stanley and Chantal. This gave her a chance to try it out.
"Suck, Baby, and you'll be rewarded."
He resisted at first, until Chantal twisted a nipple savagely. He opened his mouth in pain and she slipped the first three inches in, holding his head in place.
"Good boy. That's not so bad, not is it?"
He couldn't answer but decided it really wasn't bad. After having him swirl his tongue around to get used to it, she eased inch after inch in until his mouth was at the base. Chantal, meanwhile, had slipped his short cock in all the way to the back of her throat, holding it there with no problem. She would swirl her tongue around it occasionally, mostly to keep it full erect.
The sight of her husband sucking on a fake phallus while a woman sucked his cock, on top of the sensations she was experiencing on the end of Mikes' very real cock sent her into sensory overload. She screamed through the most intense orgasm of her life, thrusting back so hard she almost knocked Mike off her. He grabbed her ample ass harder and started thrusting rapidly. The new assault brought her to another climax minutes later, as Mike filled her. She collapsed on the floor in a near swoon.
Edie knew what to do, having been coached by Mike.
Chantal released Andre from his cuffs and helped pull him to his knees in front of Bridget.
"Clean her!" Edie demanded, thrusting his face into her gaping cunt.
"If it's not positively sparkling when you get done, you'll regret it."
She slapped the end of the leash down on his right ass cheek, making a nice little red mark. He immediately started lapping. He felt someone pet the back of his head, then a cool liquid sensation on his backside.
Chantal slowly worked her way into his ass, one finger, two, then finally three. Patiently, gently, until she thought him ready. She grabbed his cock and stroked it rapidly, trying to distract him from the pain he was about to feel.
It didn't hurt at first, but as he got deeper it started to become uncomfortable. Bridget had his head pulled firmly between her legs, his mouth so full he couldn't cry out. As he relaxed and she started hitting his prostrate, he actually humped back.
At that point Chantal let him go and crawled over to Mike, cleaning Bridget's juices off his cock.
Edie pounded relentlessly, even after Bridget had moved away from his mouth. She sat and stared in wonder at the sight of her husband. Collared, with his back arched as he took the six inch dildo to the hilt. Three minutes later he cried out and spewed with the biggest climax of his life.
They all paused for a little rest and a sip of wine. The evening flowed, and Edie remembered it vividly years later. Mike pounding Chantal and Edie, and watching them as Bridget and Andre eagerly cleaned them.
Mike remembered watching Edie fuck Chantal, Bridget, and finally Andre again with the strapon.
He watched Bridget do Chantal with it, and later Andre got it from both Chantal and Bridget, until he begged them to stop.
Bridget rewarded him by letting him have her ass, something she had never done. It aroused Mike, so before Andre finished he pulled him away and listened to Bridget scream and cry as he took her. He finished and then allowed Andre back in. In less than a minute he added his sperm to Mikes' as she lay moaning.
They finally left them passed out on the floor four hours later, showered and went to bed. Edie had pointed out a spare bedroom while they were still cognizant, and that's where they found them the next morning. They let them sleep until noon, then roused them for lunch.
Mike and the girls were fully dressed. They had hidden their clothes, saying they would give them back in due time, so they ate nude.
After lunch was over, Mike simply grabbed Bridget and pulled her to the bedroom, using her thoroughly while her husband watched. He had to clean her, and pleasure Edie and Chantal with his tongue, before he was allowed to fuck his wife.
They left at four, exhausted and sore.
Bridget asked about another evening. Mike apologized, saying they were leaving for Antwerp in two hours for business.
They said their goodbyes and promised to keep in touch.
Mike, Edie, and Chantal slept on the train almost all the way to Antwerp.
.................................................
Holiday over, with nice all over tans, they journeyed to Antwerp. They arrived, as their habit, a day early and took in some of the sights.
It varied from bright and cheery to gray and dismal, depending on the area.
They were starting to miss home. Mike had given Edie a credit card with no limit, and she had taken Chantal and gone on mini shopping sprees, buying a few clothes in France and some nice lingerie. While in England, Mike got a few suits from a famous tailor on Saville row, and Edie discovered one that catered exclusively to women, and purchased several smart business suits for both of them.
To their surprise, negotiations for the small estate they were there to sell were almost complete, thanks to a very competent local realtor. Edie asked once how many offices they had in Europe.
"We don't have them just in Europe, although we have offices in England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Germany, Belgium, Spain, and Italy."
We also have affiliates in Mexico, Costa Rica, Brazil, Argentina, and Belize in South America.
There are other offices in Taiwan, Laos, Dubai, Morocco, New Zealand, Capetown, and the Pacific Islands."
He grinned.
"We try to put our finger in every pie we can find."
Mike seemed unusually chipper, and Edie asked why.
"Business is done, and I just found out my best friend is in town. You'll like him. I'm planning something special for him."
The morning he was to arrive, Mike took them to a salon. They were shocked when he ordered the attendant to dye their hair black.
"Don't worry, we'll change it back in a couple of days."
He took them to a specialty shop, and had them fitted with black leather, cupless corsets, thigh high boots with five inch heels, and collars. He refused to explain.
They met his friend at the airport. Martin Coombs was a giant, two inches taller than Mike and easily four hundred pounds. Chantal hid behind Edie, plainly frightened.
They watched as Mike and Martin hugged, obviously happy. Edie thought it was the happiest he had ever seen Mike.
Martin had a woman with him, a redhead with creamy skin lightly scattered with freckles. She was quiet and did everything he asked, instantly.
"Submissive" thought Edie, as she watched their interactions.
Lunch was light, as they discussed the night.
"Things still on?" asked Martin.
"Yes. Take her here." He gave Martin the address of the shop where they got their leathers.
Mike had the hairdresser they had used come by the suite and do their hair, oiling and swirling Chantals' in a tight, skull hugging pattern. He oiled Edies' lightly, pulling it into a severe ponytail.
They had on matching dresses, alluring , short, black, held together by three large buttons.



Underneath were the leather corsets, and that was all.
They picked up Martin and his partner. She was dressed in a similar dress, her hair oiled and piled high on her head.
The driver took them to a rundown part of town, mostly empty warehouses and factories.
Edie held Chantal tightly by the hand, butterflies in her stomach. Mike had told them nothing.
They were dropped off in front of what appeared to be an empty warehouse, a single dim bulb above the door. They walked through it, down a hall to a steel door. Mike knocked, and a slot opened. He passed a piece of paper through the slot, and thirty minutes later it opened. A man in a very expensive suit welcomed them in perfect English.
"Please, come in. You are expected. If there is anything you require, simply ask one of our attendants. Enjoy!"
They stopped at a booth that reminded Edie of an old fashioned coat room. The smiling, uniformed attendant asked their names. Checking them against a laptop, she smiled.
Welcome to our establishment. You may leave your clothes here."
Edie stood in shock as Mike and Martin calmly disrobed. The woman with Mike slipped off her dress to show off a deep green leather corset similar to the ones they wore.
Mike looked at them.
"Girls!" he said sharply, "Don't keep me waiting."
Chantal had already taken off her dress and was helping Edie. The attendant handed him two leashes.
"Have a good time. Remember the rules."
They walked through he double doors into a very well decorated night club. The music was muted, the furnishing tasteful, and all the patrons were naked or nearly so. Conservatively dressed waitresses circulated, making sure champange flutes were topped or more serious drinks were refilled.
"What is this place?" asked Edie, as both she and Chantal crowded up against him.
"It's a bondage club. Very exclusive and very private. I want you to stay close. If you get off the leash, it's a signal you are available. Anyone who can leash you gets to keep you for the duration of the evening, and some of these people are not pleasant."
They were led to a very nice booth, a large semicircular couch facing the floor.
The table was plexiglass, thick and clear. There were no legs. It was suspended from the ceiling by four metal, intertwined bars. Edie was soon to find out why.
She looked around. The patrons ranged from exceptionally attractive to vulgar.
They got a good bit of attention. Martin was almost as well endowed as Mike, and with three beautiful women in tow they stood out.
People approached their table, offering to exchange submissives. They politely refused, saying they were new and needed to get acclimated first. Despite disappointed looks, no one pressed.
The atmosphere was getting to the men. Mike tugged gently on their leashes and pointed down. His erection was magnified by the table.
Chantal instantly slid down underneath the table and started. He looked at Edie with a raised eyebrow. The woman with Martin was bobbing rapidly, her pale skin contrasting sharply with his darkness.
She looked around. Patrons had stopped and were watching, many making approving comments. She felt a tug on her leash and turned to see his frown. She slid down quickly, gently pushing Chantal to the side. She made a show of it, sliding slowly down to the base, sliding even more slowly back up, swirling and licking for a second before repeating the process.
She glanced up on an upstroke to see Chantal taking Martin down her throat while the redhead nibbled on her nipples. Soon she felt a nudge, and she moved over and let her have a turn. Soon she grew impatient, pulled her off and pushed her to the floor, straddled her head, and went back to pleasing Mike. The redhead was obediently licking and sucking. Between her servicing, the thrill of performing before a group of people, and Mike beginning to hold her head and thrust urgently, she had one of the biggest orgasms of her life.
Mike groaned and filled her mouth. She swallowed a bit, but held most of it. Martin was just behind Mike, and Edie grabbed Chantal and they shared, slipping it back and forth before leaning over the redhead, opening up and letting it dribble into her mouth. She looked up, hearing cheers and applause. There was about fifty people gathered around, and they were on every TV screen in the club. Apparently every booth was wired with cameras and sound. They could be turned off for privacy.
A voice came over a sound system, speaking in several languages before switching to English.
"Congratulations table seventeen! Quite erotic, wouldn't you agree?"
There was a smattering of applause from those who understood the language. Edie and Chantal glowed, pridefully. Martin and Mike just smiled and waved.
Mike slipped a finger in both women, pleased how wet they were.
"Enjoying this, my pets?"
Chantal licked his hand while Edie smiled.
Edie was amazed at the traffic by their table. A few offered to buy them from Mike. She was shocked when a man of middle eastern look offered him five hundred thousand for the pair, or three fifty for Edie. Mike politely declined the offers, taking their cards should he change his mind.
After a few drinks, they were escorted to the restrooms. He gave the leashes to one of the attendants and she escorted them in and out, returning the leashes.
"What would have happened if I had went alone?"
Mike looked grim.
"You would probably be on a plane to parts unknown by now. I'm not exaggerating. These people play by different rules."
Chantal was wriggling in her seat, watching Martin fuck his redhead on the table. They had fondled Mike erect, and he effortlessly lifted her to his waist and impaled her. Soon she was bouncing up and down, grunting, while Mike had a discussion with another patron about Edies' nipple size. Mike allowed him to suck them hard to prove his point. Between that and Mike fingering her relentlessly she came with a scream.
He lifted Chantal off and slid Edie on, coming with a grunt ten minutes later. She slid down under the table, nearly comatose, only to have Chantal lick her clean. She actually did pass out for a few moments.
She came to her senses, seeing Chantal snuggled against Mike's legs. Deciding it look comforting, she snuggled into the other side, holding her hand.
...............................................
By then the smell of sex overwhelmed the room. Every imaginable combination of people and acts were in progress all over the room. There were more rooms throughout the club, but Mike had warned her sternly.
"You do not want to see what goes on in those rooms."
Occasionally over the noise of the club, a scream would pierce the air. Some would actually applaud at the sound.
Again a voice came over the speakers. When it got to English they listened intently.
"Attention, attention please. For anyone wishing to participate in The Run, it will commence in thirty minutes. A list of the rules will be distributed. Anyone having property they wish to keep private should escort them to the Playroom, where they will be attended to until you return. Thank you."
Confused, Martin asked a hostess for an explanation. They were immediately intrigued and decided to pay the fee and participate.
Chantal, Edie, and the redhead Clara were turned over to attendants and led to a large room. Every leash was tethered to rings in the wall. There were low benches for them to sit, and attendants circulated constantly with small whips. They could hear a lash and a grunt occasionally. It kept unacceptable behavior to a minimum.
"What's going on?" Edie asked the athletic looking young man beside her, noting the whip marks and the cock cage.
"You're new to this aren't you?" he said, smiling.
She nodded.
"The Run is held once a year. Anyone with a submissive they wish to enter registers. At the appointed time, all entrants are gathered and released into this maze of warehouses. Twenty minutes later the hunters are released. Any submissive they capture belongs to them for twenty four hours. You're allowed three captures, but no one has gotten that many for years."
They sat for over an hour before being led back. Martin and Mike came back to the table, laughing.
Mike had an attractive black girl on a leash and what appeared to be a small oriental woman over his shoulder. Martin was carrying a small woman with large breasts on his hip like a child. She was four foot eight they discovered later. He was leading a man with his leash. He was dwarfed between the two men, being only five eight.
A nearby hostess gave them leashes, and soon the whole group was situated around the table. They turned them over to the girls with strict orders to keep them there, and went looking for their owners. It was easy to find them, the collars all had table numbers on them.
They exchanged information about where they would be for the next twenty four hours, and got information on any restrictions or special qualities they might have.
They drank another round of drinks, watching as the black girl and the small woman ate each other out under the table.
Then they went back to the reception room, retrieved their clothes, and went back to their suite.
..................................................
The next twenty four hours passed in a series of disjointed segments for Edie.
They slept for a few hours, had room service bring up a huge breakfast. Afterwards, she and Chantal ended up with the black girl and the small man. They were serviced by both, and then they took turns using a strapon on both.
She glimpsed Mike with the tiny girl, standing upright and effortlessly bounced her on his cock while she moaned and screamed. Later she saw him with the small oriental, slamming into her doggie style. It was then she got a full view and saw she was a transsexual. She also saw the look on Mike's face. He looked sad and alone for just a second. She had a flash of intuition.
"He still loves Shanna" she thought, before she got distracted by the petite woman sucking on her nipples.
At the very end, she found herself sucking on Mike while Martin pounded her from behind. Filled to capacity by two huge cocks, she almost passed out.
When the owners called to retrieve their property they found all exhausted. They gave them a generous tip, complimenting their training.
Martin talked privately with the owner of the transsexual, and bought her, arranging for her to be delivered to his home in Atlanta.
"Are you going to work her?" Mike asked on the plane back home.
"No. I finally see some of the attraction you had for your ex. I know it was her training, but she was desperate to please me, and acted like the sun revolved around me. I'll keep her until I get bored, then I don't know. It might be years before I get rid of her."
They were on a private jet and stopped in Atlanta to let Martin off before going home to San Francisco. When they were airborne again the girls snuggled up to him.
"Did you have a good time Edie?"
"This trip was so unusual I have nothing to compare it to. Yes, I enjoyed it, but for the first time in my life I know what the expression 'all fucked out' means."
She squeezed his hand.
"But it will be burned into my memory for one thing. I finally became your property."
She rubbed the back of her neck, feeling the bandaid and the stubble from the small strip of hair that had to be shaved off. Underneath the bandaid was a small tattoo, an almost exact replica of the one on Chantal.
They arrived back at home. He took the girls home and they spent the weekend mostly sleeping.
The next day Edie was subdued. Mike was playing in her hair, swirling it through his fingers.
"What's on your mind, Edie?"
"Just wondering things. Do you buy and sell humans as casually as those in Belgium?"
"Martin does, to a point. Not my scene, really. What I did to Chantal was about the worse thing I've ever done to anyone. I tend to buy people with kindness. It's how I got you, after all."
She wriggled around until she displaced Chantal on his lap. Chantal sank beside them, content.
"Do we need to get tested? I'm a little worried. It never occurred to me until this morning."
"We don't need to, but it would probably be a good idea. Everyone is required to submit monthly health certificates. And before you asked, we did. That's one of the reasons blood was drawn before we left."
..................................................
They went over Sunday for Edie to collect Stanley.
Angie had promised her she wouldn't know 'her'.
Angie had him wait in a bedroom until they were settled on the couch.
"I didn't know how far you got in her training, but I saw where you were going and I nudged her a little harder. I think you'll be pleased."
She called out, "Dolly, come here."
"Dolly" walked into the living room and twirled. Edie knew her mouth was hanging open.
She had on a tight red corset that pushed her small breasts up and together. Her nipples had been pierced and small hoops were inserted. A small gold chain ran between them. There was a tight red skirt, barely wider than a belt. She was in gartered hose, and four inch heels. Completely shaven, something silver glittered between her legs when she twirled. She was holding a translucent vibrator.
Angie gushed, patting her bottom.
"Isn't she just the cutest thing ever? Dolly, show your Mistress your jewelery."
She walked her over to Edie and Mike.
"Look here" she cooed, lifting her skirt.
Instead of a cock cage, his penis had been measured, soft of course, and a jeweler had made a silver sleeve that was custom fitted to him. As long as it was on he couldn't get hard. It was held in place by two small hex screws. It was decorated, and had a space like one would see on an old fashion ID bracelet. Angie proudly held it up so they could read it, putting Dolly up on her toes.
"Dolly, owned by Mistress Edie."
"We could put your phone number on it, you know, in case she wanders off."
Edie felt her nipples harden with power. She had no problem calling him 'her'. Her husband gone, the last vestiges locked away in a silver cock cage. She looked at the vibrator Dolly was holding.
"What's that for?"
Angie beamed.
"Tell them, Dolly. And show them as well."
With no shame, she looked them in the eye.
"It's my lollipop. I'm to suck on it, for pleasure and practice. Watch."
She took the seven inch dildo and slid it into her mouth all the way and pulled it back out slowly, before plunging it rapidly in and out several times. She was looking at Mike's crotch the whole time.
Mike couldn't help asking.
"How is she with the real thing?"
Angie looked at Edie.
"If I may?"
Edie nodded her head, fascinated.
Angie snapped her fingers.
"Dolly, come."
She immediately dropped to all fours and crawled over, leaning against her thigh. She snapped her fingers twice more.
Dolly didn't hesitate, reaching under her skirt, fondling the eight inch cock under it. When it was hard, she slid it down her thighs and helped her step out of it.
They watched fascinated as Dolly worked on it, plunging it deep, stopping to fondle and lick her balls occasionally before going back to work. She went at a steady pace until Angie tapped her head twice. She immediately built up speed until Angie gripped her hair and stiffened. Dolly sank back on her knees.
"Show them" she commanded. Dolly crawled over to the couch and opened her mouth, showing it filled with cum.
"good girl, you may swallow now."
She made a production of it, swirling it around, allowing some to touch her lips before sucking it back in before she swallowed it all, opening her mouth to show it was gone.
Angie gave her a rhinestone encrusted collar and matching leash. She also gave her a small hex key on a silver chain. It was to unlock his cage when she felt the need.
"Thank you so much for letting me help train her. If you need help or want me to finish, just call. I've become quite fond of her."
She and Chantal rode in the back seat of her SUV on the way back to the apartment. Edie looked back and could have sworn they had their heads together giggling. Her head was aching slightly, wondering what type of rabbit hole she had fallen into.
It didn't stop her from using the strapon that night to take her virginity, the last barrier to total femdon.
She woke later to feel them snuggled under her arms. She hugged them tighter and went back to sleep.
...............................................
Mike was sleeping peacefully, alone, when his cell phone rang at three in the morning. He looked at the time as he reached for his phone. It was never good news this late at night.
"Mike? Mike, I need you. Kevin isn't supposed to last the night. Will you come?"
"Kathryn?"
.................................................
The next segment will be in the Mature section. My wife says my pen name should have been square peg round hole, because most everything I write doesn't always fit exactly in the section I aim for. It's just the way I am.
As always, comments desired, votes appreciated.
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I've become tired of stories of simpering females being rescued by manly hunks, so this is my variation on that theme. I know there are different federations out there, I just lumped them all together and called them MMA. Enjoy the story.
................................................
He rolled his eyes and wrinkled his nose. He was in a gym, more specifically a gym dedicated to training fighters, with the smell of stale sweat, blood, and other things he wasn't too keen on discovering.
They were everywhere, punching bags, lifting weights, jumping rope, and sparring. The place resonated with grunts, squeals, and curses, along with trainers yelling instructions. He stood just inside the door, allowing his eyes to adjust to the semi darkness. A man of late middle age approached him, with a look of boredom on his face.
"Another pretty boy in a suit", he thought, taking the guy in, "banker, lawyer, somebody trying to make money off the sweat of the fighters". Still they were a necessary evil, and he tolerated them if they could make their lives better.
"Looking for somebody?"
Mark looked at the guy, fiftyish, iron grey hair, sharp brown eyes, not aggressive but not friendly. He acted as if he wanted him there as badly as he didn't want to be. He fished out a card.
"Mark Stewart, Stewart Financial Systems. I'm here to see a" he paused, looking at some papers,
"Miss Bettina Burke."
"Betty Bang Bang? What for?"
"I've been asked by her manager to help her set up a financial plan. Seems there may be big money in her future and he wants to make sure she keeps it."
The man thawed visibly.
"Great. I'll tell Manny you're here. Come on in, look around, I'll get him."
He did look around. Not surprisingly, half the fighters were women, the gym was getting a reputation for producing some of the top ranked women MMA fighters in the Southeast. He didn't follow the sport, but admired their fitness and determined attitudes, prima donnas didn't last long here.
Manny Torres was short, thick, with a rugged face and a nose that had been broken at least once. A former welter weight boxer, he had risen to number four in the world, losing title matches twice. He made decent money, but managed to waste it all. Not overly educated, he was intelligent enough to go with his stengths. He had a keen and analytic eye, could tell if a fighter had talent, and even more importantly, if they had heart.
He had managed and trained a few boxers, all good but none were ever able to make it to the top. His reputation was well earned, if a fighter broke training or got caught doing something illegal, he was within contractual rights to drop them. He did several times, usually after exhausting all other options. He had gotten more than one fighter help, whether he trained them or not.
He started managing women in the MMA world by accident, helping train and managing a younger sister of a friend and former boxer. She had heart but not a lot of talent. He got her several matches, carefully chosen opponents with the same skill level. He knew better than anyone you could destroy a fighters will and future by overmatching them.
She won three out of four and was getting plenty of notice. Deciding she had outgrown Manny, she signed with another manager, one in it just for the money. Manny gave her some advice she didn't take before she left. Her new manager was anxious to get her name out even more, and booked a fight with the number six ranked woman in her weight class. He never told her, but he knew she couldn't win, but he thought it would be great exposure.
The woman destroyed her, breaking her nose, then grappling her to the floor into a submission hold. The girl wouldn't yield, and the other fighter, who had a bit of a sadistic streak, broke her arm. It was legal, it happened occasionally, but it was frowned upon. She never recovered, losing three more bouts before retiring.
Manny came over, looking at the guy like he did everyone, analyzing him as a fighter.
Tall, slender, he would bet money he was more muscled than he looked in that suit. Moved good, too, admiring the way he wove through the boxers, dodging suddenly as a novice got tangled in her jump rope, even catching the girl before she hit the floor. Great reflexes. Yeah, he could definitely train this guy.
"Manny Torres."
"Mark Stewart."
Manny liked his grip, strong without being overpowering, the shake of a man confident in his own abilities.
"Come into the office, Mr. Stewart, let me explain what I need."
They went into a surprisingly neat but cluttered office. Posters adorned the walls, mostly of fighters in the gym. He pointed to one.
A tall blond in fighting attire, holding her fist up and glowering. The logo read: Bettina "Betty Bang Bang" Burke. He wondered what she looked like when she smiled.
"That's her. She's got a lot of talent, will probably make it to the top, if I can get her to control her temper. We're working on that. She's got a bout coming up with the number eight fighter. I think she'll win."
"What's her rank?"
"Right now, she's unranked. If she wins, she'll probably get ranked. Ten, maybe even nine. She's done really well in her regional fights."
"Record?"
"Seven and two. Two on points, three by knockout, two by submission."
"What about the two she lost?"
"The first loss was her very first fight, and nerves knocked her off her game plan. The second she should have won, but she got mad and lost her concentration. Why the questions about her fighting ability?"
"You're asking me to assist her in managing her money. I invest a lot of time in my clients, that's why I charge more. I'm very successful at what I do, so I can pick and choose. Most of the people I work with already have wealth, they want me to grow it. With her, I'm starting from ground zero. I want to know if I'm wasting my time."
"Then why are you here if you think it might be a waste of time?"
"Once upon a time there was a businessman who worked in New York City. There was also a cop who worked there. On September 11 one year, something bad happened. This particular cop saved that particular businessman, carrying him down four flights of stairs to safety. The cop was named Burke, the businessman was named Stewart. The cop had three sons and a daughter named Bettina. The businessman had a son and a daughter. The son's name was Mark. The Stewart family owes the Burke family, Mr. Torres, more than money. Even if she sucks, I'm going to do the best I can for her."
Manny was stunned. Then Mark smiled.
"Of course, it would be better for everybody if she was really talented and makes a boatload of money. Can I talk to her now?"
...............................................
She came in the office five minutes later, glowering. Still in exercise gear, sweating heavily from sparring. Plus, she lost her concentration when the guy in the suit walked by, and her sparring partner gave her a good shot to the mouth. She could already feel it swelling.
"What a prissy looking man" she thought, taking in the crisp suit and highly polished shoes. Damn, not a hair out of place.
"Miss Burke, I'm Mark Stewart."
She stuck her sweaty hand into his, enjoying the slight frown as he withdrew. She bet it took everything in his power not to whip out a hanky and wipe his hand off.
"Call me Betty. What are you gonna do to make my life better?"
"My purpose is to advise you how to grow your money. I assume you have a career plan after your fighting days are over. It's my job to make sure you're financially secure to pursue it."
"What's in it for you?"
He seemed surprised at the question.
"Why, money of course. I charge for my services."
"I hear you charge more than most. Why?"
She's smarter than she looks, he thought, actually did a little home work.
"Because you get just me. Let me explain. Say you go with one of the big houses. They'll probably do a good job for you. They'll assign you a financial manager. He'll be handling you and countless others. He won't have time to watch over you personally, most likely dump your money in some mutual fund plans, maybe a few bonds as a security blanket. The norm is five funds. Every fund has a manager, and that manager gets his fee whether he makes you money or not. Your manager gets his fee. At the end of the quarter, if you make money, great. If you don't, your manager and every fund manager he has you in still gets their fees."
"I don't do that. No mutual funds. I'll investigate a stock and determine its' viability before I suggest you invest. And I don't make decisions for you. I give you the facts and let you make your own decisions. If I think you're about to do something foolish, I advise against it, but the ultimate decision is yours."
"And don't get me wrong. I'm not a one man show. I have a partner and several assistants who do research for me, but ultimately I make the decisions to recommend something to the client. If it flops, the blame is mine."
He paused, grinning.
"Of course, if it takes off and you make a bundle, I take all the credit."
"This was just a meet and greet, Miss Burke, to see if we can work together. If you want to establish a relationship with my company, call and set up an appointment. The receptionist will tell you what to bring for the first consultation.
Good luck to you, Miss Burke, I hope your career is a successful one. Here's my card."
He rose to leave. As he was leaving, he looked over his shoulder.
"Oh, and to prove I do my homework, watch your next opponent's left leg. It not as weak as she leads everyone to think."
Manny and Betty watched him go.
"Is what he said true?"
"About the money or your next fight?"
Manny was smiling. It was the first time he had ever seen a man come close to impressing her.
"Both."
"The money side, yes, he's supposed to be one of the best. On Cindy, I don't know, but you can bet I'll be checking."
Cindy Smith, the 'Memphis Temptress", her next opponent, was reported to have a very weak left leg. All the fight films they had reviewed seemed to confirm this.
.................................................
The night of the fight she was a bundle of nerves. It happened every time, she knew she would settle down as soon as the bell rung.
She had trained hard and was in the best physical condition of her life, one hundred forty pounds of pure muscle. She reviewed tapes of her opponent endlessly, gathered all the information she could about her in and out of the ring. It had gotten to the point where she could just about say with certainty what she would have for breakfast every morning.
Manny made her review her own fights, pointing out weaknesses and lecturing her about her temper.
"Bang Bang, if you can't think, you can't fight. And when you get pissed, you stop thinking."
They were the last on the undercard before the main event. She heard the announcer call her name, and she came in bouncing, trying to stay loose. Waiting in the ring for them to announce her opponent, the higher ranked always came in last, she looked across the crowd, and saw him.
Mark Stewart, dressed immaculately, of course. Seated beside him was one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen. Her whole body screamed "Class!" at the top of it's lungs. They made a very attractive couple.
The Memphis Temptress strutted in. Damn, every thing was a production for her, but she had to admit, she brought the crowd to its feet.
They got their instructions, tapped gloves, and retired to their corners.
The first round was spent feeling each other out, looking for weaknesses. The crowd booed, wanting action. The second round was a little more heated as they both pressed for advantage.
Betty had a black belt in Judo, was an excellent boxer, thanks to Manny, and was very flexible, thanks to her gymnast background.
Cindy was more of a grappler, with Brazilian martial arts and wrestling in her background. She even spent time studying sumo wrestling.
They pitted style against style, Betty dancing in and out delivering kicks and blows, while Cindy tried to gain advantage by pushing her against the fence in an attempt to take her down. Betty got in a couple good head and body shots, but Cindy shook them off and succeeded in wrestling her down once. It was a close call, she almost got a submission hold. Betty barely wriggled out.
They were even going in to round four, then Betty got a couple of good head shots in, splitting a lip and hitting her left eye enough to cause swelling. Cindy knew by experience it would be black in the morning.
Then Cindy surprised Betty and the crowd by doing a sweep with her left leg. She would have had her then but the bell saved her.
Manny talked to her while the corner crew checked her out.
"You two are dead even so far. This is the last round so it's now or never. Time to get down and dirty. Stop trying to stay out of her reach. Tap a few times and then go in on her. She won't expect it, get her down and make her submit. Everybody knows you don't like to win by submission. Make it work for you, girl."
Betty danced out and started jabbing. Cindy had gone mostly flat footed, barreling straight ahead, trying to reduce ring space. The right hook seemed to come out of nowhere and she went tumbling, but was on her feet before Cindy could press the advantage.
Cindy rushed in, determined to end it. Something in her eyes made Betty think 'left leg', and sure enough, she saw the sweep coming. Instead of backing up she did a complete front flip over the leg, landing right in front of her as she came round. She never saw the straight right to her nose coming, and was on her ass and had her arm locked into a submission hold before she could clear the cobwebs from her brain. She had no choice, she pounded the canvas and acknowledged submission to the referee.
The crowd was on their feet cheering. It was a brilliant finish to a mediocre performance.
Betty came to the center of the ring, hugged her opponent, and let the announcer raise her hand in victory.
She was surprised when Manny brought Mark Stewart into her dressing room. The woman wasn't with him.
He offered her hand.
"Well fought, Miss Burke."
She shook it.
"Thank you, Mr. Steward. Thanks for the scouting report. How did you know?"
"I watched her in the gym, reviewed her fights.
I do this with all my clients. How they perform in their professions determine how well they'll be able to invest. Now, a word of advice."
"Be gracious, smile a lot when you do your interview. Give credit to your trainer and manager. Praise your opponent for a good fight, thank the referee for a good job."
"Why would I do that?"
"Because it's good business. I've seen a few of your interviews, when you win you come off arrogant, when you lose you come off sulky.
That doesn't endear you to the fans, and a good fan base is an asset. It'll also make the interviewers spend a little more time with you, and exposure is exposure."
"Well, good night. I have someone waiting. Again, congratulations."
"Going home with little miss rich bitch,"she thought, "I bet they don't even sweat when they fuck."
.................................................
The next Wednesday found Betty and Manny sitting in the offices of Stewart Financial, holding the requested papers.
They were shown into a large office and Mark came in right behind them. He shook hands.
"Thanks for coming. Again, congratulations. What do you have lined up next?"
"We have a tentative bout scheduled in four months time, we want to make sure we're ready. She's ranked nine now, looks like it'll be against the number seven contender."
Manny said this with a great deal of satisfaction.
"Is number seven any good?"
Betty spoke up with a little pride.
"Anybody that's ranked is good."
"Really? How good are you, Miss Bang Bang? And where did that nick name come from?"
Betty blushed a bit.
"I had older brothers, so we played a lot of cowboys and Indians, dad would limit out TV and game time. I had the only two shooter in the universe when I was about five. All I ever said was 'bang bang' when I pretended to shoot, so that was the nickname my brothers gave me."
"Then when I got into MMA, every time I practiced a two punch combo, I would yell BANG BANG, to build up lung capacity. Manny heard me, and all fighters have nicknames, so he stuck me with it."
"Good story. You should tell it in interviews. Still didn't answer my question, Miss Burke. Are you good?"
She held his gaze.
"Yeah, I'm good. Really good. I could be champion. Not now, but soon."
"Good, show me your paperwork, please."
He looked over her folder. Making a note here or there.
He sat back and regarded them for a moment.
"Miss Burke, truth here, you've $25,000 earned from fighting. The sad fact is, most women MMA fighters, even the top ranked, make between a half to two thirds less than their male counterparts. Not fair, just a fact. Realistically, if you become champion in your weight class, and manage to hold onto it for two or three years, you MIGHT make a million two to a million five. Good money, and if you retire by thirty, which most do, you might make another million. Good money, but not enough to last for the rest of your life."
It seemed like a lot for Betty, raised on the disability and retirement pension of a cop. But she saw the wisdom in his words.
"What do I need to do?"
"First, we need to look at a manager for you. Not for fighting, Manny here is well qualified for that, but a personal manager, someone who can get you branded with a shoe or sports apparel manufacturer, get you live appearances, TV spots, calenders, that sort of thing. There's good money there, and you don't have to get hit to make it."
He took in her jeans and sweatshirt.
"Miss Burke, do you ever smile? Do you own a dress?"
She was offended, her face getting red.
"Yes, I smile, with my friends or when something amuses me. I own a few, but have little occasion to wear them. And I am NOT taking my clothes off for a calender."
He held up his hands in a placating gesture.
"I said nothing about removing your clothes, in fact I advise against it, it would probably affect you adversely. I was talking about something like this."
He pulled out a Women Of The MMA calendar.
"I admit some of the ladies are a bit risque, but none of them are nude. As for the dresses, when you start getting close to the top, you stop being a person and start being a commodity. In fact, when it reaches that point, you probably need to incorporate. That's in the future.
But the point I'm trying to make, Miss Burke, is the commodity is you, and any good ad man will tell you, attractive packaging is half the product."
"That's it. I'm not going to invest this money right now, you need to make a few upgrades. Don't think of it as spending money, more as investing in the future. If you're interested, there are some standard forms for you with the receptionist.
Have your lawyer look them over, it just outlines what is expected by both parties when it comes to your money."
He rose to shake their hands, the consultation over.
"How do you know all this stuff?" asked Betty.
"Research, Miss Burke, never underestimate research. If your schedule is clear, there is someone I'd like you to spend some time with. Mr. Torres, I'll make sure she gets home, if she agrees."
She nodded uncertainly, Manny hugged her and left.
Mark excused himself and left, bringing back the woman she had seen at the fight.
"Miss Burke, this is Ms Johnson."
She stood and shook, and to her surprise Ms Johnson asked her to remain standing as she circled her slowly. She turned to Mark.
"Yes."
"Good, Miss Burke, Ms Johnson will escort you home. Have a pleasant evening."



"Come with me, please."
She led her out of the building and into a waiting cab. They rode for about twenty minutes before they stopped outside an upscale shopping center.
"Miss Burke, are you willing to listen to Mark and follow his advice?"
"I guess so. What are we doing here?"
She smiled, it turned her into a whole different person.
"Packaging the commodity. Come on, lots to do.
You are free for the rest of the day, aren't you?"
They were taking a week off before resuming training, so she had time.
The walked into a large department store, and went to the cosmetic department. Ms Johnson asked her to call her Alice, saying she hoped they could be friends.
"What are we doing here, Alice?"
"New paint" said Alice cryptically.
For the next forty minutes her face was made up, washed off, and done over until the consultant and Alice agreed it was as close to perfect as they could get. Betty wasn't allowed to look until they were done, and was stunned at the woman staring back from the mirror. She was ...pretty...no. She was more than pretty.
The woman packaged the purchases, and Betty was shocked at the price. She looked at Alice.
"Investment, Betty. Mark said you could afford it."
She paid the lady. Instead of leaving, they went into the dress department. Another hour with a consultant, she had the perfect dress for showcasing her athletic body. Tight but not clingy, allowing her muscles to ripple seductively underneath.
Alice said it was perfect and then laughed. She left for just a second, coming back with a satin thong.
"You need this. Turn around and you'll see why."
Betty turned and look over her shoulder. You could practically read the brand name on her full cut panties. It ruined the look completely.
She blushed when she took the thong, she had little experience with anything but 'functional', and said so to Alice.
Alice laughed.
"Honey, for dresses like this, it is functional underwear. Besides, you've got the tightest butt I've ever seen. That bottom was made to be displayed."
Betty blushed furiously and the salesgirl giggled.
Alice insisted she keep the dress on.
The next stop was for shoes. Again, Betty had little need for high heels, but Alice bullied her into a pair of two inch heels, telling her as soon as she got used to them they would go up an inch.
Next was the hairdresser.
"I'm not cutting my hair!"
Alice calmed her.
"I wouldn't think of it. This is just a trim, maybe put a highlight or two in. You have beautiful hair, you just need to showcase it."
They took down her trademark french braid. It was even longer than Alice first thought, hanging down to the middle of her back. The hairdresser was practically drooling. Alice laughed.
"Be careful dear, the girl is a professional fighter, wouldn't do to make her angry."
Soon the whole shop was clustered around her, asking questions. She had to promise a poster to them.
Alice immediately started working the owner.
"You know, Betty wasn't satisfied with her last salon. I brought her here because I trust you, but the ultimate decision is hers. She's going places, most likely in another year or two she'll be champion. It would be a feather in your cap if she stayed with you."
Before she knew what was happening, Betty was getting a manicure and pedicure, on the house.
Shrewdly, Alice promised a picture of her after the trim, poster size, to be placed beside the fight poster, in exchange for full salon care for the next six months. Betty shook hands with the owner, and entered into her first endorsement contract.
Betty couldn't believe the creation she had become. Men and women alike turned heads, and Alice assured her it would be commonplace.
Alice insisted in treating her to dinner for putting up with her, and they went into the nicest restaurant she had ever seen.
The meal was delicious, but she was nervous.
"What's wrong, Betty?"
"I feel like everybody is staring at me."
Alice gave her assurances.
"Well, I'd like to think some of the looks are for me, but it's not your imagination. Not to be arrogant, but we're the hottest women in here, we're going to get looks. They know me, but everyone is trying to figure out who you are.
Heiress, lawyer, businesswoman? They can't place you, and it's got them wondering. Let's have some fun, come on!"
They left the restaurant and adjourned to the bar. Almost immediately, they were surrounded by men, buying drinks, making conversation, jockeying for attention. Betty didn't drink, so Alice got her a mineral water with a twist of lemon, and a white wine, making sure the bartender knew that was all they were drinking.
Inexperienced with the flirting and the innuendo, Betty said little, letting Alice deflect the advances.
One man was particularly aggressive, making Betty uncomfortable. Alice finally put a stop to it.
"Ben, do you what field Betty is in? I thought not. She's a professional fighter, ranked number nine in the world. I'd be a little more polite if I were you."
Ben looked at her, trying to imagine her as a fighter, before laughing.
"This baby doll, no way! I don't know much about fighting, but I'd be glad to teach you about horizontal wrestling. I'm sure I could show you a thing or two."
Betty hopped off the stool, angry, fists balled.
"Apologize."
Ben had more alcohol than sense in him.
He sneered.
"You gonna make me, little girl?"
Betty was just about to swing when a hand enclosed hers.
"There you are girls. I thought I missed you."
Mark held her hand as tightly as possible, then shocked her when he kissed her cheek.
The look he gave Ben was cold.
"Ben, I think you owe this lady an apology. Now."
Ben immediately apologized, saying it was just a joke, he meant no harm. Betty thought he looked scared.
"Betty, accept his apology."
For some reason her anger was gone, and her cheek seemed to tingle where he kissed it.
"No problem."
Mark smiled, his white teeth seemed to glow.
"Well, now that that's settled, let's grab a table."
When they settled at the table Mark immediately launched into a lecture.
"Save the fighting for the ring, Betty. How you behave in public has a direct impact on your image."
"I could have taken him! I had it handled."
"Think about it, Betty" Mark said impatiently, "do you really want to read about how a trained fighter kicked the ass of a harmless drunk in a bar? Plus the lawsuits, you could be broke before you make any money. Temper, Betty, temper."
Her good feeling was gone. Damn, he treated her like a child.
Alice saw her frown and jumped in.
"Don't get angry, hon, remember, we're here to look out for your best interests. We've GOT to get you a manager."
"Why can't you do it?"
Betty said, looking at Alice.
Alice looked stricken for just a second, before Mark jumped in.
"Yes, Ms Johnson, I think that's an excellent idea. Please consider it."
He turned to Betty.
"Before she made a career change and moved here, she was a top publicist in California. Still has a contact or two, no doubt."
He turned to Alice.
"Please consider it. I can do without you in the office for a little while. It might be fun."
Alice considered it.
"All right, but there will be rules. You listen to me completely. Don't question my decisions, at least until you catch on to what I do. I won't need to spend much time with you right now, that will come later as you become more into the public eye. And I insist on a two year contract, it will take me that long to make you, understand?"
Her voice had gone all business, the friendly tone gone.
Betty said meekly "Yes ma'am."
Alice smiled.
"Good. Now, I have to get home. Clear tomorrow afternoon, I'll text you when and where to meet. Mark, will you escort Betty home? All right, kisses."
She air kissed them and strode off.
Mark smiled at Betty.
"You don't know what you're in for. That's the most focused woman I've ever seen. She can be downright brutal when she needs to be. You're in for a wild ride. Now, shall we?"
The ride to her home was quiet. It was on the lower end of middle class. She still lived at home. She said nothing as they parked.
"Goodnight, Miss Burke."
"Mark, would you walk me to the door? My dad is old fashioned, if he thought you just dumped me out it would change how he views you. He's not too keen on letting someone else get hold of my money as it is."
His smile was downright warm.
"Your father sounds like a good man. I'd like to meet him. I apologize, I should walk you to the door, my mind was elsewhere for just a second. Shall we?"
He opened the door and escorted her to her house. She held out her hand to shake.He took both her hands in his, reached down and gave her a light kiss on the cheek.
"Good night, Miss Burke. I hope you sleep well."
He turned to walk away, before stopping to look back.
"I almost forgot. You look stunning, Miss Burke, quite stunning indeed."
He drove away smiling, and Betty realized she was still stroking the cheek he kissed her on five minutes later.
..............................................
Her dad was in the living room when she walked in.
"Who was that? Why didn't he come............WOW!"
He had just noticed her makeover.
"John, Harry, get in here and look at this!"
Just great she thought, two of her brothers were here. She had three, all married, none far from home.
They came in a rush, thinking something was wrong.
Harry froze, and John ran into him.
"Harry, what the hell, you made me spill my beer.
What's the problem?"
He managed to get around Harry and beheld Betty.
"WHAT THE FUCK! Who is this hot woman, and what did she do with our little tomboy sister? Damn girl, you look HOT!"
Betty was blushing furiously under the inspection.
Her dad came over and gave her a hug.
"Don't get embarrassed, we just noticed our baby is a full grown woman for the first time, and as John said, you definitely look 'hot'."
They praised her look, calming her down, until John took a picture and sent it to Terry, her oldest brother. He showed it to his wife, she sent it to the other two wives, and in forty minutes they were all in the living room, admiring her.
"What happened? How did it happen?" the wives all clamored.
"Well, I met a man and......"
That was as far as she got before the men in the room went into protective mood.
"Who is he? Did he talk you into this? What does he do, is he a good man, how long have you known him."
She started out wrong again.
"I've only met him twice, he seems a good man, for someone who wants to make money off me. He......"
That was as far as she got before her dad went into cop mode.
"Define making money off you, and it better be good."
She had finally had enough.
"Damn it, Daddy! He's the guy you sent me to for money advice, Mark Stewart, remember? I'm dressed this way because he got me a publicist, and she's trying to polish my image. We had a dinner meeting, all three of us, and he was courteous enough to escort me home. Any more questions?"
Terry's teen age daughter had tagged along to see the new look, Betty was kind of her hero. At the name, she had hit her grandfather's computer, googling him. She spoke up.
"I got one. Is he as good looking in person as he is in his photographs?"
Betty got bright red as the family gathered around the screen to look for themselves.
There were oohs and ahhs from the women, a few "You go, girl!" and other comments that kept her glowing.
Jane, Johns' wife stood back, smirking.
"He's pretty. But as good as he looks, you know what would look better on him than that suit?
Of course everyone fell for it, wanting to know.
"Betty!"
That was the last straw, Betty fled to her room.
The girls came in and soothed her, praising her look. They did admit he was handsome, and Betty should make the most of her time with him. Her dad came in after everyone left.
"Jane's right, baby, to a point. You would look damn good on his arm, the women would hate you, and the men would hate him."
"Don't worry about the rest. They were just teasing you. Everyone went on about how beautiful you were. I always knew the swan was in there somewhere. Is this the beginning of the end? Are you growing up, leaving your poor old dad in the dust?"
Her hand grasped his. "No! Daddy, I would never leave....
He shushed her.
"Yes you will baby, it's the way of life. You'll find someone, maybe like this guy, and you'll be gone, making your own life. I don't begrudge it, actually I'm looking forward to it. I could use a fresh set of grandkids, and a little privacy. It won't mean you or I love each other any less, and I know your mom would be proud."
Her eyes misted, thinking of her mom. She had passed when Betty was eleven, of cancer. She was her baby and only girl, so she was closer to her than her brothers. The whole family took it hard. That was one of the reasons they had moved South, to get away from the memories.
She said goodnight, and strangely, the last face in her mind before she drifted off was Mark Stewart.
................................................
She woke in a good mood the next day and did four miles, no need to get too far out of shape before beginning training in earnest.
Alice sent her a text, telling her to come to her office. The meeting consisted mostly of lectures about her need to maintain a clean, proper image, how to detect and avoid gold diggers and users, people who like to hang on the coat tails of successful people. She also set up etiquette lessons so not to embarrass her in upper class company. Image, Image, Image, was burned into her head.
She helped her pick out two more dresses, some nice casual clothes, two bikinis, and arranged a
photo shoot. Then she had a website designed to showcase her and posted a bio, schedule of fights, and photos of her in and out of the ring.
Between training and lessons she kept extremely busy. She saw Mark occasionally, and he was always pleasant. Once he took her to lunch, but disappointed her by talking money and about her career. She did manage to get a peck on the lips.
It made the gossip section of the paper the next day.
The logo read: "Nationally ranked fighter beating notorious bachelor and financier into submission? Ninth ranked and up and coming MMA fighter Bettina "Bang Bang' Burke was spotted with financial wizard Mark Stewart at lunch in Cafe Wa."
Alice called her.
"Did you see it?"
"See what?"
"The paper, you and Mark are in it. Free publicity is priceless."
Betty was suddenly suspicious.
"Did you set this up?"
"Of course sweetie, that's what you pay me for, remember."
"Did Mark know?"
She heard her laugh.
"Of course not. He's already called and chewed me out. It'll do him good, maybe now the gold diggers will stop chasing him. Did you know he's ranked the fifth most eligible bachelor in town?
Gotta go. Good luck Saturday. Mark and I will be in the front row."
It was a sold out venue. The top billing was two males, lightweights, for a vacant belt. Her fight was scheduled two bouts before, the highest ranking woman present.
Alice was there with a bag, waiting in the dressing room. She had talked Candy, her new hairdresser, into being there, just in case.
She gave her a few words of encouragement before going back to her seat.
She and Mark were ringside, right behind her corner. She had managed to get a bunch of under priviliged kids free tickets, and had them wearing
"BANG BANG, THE BEAST AND THE BEAUTY, ROLLED IN TO ONE" T shirts, with a picture of Betty on the front in her ring wear and holding up her fists, and a picture of her in her prettiest dress on the back. They were screaming her name when she entered the ring. She waved to them as she bounced around.
Her opponent, number seven in the world, entered with an entourage and her own theme music.
Manny had her work extra hard on her hand and kick speed, and had her working with a former fighter with jui jitsu experience, to improve her submission techniques. The woman was heavier and taller, increasing her endurance.
It was a slaughter. The other woman had badly underestimated Betty and didn't have the same commitment to her training regimen.
Betty knocked her down twice the first round, the second round was even, the third she almost got her to submit but she was saved by the bell.
The fourth round, knowing she was losing on points, she threw her fight plan to the winds and came straight at her, hitting mostly empty air as Betty wove and bobbed. She over committed, and Betty hit her with a straight front kick to the midsection. She bounced off the fence, wind knocked out of her, hands down, and Betty knocked her out with a left uppercut. She was counted out as the crowd screamed.
She retired to her corner, came out and let the announcer hold her up in victory, hugged her opponent, and left the ring.
Alice was beside her as she left the ring, shoving a marker in her hand. She shook hands, received pats on the back. The kids appeared in front of her in the shirts, and she signed every one of them.
When she got back to the dressing room she hugged Manny as he twirled her around.
"Good job, baby, good job. Now, I'm going to get out of the way, you have to get ready for your interview."
Candy and Alice swarmed her, shoving a BANG BANG t shirt on her and working her hair into a swirl of curl and highlights. The dryer felt like a blast furnace on her sweaty hair. They didn't try makeup. Just a swipe of muted lipstick, and they were out the door.
Alice watched the interview closely. Manny sat at her left, and she started out by thanking him, saying she was his creation, and kissing his cheek. Manny turned bright red and stuttered. They ate it up.
Then she thanked her opponent for a good fight, acting like it was much closer than it was, hugging her again.
The woman returned the favor by honestly saying
she kicked her ass, then promising to be a lot more careful the next time. The crowd ate it up, watching and listening on the big screen while the main event was being set up.
Finally, Betty thanked her fan club, the children of St. Agnes group home, saying they were her good luck charms. She also thanked Candy, 'her miracle worker from Shear Delights', for her hair. Lastly she thanked Alice Johnson and Mark Stewart, for being there. Mark appeared at her side and guided her to the seat beside him, to watch the title fight. Mark, Alice, and Betty each held a small child from St. Agnes on their laps. The cameras loved it.
..................................................
Later Alice wrangled an invitation from the champion to pose for pictures with the children and Betty. Another golden PR opportunity. Betty was walking on clouds on the way home.
Alice, Manny, Betty, and Mark held a war conference the next day. The ranking were due out, Betty was expected to rise to six.
Alice apologized for the group home incident.
"It's a charity I'm close to. They don't get much, so this was a real treat to them. It would do you good to be seen as a positive influence on these kids."
Betty hugged her.
"They were great. Can we get them to every local fight? I'll pay."
Alice hugged her back.
"I'll take care of it, but you know, if you visited every once in a while it would mean more to them."
"Set it up."
Then the mood got serious.
"What's the next step, Manny?" Mark asked.
"It's too early to be sure, but it might be against five, or three. Both tough contenders, if it's three and you win, it may lead to a title shot. Five and you win you'll probably be ranked four."
Alice smiled.
"On a lighter note, I managed to trademark you, BEAST AND THE BEAUTY ROLLED INTO ONE can only be used with your permission, and thanks to the exposure last night, your website has requests for over a thousand t shirts so far, at twelve ninety five a pop. I've got a contractor who wants to license it and get first choice on anything else we come up with. Your profit is four fifty, the rest goes to the contractor to handle everything. This could be very profitable, Betty, very profitable indeed."



Mark broke in. "That being said, it's time for you to incorporate, protect your assets and lessen your liabilities. Here is the lawyer I want you to see, you have a four o'clock appointment, Alice will be with you. You don't have to use him, that's up to you, but listen to his advice."
"You got a good paycheck last night, time for me to actually earn my money and set you up a portfolio. Call me when you're ready to discuss it."
He had to leave, citing another client.
...............................................
Four months later she had her next match, with the number five ranked fighter. Manny wanted to slow down, not rush into a fight they weren't prepared for. Betty grumbled, the impatience of youth kicking in, but she listened. Mark had a talk with her.
"Patience is a hard learned virtue, Betty, but you've got to start looking past these fights. You're only twenty four, you have your whole life ahead of you. I assume at some point you'll want to start a family and a new career. Remember to keep the long term in mind."
She often wondered about Mark. He was thirty two, unmarried, the only woman he seemed close to was Alice. She wasn't at all sure what the relationship was, just that they were very close.
"What about you, Mark? When are you going to marry and sire a bunch of future tycoons?"
It was hard to pinpoint the expression on his face. Sadness, some anger, but mostly loss.
"I tried that once. Didn't work out, come to find out we had different goals in life."
She put her hand on his arm instinctively.
"I'm sorry. Didn't mean to bring up bad memories."
He smiled sadly.
"Thanks, but it doesn't matter now. It's in the past."
In the meantime, Alice was earning her money.
She got her on the local morning shows, talking about her career. Thanks to her careful coaching,
she came off personable, friendly, a joy to interview. Betty thought it was all fake and was surprised at how Alice reacted.
"Fake? Baby if you were fake the audience would know it in a heartbeat. That's the real you out there. Please, don't change. If you feel jaded or tired, tell me. We'll take a break."
"Sorry, Alice. This is all still new to me."
Alice took her hand and looked her in the eye.
"Don't apologize for what you feel. Please, always be open with me, we'll get along much better. You don't know much about me, but at one time I handled some pretty big names. I saw a few go from being decent human beings to cartoons, doing absolutely anything if it helped their careers, including doing harm to others. It made them less than human in my opinion. It's one of the reasons I quit, even though I loved it, and moved back here."
She changed the subject and asked about Mark. Alice smiled, seems like they spent part of every time they were together discussing him. Alice said little about his private life now, it was up to him if he wanted to share, but she did give Betty a little history now and then.
"Alice, was Mark ever married?"
Alice chose her words carefully.
"Yes he was. It ended badly, and he never discusses it. It's made it hard for him to get close to anyone now. They've been divorced for three years, and as far as I know he hasn't had a serious relationship since. He dates a lot, he is handsome and rich, and I'm sure he probably gets laid a lot, but they never last more than a few weeks. Why the questions?"
Betty blushed.
"No reason. Just curious about who I work with."
Alice smiled as she watched her face.
"She has a crush on him, it's as plain as the nose on her face. I hope they don't end up hurting each other, they're my two favorite people in the world. Maybe I should say something." swirled through her head.
"What about you, Betty. Anybody in your life right now?"
"Yes, you, Mark, Manny, and my family. I'm in training right now and don't have time for a relationship. Besides, I'm like Mark, my last relationship ended badly, and I don't want to rush into anything."
"Good thinking."
................................................
Her next fight came. She had worked hard, studied her opponent, watched a copy of every fight she had been in. Spotted weaknesses, spotted things to watch for.
She was confident, relaxed, upbeat. And she almost got her ass kicked.
Apparently she wasn't the only one who studied opponents. Neither could gain an advantage.
It was a hard fought match, but in the end it was declared a draw. Betty was extremely disappointed.
As usual, Alice and Candy were beside her in the dressing room, prepping her for the interview. Mark made an unexpected appearance.
"Good fight Betty, even if you didn't win. The upside is you didn't lose. Remember, be upbeat, be gracious, don't appear petulant. Remember, be professional."
He surprised her by kissing her cheek and whispering in her ear "if you can't outfight them, out charm them".
She did just that. Once again she had the crowd on her side, and did photos with her opponent and the winner of the main event with children from a group home in the city they were in.
..............................................
It was a somber group at the post fight meeting the next Monday. The rankings had come out, and both Betty and her opponent dropped a spot.
She was disappointed, but they all cheered her up.
"You're still a top ranked fighter, honey" said Alice, "and your popularity is increasing. How long until your next fight?"
She deferred to Manny. He shrugged.
"Don't know yet, we're negotiating now with the number four in three months, but it's still up in the air. If that falls through the number eight ranked wants a rematch. It won't get her closer to the title, but it'll keep her name out there and bring in some money."
"Can you spare her for about a week, if she trains on her own while she's gone?"
Mark wondered what Alice was up to.
Manny frowned, thinking. "Yeah, if it's not too close to the fight. Why?"
Alice smiled that smile Mark loved so much. This had to be good.
"I got a message from an old friend on the coast. One of the shows he's involved with is doing a storyline featuring MMA fighters. He wants her to do a cameo."
Betty sat up. "I don't think that's a good idea. I have no experience with acting. I'd look like a fool."
Alice actually laughed.
"Honey, honey, what do you think you do when you're on a post fight interview? Don't worry, I've seen the script, you only have about ten lines. You could probably shoot your part in one or two days, be back home before you know it. Think about the exposure. As your manager, publicist, and friend, I strongly advise you to do this. The exposure will do you a world of good."
Almost as an afterthought, she added "oh, you'll get paid, too. A tidy sum. Let me know by tomorrow, if you don't want it, he's going to try to get someone else."
Betty looked at Mark.
"What do you think?"
"I think you should do it. Who knows what doors could open up on account of this."
"Will you and Alice be with me?"
He seemed surprised.
"Alice will, of course. If it's important to you, I'll try to."
In the end they all went. Manny even got a bit part as her trainer. She was surprisingly good, a natural. The producer praised her, saying he would keep her in mind.
The show, a cop drama about the death of an MMA fighter, aired between her fight with the number eight, a knockout, and her match with the number three.
Alice was bringing her along slowly, knowing the danger of exposing her too much too soon.
................................................
As her star rose, so did attention from others.
She was surprised when one of the top managers in the business stopped by her table while she and Alice were having lunch.
He congratulated her on her victories and her TV appearance, then hit with what he really wanted.
"Are you happy with your management? What about your trainer? If you sign with me, I could take you places, help your career. You know I have three champions and four top fives under contract. I could do for you what I did for them. We could make a lot of money together."
Alice stiffened, but before she could speak Betty grabbed her hand and squeezed.
"Thank you so much for your offer, but I won't train with anyone but Manny, and I love my manager. Tell me, do you have contacts in the film and TV industry? Do you think I got that show by accident? My VERY WELL CONNECTED Manager did that for me. Good to talk to you."
She turned and resumed her conversation with Alice. The man was not used to being dismissed and stood for a few seconds before he colored and strode off. Alice laughed when he left.
"MY goodness, Betty, aren't you the little bitch! Think you were hard enough on him?"
She giggled before she got serious.
"I don't like the things I hear about him. He pushes fighters too hard. I hear a lot of them use steroids. We're not as well regulated as other sports, so it may be possible. Besides, I don't love him, I love you. And Mark. You're part of my family now."
She stopped as Alice teared up, thinking she had gone too far.
"Thank you Betty. I've never had a baby sister until now. Why do you think I work so hard for you? It's not business, it's love. Give me a hug."
They hugged and cried for a few seconds.
Betty smiled. "Well sis, I'm guessing as much as you love me, there's something else on your mind. What is it?"
Alice smiled back.
"I want you to consider something. You know, every year, just before Christmas, there is a national adoption telethon on one of the major networks. I've been contacted about you participating because of your work with St. Agnes.
It's a worthy cause, and the exposure would be tremendous for you. Interested?"
"Am I ever. What do I have to do?"
"I'll handle it. I'm thinking about some print ads in some major magazines leading up to the telethon. I'll have the details later."
The telethon was filmed in New York, coinciding with her next bout in Madison Square Garden five days before. Alice confirmed her attendance with the producers, wrangled a meeting, and laid out her ideas. They were on board immediately if she could pull it off.
It was a publicity success. Ad agencies around the world wished they had thought of it. Alice got several very lucrative offers of employment out of it.
Starting in September, magazines like GQ, Cosmo, Better Homes and Garden, Time, and just about every major magazine began running full page ads, with a professional athlete, music star, or actor in them. They got permission, and they were a variant on the "Got Milk" campaign that had been so successful.
It would be the star, surrounded by children from various agencies who needed parents, all holding glasses of milk with the famous milk mustache.
The caption read "GOT LOVE?" and contained a plea for people to consider adoption. There was also a flyer saying for every successful adoption that was a result of these ads, a local dairy would donate a specified amount of milk to homes and orphanages. Betty was the very first celebrity to be featured, along with some of the children from St. Agnes.
She and Alice ended up doing interviews on the national morning shows the week before the show.
Alice did manage to plug the upcoming fight. The Garden donated a thousand tickets to various orphanages and group homes.
.................................................
Betty had never fought in a venue as large as the Garden. It felt like everyone in New York was there to watch the fights. She got a slight case of the jitters.
"It doesn't matter how big the audience space is, the ring is exactly the same size as always. Live inside the ring, focus on why you're there, and you'll be fine." Manny told her as he massaged her shoulders and put her through her warmup routines.
She was third on the bill. Atlantic City was giving six to four odds in favor of her rival. The woman wasn't quite as big as Betty, but was incredibly fast. They had a plan for that.
"Get her against the fence, cut down on her room to maneuver, and go inside, but do it quick! She'll think you're gonna stay outside on her, use your reach. That's exactly what I want you to do for two rounds, then go in and give it everything you got, before she has time to adjust. Got it?"
She nodded to Manny, her mouthpiece already in.
Damn that girl was fast! At one time she would have sworn there were two of her in the ring, she seemed to be everywhere. Betty gave as good as she got, staying with the fight plan, dancing in and out, jabbing, kicking, grappling a little when the opportunity was right. At the start of round three they were dead even.
"Now is the time, baby. Go in on her and stay in. Keep her on the fence, don't let her loose. Time to bring it home." Manny was right in her face, making sure he had her undivided attention.
It might have been luck, karma, or just plain hard work and planning, but it went exactly the way Manny wanted. She gave her a short kick that rocked her against the cage, closed, and never let her out. Her opponent had no chance to use her speed pinned against the fence, and Betty took full advantage. The referee stopped the fight after two minutes in, her opponent was out on her feet. Technical knockout, two minutes thirty seconds into the third. The crowd went wild.
Betty was estatic. She kissed Manny, her opponent, hugged the referee.
Alice and Mark were standing by the ring when she left. She kissed and hugged Alice. Mark surprised her by picking her up and twirling her around. Had he always been that strong? When he put her down she grabbed his face and kissed him, for about a minute and a half. It was a tossup who was more surprised. The whole thing was flashing across the jumbotron, and the crowd ate it up.
Alice grabbed her and she and Manny hustled her into the dressing room. They were laughing the whole way while Betty glowed.
"Well, hon, I guess you stated your intentions."
laughed Alice as she helped her change into a nice dress. Candy was there, laughing while she teased her hair.
"I didn't mean to! It just happened. Think he's mad at me?"
Alice stroked her cheek.
"Oh, baby, did he try to push you away? I don't think so. In fact, you're the one who backed off. If it was up to him, your lips would probably still be locked. Be careful with him, he's still a little fragile. But go for it! You two would be good for each other."
The post interview went well. She even got a plug in about the upcoming telethon when they asked her what her plans were for the new future.
"We'll be watching" laughed the commentator doing the interview, "and judging by the way you kissed your boyfriend, you're going to have a very Merry Christmas".
She went bright red, and everyone saw it on the jumbotron. There were a lot of cheers and whistles. Mark chose that exact moment to appear by her side. Without thinking he leaned down and gave her a light kiss. He looked over at the commentator.
"Yes, I believe it will be a Merry Christmas for all, don't you think so, dear?"
He looked at Betty and she got even redder, but she held his hand tightly as they left.
There were pictures, autographs to sign, hands to shake. Mark faded into the background while Alice orchestrated everything. She didn't see Mark until the next day, during the post fight meeting.
Manny went first.
"She'll be ranked two, definitely. The next fight will be a title shot, I'm sure. I'll have to set it up with her people, and it will probably be five to six months before it happens. The champ has a match with what was the number one contender in January. I figure May at the earliest, giving us plenty of time to train."
Alice jumped in.
"Good. The producer who used you in the crime drama has a movie coming up. He's interested in Betty for a prominent bit part. It's a romance by a best selling writer. It could be start of her second career, after the fighting days are over.
No more than three weeks. Can you do it?"
Betty was overwhelmed, things were happening so fast.
Mark added his input.
"You should do it, Betty. Good actresses make a lot more than good fighters, and again, you don't have to get hit to earn your money. You got a really good paycheck this time. It's time to diversify your holdings. With real estate in the slump it is now, there are some very good opportunities out there. I've found a set of four duplex apartments that are being foreclosed on. You can get them for about half what they're actually worth. You can comfortably pay half down, and with a minimum of repairs and improvements, they will be at full occupancy in no time. The rent would handle the payments with a little left over.Say the word and I'll make it happen."
Bettina Burke, landlord. She didn't know if she liked it or not, but the more Mark explained it to her, the better it sounded. She wouldn't actually be involved, a management agency would handle it all.
Her dad was impressed. He was even more impressed when she bought him a new truck, a small Ford. His old car was worn out, and she knew he liked trucks. He had tears in his eyes when he tried to make her return it.
"Save it dad. I live here and don't pay anything. Consider it past payment for room and board. I did it because I love you, and believe me, I can afford it. Now, take me for a ride."
For about a month afterwards he bragged to the neighborhood about the successful daughter who didn't have anything better to do than buy her old man a truck.
She and Mark started dating. Lunches, dinner. He took her to the opera and she was enthralled. She took him to a rock concert and he surprised her by dancing in the aisles with her. Despite some steamy goodnight kisses, they had not yet become intimate. Both felt they had to be sure, before committing.
He told her about his ex wife, how she refused to have children after they had agreed before marriage to start a family in two years. How she became bored and cheated, looking to trade up. The divorce was bitter. Despite the prenup, she tried to take almost everything. The sad fact was she was more wealthy than he, and the judge dismissed her attempts out of hand, ruling that the prenup stand, and granting the divorce.
"She still calls, about once a month, at the office. She doesn't have my private numbers any longer. Says she regrets everything, wants to start over. Begs for another chance. I try to be polite as possible, but every time I decline. What's done is done. I'm pretty much over it now, so I hope she finds what she needs. It just isn't me."
This pleased her immensely.
She told him about her last romantic episode.
He was a boxer at the same gym. He was personable, attractive, Hispanic. They dated seriously, she even gave him her virginity. He turned out to be controlling and extremely jealous. If she even said hello to another man he would try to start a fight. Actually beat a couple people, ended up in jail overnight and got sued once. When she told him it was over he attacked her. She didn't expect it and got hurt pretty bad before instincts and training took over, and she beat him up. Had to get a restraining order, and a few of her father's cop buddies suggested to him strongly he respect that.
He stormed the gym, screaming. Bad move, in a room full of fighters.
They escorted him out, after trying to pound some sense into him. He got expelled from the gym and his trainer dropped him. Last she heard, he was working as an enforcer for a gang he joined. He was currently on trial for assault with intent to kill, most likely looking at two to four years.
Mark was appalled, then grinned.
"well, I ended up with a broken heart for awhile, he ended up with a broken jaw. I'm not the jealous type, as long as you understand if you're mine, you're mine. I don't like promise breakers."



She agreed.
..................................................
She went on location and made the movie. Three weeks turned into five as they changed direction and reshot some scenes. Her training suffered because of fifteen hour days on the set. She was alone, exhausted and miserable. Although they hadn't made their relationship exclusive, Alice made sure that she knew Mark wasn't seeing anyone else.
One of her costars was an up and coming actor, and they went out to dinner with some of the cast and crew twice. Naturally the gossip shows got hold of it, and manipulated the pictures to make it look like they were having a romantic evening. Since Betty didn't watch those shows, she didn't know what was being said until she was interviewed by MMA Magazine about her upcoming fight.
As he was ending it, the interviewer asked if Tony Cragen was attending.
"I have no idea. Why were you ask?"
The interviewer seemed surprised.
"Well, he's your current love interest, isn't he?"
She was shocked.
"He's not even really a friend. I barely know him. We had six scenes together in the movie, we went to dinner twice with a group from the set, and even then we barely talked. Where did you get the idea we were dating?"
It's on all the gossip shows, and in the magazines. He's even given an interview about where you and he would vacation after the movie wrapped."
She was furious.
"I need you to print this. I am not romantically linked to Tony. I haven't been around him enough to know if I even like him. And, if I find out he's been spreading lies about me, He'll get to know me a lot better, and I don't mean in any physical way. I'll sue his ass off for slander and libel. Got all that?"
"Yes I did. Probably won't use it all. I'm not involving this magazine in the little war you're planning. I will say that there is no romantic link between you, you were just coworkers on a project. That's as far as I'll go. Thanks for the interview."
Betty was so furious she couldn't see straight. When she calmed down she reached for her phone.
Alice would know what to do.
.................................................
Alice laughed, surprising her.
"Honey, this stuff goes on all the time. You just need to learn to be less trusting. You're a celebrity, everyone you meet is going to want something, or want to be seen with you to improve their image. I wish I could be there with you, but I'm tied up right now. You've got two weeks left, I'll be able to come out in three days. We'll straighten Mr. Cragen up then. Love you, little sis, got to go."
She sighed. Alice, with Mark's encouragement, had left his firm, and now managed four more clients besides her. All were fighters. Two boxers that Manny had brought her, one female MMA that Manny trained, and another that worked out at another gym.
Manny had come to Mark for advice. He was getting a good name and actually turning down fighters that wanted to train with him. He wanted his own gym, but knew little about business. Mark was helping him look for a suitable location and financial backing.
Mark was also benefiting from the association with fighters, and had a few new clients because of it.
Everyone was getting busier, and Betty felt she was getting lost in the shuffle.
................................................
The movie finally wrapped.
Alice and Mark met her at the airport. Both gave her kisses, and Mark stepped back.
"Cragen, huh? A pretty face beating me out? And I thought we meant something to each other."
Betty went white, then started trying to explain. About halfway through Alice started laughing and Mark was grinning.
"Relax, honey. Alice told me all about it. And I have trust in you, and will continue to have trust in you until you prove otherwise, and I don't think that will ever happen."
She didn't know whether to be pissed or relieved, and finally said it wasn't a smart move to tease someone who beat people up for a living.
She had the weekend off before starting her training again. She spent Thursday with her family, taking a ribbing over being a movie star. She had brought home some autographed photos the stars had given her for her nieces. They loved them.
She spent Friday morning with Manny, discussing strategy for the upcoming fight. Lunch was at St. Agnes, she had movie posters and a promise of free tickets to the ones old enough to see it when it came out.
She noticed a little boy, maybe four, sitting off to the side. She asked Sister Anne who he was.
"That's Jeremy. We just got him. His mother and father had been fighting, they were both heavily into drugs. One day his dad snapped and killed his mother, then turned the gun on himself. He did it in the living room, right in front of Jeremy. He had no close relatives, so he ended up with us. His therapist says he'll come out of his depression soon. We're all praying for him, poor thing."
She had brought presents, some sports equipment, including jump ropes. Waving the other children away, she went to sit beside him.
"How's it going, dude?" She said it with a smile, trying to draw him out. He didn't look up.
"Okay, I guess."
"I brought some new stuff with me today. Do you know how to skip rope?"
"He looked up briefly.
"Jumping rope is for girls."
Pleased to get his attention she pressed forward.
"Who told you that? Every fighter in the modern era has jumped rope as part of training, for endurance and speed. Watch this."
She shook out one of the ropes. Dressed in jeans and sneakers, it was almost like training. Using all the moves she had ever learned, going faster and faster.
"See, it's fun. Wanna try it?"
He nodded shyly.
"Okay, but we're gonna use the big ropes."
She grew up doing 'Double Dutch' in her neighborhood. She got two of the nuns to turn a single rope. They stepped in the center.
"Ready? All right, slowly girls. Jeremy, watch me and jump when I do."
He made the first two, then missed the third.
"No problem. Keep going."
After about three minutes he had the hang of it. Betty surprised him by turning around in one skip and back to him in the next.
"Try it, you just have to be a little quicker. Ready? Now!"
They both turned back to back without missing a skip, then turned back on the next swing. Jeremy was smiling. proud of his skill. They jumped for a few more minutes before stopping. She gave him a high five, praising him.
"Practice, and the next time we'll add some more stuff."
The nuns thanked her, saying it was the first time they had seen him smile.
Betty had a rule. Everyone, from the smallest child to the nuns had to give her a hug when she left, no exceptions. If they didn't she would miss the next visit. Jeremy was the last to hug her, wrapping his small body as tightly as he could into her arms. It surprised her when she felt the tears slide down her cheeks.
.................................................
Friday, she met with Mark, going over her portfolio. He tossed the folder on his desk when they were done.
"Business over babe. You're almost six weeks behind on kisses, care to start getting caught up?"
They must have kissed for twenty minutes before Mark pulled back. She was badly disappointed.
"Go home, Betty."
"Why? What's wrong honey? Have you found somebody else? I knew it would never last, I knew you couldn't want someone like me."
Tears were rolling down her cheeks. Mark looked stunned.
"What in the world are you going on about? If you would have let me finish, you would have heard me say that when you got there, pack a bag. I need to get away for a weekend. I was hoping it would be with you. If you don't want t........."
She was in his arms, kissing him hard.
"What should I[kiss]pack[kiss]. Formal[kiss]casual?"
"A little of everything, I guess."
They went to Maine, enjoying the fall colors at a small town bed and breakfast. They ate lobster rolls by the seaside, went to a diner famous for their pancakes and syrup made from their own trees. They each bought a gallon to take home.
The first night was awkward and amazing. She worried about her lack of experience, he worried about having enough stamina.
She wore a teddy that Alice helped her pick. It was little more than wisps of lace and silk, and framed her athlete's body perfectly. He felt the oxygen in the room get thinner when he saw it.
She in turn, was impressed with the muscles that were hidden behind those expensive suits.
They started slowly, trying to learn every nuance of teach others' bodies, but when he started nibbling her nipples, rolling them over his tongue, she started, in her own words later, overheating.
When he nibbled his way down to her pubes, she almost passed out. She had experienced it only twice before by a man that didn't know what he was doing. Just before she peaked the second time, waves of bliss radiating out of every pore, came the realization that she absolutely, positively, loved this man.
She almost pulled his hair out, trying to get him up and into her. She loved the light covering of hair on his chest, so different from other men she was around. They started out missionary, but her lust exploded and she rolled him over, slamming into with ferocity and need. Neither could last that long, and they both exploded at almost the same instant, his groan and her scream heard throughout the house.
The landlord and his wife chuckled.
"Newlyweds?" She asked.
"I don't think so, but new lovers, I'm sure."
said the husband, as he rolled her nipple, remembering. Soon they were off on their own journey, fueled by love and experience.
The gay couple across the hall were soon engaged in their own rapture, fueled by the sounds.
A good night was had by all.
.................................................
Everyone was a little sheepish at breakfast the next day until one of the gay couple asked tongue in cheek, "Everyone sleep well last night?"
That brought out the grin and chuckles, and rousing conversation laden with innuendos.
When Mark and Betty left they were shown the honeymoon cottage.
"Just in case, dears" said their hostess, "but you need to book early".
Alice took one look at her face the next day at lunch, and hugged her.
"About time. Is he as good as everyone says?"
Betty went bright red.
"Wouldn't you know?"
That set Alice off into laughter again.
"Betty, haven't you figured out by now we've never been intimate? That would be so wrong, since we're brother and sister."
Betty went even redder.
"What? But you've never said, and you don't look anything alike."
Alice hugged her.
"Our mom had trouble with Mark and couldn't conceive again. They both wanted a girl, so they adopted me when I was four weeks old. We didn't know, Mark and I, until I was nineteen."
"They were never going to tell me, but I got sick and they had to do blood work. When our blood types didn't match, they had explain. I think Mom almost had a breakdown, thinking I might not love her anymore. It took a lot of tears and hugs, but we got over it. I actually met my biological mother. She seems a nice person, but I feel absolutely nothing for her. Mom will always be Mom. Nothing could come between us."
She sighed, remembering.
"Now you know why I support St. Agnes so strongly, and was more than willing to get you to participate in the telethon."
The crowning achievement for the telethon came when Alice organized a photo shoot and a few commercials featuring famous people, actors, politicians, singers, business magnates, all together with their parents. All were adopted, and everyone in the shoot had a milk mustache.
they were all gathered under a banner.
GOT LOVE? WE DID!
Underneath was a plea to consider adoption.
................................................
Betty was training intensely. She got to be with Mark twice a week if she was lucky. A few times she fell asleep in his condo, and he would put her in the bed and snuggle, making sure he set the alarm to get her up. The first time she fussed at him for not giving her enough time to go home and change. He kissed her silent.
"I can solve that problem. Either pack a bag just in case, or leave some clothes over here."
Alice was stunned when she heard the news.
"He actually asked you to leave clothes? Girl, you'll be moved in before the month's out. He's got it bad for you girl, bad. Lucky you."
She did bring over enough clothes to last a long weekend. Mark gave up two of his dresser drawers, and moved some stuff out of the bathroom so she would have room for her cosmetics and other necessities.
"A fair trade" he said, "I give up half of my storage space. In return, I get to store that hot little body on half my bed. Although, it seems like your half is in the middle, right where I am. Odd how that works out."
Her father smiled when she started spending nights with Mark. He liked the young man, telling Betty in no uncertain terms it was time to bring him around to meet the family. She promised she would soon. Maybe right after her next fight.
...............................................
This was it. The big one. The championship.
She had trained hard, harder than she ever had. She wanted it, bad. There were in Las Vegas, at the arena. It was packed to the rafters. She liked to think it was for her, but the heavyweight mens' title was on the line. Still, she had second billing.
Her opponent was nicknamed "Snake", because she was so flexible. They had watched endless hours of her fights, analyzing, looking for weaknesses. There appeared to be none.
Manny had brought in a friend to help train her in the last three months. From the Philippines, he was a master in several of their styles, notably blade work and grappling. She had to learn a lot of control, most of their submission techniques weren't designed to allow an opponent up. He used the blade techniques in bare hand styles.
He was short, heavyweight man, quiet, but still laughed if he saw humor in something. Betty wasn't impressed until he rolled her around the mat like a beach ball, ducking and avoiding most blows, absorbing the ones he couldn't without changing facial expression. She stayed bruised the first two months until she caught on. It turned out he was an excellent corner man, so he was there for the match.
It was Vegas, and they liked a show. Alice had lined up a very lucrative agreement for Betty to wear and do commercials for FUBU sportswear. They actually met Daymond John and he seemed happy she was on board. He insisted her fight wear be custom tailored. Alice also managed to get the rest of her fighters outfitted for a lesser deal, contingent to change should they become champion. She was becoming a household name for her clothing endorsements and acting, many actually never knew she was a fighter.
She was dressed in black and gold, her bottom was skin tight and looked like boy short panties. Her top was between a small tank top and a sports bra. She looked amazing with her blond hair in her trademark french braid.
As challenger, she had to appear first. They had planned her entrance for months, set to a song that Mark had found on a classic rock station.
The venue was all for it. They had rehearsed it secretly at a club for three days.
The lights went out. The announcers' voice boomed over the PA system.
"Ladies and gentlemen! This is for the middle weight title. Introducing the challenger, Betty "Bang Bang Burke!
The lights flashed on to a four piece rock band set up in front of the ring. It was Pat Travers. The bass and drums were thumping as he stepped up to the microphone.
"Good evening ladies and gentlemen! I'm gonna play a little song for you, most of you will remember it. I'm gonna change it up just a bit. Instead of 'boom boom', I'm gonna sing 'BANG BANG'. I want you guys to get behind me here, and sing 'OUT GO THE LIGHTS!', think you can do that for me? OK. Ready? Let's practice."
He screamed out "BANG BANG" and listened to a feeble response.
"That's not good, not good at all. Let's try it again. Here she is people, the next middle weight
champion of the world, BETTY 'BANG BANG 'BURKE!"
He launched into the song as flash pots went off.
Betty came dancing out in her fight outfit, with six professional dancers, all dressed alike. The jumbotron showed a split screen of her and the singer, and every time he sang BANG BANG' she did her double pump. The crowd was eating it up.
It had been timed out to the second. She jumped into the ring and grabbed a microphone, singing the last verse with him.
"Been looking for her all night,
and when I get her in my sights,
there's gonna be a fight
BANG BANG, OUT GO HER LIGHTS!"
She threw the microphone over the ropes, jumped into the air, and landed in a split with fists up. The crowd roared for five minutes.
The champion, waiting in her dressing room, watched the whole thing on the big screen. She was furious. Her entrance, while choreographed,
couldn't match that.
She delayed her entrance by ten minutes in spite, only coming out when the federation representative threatened to cancel the fight and strip her of her title.
The first round went by as they felt each other out, tapping, avoiding holds, assessing capabilities.
The champion won the next round, and the third was split. The scorers had her ahead slightly, on points.
Emile and Manny worked on her between rounds. She had a bruise on her cheek and a lump on her forehead.
"Pick it up, Betty. Remember what Emile taught you, time to use it."
Emile nodded, gripped her head so she was looking at him, and spoke in Spanish.
"What did he say?"
Manny grunted.
"He said focus, and kick her ass."
She came out in round four more confident. The champ, knowing she was ahead on points, wanted to dance in and out and protect her lead.
Betty surprised her with a leg sweep, knocking her down. She straddled her instantly and got in two head shots before she wriggled loose.
Off balance, her blows were ineffective and Betty caught her with a nice front kick under the ribs. Overconfident, she relaxed her guard and never saw it coming. The champ jumped high in the air, bringing her heel down on Betty's nose. She heard the cartilage crunch. She dropped to her knees, stunned. Only the bell saved her.
Manny and Emile worked over her feverishly, stopping the blood. She jerked as Emile grabbed her nose and pulled it straight. It made it appear normal. The doctor checked her over and almost didn't let her continue, but relented when she assured him she was fine. The crowd was screaming for the champ, sensing another successful defense of her title.
Manny tried to rally her.
"This is it, baby. You'll have to knock her out or pin her, you're way behind on points. And If I think she's hurting you, the towel goes in. Now go out there and finish it!"
Up until now, she had used the moves Emile taught her sparingly. Knowing it was do or die, she gave it everything she had. Weaving, picking her shots. waiting for an opening. When it came she was ready. Landing a straight right hand that stunned the champ, she dropped down on her hands, sprang up and wrapped her legs around her and rolled her to the ground. She almost had her submitted, but she got loose, screaming in anger. She had lost her mouth piece.
Betty twirled like a ballerina, missing with the first kick, but nailing her with the other. She saw the surprised look as the air went out of the champ, and Betty wrapped her up. bending her arm at a painful angel. The champ tried to last until the bell rang, but the pain became so intense she tapped out forty seconds before the bell.
They both lay there for a second, each stunned.
Then Betty jumped up and the crowd started screaming. Manny, Emile, Alice, and Mark were in the ring, hugging her. Mark surprised her by putting her on his shoulders and parading her around the ring. She got blood all over his suit. Neither cared.



They had to clear the ring for the official announcement.
Ladies and Gentlemen, the decision, at four minute twenty seconds in the fifth round, was victory by submission. May I present the new middlewieght champion of the world, BETTY 'BANG BANG' BURKE!"
She left the ring in a daze, the title belt draped over her shoulders.
She remembered the hug, the kisses. She remembered her dad, her brothers and their families hugging her. She remembered Manny clearing the room so Alice and Candy could dress her for her interview. The nice dress and the styled hair couldn't hide her bruises or the split lip she didn't remember getting, but it helped.
She, of course, was gracious, praising everyone.
The interviews and pictures seemed to last forever. Alice wrangled the pictures with the winner of the mens' bout, with children from group homes, of course.
Thanks to Alice and Betty, it was the official cause of the MMA. To date their efforts had resulted in seven hundred adoptions. The federation had made serious overtures to Alice, to run the publicity arm of the organization. She had asked for time to think it over.
She was almost comatose by the time Mark got her back to their suite. He ran her a bath, bathed her, gave her some over the counter pain medicine, and put her to bed.
He lay beside her carefully, knowing a hug would cause her pain. This was the part he hated. He thought about how much longer her career would probably last. Six years, at least.
He didn't want to wait that long The engagement ring had been custom made and had been ready for three months. He didn't want anything to distract her while she was training. He wanted children.
If they waited until her fight career was over he would be almost forty before their first was born.
He knew it was selfish, and that kept him from asking her to quit. But still...
Restless, he got up and retrieved the ring out of his briefcase. He held it up to a lamp, admiring it, before he quietly slipped in onto her finger.
Tomorrow would tell the tale.
................................................
Betty woke and groaned when she tried to move. Every muscle on her body ached. She had a headache and she couldn't breathe right. She reached up and touched her nose, wincing in pain.
Mark had been up for several hours. He was by her side instantly, helping her up and into the shower. He bathed her gently, trying to fight his erection. He lingered over her breasts. She giggled and pushed back against him, before groaning.
"Sorry, babe, the spirit is more than willing, but the flesh is week. Soon, my love, soon."
She was still in a fog, running on the remnants of adrenalin and pain, and while she felt the ring on her finger, her brain couldn't process the significance.
All the sports channels were anxious for interviews. Sports Illustrated wanted to talk to her about the cover for next week. Alice had things lined up and organized in no time.
They started with ESPN, that night. The interviewer was sharp and knew the sport. He pulled up clips and they discussed them. After the reviewing the fight, he asked her what her plans were.
"Well, right now, my priority is to recover."
She laughed as she stroked the metal guard the doctors had placed over her nose.
"Understandable. But I think you have other things going on in your life. Like your acting career, and your charity work. I'm also sure your upcoming marriage is pretty important, have you set a date?"
Betty was stunned.
"Huh?"
"Your wedding. That is an engagement ring, isn't it?"
She looked down at her finger and held it up. They zoomed in to a close up of the ring. The host grinned
"That's quite a rock. He must love you a lot. I bet he'll be too scared of you to ever fool around. Who is the lucky man?"
She didn't hear a thing he said. She sat there, looking at the ring. Looking up, she saw Mark grinning while tears rolled down Alice's cheek.
He had told Alice what he'd done, but forbidden her to mention it. They waited, wondering when she would notice it.
Betty looked at the host. Her face went red and the tears came.
"I...I..,"
She fainted. When she came to the cameras was still running. She looked down and saw Mark on his knees.
"Bettina Dorothy Burke, Will you marry me?"
She dissolved into tears while Alice held her. In between her sobs she managed to squeak out a faint "yes". She grabbed him so hard she lost her balance and fell on top of him, knocking him to the floor. Their lips never disconnected. It took twenty minutes for her to regroup enough to finish the interview.
The interview was a smash, picked up by ever network and service. The youtube video got five million hits in a week.
Off camera, she apologized to her host. He hadn't stopped smiling since she collapsed.
"Are you crazy? I'll never get higher ratings than this, I guarantee it. Thanks for the interview, and congratulations. He's a very lucky man."
Mark had walked up, catching the last comment.
He kissed the top of Betty's head.
"Yes, he is indeed."
...............................................
She made the circuit of talk shows. They all insisted Mark be with her. He talked little, this was her time, she deserved the limelight.
Sports Illustrated did put her on the cover, showing her at the beginning of the bout, in her split with her hands up. The title of the article said it all. BANG BANG, OUT WENT THE LIGHTS, with pictures of her at the exact moment her nose was broken, and the submission of the champ. They also had a picture of her when she fainted , with the caption 'Knocked Out By Love'.
It took three months to get back to normal. They had their regular after fight meeting, planning the future.
Manny said it best.
"You've arrived, baby. Best of the Best. They'll be chasing you now. We have to let you nose heal up. I don't see you having to defend your title for at least eight months. That doesn't mean you shouldn't train, but you can take it easy for the next few months. Keep you roadwork up, and when it's time we'll start you out with some light sparring.
Her sponsors were going crazy. FUBU was designing a whole sportswear line around her. Nike and New balance were negotiating with Alice for a shoe endorsement. Acting offers were coming in, along with commercials.
She did one for Mabelline cosmetics that only took half a day. In it, she was running, lifting weights, sparring. Finally she was sitting on a stool in the middle of the ring, sweat pouring off her. She looked up, straight into the camera. Her mascara was perfect.
"When Mabelline says it never runs, they weren't kidding."
It was an instant favorite, and she made more off it than she did for her title fight. Mark laughed when she showed him the check.
"Remember what I told you the first time we talked about your future? Now, wasn't that easier than getting hit?"
Her money grew in leaps and bounds, and Mark made her review where she was on a weekly basis. She complained, once.
"Why do I have to do this? When we marry it will be your money too. Why can't you just watch it?"
His answer surprised her.
"No it won't. I proposed to you, not your money. There will be a prenup before we marry. Your money will remain yours. I'll never touch it."
She tried to argue but he stood firm. Alice got to hear all about it until she lost her patience.
"Hush, little sister. I bet you he never said anything about keeping his money separate. He's kind of old fashioned, he means it when you get to the part 'and all my worldly goods endow'. Don't complain, be happy he loves you that deeply."
Alice was very pleased with her when a national chain of hair salons courted her and she refused. Shear Delights was her very first endorsement contract, and she was loyal.
The owner had to expand, twice. It got so bad Betty had to have Candy come to her house to fix her hair. She did make a point of appearing every few months or so, signing autographs and having her picture taken. Alice was shrewd, and her two boxers and female MMA fighters were patrons.
When Candy talked about going out on her own, the owner sold her a percentage of the salon to stay.
................................................
Betty was devastated with the lump on her nose.
Mark hugged her, laughing.
"It makes you look tougher. Besides, until you retire it makes no sense to fix it."
Since she had a lot of free time, she spent more at St. Agnes. She and Jeremy grew very close.
The first time she visited after the championship the kids were concerned over her face. She still had two discolored eyes, and the metal guard on her nose.
"Did it hurt?" asked Jeremy.
"Yes, baby, it hurt a lot. But it was a chance I took. And I'll be all better soon. I just can't jump rope with you right now."
He surprised her when he got up on the bench they were sitting on and kissed her eyes and nose, soft, wet little kisses.
He leaned back.
"Now they'll get better faster. I love you, this much."
He spread his arms out as wide as they would go, just like in his favorite book.
She was so moved she hugged him fiercely, crying.
Sister Mary Elizabeth ran the home. Barely forty, her job made her wise beyond her years. She watched the interaction between Jeremy and Betty, seeing the affection grow between them.
She asked God to forgive her for the little lie she was about to tell. As Betty got her customary hug, Mary Elizabeth whispered in her ear.
"You've been so good for Jeremy. He's come out of his shell and participates now. He lives for your visits. It's too bad really."
"Why is it too bad, Sister Mary?"
"Because we have an interview next week with a couple who are looking for a small boy. They saw his picture on our website and want to meet him."
Betty felt despair clutch her heart. Her Jeremy, leaving? She knew she should be glad for him, but it hurt her to think of him gone.
Mary Elizabeth watched the emotions cloud her face.
She asked her into the little office she used.
"Betty, Have you ever thought about adoption yourself? You're a natural mother, I see it every time you stop by. Single parent adoption has gotten a lot easier lately. You're a prime candidate. Well off, mentally stable, strong family network."
She paused, letting Betty digest what she said.
Betty held up her left hand and for the first time the nun saw the engagement ring.
"That's just it. I won't be single for much longer. He's a good man, sister. The best. And I know he wants kids, but we've never talked about adoption."
Sister Mary gave her some information.
"Show him these, find out his feelings. I'll pray for a good outcome. Now, as a test, why don't you take Jeremy and spend a few days with him. Show him to your man, let him see you together."
"Can I do that? Just take him, I mean?"
"We do it, occasionally. Normally there's a pretty extensive background check, but I think we could vouch for you. Think about it."
She did for two days. Calling the home Thursday she made arrangements to pick up Jeremy Friday morning. They reminded her she needed a childs' seat for her car.
Betty called Alice, asking if she had time to help her shop for a few things. Alice knew Betty wasn't really a shopper, and with her endorsements she had closets full of clothes. Something was up.
They went to Childs Play, an upscale store for clothes and supplies. Alice assumed they were there to get gifts for her nieces.
They went to the car seats first, and Betty told the salesgirl she wanted the best. She showed her several models, based on the weight of the child.
She picked one, making sure it would fit into her a car.
It was her biggest splurge, bought with some of the money from the Mabelline commercial. A sporty little Volvo, bright red. She loved how it handled. Being one of the safest cars in the world made her Dad and Mark happy.
When they went to look at clothes for a small boy, Alice couldn't stand it.
"Betty, what's going on?"
Betty started talking and didn't stop until the whole story was out. Alice hugged her for a long time.
"Good for you! Have a little faith in Mark. I know my big brother well enough that he'll at least be open. I'm going to tell you something, something you have to promise me you won't tell him. He was talking about how much he loved you the other day, and how happy he would be when you were parents. He loves kids, but he's concerned that by the time your career is over, the window for children will be closing. He would never tell you this, he wants you to make your own choices. He doesn't want you to look back and wish you had stayed with it a little longer, or resent him for asking you to stop."
"This could be a good thing, a very good thing. You could continue your career and still have a child to love. Take the child home, see how it goes, and sometime over the weekend I want to meet my prospective new nephew."
................................................
They didn't tell Jeremy until she showed up, asking him if he'd like to spend a few days with her. He couldn't talk, he was so excited.
He recovered his voice in the car, chattering nonstop until she pulled up at Mark's office.
"Why are we here?"
"We're here, baby, because I want you to meet someone else very important to me. Be on your best behavior, all right?"
They went in, Mark had blocked some time for her when she called. She would always remember the look on his face when she led Jeremy in. He had a death grip on her hand.
He recovered nicely.
"Hi honey. Who is this little man?"
Betty was so nervous she was sweating.
"This is Jeremy. Jeremy, this is Mark, the man I'm going to marry."
He could see the pleading in her eyes.
"Mark, Jeremy is from St. Agnes. He's going to spend the weekend with me, with us I hope. Jeremy, will you wait outside a moment?"
Mark had gotten up and squatted down beside Jeremy, getting as close to his level as possible. He held out his hand.
"I'm happy to meet you, Jeremy."
They shook, both looking solemn. Then his assistant came in and led him out, saying she had a computer set up with a game for him to play.
Mark looked at her expectantly.
She told him the whole story, especially the part of how he came to be an orphan.
"He's a good kid who hasn't had many good things happen to him in his short little life. I like him, a lot. I have him for three days, all the way until Tuesday. If you don't want to spend time with us. I'll understand. I'll make it up to you next week."
He stared at her until she became nervous before picking up his phone.
"Gail, I need you to reschedule my appointments for the rest of the day. I've had something important come up, and I'll be out of the office until next Tuesday. If something big comes up, you can call me on my cell. You may as well leave early too."
Betty heard Gail giggling as she said "yes, boss."
He looked up at her.
"Well, it appears I unexpectedly have a clear schedule. Can you think of anything you'd like to do this weekend?"
She dove over the desk into his lap.
"I can think of a lot of things I'd like to do, including right now, on this desk. But we've got someone waiting for us. And I seriously intend to christen this desk, and your conference table, and your couch, and the floor..."
She had to stop. It's hard to speak with a tongue in your mouth.
................................................
Jeremy and Mark took to each other right away. Sometimes she actually felt jealous. They went to McDonalds and let him get a happy meal and play for a bit. She held his hand tightly, getting anxious when she couldn't see him, relaxing when he popped up, laughing.
They took a ride out in the country. Jeremy was excited, he had lived in a city for all his life.
The wide open spaces scared him just a little.
They went by a farm that had a sign up.
"Petting zoo, parties, special events, reasonable rates."
Mark turned into the driveway. Jeremy could see the goats, sheep, and ponies. He had never seen them before except on television and books. He was so excited that he was trying to get out of his seat.
The farmer came out, and after a quiet word with Mark, opened his barn and gave them a tour, letting Jeremy and Betty pet the animals. He got to hold some baby chicks, but the highlight came when the farmer saddled a small pony, put Jeremy in it, and led him across the pasture and back. Betty was snapping pictures with her phone as fast as she could.
After the ride was over, the farmer's wife came out with some lemonade and fresh made cookies, straight from the oven. Jeremy ate four before Betty made him stop. She promised she would give him more that night for a snack if he behaved.
She sat on the porch later with the wife, watching as Mark and the farmer walked around, Jeremy on their heels. He reached up and took Mark's hand like it was the most natural thing in the world. Mark picked him up, settling him on his hip.
"You have a nice family" the wife said as they watched."
Betty smiled.
"Yes I do, the best."
They came back later, with Jeremy carrying a basket. Fresh eggs, just collected. They let him keep them.
He was asleep within minutes when they drove away.
She held tightly to Marks' hand.
"Thank you for this. I wish there was a way to love you more for it, but that's not possible. I can't love you any more deeply than I do right now."
He held her hand tighter, and eased her car off the road. He kissed her gently.
"Yes."
"Yes what? "
"Yes, we should adopt him. I see the look in your eyes and his. You were meant to be his mother. I'm just glad you picked me to go along. That's all right, isn't it...Mom?"
She lowered her head into her hands and sobbed lightly, shedding great tears of joy. Mark's face was lined with tears as well, dripping into her hair as he held her. Jeremy slept through it, one of the most important moments of his whole life.
When she was composed, she sent a text to Alice, Manny, her Dad, and brothers.
There was a flurry of messages back.
"Uh Mark, Dad insists we stop by his house. He wants to meet his soon to be new grandson. And my brothers and their family, and Alice, and Manny, and Emile. They're all going to be there. Is that ok?"
He grinned, glancing at his soon to be new son in the backseat, still asleep.
"Like we have a choice? Call ahead and order the pizzas, I'm sure no one will be in the mood to cook."
The pizza and soft drinks arrived just before they did. They had to park on the street because there was no room in the drive. The whole crowd watched expectantly as she unbuckled his car seat and pulled him out. There was a second of quiet before the whole crowd rushed them. Jeremy clung to her, frightened.
Mark held his hand up, motioning them quiet.
"Every one, this is Jeremy. Before you speak again, I need to talk to him."
He reached for him and he held out his small arms.
Once settled in his arms he seemed calmer.
"Jeremy, do you love Betty"
Suddenly shy in front of the group, he said a quiet "Uh huh".
"Good, because Betty loves you. Now, would you like to come live with her all the time?"
He was smiling and nodding his head rapidly.
"Better. But you need to know, if you come live with her, you have to live with me too. Is that all right?"
Again he nodded.
"That's great! You understand, if you do come live with us, Betty will be your mom, and I'll be your dad.
Still want to come?"
The realization of what he was saying hit his young mind, and he began crying and reached for Betty.
"Momma, Momma."
There wasn't a dry eye in the yard. Mark summed it up.
"Family, meet our newest member. This is Jeremy, our son."
Frightened at first, he soon relaxed as he was handed from family member to family member. Her nieces, ranging in age from ten to sixteen, tried to monopolize him. The highlight of the evening was when he was sitting in her father's lap asleep, the first grandson in the family.



To her immense pride, not one family member commented on the fact that Jeremy was black.
Mark hired a bus the next week, and took all the kids, and all the nuns out to the farm. For a little extra, the wife fixed a nice lunch with lots of milk and cookies. Sister Mary Elizabeth sat with Betty and watched as the children played, saying a prayer of thanks.
.................................................
She and Mark started the process, and Betty got appointed his foster parent until the paperwork was done. She and Alice went all out decorating his bedroom in their condo. They had already decided to look for a house in a safe neighborhood, she wanted a large yard. It needed to be at least five bedrooms.
"You know in few years he's going to have some brothers and sisters. I want two of each, so you owe me two girls and a boy. We're going to be very busy when I retire."
After they married they did a full page ad in all the magazines. It was a picture of them all together, Jeremy sitting on her lap.
"GOT LOVE? WE JUST DID!"
Jeremy was their ring bearer at the wedding. Her two oldest nieces were bridesmaids, her youngest the flower girl. Alice was the maid of honor. There were three hundred guests. It got so complicated sorting out who sat where they did away with the family sections. His clients, a few of his old friends, her family from the gym, some MMA officials she was fond of. It was an diverse crowd.
That didn't stop them from having a good time.
They left early, saying their goodbyes on the way out. Jeremy was staying with his Aunt Alice for a week, his grandfather the next. He would be no doubt be spoiled rotten by the time they got home.
They stopped to see Manny and Emile on the way out. Manny had decided to make Emile a minority partner in his new gym, and a full partner outside. She was happy to see they were openly holding hands during the reception and dancing together afterwards.
"Don't get too soft" Manny warned.
"Remember, you have to defend your title in four months."
She kissed him and promised to get lots of 'exercise' on her honeymoon.
They went to a gated resort in the islands. Thanks to her endorsements and commercials, as well as a two month cameo role in a popular action/adventure television series, she was being approached in public now to the point of distraction. Their ratings increased to the point they made her an offer for a permanent role, or possibly a spinoff.
She was thinking about it. They actually filmed in the city they lived in. There had been occasional long day, but the cast and crew had been together long enough to get things done in a timely manner.
An added bonus, the money she got from the series was almost triple what she made the first four years of her professional fight career. And as Mark was so fond of saying, she didn't get hit to earn the money.
They barely left their room for three days. They made love, often, basically every time they were awake. Even then, it wasn't unusual for one to wake the other with kisses and nibbles. They learned to play each others' body like a fine instrument.
Having almost no experience, she soon learned to love his tongue as it played across her body, lazily reaching her core and fanning it into flames. Good thing we don't have close neighbors she thought, as they lay in their little cottage in post orgasmic bliss. I've become quite the screamer.
Mark was surprised right before the wedding when he came in and found her watching porn.
"What are you doing?"
She giggled.
"Training films. If you want to be the best, you have to watch the best."
He was overwhelmed the first time, gasping with pleasure.
"How did you learn to do that?"
"I told you, training films, about two dozen bananas, and a few cucumbers."
He hugged her tightly.
Remind me to kiss the produce guy at the market when we get home."
.................................................
They settled into married life easily. Jeremy never went into day care. Betty would spend the morning with him playing, watching Sesame Street, and jumping rope. It had become his passion, and now at age five he could do almost all the intricate moves that fighters could do. In the afternoons she took him to the gym, where Mark or Alice would pick him up.
Alice had refused any more clients and had formed her own production company, in which Betty and Mark were part owners. They specialized mostly in commercials. Her very first one won awards from her industry, including Public Service Announcement of the year. It was for the First Lady's Fitness Program,
Shot in Mannys' new gym and the play yard of St. Agnes, It featured Alice and Jeremy doing the fancy footwork routine with their jump ropes, in perfect time, then fade to the play yard, where various children jumped ropes to different routines. The clip with the two youngest nuns doing an intricate Double Dutch was also a big hit. The First Lady and her daughters actually flew in to skip rope with the children, followed by her saying how much fun exercise could be if you let it. A group that tracked such things said jump rope sales rose twelve percent for three months, the length of the ad.
The only ugly incident in their young married life came at an awards banquet held by the MMA to honor it's own. Betty, along with Alice, were getting an award for their public service work.
Afterwards at the reception, one of the top heavyweights had a little too much to drink. Spurned by Betty early in her career, he harbored ill feelings. He didn't know Mark was behind him when he slurred Betty, calling her Betty Gang Bang.
Mark was furious and demanded an apology. The man laughed, and in a move surprising everyone, kicked Mark in the nose, breaking it and knocking him unconscious. It took three men to restrain Betty. Alice called 911, and soon an ambulance and the police were there. They took the fighter into custody for aggravated assault, confiscating several video cameras which captured the whole thing.
The fighter was up for a title shot, but had to miss the fight because of his legal trouble. In exchange for him being suspended from fighting for a year, Mark dropped the charges. He also had to pay Marks' medical bills. It forced him into bankruptcy. He ended up hating Mark with a passion.
Betty was furious and wanted to make him pay even more. Alice cautioned her.
"Let it lie, little sister. I know your husband, and he won't let it just go. He'll do something about it in his own time, at his own place of choosing. If you try to interfere it would be like questioning his manhood, a very bad thing for a wife to do. He'll handle it Betty, trust me."
It took another year before it happened. They were back at the ceremony. Everyone was watching, to make sure here were no more ugly incidents.
The man was drinking heavily, staring at Mark and brooding. He was surprised when Mark approached.
"How's the study going?"
The man had no idea what he was talking about.
"Huh?"
Mark smiled.
"I heard you were participating a medical study targeting fighters. They're trying to figure out which shrinks more among heavy steroid users, their brains or their cocks."
He deliberately looked at the Mans' crotch.
"I hope it's your cock. If it's your brain, you probably have the IQ of one of those little monkeys you see on television."
Everyone in earshot laughed. In a rage, the man swung. Mark, watching, easily sidestepped and the man punched the brick wall behind him. He screamed in pain.
"Damn, I bet that hurt. Your hand looks broken, you need to get that looked at. Didn't you have a fight scheduled in three weeks? Too bad, I hear you need the money."
In a rage, he swung his good hand with the same result. Mark finally stepped in and swung, timing it perfectly and breaking his nose. He looked down.
"Hurts like a bitch, doesn't it? You have a nice night."
He turned to see Betty staring at him.
"Ready to go, my love?"
She barely contained herself until she got in the car.
"Where did that come from?"
He grinned.
"Nine months of training with Emile and Manny. Mostly Emile. I needed all the tricks I could learn."
"You know you probably destroyed what he had left of his career."
Mark frowned.
"No, he destroyed it. I hope he learned something from it, and never talks about another mans' wife like he did you."
She was stunned.
"This was about me? Not your nose?"
"Yes, it was about you. No one insults my wife and escapes punishment. The broken nose was pretty easy to get over, and I do admit a little satisfaction when I broke his. The insult lingered, it had to be made right."
She held his hand and kissed his cheek.
"I've never seen that side of you before. I don't like it. It's not you."
"I'm sorry Betty. But it is me, just a side of me I hoped to never show. You'll probably never see it again, unless someone harms you or our children."
She had defended her title twice, winning both times. She was tentatively set to defend it again, but she developed a medical condition that forced her to retire.
She got pregnant. Her doctor wasn't too sure how it happened. Sometimes pills fail, sometimes other things like herbs and antibiotics negate the pills. When she found out, she was actually happy, Jeremy was almost seven and starting to hint he'd like a brother or a sister. Mark would have been more than happy to have her switch from fighter to mother.
She announced her retirement, and a scramble ensued to see who got the title shot. She was pleased to see one of her gym mates in the match. She lost, but won it the next year.
She went into acting, Alice worked a deal to co produce a spin off of the series she had been in. The show, Dangerous Beauty, was about a retired MMA fighter who was now a private detective and police consultant. Lifetime wanted it, something different showing a strong female lead.
They did the pilot and twelve episodes. It was an instant splash, and she ended up doing thirty nine more before she got pregnant again and decided to take on another role, full time mom.
At thirty two, they decided three was enough. They were pleased when their third was a girl, after two boys. She was of course, spoiled rotten.
Her first marriage had soured Alice so badly she didn't remarry until she was in her early forties, to a director who was tired of Hollywood.
He joined her on her production team and then in her bedroom. He was almost fifty, but that didn't stop them from adopting twin girls eight years old, from St. Agnes, of course.
Manny married Emile in a quiet ceremony with just Alice, Mark, and Betty attending. It lasted three years until he caught Emile cheating. Mark helped them settle things, the gym had been exempt from the common property, and Manny bought out Emile's thirty percent.
Manny now quietly lives with a former boxer almost twenty years his junior. He has a permanent smile on his face.
On their thirtieth wedding anniversary, her third granddaughter, now ten, found some old fight posters and pulled then out. She held her little fists up and yelled "BANG BANG!"
She fussed at her son Jeremy for letting her have the posters, but he just grinned and kissed her cheek. Manny, always looking for new talent, looked at her closely until Mark poked him in the ribs.
"No" he said, "I'm having enough trouble with one fighter in the family. If she wants to carry on a family business, I'll send her to Wharton and she can take over when Jeremy retires."
Age and responsibilities had slowed them down, but she was almost the same size at fifty seven she was when she was in her prime. At sixty two, he was trim and fit. She thought he looked better
now than then.
They had returned to the cottage where they honeymooned.
She handed him a little blue pill.
"Take this, I plan a long night for you. I reviewed my training films and wasted a few bananas. I want your honest opinion, an I still as good as I used to be?"
Twenty minutes later he was gasping, his erection still iron hard. As she slipped up and mounted him, he told her
"You're not as good as you used to be, all these years of practice had made you far better."
Just like the first honeymoon, they didn't leave the cottage for the first three days. They didn't think about their three children, or their seven grandchildren. They only thought about each other, and the loved they shared.
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Here we go again.
..................................................
"Kathryn?"
I heard her sigh.
"Yes Mike, it's me. Kevin is fading, he may not last the day. Will you come?"
"I'll call back just as soon as I can confirm my flight. Hold on."
Kathryn was his old personal assistant, but was more than that. She was more like the mother he never got to have. While most walked around him fearfully, she chided him for scaring the employees.
When he was having a bad day, she shored him up, maintaining his balance. He loved her probably more than anyone in the world next to Martin Coombs, his oldest friend.
Though he never asked for guidance or an opinion, she provided both when she felt it was needed. Most times she was right, although he almost never admitted it to her.
Shrewd, intelligent, she was much more than a personal assistant. Many times a deal was turned on a suggestion by her, with an insight many underestimated.
Childless, he became more of a son than either would admit. He was devastated when she had to quit and move to the arid Southwest due to the failing health of her husband.
She was in a quandary, hers was the income they depended on, and their health insurance was through her company. Mike, a multimillionaire, stepped in, paying her full salary out of pocket, and keeping her insurance premiums paid. She tried to thank him once by he silenced her.
"I owe you more than I could ever repay with money. Please, let me do this and never speak of it."
Kathryn was a lean, striking woman in her middle fifties, wearing her gray hair proudly. It framed her face, giving her an air of wisdom and timeless beauty. Despite her age, men, many younger, sought her attention.
Mike was huge, six and a half feet tall, platinum blond hair and piercing grey eyes. He looked like the tv actor he used to be. He was the only man besides her husband she ever had a lustful thought about.
They teased each other sometimes with innuendos, and he sometimes joked she was his fantasy Mrs. Robinson. She called him her blond boy toy in the privacy of their office.
He made a point of calling her once a week. Sometimes the talks would last for hours. He had his heart broken by his fiancee, after almost eighteen months of living together she had gotten cold feet over making the final commitment, and they had parted.
It hurt her, the thought that he had someone after spending his life alone gave her comfort when she moved away. Though you couldn't tell it by looking at her, she was a transsexual. Still, she had great physical beauty, a petite person, half Indian by way of London. She had an exotic beauty, and up until they broke up seemed to love him madly.
Kathryn found it amusing that she landed what amounted to the Great White of San Francisco bachelors after so many regular women had failed.
He went through several temps before he settled on his new assistant, a tall striking blond in her mid forties. Kathryn met her once, and they lunched together. Edie Montrose had been with him six months by then.
"You're sleeping with him. Don't try to deny it, I've known him too long, and it's written all over your face. Please don't fall in love with him. He seems fond of you, but there is no future there."
She told her a little about his background. Left on a church landing when he was less than a year old, growing up in orphanages and foster homes, he even spent months in juvenile hall.
"He doesn't really have a moral conscience because of his upbringing. Some of the things you consider unspeakably cruel he would do without hesitation or remorse. If you're loyal to him you have nothing to fear. Hurt him or someone he holds close and it would be very unpleasant for you. I don't think forgiveness is in his dictionary."
Mike arrived just in time. He held her as her husband passed. While not close to her husband, he had liked him. They had been married for thirty one years.
She was shattered but stoic. A two pack a day smoker since he was fourteen, he had never been able to kick the habit. He ended up with lung cancer, and the damp sea air of San Francisco aggravated his condition. They had lived there all their lives, and the decision to leave was hard.
The arrangements for his funeral had been made well in advance. There was a memorial in Tuscon for the circle of friends they had developed over the year they had been there. Per instructions, he was cremated.
An avid deep sea fisherman and sailor, his last wish was to have his ashes scattered over the ocean where so many of their fond memories were made.
They made the journey back, and Mike rented a helicopter. They hovered over the water, and Mike watched as she bowed her head in a silent prayer. Her eyes shone with unshed tears as she opened the urn and shook out the ashes, the helicopter rotors scattering them across the ocean.
She put the lid back on the urn, saving a bit of the ashes, wanting to keep some small vestige with her, and then collapsed into his arms, finally allowing the grief to come out. He held tightly, stroking her hair. She cried until the copter landed. Then she pushed him away and made an attempt to fix her face.
She stayed with him a week in his luxury apartment, visiting old friends and places that had been dear to her.
At the end of the week, she walked into the living room and sat beside him on the sofa, taking his hand.
"I can't thank you enough for standing by me. I had no one."
He held her hand and made her look into his eyes.
"You'll always have me. I still intend to have our weekly chats. I really wish you would reconsider and come back to work for me. Mrs. Montrose is very capable. I've been thinking about promoting her, and having her run our office on the east coast."
"No, I won't change my mind. There's just too much here to remind me of him. We really loved Tuscon and made some good friends. My life is there now. I've got a flight at noon to catch tomorrow. Time to move on."
She was holding both his hands now, looking intently into his eyes.
They had been drinking wine. She had already had three glasses.
"If you want to do something for me, I have a request. Hear me out before you say yes or no. This is something I don't think you'd expect."
He lifted an eyebrow but didn't say anything.
"I remember all the times we flirted. You always said I was the hottest MILF you ever saw. It's more like GILF now, but I've tried to maintain my shape. I even saw you naked twice, when I came into your suite without thinking. I have to tell you, it doesn't look real."
He was leaning forward, looking hard into her eyes, wondering where she was going.
"I'm just going to come right out and say it. I've always fantasized about you, wondering what it would be like. I'm unattached now, like you, so there's no one to cheat on, I would never even be talking about it if Kevin was still with me."
"I haven't been with a man sexually in four years. I want to spend the night in your bed, and do everything we can think of. I want you to show me your legendary skills I've heard so much about."
"Just for tonight, Mike, never again. As Shanna would say, it would just be a 'one off', never to be repeated. Please?"
He sat there for a second before leaning forward and kissing her, tenderly at first, then becoming more demanding. She gave in, opening her mouth, feeling his tongue push hers back, establishing dominance. She marveled at the ease he pulled her to his lap. Soon his hands were traveling, brushing over her breasts, sliding up her thigh. She could feel his enormous erection on her butt. She jumped off and stood in front of him.
"Patience, dear. I want the full experience, remember?"
She reached behind her and pulled the zipper of her dress slowly to the bottom, shrugging out of it, standing before him in a red corset and hose, clipped to it. The panties were miniscule and bore the trademark weave of Rose's shop.
She slid her hands languidly up her thighs, across her stomach up to her breasts. She took the cups off, massaging herself until her nipples were standing straight out.
"Help me out of these, would you?"
Mike was more than familiar with the panties. He sought out the end, and pulled, slowly, watching the weave unravel until the remnants dropped to the floor. She turned, and he could see the moisture below her bare mound, her clit hardened with arousal.
He stood, moved behind her. She leaned back into him as he stroked his way down her body, teasing her nipples and cupping her breasts before traveling downward. He dipped a finger inside her drenched pussy, pulling it out and stroking her clit. Slowly at first, then vigorously, sliding two more fingers inside her until sje was dripping down her thigh. She experienced her first orgasm of the night, only remaining upright because of the arm wrapped round her waist.
She pushed him away.
"You have way too many clothes on" she said, as she tugged at his belt. He started to help her but she gripped his hand.
"Let me do it, please?"
He dropped his hands to his side as she unbuttoned his dress shirt, admiring his broad shoulders as she slipped it off. She covered most of his chest with small kisses, biting down lightly on his nipples. He shivered in appreciation.
She removed his belt, unbuttoned his pants and slid the down to his ankles. With a slight look of fear in her eyes, she pulled the silk boxers out so they wouldn't get caught on his erection, and slid them down. She knelt before him and removed his shoes and socks, pulling the pants and underwear off and setting them to the side.
Not being able to stop a little gasp that came out when she was eye level with his cock, she reached out with both hands and stroked, gently.
She leaned forward, sliding her tongue across the head and down the shaft, marveling again at the size. Sliding back up she took as much as she could handle into her mouth, bobbing slowly. He gave a small groan of happiness, and played with her hair, gripping it lightly time to time. Increasing her speed, trying to get it deeper, she had him teetering on the edge. He pulled her head back and warned her.
Kathryn looked up, still stroking him.
"I can't say if I can swallow it all, but I need to try. Just warn me a few seconds beforehand."
He tried to control it, but five minutes later he had her head clutched in both hands, trying not to ram it down the throat. When he came, she couldn't believe the volume. She stopped trying to swallow and just let it flow out of her mouth and down her chin, dripping off onto her breasts.
She sat back on her heels, trying to get her breath back. Mike had brought her a warm moist towel, and she cleaned up a bit before taking it back into her mouth.
"I'm not the only thing that needs cleaning" she quipped. After about a minute he declared her done, picked her up like a feather, and carried her to the bed, tossed her on, and grabbed her legs.
"You wanted the full treatment."
He started on her ears, nibbling all the way down her body, spending time on her breasts but avoiding the nipples, even as she arched her back, offering them to him. He kissed and licked on down to her ankles, passing over her pussy with just one swipe across her clit. Then he flipped her over, kissing all the way back up to her neck, spending a lot of time making sure he didn't miss a millimeter of her ass. He ended up nibbling just below her hairline while she pounded into the pillow in frustration.
Suddenly flipping her over, he locked his mouth around her clit, sucking furiously, running his tongue over it rapidly, while his hands snaked up her body to grasp both breasts, pinching her nipples. She came instantly, then writhed through two more before he stopped. Thinking she would get to rest, she grunted as the air left her lungs.
He slid into her slowly, steadily, marveling at her tightness. Once all the way in, he started rocking back and forth, lengthening his stroke until he was pounding into her steadily. She tossed her head back and forth and her hands waved randomly, grunting and moaning.
As he neared his climax he pounded furiously, and as he finished she gave a final lunge upward and screamed. She lay semiconscious as he gathered him to her and covered them. She was asleep instantly.
She was awakened two hours later, spooned to him, his erect cock already sliding into her. He rocked her through one climax before he pulled her to her knees. Sliding off the bed he lined up and entered her again, firmly. He stroked faster until she was slamming back into him of her own accord. He held her, not letting up, as she came almost continuously. In the end he was pounding savagely as she collapsed, her tight ass held up by his grip. When he erupted he put his weight on her back, pushing her down until he covered her body. He lay there for a second before rolling her over and covering her mouth in a deep kiss. She was so overcome she was crying, clinging tightly. He kissed and soothed her until she was asleep.
She woke up, spooned again to him, once again feeling his massive cock pressed against her. She eased out of his arms slowly, sliding down the bed until she was inches away, staring in fascination for a moment. Then she slid her tongue across he crown, pausing as he stirred.
By the time he was fully awake she had half his length in her mouth, moving rapidly. When she felt his hand on her head she stopped.
"Goody, you're awake. I didn't get to try this last night, do you mind?"
She had risen up to straddle him, sinking down onto him inch by inch, stopping to slide up and down occasionally. When she rested fully against him she sighed. Then she began moving, rocking her pelvis in little circles before rising up and slamming down. His hands found her nipples, rolling them.
"Yes!" she cried.
"Rough them up, honey. I've never had it that way. Show me what a dirty girl I am."
He began pulling her nipples until her small breasts stood straight out and left her gasping, before letting go and slapping them. Her juices started flowing.
"More! Harder!" He began mauling them, sure he would be leaving bruises.
He literally lifted her and turned her round, slamming her back down, hard.
"Now ride me, bitch. And if I don't think you're putting enough effort in it, I'll spank that hot ass."
He slapped both cheeks hard enough to leave a red spot. She orgasmed again.
"Oh! That's it. Spank your dirty old girl, make her ride that cock. Own it!"
It was the magic word. By the time they were through she was bruised and her cheeks were glowing. She collapsed.
Continuing the fantasy, he grabbed her hair and dragged her down to his cock.
"Clean it! Do a good job, or you'll be punished."
She deliberately did a lackluster job until he rolled her nipple and she shrieked. After that, she licked and sucked him eagerly, until he started getting erect again.
She raised up, and looked him in the eye.
"I've got one more fantasy. No one has ever had my ass. I hinted around to Kevin but he thought it was to dirty. I experimented with a couple of vibrators and found it intense. Would you, Mike? Fuck my ass, I mean."
His erection returned to full mast.
"I'd love to. But let's take a shower first, relax a bit."
He led her into the shower, marveling at her body something a thirty year old would be proud of.
They splashed, they played. He used the soap to lube his fingers, and worked two fingers into her ass while he played with her clit with the other hand. She came so hard she squirted.
"Rest a bit, and call the airline. You won't make that noon flight."
She got one for nine.
Mike rummaged around in a dresser drawer. She came over to look.
It was a bottom drawer. deep and wide. And it was full of sex toys. Dildos, vibrators, ball gags, whips, handcuffs, collars, some thing she didn't recognize and wasn't sure she wanted a description of.
Mike grinned at her.
"What can I sat. Shanna and I played a lot."
At the mention of her name his forehead wrinkled in pain. Kathryn knew better than to talk about her. She put her hand on his arm, changing the subject.
"That's another fantasy, being collared and cuffed. Will you?"
He smiled again, and soon she had her hands secured behind her, a wide black collar round her neck. He surprised her by holding up a ball gag.
"Last chance to change your mind. Once this goes on there's no going back."
She opened her mouth.
Gagged, bound, and collared, she lay face down on the bed. He worked on her, spreading lube generously and going slowly. Soon she felt him against her and experienced her first moment of fear.
He surprised her by sliding an eight inch vibrator int her pussy, set on the highest speed. He worked it in and out for a minute until she was squirming, then slid the first inch into her ass. It didn't hurt at first, but as he got deeper the pain got worse. It took ten minutes before he was fully inside, and tears flowed freely down her cheeks.
But then he started moving. Short, slow strokes, gradually increasing. Soon he was sliding almost completely out before plunging back in.
The pain had stopped, superseded by a numbness, that eventually gave way to a most pleasant sensation. She started climaxing, especially when he would reach around and saw the vibrator in and out to match his stroke. She was crying and gurgling into the gag in passion, lost in the sensation. At the end, she actually lost consciousness.
She came to her senses as he unlocked the cuffs and removed the gag. He reached for the collar but she stopped him.
"I want to be owned by you, at least for awhile. I wish there was some permanent way to show you."
He regarded he with a strange glint in her eye.
They showered again without playing.
He took her out to his favorite Mexican restaurant.
Over a post meal beer for him, wine for her, he asked her.
"That remark about a permanent symbol? Did you mean it?"
"Yes I did."
They left the restaurant and he drove to a rather seedy section of town. They stopped in front of a tattoo parlor.
The owner greeted Mike like an old friend. He was French, and actually kissed her hand when they were introduced.
In a matter of minutes she was face down on a table, while he shaved just a bit of hair off her neck, assuring her no one would notice.
It hurt very little and was done in just a few minutes. He put a bandaid over it and told her to keep it moistened with the gel he gave her for a few days.
"Wear your hair up for a week, if you can. It should be healed by then."
They went back to his apartment so she could pack. He took his high end digital camera, put it on zoom and took a picture for her.
It was a word, so tiny it almost couldn't be read by the naked eye.
"Mine."
She looked at him, wondering how many others wore that brand. She decided not to ask.
................................................
"What are your plans now?" he asked, as he drove her to the airport.
"I don't know. Thanks to the insurance policies, I don't have to work. I may volunteer, or I may take a part time job, something to keep me busy."
"This sounds awful so soon after Kevin passing, but there's a man there. A man I'm interested in. We met through our social circle. He's actually a few years younger."
"His wife passed away two years ago, auto accident. We've danced at several of our mixers."
She giggled suddenly, like a young girl.
"I've felt him, when we danced. He's not in your league, hell bells, most humans aren't, but it feels like a very nice package. He's never been improper, he was a friend to Kevin too, but I could see his interest."
"Best of all he has a large family, five kids and a dozen grandchildren. I miss not having kids, I'm hoping he will share his."



"So, after a month or two, if he doesn't call me, I'm going to call him. Does that make me a bad person?"
He squeezed her hand.
"No, it makes you a good woman with a lot to offer. If it's not him, it'll be someone else. After all, your the hottest GILF I know. Be careful, if you show him the energy you showed me last night, you'll be a widow again."
She giggled again and swatted his arm. Then she became serious.
"Mike, I want you to do something for me. Hear me out, please."
"I need you to talk to Shanna. I had dinner with her and her friend Suzy. She doesn't look good. She's thin, and the spark has gone out of her eyes. She's talking about going back to England. You'll never find anyone who loves you more."
"She broke your heart, but she was influenced by someone with a motive to break you up. She hasn't dated anyone, doesn't go out. Suzy says she's waiting for you to take her back. Please Mike, If you love me just a little, promise me."
He held his silence until she sighed.
"Well, at least promise me you'll think about it."
He smiled. "I promise."
It was a tearful farewell at the airport. He sat with her through a delay until she boarded.
They hugged and kissed as the friends they were.
"Don't forget me, Mike."
"Are you kidding? Expect my call on Thursdays, same as always. After all, you're the hottest GILF I know."
She laughed, then gave him a smouldering kiss. A man beside them watched in amazement.
She walked through the gate and he looked over.
"Hottest MILF in the world, without a doubt."
Laughing at the man's expression, he went back to his car.
Driving home, he thought about what Kathryn had said. Deep down, he had to admit, he wasn't over Shanna. That's why he didn't date. He was getting all the sex he wanted from Chantal and Edie, but that's all it was. He was fond of them, but that was all.
He got home and pulled out a framed picture of them. It was at a party they had attended about six months into their relationship. He was sitting on a bench, and she was on his lap, looking up with love and adoration. He was looking down at her, bending to give her a kiss. It was his favorite picture of her. He sighed and put it on the night stand.
.................................................
Part five will be either in Non Erotic or Incest, I haven't decided. As always, thanks for reading. Comment if want, vote if you like.
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There's usually a kernel of truth in everything I write. In our thirty one years together "You can't do that" is one of my wife's favorite sayings. She knows that it irritates me and I have to prove I can. It took me about five years[I'm a man, we're dumb as rocks, ask any woman]to figure out she sometimes told me that just to get me do something she wanted. Now when she says it I just grin and say "You're probably right." and then she gets irritated.
It's just the average give and take between two almost sixty empty nesters, I'm sure it goes on in every marriage regardless of length.
I hasten to add this is fiction, just something warped that came to me when she said that the other night. I have to go now, this brain surgery is harder than it looks. It would have been a lot easier if the manual had illustrations. I wish now she hadn't told me I couldn't do it.
................................................
"You can't do that!"
"What do you mean I can't? How hard could it be? Boy meets girl. They fall in love. Something happens to keep them apart. True love triumphs in the end. Cash exchanges hands."
She snorted. She was on a real roll.
"You don't have what it takes. No skill, no imagination, no experience. Plus, you have no idea what women want. Anyone could look at us and see that. If you tried to write a romance novel, it would probably turn out to be something between a comedy and a tragedy. I swear, where do you get these goofy ideas?"
Hard experience made me drop the conversation. But it stuck in my brain and I couldn't shake it.
The argument was sparked over a Nicolas Sparks movie. We have Netflix, and it's probably the best entertainment value around. For less than ten bucks you can have almost everything filmed since movies and television began at the click of a button, except for the newest movies and the current season of any series.
I had watched an interview with Nicolas Sparks on my favorite TV show, Sunday Morning, on CBS. They did a brief biography, and talked about the enormous amounts of money he was making off his work.
The next week Sheila pulled up one of his movies, and I told her about the interview, and how much he was worth. She looked up from the tv screen.
"Too bad you don't have talent enough to do something like that."
"I bet I could do it if I wanted to bad enough."
Just like that, it was on.
"Please. Just stop, don't embarrass yourself."
I tried to let it go.
"You're probably right."
................................................
It started early in our marriage. I had always admired wood carvers. It was near Christmas, and I was watching a show on PBS about German woodcarvers. Their work was ornate, but they had a segment on the apprenticeship program, and showed them carving simple heads.
Sheila came through, on her way to shop with her sisters. She looked at the TV.
"They're really good aren't they?"
"Yes,they are. I've always thought I'd like to try it."
She just rolled her eyes.
"You can't do that. It takes years, and I don't think you have the talent."
It really irked me how dismissive she could be sometimes.
"I don't mean that. I mean simple things, like figures and heads. That's where they start their apprentices at."
"well, good luck with that. Be back in a couple hours."
She was laughing as she went out the door.
I took a newspaper and spread it thickly on our dining room table, went outside and got a block of cherry wood off our woodpile, sharpened up two of my favorite pocket knives, and started carving.
Three hours and another block of wood, and I had a pretty decent Santa head, complete with flowing beard. I cleaned the dining room, put it on a place mat in the center of the table, and went off to do chores that always seemed to pile up.
About an hour after she came home she walked into the living room with the head in her hands.
"Where did this come from?"
"I carved it while you were shopping. Do you like it?"
She hefted it in her hands.
"It has a certain, what's the word, yeah, rustic appeal. I like it. So, where did you get it?"
"Off the woodpile. I really did carve it."
She kissed my cheek and giggled.
"If you say so, honey."
I had to carve something in front of her before she would believe me.
................................................
Ten years later my mom needed a new deck. I showed Sheila the plans I wanted to use, and she laughed again.
"You don't have the skills to build something like that. Don't try it, you'll waste a bunch of money and time."
I had changed jobs, and worked for a modular housing manufacturer, starting out driving a forklift and rising to inventory coordinator.
It was a position basically just for me.
We didn't build cookie cutter houses. Everything we built was to the plans of the customer. Of course we had basic floor plans the customer could take and tweak until it was exactly what they wanted. We also built offices, apartment buildings, condos, anything you could plan and build in sections we did.
All this customizing was expensive, especially if you ended up with leftovers. Some of the stuff was generic and could be used in another building, but a lot wasn't, and we'd be stuck with it. I could see it because I handled a lot of the materials, so I started making suggestions. They were laughed at mostly until we got a new plant manager. His biggest concern was waste, and when he saw some of my suggestions, one thing led to another until I found myself with an office instead of a forklift, and a hefty raise.
So, no, I didn't have the skill set I needed, but I worked every day with guys that did. And I didn't spend all those years watching without learning a few things. I hired one guy as a helper and advisor, and built the deck.
It didn't come together quickly, and I made a few mistakes, but when the smoke cleared my mom had a three tier deck, with custom railings, and coordinated flower boxes.
Sheila never commented on it, except to say she wanted a bigger one. I never got around to building it.
.........................................
Don't get me wrong here. There's a lot of things out there I can't do, I'm not an idiot.
I can't fix your car, or program your computer, but if I honestly think I can do it, I'll try. Of course I had my share of failures, but I like to think I learned as much from them as I did my successes.
So I decided to write a book, just to prove I could.
First I did my research. I was an avid reader. I usually read two to three books a week. Fantasies, how-to, biographies, histories, westerns, classics, pretty much everything but romances. I went to the local thrift stores, and bought Harlequin romances by the bag full. Literally. They had a sale going, for a buck a bag, all you could stuff in. I also bought some Nora Roberts, two Nicolas Sparks, and a handful of lesser known but also successful romance authors.
The better known writers were all right, but it wasn't my cup of tea. The mind numbing repetitive themes in the paperbacks almost made me give up. I had enough images of heaving breasts, oiled loins and ripped bodices to last me a lifetime.
I sat around making notes, outlining plots, character development, location ideas, until I felt like I was ready.
Sheila was used to me being on the computer. We got one late in life and I was still learning how to use it. She used it some, mostly to look up recipes and how-to sites. She had no interest in Facebook, or email. I wasn't much better, so I had to get my son to set it up for me to write.
I worked two to four hours, four or five days a week on the book. I redid most of it several times before I felt it was readable, then redid it one more time. It took four months from start to finish.
When I printed it off it was so thick I had to bind it in sections, three to four chapters per binder. It took five. I presented the first binder to Sheila in October.
"What's this?"
"It's the book you said I couldn't write. Read it and see what you think."
She tossed it onto the coffee table.
"I'll look at it later. There's a movie I want to finish. Do you want a pizza tonight?"
I wasn't disappointed. After all these years I was kind of use to it.
She was a nurse at the local hospital. Her official title was training supervisor, basically she babysat new nurses, making sure they didn't kill anybody. She worked a split shift, ten a.m. until seven p.m., so she could work with both shifts. Every few weeks she would work a couple of graveyard shifts, just to keep everyone in line.
I worked from seven until five thirty, four days a week, unless we were behind or I had to prepare for a special project. Home almost two hours earlier, I made most of the meals. I liked to cook, having worked in several restaurants after high school. Usually it was basic fare, but for the last year I had been a bit more creative, getting many recipes off the internet. Most times she appreciated what I made, but once in a while not. She almost never volunteered to help clean up.
We were drifting apart, and nothing I said or did seemed to matter. Admitting it to myself, I saw a future as a single. At my age, it wasn't an appealing situation.
Our love life had dwindled down to once every week or so. No passion, just spread and get it over with. Romantic dinners, an occasional weekend away, nothing seemed to get to her. She blamed age, physical condition, low libido.
"If I didn't know any better, I'd think you're getting some on the side."
She choked on her tea, and went into a tirade about what an insensitive asshole I was. But the next night she initiated a session of lovemaking.
It sucked, because I knew she was just doing it to placate me, but it felt great because it had been awhile.
I sent her some flowers the next day, and she gave me a nice kiss when she got home. Our lovemaking picked up for a little, then she slid back to routine. I resolved to face our age, and realize it just wasn't as important to her as it was to me, and respect that.
She never got around to reading the book. After two weeks I took it off the coffee table and put it with the rest of the folders and forgot about it.
.................................................
Our seventeen year old granddaughter was with us for a weekend. That happened about every two months, when their parents wanted privacy or a short trip. She actually lived with us for a year when she was fourteen when her parents broke up, it just wasn't a good environment for her.
The divorce was bitter, petty, and way to long.
Her father cheated, got caught, and her mom went for scorched earth instead of mediation. They argued violently about a dog neither wanted. I ended up with him.
Five months after it was over her mother remarried. Seems she was pregnant, and had been sleeping with him long before the divorce. When this came to light it sparked another round of fireworks. My granddaughter ended up with our son.
He had recently met someone, and they seemed to be serious. Kelsie, our granddaughter, seemed to like her. Thank God for small miracles.
I chewed my son and ex daughter in law out for their behavior and how it had affected Kelsie, and interaction between us was pretty frosty for a while.
Sheila took the daughter in laws' side, saying she couldn't stand cheaters and treating her own son rather badly. When it came out she had played around too, I was surprised she didn't change her attitude. Her position was he must have drove her to it.
I was finishing up dinner, we were grilling. Or should I say, Kelsie was finishing. That girl must have a lot of repressed male genes, she loved to grill. Whoever she picked to be her life partner was going to be one lucky individual.
She chattered away about her friends at school, her boyfriend, her college plans. The bitter divorce had left both parents pretty much broke, and college was looking more and more unattainable.
I stepped into the breech and offered to pay, if she went the first year at the local community college. Too many of my friends had seen their kids major in party, and I wasn't going to pay that kind of money for nothing. If she did well at community college, she could transfer to any state college she wanted. I wold pay the tuition, and both parents could pay room and board.
Sheila and I had a pretty big confrontation over it. She wanted to keep the money to pad our retirement. In the end, I actually won. She was not a gracious loser.
Kelsie sat at the computer to check her Facebook. How can they have that much to talk about?
"What's this?" She was looking at the folders I had stored under the desk.
Sheila had joined us. She laughed.
"That's your grandfather's version of the Great American Romance Novel."
"Really Gramps? You wrote a book? Can I read it?"
I laughed.
"Sure. At least someone should read it."
Sheila stiffened.
"I'll read it, I promise. I've just been so busy lately."
We ate the steaks, and sat around talking for a couple of hours. It was her time to ride herd on the trainees on third, so she had to get ready for work.
I cleaned the grill while Kelsie washed the dishes. We watched a movie, and damn if it wasn't a Nicolas Sparks movie. I was off to bed and told her not to be up too late, collected my kiss, and
shut the door.
One of the curses of growing old is you hardly ever sleep through the night. It was three thirty according to my clock when I woke up, needing to go. Afterwards, I checked the house to make sure Kelsie didn't leave a bunch of lights on. She was in the living room with just a reading lamp on, crying.
I rushed over.
"Kelsie honey, what's wrong?"
She leapt off the couch and hugged me as hard as she could. I was starting to panic.
"It's so," sob "So" sob "Beautiful! Did you really write this?"
I looked down and saw her holding a binder.
"Yes, baby. I wrote it. It's not a big deal, and it'll be here tomorrow. Go to bed."
She did, but she took the binders.
I thought about it when I lay back down, and was really pleased she liked it. I thought it over, and realized it was perfect for a girl that age. There was no sex in the tale, I didn't know how and didn't really feel comfortable about it, so things were implied, not described.
A month went by. Our lovemaking picked up a bit, and Sheila seemed more like the woman I married.
The phone rang. It was a man I went to high school with, almost forty years ago.
"Pete, it's me, Jimmy Page? Remember me?"
"Yeah, been a long time, Zep. You weren't at the last reunion, so it's been what, almost twenty years? How's life treating you?"
He laughed that laugh that irritated me so much. Some things never change. We called him Zep because he had the same name as the guitar player for Led Zeppelin. First we called him Zeppelin, but of course it got shortened to Zep.
"Oh I'm fine. Look, I want to talk about your book."
He caught me by surprise.
"What book?"
"That romance novel you wrote. It's pretty good."
How did you get a copy of that?" I was looking at Kelsie, she was there for an overnight. She heard the words "romance novel" and suddenly found something interesting in the magazine she was reading.
"My granddaughter showed it to me. I couldn't believe it was you. I guess you never know. I'd like to publish. I own a little publishing company. I could do you right."
I never trusted Zep. Just a feeling I could never shake.
"I don't know, I just wrote it to prove I could."
He tried for several minutes to get me to commit. It struck me he was maybe recording the conversation.
"Let me think about it, Zep. I'll get back to you." He was still trying to get me to commit as I was hanging up.
I hit the computer as soon as I hung up, and he really did own a publishing company. But it was a vanity press. You know, they'll publish anything if you're willing to fund it. If it's any good, then they get a cut of the profits. It was a win/win for the publisher, and a sucker deal for the writer.
"Kelsie, Where's my book?"
"Uh, well, you see, I..."
"Kelsie! Stop eating waffles. Where is it?"
"Uh, I've still got it, but I kind of made copies so my friends could read it, and they made copies for their other friends to read it, and then Angie gave a copy to her cousin on the other end of the county, so now it's going round that high school. Everybody is bugging me for your next one. Sorry, Gramps. But it's really good. You should really get it published."
I tried to frown.
"I'm not too happy about this, but I never actually told you that it couldn't be shared. Let's just call it a learning experience. And I have no idea how to get it published, and don't really know if I should."
She showed a surprising amount of maturity.
"You don't know how good it is, do you? Let me do some research for you, It couldn't hurt. Maybe Nicolas Sparks better be looking over his shoulder."
I hugged her and we laughed, and I forgot all about it.
She called me two weeks later.
"Gramps, I did it. I sent your book off to the top four romance epublishers on the net. All the research says that's the way to go. When it hits, you better dedicate it to me."
We both laughed, and I promised I would.
A week later my computer crashed. A virus from a game site. Research taught me that game sites are the worst, followed by recipe sites, then porn.
I guess more people would rather play games and eat well than watch naked bodies in unrealistic positions.
The recession hit my company hard. It's too easy to pick up a foreclosure for two thirds market value than pay the price of a new one. It got slower and slower, until we were doing rotational layoffs.
Sheila started complaining about me being underfoot, but there wasn't a lot I could do about it. I finally snapped.
"Sheila! Think about this. We're both planning to retire in four years years. You won't even have the luxury of going to work. What are you gonna do then?"
"Volunteer" she said under her breath as she walked off.
I was in no hurry for a new computer. I missed it, but not much. I figured someone would have a hot sale in time for Christmas. So I piddled round the house, doing things I never had time for before.
It was a week I was working, and I had just got home. I was half listening when the answering machine picked up.
"Mr. Smith, this is Nora Holmes with Norbert Publishing. We've been unable to reach you through your email, and we'd like to talk to you about your book, please contact us at..."
I snatched the phone up "Hello, hello, I just walked through the door."
Her tone wasn't really that friendly.
"Why don't you answer you email?"
"I'm sorry, my computer is down. I haven't replaced it yet."
"What? How do you live without a computer? That's ridiculous. It would be in your best interests to replace it immediately, especially if you're going to do business with us."
"Er, yes, you're probably right. Am I? Doing business, I mean."
"That remains to be seen, Mr. Smith. We're interested, but it needs polish, and you need to shorten it by about thirty thousand words. If you agree to work with us on it, maybe we'll offer you a contract. At the very least it'll help you try to peddle it to the next publisher."
"What do I need to do?"
"Get a computer! You'll need a good one. We REALLY don't like making phone calls, so keep up with your emails. We're sending your manuscript back. Follow directions, listen to what the editors say, and send it back to us."
What an abrupt woman. She didn't say goodbye.
I bought a new computer, had my son set it up.
I had him establish a personal email account and password protected it. This was the one the publishers got. I wanted to surprise them all if I actually got published.



When the manuscript came back it looked like it had been dipped in red ink. I found out later most romance novels are seventy to one hundred ten thousand words. Mine had just a hair over one forty. They suggested trimming it down to just over a hundred thousand, and I tried several times, but ended up with a finished product of right outside one hundred twenty.
They sent it back once more before they were satisfied. I got a rare phone call.
"We would like to publish your book, Mr. Smith, if we can agree on a few things. By the way, this call is recorded, for legal purposes."
It was one of the most interesting conversations I'd ever had.
"First, Mr. Smith, it is our policy to never publish a single book, we always insist on a mulitbook deal, two minimum. Do You think you have another in you?"
Yes I did. When this first started looking like it was real, I started thinking of other things I wanted to write. I told her I was already working on one.
"Good. Send us a a synopsis, and if we like it, you'll have your contract."
"Excuse me, but we haven't talked about money."
She laughed.
"Good, you're not a sheep. Send us the synopsis, and we'll talk money."
I did better. I sent her the first six chapters.
I got a packed manila envelope three days later on UPS. It was from the publisher, and the first envelope inside said "read me first".
"Congratulations Mr. Smith. We have decided to offer you a contract. It is included. Get a lawyer, have him review it. If it is satisfactory, sign and return it. The minute we receive it we will begin the process of getting your first book published. Call me after the first of the year, on January fourth or fifth, after three o'clock my time. There's a few things we'll have to cover that I prefer not to do on the net. Until then."
It was a small, two page contract. I went to a lawyer two towns over. I still wanted to keep it secret. He reviewed it, found it straightforward.
"It's about as simple as it gets. You do this, they do that. Breech of contract if one of you fail to fulfill your obligations. Good luck."
I called on the appointed day.
"Mr. Smith, good to hear from you. I just got your contract. Now, general information. It will be about nine months before we publish. We only release a specific number of books per quarter. It reduces competition and boosts sales. As you saw in the contract, the money side is pretty simple. We never give advances, it's a straight royalty deal. You're an unknown quantity, so the first book will be priced at four ninety five per download. You get three dollars per hit, we get the rest. And you HAVE to pay taxes on your share."
"You'll need to get a separate bank account just for us, and we'll send you a program you can load on your computer that will automatically deduct the proper amount and send it to the IRS. There's a program you can get that does the same for your state taxes. I suggest you get it."
"Now, if your first book is successful enough, we'll price the second at seven ninety five. If you do well, and want another contract, the next book will be priced at nine ninety five. With me so far?"
"This part is really important, so stay with me.
You mean nothing to us at this stage, so don't get cute ideas or notions of grandeur, or we'll drop you like a rock. This is a business, and the point is to make money. The more hits you get, the more money we make. If I tell you to do something, do it and don't argue. You understand?"
I felt like I had just been chewed out by a high school teacher..
"Yes, ma'am, I understand."
She immediately got a little friendlier.
"Thank you. Now on to more pleasant things. We really like your book. It is our policy to feature three new writers every quarter, and you'll be one of them. We'll also release the first three chapters a month ahead of the publish date, maybe get some orders before it's released. We're going to put it into general release and push it in our section for younger girls. The next one is a little more mature, so we'll keep it in general release. We estimate your first will be available September 1, and we will be pushing it a month before. It is also our policy to never release two books by the same writer less than six months apart. If we didn't, you would basically be competing with yourself for readers."
"Now for some really good news. We're totally owned by Loveland Publishers, and they're second only to Harlequin in romance publishers."
"My best analogy is this. If we were baseball, we would be the farm system. It's our job to spot and develop talent. When you're good enough, IF you're good enough, you get called up to the majors. In our case, if the amount of downloads for your books reaches a certain number, Loveland takes you. If that happens, you'll have to get an entertainment lawyer and an agent."
"The minimum return on a Loveland paperback is one hundred thousand, and most do two to three times that. And that doesn't include movie rights. The right studio picks you up, and you could get paychecks with six zeros behind it. How does that sound?"
"A little unreal, to be honest. I'd like to ask a few questions, if I may. How does the money end work? More importantly, how much do you think I'll make off the book? Just a ballpark figure."
I could hear the smile.
"I keep forgetting you're not a lamb. Realistically, it's hard to tell. As I said before, we've decided we'll put you in the featured writer section."
"That means you'll be one of three that are singled out. Again, the number of hits determine your income. I feel confident yours will do well, especially in the subgroup we're pushing you in. Teen girls are extremely loyal. You'll have a fan base by the time the second book comes out, so that one should double or triple the original numbers. Only time will tell."
"Realistically, you may make as little as five thousand up to more than fifty thousand on you first book in a year's time. Double that for your second book. I have a woman who has been writing for me for eight years now. She usually puts out three books a year, and averages between one hundred sixty and two hundred thousand a year. Not a bad income, wouldn't you say?"
Not a bad income indeed.
"Before I ring off, we need to talk about your name."
"What's wrong with my name?"
She sighed.
"It's a mans' name. Ninety eight per cent of romance readers are women. They identify with women. We'd like you to write under a female name. There are certain words women identify with. How does Samantha Strong sound?"
"Wasn't there a porn actress in the eighties with the same name? What kind of message would that send?"
"I doubt if twelve to seventeen year old girls would know that. All I'm trying to do is get the readers to buy."
We argued about it, and compromised by agreeing to use my first initial and let them guess.
..............................................
I followed her instructions to the letter. I finished the second book and was on the final editing when she gave me one of her rare phone calls. I had asked her to use my cell, I would answer quicker and was still intent on surprising Sheila.
"Well, Larry, you've fulfilled your contract. I think you're probably the best writer I've come across in a long time. We'd like to offer you another contract, for three books this time, contingent on the numbers of your first novel."
I was hesitant. Realistically, I didn't want to do this for a living. It was more of a hobby that I thought I could maybe make a little money out of. Three spiral bound notebooks on my computer desk were filled with outlines for five more books, so I wasn't out of ideas.
"I'll have to think about that. Let's wait until the first book has been out for, say, six months, and talk again."
She was shocked. Apparently nobody had ever turned her down. It took about five minutes before she understood I was serious. There was no friendliness in her tone when she said goodbye.
................................................
The book came out on schedule. I resisted it for a week before I checked the account. There was a little over three thousand dollars in it, meaning at least a thousand had been sold. In a month, nine thousand more sold. My editor called, giddy.
"Congratulations, your book was our top seller for a debut offering this month, and top seller overall. Judging by these figures, you may exceed a hundred thousand this year, before taxes. If you do, you'll be the only first time writer to reach that mark. You may not get another contract from me. Loveland is paying attention. Remember what I said, if that happens you'll be making some serious money."
She sighed.
"I wish I could keep you. And a heads up, somebody from Lifetime read your book. Somebody high enough up the food chain to do something about it. We've had overtures, wanting to get in touch with your agent. Now would be a good time to get one, and that entertainment lawyer we talked about."
We talked for a few more minutes, and as a gesture of gratitude I promised to sign the three book contract. It would keep her standing in the organization high, and if Loveland didn't sign me I had a fall back.
..................................................

Our rekindled intimacy faltered again. It got so bad she was barely civil to me.
I tried to be understanding, I tried to be calm. I tried to be reasonable, but sometime after the two hundreth rant about something insignificant, something snapped.
"SHEILA! Do me a favor, shut the hell up! I don't give a rat's ass on the subject and I'm not going to debate it with you. In fact, I'm not going to debate anything with you, ever again. If you can no longer hold a civil conversation with me, stop talking. Good night!"
I stomped off to the bedroom and slammed the door. She never came to bed that night.
I was still pissed when I got home, so I fixed something simple, something I knew she wasn't fond of, ate by myself, and put the rest up. I hope she remembered how to use the microwave.
I was reading when she came in. She looked in the kitchen. I felt rather than saw her enter the living room.
"Are you ready to have dinner? Think you can do that without getting childish?"
Her attitude hadn't mellowed. When I told her I had already eaten she stomped into the kitchen and started rattling dishes. I stuck my head in the door.
"When you get done, clean up after yourself."
She went from red to purple to pale in the space of a minute. Before she could start I cut her off.
"I meant what I said yesterday, Sheila. If it's not civil it better not come out of your mouth. I've thought about it all day, we need some help, maybe counseling. I don't think we can get over this without it. I still love you, but you're not making it easy. Think about it, give me a decision tomorrow. Good night."
I went to bed. Three hours later I felt her slide into the bed, but she didn't try to touch.
I got up, noticing the dirty dishes.
It was a rough day at work, vendors failed to deliver, customers were wanting delivery early, and I was stuck explaining everything and putting out fires. I was glad to get home.
Sheila wasn't home by nine. I didn't worry, sometimes she stopped for a drink with friends, but by eleven I was worried. She didn't answer her cell, none of her friends knew where she was. I was fearing the worst when she called.
"Sheila, are you all right? Where are you?"
"I'm at home, Roy."
"You're not making any sense, Sheila. I'm at home and you're definitely not here."
"No, I'm not at your home, I'm at my new apartment. I've decided we need some time apart."
My head was reeling.
"What? What are you doing?"
"Trying to decide if I want to stay married to you. We don't get along anymore, and I don't know why. Maybe if we spend a little time apart we can fix it."
"Sheila, I don't think that's a........"
"Good night, Roy. I'll call you in a couple of days."
She hung up. I called back and it went straight to voicemail. I was stuck. She wouldn't talk to me and I had no idea how to find her. I looked through the house. Most of her clothes were gone, a few pictures, little knick knacks she was fond of.
After a sleepless night, I called the hospital where she worked and asked for her. I finally got hold of her backup supervisor, and she told me she had taken two weeks vacation. So much for our trip to the Grand Canyon.
I worried. I sulked. Five days went by and she never called.
Then that night came a wave of anger so strong it scared me. Fuck her! Want to play games? Okey dokey, let them begin.
I called a lawyer recommended by a friend. She was supposed to be brutal. My appointment was at four.
She heard me out.
"What do you want? Do you want to burn her down? Scorch the earth under her feet? Or do you want something gentler, a nice split, everybody goes their own way? Or do you want her back?"
It stopped me cold. I realized I really didn't know what I wanted to do. I admitted as much.
She seemed to relax.
"All right, I propose you start like this. File for legal separation. It'll get her attention, and shorten your wait if you can't get back together. This will make her realize the potential consequences of her actions and talk to you. Now has she taken any unusual amounts of money out of your accounts? For your safety, if she hasn't, I can get the accounts froze, or you could just withdraw half and put it in separate account for now."
She went on for a little longer, asking about investments, retirement plans, did we still owe on our house, things of that nature. I gave her full disclosure and was just about to leave when it hit me.
'Uh, Ms Wright, I just remembered something. I have money in another account. I don't touch it, hardly think about it, but it's there. I know now that I'm a client you are bound to confidentiality, but I'm going to ask you to give me your word on this. Please don't be offended."
I could tell she was, slightly, until I told her the story. She started smiling just before I got done.
"I can't believe it! You're R. Smith! My daughter just read your book and raved about it. I'm in the middle of it now, so don't tell me anything.
So, how much money are we talking here?"
I finally smiled at her.
"I guess it would ruin your day to tell you they all turned out gay and joined the touring cast of a Broadway musical. Not really. At last count, and it changes daily, it was right at seventy two thousand, after tax, last week. Not a fortune, but it's growing everyday. Plus, in two months my second one comes out. Just a word of warning. I don't know how old your daughter is, but this one is much more adult."
She frowned thinking.
"If you divorce, you'll have to declare it, and most likely the second. I can hear the argument now, it was written while you were still married, so it's community property. Just want you know up front.
It was my turn to frown.
"All right, she's the reason I started writing in the first place. I may sign a contract for three more books in the near future, what happens then?"
She clicked her pen, a nervous habit.
"My best advice? Don't sign anything until you reconcile or divorce. If you divorce and sign, then she gets none of those monies. If you reconcile, it won't matter. Now, with your permission, I'll reach out to some contacts, try to find out where she is. If I do, should I have the papers served?"
I hesitated, then nodded yes. The die was cast. Let the chips lay where they fall. Yadda yadda yadda."
It helped fuel the fires when I checked the accounts the next day. She had already taken half.
.................................................
Sheila hadn't called me four days later. I tried and her number was changed.
Then Becky Wright called me.
"Found her. She's in a condo five blocks from the hospital she works at. Still want the papers served?"
"Damn skippy. And I want to be there when they are."
She argued against it and we compromised. She would tape it and I would watch it at her office.
It was actually pretty funny. They caught her as she was going to her car. She was dressed very nicely, much better than she had been the last few years with me, and was smiling.
The server approached, a young girl that looked like she was still in high school.
"My goodness, are you Sheila Smith?"
She said she was with a puzzled look on her face, trying to place her. The girl smiled again.
"You've been served." she said, handing her the papers.
Sheila's smile disappeared, replaced by wonder and then anger.
"That sonofabitch!"
She grabbed her cell phone and tried to call. It was funny watching her when she found it dead. I had cancelled it last night. Fuming, she got into her car and drove away.
Becky Wright smiled.
"Well, you got her attention. Let's see what she does. But I need to bring something to your attention. You don't get a condo like that overnight. She had been planning an exit for awhile. That means she'd made a decision to leave several weeks before, at least."
What she did was go on about a hundred rants on the phone. I didn't respond to any of them but kept them. I got a new phone, and only kept that one so she would have a contact number. We hadn't had a house phone in years.
She started calling me at work. I answered the first one and she started ranting. I hung up, asking the receptionist to explain to her that if she could keep a civil tongue in her head I would be glad to talk to her. When she explained it to her the first time she went on a rant and she hung up on her.
Three days later she called again. In a subdued voice she asked if I had a minute. I shut the door to my office.
"What do you want Sheila?"
There was a few second of silence, then a little sob.
"How could you do that to me Roy? Serve me papers?
I only wanted a little space to figure out my life."
I wasn't in a sympathetic mood.
"Poor Sheila. I'm giving you all the space you want. I filed the papers to make my life simpler. Now, either way it goes, I'm protected. Nice of you to take only half the money, makes it a lot simpler down the line."
She was trying to explain.
"I was afraid you would get mad and keep me from it. It's my money too."
"Not any more, you already got your share. I moved what was left, so don't try to go back to that well. I have to go, so tell me what you want from me."
"I...I just wanted to talk to you. Please be patient. Please."
I could feel the anger rising, and I fought it.
"Go ahead, Sheila. Take all the time you need. If I'm still here when you want to come back we'll try to start over. But I need to make sure you understand. This separation isn't a get out of marriage free card that you can use to see others, then come back and say no harm no foul, we were separated. If I even think there's another man involved, there's no coming back.
Think about that while you find yourself."
I hung up.
................................................
Another five days went by before she called again.
"Why haven't you called?"
"Well Sheila, it has a lot to do with not having a number to call you at. All the contact point I have is the hospital, and you're still on vacation until tomorrow. I think I'll still go to the Grand Canyon. I'll send you pictures."
She started crying.
"Why are you making this so difficult? I'm sorry I messed up our vacation, but I needed this. But now you're ruining it. I end up brooding about you. Why are you so angry?"
I held my breath, counting to ten.
"Well, let's see. My wife of thirty two years turns into a screaming bitch, gets mad when I've had enough, moves out while I'm at work and won't tell me where she's at, and takes half our money.
On reflection, I can't fathom where the anger comes from."



Sniffles.
"You don't have to be sarcastic. I fucked up. I admit it. Happy now? The time I wanted to take to clear my head is now so messed up I don't know what to do."
"Well, Sheila, I'll tell you what to do now. Hang up. I need to sleep, I'm not on vacation."
She slammed the phone, must have been on a land line.
I checked my messages the next day and Norbert wanted me to call back. I went into the office and closed the door.
"Miss Nora, how are you this fine morning?"
She was nothing if not consistent.
"Cut the cornpone, Little Abner. Where's my contract?"
I explained my marital woes.
"Great. Just ducky. Listen, you have a legal separation in place, right? Good. Check with an entertainment lawyer, but in my state any monies that come in after a legal separation are retained by the individuals. And the contract only calls for you to write the books. We won't expect the first one for eight months, you'll be back together or completely apart by then."
I thanked her for the advice and told her to send the contract. She sounded actually human for a minute when she hung up.
"Sorry Roy. I hope things work out for you."
...............................................
Things were getting really bad at wok. The recession was killing us. Orders had dwindled to a standstill. The owner called us into a meeting.
"We're going to take a three week break. We're working on some things, if even one of them bears fruit we'll have a six month backlog. I'm going to keep a skeleton crew, mostly maintenance, to get everything in top shape."
He went on for a little while before winding down. I thought about it that night, and the next day I turned in a vacation request for two weeks following the layoff. The plant manager was surprised but allowed it when I told him I wanted to do a little traveling.
"You and Sheila have a good time."
I grunted something and left.
I had gotten the lawyer Norbert had recommended, but not an agent. I asked, and he said I really didn't need one right now. He did incorporate me, saying it would protect me even more in case I divorced. Not wanting Sheila to know where I was, I had him rent a house for me.
It was on a lake in the mountains, a place I had loved when Sheila and I were younger. We never went there anymore.
Due to the economy and the season, he got me way more house than I needed for a reasonable amount. Two stories, with a basement, on a double lot. It was at the very tip of a small cove. Five bedrooms, a full gym in the basement, gourmet kitchen, it even had a pontoon boat docked at the pier. I loved it.
It was on the market, but no one was buying. They were happy to lease it to me for three months, way more than I needed it for, but at such an attractive price I couldn't refuse. The good part was my name wasn't on the lease anywhere, it was made out to my new corporation.
Sheila called and left a message giving me her new number. I called her back three days later.
"Roy, where are you?"
I wasn't giving her any information I didn't have to.
"I took some time off. I think I'll try to find myself."
She ignored the jab.
"No, I mean where are you physically?"
"Sheila, why does it matter? You planned to leave, leased a condo, moved your stuff and didn't have the decency to tell your husband. When were you going to tell me where you lived? Or were you? Doesn't matter. I'm returning the courtesy. Curiosity compels me to ask, have you found any resolution?"
"I'm working on it, Roy, please, don't try to hurry me."
"I think you should take all the time you need. But just so you know, I've set a limit. If you're still gone when I reach it, the separation papers turn to divorce papers. And before you ask, I'm not telling you when it is."
The shrew came back.
"Damn you Roy, if you think you can buffalo me..."
I hung up, and didn't answer the phone for a week. I settled into the house. One of the perks was a courtesy pass to the local country club, with a very good golf course. I hadn't seriously played in years, but I showed up, met the management, had a couple of drinks at the bar, ate at the restaurant, and enjoyed myself tremendously. The next day I was at the pro shop, picking up a nice set of clubs and shoes. I played twenty seven holes, pleased to see I hadn't lost much of my game, not that I was any good to start with. But I had a good time, playing with a few members for eighteen, doing the back nine by myself. For the time of year the course was in excellent shape.
I was so sore it hurt to move the next morning. I decided to dust off the exercise equipment in the basement that afternoon. I started slowly, but in three weeks I was hitting them for an hour in the morning and an hour in the evening.
I lost fifteen pounds, and my golf game improved.
Tired of my thinning hair, I went to a barber and had it shaved off. I grew a goatee and mustache, because I had always wanted to. I was surprised when it came in, the hair was almost completely white.
Sheila called me twice a week but never said anything of consequence, or offered to meet physically. She still tried to find me, even asked my lawyer. Since she didn't know exactly where I was, she could honestly say so.
I forced the issue on her last call.
"I'm going to be home next week. I expect to see you. It doesn't need to be at the house, pick a neutral spot we can agree on, and I'll be there. Refuse, and I turn my lawyer loose."
She complained, she whined, but ultimately agreed.
She picked the most expensive restaurant in town. I surprised her by agreeing.
I went back to the house. It smelled empty and...old. It didn't smell like a home anymore.
I didn't stock the fridge, I didn't intend to be there that long. In fact, I never intended to live there again. If we got back together, it would be somewhere else, somewhere we could start new memories without the ghosts of the old ones hanging over us.
She was there before I was. I almost didn't recognize her. She had dyed her hair a lighter color and lost weight. She really looked good, but as I got closer I could see hard lines on her face, the habitual frown she carried seemed deeper. It was not the face of a happy person.
It pleased me that she didn't recognize me until I was almost at the table. She didn't offer a hug, didn't get up. She sat there with her mouth hanging open.
"Roy! My goodness, I almost didn't recognize you. When did you shave your head and grow a beard? Not that it doesn't look good on you."
No I miss you, no I love you, just observations about my appearance. I returned the compliment, hitting on her weight loss and hair color. She patted it selfconsciously.
"I wanted something a little different, you know?"
We ordered. I had a good appetite while she just picked at her food. I ordered coffee, and while we had it I asked her if she had found herself yet.
She hung her head.
"Not yet. Please, don't pressure me. I'm working on it.
"How exactly are you working on it? Long hours of selfexamination? Therapy? Counseling? What are you doing to move forward?"
"Well, I've been talking to friends, and they've been giving me advice."
"That's it? Are these people professionals? Any of them qualified in any field that could actually be of use to you? If all they're giving you is opinions, I'm reminded of the old saying.
Opinions are like assholes, everybody has one and they're all full of shit. The clock is ticking, Sheila."
I sat there, watching my love for her start dying as she sniffled. When I couldn't take anymore, I settled the check, wished her a good night, and left.
I thought about it, she hadn't once offered to touch me, and seemed to flinch when I touched her arm.
................................................
I worked a week at the end of my vacation, then was off for two weeks. I immediately went back to the lake house.
Before I left I talked to my lawyer.
"The term for the legal separation is almost up. What do you want me to do?"
"File."
"Are you sure?"
I sighed.
"I'm sure. If something happens to change us, I can always stop it. And, just for the heck of it, get some investigators and watch her for a week or so. I'm curious what her brand new life is like."
We talked some about my writing. My first book topped over a hundred thousand so far, net, the fastest ever for the site. My second came out, and got twenty thousand downloads the first three weeks, at seven ninety five. My writing account was doing very nicely.
My entertainment lawyer was talking to Lifetime, but was getting overtures from film companies. He found himself in a small bidding war, and was pitting them against each other with understated skill. So far, it was up to eight hundred thousand. I was staggered.
I thought about it for a week, quit my job, and made an offer on the lake house. Whatever Sheila and I decided, I was going to live there. Money was now no problem, although we were comfortable before.
My decision was made for me when Becky called.
"I got the investigators' report."
"What does it say?"
I could hear the reluctance in her voice.
"You need to come by the office."
I let the silence linger for a bit.
"That bad?"
Another silence.
"Yes."
I'll be there tomorrow morning, if you have time for me."
"I'll set aside an hour. Ten all right?"
................................................
"His name is Morgan Feldman. He's an E.R. doctor at her hospital. He's sixty one, just a little older than you."
She slid me a picture. An ordinary looking man, with a fringe of hair around an almost completely bald head. I wasn't impressed.
"He's married. Four children and five grandchildren. His son is a doctor at the other hospital here in town. His wife is a top executive at Harmony Enterprises, and travels a good bit. She has the money in the marriage."
She showed me a picture of a very nice looking woman in her middle fifties. Sheila was attractive, especially to me, but she would never be in the same class. Made me wonder.
"He's a serial womanizer, your wife is just the latest. The average length of his dalliances is about six months, so your wife is close to her expiration date."
"He's very good at cheating. We put an operative on the cleaning crew at the hospital, and he snapped a few pictures as they ducked into empty rooms. I don't think they did anything past kissing, there wasn't time, although our man got one photo of them when they thought the curtain in the room was closed."
"Same at the condo. They never enter together. Usually she goes out, and half an hour later he comes in. He rides three floors past, then comes down on another elevator. If there's anyone in the hall he walks by. If he's clear, he let's himself in with his own key. A few minutes later she returns. He usually stays from an hour to half a day. Once overnight. They're never seen together in the hall, but we do have a shot where she opens the door after he leaves to hand him a briefcase. She looks up and down the hall, then opens her robe, giggling, and shuts the door."
"How did you get all this?"
She grinned.
"Money and luck. One of our operatives showed up at the condo complex, identifying himself as a representative of the security service they use, offering to audit their security system and make suggestions for improvement, purely as a courtesy. He had them call the security company, where he was directed to a man who vouched for him."
"He made copies of the last month and a half of security footage, and then his team examined it. The security company actually got some business out of it, making several upgrades."
"You've already filed, what do you want me to do now?"
I thought for a moment.
"Expedite it. Offer her a straight fifty fifty split. She can have the house, I don't want to live there anymore. If she doesn't want it, we'll put it up for sale and split the money. If she fights it, tell her to get a damn good lawyer. I'll drag it out for years if I have to, bleed her dry. And tell her to expect a package from me that will explain things."
She looked me over.
"I have to advise you against doing anything reckless or stupid. You know we can't use the condo footage, legally. I'll keep the operatives digging. Maybe they can get someone to verify the affair."
I actually smiled. I don't think she expected it.
"All I'm going to do is send her a photo and a short message."
It was the photo of her flashing her lover. I had written across it in big red letters.
"TIME EXPIRED."
I sent it to the hospital.
.................................................
The phone calls started three days after she got the photo. It was reported she collapsed with it in her hands and a few people saw it, enough to get the gossip mill going. She was off work on a two week medical leave.
I thought she wouldn't have the nerve, but she started calling three and four times a day, sometimes more, begging me to talk to her.
I snapped when I got the last message. She said it was a one time thing, she did it because she was lonely and missing me. I actually called her back. I was on her before she got hello out of her mouth.
"A one time thing? You mean one time just for that day, right? Was it just a one time thing all the other times? The good doctor losing a step, staying power not what it used to be? Surely he knows there's pills to fix that."
I had memorized the dates he had visited her, especially the night he stayed over. She was gasping and stuttering when I finished.
"Give it up Sheila, you're stone cold busted. Admit it, if you weren't fucking him before you left me, you were planning on it as soon as you got settled in to your love nest."
She was trying to explain when I shut her down again.
"Give it up. I know the hospital knows about your little adventure. The only reason you both still have your jobs is there's no proof anything happened there. What do you think the chances of continued employment would be if I showed up with some photos of you playing kissy face with the good doctor in some of the empty rooms, and hinted strongly about a lawsuit?"
"To quote Bruce Willis, it would be 'Happy trails, motherfucker.'"
"Agree to the terms, Shela, while you still have a chance to walk away with something. Three weeks, Sheila, then I go to the hospital and afterwards have a little show and tell with Mrs. Dr. Feldman. Up to you, and don't call me again. Call my lawyer. Goodbye Sheila, I hope you have a horrible, empty, loveless rest of your life."
Okay, the last was a bit over the top, but I was in a lot of pain. I turned my old cell phone off and put it in a drawer.
My offer was accepted on the lake house. I was now a full time writer with a mortgage. I had finished the first draft of my third novel, and got a call from Miss Nora.
"This one isn't up to the standard the other two set, but it's readable, and we have a few months to polish it. Divorced yet?"
"I'm working on it."
"Well. Sorry, and I do mean that. I've got something I need you to think about. Your books are really good, but kind of tame. Ever heard of erotica? Fifty Shades Of Gray ring any bells?"
"Only in general terms. You'd have to be living under a rock not to hear about that book. Where are you going with this?"
"Erotica is really hot right now. Sex sells baby, remember that saying. It's a fact, and if you can write it well you can make a lot of money."
I was joking when I said "Miss Nora, for the right amount of money, I'll write something so hot it'll melt your panties off right at your desk".
It was the first time I ever heard her truly laugh.
"You do that, Roy, and we'll both make a load of money. I've sent you four sites I want you go to. They're for amateur writers of erotica. Go on them, read a few stories, get a feel for it. Write a few, it'll be good practice."
"Just a word of caution. Many on these sites are decent writers, and a very few are outstanding. But most of the stories are like reading a porn movie, screw and sucks with no character development. If you can't get your readers invested in the characters, they're not going to read your stories, and more importantly, if they do they won't remember them. Most have a rating system of some kind, my advice is to read only the top twenty percent. Email me when you post yours, and I'll read them. Any one could be the nucleus for your next book. I'll be sure to wear my fireproof panties."
I did go on the sites, picking what I thought was the best. I read them for a week before attempting a story. It was only moderately successful, but future postings were better received as I came to grips with the short story format. I often did them when I was stuck on a particular passage in my regular books, they helped clear my head, enabling me to concentrate better.
The three weeks passed and Becky called me.
"She wants a face to face, and she wants you to go to counseling together. If you agree, I'll get the number of sessions set as low as possible. It'll look good if we have to go to court. Speaking of that, I'm going to propose a trade. You talk, go to counseling, and if you still want a divorce, we skip court and go directly to arbitration. I recommend it. It's cheaper, doesn't take as long, and if you agree to it you have to accept the decision of the arbitrator and can't challenge it in court. It's also usually a lot less bloody, they do a really good job not letting things get out of hand."
"Just so you know, nobody wins at arbitration, just like if we were to go to court. Both of you will lose some things, win others, but in the end it'll be a deal you can both live with. Are you game?"
I thought about it for a minute.
"Is this the quickest way?"
"No, Roy, it's not. But it's the best and usually the cheapest. I recommend it."
"Where do you fit in, Becky?"
"Once you agree to arbitration, I'm basically out, unless you want me to advise you on an informal basis."
"All right, do it. But I still consider you my lawyer, and I will seek your opinion."
She laughed and thanked me.
"It really is the best way, Roy. And I'll still be glad to send you a bill from time to time. How's the writing?"
I told her my third was finished, about the negotiations for the movie rights to the first one, and my little adventure in erotica, giving her the site and my pen name.
"I don't know if that sort of thing offends you, but if it doesn't, read a few and tell me what you think. Set the meeting."
.................................................
This is the end of part one. Thanks for reading, I haven't posted in Loving Wives for awhile. I've been off writing my pseudo epic, The Hogue Chronicles, trying to use as many sections of this genre as I can. I've already posted the first four chapters, in Transsexual/Crossdresser, BDSM, Group Sex, and Mature, in that order. Future chapters will be in Non Erotic, Non Consent, Incest Taboo, and the final chapter, of course, will be in Loving Wives.
It's been fun so far, but the thing I've missed is the feedback. The people who read those sites aren't nearly as vocal as you guys.
That being said, feel free to comment or vote, they are appreciated.
QHML1
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All right, this is where I pause so the people who complained that there was no sex in the last one can get vocal. Wait for it, wait for it....now. Feel better?
I'll say it again, the most powerful sex organ is the brain. I put it in loving wives because it's the classic story, man loves, man loses, man moves on. Statistic show at least sixty percent of you out there reading have gone through it, some, like me, more than once.
And now, resolution.
.................................................
"Are you ready?"
I looked over at my lawyer, remembering again how much she looked like my freshman science teacher. I told her that once and I think she didn't like it, until I told her she was the hottest teacher in school. She perked up after that.
We were in her conference room, I was pacing while she sat on the table swinging one long stockinged leg, her three inch heel dangling from her toe. I grinned. She noticed.
"What was that about?"
"She sat on the conference table, swinging her long, stockinged leg, shoe dangling. A seductress, hidden in a business suit, waiting to pounce on her next victim. Does she do it on purpose? Or does all that suppressed sexuality demand release at odd and inopportune times?"
"How does sound as a passage in one of my stories?"
She blushed a little and grinned wickedly, swishing her skirt high enough to make sure I knew she had on thigh highs. She was forty three, looked thirty three, and acted twenty five when she wasn't working. We had developed an easy friendship over the last few months.
"You better make her prettier than me."
"My prose isn't that good. Impossible you know, to improve on perfection, Becky dear."
She actually blushed again.
"You're a dirty old man disguised as a writer."
"I've become many things over the past months. An admirer of beauty, for instance."
"Stop it! It's gonna be hard enough to keep a straight face as it is. Behave. And remember, watch me, If I don't like what you're saying, I'll give you a head shake."
Her assistant opened the door.
"They've arrived. I put on the coffee, water will be in the bar fridge."
Becky looked at me.
"Ready?"
"As I'll ever be. Showtime."
Sheila didn't look so hot. She had gained the weight she'd lost back since I had seen her last, plus a few pounds. Her hair was pulled back with a band, not a good look for her.
I had no idea how I looked to her. I had grown my mustaches and goatee out until I looked like a shaven headed Buffalo Bill. I liked it, and one thing about having money, even a little, is that most times you only have to impress yourself. I was leaner than she saw me last, in better shape. Golf and my home gym took care of that.
I looked at her and tried to remember the hot coed I had bedded in college, her hair down past her ass, her proud breasts never feeling the constriction of a bra, willing and eager to make love, any time, almost anywhere.
I had showed Kelsie a photo I had of her then, wearing cutoffs and a thin halter top, smiling that killer smile as her hair swirled in the wind. I think it was the first time she realized we weren't born old.
"Gramps, she was hot!"
I totally agreed.
What really threw her was a picture of me. She looked at it and asked who it was. I had on a tyedyed t shirt, bell bottoms with a huge flair, had a beard, wire rim glasses and hair past my shoulders. I laughed.
"It was the early seventies, baby. Look it up. I was pretty average back then."
She took both pictures home with her.
I smiled at the thought of her then and she misread it, thinking it was for her now. She smiled back. I put my serious face on, determined to get this over with. She looked apprehensive and nervous again.
Becky thanked them for coming, offering them water or coffee. I waited until the were seated, then took a seat opposite.
Becky cleared her throat.
"If you're ready, we'll discuss the settlement agreement first."
Sheila spoke up before her lawyer could stop her.
"I don't want a settlement. I want my husband back."
I shocked them all, I think, when I asked her "Why? Why do you want me back now, after you made our last two years hell, left like a thief in the night, hid from me, took half our money, all so you could fuck another man. You said you were looking for yourself. Tell me, Sheila, did you find yourself on the end of his cock? Has he left you yet, did you hit your expiration date? If you like, I can show you my investigators report, you weren't the first nurse to keep the lonely doctor company while his wife traveled."
She sobbed and Becky shushed me.
"You're not helping things, Roy."
I thought I could control my temper but couldn't.
"I'm not here to help. I'm here to end things so I can go on with my life. I'm sure Sheila wants to get on with finding herself, this should help her."
We took a break and she took me out in the hall and ate me up. Her finger was in my face.
"Another outburst like that, and you'll need new representation. Now, promise me you'll stick to the game plan."
I apologized and we went back in.
Sheila tried to get everyone back on track.
"Mrs. Smith, I'm very sorry, but your husband just does not want to continue this marriage. He's a fair man, and really doesn't want you to suffer. We all make mistakes and have to live with them. He's willing to split all assets evenly, and is also willing to give you the house if you wish it. Is there anything in particular you want?"
Sheila had managed to remain calm.
"I want my life back. I know I threw it away, but I'm willing to walk through the fires of hell if that what it takes. I'll quit my job, never leave the house, bow and scrape if I have to."
Nobody spoke for a second. I drew in a breath but Becky put her hand over mine. Sheila saw it and her eyes narrowed. To rub it in I took her hand and squeezed it, holding it for a few seconds.
Becky caught on and snatched her hand away, frowning. I wasn't helping myself.
Her lawyer spoke for the first time.
"The whole reason we agreed to this sit down was for my client to have a thirty minute conversation with her husband. She freely admits her affair and lack of reasonable behavior, but there were extenuating circumstances. If she isn't going to be allowed that chance, we'll leave, counselor, and see you in court."
Becky became placating again.
"My client will honor this agreement, if you honor yours. In this envelope is full disclosure of my clients' finances. I think yours will be surprised. Also, the conversation will be recorded, and we will each take a tape immediately after. Agreed?"
He didn't like it, but it was in the agreement. They left, placing two cassette recorders on the table. Becky pulled a timer out of the sideboard and handed it to me. I set it for thirty minutes, and started it as soon as the door closed.
She didn't say anything for a few minutes.
"Sheila, you've already wasted close to three minutes. If you've got something to say, better start soon."
She spent five minutes crying, five minutes explaining, five minutes apologizing, five minutes begging. I answered when I thought it was appropriate. In the end she was exhausted and I stood firm.
"You know what you haven't said? I'll never do anything like that again. Not in those exact words. And that's what it's gonna take. Know why? Because you can't. Our lawyers don't know our history. So, until you can tell me that and I can look in your eyes and believe it, there's never going to be a chance we'll get back together. Please Sheila, we had a good run. Let it go so we can both move on."
"Please Roy, you can't do that. Try, please."
The meeting was pretty much was over then. After Becky stopped chewing me out, I kissed her soundly, apologized sincerely, and invited her and her husband up to the house for the weekend.
"The lawyer stood, ample chest heaving with emotion, as her enigmatic client strode from the room regretfully, knowing the hot vixen would never be his. Damn morals, he thought..."
I didn't get to finish the thought as a law book slammed into the wall beside the door, followed by the laughter of Becky and her assistant.
"I better get royalties!" she yelled after me.
................................................
We had become friends over the months. She and her husband were both in their early forties with a teen daughter. I had them up to the house twice before. Seems her husband Jack was an avid fisherman, and when I mentioned the pontoon boat came with the house he almost salivated. We spent a pleasant morning working the coves, while Becky, her daughter, and Kelsie and a few of her friends sunned.
I finally told Kelsie what her determined actions had resulted in, after picking her up from school. She was stunned and thrilled alternately, both at the money and the house.
She wandered through it, looking at everything. When she saw the patio layout with the outdoor kitchen she was speechless.
I took her down to the little independent grocery and she watched, thrilled, as a butcher cut meat to her exact specifications. We stopped at a produce stand and bought fresh vegetables to use for sides.
After our feast, we sat and talked about her future. Her grades in community college were near perfect.
"You know, Kelsie. I can afford to send you anywhere you want to go. You get a car and spending money as long as you maintain your grades. Think about it, look around, do what's best for Kelsie."
She cried herself to sleep. I gave up trying to get her to stop, got a blanket and wrapped it around her to ward off the coolness of the evening, and left her. She stayed with me a week before she went home, swearing not to let anyone know where I was or what I was doing.
She was disappointed that her grandmother and I weren't together. She spent the night with her now and then, said she was sad all the time. I never commented.
I was a regular at the country club. I made friends, played golf if it was weather fit two or three times a week, and socialized. I ate at the restaurant twice a week on average. I knew the guys at the grocery store, the names of the guys that ran the gas station I used, and a couple of farmers I met while buying produce. I was integrating, becoming part of the community. I was just Roy, the retired guy that bought the Kessler house.
When I quit my health insurance stopped, so I used the agent that sold me homeowners and car insurance to set me up with a family policy. I included my son, Kelsie, my ex daughter in law, and Sheila, telling them I got a good rate if I used the family plan. They all bought the story, not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth.
I redid my third book completely, making it a much better read. Miss Nora wasn't surprised when Loveland came calling. Out of loyalty, I made sure she got to publish the book online, dedicating it to her. I don't know if she appreciated it or not, she was the most unemotional woman I had ever met. I did find out she won some kind of award and got a nice promotion later. I like to think I contributed to her success.
Sheila and her lawyer got cute, trying to renege on their promise to go to arbitration instead of court. I was set to burn her down, make her lose her job, but Becky stopped me.
"So she loses her job. Whoopee. It'll make you feel good for what, five minutes? Then you'll be divorcing an unemployed house wife instead of a well paid professional. It'll cost you more than the satisfaction you'll get, paying her alimony. Let's hope she doesn't figure it out and quit for spite. If you lose sight of what you're after, resolution over revenge, it'll get long, costly, and more painful"
So I left her alone. But the rumor mill continued to grind, kept alive by her pending divorce. Eventually it got to the point where management had to address it. They gave her and Dr. Feldman a week of paid leave while they considered what to do. Word got out they were going to fire her and give the good doctor a slap on the wrist.
Her lawyer called Becky, Becky called me. She, Sheilas' attorney, and I paid a little unannounced visit to the director. Becky told him flat out if she was fired lawsuits would descend like an avalanche.
"We have three affidavits from nurses he had affairs with before Mrs. Smith, evidence he was the aggressor in the relationships, and that inappropriate contact occurred in the workplace. Our clients are determined to file suit if Mrs. Smith is adversely affected. Think of the damage to the image your hospital projects. We intend to name and sue you separately as director, for allowing this kind of behavior to occur despite hospital policy."
She paused for breath as his eyes got bigger.
"Or, we could all just go away and let it go, provided Mrs. Smith is treated with respect. But you still might want to do something about Dr. Feldman, before he lands you in a situation that can't be dealt with privately."
In the end, to allow them to get rid of Dr. Feldman, they had to demote her. She agreed and became a regular shift nurse.
Mrs. Dr. Feldman finally got tired of her husband and transferred to the West Coast to head their operations there. It was a huge promotion, and since she provided the money for their lifestyle, he went from a three million dollar estate to a one bedroom townhouse. He lost his priviliges at his old hospital, and just barely, thanks to his son, got them at the other hospital in town, after agreeing to a probationary period.
So now his life semi sucked. Was I happy about it? Yes, in a way. He deserved it for being a predatory asshole. That being said, my wife was an intelligent woman who could have said no at any time during the seduction. If it hadn't been him, it would have been somebody else.
In the end I agreed to three months of marriage counseling, meeting twice weekly and once individually, after it was made ironclad that after that, If I still wanted the divorce it would be granted.
...............................................
My therapist didn't like me much.
Her name was Dr. Patricia Wills. Her reconciliation rate was a source of great satisfaction to her.
She was always smiling, emphatic, and just as irritating as possible.
"Thank you for agreeing to meet, Roy. I like to keep things informal, so...."
I held up my hand.
"You can stop right there Patricia, Patty, Tricia, Trish, whatever you go by. You will address me as Mr. Smith, I will address you as Dr. Wills. This is a business arrangement, we're not friends meeting for drinks after work. Keep it professional and this will pass much faster for us."
She eyed me critically.
"That's going to make it harder to establish a rapport. It appears to me you don't want to be here. I can go back to the court and..."
I stopped her again.
"Dr. Wills, you're not being professional. Have you even read the agreement between my wife and I? These sessions aren't court ordered, but I did sign a contract agreeing to meet with you for the specified time. Whether I participate, despite what you may recommend, it ends at the agreed upon time, and if I still want the divorce it becomes automatic. And my lawyer worded the contract very carefully. It says I'm obligated to attend, not participate. That being said, I'm curious about some things so I most likely will participate."
"Understand, this is important. You have no power over me. You have the same standing my butcher or mechanic at home have. You're a professional I'm using for a specific task. All right?"
I used up most of my first session establishing my ground rules. She was not happy.
I have no idea what her sessions with Sheila was like. Our first two joint sessions were pretty tame, mostly her apologizing. I told the doctor if we didn't get past that I was going to bring a book or tablet to the rest of the sessions.
My next individual session she changed gears, having me tell how we fell in love.
.................................................. It was 1972, and I was eighteen years old. Barely missing the messiness and destruction of Southeast Asia, I had gotten an academic scholarship to study business. I was always a bit of a wild child, raised in a single family home after my dad was killed in a car crash. We didn't get much insurance so Mom worked long hours in a furniture factory to pay the bills. As soon as I turned sixteen I got a job in the same factory, working four hours a night Monday through Thursday, eight hours Friday night, and coming in at six in the morning on Saturday to work six more. After I had been there a while my boss would let me work an extra hour here and there and full shifts if school was out, so I was basically working forty hours a week and attending high school at the same time. High school was easy for me, mostly. Loved English, History, and Science, wasn't so great at math.
When I started working I footed my own bills and took a lot of the burden off Mom. I bought my own car, clothes, even paid for groceries a lot of times. When you worked the hours I did there wasn't a whole lot of time to spend money. I dated a lot on Saturday nights, but it didn't go anywhere because teen girls liked their boys to talk to them on the phone, go to school events and games during the week, and generally be available. I wasn't.
The scholarship came from the company I worked for. I saw a notice on the bulletin board urging workers to have their children apply. My boss saw me looking at it.
"Got any kids college age?" He said with a grin.
"No, but does it have to be a child? Can it be an employee?"
He looked at me like it was something no one had ever thought of.
"I don't see why not."
I forgot about it, but three days later the plant manager stopped by on his way home and gave me some papers.
"What are these?"
"Your scholarship application. Bill said you were interested. It's self explanatory, just get your teachers to fill out their part quickly. The faster you get it back, the more time we have to consider you."
I didn't think I had a chance in hell, but my teachers helped me out, and I had a good interview with the screening committee. I was still surprised when I got it.
Mom was over the moon. Her son, a college man! She showed me a savings account she had started when I was four, just for college.
She got to keep most of the the money, they paid for everything and got me a part time job at their local plant. The hours I got to work were tied to my grade average. The higher the average, the more hours I could work. If they dropped, I was practically unemployed. I averaged twenty four hours. She did insist on buying me a better car.
Like I said, it was 1972, the tail end of the muscle car era. Camaros, Mustangs, GTOs, Chevelles were all popular. My car was a little different.
I had a 1969 Dodge Polara. Called the four door Roadrunner, it was built for and sold specifically to law enforcement agencies. I got mine at a state auction where they were auctioning off old patrol cars. It wasn't painted as a cop car, being called an "unmarked". It had a 383 interceptor engine with a stock four barrel carb, do 0 to 60 in just over six seconds, and be close to a hundred in a quarter mile. The specially calibrated TorqueFlite automatic transmission was designed to stand up to the high horsepower and torque. It had heavy duty suspension and radials tires, in a time when they were just getting popular. At first glance, it looked like the kind of full size four door car your grandfather would drive. There wasn't a lot I couldn't bust going from stoplight to stoplight.
We were in the next town over, cruising the burger joints, checking out girls. Billy was complaining we should have taken his Mustang when a Chevelle pulled up beside us. The guy had three girls with him. It had glass packs and he was revving his engine, laughing.



"Grandpa know you got his car out?"
I just smiled, pulled a twenty out of my pocket, held it up, popped it twice so he could see the denomination, and laid it on the dash. Twenty bucks was serious cash back then, especially to a college student. He was so surprised that when the stoplight changed he missed it, and I pulled sedately away. We could hear the girls laughing.
He pulled up beside me again, his pride hurt.
"You're on!" he yelled, putting a twenty on his dash, roaring and popping.
He didn't have a chance. When the light changed and I put my foot in that four barrel, we were gone. He was fishtailing while my stabilizer bars kept me right on track.
We pulled over in a grocery store parking lot.
"I can't fucking believe it! What the hell is this thing?"
Soon we had the hoods of both popped, swapping stories. It worked out pretty well, he had two extra girls and I had one extra guy.
It was a warm evening at the beginning of summer. Everybody had their windows down, radio blasting.
I was into the cars and didn't pay much attention at first. He was trying to talk me into going to another location, doing the same thing we had done, running me in as a ringer and cleaning up on side bets.
Billy was urging me on. He had an eye for the short blonde in the back seat.
"C'mon, I'll ride with them, the other girl can ride with you. Maybe we'll get a little pussy out of the deal."
I was laughing, saying I bet she was a dog, when the brunette finally got out of the car.
She was trying to untangle her mass of waist length, curly hair and pull it back. Her skimpy halter top was riding over the bottom of her midsized, perky breasts, straining against erect nipples. She got her hair in order and looked at me. Her cut off jeans just barely contained her ass cheeks.
"Hi" she said grinning and extending her hand, "I'm Sheila. Woof."
Shit! A stone cold fox had just heard me say she was probably a dog. I went bright red and stuttered while everyone else fell back laughing.
She accepted my apology, let me buy her a bottle of wine, and was in the front seat for the rest of the night. The girls were nursing students at our college, which explained why our paths didn't cross before.
Billy did indeed get some pussy that night, but I didn't. By the time we got back to the apartment they shared with two others, she was passed out. I got to carry her in and put her on the couch. I didn't even get a kiss.
The next day she was at my apartment, holding her head. I didn't see anyone else.
"How did you know where I lived? How did you get here?"
Still holding her head, she walked by me and lay down on the couch.
"Sabrina dropped me when she brought Billy home. I felt bad, passing out on you last night. I came by to see if you were as cute sober. Can I have some water and a few aspirin?"
I got it for her, darkened the shades, and she lay back. She promptly fell asleep. She slept for three hours and woke up with a start.
"Where the hell am I?"
I had been in the kitchen, studying.
"You're at my house. Remember me? Sabrina brought you over just before noon. Apparently you needed a little more sleep."
She went bright red, then giggled.
"Well, I guess that'll teach you not to let me drink two bottles of wine. I'm hungry."
She used the bathroom, neatened up a bit, and we went to a little place close by. She looked at me.
"I don't think a greasy burger or pizza would go over too well. That and sandwiches are the extent of my culinary skills."
The place was quietly famous for their homemade soups and breads. According to what type soup you ordered, sometimes the loaf was the bowl. It was filling, good, and fairly cheap. She had never been there.
Feeling human again, we went to the park and hung out, talking to each other and whatever friends happened by. A couple guys she knew came by with guitars, and we sat around and sang. She had a good voice. It's one of my better memories.
I asked her if she was ready to go home and she said she'd like to go back to my place for awhile. I had no problem. She made me stop at a store and came back with a twelvepack and some chips.
We drank two beers when she went into the bathroom. I was surprised when I heard the shower running. Even more surprised when she called out to me. But I was most surprised when she opened the door and stood there naked.
"We need towels" she said in a calm voice. She turned and walked back towards the shower. I was dumbstruck, watching that incredibly cute ass sway back and forth. She looked over her shoulder and grinned.
"You coming or what?"
It definitely wasn't what.
She was the type of woman who inspired so many goofy love songs of that era. Long, lean, all hard nipples and soft pussy. She had a thick bush, women didn't shave back then, but what was under it was heaven.
We were young, enthusiastic, and soon, in love. It was almost the end of our freshman year, and she lived with me the last four weeks.
It was hard on us that first summer, being apart. I stayed in town and worked in the factory. Since Sheila wasn't around I worked massive amounts of overtime. She had already lined up a job at a rest home near her parents, to gain nursing experience. She hated it.
She came back two weeks early to surprise me. I came in from work and she was sitting on the couch naked.
"I didn't want to waste time" she said, as she dragged me to the shower.
I didn't work anymore overtime.
She moved in, not even pretending to live with her friends. Her parents didn't like it when they found out, but by then most of the year was gone.
We lived together all the way through college and a year beyond. It all fell apart in late 1977.
I had an entry level job at a new company. It wasn't really what I wanted, but it would look good on a resume. I worked hard, putting in extra hours, trying to make a good impression.
She had a job at the local hospital, general duties mostly, although she liked to work in the birthing rooms and with children.
We were in a nice apartment, and she insisted on splitting the bills, minus car payments, so I was saving a good bit, looking to the future. Sooner or later we would want kids, and I wanted a nice place to raise them.
Them she suddenly changed to night shift. She said she didn't have a lot of choice. I hated it.
We had the evenings together and that was all the contact we had until the weekend. She left at ten, and I was gone when she got home. I didn't have any experience with that sort of things, but the signs were there. Moodiness, disrespect, sometimes she wouldn't be home when I called on my first break. She said she was asleep. A reasonable explanation, but I knew she couldn't go home and go straight to sleep. It usually took her two or three hours to wind down.
It came to a head when I proposed. She was shocked.
She didn't say no, exactly, but she didn't say yes.
"Why rush? We're in love, that's not going away. We have plenty of time."
"We're not rushing, Sheila. We've been together five years. It's time to move to the next phase of our life. Don't you want kids?"
She fidgeted.
"Yes, of course I do. But we have plenty of time. We're still young. Let's enjoy each other a bit longer."
I thought for a second.
"Let me get this straight in my mind. You say we'll marry, but not right now. We'll have kids, someday, on your schedule. Where is this coming from? Sounds like you have doubts about spending the rest of out lives together. Anything else on your mind I need to know about?"
She burst into tears and hid in the bedroom. Things went downhill pretty fast. I came home a month later to find her moved out. She left a letter.
"Dear Roy,
Please don't be mad. I've been feeling restless lately, like I'm missing something. I've talked to my friends. and I've decided I need a little space. I need to find myself before I can commit to a life long relationship. I still love you.
Please, give me this time. I'll be back before you know it."
I was heart broken. Then I was angry. We still had a lot of friends in common, and soon word got back to me. She was finding herself with the help of one of the doctors she worked with.
She would call me, and I would hang up. I know, childish. I didn't care.
She saw me at a club and was pissed beyond words I was there with a date. She was with friends, and they tried to keep us apart, which was fine by me.
My new girlfriend saw the stares and I filled her in without going into to detail. She was a little redhead, with a temper of her own.
"Want a little payback?"
Of course I did, She hung onto me like I was the last drink of water in a desert, and I let her. People didn't bump and grind back then like they do now, so it got a lot of attention when we slow danced and she practically dry humped me on the dance floor.
That tore it with Sheila. She charged over with a full head of steam.
"What the fuck do you think you're doing? I'm going through issues, and you're running around with sluts. That's not how it works, you can't do that. How's that helping us get back together?"
It was a golden opportunity and I was was young and petty enough to take it.
"Who said we're getting back together? I love you for five years and suddenly it's not enough? Have you found yourself yet? I bet if you look hard enough at the end of Dr. Love's cock, you'll at least see part of you. Didn't know I knew about that, did you? Now leave me alone. I'd tell you to go get fucked, but you already did."
She went pale and collapsed. I left and didn't see her again for two years.
When I say left, I mean left town. I got a better job offer in another state and took it. I didn't tell anybody until the day before I left. I had a big party and invited my oldest friends.
They were shocked when I told them it was my farewell party. Late in the evening Sabrina and Billy got me alone.
"What did Sheila say when you told her?"
I was surprised.
"I haven't seen or talked to her in almost two months. Why should it matter?"
Sabrina snorted.
"I admit it. She was a bitch. How she left you was bad, and fucking that doctor was even worse. But since that night at the club all she does when she isn't working is sit around and mope about you. She made a mistake, screwed up bad. I know for a fact she would do anything for a chance to start over with you. Can't you at least say bye?"
I shook my head.
"Already said bye. Tell her this though. Stop moping around. Put a little energy into the relationship with Dr. Cock. She'll be happier."
She almost slapped me, but I caught her hand.
"She hasn't seen him since the night she saw you with that redhead. Besides, he's married. There was never a future there."
That tidbit just pissed me off more.
"So she was fucking the guy knowing he was married. That solidifies her standing as a certified slut in my mind. I'm sorry, Sabrina, there's nothing left anymore."
I wasn't taking anything but clothes with me and made a deal with a few college guys to take what they wanted, as long as they cleaned the place out and left it good order. Billy supervised.
He said I hadn't been gone five minutes when Sabrina came by with Sheila. She saw the stuff piled outside and threw a fit, screaming, grabbing things and trying to take them back inside. They finally got her calmed down. I had left everything that was hers or that I thought she might want with Billy anyway, so she had nothing to complain about. She sat there and cried while the physical remnants of our life together disappeared.
................................................
I finished our saga in a joint session.
"So you see, Dr. Wills, there was a precedent for her recent behavior. And it makes me wonder, in between then and now, had she gotten lost again? Was I living in a fools' paradise while she found herself with other doctors? Looking back, I can remember a few rough patches."
Sheila denied that violently, but wouldn't look me in the eye. And apparently, her version of our history had been revised a bit, to put her in a better light. Dr. Wills was not happy.
In my next individual session she asked me how we got back together.
.................................................
I was doing well in my new job. It looked like I might have a future there. I took two weeks vacation, and went home to see my mother. She had remarried, a decent guy. We had nothing in common except love for my mother, but it was enough for us to become friends.
I spent four days with them and enjoyed it tremendously. My old college town was between my new town and my old one. I had stopped for gas, and went to see if the little cafe that served such great soup was still there. It was.
I had just started eating when someone slapped me on the back of my head. I looked around and found Billy and Sabrina.
"That's for not keeping in touch, asshole" said Sabrina, as they sat down.
We caught up. They had married, and had just found out they were going to be parents. Their joy had me smiling.
We talked for a bit and they asked if I was going to be in town for any length of time.
"No, I'm on my vacation, passing through on the way to my visit my Mom. But I'll be back this way at the end of the week, maybe we can get together then."
I called as soon as I got back into town and checked in. We met with a few old friends that night, with a promise to get back together the next day.
Billy and Sabrina had a nice home. Three bedrooms, with a large yard. It was a little older, but they loved it.
They had tables set up, party lights strung through the trees, the stereo pulled outside and hooked to extra speakers, and three grills going. There was about forty people there, old classmates and their spouses or partners of the moment. I knew almost everybody, and eventually we did the marriage count. All but me and two others were married. Two had married and already gotten divorced.
"So, is there a Mrs. Roy in the near future?"
It was an innocent question but one that still brought me pain while I looked at my old friends.
"No, no prospects at this time. I see a few, but nothing serious. To be honest, I haven't been looking. You know how my last serious relationship ended up. Let's say I'm just a bit cautious these days."
It cast a little pall over the group until they started The Confess Game. I wasn't familiar.
"We pull situations out of a hat and you have to tell a true story about that situation if you've been in it. It's fun, and you don't have to play, and we try not to keep it too personal. The object is to laugh, not embarrass. We usually ask three people, then draw another subject. All right?"
I agreed and they began.
The first question: What was the craziest place or situation you had sex in? Everybody looked at me.
"Gee, there's been so many, which should I choose?"
That brought a round of laughter.
"All right, it was just before I came here to college. I bet you all thought I was a virgin, huh? I'm from a small town. The hot spots for a teenager were the drive in burger joints, the movies, and the bowling lanes. That was pretty much the night life.
Mu friend Joe and I were cruising around in his car, a '67 Barracuda. Man, I would have loved to own that car. It was jet black, and had that big bubble back window, anybody remember those?"
There was a few nods form the guys.
"Anyway, Joe and I cruised the bowling alley parking lot, and hooked up with two girls from the other high school in the county.
He had a hot car, I was eighteen, legal age at the time, so I had a case of beer, and it wasn't long until we were out in the country, riding the back roads. We parked, drank half the case, and pretty soon we were necking like crazy. I had my hands all over her boobs and she seemed to like it. Then the cops came by, and we had to leave. Joe was bitching, because where he had to stop, me and the girl I was with were getting deeper into it. I had her jeans down by then, playing with paradise. She had her hands all over me when Joe stopped."
"Gotta piss."
"We all needed to go by then, so while the girls were in the bushes, I outlined my grand plan to Joe. Remember, this was a drunk, horny teenager, so the plan had to be simple."
"That particular model of Barracuda had a neat feature. You could fold the backseat down and make a storage area. I talked Joe into folding it down, then talked my girl out of her clothes. We were gonna screw in the back while he drove around. Brilliant, right?"
"The plan came apart when Joe asked me where he should drive."
"It don't matter. man. Just don't stop until we're done, then I'll drive."
"About ten minutes go by, we're folded like pretzels but it didn't stop us. Joes' girl had slid her head down into his lap, and it kept him distracted. I felt a hard bump, then another. He needs new shocks, I'm thinking, when all of a sudden I here people clapping and cheering. I manage to look up, and Joe is cruising through the bowling alley parking lot! We were bouncing over the speed bumps they had installed. I was almost there, no way I was stopping. So I lost it, right there in front of about twenty people."
I had rolled off the girl by then. She saw where we were and started screaming, slapping Joe on the back of his head. His girl is just about finished, and when she does her head pops up and she starts screaming too. We get out of town, them cussing like sailors the whole time, get our clothes on, and take them back. They got into their car, still cussing, one holding their bras, and burned rubber while everyone cheers again."
"So there you have it, the most unusual place I ever had sex in, the back of a '67 Barracuda in the bowling alley parking lot, in front of a crowd. I was actually a bit of a legend in my school for a few weeks."
Most of them were laughing so hard they had tears in their eyes. I was laughing along until I looked up, right into Sheila's eyes. I stopped laughing instantly.
Sabrina saw me and grabbed my hand.
"Behave, I didn't know she would be here. I sent out a grapevine invitation, and she's still my friend."
I smiled.
"No problem, the past is in the past. I'm content to leave it there."
She smiled and turned away, but I could have sworn I heard her mumble "maybe for you", but I couldn't be sure.
She didn't approach me for about an hour, but I felt her eyes on me constantly. Soon everyone was watching us instead of partying. Enough was enough. I walked up to her. She had a look in her eye half way between hope and terror.
"Hi, Sheila. I like your hair."
She had a shorter, more professional cut, much different from the flowing mane she had when we were together.
She automatically stroked it.
"You don't think it makes me look older?"
I laughed, and everybody else did when they heard me.
"Duh. Of course it does. The fact that you are older has nothing to do with it."
I glanced at her hand, I couldn't help it. No rings. She noticed it and smiled for the first time.
She rubbed my face.
"I could say the same for you. When did you get rid of the beard? And that's the shortest I've ever seen your hair."
"I had to grow up. Owners aren't comfortable when their managers look like John Lennon."
My cheek felt like it was on fire where she touched it.
Everybody relaxed and went back to partying. She followed me around so I stopped trying to ditch her.
"You wanna talk?" she said out of the blue.
"About what?" I said, knowing the answer.
"About us. About how bad I screwed up. About letting me apologize for the horrible way I treated you."
I sighed.
"There is no us anymore, Sheila. You did treat me horribly, and I do accept that you feel bad about it. But I can never trust you again, so let's just try to remember the good times."



She tried not to, but tears rolled down her cheeks. She disappeared for awhile.
I got drunk. Not high, not tipsy, knee walking drunk. About halfway in I felt someone slip under my arm and I clung to them blindly.
Billy drove me back to the motel. He and a helper got me inside and undressed.
"You're on your own from here" I heard him say right before I passed out.
The last thing I heard was a woman saying she could handle it.
I felt like toasted shit when I woke up later. Somebody shoved three aspirins and a full glass of water down my throat before I passed out again.
It didn't help much. Man, do I hate hangovers. I finally pried my eyes opened and got them to focus. Then I shook my head, thinking I was seeing things. That made it hurt even worse.
When I got my head cleared again, I saw the same thing. Sheila, sitting cross legged on the bed. Naked.
"What happened?"
She had a sad look in her eyes.
"You tried to drink me away last night. Didn't work. I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere until we talk. But first, you need a shower pretty bad. I hope you got enough towels."
I watched that great ass I remembered so well sway across the room. She looked over her shoulder at me in the door.
"You comin', or what?"
It wasn't what.
..................................................
We didn't do anything, I was in no shape. But we did rediscover each others' body, touching and rubbing with tenderness. Neither of us bothered dressing, just went back to bed.
As my head cleared, we talked. Actually she talked about her life for the last two years. About how sorry she was for what she did to me, how she had gone to some counseling sessions the hospital provided free to staff. It made her realize she was afraid of commitment.
"To put it in plain terms, I didn't want to grow up. While we were in college it was like we were safe from the real world. The last year, when we were actually adults, started me retreating."
She rubbed my cheek again.
"But don't worry. My act of stupidity made me grow up pretty fast, especially since I didn't have you to run home to. I had to put on the big girl panties and deal with it. And I did. I'm all grown up now, Roy. Please, let me prove it to you."
I finally worked enough energy up to eat something. She refused to leave my side, I think she would have stood outside the mens' room door if she could, to make sure I didn't slip away.
I asked her about nine what time she had to be home.
"When you throw me out. Not a minute before."
So she stayed. We made love, it was everything I remembered. Actually, it was better. Maybe she was trying to prove something to us or herself, but it was more intense, more...intimate.
We didn't get back together right away. It took months, because I wouldn't be rushed. If it had been up to her, we would have married that first weekend.
But we did, and two years later our son came along. And I lived, for the most part, in happiness and love, until it came apart again.
.................................................
Sheila had moved back into the house by now. She tried through various sources, but didn't find out where I lived until after the divorce. All the paperwork originated and was sent from an address[not mine]of the YCDT Corporation. My entertainment lawyer set it up, and when he had me name it, he asked what the initials meant.
"Does it matter?"
"No, not really, just wondered."
She and her lawyer almost went into shock over the financial disclosures. It included half the profits from the first two books to date, as well as half the movie rights. In the end, a major film company outbid everyone else at 1.3 million, with a flyer saying that if the movie grossed over a certain amount, I would get a percentage.
It came down to almost seven hundred thousand apiece after taxes, and as a bonus, she got the house and I kept health insurance on her until she was sixty two. I kept the retirement from my old company, and she kept hers. It was as fair as I can make it.
She still fought every step of the way. The arbitrator was about to throw up his hands when she wanted alimony for ten years.
"Please, Mrs. Smith. Be realistic. The marriage is over. All your tactics are doing is delaying the inevitable. He's been more than fair. If you add in the house, you're getting more than half the assets. He obviously wants you to live in comfort."
I had a quick conference with Becky. She was about to disagree but saw the look on my face.
"All right" she said, coming back into the room "this is it, my clients' final offer. She can have all the revenues of the first two books for the next three years in lieu of any alimony. This is our final offer. Refuse, and we go away, and let arbitration lapse. You can take him to court. I'll make sure to fight you tooth and nail for years over every little item. He's got the deep pockets, you don't. You don't have the money right now to pay your lawyer, his fee is contingent on the settlement. How long do you think he's going to fight for you if his paycheck is years in the future? I hope you fight, now. I have a college education to pay for starting next year."
Sheila looked at me, pleading. It had been nine months and the pain for both of us was still there.
She nodded her head.
Forty five days later We were no longer man and wife.
..................................................
I turned sixty two yesterday. I'm officially old.
I lay in bed, head slightly aching, really glad I don't drink much anymore, and thought about my life post marriage.
I finally got famous enough people would recognize me. I had written six books so far. Three best sellers, two good ones, and one I'm surprised got published. It sold well enough anyway.
Two were made into motion pictures, one was turned into a miniseries on television. Money kept rolling in.
Kelsie surprised me by enrolling in a state university thirty miles away and living with me for two years. She just moved out a few months ago, into an apartment with her boyfriend.
I got a housekeeper who complained I didn't dirty enough to keep her busy.
"He practically lives in that basement office of his, and he won't let me in there except once a week."
When Kelsie moved in she had a lot to do, because there was always a girl or two there 'just for the night'. She actually enjoyed it.
Two weeks before the decree became final, I had my first sexual encounter with someone I hadn't been married to for thirty two years.
She was a recently divorced woman of fifty. She looked good but I was warned by my friends.
"We know who you are now, and you have to be making good money off those books. She's looking for a sugar daddy, and thinks you're it."
I didn't care when she came on to me, I was back in college again, and pussy was pussy.
She was good. It was like she was auditioning. Eager, willing to do anything. I did my first anal in quite awhile, holding on as she bucked and moaned.
Her disappointment in me not moving her in a month later was hard for me to bear, but I dealt with it. Luckily, the bar of the country club had a full contingent of cougars, and I slept alone by choice most of the time. I even had a few of Kelsies' little friends warm up to me. There's lots of old fools out there, but I liked to think I wasn't one of them.
Right now I'm seeing my new neighbor. She's my age, and looks much younger. Of course, she told me she was heavily into yoga, and had been for two years. Her therapist recommended it as a way to center herself, and she fell in love with it. She tries to get me to do it with her, but I like my machines just fine. I have to admit I do admire her flexibility, though.
I watched as her house got built across the cove from me. A simple house, compared to the McMansions that had been popping up. A single story three bedroom cottage, with an extensive outdoor living area.
When it was almost done Kelsie took the canoe I kept in the boathouse and paddled over. She had been grinning like mad for the last three months, happy over her new boyfriend, I guess.
She came back and hugged me.
"I met our new neighbor. You'd like her. She's divorced, close to your age. But she's got a tight body and a cute face. We should invite her over."
I was right in the middle of finishing my last book and was concentrating on that, so I just nodded. I could entertain later. Kelsie shocked me when she said she was tired of watching my "Platinum Pussy Parade" go by, I needed to find a steady relationship.
I kissed her and told I had done that, and it didn't work out so well.
The new house was finished and our neighbor moved in. I was out in my pontoon early one morning, working the cove, trying to catch dinner. I saw her on the patio and got out my binoculars.
She was on a mat, moving her body through a series of motions that were sensual and slightly erotic, in a skin tight leotard. I didn't get a look at her face, it was obscured by a mass of silver hair that looked familiar somehow.
Maybe I would invite her over some night for dinner.
"Got a bit of a look at our new neighbor this morning. Maybe we should be nice and invite her to dinner, you know, be neighborly."
Kelsie sat and grinned at me.
"There's no horndog like an old horndog."
I pretended to be offended. She grinned harder.
"Tell you what, I'll invite her to your birthday party next week. You know, meet her in a casual setting."
"I've already told you I don't want a party."
"Doesn't matter. The sad fact is when people get old and senile the youngsters can push them around. Besides, I've already invited people. Just a few."
So that Friday afternoon I was out on the patio, mixing with friends and well wishers. Becky was there with her family. We had remained friends, and her daughter was a fixture at my house, going to the same college as Kelsie. My son and his new wife, my ex daughter in law and her new husband, all I need now is Sheila, I thought sadly.
My butcher was there, beaming at the compliments to the meat. We had become golfing buddies. A select few of my country club friends and their wives, about forty people in all.
Shorts, tees, sandals. They were admiring the pool Kelsie made me put in.
"You didn't really expect me to swim in the lake, did you?"
Thinking of her, I looked around. She wasn't to be found.
"I think she took the pontoon to fetch your new neighbor" said Becky, grinning.
"I hear she has a pretty good body."
"Probably a dog" I said sourly.
"You're about to find out. Here they come."
I turned, and watched as Kelsie led the woman up from the dock. Leggy, thin with good curves, she had a halter and cutoffs on. The halter was straining against the bottom of her breasts as she was taking down her hair. It was oddly familiar. She was taking her oversized sunglasses off as they reached us.
"Gramps", she fussed, "you know how sound carries over water. We heard what you said. You need to apologize."
I flushed with embarrassment as I turned. Before I could say anything she pushed the hair out of her eyes and held out her hand.
"Hi" she said, "I'm Sheila. Woof."
..................................................
Yes, Sheila, my ex. Live and in person.
"You're my new neighbor?"
Her smile faltered a bit. Then she continued like we had never met.
"Yes I am. My granddaughter lives up her and I fell in love with the place. I've been divorced for a couple of years, and I recently retired. My ex had made a little money, and he was more generous than I deserved. I got a good deal on the lot, and built the house I always wanted."
She hesitated again.
"Please Roy. There was nothing left for me back there. I sold the house, I'm trying to move on with my life. I won't bother you, won't come over uninvited. Kelsie is here. You're here. I don't want to be far away."
I gave up. She acknowledge the compliments on her new look, talking about how much therapy and yoga had helped. Two of the women I had dated in the past was there, and when introductions were made, they circled each other like mature cats, taking measure. In the end Sheila smiled. She was more attractive and in much better shape, and they knew it. Becky was laughing her ass off.
"Did you know about this?"
"No, but Roy, you got to admit, she really looks good."
I sighed.
"She always looked good, to me. Didn't stop her from doing what she did, twice."
Sheila was behind us. She stood, let a tear slide down her cheek, then retreated to the bathroom, repaired her makeup, and came back smiling.
We ate, we carried on like the friends we were. Somewhere along the line she had attached herself to me and didn't leave. Finally it was just Becky, her husband, her daughter, Kelsie and her boyfriend, Me, and Sheila. Our son and exwive were in bed with their spouses, staying the night.
"Roy, I'd like to call it an evening. Will you take me home now?"
We walked down to the pontoon and took the short ride across the cove without talking.
"Will you escort me in? At least to the door, so I can set the security system?"
I walked her in. She showed me the place with pride, talking about the features she had incorporated. It was simple and tastefully furnished. I complimented her.
"I'm happy here." she said simply.
She made coffee. I drank a cup, and started for the door. I got almost there when she said in a small voice "stay".
"Sheila, that isn't a good idea."
"Please? I won't read anything into it. I know we're done, we'll never be man and wife again. Just for tonight. Consider it a birthday present, or comfort for a friend. Please."
I knew, absolutely KNEW I should walk away, but I turned and took her in my arms.
She was energetic, familiar but different. Everything was firmer than I remembered. For an official old guy, I didn't do too badly.
...............................................
I woke the next morning with her in my arms, her eyes on me.
"Morning."
"Good morning. Worried about last night?"
I thought for a minute.
"Yes."
"Don't be. Like I said last night, we'll never be man and wife again. I'm not good wife material, it's a fact I had to face in my therapy. But I bet I'd make a pretty good girlfriend. One that would want her own place and privacy from time to time. I wouldn't even care if we were exclusive. I just want a place in your life again, and maybe in your heart. Think about it."
All this was said in gaps as she nibbled her way down my stomach. Just before she reached the point of interest she popped her head out of the covers, smiling.
"Oh, and I finally figured out what the letters in your corporation stand for."
I had forgotten I never told her. YCDT. You Can't Do That.
She licked, she bobbed up and down. She did things she had never done before. I didn't care. I had learned a few tricks myself.
We lay together later, snuggling.
She jumped up suddenly.
"I want you to return the favor, but I definitely need a shower."
I watched her still magnificent ass sway across the bedroom. At the door she looked over her shoulder.
"You comin', or what?"
It wasn't what.
...............................................
I know, I know, you BTB guys are screaming in your heads not to get tangled up with her. But you know, I've never responded well when I'm told I can't do something.
But like she said, she wasn't marriage material, even if I was to get stupid enough to want to. I had come to like variety, and wasn't inclined to relinquish it. Friends with benefits, fuck buddies, whatever. I knew it would be more than that, but not much more.
It still burns her up when I have a female guest stay overnight. I've even caught her watching us through binoculars a couple of times. She'll mope around for a day or two, then come over and do her yoga routine behind the walled section of my patio, naked. I've managed to make it almost two thirds through before I get involved. She does her best to try to kill me. Life is good.
I was teasing her the other day about a threesome. She colored and said "you can't do that". She clapped her hands over her mouth while I grinned.
.................................................
That's it. Hope it entertained you. If it did, or if it didn't, I'm sure you'll tell me about it. I appreciates the comments, and as always, feel free to vote
QHML1
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There's an old saying in my neck of the woods.
If you're dumb enough to poke in a hornets nest, don't be surprised when you get stung.
Most of you hated the last chapter, and a few of you actually got it. Thought this final chapter might clear a few things up, and no, I didn't write this as a response to the feedback, it was already almost ready to post.
Like it, don't like it, but feel free to tell me anyway. As if you wouldn't. Thanks for reading.
..........................................
I walked the rooms of my new house. It was almost finished. Soon the decorators would be unleashed, the furniture delivered, and the landscaping finished. I looked out at the lake, especially towards the big house that sat almost exactly opposite me.
This was my dream home, the one I always told my husband I wanted when we retired. Too bad he won't be living in it with me.
You see, he and I aren't together anymore. Totally my fault, but it didn't make it hurt any less when he divorced me. He was the only man I ever loved.
The kicker is the big house across the cove belongs to him. That's right, I'm moving into his neighborhood. He doesn't know it yet. Our granddaughter does but she promised not to tell him. I want it to be a surprise.
He probably won't have anything to do with me. If he does I'll be surprised, but one thing I've learned over the years is you can never really predict how he's going to respond to anything.
I passed a cruise in as I left town the other day, a collection of cars I was old enough to remember being new. It brought back all kinds of memories, especially the one where I first met Roy.
.................................................
It was 1972, the era of free love, burn the bra, up with femininity.
I was in college, studying for a nursing degree.
Three hundred miles from home with no one to tell me no. I wasn't a virgin by any stretch of the imagination, let's just say I was VERY popular in high school and leave it to that.
But in college I went into full slut mode. I convinced myself I needed to get it out of my system, then go back home, marry, and be a good little wife far from my adventurous past.
I was almost done with my freshman year. Mom had lined up a summer job for me as a nurses' aid in a rest home. Good experience for my resume. I dreaded it.
We were cruising the boulevard. Gas was twenty three cents a gallon, that's what you did back then. I was with my friends Sabrina and Jane, her sister Becky and her boyfriend Bobby. We were in his '70 Chevelle, a muscle car of the era.
He was bragging about his 350 engine, the cam, his four on the floor, and a lot of other stuff he was very proud of that meant nothing to me. Cars were to get you from point A to point B, period.
I was about halfway through a bottle of wine when we pulled up beside this big four door car. Two guys our age were in it. Bobby wanted to show off, so he made fun of their car.
"Does grandpa know you've got his car?"
He was shocked beyond measure when the driver held up a twenty, popped it twice, and laid it on the dash. This was a common signal that he would race you from one stoplight to the next for the money. Bobby was so shocked he missed the light change, and the guy slowly pulled away. You could hear him laughing.
We caught them at the next light. Bobby's vanity was so offended he pulled a twenty out. It wasn't even a contest. When the light changed he left us behind. While Bobby was fighting to regain traction he was already pulling into the parking lot of a grocery store.
They pulled over and got out, immediately went into car talk, raising the hoods and inspecting engines. I didn't even get out of the car. I couldn't see the driver, he had his head under the hood.
"He's kind of cute" whispered Sabrina, eying the passenger, "let's get out."
As we did I heard the one named Billy trying to talk the guy driving into getting us to ride with them.
"Maybe we'll get some pussy" I heard him say.
That seemed to be the sum total of what college guys of the time, or any time before or since, was interested in. In my time it was pussy, cars, pussy, drinking, pussy. And let's not forget pussy.
What were college girls interested in? Clothes, dick, good times, dick. And don't forget, dick. It worked out pretty well for both parties.
It pissed me off when I heard him joke I was probably a dog. I stopped long enough to retie the halter I was wearing until it almost showed the bottom of my boobs and shook my long hair into my face. I stood, put my hands in my hair, straining my top until I'm sure the bottom of my tits showed.
"Hi" I said, holding my hair back with one hand and extending the other, "I'm Sheila. Woof."
He turned about eight shades of red while everyone including me laughed. I got am example of his soon to be familiar quick wit."
He shook my hand.
"Roy, glad to meet you. Have I had a chance to tell you yet what a dog fancier I am?"
He was about six feet tall, thin, with long hair and a beard, not unruly but neatly groomed, and the most expressive brown eyes I've ever seen staring at me behind silver wire rimmed glasses. He looked like a neater, more handsome John Lennon. I liked him instantly.
We sat and talked for awhile, then he went in and bought me two bottles of my favorite wine and a case of beer.
Boone's Farm Strawberry Hill. They still sell it. I can look at the label and get nauseous to this day.
He and Billy drank a few beers while Sabrina and I worked on the wine. We talked, we laughed. In thirty minutes I was across the seat and under his arm.
Seatbelts, drinking and driving? Screw that, we were college students, we were immortal. Common thinking at the time.
He didn't drink much anyway, but I decided to pick up his slack. He had been rubbing my leg for an hour, right up to the edge of mu cutoffs and a bit beyond. I had already decided to fuck his brains out when we got back to the apartment.
Billy and Sabrina had stopped drinking and were all but fucking in the back seat. I finished my bottle and drank what was left of hers. Bad mistake. By the time we got back to the apartment my head was spinning. Roy actually carried me in and lay me down on the couch, where I promptly passed out.
He went home, there was nothing else he could do for me. Twenty minutes later Sabrina was holding my hair while I worshipped at the porcelain altar.
She fed me aspirin and a large glass of water and helped me to bed.
I was lying there feeling the ceiling spin when I heard them whispering.
"Think she's asleep yet?"
"Yeah, when she passes out like this she's gone for the night. Now, where were we, honey?"
So I laid there and listened to Billy grunt and Sabrina wail until I couldn't take it anymore. I grabbed the trashcan and gave up the rest of my stomach. They never missed a stroke.
.................................................
All college kids go through it. You wake up wondering who shit in your mouth while you were asleep and a massive headache. Sabrina and Billy were at it again, probably what woke me up.
I went into the bathroom, drank about a quart of water and promptly gave it back. I took a long, long shower and staggered back to my bed. I forgot to redress.
Billy had his mouth hanging open and Sabrina poked him in the ribs, covering me with a blanket.
"How do you feel, honey?"
"I feel like I always do when I drink too much. Like shit. Did I make an ass out of myself last night?"
"No, you were having a good time. You were telling Roy you were going to fuck his brains out, holding your halter top out of the window, having a hell of a time. Then your eyes rolled back and you passed out, head down, in his lap. I noticed his pants were unzipped when we got you out of the car. He was a very frustrated man."
I held the pillow over my head while Billy laughed.
"I'll never be able to face him."
"I wouldn't bet on that. He left you his number, said to call, maybe you guys could hang out today."
Hearing Billy say that made me feel human for the first time that day.
"Thanks, now get out of here and let us get dressed. Do you know what dorm he's in?"
"Even better, I know where his apartment is."
"Good. I'll ride with you guys when Sabrina takes you home. You can show me.
So I showed up unannounced at his apartment. Then I promptly passed out on his couch, still feeling the effects of the night before.
I woke up three hours later not knowing exactly where I was. I admit, this wasn't the first time in my college life that happened.
He was sitting at his kitchen table studying. I felt like an idiot for going back to sleep but he laughed and put me at ease, even took me out to eat when I told him I was hungry.
It wasn't a burger joint, but a place I had passed dozens of times and never noticed. We ate soup, the bowl being artisan bread. It was great.
I started feeling human again. We talked, we flirted.
We went to the park, just to be outside and feel the sunshine. He seemed to know a lot of people. I just about freaked when two of my friends came by. I had slept with both of them, not at the same time, but I was afraid they might say something. I held onto Roy as I introduced them, sending a signal. Luckily they weren't dense, and I relaxed. They had their guitars, and soon we were all singing. Roy had a surprisingly good voice.
I was worked up with all the touching and light kissing I had been doing and I decided to push it.
I made him stop and get some beer on the way back to his apartment. We had a few, and I had to use the bathroom. I got an idea.
Starting the shower, I quickly stripped off. The look on his face was priceless when I opened the door, exposing myself in all my glory, and told him he needed fresh towels. Then I turned around, I always had a great ass. I looked over my shoulder and grinned.
"You coming or what?"
I was very happy he decided not to choose the what option.
We played in the shower for a little before going back to his bedroom.
He had nice equipment. I had a bit of experience, and he was just a little over average, and had a nice thickness. But it was the way he used it that made all the difference.
I've always thought the old saying "It's not the size of the wand but the magic in it" was just bullshit, but I stood corrected.
It was like he was making love to me with his whole body. He took his time, touching and kissing me from head to foot, paying close attention to the important parts. I had come twice from his hands and tongue before he actually entered me. It was agonizing, by then I was climbing the wall, but he refused to hurry, sliding into me slowly, one millimeter at a time.
Once he was fully seated he just paused for a second before starting to move slowly, sensually, until he had established a nice rhythm.
He was driving me crazy until my orgasm caught me by surprise. I was gasping, tears in my eyes over how good it felt, when he changed and starting getting faster, until he was slamming into me. Right after I felt him blast into me I experienced the most intense, mind blowing orgasms of my life.
I now realized what writers talk about when they describe afterglow. When he finally took me back to the dorm late that night, Sabrina took one look and grinned.
"Was he good?"
I looked her right in the eye.
"The best I've ever had. I think I'm gonna marry him."
She looked at me in surprise.
"Sure Shot Sheila? Marriage? Love? What alien race do you come from and what have you done with my horny little friend?"
I frowned. The nickname came from guys realizing if they got me high enough it was a sure shot they were getting some. I hoped Roy never heard it.
"Those days are over, girl, at least until I'm sure."
"My God! You're serious. I'm gonna check this guy out. If he's as good as you say, I might take a shot."
She laughed when I said "over my dead body, bitch" and stomped off to the bathroom.
................................................
We did check him out. Scholarship student, lower income single parent home. Worked almost a full time job but still maintained a 3.7 grade point average. IQ near genius level. It was good to have a friend working part time in the admissions office.
Of course, he told me all that over the months we spent together that first year, and I never let on I already knew.
I talked my way into his apartment by the end of the term, spending four weeks together before I had to go home. He was going to stay and work all the hours he could get at his job.
"That way I can cut back next year, and spend more time with you."
No argument there.
My mom had wrangled me a job at a rest home as a nursing assistant. It was good work experience for my major and I hated it with a passion. I know, the elderly deserve respect, but when you're changing their diaper for the third time in two hours while the berate you viciously, it makes it hard. I finally took all I could, left the job and moved back into our apartment.
I was sitting on the couch naked when Roy came home.
"I didn't want to waste anytime" I told him as we headed towards the bedroom.
I lived with him all the rest of the way through college and a year past, before I screwed it all up.
I knew we would be married, have kids, and spend our life together. I just didn't want to do it right now.
He caught me by surprise when he proposed. There it was, the last vestige of my youth being stripped away.
He didn't take my answer well. A crack appeared in our relationship and just kept getting wider. It was mostly my fault.
The good doctor was an opportunistic asshole, but he was a skilled seducer. He listened while we nurses talked, learning who the easiest targets were.
He pretended to support me, stroking my ego and vanity. It was his suggestion I move out for awhile.
"Scare him. Let him be miserable for a month or two and then consent to move back in. He'll be so grateful you'll have all the power in the relationship. Then you can determine the pace."
He didn't know Roy, had no clue how he thought. If he did he might have stopped.
So I ran away and hid. Of course a month later the good doctor fed me a few drinks and soon my heels were pointed at the ceiling as he pounded into me.
He had no technique, no concern for my feelings, just get in and get off. There was no cuddling either. Had to get back to the wife before she got suspicious. Him being married made me feel even more like a slut. We went to bed one more time before I told him no more.
It didn't bother him in the least. He had gotten what he wanted. He started slighting me at work, dressing me down for nothing in front of the other nurses. I snapped, dragging him into an empty room.
I slapped the shit out of him.
"Try that one more time and I'm going straight to the administrator and file sexual harassment complaints against you. I'll even tell them about our little meetings. It won't hurt me much, I'm a single, innocent little nurse right out of college. They won't get rid of me because I have a year left on my contract."
"You, however, will be in deep shit with the hospital and the wife. Think about it."
He was gone a few months later. I don't think he spoke another word to me before he left.
I sat and brooded for about a month, trying to figure out how to get back to Roy.
Finally Sabrina dragged me to a club, just to get me out of he apartment. She loved me like a sister, but didn't have a lot of sympathy for me.
"What the hell were you thinking? You'll never find anyone better than him for you. And I'll tell you another thing. You better do something quick. I've seen him with a little redhead. And she looks really happy."
She might as well have stuck a knife in my heart.
Roy, dating? Banging some bitch instead of loving on me. I'll kill her.
That was my thoughts, anyway. It didn't do my feelings any good to get to the club and see him with that little bitch. She was pretty, too. That didn't help my mood, and when she practically fucked him on the dance floor I lost it.
It was a pretty good scene. The redhead just stood and smirked as Roy unloaded on me. And he did, practically screaming the last.
He knew I had sex with the doctor. I nearly fainted when he grated out the last before he walked out.
"I'd tell you to go get fucked, but you already have."
The world faded into fuzzy little splotches. I don't know how I got home.
When I went by and saw some guys I didn't even know emptying the apartment, I came apart, trying to force them to put everything back. When I finally understood he was gone, not just moving, I finally realized what I had lost.
.................................................
The time between when he left and we got back together is still fuzzy in my memory. After a while, I started dating again. Never found anyone I was interested in enough to date twice. And yes, I slept with a couple, I was young and healthy with needs, and it wasn't like I was going to betray anyone by doing it. True to the cliche it was just sex. No sparks at all.
I was incredibly jealous of Sabrina and Billy. They had married, and she had just told me they were expecting their first child. It should have been me.
She told me he had passed through town one Tuesday at the hospital. We had worked together since we graduated.
"Why didn't you tell me? How does he look? Did he ask about me? Why didn't you tell me?"
She held her hand up.
"Slow down. We didn't know he was here. We ran into him at that little cafe, the one with the soups and bread. He didn't ask about you, sorry. But, he promised to stop by this weekend on the way home and see our new house. We're going to have a little party, guys he hasn't seen in a while. You can come, IF you behave yourself."
I couldn't concentrate for the rest of the week, not a good thing if you're a nurse. Sabrina made sure I didn't do something stupid and kill someone. I dressed and redressed, did my hair and makeup about five times. I wondered how he would think I looked now. My waist length hair was gone, replaced by a cut that just reached my shoulders. I didn't like it much but it was a whole lot easier to handle.
I was deliberately late, wanting him to get comfortable. I walked out on the patio just as he started that story about having sex in some car in a bowling alley parking lot. I listened, wondering if I had ever really known him at all.
He looked up into my eyes. He stopped laughing and I saw Sabrina say something to him. He shook his head and smiled, and she relaxed.
All I could do was stare at him. After thirty minutes Sabrina pulled me to the side.
"Jesus! Are you going to say hello to him, or what? You're giving everybody the creeps."
I was had finally worked up enough nerve. But before I could move he walked over to me.
"Hi Sheila. I like your hair."
I patted it selfconsciously."
"Thanks, does it make me look old?"
I was surprised when he said it did, then took the sting out by saying maybe it had something to do with me actually being older.
He had changed too. His hair was much shorter, and the beard was gone. In all the time I had known him, he had never been beardless. He had a good chin. I could get used to it.
I followed him around like a puppy while he got seriously drunk. I can count on the fingers of both hands over our whole life together how many times he got that way, and still have fingers left.
After he hit a certain level I took his hand. He didn't even notice.
Sabrina and Billy took him back to his motel. I hadn't let go of his hand and didn't intend to.
We got him in the room, and I undressed him after they left, gave him some pain pills, put a glass of water on the night stand, and pulled a wastebasket close. He was probably going to need it before the night was over.



He did, but I cleaned up after him and got him to rinse his mouth out before he went back to sleep.
Knowing he was gonna hurl, I took my clothes off.
When he finally felt better I snuggled up to him. Sometime during the night he spooned against my back, wrapping his arms around me in his familiar way. I cried quietly for an hour.
When he finally returned to the land of the living I was sitting on the bed, naked. When he first opened his eyes he shook his head. That brought a wave of pain, and he lay still until it receded. When he opened them again I was still there.
"What are you doing here Sheila?"
"Being where I belong with you. Lie still for awhile, don't over think it."
I got him some more pills, put a cool towel on his head. After about an hour I stood up, feeling his eyes on my ass the whole way. I looked back over my shoulder.
"You need a shower pretty bad. You comin' or what?"
I held my breath, knowing this was an important decision. I was glad the water hid my tears of relief when he got into the shower with me.
It took months of begging and wheedling before He fully took me back. I remember the last conversation we had before he asked me to marry him again.
"I love you. Yes, you made a mistake sleeping with the asshole, but the biggest mistake you made was not being honest about what you were feeling. Did you really think it would break us up?"
It was a rhetorical question and he didn't expect an answer.
"But know this, the old saying 'fool me once shame on you, fool me twice shame on me' applies here. It doesn't matter where we are in our lives, five years, ten, twenty, or past, betray me again and we are finished forever, understand?
I nodded yes, mentally adding hell would freeze over before that happened again.
We must have gotten me pregnant the month before we married, because Junior appeared eight months later. He was a difficult child, sick a lot in his early years. If Roy hadn't been there I would have went crazy.
He eloped with his girlfriend just before he was supposed to go to college. She was five months pregnant.
They were young and immature, but managed to last thirteen years before they fell apart. It wasn't amicable, accusations were flung, fights erupted over the most trivial items. We ended up with their dog, and Kelsie, our granddaughter, full time for a year.
I loved Kelsie, but was never sure how to relate to her. She was crazy smart, well above the genius level, She got skipped ahead twice, and graduated from high school at fifteen. Roy was the only one who came close to her level, and they bonded. They could hold whole conversations with their eyes and hand gestures.
Because the divorce left their finances in shambles, Roy stepped in and volunteered to pay for college. It caught me by surprise.
We had a rough patch when a recession hit and Roy lost his job. He really didn't like it much but it paid well. He took a job a a forklift operator at a local plant, just to have something to do. He was promoted pretty quickly. Soon he was back in an office, doing whatever he does so well.
That's when the deck episode happened.
My worst failing, to this day, is my supreme ability to underestimate my husband. Once, when Junior was small, we were living in a house out in the country. It came with a woodstove insert in the chimney, and we would enjoy a fire occasionally, especially if it was really cold. It helped with the heating bills.
It was Christmas, and I was going shopping. Roy was watching a show on woodcarvers, drawing it to my attention and saying he had always wanted to try it.
It was so far out of the norm for him I couldn't believe it. He was never a tool guy. He had the basics, bought as needed, but that was it.
I told him he couldn't do anything like that and left laughing.
Now, when Roy decides he's interested in something, he researches it obsessively. When he thinks he's learned all he can off research he tries it. Sometimes, but not often, he fails. Most times he succeeds.
I couldn't believe the carving he had made when I got home, even accused him of buying it. He sat down and carved another figure for me.
Then years later, he decided to build his mom a deck. True, he worked with builders, but the complicated thing he had ever constructed was a doghouse. I belittled him again, but when it was done it looked more like a work of art than a deck.
Three levels, custom everything. His Mom was so proud of him. I felt like an ass.
I even got angry when he wouldn't build one like that for us.
"Honey, my mom's house sits on a slope. Our lot is flat. I'd have to make the top section level with the roof to get the same flow."
I held a grudge for years over that, even though I could see he was right.
I was closing in on sixty, still menopausal as hell. I was getting little creaks and pains, and was just not enjoying life. It made me resentful to face my own mortality, and I took it out on the only one I could, Roy. I sometimes hated myself for the way I treated him, but couldn't stop. And deep down, I knew he loved me enough to put up with it. It was so bad Sabrina chewed me out about it.
"What are you doing. You know Billy can't stand to be around you because of the way you treat Roy. He doesn't like me being around you, afraid it'll rub off. I love you honey, but one day you're going to push him too far."
Of course I got angry, and she avoided me for a while.
And then I finally got stupid enough to push him too far.
We had all most gotten past the point of having a conversation. I knew he was miserable, I could see it on his face when he thought I wasn't looking. In a perverse way it made me feel good.
I was just sitting back to watch a movie, a romance, when Roy looked up at the screen.
"Hey, I just saw a news segment on that writer. He's worth over sixty million. All from writing romance novels."
It just rolled off my tongue.
"It's too bad you don't have the talent to do something like that."
I could tell I had offended him.
"How hard could it be? Boy meets girl. Love ensues. Something happens to keep boy and girl apart. True love wins out in the end. Money changes hands."
I don't remember after that exactly what was said, but I'm sure given my state it was insulting, and ended with the classic "you can't do that."
For the next few months I know he spent more time on the computer, but he was always looking something that interested him up, and it kept him form bothering me, so I left him alone.
He handed me five heavy binders one night.
"What's this?"
He grinned.
"It's the romance novel you said I couldn't write."
Damn, I had forgotten about that. I just couldn't give him the pleasure so I casually tossed it on the coffee table.
"I'll read it later. Right now there's a movie I'd like to watch."
It lay there for a few weeks until one day it was just gone.
Then Kelsie came over and found the binders. She actually read it and told me how good it was. She was looking at Roy with a whole new set of eyes. She was always closer to him than anyone, including her parents. Now there was full blown hero worship in her eyes. Like I said, she was scary smart, and if she though it was good there must be something to it. I decided to read it but didn't get a chance. By then she had taken it to school and copied it.
I was shocked when that man called Roy about his book. When he refused to do business with him I thought that would be the end of it.
That was just the time Roy finally hit his limit. He went off on me one night while I was ranting about something insignificant, shocking me.
One I got over the shock I was furious at him. When I came home the next day, it was the first time in years dinner wasn't on the table.
When I found out he had already eaten, something I didn't particularly like, it was like the last straw.
I had gone back into my old pattern of whining about my private life. It was deja vu all over again.
Dr. Feldman wasn't attractive as much as he had presence. Soon we were eating lunch together while I poured out my imaginary woes. He knew what to say, when to say it, and how to use it all for his advantage.
I was still in denial mode, fuming over Roy's apparent lack of reason. I had no one to vent at, and the pressure of holding it in was getting to me.
Finally I broke our marriage past fixing. I rented a condo, waiting for the security check and approval. It took six weeks, but I had a brand new address. I looked at the walls pleased.
I'd have him on his knees.
The fact that I cut off contact unless I wanted it and he didn't know where I was gave me a feeling of power.
This was the exact time it all fell apart. Roy didn't react any where near how I expected. I figured as long as we were separated nothing could violate the marriage. I held on to my hope that Roys' love for me would force him to accept anything I did as long as I came home.
I was on vacation, hiding. It took him just a week to find me. I was caught completely off guard.
I had shopped for younger, more stylish clothes, and lightened my hair two shades. I felt forty instead of near sixty.
The girl looked like she was in high school. When she said my full name in surprise, I thought she was one of Kelsies' friends. When I confirmed my identity, she handed me a manila envelope.
"You've been served. Sorry."
And just like that, she was gone.
When I read the papers I was furious. Legal separation? Just because I wanted to clear my head? That bastard!
I got even angrier when I pulled my phone out and it was dead. The sonofabitch had cancelled my service! What was he thinking? I'll tell him a thing or two, by God!
And I really tried to, about a hundred times, before I realized he wasn't going to answer the phone. I tried him at work, and when I got through and started ranting, He hung up.
I called back and got he receptionist. She knew me, and told me in no uncertain terms if I she put me through and I wasn't civil, she would refuse my calls.
"You can't call him on company time and harass him, Sheila. Just try talking, maybe he'll listen."
I tried it, and we actually talked. More like he ranted to me. When he said if he found out I was seeing someone we were completely through, no negotiations or explanations, I should have listened, but I was still feeling arrogant and powerful, so I didn't. We all know how that worked out, huh.
I told Randy, Dr. Feldman, what he said, and he came up with the plan of me leaving the condo, him riding three floors past before coming back down and letting himself in. If anyone was on the floor he walked on by and redid the elevator trip. We thought we were so smart. The thought that he would hire detectives never entered our minds.
The sex wasn't that good. He wasn't near in the same physical shape Roy was, and it never lasted long. Oh, I got off, but I think it had more to do with the fact I was getting one over on Roy than anything else.
When my world fell apart and Roy changed the filing to divorce I had no one to turn to. I had no idea what was in the envelope when I received it at the hospital, so I opened it at the nurses' station. When I saw me standing in the door with my robe open, flashing Dr. Feldman, with the words
"TIME EXPIRED" written across the photo, I knew my life was over.
I fainted, with the picture fluttering to the ground. Four nurses and a doctor saw them, and within the day it was all over the hospital.
Dr. Feldman, good ol' Randy, was furious. Tough shit at this stage, and I told him so. We avoided each other like the plague the rest of the time he worked there.
It still took several weeks before I finally got it through my head how badly I had messed up. I almost had a nervous breakdown. Sabrina and a few more of my friends watched over me.
Sabrina scheduled a full physical, and as one of their own they went into more detail than usual.
I found I had several hormonal problems, one that needed medication to balance, and that my blood pressure had become so bad I had to take pills to regulate that to. Further physcological work revealed I had a mild case of obsessive compulsive disorder. One of the many ways it could manifest itself was in the need to control others. That brought it's own set of pills.
All that and therapy helped me tremendously, but it was too little, too late.
Then Roy just disappeared, and even Kelsie didn't know where he was. The only address we had was a company known as YCDT, and his his lawyer.
I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt we were done, but I pinned my hopes on counseling, thinking if I could just get him talking to me he would see my view and take me back.
We even had a meeting before counseling, but all I could do was cry and apologize.
The whole series of sessions was a joke. I got the feeling our therapist didn't like Roy and was a little afraid of him.
He didn't ignore like I thought he would, but he destroyed every thing I tried. When the therapist found out I had pretty much done the same thing, and that I was a little revisionist on the rest of our history.
Sometimes I would be pouring my heart out to the therapist and would glance around, catching him with a little smile on his face. I realized then he was enjoying my pain, and it was probably why he agreed to the sessions.
Of course, when the contract for counseling was over, we went to arbitration. The poor man must have thought it was going to be a walk in the park, Roy was exceedingly generous. I fought tooth and nail over every little item.
When we got the financial disclosure I was shocked. Where did all the money come from? I knew Roy had quit his old job and had no idea what he did for a living.
The truth came out. My Roy, a successful writer. Best selling author, the "rising star of the romance genre"?
I had heard nurses talking about him. I had even seen his paperback lying around. It was him the whole time!
And he was willing to give me more than half. With the house, it was pretty close to a million dollars. My lawyer nearly had a heart attack when I rejected the offer, demanding a ridiculous amount of alimony as well. I was looking at Roy and saw something change in his eyes. He didn't look amused anymore.
He and his lawyer had a quick conference, and when they came back I saw her smiling for the first time.
"He'll throw in the revenue from the first two books for the next three years. Take it or leave it, it's his final offer. Refuse, and we'll let arbitration lapse and you can take us to court.
They'll never give you what you're getting now, and I'll fight you like a mad dog over every point. I'll keep you tied up for years. Please, refuse. My daughter starts college next year, my fees from this alone will finance it."
I knew then it was hopeless, and it occurred to me he might be enjoying watching me jump through hoops, knowing it was pointless. I agreed to the terms, went home, and cried my eyes out.
While I was crying it hit me. I kept forgetting how smart he was. Being raised by his mother without a lot of male influence made him more subtle. He thought like a woman at times.
I remember once, at his old company, when another manager was really giving him a hard time, stealing credit, trying to wreck his career. He was moody for awhile, then one day he was back to smiling. The manager left in disgrace.
Roy was celebrating, drinking much more than usual. I commented how fortunate it was for him.
He laughed and described to me in great detail how he had systematically destroyed the man, in oblique ways that were far removed from any connection to him. Then he told the man on the way out what he had done. I thought maybe he was just venting to impress me, but the hairs still stood up on the back of my neck.
Even the settlement was an act of dismissiveness. He never cared much for money, and it gave him a chance to rub in what he had accomplished through my derisive comments. I didn't know it, but at the time he already had another book about to be published, and was three quarters through with his fourth.
He even dedicated the third[and least successful]book to me, giving me credit for starting his new career. Only those close to us knew what he was saying.
I saw his house once. Kelsie took me up to see it while he was on a book tour. It was beautiful. I looked across the cove at the empty lot that was to later be my home, admiring the view.
I stayed at my job, despite the demotion. I actually enjoyed it more, I got to do more actual nursing and less administrating. The first year alone was awful. The second year wasn't as bad.
My therapy was going well. Despite what Roy thought, I never strayed while we were married until right there at the end, although I did go out to dinner twice with a doctor while Roy had to go out of town. I don't even know why I did it. My therapist thinks I needed reaffrimation I was still desirable.
Between therapy and exercise I was able to get off the blood pressure medication. I discovered yoga, watching a seventy year old go through the most advanced positions with ease. I looked at her toned body and guessed her age at late fifties.
She laughed and said it was a combination of exercises and discreet surgeries.
I enrolled in her class and was hooked. I went five time a week. I almost screamed in pain the first few weeks, but was soon pushing myself harder. I toned up, lost my belly roll, and became a lot more self confident. I took advantage of my position and got a boob tuck and some neck work done. I stopped dyeing my hair because I admired the way my instructor looked. It was more silver than gray, so I bought shampoos to bring the shine out.
All this didn't go unnoticed. I was getting date offers from men as young as late forties. Too bad I had pretty much lost interest.
My sixty second birthday came. I checked with my financial advisor, thanks to my retirement program, my 401, and the money Roy gave me, I was just north of a million dollars, not counting social security. I retired.
Kelsie came down to spend the weekend, praising my new look and new found freedom.
"What are you gonna do now, Grandma?"
I honestly didn't know.
"You should move up to the lake. I know you like the area, and you'll be close to me."
She was set to graduate at the end of the year. She wouldn't be eighteen until two months later.
I was positive she was going for a masters, maybe even a PhD. I knew Roy would pay, and I would help if she would let me.
She had a new boyfriend, one she was serious about. They were getting an apartment together as soon as she was of legal age.He was just as crazy smart as she was. Sometimes I felt like a bug under a microscope when they were around.
I thought it over. There was nothing holding me here but the house, and I could lease it until the market improved. And I did like the lake.
I really hadn't intended to live within sight of my ex. Really. I just got too good a deal to pass up. And I liked the idea of building exactly what I wanted and being the very first to live in it.
Kelsie was all for it, but gave me some words of caution.
"I don't know how Grandpa will react. He doesn't mention you, but keeps a picture of you on his night stand. I asked why once."
"I loved her for thirty six years all together. Almost all of them were good. I keep the picture to remind me of happy times."
"Then he grinned at me."
"And to remind myself never to get stupid enough to marry again."
Sometimes I think she likes to torture me when she talks about him. When he started dating, it was like he was making up for lost times. Kelsie didn't approve.
"Widows, divorced, most over fifty, although he has dated as young as thirty nine. He thinks I don't know, but he beds most of them. Hey, he's rich, good looking,and in great shape for his age.



Some are gold diggers, but he's not an idiot. I wish he'd be more careful, even old people can carry diseases."
She called it his "Platinum Pussy Parade", then remarked how good my hair looked now. I had let it grow back out to my college length.
Finally, my house was ready. Kelsie and I had a little housewarming. My house is in a different development from his, so she has to drive almost five miles when she could take a nine hundred yard pontoon ride. She did it because Roy still didn't know I lived there.
"He saw you the other day, while you were doing yoga. Didn't get a look at your face, though. He did say you had a hot body for your age. He wanted to invite you over. I'm stalling him off until his birthday in two weeks. I'm giving him a little party."
I asked her how in the world she made him to agree to a party, knowing he didn't like them.
"Grams, you know him a lot better than I do. Nobody makes him do anything unless he wants to. I pretty much begged him, in a teasing way."
The day came. I was a nervous bundle of energy the whole day. I was going to be fashionably late, to give him time to have a drink or two and relax with his friends. He hadn't actually talked to me since the divorce. Still sent cards and gifts on my birthday and Christmas.
He signed them "From Kelsie and I" but Kelsie generally knew nothing about them. I did the same.
I decided to remind him of better times. I wore a halter that made my now non sagging boobs look great, and an old[new]expensive pair of cutoffs.
My hair was wavy again and I put a scarf over it for the ride across the cove. Kelsie was feeling good so she opened up the outboards, and had my hair flying everywhere.
Sound carries over the water really well, and as I was docking I heard his lawyer[still think he was doing her] ask if he had met me yet.
"No, she's probably a dog."
Kelsie charged up the yard with me in tow, trying to get the hair out of my face.
"Grandpa, you know how sound carries over the water. She heard what you said. You need to apologize."
I finally got the hair out of my eyes and stared into his surprised face, holding out my hand.
"Hi" I sad, "I'm Sheila. Woof."
..............................................
I was happy when he let me stay, and even happier when he took me home.
I wept with joy after he went to sleep, after a very nice little romp. I was surprised when he stayed, even though I had to practically beg him.
I poured everything I had into pleasing him, using my yoga techniques and kegel exercises to heightened the experience. It wasn't tantric, but it still lasted a good while. He gave as good as he got, controlling the tempo, backing off when he got too close. He was different, more aggressive, grabbing and caressing in equal measure. I realized later what the difference was.
He could be that way because he didn't have to live with me, so if I didn't like it he could just leave. I actually liked his new style better, but I hoped he would be gentle sometimes.
I hoped there would be some more sometimes.
We talked the next morning, and parted on good terms. I told him how proud I was of his writing, and how good he was. I also filled him in on my life since the divorce, mentioning the hormones and my OCD but not dwelling on it.
I see him almost every day. I bought a nice little boat with a lot of power. Kelsie steals it when she's there, flying all over the lake with her friends. She always brings it back with just enough gas to make it to the marina.
In many ways, he's still punishing me. Sometimes he tells me to stay home, even though there's no one there. And if he's in his office working, it better be life and death if I knock on the door.
He knows it burns me, but every few weeks to a month, he goes to the country club and pulls a cougar to bring home. I met a couple of those bitches at his birthday party. I wasn't stupid enough to try to lay a claim on him by holding his arm or any of the other myriad signals one woman sends another, but I did let them know I was serious competition.
I've even stooped to watching them with a high powered pair of binoculars I bought for 'bird watching'. He saw the flash once and grabbed his own pair, looking directly at me and giving him a little wave. The bitch walked out from behind the privacy wall, huge tits flopping everywhere. I broke a damn good pair of binoculars that day.
I went inside and cried, in regret and pain. I had done this, made him this way, and I had no one to blame but me.
I'd usually sulk a day or so, then motor over and do my yoga on his patio, behind the privacy wall. I had a bad habit of forgetting my leotard. I was usually jumped about two thirds through my workout. I got to exercise other muscles then.
I was shocked beyond words when he called me over to share breakfast one morning. I could have sworn he had a woman over the night before. We were just enjoying our first cup of coffee when Sabrina walked out in a robe. They collapsed at the look on my face as I went from one to the other.
She hugged me.
"Surprise!"
She was obviously naked underneath the robe.
"How, why...what about Billy?"
A cloud passed over her face.
"Billy was just marking time until he vested. Then he and his little honey he's had on the side for five years were going to disappear into the sunset. The day he retired I had him served. At work, in the middle of his farewell party. I included lots of photos for him to share. Hope I didn't ruin it."
We split his retirement sixty forty my favor in return for a quiet divorce and no alimony. I ran into Roy and he took me to lunch. Then we had a few dinners, and finally, breakfast. Please don't be pissed."
I was, but there was shit I could do about it. So I relaxed, and we lazed around the patio like the old friends we were. My life had taken on an aura of surrealism.
We had just got done with a vigorous romp, and I was enjoying my afterglow when he hit me with a shock.
"You know, you and Sabrina were roommates in college and close for years. Were you ever...curious? I wouldn't judge you if you were. We could do a three way, flash back in a way."
I snorted. "That'll never happen! You can't do that!"
It hit me what I said as soon as it left my mouth.
He just grinned. "You know better than to say that."
.................................................
So he didn't burn her, but he didn't take her back. In the end, who got the better end of the deal?
Thanks as always for taking time to read this.
Who knows what I'll post next. One thing's for sure, it'll make some happy and piss others off. Either way I enjoy hearing form you, and as always, vote if you like.
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It really won't, I just titled it that to get the attention of a certain group of people.
...................................................
I wrote a little story a while back, Boston to Birmingham, posted in Loving Wives, that got a lot of views. If you read it, thanks.
In the six part series set primarily in Alabama, I talked a lot about Southern traditions, and in one segment I talked about slavery for a few paragraphs, in passing. I didn't glorify it or apologize for it, just mentioned it as an historical fact.
I enjoy reading the feedback I get from these stories. I feel it helps me improve my craft.
However, I got a lot of comments from Northerners, people from foreign countries, blacks, and Southern apologists blasting me for bringing it up. I've been called a racist asshole as well as other colorful names. Usually comments don't bother me, but these people have it so wrong I feel the need to put the record straight.
I AM NOT A RACIST. I DO NOT GLORIFY SLAVERY.
That being said, it's a fact that slavery existed and wasn't a very nice institution. But before anyone denigrates me any further, let's look at the facts.
Slavery, like most things, was a matter economics. The South needed a cheap labor force to operate those big plantations and slavery filled that need.
They didn't form an expeditionary force to go to Africa and get them, they bought them from independent contractors. Africans, seeing a chance for profits, did the work for them. Black on Black, very little European or American involvement.
The slaves were sold, and put on ships for transport. Why did the sailors do this? There was a good profit in it. Many seem to forget a lot of the ships were owned by Northerners, who, while being against it on paper, didn't mind the nice profits.
So, while the South gets belittled, they were ultimately only the end users in a long chain of misery.
Slavery has been around since the beginning of time. Moses was a slave. So was Joseph. The serfs of Europe? Defacto slaves. The puritans brought indentured servants to America, think they wanted to come?
And as the North so often proclaimed, they abolished slavery early on. The sweat shops filled with child laborers living in slums were a vast improvement. And the treatment by people like Vanderbilt and Morgan, business magnates of the day, were deplorable.
Even today, the mining towns of the Appalachians are still pretty much under control of the mine owners.
Do we even want to talk about the honorable way we treated our Native Americans?
Slavery is still practiced in some countries even today.
And lest you think it is mostly an European tradition, there are numerous mentions through history of slave raids by Africans. In the middle 1100's for example, African slavers carried off the entire population of a coastal Irish village.
As late as 1965, the Catholic Church carried on its' own version of slavery. Don't believe me? Look up the Galway Laundry scandal. Teen girls forced into servitude because a member of the family reported they had impure thoughts. No other reason.
Slavery was not invented by Southerners, every example I've given is documented and verifiable.
My own personal history? My ancestors came down the Pennsylvania Highway in the early 1800's and settled in what is now Rutherford County, North Carolina. In almost two hundred years, we still haven't spread that far. I live two counties over. My great grandfather was with Lee all the way to just before Appomattox, when he was wounded in battle. In all my history I can't find one member of our family that actually owned a slave. We were mostly dirt poor farmers, my father was actually a sharecropper for a while in the late forties and early fifties.
The upshot of this? Every culture, every country in existence today, had at one time a history of slavery. Don't throw rocks when everybody lives in glass houses.
Thanks for reading, comment if you like.
QHML1
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Real life sometimes intrudes on my fantasy one, much to my annoyance. I have solid reasons why it took this long to pick up the thread of this story, all which mean nothing to you. But, here it is.
...................................................
I sat back and tried to relax as the jet winged it's way across the ocean, idly listening to Nonna and Gina chatter, feeling the weight of the ring on my finger and smiling.
Life was indeed beautiful. But I knew it was just a dream. I'd wake up soon to my lonely little life in my lonely little condo, smiling at the dream.
I did sleep, and my dreams were filled with visions of a home in surburbia and the patter of little feet.
After peeling Nonna off the window we deplaned. There was a driver waiting for us, holding a sign with my name on it. I was walking toward him when my new assistant stopped me. I looked around to see Nonna and Gina surrounded by a small mob. Apparently someone knew we were coming.
I apologized to the driver. After checking to make sure I would be driven to our hotel eventually, he took Julie, the new assistant, and left, smiling. He asked if Mr. Carrelli knew that I was Italian. Gina laughed and rattled off something to him. I asked her what she said.
"I told him you were marrying into the family. That you were an Italian in training. A work in progress."
Five hours later we were delivered to our suite.
Exhausted, we all retired early. I had scheduled us to arrive a couple days before I had to actually work, and Nonna had a full program for us to keep. Her great nephew Carlo had a small van, and he was designated official driver.
She had us up at six, fussing around, checking her dress, her hair, our dresses, our hair, until she drove us to distraction. Julie tried to stay behind but Nonna made her come too.
We went to a small cafe for breakfast, owned of course by relatives. It was packed, all family.
Julie was considered a relative by association and had a bit of culture shock, being kissed and hugged relentlessly.
"My cheeks are raw and my ribs feel bruised. Are they all like this?"
I smiled. "They're actually taking it easy on you. You get used to it."
After that it was rounds of houses and cafes, until the evening.
I'm sure she'll have tales to tell, especially about the nightlife. Nonna decided to spend the night with her first cousin, and the younger generation took the rest of us dancing. We didn't get back until almost four. I was kind of protected because I was engaged, but Gina and Julie got thrown to the wolves. They both had silly grins on their faces when we got back, and Julies' blouse was misbuttoned.
I slept until noon, and then Julie and I went over the account while Gina went to meet Nonna.
No one was exactly sure what offended the Italian CEO, and the situation was getting time sensitive. If they didn't iron it out the German affiliate would be in danger of hostile takeover.
The CEO had been vacationing in Monte Carlo, sulking, in my opinion.
He was tanned, relaxed, but not the least bit apologetic. He still wouldn't say what he was angry about, just that until he got an apology there would be no moving forward.
"Please, Mr. Carrelli, this is a good deal for your company. German engineering, Italian innovation, American manufactured, this is a match made in heaven. Think of the future, think of the employees that will suffer if this falls through."
He grudgingly agreed to a private meeting before they went into another round of negotiations. I hoped I had enough magic in my hat to pull it together.
On a lighter note, he asked about the family I had brought with me. I told him they were my future in laws and showed him the ring.
"Ah, a good Italian boy?"
"In spirit. He was raised by his aunt and uncle with a lot of help from his grandmother. His name isn't very Italian. It's Campbell. His paternal side is Irish."
He frowned.
"Isn't Campbell a Scottish name?"
Brian had told me a little of his Irish history.
"Originally, yes. But in the eighteenth century the British decided to bring some Scots into Ireland. The thought that mixing the blood would calm both factions down."
His curiosity tweaked, he asked if it worked.
"Not exactly. The best analogy my future husband could give me was killer bees. Are you familiar with the term? Well, some scientists thought if they crossed European bees with African bees they would get better honey production. That aspect proved correct, but the mixture made the bees much more aggressive and territorial. They swarm harder and are a little more toxic, and will attack far past the range of either species on their own. That's what happened when they mixed the Scots and the Irish. I've seen his temper once, not directed at me thank goodness, and I can understand it."
He laughed and said he was looking forward to meeting him.
"But until then, I insist you bring your family to dinner tonight, around seven. I'm sure my wife would love to meet them."
I couldn't refuse. Julie begged off, seems she and one of the cousins hit it off, and she wanted to go dancing.
"Be careful honey, these Italians are addictive."
We dressed to the nines. Nonna knew of a dress shop that had been around for generations, and we got some custom tailored dresses for a very reasonable price. They had a wedding dress in the window, beautiful beyond words. Nonna said something to the shop owner. Gina took several pictures for future reference.
Mr. Carrelli welcomed us, saying his wife was delayed and would arrive shortly. She came rushing in, apologizing. She stopped and looked at Nonna.
Time seemed to stand still.
"Maria?"
"Margarita?"
Suddenly they were hugging, babbling like schoolgirls and crying like babies. We all watched in wonder.
Seems they were best friends from the time they could walk until Nonna left at ten. Sixty three years and they still recognized each other.
It changed from a quiet dinner into a celebration. Seems Nonna knew Mr. Carrelli too, although he was a couple of years older. It was hard to believe he was seventy five.
We ended up looking at family pictures and getting a story with every one. Soon it was late.
Nonna ended up staying, Margarita wouldn't let her leave.
I had talked to Brain twice on Skype, and missed him terribly. We still had over two weeks to go.
The meeting went well the next morning. Apparently Nonna had chewed him out for forcing me to have to come to Italy, then hugged and thanked him. Mrs. Carrelli had weighed in, and the thought of two angry women made him a bit more reasonable. The German apologized and that was the end of it. I don't think the German even knew what he was apologizing for.
I told the girls since I was done so early I was gonna do a little work on another project and spent four days in Switzerland.
I had no business to attend to except personal. I went to the best ranked clinic in the world to schedule sexual reassignment surgery, spending the days in consultation and mental evaluation. I had a tentative appointment for six weeks.
It scared me, and I had a million questions, the main one being would I still enjoy sex.
"We've made massive strides since we first began doing the procedures. Chances are, If you liked sex before, you'll like it as well afterwards. Of course it takes almost three months to fully heal, and there are exercises you have to do to assure completion, but it will be a whole new world for you. I see from your chart you're engaged. Are you doing it for him?"
"No and yes. I wanted to have it done for years, but I'm afraid of pain and I had heard so many negative stories. Meeting him brought it into focus. We want children doctor, and I don't want to have to explain why I'm different from other mommies. I've been a woman mentally for many years, now I want the physical to match the mental."
I came back to Italy in a much calmer state of mind. We packed up to go home early, but Mrs. Carrelli insisted Nonna stay with them the remaining week. Gina didn't want to stay, so it was my turn to help peel a woman off her boyfriend. Julie had fallen hard for a local. She sniffled all the way home.
..............................................
I spent three glorious days with Brian before I had to go back to the office. I told him about my procedure being scheduled. He had three weeks of accumulated vacation and could take another week for family surgeries and emergencies, and he was going to spend the entire month by my side.
We made love, a lot. I told him I was trying to give him enough to hold him over until I was healed. He laughed and told me it wasn't possible but he was glad to let me try to prove him wrong. We played in the park with the children. I showed the mothers my ring and they made appropriate noises and welcomed me to the neighborhood.
The restaurant was having a welcome home themed lunch. Nonna still hadn't returned. Aunt Rita nearly squeezed the life out of me.
"Gina can't stop talking about the trip. I'm afraid you've ruined her."
I hugged her tighter.
"She'll get over it. Believe me, Dorothy had it right. There's no place like home."
I put my condo up for sale, completely moving in with Brian. My favorite doorman got a hug, an invitation to the wedding, and a card good for a years' worth of coffee at the Starbucks round the corner. I also gave him a recliner I never sat in and had no room for. I think he actually had a tear in his eye.
Aubrey got a momento of her missed trip, designer shoes with a four inch heel.
She pretended to be angry.
"Julie told me all about it, the family, the food, the dancing, the hot Italian guys. The one time I don't go with you, and you actually had fun. You'll pay for that one, Missy."
I talked to my boss. I had six weeks of vacation and a month of sick leave built up.
"I don't intend to take it all if I can help it. The doctors say I can probably go back to work after six weeks, but it may take longer."
I had his blessing, but upper management wasn't happy. When he told them I had the time built up, and it wasn't a vacation but surgery, they relented. They asked what kind of surgery and he was deliberately vague, saying it was a woman thing. I busted my ass for the next month, trying to get ahead of schedule.
Once again there was a tearful goodbye at the airport, but this time when I got on the plane Brian was beside me.
I was past scared, I was terrified. They let Brian hold my hand right up until they wheeled me into the operating room.
I stood naked in the bathroom in front of the mirror for about an hour the night before, saying goodbye to my equipment. I actually stroked it a few times, remembering. But they weren't exactly taking it, just rearranging things a bit. Then I sighed and committed myself all over again.
I woke up hours later, terrified and disoriented. Luckily they had secured me to avoid movement.
Brian was right there, holding my hand and rubbing my cheek. I gradually calmed down.
The nurses said he didn't leave my side or let go of my hand once in the seven hours it took me to wake up.
I tried to look down, but all I could see was my gown and a mass of bandages, with a catheter.
They kept me mildly sedated for almost a week to keep me still. Then they slowly brought me out of it, releasing the restraints and allowing me to move. I could sit up, but I wasn't allowed to walk yet.
"Day after tomorrow" they said.
I was extremely sore. When he finally let me see, it was a mass of bruising and ugly red lines. But I could see the shape emerging, and it made me proud.
We both had to go through counseling. What to do the first few times, the care I needed to take. I was embarrassed when the doctor asked for measurements of Brians' cock.
"Want to make sure It's a good fit. Don't want it too loose or too tight. When you do start to make love, take it slow and be gentle. You don't have a hymen, but you'll still be a virgin. Make sure you use plenty of lube, remember you can't manufacture it on your own. You also have no natural elasticity, so if you don't do the cylinder exercises, you'll shrink, making intercourse very uncomfortable or impossible.
This was the part I hated. I had to insert a perfectly matched cylinder inside my new vagina and leave it for periods of time. I was very tight at first and we had to use graduated cylinders to reach the correct size. Brian tried to joke about it, calling them training vibrators.
It took five weeks before they would release me. We flew home and I rested for another week. I was all right to work if I took it easy and moved slowly. Aubrey took advantage and mothered me unmercifully.
Finally, we got the all clear report. I had flown back for a checkup, leaving on Friday and coming back on Sunday. He held a camera so I could view
his work on a flat screen monitor. It looked amazingly natural.
"You're cleared for sex. Take it easy, remember the instructions, and it will become a very pleasant experience. There will be a little pain at first, just like any virgin. Here is the name and address of a doctor in your area. I want you to have regular checkups, every three months. Consider him your gynecologist. And this is important. If at any time you feel unusual pain, anything at all, schedule an appointment right away. Understand? Good. Now, go make your man and yourself very happy."
The doctor was right, it was painful for the first few minutes. We drank a little wine and did a lot of foreplay before I was ready. I hadn't allowed Brain to see me yet, I wanted it to be a surprise. I kind of wanted to wait until our wedding night, but we were both so horny I knew we wouldn't be able to wait another three months.
I had on a new nighty with matching thong, see through but not quite transparent.
I made him lay on the bed and did a little strip tease.
When I dropped the nighty he could see my mound through the thong. I thought about being hairless, but decided on a small strip, just to remind myself I was an adult. He seemed to appreciate it.
I cupped my thirty four B's and shook them at him.
"I thought about having an upgrade while I was in the clinic. How would you feel about a pair of thirty eights?"
I was surprised at the passion in his voice.
"Don't even think about that! You gave them to me, remember, and I fell in love with them just as they are. Thirty years from now they'll still be perky while everyone else will be saggy. I intend to still be playing with them then and for years afterward."
I glowed with pride and teased him a bit.
"If they're yours, how come I have to carry them around?"
"Because they look so good on you."
I walked to the bed, trying my best to sway sexily.
In a voice full of emotion, I asked him if he would like to unwrap his present.
He slowly reached out, running his hands over my hips and bottom, lightly stroking my new vagina through the wisp of silk that covered it. I was trembling with excitement.
He eased the panty down slowly, stopping to admire me every few seconds, until it was off.
Pulling me onto the bed, he started kissing me, twirling tongues, until he broke and started on my ears, my neck, my breasts, all the way down to my belly button, while his hand stroked the hair on my mound, getting closer and closer to his target. I had made sure I was prepared, literally dripping with lube, and a tube on the nightstand, just in case.
He slipped a finger in, then two, lightly stroking me. It felt heavenly and soon I was humping up to meet his fingers. I pulled his head firmly back up.
"Do it now, honey. Take your woman."
It was everything I imagined and nothing like I thought. I felt pain at first, because I was a lot tighter than we anticipated, but as we progressed I opened up. Soon I had my legs locked round his back as he steadily pumped into me. He was being careful, but I wanted more.
"Pound me! This pussy is custom made just for you. Use it!"
That was all he took and soon he WAS pounding me, while I held on squealing and crying. I was almost embarrassed. I felt my climax building until it burst loose. I screamed with the unfamiliar sensation and it sent him over the edge. He filled me and I reveled in it.
How long did we last? No idea. If it was five minutes or fifty it was so intense time meant nothing. As he collapsed on me I was surprised to see him crying. I snuggled to him, asking if he was all right.
"It was so beautiful! You altered your whole body
just for me. How could someone love another that much?"
I kissed his tears.
"I did it because nothing in this world is as precious as your love for me. And it was for me, too. It finally completed me, made me what I was meant to be."
I lightened the mood, being playful.
"Now, I expect you to use your present often. Not right now, I'm pretty sore. But I have alternative ways of pleasuring both of us, and I intend to use them all tonight."
I'm proud to say I wore him out. I slipped down his tummy, nibbling and licking until I captured my target. He tried to get me let him wash, but I refused.
"That's your love and mine I'm tasting. Be still."
I tried to make it the absolute best. I think I succeeded. Two hours later I was grinding into him as we spooned. He asked groggily what I wanted.
"You've got one more spot to satisfy, mister. Get to it."
Soon he had me on all fours, pounding into my ass as I babbled in estacy. When we collapsed he passed out right on top of me. I enjoyed his weight for a second before I wriggled out from under him.
I got a warn washcloth and washed him thoroughly while he slept, and damned if he didn't start getting another erection!
I was completed sated, so I gave it a loving kiss and spooned back into him.
I set my phone alarm, and when it beeped softly I lay there, enjoying the memories, then slid under the covers. He was completely down my throat before he became fully awake. He touched my head and groaned.
"Babe, you're killing me."
I raised up and smiled at him. I grabbed his balls and hefted them.
"I intend to keep these empty and you exhausted. That way you'll never look at another woman."
He pulled me up and kissed me hard.
"Babe, since I met you, other women ceased to exist. But you started it, now finish it."
He pushed my head back down. Have I ever mentioned how attracted I am to self confident, dominant men? Correction, man.
I bounced up when I was done and took a shower.
I shook him lightly after I dressed.
"Don't sleep too long. I'm leaving, I have to help fix lunch. Don't you dare be late."
When I got there, Aunt Rita and Gina took one look and grinned. I had told them this was the week I was cleared by the doctor.
"Have a good night, dear?"
"The best, Aunt Rita, the best ever."
Nonna came bustling out of the kitchen, grabbed my cheeks and gave me a kiss. She acted ten years younger since her trip.
"You're going to be a beautiful bride" she said, in Italian. I blushed, then realized I understood what she said. I guess the experts were right. The best way to learn a language is to be totally immersed in it.
I drove Aubrey crazy, because every time I got aggravated I started cursing in Italian and waving my arms.
"You're still in America, dear. Speak the language."
Brian was almost late, looking a little worse for wear. All the women giggled and he blushed.
I looked around as I held the newest member of the family, four month old Maria, and couldn't believe my good fortune in finding Brian and this family.
Nonna gave me my wedding present early, the bridal gown I had admired in Verona, fitted to my exact measurements. I cried for four hours.
We went to counseling with the Catholic priest that was to marry us. I made sure nobody knew my secret but Brian. It was between God, Brian, and me.



He kind of frowned when we told him we were living together, but the possessive way I was holding him made it clear we weren't going to be separated. The wedding was getting closer and I was a bundle of nerves.
I finally spent time with the Irish side of the family. My ears rang and my head hurt for two days. And I thought the Italians were loud and could drink!
..............................................
The big day was here. I was a nervous wreck. Gina told me Brain looked like he would pass out any minute.
My Mom and Dad came a few days early and met the family. All Mom could say was "well, they certainly are passionate."
"And loud" chimed in Dad, breaking into a grin, then holding his head. He and Uncle Sean hit it off right away. When they found out my grandmother was from Irish stock, they adopted him instantly. I wish she was still alive to see it.
Mom, Aunt Rita, Nonna, and Gina were putting the finishing touches on.
"Cry and mess up your makeup, and I'll have Brian spank you!" declared Nonna, her own eyes brimming with tears.
They broke into gales of laughter when I quipped,
"And that's supposed to be a threat?"
Finally it was time.
St. Angelo's was a big church. I almost fainted to see it was full. I suddenly felt serene, and felt like I was floating down the aisle.
Rita and Uncle Sean assumed their rightful role as parents of the groom. Aubrey was matron of honor, my other two supporters from work and Gina, along with three more cousins, were bridesmaids.
Mike had a few of his friends as ushers, filling out the number with more cousins.
My boss was there, sitting in the family section of the bride. Harold, my old doorman, was sitting in the back, smiling hugely. Mr. and Mrs. Carrelli were in town on business and surprised us by showing up. The rest of the church was packed with family and friends.
The service was beautiful, steeped in history and tradition. Everyone was solemn, except Nonna, who was crying openly. She was the first one I hugged after the service.
I don't remember much about the reception. Both sides of the family was vying to see who could be the loudest, and who could consume the most beer and wine. Gina said they were still trying to party at four, when the hotel threw them out.
We slipped off at one thirty, made love until three, and barely made our seven o'clock flight.
Where did we honeymoon? Italy, of course. Three days in Verona, where the Italian side threw their own reception. I remember thinking if the American side got together with with the Italian side, they would be arrested instantly for violating noise ordinances. Mr. Carrelli and his wife had a condo in Monte Carlo, and we spent the rest of the time there as his guests.
We went to the casinos, and I asked Brian how much we could gamble. He gave me a thousand euros and told me to go ahead, he'd used up all the luck he was ever going to have when he got me. I almost raped him on the spot.
I didn't have any idea what I was doing, and we ended up at the roulette wheel, where I bet it all on black, won, let it ride, won again, moved it to red, and won there. I stopped, almost seven thousand euros ahead. I spent it on gifts for the family.
I surprised Brian on the last day by slipping out and getting a tattoo, a small heart with an arrow through it, with our initials and wedding date. I was just above my hairline.
"It's a property patch", I told him. He went to the same shop and got it tattooed on his right shoulder. I still get misty eyed when I see him outside without a shirt.
.................................................
For three months we were gloriously happy. Brian earned his degree and had an interview lined up with one of the most prominent architectural firms in the city.
My success with the Italian/German situation brought me more assignments with international firms. My star continued to rise.
Then, everything came crashing down, all because of a bitter, spoiled bitch.
Karen Eckles had been in Europe for three months,
vacationing[read detoxing]and only learned about our marriage a month after she got back.
She still harbored feelings for Brian, the one that got away. Nobody left her until she was done with him. She called unexpectedly, asking for Brian. I didn't recognize her voice and thought it may be over his interview, so I got him to the phone.
I wasn't really listening until I heard him raise his voice, a rarity.
"NO! I'm married now, Karen. Very happily. She's beautiful, kind, and most importantly faithful. You could learn a lot from her. I'm going to hang up now. I wish you a good life, please don't call again."
He got off the phone, still ranting.
"The nerve of that bitch. She wanted me to come and meet her so she could convince me to get back together with her. I told her I was married and she laughed, saying she could offer me more."
I could feel my temperature rise. That bitch! Boy, was she gonna get an earful! Brian calmed me down.
"Don't let it bother you, honey. I'm not gonna let it bother me. I'm actually grateful to her, if she hadn't got caught I would have married her and ended up miserable before getting a divorce.
It let me be free when I met you."
"And I'll tell you something else, even though it's not smart to talk about exlovers with your wife. She was wild in bed, almost manic. But the love wasn't there and subconsciously I could feel it. I get more satisfaction sitting on the couch snuggling with you than I got with her on her best night."
"I hope this swells your head a bit, because you're the best lover I ever had, ever. She would kill for your skills. But that's not why. It's because we love each other, and that makes it perfect."
We retired early that night.
.................................................
I may have added fuel to her fire, because every time we were around her at an event, I hung on him like wallpaper, and showered him with public affection. She tried several times to cut him out of the herd, but I was right there to thwart her.
Finally she made a mistake and propositioned him right in front of me.
She was several inches taller than me without heels, and she favored ridiculously high heels. She stood in front of us, towering over me.
"Really, Brian, when are you going to stop playing with little girls and come back to a real woman?"
I would have slapped the hell out of her if he would have let go of my hand. But he held me tight and grinned at her. Damn him for being so strong!
"What do you know about real women, Karen? You've got one in front of and don't even recognize it.
You're still a spoiled little rich girl. Try growing up, you might like it and be a lot happier. I don't love you , Karen, looking back I don't think I ever did. I love my wife, deeply. Find someone else, and try be an adult. I'm sure you'll be happier."
Well. Guess he told her.
She went almost purple, but before she could explode her friends pulled her away to save her from further embarrassment. Brian didn't see me because he was still watching her, so I stuck my tongue out at her.
Mrs. Mature, that's me.
She plotted, she schemed. She decided if he wouldn't leave me she'd find a way to drive him away. Unfortunately, if your father has more money than God, you can afford to investigate someone in detail.
It took her about two months until she stumbled onto my secret.
In a fit of glee she called Brian and told him. Imagine her surprise when he told her knew and didn't care. She tried to pressure him, threatening to expose me.
"It would be a dirty thing to do, Karen. You really think that if you're capable of doing this it would make me want you? Do your worst bitch. It won't matter."
She got me fired.
She took her findings to the CEO of my company, saying she was going to have her father, who did business with many of our clients, put the word out about their dubious hiring practices. Her father knew nothing of this, but the CEO panicked.
He called my boss and demanded he fire me. Surprised, he asked why.
"She worked for us under false pretenses. For God's sake, she was a man wearing a dress! Think of our reputation."
My boss warned him.
"Be careful here. We have no grounds for dismissal. She has an exemplary record. She's been our star for four years. The clients love her. This is murky ground, don't expose the company to legal action, consider the options."
"I want her gone! The way you talk, it makes me think you knew."
My boss stunned him by saying he had known for a few years.
"You knew! Why didn't you get rid of her then?"
"What would it accomplished? She was the best we had at what she does. You're the one who promoted her, afraid she would go elsewhere. And she came to me when she found out she was being considered, and told me. That took a lot of guts, but she was thinking of the company. That alone would have made me support her. It's ancient history now, she's had the surgery, and she's married now. I urge you strongly to rethink this, get a legal opinion."
He bulled ahead, and fired me for falsifying my job application, and for having the surgery using the company insurance fraudulently.
It got ugly. I was ashamed to show my face at the restaurant. Aunt Rita came to the house, demanded I come back to the cafe with her.
"Get your head out of your ass. Don't you think we knew? Nonna figured it out the first time she met you. We were a little skeptical, almost told Brian. Nonna said no, you were special, it would all work out. It did. We love you, idiot. You're one of us, and we don't leave our family alone when they're under attack. If nothing else, do it for Nonna. She misses you terribly."
I went, shaking as I stepped in the door. Service came to a standstill and the place went almost silent. I turned to run out when Gina grabbed me, hugging me tightly.
"You poor girl! I can't imagine what you're going through, but you're not alone. We love you. Now, wine?"
And just like that, I was back. The workers and many of the patrons I had come to know over the last year and a half hugged me, shook my hand, or patted me on the back. It didn't matter what I had been, I was Brian's wife now, and that was enough.
Brian was catching a lot of grief at work, construction guys aren't known for being open minded. He came home one day with a black eye and a few bruises. He told me he fell off a scaffold.
I knew better, he had gotten into a fight over me. I cried when he went to sleep, thinking of the misery I was causing him.
I finally got mad and decided to fight back. I called Aubrey.
"Girl, I'm so pissed at your I could scream. Your replacement is an idiot, even for a man. He's alienating customers left and right. They're starting to complain. You could have told me you know, I would have still loved you."
I wept silent tears when I asked her to connect me to my old boss.
"He's gone, baby. They forced him out because of you. He didn't mind leaving, he was disgusted with the whole bunch, but he did squeeze them a little and got a nice retirement package."
Retired? He was only fifty two.
I called his cell phone.
"I wondered when you were gonna call. Pissed off enough yet to strike back?"
More than enough. I apologized for costing him his job.
"Please! The joy kind of went out of it when they ran you off. I was bored anyway. Now, want to fade away nicely, or fuck'em hard?"
I thought for three seconds.
"Hard. In the ass, with no lube. And believe me when I share this with you, it hurts, a lot."
He had already talked it over with a friend of his, one who loved controversy and publicity.
The fact that I had a good case had him salivating.
When we filed a lawsuit against the company for discrimination and wrongful termination, for twenty million dollars, shit hit the fan.
The full board didn't have all the details, and when they came out the CEO and two of his cronies were on the hot seat.
It never went to court, but the action in the conference room was interesting.
They fired back, saying they would out me if I persisted.
"Out her how? You've already done that. She's happily married to a guy who knew what she was before he married her. Think he's going to leave her? Especially now, when she's looking at some serious money? Her parents have known for years, and his family now knows and most of them still accept her. How can you hurt her?"
"We can make it hard for her to get another job."
My lawyer waved his hands dismissively.
"She already has another job, and they know all the details of her life. Next bluff?"
They didn't have one.
"All right then. Let's discuss the wrongful termination."
"The termination stands" fired back one of their team of lawyers, "she put female down on her resume when she was in fact male. That's falsification."
He grinned, a look that somehow reminded me of a wolf. Glad I had him and not then.
"All right, let's talk about it. I have affidavits from her doctors since she was twelve years old. They concluded that except for some physical aspects she was fully and emotionally female. She was certified female in her home state sixteen years ago. All her drivers licenses have bee gotten as a female. All her tax returns have been filed as a female. The state and federal governments have recognized her as female, wanna argue with them? I have a letter from the IRS stating that with her certification they have no problem recognizing her as a woman, as long as she pays her taxes."
"And let's not forget that her immediate supervisor knew she was transsgender for at least three years, and still approved her promotion and has given her consistently good reviews in her job performance, something he is more than willing to testify to in court."
The CEO saw a lost cause and tried another tactic.
"All right. Forget that for a moment. She still used her insurance fraudulently. Sex change operations are not covered. She took time off under false pretenses."
His lawyers were trying to keep him quiet.
By now my lawyer's smile looked like a snarl.
"Let's talk about that then. She took four weeks of vacation time and two weeks of sick leave, again with approval from her supervisor. She paid for the surgery out of her own pocket. The two week sick leave was legitimate under you own company policy. Your own daughter took two weeks off to have her nose reshaped and have breast augmentation. You signed off on her sick leave yourself. The only insurance my client used was the short term disability policy she paid for as a suppliment to your standard policy. It was well within company policy for her to use it."
He paused, out of breath.
"Wanna admit defeat now? I hope not, I'll get some killer exposure out of this."
They asked for another week to respond.
"Three days. We file on the fourth. Good day gentlemen. You too, Mr. Scott."
Scott was the CEO, and he colored at the slight.
The next meeting was subdued. They offered a million if we would just go away.
"A million? We're suing Mr. Scott personally for two. See you in court, counselors."
They begged for another day. My lawyer snapped his briefcase closed.
"This is Thursday. I'm filing the papers Tuesday. You have until noon Monday to tender your final offer."
We sailed out of the offer and he collapsed in laughter when we got into the elevator.
"Did you see the lead counselor? I seriously thought he was gonna piss his pants."
Brian grinned a little.
"It was fun, but the money doesn't matter. Making it right does."
Mr.Kincaid, the lawyer, gave him a little lecture.
"To guys like these, money is all that matters. That and adverse publicity. That's how you hurt them. In the pocketbook and the press."
Behind the scenes, he had leaked a letter to several gay, lesbian, and transsgender rights groups, and they were up in arms. They hadn't got around to actually picketing, but they were blogging and flooding the home office with protest letters and emails.
They called Friday, and we met Monday at nine.
"Three million, you sign saying it ends and you'll never speak of it again. We are required by law to offer you your job back, but offer the money in lieu of employment. Take it or leave it."
Mr. Kincaid snapped his briefcase closed. I had learned it was a sign of anger.
"See you in court. And by the way, the gay, lesbian, and transsgender alliance is at the courthouse now, getting a protest permit. Might want to get to work a little early tomorrow to avoid the crowds."
The called at eleven forty five. Four and a half million and termination of the CEO. We took it.
"They don't really have to fire the CEO."
Money makes you more forgiving. Mr. Kincaid smiled.
"Yes they do, to save face and send a message. Don't feel sorry for him, he brought it on himself. You're rich now, take me to lunch."
I laughed.
"No way, Jose. I just made you a million in fees, we go Dutch."
Word got back to Karen's dad of the shitstorm she stirred up. He was unhappy. Very unhappy. He sent her back to Europe on a strict allowance and told her if she needed more she damn well better find a job. It shouldn't be too hard with that degree he bought her. Haven't heard a word out of her since. She was quieter and more mature, married a stockbroker. He divorced her a year later when he caught her cheating. She's up to number four now.
................................................
They called my old boss and offered him the CEO position. He declined.
"I'm happy where I am now. No, I don't think you've ever heard of them. I'll send you a card, they're new. Kelso and Campbell, Merger and Acquisition Consultants."
That's right, we formed our own company. Quite successful as it turned out. Our core customers came from our old company, led by Mr. Carrelli and Herr Clausman.
We raided them, taking the best of the bunch.
Aubrey came on board as office manager, with her own assistant.
Brian opened his own firm, hiring some experienced, talented people and specializing in midsized office buildings. He had a construction arm that did a lot of their work. He didn't touch my money, using the life insurance monies from his late parents.
He makes sure he's got a flexible schedule so he could travel with me, especially to Europe. We own a small villa just outside Verona. We don't get to spend a lot of time there, but it never sits empty. One or other of the family is always there. I lost my new assistant Betty to a local, so I set up a small office there and let her run it for me. Mr. and Mrs. Carrelli consider me a granddaughter by association.
Nonna is eighty now, this will probably be her last trip back home, but she insisted she be there to brag about her newest great grandchildren.
Two boys and a girl. Our oldest is eleven now and is heavily into sports. The twins are eight, she is showing musical talent and he's considered a math prodigy. All true siblings, their parent died in a car crash when the twins were three. They all speak fairly fluent Italian.
I have to go now, little Maria[her name when I got her, I felt it was a sign]and I have to go to the cafe to help with lunch. Brian and the boys are coming later, after hearing the same lecture they heard for years about being nicely dressed and minding their manners.
There it is, the story of how I fell in love.
Oh, and before I forget, so far, we've lived happily ever after.
I made a mental note to eat more salad and a little less pasta when I got to the cafe, trying to keep my weight the same as when we got married. Allison is sixteen now, a beautiful girl. She follows Brian around at the neighborhood parties, reminding him he's still supposed to marry her when she turns eighteen, if he's unattached. She smiles when she says it, but I don't like the way she looks at me when he's not paying attention.



..................................................
As always, I appreciate you taking time to read. Tell me what you think, and vote if you like.
QHML1
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This is a tale that primarily set in the middle seventies. It was half a generation removed from the civil rights movement. I live in a small county in a middle Southern state and I remember it well. Even now, racism is still present, but it seems more directed at the mass of illegals that has flooded the area.
I could have put this in interracial, or maybe even romance, but in the end it's a tale of a cheating wife, compounded by the fact she was black and married to a white man. You may not like the overtones, but I was a young man during this time and tried to make it real as possible. If this offends you, stop now. If it offends you and you read it anyway, don't bitch. For the rest of you, enjoy.
And even though when the tale starts the female protagonist is under eighteen, NO SEX occurs until after her eighteenth birthday, except for a brief reference to a statutory rape that happened far into the past. Just wanted to clear that up.
..................................................
I admit it, I looked like a first class wimp when I walked into the karate studio. I had a black eye, a split lip, and a lot of bruises.
At six feet, and one sixty five[I had always been a little skinny]I didn't exactly look like a pussy. I actually was a fair to middlin' scraper, growing up in a small southern town and hanging with the bad boys had taught me a thing or two. I learned early, hit hard, hit fast, and hit first if you can. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn't. This particular time it was a first class disaster.
He had skills I never heard of. He bounced around, lightly, kicking and punching me with an almost robotic ease. I found out later he was a second degree black belt. An okay guy until somebody pissed him off or was drinking. That night he was both, being an asshole to his girlfriend and everyone around. I took all I could until he slapped his girl. I called him an asshole and dared him to try that shit on a man. Won't make that mistake again.
I gave it a good try, even got a few licks in, but he beat the fuck out of me. It took three bouncers to get him off of me, and they had to use clubs. He put one in the hospital.
When the judge found out he was a black belt, and threw the first punch, He reamed him a new ass. He had to do six months and enter anger management therapy once he got out of jail. He was warned, the next fight he was involved in he would get the maximum sentence possible.
Even though it was the bouncer who got hurt, and it was the club that pressed charges, he blamed the whole thing on me. He had a friend of a friend of a friend who knew a guy that another guy owed a favor to, to let me know that when he got out he was gonna kick my ass.
I knew six months of classes wouldn't get me a black belt, but maybe it would stop me from getting killed. That and the thirty eight I carried.
The sensei was a tenth degree black belt, so I figured he knew what he was doing. He was a tall, muscular black guy in his early forties. The class was mixed in age from sixteen to sixty two, in varying degrees of shape. I was twenty two.
I stretched, I strained. My muscles stayed sore for five months. I was saved the pain of a beat down when the asshole flipped out and beat the shit out of five prisoners and a guard. He got another three years.
In a fit of self revelation, I discovered I loved training. I made it to green belt in six months, going four days a week.
We would receive training from assistants, while the master would give lectures and demonstrate techniques. He had a mantra he pounded into us.
"Fight with your mind. Think, plan, don't just react! Improvise if you have to."
We had to pair up to practice moves. For some reason a woman just over five feet tall, not weighing a hundred pounds always chose me to practice with. I asked her once why she always chose me.
"Because you're basically the same size as my husband, minus the beer gut. When I get competent enough, I'm gonna beat the hell out of him."
Seems he was abusive, and she told him she went to exercise class instead of karate.
She finally felt confident enough to confront him, and that Saturday night he got a few beers in him and tried to smack her. She beat him so bad he hid in the bathroom. It was an old singlewide, and she took the phone and stood out in the hall and called every friend and relative they both had, telling them that Bubba had locked himself in the bathroom to keep her from beating him up. He was screaming about how he was gonna kill her when she went to sleep. Her last call was to 911, and she held up the phone so they could hear his rant a little more clearly. The deputies came and gave him a free place to sleep for two days, and confiscated every weapon in the house. He never did get his deer rifle and shotguns back. She used the time to empty the house and their bank accounts, and moved back in with her mother. She never came back to class.
There was a young black girl there, tall, athletic, well built, really good rack. She seemed to like me, but I was was twenty two and white. It was in the late seventies, in a small southern town. Plus she had just turned seventeen. I didn't do jail bait, whatever the color. It still didn't stop her from flirting, and sometimes I teased her back.
We were practicing how to break the hold of someone who grabbed our neck. shirt, or lapels.
The sensei gave us a lecture before practice.
"One of the best ways to break loose is surprise. Scream, do something unexpected. It'll slow down their response time. Sometimes a fraction of a second is the difference between rape, serious bodily injury, or death. Begin."
She did the standard grabs, and I did the taught responses while the instructors watched.
When it was my turn to be the attacker, I reached for her lapels. A tall girl at five ten, she bounced up on her feet, and I ended up with two hands full of firm boobs. Naturally I snatched my hands back, and she took full advantage of my exposed front, and knocked my down with a three inch punch to the nose. Already a bit off balance, I dropped like a rock. She leaned over with a sweet smile on her face.
"Surprise."
The ones that saw what happened were laughing, and once every one found out they had to stop practice. The sensei, always looking for a teachable moment, brought it into focus.
"Although I don't really think what she did was appropriate for class, it makes my point. What she did was so unexpected that it froze her opponent, making him vulnerable. That's all for tonight."
By then most of the younger ones had formed a loose friendship, and we would often go to a fast food place for a light meal. Shondra and her sister never went. I asked a guy why once.
"They're broke. Neither work, they're both still in school. They live with their grandmother on a fixed income. They pay for their lessons by cleaning the dojo."
I was a little later leaving that evening. The others had gone ahead, and I was on my way when I passed them on the sidewalk. I pulled over.
"Hey girls, wanna go grab something with the others? I'll pay, just to seen in public with two babes."
There was a guy walking with them, obviously interested in her sister.I don't know if he thought I was trying to take them away from him, he didn't like white boys, or if he was just an asshole.
"Move on, honky. Leave the sisters alone."
I grinned.
"Damn, and I was gonna order fried chicken and watermelon. Looks like I'll eat a burger instead."
I had hopped out of my CJ5 jeep. Shondra had laughed, and the guy was shocked. I had on a Rolling Stones t shirt, my uniform pants, and sneakers, so I was dressed to mix it up. Her sister put her hand on his arm.
"Don't. He meant nothing by it, and he could probably kick your ass."
She turned to me.
"Thanks for the offer, but Shondra and I need to get home. Maybe next time."
She looked around, Shondra was already in the jeep, fastening her seat belt and waving.
"Tell Grams I'll be home soon."
I looked to her older sister.
"All right. Have her home by nine thirty."
I had the jeep stripped down. No top, no doors. It made her a little nervous for a second, but when the wind hit she loved it.
"You're going down main street?"
She seemed nervous. I grinned.
"Yeah, it's the quickest. Why? Ashamed to be seen with a honky?"
She looked down, embarrassed.
"No, I thought you might not want to be seen with me."
That pissed me off just a little.
"If you're my friend it doesn't matter what color you are to me. Besides, it's just a burger. It's not like we're eloping."
She stayed quiet the rest of the way there.
We could see our friends through the windows. Shondra was waving before we got parked.
"What can I order?" She asked, before we entered.
"It's McDonalds. Order what you like, love."
She looked at me funny. My last girlfriend had been British, it was an expression I picked up from her.
I gave her a twenty, told her what I wanted, and went to the restroom. I got back just as she was paying, picked up the tray, and joined our friends.
"Hi guys. Look what I found. Sondra 'Killer Boobs' Smith. Watch her, those are deadly."
It embarrassed her, but she got me back.
"Never underestimate the value of surprise, or a nice rack. Does your nose still hurt?"
I rubbed my nose. It was still stinging a little.
"Don't worry girl, one day it'll be my turn to surprise you."
We laughed and joked like the good friends we were for forty five minutes before we started dispersing, going our separate ways for the night.
"Ready?"
"Uh Uh. I can stay out to nine thirty, and it's only eight fifteen. Take me for a ride. But first, I still got your change. I want a chocolate shake."
She'got her large shake, gave me what change was left, and got in.
"Where to?"
"I've never been four wheeling. Is there somewhere close we can go?"
She was in luck. A friend had lumbered off about fifty acres just outside of town, and I had his permission to ride the logging trials. It had rained two days before, so there were lots of mud puddles.
I scared her, until she got used to it. Then she laughed, yelled, and told me to go faster. I got a little careless, hit a pool too fast, and doused us both with muddy water. I pulled over in a clear spot and stopped.
I had taken the backseat out and used it as storage space when I went camping. I had a storage box I always carried for just such occasions. It held towels, dry shirts, even a couple of pairs of shorts. There was no way my white skinny ass shorts was going to fit over that well rounded butt, so I gave her a shirt and two towels. It was warm, but once I hit the highway the wet shirts would be very uncomfortable.
"Here. Go over there behind those bushes and dry off. Put this shirt on, or you'll freeze on the way home. Go on, nobody can see you out here."
It had gotten dark, so I gave her a flashlight.
Once she was behind the bushes I stripped out of my pants and shirt. Just as I reached for the shorts She screamed at the top of her lungs, came running out from behind the bushes, jumped in the jeep, and started yelling "Snake! Snake!"
Then she stopped screaming and froze, looking at me. I was naked, with my shorts in my hand. All she had on were her panties and a white cotton bra. It barely contained her magnificent teenage breasts.
Glad of the darkness, I slipped into my shorts and handed her the t shirt. Giving her time to slip the shirt on, I went and retrieved the clothes behind the bushes. She slipped her pants on while I looked away. If there had been a snake, the commotion drove it away.
I got in the Jeep and we sat for just a minute.
I looked at her seriously.
"We're to never speak of this."
She burst into laughter, and was still laughing when we hit the highway. Just before we pulled onto the roadway she grabbed my face and gave me a kiss that said anything except inexperienced teen. She let go and giggled.
"I always wanted to kiss a white boy. By the way, nice equipment, especially for a white boy."
If she expected me to be embarrassed she was going to be disappointed.
"Thanks. And I have to tell you, you've got a great rack, for any color."
I could see the white of her teeth when she smiled. She held my hand back into town, only letting go when I changed gears.
The mantra 'seventeen, seventeen, seventeen' kept going through my head, trying to keep the rest of my mind off her body.
We pulled up to her apartment. It was in 'the projects', government housing for the poor.
My engine, complete with headers and glass pack mufflers, announced our arrival.
"I'll slip in, get changed before my gram sees me. I'll bring your shirt back next week."
I got out.
"Look around. There must be fifteen of your neighbors sitting on their front porches. How long do you think it's gonna take them to tell her a white boy in a loud Jeep brought you home? Or that you didn't have your uniform on? No, you're going to take me in and introduce me, and I'll explain what happened."
You could tell she really didn't want to, but I gave her no choice.
Her gram was a tall woman, just like her daughters. She wasn't fat or skinny, she looked like an average sixty year old woman, regardless of color.
She shook my hand when I offered it, and listened stoned faced while I explained what happened. When I was done she leaned forward and looked into my eyes.
"Damn if I don't believe you. That story is just too crazy to make up. Care for some coffee and peach pie?"
So we sat at the kitchen table and had a snack. Judging by the pie, the woman must be a hell of a cook. Shondra sat with us but didn't say much. After my second piece, I pushed back from the table.
"I thank you for your hospitality, but I need to go. Work tomorrow, you know. It was a pleasure to meet you ma'am."
She smiled.
"I love a man with manners and a good appetite. Good night. Shondra, walk our guest out, and you better be back in ten minutes. You have school tomorrow."
She wrapped up a piece of pie for me to eat tomorrow.
Shondra switched the porch light off and grabbed my hand.
"You're the first man I've seen my gram like. That must mean something."
Before I could stop her she kissed me, hard, and stood back giggling again.
"I'm gonna keep your shirt to remember this little adventure. See you at the dojo."
She practically skipped back into the house.
I mused on the way home. Better be careful with this one. She's young and black. But her kiss wasn't young, and her lips tasted as good as any I had ever touched. Plus, those boobs said woman, and not child.
................................................
Shondra became my full time practice partner. Without fail, she was in the Jeep waiting for me afterwards. Her sister Gail would go with us about every other time, and we became friends.
Once Shondra was sick, and Gail went with me alone. We ate, then she asked me to take her somewhere to talk. I only lived ten minutes away, so I asked if my house would do. She surprised me by agreeing.
She admired my house, a little two bedroom cottage that had needed a lot of work. A friend had inherited it from his grandfather, and he didn't have enough to pay the estate taxes. I offered to buy it for half the tax value. He agreed immediately.
At twenty I became a home owner. I had worked construction jobs in my teens and had learned a good bit, so I spent every spare dime I had on improvements. What I couldn't do myself I traded labor, or paid when I had to. After almost two years I was about seventy five per cent done. I was inordinately house proud.
Gail couldn't believe someone as young as me could own a house, and marveled at how well kept it was.
"It's actually easier to be neat than be a slob. Plus, I've always been a bit of a neat freak."
I poured two glasses of tea, and we sat at the kitchen table. She looked nervous.
"Spit it out, Gail, before you choke on it."
"All right. You need to be careful around Shondra. She's decided she's in love with you. She told me yesterday she fully intends to marry you. She has a plan, and I saw one of her notebooks, she's been practicing writing "Shondra Turner" all over it."
I didn't believe her.
"Are you sure? I've never given her any reason to think like that. All I've ever done is buy her a few Big Macs and taken her for a ride twice. We've never dated. Plus I'm twenty two and she's seventeen. That's jail bait, Gail, and that scares the shit out of me. I don't want to offend you, but factor in the race thing. My friends and family wouldn't accept her, and except for your grandmother and you, I can't see me being close to her family or friends."
She gave a sad smile.
"I'm not offended, Bobby, it is what it is, and you've always been nice to us. Just watch out and try not to hurt her. She, hell we, haven't had a lot of good things happen in our lives. And as far as jail bait, you don't look that fine around the brothers and not get noticed. She may be seventeen, but she's as experienced as a twenty five year old. You can take me home now, thanks for the tea and listening to me."
Surprising me, she gave me a big hug and a kiss, stepping back grinning.
"Damn, Bobby, maybe I should have tried to hook you. I'm NOT jail bait, I could show you things, sugar, things that would rock your world. Now, if you're not going to take me to your bedroom, take me to your Jeep."
She kept her voice light and bouncy, but her eyes looked way to serious, so out the door we went, with haste, while she laughed.
I disappointed Shondra by not going out with our friends a few times. It came to a head when I found her sitting in my Jeep with a determined look on her face.
"I'm not getting out, Bobby. Wherever you're going, I'm going too, even if it's just home."
I was kind of glad, I found myself wanting her company.
I just grunted and we ate with the group. They welcomed her back, kidding her about how glad we had kissed and made up. She just smiled, and I actually blushed a couple of times. She rushed us out as soon as possible. I thought she needed to get home, but when I started to pull out, she said "Turn Left". To get to her apartment you had to turn right.
I had the top and the doors back on my Jeep because it was supposed to rain. She wanted me to take her off road, so I took her on the logging trails. We were at the back of the property, the highest point. I had to turn around.
She asked me if we could sit for just a second, so I switched off.
We sat for a second. It was almost dark, and we were facing the sunset. She took my hand.
"What are we doing here, Bobby?"
The question took me by surprise.
"I don't know. This is your idea. You wanted to go four wheeling."
"Stop! That's not what I meant, and you know it. I like you. You like me, I think, but you won't do anything about it. It's because I'm black, isn't it?"
I thought about it for a second, but decided to tell the truth.
"Yes and no. This isn't a big city with cosmopolitan views. This is a small town with a healthy share of racists, but that's not the whole reason. I'm twenty two, you're seventeen. I've been out in the real world for awhile, you're still in high school. And you're under legal age, so if we get intimate, I could be in real trouble if you ever get pissed off. I will admit I'm attracted to you, but I don't see a future here."
I figured that would kill it, but she was smiling.
"You're attracted to me? I can work with that. The rest can come later. So, no sex for eight more months. To be fair to you, there's been guys in my life that aren't so honorable, so I'll know what I'm missing. But you're worth the wait to me.
It's not illegal to kiss, is it? Just no sex. "
I should have stopped her. Looking back, that was the definitive moment for us. If I had stopped her then it would have averted a tremendous amount of grief and pain.



But we were both young, and she was hot, and I think the race thing made it a little more excited.
One thing I learned. If you're getting passionate and have your eyes closed, all girls are the same color. So we sat in the Jeep, in the woods, and tried our best to kiss each others' lips off. After a few minutes she slid those great breasts across my chest, before taking my hand and slipping it under her karate uniform. I was fondling and groping her left breast, enjoying the feel of her nipple swelling under her sheer bra, when self preservation instincts took over.
"Jail bait, Jail bait!" went through the small part of my brain that was still getting blood.
I broke off and pulled my hand out, gasping like I had run a marathon."
She sat back and laughed.
"You could give in, you know. I'd never tell. No one would ever know."
Well, I was dumb, but not stupid. She was a teenager, and a secret this juicy would be too hard to keep. She'd whisper about it to her girlfriends, who would tell even more girlfriends, who would tell the boys, and pretty soon it would be all over town.
"Not gonna happen, babe. Buckle up, I'm taking you home."
She laughed again, dragging her fingers across my rampant hard on.
"All right, but you're gonna have the world record for blue balls if we wait."
...............................................
For the next two months I still took her and Gail out with the gang to eat. She always wanted to sit at a table away from everyone else, but I insisted we stay with the group, and I avoided being alone with her.
Finally, she ambushed me. I was home, watching some stupid game show, when she appeared at my door.
"How did you get here?" I asked as she breezed by me.
"Got Joe[one of our karate buddies]to drop me off. Got anything to drink?"
Without waiting for an answer she went into the kitchen, got a coke and a bag of chips, and flopped down on the couch.
"What are we watching?"
I should have taken her home right then. I should have sat in the recliner. I should have stopped it then and there.
But I let her stay. I sat on the couch with her and let her snuggle. We talked. She was being really careful to keep me calm. For a teenager, she knew a lot about seduction. The only time the facade slipped was when I gave her a tour of my house. She looked at my bedroom, and frowned.
"You need to get a bigger bed, honey."
She didn't push it, but she put it out there. Just say the word, and it's yours. Her body language and attitude said "fuck me!".
Before I took her home we got into a pretty serious make out session. Before I even realized it she had her bra off and her shirt pushed up, rubbing me through my jeans while I rolled her nipples. I looked down, and the contrast between her dark skin and my pale hands excited me..
Shondra was the color of dark chocolate, smooth skinned and supple. I felt her tugging at my zipper, and reality kicked back in. I think I jumped halfway across the room.
"Shondra stop!"
She just sat there and grinned, not even bothering to pull her top down.
"What's wrong, baby? Don't like what you see?"
"You know I do. But it's not happening. Put your bra back on, I'm taking you home!"
Her look was far beyond her years.
"We're having trouble with our water heater. Mind if I take a shower first?"
She stood, stretching broadly as she pulled her shirt off. She bent over as she pulled her jeans down, sliding them down to her ankles, before reaching up to slide the purple satin panties over her hips. She turned around to me, totally nude, her thick black pubic hair shining in the light. She cupped her breasts.
"Like what you see? It's all yours sugar, all you have to do is say so. Give me a few minutes, then you can wash my back."
She swayed and jiggled into the bathroom as I stood there speechless. When the blood finally flowed back to my brain I could hear her singing in the shower.
I took the cowards way out and left. I went to the quickie mart and bought a twelve pack, and I didn't drink much. She was actually dressed when I got back, her hair in a ponytail. She saw the beer and smiled.
"Ooh! We gonna party, sugar?"
I really didn't know what to say to her, but decided if I didn't get a handle on it now, I never would.
"No. After I take you home I'm going to have a few and think about what you did. You shouldn't tease like that, it could get you raped."
She was smirking.
"The only draw back to that little scene is you can't rape a willing woman. That's what you got here, never mind my age. I'm one hundred percent, grade A, prime dark meat woman, in capital letters."
She had finally pissed me off.
"No, what you are is an oversexed school girl who doesn't think rules apply to you. You're hot as a firecracker, but you're still a kid. You're trying to give away something you should make me or any man earn. If you don't value it, neither will anyone else. You wanna give me the milk without worrying how the cow is gonna get fed. That's a path going straight to disaster."
She was shocked, and then the tears started. That pissed me off even more. I took her head in my hand and raised it, making her meet my eyes.
"Get my point? You're not getting what you want, someone took your toy away, and now you're crying. You want to be my woman? Then grow the fuck up and start acting like one. We haven't even gone on a date yet, but you want to fuck me? Are you even getting any of what I'm saying?"
She ran into the bathroom and closed the door. I sat on the couch and had two beers before she came back out. She had stopped crying.
"Please take me home now." She said it in a flat, emotionless tone.
She was surprised when I didn't take her to the Jeep, but opened up the single car garage I kept locked and pulled out my other car, a 1968 Mustang convertible that was my pride and joy. The look on her face was priceless.
"I think you grew up some today" I said as I opened her door. "This is a ride a woman should enjoy."
She was quiet almost all the way to her apartment.
"Thank you, believe it or not, I agree with you on some of what you said. Now, when and where are we going on our date? That's the first step to a relationship between adults, right?"
She saw the surprised look on my face and she frowned.
"Oh, I see. Talk shit to the little nigger girl, fool around with her some, but when it comes right down to it, you won't be seen in public with her. I get it."
She had thrown the challenge down, and I couldn't resist.
"Shondra, it's not polite for a young WOMAN to use that sort of language. If that's the way you're going to behave when we go out for dinner and a movie, then it's off. You are free next Saturday, aren't you?"
The emotions raced across her face one at a time. Anger, doubt, hope, and finally happiness.
"I'm afraid I won't be able to confirm until I check my social calender, but I believe I've no commitments. I'll check, but let me pencil you in."
"Well, I hope you're free. If not, please call me early enough I can invite another young lady. And early enough I can ask your grandmother for permission."
Well, that little remark showed me what kind of a temper she had.
Her hand flashed, and the slap sounded extra loud in the small confines of the car.
"You asshole! Let me give you a heads up. Starting right this minute there are NO OTHER young ladies in your life. I'll fuck her and you both up, if I catch you."
I was impressed.
"Once again, not the proper way for a young lady to conduct herself. But, I understand. Remember, what goes around comes around. I've got nieces and nephews going to your school. I get the first whiff about any high school romance, and you're gone. Now, apologize."
She sat with her arms crossed with a stubborn look in her eyes until we pulled into her drive.
"I'm sorry. Guess I got a little more growing up to do."
L squeezed her hand.
"Apology accepted. Now, let's go talk to your Gram."
"Do we have to?"
"Yes, we do. She's your guardian, you're her responsibility. You want to start this off right, don't you?"
Her grandmother didn't know what to say for awhile. Finally she let out a sigh and took Shondra by the hand.
"You sure about this? It will be hard, harder than you could ever imagine. You could be letting yourselves be open to a world of hurt."
"And you, Bobby. Are you sure too? She's still got four months before she's eighteen. I know if you want to you'll be doing it, but it'll open you up to all kinds of problems."
She looked into my eyes and made a decision.
"All right. If you're both determined, go ahead. Bobby, she's to be home no later than midnight on weekends, ten during a school night, IF she has no work to complete. I expect you to take care of her, you're older, more experienced. Don't let me down. Agreed?"
"Yes ma'am. You can depend on me."
She patted my hand.
"I believe you. Now, Shondra, I expect you to behave. I know how willful you are. Give me your word."
Shondra hugged her.
"I will. Thank you. I promise I'll behave."
Well, there it was. I was sailing into uncharted waters. I didn't know the wind currents, or where the reefs were. One wrong move and I'd be sunk.
I thought I had reached the quota on surprises for the day until I went to bed. There, spread neatly over my pillow, was a pair of purple satin panties with a note.
"Just a little something for you to sniff while you relieve the tension you're under. After all, I caused it."
.................................................
For two months life was pretty good. I would see Shondra about once during the week, not counting karate lessons, and we generally spent the weekends with each other.
I started helping her with her homework, she was a little shaky in English and science. Both were good subjects for me. I helped her until she started to try to get me to do it for her, so I quit. I also made it clear that I had no interest in anyone without a diploma being in any plans I had for the future. She started working harder.
I did something to come back to haunt me. If she did really good on a test, I would do something special for her, or buy her something. Living on a fixed income, she didn't get a lot of new clothes. So if she got an A on a test, there would be a cute top in her future. Raise a grade average up, jeans or new sneakers.
My niece didn't approve of us, but she kept an eye on her. She told me she was starting to get arrogant about her new clothes and relationship, bragging she could get me to buy her anything she wanted. She talked about what she was gonna do about redecorating my house, and what kind of car I was going to get her. It managed to alienate her from just about everyone, black and white. Finally she bragged that if I got stubborn, all she had to do was give me a whiff of her pussy and I would cave.
One of the football players she had an on again, off again relationship with before me started sniffing around, telling her how much he missed her, how he was gonna be a big man at the college he was going to go to on a football scholarship, and the big bucks he would be making when went pro. She started listening, especially when he started talking about big money.
It was Christmas break, the schools were out, and most manufacturing plants were closed for the holidays. I had to work Thursday and Friday, as a supervisor for a repair crew. It was a big deal to me, it meant they were considering me for promotion. Shondra took a dim view.
"When we gonna party, honey?"
"Later. This is a good thing for me, it could lead to more money. It'll only be until eight, that gives us plenty of time."
Of course we ran into a problem, and I didn't get off until ten. I called, and she was pissed. She told me to go home since it would be so late. Of course I went straight over. Imagine my surprise when she wasn't there.
"Sorry Bobbie, she went off with Gail to do a little shopping. They should be back soon, according to her note."
The words weren't out of her mouth when Gail walked in.
"Where's Shondra?"
She shrugged.
"I have no idea. I haven't seen her since this morning. Why?"
Gram showed her the note.
"Oh shit! I bet she went to the party."
I felt myself getting a little red.
"What party?"
Realizing she said too much, she had to backtrack.
"Never mind. I bet she slipped out to get your present. Why don't you come back tomorrow and have breakfast with us."
"Here's the deal. I admire the way you went to bat for your sister, but you said too much. If I don't know where this party is at in one minute, I'm going to start making phone calls when I get home. You forget how many nieces and nephews go to her school. I'll know where it's at in an hour.
And I will show up, and I will see what's going on for myself."
I waited, she didn't say a word.
"Good night. I don't think I'll make breakfast tomorrow."
Gram stopped me.
"Hold on, Bobby. Gail, if you know anything, tell him."
"All right. Marcus had been after her all week to go to this party the football team was having. She really wanted to go, but knew you'd never do it. I bet that's where she is."
I snorted.
"No wonder she told me to go on home when I called and told her I'd be late. Where is this party?"
"Don't go" Gail said, "it's black only. You wouldn't get past the door."
"Oh, I don't know. I bet I could charm my way in. Where is it?"
Gail sighed. "I'll take you. Maybe I can get you in, if they think you're with me. Promise me you won't do something stupid."
I gave her my best smile. "I promise."
It was in an old farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. There was about thirty cars in the yard, and funk was blasting so loud you could hear it through the door.
"Hold on to me, and remember your promise."
There was a huge guy at the door, no high schooler this one.
Gail had to yell in his ear. He looked at me and shook his head. I leaned into him like I wanted to say something, grabbed his nuts and squeezed, hard. I never let go as I eased him into an old recliner, yanking once before I turned to Gail.
Gail couldn't see what I was doing and was giving me a look when I yelled in her ear.
"He said we could go right in."
I took her hand and walked in. Weed hung in the air like a fog. There was a keg and some liquor bottles in the corner. Everybody was pretty much trashed, and we didn't see Shondra anywhere.
I started opening doors. In ever one, there were one or more couples making out. I wondered how many laws I had seen violated. Underage drinking, drugs, if this party got raided, there would be a lot teens doing a lot of explaining to a lot of people. After going through all the bedrooms down stairs, I started up the stairs.
Word got out a crazy honky was loose in the house, and the less drunk ones tried to slow me down. I was almost to the top when the first one grabbed me. A knee to the face sent him tumbling down, knocking everyone behind him into a pile.
I found her in the first bedroom, with Marcus. In times of crisis you noticed the tiniest of details. She had on the purple panties she had left at my house months ago. That was all she had on. Marcus was naked, and they were in a lip lock. I don't know how buzzed she was, but not enough to not recognize me and the situation she was in.
"Bobby! Noooo!"
That was all she got out before I was turned around and headed out. I saw all I needed to see.
One guy tried to stop me, but I threw him over the rail. He just lay where he landed.
After that they parted like the Red Sea while I walked out. Gail had Shondra by the hand, in her panties and a shirt, and her shoes and pants in her arms. Marcus was right behind them.
Gail hustled her into the backseat of the jeep. Marcus came up right in front of me, screaming at the top of his lungs while the rest stood on the front porch.
He was trying to save face, and he was really pissed. Again, he was screaming at the top of his lungs so his buddies could here.
"I was going to kick your ass, but the little whore ain't worth mixing it up with a crazy cracker. Her head jobs ain't that good. Get off the yard."
He was just drunk enough to think he sounded menacing and tough.
"How would you know what a blowjob feels like? Most girls use your needle dick for a toothpick.
Everybody knows you cry when they make fun of your equipment. I'm pretty sure they used your dick as the template for tootsie roll juniors.
Do you get royalties from the candy factory?"
They were laughing, and he went crazy. It was short, ugly, and fun. He was on the ground, trying to get his breath.
"Better get up, cunt. You're between me and the road, and I'm kind of in a hurry. I have to get Gail and the slut back before her grandmother gets worried, so get out of the way, fast.
It had been raining off and on, with snow flurries, for days. I didn't have the hubs locked, but the rear tires managed to coat a few cars on the way out. The last I saw of Marcus he was rolling into a ditch full of water to keep from getting run over.
Gail was trying to talk, Shondra was trying to talk between sobs and screams, and I was getting a headache.
"NOT ANOTHER FUCKING WORD UNTIL WE GET HOME! I mean it, shut up!"
It quieted down to snuffles until I pulled in the drive. I got out and yanked the door open.
"Everybody out and into the house. I mean now! Go!"
Shondra tried to talk to me.
"Not a word, you jail bait whore! Get your ass into the house and tell your Grams how proud she can be of your actions tonight. Here."
I reached into the back and pulled out some wrapped presents.
These are for Gail and your grandmother. One or two might be for you. Consider them goodbye gifts."
I carried them onto her porch, laying them on the table. She followed like a puppy. She had managed to get her pants on, but still held her shoes in her hands.
"Go on in before you get a cold. We're through. Don't call, I won't talk to you. Don't show up, I won't let you in and you'll have to walk home. Goodbye, bitch."
I got in the Jeep while Gail and Gram tried to get her up. She had collapsed on the porch. I didn't look back.
................................................
Of course she ignored what I told her and called until I stopped answering the phone. I went out and bought an answering machine so I could pick up when it was someone besides her.
I took one phone call from Gale.
"She's devastated, you know."
"Don't care."
"Yes you do, or you wouldn't sound so pissed."
I sighed.
"You're right, I am pissed, and disappointed. I was actually starting to make plans. Well, better I find out now, instead of later. It's easier to break up than get divorced."
I heard a scream and the sound of a phone dropping. Apparently she had been listening in on an extension. I starting hanging up.
"Wait, Bobby! I didn't know she was listening in.
Please, is there any way you can get over this?"
I let the bitterness come out.
"Yes. Let's go back in time and see if she makes the same mistake. One of the last things a man wants to see is his woman, almost naked, locking lips with another guy. She never really loved me, it was an ego thing for her. Tell her to leave me alone. I mean it. Give my best to your grandmother."
I didn't go to karate for a week. I had projects around the house I wanted to do, and I did not want to see Shondra. The next week I went back. It was something I enjoyed, and no jail bait slut was going to ruin it for me. Or so I thought.
Her mouth flew open when I walked in, and she was on me immediately. I gently pushed her away.
"Stop now. I'm not interested in touching you, talking to you, or being around you. I'm here to learn. Get another practice partner. I am."



I walked by her as the tears started.
It was tense in the dojo that day. Most of our friends knew we were in a quasi-relationship, and that something had happened. When it came time to practice what we had learned, I grabbed a new student, a blond lady in her thirties. Up until then, I had never seen a black person go pale, and then red at the same time.
If looks were blows, the blond and I would have been a broken pile of bones. She snarled at the blond as everyone was leaving, and she flinched.
I immediately asked her what she said. She looked scared to death.
"She said she'd kill me with her bare hands if I came anywhere near you again."
It got worse. I finally quit going, and started looking for another dojo.
A few weeks later my old sensei came to visit.
I didn't let him get comfortable before I asked what he wanted. Of course, he wanted me to come back.
"Sorry, I'm not comfortable there anymore. I appreciate what you taught me, but there's too much drama. I can't concentrate on learning with that going on."
There was no way for me to know at the time, but he was losing students. Several schools with new styles had opened, and there were only so many in this little town who wanted to learn. Joe told me one day when I ran into him at the grocery store
that quite a few of the older ones were leaving.
Besides losing students, sensei was getting divorced. Seems he was giving private lessons to one of his married students, that involved naked sparring.
I would see Shondra on the street from time to time. I ran into Gale and we had lunch.
"She's miserable. Gram has been giving her a pretty hard time, she's almost on lockdown."
I knew from my niece she was dating Marcus.
"I'm sure she's found someone who can console her. I don't want to talk about it anymore."
I had the last laugh. Shondra and Marcus were walking down the sidewalk, and she saw me sitting in my Mustang. She immediately started clinging to him, whispering. Marcus looked up and stuck his chest out, grinning. He stopped grinning when the girl I was dating came out of the store. A tall, slender blonde with a great rack, she was a walking wet dream.
I got out and opened her door, giving a big smooch. I made sure they heard us.
"Come on, honey, I want a little snuggle time before we go to bed."
She laughed.
"You know as well as I do every time we try to snuggle we end up screwing. We've got all night, no need to hurry. If you can't get enough tonight, there's always tomorrow morning."
I'm pretty sure people in the next county could see my grin. I acted like I just saw them.
"Hello Shondra" I said with a smile. "Nice day, huh? I'd love to talk, but it would be rude to keep my girlfriend waiting. Bye now."
It gave me a great deal of satisfaction to see her start crying while Marcus got pissed.
.................................................
The blond was a short term thing. Oh, she was good in bed, but to put it plainly, she was dumb as a rock. As much as any twenty two year old loves to fuck, you just don't spend that much time at it. If you can't carry a conversation, the rest of the time is uncomfortable.
She met a biker at a bar, who was even less interested in conversation than she was. It was a match made in heaven. I hated losing the pussy, but was glad she was gone.
The style of karate I had been learning was Japanese karate, a style that relied on strikes and kicks primarily. The new dojo I joined was an offshoot of Chinese kung fu, that relied heavily on grappling techniques. It was quite an adjustment.
I held a brown belt in my old style, but wore a plain white one in my new one. The sensei introduced me to the class, telling them what dojo I had left. He wanted me to spar with one of his instructors to see my skills and decide where I would be ranked after I learned the basis katas, stylized moves designed to instill the basics to newcomers.
The instructor he put against me was a jerk, taunting me before the match about how bad he was going to embarrass me. It was a mental game designed to get me unbalanced. I just smiled instead of taunting back, which disturbed him, putting him off his game.
We danced around for about a minute before he made his first strike, a palm to the chest, designed to immobilize, followed by an arm drag to put me on the ground for a submission hold. A lot of MMA fighters use it today. I saw it coming, swayed out of the way, and tapped him on the cheek to score points. The class laughed, he turned red, and from there on in it was full contact.
He caught me with a turn fist that sent me rolling. I was up and on balance before he could pursue the advantage, catching his rush and redirected his momentum straight into the wall. He became even more enraged, and pressed me, hard. I was bleeding from a split lip and one eye was swelling shut, but he had a gash on his cheek and what would be some nasty bruises on his chest by tomorrow. I saw in his eyes this wasn't just a sparring session, he meant to put me down.
I waited. He had tried several times to grapple me to the ground, so I faked exposing my front, and he grabbed my lapels to pull me down. I brought my left arm up and twisted sideways, clinching his arms into my chest, immobilizing them. I gave him four three inch punches so fast my hand looked like a blur. He was stunned, and I let go and continued turning, pulling him forward. Three quarters through the turn, I smashed a hard elbow to the back of his head, knocking him cold. He dropped like a rock.
I stood swaying, gasping for breath,while the class stood there stunned.
The sensei was frowning. I bowed to him, apologizing. He stopped me.
"You did what was required. You defended yourself and showed me your training. It wasn't supposed to come to real blows. You have my apologies."
He looked down at his assistant, just coming around.
"Leave this dojo. Don't come back for three weeks, and then I expect a full apology to Mr. Turner and your class mates. Is this understood?"
He nodded, standing on wobbly legs. His look towards me was pure hatred. I made a mental note to never turn my back on him.
I settled in, enjoying the class and the style.
The sensei asked me to spar with him about six weeks later. It was an honor I couldn't refuse.
Despite doing my best, it was obvious he could take me down at will. Then at the end of the match, I surprise him with a move from my old style, and before he knew it I had him on the ground trying to put a submission hold on him.
He got away, just barely. The class was shocked.
He asked me to stay for a few minutes after class.
I expected him to chew me out. I was wrong.
"Good match. Have you ever thought about participating in tournaments? I believe with your speed, you'll do well."
I looked at his trophy case. It didn't have too many in it, because he was new to the area and they had only been to a couple of tournaments.
The more trophies, the more business. Everyone loved a winner.
"Never really thought about it. I got into martial arts for self defense, and found I really liked it. Do you really think I'd do well?"
So just like that I got into the competitive side of martial arts.
I was pretty nervous the first time out, and it showed. It was point fighting, no heavy blows. The object was to score points by slipping past the defenses of your opponent and making contact that would have put them down in the real world. No striking below the belt, crotch, throat, or other areas that could cause real damage. After what I had learned it was a bit constrictive, but I adapted.
I made it to the quarterfinals before I lost. My sensei was pleased with my performance, and gave me extra training. I bulked up to one eighty, the most I had ever weighed in my life.
I made it to the semifinals the next outing, and got a small trophy. The next time out I won, and won about five out of six for the next year.
I was surprised to see Shondra at these events. The sensei made her compete, to try to rebuild his customer base. I had to admit she was good, winning most of the time.
The women usually went first. She was in the final, and her opponent was even bigger than she was, and as skilled. Still, she was holding her own until she saw me in the audience. She lost her concentration and her opponent got her into submission. Her sensei was furious, dressing her down in front of everyone until one of the officials spoke to him. Shondra, of course, was crying. I felt bad for her, and would have spoken to her, but my match was coming up.
I had the advantage, because I saw her first, so when I saw her in the stands I was able to block her out and concentrate on the fight. I made it to the final match with her cheers and yells ringing in my ears. Unfortunately, it was one of the rare ones I lost. Still, we got a small trophy to go into the case.
She was waiting for me when I came out of the dressing rooms.
"Hi Bobby. Good match. I see yours skills are getting better."
She was surprised when I smiled.
"Thanks, Shondra. Sorry you lost your match. I see you finally got your black belt, congratulations."
She sighed.
"Thanks. I put a lot of time into it. Have you got yours yet?"
I was wearing a blue belt, in my form that was roughly equal to a first degree black belt in hers, but I didn't tell her that.
"I'm working on it."
I glanced at my watch.
"Sorry, Shondra. I have to go. It was good to see you."
I didn't have anywhere to go, I just didn't want to admit how being around her brought up old feelings. I still missed her.
She looked even sadder.
"I understand, Bobby. It was good to see you. I guess I'll see you at the next tournament."
She turned in the other direction, then looked over her shoulder.
"Bobby, for what it's worth, I'm sorry. I guess I was really was just a silly school girl. But that doesn't mean it I don't regret what I did, and what I lost. Just wanted you to know."
Before I could answer she was running down the hall.
..............................................
I thought about her a lot for the next few weeks, and saw at almost every tournament. She was getting better, more confident.
I had tested and earned my black belt. I never wore my belts much. I wasn't really interested in the belts, but the knowledge they represented.
The guy I beat the first time in the dojo still harassed me when the sensei wasn't around, to the point of making the other students nervous. They got a little back by reminding him the first time didn't work real well for him.
I don't know if he was in a bad mood, or was just being a little bit more of an ass than usual, but he made a crack about Shondra.
"Still seeing that little nigger gal? How is nigger pussy? Probably loose as hell, I hear they start out pretty young. What's the matter, can't get a white woman interested in your little dick?"
He didn't get the response he was looking for.
"I wouldn't know about little dicks, that's your department. And it's great, by the way. You know what they say, once you go black you never go back. I hope you can at least fuck better than you can fight, or you would be a complete wimp."
I slapped my elbow into my palm. reminding of what happened to him last time.
About half the class was black, and they were looking at both of us in amazement.
"He's right, Greg. You've rubbed that pathetic excuse for a cock all over me during practice. It bored me. You've made it clear you'd like to screw me but wouldn't be seen in public with me. I was really glad, being seen in public would seriously damage my reputation."
The speaker was an attractive black woman in her thirties. Apparently Greg had tried to hustle her at some point.
He lost all color and charge me, stopping just short of me. Then he stepped up and put his foot on top of mine. I realized I was in deep trouble.
If he pushed me backwards and didn't step off, it would break my ankle. He knew I would have to pull him with me to avoid it, and was prepared to block me.
Instead of grabbing him, I leaned in and gave him something they rarely did in martial arts, a wicked head butt. I'm pretty sure I felt his nose break.
It caused him to lose his concentration, and I grabbed him and threw him over my head as I sank to the floor, and was on him before he could recover. I was fixing to give him a first class old school ass kicking before I was dragged off him. It took all three assistants to hold me still.
My sensei put his face in front of mine.
"Calm!" he said in a quiet voice. I immediately stopped struggling. A few of the higher ranked students were holding Greg.
His first remarks were directed to Greg.
"you are an embarrassment to your classmates and your dojo. Did you learn nothing from your suspension?"
Before he could say anything, the black woman who had spoke bowed to the sensei.
"I honor you, sensei, but I refuse to stay in a dojo that has him as a representative in it. Good night."
Before it was over, half the class, black and white, left for the night.
He looked Greg over.
"I should turn you loose and let you fight. Bobby would win, and I think he would hurt you badly. But it is better I ban you, for your own good, and the good of my business. You have real talent, but you can't control your temper. I hope you can find someone who can teach what you need to learn. Now go!"
He turned to me with sad eyes.
"And you, Bobby. I expected more out of you."
For the first time, I felt ashamed of the way I handled it.
Then he smiled.
"Your punishment will be taking his place as an assistant here. You're qualified now, and I suddenly need the help."
Now, alongside my day job, I was spending three nights a week and two Saturdays a month at the dojo. It seemed I had an affinity for children, so I taught their class two nights a week.
Shondra and I continued to see each other at tournaments. We stayed friendly, but that was all. Then one day I was leaving a tournament and found her standing beside my Jeep.
"I got left behind because I wanted to see you fight. I don't have a way home. I promise I'll be quiet. Please, Bobby."
It all came out in a rush, like one long sentence.
She knew I wouldn't leave her, so I just opened the door.
We rode in silence for a few minutes before I pulled into McDonalds. She looked at me, wide eyed.
"You hungry? I didn't eat breakfast this morning."
Her smile was a ray of sunshine.
"What can I get?"
I played along.
It's McDonalds. Order what you want. You know what I want."
I handed her a twenty and used the restroom. I stood beside her in line, getting a few stares.
We ate in almost silence.
"Bobby, can we talk?"
"About what?"
"About how bad I screwed up. You were right, I was a spoiled little schoolgirl. I had an opportunity most women like me will never have, and I blew it. I said it before, but I'll say it again. I'm sorry, and I really wish I had a time machine, so I could do it right."
She could tell I was a little uncomfortable with the conversation and rushed on.
"I know it makes no difference to you now, but I've never had sex with Marcus or anybody else from the time we got together. It was awful of me to go to that party, and I didn't go there to do you wrong. You were working and I wanted a little fun. The booze and the weed got to me. Again I'm sorry."
She would have said more but I stopped her.
"Stop, Shondra, I accept. It's in the past. Now, sweetie, before we go, do you want a shake? You've still go my change. I'd like one too, chocolate."
She started smiling and didn't stop until she got home. Five miles down the road she took my hand and I didn't pull it back. She insisted I say hi to Gram and Gail, so I did.
Her grandmother looked at me.
"Wal, you're the last person I thought I'd ever see again. How are you son?"
I had always liked her so I grinned back.
"Underfed. I haven't had a good piece of pie in months. That's a hint, Gram."
"You must be the luckiest white boy in the world. I just pulled a chocolate pie out of the oven. It's still warm. I'll put the coffee on."
Sondra got jealous of Gail and her grandmother as we kind of ignored her and caught up. Gail had one more quarter to go to get her nursing diploma from the community college she was attending.
"That's great! It's always handy to have a nurse in the family."
I think she blushed, she didn't get a lot of praise.
Gram gave me the rest of the pie to take home. Shondra walked me to the door. She wanted to say something, but changed her mind.
"See you at the next tournament, Bobby."
She reached up and kissed me on the cheek, and ran back into the house.
................................................
She was waiting beside my car the next two times we were at tournaments together. We fell back into our old routine, eating fast food, and talking over the table while we ate whatever dessert her gram had made that day.
The next time she didn't stay to ride with me. I had to admit I missed her on the ride home.
She had put an envelope on the seat of my Jeep. It was an invitation to her high school graduation in two weeks. I told my sensei not to schedule anything for me that week.
I dressed in my best suit, bought a nice bouquet of flowers and a gift certificate to an upscale womens' store. I sat with Gram and Gail, and got my share of looks. She got tears in her eyes when she saw me.
I had a niece and a nephew graduating, so after the ceremony I went to them and gave them their gifts. One set of parents were polite, the other, especially the mother, were almost rude. I was puzzled until I realized, they weren't happy with who I sat with during the ceremony.
I left and went back to Gail and Gram. Shondra was there looking around. She looked near tears.
Her face lit up when she saw me, and she did start crying when I gave her the flowers. I opened my arms and she dove in.
"Thank you, Bobby, for the gifts, but mostly for coming. It means a lot."
Ignoring the looks, I escorted the girls to my car, insisting I be allowed to take them to dinner. It was the most expensive restaurant in town.
The hostess hesitated when she saw us, and showed us to a table close to back. I was about to complain when Gail stopped me.
"Get used to it if you spend time with us. Fast food places don't care, but this place is owned by a confirmed klan member. He can't stop us from coming in, but he doesn't have to like it."
Despite the cool reception, we had a good time.
I took them home, and got a kiss from each one. Shondra's lasted about two minutes. My tonsils never felt cleaner.
.................................................
The next day she appeared at my door, pushing past me when I opened it.
She stood in the middle of the living room looking defiant.
"I'm a little pissed at you, Bobby."
"Why are you pissed at me?"
She smirked.
"Because you forgot my birthday. I turned eighteen two weeks ago. You didn't even get me a card."
My faced reddened. I had forgotten her birthday.
"I'm sorry, babes. I'll make it up to you. Tell me what you want and I'll get it for you."
"All I want is in, Bobby."
She could tell I was confused. She rushed on, trying to get it out before I could stop her.
"I want in your life. I want in your heart. And right now, most of all, I want in your bedroom, in your bed, and you in me. Please Bobby, even if it's just once. Please?"
She was walking towards me, unbuttoning her shirt. She got to the last button as she reached me. The white lacy bra showcased her black breasts perfectly.
We must have stood rooted to that spot for five minutes before she broke and tugged me towards my bedroom.
Clothes flew in all directions. Soon we were naked, and I had her on the bed. I stopped, and she looked up.



"What are you doing?"
"Looking at perfection. Give me a minute to let my brain record this."
Instead of being self conscious she relaxed, put her hands above her head and spread her legs.
"Don't take too long. We got business."
She was looking directly at my dick, standing straight out almost at eye level.
Her body was amazing. Smooth, supple skin, wide hips, and proud breasts standing tall even when she was flat on her back. I stroked the long dark nipples until they were hard as rocks, rolling them with my fingers and tongue. She was making little whimpering noises, trying to reach me. I stopped her and slid down her soft stomach. I felt her tense when my tongue slipped below her navel. I slid over her pubic hair, marveling how silky it felt. She again tried to tug me up. I was not to be deterred.
She moaned as I kissed the inside of her thighs, and gasped as my tongue slid slowly up her slit. She almost screamed when I slid my tongue in a slow circle around her clit before flicking it lightly. Her hands went to my head and gripped tightly.
"Bobby, baby, what are you doing? Please get up here, I need you in me. Please, Bobby. What..what are you doing? Oh, Oh, OHHH! Yes, Bobby, there, right there. Don't stop, baby, please don't stop."
I was working her clit at a furious pace, and when I reached up and slipped two fingers in, her climax hit and she screamed, arching her body off the sheets. I never stopped working her as she collapsed back onto the bed. Just as she was about to cum again I slipped up in a quick, fluid motion and buried into her in one long thrust.
"AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!" She screamed as I kept pounding. She started rolling her hips, thrusting up as hard as she could. I tried to hold it back, but after ten minutes there was no denying. I came with an intensity I had never felt. I had stopped to savor the moment but she was still thrusting, milking me dry. I collapsed on her, trying to roll over, but she had her legs wrapped around me, refusing to let me off.
Finally she loosened her legs and I slipped beside her. We fondled and kissed for a few minutes before she decided to speed things along. It felt like a moistened, heated, vacuum line had been attached to my dick. She had it rock hard in three minutes. A minute later I was flat on my back as two of the most perfect melons I had ever seen swayed above me. I reached out, pulled, tugged, and roused her nipples to diamond cutter hardness. She placed her hands over mine urging me to get rougher, squeeze tighter. She shoved her left breast in my mouth.
"Mark me! You own this now, let the world know!"
It's hard to put a noticeable bruise on chocolate brown skin, but I succeeded on both. She was slamming me hard and fast.
Fifteen minutes later we lay side by side, huffing like we had just finished a marathon. She snuggled to me, sighed, and went to sleep. I was right behind her.
It took her about three weeks before she talked me into letting her move in. We hardly went anywhere, reveling in the newness off our relationship, getting to know all the intimacies of each others' bodies. When we did go out, all we had was eyes for each other, so we didn't notice the reactions we got.
..................................................
Over the next few months the reality of our relationship was forced upon us.
People can say they understand, but until they've lived it, they really can't. It starts out hard and gets harder.
We didn't notice the slight slurs at first. Let me rephrase that, Shondra noticed but was so imbued with it by now that it barely registered.
When we became engaged it got a lot worse.
I took her over to Sunday lunch with my family. They weren't unfriendly, but they weren't welcoming. My mother pulled me off to the side just before we left. There was pain in her eyes.
"I'm glad your daddy didn't live long enough to see this. His son, a nigger lover. I love you, but she's not welcome. Don't ever bring her around here again."
I didn't see my mother for seven years.
My brothers and all but one of my sisters broke contact. If I saw them on the street I refused to speak.
My chances at advancement in my job dried up. The production manager was a Klansman, and when people with less experience and seniority started getting promoted, I saw the writing on the wall.
The plant manager seemed shocked when I put in my notice. He called me into his office.
"I'll not beat around the bush, Bobby. Why are you quitting?"
He doesn't know, I thought.
"I'm leaving sir, because I've been passed over twice for jobs, given both times to less qualified and senior people. I'm sure they'll do a good job, but honestly, I'm still having to train one of them."
"I'm an ambitious person. I've gotten married, and hoping to have a family someday. I need to advance wherever I am to improve their quality of life."
He was stunned.
"I asked why you didn't get those jobs, and Gerry said you weren't interested."
I actually laughed.
"Well then, it appears I have poor communication skills as well. I'm sorry, but my decision stands firm. I do thank you for the opportunities I've had. I learned a lot."
I heard later the plant manager kept a closer eye on Gerry, even threatened him with demotion if he didn't improve.
Good ol' Gerry jumped me a few months later in the parking lot of the grocery store.
"You goddamned nigger lover! You almost got me fired. Me and the boys ought burn a cross in your yard some night, teach you a little respect."
It made him angrier when I laughed at him.
"Why don't you do that very thing, Gerry, if you've got the balls. I'll be glad to see you. It'll help, being in those white sheets. Makes for an easier target, and I hear they make good bandages."
I was in his face by now and he paled a little. In a voice soft enough that only he could hear, I continued.
"You don't hold any power over me any longer. I don't work for you any more. So there's not a lot to keep me from kicking your ass on general principles. And Gerry, a cross gets burned in my yard, and before the ashes get cold I'll burn your fucking house down with you in it. Understand me?"
He looked terrified.
..................................................
We got married by a justice of the peace just over the line in the next state. The only people there to bear witness were Gail and Gram.
We went on a three day honeymoon at a beach that was traditionally black. Shondra really filled out a bikini well. I got a lot of angry looks from young black men.
Our last night there we took a stroll on the beach. Three men our age approached us, drunk, to rescue the sister from the white man.
It was kind of funny when they threatened to beat me up. After all, we were two black belts. I tried to be reasonable but Shondra got bored and put two of them on their knees before grinning at the third.
"Black belt, asshole. My husband holds an even more advanced belt than me. I left you for him. His feelings get hurt when I don't share."
He looked at her, me, his friends on the ground, and decided he'd rather be somewhere else. Her laughter followed him down the beach.
We went back to the room, showered, and tried to make love all night long. We mostly succeeded.
We were on the third floor, and I talked her into making love on the balcony. It was a full moon, and the sight of my pale body pounding into her from behind as she held onto the railing was something I'll remember the rest of my life.
She got a little vocal there at the end, and a voice drifted up from below.
"Damn! You go girl! Wear that white boy out."
Shondra giggled as I collapsed against her back, fondling those magnificent breasts.
"I already have sister, I already have"
The laughter from below followed us as we closed the door.
................................................
That first summer will remain in my memory forever.
We broke my full size bed, and we bought a sturdier queen size and damn near broke it too.
I had to drive further for my new job, and between that and working part time at the dojo really cut into our time during the week.
I gave Shondra the Mustang, and she got a part time job at her old dojo as an instructor. It only paid minimum wage, but it gave her something to do and some spending money. We still fought in tournaments.
She didn't want to, but I talked her into taking some business classes at the community college. After she got there she started enjoying it, and got pretty good grades.
We were together for two years before we started talking about a family. Well, I did. Shondra was only twenty, and many of her friends were mothers, sometime two or more. Many were single.
She didn't like what she saw.
"Honey, think it over. Ginny never married and now she has three kids, three different dads. She's making a living off child support and welfare. Bobbi has two, Stella has two, Gina has one. None of them are married. We're different."
She got offended, thinking I was belittling her friends because they were black.
"That's not true. Wendy, Janice, Teresa, all unmarried, all white. I only mentioned the others because they were your friends and these aren't."
"Now look at Anne. She and her husband have two and are as happy as can be. Same with Joan, Brenda, and Alice. All with kids, all happy, all married to good men."
"The point I'm trying to make here is you won't be alone. I'll be there, always. You should know by now I'll be involved in their lives. I'll help feed them, change them, hold them when they cry, sit up with them when they're sick."
She saw my argument, but asked me to wait another year.
Ten days before my twenty fifth birthday a miracle occurred. Joshua Robert Turner arrived, eight pounds, twelve ounces. Shondra was in labor fourteen hours. The doctors told her to make all the noise she wanted, it would speed things along, so for the whole time she screamed and ranted, mostly about me. Most of it wasn't very complimentary and she apologized later, saying the next one better be easier or what I heard would be like a testimonial to my good nature.
To my surprise my youngest sister came to see us in the hospital, and even brought a little gift. She had remained neutral and was all the contact I had left with my family. It had been almost three years since I had spoken to my mother.
"She misses you real bad Bobby, especially around Christmas. She holds a picture of you and cries."
I recalled her last words to me.
"The day she calls me and asks me to bring my family to visit, I'll be there. Until then, she's just as dead to me as I am to her."
My sister cried for a second before patting my arm.
"I know where you get your stubborn streak from. Well, I thought I'd try. He's a beautiful baby, Shondra, let's hope he doesn't inherit that particular trait."
She bent over and kissed her cheek, gave me a big hug, and left.
Three years later Shondra had an Associate degree in Business, and was working full time at her dojo while waiting for a response from all the resumes she had sent out. She got a couple of interviews but nothing came of it. She blamed it on her being black.
She had developed from an attractive teen to a stunning woman in her early twenties. I had no idea what she had to go through to get her hair into those long, satiny tresses. I asked her once why she didn't go for a more natural look. Her response about being a 'nappy headed Aunt Jemima'
caught me by surprise.
Since Shondra worked most nights, I continued to work at my dojo. There was a lot of resentment from my old teacher, especially since we had reconciled and married. He even offered me a part time position if I came back.
I declined. One of the reasons was the sensei seemed erratic at times, and I didn't like the way his personality had changed. Shondra said he didn't have a very good home life. He had remarried, to a Japanese woman he met while finishing out the requirements for receiving his tenth degree belt. Apparently they weren't getting along.
I liked the new style and the sensei much better. It was hard to pin point why, but I could tell the difference. Shondra had great loyalty, seemed to get upset if I said anything she remotely thought was a slight. I just stopped talking about him.
I thought we were doing fine. We squabbled like any young couple juggling a full life and a child, but nothing major, and we always apologized. She was spending a bit more time at her dojo. She said she was working with her advanced students, grooming them for upcoming tournaments.
It was always a little tense when we showed up at tournaments, especially if someone we trained was competing. I kept my comments low key, offering instruction, pointing out weaknesses, keeping them calm.
Shondra practiced the style her sensei held, yelling, dressing them down in public. It didn't help that my students usually won seventy five per cent of the time, regardless of who they were competing against. My teacher was pleased, his dojo was ten times the size it was three years ago.
I once asked her on the way home from a tournament if she was familiar with the concept of positive reinforcement, and she didn't talk to me for two days.
She didn't take to motherhood as well as I expected. Oh, she loved Josh and was proud of him, but he was more bonded to me, probably because I spent more time with me in the evenings.
Gram was an almost full time babysitter. She doted on Josh, and with Gail now married, it filled her days.
Things started unraveling in June of that year. Shondra was moodier, distant. I confronted her, and she blamed it on not getting a job suitable to her degree.
"Hon, this is a small town, realistically, there aren't that many positions available. If you want a job, you're going to have to branch out, look in other towns."
She hated the idea. Surprisingly, she didn't like to drive. We retired the mustang, keeping it, but getting her a new car. A new mustang,, the sport model. It was a straight drive, and she loved changing gears. I would have preferred a family car, but let her get it because it made her happy.
I traded my trusty old Jeep in for a Cherokee. Still four wheel drive, but not near as off road capable as my old CJ. It made a great family car, though.
I don't know what it was, what subtle signal that told me something was starting to go out of our marriage. The wild hot sex marathons had slowed over the years, but we still made love often as we could. It was just one day she seemed distracted all the time, not really paying attention to Josh or me.
He was a beautiful boy, the color of lightly creamed coffee. Smart as a whip, and that's not just proud parent talk. Just past four, he had learned from Gram to read simple words. I had no doubt he would be reading second grade level books in a year.
He was a daddy's boy, mostly because Mom worked nights. We bonded tightly, playing games, reading, watching television. Shondra would get home most nights around eight thirty. He would try to stay awake for her, but most times all she got was a chance to kiss him while he slept.
She was bitching about it one night.
"I have an easy solution for you. Quit, or at least cut back. I finally got the house paid for, we don't need the money that bad."
She didn't respond well.
"I bet you'd like that, me cooped up in the house all day. Next you'll be wanting another kid, that would lock me in for life."
I think we were both surprised by the venom in her voice. She apologized, but it stayed with me.
She started staying later at the dojo. She said it was to practice for her next belt test, the fourth level. I had gone as far as I could locally. I trained, but I would have to travel to New York, where the only qualified master lived. I intended to go one day.
Then things took a turn for the better. She got a good job, receptionist/assistant at a local office. She was delirious with joy, and bought a new wardrobe. It lasted six months before she was let go. There was a recession going at the time, and the office closed. They offered her a transfer, but the nearest opening was two hundred miles away. She was devastated.
I was doing very well at my new job. We made paper tubes, mostly for the textile industry. The exodus to China was still about twelve years away. Even in the slow economy we were doing well.
I started out running machines that made long tubes, but in a year they transferred me to the finishing section, where we cut, crimped, and slit a notch in tubes for yarn to be wound on.
Soon I worked my way up to lead man, just below a management position. My company was a huge, multinational outfit that had a finger in just about everything. They were always posting positions in Australia, South Africa, France, Canada, just about any place in the world.
I was actually recruited for Australia, but Shondra had just gotten her new job, and it would have broken Gram's heart if we took Josh away.
One day I was asked to change shifts, the night lead man had been in an accident. It was a test, because he basically ran the plant at night. It would only be for two weeks while he recovered. It would look good on my work record, so I agreed.
They needed me the next day, so they let me off at noon to make arrangements.
I didn't worry about it, Shondra had just lost her job, so we could watch Josh in the daytime, and Gram would watch him until Shondra got done with her class.
My Cherokee wasn't nearly as loud as my old CJ, so they didn't hear me pull up. Her sensei was parked in the drive. It was a spring day, cool but comfortable.
Shondra had the windows open, letting the house 'air out', get rid of the stale smells of winter. People weren't as addicted to air conditioning back then.
She was always a noisy lover. I heard her before I got to the front door. I slipped around the side of the house and looked in our bedroom.
There they were, her and her sensei, naked and banging like bunnies.
He sounded abusive, and she was enjoying it.
"That's right bitch. That wimpy assed white boy can't fuck like this, can he?"
She was squealing as he mauled her chest, slapping them.
"That's right, gonna loosen that pussy up, white boy won't be able to hit the walls."
He pulled out. I expected a monster, but it couldn't have been over five inches, even hard. It looked kind of funny, actually. But I wasn't feeling humorous.
I was about to go blasting in when I saw Josh's teddy bear. He hadn't even entered my mind. Realizing instantly I was about to get into a custody battle, I drew back, got into the Cherokee, and left.
I drove down to the city park. Josh loved it, and it was a good spot to think. I wanted custody, that was a given. And I had to have proof to use in court. Technology was a new thing. Any camera I could get would be large and hard to conceal.
I had a cassette recorder that sat on a dresser. Sometimes I played cassettes I had bought on it. You could get a tape that would last for two hours. If they did sex talk like they did today, I could use it in my custody case. I heard they say they were going to do it again tomorrow. I would slip in and start the recorder, wait until they were really into it, and then confront them, getting it all on tape. A simple plan, but the best I could do. For the first time in years I had a racist thought, being white and her being black might give me an edge. I hated myself for thinking it until I thought of Josh. In my opinion we were about to go to war, and every advantage was useful.
I made plenty of noise coming back, but he was gone. She was flustered to see me.
"Bobby, what are you doing home so early?"
"Jim wrecked his car. He'll be out for at least two weeks. They want me to run his shift. Sorry, honey, but it could be a feather in my cap if it goes well."



I watched her reaction. She recovered well.
"That's great honey. I'll hate it late at night, but maybe you'll get that promotion you want out of it. I'll miss you when I go to bed."
I grinned.
"Speaking of that, you're here, I'm here, there won't be any patter of little feet to interrupt us. How about it? Afternoon delight?"
I saw the panic in her eyes. He had just left and I knew she wasn't clean.
"That sounds great, hon. Let me take a quick shower, I've been grubbing around the house all day."
I grabbed her from behind as she turned, rubbing her breasts.
"Ummm. No bra. That'll save time."
She wriggled out of my arms.
"Stop it Bobby! I told you I need a shower."
I wanted to push it as far as I could.
"All right, we'll shower together, make sure we're all squeaking clean."
"No! Give me a minute."
I looked at her, watching as she was unwilling to meet my gaze.
"What's up, girl? You don't want me to touch you, you want a shower before we make love. It's almost as though you're hiding something. Something you need to tell me?"
She actually went pale, no mean feat on someone that dark, before she went bright red.
"You asshole! Is that what you think? Fuck you. No, wait, unfuck you. If you think you're getting any now, you're delusional."
She stomped into the bath and locked the door. I left to go get Josh.
Gram could tell something was wrong.
"You all right, Bobby? You don't look right."
I gave her a big hug, holding it. Her eyes were big when I let go, we didn't touch much.
"You know me and Josh will always love you, right? No matter what."
Tears came to her eyes.
"What did she do, Bobby? Can it be fixed?"
I let my own tears fall.
"No, Gram, I don't think it can."
I picked Josh up and took him to McDonalds for a happy meal. I got the usual stares, ignoring them.
One redneck got a little mouthy, but one look at me shut him up. I was primed and ready, and people could feel it. I did deep breathing exercises to calm down and get centered.
We went home, and he showed his Mom the toy he got in his meal, talking away like any happy four year old. I wondered as I watched him how happy he would be in a few weeks.
Shondra walked around me like the floor was covered with egg shells. I pretty much ignored her unless she asked a direct question. She sat on the couch looking miserable while I got Josh ready for bed. He kissed her goodnight and she wrapped him in a huge hug, only letting go when he started wriggling.
I came back from reading him a story. She had changed into a sheer gown, one of my favorites. She smiled, still looking nervous.
"Bobby honey, I'm sorry about this afternoon. I was just in a bad mood because I can't find another job. Would you like to go to the bedroom with me, let me make it up to you?"
I know I shocked the shit out of her when I refused. It was probably the first time in our lives that I didn't want to make love to her.
"I really don't feel like it tonight. I still think you're hiding something from me. You're not the same woman you were a year ago. If something is wrong, now is the time to tell me. Whatever it is, we can work through it."
There wasn't a chance in hell we were staying together, I just wanted to see if she'd come clean.
She went pale, then red.
"You asshole! The only thing wrong with me is being married to an idiot. I don't know what you've been imagining, but there is nothing wrong, nothing going on. I just need some space."
I looked at her until she dropped her eyes.
"Really? Look me in the eye, swear on the lives of Gail, Josh, and Gram everything is fine between us, and I'll forget my doubts. Swear it, Shondra."
She stood up, not looking at me.
"Fuck you and your over active imagination. I'm going to bed, alone. Don't even think about coming. I hope you like the couch."
I stood up, grabbed her and forced her to look in my eyes.
"I'm sleeping in my bed tonight. I bought it, I paid for it, just like I paid for this house. If you have an issue with that, you're the one who should make other sleeping arrangements."
I went past her into the bedroom, her mouth hanging in shock. Surprisingly, I went to sleep fairly quickly. She was in bed with Josh when I got up.
I left early, without much conversation.
................................................
I watched from the woods as she took Josh off to her grandmother. Forty five minutes later I saw asshole's car come down the drive. I slipped in the backdoor and turned the recorder on. Ten minutes later Shondra pulled it. They got out and hugged, swapping spit like teens. I had a good 35mm camera with a zoom. I got several very clear pictures.
I waited thirty minutes, getting more and more angry. By the time I slipped in the back door I was in a rage. It took all my training to remain quiet, but when I burst through the bedroom door I was screaming.
To say they were surprised would be accurate. He was doing her doggie, both hands on her sweet ass as he pounded. I took full advantage. Still coupled, My kick knocked them both off the bed.
He never had a chance. I was giving him the asswhipping of his life while Shondra was screaming for me to stop. I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, and then things went dark.
...........................................
I was in jail, after three days in the hospital.
I tried to sit up but the pain made it too much effort.
I knew the jailer, we had gone through school together. He heard my groan and came in.
"Best lay still, Bobby. You're banged up pretty bad. Broke nose, broke finger, three broke ribs, Hairline fracture on your cheek. You look like shit. Black eyes, and bruises everywhere. He kicked your ass pretty good."
"Why am I in jail?"
"Shit, I forgot. You were out cold when you were arrested. Assault on a female, aggravated assault on a male. Your wife has a restraining order in place. Good thing you're here, you got nowhere else to go."
Two days later I made bail. I got my buddy the deputy to go with me to my house to remove my clothes. I almost lost it when I saw him sitting on my couch.
"What the fuck are you doing here?"
He had no idea how bad I wanted to smack that smirk off his face.
"Shondra asked me to be here. I think she's actually afraid of you."
I was about to tell him they both needed to be when I felt Jim tighten up on my arm. Shondra came in just then. She refused to look at me.
"Shondra! Look at me. Are you really sure this is how you want things to be? This will be your only chance to tell the truth."
She looked up sullenly.
"I got nothin' to say to you."
I sighed.
"All right. When the smoke clears, just remember, you had a chance to make it right."
I picked up some clothes and personal items, making sure the tape recorder went with me.
I was in a world of trouble. Aggravated assault was a class C felony in our state. I took the recorder to the room I was renting, and got really lucky. There was thirty minutes of silence, then the bedroom door opened.
Shondra:
"I don't know about this. Maybe we should cool it for awhile. Bobby knows something is up."
Sensei[he insisted everyone call him that]:
"That honky is dumb as a rock. He really thinks you cleaned the dojo for lessons? I was tagging that sweet underage ass the whole time you were dating him. It really pissed me off when you stopped."
Shondra:
"Don't talk about him like that."
Sensei:
"all right. But if he ever finds out, I'll have to kick his ass."
Shondra:
"Don't be too sure about that. You haven't seen him fight lately. He's really good."
Sensei, laughing:
"Don't worry, it'll never come to that. Now, bring that magic mouth over here and let's get started."
There was about five minutes of slurping while he encouraged her.
"Damn, I never get tired of that. Get up on the bed bitch, let me slam this dark meat to you."
There was about fifteen minutes of them fucking while he talked shit. It would have been funny listening to him talk about his massive[five inch]cock if it hadn't been for who he was talking to. He told her to get up on her knees
'like a good bitch'. There was about five more minutes of them slamming together when you could hear the door slamming open and me screaming.
There was about ten minutes of the sounds of me kicking the shit out of him before it went silent.
You could hear Shondra saying over and over "shit, shit, shit"
Then she asked if he was all right.
"Hell no I ain't all right. Is my nose broke?"
You could hear his squeal as she tried to pull his nose straight.
"Ow! Motherfucker, that hurts. Thanks for knocking him out."
Shondra actually showed some decency.
"I didn't do it for you. I did it for him. I really thought he was going to beat you to death."
"Asshole caught me by surprise."
Shondra actually laughed.
"Wonder who he learned that from?"
There was a few seconds of silence before she spoke again.
"You better leave, he's gonna be really pissed when he wakes up. What are we gonna do?"
He grunted.
"We gotta come up with something or asses will be in a sling. My wife will kill me, literally. He'll divorce your ass anyway, but he might try to take your kid. We need to figure out how to make him the bad guy."
"How?"
There was another minute or two of silence.
"I got it!" He burst out.
"We'll say we were practicing new moves for a tournament coming up, he came in, accused us of screwing around, and started beating you. I had to knock him out to protect you. Fearing for your life, you called the cops."
She obviously thought about it.
"I see two big drawbacks to that plan. I don't have a scratch on me, and he's gonna tell his side when he wakes up."
I could hear myself stirring, then grunting as he kicked me. Shondra was screaming for him to stop.
"Teach that honky motherfucker to mess with me."
he said, finally.
When he got her calmed down he told her to shut her eyes.
"Why?"
"Sorry, babe, but if we're gonna sell this to the cops, I have to mark you up some. If you see it coming you'll react from instinct."
He split her lip, gave her a black eye, and squeezed her arms hard enough to leave bruises.
The tape ended just after they made the 911 call.
I played the tape for my lawyer. He made two copies, and gave one to the DA.
..............................................
The DA called them in, and asked them to repeat the events of the day, separately. They interviewed Shondra first, having her repeat the sequence of events that had put me first in the hospital, then in jail. She repeated what she had originally said, almost word for word.
"This is your official statement?"
"Yes sir it is."
The DA sighed.
He had a tape recorder going during the interview. He had her sign the paper copy as he rewound the tape.
As soon as she signed it, he asked her to review the tape for accuracy. As soon as he switched it on, my tape played. Her eyes became enormous. He nodded towards the deputy in the room.
"Shondra Turner, you are under arrest."
As he read her her rights, her mouth hung open in shock. She was handcuffed and seated.
It was like watching a building implode, she seemed to collapse from the inside. Tears leaked from her eyes as she made small whimpering sounds.
I was watching from the other side of the mirror.
Conspiracy. Aggravated assault. Filing a false police report. A few lesser charges. She was looking at four years.
Of course, she rolled, blaming the whole thing, including the affair, on him, saying she was forced to do it.
In the end, she had to move out and return Josh to me as she faced her trial. Gram took her in, unwillingly.
We struck a bargain. I dropped the assault charges against them if they did the same for me.
The conspiracy and false report charges were beyond me, they happened after I was unconscious. Plus, they had to pay my hospital bill.
My divorce wasn't as ugly as I thought it would be. Still under indictment, she couldn't fight over custody. I kept the house, but had to pay her half of the last three years of payments, because she worked and contributed to them. She got half the accounts, not very much. I refinanced the house and paid her off. She had to use the money for lawyers.
He didn't fare so well. His wife divorced him, after kicking his ass. Seems she was more skilled, having been raised by a grandfather who held a tenth degree belt.
He lost his dojo. After the story came out, most married women quit, pulling their kids out too. No new students appeared, and he went broke.
He got found guilty of the aggravated assault, a felony, and could never teach again anyway. Under pressure because of his statement of having sex with her before she was eighteen, he finally admitted, after Shondra gave a sworn statement, that he he been having sex with her since she was fourteen, he had statutory rape added to his charges because the statute of limitations hadn't run out.
He ended up doing two and a half years, disappearing as soon as he got out.
Shondra pled out to the conspiracy and false report charges, and ended up on probation. I got full custody, but allowed her visitation as often as she would like.
She got to see him often because she lived with Gram, and she kept Josh while I worked. She would have done it for free, but I paid her because I knew she could use the money.
After eight months she gave Shondra a choice. Get a job and move out. She got a minimum wage factory job packing socks into boxes. She hated it, but it brought money in.
Ed never returned after his wreck, and I got his job. In less than a year I was named night operations manager. A year after that I was recruited to go to Mexico, to help set up a plant there. If I stayed two years they guaranteed me a plant manager position.
I thought long and hard about it. It was too good an opportunity to pass up, and I thought Josh could benefit from being exposed to another culture. He was already encountering racism. I hoped another country might be a little more tolerant.
Since I had full custody and she was still on probation, Shondra couldn't stop me. In the end, she didn't even try to fight it.
She asked to see me right before we left. I had nothing to lose so I agreed.
"I want to apologize, Bobby. You were the best thing that ever happened to me, and I threw you away. I'd give anything to get you back, but I know I'd be wasting my time."
She looked really nervous.
"I'll probably be getting married soon. Since I can't have you, I'll have to take what I can get. Marcus is back, I'm sure you know he blew out his knee after a year in the pros. He had good insurance, and has a little money. He's trying to buy into the Ford dealership. It's pretty much a done deal. We've been dating. He's changed, and he really loves me."
I held judgement on that. Time would tell. If she was really just settling for the best offer, it was a doomed relationship.
We were leaving right after Christmas. Josh was seven now, old enough to understand we were going far away. He was sad and excited at the same time.
Gram was devastated. I tried to talk her into going with us, but she was afraid to leave her friends and Gail. I made sure she got to spend as much time as possible with Josh.
What really surprised me was how my mother reacted.
................................................
When the whole mess exploded, I was unconscious for thirty six hours. It was an induced coma so they could be sure of my head injuries. My sister was listed on my insurance as next of kin following Shondra and when they notified her she told the family. I woke up and saw my mom sitting beside me, holding Josh in her lap. I thought I was hallucinating.
"Mom?"
She didn't say a word as she gently put Josh down. Then she draped across me, crying violently.
"I thought I lost you! Then I realized I already had, years ago. I just had to see you, make sure you're going to recover. I just wanted to say I love you, and I'm deeply ashamed of the way I've treated you all these years. I'll go now."
I didn't let go of her.
"Please, momma, stay. I love you too."
The tears came harder for awhile. When she finally dried up, I asked her how she liked Josh.
"He's adorable! And smart as a whip, he has to get that from you. He has his grandfather's jawline."
She stayed, holding my hand. My sister and Gram had gone to get coffee,and ran into Gail. When they found out I was awake, a regular sobfest broke out. Josh and I just looked at each other in wonder.
We healed our rift, and did all my family except one older brother. He learned to keep his mouth shut at Sunday dinners pretty fast, so he tolerated Josh and I. It was enough.
He finally came around some when he gave Josh a slingshot he had made and taught him how to use it. After he hit eight tin cans in a row, he glowed under his praise.
"Thank you for teaching me, Uncle John."
We saw him flinch slightly, but he put his hand on his shoulder.
"You're welcome son."
Mom smiled happily.
She pitched a fit when I told her we were moving to Mexico.
"No! I just got you back. Please son, stay."
I never really opened up to anyone about how badly Shondra had hurt me. I put up a good front, but it wasn't unusual for me to wake up months later with tears sliding down my cheeks. I had sacrificed everything, even my family, to be with her. And she betrayed me like it was nothing.
I needed to be away, and this was a golden opportunity. I thought it would, I hoped it would, heal me. And I hoped it would be a better environment for Josh.
The day finally came. Gram, Gail, my family, all of them. The tears were flowing freely. Shondra showed up, hugging Josh tightly.
"Look, we're not that far away. We'll be back, or you can come and see us. I'm as close as a phone.
We love you all, but it's time to go."
I looked back just before we went through the gates, to see Gram and my mom hugging. A good note to leave on.
..................................................
Hope you liked the first part. Racism is still alive and well, it's just more subtle these days.
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Chapter 01: The Beginning
I sat behind a desk. It had a lamp, a tablet, and a few pictures on it. Behind me on the wall were some paintings. Starry Night by Van Gogh. Haystacks, by Monet. Paintings that had brought me a lot of comfort over the years.
I had a suit on, but no tie. I wanted to be comfortable, and I never liked wearing a tie.
It wasn't a real office, in a real building. It was a set on a small sound stage. The very first night of my very first talk show. It belonged to a small regional channel, that only reached a viewership in a hundred mile radius. Plus, it had public access on the local cable networks.
I looked at the camera.
"Hi. My name is Jerry Love. That's right, Love. Really."
"I got the nickname 'Brother' from my friends, because I was always the peacemaker of the group. Always sticking my nose where it didn't belong, trying to make the world a better place. How's that worked out for me so far?"
I paused, rubbing my nose.
"Well, it got it broke. Twice. And I got chewed out a lot. It took me a while before I learned to adopt a live and let live attitude."
I paused and picked up one of the pictures on my desk, turning it towards the camera.
"This is my wife. Oops, I mean my exwife. Beautiful isn't she? Well, she was to me, anyway. I'll probably get into all kinds of trouble for showing this photo without permission, but if you happen to see this or hear about it Deb, this will be the only time."
"I lost my wife last year, along with everything else. I had a pretty good job, made good money. Then I got downsized, along with hundreds of thousands of others. Couldn't find a job making anywhere near what I was used to. Our savings went pretty fast. We lost the fancy cars, the motorcycle, the rest of the toys. Then we lost the house. It, among other things, was just too much. The only bright spot was there were no children. So we joined the ranks of the formerly marrieds.
There was no alimony, nothing much by then to divide, so we just drifted away. I found a job in the next town, and lived with my great aunt Elsa."
"I didn't mind, I was her last living relative and was there twice a week to check on her anyway. I didn't move in until she became too sick to take care of herself."
"She died five months ago."
I paused, struggling to keep my voice even.
"I loved the old girl. She taught me a lot. But it was the last link to my family. I found myself truly alone."
"She had a will I knew nothing about. I got her whole estate. Her huge house and all the antiques. The land she owned on the outskirts of town. And cash."
"It's probably not a lot in the grand scheme of things, but it's a good bit to me. More importantly, she left me this letter."
I held it up and let the camera zoom into it.
"I'm gonna read it now. Part of it, anyway."
"Jerry, if you're reading this I'm gone. I always loved you, felt you were special. You've always been so sensitive to others. You need to be careful, or that trait will destroy you. Take the money and use it. Don't worry about investments or interest, use it to get the answers to all the questions that torment you. I hope it will make you a better and happier person."
I paused to wipe my eyes.
"I thought about it, a lot, and decided to follow her advice. Over the next few months, as long as the money lasts, I'm gonna be asking hard questions about a range of topics. Some of the ones I ask will be some kind of expert in their field, but most will be from average people like you and me. Since I won't have any sponsors, I won't owe anybody anything, so it doesn't matter if anyone doesn't like what I say because it will be out of their control."
I held up another photo.
"This is one of my personal heroes. His name was Tim Russert. He was a reporter for one of the national networks, and hosted a political talk show on Sunday mornings. He was a big guy, with a happy face and a nonthreatening manner. He made you comfortable."
"But if that big, happy, smiling guy asked you a question you were uncomfortable with, you better tell the truth, because he had a video clip or a print quote ready to show if you lied. That's why his show was so good, because he didn't threaten you, just made you aware of the consequences if you chose to lie."
"Why am I telling this story? Because I intend to imitate him. I want my facts doublechecked and verified on any topic I touch. And I need help to do that. If any of you college guys are out there that are qualified to help me and need a job, call this station. They will get me in touch with you."
"That's really all I have to say tonight. I just wanted to introduce myself. I'll have an email address set up by next week, so you can send me feedback or give me suggestions on what you think I should cover. If anyone is watching, thank you for your time."
"If you wonder why I'm doing this, it's because I can. There will be no sponsors, no axes to grind except mine. It's a voyage of self discovery, and I thought I'd invite you along for the ride. I'll continue until I run out of enthusiasm or money, whichever comes first."
"I'd like to close tonight with one of my personal mantras. I don't know who said it originally, but it has stuck with me for years."
"It's better to shake a hand than a fist."
"Goodnight, all."
.................................................
I looked at the camera until the light went off, then grinned at the camera man.
"What do you think?"
"I ain't required to think, bro, just make you look good. I will tell you this. You need another cameraman, so we can switch back and forth to different angles. It breaks up the monotony and keeps the viewers interested."
I agreed with him and had him get another cameraman for the next broadcast.
Aunt Elsa had left me in pretty good shape. I often wondered if Deb had known about the will she would have hung on. Too late now.
Her house was estimated at eight hundred thousand dollars, her antiques about half that. She left me some money besides what I was spending, enough to live on comfortably for quite a while.
The eighty thousand was in a separate account. She considered it her 'mad money', and wanted me to do the same.
"I know your life has been pretty rough lately. Use this money to try and get your happiness back. Not the old one, that's gone forever. I know, deep down inside, you still love your wife. Sorry, son, but she chose to leave instead of try to tough it out. Don't blame her too much, she was young, and always got what she wanted. Real life was too hard on her. Maybe she'll grow up. Maybe she won't. Either way, it's the path she chose. You're not on that path anymore."
"Take the money and blaze a new path, one you can walk on your own, or with somebody else if you find her. You have your whole life ahead of you, and you're too good a person to to be alone. Someone will come along, I only wish I had lived long enough to see it."
I didn't read that part of the letter on air.
Her letter triggered something in me. What did I want to do? How could I make my life better?
I came up with the idea one night while watching a talk show late at night. Everyone had an agenda. The comedian wanted to further his career. The actress wanted to push her movie, recently nominated for an award. The singer wanted sell more records. The basketball player wanted to push his clothing line. They weren't talk shows anymore, they were a long string of advertisements. I really couldn't fault that, but it made things pretty boring.
But every once in a while, a personal tidbit would slip out, or the host would ask a question that brought an expression of pain.
That was what I wanted. I rather find out why his child was estranged, or her marriage was failing, or that they were facing a terminal illness. How they handled those situations brought out the real person. It made much more interesting viewing.
As much as I wanted to do it, I didn't feel right doing it to strangers. Who better than myself, I thought. I had had more than enough pain, drama, and disappointment in the last two years to last me a lifetime.
I thought about Deb just before I went to sleep that night. Wonder what she would think about all this? I could see her now, tapping her foot and calling me an idiot, all the while smiling.
I doubted she was ever going to see my little experiment. I doubted whether anyone would give a rats' ass in the long run.
But, like when the hooker asked the midget who he expected to satisfy with that little thing, he just grinned.
"Me, sweetie, just me."
..................................................
I don't know how long this series will last, or how many chapters there will be. Like the story, I intend this to be a voyage of self discovery.
I've never really given much thought to the world around me, being too wrapped up in my own life to worry about anything that didn't affect me or my family directly.
But I'm getting old now. Almost sixty, and I despair for the world my granddaughter and great nieces and nephews face.
Thanks as always for reading. Votes would be nice, comments would be better.
QHML1
Until next time
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We arrived in Mexico, to a small town about forty miles from Mexico City. Culture shock doesn't begin to describe it.
I knew I was in a different world when I asked where the quality control equipment was stored, and they took me around back, to where it was still sitting in the shipping crates, in the weather, Some of it was ruined.
There was also a twenty acre pasture. Very few of our workers had cars. It was bikes, scooters and motorcycles, burros and horses, or they simply walked.
One of the hardest concepts for the workers to grasp was punctuality. They treated shift starts as more of a suggestion than a rule. I finally called the workers in in small groups, explained our goals in detail, gave them a weeks grace to get used to it, and started enforcing the attendance policy. After I fired the first three, the rest fell in line. I rehired the three after six months and never had another problem.
Another culture clash was the lunch period. At home, we worked a straight eight hours, taking twenty minutes for lunch, never stopping the machines.
Here, it was a fight to limit it to one hour. These people didn't carry sandwiches in a cooler or lunch bag, lunch was something of a production for them.
Don't get me wrong, they were excellent workers, loyal, intelligent, quick to understand. We were paying what amounted to twice what anyone else in the area was, so we got the cream of the crop. There were two more manufacturing facilities in town, a shirt factory and a knitting mill, and there was a little resentment. They actually had to raise wages to keep their people.
It took six months to get production up to speed. We tended to work a lot of overtime during that phase, something the workers weren't that keen about. I found that surprising.
"We work to live, hefe," explained Carlos, one of the lead men, "we don't live to work."
Interesting concept, to an American.
The two primary roads through town were all right, especially the one to Mexico City. All the secondary roads were unpaved, ranging from smooth gravel to goat paths. I had my trusty Cherokee brought down, along with a motorcycle, a 750cc Triumph I had bought just before we left.
A smaller Honda or Yamaha would have been better, but I had always liked British bikes. It was my main form of transportation.
Josh loved it in Mexico. Being a child, he assimilated and picked up the language much faster than I did. He also made friends a lot easier, kids are kids wherever you are, and nobody noted the color of his skin. In fact, if it weren't for his hair, he looked like a local with his light brown skin.
He attended a school set up just for us, a few dozen kids ranging from kindergarten to high school seniors. They were set up in two rooms and the classes were mixed, kindergarten through sixth in one room, seventh through twelfth in the other. It was further divided by teachers, three to a room. The company paid for everything. Despite the conditions, the standard of learning was high.
We lived in a little enclave for awhile, but a house became available that I fell in love with.
An old plantation house, left over from when large farms dotted the area. The land was long gone, but the house and grounds were still well taken care of.
A low, rambling house with wide verandas, set up like a square U, living room, dining room, and kitchen in the middle, bedrooms in the wings. Red tile roof set off by fresh coats of whitewash.
There was a barn, ten acres of pasture, and a large field for a garden if we wished.
It also came with a maid, a cook, and a groundskeeper, all one family living separately in a three bedroom bungalow.
I got the house, rent and wages included, for less than my house payment at home. I had gotten a ten thousand dollar a year raise for coming, and was banking half my pay with plenty left over.
I let Gail and Gram live in my house rent free.
What can I sat about the food? I loved it. Always a sucker for spicy food, Mrs. Rodriguez started out mild for Josh and I, but when I tasted what she cooked for her family I threatened to fire her if she didn't do the same for us. She just smiled and tried to set my mouth on fire. You couldn't make it too hot for Josh.
I insisted they eat with us for the evening meal, it gave us a family atmosphere that we appreciated. Very reticent at first, soon they were just as vocal as any family could be. Josh called them aunt as uncle as a sign of respect, and they loved it. Serafina, their seventeen year old daughter, was our maid. Engaged to be married, she was saving her money. Since I paid her, I knew she didn't make much money as a maid, so I got her a job at the plant when she turned eighteen. Mrs. Rodriguez brought her widowed sister in to replace her.
She took it as personal affront that I was single, and soon I got to noticing nieces and friends of nieces would show up for the Sunday meals. Her idea of throwing hints would be to point out their attributes.
"Look at her hips, 'Berto, just made for throwing babies. And look at her breasts, high, firm, they'll fill with milk easily. Comes from an old family, good stock, that one."
They were an earthy people. Despite her best efforts and the obvious signs of interest from the girls, I remained single. I was still gun shy.
This was before cell phones, so we wrote letters and made once monthly phone calls to Gram, Gail, and my family.
Gail wrote me long letters sometimes. Mostly she avoided it, but occasionally she would mention Shondra. She married Marcus, and was expecting a child. Oddly, it didn't bother me as much as it would have once, where I was made the whole thing seem unreal. I could see her in some of Josh's features now and then, and I would remember.
We were happy once, or at least I was, but upon reflection I wondered if she ever was truly satisfied. I think being raised without regular parents, especially a father figure, didn't allow her to develop male role models, and that asshole Marvin[sensei]introduced her to sex way too early. Whatever, it wasn't my problem anymore.
.................................................
The thing I missed most about home was my dojo. There just wasn't anything local. I had all my equipment, and still worked out four times a week, but it wasn't the same.
I started teaching Josh at four, and now at age eight, if he tested, he would probably be a brown belt equivalent in the Japanese style, a green belt in the Chinese style.
We had neighbors, and we were 'rich gringos' to most of them. That made the kids buddy up to Josh, because we had the best snacks. Tia Rodriguez kept a close eye on them, making sure nobody overindulged. She grumbled a little, but she was from a large family, third of fourteen, and had eight herself, so she liked a lot of people around. A lot of their snacks she made herself.
I ended up teaching about six boys and four girls the basics twice a week. The boys grumbled about the girls at first, but soon acclimated. Josh was my assistant instructor.
I tried to teach them respect, and constraint, something that I still sometimes lacked personally. One thing I learned, the more advanced you are, the more peaceful you seemed to be. You just get to the point where you don't have to prove anything to anybody, including yourself. I wasn't quite there yet, but I was working on it.
...............................................
We had some new equipment flown in from Brazil, and they sent an engineer to help us set it up.
Roberto was a small man, about five five and one forty[I still thought in pounds and inches]but very knowledgeable and a good guy. I had him stay with me so he didn't have to commute all the way from Mexico City.
He watched me teach my Saturday class. They had been at it for twelve weeks, and were progressing nicely. I had bought material, and Tia Rodriguez and her sister sewed up some uniforms for them. I wanted to stress that they belonged to something, something special. They would proudly wear their uniforms to practice, then change and give them to us at the end of the session. Tia would wash them and have them fresh for next practice. We were the only ones with a washing machine.
I was qualified to teach, so I contacted my old master, and he sent me the paperwork to make it official. It only cost a small fee, and I was able to teach to second degree black belt level.
I was still teaching a mix of both styles, but I made sure they had the skills they needed for the Chinese version.
Roberto smiled as he watched, and asked what style, I explained the mixture.
"Ah" he said, "I'm the same. I have a belt in the Brazilian style of jui jutsu, and I also do lucha libre wrestling, a descendant of catch fighting. Basically it's wrestling an opponent into submission. The Mexicans have their own version, it's very popular on television."
Indeed it was. Twice a week, Thursday nights and Saturday afternoons. Josh loved it, and had his favorites. I'm pretty sure he was cursing in Spanish one night at the screen.
It wasn't just him. Popular fighters had almost rock star status, and it was nothing for supporters to fall out over them in the cantinas.
Every town of any size had its' own gym, where would be heroes trained and wrestled where they could. Bullrings, town halls, school gyms, wherever there was enough room. They didn't make much, but if fueled their dreams, and enough made it to the big time to keep them going.
We talked about fighting styles for almost two hours, before we broke and got ready to leave. We were going into Mexico City, spending the night. I had already made the reservations.
I hadn't had a serious relationship with anyone yet, so about once a month I left Josh in the capable hands of Tio Rodriguez and went into Mexico City. It had a thriving night life, with lots of clubs, and yes, I pretty much got laid as often as I wanted.
We hit the rooms, got dressed, ate at a nice restaurant, hit the clubs and went hunting.
The dances were a bit different down here, but if you can learn how to do martial arts it's pretty easy to learn to dance.
Serafina and her cousins taught me a lot while her husband and their dates would laugh at me until they couldn't stand it anymore, then they would jump in and help. I wasn't outstanding, but I was better than average.
We danced until three, hooking up with two Latin beauties who were into foreigners. We were walking distance to our hotel, so we strolled, arms linked, laughing and having a good time.
They came out of nowhere, five guys who didn't have party clothes on. They ranged in front of us, blocking the way.
"You gotta pay a toll, gringo. Give me your wallet and we might let you live."
I looked over at Roberto. He had a little smile on his face, doing a little weave and bounce while he looked at them. The girls had gotten behind us.
Roberto held up his hands.
"Please, amigos. It's a beautiful night, the moon is full. We have two lovelies with us. It's a night for loving, not fighting."
He was still holding up his hands, still doing that little weave.
"Give us your money, you stupid foreigners, before we hurt you."
I smiled at the leader.
"You got a gun, knives, clubs, anything at all?"
It stopped him for a minute. Then he went into a cussing fit, calling us idiots and the girls whores. I had had enough.
"Shut up, get out of our way, and no one will be hurt. Try to stop us and we'll walk over your unconscious bodies. You got about ten seconds."
He opened his mouth and I punched it shut. He went down, out like a light. I heard something that sounded like a sigh, and Roberto had his man on the ground. I looked at the remaining three.
"We're gonna start walking now."
I deliberately put my foot down on the leaders' balls. Even unconscious he tried to cover up. I walked over him, and by the time I had we were looking at a clear sidewalk.
We passed a policeman on the next corner, and I told him there were two drunks behind us, passed out. He got on his radio. Drunks were bad for the tourist trade. Roberto just grinned.
Women have a distinct reaction to violence, especially if it done over them. Our girls were wild, screaming and clawing while they drained us dry. We had a nice brunch, put them in a cab, and exchanged numbers, knowing we would probably never hook up again.
Roberto and I sparred a few times. He was quick, and took me down a few times, but I did just as well. If it ever developed into something serious it would be a hell of a row.
He also talked me into going to the local lucha libre gym to watch them practice. It was fun, but I didn't see a lot of martial arts skills in the bunch. I kept my face bland, the last thing I wanted to do was insult them.
Roberto and the gym owner were in a discussion about the minute variations of the wrestling styles. Roberto obviously thought Brazil was better, because of the jui jitsu influence. It was amicable, though, they just agreed to disagree.
There was one guy there who was bigger than the rest, easily over six feet, probably weighing two twenty or better. He had a little skill, but came off as arrogant. He saw me watching.
"So, gringo, are you impressed?"
I kept my smile neutral.
"Yes. It's always fun to watch new styles."
I think he wanted me to be a bit more awed.
"Think you'd like to try it, karate man?"
"No, I'm just here with a friend, watching. Thanks anyway."
His friends were watching now. It made him puff up a bit more. I was bored, having seen this scenario play out a hundred times.
"So, gringo. Scared, huh?"
I just smiled.
"Terrified."
The other wrestlers laughed, knowing it wasn't true. He went red. then went into a torrent of abuse I could just barely follow. Apparently he questioned my heritage, hinting that I wasn't even human, being descended from goats and pigs. I let him rant, still smiling. When he finally ran out of steam he glared at me.
"So, you are too cowardly to defend your honor?"
I knew I shouldn't do it, but I needled him a little.
I don't mind fighting, if it's against men of honor. Anything else is beneath my notice. Why? Do you know a man of honor?"
I was watching his body language. It was like he wrote a long note, saying when he was going to swing. Shifting my weight, I let the fist go by, harmlessly. I should have left it alone, but I couldn't help patting his cheek as he went by. The whole gym knew if I had hit him instead, he would have been out like a light.
He snapped and was about to rush me, when his friends and the owner got between us.
The owner wanted to know what happened. The guy said I had shown disrespect to his place.
"This true?" he asked the group. No one would give him a straight answer.
I tried to diffuse the situation by apologizing to the owner, saying I meant me disrespect to his place, it was just a misunderstanding due to language differences.
The guy was pretty shrewd, and knew while I had apologized to him, I hadn't to the wrestler.
"Ah. A misunderstanding. No harm then. Thank you for stopping by. Come again, anytime."
Roberto laughed about it later while we were having a beer.
"Why didn't you kick his ass?"
"I didn't need to."
"Amigo, amigo. You still don't understand the way we Latins think. He feels you threatened his manhood. He won't forget anytime soon. Free advice, don't go down any dark alleys late at night for awhile."
He stayed three more weeks and we sparred daily. I was soaking up his knowledge like a sponge. I took him to the airport and wished him well. I never saw him again.
I took Josh home for a three week vacation. My mom, Gail, Gram, all were at the airport. The tears started when they saw us. We were hugged until our ribs felt bruised.
We stayed at our old house, Gail split a bedroom with Gram, I took the smaller bedroom, and Josh slept on the couch.
Things were not going smoothly for Gail. He boyfriend of four years suddenly dumped her for a white girl. It hurt her pretty bad. She had lost her job at the hospital and was working at a rest home for almost half what she had been making.
"I need to get away, Bobby, start over. But I don't have the money. Plus, Gram is slowing down, somebody needs to watch over her."
I thought about it for awhile as I visited old friends and family. Then I made a few phone calls. I had seen one of Gails' resumes lying on her dresser, and I sent it off.
Except for short visits we had been gone for almost three years. Things were slowly changing. I saw several mixed couples at restaurants and movies, and very few even paid attention.
Without telling Josh, I bought an almost new 125cc Yamaha and had it shipped home. It was to be a surprise for his eleventh birthday.
Shondra spent some time with him, but they were strangers now. Both seemed relieved when they parted.
Shondra didn't look so good. I saw her once, when she picked up Josh the first time.
She had probably gained thirty pounds. It didn't look good on her.
"Still working on advancing your black belt?"
She laughed a bitter laugh.
"I haven't practiced martial arts in two years."
"Why? You loved it as much as I did."
"When Marvin went...away, I couldn't find another dojo I liked. I worked out with friends for awhile, but just stopped. It brought back memories I didn't like."
She had married Marcus. She showed me a picture of them with their child, a little girl. He was always large in school, but he must weigh better than three fifty now. Gail told me they weren't getting along well.
Just before she left she put her hand on my arm.
"I know I already said it, Bobby, but I'm sorry. I should have been a better wife to you. I was always insecure, figuring sooner or later you would realize you were married to a nigger, and dump me for a white girl. I should have had more faith in you."
I didn't know what to say, so I said nothing, just wishing her well in her new life.
A few days before we were to leave Gail came in holding a letter.
"You did this, didn't you?"
I knew what she was talking about and didn't bother trying to deny it.
"Yeah. The contract for our plant nurse was running out, and she made it clear she was going home. It'll be good for you Gail. Good money, a free place to live, a chance to broaden your horizons. And it'll look good on your resume."
"What about Gram?"
"Simple. We take her with us. She told me Marcus hardly ever lets her see her granddaughter, so she really has no reason to stay."
It took two days to convince her. Josh finally talked her into it, on a trial basis.
So when we got back home, Tia Rodriguez had two more members of her family. She and Gram hit it off right away. I knew it would be all right when I came home one day and Gram was in the kitchen, learning how to make tres leche[three milk]cake.
She quickly was adopted by my students, after they learned how to pronounce Gram.
Gail thrived, jumping into the job with gusto.
Soon she was volunteering at the town clinic twice a week for four hours. The company let her do it with pay, since many of the clinic patients were our workers and their families.
She surprised me about two months after she got there by coming to my room late one night. Her bedroom was directly across from mine, on the other side of the house.
"Bobby, I need to ask you something. Something hard, at least for me. Can I?"
I wondered where this could be going so I nodded my head.
"I know why you make those trips to Mexico City. I understand, believe me. A guy can get away with it, a woman can't."
I got some idea where this was headed.
"I'm thirty two, Bobby. I have needs, and no way to take care of them. I want you to help. Before you say anything, I'm not in love with you, and you're not in love with me. This is a temporary solution. I can handle that if you can."



She had on her robe when she came in. Standing, she shrugged it off. The only thing under it was her.
She was beautiful in her own right. She had a different father than Shondra, and had paler skin. Taller, smaller breasted, I got an instant erection. She saw it and smiled.
"Well, I know how part of you feels about my offer."
Her breasts were much more sensitive than Shondras', and I could almost get all of one in my mouth. I got a feeling, though she was really, really good st oral, she hadn't had the favor returned much, especially from someone who knew what they were doing. Trying to be quiet, she bit holes in my pillow.
She was much more flexible, shifting her athletic body into positions I found hard to keep up with. I tried my best, though.
When we were done the second time she gave me a slow sweet kiss.
"My sister was an idiot" she said,just as she slipped out the door.
I quit going to Mexico City. If I could find a better lover there, she would probably kill me.
Did we love each other? Yes, but not like that. We both knew it was temporary, and made the best of it.
Carlos Vittorio Sanchez, the wrestler, had not forgotten me. He had made his brags that sooner or later he would catch me out and give me a lesson, but so far our paths hadn't crossed. His son, Carlos Jr., was very proud of his father, so he shared his slight. He had seen Josh around town and taunted him a few times, but true to his training, he had let it slide. There had never been an issue because Josh always had friends around him.
I gave Josh the bike for his birthday. He was so happy. I limited his rides to the pasture and the grounds until I felt he was familiar enough with it. There was a trail that ran through the neighboring farms all the way to town, two miles away. I made him ask permission of every land owner before I let him go to town on it.
Bursting with pride when I gave him permission, he got his best friend and went to town. Her name was Angel, a sweet little twelve year old that was amazingly fast and deceptive as hell. The only one who could beat her was Josh, and sometimes she would push even him. I had just awarded her an orange belt, two belts above beginner. She was the first student to reach that level.
I think Angel was a little mature for her age, and I'm pretty sure she had Josh placed firmly in the boyfriend column. Josh of course, would be the last to know.
They saw a movie, got cokes at the little cafe beside the cinema. Carlos Jr. found them, and started trouble.
He was a big kid, around five nine and one seventy, to Josh's five five and one twenty.
Josh took it until he started insulting Angel. He saw Josh blush and knew he was on to something.
He was with four friends and got a little too brave. Before they realized what was going on, two of his friends had crept up behind them and grabbed Angel. She did as she was taught, and relaxed.
The elderly couple that owned the cafe came out and ordered them to leave her alone. Junior laughed and said they would let her go when they were finished with her. Josh sighed and took control of the situation.
"So this is your idea of honor? Five to two, all of you much bigger and one of us a girl? You're such a heman, Carlos."
He flamed red while his friends laughed.
Before he could speak Josh kept going.
"You really want this? Let the girl go, and step down this alley. Just you and me, right here, right now."
Carlos sneered.
"No! I want everyone to see how bad I beat you. Then maybe, if you beg hard enough, we'll let her go, unharmed. Maybe we'll have some fun with her first."
Josh kind of lost it.
"Well then swing, you lardass! You wanted it, you start it."
It was short, fast, and ugly. Carlos swung, hit empty air, and Josh was all over him. Two lightning fast punches to the face, then a kick to the stomach. Everyone heard the air whoosh out. Josh dropped, hooked a heel around his ankle, and upended him, rolling him into a submission hold that forced his arm out and locked. If Josh applied a little more pressure, his shoulder would be dislocated.
"Submit!"
Carlos pounded the ground trying to get leverage. Josh increased the pressure. Carlos almost screamed in pain.
"I submit!"
Josh put a little more pressure on his shoulder.
"Say it louder, and apologize to Angel."
"I SUBMIT! I'M SORRY! PLEASE LET ME GO!"
Josh immediately rolled away and bounced to his feet. He looked at Angel and gave her a nod. She stamped down on the boy holding her, almost breaking his arch. He automatically bent forward, and she jerked back violently, causing blood to spew from his nose, from contact with the back of her head. He staggered back, holding his bleeding nose and crying.
Angel and Josh stood back to back, waiting, but the fight had gone out of them. They blustered a little before skulking off, the laughter of the people who witnessed it in their ears.
When Carlos senior heard what happened he went crazy, beating Junior for losing, then roaring out to my house. A few of his followers and the gym owner came, most to see a fight, a few to try and stop it.
Angel and Josh had told me what happened, and I couldn't find fault with how they handled it. They hadn't started it, and only fought when there was no other choice. Still I was a little pissed when they got there.
He slid into the yard, and jumped out of his truck, running towards me and screaming. He was surprised when instead of backing up I ran towards him, jumped up and twirled, hitting him at the base of his neck. His nose left a two foot furrow in the dirt.
While he was trying to get up I approached the owner.
"If you hold him down, I got a proposition that might make you some good money."
Two of his compatriots helped him up. When his head cleared I got in his face. I wanted him hysterically angry.
"So", I sneered, "You sent a gang of teenagers, all bigger, all older, to rough up a twelve year old girl and an eleven year old boy. What a thing of honor that was. Your boy deserved to get his ass kicked, but I can see his line of thought. He was emulating the cowardly ways of his father. You wanna fight me asshole? Here's the deal. We fight next Saturday night, in the arena. We don't stop until one of us is unconscious. I put up a thousand, U.S., and you do the same. Winner take all. Can you scrape that much up, you pussy?"
He was red with anger, then went pale at the mention of the money. A thousand U.S. at the time was a lot of money. His pride forced him to agree.
"All right, see you Saturday. The fight doesn't start until the money from both is in the hands of the judges."
The Arena was the local bull fighting venue. A short ring would be set up, allowing a better view from the stands.
Word got out about the fight, and the stands were sold out. Diego, the gym owner and local promoter, was grinning ear to ear.
Tia Rodriguez had sewn me a mask, insisting all lucha libre wrestlers wore them, it was part of the mystique. I wasn't too keen on the idea until I put it on. After I determined it didn't a affect my vision or reactions, I was fine with it.
Gram, Gail, the Sanchez family, they were all in the box I had reserved for them. Angel and her mother were invited, but hadn't shown yet. Many of my fiends and coworkers were there. Many never knew I practiced martial arts.
We were the last to go on, so I watched with interest as the warmups fought, looking for patterns and weaknesses. There wasn't a lot of hitting, mostly grappling. I would use this.
Finally, the main event was over. Diego let them wait for a bit to build tension, before grabbing the microphone.
"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the final match. I'm sure you've heard by now, this is a grudge match, for bragging rights, among other things. It will pit our beloved style against one from a foreign devil."
They booed at this part.
"Please let me introduce the competitors. From out own town, The Matador."
He came strutting out, wearing a mask designed like a bull breathing fire, topped by a matador hat and a red cape. He had on bright red tights to match his mask. The crowd loved it.
"And his opponent, from America, The Gringo!"
I had on a mask designed over the American flag, red, white, and blue, with a large yellow star right in the middle of my forehead, all in shiny material. Instead of tights I wore my Chinese gi. which looked like a dress. I wore it because he would never be able to tell exactly where my legs were, something critical for a take down fighter. The were dark blue.
When he introduced me I did two backflips ending in a full split, an advanced set move. They wanted a show, I'd give them a show.
We met for the traditional greeting in the middle of the ring. I offered my hand, but he ignored it.
Before the referee knew what was going on, I took the extended hand and grabbed the back of his head, pulling him into a kiss. When I broke, I smiled.
"That was for Yolanda. Tell her I enjoyed last night, and I'll give her the ten pesos after the fight."
Yolanda was his oldest daughter, reputed to be really easy. I had never met her, but he didn't know that. If I wanted him pissed, it worked. It took the referee, Diego, and two of his ring men to get him back into his corner.
It shames me to say I wanted to humiliate him, so I put on a little show.
Carlos was big, vicious, and deceptively fast. We danced around a bit, and I kicked him repeatedly on his right thigh. It would slow him down, make him weaker when he tried his takedown moves. I knew from experience he was gonna walk slow and easy for the next few days. I had several opportunities to knock him out and the crowd knew it. We were both getting booed.
He had collapsed on his stool, gasping, after the second round. I refused to sit, rubbing it in. I leaned on the ropes, looking bored. After the second round, my cornerman caught on to what I was doing, and handed me a newspaper. I pretended to read, ignoring what was around me. It drove the crowd wild.
He got desperate and I got careless, and he managed to take me down in the third. It was a pretty hard scramble there for awhile but I broke loose. I heard later he said it was like trying to hold a snake, people shouldn't be able to move like that.
I started regretting showing off, until he gave me a hard shot to the balls during a break. I had on my cup, of course, and he didn't get me dead center, but it still hurt like hell. To his credit, the referee saw it and stopped the round, warning Carlos.
I grabbed the microphone the announcer had carelessly laid over the ropes in a neutral corner.
"Ladies, gentlemen, amigos. I honor my opponent. He has fought bravely. But it is time to end this. I'm willing to stop, now. We'll call it a draw and forget about the money."
I got applause from many for my gesture, and boos from many who wanted to see me defeated. Carlos refused angrily.
Time to end it, then.
When the round resumed, I took my time, waiting for an opportunity. He had taken a lesson from me, aiming kicks at my thigh. Connected once, that was gonna leave a bruise. He tried a kick again, and I grabbed his leg, pulling him off balance, upending him. He tried to roll away, and I dropped onto his back, driving a knee into his kidney. The whole crowd heard the gasp.
I put my arm round his neck, flipped him on top of me, wrapped my legs around him for leverage, and started applying pressure. He couldn't reach me, though he thrashed mightily, refusing to submit. It took forty five seconds for him to lose consciousness from lack of air.
The referee tapped my shoulder. I released him, and stood. The crowd went quiet, then roared as the referee held my hand up in the universal sign of victory. Everybody loves a winner.
..................................................
The Arena had facilities for the matadors, so I showered and cleaned up before going out to my family. Carlos was an asshole, but he was a pretty good fighter. I had several teeth loose, a split lip, a nasty bruise on my cheek and thigh, and a sore rib.
My family was waiting for me to come out. Angel and her mother had already left, but Gram said they would be by for lunch tomorrow. Gail was laughing.
"If Gram wasn't before, she's a certified wrestling fan now. Did you hear her screaming? When he took that cheap shot, I thought she was gonna go get in the ring and kick his ass. I literally had to hold her in the seat."
Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguez were just as excited, and we were in a good mood when we went for a quick bite afterwards. Gail noticed my limp. She went into nurse mode.
"We need to ice that bruise when we get home, and you could probably use a massage."
Later that night she gave me that massage. She checked out my equipment, then stroked me hard in no time.
"We need to make sure this thing still works right" she said, as she climbed on top.
"Just lay back and let me do the work."
It sounded like a good plan to me. She said the second round was just double checking, better safe than sorry.
I was bruised, contused, and drained. I slept like a rock for ten hours.
I missed breakfast, so I grabbed a banana and went out on the patio. Josh was there with Angel and a few of their friends, and they all wanted to hear about the fight.
I didn't glorify it, but I didn't downplay it either. It turned into a lecture.
"I gave him many opportunities to resolve our differences peacefully, but he always refused. Fighting is always the last step on the path. Remember, my students, it is always, ALWAYS, better to shake a hand than shake a fist."
Then I shared some news. I had gotten an invitation to register our dojo with the martial arts society in Mexico City. If I did this we could participate in competitions. I had already sent the paperwork in.
"Our first tournament is in a month. All of you will get your turn to participate, but only four this time, based on your skill levels. Josh, Angel, Jose, and Carlotta will represent us. Now, we need a name for our dojo, talk to all the students and have some suggestions for me when we meet on Tuesday."
The kids were all excited. I knew the name would be a hot topic for discussion for the next two days.
.................................................
It was almost time for lunch when Angel and her Mom showed up. At first glance I thought she was an older sister, she was that youthful looking. I found out later she was twenty seven , having married and had Angel by the time she was fifteen. It was a pretty common practice in the rural areas, at the time.
She had on a long, colorful skirt and a white blouse on, hair tied back in a bandana. It still almost reached her bottom. Deep, almost chocolate eyes. She was lean, with an ample chest and rounded bottom.
She was a single mother, her husband long departed for Mexico City, before he disappeared completely. Angel was three the last time she saw him.
The spark was there, I felt it the moment we touched. Her hands weren't soft, but strong and slightly calloused. You could tell she did manual labor.
Everyone noticed how tongue tied I got around her. Where my normal confidence went I had no idea. They stayed until dark, and I drove them home. Even in this quiet area there was crime.
Her house was small, but neat and homey. I got the feeling there wasn't a lot of spare money.
I got back to have Gram, Gail, Tia Rodriguez and her sister all grin at me.
"What?"
"Nothing, honey" said Gram, "that Rosalita sure is a sweet girl, isn't she, ladies?"
They all agreed, sagely.
"A fine looking woman, too. It's a wonder she's not married. Maybe the right man hasn't asked her yet" added Tia, looking right at me.
"Stop right now! I just met the woman, don't know a thing about her. Stop trying to marry me off."
They all just laughed and went to bed, all but Gail.
Gail and I had stopped sleeping together about two months ago. She had a steady man now, the young doctor she helped at the clinic. She said it wasn't that serious, but I could look at them and hear wedding bells.
She tried to tease me and I fired back, saying maybe we could have a double wedding. She got kind of quiet.
"He's hinting for something deeper, but it's only been six weeks. I told him gringos didn't move that fast. Still....he makes me so hot! And not just sexually, although he has great stamina."
I held up my hand.
"Whoa girl, too much information there. I'm happy for you though. You deserve good things."
Rosalita and Angel became regulars at Sunday lunch, staying until dark, when I would take them home.
We would eat, socialize with the family, and take walks, sometimes sitting in a quiet part of the patio.
I gave her my life history, and she gave me hers.
The youngest of thirteen, her marriage had been pretty much arranged without her input. He wasn't abusive as much as dismissive. After Angel was born, he pretty much ignored them both. They didn't really miss him when he left. She got a divorce for abandonment after seven years.
It was a month before I could get a real date out of her, If you call taking her, Angel, Gram and Josh to a wrestling match. After my match, they were addicted. Gram had her favorite, a young wrestler who always handed out flowers to the ladies, especially older ones, as he made his way to the ring. Gram had two she had pressed as mementos. He was The Lover, and wore a white mask with little red hearts. He wasn't a lover in the ring. He had a lot of talent and was relentless.
Diego got the seats for us, some of the best. He was after me relentlessly to wrestle for him, I had become a bit of an urban myth, a gringo Tlaloc, the Aztec god of thunderstorms and earthquakes. He had given me the nickname.
Rosalita liked it when she heard him call me that.
"It suits you. You're a storm that gathers slowly, meaning you're slow to anger. But when it builds up until the pressure is too much, you, like storms and earthquakes, explode suddenly and with great violence, sometimes leaving things destroyed or shattered in your wake. I hope you never get angry with me."
Never thought of myself quite like that.
We were in Mexico City, and after the match we had a nice dinner at one of the best restaurants in town. Chinese, something Rosalita and Angel had never tried. They loved it. I got a feeling they didn't eat out much.
I got my first kiss that night. She sent Angel in, saying she wanted to talk to me.
"Thank you for tonight. We both enjoyed it, it's the best time we've had in quite awhile."
I'm pretty sure was just meant to be a thank you peck, but it ended up lasting five minutes, gaining heat and momentum. Lips parted after about a minute and a half, tongues fighting for dominance in three. She broke it off quickly, breathing heavily, before mumbling goodnight and practically running into her house.
It took me about five minutes to get my breathing in control before I could leave. I lay awake for a long time that night, thinking.
She went with us the next Saturday for our first tournament. Two cars full, Me, Rosalita, and the kids in mine, Gail, Gram, and two sets of parents in the other.
One of the proudest moments of my life was when we introduced. Each dojo had a symbol and a flag. After a lot of discussion, the kids settled on "Hands of Peace", and our symbol was three hands joined together, one black, one brown, one white.
We didn't have a lot of respect when we went in. We left with six trophies. Three for katas, or in our case sets, and three for point fighting. Josh won two, Angel won two, and the others one each.
I sprang for ice cream for the whole group afterwards, and had a bunch of happy, tired kids when we got home.
I told them not to expect these kinds of results every time.



The local paper did a little spread on us, Taking a picture of the whole group in their uniforms, the trophies held in their hands. Suddenly I had people calling wanting to join and find out our fees. I hurt some feelings when I said it was something I did for the neighborhood kids and was just a hobby. I had to promise if I did open a studio I would let them know.
Rosalita urged me to do it.
"It would do a lot of good, think of the positive influence it would have. We need that right now."
She was right. It was 1985 by then, and the drug presence was becoming more prominent. We were pretty much left alone, but it was getting bad in Mexico City and other urban areas.
Josh was getting taller, filling out. He was going to be over six feet, I was sure. He was hitting the weights, and at almost twelve, he was doing ninth grade level work in the school. I could see him going to college early.
I did strike a deal with Diego, and worked out one day a week with his wrestlers, teaching moves that would serve them well in the ring. His fighters started winning a lot more, and though they tried to keep it quiet, others figured it out and tried to hire me away. I stayed with Diego, this was a hobby and he was my friend.
I returned to the ring two months later, talked into it by Diego, Rosalita, and my whole extended family. It was a benefit for the medical clinic Gail volunteered at, and they needed the money.
I would wrestle anyone who challenged me for fifteen hundred U.S., proceeds going to the clinic. The local paper pushed it hard, and a few Mexico City papers mentioned it in their sports section.
The city I lived in was Delgado, and so I became known as the Delgado Gringo, civic pride being a big thing in these little towns. Tia made me a new mask, American colors on one side, Mexican on the other, with the yellow star still in the middle.
At first there weren't any takers, and I was just about to tell Diego I would just do it as an exhibition to sell more tickets, when the most prominent wrestler in Mexico City, The Hawk, accepted the challenge, to 'teach those arrogant gringos' a lesson. Response was so great they had to change the venue to a soccer field in Mexico City.
I did my research, watching films of his matches going back a year. it was apparent to me he had a deeper background than wrestling. A few inquiries later, I found out he was a black belt in judo, no one knew how high. I was going to have to be very careful. This one could kick my ass if I wasn't on my toes. And if he won, he got to keep the money. Since I put the money up, I had a lot to lose.
The crowd was almost seven thousand. The prerunners to jumbotrons had been set up at strategic places so the crowd could get a good view. Every TV station in the area was there to cover it, as well as the newspapers. A radio station was going to broadcast a running commentary. For the first time, I was nervous.
Rosalita and Gail kept me calmed down until it was time. We were the main event.
We went out before The Hawk, being considered the challenger. The town band was there, playing El Dugeullo, No Quarter in English, and we were proceeded out by my dojo, carrying our flag, the Mexican flag, the American flag, the flag of our local province, and the city flag, while the band played. I came out behind the band, with Gail on one arm, and Rosalita on the other, followed by Diego and Josh, who were my corner men. It was quite an entrance. The crowd ate it up. Just before I went into the ring, Rosalita gave me an intense kiss.
"Go on, Tlaloc, bring down thunder and shake the earth."
One of the TV stations caught the whole exchange and the crowd yelled their approval.
His entrance wasn't quite as lavish, and the effect was much less. He was already pissed off.
It was brutal. I knew from the first blow he was going for knockout instead of submission. Neither of us could gain advantage. I wanted to drag it out to wear him down. He was listed at two eighty, and I could tell despite his muscles he was used to having one too many tacos at lunch.
So I ran him, weaving in and out, striking, kicking, clinching, although I tried to stay away from that, Judo was a strong grappling art. I had a five inch reach on him, and I tried to use it.
I almost lost in the third round, he caught me with a roundhouse kick that bounced me off the ropes and right back into his fists. I was saved by the bell.
While Josh was trying to get the cobwebs out of my head, Diego was deconstructing the round.
"He almost got you, miho, watch his legs. He's running out of steam, so he's gonna push to finish it before he gets too tired and makes a bad mistake. Use your reach, and go to your left. He's not as good on that side. Remember, watch his legs."
He was right, he kept trying to bull me into the ropes and grapple me. I stayed in the center of the ring as much as possible, jabbing and kicking.
With thirty seconds left, I caught him with a front kick right in the mouth. He went into the ropes, expecting me to follow in. I didn't, and when he bounced back I dropped and hooked his ankle, bringing him down. In a surprise move, because I had been avoiding it all night, I rolled him up and had his arm locked before he could regroup. The match was over, submit or I broke his elbow or dislocated his shoulder. He was smart enough to know it, and slapped the canvas, the sign of submission.
It was all I could do to get up, but I staggered to my feet. He lay there for a second, before I reached down and offered my hand. After a few seconds he took it, and I helped him to his feet.
After the announcement, he shook my hand, and held my arm up. I hugged him and told him never again. He grinned and said "you got that right", and we both limped out of the ring.
My little town celebrated all night. One of their own, a giantkiller.
We got interviewed by the papers, radio, and television. The fight was broadcast before every lucha libre program for three weeks. It got embarrassing. Suddenly everyone was calling me Tlaloc, having heard Rosalita on television.
Rosalita choose that night to become intimate.
No pain no gain got a whole new meaning.
................................................
I drove her home that night. She would be alone, Angel was staying with Diego, his daughter was her age and they had become fast friends.
We sat in the Cherokee, talking about the fight, and life in general. She reached for the door and I thought the night was over.
"Walk me in, please?"
Her house was small, almost spartan. I didn't know what she did exactly, but it was obvious there wasn't a lot of money for extras.
She had family pictures on the wall, and one separate section just for Angel. There was a large one of her in her uniform, and the newspaper photo of her with her trophies. The actual trophies sat on a shelf beneath the pictures. I was surprised to see two of me, one taken while she and I were sitting on the patio of my house, and one of me in my lucha libre mask.
She brewed a pot of the strong coffee they favored and I had become addicted to, and we sat on her sofa.
The distance between us closed gradually until we were snuggled together, kissing.
She stood, reached down to me.
"Come."
We went to her bedroom. She stopped turned to me, and kissed me fiercely, then stepped back.
She pulled the drawstring on her blouse, shaking it off her shoulders, showing her white bra. The skirt came next, until both garments were on the floor. She turned her back to me.
"Unhook me."
My hands were actually shaking as her bra came off. I stood, admiring her toned back, the delicate curve of her spine down to her deliciously shaped bottom. Still with her back to me, she wriggled out of her panties. Stepping out, she turned, dropping the bra. Her breasts were small, firm, enticing. Her bottom was covered by a lush bush, a riot of black, silky hair. Pale pink lips peeked out, a testament to her arousal.
Her skin was the color of rich caramel. And she did indeed looked good enough to eat.
I was so moved by her beauty I just stood there, until she got impatient and started tugging my tee shirt up. Snapping out of my daze, it didn't take me long to lose my clothes.
Because I was so sore, we went slow and easy. Of average size, I was amazed of how tight she was. She told me later she hadn't been with a man for three years, the only relief she had came from her fingers and the handle of her hair brush.
Emotion and lust took over, and I ignored my pain. Soon we were pounding together in want and need, reaching our mutual climax within seconds of each other.
We relaxed together for a few minutes before she snuggled to me and giggled.
"Thank you, Tlaloc, I really did feel the earth move."
"You're welcome, my Chalchiuhtlicue, thank you for welcoming me into your wet center."
I couldn't see her face in the dark, but I felt her stiffen for a second, before she hugged me tightly. Chalchiuhtlicue was the Aztec goddess of lakes and water, and mate to Tlaloc.
We made love twice more, later that night and first thing in the morning.
I had never seen her smile so much, as she made us a breakfast of rich coffee and fresh fruit. I drove her to pick up Angel and bring them to lunch.
Angel sat in the back and grinned at us, and the smiles, knowing looks, and downright smirks on the faces of the ladies present at lunch was enough to make me consider running. All that held me there was the death grip Rosalita had on my hand.
.................................................
I had forgotten how great it was to be in love. Rosie and Angel practically lived with us. Angel had decided she liked Josh more as a potential brother than boyfriend, and they were almost always together. He was fine tuning her English, to the point where she was better than Rosie.
We went out as a family once a week, and Rosie and I had date night on Saturdays. Angel stayed at my house those nights.
I was in love, she was in love. I proposed. She turned me down.
I was so shocked I couldn't speak for awhile. When I finally calmed down and she stopped crying, I asked her why.
"I'm not a good match for you. You're an important man in this town. I don't know how much wealth you have, but I know it's a good bit. You need a woman of breeding, someone to match your stature, not a poor country girl who can barely read and write. I'm old[she was twenty seven], I can't give you a lot of children. I have nothing to offer."
Every time I got comfortable in that country, I would find myself getting a shock.
I held her face with both my hands, forcing her to look at me.
"Rosie, baby, look at me. I don't care if you have no money. I don't care if you're a country girl. You're the one I want. I love you and only you. And you have more breeding in your little finger than those pretenders in town do in their whole body. As for children, you've already given me a perfect daughter, it would be unseemly to want more than that."
"Say you'll join with me, Chalchiuhtlicue, or the earth will shake with the force of my tears."
She started crying uncontrollable, but managed to stutter out a yes. I had already bought a ring, and had it sized. At Sunday lunch the next day, she didn't say a word, just held her hand out. I was kissed by the ladies, had my hand shook by the men.
She was, of course, Catholic, and the wedding was held in the local chapel, after a six month engagement. A lot of her family came. Josh had never seen so many kids his age, and all of them were about to be cousins. The wedding went off without a hitch, and I heard the party lasted two days. We weren't there, we were off to our honeymoon. We were gone two weeks, to Cancun, then we came back, picked up Josh and Angel, and went home.
The invasion of illegals hadn't started yet, and my family viewed her as exotic. Her natural beauty and charm put them at ease fairly quickly. Mom fell in love with her. She pulled me aside, grinning.
"Damn, honey, what have you got against white girls? You improved over your last one, and I don't mean that in an insulting way. This girl has class, she's probably too good for you."
It was summer vacation for the kids, and when we went back to Mexico. Josh and Angel stayed behind. My Mom practically begged Rosie to let them stay.
"I'm getting old, and I've never had much time with Josh, and I'd like to get to know my new granddaughter better. Just a week or two, please? It'll be good for Angel, help get her acclimated for when you move back."
We had talked that over before we got married. I had been plant manager for almost two years. I had only committed to five, and at the end of the term we were going to pass management to locals. My old plant manager was retiring in two more years, and I had been assured the job was mine when that happened. I though she would be more reticent. She surprised me.
"I can't wait to start our new life together. My family doesn't live close, I moved here with my first husband. I've got some good friends, but none are as important as my new family. It will be much better for Angel. If we stay here she is pretty limited in what she can do with her life."
She was right, and what she wasn't saying was she wanted her out of the area. Drugs were becoming more and more of a problem, the cartels were pretty much established and expanding their territories, occasionally disputing the borders. The conflicts were bloody, and many locals were caught in the middle.
They were taking over local governments, corrupting the cops with drugs and money.
I had about six months left before we were moving back to the states when the local alcalde paid me a visit.
We always tried to maintain good relations with the government, so when he dropped by for an unscheduled visit, I thought nothing of it.
Newly elected, I hadn't had a chance to meet him. The conversation shocked me.
After exchanging pleasantries, he got down to business.
"My 'party' has looked over the needs of the community, and unfortunately, we're going to have to increase your taxes and fees by twenty five per cent."
I was troubled. Part of the deal for us coming to the area was guarantees over these things. I couldn't understand why he wanted to violate the agreement.
"Sir, you have the advantage. Does the city council agree with this?"
He waved his hand dismissively.
"There was no need to bother them with petty details. The tax will be paid monthly, directly to me. I will disburse it as I see the need."
I held his gaze until he dropped his head.
"I'll have to think about this, present it to my superiors. It will take a few days to get you an answer."
"The first of the month is in three days. I expect to collect the tax at that time, regardless of what your people say. You have no choice if you want to keep operating. It would be a shame if the workers went on strike, or electrical service were interrupted for days while repairs were made. I'm sure the tax isn't worth the aggravation of fighting it."
He had a sneer on his face. I stood up.
"Out! Right now."
He rose unhurriedly.
"Think about it carefully. It would be a shame if the clinic had to close, or the road to your house were closed for repair indefinitely. And your lovely family, your new wife, take care of them. These are troubling times."
I had him jammed up against my office wall, my arm over his throat, before he knew what was happening. I was eye to eye with him.
"Listen carefully, alcalde. If the first hair is knocked out of place on my wife and family, I will hold you personally responsible. As you say, these are troubling times. It would be a shame to involve the federales in such a small squabble, don't you agree?"
There was naked fear in his eyes. He knew scrutiny from the federal government would not bode well. He tried to save face.
"Let me talk to my advisors, perhaps we can reduce the tax a bit."
"Understand me, this company will not pay a dime you try to extort from us. If you push us, we'll simply close and go elsewhere. To be honest, orders are dwindling, so it wouldn't take much. Think about it. And, alcade, never speak of my family again. Do you understand?"
He rushed out of the office. I followed him out to his car. His driver was Carlos. Figures.
"You should choose your associates more carefully. alcalde." I was looking right at Carlos when I said it. His face turned dark, and he headed towards me.
"Stop" said the alcalde, "now is not the time."
He reluctantly got into the car and rove off. I went back to the office to think. Most of my team was already gone. Gail, myself, and two maintenance men were all that was left. Time to send them home.
I called the assistant manager in, and told him I would be taking a personal day tomorrow.
He was a man I trusted, so I told him about my conversation.
"This is very bad, 'Berto. Rumor has it his campaign was financed by Don Vittorio. What are we going to do?"
"I'm going to look into in the morning, start things rolling to protect ourselves."
He smiled for the first time during the conversation.
"Ah. Are you going to summon Tlaloc? Rain fire and death on his enemies?"
I just grinned.
"In a way."
I talked the whole situation over with the family.
Rosie and the family were shaken, except for Gail.
"Fuck them! I'm not hiding."
"I don't want you to hide. What I want you to do is be careful, a little more aware ofyour surroundings. Please?"
She agreed, and I went by the gym to talk to Diego. He heard me out, thinking.
"I hear you're thinking about taking up farming. You'll need workers."
He turned to his wrestlers, picking three.
"Juan, Tomas, Filipe, this is your new boss. Do a good job for him, I',m sure he'll pay you well."
He turned back to me.
"They start tomorrow. I'll need a little money, to make sure they have the right tools. You can trust them."
I gave Diego a check, noting it as training fees. He knew not to cash it locally. I wondered what caliber the hoes and shovels would be.
I went into Mexico City the next day, and called on a few suppliers, in case anyone was watching.
Then I found a public pay phone and made a collect call.
The Vice President of our company was surprised to hear from me. He was head of international business, and we knew each other slightly.
"What's up, Bobby? The phone lines down at the plant?"
As concisely as I could, I explained the situation. He was smart, not interrupting until I was through. We had plants in several volatile areas, and he had experience. At the end, I asked him what he wanted to do.
"Nothing. We have two days, I'll make a few calls, get things started. Be careful, Bobby, I've had a little experience with these things. If it comes down to it and we run out of time, pay the extortion. It'll give us some time. Someone will be along soon."
"Oh, you may want to get your family out soon. These people are well versed in terrorism, and how to get results. One of the quickest way is to attack the families."
Rosie had a fit, but in the end agreed. I surprised her and got visas for the Rodriguez family. They had been like family for years, and I didn't want them caught in the fallout. I was relieved when they all jumped at the chance. They had a daughter in America, and she was always asking them to come for a visit.
They left first, after announcing to the community that their daughter had sent them tickets. It happened all the time, and no one remarked on it.
Rosie, Gail, and her husband let it out they were going to visit a rural region farther south, to look at establishing another clinic. He didn't want to leave, but Gail was five months pregnant, and he wouldn't leave her in danger.
Instead of going south, they went north to Mexico City. They were on a plane in ninety minutes.



I was alone now, just me and the three wrestlers.
...............................................
A new vendor came by, and wanted a meeting.
"My name is Vincente Doran. I'm a major in the federal police force. I understand you have a little problem?"
I told him the story. We had paid the first extortion payment to give us room to plan. The next payment was due in ten days.
"What do you want me to do?"
"Give them the money, but do it here. We'll have it wired, and will hear and tape the whole thing. Then we'll follow the money, see who the kingpin. When we get enough information, we'll arrest them all."
It took another two months, but they had what they wanted, the leader, and raids took place over a three month period. I was on a plane an hour before the raids started happening. I never returned.
..................................................
My extended family mobbed me at the airport.
Rosie looked a little thicker. Maybe American food agreed with her. I said as much.
She smiled and put my hand on her stomach.
"Something American agreed with me. You're going to be a father again in five months."
Sometimes life works out like you want.
She told me after our reunion romp that night how happy she was we were out and no one got hurt.
"I was so afraid you'd get involved."
I smiled grimly in the darkness.
Tia Rodriguez' sister, the widow, decided not to leave. Two nights before I was to leave, she was beaten nearly to death. I rushed to the hospital when I heard.
Besides being beaten, she had two deep cuts.
I got to talk to her just before the drugs took effect. She had a broken jaw, arm, hand, three fingers on the other hand, and ribs. Sixty eight stitches to various parts of her body. She was sixty nine.
"Tell me Maria, who did this?" I whispered in her ear, so no one else could hear.
She grasp my hand.
"Carlos" she croaked, "machete. He asked what you were going to do about it."
I hugged her as she fell asleep, then made arrangements to pay her hospital bill.
I stopped by the gym.
"Sent word to Carlos. Tell him tomorrow afternoon, Rosalita's house. And tell him to be sure and bring his machete."
Diego tried to talk me out of it, then gave up.
"Tell him to come, Diego. Make sure he knows I'm not the only one with a family. He better be there."
It was quiet in her old house, all the furniture given away, waiting for its' new occupants.
I had Rosie's machete. It was well balanced, worn but serviceable, and razor sharp. I watched her cut some sugar cane with it once, amazed at the ease she had cutting through the stalks. I tested the edge, it was razor sharp. She laughed.
"I'm a single woman. There have been times when I had to dissuade a wouldbe suitor. It cuts more than cane, if it has too."
It was a lot like a short Chinese broadsword I had used. I worked with it for a few hours the night before and this morning, until I was comfortable.
He came, but not alone. He had four men with him, one his son. I stood in the door and smirked at him.
"Afraid to come alone?"
He grinned back.
"No, gringo. I wanted witnesses to your death. On the off chance I lose, they will shoot you, so you die either way."
"I don't think so" said a voice from the tree line.
Diego and three of his men were there, each with a pistol or rifle. They all had on plain luche libre masks.
"Whoever wins, walks away. Then it will be over. Agreed?"
The men nodded. Carlos looked uncomfortable, which made me grin wider.
"Well, let's see how you do against a man, instead of an old woman. Or you could drop to your knees and beg for your life. Do it, and I might let you live."
I stepped out of the door, the machete held loosely by my side.
Knowing he had no choice, he charged me, swinging. I easily parried the blow, hitting him on his ass with the flat of my blade as he went past. It made a loud smacking sound, and had to hurt. I heard someone laughed. Everyone knew I could have killed him then.
He became more cautious, but didn't have my skills. Soon he was bleeding from two deep cuts, one on each side of his chest.
"How does it feel, puta? It's in the same place you cut Maria. Hurts like hell, doesn't it? Now, you gonna stand there crying like a little bitch, or you want more?"
He was game. Soon he had a few more cuts, including one deep into his cheek.
"Damn, that's gonna leave a scar."
He had scored on me, twice. I ended up with three stitches on my neck, and five on my forearm.
I got tired of the game and put him on his knees, with my machete at his throat.
"I'm done. Give me your word you'll leave this place, and I'll let you life. Keep going and all you'll be going to is a shallow, unmarked grave in the middle of nowhere. Make your choice."
He wanted to continue, I could see it in his eyes.
But he dropped his head.
"Can I take my family?"
"Take anyone you like" I told him, "just be gone by tomorrow."
I turned and walked away, watching the eyes of his men. When I saw his son's eye widen, I jumped sideways and turned. Carlos had pulled a pistol. Why he didn't just shoot instead of rushing me I'll never know. I reacted on instinct, watching the machete flash. His pistol hit the ground, with his hand still holding it.
His arm was spurting blood.
"Tourniquet!" I yelled.
His son stripped off his shirt and belt. we bound the arm and tightened the belt to keep him from bleeding out.
Just before they got him in the car I grabbed his head, going eye to eye.
"This ends, now. You do anything else, I'll cut off your other hand, maybe a foot. Then I go after your family. Do you understand?" He nodded, weakly.
I looked at his son.
"Make sure you both understand. I mean it, I'm tired of fooling around."
I heard through Diego he told the hospital it was a farming accident. By no, injuries like this were getting more common, and the staff had learned not to ask. They tried to reattach it, but it didn't work.
Diego shipped me the machete. It hangs with my other martial arts weapons.
................................................
My mom lived long enough to see two more grandchildren, one of each, black haired beauties with light caramel skin. Our rift had finally healed, and she loved Connie, her newest granddaughter so much she almost lived with her.
I got my plant manager job, as promised.
Rosie went to school with a vengeance, earning a high school diploma and an associate degree in four years. She is now going for her four year degree. She plans to be a Spanish teacher.
I rejoined my old dojo, and bought a half interest in it. Josh and Angel are both part time instructors. Two of their old classmates had made it to America, moved to our town, and started training. I had written them all a long letter goodbye with a promise to help them any way I could. They were the only ones who took me up on it.
I finally went to New York and tested, jumping two ranks at once, something rare.
Josh showed them film highlights of my lucha libre career. They laughed until I took down another instructor and put him into submission.
.................................................
It was a small town, so I knew it had to happen eventually.
I was getting my new daughter out of her car seat. She was almost eighteen months old, speaking a mix of English ans Spanish. Rosie was standing there waiting, five months along with her new brother.
We turned around and literally bumped into her.
She had gained even more weight, she had to be over two fifty now. She was thirty six, and looked forty six. Tears glistened in her eyes.
"Hello Bobby. How are you?"
"I'm fine, Shondra. How are you."
She sighed.
"Oh, I'll do. It's good to see you."
I felt Rosie tightening her grip on my arm. She knew who she was, Gram had shown her pictures.
"Where are my manners? Shondra, this is Rosalita Margarita Consuelo Gomez Turner, my wife. Honey, this is Shondra Riley, my former wife."
She shook her hand coolly, before smiling.
"It's nice to meet someone from his past. I'm sure you made some good memories, just as I'm doing now. Come, honey, if you want to talk, give me Constance Julietta, it's too hot for her out here."
Her eyes widened, we had named her after Gram and my mother, like we had planned to do, if we ever had a daughter.
"No, it's all right, You're carrying enough right now. Shondra, you should go see Gram more, she asks for you, and her health isn't getting any better. Nice to see you."
I could see the tears forming in her eyes as we turned. I felt bad for her, until I looked into the warm chocolate eyes of my wife.
.................................................
That's it. Hoped you liked it, and as always, thanks for investing the time. Votes are welcom, comments encouraged. Until next time.
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I sat at the desk, looking at the camera.
"Good news! At least for me. I found two people to do my research."
I paused.
"Let me rephrase that. I had a lot of resumes sent to me, but these two took the initiative to hunt me down, and threatened me with bodily harm unless I hired them."
"So welcome Josh and Amber to my project. I also got a bonus. Amber has a best friend, Sarah, who is a radio and television major. She came on board, convincing me I needed a producer/director, to keep me from saying something stupid. I hired her, but I've got to tell you, nobody is that good."
"Also, I got another cameraman at the suggestion of Carlos, my original cameraman. No, it's not instead of, it's in addition to."
I paused to look at the cameras Sarah told me to in my ear bud.
"In the future, thanks to these guys, I might actually look like I know what I'm doing."
I turned around to the pictures on the wall. There were two new pictures there, The Scream, and a Wyeth painting, the one of his pig.
I pointed.
"Like these prints? I love art. If you like to watch for little details like that, you'll note they change for every show."
I turned back around.
"Like I said in my original broadcast, this is a show about me, and what I'm interested in. Sarah is pushing me to get to the point, so here it is."
"What do I want to talk about, what do I want to know? Short answer, everything."
"How politics really work. Are the current parties doomed? What will this country be like in fifty years? Will it be better?"
"At some point I want to talk about religion. Why is your God better than ours, and why are you willing to kill me to prove it? Is there really a God? Is it male or female?"
"You name it. Sex. Drugs. Rock and Roll. Food. Global Warming. Murder. Violence. Love. Marriage. Death. Growing Old. Guns. Education. Hunger. Health Care. Poverty. Wealth. Alternative Lifestyles. Illegal Immigration. Art. Afterlife. Which did come first, the chicken or the egg?"
I stopped for a breath.
"There is a bunch more, but that'll do to start. I have a list, and think of things every day to add. I'm sure I'll run out of money long before I run out of topics."
"My first, official show will be in two weeks. My gurus of communication have established a website. It will be on the screen shortly. Please, go on it and state an opinion, something you'd like to see discussed by real people. We may ask you to be a guest, maybe not, but we will always appreciate your input.
"I'll have the subject lined up next week, and will be taking volunteers for guests. There will be another half hour show next week, then the week after it will be a full hour. Maybe longer. If it's a good topic, we might do two shows on it."
"I have one more picture I'd like to show you. Can you zoom in, Carlos?"
It was a young woman, in her early twenties. Long curly hair, she had on a peasant blouse and a long skirt. She was barefoot and there was a wreath of flowers in her hair.
"This is my great aunt Elsa. It was taken in 1967, in San Francisco. That's right, she was a flower child. The stories she would tell! It's due to her I'm getting to chase this silly quest. She gave me the money, but more importantly, she gave me the motivation. More on her later. I hope you're smiling down at me from wherever you are, Elsa. You were always my favorite relative. I love you."
I wiped a tear out of my eye.
"I need to get a little more thick skinned, I think. Maybe not. I don't mind showing emotion, it's what makes us human."
I looked at the camera one more time.
"Remember, hit the site and tell me what you'd like to hear discussed. Until next week."
Just before I faded out, I made one more comment.
"One more thing. In this world, and especially this economy, people need a hand up, more than they need a handout. Goodnight, all."
................................................
As the lights came up Sarah was standing there smiling. Carlos and Ed, the new cameraman, were grinning.
She hugged me.
"we're going to have so much fun. The link to our site has only been up for fifteen minutes, and it's already gotten three hundred messages. I guess someone is out there watching."
That made me feel good. I only paid the group for one day a week, so I would have to read the bulk of them. I hoped I was up to the task.
..................................................
I went back to the huge house I lived in. It could easily qualify for a mansion. Eight bedrooms, two stories, a two bedroom bungalow for the house and groundskeeper. I felt more comfortable there than I did in 'the big house'. Maybe my tastes were a bit more plebian.
I grabbed my great aunts' old guitar. I was taking lessons, something she suggested as a coping technique. She was right, as usual. As I did my scales and worked on chord progressions, my mind emptied. I played a few simple songs, singing. I didn't have a very good voice, but there was no one else around to hear.
Gently placing it on the stand, I rubbed my hand lightly over the autographs. Jimi Hendrix. Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh. John Sebastian. And a small scribble at the bottom, barely legible. John Lennon. Her very first autograph.
She had met him on a beach in Florida, where they were resting in between dates. It was their first U.S. tour. They were known, but not as famous as they would become, so they could still walk a quiet beach in relative security. She was trying to tune the guitar. After several minutes, he couldn't stand it and came over, offering to do it for her. He stayed, sang a couple of songs with her, drank one of her beers. He invited her to their next show. She never went, and never saw him again. She cried when he got shot, over a nice boy that had helped her tune a guitar, not the rock legend recluse he had become.
The guitar was valued at two hundred twenty thousand, just for the autographs.
I needed to sell the house. Not for financial reasons, I just didn't need the space, and everywhere I looked there were memories of her. God how I had loved that old woman.
................................................
I was ten when I met her the first time, in 1993. She was standing on the porch when I opened the door. She hadn't knocked, I was going out and she didn't have time. She was probably fifty at the time, but looked younger. She had on one of those flowing dresses she favored, sunglasses, and a large straw hat.
She jumped a little when I opened the door.
"Who are you? I hope you're not one of those Jehovah people. They really irritate mom."
She laughed, and I fell in love instantly. It was warm, bubbly, and heartfelt.
"You must be Barry. You look just like your grandmother. And as far as the irritation level, wait until your mom sees me. I'm your great aunt Elsa. Your grandmother and I were sisters. Do you remember her?"
I did, barely. I was five when she passed away. All I remembered was grey hair, big hugs, and a great smelling kitchen.
Mom came to the door.
"Barry, who are you talking to? It's not those religious people again is it? I've already told them not to bot...."
She stopped, her mouth hanging open.
"Hello Carol" said Elsa, quietly. "Bet you never expected me at the door, did you?"
I looked from one to the other, wondering what was going on. Mom opened her mouth several times before she could make enough words to invite her in.
"What are you doing here?" She finally came out with.
Elsa had regained her good humor by then.
"Well hello to you, my darling niece. Graham had to go to a conference here in town and I thought I'd tag along, maybe see the only family I got left."
She turned to me.
"I feel like ice cream. Want some?"
What ten year old doesn't like ice cream. She took my hand and looked at mom.
"Coming, Carol?" Mom was speechless again when she saw the limo. For a woman that had been all over the world, she never once held a drivers' license.
We went to the ice cream parlor. Banana splits, something mom rarely let me have. She talked to me more than mom, and I loved it. She asked mom for the time. She never owned a watch in her life, either.
"Goodness! Time to collect Graham from that stuffy old meeting. Well, it was good to see you again, Carol. You guys are the only family I have left. I'd like to see more of you, if that's all right."
I was all for that, but Mom said we'd have to see. I don't think she saw the pain in her eyes, but I did. I took her hand, shocking my mom. I was almost phobic about people touching me.
"I'd like to see you again, Aunt Elsa."
She kissed my cheeks, something else I didn't allow.
"I hope I get to, young Barry. Call me, Carol."
She handed her a card and whirled out to the car.
Mom told Dad about the visit at dinner. He had never met her. They had sent her a wedding invitation, but she was out of the country, doing something in Africa for the Peace Corps. He had never met her.
"She's an odd old girl, wild as can be when she was young. Maybe she's changed, and Barry sure likes her."
Dad raised his eyebrows at me.
"She was fun. I thought so, anyway."
I heard them talking later.
"Maybe we should let her suck up to him. They have no kids, and her husband is loaded. Might work out well for us."
That was my Mom. She constantly obsessed about money, but not enough to get a job, even part time.
My Dad was annoyed, I could hear it in his voice.
"Don't worry about the money, Carol. If they like each other, let her spend some time with him. You know how he's been since Junie died. It might bring him out of his shell."
Junie had been my twin sister, hit by a car as she rode her bike to the corner store. I was with her and saw it all. He was flying, and crossed the line. I saw her go flying over his car, landing headfirst on the pavement. She was dead before I got to her. He kept driving, they never caught him. We were nine, proud that Mom would let us ride that far. It was three years before I got on a bike again. I just shut down.
Looking back, I should have been in therapy, but we didn't have the money, and it never occurred to them at the time. Aunt Elsa was the first thing that had sparked my interest since the accident.
When I was twelve and seeing her regularly, I opened up and told her about it. She held me for two hours while I cried myself out. To lose a sibling that young is hard enough, but a twin? It was like half of me died with her.
It started out slowly. I sent her a homemade birthday card. She sent me a gift certificate for two hundred dollars on mine. It paid for most of my school clothes that year.
The she moved to our town and she and her husband bought the huge house, in the best neighborhood. I was soon a fixture. Her husband was a bit older, but seemed to take a liking to me. He took me fishing for the first time, pleased when I caught a nice bass. He had our picture taken, and Aunt Elsa had it framed and put on the coffee table.
When I was sixteen, she talked my parents into letting me go with her to Africa, to help put in a safe water system for two villages. I loved it, and for the first time got a glimpse of how different life could be for others.
We slept on mats on the floor, used an outhouse, boiled our water before we could use it until the system was in place. I loved it. I almost got married, by mistake.
She was the daughter of the chief by his third wife. Already eighteen, she had been married and widowed. He died in a border skirmish. She liked me. I liked her, especially when she showed me her boobs. She asked me out to another village for some kind of ritual. Luckily Aunt Elsa caught wind of it.
"It's a group marriage ceremony. If you went, and she got you into the circle, you would have been legally married in this country. That could lead to all kinds of complications."
She smoothed it over, presenting the girl with a small dowry, to make her a better marriage prospect. Late the next night, I woke to feel ample breasts pressed against my arm.
"Huh?" I said drowsily, trying to process what was happening.
She put her hand over my mouth, the other went to my crotch.
I was sixteen, a mass of raging hormones. Of course I let nature take its' course. Halfway through the second time I heard Aunt Elsa giggle, and she got up and left.
We did it four times, and by the time we were done I had a pretty good grasp of female anatomy, and what girls liked. I was deflowered by a genuine African princess. I tried to talk about it the next afternoon.
"Hush" Aunt Elsa said, giggling. "Legal age in this country is fourteen, so no one was breaking any laws."
"Plus, I heard she gave you a pretty good report. It was her way of thanking us for the dowry. Accept the gesture as it was given."
She sat for a minute before breaking into laughter.
"Watch out for the other girls. I think they were gambling to see who got you next."
I was glad when we left three days later. The girls would catch me alone and be all over me. Aunt Elsa finally talked to them, and they backed off, a little. Didn't stop them from flashing their boobs or their butts when no one was looking. I had a constant erection.
I blushed so much the team leader asked if I was coming down with a fever, which sent my aunt into fits of laughter.
"Jungle fever" she said solemnly. "The only know cure is eleven thousand miles of distance."
The other guys, all older, gave me a ration of shit all the way home. I think they were jealous. Needless to say, when my parents asked if it was interesting, I could definitely say yes.
Her husband died while I was a high school senior, from a stroke. He was the total opposite of Elsa. Conservative, quiet, he possessed a razor sharp mind. She was thirty nine when she met him. She said it was the first time she ever fell in love. She pursued him relentlessly until he gave in. They loved each other deeply for the seventeen years they were together.
He left me a little trust fund, that I used to help pay for college. I was one of his pallbearers, and sat with Aunt Elsa through the service. I lived with her two months while she recovered.
She finally sent me home, saying she had it together. I heard her crying often when she didn't know I was around, but I obeyed her and went home.
It was her time to comfort me when in my sophomore year of college my parents died of carbon monoxide poisoning. A faulty oil heating system. Mom was always after him to have it checked.
I got a nice insurance package and sold the house, knowing I wouldn't ever sleep there again.
Aunt Elsa invested it for me, and I spent most college holidays with her. We were the only family each of us had left.
................................................
I met Deb my senior year. She too was a bit of a wild child, spoiled rotten by her parents. They apparently had 'no' erased from their vocabulary.
We were at a fall mixer, held at her sorority house. I wasn't in a fraternity, but my best friend was, so I often tagged along.
I was dancing to a slow song when I felt her eyes on me. I had let my hair grow long, mostly due to Aunt Elsa. One too many flower power stories, I guess.
When the song was over, I half carried the girl I was with back to a couch, sitting her down carefully. She wanted another drink but I wouldn't give it to her. She was almost passed out by then. I tried to get her up. When she wouldn't go, I grabbed the first girl that wandered by, asking for help. She giggled and staggered on.
The jocks were watching her, waiting for her to pass out. I was stuck. She was a big girl, and dead weight. I felt a tap on my shoulder.
It was Deb.
"Help me pull her up. We'll walk her to her house."
Luckily she lived next door. A couple girls helped us get her to her room. She started snoring as soon as her head hit the pillow.
"I'd hate to be her head in the morning" I thought, as I turned to leave. Deb grabbed my arm.
"Where are you going? You looked like the most interesting guy at the party, but you were with her. She's out of the picture now, care for a glass of wine?"
I declined. I had already passed my limit.
"Okay. No booze. Walk me to the coffee shop."
The coffee shop was a popular hangout, especially to those trying to sober up after a party. They served a good breakfast, too.
We ordered two coffees, this was at the beginning of the specialty coffee craze, and the Starbucks was closed.
She held out her hand.
"Debra Swinson. Call me Deb."
"Barry Silversmith. You can call me Barry."
She looked me over, trying to tell if I was being facetious, before she broke into a grin.
"So, what fraternity do you belong to?"
"None. I was there with a friend. I don't have the time or inclination for that type of lifestyle."
She decided I wasn't making judgements because she was in a sorority. I found later she was constantly like that, trying to find hidden agendas and meanings in the slightest comment. Apparently she wasn't of the 'sometimes a cigar is just a cigar' school of thought.
"If you don't belong to a fraternity, what dorm are you in?"
"None. I have an apartment just off campus. Not too large, but it beats sharing space with loud slobs."
"An apartment? That's great. There have been many times I would have killed for a little privacy."
We talked for an hour, before she went back to her house. I went back to the party, found my friend passed out on the couch under two coeds, decided he would probably like waking up like that, and went home.
She had given me her number, but I threw it away by accident. We had spent less than two hours together, and to be honest, she seemed too high maintenance.
Two weeks later, there was another mixer. Jerry told me about it after class.
"I wouldn't go if I were you. Deb has been asking about you, and she seemed pissed. Bitch has got a hell of a temper, so if you go, keep an eye out."
I went despite the warning. I had a few beers, talked junk with the guys, danced a few times. I had been there an hour when she walked in. Jerry saw her coming and split.
"Good luck man" he said as he left.
She came right up to me. Before I could speak, she put her finger in my face.
"Outside. Now."
She turned and strode off. Everyone was staring, so I decided another beer would be in order. Twenty minutes later she stormed up to me again.
"I thought I told you to be outside!"
I grinned at her.
"You did. How'd that work out for you?"
Her mouth hung open. It never crossed her mind that I wouldn't obey her.
She drew a breath when I started talking.
"Too bad. You're very attractive. I'd have loved to get to know you better, but if I wanted a bitch, I'd get a golden retriever."
I walked out, grinning. The look in her eyes made my night.
It was the talk of the campus, the bitch queen of sorority row, shot down in flames. She caught a lot of grief over it, girls had waited a long time to see that happen.
I was a bit of a hero to the fraternity guys, the brunt of most of her aggression.
I never thought much about it until a few sorority girls started flirting with me. I laughed. I didn't have the time and the inclination for what amounted to revenge fucks, getting the guy who shot her down.
Two weeks later she came into the coffee shop. She started over, but drew up when the girl I was with came back from the bathroom.
I glanced at her from time to time. No denying her beauty. Long blond hair styled for the time, great breasts, nice ass, long legs. She was the package, and she knew it. Too bad her personality was so fucked up.
Another week went by. I saw her in the library. As I was leaving, she came up to me.
"Barry, if you've got a minute, I'd like to talk to you. Please."
What the hell, she had asked nicely.



"Sure, Deb. Want a coffee?"
We walked to the coffee shop in silence. I got our coffees and we found a table.
She sat for a few minutes sipping her coffee.
"You wanted to talk, Deb. What's on your mind?"
"You'll have to excuse me, I'm not used to apologizing. I shouldn't have taken that tone with you, but I was upset. The first guy I'm interested in like forever, and he doesn't even call me."
She paused.
"Why didn't you call?"
I smiled at her discomfort.
"I lost your number by mistake. I could have still gotten hold of you, but to be honest, you were a bit too intense for me. I don't like a lot of drama, not my thing. It was hard, you're probably the prettiest woman I've ever seen."
"I'm not that high main...wait a minute, the prettiest woman you've ever seen? Really?"
"Really" I grinned. "I may be prone to exaggeration form time to time, but I'm not in the habit of lying."
She had a huge smile on her face. We talked for almost an hour, and when we left, we had a date for Saturday night.
I cleaned up my car, a four year old Honda, and presented myself for her inspection. I passed, we were soon in the car.
"I'd like to go to that new sushi place on Madison. I've heard good things."
I never said a word. She looked surprised when I pulled into a little Indian place she never knew existed. She looked at me.
"I don't like sushi. Don't order the hot curry unless you have a strong stomach."
She actually had a good time, and she loved the food, right up until she tasted my curry.
She choked and tears came to her eyes.
"What is that?"
"It's called Dragon Breath. Bit spicy, don't you agree?"
"That stuff would melt concrete. I hope you don't intend to kiss me with that on your breath."
She realized what she said and colored slightly.
"Noted. Brush teeth at earliest opportunity. And I do. Intend to kiss you, that is."
She was actually a deep shade of red by then. She wasn't used to not being in complete control.
I let her pick the movie, since I picked the restaurant. I figured I was doomed to wasting two hours on a chick flick, but she picked a horror movie. I didn't like horror movies, real life scared me enough. She laughed every time I jumped.
She handed me something on the way out of the movie. I looked down. A breath mint. I looked up.
"In case there isn't a toothbrush handy."
..............................................
Despite going hot and heavy, it was the sixth date before we had sex.
I took her to my apartment. She was amazed at how neat it was. I didn't tell her I gave a girl seventy five dollars a week to come by twice a week for three hours to keep it neat. She was a classmate, and the money helped a good bit, especially since it was cash, without a paper trail.
We got to the bedroom. She took one look at my queen size bed, and starting shedding clothes.
"I've wanted to do this ever since I saw you at that first party."
She was wild, biting, scratching, pulling my long hair. I gave as good as I got, pushing her to limits she didn't know she had. When we finally collapsed and got our breath, she asked me who taught me how to make love like that.
"An African princess" I told her with a straight face.
She laughed. When Aunt Elsa told her the full story, she stopped laughing.
................................................
We held our first staff meeting the next Tuesday, at my house. They were impressed.
"So, are you like mega rich?" asked Amber, as they came in.
"No, I just had a very generous relative. I'll show you around later. Right now, we need to get down to business. Come on, I'll show you where to put your computers."
I took them to the office, a huge room with a large conference room. My computer was hooked up and on the desk, they could use the table.
They set up while Sarah and I went to the kitchen for drinks and snacks.
"Soft drinks while we're working, alcohol when we're done."
Ninety per cent of college students live on a pretty tight budget, and they almost never turn down free food. It was pretty apparent I didn't have enough. I told them we'd have pizza delivered when we were finished.
Josh started us off.
"Seven hundred and twenty emails. Most are still not sure if you're real. There's a mixed bag of opinions about what they want discussed. Sex was real popular, so was relationships. After that, politics, gun control, money, and religion. There were a few votes for other things, and a few ideas I thought you might like. Amber has them printed out, in order."
He pushed some sheets at me. I looked them over.
"How much time have you two spent on this? Be honest."
They looked guilty.
"We don't really know. When we start, we tend to get carried away."
I eyed all three until they got nervous.
"I think I need to lay some ground rules here. I'm paying you for eight hours. That should be enough for right now. You have school work and a life. Don't let a part time job interfere with it. Understood?"
I made each of them say they understood. Then I asked for their thoughts.
Sex was the subject they wanted to discuss.
"All right. Might as well start with a bang. But I don't want sensationalism. What is sex? What does it mean, or signify to you personally? Is it a deal breaker in a relationship if you don't have the same desires? That sort of thing."
We talked far past the time designated. The pizzas arrived, and we ate, washing them down with beer. I let them drink too much, then took the keys away.
"We can't impose on you like that. We'll be fine, I promise."
Amber was swaying while she said it, leaning on Josh.
"I've got plenty of room, plus the cottage out back. Come on, let's get you settled."
We got them situated, then I escorted Sarah to hers. She gave me a nice kiss at the door.
"Thanks. And thanks for letting me tag along for the ride."
I got them up the next morning in time for class.
...............................................
I was a little surprised when Sarah showed up two days later at my door, with another girl.
"We need to talk."
Why do those four little words strike fear into the hearts of men?
I let them in, and she headed straight for the office.
"Barry, this is Julie. You need to hire her."
"For what?"
"To handle the business end of your adventure."
I was curious.
"What business?"
"Your talk show. You need a production company, someone to handle payroll and taxes, document expenditures, that sort of thing."
Now I was confused.
"Why would I need all that when I'm paying for everything myself, and not making any profit."
"Then you should incorporate as a non profit. Either way, there is an electronic trail now. You talked about the people you've hired."
She went into great detail about the pitfalls I could run into if we didn't dot every i and cross every t. In the end, I hired her.
Early the next week, we had contacted a lawyer to lay out the corporation. He said we needed a name.
I discussed it with my team. Everybody had a suggestion, and were convinced theirs was the best. We argued for about two hours.
I called a halt.
"We need to agree on something for this little halfassed project or I'll pick something myself.
Amber had laid her head on the table and missed most of what I said. She raised her head up.
"Who the hell is Hal Fast, and what does he have to do with anything?"
And viola, Hal Fast Productions was named.
They hadn't had too much to drink, but wanted to stay the night again. I didn't mind, I liked having others in the house.
"All right, you two take the room you had last time. Sarah, you do the same, and we'll put Julie right next to you."
Sarah spoke up.
"No need, she'll be sleeping with me."
They were holding hands. I had no clue. It didn't matter. Sarah still kissed me goodnight while Julie giggled.
The next morning over breakfast, Sarah asked if I had picked our first guests. I slid a sheet over to her.
"A nun? And a virgin? This couple, they're in their seventies. The two guys, a confirmed sex addict and a college guy? You sure this is going to work?"
"Not a clue, but it should really be fun."
She sighed.
"I'll get them lined up for an interview, see if any of them have a problem."
"No, we all go in cold. It will increase our chances of getting honest opinions."
Her eyes were big.
"You're flirting with disaster, you realize that?"
"Yes I do, won't it be great?"
..................................................
We did a teaser, running it for four days.
"Well folks, the results are in. Our very first full length show will be on sex. Our guests have confirmed, and are ready to go. If you have any specific questions you'd like asked. Email us."
"See you next Thursday."
.................................................
Thanks as always for reading. I always read your comments, and one commentator planted a seed. LancerinLA, I think you're on to something. The next chapter will fill out the back story and have physical descriptions of the main characters. After that, I'm declaring this story fair game. Any writer that wants to write about a subject using this line as their vehicle, please do. I only ask that you research your subject enough to interject realistic scenes.
I plan on continuing my own version, on as many subjects as I think reasonable.
Remember, votes are nice, comments are better.
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Here I was, fifty years old and in college. Quite a life change.
I never intended to end up here, but life has a way of bouncing you around like a pinball when it takes the urge.
I had a good job in middle management with a company that had employed me nearly thirty years ago. The economy tanked and dragged us down with it. In eighteen months we had downsized by sixty percent. Suddenly there was a surplus of older middle managers. I was out. I saw it coming but didn't say anything to Sherry because I didn't want her to worry.
She had her own problems. She owned her own small real estate company. She did really well during the good years, but the last few had been a struggle. She averaged one sale every two months. She told me that was a lot better than a lot of her competitors.
When the axe fell I wasn't surprised. The parachute wasn't gold, more like copper, but it was still more than I expected. I hung around until noon my last day, mostly saying goodbye, until I couldn't take another handshake or hug.
Despite being unemployed, we weren't in bad shape. The house was paid for, as were two of our cars, my motorcycle, and her sailboat. She grew up sailing, but I got queasy out of sight of land so I didn't go with her much. Her friend Barb loved to sail also, so she had a sailing partner. It was at a marina on a nearby lake.
I decided to surprise Sherry, take her to a nice lunch to soften the news. She had three showings that day, the most she had in months. She was bubbling the night before.
"Things are getting better, babe, I can feel it."
She wasn't at the first house I checked, but I found her car at her most expensive listing, a four thousand foot plus estate with an equipped gym in the basement, a huge kitchen, and an Olympic size swimming pool. Her commission would be very nice.
She turned her phone off when she was with a client so I hadn't bothered to call. I eased the door open slowly so as not to disturb her. I'd just catch her eye and nod my head, then wait outside. We'd done it before.
I found them in the kitchen. He was leaned up against an island counter, his pants around his ankles. And Sherry, my Sherry, was on her knees, his cock in her mouth, bobbing with gusto.
The guy was talking.
"Damn, this feels great! How did you get so good?"
She pulled off and looked up at him, smiling.
"Lots of practice. Still on the fence about this place?"
Hmmmm. She didn't practice with me, said she didn't like it.
He put his hand on her head, guiding her back.
"I think my wife will really like this place."
She paused before she went back to work.
"Just think, if you buy this place, every time you see her working at this counter, you'll grin. Maybe you can get her to recreate the scene."
"Damn, that would be hot!" he said, as she wrapped her lips around his cock again.
I was so shocked I just stood there for a second, then took my phone out and started recording. I got some good video and the last part of the conversation. When I had enough I let my rage explode.
They still hadn't seen me so I angled until I could come up behind him. Sherry wouldn't be be able to see me over the counter.
I grabbed his collar and yanked him over the island, hitting him as hard as I could, catching him on the ear. It split in an explosion of blood.
"What the fuck", he managed to yell, as he went down. He instinctively covered up, so I kicked him in the stomach and ribs a couple of times before he managed to roll over. I kicked him in the ass a few times. He was gonna have some hellacious bruises.
Sherry finally popped up. Apparently he was just finishing when I interrupted them, and she got it all over her face. Her blouse was open and her bra was gone, if she had even worn one. I stopped kicking him and snapped a few more pictures before starting around the island. Her eyes were huge.
"Run!" I screamed in rage.
She took off, leaving her blouse open and her bra on the floor. I heard that Mustang she was so proud of burning rubber a few seconds later.
The guy was still down, moaning, when I bent over.
He started begging me not to hit him again. I reached into his pocket, took his wallet and removed his license.
"I'll give this back when I make a copy. I'll need to know where to find you for court."
He started begging.
"Please! I'll lose my family. I'm not the first, my friend told me about her. I couldn't believe it, but it didn't take much. Please!"
I got him to give me his friends' name, telling me if he was lying his wife would get a very interesting set of pictures.
I never talked to her again except in court. She sent me a long letter that I let lay around for almost a year before I worked up enough interest to read it. She was sorry. She didn't mean to. She did it to save her business. I stopped reading after the first page and threw it away, not caring what the next six pages were about.
I tried to keep it civil until she realized I wasn't coming back and turned into a bitch.
We met with her lawyer. Until then I had kept the photos out of it. I gave him a set.
"Tell her if she fights me these go public. He's not the first, I've tracked down two more men who experienced her sales techniques. This is still an alienation of affection state, the wives could bury her with lawsuits. It'll all come out in court. She'll most likely lose her real estate license and if she didn't no one in this area would ever consider hiring her. The deal isn't that bad. This is her only chance. I want a decision by the end of the day."
He called back five minutes before the deadline. It killed her, but she really didn't have a choice.
I would never live in my house again, so she had to buy me out or put it on the market. She nearly blew a gasket when I let her know if it went up for sale I refused to let her handle it.
The icing on the cake? She had to sell her sailboat and the Mustang to raise the money to buy my half.
Despite keeping it quiet, rumors circulate, and she was soon having a very hard time getting listings. Too bad.
I moved away when the divorce was final. There was nothing holding me there. I found a nice place, a foreclosure. Thanks to Sherry, I knew a good bit about real estate and got a really good deal. In a rural setting, it was a three bedroom with nine acres. There were several out buildings, even a small barn. Way more than I needed but such a good deal I couldn't resist. Besides, If I held it a few years and decided to sell, I could probably make a nice profit.
My employment counselor laid it out for me.
"This is an even tighter market than the one you moved away from. And your lack of a degree is killing you. We have a program you should take advantage of. You've got enough credits from when you left college that you only need about a year and a half to get your degree. It's been a while, you'll have to audit a few classes, but you could still be done in less than two years. The program pays for the books and the tuition, and you still get full benefits."
What did I have to lose?
I went to a community college that had a deal with a university. I could take their classes and still get a four year degree.
One thing I liked, about half the students were older, either unemployed like me, or going part time to better their lives. I made a few friends.
College is a target rich environment, and I dated often, some were as young or younger than my two sons from my first marriage. Caught her cheating too. Luckily the boys were in their middle teens, and it didn't hurt as much as it would have when they were younger. She moved halfway across the country and I only saw them for a while in the summer and winter holidays. We still had a good relationship.
It was fun, I got laid pretty often, but I wasn't looking for another life mate . Been there, done that twice, done with it.
I needed one more semester to get my degree, and was taking some fairly advanced classes.
I was taking a workshop that was designed to encourage small businesses. It would be good for me, I was leaning towards some type of franchise. The idea of being my own boss appealed to me.
We had gone over the material, and our final assignment was to create and market our own fake business. Our instructor put together two person teams, trying to match the people least likely to have anything in common. Said it heightened creativity.
My partner was a fashion major, about twenty years old. Smart enough, but lacking any real world experience. We eyed each other warily.
I invited her and three other teams out to the house for a brain storming session. The instructor encouraged it, saying it would expand our horizons.
I ordered pizza, and we shared ideas until our heads hurt and still hadn't come up with anything of real merit.
We stopped trying. It was a Friday night, so we began drinking in earnest. I took the keys away, a couple of spouses showed up to pick up their less than better halves, and I tried to get the rest situated.
Gail, my partner, hadn't had a lot so she helped me. Between air mattresses, the fold out couch, and the two spare bedrooms, we had everything situated.
We sat down for a second, and I was listening to her give me some fashion history.
"It's all about exposure and branding. You're probably old enough to remember Members Only jackets. They were were cheap and ill made, but they made a fortune for somebody."
I grimaced, trying to remember if I still had mine.
"And Izod. When those shirts with the long tail first came out they were marketed towards tennis players and were a complete flop. He was about to discontinue them until a professional golfer wore one a friend had given him. Suddenly they were very popular."
She sighed.
"It's all about finding the right niche and a good marketing strategy, combining it with an appealing product, and you're laughing all the way to the bank."
I was eying Jamie and his girlfriend Alice as they snuggled together on the fold out couch. As country as they come, he was an agribusiness major and she was in the nursing program. Both about thirty pounds overweight, and desperately in love.
"Yeah, about the only group not targeted are rednecks. Redneck chic. How does that sound?"
She was giggling.
"We'd have to brand them, though."
I was looking at his sweatshirt. Aeropostale.
"How about Air Possum?"
She was snorting because she was laughing so hard. Alice had rolled over on her stomach, giving us a view of her broad rump.
"Yeah, and we could have a line of jeans, Lardashe."
We laughed back and forth for awhile, until she went into her bedroom for the night.
The first thing I thought of when I woke was the conversation from the night before. I had it. Our fake business. My administrative and marketing skills would compliment her fashion savvy and production skills.
I made a pot of coffee and Gail helped me with breakfast. Soon the ones fit to eat a meal were up, and the others drank coffee and juice while they moaned. I asked Gail to stay behind when everyone left.
I outlined my idea. She grinned broadly.
"I've been thinking along the same lines."
She designed a logo of a cute[as cute as a possum could be]possum and showed it to me. I frowned. Something was missing. She agreed.
"I got it!" I yelled a few minutes later.
"She needs wings! After all, it is Air Possum."
She agreed, making adjustments. It looked much better.
She designed the Lardashe logo, the letters shaped like two large butt cheeks in pink. It would be small, and on the right rear pocket.
So, we had the design, the business plan, the marketing strategy. Time to implement.
I thought the product had real possibilities. Gail had no money, but she had talent. She would be in charge of the actual manufacturing. I could handle everything else.
I asked her one night after we were done working.
"Gail, you know what would look better than the computer graphics? A real product. What do we need to accomplish that?"
She obviously had been thinking about it.
"For the shirts and caps we would need a professional, programmable monogram machine."
"How much would that cost?"
"Depending on the amount of thread it could handle and the speed it could operate, you could spend tens of thousands. Melcro and Brother make really good machines in the midprice range, going from seven to fifteen thousand new. You can look around and get a good used one for half that, especially if you find someone going out of business and trying to unload equipment."
Wow, that was a bit more than I thought. Still, it would give us a reasonable start up point.
"Gail, I have a proposition for you. Let's really do it. I have some money I'd be willing to spend to start us up. You handle design and manufacture, I'll handle everything else. Think about it."
She did for about thirty seconds.
I got a lawyer, told him what I wanted, what I thought was fair, and turned him loose. He called us into a meeting and laid it out for us.
The company name would be Redneck Chic Clothing Company. It and Air Possum were trademarked to me. Gail got the Lardashe trademark. Since I was putting up all the money and paying the bills until we turned a profit, I got sixty five percent and Gail got thirty five percent. She didn't like the split, but came around and signed, knowing full well I could replace her and own it all.
We got lucky and found a used Melcro. Twelve thousand new, the owner was desperate to sell and we picked it up for four thousand, and had it delivered to my garage. We paid a company representative to come in for a one day training seminar, hinting if this worked out we may buy more.
Gail was like a kid at Christmas. We went out and bought six dozen assorted tee shirts, three dozen men and three dozen women. The mens' were black and dark red. the womens' were pink, yellow, and light green. All were large to three x. We also bought two dozen black and white mens' hats, and two dozen for the women in pink or white.
It took her half a day to program our logo through trial and error, but it came out exactly like we wanted. Soon all sixteen needles were whirring, creating our design.
We made the logos small but noticeable, small because the threads we used were expensive.
It was a blend of greys, white, silver, and black, the wings being all silver. She had programmed it so they had a gossamer look.
We got Alice, Jaime, and four of their friends, all big people, to model our product for our presentation. Gail insisted we get an overlock machine for her to sew the prototype jeans. It was nowhere near as expensive as the monogrammer.
We even got some of the guys in the television and radio program to do a commercial for us. It showed Alice in the work version of the jeans and wearing our shirt and hat, helping Jaime around the farm, then later on, wearing the dressier version and a pink collared shirt with the Air Possum logo prominently on the pocket. For a large woman, she smouldered with sexuality, and had great eyes. She looked at the camera and smiled while her voice did the overlay.
"Lardashe jeans. Definitely not for little girls."
The instructor was stunned. We aced the course, but more importantly, we were getting requests for product.
We built up quite a following locally. I had definite ideas about the business, and so did Gail. Not all were agreed on but a lot were.
I had a metal building on my property, forty eight by thirty six. We applied for a zoning waiver as a cottage industry, got it, remodeled the building, insulating it, adding a heat pump. Built a two stall bathroom and a small breakroom.
Then we installed twelve brand new Melcro machines and advertized for employees.
We were lucky. There had been a large textile presence in the area, and there were many skilled sewers in the area. There were nine hundred applicants for the twelve positions. We carefully screened them, making them actually use the machine before we considered them. Most were hesitant, having never used that type of machine. The ones that showed promise we set aside for consideration. In a week we had eleven.
I hired the last one without Gail. She showed up, unannounced, without an application.
"I heard there were some sewing jobs available."
I looked her over. She was black, overweight, and had to be in her sixties. I thought I'd talk to her, let her off easy, and send her on her way.
"Do you have any experience?"
"All I've ever been is a sewer. I started out when I was thirteen, fifty years ago. I've sewn shirts, upholstery, leather, sails, and mattress covers. If you can get a needle through it, I can sew it."
She paused to draw a breath,
"I need this job mister. My husband died last year, we wuz never much for saving, and I got two grandbabies I'm helping raise. My unemployment is on its' last emergency waiver. I'll have to go on Welfare, something I swore I'd never do. I never missed a day of work in my life except when I had my babies. Please mister."
I could see the tears shimmering in her eyes.
"Do you know anything about this type of machine? It's not actually sewing, we monogram premade shirts and hats, right now."
"Not a thing. But if it uses needle and thread, I'll figure it out."
I held out my hand.
"Can you be here Saturday around nine? I'll have my partner give you a little training."
The tears flowed unchecked as she shook my hand.
"I'll be here. Thank you mister, you won't regret it."
She turned to leave and I stopped her.
"A couple things you need to know. There's only going to be a dozen of us, and I'm not a real formal kind of guy. I expect you to call me by my given name. It's Zachariah, but I prefer Zach. And if you're going to work with me, it'd be nice if I knew your name."
She put her hand to her mouth in embarrassment.
"Mavis, Mavis Turner. God bless you, Zachariah."
For all the years I knew her, she never called me Zach.
Gail wasn't too happy when I told her about the hire, but was very impressed with how sharp Mavis was, mastering the basics in three hours.
We decided to pay them minimum wage plus production. If they could operate the machines at eighty percent, they averaged nine dollars an hour.
Not a fortune, but better than unemployment. We were too small to offer insurance right now, but I did work out a deal that allowed them four doctor visits a year for twenty dollars, plus up to three generic prescriptions paid for.
I know, it wasn't much, but I at least made an effort. The women seemed to appreciate it. Most were middleaged, relics of the textile trade.
Mavis became the unofficial floor manager, acting as a grandmother and cheerleader.
The first thing I had each employee do was make a shirt in all five colors with their names monogrammed on. That became the uniform. Monday was red, Tuesday was blue, etc. They appreciated it, and became walking billboards in the community.
They voted, and worked nine hours a day Monday through Thursday, and four hours on Friday, If we were behind, which was almost all the time, they could work all day on Friday, but never on Saturday. Most all took advantage of the overtime unless they had family business. You got a party on your birthday, and could take a day off with pay or take the extra money. And we always got them a nice gift. Mavis got a nineteen inch flat screen with a bluray player, and a year of Netflix paid for. She cried for an hour before she finally gave up and went home.
Gail grumbled a little. Money was starting to blind her.
We went like this for a year. We added a minishift, college kids working four hours a night five days a week and Saturdays, and still couldn't keep up.
We had made the spare bedrooms into offices.
Finally I walked into her office and flopped down on her couch.



"I'm exhausted. We need to expand, take it to the next level. Plan on doing nothing next week but looking for a larger facility."
She pushed the glasses up on her nose.
"How big?" she asked, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice.
I had been going over figures and projections for a month.
"Big enough to hold a hundred machines, minimum. Plus room for you to add your jeans line. We may have to look at two buildings."
She jumped over the desk and hugged me, scattering paper every where. She never was the neatest person.
Gail had been grumbling because we had been tied up with the shirts and caps and hadn't had the time or the opportunity to develop the jean line. It was time.
We found a pretty nice facility at a reasonable rate. We had plans to bring in the new machines twenty five at a time and getting them up and running, projecting to be done in a year.
There was a smaller building nearby, walking distance. We leased it and Gail shopped overlock sewing machines. She planned to start with twenty and go from there.
The operation had gotten too big for us. We were working sixteen hour days and making mistakes.
We needed a plant manager, a production manager, an office manager, an HR department, a controller, an in house accountant so costs wouldn't get away from us. We ran ads in the paper and trade magazines.
Our original group heard about the expansion and got nervous. They liked the informal setting and didn't want to change.
I didn't either. I trusted them and wanted to use them as our experimental shop. We held a little meeting.
"First, we're not moving you. You might find yourself doing different things, but your jobs aren't in danger. I'll be in my home office half the time so you'll still see me. We need a manager and I'm pleased to announce Mrs. Mavis Turner will take over the day to day operation effective Monday."
There were actually some cheers and clapping. Mavis was a pretty sharp old girl, and she handled a lot of floor problems before they got to me or Gail. She was a natural leader.
It shook her at first that anyone would have that much confidence in her. She took a little convincing, but when I doubled her base pay she came on board.
I also gave them all a bonus check, two weeks pay, as a thank you.
Gail objected, saying I was babying them and giving them unreasonable expectations.
"I'm investing in the future. You can't put too high a price on loyalty. Of the original twelve, ten are still with us. One had to quit when her husband got sick and they moved, and the other just didn't work out. Every woman out there could unlock those doors, go to work alone, and still maintain her productivity. How many employers have that much trust in their people?"
"You reap what you sew, Gail. Get it? What you 'sew'? Well, I thought it was funny."
She hadn't smiled.
We finally got our branding break, from Mavis of all people. Her great nephew drove race cars, and had just moved from ARCA to the Busch series. It was kind of like going from single A to triple A in baseball, NASCAR being the majors. A lot of NASCAR drivers still ran in the Busch series.
It was unusual, there just wasn't that many black racers on the stock car circuit.
Mavis came to me all excited one day.
"Zachariah, Zachariah! My nephew is coming for a visit. Can I have Friday off?"
She had never asked for time off, so I had no problem.
"I might bring him by, the girls have never met a real live race car driver before."
My ears perked up. What's more associated with racing than rednecks? Nothing. I saw a golden opportunity.
"I tell you what Mavis, I'll give you the day off with pay if you'll bring him by at lunchtime. I'll spring for lunch for everybody if I can have a few minutes alone with him."
That suited her just fine. I went back into the office and did a search. An excellent driver with a good record, on and off the track. Married, he had one child. I was pleased to see his wife was a little on the plus size.
Mavis brought him in, bursting with pride. He was personable, had everyone smiling, posed for endless photos, laughed and joked while he ate lunch. He made a dozen dedicated fans that day.
I finally got him alone and into my office.
"How'd you get into racing?"
"My dad was a shadetree mechanic, ran the dirt tracks some as a driver. Pretty good, too, but he liked making them go fast more than driving them. I started out at ten, racing gocarts. When I was fifteen I was driving on the dirt tracks, little four cylinder cars. Not to brag, but I was good. Graduated to the ARCA series, then this season I'll be in the Busch series, running with the big dogs."
Impressive resume.
"How do you think you'll do?"
"If the sponsorship comes through I should do all right. We're operating on a shoestring right now."
I sat back and grinned.
"All right. Let's stop the dancing around. My company is in the same phase of life as you. Good, getting better, not quite there yet. Send me some figures, let me see how much it's going to cost us to paint a possum on your car. In the meantime, how about doing some ads for us? You and your wife. We'll pay you the going rate your popularity warrants as endorsers. If the sponsorship thing happens we'll work that into the contract. Think about it, talk to your people, and let me know. Regardless, good luck on your season."
................................................
I was in over my head and knew it. We had gotten too big, too fast. I dropped round to see my old professor, the one that started me on this path.
He was happy to see me, even had me come to one of his classes so he could tout me as one of his success stories. It was kind of embarrassing.
Later, over coffee, I hit him with why I came.
"Is it true you're retiring after this semester?"
"Yes, I'll miss it, but I put my time in. I'll take my retirement and look around, maybe do some consulting work."
I grinned at him.
"No you're won't. You'll be taking your new job as Vice President in Charge of Development at the Redneck Chic Clothing Company too seriously to look around for anything else."
He sat, coffee halfway to his lips, in shock.
"Are you serious?"
"You bet I am. I need help. With your contacts in the academic and business world, you're perfect for this job. I want you to put together a team, as soon as possible. We'll talk salary later, but I'm sure Gail and I can make it appropriate."
I had talked to Gail and she was on board with it. Then again, she was so consumed with the jean factory set up she would have agreed to just about anything.
We got lucky with a few employees. My oldest son had just gotten downsized, and he was an accountant by training. I offered him the job of controller. He jumped at the chance.
He soon arrived with his new bride, and she was four months pregnant. They hadn't told me. She needed a job, so I hired her as my personal assistant. I had leased a house for them, out of my personal accounts, as a signing bonus, for a year. I was hoping by then they would be ready to buy.
Gail brought a woman by to talk to me. It was her aunt, a very attractive woman, forty six but looking thirty six, long black hair, dark smoky eyes. She was tall at five seven, and you could tell she knew the way to the gym. The only way to describe her was 'tight'. Neat, professionally dressed, but it didn't hide her shape.
I realized Gail was still talking and tuned back in.
"...even though she is my aunt."
I just nodded and Gail smiled. Apparently I had just hired her as office manager.
"You won't be sorry," she said, shaking my hand. I sure hoped not. Even if she wasn't very competent, it would give me something nice to look at for a while. I know, sexist pig. Get over it.
I had to look at the resume she had shoved into my hand just before she left to get her name. Amaryllis, apparently her mother was a big flower fan. There was a note saying she preferred to be called Amy. And she was very skilled.
We got my youngest son to join us. He had a degree in materials management and warehousing. We hadn't needed a warehouse yet because as soon as the product was finished it was shipped, but knew bigger things were coming.
We held a meeting. Gail, Amy, Ralph[my old professor]Barry[our lawyer], Greg, my oldest son, and Jerry, my youngest. This was the team that was going to take us national. There was a lot of ground to cover and chain of command had to be established.
We decided I would be CEO, Gail would be Vice President in charge of the Jeans division. Ralph would be Managing Director of the Tee shirt plant among other things. Greg and Amy would head the office staff, and Jerry would look into streamlining our handling of materials and any warehouse issues we may have in the future. Debbie, Greg's wife, a pretty smart cookie in her own right, would assist me on my expansion projects. Salaries were hashed out.
Ralph, Gail, and I would get company cars and a few minor perks. There would be no ownership options, but there would be profit sharing. It was a bit rough, but I'm sure over the coming months we could tweak it.
Where was all this money coming from? We couldn't get the product out fast enough. Our first twenty five machines came on line and we were actually ahead of schedule, for about four days. We didn't have a plant manager yet, but I brought one of the women from the original group in to head the section. Betty wasn't Mavis, but she was fair and kept efficiency up. I gave her the same pay I gave Mavis.
Barry was after us to incorporate, and maybe go public in a few years. I wasn't keen on the idea.
One of the things I hated about our business was we didn't actually make the shirts. They were decent quality, but foreign made. Lately we had been having a little trouble out of the suppliers. Jerry came to see me.
"Pop, how do you feel about using foreign made shirts?"
"It sucks. But what can I do about it?"
His eyes were gleaming.
"You can make your own. There's empty factories all over the country, especially the South. There's still a lot of workers around with the necessary skills. They may a bit on the older side, but that could work for us. All kinds of government incentives to hire older workers. Think about it."
I did, for about thirty seconds.
"If I'm guessing right, you've got everything researched already. Get me a hard cost analysis and we'll put it to a vote."
We looked at the numbers. It would cost about seventy five cents more a shirt to make them. Gail said no immediately. Barry didn't think it was a good idea, but both sons and Amy thought it was worth looking into. Ralph was ambivalent, then decided we could work the 'made in America' angle and agreed.
Debbie had just had her child, my first granddaughter, a month before. She was destined to be the most beautiful girl on the planet. I had her picture on my desk.
It kept Debbie from making the trip, so I took Jerry and Amy. Gail didn't want to go, too busy.
I loved the area. Rural, but forty miles from the biggest city in the state. I was saddened by the rows of empty buildings, once bustling manufacturing centers.
The unemployment rate was staggering. The county, state, and federal governments were offering grants and incentives to lure us there. We had already visited two states and nothing appealed to me more than this area.
We found one midsized building that was perfect. It was a shirt factory back in the nineties, and some of the equipment was still in the building. It was outdated and would have to be replaced, but it spoke of the history.
We brought our findings back and Gail fought it tooth and nail.
"We need to concentrate on our core business. You know, our profits would almost double if we were to move the operation to China. Something we need to consider."
I was furious.
"It's not just about the money. This company will never move out of the country. It's a pride thing."
It steamed her, but I still owned sixty five per cent so there wasn't a lot she could do.
Jerry brought up another point I hadn't considered while I was having dinner with his family.
"You know, even though they'll be sewn here, the fabric will still come from China."
I hadn't thought of that.
"You wouldn't throw that tidbit out without an alternative. Spit it out."
He grinned.
"Got a cloth plant already lined up. The product will be one hundred per cent American. They'll have to add a hundred and twenty people over a year to meet our needs as we transition over, if we guarantee them a two year contract, renewable. It's forty miles from the sewing plant, so transport costs will be minimal.
One drawback, it'll add about fifty cents per shirt to manufacture. Can you absorb that and still make a profit?"
I had to think on it. Together with the sewing plant it raised the cost to a dollar twenty five more than buying the shirts flat out.
I talked to Ralph and Amy, they thought it was doable.
"We can raise the price if we have to, see if the market will bear it. You're pretty established now, and it will be a higher quality product."
Gail objected again. She was buying all her denim from Malaysia for a fraction of what it would cost domestically. Her projected profit margins were impressive.
We were starting to disagree on just about everything. I took a close look at her.
She was almost twenty four now. She wore designer fashions, expensive jewelry, used a high end stylist for her hair and makeup. She was pretty enough but didn't look anything like she used to. Looking closer, I was pretty sure she had gotten a boob job. Her company car was a Lexus.
By our in house estimates, she was worth about two million now. Money had definitely clouded her vision.
Since Debbie did a lot of errands for me, I had given her my company SUV and drove my truck to work. Ralph had chosen the same model SUV, saying we could get a better deal if we got two.
Amy called me. She had taken over Human Resources when the woman we hired originally got caught in a drug sting. She was my age, fifty three. We didn't see that coming.
Amy had the right training and degrees, so she was the logical choice. She had her hands full. Between the sewing plant, the jeans plant, and the monogramming operations we now had two hundred twenty five hourly workers, and forty salaried. Time to get a health plan.
She wanted me to come down to the sewing plant. She had been there six weeks staffing the plant and interviewing salaried personnel. The were set to produce their first shirts the next week. They were still only half staffed, but she was working on it as hard as she could.
I arrived on Friday, planning to spend the weekend reviewing progress with Amy and watching the operation Monday.
She picked me up at the airport, giving me a big hug and grinning like an idiot. Damn, she felt good. I sat and reflected as she drove.
It had been four years since Sherry and I had split, three years since we had started the company. I hadn't dated in almost two years, hadn't made love to a woman even longer. Just never seemed to have the time. I looked at Amy with appreciation. I needed to change that.
She caught me looking at her chest and grinned.
"What are you doing?"
I know I was flaming red. I decided to be honest.
"Enjoying the scenery."
She grinned wider and took a deep breath, straining the buttons on her blouse.
"Good. Some of us thought you might be gay."
"WHAT!?"
She was still laughing when we pulled into the parking lot. It was filled with cars, and tents had been set up across the grounds.
"What's going on?"
"You'll see. Come on."
She led me by the hand to the tent. I could see the grounds were covered with people of all ages, kids running everywhere, cookers going in the back. I guessed now why she scheduled a midafternoon flight for me. Picking up a microphone, she called for their attention.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, gather round. Welcome to the first annual company picnic. Now, I want you to meet the man responsible for this get together. Everyone, this is Zach Bivens, founder and CEO of the Redneck Chic Clothing Company, your boss."
I looked around and saw my sons and family, Ralph, Barry, everyone but Gail. Everyone was clapping. I was humbled.
I didn't make a speech. Instead, I made it a point to speak to each and every employee and their families, thanking them for coming to work for us.
There was a little ceremony when the oldest lady we hired, a 67 year old grandmother of nine, presented me with the shirt she had sewn, the very first shirt to come off the line. I took it home, had Mavis monogram it for me, framed it, and hung on my office wall.
Our company was growing leaps and bounds. Greg made sure of our cash flow and debt load, and we were very comfortable. Mavis and the girls were working on some designs for new product. We were introducing collared shirts, an upgrade from the tees. They even had a new logo, the same possum, but larger, with a tail that came halfway down the shirt. Dubbed the 'long tail' line, it showed great promise. We were also looking at offering jackets with an even larger logo.
Mavis, just for fun, sewed a stuffed toy possum, wings and all, for her three year old granddaughter. I saw it one Friday afternoon, when I had reached my stress limit and had decided to take half a day off, rare for me.
I always stopped to say hi to the girls, and saw the toy lying on her desk. She grumbled because she didn't get to actually sew much anymore, but took great pride in her job. She had turned sixty five the month before and I asked when she planned on retiring.
"When you run me out of here. I'm happier right now than I've ever been in my life. I'll always be grateful for the chance you've given me."
She hugged me, hard. The emotion almost overwhelmed me.
"Well, if that's the case, you'll probably outlast me."
I was enthralled at the stuffed doll. I had Mavis make one for my new granddaughter. It was to become her favorite toy, she slept with it until she was five, and then retired it to a shelf and refused to get rid of it.
She made one for me that I kept on my desk at work. I looked at it off and on for about a year before the idea that nibbled around my consciousness gelled. You couldn't find a company that made stuffed animals in the U.S. any more, they were mostly Chinese and Malaysian made.
I put Jerry on it. A month later he came back with a plan. There was a small building near the shirt factory, and he had lined up the specialized equipment, used, at a good price. I told him to run with it. It took five months to set the place up. It only had fourteen employees to start.
The old machines weren't very fast but made a high quality product.
Gail had a fit, thinking it was a waste of money. The jeans had taken off, and she was producing at capacity on two shifts, adding equipment and sewers until she didn't have any more room in her building.
To keep peace, I had Barry set it up where the stuffed animal plant was completely autonomous, owned solely by me and manufacturing under the license of Redneck Chic. That seemed to placate her. Since Mavis designed the stuffed animal, I gave her twenty five cents for every toy sold. The quarterly checks were almost as much as her salary.
I hardly saw Gail now except for staff meetings. She had her office at the jean plant and spent most of her time there. Greg told me she had a new boyfriend, and it looked serious. He didn't think much of him.
...............................................
We worked out a deal with Will Turner and his wife to do some endorsements for us. His racing career was doing well and he had won two races so far.
I really liked his wife. Open, friendly, she was a bit reluctant at first.



"You're admittedly marketing towards rednecks. Do you really think a black couple is a good choice?"
I laughed.
"You've never met a black redneck? Racing is racing, and everybody loves a winner. You're perfect, the wife of a race car driver and a plus size woman, the market we target."
We sent her several pair of jeans and a dozen shirts and caps. She called back the next week.
"I'm sold. They fit great, they're American made, and they're good quality. What do you want me to do?"
She and Alice, the woman from school and our original model, became our spokesmodels.
Will took a few cases of the shirts and hats with him to the track, and after his crew was taken care of he gave the rest away to other drivers and friends. He launched our 'long tail' line, appearing in print ads in racing magazines, with his wife most of the time. Alice did mostly farm magazines and stuff like Good Housekeeping, often with Mary, Will's wife.
Sales dropped slightly when we went all American and raised the price two dollars a shirt. I went on the internet, on youtube and our website, and explained why the price went up. We showed group photos of all our plants, then I apologized for the price increase, explaining why. I said something that became a catch phrase for a lot of people.
"How much is your country worth to you?"
Sales picked back up and kept growing.
The little stuffed possums became really hot. I got Amy, Will, Mary, Alice, and Debbie to accompany us down to the 'Animal Factory', as it got dubbed.
Will had CDLs, and we rented a little ten wheeler and stuffed it with possums. We went to the sewing factory and the cloth factory, and gave each employee an animal. The we went back, loaded up again, and made trips to local hospitals, giving each sick child one. It went over so well we had two truckloads delivered and had volunteers from our factories deliver them to all the hospitals in their area.
We usually kept a low profile, but ESPN was doing segments on up and coming stars, and they caught up to him as he was handing out the animals and signing autographs at a hospital. They dubbed him the "Possum Fairy", a nickname the other drivers teased him unmercifully over. He even had one of them sitting on his dash. People got to see it every time the dash cam was used.
You wouldn't believe how expensive even a partial sponsorship in the Busch Series is. It took us a long time to decide to do it, but the rewards were tremendous. The possum really did get painted on his hood. It gave him a tremendous fan base among children, and he always had a box or two of the stuffed animals around to give out his fans, young and old alike.
The stuffed animals became a fad, and the little factory couldn't keep up, so we bought more machines and doubled production.
Our company was outgrowing us again, and I was back to sixteen hour days, no social life to speak off, and a lot of stress. It came to a head when I collapsed after a week of less than four hours sleep a night.
My doctor gave me hell.
"You need to exercise and relax. What good does being rich do you if you're dead? I got some words I want you to integrate into your vocabulary. Exercise. Relaxation. Delegation. You're working your way up to a heart attack or stroke if you keep going."
The boys, Debbie, and Jerry's girlfriend Maria were in the room with me later, while Ralph, Barry, and Amy were waiting to get in.
I had a feeling Maria was prime daughter in law material, and about all Jerry could get out while she was around was "Yes dear". I loved it.
Debbie and Maria raked me over the coals. Debbie told me I needed to live at least long enough to meet my grandson, due in six and a half months. Maria whispered in my ear that he wouldn't be the only new arrival in the next seven months. She held up her hand, showing me the ring.
"You got a lot to live for, old man."
They talked it over and decided what I needed was a woman, more specifically a wife.
"Someone who'll keep you alive long enough to nag you to death." was how they put it.
Amy was peeking in by then, so they left the room. Ralph and Barry gave me hell about laying down on the job, and told me in no uncertain terms I was allowed to work half days, after two weeks off, for the indefinite future.
What really surprised me was the way Amy acted, crying all over me.
"You're an asshole. Think about how many people depend on you. It was all I could do to keep the management of the shirt plant from coming up here. I had to stop most of the locals from flooding the waiting rooms. Mavis is out there and refuses to go home until she sees you. You have no idea what you mean to these people."
If she wanted to shame me she succeeded. Mavis hugged me so hard I almost lost my breath, crying like a baby. I had to swear on the lives of my grandchildren present and to come that I would take care of myself.
Amy put a note from me on all the bulletin boards asking them not to send anymore flowers, the room was full and I was sending the overflow to the childrens' ward.
They kept me three days. I went by the office after I got discharged and production stopped instantly. I don't think I've ever been hugged so much. Not surprising, eighty per cent of our workforce was female.
Amy decided I wasn't smart or capable enough to take care of myself, and she and Mavis worked out a schedule. I would work until lunchtime at the office, and go home to rest and relax. Mavis would pop in every hour or so, to make sure I wasn't working. Amy got into the habit of eating lunch with me, as she put it, "to make sure you actually eat something healthy". My Double Whopper addiction was well documented. I could sneak one in every week or so, if they weren't watching too closely.
I came to enjoy the lunches tremendously. Sometimes we would eat with the women in our experimental shop, but most times we were alone at the kitchen table. I actually started enjoying salads.
Despite working together all this time, we never really got to know each other, we were always too busy. I told her about my marriages, and how they both collapsed due to cheating. I was surprised at her response.
"I despise cheaters with a passion! I was married before, thankfully just once. I still remember how devastated I was the first time I caught him. When I caught him the second time, he was history. I cried for days anyway. It didn't seem to upset him that much. My cousin told me his third marriage just ended, due to his cheating again. I'm glad to be rid of him."
She had divorced him six years ago. I asked if she had anyone now and she laughed.
"I don't have time for a relationship. My boss is a slave driver. If he didn't pay me so much money I would have left a long time ago."
She said it with a grin, letting me know she was kidding.
"How come you don't have a relationship?"
I gave it back to her.
"I don't have time. Somebody has to crack the whip, or the slaves revolt."
She was laughing now.
"Besides", I said, "I'm getting picky in my age. I often thought I would never marry again, but lately I've been rethinking it. Just because I failed the first two times, doesn't mean there aren't still good women out there. The law of averages say I eventually have to get it right."
The look in her eyes changed. Before I could figure it out she changed the subject.
"Gail is making noise about moving the jean shop to China again. I think she's trying to take advantage of your diminished presence. She spends a lot more time at the main office, and I know she has lunch with Barry once a week. There's not really much she can do because of being a minority owner. She's engaged now, I don't think much of him."
I grunted.
"Why would she want to move? Is the money really that important? She has to be worth a few million now."
"She feels frustrated, Zach. Remember, she wanted to be a fashion designer, but for the last few years she had to be a business owner, and that came first. Plus, she has always held a bit of resentment towards you for not going fifty fifty when you set up the business."
I was surprised.
"When I had Barry help me set up the business structure, Barry suggested only twenty five percent. I came up with the concept, the name of the company, all the money. She helped, but a lot of the groundwork was done by me. I was generous giving her thirty five per cent. Part of the deal was she handle designs, something she hasn't done much of. Maybe it's time to part ways."
Amy looked surprised. Gail was her niece, after all.
"I don't think that's a good idea. She needs your guidance. To be honest, I don't think she would do nearly as well on her own."
I grunted.
"Just talking. But take her this message. No company of mine is going to China or anywhere else. We're making good money. Three hundred Americans directly depend on us for their livelihood. That doesn't even account for jobs of suppliers that we use."
"I'll tell her. But if she pushes it, you need to do what's best for the company. I trust you to do the right thing."
She was holding my hand by then. I was surprised how good it felt. She realized what she was doing and released her grip, sliding back a bit.
...........................................
We promoted Jerry to help handle day to day operations. Ralph took over some of my duties. Since I was on half days and couldn't keep Debbie busy, she became his assistant.
I knew something was off when Greg called and told me he wanted me to come by for lunch Sunday. Maria and Debbie were both getting heavy. Debbie was seven and a half months along, Maria five and a half. The Bivens clan was really starting to expand. Maria had, of course, come to work with us. She was invaluable with our Hispanic workers. She was floor manager in charge of twenty five workers. Her production was always higher than the other three sections, a source of great pride to her.
It was a solemn meal. I held out for as long as I could.
"All right, what the hell has got you guys looking like somebody ran over your dog? Somebody better start talking."
The girls got up and left, leaving me with the boys.
They hemmed and hawed before finally coming out with what was on their mind.
"Dad, Mom is in bad shape. She got downsized, and caught her new husband cheating. She's a wreck, broke, her house is in foreclosure. Can we help her?"
I eyed them, not liking what I was thinking.
"Define help."
Greg took the lead.
"Jerry and I found her a nice little apartment in a good building. We'll pay for the first year, including utilities. Jerry is putting her on his phone plan."
He paused for a breath and Jerry jumped in.
"She needs a job, Dad. Something to occupy her and give her some money. She needs to be able to stand on her own in a year."
I really didn't like where this was going.
"I suppose you boys got a plan for her being gainfully employed. Spit it out."
"Gail needs a new assistant. Her old one quit the other day, didn't say why. Refused an exit interview with Amy. Everybody knows what a bitch Gail can be. We figure with her being your exwife and our mother, she'll be a little more polite. It works out well for all of us. Plus, she'll be in the jean factory most of the time, you'll never see her except maybe for weekly staff meetings. It would mean a lot to us."
This sucked. I was over her, hell, I'd gotten married and divorced again since I had been with her, but I still didn't need old wounds opened. Still, she was their mother, and she did need help. They were literally holding their breath.
"All right, I'll go along with the deal. As long as I don't have to spend a lot of time around her. Make sure she understands that."
They were both smiling.
"You got it, Pop. You won't even know she's here."
We'd see.
The girls came in and hugged me.
"We knew you would go along. You're a good man, papacita." Maria was smiling that thousand watt smile. It was easy to see why Jerry loved her so much.
Debbie whispered in my ear.
"Thank you, thank you, thank you. At one point they wanted to move her in with us. We both know how that would end."
Debbie didn't like Rosalind much, never had. Never bothered to hide it. It made me love her more.
.................................................
I told Amy about it at lunch Tuesday. She didn't seem pleased.
"Are you sure about this? I don't think you need anymore stress in your life right now."
"I'll make the best of it. She is the mother of my children, after all. I'll still have to put up with her. Besides, I gave her to Gail. It's not like she's on the gravy train. She'll earn every dime she gets."
Amy actually laughed.
"Gail didn't take it very well. It took all my HR skills to get her to listen to reason. But I talked to her yesterday, and she had settled down a bit."
Rosalind arrived the next week, and immediately started complaining. Her apartment was too small. She didn't like the commute, it was too long. And she didn't like Gail. Other than that, things were perfect.
Greg and Jerry had a little talk with her.
"We're doing the best we can here, Mom. If you don't like the apartment, move. Just know, if you do you have to pay your own rent. Gail can be abrasive we know, but we're hoping you'll be a good influence on her. But if it bothers you too much, find another job. We'll help you look."
That shut her up. She knew she wouldn't find another job that paid as well, and the thought of paying her own living expenses didn't sit well.
I saw her for the first time two weeks later at our weekly meeting. She had put on a few pounds, her hair was shorter and a different color, but she still had those killer blue eyes. She spoke first.
"Zach. How are you?"
"Oh, I'm just fine, Ros. How have you been?"
I saw her eyes tighten, she had never liked me calling her Ros. She took two deep breaths to relax.
"I've seen better days. Thank you for your help. I appreciate it, and I know the boys do. So, how do you like being a rich business owner? Quite a bit different from what we envisioned all those years ago. Then again, I didn't expect to have a crowd of grandkids, either. I can't wait to see our grandsons."
I actually smiled. Maybe she'd changed. Before I could answer Amy came over and put her hand on my arm. Something went on between them, some mental catfight men couldn't understand. I wasn't sure I wanted to.
"Time to start the meeting, Zack. Don't let it run too long, I want to try that new Mexican place on fifth for lunch. Rosalind."
She said it like a dismissal and I saw Rosalind tense up. I tried to diffuse the situation.
"She's right, time to get down to business. I'll talk to you Sunday, over lunch at Jerrys' house."
When I said that Amy gripped my arm a lot tighter. I don't think she realized it.
Now, being a man, I'm of course clueless when it comes to women, but experience had taught me a little. Was Amy jealous? Why would she be? Definitely food for thought.
She caught me looking at her a few times over lunch.
"What? Do I have food on my blouse?"
"No, I have a few questions, mostly non business. We still contribute to the Giles Center, don't we? If we do, can you get me two tickets to see Jersey Boys? I've always wanted to see it, and this is supposed to be the best touring company in America."
She thought for a minute.
"I'm sure I could arrange something."
"Great! Now for a business question. If I take, say, an employee as a date, what kind of trouble could I get in?"
She stopped eating and stared at me, with a sad expression on her face.
"I wouldn't advise it. If you have a relationship with an employee and it ends badly, you could open yourself up to all kinds of litigation. Don't fish in the company pond, Zach."
I tried my best to look sad.
"Too bad. I was really hoping you'd go with me. I know how much you enjoy musicals. Never mind then."
She actually choked on her tea. When she recovered she saw me grinning.
"Asshole. Here's what's going to happen. You will pick me up at six, and we're going to a really nice restaurant, that I will pick. Then, strictly as two officers of a corporation that helps fund the Center, we will attend the performance, just to show our support. This will be a public relations function for your business, and will in no way be considered a date. Do you understand?"
"So I take it that's a yes?"
"Of course. Now eat your lunch, and if you touch that salt shaker it'll be hard to applaud Friday with a broken hand."
I sent her flowers Friday morning. The card read 'in appreciation of a loyal employee'. Strictly business, of course.
Debbie got wind of the flowers and was in my office within forty five minutes.
"So, Amy? Flowers? You romantic dog."
I tried to brush it off.
"Just a gesture of appreciation, don't make a big deal of it."
She was about to say something when Maria came charging into the office. She looked at Deb.
"True?"
She nodded. Then she turned to me grinning.
"Well Pop, just thought I'd tell you. Don't try to get hold of her, she took a half day of vacation. So did I. So did Maria. We're all going for a spa treatment, followed by a little shopping. You better appreciate this."
I held up my hands.
"Now just a minute, this is getting..."
Maria cut me off.
"Give it up, Pop. I shouldn't tell you this, but she's been hot for you for about a year. She nearly collapsed herself when you got sick. Men really are clueless. And I've seen you look at her when she's not looking. You want her just as bad."
Debbie jumped back in.
"Don't you dare screw this up. If you do, lunch will be served very cold Sunday. Whether you know it or not, you need her, and she needs you. We could use a new mother in law. The one we got now is not that great."
I gave up.
"Anything else I need to know?"
Maria looked at her watch.
"Yeah. Greg and Jerry will be by in about twenty minutes to take you shopping. When was the last time you got a new suit? Give it your A game Pop, you'll like the results. And I know you plan to drive your truck. Big no no. The limo will pick you up at six. Good thing you're rich, this 'non date' is going to cost you a bundle. You're welcome. Damn, parents are so hard to raise, aren't they Deb?"
She was trying to hold the laughter in.
"Yes, but they're so cute at that age, aren't they?"
Greg and Jerry caught the last of the conversation and my office rang with laughter from everyone but me. I just glowed.
"Give it up, Pop, make life easy on all of us. Now let's get you a new suit, on that actually looks like it came from this decade."
..............................................
I sat in the back of the limo, feeling like a fifteen year old being driven by his mom to his first date. I was way out of practice. Normally a pretty self possessed person, I was all to hell.
I had never been to her house, and admired the groomed lawn and carefully placed flowers beds. It looked like her. Neat. Attractive. Well presented. Beautiful.
When she opened the door I knew I should have said something, but all I could do was gawk. The perfect little black dress, conservative and sexy at the same time. Knee length, it molded to her curves, letting you know there was a woman, a very well shaped woman, underneath it.
Her hair was perfect, upswept into a semi bun, again understated but sexy.
She let me squirm for a couple of minutes before blushing.
"For God's sake, Zach. Say something."
Knowing honesty was the best policy, I finally managed to blurt "You're so beautiful!"
She flushed deeply, then giggled.
"Thank you. I'm glad to know the efforts of your daughters in law weren't in vain. I feel like I'm a princess."
I finally recovered.
"They just got upgraded in the will. I'll say it again, you're beautiful. Come princess, your carriage awaits."



She wrapped a black shawl over her shoulders and her arm around me, and we were off.
We went to the new Thai restaurant near the Center. Amy loved spicy food, as did I, but my stomach didn't. She got two sample platters, one spicy and one mild. She gave me small bites occasionally, and as I would wipe my brow I wondered how she could stand it.
We were a block away from the venue and it was a warm night, so we strolled over. I was getting very used to the feel of her hand on my arm.
The performance was very good. We were in a box, some of the best seats in the house. Her hand was in mine and I don't think she let go the whole performance.
"Thank you so much for tonight! I really loved the show."
I was sad.
"As did I, and the company. Too bad it's over."
She stopped dead on the sidewalk.
"Over? Who said it was over? I plan on keeping you up past your bedtime. If you're very nice and very lucky, I may tuck you in."
I flamed red again and she laughed. Boy, did I like that sound.
She gave an address to the driver, and in due course he delivered us to a club that catered to our age. They had a Beatles tribute band playing, quite good. They even wore the suits and had the moptops.
"Order us a pitcher of something light, darling. Excuse me for just a second while I powder my nose."
She came back five minutes later. Her hair was down, the first time I had ever seen it like that. I couldn't believe how long it was.
We sipped a glass and listened to the band. She was squirming in her seat. I sucked at dancing but wanted to please her.
"Wanna dan..." was all I got out before she dragged me onto the floor. For the first time in my life I understood the expression 'poetry in motion'. As foolish as I felt, the slow dances made up for it.
She molded to me, pressing more of her body than I thought possible into me. Her three inch heels put her at the perfect height. I had an instant erection, I know she felt it, and when I tried to apologize she shushed me and pressed a little harder.
We took breaks occasionally so I could get my breath. She took pity on my condition and just danced the slow ones for awhile.
A friend and her husband stopped by to say hello and check me out. I had noticed them, an attractive couple that really knew how to dance.
We invited them to sit and I got them a round of drinks. Their names were Jerry and Skye.
The band started "Twist and Shout", and Amy started squirming. Skye was complaining about some ankle pain and didn't want to move for awhile.
I got his attention.
"Jerry, would you do me a favor and dance with Amy? I'm recovering from a health issue, and Skye wants to sit this out."
Amy looked at me and I nodded, and they were on the floor in a second. I watched her shimmy and shake, happy she was happy. They stayed on the floor for two more fast ones, but when a slow one started they came back and got us.
"Thank you. Most men I'm with get jealous if I dance with others."
"They're your friends. I suck and he doesn't. I want you to enjoy yourself."
I paused.
"But if he had been a stranger, I would expect you to say no. If you're with me, you're with me. Understand?"
She giggled in my ear.
"I'm with you, honey."
Well, that could be interpreted to mean all kinds of things.
We had a coffee with them when the club closed, and I praised their abilities. Skye smiled and handed me a card. They owned a dance studio. Before we left we were signed up for lessons.
"I don't think you need lessons." I told her in the limo.
"I used to be a part time instructor for them when I was younger. Can't hurt to brush up on my skills. Plus, if you're with the same partner all the time, it makes you both better. It'll get you in shape, and it beats the heck out of bowling."
I didn't screw it up by trying to come in after I walked her to her door. I got several very nice kisses, though. It was enough, for now.
.................................................
Of course I got the third degree Sunday before Ros got there.
There was a lot of oohs and ahhs from the girls. The guys just wanted to know if I scored. Their wives pummeled them good, laughing while they did.
Ros came in and saw the smiles.
"Well, it's nice to see everyone smiling. Anything special to spark it?"
Jerry laughed.
"Pop went on his first date in over two years. Apparently he had a REALLY good time."
It was a lie and everyone knew it, but nobody corrected it.
For some reason Rosalind didn't think it was funny.
Her presence put a damper on the proceedings for awhile. It only lightened up when Ashley, their two year old, woke up from her nap. Debbie brought her in, still clutching her possum. It was her safety blanket.
Rosalind commented on how cute it was, and how it looked familiar somehow.
"It's our company logo, Mom" Jerry explained. "We manufacture them at a facility located near our shirt factory. We sell them online and in certain retailers that carry a lot of our clothing. We've sold quite a few."
She rolled her eyes.
"Great. Something else to swell your coffers."
This offended Jerry greatly. The toy line was his project and he was proud of it.
"Well Mom, so far we've sold over five hundred thousand, at a profit of a dollar fifty each. It isn't part of Pop's other businesses, it's a stand alone, charitable foundation. Every dime after expenses goes to the Wounded Warrior Foundation, to held disabled veterans resume a normal life."
"They build ramps, make houses handicapped friendly, pay for guide dogs, private counseling, anything that can make it easier for them to live normal lives."
I wish he hadn't told her that. We didn't do it for publicity, we did it because we wanted to. Jerry's best friend lost both legs to an IED in Afghanistan. It shook Jerry to see how hard his life was. He came to me to see if we could help, and we built ramps for his house. It got me thinking, I really didn't need the money as much as they did. Gail had insisted I make it a separate business, so she wasn't losing anything.
Bob, his friend, went to school and finished his accounting degree, and we hired him the day he graduated. Part of his duties is to oversee the donations. I liked him, but he made me nervous. Not because of his disabilities, but because he kept thanking me.
Rosalind was suitably chastised, and apologized.
All told, it wasn't a bad afternoon, compared to, say, a root canal.
..................................................
Monday morning I got an email, with a detailed list of functions I would be attending to represent the company. Looked like my Fridays and Saturdays were going to be tied up for awhile.
I was still going home at lunch time. I liked it, and was seriously considering making it permanent.
Amy had lunch at the house with me and Mavis, and didn't mention the past weekend. She did ask if I got the memo about more community involvement, to which I assured her I did, and it sounded like an excellent idea. Mavis was a pretty sharp old bird, and when Amy kissed me good bye and called me honey, her eyes got huge.
Amy didn't have her car door shut before she was on me.
"So, you and Amy. About time. You're too good a man to be single. You need someone to love you, and she does."
I held up my hands.
"Whoa there! We're just friends. Nobody has marriage in mind."
She just looked at me with her hand on her hips.
"Ummm huh. If you say so. Well, when this wedding that nobody is talking about happens, I expect to be sitting on the grooms' side of the church."
I just looked at her as she walked back to the shop, smiling.
............................................
Mavis told me she and the girls were working on something, but they would only tell me when it was ready.
She made sure Amy was with me Friday at lunch. I knew something was in the wind, they had been whispering and giggling for days.
Mavis asked me to come into the shop after lunch. All the girls were grinning when we came in.
"You told us to experiment, and we did." said Mavis.
"Get ready for a fashion show. Bring them out, girls."
It was mostly grandchildren, ranging from eight months old to six years. All wearing bright clothes, all with our logo. I had often thought about launching a childrens' line, but never had the time to develop it. Mavis beat me to it.
I was really impressed. When I looked closely at the logo on the jumper of the eight month old, I noticed it was wearing diapers. One six year old had a dress on that had a mother 'possum with four juveniles hanging onto her back.
Debbie was there with Ashley. She had on a little pair of red overalls with two 'possum heads sticking out of the bib.
Baby Possum was introduced on the internet, with a limited run. We sold out in two weeks.
Everyone was happy except Gail.
She stormed into my house while Amy and I were having lunch.
"You asshole! I'm supposed to be the designer here!"
We sat there with our mouths hanging open. I tried to be reasonable.
"Nobody is undermining you here, Gail. If you remember, I asked you two years ago about a childs' line. You wanted to concentrate on your jean line. You got it up and running, now design to your hearts content."
She ranted a little more and then stormed back out. We looked at each other.
"She's losing it." said Amy. "That husband of hers is spending money they don't have on foolish things, and she doesn't know how to say no. He knows she has millions, but he doesn't understand the difference between working millions and spending millions. To top it off, he talked her out of a prenup."
I sat up straight, feet hitting the floor.
"Is she insane? There's a clause in our partnership agreement stating that if either of us marry their spouse has to sigh a prenup excluding the business. It was for her own protection. What was she thinking?"
I knew that Barry was going to have a field day with this.
................................................
Things progressed between Amy and I at a nice pace. We went to concerts, plays, sporting events, anything she could fit in to 'company functions'. I wondered how all the romantic movies she made me go to fell into that category but wisely kept my mouth shut.
We had rights to the owners' box during race season. I wasn't much into racing per se, but Amy really seemed to enjoy it. Mary and Alice were almost always there, Jamie loved racing. They were often called on to help distribute goodies to the crowd, especially kids. We had added kid size t shirts, a big hit.
Will was winning and placing in the top ten on a consistent basis. The principal owner wanted to jump to NASCAR next year, and we were along for the ride. Will was a lock for rookie of the year if he kept his pace.
We had to add another building of monogramming machines and expand the shirt factory, which meant our cloth supplier had to expand.
Forbes Magazine did a story on us. We were on the cover. Jerry, Greg, Ralph, Amy, Debbie, Maria, Mavis[at my insistence], and of course, Gail.
The caption read "Grinning like a..., the Redneck Chic Clothing Company story, a true American success story".
As things got better between Amy and I, they degenerated between Gail and her new husband. I could see storm clouds on the horizon.
................................................
We had gone South as a family to attend the shirt factory annual picnic.
The food was excellent, the meats and side dishes done professionally. The desserts were made by the employees.
Eighty percent women, the competition was fierce. The desserts were divided into categories. Cakes. Pies. Cookies and Brownies, and another for anything stray that didn't fit anywhere else, like refrigerated items.
First prize in each category was one hundred dollars, second fifty, third twenty five. Overall winner two fifty. Bragging rights, priceless.
I knew better than to be on the panel of judges. We invited the local mayor and county commissioners, and pressed them into being judges, along with a half dozen employees chosen at random.
We enjoyed the games for the children, Ashley was old enough to participate for the first time. Horseshoes, badmitton, and other games were played by the adults.
It took three hours during the festivities to judge the desserts. The winners were announced at the end of the night, and the cash was awarded. Grand prize was a coconut cake made with freshly shredded coconut. The woman, in her forties, cried like a baby. They all got their pictures in the local papers, along with the politicians, of course. There were more pictures of the event throughout the event, highlighting local people. There was a couple of Amy and I, goofing around.
In the first, I had just shoved a piece of coconut cake into her mouth, smearing the icing all over her face. In the second, they captured her revenge, locking me into a big kiss while she rubbed the icing all over my face. The photo identified us as the principal owner of the company, and his wife.
The kids got a real kick out of it.
I got a surprise when we went to check in to our hotel. We had gone straight from the plane to the event, and when we got our keycards they handed one to me and one to Amy, with the same number.
Before I could object she thanked the clerk and hustled me off while the kids snickered.
"I got tired of waiting. If it was up to you, you wouldn't make a move until we were in walkers. Now be quiet, and don't screw this up."
It had been a long dry spell, as I said before. Amy tried to catch me up in one night. I was fifty five, and she only got two performances out of me, three if you count the one that happened at six a.m.
I'm glad she made me take those dance lessons, it got me into better shape.
Both my former wives were pale shadows compared to Amy. I had never had a woman throw her body and soul into our mating like she did.
Fifty now, she was still trim and beautiful. She made me wait in the living room of our suite while she changed. I don't know why it took so long. A sheer teddy under a sheerer robe, and high heels.
She twirled, enjoying the sight of me with my mouth hanging open.
"Do you like this on me?"
By the time I regained my ability to speak she was on my lap. We kissed and stroked each other for a few minutes before I drew back.
"I can think of only one thing that would make it look better."
She had a questioning look in her eyes before I laughed.
"As good as it looks on you, it would look even better off you."
She giggled.
"Well, I did all the work putting it on, so it's only fair you take it off of me."
I was all about being fair.
She had great breasts. Full,supple, with just a bit of sag brought on by maturity. She blushed while I praised them, in between nibbles and sucks that had her nipples standing straight out.
She stiffened when I went farther down, grabbing my head.
"You don't have to, you know."
I kissed her hard before answering.
"Oh yes I do."
That's when I discovered she was multiorgasmic.
When she finally begged me to stop I couldn't stand it any longer. I entered her soaking, closely trimmed bottom slowly, trying to will every nerve ending I had into my dick. She sighed, happily, then started making little eeks and groans as I gained speed and force. At the end she was crying begging me to stop and go faster in the same breath. I did both, pistoning until my climax left me light headed.
I collapsed onto her for just a second before slipping sideways and gathering her in my arms. We lay there quietly until I felt her tears.
"Are you all right? You're not hurt are you?"
She thumped my chest lightly.
"Shut up, you idiot, and let me be happy."
I shut up.
We dozed. I woke up spooned to her, her hand reaching back, stroking me to erection.
"It wasn't fair, you know" she finally said.
"What?"
"You got to play with me, and I didn't get to play with you."
I smiled in the darkness.
"I apologize. I had an urgent need to take care of. If it makes you feel better, I promise to make it up to you later."
She shoved me onto my back and rose above me, grabbing me and guiding me in. When she was fully seated she smiled down at me.
"I'll hold you to that."
I let her set the pace, until the urge hit me and I grabbed her hips, slamming upwards. She gave a little squeak and slammed back. I came right behind her second, and she collapsed on me. I held her like that, refusing to let her move, until she fell asleep.
At seven the next morning I awoke to her washing me with a warm cloth. When she saw I was awake, she tossed it to the floor.
"Good, you're awake. My tun to play with the toys."
Twenty minutes later it felt like my head imploded. I lay there gasping while she giggled. She tried to get me up to take a shower, but I held her for a few minutes until I got my breath back.
We took a shower together. Washed each others' back. And fronts. And everything else we could reach. With one arm locked around her waist, I found her g spot and stroked her until she squirted all over the shower. She told me later it was the first time she had ever done that.
We made it to the dining room in time to have breakfast with the family.
Debbie grinned and told Amy she was glowing. Greg told me I looked like shit, I must not have gotten enough sleep last night. They all giggled and snickered at my expense for the rest of the meal, while she just smiled.
I surprised them by announcing we were staying down for a few more days. I wanted to visit the toy factory and the cloth plant. Mostly what I wanted was to get Amy back in bed. I'm proud to say I accomplished my goal.
We didn't talk about the future until we were on the plane home. I didn't dance around.
"So, how long do you think it'll take you to close out your apartment before you move in?"
She took my hand.
"I intend to spend a lot of time in your bed, but I'm not moving in right away. We need to get comfortable, make sure there's no little quirks that will drive us apart. And just so you know, while I'd love to live with you, I'm an old fashioned, marriage kind of woman. Does that scare you?"
I took her hand.
"The only thing I'm afraid of is that I'm not the one you want. I'll be more than happy to live with the rest."
It must have been the right answer because she never let go of my hand for the rest of the flight.
I was miserable the first night at home. After spending four nights with Amy, I would wake up reaching for her, until I remembered. She didn't look like she got much sleep either, the next day.
We struggled through lunch with Mavis. She looked back and forth between us before breaking into a grin. We were in the bedroom before the door closed behind her.
Later, as we cuddled, she told me she would be back with a suitcase later.
"Just so I have a change of clothes if I decide to stay over."
She went back to her apartment a week later, to get more clothes.
.................................................
Everyone was happy with our relationship except for two people. Gail and Rosalind. I was surprised at both.
Rosalind showed up at my office just as I was going to lunch.
"Can we talk?"
I glanced at my watch.
"I'm due somewhere in just a bit, but if it won't take long I'll wait."
She sat and fidgeted for a few minutes before I finally spoke.
"You're running out of time, Ros. Spit it out or I'm leaving."
She took a deep breath, drawing my eye to her cleavage. That was a really lowcut top to be wearing to work. And the skirt was kind of short, I could almost see the top of her stockings, I was sure it wasn't pantyhose. I got a really bad feeling.
"We were good for each other for a lot of years, weren't we? Right up until I did something stupid. You've changed, I've changed, do you think we might..."



I stopped her.
"By stupid you mean fucking your boss for a year before you got caught? Telling your friends I was a no talent loser who would never amount to much? How much better in the sack he was? By trying to rape me in the divorce? If I hadn't threatened to file suit against your company and get you both fired, you would have succeeded."
"Or how you tried to rub your new husband in my face, bragging about the money he made, how well he was hung, how happy you were?"
I paused while she reeled under my onslaught. Once started, I couldn't stop, having held it in for years for the sake of my children. I eased off a bit.
"I'm sorry your life didn't turn out like you hoped for, Rosalind. Really. But too much water has flowed under the bridge, and we can't go back. You're still attractive, you have a decent job now, and you're close to your children. Count your blessings."
Before I could say more the door flew open and Amy walked in. She eyed Rosalind coolly for a moment before turning to me.
"Lunchtime, honey. Do you want Mexican, or should we just have a salad and save the Mexican for dinner? I'll have it delivered to the house, so we'll have more time to...relax. Sound good?"
Rosalind sat with her mouth hanging open. I have to admit I enjoyed the look on her face. I rose, taking Amy by the hand.
"Ros and I were just talking about old times and I was just about to tell her how rosy my future was, but that can wait for another time. See you Sunday."
We were out the door before she could recover. Amy saw the look in my eyes at lunch.
"What? Everybody knows we're together. Your door wasn't shut good before I knew she was in your office. She needs to learn I don't share my toys, if she thinks that she needs to find another sandbox. I protect what's mine."
My face almost disappeared under my smile.
"Am I then? Yours, I mean?"
Her face got soft.
"Yes, you're mine. You have been since you were in the hospital and I realized I was falling in love with you. Can you handle that?"
"I doubt it, you're way out of my league. Won't stop me from trying, though. Might take me years to get it right, but I'll never stop trying to make you happy."
She jumped up and ran to the restroom with tears flowing down her cheeks. Apparently I had messed up again.
The kiss she gave me when she got back told me I was still doing something right.
................................................
I was seriously looking for the perfect ring, she was talking about changing drapes and carpets. I told her anything she wanted was fine with me, as long as she left my office alone.
She was happy. I was very happy. What could possibly screw that up?
I was in my office two weeks later looking at honeymoon brochures, when my secretary called.
"Boss, there's a lady here to see you?"
"Who is she? Does she have an appointment?"
"No appointment. She says she's your wife."
I wondered who the heck it was. Everyone knew Ros by now, and Amy hadn't said yes yet. I thought it might be a joke.
I nearly fell out of my chair when Sherry walked in.
"Hi, Zach, surprised to see me?"
She was smiling, dressed to the nines, showing her assets without looking slutty.
"No, more like disappointed. Why are you here?"
The smile left her face.
"I'd like to start by saying I'm sorry. Remember what I said in my letter?"
I actually enjoyed the look on her face when I told her I never read past the first page.
"Why didn't you read it?"
I decided to be honest.
"Because I was in too much pain. After Rosalind, when I found you it made me believe in love again. Six years, I thought you were mine alone, then I find out you've been performing sex acts for profit for almost a year. And for what? To make your sale, get your commission. Know what a lot of people call a woman that has sex for pay?"
She was struggling to hold her temper. Whatever she wanted, she must want it awfully bad. I decided to make the conversation brief.
"What do you want, Sherry."
She hung her head.
"I'm broke. I sold the house to keep my business going, but I lost it anyway. I know you didn't tell, but word got out about what I had been doing. All I got was perverts wanting to sample the 'incentives' I was giving. I lost my listings, then my business. No one in town would let me anywhere near their offices. I wasn't run out of town, but it was close."
She slumped into a chair.
"When I said I was broke, I mean really broke. It took the last of my money to get here and rent a room for three days. Help me, please, if I ever meant anything to you. I don't want much, and I won't stay here, but I need enough to last a few months. I've got a friend on the west coast who said she could maybe find me a position. Please."
While a small part of me enjoyed seeing her broken and begging, a bigger part felt compassion and regret. I leaned back and sighed, then got out my checkbook.
"This is all I'll give you for the good part of our lives, and you do have to leave town. Soon. I really hope you have a good life, I couldn't enjoy mine more. I'm going to propose to my girlfriend today. She's a good woman, and I love her with more passion than I ever believed possible. When I look back, I'm going to try to remember the good times, and believe what you did was done in desperation and clouded judgement."
Her eyes got big when she saw the check. She tried to thank me but I cut her off.
"Just take the money. I won't miss it, even I don't believe how much I have now. And I owe it all to you. If you hadn't betrayed me, I would have never moved here, met the people who helped me get started, and steered me to success."
She stopped snuffling.
"Could I please have a goodbye hug?"
I thought about it.
"No. Don't make me explain why, you wouldn't like it."
The door opened without a knock, and Amy strolled in.
"Hi, honey, I just need...."
She saw Sherry.
"Sorry honey, it can wait."
I caught her hand as she turned.
"No, I'll try to never make you wait. Miss Myers[I made her take back her maiden name]was just leaving."
I turned, my hand on Amy's waist.
"Good luck, Miss Myers, on your future endeavors. Please excuse me, my secretary will show you out."
I walked out with Amy, enjoying the look on her face. I never saw her again.
We turned a corner and Amy slammed me against the wall, covering my face with hot, smouldering kisses.
"I know who she was." she said. I started explaining but she put her hand on my lips.
"Hush. If you don't know by now, I can be a really jealous bitch. You're mine, and I don't like trespassers. Anymore exwives I don't know about?"
I shook my head no.
"Good. By now, you must know I have spies everywhere. I trust you completely honey, but you're a sucker for a sob story. You're too good a man. Thank God you've got me to keep you on the straight and narrow. And just so you know, I'm not above listening in on private conversations."
"Now, you have something you want to ask me?"
Well, it wasn't the way I had envisioned it, but I dropped to one knee and pulled out the ring in my pocket. People were walking by, secretaries and assistants on their way to lunch, floor managers bringing paperwork in. They all stopped and stared.
"As you pointed out, I would be lost without you. I think I need a bit more close supervision, and the only way I can get it is to have you with me always. Amy, love of my life, it took me two tries to get it right, but I believe I'm now with the woman I was destined to find. Please baby, marry me."
Not the romantic smaltz I wanted, but I made my point.
I think everyone in the hall held their breath, as she knelt down to my level.
"Yes."
Plain. Simple. And the word I wanted most to hear in my life.
People clapped, they cheered, but neither of us cared. We stayed on the floor, kissing for almost five minutes. Long enough for the kids to come thundering down the hall. Maria and Debbie pulled Amy up, and they were in a three way hug, dancing round in a circle. The boys just stood grinning.
"Quit smirking and help an old man up" I told them. They pulled me to my feet, and the girls grabbed me, while Amy hugged Jerry and Greg. It was all over both plants in forty minutes.
Mavis called me an hour later.
"Remember, I sit on your side of the church."
I wished I could have seen her face.
"You're not going to do a lot of sitting. My parents have passed. You'll have the position of mother of the groom."
She couldn't talk anymore, so she hung up.
................................................
The date was set. Amy was in my house full time. We had a long talk about the future.
"I think I'm going to retire. The boys have come along nicely, and Ralph will still be there to guide them. I'll stay CEO, but I'll only step in when they're deadlocked or need advice. If I retire, you retire, all right. Please honey."
She smirked.
"Like I'm going to let you wander around on your own. I'll have a new full time job, watching over you."
Everyone was happy about the engagement but Gail. She wasn't happy about anything lately.
She finally put a halt to her husbands' spendthrift ways. She told him he needed to get a job if he wanted play money. He had stopped working the day after they married.
He went into a rage and left, pulling every dime he could get his hands on from their accounts.
Then he sued for divorce, wanting alimony and half her part of the company.
Barry earned his money. He brought up the partnership and corporation paperwork, that plainly excluded the business from community property. It was a grey area, but Barry told him plainly he would drag it out for years, and he would be paying his own fees until then, if he couldn't get a lawyer to take it on contingency.
Barry had a good reputation, and lawyers were leery. In the end, Gail had to pay him a million and a half to get him to go away.
The drawback there was she didn't have the money.
She came out to the house, and had lunch with Amy and I.
"I want out of the company. I want to take the jean company and the brand. The rest you'll own free and clear. Can we work something out?"
Amy and I talked it over. She said it wasn't her call, but I reminded her we were going to be life partners, and every decision we made from here forward would affect both of us.
We talked to Barry, who got an independent company to come in and value the company. In the end, we split the company like she wanted. She got the jean company, and retained the Lardache label. I had to pay her two million cash to buy out the rest of her equity.
Amy tried to keep her with us, but she was adamant.
"I've learned a lot. It's time for me to move on, follow my own vision."
.................................................
As soon as the ink was dry, she closed the factory and moved the business to China. The locals were devastated.
When I found out, I was furious,but there was nothing I could do about her decision. What I could do was buy the equipment and restart it, under another name.
Amy came up with our new logo, Livin' Large, with two big L's in red on the pocket. We sent out memos, and went on our website and youtube to explain the change. We didn't slam Gail, didn't say where she went, but word got out.
Regardless, she did well for about three years, before selling the company to a Chinese syndicate, and opening her own design house in LA.
Everyone in the company knew I rewarded innovation and paid for designs. Maria came to me with an idea. I got her together with Mavis, and magic happened again.
Maria had a bunch of ten to sixteen year old nephews and cousins. She asked why they didn't wear our clothes.
"Lame" said one. "Ain't got no skulls or chains on 'em." said another.
They called Amy and I into the experimental shop. Mavis was seventy by now, and had decided to retire at the end of the year. It was her last effort for the company.
Maria had the kids who gave her the idea model them. The Punk Possum line. It wasn't the cute cuddly logo everyone was familiar with.
The possum had black, batlike wings, and red eyes. The wings were outlined in silver, giving them a skeletal look. We started out on hoodies and tees, giving out models the first ones, to get the look out into the community.
We married, and I met her son for the first time. She had him late, and he had just graduated college. Of course, we brought him in. It was a family business, after all. Greg took him under his wing, and Jerry helped.
Rosalind met a man and it turned serious. Before we knew it she was married and moved away. Although the boys would never admit it, they were relieved.
Our Sunday dinners have developed into quite a gathering. Amy and I don't work anymore, except for a monthly board meeting.
Our honeymoon was a world cruise. We liked it so much we made a cruise an annual event, dragging along the grandkids, to give the parents a much needed break.
It's been a good life so far.
.................................................
Oh, Mavis did retire, for six months. Then she called me up.
"You know who Ozzy Osbourne is?"
What an odd question from a seventy year old black woman.
"Yes Mavis, I do."
"Good, because I'm about to quote him. RETIREMENT SUCKS! When can I come back to work?"
"Just as soon as you can walk through the door."
She's still going strong.
.................................................
As always, thanks for reading. Votes appreciated, comments encouraged.
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Deb never really got my sense of humor. When she found out my real name was Love, she got bitchy.
"Why did you say your name was Silversmith?"
"Because I always liked the name. Sometimes I'm Goldberg. Sometimes I'm Jones. It's just a game."
"You're a little off, you know that, right?"
I had to agree with her. Elsa taught me that, playing games.
"Sometimes you have to be someone else to be yourself."
It took me years to understand what that really meant.
..................................................
Julie came to me six days before our show debuted,
expressing some of her concerns.
"You can't just go out and talk for an hour without breaks, it won't work."
"Why not? Isn't that what I set out to do, talk?"
She sighed.
"Yes and no. You're getting a lot of buzz on campus, thanks to a viral campaign Josh and Amy started. We're the gamer, Facebook, Youtube, Iphone generation. We can absorb large amounts of information, in short doses. After about fifteen minutes our mind starts to wander. True for older people, but it usually takes five or ten minutes longer. You have to take a break every once in a while, to give people time to digest what you've been saying."
I thought about it.
"Excellent point. I'm sure you have a suggestion, say what's on your mind."
"Well, on commercial talk shows, you have commercials. We don't have that. so what about a musical guest? They could come on, play a song or two every twenty minutes. It might even boost viewership?"
I frowned, it sounded more commercial than I liked.
"What would this cost?"
She smiled.
"Nothing, most will do it for exposure. You don't even have to plug them on the show, just mention a link on your website where they can go and see them perform."
"Do you have someone in mind?"
"Already got them lined up. A duo, folk and blues, some originals. I thought it would be best to start with, light, nonthreatening, upbeat. Would you like to see them play? Sarah and I will take you, let them meet you and see if it's something they might be interested in. They're at The Grind, that coffeehouse over on Flint Street tomorrow."
.................................................
The whole crew went, including Carlos, Ed, and their wives.
Two girls, playing under the name Dirty Blond. Mostly pop stuff. Nancy Griffin, Natalie Merchant, Melissa Ethridge, they even did an Adele song. They were technically good but not remarkable. I think they they could tell I wasn't impressed and asked if I had any requests.
"Not really. I'm into older stuff, thanks to a great aunt who had a tremendous record collection.
Play something from last century."
I heard them whispering as they returned to the stage.
"We're going to play something now we haven't done in a while. It's sort of a request. Brother Love, this is for you.
I knew it instantly. Uncle's John Band, the great song from the Grateful Dead, done in the Indigo Girls version. Unbidden, tears came to my eyes.
..................................................
It was one of Elsa's all time favorites. She sang it constantly in her soft soprano. She taught me the words when I was twelve, so we could sing it together, while she played guitar. If my greatuncle was home, he would chime in on the chorus from wherever he was in the house.
It made me an official, card carrying Deadhead. I had all their work on cd and later on my mp3. My friends just used it to reaffirm their opinion that I was a little strange.
As much as I loved the song, when I heard the Indigo Girls do it, it blew me away. They were really big into Lilith Fair then, lesbian power to the max. I did not care. It was still good music.
I played their version for her, and she really liked it.
"It's good to hear their music again, being carried forward to a new generation."
She was actually friends with the band, from her days in San Francisco. She would talk about it sometimes, if a song sparked a memory. She had pictures, lots of pictures from all phases of her life. There was one of her and Jerry Garcia, hugging and laughing, obviously at a concert somewhere.
"They were good guys, most of the time. Phil had a bit of a temper, and when they got into drugs they could be irritating at times, but when they played, it was magic. They would put aside the pettiness and anger, and let the music flow. They once did a sixteen minute version of Uncle John's Band at the Winter Palace that left a lot of the crowd in tears."
I made sure it got played at her funeral. Both versions. I also had them play "Miss Me When I'm Gone" at the very end.
..............................................
Finally, the night of the show had arrived. We had a little meeting with the guests, just to lay ground rules.
"Say what you feel. We'll be on a eight second delay, just to make sure no profanity slips out. We'll probably leave in the 'damns', but anything else is a no no. We'll introduce you, give a little background, but we won't be using any last names. This is for your protection. Everyone understand? Good."
"I can't thank you enough for doing this. If you're uncomfortable at any time, stop. I'll go to someone else."
"One more thing, we have musical guests, and we're in a closed studio. Even with the crew, that's only ten people. So please, applaud after they play. Like you, no one is getting paid, and I'm sure they'll appreciate it."
"We have water and soft drinks available, if you'd like something, help yourself. Ready?"
I shook every hand, and went to my desk.
Taking several deep breaths, I nodded at Sarah. I was as ready as I'd ever be.
She started talking in my earbud.
"Show time. Camera one, in four, three, two, GO!"
I looked at the camera and smiled.
"Good evening. I hope everyone has had a good week. This is our very first full length show, and we appreciate you investing your time with us. I hope we entertain you. I hope you learn something."
"I apologize ahead of time, I'll probably screw up sometime during the show. I have good people working with me to keep me on the straight and narrow. In fact, before we get into the topic for tonight, I'd like to introduce them."
This caught them all by surprise. I hoped they could get used to it.
"Carlos, show them Sarah. She's my producer/director. She's the one who'll maintain continuity, make sure I don't stumble too badly, or generally make an ass of myself."
Carlos panned to Sarah, in jeans and a tee, wearing a headset and holding a clipboard. She had the deer in headlights look before she gave a little wave.
"Manning the computers, my researchers and technical staff, Josh and Amber."
They were prepared, so they smiled and waved.
"Carlos, show them Ed, then I want Ed to show you. These are the guys that run the cameras."
They showed each other, smiling and waving.
"One more. I know she's here somewhere. Julie, come on out. This is our business manager. I didn't even know I was in business until she came on board. Have to render unto Caesar and so forth."
She actually had on a nice dress, but wasn't really smiling. You'll get used to it, I thought.
"So there they are, the group that is aiding me in my journey. I want to say right now, anything said or done on this show, is my responsibility alone. So if you have issues, direct them at me and leave the rest alone."
"Before I forget, we have some musical guests, Dirty Blond. They're really good, I think you will enjoy them. We have a link to our website if you're interested, that will show their upcoming performances as well as booking information."
"And while this show about sex, it isn't about the actual act. I think everyone has a basic grasp of what that is. It's about the emotions involved, the personal views of our guests. I can't remember who said it, but the biggest sexual organ a person had is the mind."
"Now, off we go."
................................................
The nun, Sister Angela, wanted to know if we could start with a prayer. I stunned everyone by saying I thought it was a good idea.
So the first three minutes of the show saw me, the guests, my crew, and the girls from Dirty Blond, as well as a guy they brought along, standing in a circle holding hands while she prayed.
She asked for guidance, she asked for understanding, and she ended it by asking God to bless me and what I was attempting to do.
We all took our seats and I thanked her.
"Let me introduce everyone, give you a brief background."
"This is Sister Angela, of Holy Trinity over on Fourth. When the call went out for guests, I was frankly surprised when she answered. We sent each other a few emails, followed by a call, and here she is."
Sister Angela smiled and waved. She was tall, wearing a navy skirt and a white blouse, with the standard head covering of a nun. She wore a small gold cross. I asked, she was forty two.
"Beside her we have Mary and Harvey, married forty eight years next week. I hope you join me in wishing them an early Happy Anniversary.
He was midheight, with a little belly and a bald head. She was about the same size, with jet black hair and a leaner body. She looked pretty good to be seventy one.
"Next we have Joe. He's single, by his own admission an unrepentant sex addict."
He smiled and waved. Thirty four years old, he wore a nice suit, was physically fit, could be considered handsome.
"Just past Joe is Mike, a student at the local university."
Twenty three, with a brush cut and weight lifters' body. He had an open, happy face. He looked like your neighbors' kid.
"Finally we have Shannon, just recently graduated from high school."
The only black person in the room, she had the optimism of youth on her side. Petite at just five feet, she was curved very nicely. Joe almost drooled on her when we met before the start of the show. She was a virgin.
Light skinned, the blush was obvious when I introduced her.
"Well, there you have them. A happily married couple of many years, a sex addict, a virgin, a nun, and an average guy. Who better qualified?"
"Let's start with a definition of sex. According to Wikipedia, and the American Standard Dictionary, the word sex is generic and has many definitions, but for the purposes of this show we all know we're talking about the actual act, intercourse if you will."
"The Wikipedia definition is pretty straight forward. Sexual intercourse, also known as coitus or copulation, it the act of inserting a penis into a vagina for reproduction or simple gratification."
"A bit oversimplified but direct. And before we go any farther, this is about standard heterosexual sex. Gays, lesbians, polygamists, S&M practitioners, etc., you'll all have a chance to speak your mind, but it will be another show. But sex is sex, no matter how you practice it, so I hope we all can walk away with something of value from this show."
"Since Joe is an admitted sex addict, let's start with him. Since it's about sex, when was your first sexual encounter?"
The camera zoomed in on his face when he started talking.
"I don't want to say exactly, but it was way before the legal age. I think it had a lot to do with how I turned out. I was a kid, and she wasn't."
"But she was very good, from years of practice, no doubt. She taught me just about everything I know. If she didn't, she shared me with a few of her friends to round out my education."
Harvey was frowning.
"That sounds a lot like statutory rape to me."
Joe paused thinking.
"It probably was, but realistically, it was anything but rape. I was more than willing. I'm surprised we didn't get caught. It kind of ruined me in high school. Here I was surrounded by all these silly girls, and I had experienced mature women. I hardly dated in high school, the thrill just wasn't there."
I stopped him to ask a question.
"If that's true, and your sex drive is as high as you say, what did you do for relief?"
He laughed.
My 'friend' and her cohorts kept me steadily supplied. I was basically a teen gigolo. I would tell my parents I was doing chores to earn money, and off I would go. They gave me gifts, clothes, one even bought me a car. Of course it had to stay at her house, my parents could never know. And they were always slipping me money, sometimes as much as five hundred."
Sister Angela looked askance, and I nodded.
"If all this was true, how did you do in relationships in your adult years?"
For the first time his smile slipped.
"Not well. I married once. I loved her deeply, I just couldn't keep it in my pants. She was right to divorce me. It's because of her I learned I was a sex addict. It came out in counseling. We've been divorced for seven years. I doubt I'll ever love again like I loved her."
"Have you had any serious relationships since your marriage?" I asked, genuinely curious.
Again the look of sadness crossed his face.
"Twice, for about four months each time. That seems to be my fidelity limit. I told them about me beforehand, but they were both convinced their love would be enough to change me. I wish it had been."
Shannon interjected.
"Excuse me for asking, but isn't that lifestyle kind of dangerous?"
He looked over, and frowned.
"Yes it is young lady. I don't recommend my lifestyle to anyone. I've had four different STDs, two of them at the same time. I'm basically gambling with my life, and the odds aren't in my favor."
Mary, quiet until now, burst out suddenly.
"Then why on earth do you risk it? Do you want to die?"
"No, I don't. If you've never had an addiction, it's hard to describe. It's similar to gambling, or drug use. You know it's wrong, you know it's bad for you, but it gives you such a rush you keep doing it."
His face became enraptured.
"I've bedded women of every race and size. Some were beauties, some not so much, but I loved them all. The tastes, the textures, the variety of skills and enthusiasm, fuel my hunger."
"And I always try to leave them satisfied. Not bragging, but I've learned things. I'm a very accomplished lover. Believe it or not, part of the gratification is giving them the best experience I can."
He seemed to draw into himself, talked out for the time being.
Sister Angela went next.
"I haven't always been a nun. I was married once, to a kind and handsome man. Had a daughter, a beautiful child."
"If you were to look at me then, you'd think I had it all. The perfect family. A husband so successful I never had to work."
"And it was perfect, for almost twelve years. I got restless, bored with the life everyone thought was so perfect."
"As he got more successful, we had to move twice. He worked a lot of hours making sure we had everything we wanted. His promotions just kept coming."
"I fell in with a group of women similar to me. When I expressed my boredom they laughed, telling me about their lovers, their spa visits that were nothing short of drug fueled orgies. I let myself get sucked right in. I partied, I did drugs. And eventually, I was unfaithful. Once I crossed that threshold I couldn't stop."
"I need to tell you now, I loved my husband deeply. But I was alone so much. I started neglecting things, missing appointments, ignoring my child. When it got really bad I would forget to pick her up from her private school. It finally got bad enough that my husband did an intervention."
"He sent me to detox, three times. It never worked because I didn't want it to work. Finally, he had me followed and documented. The divorce was quick, but very public because he named names. There were six divorces in our little group."
"I got a good settlement and three years of alimony, but I wasn't allowed to see my daughter unless I could furnish a clean drug test."
"I moved in with another divorced woman from our group. We partied hard until the money ran out."
"When you've got a habit and no money, it doesn't take long before a woman becomes desperate and starts doing favors. I got deeper and deeper in, until my dealer sold me to a pimp."
"It was not a pleasant experience. He was too cheap to spend money keeping us drugged up. He would give us a taste every once in a while, then beat us to keep us in line."
The screen changed to a photo of a woman's back. You could plainly see the evidence of beatings, heavy scars and discolored areas.
"That's me, taken four days ago. I've been away from him for four years, and you can still see the damage."
There was a collective gasp from the group.
"How did you get away?" asked Shannon in a trembling voice.
"I didn't, child. One of my johns gave me some pills and a bottle of cheap vodka. I took the pills and guzzled down the bottle. When I didn't bring him his money, my pimp came looking for me. Thinking I was dead, he threw me into a dumpster behind a restaurant. I was barely alive four hours later when the guys on the sanitation truck found me."
"They thought I was dead at first. So did the cops. It was the medical examiner who figured out I was still alive."
"I survived. I was in rehab, physical and mental, for almost a year."
"Not to belabor a point, but I found God in that dumpster. After I was released, I entered a convent. I took my final vows two years ago."
"I didn't mean to get off point here, I just wanted to set the scene. As a former practitioner of the second oldest profession in the world, I feel qualified to speak on the subject. I've probably had sex with hundreds of men. This far removed, they're all just a blur now, but a few stand out for size or cruelty."
"Despite all that, I remember what it was like with my husband when we were young. Physically I don't miss sex, but emotionally, when I think about him, I sometimes cry over the memories."
"And that's what I wanted to add to this discussion. Sex should be a physical expression of love, a bonding that only two should share. When it happens, it's almost magical. Although my religion doesn't condone it, I still understand physical needs, so I'm not too hard on kids I counsel from time to time. I just stress that without love and commitment, it's just exercise."
She sat back, talked out. Shannon spoke up in a small voice.
"Thank you for sharing that. I've got a couple of questions, if you're up to answering them. Do you have contact with your child? Did your husband ever forgive you? And how in the world did you avoid diseases?"
Sister Angela looked up, tears plainly in her eyes.
"I didn't avoid them, young lady. I caught almost all of them, including Hepatitis C. My immune system was considerable damaged by my lifestyle.
My doctor won't give me an estimate, but I figure I'm only good for five or six more years. Then I'll get to go home."
"I don't know if it's because I'm sick, or the amount of time that's gone by, or the Grace of God, but my exhusband forgave me. I got to see my daughter graduate from college last year. He's been remarried for years. She calls her Mom, as she should. But she calls me every month, and visits as often as she can. I count my blessings."
It was a good time to take a break, so I introduced the band, and passed out tissues, making a mental note to make sure I kept a couple boxes on the table and desk.
They played Uncle John's Band, but it seemed sadder to me somehow. I led the applause when they were done.
"Who's next?" I asked. No one stepped up so I asked the older married couple about their life.
"Forty eight years. Quite a record. Not a lot of couples this day and time reach that milestone. What kept you going strong?"
Mary reached out and took Harvey by the hand.
"Stubborness, I guess. I can't bear the thought of him leaving me first, so we're trying to outlive each other. We were young, in our teens when we married. We were both virgins and had no idea what to do."



I smiled and asked gently "How long did it take to figure it out?"
Harvey grinned.
"We're still working on it. We didn't have computers back then, and there wasn't a lot of information out there. I can still remember what a big deal it was when the book 'The Joy Of Sex' came out, and the Kinsey report. Caused quite a stir."
Mary chimed in.
"Things were a lot more conservative back then. Oral sex, for instance, was never accepted the way it is now. And anal? You were a pervert for even thinking about it."
"Then the sixties came. Burn the bra. Birth control. Sex became a lot easier when you didn't have to worry about pregnancy."
"Please excuse me asking, but did you ever think about straying?" I felt bad asking, even if it was a legitimate question.
They held hands, and answered jointly.
"I'm proud to say we never strayed. Did we think about it? Were we tempted? Damn right we were, but we never did. It was just wrong, there was too much to lose."
"Do you think that's the attitude now?" asked Shannon. Mary snorted.
"Lord no. It's just too easy now. Over fifty per cent of marriages fail nationwide. It's just too easy to get out of it. No fault divorces? Bull----"
I was suddenly glad of the delay. How many people want to hear grandma say bullshit? Harvey jumped back in.
"My wife is right. It's always someone's fault, even if adultery isn't involved. Marriage is a lifetime commitment, and it comes with rules. If you don't want to follow them, why get married? It makes no sense."
Mary picked back up when he ran out of breath.
"Sex is a big part of marriage, at least for us. We had three kids, and we practiced a lot to get them. For us, sex is an expression of our love. And despite our age, with a little medical help, we still express it to each other."
Instead of being embarrassed, Harvey grinned broadly.
Mike joined our discussion for the first time.
"But doesn't it get stale after a while?"
Mary smiled.
"Son, do you like fried chicken?"
He nodded yes.
"Even if you loved it, if you had to eat it every day for the rest of your life it would get old fast, wouldn't it?"
"Yes."
"Well, just because fried chicken gets old, it doesn't mean you switch to steak. You just cook the chicken a different way. You grill it, make soup, fix it with pasta, make salad. You add spices, new flavors. It's still chicken, but now you have variety. Do you understand what I'm trying to say? Sex only gets old if you let it. Be adventurous, try new things. They might not all suit you, but there will be enough to keep boredom away."
Mike nodded, deep in thought.
It was his turn to speak.
"I see what you're saying. It's work. Not the sex, but keeping it exciting. I'm a normal guy. College, dorms, parties, hanging out. I hook up once in a while, just for physical relief. I don't lead my partners on, or promise anything I can't deliver. I've found they respect me more for it. Sooner or later there will come a time when I want more. When it does, I'll look back on this discussion and try a little harder."
"And you're right, it is a different time. Women have a lot more leeway, and nobody much comments on their sex life, unless it's out of control. Most of us still respect them, after all, they're doing the same thing we are. For every move I've made on a woman, I've had one made on me. Maybe a little more."
I stopped the conversation, having the band do another song. They did the David Thompson version of Oops I Did It Again, the Britney Spears song. They had brought a percussionist along. He played congas, and a set of bongos he had mounted, a high hat cymbal with a tambourine on top, and a little six inch cymbal beside the congas. He made a lot of noise with such a small amount of equipment.
I had thought about commercial talk shows, how they would have a musical guest who would play and disappear. I shocked them when it was over by inviting them over to the couch. They had to bring their chairs. It caught them by surprise.
I introduced them individually.
"If you want to add something, feel free to speak up."
Sarah was looking at me like she wanted to kill me, and I grinned at her.
Shannon was the only one left who hadn't spoken, so I gave her the opportunity.
"Shannon, want to share why you wanted to be out here tonight?"
She looked very nervous but spoke up.
"I'm a virgin. An eighteen year old virgin, in an inner city neighborhood where the teen pregnancy rate is the highest in the state. I have a scholarship to the community college, and hoping I can get another to finish out my degree."
"I've wanted to have sex, even seen it happen in front of me at parties, but I just couldn't make the plunge."
"I've got a boyfriend now who is a little older. To his credit, he hasn't pushed it very hard, but I know he could walk down the street and find three women willing to fu...er, screw him in the first five minutes."
"Any advice?"
Sister Angela went first.
"As a nun, I need to tell you to refrain from intercourse until you're married. As a woman with a daughter, I want you to do what's right for you. If you're uncomfortable with the thought, don't do it."
Mary added her thoughts.
"She's right, honey. In my generation, your virginity was the greatest gift you could give a man. If you're the least bit uncertain, don't do it."
Both the girls in the band chimed in. Anne, the blond, went first.
"Your first time should be special, with someone you love. Ask yourself, are you doing it for love, or security? Do you want to keep him that badly? Are you sure he'll stay if you do? Think with your mind as well as your heart."
Heather, the brunette, agreed.
"Has he hinted he'll leave if you don't put out? If he has, you need to seriously think about dumping this guy. You have to live with yourself no matter what you do. Just think about it."
The drummer just shrugged. I stepped in.
"Ultimately Shannon, the choice is yours. If it's what you truly want, if you trust him enough, then you've already made your decision. But I'm getting the vibe you're really on the fence. Be sure, Shannon. That's all the advice I have."
Mary grinned and asked me if I was in love my first time.
"In love? I wasn't even on this continent. I'm pretty sure she wasn't a virgin, and I'm pretty sure she planned the whole thing. She was the aggressor, I had no idea what I was doing. She gave me a pretty good first lesson, though."
I heard Sarah telling me we had five minutes, time to wrap it up. I looked into the camera.
"That's about it for tonight, folks. I don't know what you were expecting, but this is what you got. I want to thank everyone. Harvey, Mary, Sister Angela, Mike, Shannon, and Joe, I appreciate you're insights."
"Remember, these are actual people, who volunteered their time. No one got paid. I know some of you out there will recognize them, be kind when you speak to them. It took guts for them to come out here and share such an intimate part of their lives."
Before we go, I want each of you to give me an honest answer. How important is sex in a relationship? Can it be sustained without it?
Mary:
"It's very important. Of course, frequency tapers off as you get older, but It's still the most intimate way to tell your partner you love them."
Harvey:
"I agree. We've had friends, people we were really fond of, part over sex. In my opinion, menopause has broken up as many marriages as infidelity. More don't break up but limp along as a shadow of what they had. Ladies, don't get me wrong, I understand. But look at it this way. Men don't go though the deep biological changes that women do, and frankly, many don't understand. All they see is that something you both enjoyed, something they considered very pleasurable and the most intimate expression of love they could share, denied them, because it just don't matter anymore to their partners."
"I know this sounds sexist and uncaring, but if people out there going through it can tell you, it's still true."
"Also, don't take this to mean you should do your 'wifely duties' without complaint, but be sympathetic to your partner. There are medications, and therapy. Don't let it ruin your life if you can prevent it."
I couldn't help but ask.
"Are you speaking from experience?"
"Yes, it was particularly rough on Mary. Even today she still has an occasional hot flash. But she loved me enough to recognize my wants and needs. We did indeed go to therapy for awhile, to make me really understand what she was going though, and she did take some hormone replacement drugs. It helped tremendously."
Mary nodded her agreement, holding his hand tightly.
Joe:
"Because of my addition, I consider it very important. Could I ever be in a celibate relationship? Not unless it was medically necessary. Even then I would seek out drugs to help me."
Sister Angela:
"Of course, I have a relationship now much more important to me than sex, but I remember, and sexual compatibility goes a long way in maintaining a relationship, especially when you're under, say, fifty. The urge to mate and procreate is built into us, It's hard to curb those biological urges. You just have to learn to temper them, to help make a relationship last."
Shannon:
"I agree. If you're not sexually compatible, at our age it will be almost impossible to stay together. I'm at the age when I'm the most sexually attractive to men, and it's going to be, heck it already is, hard to fend them off. I like the idea of a Mr. Right out there somewhere. Maybe it's the romantic in me. I know for certain all the information you guys have given me will be food for though for a long time to come.
Mike:
"Yeah, like she said. At our age, it's very important. Will it lessen as I get older? Yes, physically at least. But mentally? I read somewhere that an interviewer once told Marilyn Monroe attracted the adulation of thirteen year old boys. She agreed, but then added that all men were thirteen year old boys where she was concerned. So while we age physically, it's hard to age our mindset."
I paused for a second, letting the information soak in. Then I thanked them all for their insights. Sarah was twirling her finger frantically, time to go.
"Well, we started with a prayer, so let's end with a song. Heather, Anne, thank you. And thank you Gary, for helping them out with percussion. Dirty Blond. Remember the name. And check our website for their link. New fans are always welcome."
"If I have any words of wisdom tonight, it would be to follow your heart. It's usually just your head telling you what's right in a softer way."
"Goodnight, all."
I grinned when I heard the song. Brand New Roller Skates, an old, old song by a singer named Melanie. It was a song about her first sexual encounter.
.................................................
That night, I dreamed about Deb, for the first time in a long time. We were at the beach, on one of our vacations. We were lying on a blanket in the sand. She was naked, that perfect body a glistening bronze sculpture against a backdrop of sugar white sand, and we were making slow, languid love. I could feel the weight of her breasts in my hands, smell her tanning oil and arousal, as we coupled. Before we were done, she started dissolving, even as I tried to hold on to her.
I woke in a panic, gasping for breath. It took me fifteen minutes to calm down. I knew I wouldn't sleep anymore for awhile, so I got a glass of ice water, and sat on the back patio, looking at the stars, and thinking about sex with Deb.
..................................................
We viewed the tape later that week. I was surprised how good it was. Oh, it was a bit rough in spots, and I needed to learn how to regulate the pace, but overall it wasn't too bad.
Josh and Amber had put up a poll on our website. Should Shannon have sex with her boyfriend? No was outrunning yes by a four to one margin. It was higher for women, lower for men. I intended to talk about the numbers on the next show.
I had to add a new member to the crew. Sarah insisted. She said we could get away without a sound man if we were just talking, but musicians were a whole different ball game. I left it to her, and she hired a sound technician. Another woman from college, in her field of study. We welcomed Joyce to the crew during the next broadcast.
Josh and Amber started an archive that people could access to watch shows past shows, and somehow it ended up on youtube. It was becoming a cult favorite at the college.
Suggestions for shows were coming in at a surprising rate. Some were pretty far out, some well reasoned and thoughtful.
A vast number wanted the next show to be about relationships, since we had already covered sex.
We did a blurt.
"All right, the people have spoken. I won't always follow the suggestions, but I wanted to do a show on this anyway, so the next one will be about relationships. Love. Marriage. Any variation on the theme we can think of. I want to hear from people willing to talk about alternative, non mainstream lifestyles. Same sex couples, polygamists, that sort of thing. Be sure if you volunteer you're absolutely sure, because you will be on television, and once it hits the airwaves you can't ever take it back."
"Because of the time it takes to to get a show together with the limited amount of resources I have, it will be two weeks before the show airs."
"If you want to be on, hit the website, give your reasons. If we think you'll fit we will contact you for a followup. Until then."
I talked to Sarah and Julie.
"I need your help. Are both of you out of the closet?"
Sarah was, but Julie wasn't. Well she was at school, but her parents and people back home had no clue. She had even had a boyfriend for awhile, until she made her decision. Sarah wasn't her first girlfriend, but she was her first love.
"I don't think I can do it" Julie said. "Television is not how my friends and family need
to find out about my sexual preference."
I understood. I remember the day I found out Aunt Elsa was bisexual.
.................................................
She was going into the last days of her life. Lung cancer. She had smoked since she was twelve. Her husband made her quit as a condition of marriage, so she hadn't smoked in over twenty five years. I don't know, and the doctor couldn't say if that's what caused it. He did say quitting had helped, but her lungs were still showing the effects.
I had her at her home. She said it was where she wanted to die, and I honored her wish.
The knock on the door didn't surprise me. She had a broad circle of friends, and a lot of them called. Most saying goodbye I suspected.
The woman couldn't have been over five feet tall. She wasn't obese, but she was pretty plump. Her silver hair was loose, and flowed down her back almost to her ass.
"Does Elsa Love live here?" she said in an abrupt voice.
"Yes."
I didn't move. Something about her irritated me.
She seemed surprised I didn't move aside. She softened her tone.
"May I please see her? I'm an old friend, and I've traveled a long way to be here. Please."
Suddenly tears were streaming down her face, and she looked like she was about to collapse.
I ushered her in, got her a glass of wine to settle her, and went up to see if Elsa was up to visitors.
She was sitting up, reading a magazine.
"Aunt Elsa, there's a lady her to see you. Says she's an old friend."
She frowned. Visits tend to tire her out.
"What's her name?"
"I don't know. She just said Sunflower was here to see Petunia."
I found out later that was their pet name for each other.
She looked like she was about to faint.
"Sun...Sunflower? It can't be. Bring her up, please honey. I have to know."
I'll never forget the emotion in the room when she came in. They just stared at each other for about thirty seconds, until Elsa held her hands out, almost in supplication.
Soon they were on the bed together, clinging to each other and crying like babies. I gently shut the door, giving them the privacy they needed.
She moved into our house and her bed. She was holding Elsa when she passed, three months later.
...............................................
Julie, Sarah, and Amber were trying to get me to polish my appearance. They especially wanted me to cut my hair. I had been letting it grow since before Elsa died, at her request. It was down just pass my shoulders.
"You've always had such beautiful hair. I never told you, but when you cut after college to fit in and get a job. It was just like you to donate your hair to Locks Of Love. You don't have to fit in right now, let it grow. Please. The last request of a foolish old woman."
After she passed I just couldn't make myself cut it.
"You're a fairly good looking guy. It would boost your viewership."
Julie shoved all kinds of demographics at me.
I didn't think I was handsome. I was six feet tall, weighed about one eighty five. I worked out at least three days a week, so I was pretty toned.
Blue eyes, straight nose. I had a drooping mustache. I probably did look like something out of the sixties.
"Julie, have you not been paying attention? Don't lose focus, I'm doing this for me, financing it myself, so what I look like won't affect that."
I softened my tone a little.
"This won't make sense to you, but this is a type of mourning for me."
She didn't understand, and she made one more attempt.
"So, when you stop mourning, you'll cut your hair?"
I sighed.
"Yes, Julie. When I stop mourning, I'll cut my hair."
In my mind, I added.
"Don't hold your breath,"
..............................................
Hope you like it so far. Next week, love, marriage, and relationships. Thanks for reading. As always, votes appreciated, comments expected.
If you have a topic, or want to write your own segment, feel free. Pick something you believe in, and roll with it. Until next time.
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"You need a lawyer."
We were at my kitchen table. Josh, Amber, Sara, Julie, and our newest member, Joyce. Julie, always thinking business, was the one that spoke.
"Why?"
"Because sooner or later you're going to broach a subject that will piss someone off enough to sue you. It happens all the time. Mostly they care about money, sometimes they just want to shut you down."
We debated it, but in the end, they all thought it was a good idea, so I went with the group.
I called the only lawyer I knew, Warren Withers. He was Aunt Elsa's lawyer, and her husband's while he was still alive. they went back over twenty five years. He was the one who handled her will, guiding me through everything with ease.
He was surprised to hear from me. Even more surprised when he found out what I was doing. He gave me a time, and I took Julie with me.
"I'm not even going to ask why. You can tell you're related to Elsa. She's probably laughing her ass off wherever she is. This isn't my field, you need an entertainment lawyer. I'll research, find someone for you. In the meantime, write me a check for twenty five dollars. It will establish me on retainer, and make me your lawyer of record. I got a feeling you may need me, down the line."
He grinned, thinking of the future. He loved publicity and controversy. He started out as a civil rights lawyer during the sixties. Got beaten up a few times, jailed more often. But he won, a lot, and soon found himself courted by big firms.
He went out and recruited lawyers as idealistic and passionate as he was, and built an empire. One of the requirements for partnership was to commit twenty percent of their hours pro bono. They did a lot of work with Amnesty International, and the ALCU, as well as local projects referred to them. If they took your case, your probability of being proven innocent went up eighty one percent. If you were innocent. If not, they urged plea bargaining.
He handled a few old friends out of loyalty. Great uncle George was a banker, a financial whiz, and a college roommate, who had bailed him out more times than they cared to remember. He and Elsa were kindred spirits and got along famously.
Julie was in awe. After a few minutes in the car she blurted out what was on her mind.
"Do you know who that is?"
"Yes, he's a friend of the family."
"You idiot, that's the most feared defense lawyer in this town, or state, when you get down to it. The call him the Silver Lion."
She paused, eying me.
"What?"
"You look a lot like him, anybody ever tell you that?"
I grinned.
"Never. Must be the hair."
Warren still wore his hair down to his shoulders, and was very vain about it. He kept it shining, so silver it was almost translucent in it's brightness. It was rumored that if he was losing he would take down his traditional ponytail and comb it out with his fingers while his opponents pressed their case. It was very distracting. The fact that for his age he was very fit and ruggedly handsome may have contributed to him trying to load the jury with middle aged women.
The lawyer he got was younger than me at twenty seven. But he had a good reputation and came highly recommended. I was astounded at the amount of paperwork he laid out.
"Have your guests sign this. It protects you from lawsuits. Read this disclaimer before every show.
Does the same thing. Incorporate, it'll lessen liability. I'll set it up."
I was now Hal Fast Productions, Inc., and starting to rethink the whole thing.
Josh had podcasts set up, plus got us on youtube. Sarah was friends with the manager of the local college radio station, and they were talking about broadcasting our show the next day, and doing simocasts. I didn't know how it would translate on radio, but it was free, and more people got to hear what was said.
Josh and Amber were putting in a lot of hours that I wasn't paying for. I felt guilty, so I made them a deal. They could live in the caretaker cottage rent free in exchange for the extra hours they put in. This immediately pissed Sarah and Julie off to no end. We reached a compromise when they moved into the second bedroom. It was good and bad.
If I had a question, they were right there. If they had an idea, they never hesitated to barge into the house and share it with me.
Finally we set up privacy guidelines. Part of the deal was they couldn't have parties. I wasn't worried about them, but I didn't want their friends wandering around my house or property, especially if they were high. They could live with that.
Hits on our website had gotten so heavy that we had to set up a separate site to handle guest applications. They would pick what they thought were the most interesting, and I would make the final decision.
"Relationships, traditional marriage, and otherwise. That's our topic for the next show. I won't put restrictions on the type, straight, gay, polygamist, or maybe an alternative I hadn't thought of. Visit our site, and we may get back to you."
That was the blurt for the coming show.
We weren't buried with responses, but pretty close. In the end, we picked a gay couple, a lesbian couple, a polygamist with two wives, one regular married couple, and one couple that were married but agreed ahead to never have sex. Curiosity got me on that one, how were they sustaining? We also had a couple that lived in an 'open' marriage, seeking others out for sexual pleasure while still claiming to love each other and respect their marriage. At the last minute, we added a couple who claimed to have a slave/owner relationship, and a single woman who had decided to live alone, without a permanent mate. More people than we wanted, but they all presented their views so well I decided to keep them all. If necessary, we would do enough for two shows. I made arrangements with the station, just in case.
We also decided to tape the show. It would still be live, this would just allow us to edit out some of the non necessary parts and improve the flow. It also meant guests could come in during reasonable hours, instead of midnight, which is when we aired.
I sent Julie and Joyce out with a check, to find a table big enough to handle fourteen people. They found a huge conference table at a used furniture store. We had it delivered to the studio we were using and Joyce set up three microphones, using the group for sound checks.
Carlos told me I needed at least one more camera to be able to get the shots we needed on such a large group, so we added one more guy, just for the night.
I thought about it for a little while, I was a big fan of Charlie Rose when he had his PBS show. Not so much now that he was on regular television, but on his old show he did most of his interviews at what looked like a kitchen table. I had the girls get one, capable of seating six, to use later. It looked more intimate, somehow, and very few people stress while sitting at a table, compared to a couch setting. That's what Sarah said, anyway.
When we taped, we gathered all the guests and had them sign the waivers my lawyer had prepared.
I explained in detail.
"Look, it's my show, but your opinions. I may not share them, but if I hadn't wanted to hear them I wouldn't have invited you. BUT, they are your opinions, and you're responsible for them."
I read the disclaimer after my opening remarks.
"Just to let you know, folks, the opinions you hear tonight are the responsibility of our guests.
We're just a forum for them. If you disagree with their views or opinions, you have two choices."
"One, turn the channel. No one is forcing you to watch something that offends you. Two, if you do watch, keep an open mind. You might learn something."
I went round the table introducing everyone, but I didn't say who was what. The audience would catch on pretty quick. After I got them settled we got started.
"George Washington said in his farewell address 'beware of entangling alliances'. Of course, he was talking about international treaties, but it applies in real life. In the past, who you mated with determined a lot of your life path. If you aligned with a certain village or tribe, it automatically made others your enemy. Now, it's mostly financial and social. The theme echoes through time. Even now, especially for women, one of the first thing her peers wonder if is she 'married well'. It's not as prevalent as it was, but it's still there."
"In my opinion, relationships with those you love are the most serious undertakings you'll attempt. Everything you are, everything you become, are shaped and molded by the people dear to you. A few may be shaped by people not so dear, but still have an impact."
"That being said, relationships can take on many forms with many people. The standard for us, of course, is the husband/wife/child relationship."
"But what if you want something different? What if the standard just doesn't work for you? Do you give up? Or do you forge a new style of relationship, something that brings you peace, satisfaction, joy? Some of our guests tonight have found alternatives that work for them. Let's begin."
I turned to my first guest.
"What better way to start out than by interviewing someone who has chosen not to have a permanent relationship, one of a growing group of people, especially urban women, who prefer to go through life without a permanent partner. Natalie, did I say that right?"
Natalie, a tall, willowy blonde with a beautiful smile, nodded.
"More or less. I had two serious relationships before I chose this path. Both ended badly, my fault both times. I wasn't unfaithful, I just wasn't willing to give that much of myself away. When I realized that I was happier alone, I never looked back."
Carol, one of the lesbian couple, asked a question.
"Don't you miss the connection you only have with someone you love?"
She smiled.
"I don't think I've ever been truly in love. My last permanent partner loved me totally, but he wanted too much of me. Plus, he wanted children, and I've never felt the primal urge to procreate.
Maybe I'm just a selfish person. Maybe I'm a little off, but at least I've come to terms with who I am. I'm happy. I have a large circle of friends, many who think as I do. I've been more content in the last four years than any other point in my life."
"What about sex?" blurted out one of the other guests, one of the polygamist wives.
"I enjoy sex. I have regular relations with three men who have the same mindset I do. We admire each other, I'm particularly close to one, we've even vacationed together on occasion. But, by the end of the week, we're both more than happy to go home alone. And I'm not a slut, regardless of how it sounds. We're careful, use protection, and get checked every three months, just in case."
There were a few more questions, and we went to the next guests, the polygamists.
"This is Charlie, Claire, and Cat. Rather than go into their circumstances, I'll let them explain."
Cat was apparently the driving force in the relationship. A short, chunky redhead, her personality resembled that of a happy pit bull. Forceful yet loving.
"If anyone would have told me when I was twenty I would be happy in a relationship where I had to share my husband, I would have either laughed or slapped them."
"I was married before. So was was Claire. Both failed for different reasons. We ended up sharing an apartment, commiserating about the failings of men in general and our husbands in particular. We didn't date for awhile, eight months for me, almost a year for Claire. The first few after that ranged from amusing to horrible."
"We got into a habit of analyzing each date, and started constructing the perfect mate, ranking him in attributes. He had to be kind. Loyal. Understanding. He had to want kids, and we had to feel he'd make a good father. He had to be good in bed, or at least trainable. Sexually, size didn't matter as long as he could satisfy us. He didn't have to be handsome, just presentable. What we wanted went deeper than outside appearances."
"Of course, we were looking for a man for each of us, we had no idea we would ever be considering sharing."
"Then Claire met Charlie. He wasn't impressive, at first. He was so calm, and quiet. It took her two dates to see past the surface. She received some unwanted attention from another man, someone she used to date. We were double dating, so I got to witness it."
"The guy was rude. Charlie remained quiet until he grabbed her arm. I don't know exactly what he did, but he removed the man's hand and forced him to his knees. In a calm voice he asked him to apologize, and leave us in peace."
"What happens if I decide to take her away from you?" The man sneered. He was a lot bigger than Charlie.
"Charlie smiled. It chilled me to see it. There was malice in that smile."
"Then I let you get to your feet, take you outside, and beat the hell out of you. Your choice. Fight, or apologize."
He had bent over, so he could look the guy in the eye. I don't know what the guy saw in his eyes, but he practically ran out of the building."
"Claire sat there amazed. Why did you do that, she asked."
"Because I like you. Because you were with me, and I protect what's mine, even if it's in just a social situation. It's the way I was raised. If you have difficulty with that, I'll escort you home."
"I think we both fell in love with him then. Claire just snuggled into him, thanking him for defending her."
"Claire and I talked a lot that night after the date, both taken by this quiet, forceful man."
"She got more and more serious over him while I continued to date losers and idiots. I think my problem was I kept comparing them to Charlie, and they just didn't measure up."
"It all changed when Claire had to have her appendix removed. Charlie had gotten tickets to a touring Broadway show, one of her favorites, months ago. He was going to give them to a friend when Claire convinced him to go, and take me."
"My two favorite people in the world, doing something they both love. Do it for me, she said."
"It was a dream date. He was kind, attentive, putting me first. We saw the show, attended a reception with some of the actors, drank, danced a little. I was sad to see it end."
"He escorted me to the door. Honest, it was just supposed to be a friendly goodnight kiss. But it wasn't. It was hot, intense, unlike everything I had ever felt. No idea how long it lasted, a few seconds, months, who knows? But when we broke it, everything had changed. I'll let Charlie continue."
Charlie cleared his throat, choosing his words.
"I was falling in love with Claire. She was everything I thought I wanted in a woman. Attractive, sweet, level headed. Our relationship was progressing nicely, and I was starting to think long term."
"Most roommates, especially women like Claire and Cat, both getting over bad relationships, tend to be protective of each other. I even thought she might be an obstacle. I was wrong."
"Cat was more forceful, less worried about hurting feelings. Not mean, just direct. I admired her for that. We just said what we thought and let each other deal with it. I found it very refreshing. We got along famously."
"When Claire had her appendix removed, we were both at the hospital as long as they would allow. I was really surprised when Claire insisted we use our tickets. I think I did it to please her as much as anything else."
"I had never really seen Cat dressed up. I know I made a fool of myself at the door. She was quite stunning."
"We enjoyed the performance, and the reception afterwards, especially the dancing. She was like a feather on the floor."
"Maybe we drank more than we should, maybe it was the magic of the moment, but we we kissed I felt like I had been hit with an electric charge. It felt almost exactly like it did when I kissed Claire. I left their apartment a very confused individual."
I asked if they made the leap into polygamy quickly. Claire spoke for the first time.
"Not at all. In fact, Charlie kind of disappeared."
He stopped dating me, making weak excuses when I called. Cat was acting weird at the same time, I was really unhappy. The one person I felt understood me didn't want to talk about it. I finally went to his job and confronted him."
"He broke down and confessed to kissing Cat and the feeling he got when he did. I was devastated. I went home and railed at Cat, and she cried and apologized until I stopped."
"We walked around each other carefully for the next two weeks. Cat finally called Charlie and chewed him out, telling him he was taking me out Saturday and if I didn't have a good time she was going to kick his ass."
"we went out, it was as good as before as long as we avoided the elephant in the room. Cat stopped dating, saying she was taking a break. Though she tried to hide it, I could see glimpses of pain in her eyes when I told her about my dates."
"To this day I can't tell you why I did it, but I told Charlie if he didn't take Cat out and cheer her up, I wouldn't see him anymore. He did, reluctantly. This set a pattern for the next eight months. I would go out with him twice, then Cat."
Cat came back into the conversation.
"Finally, we were going to see a movie that Claire really wanted to see. You should have seen the look on his face when he came to pick me up and we were both ready."
"Honey, I said, we both want to see this movie and it makes no sense to make you sit through it twice. We're all going, no argument."
"After that night, we all went out together. He got really intense goodnight kisses from both of us, every time. One night we said the hell with it, and dragged him into the apartment."
"Before you ask, there were no wild threesomes, and we're not bi. When one wanted to be intimate, the other stayed in another bedroom. We generally chose, and Charlie never complained. Usually though, after the lovemaking was over, the other would end up sleeping in the same bed."
"Charlie was extremely careful to treat us exactly the same. It got irritating, and we stopped him, knowing if one got a little extra attention now the other would later."
"Claire and I were afraid to plan long term, but, true to his nature, Charlie took charge. He called us one afternoon and gave us an address, with instructions to be there in an hour."
"It was a house, one for sale in a nice neighborhood. He and the realtor were standing by the door."
He had the realtor show us around while he stayed out of the way. It was a fabulous house, we both adored it."
"He sat us on the couch and asked the realtor to give us a moment alone."
"He asked each of us if we liked the house, he was seriously considering buying it. We told him we did, and Claire asked why he needed such a big house."
"For the kids I want, after I marry. We both choked up, thinking he had found someone else. He knelt between us, a ring box in each hand."
"Claire, Cat, I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, raise our kids together. Will you marry me?"
"The rings were identical. Of course, he wouldn't marry just one of us, he said, it's all or nothing. He felt like we were already soulmates, no paper could change that."
"And that is how we ended up on your show. We're not ashamed of our relationship. It's been three years now, and I think we love each other more, if that's possible. Oh and Claire has something to add. She won the coin toss, you'll understand in just a few minutes."
The whole table looked expectantly at Claire. She took Cat and Charlie by the hand,
"I'm very pleased to announce in six more months, on of our empty bedrooms will become the new nursery. Honey, it's a girl."
Charlie sat there with his mouth hanging open before the tears started. It was a very powerful moment, and we left it in. Cat enjoyed the moment before finishing.



"We decided we wanted two each. Claire won the toss, so she went first. When OUR daughter is a year old, it will be my turn, and we'll rotate until we're done."
"One more thing, we're not pushing this lifestyle. It works for us because of who we are, a different set of people will never get exactly the same results."
There was a little more discussion about how the parents and friends responded and how they got along with their neighbors, before we took a break.
Dirty Blond was back, with another singer and Gary. The new guy could sing, and they featured him on the first song.
.................................................
That night we got our first blowup. It was the couple who agreed to forgo sex in the relationship. He was thirty, she was twenty seven.
"So, celibacy? How can you fight those primal urges. Tell me how that came about?"
The woman, Maggie, spoke first.
"Control and discipline, that's how we maintain. The decision was based on past experiences for both of us."
"My last marriage cured me of sexual desire with another human. He raped me on a regular basis, beat me relentlessly. I will always bear the scars. I finally divorced him after he put me in the hospital the second time. He actually went to jail, for eighteen months. I had a restraining order on him, which he promptly walked through when he got out to beat me again. He's still in jail, he got five years minimum, it'll be three more years before he gets out. I've moved all the way across the country, and changed my name, before I got married again."
She paused, trying to contain her emotions.
"I didn't date for three years, before I met Harry. He was relentless in a different and better way. He supported me, not judging when I couldn't bear to let him touch me. He's twelve years older. so maybe he's outgrown a lot of his urges."
"I got to the point where I could kiss him, and then cuddle on the couch. We would even do a little petting on occasion, until I would freeze up."
Harry jumped in.
"I loved her from the moment I saw her. I have a very low sex drive, partially due to a medical condition, so it didn't bother me a lot. Don't get me wrong, she's very desirable, attractive, toned, you should see her naked. I would love to make love to her, but not enough to lose what we have."
I couldn't stand it.
"Even with a low sex drive, how do you cope? By your own admission she turns you on, what do you do?"
He smiled.
"I do what monks have done through the ages. I channel my sexual energy into other endeavors. Remember, it was monks who invented champagne and cappichino. I carve, and have become quite good at it. I sell my works through two dealers. The money is very good."
I turned to Maggie.
"How do you deal with it? I agree with your husband, you're very attractive, young, vibrant. How do you stop the urges?"
She looked surprised.
"I don't. I have a very large toy collection, and use them regularly."
Harry looked at her oddly, as if he wasn't sure what she said.
"Really?" I asked. "My definition of celibacy is you abstain from any type of sex, including self satisfaction. Did I miss something?"
She laughed.
"Before my first husband, I was a bit of a wild child. I liked sex, a lot. It took him years to beat that out of me. But, come on, look at me. I'm young, and I remember what it's like. So I shopped online, got a few toys, and when the urge gets too powerful to ignore, I wait until Harry isn't around and get some relief."
One of the gay women asked if she thought it was fair to relieve herself while her husband abstained.
"I never really thought about it. Harry loves me, why should it bother him?"
Harry had slowly been getting more and more agitated.
"I'll tell you why it should bother me, you stupid woman. Even though my drive is low, it's still there. But I loved you enough to control it."
"We agreed, WE AGREED, damn you, that we would both be celibate. Celibate means no sex at all, not just no sex with partners."
Maggie looked stunned.
"I didn't think it would matter."
Harry had a full head of steam, and rolled right over her.
"If you thought it was of no consequence, why weren't you upfront with me, instead of buying things online and hiding them, then use them when I wasn't around? That right there tells me you knew it was wrong. What did you really expect would happen when I found out?"
She was starting to have a panicked look on her face.
"I expected you would be happy for me. I was satisfying my bodily urges without involving anyone else. I did it for us, honey. I can be really bitchy when I'm frustrated."
"And you think my life is sunshine and roses? Do you have any idea how frustrating it is to sleep with you, get that hot body rubbing all over me, then stop? I didn't think so. The only thing that kept me in control was the knowledge that you were going through the same thing."
"Well surprise, fucking surprise[that got edited out]. I loved you enough to give up sex in any form, but you? Oh no, when you get horny, let BOB[battery operated boyfriend]do it."
"I knew you were damaged, hells bells, you got more issues than National Geographic, but I never thought you would disrespect me like this. There will be a serious discussion when we get home. I"m sorry, Mr. Love, but I've had all I can stand right now. Maggie, I suggest you stay away from home for a few hours, better yet, spend the night with your sister, so I can calm down. Good night."
Of course, a lot more was said or was attempted to say, but he ignored her and left. She left shortly after.
We cut to the band, and they did a song while we sorted things out.
................................................
The gay, lesbian, and normal couples were next, and despite their leanings or orientations, they all said pretty much the same thing. Love, trust, honesty, understanding, if you didn't have them all you were pretty much doomed.
One of the lesbians asked me my opinion on gay marriages.
"I'm a hundred percent for it, and I'll tell you why. Our society is big on traditions, one of the biggest being joined officially as a couple. It doesn't matter to me who you love, if it's a serious, enduring relationship, it should be publicly acknowledged and recognized."
"I guess it is a form of closure, reaffirming a commitment to the general public. As it is now, you guys can just walk away from each other, I take this, you take that, done. Same sex couples should be able to feel the same misery regular couples feel when their unions collapse, down to arguing over furniture neither of you want or need."
There was a little laughter. Cat spoke up.
"I think you've thought about this way too long. You're not married now, are you? Ever been?"
Mist came into my eyes. I shook it off.
"Yes, for five years. Divorced two. It was pretty bloodless, as divorces go."
"But, it was still a divorce. A public acknowledgement that we had failed, hadn't lived up to our promises. If I were President, I think I'd make it illegal to marry before the age of twenty five, after six months of couples counseling and a mandatory year of cohabitation. How far do you think the divorce rate would drop?"
"A lot, I'd hope. People would have to take it a lot more seriously."
There were a lot of agreeing voices around the table.
.................................................
It was time for the next couple. The submission/domination lifestyle.
They were in their mid forties, nicely dressed, him in a suit, her in a sweater and skirt. My one concession to them was to allow them to wear masks, full coverings made of leather, with slits for their eyes and mouth.
"Wanna explain the masks before we start?"
The woman remained silent. It seemed as the interview progressed that she wouldn't speak unless he specifically told her to.
He held up his hand.
"Our lifestyle is no one's concern but ours. I work in the public, own my own company, she is in a position of authority in a very conservative business. We're afraid our quality of life would suffer. I'm not ashamed of how we live, but we have bills, college expenses, retirement to save for."
I nodded, understanding.
"I see. Tell me, have you always led this lifestyle?"
"Absolutely not. We were just an average couple for many years. It's only been three years since we started living like this."
"How did it come about? Did you both just wake up someday and say, hey, today I become a dominant/submissive in our relationship?"
Not at all" he said. "It took us almost divorcing to change us."
"We had been together twenty one years. The first ten were glorious, the next five comfortable, the last three before we made the change miserable. We started fighting constantly, disagreeing on everything. I've always been a quiet, laid back guy, she's always been the outgoing type."
"When our nest was empty, she became an absolute shrew. Abusive, demanding, disrespectful. I think for awhile the only thing that kept us together was inertia."
"The last six months were absolutely miserable. I went out of my way to keep us going, and she just got worse and worse. I thought it might be menopause, and did some research, looked into character disorders. There was a treatise on how it affected different personality types. That's how I discovered her submissive side. She was being so miserable to me to get me to assert myself, take charge."
"It took me a long time to figure this out. One night I took her out, treated her like a princess. She bitched the whole time. But I lost it when we got home, over her underwear. The straw that broke the camel's back."
He paused for a sip of water. He was a good speaker, and we were paying close attention.
"Was it the nice set I had bought her, the demi bra and matching lavender thong? No, it was a plain white bra and full cut panties."
"Without saying too much, her work requires white uniforms. Naturally, all you can wear under it is white. Eventually she got rid of everything else. You can't see it sitting down, but this woman has an ass, sorry, butt to die for. It's great. And she used to wear some pretty daring stuff. Now, it was like it didn't matter, because she had no reason to entice me because we almost never made love anymore."
"When I asked her why she didn't wear the new outfit, she smirked, asking why she should wear them, it's not like she had anyone to impress or please. I lost it, left the bedroom, slept in the spare."
"By slept I mean tossed and turned, wondering where our marriage went wrong. Tried to decide which lawyer to use for the divorce, how to split up the assets. Who gets the house, that sort of thing."
"We were both off for the weekend. I finally got up, and found her at the table, drinking coffee. I think she was feeling remorse. She apologized, offering to make it up to me."
"Good, I snapped. Go with me to the mall. She looked at me like I had lost my mind."
"What? You want me to make up with you by letting you take me to the mall."
"Her smirk was coming back, but I held it in."
"I had a plan, based on a commercial I had seen on television. The woman was talking about getting kids to communicate with you. One tried and true method was to get them in the car. Trapped at high speeds, they couldn't help but listen."
"We rode in silence for a few minutes before she looked over."
"Why are we going to the mall?"
"I was looking straight ahead, watching the road."
"You're going to pick up some new underwear. Four pair of panties, two bras. Two of the panties have to match the bras. I want bright colors, absolutely no white. I'll let you decide which shop."
"She exploded."
"Like hell! Turn this damn car around right now."
"I pulled over into a grocery store lot, killed the engine, breathed four or five times, turned and looked at her. She was staring out the window, ignoring me."
"Look at me, I said. She didn't turn."
"I grabbed her hair, forcing her head around. Her eyes were wide in shock. I had never touched her with such force before."
"Listen to me carefully. I will no longer live like we have. It changes today. I love you, but I've had enough. I've tried for three years to win you back from whatever demons have controlled you. I decided last night I wasn't trying to win you back anymore."
"I still had her by the hair, her eyes were wide. a little frightened. She tried to say something and I clapped a hand over it."
"Do not speak! Time for you to listen! As I said before, I'm done trying to win you back. As of today, I'm taking you back! If you give me the least bit of grief when I let you go, I'll toss your ass out of this car. Get a cab to take you where you want to go, but it will be in your best interest not to come back to my house. It will end badly, I guarantee it."
"You have a choice here. When I take my hand off your mouth, you can get out of the car. Or, you can sit quietly while we continue to the mall. Your choice, and I have to tell you, it better be the right one."
"I let go of her and took my hand off her mouth. I had never seen the expression on her face. She acted like she wanted to say something twice, before she settled back into her seat. I sat there five minutes waiting for a reaction before I drove on to the mall."
"When we parked, she started to open the door. She jumped in surprise when I smacked her thigh lightly."
"New rule, I told her. If we're together, I will open your door when you get in, and you will wait until I open it to get out. You don't have to speak, just nod your head."
"She looked at me, before she slowly nodded her head."
"I opened her door and we walked into the mall.."
I stopped just inside. She looked surprised."
"Four pair, two bras. Just a reminder, if any of them are full cut grannie panties, I'll let you wear them while I spank you."
"I smacked her ass lightly. She jumped, and looked around to see if anyone was looking. I smacked her again, just a little harder."
"Do you understand? Repeat it to me."
"She wouldn't look me in the eye. I barely heard her."
"Yes sir, four pair of panties, two bras. No white, no full cuts. How much time may I take?"
"I'm glad she wasn't looking at me. My mouth had to be hanging open. She seemed so meek, it was unreal."
"You can take two hours, that should be enough time. I'll meet you in the food court then. Understand?"
"She nodded and walked slowly away."
"I saw her from time to time, going in and out of shops. She looked serious, focused. It was almost exactly two hours later when she showed up, with two bags. She started to tell me about her purchases, trying to open the bags for me to look."
"Once again I shushed her with my hand."
"I don't want to hear about them. I want to see them, on you, after we get home. My own fashion show. I'm hungry, let's go have lunch."
"I took her to one of my favorites, a place she didn't care for. She just looked at me and waited for me to open her door."
"We had a pleasant meal. She actually smiled a couple of times. I was looking at her, thinking how much I loved her, when I noticed her hair. It had been in the same style for nine years, and she normally wore it in a bun."
"We left, and I drove her back to the mall. She looked askance."
"Forgot something, I said, as I took her back in."
"She saw where we were heading and pulled back a bit. I just tightened my hand and pulled a little harder."
"It was a day spa, with all the amenities, including a nice salon. The woman behind the counter had a name tag, Dawn."
"Dawn, this is my wife. She's ready for a change. Can you help us?"
"She looked us over."
"I'm sure we can help. Please, define change."
"I waved my arm. Hair. pedicure, manicure, Massage, just to start. Do you have a stylist available?"
"She checked her book."
"You're in luck, Janine will be available in five minutes."
"We sat, and when she took my wife to the booth, I tagged along."
"We engaged in a little small talk, Janine wanting to know what she was looking for."
"I took two hundred dollar bills and tore them in two, handing each a half."
"Girls, I said, please take care of her. If I like the results, you get the other half."
"Janine, something a good bit shorter, get rid of the gray, maybe put in a highlight or two."
"I gave my wife a hug, told her I'd see her later."
"I walked back out front. Giving Dawn the other two halves of the bills, I told her I felt I could trust her to look after things."
"Give her the full treatment, including a total wax. Anything else she wants she gets, okay?"
"Dawn nodded, grinning. I gave her my credit card, told her to make sure anyone else taking care of her was rewarded. I also told her to have a cab ready when she was done because I didn't want to spend the next five hours waiting. I had things to do at home."
"There's a shop, you might know the one, over on Maple? An adult shop. I stopped there, browsed, made a few purchases, went home, and did a little research on the internet. Six hours later she got out of the cab. I thought it was someone else! She had changed her hair to a completely different color. It was cut far shorter than ever before in our marriage, one side longer than the other. She was actual glowing when she came through the door. She started to speak and I held up my hand.
"Fashion show! Now!"
"She went straight into the bedroom, coming out five minutes later in a matching bra and panty set. The panty was almost a thong, and the bra was basically just a shelf to display her breasts. She turned slowly, giving me the full view. I had her stand while I ran my hands over her body, enjoying the feel of silk and lace. She was trembling hard by the time I was done."
"Next! I ordered, until she had gone through everything she had bought."
"The last pair was almost nonexistent, absolutely the tiniest thong I had ever seen. It was just a black satin ribbon, with a strand of pearls below. She was completely bald, for the first time ever. It set her new smooth look off to perfection."
He paused, thinking before he asked a question.
"The next part is pretty graphic, should I continue?"
By now, everyone in the studio was hanging on every word. We had to know how it ended.
"Please. We air at midnight, so we should be safe. Plus, if it's just too much, we'll edit it out."
He gathered his thoughts.
"I wouldn't let her put anything else back on. I tested her a little, ordering her to stand in front of me and turn, while I stopped her once in a while to stroke her body. I played with her twice, bringing her close to orgasm, before backing off."
"We hadn't really kissed in years, and I ordered her to sit on my lap and do nothing but kiss me for five minutes. I was surprised I had a tongue left when the time was up."
He stopped again, debating how much more to say.
"She's never liked doing oral, and I figured when I ordered her to perform she would balk. She didn't hesitate, doing a good job, all the way to completion, and swallowed, the first time ever."
"She always liked receiving oral, but made me stop after her first orgasm, saying she got too sensitive. I took her to the bed, pulled out the padded cuffs, and bound her down. She moved like she was in a trance, and offered no resistance. She orgasmed almost instantly, and I refused to stop, bringing her to two more. She was practically screaming at the end."
"I flipped her over and bound her arms again."
"I'm both ashamed and proud of what I did next. I rubbed her bottom gently, until she was wriggling underneath my hand. Then I brought my hand down hard on her left cheek. I was amazed at how loud it sounded. She screamed at the first one, but just grunted through the rest. I spanked her six times, twice for each year of misery she had put us through. I explained this to her in between spanks. When I was done I went back to lightly rubbing her bottom,as she sobbed and gasped into the pillow. Finally she said something, so low I couldn't hear it. I leaned down and asked her to repeat.



"Thank you, she said. Then she begged me to take her. I didn't even undo the restraints, just pulled her up and took her from behind, and I wasn't gentle. I'm sure it was just a matter of minutes before it was over, but it was intense beyond belief for both of us. I collapsed on her and she didn't complain. When I roused enough I let her loose. I woke up during the night to find her asleep on my chest, for the first time in years."
"Our relationship changed immediately, evolving into what it is now. I'll let my wife take it from here."
She spoke with a calm, measured voice. You couldn't see it, but you could feel her smile.
"It was simple, when you get down to it. I have a submissive personality, something it took years to discover. I didn't like making decisions. J...my husband loved me dearly but didn't see it, so he let me get away with a lot. Then I was promoted at work, so now I was telling people what to do. I'm afraid I was a terrible boss the first year or so. I let my subordinates walk all over me."
"Then our child left for college. I felt like I was a drifting boat, waiting for someone to take the rudder. I couldn't articulate my needs because I didn't really recognize them, so I'm ashamed that in my confusion and misery I took it all out on my man. I was an absolute bitch for a long time, I really didn't know why he didn't leave me."
"We spent a little time in counseling after we changed, and I understood that I was trying to reach him, to make him take charge."
"The day it all changed, that morning in the car, it was like a light bulb went on, and I could finally see. When he said the words 'I'm taking you back', a thrill went through me that I can't explain. His firm, forceful manner during the whole day made me desperate to try and please him."
"Do I like being a submissive? I love it! I don't have a care in the world, don't have to make decisions, all I have to do is obey. I know it's a burden to my husband at times, but he relishes the responsibility."
I, as well as my guests, were enthralled. I asked her if she could give us some examples of her new life, without being to specific.
"I have nothing to hide" she laughed, "I'll answer anything within reason, unless my husband disapproves."
"Did it improve your sex life?" blurted Claire, blushing when she realized what she said.
"Before we changed, we didn't really have a love life. Now, we make love as often as he wants, and I'm proud to say that's fairly often. We do a lot of things we never did before, and I've enjoyed them immensely. It's not a one way street, I want him a lot, now, too."
"I was pretty stingy with sex, before. For instance, if he woke me in the middle of the night wanting oral, I would have stormed out of the bedroom and slept in the guestroom for a few days. Now, when I wake with his hand on the back of my head pushing me down, I smile."
Almost everyone had a reflective look on their faces.
"Does he beat you?" asked Natalie, voicing what many of us wondered. The husband answered.
"No! It's my responsibility to keep her safe and in good health. There is a little corporal punishment, spankings and such. Sometimes I bind her, or do something more creative to reinforce a point. She accepts and even expects it, if she fails me in something. We're not about pain, or the whole BDSM thing. It's about guiding her through life in a way to insure her happiness."
"So, does he let you wear white panties to work?"
asked Claire, as everyone laughed.
The woman answered, once again with humor.
"Yes. It's part of my uniform. But, I have standing orders to take them off as soon as I get home. He gets home before I do, and he lays out what he wants me to change into on our bed. Sometimes it's a sexy gown. Sometimes it's just a pair of panties. Sometimes it's nothing, and I spend the rest of the night naked."
"Does that bother you, being completely dependent on him? Doesn't it isolate you from the rest of the world?" asked one of the lesbians.
"Not at all. We still do things apart from each other. He likes to fish, and I still go out with my friends twice a month to let off a little steam. But if he has a reason to keep me at home, I stay without question. And I have a curfew that I'm smart enough not to violate."
"Overall, my life is much better than before. I'm happy. I'm a better human being, even a better boss. When one of my employees gets out of hand I imagine what my husband would do if it was me and act accordingly."
"You mean you spank them?" giggled Cat.
"I wish. No, but there are company protocols I'm a lot stricter on than before. Once they saw I wasn't a pushover anymore, I've had very few problems."
.................................................
"All right, time for the last couple. For our purposes, we'll call them Bob and Alice. They've been married for fourteen years, and have been self described 'swingers' for the last three. They regularly have sex with other people, and say it makes their marriage stronger. Welcome."
Alice was heavily made up, with an obvious wig and large sunglasses. Bob had a fake beard, a hat, and sunglasses. They both nodded their hellos.
"I'm going to ask what everybody is thinking right off the bat. How does it work, exactly? How did you get started, how long do you plan on continuing, are you truly happy with this lifestyle, and whose idea was it originally?"
Alice answered.
"It works because we make it work. There are strict rules, violate just one and the marriage is over. No individual dates. No going to the parties we attend without the other. When one says it's time to leave, we leave. A few other things, but those are the biggies. And it was my idea."
"Our marriage was failing. We loved each other, but the fire had died out. After eleven years, sex was just sort of automatic and boring. Oh, we satisfied each other physically, but something was missing. We both felt it. We were in a rut so deep we couldn't see out."
"I was having a girl's night out, and as always, sex came up. I had just enough wine to let my feelings out. One friend suggested role playing, another said I should have an affair. It seems she had had a stream of lovers, said it kept her marriage fresh. Her husband didn't agree when he found out a month later, and divorced her. I could never cheat on my husband anyway. Another friend, someone I had known for years offered nothing, but called me the next day and wanted to know if she could come by, saying she might have a solution to my problem."
"I was surprised she had her husband with her."
"Honey", she said, "how long have you known us? Seven years, right. What I'm about to tell you must never be repeated except to your husband, I need your solemn promise."
"Curious as to where this was going, I agreed."
"She drew a deep breath."
"Do you think we're decent people? Ever heard anyone say anything bad about us?"
"I shook my head no."
"My husband and I associate with another little group outside the neighborhood. We've known each other for years, and get together once a month to indulge in mutual pursuits. To put it bluntly, we swing. By swing I mean we have sex with other partners. Are you shocked? I think you are, judging by the look on your face."
"I know my mouth was hanging open. MY God, she was president of the PTO, and he was in a very public job."
"The only thing I could think to say was why. Her husband took over."
"Because we were where you guys are now. We all talk you know. You're considered dull as wallpaper. You guys have no spark. If you stay on this path, your marriage won't end with a bang, it'll end with a whimper, whether you stay together or not. You don't have to choose what we're about to offer you, but for the sake of your marriage do something. We like you both, a lot, or we wouldn't reveal ourselves. Regardless of what happens, we feel sure you'll keep this to yourselves."
"As to why, he continued, it was because we needed it, and had a friend sharp enough to spot it. We met with his group at a nonswinging party, and they answered as many questions as we could think of, and gave their phone numbers if we thought of more. We thought about it, and attended on of their other parties, just to watch. We didn't participate then, but it made us so hot we practically raped each other when we got home. We hadn't had that kind of passion in years. It took us two months to finally do it, and I have to tell you, it was almost surreal in its' weirdness. We didn't do anything in front of each other, we just weren't ready, but I had two different women and she had three different men, and we were still so charged up we made love until the sun came up."
"How often do you swap?" asked one of the lesbians.
"On average, once a month. Sometimes more often, if there's a holiday. Sometimes we don't attend a party for months, depending on out schedules."
"Aren't you afraid you'll develop feelings for one of your partners? What would happen then?"
"We're a pretty tight group, only six couples, and we do have feelings for them. We trust them with our most intimate moments, but we all know there will be no 'I'm in love with you, let's run off together' situations."
Bob had fielded this question, but something in her posture made me repeat the question to Alice.
"This true, Alice? No one slips away for a little private time once in awhile? What happens if something like that is discovered?"
"It's happened twice, once before we joined and once since. When the group finds out, usually both couples are expelled. That's why we're so careful when we offer to let new couples in. Actions like that could destroy us all if it came to divorce or lawsuits."
She paused.
"And yes, it's hard not to develop feelings for people who share the most intimate of actions. You have to learn to remember what's important, and reaffirm your commitment to your partner often."
Cat, always vocal it seems, asked the next question.
"Do you see yourselves continuing this lifestyle indefinitely?"
Bob answered for both.
"We really enjoy the lifestyle, but I don't see it going on into our golden years. We've talked about it, a lot. Right now it's fun, and it's brought us closer than ever before, but I think we both agree that sometime in the future we'll simply outgrow it, like a sport, I guess. We'll look back on it in fondness I hope, the same as we would skiing or scuba diving. It was fun, but we just simply outgrew it."
There were a few more questions about possible STDs, what would happen if it became public knowledge, that sort of thing.
..................................................
It was time to wrap it up. We had been at it for over two hours, I wasn't sure how it was going to look edited.
I thanked all the guests for being brave enough to come, thanked Dirty Blond and friends, thanked the crew, then gave my parting comments.
"Thanks for watching. I hope you learned something tonight, gave you food for thought. We had some more people that wanted to be on tonight, but for various reasons we didn't bring on. One was from someone claiming to be from the Man/boy Love Association. When he explained what that was I freaked and called the cops. Anyone who would harm a child sexually or otherwise is the lowest of the low."
"I did hear from a couple who were brother and sister living as man and wife. I was too uncomfortable with that to let them on the show, but I did post them on our site. Read them if you want but be aware, we do not endorse this type of lifestyle."
"There is also some comments from a couple who enjoy a 'cuckhold' lifestyle, the wife going out and sleeping with anyone she wants while the faithful husband remains at home."
"I guess when it comes to relationships, the man who said 'different strokes for different folks' was right. Every time you try to put relationships
in a box, you find people thinking outside it, or ignoring the box altogether. It all boils down to whatever makes you happy, I guess."
"Thanks for sharing your time with us, we do appreciate it. I guess someone is out there watching, and he took me to task for not commenting on the paintings behind my desk last show. Just for the record, one was by Georgia O'Keeffe, my favorite by her, Ladder To The Moon, and the other is by Thomas Cole, founder of the Hudson River style of painters, The Oxbow. Behind me right now is Winter In the Garden, by the folk artist Grandma Moses, and another O'Keeffe, Black Iris."
"Goodnight, hope to see you soon."
.................................................
As was becoming usual after taping a show, I had vivid dreams, with Deb as the centerpiece. We were like any young couple, we played sexual games, assumed roles for pleasures. I look back now and think she may have had her own submissive streak hidden under that superior demeanor. Maybe that was why she was attracted to me to start with, because I didn't toe a line with her.
It bothered her a lot at first, she was used to being the center of the universe, and I refused to orbit around her. We fought a lot, at first.
I think what concerned her most was that when she went into spoiled princess mode I would walk away from her, not see her for days sometimes.
Then she would call, all apologetic, and we would start again. Gradually she began to see the value of negotiation over demand. The honey over vinegar theory.
Then she figured out how to work that, and started trying to manipulate me. I was foolish enough to fall for it for awhile. But I eventually caught on and it led to some serious fights. In fact it broke us up for about two months.
As fights go, the last one we had was pretty spectacular. It was over marriage, oddly enough.
..............................................
We were seniors, due to graduate in a few months.
I had already landed a job as an engineer in a modular housing plant. I was the compliance engineer, reviewing the blueprints to make sure they met all the necessary codes for every state we sold our houses in. It was a good job for me, kept me abreast of all the latest changes and up to date requirements.
It was a pretty complex job, that I knew I would thrive on. I guess that was why I drew an above average salary for an entry position.
The drawback was I would have to move about a hundred miles away.
She literally threw a fit, demanding I not take the job so she could stay close to her parents.
I refused, and the argument grew more intense very quickly.
"Well, if you take the job, you can just forget about the marriage."
I caught her by surprise when I asked her what she was talking about.
"Our wedding. Mom and I have been planning it for weeks. We think August would be best."
I almost sent her into shock when I asked her if I had missed something because I didn't remember proposing.
"Silly man, you didn't have to ask. Everyone knows we're meant to be together forever. Just let me handle it, I'll take care of everything while you look for something in town."
"No."
She obviously didn't understand.
"No what, honey?"
"No I won't be looking for something here in town. I start the job I want two weeks after graduation. No you can't handle everything about the wedding because there isn't going to be a wedding. There's a reason I haven't asked. You're just not mature enough for marriage yet. I keep waiting for you to grow up, but it just isn't happening. I love you more than life, but I don't think I could live with you right now."
She stormed. She ranted. She cried. Then she screamed out she was done with me and ran back to her sorority house. I didn't chase her.
I was an instant jerk to all her friends and her mother. Her dad just grinned at me.
"I'm sorry, son. Some of this is my fault. We weren't supposed to be able to have kids. When she came along she was a genuine miracle. We were so happy we just couldn't say no to her. By the time I had figured out my mistake it was too late. Between the temper tantrums and cold shoulders for her and her mom, I just gave up and went along."
Don't get me wrong here. I truly loved her, and was miserable, but not enough to give in.
I talked to Aunt Elsa about it. She really liked Deb, but warned me about her early on.
"It all comes down to if you love her enough to realize if you commit now she'll think she can run the marriage without letting you in on any decision making process. Can you live with that for the rest of your life?"
Short answer? No.
................................................
She waited for me to call and apologize. Then she waited some more. I was miserable, but I knew if I bent now any future we had would be on her terms. After two weeks she sent her friends to straighten me out.
I was a creature of habit, so all they had to do is stake out the coffeehouse and lie in ambush, to make our meeting 'accidental'.
They sat down without asking. I smiled at them.
"Bree, Heather, good to see you. Can I buy you a coffee? How's school? Got jobs yet? Got any love interests you want to tell me about? I'd like to hear every intimate detail of your life since the day you were born. Seriously. But the first time you bring up Deb, I'm gone. Understand?"
Bree looked stunned, while Heather's mouth was opening and closing like a fish breathing. She finally recovered.
"But Barry" she whined,"You know she..."
"Gotta go. Great to see you. Tell everyone I said hi." I was up and out there so fast they didn't have time to react.
Finally, when she saw I wasn't going to come to her, she started chasing me. I found in the hall outside of my last class of the day, waiting.
"Honey, we need..."
I walked right past her, talking to my friends. She was so stunned she just stood there, and by the time she recovered I was gone.
She parked out front of my apartment. The first time I saw her and just drove by. I had dinner, went to a movie, had a couple of beers. She was gone when I got home, but there was a letter from her taped to my door. It was still there four days later.
Her mom made a serious mistake by appearing at my door and demanding I come to my senses. Deb had a sister, married to a man they ruled with an iron fist. Her mom made him give up a good job to stay close, right down to picking out the house. I figured he'd last another six months before he left, or became so submissive any independent thought would be banished from his head.
I cut her off pretty fast.
"Mrs. Swinson[she hated that, demanding I call her mom], you need to know something right off the bat. IF I marry Deb, it will because I ask. We'll live where we think best, and is most beneficial for us. I AM taking that job. IF I decide to propose, I'm going to make it pretty damn clear I'm marrying just her, not the family.
Be warned, the first time you try to run my life will be the last time I see you, and I'm going to be very clear about this to Deb. She needs to decide if she can live with that before we go any further. Now, I was right in the middle of something, but I appreciate you stopping by. Have a super fantastic day."
She never made it into my apartment. I left her standing in the hallway with her mouth hanging open, shut the door, and went back to trying to finish my nap.
She told Deb I was a self centered asshole and she was much better off without me. She cut her off in mid tirade.
"He told you off, didn't he? I told you he was too independent minded to fall into line, didn't I? Give up Mom, he's not Greg[her brother in law] and never will be."
...............................................
She finally caught me in the coffee shop. I was standing in line when I felt someone wrap their hands around my knees. I looked down to see Deb, on her knees.
"What the hell are you doing Deb? Get up, you're embarrassing yourself. And me, and everyone else."



She just held on tighter.
"No! I'm not letting go until you agree to talk to me. Please."
I relented, promised I would talk, helped her up, and bought her a double expresso. We sat in a booth near the back, and everyone in the place made sure we were left alone.
She was crying softly. I sat, looking at her, missing her terribly, wanting to take her in my arms. Instead I just waited.
It took her a few minutes to speak. If she hadn't been holding my hand so tightly her knuckles were white I may have gotten up to leave. It was almost a whisper when she found her voice.
"I'm sorry?"
"All right."
She looked up at me, apparently it was not the answer she expected.
"Huh?"
"I said all right. I accept your apology. But let me ask you, what are you apologizing for, exactly?"
She sighed in frustration.
"Everything. I'm a true bitch, all right? I deserve to be miserable."
I gave her a little smile.
"Drop the drama, honey. Let me tell you what I think. I love you. Deeply. Truly. The thought of being married to you, having children together, fills me with great joy."
"That being said, I want to marry a woman, not a child with a sense of entitlement. You have to grow up, soon, or you never will. Yes, you deserve good things in life, everything you desire. Whether you get them is up to both of us, but no one is going to hand it to us just because we deserve it. We'll have to work for it. Am I getting through to you? I want a partner, not a princess. Do you understand? Are you willing to grow up? Be truthful here."
We talked for an hour. Two days later she was in my apartment again. Two months later we were living in another state. She was looking of a job that could use her skill set while I settled into my new job. I hadn't brought up marriage and she was smart enough not to push it.
.................................................
I did a blurt for our next show.
"The next subject will be education, more pointedly the decline of our educational system. If you have something specific you want us to ask, email us. I already have my guests lined up, so I won't be taking volunteers. See you soon."
................................................
Mesclun mix. Browning Goldring. Beets, onions, carrots. Fingerling potatoes. Spinach and Swiss Chard.
These are some of the things that have kept me away from the keyboard. I think I mentioned it before, but I farm, part time, and this is my busiest season. I have a little breathing room right now, and have a few things almost ready to post, so I hope you'll hear from me again soon.
As always, thanks for reading. Vote if you think it deserves it, comments always appreciated.
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He actually waited four days before he called. Two days longer than I thought. I listened as his smarmy voice oozed through the phone.
"Tom, Tom, please be reasonable. I'm sure we can work out an agreement we're all happy with. Why don't you come by the office, we'll sit and discuss it like reasonable men."
"That's a great idea, Stan. I already know what I want."
He hated being called Stan, insisting on Stanley. I heard his hiss, but he controlled it.
"That's just great, Tom. I do admire a reasonable man. What do you want? We'll have it ready when you come over."
"I want that slut daughter of yours to honor the pre-nup as written. Nothing else is acceptable. Understand me, Stan? And as for coming over, it'll be a cold day in hell before I walk back into that snake den you call a home."
His control and good humor disappeared.
"You low class prick! I told her you were a gold digger, but would she listen? No. Now I'm gonna have to clean up her mess, just like I did when she was in college. You'll regret this, you miserable redneck."
He was practically screaming by the end.
"Stan, Stan. Are you threatening me? I'm hurt, Stan. I always thought a lot of you."
I was laying it on thick, we hated each other from the moment we met. He couldn't make coherent words for about a minute. Then he exploded.
"I'm gonna make one more try to be reasonable. One million, after taxes, and you can divorce her right after the election."
I let a few seconds go by before I answered.
"A million bucks? Gee, Let me think about that NO! Not happening, Stanley old boy. You have a nice day, now. Gotta run. Feel free to call anytime."
He was still screaming when I hung up. The man was delusional. His career was gone, his 'loving' family probably destroyed and about to be vilified by everyone with an opinion. The genie was out of the bottle, and he was still trying to make deals, to 'fix' it.
I immediately sent three copies of what I had recorded off to safe places. I couldn't be too careful.
He was pissing in the wind anyway. The wheels of justice were already turning, and nothing he could do now would stop them.
.................................................
I met her when I had to lay cable by her house. I was a subcontractor, owning my own equipment. Everyone was going to fiber optic and buried cables. They were faster, cheaper, and best of all being buried they weren't susceptible to weather. Barring earthquakes, catastrophic floods, or a homeowner who wasn't paying attention, they were practically indestructible.
The company I had contracted with had gotten permission from the state to use their right of way, for a fee of course.
I was in front of a house that was the biggest in the neighborhood, in a neighborhood of multimillion dollar homes. Fenced, tall gates, paved circular drive. Expensive cars sat around haphazardly, obviously there was a party going on. I could hear the music booming through my headphones, over the sound of my Ditch Witch, a machine that digs the trench, lays the cable, and covers it in one smooth motion.
It was an April afternoon, hot for the time of year. I had my shirt off to catch some sun, trying to get a good tan before it really got hot. I didn't go to a gym or tanning beds, but doing what I did for eight to ten hours a day, five to six days a week, kept me in terrific shape. I stopped to reload my cable spool, and looked over at the house.
There was a spectacular looking brunette, standing on the balcony in the smallest bikini I had ever seen. If it hadn't been black I would have sworn she was naked. Standing may have been a generous word. She was swaying back and forth, and suddenly tumbled over the rail! I didn't believe my eyes for a moment, then I went running across the yard.
I found her in the bushes under the balcony. She was scratched pretty bad. She was also knee walking drunk. Literally. I couldn't get her to her feet. When I finally picked her up, she screamed when she put her weight on her feet. I sat her back down as gently as I could. I checked her over, and her left ankle was swollen to twice as big as normal, and she moaned when I touched it.
I made her as comfortable as I could, and went to the front door. I rang the bell and pounded, but no one answered. I couldn't go around the house because of the fence. I went back to her, maybe she could call someone inside the house and get them to come out. She was still so smashed she couldn't talk, and her ankle was turning purple.
"Shit, shit, shit" I said to myself as I scooped her up. I put her in my truck, and took a second to write down the address. Fifteen minutes later I was carrying her through the emergency room doors.
I put her down gently and went to the desk. They had watched me walk in.
"What's wrong with her?" The nurse at the desk asked, already shoving a clipboard at me.
"She fell off a balcony. I think she broke an ankle, and I'm pretty sure she's drunk."
Another nurse went off to check her while the other shoved the clipboard at me.
"Her name here. Your name there. Type of insurance. Relationship to each other. Medical history. It's pretty self explanatory."
I shoved it back.
"I don't know her name, and I'm not giving you mine. I saw her fall off the balcony at a house I was working in front off. There was no one home, she was in obvious distress, so I brought her here. I can give you the address. She'll tell you who she is and who to call when she sobers up, I'm sure."
I lied about the party, and I don't know why. Probably to make the story sound better and get her taken care of more quickly.
The desk nurse frowned, and tried to talk me into signing.
"Not gonna happen, lady. I don't mind helping her, but I won't be responsible for her. Judging by her house her family has a few coins. You shouldn't have a problem getting paid. Now, you gonna treat her, or what?"
She grumbled, but really didn't have a choice. I sat with her until they took her back, then split. Last thing I wanted was to be a designated sitter to some little rich bitch.
I got back to my equipment and looked up her driveway. All the cars were gone, and a small Mercedes was pulled to the front. It was too late to get anymore work done, so I pulled my machine up onto my trailer. I wrestled with it for a bit, but decided someone needed to know.
I walked up the driveway and knocked on the door. A really attractive woman who resembled the girl opened the door. I assumed it was an older sister. I found out quickly it was her mother, forty two at the time, she looked early thirties.
Her eyes were cool.
"Can I help you?"
"No ma'am, but you can help someone else. I was working in front of your house earlier today, and saw a woman fall off your balcony. I think she hurt her ankle pretty bad, and I took her to the ER at Methodist. I felt like someone needed to know. She was, er, too hurt to think straight."
"Oh my God!" she burst out, running to her car. She peeled out of the drive, leaving me standing there with the door to her house standing wide open.
"Rich folks are a strange bunch" I thought, as I pulled her door closed, making sure it was locked.
I had lost half a day and was on a schedule, so I was there bright and early Saturday, and worked twelve hours, finishing my portion of the job. I glanced at the house several times, debating whether to check on the girl, but there were no cars in the drive, so I left.
................................................
Five weeks went by and I had pretty much forgotten about it when someone knocked on my door. There were two women standing there, one on crutches. I didn't make the connection. I ran my business out of my home, so I thought maybe they were potential customers.
"Can I help you ladies with something?"
The older one smiled and said in a light voice.
"Yes, you can invite us in and let us thank you."
I moved out of the door and motioned them in.
"Thank me for what?"
The younger one actually laughed.
"He doesn't remember us, Mom. I would think watching me fall would have made a bigger impact on you."
Recognition came to me.
"Balcony girl!"
She smiled. "In the flesh. And my name is Eve. This is my Mom, Greta. We came by to thank you for helping me."
I sat them down and got them both a soft drink.
"You're welcome. How's the ankle?"
"Mending. I broke it in two places. My tennis days are over, I'm afraid. Good thing I was so drunk when I fell or I would have gotten hurt a lot worse.
Her mother drew in a sharp breath.
"Relax mother, it's the truth and you both know it."
She turned back to me.
"I wanted to come by earlier, but between my ankle and the counseling I was taking, I didn't have an opportunity. I wanted to thank you for helping me, and making me realize where my life was headed."
Her mother looked uncomfortable.
"Eve, I really don't think you should burden Mr. Yount with details of your life. Maybe....."
She overrode her mother.
"No, mom, I want to tell him."
She looked back at me.
"You helping me gave me a wakeup call. There were over thirty people in my house when I fell, and not one came looking for me. Mom ran them all out when she got home. She didn't know I was hurt until you knocked on our door."
"When they treated me at the hospital, besides a broken ankle, I had a concussion, a blood alcohol lever of .17, just under poisoning levels, and they found a mild STD."
"When I came to my senses, in a hospital room, I had no idea how I got there, what was wrong with me, or how long I had been there. Mom came in a little later, she had been there for hours, and was filling out forms when I woke."
She stopped.
"Mom didn't want me to tell you these things, but it was important to me you should know. I wanted you to understand the woman I had become. I couldn't move for ten days because I was in traction, and it gave me a lot of time to think. I went into some serious counseling, just short of a rehab program. I learned a lot about myself, things I didn't want to learn. I'm trying to change, be a better person, and it took the kindness of a stranger to set me on that path. That, sir, is what I wanted to thank you for."
I looked at the women, they sat there like they expected me to say something.
"All I can say is you're welcome. Anyone would have done the same. And I'm glad you've decided to be a better person, we could all use a few more of those. Just out of curiosity, how did you find me? I didn't give anyone any information at the hospital, and your mom and I never exchanged names."
For the first time she giggled.
"I was wearing your shirt, remember? Something else I need to thank you for. That bikini didn't conceal a lot, now did it?"
Not much at all, as a matter of fact. A thong bottom, and every time I moved her one or both breasts popped free of the top. I had a clean shirt with my company logo and contact information in one of the storage boxes on my trailer. T shirts are walking billboards, and I did get several jobs because of them. For that reason I always carried three or four to give away. I got a 3X out and slid her into it. It went well down her thighs, and preserved her modesty.
I grinned.
"Yeah, I forgot about that. You're welcome."
Her smile got even wider.
"It's become my favorite sleeping attire."
She and her mother stood.
"Well, we won't keep you. Thanks again."
She was almost at the door when she stopped.
"Oh yes, I almost forgot. My dad wants you to have dinner with us Saturday. Seven sharp. I'm sure you remember where the house is."
They were both shocked when I declined.
"I'm sorry ladies, I have a commitment Saturday evening I just can't break. But thank you for the offer."
Both stood with their mouths open in shock. Finally Greta spoke.
"Do you know who my husband is?"
"No ma'am, I don't even know your last name."
Eve actually giggled.
"It's Wallace. My dad's name is Stanley Wallace, as in Stanley Wallace, Speaker of the State House. Sure you won't reconsider?"
"As gracious as the invitation is, what I have to do is time sensitive, and can't be postponed. Perhaps another time, with a bit more advance notice."
Greta stood in shock. Eve was laughing.
"Mom, can I tell dad? He's not going to be happy. He doesn't take disappointment well."
Eve took my hand.
"Thanks again for everything. Maybe we can have dinner another time. I find you fascinating. I'll give you plenty of advance notice, I promise. Bye now."
Before I could react she leaned in and kissed my cheek, and hopped into the car. I watched them drive away, thinking how strange it all was. I still had her scent on my cheek.
It smelled great.
................................................
I was rattling round in the garage, loading what I needed for where I was going, when a convertible Mustang pulled in the drive. The door swung opened, and I heard her.
"Can I get a little help?"
It was Eve. I helped her out, and gave her the crutches.
"I apologize, I don't want to make you late for your date. I meant to be here sooner, but got delayed. I'd like to try again. Would you join my parents and I for lunch next Saturday? Please?"
What could it hurt?
"I accept your invitation. Tell me a time and I'll be there. And for clarification, I don't have a date tonight. I said I had to do something time sensitive."
She sat and watched me load up while we talked.
"This time sensitive thing, can I come along?"
I looked at her, thinking.
"I don't think so. I don't think you'd enjoy it. Then I would be obligated to keep you entertained and then I wouldn't enjoy it."
"Please?"
I knew I was making a mistake.
"All right. We'll most likely be out all night. Still wanna come?"
There was a glint in her eye.
"You're not gonna hurt me, are you? Then yes, I would love to accompany you."
She made it sound like we were going to the opera.
"Call your mom. Tell her you won't be home until much later."
She seemed surprised.
"I'm 22 years old! I don't need to call and get permission."
"I don't expect you do. I was thinking more on the line of being thoughtful, so she wouldn't worry."
It looked like the concept was foreign to her, but she called.
"Mom, hi. I'm with Mr. Yount. I'll be with him most of the night. Didn't want you to worry. What? All right."
She handed the phone to me.
"Thank you Mr. Yount. I think this has been the first time she called me about her plans since she was sixteen. Where are you taking her?"
"I'm not going to spoil the surprise. Suffice to say it's quiet, off the beaten path, and completely safe."
"Well, try to have a good time. My daughter can be...distracting, at times."
I stopped at a Walmart on the way out of town.
"I need to pick a few things up. I won't be long."
Back in fifteen minutes, I tossed the bags in the back of the truck.
It took almost an hour to get there. The city lights long behind us, it seemed to magnify the stars. I turned up a driveway and stopped in front of a typical farm house of the area. White board, black shutters.
An older man, slender and spry for his age, came to the door.
"Hi, Uncle John, just checking in. Anybody else here yet? Are you coming up?"
"Ron and Cassie and the young'uns, Bob came. Junie couldn't make it. Fred, Celeste, their kids. Most of the gang is up there already. No, I'm staying in, getting too old for this."
I couldn't help it. I had noticed her car, parked discretely in back.
"Too old? Or maybe got a better offer?"
I raised my voice.
"How are you tonight, Marie?"
A voice came from inside the house.
"Fair to middlin', Tommy. Now why don't you go on up and stop teasing your uncle. We got unfinished business."
Uncle John stood there blushing, and I told him to have a GOOD night, and climbed back into the truck before he started asking about my own companion.
We drove up the hill, stopping at the edge of a large meadow. Two fires were burning, I could smell a grill going, and eight kids were roaming around the tents that were set up.
"What are we doing here?" Eve asked.
"We came here to see a show, but it doesn't start for a few hours. Come on, I'll introduce you."
Everyone was curious about her. I had never brought a woman before, and you could see the speculation in their eyes.
Celeste fussed at me, saying we almost missed dinner. Soon we had a plate of burgers, potato salad, and baked beans in front of us. I was surprised to see Eve clean her plate. They got into a conversation about fashion and beauty products, and I took this as a sign to leave them alone. Let the interrogation begin.
I had warned everyone not to tell her what we were all doing here. I could tell it frustrated her no end. She was apparently used to getting what she wanted, when she wanted.
After about two hours Ron called out.
"Almost time, folks. Get ready."
I freaked Eve out, telling her to take off her clothes.
"What!?"
Celeste laughed. I had given her the bags I had picked up at Walmart.
"Come on honey, let's get into my tent so you can change."
It was the last week of May, and it was chilly up where we were. Eve was way under dressed in her thin tee and jeans. She had been staying close to the fire.
I had bought her two sweat suits and a pair of thick socks, guessing her to be a medium.
While she was changing I put the air mattress and sleeping bag on my platform. Over the years, we found it easier and much more comfortable to use the raised platforms, it really eased neck strain. Celeste brought her to me.
"All ready now. I'm sure she appreciated your foresight."
She was dressed a sweat suit, hair back in a ponytail. I never saw baggy clothes look so good.
"If you don't tell me what's going on I'm going to explode. This isn't some sort of cult is it?"
I grinned.
"That's right, we're all star worshippers. Now lie down, nothing bad will happen. Just watch."
She was still nervous, and lay on the mattress as far away from me as she could. We lay there for about fifteen minutes before she became impatient.
"How long are we going to lie here?"
"Most of the night. Now hush, you said you wanted to come, so be still. The show should start any minute."
Sure enough, five minutes later, a vivid meteor swept across the sky.
"Did you see that?" she asked in a little girl voice.
"Yes. It's the aquarid meteor storm. If we're lucky we'll see three or four dozen."
That's why we were there. We were far enough away from the city to eliminate light pollution. We were an informal astronomy club, meeting when times were right to stargaze. Mostly family.
It had gotten cooler.
"Time to slip into the bag. Don't worry, you're safe from me."
She slipped in, with a little snicker. Snuggling against me she whispered.
"Yes, but who's going to keep you safe from me?"
It was distracting having her lie there, rubbing that amazing body against me. I was about to give up when I felt a tug on the bag. It was Amy, six year old daughter of Fred and Celeste.
"Uncle Tommy, can I get in with you? Bobby and Jimmy are acting up, and I can't sleep."
I tousled her hair.
"It's fine with me, baby, but I have a guest. If she says it's okay, climb in."
She gave her best baby voice when she asked.
"Please, Miss Eve? I don't wiggle much, and I won't make any noise."
Eve's heart melted, of course, and pulled her between us. She snuggled down and was asleep almost instantly. Soon Eve went out.
The sun rising woke me up. I looked over, and Eve and Amy were snuggled together, her little head nesting on Eve's shoulder.
Celeste was standing there grinning, holding a camera. She put her hands to her lips.



I slipped out of the bag quietly and followed her back to the picnic table. Some of the others were up fixing breakfast.
She scrolled through the pictures she had taken, stopping at the one she liked best.
"Here's what you're gonna look like as a family man. Cute, huh?"
We were all snuggled together. Eve was in my arms, and Amy was on top of us, her cheek resting just below Eve's chin. It was cute.
I used the Portajohn we kept there, and took a quick shower in the makeshift bathhouse we had built. Four fifty five gallon drums fiberglassed together, heated by gas. You were allowed twenty gallons, fresh water being pumped from a nearby spring.
When I was dressed I went back to the tables. Eve was up, and Amy was sitting on her lap. Amy was the youngest of four, the only girl, and had to fight for attention.
I showed her the bathhouse and explained it to her, giving her a fresh sweat suit.
"Sorry, I didn't shop for undies" I said grinning at her.
Not to be out done, she grinned back.
"That's all right, I kind of like going commando."
Amy didn't understand any of what we said, and surprised us all by wanting to shower with Eve. She came out giggling. Her mom asked her what she was laughing about. She had to lean close for the answer.
"Me and Miss Eve are going commando! We don't have panties on!"
She said it loud enough for a few to hear, and Eve glowed for a few minutes. She busied herself brushing Amy's hair.
Breakfast was soon served, and we ate as a group, familiar with each other after years of shared experiences.
Eve told them how we met, omitting the drunken party part, saying she slipped and fell off her balcony while I happened to be working there. By the time she was done you would have thought I did the ankle surgery by myself.
Amy was smitten with hero worship. She was about as subtle as a six year old could be when she came out with what was on her mind.
"You know, if you and Uncle Tommy got married, You'd be my aunt. How cool will that be?"
Eve let her down gently.
"It would be very cool, sweetie. I might just marry him to get to spend time with you. But he has to ask me first, and we're not that far along in our relationship. But, he's already passed the sleeping together test. He doesn't snore and he doesn't hog the blankets, unlike someone else in the sleeping bag last night."
Amy puffed up.
"Do not snore!"
Eve was right back at her.
"Do too!"
"Do not!"
"Yes you do baby. You snore like a fat puppy. It's the cutest sound in the world."
That mollified her somewhat, especially when she told her she could call her Aunt Eve.
"Will you come back and watch the stars and sleep with us again, Aunt Eve?"
She looked at me.
"I'd love to, sweetie, but that's up to Uncle Tommy. If he says I can, I will."
Amy came up to me and tugged my beard. Since she was two years old if she wanted my attention and I was ignoring her, she would tug with her little hands until I gave her my attention.
"Say Aunt Eve can come back next time. Please Uncle Tommy?"
I looked at Eve, she seemed anxious somehow.
"If she says yes when I ask her, I'd love it."
Amy, Celeste, and Eve were smiling like it was a done deal. I made a mental note to reel my sister in law in. She seemed to take it as a personal affront that I remained unmarried.
.................................................
She took another shower when we got to my house. She came out dressed in the jeans and tee shirt she had on yesterday, hair and makeup perfect.
She saw me frowning.
"What?"
"Nothing. Not my business."
She eyed me.
"You've got my interest piqued now. Say what's on your mind."
I sighed.
"You're a really, really attractive woman. Why do you wear so much makeup and hide that beautiful face?"
Well, I said it, now for the fallout.
Surprisingly, she seemed to have tears in her eyes. Before I could move I was the recipient of a very nice kiss.
"That's one of the sweetest things a man has ever said to me. Thank you."
All I could fumble out was "you're welcome" as she hobbled out to her car. I helped her get situated.
"This cast comes off next week, then a month of physical therapy and I'm supposed to be good as new. Thank you for last night, it was one of the most memorable experiences I've ever had. I'd love to go again, if you want me to. After all, we owe a six year old a new aunt. Wouldn't want to disappoint, now would we?"
She took my phone and punched in her number, told me to call, and swept off.
I thought about her all week, but didn't call. We lived in different worlds.
I went on the internet and did a little research. Besides her dad being a big time politician, they were rich. She had a trust fund for an undisclosed amount from her maternal grandfather, and the family wealth was estimated just below fifty million. Way out of my league. It was too bad, I really liked her.
I got a pretty sharp call Thursday evening.
"Why haven't you called me? Never mind, I'm just reminding you of lunch Saturday. One, sharp. My dad hates to wait."
She hung up before I could reply.
I thought about driving my work truck, but opted to drive my car instead. It was an MG midget, a small British sports car, based on the old Austin Healy designs. It wasn't worth a lot, but I liked it. It took me four years to totally restore it. For a small engine, rated just over fifty horsepower, it was surprisingly fast and very agile. I had never driven it in the rain.
Eve was waiting for me at the door.
"Nice car? Yours? Oh and you clean up very well."
I had gone to my barber that morning. I called her a barber, but my sister in law Celeste is a very successful stylist. When she heard who I was going to dine with, she threatened to come over with her battery operated hedge shears if I didn't come in for a trim. She fussed over me for forty five minutes before saying she had done the best she could with what she had to work with.
"Honey, you need to lose that beard, it makes you look thirty seven, not twenty seven."
A very nice button up shirt, casual slacks, new docksiders. It was about as dressed up as I wanted to get.
................................................
She met me at the door. I reached in my car for the bouquet of flowers.
"Ooh, you shouldn't have."
She was reaching for the flowers when I told her they were for her mother. Her smile became cool again. I let it sit on her face for a second before I pulled out the other bouquet.
"This one is yours."
She was all smiles again. Leaning in, she whispered in my ear.
"They're lovely, thank you. If you can be that thoughtful, maybe you can be trained on how to use a phone. It's simple really, if you can read. You go to contacts until you reach Eve, and hit the button. It even dials for you. I find modern technology very useful, wouldn't you agree?"
Before I could frame a suitable response we were through the door. Her mom and dad were waiting in the foyer. I think the gift of flowers was unexpected, and she seemed genuinely happy to get them.
Well, there he was in the flesh. At six four, he towered over my five eleven. He was in pretty good shape, using his home gym and his membership at the capitol religiously. We looked at each other and the room got smaller. We were two alpha dogs, circling, looking for an opportunity to go for the throat. It surprised me, I usually didn't react this way.
He was infamous for trying to intimidate people by sheer size and strength, and his bone crushing handshakes were near legendary. I knew what was coming when he reached his hand out. You get a pretty good grip and a set of muscles manhandling equipment and picking up two hundred fifty pound rolls of cable. He tried to squeeze and I squeezed back just a bit harder. It caught him totally by surprise. I saw his eyes widen a bit before they became narrow with anger.
Eve and Gretta were expecting me to react like everyone else did and rub my hand, but I simply let go and continued with the small talk.
They looked at him and he just shrugged. Later I learned he told them he had gone easy on me for Eve.
The lunch was delicious, and I minded my manners. He didn't stay long, citing pressing state business. He did thank me for helping his daughter, and I think he actually meant it.
It was like sunshine after a cloud when he left.
"I know he's a bit much when you first meet him, but he really is a good man."
Greta said it like she was used to apologizing for him.
"Nonsense! I found him most interesting."
They looked at me like I had just had a stroke and couldn't form coherent words. Then Greta smiled.
"Interesting. What an apt decision."
They took me on a tour of the house. Seven bedrooms, large pool house and a heated pool an Olympian would have been proud to train in, a grounds keeping crew, a maid and cook. So this is how rich folk lived.
I thanked the cook for an excellent lunch when they showed me the kitchen. I don't think she got compliments often.
Eve had made a slide show out of the photos Celeste made. There was even one or two of the meteors. She stopped on the one of all of us snuggled together. Greta looked at her pointedly.
"Such a nice picture. I hope in the not too distant future I get an opportunity to enjoy some grand children."
Eve laughed and kissed her cheek.
"Relax mom, I'm only twenty two. I have to find a man I like well enough to have children with first. Don't turn me into a brood mare just yet."
We had a pleasant afternoon. Just as I was leaving Greta sent her to get some of the dessert we enjoyed at lunch for later.
As soon as she was out of earshot Greta started talking.
"I want to thank you again for saving my baby, in more ways than one. The fact that a stranger took care of her while her good time friends continued to party wasn't lost on her. She told me she had the best time in her life when you took her to look at the meteors."
"Tommy, I want you to be careful around her. Not to be impolite, but you come from different worlds. I don't want either of you to get hurt."
Before I could answer Eve was back. She insisted I take her for a ride in my car, so we spent a pleasant couple of hours just drifting around. She had me stop in an empty parking lot just before we returned.
"Why are we stopping here?" I asked.
"So I can do this" She replied, shoving her tongue down my throat.
My high mindedness and good intentions went right out the window. We kissed for about ten minutes before she pulled back.
"Hon, we have to stop or get naked, and I don't think my dad would want to see his daughter arrested in a school parking lot for being naked and performing lewd acts. Time to go home."
..................................................
I think they should install eyelids on phones so we can sometimes out stare them. I lasted until Tuesday before I called. She picked it up on the first ring.
"I was giving you one more day. You just beat the deadline. Wanna do something tonight?"
"Sorry Eve, I have to work tomorrow. Just wanted to hear your voice and say hi."
"Are you at home? Not going back out?"
"Yes, and no. I'm in for the night."
She hung up on me. Well, so much for pleasant conversation.
I redialed but it went to message.
Twenty five minutes later her car pulled into the drive. I helped her out, and carried the ice cream she had brought in. I helped her to the couch. For someone about to be all better she sure was helpless.
"What are you doing?"
She smiled that killer smile.
"You're not going out, ergo I have to come to you. Now give me the remote and scoop the ice cream. And since I had to come out here, I get to pick the movie."
She pulled up a chick flick on Netflix, "Under the Tuscan Sun", which I actually enjoyed. I had to get her a drink and another bowl of ice cream, then I had to help her to the bathroom. I hated pausing movies, since I lived alone I had gotten out of the habit. But the company was well worth the interruptions.
She was misty eyed by the end, snuggled to my shoulder, her hand gripped firmly in mine.
We sat and talked afterwards. She had just graduated college with a degree in art. I shocked her by showing her my prints of Starry Night and Sunflowers. What can I say, I liked Van Gogh.
"A Van Gogh fan, I would never have guessed. Anybody else catch your eye?"
"Well, I really like Monet, and Manet, but not as much. I'm not to keen on Dali and Picasso, or surrealists. And I like a lot of American artists. The Wyeths, all of them, Whistler, Georgia O'Keeffe, and Rockwell when I want something feel good. Oh, I also like Rodin and Remington sculptures."
She sat there with her mouth hanging open.
"Wow."
We discussed art, among other things, until midnight. As she left she asked if I had a good suit.
"Good, wear it Friday. We're going somewhere special."
I think she felt me tighten up.
"Sorry, that came out all wrong. If you're not busy, the art museum in the capital is having a small event. I don't know if you heard, but there's a traveling exhibit of Monet works touring the country. The grand opening is Saturday. It's a preview, for sponsors and invited guests. Our family is always represented, and this year it's my turn. It would be nice to go with someone who actually understood what I was talking about. Please come with me."
I was a sucker for saying yes, and she knew it.
"Next time we date, you pick. If you can top our last one, I will be suitably amazed."
Before I could respond, she gave me one more kiss and was gone.
I called Celeste, and she called Eve, so I was able to get a nice, presentable suit for Friday night. She insisted we take my car. It was my first instance of valet parking, and I'm sure it showed.
"Don't worry, they won't get a scratch on it when they joyride." She said, then laughed at my reaction.
"Your car will be well taken care of. These people are professionals. Now, let's mingle."
I recognized a lot of the people, shakers and movers in our state, and was surprised most of them were pleasant companions.
She introduced me to a woman in her late fifties and we got into a discussion over whether Van Gogh really committed suicide or if he was in fact shot accidentally by a group of teen boys who had been tormenting him at the time. A few minutes went by and I noticed Eve was gone. I felt guilty for ignoring her, and looking around the room, found her in deep conversation with two men our age.
She caught my eye and I think she saw the flash of jealousy. She had a hard time controlling her smile when she rejoined my side.
"Who were you talking to?"
Her smile got a little wider.
"Nobody, darling, just an ex boyfriend or two. Tell me, did you like Vivian?"
Trying to cover my jealousy, I answered
"She's a very sharp woman, and she looks familiar somehow. Is she married to someone in the public eye?"
By now she was grinning.
"No, but her husband is. She's the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court. I hear she was a terror in her day as an attorney. When a lawyer gets to argue in front of her they're both honored and scared, she has a reputation for being brutal."
"Wow. I thought she was just a nice lady. She's sweet."
I felt a tug on my arm and turned. It was Vivian.
She was a small woman, and she pulled me down, surprising everyone by kissing my cheek.
"Thank you, Tommy, I've been called a lot of things over my career, and that was one of the nicest."
She looked over at Eve.
"Eve my darling, I insist you and this nice young man join my husband and I for dinner in the near future."
She turned and gave me a card.
"Here, just in case she forgets my number."
Flashes had been going off randomly as photographers got shots for the papers and state magazines.
Eve was floored. It was all she talked about on the way home.
"Dad is gonna have a fit. He's been trying to get some private time with her for ages. You must have made quite an impression."
.................................................
We were on the cover of the art and social sections of the Sunday papers across the state.
The art section identified me as a local critic, based on a flippant remark Vivian had made to a reporter about what a discerning eye I had. They had captured the kiss she had given me, and several shots of Eve and I in groups and separately.
The society page had one of us together and several of us in groups of important people. They did identify me correctly as a local businessman, and speculated on our relationship.
Eve and my family found the whole thing vastly amusing. Eve told Celeste that if anybody asked she would identify me as her boyfriend. It made me smile.
We started spending a lot of time together, she was at my house two or three times a week, and we went out every weekend. I was falling in love, and fighting it tooth and nail. Our worlds were just too different. It would never work. Still, I never tried to break it off.
Celeste and Eve had become friends, to the point where when she wanted to take Amy on a date with us she agreed. I was the last to know, as usual.
It was my turn to pick where we were going, and the state symphony was in town. I had told her, and she told me not to worry about tickets, her family were patrons, and one of the perks was free tickets.
Eve picked up Amy and Celeste up the day before and they took Amy shopping for a dress. Celeste said later it made her uncomfortable at first, she had never entered many of the shops they went to. Amy loved being the center of attention. She flounced and twirled, and wheedled, and ended up with three dresses instead of one. Eve refused to let Celeste pay for anything, reminding her it was her treat. They lunched at a really nice tea room Eve frequented. Amy was awed.
She hadn't told me who was going with us, just that it was someone dear to her.
Celeste and Amy showed up giggling an hour before we were due to leave. Eve immediately rushed Amy into the guest room, leaving Celeste with me.
"Has she told you yet?" She was smiling that smile again.
"Has who told me what?" I replied, trying to get my tie straight. She came over and helped me.
"Eve. Has she told you she loves you yet?"
I'm glad she was handling my tie, I would have strangled myself.
"No, and I think you got it wrong."
"Bullshit" she snorted, smoothing my tie.
"She's in love with you, you're in love with her. Don't try to argue, I see the way you look at her. She's perfect. Beautiful, rich, and in love with you, it just doesn't get any better."
She saw the look in my eye.
"That's just it. She's way out of my league. All I could ever offer her is me, and at best a lower middle class lifestyle. She'd get bored pretty quick. No, even if I did love her, it's doomed from the start."
Eve and Amy swept in at that moment. Eve looked stunning, the knee length, standard little black dress and simple pearls. Amy was almost a miniature version, her simple little smock highlighted by a sash and a little gold locket.
They both twirled for us while Celeste took photos.
"How do we look, Uncle Tommy? Aunt Eve said we'd be the two hottest girls at the concert. Do you think so?"
I scooped her up.
"Your Aunt Eve is correct, as usual. Now, shall we go?"
After kisses and hugs, Celeste went back home, telling me to bring her back after lunch tomorrow. She had a tear in her eye.
"You guys look so perfect together. I can't wait to see how beautiful your children will be. Have a good night."
With a final admonition to Amy to behave, she was off.
Heads turned when we entered the hall. They should, I was with two beauties. Amy insisted on walking between us, holding both our hands.
We didn't have to worry about Amy. I was afraid she would get bored and restless. She sat, enthralled by the music. We were front row center, and the maestro noticed her. During an intermission, knowing who she was, he came and chatted with Eve. Turning to Amy he asked if she was enjoying the evening.



"Very much, sir. It's great! Can I have your autograph?"
This pleased him no end. After the intermission, he talked about the pieces they would be performing next, and singled Amy out. The crew put a spotlight on us.
"Ladies and gentlemen, here is the future of classical music. This is Miss Amy Yount, and her parents. Amy, this next piece is dedicated to you."
She got a round of applause, and became a dedicated fan of classical music for the rest of her life. It got even better after the concert, when Eve took her back stage to meet the musicians. Most everyone signed a poster of the orchestra for her, and they gave her two cds. She insisted we play them as we drove. She was asleep before we got home. I carried her into the guest room, and Eve got her into her pajamas. She roused enough to insist we both kiss her goodnight.
Eve excused herself, and Amy, with the directness of youth, started asking questions.
"Are you in love with Aunt Eve?"
I tousled her hair. I did that a lot when she was around.
"I'll tell you if you can keep a secret. I am."
She giggled.
"I don't think it's a secret. Mom keeps telling me she'll be my real aunt pretty soon. That makes me very happy. Tell Aunt Eve I love her too."
She was asleep again before I had the lights off.
..................................................
That was the first night we made love. When I came out of the guest room I couldn't find Eve. Her car was still in the drive, so I knew she hadn't left. I called out, softly. Her answer came from my bedroom.
"Shhh. You'll wake Amy. Come to bed, honey."
She was standing by the bed, in a gown that was both sexy and demure.
"Come on. I'm tired, and don't want to drive home. I've slept with you before, remember? And I promised Amy we'd have breakfast together."
I knew if we lay down together we would make love. I knew it would never last, and I could see heartbreak ahead.
"Which side do you want?"
She snuggled up to me. What started out as a simple goodnight kiss became intense pretty quickly. She was tugging my sweat pants down at the same time I was trying to lift her gown off. Because of Amy, we didn't get loud or out of control. I was glad, because we made slow, sensuous love instead of having hard steamy sex.
It was beautiful beyond words. I kissed her from her forehead to her knees. Her lean body responded well. When I spent time kissing her smooth mound she shivered, and when I moved lower she let out a soft moan. I let my tongue wander everywhere before concentrating on her swollen clit. She was gasping into her pillow as she came. She wanted to return the attention, but I had to have her.
I entered slowly, as we adapted to each other. It was straight missionary sex, getting faster and faster as our passion built, until I was slamming into her as she moaned and wrapped those long legs around me. I swallowed a roar while she screamed into her pillow. I collapsed beside her, exhausted.
We cuddled for a moment before she got up and used the bathroom to clean up a bit. She had her gown back on when she came out.
"Put your bottoms on."
"Why?"
She looked at me, smiling.
"Because more than likely a little girl is going to wake before us, and the first thing she's going to do is come in here. Now, get dressed."
As we lay together, just before I went to sleep, she whispered in my ear.
"So, this is what married with children sex is like. I could get used to this, although an occasional trip to grandparents would be a must. I want three, honey. Goodnight."
...............................................
I woke up feeling disappointed for some reason. Then I realized I was alone. I didn't like it.
I wandered into the kitchen. There was a note on the table.
"Good morning, sleepy head. You missed breakfast. Your girls had some errands to run. Amy is staying again tonight and we had to pick up a few things. Meet us at mom's, three o'clock. Love you."
I did some preventative maintenance on my equipment, cleaned the kitchen, mowed the lawn. Finally, I cleaned up and made the drive.
They were in the pool. Amy, Eve, and even Greta had on matching bathing suits, a simple one piece, all in yellow. They were obviously new.
Amy clambered out of the pool and gave me a big hug, soaking me. Eve followed, soaking me even more.
"You were going to end up wet anyway. Your suit is in the pool house, hurry up!"
So I changed, and we played in the pool until dinnertime. Eve and I linked hands and threw Amy as far as we could, hearing her laughter until she hit the water. Amy insisted we do the same for Greta. I think it was the first time I ever heard her laugh.
Amy was so worn out she had to have a nap before dinner. Eve put her in her old room.
She came back with a surprise announcement.
"Sorry, but you get to spend the night alone. Mom, Amy, and I are having a pajama party, She's sleeping here tonight. Celeste knows. Now, do you want dinner, or would you rather go home and see how loud I can get?"
We tried our best to pound each other into mush, and we pretty well succeeded. She was vocal, not ashamed to tell me what she wanted. We started out with oral, and then went into so many positions I couldn't keep track of them all. We fell back, sweaty and exhausted.
"I have to go now, love. Amy and Mom are expecting me. I can think of nothing I want to do more than stay in your arms, but we have the rest of our life to do that. I'll see you tomorrow, collect us about one."
I lay back as she showered and left. My house never felt so empty.
................................................
So we became an official couple. Eve spent more and more time with me, and moved clothes until we had to put some in the spare bedroom. I woke up one day and realized she had been there three weeks without going home once. I asked her about it. She kissed me.
"I am home, silly."
We lived together for another month or two before we had our first serious discussion about our future.
Amy had become a surrogate daughter, spending about one weekend every three weeks. I watched them bond. One night after Amy was in bed and she was snuggled up to me on the couch, she turned to me.
"I want a baby."
"What?"
She stirred.
"I'm sorry, that came out wrong. I want to have your baby, our baby. We love each other. It's time for us to make future plans."
This was the talk I was dreading.
"I love you too. More than I can say. But we're so different, You walk through doors I could never open. You have more money than I'll ever make. Sooner or later you would miss your old world, then where would we be? In a bitter fight that I'd lose over my children. I don't think you'll be satisfied with me."
I wasn't expecting her response.
She slapped me so hard I fell off the couch. She rushed into our bedroom. She came out dressed in one of her 'mommy' gowns and went into Amy's room. They were both gone when I got up.
A little after noon she came back. I came out to meet her. She slapped me again, just as hard.
"You asshole! I love you and this is what you think? I'm just a shallow rich girl out for a lark? Damn you straight to hell, Tommy Yount! I'm going back to Mom's for awhile. Think about what you want, and just so you know, if I had known you felt like this I would have given every dime away to keep you. I never thought I'd say this to you, but you're a fucking idiot."
She jumped back into her car and I didn't see her for three weeks.
Talk about a backlash! I was an instant asshole to my family, her family, and all our friends. Amy refused to speak to me.
It isn't often a supreme court justice calls you to advise you on your love life. I know now how she earned her reputation.
"In simple legal terms there is no law against being a dumbass, but I'm looking for a loophole, so I can sentence you to make it up to her. The poor girl came to me trying to get me to help her get rid of her wealth so she could be with you. I've always respected you Tommy. You're honest, forthright, a fine young man. Don't make me think less of you because you won't listen to your heart. Go to her! She'll take you back in an instant. Please, Tommy."
I thought about it for a few days. Then I did some shopping and made some plans.
I called Greta and asked if I could come by. She wasn't happy.
"Are you sure you want to see her? You know my husband hates you, but even he isn't happy about the breakup. She's just now stopped crying. I warned you not to hurt her, but you didn't listen. You made her fall in love with you anyway. I was so proud of her, and was getting used to the idea of grandchildren in the near future."
I begged, I pleaded, and finally convinced her.
She got Eve to answer the door when I came over. She wasn't expecting me, and she paled when she saw me on my knees.
"I'm here to beg you back into my life. I'll do anything. Please give me another chance. Every resource I'll ever have from this moment on will be used to make sure you have a happy life. Please Eve, forgive me. Oh, and if you do, will you marry me?"
I held out the ring, not daring to look up. After a few seconds I couldn't stand the suspense and did look up. She wasn't there. Well, I had given it my best. Greta caught me before I got to the truck.
"Vivian was right, you are a dumbass. Get in the house right this second. I have an hysterical daughter on my hands, and you're going to fix it."
She tried to look stern, but a smile leaked out.
When I entered she was in the foyer, and pounced on me so hard we both fell. She was trying to kiss me and talk at the same time.
"I love-kiss-marry-kiss-ring-kiss-now!"
I pulled it back out of my pocket. She slipped it on and looked at me.
"I'm making you a promise in front of my mom and God. This ring will never leave my finger while I live. Never."
.................................................
Her Dad was furious.
"I forbid this! He's a low class gold digger, all he wants is your money. You are not to marry him, is that clear?"
If he expected her to roll over he was badly mistaken. I wasn't there but Greta told me about it later.
"It's not up to you. I'm of age and not dependent on you. You don't have to love him as long as I do. Be warned, if you try to coerce him in any way, or try scaring him, I'll be gone whether I marry him or not. And if I go, so does your campaign money."
I didn't know for a long time, but he always got a sizable donation, and even a loan or two from her trust fund during election time. The money would be hard to make up if it was gone. She didn't actually gain control of the money until she was twenty five, but she did meet regularly with her financial advisers, and they were very sensitive to her wishes, partly to keep the money with them when she gained full control. Her grandfather had wisely kept her father away from any access to the trust.
He wouldn't let it go, and tried everything he could to break us up. It was hard because all I ever did was go to work and come home to Eve.
When he tried to set me up with a woman at a company picnic one of my employers held, it was the last straw. It was so obvious it was pathetic. No one knew who she was, no one knew who invited her, and when she started following me around I lost it.
Eve couldn't come, she worked with several charities and was at a budget retreat.
I got a friend who was filming his kids to get a few good shots of her. She was dressed sexily, but conservatively. She made it a point to be near me, brushing up against me slightly at every opportunity. I acted like I was interested, and proposed we slip into a secluded gazebo for 'conversation'. She had her breasts out before we sat down. I hit the video app on my phone.
"I'm sure you've got somebody recording this, so you don't mind if I do it too, do you?"
I motioned to my friend, who had come out of the trees with his camera.
"A second opinion."
She looked frightened.
"Now, shove your tits back into that excuse you have for a top and listen to me. You tell good ol' Stan this shit has officially stopped being funny. I'm not fucking around anymore. Ask him how it would look if the press found out he was using hookers to seduce me to block my marriage to his daughter. If he's willing to do that, what's he done in the past when he wanted something to happen? I don't have a lot, but I'll make it my business to try and find out. Take that message to him."
She denied everything, of course, then blustered she would tell Eve I tried to seduce her if I didn't keep quiet.
"If you didn't know her dad, how did you know her name? If I were you, I'd quit while I was losing, go back to Stan and say it didn't work. Bye now."
I showed Eve the video, including the tag number of the car she was driving. It was traced back to a rental company. The woman was traced back to an escort service.
A few discrete phone calls later we had the owner of the escort service she worked for. Apparently she and Stan had a history. When I told Eve she went ballistic.
He was in the capitol at work when he got the call.
"You miserable asshole! Fuck you! You are not invited to the wedding or the reception. Don't call, don't come to see me. If you're very lucky, I'll send you a picture of your grandchildren every year or so. And you better start networking, your campaign money well just dried up. Maybe I'll call the local papers and talk about what a loving father you are, maybe play a little video for them."
It shook him pretty bad. It took three weeks of apologizing to calm her down. And it increased his hatred of me.
He insisted strongly on a prenupt, and for once I agreed with him. Eve had a fit.
"We don't need this! We're going to be together forever. I know you wouldn't hurt me."
I talked her into it.
"It's just a piece of paper, honey. We'll never use it, and it will make everyone more comfortable. More importantly to me, it'll send a strong message that I love you, not your money."
Her dad had his lawyers draw it up and sent it to the lawyer I used for business. I liked him and he had agreed to act for me. He called me when he got it.
"Have you read it?"
"No. Just tell me what it says."
He sighed.
"Well, it's thirty pages long. Basically it says if you guys split up, she gets everything. All her money, your business, sole custody of any children you may have. And that's just the high points. What would you like me to do?"
I drove over and looked at it, made a copy and sent it back. I had written in thick black marker.
"NO WAY IN HELL!"
I showed it to Eve and she couldn't even speak for a few minutes. When she calmed down she asked me if I seriously thought she had approved it.
I laughed.
"Not a snowballs chance in hell."
Eve said she would have another lawyer draw one up. Tensions, already high between her father and I, were threatening to boil over.
I decided to put the whole thing to rest when I wrote my own prenupt. It was less than one page. I had my lawyer couch it in legalese, and presented it during lunch with her parents. Eve had already seen it.
The gist went like this:
"If the marriage should fail for nonsexual reasons, each party will leave with what they brought into it, dividing anything accumulated together fifty fifty.
If children are present, arbitration will be required to ensure custody will be fair to all. The parties must agree to the decree of the arbitrator without recourse to litigation.
If the parties split due to infidelity, the offending party will immediately surrender all rights to any children, possessions or wealth brought into the marriage, unless they choose the following alternative. The infidelity must be documented in a manner that is irrefutable.
If the offending party will admit the infidelity and apologize in a public manner decreed by the offended party, the prior agreement will be in force."
Greta thought it was cute. Stan went ballistic, but it was too late, it had already been signed and recorded.
.................................................
Without a doubt it was the biggest wedding the town had ever seen. We had to hold it in the citizens center because we couldn't find a church big enough. Five hundred guests. About forty were mine, mostly family. Eve was responsible for about eighty. The rest were political cronies of her dad. Greta told me later it cost about about two hundred thousand.
Celeste was a bridesmaid, Amy was flower girl. Vivian helped officiate the service.
We went to Cancun for three weeks, came back tanned and tired.
I thought she was going to kill me. We would do some activity like scuba diving or horseback riding, and she would look at her ring. Within thirty minutes we were in our suite, in a secluded cove, the jungle, or any secluded room we could find, banging like bunnies.
When the prenupt came up, we had a long serious talk about her money.
I surprised her by acknowledging I would never have the money she did, and while I wasn't adverse to using the money once in a while for vacations, education, and lifestyle improvements, I didn't want to depend on it.
What I didn't want and refused to do was give up my business. I still intended to work, being proud I had been able to open and operate a successful business at my age.
I gave up my little two bedroom house, renting it to a cousin. Our wedding present from her parents was the money for a new one. Her dad had already picked it out, three doors down from their house. He was outraged when we refused.
It was even bigger than his, eight bedrooms, media room, so on.
Eve liked it, but wasn't in love with it. The fact that her father hand picked it wasn't lost on her. We found a nice little plot of land about twenty minutes away, and I let Eve pick out what she wanted.
The land sloped a bit, and she worked with the builders constantly. Four bedrooms upstairs, with a full basement. Mostly brick and stone, with two fireplaces. She went over every detail with me to make sure I agreed.
She took great pains over the basement. It would be the domain of our children, a combination playroom/entertainment center. She had already planned the birthday and slumber parties.
This led to a long discussion about children.
"How many do you want?" she asked.
"As many as we can love" was my answer.
I must have got it right judging by her smile.
"I don't think I can physically produce that many. How about starting at three and going from there?"
She wanted to get pregnant right away, but I convinced her to wait.
"Let's enjoy each other for awhile first, honey. You and I both know when we have kids the focus will shift. It will be all about them, what we want will always come last. That's how it should be, and I don't have a problem with it. But, for a little while, I want to be selfish and keep you to myself."
Again, I must have said the right thing, judging by the loving I got that night.
Eve usually took the lead when we made love. I was no virgin, but she was far more experienced than I. We had a long talk about it, just after we got engaged.
To her credit, she brought it up.
"I need you to know everything. You saw me at my worst the first day you met me. I was a rebellious, spoiled little wild child. Mom was great, but she was never really forceful. You know what my dad is like."
"I did many things I'm now ashamed of. I don't really want to talk about it, but I will if you need to know. Suffice to say, I wasn't a very nice person.You know I had an STD, and I'm ashamed to say it wasn't the first. I don't know how I dodged AIDS or Hepatitis. Luckily, I was afraid of drugs, and used alcohol as my crutch."
"Falling of the balcony was my turning point. I was immobilized in that hospital bed, and I had plenty of time to think. Even if you hadn't rescued me, I like to think I would have changed anyway. Meeting you and your family opened my eyes to the way the real world worked, not my fantasy 'party' lifestyle. I wanted that, then I realized I wanted you."



"Of all my party friends, I only keep in contact with about five, all girl friends from college. I could care less about the rest. It shames me to say it, but I've had sex with a lot of guys. But I've only had one lover, you. I promise you, I'll never go back to the way I was. What I want with you is far too valuable to ever risk."
There was a lot of sniffling during her little speech, and I could tell it took a lot out of her to make it. I hugged her tightly.
"Honey, the past is the past, and there's nothing we can do about it. I didn't know you then, I can only base my feelings for you on what you've done since we got together. I wake up every morning with you beside me and savor it, thinking how lucky I am. So no, I don't need to hear details. It wouldn't matter or change you from who you are now. That will always be enough for me."
And it was, for three years.
..................................................
Her Dad was filled with burning ambition. He had done two terms as Speaker of the House, and had set his sights on the governorship. He and his committee had spent three years laying the foundation. The week before he announced, he had Eve and I over for dinner. He told us his plans, saying he needed the support of all his family. He was looking directly at me.
Although I didn't like him personally, he was a good politician and had orchestrated several pieces of legislation that I liked, including one that actually benefited small businesses.
"If you're directing that at me, Stanley, I have no problem supporting you."
He beamed.
"Good, good. I need you to know you two will have to appear with me from time to time. The committee may even asked you do a commercial or two. Think you can handle that?"
I felt Eve lock down on my hand. I shrugged. I hated the bastard, thought he was a slimy son of a bitch, but I loved his daughter.
"Sure, as long as it's not too time consuming."
He rushed to reassure me.
"One or two days at the most, I promise."
She seemed on edge as we drove home, holding my hand like it was a lifeline. Something felt odd, but I couldn't place it.
"Thank you, honey, for helping my dad. But promise me you won't let politics seduce you. I don't think I could stand it."
I couldn't understand her intensity, but tried to reassure her.
"No worries, babe. My volunteer work opened my eyes enough to realize I could never be a politician. You have to trade so much of yourself away there's nothing left of you at the end of the day. Not a lifestyle I could enjoy."
.................................................
My career as a member of various committees began by accident. Eve served on a few to keep herself busy, but I usually kept away from that part of her life. I even resented it from time to time when it took time away from us. But they were all good causes that she believed in, so I kept my grumbling to a minimum.
This one came looking for me, and I couldn't turn my back. My first cousin had a daughter that had contracted scarlet fever when she was young. Her temperature rose to one hundred and nine, giving her a fever induced heat stroke.
It left her mentally challenged. Her mind never developed past that of an eight year old. She could do most mundane things, but she would never be able to support herself and lead a full life. Her parents were devoted to her.
The state had a program that had been in operation for several years. It was a social center/workplace for the adult handicapped. Anyone over school age that could function in a social setting could participate. Vans were supplied for transportation. Local companies would subcontract work, packing simple boxes, folding t shirts, one paper tube manufacturer had them punch holes in the end of tubes. They each drew a check at the end of the month, usually just above or below a hundred dollars. It gave them a sense of pride to be contributing to society and earning their own money.
The federal grant was up, and the state refused to pick up the program, reneging on the promise of the previous administration. We had a month to come up with enough money to operate until funding could be secured.
The fallout would be catastrophic for the families. Parents would have to quit jobs to provide care, incomes would decrease, houses could be lost.
I was asked to attend the organizational meeting because of my connection to politics via my father in law. They were sadly mistaken. I deliberately distanced myself, never having been interested in politics to begin with.
It became pretty obvious there were no natural leaders in the group, most were in a mild panic.
Finally my cousin asked me to say a few words.
I took the podium.
"Look, the first thing we have to do is calm down. Yes, it's a terrible problem, but panicking will get us nowhere. As I see it, the first thing we need to do is to come up with enough operating money to last another month. That will give us time to appeal to the ones in power and the public. You need a spokesperson, a planning committee, and some direction.
"Now, anybody got any ideas how to come up with operational money?"
Various fundraisers were discussed and considered. Tentative plans were formed.
The debate got a bit heated when over the chairmanship. Our group were composed of two small counties, tied together by districts. Both counties felt one of their own should be the leader.
"Why not have co-chairs, one from each county? That way each could handle their own, and meet once a week with the committee to review progress and entertain suggestions."
This was quickly agreed on. The committee was formed, three people from each county. A local businessman was proposed[read lobbied]and accepted from the other county. Then I got blindsided.
"By unanimous decision, we have only one choice for us. Tommy Yount"
There was a lot of applause.
I hesitated briefly, but accepted.
The other chair made a speech, making promises without thoughts of how to make them come true. I took a totally different approach.
"This is going to be hard. The politicians have made their minds up and they're going to be difficult to sway. Our work is going to be cut out for us."
"One thing I do know. Each of his has some kind of talent that will help us, and knows someone else who can do the same. We need to find and exploit those talents. We need researchers to look for loopholes in the old grants or the possibility of new ones. We need to work the politicians on the local level for some stopgap money. We have to prepare to work on the state and federal levels. If we can't get them to commit we need to find out why, and make that available to the media. One thing a politician hates more than anything is adverse publicity."
Our first appeal was to our county commissioners. We figured out what it cost to run the program for a month and asked for a one time grant of thirty five hundred. I had talked to one of the local radio personalities to see if he could help with a fundraiser. He not only agreed to help but put me in touch with their news department.
We made sure we were on the agenda, and showed up in force. Parents, siblings, friends, and of course all the adult challenged showed up, overflowing the meeting room. I had met with the county commissioners two days before to give them information, facts and figures that would warrant keeping the program going. They assured me we would probably get the money. When the time came, I made the request, stating our position as concisely as possible, citing facts and figures that showed that discontinuing the program would actually cost the government five times the amount in other costs.
What surprised me was the amount of media attention it generated. My radio friends were there, but there was also journalists from two local papers, and a TV news crew that had been tipped off by my DJ friend.
We made the eleven o'clock news and the morning programs. The response numbers were huge, guaranteeing follow up interviews and other news crews.
We all got a surprise when the senior commissioner responded to out plea.
"We appreciate you bringing this to our attention. All residents of this county deserve respect. This is a worthy program that should have never faced termination. Our state government did a woeful job in not giving the parents and caretakers warning or time to prepare."
"That being said, we intend to give you all the help we can. Unfortunately, we can't honor your request for thirty five hundred dollars. Sorry."
There was a collective gasp in the room. The commissioner, all of them actually, were grinning.
"We feel the amount is too low. Instead, we feel five thousand is an acceptable amount. Use the money wisely. Hopefully our neighboring county will feel as generous."
The room echoed with the applause, while I stood there in the glare of the TV lights. We made sure at the end of the meeting every one of our group shook the hand of every commissioner and thanked them. One of the challenged, a woman in her middle age with a mongoloid face, cried and hugged every one, thanking them in her halting speech. The media ate it up.
The project took on a life of it's own. People we didn't know were calling offering monetary support and volunteering time. I gave an exclusive interview with the radio station to thank them, going over the progress we were making and talking about the help we were getting. It turned into a three day a week update.
My first brush with politics was a walk in the park. When we got to the other county commission it was a whole different ball game. The head Republican and the head Democrat, besides differing politically, hated each others guts personally.
The Republican, a florid faced blond giant, slammed his hand on the table during our meetings.
"No! We don't have the money for this. The feds and the state screwed this up, let them fix it."
The Democrat, a small man with a dark complexion and thick black hair, came right back.
"Can it, Jim! It doesn't matter at this point who's responsible. The media is all over this thing. These people we're going to see Thursday are all locals. Besides doing the right thing, if you tell them no it'll amount to political suicide. So we may have to give up a project or two, this is more important. Tell you what, we'll take a vote right now, and I tell you now, I'll make it my mission for the public to know how we voted, and who voted no. Want to take that chance with your political career?"
They squabbled for a bit, but in the end it was never in question. The vote was unanimous. The one thing the Democrat insisted on was that the junior Democratic commissioner, who was facing an election battle, be allowed to present the money.
The night of the meeting the room was again packed, except this time there were three TV crews, six newspapers, and four radio stations being represented. The crowd knew well of the relationship of some of the commissioners, and many expected[hoped]there would be fireworks.
It was exactly the opposite. There was a sense of calm. They saved us until last. My counterpart couldn't be there, so I did the speech.
It was agreed, that when it became time to award the money, the Republican would introduce the junior Democratic commissioner, in a show of harmony.
That wasn't what happened.
The senior Republican stood.
"This is a very good cause, a viable program that does a great service to the community. We're aware of our sister county going above and beyond. We feel that we, too, should give more help than asked for. My esteemed colleague was going to announce the grant, but just a bit ago we had a bit of a conference. We were going to give your organization seventy five hundred, but the esteemed senior Democrat did a small poll, and we decided to give you ten thousand instead, mostly due to the kindness of our Democratic members. I'm sure they'll be glad to field any questions. As Republicans and human beings, we are happy to follow their lead."
He slammed his gavel down. "Meeting adjourned." He smiled as he left, watching his competition give statements to the press.
.................................................
One afternoon I came home from work to find four guys waiting for me in my living room. Eve kissed me and introduced them as new volunteers.
"Listen to them, honey, they could be a lot of help."
They were all political science majors working on a master's degree. The leader, Thad Emerson, gave me their pitch.
"I'm not going to lie to you, we're going to use this as part of our school work. It's going to be in our thesis work, kind of a David vs Goliath battle, a grass roots organization against the political establishment in the technological age. We've already got some stuff worked up we believe can help you, if you'll have us. Where's your headquarters?"
Eve, who had been listening quietly laughed and pointed at our kitchen table.
"There you go."
Thad was shocked.
"You don't have an office? How do you get anything done? Never mind, do you have a list of your members and what they do?"
He turned and pointed at one of his friends.
"Billy, get on that. We're going to need an office and a conference room. Phones, computers, copiers, anything you else you think we might need."
He pointed at the other two.
"Jerry, you research grant history and see if anything else is out there. Eve told me they have a few locals on it, touch base and see what they've got. Zane, go through their history and see which state and federal politicians are for, against, or undecided. Find anything you can. And particularly, who's up for reelection."
"What are you going to do?" I asked.
He grinned.
"Stick like glue to you. If your group approves, I'm your new campaign manager. It's not a traditional campaign, you're not running for office. But you are trying to sway public opinion, and I'm a damn good speech writer. Are we in?"
I shook all their hands, and my core group was formed. They were all on individual studies, so their time was their own.
It was the one of the best decisions I ever made, and I got four lifelong friends out of it.
In forty eight hours we had a committee headquarters, the offices of a defunct textile mill. The owner gave us the space free but we had to pay for the power. I was a little concerned about that, but Thad convinced me it was necessary.
Soon we looked like a regular office, people working phones and computers. it was bevy of activity from early in the morning until late at night. Thad asked me if we were coordinating with the other committees.
"What other committees?"
He was shocked.
"Surely others have organized. After all, this is a state wide problem. We need to coordinate our efforts, present a united front. The more people, the more potential voters. The more voters, the more leverage we have with politicians. Those state boys aren't gonna be as easy or as eager as the locals. Never mind, we'll look into it."
In a week his technowizard had the names and addresses of the people affected by the loss of the grant. We had a fourth class mailing permit now, and mass mailings to all registered voters were going out regularly, in addition to internet contact. Mostly updates and pleas urging them to contact their representatives at both state and federal levels and voice their approval for the program to continue. We never asked for money.
There was a bit of an argument over it. We could use every dime we got, but it made me feel too much like a real politician. Thad got around that by posting our finances on the blog they had created, updated weekly. Every one interested could see at a glance where we were.
Soon unsolicited donations were coming in, some of them quite large. Several of our members were lawyers, and they drew up papers listing us as a nonprofit watchdog group, with a four person committee formed to track the money.
Soon we were getting requests from across the state to help them form groups, and Thad and I were crisscrossing the state, giving advice. People started showing up at our public meetings and conferences to watch us operate. Ninety percent of the state counties were operating their own groups, but we operated as a state alliance. We split the state into four sections and they each elected a representative to meet and coordinate state activities. I was voted president, only one person objected, my counterpart from our group. He got three percent of the vote. It caused a rift that kept getting wider.
We placated him somewhat by giving him the seat for our part of the state, with me remaining in charge. It worked out well because that way the committee could never be deadlocked. If the vote was tied, I cast the deciding vote. Otherwise I didn't have to vote.
Things got a little tense on the home front when we discovered Stanley was one of the biggest opponents to renewing the grant. He tried to talk me into toning down a little, when we posted a list of all the state and federal politicians who were for and against renewing.
I was even asked about it in one of my interviews.
"How do you feel about your father in law opposing this?"
I had worked with Thad, knowing the question was coming.
"I have great respect for my father in law. The beauty of our form of government is we can agree or disagree without rancor. He's done many good things for the state in his tenure. It's just in this case I think he doesn't have all the information he needs to understand the situation fully. But either way, he can't help but follow his belief in what is right for the state. And I respect him for it."
Great job of walking a tightrope, huh?
In the end, we lost the grant, but got two new federal and one state grant that more than doubled the funds the programs had gotten previously.
Stanley was a gracious loser in public, actually supporting the approval of the state grant. His quote about my role?
"I'm happy, and glad he's not the least bit interested in politics. He's too good at it. He did a great thing, a service to the state, and we're all appreciative of his efforts."
Privately he held a grudge.
................................................
This episode led to me serving on various committees on state and local levels. Both parties approached me, urging me to run for county commissioner, training ground for bigger things. Both were surprised to find out I was a registered Independent.
But if it was a cause I believed in I would help, but never more than one at a time. I almost burnt out crisscrossing the state on the first one, and deeply resented the time it took away from Eve.
Vivian and I had become fairly close. She found out early she couldn't have children, and adopted us, me in particular. She was the one who started recommending me for committees.
"You'll do a good job, and you'll follow your conscience, something rare these days. It's why you'll never be a good politician, and I love you for it."
Stanley, of course, resented it, and tried to get me to influence her. It pissed him off when I laughed and refused.
The capitol had a big Christmas parade every year, and this year she was the Grand Marshall. Eve and I brought Amy, now nine, to watch it. We were her house guests, and Amy, being Amy, soon had her charmed. It was no surprise to me when Amy wound up in the convertible with her, waving to the crowd as they sat up high. Fred, Celeste, and the rest of my family teased her unmercifully later, but they were proud. The announcers tentatively identified her as a granddaughter. Nobody bothered to correct them.
There was a picture on the front page of our local paper, identifying her as a local. Her classmates were awed, even more so when Vivian made an appearance at her school for career day, at her invitation. It was unannounced deliberately, so it wouldn't disrupt the school.



Things were heating up in the election. There was still ten months to go, but preliminary polls showed Stanley ahead slightly, but close enough to cause concern. He had a pretty good flow of contributions, and was flooding the media with print ads and commercials.
My business had grown considerably. I suspected at times it was because of my political connections, but I couldn't help who I married into. If any of my customers hinted at bigger contracts in return for my supposed influence, I tried to drop them. I did an excellent job for a reasonable price, so as soon as they figured it out they stopped. I now had four crews working in different locations, so I rarely laid cable anymore unless it was an emergency. I managed and supervised mostly.
Eve was proud of my success, and was pushing me to start a family. I surprised her one day by calling her into the bathroom.
"Watch" I said, as I flushed her birth control down the toilet.
She cried for two hours, then went on the internet, looking up popular baby names. The loving I got that night was extra good.
.................................................
Three months later Eve met me at the door, tears streaming down her face. I thought someone was hurt. I held her, trying to get her to tell me what was wrong.
She finally held something she had in her hand up. "Test-sob-positive-baby-sob."
I went to my knees, dragging her with me. We were gonna have a baby! Soon I was crying as hard as she was. It took us ten minutes before we were able to get up and go inside.
She had her mother go with her the next day to the doctor. When he verified it, she and Greta went straight to Celeste's shop and told her. Work came to a standstill. Soon the whole family knew, and we ended up having a cookout in the meadow to celebrate.
I think Amy was happier than anyone. She was just past ten, and she told us pointblank if we ever used anyone else to babysit when she got older, she would never speak to us again. Eve told her she was hired. Even wrote up a little contract and signed it. She framed it and hung it on her bedroom wall.
................................................
I did a commercial for Stanley. It was one of the most effective for him to date.
It was me, in work clothes, running my Ditch Witch. I cut it off, and looked into the camera. There were about a dozen of his political posters behind me.
"Stanley Wallace?" I said, in a serious voice, "Yes, I'm voting for him. His programs for small business owners like me puts him well in front of his competition. He understands we're the backbone of this country, if we go, so goes the state."
I adlibbed the next part, thinking they would edit it out, but they liked it so much they left it in. Said it humanized him a bit more.
"Besides, he's my father in law. My wife would kill me if I didn't vote for him."
He won his primary easily. His opponent did even better, garnering almost a hundred and fifty thousand more votes than Stanley. His team was worried, if he could generate that kind of numbers in a primary, he might actually win come November.
He stepped up his advertising, until one of his commercials aired at least once an hour on all the local channels. His opponent was single, having divorced years ago and never remarrying. His team pushed this difference, portraying Stanley as a staunch family man. Greta, Eve, and I were dragged along on countless appearances, to reinforce the image. It got pretty old pretty quick.
I cut back, despite his displeasure. I wasn't running for office, and had a business to take care of. Eve came home with me for a few days, then her dad called and she rejoined him on the campaign trail, over my objections.
She called every night at first, then it would be every few days. He was concentrating on the western part of the state, his weakest area. I would see them on television, and both Eve and Greta were getting thinner, paler, and their smiles were as fake as you could get.
I put my foot down. It was six weeks before the election, and his opponent was ahead by four points. He was going wide open, I don't think he slept more than three hours a night, and expected the same from everyone around him. Eve was six months along, and the pace was getting to her.
I went to the town he was speaking in, unannounced, and tried to take Eve home.
"Enough is enough, honey. You look worn down, and I'm afraid it's not good for the baby. Your dad either wins or he doesn't, at this point I don't care. Let's go home, I'll build a fire and we'll snuggle. I'll run you a bubble bath, light some candles, rub lotion into that sexy baby bump. We'll love on each other for awhile and sleep ten hours straight. Okay?"
She was snuggling to me, hanging on to me like I was a life preserver on a sinking ship. I was shocked when she refused.
"I can't, honey. I promised daddy I'd stay with him until the election. It's only a few more weeks, then it'll all be over. I'll be home, we'll be fine, it'll all be over."
I didn't like hearing that at all, and I really didn't like the look in her eyes. They were the eyes of a trapped animal.
"Listen to me carefully, Eve. I don't like the way you're looking, I don't like the way you're acting. You seem to be hiding something. Look me in the eye, tell me what's going on."
She held me tighter and wouldn't look at me. Greta came in, alerted by one of the flunkies I guess, saw us together and paled. I took that to be a bad thing.
"Greta, please, talk some sense into your daughter. Look at her, she doesn't look well, I'm afraid for the baby. Tell her to come on home with me. Think of your granddaughter."
Yes, it was a girl.
I was more than surprised when she supported Eve on staying.
"Please, Tommy. It's just a few more weeks. I'll make sure she gets her rest, takes her vitamins. It'll be over soon, and we can get back to our lives."
I wasn't going for it.
"No. If he wins, in two years he'll be gearing up for reelection. If he loses, He'll start planning his comeback now. Either way, we lose. We're going home, NOW. Come on Eve, let's get you packed."
She looked at her mom in a panic. They were about to say something when Stanley came into the suite with his entourage, including his security detail.
"Tommy, boy, what's this I hear about taking Evie home? It just isn't possible right now. Demographic show many women identify with her, especially as she's in the family way. Be reasonable. Run along home, or better yet, stay with us. Your crews can look after themselves for a few weeks."
I couldn't believe the gall of the man.
"Not no, Stan[did I mention he hates being called that?], but hell no. There's not an office in the world that's worth the health of my wife and child. We'll be leaving shortly. End of discussion."
Instead of answering, he motioned everyone out except his security people. Four guys, two pretty big, all ex military. As they were leaving I heard Eve whisper "Please, daddy, don't..." as they shut the door. The look on his face when he turned was not pleasant.
"Listen asshole, I'm not about to let some redneck fuck up this campaign, even if my daughter was stupid enough to marry him. I need to win. I've made a lot of promises to a lot of people that I need to prove up on. Think about it, it could be a sweet life. I'll appoint you to some position or another, with a great salary and a lot of perks."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing.
"Listen to me closely, Stan. I don't give a fuck whether you win this election or not. It's not worth my wife and child being endangered. I'm going home and taking her with me, and I don't want to hear you say shit about it. Don't push me on this, I'd hate to go to the press and tell them the great Stanley Wallace wants to be Governor so bad he's willing to risk the health of his only child and first granddaughter. That would go over well with Marge in Nowheresville."
Then it became surreal.
"Greta, Eve, out. I need to explain the facts of life to this hick."
They were both crying, begging him to leave it alone, but the two smallest security guys took their arms firmly and led them out. Eve had the wildeyed look of a trapped animal.
"Please, honey, please. Remember I love you. Please..." She was still begging when they shut the door.
I hadn't stood idly while this was going on, going after her immediately. The two biggest goons locked down on me. I think I surprised one when I turned and headbutted him. He staggered back, and the other one simply buried his fist in my stomach.
I wasn't a fighter, wasn't trained in martial arts, but I was a husband enraged. Even out of breath, on the ground, I tried to fight back. The guy I head butted kicked kicked me in the balls, hard. It knocked me out.
................................................
I came to, strapped into a chair. Stanley pulled another chair in front of me, lifting my head and slapping me, hard.
"Good, you're awake. You don't know how long I've wanted to do that. I despise you. I had big plans for Eve, getting her married to just the right man, make us all happy. Then here comes Joe Redneck, and screws it all up. But, you have a chance to save everything. Being a redneck brings in a certain vote."
He slapped me again, grinning.
"Damn, I could do that all day and enjoy it. All right, now that I've got your attention, here's how it's going to be. Tomorrow, and for the rest of the campaign, you're going to be on every podium with me, smiling and waving to the crowd. Understand? If you do, then when it's over you can go back to your petty little life. Not with Eve, of course, but if you're good I'll allow visitation for your child, occasionally."
He was grinning like mad, enjoying this tremendously. My rage was beyond description.
"Fuck you Stan. When this gets out, you're done. Kidnap? Assault? Kiss the governorship goodbye, asshole."
He actually laughed.
"You won't tell. I have a little leverage, insurance if you will. Watch this."
He held up his phone, showing a video clip, one that destroyed my world.
It was Eve, in a room somewhere. You could hear Stan in the background. She was naked, her pregnant belly plain to see.
"Here she is, as promised, ready to serve. So, can I count on your support? The camera angled, to show a man in his late fifties, naked, erect, and grinning."
"If she's as good as she was last time, I'm in. Come over here baby, remind me why I like your Dad so much."
Eve was pushed to her knees, while the camera zoomed in on her face. Tears were streaming down her face and she was mouthing "No" over and over again. He cut off the phone.
"You don't need to see the rest, you know what happens. Here is how it's going to work. Nobody needs to see this, nobody needs to know just what a whore your wife is. Think about the baby, it may actually be yours. So, if you want me to keep it buried, you be up on that podium with me tomorrow, smiling and waving. When I win, you can go back home. Eve might actually want to go back with you. I don't care, I'll be done with her, at least until the next election. Understand. Just so you know, buck me on this and I'll tip the cops off about the kiddie porn you have on your computer, put there by my people, and make sure you never get to see your child."
My eyes had bulged out, my face was flushed, my heart was going a mile a minute. I never knew rage and heartbreak like I did now. Then, an icy calm came over me. I wasn't going to kill him, I was going to destroy him. He'd never hold a public office again. Maybe even end up in jail. One thing for sure, I was done with the whole family. Nothing mattered anymore except revenge.
Stan's eyes narrowed. He slapped me again.
"You're thinking about doing something stupid, I can see it in your eyes. Think about it, I'd hate for Eve to end up in an accident, maybe die or lose the baby."
God, how I wanted to kill him then. I took great pleasure in imagining beating him to death, slowly, savoring every blow.
"If you do end up doing something stupid, I have a lot of video, video you don't ever want your family to see, that will someway find it's way on tho the internet. I'll of course be devastated, bemaoning the fact that you led her into such an aberrant lifestyle, and promise to stand by her while she's rehabilitated. Face it, you're only option is to go along. It'll be over soon, and I'll still find you some cushy job, far away from me and out of the public eye."
Then he made his mistake.
"Oh, one more thing."
He slammed a fist into my ribs. We all heard it snap. Pain like I never knew washed over me.
"Damn that felt good."
I was slumped down, trying to breathe.
...............................................
They let me hang, strapped to the chair, for what seemed like hours, but it was probably only ten minutes.
One of the security guards finally noticed my gasps for breath, and the blood foaming on my lips. The rib had punctured a lung. I was literally drowning in my own blood. Still took them twenty minutes to decide to call the EMTs.
They took the time to bruise me up pretty good, then dropped me at the bottom of the stairway in the hotel.
I was put into intensive care after the operation, kept sedated. I finally woke up, and the doctor and nurses were very constrained around me.
The doctor tried to explain my injuries.
"When you fell down the stairs...."
"Bullshit, Doc! If you're any kind of doctor at all, you can tell I was beaten. I expect to have you testify in the trial..."
The doctor wouldn't look me in the eye.
"As I said, your fall down the stairs did a lot of damage. We have you in a light cast, and the splint on your broken finger should let it heal just fine. Just follow the nurse's instructions and you'll be fine in a month. We're going to keep you for a few days, just to insure the healing process. Is there anything we can get you, just buzz."
I was starting to get really angry.
"I need my cell phone back. I need to make a few calls. And where are my clothes?"
Hr reached up and adjusted my IV.
"Now, now. Remember to remain calm."
I was doing my best to try to scream for help when I passed out.
I was kept drugged for six days. I remember people coming in and out, and barely being awake long enough to be fed by a nurse.
On the seventh day I opened my eyes, thinking clearly for the first time. There was a young nurse watching me. She looked familiar somehow.
"You don't remember me, do you?"
I looked at her as she fiddled with my IV, scared to death she was putting me back to sleep. She leaned down close to my ear and whispered.
"It's pure saline. It should flush the drugs out of your system in a couple of days. I've met you before, you helped my handicapped sister keep her job. If she hadn't, my mom would have had to quit her job, and we would have lost our house. Now, is there anything I can do for you that won't be traced back to me? They have guards posted outside, and we're checked before and after we come into the room. I don't know what's going on, but I feel like it isn't strictly legal."
I shook my head, trying to clear it. Suddenly I knew what to do. I repeated the same number to her over and over, until I felt she had committed it to memory.
"Call this woman. Don't do it from your phone, borrow one. Tell her where I am, what's happening, and tell her to come get me, as fast as she can. Tell her to bring Jerry, she'll know what I mean. Don't give her your name, and I'll keep you out of it. But hurry! Do it as soon as you can."
................................................
Eighteen hours later I heard a commotion outside my room, a couple of shouts, as few grunts, and the door was swept open. A man I had worked on a committee with last year walked through the door, followed by Vivian. The doctor was with me, desperately turning the valve on my IV drip. I had acted confused and unresponsive, keeping up the pretense. I looked up and grinned.
"Give it up, Doc. I'm wide awake. Hello Vivian, you have no idea how happy I am to see you. I need a blood test, right away. I have no idea what they've been putting into my system. Oh, and have Jerry arrest everyone you see, would you? You'll do that, won't you Jerry?"
Jerry, head of the State Bureau of Investigation, said he'd like to do that very thing, but right now he was holding everyone for questioning while he sorted it out.
I found out I was in a private clinic, mostly for people who wanted to lose weight. They seized everything. Jerry explained to everyone that they were looking at kidnapping, assault, reckless endangerment of life due to the drug cocktail I had been living on, and as many smaller charges he could think of. The doctor demanded a lawyer. His face paled and he lost most of his bluster when he was told that due to the political nature of the case, it was being handled under Homeland Security guidelines, and that meant no contact with the outside world. He also told everyone that the first to make a deal would be the big winner in the plea down dance.
One of the nurses, realizing what she was facing, cut a deal and sang like a bird.
Jerry put them all into seclusion, no contact at all with the outside world, while he sorted out the charges. Vivian was enraged.
"I always knew he was a shifty bastard! I'm gonna enjoy watching his world collapse. We need to get Eve and get you safe."
"I'm afraid the apple doesn't fall from the tree, Vivian."
And then it hit me. The physical pain and uncertainty of my future had pushed the emotional pain to the rear, but now it surged forward.
Eve, the love of my life, my future, was no more. Maybe she never was, but like Stanley, was clever enough to keep it hidden all these years. Either way, she was gone for good.
So for thirty minutes Vivian held and rocked me while I screamed in pain and cried like a baby. She sent every one but Jerry out of the room while I told what I had learned, and the video I had seen.
When I was spent, Vivian held my head between her hands, looking into my eyes.
"I've known Eve for a long time, Tommy. She loves you, no one is that good an actress. Something is terribly wrong, I can feel it. Have you listened to her explanation? Has she said she doesn't love you?"
When I told her I hadn't had a chance to talk to her, and didn't know what I would say if I did, she begged me to reserve judgement until we talked.
"I don't know if I can" I told her, "even if we do talk, I can't get that video out of my head. What could she possibly say to justify that?"
"I don't know, honey. We need to see her, and you need to promise to listen. Will you?"
After a few minutes of soul searching, I agreed I would. If nothing else, to make sure the marriage was really dead.
...............................................
We needed to act quickly. Stan didn't know I was free, and I'm sure he had someone reporting on me at regular intervals. Jerry took my complaint, to give him a legal reason to investigate him. At the very least he could be charged with kidnapping, aggravated assault, and attempted blackmail.
When I told him about the threat of kiddie porn on my computer, he immediately sent someone to collect it.
Because of the kidnap, the FBI was called in. They agreed to let the SBI take the lead, then add the federal charges when he was in custody.
Being drugged and confined to bed actually helped my rib heal, so I could move fairly well, as long as I didn't try to go fast or bump anything.
"We need to seize that cellphone, and as many of his campaign computers as we can. Can you tell me how many were aware of what's going on?"
I had no idea.
"His security detail for sure. Beyond that, I have no idea. Talk to his wife and daughter."



Jerry was all business. Stan had a bad reputation with law enforcement.
They brainstormed. Vivian came up with the plan.
Stan put his cell phone in a briefcase one of his security detail carried while he made speeches, so it wouldn't be a distraction.
He had a rally with state workers to attend tomorrow. I would appear to frighten him, and they would serve Stan and his crew, confiscating all cellphones. They wouldn't arrest him, just say he was under investigation, hoping he would panic and do something stupid.
I was driven to the rally the next day. I was rolled in in a wheelchair, I was pretty sore, but had brought a cane, because I wanted to be on my feet when I confronted him.
They kept me in seclusion until the speech was over and the question and answer session began. There was nothing spontaneous about them, they were all preapproved, and he had just the right answers. They wheeled me out at the very end. The press had already started packing up.
I stood, and the SBI agents cleared a path. I hobbled right to the edge of the platform.
"I've got a question, you sonofabitch" I screamed, even though it made my rib feel like hell.
"Where the hell is my wife? Out servicing political allies? Who's she blowing for you today?"
He actually went pale, then turned to leave the platform. He was met by eight SBI agents, with warrants.
The press was having a field day, screaming questions, demanding answers. I think Stanley knew right then his political career was over, but was too delusional and obsessive to recognize it.
I was pretty much unnoticed until the guy with the briefcase made a dash for freedom, running across the stage and jumping into the crowd.
Bad luck for him, he ran right at me. I held the cane like a bat, waiting. He saw me at the last second and tried to veer off. It was the one who kicked me in the balls.
I caught him across the forearm. Everyone close heard the snap of the bone, and he dropped the case. Despite an obviously broken arm, he tried to pick up up. I hooked him around the neck and pulled, a really bad idea, because it propelled him right into me, and down we went, him on top of me. I got to relive the joy of a breaking rib all over again. Pain took over and all I could do was lie there.
The agents had gotten to us by them and they seized him and the case, and helped me back into the wheelchair. There's always an ambulance or two at these big rallies, so they were quick to come.
Not as quick as a reporter though. He shoved a microphone into my face and asked what happened.
"Stanley Wallace happened" I gasped out.
"He did this to me."
The cops pulled him out of the way, making room for the ambulance. Someone had identified me, and one of the crowd yelled out a question as the painkillers took the hurt away.
"Mr. Yount! Do you still support Stanley Wallace?"
"Not no, but hell no! The man is a snake, who'll do anything to get elected. He'd ass rape his grandmother on network TV if he thought it would get the pervert vote out. Since she's dead, he'd dig her up and do it if it got him the necromancer vote."
All right, that was a little over the top, and I should have said sodomize, but I was going for effect.
...............................................
Jerry gave a statement for the press from the rally stage.
"At this time, Speaker Wallace is being investigated for possible campaign violations, aggravated assault, communicating threats, and kidnapping. The FBI has graciously allowed us to lead the investigation, and we will work closely together, releasing any new information as it becomes available. That is all I can say at this time. Thank you."
The press had a field day. There was video and photos of him being led away. My confrontation with his security man was on youtube, and had two million hits in five days. The networks, especially Fox, practically kept it in the public eye twenty four hours a day.
Stanley went into seclusion, saying the charges were false, fabricated by his political enemies and a bitter ex son in law, because his daughter was divorcing him for abuse and mental cruelty. He continued to run ads until the stations pulled them.
In four days, he went from neck and neck to almost zero chance of winning. The analysts were predicting a landslide victory for his opponent.
I was in protective custody. My brother Fred was a county deputy, and the SBI asked the sheriff to loan him out for security purposes, because he'd know who was supposed to be around.
His whole family, Celeste, the boys, and Amy moved into my house. Vivian was there as often as she could. She and Amy hovered over me.
Once Amy caught me holding our wedding picture and crying. She spoke to me and I didn't acknowledge her. She was eleven now, starting to look more like Celeste every day. I felt her hands on my cheeks, pulling me around. I had long since shaven off my beard, but the gesture was the same.
"I know Aunt Eve didn't do those things. And deep down, you do too. She'll come home, you'll see. Nothing could keep her from you. Believe, Uncle Tommy, please believe."
..................................................
They found the kiddie porn on my computer, and the feds loaned Jerry a couple of experts who chased the porn through three continents and eleven countries, before the trail ended in the state capital.
The computers and the cellphones yielded a lot of interesting information. Seems Stan was blackmailing a few supporters with hidden video of them in compromising positions, going back years. Other than the clip he showed me, there were no more shots of Eve. There were, however, clips of Greta with six different men. In each case she looked drugged or terrified.
It was too late for his party to salvage the election, so they denounced him and withdrew support a week before the election.
He was arrested shortly after that as he tried to leave the country. His campaign accountant, after realizing he was looking at fifty years, cut a deal and sang like a diva. The same was true for two of his security detail and the campaign manager. In fact, so many wanted to cut deals Jerry stopped offering them.
An assistant had a bargaining chip. She knew where Eve and Greta were.
...............................................
It had been over two weeks since I had been attacked. Jerry had every one available looking for them, but could find no trail at all. They were in a private rehab facility two states away.
Vivian told me, and even though she begged me not to, I went with them when they went to pick them up for questioning. Since they were out of state, the FBI took the lead.
They showed up with warrants and four teams, plus Jerry and part of his team. He was there as guests, and to take them into custody for questioning, to see if extradition was necessary..
They showed up unexpectedly. The director met them, invited them into his office. He said he had nothing to hide, and they would be free to look anywhere they wanted, but for liability purposes he wanted the company attorney present to look at the warrants and watch.
The agent in charge was polite, but had been on the job long enough to recognize stall tactics.
He turned to his crew.
"Start now. Detain anyone who tries to hinder you. I'll wait here with the good director for his lawyer."
I was outside, waiting with Vivian, because she insisted on coming. When the press stated speculating just how much I may have been involved, in a rare and controversial move she held a press conference.
"Tommy Yount, in my opinion as well as all who have come to know him, is a decent, moral person. I have come to consider him and his wife as surrogate children. My husband and I have enjoyed the friendship of he and his wife for years. I stand behind the belief that he will be vindicated and cleared of any hint of wrongdoing in this affair. Thank you."
I had served with her on two committees, and often escorted her to various functions if her husband, a lawyer with a very successful private practice, was unavailable. He introduced me to golf, and laughed when I became addicted. He was counsel of record for me in this mess.
When one tabloid speculated that we were all involved in some kind of high powered swinging group, he buried the paper under so many lawsuits they made a full retraction, after giving a hefty donation to his pride and joy. the LLI. Local Lawyer Involvement, a nonprofit group from all branches of law that took cases pro bono, gave free advice on everything from wills to divorces, and generally educated the public about the law and their roles in it. They even helped clean parks and worked in soup kitchens. It had become so popular there was a branch in every large town in the state. I was on the founding committee, brought on for a lay perspective, and because John liked me. Every out of town meeting ended in a round of golf, usually.
Vivian spotted them. Two ambulances with the clinic logo, exiting quietly from a service lot. She immediately called Jerry, and the FBI had them stopped before they had traveled a mile. Greta was in one, Eve in the other. The director was arrested immediately, and the clinic records and computers seized.
They had been there since the day after he nearly killed me, secluded and sedated the whole time. The director was charged later, among other things, with reckless medical endangerment of a pregnant woman and her unborn child, a felony in that state.
They were brought around slowly, monitored closely. I went in to see her while she was still out.
I leaned on my cane, watching her as she slept. She was pale, and thin. Her hair appeared lifeless. A memory of her, hair flying and eyes flashing, as she danced around the kitchen, singing to the baby flashed through my head.
I looked at her pregnant stomach, now seven months along, and wondered if the child was going to be all right, and if it was mine. I didn't speak, didn't try to touch her, knowing I would break down completely if I did. As it was, the tears made it hard for me to see.
I checked on Greta. I had always liked her, the quiet smile she would get watching us together, the tears she shed when we gave her the tee shirt that said 'I'm Too Hot To Be A Grandmother!', Eve's way of telling her we were finally giving her that grandchild she wanted. Even in her sleep she looked haunted. I wondered now what kind of secret life she must have led all these years.
................................................
The story got bigger and bigger. In the end, besides Stanley, three of his security detail, his accountant, his campaign manager, both doctors and assorted nurses, the head of the party, two state representatives, one federal congressman, three judges, five lawyers, ten call girls, and thirteen businessmen got indited.
Jerry was like an avenging angel, wreaking havoc among the sinners. Every time somebody got arrested, he implicated someone else. The Wall Street Journal called it the biggest political scandal of the twenty first century. Countless editorials were written crying out for an end to career politicians, urging the strongest punishment possible for all guilty parties.
Greta and Eve were deposed, with Vivian present. After it was over she came out, fussed over Amy for a bit, and took me for a walk.
She handed me a transcript.
"I can't bear to tell you, so you'll just have to read it."
Greta had been abused and was almost a slave to Stanley almost from the time they married. Some of the things he had forced her to do made me so sick I actually threw up. He only let her have Eve because he needed a family image. He kept them under control with constant psychological conditioning and careful use of drugs.
The first time he used Eve as a sexual favor she was just over sixteen. He sacrificed her virginity to a sixty four year old man for political gain. The statute of limitations had expired, but his reputation was ruined. At seventy five he found himself divorced, broke, and shunned.
Along about then is when she started rebelling and getting into drugs and alcohol. He couldn't exactly make it public and face scrutiny, so he more or less had people clean up her messes and keep it out of the press.
She thought she had pulled away from him when she got to college, but he pulled her back in at twenty, through force and blackmail. He routinely filmed her and Greta, for leverage against the men he set them up with. His fixation for recording things hastened his downfall. There was evidence of corruption all the way back to the beginning of his career.
She had finally broken free when she met me, telling him if she lost me she had nothing to lose. She included Greta in the deal, and for almost four years both their lives had been normal as it was supposed to be.
She really didn't want to campaign for him, but went along t protect her mom. They were fine as long as I was there, but when I went home he systematically drugged them, reasserting his will.
They fought, but in the end he had control.
It all came apart when I came to take her home. If he had let her go, she would have taken her mother with her, and rumors would start.
There was a recording of him, his campaign manager, and two of his security team discussing letting them go, using the first time pregnancy and a worried mother as reasons, maybe filming them at home, cheering him on. The campaign manager killed that idea, reminding Stan he had made promises he needed to keep to secure support.
At that moment, I think I hated the campaign manager even more than Stanley.
Eve recovered enough to start asking for me. I was still terribly hurt and bitterly angry, and refused. Vivian begged me.
"She needs you. You were her anchor, her comfort, her vindication that she was a good person that was loved just for being her, with no agenda. Please, Tommy. For me, please."
I hugged her.
"You've been a surrogate mother for me. You know my parents died in an accident when I was in my late teens, and my feelings for you made me realize what I missed. Do you know we had decided to name the child Vivian Greta, for her mother and 'mine'?"
Vivian had tears in her eyes.
"I can't Vivian, not right now. If she needed me so badly, why didn't she stay home? Didn't she realized that anything he had on her would hurt him far worse than her if anything came out? What could have made her do it?"
Vivian slapped me.
"You! That's what made her do it. She couldn't take the chance that you would leave her if you found out. I know, it doesn't really make sense to us, but you have to remember, she wasn't thinking clearly, the mental and physical abuse, the drugs, the shame, made her desperate to keep it from you. You're her world, Tommy, the only good thing that's happened in her life since she was born."
She could see in her eyes she was losing.
"At least think about the baby. That's your child she's carrying! Doesn't she deserve a good life?"
The pain was clear in my voice.
"What about me? Do I deserve any of this? And I do think about the baby. What if it's not mine? Worse, what if it is mine? You know I'll get custody. I don't think a judge alive would let her raise a child alone with her history."
Vivian grabbed my arm so hard it left a bruise.
"Don't ever say anything like that where she could hear it. That baby and the hope that you may forgive her is all that's keeping her alive. Please Tommy. I've never asked you for anything again. Please."
Celeste came to me later that day.
"I'm going to see her. I want her to look me in the eye and tell me why she betrayed you. Maybe it'll ease the pain for both of us. Amy is begging to see her, but I won't let her, not yet. I'll call you later."
..................................................
Celeste talked to her, and Greta. She never said a whole lot about what they talked about, but she did say her psychiatrist wanted to talk to me. In fact, she said, she was almost begging. Celeste, Amy, and Vivian ganged up on me, badgering me for three days before I agreed. I think I surprised them all by laying down some ground rules.
"This is not about me. If I get the least sense of an agenda, or if she tries to steer me in a direction I don't want to go, the conversation is over. I reserve to refuse to answer any questions, but will not give her the same courtesy. If she refuses to answer, the conversation is over. Make it clear to her, and if she still wants to talk, I leave, and there will be no second chance. And make this really plain to her. She is to bear no message from Eve. None."
It took the doctor two days before she decided to agree to my terms. I think it shocked her when I refused to go to her office and made her come to my house.
I made sure we were alone. I didn't offer her refreshments. I just had her sit on the couch.
"Well?"
"First Tommy, thank you for seeing me. You have a lovely home."
"Thank you. And it's Mr. Yount. You're not my friend, you're not my doctor, you're a salesman, here to sell me something I probably don't want. So, let's keep it formal. I'll make it easy for you. What do you want?"
She reddened. I had pretty much blocked her normal course of action, so she had to think on the fly, trying to tell me what she needed from me without angering me. It took her a few minutes to decide how to proceed.
"I'll come right to the point. Eve is not holding up very well. We've gotten the drugs out of her system, but she's not improving. She needs you. I've spent a good bit of time with her. You're her rock, her vindication that she was a good person and deserved happiness. By taking that away, you're destroying her. If it weren't for the baby, I'm afraid she'd be suicidal. Please, you don't have to talk about the future, you don't have to commit to anything, just be there. She needs you, Tom, er Mr. Yount."
She waited expectantly.
"Let me ask you something, doctor, since we're talking about your patient, am I covered by confidentiality rules? Can you discuss anything I've said or will say today with anyone?"
She agreed that the conversation was covered. I could see the shock on her face when I went off.
"You know what doctor? I'm tired of being told what to do to ease Eves' pain, what I need to do to get her better. You know what else, doc? Fuck her! I'm sick to death about people telling me to help her."
"Did I wreck the marriage? Is there a film of me out there somewhere performing oral sex with someone just to help her dad win an election? Did I get her nearly beaten to death, then drugged and hidden away? She's in a guarded facility that keeps the real world away. I'm forced to deal with the nut jobs, the tabloids, the looks and whispers when I walk down the street. Walk a mile in my shoes, doctor, and then ask me to be compassionate. This conversation is over. Goodbye doctor. Have a nice life."
I didn't slam the door in her face, but it was pretty close.
I felt a little bad about it later. She had been drugged and confined against her will, but man. did it feel good to vent. Maybe I needed to check into therapy myself.
...............................................
I had not been idle during this time. My lawyer came to me.
"Time to protect your assets. Remember that prenupt we made up, just for fun? Well, it might have been a joke, but that doesn't make it any less legal."
I remembered. I didn't want the money, but it was a way to make her admit she had betrayed me. He froze all her assets, citing the prenupt. I reminded him to tell her all she had to do was admit her adultery and she got it all back. But it had to be dome publicly, in a manner of my choosing. She refused.
Greta was out of the hospital, but was in seclusion at a high end clinic specializing in trauma and abuse cases. She wasn't restricted to the grounds, although they discouraged leaving the facility.



There was a knock at my door, and when I answered it I found her, on her knees.
"Greta! What are you doing?"
"I'm begging, Tommy. You have to go see her. She's stopped eating, they're feeding her through tubes. They're worried about the baby. I'm a broken woman, Tommy. I have nothing, no self respect, no future, and now I'm about to lose my family. I'll do anything, do you understand? Anything, to save my daughter and grandchild. Please Tommy. Please!"
I helped her up and brought her inside.
"You're not alone Greta. I've always admired you, and always thought you'd be a perfect grandmother. Vivian cares for you a lot, whether she says anything or not. I read your statement. None of what happened to you was your fault. It broke my heart. I'll always be here for you. Anything you need."
"I need you to save my daughter, and your wife and child. Please, I'll go with you."
The pain was just too much. I crumbled, mentally. The health of my child was at risk, as well as that of the woman I loved. I hustled her into the car.
................................................
She looked like a ghost. Pale, so thin she looked skeletal. Her eight month belly looked abnormally huge compared to the rest of her.
She had been lightly sedated and her arms restrained so she couldn't pull the IVs or feeding tubes out. I didn't think it was possible for my heart to ache anymore, but I was wrong.
Greta told me a lot on the way over.
"I know how it looks, Tommy, but she never betrayed you. The film clip you saw was the only time she ever came close. She was forced, but in the end she couldn't do it. She was restrained, and when he tried to force his penis into her mouth she moved, and bit him on the thigh so deep he had to have seven stitches. Stanley would have beaten her if I hadn't intervened. He still used the clip to keep her in line."
She hung her head in shame.
"I told him I'd substitute for her. I had to perform oral sex on him three days later, but it kept her safe."
She was crying quietly. I just held her hand, and thought of ways to make Stanleys' life hell on earth every day until he died.
I couldn't help it. The tears started, and I pulled a chair up and held her hand with one hand, stroking her hair and cheek with the other. The doctors decided to let her awaken, to see if me being there would bring her around.
She came to her senses quietly. Greta held one hand, I had the other, but had dozed off. I woke when she tighten her grip, trying to make sure I was really there.
The tears started falling.
She was trying to talk around her feeding tube. One of the nurses removed it gently.
Her voice was a croak.
"Tommy? Tommy! I need..."
I put my fingers in her lips, and brushed her hair back out of her face.
"You don't need to do anything but get well. You'll need your strength, we'll soon be chasing our daughter around, and you need to be able to keep up. If you promise not to do anything silly, I'll take these restraints off. I have an urgent need to hug you."
She was crying. Greta was crying. The two nurses were misty eyed. They helped remove the restraints. She was so weak she had to be helped, but she ended up in my lap, holding tightly, still crying. I held her for two hours, only putting her back in bed when dinner arrived.
Soup. Mashed potatoes and pureed vegetables, with gelatin for dessert. It looked like baby food.
I actually fed her, promising her a kiss for every bite she took, She did her best to clean the plate.
I had a rocking chair brought into the room, and after dinner I held and rocked her, giving her every kiss I promised, and a few extra. Every time she tried to talk about what happened I stopped her, saying we would talk about it when she had her strength back. She did manage to get one thing out.
"I never cheated on you, Tommy, never. That's why I wouldn't honor the prenupt, even though the evidence was pretty damning."
She ate everything placed in front of her. If I had to leave she would become very agitated. I got into the habit of making sure Celeste, Greta, or Vivian was there.
She had just about stopped crying when we let Amy see her. There wasn't a dry eye in the room for two hours, and that included me.
They hugged fiercely.
"Aunt Eve, I thought we lost you! Don't ever do that again, ever! I love you, Aunt Eve"
Eve actually reassured her.
"Baby, baby, I'm right here. And I'll never be far from you, or the rest of the family, ever again. I promise. Please stop crying, I've seen enough tears."
She held her hand and chattered for almost two hours, discussing everything from baby names to boys. I took that as a sign to leave them alone. I took Greta and Vivian to the coffee house down the street. They gave me an update.
"The grand jury is in. Stanley will die in prison if convicted of half the charges. He'll be surrounded by a lot of friends, though I doubt they view him as such right about now. Our lawyers have gotten the district attorneys to take our testimony behind closed doors, because we're the victims. I'd do it on network television if I thought it would get him another year, but we have to think about Eve. Are you going to testify?"
I reached out and took Greta's hand.
"Yes, as loudly as possible. I want that bastard fried."
The baby came two weeks early. As it happened, her water broke as we were leaving the hospital. she tightened her grip on my hand.
"Turn around, Tommy."
I didn't understand.
"Did you forget something?"
"Yes, I forgot I'm having a baby. She's coming honey, Now!"
I totally freaked out, picking her up her and rushing back through the doors.
"THE BABY IS COMING! HELP! THE BABY IS COMING!"
The duty nurse had seen it all.
"Put her in this wheelchair, Paul Revere, and let us do our job. You might as well come along. It doesn't look like she's going wait long. Let's get you suited up."
She held my hand the whole time, yelling and screaming. She was in labor for less than three hours.
Vivian Greta Yount came into the world at 1:55 p.m. with a lusty scream. Her vocal ability was proven often over the years, she was the loudest child I had ever seen.
They let me cut the cord,then took her, cleaned her, and handed her back to me. I had the great honor of placing my daughter on my wife's breast, and she soon found her nipple. Eve just looked on in wonder, before looking up at me.
At that precise moment in time, I knew we were going to be just fine. I stroked her hair.
"You owe me two more, but I think we need to wait at least two years for the next one, all right?"
She couldn't speak, but her eyes spoke volumes.
My whole family was in the waiting room, along with Greta, Vivian[her husband came two hours later]and surprisingly, Jerry.
They all trooped to the nursery, and oohed and ahhed over her while I stood, bursting with pride.
The women went into the room at feeding time. Greta got to hold her first, followed by Vivian, then Celeste, then Amy. They had to almost pry her away from Amy, she really didn't want to let go.
.................................................
Eve was in therapy, alone and with me for almost two years. She still sees her every three months.
It wasn't all sunshine and roses, we were really uncomfortable around each other for a long time. When things would get tense, we developed a habit of going into the baby's room. We usually left holding hands. And we vowed, almost every day, to always talk, and trust each other completely.
We didn't make love until Vivian was almost seven months old. It was slow, tentative, like we were afraid the other would shatter. But it was beautiful, and very satisfying. Soon our intimacies grew in intensity, and we were almost back to where we were.
Greta was in therapy a long time also. In a shrewd move, she had kept her money separate. Stanley was fine with this, thinking if things went south her money would save him. It didn't quite work out that way.
A year later, she started seeing Jerry, six months later he moved in, eight months later they married.
Vivian and John were very active in her 'granddaughter's' life, becoming her godparents. So it came to pass her grandmother were the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court, and her grandfather on the other side was the Director of the State Bureau of Investigation. Talk about connected.
Fred put his twenty years in with the sheriffs' department and retired. I made him a full partner, and he runs the business for us now.
I had a new job.
.................................................
The political fall out from the scandal was enormous, going on for a long time as new information came out, damaging both parties. Jerry proved to be a bulldog, never giving up once he hit a scent.
There were several emergency elections the next few years. They appointed a political flunky to take Stan's seat, and he was so inept when the term was up he didn't even get a nod from his party.
The election was pretty well contested, due to the addition of an independent candidate. Me.
I was interviewed at the beginning of the primary season. I had no idea why.
"You know, the American Revolution was fought in part for financial reasons. Taxation without representation, career politicians, etc. The Constitution was pretty much written to discourage career politicians. You were supposed to come off the plantation or ship, out of the shop, do the best you could, and go back home, leaving it for the next guy. Now, unless you do something monumentally stupid like Stanley Wallace and his cronies, you have over a ninety per cent probability of being reelected. The system is broken again, and I don't see a way to fix it."
The interviewer was intrigued.
"So you're saying in a perfect world there would be no career politicians?"
"I doubt it would be a perfect world, but I bet it would be a lot better."
He wouldn't let it go.
"So, in a world like that, you'd run for office?"
I laughed.
"Maybe. But I'd be the worlds worst politician. I'm too honest."
I made a major mistake, thinking that people wouldn't read it, or if they did, they wouldn't take it seriously.
Wrong.
People I never heard of were calling me, asking if I would run. I steadfastly refused. Then one day, out of the blue, my old political team showed up.
Billy Grant, Zane Williams, Jerry Smith, and of course Thad Emerson. To say I was surprised was putting it mildly. I looked at their grins and had a bad feeling.
"Hi boys, long time, no see. What's up?"
Thad grinned.
"You are, baby. How'd you like to be a state representative?"
I hugged them all and invited them in. We caught up.
Billy was a political science teacher at a small University two states over. Zane and Jerry ran a think tank that analyzed election prospects of various candidates, mostly for their parties. Their track record was ninety three percent. Most of their failures were due to scandals and undisclosed information by the candidate in question. They researched and bought a small investigation service, strictly for in house use.
Thad was a political consultant who often used his friends for support. He had successfully managed the campaigns of five state officials, three U.S. Senators, and two congressmen. He had also managed the campaign for several mayors in major cities. His record was eleven and three.
Eve greeted them warmly, remembering better days. They loved the baby. Billy had two, Zane one. Thad was divorced, no children. Jerry was gay, and didn't have a permanent partner.
"About what you asked earlier? Not no, but hell no. Why on earth would I want back into that world after what it put us through?"
They had apparently thought this out.
"Because it gives you a chance to show people how to do it right. This is a golden opportunity to give the government back to the people. Don't say no right away, talk it over together, and with your closest friends. See what they think. What have you got to lose?"
I had thought it out, too.
"Sleep. Peace of mind. You guys no doubt read about what we went through. You weren't here, so you really have no idea what it was like."
I turned to Eve.
"Surely you don't think this is a good idea?"
She looked deeply into my eyes.
"I think it's an excellent idea. What kind of world would this be for our children if somebody doesn't take a stand, show them there were decent people trying to make their future better? It would do me a world of good personally, sort of an atonement for past mistakes. Balance the books for my family, so to speak."
I never in my wildest dreams thought I would ever have this conversation. After a couple of hours, they talked me into asking around.
Vivian was all for it. So did John, and Greta and Jerry. My family, especially Celeste, thought it was an excellent idea.
Thad and the group came over three weeks later.
"We have to form a party."
"Why?" I asked.
"Why can't I just run as an independent?"
Jerry laid it out for me.
"It would send the wrong message. Even with the grant fight, you were a part of a group of like minded individuals. You need to give them something to believe in, to draw them out. You'd come off as a bitter loner without it. And you'd have no chance."
Eve listened with interest. Sometimes I forget how smart, or how politically savvy she was.
"They're right. I've been thinking, and I have some suggestions." She said.
We were all ears.
"Your basic premise in the interview was that career politicians were a bad idea. Build on that. Push the idea that a man should have one shot at doing the right thing, before making way for someone with fresh ideas. Build on that."
She sighed.
"Besides, I don't think I could stand the thought of being a politicians' wife for more than one term."
So we took her idea and ran with it, forming the One Chance Party.
Bill started a viral campaign, broadcasting bits and pieces of our theory, before launching a website.
The premise was really simple. If you were a politician at the state level and above and a member, you had to pledge to serve only one term. If you were a voting member, you had to pledge not to support any candidate who runs more than once. That simple. Serve with pride and integrity, leave with dignity and honor. It became our motto.
Of course it was funded with Eve's money. It was just a grassroots movement, not formally registered, with no candidate running, so we were able to spend as much as we wanted.
After a month, with twenty five thousand signatures, the minimum for establishing a party, we went public and registered, announcing my candidacy for the office of state senator in the ninth district. It caught the political establishment by surprise, and they scrambled to block it, but thanks to Thad's group and the LLI, with John at point, they couldn't. In light of the federal scandal over the Tea Party, they didn't try very hard, considering us a nuisance.
Our lawyers kept us in line, being scrupulously attentive to detail.
The seed money was ours, but soon we had donations coming in. It was explained to everyone who wanted to donate that any amount over one hundred dollars would be posted on our site, so anyone could see at a glance who our supporters were.
Greta, Vivian and John gave the largest legally allowable donation possible. Amy was one of our first donors, giving twenty five dollars from her babysitting money, through Celeste.
Because I was registered, I was able to attend and participate in any debate. I was always third, but used it to my advantage. During the first debate I kept pretty quiet, until the Republican pushed me, wanting to know what I would do about certain state problems.
"Probably very little, at first. I plan on taking the first year to learn. After that, I'll probably make a lot of noise."
In a later debate I challenged them on their party records.
"Sir" I said, addressing my Republican opponent. "Last year, your party voted the straight ticket eight times out of ten, nationally and locally. Do you agree with that statement?"
He had to, because it was public knowledge. The Democrat snickered. I turned to him.
"And you sir, your party voted the straight ticket nine times out of ten, also verifiable? Do you agree with this statement?"
He had to admit it.
"Then sirs, I need to ask. If you were both working for your parties, who was working for the American people?"
When they weren't able to give an answer, the applause brought the debate to a standstill.
.................................................
The party was growing by leaps and bounds. Other states started their own branches. We made absolutely sure they agreed to the tenets of our party.
I was campaigning, doing radio and television ads in limited number. Thad had picked a key phrase from my last debate. He flooded billboards with it.
"Who's working fr the American people? Call your representatives in government and ask them. If you don't like their answers, go to One Chance Party.com."
The hits were amazing, and our numbers grew.
Eve and Greta stood by me during the campaign. They were worried about it at first, but I insisted. By now most details of their past had leaked out.
"They need to see you, let everyone know while you may regret your past, you're looking towards the future. It might hurt me, but I'm not ashamed of either one of you, and I'm really going to need you by my side."
Greta was invaluable, her insights dead on. She hadn't been a political wife all those years, even in the situation she was forced into, without learning a few things.
Vivian and Jerry had to stay away, for obvious reasons. Didn't stop them to appearing during dinners, and giving us support.
I made it clear to the press right away that the past was just that, the past. Anyone who made comments or asked questions any way ended up at the bottom of the list when question time came. They got the point and stopped pretty quick.
Amy was in junior high now, and they held a mock election. When she found out the One Chance Party had been excluded, she went all the way to the school board in protest, where it caught the interest of the local reporters.
The school was forced to allow the party, and Amy ran. She won, getting sixty per cent of the vote. The advertising was priceless to us.
In the end, I won, being declared the winner before seventy five per cent of the precincts were in. In the end, I got eighty thousand more votes than the registered members of my party. The national media gave us a lot of attention.
You may remember my term, I certainly got a lot of attention, exposing waste, and graft, refusing to make deals if it wasn't in the best interests of my district and state. When it was over I did indeed return home, despite pleas from all over the state. I refused, graciously. In my farewell speech I thanked everyone who believed in me, and reminded them of the promise I made at the start.
Our little party was nationwide, an established third party. One state got discredited after allowing two state and two federal candidates to run again, using the party banner.
The billboards went up all over that state, showing the candidates with the word LIAR over every face, urging people to go to the website and view the pledge forms with their signatures. They all lost, Two rejoined their old parties, and two disappeared from public life.
Was our system of government better because of it? History will have to be the judge. ..................................................
After I left office, I made a trip the a medium security prison downstate.I was really surprised to see he put me on the visitors log.
He was thinner, most of his hair was gone, and what was left was almost white. I knew he had gotten beaten up a few times, his tough on crime stance was widely known. There were probably inmates in every prison in the system who had a few years added to their sentence because of his policies.



He shuffled over and sat. I saw the mark on his cheek and knew what it meant. Seems he and a lifer had developed a relationship. Three years and they were still a couple.
"Come to gloat, finally" he sneered, but it had no real anger in it.
"No. If I never see you again it will be too soon. You're the lowest of the low in my opinion. I used to wish you'd die, but after I thought about it I'm glad you'll be here the rest of your life. I hope you have a lot of years left."
I sighed.
"Your wife and daughter sent me. They wanted me to show you something."
I pulled out a photo of Greta and Jerry, taken on the beach during their second anniversary cruise. Even at her age, she looked damn fine in a bikini.
"This could have been you, asshole, if you had shown her the least amount of love."
He didn't even flinch, but his eyes tightened.
"This" I held up a five by seven, "is your first granddaughter, Vivian."
It was a picture of her third birthday. She was on Eve's lap, trying to smear birthday cake on her mothers' face. They were both laughing. She was over four now.
I held up another, of a small boy, just before he turned two, sleeping in my lap.
This is your grandson Thomas Yount 2. We call him Deuce."
I held up another a formal picture of Eve with the kids, her seven month bulge showing. I handed him a sonogram.
"And this is your second granddaughter, Amy Celeste. Eve wanted you to see these, to know that despite what you did to her and her Mom that they ended up happy, normal, supported and cherished by good men. She wanted you to know what you could have had, had you been a decent human being."
I got up to leave. I had honored her request, and I wasn't staying a minute longer. I was walking away when I heard something. I looked around. He was still sitting at the table crying. He looked up and in a broken voice begged me to leave the photos and the sonogram of the kids.
I started to refuse, but decided it would cause him even more pain, reminding him of what could have been.
When he died seven years later, his cell wall was covered with every photo I sent him.
Eve was informed of his death and refused to claim the body or go to his cremation. I have no idea what they did with the ashes.
................................................
I don't know what to tell you about this one, I have no idea where it came from, although I did reread the Lazy Lemon Sun series right before I started. I bow to that fine writer and his influence.
As always, thanks for reading. Comment if you want, vote if you think it was worth it.
Q
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I'm Back! If you haven't read the other parts of this storyline, it won't mean much to you. The next installment will be posted two day from this now, in NonConsent. Thanks for your time.
Part five. If you chased me through all the categories so far, I admire your persistence.
..................................................
Dr. Jillian Parker sat at her desk, head in hand, wondering how she had gotten so far away from the life course she had envisioned.
It was a rhetorical question, she could look back and remember exactly when she made the wrong decision or took the wrong action, realizing even as they happened she would end up tragically.
She was an adrenalin junkie. Skydiving, bungee jumping, black diamond skier, the closer to death she was the more alive she felt. She tried to cut back after she married and had children, but eventually she gave in and just hid it from them.
When she was approached from some very powerful men with less than respectable professions to do some work, she jumped in wholeheartedly. Most were educated, urbane, well mannered. But the aura of power was like an aphrodisiac, and soon she was sharing a bed with several.
Her husband found out and objected. Her friends tried to persuade him to leave the status quo alone, but he persisted.
They broke a few bones, but her husband was no idiot and soon authorities that they couldn't control took interest.
Her playmates went to jail, she got lucky and went to divorce court. Because most of her activities couldn't be verified and her friends protected her she kept her license to practice, but was put on probation. Her partners asked her to leave, pointedly. So she struck out on her own.
Despite her personal life she was a very good physciatrist, and slowly built a good practice. She lived frugally, her husband got custody of her son and daughter, and her child support was was based on her earnings at the time, not what she made now. She didn't mind, it was her form of penance.
She got them every other weekend. It was tense at first, but a mothers' love and her professional training eventually got them to come around. They actually enjoyed their time with her, and her husband got alone time with his new wife.
She sat in the dark for two days crying when her son let it slip he was remarrying, finally giving up hope she could find a way back.
It was her desperation for money that had her in the position she was in now. A few associates of her old playmates asked her to study and profile a few people, to make it easier to persuade them to their way of thinking.
They hired private detectives and researchers, giving her tons of information. She would prepare a profile and submit it. She got a nice fee, and if her assessment was good, she got a bonus.
She didn't feel good about it, but legitimate companies did it all the time when choosing key personnel. No one wanted a skeleton to pop out of the closet down the road.
Her normal contact had given her the latest assignment, with a warning.
"This isn't for us. It's a favor to someone outside our group, and to be honest, my employers are scared shitless of him. Word of caution. Do not pry, do not try to find out the identity of your employer. You couldn't anyway, he's so layered in offshore shell companies it borders on paranoia. If he even thinks you're sniffing around, it would be really bad for you, and your family. My advice, do the job as fast as you can and forget about the whole thing. Here's your contact information and the names of the agencies being used. The man travels a lot and one firm could never keep up with him."
Opening the dossier, she recognized him instantly. After all he had been on television for two years, Some tabloids and legitimate magazines ranked him one of the sexiest men alive at the time.
She looked at a recent photo, time had been good to him. Reading the stats, she was surprised at his size, he didn't look that big on the small screen. Six foot six, between two hundred fifty and two hundred eighty pounds. She held an article on him when he was in the Olympics, the only man to medal in two fields during the same competition.
According to the report, he still practiced martial arts, but there was no mention of his level.
Most of the information gathered was public record, the investigators were having an extremely hard time getting anything personal currently.
The only ones to talk were disgruntled ex employees, and even they wouldn't go past generalities. Her employer got impatient and sent a message.
"It's time to stop trying to dig with a shovel and get a backhoe. You move enough dirt, you always find something."
.................................................
It was a warm, late spring day in Atlanta. Mike Hogue was walking with his best[probably only true]friend. They were laughing, remembering their trip abroad late last year.
The friend, Martin Coombs, was considered to be an extremely dangerous man. One or the top criminals in Atlanta, he ran his empire with an iron fist. People disappeared on his whim, and others were never the same after an encounter. Over the years, he had worked out a truce with his competitors, even partnering up for an occasional venture. There was no checking up on each other when totaling profits.
There was a saying in the underworld of Atlanta.
"Nobody ever cheats MC[his street name] more than once, because he kills them the first time."
For all his reputation, he was a skilled negotiator, and for the most part there was very little violence against each other among the criminal element of Atlanta.
Still, he lived with a target on his back, and he was very particular about security. He had two obvious bodyguards trailing behind him at all times, two 'front men' who made sure the way he traveled was safe, and two 'trailers' watching his back. All were in instant communication.
His security chief sent him a text.
"Picked up a tail. Split off from your friend so we can assess the situation without a witness."
Martin looked over at Mike.
"Brother, when we get to the corner, you turn left and meet me at the house. I got something I got to take care of."
Mike had been friends with him long enough to know this 'thing' he had to take care of was something he didn't need to know, so at the corner they shook, hugged, and went in opposite directions. A car pulled up to him four blocks later. He recognized Martin's driver.
"Mr. Hogue, I need you to get in the car now please."
He obeyed instantly.
The driver was on the phone. He handed it to Mike.
"Boy, have you pissed anyone off lately, sleeping with a married woman, anything like that?"
He could hear Martin grin in the phone.
"No, no one I can think of, and as far as women, you know I'm pure as the driven snow."
Martin laughed.
"Well somebody is interested in you. The tail my guys picked up was following you, not me. When we split he stayed right with you. One of my trailers picked up on it. We need to talk."
They did, that night, but he still couldn't think of any reason someone was following him.
The next day, Martin had his people follow the man back to his apartment.
When he left to follow Mike the next morning, Martin had three guys in his apartment, going over it thoroughly. Martin listened to the report.
"He's a private detective, Joe Gross of Henderson and Associates, the best private investigations firm in Atlanta and most of Georgia. What do you want to do about it?"
Mike grinned, and the men got uneasy.
"Why, I think I'll invite him to lunch tomorrow."
..............................................
The next day at noon Mike was sitting at a small cafe, at one of the outside tables. Two men hustled up with a very worried Mr. Gross.
Mike stood up and offered him a seat.
"Please Joe, sit. We need to have a conversation. I need to know why you find me so interesting."
The man denied everything until Mike threw a few photos down. His ex wife, his children, even his parents.
"I'll make you a deal, Joe. I'll stop taking an interest in your family if you tell your bosses to forget about me. Now, lunch?"
He made the man sit through lunch, acting as if they were old friends before he let him go.
"Remember, Joe, live and let live and we'll all get along fine."
Joe immediately reported back to the office, telling him he had been 'made' and they needed to assign someone else. He was never so glad to get home, until he closed his door. There, held to the back of the door by a hunting knife, was a picture of his five year old.
Mike, not trusting, called in some West Coast friends. The next operative was much better but was caught in no time. While he was concentrating on Mike two men slipped up, threw a hood over his eyes, knocked him unconscious, and threw him into a van.
He woke up in a chair with the hood still over his head.
"Good, I see you're awake. Listen."
He heard things being smashed with a hammer.
"That was your camera, your phone, and the rest of your gear.Now, here's a message I want you to take to your employers."
He felt his hand being pulled flat onto a table. He actually heard the blow before he felt the pain. His finger was completely smashed. It was stiff for the rest of his life, making it hard to take pictures.
"Listen carefully. Tell your bosses next time they will be having this conversation instead of an employee."
They drove him to a different part of town, dumping him out.
"You can't untie the hood, It's too tight. There is a penknife in your pocket, you can cut the cords when we leave. I wouldn't get in any hurry to do it, we'll be gone before you can, but just in case, it would be real bad for you to see us. Give your boss the message."
They shoved him out in an alley. By the time the hood was off they were indeed long gone.
................................................
Not content to deal with underlings, Mike was at the office of Henderson and Associates at ten the next morning, identifying him to the receptionist and asking for just a minute of Mr. Hendersons' time.
"No" he said, smiling, "I don't have an appointment, but do me a favor, tell him Mike Hogue is here. If he doesn't want to talk to me I'll leave."
She called his office. There was a string of yes sirs, right away, sir, and he found himself in the the conference room of Mr. Henderson, with four other huge men. He smiled.
"I'm glad you think I'm so dangerous, but you have nothing to fear. I understand you have an interest in me, so I thought I'd stop by. Clear the air, see if it was something specific you wanted."
Mr. Henderson blustered a bit. Mike just sat there, bored. He finally slammed his hand down on the conference table, making all five men jump.
"Enough! Bottom line, Mr. Henderson. The next man I catch better be with someone else. If he isn't your world will be turned upside down. I have lots of friends and associates, some from the two years I spent with the IRS. How much scrutiny could your finances bear, and that of your employees? Not everyone would get audited, just the ones who had something to hide. Have a pleasant morning."
He walked out whistling, smiling at the receptionist. The sheer animal magnetism made her tingle.
Mr. Henderson looked at one of the men in the room.
"Well, he's made us. And frankly, I can't risk having my firm or employees examined too closely. But you're paying me enough, so the call is yours."
The man stepped out of the office and made a phone call. Two minutes later he was back.
"My employer agrees, it's time to discontinue your services. He knows the man well, and the violence will only escalate if you keep pursuing him. Send us an invoice, and if you could, recommend someone, someone a little less...constrained."
Mr. Henderson put him in touch with a small firm, ex military, that were known for getting results at all costs. He called the owner and warned him. He laughed.
"I don't care who he's associated with. I'll get your man the results he expects."
Three days later two of his best men were in the hospital, one with two broken arms and a leg. the other pretty much had every rib and a jaw broken. Tapes from the emergency room showed a van drive up and a slender woman get out and walk away. The men were found inside.
While the owner was answering questions about the illegal surveillance gear and automatic weapons found in the van his company owned, his office caught fire and burned to the ground.
His men were smart enough to say nothing and deny all knowledge of the weapons and gear. The one who could talk said they were mugged, even though nothing was taken. Mike Hogue returned to his home in San Francisco three days later.
.................................................
Mike frowned as he sat on the plane. Someone, someone with money, wanted to know all about him. In his high profile line of work, there had been times when something like this occurred. Normally he didn't care, but something about this had his senses tingling. It was more than a normal background check, he was positive there was much more to this.
He knew if they were willing to invest in having him watched in Atlanta, there was probably already a team in place at home. He mulled it over before drifting off for a nap.
Two days after his return, he was having lunch with his assistant, an attractive, middle aged blonde by the name of Montrose. No one noticed when he handed a note to his favorite waiter, Hermando, along with the tip. Hermando gave no indication, slipping it into his pocket with the tip.
He read it when he got home, and made some phone calls. Mr. Hogue had been very good to him. His cousin Carlos asked Mr. Hogue to help him find a job, and the next day he was working at the restaurant. One of the best in the city, Hermando was making more money than he thought would ever be possible. Then the man secured a scholarship for his daughter, with a guarantee she had a job waiting for her when she graduated, and made sure she had well paying summer jobs in his office.
Carlos came to see Mike the next day, presumably to ask about replacing two cars in their company pool. While he talked he handed him a note.
Still talking, he read the note, looked up, smiled, and nodded yes.
He had his technowizards scan his laptop and the office system. After they were safely clean he had a carpet service come in and while a few actually shampooed the rugs the remainder 'swept his office for any bugs that could be found.
None were found in the office, but there were three in the company cars he favored, as well as his personal car, complete with GPS. He had them left in place.
Then he reached out to his old IRS friends, and hired his own investigators. They led him back to the office of Dr. Parker.
................................................
Dr. Parker sat at her desk after normal hours, going over the information she had garnered about Mike Hogue.
She researched his past, and interviewed nuns from his orphanage, his last set of foster parents, and college friends, and coaches.
The nuns had good things to say about him. He was respectful, polite, kind to everyone. One nun commented on his size back then.
"He was five foot five and didn't weigh more than one twenty five. He was just adorable. Then the incident happened, and he was sent to juvenile hall for a year and a half. When he came back, he was six two and still growing. We were so lucky when we found a set of foster parents for him."
When asked what incident she was alluding too, she said the record was sealed and it was between him and God now.
She was appalled when, after a pretty big expenditure, she received the full report.
Orphanages have their own pecking order, much similar to a prison. The bigger, tougher, and smarter you were, the more likely you were at the top of the food chain. In his case, it was a boy named Oscar Small, called "Biggie" because of his size.
The orphanage was coed, and the nuns did a pretty good job keeping the older girls and boys apart. Couple that with raging hormones, and homosexual attacks were fairly common.
Biggie had taken a fancy to Mike, with his slender build and blonde hair. He informed him that the next night he was expected to take his place as his main bitch. Mike, knowing he didn't stand a chance physically with his little gang, agreed.
She managed to find a man who was there, and after enough money changed hands she got the full story.
"He was such a quiet little guy, you know? We figured he would submit easily, and weren't surprised when he showed up for what Biggie called his 'honeymoon night'. He was shoved to his knees, and Biggie had him unzip him and pull his cock out. I was kind of surprised when he did, stroking him until he was hard."
"Biggie had his hand on his head."
"Suck it, bitch!" he sneered "If you do a good job I might keep you for myself for a while."
"Mike opened his mouth, and just as it got to his lips, he pulled the needle he had stolen out of the sewing room out of his mouth and stabbed it clean through his cock! Blood flew everywhere."
"Before anyone could move, Mike had the needle to his eye."
"You're my bitch now!" he screamed, "move and you lose an eye. Now tell your boys to back off. I'm not stupid enough to think I can beat you all, but if anybody tries anything with me again, I'll come back, and blind you. Got it, cunt?"
"Biggie was crying and nodding. We tried to keep it quiet, but after two days his cock got infected and we had to let someone know. They took Biggie away, and I never saw him again. I heard they had to amputate most of his cock, but I don't know that for sure."
"When it came out, Biggie went to juvie for attempted sexual assault, and Mike went too, for assault resulting in maiming. He would have got off scott free because it was self defense, but he used a weapon, so he had to go down. Biggie swore he'd get his revenge, but they sent them to separate facilities. Mike came back for a couple of months later and he was freakin' huge! I didn't recognize him. It changed him, and he soon was the kingpin. He stopped all the assaults, made everybody behave. Anybody objected, they got the shit kicked out of them. I ain't seen him in years, and all of a sudden he's in the Olympics and a TV star, makin' big bucks. I'm glad to see somebody made good."
Dr. Parker gave him a generous check and thanked him, and warned him not to repeat what was discussed with anyone.
They tracked a man that was in juvenile detention with him, and learned that was where he met Martin Coombs.
"I was in his posse when Mike first came in. Young, white, pretty, he was going to be easy pickins'. Then the story of what got him in there circulated. Martin was already big, and had lived on the streets for two years by himself before getting caught boosting a car."
We got him off to himself, surrounded him. He just smiled. It surprised us, we was used to begging and crying.
Martin noticed it.
"Whassa matter, bitch? Ain't you scared?"
Mike looked him dead in the eye.
"To death. But, anybody touching me is gonna find the price pretty high. Ya'll know what I did to get in here. I still don't have a forgiving nature. You can do it, but you'll have to sleep with one eye open the rest of the time you're here. I don't get to you in here, I'll look you up when I get out. Better to have me for a friend than an enemy."
"MC was surprised and interested. They talked. Pretty soon, things got more organized. MC was still kingpin, but Mad Mike was the power behind the throne. Once, MC didn't take Mike's advice and got caught doing something stupid. Mike only had two more months, and they were going to charge MC as an adult. He was looking at five years."



"Mike stepped in and took the fall for him. He got six more months, and Martin was released two months later. Mike became kingpin, nobody else in the posse was smart enough, and they liked the easy life. They been tighter than brothers ever since."
The foster parents were surprisingly reticent to talk about Mike. The man refused to say anything. The woman just smiled.
"My husband was an abusive asshole. We only became foster parents for the money. He treated Mike like shit for a couple of months, making him work part time and taking his money. Then one night he got carried away in an argument and slapped me so hard I fell and hit my head on the coffee table. I was only out for a few seconds, but when I got my senses back he was on the floor and Mike was beating the hell out of him. I got him to stop before he killed him. Mike pulled him up and pinned him against the wall. He put his face up to his and said in a clear, calm voice that if he ever touched me again he'd die slow and painfully. That was fifteen years ago, and he hasn't offered to hit me since. He knows all I have to do is make a call and he'll be hurt just as bad."
"I was scared at the rage I saw, and got him into judo, thinking it would calm him down. He was a natural, and went to class five times a week, getting his first degree black belt in just under two years."
"He got his scholarship in track. He still holds the state high school record in long jump. You ever seen him jump? I don't know where he learned it, but he launches himself and seems to fold up and reduce his wind resistance. The coach tried to train him to jump the normal way, but when he started setting records he let it go."
"He sends me Christmas and Birthday presents, and cash now and then. When I got breast cancer a few years ago he paid the full bill. He loves me, I think, but he refuses to see me as long as I'm married to my husband. The funny thing is, as long as Mike is a presence in our lives, he's an almost perfect husband."
This lead Dr. Parker to his college coaches and friends.
"Mike was always a little distant. Oh, he was friendly, but was pretty much a loner. Then he moved out of the dorms and into the house of his mentor, Mrs. Madison, and we hardly saw him."
Mrs. Madison was in her sixties now.
"I remember Mike. Best lover I ever had. Hung doesn't even begin to describe him. Just a hair over ten inches, and I'm not kidding. I measured it once. Ten and one eight. He made me very happy, after I got used to him. We met at a mixer for the college. I'm a big donor, and they sent him to escort me. The first time we danced and I felt that huge thing rubbing my stomach, I knew I had to have it. We were good for each other. I taught him good manners, how to dress, how to be a good companion. He moved into my house eight weeks into his freshman year as my 'assistant'. One of his main duties was assisting me have orgasms as often as possible. He stayed with me until he graduated. We basically lived as man and wife. I don't think he even had a girlfriend. Said I was giving him all he could handle."
"I was at the Olympics as his guest. I was the first one he hugged when he stepped off the podium. It broke my heart when he graduated. I'm worth quite a bit, and offered to sign a contract saying he could have seventy five percent if he stayed with me for ten more years. He made love to me all night long and was gone the next day. I cried for a month. He came out for a vacation right after he lost his TV show, and stayed two weeks. He still calls, sends gifts, but our time is over. Now, If you'll excuse me, I'm going to look at some old pictures and cry my eyes out all over again."
Even at her age, Mrs. Madison was still a stunner.
She thought they may be able to get something out of his former assistant, now retired and living in Arizona. Two men were sent.
Kathryn laughed at them.
"You want some free advice? Tell your bosses to quit while they're losing. Here, it's for you."
She handed them the phone. The voice of Mike Hogue boomed out of the speakers. It had a definite chill in it.
"This has stopped being funny. Quit aggravating my friends, or I'm going to push back, hard. You make sure you give them that message. Now, I suggest you apologize to the nice lady for taking up her time, and leave."
One of the investigators, embarrassed by being dismissed like a child, got belligerent.
"You're in San Francisco. Maybe I need to be a bit firmer with the old lady, what are you gonna do?"
They could hear the humor in his voice.
"Do you know for a fact where I am? I might be standing right behind you."
The other detective looked behind them on instinct and paled.
"Brian, we need to go. We need to go NOW!"
The other investigator sneered.
"You gonna let someone hundreds of miles away and an old lady scare you? Buck up, you wimp."
Before he could respond a voice spoke from behind him. He whirled around.
A tall man with silver hair stood in the doorway with three friends. Each had a golf club in their hands. The man that spoke was holding a Glock .40 in one hand, the biggest driver he had ever see in the other. He turned towards the woman, thinking to use her as a shield if it got any more tense.
She had taken the distraction to pull a Judge revolver out of a drawer. A big gun at any time, in her small hand it looked enormous.
He heard the man speak.
"Leave quietly, or I'll let Bob show you his slice. He'll aim for your knees, and will hit your balls."
"Hey!" the man called Bob protested, to the laughter of his friends. Kathryn spoke.
"You need to leave. NOW. And if you get stupid and try to hurt my intended, I'm afraid I'll be forced to shoot. This thing has shotgun shells in it, I'm not the marksman he is."
Recognizing defeat, they turned to leave. The voice of Mike came through the speaker.
"Tell your boss this is the last incident I'll tolerate. One more and I come hunting. Make sure everyone involved understands."
They heard him disconnect.
The men escorted the agents to the garage.
"One more thing" said the man called Bob, "we need your wallets. I'm a retired federal judge, as is he, and this fellow is a retired district attorney. We find you interesting, so we'll do a little background, see if any bones fall out of your closet. Don't worry. Being the fine upstanding citizens we are, we'll return the 'found" wallets. I'll send them the address on your cards, overnight. They'll be home almost before you will.
They were about to protest, when the belligerent one felt someone tap his shoulder. He turned to see the woman, gasping in pain when she kneed him in the balls.
"That's for calling me an old woman."
They weren't ten miles away, on the way back to the hotel, when they were pulled over. He was given a ticket for not having a license, that carried a hefty fine, and the state trooper politely suggested that the dry desert air didn't agree with them.
...............................................
Her report included all the interviews, and an analysis of his mental state.
"Mr. Hogue could be a borderline physcopath, he exhibits a lot of the markers. capable of great violence when threatened, he can be kind and generous to strangers. He never really had the chance to develop a moral compass. Due to his looks and sexual endowments, he is slightly narcissitic, believing if it's best for him it's best all round."
"The only serious relationship he ever seems to have had was with a transsexual. He was ever engaged to her briefly before she broke it off."
"His IQ is just over genius level, and shouldn't be underestimated. His mind, coupled with his size and ruthless attitude, makes him a very dangerous adversary. He employs highly capable people who are almost fanatically loyal."
She sighed as she filed the report, wondering where it was going. She had read the Atlanta report and shuddered. She was three layers removed from the actual investigations, that should keep her safe. She didn't even want to consider what might happen if he found out the chain leading to his investigation ran straight to her.
Her mystery employer better be really careful. She didn't know what his end game was. She suspected the investigation had little to do with business. The whole thing felt personal. Remembering the old saying about grabbing a tiger by the tail, once you did you couldn't let go at the risk of being eaten, she firmly hoped he had a good grip.
She received a nice check, with instructions to keep digging. She had no idea why, but it was his money so she had the investigation ramped up a little more, getting more aggressive. They tried unsuccessfully to bug his office. They found what they thought to be a weak link in his tech support, a man who was deeply in debt due to the cancer his wife was trying to beat. Surprisingly, he refused their overtures and told his boss.
When Mike got the story he called the man in for a report, and when he left he had tears in his eyes. Mike had all the hospital bills sent directly to his office, and arranged for a part time caregiver to help with his wife.
A story like that couldn't be contained, and his employees, already loyal, closed ranks like nothing else.
They also couldn't get into his home to plant bugs. The top of the line security system caught two men breaking into his apartment. They wore no masks, so in less than a day he had their names. Two days later they were sitting in a warehouse being "interviewed" by members of Hermando's old gang. This led to several steps up the food chain and eventually to Dr. Parker.
Jill Parker was sitting at an outside table of her favorite lunch spot, enjoying the sunshine, when she felt eyes on her. Looking up, she saw a man several tables over staring at her. It was Mike Hogue, and he wasn't smiling. He got up and moved to her table, sitting without asking. He smiled. It was a shark smile, no warmth.
"Good afternoon, Dr. Parker. The sunshine sure feels nice, doesn't it?"
She tried to speak twice before she was finally able to say anything.
"Excuse me, do I know you?"
He actually laughed, a genuine laugh filled with amusement.
"Please, Dr. Parker. You probably know me better than anyone. You've had me followed, delved extensively into my private life past and present for months now. I thought we'd save a lot of time by meeting and let you ask questions directly."
"Please Jill, oh, you don't mind if I call you Jill do you? Actually, I think I'll call you Jilly, it's much less formal between friends, don't you agree. And make no mistake, Jilly, we WILL become very good friends. If not, I make a pretty bad enemy."
He paused to let her process what he had said, continuing before she could speak.
"And tell the Manetti brothers to back off. They're way over their head here, and have no idea who they're fooling with. Tell them to be happy being midlevel thugs, and stay out of the big time. They have neither the juice nor the balls to make it. They'll get eaten alive by their competitors, if I don't decide to deal with them first."
She tried to keep her face impassive, but her mind was reeling. How could he possibly know so much?
His face shifted from cold dispassion to mild concern.
"Jilly, bear something in mind. The people you're dealing with, the big guys, don't recognize borders. If they don't get to you directly, it could spill over onto your family. Emily is a beautiful girl, and Tommy is a fine boy. Try to keep their best interests in mind while you play these dangerous games."
He stood up.
"Lunch is on me, Jilly. Walk away, and don't look back. It will be better for everyone."
She watched him walk away, idly noticing when a huge Hispanic man followed him at a discrete distance.
She was scared, more scared than any time in her life. She got hold of the Manetti brothers, told them what happened.
"He told me to tell you to back off, Emilio, or bad things could happen to you. I don't know if that scares you, but it should. I have the feeling he knows way more about you than you think. Everything I've learned about him tells me that if he snaps, people will die, badly. I don't think anyone has any idea how much carnage he could cause. Please Emilio, think about what I said, and tell your friend I'm burned, and I won't be any help to him any longer. Tell him I'm sorry, and I was glad to help, what little it was."
Emilio wasn't impressed. The man was huge, but he was a fancy real estate agent. How dangerous could he be? And it was a fact, if you couldn't get to the man, get to those close to him.
The man refused to let Jill go, so she kept the watch going.
That's when she went to sleep in her home in San Francisco and woke up on an island halfway around the world.
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This one came to me while I was at work, listening to some guys drone on and on about racing while more were agonizing over basketball brackets, and another guy was whining about his upcoming divorce. I threw in wrestling just because I've never liked it. All the wrestling, basketball, and race fans-GET OVER IT.
It's just a story.
..................................................
I was sitting at the table gossiping with my friends when Hilda looked at the entrance.
"Well look at that! Benny Henson. I thought when his wife left him he shriveled up and blew away."
His breakup was pretty. Pretty ugly. Pretty painful.
Pretty much her fault, and it pretty much destroyed him.
She "traded up', taking off with a banker. Tried to rape him in the divorce. Had everything pre-prepared, sign here, sign here, initial this. I'm being fair honey, just sign. Bob says it's very fair. He'll get it notarized, just sign.
Benny was quiet, and people assumed because he didn't talk much, he didn't think much. He thanked her for trying to help, turned around, and beat the hell out of Bob.
He dragged him out of the house and threw him over the porch railing into the rose bushes. When his soon to be ex wife protested, he threw her into the rose bushes beside him. Then he decided the roses needed irrigating, so he pissed all over the happy couple trying to get out of the bushes.
Then he leaned over the rail and told them if he heard the first word about pressing charges, he would hunt them down, shove a thick piece of rose briar up their ass until it stuck out their mouths, and saw it back and forth until he got bored. They never said a word.
Unfortunately, a next door neighbor saw and heard it all, and it was just too good a story to keep quiet. His wife worked for Bob at the bank, and it wasn't long until bundles of briars started showing up on both desks. If his father hadn't owned a big chunk of the bank they would have both been out the door.
Benny had a third cousin that turned out to be a hell of a divorce lawyer. When the smoke cleared, since she made more and cheated, she had to pay him maintenance for three years, or until he got married. When they filed papers on the bank for violation of the ethics clause of their employment policy, a quiet settlement for an undisclosed amount was reached. She desperately wanted the McMansion she had forced Benny to buy, so she had to give him half of full market value to keep it.
Benny walked away with a big chunk of change and a nice monthly check.
What he didn't walk away with was his pride. He didn't have a clue, and it shook his self confidence badly. When she found out she was going to get hosed in the settlement, she started a smear campaign about his character, his size and stamina, even his sexual preference. Only the threat of a lawsuit shut her up, but by then it was too late.
He held his head high, but it hurt and he withdrew into himself, disconnecting from any social interaction. Taking a delivery job that kept him on the road a lot, he all but disappeared from the local social scene.
Yet there he was, striding right towards us.
'Us' was the usual bunch of gals who got together every other Thursday at the local pub to let off a little steam. A little flirting, a little dancing, a good bit of drinking on occasion. Housewives, professionals, factory workers, our binding factor was a shared history going all the way back to grade school. No social distinction here, we were just 'the girls'. Some were married, some were divorced, and everyone knew who was who.
He stood before me awkwardly, before speaking rapidly.
"Bonnie, can I talk to you for a minute? I'd like to ask you something."
He caught me on my fourth whiskey sour, and I was feeling pretty good. I had known Benny since we moved into the house next door when we were five years old. We were inseparable until the start of junior high. Then biology took over and we went separate ways.
Benny didn't belong to any particular circle, but got along well with everyone. He was mostly a loner, but a friendly loner. I was in the cute girl club, and had the A list of boys swirling around us. Benny dated but strangely, never expressed interest in me. I always wondered why.
And here he was, out of the blue, wanting something from me.
The whiskey made me mouthy, honestly, I was just having a little fun.
"Ask away, big boy, but the answer will be yes. I knew you always wanted me."
The girls were smiling ear to ear, enjoying his discomfort. He seemed a little shocked.
"No, no. I need some professional assistance. On something I know you're skilled at. I'll pay you."
I couldn't help getting one more dig in.
"Benny, honey, I just said you can have it for free. And I am pretty skilled."
Giggles and light laughter swirled round the table. Benny got red, said just forget it, and headed towards the door. I jumped up and grabbed his arm, tugged him towards the dance floor. Luckily, it was a slow song.
He was stiff at first but gradually relaxed, even seemed to enjoy it a bit. I leaned in and whispered in his ear.
"Relax, Benny. It was all in good fun. Surely you remember what a tease I am."
He smiled.
"I remember. You spent your junior year in high school trying to give me a permanent blush."
"I couldn't help it, you were so serious all the time."
The song ended and we stood awkwardly for a second.
"Come back to the table," I urged him. "tell me what you need. You know I'll help if I can."
He was back to looking uncomfortable.
"This needs to be a private discussion. Why don't I call you sometime in the next few days. Still in the book?"
"No, I cancelled my home phone, couldn't see the point when I use my cell constantly. Here, give me your phone, I'll program it in."
I was surprised when he handed me the latest, top of the line Iphone. I know it showed.
It was his turn to smile.
"Can't be a technophobe forever, Bonnie. When would be a good time to call?"
"Right now. Saturday, 6:00. I'll be at your house. But I want fed, a rack of your ribs to be specific. All the trimmings, including dessert. Then I'll probably be more willing to give you help, whatever it is."
This threw him.
"Uh, Bonnie, I'll be glad to, but I don't want to mess up your social schedule. You sure you don't want to do it on a week night?"
"Honey, honey, look around you. When it comes to possibilities in this small town, I'm fishing in a pretty shallow pool. Everything available has been caught and tossed back so many times they have hook mouth."
"It'll be nice to spend an evening with someone I actually like."
I still made him come back to the table and sit with us until another slow dance came up on the jukebox. He felt really nice, I was sad to see him go.
And me? I had one more, a cup of coffee, and went home to my big divorce house and my little divorce life.
.................................................
I was a lot like Benny, I didn't see it coming. We had our lives all planned out. My husband was going to climb the corporate ladder, while I was going to be the best high school English teacher in the state. Judging by the awards hanging on my den wall, I accomplished my end of the deal.
He made it to VP, then decided an almost fifty year old wife wasn't the correct arm candy for his social functions. I got traded for a twenty something, cute as a bug, and dumb as a rock. He was slick though, taking a West coast assignment and most of the money. I ended up with the house free and clear, a little cash, my car, and bad memories.
I had just retired from teaching when me left. It was too late to go back to full time, so I did substitute teaching from time to time. It helped financially and relieved the boredom, but it wasn't the life I expected to be living.
Without embellishment, I was still a good looking woman. I exercised on a regular basis, ate right, and took care of myself. Most women will admit that at our age we agonize over every new wrinkle and blemish, and the ravages of gravity, but overall I was holding up quite nicely. Men from forty to sixty thought so, anyway.
I dated fairly regularly, but not seriously. Couldn't seem to find one that held my interest. Perhaps that was why I was looking forward to dinner with Benny so much.
I often wondered why Benny never asked me out. My marriage collapsed about six months after his, and we would see each other from time to time around town. He was always friendly but never made overtures. If you're female, this piques your interest and assaults your vanity.
Benny was a lot of things, but first and foremost he made the best barbeque in the area, maybe even the state. He was always in demand for private parties and fund raisers as a cook. The local Republicans almost canceled a rally last year because he wasn't available. This was why I pushed him into fixing those ribs. I knew from experience they would melt in your mouth, with the perfect blend of vinegar and spices.
I wasn't disappointed. Ribs just right. His secret recipe dressing coleslaw. He had a thing about that. Any fool can pour barbecue sauce over cabbage, he was fond of saying, but very few people could make good coleslaw. Potato salad with the same dressing. Cornbread pancakes instead of hush puppies, another one of his trademarks. Baked beans with shredded barbecue and large chunks of red onions mixed in. His wife was a fool to walk out on meals like that.
I told him so as I slid back from the table.
He grinned, "She didn't like barbecue that much, not high toned enough for her I guess."
I patted my stomach, so glad I had worn a loose fitting sundress instead of jeans.
"Good. More for me."
I'm glad you said that. I haven't brought out dessert yet."
I groaned.
"Let's give it a little while. If I take one more bite right now a Bonnie bomb will explode all over your dining room. Take me for a walk, this is the first time I've been to your new house."
His ex choose the wrong time to trade up. It was just before the real estate market collapsed, and Benny made out like a bandit when she bought him out. When Bob left his wife for her he got hosed pretty good also. Word had it they were just barely making enough to cover the new mortgage. Maybe that's why we didn't see them out and about like before. Oh well.
Benny held onto his money for awhile because he wasn't sure he wanted to stay in the area. When real estate tanked bargains were everywhere, and he took his time, finally deciding on a small two bedroom house with four acres of land. He paid cash for it. It was in good shape and he kept it neat as a pin.
He let me hold his hand as he gave me the tour. For some undefined reason this pleased me no end. I admired his vegetable garden, and the flower beds would have put Martha Stewart to shame. I told him so.
He was looking right into my eyes when he said,
"I've always enjoyed looking at things of beauty."
For once he had me blushing.
We settled on the porch swing, watching the sun set over his pond. He reached over and flipped a switch, and three small fountains erupted in the center. The spray created mini rainbows against the setting sun. The man continued to amaze me.
I was as happy as I had been in a long time, so I decide to take up my old pastime, teasing him until he blushed.
"Benny, I know why you asked me out here. The secret must be killing you. I'm glad you decided to share it with me first. But it's pretty obvious to anyone who is around you for any length of time."
He indeed turned a deep crimson.
"What do you mean, you know? What have they been saying?"
"Benny, Benny. Everybody knows you hate NASCAR, professional wrestling, and basketball. We all know secretly you're a Yankee. Admit it, you'll feel better if you do. You're probably a hockey fan."
"Uh, Bonnie, I was living here when you parents moved here. NASCAR? Watching a bunch of guys turn left for four hours, that's entertainment? The only reason most people watch is for the wrecks, and you can see them on the highlights of the late news. Basketball? Watching tall guys running up and down a wooden floor trying to get a ball through a hoop? The only reason people watch that is to gamble."
"And wrestling? If your idea is watching pumped guys roll around in spandex panties in positions that would get them arrested outside a ring and trash talk to a script is fun, turn in your college degree. It's obviously not doing you any good. It's a soap opera on steroids, literally."
"As for hockey, guys skating back and forth hitting a piece of rubber and each other with sticks? I'll never understand it."
"Now, if you could get the wrestlers into race cars, have them run so many laps, get out and play the race car drivers a game of horse, then have the winners wrestle the basketball players, add in a few pyrotechnics, a buzzer beater free throw, a wreck or two, and some trash talk, that would be entertainment. If a few of them would wear hockey masks, it would damn near be perfect."
I decided to give it a rest.
"So, Benny. Why am I really here? What IS the deep dark secret?"
He told me to hold on for just a minute. He came back with a piece of paper and a check. He handed me the check.
It was made out to me, for one hundred dollars. The memo line read 'deposit for services to be rendered. The other piece of paper was a binding nondisclosure agreement from a law firm a few towns over.
"Sign the paper and take the check, Bonnie. If you don't I won't say another word."
Curiosity killed the cat and undid countless women. I signed and handed it back to him.
As soon as he had it in his hand he led me back into his house and into the spare bedroom. He had turned it into a home office. Tidy, efficient, a top of the line computer sitting on the desk. He gave me one more lecture.
"I know you signed the paper. But I need you to look me in the eye and say you won't tell a soul. Eventually, if things work out right, everyone will know anyway. I just want it to be at my pace. When it comes time, you can be the one to break the news, if you want."
"Benny, in all our lives, have you ever known me to betray a confidence? I thought not, but if you don't tell me what's going right now, I'm going to scream! Talk. Now."
"All right, take the office chair, it's more comfortable. This is going to take awhile."
He paced for a second, then plunged in.
"When Mariam left me, it shook me to the core. I didn't have a clue she had stopped loving me, and had found someone else. She was good, but then I wasn't looking. I thought we had a good life. Our kids were grown, we had the house to ourselves. I was looking forward to spending our time doing things we had put on hold for most of our lives. She actually seemed happy. Hell, the night before she sprang Bob on me we made love twice. I now see it was a 'I'm sorry and goodbye' thing."
"Looking back, I realize that a woman who could have sex twice with a man one night and profess love to another the next morning was someone I would never understand."
"Add to that the ruthless way she went about trying to take everything we had accumulated together. This type of person didn't exist in my world. I was numb, if it wasn't for family she would have probably gotten everything she wanted. I know I wasn't in shape to defend myself."
I interrupted him.
"I can't say I know everything you were feeling, but I can identify. I was almost as surprised as you when Dan left. It was cold, and vicious, and I didn't have the support you did. He got me pretty good. We're a pair, aren't we?"
I was trying to smile through tears. He surprised me by coming over and giving me a gentle hug.
"I'm sorry Bonnie, I know it was hard. Hopefully we're both better off now."
"That being said, at the time I was a mess. My old boss went through almost the same thing, and he insisted I get help, even set me up with the counselor he used. It actually did me a lot of good. In fact, it's led me to where I am now."
"My therapist urged me to write my thoughts down so I could discuss them during our sessions. I filled up about thirty spiral bound notebooks. It did help, but I discovered something. I loved to write."
"She encouraged me, complimenting me on my style. Told me to seriously pursue it, if nothing else to aid in my healing. I took a creative writing course at the community college."
"So I started to write, compulsively. I bet I didn't turn the television on for six months. Almost got carpal tunnel until I bought the computer and learned how to use it."
"At first, I wrote just for my own enjoyment. Then I started wanting to share them, get some feedback, see if people were actually interested in reading the stories. Since I didn't want anyone locally to know, I went to the internet. You'd be amazed at the sites out there for writers."
"And I got feedback. People actually seemed to enjoy them. One suggested that most seemed to be about my ex wife and the pain I was in, I should try a site called Literotica. Ever heard of it?"
I paled. Hoping he wouldn't notice my agitation I denied ever hearing of it.
"It's a site for erotic fiction, divided into categories. All types of things from science fiction and fantasy, romance, a section called 'loving wives', although it should be renamed 'cheating wives', stories about transsexuals, bondage, just about any part of the sexual spectrum is covered."
"I wrote a few rants against the ex, but in the end, while the opportunities for fantasy revenge are endless, it's hard to sustain the rage forever."
"So I stayed away from the hard sex, hurting stories, and concentrated on love stories. I've always been a sucker for happy endings, even though from experience I know it doesn't always happen. I primarily write in the romance category now, been at it for two years."
"I"m fairly popular, and love getting the comments, good or bad. It keeps me in perspective and helps improve my writing."
"Anyway, as to why I brought you here. One of the features of the site is a section that puts your work out there for publishers to look at. About two months ago I picked a few of what I thought were my best and submitted them."
"Two weeks ago I got a request to send some samples of my work to a publisher. I sent them a draft of a novel I just finished, along with some short stories. Much to my surprise they really liked the novel."
"I got a detailed email telling me to have a professional editor look it over and help polish it, send the end result back, and if they find it acceptable they would like to publish it. That's where you come in. I know you worked for a publisher right out of college as an assistant editor before you decided to teach. So, can you help me? We'll have to find out standard rates so I can pay you. Will you do it?"
I had worked for a publisher right out of college, even held the title assistant editor. That was a fancy name for someone who did the grunt work while real editors turned unknowns into best selling authors, and pandered to the ones already established. But I did learn a lot and enjoyed the time immensely.
"Well, will wonders never cease! A writer! Nobody saw that coming. I'd love to help, but my skills are a little rusty. When can I see it?"
He seemed really relieved.
"As soon as you want. I can pull it up now if you like."
"I think I'd like to see some of your old stuff first, kind of get a feel for your development. Would you mind?"
"Not at all, let me pull it up for you."
He went straight to the Literotica site and brought up his page. I was surprised to see over thirty stories, a few poems, and two novellas.
"Get comfortable, take your time, I'm going to wash up the dishes and get the coffee ready. Let me know when you need a break."



He leaned over me and kissed my cheek.
"Thanks, Bonnie. This means a lot to me."
My cheek felt a little warm long after he left the room. "Well", I thought to myself, "Let's see what he's got."
................................................
I smelled coffee and looked around to see Benny standing behind me.
"Time to take a break, it's been almost three hours. Stop before your eyes cross. I've sliced the cake I made for dessert, it's on the table. Get up, stretch, and join me."
The cake was great. It was a variation on the 'better than sex' cake that was so popular. Benny called it the 'no damn cake in the world is better than sex, but it's still pretty good' cake.
"I agree" I said with my mouth full.
"With what? That the cake is good but sex is better?"
How could he keep making me blush? I must be losing my touch.
"Yes" I said, trying to seem enigmatic.
"Take it home with you if you like. I usually give it to people I work with. Let me find a cake plate."
He rattled around in the pantry cabinet until he found it. I glanced at the clock on the coffeemaker and was startled to see it was 11:30.
"I'm so sorry I ignored you so long. Why didn't you get me sooner. This must be a lousy first date for you."
That slipped out before I thought. This wasn't a date, not really.
He made my night when he said, "Actually, it's the nicest 'date' I've had in a long time. And it can't be classified as ignoring me for doing what I asked."
"Truth time now. What did you think about the writing? Am I wasting my time?"
"Definitely not. I can see the progress you've made, amazing really considering what I read was produced in an eighteen month span. When can I see the novel?"
"Anytime after tonight. It's almost midnight and I'm not fond of you driving alone this late. Call me tomorrow and we'll work out when to get together next."
He put the ribs, the side dishes, and most of the cake in containers and put them into my car. As he opened my door he made me promise to call when I got home. He thanked me again and was going to kiss me on the cheek when I turned and kissed him on the mouth. Just for a few seconds, with our mouths closed, and it was still the hottest kiss I'd had in what felt like forever. He was still standing in the drive as I drove away.
I did call him and he answered on the first ring. We talked about nothing for a few minutes before he made me promise to call tomorrow to set up our next meeting. I went to bed smiling for a change.
.................................................
Sunday I went to church, and all my friends noticed my smile.
"What gives?" said Hilda after the service.
"To quote my grandpa, You're 'grinning like a mule eating briars'. Hot date last night?"
My smile got bigger.
"Well sort of. I don't think it was meant to be a date as such, but it sure felt like one at the end."
"Who was it? Where did he take you? Did you get some nooky?" Sarah was married and true blue, but she got a vicarious thrill listening to us talk about our dates.
"A lady doesn't divulge such things, especially on church steps. Suffice to say, we didn't go anywhere but his house, and I was there until midnight. If you want any more than that, stop by my house, I'll feed you a nice lunch."
Sarah had to go home to hubby, but Hilda came right over. Benny had given me enough food for five people, and I knew if it stayed I would eat it all. I would love it, but my thighs and butt wouldn't.
She came in, took a big sniff and burst out "Benny Henson!" before dissolving into laughter.
"So you're the one who finally snagged him. Was he good, did he put up much of a fight? He must really like you to cook for you, I've never heard of him doing that before. Talk, girl, talk."
I wanted to prolong the suspense as long as possible.
"Eat first, talk later."
She sighed. "All right, but remember I"m the guest here. If the ribs come out to an uneven number, I get the extra one. If I find out you held out on me I'll stab you with my fork."
We ate like pigs. I did my best to ignore the screams of my thighs, after all, it's a sin to waste food, right?
Hilda was groaning about being stuffed when I brought out the cake. She hesitated before taking a big slice, then said she didn't want to be rude to her host so she would eat it just to be polite. When she asked for a second slice, I arched an eyebrow at her.
"The first was for politeness, the second shows appreciation." So we both had another slice, promising faithfully to do our best to wear out the treadmills and do extra Zumba classes at the gym for the next two weeks.
Meal over, dishes stacked, we flopped on the couch. Hilda grinned at me.
"All right, spill. I'm too full to beat it out of you, but I will plop my fat ass on your chest and sit until you can't breathe if you don't."
"Please don't. Remember when he came into the bar the other night? He needed advice he felt I was qualified to give, and no, it wasn't romantic. I kind of forced him into making me dinner in exchange. We started out as the friends we were, but he did hold my hand for awhile, and I got a couple of nice kisses. It made me feel like a teenager again. I loved it."
She sat up, interest perked.
"So, you going after him? If not, can I have a shot? I've always thought he was handsome, and he's so polite. I'm telling you, he practically has 'husband material' stamped on his forehead."
For about ten seconds I forgot she was my best friend and we were women in our fifties. Well, me anyway, she had just turned forty seven. Damn, high school all over again.
"Yes, I'm going after him, at least romantically. Husband material may enter down the road at some point. And you're not, not until I get my shot, understand?"
Laughing she said, "Okay, I get it. You're falling hard girl, admit it. But if you throw him back, I'll be there trying to catch him on the rebound."
Looking me in the eye, she started singing.
"Bonnie and Benny sitting in a tree, k i s s i n g, first comes love, then come marriage, here comes Bonnie with a baby carr--"
I shoved the piece of cake she had on the coffee table to take home with her in her mouth, spreading it all over her face. Her eyes got huge, then we collapsed into each other, hugging and giggling. She kissed me, making sure she spread the remains of the cake all over my face. We WERE teenage girls again, just for a little while.
...............................................
Not wanting to seem anxious, I waited until five before calling. When the answering machine picked up I was disappointed. Leaving a message that I would be home the rest of the evening, I tried to occupy myself with dishes and lesson planning. For the next two weeks I was a teacher again, covering for a girl on the last of her maternity leave.
An hour later he called back.
"Sorry I missed your call, I was in the vegetable garden. Why didn't you call my cell? You have the number don't you?"
Damn, I had forgot to put it into my phone. I couldn't use reverse directory because we made our date in person.
"I do now, forgot to put it in the other day. When can we get together? I'm really anxious to read it."
I could have had him send it to my computer, but then I wouldn't have a chance to see him face to face.
"I'm home most every day by six. Come whenever you want, as long as I know you're coming I'll be there."
I pushed it just a bit.
"I can come over now if it's not any trouble. I just finished my lesson plan for the week, I'm subbing this week and next. You need to get this to them while they're still interested. Don't want to have other projects come up and get put on a back burner. I could get three good hours in."
"If you're sure it's not an imposition, come on out. I'll make you some supper, but after last night it will be something light."
"Benny, be careful. Feed me too many times and I'll be like a stray dog, you won't be able to run me off."
There was a little silence on the other end. "Please," I thought, "don't frighten off now."
"That doesn't sound like a bad thing. Come on out, I'll start cooking now."
I almost did cartwheels to the car.
Something light was a whole chicken done on his gas grill, with sprigs of fresh rosemary pushed into the meat at regular intervals, covered with tarragon, chopped chives, and a few fresh sage leaves. Just a light sprinkling of seasonings, salt and coarse ground black pepper. A local wine, white with an infusion of raspberry. A nice side salad and sorbet for dessert. We ate on his deck. I could definitely get used to this.
"Please tell me you don't always eat like this," I said as I finished the last of the sorbet.
"No, I often just have a sandwich. But I love to cook, I used to do it all the time before Mariam left. Doesn't feel right, cooking for one."
He suddenly went silent, remembering.
I rubbed his arm.
"As I said before, more for me. Her loss, I bet she misses it. I don't see Bob whipping up a little something. Bet he doesn't even know how to turn the oven on."
He had a small smile on his face when inspiration struck me.
"You know, we haven't finalized my fee yet. I'm going to put into the contract that every time I come over you have to feed me. A sandwich will be fine occasionally, and I may want to eat out once in awhile, but meals like this will be the norm. Deal?"
I stuck out my hand. He looked at it for a second before taking it. Instead of shaking it he took it to his lips and kissed it gently.
"Deal." He said quietly.
I didn't know what to say, just let the moment linger. Pulling myself together, I told him if I didn't get to work soon I wouldn't get anything done.
He turned into a writer again, not my Benny[ My Benny? Where did that come from?] and sent me into his office.
"All my passwords are on the desk. It's 7:30 now. work for an hour, then take a break. Don't want you to lose focus. Coffee when you break? All right, see you in an hour."
He practically shoved me in and shut the door.
I started reading and immediately became engrossed. The hour went by very quickly. He knocked lightly, calling out to tell me the coffee was ready. He had the cup waiting on the table when I came out. After I had a few sips I looked over the cup at him.
"Bodice Ripper?"
He looked down, reddening. Then he grinned.
"Everybody has a pen name. I chose that because it's the description used for cheap romance novels. Plus it's sexually indeterminate, I didn't give out any personal information except my age and geographic location. You know, most of my readers think I'm a woman."
"After reading the first three chapters, I've come to the same conclusion. I take it back, you're not a closet Yankee. You're really a closet Yankee woman. I bet you're a liberal too. Do you shave your pussy? I've always wanted to, I bet it feels great when a tongue runs across it. Tell me-"
He was beyond red, more a medium purple. With a strangled grunt he left the room. It took me five minutes to stop laughing.
I found him on the swing out front. I sat down and rested my head on his shoulder.
"Honey, don't be mad. It's just me doing what I've done to you our whole life. I would never say anything like that in public."
He sighed and I snuggled deeper, not about to miss this opportunity. His arm went around me. I closed my eyes, enjoying it.
"Forgive me?" I said in a little girl voice.
The small half smile I loved to see on him was back.
"You know I could never stay mad at you."
"Good. Make up kiss?"
I know, I know, I was pushing a little. But, to my astonishment he bent down and gave me a sweet, slow kiss that seemed to last forever, even though it was more likely just a second.
We women know when to push and when to back off, and this was the time to move back a little and let him digest what was happening. I moved back upright on the bench.
Did I see a little disappointment? I hope, I hope.
Back to business.
"The first three chapters are really good. Some small continuity and dialog issues, but very, very good so far. I need to print it out so I can read and make notes. Problem with that?"
"Just make sure you're the only one seeing it. Oh, and keep a record of your hours so I can pay you. This is mostly a business relationship after all."
Mostly? I liked the sound of that.
"Good, I need to go, I have school to teach in the morning, and if I don't get enough rest it's hard to stay focused. Shaping young minds, yadayadayada."
I'll be back Wednesday afternoon to go over what I've accomplished, all right?"
He agreed and walked me to the car after we were done printing out his work. Naturally I was loaded down with leftovers, and just before I got into my car he handed me a set of keys.
"Here, it's the spare set of keys to the house. Sometimes I run a little late on Wednesdays. This way whether I'm here or not you can work. See you then."
I got another nice kiss and a good hug. Progress.
As I drove away I knew. I wanted Benny Henson, and by golly, I was going to have him. Being alone so much for the last few years, I had developed a habit of talking to myself out loud.
"You don't know it yet, Benny boy, but you're mine now. I'm like quicksand and you won't even know you're standing in it until it's too late. You're already in up to your knees. I'm gonna swallow you up and you're gonna love it."
A car came up behind me and I saw myself in the rear view mirror for just a moment, and my smile was down right feral. I liked it.
.........................................
So began our semi business, semi romantic relationship. I would come over on Wednesday afternoons, Most Saturdays and Sunday evenings. While he was home I would have to fight the urge to just go out and be with him. It seemed to take him forever to call me to dinner.
And the dinners, wow. He must have felt obligated to making them all special. Cuban pulled pork sandwiches with fruit salsa on the side. Steaks grilled to perfection, with roasted tomatoes and eggplant topped with mozzarella cheese and garnished with basil leaves rubbed with olive oil. Fried chicken with green beans and corn on the cob. Spicy meatloaf with mashed potatoes. Boned Boston butts with garlic cloves, rosemary and basil wrapped inside and oven roasted.
Desserts, coconut cake made with freshly grated coconut. Pecan, apple, and chocolate pies. Banana pudding. Strawberry, blackberry, and blueberry fool. When he found out I was a chocoholic he nearly killed me.
"Chocolate overdose." His own recipe. Made from scratch chocolate pound cake, baked in a bundt pan. Chocolate pudding, cooked not instant, timed to be done when the cake was turned out onto the plate, hot pudding poured over and into the middle of the hot cake so it would absorb and meld together, topped with chocolate chips after it cooled a bit. I gained six pounds in three weeks.
After weighing, I told him to ease off on the food.
"Stop feeding me so much. I'll end up looking like one of those porkers you barbeque."
He cut back, nice salads, grilled chicken, salmon, smaller portions. We made it a habit to walk about for a bit after dining, and I made sure at one time or another I snagged his hand and held on to it. He never offered to let go.
I got a week without interruption, and unknown to Benny I spent most of my time on the book. It was quite good, a happy, not quite tear jerker, just the thing romance readers would love.
He got a little overlong in some passages, and I didn't like the direction about two thirds through, but it worked out. He listened to most of my suggestions, but on some he wouldn't budge. I did get it down from 165,000 words to 120,000, mostly be removing redundancies and cleaning up dialog. It wasn't the work of a seasoned editor, but it was a good effort.
We had a little celebration when we sent it off, a couple of glasses of wine. I hated it, now I had no excuse to be at his house.
"Thanks, Benny. I enjoyed this. Too bad it had to end. hope it gets accepted and does well."
He made my day when he said, "End, what makes you think it's going to end? If they publish this and it's as well received as they think it might be, they're going to want another as soon as I can get it to them. I'm about two thirds through, you need to start editing now so we can stay ahead. Come on, let's go print what I've got so far."
...............................................
His next was geared towards a more mature audience, and I actually blushed at a couple of passages. Wonder if he could really do some of the things he'd written about? I had to change panties.
He was only two thirds through and I couldn't wait to see what direction he would take. I had a few ways I would like it to end, and he listened intently, then questioned me relentlessly on my reasons. He actually wrote two different endings, scrapped them both, and ended up with something totally different that worked much better.
It took four months for him to finish and me to edit. In my opinion, it was far better than his first. He sent it off to his publisher.
They responded by offering him a contract for three more books over the next eighteen months. He was over the moon.
................................................
You couldn't find his books in libraries, it was next to impossible to get a print contract without a good agent and a boatload of luck and talent. He wrote ebooks, available as downloads. Generally quick easy reads available for a very modest price. His first book, after seven months, had only made about seven thousand, and he had to pay taxes on that. I urged him not to get discouraged, and he laughed.
"If I was in it for the money, I would have quit before I even started. This is as much for me as the readers. If I happen to make a few bucks off it, good for me. And if I end up making a lot of bucks, better for us."
Us? What us? I could only hope.
I took his hand.
"Great! We're having too much fun to stop now. That being said, all work and so forth. Time to take a break, Benny. We're going down to the pub tomorrow, share a few drinks with my friends. They're thinking I'm making up the time we spend together. And Saturday, you're taking me to see the latest Nickolas Sparks movie. You can call it research if you makes you feel better, but I'm going to call it fun. And you have to buy me popcorn and candy. I plan to sugar up and get giggly."
I watched him closely while I made my little speech I had practiced for a week, hoping for a positive reaction. He looked startled at first, but soon had a tight little smile, trying not to grin, I suspected.
"You're right. Time to stop hiding out like criminals. Let's do it right. Wear a nice dress, and I'll get my best suit cleaned.
He was suitably impressed when he picked me up, and I just threw my ensemble together, if you count agonizing over every dress I owned for six hours, trying to decide which one to wear just tossing it together.
I settled on one I loved but never wore, because I thought it too daring for a woman my age. I bought it on impulse and had never worn it publicly.
It had a plunging neckline, and while I wasn't overly endowed I still had a nice chest. I was wearing a bra I had never worn in public either, an uplift number that basically just put my girls on a shelf for inspection. It had a matching thong, the first one ever to touch my fanny. It felt...odd, but pleasant. Thigh highs and three inch heels, something that hardly ever graced my feet, completed my outfit.
I wore a single strand of pearls and matching earrings, my natural[bottled] auburn hair worn down instead of my usual bun.
He stood for just a second when I opened the door. Then he grinned.
"Young lady, is your mother home? We have a date tonight, and I want to see if she needs to take her walker with us."



I grinned and punched his arm.
"Seriously Bonnie, How could I possibly been oblivious to how beautiful you are all these years? Forgive me if I strut a little when we get to the pub, my swelled head will be hard to get through the door. Please, let's go, before I let my baser instincts take over and jump you here and now."
I glowed under his praise for a second before the tease in me took over.
"Oh, I'm in no hurry. And it's been so long since I've been jumped I might be tempted to jump back."
To my surprise me pulled me to him, firmly, and gave me a kiss that made my tongue feel blistered. He was in no hurry to let me go either. Then again, I never tried to get away. Finally, he pulled back, both of breathing heavily. I resisted the impulse to look down to check for leakage.
"My, you do a girl's ego good. Now, I spent a great deal of time to achieve this look, and I don't want it messed up now. Afterwards will be entirely up to you. Come along dear."
We felt the heads turning when we made out entrance. We were admittedly overdressed for the place, it was after all just a neighborhood pub. I had been there many times in just jeans and a tee. Hilda almost fell off her chair before she waved us over. I hesitated, halfway wanting to sit alone. I looked askance and he grinned.
"Whatever you want, but I think it would be fun to lead them along just a little."
Keeping a firm grip on his hand, we made our way over to the table.
"Hi girls! Remember Benny? Doesn't he look good enough to eat?"
I giggled while he went bright red. I pressed on.
"Before you get your hopes up, this diner is closed. The only one who gets to take advantage of this all you can eat buffet is me. Understand?"
I said it in a light teasing manner, but the girls could tell in my eyes I was serious.
Hilda grinned and I knew I was in trouble. She was as big a tease as me, maybe even a little worse. She insisted Benny sit beside her, and tried to monopolize his time. When she grabbed him the second time for a slow dance, I almost lost it.
"Hilda, I love you like a sister, but if you don't get your hands off my man in the next ten seconds we'll both get thrown out, and face it, there's just not that many places to go in this town."
I said it in a light, conversational tone, but my meaning was clear. She looked startled, and Benny looked stricken. Then she burst out laughing.
"It's a good thing I like the way they make their mojitos here, and love you. Otherwise, you'd have some serious competition. I was all steamed up, just thinking about the possibilities."
She turned and grabbed the first man she could reach.
"Get me out on the dance floor, Jack, and don't be afraid to get close. This might be your lucky night."
She twirled out onto the floor, and in fifteen seconds there was no dead space between them. His expression went from shocked and confused to happy and hopeful before the dance ended.
She brought him back to the table, and we made room. The night was almost over and Sarah looked over at me.
"Bonnie, can I have one dance with Benny? I won't get close, I promise."
Sarah was married, and a little chunky, so she didn't get asked to dance much. I had the feeling that she loved her husband but wasn't exactly happy. Before Benny could answer, I put her hand in his.
"Be gentle, Benny. Don't get her too worked up."
He grinned, took her out on the floor, and for the next four minutes he held her close, murmuring in her ear. When they got back, her face was flushed and her nipples stuck out like bumper bullets on a '56 Caddy[sorry, one of my fathers' favorite expressions].
"Gotta go" she said in a husky voice, slammed her drink down, and bolted towards the door. We all looked at Benny and he just grinned. Hilda couldn't stand it.
"What did you do to that poor girl?"
He just shrugged.
"Nothing, really. Just reminded her that she was still a desirable woman with a lot to offer, and if her husband didn't remember that he was a fool. I suggested she give him a refresher course, tonight, before he loses her to someone who WILL pay attention to her."
He never told me exactly what he said, but the next Sunday at church, she had this big happy grin on her face, and surprised us all by giving me a hard kiss right on the church steps.
"Give that to Benny for me, and feel free to add a little extra to it. Hold on to that one, Bonnie, he's solid gold."
I hugged her, happy that she was happy.
"I will, Sarah. And don't worry, I put my brand on him Friday night, and again Saturday and just so you girls know, he's not as gentle as he looks. I have to go now, my man is home, finishing my lunch. How many women can say that? See you at the gym."
I left to a group of hanging mouths and stunned expressions. When I found out his ex was behind me and heard the whole thing, it was that much sweeter.
................................................
We got hot and heavy when he took me home. It started out with some snuggling on the couch and a few short kisses.
Then the kisses got longer, hotter, harder. Lips parted, tongues became involved. Not exactly sure how I ended up on his lap, didn't care, just went with it.
He rose to the occasion, and it felt nice. I couldn't help grinding a little, just to encourage him. I was also rubbing his chest hair through his unbuttoned shirt. His hand went under my dress, rubbing gently, tracing the tops of my thigh highs, before heading for the promised land.
I was wiggling like mad, but when his hand went over my ass and felt the tiny lines of the thong, he almost lost it.
"Wow" he said, "I've never seen a thong on a real live woman. I can't wait." He was starting to slide my dress upwards.
I panicked, and jumped off his lap.
Why, you might ask?
Vanity, pure, unadulterated vanity. I hadn't been in a serious relationship since my husband left, so I stopped pruning the bush and let the jungle take over. I was hairy as a gorilla, and the thought of how awful that tiny little thong would look sticking out of that mass of pubic hair embarrassed me no end. He got the wrong message.
"Sorry, Bonnie. I shouldn't have been so forward. Forgive me?"
I felt like a heel but just couldn't tell him why I stopped. I improvised.
"Don't apologize! I loved it. But it's been a long time since I was intimate whit a man. Tonight, let's go slow, and tomorrow I'll feel more comfortable, and who knows what will happen."
I held his head in my hands and put mine against it.
"Let's just say I'd really like to continue this for a little while, get us revved up for tomorrow. All right?"
I know I sounded kind of desperate, and he wrapped his arms around me in a nice hug.
"It's okay, baby. You're not getting rid of me, I'm in this for the long haul. So, set the pace, and I'll stay right with you.
If I ever wavered about falling in love with him, that moment removed all doubts. Most men would think me a tease and just left, others would have pushed me to seal the deal, but he was just happy to be with me, and enjoy what he was getting.
We kissed, hard, softly, passionately, lustfully. I put one of his hands on my breast, and he gently stroked and fondled my nipples to aching hardness. I reached for him, stroking his hardness through his pants. It caused him to pull back and break contact.
"We have to stop, honey. I don't think I can take much more and remain a gentleman. I see a long cold shower in my future as it is. I think now is a good time to say goodnight, don't you?"
I agreed, after my breathing returned to normal. We kissed a few more times, before I walked him to the door.
At the door, I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him long and hard, rubbing as much of my body as I could against him.
"Pick me up at seven" I said, "I'm in the mood for seafood. Wear another suit, you look great in them. And honey..." I let my voice trail off a bit, "be sure to pack an overnight bag, and your toothbrush and razor, I hate waking up to stubble."
I shut the door to him standing openmouthed. I leaned against the door giggling, then went up to the bedroom, idly wondering if the batteries in my vibrator were still good. I definitely needed some relief.
.................................................
I called Hilda the next morning in a panic.
"Come as soon as you can! This is important. I need your help."
She showed up in forty five minutes instead of twenty, because she had to stop by and pick up Sarah.
"What is it? Why are you so worked up? What did Benny do last night?"
I sighed.
"Everything just right, that's what he did. It was a dream date, a gentleman in public and a tiger in private. I'm the one who screwed up."
Sarah was practically sitting on my lap.
"Spill girl. Don't keep us in suspense."
"Okay, but before I begin, promise me you won't laugh. This is embarrassing enough as it is. Promise." I stood glaring at them until they swore.
"All right, remember how I was dressed last night?"
They nodded. Sarah just blurted it out.
"You were sexy as hell, but where did those boobs come from? Not that I keep up with such things, but a blind man would have noticed them."
I grinned.
"A really, really good bra. It even came with a matching thong, that's what got me into trouble.
Sarah looked shocked and Hilda fell off the couch laughing.
"A THONG? All right space alien, who are you and what have you done with Schoolmarm Bonnie?"
Sarah chimed in.
"Have you done an anal probe yet? Can we watch?"
"Shut up!" I flared. "Like you've never worn one!"
By now Sarah was laughing too. She turned around and stuck her butt out.
"Look at me, Bonnie. If I wore a thong, rescue expeditions would be sent before it suffocated and was lost forever."
This sent Hilda off into another laughing fit.
"That goes for me too. Bonnie honey, you're the only one in the room who has the shape for a thong. Enough with the teasing, what happened last night that has you in such a panic today?"
I told them the whole story. Hilda just barely managed to keep a straight face.
"Honestly Bonnie, how bad can it be? If he wants it as bad as you say, a little hair won't slow him down. So you promised him a thong. Wear one for him."
I had rinsed out the thong the night before. I had it on, to give me something to go by. I intended to buy several new ones, but I wanted to make sure I was trimmed just right.
I raised the hem of my sundress, until they could see me in all my glory.
They both went quiet, before they burst out laughing again. I was about to start crying.
"Shut up, you bitches. I need real help here."
Sarah finally got enough breath to speak.
"I think Jim will let us use his weedeater, as long as we don't tell him what it's for. I think he's got something called an edger, too, that might help."
Hilda chimed in.
"I'd love to help you hon, I really would, but I'm not touching that thing. It looks wild, and kind of dangerous. It doesn't bite, does it?"
I started really crying then, and they immediately stopped and went into support mode. Sarah went on the computer to see if there was any information on the subject. I was being sarcastic when I spoke.
"Really Sarah? What are you going to type in, how to shave your pussy?"
That's exactly what she typed in. She turned the screen and we just stood there amazed. Five pages, with some pretty graphic tutorials. I didn't think I could do it, but then it popped up with a list of salons and spas that offered various services, including waxing, and yes, shaving.
While they were discussing various techniques, I stepped out of the room and called a spa two towns over. I DID NOT want what I was about to do become public knowledge, so I had to get out of town. I was lucky and got a two o'clock appointment. It was almost noon by then. I walked back in with a plan.
"Sarah, call hubby and tell him it'll be after five before you get home. I've got some place to be at two, and you guys are coming for moral support. I'll spring for lunch. Hilda, you have the biggest car, so you get to drive. Let's go."
I was using my school teacher, no nonsense voice.
"I can't do that, I told Jim I'd only be gone a little while. He'll have a fit."
Hilda looked at Sarah.
"Call him, and tell, don't ask. Tell him to take the kids to your mothers' for the night, you'll make it up to him. You wanted to rekindle the passion, this is a good thing. A little mystery keeps their interest peaked."
She did, and was surprised when he not only agreed, but seemed eager.
We did lunch. I paid, telling them the day was on me. When we got to the spa we were all impressed. They were even more impressed when I told the receptionist we were here for our appointments.
We got manicures, and pedicures, the first time Sarah had ever had it done. She agonized over what shade of nail polish she wanted, but settled for a very ordinary looking red.
"NO!" said Hilda and I, together.
"You promised him a special night, remember. Time to step out of your comfort zone. Be a little daring."
She chose a pale lavender, with a white star centered on each toe and finger. It was very pretty. Hilda went for zebra stripes, I went with pale pink, with a little exclamation point in black.
Finally it was time. Three new attendants came and took us to separate rooms. The girls went, wondering what was going on. In each room there was a chair like a gynecologist would use, complete with stirrups. I heard one of the girls scream, Sarah I suspected.
It was thew weirdest experience of my life. First, she took electric trimmers and shaved me as closely as possible, changing the towel under me when she was done. She lay warm moist towels on me, tucking to make sure I was covered, explaining it would soften the hair, making it easier and more comfortable to shave.
I didn't know how to feel as she manipulated my folds, making sure she got every hair. As weird as that was, when she was done she applied lotion to me, rubbing it in to every inch.
"To avoid razor burn" she said, with a smile. She held a mirror up so that I could examine her work. I was smooth as a baby. The sensation I got when I put my panties on was quite pleasant.
The girls were waiting on me when I came out, and stood without a word while I settled the bill, including very nice tips for everyone.
When we got into the car and pulled out onto the highway, they exploded.
"You bitch! Why didn't you tell us?"
I just grinned. "You didn't think I was going to do this alone, did you? Now spill, did you girls get the full service?"
Sarah, said she did, glowing a bright red. Hilda laughed.
"You sluts! I didn't. I still have hair."
Something in her voice made me ask.
"How much?"
She smirked.
"My attendant was a true artist. She showed me some of her work, and I was impressed. I have a very nice little heart, right above my 'love button', it sets it off very nicely."
While we were giggling and talking they never noticed me turn into the local mall.
"Why are we here?" Sarah asked, suspiciously.
"Every masterpiece needs a frame. Come along now, time is running out."
We went straight to a high end lingerie shop.
I picked out two thong and bra sets, two more thongs, and a garter belt that matched one of the sets, with three pair of hose in different colors.
Hilda got almost the same sets I did.
Sarah looked at some of the prices and sighed.
"I can't afford these things, I'm a stay at home mom living on a budget. Besides, I would look silly in these.
I looked at her sternly.
"Girl, I said the day was on me. If you won't pick something out, Hilda and I will."
We left her protesting while we consulted the salesgirl. She didn't hesitate.
"A corset, or maybe a bustier. It would reshape her figure, put a little more oomph in her top and bottom. I'd suggest one with detachable cups, with both full and half cups. An advantage is they come with built in garters, to hold up her hose."
She blushed furiously as we looked at and discussed options like she wasn't there. We finally picked a purple bustier with full and half cups. We even made her try it on so she knew how to get into it. It gave her a more defined figure, showing off her curves very nicely. She picked three pair of hose, and we forced her to get the matching thong.
By then it was almost five, and we had called Benny, Jack, and Jim, and told them we were going out together. No choice, no discussion. We stopped by each house to get clothes, and when Sarah didn't come out right away we went to check on her. She was locked into a fierce kiss with her husband, one hand on her massive breast, the other gripping her ass, pulling her into him. I couldn't see her left hand and had a feeling it was between them, stroking him. After a second, Hilda spoke loudly.
"I'll go get a cup of ice water from the kitchen to throw on them. Then maybe we can get over to your house in time to get ready."
They jumped apart, blushing, both with grins on their face. His erection was plain to see. She grabbed him again for a quick kiss.
"See you in an hour, Lover."
.............................................
We had to rush. Hilda used the spare bathroom, while Sarah used mine. She came in just as Sarah was coming out and I was getting in. We were each wrapped in a towel. Hilda had that wicked grin.
"I'll show you mine if you'll show me yours."
She dropped her towel. She did indeed have a tiny heart, and it was dyed blonde. She was a brunette. I looked in her eyes.
"I've always heard blondes have more fun."
I just smiled and dropped my towel. After a few seconds Sarah dropped hers.
"Why Sarah, I never knew you had a birthmark" was all I got out before she grabbed the towel again.
When I got out of the shower they were doing their makeup. They already had their new lingerie on. I rushed to join them. We admired each other, admitting that for our age we were a bunch of hot females.
Benny, Jack, and Jim were downstairs. We were already running half an hour late, but they immediately stopped grumbling when we came down the stairs. We each had on our best dress, makeup and hair as perfect as we could get it.
Wide eyes, open mouths. We each went up to our man, gave them a nice kiss, and rushed them out the door. It was predetermined we were driving separately.
"I think by the end of the night none of us will want to waste any extra time driving." I had told them.
I had explained a lot to Benny, skipping the good parts, that I wanted the night to be our treat. He had no problem with that.
"We'll let the books finance the night. I haven't spent a dime of it yet. I can't think of a thing better to do with it."
The girls had expressed concern over the cost of what I had done for them on the way home, and I had laughed it off.
"Don't worry about it. David[my ex]should have planned his exit strategy a bit better. He waited until AFTER he made executive VP before filing, so I got five years of alimony based on that salary. Plus, that little side project I have going with Benny have given me some, shall we say, disposable income. It's all good. I can't think of a better way to spend it."
Benny had gotten together with the other guys and planned their own surprises.
We went to the largest city in our area, to a very nice seafood restaurant. I got lobster, a favorite. We oohed and ahhed over the food, having a great meal. He surprised me by pulling into the Sheraton Inn after we left. He looked over and grinned.
"Didn't think the night was over, did you? The lounge has a band catering to our age. And drink as much as you want, within reason. I've reserved rooms for all three of us, so we don't have to drive."
I nearly pulled his tonsils out with my tongue when we got out.



"Thank you, baby. I'll be sure and make it worthwhile to you."
We girls lined arms going into the lounge, wiggling our bottoms shamelessly as we walked. They trailed behind, tongues practically dragging the ground.
After we were seated, Benny went to the bar and talked to the club manager.
"Here" he said, handing the man a credit card. "Just add it to my room. Give them everything they want. We've reserved rooms, so we won't be driving. Add twenty percent each for the bartender and waitress."
Sarah wanted champagne because she had never had it. Soon two bottles were sitting on the table in very fancy ice buckets. Once our glasses were full we made some toasts.
"To old friends" I said, looking round the table, "and new lovers". I looked at Benny with my glass raised. We drank, and I refilled the glasses.
"To exceptions to the rule. To Sarah and Jim, for verifying that some of us really do get a happily ever after the first time."
We shouted "hear, hear" while they both blushed.
The night went by in a blur. We lived on the dance floor, stopping occasionally to sip champagne and catch our breath. We each made it a point to share a slow dance with each man, rubbing and flirting shamelessly. Sarah was the star of the evening, a first for her.
She had on a dress that showed a good amount of cleavage, which the bustier made even more pronounced. Every once in a while a nipple would slip out of the half cup, and while you couldn't actually see it, you knew it was there.
At first men would come by and ask for dances, but we shut them down pretty early, and soon everyone knew we were having a private party. A little after midnight I gave a big fake yawn.
"Come on honey" I said, tugging on his hand, "It's time for bed."
He almost dragged me out of the lounge, the rest of our party right on our heels. We girls hugged each other and whispered words of encouragement while the men just grinned at each other.
...............................................
We fell through the door, lips locked and hands roaming.
I had taken his hand and slid it firmly down on my ass during our last slow dance, letting him feel the thong through my dress. His erection almost pushed me away from him.
I pushed him back after a few minutes in the room.
"Go take a shower, honey, get the sweat off you. I won't be joining you this time. When you're done, put on the robe and nothing else."
He was in and out in record time.
"I'll be done and out in just a sec, okay?"
I grinned at him and licked my lips as I closed the door.
Okay, it was a little more than just a sec. I had to shower, put on the fresh lingerie, do my makeup, while I pulled my damp hair back into a ponytail.
He was sitting, sipping water, when I came back, wearing a robe that was belted tightly. He had turned on some music, and I stood and swayed to the music, holding up my hand when he started to rise.
Hilda and I had taken a pole dancing class a couple of years ago, just for fun. I didn't have a pole, but I remembered the moves.
I started moving, untying the robe but holding it together. I twirled, letting the robe slip off one shoulder, then the other. I danced behind him, opened my robe, and rubbed my bra clad breasts across his neck. Before he could turn I was back in front him, still holding the robe closed.
"Wanna peek?", I teased. He nodded his head so fast I thought it would fall off.
I stopped moving and held the robe wide, exposing my tiny bra, garter belt, thong, and hose. He actually went pale before he reached for me. I tossed the robe over him.
"No no. If you want to finish unwrapping this present, come to the bedroom."
I had no idea he could move so fast, or be so forceful. He threw me onto the bed, literally ripping the bra off. I loved it, making a note to have him buy me a new one soon. He was tugging at the garters when I stopped him.
"Not necessary, lover. The panty is outside the hose. Let's leave it, all right?"
I could see the effort it took to compose himself. He reached down and grasped the thong with each hand, pulling gently. I raised my fanny so he could slip it down my legs.
He stopped when he saw my shaven mound, then grinned.
"You told me once you always wondered how this felt."
Before I could do anything he was between my legs, nibbling, and when he ran his tongue over me it was everything I'd imagined. My ex didn't believe in oral sex, so it had been almost thirty years since a man had been at heaven's gate, going all the way back to college. It was even better than I remembered.
He teased me unmercifully, getting me almost there before licking his way to my nipples, sucking and biting softly until they ached, before heading south again. Finally I couldn't take any more, grabbed his head with both hands and tried to suffocate him. When I finally released I was screaming in bliss.
I fell back gasping, while he stood and removed his robe. His cock was a very nice size. It looked like it would fit me perfectly. I reached out and grabbed it pulling him onto the bed and between my legs.
"I'll return the favor later, darling, but I have to have you RIGHT NOW!"
Feeling my wetness, instead of easing in, he plunged into me, all the way to the pubic bone, withdrew quickly, and hammered me relentlessly. I orgasmed the first minute, then kept building and building again until I thought I was going to burst. We managed to come together, me screaming and Benny almost yelling.
He collapsed onto me for a few seconds before he tried to roll off. I wrapped my hose clad legs around him and refused to let go until he became soft and slipped out. Then I let him roll onto his back, and I immediately snuggled, putting my head on his chest and my arm across him.
"Benny, Benny, why didn't you do this thirty years ago? Look how much time we wasted."
I was drifting off to sleep, and in that half state between wakefulness and slumber, when I could have sworn I heard him say "I've loved you my whole life, Bonnie. Still do."
With that I drifted off, smiling.
So there you have it. No wild monkey sex. We did it once, straight missionary. It probably didn't last twenty minutes from start to finish, but it was the most intense lovemaking of my whole life. Nothing I had ever experienced compared to it.
I definitely wanted more, a lot more.
I woke before him, kissed him gently and slipped out of bed. Bringing back a warm washcloth, I gently cleaned him, until he was standing tall and awake. Taking him into my mouth, I returned the favor of the night before. enjoying his moans and his hand on the top of his head. He warned me, but I kept going until he flooded my mouth. It was a strong, musky taste.
We showered together, rubbing and washing. He surprised me by becoming erect again, and carrying me back to the bed, where he threw me down on my stomach, pulling my ass up until he could reach me. He started out gently, but was pounding hard soon. Having recently come, he was able to last a long time. I enjoyed every second immensely, even though it made me so sore I could barely sit for breakfast.
We were taking another shower when Sarah and Hilda pounded on the door. I think we embarrassed them by answering in robes.
They had huge grins on their face.
"Get dressed! We need nourishment, there's a buffet bar downstairs and the boys are waiting. Chop, chop."
They looked over at Benny.
"Sleep well, Benny? You look a little tired."
"She snores" he said with a straight face. "It was like lying next to a train."
We all looked shocked until he started laughing.
"Of course she doesn't snore. But I've found she has this habit of rubbing that hot naked body against me in her sleep, and that definitely kept me awake!"
I turned about eight shades of red while the girls howled in laughter.
I sent Benny down to wait with the boys while I got dressed. Of course as soon as he was gone we started comparing notes.
Hilda grinned. "I'll show you mine..."
...............................................
The shy little Sarah we knew was gone, replaced by a woman comfortable in her own body.
She slid the dress she was wearing over her head. She was still wearing the bustier.
"I can never thank you enough girls, for taking me along yesterday. We went back to our room. I went into the bathroom to freshen up, and came back in my hose, thong, and this, without the cups.
He was speechless, girls, stunned beyond moving.
Then he attacked me. There's no other way to describe it. The man who didn't come out and say I was getting boring but sent me the hints couldn't get enough of me. We did things we hadn't done in fifteen years, things we'd never done before. Look at this."
She popped one of her cups loose. Her nipple was swollen and puffy looking, and small bites covered her breast. She put the cup back on.
"And that's nothing compared to other parts of my body."
Hilda looked horrified.
"Did he hurt you?"
"Yes, and I loved every minute. I gave it back just as hard. I didn't think he would be able to get out of bed this morning. He wouldn't let me take this off last night, or this morning. I'm definitely going to have to invest in a few more. What about you, hon?"
She was looking at Hilda. She actually blushed.
"I saw a side of Jack I had never even dreamed of. He's a little kinky, and I loved it."
She raised her dress, revealing another thong and tiny red marks across her bottom. She refused to say any more except she thought he might be long term, maybe even permanent.
They looked at me expectantly. I eased my dress up and my thong down. It had only been forty five minutes since he had been inside me, and I was still swollen and puffy. Sarah actually gasped.
"Let's just say shy, quiet, little Benny is just the opposite in the bedroom. He's not shy about what he wants, he isn't quiet, and he definitely isn't little. I felt like a rag doll. If he wanted it, he took it. And before you ask, I loved every minute of it."
Okay, I exaggerated, just a little.
"And like Hilda, I definitely see this going long term, till death do us part, I hope. Now, we've kept them waiting long enough, I'm sure they're telling their own versions of last night to each other."
We breakfasted, teased each other and our men, enjoying their glowing faces, before going to check out.
I thought I would tease him a little in private. He was closing his suitcase when I slid my dress up, showing off the thong and garter.
"We could have a quickie, if you can get it up."
He dropped his pants, exposing a very nice erection, bent me over the couch and tugged my thong to the side, and pounded me hard for twenty minutes. We didn't even have time to clean up. checking out on the dot. I discovered thongs aren't real good at holding things in. I rode all the way home leaking on the upholstery and grinning like an idiot.
..................................................
How could we possibly top that weekend?
I was his first lover in two years, mine in eighteen months. We went at it hot and heavy for a couple of weeks, then I surprised him.
We were working on his third book, a mystery tied up in a romance between the main characters. It was one of those nobody is quite what they seem, a surprise in every chapter type of books. But of course true love won out in the end. I didn't like it as much as the first two.
I was on my second edit, got carried away and didn't notice the time. I looked at the clock and it was almost one thirty in the morning. Getting up to check, I found Benny in his recliner, dead to the world. Up until now we hadn't been staying over at each others' houses, Benny was old fashioned enough to worry about my reputation.
I woke him gently by kissing him awake. He stirred, responded, and pulled me onto his lap. It felt so good on his lap I couldn't help but snuggle for a moment, before getting up.
"Come on" I said, tugging him to the bedroom, "it's nearly two in the morning. You went to sleep and didn't stop me on time. Let's go to bed, you have to work tomorrow."
Still half asleep, he stumbled into the bedroom. I turned down the bed, told him to get in, and went to the bathroom. When I came out he was already asleep again. I smiled at him, thinking how deeply I was falling in love with him.
"Screw it" I thought, as I rummaged through his drawers for something to sleep in. I got one of his t shirts and slipped into it, went to the left side of the bed, and pushed him gently. He rolled over and I slipped in, snuggling to his back.
The alarm went off and he reached over to turn it off, finding me instead of an alarm clock. Before he could react I gave him a nice kiss.
"Morning honey, grab your shower while I fix you a little breakfast."
"How, what...." he said, confused. I shushed him.
"I'll tell you over breakfast. Up and at 'em" I said pulling the covers down.
He stumbled to the shower, and I went into the kitchen. When he came in I had his coffee poured and was just plating his cheese omelette.
He ate with relish, complimenting me on the food.
"You need to go grocery shopping. You're now out of eggs and cheese. Or, we could make a list and I'll pick it up this afternoon."
"Huh?"
"You're obviously not a morning person, are you Benny? We need food, and I'm volunteering to shop for you. If you're wondering how I came to spend the night, it's your fault. You went to sleep in your recliner and I got carried away working. The next thing I knew it was almost two in the morning. I didn't feel safe driving that late at night, so I put us to bed. And don't worry, your virtue is intact. We're fifty years old, if we want to sleep together we can and no one would care. Some might even think it funny. You don't mind fucking me in that bed, why should it bother you if I sleep in it?"
He went light red, from the situation or from me using the word 'fuck' I couldn't tell.
"Now, off to work. I'll see you this afternoon."
I nudged him gently out the door, standing at the door waving as he drove off. Poured another cup of coffee and sat, lost in thought and smiling.
I wandered through the house, mentally making changes. We were definitely going to live here. It was warn, cozy, a nice little empty nest. Not at all like my barn of a house, too big even when our kids were there.
I went back t my house, showered, changed, packed a suitcase, shopped for groceries, picked up a movie, and went 'home', to fix my man a nice dinner.
I worked on the book some more while dinner simmered. Hearing his car in the drive, I met him at the door with a glass of tea and a big kiss.
"Hard day at work, honey?"
He sniffed the air, smelling dinner. A slow smile developed, a smile of contentment and love. I almost skipped dinner for some loving, but constrained myself. Barely.
He went into change out of his delivery uniform. I wished I could have seen his face when he opened his closet and saw my clothes hanging there.
He didn't talk much during dinner except for complimenting it. Afterwards, he insisted on cleaning up as a thank you. I went out and sat in the porch swing enjoying the evening air.
He sat down beside me and I automatically snuggled into him. We rocked slightly, just enjoying the moment.
Finally stirring, he turned and gave me a very nice kiss.
"So, you prefer the left side?"
I didn't catch his meaning. He grinned.
"The left side of the bed, the left side of the closet. Natural really, considering you're left handed"
I didn't know what to say so I just nodded.
"Well then" he said, "I'll move everything of mine in the bathroom to the right."
"Really?" I asked, in wonder.
"Really. I can't tell you how great it was, waking up next to you. Stay over as often as you want, for as long as you want."
"That could be a very long time" I said seriously. He kissed me again.
"Okay with me. If I get tired of you in the next twenty or thirty years, I'll throw you out. But remember, I'm an old fashioned kind of guy. Sooner or later I'm going to want to make this official."
I couldn't help it, I started crying. Then I started kissing. I alternated the two for almost an hour. Benny, bless his heart, was smart enough to not say anything, just cuddle me and kiss back.
...............................................
It was amazing how easily we slipped into a domestic pattern. It was like we had been together for years. He really wasn't much of a morning person. I loved waking up early, eager to face the day, so I usually made him a nice breakfast. He cooked dinner eight times out of ten. I told him he didn't have to, but I came to realize that cooking for me was an expression of love, so I shut up and enjoyed. He was a much better cook than I ever could hope to be.
I missed two Thursday nights at the pub, too busy nesting. Benny let me change a few things, realizing I was marking my territory.
In two weeks I spent two days in my house, because of work. I tossed and turned all night. I decided after the second night it wasn't happening again, I'd just get up extra early.
Hilda called me, telling me I was to be at the pub this Thursday, no excuse. Just because I had found my dream man did not give me permission to abandon my friends. I felt kind of guilty for ignoring them. I brought it up to Benny, sort of asking his permission. He gave me a long look before taking me out to the porch swing. It seemed that was where we had most of our important discussions.
"Bonnie, honey, do you own me?"
I didn't understand the question.
"Say I wanted to go out and do some catfishing. You know it's best at night, so I'd probably be out really late, maybe even all night. Or, if someone asked me to cook for an event, do I need your permission before saying yes?"
I started catching on.
"No, honey. You're an adult and I trust you. Notification maybe, but never permission."
"Then why do you feel the need to ask permission to spend time with your friends, people you've been a lot closer to than me over the years? I think you're one of the most honorable women I've ever met, to not trust you or try to control you has never crossed my mind. Spend time with your friends. I want you to be happy. All right?"
I looked at him with tears in my eyes, thinking about my jealous ex, and how he wanted to control me.
"I love you so much!" I blurted. Then I paled. We had never come outright with our feelings, preferring actions to word.
Instead of being shocked, he just smiled, a smile of satisfaction and joy.
"I love you too, honey. Now go see your friends, and remember, play nice and take your turn. And stop crying, it's ruining your makeup."
He gave me a huge kiss and started back into the house.
I couldn't help it, I cried anyway. When I got to the pub, Hilda and Sarah rushed me into the bathroom.
"Did you guys have a fight?"
I told them about my conversation, and our declarations of love. We all had to fix our makeup after that.
We settled down, had a couple of drinks, and caught each other up. Sarah couldn't wait to tell us of her love life.
"It's like we're twenty again. I've lost six pounds, I could really recommend my exercise program to anyone whose marriage has gotten a little stale. If he doesn't start something, I do. It isn't always sex, but there's a lot of petting. I think a lot of what keeps us hot is he wanted me to keep my shaved look, so I turned it over to him. Every three days, after the kids are in bed, we do a little personal grooming. I'm usually so wet by the time he gets done I have to have him. I've become a screamer, something he loves, and I've chewed up two pillows so far."
She was blushing furiously but was smiling the whole time.
Hilda chimed in.
"When Sarah told me about Jim being responsible for her grooming, I suggested the same thing for Jack. Only problem is he wants to do it every day. After the second round of razor burn, I put him on the three day schedule. It works better for us."



"Are you living together yet?" I didn't really know Jack that well, and was concerned for her.
"No, but we do spend a lot of quality time together. He wants me to meet his kids. What if they don't like me? It could destroy everything."
"Honey, if it gets serious, and it looks like it is, you'll have to deal with them sooner or later. I don't really see a problem. He's been divorced for four years now, and his kids are what, twelve and eleven? They're old enough to deal with it, and you had no part in the divorce. You should be fine. And she was the one who cheated, not him."
Part of her nervousness was she had never had children. Both her husbands had left her after discovering she couldn't bear children, even though she told her second husband up front. She wanted to adopt, he was agreeable, then wasn't. Ten months later he was living with a receptionist at his firm. She was four months pregnant when he left Hilda.
I felt eyes on me, and turned, to see Mariam, his ex, and her new banker husband. I don't recall ever seeing them in here before. I asked about it.
"Bob[the pub owner]is trying to open a line of credit to expand the place and do some upgrades. He is working with the bank, and they basically sent him down to check the operation out. Bob treats them like royalty, and they eat it up." Hilda explained. Then she shuddered.
"He's all right as long as she's around, but when he comes in alone he's like an octopus. One dance from any women in the place was enough, no one wants to dance with him twice."
Just before I left, I ran into Mariam in the bathroom. She smirked before she spoke.
"Benny? Really? You have a Master's degree, and he just barely finished high school."
I saw red for just a minute, before calming down.
"Yes, Benny. And it's more about what's in his heart, not in his head. He's the most loving man I've ever met, surely you remember all the little gestures he used to make? Well, he makes them for me now, and I love it. Tell me, when was the last time your husband cooked something special for you? Or held your hand on the porch swing, happy just to be with you? And the little gifts? I showed him a bird feeder I'd like to have, and he disappeared into his shop for a couple of days, and came out with the most elaborate feeder I'd ever seen. It was a miniature gazebo, two tier, in cedar. It was so beautiful I didn't want to use it."
She flinched like I had struck her. I got the feeling she was having a bit of buyers' remorse. Before she could recover I spoke again.
"I need to thank you, Mariam. Your decision to trade up worked out really well for both of us. You've got your executive husband, and I've got him. If anyone else gets him they'll have to pull him out of my cold dead embrace. I'll never let go."
I turned to leave, but couldn't resist just one more shot.
"Despite his lack of education, you'd be surprised what goes on his head. He's a lot deeper than you ever realized."
I almost made a mistake and told her about his writing, but stopped just in time. Let her find out on her own.
.................................................
I got home and he was already in bed, almost asleep. He snuggled in to me and asked if I had a good time. I kissed him four or five times and told him I had fun, and for him to remind me tomorrow afternoon to tell him about the three day rotation.
I explained it to him the next evening after supper.
"Think of it as a bonding experience, honey."
I can still see his grin when I close my eyes.
"Oh we'll bond all right, but it'll be after the grooming, every time."
For the most part he was right.
.................................................
Naturally production slowed on his books, we were taking too many love breaks. We still got the next one out way before the deadline, and were working pretty hard on the next, the last of his contract. His sales had picked up, and he was starting to generate a very nice second income.
We held Thanksgiving dinner that year at my house. It was the first time all our kids were together. I thought it would be awkward, and it was for a few minutes. My two girls and their husbands, four children between then, his three boys, two married, three kids, and the youngest was still single.
I had taught his children in high school, and they knew each other already, so it didn't take long to relax and enjoy the meal. Benny and I had been cooking for two days, mostly desserts, and he deep fried two turkeys, because with that amount of people we didn't think one would be enough. It was great meal.
All our kids lived out of town, mostly due to the economy. They were actually pleased when we told them to not worry about motels, we had more than enough room. My house had four bedrooms and a finished basement, so the marrieds all got a room, his youngest got the fold out couch, and three of the kids slept on air mattresses. They thought it was a great adventure.
We ended up taking the four girls, aged seven through nine, home to to our house, because they wanted to have a slumber party. We got out even more air mattresses, and had them settled down quickly. They all insisted they were going to stay up late, but by ten thirty the last had nodded off. I couldn't help but look at them and wish we had had children together.
Of course, they were all up by eight the next morning, and we made pancakes together, letting Benny sleep in. When they were ready, I sent all four in to get him out of bed. Mine called me Nana, and he was Poppy to his, and it started out with Nana Bonnie and Poppy Benny. By lunchtime it was just Nana and Poppy. We were both having a ball.
They had to be back by two, his kids were dining with their mother and her husband[that's how they identified him, it was never Dad or Tom, just 'her husband']at six.
They told us Saturday they hated it, it was formal, with guests from the bank there, so every one had to be on their best behavior. They returned to my house as quickly as they could without causing offense.
The girls had bragged about how much fun they had, so we took the boys Friday night. They were a little older, and they did stay up pretty late. I had to practically drag them up. They brightened when we told them the whole family was going to meet at a breakfast buffet.
On the way back I ended up in my daughters' minivan with both my girls and his two daughters in law. Both my girls commented on how happy I seemed, and his said that it was the happiest they had ever seen him, even before he and Miriam split, so I guess everything was just fine.
Plans were made for Christmas. They were all going to the in laws, so we were having our celebration afterwards, just before New Years Day.
I loved Christmas, especially when the kids were small. Now, instead of two girls, I had four, plus three boys, to shop for. It was heaven. We coordinated with the parents to make sure we didn't duplicate gifts or overstep bounds, but in the end I couldn't help it, and got carried away. The Christmas tree was really crowded after we wrapped everything.
We were all more relaxed this time, and I took all the girls, including the granddaughters, to church with me. It gave them all a chance to wear the new dresses I had gotten them.
If it hadn't been so serious, what happened would have been funny. I almost came to blows with Miriam, on the steps of the church. I had one of the granddaughters holding each hand. One of mine, one of his, even though by now we considered them both ours.
She went pale when she saw us, tried to control her temper, and came over, expecting her granddaughters to go with her. Angie, the youngest, latched down a little tighter on my hand and refused. I tried to keep the peace by letting her other granddaughter and one of mine accompany her.
"I don't want anything to do with your brats!" she spat. "I want MINE, and I intend to take them."
Before it got ugly the moms stepped in. I don't think they cared for Miriam very much.
"Mariam! Behave yourself. These are our children, and they'll sit where we want, with who we want. Do you understand? Angie, you and Nana go find a seat, we'll be there shortly."
By them I had Angie in my arms, and her arms were wrapped around my neck with a death grip. I was stroking her, telling her it would be all right, she didn't have to go if she didn't have to. We found a pew close to the front, and all the little girls went went me. My daughters and her daughters in law gave her a few choice words before joining us. I know it was un-christian like, but I felt a small sense of victory, a little payback for the way she had treated the man I love.
She couldn't let it lie. After services, she came flying down the steps, blood in her eye and a full head of steam. Before she could start, the reverend stepped up.
"Bonnie, Miriam, what a lovely group of children. You two must be very proud of such fine young women. It's good to see you getting along, putting your family first."
He spoke to the girls, and made sure he shook every hand all the way down to Angie, thanking them for attending, all the while giving Miriam pointed looks.
"Thanks, Bonnie, for making this a memorable service" he whispered in my ear, before stepping back, a big smile on his face.
Before anything else was said Whitney pulled the minivan up.
"Kids, mom, let's go. Poppy and the guys are making barbeque. It should be done by now. Who's hungry?"
The girls were all clamoring "Me! Me!' while they scrambled to get strapped in.
I couldn't resist.
"Miriam, would you and Tom like to join us for lunch? You know how carried away Benny gets when he starts cooking, so I'm sure there's plenty. No? Are you sure? All right then, girls, tell Granny bye.
I thought she was going to pass out with anger. She hated being called Granny, she insisted they use grandmother. I felt her stare for what felt like two miles.
Of course all the girls tried to give me hell, but none of them could keep a straight face long enough to finish, so they just gave up and talked about lunch.
Naturally the grandkids flocked to Benny when we got home, and he got to hear all about it. He tried to frown, but his lips kept trying to go the other way. Finally he gave up and laughed with the rest of us.
All the kids stayed for three days. They spent four hours with Miriam. She had some cookies out, bought of course, she really wasn't much of a cook, and had to leave the room when Angie told her Nana's were better.
Benny had a talk with me after they left.
"Bonnie, while I appreciate the humor in what you've done, and I'm happy my kids love you, she's still part of our lives. We'll have to share graduations, weddings, even funerals with her over the years, so try not to needle her too much. Please?"
Of course I agreed. It was pretty easy, actually. About the only time I saw her was at church and the pub occasionally.
..................................................
We were cleaning up my house, gathering the discarded wrap and missed toy containers, when Benny reached behind the tree and pulled out a small box.
"Look honey, this one got missed, and it has your name on it. Open it up."
He had a great poker face, and I never knew when he was serious. I really didn't think much about it, it was in the paper my daughter used to wrap all her presents in, so I opened it.
I must have stared at it for two minutes before I raised my tear filled eyes to his.
"Do you like it? Fell free to pick another if you don't, it's the sentiment that counts. I told you, sooner or later I was going to want to make it official, and this seemed the right time. Please say something, honey."
It was a ring, with one of the biggest diamonds I had ever seen.
I couldn't talk, so I just held him and cried for about ten minutes, before I pushed myself away. We were on the couch, so I took his hands in mine.
Of course I had the ring on my finger by then, and it was never coming off again, but I wanted to hear him say it.
"Before I say yes, you have to officially ask."
He slid off the couch to his knees. He didn't use flowery language, or give a long speech, simply took my hand.
"Bonnie, love of my life, will you marry me?"
"Of course I will, you beautiful, dear man."
And we kissed, a kiss of passion, promise, and love.
"Why didn't you do it while the kids were here?"
"Because this is the most personal thing two people can share. I want the world to know it, of course, but I wanted to have the moment between just us first. Disappointed?"
"No, but you know I'm going to be burning up the phone for about two hours."
And that's just what I did, doing a conference with my daughters and husbands, then his sons and wives. By the end of the second call everyone was calling me Mom. Damned hard to talk when you cry.
.................................................
I waited until Thursday night to tell Hilda and Bonnie. Even then I didn't say anything, just used a lot of hand gestures. Sarah caught it before Hilda.
"OH MY GOD!" She screamed, grabbing my left hand and shoving it into Hilda's face.
She screamed, dove over the table, and we collapsed into a hugging, crying heap onto the floor, for five minutes.
Hilda called Jack, Sarah called Jim, and I called Benny, telling them to come over, right now.
In celebration, I bought a round for the house. Spying Miriam and her husband, I told the waitress to make their drinks on me for the rest of the evening.
"After all" I told the table. "they're indirectly responsible for my happiness."
Miriam was going to refuse, but her husband, ever a banker and pragmatist, sent thanks, and proceeded to drink doubles until he was completely out of control.
About halfway to oblivion, he staggered over and asked for a celebratory dance. I agreed, reluctantly, and Miriam glared while he almost humped my leg like a dog. When he grabbed my breast, I lost my patience, slapped the hell out of him, and went back to my table. Everyone had witnessed it, and many laughed outright. Miriam looked like she wanted to crawl under the table.
Benny arrived just after, and of course people told him. I'll never forget the look on his face. He went straight for their table.
By now he was so drunk no one could really understand what he was saying, but I think he understood when Benny pulled him by his tie until he was right in his face.
"Touch her again, asshole, and I'll go straight to your ass. Do you understand?"
He was drunk enough to be brave, and stupid.
"Whassa matter, li'l man" he slurred, "afraid I'll take her too? It was really easy, she almost begged me for it. Watch your back, maybe I'll take this one just for fun."
I don't think anyone knew he had been slapped until the sound went through the club, followed by a second, when he came back across with a backhand.
"Are you really determined to die stupid? One more word, and I swear on everything you hold dear, you'll have no more worries in this life. Don't you ever touch her, speak to her, or come near her again, do you understand?"
He still held him by the tie, faces inches apart. I saw true fear in his eyes.
Bob and his bartender saved him. Separating them as calmly as possible, he talked Benny down.
"Benny, let it go. He'll never bother another woman in my club, I can guarantee it. Maybe you should take Bonnie home. Come back next week, the first drink will be on me."
He turned to Tom.
"Tom, I need a loan, but not that bad. Miriam, I'm sorry, but you need to take your husband home. You're always welcome, but he's barred, for life. Give Bonnie and Benny a few minutes, then you need to leave too."
Shame and embarrassment were plain on her face as she led her drunk husband out of the club.
.................................................
It was very quiet on the way home. When we were almost there, I started to apologize.
"Why are you apologizing? Did you lead him on, give him hints or indications that you were agreeable?"
I was appalled he would think so, and told him so. He just grunted.
"Do you think I don't know that? I'm sorry you had to see that side of me, honey. It hasn't come out in years. But I protect what's mine and what I hold dear, and I always will. If you can't deal with that, you may want to give the ring back."
I surprised him when I punched his arm.
"Idiot! You're stuck with me for the rest of our lives. I'm so proud of you for defending me, David would have never done it. And I'm glad you made your claim on me plain like you did tonight. I'm so hot for you right now I'm wetting the seat. So get me back to the cave, you barbarian, and claim your chattel."
Literally, he dragged me into the house by the hair, popping every button on my blouse, ripping yet another bra off, and that was in the driveway. He had my skirt and panties off by the time we were in the kitchen, where we christened the table, slamming in to me from behind. It was rough, brutal, and intense. I was screaming his name through both climaxes, and was whimpering by the time he came. There was no cuddling, he picked me up and carried me to the bed, throwing me down roughly.
"I want you again. Get me ready." he said, guiding my head firmly towards his cock. I'm not ashamed to say I sucked like my life depended on it, and ten minutes later he was pounding me again, this time missionary.
"Say you're mine!" he said, gripping my hair tightly.
"I'm yours!" I screamed. "I belong to Benny Henson! Completely, totally his woman, now and forever! Now fuck me, Caveman, use me like the property I am!"
..............................................
We were both sore and a little bruised the next day. Benny was kind of sheepish, and I think he would have apologized if I hadn't stopped him.
"Don't you dare! I've never felt more secure in my whole life! My man fought for me, then used everything in his power to prove I belonged to him. I loved it, and want more, from time to time, but I don't think I can physically handle it on a regular basis. I'm so sore I had to use a pillow for the dining room chair. And I was proud to do it, proud to submit, to be subservient to your pleasure. Make no mistake, you do own me, and I'll always trust you don't abuse your power. Now, no more to be said, agreed? Except, once more, I love you deeply."
I wasn't kidding. Last night triggered something deep inside me, something that had always been lurking there that I had been afraid to acknowledge. I reveled in his power, and was definitely going to push him for more, as subtly as possible.
I decided to come clean with a secret I had been keeping.
A week later I brought it up.
"Benny, honey, remember when we first started this, I acted surprised when you brought up that website? Well, I don't want any secrets between us a married couple, so I have something to tell you. Show you actually. I've pulled up a writer, I want you to read their work, then come back and talk to me about it. There's only about twenty five stories, so it shouldn't take more than an evening to read. When you finish, I want to discuss them with you. Not tonight, I want you to think on it, but tomorrow, definitely. Now go."
He went into the office. We had set my computer up with a desk right beside his, and mine was the one on. I walked, fretted, peeked in. His face was set in deep concentration, then later I heard a laugh, then a snort. I went to bed before he came out, he didn't have to work the next day. I don't know what time he came to bed.
The writer, of course, was me. Back before Benny and I got together, I was lonely, horny sometimes, and despairing of even finding love again. Hilda told me about the site, recommending the romance section, but soon I had branched out to erotic couplings, group sex, and BDSM, often jilling off to the computer screen, thinking how lonely and deprived I was. Soon I was writing, turning every fantasy I had ever had into a story. You don't spend your life as an English teacher without learning at least the rudiments of creative writing. That's one of the reasons I was so impressed with his writing. It was sheer talent, he had almost no formal training at all.



He mowed the lawn, weeded the flower beds, tended the vegetable garden, putting in his fall plantings. Normally I helped, but today he seemed to want to be left alone. After a simple dinner, we found ourselves on the porch swing, watching the full moon rise.
"So you're Frustrated Fannie. You don't know how many times I've read your stories. I'm not ashamed to say during my darkest times I sometimes masturbated to those stories, wishing I could meet a woman that sexual. Now, guess what, I'm marrying her."
I spoke up, telling him they were the fantasies of a lonely woman, stuff I always wanted to try but didn't have anyone I loved or trusted to do them with. I also assured him I would never let another touch me, those fantasies would remain just that, fantasies.
"But the other stuff, honey, I'm still curious about. Will you help me?"
"Are you crazy? The woman I love offering to fill some of my longest held sexual fantasies? How could I not be happy with that? You know I would never hurt you, but I think you want to be pushed out of your comfort zone every once in a while. I can't wait to get started. Remember, It will be completely up to me when and where things happen, that's part of the attraction. Now, enough said. How go the wedding plans?"
It was surreal, going from discussing how he was going to broaden our love life to talking about the wedding without me getting to speak. But I stopped and considered, this was part of the fantasy, I wasn't allowed any input. It was hard to talk about flowers and caterers while sitting in sodden panties. We didn't make love that night, even though I wanted to desperately.
................................................
The wedding was being held in July, to coincide with summer vacations. Hilda was maid of honor. Sarah was a bridesmaid, along with my two daughters and soon to be daughters in law. Benny had his oldest son as his best man, the other two, along with Jim and Jack, were groomsmen. Angie was the flower girl, and my youngest grandson was ring bearer.
We had finished all the books we were committed to. He was gaining in popularity, and his earnings were about to past a hundred thousand. He insisted I use that money to pay for everything, and spare no expense. I finally got the wedding of my dreams, including the honeymoon.
Three weeks in England, Scotland, and Ireland, with two days in France. I was a devout Anglophile, and it was a dream come true. And we had a little surprise as gifts for the wedding party.
A three day weekend including kids, at Orlando Disney. Jack was taking his two, who had bonded famously with Hilda, Sarah and Jim were coming with their three. All our kids of course. It would be a traveling village. All the kids were so wired when they found out they exchanged Facebook information, and kept each other hyped into a frenzy. We made sure to book a babysitter for the horde for Saturday night, so the parents could have a nice evening out.
I think the whole town was there. We held it at our house, outside, in the late evening, putting up a bower, making sure the fountains in the pond were there as a backdrop, translucent, shifting rainbows, dancing to our happiness.
The only ones who seemed to be missing were Miriam and Tom, even though we invited them, and David. My ex did send congratulations and a very nice gift, no doubt in gratitude for getting out of two years of alimony. I heard from the kids his marriage to Bimbo Barbie had crashed, at least he learned a lesson from me and had a prenupt in place.
The reception is still being talked about. I had gotten a little carried away, and drinks flowed, food was consumed, and a good time was had by all. We had made arraignments, and soon teenaged girls arrived to gather our little flock and take them home to bed. In a gesture that had me in tears, Benny and I were seated side by side, and every child lined up to kiss us, the girls and boys both for me, the girls for Benny, although the boys shook his hand, looking solemn. To this day I cry every time it comes up on the wedding dvd.
And before his children left, Jack surprised Hilda by dropping to one knee and proposing. She collapsed into tears while his children cheered and hugged her. They had grown close to each other over the months, to the point that when they married, the kids lobbied to live with them. I'll never forget the first time Hilda glowed while she talked about the great report cards they had brought home. Sarah and I hugged her when she realized what she had done, and started crying.
Once the kids were gone, the parents cut loose. No one got belligerent or got into compromising positions, but there were some embarrassing moments, stuff that would get some ribbed for years to come.
I didn't know it until later, but Miriam had parked down the road and watched out wedding through binoculars. Ever money conscious, she had become obsessed with where the money we were spending was coming from.
................................................
The honeymoon was everything I hoped it would be. We took in most of the tourist sites, and went into little pubs not frequented by tourists. Mostly we were welcomed, and soon learned how potent the local beers could be.
I think he liked Scotland best, while I loved Ireland. We even got lucky enough to get in to see the Book of Kells. Not the whole book of course, but the page they had on display that day. It seemed they changed the page every day. And yes, we did see the Blarney stone, something Benny said every writer should touch.
The weekend in Orlando was great. I showed the pictures to the family on my laptop. The kids went wild, what kid doesn't when they go to Disney. All the girls got decked out as princesses, while the guys went for the Harry Potter look.
The adult night out was special too. Benny's youngest showed up with a woman, and introduced her as our next daughter in law. One of my daughters and one of his sons announced the brood would have two additions by Christmas, and the night ended on a high note.
Back home at last. Benny quit his job, and I added him to my insurance, a perk of being a retired teacher. He hadn't signed another book deal yet, even though the publisher was pushing, saying he wanted to take a break.
He was of course, still writing, something he wouldn't let me see.
"This might be my best yet, honey. I want it as close to done as possible before you see it. Humor me, all right?"
Like I had a choice.
...............................................
Two weeks before we were married, I got a letter in the mail. After my confession over my innermost desires, nothing had happened, so I had resigned myself to thinking it would remain fantasies.
I opened the letter, and a handwritten note fell out. It was from Benny.
"Dearest Bonnie,
I've thought a lot about our recent discussion. If we do this it won't be as Bonnie, wife of Benny. It would be as Plum, sub of Sir. I couldn't treat a wife like I would treat Plum, after all, her desires don't matter, her sole purpose is to serve me. This will be your only chance to say no. If you don't want this, all you have to do is say "No" when I come home this afternoon. If the answer is yes, don't say anything, just have dinner ready. Your butterfly pork chops, you know I love those. If you do this further instructions will follow."
"I've thought about it a good deal, a master shouldn't discuss things with his sub, just issue instructions, so letters work well.
I know you've noticed I haven't touched you for a few days. This was deliberate, to heighten your anticipation.
Either way you choose, you know It won't affect how much I love you."
Sir.
I was literally shaking, mu nipples sticking straight out, unconsciously rubbing my legs together. I looked at the clock. Three o'clock. Shit! I needed to get to the market, we didn't have any pork chops.
He sniffed when he came in the door, then grinned slowly. He never acknowledged the meal as anything special, just saying it was delicious.
That night, he teased me with his tongue until I was ready to scream, then kissed me and rolled over. I lay there shaking, finally coming down. I knew he was awake, and that if I touched myself he would be disappointed. It took everything I had to will myself to sleep. There was a note on the dining room table when I got up.
"Plum,
Some packages will arrive for you today. You are not to open them. Lay the packages out neatly on the dining room table, and we'll examine them together. Also there will be a letter. Follow the directions exactly.
Sir"
I must have watched for a truck for an hour. Finally, just as I was about to give up, UPS showed up.
I signed for the packages, laying them out neatly. I will admit to shaking them, for all the good that did. After they were neatly placed, I tore open the note.
"Be on your knees by the door when I come in today. Have your hair fixed and makeup perfectly applied. Wear your black thong and nothing else. Open the pink box. You'll know what to do with it. Have it in place five minutes before I arrive."
I was breathing shallowly, tingling all over. I stared at the pink box for almost thirty minutes before I opened it.
Of course, it was a dildo, pink, five inches long and nicely rounded. There was also a small bottle of lube. Like I was going to need it, I was practically gushing.
The packages arrived late in the day. I had at most thirty minutes, so I flew upstairs. I was in position and waiting, the vibrator held in snugly by my panties. I heard his car in the drive, then nothing.
Suddenly the dildo started vibrating, slowly at first, then faster and faster. Soon it was too much, and I started squirming. He yanked the door open, and I was so shocked I stopped wiggling. He was in the door, with his pants down, his erection almost eye level.
"Hands on your knees!" he said, sternly.
Then, roughly pulling me to him with my perfect hair, he proceeded to make love to my face. He set the speed, the depth, the rhythm, while the vibrator went through speeds at random.
You could see our door from the highway, just barely. The thought that someone could come by and see us drove me wild. After about ten minutes he started thrusting harder, eventually letting go. It was so much I couldn't handle it all, and it flowed down my cheeks. As soon as he let go I came violently, screaming around his cock. He backed up, pulled his pants up, turned the vibrator off, and shoved something in my hand.
"When it goes off, you may get up and close the door, then join me in the dining room."
I looked down. It was one of his kitchen timers, set for three minutes. I watched it like a hawk, acutely aware I was almost naked, sitting in an open door, where I could possibly be seen, with come still on my cheeks. When it buzzed, I sprang up, slammed the door, and ran to the dining room.
Benny had used the time to go out to his workshop and retrieve a trunk he had made, from a pattern. It was beautiful, highly polished wood with a velvet lining inside. Its' purpose soon became clear.
"Come over here" He calmly commanded. When I obeyed he gently pulled my panties down and removed the vibrator, placing it on the table.
"It is you responsibility to keep your toys clean. Do you understand? Good. Now, come sit on my lap."
I did, acutely aware I was naked wile he was still full dressed.
"Open this one" he said, handing me a small package.
It was a collar, highly burnished leather with a solid silver buckle. It had a name plate. "Plum" it said.
He placed it around my neck, buckling it carefully. Tight enough to feel it, loose enough to allow me to breathe. My neck seemed to tingle.
We opened the others, placing them carefully in the box. Handcuffs, padded cuffs, a ball gag, two short spreader bars. An assortment of vibrators and anal plugs. I almost passed out. Fifty one years old, and I had never had anal sex. I always wanted to try it.
A paddle, a leather flogger. Different masks. Anal beads. I started lubricating again, and rubbing all over him. I started to say something, and he snatched up the leather flogger and slapped it against my thigh. It stung, but excited me even more.
"Shh" he said gently. "You must learn never to speak without permission. Nod if you understand."
I nodded, rubbing my thighs together without realizing it. He flipped the flogger across my bottom, and I almost climaxed on the spot.
He stood up, striding to the living room. I followed, meekly. He sat, admiring me for a minute, having me twirl for him.
"Plum, go get your toys and bring them to me."
I know my expression gave me away. How did he know?
"And Plum, if you try to hide anything, I'll find it. And it will be very bad for you when I do."
I scurried off to the office, where I had my winter coats, pulling all three out and bringing them to him, placing them on the coffee table. I stood back, almost at attention. He smiled.
"Good girl." He picked up the biggest, looking it over.
"I'm impressed."
He tossed it onto an occasional chair.
"Sit down, hook your legs over the arms, and give it a goodbye fuck."
I was shocked into immobility. He woke me up with a firm swat on my bottom.
"Too long. Come over here."
I came, and he laid me over his knees, spanking me ten times. Not hard, but enough to really sting at the end and give my ass a nice rosy glow. He dumped me onto the floor, and told me to do what I was ordered, or it would be the flogger.
I scrambled to the chair on my knees. I sat, pulled one leg over the arm slowly, giving him a show. I didn't have to use lube. I worked my little kitty like a plow mule for fifteen minutes before I screamed, squirted, and collapsed.
I thought we were done when he led me to the bed, and was surprised when he attached my legs and arms to the bedposts with padded restraints.
He ate me to two orgasms, after the second I was begging for relief. He unhooked the leg restraints, put them on his shoulders, and pounded into me until I had another tremendous orgasm. He had kept at me for over three hours. I was exhausted. I just barely remember his roar as he came. I felt him rub over me with a warm cloth, and remove the arm restraints. He gently covered me with a blanket, kissed my forehead and wished me a good night.
For a change he was up first, waiting with coffee and breakfast. I started to say something when he held up his hand.
"Come here."
I still had my collar on. I couldn't speak until it was removed. He handed it to me, and told me to put it in the trunk.
After it was closed and put away, he gave me a nice kiss.
"Hi honey. I missed you last night. Have you talked to Plum? Was it what she expected, wanted, needed? Not too over the top? Is she comfortable with what happened? Does she want to stop?"
It was fun talking about my alter ego like another person.
"Oh, she called today, bubbling. It was nothing she expected, but she said to thank you for the best night she's ever had. She also doesn't want these sessions too close together, she says she's extremely sore. What did you do to the poor girl? Never mind, a girl needs her secrets. She said just drop her a line the next time you want to see her. Oh, and she said to give you this."
I climbed into his lap. I know he noticed me wince as I sat down. I gave him a schorcher of a kiss, putting desire and appreciation into it.
"Wow" he said, when I let him up for air. "If she's that grateful, maybe I need to call her more often.
"Not too often honey. It would lessen the impact and thrill. Besides, she's already said she couldn't take it on a regular basis. Now, stop talking about her, it's making me jealous. What would you like to do today? Nothing too strenuous, I hope."
He had built me another bird feeder, so I picked a spot, and he dug the hole and set it. We were starting to spend a good bit in bird feed. But it pleased me to see all the birds, and my happiness made him happy. I just wish it were physically possible to love him more.
I reactivated Frustrated Frannie, and put our little adventure down almost exactly as it happened in Erotic Couplings. It got a 4.77 rating, pretty good for the section. Bennie read it and got so excited he took me on the office chair.
................................................
Three months after the honeymoon, he called me into the office.
"I finished the first draft. It's pretty long, so don't try to read it in one sitting. Jack and Jim are coming over later, we're going to catfish in the pond, maybe have a fish fry next weekend. I love you, don't wait up, and don't stay up too late."
He kissed me, and went to set up his rod holders, the lanterns, coolers, and chairs.
Three hours later, I had to get up. I went to the kitchen, to find he had left me a snack in the microwave. I heated it up, ate, then got a beer and went out to the porch swing. I could see them, lit by the lantern, occasionally hearing a laugh or a whoop as they got a bite. I looked at his profile, eyes brimming.
It was without a doubt the most intense, emotional, memorable thing I had ever read. I was only half done, and was surprised that I had used up a whole box of tissues. This wasn't a best seller, this was an opus, akin to any blockbuster ever written.
I realized this was going to propel him into the mainstream, he would never be just plain old Benny, my Benny ever again. The world would own him now. I couldn't even work up the ability to get jealous, just said a silent prayer he would remain the same man I fell in love with.
Emotionally exhausted, I went to bed. I don't know what time he came in, but he slept until ten the next morning.
I read another third of it. I knew how it was going to end, but still couldn't put it down.
Smelling coffee, I looked up. He was leaning against the door jamb, sipping from his favorite cup.
"Well?"
I stopped reading, cleared the used tissues away, and stood. He walked in, putting his cup down. I hugged him so hard I thought my arms would break.
"Words can't describe it, honey. Where did this come from?"
"I read an article about a year ago, about a girl who asked the Make A Wish foundation to make something like this happen. They were still arguing the legalities when she died. It stuck in my brain, it's like it was screaming to come out. Do you think the publisher will like it?"
I pulled back.
"Benny, promise me one thing. Promise me you won't show it to anyone for a week. Can you do that for me? I have to go somewhere, no more than three days, and no, you can't go. If you love me, let me do this. Please?"
Of course he did as I asked. I wouldn't even tell him where I was going.
.............................................
I took my oldest daughter with me for moral support. She lived halfway between where I did and where I was going, so she was on the way.
I stopped at her house, and we flew the rest of the way. New York City, the Big Apple, one of the major publishing centers in the world.
I had called my friend and old boss. We had kept in touch over the years, sending birthday and holiday cards. I even went up and spent a few days with her when my marriage collapsed, and she did the same when her long term partner refused to marry her when same sex marriages became legal.
"Beth, thanks for taking my call. I know how busy you are."
"Nonsense Bonnie, I'm always glad to hear from you. How's married life? Sorry I couldn't come to the wedding, I really wanted to, but couldn't get out of my work commitments. When are you going to bring him up, let me meet him?"
"If things work out, very soon. Beth, I need a huge favor, as a friend and a professional. I need about two hours of your time. Preferably at your office. I think it would be well worth you while. Please Beth, and the sooner the better."



"Girl, you've got my interest peaked. I'm kind of busy, but I can give you an hour Tuesday morning, say ten? It's the best I can do."
"I'll take it. And Beth, you won't be sorry."
I let Whitney read part of it the night before, in our hotel room. We had to call room service to bring us more tissues.
"That's what Poppy does? Why didn't you tell us? We all wondered where the money came from at the wedding."
"You're stepfather is a very private man. He likes his life the way it is."
"You know if this gets published, that will all change, right?"
I sighed.
"I know, but it's just too good. It has to be published."
I spent an uneasy night, agonizing over my decision. Eventually I went to sleep, knowing in my heart it was the right thing to do.
We were ushered into Beths' office the next morning, right on the dot. She was the epitome of a successful business woman, impeccably dressed in designer clothes and shoes, hair perfect, little lines around her eyes, and an air of exhaustion.
She asked if we wanted coffee. I told her yes, but we didn't have time to waste. I shoved the manuscript at her. I saw her frown.
"Please Beth, this is the only time I'll ever presume on our friendship. Please."
She gave me a long stare, picked up her phone and ordered coffee and snacks.
We sipped coffee, ate bagels, and watched her intently.
At first, she was frowning. In five minutes she was concentrating hard, starting to tune out everything around her. Fifteen minutes later tears started leaking, and Whitney silently handed he a travel pack of tissues. When she had used them all up, forty five minutes had gone by.
She tilted her chair back, sighed, and stared at the ceiling for a minute. Abruptly she came upright and grabbed her phone.
"Jan, reschedule my appointments. Give them my apologies, but something important has come up and I need to deal with it. Get Kevin, Geraldine, and Yvette, and tell them I have my white whale, and to get their asses in here as fast as possible. I don't care, Jan, convince them."
She swiveled around to me.
"All right Bonnie, where did you get this?"
"My husband wrote it."
Her mouth fell open.
"No shit? I thought he was some kind of delivery driver or something. Where did he go to school?"
I grinned. "Central High. He never had an opportunity to attend college."
"Really? Did you help him?"
"No, Beth. What you see is what he showed me."
It took about forty five minutes to convince her we were on the up and up.
"Has he ever written anything else?"
I couldn't contain my pride.
"Yes, five books in all, all romances. Ebooks, Loveland Publishing. Look him up, under B. Henson.
She stared at me for a minute, then got on the phone again.
"Jan, I need you go online to Loveland Publishing. Look up and download everything you can find from a B. Henson. H E N S O N. Yeah. I want six of our readers to go over them, give me their thoughts. I want it first thing tomorrow. Got it? Bye."
"Now the big question, Bonnie. Who else has he shown this to?"
"No one. He doesn't know I'm showing it to you."
"How did you get it?"
"Simple. I'm his wife. He knows I would never do anything to hurt him."
She sighed.
"Before we go farther, he needs to get a manager and an entertainment lawyer. This thing has blockbuster movie written all over it. This will probably make you two very rich, you know that, right?"
It was my turn to sigh.
"I know. I've been praying every night that this doesn't change him too much. I don't think I could stand losing my gentle, loving man."
The three people she had asked for came in then. She sat them at the conference table and gave them half the manuscript.
"We're going to lunch. Read this aloud, taking turns when your voice falters. We'll be back in ninety minutes."
She turned to Whitney.
"I'm afraid you can't go with us dear. I need a guard dog. If for any reason any of these people try to leave with any part of that book, call me immediately, then have Jan call security. Understand? Good."
She turned to the others, holding the rest of the book.
"Mine! Do you understand? Mine! Don't even think about trying to poach. Just read, and give me a consult when we get back. Oh, tell Jan to bring a fresh box of tissues. Trust me on this."
I know we went somewhere fancy and expensive, but I bet neither of us were able to tell you later what we had. Beth stayed on the phone, lining up agents and lawyers for us to interview. She finally got off the phone, took a few bites, drank half a bottle of water, and started talking to me.
"This could put me over the top, Bonnie. I already have a good reputation, but as long as I've done this I've never brought a book as powerful as this tho the public eye. What I'm about to say is off the record. Do not agree to any deal without having an agent review it. Don't talk to us at all if you can help it, that's what their skill set is. And you might want to hint you're in town shopping the book, looking for the perfect publishing house. That should scare them into treating you right and giving you a good contract. Understand? All right, back to the lion's den."
When we got back, the box of tissues was pretty much used up. The man had the reddest eyes of the three. The two women were sitting in amazement.
"You should have been here, Beth. It was the only time I've ever seen him cry."
The younger woman, Yvette turned to me.
"Did you write this?"
Before I could answer, Beth took over.
"No, but she is very close to the author, he trusts her so much he's letting her shop it around. And just so you know, he has another publisher interested."
The older woman burst out.
"You're kidding, right? There's no fucking way a man wrote this. It isn't natural. He's not an eunuch, or gay, is he?"
Whitney laughed out loud. I quickly answered.
"I have it on pretty good authority he's not gay and has fully functioning equipment. In fact, he's newly married. And his wife is loving the attention she's getting in the bedroom."
Beth brought everyone back into focus.
"Bonnie brought this to me because we're old friends. In fact, she used to work here years ago. She's bringing the writer up next week, with his agent. I hope we can work with him."
She looked at me, asking me to back her up with her eyes.
"That is correct, probably Monday or Tuesday. I'd really like it if he works with you, for old times sake. And if he does, Beth takes lead, and he works with her. I have the authority to say this, so take it to heart. Now, we have a plane to catch, so if you'd pass the manuscript back to me, we'll leave you to your work. A pleasure to meet you all. Whitney, come along."
"I'll walk you out, Bonnie. It really is nice to see you again."
In the outer office Beth whispered in my ear.
"Will you trust me with this? I'd like to edit the first few chapters so the managing partners get a taste of the finished product."
I left her the first ten chapters.
...............................................
I got home, hugged Benny like I hadn't seen him for a month, savoring his kisses like they were the nectar of life.
"I'm tired, honey. Let's talk after dinner. I need a nap and some of your ribs."
I turned to go to the bedroom but stopped, went back and clung to him, desperately.
"Please don't change, please.
He had no idea what I was talking about, but he was about to learn.
.................................................
Well, I'm back. Professional and personal concerns kept me away, but things seem to have settled down a bit. I didn't stop writing, stealing moments when I could, jotting down ideas as they come to me. I must have the outline of thirty stories jotted down. Will I finish them in a timely manner? Couldn't say. But I'll do my best.
One of my favorite bands, the Grateful Dead, once did an experiment where they released eight singles at the same time. Touch of Grey was the clear winner, one of the most successful efforts, commercially.
I was fascinated by the idea, so I'm going to try to emulate it. In the next two weeks, I'll be releasing at least six, maybe more, of the stories I have. They'll be all over the place, and I hope you enjoy them.
As always, tell me what you think, and vote if you like.
And thank you for your time, I've become aware recently how precious that is.
Q
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Just a few more chapters to go.
Thanks for reading.
.................................................
Jill woke up, confused by the sounds she was hearing. Searching through her foggy mind, she realized it was the sounds of waves crashing on a beach. This confused her further. While she lived in San Francisco, she was nowhere near the ocean. She felt a warm breeze, light and fragrant
She raised up, holding the covers to her chest, it had registered she was naked. She heard a small sigh, and realized she wasn't alone in the bed. Looking over, she saw a well muscled, broad back and tousled blond hair, so fine it looked platinum. She let out a small squeak, and the man turned.
Mike Hogue!
She felt a few seconds of pure terror.
He grinned at her.
"Morning, sunshine. Sleep well?"
She leaped off the bed, wrapping the sheet around her.
"What happened? Where are we? What have you done?"
He was naked also, and her eyes involuntarily went to his crotch. He was sporting his morning wood, and it was impressive.
"I guess Mrs. Madison wasn't kidding." flitted through her brain.
"Done? We haven't done anything, you went right to sleep when we arrived. Breakfast?"
He got up, his morning erection noticeable, even though she tried not to look.
"Come on Jilly, you need a shower."
He reached out for her and she shrank back against the wall. A frown creased his face.
"Come on, don't be difficult. I do not like difficult people."
"Help!" she screamed, trying to run. He easily caught her arm and held her up against the wall.
"Jilly, I'm trying to make this pleasant. If you insist, I can make it very unpleasant. Now when I release you, I want you to walk into the bathroom and shower. Hurry up, breakfast will be served soon."
He let her go and she tried to run. When he caught her she tried to scratch his face. His demeanor changed instantly. He picked her up and threw her on the bed, ripping the sheet off her. He jumped on top of her, his six foot six frame bearing down on her five foot five. He had her on her stomach, straddling her. She felt his erection nestling between her legs.
He grabbed her arms and pinned them on her back. Leaning down he whispered "I wish you hadn't been difficult. What you're about to get is just the tip of the iceberg if you persist."
The next thing she knew his large hand crashed down on her bare ass. He spanked her ten times while she squealed and screamed. Slow measured strokes, delivered while he talked.
"When I let you loose, you WILL go into the bathroom and shower. If you don't, we repeat the whole exercise, only it'll be twenty instead of then. Resist after that, and I'll use a ping pong paddle. Do you understand?"
He had let go of her hands and had grabbed her hair, pulling her head back. She snuffled and hiccuped for a few seconds. He tugged her hair forcing her head back even farther.
"Do you understand? Answer me girl!"
"Yes...I understand."
Mike patted her butt gently.
"Good. When we're done showering, I'll rub some lotion on, it'll make you feel better."
He got off the bed and held the bathroom door open. She lay there until she saw him frown, then jumped up hurriedly. The bathroom was huge. The shower could easily hold four people and not get crowded. It had six overhead sprays as well as six horizontal.
Mike had turned on two overheads, at opposite ends. He climbed in and looked back. She hesitantly got under the spray.
"That wasn't so bad, was it? I hope I got what you needed."
She checked the caddy. It was filled with the body washes, gels, shampoos and conditioners she liked. it looked a great deal like her caddy at home.
He ignored her, cleaning himself with his back to her. She showered with her back to the wall, watching his every move.
"Come over here, Jilly. Wash my back for me, please? I'll return the favor."
He soaped up his cloth and handed it to her, turning his back. She looked at the cloth for a moment before slowly rubbing it across his back, lightly. He sighed with contentment before turning around and soaping up her cloth. When he told her to turn she submitted slowly, almost trance like. He gently washed her from the top of her shoulders to the bottom of her back. He patted her bottom gently and handed her the cloth.
"There, all done. That wasn't so bad, was it? Your hairdryer is on the counter. When you're all put together meet us on the veranda. It's very nice out this morning."
He paused at the door, looking back.
"I'll lay what you will be wearing today on the bed. Make sure that is ALL you have on when you join us. Don't disappoint me, Jilly. I don't handle disappointment well."
She held the hairdryer in her hands. It was the same model she had at home, and all off the perfumes, makeup, and deodorants were her favorites.
She tried to understand what was going on. The last thing she remembered was saying good night to her assistant and walking to her car.
Jill stayed in the bathroom as long as she could. When she finally came out all she found on the bed was a tiny thong. She was dining with people dressed like this? No way!
She walked to the land side of what was apparently a house and opened the door, a vague thought of wrapping a sheet around her and running down the street looking for help. There was no street, no neighbors, just jungle crowding up to the edge of the well manicured lawn. Where the hell was she? Hearing a noise she turned quickly.
There was an Hispanic woman slightly smaller than her standing there. All she had on was a thong similar to hers.
"Come" she said, "breakfast is being served, and Mike is getting impatient. You can relax, no one will hurt you if you just listen to what he says."
She gently took her hand and led her back through the house to the veranda. She balked at the door but the woman tugged her hand, forcing her out.
There was a table covered with a large umbrella. Mike sat at the table, along with a tall blonde woman, also dressed in a thong. She knew who she was. Edie Montrose, his personal assistant. That would make the Hispanic woman Chantal, their secretary. She couldn't remember her last name.
Mike stood as she reached the table, pulling back a chair and seating her, then Chantal.
"Thank you for joining us. This is Edie and Chantal. They were nice enough to join us on this little vacation. Juice? It's just been squeezed."
She soon had a glass of juice and a cup of coffee in front her. The coffee smelled rich, delicious. She splashed a bit of fresh cream into a cup, took a sip, and for the first time since she rose, smiled. Mike smiled back.
"It's locally grown. If you like, I'll have some delivered to your office once a month. It's most addictive."
She almost relaxed, looking out over the beach to the bluest water she had ever seen. The sand was so white it looked like refined sugar. Chantal was chattering away almost child like while Edie and Mike smiled at her. The professional in her wondered what their dynamic was. She realized Mike was talking to her.
"It's beautiful here, isn't it? I thought you would like it. A few days in the sun, without distractions, will do you a lot of good."
"A few days? You can't just kidnap me like this! I have responsibilities, inquires will be made."
"Jilly, Jilly" he said with reproach in his voice, "don't worry yourself. I took care of it. Your assistant got an email from you Friday night. You've gone out of country to help a patient in crisis. You had her reschedule your other patients for the week, and gave her the the week off with pay. She was really happy. Nobody will be looking for you before next Monday. You have nine days to relax, catch some sun, eat some really great food, maybe have a drink or two."
Nine days!
"You can't do that! You can't just kidnap people and get away with it. When I get back I'll file charges. You're in a lot of trouble."
His smile sent a shiver down her back.
"Yes I can. I'm your patient. I got a team of people going through your office and home computers. When they get done I'll have a paper trail in place that will pass even the closest inspection.
You've been treating me for weeks for depression. Payments have been made, appointments are documented. There's even a profile of me in your notes. Plus all the stuff you were gathering on me is in another file. If you're investigated, conflict of interest will raise its' ugly head. How can you treat someone and gather information for someone else at the same time? You just got off probation, how long would you be able to practice if that came out?"
He paused, letting her take it in. Then he grinned.
"So you see, no one is going to report you missing. You're going to come back with a nice tan, without bruises or contusions. Photos will appear on your Facebook page showing us all together, laughing, smiling, having a hell of a time. All your friends will be so jealous you got to go to such an exotic location just to treat a patient in need."
Tears started rolling down her cheeks.
"Why are you doing this?"
For the first time his eyes grew cold. He seemed to get bigger if that were possible and she felt the power coming off him in waves. She shrank back into her chair.
"I didn't snoop into your life, work up a profile for someone else. How does it feel when someone messes about in your life? You and I are going to have several long talks over the next few days. I advise you to never lie to me. You wouldn't like my reaction. Remember, according to you I don't have much of a moral compass."
Just like that he was smiling again.
"But that will be a few days in the future. For now, Let's just relax."
Chantal and Edie chatted about things they were going to do today, including calling her Jilly as often as possible. In her memory, no one had ever called her Jilly before.
She started when Chantal reached over and rubbed her arm, before slipping a finger casually over her breast. Up until then Jill had forgotten she was practically naked.
"You're so pale, Jilly. We'll have to be careful. don't want you to get burned."
"You're right" chimed in Edie, "we'll have to keep you lotioned up, especially after we swim. You'll love the water, it's so warm."
Mike had excused himself to make a call. Business, he said. As soon as he would out of sight, she started begging.
"Please, please help me escape. I can get you away from him, protect you, free you from whatever hold he has on you."
They looked at her, shocked, before they both burst out laughing.
Edie hugged Chantal and gave her a kiss.
"Listen to her, baby. She thinks we're unhappy."
She turned back to Jill.
"Listen, Jilly. Mike was the best thing that ever happened to me. He took a broken down, desperate, out of shape, middle aged woman and transformed me into what I am now. How old do I look? Never mind, I'm forty six. I have a great job, travel the world, make damn good money. I have a life I never dreamed I would have, and I owe it to Mike. Chantal started out a bit rougher, but she's very happy now."
She fixed a level gaze onto her.
"Let me be clear. We would do anything, absolutely anything he tells us to do. If I think you're a threat to him, you'd disappear. Understand, we would literally kill you for him."
"Now relax. He means you no harm, if you give him what he wants, and tell him what he wants to know."
She rang a little bell, and three natives appeared to clear the breakfast dishes. Two women, very attractive, and a young man, quite handsome. All wore a knee length garment and the women were topless. It reminded Jill she was almost naked in front of strangers, and she put her arms across her breasts. Edie noticed.
"Jilly! Arms down. All women on this island go topless, it's their style of dress. You're being rude!"
Jill hesitantly dropped her arms.
Edie smiled.
"good girl. Now, lets gather our stuff and spend an hour or two on the beach, before it gets too hot."
The went down to the beach, where a portable gazebo was set up, complete with a cooler for drinks and snacks. Edie and Chantal laid out three huge, over sized towels.
Chantal fetched a bottle of lotion from the gazebo and rubbed it all over Edie. It looked like a gesture of love to Jill. Edie returned the favor, once nipping her bottom lightly and laughing at her squeal.
They looked over at Jill, seated in the gazebo.
"Come on Jilly, come out and play."
She was about to refuse when she saw the seriousness on their faces. Soon she was on her own towel.
"You need lotion, Jilly, the sun is really potent this time of day. And you're overdressed. You don't want a tan line, do you?"
For the first time it registered on her both women were totally nude. She instinctively looked at their sex, noting the smoothness, then looked down, noticing for the first time she was also hairless. When had that happened?
Chantal giggled as she tugged one side of her thong while Edie pulled the other. Soon even that tiny wisp of cloth was gone.
"Do you like it?" asked Edie as she casually brushed over her shaven mound. She felt a jolt of electricity course through her. Edie noticed and smiled.
"You should thank us, we helped you do it last night when we got here. It'll really look good tanned."
Her mouth hung open as Chantal laughed.
She lay, passive, as the women gently rubbed lotion into her skin. It was almost a massage, and she was feeling really relaxed when Chantal started rubbing lotion into her breasts.
"I'll do th...." was all she got out before Edie put her fingers to her lips. Distracted, she tasted coconut oil.
"It's our pleasure. Try to lie still."
Soon both nipples were achingly hard as Chantal rubbed and tweaked them. She almost had an orgasm when she bent down and nipped them both, swirling her tongue over them while she held on with her teeth. Jill was breathing erratically when she let go.
Edie had her turn onto her tummy.
"My turn" she said to Chantal.
She started at her feet, rubbing, massaging slowly up her legs. Jill was trembling by the time she was at the top of her thighs. She skipped her ass and went to work on the small of her back, working upwards until she was at the base of her neck. She reached down and swirled her tongue over the sensitive skin beneath her hairline, going over to nip her ear, laughing when she jumped.
"You didn't get it all" said Chantal.
Edie looked down at Jills' firm ass and grinned.
"I didn't forget, I was just saving the best until last."
Soon Jill felt the cool lotion spread over her ass, some trickling down into the crack. Edie kneaded and rolled, slipping a hand down now and then. Once Jill felt it brush her anus and tightened up, getting a small smack.
"Relax!" Edie ordered. "and spread your legs a little, you really don't want that little honey pot burned, do you?"
She widened a tiny bit, but Chantal grabbed a leg and pulled her wider.
She felt the oil trickle into her slit. It felt delightful, so sensual. Soon Edie was massaging her inner thighs, brushing back up now and then.
When her hand massaged the oil into her lips, she let out a small sigh. The fingers were light, feathery, hitting just the right spots. Jill couldn't help moving her hips a bit. When Edie slipped a finger inside and strummed her clit for a second, she nearly exploded. Before she could recover, Chantal had wedged her hand under Jill, grabbing a nipple and rolling it hard, tugging forward every few seconds.
In surprise and excitement she arched her body upwards, and Edie plunged three fingers inside her, working rapidly.
Jill was trying to tell them to stop, but all she seemed capable of doing was grunting. When Edie slipped out and pinched her clit hard, she experienced one of the biggest orgasms she could remember. She made sounds, starting out as a moan and ending up as a full shriek, her hips moving, desperately trying to get the fingers back. Edie immediately slipped back in, massaging her through an orgasm that lasted for minutes. Finally she let out a gasp and flopped down.
She collapsed, mortified. Both women kissed her on the cheek and thanked her.
"Now maybe you can relax" said Edie, as they lay down beside her in companionable silence. They lay for an hour, turning every fifteen minutes, before Edie and Chantal dragged her into the water, splashing and playing. Chantal brought snorkels, and soon they were watching the undersea denizens conduct their lives.
By now too hot to lay in the sun, the women retreated to the gazebo, enjoying the breeze the overhead fans were producing. They reapplied lotion, even indirect sun could cause a burn. There was nothing overtly sexual this time, just three girls helping each other out. Jill lay back on a chaise and was instantly asleep.
They let her sleep two hours before waking her and taking her back to the house.
"Time to clean up. Mike will be back shortly, and we need to greet him."
They showered together in the big bath, washing the residue of the sea and sun from their bodies.
Edie was slightly red, but not uncomfortable. They gave her a fresh thong that matched theirs.
"Aren't we going to dress?"
They laughed before Chantal explained.
"When we're here, this is how we dress, unless we're going out. It's completely private, the only way here is by helicopter or boat. Besides, it pleases Mike."
"Is that the most important thing in your life? Pleasing Mike?"
Without hesitation they answered in unison.
"Yes!"
Edie patted her hand.
"You'll understand by the end of the week, dear."
Jill had her dander up.
"I hope he's not trying to convert me! It won't work. I'm a strong woman, a professional with an independent mind. No one could force servitude on me. I refuse to let it happen!"
"Mike would never force you to do anything, especially submission to him. If you even have a thought like that, put it out of your mind."
"But, if you do decide to, you would have to ask him. Until then he wouldn't even consider it."
Edie finished her little speech just as they heard a helicopter approaching. She watched it land on a manicured patch of ground and saw Mike jump out. For a second she admired him. Damn, he was impressive. Then she shook herself, remembering her circumstances.
He strode across the lawn, his crisp white linen suit and broad hat made him looked colonial. He should have been born two hundred years ago, she thought. What would he have been? Businessman, explorer, bandit, pirate? Probably all four at different times.
Lost in her thoughts, she didn't notice Chantal and Edie slip to the floor, sitting back on their heels, arms down, back arched. When she finally noticed, it struck her they were waiting to be inspected.
"He'll never get me to do that" went through her mind as he opened the door.
He paused just inside the door, noticing his women. Then he looked at Jill, perched on a bar stool.
He patted each woman in turn on the head and pulled them up for a very deep kiss. They responded, molding themselves to him. When they stepped back she couldn't help but notice their hard nipples and the bulge in his pants.
He walked over and surprised Jill with a kiss on the cheek.
"How was your day, girls? Did you get Jilly to finally relax?"
Chantal giggled.
"I think so. We massaged some of the tenseness out of her, at least for a moment. She had a nice nap afterwards. Then we played in the ocean."
Jill felt her face flame red, remembering. Would they tell him? Probably.
"I appear to be overdressed. Excuse me for a moment, ladies."
She expected him to be in shorts, but he came back totally naked, his massive tool at half staff.
"Jilly isn't the only one that needs a little stress relief. My negotiations today didn't go as well as I would have liked. They'll eventually come around, it's too much money for them not to. I just wish they would shorten the process a bit."



Edie began massaging his shoulders. He sighed with pleasure.
"Was the king being difficult?"
"No, Edie, he was totally on board. It's his counselors who aren't agreeable. They're afraid it will lessen their power base. And they're right, it does. I just need them to look long term."
Jill had no idea what they were talking about. She wasn't really concentrating on the conversation. Chantal had slipped off her thong and climbed into his lap, kissing his neck and chest while she wriggled around on his by now erect cock.
"Can I help relieve some stress too?" She giggled.
He responded by lifting her up and around until she was facing Jill, then sliding her down on his shaft. She gasped and grunted until she was fully seated, then she groaned, rotating her hips. Soon she was sliding up and down, slowly. Edie had pulled his head around and engaged him in a deep kiss. Despite the circumstances, Jill felt her arousal building.
Chantal started speeding up, and Mike abandoned the kiss, grabbing Chantals' hips and pushing her deeper, faster. She gave a little shriek that turned into a moan as Edie came round the couch and started kissing her, trailing down her neck to her breasts, teasing and biting her nipples, quite hard at times, being rewarded with more little shrieks.
Chantal reached for and sought Edies' pussy. stroking and fondling. Jill felt faint.
Suddenly Chantal stiffened, letting out a howl as she orgasmed. She stopped moving, and Mike cuddled her for a bit. Then she sighed and slipped out of his lap, exposing his cock, gleaming with her juices. Edie immediately took her place.
Soon she was bouncing with abandon, moaning. Chantal lay beside her, reaching up to fondle her nipples occasionally. After what seemed like an eternity, Mike grabbed her hips and pulled down savagely, emptying himself. Edie lay back against him for a second, breathing deeply.
When she finally slipped off him Chantal was on her knees immediately, swallowing his still mostly erect cock all the way to the base. Jill was impressed. How could she do that?
Amazingly to her, he never lost his erection.
He stood, picked Chantal up like she was a child, and strode towards the bedroom, Edie following.
"Excuse us Jilly, we may be a little bit."
She sat there stunned. As Edie went past, she whispered in her ear.
"Second bedroom, right hand dresser drawer, third down. It might help."
And then she was gone. Jill got a glass of wine, and sat listening to the sounds of passion. After the second glass she walked to the bedroom door. Chantal was on her hands and knees, grunting as Mike slammed her from behind. Edie was on her back, holding her face to her crotch.
She went past, into the second bedroom. Curiosity got the better of her, and she checked the drawer. Eggs, vibrators, dildos, beads, almost every toy imaginable. There was even a strapon harness. They were all new, still boxed.
It may have been the charged atmosphere, the wine, the situation, or the warm ocean breezes, but soon she was on the bed, a six inch vibrator humming on high as she plunged it in and out. She was so lost in the sensations she failed to notice Chantal enter the room. When she felt the small hands rub her breasts, her eyes popped open and she stopped.
"Don't stop, honey, you were almost there. You look like you need the relief. I'll help make it more enjoyable, it you will let me."
Her hand reached down and covered the one holding the vibrator, pushing gently. Soon Jill surrendered to the feeling. Chantal removed her hand, bent over, and smothered her breasts with kisses and nips. Her hand reached down again, finding her clit, rubbing furiously.
Deciding to help her along even more, she took her hand off herself and did the same thing to Jill, stroking her clit, lightly at first, then going faster, harder. Two minutes later Jill felt the massive surge coming, and she orgasmed so hard she almost passed out. When she gathered her senses, she found Chantal working the vibrator, plunging it in as deep as she could, rapidly.
"You didn't think one would be enough, did you?"
By then there was another orgasm building, so she surrendered. Chantal didn't let her up until she had three. When she finally stopped, she lay gasping, soaked in sweat.
For the first time she noticed Mike and Edie. How long had they been here, she wondered? She tried to cover herself, but Mike held the sheets.
"Well, don't you look relaxed. These sheets need to be changed, and we all need a shower. Come on, a long, cool shower will do us a lot of good."
He strode to the master bath, Chantal and Edie tugging Jill along behind him. The shower did indeed fit four, if you didn't mind rubbing body parts occasionally. He had all the heads on, and the water felt like a massage. Mike was careful not to touch her, keeping the girls between them.
She washed the backs of both Edie and Chantal, and they practically bathed her. Mike watched with a grin. She looked down, and he was semi hard again. Was he a machine?
The girls ran him out, saying they had to do a little more grooming. Jill should have been shocked, but when they produced razors and lathered each other up, shaving each other carefully, it seemed natural.
"Your turn, Jilly. Mike likes us smooth."
She started to protest, then shrugged her shoulders. She did most of it herself, but let Chantal help her in a few difficult spots. Jill dried her hair and pulled it back into a high ponytail, a style she hadn't worn since college. Chantal went on about how much younger she looked. She actually glowed when Mike praised her.
She was surprised how hungry she was. The dinner of grilled fish, fresh local fruit, and a salad, was excellent. It barely registered that the servers were topless like her, or that he was talking to them in their native tongue.
Soon they were talking business, and her mind wandered. Suddenly she noticed the silence, and that they were all staring at her.
"I'm sorry, Jilly. This is a kind of working vacation for us. It was rude of us to exclude you. Maybe you can help. I'm having a hard time with two members of the local government. If I give you my notes, think you can profile them, give me some insight? Of course you'll get paid, your usual fee, plus a bonus if it actually helps us seal the deal."
He explained the situation.
"We're in the Pacific, in a country composed of nine islands. Up until last century, each island was a separate entity, with their own hierarchy and ruling factions. The ruler of the biggest consolidated them into one country through negotiations, war, and intrigue. Now they have a parlimentary style government. The families of the smaller islands form part of the government, sort of like the House of Lords in England. There are only eighteen members, two from each island, but they're incredible powerful, owning almost seventy of the the islands. The king is trying to give more ownership and rights to the people. He's wildly popular because of this, and they resent it. He's already started selling parcels of his island to private individuals."
Mike pointed to an elaborate tattoo on his left forearm.
"This is a tribal tattoo. It identifies which island I belong to, and indicates I'm part of the royal family. I'm actually a citizen. Because of this I'm bound to the king. Technically I'm his foreign advisor. And I take the job seriously. You've profiled me, so you know except for Martin, I had no family until I came here on business. Is this in your file? No? Let's leave it that way."
Chantal and Edie urged her to help.
"We'll all be in the capitol most of the day. It would give you something to pass the time."
She thought about it. If she did it they might leave her alone.
"All right, but I don't have my glasses with me, unless you pa....."
She stopped talking when Mike lay her glasses on the table. It didn't surprise her.
They talked, had another glass of wine, watched a little television, mostly financial news, but they did watch a nice movie in between. At eleven Mike sat up, yawning. He gave both women a nice kiss.
"Time for bed. Come along, Jilly."
"What?"
"Time for bed. You woke up with me this morning, so it's not a big deal. I should have told you, for the next few days, we'll be sleeping together. And that's all it will be, unless you ask me nicely. Now come along, don't be difficult. We don't want to repeat this morning, do we."
Suddenly she flared.
"Hell no! You're not God, you can't order me around like this. I choose who I sleep with. If you..."
She would never have believed such a huge man could move so fast. Soon she was draped over his lap, ass up. Chantal was sitting on her legs, and Edie had her by the hair. Mike was rubbing her ass lightly.
"Jilly, Jilly, I thought we were on the way to being friends. Guess not. Edie, Chantal, how many?"
Chantal: "Twenty!"
Edie disagreed. "Ten. But with the strap. Time to get the bitch's attention."
Jill was wriggling furiously.
"Good suggestion girls. I think a combination of both."
He had Edie lean in and whispered to her. Jill still had her head down, so she didn't see the predatory smile on her face. She went to her bedroom, coming back with the items he requested. She pulled her head up, showing her the eighteen inch long, two inch wide leather strap.
"This is your own fault, bitch! He tried to be good to you, and you insult him. It's gonna hurt, and I'm gonna laugh."
"Edie!" said Mike sharply. She instantly dropped her head and apologized.
He was still rubbing her ass.
"I'm sorry, Jilly. Edie is training to be a Dom. She practices on Chantal, and a little sissy she has at home. He used to be her husband. Now she has long hair, the cutest set of lips you ever saw, a 32C rack, and a silver sleeve to keep her clit in control. I haven't had her yet, even though since Edie belongs to me he does too. But she'll offer her to me soon, and it isn't like I've never fucked a little dick girl before, now is it?"
"But Edie is right about one thing, if you're going to act like a bitch, I'm going to treat you like a bitch. Edie."
She felt something go round her neck. She tried to fight it, knowing it was a collar.
"Lie still, you're not helping yourself here." Edie attached a leash, jerked it so Jill knew what it was, and dropped it by the couch.
In the end, Mike gave her six swats with his hand, three on each cheek. Chantal gave her four, and then Edie used the strap five times.
Jill was crying with the spankings, but when the strap hit she almost went beserk, jumping and screaming. When it was over she just lay there, snuffling, flinching every time he rubbed her bottom.
Edie got a cloth and wiped her face, stroking her hair with the other hand.
Chantal was whispering to her.
"Why did you make us do that? We really like you, but if you keep pushing him he's going to dump you back in your apartment and let you explain to the Manetti brothers where you've been. Please, please don't make him do that."
At the mention of the Manetti brothers, she paled. They were her contact with their mysterious boss.
Mike stood, dumping Jill in the floor. He yanked on her leash.
"If you promise to behave, I'll let you walk. The least bit of defiance and I'll make you crawl into the bedroom like the bitch you've been behaving as. Tell the girls goodnight, and thank them for the day. I think right up until the end it was pleasant for you, and what happened just now was none of their doing."
She wished them goodnight and thanked them for the day. They both hugged and kissed her, before retiring.
She followed submissively into the bedroom. He led her straight through into the bathroom.
"If you need to go, go now. You won't have another chance until morning."
She was about to burst from the wine. When it became obvious he wasn't leaving, she sat, letting it flow while he held her leash, leaned up against the counter. After she washed her hands, he led her back into the bedroom.
He threw two pillows down on the hardwood floor.
"If you act like a bitch, you sleep on the floor like a bitch. I've set an alarm for three hours from now. If you think you can behave then, you can get into bed. Good night."
He locked her leash on the headboard. flipped the light off and got into bed.
She stood quivering.
Damn him! Arrogant bastard! She was about to rip the covers off the bed when common sense prevailed. Did she really want to piss him off again so soon? She knew it would lead to more pain and humiliation.
Sighing, she arranged the pillows as best she could, having to almost curl up to keep her off the hardwood floors. Mike grinned into the darkness, listening to her settle down.
It was a miserable three hours. The floor was like a rock, and some part of her anatomy was always in contact with it. Then it got cold. With no cover she lay there shivering. When the alarm beeped, she fought her pride for all of fifteen seconds before slipping under the covers. Despite herself, she curled up to his back for heat. Mike grinned in the darkness before drifting back off to sleep.
She woke, feeling warm and relaxed. He had turned over sometime in the night, and she was spooned to him, one massive arm over her, his hand cupping her breast. She could feel his erection against her bottom. One wiggle, and he would be inside her. Despite her fear she got aroused. She fought for control, lying as still as possible.
Jill felt him come awake, stretching, which shoved him more firmly between her cheeks.
He tweaked her nipple. It sprang instantly erect as she jumped and tried to move away. It proved impossible in his grip.
"Good, you're awake. Sleep well?"
She tried to form an answer when he gave a quiet laugh and slipped out of bed. She heard him showering. She got up to answer the call of nature when the leash rattled and she knew she couldn't leave the bedroom.
Jill was practically dancing with need when he came out, going to the closet to pick out his clothes.
He ignored her until she spoke.
"Please Mike, may I go to the bathroom?"
He eyed her, considering.
"Think you can behave yourself this morning?"
She was holding her legs together by now.
"I swear it. Please Mike, please!"
He walked over slowly and unlocked the leash from the bedpost. Handing it to her, he gave her instructions.
"When you come out on the veranda for breakfast, hand me the leash and kneel beside me. Any deviation, and you go back to the bed. I'll let you loose when I get home tonight. Understand?"
A smile played over Edie's face when she came out. There had been no thong on the bed, so she was naked. Without a word she handed Mike the leash and sank down on the towel laid out beside his chair. He stroked her cheek for a minute before unlocking the leash but keeping the collar on.
He pointed at a native girl standing behind Chantal.
"This is Lisa. Not her real name, but you probably couldn't pronounce it. She will set you up in the office, give you the information you need, help with a laptop. Then she'll leave you alone until ten. Follow her directions to the letter, if you don't, she'll tell me."
He stood, then reached down to kiss her cheek.
"Have a pleasant day."
Lisa served her breakfast as the helicopter departed. Then she took her to his home office. Lisa had the laptop booted and ready. She pointed to a stack of files.
"Read. These are too sensitive to be anywhere near the internet. People would die if they became public. Begin."
She closed the door and Jill sighed. Soon she was engrossed, making notes, cross referencing facts, looking up public information on the internet.
There was a knock on the door promptly at ten. Lisa stepped in with a glass of juice and some fruit.
To her surprise she produced a key and took her collar off. Jill instinctively rubbed her neck. It was padded and wasn't really uncomfortable, it was just...foreign.
She tried to thank her.
"Not necessary," she said. "Mike's orders. You're to spend an hour on the beach to collect your thoughts and get some sun. Then we eat lunch, the collar goes back on, and you go back to work. Again, Mike's orders. Please don't make a fuss, I'll have to tell him if you do."
Jill brushed away a tear and followed her to the beach. Lisa dropped her wrap. She was naked under it, her dark bronze skin gleaming. She held up the bottle of oil. They covered each other, making sure nothing was missed. They did the same hour as yesterday. When they got back to the house Lisa dragged her into the shower to get rid of the sand and oil. Jill idly thought she could get addicted to this.
After they dried, Lisa surprised her by giving her a native wrap, showing her how to fold it.
"Mike said if you were good to let you wear it. He also wanted me to show you this."
She opened a black velvet box. Inside was a triple row of pearls, joined in the middle by the largest pearl she had ever seen. They were a dusky, dusky tan, almost translucent, glowing. She reached out to touch them, but Lisa snapped the box shut.
"No no. This is yours, the price is you have to ask him for it, with all that means. If you don't ask by midnight tomorrow, they go to someone else. Now, back to work. I'll check on you at four."
As distracted as she was, she still managed to finally concentrate, and was surprised when Lisa knocked. It was four thirty, she let her go another half hour when she saw how immersed she was.
"Come on, Mike and the girls will be here in a few minutes, It's only polite we greet them."
She laughed as Jill stood and tried to put her wrap on. She was going to keep it on, but it seemed so constricting she slipped out of it and draped it over a chair.
"Here, like this, remember?" said Lisa as she gave her a quick tuck and tug.
She had Jill loosen her hair, and wove a wreath of fragrant flowers into it. She opened another box, tiny this time, and took out a pair of pearl earrings, the match to the necklace.
"Mike said to give you these if you were good. Thank you for letting me serve you today."
They held hands as the helicopter landed.
Mike and the girls got out. Edie and Chantal were unwrapping their skirts as they walked, handing them to Lisa after hugging her and having a whispered conversation.
"About me, I bet" Jill thought as she watched them.
Mike smiled at her dress, touching the flowers in her hair and giving her a kiss on the cheek.
"You've gone native. A good look on you."
Chantal and Edie agreed.
They had a quiet glass of wine, unwinding after their day. Jill, trained to spot the markers, noted their tenseness.
"I take it things did not go well today?"
Mike started, then smiled.
"Is it that obvious? Yes, the talks have stalled. Lord Mateaou continues to be uncooperative. Have your studies garnered any useful information?"
"Maybe. If you've a minute, I need to show you something."
They followed her to the home office. She took her time bringing up the exact image she was looking for.
"Your Lord Mateaou is a traditionalist. He believes the country should be dissolved and the islands should be autonomous again. Of, course, the old warlike feelings only linger in some great grandfathers, and his delusions of being an autocratic overlord are far from accurate."
"The islands are so interwoven through commerce and marriages autonomy is almost impossible. He refuses to believe that. Here! This is what I wanted you to see. Look at his left wrist. That's a new tattoo. Know what it means?"
It was a picture of the man in traditional island dress, his tattoos plainly showing. Mike frowned.
"I think I do, but share your theories with the others."
"This mark right here" she enlarged the image, "means he is going to war. Soon."




Mike nodded agreement, and excused himself to use the phone.
His call went to the King first, and the captain of his bodyguards, a former SAS with a good reputation.
"Keep him safe, Major."
"Will do. Watch your back, mate. Next to the King, you are the embodiment of almost everything he hates. A rich foreigner, trying to exploit his country. It doesn't matter that you're a citizen now, or that you're adopted into the royal family."
Mike acknowledged his warning. He had a quick conversation with Lisa, and she started making calls. Soon five natives and one white descended on the compound, armed to the teeth. They quickly faded into the jungle, watching. Another team would relieve them in the morning. Mike returned to the office.
"There's more", said Jill, "look here."
She pointed to a small man who seemed to always hover near the aspiring warlord.
"Lord Mano, his cohort and right hand man. He's the other one I wanted you to check on."
"He's also his lover" said Jill. "Watch."
She pulled up a video of a speech Lord Mateaou had made, urging autonomy. After the speech he was whisked into a Mercedes with blacked out windows. She froze it on a frame just before the door closed. You could see Lord Manu reaching up for what was obviously a kiss. Mike roared with laughter.
"You are amazing! I missed that completely. This will change everything."
"How?" she couldn't help but ask.
"These islands are unusual in their view of homosexuality, especially where men are concerned. They don't really care, in fact they view them as special. They also think they're unstable emotionally. If word of this gets out it would destroy both political careers. I can use this."
He rushed out, and spent the next two hours on the phone. They dined without him.
Chantal and Edie treated her like a queen.
"You clever girl! I never got a gay vibe off either of them. In fact, every time Lord Mateaou looked at me I felt like taking a bath. Do you think he's bisexual?"
Jill paused, considering.
"No, but I do think he's a bit of a sadist. I think he may resent genetic women, especially the attractive ones. Might want to have Mike check on that too. He could find a skeleton or two."
Mike rejoined them later, and the talk was all political. He took every suggestion she made under consideration. She glowed under his praise, and was stunned when he showed her a copy of a wire transfer of fifty thousand dollars credited to her bank account.
"Thank you so much, but that's too much."
He just grinned.
"It's not enough. Take it with my thanks, and that of the king. It was his money. He looks forward to meeting you. There will be a small reception Saturday night, you are commanded to be there."
It was hard to digest the information, or what she had gotten into. She hoped it didn't end badly for her.
An hour later, when Mike announced it was bedtime, she followed him into the bedroom without hesitation. Instead of stopping, he walked her out onto the private patio.
"Truth time Jilly. I found out about you when someone was following me during a visit to my friend in Atlanta. He's a lot more security conscious than I am, his people spotted the tail first. When we split up and they stayed with me, we wondered why. The next day we 'invited' the guy following us to have a chat. He was a bit uncooperative at first, but in the end he was a big help."
"I asked the investigative service he worked for why they were watching me, they too were uncooperative, at first. Finally they admitted who they contracted with. We followed the trail all the way back home, and directly to you. I'm going to ask you politely Jilly, once. Who do you work for? And more importantly, why are they interested in me? Think carefully before you answer, I have my own sources. If I catch you lying, even by omission, bad things could happen."
He handed her a file, asked her to open it.
It was her life. Her education, her failed marriage, her children, her troubles with the law and her profession, all there.
"Your daughter is very attractive, a little clone of you. Fifteen right? Very smart. And your son, sixteen, a basketball prodigy. And your ex, a very successful surgeon. You had it all, Jilly, too bad you threw it away."
"Let me remind you, bad things can happen to good people. It would be awful if anything happened to them. If your husband were to lose the use of one of his hands, it would end his career. Your son loves pickup basketball at the local park, it would be awful if he were to get injured, lose his shot at that scholarship that seems to be a certainty. And your daughter, a beautiful girl is a temptation many can't resist."
She had progressively gotten paler as he talked. He gently took her hand.
"I would never do anything to harm your family. They have nothing to do with what you're into. The Manetti brothers and their boss, now that's a different story. Do you realize how much danger they could be in if they decide you're not being diligent in your quest for information on me? You've gotten yourself into something way past your control, I can't help thinking it will all end badly."
He paused to give her time to reflect.
"So, to save you and your family, why don't you just ask me what you want to know? I won't tell you everything, but enough to keep them happy. In return, I need to know everything you do about the man asking the questions."
It came out in a rush.
"I don't know his name. I don't even know what he looks like. I do know he speaks with a pronounced southern accent, so I suspect he is someone from your past. And he hates you with a passion. As far as what he wants, it's everything. Your net worth, what you're working on now, who's closest to you. Everything. He knows a lot about your former lover Shanna, even that she isn't genetically female. I got the impression he found that very amusing, judging by what the Manettis told me. Something about liking guys after all. And they have a nickname for him, Stumpy. Mean anything to you? And they won't dare to call him that in front of him, they're scared to death of him. If he's not organized crime, he has a close relationship. That's all I know."
She started sobbing, and he put her on his lap, cuddling and soothing her.
"Thank you Jilly. I know that you're scared. By now they may know you're with me. When you get back, you need to tell them everything I asked you. You've been compromised, so they'll probably drop you. I'll have people watching for awhile, just to make sure your family is safe. I promise you. And you can also tell them that I'm going to go looking for him now. Tell the Manetti brothers I expect to have a small chat with them shortly."
He held her until she nodded off, them took her to bed. She woke up spooned to him, holding tight.
..................................................
She woke up the next morning, disoriented. Then she realized she was alone in bed. Why hadn't he gotten her up? She rose, showered, did her hair and applied a little makeup.
"I just want to look nice." she told herself as she looked into the mirror.
They had just finished breakfast, but dawdled over coffee as she ate. Mike was off to the capitol to help the king and the loyal members of his government to assess the new information and decide how to proceed. Edie and Chantal were motoring over the local village with Lisa while she shopped for fresh food, to break up the monotony of the day.
"Come with, Jilly" said Edie, "Mike has some things he wants you to look at, but nothing that can't wait until this afternoon."
"It's a really pretty place" chimed in Chantal, "and they have some very nice shops."
She agreed, hesitant for some reason to leave the compound. Mike urged her to go.
"Get out and see the sights. With just us to look at for the last four days, you must be dying to see other people. It'll do you good, let you get a feel for the people."
"Besides" he added, "you need a dress for the reception next Friday. Formal, as least as formal as it gets around here."
An hour later they were in a large launch, speeding through the breakers. There were three guards with them, all native, two male and a woman.
"Better to be on the safe side" said Edie. "They're all highly trained, members of the elite troops the King is so proud of. They all speak English, if you have a question. But please don't distract them, let them do their job."
The town was small, less than two thousand people, but it was a bustling market place. There was one small American style store, the rest of the commerce was done in a sprawling outdoor mall, divided into sections, each with a theme.
Lisa took them through the food vendors first, picking out fresh fish that was immediately packed int large coolers they had brought. Next she bought most of a small pig, and four chickens that were still alive. By the time they were done shopping they were dressed and packed.
Jill didn't recognize most of the vegetables, but Lisa picked the best of the lot, bargaining fiercely, a local tradition.
The necessaries out of the way, they got down to some serious shopping.
Jill was admiring a strand of pearls, thinking how good they would look on her daughter, when it occurred to her she had no money. Edie recognized her distress. She laughed.
"Buy anything you like, baby. It all goes straight onto Mikes' account, and he can afford it. If you have to pay him back, remember you just earned fifty grand."
"She stood for a minute, then smiled. She took the pearls, then found some loose ones the same color as her earrings. She bought the lot, whispering to Lisa, who giggled. They had the necklace placed on the launch, but took the loose pearls to another vendor, specializing in ribbons and laces. A selection was made, and they carried it and the pearls along.
Next they stopped at a shoe shop, where she was custom fitted with a pair of sandals. They had a three inch wedge, and the top was an intricate weave in gleaming white. It was open toed, and the weave went past the ankle. A very elegant example of shoewear, and light as a feather. She ordered two more pair, wishing she could pick some up for her daughter.
They stopped for lunch, and she tasted the potent coconut liqeur the islands exported. It burned and she choked. She switched over to tea.
They ate a rice dish that was delicious, in the custom of the country, with their hands.
"Right hand only" whispered Chantal. "It would be an insult if you used your left.
She wasn't as adept as the others in rolling the sticky rice into small balls before dipping it in one of the many sauces, and a few fell onto her chest. When she raised the napkin to wipe them off, she remembered she was topless, as were all females in the town.
It hadn't really bothered her when she saw the rest topless, so she rolled her wrap down to her waist as Lisa had taught her. They all had their hair wrapped in bright scarves in defense of the wind from the launch, and they left them in. No one paid much attention except for a few Europeans, Frenchmen there on a service contract. One of them made a rude comment, and Jill, who was fluent, whirled around and slapped his jaw hard, chewing him out in his language. They fled the scene, the laughter of the women ringing in their ears.
They went into a stall of a cloth vendor, and she was amazed at the vibrant colors.
"Pick something, Jill. Remember, you have a formal dinner to attend."
After what seemed hours, she picked a bolt of muted orange. The women applauded her choice, saying it set off her hair and skin tone nicely. The next trip was to a tailor shop, where she was measured from neck to toe. For some reason it didn't bother her when the wizened little man measured her bare breasts, or deftly dropped her wrap to measure her hips and inseam.
Lisa had a whispered conference with an assistant, and left the pearls and ribbon with her.
Finally shopped out, they headed home, where they immediately shed their clothes for an hour on the beach. The intimate touches while they applied lotion aroused her a bit, and Chantal teased a breast, tweaking a nipple into hardness before leaving her alone.
They showered, did their hair with flowers, and had a cocktail while they waited on Mike to return.
No one was more surprised than Jill when she slipped to the floor beside Chantal and Edie, just before Mike entered.
He stopped, savoring the view. He pulled Edie to her feet and gave her a nice kiss, massaging her bottom. He did the same to Chantal, then held his hand out to Jill.
He pulled her completely off her feel, giving her a deep kiss. Her legs naturally wrapped around his waist.
He broke the kiss and looked down, a smile playing round his lips.
"Good afternoon, Jill. Did you have a pleasant day?"
"Yes, very nice. And I have something I want to ask you, but it will wait until bedtime."
Edie and Chantal smiled knowingly.
.................................................
They were in a deep discussion about politics, when Jill yawned, loudly. They all looked up.
"I'm sorry, I'm just a little tired tonight. Are we going to be up much longer?"
They all grinned.
"No, Jilly, I think we're done here. Time for bed."
He led her to the bedroom, stroking one body part or another. He lay her gently n the bed. She closed her eyes, expecting a kiss. After a few seconds she opened them to find herself alone. She could hear the shower running. She smiled, and slipped into the bathroom.
"May I join you?"
He grinned and opened the door.
They washed each others back, and he surprised her by shampooing her hair, making it as much a scalp massage as a wash. He rubbed the scented soap, across her shoulders, drifting down to her breasts, rubbing her nipples with a feathery touch. She sighed and leaned against him, feeling his massive tool rubbing across her lower back. Just as she started to reach for him, he got out.
"See you in bed" he said softly, slipping out the door.
She finished, taking a little time to rub her swollen lips and enlarged clit, thinking about what she wanted.
She dried her hair, applied lotions and scents to her body, before she came into the bedroom and slipped beneath the covers.
He kissed her lightly before he pulled back slightly.
"There was something you wanted to ask me?"
She sighed. He was actually going to make her ask him.
"Yes, Mike, there is. Can I sleep on the left side tonight?"
His eyes got wide, then he gave her a small grin.
"Of course, Jilly."
He threw the covers back and got in on the right side. She got in, snuggled to him. Soon she was tossing, wriggling, like she couldn't get comfortable. Mike finally said something.
"Can't get comfortable?"
"No" she said. "I prefer the middle, I think."
With that, she crawled on top of him.
"You don't mind, do you?"
Before he could answer she covered his mouth with a kiss. He responded, soon rubbing her body gently. She could feel his erection growing. She broke off, sliding into a position beside him, grabbing his cock and stroking it slowly.
"Are you sure about this? You don't have too, you know."
She kept stroking him.
"I think I've learned enough about you to know you wouldn't hurt me. I'm asking Mike, just take it easy, please."
He didn't respond, but slipped down and gently sucked her breasts, swirling his tongue over her nipples until they ached with hardness. After what seemed like hours, he eased down her body until he was kissing the area just below her navel. She tried to stay still, but couldn't help it, and she started moving. It had been nine months since she had had a lover, and a lot of pent up need surfaced.
"Please" she said, pushing his head lower. He grinned into her skin, but obeyed, until his lips were gently lapping her outer lips before progressing inwards. Suddenly he plunged his tongue inside her as deeply as it would go. She gave a little squeal. "His tongue must be as long as his cock!" flashed through her mind before coherent thought left her body and she surrendered to the sensations he was causing.
He was frustratingly slow, driving her need higher and higher. We he locked his lips round her clit, getting faster and faster, she arched up off the bed.
All the sexual tension of the last few days had her on edge already. Her climax exploded out of her as she screamed at the top of her lungs.
In another bedroom, Edie was stroking Chantals' hair as she sucked on her nipple. Chantal raised up, her white teeth gleaming in the muted light, and giggled.
"Sounds like somebody else is having a good night."
Edie nodded as she pulled her back to her breasts.
"Yes it does, honey, it does indeed."
Mike raised up, moving up her body until his mouth found hers. She tasted herself, and decided she liked it. She felt him pressed against her, opened her legs wider and tried to slip him in.
He towered over her, supported on his arms, and moved slowly, not entering, sliding up and down her well lubed slit.
"Be gentle" she said, "but make me take it all."
He slid in, listening as she groaned in pleasure. Sliding almost out, he paused, before sliding another inch into her. At seven inches she felt full, at eight stretched. At nine, he was touching places no one ever had. When she felt his pubic bone touch her, she was almost comatose, washed in feelings of pleasure and pain. As his strokes became faster, she started babbling, screaming through her second, then third climaxes. He continued to pound.
"Is he a machine? I don't think I can take much more" flashed through her head. Suddenly he pulled out, flipped her easily over and onto her knees, and entered again. She passed out on her sixth orgasm, to wake later as he gave one more mighty lunge. She came again, feeling him pulse and spray inside her. She lay exhausted, lapsing into sleep in seconds.
Mike, still wired, slipped out of bed and went to Edie and Chantal, enjoying another romp before returning to his bed, spooning to her.
..................................................
Jill woke to the feeling of her nipple being sucked gently. Smiling, she reached to cradle his head, when she felt long hair. She looked down to see a mass of dusky red curls. Chantal. She flinched, ans she looked up, smiling.
"Good, you're finally awake" she said, before swirling her tongue over her nipple once more before getting up.
"Breakfast is being served. Grab a quick shower and meet us on the patio. Do you want me to wash your back?"
Jill declined, so she went back outside. She rushed through a shower, pulling her hair back into a ponytail.
She noticed it on the bathroom counter. The pearl choker. Without hesitation she put it on, enjoying the way it matched her tanned throat.
Chantal and Edie actually applauded when she came out, and Mike put her on his lap, nuzzling her hair. The girls came around and gave her a full kiss. She didn't hesitate to return it.
"You're one of us now" whispered Chantal. "You'll never be alone again. If you need us, we're a phone call away. Any time, do you understand?"
She nodded, with tears in her eyes. All her life, she had been alone, except for her marriage, never having a support system before.
Deep down, she knew she had been manipulated, coerced, even drugged. Her training and intellect made her see it. But in the end, no harm had come to her, and she actually enjoyed the attention.
Mike gave them all a big kiss, taking extra time with Jill, before leaving for the capitol.
Jill looked at the girls and grinned.
"Beach time!"
They laughed, lounged, swan in the ocean. She consumed most of a bottle of wine, lying back with her hand over her eyes, enjoying the feel of the sun on her body, when she felt a hand trail across her stomach, while another from the other side rubbed her cheeks, before trailing to her breasts. She just lay there, allowing it to happen.



Soon her breasts were being massaged, and an oily finger traced her outer lips. She sighed, then wriggled, clutching the hand to her breast, pushing into it.
Soon all three towels were put together, and for an hour she learned all about the joys of same gender sex, both giving and receiving. Later they lay, twined together, idly kissing.
"Did you enjoy it?" asked Edie, always the leader.
"Yes, it was what I fantasized about and more. Too bad it has to stay here."
Chantal raised up, propped on an elbow.
"Why would it have to stay here? We all live in the same city. There's nothing wrong with friends stopping by occasionally for a visit, or a girls night out, is there?"
Jill thought for a bit, before smiling.
"it's nice to have friends" she said, giving them both a small kiss.
That night, they all slept together, using every combination they could come up with to pleasure each other. Mike actually looked tired when they were done. He still responded immediately the next morning, when she woke with just him in the bed. She slid down his body, trailing kisses, playing with his almost erect cock. Never a fan of oral, she just had to see how he tasted, and if she could get more than the head in her mouth.
He tasted like sex, and she got at least four inches into her mouth before she felt discomfort. She had watched both Chantal and Edie take take him with ease, all the way to the base, and marveled. Must be the result of lots of practice.
He responded, gripping her hair, guiding her, enjoying it for a few minutes, before pulling her up and giving her a very satisfying session.
They showered together and met the girls for breakfast. They talked, and could see she was a little down.
"You're not having regrets, are you?" Mike asked, gently.
"No, no, it's not that. I was supposed to pick my daughter up in the morning. My son had a basketball camp he wanted to attend, and it was going to be a girls only weekend. My ex was even going to give me an extra day. She's never going to forgive me. Can I call her?"
Mike was moved. He held her hand, and told her he'd see what could be done. As soon as he left for the capitol, he was on the phone to the king.
That night he told Jill he had arranged for her to speak to her daughter in the morning. They spent another passionate night. She had a surprise for him.
She came to bed wearing her choker, and a thong made of a black satin ribbon around her waist, a string of matching pearls disappearing into her ass and centering her pubis in the front. He was very appreciativ
The next morning he was up before her, leaving a note to put on what was provided and join them for breakfast. He also asked her to put her hair up into a ponytail.
Curious, she went into the bathroom.
A full, though daring bikini, and a matching native wrap. It was the first time her breasts had been covered in almost a week. She found it uncomfortable.
Wondering why, she came out to the patio. Chantal and Edie were both attired the same, although Chantal kept tugging at her top.
"Chantal, stop squirming. You can take it off later, I promise, now be a good girl, or I'll have to spank you" said Edie, enjoying her discomfort.
Chantal giggled, and stuck her bottom out. Edie gave her a pretty good swat, and it made her wiggle and ask for more.
"Later, baby, I promise."
Jill was idly wondering what it would feel like to have her bare bottom swatted by a beautiful woman when she heard the helicopter.
Mike was reading a newspaper. He looked at Jill.
"Jilly, will you meet the copter and escort our new guest out here?"
The request struck her odd, but she obeyed, knowing he never did things without a reason. Edie and Chantal went with her, but stopped short of the pad.
The doors swung open and Jill advanced, idly wondering who it was.
..............................................
Katrina Parker, aka Kat, stepped out, obviously bewildered. Her face lit up when she saw her mother.
"Mom!" she screamed, running to her and almost knocking her down.
They hugged while Kat jumped with joy and the copter receded into the horizon.
"How did you get here?" she finally asked, as she caught her breath.
"You sent for me, remember? Or rather, your patient did. He said it was out of gratitude for the help you had given him. I was met and escorted all the way. Gee Mom, you'd think I was royalty. And first class is awesome, but not as much as the private jet we took later. Your patient must be richer than God."
Jill was stunned, and looked up. Mike was there with the girls, grinning like mad. She took Kat by the hand, and made the introductions.
"Kat, this is Edie and Chantal." The girls shook her hand, then hugged her in welcome.
"And this is Mike Hogue, our host."
Kat was awestruck. She remembered seeing him on television when she was small. He looked a lot bigger in person.
She reached out to shake, and Mike pulled her hand to his lips, kissing it gently.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Miss Katrina. I'm quite fond of your mother for the help she has given me. When she told me you two had planned a girls' weekend, I felt like a heel for messing it up, so I fixed it. Sometimes it's nice to have a little money."
He had said it with all the charm his Southern background could muster, and she was instantly smitten. She blushed and stumbled through an answer.
"Well then, now that we know each other, let's have breakfast."
Jill noticed that Lisa and the other girls had rolled their wraps up. Kat was impressed with the house and surroundings. Edie and Chantal were telling her about the beach, the local village, snorkeling, even horseback riding, if she wanted it. It was about to overload her.
Mike sat and smiled, listening to the chatter. He had a weakness for children.
He stood.
Kat, it was good to meet you, but I have to work now. I'll be gone most of the day. I'm sure your mom and the girls will keep you entertained."
He stood, and they all stood with him. He kissed Edie and Chantal on the cheek. Jill surprised them all by giving him a kiss on the lips.
He strode off to a waiting boat, waved, and sped off.
Chantal and Edie showed Kat to her room, an enormous space with two queen size beds.
"You'll have to share with Mom, all right?"
Jill looked at them and Chantal winked.
Kat was thrilled.
"Now, if you want, we can go down to the beach."
Kat wasted no time in getting into the bikini she had brought. While she changed, they had a hushed conversation.
"There are no men around today, only women. Mike said you might feel more comfortable. And don't worry, we act like adults when we're not alone."
They went down to the beach, after Jill made sure Kat was covered with tanning oil. She immediately jumped in, and they all played for about an hour.
Going back to the gazebo, they reapplied lotion, got some cold drinks from the cooler, and lay down to work on their tans.
Jill wiggled back and forth, before she sat upright.
"This is ridiculous!" she said, looking at Kat.
"Honey we're here alone. There are no men around, none even on the island. I've been tanning topless. do you mind?"
Kat sat opened mouthed. Despite her penchant for thrill seeking, she always thought she was a little repressed. She nodded no, and soon her mother and her friends were topless. She was surrounded by tanned breasts, and she became a little jealous.
"Uh, Mom, since we're here alone, can I take my top off too?"
Jill grinned, glad she wasn't offended.
"Sure honey, just make sure you use plenty of lotion, wouldn't do to get burned there your first day, would it?"
Kat giggled, and self consciously lotioned her breasts, getting embarrassed when her nipples hardened.
They assured her it was just natural, and soon all thoughts of embarrassment were gone.
Regretfully, after an hour, they redonned their tops and went back up to the house. Lisa gave Kat a native wrap in bright blue, and taught her how to wrap and tuck, making her practice until she could do it on her own. Just before Mike returned, Lisa wove flowers into her hair to match her mother.
They were all waiting for him when the boat landed.
He looked up, admiring the group, before going to greet them. They all gave him a kiss on the cheek. When he got to Kat he praised her, saying she looked like a little native.
She surprised everyone by pulling Mike down,and reaching up on her toes, to kiss his cheek.
"Thank you sir, for bringing me out. I'm sure Mom appreciates it too."
Mike actually colored a bit, before bursting into a grin and lifting Kat off her feet, twirling her until she laughed. He sat her down gently, and asked for a moment alone with her mom.
"Jill, I hope you don't think I have any designs on your daughter. I would never..."
She put her hand to his lips.
"Shhh. I know that. Remember, I profiled you. If you have a weakness, it's fondness of children. I know she's quite safe around you, and that Edie and Chantal will behave. In fact, both seem quite struck with her. Now, let's have dinner."
They ate, talked on safe subjects, drew Kat out to talk about herself. Even Jill learned a few things about her daughter. She was surprised to find there were a few boys interested in her.
Mike took her hand.
"Kat, you seem like a fine young woman. My upbringing was a little unorthodox, but one thing I learned early was the effects of peer pressure. I'm not so far removed that I don't remember how teenage boys are. Be careful, Kat, if you do anything, do it because you want to, not because you think you have too. Understand?"
She flushed a little and nodded her head.
"Good" he said. Now, who wants their ass kicked in video games?"
They trooped into the living room, where a state of the art gaming system had been hooked up to the sixty inch television. For the next ninety minutes they all played. Mike with the intensity he applied to all things. Kat was the best of the bunch, and beat him a few times, before the girls started ganging up on him, eliminating him early every time. He finally gave up, and sat and watched smiling, as they went at it. Kat started nodding, and Jill told her to go to bed, her body was still adjusting to the new time zone.
She sat while she showered and got ready for bed, brushing her hair like she did when she was a child before tucking her in. She was asleep within minutes.
Jill went back to the living room, jumped into his lap, and gave him a passionate kiss.
"For a dangerous man with no moral compass, you're a sweetie pie."
Mike laughed.
"Jilly, I've been called many things, but never that."
He kissed them all, and told them he'd like to sleep alone tonight. They were all a bit disappointed, but respected his wishes.
The next morning he told them he wasn't working, and that he needed to go to the village.
"You're all coming. Kat, I don't know if your mom told you, but tonight, she has to attend a social function, at the command of the king of this country. He has extended an invitation to you, when he found out you were coming."
He stopped, smiling at her amazed look.
"Know what that means? It means you have to go shopping! You need a dress, shoes, jewelry, the works. So take a few minutes, get ready, and let's go!"
The girls scrambled, and in record time were in the boat, urging him to hurry.
Jill talked to her on the way, preparing her.
"Honey, you have to remember, we're in a foreign country, with different customs. It's legal and accepted here for women to appear topless, it's been a way of life for centuries. So please try not to stare, it's rude, and these are a very polite people."
Mike had chosen to wear the typical native dress, a male version of the wrap. Jill was surprised to see him barefoot. with some sort of native bracelets on his wrists, and a matching necklace. She was also impressed with the deference he was accorded, even though they called him by his native name and seemed genuinely friendly.
Lisa had come in a different boat, to shop. She had rolled her top down, sighing as her breasts were bared. Americans were a strange race, she mused. They loved seeing naked women, but were uncomfortable when faced with more than one set of breasts in a social setting. She had slept with a few, and found them mostly selfish, with very limited skills.
She remembered her first encounter with Mike, when he first bought the house. He was definitely the exception to the rule. Kind, open, admiring her body and sexuality without being rude. He was a native born in the wrong skin, in her opinion.
When they got to the crowded market, Kat instinctively grabbed Mikes' hand for reassurance. Jill smiled at the sight and said nothing. Soon, though, she got comfortable, and would dart this way and that, exclaiming over the selections. They took her to the shoe maker, where she got three pair of sandals, in one, two, and three inch heels. She insisted on wearing the low ones the rest of the morning.
They had taken her to the dressmaker first thing. Mike had already ordered a dress suitable for the function, in several different colors. He bought them all, and the tailor measured her for alterations, promising the one she picked would be ready before they left, and the rest would be delivered the next day.
She picked up two more native wraps, some jewelery, and after asking, small gifts for her closest friends and her brother. It pleased Mike that she was thinking of others.
Jill and Kat had no idea what they spent that day, because he had it all billed to him, and never discussed it.
They went back to the house and rested for two hours.
Kat wasn't really surprised when she woke from her nap to see her mom and her friends walking around the house topless.
"Mike must not be here" she thought,as she donned a wrap and walked into the living room as bare breasted as the rest.
The women stopped talking and smiled. She was just about to greet them when Mike walked into the room. She let out a little shriek and fled to her bedroom. Jill followed her.
"Kat, honey, it's all right. He was in a room full of breasts, you were just part of the crowd. Mike means you no harm and doesn't think ill of you. Now, I think you'd be more comfortable if you'd put your bikini top on. Join us when you're ready."
She collected her thoughts, donned her top, brushed her hair, and went back into the living room. Mike tried to apologize, but she stopped him.
"It's all right. I keep forgetting I'm just a girl. Don't worry, I'll grow up someday."
He grinned and kissed her cheek, then disappeared into his room. The women spent the next few hours getting ready. Edie and Chantal told them not to worry about their hair, they would fix it after they arrived. Helicopters play havoc with hair.
They arrived, circling the city before setting down. The largest in the country, it was still less than a hundred thousand people.
The waiting limo whisked them to the palace. Security was pretty tight, but the crowd was in a festive mood. Legislation had been signed that day moving the country closer to democracy. And though Kat didn't realize it, her mother was instrumental in getting it done.
They met and mingled with dignitaries from many countries, there were twenty embassies, with more countries begging to establish ties with the country.
Kat and her mom were amazed by it all. The king was abut five nine, and wore a tuxedo top over his native wrap. He thanked Jill profusely enough to embarrass her, and introduced Kat to his son by his second wife. They were the same age, and he was to escort her at dinner and the dance that followed.
He was slightly shorter, with a lean, muscled body and liquid brown eyes. One of her favorite pictures from the time set on her nightstand for years. After all, how many fifteen year old girls can say they dined and danced with a real live prince?
Jill danced with the Japanese, French, and Dutch ambassadors, and several prominent businessmen. She got one dance with Mike.
"I won't share your bed anymore, will I?"
He smiled sadly.
"Probably not, not with your daughter near. She's a pretty sharp girl, and I'm sure she is guessing how personal our sessions were. I hope despite how it started out you had a good time, maybe learned a little about yourself."
He stepped back so she could see his face.
"And Jilly, I really would like to see you sometime on a professional level. I have issues from the past I can't let go of. Maybe you can help clarify some thoughts so I can move on."
She knew he was talking about his ex, Shanna Jones.
"It's been almost two years and he still loves her. It's written all over his face. Maybe there's hope for them yet."
Every one she had interviewed talked of his time with Shanna as being the happiest in his life. And she knew, despite his flaws, he was a decent man who deserved whatever happiness he could get.
The next day he and Chantal were gone. Kat hugged him hard, thanking him for the experience of a lifetime.
"It's not over yet. Your mom has made arrangements for you two to stay two more days. Edie wants to stay as well, so she can be your guide."
Jill cried as she hugged him, thanking him for the gift.
So they spent two more days on the island. The prince and a dozen of his friends, both sexes, joined them them the last afternoon and evening. Lights were strung on the beach, bonfires were built, music was provided.
The girls were all local, and wore thong bottoms, donning wraps as the night progressed. Jill wasn't surprised to see the prince and Kat slow dancing, swaying gently to the music. What did surprise her was to see her without her bikini top. Then she realized she and Edie were still topless. They got some appreciative glances from the boys, but they weren't disrespectful.
At one in the morning they stopped the party, ushering the prince and his friends to the large launch they had arrived in. No one seemed to notice when Kat pulled him behind some palms. They were both flushed and smiling when they returned three minutes later.
................................................
Kat returned to school with quite a story. Her friends were disbelieving at first, but when she showed them photos and video clips they were awed. It was icing on the cake after soccer practice when they hit the showers, and Kat showed off her out of season tan, with no lines at all.
Jill went back to her practice a changed woman. She gave a full report of what happened, and her employer sent her a nice severance check. She was nervous for about three months, until a man in a suit stopped her in the street.
"Mike says hello, and to tell you you can relax. It's over, you'll never be bothered again."
She smiled, relaxed for the first time since leaving the island. As she walked back to her office from lunch, she idly rubbed the back of her neck. The tattoo was tiny, almost invisible in her hairline.
Edie and Chantal had showed her theirs. Five days later she sent Mike an email with a photo. All you could see was the back of her neck, her hair pulled up.
"Mine" it said,in tiny letters.
................................................
You know, these things post a lot faster if you remember to push the 'submit' button. I wondered for four days why it hadn't shown up until I checked and saw I hadn't sent it. Sorry.
As always, thanks for reading, comment if you want, vote if you think it's worth it.
Q
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The email popped up all over town, to relatives, friends, housewives, professionals, factory workers, doctors, lawyers, educators, priests and preachers, even Facebook friends, all they had in common were Amy Taylor and/or Josh Long.
"Hi!" it read, "I'm Ben Taylor, husband of Amy, your daughter, sister, friend, and coworker."
"I know most of you don't know me, and I thank you for your time. I have information to share about my loving wife and her friend, information some of you already have, some of you suspect. I've decided to remove all doubt and share what I have. Most won't like it. Some will hate it, more will hate me, but it's a price I'm willing to pay. Please see first attachment."
A picture popped up of Amy and Josh fully clothed but still kissing passionately.
"A Prelude" the caption read.
"This was taken at her company picnic three months ago. They thought they were being careful, but a friend of mine was looking for his kids, and saw them. He snapped several pictures and gave them to me, thinking I'd need them. What a good friend, and I'm not being facetious."
"I'm ashamed that after that I was the classic insecure husband. I had to know, even if it killed me. And it did."
"Killed me, I mean. Our promises to each other, and God, in front of friends and family, meaningless. Negated by lust, I hate to think it was love."
"Of course, I beat myself up wondering why. Maybe it was the long periods I left her alone while my Seal team and I did covert ops for the CIA. No, wait, I've never been in the military, and the only seals I know are the ones that sun themselves in the harbor."
"Maybe it was because of the time I left her alone when I traveled on business. That can't be right, I never travel on business. And I work almost no overtime, I'm home by five thirty at the latest, every night."
"It must be the neglect from all my hobbies, running off and leaving her and the kids alone while I enjoy myself, missing birthdays, holidays, anniversaries... Nope, that's out. The only hobby I had was trying to make her happy. She seemed to enjoy the little surprise gifts and getaways, and she had to keep an eye on me to make sure I didn't go overboard on these occasions. And thankfully as it turns out, we hadn't gotten around to having kids."
"I wasn't cruel to her mentally or physically, I didn't neglect her, always made sure she knew I loved her, spent as much time as possible with her. Luckily she had a job, or she would never had time to be with Josh. It helped tremendously that he was her boss, made their little get togethers pretty easy during the day."
"I was shattered when I got proof positive. It was a little expensive, probably illegal, but I never planned to use it in a court of law. I decided to plead my case in the court of public opinion."
"Ah. Proof of what you say? Why their affair, of course. The next attachments are pretty graphic, so don't open them if you think it will offend you."
The next two images popped up. The first was a picture of Amy taken at a downward angle. She was looking up, lovingly, while her mouth was filled with cock. She's Really Good At This was the caption.
The second was of them having sex doggy style, with a split screen leaving no doubt he was buried into her ass. Their faces portrayed lust and happiness. What She Wouldn't Do For Me was the title.
"Sorry if I offended you, but I wanted to remove all doubt. Why would I show you those pictures? Because I filed for divorce using irreconcilable differences, not adultery. Now I've avoided most of the sympathetic looks, the occasional smirks from assholes of both sexes who knew already, and the inevitable conversations. You know what I mean."
All her friends asking if I'm sure this is what I want, it was a mistake, get counseling, she's sorry, it will never happen again, try to get over it. Her mom, who I loved as much as my own mom, won't try to guilt me into a sit down, or her father, who I respect but never really liked, trying to talk some sense into me. I apologize to all of you for being caught in this mess. My firmest desire is that you leave me alone. This is strictly between my wife and me."
"Well, not entirely. I do have Josh to consider. I have to apologize to his wife Sunny, you shouldn't have had to deal with it, or your two kids. They're what, eight and five now? Maybe he'll change, maybe you can forgive him. It's your choice."
"And I apologize to his company and the upper management, for dragging through them through the upcoming lawsuit. After all, all their joining were at their office. I guess purchasing knows the reason now he had a couch put in to his office. Just a tip, if you give the couch to someone else, make sure it's thoroughly cleaned first."
"I know I can't use the pictures, but all my lawyer has to do is depose their coworkers. I doubt seriously they'll take a fall for the company. All in all, and a lot of people will lead pretty miserable lives for awhile."
"So, to wrap it up, this is why I did it like this. To remove all doubt, and to keep from wasting time. After all, every picture tells a story, doesn't it? Amy will be served with divorce papers. That should happen any minute now. I'm going to try a build a new life without her."
"Amy, I'm sorry I wasn't enough. If you had come to me at the beginning, said you had feelings for someone else and left, it would have devastated me. But I would have respected you. Instead, you were the classic cake eater, wanting to have it while you continued to consume it. Well, the cake is gone, Amy, I'm pretty sure you're going to have a pretty bad case of indigestion."
"Then again, maybe not. Maybe you're glad I found out, so your lover and you can run off into the sunset. Whatever. You and I are done. I've moved out of the house, took what I wanted. The rest is all yours."
"All contact will be through my lawyer, it is my steadfast wish to never speak to me again. I don't want an explanation. I don't want to know why. I don't want to hear talk about second chances, because they're not even going to be considered. Go away, Amy, leave me alone."
.................................................
The whole office heard Amy scream, before she slid out of her chair in a dead faint. Her coworkers rushed to her aid. Unfortunately, she had fainted at the image of Josh buried in her ass. Soon the buzz started, after one of the receptionists found the email and opened it. Work pretty much ground to a standstill.
Josh was unaware of what was happening, and was surprised to see the Human Resources director standing in his door.
"Is it true?" he asked without any preamble.
"Is what true?" Josh asked, not knowing what he was talking about. The director came in, slamming the door.
"Is it true that you and Amy were having an affair? Here? In the office?"
Josh went pale. The director thought he might pass out. That pretty much confirmed it. Too bad, he had always liked Josh.
"You idiot! Do you any idea of the damage you two have done? Most of our biggest clients are religious charities. How do you think they'll feel knowing two of our senior people were committing lewd acts on company time and property?"
He paused, out of breath, before continuing.
"I just left a conference with upper management. The CEO called, demanding verification. He's already had a call from the Archbishop, the President of the Baptist charities, and Rabbi Friedman. Things are not looking so good."
Again he paused, looking at Josh.
"I want you out of here in fifteen minutes. You're suspended, pending investigation. No, wait thirty minutes. Amy is being escorted out as we speak. And I take it you haven't seen it, go to you email, look at the one from her husband."
He turned without another word, slamming the door again on the way out
................................................
His fingers trembled when he hit the button. When he got to the picture of him buried in her ass, he got physically sick, vomiting in his trash can.
It was just supposed to be fun, just a one off with no one the wiser. But they both liked it so much they kept on, promising each other their spouses would never find out.
Sunny must be devastated, he thought. Then it him.
"Oh My God! Sunny!" he actually screamed aloud, before hitting her number. He was surprised when she actually answered. Maybe she hadn't seen it yet. She seemed calm.
"is it true?" she asked, in a cold, emotionless voice.
"Is what true, honey?"
"Josh, you have one chance to tell me the truth. One. Deny it, or I catch you in a lie, and the lawyers will do our talking. Now, is it true?"
He felt the walls closing in. He really did love her. And he also knew he had no choice.
"I'm so sorry, Honey. Yes it is, but....."
She cut him off.
"I'm packing two suitcases for you, your favorite things. They'll be in the garage, please come and get them while I pick JJ up from school. I'd leave myself, but one of us has to be the responsible adult here. They're children involved, after all. Until I decide what I want to do, I'll tell them you had to go away on business. Understand something, if I decide not to try to salvage this, you get to tell them why daddy doesn't live here anymore. They won't really understand right now, but a few years down the road they'll get it. I hope it doesn't turn them away from you. I'm going now, don't try to contact me. If I decide, I'll call you."
There was a few seconds of silence. Then the scream came.
"Damn you!" she wailed, hanging up. He stared at the phone like it was a snake before dropping it. It rang immediately. He looked at the name. Amy.
"Hello?" he said hesitantly.
All he heard was crying and snuffling for a minute, then she spoke, in a voice so tiny he almost didn't recognize it.
"Josh, Josh, what are we gonna do? He's my life. We were going to try for a baby next year. I can't lose him, I can't."
He felt terrible sadness for about the twentieth time that day. What had they done?
"I feel the same way about Sunny. But honestly, Amy, I don't see a happy ending for either of us. If we had been in love, we could have embraced our freedom and be together. But while we like each other, we didn't want to be together. You know our jobs are toast, if not now then soon. Sunny threw me out, I don't know if we'll ever be together again. I'm sorry about Ben. Do you think if I talked to him, tell him there was no love, that we didn't mean to it would help? I'll do it."
"No! I think the best thing you can do right now is stay as far away from us a possible. Every time he looks at you he'll remember what we did. He's never been violent, but he's never been hurt this bad before. I'll talk to you later, if you think it's a good idea."
He thought carefully.
"No. I don't think it's a good idea. All either one of them has to do is find out we're communicating and it would undermine everything we're trying to repair. I'm sorry it came to this, Amy. You know I never wanted you hurt."
"I feel the same way. I hope you can work it out with Sunny, I know how much you love her. I can't believe we were ever this stupid. Goodby Josh, and good luck. I think we're both going to need it.
................................................
Amy got home. She knew he wouldn't be there, but she hoped against all odds. It was the same house, the same furniture, the same pictures on the wall. But it seemed hollow and empty, and she knew why. A quick check of the closets revealed that all his things were gone. She looked farther, going into his storage shed and workshop. They had been stripped, all the tools removed.
She wondered when he had had the time to do it, and then remembered she never went into them. They could have been gone for weeks and she would never had known. She looked for a note, any kind of message, but felt nothing.
She sat down at the kitchen table, in her regular chair, and looked sadly at his empty place. She lowered her head to the table, and for the first time that day, but not the last in the days to come, she cried.
................................................
True to his word, Ben never spoke to her again. He refused conferences. He refused to go to court ordered counseling, presenting himself to the jail at the time he was to meet at their office, to serve his contempt of court charge. Confused, the police took his statement that he was willing to go to jail, and sent him home, since no warrant had been issued. The judge took a dim view and had him jailed the following weekend, letting him out on Sunday night so he could work. He spent three weekends in jail before Amy finally conceded to a lost cause and cancelled the sessions.
It took almost a year for the divorce to go through. Amy still hoped against hope he would come back to her, but when her mother saw the announcement of his upcoming wedding, she gave up. The day of his wedding she got drunk, the first time in two years.
Time may not heal all wounds, but it does make the pain bearable. She finally started dating again. She had two serious relationships that ended when she told them about her past, before she finally met a man that loved her enough to consider her past her past, and to concentrate on her future. She married him and they were happy. She was very careful in her dealings with other men, especially where she worked. They called her the nun, because she never went out for a social drink, and she hardly spoke to men except professionally.
The only thing that marred her happiness was seeing Ben once, by accident, two years after she married. He had moved out of town, after receiving an undisclosed amount from her old company, settling, desperate that it not go to court.
He was back in town for the twenty fifth anniversary party being given for his sister and her husband. She saw him by accident, sitting on a park bench. She wasn't sure at first it was him. He was thinner than she remembered, and his hair had a touch of gray. She was at a stoplight, and decided she wanted to talk to him, hopefully to finally apologize for her actions.
She changed her mind when a tall woman with flaming red hair walked up, with a boy that couldn't have been more than two and a little girl about six or seven. The girl had her mothers' red locks, while the boy had dark hair.
The girl jumped into his lap while she picked the smaller child up. He rose, carrying the girl, kissed the woman, and walked away.
Amy was surprised to feel the tears, then realized she had looked at a future that should have been hers. She wiped the tears, and went home to fix her husband his favorite dinner.
...............................................
Josh and Sunny managed to reconcile, after fifteen months of living apart. She made him go through counseling, alone and jointly, and sign a pretty harsh postnupt. He apologized so much she finally lost patience and told him if he said he was sorry one more time he was gone for good.
He was a changed man. He rarely went anywhere without her or his children. He worked hard, his new job didn't pay anywhere nearly as well as his old one, but because of his hard work he received promotions and bonuses. It still took him six years to return to his old level. Sunny had to take a job to make ends meet, and she refused to quit when they reunited. It broke his heart when she sometimes went out for drinks after work, or when she left for the quarterly training seminars her job required. She never did anything remotely unseemly, but her steadfast refusal to talk about them bothered him greatly, a emotion she secretly got a lot of satisfaction from. Their life was nowhere near what it was before, but they worked towards building a better one, for them and their children.
Josh figured it up once. They had had sex about twelve times, thirty to forty five minutes on average. Using the high figure, it came out to about nine hours, balanced against years of his family suffering and the destruction of Amy's marriage.
Was it worth it?
"HELL NO!"
................................................
As always, I thank you taking time and reading this story. It was based on two friends who pretty much did the same thing, with the same consequences.
Q
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I slept, dreaming odd dreams. I woke to the familiar smell of barbecue, the ultimate[for me]comfort food. Benny really didn't talk much as I ate. After we cleared the dishes he got us a beer and took me to the porch swing.
We settled in, snuggled a bit, glad to be back in each others arms. He rocked us gently, stroking my hair occasionally.
I steeled myself, and pushed upright. I needed him to be able to see my face.
"First, honey, thank you for trusting me."
"Now, as to where I was. Do you remember my friend Beth? I worked for her before I took up teaching, at the publishing house."
I felt his body tense.
"She's a senior editor now. I took her your book.
They can reach a far wider audience than your ebooks, generate press, advertize in major media markets. It's just too good, honey. The world needs to see it."
He exhaled, slowly.
"Did she like it?"
"Honey, she loved it! Said it was probably the most powerful thing she had ever read. She's already talking movie rights, if you sign with her."
"Do you think it will be that successful?"
I held his hands, leaning in fr a quick kiss.
"You don't know, do you? Benny, people who read this book, or see the movie, will remember it for the rest of their lives. It's that good."
He stood, and walked to the end of the porch, staring into the darkness. His voice floated out of the darkness.
"Then I guess we should do it. You know, when I started writing it was for the peace it brought me. I wanted to be successful, to be sure. But as successful as you say this is going to be, I never dreamed it."
"But know up front, Bonnie, I won't do this alone. You are my muse, my anchor, and my best friend. The love of my life. You made me want to be a better writer."
"I know everybody wondered how come you chose me. You're beautiful, smarter, and much better educated. I just drove a delivery truck, what could I have to offer a woman like you? I never told you, but I've been in love with you since we were thirteen years old. I knew I wasn't in your league when you decided to go to the junior high mixer, with Jimmy Travers, and his mom picked you up in their new station wagon, and drove you to that nice restaurant afterwards with all your rich friends, that I could never compete with that. So I left you alone."
"Then you came back into my life, and I couldn't believe it. When we became close I kept waiting for some guy in a suit to waltz in and ruin it.
But you chose me, and if I died tomorrow, it would be knowing that you loved me, and that made my life worth living."
"Did you know Miriam is telling everybody we used your money for our wedding and honeymoon? Said she knew I wanted to play the big shot, act like I was something I could never be? I'm sure part of it's hate, and part jealousy, but you'd be amazed how many people believe her."
"So if it happens, if it becomes as popular as you think, you're taking every step with me. I'll need you to prop me up, encourage me, protect me. Will you do it?"
I swear to God, I've wept more tears in the last two years being with him than I have in my whole life, and almost all were tears of happiness and love. I walked up behind him, hugging him.
"With every breath I take. Now, I want you to take me to bed, our bed, and make love to me. Please?"
It was the most passionate night I had ever had. There was no pounding, no screaming, no games, just a man and a woman, becoming one. I wept softly through most of it, and felt a few drop from his eyes, at the end. We didn't speak when we were done. What words could possibly convey our feelings as well as touch?
Then, just before I drifted off, Miriam popped into my mind. I thought about confronting her in public, revealing all her lies, but then decided not to. The book would put paid to every negative thing she had ever said about Benny. I just needed to be there when she got the news.
...............................................
I called Beth the next day, saying if we could find an agent and come to terms, we were in.
She had a man call us, saying he was a legend among agents. Seventy now, he was semiretired, but there was nothing and no one he didn't know in the publishing world, as well as Hollywood.
We put him on speaker.
"Good morning. My name is Saul Sanchez. Beth gave me your number. I'd love to meet and talk about representing you. When will you be in New York again?"
I answered.
"Next Tuesday. We're going to be there for a couple of days, and we'd really like to have representation before then."
We talked for about an hour. He had represented some really big names in the past. He was down to three now, mostly as a favor.
"Beth let me read the first ten chapters in her office. It's as good as she said it will be. I'd like to work with you. You'll be my swansong, sending me out in style."
We talked to two more, made appointments, but we knew before we got on the plane it would be Saul.
.................................................
Come to find out, Benny wasn't very traveled. I, thanks to my first job and my ex, was. Watching him was like watching a child. Unfortunately, we weren't there to sight see, at least until we finished our business.
We got checked in just in time to freshen up for our meeting with Saul.
"Should I wear a suit?"
I laughed.
"They want you. You could show up in a torn t shirt and ragged sweat pants and they wouldn't bat an eye. They're used to eccentric behavior from writers. On the other hand, you look damned handsome in a suit, and it does convey an air of professionalism."
"Okay then, suit it is. But I'm not wearing a tie. And that means you better wear that blue dress. It'll keep them distracted enough to let me be comfortable."
"All right" I said meekly, tingling that I still could keep him so turned on after almost a year and a half together.
I lay out the dress, then decided to give him a treat. My black thong, matching garter belt, and hose. I strutted out, holding the dress.
"Honey, will you zip me?" I said, wriggling into my dress. I loved the look on his face. Reaching up to kiss his cheek.
"Now, honey, If you start to stress today, just remember the treat you have waiting under this dress."
He was grinning like mad all through the cab ride.
.................................................
I don't know what an agent was supposed to look like, but Saul Sanchez wasn't it. I had a vision of a wizened little man in a comfortable sweater, fawning over us.
Saul was six foot seven, and in great shape for his age. Thick, jet black hair I'm sure was died, a small goatee, and a skull cap. His suit looked very expensive. He had one of those personalities that could fill a room all on its' own.
"Welcome, welcome" he boomed, shaking our hands.
Soon we were in a very nice office. Dark wood, leather furniture.
"My mancave" he said grinning. He motioned us over to a couch, and sat on the matching oversized chair. He filled it up.
He got down to business pretty quickly.
"I read your work. Pretty good, for a beginner. The first two were a bit crude, but you progressed nicely. Beth has some ideas on that, I'll let her tell you."
He paused.
"The new book, at least the part I saw, is nothing short of brilliant. I can tell that hearing that embarrasses you, but you'll soon get over that. You'll have too, if it hits like I expect it to."
"I know you have interviews with two other agents, Beth told me. Both are pretty good, would do an adequate job, so why should you go with me, especially if my fees are higher? Because I'm the best for you. I can bring forty five years of experience, and my address book is a who's who of the most important literary figures in the world, not just the city. Plus, I'm really good friends with several prominent producers and film companies, and this has Oscar written all over it, if we get the right people, especially a good screen writer."
He paused, out of breath.
"My wife didn't want me to do this until I told her once she read the book she would disown me if I let you slip through my fingers. So, here's my contract. Get a really good entertainment lawyer to look it over. If you don't have one, I could give you a couple of names, as can Beth. Get back to me soon if you want me. There's lot of things that need to be done. Now, any questions?"
We had a lot of questions, and he did his best to answer them to our understanding. He gave us a hearty handshake and sent us on our way.
To be fair, we went to the meetings with the other two. One, a man slightly younger than us, seemed competent but didn't really appeal to us.
The other, a man his early thirties, was a disaster.
It was a huge office, opulent, and extremely busy. In fact, we were interrupted numerous times, and he brushed most of our questions aside, saying an assistant would be be available to answer any questions after we had signed. He had the contract ready, and his personal assistant standing by to witness.
I was getting angry, and Benny seemed amused.
When the man finally stopped talking, he leaned back in his desk chair, and smiled a sharks' smile.
"Any questions before we sign?"
Benny surprised him.
"That's a really nice suit. Where did you get it?"
He actually seemed to preen.
"Savile Row. Seven thousand, worth every penny. I can get you the name of the tailor, if you want. Yours?"
I know he was just being polite. Benny grinned as he stood.
"JC Penny. Two eighty nine, if I can catch them on sale."
I happened to be looking at his assistant, and I thought she was going to choke, trying not to laugh.
Benny reached out and shook his hand.
"Thank you for your time. It was...educational. I'm sorry, but I don't think I'll go with your agency. Have a good day."
He strode out with me in tow, while the agent tried to scramble out his chair. I didn't even try to hold in my laughter as we left.
We spent the afternoon meeting lawyers. There were two names both Beth and Saul recommended, so we decided to see them first, having made appointments in advance.
We chose a woman, our age, because we both liked her.
"So, Saul Sanchez and Beth Howard. When they called almost back to back I knew I had to meet you."
We spent an educational hour learning about intellectual property and entertainment laws. In the end, we signed.
Armed with an agent and a lawyer, we saw Beth the next day.
"We won't be talking business, per se, you have people, very competent people, to handle that now. I just wanted to meet you, Mr. Henson."
Benny shook her hand, smiling.
"You might as well get used to calling me Benny, every one else does. It looks like we'll be talking quite a bit."
"Beth" she replied, handing him a card.
"These are my private numbers. If you need me for any reason, one of these numbers will reach me. And you need to get a new cell, and not give anyone else but Saul and myself the number. It'll cut down on wait time and assure us a direct line."
"Now, while Saul and Karen sort everything out with our business people, there is a few things I'd like to cover. I read all five of your earlier books. Tell me, have you read them lately? Is there anything you look at and say "this would have been better, or I should have went in this direction instead'?"
Benny actually blushed.
"Not so much on my last two, but there was a lot I wished I had changed in the first three. Some my editor suggested, some my own thoughts."
"Very good, Benny. You should ALWAYS listen to your editor. Who did edit them? There were a few things I would have done differently, but all editors are like that."
"Bonnie."
She looked surprised, then smiled at me.
"You have learned well, grasshopper. I'm glad you still remember what I taught you. Is it going to be a problem letting me have him?"
"A little" I said, "it was a spiritual connection, and was what got us together in the first place. But he's outgrown me now, and I'm smart enough to know it. He needs your skill level and experience."
Beth came around the desk and hugged me.
"Well said. I promise I'll be gentle, at least at first."
Benny flamed red while we giggled.
She sat back down.
"I want you to know that Harbor House has acquired the publishing rights to all your past work. Three of them are good enough to be rewritten and published, a few months after this one comes out I want you to have one ready. They'll do well, riding the coattails of this one. Benny, before you get excited, you still retain ownership of the books, we just bought publishing rights. Are you working on anything now?"
"Not really. I have a few ideas I'd like to develop, but I kind of got derailed by all of this."
"I'll be honest with you, you won't get much time to write for the next year or so. You'll come to understand why writers hate publicity, it steals their creative time. But all successful writers know it's the cost of fame. That being said, keep a laptop with you, you'll find yourself with a spare hour here, thirty minutes there. Use it, and when the furor dies down you'll be ahead when it comes to serious writing. In the meantime, you've got about six months before this hits, I want you to rewrite your third and fourth book, and think about a sequel to the third. People love mystery as much as romance. All right, business over. What are your plans for the rest of the week?"
I answered.
"Well, we have meetings with Saul and Karen, separately and together. And this is Benny's first time in New York, so I'm sure sightseeing is on the agenda."
"Good. It's a hell of a place to live. Have dinner with Jen and I tomorrow, we'll make some recommendations. Anything specific you'd like to do, Benny?"
Jen was her new girlfriend. She said it looked like it might be serious.
"I've always wanted to see a Broadway show. A musical, if I could."
Beth grinned.
"I'll see what I can do. You're about to learn, a successful writer aligned with a top publishing house has the entertainment world at their fingertips."
The next night during dinner, she produced two sets of tickets.
"Momma Mia. A matinee. And the next night Kinky Boots. Jen and I are going with you, she's been dying to see it."
Benny was stunned.
"What do we owe you?"
"Undying gratitude. One of the perks of the trade. And don't be surprised if the producers come sniffing around. I may have said you were about to set the literary world on fire. Network, Benny. Learn to love the word."
She was laughing at the look on his face.
Beth and I went to the ladies room, leaving Jen at the table. Guard duty Beth called it.
"He's a babe in the woods, Bonnie. Promise me you'll protect him. You got a glimpse of how this business can be. Keep him sweet, so he can keep his perspective."
She was dead serious, I could see it in her face.
"Don't worry" I told her, as she freshened her lipstick, "I'll be like a momma bear protecting her cub. Anybody trying to get close to him is going to get chewed pretty bad."
"Good" she said, pursing her lips, "I'll hold you to that."
..................................................
Benny sat enthralled. We had excellent seats, and the producer made a point of taking us backstage before the show.
"Are you somebody? I don't recognize you. Beth says you're the next big thing in the literary world."
He lived up to his reputation, blunt and to the point. Before he could speak I answered.
"He's somebody very important. He's my husband. If you don't know who he is this time next year, it means you've entered a monastery in Mongolia."
"Well said" he grinned, handing me a card.
"Call next time you're in town and need tickets. I'll see what I can do. And if any of your work has play potential, have Saul call me first."
We laughed until we cried at Kinky Boots. Beth didn't have any personal connection to any of the people involved in it, so we just enjoyed the show.
I enjoyed it, but was a bit distracted. We were on the go almost since we got here, so a quick cuddle was about all we got in until business was concluded.
Benny, that devious man, surprised me yet again.
I was in the shower, getting ready for the show. When I came out he was gone, and a note and wrapped package was on the coffee table. I smiled, picking up the note. My mouth dropped open.
"Plum,
I've missed you lately, so I'm inviting you up to the Big Apple, to see a show and have a little fun. In the package is exactly what I want you to wear. Nothing more, nothing less. I'll be in the bar, waiting. Don't make me wait too long, I'll have to punish you if you do.
Sir."
I was trembling while I opened the package. Plum hadn't come out to play in over three months. She was past due.
There is no way I could describe the rush I got being Plum, being used in ways I had only dreamed about. I'm sure all women have fantasies, and I was lucky enough to find a partner willing[and eager]to let me explore them. I knew he would never do anything to really hurt me, although last time the spanking I got left a few bruises, and I sat gingerly for a few days. But it was followed by the most intense orgasm I'd ever had. I actually passed out, experiencing the 'little death' for the first time ever.
A little black dress, with a row of buttons up the side, allowing a little leg or a lot to be exposed. A shelf bra similar to the ones I had back home, black garter belt and hose, black pumps with four inch heels, the tallest I had ever worn. No thong. And a note.
"Three buttons only."
I sipped into the lingerie, slipped the dress over my head. I had already prebuttoned the skirt. It was dangerously high. I'm sure if I wasn't careful a stocking top would show.
I went to slip the shoes on and felt something in the right one. I shook it and another note slipped out.
"Sit in front of the mirror and play with yourself, but DO NOT come! I want your fingers wet when you join me at the bar. If no one is in the elevator, slip a hand in, make it as fresh as possible."
I was literally quivering. I pulled the vanity chair far enough back to have a clear view, and worked my little kitty. Juices were already flowing, and I came dangerously close to disobeying my instructions. It took every ounce of will I had to stop.
The elevator ride was agonizing. There was an older couple the first three floors, a woman and her teenage daughters for the next four. The next three I was by myself. I slipped a hand underneath my dress, rubbing slowly. The elevator stopped an I just barely got my hand out and my dress adjusted before the doors opened. A couple got in, in their thirties. The woman sniffed and smiled, knowingly. I kept my eyes down the whole time.
The last six floors I was alone, and I kept my fingers in until the door was opening.
I hurried into the bar, looking desperately for Benny. The bar was curved, and I saw him sitting on the far end, near the bathroom entrance.
He stood as I entered, taking my hand, putting it to his lips for a kiss. And a slow leisurely lick.
"Mmmm."
He pulled the chair out at the very end of the bar. I tried to show him as much leg as possible.
He motioned for the bartender, getting me a whiskey sour and another straight rye, neat. Benny wasn't much of a drinker, but he loved rye.
As we were waiting for the car to take us to the play, we talked quietly.
"Hello, Plum. Ready for a special night?"
"I'm so hot right now I could melt this seat."
"Really?" he breathed into my ear, licking slightly. I know I jumped a little. "You don't mind if I verify that, do you?"




Before I could think, his left hand had slid under my dress, urging my legs open. I obeyed on instinct, trying to muffle my moan as two fingers invaded me.
He was still whispering in my ear.
"No one can see you, this is the darkest part of the bar. No one is sitting next to us. Surrender, Plum. Enjoy the pleasure. I want to see your juices on this seat before we leave."
I was past caring. If he had told me to remove my dress and give the bar patrons a show, I think I would have.
At first he was slow, easing his fingers in and out, making me squirm. Soon he had turned his hand slightly and his fingers had found my G spot, gaining speed and momentum. I had been on the edge for half an hour, so two minutes in I jammed my hips forward and squirted all over my dress and the chair. I managed not to cry out, but I was sweating like mad and gasping for breath. He held his hand to my mouth.
"Suck."
I obeyed without question. I looked around and saw the bartender grin. I hope he was the only who saw me.
"May I freshen up, Sir?"
He grinned and I felt chills.
"Yes. Fix your makeup and hair. Touch nothing else, do you understand? Good, the limo should be here by the time you get back.
I stood in the bathroom of a five star hotel, fixing my makeup and hair, while my juices ran down my leg. The urge to wipe was strong, but I contained it. A woman, beautiful, came out of a stall and stood beside me, watching me.
"I saw you on the way in. It's such a rush, especially your first time, isn't it? I'm surprised to see someone your age into exhibitionism, but go, girl, enjoy it. My husband had me doing all kinds of things when we were married. Be careful, dear, don't let it take over your life. It can ruin relationships."
I couldn't help but be a little proud.
"It was the first time ever. What a rush! And we have it under control."
"Well, enjoy your evening, wherever it takes you."
I pointed her out to Benny as we left. He smiled.
"She's a pro. The bartender pointed her out to me before you arrived. A thousand a night. She must be really good."
He made me rub my fingers over the bar seat before we left. It was soaked.
..................................................
He played with me all the way to pick up Beth and Jen, raising the privacy glass. I had my mouth around his cock in three minutes, just barely finishing before we pulled up. Beth and Jen just looked at us and grinned.
"First time in a limo?"
"Yes" he said, holding my hand. "This could be my favorite mode of transportation, easily."
They smirked all the way to the theater, and during the late dinner afterwards.
I was just about calmed down when we dropped them off. He raised the privacy panel, and played with my breasts the whole way back to the hotel. He suckled, he twisted, he pulled, keeping them achingly hard, while I sat, as ordered, with my hands at my sides.
He put them back in my bra and I had just adjusted my dress when he pulled something out of his jacket pocket.
A collar. Black, slender, with a pearl set in the middle. He put it on me, turning the pearl to the center of my throat. It looked like a choker unless you really paid attention.
"Stand tall! If I catch you slumping, I'll add to the collar."
I didn't stand tall, I strutted.
In the elevator, he unbuttoned the last three buttons on my dress, and the opening went to my waist.
"Walk carefully, Plum, or the world will know you don't have panties."
I stood stock still when two men and a woman got on, and rode to the twentieth floor, afraid if I moved they would notice. I sighed when they got off two floors below ours.
He pulled a slender chain leash out of his pocket, attached it to the collar. When the door opened there was an older couple standing there. Before I could move, he exited, pulling slightly on the leash. The woman turned red, the man was speechless. I know they watched us all the way down the hall. I was gasping for breath when he shut the door.
"Have fun, Plum?"
He ran his hand under my dress feeling the juices leaking from my arousal. He ran two fingers in roughly, making me gasp, before removing them and swatting my bottom.
"Go get ready for bed. There's a new product under the sink, make sure you use it."
He more or less shoved me into the bathroom. I almost fainted when I saw it. Two enema kits, and a bottle of lube.
It had long been a fantasy of mine to try anal sex. He had been teasing me lately, lubing a finger, teasing while he licked my kitty. When I would be close, he would shove it in to the second knuckle. I screamed and came hard every time.
I read the directions carefully, my hands shaking. It took me thirty minutes to accomplish it, but I was squeaky clean, and lightly lubed.
He was waiting, a smile on his face.
"Face down" He said, pointing at the bed. It wasn't until I laid down that I noticed the restraints. Soon I was firmly secured. He surprised me by sliding a mask over my head. It had built in ear plugs. I was completely sensory deprived. Then he put a small ball gag on me.
All I could do was lay there. I couldn't hear, see, or speak.
He left me for a few minutes. Then I felt his hand sliding softly across my bottom. I wriggled, glad to feel something. Then I felt the cool lube being poured on my bottom, running down my crack.
He rubbed some into my cheeks, before plunging into my sopping pussy, although when I was in character as Plum, I always mentally said cunt. Wives and girlfriends have pussies, subs have cunts. It made sense in my fantasy world, anyway.
I arched up, moaning into the gag, but he stopped way too soon, slipping out, leaving me achingly empty. Then his fingers found my little star, teasing, rubbing, while I tried to follow his fingers.
I quivered when one slipped in, groaned when he added a second, then moaned into the gag when I felt the third. After a few minutes, they were all gone. I arched up, trying to find them, when I felt something I couldn't identify touch me. Slowly, he pushed it in, millimeter by millimeter, pausing once in a while before continuing onward. It felt huge.
I gasped, I cried, I tried to tell him to stop, trying too wiggle out of it. A very hard slap came across my cheeks, and I got the message, lying still. Soon it appeared to be all the way in, and I relaxed a little.
He urged me with his hands, and I raised up as far as I could with the restraints. I felt something slide between my legs, and a strap went round my waist. I felt him moving around on the bed, and soon six inches of something hard and ribbed slipped inside me. He fussed with some buckles until he had it secure.
He let me lie there fr a minute, admiring his handiwork I suppose. Suddenly the thing in my butt started vibrating. I responded my moving my hips a little. Then the vibrator in front started, at a much higher speed. It also moved in and out about an inch. In five minutes I was thrashing around on the bed, while the plug and vibrator changed speeds, sometimes going very fast in tandem, then one or the other would slow down. I thrashed, I moaned, once when they were both on high I screamed into the gag. Occasionally he would reach under me and pinch a nipple or stroke my clit, but mostly he just watched.
Benny told me later he let them run for thirty minutes, until all I could do was lay and quiver. Suddenly they stopped.
I felt him unbuckling the belt. He removed it and the vibrator, twisting it a few times while I moaned. I felt him climb between my legs, and he slid into me easily, stroking slowly at first, before starting to pound. The plug came back on at the highest speed. I was squirting again in five minutes. He immediately stopped, and the plug was pulled quickly out. I lay there, thinking it was over, when I felt him behind me, loosening the leg restraints. I thought the night was over until he was behind me again, pulling me to my knees. I felt something nudge my ass, something hard. I recognized it instantly.
Oh my God! He was really gonna fuck my ass! I immediately started getting moist.
He started out gently, and it wasn't bad until he started hitting spots the plug hadn't reached. It was painful, but not excruciating, and soon it began to feel better, then it felt good. Then it felt great! He had started a steady rhythm, increasing speed. I was babbling into the gag when I felt him reach up and unclasp it. It fell to the bed and I started screaming.
"That's it baby, fuck my ass! Make me scream! OH! OH! FuckmyassfuckmyassfuckmyassfuckmyASSSSSSSS!"
He was pounding wildly, and when I came he released what felt like a quart. I felt my insides pulsing around him as he did. I think I saw stars, before I collapsed.
He left me there, restrained, got some warn cloths, and cleaned my bottom.
Gently removing the mask, he kissed me. I was so weak I just barely kissed him back. He was still cuddling me when I passed out. He tucked me in, showered, and soon snuggled with me.
The next morning I woke up and felt my throat. The collar was gone. I was exhausted. He was already up, drinking room service coffee and reading the Times when I came out of the shower.
He gave me a nice kiss and poured me a cup.
"Sleep well dear?"
I kissed him with passion.
"Like a rock. Plum called this morning, she couldn't wait to tell me about her night. It sounded wild! She said she loved it, but only wanted it to happen once in a great while, said she couldn't take it on a regular basis. I need to meet her man, he sounds sexy as hell."
"Maybe you will sometime."
We went down to breakfast, talking about the day.
"Anything special you'd like to do?"
He grinned. "Sight see, of course. I'd like to see the Statue Of Liberty, and the Empire State Building. But first, call Plum, I need to see her for an hour this morning.
"So soon?" I said surprised. "She may not be able to handle it."
"Oh, it would only be for an hour or so. It even isn't sexual."
"I'll see what I can do, maybe I can talk her into it. Let me run up to the room, make a call."
I dashed up, stripped, put on the collar, and called.
"She said she was happy to see you. Any special way you want her?"
"Why, naked, and on the bed, of course."
................................................
He came in, took in the sight of me, kissed me gently, then secured me, face up, to the bed. He attached an eighteen inch spreader bar to my knees, and ran a long strap under the bed, cinching it around my waist. I was completely immobilized, and when he blindfolded me, something in his eyes made me nervous. He put his fingers to my lips.
"You know I could never hurt you right?"
I nodded.
"Then trust me. This is one of your fantasies."
I relaxed, never even squirming when he put the gag in my mouth.
I laid there for about ten minutes. I had almost dozed off when I heard a knock on the door, and Benny talking. I heard footsteps.
"Here she is" he said.
Another voice spoke "Very nice, especially for her age."
ANOTHER MAN! THERE WAS ANOTHER MAN IN THE ROOM!
I was thrashing, then I felt gentle hands on me.
"Stop, honey. It's important you don't move. I would never let harm come to you, you know that."
He petted me until I sort of relaxed.
The voice spoke.
"Ma'am? This is important. You have to lay still. Still. Do you understand?"
I nodded. Benny had my hand and was stroking my cheek.
"This is gonna sting a little, but it'll be over soon."
I felt something wet across my pussy, and tightened up. I was dried gently. Then I heard a buzzing noise.
"Remember Ma'am, stay still."
A tattoo! Benny was putting a tattoo on me! One of my fantasies I had never had the nerve to do.
Fifteen minutes later he rubbed a little bit of gel over the spot.
"There now. All done. That didn't hurt much, did it? Now, follow the instructions I left your husband and you'll be just fine. It was a pleasure ma'am. And what I said about you being a fine looking woman to your husband? I was telling the truth. I hope my wife looks so good when we're your age."
I heard Benny thanking him as he walked him to the door. He came back in, gently putting a large bandaid over the spot.
"Leave this on for the rest of the day. No peeking! You won't be able to wear panties for a few days, or pants. Loose dresses work best."
He unstrapped me, whistling.
I got dressed, using every bit of my will power I had not to peek under the bandaid.
"Well?"
"Neither Plum nor I know how we should feel. It was one of those fantasies both of us had. We'll just have to see. I have only one question. Did she have to be naked?"
His grin got bigger.
"No. she could have gone into the shop, pulled her dress up and her panties down a little, and accomplished the same thing."
"But think about it. It was one of your fantasies, to be naked in front of another man. Somewhere in New York City is a man who has seen you in all your glory, and knows you have a tattoo. We might meet him on the street tomorrow. You might go into a tattoo parlor and see a picture of your pussy on his wall of fame. He did take a photo."
I went red, but had to admit, if I'd had on panties, they would have been wet.
We went to lunch, saw the statue, went to the top of the Empire State building. The next day we went to the Guggenheim, spent almost the whole day.
The next day we went home. It was fun, but we were both missing our friends and porch swing.
Oh, and the tattoo?
'Benny's,' in pink so pale it was almost invisible, with a little purple plum beside it.
.................................................
Hilda and Sarah were all over me when we got home. I didn't tell them why we went, they thought we were on vacation. The pictures I showed them supported that. Miriam was at the pub with two friends from the bank. I think she came here because it was the one place in town he wasn't allowed into. I felt her eyes on me all night, so I talked loudly, describing the shows, the restaurants, the sights in great detail.
Once again, we met in the restroom.
"You must love him a lot to spend your money like that. Tell me, how does it feel to be a sugar momma?"
I felt Sarah and Hilda tense. I laughed.
"It feels great! I just wish I had more to spend on him, he's worth every dime."
I walked out, leaving her with her mouth hanging open. Her day was coming.
................................................
For five months we lived our lives as usual. Benny worked, redoing his older work, staying in constant contact with Beth. It hurt me to see it, knowing it used to be me.
I amused myself by writing stories about Plum and Sir, turning it into an open ended series. Of course we were younger, he was much bigger[in all ways]and I was far more beautiful. And, I had a killer rack. No one would believe they were mostly true adventures of a couple in their early fifties. I was consistently ranked one of the top writers on their site.
I reread his old stories, people were still commenting on them almost two years after they were posted. I showed him, and just for fun he wrote a little piece of fluff and posted it.
He got three hundred comments, welcoming him back and begging for more.
..............................................
We got the advance for his book, far more money than either of us had ever seen. I had plans for the money. I finally told him what Miriam had been saying about us, and he was furious until I outlined my plan. Then he just threw up his hands and laughed, telling me I had his full support.
I walked int the First National Bank, home of Mr. & Mrs. Snake. It just so happened Miriam was in charge of new accounts. When I told her I wanted to open an account, her smirk was a mile wide.
"Hiding a few dollars from your husband? About time, it must be a pain in the ass to keep him away from your money. I'm surprised, I never thought he would be such a spendthrift. Of course, I never had that kind of money, and if I had I would have made sure he never accessed it.
Now, you can open up a senior account for as little as fifty dollars, and you can put any address you want on the checks."
I let her enjoy her smugness for just a second, before telling her I needed to think about it.
I went straight to the top, Mr. Snake, senior.
"One of your account officers was disrespectful. I was going to open a few accounts with these, but I think I'll go to my old bank, instead. But in fairness, I decided to see if you can offer me something better."
He didn't know about his son and daughter in law, or what a jerk he had been at the pub. I laid out three checks, all certified, two drawn on a company called BenBon, Inc., and one from Benny's personal account. Each was for one hundred thousand.
The man looked like he wanted to pee in his pants. He started babbling about money market accounts, prime plus, all kinds of things. I let him ramble before I brought him back to the present. I picked up two of the checks.
"I tell you what, I will give you one chance, one chance only. Have the account officer I talked to do the paperwork. And she better be polite. AND she better understand I expect confidentiality. I get the first whiff she's been talking, and I pull the account and you don't get the rest of my business. I can assure you, sir, this is just he tip of the iceberg. We could literally be talking millions here. Can you meet these expectations?"
He fell all over himself agreeing, and called Miriam into the office.
"This woman wants to open an account. I expect you to treat her with the confidentiality and respect she deserves. Explain her options, give her good advice. You may use my office."
Miriam looked like she had been slapped. Trying, mostly unsuccessfully, to be professional, she sat at the desk.
"How much would you like to deposit, Ma'am?"
I laid the first check down.
"I'd like this in personal checking, your boss assured me it would be the one most advantageous to me."
Her eyes widened at the amount.
"I'd like this one in a savings account."
I lay the second one down.
"And this one, well, why don't you just surprise me."
Her eyes were bugging out and she seemed to have trouble breathing.
"Can you handle that, Mrs. Emerson? Or do I need to call your father in law in? And remember, Mrs.
Emerson, confidentiality is paramount. Breathe one word about this money, and I'll pull it out and give it to your competitor. Do you understand? Not even your husband. You have a good day now. I'll be in a little later to sign the paperwork. I'll be easy to recognize, you'll see my new Mercedes, or maybe my old Corvette. Since Benny bought them for me, I have a hard time deciding which to drive."
I didn't walk, I strutted out of the office. Take that, bitch! How does your new husband stack up to what you threw away?
I was in the 'vette, a 1973, that went as fast as I had the nerve to drive. It's amazing how attractive it makes an old broad look with a hot rod wrapped around her.
I nearly died when he bought me the Mercedes, a full size sedan with all the bells and whistles.
"This is for you. It suits you. It screams class."
The next week he showed up with the 'vette.
"Here" he said handing me the keys.
I was almost beyond words.
"But honey, the Mercedes is all I've ever wanted. What would I do with this one?"
His grin got bigger.
"I didn't get it for you. Your a smart girl, you'll figure it out, and I'll leave it to you to figure out a payment plan."
I had no idea what he was talking about, but I took it for a spin and fell in love. It was a straight drive, and I loved changing gears. It would bark the tires in the first three gears. I had to slow down, I didn't want to wear the tires out the first week.
After burning half a tank of gas, I decided to head home, but not before stopping by Hilda's and taking her for a ride.



She walked all the way around it before she jumped in the drivers' seat and held her hand out.
"Keys, now."
I thought I was brave until she got us out on the interstate and let it loose. At one ten I was begging her to slow down, at one twenty I was screaming.
"Pussy" she said, before slowing down to a sedate ninety. She kept telling me how much she loved it until we got to her house.
"That is one mean machine. I just have one question. What does the vanity tag mean?"
Our state only requires a back license plate. Jumping out, I ran around back.
PLUM 1.
I got it. He was sitting in the porch swing when I got home. I nearly broke the chains jumping into his lap.
"It's a good thing I'm not a jealous bitch. And be careful, keeping up two women could be very costly, we both have expensive tastes. Here."
I handed him a note I had stopped on the side of the road to write, and went into the house.
"Sir,
I love the car! You need to be more careful, it wouldn't do for your wife to see her husbands' bitch in such an expensive car. People will talk. Now, your pussy is dripping, so I need you to plug it. We'll consider it the first payment.
Feel free to set other terms, I promise to refuse you nothing, as long as it stays between us.
Your slut,
Plum"
He almost ran into the bedroom, to find me on my knees beside the bed, in my submissive posture. His pussy was pretty sore for the next couple of days.
We had Hilda, Jack, Sarah and Jim out for some barbeque, to tell them where the money we had been spending came from.
To say they were surprised was an understatement. We gave them an advanced copy of the book with strict orders not to show it to anyone before the release date, one week away.
.................................................
The book was already getting buzz, Saul and Beth had been earning their pay. Every critic in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles had been given copies a week before the general release. The feedback was amazing. A few were in a struggle to see who got to meet him first. Beth flew the ones from out of town in for a mass interview, followed by thirty minute each privately. It took two days, and exhausted Benny.
"Damn, Bonnie, they asked me everything but your bra size and the length of my cock. I didn't have a good time."
"Relax, honey. You knew it was coming. Just do like Etta taught you, and it'll be fine."
Etta James[no relation, she was quick to point out}was a stunning black woman, forty two and looking thirty. She was a semi retired publicist, very good at her job. Saul recommended her.
Her husband was having health issues, and she refused to leave him. A publicist has to travel a lot, so she gave up her job, becoming a consultant used on an as needed basis. Even now, she had to turn down jobs.
She coached him on how to do interviews, what questions to deflect, which to answer, what to say when he made a statement.
"Never give your home address, or personal information past what is already publicly known. To be honest, you'll probably have to move. Most people mean no harm, but if you're easily assessable, they will just drop by. They won't think of it as invading your privacy, they will think you'll enjoy knowing how you affected them."
................................................
The book had been out three months today, and Saul, his wife Agnes, Beth, Jen, Etta, her husband Farley, Grace[our attorney] and her husband Will were having us out for a celebratory dinner/business meeting. Saul gave us an update.
"Universal called me today, sniffing around. I jerked them around a little, telling them I wasn't sure you were going to agree to a movie. But if you decided otherwise, we'd be glad to consider their offer. And Oxygen wants to make your first book into a movie of the week. They've offered you three hundred thousand for the rights.
I turned it down cold, Three months from now It'll be between three quarters to a million."
Beth added her information.
"The latest projections put you at half a million copies sold by the end of the year, maybe higher."
We sat with our mouths open. The book was priced at $24.95. Benny got almost seven dollars after everything was paid. That rounded out to 3.5 million!
"I'm guessing the movie rights will go for twice that" said Saul, grinning. "Add in paperback publishing, pay per view, DVD sales and rentals, and you could be looking at fifteen million by the end of next summer. By then, your reworked third book will be out. Don't expect the same numbers, it's not nearly as good, but you'll probably realize three to four million just from riding on the coattails of this one."
The Champagne flowed to the point we had to call a limo service to get us home.
The next day, after recovering, we had a serious talk about the money.
"Benny, do you want a post nupt? I'll sign it."
He turned bright red.
"If that was Plum talking I'd have her over my lap. Don't go all stupid on me, Bonnie. I wouldn't even be here if it weren't for you."
I glowed, and never brought it up again.
"Well then honey, what shall we do with OUR money?"
He shrugged.
"Never really thought about it. I never expected to ever have this much. I suppose we should think about our family. After all, we have nine grandchildren now. College educations can be pretty expensive, as I remember."
"Yes they are. And it'll soon be ten. Whitney called while you were in a meeting. A girl, due in August."
He grinned at the news.
"I stand corrected. Ten, and probably more. We need to call Grace. Didn't she tell us her husband was a financial wizard? We need to see about a trust, make sure the money is there whether we are or not."
We decided to help our kids out with mortgages if they would accept it, discussed buying a new house if we did indeed lose our privacy. I already had my two cars, and Benny did get a new truck, an F250 with all the bells and whistles.
Other than that, we had no idea what to do with the money.
We talked about helping out Sarah and Jim, Hilda and Jack, if we could find a way to do it without offending them.
I surprised him, trying to lighten the mood.
"What about your mistress? Be careful there, I think she's pretty high maintenance. I know you bought her a car, bet you thought I would never find out. Seriously, a Corvette? That pussy must be gold plated."
He grinned, bantering back.
"I'm sorry honey, she fulfills needs I'd never ask for from you. And if it is gold plated, then yours would be platinum and encrusted with diamonds. In fact, I feel a need to polish it a little. You coming to bed, or should I call Plum?"
In response, I dropped my dress and bra. Clasping my breasts together, I shook them at him.
"Come to bed husband. I'll make you forget all about that low rent whore."
It's hard to drag someone to bed when they're dragging you harder, but we managed.
..........................................
Word had gotten out in our small town about his success. It was kind of hard not to, when he was on all the national morning shows, some of the late night shows, and a few independent talk shows. We ended up on Rachel Ray after Saul told her about his barbeque. He even made some, shared his sauce recipe, but not the dressing recipes for the slaw and potato salad. His corn bread pancakes were a big hit.
He was on Ellen, where she asked him when he was going to write about a hot talk show host and her even hotter wife. He earned a lot of points when he told her he didn't do biographies, and that real life was often more fairy tale like than people knew. He gave us as an example, and told her I was in the audience.
She had me come up, and asked me what it was like being married to the hottest author on the planet.
I shrugged.
"I wouldn't know, I'm married to Benny. But, he is the hottest thing in the world, to me."
Benny gave me a big kiss while the crowd cheered.
I ended up staying on the couch with him for the rest of the show.
Unfortunately, everyone was either nervous around us, or treated us like aliens. It came to a head when I was at the pub, one of the rare chances I got these days, and friends I'd had for forty years treated me like a stranger.
"What the hell is the matter with you people? I played in the sandbox with some of you, and now that Benny did something totally unexpected that has earned us a few dollars, I'm not the same person? I don't need Hollywood ass kissers or New York flunkies, I need someone to tell me I'm full of shit without hurting my feelings."
I turned to Hilda and Sarah.
"You two! I've loved you like sisters for years. You're my best friends in the world, and now you act like you're scared to talk to me.Well if that's the way you feel....."
I lost it, started crying, and headed for the door.
Hilda, Sarah, and three more women caught me about halfway across the floor, hugging me and crying along, murmuring apologies. They pulled me back to the table.
After we settled down, Hilda grinned.
"Drama queen! We didn't mean anything, we figured now that you're rich, you didn't need us anymore.
You made it pretty plain you're as screwed up as ever, and we're going to have to keep an even closer eye on you. But you're footing the bar bill, moneybags. And we're kind of thirsty. Being friends with you is hard work."
After that we laughed and carried on like always.
I did tell them a few stories about the oddities of some of the famous people we had met, that kept them laughing. Other than that, we did what women the world over do when they're together, talk about our men.
Sarah had continued to lose weight, twenty pounds so far. Every ten pounds got her a trip to the lingerie store. Jim was still diligent in helping her groom.
Hilda was experiencing motherhood for the first time, Jacks' two daughters had moved in permanently, by choice. Her days were filled with soccer practice, band rehearsal, school events, and church activities. She was happier than I had ever seen her.
"The only thing I hate is the lack of privacy, but their mother does take them every them weekend. I think we'd go crazy if she didn't. Jack is as diligent as Jim on our grooming schedule."
She giggled, and told us how his youngest had almost caught them, and how she had to pull on panties quickly, over a full coating of shaving cream. We howled.
"What about you Bonnie? Benny still wield a mean razor?"
I hung my head in pretend regret.
"No, our schedule is often too hectic."
"So, you have to shave yourself?"
I looked up and grinned.
"No. I took a little of his money and had it removed permanently, from my ankles to my neck. Gotta tell you girls, I love it. I could probably have you guys done, if you want. We can call it a birthday present."
Sarah said no immediately. She liked the attention she got, said they often discussed problems while he did it.
Hilda went thoughtful, said she'd have to ask Jack.
"Is it really that smooth?"
"Wanna see?" I said grinning. "Step into my office, I'll even show you my tattoo."
I headed towards the ladies room.
Hilda grabbed my hand.
"Not here! Think what would happen if we got caught. I can see the headlines now."
"WIFE OF WORLD FAMOUS AUTHOR CAUGHT SHOWING HER BARE BOTTOM IN PUBLIC RESTROOM. Pictures of tattoo on page seven."
We all broke down giggling, but she was closer to a truth she never even realized.
...............................................
Etta gave us both several lectures on propriety.
"Everything you do in public, you need to bear in mind could be interpreted wrong. Negative publicity could hurt your reputation and wallet, deeply. If Benny wrote stuff like Fifty Shades of Grey, maybe it wouldn't seem bad, but like it or not, Benny is being hailed as a moral hero for a lot of religious and conservative groups. Doesn't matter if that's what he had in mind when you started writing, that's the result."
So we made sure we were circumspect in public, well dressed, polite, even tempered. We often had to go to public events because he was in such high demand. It took a little getting used to all the cameras.
In a move that surprised every one, at the first instance, Benny went into the crowd of paparazzi and introduced himself, learning names and shaking hands.
"It must be annoying chasing people around. Tell you what, why don't you all come out to the house next Saturday afternoon? Bring your wives and girlfriends, heck, bring your kids if you like. We love family time. You can get all the photos you want, a little individual face time, and a pretty good meal. Please though, call me and tell me how many are coming, so I can make sure I have enough food. And don't expect to drink too much, if kids are present."
He made each of them in turn take a group photo of him with the others, then waved to them and stepped inside. They had been so captivated they missed a lot of celebrities. When he found out it was the birthday of one, he coaxed a rising young singer out to sing Happy Birthday, and made them all join in the last chorus.
The guests were all laughing when we entered.
"Damn!" said one well known stage actor, "If I knew all it took was being nice to them, I would be drinking buddies with half of them now."
"In fact" he grinned, "I think I'll take them some drinks. It has to be hot in that blazing sun."
He got the waiters to gather up some soft drinks and water, and pretty much the whole party trooped out, shaking hands, passing out drinks, talking.
Twenty minutes later we went back in, to waves and well wishes. Ten minutes later they were gone, having got enough photos for the day.
The next day Beth called.
"I got an interesting phone call from Etta a little while ago. She told me what Benny did. No one has ever done that before, to her knowledge. Is he really going to invite them to your house?"
"Yes" I said, laughing. "Remember, it's a rental, and we're moving out the next week, so there's not much of a problem there. He's actually looking forward to it."
"You know, Bonnie, I don't think people realize how perceptive Benny can be, or how sharp he is."
"You're right" I said, soberly. "Even after two years, I'm still finding out things about him."
"Well, I'm sure Grace will call you, probably to insist she be present. Saul and I will make it a point to come also, just to keep an eye on things. I hope this doesn't blow up on him."
After she rang off I started thinking. Benny was in the office of the house we had rented just outside New York, actually getting some work done. I waited until he took a break before talking to him.
"Are you sure about this, Benny?"
He smiled.
"Yes. These people, or more like them, will be following us for awhile, until our fifteen minutes of fame are up. I'd rather have a good relationship than be antagonistic. After all, except for Plum and her little adventures, there's nothing about us the least bit titillating, and I'm not bringing her up. I can see the headlines now."
"Conservative author caught in romp with his mistress/sex slave. Film at eleven."
He broke up laughing, and I had to giggle.
...............................................
We had thirty paparazzi, girlfriends, wives, and about fifteen kids of various ages show up. He had a talk with them all before the party.
"I know you'll bring your cameras, and I don't begrudge pictures, but please, keep it manageable. Try to relax, have a good time. We'll sit and answer questions for fifteen minutes after everyone arrives. After that, I don't expect to conduct anymore business, let's just relax and have a good time. If you can't do that, maybe you'd better leave now."
Nobody left. He answered all the legitimate questions, and the intrusive and off color ones he ignored. Grace was proud.
The house we leased had a security system. Grace insisted on a few upgrades, and made sure they were up and running. While most of our guests enjoyed the party, the cameras caught two, at different times, rummaging through our bedroom. One planted a small camera, and another placed three listening devices through the house.
What Benny did surprised everyone. He was cold, ruthless, and out for blood.
He held a press conference with national media. Beth and Grace made sure they were there.
He had the State Attorney General and the sheriff of the county the house was in on the podium with him. He had also made sure all the paparazzi present at his party was there. Most were grateful for being treated like professionals.
He started the conference off by recognizing the paparazzi as professionals.
"I hosted a party last week for most of these present, and found most of them to be fairly honest, upright people. I was starting to wonder how they got such a bad reputation. Then I reviewed the security tapes for that afternoon. What I found both disgusted and saddened me. While the majority of their peers were socializing, two individuals chose to violate my trust."
Two of the paparazzi immediately started towards the exit, only to find law enforcement officers waiting.
A huge screen activated behind the podium, showing the two searching through drawers and closets, and planting the camera and listening devices. There was a collective gasp in the room.
Benny was relentless.
"I guess this is what I get for believing in the basic goodness of people. My friends here" he gestured towards the attorney and sheriff, "also take a dim view of such activities. I believe they have something for these gentlemen. I want everyone to know I expect them to be prosecuted fully for their deeds."
He started to leave the podium, but turned with an afterthought.
"Here you go boys. How's that for a story?"
The police arrested them while their collegues snapped away. The Attorney General made a statement about supporting a new law on the books about boundaries for the press, and his intention to enforce it.
Many of the paparazzi apologized to him, personally and in print. They were also a lot more polite and careful around him.
................................................
When it came time to sell the movie rights, Saul and Grace were worth their weight in gold.
They had talked it over, and decided we needed to form a production company. It would give us more control and a bigger slice of the money. He lined up some very savvy people, mostly well respected newcomers with experience in independent films.
Then he let word slip out, and waited. It was amazing the way the major studios scrambled to court us. In the end, we went into a partnership with Universal. Benny had interviewed a woman with several independent films to her credit, with good reviews. He came back to Saul and Grace.
"Whoever we go with, she directs. Not negotiable, understand?"
They were shocked, but had no choice. Universal bucked when they were told, but wanted it so bad they agreed in the end.
Major stars were begging to be cast, but in the end it was mostly newcomers, with a few seasoned and recognizable character actors. Security on the set was tight, and all the actors had to sign nondisclosure agreements not to talk abut the film until after it was released. A couple of actors were fired, as well as three of the production staff before they realized how serious we were.
It premiered two years to the day the book was released. Box office receipts set records for six months. Two multiplexes worked a deal, and all eight theaters showed the film. They stayed sold out for three weeks.
The book had a resurgence, especially the paperback. It sold another three hundred thousand. When worldwide sales were added in, over five million copies were in print.
I think my most vivid memory of the film was when we slipped into a theater and watched it with a crowd. We had deliberately not viewed any of the rushes or the final product.



In twenty minutes people were crying openly. About a dozen left the theater before the end, overcome with emotion. Benny and I cried along with them. It was one thing to read about it, but to actually see it made it even more powerful.
One national reviewer did a wonderful essay in his review.
"I imagine by now everyone has either read or seen Union Of Souls, the massive bestseller by Benny Henson. I was thinking the other day, if it had been pitched to a studio before it came out how it would have been received. Let's pretend for a moment I've written a screenplay, and I'm pitching it to a studio executive. The image of me on the right will be the writer, the image of me on the left will be the executive."
A split screen appeared. His image on the right was dressed conservatively. The image on the left was dressed far better, and had his hair slicked down. He spoke.
"So, tell me about this screenplay you've got."
The image on the right looked nervous.
"Well, it's a love story."
"Good" the other image spoke, "romance is hot right now, especially with a good sex scene or two."
"Uh, there isn't any sex in it."
"Really" he said surprised, "well we'll just throw in a few nude scenes and some hints.
"Sorry, sir. Nudity won't work in this piece."
The pretend executive frowned.
"No sex? No nudity? Sounds kind of boring. Any action? Gun fights, car chases, special effects?"
The writer looked like he knew it wasn't working.
"No gunfights. No car chases. The only special effect is some really good makeup. There's only one violent scene, if you can count one fourteen year old boy punching another in the nose. There are four curse words in the whole script. It's about a romance between a fifteen year old boy and a thirteen year old girl. There are exactly seven kisses between them during the whole thing. And it's set mostly in a hospital, there probably won't be more than fifty people in the whole film, including extras. And in the end, the girl dies."
He paused, gathering his thoughts.
"What it is, is a story of love. Pure, unadulterated love, with a little coming of age added in."
The executive looked at him for a few seconds.
"No sex, no nudity, no violence. No car chases, no profanity. And she dies in the end?"
The writer nodded.
"Get out of my office! That's the worst idea for a movie I've ever heard. Pitch that to anyone else and you'll be laughed out of the business."
The writer leaves, sadly. The clip returns to the reviewer.
"It's a good thing that never happened in real life, the movie would have never gotten made."
"Now, for my review. It quite simply may be the best movie I've ever seen, of any genre. The director, Agnes Morehead, was absolutely brilliant. This will make her career a lot more difficult. Every film she makes from now on will be compared to this, and be found lacking.
Unless you've been hiding under a rock for the last two years, you either read the book or have been told about it. I'm not giving anything away, by now you know the last four and a half minutes of the movie is completely silent. I was startled when I found out, and had serious doubts it would work, but it is probably the most brilliant piece of film making I've ever witnessed."
He paused, obviously emotional with the memory, before he continued.
"The young boy is asleep, when the monitors on his girlfriend go off. The klaxons and bells seem tremendously loud as the doctors and nurses rush in. He is gently pushed into a corner of the room while they work. As soon as they start, the film goes quiet. Two minutes later the doctor shakes his head, says something to a nurse, and looks at his watch, stating time of death. While all this is going on we get two or three second glimpses of the boy. He starts shaking, and in the end is positively vibrating. A nurse, with tears in her eyes, goes over to console him, but he pushes out of her embrace and staggers out into the hall, where he drops to his knees and screams. You can't hear it, of course, but you can FEEL it, all the way to your bones. Then it dissolves into a collage of scenes. Her in the casket, the funeral, and finally a shot of the boy, now an adult in his midtwenties, with his new wife.
They're standing in front of her tombstone, crying together. They walk away, and the final scene is the stone and the inscription.
KARA EDWARDS-JOHNSON, BELOVED WIFE AND DAUGHTER. 1990-2003."
"I thought instead of reviewing the rest, I'd give some of the audience at a recent show a chance."
A film clip came up of people coming out of a theater. Most were crying, or sniffling. Many couldn't even comment. They asked ten people, and three of them actually spoke. "Beautiful" seemed to be the common word. It went back to the reviewer.
"Now, my parting thoughts. There were some really good films made this year. I feel sorry for them. If this film doesn't own the Oscars, I'll quit my job. Best film, best director, basically a lock. Best actor and actress, best supporting actress, best screenplay, best makeup. The score and songs were written by the legendary Wiley Patterson and his wife. Moria sings the theme song, and his musical family, Jenny Green and Freddy Johnson both do a song. He'll probably get the Oscar for the score and songs. If there was an award for best janitor on a set, he'd be nominated."
"And speaking of janitors, the writer, Benny Henson, is actually in the film. He's the gray haired old janitor moping the floor when the young boy staggers out and drops to his knees. He helps the nurse get him to his feet."
"Do I recommend the movie? No. I DEMAND you see it. Now the whole thing has stirred up emotions in me, and I need a tissue. But before I go, I think you'll want to know this. The only product tie in in this movie, almost a necessity these days, is the travel packs of tissue sold at the theaters.
Both major tissue makers worked on this. The packs are pink, and all proceeds go to cancer research. They estimate eleven million dollars in sales. It got so bad the theaters had to ration napkins. Toilet tissue usage rose thirty percent."
.................................................
The movie caused a resurgence in book sales, bringing the total to five million world wide.
His reworked third book brought in a little over four million in sales, and Universal optioned it for a million, adding half a million on the promise they could option the sequel.
Lifetime bought the rights to his second book for six hundred and seventy thousand, and allowed our production company to film it. Oxygen bought the rights to the first book for five hundred thousand, but used their own company to film it.
Benny had worked on the sequel to the third in snatches, between travel and appearances, so when he finally got a break he finished it in six months, insisting I edit it as he finished sections.
"It'll make it so much easier when Beth gets it." he said, but I knew he just wanted to keep me close to him. To our surprise, Beth made very few changes and gave me editor credit, and a check. It stayed on the bestseller lists for three months.
Benny wasn't as happy as he had been before all the success. He was thinner, grayer, quieter. After the sequel, he had finished his commitment to Harbor House. Surprising Beth, he refused to sign another contract.
"I'll sign one, Beth, you have my word. But right now, I'm going to take a break, spend some time with my family and friends. I'll call you in three or four months, I promise."
It was the end of June when he sprang it on everyone, including me. I was very happy, though, I had actually started worrying about his health.
He surprised us even further when he rented a huge compound on a Pacific island for three months. He had all our kids, plus Hilda, Jack, Sarah and Jim, and all their kids, flown out for two weeks. Beth and Jen spent a week, as did Saul, Agnes, Grace, Etta, and their husbands. We lay in the sand, went into the capitol for some nightlife, went to open air markets on other islands, and had a blast.
I think we were all surprised when we discovered most women went topless, including those in government. Hilda, Sarah, and I dared each other until we learned how to wear the native wrap and spent the rest of the vacation topless, at least on the compound. Soon my daughters, daughter in laws, Grace, Beth, Jen, and Etta joined in, as well as the children. It took some getting used to from the guys, but after a week, to their credit, they barely noticed. The only exception was Agnes.
"Nobody needs to see sixty eight year old, saggy boobs."
Saul kept after her, and three days before they were to leave she came to breakfast wearing just a wrap. She glowed a deep red while the men took turns teasing her and complimenting her breasts, but refused to cover up. By the next afternoon her only complaint was a little sunburn.
We even got to meet the King, courtesy of Mike Hogue, the real estate mogul who owned the compound. He was a giant of a man, long platinum blonde hair held back with a headband, wearing the native wrap. All us women were suitably impressed. The men were equally impressed with his companions, a striking tall blond and a shorter Hispanic woman.
When everyone left we kept the kids, all of them. Sixteen, from three to seventeen. We hired two nannies, and they stayed until school started. By then they had all adapted to the native dress, and went back sporting great tans.
Mike Hogue loved children, and was a frequent visitor. He was a huge favorite, especially with the younger ones. I had to wonder, at his age, why he didn't have his own.
We went back to the real world tanned and relaxed. I knew Benny spent two hours a day locked in the office, working. That was all the time he would allow, the rest he spent with the family.
..................................................
We went back to our hometown. We still owned my house and our little home we loved so much. True to Etta's words, we had to move because we had no privacy. We found and bought thirty acres on the other end of the county, the only access was a long private drive. Six acres were completely fenced in with twelve foot chain link, with privacy slats woven in. There was a state of the art security system, with cameras spread all over the property. There was also a guard house, with two full time security guards around the clock. You'd be surprised how many people, not just paparazzi, tried to sneak in. We even caught two guys armed with pistols, bent on holding us for ransom. They both got five years for conspiracy to kidnap and commit unlawful imprisonment.
And if you weren't on the list, you didn't get in. If you were on the list, you still had to show photo i d, and it had to match what was on file.
The property had a huge pond, so Jack and Jim were there often, to fish. Hilda, Sarah, and I would sit on the patio with a pitcher of something alcoholic, and relax while we talked about our men.
...............................................
Benny was writing, something he wouldn't show me yet, which in my mind meant it was big. He sent a bit off to Beth, prompting a phone call.
"Where did this come from? My God, this could almost be as big as Union of Souls, even if it totally different. How close are you to finishing it?"
"Less than half" he said, laughing. "I'm having a hard time writing the sex scenes. I think I'll get Bonnie to help, she's much better at them than I am."
Beth wanted to know what he meant, so he told her about my stories, and the website. She called me the next day.
"I read your story last night. Wow! It was hot. Jen read it too, and we got so worked up we had to act out a few scenes. She's pretty sore right now. Ever think about turning it into a book?"
I was shocked, but recovered and ask if she was serious.
"As a heart attack. It's a thinking mans' version of Fifty whatever, only hotter. Interested?"
Damn right I was, so I ended up writing a book that made me famous, and almost lost everything I loved.
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He just showed up one day, and the bar owner did everything but kiss his ass in front of everyone. He even set up a small table in the back near the restrooms, and no one was allowed to sit there except him.
The place had been a working class bar forever, but when the economy went bad and manufacturing dried up, all that was left were the unemployed and the retirees. The owner was just about to shut it down. He must have come up with some money, because he remodeled, brightened the place up a little, and put in a state of the art jukebox with an amazing sound system. Gradually it went from retirees to young professionals, because the drinks were reasonably priced, and the place was right on the edge of the business district. We were mostly secretaries, data geeks, and very junior management. Plus, the owner and his bartenders really kept an eye on things, diffusing trouble early on, taking keys, the owner sometimes poured one of us into a cab and paid the fare.
The man stood out, especially in a place where the clientele were usually under thirty, he was old.
Not ancient grandfather old, but old enough to have iron gray hair. It was long, I mean down past his shoulders long, falling in thick gray waves. And it wasn't dirty, it kind of shined. And he was neat, always dressed in tight blue jeans and a black t shirt that featured Harley dealerships from different states. His body was not grandpa either, he was borderline built. You could see the muscles ripple across his back and in his arms, and his stomach was tight. There was even a hint of a six pack.
I saw him smile once, surprised at his straight white teeth. He saw me looking and the smile immediately disappeared.
He would come in, talk to the bartenders for a minute, then sit down. He drank three beers in two hours on average. He always had a book or magazine in his hand. How he could read when the crowd showed up and the music started was beyond me. No one knew what he drove, he seemed to just appear, and then you'd look up and he would be gone. For a big man, I'm guessing a bit bigger than six feet and well over two hundred pounds, he moved like a ghost. I was on the back deck once and he walked right by me, and the shaky old floor never creaked or seemed to move. He was within three feet of me and gone before I even knew he was there.
Of course we were intrigued. We made up wild stories about him.
He was a hitman laying low, or an ex Navy Seal hiding from the Taliban. He was in witness protection. He was a cop, he was a mobster, and so on. We nicknamed him the Gray Ghost.
We had just about worked up the nerve to talk to him when an incident occurred that changed our minds.
Eric was big, six four and over two fifty, very little of it fat. He thought he was the meanest man in the place, the one everyone else walked around, especially if he had been drinking. And he drank a lot. The bartenders had already warned him, one more incident and he was barred permanently.
His asshole buddies, knowing how he was, waited until he was half wasted and started in on him over the Ghost.
"He's laughing at you, man. Bet he could take you down in less than a minute."
"Yeah, you can tell he's not impressed. Looks like there might be a new big dog in the pound."
Eric had heard enough. He staggered over to the table and leaned down, putting his hands on the table.
"Who the fuck are you? I hear you been talking shit about me."
He looked up, calmly, while he rolled the magazine he had been reading into a tight little cylinder.
"Who I am is none of your business. I'd have to notice you to talk about you, and frankly, you don't look interesting enough to warrant my attention. Now stagger back to your table like a good little boy, and we'll forget the whole thing."
Everyone had stopped talking. It was the first words any of us had heard him speak, and the calm tone totally belied his words. Had he really just dissed Eric?
Eric was confused for a minute, trying to process his words through his drunken brain. When he finally filtered it through he turned bright red.
"Asshole! I'm gonna fuc..."
That was all he got out before the Ghost poked him in the eye with the magazine, and didn't do it gently. Eric roared and staggered back, holding his eye.
"I'm gonna kill you!", he screamed.
The Ghost stood in one fluid movement and poked him in the other eye. Temporarily blinded, Eric swung wildly.
What happened next was a sight to behold. The older man swung the magazine, slapping him across the bridge of his nose. It rang out like a shot. Eric opened his mouth to scream, and he shoved the magazine down his throat, yanking it back quickly. While he stood gagging, the older man proceeded to rake the magazine back and forth across his face, the slaps echoing through the bar. Eric finally went down with a whimper.
By now the older man was breathing a little heavier. He looked over at the table of guys who had put Eric up to the confrontation.
"This dumbass isn't smart enough to do this on his own. Which one of you assholes put him up to it? I'd like a word with that individual."
He started walking across the floor, idly popping the magazine across his thigh. They all looked at Tom, the ringleader, and realizing he had been made, he turned and fled out the door, the magazine hitting him in the head before it swung closed.
The bartender was helping Eric up, telling him loudly he and all his friends were barred permanently, and not to ever come back. Ghost hadn't even stopped, calmly walking through the door and into the night.
I glanced down and saw the magazine, and picked it up. The Smithsonian, a little highbrow for this crowd.
.................................................
Two weeks later I stepped out of my car. It was pouring rain, matching my mood.
"Great" I thought, "just great. I'll look like a drowned rat before I get to the door."
Suddenly It seemed to stop raining. I'd already had two beers at home, and it confused me. I looked up, seeing a large umbrella. I followed the handle down to the arm, and the arm up to the face. The Ghost!
He didn't say a word, taking my elbow gently and escorting me to the door. As I entered he actually smiled, before disappearing into the night.
My life was a mess. Kelly Pinckney, dweeb extraordinaire. Twenty five. No college degree. No great career. No lover. Well, not anymore.
I actually went to college, still needed a year to get my degree in finance. I loved numbers, loved the research I did, trying to determine the variables of the stock market in this economy. It was all just for my amusement. I had no money. Had no prospects to get any, holding an entry level position that was very little more than a glorified secretary.
My love life was now nonexistent. Had a boyfriend, was thinking long term when he surprised me by dumping me.
After I cried and whined he told me the truth.
"I don't want to hurt you any more, but the truth is you're boring, in and out of bed. You don't want to try new things. You haven't changed your hairstyle or bought different clothes since I met you. For God's sake, Kelly, you're twenty five, not fifty five. If we stay up past eleven you're nodding."
He waved my attempt to argue off.
"I'm sorry, I really am, but it's true. You have potential Kelly, but you won't do anything about it. I think there's passion in there somewhere, but you won't let it out and I've given up mining for it. Find an older guy, someone more your style, pop out a couple babies. Be a housewife. It'll suit you."
He didn't know how close to the truth he was. I DID want to be a housewife, with kids. But I wanted a loving husband, passionate, skilled, who could help me reach the sexual heights I desired.
In the end, I wanted taken care of. I know, terribly old fashioned and out of date. I wanted a man who would look out for me, make the hard decisions, surround me with love. Like I was ever gonna find someone like that.
I determined to drown my sorrows. My friends knew I had been dumped and were supportive, but I saw the looks they gave each other when they thought I wasn't looking. Loser. It may as well been tattooed on my forehead.
The jukebox started up, and my friends got asked to dance. No one asked me, I guess one look at my face told them I wasn't in a dancing mood.
I had switched to whiskey, not a good thing. I was getting maudlin, also not a good thing. I was thinking abut calling a cab, going home to my tiny apartment and cry into my pillow, knowing I was going to be alone the rest of my life, I could tell. Maybe I should get a cat. Wait, my lease wouldn't let me. I really was going to be alone. Damn, damn, damn.
I had to pee, really bad. I got up and semi staggered to the bathroom. Washing my face, decided fixing my makeup was a waste of time, and started back to my table, to finish my drink and wait on the cab, when I saw him.
The Ghost. Somehow he had slipped in and was at his table, reading a book.
I looked around the bar. The girls in their flirting clothes, the men, mostly professionals, in their conservative casual. Only two had on jeans, and they were designer, to be seen, not worn.
He had on Levi boot cuts, a pair I bet he had owned for quite a while, judging by the fade.
"Now there's a REAL man" I thought, and before my brain knew what my body was doing I walked to his table and plopped down.
He looked over the book in surprise, before a slow smile took over his face.
"Hi. I'm Kelly."
I stuck my hand out. To my surprise he took it gently, just holding it instead of shaking it.
"Well, good evening to you, Miss Kelly."
Even his voice was sexy. A light baritone, with a hint of a Southern drawl. He still held my hand.
"And you are?" I prompted, anxious to draw him into conversation.
He started a bit.
"Please, excuse my manners. I'm..." he paused for a few seconds before grinning, his perfect white teeth shining in the dimness of the bar, "..The Ghost."
I gave my own little start. His grin got bigger.
"People talk" he said, "and the more alcohol the looser and louder the tongue. Now, Miss Kelly, what do you want?"
I looked into those warm brown eyes, and for once in my life decided to be truthful.
"I want a man. A real man." I gestured around the bar. His eyes widened, he probably didn't expect that.
"Not like these guys. Oh, they're nice enough, but they live in their own little universe. I want to meet someone who has been out in the real world. Been places, done things. Someone to show me how life really is."
I stopped suddenly, embarrassed, realizing what I had said. I looked back at my table, to see my friends staring at me, mouths open. Take that, I though, how does Miss Pitiful look now?
"An admirable ambition, Miss Kelly. But what does that have to do with me?"
He still hadn't let go of my hand, not that I minded.
"Nothing. But you're obviously older, and you're dressed for comfort, not for show. For lack of better words, you look like you've experienced life, like you don't have to prove anything to anybody. I'd just like to talk to you, if you don't mind."
He finally released my hand, and leaned back, obviously thinking. After a bit of silence while he held an internal debate, he nodded.
"All right. Please, join me." He signaled a bartender.
"Another Shiner Bock, Sam. And an Irish coffee for Miss Kelly, minus the Irish."
He looked at me.
"I believe you've consumed enough alcohol this night. If you want to talk, you should at least be able to remember it. Now, tell me about yourself."
So for the next hour and a half I spilled my guts, pretty much going back to high school. He listened attentively, asking a question now and then. When I got to the part about being dumped, he frowned.
"Did you love him?"
"I thought I did. Now, I'm not so sure. But it still hurt, mostly because of what he said, and the fact that it was the truth."
"And what do you want now?"
"To prove to myself and the world that he was wrong. I want adventure. I want to embrace life. I need a guide. Will you let me talk to you some more?"
He held out his hand.
"Phone."
I handed it to him. He punched his number in.
"Here. If you're serious, call me tomorrow afternoon. Now, I have to leave, and you should get back to your friends. I'm sure they have questions. My advice, say I invited you over, that I'm obviously interested in you, but stop there. Their imagination will fill in the blanks."
He stood, pulled me to my feet and into a hug.
"I'm going to kiss you now" he whispered, "half the bar is watching. Don't act surprised."
He cupped my face in his hands, lowered his mouth and gave me a slow sensuous kiss, for at least five seconds. Both of our faces were flushed, and I was a little light headed.
He grinned, gave me another small kiss on the cheek, and strode away. I watched him all the way to the door.
..................................................
My friends almost dragged me back to our table.
"God Almighty, girl! What got into you? The Ghost? Is he as sexy looking up close as he is from a distance? Is he a good kisser? Never mind, I can see by the look on your face he is. Is me...."
I held up my hand.
"Slow down, Heather. He's just a man. I went to the bathroom and he struck up a conversation with me, invited me to sit. We talked, had a drink. And yes, he's a very good kisser. Years of experience, I suspect."
The girls chattered happily, and were impressed when I told them he had gotten my number and was supposed to call the next day. A lie, of course, I was supposed to call him, if I could work up the nerve. I could feel the 'L' fading from my forehead.
I only stayed a few more minutes. Now sober, I felt safe driving home. When I got outside the rain was gone, and a full moon floated serenely in the sky. I took it as a good omen.
..................................................
I woke the next morning with a slight headache, wondering if I'd dreamed last night. Checking my phone, I was relieved to see his number, under "Ghost".
I did my normal Saturday morning routine, cleaning my tiny apartment, went grocery shopping, Had my little Honda washed. Back home I stared at the clock, debating on whether to call. He seemed like a nice guy, but I didn't know him, and the little episode with Eric showed me he could be forceful if provoked.
At 12:05 I decided it was far enough past noon, and hit send. He picked up on the third ring.
"Good afternoon, Miss Kelly. How are you this fine day?"
Damn he sounded sexy. I actually stuttered a little greeting him. After that I let thirty seconds of silence go by.
"Miss Kelly? Are you still there?"
"Yes, yes, I'm here! Sorry, I just didn't know what to say. Can we meet? Talk some more? How about lunch? I'll buy. Unless of course you've already had lunch. In that case..."
He interrupted me, gently.
"Easy now. Lunch would be fine. And I'll buy, my daddy would skin me alive if he thought I'd let a woman pay. Can you be at The Bistro by one?"
The Bistro. One of the hottest restaurants in town, impossible to get into, and outrageously expensive. No way in hell we could get in on short notice, even for lunch.
"I can, but I doubt we'd get in. How about someplace else?"
"The Bistro. One. Don't be late."
He hung up.
I freaked, knowing I didn't have time to get ready, and probably wouldn't be eating there anyway. My dressiest jeans, nice top, white sandals with a two inch heel, minimal makeup. I ran out the door, and was in the parking lot by 12:55.
I didn't see him until he took my arm gently. How does he do that?
He had on black jeans, well worn black cowboy boots that were highly polished, and a peach short sleeved button up shirt. His hair was neatly woven into a braid and tied with a little leather strap. Wow.
He greeted me, guiding me along. We passed a motorcycle and I actually stopped and looked it over. I knew from watching television that it was a 'chopper'. It looked like a rolling sculpture. bright orange, yellow, and gleaming chrome. It also looked very expensive.
"Nice, isn't it" he said, with a grin.
"It's beautiful. You know, I've never ridden on a motorcycle."
"Really? I'll see if I can find someone to give you a ride."
I shuddered.
"No, no, I'm afraid I'd be too scared to be a good passenger."
"We'll see" He said cryptically, ushering me inside.
Much to my surprise, the hostess smiled and said something in French. Some one answered her, and I looked to see who it was. Damn, he speaks French too? The hostess ignored the line, picked up a couple of menus, and led us right to a table. It was in the outside dining area, visible from the street.
He asked for water with a twist of lemon, while I got unsweetened tea. He frowned at my choice.
"What? Is it not good here?"
He grinned.
"I'm sure it'll be top notch. No, where I come from, tea isn't tea until it's about half sugar."
"You must be from the Deep South then. My company sent us down to Charlotte once for training. It was like drinking syrup. I wasn't keen on barbecue, but I became addicted to catfish. What does fish camp mean, any way?"
"Shame on you! You've obviously never been fed true barbecue. I'll have to make sure your education includes a taste of the real thing."
"In the old days, if you went fishing, it took coordination. You had to get a neighbor to watch your livestock, tend your crop. You were expected to return the favor when it was their turn."
"You went in a wagon to the river and usually spent a couple of days. You smoked or salted your catch for later eating. Of course, word would get out, and you'd have people stopping by at suppertime, to enjoy fresh fish before they went home. So, you camped and fished. When electricity came along and fish restaurants popped up, people called them fishcamps, after the old meaning. It was where you went when you didn't have time to fish yourself. There's your Southern history lesson for today."
He had ordered for both of us, without asking.
"I want you to taste this" he explained. "If you don't love it, you can have anything off the menu that tickles your fancy."
It was a roast beef sandwich, but not your typical roast beef sandwich. Herb roasted, hand sliced, thick chunks in a crusty roll, with homemade mayonaise tinged with horseradish, garlic roasted baby red potatoes and a tomato salad. There was also a small bowl of beef broth to dip the sandwich in.
The tomato salad was eight different kinds of tomato, cut into small cubes with a vinegarette dressing and basil, served in a parfait cup. It was probably the best meal I had ever eaten.
My phone vibrated and without thinking I checked it. A text message, from Heather.
"The Bistro? WTF?"
I looked around to see her standing on the sidewalk. Before I could reply there were two more messages.
Cindy: "The Bistro? Nosh?" Nosh was her shorthand for no shit.
Janey: "OMG! He's gonna get some!"
I looked up to see him frowning.
"I know we're at least a generation apart, but where I come from it's considered rude to ignore a dining companion to answer the phone."
"You're right. I apologize." I said, turning off my phone and sliding it into my jeans. Let them stew.
I was thoroughly satisfied with the meal and thanked him. He grinned.
"we're not done yet. Time for dessert."
The blueberries were in season, so we had Blueberry Fool, fresh blueberries stirred into blueberry jam, and layered alternately with creamed whipped at the restaurant, topped with fresh blueberries, in a large champagne glass. The whipped cream was tinged with lavender. I ignored the screams of my calorie counting conscience and cleaned the glass.



I leaned back with a sigh.
"Thank you for lunch. I think I'm going to need a nap now."
He just smiled.
"Oh no, not happening. You're here to broaden your horizons, remember? Now, run along to the restroom. I see your hands trembling, text your friends back and meet me out front. I'm about to put something exciting between your legs."
Huh?
Before I could frame an answer, he was striding towards the door.
It took me five minutes to text back, giving cryptic messages, following his advice from the night before. Let them use their imagination to fill in the blanks.
I walked outside, not seeing him. There was some guy on the chopper we had noticed going in, wearing a black t shirt and matching bandana, talking to Heather. I walked towards her looking around for him. When I got close, I almost had a heart attack. He got off the bike and met me.
"There you are, babe. I was starting to worry. Look, it's your friend Heather. She wants me to give her a ride, what do you think?"
I glared at Heather until she flushed slightly. Claim jumping little bitch, she better back off. I reached up, pulled his head down, and gave him a nice kiss. He covered his surprise with a grin.
"We don't have time right now, sweetie. Maybe later. Now Heather, I'd love to stay and talk, but we're running just a bit late. See you at work Monday."
She stuttered through a goodbye and walked down the street.
He was pulling something off the side of his bike. A helmet.
He put it on me gently.
"Why do I have to wear a helmet?" I asked.
"Because this is your first time. You should always wear protection your first time."
He grinned while I processed the innuendo laced statement.
"Besides, it'll make you feel safer. And I'm always careful when I'm transporting precious cargo."
I blushed all the way down to my toes.
I hesitated.
"I'm afraid. What if it scares me too much or I don't like it?"
"Then I'll stop immediately. I'll go around the block first, make sure you can handle it. But you have to get on, Heather is down the street snapping pictures like mad. You'll look like the scared little girl you think you are if you don't at least go round the block."
I made a decision and took the helmet off.
"Let's give her a show then. I think I can make it around the block without a helmet."
Hi grinned again.
"Turn around."
Wondering why, I complied. I felt his hands in my hair, pulling and tugging for a couple of minutes.
"There. All done. Look in the mirror, tell me what you think."
I looked. He had done my hair in a braid, just like his, down to matching leather ties.
"Unrestrained hair doesn't work on a bike. After a mile your hair would give Jamaican corn rows a run for their money. It would take you days to get the tangles out."
"Now, when you get on, sit still. Don't wiggle, try to stay directly behind me. I'll go slow, but feel free to hold tight."
I climbed behind him, feeling the vibrations from the motor against my bottom.
After a few seconds to let me settle, he let the clutch out and we rolled gently away. We were half way down the block when he suddenly hit the gas. I shrieked and scooted as tightly as I could into his back. He slowed down half a block later, turned the corner, and pulled over. I was breathing heavily.
"Heather was still snapping pictures, so I goosed it. I hope she got the shot, especially of you practically climbing my back."
"Asshole! You scared the shit out of me."
I realized what I said and tried to apologize but he cut me off.
"Don't. I didn't take offense. And if we spend any more time together, I expect you to voice your feelings and opinions like the confident woman you should be. Understand?"
I nodded.
"Now, do you want me to take you back to your car, or would you like a ride?"
I couldn't wait and told him so. He made me put the helmet back on, to my disappointment.
"You don't have eye protection, and it would make me feel safer. Next time, if you want, I'll get you some goggles, all right?"
I would have agreed to anything to ensure a next time.
..................................................
I was nervous, but it was controllable. Soon the vibrations and the wind calmed me, and I enjoyed it immensely. We soon left the city limits behind. An hour later he was pulling into the fairgrounds of a neighboring county. The parking lot was packed, and getting fuller.
People stopped and watched as we parked. I was taking my helmet off when a couple of young girls, late teens at best, came by.
"Nice ride" one said.
I grinned. "Yes he is, and the bike is fun, too."
Shrieking with laughter, they ran towards the grandstand. I turned around to see him laughing.
"There you go! Kind of fun saying what's on your mind, isn't it?"
"Glorious. Now where are we?"
"Carver County Blues Festival. Some nice bands, but I really want to see a new duo, Freeman Feelbad, Jr. and Sweet Thang. You should see their stuff on Youtube."
I was never into music that much, so I had no idea what the blues were. By the third act I was a fan. When the act he wanted to see came on, I was impressed. The woman looked to be about thirty, and I'd bet the man was over forty, but their voices were good, and they blended perfectly. She was a gifted guitar player, but he did things with slide guitar that was amazing. They closed their set with a Romi Mayes song, After The Show, the mans' slide guitar work complimenting her rhythm work perfectly. It brought the crowd to its' feet. They came back later, apparently they were part of a band called Hatchett Job, another guitar player, keyboard, and drummer. Almost everyone sang lead, and the harmonies were amazing.
Before I knew it I was dancing in the aisle, flinging my hair and wriggling to the beat. I looked up and saw him smiling, and just kept dancing. He bought us both tee shirts on the way out.
"Damn, I wish I'd put this on." I said, as we moved towards the dark parking lot.
"What's stopping you? Step behind that building, no one will see you. And if they do, I'm sure they'll enjoy it."
I could see the challenge in his eyes.
"Watch for me" I said, unbuttoning my shirt. I turned my back, slipping the shirt off and tossing it over my shoulder. "Catch! I giggled.
I was just slipping the tee over my head when I heard clapping and cheering. I popped my head out to see four guys and two girls standing there. I was red, but I did a little curtsey.
"Next show is at ten" I yelled, as I strutted back to my man. My man? Did I ever like the sound of that.
He gave me a big hug. "I'll have to file away you like the color pink" he said, referencing my bra.
"You peeked?" I gasped.
"No, babe. I stared. Very nice view, too."
I was hoping he didn't see my blush in the dark.
................................................
In due time he delivered me back to my car in the parking lot of The Bistro, kissed my cheek, and roared off. I was disappointed, before reality hit. To him I was just a foolish little girl, playing at being grownup.
I called him the next afternoon, but it went to message. I didn't see him until Tuesday night at the bar.
He had his usual table and stood as I approached. Damn, I could get used to manners. He kissed my cheek. I had had enough of that foolishness, so I pulled him into a long kiss.
"I'm not a baby, Ghost. Stop kissing me like one."
He grinned. "Instructions noted. Have a good day at work?"
"Wonderful! Let me tell you about it."
I wasn't at work fifteen minutes before Heather was all over me.
"Spill! Who is he? Where did he come from? Is he in good in bed as he looks?"
I grinned.
"Nosey much? We're like the military. I didn't ask, he didn't tell. We had a ball after you saw us, you should really should get someone to give you a motorcycle ride. The feeling is awesome! Look."
I showed her a photo on my phone. Me, sitting on the bike, wearing my blues shirt, the tail tied tightly below my boobs, He had put his bandana on me, I thought I looked wild and sexy, like a real biker babe.
She was awed.
"So, are you his bitch now?"
"No" I giggled, "at least not yet. Working on it, though."
She snatched my phone and sent it out to all our friends. I didn't know it, but she sent one to my ex. My phone went off all morning. I spent all my break and most of my lunch answering texts.
I called him Monday night.
"Hi." I said, suddenly getting tongue tied.
"Hey" he said, in that warm Southern drawl, "how's my adventure partner tonight?"
"Looking for another adventure. Wanna go for a drink?"
"I'd love to, Miss Kelly, but I'm out of town. I had some business to take care of. I should be back by tomorrow, but I'm not sure enough to say."
I was disappointed.
"Maybe tomorrow then. I downloaded a bunch of blues songs today, it's all I've listened to."
I could feel his smile over the phone.
"Good. I'll share some of my favorites next time we're together. I've got to run now, I'll see you later."
"Promise?"
"Promise. Sweet dreams Miss Kelly."
The next day I was surprised to see Ron standing at my cubicle. I looked at him, trying to decide if I was still sad that he had dumped me. No, not really. He was right. I was dull. But I'm working on it, too bad he won't get the benefit.
"Ron, hi. What's up?"
He stood for a minute before showing my picture on his phone.
"Was there a point to this?" He actually sounded a bit upset.
"I'm sorry Ron. Really. Heather had my phone yesterday, she must have sent it. It doesn't mean anything, the bike belongs to my date that night. He took the picture."
I don't know what upset him more, the fact that I was dating, or that I was dating someone with a cool bike. Why should he care?
"Well, nice bike."
He stood around for just a minute.
"Anything else, Ron?"
He shook himself.
"No. See you later, then."
"Bye."
I watched him go, wondering about the whole exchange.
................................................
The Ghost grinned when I told him.
"He's jealous. He expected you to mope and feel pitiful, and you shook yourself and jumped right back into the dating game. Does he know it's me?"
"Were we on a date Saturday?"
He looked surprised.
"Of course we were. I asked you out. You accepted. We dined, attended an event. I think that qualifies, don't you?"
"Definitely. A very nice date. It was so nice I'd like another, please. Give me another nice surprise. And he has no idea who it was."
His smile was priceless.
"I'll see what I can do. In fact..."
He stopped, looking behind me. Heather. What was her deal, anyway?
"Heather" I said, noncommittally. She took that as an invitation and plopped down. Seeing it, Cindy was soon there, and then Janey. The little table became really crowded. He was polite, but I could sense his irritation. Janey was on one side, Heather on the other, and they were both bringing out the big guns, touching, flashing cleavage. Damned cows.
He stood suddenly.
"Excuse me."
He walked around the table, pulled me up, and led me back across to his chair. He sat back down, pulling me down onto his lap.
"That's better. Now everyone has a little more room. Much more comfortable, don't you think, honey?"
"Definitely" I coed, "I like the upholstery a lot better." I wiggled sensually for a second.
"But there's a hard lump in the middle. Oh well, if I wiggle enough I can find a comfortable spot for it."
The girls were glowing, and he had a slight blush, even as he grinned. I stopped wiggling, suddenly aware there really was a lump underneath me. I turned red, but his arm kept me firmly anchored. Every time I'd start to calm down he'd rock forward a little.
We talked, I don't remember about what. He would caress my cheek, and I'd hold his hand and kiss it. The girls excused themselves after a bit and left us alone.
"Don't laugh, don't laugh, don't laugh" I repeated over and over, like a mantra. One look at his face and I exploded. He gave in, and was laughing right with me.
"What was that all about?"
"Jealousy."
"Jealousy? Of what?"
"Come on, Miss Kelly. Tell me Heather hasn't always been the hot girl, used to getting the best guys and all the attention. Am I right?"
I nodded.
"She's jealous. All of a sudden you're not a follower. You've got something she thought you incapable of, and she can't understand why you have it and not her. That's what tonight was all about, to see how serious I am about you."
I started getting mad. He stopped me.
"Relax. When I put you on my lap she took the hint. But I'd bet you my motorcycle she'll wait until you're not around and make a run at me."
"I'll yank that fake blond hair out of the bitch's head!"
He took my hand.
"Don't. I think I'll string her along, make her think I'm being swayed, then dump her for you. That'll give her a reality check."
"I don't like it" I said stubbornly.
"Why?"
Because I want you. You're mine, understand? Because I'm afraid you'll like her more and I won't be able to keep up. Her boobs are bigger, she's prettier, and I bet she knows a lot more tricks than I do.
I didn't say any of that of course. What I did say was that I wasn't comfortable being that cruel. Instead of an argument, he smiled.
"You passed."
"What?"
"You passed the integrity test. You're a lot more mature than you give yourself credit for. Now, it's time to ramp up the wow factor."
"I'm afraid to ask."
He eyed me critically.
"When was the last time you changed your hairstyle, got new clothes, shoes, a makeover? Do you own any sexy lingerie, cute shorts, belly shirts? Cast off your rags, Cinderella. Time to go to the ball."
He kissed me after another half hour and stood to leave.
"I'll be out of town again tomorrow until next week. Sorry, can't be helped. Call me, and we'll talk."
A little kiss and he was gone. The tribe was ready for me when I joined their table. Heather was a little catty. I thought it was funny.
.................................................
I called him almost every night. After the fourth call he started calling me. We talked. Talked about everything. When he asked me how I saw my dream life being I was embarrassed.
"It's kind of dull."
"If it's your dream, it can't be too dull. Spill."
I took a deep breath.
"Ron was right about a lot of things. One of them was telling me I should find a man, marry, pop out a couple babies, and be a housewife. I know it's terribly old fashioned, especially when todays' standard of living almost requires two incomes, but it's still my dream. I want to take care of the house, nuture my babies, and love my man with all my heart. You can go ahead and laugh now."
There was enough silence I wondered if the call got dropped.
"Ghost, are you still there?"
His voice sounded a little raw, like he was trying to stifle something.
"Yes, yes I'm here. And it's a beautiful dream, baby. I hope it comes true one day. I have to go now, we'll talk some tomorrow."
Before he rang off I heard something that sounded suspiciously like a sob. I stared at the phone, wondering.
The next night I told him abut my old dream of being a financial analyst, how I had to drop out of college when the money ran out, how much I hated my job. Instead of pretending to humor me, he led me into a two hour discussion on finance, the debacle Fannie Mae and Freddy Mac turned out to be, and how the housing boom, based on thin air and exaggerated numbers, spurred on by savvy Wall Street investors and terrible leadership from Greenspan had lead to our current situation.
"Damn, Miss Kelly, it's almost midnight. You need to sleep, work tomorrow and all that. Good night."
"Ghost?" I said in a little girl voice.
"Yes?"
"Would you stop calling me Miss Kelly? It makes me feel like I'm fourteen."
"Sorry, I never thought. Anything special you'd like me to call you?"
"I really like it when you call me babe, but if you just drop the miss, it'll be fine."
"I could feel his grin through the phone.
"all right then. Goodnight, babe."
I held the phone smiling for two minutes before I hung up.
He finished his trip early, to my delight. He never said where he went, and I knew better to ask.
We met at the bar. The bartenders had started treating me a little better. They would have my drink ready when I walked in the door, and would have it on his table, whether he was there or not. I could tell this irritated Heather no end.
I had always been her wingman, getting her leftovers and castoffs from college onward. The fact that I had stepped out of her shadow was something she had a hard time with.
He had called to tell me he was in town, and asked me to meet him at the bar. I wore my new black skirt, two inches shorter than I had ever owned, and it still looked conservative. I had a new blouse on, red, silky and shining. I left open two buttons more than I had ever done before.
The approval in his eyes made it worth every dime.
"Damn Kelly, you really are a babe. Nice outfit."
I laughed it off.
"This old thing? I've had it for..." I looked at my watch, "about two days."
His hug and the light kiss he gave me made me feel boneless.
"Do you have a nice evening dress? If not, get one. We have an event to attend tomorrow."
"What kind of event?"
"One that's a surprise. I'll pick you up at seven, all right?"
Before I could ask anymore questions the girls invaded. Before they could pull up another chair I hopped into his lap. Heather looked like she had kissed a pickle.
"So, are you going with Kelly to the company picnic next week? If she's busy, you're welcome to join us."
"Picnic, next week?" He had a glint of interest in his eye. I locked down on his hand.
"I was going to tell you tonight, honey. Rest up, I want to win the three legged race."
He gave them a smile.
"We'll see you there, then."
They took their cue and left.
"Company picnic?" He said, with a raised eyebrow.
"Were you going to invite me?"
"No, because I wasn't going. I never have a good time."
"Well, babe, you're going now. I'll make sure we have fun."
He turned serious again.
"Don't forget. Tomorrow. Seven. Formal."
He gave me a nice kiss and disappeared.
................................................
Back at the table, I told them I had to get a formal dress tomorrow for my date. Cindy and Jane volunteered to go, so Heather decided to come along.
"Someone needs to keep you out of the clutches of these fashion clowns."
She was smiling, but I could tell she had offended them.
The shopping trip was a disaster. Heather tried to steer us away from the best shops, and made some suggestions on dresses that looked horrible. I was about to give up and come back by myself, when Cindy held up a dress.
"This one" she said.
A little black dress, simplicity at its' best. A full skirt falling two inches below my knee, the bodice clung to me like it had been custom tailored. Even Heater was impressed, though she tried to hide it. It even gave me a little cleavage. Just to make me feel more confident, I got new lace topped thigh highs, new four inch heels, and absolutely the tiniest black thong I had ever worn.
I did my hair up in a French twist, applied my makeup three times before I was satisfied, and waited. At six fifty five a Cadillac Escalade pulled up, and a man in a suit walked up the sidewalk. Was he sending a driver? I figured we would be taking my car.
Opening the door, I stood, shocked. The suit had to be designer, and fit him very well. His hair was done neatly, minimizing the length. While I was studying him, he was gazing openmouthed at me.
He leaned in and gave me a light kiss, careful of my makeup.
"Very nice, babe, very nice indeed."



I glowed before returning the compliment.
"And you sir, clean up very nicely." I looked at him critically. Black suit, grey silk shirt, black and gray striped tie. I had a sudden suspicion.
"Are you wearing a Harley tee under that shirt?"
He just grinned bigger and helped me into the car.
We went to a lecture given by a very famous financial analyst. He had predicted the crash two years before it happened, and wrote a book on how to survive it as it stretched out for years. People nearly ridiculed him out of the business, now those same people were clamoring for him to handle their accounts. Tickets were limited to five hundred, and sold out in four hours. He was the Mick Jagger of the financial world.
I was fascinated, and even got to ask a question during the q&a afterwards. Thinking it odd that we had to get so dressed up for a lecture, I found there was a meal and reception afterwards, followed by dancing, to a large orchestra.
The cream of the local financial world was there, including the CEO of my company. We ended up sharing a table, with him, his wife, and two more couples. At first I just listened, but soon I was comfortable enough to offer an opinion.
After I successfully made a point, my CEO asked who I worked for.
"You, sir" I said surprising him.
"One of our new analysts, I take it?"
Before I could answer and be embarrassed, Ghost spoke up.
"She's not one of your analysts, sir. Not yet anyway. She's in support, gaining a little experience while she prepares for her final year of college."
Well covered, I thought.
"When you get your degree, young lady, make sure we have your resume. Earmark it for my eyes. And one more thing. As my employee, you are required to dance with me, and your husband must return the favor with my wife."
"He's not..." was all I got out before he overrode me.
"We'd be delighted, sir. And despite what she was trying to say, I believe I can get your wife back with all toes attached."
The orchestra was playing songs designed for an older crowd, and I shared a waltz with my CEO, while Ghost practically seemed to float along, pulling his wife with him. She was flushed and smiling when they returned to the table.
I got introduced to practically every local mover and shaker that had been able to get a ticket. I actually got a few invitations to send resumes, which made my CEO frown.
We danced and mingled until the wee hours of the morning. He walked me to my door, gave me another nice kiss, and was gone.
We went to lunch Sunday, and he asked how I felt I was progressing.
"Famously. But I fear it's all you, and I'm just a reflection."
He squeezed my hand gently.
"Not so, little babe. I wasn't the one the guys were gawking at when you danced in the aisles at the blues show. You're very sensual when you dance, anyone ever tell you that? And I wasn't the one who charmed the pants off every man in the room at the reception last night, and most were admiring your brain as well as your body. Could the old Kelly have done that? I think not."
I glowed under his praise, before deciding he was right. The old Kelly would have died before she asked a question of such a famous person in front of a crowd, and would have been tongue tied beyond belief in front of those rich, powerful people. No, I was coming out of my shell, and loving it.
He gave me a nice little kiss, saying he would be out of town for the next few days, but would meet me Friday after lunch.
"Can you take a half day of vacation?"
"No, but I can take a full day."
"Even better. I'll see you Friday morning. I'll take you out for breakfast. Then we'll have another little adventure. I'll have you home fairly early, I want you rested up for the picnic Saturday."
He wouldn't tell me any more.
We talked every night, for at least an hour. He still hadn't told me anything about himself, where he was from, what he did for a living. Suddenly I had a very chilling thought. What if he were married? It upset me so bad I couldn't sleep well.
I debated for two days before I brought it up.
"Ghost, I know you don't want to talk about yourself, and I promise not to pry. You've been very good to me and I don't want to upset you, but there's not a Mrs. Ghost around, is there?"
There was a long silence. I thought maybe he had hung up, but then I heard him exhale.
"There was, babe, but not anymore."
"I'm sorry. Did she leave or did you?"
"She did."
I heard the pain in his voice.
"Do you miss her?"
"Well, it's not a searing pain anymore, more like a dull throb. But it's over, and I can't change the past."
"I'm so sorry, Ghost. I promise I won't pry. Well, not for a while anyway. I am a woman, after all."
He cheered a little.
"Yes you are. A real live, honest to goodness woman. Young, vibrant, beautiful, full of promise. I feel good just looking at you. The man who ends up with you will be very lucky indeed."
It thrilled me and saddened me at the same time. I wanted him to be the lucky one, damn it. He needed love too, I could feel it in his little gestures, his touches, his smile. Something was missing. And I latched on to the 'beautiful' part of the comment.
...............................................
I decided to cheer him up, and when he showed up Friday morning, I invited him in, the first time he had been inside my apartment. Up for three hours, I had made him a full, old time Southern breakfast.
Eggs, grits, gravy, home fries, livermush[you have to live in the South to appreciate it, and trust me, you never want to see it made or know what's in it], and country ham, served with a big plate of homemade biscuits. Homemade strawberry preserves I had picked up at the farmers' market and real butter. Hot, strong coffee. No latte here.
His eyes lit up and I swear his mouth watered.
"Eat, before it gets cold. And if you want to show me any appreciation, eat a lot."
He showed more appreciation than I thought possible. I ate a little, but enjoyed watching him more than eating.
He pushed his plate away with a contented sigh, rubbing his stomach.
"Come here" he said, patting his lap. I was there in an instant, and he pulled me down and gave me the deepest, most passionate kiss I had ever had.
When he pulled back, we were both breathing heavily. My nipples were rock hard, and there was a lump in his jeans.
"That was the kindest, most considerate thing anyone has done for me in a long, long time. Thank you."
"You're so very welcome, hon." I paused, to gauge his reaction to my calling him hon, but his smile seemed even brighter. "It's about time I did something for you, for a change."
He hugged me, to the point I was about to lose my breath, before he pulled back.
"You've done a lot for me babe, more than you know. You've succeeded in bringing me back to the land of the living, something very pricy professionals hadn't been able accomplish. I should be paying you."
He stood me up before I could ask what he meant, the grin returning.
"In fact, I intend to relieve some of my debt today. I warn you now, do not complain once, or I'll bring you home. I'll be spending a little money today, all on you. Don't worry, I can afford it. Ready?"
"Probably not, but it won't stop me. Lead on."
He took me out, and I noticed he was driving the Escalade again. He grinned.
"Hard to strap shopping to the back of a bike."
I got another surprise when he stopped and Cindy jumped in.
"I invited her. I believe she's your truest friend, even if she isn't the closest. Besides, do you really want just my opinion? I'll dress you like the sex goddess you are, and that would make it hard for you to get any work done at the office."
I glowed while Cindy giggled.
We hit almost all the upscale shops. He bought dresses, skirts, jackets, blouses, jeans, tops, all very fashionable, all more daring than I would have picked. I had to admit though, I looked damn good in them.
I got six pair of new shoes, the shortest with 3" heels. We were done, I thought, until we went by a lingerie shop. I had been in a couple of times, but it was so expensive I bought very little.
He stopped, handed Cindy his debit card, gave her his pin number.
"In you go. Buy something new to go under every outfit. Do not worry about cost. Cindy, I expect you to get as much as she does, as a thank you for your help today. If she balks, come out and get me. I'll be waiting on the concourse. Babe knows I was married once, and one thing I learned, nothing makes a woman feel better than nice lingerie. Scoot now, if you don't take too long we can work in lunch."
He was practically pushing, with Cindy dragging, so I had no choice.
We had a ball. Thongs, boyshorts, tangas, pushup bras, the pile kept growing. Cindy held up a corset, Satiny, pink, with ribbons.
"This would look killer on you."
It didn't take much to get me to try it on. It fit like a glove, pushing my 32b's up until they were almost out of the top. I got a matching thong and seamed hose. An idea hit me.
"Be bold, be bold" I repeated in my head, while I filled Cindy in. She was all for it.
He was sitting on a bench, reading a paper, when she came out.
"Can you come in for just a minute? Kelly needs your opinion."
Of course, he got up and followed. We had already told the salesgirl, and of course, looking at her commission, there was no way she was going to object.
He looked around, not seeing me.
"Kelly?" he called out softly.
"Back here. Come on, there's no one here but me. It's safe."
I had on the corset, which I had pulled down until my nipples were just visible. Already excited, I had twisted them when I heard him call out. They were hard enough to put eyes out if you got too close. I had on the matching thong, the stockings clipped to the corset, and a pair of five inch heels he had just bought.
I heard him come through the door and stepped out of the dressing room.
"Does this make me look sexy?" I asked, softly.
I think his eyes actually bulged as I did a slow turn, the strap of the thong just peeking out between my cheeks, ending in a little bow. He was actually red in the face.
"Well?"
He couldn't speak. He just stared. Then he slowly nodded his head yes, turned, and left.
I stood there for a second, chest heaving, as excited sexually as I had ever been in my whole life, before coming down and smiling a little smile. He wanted me! You could see it in his eyes.
The thong was soaked, so I left it on. Cindy came in, saw me smiling, and hugged me.
"Go get him" she whispered.
We dressed, and he did take us to lunch. He was awfully quiet, it took him most of the meal to center himself. I caught him looking at me when he thought I didn't notice, and he flushed every time. It was the first time I had ever seen him without his trademark self confident look.
We took Cindy home, and she kissed us both, thanking us for the day.
I thought we were done, but he turned away from my apartment.
"Where are we going now?"
His cocky little grin was back.
"Now the adventure begins. How much do you trust me?"
"Completely" I said, holding his arm and resting my head on his shoulder. He never offered to make me move.
We passed the dealership where he got his bike serviced, and into a little strip mall. A tattoo parlor, a specialty clothing store, and a sex shop. I started freezing up. We stopped in front of the tattoo parlor.
I had a death grip on his hand when we went through the door. He seemed to know the owner, apparently they rode bikes together.
"Here she is" he said. "a blank palette."
He looked me over.
"Do you know what you want?" he asked me.
"I didn't even know I was going to come in here until five minutes ago. I'm not so sure about this, it's awfully permanent."
They both smiled.
"The asshole didn't tell you, did he? What I'm going to do isn't permanent. I'll be painting them on. I'll be using an ink that will last about a month before it fades. It was designed to let people see if they were going to be comfortable with a tattoo before they committed."
I stuck my tongue out at Ghost. His grin was a mile wide.
"I thought it would be fun, give them something to talk about at the picnic."
I looked at the owner.
"He can be an asshole, but he's a loveable asshole, and as long as he's MY asshole, I can live with it."
I watched his eyes closely as I stressed my, but his smile never changed.
I looked at his wall of designs while they talked.
"If you don't see something you like, I can free hand just about anything."
I had an idea.
"Can I have two?"
"Sure babe. Anything you want."
"When you pick them, depending on where you want them, go into the the dressing room and take off your top and bra, if necessary. There are wraps on the shelf. wrap one around and clip it, and we'll be ready."
"Excuse me" I said, running to the SUV, snatching what I wanted from the lingerie bag. I ran into the dressing room, removing my top and bra, donning the purple, low cup one I had brought with me. I clipped the wrap and went back out into the shop.
"I want the Tasmanian Devil, there, just the torso and arms, and I want you to make it look like he's climbing out of my bra. Can you do that?"
"I can make it look like anything you want" said the tattoo artist. "Drop the wrap a little so I can make a mark, and we'll get started."
Surprising both of them, I took the wrap off. He made the mark, and I surprised them even farther by pulling the bra down to just above my nipple, which was hard as rock, by the way.
It'll be quicker this way, and we can judge the finished product better."
He had me sit, and sat on a stool that made him eye level with my breast. He painted carefully, small strokes that felt like a massage. It was all I could do to keep from squirming. When he finished it really looked like the devil was trying to get out. I clipped the wrap.
"Honey, I need you to step out. I want this one to be a surprise."
Grinning, he walked out. I told the man what I wanted, and made him swear not to tell.
Twenty minutes later I was out the door. He was standing in front of the clothing shop.
"Come on" he said, practically dragging me in.
It should have been called Sluts R Us. To say the stuff was risque would have been a conservative opinion. The salesclerk had short spiked hair, black with pink tips, a pierced nose, lip, belly button and other places, I was sure.
She was friendly though.
Ghost knew just what he wanted.
It was the female version of a wifebeater, the white ribbed material scooped out in the back and sides, a low front, with a wide strip of material for a back. The straps of my bra were visible, and the bra itself was plain to see under the shirt. You could just barely make out the tattoo on my breast. I had a large bandage over the one on the shoulder. It also exposed about an inch of belly.
We walked towards the sex shop, and I stiffened up.
"Relax, babe, We're not going in there."
Hr grinned that grin of his.
"We'll save that for another adventure."
We stopped back at the bike shop, where he bought me a black leather jacket.
"It'll be awfully cool tomorrow morning, if you ride in just that shirt."
I thought we were done until we pulled up at a beauty salon.
"You have an appointment. Be bold, babe."
The hairdresser and I talked for thirty minutes. She took my picture, scanned it into a computer, and showed me how I would look with different lengths and styles.
I really loved the one I picked, because of its' versatility. I could go from conservative to bold in a few minutes, with a little gel or mousse.
I cringed while my shoulder length hair disappeared, but rejoiced at my saucy, short locks. Nowhere more than three inches, it framed my face perfectly. I had her spike it just a little, before showing off to him.
He was speechless for a bit.
"Not what I expected." he said, "not at all. It's much better."
He was quiet on the way back to my apartment. It took us thirty minutes to get everything out of the car, and I left it piled in the bedroom, getting him a beer and snuggling into his lap.
"I still have on the thong from this afternoon" I whispered, smiling into his neck as I felt his excitement grow under my bottom.
I looked up, and pulled his head down, locked my lips onto his with the intent of never coming up for air. I flicked my tongue across his teeth, rewarded when his mouth opened a bit. I jammed my tongue into his mouth as far as it would go, surprised when he pushed it out, only to do the same to me. Reaching down, I took his hand and guided it to my breast and aching nipple. I felt his large hand tighten, completely covering it. I was wriggling frantically, reaching for his shirt, when he stopped me, standing suddenly.
"I'm sorry, Kelly, I didn't mean..."
I stopped him with a finger on his lips.
"I'm not. And I did mean to do what we were doing. I want to continue. Is that all right?"
He was pacing back and forth.
"I want to. I really do. You're the first woman since my wife I've been sexually attracted to, and she's been gone two years. But I think you're confusing gratitude with emotion. Plus I'm a lot older, I feel like I'm robbing the cradle. You don't want an old man like me, babe."
I couldn't stand it. I jumped up and slapped him, hard. He stood in stunned silence as I went into a rant.
"You think I give a fuck how old you are? You're the first real man I've ever met. I'm a goddamned grown woman, and I choose you. If you're playing with me, stop, now. If not, don't let that Southern sense of honor I love about you get in the way of your feelings."
I stopped, panting heavily.
"You've almost ruined the best day of my life. I want you to go home, think about what I said. And don't even think about missing tomorrow. I expect you, on your bike, at ten sharp. If you're not, I'll hunt you down and kick your ass."
I grabbed him, gave him a kiss I hope scorched the bottoms of his feet, and literally shoved him out the door. When I heard him drive off, I went into the bedroom, threw the bags in the floor, and collapsed, crying like a baby. And I wasn't really sure why.
.................................................
It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, there was just a hint of breeze, and it wasn't too hot. I heard the bike roar up, and not giving him a chance to get off, came bouncing out the door. He handed me my goggles and a bandana to cover my hair. Soon we were off. We were a bit early, so we rode around for a bit. I snuggled up to him as tightly as I could, enjoying the feeling. I might have stroked his chest a time or two, purely by accident, of course. We hit a bump, and my hand slid down to his belt. I left it there until he gently pulled it back up to his chest. Spoilsport.
Everyone noticed when we pulled in. I got off, slipped my bandana and goggles off, running my fingers through my hair. I casually unzipped the jacket, shrugged it off, and lay it across the seat. People, mostly men, were staring.
Ghost just grinned until I turned around, showing him the other tattoo. A small ghost, gray and outlined in red, with two dots for eyes. Words actually failed him.
Cindy came bouncing across the parking lot, towing her new boyfriend along. We hugged, while she raved about my hair and new look. She saw the tattoos and her eyes got wide.
"How long have you had those?"
I shrugged.
"I've had the devil for a while now, but the ghost is recent."
While we were talking, Ghost slipped out of his jacket. I had my back turned to him, but when Cindy stopped talking I turned around to look.
He had on his trademark tight jeans, and a black wifebeater, which showed his muscles off to perfection. He had taken the braid out of his hair, and it shone almost silver in the sun. I swear I think she started to drool.



I locked down on his hand, dragging him along, making the rounds, introducing him to everyone I knew and a few I didn't, as my boyfriend.
The effort it took to achieve my look was paid off in spades when we came up on Heather, Janey, and to my surprise, Ron.
We chatted, while Cindy bragged on my look. Ron had grabbed Heather's hand possessively, like he was trying to prove something. Heather looked at Ghost like she wanted to throw him down right then.
It really got away from her when people around started paying me more attention than her. The icing on the cake came when the CEO came by. He almost did a double take when he saw me, and I had a thought maybe I had gone just a bit too far.
"Kelly, is that you? Wow! You looked great in that evening gown, but in that outfit you look like you should be on the pages of my Harley calender."
I was glowing, Heather and the rest had their mouths hanging open, and Ghost just grinned.
His wife came up just then.
"Stop drooling, dear. It's not appropriate. However, I'll forgive you if you let Mr. Ghost escort me to our table."
She was smiling, stroking his bare arm and chest. I looked at her and we both burst out in giggles. I took Reg[he insisted I call him that, since it was away from the workplace] by the arm. His wife Stella grabbed Ghost, and we walked to the VIP table. I saw Ghost jump slightly while Stella giggled, winking at me. He told me later she was rubbing his butt.
I was ready to go back to our table, when Reg started talking about his Ultraglide. Stella just rolled her eyes.
"May as well sit, dear. It'll be an hour before he winds down."
So to the surprise of the whole company, we ended up staying at the table. Ghost invited them to go on a poker run the next Saturday, and they happily agreed.
She asked me if my tattoos hurt, and I whispered in her ear they weren't real, they were just paint. I was almost speechless when she asked who did them, she was thinking about surprising Reg with one for his birthday.
I looked at her, hoping I would look that good when I was in my midfifties. Instead of dyeing her hair, she had let it turn, until it was almost silver. She had a good body too, the result of four times a week gym work. She reminded me of a shorter, more attractive Emmylou Harris.
We agreed to sneak off sometime in the next two weeks. I wanted my ghost to be permanent, just like I hoped for the man.
I didn't have any older relatives or friends, and I felt so comfortable with Stella I poured out all my insecurities while our men were looking at his motorcycle. She patted my hand.
"I wouldn't worry, young lady. You don't see him looking at you when you're not watching. He's desperately in love. Reg is almost ten years older than me, and we've been together over thirty years."
We ate, we laughed. I won a trip to a day spa in the raffle. It was for two, and Stella surprised everyone when she told me to tell her when we went, she wanted to help cover Ghost in hot mud. He actually blushed while the women laughed.
We almost won the three legged race, but were 'accidentally' bumped by Ron and Heather in front of the finish line. Everyone saw it was deliberate. Didn't help them, though, I made sure I tangled them up during the fall.
"I saw Ghost's eyes tighten, but I held him close, kissing him hard in front of everyone before I let him up.
Heather really needs to look in the mirror and try to control some of her expressions. That, or quit gargling with pickle juice.
As they say, revenge is sweet, and during a stupid games for couples where we had to hold a raw egg between us as we walked from point A to point B, I had mine.
It was a struggle for us, between his hard chest and my small breasts. We were doing quite well, I thought we might win until Heather and Ron went by us.
They didn't have to strain much, the egg was firmly nestled between her huge udders. They would have to pry it out in the end.
I 'accidentally' stumbled, pulling Ghost with me, into the back of Ron. It pushed him forwards, hard, and the next thing you know there was a gooey mess dribbling all over her designer bra and chic tee. Miracle of miracles, we managed to retain the egg and crossed the finish line first.
Heather was still screaming at Ron on the way to their car.
"You're a vindictive little vixen, aren't you?" he asked, grinning.
I shrugged.
"Not really. It seems I've started seeing Heather as she actually is, and honestly, I've outgrown her. She'll probably end up a trophy wife, cheating on him just because she can. I hope he has a good prenupt."
He squeezed my hand.
"You really have grown up, I see it in your gestures, your mannerisms, and your attitude. I like it."
I couldn't resist.
"You know what the best part of being mature is?"
"What babe?"
"It makes me closer in age to you."
Before he could speak, I kissed him hard, and ran off to tell Cindy goodbye. We all ended up going to the bar. Reg and Stella even made an appearance, where Stella won a sixty dollar pool on who could drink a mug of beer the fastest. I don't think she actually swallowed, just let it flow down her throat.
"That's awesome!" I said, while she wiped her mouth delicately with a napkin.
"Reggie thinks so" she laughed, while he glowed.
I'd like to say this magical day ended with us making mad, passionate love until we passed out from exhaustion, but I had too good of a time, and before I knew it, I was plastered.
Not falling down, puking drunk, but trashed enough there was no way I needed to be on the back of a bike. Cindy took me home while Ghost followed. He looked a little aggravated as he propped me up to unlock my door. As it opened I fell into him, tripping him to the floor, where I refused to let him up until he gave me ten good kisses.
"Damn it Kelly, we're in the doorway. People are walking by, watching us."
"Good" I said. "I want everyone to know you're my man. In fact, I think I'll mark my territory."
Before he could react, I bit his neck, hard, sucking like a vampire. I think I actually drew blood.
I rolled off, giggling, dropping on to the couch.
He got up, rubbing his neck.
"Damn, babe. That hurt."
"Don't care. Marking you, making sure everyone sees you belong to me. Never giving you up. Never leaving you." My voice was getting more slurred.
His eyes got misty. He was about to say something when my stomach started rolling. He just barely got me to the sink. I made a terrible mess in the bathroom, and all over me.
Ghost just sighed, wiped me down a bit, before sitting me on the counter. I leaned back against the mirror while he pulled off my boots. He stood up, unsnapping my jeans, and tugging my zipper. I wanted to help really bad, to hurry him along. I raised my arms like a child while he pulled my top off, throwing it and the bra into the sink. He then stood me, and tugged the jeans down, taking my thong with it. Soon I was bare as the day I was born. I hope he likes my closely trimmed pussy, I did it just for him.
He had turned the shower on, and while I sat, he stood and took his clothes off. Damn, what a body. I needed to ask him where he got those scars, and that very nice cock.
When he was naked he gently lifted me and carried me to the shower. He stood me as the warm water flowed, and I leaned into him, luxuriating in the feel of his skin where it touched mine. And the way I started wiggling, he touched a lot.
Gently, he washed my hair, my face, my neck. I stood on tiptoe, trying to get his hands to my breasts. After a slight hesitation, he massaged them gently. I could feel him rising to the occasion, and I reached around greedily.
He shifted sideways but I kept after him.
"Mine" I kept telling him, until I locked down on it, amazed, even as drunk as I was, how much stuck out past my little hand. He finally got me to stop yanking on him, telling me it was time to go to bed. That was the best idea I'd ever heard, so I didn't object as he scooped me up, dried me, and carried me to the bedroom.
He put me under the covers, caressing my cheek. I immediately got sleepy, but the part of me that wasn't drunk thought this was wrong.
"Want you, Ghost, want you bad. Please love me. Please."
He lay down beside me, snuggling while he stroked my hair and made little soothing noises. Soon I couldn't keep my eyes open. Just before I drifted off to sleep, I said it. What I had been wanting to say for weeks.
"Ghost?"
He was still stroking my neck.
"What, babe?"
"Love you."
His hands stopped stroking for a few seconds before he started again. When he thought I was out, he leaned in and whispered in my ear.
"Babe?" I was too out of it to respond, so I just lay there. I felt his breath on my ear, as he leaned in and whispered.
"Love you, too."
I smiled, and went to sleep as tears trickled down my cheek. A little while later I felt a sudden pain in my neck, then little shushing sounds as I tried to wake up.
.................................................
God, did I hurt. I lay there for a half hour, trying to get this tremendous weight that turned out to be my head off the pillow. Only the need to pee really bad drove me off the bed. Sunlight streamed in, hurting my eyes.
I was naked. When then that happen? I peed, brushed my teeth, gargled, washed my face. There seemed to be something wrong with my neck. I must have stared at my reflection for three or four minutes before I figured out it was a massive hickey. That triggered a whole flood of memories and I slid down, sitting with my back to the wall. I was about to feel hugely embarrassed until I remembered the last words he had spoken.
I didn't care if I felt like shit, or had a hickey the size of Rhode Island on my neck. He loved me!
He had left a message while I was still out of it. He was gone again, be back by Wednesday. He hoped my head didn't hurt too bad, but hoped the hickey hurt like hell.
"Damn babe, you nearly bit my head off."
I grinned at that, but was disappointed I wouldn't see him for a few days. He had told me Friday, but I had forgotten. Actually, I intended to trap him in my bed, hide his clothes, and use him as a sex slave all day. Oh well, the best laid plans.....
..................................................
Heather was a cast iron bitch Monday to everyone, but especially me.
"I hope your gorilla of a boyfriend was proud of what he did to Ron. Our clothes were ruined."
"Actually Heather, I was the one that stumbled, just like you did in the three legged race. Guess we both need to be more careful on uneven ground."
Her eyes flared. I had just told her it was payback, and she didn't like it. I changed tack.
"Do you like my outfit? My best friend Cindy helped me pick it out, and of course my honey paid for it. You know on what we make I couldn't afford it."
She had on one of her oldest outfits, and I was dressed in a light blue A line skirt, matching jacket, and white silk blouse, seamed hose and four inch heels. The outfit probably cost half what I would usually spend on clothes in a year, and Heather knew it.
She colored slightly at the implied insult, turned in a huff, and stomped off, hard to do in heels. Before she left she snarled at me.
"Clothes don't make the woman. And I can look at your neck and see how you paid for them."
I grinned, which infuriated her farther.
"You're right. You should see the mark I left on him. Yeah, he spent a bunch on me, but I made it very, very worth it. I intend to keep doing it until the debt is paid, but the way he spends on me, I'll never get even. Oh well, the things we have to bear."
Janey had watched the whole exchange.
"Damn Kelly, where did the take no shit attitude come from? You know she's not going to leave it alone, right?"
I grinned at her.
"She'd best. She had no idea what I'm like now. I won't put up with much before I go straight to her ass. There won't be any girly slaps and hair pulling, I'll knock the shit out of her. She deserves it for all the mean things she's done to me and the rest of us, if you'd admit it."
She just grinned.
"I want the popcorn concession if it ever happens. I'll make a fortune."
We didn't sit together at lunch, for the first time in two years, even though there was an empty chair. When she sat at another table with Ron, I invited a new girl to sit with us, introducing her around and making her feel at ease. I remembered well what it felt like to be shy and intimidated.
Thanks to talk about the lecture, and the picnic, upper management noticed me a lot more. I was always good at my job, and now that I didn't mind speaking out, they actually listened. Out of the blue I was offered a chance to coordinate our part of a project to streamline procedures companywide, and I jumped at it. Heather had thought with all the boob and leg she had flashed lately to the managers, she would be a shoo in for the position. Seems they'd rather have a brain than eye candy, even though now that I had better clothes and a more professional hair style, I wasn't exactly hard on the eyes. It widened the rift even more between us.
Ghost came back on Wednesday. He was quieter, more reserved than usual. I was not letting him go back int his shell.
We met at the bar. I started to kiss him and he drew back.
"Kiss me!" I hissed, "Hard and long. Or I'll make you miserable all night. I won't leave you alone, won't let you run away. I wasn't quite as drunk as you thought, and heard what you said. Now prove it."
He looked at me, then suddenly dipped me deep, smothering me with kisses for about a minute. Most of the bar applauded, except Heather, Ron, and her new followers. I plopped down on his lap.
"Expecting Heather and the girls?"
"The girls maybe, Heather definitely not. We haven't been on the best of terms since the picnic. Not my fault, I offered to make peace but she shut me down."
He grinned, and waved at the table. Janey started to wave back, but Heather snarled. She looked at Heather for a minute, got up, and joined us.
"Mind if I spend a little time with you guys? The conversation isn't all that cheerful over there."
Ghost stood and held her chair for her. Cindy came in and walked by Heather on the way to us. She surprised us all by giving Ghost a huge kiss.
"That's from my boyfriend. Well, not all of it. He said to make sure and thank you, but I don't think he said kiss, exactly. That's from me."
"Thanks for what?" he asked, smiling.
"For the new, uh, foundation garments. I had to give him a little fashion show, and explain how I came to have all the stuff. He said to thank you, and feel free to include me in any future shopping trips you guys take."
I jumped in.
"Oh, I think next time we'll leave him at home. Keep it a surprise. Got to keep the passion up, you know."
I glowed when he went along.
He had a death grip on my waist when he said "I really appreciate it babe, but it doesn't matter how you wrap it, it's still the best present I've ever had."
Cindy and Janey shrieked with laughter. Glancing up, I saw Heather watching us. If looks could kill, Sam would have had a hell of a mess to clean up.
Janey sat openmouthed.
"Damn it, Kelly, where can I get one of those?"
Ghost grinned a little wider and called Sam over.
"Sam, you're off duty the rest of the night. I'd like to introduce you to Jane. She likes to be called Janey. Janey, this is Sam. I'm sure you two will get along fine."
I knew Sam owned the bar, and that he was single, but other than that I knew nothing about him. He was not in my honey's league, but he was a nice looking man. He was thirty four, Janey was twenty seven.
They were tremendously awkward at first, but soon the talk turned to the poker run coming up Saturday. Sam had a bike and was going, but didn't have anyone to ride with. Janey pretty much volunteered, saying she loved motorcycles. I looked back and could not recall one instance where she had ever said anything about riding.
Cindy wanted to know if only Harleys were allowed, and when they told her all bikes were welcome, she called her boyfriend. Seems he had been restoring an early seventies 750 Triumph, and it was almost complete, and road worthy. We agreed to meet early for breakfast.
I could tell Ghost was uncomfortable, so I let him off the hook.
"Don't worry. I have to work tomorrow and what I'm gonna do to you will take time. Lots and lots of time. Take your vitamins and get plenty of rest. Saturday is the day. Understand?"
He actually looked nervous. Cindy and I left. I looked back, and the Ghost was gone. Janey and Sam were in deep conversation, and she laughed, running her hand over his arm. He looked gobsmacked. Go get him, Janey.
.................................................
Stella surprised me by dropping by my desk Friday morning.
"Reg likes to visit the branches unexpectedly" she explained, "but I think there's a certain young lady he wanted to check up on. I hope you get good reports, he's scared he may lose you, so he intends to bend the rules just a bit. You know the company gives scholarships to children of employees, and he's thinking of branching out to include junior employees. I'm sure they'll be a employment clause, but it will probably be very liberal. Know anyone who would be willing to serve as our guinea pig?"
I was almost speechless. It was a golden opportunity. Then reality hit.
"I'd love to, but I would still need to support myself. I don't see how I could do both."
Stella patted my hand.
"Silly child, don't you think he's considered that? The scholarship would keep you at full pay, with insurance and benefits, as long as you keep a 2.5 grade average."
I was suddenly suspicious.
"Tell me, how much input did Mrs. CEO have in this?"
She looked down, admiring her sculpted nails, before answering.
"I might have mentioned a few things in passing. I reminded him of the impression you made at the reception, and the invitations you got. Said it would be a shame if a bright young thing like you got her degree and then went to work for a competitor. Just in passing, mind you. I have no control over my husbands' business decisions."
"Stop it!" I said, trying to keep my voice controlled. "If you looked anymore smug you'd be choking. Thank you."
"You're welcome, honey. I don't think I told you, but Reg and I couldn't have kids. It makes us feel good to help bright young people better themselves. Now, be a dear, and try to act surprised when your manager calls you into his office for a chat. Promise?"
"Cross my heart. And I don't know if I told you, but I lost my mother when I was very young. It's nice to have a role model I can look up to."
I think I saw a tear in her eye, and she quickly changed the subject.
"Do you get off at five?"
"Yes, most days."
"Well, today is the day. I'll be waiting for you outside. I want you to introduce me to the artist that did your work. I've been thinking about it, and I want to try the temporary thing first. His birthday is Sunday, and I want to surprise him tonight. We may stop somewhere else, like the lingerie shop in the mall. Have you ever been in it?"
I grinned. "Oh, I've walked past it once or twice. Do you mind if we take a friend? She's interested in some body art too."
"I've got a Hummer. The big one. I really need to get something newer, but I like it so much I can't make myself go car shopping. Bring a small army, if you like. It will hold them. I have to go now. See you at five. And remember, act surprised."
I called Cindy and she was on board, promising to be in the parking lot at five. Janey waffled a bit before she decided to come too.
"Not to get anything, mind you. Just to watch."
Sure enough, I got the call at four. The managers' office, now.



I really tried to act surprised, and I was, a little, at how liberal the terms were. My sole responsibility was graduating, and I had to agree to work for them for three years after graduation. I couldn't wait to tell Ghost.
Cindy and Stella were chatting when we came out, and my legend grew when we hopped in the Hummer in front of most of our coworkers. I didn't see Heather, but Ron was standing with an odd look in his eyes.
I called Ghost and told him I was having a ladies' night out, but I would be home early.
"You should come by. If you spend the night, look how much easier it'll be to get started. That is, if you've got enough energy to crawl out of the bed."
I called him a coward when he demurred, told him I loved him again, and hung up before he could respond.
...............................................
We had a ball. The tattooist had agreed to close the shop when I called him for a private session, especially when I told him the older lady was loaded and had a lot of friends.
We all looked at the designs. Cindy saw one she wanted and went first. A small rose on her right breast.
Janey found a bunch she liked, but settled on her own design. She wouldn't tell how she came up with it or what it met. It was an armband, with the candy portions from the cereal Lucky Charms. You know, orange moons, yellow suns, green shamrocks, etc. Underneath she had him write "I'm magically delicious." She refused to discuss it.
That left Stella. She asked Janey and Cindy to wait in the Hummer, telling them it could be a while. She wanted me to stay.
She had picked out a tramp stamp. An intricate design of vines, flowers, and birds. with REGGIE'S in the middle. Then came the shocker. She pulled out a picture and handed it to him. JoJo[the only name I ever knew him by]grinned.
"Where?"
She stood, looking nervous. Steeling herself, she slipped out of the simple skirt she had been wearing, revealing lace boyshorts.
"Stella, he has wraps you can use to cover up."
She grinned.
"Not to do what I want."
Before I knew it she dropped her panties and stood, naked from the waist down. She was completely smooth, no hair at all. Laying down on the table, she spread her legs, pointed at her pussy, and said "Right here".
I looked at the picture. Winnie The Pooh, with his arm buried to the shoulder in a honey jar.
It took him thirty five minutes. I held her hand the whole time. When he was done, Winne ran across her stomach, and it looked like his arm was buried inside her.
"Reggies' honeypot" was captioned over it.
Giving it a few minutes to dry, she sat up, slipped her skirt on, and shoved the panties in her purse.
"That was the first man in thirty two years beside my husband to touch my pussy. He was professional, but I'm so horny now I wish I had my vibrator. The big one."
Ever done this? Open your mouth and talk before your brain kicks in? I did it then.
"There's a sex shop two doors down."
"Oooh, let's go look."
We stopped by the Hummer. There was a liquor store right around the corner, and the girls had bought two pints of cinnamon schnapps to keep them occupied while waiting. One was almost gone.
Stella grabbed the second bottle, twisted the top off and threw it out the window. I knew then it was going to be a wild night. She chugged almost a third and offered it to me. I declined, it looked like one of needed to be sober enough to drive.
Cindy and I had never been in a sex shop. Janey had once, while she was far away on vacation. Stella wouldn't say.
We walked through the door. There were two women working. One came over and greeted us.
"A night out, girls? Having fun? looking for anything specific, or just browsing? We've got a few specials running, I'll point them out."
I looked down in shock. She obviously had a strapon under her short skirt, and it was sticking straight out. I looked at the other woman, she was tugging at her clothes and her face was red. Stella didn't miss a beat.
"Oh, just browsing. Tell me, is that a strapon under that skirt, or are you just one of those 'special' girls, glad to see us?"
That did it. We all howled, even the clerks. Soon the other clerk was with us, explaining the pros and cons of different vibrators and dildos, their favorites, the most popular sellers. We could have been discussing shoes. She even lifted her skirt so we could see her strapon.
Cindy was the most conservative next to me, and she seemed shocked at the openness of it all. She got over it, especially after Janey chased her round a few displays with a really large vibrator. Schnapps kicking in, I guess.
I won't bore you with details of our purchases, but we all egged each other on, to try something new. I will say Stella bought something I'd never seen. It kind of looked like an octopus with legs of different lengths.
Keeping with the theme of my mouth outrunning my brain, I told the girls the shop next door was where I purchased the top I had worn at the picnic. Of course, we had to go in. They all made purchases. We had the same salesgirl, and she recognized me. By the time we were done we were on a first name basis, and I had her card. Candy Cain. Really? I bought a really skimpy pair of Daisy Dukes, that hugged my little 34 inch bottom like a second skin. My tiny waist, 23 inches, enhanced the look.
When I finally got them out of the shop, I decided since we hit all the others, we may as well hit the bike dealership. I had something specific in mind, something that I had seen when he got me my jacket.
Stella bought matching tees for herself and Reggie. We thought it was a great idea, and did the same. Janey said it would make a great getting to know you gift for Sam. When the salesman found out we were going to wear them at the poker run, he gave us a nice discount because we were advertising for him. He also gave us a bunch of 10% off coupons to give away.
I looked at what I wanted long and hard, finally trying them on.
"Girl, wear that and those new shorts, and every man there will have trouble riding from the boners they'll have." Stella laughed when she said it, but that was my plan all along. I wanted Ghost to know I was hot, but I also wanted him to know that no one but him would get to take them off, ever again if I got my way.
Shiny black leather chaps. I adjusted them so they fit me like a glove. I couldn't wait to show them to him.
Stella bought a pair with a gleam in her eye.
................................................
They all wanted to stop at a club that featured male strippers, but I talked them out of it.
"We all have to be up at seven tomorrow and be straight enough to sit on the backs of bikes. I want to have fun tomorrow, not feel like crap every time we hit a bump."
They all called me a partypooper. Stella just grinned.
"Pact, girls. The first one of you who gets engaged gets to have her batchelorette party here, on me. Deal?"
We all agreed, and I got them all home fairly early.
...............................................
I'll never forget the look I got the next morning when I strutted out the door wearing the chaps and tiny shorts, I twirled around, bending over slightly for effect.
"You like? And before you say anything, it's all yours, and only yours. Do you understand? Also, I'll never wear this in public again, just for you, in private. I plan to wear it tonight, when we do cowgirl. Think you'll like that?"
He nodded, mouth hanging open. He actually ran his hand over my bottom, and I pressed back into it. He finally found his voice.
"Damn girl. I'm going to have to watch you like a hawk. Fights will break out at every place we stop as guys try to get to you."
"They can look all they want, but I'm private property, and I'll make it clear to them if I have to. I'll tell them I'm your bitch and you don't share, all right?"
"Exactly right" he said, surprising me by picking me up until I was eye to eye with him.
"Mine. Understand? If we finish this day like I think we are, you'll be mine, forever. I don't love lightly. So if you're unsure, now's the time to back out. And if you want to go ahead, promise me now if there ever comes a time you change your mind, you will look me in the eye and tell me. I can't abide women who play games or lie, so be warned."
He was dead serious, and it was almost cold the way he said it. But I keyed in on the forever part, and almost dragged him back into the apartment.
I answered just as seriously.
"No worries, my love. I'll always look you in the eye, always be true. And I'll always, ALWAYS, be right beside you, up until the time one of us passes. I promise."
I swear he had tears in his eyes.
"Tonight is about us, but tomorrow, I want to set aside some time to talk. I need you to know my history, know how I think, what I value. I don't want you to be surprised down the road. All right?"
I kissed him, long, passionately, with all the love I had.
"All right. Now, can we please leave. The sooner the day ends, the sooner the night begins."
I wrapped my arms round him as we rode. My hand slipped down to his belt, and when he tried to push it up, I opened a palm to him and he glanced down.
"MINE", written in bold letters. I slipped it down again and he made no more offer to move it.
We met at a diner as planned. Apparently we weren't the only ones, there must have been twenty five bikes there. Conversation came to a standstill when we entered. Then our group went into wolf whistles and catcalls. We had a new member. JoJo was there, with a woman that had almost every inch of visible skin tattooed.
"Damn, man, you must have nerves of steel. One look at my woman in something like that, and we would never have left the house." said Sam, grinning.
Stella was grinning like mad. Reggie looked tired. I knew she had sprang her birthday surprise on him last night, so I needled him a bit.
"You look tired, Reggie. Not get enough sleep last night?"
He went red, Stella laughed and mouthed "later".
Cindy and John rolled in, and the guys went out to admire his bike. After breakfast, we all met at the rally point.
Poker runs are usually charity events, sponsored by clubs or dealerships. You ride from point to point, drawing a card at each stop. The card is recorded, and totaled at the last stop. The winning hand gets a small prize, and there's usually a party afterwards.
We rode in our own little subgroup, with us on point. At the second stop, we gathered off to the side and banished the men for a few minutes.
"Okay, Stel, spill. What did you do to poor Reggie last night?"
"Gave him the best loving of our lives. You guys didn't see all the things I bought, and Babe[my new nickname]is the only one that saw the tattoo. I went home, lit candles, set the bedroom up. I put the chaps on, and a leather bra that was mostly straps. I knelt in a submissive position, put on a collar, and tied the leash to the bed. I was facing away from the door, and had an envelope taped to my back, his birthday card."
She paused, savoring the memory.
" He came home. I heard him calling me, but remained quiet. After what seemed to be forever he finally opened the bedroom door. He spoke, but I remained silent as he approached. I felt him pull the card off my back. It said:"
"One submissive biker slut, tonight only, to be used anyway you want, as often as you want. Happy birthday, my husband."
Underneath there was a little postscript.
"Take the pill. If there is a spot you miss using I'm going to be very disappointed."
We were all sitting openmouthed, turned on, and Cindy was actually squirming.
"Did he do a good job?"
Stella got a dreamy look in her eye.
"Did he ever. Most of the night, from one position and opening to another. I thought the night was over, when he tied me to the bed and used my new toy on me. One finger three inches up my bottom, the main trunk five inches up my honey pot, and a little two inch finger stroking my clit, all of them on high. He actually walked out and left me, took a shower, and came back twenty minutes later. I was on overload by then. He unstrapped my legs, removed my toy, and surprised me with one more good pounding. Thirty two years, girls, and it just keeps getting better."
We were all quiet when we rejoined our men, all with wet panties, I'm sure.
..............................................
The next to last stop was a restaurant that served us a buffet meal. I had been getting looks all day, but one look at Ghost and most stayed clear. And I stuck to him like wallpaper when I wasn't with the girls.
We solved the mystery of Janey's tattoo over lunch. Seems they were telling each other their likes and dislikes, and Sam admitted that Lucky charms was his favorite cereal. He got the hint.
Cindy told why she chose hers. Seemed Johnny's dad owned a flower farm, specializing in roses.
The last stop was a large bar, where the post ride party was to be held. By then it was early afternoon. It was a huge place, and there were people there not associated with the run. Five guys were in the back shooting pool, a small club that fancied themselves outlaws. You've seen them before in different places, guys desperately pretending to be different, more than they actually are. They were pissed that management wouldn't let them fly their colors. You had to go by the pool room to get to the bathrooms, and one of them noticed me.
"Damn what a hot piece of ass. Who you with babe? Interested in an upgrade?"
I got pissed.
"I doubt that I could ever get better than what I have, but if you see any real men come in here, would you point them out to me?" Stella laughed out loud while the rest of the girls giggled.
"What are you laughing at, grandma?" he demanded, trying to cover his embarrassment.
"Why you, of course. Was that the best line you have? If it is, I bet you spend a lot of time jerking off, huh?" She looked the others.
"Then again, you have each other. I can see it now. A bottle of liquor, a bonfire, and a couple tubes of lotion. Quite the romantic scene, wouldn't you say?"
There were a lot of women around waiting for the restrooms, and most of them heard the exchange. Laughter rolled around the area, and they all got red.
"Back off, Gino" yelled one girl, "I've seen her old man. He don't look like he'd be all that friendly to anyone messing with his woman."
Gino sneered.
"These guys don't scare me. Weekend warriors, wearing suits all week and trying to be bad on the weekends. Bunch of pussies. Most would be thrilled if their bitch got fucked by a real man."
I should have left it alone, but I was pissed.
"That sounds like the voice of experience talking. Your old lady leave you for a real biker? The thrill of riding on the back of your Honda 350 not enough for her? And don't worry, I wouldn't need my man to straighten your sissy little ass out. While you'd be trying to pull my hair out I'd be kicking the shit out of you. But let's not fight. We could be friends, compare thongs, talk about the latest in feminine hygiene products, the cutest pair of high heels you own. Oops, the bathroom just opened up. Gotta go. See you, bitch."
All right, the beer made me brave. He was actually a pretty big guy, and he was passed redfaced, more a medium purple over the diss I had handed him. Women was screaming with laughter, as I went into the restroom. Janey was right behind me.
"Damn girl, what got into you?"
"I guess he was just the straw that broke my back. You're a big girl, Janey. Five eight, nine maybe?" she nodded her head.
"Well take me out of my high heels, and I'm five three. One hundred five, if I've had a full meal. I've always been the little girl, and I'm tired of it. I've decide since I can't grow any taller, I'd just grow a set of balls instead."
"Think he'll leave you alone now?"
"Yeah, these types of guys are all talk."
Cindy had heard them talking while waiting for the bathroom, and didn't think so. She went to get the guys.
They were standing there when we came out. For the first time I felt a little fear.
"Think you can talk shit like that and get away with it? We're gonna take you outside, teach you a little manners, make you a good little slut. If you're good enough, we'll take you with us."
I could see the guys coming. Ghost did not look happy. I smiled at them.
"You just seriously fucked up. My man is on his way, with our friends. You'll be drinking tea with your pinkies stuck out when they're done with you."
"Think I'm scared? What is he in real life, an accountant?"
I smiled my sweetest smile, not even fighting when one of them grabbed me from behind.
"No, he's a ghost. Hi, honey. Meet my new girlfriends."
The leader turned, took a look at Ghost and backed up, before he realized the whole bar was watching. He decided to bluff it out.
"There's five of us. Five of you, and one looks like a grandpa. Back off."
Ghost just smiled. Then he moved faster than I thought humanly possible, kicking the closest one in the gut, burying his riding boot in deep. He dropped like a rock, gasping.
"Now there's four. Not a fair fight now, huh?"
The guy holding me relaxed his grip, watching, not perceiving me as a threat. I raised my leg and drove my stiletto heel into his instep. He howled and let go of me, bending over. I whirled around, grabbed his head, drove my knee into his face. He fell, and I kicked him in the balls. He was out of it for awhile.
Ghost grinned when I apologized.
"Sorry honey, I just had to have one. Will you share another?"
"No, Babe. You know how greedy I can be."
The leader, realizing he was in a no win situation, raised his hands.
"Hold on, dude. We'll apologize, and leave. All right?"
He hadn't stop grinning.
"All right. What's your club called?"
"The Reapers" he said, with a touch of pride.
"Okay. Here's what I want you to do. Get up on the bandstand, take a mike, and repeat after me:
Hi. We're The Reapers, a bunch of sissy bitches who like to take their dresses off on the weekend and pretend to be men. If you want, we could meet any man who's interested out back, and become real good friends. Anybody interested?"
The crowd roared while they flamed red.
"No fucking way, asshole!"
Ghost actually laughed.
"All right then. We'll make it fair. There's still three of you. I'll fight you, alone. No need for my friends to get dirty. But I'm warning you, fight like you mean it, or I'll drop the panties of everyone of you, and spank your little asses on the bandstand. If you put me down, you walk, free and clear. If I win, well, if I win, you'll know."
The owner showed up, grinning.
"Take it outside. I hate having to replace shit."
He looked at the three still standing.
"I'll have someone help get your sisters outside. When it's over, leave. You're barred. Permanently. If I let you hang around I'd be mopping up your blood on a regular basis. Learn a lesson here. You don't have what it takes to run with the big dogs. Best lay on the porch and growl. OUT, NOW!"
You'd have thought they were going to an execution. The whole bar emptied out. The owner had them cross the street to a mostly empty parking lot, off his property.
The leader got a little swagger back.
"Back off now, or after we kick your ass I'll fuck the little bitch right in front of you."
Ghost just grinned.
"Somebody say go."
Before he had it out good Reggie yelled "GO!"
It was ugly. He put one down right off the bat, but the other two managed to tackle him down. I couldn't see exactly what happened while they rolled around, but one fell away, holding his crotch. Ghost bounded up, kicking him again before turning to the last.
The guy came up in a crouch and launched himself. He got a face full of knee for his trouble. His nose just sort of spread out over his face. He went back down. The first man was smart enough to stay down. Ghost was breathing a little hard, and had a scratch on his face. He snatched the leader up.



"If I ever see you or one of your crew again, anywhere near my woman, you won't get back up. Understand?"
He was nodding his head like a bobble doll when he let go.
Ghost looked at me and grinned.
"I'm thirsty. Let's set the bar up, Babe, what do you say?"
"Line up, bitches! And bring your women along too."
All everyone could do was laugh on the way back in.
They tried to get us drunk. After the second beer, I jumped up on the bar.
"No more beer for us tonight. I got plans for him, and I'll kick the shit out of anybody that messes with that."
The crowd roared, and the girls grabbed me and delivered me to him, on their shoulders.
They all piled out when we left.
"Don't do anything I wouldn't do!"
I looked at the girl who yelled, grinning.
"I cant promise that. I don't know what you won't do."
Ghost squealed tires out of the lot, to peals of laughter.
.................................................
It seemed like forever before we got back to my apartment. He killed the engine, and sat, looking at me.
"Are you sure?"
"If you don't get off that damn bike right now, I'm going to start without you."
I yanked off my top, throwing it in his face. I had my bra unhooked by the time I was at the door. He practically threw me into the living room.
"Nobody gets to see you except me, ever again. Understand?"
I giggled.
"Yes dear. Now, help me."
He knelt down, unbuckling my chaps, kissing each bit of flesh exposed as he went. When he ran his tongue all the way to the bottom of my shorts, I almost lost it. I wiggled out of my shorts. They were so tight it took the thong with it, damn it. It was the one I had shown him in the shop.
"You're overdressed for this" I said, tugging at his shirt. It came off, and I marveled again at his muscles. He had picked me up by then, heading towards the bedroom.
He tossed me on the bed, and before I could move, he had my legs spread, nibbling my thighs. I tried to protest, to move, but his strong arms held me down, and when his tongue hit my little honeypot I stopped, and starting moving around, moaning. I screamed after five minutes, gushing into his mouth, the very first time I had ever squirted. I thought he was done, but he kept up his assault, and then minutes later I gushed again. I had both hands full of his hair, tugging him up.
"In me. Now!"
I had to wait until he got out of his jeans. I helped tugged them down, and surprised him by putting as much of him as I could in my mouth. I actually gagged, trying to go deeper. I kept at him for a few minutes before falling back, gasping.
"I'll finish that later. I need you honey. Bad."
As worked up as he was, I expected him to slam into me. I had had only three men in my whole life, and he was easily at least an inch and a half longer, and thick. I was afraid I couldn't handle it. Surprising me, he eased in gently, pausing a few times to get me used to him.
By the time he was fully inside me, I was almost delirious. I hunched forward, wrapped my legs around him, and screamed out:
"My God! You've stuffed me. Now do it. Fuck me. Claim your woman! I love you!"
The last came out as a shriek as he started moving. It probably wasn't fifteen minutes, but it felt like a lifetime. I didn't know it was possible to come that much. When he finally collapsed, gasping, I was almost unconscious. He flipped us over until I was laying on top of him, still impaled.
"Love you, Babe."
That's all it took. I started crying. He just held me, stroking my body and kissing my hair until he softened and slipped out.
I raised up and started kissing him, determined to cover every square inch of his body. I got to his waist when he scooped me up, carrying me to the shower. We touched, becoming intimately familiar with every square inch of each other. In no time he had me up, my legs wrapped around him, filled by his lovely cock. He took me, while the warm water flowed until it became cold. I think I passed out, because I woke up in the bed later, his large arms wrapped around me as I spooned into him. I just snuggled tighter and drifted back off.
.................................................
I woke up early, as was my habit, watching his chest rise and fall in sleep. I gently eased out of his grasp, thrilled when he frowned in his sleep, feeling around for me. I showered, fixed my hair, did my makeup, and got dressed.
Well, maybe dressed isn't exactly the right term. I put my chaps back on, and my pink corset. It had removable cups, and I felt like they'd be in the way, so I left them off. I looked at myself, wishing briefly I had a cowgirl hat, before going back int the bedroom.
I kissed him gently awake, twirling around when he was fully cognizant.
"Like my outfit? I'm a cowgirl, looking for a stud to ride. Know where I can find one?"
He nearly tore the sheet getting out from under the covers. I jumped him, playing with his hardness a little before easing down on him.
I rode him to three orgasms before he threw me off, rolling me over and mounting me from behind. I was screaming at the end, I couldn't help myself. We were both exhausted, and tried to take a shower together. That lasted until our hands started roaming, and we ended up back in bed again. We gave up, and just stayed in bed until hunger drove us out that afternoon.
................................................
After we showered again, separately, we ordered a pizza.
While we waited, he talked.
"I need to tell you some things. About my past. But first, any questions?"
I rubbed the scars on his chest.
"Where did these come from?"
"Two years in the sandbox."
"Which one?"
"Both."
I sighed, sorry he had experienced the pain.
"Tell me about your exwife."
He was really still for a minute. I began to think he wasn't going to talk. Then he got his wallet and handed me a picture. I was instantly jealous. She was everything I wasn't. Tall. Blond. Beautiful. Built.
"That's Jennifer. And she isn't an ex. She's a past."
There was pain on his face. I wanted to comfort him so badly I ached, but intuition held me back.
"We were married for seven years. She was everything I wanted and way more than I expected. I wasn't anywhere near her league but she loved me anyway."
He went silent, and I had to ask.
"What happened?"
"Cervical cancer. It hit the first year we were together. They did surgery, and she cried for three days when she realized we could never have kids. She begged me to leave her. She was my life. I convinced her we would be all right. We would adopt, there were lots of children out there that deserved a good family."
He was pacing. I could see the tears leaking down his cheeks.
"She agreed, but wanted to wait, afraid the cancer would come back. Finally, after five years, she felt safe. We signed up with every agency we could find."
"She decided to have a physical, the agencies were a little leery of her history. She'd religiously kept a schedule of three month exams, so we weren't worried."
He stopped. I've never seen anyone look so lost and alone.
"It was back, rampant, and had spread throughout her body. The prognosis was grim. Maybe six months without treatment, a year with. She made the decision on the spot she'd rather have six months with me functioning, than a year as a bald, pain riddled husk."
"It was hard. She lasted four and a half months, so we had time to say goodbye. Didn't make the pain any less, or any easier when she passed. I mourned, for almost two years. Then I met you. I think the fact that you're nothing like her physically helped. But I have to tell you, emotionally you could be a clone. You're sweet, loving, the best person I've met since her. You, babe, gave me a reason to want to live again."
By now I was crying uncontrollably, and we sat on the couch and shared tears until the pizza came.
.................................................
The next two months went by in a blur of happiness, except for one thing. He still wouldn't tell me his name.
I threw a little temper tantrum after about three weeks.
"Goddamnit! You know everything about me. I don't know what you do for a living except that it apparently pays well. I don't know how old you are, where you're from, I don't even know your real name."
He did it deliberately, I think he enjoyed tormenting me, a little. What was worse, I knew that Sam, JoJo, and the Harley dealership knew his name and wouldn't tell me. Then he did the one thing that would calm me down.
"I tell you what. I make a deal with you. Stop pushing it, and you'll know, real soon."
"When?" I snapped, still pissed.
"When we fill out the application for the marriage license."
I stopped ranting, turned, went into the bedroom and locked the door. I sat on my bed, so shocked I couldn't even cry. Then the reality hit.
He wanted me to marry him!
I had a sudden vision. Me. Him. Sitting on a deck somewhere, my hair as silver as his, surrounded by small children. Grandchildren. Hugging, laughing, while young adults wheeled out a cake that had a 30 on the top.
Then the tears started.
..................................................
He still left me for days at a time, saying all would be explained shortly. I didn't like it, but then I'd look at the rock on my finger and it just didn't matter.
I asked him what kind of wedding he wanted.
"One that ends with us saying 'I do' at the end of it. Nothing else matters to me. Make it as grand or small as you want. And never, ever worry about the cost. We can afford it."
I told Cindy first thing, then Janey, and Stella. they were all thrilled. Stella reminded me of our pact, and tell her the time so she could make it happen. Cindy was to be maid of honor, Janey was a bridesmaid, and Stella cried when I asked if she and Rodney would act as parents of the bride, including Reggie giving me away. Stella cried openly and Reggie seemed overcome.
My real father, who I saw about every two years, was in the first month of a six month assignment with the Merchant Marine, so he wouldn't be able to make it. He called, and wished me well, actually promising to come see us when his duties were over.
Heather took one look at the ring, burst into tears, and ran out of the bar.
Sam killed the power to the jukebox and made the announcement. At the end of the evening he had to call almost every cab in the city to carry everyone home.
................................................
We had set the date. Six weeks away. I was in turn deliriously happy and agonizingly frightened. I would have probably fallen apart if it weren't for Stella. She kept me centered. It came down to me not believing my good fortune.
Me, small and plain[at least in my eyes], marrying a genuine Prince Charming. I kept waiting for disaster to strike. And when it did, it was all my fault.
He had been gone almost two weeks, saying this was the last trip he'd have to take, and all would be revealed. We talked daily, usually more than once. I bet he said 'I love you' at least a dozen times in every conversation, trying to keep me calm.
It all fell apart two days before he was supposed to be home.
I was getting a little stir crazy, but didn't want to go to our usual place. The congratulations were getting a little old. I needed to decompress, refocus, still my nerves. I picked a place I hardly ever went to, for a quick drink.
I walked in, sat at the bar and sipped my drink, watching the crowd, enjoying the mating rituals I would never have to go through again, when the crowd parted and I saw them.
Heather, my old friend, holding hands with a man across the table. She leaned in and kissed him. He got up, held her chair for her, and they walked out, hugged together. Heather, with the man I thought was mine. He wasn't even trying to hide it, smiling as he walked out.
I went a little crazy, trying to get to them, but the crowd was too thick, and by the time I got outside they were gone. I heard a familiar rumble fade into the distance.
I didn't know what to do, so I went home. My phone must have rung a dozen times that night. I let them all go to voicemail, lying there, crying.
I finally passed out. Waking up late, I decided to blow off work that day, not even calling in. Cindy called a few times. I finally answered one about four that afternoon.
"Where the hell have you been? Your boss is really pissed, you were supposed to do a presentation an hour ago. Your soon to be husband called me. He sounded kind of frantic. Seems he can't get hold of you either. What's wrong with you?"
"Nothing. Everything. I'll call in, say I was too sick to even talk this morning, and I'll be out tomorrow too. And tell that bastard the wedding is off, and to stick Heather up his ass!"
I disconnected, and didn't answer it again. Fuck him! Fuck them all. I'm done. He wanted a confident, assertive woman, I'd show him one. See how he likes it.
..................................................
He called about a hundred times over the next three days and I never answered, just deleting them after he left a message. Then he just stopped calling.
I was in a daze. I refused to talk to my friends or let them visit. I went to a motel a town over, just for some peace and quiet. The only one I talked to was Stella, and that was just once.
"What the hell is wrong? He's called me and every other friend he knows trying to find out what's going on with you. The poor man is frantic. You need to talk to him. Whatever happened can't be that bad, and even if it is, you owe it to him to tell him."
"I don't owe him shit!" I spat, not even realizing how angry I was.
"He fucked up, not me. I saw what I saw. There's no need for an explanation. If you hear from him again, tell I said go to hell and leave me alone."
There was a bit of silence before she spoke.
"I'll do no such thing. If you want him to know that, tell him yourself. You kept telling me how much he had helped you mature into a better person, yet this is how you act. Are your actions those of a mature, thinking woman, or a badly hurt girl? I'm here for you, honey, if you need me. But I'm telling you now as someone who loves you, you're making a huge mistake. But you're the one who has to live with it, so do as you see fit. I won't bother you anymore."
She almost hung up before saying one last thing.
"I won't bother you again, but if you need me, day or night, call. I'll be here for you."
She hung up.
I felt like a child who had been reprimanded by her mother for having a temper tantrum, and maybe I was. But the anger and pain kicked back in. Fuck her. Fuck them all.
I brooded. I cried. Then I started planning. Let's see how he likes it when the shoe is on the other foot.
It took me a bit, but I finally connected with Ron. He was a little wary, but I convinced him I was now a free agent, and would like to see if the spark was still there, maybe show him a new trick or two I had learned. When I said that, I could practically hear him salivating. We agreed to meet at Sams', the next night.
I went back to see Candy, telling her I wanted the sluttiest outfit I could wear in public.
"A treat for your old man?" she said, laughing.
"Does he have any brothers? If he doesn't, let me know if you two split. I wouldn't mind test driving that ride a few times."
She was teasing, of course, but it didn't make me feel any better. I knew Ghost could hook up every night if he wanted.
I met Ron at the entrance to the club. He looked nervous.
"You sure you two are over?"
"Absolutely" I assured him, "no worries."
"WHAT THE HELL!?"
I looked around to see Janey and Cindy standing there.
"Are you crazy? Ghost has been in there every night until closing hoping you would come by, and you show up like this, and with him? Have you lost your fucking mind?"
My eyes were blazing. "You don't know the whole story. He's the cheating asshole, not me. I'm gonna tell him so, as soon as I see him."
They had gone quiet, looking past me. I turned, and my heart broke.
He was standing there, I could see the pain in his eyes, and suddenly felt very small.
"Ghost, I...."
That was all I got out before he was in front of me.
"This" he said, looking me up and down, "This is what my heart has been breaking over? I never knew you at all, did I? Did you have fun, fucking around with me, tricking me into loving you?"
"I..." was all I got out again before he grabbed my roughly. Ron started to say something and he looked over at him.
"If you got any brains at all, leave. I'm about five seconds away from ending your shitty little life. Run. NOW!"
No fool, he took off. Ghost turned back to me.
"I get the message. We're through. I only want one more thing, and you'll never see me again."
I felt him reaching for my left hand. As angry as I was, I never took his ring off. I tried to ball my fist, but his strong fingers pushed and pulled until he got it off. He dropped it on the sidewalk in front of me, grinding it to a mangled mess with his boot.
He shoved me roughly into Cindy and Janey's arms.
"Hold her until I leave. If she tries to follow me I won't be held responsible."
It didn't keep me from struggling, screaming for him, as he strode off. I collapsed, actually fainting.
I came to, lying on the sidewalk, to hear Janey and Sam arguing.
"No, she's not coming in. She's barred, I never want her in my place again, understand? Never."
Janey had her hand on his chest, pleading.
"Please, honey. Let us get her together and take her home. It'll be the last time, I promise."
He grumbled for a minute.
"All right. Just for a few minutes, you understand?"
He strode off, anger apparent in the stiffness of his back.
They got me off the ground, and half carried me in, getting us a table in the back. Not his, I noted.
"All right, honey, spill. What happened to you?"
In between sobs, I got my story out. Cindy looked at me strangely, before leaving. She came back immediately with HER. The bitch. Heather.
"What the fuck is she doing here?" I screamed, trying to break their grip. She sat, looking me up and down for a minute before talking.
"I never expected to be in the presence of the stupidest woman on the planet, but here I am. Wanna know why? Because of your new ex. Let me tell you a little story."
"Once upon a time there was a girl who had it all. Any man she wanted, just with a snap of her fingers. Good friends who followed her lead without question. But she wasn't happy. She could get the guys, but they were after the package, not the person."
"Then one day one of her friends, the quiet little one, did something amazing. She got the man we'd all wondered about, the one she had fixated on. She was jealous, a new emotion for me. She was mean to her friend, threw herself at him when she wasn't around. But he had eyes just for her."
"She ended up losing her and the rest of her friends because of it, found myself lost and alone. She didn't even go to the same places anymore. She made new friends, but it wasn't the same. She heard they were getting married, and was actually glad for her."
"Then one day, the man calls her out of the blue, tells her he wants to talk. She jumped at the chance, hoping against hope that he had dumped the other woman, and might be interested in her."
"But no, he was so in love with her it was sickening. He wanted to talk to her about mending fences, seemed the little girl actually missed her friend. He wanted us to make up, be in their wedding. He talked about life, love, told her what she needed to hear, holding her hands to keep her focused. She was so happy when he was done she kissed him. Out of gratitude, nothing more. She was so emotionally worn he walked her out of the club and into a cab to make sure she was all right."



"She was so happy going home. She had a chance to get her friends back, maybe find someone. Janey did, Cindy did, maybe she could hope too."
She paused, tears in her eyes. Then she grabbed my head roughly, until we were eye to eye.
"And that, you stupid little girl, is what you saw that night. A man that loved you so much he went an extra mile to get us back together. Just to make you happier. You have no idea how much I hate you right now, for breaking his heart, for not at least having the decency to talk to him. That being said, anything, and I mean anything, that I can do to help you, I'll do."
She didn't say another word, just strode out the door. The enormity of what I had done finally hit me, and I passed out again.
................................................
I was in the hospital for three days, being treated for stress. Stella, Janey, Cindy rotated staying with me. Heather was there almost constantly. We mended fences.
................................................
I went back to work, doing the best job I could.
One night I was whining yet again to my friends when Stella slapped me.
"What was that for?" I whimpered, holding me jaw.
"That was for being a sniffling little bitch. You fucked up, royally. Now, are you gonna whine the rest of your life like a little girl, or are you going to act like the woman we got a glimpse of and try to fix this?"
"How?" I asked, shocked. "He hates me and I don't blame him. What can I do?"
Janey spoke up.
"He's a mess. Sam told me he was back home and in therapy, something he hasn't done in a long time. If he didn't still love you, he'd be doing better by now. But, Babe, if you give him time to get over you, he will. What did your mantra used to be? Be bold? Well, live up to it. Find him, and make him listen."
"How? I don't know his name, where he lives, and the people that do won't talk to me."
Stella jumped in.
"I know where he is. So does Janey. Our men told us. But don't ask, you have to do this on your own. You need to earn this, to make it mean anything. That being said, we'll help you where we can, keep you going in the right direction. Are you woman enough?"
For the first time in three weeks, I felt hope. I squared my shoulders.
"Damn right I am. And I'm starting right now."
.................................................
It took me eleven weeks. I think Stella and Janey almost gave up on me, but I kept plugging.
I begged Reggie and Sam, but they absolutely refused. Sam was a little brutal with me.
He let me back in his bar one night, talked to me between customers.
"Let me start with how we met. We had something in common. Our wives were dying of cancer."
He showed me a picture. A smiling young woman, very pretty, holding Sam.
Amy, my wife, and Sarah, met in a support group the first time they faced cancer. They were close in age, and hit it off. We socialized, became good friends. We didn't live close, so we didn't get together often, but the girls talked constantly.
Two years before Sarah relapsed, it hit us. I was a mess. Sarah stopped working and moved up to help take care of here, and he was there every weekend, supporting me. He was a pallbearer, and Sarah sang her favorite song at the funeral.
I went into a depression. I knew I was going to lose the bar, I had bled all I could off it for her medical bills, and they stepped in, giving me the money to remodel and carry on until it became profitable again. They did it in part to give me a reason to live, I'm sure. I insisted on repaying them, so they set up a schedule. Twenty five hundred a year, no more, no less. I figured it up once. Without interest, it'll take me eighty three years to repay him."
He paused for a moment, the pain in his eyes at he put the photo up.
"I know you know he was in the war, you've seen the scars. He never talked abut it, but I got the feeling he was into some pretty hairy things. You've seen him in confrontational situations, so you know how tough he can be. When Sarah died, he cried like a baby. All his friends had serious doubts he would recover. We got him into counseling. It helped a little, but after eighteen months he decided he needed a change, so he came to see me. He wasn't ready for a lot of interaction, but he needed to be around people That's why he came and sat in the bar."
He paused for breath.
"Then you sat down at his table, and I saw him slowly come back to the land of the living. You know he always worried about the age difference, but what you don't know is that I'm the one who convinced him it didn't matter. To be honest, I've regretted that, after what you did."
He looked me in the eye and I felt like backing up.
"If it was up to me, I'd say he was well shut of you, but Janey, bless her heart, convinced me you really do love him. I'm sure you don't need to hear this, but if you find him, you better be able to tell him honestly you've actually grown up now. If you can't you don't have a chance. Here."
He handed me an envelope.
"He wanted you to have this. I almost didn't give it to you. Another thing you can thank Janey for."
I opened it when I got home, too afraid to in the bar.
"Kelly,
I've thought about this a lot the last few days. And while I'm tremendously hurt and disappointed by the way you behaved, in one way it was a blessing. You still haven't matured, and I was an old fool for thinking you had.
You have the makings of a terrific human being. Warm, compassionate, and capable of being very loving. The man who ends up with you will be lucky indeed. Too bad it wasn't me.
But, I made it clear when we first got together I wasn't into games or lies. What you did was juvenile and extremely cruel. The very lack of maturity you exhibited made it clear you weren't ready for an adult relationship. Think next time, communicate, never assume. It often turns out badly if you do.
That being said, I want to thank you for the time we spent together. It showed me love was still possible, and there was hope for me yet. I'll always treasure you for that and the time we spent together.
Go back to college. Set the financial world on fire. I expect to read about you in Forbes or Money Magazine one of these days.
I wish you the best,
Ghost"
Will I never stop crying?
.................................................
In the end, a mechanic at the bike shop fingered him. I had been in several times, trying to get them to give me his name and address. I was refused every time. In desperation I posted a picture of him and his bike on their bulletin board, asking for information and offering a reward.
He called, we negotiated a price. For two thousand dollars and a solemn promise to never divulge how I got the information, I had his name and home address.
I called the girls from the road, putting it on three way. Janey and Cindy were together, and Stella was on the other line.
"I found him!" I screamed, listening to the whoops and cheers.
"I'm on the way now. Wish me luck."
They gave me their well wishes and solemn advice, with instructions for updates.
It was fourteen hours from my house to his. I drove eight before getting sleepy, finding a motel an crashing for the night. I was up and off early the next day.
I missed him at work by ten minutes. I walked into the office and everyone stopped and stared at me.
"You're her!" gasped one girl, in wonder.
The office manager collected me and rushed me into his office.
"Does he know you're here?" he asked.
"No, I wanted to surprise him."
It took forty minutes of begging before he gave me his home address.
"I'm his past wife's uncle. We all feared for him after she passed, but he went away for awhile, and when he came back he was happier than he had been in a long time. He still has a picture of you on his bike as a screen saver. You're not going to hurt him again, are you? He's still in love with you, you can see it in his face."
"No" I cried, "Never again! Please, I have to talk to him."
He gave me directions, printing them out.
................................................
The man known as Ghost sat in his car and sighed. It had been a rough three months.
"Damn, when will I stop missing her?" he thought, as he slowly got out, walking up the steps to his porch, where he dropped his briefcase and sat in the big double rocker that had been left when he bought the place. He had bought it as a memorial to his deceased wife, because she had loved this lake. He would often sit and rock, watching the boats on the water and the changing leaves. He shut his eyes, and a vision of children cavorting on the edge of the water came to him, with a beautiful woman standing with them, smiling and waving. The woman was Babe, and the children were his.
He idly pushed at hair that was no longer there, He had shorn his locks off into a sensible business cut, and he still wasn't used to it. Seemed he had a lot of trouble sleeping lately, so he wasn't surprised when he started nodding off in the heat of the afternoon sun. Maybe he'd have a happy dream.
..................................................
I saw him, sitting in the rocker, obviously asleep. I cut the car off, glad the little Honda was so quiet, and slipped up on the porch. He looked so much older, and I hated his hair. I eased into the chair beside him, leaned in and wrapped my arms round him. He shifted in his sleep, mumbling something that sounded suspiciously like 'love you', before wrapping an arm around me. I was afraid to move, and held as still as possible, savoring the feeling. I even managed to cry quietly.
He woke feeling something wet on his chest. He had an idle thought he'd spilled tea on his shirt, and looked down. It couldn't be.
"Babe?" he asked quietly being rewarded with a tightening of her arms, and snuffles beginning in earnest.
"What are you doing here?"
"Sorry, so sorry" Came out brokenly. That was the best I could do? I looked up at him, scared to death. He had tears in his eyes, too, but he hadn't let go of me. That's when I knew. He was going to forgive me, and I'd never do anything that stupid again.
I kept trying to talk as he tried to shush me. Finally he just leaned down and started kissing me. Deciding to let my tongue do the talking, I gave in. We must have kissed for twenty minutes before he stood, scooping me into his arms. I held on tightly as he unlocked the door and carried me through.
I'd love to say he had a beautiful house, that the layout was impressive and the furniture tasteful, but I only had eyes for him. He had a nice big bed, though. We collapsed on it, still kissing.
Bet this is the part where you think he ripped my clothes off and we screwed our brains out, but you'd be wrong. We kissed for another twenty minutes, before we caught our breath and started talking.
We talked for two hours. I got everything I wanted to say out. We finally got around to talking about my childish behavior, and I assured him I would never do that ever again.
"How do I know that?" He asked, gently.
"Because I had an idiot alarm installed" I said, pulling a gold chain out of my sweater. The crushed engagement ring dangled at the bottom.
"Any time I think of not talking or doing something stupid, I'll pull this out and look at it. It will make me think."
He frowned, then said something that made the rest of my life.
"Need to get that replaced. We'll go....."
That was all he got out before the banging like bunnies part of the program began.
................................................
We talked for two days. I was surprised to find out he was only thirty six.
"Men in my family start graying early. I have a cousin, twenty two, grayer than I am."
He was surprised when I told him I was twenty five. He thought I was twenty one or two.
I got around to calling my friends, putting them on speaker. There were cheers and congratulations.
"Now that that's settled, tell us your name" said Janey, laughing.
I put my hand over his mouth.
"You'll have to wait for the wedding" I laughed.
I had only one condition for the wedding. His hair had to grow back out before vows were exchanged.
So on a beautiful spring day five months later, under a bower by the lake at our home, Kelly Anne Pinckney and Aaron Neville Brown became one. Reggie walked me down the aisle while Stella cried, despite trying not too.
His extensive family welcomed me with open arms. My Dad managed to come back three weeks after the service. They seemed to get along well. If we had known he could have come, we would have waited, but in the end it was a good thing we didn't. We didn't know it, but I was six weeks pregnant when we said I do. A girl. Followed by two boys, but little Stella had her daddy wrapped around her finger from the time she was born.
.................................................
I sat in the living room, surrounded by family and friends, and looked out at the deck, remembering the party last spring, for our thirtieth wedding anniversary. My Ghost, in his mid sixties now, still had long hair, but it was white now. Mine was silver.
It was Halloween, and we had all our friends and family over. We had hired two local teen girls to herd the grandchildren around the neighborhood and then to the basement for a little party of their own. The adults were dressed. I was an Angel, and Ghost had on a long flowing white robe and held a staff. I think he was supposed to be Moses.
We have a good life. Seems his first wife inherited a string of offices from her father, specializing in investment and insurance services. Ghost sold them to Reggie, who was anxious to get into the Southern market. He saved money because I went to college on our money, but he did hire me to run a local branch, after the kids were all in school. Ghost took part of our money and bought a Harley dealership to keep himself busy.
We named our first son Reginald, and he and Stella were godparents to all of our children. They even spent time with them in the summer when they got older, much to their delight. They called them Grandpa and Nonnie, and didn't know for years they weren't actually related. When Reggie died the tears couldn't have been anymore heartfelt if they had been blood. Stella bought a house close enough to us the kids were there almost constantly. She developed a relationship with a man ten years her junior, but never remarried. He loved her, though, and when she passed we thought we might have to sedate him. She left him their home and a small fortune. She left her financial empire to her grandchildren.
Janey married Sam, and they're still together. They have five children.
JoJo still lives with Mona, his tattooed mistress. They never had any children.
Heather married Ron. It lasted eleven months before they had it annulled. She stayed single for four years, before meeting a man twenty years her senior, who swept he off her feet. They had one child, a son. So she did indeed become a trophy wive, but she loved him and never strayed. When he passed two years ago she retired and moved down to be close to us. She and the man Stella loved have developed a relationship based on similar loss, but who knows if it will go anywhere.
Cindy married Johnny. It lasted three years before he left her. After a few years, she developed a relationship with a woman. And her husband. We accepted them, and she had a daughter a few years later.
I was brought back to reality by Cindy's daughter, as she told her tale.
"So what do you think I should do, Aunt Babe{I never shook the nickname. I was kind of proud of it}?"
Seems she was desperately in love with a man eight years her senior. She was twenty two, he was thirty. The age difference bothered him. He was here, and her eyes followed him as he mingled. He kept glancing at her. It was pretty plain what was going on.
I took the cute little devil by her redgloved hand.
"JJ[Janey Junior, we developed a habit of naming our children after each other], let me tell you a ghost story."
The women, young and old, collapsed in giggles.
..................................................
Well there it is. I hope you liked it.
Just a note. I just got home from a lengthy stay at the antiseptic hotel. They wouldn't let me have my laptop, so all I had to do was think. It led to me completely scrapping the third installment of Finding An Editor, it was just too saccharine. I went in a different direction, and hope to have it out soon. I'm a little slower, if that's possible, now. My keyboard skills, never great, are diminished slightly now due to a numb left hand.
Thanks for your time, comment and vote if you want.
QHML1
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This was supposed to come out, you guessed it, Black Friday. But, apparently my recent illness not only affected my dexterity, it also affected my acuity. I wrote the whole thing with little punctuation, and it got rejected for poor grammar. I hope I got enough fixed that you can actually read it. Enjoy.
................................................
The alarm went off at three in the morning. Why otherwise sane, intelligent women get up at such an ungodly hour, fight massive crowds, all just to get a 'bargain' is beyond my ability to comprehend.
But my wife loved it, and of course I loved my wife. So much so, that I got up with her, and cooked a massive breakfast while she got ready.
"Hey" called out my stepdaughter Amy, stepping into the kitchen and grabbing a cup of coffee.
"Hi, baby," I said, as she kissed my cheek. "Ready to conquer the masses?"
"Ha!" she cried. "We have a plan. And I have on the right shoes this time."
Last year an enormously obese woman stepped on her toes. They were bruised for weeks. As a joke, I bought her a pair of steel toed shoes. I was really surprised when she liked them enough to wear them.
"Morning Dad!," came a cheery voice, as my other stepdaughter Jane breezed in. I had the water heated and the lemon sliced, and soon she was sitting at the kitchen table with her Earl Grey, checking sales papers, reaffirming their route. I shook my head. If she could plan military campaigns as effectively, General Jane would rule the world.
"Uncle Frank!," my nieces Lori and Sandy came in next, kissed my cheek, poured coffee, and sat, looking over the plan Jane had set up. I made another pot of coffee.
My wife Debbie stumbled in, not quite awake despite the shower. She kissed me, demanded coffee, and took a seat. The other part of the group wasn't here yet, but since they were always late, and had been threatened with being left behind, I started plating breakfast. Eggs scrambled, if you wanted over easy you could cook them yourself. Bacon, sausage, and ham. Home fries, rice and gravy. And of course, two large pans of homemade biscuits. By the time I had finished serving, Amy's friend Jean and her mom Alice were sitting down, digging in without ceremony.
The last of the troop to arrive dashed in.
"Damn! Almost overslept, again. Did I miss breakfast?"
I laughed at my ex. She would be late for her own funeral. I handed her a sausage and egg on toast and a travel cup of coffee, grinning as she tried to eat and walk at the same time.
I was left with a massive pile of dirty dishes and lipstick smears from the kisses. Why in the world makeup was necessary at that time in the morning was a mystery.
I wiped my cheek while an enormous grin split my face. I was the luckiest man in the world.
Instead of going back to bed I sat in my recliner, thinking about how I got here and how lucky I was, before I dozed off.
...............................................
I didn't always feel that way. eight years ago I considered life to be a miserable experience.
My wife had just left me. Not because she wanted to be with someone else, but because she just didn't want to be with me anymore. It wasn't totally unexpected, I knew something wasn't right, but never expected that. Seventeen years, shot to hell.
I was never exactly what she wanted, but she seemed happy. It was her second marriage, Amy was five and her ex had just disappeared, so maybe she considered me a fall back.
Amy was Amy, a sweet little girl without a mean thought in her mind. We were hesitant at first, I had no experience being a Dad, and she never really remembered her biological father, so we were on even footing. Pretty soon though, she was a true Daddy's girl. I coached her softball teams, cheered her at soccer, growled at her boyfriends when she was old enough to have them, and gave her away with tears in my eyes at her wedding. I think her mother was actually jealous at times.
She was a secretary, I worked in maintenance in the local factory. She studied at night and got her degree, something we were both proud of. I had an associates' degree in management, certificates in welding and plumbing, and was a licensed electrician. And to be an old guy, I was pretty decent around a computer. She still though her four year degree raised her slightly above me.
We saved, at my insistence, had 401 programs, she even had a profit sharing program at her job. On reflection, I really think she was just waiting to cash out. I didn't really fight it, just made sure it was an even split. I didn't want the house, so we sold it and split the money.
She went on a cruise, got a nice apartment and a new car, and lived the life of a comfortable divorcee.
I went back to work, got promoted to maintenance manager, rented a small house and saved. It was just me.
I didn't date, just had no interest. At forty six, I was so out of practice I didn't know where to start. I'd probably have died a lonely old man if I hadn't gotten cut at work and had to go to the emergency room.
Debbie was my nurse. She dressed my wound, after the doctor put in ten stitches, giving me a sympathetic pat on the wrist. That probably would been it if she hadn't gotten stranded.
It was pouring rain, and being late October it was also cold. She was standing outside the door on her phone.
"Damn it!" she said, starting to cry. I'm a sucker for a crying woman, couldn't help it. I took her arm gently. She looked around in surprise.
"Are you all right?" I asked, as gently as possible.
I think the sympathetic look pushed her over the edge.
"NO, I'm not all right. My piece of junk car just stopped running, leaving me without a way home and my daughter without a way to class. To top it off no bus runs near my house, and I don't have money for a cab. I don't even have an umbrella."
She looked borderline hysterical. I took both her hands, shocking her a bit, I think.
"Hush now. No man with any decency would leave a nice woman like you stranded. If you can put up with riding in an old truck with someone who isn't exactly the greatest conversationalist, I'd be honored to escort you home. Please. I couldn't rest tonight if you refused."
I think that last part got her. She looked at me and actually giggled.
"I'd hate to come between a man and his rest. It isn't far, if you really don't mind."
"Please," I said, "I'd be honored. Now you stay here in the dry while I pull around."
Her eyes widened a little when I pulled up. I don't know why, I wasn't lying about the old truck. I just didn't tell her it was a '61 Studebaker, completely restored to showroom condition. My pride and joy, and my main hobby for the last year.
"My great uncle had one of these. Didn't look nearly as nice as yours," she said, after settling in.
"My latest project," I told her proudly. "I usually restore something and get rid of it, but just can't seem to do it with this one."
This led to an interesting discussion about old cars and favorites we had owned in the past. All too soon we were at her apartment. She seemed reluctant to get out.
"Thank you so much," she said, about to open the door, "and thanks for letting me ride in this cool truck."
I looked at her and decided to be honest.
"Look Debbie, I'm probably going to suck at this because it's been so long since I've done it, but would you like to have dinner with me some evening? Provided of course you're not married or in a relationship. It's been a long time since I've been around anyone as nice as you, and I'd love to get to know you."
She was probably offended, given the stare she was giving me. I guess I made a mistake.
Suddenly she started talking.
"I don't see a ring. Are you married?"
I shook my head.
"I was, for seventeen years. Haven't been for the last two. Amazingly, there was no cheating, no horrible fights. She just woke up one morning and decided she wanted to be single again. Refused counseling. Refused to talk about it. In the end she hinted that she was just bored. Took a long time to come to grips with that."
Her eyes had widened.
"That seems even more painful than if she had cheated. My story is much more mundane. He wanted to stay married, and date regularly. When I objected, loudly, he disappeared. We haven't seen him in twelve years."
She shrugged.
"What was, was, for both of us. Come in, meet my daughter, have a cup of coffee. I'll give you my decision before the second cup. I even have homemade pound cake."
She introduced me to her daughter Jane. She was studying nursing, with an eye towards being a nurse practitioner when she was done. Carrying on the family tradition.
The apartment was small, but neat as a pin and had a really homey feel. She made a good cup of coffee and the cake was excellent. I told her so. She was so pleased she gave me two slices to take home, even happier when I didn't even pretend to object.
Jane was preoccupied, worried about school.
"I have a way home, I just need to get there."
Her class started in forty five minutes.
"How do you feel about old trucks?" I asked, while her mother smiled. "If your mom will accompany me, I'll take you."
She must have really wanted to get to class, because she started gathering her things.
"I'm sure your truck is just lovely," she said, while Debbie grinned.
She was impressed, I could tell. Debbie didn't seem to mind in the least sitting close to me. I quietly said a prayer in praise of bench seats. I was disappointed when Jane got out and she moved over.
I stopped in front of her apartment. She sat for a minute before reaching over and giving me a nice kiss on the cheek.
"Friday. Six o'clock. I really like seafood." And then she slid out of the seat and almost ran into her apartment.
I grinned all the way home.
.................................................
I went into work the next day, more to avoid having my accident written up as lost time than anything else. I stayed until lunch, and then took the rest of the day off. It occurred to me we hadn't exchanged numbers, so I went by on the off chance she was there. She wasn't, but Jane was. She was outside, her head under the hood of a car.
"You don't strike me as a mechanic," I said.
She didn't hear me coming and jumped, banging her head. That sent her into a cussing fit. Then she realized who I was and went bright red.
"What do you want?" she said with an accusing tone.
"I didn't get your mothers' phone number. We have a date Friday, I wanted to check and see if the restaurant I picked would be all right with her. Here. Ask her to call."
I handed her my business card. It also had my private numbers on it. She looked it over.
"Maintenance manager, huh? Know anything about cars?"
I just grinned.
"Let me have a look."
By the time Debbie got off I had it fixed. A broken belt. They had killed the battery but I jumped it off, had Jane drive it around awhile to charge it up. It was also two quarts low on oil, and the air filter was filthy. I replaced it and topped the oil off. I taught Jane how to check oil and transmission fluid levels, lecturing her the whole time.
She was appreciative, even hugged me.
"Have your mother call," I admonished, as she got in to drive away.
"Yes sir!" she said, grinning, "and thank you."
I grinned back. "Scoot. Don't make her wait."
I got a very nice call. She thanked me profusely, to the point of embarrassing me. Insisting she pay, she asked what the cost was.
"I'll let you in on a personality flaw. I love to barter. It gives me a lot of satisfaction to avoid paying cash and make a deal that makes both parties satisfied. Let's do that on your car."
Her voice got very cold.
"What do you want to trade for?"
Oh shit. She had the wrong idea. I paused, then thought I'd have some fun.
"Something intimate, something I hope you don't do for a lot of men."
I heard her sharp intake of breath. Before she could explode, I laughed.
"Here's the deal. I haven't had a real home cooked meal in almost two years. That's my price. And nothing fancy, meatloaf or a nice casserole, something along those lines. Dessert would be an unexpected bonus. Does that sound acceptable?"
There was silence, I thought she may have hung up.
"I make killer fried chicken. Garlic mashed potatoes, steamed broccoli good for sides?"
"My mouth is already watering. Name the time."
I could feel her smile.
"We'll decide Friday. How do you feel about chocolate pie?"
"Hold on, I'm getting light headed. I haven't had a good chocolate pie in years."
...............................................
I looked at myself in the mirror. I had no illusions, knowing what I looked like. A little belly, probably fifteen pounds overweight. Still, I was in pretty good shape, being a hands on manager. I had scars all over both arms, from working with equipment and being pretty clumsy when I was young.
I was bald and kept my head shaved. No facial hair. I had been generously described as having a rugged look. And I was terribly near sighted so I wore glasses. You wouldn't find me in a contest for Prince Charming lookalikes.
Still, I made an effort. Suit, tie, polished shoes. I even drove my car, leaving the truck in the garage.
I thought about her on the way over. She was no beauty queen. I was pretty sure she'd never see forty five again. She had the pear shape most women get with age. Maybe thirty pounds overweight, but it had settled well.
Still, she was attractive, in an older soccer mom kind of way. And there was something about her smile that made me feel warm all over, and an inner beauty that shone through.
She opened the door, took one look at me, squeaked, and ran into her bedroom. I was standing at the door trying to decide whether to leave of not when Jane came out, smiling.
"Please, come in. You'll have to excuse my mother, she just realized she was under dressed for your night out. She'll be here in a minute. Sit. Can I get you anything? Water, soda, beer?"
I sat, uncomfortably. I had the feeling she was amused.
"No, but thanks. I haven't had a beer in almost ten years."
She looked at me oddly.
"Have a problem with alcohol?"
I flushed. "Yes, I don't like the way it tastes. Other than that, no, no problem."
"Mom is gonna love that. Her last beau liked to indulge a bit too much. One of the many reasons they don't see each other any more."
Before it could get any more awkward Debbie came back out. She was wearing a burgundy dress, high neckline, two inches below the knee. I thought she looked sensational.
"You look very nice." I said, meaning every words. She colored while Jane giggled.
"I had to change" she admitted, "it's been a long time since I was out with a man in a suit."
Jane gushed, trying to ease the tension.
"I think you look very nice. You too, mom. You'll turn heads at the restaurant."
I took it as a cue to go, so I offered Debbie my arm. She stopped when she got outside, looking for the truck. I grinned for the first time that night.
"Surely you didn't think I'd dress up in a suit and drive my old truck? Let me get the door."
I had driven my little Lincoln, pearl gray with a darker gray leather interior. It was ten years old, but I kept it spotless.
We went to the most popular seafood place in town. Debbie seemed uncomfortable when she looked at the prices.
"We could go somewhere else..."
I shut her down.
"This place is where I wanted to take you. Do not worry about the cost, and if I think you're not ordering what you really want, I'll change it to the most expensive thing on the menu. Do you understand? I don't eat out often, so I tend to go for the better places. Now let's order."
We both ended up with seafood platters, mine large, hers small. We had to get a doggie bag because there was so much left over.
I told her about my life, she told me about hers. Her ex left her saddled with debt she was just now getting out from under. She had lost her house, I could tell by the tone of her voice that had hurt her terribly. She had tears in her eyes when she described her flower beds and bird feeders.
I talked about my wife leaving me for adventure and exciting times. She had not been careful with her money, and the expensive cruises she took every year came to a halt. I talked about my little house, about my hobbies of gardening and restoring old cars. I rented space in an old garage to work on them until they were far enough along to take them home.
She seemed shocked when I told her it was the first date I had been on in two years.
"Why?" she asked, full of curiosity.
I shrugged.
"Haven't wanted to. You're the first woman I've met in a long time that interested me."
I think she smiled a little, thanking me for the honor.
We talked after I got her home, about everything and nothing, as we sipped coffee and I destroyed two pieces of cake. At eleven I got up to leave. She walked me to the door, and we shared a very nice kiss. No tongue wrestling, no groping or grinding, just a simple kiss. It still was the best thing I'd felt in ages.
After maybe twenty seconds we both pulled back, a little embarrassed. She squeezed my hand.
"I usually serve dinner around six thirty. Wednesday good?"
"For a home cooked meal I would make it good. Wednesday will be just fine. Should I bring anything?"
"A good appetite. I hate to see food wasted."
Looking around my little house when I got home, I noticed for the first time how empty it seemed. I was thinking of her as I drifted off.
...............................................
Jane answered the door with her usual grin.
"She took today off, and has been cooking since three. You better appreciate this."
"Judging by the smell, I'm sure I will. What should I do with these?"
I hated the thought of showing up empty handed, so I had stopped and bought a bunch of flowers on the way over.
"Why, give them to Mom, of course. How long has it been since you wooed a woman?"
I thought the choice of the word 'woo' was charmingly oldfashioned.
"Probably since before you were born, and I wasn't really good at it then."
Her grin got bigger.
"Don't worry about it. I'll give you a nudge now and then, to keep you on the right track. This is the happiest I've seen her in a long time."
She suddenly got serious.
"Don't hurt her, okay? Life hasn't been too kind to us in a long time."
I was about to answered when Debbie came bustling out of the kitchen.
"Jane, who was at the..."
She stopped when she saw me, and the flowers. I held them out.
"Hello, Debbie. I thought you might like these."
Her hands actually shook a little as she took them. Seems it had been a long time since anyone had gotten her flowers. I made a note to plant some flowers next spring.
"These are lovely," she said, passing them to Jane. "Honey,put these in some water, please. I have to get back to the kitchen. Supper in twenty."
I think she surprised us all when she stood on tiptoe and kissed my cheek. Then she fled back into the kitchen.
Jane and I talked. She was twenty, just starting on her second year of school. She was focused on her goal.
"Luckily, it doesn't cost much at the community college level, but it will go up substantially when I transfer. I'm hoping to get a scholarship. It'll be really hard if I don't"
Debbie called us to the table before we could continue.
The food was excellent, as I expected. We talked about everyday things, our interests, our families. I told them about my older sisters, and their family, all girls in both instances. They had no close family locally, and didn't go see them often. I don't think it bothered them much. Before the night was over, we had a date for a movie Saturday. I hadn't gone to a movie in ten years.



..............................................
I let her pick, so naturally we went to see a sappy romantic piece. I didn't really mind, because she held my hand almost from the time we were seated. She had tears in her eyes at the end, sighed and leaned against me.
"I just love happily ever after, don't you?"
If she'd said she wished it had turned into a slasher film halfway through and everybody got eaten by zombies, I would have still agreed. We went to a small Italian place she knew of and had pizza, boxing up the extra slices for Jane.
She asked me in.
"Jane's on a date, and I'm kind of nervous being alone. Do you mind?"
Duh.
We sat on the couch, sipping coffee, snuggling after a bit. She reached up and gave me a little kiss. I was right in the middle of giving her a big one when Jane got home. We had just enough time to separate. She took one look at our flushed faces and her mussed hair and giggled. She went into her room, telling us it would be easier for us to 'talk', but the fact she was there made us behave. Did get a nice goodbye kiss, and a date for the next Saturday. And supper on Wednesday.
It became a pattern, date on the weekend, supper on Wednesday. About every third time I took them out. Nothing fancy, a nice buffet restaurant or barbeque place. They seemed to enjoy being spoiled a bit.
I really looked forward to seeing both of them. I missed family. In my mind things were sailing along quite smoothly. We were in our fifth month and hadn't gotten intimate yet, but we had come close. To me, it was long term. It hit me when I went to Sears to buy a new tool. I walked in the mall entrance on the opposite side, and passed one of those jewelry stores, and before I knew it I was looking at a display of engagement rings, wondering which style she would like.
Steeling my resolve, I walked in, and before I knew what was happening, a young sales girl had talked me into a ring she said older women really liked. I bought it on the spot, after being assured if she said no or didn't like it I could return or exchange it. It was early March, and I thought I would surprise her, maybe have a June wedding. I read women really liked that.
She had gotten me to take her to church every Sunday. I wasn't much on organized religion, but she was serious about her faith. I have to say I actually enjoyed it, to the point of occasionally helping out at an odd fundraiser or remodel project. I even took to going to the mens' breakfast every other week.
I was happy and I thought she was too.
...............................................
It all fell apart the next Wednesday. We had just enjoyed a nice meal, and were enjoying dessert. I asked her what she'd like to do over the weekend.
She had an odd expression in her eye.
"I'm sorry, Frank, but I've already made other plans. One of the doctors at work wants me to go with him to some fundraiser at the Country Club, and I accepted."
It couldn't have hurt worse if she'd slapped me. The pound cake I had just enjoyed suddenly felt like it weighed a ton as heavily as it sat on my stomach.
I know I stuttered when I spoke.
"Oh...Oh, all right then. Maybe another time."
I made a few inane statements and left. Without a doubt I was hurt, but I hadn't said anything to make her think we owed each other fidelity. She hadn't made me any promises, and I hadn't asked. I guess I just assumed she felt the same for me as I did for her. Wasn't the first time I was wrong.
Saturday I sat and brooded. I was mad at her, mad at myself, mad at the situation. Just plain mad.
I've been told a time or two by about everyone who's ever known me I can be stubborn. She wanted a doctor? Fine. She could have him.
I didn't go to church Sunday. Nor did I call or show up Wednesday. Thursday she called me, I took one look at the number and let it go to voicemail. Deleted the three messages on the home phone without listening to them.
I didn't talk to her on Friday either. She called and left a message wondering how to dress for Saturday for our date. I waited until I knew she was at work to leave her a message that I had made plans for this weekend and didn't remember asking her out. Sorry if I led her to believe otherwise.
I packed up my truck and went up to the mountains. Trout fishing always relaxed me, but this time I couldn't concentrate. I caught two fish in ten hours, both too small to keep. Ended up grilling a hot dog for supper. Sat watching my fire later, wondering how I could ever compete with a doctor. Sighing, I rolled into my sleeping bag, glad I had bought the double height air mattress. Surprisingly, I slept really well.
Monday afternoon I was greeted by a furious Jane when I got home.
"Where the hell have you been? Mom has cried for most of the weekend, over you."
I was still pretty pissed.
"Why don't you go back to your mom and ask her to get her doctor over to console her. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have things to do."
She ignored me, following right into my living room.
"This is what all this is about? You idiot. She didn't want to go. She wanted you to tell her not to, that you wanted her exclusively. She wanted to move you forward to something more permanent."
I stopped her in the middle of her rant.
"Did she go out with the doctor?"
Jane hesitated for a second.
"Yes she did. And if it makes any difference, she had a terrible time. She only wanted to make you a little jealous, dummy."
"Go back to her and tell her it worked. And tell her I'm too old, too dumb, and too set in my ways to play teenage games. All she had to do was ask, and I would have told her I wanted her all to myself. If it makes any difference, I was making long range plans. Together forever plans. But if she can pull stuff like this, what will she do down the road when things don't go exactly her way or if I make her angry over some little thing? I don't have that much of my life left, and be damned if I'll spend it like that."
Jane stood openmouthed during my little rant.
"Oh my God! You love her, don't you? News flash, idiot, I think she loves you more. Please Frank, talk to her. Get over this, and I'm sure she'll make you a very happy man. Promise me you won't go anywhere. I'm going home and tell her about our talk. Please, Frank, if you care for her at all, answer the phone when she calls. Please?"
I looked at her. She seemed so earnest.
"I don't have any plans for this afternoon or evening. I'll be available to answer the phone."
She jumped int my arms, kissed me, and flew out of the driveway.
An hour later I was mowing my grass. I had set my phone to vibrate to make sure I didn't miss a call. It never went off. Oh well. I guess Jane was mistaken. Maybe she didn't want to talk after all.
I made a round and as I turned I saw her car come flying into my drive. She was going so fast she didn't get stopped until she was twenty feet into my grass. Looked like I had to do a little replanting.
Luckily she put it in park, because she was out and moving pretty fast. I had time to turn off the mower and stand up before she jumped on me, causing us both to fall. She was crying pretty hard.
I couldn't really understand what she was saying. "Sorry," and "forgive," came up a couple of times in her babbling. I shut her up the only way I could think of. I kissed her.
To say she kissed me back would be an understatement. I think she was trying to devour my face.
I finally got her calmed down enough to let us get up and lead her to the porch swing. She was a true mess, hair disarrayed, lipstick smeared, loose grass all over her clothes. I wished I had thought to take a picture. Then again, I'm sure I looked a mess too.
Once I got her arranged, I started our conversation.
"So. Jane said you wanted to talk? About what?"
She started crying again. This time I just let her cry it out. I may have cuddled her, a little. I really don't remember. Finally she settled.
"I need to apologize, Frank. What I did was childish, and looking back, downright stupid. I didn't want to go on that date. I wanted you to tell me not to, that I belonged to you. Looking back, I realize I did it all wrong. I should have told you he asked, but since I was seeing you I didn't want to answer until we talked. That would have given us both a way to state our feelings. Please, please, forgive me. I was afraid to say it before, but I love you."
She looked so pitiful and yet full of hope at the same time I couldn't stand it.
"Next time you even attempt to do something that stupid, I'll take you over my knee. You belong to me. Exclusively. Do you understand? And just so you know, I love you too."
That led to another round of crying and kissing. When she calmed down, she made me a solemn promise that if she came anywhere near being that stupid again, she'd supply the hairbrush.
She finally settled down, snuggled so tight she was almost on top of me. Timidly, she asked what was really on her mind.
"Honey, Jane hinted around you had something serious you had to say to me. Can you tell me what it was?"
I didn't answer. I got up and went to the truck and opened the passenger door.
"Get your butt in the truck, woman. I have something to show you."
She almost ran, scrambling into the truck. I didn't have to, but I buckled her seat belt and gave her a kiss.
We drove in silence for about twenty minutes, before I pulled into a drive and got out. I unlocked the gate and drove through.
It was a long, twisting drive, between thirteen stately old pecan trees. At one time there were fourteen, but one succumbed to a lightning strike. The drive ended in a huge yard. She could see a barn and several outbuilding a bit farther on, but no house. I opened the truck and handed her out.
"Where are we?"
Her eyes seemed to shine. I ignored her.
"Twelve acres" I said, waving my arm around. "Five wooded, three in pasture, the rest field and yard. The house used to stand right here before vandals burned it down. Still has the well and septic tank hooked up."
"Who owns it?" She asked, hope shining in her eyes.
"We do. Or at least we will when we get married. I bought it a year ago, but couldn't see putting a house on it just for me. And I'm smart enough to let you pick the kind of house you want. But first..." I got down on my knee, no mean feat for some one my age, opening the box I had put in my pocket, "you have to say yes. Debbie Martin, will you marry me?"
She went pale. I seriously thought she was going to faint, but she pulled herself together, screamed "YES" and launched herself at me, again. For someone our age, we were spending a lot of time rolling on the ground kissing.
................................................
She held my hand all the way back to the house. She went into the bathroom and I heard her on the phone. Later I heard the shower start up. Just before she got in, she cracked open the door and called out.
"Honey, will you wash my back?"
I couldn't get into the bathroom fast enough.
Like I said before, she wasn't a beauty queen. But she was beautiful to me. She managed to get me into the shower with her. We soaped each other, getting familiar physically until the water started getting cold.
I don't know how long it had been for Debbie, but I hadn't been with a woman in two years. My ex was obsessed with her weight, and remained thin to the point of skinny all our married lives. Debbie was very well padded, soft, yielding, a delight to touch. And I touched a lot.
We made love, we didn't have sex. Words can't describe it, so I'm not even going to try.
As we cuddled, she started crying again. Boy, I hoped this wasn't going to be permanent. I may be a little slow, but I was smart enough to hold her, whispering words of love, until she cried it out.
................................................
She didn't leave until the next morning. When my alarm went off I was alone. It was very disappointing. My smile would have illuminated a large city when I found her in the kitchen, wearing one of my tees, cooking breakfast.
"Morning, love" was all she said, as she sat a plate in front of me. Of course the kiss she gave me said all I needed to hear.
As I ate she kept up a constant chatter. Nerves, I guess. Before I left she made me give her a house key.
"I need to shop. You don't keep much in the way of groceries around here. How can I feed you with a bare pantry?"
I think she went into shock when I asked her to wait so I could go with her.
"Okay honey. I called in, took two vacation days. You need to let me drive your truck today so I can move some of my stuff, all right? And this is important, I need to keep paying the rent on the apartment, Jane can't afford it. Do you mind?"
Apparently she was moving in. I don't think I could have smiled any wider.
"No, I don't mind. I'll drive the Lincoln. Love you, babe. Gotta go, or I'll be late."
The goodbye kiss was so long I ended up being ten minutes late anyway.
.................................................
That afternoon we went grocery shopping. Such a simple mundane thing, but it filled me with great joy. I was never a picky eater, so I went along with pretty much everything. The bill was over two hundred dollars. Apparently I was out of everything. She was fumbling with her debit card when I stopped her.
"Here" I said giving her mine. "We need to go down to the bank so I can add you to the account. Luckily, they're open on Saturday morning. We'll go then."
Damn it, she started crying again. Over dinner she brought up closing her accounts and combining with me. She was surprised when I told her no.
"Not now, honey. Right now you need to focus on Jane and her education. And I don't want to pay her rent forever. When we go house shopping, make sure it's at least a three bedroom. And a plan where the master bedroom is on the opposite end of the house would be a good idea, give a little privacy to all of us."
She was crying again. Maybe I needed to stop talking.
Jane came charging in right after we had cleaned the kitchen. She grabbed me and gave me a quick kiss.
"Hi, Dad. Any supper left?"
She said it like she had been saying it to me her whole life. It affected me greatly
"Maybe a little. You need to show up on time if you want it hot."
And just like that, we were a family.
.................................................
It was supposed to be a small, intimate marriage, but when the reverend announced it at the end of his service, it got away from us pretty fast. She had been a member since she had moved here, and nearly everyone loved her. The ladies of the church took over and towed us along. The church was filled to the rafters with our friends, my family, and most of the congregation.
It was a short reception, for us. We left while the party was in full swing, to catch the boat for our honeymoon. No sandy beaches and hot locations, we were going to Alaska. It was her choice. Her first honeymoon was a beach trip. So was mine. We wanted something fresh.
We enjoyed it, when we came out of our room. Even at our age, a honeymoon is still a honeymoon.
When we got home we went house shopping. I had a friend who worked for a company building modular houses, and I was impressed with his. I suggested it to Debbie, and we weighed the pros and cons of modular versus stick built, and modular won.
Debbie asked me what I most wanted in a house.
"To be able to live in it with you," was all the answer I had, and apparently all I needed to say. Soon she and Jane were visiting local dealers, comparing companies, until she found the one she wanted. Three bedrooms, seventeen hundred square feet.
She pulled me along to a model, and I was impressed. We started talking price, and I soon decided I didn't like the salesman. He was too busy telling us what we needed to listen to what we wanted. I politely asked for the sales manager.
"I'm going to save us a bunch of time. We want this model, in the colors my wife chooses. Tell me what your price is. If it's in line with your competitors, we'll start the paperwork. I am not tying up our land in the deal. I will probably put down at least sixty per cent. Give me a good price, a decent interest rate, and we'll have a deal. And[I pointed at another salesman]I want him to handle us from here on out."
With that kind of a down payment they were all over us. Deb and Jane picked the siding, shingle, and shutter color. She talked them into upgrading the master bath at no extra cost, including a large whirlpool bathtub.
"For our aching muscles" she said. I looked at the tub, imagined us in it together, and had a good idea which muscle would be aching.
She seemed shocked when I told her no to a prenupt. She thought I would want one since we were using up most of my savings to get the house.
"Have you already forgotten our wedding vows?"
She looked confused.
"Remember the part about 'all my worldly goods I thee endow'? I don't know about you, but I was serious."
I was watching her pretty close. A good thing, or we would have ended up rolling around on the ground again.
.................................................
We settled into married life pretty easily. Neither of us were demanding. We didn't fight for power or play games. If she was better at things, she took the lead, and I did the same. She took care of the house. I took care of the cars, the yard, all the outside things. Anything that fell between we shared.
I gave up my rented space at the garage and fixed up one of the outbuildings as a workshop. I also kept the barn in good shape, never knowing when I might need it.
The lease on her old apartment ran out, and Jane moved in with us. It was a slight adjustment, but we knew it wouldn't be permanent.
She had graduated and was a registered nurse now. She needed to get a masters degree to realize her dream of being a nurse practitioner, if she could find the money. She was in line for a partial scholarship, but it would cover less than half. She considered taking a year off and working full time to save money, but the catch was if she did there was no guarantee the scholarship would still be there.
I had bought a 1970 model Chevrolet pickup pretty cheap. I had rebuilt the engine, the body work was completed, all it needed was painting, something I couldn't do.
I sat them down at the kitchen table on a Saturday morning. It was where we made most of our big decisions.
"I've thought about this a good bit. I put my fist daughter through college. I can't see slighting my second. Jane, this is for you."
I gave her a check. Twenty eight thousand dollars.
"Where did this come from?"
Hder voice was trembling while Debbie looked on in shock.
"I sold the Studebaker. I've got the Chevy, and it will be far more practical. It was time, and the money will be put to good use. Between this and the scholarship, you can focus on your studies. We'll keep gas in your car, make sure you have money for your needs. All you need to do is graduate. That, and we expect free health care."
I said the last with a grin. I don't know who was more shocked, Jane or her mom. Then the tears started. After that came the hugs. Later came the loving from my wife.
"You didn't have to do that, you know." She whispered it into my ear as we lay resting.
"Yes I did. I never had any biological kids, and I always wanted a large family. For a long time I thought it would just be Amy. Then you gave me Jane. I never got to help raise her, this is the only way I could think of to catch up. I probably should have talked this over with you first, but you would have just tried to talk me out of it. She deserves this honey. Be happy for her."
She snuggled tighter.
"I am. I'm also happy for me. I don't know what I did to deserve you. I think all the suffering and hardship I endured before you was a test, to make me appreciate what you've given me. I made an oath to God and myself that I would always be worthy of your love."



Tears were in my eyes now. I hugged her tighter.
"Hush now. I'm the one that got smiled on. Now go to sleep. There's a lot I want to get done tomorrow."
Her hand went South.
"You're going to sleep in tomorrow, because I plan on keeping you up a little longer."
Wow. Twice in one night. We hadn't done that since six months after our honeymoon.
...............................................
I planted a garden, something I had always wanted to do. Beans, corn, tomatoes, cucumbers, squash. Debbie wasn't really interested until things were ready to harvest. Then she started realizing the possibilities, which led to her taking canning classes through the local extension office and shopping for a freezer. We had so much we gave some away, endearing us to the neighbors and family.
It seemed a waste to let our field lie idle, and I dragged Debbie along to a small acreage seminar. We were amazed at the possibilities.
I found an old Ford 8N tractor that needed a little work and rebuilt it over the winter. We scrounged want ads and auctions until we had enough equipment, and that spring we broke ground. She wasn't as committed as I was, but she enjoyed driving the tractor.
Then again, she had her own interests. She had one of the bedrooms finished without carpet, opting for a tiled floor. She made it into a sewing room. I teased her about her Woman Cave, but she was an excellent seamstress. Her specialty was quilts.
They weren't just quilts, they were works of art in fabric. Most were traditional patterns, but occasionally she did something that stood out. She belonged to a quilters guild, and regularly won at shows. I thought it was just fun until I found out she could get over three hundred dollars for some of her creations.
In fact, a quilt bonded my first daughter Amy to her. She had been at the wedding, and they got along. She had married. I didn't really like him that much, but he seemed to make her happy. I really like my grandson, though. He was named for me and his father. He was two years old and a bundle of energy. We got to keep him about once a month while they enjoyed adult time. I was a little worried about Debbie, but she adored little Frank, and he followed her around like a puppy.
She seemed nervous. Amy didn't know about the quilts, and she had made one for her, and one for the baby.
"Amy, can I show you something?"
"Sure, Debbie. What has Dad grown this time?"
She was laughing. I had gotten into growing exotic vegetables and fruits.
She was speechless when Debbie unrolled the first quilt. An Ohio Star pattern, bright colors standing out from a muted background. She laughed when she showed her the kid's quilt, sewn with Lego characters, one of little Frank's favorites. When she understood Debbie wanted to give them to her, she broke down and cried. They hugged and Debbie started crying. I took the baby outside to give them a moment.
When we got back inside they had calmed down, and were in an animated discussion over quilts. Seems I had just been replaced as a companion for quilt shows.
Jane came in just then, and the conversation started all over again. I left the baby and went outside to work on something, I just wasn't sure what just yet. Jane found me in the barn.
"I like her" she said. "I wish I had met her when I was younger, I could have used a big sister quite a few times."
She didn't know it, but Amy had followed her to tell me goodbye.
She felt her hug her from behind.
"We'll just have make up for lost time then, all right little sis?"
I swear to God, if they started crying I was going out into the woods.
................................................
Jane graduated. Almost top of the class. She had already lined up a position in a local office.
We planned a big celebration at the house. Her friends, my family. our friends. I caught Amy looking a little sad.
"What's up, punkin?" I said, hugging her.
She sighed.
"I love this" she said, waving her arms around at all the people gathered, "I just wish Mom had an extended family to share things with."
"She still has friends and family. Surely she's not alone. I know she was dating that accountant, is he still around?"
"No, they didn't last long. I don't think she wants a long term relationship. I think she's afraid she'll do to them what she did to you. You know it drives her crazy sometimes, trying to figure out what she was looking for. She spends a lot of time alone."
I was surprised. Since I had Debbie, I hardly thought of her any more, just a snippet now and then from Amy. It was like that life belonged to someone else, or I had seen it on a tv show.
I thought about it a lot. Talked it over with Debbie. We were having a Fourth of July cookout soon, so I took a chance.
To say she was surprised to see me at her door would not be overstating the obvious.
"Frank! Is something wrong? Is it Amy?"
She looked great. Still skinny, still obsessed with her weight. She was a blond now. It looked good on her.
"Calm down, Kim. Nothing is wrong. Amy is just fine. I wanted to talk to you. May I come in?"
She shook herself.
"Sorry. Please come in."
She gave me a cup of coffee. I noticed it was still terrible, she never did learn to make it right.
"I'm gonna come right out with it. Deb and I are having a cookout in three weeks, a Fourth of July celebration. Amy and most of my family will be there. We want you to come."
"Why?"
"Because you're Amy's mother. Because most of my family still likes you. I don't like what you did to me, Kim. It broke my heart. But you never lied to me, you never slipped around, and when you made your decision you looked me in the eye when you told me. I can respect that. The past is the past. Deb and I, and yes I talked to her before I came here, want you to be part of the family again. I'm firmly committed to her, we can never be more than friends, and that's all I'm offering. Think about it."
She started crying. I think I'm going to go into business. Maybe do an instructional video. "How To Make A Woman Cry, In Three Easy Lessons". I'll make a fortune.
When she stopped, she thanked me, said she'd be happy to attend, and kissed my cheek.
"I was a fool, Frank. Thank you."
................................................
She came out with Amy and her family. She wanted to hang back, but Amy had her by the hand, pulling her along.
My oldest sister came up. She was retired now, had four grandchildren from her two daughters. They were scampering about with the other kids. She put her hands on her hips and looked her over. Kim looked like she wanted to run away.
"So, a blonde, huh? That would explain a lot. Give me a hug, you skinny bitch." She was always known for her, uh, colorful language.
"Mom!" squealed Lori, "the kids can hear you. I'm having a tough time now as it is. Chasity asked me yesterday what a dumbass was. Behave."
June just laughed and hugged Kim.
"Bring her over, I'll introduce her to her aunt. Then she'll know."
Amy couldn't help it and started laughing. Soon half the family was giggling.
There was a moment of silence when Kim and Debbie crossed paths, but Debbie took her by the hand and led her over to a picnic table away from everyone. They talked for about fifteen minutes, and when they got up they hugged. You could almost hear everyone let out their breath.
................................................
So now, instead of Amy having separate celebrations with me and her mother, she just drags Kim along and we have it just once. Debbie hadn't said much about her, but I came in one afternoon from my vegetable bed to see her, Kim, Amy, and Jane in her sewing room, tacking a quilt together, chattering comfortably. It felt so good seeing my family get along I went back out, so I didn't spoil the moment.
I had two acres under cultivation. It doesn't sound like much, but it's a lot for one or two people to handle. Debbie complained a couple of times about the time it took away from her sewing, but when I handed her the eight thousand we had made over the course of the season, she never said another word. She turned around and surprised me with a deposit slip for forty five hundred, the years' total from her quilt sales. We paid the house off five years early.
...............................................
The next year brought us a bad scare. I didn't feel particular keen, and went to see Jane in her office. She ran some tests and told me it would be a few days.
She called me, crying so bad I couldn't understand her. Finally one of the doctors took the phone.
"Frank, you need to come in. We've found something on the tests."
Lung cancer.
Two of the scariest words I had ever heard. I wondered where it came from, I had never smoked a day in my life. They think it might have been caused by some of the chemicals I was around when I was young. Luckily they caught it early.
I went into the hospital with a chorus of crying females. Debbie, Amy, Jane, my sisters, even Kim.
She gripped my hand tightly.
"Don't you dare die, asshole. Debbie would never make it without you."
One week later I went home, missing a third of my right lung. Subsequent tests all came back negative. I felt smothered from female attention for a long time.
It took a year to recover fully. I thought I wouldn't get to work my vegetable patch, but the whole family pitched in and it was even bigger than before. In thanks, we took the money, eleven thousand, and took the whole family on vacation.
We all went to Florida for two weeks. Me, Debbie, Amy, her husband Jack, Jane and her new husband Mark. Plus Kim and her new husband Jeremy. He was really nervous when he first met the family, but gradually relaxed, and a good time was had by all.
................................................
I don't want you to get the wrong idea. If you put two people together for any length of time they're going to disagree on something. They were few and far between, but we fussed. Some were biggies. But we never went for a personal attack, and we always talked it out later.
Every once in a while she get wound up, point at a plaque on the wall, and say "Because I'm the queen! That's why."
Usually after that she would break up giggling, and the fuss would be over.
The plaque read: "Queen Debbie 1, ruler of this doublewide and of all its' minions".
It was a joke that started when a country singer had a hit, talking about his life and his loving wife, the queen of his doublewide. Amy heard it one day and broke up laughing.
"He's talking about you, Debbie. You are definitely the queen of this doublewide!"
Her birthday was the next week, and Amy had the plaque made as a gag gift. Debbie loved it so much she hung it prominently on the living room wall. We all agreed it was hilarious, and dead on.
................................................
I woke up to find little Frank, six now, tugging on my sleeve.
"Wake up, Pop. Time for breakfast."
I got up, stumbling to the kitchen. Kirsten, my thirteen year old great niece, was mixing up pancake batter. Allie, eleven, another great niece, was breaking eggs into a bowl. Nine year old Amber was was setting the table, while six year old Julie was trying to help. Did I mention my family ran to girls? I was babysitting them all while moms and grandmoms shopped.
The older girls spent the night in Jane's old room. Julie and Frank slept on the inflatable air mattress in the sewing room. They were well rested and eager to start their day.
I helped, and soon they were eating, chattering happily about what was going to happen after breakfast.
It was another family tradition that had started three years ago with Kirsten and Allie. I was babysitting them on weekend, and they were helping me pick up pecans for their moms and their friends. Remember the pecan trees? That year was tremendous, pecan literally carpeted the ground. I had the county extension agent out to look at them. He said they were most likely a variety called Stewarts, and were probably about fifty years old.
We picked up way too many. I gave some away at work, and one lady told me they were going for five dollars a pound in the stores. Kirsten was ten, and wanted to make some money to buy Christmas presents on her own, and something clicked in my head. The next week we picked up five bushels. We then inspected them, threw out the bad ones, took my vegetable scales and separated them into one pound bags. I put a little ad in the local papers, listing them for two fifty a pound. We had over a hundred pounds. I thought she might make twenty or thirty dollars. They sold out in three hours. She paid me back for the ad, and still had two hundred forty dollars. People were asking if we would have some available the next week.
We had a gimmick. We sold out of a miniature buckboard I had built. It was pulled by Jenny, my Jennie.
Jennie was a female donkey. That was the common term for them, so that's what I called her. I got her when a friend of mine called who helped an animal rescue group. He wanted to put her up in my barn for a few days while they found her a home. She had been taken form a farm where she and all the other animals were abused pretty badly. Some died. She could hardly walk when he delivered her, and snapped at anyone who tried to get close to her.
I fixed the fence after a few days so she could get out in the sun. It took her two days before she came out of the stall. I would make sure she had water and some occasional feed, pasturage is actually all a donkey needs. The feed and an occasional apple and carrot were treats. It was three months before she stopped trying to bite me if I got too close, another six before she would take an apple from my hand. In a year she would charge the fence when I came out, braying for a treat.
I started putting a halter and a lead on her. Soon she would follow me around in the yard and garden. My friend told me she had been trained to pull a wagon, so I built one her size, for fun. When I called, she would grab her harness off the pegs in the barn and bring it to me. I used her to bring in the veggies as I harvested. Had to watch her around the carrots, but otherwise she didn't bother anything.
I knew she would be fine when little Frank was four, and he wandered into the pasture when I wasn't looking. He was intent on making friends with Jennie. I saw him, and was running as fast as a fat old man could, calling out to Jenny, trying to keep her calm. She sniffed him pretty good. Satisfied that he smelled enough like me to do her no harm, she picked him up by the collar of his shirt, calmly walked over and deposited him in front of me.
The look in her eye seemed to say "I don't babysit!" as she turned her back and ambled over to her feed stand. She really liked Kirsten, who made it a point to fuss over her and give her treats every time she came out. I let her drive the buckboard the first time I hitched Jenny up, holding a long lead, just in case. I didn't need it. I taught Kirsten how to hitch her up, and every time the kids were there at the same time, she had to hitch her up for a ride. She seemed the natural choice when the pecan business came up.
Jenny was just the start of our animal collection. The garden attracted rodents, so I got a couple of cats for the barn. Debbie immediately started feeding them and soon had petted them to the point they wanted to stay in the house, pretty much destroying their usefulness as mousers. My friend brought me a dog in need of rescue. It was a Great Pyrenee, a huge dog known for his faithfulness and guarding abilities. He came in handy, keeping varmits away from the chickens Debbie had to have, a breed that laid colored eggs, usually pastel blues and greens. The kids loved gathering eggs.
Next he brought me a female llama, that I immediately named Dolly. I was a little afraid of the interaction between Dolly and Jenny, but they seemed to hit it off, to the point where they slept in the same stall. Dolly didn't like Pete the dog, though, spitting on him every time he got too close. He learned to keep his distance. I was researching packs. I wanted to make one and bring her into the pecan business, another gimmick.
Soon it was a tradition, and people would wait for us every year. As the other kids got older, it became a group effort, with each child getting a cut, usually depending on age. But unless they helped, they didn't get to sell. It taught them some valuable life lessons.
This was a particularly good year. Seven hundred pounds, picked up over three weekends.
Allie was good at math, so she handled the money. Kirsten got the order together, very few bought just one pound. Amber would bag it, and Julie and Frank took turns delivering them. That way everyone worked, according to their talents and age. Jenny just stood and looked bored.
They sold six hundred pounds in four hours. I left them alone, but kept a close eye on them. These are troubled times, after all. When they were done, they had fifteen hundred dollars.
Kirsten got five, Allie got four, June got three, and the two small ones got a hundred fifty apiece. They were all very pleased. Since most of it was ones and fives, it looked like quite a lot, especially to six year old eyes.
Of course, seven hundred pounds was probably less than a fourth of the output of thirteen healthy pecan trees. Deb and I talked about it, and set three trees aside for family and sales, and donated the rest to our church. They would show up two successive Saturdays, usually at least twenty. We made a big thing of it, furnishing sandwiches and drinks, and helping. Usually the men picked up while the women graded, getting rid of the bad ones. Again, they would be weighed into one pound bags and sold, the proceeds going to whatever project that needed the most help. On good years it would be close to a ton, on bad less than a thousand, but it still was a good bit.
...............................................
The girls finally dragged back in. They looked thoroughly worn out. Looking at the minivan and the SUV they had taken, I could tell they were stuffed to the gills.
Flopping on whatever furniture was available, they kicked off shoes, loosened clothing, and sighed or moaned, depending on age and stamina.
Nobody pretended to cook. I ordered pizza. Amy moaned about how much money she had spent, and little Frank crawled up into her lap.
"You can have my money, Mommy," he said, showing her his bag. A hundred fifty looks like a lot when it's all ones. She hugged him.
"Thanks baby. But I'm all right. This is your money. You earned it. Next week we'll go Christmas shopping and I'll let you spend some of it. Okay?"
"Okay," he said happily, squirming off her lap to get a slice of pizza.
Soon they started leaving. Another round of kissing cheeks, and they were gone, leaving me, Debbie, and the kids, who wanted to pick up more pecans in the morning and sell them in the afternoon. Everyone was pretty much worn out so we went to bed fairly early.
..............................................
Something didn't feel right. It took me a minute to realize I was in bed alone. I got up, surprised to find a crying Debbie in the living room, looking at pictures of Jane as a child. I immediately suspected the worst.
"What's wrong? Are you sick?"
She looked up at me and smiled.
"Not at all. Jane told me a secret today. We're going to be grandparents again in seven months. She told us in the van. We almost turned around and came back home."
I hugged her, hard. I was very happy.
"Then why are you crying?"
"Because Jane told Amy she was really sorry she had a boy before her[yes, it was a boy]because she had always sworn her first boy would be named for you. She and Amy hugged and whispered, then announced that could never be enough Franks in the world, so her son would also be Frank. They decided since Amy's Frank was oldest, he would always be known as Big Frank, Jane's would be forever known to the family as Little Frank. How does that make you feel, honey?"



I had my own tears now. I guess I had been in an estrogen driven environment for way too long.
"Humbled, and proud. Now come to bed. You have to help wrangle the kids tomorrow."
She reached up and kissed me before she rose.
"All right, but you're handling Jenny. I know she doesn't like me."
I didn't follow her immediately. I checked on the kids, all snuggled down. I checked the doors, walking out the back, listening to the sounds of the night. I looked at the full moon, thinking. Without a doubt, I was the luckiest man alive. I got my dream. Not money. Not power. Just a loving wife and a large family that cared about each other. I sighed, locking the back door. I needed to get to bed. Kids and pecans wait for no man.
...............................................
Well there it is, another harmless bit of fluff. I hope you liked it. Thank you for investing the time to read it. As always vote if you like, and comment if want. Happy Holidays.
Q.
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I sat, waiting.
I knew her well. I should after fourteen years of marriage. Her need to control every situation would prompt her to hurry home, do damage control, would overpower everything else. I idly wondered what kind of spin she would come up with.
It had to throw her for a loop, getting caught. She was always the clever one, scheming, planning, working every angle. I was the straightforward one.
If something was on my mind it usually came out of my mouth. Good or bad, I leaned towards immediate resolution.
She hated it. It irked her no end when her groundwork and all her carefully laid plans would go for nothing.
Don't get me wrong, I usually let her have what she wants. Why? Because I'm a guy, and guys tend not to sweat a lot of stuff. If she wanted it, and if it didn't break us financially or damage our relationship, she got it. It made her happy, and then she made me happy, then we were both happy. Happy happy happy.
It didn't take her long to realize there was a line in my head that said when you crossed it things could get very bad. I heard her describe it to a friend once when she didn't know I was around.
"I call it the 'Magic Moment', a point where he becomes angry enough that nothing matters. Not his friends, not his job, not me, nothing. When he hits that point, he could care less about what people think or whose feelings get hurt."
"I'll give you an example. He worked at his old company ten years. Got raises, good reviews, they loved him. Then management changed. They brought in an expert. After two weeks, the expert gave a suggestion they embraced. Everyone's job got realigned. Bob really didn't care, he had been there so long he knew just about everything. Then came the kicker. The expert pointed out that the employees were being paid about twenty five percent more than companies with corresponding positions in the area, so they were being cut to achieve 'parity'. They told him his cut came to just under five thousand a year."
"He laughed at them."
"Let me get this clear" he said, "you want to cut all our pay because that's would bring us down to the local average, right? What kind of effort do you expect from us afterwards? The same, or twenty five percent less? One of the reasons this company is so successful is because it pays top dollar for the best. You don't just walk in here and fill out an application and start work. I had to go through four interviews, a physical, and psychological testing before I was hired. You have a very stringent attendance policy, and hardcore safety procedures. Now, why should anyone go through that to get hired, if you're not paying any more than the place down the street, where you don't have to work nearly as hard and get the same pay. In time, you won't have parity, you'll have mediocrity. Your old workers will quit, for better jobs or easier working conditions. Production will suffer, accidents will happen, morale will be shot."
He paused for a breath. There were four people from corporate and the efficiency expert in the meeting. They were all bright red.
"The decision stands" said one of the corporate goons. "It will take effect in three months."
He smiled. "All right. That should be more than enough time to find another job. Consider this my notice. The day before the cuts become effective will be my last day."
"There was a general uproar. The plant manager assured corporate he wouldn't quit, he was just venting. Imagine their surprise when he walked out the door three months later. They tried to get him to come back, blustering they would report to any prospective employers he had walked out and abandoned his job."
"Already got a job." was his reply. Nine months later most of the old employees had left, many coming to work for his new firm. They flew two corporate officers down to try and persuade him to return, offering him a nice raise. He laughed, wished them success, and left the restaurant."
"Once he makes a decision, no one in the world can change his mind. And while it may seem like a snap decision at the time, he's usually thought about it long and hard. And it doesn't matter about the financial cost at all. Not to him."
"I can live without money, but not without my self respect. I've heard that a dozen times."
I thought back through the years, trying to pinpoint exactly when she thought it would be acceptable to have sex with another man. She'd tried to get me to accept a lot over the years. Going to Cancun for two weeks with her friends, a couple who were borderline sluts, one that was married.
She had worked up a pretty good presentation. It would be good to have a break from each other. It would make us stronger, blah, blah, blah.
I told her the idea sucked, the thought of her in a foreign country, on a beach with a lot of alcohol in the company of a group of women I considered little more than dick seeking missiles, was not really a good idea.
"But, it's your life, so do whatever you're of a mind to do. Just be aware of the cost."
She had learned over the years that was one of my key phrases. It meant I knew she was wrong or it was a really bad idea, but I was tired of discussing it and if she went ahead she was going to have to deal with the consequences.
"Just one more thing. I'll need my rings back. If you're going to spread for strangers, you'll do it without them on."
She blew up and started to argue. I just sat until she ran out of steam.
"I thought of a few more things while you were talking. You won't have time to rent an apartment while on vacation, so do you want me to put your things in storage or take them to your mothers' house?"
She sulked, she screamed, she refused to cancel the plans.
Three days before she was to get on the plane she came home to an empty house and a note.
"Thought it over, decided I didn't want to live here. Now you can go with a clear conscience, not worrying about betraying anyone. Have a nice trip. Oh, and keep the rings. They hold no value for me anymore."
Her slut friends urged her to forget me and leave, but she tried two days to find me. I had taken a bit of my own vacation time and went camping.
I idly wondered if she got on the plane as I made another cast, determined to get that big bass I missed last summer, when I heard a sound.
"I figured you'd be here. Thank you for ruining a really good vacation. As you can see, I didn't go. Happy now?"
I felt the rod twitch. Maybe Mr. Big was coming out to play.
"Fuck no, I'm not happy. It's hard knowing if I'd been a little weaker you'd have trotted off, spread your legs, and had a hell of a time, knowing you had me under your thumb. Why are you here? Trying to ruin my weekend? Won't work. Know why? Because you won't be here. Go home, go somewhere else, just get the hell away from me. Since you didn't go, I'll fire the private eye and go for irreconcilable differences instead of adultery. Shit, it's so easy nowadays, we can be done in four months."
Mr. Big had hit, my rod was almost double and the drag was screaming like a virgin at a gangbang. He broke water, dancing across the water on his tail. He had to be eight pounds, maybe ten. Damn.
She chose at that exact moment to attack me, cussing like a sailor. I was knocked into the water, and Mr. Big got a little slack, spit out the hook, and with a slap of his tail went back into the deep.
She was screaming and laughing at the same time. The water was a little less than waist deep, but pretty damn cold in early April. I walked out slowly.
"Now maybe you'll talk to me. I don't want a damn divorce. You better lis..."
That was all she got out before I shoved her into the lake. She slid in the mud a little, waving her arms around in an attempt to balance, before losing it and falling backwards.
I noted she was dressed really well, and that she wasn't wearing anything under that short skirt as she went under. Apparently she was going for the 'fuck him stupid and make him forget' plan of action.
She wasn't looking real sexy now, mud and grasses all over her. I saw she was completely without underwear, and her nipples stood straight out, a testament to the cold.
She started to climb out, taking a breath to start screaming, when I shoved her back in.
When she got to her feet again I held up my hand.
"Listen. Don't speak. If you open your mouth before I'm done, I swear I'll jump in and hold you under until you stop bubbling. Nod your head if you understand."
She must have believed me, because she slowly nodded her head.
"Now, what have we got to talk about? We both know if I had given in you would be fucking someone else right about now. Deny it all you want, we both know it's the truth. I hope your slut friends stand by you, you're going to need friends. Maybe you can spend your time trying to steal men from each other. God knows they've all made runs at me, even the married one. I'm going now. Do not follow me, do not call me, Don't fight it when the papers are served."
I could hear her crying and calling my name as I left.
It was no surprise when she fought the divorce, but I had to wonder why.
She got a really good lawyer who finagled her way onto the docket of one Edith Vine, a Judge Judy wannabe who was notorious for trying to keep people together,and we had to go to counseling. I almost got a contempt order for mouthing off.
"This is just bullsh...foolishness your honor. I don't want to work it out. I don't want to save the marriage. I just want out."
She got really icy with me.
"Mr. James, you don't have to like it, but you do have to go, and I better hear you're participating. Do you understand?"
I was pissed, so I really pushed it. The bitch was so full of shit her eyeballs were turning brown.
"I understand, Your Honor. But tell me, didn't you go to counseling with your recently departed husband? Did it help? Seems I remember the divorce going through anyway."
"Let me ask you a hypothetical question, ma'am. If I were to say you were a terrible judge with no concept at all of the human condition and it would be a great service to the people of this community if you lost your reelection bid, would it piss you more because I dared say it, or because I was right?"
I've never seen anyone go from pale to red and back again that fast. She pounded her gavel angrily.
"Baliff! Take this man and have him processed for contempt."
My lawyer and close friend was up in a flash.
"Hold on just a second, Your Honor. Are you going to jail a man for asking a hypothetical question? Your opponent in the race would eat that up. Please, he meant nothing by it."
He's right, Your Honor. It was just a question. I take it back."
I just couldn't resist.
"However, when you lose this November, and you're just a citizen on the street like the rest of us, I'm going to make it a point to look you up, and give you a detailed opinion of your skills."
All right, so I dodged the contempt bullet, but she got back at me by raising the mandatory sessions from six to twelve.
The first three sessions were very frustrating to both her and the therapist. I loved to read, and instead of answering in real words, used quotes from books and poems. Shakespeare was a gold mine, lots of cheating sluts in his work.
They got through my defenses on the fourth session. Maybe I was tired, maybe I wasn't as focused as I should have been. When she cried this time I knew she actually meant it. The other times she turned it on and off too easily, this time she couldn't stop.
The therapist had asked why I married her. I was surprised.
"Because I loved her. I knew how she was. I'd watched her all the way through high school and most of college manipulate everyone around her to get what she wanted. It's why I never tried to date her. In the end she had to ask me out."
"I went because I was curious. What could she possibly want with me? I wasn't rich, I don't think I'm that good looking, and I wasn't into games."
"We went to a party thrown by one of her friends. Her boyfriend, who she told me she had broken up with, was there. She tried to use me to prove she could get anyone she wanted, so he had better fall in line. Took me about three minutes to figure it out. After that I decided to have a little fun."
"I pretty much ignored her the rest of the evening, danced with her friends, flirted, did a little groping, all where she could see me. She was furious."
"She finally got me outside and lit into me."
"What the hell are you doing? You're supposed to be with me. The one you brought, remember? Behave!"
It shocked her when I laughed.
"What the hell do you think I'm doing? I'm obviously the goat here, to beard your boyfriend, who you forgot to tell me you were still involved with. I figured since you were a lost cause, I'd do a little trolling. You need to find a new set of friends. Loyalty must be missing from their dictionary. I've already got three numbers, and Sue pretty much told me that after I took you home tonight I should come back for a little after party party."
"Apparently no one had ever talked to her like that before. She started crying. Until recently[I gave her a pointed look]I could never resist a crying woman."
I told her I'd make a deal. She acted like she was actually my date tonight, and I'd act like I was hers."
"We went back in, and she clung to my arm the rest of the night. We ignored everyone else, danced only with each other. After a while we actually relaxed and had a good time."
"I think she was really surprised when I left her at her door with just a small kiss. I had no intention of ever dating her again, but she viewed me as a challenge. Slowly she wormed her way into my heart. I told her early on I wasn't into her games. We broke up a couple times before she got the message."
"To wrap it all up, we married. I had the mumps as a child. It was possible I could father a child but not probable. When we found out I offered to let her out of the marriage. She chewed me out. I wanted to adopt, but she found one excuse after another until I figured it was too late. A good thing now, in retrospect."
"But, Counselor, she slowly slid back into her old ways. Complacency, I suspect. It was little things, but as time went by they got bigger. What she didn't understand was I didn't give a shit what kind of car she wanted, or the style of furniture in the house. Stuff like that doesn't matter the least to me. If it made her happy, okay."
"But then she changed jobs, got a new set of friends. She started wanting girls nights out. Again, I trusted her, so it didn't matter. She started coming home later and later, then one night she came in at two, hair mussed, clothes wrinkled, lipstick smeared. That was the beginning of the end."
"She knew she had screwed up badly. She apologized, saying she was drunk and it never went beyond kissing."
I left her, for two weeks. She begged, cried, swore she would get counseling. I got weak, I did still love the stupid bitch, still can't tell you why."
"Things got better. She realized she had control issues, really worked on them. Changed jobs again, to 'get away from the sluts' she said. Jumped from the frying pan into the fire, in my opinion. If the last bunch were sluts, this group were screaming whores."
"Slowly, slowly, she fell in with them. Girls night out started up again."
"Then the Cancun thing came up. I looked up the resort, it catered to singles and people with 'alternative lifestyles'. I knew without a doubt if she was she'd come back a slut who broke her vows. And it burned up all her vacation time, ruining the plans we'd already made. I tried to talk to her, she used platitudes and bullshit that came straight out of the Cheaters Handbook.
I reached my limit, gave her my ultimatum. Stay with me and try to work on our marriage, go and come back to the divorce dance. She refused to cancel, so I packed up and left before she did."
"She must have gotten a case of the smarts, because she never got on the plane. It was too late by then. I started the proceedings. And here we are. Yes she's sorry. Yes she'll go into counseling. But will it be enough, did she learn anything, can she change? My question is do I want to hang around long enough to see?"
.................................................
In the end, I took her back, hoping for the best. Why? Because deep down, I really did love her. But I made her pay. I kept her on a tight lease, and I made her sign a postnupt. Irreconcilable differences and it was fifty fifty. Adultery, and the offending party left with the clothes on their back.
It killed her to sign that, she loved the house and all her toys, but she knew it was her only chance.
We were good for a couple more years. Then she started changing. It was so gradual I didn't notice at first, it was little things, but as it accelerated I picked up on it. Got to noticing a superior little smirk she wore, especially if she thought I couldn't see it.
I called the investigators. In two weeks they gave me their results. Sadly, I wasn't surprised.
Peter Cummings, a little weasel she worked with. According to the report he was little more than a gigolo, seeking wealthy older women to subsidize his lifestyle. Handsome, I guess. I didn't like his eyes. He took one look at her Mercedes convertible, the rings on her fingers, the perfect hair, and smelled money. He flattered her, she gave him little gifts. He must be good in the sack, as many times as they met.
I never saw them together, had them give the report to the lawyer I had chosen. she had broken the straw on the camels' back.
I waited until I knew they were together, and sent he a text. "Emergency. Get back to me pdq. Call, no text."
She called me back in three minutes, breathing hard.
"What's the emergency?"
"It's not really an emergency, more a courtesy call. I'm divorcing you. Have Peter follow you back, you can drop off your car and he can help you pack your clothes. Leave you jewelry on the vanity. along with your house and car keys."
There was dead silence for a few seconds, until she recovered.
"What in the world are you talking about?"
"I'm talking about the postnupt you signed. Remember? The paper you signed to prove how baseless my lack of faith in you was? I'm talking about the fact that you've been fucking that slimeball for at least three month. I'm talking about the fact that you're in Room 334 of the Seasons, buck naked, except for that garter belt. What color is that, lavender, or purple? The resolution on the live feed is kind of murky sometimes. This is where I'm supposed to call you a slut, but I can't, because you're paying for it with those little gifts and loans. What's a female version of a John, a Jill?"
I could see her looking around, wildly, trying to see the cameras.
"Stop looking, you'll never be able find them. And tell Peter that the leather thong he had on looks absolutely ridiculous on a man his age and body shape. There's a site on the web called Funny Farm that features stupid pictures, tell him I posted him about twenty minutes ago. I just made famous. He doesn't have to thank me. I have to go now, the locksmith should be here any minute."
"Wait! I'll be right there. Please, I can explain the whole thing."
Curiosity get the best of me, so I grabbed a glass of my favorite wine and waited.
.................................................
I heard her pull up, the rapid clatter of her heels on the walk, as she rushed in. She looked around wildly until she saw me in the den. I had lit the fireplace, I found a fire soothing.
She approached me slowly, I stood.
"Sit!" I commanded, pointing at the wingback I had placed across from the couch.
She drew a breath to complain about my tone, thought better of it, and sat.



"Wine?" I said, as I poured myself another.
She nodded, wisely remaining silent.
I poured a glass, handed it to her, sat back down.
"Give me a second to get comfortable, I love fairy tales. They tend to put me to sleep, though, so if I nod off, forgive me."
She quivered, a sharp retort on her lips, before reason kicked in.
"Honey, you know I love you, right?"
She paused for my response, when I said nothing she continued.
"I'm sorry. Peter was...a mistake. But we're done, I told him so when I left."
"I'm sorry. Maybe you'll do better with your next one."
Her temper surfaced.
"Really, Shane! You're not helping here."
I laughed.
"I'm sorry. I didn't know I was supposed to help. Help you what? Find another lover? There are a few guys around the office that might be interested, but most of them have pretty high standards. Maybe we could get your nude photos back from Peter, and I could show them the goods. I could do a testimonial, you're pretty good when you want to be. Think that might work?"
She went pale, wondering how much I really knew. It was pretty dense, in my opinion, letting you lover make nude glamor shots of you.
"Please stop being mean to me."
"Tell you what. I will if you just tell me why. Why, knowing what you could lose, would you be that stupid?"
"I don't know why, exactly. Let me try to give you an example. You know that pair of Nike running shoes I've had for years? They're past their prime, pretty much worn out. But they feel so good on my feet I can't stand the thought of giving them up. That's what my love for you is like. Solid, comfortable, I'll never give you up."
"Then you see a pair of red four inch heels in a shop window. You know they're not practical, they'll probably hurt your feet if you wear them too long, But you know you'll look and feel sexy in them for a little while. Those shoes were Peter, fun for awhile, but I couldn't wear them everyday. Do you understand, honey? It was just a fling, tottering on those heels for a little bit, knowing you could go home and slip into something that made you feel good. Do you understand?"
I stood.
"I think I do. Thank you for explaining it to me." I walked to the hall closet and got my jacket.
She followed me.
"The you understand? You're not throwing me out tonight?"
"No. My lawyer says I can't make you leave until the papers are served, and even then I'm expected to give you a reasonable time to remove your things. He suggested two weeks. So you're probably good for two and a half, maybe three weeks. Can't sleep with me though. I'll be a gentleman, and move into the spare bedroom, I know how much you enjoy that custom shower you had me install."
Her mouth was hanging open. I continued.
"Tell you what, if you don't make a fuss, I'll help you find a nice apartment, make the deposits, turn everything on and pay the bills for three months. You make decent money, but you've never really had to pay bills, so I'll help you make a budget. You probably won't have anything left over for spa visits, expensive lunches, or shopping sprees. But if you brown bag a couple days a week you can afford a night out every two weeks or so. I'll even find you a decent used car, but you'll be responsible for the insurance. Take it or not, it's up to you, but in any case, you're gone."
I reached in the hall closet and pulled out my favorite black felt fedora. It was vintage, straight out of the sixties. I had a great uncle who never left the house without one, and when he passed he left all his hats, thirty one, all in great condition and stored in the original box, to me. They fit me perfectly. I got them at a time when they were just coming back into style. I thought I looked good in them. So did a lot of ladies at my office. My darling wife said I looked silly in them. I set the angle just right and opened the door.
She was still trying to process what I'd said.
"We need to keep talking, try to work this out. It's ten, where in the world are you going>
I eased her hand off my arm.
"Shoe shopping. I think I'll look at something young and athletic, or maybe I'll go for the class of Italian leather. If I can afford it, maybe I'll get both. Don't wait up."
I laughed as I drove away, knowing she would be hitting speed dial. It would ring, she should hear it clearly, lying there on the kitchen counter.
................................................
In the end, I got both in one package. She would leave me in the dust when we ran 5ks, and dance me into a quivering mass in her six inch heels. Two years older, looking ten years younger, she was smart, sexy, a plain spoken, non game playing
goddess. I worshipped the ground she walked on.
She bought me hats on my birthday and anniversaries. I have over fifty now.
Gwen tried to fight it, but when her lawyer looked at the prenupt, he urged her strongly to take my offer. I didn't want her Mercedes, so I sold it, took half the money, and bought her a four year old small Chevy. She actually thanked me.
She married a couple years later, and as far as I know, we don't travel in the same social circles anymore, they seem happy. I know she was in therapy for quite a while.
...............................................
A funny story. I actually went to court when my divorce was finalized, even though my lawyer said it wasn't necessary. Ran into the judge who handled my first attempt and ordered us into counseling. She was just an ordinary citizen now, having lost by a landslide. She was there for her second divorce. I almost got cited for contempt because I couldn't stop laughing.
...............................................
An old one I found when I was cleaning up my computer. Thanks for reading.
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I was lucky enough to own my own business, not too bad for someone who was an art major in college.
It wasn't glamorous, it wouldn't land me in the Fortune Five Hundred, but it satisfied me and I made a pretty decent living. Enough, in fact, that my wife didn't have to work if she didn't want to.
That was exactly what she did for the first five years, but when I started talking about biological clocks, she decided she needed to do something outside the home, something to fill the empty space and give her a sense of fulfillment. I personally thought that was a pretty good description of motherhood, but wisely refrained from mentioning it.
To quote my father, Bree[I still have trouble keeping a straight face, I mean really, Bree? Isn't that some kind of cheese?] was and still is a 'babydoll'. Tall, willowy, with enough curves to not ever be mistaken for a male, long blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and lips that I can attest are very kissable. In short, she was the whole package.
Chiropractors should have put her on retainer, every time she walked down the street guys got whiplash watching her come and go. It took a little getting used to, being with her.
I like to think I was no slouch either. Six two, one ninety five, muscled thanks to my gym addiction. Women have told me I'm handsome. Not in the male model type handsome, but real world looks. One woman I dated said I had a face that looked lived in, but that particular life had been very kind to me. Black hair I kept a little longer than Bree liked, and grey eyes. When we met I had a goatee, but she wanted me to shave it off. I didn't really want to, but she offered a compromise. If I got rid of the facial hair, she would do the same with her pubic hair. I've been clean shaven ever since.
We didn't meet in a bar, or at college. Not at church, or a blind date, or at a party. We met when I needed a model, which she did part time. She was too healthy looking to be in the top tier, but made good money doing ads for upscale department stores. She had that glamorous yet real world look. Attainable, but just barely.
To speed things along, we dated after her commitment to me was over, discovered we fit really well. Seven months down the road I asked her to move in, eight months later we were standing in church, pledging lifelong love and fidelity.
She worked for about a year after we married, then decided to retire to help design and build our dream house. And by ours, I meant hers. I really didn't care, as long as there were enough bedrooms and the roof didn't leak. It cost quite a bit to get it exactly the way she wanted it, but her happiness was worth it. And she dangled the carrot of children out to me, saying it was why she wanted a four bedroom house.
My business had been well established by the time we got married, but I made sure the payments were affordable with a large amount down. We had a serious discussion about money before we married, making sure she knew that while I made good money, I had no desire to spend it all as fast it came in. In fact, my lawyer was firm in asking me to get a prenup excluding the business.
We discussed it, and while she wasn't wild about it, she understood. Except for the business, everything was included. She had her own prenupt, stating that all monies she got from modeling was exempt. My lawyer thought it was unfair, but I knew she wasn't going to model forever, so it didn't matter.
.............................................
My business? Don't you dare laugh, but I printed tee shirts.
It started out as a lot of businesses do, as a hobby. And a bit of a joke.
As I stated, I was an art major. Not exactly a ticket to the fast track of business success, but I was never really motivated by money. I wanted to make it, of course, wanted to live well and provide for the family I hoped to have someday, but vacation homes and jetsetting around the world in private Lear jets was never on my agenda.
It was near graduation, and while my friends had sent resumes and interned, I painted. My work was to put it kindly, eccentric. I saw things most people never bothered to look for, and painted them. I never expected to make money at it, mostly it was for my own pleasure.
We were joking around one night the start of our senior year. Most of my friends were business majors or prelaw, oddly I found artistic types a little flighty. The women tended to be anorexic prima donnas, or earth mother wannabes who never owned a razor. The guys would try to pull off being brooding and enigmatic. Most of the time it came off as whiny and shallow. While they loved art, they lacked focus when it came to real world skills. Many were from wealthy families, where making a living wasn't exactly a pressing necessity.
Like I said, we were joking around, and it came around to clothes. I tended to wear sturdy clothes because who needed to paint in an Armani? I leaned towards Carrhart, Columbia, LL Bean, that sort of thing. My favorite shirts in the whole world were made by LL Bean, a tee with three buttons. They looked like the top of an old fashioned union suit, especially the gray ones. It caused me a lot of grief, especially among the 'pre' crowd, who were destined to live and die in a suit.
"So, Chris, what kind of a job you gonna land that lets you wear those clothes? Janitor, dock worker, landscaper? That'll make that college degree worthwhile, huh."
The speaker, J. Aston Brown IV[J. Ahole to us], was probably my best friend. Coming from money, running towards money, determined to knock down anything that gets in his way. He was focused to the point of obsession, determined to make Daddy Trey proud. I had met his dad, and could understand why.
J. liked to keep me around because I didn't take anything seriously, and wouldn't let him. I had talked him into a lot over the last three years, some things his Dad even approved of. Plus I took a lot of heat for things that were mostly his idea. We all knew one day we'd be reading about him in the paper, or watching him on television.
"I'll think of something," I said dismissively, wondering the whole time what it would be. I had angled towards something in graphic design, but there wasn't a lot out there.
Then J. said something that set the course of my life.
"Too bad there isn't jobs for a tee shirt designer. You'd make a fortune."
Just for fun, I'd hand painted a tee shirt for him.
"Shreagle" It proclaimed across the top. It was a shark head with bared teeth on top of the body of an eagle, talons extended, as it swooped down on the masses.
"Criminal? Cheater? Politician? When the time comes, and it will, call the Shreagles. We'll rip them to pieces and chew up what's left."
His dad liked it so much I had to paint one for him.
................................................
I thought about what he said for a week or so. I had been kicking around an idea modeled on the 'Big Johnson' tees that were so popular at the time.
Taking a chance, I bought a couple dozen tees and painted them as prototypes.
The first one showed a caricature of a doctor on the front of the shirt. He was short, bald, wearing an oversized lab coat and thick black frame glasses. He had jug ears and a goofy grin. He was holding an oversized toilet plunger.
"Dr. Knockers' Patented Breast Expander. Treatment Guaranteed or we'll give your small breasts back," read the logo.
The back showed a small breasted blond going into an exam room in one panel, the doctor straddling her with the plunger in silhouette in the middle, and the same blond with enormous breasts leaving the clinic in the last.
Another design showed the same doctor, holding a double headed, gigantic plunger.
"Dr. Knockers' Bubble Butt Treatment. Ghetto Quality Booty Guaranteed In One Easy Treatment."
You can imagine the images on the back.
I gave them out to my friends, calling them my focus group. Nothing funnier than seeing future lawyers, doctors, and business magnates wearing them to parties and around town.
While I had them together, I probed them for feedback. They were all positive. J. even got his dad involved. They had me out to their small[mansion]home on the cape for the weekend. Sunday found us in his study, presumably to watch football.
"These logos," J. Trey said, "Are they protected?"
I didn't understand and it showed on my face.
"Have you had them registered? Do you own them? If you don't, someone else could print them and you couldn't stop them. I have a friend in the office, he could fill out the paperwork and walk you through it, as a favor to me. For a private individual it's fairly inexpensive."
"Thanks," I grinned. "Inexpensive is exactly what I need. But I need to think about this. Even if I protect them, I have to come up with the money to have them printed."
"Why don't you print them yourself?"
I looked at J.
"Because I don't have the money or the expertise."
"Here," said his dad, handing me a card.
"It's a nonprofit organization designed to help small businesses get off the ground. They're patterned after the micro loan program for women in third world countries. You get a small amount, paid back over a long period of time. I volunteer my legal services from time to time. They're really particular, it's a source of pride than no loan they have given since they started ten years ago has ever defaulted."
I was amazed, and had a million questions. J.Trey held up his hand.
"Ask them, not me. I've spoken to them, you're expected, so call and set up an appointment. And make sure you have a damn good business plan before you meet. Now, let's drink some beer and watch New Orleans kick the shit out of the Giants."
.................................................
I turned to my focus group for help, and of course they competed with each other to make sure I had a good plan and answers for the expected questions. J. and Leslie, who was soon off to Wharton, came with me for moral support.
The interview went well. I answered all the questions as well as I could, thanking my friends mentally for their prep work. In the end, I was given forty five thousand dollars, to be paid back over the next fifteen years, starting when the second year of the business was concluded.
We had done a lot of research, and determined that internet sales would be my primary focus, along with two 'retail outlets' at local flea markets. It was the perfect venue for me. Open only on the weekends when I was available to work without interfering with my school work.
I had rented a small building, where I installed a few pieces of equipment to premake some of the shirts for the email business, and to stock the flea market stalls. Both locations were set up with small transfer presses, allowing the customer to get the color and print they wanted. We would also do custom work, for a slightly larger fee.
The 'Dr Knocker' series really took off. I sold more than twenty thousand of each of the first two designs in the first year. I was netting just over two fifty for each tee. Between that and my internet sales, I cleared close to a hundred fifty grand the first year.
I'd like to say I partied and blew the money, but my own conservative nature and my friends kept me in check. I did take my focus group on a nice weekend trip to a Texas beach, where we let loose and howled at the moon for three days. The highlight of the trip was sharing my room with Leslie. She was hot, energetic, and more than willing.
I had never been with an Asian girl before. She was Korean, with that timeless beauty some Oriental women had. Unless she let herself get out of shape, she'd be just as beautiful at sixty as she was now.
"I'm not going to fall in love with you, Chris, but you are cute and I've always kind of had a thing for you. So, let's just have some fun, all right?"
The fact that she said that while wiggling out of her tiny bikini didn't leave me with a lot of blood flowing to my brain, so I was more than all right with it.
Her breasts and nipples were small, but after I sucked on them for a few minutes they swelled just a little, and her nipples were hard enough to cut glass with. I slid down her tummy, licking her navel a second before I got to my destination.
Her pubic hair, what little there was of it, looked and felt like shiny black strands of soft silk. I probed with my tongue, finding her tiny little clit and lashing it with enthusiasm until she wrapped her legs round my head and tried to drown me. I never stopped, even when she tried to pull me up, and before five minutes were up she was screaming my name again. I rose straight up and slid into her. She was so tight I don't think I would have gotten in if it hadn't been for the abundance of lubricant she had produced.
My sudden entry had taken her breath, and she didn't get it back until almost five minutes of steady pounding, managing to scream my name again as she came for the third time in twenty minutes. Ten minutes later she was begging me to hold on so we could finish together. I did, but it was a close thing.
We spent a lot of the weekend in bed. She gave me a big kiss as we were packing to leave, sighing.
"This weekend was great, Chris. I'm glad I'll be leaving soon. You're a very good lover, and I could easily get addicted to you."
I didn't know what to say so I just kissed her back and thanked her for a weekend I'd never forget.
...............................................
I set aside thirty grand to live on, and put the rest back into the business.
My first year after graduation saw my business steadily growing. J. Treys' firm decided to sponsor some little league teams, one at each of their four branches. He had me design the logo and print the shirts for his team. After viewing my work the other branches gave me their business also. Word of mouth advertising worked well for me, and soon I was doing high schools and a few small colleges. It meant I had to put in newer, more sophisticated equipment to meet their needs, and I had to hire two people to help me keep up.
By the third year I had to lease a bigger space for my expanding business. I now had sixteen full time workers, and a mini shift of six college kids.
That didn't count the girls I got to run my stalls at the flea markets. At one time I thought about closing them, but they were just too profitable, and it still gave me a little thrill to see one of my products being worn around town.
I was always thinking about new designs for shirts. Some flopped, many did just so so, but some were big hits.
Some were just shirts with a slogan.
"I KNOW WHERE THE BODIES ARE BURIED," and "THE RUMORS ARE TRUE" were very good sellers. So was one that featured a set of female eyes across the chest with "AT LEAST WE'RE MAKING EYE CONTACT".
But my best seller ever was 'The Bitty Cocker Bitch Off' series.
The models for my first shirt were my Mom and Dad. I didn't think they'd go for it but after I explained what I wanted they thought it would be, in the words of my father, "a hoot".
I used stuff from thrift stores to create an accurate depiction of a kitchen from the sixties.
A formica topped table, green appliances, old cabinets. My dad sat at the table in a 'wifebeater' t shirt, reading a paper with a cup of coffee beside him. He was bald, a trait that so far I hadn't inherited.
My mom was wearing a dress appropriate to the era, her hair wrapped in a kerchief, holding a rolling pin, a scowl on her face, mouth open.
The caption read 'Champion, Senior Division, Bitty Cocker Bitch Offs, 1965'.
It took off like a rocket. Soon I had them done in junior and regular divisions, using the correct age models. The one for people in their thirties featured a woman standing at a kitchen counter in a nice dress holding a martini glass and pointing her finger at the man, sitting on a bar stool with a phone pressed to his ear. The young one showed a girl in her late teens waving an Iphone at a boy wearing earbuds and holding a skateboard.
What really helped was I had picked up the right equipment, and for an extra ten bucks you could email the faces you wanted put on the figures, AFTER we got a signed release.
I had to dedicate three people to the project to keep up with demand.
.................................................
This idea came up right after Bree decided to go back to modeling. I had always used the agency she was with for my models. We had a good relationship, established when Bree worked for them the first time. She was to be the model for my 'Bitch Off' series. She suggested we use one of the male models she worked with, even though I wanted to be in it.
I didn't like the guy. Brandon was tall, blonde, blue eyed, with a rock hard body and an attitude. I put him in a suit and slicked his hair back, to match how Bree was dressed. He complained, wanting to take his shirt off.
The people doing the shoot were serious professionals, used to dealing with prima donnas and difficult people.
"Fine, Brandon. Take the suit off. You're done. This isn't the showcase Brandon shoot, this is a give the customer what he wants shoot. I'll have Mack come in."
Mack was his biggest rival in the agency and there was no love lost between them. When I would see them together in a print ad, they would be smiling, acting like they were best friends. Often Bree and a couple more of the women would be in them too, often on one arm or another.
Brandon immediately stopped whining and the shoot continued.
"Is he always this whiny?" I asked Bree that night. She giggled.
"Mostly. But he's a decent guy, when he isn't trying to hog the spotlight."
She had been back to modeling about six months, and was doing a lot of print ads for local department stores. Twenty eight now, she wasn't the willowy teen she was when she started out. Her body was more filled out, 'lush' is the word that came to mind. They put in a lot of ads as a young mom, paradoxically.
She seemed a little nervous, and I knew from experience all I had to do was wait.
"Honey," she said, "I have an opportunity to do some work for a major chain, something that would get me national exposure."
"What's the catch?"
There had to be one or she wouldn't be so nervous.
"They do all their shoots in Atlanta. I'd have to go for at least a week every quarter to shoot the next seasons' layout."
"And?"
"And part of it is lingerie. Nothing too risque, teddies, bras, bikini panties. What do you think?"
She had done underwear shoots while we were getting together. I wasn't fond of it but learned to accept it. I actually went to one. It was interesting, there wasn't a lot of modesty, models were running everywhere, stripping bras and panties off as they went to hurry into the next set. I asked her later if she did the same when I wasn't around. She admitted she did.
"You saw it. There's nothing sexual about it. Those guys had seen more naked women than a strip club owner. All they're interested in is getting set up for the next shot."
Then she giggled.
"You can always tell the new guys. They look like they're in shock for the first few days, before they get used to it. And remember honey, all they get to do is look. You're the only one allowed to touch."
I learned to live with it.
"All right. It'll a good opportunity for you, and every time I see an ad, I'll grin, knowing what's under those sexy things."
Judging from the loving I got, it was a good answer.
And it wasn't like I was a prude. We went on vacation at least twice a year, and squeezed in a few weekends. We almost always hit a nude beach, no tan lines for us.
.................................................
I took the time that Bree was away the first time to paint, something as a business owner I didn't get to do as often as I would like. I'd go into work, make sure everything was going smoothly, and leave for the day.



My friends told me I looked at the world through different eyes. As I said before, I saw things others never noticed. Once, when we were traveling, we stopped to get gas and I had to use the facilities. The floor was painted gray, a long time ago. It was worn, the paint gone in many places. I looked down, idly, and before I knew it had my phone out taking pictures. It became one of my favorite paintings.
A silhouette. Of dogs.
They were sitting on a hill. A large hound with its' head thrown back and mouth open, obviously howling. Beside and below it was a bulldog and a Scottish terrier. It was done in blacks, greys, and deep blues, with a yellow full moon hanging in the top right corner. A few cacti and undulating hills as background. It was quite soothing to look at, in my opinion.
I was working on a portrait of an ogre. It was actually a piece of driftwood I had picked up while at a friends' house. He had some river frontage, and we walked down to play with his dogs. I saw it sticking out of the sand, and pulled it loose. A stump of a small tree, the roots twisted in all directions. The water and sand had smoothed and shaped it. Luckily it was small, about twelve inches around and two feet long. It sat in my studio, staring at me.
One large horn and several smaller ones, the tangled roots like coarse hair obscuring one eye, the other the hollowed socket of a dead branch. A mouth from a gouged out bit of bark, a severe, slanting gash. I gave his skin a bark like texture because it fit. Instead of looking frightening, it came out with a look of sadness. Maybe he wasn't happy being an ogre. Who knows. I just painted what I saw.
I finished it in two days, and started on my next. Got the idea from a huge plastic container that had contained a piece of equipment I bought. It was medium blue, old, scarred, battered.
As I looked at the swirls in the plastic, a pattern emerged. A huge owl, with large eyebrows. Perched on one eyebrow was a wizard, at least in my eyes. The owl ended up looking fierce, the small wizard, long beard flowing, equally fierce. I did it in muted blues and greys, except the wizard had a white beard, and his staff had a emerald, translucent tip.
Bree came home, happy with her trip, and horny as hell. We lived in the bed for two days, something we hadn't done for a while. She was an excellent lover, giving, demanding, in equal amounts. We had done every position we could think of, or read about. She really liked being tied up, and while we did anal once in awhile, it was not a favorite. She really liked reverse cowgirl, if I spanked her occasionally while she rode me. I liked doggy, reaching around to play with her breasts, tugging on her nipples from time to time. She orgasmed almost every time I pulled. Sometimes I think she would have liked it a bit rougher, but it just wasn't me.
.................................................
I got my next idea for a shirt while we were at our favorite nude resort in Florida. We had just finished making love. I was spent, but for some reason good sex seemed to energize Bree.
She was bouncing around, standing on the balcony looking down. She had leaned over the railing, and I knew her thirty four c breasts were hanging almost straight out. I almost got another erection, despite having just gone three times in two hours.
I was watching her heart shaped ass, the evidence of our lovemaking still plain, when I had a vision. Hopping up, I walked out, pulled her upright, cupped her breasts, and gave her a huge kiss. She responded quite nicely, then pulled back.
"What was that for?"
"For being my muse. Come on."
I pulled out my laptop, and went hunting for what I wanted, explaining to her as I went. After she stopped laughing, she couldn't wait.
I went to a costume suppliers, and ordered a dozen sets of large bunny ears in pink, and a matching number of large, puffy tails. Called her agency and explained what I wanted. After SHE stopped laughing, she said she'd line everything up for next week. It wouldn't take long at all to shoot it.
I also ordered a dozen thongs in hot pink.
...............................................
The agency had the set ready. A large picture of the ocean, with a wooden fence placed in front of it. The models came out, and it was impossible to keep a straight face. Six attractive women and five buff men, in pink thongs and huge bunny ears, the large pink cottontail at the back of their thongs. Everybody just looked at each other and burst out laughing, everyone except Brandon.
"This is fucking embarrassing."
"Relax," said the photographer, "We're doing back views, nobody will see your face. You knew what was going to happen when you agreed to do it. You're getting paid, remember? Now relax, we'll be done in half an hour."
The girls had matching strapless tops on. The photographer had them line up boy girl boy girl, and took a few shots. Then he did a few of the women alone, then the men. They all put robes on while we checked the work.
Bree was holding my hand, watching.
"You know, it'd look sexier if the girls were topless and the thongs were a little tighter on the guys."
I agreed, but was reluctant.
"This isn't what they signed on for."
"Explain it to them, up their fee twenty five percent. I bet they'll go along with it. Besides, it's back views, no one will ever see our faces. I'll go ask."
Before I could stop her she was talking to the girls. A few giggled, then casually dropped their tops. One, newly married, refused, but the rest were all in. Bree looked me in the eye, then dropped hers. Her nipples, in fact all the nipples, were hard. I don't really think it was because the set was cool.
The photos were more erotic, I had to admit. The thongs on the men had been pulled up so tight you almost couldn't see the strap.
Then Brandon dropped his thong.
"This'll really look sexy."
Bree was right behind him. Soon they were all naked. I made absolutely sure her face could not be seen in any of the pictures, although there was some shots where the sides of her boobs were plain to see.
In for a dime, in for a dollar, I thought.
"All right, turn around."
No one hesitated but Bree.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes, but hold on."
I had bought some pink bunny masks before deciding not to use them. The models for the most part didn't care, although a few of the girls seemed grateful, especially after I told them I was doubling their fees.
We all collapsed into laughter again when they had to glue the bunny tails on.
Bree dragged me into an office as soon as the shoot was over. She threw open her robe. It was all she was wearing, except the cottontail. She bent over the desk.
"Do me! Now!"
She was almost dripping and I was hard as a rock.
There was no love, no finesse, no words of endearment. Just grunts and moans as we slammed into each other as hard as we could. She just barely made it when I felt it coming.
I almost screamed, it was so intense. I ended up draped over her, holding my weight off of her, barely. Bree was panting like she had just finished a marathon.
"That was the most intense thing I've ever felt." she gasped.
"Yes it was. Let's go home and continue this."
We left, holding hands. Five days later I got a bill from the account manager for office cleaning. I paid it without comment.
................................................
'Beach Bunnies', took off immediately. All four versions stayed hot for months.
The nude beach we frequented found out I was behind the shot and owned the company that printed the tees, and we got a visit from management the next time we were there.
"Is it true this is yours?" he said, holding up the nude tee.
We admitted it was.
"I have a proposition for you. We're starting an ad campaign promoting our beaches. We have five in three different countries, and we want to use your shirts in the campaign. You'll have to do some more poses to advertise, bunnies on the beach, in our clubs, that sort of thing. Can you handle it?"
I was surprised, but immediately saw the value.
"Let me get the head of the ad agency we use in the loop. She does all my work and I trust them. Can you get the decision makers to meet here next week?"
He seemed agreeable, but said they had their own ad company.
"Then don't bother. Part of the deal will be them doing the work. I owe them."
It was true. They had given me some really good deals, and I wasn't that big a customer. Sherry, the owner, had always liked me, and I trusted her instincts. And I wanted my lawyer and new business manager in on it, to make sure I didn't screw up.
................................................
Ah. My new business manager. An old friend.
Leslie had come back into my life a few months back. She had graduated, gotten a good job, gotten married. We went to her wedding. J. and I were ushers. We both agreed we didn't like her hew husband, but it wasn't our life.
Two years later her company went bankrupt following a near Ponzi like venture, and she threw her husband out after catching him with another woman. And man.
Disgusted, she came home, living with J. and his wife for a month.
"Beach Bunnies" was so popular we had to expand into a larger building and hire more workers. We now had forty full time and twelve part time workers, again not counting the flea market stalls. The business had outgrown me and I knew it.
I asked Leslie for help, and since she didn't have anything else to do[nobody was hiring]she jumped right in. After thinking about it and talking it over with Bree and J., I offered her a job. General manager and chief operating officer. Seventy five thousand a year, with promises that if she stayed, as the business grew her salary would reflect it. She surprised us by accepting. It was about half what she had made, but it was the best offer she'd gotten, and she loved a challenge. If she grew us, it would look good on her record later.
I was going to handle the creative aspect, designing the tees. That wouldn't keep me busy all the time, but I would try to fill the time with new projects.
The next week Sherry, Leslie, J. and his wife accompanied us to the meeting. I had warned them beforehand it was at a nude resort, but I don't think they really expected that much nudity.
We had gone down two days early, so Sherry could tour the facilities and get a feel for what they wanted. At first they all wore bathing suits. The clients and staff knew who we were, and left us alone.
Leslie took one look, grinned, and packed her bikinis up. She still had a killer body. I think it made Bree a little nervous.
"She's cute. Have you ever....."
"Bree, have I ever asked you about past relationships? Respect that I'm loyal to you, I'd never betray you. Isn't that enough?"
She agreed it was, but I saw her and Leslie together later, and they were laughing.
"So, I heard you rode more than horses when you were in Texas."
They both burst out laughing at the look on my face. After that, Bree and Leslie were almost inseparable. I was glad she had someone to hang with, I was tied up in meetings. Leslie had to attend, but Amy, J.s' wife kept her company. She could never quite work up the nerve to drop her bottom, but she was topless the rest of the time we spent there.
J. and Sherry were the last two holdouts, but when we hit the club that night and the alcohol flowed, inhibitions flew out the window. Sherry called us the next morning wondering if we had rescued her dress from the night before. After I stopped laughing I told her we had. When we knocked on her door to return it, she answered it naked. I had to admit for forty six she had a really good body.
J. got naked, drank too much to cover his nervousness, and passed out that afternoon, ending up sunburned. He was quite uncomfortable on the flight home.
..................................................
Besides expanding my friends' horizons and views on nudity, we made a very nice deal. Sherry got the contract, Leslie looked out for our interests, and Bree was the unofficial coordinator.
They had shots of the bunnies frolicking on the beach and in the water, dancing in the clubs[Bunny Hopping, what did you expect]and hiking one of the nature trails in Costa Rica. I wanted to call that one Jungle Bunnies, but got voted down. I did come up with one that sold well out of the country, but because of child nudity laws couldn't be used in this country. And they all wore elaborate satin masks, no one ever saw a face.
It featured Bree and Brandon surrounded by ten children around three with tiny ears and tails. Baby Bunnies was a smash. The logo was "See What Happens When You Come To Our Resort? You End Up Like...Well The Picture Speaks For Its' Self"
And their mothers and fathers, members of the resorts, were all on set, just to keep the peace. Both Bree and Brandon had to pose for pictures, and both got groped. The parents got a nice check.
The campaign took two months to shoot. Sherry and crew became gypsies, spending all their time flying about setting up shoots. I got to see Bree four times, and I had to fly to each shoot to do it.
The first three times she cried in my arms, and we made love most of the times she wasn't on set. They got the occasional day off, but spent it doing PR for the resort. They were paid handsomely, but they didn't get any rest.
The last time I flew down, I was shocked. She had lost weight, and went to sleep as soon as we got into our room. After two days, she revived a bit, but seem withdrawn. I had a fit, threatening to pull my permission unless they slacked up. They were almost done, so they did one more shoot and gave everyone three days off. I had already flown home by then.
They came home tired and subdued. It was four days before Bree was back to normal. She seemed tentative the first time we made love. I asked her afterwards if something was wrong. She said she just hadn't recovered yet.
Her star was ascending in the modeling world. She was too old and well developed to ever hit the top and knew it, but catalog and print models make pretty decent money, and she got picked up by a national chain, and they had her doing television ads seen all over the country. I was glad for her, but she was gone a lot more, something I didn't care for. She laughed.
"Honey, in three or four years I'll be down to doing stuff aimed at middle aged women, with saggy boobs and big butts. Let me enjoy it, and make as much as I can while I can."
I sighed.
"All right, just make sure your biological clock doesn't run out. We agreed on two, remember?"
She was pushing thirty, just out of the danger zone.
She never really answered me.
..................................................
I really couldn't complain. I was just as busy as she was.
The best thing I'd ever done was hire Leslie. She was smart, motivated, and a great negotiator. All our standard lines were doing well, and she had gotten us into licensed printing. Thanks to an old contact she had in the television industry we were doing shirts for a few of his shows. We had a hundred ten full time employees, and were looking for a larger location.
She had located and purchased a three story office building close to the factory, had it renovated, and had two floors up for lease. It was a good investment. We kept the top floor. Leslie got the big corner office, and I had the opposite corner made into a combination office/studio.
..................................................
Things were going great. I was successful beyond my wildest expectations, Bree was doing well in her career, we had a tight group of really good friends, I was happy.
Then I wasn't.
It was an accident I found out, but that's usually how it happens. Very few spouses come to you and say "How was your day, honey? By the way, I'm fucking other people, but just while I'm away. You don't mind, do you?"
It was an impulse stop, I was near their offices so I stopped in to see Sherry, I needed her for a few days to do some new stuff. Normally I would have just called, but I thought I might catch Bree and have some lunch.
Her office was at the end of a long corridor, past the sets. They needed new space and she was looking, but in the mean time equipment lined every hallway.
I could hear the loud voices through the open door.
"You've got to stop this! It'll kill him if he finds out. You're not just risking your marriage here. Besides being a good friend, he's a client, and he's brought us his friends when they needed something. Think about what you're doing here!"
Wow. Sounded like trouble in paradise. Then again, models had a notoriously high divorce rate. I don't know if it's because all models are a bit narcissistic by nature, or the travel schedules and pressures inherent with the job, but it happened far too regularly. Bree was always telling me about one of her friends splitting from their spouse.
"Relax, Sherry. It only happens when I'm out of town, and it doesn't mean anything. It just helps relieve the stress."
Then she giggled.
"And it's a lot of fun. He'll never know."
I knew that giggle, and that voice. Bree.
"It's not right, Bree. You know how much he loves you, if he does find out, it'll be bad, really bad. I can't believe what you're risking for a little physical gratification."
"Again, there's no way he'll find out. But in the almost impossible chance that it happens, he loves me to much not to forgive me. Oh, I'll have to kiss his ass for awhile, be a good little wifey, but eventually he'll calm down, he knows he can't live without me. And of course, I'd stop immediately."
She giggle again.
"Besides, it's not a little gratification, it's a lot."
I heard Sherry sigh.
"I hope you're right. But I deal with him as a business person, and he can be quite rigid at times. The best thing you could do is stop. But, Bree, if you don't, and he finds out, don't be surprised if he puts you out on your ass. Plus, I'll have no choice but to drop you to keep his business."
"Oh, Sherry, you won't drop me. I'm one of your best. This means nothing. I still love him heart and soul. We're going to grow old together. In a year or so I'm going to retire, give him a baby. He'll get what he wants, I'll still have a husband I love, plus some memories I can secretly treasure. I'll have the best of all worlds."
I knew better than to go into that office. I could feel the rage building in me, and it would be very, very ugly if I confronted her now. I could still hear them arguing as I walked away.
I passed Sherry's assistant. When I saw him, I pulled out my phone and started talking.
"Yeah, yeah. I'll be right there. I wish you'd have told me sooner. Bye."
I looked at him.
"Hi, Allen. Do me a favor. I was going to take Bree to lunch, but something came up, something I have to take care of. Tell Bree I stopped by, and I'll see her later."
"Sure man, not a problem."
................................................
I hopped into my pickup, the big V8 making the tires squeal as I pulled out. A pickup isn't something most artists of businessmen drive, but my dad had always had one and I liked them.
J. had taken my call and was waiting for me in his office. As was his way, he went right to the point.
"You're sure?"
"Heard it from the horse's mouth. Apparently it's a regular thing on her trips."
"What do you want to do?"
I sighed.
"Leave her in the dust and not look back."
J. put his hand on my shoulder.
"You sure about this? You've got a lot invested in each other. Maybe you should give it a few days, cool down a bit."
I put my head in my hands.
"You didn't hear her J., the arrogance, the lack of guilt. She thought she would never get caught, and if she did I'd be willing to forgive her. Slight miscalculation on her part."



I heard the door open, then a tiny set of arms wrapped around me. J. had called Leslie. She held me while I cried it out.
I finally stood up, easing out of her embrace. I kissed her cheek, gripped J. in a firm shake.
"Thanks, old friends. I'm glad I have you."
We got some coffee, and sat down for a war conference.
J. went into lawyer mode.
"If you're going to split up, can you give me a few days to get ready? I need to review the prenupt, and get your financials in a row. How do you want to play this?"
"Give her what she's entitled to, not a dime more. Oh, and make the house part of the settlement. I never liked it, it was her dream house, she should keep it, and the last five years of the payments."
"We could fight for more, you know. This state has adultery penalties written into the system."
I looked at J.
"I don't want it dragged out any more than necessary. I want the best Shreagle you've got. If you think the adultery will speed things along, get me some hard evidence and we'll go from there."
"Done. I'll get Don Baynes, he's rated as the second most successful divorce lawyer in the state. Alice James is the best, but she's not in our firm. Still, we'll get an appointment. Just a consultation will block Bree from using her. And we'll get Starr Investigations, they've been very successful for us in the past. With me so far?"
I nodded.
"Good. Now, the biggie. Can you carry on like you don't know she cheating on you?"
"Should be easy. She leaves tomorrow for a ten day shoot. I think I can hold on for one day. And I need to talk to the investigators. There's some things I want them to get for me, things probably not admissible in court. I don't intend to use them for that. It's more for personal use."
"I don't think that's a good idea. Don't do anything stupid to damage your case."
For the first time that afternoon I smiled.
"Relax, I'll be legally covered."
...............................................
Leslie snatched my keys as we walked out.
"Let me drive."
She turned left instead of right and I didn't notice for about ten miles.
"Where are we going?"
She smiled, the first time she had since we left J.
"Somewhere that has always brought you peace."
So we drove a hundred and ten miles to the state capitol, straight to the Art Museum, and I spent ninety minutes, right up until they closed, wandering through it, with Leslie holding my hand. I stopped at my favorites, feeling humbled by their talent. For the first time that day, I was at peace.
On the way back she asked me again if I was sure I wanted to divorce her.
"You didn't hear her, Les. To her it's just a grand adventure. Our years together, our promises to each other, our plans for the future, all of it didn't mean enough to stay faithful. I got the impression from the bit of conversation I heard she couldn't see the wrongness in her actions. So to wrap it up, yes, I'm sure."
She didn't speak again until we stopped to get her car.
"Be careful, Chris. Whatever you end up doing, I'll support you. But she's a friend too, so for all of us, make it clean as possible. Please?"
I gave her assurances, and went home to my wife.
................................................
"Where have you been? I was a little worried."
There seemed to be genuine concern on her face.
"Sorry, babe. Rough day. I had a chance to look over some new properties, we may have to expand again. Leslie thinks with real estate still down, we should buy instead of lease. Then I had to meet with J, give him preliminary paperwork. I had turned my phone off to concentrate, forgot to turn it back on."
"Poor baby. I know how to cheer you up. I leave tomorrow for my shoot, let me serve you dinner in bed, starting with dessert first."
I knew this was going to be the last time I'd ever make love to her, but I didn't try to put any extra effort into it. Damned if I was going to try competing with her lovers. I think she sensed something was wrong.
"Are you sure you're all right? You didn't seem quite here tonight. Don't tell me this hot, smoking body doesn't turn you on."
She giggled as she ran her hands sensuously over her body.
I looked her straight in the eye and told her the truth.
"You're still the most beautiful woman I've ever meet. I just have a lot on my mind. Let's just snuggle, I promise, things will be different when you get home."
I don't think she quite understood what I said, but it seemed to assure her.
I deliberately turned her alarm off, and set mine for thirty minutes before she had to leave.
I slipped out of bed and shook her awake.
"Get up, babe. You overslept. You just have time to get your shower before the cab comes. The alarm was off, did you forget to set it?"
She flew out of the bed, showered, just finished her makeup when the cab pulled up.
She kissed me frantically at the door.
"Gotta run. Love you!"
I stood and waved as the cab backed out of the drive.
"Love you too." I said it quietly, wondering if I'd ever say it to her again.
.................................................
Amber Jackson was not exactly what I was expecting in an investigator. Twenty five, a lithe redhead with old eyes. Looking for and finding the worst in people must be tiring on the soul.
"Can you do it?"
She sighed.
"Yes, we can do it. The papers you showed me should cover us. Just remember, it might still be considered illegal, you may not get to use it in court, and you CANNOT get us involved. Are you really sure this is what you want? Finding out is painful enough. In my experience, actually seeing it can be the last nail in the coffin."
"I'm sure Ms. Jackson. I've already had the funeral, read the eulogy, and I'm ready to walk away. But I don't intend to bury her, I intend to cremate her. And remember, speed is of the essence."
I wrote her a check, gave her Brees' schedule, her hotel, and shoot locations, and sent her out to do what she did best.
It took her two days to bug her phone and wire her hotel room. She observed which of the male models she seemed closest to, and for insurance wired their rooms too.
Three days after that she was back, with audio and video recordings and a written report. She kept everything in place per my instructions, in case anything interesting came up.
"Again, I urge you to just give this to your lawyer. Do not read, watch, or listen to any of this. You'd be a lot better off. I have, and sadly enough, despite what she's doing, I think she really does love you. Think about that before you make your final decision. If you want the rest, we'll have it for you the day after her shoot wraps up. Good luck either way. You're one of the ones that doesn't deserve this."
I thanked her for her time, told I wanted it all, promised her a bonus for her good work, and sent her on her way.
I went to my office/studio, locked the door, and fired up the DVD player.
.................................................
It was every bit as painful as I thought it would be.
Her first tryst was with Brandon. That figured. It was pretty normal sex between two physically fit and attractive people. No exotic positions, no weird toys. Penis size, he didn't look as big as me. The conversation was interesting, though.
They lay resting between between rounds, he idly stroking her hair while she fondled his cock.
"How's the hubby? Giving you enough at home?"
He squealed like a girl when she yanked hard on his equipment.
"Do I have to tell you again not to talk about him? Unless you want to leave now instead of spending the night, keep it up and you will. Again, he does a damn fine job. He's actually a little bigger and a LOT better, and has great staying power. Feel superior now?"
He actually whined.
"Then why do you do it?"
"For the thrill, dumbass. In the not too distant future, I'm giving all this up, and I mean ALL of it. I just want a few more fun times, so you better get busy, because time is running out."
To help him along, she gave him a slow, steamy blowjob.
...............................................
The second DVD was a little more interesting.
It was a different guy, someone I didn't recognize. He was huge, well built, and hung, at least eight or nine inches. They too fucked in a way that told me this wasn't her first time together. It also had some very interesting conversation.
"I'm going to miss this." she moaned, as she rode him.
He laughed.
"We been doing this for a year, hon. Admit it, you're addicted, we're not going to stop."
She bounced a little harder.
"Yes I am. When I stop modeling, I'll give you up, cold turkey. I'll miss you, probably wear out a vibrator reminiscing, but you'll never see me again. I may stop a little early, he seemed a little weird before I left this time. I think it might be time to pack it in."
I was thinking about this when the door opened and Abbie, a petite black girl that had just signed with the agency, walked in, shedding clothes.
"Assholes! You started without me, again."
Soon she was locking lips with Bree, pulling on her nipples, when I lost it. Bree had never once gave me any indication she was interested in girls. I had to shut it off.
I needed to work off some steam, so I walked into my studio, put the biggest canvas I had up, draped a few drop cloths behind it, and did my Pollack imitation.
Slinging paint with abandon, screaming the whole time.
"Fucking bitch!"
Splash. "Cunt!" Splash. "Lowlife whore!" Splash.
I kept it up until I was down to one quart of paint and out of expletives. I threw the can all the way across the room into the large windows I had installed for better light, watching as it slid slowly down the pane. I dropped to my knees, sobbing, at about the same speed.
I had been there for about twenty minutes when I heard a small scream. Leslie was going home for the night,saw my lights on, and stuck her head in to say goodnight. The first thing she saw was Bree in her glory, and then me on my knees.
She dropped down beside me, hugging me and ruining her outfit. I let her hold me for a few minutes before extricating myself and helping her up.
I handed her a towel and some tissues.
"Sorry, Les, I thought I locked the door."
"You did. I have a key, remember. Why the hell are you forcing yourself to watch this?"
Her eyes widened when I explained.
"Because I still loved her, and I wanted to see if I could forgive her. This is the only way I could think of. To actually see it, see how she really was. Boy, that plan backfired."
She held my head.
"Walk away, Chris. Don't let her destroy you. You're an artist, and artists have beautiful souls. Don't let this taint yours. I've never told you this before, but I've always been in awe of your talent. You can look into people and objects and see things other people would never discover. It what makes you unique."
I laughed bitterly.
"Must have had a blind spot when it came to Bree, huh? And you're right. I've got one more thing I need to do, then I'm done. Don't worry, no one will come to harm, physically anyway. Now go on home, you look a mess. I'll be all right."
She didn't want to, but I shooed her out. I had a few more words for her.
"Thanks, Les. I love you, you know? And plan on being late tomorrow. I need you at J's office first thing, work related, nothing to do with my situation."
I kissed her on the cheek and walked her to her car. Back in the office, I took the DVDs, scanned them into my computers, and got to work.
.................................................
I was almost late the next morning.
"Idiot," said J, "what possessed you to record them, knowing how it would hurt? You know we can't use those in court, they were done without permission. They need to be gotten rid of, right now."
"Relax, I don't intend to use them in court. The stuff we got without going into the rooms will be enough. BUT," I paused, grinning, "they may not be illegal. Look at this."
I handed him some papers. Written consent from Bree, Brandon, and Abbie to use their images. Release forms, pretty standard, giving me permission to use their images on my shirts. They were open ended, because I sometimes held on to photos for months until I had a good slogan to go with the image. Payment was due at the time of publication.
J was intrigued, but wary.
"This may or may not hold up, I still think we should leave them out of court proceedings."
"I don't intend to use them in court. I intend to use them on shirts."
Leslie stood open mouthed, while J broke out laughing.
"Leave it to you to see something the rest of us didn't. Go ahead, if they sue, I'll represent you."
I turned to Leslie.
"Now for the business portion of the meeting. J and I looked at the numbers. Since you came on board business has jumped thirty per cent. I'm smart enough to know I'll never be the business person you are, or that when things get a little better you'll get offers. I don't want to lose you. So, J and I came up with a plan. I'm offering you ten percent of the business to stay, two percent a year until you top out, along with suitable pay increases tied to performance. And I've heard you talk about how much you like Mustangs. There's a convertible in the parking lot, your favorite shade of blue, with all the bells and whistles. Sign the papers and it's yours as a bonus. Think about it for a few minutes."
Her mouth was hanging open. She knew the last valuation on my company was 3.3 million, with an estimation it could reach five in three years, mainly due to her efforts.
J laughed and handed her a pen. Her hands shook so bad she could barely sign. Then the tears started, followed by hugs.
"Assholes! I love you guys."
I was happy, for the first time in over a week.
I slapped her butt.
"You need to get that cute ass of yours to work, make us richer. I still have things to go over with J. I'll see you later. Here's the keys to your new car. I'm sure you'll take the scenic route on the way to the office. Go!"
We stood at the window and watched as she walked to her new car. She leaned against it, crying, I'm sure, then looked up and waved. She hopped in and peeled out of the parking lot. J laughed, saying he was glad he didn't have to buy her tires.
Then we got down to the ugliness. He laid out the papers.
"Here it is, cut and dried. She can't touch your business, and you've been smart enough to keep most of your money in the company coffers. Your house is worth roughly four fifty, and the payoff is just shy of ninety. The savings, the investments, probably fifty fifty minus half the value of the house. You may get a more favorable split with the right judge, if they factor in the adultery, but my best advice is not push it, you'll make points trying to be fair. I don't look to pay alimony, depending on her earnings. I know they are covered in the prenupt, but earning potential post divorce will play into things. If she doesn't fight, you'll be a free man in four to six months from filing."
It sounded as fair as possible to me.
"What if she fights it?"
He grinned.
"Then things get interesting. She can fight over money. She can fight over reconciliation, try to force counseling. It might be a bumpy ride. You up for it?"
"No. but do I have a choice?"
"None at all. The papers are prepared, when do you want them served?"
"She gets home Thursday. I don't plan on being there. Do it Friday, at the agency. And I have a letter to Sherry here. None of this is her fault, she tried to get her to stop. I just want her to know I bear no ill will, and I'll still use her. Plus, I don't want her to fire Bree, she needs to be working during the divorce. That will be considered a favor to me. Think she'll go along?"
He read the letter.
"More than likely. After all, Bree is one of her best, and it all comes down to money."
I went back to my studio, to work on my revenge.
...............................................
It took two days to cut and blend the images into the shape I wanted. My equipment was the best and most advanced money could buy. The end product was amazing.
The first was Bree and Brandon, tangled against each other, breasts, penis, and butt artfully covered by arms, legs, and position, but still showing enough to make it interesting. There was no doubt what had just happened. Brandon had a sheen of sweat on his body, and Bree had that post orgasmic smile I had always loved.
I put a light sepia glow overlay on them, it looked great on a black tee.
The other was of Bree and Abbie, kneeling, as they kissed with passion. You couldn't tell from the picture that they were both astride a guy, with a tongue buried in Abbie and a cock in Bree. I got a shot where they were caressing each others boobs, covering the nipples, just. I had a muted background, a little lighter behind Abbie, a little darker behind Bree. I showed the finished product to J and Les.
Les had her mouth open, while J agreed it was one of the most erotic things he had ever seen, followed by an apology over the model. I just waved my hand.
"Think she'll fight when she sees this?"
"I don't know. Maybe she'll sue. Maybe they'll all sue. Either way, it'll damn sure get their attention. Here we go."
He was almost rubbing his hands together.
.................................................
I went home, and draped both tee shirts across our bed, and left her a short note with my ring.
"I know. You'll get the papers soon. Please don't fight it."
I had already removed my clothes and all I wanted to keep. I didn't take a single picture. Laying the keys on the hall table, I pulled the door shut on my old life.
.................................................
I went to Tahiti. It was a place I had always wanted to visit ever since I discovered Gauguin.
Parts of it was as beautiful as his paintings, others were like slums and third world countries everywhere. I sketched, drank, looked at the women, but didn't touch. Found a nude beach, hung out, ogled women from all over the world. Drunk, I almost hooked up with a tall Russian, until it hit me she was almost a clone of Bree. Went home after two weeks.
I had taken a condo as far away from my old house as I could and still stay in the same town. It was small, but I liked it better than wandering around that big empty house, aching for the sound of small voices.
My first call was to J. I had told him I was leaving the country, but wouldn't tell him where.
"Hi, J. What's happening."
"A lot. You wouldn't believe. If you don't want Bree to find you, don't go to work or over here. She had people watching, waiting for you to surface. She didn't take it well. Cried. Screamed. Got a lawyer. Tried to get Anne, boy was she pissed when she found out she couldn't represent her. Got a pretty good guy, not as good as Don, but still pretty sharp. And Sherry wants to talk to you. Brandon wants a piece of your ass too. Did you know he was married? Did you really give a thousand tee shirts away at the flea markets? His wife was not a happy camper when she saw one. He's trying to convince her it was just a shoot, but I don't think she's buying. She wants to talk to you as soon as possible. Damn if you aren't right popular."
He finally ran out of breath.
"It's nice to be loved."
He started laughing.
"I wouldn't exactly call it love. And before I forget, Jay Gold called. He says it's extremely important you call him. I haven't seen him since college. Last I heard, he was a failed writer. What's that all about?"
"Long story. Think you can get away for dinner?"
"Sure, but I think they're following me too."
Doesn't matter. I'm back. I'm calling her just as soon as I call Sherry, Jay, and Les. How's she doing?"



"She's almost as irritating as Bree. Call her first. How about my club at eight? That way, we'll have some privacy."
"Great. See you then."
I took a breath, and called Les.
"Have you driven us bankrupt since I've been gone?"
She actually squealed.
"Chris! I'm glad you're back. You are back, right? And for your information smartass, I picked up another licensing deal. Another three to five percent bump. We're just getting richer and richer. Now when are you coming in?"
"Monday. I still have some calls to make, a few people to see."
"I take it you haven't talked to her yet. She came over three or four times. Called me a liar when I told her I didn't know where you'd gone. Accused me of sleeping with you."
Didn't see that coming.
"How did that go?"
"I laughed at her. Told her, 'Sorry Pot, this kettle ain't black. But to be honest, I kind of like the shine. Now, you gonna leave, or do I need to call the cops?' She cussed all the way out the door. Come back, Chris. It's your company, we need your vision. Oh, and the new shirts are selling like mad. I've named it the Eros line. You've made Bree famous. Got any more in the pipeline?"
"Not right now. See you Monday."
I called Sherry. She seemed guarded when she answered.
"Chris, how are you?"
"As good as can be expected. Just wanted you to know I'll need you sometime this month. Nothing big, maybe two girls and a guy. Can you make time for me?"
Her relief was obvious.
"You got it. Send me the details and the time."
"Thanks, Sherry. And I'm sure I don't need to tell you, no Bree. Not ever."
"I understand. I got your letter. Thanks. I just want to say..."
I stopped her.
"You don't have to say it, Sherry. I was outside your office that day you tried to make her stop. It's how I found out."
"Oh God! I wish the whole thing had never happened. I've got to tell you, she collapsed when you had her served. Did you have to do it at work? I think she really loves you."
"Not enough. I have to go. I'll email you the details."
I took a deep breath, steeled my reserve,and dialed the number.
I thought it was gonna go to voicemail. I had changed my number and she wouldn't recognize it. It wasn't actually my regular phone, but a throwaway I got just to call her.
She picked it up on fifth ring.
"Hello?"
"Bree."
It was flat, no emotion, but I was boiling inside.
"Ho-honey?" Her voice was quivering, "is it really you?"
"Yes Bree. It's me. I think we should talk."
She had recovered.
"You sonofabitch! You file divorce papers and disappear, and now you want to fucking talk? How could you?"
I was not in the mood for dramatics.
"Well then, we'll let the lawyers do the talking. Goodbye Bree."
I hung up, counting in my head. I had gotten to six when it rang.
"Hello?"
She was crying.
"Chris! Honey, please don't hang up. I need to see you, touch you. Will you come home?"
"NO. But I will meet you for dinner, tomorrow, The Bistro. Seven. I've already made the reservation. And Bree, there will be no touching."
I hung up, rubbed my head, and tried to relax for a couple hours. Ended up pacing. Twenty three steps, each way.
................................................
Finally, I remembered to call Jay.
"Where the fuck have you been?"
He was almost screaming.
"I got shit we need to go over. We got a call from Obscure Comics. They wanna publish Brunhilde, going all the way back to issue one. And they want a guarantee of a hundred more. After that, they want to renegotiate, maybe buy the whole thing. They're offering a sweet deal, Chris. We could be rich!"
I didn't have the heart to tell him I was already pretty well off. Jay was part of my focus group, an aspiring writer. He even came up with a couple of shirt slogans for me. I paid him upfront and gave him three percent of every sale. He probably made fifteen grand off them in the last four years.
When I was trying to decide what field to pursue, he suggested comics. He couldn't draw a straight line but he had a good imagination. I drew the panel board for a couple of his ideas so he could pitch them to the big three. Marvel, D C, and Dark Horse. I thought they were pretty good, but no one picked them up.
He did a little research, came up with a new idea, and nagged me into drawing and lettering the first three. It featured a woman, a direct descendant of Brunhilde, the famous heroine of Germanic legend. Raped and beaten, she vows revenge and transform herself into a svelte warrior with impressive martial arts skills. Her costume is designed by another rape victim, a bioengineer experimenting with advanced body armor. Think Ironman in a sexier outfit. Her weapons, though light, are state of the art, designed by another male rape victim.
With her support team in place, she stalks the streets of her hometown, fighting crime, especially sex crimes. You can be pretty explicit in a graphic novel, so there was usually nudity, and an occasional sex scene. And of course, lots of violence.
The finished product was modeled after Bree. I made a note to change her facial features a bit, just in case. We could write it in as the result of an injury.
I thought about dropping out several times when my business took off, but with my advanced technology I could draw and letter the whole thing in about three days. And I thought it was neat.
We self published on Amazon, charging 99 cents per issue. It started out slow, but we had developed a pretty good following, usually fifty thousand or so a month. Jay ran the blog and talked to the fans. I was in the background and liked it that way. He was the writer, so he got sixty percent while I took forty. It usually worked out to twenty thousand a month for him, and sixteen for me, and we had to pay taxes on that.
"That's really great news. Have you got someone to handle the negotiations?"
"I thought we'd handle it," he said, surprised.
"Never a good idea, Jay. We could use my firm. They have a whole section devoted to entertainment and intellectual rights. Want me to set it up? They were a big help to me when I started the shirt business."
He seemed reluctant, but agreed to talk to them. I rang off, it was time for my dinner appointment.
................................................
We hugged, got a before dinner drink, and got caught up.
"She's fighting it, Chris. Already got a counselor lined up. Push comes to shove, you may have to go for a few sessions. We'll try to keep the number to a minimum, but if it happens it'll probably be at least ten, but we'll make sure we get to choose who. I don't understand her, man. She went to see Don, he laid it out to her. Denied she had done anything until he showed her the pictures. She doesn't know we have tapes. Said it didn't matter, if she could just talk to you she could straighten it all out. Your appointment with Don is tomorrow at two. He says you shouldn't talk to her without him there."
He paused to see if I had absorbed everything.
"All right. But I've already set up a dinner with her tomorrow. Just to hear her try to spin it. Won't change anything. Just curious, I guess."
"My advice, don't go. It could muddle things, draw it out. Talk it over with Don."
"Thanks J. Now, to change the subject, I need another of your services. Your firm is making a fortune off me. I'm probably sending Anna to Harvard with what I'll be paying you guys."
Anna was his two year old daughter. A miniature version of his wife, Bree and I were her godparents.
"Yale," he said, with a straight face. Then he laughed. "Wanna come over Sunday? Dad will be there and he'd love to see you."
"Sure. Don't know that I'd be pleasant company, but I'll be there."
"Great. Now, what else could you possibly need from us?"
I told him about Jay and what we had been doing together. His eyes widened.
"How many layers have you got? Jesus, four years and I had no clue. I'll set you up with the same guy that got your logos protected. And you know, just as soon as I get home I'm gonna look them up."
"Thanks. It started out as just a favor, but I actually enjoy it. And all I make off of it gets donated to the foundation that loaned me the money to start my business. Wondered how many mes I've already funded?"
He laughed.
"I bet your accountant loves you. Any more gold mines I don't know about, anything else to surprise me?"
I grinned.
"Well, I do have a showing at the Edmussen Gallery next month. Me and two more artists. You should get your invitation next week."
"Out! I'm on information overload. Got a cure for cancer perculating in that head of yours?"
"Working on it, in my spare time."
He was still laughing when I left.
...............................................
I know I'm making it seem like losing Bree was easy for me, but it wasn't. As soon as I was alone the brave face slipped off, and I was in misery. Sometimes I railed. Fucking bitch! Then I would cry. I would plot painful revenge. Slash her face, ruin her career. Hook her up with some disease riddled asshole and laugh when the pain came. But I knew I still loved her. I just couldn't live with her anymore.
Her BMW boxer was sitting in the parking lot forty minutes early. I know, because I drove by the restaurant. I made myself wait until precisely seven before I came through the door.
She had gotten us a booth near the back. I appreciated that. She had a glass of wine in front of her, unusual because she rarely drank. Liquid courage, I guess. Dressed to the nines, wearing my favorite colors, hair in a style she rarely wore but knew I liked. As I got closer, I could see she looked tired, and slimmer. She saw me, started to rise, but I waved her off.
I slipped into the booth and waited. I had flagged a waitress and ordered my drink on the way over. Coffee. It appeared before she had a chance to speak. I asked her for about thirty minutes of privacy before we ordered.
I took a sip before I spoke. I had laid my phone on the table.
"Before you start, I need to tell you my lawyer thought this was a bad idea. He insisted if I met you I record the conversation. If you can't agree to that I'll leave now."
The pain on her face was obvious.
"Is that really necessary?"
"It is if you want to talk. You wanted this, so spit it out. What do you need to say?"
She started crying.
"Bree! Stop! If this is all you'll be doing I'll be leaving."
She got herself under control.
"How could you? I never loved anyone like I love you. I thought you loved me too."
"I did, right up until I found out you were loving a lot of others too. I'm not much of a sharing guy, Bree."
"I don't love them! Only you! They were just a diversion, something to do to relieve the stress. They never meant anything, never."
"Stress? You cheated because you were stressed? News flash. You could have packed a couple of toys, taken care of yourself. You think I don't have stress? I'm responsible for the livelihood of over a hundred people. A series of bad decisions, a quirk in the economy, and we're all out of work. And I was just as deprived as you were, there were times when I was around women, attractive women, who let me know they were available. But I never took them up on their offers. I admit there were times I was tempted, but I loved you. LOVED YOU. Get it?"
"It was going to stop, honey. I was coming home to tell you I was ready to quit and start a family. And it was just a few times."
"Bullshit! I have you on tape with your big dicked lover talking about the last year. And Abbie? Never knew you were bi, might have been good information to have before we married. I know a lot more than you think, so don't try to spin anything or we stop talking."
She had her head hanging, face in her hands.
"I'm sorry. I never thought. You don't know what it's like. All those bodies, naked sometimes, rubbing against each other because a lot of times we didn't have much room. The flirting, the innuendos. It all got to be too much. I couldn't stop myself. But I promised myself I would when I quit, devote myself to you and our children. I didn't think you'd find out, and if you did, I was sure my love for you and you for me would over come it. Please honey, let's work this out. I'll never do anything like this again."
"You said you were sorry? Sorry for what? Sorry you got caught? Sorry you destroyed our marriage? You probably are. But I don't think you're sorry you did it. You see, I heard you talking to Sherry the day before you left. How much fun you had. How you'd treasure the secret memories. How even if you got caught you knew I'd forgive you. Really? You honestly thought I'd say, that's all right, honey, I know you love me? How's that plan going?"
"Oh God!" she wailed, while people looked over at us.
"Bree! Calm down, people are staring. I think we're done here. We're through, Bree. You miscalculated. Badly. Learn to live with it. I'm being as fair as I can be with the settlement. You get to keep your dream house. You can keep working, fuck anyone you want without worrying. Your dream life. Goodbye, Bree."
She grabbed my hand.
"Please stay."
I shook her hand off.
"I don't think I can take any more of your lies tonight. One more thing, did it ever occur to you to use protection? At least on the guys? I don't know if they make pussy or tongue condoms. Get tested Bree. I did. And I swear, If I have anything, the divorce will get a lot uglier. Good night, Bree."
I had gotten a little loud, and the closer booths and tables heard my little rant. Bree screamed and ran out of the restaurant. I dropped a couple of twenties on the table. She was gone by the time I got outside.
She emailed and called me constantly for three weeks. I didn't answer them. Got a restraining order when she showed up at the office and the plant and refused to leave. The next week we met with our lawyers.
She looked about as bad as I'd ever seen her. Gone was the aloof attitude, the just right clothes and makeup.
Her lawyer had made outrageous demands. Half the business, all our savings, the house, even my truck.
Don laughed when he was done listing what she wanted.
"Nice fairytale, Jerry. You know damn well the prenupt is bulletproof. He hasn't tried to break hers. And he's being more than generous, and Bree knows it. Let's cut to the chase. What does your client really want?"
We all looked at Bree. She sat straighter, looked me in the eye.
"I want my husband back. I want him to come home and allow me to make up for my mistakes. I want his forgiveness and love. I'll do anything, agree to any conditions. A monitor on my ankle, gps in my car and on my phone. I'll check in every hour on the hour. Hell, I'll even wear a chastity device. I checked online, they actually make them. Please, Chris, please."
She had started crying again.
I put my head in my hands, sighing.
"I don't want a prisoner, or a slave. I want a loyal and faithful wife. Tell you what, why don't you show me a clean bill of health from our doctor, and we'll go from there."
I thought she was going to pass out. I couldn't ask our doctor, but I could get a printout for recent prescriptions from our insurance carrier. Don thought of that one. When I got to one I didn't recognize, he researched it. It had a variety of uses, the primary one being treatment for STDs. She must have picked it on her last trip, I tested clean. She tried to bluff.
"I will, if you do the same."
Don handed her my doctors' report, saying I was void of any STD.
"We'd like you to get tested tomorrow, and expect the test results by next week. Then we'll talk again."
We barely heard her whisper.
"How did you find out?"
"Sometimes, Bree, I get my head out of the clouds. And nobody betrayed a confidence, I found out in a strictly legal way. Even then, I wasn't sure until you just verified it. I'm not moving back, Bree. We're done. Let it go."
Her look was bordering on hysterical.
"No! You have to take me back. You have t..." she broke down in sobs. I felt like shit, even if it wasn't my fault.
Don and I got up.
"I believe we're done for today. Jerry, get her to face reality. Come back to us with something we can live with. Then we'll talk."
.................................................
Despite my letter, Sherry almost fired the whole crowd when the STD scandal hit. Bree, Brandon, Abbie, three more girls and two more guys, just from her agency. I don't know who Big Dick worked for, or who gave it to who initially, but he had to have it, who knows who he may have passed it on to.
The fallout was intense. Brandon was finally in a position where he couldn't blow smoke up his wifes' ass, and she started divorce proceedings. One of the other males almost lost his wife, hanging on by a thread. He had to take an office job. One of the other girls was married, and another had lived with her lover for three years. They both got dumped.
We finally got to go before a judge. He had read the proposals and counter proposals and was leaning heavily in my favor, when Bree gave the performance of a lifetime, falling to her knees and begging the judge to order counseling.
"Young lady, I don't think it will change things, but I like to think all options should be explored if there is even the slimmest chance the marriage can survive. I'll order ten sessions, two individual each, six joint. If the counselor thinks it can be saved we revisit. If they think it can't, I'll grant the divorce immediately. Do both parties agree?"
She thanked the judge, saying she already had one lined up. We were a bit more reticent.
"We'll agree, your honor, with conditions. WE get to pick the counselor, and refuse to do more than ten, regardless of the outcome. My client thinks it's a monumental waste of time, but will go along if it will help finish this up."
The judge looked at me.
"Young man, it sounds like you're not committing to this plan. Are you that certain you won't reconcile?"
"Positive your honor, it's a case of leading a horse to water. If he's not thirsty, he's not gonna drink. But I'll comply."
He rapped his gavel.
"So ordered. I expect a report in no more than fourteen weeks. We'll go from there."
Figuring it was going to happen, we had done a little research. I knew I didn't want a woman, and figured she would balk at a man, so we picked a husband and wife team. One individual session with each, both present during the joint.
................................................
To save a little time, I sent over the DVDs, the audio recordings, and the written reports.
The first session, with the woman, was uncomfortable. She had already had her session with Bree.
"I'm certain she still loves loves you. I saw some of the film, read the report. I'm sure it was brutal for you. But there's some history that you're not aware of, something that may have a bearing on your feelings. We'll explore it in our joint sessions. But if you could look at her situation without getting emotional, it might change your mind."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing.
"Without emotion? Marriage is all about emotion. Love. Trust. Commitment. Honesty. Take out emotion and all you have is cohabitation. Tell me, counselor, how do you feel about marriage? Do you believe in open marriage, cuckholdry, that sort of thing? How's your marriage work? Without emotion? That's probably the stupidest thing I've ever heard from someone who's supposed to be a professional."
I looked at the time. Still had five minutes. I stood.
"I'm sorry, but I'm leaving now. Seems I've gotten emotional. And I think maybe I'll look into your backgrounds a little more thoroughly. I picked you based on testimonials from other clients, maybe I made a mistake."
She got a little flustered when I said that, apologized for her statements, said she was trying to do her best for both of us.



"I accept you apology. But, you never answered my questions about your marriage. I find that telling. I may or may not see you for the joint sessions."
................................................
The session with the man was just as unproductive. He kept on about forgiveness.
"Look at it objectively. Sex is just a physical function. You can do it without having an emotional connection. But love, love is the deepest emotion you can ever have. A bond forged, a connection made that reaches to the soul. And Bree does love you. She's having a hard time understanding why you can't recognize that."
He paused, gauging my reaction. I tried my best to keep my face neutral.
"So, what you're saying is love and sex aren't tied to each other?"
"No, no, not at all. Sex can be the ultimate expression of love. It bonds you to your mate."
"What you just said sounds contradictory to me. You can have sex without love and it's just a physical function, but with love it forges a bond? Is that right? So if I make love to Bree and it reaffirms our commitment to each other, and she goes out and fucks someone the next day, it shouldn't weaken that bond, right? Just something to do to pass the time until she comes home to me? I'm starting to seriously rethink my choice in counselors. I'll pose the same question to you I did to your wife. What's your marriage like?
He was distinctly uncomfortable, but I think his wife had prepped him.
"We're not here to talk about my marriage, but to talk about yours. I will say that in our time we've seen couples that have come to unusual solutions to overcome their differences, including 'open' marriages. It takes nothing away from their love for each other. What do you think?"
I laughed.
"I think you're about as full of shit as a six hundred pound man with constipation, and the joint sessions should be really interesting. And you better get her used to the idea that she's not gonna get the result she wants out of this farce."
I stood, the session had ended.
"You have a good afternoon. Go home and make love to your wife. Or your girlfriend, or boyfriend, or group, or animal of your choice. After all it's just a physical act, right? Take this message to Bree. You wanted it, you got it, but the first lie I catch you in, the sessions are done and the paperwork gets filed. Understand?"
Before he could answer I was out the door.
..............................................
I wasn't looking forward to the sessions, but I had a plan. I got it from an unusual place. One of my employees.
I still had the flea market stalls, despite everyone telling me to get rid of them. I kept them for a variety of reasons. I would go and watch the crowd, see what was selling well, what they didn't like much, what they hated. An unknowing focus group.
Plus it gave a job to six locals, mostly college students, many of them art majors. My favorite was Marynell. She hated the name, insisted on going by M. She had worked in the stall since she had started college. I paid her with a check, and gave her ten dollars more an hour under the table. I gave the rest five, sort of my way of sticking it to the man. Hey, college kids are always broke. And I always hired kids that I knew needed the money. They deserved it, and were more loyal.
I always looked forward to seeing M, she never looked the same from one week to the next.
She had inherited a genetic flaw from her mother, receding hair. When she turned eighteen and came to college, she shaved it off, relying on wigs. One week she was a blond, the next a redhead. One weekend it might be a full Afro. The colors and length varied wildly, she once told me she had fifty wigs. Every once in a while she would leave the wig at home, oil her head, and put on enormous earrings.
The fact that she was blacker than coal, built like a Reuben model, six feet four and liked to wear four inch heels made her a force of nature. No one ever tried to steal a shirt in her shop.
When I showed up with five hundred tee shirts to give away, she was impressed.
"Damn, that's hot!" she said, looking at them.
"Where did this idea come from?"
I told her the story.
"Ouch! Sorry my white brother, that has to hurt. What does she think about it?"
"She doesn't know yet. I just found out, and she's away on a shoot/fuckfest. She'll find out when she gets home and I'm not there."
I must have looked miserable. She hugged me so tight I almost suffocated, trapped against her massive chest.
When she let go I grinned.
"Thanks. I almost smothered there, but what a way to go."
She grinned and smacked my ass.
"When you're free, you and me are definitely gonna hook up. I've always wanted you, and I know what you're packing."
"I might take you up on that. I know what you're packing, too."
So, how did it come to pass we knew what each other looked like naked? Easy explanation. I was in the shop going over the weeks' take, giving her her cash, when the phone rang. She talked for a few minutes, said "Damn!" and hung up.
"What's wrong?" I asked, out of politeness.
"Damn model cancelled. Don't know where we'll get one by class tomorrow."
"Maybe I can help. I know a lot of models, I might can get one for you."
"Wouldn't work, Chris, but thanks. We'd have to pay and we don't have the money. We usually rely on each other, but there's no men in our class. I doubt if they would do it when they find out they'd have to be naked."
I grinned, and surprised the shit out of her.
"I don't have a lot on my schedule tomorrow. I can spare a few hours. What time?"
Shocked, she looked at me.
"You did hear me say naked, right? As much as I've wondered what you look like, I can't ask you to do that."
"Honey, did I ever tell you where I go on vacation? I'd hazard a guess more people have seen me naked over the last few years than a lot of porn stars. I have no problem getting naked."
So the next day, I walked into her class wearing a robe and a smile, while nine women smiled nervously.
"Let me guess, first time with a live model?"
Before they could answer, I dropped the robe.
"Let's get started. You only have fifty minutes."
So I spent the time getting moved into different positions. It gave me a new appreciation of Bree, holding a position for fifteen or more minutes at a time isn't as easy it looks. The last twenty minutes the instructor asked for a volunteer to pose for couple sketches. Seven volunteered.
M told them she'd slap the first bitch that got naked, she brought me, she got to do it. So for the next fifteen minutes we posed together. She'd rub up against me unnecessarily as often as possible, and despite myself I started to react.
"Enough!" I said, grabbing my robe.
The women almost died laughing while M smacked my ass.
"Nice equipment, for a white boy."
I smacked her naked ass back, she hadn't redressed.
"Great ass, for any color."
It became a semiregular thing. The art professor would call me if she couldn't get anyone else. Sometimes I could, sometimes I couldn't. I never told anyone, although we were walking down the street one day and one of the students came up giggling and told Bree how lucky she was.
"What was that all about?"
"One of M's friends. I help out at the college once in a while."
She thought I was talking about donating supplies.
"You're so sweet. We should do something together for them sometime."
The thought of Bree and I holding positions while the women sketched gave me an instant boner. We went straight home.
................................................
When my show came up, I had M as a guest.
J, Amy, his mom and dad, and Leslie were there, as well as Jay Gold, My divorce lawyer, and Sherry.
M wanted to come, but said she didn't have a dress and couldn't afford to get one. I handed her a credit card.
"That's why it's so nice to be rich. Get a dress, shoes, appropriate jewelery. Spend a day at the spa. I'd really like you to come."
It's kind of funny seeing such a big, self possessed woman cry and say she couldn't. But she kept a death grip on the card.
The show was in the capitol, a sort of salute to state artists. The museum director was there, hustling us to donate a painting. Champagne flowed, while the guests mingled and admired the art.
M stayed close to me, a little intimidated. I know every male in the place stopped and stared when we made an entrance. White dress setting off her dark skin, the neckline low enough to give a glimpse of her impressive breasts, the back plunging almost to that magnificent bubble butt.
She had on stockings. Had to be thigh highs, I'd have bet my company she didn't have on panties, judging by the way the dress stretched tightly across her butt. Silver bracelets on each arm, with a matching necklace and dangling earrings. She had decided to forgo a wig, and her bald head glowed in the muted lighting.
I saw Leslie frown when she saw us. When Jay cornered her about being a model for his comic book heroine's sidekick, she was on me.
"Replacement for Bree?"
It caught me by surprise. It had been five months, but I still hadn't thought about another woman.
"No, she works for me at the flea market. She's an art major, and we've become friends. I thought she might enjoy this, she has limited income and doesn't get opportunities like this."
She relaxed, taking my arm.
"Good. It's too soon, you're still in mourning. Introduce me."
So I took her over and introduced her to M. I didn't think much about it, I saw them together later, laughing.
Jay and Don came up.
"Damn, I thought there was gonna be a catfight there for a minute."
"What?"
Don laughed.
"You don't have a clue, do you? Leslie wants you, so does that ebony goddess. Be careful, man, don't mix business and pleasure."
"Again, what?"
J jumped in.
"Come on, man. You're young, well off, and about to be single. Plus you've got the artist thing going for you, and you're decent looking. Hell, if I was gay, I'd do you."
They were snickering, looking at my face. Ron jumped in. I never knew he was gay.
"He's right. If you weren't my client, I'd be all over you. I bet I could make a switch hitter out of you in no time."
Les and M came up, snuggled to each side of me, noting my glowing face.
"What's going on?"
"Nothing much, just trying to get Chris to change teams."
They caught on immediately, said "NO!" in unison, and burst into giggles.
"Hey, I'm not just a piece of meat, you know."
M swatted my butt, then Les. Not to be out done, Ron did the same.
"Keep saying that, honey. You might just start believing it."
Leslie reached up and kissed my cheek. M leaned down and kissed the other. I looked at Ron.
"Well?"
He grabbed my head and kissed me right in the mouth. Tried to slide his tongue in. By now my whole group was around me, and they died laughing. I'm sure we were the hit of the show.
We had reserved several suites at a local hotel. Piling into limos, most of us a bit wobbly, we retired to our rooms. M and Leslie stayed with me, I had more than enough space.
I passed out gracefully, and they put me to bed.
I woke up about four in the morning, my bladder about to burst. I staggered into my bathroom, and heard some interesting noises. I peeked out of the bedroom, noticing a trail of clothes leading to the other bedroom. The door was open and I could hear squeals and moans. I smiled as I closed my door.
I had always thought Leslie was gay until Texas. Guess she was a switch hitter after all. Surprised me about M, but you never knew.
Breakfast was interesting the next morning. I was up way earlier, got cleaned up, ordered brunch, and when it was almost due to arrive I knocked on their door.
"Wakey, wakey, lovebirds! Time to rejoin the living. Brunch in ten."
I heard them moving around, whispering. They staggered out just after breakfast was delivered, in hotel robes. All their clothes were in the living area. They wouldn't look me in the eye, mumbling thanks as I served them coffee and juice.
I was in a very good mood.
"So, girls, sleep well? I did, in my big lonely bed."
Les finally showed a spark.
"Too bad. We'd have shared it if you asked, it's just lucky we had each other for comfort and consolation. You should have called Ron. I'm sure he'd have cured your lonliness."
I smacked my head in mock surprise.
"Now you tell me. I feel such a fool."
It broke us down into laughter.
I got serious.
"I'm glad you two hooked up. Is it going anywhere?"
Les took M by the hand.
"We'll see. Maybe we'll use each other until you get your head on straight. Take you vitamins. When you're ready, we're first in line, and we mean both of us, understand?"
M was nodding her head in agreement.
"First. I promise."
They kissed me. They hadn't showered yet. I leaned back and licked my lips. They went red when I said, "Mmmm. I prefer the taste fresher, and from the source, of course, but still, really tasty."
They threw pillows out me, shrugged out of their robes, and went into the bathroom, holding hands. Les called over her shoulder, saying they would be happy to have their backs washed. I politely declined. M stuck her tongue out and slapped Leslie on the ass. "Your loss," she said as they closed the door.
Leslie was five feet tall and Asian. M was six four and black. The contrast was quite erotic.
................................................
I thought about it for two weeks. If I wanted to sleep with somebody, why should it matter? I wasn't going back to Bree, she had slept with untold numbers of people while we were still married. Who knows how many she'd fucked since we split. I owed her nothing. It had been six months since the last time I had made love, with Bree, and it wasn't all that memorable.
I walked into Leslie's office and closed the door.
"Let me tell you about the latest idea I have for a shirt. Another in the Eros line."
He face morphed from surprise to joy. She called M, put her on conference, and told her the idea. She almost blew our eardrums out with her whoop of agreement.
I set it up in my studio, I had five cameras at different heights and angles around the set, ready to go.
"Are you sure about this?"
They both nodded eagerly.
"All right then. Before we start, I want you to know, this is not meaningless. I care for both of you, and I hope the emotion shows on film. That being said, be gentle, this will be the first time in six months for me."
Three hours later I was totally exhausted. I made love to them individually first at my request, then they made love, and finally I was between them. I don't know how many orgasms they had, but It was a record for me, four. I was actually sore and my balls ached a little.
We showered together and watched the tapes. They got so horny they had another go while I edited. Then they dragged me back, alternated mouths until I rose to the occasion, and then rode me to a few more orgasms before I erupted. Air, I think. There was nothing else left.
After they left, I lay back down on the huge bed I had set up, enjoying the smell as I took a long nap.
..............................................
I bounced into the last counseling session with a smile on my face. It was almost over.
It had been an interesting series. Bree continued to tell me how much she loved me, while more and more details about her lovers emerged.
It got really deep when I asked her about our early years.
"You slipped into cheating on me so easily, Bree. It makes me wonder, you were modeling while we courted, and modeled for a year afterwards before you quit. Were you sleeping with other people then?"
She looked down. That told me all I needed to know.
"Just every once in a while. Again, it didn't mean anything, just a way to take the edge off."
That was it, the grand finale. I stood.
"I'm done. You cheated on me before we married, You cheated on me after we married, I'm wondering about the years between, when you didn't model. Were you faithful then?"
"Absolutely. It wasn't cheating, Chris. Please understand. It was just something we did. It didn't mean anything. Nobody got hurt."
"Gee, Bree, walk me through this. Brandon lost his wife, Shannon lost her boyfriend, Michelle lost her husband. I lost you. I have no idea what Mr. Big Dick and his agency went through. Do you really think it doesn't matter?"
Before she could answer I carried on.
"It's a moot point. I still love you, but I don't trust you, and really don't respect you. You risked both our lives for something that didn't mean anything to you. Well guess what? It meant something to me. We're done Bree. Sleep with who you want, when you want. You won't have to worry about me, not that you ever did. Move on, girl. I have."
I handed some shirts to the counselors and Bree.
"Here. A goodbye gift. Please don't use me for a reference. I think you're pathetic. I love you Bree, just not enough."
I walked out, hearing Bree scream.
................................................
The shirts? One of me with M, one with Leslie. One of them together. One of us all entwined.
White on black. White on yellow. Black on yellow. All of us together. They were very erotic.
Me on top of M, my hands cupping those amazing breasts. Me entwined with Leslie, her long hair cascading over my chest as she rode me. M with her head tossed back in passion as Leslie sucked on her nipple while they were on their knees, her supple bottom enhanced with M's black hand gripping it. I almost got an erection when I saw the finished product, remembering how the images came to be.
You could see my face. You could see M's face. But all you saw of Leslie was her body and long black hair. I did it deliberately, even though she said she didn't mind.
"There might come a time when you move on, Les. I hope it doesn't, but I don't want this to bite you on the ass if it happens. All right?"
She saw the wisdom, and agreed.
.................................................
Bree called two days after the last session.
"How could you? We'll never get back together if you're fucking those sluts."
"Bree, we're never getting back together. At least I waited until after we were done, and there was no chance I'd ever give you a gift that keeps on giving. Start over, Bree. You're still young, beautiful, you have a job that gives you a good living. And if you find someone, respect him enough to tell him what you expect out of a relationship."
She was crying, I could hear it, but her voice was clear.
"I fucked up. I get it, I really do. And I know I have to let you go. But, Chris, I want you to know, we'll never be over. We'll always love each other. Somewhere down the line, when you're over the hurt, I'll get you back. And I'll be the best wife in the universe, I promise."
I felt bad for her. For the first time I think she might have realized what she threw away. I gave her a little comfort. And I told the truth.
"I'll always love you, Bree. Who knows, stranger things have happened. But right now, you need to give me space. Let's rebuild our lives, I think we're both stronger people than we were before. I have to go now, Bree."
She was still crying when I hung up.
.................................................
It was what I wanted. No, that's wrong. What I wanted was a loyal and faithful Bree. This was what I had to have. My friends decided they needed to do something to get me out of my depression.
Leslie walked into my office and threw something on my desk. M was with her.
"What's this?"
"Your unscheduled holiday. We leave Wednesday and don't come back until Tuesday. All our friends are coming along. Prepare to be pampered, coddled, spoiled, you pick a word, it's all about you. Oh, and we intend to try our best to fuck you senseless in the process."



The resort, Costa Rican branch. I got a suite free, courtesy of the owners, five times a year at any location, a thank you for the job we had done. J and Amy, Ron and his new boyfriend, Jay Gold and his lover, even Sherry.
It was just what I needed. We drank, lay in the sun during the day, hit the clubs at night.
And afterwards, we loved.
As big as I was, six feet and one eighty, M used her large frame and two hundred sixty pounds to toss me around like a toy. I loved her taste, dark, musky, but sweet. Most of her old lovers never ate her pussy, because when she wrapped her meaty thighs around your head you needed a snorkel to breathe. I loved oral, especially giving, felt there was nothing more intimate, and she really appreciated it. We worked out a signal, I'd tug her nipple if I couldn't breathe, and she relax her legs.
Leslie tasted like apple blossoms smell. I thought it was a douche she used, but she said it was her body wash. There is no higher praise than to hear a bisexual woman tell you how good you are at eating pussy.
I slept with both of them, like I had a choice. They kept introducing me as their man, and touched me constantly. I had a guy come up to me on Sunday as I was getting a round of drinks.
"What's your secret? Those are two of the hottest babes I've ever seen, and they almost never let you go. You got pretty nice equipment[there is no lying in a nude resort]but not like some of these guys do. Is your tongue a foot long or something?"
"Love and respect them, man, and they'll jump through hoops for you. And they chose me, so I have no idea what else to tell you."
By then we were all pretty partied out. We were leaving the next afternoon, and the girls told me they had a surprise for me. They banished me from our suite until ten. When I came back, they had candles lit, soft music playing, champagne chilling. M gave me a slow, soulful kiss, fondling me. Then she backed off and Les did the same.
"Love us babe?" asked Leslie.
"You know I do." I said, and meant it. We all knew it wasn't the forever kind of love, but a love built on respect and admiration.
"Good. Then we want you to do us a favor and accept a gift, given freely. Will you?"
"Anything for you, girls."
They giggled, walked me to the bedroom door.
"We're not sleeping with you tonight. We'll be in the other bedroom. Have a good night."
Before I had a chance to respond they had shoved me through the door and closed it. In the center of the bed, surrounded by candles, was Sherry.
She reached for me, and I sat on the bed.
"I've always liked you Chris, and seeing all these naked people has gotten me so excited I can't see straight. I tried to hook up last night, but the STD episode has gotten me very nervous, even with protection. I was whining about it to the girls, and they offered me you. When I finally understood they were on the up and up, I couldn't wait. Will you, Chris? Will you make love to me?"
She had an almost pleading look in her eyes. She was forty seven, and in the sun you could see the wrinkles around her eyes and the sag in her breasts. Even so, she was in pretty good shape for her age, and attractive.
I pulled her face into mine, kissing with gentleness, then passion. Lay her down, forbidding her to move as I kissed every square inch of her body from toes to hair. She squeaked when I ran my tongue up her slit and across her ass, and arched her back as I teased her nipples. Kissed back down, and worked her through three orgasms before I came back up, flipped her on top so she could control the pace, and stroked her body as she moved against me. When I felt her getting close I flipped her back over, sliding into her as I looked into her eyes. When she came again I couldn't hold back and joined her.
We lay entwined as she drifted off to sleep. She woke up two hours later and insisted on a repeat performance. I got up on her knees and pounded her harder, while she tossed her hair and screamed.
She woke me up the next morning with her mouth. When I was ready to go she slipped back on all fours.
"I love this position. When you get close, tell me."
I did, fifteen minutes later, and she whirled around, took me back into her mouth, and finished me. She couldn't swallow it all, some ran down her chin ans landed n her breasts. As she lay gasping, the door flew open and three hundred eighty pounds of naked women piled on the bed, hugging us.
"Was he as good as we said?" asked Leslie.
"Better," she sighed.
M noticed her face and and gently started cleaning it. With her tongue. Leslie decided to help. I got up and took a shower. Ten minutes later I heard Sherry keening as she orgasmed again. They tried to get into the shower, but it was just too small. I shaved and watched in the mirror as they gently bathed Sherry. She slept most of the flight back.
She stirred, asked Leslie to change seats so she could talk to me.
"Thank you, Chris, You really are as good as they said. I know we'll never repeat it, but every time I look at you I'll smile and remember."
I in turned thanked her, and asked how someone as loving as she was wasn't attached.
"Married to my job. You have an idea how exhausting it is to wrangle models. I was married once, he was my partner in the agency. When we split, in lieu of alimony I got the business."
"If you don't mind telling me, what happened."
She took my hand.
"You above anyone else should be familiar with the story. Models running everywhere, barely clothed. It didn't take him three years until he was banging away with whoever was willing. And there were a few willing to bang the boss, hoping for better assignments. Some did it because they just wanted to. I couldn't handle it, and the third time I caught him we split. I had the same temptations, offers from male and female, but never gave in."
I nodded with my eyes closed, reliving the pain. She squeezed my hand.
"That's one of the reasons I was trying to stop Bree. Sorry I couldn't get the message through. It wasn't until it was too late that she realized how special what she had was. You know she moved to Atlanta, signed with an agency there. I wish her the best, but she was a real mess when she left."
I knew. She had called to tell me goodbye, and then later to give me her new number. I hadn't called, probably wasn't going too.
She put the house up for sale, and her lawyer asked if we could keep it in both our names until it sold, to ease the paper work. I didn't care.
................................................
The resort trip was just what I needed. I came back focused, feeling better for the first time in months. I wasn't over her, but the pain was fading.
I altered the face on the comic book character, and we added the sidekick. I made her look just like M. A few months later, Jay had a search to find Brunhilde launched. Every agency on the east coast sent in head shots, as well as a bunch of amateurs who read about it in the magazine. You'd be surprised how many were nudes. Bree was one of the professionals. Jay showed it to me.
I told him to use her if he wanted, but he chose an amateur. She had to have lessons, and we sent her and M to Sherry. She not only taught them, she signed them both.
M graduated, decided it was time to drop the consonant, and insisted on just plain Mary. She was actually quite busy as a model. Her ability to put on a wig and morph into any character served her well. She bitched some about wasting her degree, but the money was so good she kept doing it. I let her use my studio in between jobs, and she worked part time for us.
We were still sleeping together, but she had moved in with Leslie, and I had the feeling my expiration date was close. Les and I still loved each other, just not as soul mates.
I went with Jay to a comic/fantasy convention. He and I were to sit on a panel for independent writers and artists, to explain our success. I almost fell off the stage when I saw Mary and Julie, the girl we had hired to be Brunhilde strut across the floor and join us after the panel was over. They posed for pictures with fans while Jay and I signed comic books. It was an interesting experience.
Mary bitched later about how skimpy the costume was. I laughed.
"Have you not ever noticed the costume in the book? A g string and nipple patches. If anything, you're over dressed."
There was a convention somewhere every two or three months, and they were one of the most popular attractions. Their fees skyrocketed as a result.
One unexpected bonus was when the promoters found out what my day job was. We had printed some Brunhilde shirts, and they invited me to show some of my shirts besides those. I picked out the most popular, rented a booth, hired three locals, and made a killing. We didn't sell the Eros line, but had a catalog, and it made a nice resurgence.
Obscure Comics were starting to get a bigger piece of the market, and Les negotiated a licensing agreement to do their other comics. She had already passed the five million mark, and her projections were to hit ten in the next four years. She was now making the same as she did before the crash, and it could only go up. She gave her old Mustang to Mary, and got one so powerful I only rode in it once.
I loaned 'Sad Ogre' permanently to the state museum, with the understanding I could sell prints. I also gave them my Pollack imitation, titled 'Cheating Wife'. I couldn't stand to look at it and didn't consider it real art. The museum sold prints in the gift shop, and both sold well. I let them keep all the monies from it.
.................................................
I saw Bree on a pretty regular basis, just not in person. She was in the Sunday paper inserts, on bill boards, and occasionally on television. She was just as beautiful as ever. She had probably gained ten pounds, and it looked good on her. She could still make any bathing suit or lingerie looked damned good.
Seventeen months after our divorce, the house finally sold. She got almost the full asking price. Since my name was still on the deed, I had to sign the closing papers. I asked fr a time I could come in alone, and they set it up. I signed, feeling the last link being broken. I was halfway to the truck when I heard her voice.
"Chris, can we talk a minute?"
I turned. She had on a business suit, hair pinned back in a bun. Still the sexiest thing on two legs, in my heart.
"Hello Bree. Still as beautiful as ever."
She nervously touched her hair.
"Thank you for saying that, even with the weight I've gained. I'm finally modeling for the saggy boob and butt market."
"Don't lie, the extra pounds look great on you. And I see you all the time on tv and in print. I haven't seen any sag yet. What do you need to talk about?"
There was a coffee shop beside the law office. She walked towards it.
"Let me buy you a cup of coffee, and I'll tell you."
I still hadn't moved.
She stopped, held up her hands in a pleading gesture.
"Please, Chris. There were some things left in the house. We haven't spoken in over a year and a half. Five minutes, I promise."
I walked towards her. She almost tried to take my hand, and caught herself. I didn't ask, got her the oversized flavored latte she always favored, and a plain cup of coffee.
I put it on the table and sat across from her.
"I heard about your comic book convention appearance. One of my friends worked it. She said you were quite popular. I bet business really picked up afterwards."
"Bree, this isn't a date. We're not here to play catch up. What do you need to say?"
The first tear appeared. She brushed it back angrily.
"I promised myself I wouldn't cry. There was a lot of stuff left in the house, about all you took were your clothes. I put it all in storage. I'll give you the key before I leave. I already took what I wanted. If you don't want any of it, donate it. That's it. But I haven't gotten to talk to you in a long time. I miss that more than anything else. If you could just spare me a few minutes, for all the love we had before I screwed it up, if nothing else, I'd appreciate it. We can stop when you like."
I sighed, looking into her hope filled eyes.
"Still living in Atlanta?"
She smiled, her full lips parting slightly.
"Yes. I have a nice one bedroom condo. I don't need anything larger, I don't usually stay there long. I've done a few shoots in the Chicago area, got an offer from an agency there, but the shoot was in winter and I declined pretty fast."
"You never were much for cold weather."
She gave me that giggle that I used to love.
"Hard to be a nudist in the cold. Do you still do it? The resorts, I mean?"
"Old habits are hard to break. Yeah, I still go. Not as often as when we were together. As a matter of fact, I'm going in two weeks, they want to update the Beach Bunny campaign. I don't know what they want, I think we've rode that train until it's out of steam, but they pay well. And I get to stay there free for meeting them."
"I miss those times," she said, quietly.
"I do too. But Bree the past is the past. Got a new man in your life?"
I'd have rather breathed fire than ask that question, but I couldn't stop myself. She actually smiled.
"No, and before you ask, I don't have a new woman either. It's funny, since I got that STD and we broke up, I haven't had the desire to be with anyone. Funny, huh? The woman who cheated on her husband with multiple partners without a libido."
The last came out a little bitter.
"Bree, I..."
She stopped me.
"Stop, Chris. I know. And I'm not a nun. I've gone out with a few guys, no models, but the spark isn't there, and as soon as they know there's no future and no sex, they drift away. How about you? Got a harem yet?"
She tried to say it lightly and failed miserably, watching my face intently. I started to yank her chain but couldn't do it.
"I'm not even looking. I haven't been celibate, but there's only been three women since you. I care for them all, but there's no forever in any of them."
She actually smiled.
"I know one. Sherry. She was in Atlanta for a few days and I ran into her. She tried to keep it in, but after a few drinks she bitched me out for my behavior again, she told me I was the biggest fool on three continents to let a man who could eat pussy like that get away, not even considering your other attributes."
"I asked her how she knew, and she had the decency to blush. I got it out of her. You, your black Amazon and China doll, really rocked her world. Still sleeping with those bi...I mean, are you still friendly with them?"
"I recently stopped, after they got engaged."
I paused, grinning.
"Although, they are looking for a sperm donor. Leslie is about to run out of time, and Mary wants two."
I was serious about that. Three weeks ago we had a marathon session, and as we were recovering they told me it was the last time, showing me their matching engagement rings.
"We wanna start out right," said Les, stroking my cheek, "so no one else, and if we decide we want a toy down the line, you'll be the first one we call. And we're serious about this, we want kids, and we think you'd be a fine sperm donor. I know what you're thinking, and if we do this we expect you to have a big presence in our childrens' lives. Think about it. Now, since this is the last time, let's go out in style."
They both wanted it anally, something we'd never done before in our playing. Les had done it before, but Mary was a virgin. She almost didn't go through with it.
"Damn, why couldn't you have a white mans' dick? That thing feels like you're shoving a wine bottle up my ass."
I really wasn't that big, but it probably felt like it to her. Once I got all the way in, she got into it. So much so, I could hear them talking about butt plugs as they showered. I still smiled, thinking about it.
Bree looked despondent.
"I can empathize. My own clock is starting to tick louder. That's the thing I hate most of all about what I did. We'd have had beautiful babies together. And you would have been a super dad."
I chose not to comment. She looked at her watch.
"I have to go now, or I'll miss my flight. Thank you Chris. For forgiving me, just a little, and letting me talk. Have a nice life, I don't know when we'll see each other again. I hope you find someone worthy of you. Don't forget to look at the storage locker. I know I'm pushing it, but could I have a little kiss?"
I've never heard someone sound so lost and alone. I pulled her to me, intent on kissing her cheek and giving her a nice hug, but she wriggled that lithe body around, gripped me tightly, and gave me a very nice full lip kiss. I don't know how long she held it, but she was crying when she let me go. I had my own tears. I watched as her cab faded into the distance.
................................................
I went to the resort by myself. Leslie had a big licensing deal cooking. We were up to two hundred seventy employees in two locations, the largest operation of the kind outside of Asia. This deal would make us even bigger.
Mary was zipping around, trying to organize the wedding. They wanted it to be in less than three months.
"Why? Knocked up?"
She threw a chair at me. Don't mess with a huge woman in the midst of planning her wedding.
Amy was like nine and a half months pregnant, a boy this time, so she or J couldn't go.
Sherry had landed a major department store account and was immersed in pleasing them. Jay ended up engaged to his Brunhilde, and they were breaking the news to her parents that weekend. In Wisconsin.
So I went alone. It suited me. I'd had dreams of Bree ever since our conversation, couldn't get her out of my head. Getting away looked good to me.
I had a few ideas, talked to Sherry, had her think about it, but couldn't find a hook. I had little expectation of success.
.................................................
The plane ride was boring. The cab ride was boring. It was the off season, so there wasn't really a lot of people around. Most were just people taking a break from their lives, looking for a little happiness.
Nudists aren't all svelte models, most of them are just everyday, average people, skinny, overweight, young, middle aged, old, wrinkled. They had moles, bad hair days, etc. All they have in common is the ability to be comfortable in their own skins. How many people can say that?
I went down on Friday, to relax and think. My first meeting was Monday, and I was hoping I could think of something by then.
I had a few drinks in me, mellowing out, talking to a middle aged couple from Michigan, down for some sun. Their biggest concern was putting on a nice wedding for their daughter, who announced their engagement just before they left.
"I'd like to do something really nice," said the woman, "something they will remember for the rest of their lives."
It hit me like a ton of bricks.
"Alice, does your future son in law believe in nudity?"
She sighed.
"He keeps saying he'll come with us, but he hasn't so far."
"Can he get away for the next few days, and your daughter? I'd pay the flight, get you an upgrade to a suite if they will. Heck, for what you just did for me, you can have a suite whether they come or not. But if they do come and my idea comes through, they'll get their wedding paid for by this resort. Interested?"
After calling the manager down to verify I wasn't some whack job, they made the arrangements. I called the team I was to meet, asking for a Saturday afternoon sit down, something that couldn't wait until Monday. Three of the five were already there, so they agreed to give me an hour tonight, if it was that important.
We met in a small conference room. I wasn't able to offer them anything but the idea, but they loved it. I left the meeting feeling better than I had for a long time. And I got them to do Alice's daughters' wedding free, as a thank you for the idea.



I was a late night drink with one of their team, when he stopped talking.
"Why can't we all look like that," he sighed, "it would be a lot easier to fill this place up."
I looked around.
Bree.
She saw me at the same time and her hand went to her mouth. She looked like she was about to run away when I motioned her over. She came, looking like she was going to the gallows. She spoke first.
"Chris, I swear I didn't know you were here. I knew you had a meeting, but I didn't know where. After we talked, I decided to give myself a small vacation. I'll leave tomorrow."
I believed her. I hadn't told her which branch I was going to be at, and I'm sure none of my friends would.
"Bree, relax, I believe you. But since you are here, would you please join us? I'd like your opinion on something."
She slid into the seat opposite, still uncertain. I had forgotten how beautiful she was naked. It made my heart ache. I introduced her as a model I had done business with over the years, saying I trusted her instincts. She seemed happy I hadn't introduced her as my ex.
I outlined my idea to her, and she loved it. She even made a few suggestions. The client was happy, very happy. After about an hour, he excused himself and left. We both had drank more than we should, nerves, I guess. Seeing as I wasn't screaming at her, she suggested we go to the dance club, burn off some alcohol. I had always loved to see her dance, so I agreed.
Just as we hit the floor, a slow song started. She looked uncertain, started to go back to the table, but I took her in my arms, the first time I had held her aside from that brief hug in two years. She felt so good I misted up. I felt my shoulder getting wet, looked down, and watched her tears flow. I started to pull back but she held me fiercely.
After the song ended she still wouldn't let go, holding me until another song started. Without a word she pulled me out of the club and down a path. We stopped at her door, she punched in the number, and when it opened she dragged me in.
Her mouth and hands were all over me. Soon she had her hand on my cock, stroking softly. My hands were doing their own roaming. Our lips locked as I squeezed her firm ass, reveling in the heat. I threw her down, got between her legs.
Just as I was about to enter her I had a flash of clarity. I tried to pull back, but she had those long legs firmly wrapped around me, and her pussy devoured me. I gave up any token resistance, pounding her relentlessly. She was moaning as I rode her. About halfway through my anger flashed.
"Slut!" I screamed, then "cheating cunt," "dirty whore," and "skank," among others I don't remember clearly. I do remember her agreeing almost every time, begging, saying she was sorry as I ground into her savagely. We were both bruised the next morning.
I woke the next day, bewildered but happy. I felt something on my chest and looked down. One blue eye was peeking through the tangle of blond hair, and when she saw I was awake, she rose up to kiss me.
"Doesn't mean anything," I said.
"I know baby," she said as she kissed my neck.
"You are not forgiven, understand?"
"Yes baby," she said, as she started kissing down my chest.
"I'm not taking you back."
She stopped, raised up and looked me in the eye.
"I know," she said quietly, before she went back to kissing my stomach. I reached for her head, but she went farther down, Locking her lips round my cock, refusing to let go as I tugged her hair. As I swelled, I just let go and lay back.
It the best blowjob I had ever gotten. She slid back up, buried her face in my chest, and cried quietly. I stroked her hair gently until she stopped. She finally rolled off me and went into the bathroom. I heard the shower start. She gave me an unspoken invitation and I shook my head. I let myself out.
She was gone that evening.
.................................................
The resort was looking for ways to drum up new business. My suggestion was making this site a destination resort, in this case, for weddings.
I mocked something up, and called Sherry. She was still busy, so she handed me off to the agency in Atlanta that Bree worked for. They set it up, the photographers, the models, the equipment.
They were all there two weeks later. I flew down with Leslie and Mary. I was talking to the photographer in charge, making sure everything would flow smoothly.
"Everything is good to go, except we had a no show on one of our models, car wreck. We're having one flown in late tonight, we'll be ready to go first thing in the morning."
We had dinner, a few drinks, and went to bed early.
We were there at dawn. The shoot should wrap up by late in the afternoon, and we were going to go over the preliminaries and pick the ones we wanted, which I would be taking back to the factory to set up for printing.
It was a wedding scene, the bride in a veil, a white garter on her leg, holding a large white bouquet. The groom wore a top hat, and all the men wore bow ties. The women wore matching lavender garters and held small coordinated bouquets. Other than that, they were naked. Bree was the replacement, third bridesmaid.
The slogan I was going to use?
"Getting Married? Be Sure To Wear Your Best Suit."
We did another where they were gathered around a huge birthday cake, with party hats on.
"Celebrating A Birthday? At Least You're Dressed For It."
The brochures and on line ads promoted both birthday and wedding packages, from really reasonable to very extravagant. The tee shirts would be available at the resorts and on line.
Bree stayed away from me until the work was done.
"Can we talk?"
I had been thinking a lot about what had happened. If nothing else we needed to clear the air.
"Sure. I'm having dinner with the clients tonight, would you like to join me? We'll talk afterwards."
At eight, we were in the VIP dining room, enjoying a five course meal. Congratulations were given, toasts were made.
"How is it you're not in the advertising business? Where do you get all your ideas?"
The major stockholder was trying hard to hire me to do all his ad and promotion work.
"I like what I do, and I have a very full plate. I was married to a model for a long time[I felt Bree stiffen]and a lot of it rubbed off on me. I guess I've developed an instinct for it. But there are some aspects of the business that have no appeal, so I stick to what I like."
"Too bad. I need a man pretty bad right now. I wasn't satisfied with my last, and we parted company."
"How about a woman?"
He looked at Bree.
"I beg your pardon?"
"I said how about a woman? I'm a model, been in the business for years, and I have an eye for how things should be. I've also worked with people outside the business, very creative people, developing and executing campaigns. Chris can vouch for me, and I can give you references from practically everyone in the Southeast. I'd like to get out of modeling, I've lost my taste for it. This sounds perfect for me."
He looked askance at me.
"She's being truthful, and she had a degree in Public Relations she earned with modeling money. Hasn't used it, but I think you'd do well to consider her."
He agreed to sit down and talk to her after he'd seen her resume and checked her references.
The dinner ended on a high note. I walked her back to my suite. Stopping at the door, I gave her the speech I had rehearsed.
"We're not sleeping together tonight Bree. I need you to understand that before I open this door. We can talk, you can even stay here if you want. I have plenty of room. But that's all you get, a room. Do you understand?"
She looked confused.
"But two weeks ago was...."
Two weeks ago," I finished for her. "It shouldn't have happened. It just confused things. We're apart, and I for one remember why. Still want to come in?"
She just nodded and walked inside.
"Coffee?" I wanted a clear head. She asked for tea, and I made it for her. When we had our cups I sat her down in the living area.
She sat for a moment, sipping.
"Thank you for tonight. Do you think I can do a good job?"
"Yes I do. Bree, you've got a good imagination and a lot of experience. Heck, sometimes you do everything on a shoot but take the pictures. I think it's a great opportunity for you."
She smiled gently.
"Thank you. I'd like a chance at it. What I do, well, it's gotten old. I'm tired of being a gypsy. I want to settle down, stay in one place."
I stood, going to my briefcase. "I was going to mail it to you."
A medical report, stating I was clean.
She thanked me.
"You should have mine by the time you get home. I mailed it Thursday."
"Thank you." I said, meaning it.
We talked about the shoot, my ideas, her schedule for the next few months. Finally we ran out of steam.
She got to what she wanted to talk about.
"Will you explain something to me? All during our sessions you talked about the connection between love and sex. But after we broke up, you had sex with three women, often two at the same time. How could you do that?"
"You weren't really listening at all during those sessions, were you?" I stopped to gather my thoughts.
"There's nothing wrong with sport sex, per se, IF you're unattached. We were married. We made promises. Promises you broke."
"We're single now. But you're wrong. I love every one of those women. Les and I go all the way back to freshman year at college. Had each others' back, helped each other graduate. Mary was and is a friend. I didn't exactly have a mentor relationship with her, but I helped her when I could, and I'm very fond of her. Sherry and I have known each other for years, professionally and socially."
"So I had feelings for everyone of them. Not thirtieth anniversary feelings, but respect and fondness. We all knew it was going nowhere, I'm not bitter about Les and Mary going into an exclusive relationship, and Sherry has no interest in considering me a life mate."
I looked at her, to see if she got it. She was nodding her head.
"Still want children?" she asked quietly.
"Very much. If I can find the right woman."
The tears leaked out slowly while she fought for control.
"You will. You have too much going for you not to. And she'll be one of the luckiest women on the planet. I wish....never mind, not walking that path again. I'm tired," she said rising, "I believe I will take you up on that bed. See you in the morning."
We both retired, and as I lay in my bed I wondered if she was getting any sleep. I wasn't.
We had breakfast the next morning just before she left. She was an emergency replacement, and had another assignment. We kissed on the cheek, and she was gone.
...............................................
I was quiet when I got back, thinking. We did the shirts and sent samples to the customer. They gave us a very nice order.
Mary looked at the shirts, let out a whoop, and hugged me.
"This is it. How I want to get married. Let them handle everything and we'll just show up looking beautiful."
Leslie agreed and they started planning immediately. Four months later we were all on a beach, under an arbor. As the sun rose Leslie Kim and Marynell Johnson became Mrs. and Mrs. Kim. I gave the brides away. Sherry caught the bouquet.
The whole resort was at the reception that night, as wine flowed and congratulations were made.
I had to make a speech.
"One thing I've learned. Love is where you find it. When you do, you need to seize it and not look back. Raise your glasses, please, and join me in a toast to my good friends. May happiness and success follow you through your life, may love always be at your door, and passion always be in your lives. And if you have children, Chris is a nice name, for a boy or a girl. To Leslie and Mary!"
Later they had the first dance. Then they pulled me onto the floor, holding me tightly as we swayed to the music.
"Thank you Chris," said Mary, "I wouldn't be here if I'd never met you. Les and I want you to find love, you deserve it more than any one I know."
Leslie added to the sentiment.
"She's right. But, stay healthy, my clock is ticking, and you're prime daddy material."
I hugged them hard.
"Thanks. You're going to have to let me think about that. Enjoy a few years together first. Ask Amy, children change your priorities quite a bit."
I was the only one at the wedding alone. By my own choice.
I saw Bree in the papers for a few months. She did a lot of maternity work, the prosthetic baby bump making it look believable. She had done it before, and it excited me when I saw it, dreaming of the time it would be for real, but now it filled me with infinite sadness.
She disappeared when the resort gave her a chance, assigning her to the Cancun location, one I had never been to. I heard she was doing a really good job, making it a preferred wedding destination.
Leslie had made Mary her protege, teaching her all about our business. We had passed every goal she had set, to the point where she was a millionaire in her own right. I still went to my office, still kept current with the latest business, but pretty much left it to Leslie.
I painted more than ever before. It gave me peace.
I also put some of my paintings on shirts. Howling At The Moon was really popular, as was the Owl And The Wizard. Sad Ogre didn't sell nearly as well.
I had a one man show coming up, stuff I had worked on over the years. A few from my trip to Tahiti. One of my favorites, a nude featuring Alice, the middleaged housewife I met in Florida. She was hesitant at first, but I flew her, her husband, daughter and son in law down to the resort, and did the preliminary sketches and photos. After watching for awhile, her husband and son in law got bored and went off for a round of golf. Her daughter, seven months pregnant stayed. I took a few pictures of her while she protested, saying she looked fat and ugly.
"Nonsense, pregnancy makes women more beautiful than any other time in their lives. Let me do a watercolor and send it to you. If you like it, I'll do a painting, give you the fees, and the portrait. Fair enough?"
She agreed. Three months later, just after the birth of her daughter, I sent them emails of the paintings, telling her I'd send it to her after the viewing. They surprised me by flying down for the show.
Alice cried when she saw the painting. 'Portrait of Alice' was a contrast in shades, highlighting her face, with its' lines and planes, while casting her hip and one breast in shadow. I told her I would send it to her after the show. The state curator nearly had a heart attack, begging her to let him have it, and the one of her daughter.
'The Joy Of Motherhood' presented a full front portrait of Jasmine, her seven month tummy the focus of the painting. She held her hands to the bottom of her stomach, covering her pubes and empathizing her size, her distended belly button casting a small shadow, her milk swollen breasts and erect nipples were prominent, along with the joyous look on her face.
The Tahiti paintings were well received, but the highlight, the hit of the show, was a painting it took almost a year out of my life. It was life size, made from a picture I had taken of Bree just after we were married.
She was lying on red satin sheets, nothing covered. Her arm was slung over her head, her hair tangled, a small smile playing at her lips.
'Afterglow'. The only title I thought was appropriate.
...............................................
It took me three months to go to the storage locker. I just kept paying the fees. One day, at loose ends, I went to see what was there.
It was a jumble. I found a few of my old sketch books, a few pieces of furniture[most of it stayed with the house], a couple of paintings I had forgotten about, and two boxes of pictures, mostly of Bree.
I made myself go through them. When I found that particular one, which I had snapped after a really passionate round of lovemaking, I lost it. Sat on the floor of a six by ten storage unit and bawled my eyes out. Would I never get over her?
It was the only picture I kept, tossing the rest. I paid for another month, telling the manager to have some charitable organization come in and take what could be used, and toss the rest, and send me the cleanup bill. He looked at my red eyes and nodded, saying he would see it done.
I looked at the picture almost every day. It was like a form of self torture. Gradually I came to the conclusion I wanted to paint it, a self exorcism, I hoped.
Got it almost finished twice before flying into a rage and ripping it up. When I finally got it done, that particular version took almost nine months of steady work. Two more months of tweaking and reshaping, and I was through.
...............................................
Jasmine stood in front of it for a few minutes.
"Who is that?"
"My ex wife."
"She's so beautiful, almost like a model. I won't ask what happened, but from what I've seen of you, I can't believe it was your fault."
"Thanks. She actually is a professional model, or was up until a few months ago. It was a long time ago."
The curator begged and pleaded, until they agreed to let him exhibit them for three months, with the one of Bree, as a set. They got a very nice write up in the papers.
................................................
I hadn't fallen in love again.
I was rich, in good shape, fairly presentable[I had let my hair grow and had my goatee back, an artist thing, I guess], had good social skills. I met women through work, friends, my travels, but none of them captured my heart. The only hard and fast rule was I refused to date a model. It was kind of funny because I stilled worked with Sherry, and I got hit on every time I was around.
I bought a large house with ten acres of land out in the country, a steal due to the economic climate. Our sales were actually down for a while, but Leslie told me we were fine, and the numbers were rising again. I had a large studio built, the walls were mostly glass, as was part of the roof, with electronic shades. State of the art.
The only female that got close to my heart was Rorschach, a large mutt that just showed up one day. No collar, dirty, limping. I opened the door one morning and she rushed in, plopped on the couch and gave me a look.
It said, "you gonna feed me or what?"
I had to have the couch cleaned twice to get the mud stains out.
I gave her her name because of all her spots and splotches on her mostly white body. When I got her healthy she weighed close to eighty pounds. The vet estimated her to be around two. I tried to find an owner through ads and online, but no one came forward.
She had a great temperament, loved everybody and everything but cats. I think she must have had a bad experience with one when she was small. I saw her run one up a tree one Saturday and guard it for nine hours. Only her food bowl made her give up her post. The cat fled immediately.
I had her spayed and trained. She was my constant companion.
She was also a good judge of character. If I found myself dating anyone more than four times, I introduced them. If she liked them, I continued the relationship. If she didn't, we usually didn't last long.
I did a portrait of her. If Wyeth could paint his pig, I could paint my dog.
...............................................
Jay called me, the first time we'd talked in months. We had sold the comic book to Obscure two years ago, and he took a staff job, writing it and two others. He would call or email, give me a description of what he wanted, and I would draw something up for him. Most times they used my images. I never charged them.
"Hey, man? Guess what? I'm getting married!"
The new artist for Brunhilde was a woman, petite, attractive in a geeky kind of way, with a beautiful smile and expressive hands. I worked with her twice on the transition. They stayed with me for a few days, she liked the house and the studio. Jay showed her a sampling of some of my better shirts. She loved them, to the point she was sneaking them into the comic, a stray character here and there with one on. With permission, of course, and every so often she'd let people know that they were actually real, and where to get them. Their friendship grew into love.



What happened to Julie? Three weeks before the wedding he went to a comic book convention to surprise her. He did, while she was having sex with another man. She begged and pleaded, but he never took her back. Sherry dropped her when she found out. I think she lives in California now.
I congratulated them.
"We want you, J and Amy, Leslie and Mary, and Sherry to be in the wedding. Will you be my best man?"
"Name the time and place. I'll be there."
"Cancun, in three months. It's one of those destination wedding packages, all we have to do is show up. She saw a picture of a waterfall there, and wants to get married in front of it. We're still working on the exact date. I'll get back to you."
I started to wonder. Bree was still in Cancun, doing well in her job. So well, that they gave her Costa Rica too when she had to step in to do damage control when her predecessor screwed up badly. She contained it, made it up to all concerned, and avoided litigation. Sherry told me, they still stayed in contact.
I wondered if her resort was where the wedding would be and looked it up. No, it was a different one. I was a little disappointed, I hadn't been naked in a while. Took one of the women I dated once, and when she found out it was clothing optional, she called me a pervert and flew home. We never dated again. Maybe I could take a few extra days after the wedding.
................................................
The wedding was, to say the least, unusual. Everyone had to dress up as comic book characters, all from Obscure, of course.
I found out capes aren't always good fashion accessories, and tights aren't all that comfortable in a hot, humid climate. The only one comfortable was Mary. For once she didn't complain about how skimpy her costume was.
I had gained a little weight. I was thirty seven now, nature was catching up to me. Took a look in a mirror, didn't like what I saw, and hired a personal trainer. I thought the bitch was trying to kill me. She was actually a nice woman, but deadly serious about her job. I also took up running, something I came to enjoy. I even ran a few half marathons.
I ended up bulking up to two ten. I also got bored one day and shaved my head. I trimmed my goatee and waxed my mustache. Walking into the office a few days later, Les almost didn't recognize me.
"What the hell? Where's my slacker friend, and where did he steal that hot body?"
She called Mary, who ran in to hug me. I surprised her by lifting her up and twirling her around, something I had never been able to do before.
"Damn, there's a brother out there probably madder than hell because some white boy stole his dick and his body. You look good enough to eat."
She said that and licked her lips, while Les giggled.
"Remember our anniversary party next week. You know what we want."
I did indeed. They cornered me in my studio one weekend. They had come out to enjoy the fresh air, and get naked in privacy. I had a nine foot fence put around my backyard, so I could enjoy my pool and patio without worry. Les asked if we could talk about something serious for a minute.
"It's time to start our family. We're serious, Chris. We want you to be the dad, in every sense of the word. We've even got a contract written up, giving you unlimited access and freedom from financial burden, Think about it. I've let my window pass, so it's up to my wife now. Two, remember? And don't even think about artificial insemination. We want it done the old fashioned way so we will be connected forever. I'll be glad to be your fluffer."
Les giggled and grabbed my dick, giving it a few quick tugs while Mary tried to suffocate me with one of her boobs. They fell back laughing, then got serious.
"We know you've always wanted kids. And we know how hard this decision will be. Think about it, but please don't break our hearts."
I had thought about it, a lot. On one hand I wanted my own with a mate that loved me, on the other hand my clock was ticking, and I didn't want to be a biological dead end.
................................................
We partied, escorted the loving couple to their suite. Jay got me alone.
"You know where we wanted to have the wedding, but her parents would have thrown a fit. I know you guys are planning on going over to the resort. That works out great, her parents are going home in two days. We've already got a suite. See you soon.
The next day we packed, and the whole tribe moved up the coast. We were greeted like royalty. Sherry had called Bree and set it up. She let it be known Bree would be in Costa Rica that week. I was a little disappointed, it had almost two years, and I wondered what she looked like now.
I got my share of looks from the ladies and a few men, but Les and Mary hovered over me.
"Don't even think about it it. We want you full and desperate by the time you finally knuckle under. Got it?"
I grinned at Les, picked up her five foot, one hundred five pound frame, and threw her as far as I could into the pool, her screaming the whole way. She had never learned to swim. Mary and I were both right behind her, holding her up as she sputtered to the top. "Bastard!" she screamed, when she could get a breath. "I could have drowned!"
I laughed. The water was four feet deep. It still came up to her mouth. I ducked her again, and when she came up sputtering, I kissed her.
I let her go, looked down and grinned.
"Is that any way for a soon to be parent to talk? You'll have to watch that potty mouth in the future."
Mary had snuggled up behind her, actually had her off the floor of the pool. They both looked at me in shock.
"Does that mean what I think it means?" whispered Mary.
"Yep." I don't want to waste around. Plot your next fertile time and we'll get started."
They started crying, and I left them in the pool, telling Amy and Sherry this would be a good time for some girl bonding. I heard them screaming as I walked away.
It was a decision I didn't make lightly. But I had trusted and loved both for a long time, and I would make sure J wrote up a bulletproof contract. If I was going to father kids, I wanted to be a big part of their lives.
We had dinner, and the girls wanted to start right away, but I told them I'd like to be alone that night.
.................................................
I was up almost at dawn the next day, feeling sluggish. Off my exercise regime, I was feeling it. Looked around for my Speedo and running shoes, and hit the beach. Five or six miles should make me feel better.
I tried to run nude before, but there was just too much jiggling going on. Some women were the same, that's why you'd see them wearing sports bras when they played volleyball.
I had my Ipod cranked, not paying attention to my surroundings, zoned into the rhythm of my stride. I'd reached the private end of the beach, where many of the staff lived. I could see a woman sitting under a grove of trees, but didn't pay attention.
I was probably ten yards away when a pink ball rolled onto the beach, followed by a giggling child, who in turned was being chased by her mother. I stopped and picked up the ball.
The baby, just old enough to walk, held up her hands for the ball. Her mother had stopped, holding her hands to her mouth. She stepped out of the shade.
Bree.
I looked down, noticing the child. Black hair, grey eyes. She looked just like my baby pictures.
My head started spinning. The maternity shoots, the reason why she wanted a steady job, the silence, all came together.
She was trying to say something, but with my earbuds playing I couldn't understand. Unbidden tears rolled, and I turned back up the beach, almost sprinting. I could hear her screaming as she tried to run after me, but I ran until I couldn't see her anymore.
I didn't even pack, just threw on some clothes, chartered a plane on the way to the airport, and left. Back home, I got in my truck and drove. Wound up in the Smoky Mountains, Virginia I think, rented a cabin, and collapsed for two days.
When I turned on my phone finally, My message board was full. Les, J and Amy, Jay and his wife. Mary. Two from my mother. And one from Bree.
"I'm sorry, that wasn't how I wanted you to find out. I was afraid to tell you, afraid you would think I was trying to trap you. I didn't mean to get pregnant, but when I found out, I couldn't kill her. She's amazing, Chris. I know it was selfish, but it was like I got to keep a part of you forever. And I intended to tell you, this week. It was why I came back."
Then she broke down.
"Please Chris, please don't take her away from me. She's all I have. I've been a good mother, I swear. Please, please, call me."
All the rest were comments of worry from my friends. I went home, didn't tell anyone. I was there two days before they found me.
It was Sherry. I let her in, and flopped back on the couch. She just sat with me for a long time before she spoke.
"Sucks, huh? Finding out like that, I mean. Bree is scared to death, thinking you'll try to take her away. I met her, she's a sweet kid. Looks just like you. And Chris, I never knew, I swear. When I'd see her the child was nowhere around, and she never spoke of her. What are you going to do?"
I had thought about little else for days.
"Meet her. I think Bree owes me that. I'll go from there."
She relaxed for the first time.
"You're a good guy, Chris. You'll do the right thing. Want me to call her and tell her?"
I still wasn't sure about being around her.
"Does she have to be there?"
"It's her child, Chris. As scared as she is, she's not going to let her out of her sight."
I hung my head.
"This weekend. I'll book the flight, arrange for a car to pick her up. Just her and the child, understand? I know she was serious about some guy, but he does not need to be here. I won't accept it."
Kelly gripped my hand.
"She's not involved with anyone, hasn't been for a while. She's alone, Chris."
"No she's not. She has a child. I have no one."
She didn't know what to say, so she hugged me and left. She let everyone know I was home, and soon it was like had a revolving door. I took as much as I could before I assured them one more time I was all right, and politely ran them out.
Of course, I wasn't all right. I had no idea what to do, or how to handle the situation.
Bree emailed me everyday, including photographs of every stage of Tinas' life. It was short for Christina. She explained her actions in detail several times.
She was afraid to tell me before the birth. She assured me it was mine. Had DNA evidence. Made sure I knew it was when we spent the night that weekend at the resort.
She wasn't expecting to see me, she really wasn't expecting to sleep with me. She had been off birth control for awhile, she hadn't had sex in a long time and wasn't expecting to that night.
It was all rationally explained. I just don't know if I believed it.
It took a month for her to come. She wanted all her old friends there, safety in numbers, I think. I thought it was a good idea. I would be on my best behavior.
So on a sunny Thursday in July, I was waiting by my door for the car to deliver my, what, family? I had no idea what to call them.
................................................
The car pulled up, and the driver opened the door. Bree got out, wearing a conservative dress and sunglasses. She walked around the car, reached in, undid the child seat I told the service to provide, and pulled her out. She was blinking in the sun, the car had tinted windows.
As Bree came up the walk, the little girl saw the crowd waiting for her and gripped her mother a little tighter.
"Hi guys," she said quietly, "it's really good to see you again. I'd like to introduce my, er, our daughter, Christina Brianna Tate. How's that for an entrance?"
She got pecks and hugs, it had been a long time, and they bore no grudges.
She came up to me at last.
"I rehearsed speeches for a month, but now that I'm in front of you with her, I have no idea what to say. Would you like to hold your child?"
I reached for her with shaky hands. To my surprise she reached out for me.
"Da," she said, several times, tugging my goatee. I looked at Bree.
"She's trying to say Daddy. I show her your picture everyday, and tell her it's her daddy. I wanted her to know who you were. Don't be mad, but I have Sherry send me photos of you every few months. She thought they were for me. I can't believe you shaved off your hair."
I stood there, holding the blood of my blood, for the first time, and the emotions overwhelmed me. I held her back out to Bree.
"You better take her now...I don't..I can't..."
She reached out quickly, taking her. They told me later I went ghost pale, they were actually afraid I was going to pass out. I walked out back and sat by the pool.
Twenty minutes later Bree came out and sat beside me.
"All right now? I'm so sorry, Chris, for all of this. It was a mistake, but I wouldn't change it for the world. I'm relieved you finally know, it was so hard not to tell you."
We could hear Tina crying, and Sherry came out holding her. Bree took her and she calmed down for a minute, then started wriggling.
"Do you mind if I put her down? She's an active child, and she's done nothing but sit since we got on the plane."
She stood her beside her, and she clutched her dress until she got her balance. Then she decided the distance between our chairs was just perfect for a walk. She tottered, wobbled, but stayed upright until she reached me. She looked up and smiled like "see what I can do?" before looking around for another milestone.
I had forgotten Rorschach. I had put her out back. She had eased up to us, and was lying on the other side of me. Tina saw her, thought she was a toy, and toddled around me, losing her balance and landing right in front of her. Tina looked at Rorschach, Then reached out and touched her nose. When she licked her, she went into a fit of giggles. She cried when I picked her up, wanting her toy back. I calmed her, by getting up, letting her tiny hand latch on to my little finger, and let her walk wherever she wanted to go, as long as it wasn't the pool. Rorschach walked beside her, and she's sometimes fall against her. It made her giggle every time. Finally she just grabbed a handful of fur and walked between us. I showed her my flowerbeds, and she wouldn't move until she picked one, holding it to her nose. I tucked it behind her ear, which seemed to please her.
We did this until she got tired, then she wanted picked up. She put her head on my shoulder and was asleep almost instantly as I walked back to the patio. I looked up to see everyone there, with tears streaming down most cheeks. Leslie was filming the whole thing, something I'll always love her for. Bree was crying hardest of all.
She put her down for a nap, and we fired up the grill. Steaks, chicken, shrimp, with a salad. I turned on the party lights, and we ate quietly.
By the time everything was done, she was awake, so Bree gave her a cleanup and a fresh outfit. I forgot a high chair, so she sat on alternating parent laps, eating her baby food. I may have slipped her a bit of mashed up baked potatoes, but nobody noticed. I got caught slipping her bites of pudding I had purchases just for her.
Bree gave me a lecture about what to feed a baby, but laughed when she smeared pudding on both our faces.
Finally they left, leaving us alone. Bree had cleaned her up again, and she was practicing walking, holding on to furniture as she went. Rorschach was either right behind her or right in front of her. When I told Rorschach to lie down, Tina toddled over and fell against her, crying when I lifted her up. I patted her back while I walked around, talking to her soothingly. Ten minutes later she was out like a light.
Bree put her down, and left the door open, so she could hear her.
"This changes everything, doesn't it?"
I just nodded.
The tears started.
"Please don't take her away from me. You've got the money, if you turned J loose on me I wouldn't have a chance. I'll do anything."
I looked at her while she snuffled, trying to get my phrasing right.
"Don't say anything, Bree. I might just take you up on that. I'm pissed beyond words that you hid her from me. The first Christmas, the first birthday, the first steps she took? You stole that from me, never gave me a chance."
"I believe you when you say it was an accident. But I helped create her, didn't you feel I needed to know?"
She was looking pale herself.
"You don't think I agonized over that? I wanted to tell you so badly it was killing me. But I do what I always do with you, I fuck up. We should have been together when she was born, here, in this house. I should have made you see this was a gift from God, and needed to be treated accordingly. I'm asking you for your help here, how can we fix this?"
I already knew what I wanted, I had thought of nothing else since I discovered her.
"To start with, she needs my last name."
She actually smiled.
"Weren't you listening when I introduced her? She already has your last name, and you're listed as father on the birth certificate. Here."
She rummaged through a small case she had and handed me the certificate.
"Thank you. Now for the biggie. I want her to be part of my life. I'll fly down every other weekend, and I'll want her here whenever you can come up. You know money isn't an object."
She smiled, relaxing for the first time. She pulled another paper out and handed it to me. A custody agreement, to be held jointly, with her as primary. I would have access to her anytime I wanted. I just had to sign it.
We talked into the night, about a lot of things, staying away from the real serious subjects. She finally yawned.
"Time for bed. You're a parent now, you don't get to sleep in. Want to kiss her goodnight?"
What a stupid question.
I held her as she turned down the bed and went into the bathroom to change. She came out in a light weight, knee length gown. Sensible, simple, but she made it look stunning.
She gave me a kiss goodnight and shooed me out.
................................................
I woke to her standing over me, holding Tina.
"Get up. Some little lady needs breakfast."
I jumped up, hopped in the shower, brushed my teeth, and got dressed in record time. When I came into the kitchen she handed her to me.
"Walk her around a little, let her burn off some energy, and I'll fix her breakfast."
I wouldn't let her in the grass because it was still damp, but Rorschach and I walked her all over the patio. The way the dog acted I thought she may have been exposed to small children in her past. In the end, she was holding her fur and not my hand.
Bree called us in, and fed her strained bananas and hot cereal, while I fixed an adult breakfast.
"How long are you going to stay?
It was killing me to ask the question.
"I've taken two weeks vacation. How much we spend it with you is your call."
I called Les and told her I was on vacation until she heard from me. She laughed, said "Duh. Have a good time, daddy."
I had kept the car seat, and put it in my little SUV, making sure to follow the directions to the letter. Bree watched me through the kitchen window, grinning.
"Get her ready," I called out as I came in.
"We need to shop if you guys are stay that long."
I couldn't find then anywhere. Then I heard a horn honk. They were strapped in, waiting on me.
Bree had to hold me back. First we went to the mall, for extra clothes for both. Then to the box store for diapers, then the grocery store for supplies. My head felt enormous as I pushed the buggy while Tina rode and Bree shopped, I was so proud. Women looked at the baby and cooed. Men looked at Bree and drooled.



She had to stop me from buying too many clothes.
"She'll out grow them in a couple of months, there's no need."
She argued and lost when I bought every Disney and Pixar DVD they had. We ate lunch, or rather Bree ate while I fed Tina, and then we went home.
After everything was stored, and Tina was down for her nap, Bree surprised me by asking for the keys.
"Don't worry, I'm going to see Sherry for a few minutes. She has a problem she wants my help with. Shouldn't take too long, you'll be fine. If you run into anything you don't think you can handle, I'm a phone call away. See you in a bit."
I spent most of the time she was gone watching her sleep. When she woke, I changed her, gave her some juice, and we hit the pool. What I mean by that is I stood in the pool and held her while she splashed. She laughed and splashed harder when Rorschach jumped in with us. I let her throw the ball, and she seemed amazed when she brought it back every time. I was going to have to add a kiddie extension, no doubt.
Worried about sunburn, I took her back inside, got out one of the new outfits I really liked, and dressed her.
I put in one of the Pixar movies and held her on my lap. Of course, she was way too young to understand it, but she seemed to like the images.
We went to sleep, I had fallen back against the couch and she was snuggled to my chest, her breath tickling my cheek. Not to be left out, Rorschach had waited until I was out and crept up, lying over my legs, his nose on her hand.
I woke up confused. Bree and Sherry were standing over us, snapping pictures. Both sets of eyes sparkled with tears. I freaked.
"I'm so sorry, Bree! What if I had dropped her?"
She stroked my cheek, a gesture achingly familiar and disturbingly foreign.
"Relax, your daddy instincts were in full force. I tried to take her out of your hands, but you wouldn't let go. Let me have her now, she needs a change, and we need to wake her up. If we don't we'll never get her down tonight."
Sherry and I talked while she changed her.
"What are you going to do?"
"I'm working on it, but I still don't know. One minute I hate her with a passion for denying me so long, then I watch them interact, see the love, and I want to cry, wanting them both so bad."
She patted my hand. "You'll figure it out. Knowing you, it will be something none of us would have thought of, and it'll be amazing.
The two weeks went by in a blur. I absolutely had to go to work for a few hours, twice. And she was with Sherry a few more times. She spent some time with Les and Mary, came home with a pensive expression.
She brought up what was on her mind after Tina was down for her afternoon nap.
"Les, Mary, and I had lunch today. They're a little freaked out, scared that Tina will make you rethink your promise to them. Don't look so surprised, you knew they would tell me. Have you changed your mind?"
"Honestly, I hadn't given it any thought since I found out about my daughter."
She flinched a little when I said 'my' and not 'ours'.
"Well, I don't think you should let them down. They really want children, and don't want to adopt. I watch you with our daughter[she put emphasis on the our], you're a great dad."
"You're unattached, healthy, well off, and I think it would be good for you. Think about it."
She sat primly on the couch, gathering her thoughts.
"We're leaving tomorrow. I have to work, and before you say a thing I refuse to let you support me. I'm good at my job, and I like it. I will tell you I'm trying to get transferred a little closer, but it's not happening right now. Tina has bonded with you. I want you in her life, our lives, as much as you can be."
I nodded. I'd see her as often as I could, if I had to swim there.
................................................
That night, after Tina was down for the night, Bree knocked on my door, entering quietly.
I was mostly asleep, and before I could move she sat on the bed..
"Chris, can I sleep with you tonight? I'll behave, I promise. It's been so long since I've been held and cuddled, and that's all I want. Please?"
I didn't hesitate, sliding the covers back. She snuggled in as tightly as possible, kissing my neck.
"Bree," I warned.
"Just a goodnight peck, honey, that's all. Goodnight."
I let the honey slide. We lay awake for a long time, and just as I relaxed, and Bree was breathing quietly, Tina cried out. I slipped out without waking Bree, changed her, cuddled her a little, and without thinking slipped back in the bed with her still in my arms.
I woke the next morning feeling dampness on my arm. I thought Tina had spilled, but it was Bree, crying on my arm while she stroked Tina's cheek. I pulled her a little tighter and let her cry it out. I don't know how long we would have laid there, but Tina decided it was breakfast time.
She wiggled around, pulling my goatee, laughing when Bree blew on her stomach. I got up, unwillingly.
"Come on, our daughter needs fed, and you need to pack."
She went into full on bawling when I said 'our', and it scared Tina so she started crying too.
I didn't know what to do so I cuddled them both until Bree regained control.
"Sorry," she said, sniffling and wiping her eye on per pajama sleeve.
I hugged her.
"I know. It's hard on me, too."
.................................................
We talked. I was coming down the next weekend. She frowned.
"I have to work, we have a group coming in to look us over, could be a lot of business."
I almost said I wasn't coming for her, but didn't want to be cruel.
"All right. I know your job comes first. I'll spend it with Tina, a little father daughter bonding time."
She smiled.
"Good. I'll have to spare bedroom ready."
"Bree, I..." She held up her hand, stopping me. I has intended to take a suite, and she knew it.
"Stop, now. You WILL stay with me. It gives you more time with your daughter, and that's what this is all about. No negotiation. End of subject."
I had never seen her this forceful. I just nodded.
"Good, here." She handed me a key to her house. She already had one for mine.
The cab came, she didn't want me to take them to the airport.
"Kiss, Daddy, honey."
Tina understood kisses, and planted her tiny lips all over my face. I almost couldn't let go. She took her back, and held up her cheek.
"Now kiss Mommy."
I was going for a cheek but she was having none of it. She took the hand that wasn't holding our daughter, grabbed my head, and gave me a huge kiss, right on the lips. I may have felt a little tongue. It made me warm and confused.
"Bree, I..." She put her fingers to my lips stopping me.
"Stop talking. I know. See you soon."
.................................................
Rory, which is what Tina called Rorschach, looked at me as they went down the drive.
It looked like she was saying, "Dumbass, go bring them back."
"What do you know? You're four, you can't possibly understand adult relationships. Let's get into the pool."
We jumped in, it gave me a chance to cry.
"Too much Cholrine," I told her, as she swam around, looking for Tina. She found one of her toys under a chair, grabbed it, and jumped back in. I tossed it a few times,but my heart wasn't really into it.
So we established a pattern. I would go down, spend most of the time with Tina, at first. Then it seemed like Bree had more free time. It was really hard, because when she got home the clothes came off. The only time she dressed was to get into what she called her 'chastity pajamas', so she could sleep with me.
I'd wake to find her spooned to me, my hands all over her. I'd roll over at first, but she'd just snuggle into my back, and then her hands would wander. I'd jerk off in the shower, and once I came down early, and heard a few gasps and a humming sound in the bedroom. I exited quietly, them made a big noise when I came in. She came out hurriedly, holding her hand in front of her swollen pubes. I pretended not to notice.
It got to the point I had to take Rorschach with me. She decided I wasn't capable of watching Tina, so she appointed herself guardian, insisting on sleeping in her bedroom. If she cried out, she would come in and nuzzle us until we woke.
It was always me that got up. When Bree realized she had slept straight through several times she smiled.
"Thank you. I almost never sleep the whole night. Knowing you're here must relax me. I could get used to it really fast."
"Bree."
She held up her hand in frustration.
"I know, you're not interested in a relationship. It's just hard sometimes, remembering."
Six month later it happened.
Tina could talk pretty well by then. "Daddy!" she would squeal, launching herself into my arms.
She would snuggle a minute, give me about fifty kisses, and then wiggle down to do the same with Rory, she still had trouble with her full name.
I had found a company that made stuffed animals to order, sent them a picture, and had it made life size. She kept it on her bed, it was her favorite snuggle.
It was the weekend of her second birthday. We were at my house. All my friends were there, including J and Amy, and their kids. Their youngest was only three months older, and they often played together. When the older ones got her to understand she could dig into the cake with her fingers, she did, followed by the enthusiastic help of her best friend. We all howled, and the parents pulled out the spare clothes when they were done.
She went with them when they left, a sleepover with her buddies. Her very first one.
I was nervous, but Bree stroked my arm.
"Get used to it, Daddy. You can't hold on to them forever."
"I can try." I said petulantly, while she laughed.
We cleaned up a bit, finished a bottle of wine. She hadn't said anything about sleeping with me, so I went to bed alone.
I half woke when she slipped in beside me, then rolled over and spooned. My eyes flew open when I realized she was naked.
"Bree, I..."
She silenced me with a kiss.
"You over think things, dear. Now, shut up and love me."
And I did. We giggled, we cried. I did all the things I remembered she liked, and she returned in kind.
Things were going great until she was riding me and I had a flashback of her in the same position, with someone else. I almost wilted.
She knew.
"Stop! It was the past. Let's make new memories.
She said this in fragments, between kisses.
...............................................
We woke the next morning in a tangle that was hauntingly familiar and totally new at the same time. I looked at her body.
Motherhood had finally given her breasts a slight sag, added a cup size. Her hips were a little wider, and she was twenty pounds heavier than she was when she modeled. They combined to make twice as sexy.
She woke, saw me watching her, got embarrassed. She often lamented her 'mommy' shape. I finally got her to stop by asking if she'd rather have the shape back or Tina. She smiled and never brought it up again. She tried to pull the covers up.
"Don't." I said in a stern voice.
She immediately pulled my head down, and we started round two. We didn't leave the bed except for bathroom breaks and a quick shower until noon.
I was totally spent, while she was bouncing around. I had forgotten how making loved energized her. She tugged me up.
"Shower." she ordered,"we have to pick up Tina and lunch with Amy.
Amy and J looked at us funny a few times, and Amy actually laughed. I wondered what was going on until I went to the restroom. A hicky, small but very dark. I flushed. Then grinned.
When they left, I started to say something but she stopped me.
"I know," she said, in a sad and bitter voice, "it doesn't mean anything."
That wasn't what I was going to say at all, but she jumped in the cab and left.
.............................................
She didn't share my bed again for four months. She was moody, almost hormonal, at times. She was only thirty two, I had heard of early onset menopause, but that couldn't be it, could it? I tried to leave her alone.
It was her weekend to come up. I rushed out to the cab, she still refused to let me pick them up, and was startled by the look on her face and that she was alone.
Before I could ask, she told me Tina was with Amy and her kids.
"I need some time alone with you," she said, then came out with The Big Four, words every man knows is not followed by good things, "we need to talk."
I offered her a drink and she declined.
"I can't drink right now. Let me get this out. I need you to loan me two million dollars."
This was about money? And why the hell would she need that much?
Before I could talk she started again.
"That came out wrong. I don't actually need your money. I need you to cosign the loan papers, I have them in my case. Before you ask, I need it to buy half of Sherry's agency. Don't you dare say no, I've already quit my job. I don't have a fall back. And I'll be living with you, you need to put a roof over your children."
I looked, open mouthed.
"That's right, I said children. You've managed to knock me up again. Five more months. I hope it's a boy. This will be the last one, understand? I'm getting too old. Think maybe I should have told you to use protection?"
For the first time she looked nervous. Before I could speak she plunged ahead.
"One last thing. It did mean something. You are going to forgive me, and you're damn sure taking me back. I'm not the airhead you married anymore. I was way too young then, to immature for an adult relationship, too spoiled by everyone including you. I thought if I wanted it, I should have it."
"But I'm a mature woman now. I've learned all actions have consequences, and you better be ready to pay them. I've proved myself as an executive and a single mother. I don't have anything else to prove except this."
She dropped to her knees in front of me, tears forming.
"I need to prove I'm worthy of you. I need to prove that I never stopped loving you, that I deserve to be with you. I need you to take me back. Marry me again. If you need to take some time, I'll stay with Sherry. Think about it."
I did, for about three seconds, before sweeping her into my arms and smothering her with kisses. She was crying uncontrollably and looked like she was about to pass out. I sat her on the couch.
"Wait here," I ordered, disappearing into my bedroom.
I came back with a box, dropped to my knees, and with all the conviction I could muster, asked her to marry me, again. She actually passed out.
After she revived and I got her some tea, she sat snuffling while I talked to her.
"I knew form the first time we made love again. I've watched you with Tina. I've watched you in the boardroom, impressed with your skills. You're my dream woman, exactly what I wanted the first time. I just didn't wait long enough."
I wiped her eyes, kissed her gently, and handed her the phone. She looked at it.
"Call our friends, let them know. I'm sure the girls will descend shortly. I'm going over to see J. I think we'll take the kids to the park. Call me when it's safe to come home."
She was hitting speed dial as I walked out the door.
...............................................
There's always an epilogue, isn't there?
My six kids came piling into our living room, shouting out for us.
"Shiny had her baby! It was a girl."
I knew we'd have to go see it, so we started putting on clothes. Our kids were raised with nudity, and usually went nude too unless they had to go out in public. Tina became embarrassed when she started hitting puberty. Her moms talked to her but we had already decided to let them find their own way. She came down, and the other kids made fun of her budding breasts and pubic hair.
"I'll remember this later", she told them, looking just like her mom. They shut up, she was the undisputed leader of the group.
She came in last. Twelve now, starting to develop a woman's shape. As she matured, she looked more and more like her mother, with my hair and eyes. She had decided she was too dignified to run and scream, until I'd toss her into the pool, and she'd scream. She'd scream again when I dove in with her, tickling her until she begged me to stop.
J.J. and Sherry, our twins, were pushing ten. They both had her blond hair, Sherry had green eyes, a gift from her grandmother, but J.J. had his Mom's blue eyes. I felt sorry for the girls when he grew up.
Les Jr. half white and half Asian, had an exotic look, and was tiny, at eleven she was less than five feet. Had her Mom's steel trap mind, as well as her beauty. My only contribution was grey eyes, really standing out in that Asian face.
Her sister Alice was five days younger and already five five, with soulful brown eyes like her mother, and a skin color of heavy cream. She was the enforcer of the group. Nobody messed with her siblings. Not in front of her anyway.
Amber, the baby of the group, was only seven. The others spoiled her unmercifully. I don't think she was going to have her mother's height, but I still don't think she'll be small. She looked like a smaller version of her sister. About all she got from me was the love of painting. I knew at an early age she was gifted, watching her as she filler her coloring books. She had just started private lessons. She had a miniature easel set up in my studio.
Alice was the jock, the scourge of her middle school softball league.
Jr. followed her mom around, absorbing. We had already set the money aside for Wharton.
Sherry liked clothes, so much that she asked for a sewing machine for her next birthday.
And J.J., swimming in a sea of estrogen, wanted to be in the Olympics, as a rider.
Shiny was his horse, a pure white Arabian mare. Her pedigree was a mile long, we actually ordered from an Egyptian stable. Her stallion was a world champion. We bred her so if he was any good, He'd have a mount when he reached his late teens.
His coaches say he has real promise.
So, yes, I did father the children of Leslie and Mary. I got together with them after we remarried, at Bree's insistence. She was eight months pregnant when it happened, and was there at the inception, watching I can't begin to describe the feeling of knowing she was watching while I tired to impregnate another woman.
She actually got excited, and her swollen breasts started leaking. Leslie was so turned on she nursed them, which gave Bree a small orgasm.
In gratitude, She insisted I make love to Leslie, as a thank you and farewell.
Women tend to synchronize their cycle, and being lesbian the need for protection was nonexistent. So at thirty seven, Leslie found she was pregnant too. She had a lot of misgivings, but went to term and the child came out healthy and normal.
They all shared the same doctor, and we got on a first name basis when I showed up in the delivery room three times in less than a year, with three different women, signing every birth certificate. As a thank you, all my children bear my last name.
I never touched them again until Mary wanted a second. I balked, but Bree insisted, although she didn't want to be there this time. It took four tries.
I had to go back to running the company while the girls recovered. I did the best I could, but I wasn't Leslie. I all but threw rose petals in front of her when she came back six months later.l
Mary didn't come back, opting to be a stay at home mom. They bought thirty acres adjoining ours, built a five bedroom house, and built a wide gravel path from their backdoor to ours. Mary became the primary caregiver, along with two nannies, of our brood. We kept her on her old salary, she deserved it.
What did Tina like? Modeling. In fact, Bree and Sherry used all our kids, individually and together. All their money got deposited straight into a trust fund they can access when they turn twenty one. They watched them like hawks. And Bree was an absolute terror with her models. One whiff of impropriety, and you were gone. There was no recourse, she had an ironclad morals clause written into every contract. Sometimes, if she caught a girl wavering, she'd tell her her story. It didn't always help. The arrogance of youth.



Leslie took our company, Terrible Taste In Tees, public, making us even richer.
I did one more shirt in the Eros line, from another of our paintings.
'Family' was exactly that. My family, all nude, artfully arranged. I was in the middle, holding Amber, just a baby at the time. I did two portraits similar to the last detail, they hang in each home.
We made sure the children knew how they came to be, and that they were surrounded by love. It got interesting when one would cry "Mom!" and three women would rush to see what was wrong. The kids solved it themselves. Bree was Mom, Mary was Mommy, and Leslie was Mama.
Mostly retired at fifty, I spent a lot of the time with the kids, trying to protect them from the world. The women say they're going to sedate me when the girls start dating.
Rorschach died when Tina was eleven. She was around thirteen, a good age for a large dog. She was probably the happiest dog on the planet, constantly surrounded by children, but they all knew who she belonged to. She slept at the foot of Tinas' bed from the time they moved in until she passed.
She has a grave stone and a well tended plot. Even had a funeral, all our friends and their families attending. There wasn't a dry eye on the property.
It's been a little over a year, and the kids want another, so we'll be visiting the pound soon. But it won't be Rorschach. Her portrait still hangs in the living room.
I painted a portrait, what I consider my masterpiece.
My old friend Alice, her daughter, Jasmine, and her daughter Jade.
Alice was in her early sixties, Jasmine was forty, Jade was eighteen. They were all nude. I focused on Jade, her youth and beauty transitioning to Jasmine in middle age to Alice, her aged skin and shape belying the youth in her eyes. The familial resemblance was overpowering.
"Generations" was well received, winning awards. It even got a showing in the National Gallery, along with "Portrait Of Alice', Joy Of Motherhood', "Afterglow', 'Family', and a portrait of Bree, Mary, and Leslie, all nude and heavily pregnant. 'The Future'.
"Nudes, by Chris Tate, was a hit.
I took my family and Alice's to see it.
They all stood and cried. I hadn't let the girls see the last two until we got there. We caused a slight stir when patrons recognized us. Even signed a few programs, a first for me.
...............................................
Back home, I made sure all the kids were snuggled down, they had a habit of sleeping wherever they collapsed at, and got into bed.
Bree, turned, snuggling automatically to me in her sleep. I hugged her and switched off the light.

.................................................
Wow. 'Bout let this one get away from me. Maybe I should have put it into chapters. Whatever, there it is.
I held on to it for awhile, because something about it bothered me. Then it hit me. The scene where he does his Pollack imitation is eerily similar to a scene in The Art Of Divorce, by SS06. I apologize. A great read, if you're not familiar with it. After a bit of reflection, I decided to leave it in, because it fits. Consider it a nod to a Master.
As always, thanks for the read. Let me know what you think.
A bit on that. I've been asked several times why I don't delete negative comments on my stories. It's simple, really. You took the time to post, so you probably read it, and if that's your opinion, so be it. And Annie, I see you're back. Where have you been? I thought you'd thrown me over for another.
Happy Holidays. Make the next year be brighter for you.
Q
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I actually heard the interview about the site I describe in the story, on NPR. The woman makes almost four million a year.
And there's almost no sex, but there is a cheating wife, so I think it fits this category. And if it were your wife, what would you do?
..................................................
I was an NPR junkie, hardly ever listening to regular radio. Lately I had been listening to a program featuring people who were doing well in the bad economy.
One guy started out with a van, cleaning out and repairing abandoned houses that were in foreclosure. Now he had eight box trucks and a crew of twenty and still can't keep up.
The one I remembered most was the one that offended me terribly.
It was a website designed to introduce people who wanted to cheat on their spouses.
"It's not a cheaters site. We provide a discreet introduction service. They read each others' profile, and if they like it, they email each other, privately. Of course we have different categories, some things appeal to some but not others. Actually, the second most popular section is called Date Night.
"It's for people who want to experience others without actual sex taking place. Some use it as a stepping stone to more serious encounters. Others are quite content to just date and go separate ways, sometimes with just a handshake or a chaste kiss."
The host was intrigued.
"Aren't you the least bit concerned about the moral aspect? It's like you're encouraging and facilitating the destruction of marriages."
She wasn't deterred.
"We don't encourage anything, we just offer the opportunity to explore options. There again, once the contact is made on our site, they must immediately leave and go private. No exceptions. Anyone caught violating that rule will be banned from the site for life."
"Tell me, do you ever face litigation?"
You could hear her smirk on the radio.
"People have tried, but they've all been thrown out of court. All we do is allow like minded people to communicate. And again, their actions after they leave the site is not our responsibility. They've been carefully screened, and they are consenting adults. No one is forced to use this site."
The host finished the interview.
"Well despite what people think of your business, it's been very successful. Before we go, I understand you did a survey to determine who is most likely to cheat. Can you share those results?"
"Sure. Remember this isn't scientific, we just asked our members to participate in some research. We had one hundred eighty one thousand members respond. I have a friend that's a detective, and when I showed him the results he laughed."
"It's like a crime," he said. "Motive and opportunity."
She went on to explain.
"The number one profession likely to step outside the marriage are realtors. Think about it. Erratic schedules, available spaces for their encounters, a multitude of opportunities."
"Second were lawyers. Again, scheduling and opportunities."
"Third was health care professionals, fourth were people in services like construction, especially plumbers."
"The fifth group were stay at home parents and the unemployed. There you go, motive and opportunity. Curiously, people who travel professionally made up a very tiny segment. And one more tidbit, most members range from thirty two to the middle fifties. I guess the seven year itch theory is often fact."
.................................................
I told my wife about it later, as I did most things I found interesting. We were both in our late forties, and had been married for twenty four years. Two children, one each, the youngest a freshman in college, the oldest set to graduate in a few months.
Mary wasn't a model, but she still retained her figure, going to the gym more often since the kids were gone, and had just a few strands of gray in her blonde hair. Outgoing, friendly, she was a good neighbor, watching out for the two elderly couples that lived on our street. She worked, we weren't wealthy, as a receptionist for an auto parts manufacturer.
I had a good job, making decent money considering I never went to college, working for a building supply company that catered to manufactured housing. I had been there fourteen years.
About six months ago one of our crew retired. One of our largest customers had a monster development at the beach, and it was cheaper to order the parts necessary directly from us and have them delivered. They were such a big customer we bought one of those box trucks and made a weekly run. We delivered on Friday, so the crews would have the materials ready to go on Monday.
They posted the job but I didn't ask for it, it required overnight travel and I liked sleeping at home.
The boss gave it to a young guy that loved the beach, but he liked it so much he found a job there and abandoned the van and disappeared.
The next driver, also young, had a beer too many and wrecked the truck. My boss called me into his office.
"Bill, I'm not gonna beat around the bush. I need someone dependable to make these runs, someone who knows the business. I'm going to ask you to do it for a few weeks, as a favor to the company. We'll run an ad, see if we can find someone. Will you do it?"
I finally agreed, after they changed my hours. I had been working four tens and having a three day weekend. Now I worked four eights, drove the truck home on Thursday, Left at five in the morning on Friday, drove the four and a half hours, and delivered the material. Sometimes I delivered to their little warehouse and was done by one or two, sometimes I had to deliver to individual sites, but was still usually done by five. I was paid for twelve hours, unless I worked more. I was given money for lunch, dinner, and breakfast the next day plus my room, and paid for the four and a half hours it took to drive home.
Mary wasn't too fond of it at first, It cut into our home life quite a bit. I worked it out where every third week someone else drove it, and once a month or so Mary would take a vacation day and make the trip with me. Those days we would spend another night, paid for by us, and drive home Sunday.
Three months went by and I stopped by the office one Thursday to see if I needed to take any documents with me, warranties, changes in the housing codes, anything that seemed relevant. While I was there, I asked how they were progressing on my replacement. The boss told me to pull up a chair and shut the door.
"We haven't had much luck, and I have to confess, we stopped looking. The developer loves you, the shipments are complete, and on the rare occasion something gets missed, you take the time to go to Lowes or Home Depot and make it right, if they have it available. When you looked over his warehouse and made suggestions to improve flow, he took it to heart."
He saw me frown, knowing what was coming.
"Don't say no right off the bat. If you take it, there's three dollars more an hour in it, and I'll agree that if you want your old job back in six months you can have it and keep the raise. Go home, talk it over with your wife."
We did talk about it. Mary didn't like it, but she liked the extra money coming in. Our house was almost paid off, and we agreed to put the extra money towards the principal every month. Plus, we both agreed that at the end of six months I'd go back to my old job.
I hated it, at first. Then I made a few friends, even got invited to dinner with the development owner and his wife.
I was never much of a drinker, so I didn't hang out in bars. At a suggestion from one of the contractors, I started eating dinner at a quiet family style place three blocks off the beach. A local hangout, not like the tourist traps on the main drag. It had a small attached pub that I usually had one beer in, and sometimes watched a game. It was baseball season, one of my favorite sports to watch. I made friends with the bartender and a few of the locals, enough to speak to them by name and exchange sports talk.
One night the bartender was telling us about the fish he had caught off the pier that morning. Interest perked, I asked him about it, and ended up invited to go with him the next morning. I called Anne to tell her I'd be a few hours late coming home the next day, but got the machine.
I wasn't concerned, she was often at her sister or parents house, so I left a message.
Five thirty found me on the pier. I didn't need a license, the pier permit covered everything. Sam, the bartender, gave me a tutorial on bait, rigging, casting[a big thing if the pier was crowded] and what I could and couldn't land.
"No sharks" he said. I laughed. What were the odds I would catch a shark? Better than even, my first fish was a two foot sand shark.
I had it dangling out of the water, looking at Sam.
"What do I do?"
"This" he said, pulling out a fillet knife and cutting the line.
I caught a few more fish that Sam kept and filleted. It didn't matter to me, I had fun just catching them.
After a lot of discussion and a lot of advice, I bought two eight foot rods with Penn reels, and kept them in the truck. Just as soon as I was done for the day I would hit the pier and fish, sometimes into the night. Invested in a cooler to take the catch home, if I caught enough.
Mary and my friends were happy with the fish fries we started hosting about once a month.
................................................
My six months were almost up. My boss was begging me to do it for another six month period, but he would stick to the deal we made. I was really surprised when Mary urged me to do it.
"We're used to it now, and the extra money is really helping with the house payments. Two more years and we're done. Think about it, about the vacations we could take, the things we could do. I miss you honey, but after all, it's just one day a week. And I know you'll miss the fishing."
She had a point. I really wanted to pay off the house. After that we could relax, save a little for the future, and enjoy life.
My boss was happy with my decision, and sweetened it by giving me another small raise.
.................................................
My world came apart about two months later.
I was a hundred miles out when the truck stopped running. Judging by the engine noise, it was bad. I called a wrecker, called my boss, called our customer, and waited.
They hauled it to the local dealership. I knew there was no way I could make my delivery, and it would be late afternoon or tomorrow morning before they could fix it. I had the option of spending the night, or going home. I wasn't that far away, and I figured it would be nice to surprise Mary and come home. The dealership actually gave me a loaner, so I didn't have to rent a car.
.............................................
It was almost seven that evening when I turned into our block. I was five doors down when Mary walked out of the house. I remember thinking she looked amazing in the dress she had on, one I had never seen before. She seemed to be in a hurry, pulling out quickly. I called her cell to try to stop her.
She picked up on the third ring.
"Let me guess, you're on the pier."
"No, honey, I'm actually right behind..."
"Hold on a second honey, the timer just went off on the oven. A new casserole I'm trying. I hope you like it."
Huh? Since when did she install an oven in her Camry?
"So you're at home?"
She actually giggled.
"Of course I am, where did you think I would be? I've got my old robe on, hair all up and a new mask on my face. Supposed to take years off. How would you feel about a sexy, younger wife?"
I'd feel a hell of a lot better than I feel right now. My hands were actually shaking on the wheel. I had to get off the phone.
"Hey! I got a bite. See you at home tomorrow."
She actually told me she loved me when she hung up.
I followed her to an upscale restaurant, French I think. She got out of the car and looked around uncertainly, and a man in a nice suit got out of his car and they started talking. After a few minutes, they shook hands and went into the restaurant.
I pulled in behind the car and wrote down his license number. Then I sat for over twenty minutes, trying to decide what to do.
I dialed a number I hardly ever used. It was a young man that worked for us for awhile, before getting another offer. The job fell through three months later and we had already replaced him. I knew he was on unemployment and was strapped for cash.
"Jerry, how are you? Found a job yet? No? Too bad. Listen, are you busy right now? How would you and your wife like a nice meal on me, and a little spending money to go with it? Sound good? All right, meet me at the Kroger on Third as soon as you can, and I'll explain everything. And Jerry, It's nothing illegal."
He pulled up thirty minutes later. He and his pretty young wife got out. She went quiet, then spoke before he could.
"Why don't you just go in there and confront her? It might be nothing, maybe she's planning a surprise for you. Maybe he's a long lost relative. It could be anything."
I agreed with her.
"You're probably right, but I'd look like an asshole barging in there, and she could say anything and I wouldn't be able to dispute it."
"But what if it's not innocent. What if she's having an affair? What if it's been going on for awhile? No, this way is best. No one gets accused, no one causes a scene, and I'll know, one way or the other."
"But I'll understand if you don't want to do this. I'll still pay for a nice meal, at a place of your choice."
She looked into my eyes, and sighed.
"All right. But promise me, if it's bad, you won't get violent."
I know I had tears in my eyes when I answered her.
"I've loved this woman for twenty four years. Even if she has betrayed me, I could never physically hurt her. I just need to know. Please."
They agreed. I showed them several pictures of her on my phone. There was a chance they might leave soon, and if they did I wanted them to follow them, and be sure to get as many pictures as they could. I handed them three hundred in cash, and told them I would give them more later.
After they left, I went back to the town where the truck was and got a room, sleeping very little.
I called her the next morning, telling her I would have to spend Sunday away, so they could unload me first thing Monday. She actually seemed disappointed I would be gone all weekend.
Then I called Jerry and Amy.
"Don't tell me yet. I want to talk to both of you face to face, to get your feelings and opinions. Also, I won't be there tonight, so I want you to watch my house from say, six until ten. If she doesn't go out, go home. If she does, follow her and get pictures. I'll have some more money for you when I see you."
..................................................
I met with Jerry and Anne, having coffee with them in the next town over.
"I don't know what to tell you, man." said Jerry. while Amy nodded.
"They had almost finished their meal when we went in, so we sat at the bar and had a drink. Then they went to the Platinum Club, the place that caters to people your age and up."
"They stayed until just before midnight, danced a lot, then he took her back to her car. They talked for a few minutes, and after a small kiss, they got into their cars and left. She went straight home. We sat and watched for about an hour, but the lights went out and no one came, so we left. It was kind of weird, watching her."
Amy added her thoughts.
"It was definitely odd. It looked like, I dunno, like a first date."
................................................
She noticed I was down when I got home. She fixed a nice dinner that I ate quietly. She noticed.
"What's wrong, honey? Have a bad trip?"
I took my time looking up, trying to keep my face bland.
"Yeah, it kind of sucked. The truck breaking down screwed up the whole weekend. They had to schedule someone to open the warehouse for me, and he was late. Then I went and ate at that restaurant I liked so much, and the food wasn't really that good. I didn't even get to relax in the pub, some guy caught his wife in there with another man, apparently having a romantic date, and caused quite a scene."
I couldn't resist.
"The whole scene left a bad taste in my mouth. Give me your opinion, what would you have done if you had walked into a restaurant and found me sitting there with a date? Would you cause a altercation?"
She didn't answer me right away, a telling sign.
"I'd be shocked and disappointed, and I would probably be pretty sharp with you, but I don't know if I would cause a scene. It may be innocent, with a valid explanation, but I'd damn sure want to hear it when we got home."
I just looked at her.
"Really? If I walked in on you and another man I don't think I'd be discreet. I'd probably come apart like a flea market watch. And there wouldn't be any waiting to get home, you'd better have a damn good explanation right then."
She actually paled a little, but recovered.
"You don't have anything to worry about, honey. You're the man in my life. Don't judge too harshly, there may have been a reasonable explanation for the woman you saw. It might have been an old friend or a relative she was having dinner with. You may have read too much into it."
I wouldn't let it go.
"I don't think so. She was apologizing, saying it wasn't what he thought, he was screaming at her about being a slut, and the guy she was with disappeared like a ghost. Regardless, if she was there without his knowledge, she was cheating at least emotionally, and in my mind that's just as bad as the physical act."
"For God's sake! Can we please change the subject? Relax honey. Let's watch a movie, maybe snuggle a bit. Who knows, it may lead to more. I really missed you this weekend."
I'd like to say I took the moral high ground, but she knew the right buttons to push. At forty six, she was still a looker. Went to the gym three times a week, made sure we both ate right, took good care in grooming. She was maybe fifteen pounds heavier than when we married, settled in the right places. She was indeed built for comfort and pleasure.
Like I said, knew all my buttons, and she pushed them all that night. It was like she was trying to prove something. I asked her about it as we snuggled afterwards, and felt her stiffen.
"I just wanted to give you a little extra tonight, just my way of telling you that you're still pretty special and I'm glad you chose me as a life mate."
I hugged her a little tighter, wanting to believe it, when she giggled.
"You made out pretty well. Have you seen Myra lately?"
Myra was her only serious competition when we started dating. Time had not been kind to her, she was five feet tall and had to weigh over two fifty. She didn't have double chins, she had a triple chin. Still, when she was young she was hot.
I couldn't resist.
"Yeah. I feel bad for her. Her last divorce was pretty rough on her, even if it was her fault. Cheating seems to always have repercussions, in this case it drove her self esteem so low she drowned in ice cream and cookies. Maybe she'll find someone she can be faithful with. I hope so. The choice of going on at our age alone is depressing."
I could tell it got to her. She got up, went to the bathroom and stayed in so long I went to sleep.
.................................................
I had Jerry and Amy check on her the next Friday night. They watched the house from six until ten, but she never went out. She didn't go anywhere the next week and I started to relax.
The next Friday she was out the door, dressed sharply, at seven. She went back to the same restaurant, I never knew she like French cuisine so much. It was a different guy this time, and they just had dinner. Again there was a slight kiss, and she went home alone.



Jerry gave me the pictures of them and his license plate at work the next Monday. We had a position come open and I pushed to get him back.
He asked me to meet him at home the next night. I got there and he introduced me to his cousin.
"This is Billy. Among other things he is a techie bordering on nerd status."
That got him a punch on the arm. He continued, pulling out a box he had in the garage.
"This is a pretty high end GPS system he took in trade for installing some security gadgets for a guy. Here's my thought. You work for a living, and I know you're not rolling in money. I felt bad taking it, but it helped with our bills."
"Here's what I think you should do. Billy will give you a good price on this thing, installed. All you have to do is get her car to us for an hour. Once in, he'll set it up to ping on my computer if it leaves your house after six on Friday. Billy, me, or Amy will go to the address she stops at, take some pictures. Then we'll leave, but monitor movement. If she goes home we'll know. If she goes somewhere else, we'll get the location, drive by, and snap a few shots. The system will log the time she gets home for your review."
Amy had gotten home by then.
"This sucks for you, it has too. But, from what I've seen, it's just dates. She goes out, eats, talks, maybe dances, but she's always home alone before midnight. I don't think she's looking to have sex, for what it's worth."
"Do you think what she's doing is acceptable for a married woman?"
Her face colored.
"Hell no! My first husband cheated on me, same with Billy and his wife. These are threshold events in my opinion, nothing serious now, but it's opening the door to disaster. If she can do it without having sex and not get caught, how long will it take before she feels safe doing the nasty? Better stop it soon. Ask her point blank what the hell is going on and proceed from there."
I thought about for a minute, then told them I would drive her car Wednesday, it was due an oil change, then run it by Billy so he could install the unit.
.................................................
Without out right confronting her, I shook her up pretty good the next Saturday.
I had been home long enough to put the fish I had caught in the freezer, clean up, and grab a beer. We were on the patio, trying to decide whether to go out or have something delivered. I asked her what she was in the mood for, and she said it didn't matter.
"How about French? My boss told me about a place called La Petite Chateau, said it was really good. It's a little fancy, though. Feel like dressing up?"
Her face lost almost all it's color. She pulled herself together quickly.
"Not really. The more I think about it, the more I think we should just call Wongs', get some General's Chicken and some egg rolls and hot and sour soup. Sound good?"
I lazily agreed, saying I didn't feel like dressing up. That night she didn't reach for me, and I didn't make any overtures, the first time in years we hadn't played on a Saturday.
...............................................
I endured it for five more weeks before putting the whole thing to rest.
She had developed a steady boyfriend, dating him four Fridays out of five. They were starting to linger over dinners, giving each other soft kisses.
I drove the truck down three hours early that Friday, hopped a small commuter flight back to town. Four and a half hours of driving reduced to fifty minutes. I rented a car, drove home, and waited until she left. I sighed as I watched her walk to her car, trying to remember the last time she had dressed so elegantly for me. No matter. Not anymore.
I gave her forty minutes and called Amy.
"Are they together yet?"
"Yes. They just ordered drinks and are looking at the menus. Are you sure about this?"
I know she could hear the pain in my voice.
"Not at all. But I'm doing it anyway. Now."
Amy walked up to them.
"Mary Travers! Is that you?"
She looked embarrassed, not remembering Amy.
"I'm Amy. My husband Jerry works with your husband."
She looked at the man.
"Is this your brother?"
The man was smooth, I'll give him that.
"No, I'm not. We're old friends. My wife was out of town, so we decided to share a good meal. It beats sitting home."
She looked at Mary, who eagerly nodded.
"Well, enjoy your meal. Tell Bill I said hi." She turned to go, then turned around like she had an after thought.
" While I'm here I have something for you. You've been served."
All right, she wasn't really a process server. But it was dramatic and unexpected, and that was what I was going for.
PETITION FOR DIVORCE was in big letters across the front of the paperwork. Mary sat there stunned.
"Oh, by the way, it's for you."
She handed Mary the throwaway phone I had bought and walked away. Fifteen bucks with thirty minutes of free airtime. More than enough for the conversation I wanted to have.
She had put it on speaker. I had heard the whole conversation.
"Mary, pick up. I know you can hear me. It could get real bad for you if you don't."
I heard her voice, quivering slightly
"Bill? Honey, is that you?"
"Yeah, it's me. And you don't have to call me honey anymore. If you've got one brain cell left in your head, you need to come home. NOW, Mary. If you don't, it could get pretty ugly."
I could hear desperation in her voice.
"Bill, please, I can explain. It's not what it looks like."
I cut her off.
"What it looks like, Honey[I put as much sarcasm as I could into the word]is you having yet another romantic dinner with your steady boyfriend. Are your other boyfriends disappointed? I hope you let them down gently. It was kind of cruel to let them wine and dine you, then not seal the deal. Like I said, come home, or deal with something really bad."
I hung the phone up. Amy had gone out, but Jerry stayed behind to watch.
I had found out the name and address of every man she had been with through their license plate. All were married. One was as young as thirty, one was sixty three. I sent some very nice pictures of them with Mary to all their wives, along with the date they had met. They had no idea where they came from, although it did come out later in court actions that it was me.
The wife of her steady boyfriend got a bonus, their exact location that night. As Mary was trying to process what was happening, she came blasting through the restaurant door with her lawyer, and an off duty policeman.
"You slut!" she screamed at Mary, and would have slapped her had the officer not grabbed her arm.
"I hope you have room for him at your house, because he's not coming back to mine."
She looked at her husband, who seemed to be trying to disappear under the table.
"I warned you, but you didn't listen. Shouldn't have signed that post nupt the last time I caught you. I brought you a suitcase. This nice officer has some paperwork for you. See you in court."
She turned to leave, but had a few more words for Mary.
"I hope you end up with him, you deserve each other. Oh, have him drive you over tomorrow, and I'll let you and him explain to our twelve year old daughter why daddy isn't going to live there anymore."
The off duty officer served him with his divorce paperwork, along with a restraining order barring him from the house unless accompanied by an officer of the court.
The management came over, and asked them politely to leave, and asked Mary, up until then a loyal customer, to never come back. They were escorted to the door.
Amy was sitting in the car, and she said everyone walked away and left her standing there. Mary stood for a second, then ran to her car, actually squealing tires going out of the parking lot.
She got home five minutes after her sister and mother came over, at my invitation. They were sitting on the couch, leafing through the photos I had thoughtfully left. Pictures of her with everyone of her dates, especially the ones of the goodbye kisses. I heard later her sister ranted at her while her Mom just sat and cried.
Me? I disappeared. I was back down at the beach and checked into a little Mom and Pop motel my friend the bartender had recommended. It was old, off the beaten track, but it was clean and well maintained, and fairly reasonable. It even had basic cable. I paid cash and left no paper trail.
I had taken two weeks of vacation, and turned my cell phone off. At noon and eight I would check my phone. It was full of messages from Mary, mostly crying. A few from her mother and sister, and some from friends and even my boss, all saying to call them back or to call Mary. The only one I called was my boss.
"Bill! Where the hell are you? Mary must have called twenty times, and been by here twice. When she found out you had taken two weeks of vacation, she almost collapsed. I don't know what's going on, not my business, but you need to call her."
"Thanks boss. Do me a favor, call her and tell her I talked to you, and I'll call her when I'm back from vacation, not a minute before. And tell her if she keeps it up, for every time she calls and bothers you, I'll wait another day before I call. And boss, I'm sorry she called you."
"Oh no, I'm not getting in the middle here. I'll call her, tell her I heard from you, and that you said you'd call her at the end of your vacation. After that, I'm done. Where the hell are you, anyway?"
"If you don't know, you can't tell. See you when I get back."
I fished a lot. Sat in the pub and watched baseball. Bartenders are almost physic by nature and training. He prodded a little, and pretty soon I told him the whole story.
"No way back?" He asked, gently.
"I don't see how. Twenty six guys! And that's just the ones since I found out. Out drinking, dining, dancing, dressing to the nines for them. It doesn't matter that they didn't have sex. Every time she left the house to meet them, she cheated on me. Could you live with that?"
"I don't know the answer to that. The real question is if you can find some way to."
Truth? I couldn't.
..............................................
I went back to town, back to work, but not back to Mary.
She tried mightily. My boss had to bar her from the property. She finally got a lawyer and the dance started. She fought it hard as she could. I wouldn't even speak to her. If she managed to find me, I'd leave wherever I was. Finally had to get a restraining order after she caused so many scenes in the parking lot of my apartment building they almost threw me out.
Finally, after four months, my lawyer and hers reached an agreement she would honor.
Six counseling sessions. More only if I thought it would lead to something. If not, the divorce would go through.
It was probably the most painful four hours of my life. I met the counselor, liked her, and caved just a little. Six sessions, with the first two solo, so she could get both versions of the story.
The first joint session was pretty much a waste of time. Mary just sat and cried and begged me to come home. I looked at the counselor and she sighed.
"Mary, this is not productive. To have a successful session, there has to be a dialog, a give and take. What caused the rift? Can it be fixed? I won't assign blame, but I will need to determine which spouse triggered the events leading to where we are now. I'm going to cut this short and give you time to compose yourself, then I'm going to ask you to do some things to prepare for next week."
"Write it down, it will help. Be honest. One half truth or verifiable lie and I'll cancel the sessions and recommend the divorce go through. If you have even the slightest hope of reconciliation, do this for both of you. Now, I want you both to go home and think about where you see your marriage now, and where you hope it will go. See you next Tuesday."
We actually made progress the next session, even if I didn't like what she had to say.
Mary remained fairly calm, which surprised me. I guess she finally figured out all the tears and apologies in the world wasn't going to do the job.
She had a notepad in her hand.
"First Bill, and I'll only say it once, I apologize for possibly ruining what was up to now a very good marriage. I know you have questions, so ask what you want, and I'll answer them to the best of my ability."
"Very good, Mary. I'm sure Bill will appreciate that."
The counselor was upbeat, hoping for a breakthrough.
I just looked at her for a second.
"What made you do it? Was what we had not enough? Was I not enough? If you were unhappy, why didn't you say something? I would have done anything to fix it, you know that?"
She burst into tears, excused herself to the bathroom. After five minutes, I nodded at the counselor, and got up to leave. she rushed back in just as my hand touched the door.
"Bill! Please, don't leave. I'll be all right now."
"Still haven't answered my question, Mary. Why?"
"Boredom, and stupidity. I was fine for awhile when you first started being gone overnight, then I got bored. You can only visit your family so many times before you get tired of each other."
I snorted.
"So, it's 'I'm bored, so I'll just slip out on my husband, he'll never know, and I'll have a good time.' Is that what you were thinking?"
"Yes...No! I don't know! I was just tired of sitting home, watching television, while you were at the beach, eating in restaurants, ogling bikinis, having drinks in a pub. Why couldn't I do that?"
I lost it and walked out.
.................................................
It took two weeks for the counselor to talk me into coming back, reminding me if I'd honor my commitment it would soon be over, one way or another.
She was downcast, listless. Her hair was a mess, no makeup. She was a woman defeated. It was my turn to speak.
"Do you honestly think I was having minivacations while I was gone? I was working, damn you. I admit I enjoyed the fishing, but sleeping alone in a strange bed, driving hours on end, eating food nowhere near as good as what you fix, is definitely not my idea of vacation. And bikinis? Yeah I saw a bunch. It was THE FUCKING BEACH, in the middle of the summer!"
"So I looked, but that didn't prompt me to hunt down their moms and ask them to dinner."
I stopped to get my breathing back to normal.
"All right, tell me this, how did you meet these guys? And how many were there? I know more than you think, so be really careful about lying. Tell one too big and I catch you, I'll leave and not come back. Ever."
She hung her head down.
"You told me where to look."
"Huh? What the hell are you talking about?"
She refused to look up.
"Remember last year, when you were ranting about that cheating website? It stuck in my head. I went online and checked it out. At first it was just chatting, talking about all kinds of things."
"One guy kept urging me to check out the romance section. There was no sex allowed, just dates, conversations, activities and interests you could share, but at the end of the night you went home, alone."
I already knew about the site. I had Jerry's cousin over one night when she was visiting and I knew she wouldn't be home soon. Plus, the GPS was still active, and if she headed for home we'd know it. He downloaded everything on a thumb drive for me, got me a good deal on a older laptop, and I would piggyback the WiFi from the motel I stayed at while I was gone. At first it was just chat, but as she got used to it it got a little more risque. In the fifteen months I had been traveling, she had thirty one dates, with twenty six different men. She date two twice, and her last four times. At first, it was just once a month, then it got to twice a month, then one set where she went out twelve weekends in a row.
She was still talking while I was reviewing my facts.
"How many? I don't really know. Over twenty, probably more. We just went out, mostly to eat. Sometimes we would go dancing, one took me to a street festival, another to a jazz concert. But I always came home, and I was always alone. I Did Not Cheat! I swear."
The counselor was letting her go, but at this point she asked her what constituted cheating. One too many kisses, inappropriate touching? Where did she draw the line? Did she really think I wouldn't react badly if I found out? Would she be all right with it if I started taking ladies to dinner, maybe fishing, or some other activity?
The tears started again.
"I'd hate it. I understand how he feels, I really do. It would break my heart to see him going out with others. It wouldn't matter how innocent it was, especially if he went out multiple times with the same woman. I get it, don't you understand?"
I felt my own tears.
"It doesn't matter that you get it. It doesn't matter what you want. The fact is you did it, went out on dates while I sat in a motel room bored and lonely. Different men, different styles, different ideas, and all them interested enough to go out a date with you. Don't tell me it didn't excite you, didn't give you a sense of power, that you could have such a big secret and I had no idea."
I paused to catch my breath. She started talking but I just got louder and overrode her.
"Tell me about your last boyfriend. And don't deny it, you dated him four times in a row. That isn't casual. That's a relationship, or the beginnings of one. You kissed him at least eight times the time before I decided to let you know I knew what you were doing. Still insist there wasn't any feelings there?"
She tried to answer several times before breaking down and telling the truth.
"I'm sorry! He was everything you weren't, in upper management, wore expensive suits, had a nice haircut. He could talk about things you had no interest in. I just wanted to pretend, just for a little while, that I wasn't a middle class woman that had to work to help maintain their lifestyle."
I laughed out loud.
"Your Romeo isn't in management, he's a salesman, and not a very good one, according to his wife. Their lifestyle is actually a little more conservative than ours. He has a great haircut because his wife is a hairdresser. The nice suits were knockoffs, and the two you saw him in were the only ones he had. The nice car was owned by his company, they could have fired him for using it for personal reasons. He was paying for your dates on a credit card he was hiding from his wife. There's your urbane, witty dream man, honey."
"Speaking of wives, I know she and two others have named you in divorce suits, nice to be popular, huh? Heard from any of the others yet?"
I had shocked her into silence with my tirade. Looking over at the counselor, I told her I wasn't coming back.
"There's no use. I'm not taking her back. If it was so easy for her to date twenty something men while I was gone one night, what would have happened if I was gone a week at a time? She says it didn't mean anything, but we all know that's a lie. It meant enough to her to risk her marriage. She knew how I'd react if I found out, I don't know why she pretends otherwise. I'll see you in court."
"Counselor?"
She nodded her head and I left, her sobs filling the room.
I returned, almost immediately, with an old suitcase.
"Since we're through, I need to give you these back. It's all your dating clothes you kept hidden in Rose's old room. Bet you thought I'd never notice them, hanging there with her old things. Luckily, I had pictures. And I also found the underwear. When did you ever wear a thong for me? And I bet you looked great in that bustier, too bad I'll never see you in it."
I shoved the suitcase across the floor with my foot. It came to rest against her chair.
"I wouldn't open it in here if I were you. I thought about it, and though I would never physically hurt you I needed a little revenge.



So I pissed on them. Twenty six times for every guy you had been with, that I knew about. A few more times, for the ones I didn't. It's been in my trunk for the last week, and you know how hot it's been. I'd like to say I'm sorry, but I won't lie to you."
She looked like she was about to faint, and the counselor looked ill at ease. I left, for good.
The counselor filed her report and the divorce went through, and at forty eight I was a single man again.
................................................
There was fall out, of course.
Our oldest, Charlene, couldn't understand why I couldn't let it go. She was set to graduate, already had a few job prospects. She was also engaged, to a man who seems reasonable enough. He was still a junior and had almost a full year to go.
"Charlie, honey, I know you've had job prospects. Let's say that out of the blue the company you've always wanted to work for offers you an entry position, at a good salary. The drawback is it's far away. You talk it over with Tony, and agree that it's in both your best interests to take the job. You're up there working, being lonely, and then find out he's been going out with a lot of different women. Just dates, no sex. Would you consider that reasonable behavior? He's not sleeping with them, but suddenly he's seen dating the same woman for a month. How would you handle it?"
She didn't have an answer, but stopped trying to get us back together.
Rose, our nineteen year old, was more pragmatic.
"You did the right thing, Dad. I couldn't have put up with it either. It's just too bad you wasted all those years."
"I didn't waste them, honey. I got you and your sister. That alone would have made it worth it. And until this year, I thought we had a great marriage. And I've told Charley the same thing, don't shut your mother out over me. Be angry, let her know it, but she didn't directly betray you. One of her biggest fears in counseling was that she had lost her whole family."
I saw the determined little jut to her jaw, but she would eventually come to some kind of peace with Mary, as would Charlie.
We owed eleven thousand dollars on the house. I took a hardship disbursement on my 401 and paid it off. The lawyers worked out a deal where she could still live in it rent free, but there could be no roommates, male or female. If she found somebody she wanted to live with, the house went up for sale, and we split the money evenly. The eleven thousand I paid and her living rent free went towards balancing out our finances, her 401 wasn't as big as mine.
She seemed determined to apologize to me every time we saw each other, mostly over the kids. It got old, and I finally snapped at her one day.
"For God's sake, Mary! Give it a rest. You're sorry for what you did. I'm sorry for what it did to us. It's over, stop beating a dead horse. If you can't, I'll stop coming around."
She finally stopped.
The girls let me know she wasn't dating anyone, hoping it might make me forgive her. I just grunted.
"Must have gotten it all out of her system while we were married, I guess."
They didn't talk to me for three weeks. When they decided to forgive me, I was gone.
..................................................
My company had finally gotten tired of sending a truck every week, and they had picked up two new developers, so they decided to open a warehouse there. I was offered the managers job, at a substantial raise, and I got to pick my crew. Of course I took it, and took my friends with me.
Jerry became assistant manager, Amy worked the counter for walk ins, and Billy ran our computers. We hired four locals, stocked the warehouse, and opened. Amy was quite a salesman, and I took her with me to meet all the developers. When she was comfortable I bumped her into sales and hired another local for the counter.
My phone finally rang after almost four weeks of the silent treatment.
"Dad! Where are you? We went by your apartment and the manager told me you had moved. We went by your job and they said you didn't work there anymore. We're sorry for ignoring you. You hurt our feelings, and we decided to be petty. Where do you live now? Can we come and see you? Please?"
"Sure you can. You know I love you girls, right? I didn't cut you off. Come whenever you want."
"Thank you, Dad. Where is your new place? We'll be right over."
I laughed.
"Not that easy, girls. I live five hours away. I'm at the beach, got a nice house in Surfside. We opened a new warehouse down here and I'm manager. But come this weekend. Bring your bathing suits, it's still pretty warm down here."
"The beach? Does mom know?"
"I don't know, but it doesn't matter. And I didn't move down here to run away. It was a good offer and I needed a change. So, are you coming or not?"
After giving them directions, they promised they would be there Friday afternoon. They asked if they could tell their mother, and I had no problem with it, as long as she didn't tag along.
I had gotten a really good deal on the house. After you got a few blocks off the beach real estate was almost as low as any other town. A nice yard, fair sized lot, semi private back yard thanks to the bushes the homeowner had planted a few years before. The neighbors were mostly my age, and were friendly. I was renting, not yet sure I wanted to stay, or if I wanted to go through the hassle of having house payments until I was retired.
The girls showed up earlier than I expected, coming to the warehouse. I gave them a quick tour, and they seemed impressed. Being the boss had some benefits, so I took the rest of the day off and showed them around.
I took them to my favorite restaurant, and introduced them to my friends. They were suitably impressed, and Sam laughed. He complimented them on their beauty.
"Must take after their mother."
Hey!" I said, "it's a good thing they do. It would be awful to be as ruggedly handsome as me and be female."
My friends laughed, we had one drink[a soft drink for my youngest] and left.
We caught up at home. Charlie was getting more serious with her boyfriend, and was going to take a local job for now, for the experience. I wondered if our discussion had any bearing on her decision.
Rose was not the least bit interested in getting serious with anyone, content to enjoy her first year at college. She was keen to hit the beach in the morning, but caught what she was saying and apologized.
"Why? You're at the beach, this is sort of a holiday for you guys. Go have fun. Peyton Point is best for people your age. Don't look surprised, I'm a local now, remember. I'll fish while you enjoy, maybe I'll catch something to grill tomorrow night. You go too, Charley. Now, it's past bedtime for an old man, so I'll see you at breakfast. I love you, girls. I always will. It's really good to see you."
I got a couple of really nice kisses. I heard them talking while I drifted off to sleep.
I got them up at eight the next morning, fed them breakfast, and told them to have a good time.
I went down to the pier, and joined Sam.
"Nice girls," he told me, while I was rigging up.
"The best, Sam. I'm just glad I got to be around while they grew up."
Sam, bartender/psychologist that he was, glanced at me. He was the only one locally I had ever told the whole story to.
"Still miss her?"
I sighed.
"Most every day. I had my whole life tied up to hers. I never once thought we wouldn't be together. But then I think about how easily she did what she did, and still get angry. Not the full on rage I once had, but still enough to be pissed."
"Ever think about getting back together?"
"Not once."
He just grunted and changed the subject.
The trout were running, and I got lucky and caught three, all a nice size. I dressed them, put them in my cooler, stopped at the farmers' market and picked up some fresh corn, tomatoes, and zucchini.
I had bought a really nice grill, my one extravagance since moving. I hardly ever turned on my stove, especially if it was nice outside. The girls came in about four, slightly sunburned, and giggling.
We talked for about an hour before I started dinner. I had already prepped everything, so all they had to do was sit and watch. The meal was great, the compliments flowed. We had a nice wine, and Rose got a glass, since we were home.
Dinner over, dishes cleared, I noticed Rose fidgeting.
"What?"
She hung her head.
"I kind of met some people today, and they told me about a dance club for people my age. I thought about going, if you don't mind."
"Rose, you're not a little girl any more. If you want to go, then go. I have to say I'm not too keen on you going alone. There are predators everyone, especially in vacation areas. Is your sister going?"
Charlie looked surprised.
"I thought I'd stay in with you?"
"That's sweet, but I'm still as boring as I was when you were home. Go with her, I'll feel better. Dance, flirt, and think about how lucky David is to have you. Just be careful, and don't split up, all right?"
Charlie was still hesitant, but Rose practically dragged her into the bedroom. To her credit, Charlie called David, I guess the lesson her mom learned was still fresh. He gave her his blessing, trusting her completely.
They came out, dressed to the nines, kissed me, and left. They came in about one, I was still the same nervous dad I was when they were sixteen, old habits die hard. I heard them giggling, and I smiled and went to sleep.
We went out to breakfast before they had to pack and leave. I gave them each a key to the house.
"Just in case you decide to pop in."
To their credit, they hardly mentioned their mom.
..................................................
I hadn't dated since we had split, just couldn't work the interest up. Plus, I was badly out of practice.
Amy, Jerry, and Billy had integrated into the community, and in six months they were mentioning mothers of their friends, the nice single ladies they met in the course of business that were my age, even a few much younger. Soon our local crew was in on it. I smiled, thanked them for their effort, but never followed up.
Even Sam got onto me.
"Time for you to start enjoying life again."
He handed me a paper with a phone number and an address on it.
"My cousin Kat. She's going through the same thing you are. I thought you would be perfect for each other as a first post marriage date. I had to get our mothers in on it to get her to agree, so you owe me. Don't screw it up. If you do, better drink cans or bottles. Everything else might taste a little funny."
I called. She seemed really nice on the phone. We talked twice before agreeing to go out. I told her since she was the local, she should pick something she would enjoy, and tell me how to dress.
"Jeans, t shirt, comfortable shoes, something you don't mind getting dirty. And a light jacket. Plan on being out most of the night."
She wouldn't say anymore about it, so I didn't know what to expect.
I don't know what I expected, but she wasn't it. At six one she was two inches taller than me, but for her height she had a slender, willowy build. She was the most graceful woman I ever met.
We sat on the couch, after she got us a beer.
"Wanna get the rant about our exes over now so we can enjoy the rest of the evening?"
I was surprised, but her grin made me feel comfortable. I gave her the short version. She snorted.
"She had to know even if she didn't have sex it was still cheating. What was she thinking? Never mind, I doubt she could tell you."
She sighed.
"Mine is a little more mundane, I suppose. Short version, he found someone else, gave her a test drive or two, got caught. We divorced, she started living with him the next week, left him in three months when she found out he couldn't provide the lifestyle she expected. Two weeks later he called me, wanting to reconnect. I'm afraid I dashed his hopes."
She brightened up.
"Come on, time to go. I'm driving."
She had a small, four door pickup. We went about two hours up the coast before she pulled into a little diner in the middle of nowhere. She was greeted like a local.
"Hey Kat! Going out to the island?"
She nodded assent.
"Yes. Tonight's the night. This is my friend Bill. I told him you had an almost edible burger. Bring us one, loaded."
The barely edible burger turned out to be a half pound monster. Loaded meant cheese, mayo, mustard, slaw, tomato, pickles, grilled onions, chili, and a pickled sweet cherry pepper on the side, with almost a pound of onion rings and fried potatoes.
"If you eat it all you get a free dessert" said the waitress, with a wink.
Kat deftly cut it in two, putting her half in a separate plate.
"Eat as many of the fires and onion rings you want, but don't touch the pepper, or I'll stab you with a fork."
The waitress laughed, brought us out a half dozen more so we could share, and told me they were for sale, if I wanted to take some home. I bought two quarts on the way out.
We went another hour up the coast before she turned off, going another mile up a dirt track. She parked behind about eight more cars and trucks. There was a fire going, people sitting around, talking, the passion in their voices evident.
They greeted her with enthusiasm, calling her name and making comments. They eyed me with speculation.
"I brought a virgin sacrifice" she said, grinning. "It's his first time, so be gentle."
They grabbed lanterns, high beam flashlights, shovels, sacks, and coolers, and plunged into the undergrowth.
Soon they were wading across a broad channel. The water was cool against my legs.
"Turtle Island" she explained, "A breeding ground. Protected by state and federal law. At the very least, a hefty fine if you were caught there off season, serious jail time if you were there during the hatch. We're certified watchers."
She pointed out the older, bearded man.
"Walt, with the state. Beside him is Sarah, a federal official with fish and wildlife. Our leaders. This is an endangered specie. The hatch should start within the hour."
We came out on a broad beach, covered with pyramid shapes.
"Nest guards" she explained, "keeps the predators out, increases the population chances."
We settled into a dune, waiting. Ninety minutes later a ripple went through the group, and they hurried to remove the guards. Soon small turtles, some no larger than a quarter, were making their way towards the water. Our job was to help the ones going the wrong way, being careful where we stepped. It took three hours. A few stayed behind, on the off chance of a late hatch, while the rest of us trooped wearily back to the vehicles.
There was a grill and a couple camp stoves going. We ate a nice breakfast while the officials tallied the hatch. A cheer went out, four hundred more than last year.
"How many of the four hundred will actually live to come back and lay their own eggs?" I asked Kat, curiously.
"If we're lucky, two. The mortality rate is astronomical. That's why every hatchling is so important."
She grinned and pointed to the tents that had been erected while we were out.
"Time for a nap. Four hours, then we head back. You can actually say you slept with me on our first date."
They were large military type tents with cots set up. We picked a couple, kicked off our shoes, and lay down. I was surprised when I went right to sleep. It seemed like I had just lay down when Kat was shaking me gently.
"Get up, time for lunch, then we have to pack up and go."
We got back to her house in the early afternoon.
"Can I ask you for something?" she asked, looking nervous.
"Sure" I said. By now, I didn't think she could surprise me any longer.
"Will you come in? We can shower, and then I'd like you to sleep with me."
"Huh?"
She looked into my eyes.
"That's all I want, someone to sleep with. I haven't lay down and cuddled with someone in two years. I miss it. Will we make love? I don't know. Maybe. You might not want to. I might not want to. It will be the chance you take if you decide to go along."
I thought about it for a minute. She looked lost and alone. I knew the feeling.
"Sure" I said, grinning, "but if you snore, I'm gone."
.................................................
We showered together. Not the least bit sexual, but very sensual. We touched, rubbed, shared body parts without agenda, just because we wanted to.
We lay down on her bed, snuggling. She kissed me lightly.
"Thank you" she said, through tears. "For now, would you just hold me?"
We snuggled. I caressed her shoulder, breathed in the sweet scent of her hair. I was thinking about doing more when we nodded off.
About two in the morning I felt her stir. I kissed her back and she giggled.
"You're not very good for my ego, you know. The first time I'm in bed with a man in almost two years, naked, ready, and then you start snoring."
I tried to apologize but she stopped me.
"Hush. It's all right. I was probably asleep myself five minutes after you were."
She got up.
"I won't be able to sleep for awhile now. These things always mess my schedule up for a few days. Want a glass of wine?"
I got up and joined her. She hadn't bothered with clothes, so I didn't either. We talked about things neither of us would remember later, drank a glass of wine. She took my hand.
"Let's go back to bed. And if you go to sleep this time, you'll wake up with altered equipment. Understand?"
I did indeed. It's hard to describe sex with someone new after twenty five years. It's both familiar and totally different, at the same time.
We took our time, explored and touched. She loved oral, giving more than getting, No anal, not ever.
She told me that and I grinned.
"What?"
I'm channeling Meatloaf here. Two out of three ain't bad."
She looked shocked, then laughed so hard she almost fell off the bed.
"You're fun! Now shut up and fuck me!"
So I did.
................................................
We knew it was going nowhere, so the tension wasn't there. We became friends, were good for each other. But three months down the road, she met me at the door with a tear in her eye.
"Remember Walt, from the island? He was here last night. I've had a few lunches with him, but last night it was dinner, followed by breakfast. I really like him. We share interests and history. Tonight is our last night, I won't be seeing you anymore. Please don't be mad."
I think I surprised her when I gave her a big hug.
"I'm happy for you. But you'll be seeing me again, every time there's a hatch. I'm one of you now. And I think Walt's a nice guy. You'll be good together."
We had dinner, a few drinks, and then she surprised me by asking me to spend the night.
"I want to give you a proper goodbye, I've become fond of you. Will you?"
I hugged her.
"How could I refuse an offer like that? But I have to tell you, I think it's just to remind me what I'll be missing. Now come, lead your lamb to the slaughter."
It wasn't magical, but it was very nice, bittersweet and tender. The next morning she made us breakfast, walked me to the door, and stood waving as long as I could see her.
..................................................
Sam was amused.
"Well, you got your feet wet, as well as other parts. Now maybe you'll do something more permanent."
I think it bothered his wife that I was unattached. She would stop by the bar occasionally, have a few drinks, and start telling the single ladies what a catch I was. Sam would laugh as I turned red.
I was polite, but I already had a woman living with me.
................................................
Rose came down every chance she could, and without my knowledge changed her address to mine. After the six month residency requirement was established, she transferred to Coastal, ten miles down the road.



She showed up with her car packed to the gills.
"Hi Dad. I've decided I'm a beach girl. I've transferred to Coastal, and start in two weeks. I hope that gives me enough time to find a dorm room, or I could save you some bucks and move in here. What should I do?"
She was grinning so wide it almost swallowed her face.
"I'm sure the dorms are very nice," I said, watching her face fall.
"But probably not as nice as here. Which of the spare bedrooms do you want?"
Her smile returned.
"Am I old enough to call my dad an asshole for being mean to me? No? I didn't think so. If it's all the same to you, I'll take the one at the end of the hall, and maybe we can actually have a little privacy."
I grinned for three days, happier than I had been in a while.
Because Rose was a 'local', she soon had friends stopping by often, usually when I was about to cook. Most of these kids were homesick, and a meal they didn't have to eat at school or a restaurant was a treat. She would often have one friend with her in her room, and two more in the spare bedroom. They would laze around while I slaved over a stove for them, giggling, talking about boys, wandering around in bikinis so small I almost didn't see the point of wearing them, and generally having a ball. A few of the closer ones started calling me Beach Dad. I would fuss at them sometimes, but having a houseful of pretty girls versus staring at the walls every weekend, was a trade off I was willing to accept.
Two actually came on to me, and I let them down gently, thinking how I would feel if some creepy middle aged guy was taking advantage of my daughter. Rose found out and talked to them, and soon I was back to being Beach Dad. One actually apologized.
.................................................
Rose came to me for a favor.
"Emily just told me her Mom wants to come down to visit but can't afford it. You know she's on full scholarship, and they really have very little money. Will you help them?"
Emily had become her best friend. She had told me a little about her background.
"Sure. I'll call the motel I used when your Mom and I split up. It's not fancy, but it's clean and close. Think she'd like that?"
"No, Dad, you don't get it. I want her to stay here. She can have the guest bedroom and Emily can bunk with me. That way they don't have to go out for meals. They really are broke, Dad."
She gave me her little girl eyes, and I agreed. Rose and Emily met her at the bus station, she didn't own a car.
I was at work, and when I got home I could hear them chattering in the living room. I stopped in the kitchen for a glass of tea before going to meet her.
Both the kids jumped up and hugged me.
"Mom, This is Beach Dad. Isn't he neat? Beach Dad, Mom."
She stood. Dark hair with a few flecks of gray. Eyes so dark they looked black. She wasn't a beauty, but had a pleasant face. She was probably twenty pounds heavier than she had been in her twenties, but it had settled nicely. She held out her hand.
"I prefer July when I'm in the presence of grownups."
I took her hand, thinking how warm it was.
"Bill, when I have people over old enough to call me that."
We hit it off, right away. We were the same age, almost. She was actually three years older. We had the same taste in music, movies, and food. She insisted on helping with dinner until I told her I was grilling.
"Oh no, there's no way I'm getting between a man and his primal urge to burn meat. If you'll show me around the kitchen, I'll work on the salads."
Soon her, Emily, and Rose were rattling round the kitchen, laughing and teasing. I looked through the patio door and suddenly felt an overwhelming loss. That should have been Charlie, Rose and Mary, instead of the combination in there now. For a second I raged about what I had lost, what she had thrown away. I was over it by the time they came out, and we had a very pleasant evening.
I insisted Rose and Emily take her home. They could get there in six hours, versus the nine and a half it took on the bus. She gave me a tremendous hug when she left.
"Thank you."
"Anytime. You'll always be welcome."
She sighed.
"That's not what I meant, but thank you for that. I was thanking you for showing me there are still a few decent men out there. Emily's dad left when she was six. If they put him in a lineup, she wouldn't be able to pick him out."
We didn't say much more, and soon they were moving into the distance. Tuesday Rose jumped me.
"What do you think of July?"
I wasn't sure what she was getting at, so I answered carefully.
"She seems really nice. Emily is lucky to have her."
She grinned.
"She REALLY liked you. Can we have her down next month?"
"Sure honey, if you give me your word you and Emily don't try to set us up."
Her grin faltered a bit, but she pressed on.
"Promise. I'm going to call Emily."
Soon she was chattering away.
.................................................
I really liked Emily, and tried to think of a way to help her. Our warehouse was specialized to the modular housing industry, and there was a lot of stuff we carried contractors couldn't find in the box stores. I found myself being called a lot on Saturdays, someone begging me to open up long enough to get a part they desperately needed. After six Saturdays in a row, I had had enough.
The next Friday found me in my old town, in the owner's office. I presented my plan to him, trying to anticipate all questions. My presentation must have impressed him, because in three weeks my little warehouse would officially open on Saturdays, from seven until six.
I got Emily and Rose together and stated my proposal.
"Look girls, the powers on high[meaning me, but I didn't tell them that]have decided to do business on Saturdays. Most of my guys like a little overtime, but not every Saturday, so I have to look for some part time help. Ten hours, with an hour for lunch. Ten bucks an hour. I think college kids would work best. Know anybody?"
There was silence for awhile, before Rose spoke.
"Is there a policy against hiring official and unofficial daughters?"
"None that I'm aware of."
"When do we start?"
What time do your classes end during the day?"
"Three."
"Good. Starting Monday, I expect you there at four. That should get you trained on the basics before we open officially. One of us, Jerry, Amy, or me, will be there with you for the first three months, after that, you'll be on your own. Jerry or Amy will open, and I'll close. If you know of some guys interested, I'll probably need two or three down the road, and one right now."
Emily had a semi official boyfriend. He seemed to be a nice guy, and was just as broke as she was. He showed up with the girls, and after two weeks of intensive training, we opened.
It didn't go as smoothly as we would have liked, but they survived and our customers were very happy. After enough time had gone by, we crunched numbers, and found we made more on Saturday than any other day of the week.
Rose and Emily came to me with a presentation they wanted me to consider. We weren't in the retail market, working exclusively with contractors and developers. They wanted us to crack that market, cater to the do it yourself crowd. I talked it over with the home office, and got permission to try it for three months.
We advertised heavily. Retail would be open Saturday only, starting in two weeks. We were nervous, and I made sure to be on hand opening day.
We nearly got buried. Modular housing owners, frustrated about not being able to get specific parts without paying a hefty price to have it ordered special through the box stores, responded in droves. I had to call in another man to handle the load. We still had customers a full hour after we were supposed to close.
We didn't originally offer delivery service on Saturday, but soon it was regular thing. The contractors liked it because they could get an earlier start on the week. I had to add an extra truck, just to keep up.
..............................................
Charlie would come down every three weeks or so. David was set to graduate in a couple of months. She had brought him with her a few times, and they both liked the area. She was sending out resumes locally, and I helped as much as I could, networking customers and friends. She got three interviews before she found a position she liked that paid a decent wage. She was due to start the week he graduated. I found them a nice apartment, paying the deposits and first month's rent, as a gift. They were very happy. He was looking in his field, but hadn't found anything. I gave him a job in the warehouse, being liberal with time off to do interviews.
Thanks to free room and board, July was spending every other weekend with us. We got comfortable with each other. I told her a little about Mary, and she gave me a brief history of her ex. I asked her how she came to be named July.
"My parents had no imagination. I've got two sisters named May and June, and a brother named August. It gets worse. I have a set of first cousins named Thunder, Rainy, and Sunny."
Interesting family.
"How did Emily escape?"
July laughed.
"She didn't. Her middle name is April."
The kids would socialize a little more, because of their jobs they actually had a little money, and they often left us alone at night.
We had been getting more and more relaxed. One night we shared a bottle of wine and watched a romantic movie, sitting together on the couch. Gravity got us, and soon we were against each other. She looked up, I looked down, and before we knew it our lips were locked. Thirty minutes later we were in the bedroom, shedding clothes. The first time was fast and hard. It had apparently been a while for her too. The second time was a little gentler, and lasted a little longer. We didn't get to snuggle in the afterglow, we had just got done when car lights raked across the window. She ran naked from my room. I had to hide her clothes and sneak them back the next day.
I think the girls figured it out judging from their smirks, but they never said anything.
................................................
Rose and I went to watch David graduate. It was the first time I had seen Mary in almost a year. She was thinner, quieter, with a sad look about her. We were pleasant, but Rose sat between us, just in case.
We met back at our old house for a small celebration. Curious, I wandered through the rooms. I couldn't tell any change at all, even all our photos were still displayed. I picked one up in the den, a snapshot of us standing on a beach, ironically enough. Her hair was longer then, and was whipped about by the wind. I had my arms wrapped around her, and we both smiling happily.
"It's always been one of my favorites. We were so happy back then, weren't we?"
I turned to see a tear trickle down her cheek.
"Yes we were" I said softly, the sadness clear in my voice.
"I know you don't want to hear it, but I'm so sorry I ruined everything. Looking back now, I can't even understand what made me do it. I can definitely tell you I'll regret it until the day I die."
I didn't even think, just took her into my arms for a gentle hug. It broke something loose in her, and she started sobbing. Rose came in, took one look, and gently closed the door, giving us privacy.
"You didn't have to take them away from me, you know."
She said it quietly, as we separated. I had no idea what she was talking about and told her so.
"The girls. They chose to be with you instead of me. Soon you'll all be down there and I'll be completely alone. If this is your idea of revenge, it's working."
I was shocked. I hadn't considered that at all.
"There is no revenge here, Mary. The girls are both adults now, they can make their own choices. I haven't stolen them from you. Rose has always loved the beach, ever since the first time we took her at three. What difference does it make if she's going to college at the beach instead of where she transferred from? I won't deny that I love having her with me, but I didn't have the first clue about her transfer until she showed up at the house. Doesn't she still see you as often? I know she and Charlie come up at least once a month."
I paused, becoming slightly pissed. Everything wasn't always about her.
"As for Charlie, don't you think she exhausted all her options locally before she took the job she has now? It was a good offer, Mary. She's an adult, about to be married. Where she lives is her choice. I won't deny I like having her close, but I'm slightly insulted you think I deliberately tried to take them away from you."
She stood, eyes wide, while I had my little rant.
"I'm sorry" she said, hanging her head. "I know you didn't deliberately take them away. But the fact remains, you'll all be down there and I'll be here, alone."
I almost reminded her that her actions led to this situation, but held her tongue. Anything I could have said she had probably already said to herself. Then I said something in retrospect I should have given more thought to.
"Look, if you get to missing them too much, come down. It won't cost you much, you can stay in my guestroom."
She looked up, hope in her eyes. I cautioned her.
"Don't read anything into this. A room is all I'm offering, understand?"
I could see the disappointment in her eyes, but she thanked me, saying she might take me up on it someday. We went back to the party.
...............................................
July and I were getting along pretty good. She was attractive, articulate, and was up for just about anything. I took her and the girls to the pier one morning, just for fun. Rose didn't care much for it, but Emily and July really enjoyed it, especially when July caught a four pound flounder. Between all of us we caught enough for a nice fish fry that evening. July even helped me clean them.
Rose, Emily, her boyfriend, and another boy were going out. I'm pretty sure he was her boyfriend but didn't ask. I didn't feel like sitting home so July and I went to the pub. We had a pretty good time, relaxing with my friends. Sams' wife Evelyn and July really hit it off, to the point that she asked about our relationship during a trip to the bathroom. She seemed satisfied with the answer, grinning at me the rest of the evening.
We were in bed when the girls came home. She started to get up but I held on to her.
"They know" I said, "and we're all adults here. Now, snuggle down and let's go to sleep."
They grinned at us all morning but said nothing.
I was feeling good for the first time in a long time. There was hope that I wouldn't be alone the rest of my life. I was hinting pretty hard, telling July about local job opportunities and how low the cost of living here was. She seemed interested, even checking out want ads in the Sunday paper.
The owners summoned me back to the home office. I wondered what was going on.
"Bill, you've done a great job. Some of your ideas have been real moneymakers. We'll get straight to the point. We want to open a warehouse in Florida. The market research we've done indicates a real opportunity there. The location is four hours away from where you are now. We want you to go down, get it up and running, hire the staff, help with the training. We want you over both, spending most of your time at home, do maybe one day a week at the new site. There's a good raise in it for you. Think about it for a day or two."
It caught me flatfooted. I had never suspected they thought so highly of me. But, the more I thought about it, the more it appealed to me. I had nothing to hold me down, no commitments to anyone.
I talked to Jerry and Amy when I got back home, telling them about the opportunity.
"Now, the big question. Which one of you wants to manage the new warehouse? Or do you want to stay here. Either way, both of you are going one rung up the ladder."
Jerry surprised me by saying Amy should take it.
"The customers have a better relationship with her. I'm more a behind the scenes kind of guy. As long as she understands I'm the boss when we go out the door for home, I see nothing but good in our future."
Amy blushed and I grinned.
"Done, and Amy, as manager, we can't have any more late nights in the office, all right? People would talk."
She flamed about eight shades of red while Jerry collapsed laughing. I'd gone by the place on Saturday night and noticed lights on. I used my key, disarmed the alarm, and was going around flipping them off. When I went through the back of the warehouse towards the office, I noticed a bra on the floor. Then a shirt, shorts, a pair of boxers, and finally panties hanging on the doorknob. I froze, then heard the unmistakable sounds of passion. I eased back, turning on the lights as I went.
I noticed Jerry's motorcycle as I went out, parked at the side of the building. The office smelled heavily of air freshener Monday morning.
................................................
It was summer, and the kids were out of college. Emily decided with us so both she and Rose could work more hours, save a little spending money for the next year. I asked how come they weren't doing something for spring break. They just giggled.
"We live at one of the biggest Spring Break destinations on the East Coast. We don't have to go anywhere, it comes to us."
July didn't come down for a month, citing work as an excuse. I offered to come up, but she said she wouldn't have any time to spend with me, so it would be pointless. Didn't like it, but respected her wishes.
I was pretty busy myself. We'd found a good location for the warehouse, and had the vendors come in and help us set it up. I took Emily with me for a week, there were two colleges nearby, a massive labor pool just waiting to be tapped. There were twelve hundred applications for nine part time positions. She worked with the schools, targeting people like herself, who were on a tight budget and could use the work.
I reviewed the first three she recommended, and turned the rest over to her. She ended up doing almost all the hiring, though I did insist on following up on the full time candidate. She was over the moon, her degree was going to be in Human Relations, and this experience would look great on her resume.
We were only three hours from her home, and when I said we should drop by and see her mom on the way back she was all for it. We left a little early, so we could get there in time to take her to dinner.
She was chattering a mile a minute as we drove, happy to see her mom. We decided not to call, and make it a true surprise.
Her house was small, neat, the lawn carefully tended, a couple of neat flowerbeds. Emily laughed.
"She must have someone new doing lawn care. Last time I was home it was overgrown and there were so many weeds you couldn't see the flowers."
We went up the sidewalk, she was going to drop her things off, and we were going to Ambush July as she got off work. She unlocked the kitchen door, walked in, and screamed.
There was a guy sitting at the table, drinking a beer and reading the paper. He was as surprised as she was.
"Who the hell are you?" came out of their mouths at pretty much the same time.
He recovered faster, actually smiled.
"I recognize you. You're Emily. It's nice t finally meet you. I'm Bill, July's fiancee. Who's your friend?"
He seemed like a nice guy. My age, in better shape because he was a construction worker, neat in appearance. I was still processing the fiancee statement when Emily spoke up.
"This is Bill, too. He's my mom's boyfriend?"
"What?"
I finally got control of myself.
"We should go, Emily. This is a family matter I don't need to intrude in."
"NO!" they both yelled at the same time.



We ended up at the table. He actually got me a beer.
"How long have you guys been engaged?"
"About four months. I finally got tired of living with her and forced the issue. Now what is this about you being her boyfriend."
I thought about how to answer that. The fact that July was doing this generated little loyalty, but I had Emily to consider.
"I really think you need to talk to July. But I need to tell you this. Before we came here, neither of us knew you existed."
"Dad, stop being nice." Em snapped, "you don't owe her shit. If he wants to hear it, tell him the whole story."
She turned to him.
"And you, hold your tongue and your temper. As far as I can tell, you're both victims."
To my surprise, he held it in until I was done, although at the end a tear trickled down his cheek.
"I never had the first clue," he almost whispered.
"Nor did I. I can tell you as someone who went through a divorce a couple of years ago, finding out something like this hurts, but you get over it. One way or another."
July pulled in just then. She didn't recognize the car, it was a nice midsize Hyundai I got as part of my promotion.
"Bill, who's car is that....."
It was almost cartoonish. Her eyes went from his, to Emily's, to mine. She had a bag of groceries in her hands. It hit the floor as she screamed.
"Noooo!"
Before we could say anything she ran back out the door, jumped into her car, and squealed tires as she shot out of the driveway. We just looked at each other.
I rose.
"Emily, I think we need to go. You, me, your mother, and Bill here need to do some thinking."
I turned to him.
"All I can do is say I'm sorry. If I had known, we would never had gotten intimate. I will tell you this. Whether you guys work this out or not, I'll never touch her again. Tell her to call ahead next time she visits, so Emily can get her a room somewhere. And tell her not to call me. Ever."
He actually shook my hand. I was a little freaked. This was the most civilized betrayal I had ever witnessed.
I tried to talk Emily into staying, but she just got in the car, looking straight ahead.
About fifty miles down the road she started crying and trying to say she was sorry. I pulled over in a rest stop, unbuckled her and lead her to a table. I sat down beside her and held her as she cried.
After I calmed her we got back on the road.
"I'll move my things out as soon as I can find something."
She had been living with us for the summer. Rose was trying to get her to move in so she wouldn't have to worry about dorm fees. I thought it was a done deal.
"Girl, you better listen closely. What happened is none of your fault. I don't hold it against you. In fact, I'll be hurt if you move out. You'll always be my 'Beach Daughter', do you understand? I'd miss you."
She started crying all over again. I called Rose during a bathroom break, so she would be prepared. When we got home she came out, took Emily by the hand, and disappeared into her room. I didn't fix dinner. We'd order something when they came out.
Three hours later they came out. They both draped themselves over me on the couch.
"Thanks, Dad," she whispered. My eyes got unexpectedly moist. I hugged her a little tighter.
"I'm hungry," I said, "pizza, or Chinese?"
They jumped up, arguing. I had to do a tiebreaker, and Chinese won. Then they had to argue over what to get, and I stepped in and told them to order it all.
"If we have any left, I'm sure your friends will help finish it."
Three of their friends came over later, destroyed the leftovers, and huddled over Em.
.................................................
Bill left July, despite her begging. I never got the details, I was just as happy not knowing. She never came down the rest of their summer, and that fall, when she did, she stayed at a motel. The rift between Em and her never completely healed for years. She respected my wishes and didn't speak to me for a very long time.
I dated some. The girls set me up with one of their professors. We liked each other, but didn't have the first thing in common. It faded quietly away after four months.
Summer came again. One more term and the girls would graduate. They were looking forward to it.
David had finally found a good job. I was happy for them, they seemed so in love. They found a house in the neighborhood. I gave them a little help on the down payment, despite their protests.
They came over just before the fourth for a cookout. They came in, carrying three wrapped presents, grinning like mad.
"Here," Charlie said, "open yours first, Dad."
It was a tee shirt. I just barely read it before my eyes got blurry.
"Worlds' Greatest Grandpa," it read. Rose and Emily got matching ones, "Worlds' Greatest Aunts". The tears started. I took David out on the patio.
"How far along?"
"Three months. It's a boy. William David Grant. Sounds good, huh?"
It did. He was a junior, his son carried the name of both grandfathers.
............................................
I had an interesting meeting at the home office two weeks prior, they were opening warehouses in Georgia and Texas. We had bought out a major competitor, and had to take over their territories. I was expected to oversee all of them, at least temporarily.
After business was over I couldn't resist, and drove by my old house. It had been almost two years since we had split. I was surprised to see Mary pulling in as I drove by. Before I knew it, I was pulling in behind her.
She didn't recognize the car, and was standing there in a familiar pose, head cocked slightly in curiosity.
"Bill!" she exclaimed. "What are you doing here?"
"I had some things to do at the office. How are you?"
She sighed. "Lonely. You?"
"The same truth be told. Look, this was an impulse thing. I was just going to drive by, look at the house. But since you're here, would you like to go to dinner?"
Her smile almost split her face in two.
"I'd love too. Come in, let me get changed. I've got something for you and the girls anyway. I was gonna mail it, but since you're here it'll save me the trouble."
She had redecorated. It was more modern, lighter. I didn't know whether I liked it or not. She noticed.
"I felt like I needed a change. Do you like it?"
I was honest.
"I don't not like it, it's just different."
"Good," she said, "different was what I was going for."
She handed me some keys.
"I changed the locks. My purse got snatched a month ago. It was a pain in the butt to get everything replaced. The cops said I should do this, after all, he had the keys and the address. It scared me so bad I stayed with Marge for a couple of days while the locks got changed. They caught the guy in two days, trying to cash one of my checks. A junkie."
It shocked me.
"Why didn't you tell us?"
"Why? You live two states away, what could you have done? I wasn't harmed, and I didn't want you guys to worry. It's all good now."
Her voice said one thing, her body another. I heard the waver in her voice, saw the trembling in her hands. But she was right, what could I have done?
She changed, and we went to our favorite place in town, an old mom and pop place that served really good food. It had been in business for forty years. It was also fairly inexpensive, something that a young couple on a tight budget could appreciate at the time.
The main topic, of course, was our impending grandparenthood. Her eyes got sad when she talked about missing most of the experience.
"I've offered before, but really, why don't you come down. Rose and Charlie would love to see you more."
"I don't know. I really can't afford to..."
"Stop. You can stay with us. Just let us know when you're coming, so I can run a few girls out."
Her eyes got wide.
"Girls?"
"Yes, Mary. Girls. Young, hot, mostly bikini clad at this time of year girls. Friends of Rose and Emily, I think my unofficial daughter count is up to fourteen now. This is what happens when you live at the beach with a college student and they find out you can cook."
"I don't know, I..."
"Mary! What is the problem? Never mind, let's not talk about it anymore. You'll come or you won't."
We rode back in silence. She offered me a bed for the night, but I declined. She gave me a kiss, on the cheek.
"Next weekend. I'll take a vacation day and come down Thursday. Enough notice?"
I grinned. "I'll degirl the room. Don't worry about driving. Rose will pick you up."
She protested, but I made reservations on the little commuter line, it was almost as cheap as driving.
...............................................
I came home Thursday afternoon to the sound of giggles in the kitchen. Mary, Charlie, Emily, and Rose were cooking up a storm. David, Chuck[Emily's]and Shaun[Rose's} were in the living room, looking trapped. I told them to go outside, I'd be out in a few minutes.
I got a kiss from every woman, then I was banished from the kitchen.
"Meatloaf, hash brown casserole, spinach salad, and brownies for dessert. We'll call you when it's ready."
Mary was grinning, knowing they were preparing one of my most favorite meals.
"Object lessons, boys," I said, when they handed me a beer, "you can probably stop one woman occasionally, two maybe, three not at all, and four, your only recourse is totally surrender or hasty retreat. So smile and say 'yes dear' pretty often, and you'll have a pretty peaceful life."
They came trooping out, bearing dishes. We ate, joked, the kids snuggled, we sipped wine, and a good time was had by all. I got a goodnight kiss by every one of them, including Mary.
She held me for a second, her head on my shoulder.
"Thank you for this. For a little there I felt like we were family again."
I drew back.
"We're still a family, Mary, just with a different dynamic. Thanks for coming down, it meant a lot to all of us."
I lay in bed later, thinking. Did I do the right thing? Was my ego that fragile? Reflecting, I didn't see another end to the situation than the one I chose, so I went to sleep.
.................................................
It became a regular thing, twice a month. The closer Charlie got to her due date, the more often she appeared.
I got a call from her late in the eight month.
"Bill, do you think you could come up this Friday and be here by four? It's really important."
I didn't have anything pressing, so it wasn't a problem.
"I can if you need me, what's up?"
"I've sold the house."
I was stunned. Why would she do that?
"Why?"
"Because my family lives two states away. I know I can't sell without your signature, but we know you're never coming back. This will give your bank account a boost and give me a cushion while I find a place and get a job. Please, Bill."
"Well, sure, if you're positive about this."
She'd told me many times she would die in that house.
"I know what you're thinking, Bill. But it's just a house now, it stopped being a home a while back. I need a fresh start, and to be close to my children."
So Rose and I rode up Friday. She had gotten a decent price for it, in this economy. After everything was taken out, we got ninety two thousand apiece. She followed us back, and stayed with us for two weeks. She wanted to try apartment living, and found a nice condo in a community that catered to people our age. It was a lease with option to buy, for six months.
The girls were thrilled. Mom was back in their lives full time.
I wasn't as thrilled. She would call, tell me she had fixed one of my favorites, and had made too much. Would I like to eat with her?
She would come over, end up staying late, and use the guest room. She needed an escort for a function her new company was having. She really didn't know anyone, could I stand in?
The girls were right there with her, wanting a happy ending for their parents.
I wouldn't admit it, but we were dating. It all came to a head the night Charlie went into labor. It was a hard one, lasting eleven hours. Mary was in the birthing room because Charlie wanted her to keep an eye on David. William David came screaming into this world at three in the morning.
It was four before we left the hospital. I had picked Mary up, and I was just going to take her home with me, but she wanted to go back to her place. I was drooping.
"Come in," she said, "you're drooping pretty bad, I'll put a pot on."
I was really dragging, so I agreed.
I dozed off on the couch. I felt her tug on me. Looking up, I saw she was in a gown.
"Get up, you're snoring. I'm not letting you leave. Come to bed."
I protested, but she cut me off.
"Just to sleep. I'm not offering anything else. Come on, we slept together for over twenty four years. It hasn't killed either one of us."
She kept tugging until we were in the bedroom, where she turned the covers down.
"Come on, let's go to bed. I'm wiped out."
I went down to my tee shirt and boxers, climbed in, and she automatically spooned to me. I wrapped an arm around her, and we were both out in minutes.
................................................
I woke up about three hours later. I had a whole hand full of boob. She felt me stir and pressed back into me. I got hard almost instantly. She felt it, and reached around, easing her gown up. Sometime during the night her panties had disappeared.
After her gown was up, she grabbed my erection, stroking it through my boxers. She found the opening and pulled it out, aiming for her slit.
"Mary," I said, but she shushed me.
"Please Bill, just once. I promise. It's been a long time, hon, since before you left."
The blood flowed South, interfering with rational thought. I slipped in, and all the fight went out of me.
We did it like that for about five minutes, before she rolled over and spread her legs. I lost the shorts, and slid back in. Five minutes later we were going as hard as people in their mid fifties could go. The memories came back, her little squeaks when she was close, the soft keening cry she made when she came, how sensitive her clit was when I stroked it. I came as hard as I've ever come in my life. We were both asleep in minutes. I woke up later to her her climbing on top. I pulled on her breasts and tweaked her nipples, getting familiar groans. She turned around, and I watched her butt bouncing faster and faster. When I knew she was almost there, I smacked a cheek, something she loved. It took her to the edge, and when I slipped a hand around her, grabbing a boob hard, twisting the nipple, she exploded. I was thirty seconds behind her.
She slid into my arms.
"I've missed this baby," she sighed, drifting off again.
.............................................
I woke just before noon to the smell of coffee.
Taking care of business and slipping into my pants, I went into the kitchen.
She was wearing the gown again, under a short robe, humming as she put breakfast on the table, even though it was past noon. She looked up and saw me, holding up her hand before I spoke.
"Listen to me before you say anything. Last night was probably a mistake, but I don't regret it. And I'm not foolish enough to expect anything more. But it was good for both of us, if you'll admit it."
She paused, then smiled.
"And, IF you're willing, I'd like more. Now, let's eat and go look at our grandson."
.................................................
Things were a little awkward for a while. And we started sleeping together once or twice a month. I didn't make any promises, and she didn't ask for anything, but I could tell she was hoping. The girls, except Emily of course, were dropping all kinds of hints.
She talked to me one night while Rose was out.
"I like Mary, and it's plain she wants you back. But I've gotten to know you, and it's never going to happen, is it?"
She was a pretty sharp youngster. I had been giving it a lot of thought. Could we be happy together?
"Not a word to the girls, but no, we'll never remarry. I travel more now than I did when we were married, one or two days a week, sometimes more. There's even more opportunity for her to get bored than before. She may not ever do it again, maybe she learned her lesson. But I learned mine. I'll never trust her again, and without trust, they'll be no commitment."
"You need to tell her then. She and the girls are already talking about the day she'll move in. Don't let it linger."
I got up and kissed her cheek.
"You're my favorite unofficial daughter, have I ever told you that?"
She giggled.
"I better be your ONLY unofficial daughter. I'm having a hard time sharing you with Rose and Charlie as it is. Good night, Dad."
I sat and reflected on my life. It didn't turn out the way I thought it would, but I was content.
I was making more than I ever thought I would, in a position I never thought I'd have.
Seventy five thousand a year wasn't too bad for my age and education. I'd never be rich, but that was all right. The company had gone national, and they brought in some thirty year old with an MBA to be National Director. I wasn't jealous, I probably couldn't handle it. Plus I was closing in on retirement, so I was happy with what I had.
Mary and the girls were devastated when I told them we'd never be together again. I finally got her to understand why, and she pretty much disappeared from my life. We'd see each other at family events, but she kept her distance.
She met a man through her new job. They've been pretty close for a while now. She smiles more.
Rose and Emily graduated and started their lives. It was a little awkward when Emily got married, because I gave her away. July stood with me, but she hardly spoke, even while we danced. I think she resents the fact that Emily became so attached to me over the years, and the unexpected visit that messed up her dual life. The years had not been kind to her. She was still unattached.
Amy and Jerry stayed with the company. They moved to Texas, seems that was where she was raised, to manage the store there. Plans are in place for her to take over my territory and Jerry to take over her old job when I retire soon.
Sweet little Rose took over the old warehouse, using her degree to good advantage. She hasn't married, but dates regularly. Some of her ideas are getting her noticed by the home office, and the hints are she may be moving up soon.
Charlie and David are up to their third child now, all boys. I've gotten little Bill hooked on fishing, and Eric, the middle child is waiting anxiously until he's old enough to go with us.
I've dated some, hooked up some, but nothing serious until recently. One of our biggest customers in Texas is owned by a woman my age, and I took her out on a business lunch. She was a widow. Lunches turned to dinners, and eventually to breakfast. I don't even get a room anymore, she gave me a key to her house.
I like her a lot. She's got a sense of humor, good in bed, especially for our age, and a sense of adventure. I think she wants something a little more, and I'm thinking about it.
The best part is she loves to fish, even owns a boat.
.................................................
As always, thanks for reading, and commenting. I was reminded recently that all my stories are starting to sound the same. I'm working on changing that, MM syndrome, I guess.
Q
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We met in college, a long way from home for either of us. I came from a comfortable middle class home, parents just celebrating thirty years together.
I was the middle child, an older sister and a younger brother. Didn't have any of the normal middle child issues, because according to my mother, ignoring me was like trying to fill a tub with a thimble, possible, but not probable.
Not that I was a whiny kid. Just demanded my due. I had always been a little obsessive[I preferred to use the word driven], and when I wanted to do something, learn something, go somewhere, I did everything in my power to make it happen. I got a lot of this from my grandfather.
He was seventy, and he was taking dancing lessons with my grandmother, something she had always wanted to do. They were taking lessons twice a week, practicing constantly, happy to show us their new moves. Then one night, in the middle of a waltz in the biggest ballroom in town, she collapsed.
She passed two hours later, a stroke. The doctors were puzzled, she was in really great shape for someone her age. A couple of months after the funeral my grandfather sat me down for a long talk.
"If you want to do something, do it now. We'd talked about dance lessons for forty years before we actually took them. One thing I've learned from this, you never know when it's your time. So do it now, son. If you want something, don't wait."
It became my personal mantra. I studied like mad, to the point I jumped a class in middle school, and one in high school. Graduated top of my class at sixteen. I worked, even though I didn't need to, saved every dime. Got a fake ID, got on a plane, went to Carnival in Rio. Had sex for the first time, with two women. Liked it so much I basically fucked my way through a month long hike in the Andes. Then went from there to Europe, spent a month in Germany. Loved those blond goddesses.
I called home a few times, just to let my parents know I was alive. My mom cried, my dad railed, then told me to be careful. I came home just in time to get into my dorm. I was on a full ride scholarship, and my parents sent me money from time to time. And the first thing I did was get a part time job.
College was interesting for a seventeen year old. I looked and acted older, so no one asked my age. Thanks to my travels, I knew how to please women, something the coeds soon learned. I never lacked for companionship.
I didn't take summer breaks, and graduated in three years, second in my class. Got an entry level job at a major firm, and worked my ass off. Went as far as I could without an MBA, and after I got passed over for promotion twice, I tendered my resignation. They weren't happy, I was one of their top producers.
We reached an agreement. They would partially fund my quest for an MBA, give me half days at full pay. I had to sign a contract for five years service after graduation, but I liked the company, so it worked out for everyone.
I was twenty four when I met Elsa. She was nineteen, fresh faced and eager to take on the world. We were in the library, and I heard her cursing under her breath, she was obviously having trouble. I looked at her book, a class I had taken years before.
"That's wrong," I said, looking at her answer.
"I know that, dumbass." she snarled not looking up. I laughed.
"I may be a dumbass, but I know the correct answer."
"Well then help me, and don't tell me the answer, tell me how to get it."
So we went outside and I spent thirty minutes walking her through it. When she got it, her smile was like a sunrise.
"Thanks," she gushed, "do you tutor?"
"Only redheaded freshmen with potty mouths. You got it now, the rest will be easy."
She was five four, red hair that shined in the sun. Oddly, she had brown eyes. Nice body. Smallish breasts[34A, I found out later], trim waist, and a cute little butt. Great legs, for her height.
I left her. I had done my good deed for the day.
I ran into her two weeks later at the library, again. I felt a presence, and looked up.
"I'm stuck again. See you outside."
I sat right where I was. Five minutes later she was back.
"Why didn't you come out?"
"Because I didn't hear the magic word."
"What word?"
I grinned.
"You don't seem dense, you'll figure it out eventually."
I left.
The next day she was back.
"Hi. I'm stuck. If you have a moment, could you help me. Please?"
"Ah, the magic word. How could I refuse?"
I ended up helping her get through her freshman year. She was on a scholarship just like I was at her age. She was from a single parent household, and money was tight. He mom took every overtime hour she could get to help her out.
I had my condo, a loft in the business district. I helped facilitate the deal that enabled the developer to acquire the whole street. As a gesture of gratitude, he let me have the smallest for a very reasonable price. We still work with his firm.
She lived in a dorm, with all the noise and distractions. I remembered well what that was like, so I took her home.
"Wow," she said, looking at the space. "Who decorated?"
"I did."
"Wow again." She looked at my 'history wall', my life in pictures. My childhood. A few from Carnival, from the Andes, Germany. My high school and college diplomas, and graduation pictures. My family. No women.
"How old are you?"
"Twenty four."
"For the third time, wow."
"Enough. You're here to study."
................................................
We didn't date until after her sophomore year. She had acclimated to college life, and used the study habits I taught her to good advantage. We talked every time we crossed paths.
Then one Friday night she knocked on my door. She had obviously been crying. I brought her in, gave her a cup of tea.
"Want to talk?"
"Yes. No. What I really need is a place to sleep. Can I use your couch?"
I got it out of her in bits and pieces. She and her new roommate basically hated each other. They'd had a big fight, so she went to spend the night with her boyfriend, to find her place in his bed occupied by another.
The couch was a foldout, I sometimes had my younger brother stay with me, between jobs. I had helped him get two so far. I didn't hold out a lot of hope he'd last at either one, and I was right. Finally he moved back home.
I put fresh sheets on, gave her a tee shirt to sleep in, and went to bed. Got up the next morning to find her still asleep. She'd tangled the sheets up, and one leg was out, all the way up to her hip, the sides of her tiny panties visible.
One good thing abut living in a loft in a business district, all you had to do was walk downstairs to shop. Two doors down was a bagel shop that had been there for forty years. The best in town, in my opinion. The drink was selection was outstanding, if you liked coffee or coffee. Sal couldn't even pronounce barista,
let alone consider hiring one. The coffee was the best, dark and strong. I got half a dozen bagels, some flavored spreads, and two large coffees.
She was still asleep when I got back, so I set out the bagels and spreads, and waved the coffee under her nose. Her eyes popped open.
"Where am I?" she asked, disoriented.
"My condo. Remember last night?"
It came back to her, and her smile faded.
"Shit! Well, I'm not going to let that bother me now. What's that smell?"
She ate three bagels, she hadn't had anything since lunch the day before. Sated, she sat back and sighed.
"Thank you? Can I hang out here for awhile?"
"Sure, until about four. I have a date tonight, and I don't want to explain to her how I happen to have a hot little redhead lounging around in one of my shirts and pink bikini panties."
She blushed, tugging the shirt down.
"I need to change."
"Don't bother on my account," I said, grinning.
Showing some humor for the first time, she stuck out her tongue and threw a napkin at me, before flouncing off to the bathroom. I was cleaning the table when she called out to me.
She was standing at the door, looking back over her shoulder.
"Barry? They're not bikinis, it's a thong."
She had flipped the tail of the shirt up, showing that cute bottom in all its' glory. Instead of being flustered, I did a half bow.
"I stand corrected. Nice ass, by the way."
She colored, but was giggling as she closed the door. I heard the shower run, and she came back out in her jeans, but still had my shirt on. She helped me tidy up the apartment, remarking how clean it was, and asked if I had a service.
"No. I live alone, if you tidy up as you go, it doesn't take much to keep it clean. And I don't really like letting others do what I can do myself."
"Wow seems to be my favorite word for you. Apparently you're successful, you're good looking, polite, why aren't you married?"
I laughed and told her the truth. I hadn't fallen in love yet.
.................................................
To shorten it, she broke up with her 'asshole' boyfriend. She would date occasionally, but told me she wasn't looking.
"I'm waiting to fall in love, and it won't be with him." she once told me, when I asked why she stopped seeing a guy I thought she liked.
I got her an internship with my company that summer. It was a different department, we were a large company spread out over three floors, and I hardly ever saw her.
They were having their Fourth of July picnic when fate brought us together again. I didn't bring a date, not planning to stay, and she hadn't brought one, having the same plan in mind.
The CEO thwarted that when he asked us to help with the children, set up the games, generally supervise so the parents could enjoy themselves. I had no problem, I liked children, planned on having a few myself someday.
Soon we were surrounded. There were a few other adults, and they were smart enough to dump the two to four year old group on us.
It was like herding cats. Their attention span was at best thirty seconds, and then they scattered in different directions. We wrangled them for two hours, and were exhausted when lunch time came around. We grabbed a plate, and found a empty gazebo to hide in.
We talked, she told me about her job, I told her about finally getting the promotion I wanted. Before we knew it two hours had flown by. I drove her back to the apartment she shared with three other girls.
She gave me a nice kiss.
"Thank you."
"You're welcome," thinking she meant for the ride.
"No," she said. "I mean thank you for getting me this job. It takes a lot of the burden off my mother. And thank you for getting me through freshman year."
"Again, you're welcome."
She was wearing a white tank top and pink shorts. She grabbed my hand.
"Look, she said, twirling around. "What you see here is a full grown woman. One that would like to ask you out. Wanna do something with me?"
I hadn't really thought about it. She was hot, I just never thought about her as a woman. I grinned suddenly, watching her expectant face.
"No," I said, letting her face fall. "I'm not comfortable with women who ask me out. But, I have tickets to the Fallen Dolls concert next week, care to join me?"
The Fallen Dolls were an all woman group, up and coming on the music scene. Their first CD was headed for gold, and Rolling Stone called them this generations' GoGos. It was next to impossible to get a ticket.
She went from sad to joyous in about three seconds.
"Let me think about it yes Yes YES!"
"Great. The concert is at eight, I'll pick you up at six and we'll have something light before we go. Don't want to be jumping up and down on a full stomach."
..................................................
I surprised her when I showed op on my Vulcan, a 1300 Kawasaki Vtwin I'd gotten five weeks ago. I put her helmet on and adjusted it, told her to hold on tight, and took off.
We had a nice light dinner, and took in the show. They tore the house down, and afterwards we stopped off to have a beer. I had one, couldn't be too careful on a bike. We were talking about the band.
"Which one is your favorite?"
"Ginger Adams. Seems I've developed a thing for hot redheads."
She blushed and held my arm tighter. By the time school started she had moved in with me, avoiding the dorms.
She was no virgin, but then who expects that from a junior in college? She wasn't very experienced, confessing she had only had four lovers, if you count the three minutes in high school when she lost her virginity. When I went down on her, she went crazy, flooding my mouth in four minutes. Though not a screamer, she loved to talk during sex, the hotter I got her, she dirtier her mouth got.
"Oh fuck! That's it, that's it, right there. Eat that cunt, I'm gonna cum so hard on that tongue!"
"Wimp! Pound this pussy. Fuck me like you mean it, or get off! Oh,Oh, shitfuckdamn, here it comes!"
She was hot, flexible, insatiable. I thought she was going to kill me. She was also a true redhead, though she shaved, and all I ever saw was a little stubble now and then. By the time graduation came, we had set a date.
We went to break the news to her mother. I had talked on the phone with her a couple of times, but hadn't actually met her until we went to pick her up for graduation.
................................................
She opened the door, and the first thing I thought was she never told me she had an older sister. When I found out it was indeed her mother I raised an eyebrow. She was a hotter, STRESS hotter, taller, better developed version of Elsa.
I started grinning and unexpectedly hugged her.
"What was that for?"
Still grinning, I told her to ask me again in twenty years. I got the story out of her over the weekend. She'd been a hellion, one that her parents couldn't control. She rolled up pregnant at a very early age, she wouldn't exactly say how early, and her parents disowned her. Her grandmother took her in, on the condition she keep the child. So Elsa got raised by a teenage single mom and her sixty year old grandmother. Elsa had never met her grandparents.
Sarah was a hell of a woman, putting her life on hold until her child was raised. She dated exactly six times while Elsa grew up. She had started going out, when Elsa went off to college. Still couldn't find a man that interested her enough to be thinking about anything of permanence.
We got married, a small ceremony attended by my family, her mom, and our work and college friends.
I got her mother a job at my company and helped her get a nice apartment close by. I would even take her to lunch every couple of weeks. Elsa complained I took her mother out more than I did her. It was funny, watching my mother in law get hit on. She finally told them I was her husband to keep the wolves at bay. We looked close enough in age to pull it off. Elsa didn't think it was nearly as funny as we did.
Things went along great for a few years. Elsa had gotten a job in her field, making decent money, even had to travel a day or so every month or two.
We were happy. Sarah and my family hit it off, and we sometimes went on vacation as a group.
I caught my brother sniffing around Sarah, even though she was old enough to be his mother, and the look in her eye told me he was about to get an unpleasant experience. I heard the slap that night, her room was below ours and I was sitting on the balcony. I got down in time to see Jack holding his jaw while Sarah tried to fix a strap on her sundress. I was heading for him when she put her hand on my arm.
"Stop, Barry," she said. "He isn't worth it. How you two came from the family is beyond me."
She turned to him.
"Jack, from now on, stay away from me. If we find ourselves in the same room alone, leave. Understand? I'll be polite to you to keep peace in the family, but that's it.
Jack was drunk, something all too common these days. Sarah was standing slightly behind me, still with her hand on my arm.
"I get it," he snarled drunkenly, "keeping her for yourself. Is she as good as her daughter? How's it feel in a redhead sandwich?"
I hit him before I thought, knocking him cold.
She tried to get me to take him to his room, but I just dragged him out on the beach, telling Sarah to make sure her door was locked. She gave me a hug and a thank you as I left.
No one said anything, but my parents knew something was up. The next week the folks gave him an ultimatum. Get help, or get gone. He had no job, no insurance, but he went into rehab. I paid half and my sister paid the other half.
He stayed straight for five months, before falling off the wagon again. He disappeared, and we didn't see him for years.
...............................................
Elsa was sitting in the living room. It was evident she had been crying. I took her hands.
"What is it. My folks? Jack? Is your mom all right?"
"No. Everyone is fine. I'm pregnant, honey."
We hadn't planned on it, but it thrilled me.
"How? Never mind, stupid question. We have to plan. Time to get a house. we have to get you to the doctor. We have to think about names. We need to tell our folks."
I was babbling, so she kissed me.
"You're not mad?"
"You gave me one of the greatest gifts a man can receive, and you want to know if I'm mad? I've never loved you more."
She started crying again, tears of relief.
Sarah was overjoyed. My parents were over the moon. Soon both moms and Elsa were deeply into baby talk. My dad drew me aside.
"Stay out of the way. Everybody will be a lot happier."
Pregnant sex was great, she never seemed satisfied. Things were going great for a few months, then something happened.
It was between her and her mom. Sarah stopped coming around, completely. I called her, wanting answers.
"I'll always be there for you, Barry. Call me when she goes into labor. But right now, I can't be around her. It's up to her to tell you why.
I asked El, but she said it was a woman thing, and I wouldn't understand. It upset my mom so bad she went to see Sarah. She came back looking thoughtful.
"Something bad happened between them, son. She won't say what it is, but I don't know if they'll ever mend fences."
So the last three months, instead of being the happiest in my life, went by with a shadow hanging over it. Elsa became so withdrawn I worried about her health.
It all came to a head three weeks before her due date. She was sitting huddled on the end of the couch. She had been to the doctor that day, and my first thought was something was wrong with the baby.
"Is everything all right?" I asked, reaching her.
"No, everything is wrong. The baby is fine though. I need to tell you something."
So I sat there and listened to my world come apart. She was having an affair. For the last year.
"I don't love him!" she wailed.
The anger was starting to come.
"Well then, who do you love? You obviously don't love me, or you wouldn't have done this to me. Who is he?"
"I won't tell you. I don't want you in trouble or hurt."
"well, El, guess fucking what? I'm already hurt. And if you don't tell me, I'll dog everyone of your friends and coworkers until I find out. You know me, if I want something bad enough I usually get it. Eventually, somebody will tell me, if for no other reason to get rid of me. Save us all a bunch of drama."
"Oh yeah, I notice you never said you were through with him. Did he enjoy riding that baby bump as much as me? Does he rub lotion on your tummy to lessen the stretch marks? I haven't seen him at Lamaze, scheduling conflict?"
I was pacing back and forth while she cried.
"Tell me something. Why did you confess now? Why wouldn't you keep your mouth shut? I'd have never known."
I stopped in midstride, an awful thought rising in my mind.
"Oh my God! Is he Black? Asian? Mexican? It's the only reason you'd confess. Tell me now,the truth will come out anyway in a couple of weeks."



She just cried harder. I grabbed a jacket. I had to leave. I walked out the door hearing her cry out for me, begging me to stay.
My parents lived in another town. With no one else to turn to, I ended up at Sarahs' door. She took one look and new.
"Damn. She told you. Come here, honey."
She wrapped her arms around me and I cried like a baby. When I calmed down, I had questions I hoped she had answers to.
"Why would she do this to us? If she wanted out, why didn't she tell me."
"I can't tell you that, honey. From what she told me, I don't think she does either. Since it's out in the open, I guess it doesn't matter if I tell you this. She still sees him. Not for sex, right now, of course, but she does."
"I guess stress drove her to tell me. I was furious, I want you to know. I've never had a good man, and here she has the best man I've ever met, and she dumps all over him. She would have never told you, but she's afraid the baby will be black, and you'd find out anyway. Any thoughts on what you want to do?"
"So he's black? I knew it had to be something like that. Short term, I have no idea. I guess it depends on the baby. If it's mine, I'll try to work it out. If it's black, we're done."
I was devastated. It was completely unexpected. If the signs were there, I was too dense to see them. During several heated exchanges over the next month I ended every argument by asking her why. Where was I lacking? Was a better lover? All the things betrayed men ask, including the big one.
"Do you love him?"
She never really answered my questions, but she assured me she had cut off all contact with him.
She went into a screaming fit when I told her how it was going to be.
"If the baby isn't mine, we're over. If it is mine, we still may be over. I've been thinking about it. You don't have a girls' night out, you only travel maybe one day every couple of months, and you're pretty much here when you're supposed to be. That leads me to believe that it's a workplace romance. IF we stay together, you're never going back there. This is not up for debate. And I get the first inkling you're seeing him somehow, the marriage is over, that second."
..................................................
It was a tense three weeks. Her doctor was so worried he hospitalized her the week before her due date.
She kept trying to tell me about it, but I shut her down every time.
"All I need to know is that the baby is mine, and that he's history. I've talked to my bosses, I still owe them two years. They've agreed to let me transfer. I'll lose a little money, but it'll be all right. And El, if you decide not to go, understand the baby is going with me. Think about it. One more thing, I can't guarantee even then that we'll stay together."
After that discussion she went into the hospital. Six days later I got the call at work. I always had the illusion that babies always came in the middle of the night, usually in the middle of a blizzard or tornado. But no, it was a sunny Thursday in May, at one in the afternoon.
I had planned on being in the birthing room, but just couldn't make myself do it. Sarah stood in.
She came out once, saying she was begging me to see her. I refused. I'm sure the doctors and nurses thought I was the biggest asshole in the world, but I didn't care.
Sarah came out again at six, looking worn out. She hugged me, crying.
"You have a son, eight pounds even. I think he'll have red hair."
I lost it, crying.
We went down to the nursery. I was looking at him, wanting to get in to hold my son, when I saw him.
Tall, slender, good looking I guess. He was scanning the bassinets, looking intently at the black children. I knew instantly who he was. Son of a bitch, she had to have called him.
Sarah saw the look in my eyes, and tried to hold me. He must have recognized me and saw the murder in my eyes, because he instantly turned and ran. I lost him in the lobby because a security guard tried to get in the way. I ran right over him, but by the time I got to the parking lot he was getting in his car. A new Camaro, red with black stripes. I'd remember that.
It took a little explaining and an apology to the security guard, but they let me back in. El cried when she was told I had requested a paternity test. It was just a formality, the baby looked a lot like my sister when she was a baby.
By now everyone involved knew the whole sordid story, and things were tense in her room.
She had been nursing, and when he was done, she asked if I wanted to hold my son.
"Yes I do. Sarah, would you get him for me?" No way I was getting close enough to touch her. She started crying again.
He's yours honey. Why can't you forgive me?"
By then I had him in my arms. I walked him around, looking at the ultimate miracle of life, our brief attempt at immortality, calming down before I answered.
"You didn't know that until you saw him, though, did you? You must have covered your bets, how did you get word to him? Text, call? Did you let someone else know so they could tell him?"
I went to her purse, getting her phone. She begged me to leave it alone.
I found the text, showed it to Sarah and my mom.
I had his number now. He recognized the number and answered immediately. I had it on speaker.
"Hey babe. Saw the kid. We dodged a bullet there, huh? Has he calmed down yet? I'd hate to kick his ass."
"Hey babe. If you were so interested in kicking my ass why didn't you stop running? I got your number now, asshole, and I know what you drive. I'll find you soon, I know where you work. Wonder what management would think about your little romance? Better grow eyes in the back of your head. I'm coming for you."
He hung up.
I took my son[I hoped]and walked out before anyone could stop me. Sarah caught me at the elevator. Mom was right behind her.
"You can't just walk out with the baby, son. They'll be released tomorrow, you can take him then. Can I please hold my grandchild?"
I gave him to mom, during all the drama she never got to hold him.
The next day we went home. After a lot of promises, and a lot of tears, we decided to stay together. El quit her job after she came off maternity leave, and stayed home for six months before going back to work, across town from her old job. It took another two months before we made love. It was pretty pitiful. We both acted like we were trying to fuck a porcupine. But it got better.
We saw a counselor. I went three times before we both saw she was the one who needed it, so she went twice a week, with a joint session every two weeks.
I hadn't quite got the trust back, but I was working on it. One day I decided to surprise her at work. Things had been really good lately, her mood had improved, and I was in the neighborhood, working with the developer who had sold me my condo. We had it up for sale before all this happened, and had mad an offer on a three bedroom house with a nice lot out in suburbia.
I parked in the visitor spaces, and I was walking towards the door, when I saw it. A red Camaro with black stripes. I had never found out his name, she begged me for the sake of our son to drop my search.
"You don't want to see your son grow up while you're behind bars."
I walked over, surprised to find it unlocked. I pulled the registration out of the dash, and read it as I walked in.
They didn't know me, and when I asked for Edward Spenser, they thought I was his appointment and sent me right in.
I walked in just in time to see he and El break from a kiss.
She looked at me and fainted. He tried to run around me, but rage gave me speed, and I grabbed him, trying to drive his head through a window. I tried three times, glass is pretty stout on upper floors, before I gave up.
His phone was on his desk, and I scrolled through it until I found "home". I left a message, then found "wifey". How cute.
She didn't think it was cute when I told her how I happened to have his phone, or the fact that it had been going on for over a year.
"I'd let you talk to him, but he's asleep. Ask him how he got the knots on his head when he gets home."
El had woken up and crawled into the corner away from me.
I looked at her.
"I'll pick up Robbie from daycare, give you a little time. Pack up, find somewhere to stay until I calm down. And get ready. You've got a shit storm coming. Everybody, including your company, is gonna know."
I picked up Robbie, and showed up on her doorstep. Sarah took one look at me and sadness overcame her.
"Again?" was all she said.
I nodded, walked in. I passed out on her couch from nervous exhaustion. She took Robbie to bed with her.
I called in the next day, as did Sarah. We went over to find El had indeed left. Sarah looked at the empty closet, dresser, and bathroom cabinets.
"She's left, Barry. This is way too much for a few days."
I was gladdened and incredibly sad equally.
..................................................
Mrs. Spenser called me the next day. He had taken off, leaving her with three children. They had quit their jobs and just disappeared. She was destroyed, wondering how she'd support them.
I still had his registration, reached out through a past client, and found them two days later three states away. I gave her the information, right down to the hotel and room number. The next day she knocked and he answered the door. She had a local deputy and process server. He found himself with a set of divorce papers and a court order for temporary child support until the hearing. El hid in the bathroom.
My lawyer advised me to sue for divorce citing abandonment, and hope she wasn't smart enough to figure it out until it was too late.
I had taken two weeks vacation,trying to figure out how to survive as a single dad with a child less than a year old, when the doorbell rang.
Sarah was standing there with two large suitcases.
I had bought the three bedroom. She sailed by me.
"Take those to my bedroom for me, please. Now where is my grandchild? Have you fed him yet?"
I tried to object but she laughed.
"Seriously? Get a grip, do what's best for your son. This will save me money, besides, I've already given up my apartment."
Just like that it was settled. She got Robbie into the company daycare, dropping him off and picking him up because I worked longer hours.
She would usually have dinner started before I got home. We'd eat, feed Robbie, and play with him until bedtime, watch a little television, and go to bed, just like a real family except we slept apart.
I asked her once why she didn't date, and she said she had enough in her life right now. She asked me the same question, and I said pretty much the same. Mom and Sarah bonded tighter over Robbie. She was very careful not to bring up El.
Months had gone by. I asked Sarah if El ever contacted her, and she said she hadn't. Mom and Dad were up for a visit. They had happy news. After five years, Jack had called. He had straightened up, got his life on track. He was in the Coast Guard, engaged, and wanting to mend fences. We decided to include him in our family vacation.
Robbie had his first birthday party. He was excited, fascinated by the candles. He stuck his finger out, burning it slightly. I was on my way to him when he cried "Momma" and held his hands out to Sarah. She was embarrassed, but not enough to not take him in her arms and sooth him. We talked about it later.
"Are you mad?"
"Why would I be mad? As far as he knows, you are his mother. If the time comes, we'll tell him the truth."
"Good, and thank you. He picked it up at daycare, watching the other moms pick up his friends. Most of the workers there think I really am his mother."
We were sitting on the couch, resting after cleaning the house. Kids can be one of the most destructive things in nature. I took her hand.
"I know I don't tell you enough, but thank you. We both know I could have never survived without you. Our lives are better with you in it. I love you, Sarah."
She surprised me by crying into my chest, snuggling.
"Thank you, Barry, you're a good man. One that didn't deserve what happened to him."
We sat there like that until she surprised me by going to sleep. I hadn't held someone in my arms with love for almost a year, and it felt so good I just held on. She woke me at one.
"Barry, wake up. We dozed off. We need to get in bed."
So I got up, and we went into our bedrooms. I rolled around on my bed, wishing it wasn't so empty.
We were a little awkward in the morning, but soon got over it and went back to our normal routine.
...............................................
We rented a big house on the beach for family vacation. My sister came, with her husband and three kids. My brother Jack showed up with a lovely little Asian woman joined at his hip.
We hadn't counted on Jack when we rented the house. It was four bedroom, one for my folks, one for my sister and her husband, one for Sarah, and one for me. There was a large sleeping porch with foldout beds for the larger kids, a big adventure for them.
Sarah solved it, claiming the bedroom with twins beds for us and Robbie. No one seemed surprised.
Jack came up to us as we were straightening the room. He apologized to both of us, shook our hands, and thanked me for knocking him on his ass, and paying for his rehab.
Then he grinned that cheeky grin I remembered so well.
"I'm sorry for what happened between you and Elsa. But it looks like you traded up."
I surprised him by grinning back, giving Sarah a hug.
"You got that right. Why settle for a copy when the original is so much nicer."
The look on their faces sent me over the edge, and soon they were all laughing. Something went over her face when I said it. I saw it, but chose not to comment.
We hit the beach the next day. I was helping Robbie with his first sandcastle when I heard a whistle. Sarah had come out with the sexiest one piece I had ever seen, cut high on her hips, low on her bust, back almost to the top of her ass. I couldn't do anything but stare.
"Stop it, Barry. You've seen me in a swimsuit before. You're making me nervous."
She was making me hard. I had to jump in the water, thankful it was a little cool that early in the morning. She gave me a knowing little smile when I came out. Soon she and the kids were laughing like crazy while they buried me in the sand.
We played, grilled hot dogs for lunch, lazed the day away. It was perfect.
That night she came out in a robe.
"I've gotten a little burned. Will you put some lotion on my back? She slid the robe down almost to her nipples. I got a look at a lot of cleavage while I lotioned her back. Sarah was a lot better endowed than Elsa. Thirty six c, I learned later.
She was smiling that little smile when I told her I needed a shower.
"I thought you just took a shower?"
"I need to cool off," I told her honestly, as I went back into the bathroom. I swear I thought I heard her laugh when I closed the door.
The next day was a repeat of the first, except she wore a bikini that showed off those magnificent mammary glands to perfection. I spent a lot of time in the water. I got the feeling everyone was watching me, waiting for something.
I was getting paranoid.
That evening we had hired a babysitter. There was a little club just down the beach, and it was time for the parents to have a little fun.
We walked, laughing, teasing Jack he would be the designated walker, since he didn't drink anymore.
We ate at the seafood restaurant beside the club, then left early to make sure we'd be able to get a table big enough to fit us all. We started with a few pitchers of beer, and proceeded to margaritas. I watched Jack pretty close, but he and his girl seemed happy with Virgin Marys. They were the best dancers of the group. He told me they took regular lessons, even entered competitions. I remembered my grandfather and his advice, and determined to take lessons when I got home. I hoped I could talk Sarah into going with me.
Sarah looked hot in her yellow sundress, the top few buttons undone, giving a hint of cleavage. When guys started asking her to dance I starting frowning. She noticed, smiled, and glued herself to my side. One woman asked me to dance, but one look at Sarah and she walked off.
A slow tune started playing and she dragged me out onto the floor. We were floating around slowly. I was enjoying the feel of her soft body, thinking about nothing but how great she felt, when my parents drifted by.
Thirty eight years, and the passion was still there. I stiffened and she noticed. When she leaned back with a question I cut my eyes over to my parents.
"We deserved that kind of happiness, didn't we?"
She snuggled closer, whispering in my ear.
"Of course we do. It's not too late, honey."
She kissed my ear as I jumped in surprise.
"What do you mean?"
She stopped dancing, right in the middle of the floor.
"You really are you clueless, aren't you? I've been in love with you for a long time, honey. I've done everything but knock you to the floor and mount you. Waiting for something special to come along?"
Her eyes looked hopeful and anxious. I gave her the biggest smile in my life.
"As a matter of fact I am. And it just got here."
I pulled her to me, and we kissed. The slow song stopped, a fast one started, and we stood rooted to the spot. Our family finally had to pull us apart and back to the table. I looked around into the smiling faces of my family.
"I always thought he was sharp. Mom said you were, usually. It's only on the important things that he's slow."
Jack's voice was booming, while the rest of the family broke up. I grabbed her hand.
"I'm not going to sit here and be made fun of by my family. I've got better things to do. Come on, babe."
I pulled her out of the club to cheers and laughter. It took us forever to get back to the house, we had to check behind every dune on the way. When we finally got there, we found the twin beds had been pushed together, and Robbie would be spending the night with his grandparents.
We started slow. I undid the buttons one by one, stopping to caress and kiss once in a while. By the time she was naked she was shaking. It took my breath to see how beautiful she was. I didn't get to admire the view long, she was tugging at my belt. I shed my clothes as quickly as I could.
She stroked my cheek. "Be careful honey. It's been a very long time."
We started out slow, but need and lust soon took over, and soon we were slamming together violently, crying out our need for each other.
We knew the others could hear us, but we were beyond caring.
We went at it all night, until exhaustion finally stopped us. I woke up to her hands stroking my face, tears streaming down her face. I was instantly awake, scared she had changed her mind.
I took a hand and kissed it.
"What's wrong, honey?"
I think that set her off harder.
"Please don't change your mind. please don't."
"Too late for that. I've already changed my mind. Instead of pretending to be Robbie's Mom, I'm making it official. I can get the divorce in five weeks, so plan on being married in seven. I'd like to come back here for the service, if that's all right with you."
She sat straight up and screamed, then collapsed. I think everybody in the house was pounding on the door, wanting to know if we were all right.
"We're fine. Sarah saw a mouse. Give us a minute."
I got a cool cloth from our bathroom and gently sponged her face. Her eyes fluttered open, then went wide. She jumped up.
"I have to tell your mother!"
"We'll tell her together. Think we should put some clothes on first?"
She looked down, giggled, dragged me into the shower. No playing, she had things to accomplish.



Hugs and kisses, congratulations made, the women huddled in the corner, making plans. Remembering the advice I got on my first wedding, we guys took the kids out on the beach for awhile.
We came back in at lunch for sandwiches and soup.
Sarah fed Robbie.
"Say Momma," she would tease him, waving the soup spoon in front of her.
"Momma," he said obediently, which started her crying.
................................................
I was sweating bullets, scared to death Elsa would show up at the last minute and complicate things, but she didn't. The divorce went through, and the ink wasn't dry before we had the marriage license.
They gave us a little party at work. Since we worked in different departments on different floors, there was no problem with keeping our jobs.
"I thought you guys were already married," said one of the daycare workers.
"We were," I told her holding Sarah tightly.
"I just didn't know it."
We had a long talk before we married. She was eight years older. I started doing the math and she stopped me.
"I told you, I was a little hellion. I had to grow up too soon, too fast."
We knew there were no more children in our future, but we were happy with Robbie. We had our lives all plotted out.
Just before we married, she asked me a question.
"Honey, do you remember the first time we met? You hugged me, and when I asked why, you told me to ask you again in twenty years. Can you tell me a little earlier, now that we're about to be man and wife?"
I gave her a kiss.
"Sure, babe. I've always heard that if you wanted to see what your wife was going to look in twenty years, look at her mother. All I could think was how lucky I was going to be. Now I've got you, the original hottie. Have I told you lately how lucky I am?"
Tears appeared, even as she was smiling.
"I'm gonna fuck your brains out tonight, you understand?"
"I bow to your wishes. Can we get married now?"
...............................................
We told Robbie the truth when he turned eighteen. He called us liars, then calmed down and said we were still wrong, Sarah would always be his mother.
"Besides, who'd believe this babe is a grandmother?"
I never made CEO, but I did make VP, and made a very nice living. After my second promotion, I talked Sarah into being a stay at home mom. She embraced it, reveling in the things she missed the first time around.
She became the ultimate soccer mom. Our house became the preferred hangout, and there was always a few boys, and later on quite a few girls, underfoot. It left a big hole when Robbie went off to college.
She filled it with volunteer work, she never could stand to stay idle. Then we became foster parents. That only lasted a year, because the first one we fostered became our daughter. She was ten when we got her. Her parents were abusive alcoholics, dying in a car crash when she was eight. She was in the car, but just got scrapes and bruises. She was thirteen before the nightmares stopped.
We went through another round, this time with all the problems attendant with girls. When Bridget went off to college, it was time. I retired.
I was fifty nine, Sarah was sixty seven. Still a hottie.
We did indeed get to have a thirtieth, and was given a reception by our kids. I was looking forward to our fortieth, our goal was to make fifty. The kids had thrown us a party.
I found Robbie out on the deck. He was never really good at hiding his feelings from us, and I knew something was bothering him. He was just past thirty, with a great wife who was two years older. He said he was just following precedent. She came with two children, and had another with Robbie. He worked for my old firm, working his way up the corporate ladder at a faster rate than I did.
"What's up?" I asked, waiting for him to open up.
"I got an interesting visit Thursday. A black guy. He said he was my brother. Showed me pictures of my biological mother. She looks like a smaller version of mom. He didn't want anything, just wanted to meet me. He just moved into the area, and found out about me from his mom. Curiosity got the better of him."
"What did you think?"
"I thought he was a nice guy. Like I said, all he wanted to do was meet me. Showed me a picture, I have another little sister, she's pretty. She wants to meet me too. He gave me pictures of them. And Dad, they want to meet their grandmother. What should I do?"
"The first thing you should do is tell your Mom. I'm sure once she gets over the shock, she's going to want to meet her grandchildren. Come out for lunch next week, sit down, tell her about them. Let her decide, but you know how loving she is. Once she finds out, she's going to insist on seeing them."
And that's exactly what she did. Robbie had them come to his house for a barbeque the next Saturday. I wasn't going to come, but she said she wanted me there, for my strength.
I could see the family resemblance in their faces. Sarah took one look and started crying, hugging them. They talked, I listened.
Little Sarah was trying to get into college. She was eighteen, an oops baby, and seemed pretty bright. Big Sarah cried again when she heard her name.
Mike was twenty nine, two years younger than Robbie. He was married, two kids, making Sarah a great grandmother. He was a master carpenter, made good money when he had work. She kept the pictures he showed her.
They said little about their mother other that she was still alive. Their father had taken off when Sarah was four, they hadn't seen him since.
She was quiet on the way home.
"When are you going?" I asked.
"In two weeks. Bridget will be home from college, I'll take her with me to meet her new siblings. Please don't be mad."
I sighed. "Thirty one years, and you still don't know me. Go. I know your heart is breaking, thinking about all you missed in their lives. Bring me pictures."
She was on my shoulder, crying gently all the to the house.
They were gone four days. She didn't say much for a couple of days, then started giving bits and pieces until it all came out.
El had gained forty pounds, was living in a small apartment, barely getting by. She fainted when she opened her door and saw her mom standing there. Then the crying started.
Mike lived in a nice house, small for his family, but neat and full of love. She got to meet her great granddaughters, who were so young they couldn't understand why the crazy redheaded white woman was hugging them so hard.
She finally brought up what was on her mind.
"Can I help them?"
"Honey, our money is our money. I'd never presume to tell you not to spend it. I ask one thing. I checked on little Sarah. She graduated top of her class. We're going to send her to college. The only catch is she has to go to my alma mater. And she has to decide if she wants a dorm room or a bedroom here."
After she stopped crying, she rushed off to call her. That started another round of crying.
"She'll be here next week, to visit the school."
...............................................
I showed her around, visiting dorms, she even audited a class. She was bubbling. I introduced her to the dean as my granddaughter, here to carry on the family tradition.
She rushed to tell her grandmother when we got home, getting really quiet when she told her I introduced her as my granddaughter.
Later, as she snuggled to me in bed, she asked.
"Did you mean it?"
"She's your granddaughter, you're my wife and that makes her MY granddaughter. I'd prefer not to discuss it any longer."
Little Sarah was was on her way to the bathroom and heard it all. Soon I was smothered by two crying women.
She decided to live with us. It was a fun four years. When she married the next year, I gave her away. I didn't want to.
Robbie got Mike a job, helping him get into community college. He now works in the receiving department as assistant manager.
Our great granddaughters, and great grandsons, come over often.
Sarah moved Elsa into an apartment nearby, helping her get a job at her old company.
She finally started showing up at family functions. I'm civil, but don't engage her much. She respects that.
She tried to apologize to me once, tell me what happened, but I shut her down.
"I have no interest in dredging up painful memories. Despite how bad it hurt me, I'm glad in a way. If you'd have been faithful, I'd have never gotten Sarah. And that would have been a tragedy."
She left, crying.
I have to go now, my son, daughter, grandsons and granddaughters, and all seven great grand children
are waiting to help celebrate our fortieth. I wonder how many will be there on the fiftieth?
..............................................
I think I may give up writing in any other category. Everything I write seems to end up a romance.
As always, thanks for reading. Until next time.
Q
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Something a bit different
..................................................
"What did you just say?"
I looked over at my wife, shocked. She'd just told me she intended to go to the Bahamas for a three day weekend with another man.
"Please, Mike. It doesn't mean anything, just a little fun."
"Not no, but hell no. This isn't what we agreed on, not at all. You better rethink your position. This is a deal breaker. Fuck, it's a marriage breaker. Does the group know about this?"
"I need to leave now, I think I'll take a bike ride."
"You need to think while I'm gone, seriously. This whole thing's gotten out of hand."
I walked out over her protests, hopped on my chopped out Sportster, and smoked the tire leaving. I ended up at a bar and grill thirty miles away.
It was one of my favorite places, had been around as long as I could remember. It was a popular spot, people from all walks of life would be there, mostly for the grill. They had the best cheeseburgers in town, hells bells, maybe in the whole universe. And you could feel safe there no matter who you were. The first sign of trouble and Bossman[the owner, an old biker] walked you outside with another bartender, and tapped you a couple of times with the bat he kept behind the bar, just to get your attention. Then he would explain in detail how much he hated anything that would cause his customers any unpleasant memories of his establishment. You were then sent home and told not to come back for a month. If you caused another scene, you were barred for life. After he beat the shit out of you.
For a place that served alcohol, had pool tables and an overabundance of bikers and rednecks, you never saw a more polite group of people. It wasn't the least bit unusual to see a guy in a suit playing pool with a biker, cussing each other on a first name basis, grinning the whole time.
I had just taken my first bite of burger, admiring the way the grease dripped delicately into the plate, when I heard my name called.
"'Sup, dude." said Garth, trying his best to look like a biker and failing miserably. I think he was born in a tie. And he was scared to death of motorcycles.
His wife Abby could definitely pull off the biker babe look. Blonde, nice rack, wearing a Harley shirt tied under her boobs, no bra, cut offs that almost showed cheek, and cowboy boots. I'd have bet my bike she wasn't wearing panties.
I took her on her first bike ride, and she was instantly hooked. She nagged Garth until he agreed to let her take driving lessons, if they were from me. I taught her how to ride on a 125 dirt bike, moving her up to small street bikes until she was ready. It took me awhile to find the perfect bike for her, a small Honda Rebel. Garth drove the support truck when our group rode.
They piled into the booth with me. Her nipples were standing straight out. We were in the back, so I reached over and pinched one.
"Glad to see me, Abbs?"
She giggled while Garth grinned. She tapped my arm.
"Behave! I'm still sore from last night. You live on Viagra or something?"
"No, just blessed with a good sex drive. And while you were screaming a lot last night, I don't recall it being 'stop' once." I grinned, remembering.
I'd spent a pleasant two hours with them last night. She loved being double teamed, and we let her fuck us to exhaustion last night. They were probably the best friends I had in our little group, maybe the best friends I had period.
They got their burgers and we talked a little. Abby could tell I was a little down, and in her usual forthright manner, asked what was bothering me.
"I think she's cheating on me."
Both mouths flew open.
"Belle? No way. What makes you think so?"
So I sat and told them. About her desire to go on vacation with someone else. About some of the things she had been doing lately. Their faces grew long, and Abby got pissed.
"Not cool. Not cool at all. I might have to call a meeting. This is a game changer."
I put my hand over hers.
"If it comes to that. But before you do, let me try to deal with it, okay? Maybe I can get through to her."
Garth spoke up.
"He's right babe. Best if he can handle it before it gets out of hand or back to the group. Luck, dude."
Abby hugged me as we stood up to leave, groping me and giggling, before pulling back and getting serious.
"You need us, call. Any of us. Understand?"
I nodded, kissed her cheek, hugged Garth, and we left.
He had met her there, she had ridden her bike.
She rode with me almost all the way home, both honking their horns when they turned towards home.
She wasn't there when I got home, just a note.
"It doesn't mean anything. I wish you wouldn't be such an asshole about it. I'm spending the night somewhere else, to let you cool down. Not with a man. I love you."
I got another beer, sat in the dark, and thought about how we got here.
.................................................
She was twenty three, I was twenty five when we met. It was at a party a friend threw. She had just moved to town, was there with a cousin. There was an instant attraction.
She was attractive, in a tomboy kind of way. Tall, lean, fit, a redhead with a killer smile. She had been a jock in college, had gone on a volleyball scholarship, and had kept herself toned, working at a gym as a personal trainer, using her degree to design and implement routines for rich men and bored housewives. She was very successful.
I was in pretty good shape. I ran, and did a lot of hiking, and a bit of rock climbing. I was two inches taller. When she took the urge to wear her five inch 'you're so gonna get fucked tonight' heels, she actually looked down at me.
I had a good job, made really decent money. I was a factory certified Harley Davidson mechanic. It was a lot more complicated than it used to be because of the electronics involved. I was the senior mechanic at the local dealership, or rather, I was when I met her. Now I owned my own shop. My old place actually farmed out work to me when they were overloaded.
I now had three guys working for me. I even sold used bikes, on consignment, and sometimes I'd find a deal, tweak it until I got it in perfect shape, and resell it. I could work seventy hours a week if I wanted. I would never get rich, but I made a decent living.
We bought a nice three bedroom house. I thought it was a little large for us. I'd had an accident while racing dirt bikes when I was fifteen that left me sterile. The equipment still worked fine, I just shot blanks. I had a vague notion of adopting somewhere down the road, but she made it clear she didn't want kids, so I dropped it.
We were good together sexually, because we both loved to fuck. Four times a week or better, and multiple sessions during the weekend. She was a bit of an exhibitionist, and we often vacationed at topless beaches. I can shut my eyes and see her lying on a blanket in a tiny thong, her firm 34a breasts glistening with suntan oil, her nipples standing tall from the attention I had just given them.
We had an extensive collection of toys, including bondage gear. She loved being tied down, a dildo up her ass, vibrator with clit massager shoved deep in her pussy, while I fucked her face. She wasn't happy unless I made her gag. When I had come, usually all over her face or tits, I'd walk off and leave her writhing on the bed until it dried. She kept after me to let her use the strap on she had bought, but I flat refused. It was one of the reasons I wouldn't let her restrain me.
We were happy with each other for four years, completely faithful, when she came home bubbling one day.
"Guess what? The lady I'm training right now is a swinger! She told me she wanted to get in better shape to keep up with the younger girls in her group. Isn't that wild?"
I had never thought about it one way or the other. I'd had threesomes when I'd been single, MMF and FFM, even been involved in a gangbang or two. We had never talked about our sexual past, but I got the impression she was the female equivalent of me.
She was in hyperdrive sexually for the next two weeks, fucking me until I was actually sore. I'd go to sleep with her still grinding away on her toys, actually glad she had them.
She skirted the issue, asking questions, giving hints, gauging my reaction. I could see her mind working, and wasn't really surprised when she came home with an invitation to dinner with her new client and her husband. Curiosity got the better of me.
Gail and Tom were both in their early forties. He held a position in the corporate offices of a national insurance firm, and judging by their house and cars, it paid well. She was a homemaker, by mutual decision. Their youngest had just left the nest.
They were an attractive couple. He was pretty fit for an office man, told me they had a small gym at work, and he spent his lunch hour there three times a week. Gail showed me a picture before she had started working with Belle, and I complimented
on her progress.
She grinned, hefted her 40D rack, displayed in her low cut dress, and grinned.
"It's the only time in my life I've ever considered these a drawback. I have to wear an industrial strength sports bra or I'd knock my self off balance on a regular basis."
We laughed, relaxed a bit more. They were a fun couple. It was a good dinner. We drank a bottle of wine, taking the last glass into the living room. I decided to take the bull by the horns.
"Belle told me about your lifestyle. I've got a feeling that's what this evening is about. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?"
They all seemed a little shocked, especially Belle.
Tom smiled. "Not at all. I appreciate your directness. Ask anything you like."
"How long have you been doing this? How does it work? Are you both happy with it?"
Gail took the first set of questions.
"Six years now. It works because we're extremely careful, associate with people we can trust, and always put each other first. We don't do it often, usually once a month. And yes, we're happy. It's not something we need, if either one of us say stop, we'd never do it again. It's actually helped us. We were just plain bored with each other, and were starting to grow apart. I really think we'd be divorced now if it hadn't been for this. We have confidence in our own sexuality, and knowing that we're attractive to other people as well as each other."
She stopped to smile.
"And we've learned a few tricks, experiencing things we never thought we would."
Belle asked a few questions.
"How do you do it? How often? How do go about finding your group? Is it dangerous?"
"We usually get together as a group every month to six weeks. Members sometimes socialize between meetings, usually as a foursome, and it often doesn't even include sex. We're all friends, and that's important. The least bit of friction can tear a group apart. And yes, it can be dangerous. That's why we're very selective. There's never over ten couples in our group, usually six or eight. You have to be married, and you have to submit a health report before we let you in. And we all get retested every three months, mandatory.
We interview the couple at least three times, just to make sure both are fully on board. If we sense any hesitance, you don't get in. We vote after the interviews, and if one single person says no, that's it. You don't get a second chance."
Tom chimed in.
"And we have to make sure you're discreet. Some of us are in the public eye. This could destroy careers or have a negative financial impact."
"Basically what we're saying is we have to be sure we trust you. We had one couple almost out us when they divorced, it took a lot of convincing to stop it. Luckily, one of our couples are both lawyers, and they handled the case free to avoid a nasty situation. And of course, they were out of the group."
We talked a little more, casually flirted, hugged and shook when we left. I think I would have enjoyed their company just as much without the swinging aspect.
................................................
We seriously discussed it for another month. I had a lot more reservations than she did. We finally agreed to give it a one time try, and if either one of us wasn't satisfied with the experience, it stopped.
"I need to get some guarantees from you. It's just friendship, and sex. It can NEVER be anything else. No romantic dinners with others, no building relationships, no slipping off for encounters, nothing above what we committed to. Understand? We'll share our bodies, but never our love."
"You're absolutely right, honey. We'll play, nothing more."
I thought she was a little more enthused about it than I was. She nearly fucked me to death before we got accepted into the group.
We got tested, met the whole group for dinner. There was six couples at the time we joined. One couple was in their early twenties, most were our age or a little older, and one couple were in their early fifties. Most were attractive and in pretty decent shape.
Gail made it clear before we met them that if we were accepted, it didn't mean they expected us to have sex with all of them.
"It's entirely up to the individual, and if you turn down an invitation or if you're turned down, that's it. Sometimes when you do agree, you just won't click, and it'll be a one time thing. Understand? No one is forced, unless it's a prearranged fantasy."
These people knew what they were doing. We met with them twice more, and they decided to give us a trial run.
"It'll be only one couple the first time, in this case Gail and Tom, because they found you and you seem comfortable with them. And you shouldn't watch each other until you're comfortable with the idea. It's one thing to say you're cool with it, but another thing completely to witness it. Some couples never go past the first encounter. Think it over one more time, and then if you're ready, set it up."
The speaker was Susan, the oldest woman in the group. She and her husband were the lawyers. They were the leaders of the group, actually helped start it.
She was really attractive, with long silver hair that hung almost to her waist, and a tight body, for her age. She'd started training with Belle after seeing what she did for Gail. I'd always had an older woman fantasy. If this went well, I'd really be interested in getting together later.
..................................................
Finally, the night arrived. We were as nervous as teenagers on a first date. Belle asked me what she should wear.
"Something easy to get off," I said, grinning.
She settled on a black halter dress, knee length, no bra, thigh highs, and a tiny tearaway thong.
She looked great.
I discarded my trademark jeans for a nice pair of slacks, button up shirt, and sports jacket.
Just before we showered, we shaved each other. Both of us preferred it, neither of us liked pubic hair in our teeth.
Gail had on a nice dress, cut so low her nipples threatened to fall out with every breath. Tom was dressed similarly to me.
"I don't usually wear something this daring, but I've always wanted to, and I knew we weren't going out."
I kissed her cheek.
"Oh no you don't! We're going dancing. You're riding with me."
We dragged her out, giggling and protesting, and off we went. We had an interesting conversation in the car. She held my hand almost the whole way.
"Are you really sure?" She asked softly, reaching up to stroke my cheek. I grabbed her hand and kissed it.
"Yes, we've talked it to death, and we're sure. I want to thank you for being my first. I'll try not to disappoint."
She giggled, stroking the front of my pants.
"Oh, I think you'll do just fine."
We met in the parking lot. Belle looked flushed, and was adjusting her dress. Tom started for Gail and I stopped him.
"This is MY date. You need to keep your hands to yourself. If you're really nice, I might let you dance with her."
They looked at each other and burst out laughing.
We drank, lightly, dancing all the slow songs, and a few of the fast ones. Gail was a good dancer, but I think she was afraid of a wardrobe malfunction, so was careful how she moved.
I nuzzled her neck while we danced, and she slipped a hand between us, groping me. I'd been hard most of the evening. We were sitting out a fast song, watching Tom and Belle dance. I slid my hand up her leg, and she flinched.
"Relax. Nobody can see us."
She gave token resistance, and soon I had slid past her thigh highs and reached the edge of her panties. I stroked the front a few times, feeling the wetness. I worked two fingers under the edge, and they slid right in. She was soaking. I found her clit, stroking it slowly. Thirty seconds and she was wiggling slightly, her mouth parted in an O. She was getting close, I started going faster, when the song ended. I slid back down her leg, rubbing the wetness on her thigh, before raising them to my nose and sniffing.
"You smell great," I said, holding a finger under her nose, "I bet you taste better."
"Bastard!" she said in a mocking voice as she grabbed my erection, "I'm going to drain you until you're squirting air."
A little while later, I saw something black hanging slightly out of Tom's pocket. He'd discovered her tearaway thong. The sexual tension was so high we couldn't even make conversation.
"Time to go!" I said, standing and pulling Gail up. "See you later."
We had agreed earlier, Gail was going home with me, Belle would stay with Tom. Belle gave me a huge kiss with a lot of tongue.
.................................................
We hadn't gone half a mile before I had her top down, rubbing her erect nipples as she squirmed.
"Pull over!" she said, "I can't wait any longer."
I stopped at a park halfway home. I thought she wanted to do it in the car, but she surprised me.
"I may be in better shape than I was before, but I'm not that flexible any more."
She slid my slacks down and gave me a fifteen minute blow job that had my eyes rolling back in my head. Belle was really good, but this woman had skills! I think the top of my head caved in when I came. She swallowed, licked it clean, sat up, and smiled.
"There. Got that out of the way. Leave it out, baby, give me something to play with while you drive."
By the time we got to the house I was rock hard again. I undressed her, touching, kissing, licking. I returned her actions in kind, refusing to stop until her second orgasm.
I slid into her hard and fast, and we humped like monkeys the first time. She squealed and moaned while I grunted like a caveman. We both managed to explode within seconds of each other, collapsing together, trying to get our breath back.
She snuggled to me, kissing my cheek.
"Belle's an idiot. If I had this every night there is no way I'd share."
"I hope it lives up to her expectations," I said, thoughtfully.
"It will honey. You're probably an inch longer and a lot thicker, but Tom has skills. He'll have her screaming as hard as I was a few minutes ago."
We slept, woke up, fucked. Slept again, woke up to a blow job, fucked her doggy, her favorite position. Took a shower together just before Tom was bringing Belle home, fucked in the shower. She didn't clean up, sticking a tampon in.
"He'll take me just as soon as we get home, and loves to feel the extra lubrication."
That didn't appeal to me at all, but to each his own.
They arrived, and Belle gave me a passionate kiss, while Gail did the same to Tom. We said our goodbyes, and as soon as they were out of the driveway she was shedding clothes.
"I need you inside me, right now!"
I was surprised I had anything left, but rose to the occasion. After we fell back, gasping for breath, she hugged me tightly.
"Love you," she mumbled, drifting off to sleep.



I had a lot on my mind, so I slid out of bed and hopped on my bike, pushing it to the end of the drive before starting it up.
I rode around, replaying the whole situation in my head.
Was she better than Belle?
No, she was just different.
Could I handle multiple partners for each of us on a regular basis? I didn't know. We'd just have to take it slow and see.
.................................................
I got home and ordered a pizza, waking her just before it arrived. I would have helped her shower, but she giggled and pushed me away.
"Wait until after we eat. I didn't have much in the way of breakfast. I need to refuel."
We ate, she had wine while I opted for a beer. When the leftover pieces were in the refrigerator and the trash was disposed of, we snuggled down.
"Wanna talk about it?" she asked, slightly apprehensive.
"Only in general terms. Did you have a good time? Was it what you expected? Do you want to continue?"
She nodded at the questions.
"Same with me. Yes, I had a good time. It was...different, and fun. I had no expectations so I wasn't disappointed. You?"
"Pretty much the same. I was pleasantly surprised, I didn't think I'd enjoy it quite so much. And while I had fun, I wouldn't want a steady diet of it. Occasionally will be just fine, if we decide to do it again."
Three weeks went by before Gail gave me a call.
"Busy Friday? Helen and Skip are coming over for dinner, we'd love to have you."
"Really? Did you give us good reviews, share our grade with others?" I teased gently, remembering.
I could hear her smile.
"Well, we might have mentioned you two made the honor roll. Practice a little more, you guys seem to be quick learners, and you might end up with a perfect GPA."
"Thank you, professor. That means a lot, coming for someone with so much knowledge."
She giggled, called me an ass, nagging me until I said I'd talk to Belle. She closed the conversation with a compliment.
"You know, it wasn't just a one off for us. I almost told the girls you were terrible and had a tiny little wienie, just to keep you for myself."
I returned it.
"And if they didn't know what a firecracker you were already, I'd have told them you were loose enough to drive a truck through, and just laid there asking me if I was done yet."
She giggled.
"Seriously, without going into detail, I told the girls I had a really good experience, and it would be worth their while to spend a little time with you. Tom said the same to the guys about Belle."
She laughed and rang off.
..................................................
Belle was all for it, so we found ourselves at their table once again. Tom had decided to grill, and all the girls made side dishes. It was fun, casual, and if you didn't sense the undercurrent that ran through us, it would look just like any other suburban weekend get together.
He grilled really good steaks, and cedar planked a couple of pieces of salmon for Gail and Helen.
It led to a conversation on food, and I told them about the cheeseburgers at my favorite grill. They all said they'd give it a try, but Helen looked uncomfortable. She and Skip were the youngest of the group at twenty four. She was the only nonwhite in the group, half black and half Vietnamese. The thought of going into a biker bar intimidated her.
Just over five feet, with a slender build and A cup breasts, she looked like an exotic teenager. They met while he was in service, and neither set of parents approved. They married anyway.
I assured her she would be as safe there as anywhere in town, and Belle and I would be happy if they'd join us. Tom and Gail wanted to go, so we made plans for the next Thursday.
We ate, laughed, and generally had a good time. I saw Belle and Helen talking off to themselves, and was pretty sure they would be our next double date.
Thursday rolled around, and we met at Gail's house, because it was central to where we all lived. We rode the bike. I had intended to leave it there, we could all fit in Tom's big SUV, but they stood around in the driveway admiring it until I ended up taking Helen with me. Gail wanted to be first but Helen stopped her.
"You've already ridden him, so I should be the first to ride with him."
We broke up, and I put the helmet on her.
I could tell she was scared to death at first, but she soon relaxed. When we pulled into the bar she didn't want to get off.
Like I said, I had been going there for years, and everyone knew me and Belle, so we were soon surrounded by people. I worked on a lot of the bikes outside, and everyone wants to be on good terms with their mechanic. I introduced everyone to Gail, Tom, Skip, and Helen. She had locked down on my hand when Fat Boy strolled up.
He wasn't fat, he wasn't a boy, what he was was a three hundred and fifty pound, six foot eight giant of a biker. Probably one of the smartest men I'd ever met, he held a Masters in Literature, wrote books and essays when he wasn't riding. He contributed three essays a year to the New Yorker, had been in Time and The Smithsonian Magazine. He made a damn good living, and hardly anyone knew how. Most thought he was a criminal of some kind.
"Mikey[he was the only one who got away with calling me that], is that your daughter?"
"Not hardly, lardass. This fine young woman is Helen, this is her husband Skip, this is Gail, and her husband Tom. I was just getting a round, need a glass of milk?"
Every one who heard us laughed, Fat Boy had a serious milk jones, probably drank three gallons a week. Bossman kept a gallon around, just for him.
"Nah. A glass of white wine would be good, though."
We talked for a few minutes until a table opened up. At one time Bossman had decided he wanted a dance hall, built an addition, and closed it in less than a year. Didn't like the hassle he said came with it. Now it was sort of a overflow dining room. He did break down and put a jukebox in, and on the weekends people actually danced.
I caught Bossman passing, told him how I'd bragged on his burgers, and he had four people he needed to impress. He may have gone overboard, they were bigger than usual, and almost hidden by the fries. They struggled, decided to abandon the fries so they could finish the burgers. The jukebox fired up, and soon there were about ten couples dancing.
Fat Boy came by, did a little formal bow to Skip, and asked for permission to dance with his wife, if she was willing. Helen seemed nervous. I laughed, he told me once his mother made him take dance lessons for five years. He swept her off for a slow waltz, keeping a safe distance. When it was over, he bowed again and kissed her hand. She was wide eyed and giggling when he delivered her back to the table. Belle jumped him.
"There's two more hotties sitting here. Surely you're not going to insult us, are you?"
He laughed, picked her up and twirled her around, before following her out on the floor. Someone had played a bunch of slow songs. I swirled Gail off to the floor, and Tom grabbed Helen.
Skip wasn't left out, because some biker girl, tank top, skin tight jeans, tattoos, pierced lip and eyebrow, swooped in and almost dragged him to the floor. She let no dead space get between them during the song. I think she humped his leg a time or two.
We stayed two hours. Gail and Helen said they couldn't wait to tell the rest of the group about the place.
I saw Belle and Skip hugged up, whispering to each other on the dance floor. It was quite a sight. Belle was five eleven, and he was four inches shorter. She took off her sandals to minimize the difference, but it was still there.
When we left, Gail, Helen, and Belle made one last potty stop, staying a long time.
Helen came up and grabbed my extra helmet.
"I'm riding with you. To your house, if you would like."
I looked over at Belle.
"My first session isn't until ten. I'll have plenty of time to get home and clean up. Helen doesn't have a job right now, so she can wait on us. Only if you want, honey."
I'd had women rubbing on me for two hours. It sounded like a great idea.
................................................
Helen was a little shy, they had only done this three times. I laughed when she told me.
"I'm almost a virgin. This is only my second time. Be gentle, please?"
It broke the ice. Giggling she demanded we shower first, we smelled like cheeseburgers, beer, and sweat.
For a tiny woman she was really well proportioned. She had the most sensitive nipples I had ever seen, I blew across them in the shower, and they stood straight out in no time.
Being six two and weighing two hundred pounds, it wasn't long until I had her pinned against the shower wall with her legs wrapped around my back. I was literally lifting her up and down on my dick. She was so tight it actually hurt at first, but she loosened up nicely.
She was moaning and making little 'eek, eek' sounds. I was getting close so I slammed into her harder and harder. She started panting.
"Uh, uh, uh, SHIT!"
Her little pussy clamped down so hard I couldn't move, her throbbing felt like she was massaging my dick. I came, hard. It must have been five minutes before I let her down. The water had gone cold, so we toweled off and cuddled.
We drank a glass of water. I played with her nipples almost nonstop, and soon she was wiggling around again. She dragged me back into the shower fr a quick clean up, then dove on the bed.
"Is your tongue as long as your dick?"
I grinned.
"Probably not, but it's a lot more flexible."
For the next twenty minutes she bounced all over the bed, my tongue in hot pursuit. I don't know mow many orgasms she had, or if she just had one long one. She finally managed to get me off her, as she gasped for breath. We cuddled, and she slowly stroked me. I was hard in seconds.
"I'm not good at this, but I want to try for you,"
she said as she slid down my chest. It was cute, in a way, watching her tiny mouth try to take me in. I let her play for a few minutes before I pulled her up.
"Ride me," I commanded, and she did. Halfway through she turned around, and I watched her little ass bounce up and down faster and faster. I swear, I think she had a turbocharger, I've never seen a woman move that fast in my whole life. She howled at the end, and collapsed. I got warm wet cloth, wiped her down, and slid her over, pulling her to me as I went to sleep.
She was on top of me when I woke. I eased out from under her, showered, and got ready for work.
Looking at her snuggled under the sheet, I made a decision.
One of the nice things about being the boss is nobody can say much if you're late. I called my senior mechanic and told him to open up. I had something I had to do before I got there.
I let her sleep until I had breakfast ready, then woke her with little kisses. She smiled and opened her eyes. She must have thought I was Skip, because she looked surprised to see my face.
"Time to get up. I made breakfast, I hope you like omelettes."
She smiled, stretching like a large cat.
I grinned when she came into the kitchen in Belles' robe, sleeves rolled up, bottom dragging the ground.
"Don't laugh," she warned.
That, of course, set me off, and soon she joined me.
"I hope you can reach the table, I don't have a booster seat."
She threw a piece of toast and stuck out her tongue, then ordered me to pour her some juice.
She sat back when she was finished, eying me.
"When do you have to be at work?"
I was cleaning up the dishes, and had my back turned.
"When I get there. Why?"
"Because I wanted to know if we had time for a quickie, or for a full blown fuck."
I turned just as the robe hit the floor.
It wasn't a full blown session, but it was longer than a quickie. She was in the shower when Belle and Skip pulled up.
What are you doing home?" Belle asked, in obvious surprise. I smiled at them.
"Probably what you guys were doing forty five minutes ago. Skip, you have an amazing woman, you should be proud of her. Belle, I love you more than oxygen, but I really have to go to work."
I gave Belle a big kiss just as Helen walked in, I dipped her, giving her a big smooch too.
"Thank you, Helen. I'll remember last night for the rest of my life." I left them, mouths hanging open, and hopped on my bike. I was still grinning when I got to the shop.
.................................................
Something was bothering me, so I gave Gail a call.
"I need to ask you something. Both you and Helen have made remarks about how well I'm endowed. Was that just an ego stroke, or did you mean it?"
She finally stopped laughing, and asked me, "Do you know how long you are? Don't lie to me, every man alive has measured his equipment at some time in their lives."
It's a good thing she couldn't see me blushing.
"Six and seven eights. That's not that big, is it?"
"Honey, honey, the average is just under six inches, so you're good. I've sampled every one in our group, and the only one bigger is Eric. He's a freak, nine inches. And I only did him once. He doesn't care about your comfort or pleasure. He just bangs away until he comes, then climbs off and expect you to tell him it's the best fucking you've ever had. I really think if he didn't have a sweet wife and two of the girls were size queens, we'd have booted him before now."
"You on the other hand, are hung just enough to fill us up, have good stamina and take direction really well. I was very pleased, and after talking to Helen I think she's infatuated with you. You must have rocked her world. The girls are lining up, I think they're cutting cards to see who's next."
"And by the way, we're planning on having a full group meeting in three weeks. We'd like you two to be there, if you're up to it. Talk it over. Gotta go."
I was a little nervous, thinking ahead.
Belle was antsy as hell. While I liked it, I don't think I was near as into it as she was. We'd had several serious talks about limits. She agreed to everything too easily. I called her on it.
"I think you're shining me on here, Belle. Don't get carried away or get too deep into it. It'll make it harder to stop if the time ever comes."
She apologized, saying she was just caught up in the excitement of it all, but she was truthful when she agreed with me.
...........................................
The night arrived, starting off with a pot luck dinner. It was excellent, seems there was a little competition between the wives there.
We talked, mingling freely. Tim and Tara were our hosts, probably the wealthiest of the group. They had a five bedroom house, with a full basement bar. Drinks flowed, but nobody overindulged. Around ten Tim tapped his glass for attention.
"Guys, as hosts, we decided to go retro tonight. I bet you wonder why I asked for your keys earlier. Tara, bring them over."
Tara, a green eyed redhead, brought out a punchbowl with the keys inside."
Tim, about five ten, was stocky and bald. He shaved his head when baldness started, deciding not to lose it a strand at a time, shook the bowl.
"The girls will draw. Whoever the keys belong to she gets for the night. You can only exchange if you draw your own, and in the case of Bella and Mike, if they're drawn by Gail or Helen, since they've already spent time with them."
Gail and Helen pretended to pout while everyone laughed. As luck would have it, I was drawn first, by a hot blonde named Abby. She whooped and did a little dance before grabbing me.
"Follow me, hon. I want all the time I can get with you." Belle kissed me in passing, and Abby stopped to kiss her husband Garth.
Belle was an exciting lover, but Abby was a hellcat in bed. She bit, she clawed, she screamed, she drained me dry. I passed out with my dick in her mouth while she tried to get me up for the fifth time. And twice it was anal, which she loved. She woke me up five hours later by stuffing a nipple in her mouth, and then riding me until I couldn't take it anymore. I flipped her off, and she rolled over, sticking her ass in the air.
"Take the dirt road, baby. Make me scream."
I took that as a challenge and slammed into her fast and hard. She did scream, jamming back on me. Thanks to being recharged, I managed to hold on for twenty minutes before I dribbled what little I had managed to regenerate while I slept into her.
She collapsed, gasping. Then she rolled over, kissed me hard, and started talking.
"Garth is gonna love you when I bring you home. He loves to watch for a little, then he'll be on me like a a hurricane. I love being double teamed."
I smiled, wondering if I was ready for that. Something I need to talk to Belle about.
Belle got Eric, and I don't think she had a good time in spite of his size.
"He has no idea how to treat a woman. I don't see how his wife puts up with him."
.................................................
Six months later we spent the night with Gail and Tom again, Abby and Garth, and Skip and Helen were also there. Tom had gotten a big promotion at work, and Gail gave him a little party.
"New rules tonight," she announced, as the evening closed down.
"Tom with Helen, Garth with Belle, Abby with Skip and I get Mike. Two hour limit, then we switch, until everyone has made love to everyone. Girls, take as many orgasms as the guys give you, but they're only allowed to come once with each woman. We want to make sure they're up for the task. Any objections?"
None of us said a word.
She held up a stopwatch, clicked it, and said "GO!"
Gail teased, alternating sucking for a minute or two with slow riding. I gave her a nice orgasm with my mouth, slid into her missionary before switching to doggie for the big finish. She kissed me, grabbed a warn cloth and washed my equipment, giving it a quick suck to make sure it was clean, before she ran int the bathroom for a quick wash and douche.
She was gone maybe five minutes before Helen came in. She got me hard pretty fast, and I rode her through her eeks and squeals before making her scream, twice. She collapsed beside me, exhausted, set her phone, and we took an hour long nap. We cleaned and she douched, kissed me quickly, and ran out the room as Abby came in. She stopped, hugged her, kissed her cheek, before darting out the door.
"I hope you're ready, lover, the guys have me revved up pretty good."
If I continued with her, I was going to have to stock up on bandaids and antibiotics.
Belle came stumbling in last, collapsing on me. I thought we were just going to cuddle, but she stroked for a second, gave me five minutes of her magic mouth.and I was good t go. She got on all fours, wiggling her ass.
"Anal baby, I saved it just for you."
She was hot, slick, and tight. She screamed when I pinched her clit ten minutes into it, and gushed all over my fingers. I came two minutes later. We showered and collapsed.
I woke up at nine, knowing I wasn't going to sleep any longer. I got up and took a long hot shower, wincing when the water hit my back where Abby had bit me.
I wandered out naked, because I couldn't see any need for modesty as this point. It was July, and already hot. I dove into their pool and swan awhile before raiding their kitchen, and making breakfast. I put on a pot of coffee, and it wasn't long before Gail stumbled in, yawning.
I shoved a cup of coffee in her hand she took a few sips before looking up. I guess she thought Tom had gotten up and had made coffee.
"Now this is the way a woman ought to have breakfast every morning. I have to say, I've never seen a guy make an apron so attractive."
Not wanting to get burnt, I had put on one of Tom's grilling aprons. It was like a hospital gown, the back was completely exposed.
"I appear to be overdressed," she said, hanging her robe on the back of the chair.



"There now, all comfy. Can I help you with anything?"
"Only with the view. Pancakes and bacon?"
She nodded, and I put two large pancakes and four slices of bacon on her plate, as well as half an English muffin.
She was halfway through when Skip wandered in.
When Gail swallowed her bite of pancake, she spoke.
"New house tradition. Naked breakfast. Be a doll and wake the others so they can eat while it's warm."
Soon the rest of the group wandered in. After getting every one a plate, I took my apron off and sat down beside Belle, rubbing her thigh as we ate.
Naked breakfast turned into naked dish washing, followed by naked lounging by the pool. We went though way too much lotion, because the guys had to make sure every girl was covered, and the girls returned the favor energetically.
Naked dinner followed, and then naked drinking.
Our inhibitions had melted away, and soon each guy had a girl between his legs, sucking happily.
Tom had the stop watch, and every three minutes the girls had to change until they rotated back to their husband for the finish.
It took a bit to get used to seeing Belle suck a dick that wasn't mine, but I bet she felt the same when we were between their legs. They got the best deal, we didn't switch until each guy brought each girl to a climax before rotating.
We pronounced the weekend a roaring success that must be repeated with every one in the group in different combinations, and went home.
We slept for ten hours, and didn't even think about sex for two days.
.................................................
The next encounter was with Eric and his wife Alice, a chunky little brunette, and Chris and Iris. There was one more couple in our group, but they had stopped attending events until she was pregnant, for obvious reasons.
It was our first time hosting, and we were a little nervous. Eric got a little pissy when I wouldn't let him ride my bike. My dislike of him grew.
Chris was a nice enough guy, quiet, smiling a lot. Iris was a black haired hottie with a nice rack. Not as big as Gail, but close.
I ended up with Alice. I'd seen how crude Eric was, so I treated her like a queen, in and out of bed. Eric didn't like giving oral, so I started with that. She was crying when I finally stopped, hugging and thanking me. She wanted to take control, something her husband never let her do, so I let her direct me into any position she wanted. She ended up in reverse cowgirl, riding me slowly.
"Mike, will you do something for me?"
"Sure Alice. What would you like?"
"Will you, um, spank me while I ride? I like it, but Eric gets a little rough. I don't mind a bruise, but hurting every time I sit down for three days is too much."
I had sensed she was a bit submissive, even while she was directing me. I smacked her left cheek, hard enough to make it pop. Her pussy clamped down instantly, and she let out a little sigh. She started to say something, but I smacked the right.
"Stop talking. Move. And if you don't make it feel great, I'll wear that little ass out."
She rode me like a wild woman, begging me to spank her harder. When we were done, her ass glowed red. I ordered her to clean me, and had to make her stop after a few minutes because she was so aggressive.
I pulled her.
"Cuddle." I said, in a firm voice. I set the alarm clock.
"If your mouth isn't around my dick two minutes after this goes off, I'll wear that ass out. Understood?"
"Yes sir," she said in the meekest voice I'd ever heard.
I drifted off with my hand on her twat.
"When the alarm went off, she was already on me, sucking like her life depended on it. I was done in five minutes. She looked up, expecting praise.
I grabbed her hair.
"Can you not follow simple directions? You weren't supposed to start until after the alarm, and made me come way to quick. Over my knees, now!"
She literally fell over herself getting into position. I spanked her five good hard smacks on each cheek, stopping occasionally to finger her dripping pussy. As soon as she started responding, I'd pull out and spank her a couple more times. She cried, whimpered, promised to make it up to me, between wiggling her ass and asking for more.
Deciding to show me her gratitude, when I threw her off me she scrambled up on her knees and begged me to let her give me a makeup blowjob, stroking my awakening dick. What followed was probably one of the best blowjobs I'd ever had. Thirty minutes later I patted her head like I would a pet, calling her a good girl. She seemed to glow. I then ordered her into the kitchen, to help me make breakfast.
Eric came in and began belittling her, apologizing for her poor performance. I stopped him, something he wasn't used to.
"Oh, I thought she was pretty good. All she needs is a little training." I was standing beside her, stroking her ass, listening to her breath quicken.
They were there for the weekend, and the next night I was with Iris. There was no chemistry at all. Seems Chris was a bisexual submissive, and she was used to dominating men. Didn't work well with me.
She grabbed my hair, pulling roughly.
"If you want any of this, little man, you need to get on your knees." She was wearing a black leather corset, black stockings and knee boots with a six inch heel. She was hotter than hot, but her attitude turned me off. I grabbed her hand, twisting her wrist, making her let go.
"The only way I'd do that for you, bitch, is if I was slamming into your ass while were on your knees begging me to keep fucking you. Get the hell out of my bedroom."
Her eyes went wide, apparently when she swapped with the others, they accepted her dominance. If they didn't they never swapped with them again. She didn't back down. I don't know where she hid it, but she suddenly had a slender riding crop in her hand. She swung, and it felt someone had run a hot knife across my forearm.
I never liked pain, and I lost it. I grabbed her hand as she started to swing again, turning the wrist savagely. She let go with a cry of pain. Keeping up the pressure, I twisted her around and put my other hand on her neck, marching her across the room to our dresser, and bent her over.
I knew what I was looking for, and opened our toy drawer, pulling out a set of handcuffs and a ball gag. She saw them in the mirror and tried again to struggle. She was pretty strong, but I was really pissed.
I dragged her back to the bed, letting go. She whirled around.
"You bastard! I'm going to enjoy making you my bitch."
I just smiled and drove my hand spear like into her stomach. The air whooshed out of her and she collapsed onto the bed. I secured her hands to the metal frame, waited until she got her breath back. As soon as she started spewing again, I straddled her, jammed the gag into her mouth, and snapped it into place.
She thrashed and cursed around the gag. I looked on the floor, found what she had dropped, and pulled a chair over, watching her wear herself out. When she finally stopped, gasping around the ball, I brought the crop down across her right breast. She arched her back, screaming as best she could. I let her thrash around until she lay still again, and gave her a matching lash on her left, hitting the nipple this time, by accident.
When she finally subsided and lay crying, I grabbed her by the hair and looked her in the eye.
"Is it as much fun on this side of the lash?" I asked, rubbing the crop across her sore nipple.
She shook her head and tears welled up. I pulled my pocket knife out of the bedside table, a high quality stilleto a friend had brought back from Corsica. She jumped when I held it up and pushed the button, enjoying the sound of the blade snapping into place.
"Stay still," I warned, as I dragged the knife, blade side out, from her neck to her crotch. She trembled and tensed, wild eyed. With a flick of my wrist I cut her black lace panties off. I lay the knife down and roughly fingered her.
She was soaking! She immediately started humping back. I laughed, pulling them out.
"Tell you what, cunt. If I take off the gag, will you behave?"
She nodded yes with vigor. I was gonna take the gag off and leave her, I never felt more like not fucking someone in my whole life.
"All right, but if say one word without my permission, back on it goes, and it stays."
I heard a small noise and looked up to see Alice. She was panting and rubbing her clit.
"What are you doing here?"
She stepped into the bedroom, her eyes dilated and glistening in the low lighting.
"Belle is using a strapon on Chris, while Eric is fucking his face. He told me to go back to the room. I thought I'd stop and see if you two would like company."
I looked at Iris, still gagged. This had possibilities.
"How about it, slut? Want some company?"
She shook her head no.
"Alice! Come here, now! You need a spanking for spying on people."
She almost ran over. I draped her across Iris, alternately spanking and fingering her. I knew she had to be dripping on her. I pulled her up and took her doggy, stretched over Iris. She wailed and moaned as I pounded her pussy with my dick and her ass with my hand. I was pretty excited, so I didn't last as long as I would have liked to. I pulled out, watching come dribble onto Iris.
"Alice, up!" She jumped up, almost standing at attention. I fingered her roughly, then reached over and spread my cum on Iris' face.
She looked at me with wild eyes. I took the gaq out.
She started babbling immediately. I slapped her thigh hard, with the crop. A red welt appeared instantly. She would have screamed but the surprise pain took her breath.
"No talking without permission. Do what I say, and if you're good, I'll send you to your room. Alice can keep me company for the rest of the night. Understand?"
She nodded, eyes wide.
"Alice, you need cleaned up. Sit on her face, and if she doesn't do a good job I'll spank you both."
I found out later neither had ever had a lesbian encounter before, but I really gave them no choice. Alice immediately sat over her, lowering her dripping snatch onto her face. She fought for awhile, but Alice was lost in her own little world, grinding on her. A few minutes later I heard her squeak, and knew Iris had surrendered.
Alice came hard on her tongue.
I had pulled a vibrator out of the drawer. I fingered Iris until she was squirming, then jammed the vibrator inside in one long thrust, fucking her with it until she came, hard, her scream muffled under Alice. Alice came almost at the same time, collapsing off Iris. I took her hand and led her to the kitchen for a cool glass of water, ignoring Iris and her pleas to take the vibrator out.
Alice asked permission, and I let her take Iris a glass of water, and after she had drank it, Alice got warm wet cloths and bathed her face, while she begged me again to take the vibrator out. I responded by grabbing it and fucking her furiously until she came again. Then I took it out.
I got out a collar and leash, buckling and snapping everything into place, before releasing the handcuffs. She rubbed her hands in gratitude, careful not to speak.
"Down, bitch!" I said, pointing it at the floor.
She scrambled off the bed. I had Alice lead her into the bathroom to pee, them back into the bedroom. I locked her leash around the bedpost and threw a pillow down.
"Go to sleep. If you bother us, I'll spank you and put you in the bathroom. Nod if you understand."
She nodded slowly.
Alice climbed on the bed and tried her best to kill me with sex. Just before she went to sleep she asked if she could have a collar too.
I woke up around three, wondering what I was hearing. I had casually put the vibrator on the night stand, and Iris had found it. She was working herself pretty hard by the sound. I thought about stopping her, but just rolled over and went back to sleep.
I hopped up early the next day and put a note on the door telling the rest of the group to leave us until we came out.
I ran to the pet store and got a couple more collars and leashes. No one was up when I got home, so I slipped back into the bedroom, gently putting the collar on Alice. Iris was curled up, hugging the pillow, still clutching the vibe.
I woke them gently, ordering them not to speak, and took them to the shower. I had Iris bathe us, then had Alice bathe her. They were both making squishy sounds before they came out. They picked up their collars and presented them to me. I buckled them back into place and led them back out into the bedroom.
"Alice, you got the attention last night. Time for payback. Sixty nine on the bed, girls, and I expect at least two orgasms apiece, or the crop for both of you."
Iris knew what the crop felt like, and pulled Alice to the bed. Soon they were squirming, their slurping audible. I thought about filming it, but remembered the rules. When they were done I had them take positions side by side, and alternated fucking them until I was ready to come. Iris, it appears, had never done anal, so I introduced it to her. She squealed a few times in pain, but soon got into it, especially when Alice got under us and started lapping her pussy. We cleaned up, and went into the kitchen.
The rest of the group were there, and seemed stunned at our appearance. I had both leashes in my hand, leading them. I grinned.
"New rule. I keeping these pets with me tonight. Belle, Eric, you'll have to share Chris again."
I turned to Chris.
"Come here, now!"
He must really be submissive, because he came right over. I had Iris put the collar on him, and present the leash to Belle. Her eyes were a little glazed, thinking about the possibilities.
I was a little surprised the next morning to see Eric in a collar too.
...............................................
I got a call from Gail that Monday night.
"You nasty alpha male, you! Alice and Iris came over this afternoon, bursting to tell me about the weekend. We got so excited we had to go to the bedroom. I didn't join in, but I watched while I killed the batteries in my new vibrator. The next time we're together, I want my own. A pink one."
She paused.
"Be careful, Mike, try to keep the playing in perspective. You have no idea how powerful an impact you made on them. I think if you called, Iris and Alice would trot right over and never leave. That's not good."
I assured her I would talk to them, explain it was all just a game.
We finally got together with the last two couples.
Susan was everything I hoped she was be. For her age, she was in excellent shape. She gave Belle all the credit. I was surprised when she called before we came over, and asked me to get her a collar. I chose one made of rhinestones, to compliment her silver hair.
She had a full bush, trimmed just enough to wear her conservative one piece bathing suits she favored. It was the same shining sliver as her hair. I looked at her in surprise. She actually blushed.
"Can't have unmatched carpet and drapes. It's not attractive."
Her husband was always complaining about her suits, especially after she toned up. I had a surprise for him, a gift I hoped he liked.
Susan wasn't the hellcat Abby was, but she was still a handful. She wanted to be spanked, but I made her wait until the next day.
The next morning I had her up early. We enjoyed a nice romp before I pulled her into the bathroom, helping her shower and watching her do her hair.
She'd had a little work done, but still had fine wrinkles here and there. I thought it gave her character.
She had three grandchildren. I told her if they ever had a Miss GILF Pageant, she be the winner. She laughed it off, but I could tell she was pleased.
I put the collar back on her. She thought I was going to lead her out nude, but I put a package in her hands.
"A gift. You can't refuse while you're wearing the collar."
She giggled as she opened it. A Wicked Weasel bikini, in silver mesh. She was shocked. I always wondered why wearing a bikini bothered her so much when every man in the group had slept with her, and she didn't mind being naked in front of them.
"Put it on." I said, in a firm voice. She stood trembling until I smacked her ass. I tied the back for her. She wiggled into the thong, before pulling it off and trimming up her muff a bit more.
"Should I shave it off?"
I took the razor out of her hand. "Absolutely not. I'll spank the shit out of you if you ever think about it again."
I led her out by her leash, straight to her husband.
"Here you go, Rob. I'm returning your property, safe and unmarked. Thank you."
His mouth hung open for a second, before he shook my hand.
"Thank you for the gift. It's everything I hoped it would be."
I found out later he put some pictures of her in the bikini on the internet. She had a silver mask on, and Rob had soaked her with cold water. You could see her hard nipples and silver bush, and there was a back view of her topless, the only thing visible in the way of clothing was the sliver string and back band of the thong, and silver sandals with a four inch heel. We all viewed it, and gave glowing comments. She was the most popular for her age and second most popular over all for a month.
By now Belle was teaching a class made up of just our little group, men and women. She wouldn't charge them, saying it was in appreciation of all they had given us. We were a pretty fit bunch.
She had become the top dominatrix of our group. She'd tried it with me, but I cuffed her, put her collar on, and treated her like a bitch in heat the whole weekend, making her give me blowjobs and fucking her ass. I didn't let her come for two days, keeping her restrained so she couldn't touch herself. I spanked her hard when I found her humping the clothes dryer. She cried in frustration. When I finally let her loose, she fucked me until I couldn't respond, then used her toys. She never tried it again.
..................................................
A few weeks later we got the last of the group. Tara, the hot redhead, was disappointing. But then again, she was two months pregnant, and wanted to keep the baby safe. Once I found out her reasoning, I treated her gently, massaging her, giving her soft touches. She responded well, and we made love in the standard missionary position twice.
She surprised me at the end of the night, asking for her collar. It was a sort of pride thing for them, they often wore them at our gatherings. I gave her a gift wrapped box that she opened eagerly. A slender black band with little silver rings on it, it looked perfect around her neck. She cried. Hormones out of control, I think. I did the ritual handing of the leash to her husband the next morning. They were both grinning. The girls gave her a baby shower at Susan's house, and I took the guys down to the bar to drink beer and shoot pool, toasting the father. Word got out what we were celebrating, and people congratulated him and bought beers. We had to detour and drop him at his house on the way back, leaving him passed out on the couch. Tara called me the next night, bitching at me gently for getting him so drunk, but thanked me for showing him a good time.
Several of the couples had children, and I became a favorite uncle, giving the older ones bike rides and playing with the smaller ones until they were exhausted. They knew I was sterile, it had come out in the interview. Abby and Garth had a little girl, ten, that I was especially fond of. When she had her birthday, I gave her a little 80cc dirt bike I had taken in trade and had rebuilt and repainted. Garth pretended to bitch, asking me if I was trying to make biker babes out of all the girls in his family, Abby broke down laughing when I looked him in the eye and said absolutely.
They didn't laugh when she broke her arm in a crash.



..................................................
So for another year we'd get together with one another occasionally. Most time it didn't even involve sex, just hanging out as friends.
Belle had gotten fixated on domination to the point that the rest of the girls talked to her about it. She agreed to tone it down, but I sensed her frustration.
The group helped her open her own gym. Susan did the legal work, Gail and Tom helped arrange financing, Abby found her the perfect location. I had forgotten she owned a real estate company. The rest helped recruit members. It had been open three months and grew every week. Belle was over the moon. We had a big party at her grand opening.
The new business cut into our time together because of the erratic hours she had to keep, part of the price of owning a small business that was open fourteen hours a day.
She would call home, saying she would be late, why didn't I eat with Garth and Abby. They were our closest friends, and were the ones that lived nearest. If their daughter wasn't home, my dinner was usually Abby's pussy. She would wear us out, and send me home exhausted.
Belle would sometimes call and tell me she was doing a personal session with a couple of our group, and I would come over and help them christen some of the machines.
I couldn't help feeling that Belle was a bit distracted. Sometimes she didn't get home until I was in bed. I'd wake to hear her shower, wondering which person she 'trained' that night. Our sex life dwindled, and I asked her about it.
"Oh, honey, I'm just so tired now. I don't know if I'd gone out on my own if I knew how hard it was going to be. Besides, our friends can take up the slack when you need a good fucking."
"I don't need our friends to take up the slack." I said sharply. "I want time with my wife, and it doesn't have to be fucking. I'd like to make love to her once in a while. Is that being unreasonable?"
I saw her recoil.
"I'm sorry, honey. I didn't realize how much I was neglecting you. I'll try, wait, that's wrong, I Will do better. Starting right now."
We made love more passionately than we had in a long time. But a few weeks later, it started up again. I went by to see her a couple of times and she wasn't there. I'd call, and she would say she just went out to grab a bite, I could join her if I wanted. I relaxed and made fun of her KFC addiction, and would go back to my workout.
I tried to talk to her again and she got a little snappy, so I left it. She'd apologize later, and we'd make up.
Then she hit me with the trip.
................................................
She didn't come home the next night. Instead I got an email telling me not to worry, she was safe and would be back in four days. She didn't even bother to call.
I was pissed, wondering which one of our group she took off with. I called Abby, and then Gail. They both listened and worked the phones. Gail called back, asked me if I could stop by and get Garth and Abby and come over. It was urgent.
We were quiet on the way over, nobody really knew what to say. I was surprised to see most of the group when I got there.
Gail hugged me, as did most of the group. She said beside me on the couch, holding my hand.
"Mike, honey, we've talked to everyone. None of us are with her. Whoever she's with, it's not one of us."
This was a big deal, breaking the hardest rule the group had. No playing with anyone outside of the group. Besides messing with the group dynamic, it opened all of us to the threat of disease, an angry spouse, or unneeded publicity.
Susan spoke up, ever the lawyer.
"You know this means we'll have to suspend you from group activities, at least until you get a clean bill of health. But Mike, we're still your friends. The first thing we need to do is find out who it is, and assess his ability to hurt us. You say she said Bahamas?"
I nodded.
"Well then. Hudson[her husband]has a good friend that practices international law, and is a bit of an expert about protecting money through off shore accounts. He's already reached out, and gave him a picture. If she's in the Bahamas, we'll know when she gets off the plane, and can find out who she's with. Give us twenty four hours."
The next day at noon, wow she was fast, she called me at work.
"I'm going to send you some photos. Call me back."
I locked my office, and clicked on my email, opening the attachment. The first showed Belle getting off a commercial plane yesterday afternoon. She appeared to be alone. Another camera had someone greeting her with a big kiss, but it was a back shot. He was turned around, carrying her bag towards the exit, walking hand in hand, a full facial shot.
Fat Boy! I wondered why he seemed to keep his distance the last month, even leaving right after I showed up. I called Susan back.
His name is William Emerson, but he goes by Fat Boy at the bar."
"I remember him. He's enormous, isn't he?. And the name sounds familiar, why is that?"
So I told her his true identity.
"Hmmm. This may change our response. He's probably got his own connections. And he's pretty well off I imagine, so we can't use money to intimidate him. But like most public figures, he may not want exposure. Any thought on what you want to do?"
I was seething.
"Yes. Draw up papers for a legal separation, and have her served as she gets off the plane. Give him a set, for alienation of affection. I know, I know, it will probably come to nothing, but it'll give him pause. Don't actually file them, I want it to scare them. What else should I do?"
"Do you want the house if this plan goes south?"
"Not really. I would have been happy with less house and more acreage."
"Then move out as soon as possible. You have less than two days. Change your phone number and take a few vacation days. It's psychological warfare, and it works.. I'll put in the papers all contact will be through my office. Any thoughts on money if you can't get back together?"
"Straight down the middle. She supported me financially and emotionally when I started my own business. I did the same when it was her turn.
But, Susan, if she wants more than what's fair, I need you to turn into a wolf. A sexy silver alpha female with huge fangs, okay?"
Her chuckle sent chills up my spine.
"Don't worry honey. I can be a bitch."
................................................
I had a man film it for me and watched it live on my screen. They walked out arm in arm, and got hit with the papers right away. I also had the server wired. I listened in.
After he got their names, he served them, standing there to make sure they understood.
Fat Boy was pissed.
"What is this shit? You told me he was all right with this. I don't need this right now, my book is getting hot and I'm leaving on a publicity tour in two days. You need to handle this, NOW, before it gets out of hand."
He didn't give her a chance to respond, walking off angrily."
The server walked off, but the film kept rolling. She had read hers, and looked around, trying to spot me, calling my name. When she realized I wasn't there, she pulled out her phone.
I watched, ignoring my phone pinging. I'd bought a month to month burner to use for the short term.
I had a morbid curiosity, and decided I wanted to hear what she had to say on voicemail.
When she realized I wasn't going to answer, she hung her head. I was sure she was crying when she finally walked out.
I hid in the one place I knew she wouldn't think to look. The Bahamas. Gail, Garth, Abby, and their daughter went with me for moral support.
I spent the day playing with Cindy, trying to make it a nice vacation for her. Abby and Gail looked stunning in their bathing suits, and we got Garth to rent scooters with us. He said it was the most comfortable he'd ever felt on two wheels.
And I didn't have sex with anyone. One, I didn't feel like it, and two, I was still waiting on a medical report.
We would listen to the messages on the phone and computer after Cindy went to bed, and discuss the daily call from Susan.
Susan had her watched, and she didn't leave the house for two days. She finally went to work, when the assistant manager threatened to lock the doors if she didn't get some relief. Susan said she spent what time she had away from her classes holed up in her office.
The voicemails went from desperate and pleading, to angry and threatening, and back to pleading. The emails were long rambles where she tried to explain herself and how it didn't mean anything, she would always love me, etc, etc. We flew back and I went straight to Susan's office.
I called her while we were there. It almost went to voicemail before she picked up. She told me later she thought she was imagining it because she wanted me to call so badly.
She was overjoyed for a few minutes, then got a little bitchy.
"Honey, why are you so mad? It's not like we don't sleep with others on a regular basis. What's one more?"
I was so pissed I couldn't talk for a minute,
"If you want to save this marriage, come to Susan's office. Right fucking now. If you're not here in thirty minutes, I'll pull the separation agreement and go straight to divorce."
I wanted to throw my phone against the wall, but forced myself to put it down gently. She made it in twenty five minutes.
We went into the conference room and shut the door. Susan remained outside, saying she didn't need to be there until Belle had counsel.
She started in and I slammed my hand down on the table so hard my hand was still tingling an hour later. She almost jumped out of her chair.
"Before you talk, I have a few things to say. Yes, we sleep with other people, people we know and trust. The difference in what you're doing is obvious to me. We sleep with those people by common agreement, knowing they would never be a threat to our marriage. We DID NOT agree to sleep with anyone outside of the group. If you didn't think it was wrong, why did you keep it a secret? Why not come out and say, oh, by the way, I'm fucking Fat Boy now. Do you have a problem with that? Rationalize it all you want, but if you fuck someone behind your spouses' back, it's cheating. You know what you did was wrong, you just won't admit it."
"Time to pay the piper, girl. You cheated. You got caught. I won't let you deny it, or try to spin it. If you have any hope of saving this marriage, now's the time to be honest."
She sat there and cried for a few minutes before she could talk. In the end, I believed she understood and was sincere in her regrets.
Susan got us into counseling, with a therapist who was in our lifestyle. I learned a few things I never suspected.
She was jealous of the other women in the group because they all liked me. She channeled her anger into her latent dominant tendencies, alienating most of the group. She wasn't happy swinging anymore. I was amazed.
"Why didn't you say something? I went along with this mostly for you anyway. We agreed remember, from the very first. When it stopped being fun, it was over."
I told her I'd been thinking about talking to her about leaving the group anyway, because it had become unsatisfying, to me anyway.
You can only have so many fantasies fulfilled, and I had just about reached my limit. It had become a bit repetitive to me. It was one of the reasons I spent so much time around their children, it lessened the expectation of sex.
She surprised me by saying lately she had been missing not having the opportunity to have children. I was amazed to hear she had changed her mind. We talked about adoption, fertilization for an anonymous donor, even getting one of our group to impregnate her on the condition he sign over any rights or responsibilities.
The therapist was really good, and a lot of it boiled down to us not talking like we did when we first married. We finished the sessions a lot closer than we were when we started.
One of the last things she said before we stopped was very surprising. She was angry that I had never collared her. I looked back and realized she was right.
"But honey, I already owned you, just like you owned me. I thought you knew that. All the others were just for play, you know that, right?"
She had been crying, and still had a sniffle in her voice.
"I knew that, deep down. But all the others had a physical symbol, and I had nothing. And don't be so sure it was just a game to them. I'm pretty sure Iris and Alice would leave their husbands in a heartbeat if you'd have ordered them to. You did something pretty powerful to those two, whether you realized it or not."
Right after the sessions, I went out and bought a nice, heavy gold neck band, and had two diamonds and an emerald set in it. Inside it was inscribed 'property of Mike'.
I had tied her up, worked her over pretty good between me and her toys. After she passed out, I put it round her neck, locking it into place. It wouldn't come off until I removed it. I removed the restraints and cuddled her.
She woke me up screaming the next morning. I rushed into the bathroom, to see her on her knees, clutching her necklace, crying like a baby. She had almost stopped when I showed her a picture of the inscription. She started up again.
Later she asked how it came off.
I told her it didn't, unless I wanted it too.
She wore it for two weeks before coming to me.
"Honey, next to you, this collar is my most prized possession. But honey, I can't teach in it.
I promise, as soon as class is over, I'll put it right back on."
I could understand, so I showed her how to take it off.
.................................................
Our tests came back negative and the group breathed a sigh of relief. At the next full meeting, we stood, holding hands, and announced our intent to leave the group. No one was surprised.
We assured them we intended to see them, after all most were close friends by now, but intimate encounters were out. We were hugged and kissed relentlessly, and we left at ten, so they could continue without us.
I stayed closer to them than Belle. I had hooked Skip, Abby, and Tom on cycles, making sure they all got good deals on their choices. We rode with a group, they actually recruited our replacement couple out of it. When we did long rides or charity events, Belle always rode with us, unless she couldn't get a relief at her gym. On the rare occasions that she couldn't, Cindy was always behind me.
She had become a very skilled dirt biker, and my shop sponsored her in some local races. She had won a few trophies in her age and engine class. Of course, I was her chief mechanic. She had started calling me D2. I thought it had something to do with the sci fi movies, but Abby set me straight.
"It stands for Dad Two."
I had to wipe my eyes. I had forgotten how dusty dirt tracks could be.
I kept after Belle for a timeline for children.
She had started getting quiet again and I asked her about it. She passed it off as stress. Her gym had taken off and she was thinking about opening another branch the next town over. I tried to talk her out of it.
We weren't anywhere near rich, but we didn't hurt for anything. I couldn't see the need for extra stress in our lives, especially if we were planning for kids. She promised to rethink it.
I was pretty happy when she announced she was ready for a child. We had decided to go the anonymous donor route, choosing someone with similar physicality to me.
She wanted to go alone to have it done. I threw a fit.
"I can't give you one myself, and you want me to not be there when it happens? What are you thinking? I'll be there, end of discussion."
And I was, holding her hand the whole time. Now it was a waiting game.
Belle had decided to open the second gym, and spent a lot of time getting it ready. She'd either be gone or exhausted, and I wasn't happy, worrying about the baby.
"Relax, honey. We don't even know if I'm pregnant yet."
..................................................
My world started unraveling the next week. I called her, and she answered, out of breath. That really wasn't unusual, she did run a gym, after all. It was what she said that was.
"Where are you, babe?"
I'm at the gym, getting ready to close."
Really? I was at the gym, and it was locked up and dark, an hour earlier than normal.
"Well, I'll leave you alone. Be home soon?"
"Just as soon as I check the lights and lock the door. Bye, babe."
I stood outside for a second, before hopping in my truck and heading home. She was her usual self, cheerful, even indicating she'd like to play.
"Not tonight, hon. My knee is acting up."
That was reasonable. I was riding the month before and a woman driving an SUV pulled directly into my path. Luckily, we weren't doing thirty five miles an hour, But I had zero time to react, and slammed right into her. It threw me over the bars, and I slammed into the vehicle, sliding down. She was still moving and I slid sideways and came down on my knee.
The woman never stopped. Abby yelled for Tom to call an ambulance, and took off after her. Fifteen minutes later the EMT was putting an air splint on my knee and the cop was talking to Tom.
Abby called him, and he handed the phone tot he cop. Fifteen minutes later the cops were at the woman's house. She answered the door in a house coat, saying she had been asleep.
She almost refused to let them into the garage, but had an attack of smarts and opened the door.
The looked the SUV over, and found the dent and scratches right where Abby said it would be. The first cop arrived just then, pulled a piece of side reflector out of his pocket, and fit it perfectly to the other half.
She was arrested, kicking and screaming, for felony hit and run. Her husband had to take out a second mortgage to pay for everything. Seems she had lost her license for too many accidents, and was driving illegally.
His insurance would have had to pay, but he gave me the full price of my bike if I would see about getting the charges dropped.
The DA took one look at her record and refused. They pled it down to leaving the scene of an accident, and put her on probation. If she got caught behind the wheel in the next five years, she had to swerve seven years, minimum. I got the cash and all my medical bills paid.
My bike needed painting and the girder front end replaced. I was actually pretty lucky, if I'd been up to speed it would have killed me.
I had to take it real slow, and was off bikes for at least six months. Bossman threw me a 'glad you survived that shit' party. He still walked with a limp from his last encounter.
Something was nagging at me, and at four in the morning I sat bolt upright and screamed
"SONOFABITCH!"
Belle woke with a start, instantly concerned.
"What happened?"
"Nothing. Go back to sleep, I just bumped my knee. I think I'll sit up for awhile."
I was still sitting there when she got up.
..................................................
I called Susan after Belle left.
"I need to see you. As soon as possible. Please."
She heard the emotion in my voice.
"Come now. I'll have my first appointment pushed back a bit."
I was ushered in as soon as I arrived. Her PA poured the coffee and left me alone. Susan looked me over.
"She's cheating again, isn't she?"
"I think so. Can you get me proof?"
She didn't bat an eye.
"I'm on it. Do you want to know when we get something?"
"Yes. Start with her last lover. I think he's returned for another engagement."
How did I know? Because the background noise I heard as she lied to me was the sound of a motorcycle.
A motorcycle I built and tuned. One that belonged to Fat Boy.
................................................
When the Bahama adventure blew up on them, he disappeared for three weeks. He popped back up and called me.



"Fuck you" was all he heard the first three times before I hung up. I blocked his number. Failing in that, he decided to show up at the shop.
I was out the door before he got off his bike.
"Get the hell off my property."
"Chill, Mike. I'm here to apologize."
There aren't words in any language I'd want to hear that would make an apology valid. You're a backstabbing, low life, motherfucker. Again, off the property."
He tried to swing his leg over and stand up, but I pushed him, knocking him off balance, almost flipping it.
"Goddamnit! I'm here to apologize, and your gonna fucking listen if I have to slap your ass silly and hold you down."
He shouldn't have made that little speech, because the cop that my guys called arrived in time to hear it all. He'd been half a block away. I had already told them he was no longer a customer, and not to let him in the door.
"Got a problem. Mike?"
I knew the cop, another one of my customers.
"Not yet, Greg. I'd appreciate it if you'd ask this man to leave the property, and not come back. How can I make sure he doesn't come back?"
"Restraining order. A piece of cake, considering I can swear I heard him say he was gonna hold you down and slap your ass silly. Don't just get it for your property, get it for your person. It can be done by tomorrow."
"Thanks, I'll be down to the station first thing in the morning."
I turned my back and walked back into the shop, as Greg told him to leave.
He was a very smart man, but had little common sense and a sense of entitlement, so it wasn't much of a surprise when he showed up at the grill, following me into the bathroom. I had spotted him before he saw me, so I was ready.
He grabbed my arm.
"Asshole! You're blowing this way out..."
That's all he got out before I sprayed him with police quality pepper spray, shooting it into his eyes and mouth. He fell down, gagging and rubbing his eyes. I stepped around him while six guys stood with open mouths.
I flagged down Bossman, explained what I'd done.
"I'll see you in a month. And I'll behave from now on."
He looked me up and down.
"You're probably the nicest guy I've ever met. And you're the best mechanic I've ever had. I haven't seen a thing, and if nobody talks about it, it didn't happen. Why don't you go home now."
I thanked him and shook his hand. I was smiling when I donned my helmet.
...........................................
I found out later it took Bossman and three volunteers to haul him out. He gave him some bar towels soaked in ice water, and when he could see and talk, he sent him off the property, telling him not to come back for a month.
It only took three days, and I had the pictures I needed to end my marriage. I scattered a few of them on the dining room table, packed my truck, and left.
Skipping the drama, I called her. She sounded happy when she answered the phone.
"Hi, hon, I was just thinking about you, and all the things I'm gonna do to you when we get home."
"Well, Belle, you'll have to get Fat Boy to do them with from now on. Save the bullshit. I know. I left you some pictures. We're over Belle, I hope this is what you wanted. And I'm still going to offer you fifty fifty, so don't try fucking with me. Get a lawyer, have him call Susan, and get it over with. Don't call or come around. You got nothing I want to hear."
She was screaming my name when I hung up.
.................................................
Of course she wouldn't just let it go, and we danced for almost nine months before we settled, her begging the whole time for me to come back. I refused counseling, citing the first time.
By the time it was over, my leg had healed, and I took two weeks, got on my newly redone Sportster, and went to Sturgis for Bike Week. Abby and Garth went with me, and we had a ball.
We shared a room and each other for five days. We weren't braking any rules, the club had sort of faded away. I think all that were left were Tanya and her husband, Susan and Hud, and a new couple I hadn't met. Abby won a wet tshirt contest, and pretty much went topless most of the week.
She had a guy paint a tee shirt on her chest, and it looked like a tee shirt pulled up until you got close, and realized it was just painted skin. She got away with it for seven hours before a cop made her put something on, after her complimented her rack.
She was so excited that by the end of the week Garth and I looked like we had road rash.
When we got home, Susan called and said she had a package for me that I really needed to look at. I went straight to her office.
"It's been opened," she said, "Belle told me I could read it. Go into the conference room so you'll have some privacy."
There was a three page letter from Belle I needed to read first.
Mike,
My love, I'm so sorry I did this to us. I think
we were doomed the first time Gail told me about her club. I know you really weren't keen on it, but I rolled you along on my tide of excitement. Even after we started, I think we would have made it until that night with Chris and Eric.
Something snapped in me that night. As I plowed his ass with that strapon, making him call me Mistress when Eric didn't have his dick in his mouth, was an enormous rush. I knew then I was destined to be a dominatrix.
You don't know how jealous I was of you when you walked out leading Alice and Iris, and the way they fell all over themselves trying to please you. It came so naturally to you, but you didn't care. As more and more of the girls got collars, I became more and more angry, until almost no one would play with me for a long time. Oh, I had fun turning Eric into a cocksucking slut, but it was a hollow victory.
Even though it was against the rules, I took Eric and Chris to an adult bookstore, and alternated fucking them with my strapon while they sucked dick at the gloryhole. I even talked a woman into to the room and fucked her while her husband watched as Chris sucked his dick. Soon I had three more men and another woman bowing to my every whim. I fixed up a spare room in one of the their houses as a dungeon. I made films for the internet, made a good bit of money, money that I hid from you. It's why I pushed you to spend time with our group while I 'worked'.
I know this is a shock to you, but it was an addiction I couldn't control. And it finally got the best of me.
Fat Boy was a natural submissive, it just took a little time to train him. That's why I went to the Bahamas, the hotel we stayed at was holding a BDSM convention.
I was still on a high when I got served at the airport. I realized then I'd probably already lost you, but I committed myself to coming back to you. And I tried, really, really tired.
Things were going pretty good until one night when I was stressing over trying to have a baby, Fat Boy walked in. Everyone was gone, I just hadn't locked the door. He fell to his knees, kissing and licking my shoes, and begged me to own him again. I snapped, and before I knew it had him tied over a weight bench with jump ropes, wearing his panty covered ass out with the handle end of another. He must have come a gallon before I was done. I made him lick the bench and floor clean, and made him crawl along behind me into the shower, where I made him eat me to three orgasms and rim my ass.
I should have walked away then, but I held on to the bitter end, hoping I could change, or keep things secret. I heard how you figured it out. It's always the little things that give you away, isn't it?
Well, there it is, my confession and apology, to little to late. I'll always love you, and always hate myself for breaking both our hearts. Find a good girl, one that deserves you, and settle down to a happy, ordinary life. Adopt a kid and train him or her to be a wonderful, kind, loving person, just like you.
Belle.
...............................................
There were splotches in a couple of places I was pretty sure were tear stains.
There were also a few photos of Fat Boy in a pink corset and panties, sucking cock. She said she wanted me to have something to hold over his head. There was also a check, for half the money made from her dungeon shows, that had been hidden in an off shore bank.
Belle did indeed get pregnant, but not from artificial methods. The boy was his, she knew it and that's why she didn't want me at the clinic. There was no need to go.
..................................................
She moved to New York, where she still runs her dungeon show. Her submissive meekly followed. As far as I know she still has him. I know I see them from time to time in magazines, at on function or another. She always looks great.
I saw her at the funeral of her mother. Up close, she looked older than her years, worn out and haggard. We never spoke, although I wouldn't have snapped at her. I did drop her a line telling her she needed to take care of herself, for her son if nothing else. I never got an email back.
Susan and Hud retired, moving off all places, to the Bahamas. I went to their goodbye party, and she gave me her collar to remember her by.
In fact, at one time or another I got a few of them back. I told Iris about Chris's secret career, and she threw him out, but not before he gave her a parting gift of an STD.
Shattered, she stayed with me for a few months, and we never had sex, even after she had the all clear from the doctor. She needed a dominant man, and I wasn't him. I introduced her to Bossman, he took her hand and never gave it back. Despite the age difference, they both seem very happy. She helps with the bar now, and he threatens to give her back once in a while, firmly holding her hand the whole time. She told me later he was a pretty demanding man, but she was doing her best to live up to his expectations. One night after he'd had a few, something unusual for him, he thanked me for training her, and how she still had my collar, although he'd replaced it with his own pretty early into their relationship.
After we dropped out of the club, I hired Helen to run my mail order parts business and control my inventory. One of the smartest things I've ever done. She soon had my whole staff whipped in line, terrified that if they used a part and didn't do the paperwork right she'd rip them a new ass.
I paid her well, and when Skip took a transfer she stayed behind. He'd still tried to swing, without her knowledge or participation. She took him back twice after catching him, but the third time was the charm. They sold their house, and she moved her and her daughter in with me. I was starting to detect a trend. They stayed eight months before she met the sales manager of our major supplier. They'd talked on the phone and emailed each other, often getting into heated exchanges over availability and price. It was love at first sight.
When they married and moved away, I told her I'd better get a damn good discount. She gave me her collar just before she left, saying she had the memories, and that was enough. We'd never made love the whole time she was there, it didn't seem right, somehow.
Tom got a big promotion when his company opened a west coast branch and asked him to head it. His friends, including me, gave them a going away party. Iris, Helen, Abby, Tanya, Tim, Garth an me, were the last to leave. We'd shared a lot, and the tears flowed.
Gail caught me alone, and rubbed my cheek.
"You were always my favorite. I knew you didn't really belong in our world, but you tried, and did a good job. I know some of the girls gave their collars back, but I'm keeping mine. Tom makes me wear it still, from time to time, and it has sentimental value for both of us."
"Find a good woman, Mike, someone worthy. You need some one to love, deserve it more than anyone I know."
"I know we'll probably never see you again, but email us once in a while, let us know how our friends are. As long as we're alive, there'll be somebody in California that loves you."
She hugged me, crying, before Abby led her off.
................................................
I told sweet little Alice about Eric and Chris and Belle, and she divorced him. He died of complications from Hepatitis C a year later, and she sweated bullets for awhile, before she was declared uninfected. She was from Florida and moved back home to be close to her aging parents, and she came to see me before she left, spending the night. We didn't make love, but I cuddled her the whole night while she cried about the unfairness of the world.
About the only ones left were me, Abby, Garth, and Tanya. Her husband had died at the hands of a drunk driver a year before, leaving her alone with two children. Garth and I were pallbearers.
Luckily they were rich and well insured, so Tanya devoted herself to her children, until she met and fell in love with her youngest daughters' soccer coach. He was broke and insisted on a prenupt to protect her. She tore it up and threw it in his face, saying if he couldn't love her and everything she had, he didn't deserve her.
Garth, Abby and I were guests of the bride.
...............................................
We were sitting in the stands, watching Cindy race for the top spot in her age group and engine size. She had made it last year, National Amateur Champion. I was long since history, she had a major sponsor to keep her in bikes now. She now had a fan club, makes personal appearances and had articles written about her. Not bad for seventeen. She did insist every bike she rode have a D2 painted on it somewhere, for luck.
My wife was wiggling, trying to get comfortable on the hard seats, the large cushions not helping much. Being eight months pregnant didn't help at all.
"Honey, come on, she's already won. Let's go home."
She snorted. "We have to wait on Mike Junior, You know he isn't going to leave now."
"He can ride home with Garth or Abby, whichever one doesn't have to stay with her. Our girl is getting fussy. Come on."
She laughed as I tugged her to her feet.
You're the most nervous dad I've ever seen. Women have babies all the time."
"They don't have mine," I said quietly.
She looked into my eyes with love.
"I know. Yours will be the best ever. Wait and see. Ooh, feel her honey, she wants out, soon."
................................................
So how did a sterile man end up with a son and hopefully daughter? Divine providence is all I can come up with.
One of Helen's last duties was to hire her replacement. She must have interviewed twenty before she found the right one.
Myra was a feisty little redhead, made tough by the world. Married to a career soldier, his number came up in a dusty little valley halfway across the world, leaving her with a young son. She took the insurance and finished her last year of school, and landed a good job. Things were going well for two years, then her company tanked. Everybody else was in pretty much the same boat, and things were to the point she considered moving.
Then she saw our ad in the paper, thought it might be something she could do, and applied. Helen hired her on the spot, spending three weeks training her how to deal with vendors, and irate bikers.
Her explosive little temper had everyone terrified by the second week, but her smile was like a ray of sunshine after a bad storm. Soon everyone around her was falling all over themselves to make her happy, including me.
We grew closer, and one day she's had enough. she stomped into the office and slammed the door.
"Mike, are you ever gonna grow balls enough to ask me out? I've done everything but hang a sign around my neck saying 'I'm interested'. What are you waiting for?"
"Red[she asked us to call her that]you work for me, and you're probably more valuable than I am, and I know they like you a lot more. I don't want to mess things up."
She stamped her tiny little foot.
"You won't mess it up. I like this job. So if nothing clicks we'll part on friendly terms. If it does, we'll go slow. Friday. Pick me up at seven, and I expect to be treated like a queen."
We did indeed click. By the sixth month she had moved in with me. Her son, also named Mike, which is why he got stuck with junior, clicked as well.
Abby adored her, and they became fast friends. She decided she was the big sister, and kind of hovered over her. She confessed to her she wanted to see us together so badly she lost sleep.
We would grill, Me and Junior would cook one weekend, Garth and Cindy the next, while the girls would sip their drinks and direct us..
Mike had a case of hero worship and puppy love rolled into one over Cindy. She was five years older, turning into a very nice looking girl, and raced motorcycles. He followed her around every time they were together. She was mature beyond her years, and treated him like the little brother she never had. In six months, he would have jumped in front of a car for her.
Myra[Red] tried to exert her authority, but actually lost when I took one of Cindy's old bikes and rebuilt it for him. Cindy taught him how to ride.
When Belle left, we sold the house, and I bought another, less fancy one, with a lot of acreage.
Cindy took one look and chopped it into trails, and taught him the basics. He didn't have the drive to be as good as Cindy, but he was competent. She drove his mom crazy talking about all the sprains and broken bones she'd suffered.
Four months after we moved in together, I told her, with Garth and Abby helping, about my former wife and lifestyle. I think it shocked her a bit, but we all assured her it was in the distant past, for all of us. They never played with anyone else since our Sturgis trip, saying they could never equal it.
I needed to tell her about my first marriage and why it collapsed, but didn't know how. I asked Abby for advice, and she told me to let her handle it.
She talked with Abby while Garth and I sat on the patio, drinking beer, talking about Cindy and her upcoming season in a bigger engine class.
They came out and she plopped down on my lap, grinning. She gave me a big kiss and a bigger smile.
"Where's my collar?" she teased.
"Stand up. I have it right her in my pocket."
Her eyes held a question as I reached inside my jacket pocket.
"I'm afraid it's too small to wear around your neck, so a finger will have to do. And when I put it on, it becomes a symbol you're mine forever. No, I got it backwards. You'll own me. You already do, I'd like to make official now."
I slid the engagement on her finger, as she looked down.
"Well there it is. Myra, will you own me for the rest of my life?"
Tears started, followed by screams from both women. Cindy had a few of her friends over, and they came running out of her room to see what was going on. Soon the squeals of teenage girls joined in. I bet every dog in the neighborhood had his paws over his ears.
"Miss Myra," said Cindy, when every thing calmed down, "I always wanted to be his flower girl, but I got too old waiting. I know it's forward of me, but would you consider making me a bridesmaid?"
Myra hugged her hard.
"I'd be honored, baby, but I have a condition. Your mother has to agree to be my matron of honor."
That started a fresh round of tears. The other girls cried too, even though they didn't know exactly why. Conditioned response, I guess.
..............................................
Ah, the baby, you're wondering. How did that happen? I told her early on I'd like to have a child. We looked at adoption but weren't keen on the hoops we had to jump through. An anonymous donor didn't appear to Red, at all. Abby came up with the solution. Garth would do it.
We had an intense series of conversations about it before he agreed, IF he and Abby could be a part of its' life. We agreed wholeheartedly. We named them godparents, and had it put into our will that if we passed before they had reached legal age, they would take the child. Abby insisted we include Junior in it, just in case.



I was already in their will for Cindy.
I would have let him do it the old fashioned way, but Myra nipped that in the bud pretty fast. So he donated sperm. It took four tries before she conceived, and when we found out Garth and I got so drunk they left us on the patio with blankets over us.
.................................................
Abby emailed Gail, and she emailed the rest of our group about our marriage, and they showed up for the wedding.
Susan was still the hottest GILF in the universe, and Hud actually looked healthier. Tom looked a little worn, Gail said the new job was a lot more demanding. She was as bubbly as ever.
They came early to get to know Myra.
Tanya, and Helen came the day of the wedding, with their new spouses. Iris came in, still unattached. Alice wanted to come, but her father was in his last days, and she was afraid to travel.
Abby made sure everyone knew she had been told about them, and they went out of their way to be friendly. Before they left, Myra was in their email circle.
I caught them together at the reception, hugged my new bride, and told them:
"Honey, whatever they told you, it's all true."
Laughter echoed off the walls.
The wedding went off without a hitch. I was so nervous I think Garth wanted to hold my hand to calm me down. I don't really remember much about it except the 'I do' part.
Abby took my hand gently, saying I needed to go to the small room off the banquet hall.
"Someone is waiting for you. Someone who wants to talk to you. I think you need to."
She seemed really nervous, so I let her lead me to the door.
I opened it and walked in. It was almost totally dark except for a lamp beside a chair. There was a woman there, but I couldn't see her face.
"Hello, Mike. It's been a long tome."
She looked up, lamplight illuminating her smiling face.
Belle! She looked better than she did the last time I'd seen her. Her face was fuller, and she didn't seem as careworn.
"Belle? What are you doing here?"
She stood, walked towards me with that languid grace I remembered, stopping in front of me. She touched my chest lightly.
"I came to see you get married, to see the man I loved so much finally get what he deserves. I came in late and sat at the back of the church. Tell Myra she was a beautiful bride."
I didn't know how to respond and she laughed lightly.
"Relax, honey. I'm not here to beg you to forgive me or take me back, though I have thought about it a lot over the years."
She held up her hand, showing me the sparkling rings.
"I'm married now, too. A good man that loves me. And I love him. Not with the passion I did you, but enough that he makes me complete."
She sat back down. I joined her.
"I won't keep you long. This is her night, after all. I wanted you to know I wish both of you well, and to tell you that I've changed. I gave up my old lifestyle, your email started me moving away from it. As bad as I hurt you, you still felt enough for me to worry about my health and the welfare of my child."
"It took awhile, and an horrendously expensive amount of therapy, but truthfully, it never really satisfied me. And my new husband knows all about me, I made sure of it when we started getting serious. He's almost you in a lot of ways, warm, loving, willing to overlook my past if it stays there. He's a little older, and between what I saved and his income we're comfortable. And I do love him."
She stopped and shed a few tears.
"But he's not you. But I will be good for him, and hope the love I give him will somehow atone for the wrongs I've done you."
She rose, the tears coming faster.
"I just wanted to wish you well, and rejoice in your happiness. I don't think I'll ever see you again. Goodby, Mike."
She hugged me lightly before I could respond, and fled. I sat for a bit, still able to smell her fragrance, wondering if she got what she came for.
I stood, straightened my tie, and walked back out into the rest of my life.
...............................................
As I said, something a little bit different. And yes, it could have been in any number of catagories, but this one worked best.
Thank you for your time, leave a comment or drop me an email if you like. Now that I got it going, I might even respond.
Q
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I heard the chime, a soft bong that let me know I was needed at the door. It was Friday night, and we had a good crowd. I caught my bartenders' eye and motioned towards the door. It usually took two of us to keep up on the weekend, but this wouldn't take long.
It was probably an invited guest, arriving late. I'd verify they were on the list, let them into the foyer, and get the member to escort them in. No one was allowed in unless escorted by a member. If they weren't on the list, I'd get verification before they could enter.
There were two men, about my age, just under thirty, waiting at the door. Even if they were invited, they would not be allowed in because they wore jeans and tees. Jeans were not allowed, collared shirts and slacks only.
You never knew, though. One of our wealthiest members owned two construction companies, one of them specializing in laying water pipe. He'd show up covered from head to toe with mud, slip into the locker room, shower and don clothes he kept there before going to the bar.
"Good evening gentlemen. May I help you?" I asked, politely.
"We need a word with Jerry Stone. Bring him to the door!"
I didn't like his attitude, but he had asked for me. Maybe they were looking for work, we were subbing out some golf course improvements.
I held out my hand.
"That would be me, I'm Jerry Stone, and you..."
That's all I got out before the taller one caught me completely by surprise with a right cross. Before I could react the shorter, heavier man gave me a shot, knocking me down.
Ever notice you think of the oddest things while under duress? I was thinking how far I'd come from the biker bars I started out at, where I perceived everyone as a threat, to the the country club I worked at now, with its' civility and refinement.
They had me down, going at it pretty good, when I got lucky.
The chief of police in our midsized town and an assistant district attorney, an ex cop himself, were just entering.
The chief let out a yell, and they shoved them off me. I came up mad as hell, ready to mix it up, but by then the chief had them both under the small revolver he discreetly carried at all times, a requirement for his job. His service weapon was a Glock, but he didn't think it was a good idea to advertise he was armed, so he kept the revolver in his pocket, a Smith & Wesson .327. I've fired one, and for their size they pack a hell of a punch.
"What the hell is wrong with you?" I was almost shouting. "Who are you?"
"You know who we are, motherfucker, we're the husband of the two wives you been bangin'"
I was really pissed now.
"Listen, dip...um, idiot, I've never seen you before, or your wives, as far as I know.. I don't date married women. It leads to stupid sh....stuff like this happening."
The ADA was grinning.
"Thanks for sparing our delicate ears Jerry, but these guys really are dipshits. Wanna press assault charges? I can could come up with some pretty good witnesses."
I looked them over. They both looked like they were gonna shit in their pants, thinking about what could happen.
The Chief grinned.
"Yeah. Aggravated assault. Felony trespassing. That would stick because they specifically came here to do you harm. We could probably figure out a few more, if we think about it."
The shorter one looked really scared. The taller one still looked pissed.
"We wouldn't be here if this asshole hadn't fucked our wives. It's his fault."
"You're making it real tempting to press charges. What makes you think I'm screwing your wives? I'll give you one chance to tell your story, but not out here in front of the members."
I turned to the Chief and ADA.
"Will you accompany and our 'guests' here to the office? I'd really like to straighten this out."
I turned to the two.
"You won't mind giving us a few minutes of your time, would you? I'd like to settle this now, before you decide to to hide in the dark waiting for me."
The tone of my voice let them know it wasn't a request. The chief made them give him their ID first, and then we went into my office.
"Talk. Why do you think it's me fooling with your spouses?"
"Because the stupid bitches told us," snarled the tall one.
"In those exact words? Jerry Stone is having sex with me?"
The short one spoke up.
"Yeah, pretty much. Even told us where you were."
"Really? Anyway you can get them to come and verify that?"
"Damn straight. The stupid bitches are in the car waiting on us."
They described the car, and the ADA walked outside and invited them in. They came in timidly. One had a pretty good bruise on her cheek, the other had bruises on her arms, looked like someone had gripped her a little too tightly. They weren't ugly, or beautiful, just average. If they hadn't been bruised and scared to death, they might have been a lot prettier.
One looked around, confused.
"Ladies, do I know you?" I asked gently, trying to put them at ease.
"I've never seen you before, mister. Where's Jerry? This man said he was in here," she said, pointing at the attorney."
"How about you?" I asked the other. "Do I look familiar to you?"
"Nope. What the hell is going on here?"
I pulled out my wallet, showed her my license.
"You're Jerry Stone? Are there two of you here?"
"Sorry ladies, I'm the only one here with this name."
The men started to look even more pissed. The tall one, obviously the brains of the outfit, snapped at his wife.
"Bitch, you better not be lying to me."
He was apparently trying to dumb himself into jail.
"I swear, I don't know this guy," his wife wailed.
The Chief had heard enough.
"Boys, apologize to this man, and promise him he'll never see you again, and he might not press charges. I've got your ID, think I'll call Sheriff Costner, let him know about your little adventure."
He pulled out his phone, took a few pictures of the bruises.
"I'm sure he'll drop by tomorrow, check on these ladies. If he finds any more bruises, he won't be a happy man. His mother was battered by his dad, and he doesn't have much tolerance for this sort of thing. Make peace or spend the night away from each other. Understand?"
They nodded, looking ashamed. I let them go, it wasn't worth the hassle of going to court.After warning them I wouldn't be so forgiving if I saw them again, I let them go.
We walked them to the door, and I wondered how the women could be seduced by the same guy. He either had a line of shit a mile long, or they were really dumb. I suspected a mixture of both.
Just as we hit the foyer a man came in, headed towards the bar. He just barely noticed us, but one of the women stopped.
"Jerry?"
He looked over and went pale.
Both girls were clamoring his, er, my name. He whirled and ran back out the door. The men, the women, and the Chief charged out after him. The ADA looked at me and grinned.
"Mystery solved, huh?"
I just sighed, walked back into the bar, and made a phone call.
.................................................
I never started out wanting to be a bartender, it just kind of happened. My parents had six kids. Mom stayed home to raise us, and Dad worked every hour he could get in the paper factory. There wasn't a lot left over for extras, and none for higher education. My uncle owned a bar and grill, a real dive, but he poured an honest drink, the kitchen was clean, and the food good and reasonably priced.
He gave me my first job, bussing tables and washing dishes. I went from that to short order cook, and when I got old enough, bar tending. On the way I got lessons in all kinds of things. Like how to spot trouble.
It's hardly ever the loud ones that start anything. It was the quiet ones you had to watch. Something might upset them, and they'd stay off by themselves, going into 'drinkin' and thinkin' mode, as my uncle was fond of saying. Then they would get the magic drink in them, and explode.
I learned that in my county if someone started trouble, you didn't call the cops, you handled it yourself. Call them too often, and they close you down for being a nuisance. Also, when you're working, there's no such thing as a fair fight. You want to minimize the impact on the crowd before they might decide to join in. So you jump them hard and fast, and make them hurt. Do it once or twice and they learn to behave, or you bar them.
I got a few bumps and bruises, so I learned how to fight, rough and tumble at first, but I got tired of getting hit, so I took a few lessons. I didn't want a belt, I just wanted to be able to defend myself.
When I was twenty my uncle shot and killed a guy who had stabbed him. He didn't go to jail, but the church ladies rose up, and he had to close the place down.
Over the years I worked at better places, going to school part time. Even went to bartending class and tried to keep a straight face long enough to get a certificate. I was almost through my last year, soon I'd have my degree in hospitality management.
I'd been in this job three years, going from bar tender to assistant manager to manager. I was also in charge of the restaurant. I worked ten and twelve hour days a lot, but I never complained. I was hoping for overall club manager in a few years, and in a place like Briarwood Country Club, that came with a near six figure salary.
I could work these hours because I didn't have much of a home life. I'd never married. The divorce rate for bar tenders is astronomical, among the highest per profession in the country
I was serious about one girl, and she developed the habit of coming in while I worked so we could spend my breaks together. She was young, bored, pretty, and the wolves closed in, talking her up and feeding her alcohol, until one night she went missing. I walked outside and found her on the backseat of some asshole's car, panties dangling off her ankle.
I beat the shit out of him, dumped her, and went to work at a better place. She tried to apologize, and I truly believed it, but the damage was done.
My uncle felt a little bad for me, then he laughed.
"What did you expect? Letting her hang around was like taking your prize hen to a weasel convention."
................................................
One universal truth I'd learn in this profession, there's always somebody who wants to fuck the bar tender, from socialites to bar flies to out and out sluts.
It didn't take me long to figure out this was job suicide. If you pissed off the right husband or boyfriend, or wife or daughter, you were out the door.
I learned to define the balance, lightly flirting with wives and girlfriends while still keeping a distance. And I never once came close to crossing the line, either to an inferred offer or a direct one. It was pretty hard sometimes, the ladies had their own cards and were actually there a lot more than their men, who were off working to maintain their lifestyle.
The benefit was they learned they could trust me, so they often sought my opinion on different things. This was especially valuable if they wanted my opinion on gifts. Since I knew their husbands as well, and men often talk about things they don't think the wives would be interested in, I had an edge.
One husband loved fishing, so his wife surprised him with a fishing trip to a luxury mountain resort, where he could chase trout during the day while she tanned by the pool, shopped, and visited the spa. And in the evenings they enjoyed each other, thanks to my friend in the lingerie business. I had a friend that tended bar at the club there, and let him know I'd appreciate it if he took good care of them. He was happy to agree, knowing he'd call in the favor someday.
I did the same for the men. Pretty soon they figured it out, and they would tell me directly what they would like, so I could pass it on to the spouse. Some were unusual, but most were simple.
Once I was asked by a wife if she could trust me.
"On most anything that isn't too immoral or illegal. A good bar tender can keep secrets better than a priest."
It satisfied her, and she told me of a sexual fantasy she wanted to play out with her husband. Seemed she was fascinated by being bound to a bed, giving her husband free access to do anything he wanted with her. She wanted to give it a try, but was afraid to tell her husband.
It took awhile to finesse him to the point, and a little help from my lingerie contact for the proper equipment. She dressed her, bound her down to the bed in the hotel room she'd rented, and left right before he was supposed to arrive. I had the keycard.
I stopped him at one drink.
"You've had enough to drink, Mr. Reynolds. Your wife wants you to follow these instructions to the letter. She wants you to be open and understanding, and give her this birthday gift. Enjoy your night, sir."
I didn't see them for three weeks, and worried that I had alienated a member, when she came in glowing, wearing a sliver choker with a sizable diamond in the middle. She told her friends he had gotten it for her birthday.
Later she caught me alone.
"You know this is my collar, right? It's all in fun, of course, but I can never thank you enough, and my husband wanted you to have this as a token of appreciation."
Five hundred dollar bills, wrapped inside a pair of very tiny, very moist panties. She giggled.
"I wrapped it myself. Make sure we get the most intimate table tonight, will you dear?"
I gravely thanked him for the tip later, after he'd been at the table for half an hour and had his wife practically dancing on her seat.
He grinned, held his hand out to his wife, and she licked his fingers while he thanked me for my service. I was promoted to assistant manager two months later. He was a major backer.
................................................
Every bar tender worth a damn has a book. It takes years to make a good one, but once you do, it's worth it's weight in gold. If requested, I could give you the name of the best mechanic or plumber in town, discreet doctor or divorce lawyer, and talk them into expedient service. My friend the lingerie dealer was in it, as were bar tenders in three states. I also had an understanding with a bookie and several escort agencies.
There again, a fine line had to be walked. If a guy developed a gambling problem and it caused trouble with his wife or financial hardship, guess who got the blame. Same with escorts, if the wife got wind of it, so long job. So I put in fail safes. The bookie would only let the guy have two bets unresolved at any one time, and the women were very discrete. It didn't help either of their businesses to get unwanted publicity. None of these people gave me money, I didn't gamble, and I could pretty much get laid anytime I wanted free. But if I needed a favor, they were there.
Most of the time I tried to steer them to other members if they were in a suitable field. Many of our members owned their own companies, and it was a quid pro quo type of arrangement.
...............................................
I got the idea from a friend. His wife hated football, as she made sure she and her friends had something planned to amuse them.
We always had a big blowout, rented the biggest television we could find, set up the ballroom as a temporary bar. I had the kitchen fix large snack platters to help absorb alcohol. Even then, many wives and girlfriends end up coming to take them home.
I talked to a few of the key women, introduced them to my lingerie connection, and they were off to the races.
While the men watched football, the women were in a smaller meeting room, treated to the latest in lingerie fashions, the newest 'toys', she even had a couple more friends help, one a hairdresser, one a makeup artist. They picked three women at random, different sizes, features, and ages, and gave them a full makeover, then brought them out, complete with lingerie to flatter their shape and age. The kitchen supplied more refined snacks, and I had another friend, the wife of a local vintner, to supply wines.
It was a roaring success. The men actually had to wait on the women after the game. We kept a close eye, and had three cabs on standby.
The women insisted I come in at the end of the night, to thank me. As they were leaving, four waited until they were last, giggling.
"We love Aubrey," one gushed, "she has the cutest things. Look."
She opened her coat, revealing a french maid uniform, very flattering on her. The next had a nurse's uniform in pvc, the next had on an almost transparent teddy, and the last had on a very nice lavender garter, and nothing else.
The whole thing was unexpected, and I flamed red at the end, which they thought adorable. It became an annual event, to the point we had to move it to a larger room.
.................................................
I went to college on line when I could, actually attended classes Wednesday mornings, and Thursday nights. I made a few friends, but didn't have time to establish a relationship. It was college after all, so I did hook up a few times, widely spaced.
There was one woman I really liked. We had an accounting class together Wednesday, and a business class on Thursday. We met sometimes in the library, studying together.
She was a little older than me, thirty one. I could tell she was from money, her clothes, her jewelry, her car, but she was sweet to everybody, even went out to pizza and beer with us on occasion. She paid her share, and never flashed her wealth.
Her smile could melt icecaps, sweet and caring one second, devilish and flirting the next. And she was smoking hot, knew it, but never pushed it. She shot the college boys down gently unless they pushed it, then they got a taste of the bitch. I thought she'd make a hell of a bar tender.
I was walking out of the library one night as it was closing, when I saw her sitting on a bench, shoulders slumped. I walked over to say hi, and she looked up, tears still trickling down her cheeks. Not physical pain tears, but of raw emotion.
"Mind if I sit?"
She nodded, fishing for tissue in her purse. I had always carried a handkerchief, a legacy from my uncle. He might be in jeans and a ragged tee, but his monogrammed handkerchief was always clean and available. I gave her mine.
"Who carries these anymore?" she said, dabbing at her cheeks.
"Only old school gentlemen, in case they find a distressed maiden in need."
It made her smile. She tried to give it back, but I told her to hold on to it. She sat, twisting it in her hands.
"Want to talk about it? Besides providing handkerchiefs, I have a pretty soft shoulder, and very large ears. No personal agenda, I promise."
She actually giggled before the frown returned.
"I think you're the only man I've ever seen that I actually believe when you say that. And yes, I'd like to talk, it might help. But not here, will you buy a sad girl a cup of coffee?"
I knew instantly what she was talking about, a little mom and pop place just off campus. It was clean, cheap, and close, making it dear to the college students. The owners were well liked, and known for their intolerance of drunks and loudmouths. It was quiet, with widely spaced booths. If it was late and they didn't need the table, they'd let you sit and study.
We walked over, got a coffee, a piece of pie, apple for me, cherry for her. She took a few sips, ate half her pie, sat back and sighed.
"You know I'm married, right?"
I nodded, only a blind man could miss the rock on her finger.
"Seven years. I really loved him, you know? Thought I had a forever man, happily ever after. Seems not."
"How long has he been cheating on you?"
She seemed surprised at my plain speaking.
"How did you know? And what makes you think it was him?"
I shrugged.
"Easy, in my line of work you can usually spot good guys and bad, and you're definitely one of the good. You seem to have money, so I don't think that's the issue. You don't have bruises and you don't act mentally abused, so it has to be cheating. Why do I think it's not you? Because if it was you wouldn't be sitting on a bench in the dark crying. You'd be out living the wild life. So it has to be him."



Her eyes had widened.
"Are you a psychologist, or detective?"
My turn to laugh.
"No, professional bar tender."
The sad tale spilled out. He was a guest lecturer in a business class when she was attending college full time. She caught his eye, and he asked her out. He was almost ten years older, handsome, flattering, attentive. She fell head over heels, they married nine months later. He paid attention, showered her with little gifts, she was very happy.
About four years in he started changing, neglecting her, becoming distant. She called him on it, he apologized, promised to do better, and did for about six months. She started wanting to have a family, and he talked her into waiting, saying the time wasn't right. The last year had been bad, he traveled on business every other weekend, for a new business they had started, leaving Thursday and not returning until late Saturday.
He seemed happier after he started traveling, but was still cool towards her. Finally she took some of his money, had him investigated.
He was of course, having affairs. She had gotten confirmation of her fears.
"He doesn't have a steady girlfriend, it seems to be casual hook ups, four that I know of, who knows what the total is? He'd been traveling for about six months before I decided to check on him."
"I was scared to death. Found a doctor a few towns over, had a full exam. I came back clean, thank goodness, but it was scary."
"We haven't had relations, I can't call it making love, since I found out. Sadly, it doesn't seem to bother him much."
Curiosity got the better of me.
"What are your plans? Are you going to confront him? Try to make it work?"
She shook her head firmly.
"No. He's toast, he just doesn't know it yet. It will be pretty soon, though. It's one of the reasons I came back to school. He thinks I'm taking a full course load, telling him the classes I needed were mostly taught in the evening makes it easier to stay away from him. I just need a few more hours to get my accounting degree, and I intend to use it to help make sure he doesn't try cheating me in the settlement. He always joked that the only thing he could ever love more than me was money."
"I've already found some duplex apartments and a couple business buildings we own that he's never told me about. I've got a good team digging. I'll know everything when it's time for the showdown."
She sighed.
"Don't get the idea I'm a gold digger. I brought money into the marriage that has helped him quite a bit, it's one of the main reasons there was no prenuptial agreement. So if he loves sluts and money more than me, I'm going to hit him where it hurts."
I could see her logic, sort of.
"Why drag it out? You're obviously not going to keep him. Why beat a dead horse? You're beautiful, admittedly well off, and still young enough to find someone to start the family you want. I bet you'd be a heck of a mom, with a Mercedes instead of a minivan. Walk away. Find happiness."
She smiled for the first time that night.
"So I'm beautiful? Great mother material? I might take you up on the finding someone better plan. You're not married, are you?"
I blushed and she laughed out loud.
"You're way out of my league. I'd be a male Cinderella. It would be something to dream about. A rich, beautiful wife who has to be smoking hot in other areas, and you know what I mean. You're the unattainable dream, baby."
She was still giggling, but she punched my arm and got serious.
"Don't sell yourself short. I've seen the way the little coeds look at you. And Vivian[one of my few hookups]gave you a pretty good report. But, my next one will be for love. And lust, of course.
It was getting a little deep for me. I looked at my watch.
"Time we went home, I've got a long day tomorrow. I'm glad you decided to trust me, and I'll never tell. Not my business, really. If I were to presume to offer you advice, I'd tell you it's time to make yourself happy."
I pulled her chair back.
"Rescuing damsels in distress, holding doors, chairs, carrying handkerchiefs, are you a time traveler? Men like you don't exist in this century."
"Call me old fashioned. I respect everyone right up until the time I find out they're not respectable, and good manners are ageless. Good night, Marie."
I walked her to her car, and she surprised me by giving me a full kiss on the lips. I was stunned.
She drew back smiling.
"I just wanted to make sure you're real. Goodnight, Jerry."
I watched the tail lights of her Cadillac ATS fade in the distance, got int my truck, and went home to my empty bed.
.................................................
After that night, Marie and I would have coffee almost every Thursday, often with friends. She was bubbly and engaging in a group, but when it was just us, she'd often be pensive and sad.
I found out by accident her birthday was the next Thursday, and we planned a little surprise party.
She thought we were going for coffee, but when she got there she was ambushed. Seven of us dragged her down to a little jazz bar that one of our friends had discovered, and we partied. Not hard, not out of control, but we had a good time. I think she danced with every man in the bar. It ended way too soon. I'll always remember how her body melded into mine during one of the slow dances.
I walked her back to her car. She held my hand, and when I opened the door she gave me a quick peck on the cheek.
"Here. I almost forgot. Happy Birthday, Marie."
It was a dozen vintage ladies hankies, soft little squares with embroidery around the edges. I'd had them monogrammed with her initials.
"In case I'm not around when you need one."
She burst into tears and threw herself into my arms. I hugged her, gently patting her back until she calmed down.
"Sorry," she said, between hiccups, "it's one of the nicest gifts I've ever received."
She grimaced, a feeble attempt at a smile.
"Know what my husband got me? A sapphire and diamond necklace. Expensive, I'm sure, but the card was signed by his assistant. I gave him a big kiss, told him I'd always loved emeralds, how did he know? He gave me a big smile, told me he was a lot more attentive than I thought, and then told me he had to be out of town this weekend."
"Dump him, Marie. Do it now. Don't torture yourself any longer."
"I'm almost there. Another three weeks to a month should wrap it up. Can I call you if I need moral support?"
"Absolutely."
I knew she'd never call.
.................................................
I was wrong.
She called the next Tuesday.
"Can I ask a favor?"
"Sure."
"I want to go to the home and garden show next Wednesday afternoon. That's your day off, right?"
I wondered where this was going.
"You know it is."
I could hear the eagerness in her voice.
"Will you go with me? You drive a truck, right? If I decide to get something, you could haul it for me. Please?"
I thought for a minute.
"I don't know, Marie. This sounds suspiciously like a date. You know my rule."
I had given her some of my background, told he a lot of what I'd seen in my years behind a bar. She knew my stand on dating married women.
"THIS IS NOT A DATE. It's one friend helping another out. Please?"
I shouldn't have, but I agreed to escort her. She met me in the parking lot.
We had a ball, especially in the landscaping area. I found she loved outdoor living spaces, loved cooking outside. We looked at a few preplanned outdoor kitchens. She oohed and ahhed. There was one I really liked a lot. The rep, sensing a sale, put on a full court press.
He was smart enough to know women are the driving force behind most household purchases, so he went after Marie.
"Can't you just see yourself entertaining, your husband manning the grill while you mingle and chat? He looks pretty handy, you get a big discount if he can do most of the work."
She smiled, rubbing my arm.
"He's VERY handy, but not around tools, if you get my drift. I'd rather conserve his energy for other activities."
Both the rep and I blushed. She got all the information and brochures, promised we'd think about it. We were there so long it was dark when we came out.
She was happy all the way to the parking lot.
"Wanna grab some dinner?"
I surprised her by refusing.
"I'd love to, but I'm not going to. Think about your reputation, Marie. You can explain it away at school as study partners and friends. You can explain away today as asking me to haul stuff for you in my truck. But a dinner? Not a good idea."
She groaned.
"The first man I'm attracted to in a long time, and he has to ruin it by thinking of me and being noble. I think I'd like you a little better if you weren't quite so honorable."
"No you wouldn't. If I wasn't I'd be just another sleaze out trying to seduce and use a troubled married woman. We'd both think less of me, of both of us. I could never do that."
I looked around, it was dark, no one was near, so I grabbed her, kissing her urgently. She responded with passion. Thirty seconds later I realized what we were doing and pulled back. Both of us were gasping for air.
"What was that for?" she said, when she got her breathing under control.
"That, Sweet Marie, was me letting you know that whatever I say, I've been attracted to you since the day we met. And it was also to verify what I had long suspected. You are one hot woman. Goodnight."
As I sat in my truck waiting to follow her out, I was pretty sure she was crying. I thought I saw flashes of white from my gift.
I watched her tail lights fade as I turned off, going home and sleeping badly.
..................................................
Apparently my little action in the parking lot had made an impression on Marie. I'd been casually flirting with a woman in one of the classes I didn't share with Marie, and she asked me out. It had been a while so I agreed.
We spent a pleasant evening, and a pleasurable morning. It was just for fun, at least on my part. I think she liked it, she made it plain she'd like a repeat. We made tentative plans for the next weekend.
Marie found out from a guy in both classes. I didn't see it first hand, but she hunted the woman down and had a little 'talk'. The next day when I talked to Gail, the girl I'd been out with, she chewed me out.
"You're an asshole! Why were you dating me if you were in a committed relationship? Your girlfriend chewed me out pretty hard."
"This girlfriend got a name?"
"You know damn well it was Marie. I wouldn't be too hopeful about getting any from her for a while, and you damn sure won't be getting it from me. You and your psychotic girlfriend need to leave me alone from now on."
I apologized to her as I left. She gave me a parting shot.
"I wouldn't try this again, if I were you. She's put the word out. Date you and it could be very bad."
Now I knew why she had rushed off the night before. The next Thursday I cornered her before class.
"Pizza place, right after class. You're like Lucille Ball, you 'got some 'splainin' to do."
I got there early and ordered, knowing what she liked. She slid into the booth with her head down.
"Wanna tell me about your conversation with Gail?"
She finally looked up.
"She's not right for you, and she's way too young. You need to stay away from women like her!"
"Marie, even it what you say is true, shouldn't that be my decision to make? What do you have to gain from your actions."
Her eyes flashed.
"If I have to tell you that, you're the dumbest man in the world. You need a woman close to your own age, one with with experience in the real world, someone who can compliment you in public and destroy you in private."
You mean someone like you."
She rolled her eyes like she was talking to an idiot.
"No, not someone like me. Me."
I had suspected that, but now that it was out in the open I didn't know exactly how to deal with it.
"Marie, I..."
"Stop talking. It'll just wind up pissing me off. Listen to me. I'm attracted to you. After that kiss the other night and your statement, I know you want me. Don't over think this. I promise you, as soon as I'm out of the situation I'm in, I'm coming after you. That's why I got rid of Gail. I don't need you distracted, you need to stay focused on me. Understand?"
"Yes, but..."
"No buts," she said, firmly, walking out the door.
I had the pizza boxed to go, went home, and over thought it.
................................................
"Almost done!" she told me three weeks later. "I've got a team of forensic accountants, supposedly the best to be had, going over our financials. It's easy when I have access and most of the passwords. There were a few things blocked, bu they've managed to get in. I was surprised, but not as much as he's going to be. I just need to decide how hard I want to come down on him."
"You want my opinion?"
She nodded, seeming eager to hear what had to say.
"Do it quietly, keep it as low key as possible. I don't know what your business is, so think about how this would impact it. Remember, if you try burning him, the heat might blow back, and cost you in the long run."
She ruffled my hair.
"I'll say it again, you're way to honorable. Most people would advise me to go nuclear. There again, I may have to ramp it up if he refuses to cooperate, or tries to get ugly. But once again, I will yield to your logic."
"That being said, as an almost free woman whose soon to be ex is out of town, can I interest you in a drink somewhere?"
"Marie..."
She stuck her tongue out.
"What are going to hide behind when I'm officially single? I'm going to pursue you, relentlessly. Understand?"
I was a little stunned. There was a spark between us that couldn't be denied, but I wasn't in her league, and I told her so.
"We'll see," she said. "And if you're worried about money, I'll let you pay every time we go out. I'm not that high maintenance, hon."
I was getting uncomfortable, she saw, and relented. I walked her out to her car, parked for some reason all the way in back. She looked around, saw no one, and practically tackled me, her tongue so far down my throat she could have told you what I had for lunch.
She was rubbing all over me, and when we finally broke apart she grinned and rubbed my erection through my pants.
"You might have morals, but you're human, and part of you likes the idea of us together."
................................................
I got the shock of my life when she walked in the bar a week later, on the arm of her husband. Suddenly a lot of things made sense. I remember the odd look she gave me when I told her where I worked.
Most everyone in the country club didn't care much for him. He was a self serving, ingratiating asshole, quick to work every angle. Oh, he was good looking, fit, with graying hair that gave him that distinguished executive look, but acted like he was still in college when he'd had a few.
He was tolerated, had a little clique that loved him that included two powerful board members. He was always flirty but respectful with the ladies. My guess is he didn't want to make waves, since he had only been a member less than a year. Keeping up appearances and such.
I'd never seen Marie in anything but jeans and simple sun dresses, which she looked damn good in I have to say. Black hair in an elaborate swirl, understated makeup that made her liquid brown eyes stand out, lipstick and liner that drew you to her perfectly shaped lips that seemed to demand to be kissed. The standard little black dress that showed a little cleavage and a good bit of leg, finished off with four inch heels.
It was the first time I'd ever seem her there. I didn't think he was married. I'd never seen him with a wedding ring on. I noticed he had one on tonight.
He introduced her around. He seemed proud, but proud in a 'look what I've got' way, not 'this is the love of my life'. I had his drink ready by the time he got to the bar. she made a point of perching on the corner stool beside my service access.
"And what would you like, ma'am?"
I was proud of my professional demeanor.
She gave me that smile, because his back was turned.
"Oh, I'm not much of a drinker. Why don't you give me what you'd drink if you were off duty."
"Coming right up."
I handed her a double shot of straight rye, water on the side. She took a sip, nodding.
"Smooth, not too heavy. I was afraid you were going to come up with some fruity concoction with an outlandish name. This is much better."
She turned to her husband.
"He's very good, Winslow. Don't you agree?"
He was busy talking to one of his cronies. He waved his hand dismissively.
"Yes, Jerry is more than adequate. Look honey, I need to step outside, business, you understand? Jerry will take good care of you, won't you, Jerry?"
"As if she was my own, sir." I said with a bland expression. Marie choked slightly on her drink.
"Good, good. Be right back, honey."
I looked at her when he walked off.
.................................................
"Don't look at me like that," she said as soon as no one was near. "I didn't know where we were going until we got here. This is the first time I've ever been here with him."
She giggled.
"Besides, maybe it's a good thing, getting to observe you in your natural habitat. Get some insights that will help me in your seduction."
Luckily I had to walk away then. When I got back, Mrs. Everly was beside her and they were talking like long lost sisters.
"Ah, there you are. May I have a refill, please? Evelyn, would you like another?"
"I believe I would," she said, "Jerry, dear, could you get Aubrey to give me a call? It's Toms' birthday in two weeks, and I want to make it special."
"Consider it done, I'll have her call tomorrow afternoon."
I smiled. Mrs. Everly was in her mid sixties, but had gotten a bit of work done, and looked damn good for her age. She was the one in the nurses uniform at the lingerie party. Tom had shaken my hand the next week, thanking me.
"She's hotter than she's been in years, and said she owed it to you and some woman named Aubrey."
She turned to Marie.
"Marie, you must come by more often. I'll introduce you to the ladies that actually run the place. Don't tell the husbands though, wouldn't do to shatter their illusions. And if you need anything, anything at all, tell Jerry here. I'm not kidding. Pretty much anything, he can get or have done for you. Well, almost everything. He hasn't delivered that Chippendale dancer yet."
"Ah, Mrs. Everly, I'm still looking for the perfect one. You're worthy of the very best."
She giggled and patted my hand. Marie was grinning.
"I may do that, Evelyn. Come more often, I mean. And I may take the offer up on Jerry. I can think of a few things I'd like him to do for me."
I had to walk off.
Winnie the Pooh, as I had mentally nicknamed her husband, finally showed up, had one more drink, and they left. She made a point of shaking my hand, thanking me for my services, present and future. I was sure she put a little extra sway in her hips as she walked out the door, knowing I was watching.
Mrs. Everly was also watching.
"She seems sweet. Don't you think so, Jerry?"
"I concur, Mrs. Everly, I'm sure she's very sweet."
"Don't care much for her husband, though."
I said nothing, but agreed wholeheartedly.
..............................................
"Two weeks, then boom. Three weeks, Jerry, and the chase is on."
She was in a very good mood. I liked watching her smile. It was like the air after a big rain. Every thing was sharper, cleaner, more in focus, prettier because of it.
And then I had a moral slip, and we made love.
It was stupid, but then aren't most accidents? I had stepped outside to talk to a local farmer. With the slow food movement firmly entrenched, I was always working with the chef to bring things to the menu.



This particular farmer specialized in heirloom and unusual produce, and was having trouble finding a market for some of the odder stuff until he met us. This particular day he was delivering African horned melons, also known as jelly melons, or less flattering as snot melons.
They were cylindrical little fruit, mottled orange and yellow with spikes covering them. Pretty sharp spikes. The flesh was light green and kind of slimy looking, hence the nickname.
I had tasted them and found them almost flavorless. They had just been named a new super food, and Aaron, our chef, had concocted a salad with them as the center piece. The ladies loved it.
I had walked outside to look at some bananas he had managed to grow, tiny pink little things with a lot of flavor. He'd raised a dozen trees, just for fun, and he was giving the harvest away to friends and customers. I was helping him carry in his delivery, mostly because I enjoyed talking to him and wanted to get out in the sun.
We were right beside the cart path. He was drunk, reaching for another beer, and ran all over me. I guess I should be glad it was a golf cart and not a car.
After a trip to the E.R., I had a brace on my knee, four stitches in my arm, and a killer headache. I was also out of work for two weeks, no negotiation.
I did hobble in the next day, working in the office for two hours, reaching into my book for temporary help, going over the schedule with the chef and assistant bar manager, getting ready for my 'vacation', when the club manager and the chairman walked into my office.
"Jerry, how do you feel?"
There seemed to be genuine concern in his voice. He was a good man, rising from nothing and building a successful business. He had been chairman for quite a while, and the club was his third passion, following his late wife, then his business. Despite his age, women young enough to be his daughter seemed attracted to him.
"It's the money, Jerry." he said late one afternoon when we were practically alone in the bar and he was in a mellow mood. "Put enough zeros behind a number and it makes you ridiculously handsome. I enjoy them, but it's never going anywhere. My late wife set the bar too high and I haven't found any one else who can come close."
"Sore," I said, coming back to the present, grinning. "The doctor says I can come back in two weeks, on a limited basis."
"We just want you to know, the club will take care of all your expenses, and your salary. Anything else you need, let us know."
He paused, hesitant.
"What do you want to do about Bob?"
Bob was the guy who ran over me. I knew they were worried about possible legal ramifications. I bore him no ill will, I know it was an accident, and he was a decent guy, when he was sober.
"One month suspension. What if it had been a guest, or some service guy, or even a member? The club would be in deep shit. And when he gets back, he doesn't drive a cart, for at least three months. That's my suggestion."
Both of them breathed a sigh of relief.
"Done. Thanks, Jerry. And Don wants to apologize to you. He really does feel bad about what happened."
"Tell him we'll talk when his suspension is over."
We talked a few more things over, I returned to my apartment, where a pain pill was waiting with my name on it. I was in a pleasant fuzzy fog almost instantly.
................................................
The pounding on the door was insistent. I listened to it for what seemed like forever before I finally dragged myself off the couch.
Marie almost knocked me down rushing in.
"How bad are you hurt? They should shoot that dumbass!"
I shook my head, trying to clear it. Tried to talk but it came out slurred.
"Poor baby. Let me help you to bed."
She led me into the bedroom and sat me on the bed. She took my shirt off, helped me down to my boxers, sliding the loose exercise pants off slowly to avoid hurting me. She tucked me in, ruffling my hair and giving me a quiet kiss.
I passed out. Later I half woke, feeling warm soft flesh pressed against me. It felt so good I just hugged harder and went back to sleep.
Later still I felt something warm and wet around my erection. It was such a pleasant experience I just lay there. I remember disappointment when the feeling stopped, then an even more pleasant feeling when something even warmer and wetter wrapped around me.
I opened my eyes to see Marie carefully riding me, her eyes closed in bliss. I was sure it was a dream, she was surrounded by a golden glow, smiling. It was probably the meds, but I felt tears trickle down my cheeks, I was so happy. I imagined her kissing my tear stained cheek when I faded out.
..................................................
My eyes flew open, trying to process why I felt so good. Looking over, I saw a pair of beautiful brown eyes. And an even more beautiful smile.
"Good morning, lover. Feeling better?"
Before I could answer she was out of bed. I heard the shower running, then she walked out wearing my robe.
"Do you need help? I'd be happy to assist you. I'll make sure EVERYTHING is squeaky clean."
She actually did help me into the shower, but there was no playing. Afterwards she helped me into a pair of running shorts and my brace.
She rattled around the kitchen, making coffee. She sat our cups down, and sat, grinning.
"How did you know I was hurt?"
"Evelyn told me. She called, inviting me to an impromptu lingerie party. I told her I'd love to. She seems really nice. I mentioned you, and she told me again how well she thought of you, and wasn't it a shame that you'd gotten hurt. I got off the phone as quickly as I could. I had to see you, make sure you were all right."
"How did you know where I lived?"
She blushed a bit.
"I had the private detective I hired for Winslow help me. It took him thirty minutes. I didn't know what else to do, I had no one to ask."
She looked around the kitchen nervously.
"Say it," I said, prompting her.
"I'm so sorry you got hurt. I knew you were alone, and I just had to come. I felt like you needed me. And yes, I used your weakened physical and mental state to take advantage of you. If you're waiting for an apology, don't waste your time, because it's not coming. I'd do it again. In fact, I want to do it again, often, and as long as you will let me. So there!"
I kept my eyes devoid of emotion until she looked miserable. Then I smiled, kissed her cheek, and told her maybe I'd take her up on that offer, AFTER she was legally free.
She practically danced around the kitchen, chattering a mile a minute. I just sipped my coffee, smiling.
She left late that afternoon. She wanted to play, but the pain was coming back, and I still didn't feel right about it, so nothing else happened.
She had packed an overnight bag[just in case, she said]and made a point of taking another shower, leaving the door open. She came out with a towel wrapped around her head and nothing else.
I admired her body, the high firm breasts, the surprisingly full bush. She saw me and laughed.
"I prefer being clean shaven, but when I found out he was cheating, I let it go, knowing he hates hair. Just another way to keep him away from me."
"Winnie the Pooh is an idiot. How in the world could any one cheat on you? Not just your body or mind, but the whole package? I'll never understand."
She sat down beside me, still nude, giggling over the nickname.
"I've thought about it, a lot. Even talked to a shrink. She said it was probably a power thing for him, having a beautiful and rich wife, while bedding practically anything that said yes. Said it had something to do with his beginnings, usually. I'll never know and frankly just don't care any longer. The fact that he never pressed me after I cut him off was an indication that he never considered sex vital to our relationship."
She looked at her watch.
"Gotta go. I have a meeting with the accountants and my lawyer, putting the finishing touches on the paperwork. I'll call you later. You better answer."
She gave me a tremendous kiss, and sailed out.
................................................
I sat and thought, consumed by doubts. I had to admit I had feelings for her. But, was I just a rebound, filling a need until she got her balance back? Could I take the chance? Plus, she had actively pursued me while she was still married. Could that be a pattern? Did I want to find out?
I passed out with a pain pill. Four hours later I woke. I had four missed calls from her. The last message said to call her whenever I got the message, he wasn't home.
I shouldn't have, but I called. She was bubbly, talking about how well the meetings went. We were on the phone an hour before I told her I had to go, the meds were kicking in again.
"Bye honey, I lo....er I'll talk to you tomorrow."
After ten days, I went back to work, mostly paperwork, staying off the knee as much as possible. I had been back two days when I got jumped. I hobbled back into the office, knowing my knee would give me hell tomorrow, wondering if I could get an appointment with my doctor.
I called Marie, gave her the whole story, telling her if she needed it, both the Chief and the ADA could testify.
"That tears it. In a way it's a good thing, giving me more to strengthen my position. I'll see if I can get a process server and an off duty cop to be here when he comes home. I'm not going to stay and fight with him, nothing he can say would matter in the least. I'll get an extended stay suite for a few weeks while they hash out the paperwork. Can I count on your support?"
"Always, but for now, just from afar. It will be better this way."
She didn't like that, not at all, but she had to respect it.
Three weeks later she walked into the bar. She had become fast friends with most of the ladies, and they would sing her praises to me.
Evelyn brought her up one day, after her tennis match.
"She seems to be such a sweet girl. You should take a look at her when this is all over. She's quite a looker, well off, and she seems to like you."
"Mrs. Everly! What an inappropriate thing to say. I don't know if you know this, but I'm going to college part time. I'll get my degree in three months. Miss Marie was in a couple of my classes, and we became friends. Of course, that was before I knew about her unhappy marriage, or that they were members here. She's all you say and more. Much more. But she's way out of my reach, and I would never embarrass her by trying to prove otherwise."
She eyed me for a few seconds before bursting into laughter.
"Jerry dear, I've always thought you were pretty sharp, for a man, but that statement just disproved that. If she likes you, and you're attracted to her, you need to do something about it. People fall in love all the time outside their social and economic levels. It's life. You love who you love. Think I was born to money? I was the fourth daughter of a Pennsylvania coal miner, we were dirt poor."
"I went to college on a scholarship, met Hal, and never looked back. Oh, I had misgivings, and my mother in law never really liked me, but we've been together thirty three years. The money is nice, but I would have married him if he were a coal miner like my father."
"I think I know you better than you think, Jerry. My father and husband are cut from the same cloth. Her marriage was over before you even met her, so there's no guilt in having feelings for her. I admire your sense of honor, but it's misplaced here. I have to go now, dear. Think about what I've said."
I did. It got worse. Mrs. Everly told her friends, and they waged a campaign, throwing us together constantly, timing it when I was available.
Marie thought it was funny.
"Come on, honey. Everybody in the universe thinks you and I together is a good idea but you. I know, I can see it in your eyes, deep down you do too. Ease off on your sense of propriety and let it happen. And don't fall back on my marriage being in the way."
"Not only have I filed for divorce, but I'm legally separated until it goes through. I didn't have to do that, I did it hoping to appease your pride."
.................................................
I thought about it, a lot. Maybe everyone was right, maybe I was a fool. Then something happened to make me think I was too late.
It was a dinner dance, a once a month affair at the club. Marie had asked me twice to accompany her, but I was concerned about the repercussions for me professionally. Even if I came as her guest, I was still an employee, and some would frown on it. I told her my reasons, but she was still upset.
I was at my usual station, observing, keeping the waitresses and staff on their toes, when she walked in.
With a date.
She came straight over to me.
"Good evening, Jerry. This is my date for the evening, Don Thompson. You might recognize the name, his family owns Thompson Manufacturing. I told him you were the best at what you do, and that you would take good care of us."
So, she had replaced me. With a more handsome man from money. Like seeking like, I suppose.
Her eyes were searching my face. Years of training paid off, because I didn't bat an eye, keeping my expression bland.
"Thank you for your confidence, MRS. Martin. The club will do everything possible to make sure you and your guest enjoy yourself. I fear I'm not physically up to speed just yet," I indicated the cane I still had to use when my knee started aching, "but I'll have Suzanne attend to you personally. Please excuse me."
I hobbled over to Suzanne, the new bar tender I had hired, to ask her to keep an eye on them. She looked at me funny, she had been here long enough to hear the rumors, but followed her orders.
I stayed for a few more minutes, watching them twirl slowly around in a waltz, before going into my office and shutting the door. I stayed in for forty five minutes, before circulating, making sure everything was flowing smoothly, before making an exit, pleading pain.
I was off the next day, but the next I was ambushed as soon as I walked in.
Mrs. Everly, Mrs. Jones, Mrs. Simpson, the Big Three in terms of member wives. Two husbands had seats on the board. The other headed our charities, doing fundraisers for sending disadvantaged youths to community college and beyond.
"Office, now!" snapped Mrs. Everly.
Wondering what was going on, I ushered them in, got them seated, and sat at my desk.
"How may I help you fine ladies this morning?" I said, pleasantly.
"You can stop being a dumbass!" snapped Mrs. Simpson.
"What?"
Mrs. Everly put a calming hand on her arm.
"What she means, dear, is that you've seriously upset a member. We're here to stop it from getting any worse."
She paused while I reflected.
"I can't recall ever offending a member in all the time I've been here, excepting the few times when I had to stop serving alcohol to someone. Who is he, and what did I do to offend him? I'll do everything in my power to make it right."
"That's the spirit, Jerry. I knew we could count on you. And the offended member is a woman. Marie Martin."
I suddenly got a really bad feeling about all of this.
"What is my offense against Mrs. Martin? Looking back, I can't recall one single instance of disrespect or slight to her."
Mrs Jones chimed in.
"Get off it, Jerry. Everyone with eyes and ears knows she's in love with you, and you feel the same way if you'll just admit it. She started crying halfway through the dance last weekend. Her date got fed up and left her. Her friends, including us, got her home. She just went out with him to make you jealous, move you along."
"Now, we expect you two to kiss and make up. Soon. If she continues to be unhappy, that would make us unhappy, and we would make our husbands unhappy. It's a trickle down effect with you standing at the bottom of the hill. Get my meaning?"
They all looked at me expectantly. I sat back, thinking for a moment, before I spoke.
"let me get this straight. Despite the job I've done or my years of service to this place, my future here come down to dating a member. The carrot or the stick, right? Marie is the carrot, my future is the stick. Have I assessed the situation correctly?"
They all had the decency to look uncomfortable and a little embarrassed.
"We're just trying to help two people we like get together, dear, please don't try to read anything else into it. You'd be really good for each other, we'd get a happy member and get to keep a person we hold in far more regard as just an employee."
I thanked the ladies gravely, promising to bring the problem to a quick resolution. They left, happily chattering.
Suzanne said it was like a bomb went off in the building when they realized I was gone and Chairman got my letter of resignation.
............................................
I disappeared for a week, using my contacts to stay off the grid, working my way through two resorts and an upscale bar three states away, while I calmed down.
The ladies should have talked to my parents.
"He's the least pushable person I've ever seen. Won't stand for it, even if it's for his own good." My mom was heard to say that often.
My dad just said I should get a job teaching mules to be stubborn, I'd make a very good living.
I stopped by on the way back. It was Sunday, and my extended family, at least the ones who could make it, often ate with my parents, bringing dishes and putting finishing touches on at the house.
Everything went quiet when I walked in the door.
"What?" I said, before everyone began chattering again.
"We're just surprised to see you, that's all. I'm surprised you still remember where we live."
I hugged her, spinning her around before setting her down.
"Way to shame me, Mom, but you know my schedule, it's hard to get home, especially on the weekend. Good news, maybe, I may have something a little more steady in the future."
We ate, I entertained them with tales from the bar and the foolish things rich people do until midafternoon.
Mom caught me out on the porch, sitting down beside me on the swing.
"What's going on, son?"
"I have no idea what you're talking about, Mom."
She reached over, gripping my hand.
"You're girlfriend came by two days ago, looking for you. Marie seems like a really nice person. She was tore up bad, what did you two fight about?"
She knew me well. If she hadn't been holding my hand I would have been up and pacing.
"She's not my girlfriend, Mom. And we haven't had a fight, even if she was."
She smoother her dress, letting me calm down.
"Well, something sure set her off. She's looked all over for you, said she needed to apologize to you. Not my business of course, but I think she loves you. And, I still need one more to make my dozen."
She knew that would make me laugh. She always said she wanted a dozen grandchildren, and the last one had appeared two years ago, number eleven.
"I'll call her when I get home. I promise."
"See you do. I'm getting on up there, I'd like to see you settled with a good woman before I go."
I kissed her cheek.
"You're sixty one Mom, and healthier than I am. You'll outlive us all."
I said my goodbyes, and was home by midnight.
...............................................
I was home for an hour, had just gotten in bed, when someone began pounding on my door. Marie.
When I opened it she jumped into my arms, nearly knocking me down. Crying and talking, I just let her go until she calmed down.
"Where have you been?! You have any idea how many people have been looking for you? Never mind, I need to tell you something before you throw me out."
I waited.
"I only went out with that guy to make you jealous. He's nothing to me. I cried when you put on your act and then left. He got so disgusted with me he left me at the dance, alone. Apparently money doesn't teach you manners."



"And I had no idea what Evelyn and her friends were going to do. When you resigned it kind of hit the fan, suffice to say there's a few wives on very short leashes at the club right now. You still have your job, they refused to accept the resignation. The Chairman told me he expected a call as soon as you're back. Boy did he give me hell for a while."
I wondered why it would matter to the chairman what she did, but let it go.
"Marie, I..." I had to stop, she wouldn't shut up. Finally I roared at her.
"MARIE! BE QUIET!"
She stopped immediately, but before I could start she started again, tears falling.
"This is where you tell me we'll never be together. I get it, I just....."
In exasperation, I figured the only way to shut her up was to occupy her mouth with other things, so I started kissing her. Hard. It took her a second to catch on, then she returned them, even harder. I was pretty sure our lips were going to be bruised. When we broke she looked at me with glistening eyes.
"Is that what it takes to stop you talking?"
"If it is, I'll never shut up. I'm gonna talk and talk and t........."
I gave her a little tongue to play with for a few minutes. When we broke I saw the beginnings of a smile. She opened her mouth but I put my fingers on her lips.
"Enough, or next time I spank you. My turn to talk, all right?"
She sniggered.
"That's not much of a threat, but okay, I'm all ears."
"I was about to tell you the other night that I want us to go out, be seen, see if we can take this anywhere. Then you showed up with a date and then the ladies at the club tried to blackmail me and I just lost it and....."
That was all I got out when I had a tongue jammed into my mouth. After a while, we let our tongues and fingers do the talking.
Clothes came off slowly, with care, then ripped with haste. She was smooth as a baby, I stroked her lightly while she moaned and giggled.
"I shaved it the day after I had him served, for you, ooh baby, yes, right there. Oh, that's so good honey, keep it up."
I stopped cold. She looked at me in surprise.
"Are you going to talk when we make love?"
She gripped my erection.
"No baby, I'm not. I intend to scream."
And she did, for most of the night. I made hardly any noise at all, because it was so intense it took my breath away. My knee ached like hell, but I didn't care.
I woke to her rustling around in the kitchen. She was naked, except for an apron. I wrapped myself around her from behind. She tilted her head back for a kiss, and we were just getting into it when the doorbell rang. I grabbed a robe and she ran into the bedroom.
It was the chairman. Well, this would be interesting.
He didn't wait for an invitation, walked right past me.
"Do I get the offer of coffee?"
I finally got over my surprise.
"Of course, sir. Cream, sugar?"
"Black'll do. Where the hell have you been? Your assistant is an idiot who can't handle pressure. Your Suzanne is a treasure, if it hadn't been for her and the chef the place would have collapsed."
"Didn't you get my email?"
"Oh, that joke. We had a good laugh before tearing it up. Think your knee will be up to returning in a couple of days? I think that's about as long as Suzanne can hold out before she snaps and kills him."
Just as I thought it couldn't get any more surreal, Marie came out of the bedroom, wearing a tee shirt and nothing else. She walked up and kissed the chairman on the cheek before grabbing a cup.
"Hi, Daddy. Talked sense into your future son in law yet?"
I know I looked like a deer caught in headlights. Marie pounded the table laughing while the Chairman grinned.
"I wish I'd have remembered to bring my phone out with me. You should see your face."
The Chairman finally laughed.
"Call me John. After all, if things work out we'll be seeing a lot more of each other. And Marie, remember your lesson. I know he's a little slow, but he'll get around to asking you soon, I'm sure. Now, I have to go to work, and you need to clean up the mess you caused when you left. And if anybody asks, you were off having therapy on your knee. I'll see you at the club, tonight."
He patted me on the back, leaning in so she couldn't hear.
"Ask her soon. She's made herself a fool over you, help her regain her dignity."
"I'll get right on that. I promise," I said softly, so she couldn't hear.
She was eying us suspiciously, wondering what we were saying.
We showered together, played a little,tried showering together again, gave up and made love, before showering again, separately. I don't think I was ever as clean in my life.
.................................................
Suzanne and Aaron did everything but roll out a red carpet in front of me as I walked in, they were so happy to see me back. Micheal, the assistant manager, almost kissed me.
"I've discovered something about myself. I'm not a leader. When you get better, can I go back to being a regular bar tender, please?"
I assured him he'd have a place with us, and got down to business.
I worked steadily until nearly seven, when Marie walked in.
She gave me a big kiss in front of everyone. No one seemed surprised, and many were grinning.
"Dinner break, love. Have to keep your strength up, for rehab and such."
I followed without argument into the dining room. She had preordered. I looked at her.
"Aaron knows what you like. I'm just maximizing us time."
We talked about trivial things for a bit, enjoying the meal. Over coffee, we got serious.
"All right, spill. Why didn't you tell me who your dad was?"
"You were already sensitive about money and position. I can imagine your reaction when I said, 'by the way, my dad is the Chairman of the Board' where you work."
"Now, let's talk about more pleasant things, like something you might want to ask me, maybe."
I smiled at her hopeful face.
"In good time, my beauty. First there's that pesky little divorce to finish."
She frowned.
"Can you believe the asshole wants counseling? What does he hope to gain? Never mind, I'll answer myself. A better split. He nearly had a heart attack when we showed him how much of what he'd hidden from me we'd found, including the offshore account and the exact amount on deposit."
"My lawyer says to let it play out. If he see's we're not in a hurry. he may cave and come to terms sooner. It would be best not to let it leak we're seriously involved. Kind of hard to keep that a secret, now."
I looked to see what she was staring at. The Big Three, barreling down on us at full speed. I stood, graciously offering them a seat. To my surprise they declined.
"We're just here to apologize. What we did was wrong, something our husbands reinforced strongly. We should never had interfered. Forgive a few old ladies who were trying to help love along a little faster?"
I looked at them strongly.
"No." They looked at me in shock. I tried to savor the moment before I couldn't help it and smiled.
"I can't forgive someone who gave me a kick in the butt that sent me in the right direction. I owe you. And thank you. Thank you a lot."
They started smiling, decided they did want to chat, and sat. After a few more minutes I looked at my watch and rose.
"Ladies, as much as I enjoy the company I'm in, I have to go back to work. I hope the remainder of your evening is pleasant."
They insisted I kiss each one on the cheek, except Marie, who pulled me into a full kiss.
The older ladies giggled when she told me she'd see me at home.
"Thank goodness this is resolved. Now ladies, I'll leave you to spend a little time planning my future with no regard or input from me, because it's really working well so far. Don't you agree, Marie?"
The whole table glowed red and I walked off. I felt like whistling.
Marie thought I was far enough away not to hear them.
"So, Aunt Evelyn, what's on your mind?"
"Why wedding plans, dear. What else."
I was halfway across the room when I heard that. I turned, to see Marie with her hand to her mouth while the others laughed. I smiled at her and she relaxed.
Going back to work, I wondered if I ever had any chance at all once she decided she wanted me. Probably not.
................................................
The divorce finally came through, five months later. He fought it, forced counseling. When he had exhausted every option and even his lawyer told him he was wasting time, he started to bargain.
Seemed they owned three car dealerships. He had one when they married, and with her money they invested in two more. That was what led to his traveling.
In the end, he got to keep his original dealership, all the apartments, office buildings, their old home, and his not so hidden bank account.
She got the Ford/Hyundai dealership, and the Buick/Honda/Subaru dealership, along with a few investments and a little cash. By a little I mean a lot.
The day it was final I went with her to court. Surprisingly, he attended also. He kept looking over at us, while Marie kept giving me little public displays of attention. He was about to explode by the time we left the courtroom.
Charging up to us in the hall, he was practically screaming.
"YOU BITCH!The bar tender? You're kidding, right? The FUCKING BAR TENDER! You probably ratted me out! I'm gonna fucking kill your gold digging ass."
I pushed a shocked Marie away from me, taking the scene in. The baliff and a deputy sheriff in the hall were too far away to reach him. His lawyer was there, but there was no way he was getting between us.
I let him come, sidestepped his lunge, pushing him off balance, smiling when he crashed head first into the wall. He jumped up to find me standing over him, ready. I hit him in the gut, hard.
As he lay there gasping, the cops got there, tasers drawn. He just didn't understand the concept of quit while you're losing, cussed me again, and knocked the aging baliff down trying to get to me. By then a state trooper was there, and he was tasered so much he lit up like a Christmas tree. He was still convulsing while they handcuffed him.
I declined to press charges, but the DA went after him for assaulting the baliff and creating a disturbance. He got three weekends in jail and two hundred hours of community service. I'll see him every once in a while in an orange vest, picking up trash on the side of the road. I always blow and wave.
.................................................
Her father came to see me.
"I hear there's to be a wedding in late June. True?"
"Yes," I smiled. "I'd ask you for her hand, but I'm afraid it's to late, she already Mom for mine."
"Good. I've always liked you, Jerry. You did a good job, in ways I would have never thought of. You'd make a master politician. You would have made a terrific club manager. Too bad, really?"
I was stunned.
"What exactly are we talking about here?"
He seemed surprised.
"Why, your resignation, of course. Can't have my son in law working here, it would be a conflict of interest. Wouldn't do at all."
"So, if I marry your daughter, I have to resign?"
"Afraid so."
I slumped down. This had been my dream for a long time. Silly maybe, but my dream nonetheless. I shook myself. No job would ever be worth Marie.
"Good thing I'm marrying money, I suppose."
He stopped smiling.
"Let me get this straight, I will never allow my daughter to have a husband she has to keep up."
He paused, gauging my reaction.
"Besides, you have a job. With me. I have to keep an eye on the gold digger she married."
I looked up in surprise. He had a huge smile on his face.
"I've watched you, Jerry, as you worked your way up. You never slacked, took on more than your share, continually found ways to make this club better. You paid for and earned your diploma without help. You're probably the most moral man I know, and underneath your calm exterior is a core of iron. You set goals, establish a timeline, and accomplished every thing you set out to do. You can be proud of yourself, son. I know I am."
He leaned forward, until we were almost nose to nose.
"I built a good business, Jerry. A lot of people depend on me for their livelihood. It's a big responsibility."
"That being said, I want you to learn the business. I'll work you harder than anyone else, start you pretty low down the totem pole, make you earn every promotion. And when you're ready, I'll turn it over to you, in trust to my grandchildren, and retire, knowing there's a steady hand at the helm. Can you handle that?"
I laughed as I shook his hand.
"I don't know, but I'm sure I'll find out."
................................................
So it came to pass that on a sunny Saturday afternoon in June, Marie Patterson[she had taken back her maiden name] became Mrs. Jerry Stone, in front of most every member of the country club, my family and friends. Mom was especially happy. She had been recruited by Evelyn to help with mother of the bride duties, and just before she came out to walk down the aisle, she shared a secret with both of them.
"I know it's my day, Mom," she said to my mother, "but I want to give you a gift."
She handed her a envelope, with an invitation inside. Mom still has it. A birth announcement.
"Mr. and Mrs. Jerry Stone take great pleasure in announcing the birth of their son/daughter on or about December 15, Constance Evelyn[my mom and her aunt] or John Edward[her dad and mine]Stone. Her parents are pleased to say her nickname will be 'twelve'."
Mom and Evelyn cried through the whole service.
The pregnancy was a mutual decision, if you count Marie going off birth control and not telling me the day I gave her a ring.
She had told me the night before the wedding.
"We both agreed we wanted children. I'm close to the danger zone in age, and I want at least two, so they'll have to be close together. We just can't afford to waste time."
So I was extremely happy for two reasons as I watched her float down the aisle.
................................................
Connie was followed by Johnny sixteen months later. Marie declared the factory closed, and had her tubes tied.
John worked me like a dog, giving me every dirty job, but I never complained, and forbid Marie to. Seven years later we held a big retirement party at the club, and the next week I watched as my name was put on the door marked 'president'.
Mom loved telling everyone she had a bakers' dozen when it came to grandchildren. She really hit it off with Evelyn, and after Dad died three years ago she seemed to spend more and more time at our house, hanging out with her at the club while Marie and I worked.
We had bought some acreage and built Marie her 'kid friendly' dream house. I came home four years later to see heavy equipment parked at the far edge of the property, and Marie and Mom were talking to a guy in a hard hat. I wandered over.
"What are we building?"
Marie didn't even look up from the plans she was holding.
"A mother in law cottage."
"For who?"
She looked up from the papers with an exasperated expression while Mom pretended not to laugh.
"My mother in law."
................................................
Marie was CEO of her own company, and had added a third dealership, in direct competition with her ex. Winnie the Pooh didn't have a very good life after they divorced. They threw him out of Briarwood for his little stunt of using my name in his affairs, leading to the confrontation.
He joined another club three towns over. He learned a little from his mistakes, and wife number two and three signed prenupts, but still made out when his infidelity was exposed. Marie tells me he's living with a woman seventeen years his senior.
She's very wealthy, but refuses to marry him, and keeps him on a very short leash.
................................................
I know what people say about me. I married money. Slept my way to the top. That I'm henpecked. I'm sure if Marie heard anything like that she'd straighten them out pretty quick.
"He's the sweetest man in the world, and goes along with what I say because it makes me happy and he really doesn't care. But when he says no, no means no, and I respect that."
Sometimes she rubs her bottom unconsciously, I've actually followed through on the spanking promise a few times. There's something decidedly erotic about having a CEO draped across your lap, her bare bottom red, snuffling and promising to be a good girl. Of course, I make sure I rub lotion on it later, and that always lead to what Marie calls hierarchy sex. Sometimes I think she pushes me deliberately, especially if she's stressed.
Anyway, they don't say it to my face. Everyone who knows me, everyone that matters, knows the truth. Screw everyone else.
I prefer to think I married the woman of my dreams, and all the rest is just side benefits.
I have to go to the club now. Ive been elected a to the board of directors. I know, my father in law is still the chairman, nepotism rules.
He's confided to me he will be leaving it soon. He finally found someone he says is the equal to his late wife. I'm pretty sure I'm going to like my new mother in law, I've known her for as long as I can remember. Marie laughs and says we're in the unique situation. My mom will also be my mother in law, and her step mom will be hers.
.................................................
As always, thanks for reading. Comments, public and private, are always welcome.
Sorry about the title, I couldn't resist.
Q
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I knew there would be trouble when they walked into the bar.
Not physical, getting somebody's ass whipped trouble, but emotional, I don't want to hear this shit trouble.
Up until a few months ago, I would have considered them friends. Even when things went to hell, if they had just kept their mouths shut they would have been fine.
The ones I found knew about her affair I dropped like a rock, making it very clear they were no longer my friends. Of course, they tried to argue, they didn't want to take sides, they hoped she'd figure out it was destructive behavior, she still loves you, blah, blah, blah, didn't cut it with me and I told they so. It took a couple of meetings and some pretty intense confrontations before they realized I was serious. To this day, if one comes up and tries to talk, I either turn my back or leave. I think they finally got the point.
The few others I still associated with got the point, and made sure they didn't mention her. If they did, by accident, I simply excused myself and left.
It had been six months, the paperwork filed, the statements given, my offer of a fifty fifty split more than fair, and it was almost done.
She was fighting it tooth and nail. We tried arbitration, but they gave up when neither of us would budge. Mostly they talked to her, trying to get her to see she was getting a really good deal.
Then she hit me with counseling. I refused, telling the judge it would be a complete waste of everyone's time and money, because there was no way I'd reconcile. The judge listening to an emotional, borderline hysterical Becky, threatened me with jail, and was shocked when I said all right, just tell me when to turn myself in.
"You're that positive this marriage can't be saved?"
"Beyond the shadow of a doubt, to use a term you'll easily understand. I will not, let me stress that, WILL NOT ever be living with or have a relationship with her for the rest of my life. We have no children. Since this started, we have very few friends in common, my business partner and his wife helped her carry on and conceal the affair, so I'm through with them. Divorcing her will be just a tiny ripple in the big pond of life. Clear enough for you?"
I may have overstated it, and she decided to test my resolve. I spent three weekends in jail before she finally understood I was willing to keep going indefinitely, and dropped counseling.
...
They were on a mission, you could see it in the eyes of the women. The men just looked uncomfortable.
I knew they weren't there by accident, the bar was in another town twenty five miles away. I told my new favorite bartender I didn't care for the quality of people in my old one.
She was pretty shrewd, in her mid forties, and had pretty much seen it all. She managed to get the story out of me in bits in pieces, usually waiting until I'd had at least four beers. She had been married to the same man for twenty one years. They owned the bar. What I loved most about her was she never offered an opinion, even though I could see she wanted to.
Finally one night I told her to speak her mind, a one time, never to be broached again opportunity, so she'd get over wondering about it.
When we were done, she just looked at me for a little while.
"Obviously, I've only heard your side of the story. It might be fantasy and bullshit, but I don't think so. You were probably right to leave, but you might want to let her give you her side of the story. I'm sure you've wondered how it all went down the tubes. It might do you some good. It might not, it may make you even more angry.
Still, human nature being what it is, it might help you to hear her out. Up to you, end of discussion. The next beer is on me."
God, I loved this woman. A mother figure who'd feed you all the alcohol you wanted, for a price, if you gave her your keys first.
She knew something was up the minute they walked in and she saw my face turn to stone.
"Friends?" she said, nodding to them.
"I don't know," I answered truthfully, "guess I'm abut to find out."
"Don't do anything stupid," she warned, "just give me a look and I'll run them out of here."
...
It took them ten minutes to work up the nerve to say anything. Todd walked up and stood beside me.
"Hey Jace, how you doing?"
"I'm fine. The family's fine. Everybody is fine. Cut to the chase, Todd. What do you want?"
My little speech, delivered with no emotion, shook him a little.
"Me and the boys," he nodded at his two friends,
"we don't really want to do this. But Becky has them all bummed out crying over what an asshole you're being over something she's sorry about and you won't forgive her for. You remember being married, hell, technically you're still married, and they won't let it go. So we found out where you were, and here we are. Will you talk to them?"
"If I say no? Tell them to cram Becky up their collective asses and leave me the hell alone?"
He colored a little, but kept on.
"It would probably hurt all their feelings, and they'd come after you anyway. Please Jace."
I let him stew for a minute.
"All right. But remember what I told Jeff and Angela? Bob and Gloria? It still applies. I do this, we're through. Don't bother looking me up again, understand?"
I think he got a little angry, like I gave a shit.
"I understand. Man, what a hard ass you've turned into. Now will you talk to them?"
"Yes. Let me ask you something before you go. If it was your wife screwing around, would you let it go?"
He gave me a smirk.
"That'll never happen. She loves me."
"Yeah. Becky said the same thing. Still does. Didn't stop her now, did it?"
He frowned before I continued.
"First, go tell Sandy and George what I said, and then have them come over here and tell me they understand. They might not be as pussywhipped as you are. Then, tell the girls I'll give them ten minutes, no more, so they better be sure about what they say right off the bat, because they'll never get a second chance. I figure I'll have time to enjoy another beer by then."
I turned away, dismissing him. He stood for a second, head hanging, before he went back to the table. I watched in the mirror as their heads jerked up and a heated discussion started. Sandy threw up his hands and walked over to me.
"I've always liked you, Jace. You don't deserve this shit. I'm a little ashamed of the whole thing, and I'm out. I apologize for bothering you. But Tina is determined. We're going to have a long talk on the way home. This is the last time I'm going to put up with her meddling. I guess this is goodbye." He held out his hand. I shook it.
"So long, Sandy. You're one of the good ones. If I ever come back to town, I might look you up. Not Tina, though."
George never really liked me much, so he had no problem.
The women watched me like a hawk. I made them wait a little while, before mentally girding my loins and walking into the lions' den.
I sat, and they started talking. I held up my hand, got out my phone, and set the timer for ten minutes. I could tell it really pissed them off.
"All right, you're on the clock, go."
Tina rolled her eyes.
"Really, Jace, a timer?"
"Nine minutes and forty nine seconds," I said.
They talked over each other for a minute before they realized their mistake and looked at Carrie. Apparently she was to be the spokesperson.
"I know this is really none of our business, but..."
They almost ran when I slammed my hand down hard on the table.
"Finally, somebody understands. You're right, it IS none of your fucking business, and you'd be well served to stay out of it. But you can't resist, can you? You're determined to talk sense into me, because you're our friends, right? Then where the hell were you when she was out screwing someone else? Where was your concern for me then? One word from any of you to either of us would have saved me a lot of grief, we wouldn't even be here now. But looking back, I can't recall you or any of our so called friends ratting her out. Hell, a lot of you gave her alibis. Fuck that. Fuck this. Fuck you. End of rant. Let me reset the timer."
They all sat there stunned before Carrie spoke up. She sounded annoyed.
"Jace, please. It was a mistake. She never meant for it to happen. We didn't know what to say."
"She's miserable. Her parents hardly ever talk to her anymore, her boss has her on probation. She cried when she found out you'd saved her job. I think she's learned her lesson. Time to swallow your stubborn pride and take her back."
I rolled my eyes.
"Time? I'm sorry. I didn't read the Slut Wife Cheating Handbook. I wasn't aware there was a time limit on how long I was allowed to be angry. So now it's okay fine? Kiss kiss, promise promise and we live happily ever after? Not hardly. You know, I'd be a lot calmer if you people wouldn't keep shoving her in my face. Still think you know best for us?"
They actually looked a little guilty before nodding yes.
"You all feel that way?" I looked round the table and they all nodded their heads again. They babbled for a few more seconds before I stopped them.
"Hold on. Let's go off the clock for a second here. Carrie, if you found out George was screwing around on you and all of of us knew and didn't tell you, that it would be all right? Or, if the spouse was found out that they'd eventually be forgiven? You love him that much?"
She frowned but said she would eventually.
"And if the person he was fooling with was someone you knew, a friend even, married to a friend, could you forgive them also?"
She looked definitely uncomfortable. They all suddenly seemed very nervous.
"I'd like to think I would, after a time, if I thought they were really sorry."
I grinned.
"Well that's great, because Jan and George have been fucking like monkeys for about eight months now. In fact, when I heard the rumors about you guys, I didn't believe it. And before you ask, I was gonna tell you what I'd heard, but other things came up that required my attention. I left it alone because I thought you deserved to find out on your own, like I did. By then I didn't give a shit about any of you anyway. It's why I moved here, I heard they had a better class of assholes. So take your pompous, hypocritical platitudes and shove them up your collective asses."
I stopped, breathing heavily. There was dead silence around the table.
"So, let the healing begin. That way we can all get over it. Carrie, tell Jan you forgive her. Jan, in four months you can promise her you won't screw him again and everything will be fine. You'll have a stronger marriage for it, I'm pretty sure that's in a chapter of the cheating handbook somewhere."
I stopped to catch my breath.
"Let's get Todd and George over here too, and do a blanket healing. And Carrie, don't throw too many stones, or I'll have to tell an interesting tale about you and a stripper during you last girl's weekend to Myrtle Beach. Did I mention Becky told tales when she was drunk and we were alone? Tina, you and Sandy need a new circle of friends. Looks like the old one is pretty worn out. We've finished our conversation about me and Becky, but it looks like you guys have a lot to talk about, so I'll be leaving now. Let's not do this again, ever. Bye."
Was it a shitty thing to do? Maybe, but it didn't bother me much. He without sin, and so on.
...
There was a hell of a row at the table. A lot of yelling and tears, and more than a few slaps. Sandy grabbed Tina and they went to another table. He wasn't loud, but he had a finger in her face and she was crying pretty hard. Finally Marge, the bartender, told them to either leave or tone it down. They trouped out, all but Tina and Sandy.
She timidly came up to me.
"I'm sorry," she said, with lowered head and avoided eye contact. Then she gathered her courage and looked up.
"It just that we thought you were the best of us. You guys seemed really happy. I didn't believe it when you split up, and I figured once you calmed down you'd talk it out and get back together. I'm guessing everyone, especially Becky, didn't expect your reaction. You're really through with her, aren't you?"
"Yes, Tina, I am. You're wrong, though. You and Sandy are the best of us. Use this as a learning experience. Choose your friends a little more carefully in the future. Go home now. Love each other. And if nothing else, remember me and Becky, and how you can never be sure of anything, especially how a person will react to betrayal. Maybe I'll see you sometime."
Sandy apologized again, and they left, holding hands.
Marge nodded towards them as they left.
"They seem a decent couple. The others though, I'm not so sure of. I think the divorce court in your hometown will be a little busier soon.
I nodded, agreeing. Then gave her my keys, thirty dollars for the cab, and switched to whiskey.
...
I was as surprised as any of them at my reaction. I liked to think I was a pretty decent guy. Still do. Then again, you never know how someone will react to stress and betrayal. The fact that I loved her so deeply made the betrayal even worse.
I wasn't really attracted to Becky at first. She flirted too much and seemed a little flighty to me. We didn't date for the first two years I knew her.
She was the best friend of my business partners' wife. Cindy was the one constantly trying to put us together.
"Give it a rest, Cin. We're just not attracted to each other."
"Speak for yourself. I know for a fact she's interested in you. You'd be good for her."
Being half buzzed, I smiled and kissed her cheek.
"But, dear Cin, would she be good for me?"
She left it along for about six months, then Allan, my partner, asked me for a favor.
"Jace, I hate to spring it on you this late, but all of us, Cin, Becky, and her date were going to the theater tomorrow. The touring company of Momma Mia. I know how much you love musicals, you closet sissy, and Beck and her boyfriend had a big fight and they broke up. Would you go with us and keep her company?"
I thought about it for a minute.
"Don't think so, Al. I don't think I'd enjoy it in the company of a weepy or angry woman. And you're the one who picked the show, it's all you've talked about for two weeks. Have you picked which dress you're going to wear? It's after Labor Day, so the white four inch heels are out. Go with the black five inch 'come fuck me' pumps. Maybe Cindy will get excited enough to use that ten inch strapon, you size queen."
We laughed and went back to work. That evening, Cindy called.
"Please Jace. She's a mess right now. She could use the company of a decent man."
"But I don't need the company of an emotional woman."
"She'll behave. I promise. Please please please?"
I sighed.
"All right, but just because I want to see the show. In gratitude, tell Allen you'll use the strapon if he's a good girl. He'll understand."
...
"You asshole! Now I have to buy some scented lube on the way home. Cherry, if they have it."
We laughed for a minute while I tried to get a mental picture. Allan was six four, with a beard. Cindy might be five three.
"Seriously, dude, thanks."
"If tonight sucks, I'm gonna take a turn on you with that strapon. Now, let's get to work."
We went to dinner first. Becky was subdued but not whiny. I really looked at her for the first time.
She was five seven, slender, small breasted, but she had a world class ass. Her auburn hair went to her shoulders in soft curls. Her face was well proportioned, with brown eyes that sparkled most of the time, and a mouth that seemed to say "Kiss me! Now!"
All together she was a very nice package. The problem was she knew it and used it. I'd seen her work a guy, and the poor bastard never had a chance when she turned on the charm. Then she'd laugh and walk off, leaving him hanging.
We enjoyed the show. The girls were actually singing their favorite song from the show in the parking lot. I looked at Al and grinned. We jumped right in. Soon half the parking lot chimed in for the big finish.
We went for a drink later, at a small club I suggested. I have nothing against dance clubs, but sometimes I actually like to hear myself think, and hold a conversation. It was the weekend, and they had a four piece band. Two keyboards, drums, and a guy that switched from guitar to bass as the song called for. It was old, light melodies, mostly slow. There were actually a few couples dancing on the small floor.
Allan looked at Cindy and she dragged him out on the floor.
"Wanna..." was all I got out before I was on the floor, with a hot woman wrapped around me. It was slow, it was soft, it was comfortable instead of arousing.
"Thank you," she whispered.
"For what?" I asked in surprise.
"For showing me good guys still exist. Cindy told me to behave, so I did. I know you didn't want to come, but I'm glad you decided to."
"Me too," I said, realizing I meant it.
"Whether you know it or not, you're a hell of a woman, Becky. Tone the flirting down a notch or two, invest in someone worthwhile, and I'm sure you'll be very happy. And I'm not criticizing you, just making an observation based on watching you for the last few years."
She actually smiled.
"Thanks, I think. You really think I'm a nice woman?"
My turn to smile.
"When you want to be. Either way, you've got the best ass I've ever seen. Ever noticed when we're around each other I'm always a step or two behind you?"
She flushed, then punched me on the arm.
"Again, thanks, I think."
The song ended and we walked back, talking and smiling. Cindy was sitting there amazed.
"What were you two talking about?"
"How Jace says I'm a good woman most of the time. And what a great ass I have."
Allan choked on his drink and Cindy laughed. I looked at him.
"What? Don't tell me you've never noticed."
Cindy looked at him suspiciously.
"What about my ass, honey?"
He was trying to think of something diplomatic to say when I rescued him.
"You do have a nice ass, Cindy, but it's not even close to hers. If it's any consolation, you've got a killer rack."
Both women were looking at me like I was crazy for talking to them like this. Allen started laughing.
"Stop, Jace. Quit while your breaking even. Honey you do have a nice ass, and you've got Becky beat all to hell in the boob department. But it's you I love, and that's all that counts, to me."
Nice save, Allan, I thought, remembering now what a good salesman he was. Becky just grinned, turned around and shook her butt in his face. I wished many times I'd had a camera that night.
Not to be outdone, Cindy grabbed my head and stuck my face between her boobs, nearly smothering me. We all laughed until we cried, had one more drink and three more dances. The last dance Becky molded to me, rubbing until she felt me get hard. Then backed off, grinning.
"You're a good guy, Jace, but you're still a man."
I got a really good kiss, and she made me promise to call her, soon.
...
I didn't call for two weeks.
That Saturday I got a pretty sharp call from Cindy.
"You asshole[she called me that a lot. I hoped it was a term of endearment]. She was starting to think there were good guys in the world, and then you don't call. Her feelings are hurt pretty bad."
"Cindy," I said calmly, when she finally wound down.
"What!?"
"What's Allan been doing for the last two weeks?"
"You know damn well what he's been doing. You've been keeping him at the office all those ungodly hours getting the Jamison account done."
"Exactly," I said softly, "and what was I doing all this time?"
"Guilting Allan because you're practically living at the office. What's that...Oh."
"Yeah, Oh."
Suddenly she was apologizing.
"I'm sorry, Jace. I didn't think. I should have told her."



"Well, call and tell her now. Tell if she's interested, I'll call next Thursday."
"I will, I will. I wasn't thinking."
I thought later many times about my next statement, and how true it turned out to be.
"Relax, Cindy. She's your friend. Of course you want to protect her, help her be happy. I understand. Gotta go."
She was still talking when I hung up.
I did call Thursday, and she chattered happily. We made a date. She wanted to go to a movie and then back to what she called 'our' club. I threw in dinner.
We had a really great time. The movie sucked, one of those vapid tearjerkers some asshole was making a fortune writing, but the dinner and the dancing was great. By the time we left the bar she was firmly under my arm.
I surprised her by not coming in when I dropped her off. She looked disappointed until I explained why.
"I'd love to, honey, but Allan and I are working tomorrow. We're almost over the hump. This account and another we're courting will make us pretty secure, so we're putting all we have into it."
I think calling her 'honey' did the trick. I got a really strong kiss, followed by another. I finally had to break it off.
"Damn, you know how hard it's going to be working tomorrow thinking about these kisses? If I blow this account, I'm making you support me."
She giggled prettily.
"You'll do fine. If you think those were great, wait 'til I bring out the A game."
"That wasn't the A game?"
More giggling.
"No. That was a I really like you a lot first date kiss. Keep up what you're doing, and you'll get the A game soon. Now go. Conquer the business world. Call me soon."
She and Cindy surprised us by showing up the next day, bringing a home cooked meal.
"You have to eat, right?" she said, sailing by me. They set the conference table and we ate a feast fit for a king. Afterwards, they cleaned up and packed. I found her on the conference table, bouncing up and down.
"What are you doing?"
"Stress testing the table. I don't want it to break when we christen it."
Cindy laughed and joined her.
"Yeah, It'll hold us. Bye honey."
Becky got up. "Yeah, bye honey. See you this weekend. We're going to the lake, grill and swim. You guys need some sun."
...
As an ad guy, I know one of the most hard and fast rules is always display your wares to the best of your abilities, while minimizing the weak points.
The girls had both bought new bikinis. Becky had on a modest top, but the bottom was a not quite thong. Cindy on the other hand, had on a modest bottom, but her top was two postage stamps and some wrapping string. I still don't know why we weren't thrown out of the state park we were in. I think the fact that the lifeguards and manager on duty were all male had something to do with it.
Allan and I almost burned the steaks because we couldn't keep our eyes off the girls. They finally laughed and put slinky covers on.
We ate, we played in the water, got into a volleyball game, us against four guys. Every time they got ahead in points Becky would bend over to pick up the ball, or Cindy would jump op and down, making her boobs shake wildly. We won, despite not being very good.
Just before it got dark they dragged us into the water, snuggling into us. That almost naked ass rubbing on me got me hard in seconds. We were kissing, when she pulled back and dove under. She popped back up, grinning. Cindy did the same.
"Sorry," she said, "We were getting too hot."
we snuggled and played a little longer. She handed me something. I looked down and found her bottoms in my hand. She grinned as I rubbed down her hip, finding nothing but skin. Her ass felt better than it looked, if that was possible. She turned slightly, and I found out she was just as smooth in the front. She hunched up a little, and soon I had two fingers inside her, stroking slowly.
"Faster," she whispered. I threw it into high gear, and soon she was moaning and shaking. She lost it, cumming on my hand. When she calmed down, she put her hand in my suit, grabbed my aching cock, and stroked me until I blew so hard some of it actually floated to the top.
I looked around at Cindy and Allan. She was completely naked, her nipples would pop out of the water once in a while as she bounced. I couldn't see her hands either.
"Honey, will you get my cover?"
"Aren't you going to put your..."
She put her fingers to my lips.
"No. I intend to stain your upholstery on the way back. Wanna complain?"
"Not in the least. Looks like I need to get Cindy's cover too. That's her top, isn't it, out past the safety line?"
Cindy squeaked when she saw it. Becky teased her, telling her she had to come get her cover, while Allen just grinned. Finally she tossed it to her. Hers was a lot lighter than Becky's, and it was like wet tee shirt night watching her come out of the water.
I heard a gasp, and looked around. Three teen boys, carrying their gear out, were standing there like deer caught in headlights.
Cindy grinned, stretched, forcing her nipples out, asking Allan for a towel. Not to be outdone, Becky bent over, showing the bottom of her ass cheeks as she picked one up and gave it to her.
"Goodnight, boys. Maybe we'll see you next week." they said, as they walked to the car. We followed along, admiring the view and laughing.
...
That night will be etched in my memory for the rest of my life. Even now, as hurt and heartbroken as I am, I still get hard thinking about it.
We damn near broke the bed. Seems she's multiorgasmic, and goes absolutely crazy if you eat her pussy. Her blowjobs would bring tears to your eyes. She could torment you for hours, if she wanted to. By the time she was done you wanted to come so bad it actually hurt.
Her pussy was tight yet yielded easily to my thrusts. I can still feel her muscles massaging the cum out of me.
I had only had anal once before. She didn't like it so we never did it again. Becky taught me it was all about preparation and anticipation. When we first did it, I thought I would pass out.
In spite of everything else, I never had complaints about the sex, before I found out I was sharing.
...
We were constantly together. They'd meet us for lunch once or twice a week. One would bring it, while the other went out. We discovered the conference table was really sturdy, the couch not so much. We had to replace it after Allan and Cindy had lunch in one day.
We were heading towards moving in when we hit a bump in the road. I always felt it was a warning I should have heeded.
We got the other account we wanted so badly. It meant enormous hours until we could afford to hire someone. I usually worked more hours than Allan, so he could spend time with Cindy.
Becky and I hadn't been out in three weeks. She was a beautiful woman and used to getting a lot of attention, and it didn't sit well. She was bitchy the last two phone calls, despite my apologies.
I looked up one Saturday at five.
"Fuck this," I thought. I was going to call her, spend some quality time. She wasn't home. I called Cindy and she said she thought she was out with her friends from work, after bitching me out for not paying more attention to her. I wasn't in the mood.
"All right, if that's the way you feel. Tell Allan starting next week he works every hour I do. Sound good?"
She was trying to back pedal when I hung up.
Forty minute later Becky called.
"Where are you?" she asked.
"I couldn't get hold of you, so I went back to work. Enjoy your night out. I'll call you tomorrow." She was still trying to talk when I hung up. Cindy had killed my mood and I wanted to be alone.
I had started back to work when I decide to eat something. There was a little mom and pop operation down the street from the office that had killer hot dogs, so I stopped and ate two piled so high with toppings they were dripping everywhere, with a large order of hand made onion rings. After all, I wouldn't be kissing anyone tonight, would I? Still grabbed a couple of breath mints on the way out.
I started home when I remembered a club Cindy was telling me about. It was sort of like the one we liked except it leaned towards jazz. She had read about it in the entertainment section and thought it might be a change of pace. Maybe they'd be there. Either way, I could check it out.
It was a nice place, muted lighting, dark wood, with a pub style kitchen and a nice bar. They had a three piece, drums, piano, standup bass. They were pretty good, even If I wasn't a big fan of jazz.
I remember thinking Becky would like it when I heard her laugh. It made my day. This had been where she had gone with her girlfriends. Sneaky little devil was doing what I was, checking it out.
I started into the lounge area when she walked into view arm in arm with some guy I'd never seen, heading towards the dance floor. It didn't concern me, we were both often asked to dance by others. We did, but not often.
I looked around the floor and didn't see any single girls. Huh? I decided to hang back, see what was going on.
I took a small table off to the side, and watched. There was no one else at the table. They danced three more times, the last with his hand firmly on her ass. The kiss at the end and the one at the table sealed it. I hadn't asked her to be exclusive, but I expected her to be more up front if she was dating others.
I can't deny it hurt. It did, a lot. I wrote it off as a life lesson and started to leave, before I remembered the remark about being out with the girls. I got the waitress, had her take them a round of drinks in exactly five minutes, giving her a twenty dollar tip.
She had the radar of a good cocktail waitress or bartender.
"There's not going to be any trouble, is there?"
I assured her, saying I was leaving, they were friends of mine, and I felt foolish not noticing before. The drink was an apology because I had to leave and hadn't talked to them. She bought it, kind of.
I waited a minute and dialed her number. The band was on break, and I heard it ring from where she was sitting. She looked at it, said something to her companion, and took it.
"Hi, honey. Change your mind?"
She sounded so sincere.
"NO, I'm beat. It's bed for me. Say hi to the girls for me. Where are you? It sounds awfully quiet."
The band's on break, and the girls had to go potty. I'm guarding the drinks."
The waitress was approaching with their drinks.
They looked over at me and I stepped out of the shadows.
"The Fedora is nice isn't it? Tell your girlfriend here not to go into the ladies room dressed like that. They may not understand."
Her mouth opened and closed a couple of times before she could recover. I was already out the door. I sat in the darkened lot across the street and watched as she ran out the door, looking around wildly. Her date came out and said something, but she shook him off.
The phone started ringing, and I cut it off. I didn't feel like talking. Her date argued some more and she kept shaking her head no. He finally gave up in disgust and went back inside. I wondered what she was waiting for? Fifteen minutes Cindy roared up in her SUV. She climbed in and started towards my apartment. I went the other way.
Not in the mood for a bunch of drama,I found a motel, paid cash, and knocked out for ten straight hours.
...
There was no one in my parking lot when I got home, so I showered, changed, and headed back out. I went by the office, but Allen and Cindy were there. I figured Becky was lurking somewhere, so I drove by, went four hours away to the mountains, called and left a message at their house since I knew where they were, and told them I needed a break and would be back Tuesday.
I slept. I walked around in the sunshine enjoying it immensely. I ate when I wanted, what I wanted. Even stopped at a tourist trap and bought them all some gifts. Tuesday morning I was in the office bright and early. I had parked the car out of sight and he nearly jumped out of his skin when he walked in. He grabbed his phone immediately.
"Use that and I'm gone for the rest of the week. Understand?"
He nodded, watching me warily.
"Good. Let's get to work. I feel great. That little break made a world of difference. I've come up with some good ideas. Tell me what you think."
So until lunch time we worked away. He was excited about the new ideas.
At lunch I told him I'd see him in an hour, and left. Usually I ate a sandwich at the desk and kept working.
He had been back twenty minutes before me. Cindy was there twenty minutes later.
She drew in a big breath, and I held up mu hand.
"I'll talk first, if you don't mind. Becky doesn't owe me a thing except honestly. We hadn't talked about being exclusive. I would have hated it but understood if she told me she wanted to see others. But she didn't. And then she lied about who she was with and where she was. That tells me a lot."
She started to talk and I held my hand up again.
"Not done yet. Tell her not to bother me. I'll call her sometime this week. One more thing, did you know she was on a date? And then lied to me about it? If I think you did, it would affect our friendship greatly. If I can't trust you you're not my friend. Understand?"
She paled a little and Allan looked uncomfortable. Then she lied her ass off.
"I didn't know or I would have stopped her. I'm mad at her too, Jace. I thought she was finally growing up. I'm as disappointed as you are. I chewed her a new ass over it."
When?" I asked.
"What do you mean when?"
"When did you chew her a new ass?"
"That night. She called me from the club, a crying mess. We spent half the night looking and waiting for you. We finally went to my house and crashed for a few hours. You had come and gone while we were asleep. Can I at least call her and tell her you're back and will talk to her?"
I sighed, mentally. Maybe she was telling me the truth after all.
"Yes, by all means call her. Now, if you want to keep that house and that tank you drive, you need to let us go back to work."
At six on the dot I told Allan I was leaving for the day.
"You're kidding, right? There's lots to do yet."
"And it'll all be here tomorrow when we come back. No more killing myself, at least for awhile."
I left him with his mouth hanging open. The next day I placed an ad for an associate. Allan was pissed because it ate into the profits.
"Fine," I said. "I'll pull the ad. But if we do, from now on we're hourly. The salary goes out the window."
He didn't like that because he knew I easily worked at least a third more than he did, so he shut up.
I hired a woman straight out of school. She was really talented but had no real world experience. I ended up spending a lot of time with her at first, but she developed nicely. Our business actually increased because we could handle more.
Between Aida and I we kept the ideas rolling while Allan handled the contacts and sold.
...
I called Becky like I promised. She didn't know what to say. I waited.
"I'm sorry," finally came out.
"For what?" I wasn't going to make it easier.
"For lying to you. For going out behind your back. I was climbing the walls, and just wanted to get out. I wasn't going to sleep with him. I just needed a companion."
I shocked her.
"I understand. And you hadn't made me any promises. But I expected honesty, and you lied like crazy. Tell me how I could trust you enough now to return to where we were? Or go forward? You know I was wanting more. I thought you did too. Ah well, a leopards spots and all that."
That off hand comment actually sent her into a rage.
"Damn you! You always had it in the back of your head I couldn't measure up, didn't you? I bet you threw your arm out of socket and put a callous on your tongue patting yourself on the back and saying 'I told you so'. I was falling in love, asshole, for the first time in my life. I was scared, and lonely. Feelings I never had to handle. I fucked up. I'm sorry."
I said it gently, just above a whisper.
"I'm sorry too. And I was already in love with you."
I hung up to her voice pleading with me to stay on the line.
...
I didn't talk to her for two weeks.
When I did, I didn't expect what was said.
"Would you like to go to a club Saturday? Maybe eat at that new Indian restaurant before?"
I was shocked by the anger in her voice.
"Decided to forgive the poor sinner, huh? My penance over?"
I hung up, gently. I didn't need this.
Cindy called me.
"What did you say to her?"
"Asked her out."
Silence. I thought maybe she'd hung up.
"Oh. What did she say?"
"She didn't say yes, and that's all that matters. Good night, Cin."
Two days later Cindy called me again.
"I'm with Becky. If I give her the phone, will you talk to her?"
"Yes, if she'll talk and not rant. Make her understand, it's getting easier and easier not to talk to her. So if she wants to say something, do it, without drama or hysterics. Tell her, then hand her the phone."
I heard a couple of minutes of whispering.
"Jace?"
"Hi, Becky."
"Jace, I'm really sorry. For everything. I'd like to start over, like new. I want you to see me as a new person, not someone that you used to know. Allen wants to grill Sunday, will you come over?"
"To visit or grill?"
She gave a little laugh. Allan would burn concrete if you put it on the grill.
"Both. I'd like to actually eat."
"Make your potato salad and it's a date."
"I will. Thank you, Jace."
...
It took five months to get a sense of intimacy back. I dated others, which pissed her off no end. I told her up front if I couldn't go out with her and why. She bit her lips raw holding back.
When we decided to get intimate, we had the big talk.
"If we're intimate, it's just us. No one else. Do you understand? Even if you just go out with old friends, if I find out about it from someone besides you, we're over. There won't be any rising from the ashes this time. And I don't intend to be your jailer. I won't be checking up on you, you're on your own. Screw up, and it's all you."
She agreed too quickly for my taste.
"I want you to really think about this Beck. I'm talking long term commitment here. Don't give me your answer yet. I need to get tested before we do anything. I don't want to bring anything extra with me."
For the first time she understood I'd had sex with others. I could see the tears, but she fought them back.
"All right honey. I haven't been with anyone since you, but I'll do it too. And I already know the answer."
A week later we exchanged clean bills of health and apartment keys.
Sex with Beck was always exciting, but the welcome back sex nearly killed me. My balls ached, my dick was sore, and I actually fell asleep at work, twice. Allen said something to Cindy, and she told Becky to let me rest occasionally, so she could keep her house.
She agreed, reluctantly.
I still worked long hours, but not like before. The experience had taught me to prioritize.
We had been living together for eight months when I called her at her job. "Can you get off this afternoon? I wouldn't ask, but it's really important."
She agreed instantly, so I picked her up, handing her a drive through bag. "Sorry babe. This will have to hold you until dinner."
I refused to tell her what it was about. We drove to a nice neighborhood and pulled into a drive. There was a for sale sign out front and a realtor waiting.
"Is this your wife?" she asked politely.
"Maybe," I said, "I'll know by the end of the day."
Becky looked at me like I was crazy.
"Well, let's have a look, shall we dear? Really, men have no clue what's really important in a house, don't you agree? Oh, they understand structure, brick and wood, but they don't have a feel for comfort or possibilities."



She kept up her patter as she showed her the house, three bedrooms, nice big lot, small patio.
"Excuse me for just a moment while we confer, will you?" she said to the realtor, before grabbing me into the living room.
"Look honey, a fireplace."
She wasn't going to be distracted. She backed me against the mantle. "What the fuck is going on here?"
"Really, Beck, isn't it obvious? We're house hunting. I don't want to start married life in an apartment. Besides, when we have kids we're gonna need the space."
I don't think she heard much past married life, before she launched into my arms. I scraped the back of my head on the stone mantle, and didn't care at all.
Then she cried. Then she giggled. Then she got serious. "Where's my ring?"
"I haven't got it yet. I thought we'd pick it out together."
The realtor came looking for us, and heard the last. She laughed.
"What did I tell you, dear. Clueless. I swear, if we didn't guide them, the species would disappear. Are you up to looking at a few more houses?"
Up for it? She nearly dragged both of us out. I got to sit in the back while they talked location, school districts, shopping access. I stopped listening after five minutes.
We looked at four more, before we went back to our car. She wanted to look at that one once more. When we got to the living room, she looked at the mantle, smiled, and said "this one."
It took a week to do the paperwork. Our business was booming. We had hired another associate, and Allen was training a new salesman.
With the hefty down payment I was able to make, we were able to move in less than a month. Of course, we didn't bring any of our old furniture. I let her go until she got to the patio and the garage.
"Mine," I said, defiantly. She laughed and agreed.
I spent a little money and installed an outdoor kitchen and living area. Even had a clay oven built. I loved it. We ended up cooking outside ten months out of the year on a regular basis, and sporadically the other two.
Cindy was a little jealous, and before we knew it, we had new neighbors a block over. Made it easier to share rides to work. I swear they wore a groove in the sidewalk going back and forth.
Things went great for three years. Cindy couldn't have children, so they went through the long, frustrating process of adoption. The patience paid off when they got a set of twin girls, eighteen months old. We held a little party to celebrate that turned into a tearfest for the girls while we learned what it was like to watch two active toddlers.
"Your life is over," I laughingly told Allan.
"No it's not," he said, through obvious tears, "It's just beginning."
I was really quiet as we walked home. So was Becky. I stopped at the end of our driveway.
"When?" I asked.
"In four months. That way I won't have to carry him or her through the heat of the summer."
The neighbors must have thought we were crazy, on our knees in the drive, hugging and crying.
...
Right after that conversation the economy started tanking. Six months later Becky's company suddenly declared bankruptcy. She didn't get severance pay, she didn't get her vacation pay, nothing. She was pretty distraught.
"Calm down honey. A lot of people are going under, including a few of our biggest competitors. We're getting a lot of interest from their old clients. I may have to work a little harder, but we'll be fine. And as good as you were at your job, someone will snap you up."
The economy got worse, and she never found another job in her field. No one wanted to pay her what she was worth despite her experience when they could get an MBA straight out of school for half as much.
She fretted, she brooded. She and Cindy joined a gym close enough they could walk to, pushing the kids in the strollers. This kept her going for a few months. Never really out of shape, she was like a rock after a couple of months.
She started volunteering for some big causes, hoping she could network a job out of it. I didn't like it because she would be gone almost every other weekend, to some charity event or another, but I kept quiet, thinking it was doing her some good.
One Friday she came in at two a.m., waking me from a dead sleep with a first class blowjob. As soon as I was erect and awake, she mounted me, riding me hard. When she finally collapsed, gasping for breath, I asked what brought it on.
"I got a job! I'm the new assistant event
coordinator for the Sloan Group. Tonight was my tryout, and they liked what they saw. They represent four major charities. It's not as much as I was making, but close enough to start."
She was on an emotional high, and I cuddled her, making the right noises.
...
It had been almost a year and she still wasn't pregnant. We went to the doctor.
He looked over the tests he'd ordered.
"You're both fine. Everything is in good working order. There's no reason why you won't be pregnant soon. My guess, it's the stress she's been under because of the economy. Animal birth rates go down if the food supply is threatened or there is an unusually large number of predators in their range. It's the same with women. Birth rates are low in stressful environments, like war zones, for instance. Go home. Practice a lot. It'll happen."
But it didn't happen. She came to me the next day during lunch. "Honey, I need you to do something for me."
"Sure baby. What do you need?"
She fidgeted for a bit.
"I want you to let me go back on birth control, for another year. Let me get comfortable in my new job, and build up enough time I won't lose it over a pregnancy. Just a year honey, I promise."
I was actually a little relieved. The economy was still going downhill and I didn't see an upswing for quite a while, so I agreed.
We were actually doing a lot more work, picking up the slack from failed companies. It was tougher than ever. If we couldn't do it for what they wanted to pay, there was another ad agency just down the street desperate for business.
Part of her job was attending the events, to make sure they went smoothly. I went when I could, but more and more she went alone. She told me not to worry, since she was working anyway.
As the husband of one of the key players and a business owner, I was sort of expected to contribute to as many of the charities as they represented as possible.
We picked out the two we thought most worthwhile, and committed to them. We even sent someone occasionally to represent the company at the events. Allan and Cindy went a few times, but he was as overworked as I was, so he backed off.
The economy was finally starting to turn around. I could see the light at the end of the tunnel.
Beck had been at her job for a year, and had gotten a small promotion and raise. We started talking about a family again.
I talked Aida and her husband into representing the company at some of the events. It kept our name in focus and allowed Allan and I to work more. Aida had developed nicely, to the point that she was being stalked by competitors. We had a long talk about it. I told if she got a truly good offer I wouldn't hold it against her if she took it. She assured me none had made an attractive enough offer to even consider moving.
"Yet," I laughed.
I noticed she seemed a little down, and seemed to be avoiding me unless it was absolutely necessary. I figured she had finally gotten that good offer. I called her in for a little chat.
...
"You haven't been yourself lately, Aida. If I've noticed, so has every one else. Something you want to talk about?"
Aida was an attractive black woman. Tall, striking, usually smiling. If you got past her looks you discovered she had a steel trap for a mind.
She looked down, smoothing her dress, one of her stress signs.
"I thought a lot about what I'm about to tell you. My husband has been pushing me to talk to you, so here it is. It might not matter. You might already know. If not, please don't be angry with us."
I figured this was it, she was giving me notice.
She pulled out her tablet, fiddled with it for a bit, and handed it to me.
A series of photographs. Of Becky, and a man I didn't recognize. There were shots of them laughing, holding hands, kissing. One of them dancing, with his hands on her ass. He had her dress eased up until the bottoms of her cheeks were showing. One in a semi dark room, in a fierce liplock.
"These were taken over the last three events we've been to. I don't think she's realized who I am, or that I work for you. The last time she knew I was there, she spoke to me, and was extremely professional. Maybe you knew, but I didn't want to be the one to bring it to your attention if you didn't. Please don't fire me."
I was in shock. This had to be some kind of gag. I'd go home and Becky would laugh, all our friends would jump out, and she'd say 'Gotcha!' and explain it all away.
But I knew, I KNEW, that it was exactly like it looked. I sat for a minute, before telling a nervous Aida her job was quite safe, and asked if she would transfer the images to my computer and burn me a hard copy. She stood.
"You didn't know, did you? I'm so sorry. If you need anything, ask."
She came round and hugged me, the first physical contact we'd had in all the time we'd work together.
"Again, I'm sorry."
"I am to," I said, "please don't say anything about this."
She promised and fled the office, scared of the look on my face.
Despite being an idea man, I was stumped. I did what I always did when I approached any problem, I did research. All I had now were pictures from an amateur. I wanted hard evidence.
...
His name was Johnny Walker, and he hated scotch.
"I should have been named Jim or Jack, I'm a bourbon man through and through."
He came highly recommended to me as one of the best in his business, so I hired him. It only took two weeks to get me everything I wanted.
He met at a bar owned by one of his friends. There were rooms for private parties, and we used one of those. I didn't want to be seen going into his office, or him coming into mine. He agreed totally. I'd even bought a burner phone I kept locked in my desk to use to communicate with him. I know, it sounds paranoid. After all, if it was nothing, I didn't want Becky getting wind of the fact that I had her investigated. It would not lead to good things.
"It's all here," he said, giving me a small briefcase, "pictures, video, interviews with friends and coworkers. Some of them didn't even know she was married. Apparently she doesn't wear her rings at work. They weren't particularly careful. I'm sorry."
I handed him a check and picked up the case. He stopped me.
"You're not going to do anything stupid are you? Scorched earth, violence? You've been awful calm about this and in my business calm is kind of scary. It's not worth going to jail for. Cut your losses and move on if you can't forgive her."
"I'm not going to hurt her, or him. Physically, at least. They both went into it with their eyes open. Surely they considered all that could happen if they got caught."
I paused, thinking.
"I'm not going to hide money, make ridiculous demands, play games. And I'm not going to fight to keep her, I should never have to be in the position to have to fight for her, and by her actions there's nothing to fight for. She broke the marriage of her own free will. I'm just going to walk away. Does that make me a wimp?"
"No it doesn't. It makes you a man of good judgement, someone calm and logical under pressure. A rarity in these situations. And they probably didn't consider the consequences at all. Few do. Got a lawyer?"
I shook my head. "I thought I'd wait for the report."
He wrote something on a notepad and handed it to me. "I work a lot with these three. They're all good. The first is a shark, he isn't happy until blood is spilled. The second is the guy you want if you want to stop a divorce, not a good choice in your situation. The third guy is your man. He doesn't like drama, likes to keep things clean and calm as possible, while doing his best for your interests. If you don't have anyone lined up, give him a call. Mention me, and you get a discount."
He walked to the door. Turning, he gave me a few more words of advice.
"If I were you, I wouldn't watch the DVD or look at the pictures. It won't help your case, and it will burn memories into you it will take years to erase. Same with the report. You already know all you need to know. However, read the contents of the red envelope. There's some pretty interesting information about your friends and their knowledge of her affair. And per your instructions, we won't turn the phone tap off for another two weeks. Again, I urge you not to listen to them. Call if you need anything else."
I took the case to my office, extracted the red envelope, and locked the case, then locked it in the bottom of my file cabinet. I'd take his advice, for right now. I did call the third man on the list and set up a consultation.
Paul Whitfield ran a small, three partner office. The offices were in an old building that still had the ornate moldings with high ceilings and dangling fans. He saw me looking and grinned.
"We own the building. I insisted we keep the fans. Give the place character."
I liked him instantly. He warmed up during the meeting, and when we were done I had a divorce lawyer I felt I could trust. He approved of the amicable split, said he could do better on the settlement, this wasn't a no fault state, but it should make it easier for everyone. If she didn't fight.
"Think she will?"
"I have learned recently that I have no idea what she is thinking, or doing. When can we file?"
"Thursday or Friday, whichever you think best."
I thought about it.
"Can I have it done on a Saturday evening?"
He looked at me.
"This isn't going to stray into getting stupid territory, is it?"
I grinned, for the first time.
"Probably. Hold off until Monday, serve her then. She should be home by seven."
"Not at her office?"
"No. Let her keep a little dignity. Besides, if she's fired, wouldn't I have to support her?"
"Smart man," he grinned, and shook my hand, before going back into lawyer mode.
"Call me if you think of anything you forgot to tell or ask me. I thank you for your business, even if it's sad business. I'll call right before she gets served, if you want."
...
I got my ducks in a row.
I looked around and found a nice two bedroom house on the next town over. I thought about an apartment or condo, but enjoyed houses better. It would mean a thirty five minute commute, but it was a quiet neighborhood, and I didn't think she'd look for me this far out.
I had read the red folder. It made me very, very angry to know how many people I knew were aware of or helped cover for her affair. Their time would come, especially four of them.
I played nice at work, kept up the farce at home for the rest of the week. She was feeling amorous Thursday, letting me warm her up for the weekend, I guess. By now she was just pussy to me. I didn't necessarily fuck her, but it wasn't exactly loving either. She got off, I got off, then I got off her.
"You seemed a little distracted tonight, honey. Do I not do it for you anymore?"
She acted playful, but I sensed an undertone of fear in her words.
"You've always done it for me, Beck. I'm just tired and stressed. Let's get some sleep."
I tried, but I just couldn't make myself cuddle, so I turned over and faked sleep. She snuggled to me, spooning.
"Love you, baby."
I didn't answer, still pretending to be asleep. I think she could tell I was faking, but she didn't say anything.
...
In the end, I just couldn't stand it, straying right into what Paul called 'stupid territory'. I waited until almost an hour after the event was in progress before walking through the doors. I stood on the fringe of the crowd, watching. They held hands, snatched a little kiss now and then. The band started up and I watched them sway across the floor. He was a better dancer than I'd ever be.
Other than that, I didn't see it. He wasn't as tall as me, or as toned. No accounting for taste or lack thereof, as my great aunt was fond of saying. I was almost to them when I stopped dead.
Cindy. She appeared right in front of them. They hugged, and they all laughed. I wonder if Allan knew she was here?
I was like Moses parting the Red Sea. One look at my face and people got out of the way. Becky must have noticed how the crowd was moving back. She turned, still holding his hand, and looked dead into my eyes.
She froze for a few seconds, before trying to form words and let go of his hand. He grinned, the happy grin of a guy who's life is good, and held on.
"Friend of yours, hon?" He said, finally letting go and holding out his hand.
"No," I snarled, "Husband."
He paled and took two steps back. I looked at Beck.
"Aren't you going to introduce us?"
"Jace, honey, it's not what..."
"What it looks like? Give it up. It's exactly what it looks like. My wife keeping company with another man. How's that for putting it politely? I could have said the asshole the bitch is screwing. The guy she's hanging the horns on me with. The scum sucking bottom feeder who has no problem fucking a married woman."
I was getting louder, and I drew myself in, breathing deeply. Her honey was trying to disappear into the crowd. Quite a few were listening. I called out to him, drawing even more attention.
"Where do you think you're going? You got the balls to bang her but not stand by her when shit hits the fan? Doesn't say much for you, does it? But don't worry, she's yours now. I got no more use for her."
Becky was pulling my arm, begging me to calm down and we'd find a place to talk. I removed her hand, a little forcefully.
"I know, Beck. I KNOW. Don't try to spin it. Don't insult me by trying to explain it. We're through. Completely, understand? I left you a little something on the dining room table, It should bring back fond memories for you."
I looked at Cindy, standing beside her and looking completely terrified.
"And you. Don't you ever speak to me again, not in this lifetime. If we're in the same room it would be better you stay as far away from me as possible, or leave right away. No wait, I do want to hear one thing. Did Allan know?"
She hung her head. That told me all I needed to know.
"Then tell him we're through as partners. He can buy me out, or I'll put my half up for sale."
...
It hit the fan big time. She called. Allan called. Cindy called. Over and over. I didn't answer, erased the messages. I kept my car in my little garage with the door down. I was walking distance to a grocery store and a bar. Didn't like the bar, but the store was fine.
I shocked the shit out of Allan by showing up at the office Monday. He started to talk but I shut him down.
"I know you knew. Cindy as good as told me, being the true, loyal friend she is. I'll never forgive Cindy for helping her. And before you say it, she was helping her at the very least by keeping her secret. So tell your wife it would be in her best interest to stay away from the office, and me."
"If she insists on being here, I won't. I'll let the business go down the drain and walk away, Allan. It would be very easy. This includes Becky, her lover, or any other of our so called friends. Leave it alone."
I had already called the police about restraining orders. They told me to talk to my lawyer. By nine Becky and Cindy were pounding on my office door. I called Allan.
"If you want to stay in business, make them leave. Now. Or I'll be the one leaving, and I won't come back."
I could hear a lot of the argument through the door. Becky was refusing to leave, and Cindy was supporting her. Allan was trying to make them understand.



"Please, girls, I'm begging here. This is his place of business as well as mine, and he has the right to conduct it as he sees fit. If you push it, he'll have grounds for a restraining order, and that would be bad. He's so upset he told me he's going to sell his half of the business, if I don't buy it he'll go to someone else."
"We can't afford that, Cindy. Not now. We've just gotten to the edge of being really successful. He's the idea man, the brains behind the business. I just sell whatever he comes up with. It would ruin us, Cindy. Think about the kids."
I heard more mumbling, then silence. He called.
"They've left. You can come out of the office now."
"I don't think so. As long as I'm in here I'm in an asshole free zone. Go back to work, try to figure out what you're going to do. And ask Aida to come in, please."
He was starting to beg again when I hung up.
...
"It been an interesting few days. Care to hear about it?" she said, as she sat.
Curiosity got the better of me, so I nodded.
"I was there, you had forgotten, hadn't you? I nearly flipped when I saw you. Mack[her husband]
and I were trying to intercept you but you were too quick."
"Mack said he saw murder on your face. I know you managed to scare the shit out of quite a few people. After you gave your little speech and left it was bedlam for awhile. Becky did try to follow you, but Cindy and the guy held her back. I was close by then, and I heard Cindy tell her to give you a little time to cool down first. She was crying, saying if she didn't get to you then she'd never get another chance. But by the time she broke loose you were gone."
"Quite a few of the patrons left after the scene. I have a feeling donations that night were a little shy of expectations."
She stopped, looking at me. "Do you know his name?"
"Yes. And his age, his residence, what kind of car he drives, his past, and everything else a really good PI could come up with."
She shuddered a little.
"You're not going to do anything cruel, are you?"
"Yes," I said, making her blanch, "I'm gonna ignore him. Every time he walks around a blind corner or hears a loud noise behind him he'll expect it's me. He'll be a nervous wreck for awhile. Eventually he'll figure out I have absolutely no interest in him, and that will be the biggest insult I could give him."
"What about your wife? They had to almost carry her out of the place. I think she was beginning to realize how bad it was going to be."
"I don't have a wife," I said, stonefaced.
Then I grinned, to ease her mind.
"But if anything ever happens and you find yourself single, I'll be like a politician at a pork barrel. White boys aren't all bad."
She smiled. "I don't cross the color lines, but if anything ever happens, for you I'd make an exception."
We stood and she hugged me. It felt great. She rubbed those nice mammary glands across my chest.
I couldn't help it, I smiled. She grinned back.
"I'm gonna stop on the way home and get an average sized white dildo and call it Jace, for future fantasies."
We laughed, hugged again, and worked the rest of the afternoon.
When I came out there were two envelopes on my bike seat, one from Cindy, one from Beck. I knew Allen was watching as I dropped them on the ground and left. I hadn't got a block when I saw a familiar SUV behind me. I laughed into my helmet. Let the chase begin.
I was on my Yamaha Road Star, 102 inches of v twin power. My one nod to success. It was two years old, a repo I'd gotten a really good deal on. Beck loved it, and we spent many an afternoon just tooling around, exploring.
Keeping them close, I suddenly made a right turn on red. They were two cars behind and stuck. I whipped into a parking lot three blocks down, waited until I saw them zip by, and went back the way I'd come. They were probably still driving around in circles when I pulled into my garage.
I carried the burner phone I'd gotten with me, and left my regular phone locked in my desk drawer. I still used it for business, I'd screen and delete everything but my customers and lawyer.
Beck finally sent a registered letter, which I signed for, then sent back to her unopened. My lawyer did all my talking.
"She's a firecracker," he said, "and sure knows a lot of colorful words."
She was living in the house, and I was making half the payment, and directed Paul to tell her it would stop six months after we divorced, in which time I hoped to sell it or she could buy me out. I knew that would never happen, she simply couldn't afford it. She refused to get a lawyer. Paul shrugged.
"She isn't required to, but you can bet at the first hearing the judge will strongly suggest she get counsel. That will be the first attempt to drag it out as long as she can to get to you. She's not going to let go, I saw it in her eyes. I'm all right with racking up the billable hours, but at some point you need to talk to her. Or, just say the hell with it and withdraw the petition."
He saw the look on my face and held up his hands.
"I didn't say go back to her. Just do what you're doing now, and ignore her. It may take awhile, but eventually she'll get tired and agree to the divorce. Let's give it until the actual hearing, maybe she'll realize she's pissing in the wind and be reasonable."
"You really think so?" I felt a faint ray of hope.
"Nope," he said grinning, as he walked me out.
...
She got her friends to intercede for her. Bad idea. Really, really bad idea. Word got out about my reactions and most of them understood it was a forbidden subject.
Then her mom took up the banner. I'd always liked her, and I told her if she needed anything, help in any way, I'd be insulted if she didn't call me. But if she said her daughters' name one more time, I would never speak to her again.
My mom became involved. I tried to make her see things as I did. Didn't even slow her down. I left, and didn't return for three months. She stared right back into trying to 'get me to be reasonable'. I left, and she called me two weeks later, crying, and promised to never bring her up again. I think she got it. Now she was going with the sad 'I'll suffer in silence, but you know I'm right' look. Wasn't working for her.
She did say she thought I needed to see someone.
"The anger is changing you, honey. Not for the best. You need to get your balance back, for your own well being."
...
I thought about that for a while. I tried to compartmentalize, keep it separate from the rest of my life. Never could get it to work. It was the worst when I saw Cindy. She still came occasionally by the office. She knew better to say anything, she could see in my eyes what I thought of her.
She and Allan were not doing well. They were stressed, trying to figure out a way to save the business. Allan tried to talk about it once. I actually listened, calm enough now to be curious as to what they could possibly say that would justify their betrayal.
"Please, Jace, I'm begging you here. If you pull out, we both know I'll be out of business in six months. I've worked as hard as you to make this a success. I'll lose everything. The house, the cars. I have children, remember? I need to provide then with the best quality of life possible."
Instead of calming me, it just made me angrier.
"Really? You're using the kids as a bargaining chip? Tell me something, did you even remotely consider how I might react, knowing my best friends in the whole world were helping the love of my life screw me over? You might should have considered the ramifications before you got involved. Maybe if you'd remembered the last time she did something like this and my reaction then, when we weren't married or even seriously committed, you would have spoken up. Were you thinking about the kids while you were lying to me?"
He flushed, and looked really, really angry.
"Goddamnit! It's time for you to get over yourself and think about the harm you're doing here because your feelings are hurt. She cheated on you. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have allowed Cindy and myself to get involved. I was trying to protect you. Do I need to kick your ass to get you to understand?"
Wrong thing to say.
"You wanted to protect me? Then why didn't you read Cindy the riot act, tell Beck she was making a serious mistake, threaten to tell me unless she stopped? I think you weren't worried about me at all, but were more worried about the business. This cash cow has mooed her last, Allan."
"You're good at what you do. You'll find a job pretty easily, especially now that the economy is rebounding. You may not have the quality of life you have know, but you'll survive. Cindy could actually get a job for awhile, to help. It might give her the shot of reality she needs."
"And as far as kicking my ass, you don't have any idea how part of me wants you to really try. My mom says I need to release some of my rage. Pounding the dog shit out of you might go a long way towards doing that. Now, if you're done, get the fuck out of my office. Go work on your resume or something."
Like I said, Allan is six four. I just barely made it to six. And he outweighed me by sixty pounds. But the thing he didn't have was rage. He grabbed me, spun me around, opening his mouth to say more. I didn't give him a chance, swinging instantly.
I gave it everything I had, putting all the pain and rage I had into one punch. It landed right between the eyes. He went down like an imploded building. I stood over him, rubbing my knuckles.
"I believe we're done here. Let yourself out, and don't ever come back into this office unless I ask you too."
The door had been open, and Ben, our new salesman, was standing there with an open mouth.
"I think I'll work from home the rest of the day. Help him up, will you?"
It was two days before I went back. He'd been treated for a concussion. And he looked like a raccoon with two black eyes. From then on, we communicated by email.
...
The punch scared me. Mom was right, I did need to see someone.
Kathy Grimes was one of the best in her field, according to what information I could gather. It was two weeks before she could see me.
My age, roughly. Pretty, ultimately professional, with a warm manner and disarming style. Judging by the pictures on the wall, she was happily married with two preteen children.
"Nice looking kids," I said, looking at the pictures. She smiled.
"Thanks. Do you have any?"
"No," I sighed, "don't think it'll ever happen for me."
"Oh, in this business, I've learned to never say never. You're fairly young, there's plenty of time. Sit. Chair of table?"
Her office looked like a living room. In one corner was a table, plain wood, like you'd see in millions of kitchens in the country. The seats all had cushions for comfort.
"Table."
"Good choice," she smiled, "I find it's more relaxing in the long run."
She put a pitcher of water, a coffee carafe, and a plate of cookies on the table before sitting down.
"Homemade. Oatmeal raisin. From a secret family recipe that you can only get from the top of the oatmeal box. Water or coffee?"
After she poured the water, she got down to business.
" First off, tell me exactly why you wanted to see me and what you hope to accomplish by the end of these sessions?"
I liked it. Direct and to the point.
"I'm having a stressful time in my life right now. It's giving me anger management issues. I'd like you to help me focus, to get over the anger.
I'm tired of the way I am now, even I don't like me much."
"Well, that's pretty simple. Now, the big questions. What made you so angry? Can it be rectified, do you want to rectify it, or move on?"
For the next ninety minutes I talked about my history, before and during the courtship, marriage, and beyond. How much I had loved her. How deeply she had hurt me.
She listened, made notes, interjected with a question now and then. By the time I was done the session was over.
"Well, you've given me a lot to digest. I'll be reviewing the tapes before the next session. Same time next week, all right? And if you feel the rage build up beyond reason, call me. I'll try and work you in. Would you like me to prescribe something to calm you?"
"Thanks but no. See you next week."
I had been going for a month, and was actually feeling better, when she asked me if she could make some observations.
"You're a nice man, Jace, in a not so nice situation. You've been terribly hurt, the level of betrayal you feel is enormous. That's why you react so strongly when your wife is mentioned."
"I see this sort of thing all the time, and I've never seen a deeper sense of betrayal. It's eating you up, and you don't know why."
"My opinion, you still love your wife."
She held up her hand before I could speak.
"That doesn't mean you want to go back to her. The fact that all your friends seemed to support or turn a blind eye only compounds the situation. And all them telling you to get over it, forgive her already, didn't help any. It keeps the pain front and center."
"In the end, you have to ask yourself if you'll be happier with her or without her."
I thought about it for a few minutes.
"It sucks either way. She's betrayed me twice now. If I take her back, despite any promises she makes me, she'll have it in her head if she fucks up again I'll just forgive her again. I'm not willing to take that chance. I couldn't go through it again."
I paused, and she waited.
"So, I guess we're over. I still love her, but love isn't the issue, here. Trust is. I can't ever see a way to trust her again. And that says it all."
"And all our so called friends? I can understand a little reticence, it would be a terribly awkward conversation. But the ones who helped her? The ones who gave her alibis and kept her secret? They're dead to me."
"Looking back, I realize they were mostly her friends anyway. I think you know by now I've always been pretty much a loner. I like people, but I don't have the need to surround myself with them all the time. There's a song lyric,'being alone doesn't mean I'm lonely', that's me."
She was nodding.
"That's consistent with my understanding. My opinion, if you want it, is to go ahead with the divorce. But, and I can't stress the importance of this, you need to talk to her. As long as you don't she's going to hold hope that she can get you back. Tell her why that will never happen. If you can make her understand, she may stop fighting the divorce. You've told me how you fought counseling, but you seem to the point now of being calm enough to consider it, especially if it gets you the results you want quicker. I can set up a few joint sessions with her if you like, act as referee. Your choice entirely, but that's my expert opinion."
I thought about it for awhile. I was tired. It needed to be over. Maybe if I went to counseling with her instead of fighting it she would finally understand and let us move on.
"Think she'll come?"
She nodded.
"I'm almost positive. She'll see it as a chance to finally state her case, and get you back. I'm warning you now, though, it could be pretty painful."
I told her to set it up.
"I've been in pain since I found out. I'm pretty sure a little more won't kill me."
...
The sad part was I knew she still really loved me. I knew, because I listened into her phone conversations for the next few weeks before I allowed Johnny to remove the taps.
The first days after we split were mostly her calling me. The messages I didn't listen to on my phone I got to hear anyway.
Most were tearful entreaties for me to talk to her, to let her explain. After about the first fifty it was down to one sentence.
"Please talk to me Jace, please."
The conversations with her friends were pretty interesting, especially Cindy.
"God, we really fucked up, didn't we?"
"Yes we did. I don't know what I was thinking, Cindy. Why did I do it?"
She actually giggled.
"You did it because it was fun. You're a classic cake eater, honey, thinking you could have them both and he'd never find out. I never thought he'd find out either. I'm sorry Allan found out, but I knew he'd never tell. He needed Jace too badly."
"Hell, we all need him. You know he's trying to get out of the partnership, don't you? Says if we'd do it in our private life, wonder what he was up to in the business? We've got to get to him, get him back on board. We've got to fix this, Beck. The question is how. I see a long period of ass kissing in our future."
Becky was sobbing quietly.
"I don't think there's enough ass kissing in the world to fix this one, Cin. He's really pissed. He left me a folder, pictures, interviews, you'd be amazed how eager some were to throw me under the bus. I can't believe how arrogant we were."
Some her friends were no better. Most talked to her about strategies to get me in the same room with her right up to and including kidnapping. Most promised to talk to me.
Their reports afterwards were entertaining, one woman chewed her out pretty bad.
"I'm done. He almost took our heads off, and the sad thing is we deserved it. He asked my husband if I was all right with you having an affair and actually helping you cover it and give alibis, what was I doing when he wasn't around? I'm still kissing ass, Jack is really pissed. I'm pretty sure you're toast, Beck. I know we are. I wouldn't ask any more of us to talk to him. Sorry, hon."
The asshole actually called her three times. She hung up on him the first time, but the next two, right before I turned the taps off, were enlightening.
"Don't hang up, Becky. We're in serious trouble here. We need to talk. Our jobs are in the balance."
"You think I give a damn about the job, Greg? The worst thing I ever did in my life was go to work for you."
I could hear the irritation in his voice.
"Come off the high horse, girl. You practically begged for this job. And it might have been my idea to fool around, but you didn't hesitate once the subject came up."
"Speaking of that, wanna get together? He's not coming back, and you know it. The look in his eyes that night scared the hell out of me. We could console each other, he'd never know."
She exploded.
"That's what we thought the first time, remember? How'd that work out? And if he's that pissed now, what do you think he'd do if he found out? No means no, Greg, never again."
"Calm down. It was just a thought. I have to go in front of the board of directors next week. Word of our little escapade has gotten back to them. You'll probably get a call too. We need to decide how to spin this."
She actually laughed.
"Spin this? If they asked, I'm gonna tell them the truth. We had an affair. We both share the blame. I will tell them that it's over, and I'll never do it again if they let me stay. I doubt they will."
He tried one more time.
"They'll fire me Becky, whether they do you or not. This type of work is all I've ever done. If I get let go and word gets out why, I'll probably never work in this business again."
She softened a bit.
"I'm not throwing you under the bus here. It was both our fault. But I have to tell the truth. If I don't and Jace finds out, I really will be toast. I'm actually fond of you, Greg, but you're not worth my marriage."
Well, she seemed sincere. I called their direct boss and arranged a meeting. He showed, with his lawyer, scared to death I was going to sue them. That kind of publicity in this economy would seriously compromise their fundraising abilities.
And I knew they had a very strict moral code, an absolute necessity for their company. They could lose contracts, and it would be very hard to attract new charities. Up until now they'd had a really good record.
I played the tap for them.
"Before you talk, I need to tell you this tape was legally obtained. If push comes to shove, I'll make it public record in my divorce."



I let them sweat before I gave them my proposal.
"I'll forgo legal recourse for certain considerations. First, my wife is never to know of this meeting. Second, reprimand her, demote her, do whatever you want except fire her. I need her to have a job during the divorce. Do what you want with the asshole, but in my opinion, this doesn't seem like the first time to me. What if it had been a major donor or the wife or daughter of one? In my opinion, he's a disaster waiting to happen. There again, an opinion, do what you want. Agreed? Good. Of course, we can't write this up, but I've taped this conversation. Here."
I pulled out the recorder and gave them the tape. I neglected to mention the other recorder still going.
"Now, if I make trouble for you, you can play the tape. And one more thing. You have a volunteer, Cindy Waller. She helped my wife conduct her affair and covered for her. It might be good if she wasn't associated with you any longer."
They looked like bobble heads, shaking up and down in agreement.
She did get demoted, and put on probation, but she kept her job. Cindy was pissed when they told her it might be best if she volunteered for another organization, but she understood.
"I feel like Jace was behind it." She whined to Becky.
"What if he was? So what? I bet Allan would agree, if he would admit it. You're judged by the company you keep Cin. And right now I'm toxic.
They allowed Greg to resign, and he didn't get a letter of recommendation. I have no idea where he ended up, but he gave Becky a goodbye call.
"They canned me. Oh, it was polite, but I'm gone, with no recommendation. I guess this is goodbye."
She seemed sympathetic. "I'm sorry Greg. But we brought it on ourselves. At least you're not married."
There was silence for a second.
"Actually Beck, I am. She's in service, in a not so nice place right now. She rotates home in three months."
"You asshole! How could you do that to her? At least Jace is home, out of danger."
"I agree. I am an asshole. But I was lonely, horny, and you were agreeable. I'm sorry about all this. You're not gonna tell her, are you?"
"No. I have no way of contacting her, but even if I did, she doesn't deserve what I'm going through. Love her hard when she gets back, and don't EVER repeat this mistake."
"I promise. I'm so sorry how it all turned out. I hope you get him back. You're a hell of a woman, Becky. Goodbye."
She cried into the phone for several seconds before hanging up. I thought about trying to contact his wife, but in the end I didn't. She probably needed to know, but if he ran true to type she'd find out soon enough.
...
Kathy got in contact with Becky, and she jumped all over the chance to talk to me. At her suggestion, she went to three sessions alone first. I think Kathy was trying to prepare her, but she was too stubborn to see it.
The big night finally came. The first session. I figured she would try to ambush me, so I made it a point to be there thirty minutes early. Becky was really surprised when Kathy collected her from the waiting room and found me already there.
"Jace!" she cried, trying to hug me. Kathy imposed herself between us.
"Becky, for this to work, you have to give him his space. He's already made it clear he doesn't want any physical contact. If you don't follow the rules I've laid out, he'll leave, and he won't come back. Understand?"
It took her a few minutes, but she gathered herself and sat down at the table.
"Becky, listen to me. I know you have things you want to say, and so does Jace. Remember, be calm, be clear, and avoid dramatics. Would you like to go first?"
She nodded, and we waited.
"First, I need to apologize, Jace. I know what I did was wrong. You have every right to be angry.
I have no excuse. I'm not even sure now why I did it. Was it worth the pain I've been going through? No way in hell. Would I ever be that stupid again? Not for anything."
"But Kathy has explained to me that being sorry and apologizing won't change a thing if you can't forgive me. I know I fucked up and destroyed a good marriage. What I need to do now is convince you to give me another chance. Will you promise to talk to me? If after we finish these sessions and still can't forgive me, I'll walk away and not fight the divorce."
I looked between her and Kathy. I could see her hand in this. Maybe those individual sessions had helped after all.
I spoke, she was obviously waiting for me to say something.
"I know that speech took a lot out of you, Beck. I was thinking about it for the last few days. We've known five couples over the years who've split up over cheating that have gone to counseling to try to save their marriage. How many made it? I checked, one. Gary and Sherrie.
And they don't cuddle in public, the little touches they used to give each other all the time, gone. It's been two years, and they're still not back yet. Could you live like that? Knowing I'd always suspect you if you were gone, even for an hour or two? If I automatically tried to verify everything you told me? Snooped in your purse, checked your computer and cell phone on a regular basis? I couldn't."
She was flinching at my words like each was a physical blow, but kept a determined look on her face.
"If I got to cuddle with you every night in bed I could. I'd do anything and everything I could to reassure you, to show you I've changed, and you could trust me again."
I threw up my hands.
"Ah! There it is, another of the magic words, trust. Exactly how would you get me to trust you again? You went out when we were dating, lying about it when we hadn't even made a commitment yet. I should have seen it then. Now, years later, after being together for all this time, planning a family, a future, you do it again. Were you lonely this time too? Bored because I was out trying to build a business and a better future for us and didn't have time to go to dance clubs or out on the town?"
I was finally letting go of some of the poison, and it felt good. Becky was looking horrified. Kathy stepped in.
"Our time is up. I want you to do some homework for me before our next meeting. Becky, I want you to think about what Jace said. Tell him in detail how you plan to get him to trust you. Jace, I need you to think about it too. Do you think you can get over your rage and try to rebuild a relationship with Becky? Be honest and clear. That's all until next week. Jace, could I see you for just a second before you leave? Goodnight, Becky."
We stood and watched as she went to her car, sitting there for five minutes before pulling out. Kathy looked at me.
"You're absolutely never taking her back, are you?"
"No," I said, sadly.
She sighed. "I didn't think so. We need to refocus the sessions, get her used to the idea, let her down slowly. If you have any love left for her, break it to her gently."
...
Gently didn't work. We tried, Kathy and I, but she just refused to give up. I tried every way I could think of, and some from Kathy, but I never got her to understand. In the end I just stopped it.
"You broke your most solemn vow, Beck. Made it look easy. Even now, I know you regret what came of it, but deep down I get the feeling you can't see what you did as serious. Where I considered it life altering, you liken it to spending too much money, wrecking the car, something along those lines. Didn't you feel anything when you did it?"
She didn't give me a direct answer as usual.
"Talk about feelings! You're the one turned to stone! Give me one more chance, please? How can you sit there with no emotion while I fall to pieces?"
"You still don't get it, do you? There's plenty of emotion inside me. It's emotion, not intelligence, that makes us human. All animals think at some level, but who besides humans feel love, hate, desire? Not any other specie. I've just gotten better at controlling them."
I let her talk another thirty minutes before I held up my hand, rising.
"It's over Beck. Accept it and move on. Understand I still love you, but it isn't enough anymore. The divorce is final in four weeks. It's best for both of us. You're still a young, beautiful woman. You'll find someone else. When you do, if you ever get tempted, think of us. He will deserve your best."
I walked out, my heart breaking all over again as I heard her wail.
Kathy called me two days later.
"I just finished a session with Becky. You know I can't tell you what we talked about, but she still thinks she can win you back. Watch for her, I know she'll be around, and I'm worried. I'm really sorry it ended this way. I think you should continue seeing me, for a while. Shall we make an appointment?"
I thought about it.
"Not right now. I'll call you in a month or so. Thanks for everything, Kathy."
...
Kathy was right. She had one last hurrah before she gave up.
I loved all of her family except her oldest brother. He was a cop, a shift commander. He was also arrogant and a bully. We tolerated each other, just. He'd taken to pulling me over regularly, just to mess with me and demand I forgive his sister. I talked to Paul, he had me log the next four stops, and the good commander found himself explaining his interest in me to the assistant chief. The stops halted, and it didn't make him like me more.
It was two weeks before the final hearing. The sun was shining, spring was in the air, and I was feeling happy for the first time in a long while.
The Yamaha was humming right along that Saturday morning when the lights came on behind me. I pulled over.
I was getting my license out, not looking at him, when he tasered me, put me in cuffs and threw me in the back of his car. I had just come around when he stopped at a nearby park, hauled me out while I ranted, and handcuffed me to a bench. Then he took the original cuffs off and used them to hook Becky to me.
"You'll listen now, motherfucker. I'll be back in forty five minutes, and I better see smiling faces."
Becky babbled while I tried to clear my head, apologizing for what was happening.
"Can we talk now, baby?"
I looked at her trying to find the woman I'd married in her eyes. She wasn't there.
"Like I have a choice," I said, smiling. "Just hand me my phone. I had someone waiting on me, then I'll be all ears, okay?"
She got my phone out and handed it to me. I dialed 911.
"911, state your emergency."
"This is J.C. Gooding. I'm in Armstrong Park, the bench on the south side near the gazebo, and I've been kidnapped and handcuffed to the bench and another person. I repeat, I've been kidnapped."
Becky was looking horrified, trying to wrestle the phone out of my hand. She was screaming.
There was a lot of people in the park, and some were coming over.
"Sir, a car has been dispatched. Do you know your abductors?"
"Shift Commander Jeff Sterling. I'm handcuffed to his sister. Help!"
The car must have been in the neighborhood, he was there in less than two minutes. Becky was still screaming while he tried to remove the cuffs. Her brother came roaring up, sliding across the grass and scattering onlookers.
"I got this, patrolman."
He wavered, looking at me.
"If you leave me in his custody, it makes you an accomplice. Jail time maybe, loss of career definitely. Call someone higher up the food chain."
He made the call, and soon six cop cars surrounded us. Nobody was arrested, pending investigation, and I was taken back to my bike.
The shit hit the fan the next day. Dumbass had everything on dash cam. Me stopping, him with the taser and cuffs, the whole thing until he stuffed me into the car.
I could have pressed charges. Assault, kidnapping, unlawful use of a police vehicle, the list went on. Becky would be charged as an accomplice. I had Paul with me when we met the DA to discuss the incident.
"My client will make this easy for everyone. He won't press charges IF the officer is disciplined in house, and his wife agrees not to appear at their final divorce hearing, and ceases all contact with him. Your choice and theirs, but if they decide not to take the deal I'll go after them hard, understand?"
They had no choice. Their parents didn't want to see two of their three children through bars, so the deal was accepted.
Her brother didn't get off without pain. He was demoted, assigned the graveyard shift, reprimanded. His chances of promotions again were miniscule. He couldn't quit because no other agency would touch him.
...
So it was finally over. I went back to my successful business and found a hot young blonde with big boobs who loved me for my tender heart and convinced me there was still sweetness and light in the world.
Actually, I lost my friends, my business, and my wife.
It was a while before I even looked at another woman. My business tanked because everyone knew the situation we were in and didn't give us any more contracts. Luckily Aida got the offer she deserved, and took her trainee with her. Ben quit soon after.
The next month I walked into the office. There was a note on the door.
"You win, you bastard. Allan found another job, the paperwork is on you desk. Sign it and the company is official dissolved."
She didn't sign it, but I recognized Cindy's writing.
There was actually a little money left, and after I got my half of the house sale, I was in pretty good shape. I could even take the next year off if I wanted. I took two months, got on the Road Star, and went rambling
I ended up three states down, well below the Mason Dixon line. It was one of the prettiest cities I'd ever seen, surrounded by mountains, with friendly people and a relaxed atmosphere. It kind of felt like I'd landed in the sixties because the people all seemed so laid back. I stayed three days, hitting tourist traps, doing research.
I checked out a few more towns but none had the same vibe, so I came back, got a room for a week, and went house hunting. I looked at some condos and apartments, but I'd become partial to houses with decent yards. I found what I wanted, the third I looked at. A small cottage, twelve hundred square feet, two bedroom, with a huge yard and a stream running across the back. It was set apart a good distance from the nearest neighbor. I leased for a year with an option to buy.
Next I went job hunting, finding one at a small firm that catered to up and coming and midsized companies. They gave me a few small accounts to see how good I was. In six months the boss wanted to talk.
"Jace," I had to tell him, was not short for Jason. My name was actually John Charles, and I had been called J.C. up until my sister was about four. She pronounced it Jaysee, and then shortened it to Jace. It stuck, and I quit fighting it years ago.
In that peculiar Southern way, when the conversation was important, he used both my given names.
"John Charles, you've been doing very good work. So good I wondered why you were here. I checked up on what you put on your resume, and it was all true. I have a feeling you won't stay with us long, so I'm going to use you hard. I'm giving you a new account. He's a friend of mine who owns a very successful regional winery and wants to take his product national. Go talk to him, set up some meetings, and start thinking. This could be very good for all of us. And if I grow, I want you along."
I was flattered that he thought so highly of me.
The vintner was a local, who had trained and studied in Italy for six years, before coming home to take care of his aging parents. He took over their farm, and used the north facing slopes to grow vines he had imported from the region he trained in. He started out small, adding acreage and expanding the winery as he could. Now he leased three more farms and had doubled his own acreage. He'd won several local and regional medals for his sweet wines, and wanted to crack the national market. He had already secured a distributor, now he needed an ad campaign to bring his product into the limelight.
I stopped by, did an anonymous wine tasting. Most were quite good. Some I didn't care for. I finally introduced myself and asked for Mr. Edwards.
He came hustling in, in farm clothes. We shook and he asked me why I hadn't made an appointment.
"I wanted to taste your product, observe your operation, maybe work on some ideas. I don't expect you to drop everything to talk to me, just wanted you to know I stopped by, and make that appointment in person."
"What do you think of my wines?" He seemed anxious.
"I liked most of them, but then I'm no expert. But I liked then so much I bought a mixed case to take home."
While I was talking an idea was germinating. I couldn't wait to get back and start developing it.
It was not to be. Jack[he insisted on first names]had me follow him around for awhile, explaining the winery, the origin of the vines, everything he could think to tell me. I ended up spending three hours with him.
...
Personally, I spent my off time exploring the area, turning the Road Star loose on those winding mountain roads. I'd had a little work done that boosted power, and she could scoot if I opened her up.
I took some money and bought a well used but reliable four wheel drive truck, the winters could be quite snowy here. I kept my car, a little Dodge Dart. It was more than enough for a single person, and I'd bought the top of the line turbo package. It was supposed to do over one eighty, but I never got it over 110, and that was just twice. The car and the bike were garaged, and the truck stayed outside.
I was wandering around one Saturday afternoon when I ran across a little bar in the middle of nowhere. There were a few bikes out front. Mostly Harleys, but there was a Gold Wing, and a few crotch rockets, so I decided to stop for a beer.
The place kind of went quiet for a minute. They could tell I wasn't a local. I ordered my beer and looked the place over.
It was old, but clean and neat. The patrons seemed to all know each other, and the insults and the banter flowed easily. The bartender talked a little after he served the second round.
"It's been in my family for seventy years," he said, talking about the place, "we got a good reputation. No fights, nobody bothers anybody, especially a woman. That'll get you booted faster than anything."
I complimented him, knowing the value of a place you could relax, be it with a crowd of suits and dresses or jeans and short skirts. People were people, basically the same despite income levels.
He liked the praise, said the next round was on him, and left me. A huge, bearded guy took the stool next to me.
"Yours?" he said, looking through the window at my bike.
"Yeah."
He snorted. "Another fucking rice grinder, what happened, they don't sell real bikes made in America where you come from?"
He was grinning when he said it to take the sting out.
"Which one is yours?" I asked. He pointed at an older, chopped out Harley.
"Nice ride." I grinned. "The forks are from Italy, the carbs, if they're stock, came from Japan. The tires, again if they're stock, were made by a British firm, manufactured in France. Still think it's all American?"
He stared at me. "No shit?"
I nodded. "No shit. Still nice bikes, though."
After that half the bar was in on the discussion. One guy said his Vulcan was made right here in the U.S. We ended up going out to look at all of them. By the time we came back in I had a new set of friends.
...
I ended up hanging at the bar most weekends, going on poker runs, just riding in a group when the urge took us. They showed me a lot of places I would never had known existed.
I got my nickname three months later. I had been to see Jack Edwards about the campaign we were planning. I was hoping to get him to let him shoot a commercial in his tasting room.



It was wood, stone and glass, with a high ceiling and lots of natural light. After I explained he was all for it, if we could do it on a Monday, his slowest sales day. He gave me a case of wines I hadn't tasted it yet, just for an opinion.
Many of his wines had names linked to the area.
Millrace Red was named for the old grist mill on the edge of his property. Yankee Orchard White was named for a friends' apple orchard. A transplanted New Yorker, he specialized in rare and new varieties. Juice from his Pink Lady apples were mixed with a medium white, and it was really smooth, tasting like fresh apples with just a hint of grape.
It had been a long day, and I needed to unwind. As it happened, I had to go right by the bar on the way home. Forgetting how I was dressed, I walked in. There was silence for a minute, then the laughter and ribbing started.
"Where you been? A funeral?" Laughed Fat Bob, the first guy I'd talked to when I found the place. We'd become pretty good friends, to the point I sometimes loaned him my truck if his bike was down and he needed to haul it to the shop.
I was about to explain when another voice rang out.
"Who's the fuckin' suit?"
I didn't even need to turn around. Amanda Patterson, known in the bar as Babydoll, because she had just turned twenty and was barely five feet tall. She was cute, a redhead with a hair trigger temper, and had a mouth that would make drill instructors blush. She was sort of a mascot, and nobody hit on her unless she wanted. And I never saw her want.
"Hi, Amanda. I got all dressed up to ask for your hand in marriage." I got down on my knee while the bar roared. She flamed red and the temper came out. Her opinion of love and marriage was well known. I was sure there was history there somewhere. Plus, she hated being called Amanda.
"That ain't funny, asshole. And what the fuck you dickheads laughing at? Don't make me go to your asses."
That made them laugh harder.
"I refuse to take that as a no, more of I'll think about it. Do I need to wear the suit until you decide to make an honest man out of me?"
She pushed me backwards and stomped off to the kitchen. Fat Bob helped me up.
"I wouldn't order anything tonight. She'll probably spit on it, or worse."
Amanda helped out in the kitchen on the weekend, for tips and meals. I found out from Ellen, one of the bartenders, that she'd had a rough life, was broke and living in a woman's shelter during the week, and sleeping at the bar on a cot in the backroom on the weekends. It wasn't exactly legal, but who was going to tell?
"She's a good kid, down on her luck. We'd hire her full time if we could afford it."
I asked her how she ate during the week, and why she didn't have a job.
"Soup kitchens, I suppose. I never really asked. I think she has a juvie record, and she hasn't finished high school, has no transportation, and that makes her job prospects pretty slim."
Amanda was there almost every night, not leaving until she had to go back to make sure she had a bed for the night.
I don't know why I did it. Maybe I wanted to feel connected to another human being. Maybe I wanted to be able to give her hope. I struck a deal with Helen and Sam, the owner. I'd pay for her meals during the week. Sam agreed to let her wait tables and clean up, four hours a night, for a hundred dollars a week cash, which I paid half. I supplied the cash, on the condition that she absolutely could not know I had anything to do with it.
"Here," I said, giving Ellen two hundred. "Take her shopping, she needs new clothes. Tell her she can pay you back out of her wages, twenty a week."
She said it was the first time she'd ever seen her cry. Not extravagant, she bought new underwear, three pair of the cheapest jeans she could find, and four plain tee shirts. Two pair of mark down sneakers, and she was done.
I thought about it as Ellen told me. Becky would pay more for a pair of shoes she didn't really like that much, wear them three or four times, and get rid of them. She probably spent more than Amanda made for a month on makeup and accessories alone.
She didn't come out of the kitchen the rest of the night. Helen said later she thought she might have cried a little, blaming it on chopping onions. I felt bad, hoping I hadn't hurt her feeling too much.
So I got the nickname Suit, which everybody thought was pretty funny. I actually made it a point, if I was near, of stopping in with my work clothes on, from time to time. Every time I'd wear one I'd ask her if she'd changed her mind. She still cussed me every time. But now she smiled.
The whole bar petted her. I never really thought about how she felt about anything until one night when a new guy was hitting on her. She fought him off with a smile, but he was getting worse. When she bent over at the next table to pick up the empties, he pinched her on her ass. I saw it and was almost there without even thinking. She screamed, turned, and dumped a half full draft in his face.
"Bitch," he said, pulling back to slap her. I grabbed his arm and yanked him off the chair. Sam and Fat Boy got there in time to keep me from hitting him. Amanda slapped the hell out of him as we got him up.
"Don't ever touch me again, asshole! Next time my fiancee won't be held off."
She blushed when she realized what she said, and ran into the kitchen. She came out later, thanking me for my help. I grinned.
"Couldn't have my future bride hurt, now could I?
I know you didn't mean it, but it might be wise to let the jerks that hit on you know you're claimed. Think about it."
She surprised the whole bar by kissing my cheek. After the whistles and yells died down, she told them she'd kick their asses if they laughed at her and her boyfriend again. This really set them off and she fled back into the kitchen.
Three weeks later there was a poker run that I signed up for. We met at the bar and they opened up the kitchen for breakfast. After we'd eaten and were lining up, I felt a tug on my sleeve.
Babydoll looked embarrassed but determined.
"Can I ride with you?"
Why not?
"Sure, if you have a helmet."
She held up one. "Fat Boy loaned it to me."
She was in jeans and a tee. It was going to be cool this time of morning.
"Go get your jacket. It'll be awful cold if you don't."
She hung her head. "I don't have one. Haven't needed it yet."
I sighed and she got behind me, keeping her hands down.
"Ever been on a bike before?" I asked. She nodded.
"Then you know you have to hold on. Come on, I won't hurt you. It won't be safe unless you do."
Everybody knew she hated being touched.
She reluctantly put her hands around my waist. I started out slow until she relaxed. I dropped out after a mile, swinging into a WalMart.
"Why are we here?"
"To get you a jacket. I can feel your shivers through my coat. If you want, you can pay me back. Or you can accept it as a gift for riding with me. Either way, we're not leaving until you have one."
She pissed and moaned, but I dragged her in and got her a nice little jacket and scarf. Even got gloves, which made her bitch even more.
"If you don't stop, I'm leaving you here. You need these, I don't want you sick because of your stubbornness. Now smile, and thank me for being a nice guy."
She smirked. "Thanks, asshole. If you want to piss your money away, I'll let you. Can we catch up with the guys now?"
We caught up to them at the second checkpoint. By then, she had snuggled in behind me with a firm grip. The halfway point was lunch, at a nice buffet style restaurant. She acted like she'd wait by the bike. I leaned in close.
"Get you tiny little ass into the restaurant, right now. If you don't, I'll throw you over my shoulder and carry you in. We clear here?"
She nodded, looking pissed. Didn't stop her from stuffing herself, though.
At the end of the day, she was more relaxed. We won a prize, a gift certificate for a hundred dollars at a Harley dealership. I gave it to her, putting my hand firmly over her mouth when she started to protest. I left it for a few seconds.
When I removed it, she didn't say anything but her eyes were blazing. If looks could kill.
Things went downhill on the way back. It started raining, a cold drizzle, getting harder. We were less than a mile from my house and ten from the bar, so I turned off. When we pulled into my garage, she got off the bike, took off her new coat, gloves ans scarf, and threw them onto the floor, along with the gift certificate. Her face was a mask of rage and pain. She had misunderstood the situation completely.
"You think because you bought me a few things you were automatically getting pussy? Shove these things up you ass, you bastard."
She turned around, stalking out.
It took me a minute or two to recover and calm down. Then I got into my Dart and went looking. She'd set a fast pace and had gone almost a quarter of a mile. It was raining hard by then. I pulled over just past her.
"Get in the car, Amanda."
"Fuck you!" she said, trying to walk past. I grabbed her arm.
"You have a choice here. You can get in the car and I'll drive you back to the bar. You can refuse, and I'll throw you in the car, after I paddle that stubborn ass until you see reason. Your choice."
She tried to push past me.
"You wouldn't dare! Suits don't do shit like th..."
I was twice her size and pretty pissed, I had her slammed face down on the hood in three seconds, my first smack landing right between her cheeks. She screamed, more from surprise than pain. I landed two more before she started begging me to stop.
"I''l get in the car! I'll be good, I promise. Please, no more!"
By now I had calmed down and was a little ashamed. I let go of her and opened the passenger door. She slid in without hesitation.
We had gone a mile when she started to talk. I held up my hand.
"Not a word, or I'll pull over and finish what I started. Then I'll leave you where you are. Understand?"
She nodded, wide eyed.
I pulled into the parking lot, reached over and threw her door open.
"Out. Now."
She got out. I slammed the door, pulled onto the highway, and turned the turbo loose, shredding tires.
I didn't go back for three weeks, waiting until after she had to leave before I walked in. Giving Helen the coat, scarf and gloves.
"Here. They're for Amanda. She can wear them, burn them, or stick them up her ass. I don't really care."
Helen and Sam looked at me in shock. Then Helen grinned and slapped me.
"What the hell was that for?" I asked, rubbing my cheek.
"That's for making us put up with a screaming bitch for three weeks. We wondered what happened when you dropped out. Then Babydoll came in, went straight into the back, and started crying. She cried for three days before I got it out of her."
"She's had a miserable life so far. Abused and abandoned at fifteen. Foster homes until she was eighteen, and then she was out on the streets. Apparently she hooked up with a flaming asshole who tried to turn her out."
"Take it easy on her, Suit. She doesn't know how to handle someone kind and decent. It a foreign concept to her. She thinks if someone is nice to her, they want something, usually something she doesn't want to give."
She stopped, grinning again.
"She runs to the door every time she hears a bike, hoping it's you. She'd fry in hell before she'd admit it, but she has a huge crush on you. It's gone from bitching to whimpering. Give the girl a break. Show up while she's here, give her a kind word, before she tears every head in the bar off."
...
I went to the bar the next night, driving the Dart and wearing a suit. "Amanda! Get your skinny ass out here!"
She peeked out of the kitchen, fear on her face.
I gentled my tone. "Come on, Babydoll. I just want to talk."
She eased out into the bar, looking like she was ready to run any second. I had already talked to Sam and Helen, so they knew what I was going to do.
"Sam, tell her she's fired."
Her face went pale and Helen laughed.
"Just for tonight, hon. You still have your job."
"That's right. You're still employed, just not tonight. Tonight we're going out. First I'll take you to a place that serves real food..."
"Hey!" said Sam and Helen, together. But they were smiling.
"Let me rephrase that. Somewhere where burgers and fries aren't considered a full meal. Then I thought we'd see a movie, one of those tearjerkers little girls like you love. Get cleaned up while I drink a beer."
People were laughing and she was red. She unconsciously rubbed her jeans.
"Jace, I'm not really dressed to..."
"Ten minutes Amanda, or we repeat what happened the night it rained. Clear?"
She squealed and shot into the back room. I looked at Helen. "Go back there, use some of your makeup to help her feel pretty, calm her down. It's just dinner and a movie."
She surprised everybody by giving me a huge kiss.
"Maybe to you."
They oohed and ahhed when she came out, cheeks glowing. Helen had helped her with her hair, put a little lipstick on her. She looked great. I put her hand under my arm, opened the door for her while the gang grinned. They watched from the door as I opened the door to the car and buckled her in. I could hear faint cheers as I drove away.
"Anywhere special you'd like to eat?" I asked, as we sped along. I couldn't help driving fast. She had hardly spoken.
"Anywhere is fine." she said, looking out the window."
I pulled over in a office lot. "Look at me, Amanda."
She turned her head.
"When I ask you a question, I expect a straight answer. Now again, where would you like to eat? Would you like to try something new? Italian, Thai, anything at all?"
She looked down, and in a voice so small I almost didn't hear her, said: "I've always wanted to try lobster, but you don't have to spend that much money."
For an answer I took her to Red Lobster and got her a plate that had lobster in three different styles. She was tentative at first, but gained confidence as she ate. She even tried to get me to take a bite once.
"Sorry Amanda, I don't like lobster."
"Then why did we come here?" she asked in confusion.
"Because you wanted to try lobster. Besides, I've enjoyed the shrimp."
That made her happy, and she had no trouble sampling my shrimp when I offered.
After dinner we went to the movies. There were eight choices and I let her pick. Didn't think she was a horror fan, but apparently the gorier the better, for her. After the movie we went to an ice cream parlor and she got a large banana split with two spoons. Fr a tiny thing, she sure ate a lot.
Everything was perfect until we passed a bank, with the time and temperature flashing.
"Oh shit!"
"Oh shit what, Babydoll?"
"Oh shit I've stayed out too late to sleep in the homeless shelter. I guess you'll have to take me back to the bar."
"All right," I said, driving her straight to my house. She sat frozen while I turned off the car and the garage door closed.
"Amanda, listen to me very carefully. I have two bedrooms. One of them will be yours for the night. And it has a lock. You can sleep in a comfortable bed, take a nice shower, I'll even throw in breakfast. No strings attached, nothing owed, nothing expected. Up to you, I'm going inside now. If you don't trust me, lock the doors and recline the seat, and I'll wake you in the morning."
It was thirty minutes before she came in.
"Where's the bedroom?"
I showed it to her, showed her where the towels were, gave her a shirt to sleep in, and went to bed, laughing quietly as I locked my own door.
...
She must sleep like a rock, because I had showered, dressed, and had breakfast done before I knocked on her door.
"Time to get up, sleepyhead, breakfast is ready."
I poured coffee, plated the ham and cheese omelette, placed the toast on the table and waited. I had just about given up when she stumbled into the kitchen, still in my tee shirt. It hung to her knees, she looked eleven.
Being slow to wake didn't hurt her appetite any, and she cleaned her plate. We stacked the dishes into the sink and I picked up my travel mug.
"Where do you want me to drop you?"
She looked surprised.
"I dunno. I usually hang out at the library until time to go to work, but it'll be two hours before it's open. I guess you can drop me by the park."
I didn't like that idea. Bums slept in the park. No way I wanted her there, especially that early.
"I tell you what. Hang out here. I'll take the truck to work and I'll meet you after I get off. You can take the Dart to the bar. Scratch it and you better run for your life, understand?"
Her eyes were huge. "You trust me that much?"
I grinned. "You gonna steal from me?"
She went bright red. I cut her off before she could talk.
"I didn't think so. In fact, I need the oil changed, think you could drive it to the Dodge dealership for me? It's already paid for, so you don't have to worry about that. I'll call when they open. Will you do it if they can work me in?"
She was just nodding her head. I surprised her by kissing her cheek, backing up before she could react.
"Thanks, honey. I'll call as soon as I find out. Watch television, eat anything you like. I'll see you later.
She was rubbing the cheek I kissed as I walked out.
Everybody at work remarked on my good mood. A secretary asked me if I'd gotten laid. She said it kind of snippy, she'd made a run at me right after I'd started working there, and I'd turned her down. She was in her middle thirties, a little older than me. I finished pouring my coffee before I turned to her.
"As a matter of fact, Gail, I spent the night with a hot little redhead almost ten years younger than me. Remember the energy you had at that age? I'm lucky I can walk."
I left her openmouthed, to the laughter of everyone else.
She did get the oil changed for me. I stopped by home to change, and was amazed at how clean it was. It literally sparkled from top to bottom, she must have been at it all day.
I had called Fat Boy, and he came by to pick me up so I could retrieve my car. He was grinning ear to ear.
"What?"
"You and Babydoll, huh? Is she as hot in bed as she looks?"
I looked at him and grinned.
"You're a dirty old man, you know that? All she got last night was a bed, alone."
"If you say so." He said, still grinning.
...
I wasn't prepared for what happened when we got there. She ran to me, jumping up so I had to catch her, and giving me a big kiss. Electricity shot through me so hard I fought the urge to look at my shoes to see if the soles were blown out. The bar howled.
"Shut the fuck up." She yelled, "this how a woman is supposed to greet her man."
I was surprised at the display of emotion. She spent every minute she could close to me, to the point Sam told her if she didn't get to work he was gonna fire her scrawny ass.
When I got ready to leave, she asked if I'd stay a bit longer and drive her back to the shelter. How could I refuse? I warmed the car and waited. She came out with a big backpack that I had to put in the trunk.
"What's in here?"
"Everything I own," she said, sliding in to the passenger seat. "There's no place safe for me to store it at the shelter, somebody would steal in in a blink."
I thought about what a sad way that was to live as I drove. When I missed the turn to the shelter she questioned it.
"If I don't get there soon I won't have anywhere to sleep."
"You're not sleeping there tonight. You've got a room at my house. You've earned it, cleaning the house and running errands for me today. Consider it a thank you."
She started to protest, thought better of it, and turned the radio to a station I hated, and cranked the volume.
Tonight, instead of going straight to bed, she took a shower, put on one of my tees, and flopped on the couch, grabbed the remote and started channel surfing.



"Hey! I was watching that."
"It's boring as shit, Suit. Besides, I'm your guest here."
She settled on some show about four girls and a secret they shared. I lasted five minutes.
"If you're going to watch stuff that turns your brain to mush, I'm going to bed before I get infected. Good night, Amanda."
I could still hear the tv blaring when I drifted off to sleep. The next morning she woke me up, banging on my door.
"Breakfast, sleepyhead," she said, parroting me from the day before, "eat it while it's hot."
Sausage, home fries and grits. I was still getting used to them, not being from the South. I will admit they were growing on me.
"You don't keep much food around do you?" she asked as I ate.
"Single guy, not home much, no reason to," I said, around a bite of sausage.
She stacked the dishes when I was done.
"Do you need a ride tonight?" I asked, as I walked out the door.
"I'm off tonight," she said, "but don't worry about me, I have things to do."
"Will I see you tonight?"
She grinned. "Maybe, you have a good day now."
I thought about her off and on all day. She was getting under my skin. I dated some since Becky, nothing serious. Got laid, not on a regular basis, but enough to keep the edge off. In a moment of reflection, I had to wonder how much my feelings for her were pity and how much was attraction.
I ran the reasons for and against trying to start a relationship with her.
She was way too young, I felt like a cradle robber. She was wounded, loud, profane, irritating beyond words sometimes. We had nothing in common. Her temper had a hair trigger, and many times she acted before she thought.
But in the rare times she let her guard down, she was sweet and loving. She was smart, strong, dealing with a miserable fate with all the dignity she could. It occurred to me she'd be a great mother, fierce and protective. The thought of that tiny body nine months pregnant made me smile.
And though she didn't know it, she was beautiful, or would be if she dressed better and learned to use makeup. And the beauty went much deeper than her skin.
...
I wondered where she had gone as I drove home. The thought of her in the shelter depressed me no end. She deserved better.
The smell hit me when I walked in the door. I don't know what it was, but it made my mouth water. She must have heard the door, because she came out of the kitchen, hair in a ponytail, wearing an apron. I stood amazed when she went up on her toes to kiss my cheek.
"Hi, honey, how was work?," was all she got out before she almost collapsed laughing at the expression on my face. Then she got serious.
"I made you dinner. Nothing fancy, I'm a good cook, but I haven't had much opportunity to practice lately. It'll be ready in thirty minutes. Sit down, I'll get you a beer, or would you rather have tea? After we eat, I need to talk to you."
There it was, that determined look she had. I knew it had to be serious.
"Tea would be fine. Anything I can do to help?"
She seemed to let out a sigh of relief.
"I got it. Sit."
Dinner was great. Roast pork, basil and rosemary roasted potatoes, asparagus, and homemade bread. Probably the best meal I'd ever eaten. I stuffed myself, then got a little embarrassed. She smiled.
"I'll take the mass consumption as a compliment. Ready for dessert?"
She had made a banana pudding, one of the things I'd learned to love about the South. I was almost comatose when I pushed back from the table.
She sent me into the living room while she cleaned up. When she was done, she pulled a chair directly in front of the couch.
"Did you like supper? Is the house clean enough for you?"
"Babydoll, I've never seen the house cleaner. And dinner was excellent. Where did you learn to cook like that?"
She looked sad for a minute.
"Momma wasn't much, but she was a hell of a cook.
She taught me a lot, before the alcohol got her."
I wanted to hug so badly right then. She shook off her memories and looked me in the eye.
"I want to make a deal with you, John Charles. I'd like to rent a room from you. I can give you fifty a week, plus I'll cook and clean the house, do the laundry, I'll even mow the yard. I won't get in your way. Please? These last couple of nights have made me happier that I've been in a long time, I just can't face going back to the shelter. Please?"
She looked at me, full of hope.
"No."
Her face collapsed like a balloon losing air, and tears started.
"I'll get my things. Will you drive me to the shelter?"
"No. You're not going anywhere until I talk. So sit, listen, and don't interrupt. Promise me."
Her face was a mixture of fear and hope. she nodded.
"I'm happy to let you live with me, under these conditions. One, you will not pay me anything. Your rent will be keeping the house clean, doing the food shopping and making the meals. Two, I enjoy yard work, so I'll do that. Three, you keep your job at the bar. You can drive the Dart for work and household needs. Four, and this is the big one, you have to go back to school, get your adult high school diploma, or at the very least a g.e.d."
She sat with her mouth open. I knew she was ashamed over her lack of education. Maybe this would force her to do something about it.
She finally nodded her head. "I'll do it. But on the school thing, will you help me? I'll need it."
I relaxed, smiling. "I'll do everything short of actually doing it for you. Do we have a deal?"
She jumped into my lap, kissing me until she realized what she was doing and jumped back off.
"Sorry," she said, flaming red. I grinned.
"I've got one more condition. You have to give me a goodnight kiss every night, and one before I go to work every morning. No deal otherwise."
She glowed again, then grinned, holding out her hand. "Deal."
We shook, and began a wonderful and curious stage of our lives.
I asked her the next morning where the food had come from. She gave me the receipts. I paid her back, then gave her my debit card, telling her to shop for food and anything else she thought we might need. I grinned all the way to work, my cheek tingling from the goodbye kiss.
You couldn't have blown the smile off my face that day with a stick of dynamite. Gail got catty again. Apparently happiness offended her.
"See you little jailbait honey last night?"
"Yes, and this morning. She moved in last night. You should find someone, Gail, it'll make you a much nicer person."
Her look as I left would have soured milk.
...
The guys at the bar gave me shit, but smiled when they did it. Sam shook my hand and Helen kissed my cheek.
"You're a good man, Suit. I knew she'd get you sooner or later."
"We're just room mates, Helen. Nothing going on."
She just grinned wider. "If you say so."
Amanda smiled so hard I thought her cheeks would get a cramp when she saw me. I was about to order a burger when she stopped me."Your supper is in the fridge. Microwave three minutes. I hope you like it."
I had one beer, shot a game of pool with Fat Boy, and went home to a nice dinner. She got off work at 9:30, when the kitchen closed, and was home by ten. She went straight to the shower.
"I smelled like old fries," she said, when she came out in a robe, with a towel wrapped around her head. "What's on television?"
...
So we settled into a domestic routine. I did the yard work, washed the vehicles, while she did the house. She cooked most of the meals, but I insisted on taking her out to eat or grilling for her once a week. On Sundays, if it was pretty, we'd ride, either alone or with our group. She got a new nickname, Mrs. Suit, which she grumbled about but did so with a grin.
Her twenty first birthday came, and I surprised her with a party at the bar. She even got presents. Soon she was crying, a rare display of emotion for her. She shocked everyone by hugging them in thanks.
I gave her a day at a spa, complete with hair and makeup, and a gift certificate to an upscale department store. "I'd like to see you out of those jeans," I grinned, as she colored.
Helen got onto me, telling me it was time to step up and make an honest woman out of her.
"I don't know how she feels about me," I confessed.
"The you're the biggest dumbass in the state. She loves you, but she doesn't know how to love. You need to teach her. It'll be worth it."
"How do you know so much?"
She hugged Sam when he walked up.
"Because fifteen years ago, I was her. Then I met Sam, and though it took a while, he opened me up, made me understand there were good men in the world, I just hadn't found one until I met him.
I'd been with a bike gang for three years. They did terrible things to me and I let them, because I thought that was what I deserved. They messed me up so bad I couldn't have kids. He loved me anyway. How could I fight that? The age difference is bigger than you and Amanda, and we made it. Take it to the next level, Suit. You'll never regret it. From what you said, she's nothing like your ex."
I had told them a little about Becky and me about six months ago, when we'd had them over to dinner and Amanda had run to the store.
...
She was doing really well in school. She had opted, with my urging to go for a full high school diploma instead of the G. E. D.
We estimated it would take another two months and she could graduate. They held full graduation ceremonies twice a year, as recognition of their accomplishments. Some of the graduates would be in their sixties, but most were like Amanda, kids that got lost in the system. I promised her a party when it happened.
I almost had a heart attack when she used my birthday present. She had on a very nice sundress, blindingly white, earrings and a necklace[I had never seen her with jewelry on]and three inch platform sandals.
Her hair was teased into a wildly flowing style, her thick locks drifting down her back. She was so beautiful it made me ache.
"What do you think?," she said, twirling around, "did you get your moneys' worth?"
I said the first thing that come to mind.
"All they did was polish a diamond, baby. You've always been this beautiful. The man that gets you will be the luckiest on the planet."
She stopped in midtwirl, her eyes filled with tears, and she bolted int her room. Shit, what had I done now?
She came home from school the next week giggling.
"What's up?" I said, glad she was in a good mood.
"I got asked out by this really cute guy. We'd been talking off and on for a month."
I felt like someone had driven a stake through my heart.
"Oh." was all I said, turning away.
She was on me in a flash.
"That's all you got to say? Oh?"
I was defensive. "What would you like me to say? You're obviously interested, you've been flirting for a month. Why should I stop you?"
She went into her room, slamming the door. I sighed. That had been happening a lot lately. I was going to have to have it rehung if she kept this up. I knocked but she refused to answer. Giving up, I got a beer out, and wallowed in misery.
By my third, I was pondering the mysteries of women before dozing off.
I woke when she shook my shoulder, gently.
"What?," I said, trying to focus.
The Big Four came out of her mouth.
"We need to talk."
I was instantly alert. Nothing good ever came after those words, in my experience.
"Do you like me?"
I couldn't read her eyes.
"Yes I do," I answered honestly.
"How much?"
"I don't know what you want here, Amanda. Clue a dense guy in."
She slapped the shit out of me. As I rubbed my jaw she went into a rant.
"I guess what I'm asking here is if do you love me? Not a friend love, but a full grown man woman type of love. Because I've loved you for a long time, and you've never noticed. I know I'm a lot younger than you, I'm uneducated, I have no social graces, I'm loud, jealous, scared, and that's just the start."
"I can't take it anymore. It hurts. So if you don't love me, I'm moving out."
I stopped her rant with a kiss.
"Hush now," I said sternly, "are you trying to talk me out of having feelings for you? Because if you are, you're too late. And all the things you say you don't have are no matter. You have something much more important. You have my heart."
I think she actually went out when she heard what I said. When she recovered she was in my lap, kissing and crying until she went to sleep.
Did we jump into her bed and make passionate love?
No. She was still damaged and fragile, so I held her until she cried herself out, took her to my bed and tucked her in, then went out on the back deck, looking at the stars and wondering what happens next. I was out there for over an hour.
When I came back in, she had gotten a shirt out, put it on, and crawled back into bed. When I lay down she snuggled into my arms, mumbled something that sounded like 'love you', and drifted off again. I held her for a long time, reveling in her feel, before I finally dozed off.
I woke up alone, to the smell of breakfast. She was flitting around the kitchen, getting everything perfect. I startled her when I swept her off her feet, kissing the back of her slender neck. She stiffened at first, then relaxed and giggled.
"Let me go, honey, or all you'll have for breakfast is burnt waffles."
After breakfast, before she cleared the table, we talked. It was Saturday, and we had no where to be.
She snuggled into my lap.
"Honey, you know I love you. Please go slow with me, I'm carrying around a lot of baggage."
She told me the story of her life, in between tears and hugs. She'd been happy until she was ten, when her dad died. Her mom was never a strong person, and she slide down a slope of depression and bad choices into a sea of alcohol. She had a stepfather and several live in boyfriends. When she was fifteen one tried to rape her. She fought him off and told the school. They took her away from her mother and she spent the next three years in foster care, and juvenile hall. She had stolen a car, desperate to see her little sister, nine years younger. It was the first time I knew she had a sister. When she turned eighteen, the system turned her loose.
She ended up with a guy out of desperation. She gave him her virginity. Apparently it was borderline rape ever time they were intimate. Then he tried to get her to hook for money. She ran away, and ended up here.
My heart ached for her.
"I want you so bad I ache, Jace, but I freeze up. Help me?"
So I did, even got her a therapist. Four months later it happened. We'd been getting closer, touching, talking. She got comfortable enough to walk around in tiny little panties and a tank shirt, and wear slinky little gowns to our bed, which she hadn't been out of since the first time I put her there.
Amanda didn't like alcohol, but had developed a fondness for wine from our client. After a half bottle one night, the flood gates opened.
I still took it slow, the first time. I kissed all the way down to her center, stopping to pay attention to her throat, earlobes, breasts, nipples, and her belly button. She was so worked up that when my tongue found her clit she exploded immediately, screamed, and ground my head into her.
"That was, that was..." she got out, gasping and holding my head. She screamed again five minutes later before she pulled me up, crying. She shoved me over, climbing on top.
"Like this, baby, please. I need to be in control."
She was so tight it took three minutes to fit inside her. Ten minutes later she was slamming into me as I exploded, screaming again and crying my name. It was the most out of control control I'd ever seen. She collapsed onto my chest, out cold.
The next morning she woke me up, tugging gently on my cock, which was rock hard.
"Can we play again? I'll let you drive."
She had her first orgasm missionary, crying out in pleasure. It led to full blown screaming when I took her from behind, her heart shaped ass firmly in my hands. She was so small I almost couldn't see it under my huge hands. We both collapsed when we were done and went back to sleep. She woke me up tugging my erection again. I could easily get used to this kind of alarm clock.
"Will you do the behind thingy again for a while, then let me drive?"
She came twice before she slid on top of me. Five minutes later her ass was a blur, pounding up and down as I gripped her, thrusting back just as hard.
We skipped riding that day, the thought of bouncing on the seat of bike being too much on her sore bottom.
We lay around until about three, when I made her get dressed. She drove if we took the Dart, unashamedly proclaiming it her car. We went to the mall, and I dragged her into a jewelry store.
"Pick," I said, standing in front of the engagement rings.
"Really?" she said, the tears already flowing.
"Really," I said, dropping to a knee, "now you know why I wore the suit. Marry me."
After she sobbed out a yes and calmed down, I think she tried on every ring in the store in the price range I could afford. She finally settled on a simply stone and band, not the most expensive, but the one she wanted.
...
When we walked into the bar, an instant party erupted. The women immediately huddled, leaving the men standing.
"What are they doing?" I asked. The men laughed.
"Planning a wedding, you idiot. The best advice any of us could give you is agree to everything she wants, if you can afford it. And stay as far away from them as you can."
...
She wanted a church wedding. We found one close, but part of the deal was we had to attend services for at least six weeks before the wedding.
It turned out to be a very good thing. The reverend was a pretty smart old guy, and he insisted on a few counseling sessions first. The disaster that was my first marriage came out along with all the stuff that happened to her. She cried for me, looked me in the eye, and said she would never do that to me. I believed her. We ended up being members, not going every week, but pretty often. I accused her of using it as an excuse to buy more dresses. She hardly ever wore anything else except when she worked. She wanted to keep her job, so she'd have money of her own.
"The first time you say I don't look good in dresses, I'll stop wearing them." she said smirking. Now she has so many she rotates, putting the off season ones in the other bedroom.
I can still shut my eyes and see Amanda walking down the aisle. The ivory lace and silk dress hugged her like a second skin, highlighting her shape. Her thick mane of hair fell down her back, shining in the light.
Helen stood in as mother of the bride. Sam gave her away. Fat Boy was my best man. Everyone from my job was there except Gail, and almost everyone from the bar attended. They escorted our limo to the airport on their bikes.
Mom was there. She fell hard for Amanda, she had always wanted a daughter. Amanda warmed up more slowly, but when we left, she leaned in and said something that brought fresh tears to her eyes. I asked about it on the way to the airport.
"I said 'thank you Mom, for sharing your son. I'll return the favor with your grandchildren.' It seemed to make her happy."
Then she distracted me by showing me hints of her wedding lingerie.
...
We honeymooned in Belize, because I had been to Cancun on my first honeymoon, and I did not want overlapping memories. I found out it was the first trip out of the country Amanda had ever been on. It was actually the first trip anywhere.
We had a ball. We hit the beaches, and she stayed under the umbrella a lot, her fair skin not caring much for the hot sun. I loved to watch her red hair shine as she walked. She shocked the hell out of me by dragging me to a topless beach. Amanda took off her cover, clad only in a tiny thong.
"Shut your mouth, honey. I wanted to give you something to remember. Me walking around almost naked while men drool over me, knowing that no one but you will ever touch me, should do it."



I'll admit it, I had to jump in the water about every five minutes, trying to get my erection to go down. The water was so warm it didn't help.
Her body was small but proportional, making her 32c cups look a lot bigger than they were. Her ass made men stop talking as she walked by. I saw one wife jab her husband in the ribs over it. We tried to kill each other with sex that night. Didn't work, but we almost went into comas.
...
Six glorious months went by. I made her quit the bar so she'd be home with me. She grumbled, but did it. She was walking around with that secret smile I recognized. She was up to something.
To fill in her time, she went back to school, going for a degree in hospitality and food management. I supported her fully, but didn't understand her degree choice.
She called me at work, sounding panicky.
"Honey, I need you to come home. Now. It's important."
I left immediately. She was pacing back and forth, obviously agitated. She rushed into my arms. I was starting to get a bad feeling.
I knew it was bad when she started out with, "Honey, do you love me?"
"Do I have to even answer that?"
She relaxed, took my hand.
"I've got something to tell you, and something to ask you. Hear me out, please, before you say anything."
She had been looking for her sister for a few weeks, wanting to connect. She was twelve now, and she hadn't seen her since she was four. It weighed on her, thinking how good her life was now and remembering her experience with foster care.
"First, I found my sister. She doesn't even remember me. That was pretty hard. She looks a lot like Dad."
"That's great, honey. I'm sure she'll warm up after she gets to know you. Is she in a good home? Adopted? Details, honey, I'd like to meet my little sister in law." I was excited, knowing how much she had been wanting this. A tear trickled down her cheek.
"No," she said sadly, "she wasn't adopted. And she was in a bad place when I found her. A place so bad they had to remove her and the others from the home."
"Where is she now? You haven't lost her again, have you?"
She hugged me.
"No, she's really close." She took my hand, holding tightly. "She's in the spare bedroom."
Wow.
After I collected my thoughts I had Amanda bring her out.
She was only twelve, but she was already taller than Amanda. Her hair was black, her nose was a little broader, but other than that they had identical features. Same mouth, same elegant neck. same expressive hands.
She introduced us. I went to hug her and she backed up, so I held out my hand.
"It's nice to finally meet you, Celeste. Amanda talks about you often."
"The where the hell has she been while I was living in that shithole? Why hasn't she come looking for me before now? I could have been here years ago."
The sheer anger in her voice shook me. Amanda stepped in.
"I'm here now honey. I came for you as soon as I was able to. Four years ago I couldn't take care of myself, there was no way I could give an eight year old what she needed. I had to grow up first. I'm sorry if you're angry. Let's see if we can make it up to you."
Celeste was on a roll.
"Oh, that's just great. Now I get to live with the Cleavers? Wear frilly dresses and giggle over boys? News flash, I KNOW ALL ABOUT BOYS, why do you think they closed the home down? Guys want one thing, and it's right here." She grabbed her crotch.
"Just as soon as you're out the door, hubby here will try to make me his little bitch. Let's get this over with. Give me some cash and turn me loose, and I'm yours for the night. Deal?"
Amanda was shocked into silence. I was furious.
"Maybe we'll just give you a warm bed for the night and send you on your way tomorrow. If what you had is better than what we're offering, go for it. Come to think about it, I haven't offered you a thing. I tell you this. IF we talk it over and decide we want you with us, you'll keep a civil tongue in your head, and not give us any shit. The most important thing in my life is my wife, and I will not have her hurt or suffer because you had a hard life. Hers hasn't been sweetness and light, listen to her story sometime, see if you have any empathy. Are we clear here?"
She had paled and backed away from me, but just as soon as I stopped she got her bravado back.
"Fuck you! I don't need a father figure. I don't need a sister or a mother. I don't need a damn thing from either of you."
"Clear enough." I turned to Amanda, hugging her.
She started crying. I stroked her hair. "I'm sorry honey. I know how bad you wanted this. It seems you may be too late. It's not your fault, you hear me? It is not your fault. Maybe she'll eventually grow up and realize that."
I stepped back and looked at both of them.
"I'm going to start the grill. You two talk, see if you can come to terms. Celeste, you're here for at least the night. I expect you to be civil. And stop cussing!"
They talked while I set the grill up and cooked. I left the curtain open, just in case. I could hear the yelling, see Amanda crying. It broke my heart. Then Amanda said something that caused Celeste to cry, and they started hugging. Maybe there was hope after all.
There wasn't much conversation over dinner, but there were no outbursts either. Celeste ate two steaks and two huge baked potatoes. She even helped Amanda wash the dishes.
They came in to the living room to tell me they were going out for about an hour, they had things they had to pick up. Clothes for Celeste, I guessed.
I sat and thought while they were gone, wondering about a society that treated children like unwanted baggage.
They came back, and Celeste was actually giggling.
She even said goodnight to us, after modeling her new pajamas, complete with feet.
We talked, in the bed after she was asleep.
"Can we keep her, at least for awhile? I'll be responsible for her, you won't even notice her."
I gave a dry chuckle.
"I doubt that. All right, she can stay, temporarily. But she has to behave."
"Thank you, honey. I knew I could count on you."
...
The state was happy to give Amanda custody. She was in a stable marriage, lived in a good neighborhood, and had references from Sam, Helen, and half the bar. Plus, they wouldn't have to pay anything.
It threw them for a loop when I asked where her social security money was. No one had filed it. I got a lawyer and he did the paperwork. When it was settled, they had to give all the money she was due for the last eight years to her, to us actually, as guardians. She also got seven hundred a month until she was eighteen.
We put it into a college fund. She could access it at eighteen if she went to school. If she didn't. she got the full amount when she was twenty one. It would almost be enough to pay for the full four years, if she was careful.
Celeste wasn't as grateful as we had hoped, complaining she should get it sooner, to buy a car.
"That's almost four years away. Let's see what happens between now and then."
I ended up being the bad guy, to make it easier on Amanda. Celeste resented it tremendously, but knew better than to try to play us off each other. The first time got her grounded for a month.
She was behind in school, mostly from not paying attention. She refused help from me at first, but Amanda kind of forced her, giving her rewards for good grades, so she started listening.
...
During this time I was doing really well at my job. The campaign for the wine maker was a roaring success, and led to bigger things. My boss was scared to death I was going to leave, he knew I'd had offers, so he struck a deal with me. I could buy into the company, and he'd match every percent I bought up to seven. At current valuation, I would be able to afford about one percent a year. So in seven years, I'd have fourteen per cent of the company. Amanda and I talked it over, and decided to do it. I liked it here, so did Amanda.
...
Celeste ran away, twice. The first time she was gone fur days before they found her at a bus station a state away. Amanda cried the whole time she was gone.
She came back, defiant and angry. I waited until I could talk to her alone and laid it out.
"You know, you'd be a good kid if you'd let yourself. You're pretty smart, it looks like you could figure out what kind of life you would have n the streets. A drugged, disease riddled whore most likely, old before your time and dead before thirty. Is that what you want? Here it is, plain and simple. You run again, and you won't come back. In three more years you'll be sixteen. I'll pay your court costs for emancipation, give you your social security money, and wish you a nice life. But my wife has just about shed her last tear over you. Do you understand?"
I think I scared her. Six months later she didn't come home from school. When she showed up, she found the doors locked. Thank goodness Amanda wasn't there. I opened the door and talked through the screen.
"I've already boxed your shit. You can come in and wait for D.S.S, I've already called them. They should be here in about forty five minutes."
I opened the door and let her in. She huddled on the couch, rocking back and forth. Soon she was crying, then begging.
"Please, please, please don't send me away. I'll be good, I promise. I didn't mean to leave. I panicked when I got busted for smoking at school. They suspended me for three days. It'll kill Amanda. I didn't know what to do."
I was surprised. She hated smokers.
"Were you smoking?"
"No, but I was with them, cutting class. Please don't send me away."
"Celeste, look at me." She raised her head. "You have got to learn you have a support system. Amanda loves you. I love you. We're a family. We're here to provide guidance and a good home. And love. Let us do our job, all right? You should have come to us and told us what you did. We would have punished you, been disappointed, but we wouldn't have stopped loving you."
The tears started in earnest when I told her I loved her, and she flew into my arms, sobbing her heart out. Amanda walked in.
"What's going on?" she asked, nervously.
"Our child is growing up, honey. She did something bad, got caught, came home, and told me all about it. I truly believe she understands what she did, and is sorry. I'll let her tell you about it. Here."
I handed her off and went outside, catching the D.S.S. worker at the mailbox.
"Hi, Denise. Sorry, it was a false alarm. She got caught doing something she shouldn't have, and got suspended for three days. Nothing real serious, but she was afraid to face us. Amanda is with her now, getting to the bottom of what happened. They're inside, if you want to check on them."
She sighed.
"I ought to, but I think I can trust you. Now I can get home and cook Fred's dinner, and eat as a family for once."
"Thanks, Denise," I said, feeling bad for taking time away from her family. "Why don't you guys come over Sunday? I got a couple of Boston butts I been thinking about roasting."
"That sounds good, Jace, but it's Homecoming at our church. There's going to be a big meal, why don't you guys come there instead? There's an informal competition among a few of us to see how many guests we can get to come, you guys might put me ahead."
I told her I'd run it by the girls and went inside.
"Who was that?"
"It was Denise, honey. She saw me outside and stopped to invite us to Homecoming. You guys wanna go?"
"I wouldn't mind it. They got that new young reverend. He's kind of cute. I'll give her a call, see what she wants me to bring."
Celeste watched me, grinning. I tried to look stern but failed. She hopped off the couch.
"I know I'm grounded for a month, but I can go to church, right? Bobby Smith goes to that church, doesn't he?"
"Celeste! You're thirteen. You've got time for that later. Much later! Between you two lightning will strike the church."
They both grinned at me, and Celeste said "Men!", then went to help her sister with dinner.
That was the exact moment when I knew my little family was going to be okay.
...
This had been a really big week for our little family. Celeste had made the honor roll for the first time, and was due to start learning to drive over the summer. The thought of someone that young driving scared me pretty bad.
Amanda graduated tonight, holding her diploma like it was life preserver in a stormy sea. She even got to make a little speech that brought the house to tears. She talked about her childhood, her sister's, the fact that she had come so far because she had someone who believed in her and wouldn't let her stop. She thanked me for being the best husband ever, and Celeste for being a perfect 'daughter'.
"Have faith, have hope, believe in yourself. You may not get as lucky as I did, but you'll be a better person for trying."
We held a cookout for her the next day, and our little house was filled to capacity. Mom came down to celebrate her accomplishment. Our bar friends, most of my work friends including my boss, Denise from DSS, and surprisingly, Jack Edwards and his wife. I thought they were still in Italy. After everyone else had left, they lingered, waiting to take Celeste for the weekend.
They had married late and never had children. June fell in love with Amanda, treating her like the daughter she never had. When Celeste came along she was over the moon. She kept her for a weekend once a month so Amanda and I could have a little personal time. She always brought Celeste back with at least one new outfit. Mom got in on it too, and between them Celeste was almost never home during the summer. I complained and was jumped by the pack almost immediately.
"Your girls have had a hard life, Jace. The best thing that ever happened to them was you. I've always wanted a daughter and a grandchild, thank you for these. So stop complaining because your daughter is growing up and bonding with her grandparents. We're supposed to spoil her. I have a suggestion, something to take the heat off Celeste. Give us a couple more grandchildren, it'll make sharing easier." Mom sat back after that speech, smirking a little.
We heard a sob, and looked at Celeste. Soon the women were huddled over Celeste, petting her and whispering soothing words. When they settled down I started to ask but Amanda shushed me.
June jumped right in. "Listen to your mother, Jace. You too, Amanda. We're not getting any younger here. Give them to us soon, while we're still fit enough to chase them around."
I looked at Jack and he just grinned.
"I think it's an excellent idea."
Celeste hugged me for a long time before she left, clinging to me.
...
We didn't go down to the bar as frequently as we used to, children limits your options. I still went after work occasionally. Celeste usually had something going on that required transportation, so Amanda became ubermom, taking her to band practice, soccer practice, games, etc. I usually wasn't available for any of that, but made sure I went to all her games.
One sunny Saturday afternoon, at the end of a soccer game, I sat and listened to her and her teammates chatter, trying to decide where to go to celebrate their win. She was going out with groups now, something I was a little uncomfortable with, because they tended to pair up at these things. Amanda laughed.
"Even if you'd like to, hon, you can't stop her from growing up. This is good practice for the kids when the time comes for one on one dating. And they're almost all chaperoned, the only exception is when they go to the movies and hang out at the mall. Trust her, she would die before she'd disappoint her Daddy."
It was right after Amanda graduated, and we were at a church function. The kids wanted to go for ice cream later, and I walked up.
"Here's your Daddy now. Ask him if it's all right."
She looked at me and batted her eyes.
"Daddy, can I go with Mrs. Jenkins and my friends for ice cream?"
It caught me hard, and tears started forming.
"Sure baby, here's a twenty."
She giggled, took the money, and scampered off, yelling out behind her.
"Bye, Mom, bye Dad! I'll be home by seven."
Amanda had to drive us home. After that, we were Mom and Dad.
"It's just easier than having to explain every time someones says something about it and I have to explain. Besides, you treat me like your kid anyway. Plus I like it." She explained, grinning.
I liked it too.
...
Our friend Sam had a stroke. Not a really bad one, but serious enough he had to cut back on work. All their friends pitched in, but it was soon apparent Helen couldn't keep up. Amanda came to me one Sunday afternoon after church. We were going to ride, Celeste was off with friends.
"Before we go, I need to ask you for something. Let me get it all out before you say anything. It's important to me."
I hoped it wasn't bad.
"I love being Mom to Celeste. I love being your wife. But, Helen needs help, and I want to use my degree. I've talked it over with Helen and Sam, and they're all for it. I want to go back to work at the bar. Not as an employee, but as a partner.
Helen will run the bar, with Sam's help. I'll run the kitchen. Will you think about it?"
I did, while we rode. We stopped at the bar and I looked at it with new eyes. It was in good shape, but could use a little sprucing up. Helen came by and Amanda excused herself, going into the kitchen.
"What do you think?"
"I think it's a lot to consider. I don't want to lose my wife to a business. You know my past, and I'm a little sensitive about my wife being on a different schedule. Plus we have to consider Celeste. And, I'll need to know how much money we're talking. In the end, I'll probably say yes, she knows I can't refuse her."
Helen patted my hand.
"You won't lose her, honey. She's already got it planned to where she won't be away from you that much, once the startup is complete and everyone is trained. She has big plans, she's even got me and Sam excited."
So we talked it over. I had long since turned our finances over to her, she was really good at stretching dollars. Oh, I had a general idea, but she usually paid the bills.
Our vehicles were all paid for, even the three year old minivan she had to have to transport Celeste and all her friends. We had bought our house when the lease was up. It was small, but suited our needs. We'd made a pretty hefty down payment, so our mortgage was low. By now I owned four percent of my company, and was making really good money for our size. Our savings account was pretty good, so I had no argument about where the money was coming from.
In the end, we owned thirty percent of the bar. We spent a little money sprucing it up, upgraded the kitchen, and had a grand reopening.
...
Business picked up almost immediately. All the old patrons were happy with the new look of their hangout, and the new customers liked the atmosphere. The place was opening at eleven now, to serve a lunch crowd.
Amanda worked wonders with the kitchen. Gone were the plain burgers and fries. They still offered them, dressed up a little. There were new toppings to select from, such as avacado slices, hot peppers, spinach leaves, four different flavors of cheese slices, and anything else she could think of to put on a burger. Same with the hot dogs. A favorite was covered with grilled onions and mushrooms, hot mustard, and dill relish.
Fries were no longer offered. Instead you got home fries, sliced almost as thin as chips, hand cut and soaked overnight in various flavors.
She also added soups, all homemade. Potato with cheese and bacon bits. Tomato, with half and half blended in. A pork based stew with a lot of herbs was the most popular.
One of her upgrades was a large gas grill, and you could have grilled veggies in season.
She insisted on buying from local farmers as much as possible, and had a large chalkboard at the kitchen door, telling which farm provided the vegetables or meats for the day. The farmers loved it.



The regulars were a little leery at first, but soon you could hear discussions and sometimes arguments over which farm provided the best produce, and which fresh herbs and spices complimented which dishes best. It was a riot to see two big bikers almost come to blows over which soup was better, pumpkin or butternut squash.
She also added a wine list, all locals, with Jacks' getting top billing. It was funny, in our state you couldn't serve wine in a place that had pool tables, so they had to go. Helen and Sam really didn't mind because that was usually where the fights started, and they could add eight more tables in the space.
Helen took the lead and worked a deal with a local brewer to feature their beers on draft.
A local food critic, hearing good things, paid us a visit. We didn't even know it until the review came out.
THE BEST HIDDEN JEWEL IN THE STATE was the caption, followed by an outstanding review.
"Sam's Bar and Grill, located on Swan Pond Road just outside of the city limits, has been around for seventy five years. A local favorite, the addition of minority owner Amanda Gooding and her recent upgrade of the kitchen has pushed it out of the shadows and into the limelight. I'm sure the regulars would have preferred it stayed local, but word has spread and there's no going back.
Blue collar, white collar, bikers, farmers, college kids, you'll find them all rubbing elbows in an amiable mix. The only time I heard raised voices was when two patrons disagreed over which herb should be dominant in the pork stew, rosemary or basil. I sided with the biker, because, well, he was bigger, and I've always liked rosemary.
It features simple fare, well seasoned and prepared, at a reasonable price. The service is excellent, the atmosphere relaxed, and it almost sparkles it's so clean. The sanitation rating is 102, just one point short of perfection. I complimented Mrs. Gooding, and she promised they would get the top rating in six months if she had to work her whole staff to death.
Being outside the city limits, all it offers is beer and wine, not liquor. Helen Conners, the manager and principal owner, along with her husband Sam, says they have no intention of getting a liquor license should the limits expand and include them."
"It's just so much easier without liquor," she said."
"The bar portion looks like an old time saloon, featuring local brews and wines, as well as a full complement of national brands. The staff is well schooled, and can explain the difference between a pilsner, a lager, or a bock, a dry white and a sweet red, with ease. It's a little out of the way, but worth the trip. I've been three times, gotten three different meals, and have been satisfied every time with the quality, the quantity, and the service."
"One more thing. I demand you try the banana pudding. It's a weakness of mine, and it's the best I've ever tasted, and I've tasted a lot over the years."
Helen and Amanda just looked at each other and grinned.
"I didn't know who he was," said Amanda, "I just thought he was a nosey customer with a little knowledge."
Celeste and I ate dinner there nights Amanda worked, and she always scheduled her break so she could dine with us. Celeste wanted to start working there when she got old enough for a child work permit, and I had no problem with it. There were a lot of families there now, most of the serious drinking was done in the bar. Thursday night was bike night, and the local Harley Owners Group showed up in force, along with guys riding all different kinds. They wanted to hold their meetings there, but we didn't have a private room. Amanda, Sam, and Helen talked about it, got an architect, and almost tripled the size of the place. Soon even that space was filled.
...
I was up to eight percent ownership by now in our agency.
Celeste turned sixteen, went to work after school and weekdays part time, learning how to cook along side her sister/mom. Her goal was to go to the local culinary school when she graduated from high school.
She wanted the Dart, but there was no way I was going to give a sixteen year old girl something that would go that fast. We got her a Mustang instead, not one of those turbo monsters, but one with a nice little V6. Still went pretty fast, though.
Amanda was almost twenty six, and I was ready to start our little family. She agreed, but wanted to wait until Celeste had graduated, so she could concentrate on the baby. Celeste laughed when she walked in our conversation.
"Mom, do I look like a baby? I can take care of myself. You should think about Dad, give me a little sister/neice or brother/nephew while he's still young enough to help take care of them."
I thought her argument had a lot of merit, but Amanda just laughed and said we'd talk about it later.
Our business was expanding as well. My ad campaign for Jack had led to a lot more business, especially among the local alcohol industries. We now handled two more wineries and three brewers, and were talking to a local distillery that was just starting to get some national attention.
I was at a regional conference when I ran into an old friend. I hadn't seen Aida in almost six years. Still an ebony goddess, maturity had added to her beauty. I saw her first, and slipped up behind her.
"Still got a thing about color lines? I got tired of waiting for you, but there's a lot of white boys in here right now practically drooling over you."
Of course, I had gathered her up in a big hug while I talked. Shocked at first, she returned the hug when she realized who I was.
"Jace! Man, it'd good to see you. How are you? Where have you been? You just disappeared off the face of the earth. I've missed you. There were times when I needed good advice and a sounding board."
We got a table and talked for an hour. She was divorced, her husband had cheated on her and she caught him.
"Apparently he wasn't as rigid over color lines as I was. A skinny little blonde with the figure of a twelve year old boy. I caught him, he promised it was over, we went to counseling. I was just abut sure we were over it when she rolled up pregnant. I never saw him again after that, he didn't even show up at the final decree."
I took her hand.
"Sorry, Aida, I know how it feels. Anyone in your life right now?"
"No, too early, I guess. I've been thinking about making a change, my agency was sold and I don't like the new owners. I think the only reason they keep me is because I'm so good at what I do. I really need a change."
I grinned at her, fishing out a card.
"Ever think about relocating to the sunny South? Think about it and give me a call."
To my surprise, she took the card.
Just before we left she asked me about my life. I held up my hand so she could see the wedding band.
"I literally thank God every day for the life I have now. I've got a great woman, a good daughter, an excellent job, and a large group of really nice friends. Here."
I fished out pictures of Amanda and Celeste. She looked at them in wonder.
"How in the world did you end with a woman this beautiful? And the daughter looks just like her except for hair color. And she looks so young. Did she have the daughter when she was six?"
I laughed and explained. She hugged me hard, genuinely happy for me.
...
I didn't think about it until later, but neither of us brought Becky up, not once.
My boss called me into his office two months later, tossing a resume at me.
"Look this over. She gave you as a reference, even said you trained her. Is she any good?"
I looked at it and grinned.
"I might have trained her, but she's a natural. By now she's better than I am. If we can afford her, we'd be idiots not to hire her."
He grunted.
"Hire her then. Have her report to you. Now, I got something serious we need to talk about. I haven't told a soul yet, and it doesn't need to leave this room."
"I'm sick, John Charles. It's pretty serious. I've got a tumor on my brain. They just found it, and it has to be removed or it'll kill me. There's a fifty fifty chance I won't make it. I talked to Gloria, and she agrees with me that you should run the place until I'm better, if I make it. If I don't, we still need you to take control, keep the place viable until Gloria can decide what she wants to do."
It shook up our little circle of friends pretty badly when he announced it. He and Jack were really close, had been for years. The day of the surgery, our whole office, even Gail, was there. Many of his friends were there as well. He called every one of us into his room to say goodbye, just in case. Ken, June, Amanda, Celeste, and me took turns holding Gloria. When we weren't holding her, we were in the chapel with the rest of his friends, praying for him. He was under for five hours. When the doctor came out, everyone held their breath.
"He's doing fine, so far. I feel pretty good about his chances of recovery. It'll be tomorrow before he's strong enough to allow visitors."
We shouted, we cried. We thanked the doctors and God.
...
Aida fit right in, to the point she became my right hand woman. Amanda and Celeste loved her, and she was soon a part of our group of friends.
Pretty soon the matchmaking started, married women have this thing about a single woman being in their circle. She fought them, saying she wasn't ready yet.
She spent a lot of time in the bar, and soon everyone knew she was our friend, and that made her their friend. I'll never forget the day another friend invited her to ride with him on a poker run.
He was huge, bearded, and white. And perhaps the gentlest man I'd ever met. Put him in a social situation where there were kids, and in half an hour they were clustered around him like he was the Pied Piper.
His wife turned out to be a cold, conniving bitch, having multiple affairs before he found out. It destroyed him, and she called him the biggest pussy she'd ever meet. Her new boyfriend thought he could get away with disrespecting him. Huge mistake. Sam and I bailed him out, got him a lawyer, and made it go away, but the damage was done. It had been eighteen months, and he still hadn't even thought about dating.
Aida surprised us all by accepting, if they went on a date first, to get to know each other. It must have been a heck of a date, because they smiled like crazy on the poker run. Eight months later she was sporting a really nice rock, and was three months pregnant.
My life took another dramatic change when I was contacted by a woman, Alice Johnson, to see if we were interested in doing a campaign for her. She even had it planned out. That gave me pause, clients rarely have good ideas, and some as so married to them they insist we do it their way. I usually steered them towards someone else, because when they tank they never understand why.
She was a personal manager, specializing in fighters. Her new sister in law was Bettina "Bang Bang" Burke, now Stewart, a middle weight MMA fighter, World Champion in her class.
The campaign wasn't for her, but a charity they both supported. I was hesitant but agreed to a meeting. Aida and I met her at the airport, had lunch, and she told us what she wanted. I had to admit, it was very clever. We tweaked it just a bit, did a few focus groups, and decided to go with it. Soon ads appeared, mostly in print and billboards.
It was a variation on the "Got Milk" campaign, only instead of milk they changed it to love.
"Got Love" was the official catchword of the National Adoption Coalition, a loose group of agencies designed to get children into loving homes.
It developed a huge presence nationally. The ads featured famous people, all adopted as a child, with a group of children from various homes, usually in their home city. There was a plea to consider adopting one of the children, and local dairies were tied in, promising x amount of gallons donated to the homes for every successful adoption. We even worked in the milk mustache.
Soon we had spokespeople begging us to let them help. Rock and country stars, professional athletes, business giants, actors, Olympians, Nobel prize winners, all adopted, all literally begging to help. We featured many of them with their adoptive parents. Some had even adopted themselves.
Betty and Mark Stewart, who helped originate the idea, posed with their newly adopted son. It was an instant favorite.
It led to my company, High Country Advertising, winning a national award. Howard, my boss, was still to weak to travel, so he sent Aida and me to accept it. Of course, her new husband Roy and Amanda went along.
...
It was very gratifying to be there. We made our acceptance speech, and apologized to Alice Johnson, who we insisted attend and share the stage with us, for stealing her idea, then thanked her and the people present for honoring us.
There was a mixer after the awards, Aida and I had a bet going, the one who got the most offers had to buy the loser breakfast. I had nine, Aida had sixteen. I told her I wanted steak and eggs.
We were just about to leave. I was looking around for Amanda, she and Aida had gone to the ladies room, when I ran into her.
Becky.
She had a hesitant, half fearful look on her face.
"Hello, Jace. How are you?"
I looked her over. She was still beautiful, a little heavier, but not much. Her hair was much shorter, her lips seemed fuller, but otherwise she was the still the beauty I fell in love with.
"I'm good, Beck. And you?"
She waved a hand dismissively.
"Oh, I'm all right. Congratulations on your award, it's was good to see Aida again. She says she works for you now."
I answered the implied question. "I prefer to say she works with me. I'm a minority owner and current manager of High Country Advertising, been there since, well, since after. I like it. I like the area. And the people."
She looked down at my finger.
"Seems there is one there you really like."
I don't know if it hurt her feelings, but I smiled, rubbing my band.
"Yes there is. I see you found someone too."
She had what could be only descried as a rock on her finger.
She twisted it, a nervous gesture.
"I have, and I'm content. But, Jace, late at night, when you're lying there next to her, do you ever think about me? If you'd just forgiven me, we'd still be together."
I sighed. "I used to think about you, a lot. But then I met Amanda, and you became a distant memory. Oh, I haven't forgotten you, every once in a while something will trigger a memory of happier times, but it's fleeting."
She suddenly grabbed my hand.
"We could start over! I'd leave him in a minute if you'd take me back. I've never gotten over you. We were meant to be together."
I heard a sharp intake of breath behind me as I gently removed her hand.
"No we weren't, Beck. If we were, you would have never cheated, and I would never have found Amanda. There's more love and faithfulness in the tip of her little finger than your whole body. I'm sorry, Becky. Please, try to have a good life."
I started to walk off when I felt a small hand slip into mine.
"Who's your friend, honey?" asked Amanda, with a bland smile on her face.
"This is Becky, someone I used to know in my old town. Becky, I'd like to present my wife, Amanda."
They didn't offer to shake, just eyed each other and waged a mental catfight. I looked at them together, Becky in her midthirties, in a simple black dress, and Amanda, at twenty six still carrying the bloom of youth, her green floor length gown matching her eyes, the copper red hair cascading down her back, and was again amazed at how lucky I actually was.
Amanda broke contact and turned to me, smiling.
"Honey, I know it's early, but would you take me back to the room, I seem to be having an evening bout of morning sickness."
She stopped, put her hand to her mouth, and giggled. "Oops! I was going to surprise you tonight. Too late now. Congratulations, honey. It's a boy!"
I think I heard a gasp behind me but suddenly the only thing in the world worth my attention was right in front of me. I gathered her in my arms, kissing and crying while she giggled. She finally had to beat on my back to make me let me go.
...
There was a massive celebration at the bar. Amanda smiled and thanked everyone, but when we got home she grabbed my balls and squeezed. I thought I was going to pass out before she let them go, then stroked them gently.
"I'll kiss them in a minute, make them all better. I just wanted to make sure I had your full attention. I know who you were talking to in New York. If I EVER see you in the same room with that bitch again, I'll wear your balls for earrings. Do you understand?"
She was starting to squeeze me again. I made her a solemn vow it would never, ever happen again. She let go and purred in my ear.
"Thank you honey. And I heard what you told her. It was so sweet. Besides, you're gonna need those balls. I still want that girl."
...
That's it. I'm sure you know they lived happily ever after.
This should have been two installments, the failure of his first marriage and his success in his second, but I got on a roll and just kept writing. Forgive the mistakes. I think I may have actually been a little better in this one. I'm getting the advice of a really good writer, he's helping me with a couple of things already and I don't want to overload him. When the next story comes out, I'll thank him publicly for his suggestions and editing.
Q
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Talk about crying in your beer!
He was, literally. He was on his fourth or fifth when I got there, something came[snigger]up and I was running a little late. Sliding onto the stool beside him, I pointed at him, and soon yet another beer was in front of him. I had a boilermaker, it was miserable outside, sleeting sideways under a stiff wind. It felt like grains of sand being thrown at your face. I needed something to warm me up quick.
I dropped the shot glass of brandy into the mug, and chugged it down. The next one slid down even easier. I went back to just beer afterward, I had achieved the rosy glow I was looking for. I probably would nurse this one until I left.
Tony was starting to lose it, so I got a table and ordered him some food, asking him to hold off on the drinking for awhile. I wanted him near enough to sober to fully understand our talk. He almost inhaled a dozen hot wings and a large order of fries. Guess he shouldn't have skipped lunch earlier. I knew he'd never find her in an hour, and he didn't.
"Bitch was right there in front of me, then she just up and disappears. I checked her mom, her girlfriends, the people she works with. Nobody knew anything."
He paused, and took a gulp of beer.
"Do you think Chris would cheat on me? We've only been married for a year. Could she really do something like that?"
I let him ramble for a minute before I stopped him. "Tony, be honest here. Isn't that how you got her?"
...
His mouth hung open for a second before he went into a rant.
"You asshole! How could you say a thing like that?"
I tried to keep a serious face, hoping he wouldn't be able to see my eyes through the dim lighting and alcoholic fog.
"I can say it, Tony, because it's true. You were both married when you hooked up, to each others' best friends at the time. There's a precedent here. If she'll cheat on one husband, what's to stop her from doing it to another? After all, she's had a little practice now, she's probably pretty good at hiding it."
He was listening intently, you could almost see the thought gaining traction in his muddled brain.
I pushed forward.
"Maybe she's been spending a lot of time with friends. Does she go on a girl's night out often? Ever wonder when you're bowling and she doesn't answer the house phone where she could be? Or if the cell goes straight to voicemail, then she calls you back a few minutes later, out of breath? It's all easily explainable.
Motive and opportunity, Tony. If she wants to cheat she will find a way, and you can do jack shit about it."
"No, no," he whined, holding his head, "she loves me."
"Says the man who was all over Gloria when I walked in. Let me guess, you just needed a shoulder to cry on."
Gloria was the local punchboard. The girl had issues. She was pretty, not dumb by any means, but for some reason she had a hard time saying "No." She made a run at me and I actually took her out on a real date. Most just met her at the bar, poured a few drinks into her, and took her to their apartment or a cheap motel.
I wined her, dined her, took her dancing, and at the end of the night took her home, gave and received a couple very nice kisses, and left.
She was all over me the next evening.
"Why did you leave?"
"Because the date was over. I had a really good time, by the way. I'd really like to do it again sometime."
"The answer will be yes, whenever you ask," she said grinning, "but you know what I'm talking about. You know I would have tried my best to fuck you blind if I could have gotten you into my apartment."
"Why?"
"Why what?" she asked, obviously confused.
"Why would you have wanted to fuck me blind? Because I took you out, tried to show you a good time? Because you thought it was what I was after, something that you felt you owed me? News flash baby, I like to get to know someone I'm interested in, see if we fit, see if I want to take it past a first date. I'm thirty two, my days of banging and bailing are long over. If that's all you want, every guy at this bar and some of the women would love to be your fuck buddy. It's just not me, honey."
"Are you sure you're a man? You're not some romance novel hero come to life through some weird ass curse or magic, are you?"
"Just a guy," I laughed, "maybe a bit out of the norm, but still just a guy."
We talked for a bit more. Just before we parted she asked me a question I had trouble answering.
What's wrong with me, Chill? Why do I do these things. And please, be honest. I can take it."
I sighed. "Hon, I don't really know you that well. But I'll tell you what I think based on what I do know. I think something in your past had made you really insecure, damaged your self image. It might be why you sleep with everyone who asks. You're an attractive woman, Gloria, but sitting around is this bar is wearing on you. Not to hurt your feelings, but you've developed a little gut, and your skin is suffering from not getting enough sun."
I watched her face as what I said sunk in. Oddly, she didn't look to be in pain, it seemed more reflective.
"Here's Dr. Chills' recommendation. Spend less time in the bars. Join a gym, an exercise class, maybe take up running. Spend more time outside. Put the word 'no' in your vocabulary. And Gloria, do it for yourself, not because me or anyone else tells you to. Learn to love yourself before you try to find love with anyone else."
She nodded once or twice, stood, kissed me on the cheek and left. I didn't see her again for two weeks.
Turning my attention back to Tony, I probably should have been more empathetic with him, I'd been cheated on before. Four years and it still hurt.
"I bet that's what she told her first husband, every time she came home from spending time with you. She might even have meant it, who knows for sure? You most likely said the same thing to your wife at the time. Maybe you guys really believed it, then. When did it stop being a fling and start being a relationship?"
I had him reeling, and I wasn't easing up, even as painful memories were dredged up. He needed to see what kind of person he was.
"Her husband worked so damn much. I mean, he was my best friend, but he was so serious all the time. My wife wasn't quite as bad, but she sometimes had to work long hours. I'd call, hoping to get Charley, he wouldn't be there and we'd end up talking. We started eating out together every once in a while. Charley knew it, we weren't trying to hide anything, and he actually thanked me. Jen[his wife]was up for that promotion, so she put the hours in, did the traveling even though she hated it. She was all right with us spending time too, saying she knew I was safe from temptation if I was with her best friend."
He paused, a slight grin on his face.
"It was an accident, the first time. We got smashed, I couldn't even drive, we had to cab it back to her house. We opened another bottle of wine, and by the time it was finished we were all over each other. God, did we feel awful the next morning. Swore it would never happen again, and that we would never tell."
"We made it for about four months before it happened again. Jen was in Cleveland, and Charley was in Atlanta. We never even made it out of the house. We took one look at each other and I grabbed her hand, dragging her to the bedroom. She tried to stop me, but not very hard. I felt like such an ass for fucking her in his bed, but couldn't stop myself. We fucked in every position we could imagine for two days. She gives state of the art blowjobs, and said I ate pussy better than a lesbian."
"The flood gates were open. We started seeing each other while they were in town, long lunches, afternoons at their house since she didn't work. We got sloppy, and they both surprised us one afternoon."
"Jen was screaming, he was yelling, Chris was crying, and I got stupid. I was about to hit Charley when Jen slammed me with her purse. It felt like she'd filled it with rocks, but it was just the junk she insists on having in there.
She managed to dislocate my jaw. It still hurts when it turns cold and wet."
He stopped, rubbing his jaw, remembering.
"What happened then?" I asked, already knowing the answer.
"Readers' Digest version, we all got divorced. I got hosed pretty good in the settlement because this isn't a no fault state, and Chris didn't do very well either. She got forty percent to his sixty. He insisted they sell the house unless she could buy his part, knowing how much she loved it, and all the hours she spent making it a showcase. No way she could swing it, so it got sold. She also got the bare minimum of alimony, for three years unless she remarried. The business was exempted due to a prenupt."
"But you guys told me you married less than a year later," I interjected as he paused to take a drink, "surely that cost her the alimony."
"It did. But it wasn't that much to start with. I had a good job, and she went back to work. It gave us a decent living. Not the lifestyle we had before, but our bills were paid and we had a little left over. We're talking about trying to get a house next year."
"Good for you guys! I had a house once, years ago. Ownership is a beautiful thing." It was, I remembered it well.
He sighed. "Yeah, well, plans may change. I just don't know now."
"Cheer up!" I said, heartily. "I'm sure it's nothing. Let me tell you about my night. I've met someone, a real babe. She's everything I'd want in a woman. I think she has feelings for me, but there's a drawback. She's already married."
His drunk leer was back.
"You sneaky bastard! I never pictured you going after a married woman. Be careful bro, I know from experience some husbands can get downright snippy if they find out." He paused, grinning. "Still, it's a rush isn't it? Like hunting an endangered specie or joyriding in a Maserati. You know it's wrong and illegal, but that's where the fun is."
I sighed. "Yeah, well, I doubt I'll pursue it. Still, she's one fine female. Have another with me, and I'll drive you home. We can pick your car up tomorrow."
He grumbled but agreed. He'd already had one driving while intoxicated conviction, and couldn't afford another.
...
I looked over at him while I drove. he was passed out and drooling.
He would never have had a clue if I hadn't been sending snippets of information, making general observations, asking vague questions. All that, and the fact he wasn't getting any, had him wracked with suspicion. He couldn't focus at work, couldn't sleep well, he probably jerked off now on a regular basis.
I pulled into his garage. His wife Chris came out expecting to see his car.
"What are you doing here, Chill? Where's Tony?"
"Asleep. I'll get him in the house if you'll hold the door open."
Her eyes tightened in anger, but she helped me get him into the house and onto his bed. She took his shoes off, loosened his tie, and stepped back.
"That'll hold him. I'm sleeping in the guest room tonight. Thanks for bringing him home. You're a better friend than he deserves."
"I'm exactly what he deserves," I thought, as I hit her up for coffee.
"I'm not drunk, but I've had a few. We don't have to work tomorrow, so I'll come by after lunch and take him to get his car. Is that all right?"
Luckily it wasn't late, he was blitzed before ten, so she agreed, and we spent a pleasant ninety minutes talking. I think she was a little lonely, and I led the conversation back to her, learning all I could.
Why was I doing this? Because she was the married woman I was interested in, and I fully intended to take her away from him.
Was I a rotten bastard? Damn right. But I had my
reasons.
...
Before I turned into a flaming asshole of epic proportions, I thought I was a pretty good guy.
Didn't drink to excess, do drugs, gamble, chase other women. Sandy, my wife, said I had to be what Boy Scouts aspired to.
I worked hard at a decent job, loved my wife, even went to church. Apparently though, Sandy didn't want a boy scout, she wanted an asshole, and she went out and got one. Then she got another. She was up to Asshole #3 when I caught her.
What I was unprepared for was her sheer arrogance. It seems giving her everything she wanted gave her a disproportionate sense of entitlement.
"Oh, just get over it already. I still love you, I just need a little extra. You've been getting seconds for almost the whole time we've been married. Hasn't hurt you yet, has it? I make sure they're clean, and make sure they don't cut into our time together. Pitch a fit, do something stupid, and I'll take everything you have."
She didn't know it at the time, but she'd already taken everything that I had. All the rest was just stuff, and I could always get more stuff.
The lawyer I got said pretty much the same thing. Just because she'd admitted to it didn't mean a thing unless I had proof. Even then the best I could hope for was fifty per cent.
Did I hire a PI, wire the house, put GPS in her car, bug her purse? No.
I bought a tiny recorder at Best Buy for thirty nine bucks, and called her up, offering to see if we could try one more time.
"About time," she huffed, telling me where and when we were going to meet,"And don't try anything stupid. I'll know."
Well, that plan went out the window.
I got a friend of my parents and her husband to come to the restaurant she picked, and record the conversation from three tables away, using something she'd picked up off television. Partially deaf, she had earbuds and a small box the size of a phone that amplified sound. She was able to tape the whole conversation. I still have it.
Instead of trying to reconcile, she spent forty minutes welcoming me to my new lifestyle as a willing cuckhold, explaining a whole list of rules I was expected to follow. I just barely kept a straight face, told her I'd think about it, and left. She didn't offer a hug or kiss, just walked away. My marriage didn't go out with a bang, it didn't even rate a whisper.
But it did rate a grin from my lawyer. He actually laughed when I told him I wanted her to have everything, the house, the cars, the boat, etc. She also got all the payments. All I took was twenty grand from our savings, which she in her arrogance didn't close out, and disappeared for three years.
...
I had a skill set that was apparently very desirable in the Middle East.
No, I wasn't a mercenary. I had one actual fight in the third grade, and got beaten pretty bad. My Dad put me in Golden Gloves. I was pretty good at it, but didn't really pursue it seriously.
I knew bottling lines. My company made apple juice and sauce, and subcontracted for a sports drink company in the off season. We'd gotten a new labeling machine that no one knew how to run or repair. The manual was crap and the company didn't have anyone to send to help us out.
So I experimented, and we learned through trial and error. I completely rewrote the manual, making the instructions simple and included a trouble shooting chapter. When production jumped thirty percent everyone noticed, and soon the corporate boys were down to see why.
The drink company ended up giving me a check for the manual, and used it in their other locations.
They offered me a job but it was in Chicago and it was February, and my wife said no pretty fast.
The episode got me recognition, and a headhunter called, offering me jobs in different locations with different companies, all of which I said no to until my marriage imploded.
The next time he called I told him I'd consider it if he'd find me something as far away from where I was as possible. He went quiet for a second.
"How about Saudi Arabia? They're actually looking for someone with your particular skill set."
Wow. Well, I did say far away. "I didn't know Saudi Arabia raised apples."
"It's not apples, it's water. Actually, it's a
pretty neat setup. They make fresh water out of sea water, and sell it and the sea salt they extract. Nothing is wasted. They need a production manager pretty bad, and the pay is great."
"What's the catch? There has to be one."
He sighed. "The catch is it's Saudi Arabia. You're eight miles from the nearest town, and if you go the company won't be responsible. You probably wouldn't get killed, kidnap for ransom is the big thing right now. But you do get one week off every quarter, and they'll even fly you anywhere you want to go. The pay is three times what you make now, and there's a fifteen thousand dollar signing bonus after you complete the first year, ten the next, and you have to sign a two year contract."
He continued the pitch.
"On the plus side, housing and meals are provided, so living expenses are limited to any extras you want. You work twelve days on, two off, and like I said, one week a quarter vacation.
Think about it."
I was waffling about it until she did something really stupid. She and her asshole of the moment were outside in the parking lot when I got off work. I saw them and kept right on walking, thought about it, and went back to her car, standing outside his window.
"Chill, come over to my side, this shit has gone on long enough." She was frowning, and he had a goofy smirk on his face.
"I can hear you just fine from here, cunt. You need to leave. I have nothing to say to you or your dick of the month. Does he know he's the third since we married, or have you professed true love to him yet?"
She started to say something but he beat her to it.
"I figured I wasn't the first, but I intend to be the last. She's found a real man now. I'll keep her in line."
I enjoyed her frown for a second.
"I bet that's what her first said. Hope you got a good job, the bitch is high maintenance. Her favorite saying is 'I want', and if you've ever put your hand in snow you'll get an idea of how cold your bed will be until she gets what she wants. Now piss off, and never come here again. In fact, if you can get the slut to never speak to me again, I'll make it worth your while. Since we split up, I've met some real hotties. Next time she cuts you off or calls you little dick, give me a call. I'll see if I can't hook you up. I'm surprised really, when she told me about you she said your dick isn't anywhere near as big as mine. You're just going to be easier to control, and if she wants bigger, she'll start trolling. She's done it to me three times and I was clueless. Think about it."
I put my hand on my zipper.
"Wanna see it, honey, just once more for old times sake? When I walk away it goes with me. It'll just be little dick here, and your vibrators until you find someone bigger."
She was furious. People leaving could hear the conversation and were grinning like mad. She was so red in the face I was afraid[hoping]she was going to stroke out on me. Little Dick had finally had enough.
"I'm gonna kick your ass!' he screamed as he opened the door. I was standing just out of reach, and when he put his leg outside, I grabbed the door with both hands and shoved as hard as I could. He wasn't expecting it, and I heard a crunch and he screamed.
I backed up and pulled out my phone, hitting 911. Soon the cops showed up, then the ambulance. He had a hairline fracture on both bones in his lower left leg. They talked to witnesses I'd asked to stay around, and after the third person told them he had threatened me they just filled out a report. My soon to be ex was furious when she found out I wasn't going to get arrested.
"Why aren't you going to arrest him?," she screamed at the cop.
"What for ma'am? As far as I can tell, he never threatened violence, and so far it's still legal to insult someone. Your friend told him he was going to hurt him when he got out of the car, and he acted in self defense. Maybe you'd like to go to the hospital now, check on your friend."
He turned to me. "Would you like a restraining order against them? It would be fairly easy when they read my report. Might save you some grief down the road."



He had his back to her and was grinning.
"Thanks, officer. I hadn't thought of that. I'll be down first thing tomorrow to fill out the papers." I looked over at Deb and grinned. She drew in a breath but decided against speaking, got behind the wheel, and drove off. I had one more shot left in me.
"Unless I'm mistaken, there's no insurance on that car, officer. Might want to check that out."
Since the car was in my name, I'd canceled the insurance two weeks ago. Surprise, bitch. She was standing beside her car trying to explain things twenty minutes later when I drove by. I tapped the horn and waved. She looked at me and it hit her. I could almost hear her screaming as I drove off.
...
Saudi Arabia was interesting. It wasn't fun, it wasn't torture, it was just plain boring. All we did was work, eat, and sleep. We had satellite TV, the latest movies on video, a gym, basketball and tennis courts. We had internet, so we could talk to friends, do Facebook, even take online classes.
Very few of the workforce were women, for obvious reasons. The ones that were there were usually married to another worker. Putting that many guys with that few women was, naturally, a recipe for disaster. If you get horny enough, a gold band doesn't slow you down much. Over half the couples either left before contract end or ended up divorced. I kept my hormones in check until I got to France every quarter. Despite being rude and having a low opinion of Americans, I found French girls still loved to fuck us, especially if you're spending money on them.
I learned to get out of the larger towns. The smaller towns tended to be a little friendlier, the girls cleaner, the prices lower.
Loved the Riviera though, and the nude beaches. Went to a couple of casinos and watched fools losing money. I played a little, key word being little, just enough to keep from getting thrown out. Bet once on a game I couldn't pronounce and didn't understand, let the bet ride fives times before I cashed out. I flipped when I was told I'd won eighty thousand Euros. Not knowing what to do with it, I banked it at the casino. The next vacation found me with a small comped room and all the extras. I lost eight thousand, which made the management happy. The next trip I won it back and twenty thousand more. The next I got a little drunk and stupid and lost forty thousand. I never went back.
Surprisingly, the years passed fairly quickly. I had decided, thanks to my gambling winnings, that I wasn't going to stay another year. They surprised me when I told them, offering me the job of assistant manager with a forty per cent pay increase, and a thirty thousand signing bonus.
After considering it for a few days, I signed.
I would contact my lawyer, talk to my mom and step brother once a month, just to keep in touch.
My ex, to put it mildly, was not happy when I left the country. I had given power of attorney to the lawyer. It was pretty simple, really. She got all the joint assets in the marriage minus the twenty thousand I'd took. The net worth was far more than the debt, so despite her objections the judge granted the divorce, citing the assets would more than make up any alimony she'd be given.
Of course, she couldn't afford everything without my income, and her new man left fairly early, saying he wasn't paying for things he'd never own.
She managed to sell the house at a small profit, as well as my boat and everything else, and left town.
I ended up working one more year as plant manager. I might have still been there if I hadn't got a call from my mother.
...
She was crying.
"It's Charley. He's been in a bad accident. You need to come home."
Charley was my step brother. Mom had married his dad twelve years ago, three years after my real father disappeared. He was a good man, treated mom well, and seemed to like me. After a year I would just introduce him as my dad, something he seemed to like.
Charley was about ten when they married. I'd never had siblings, but was old enough to enjoy him. I made his day when I broke up a fight after school one day. He was on the losing end when I waded in.
I was a senior in high school, and he was in the first year of middle school. The schools were side by side and I would walk over and collect Charley, driving us home.
"Leave him alone, assholes! If you touch my brother again I'll kick your ass."
I'm a pretty large guy, and the twelve and thirteen year old bullies backed off fast.
I boxed Golden Gloves like I said before, even won a regional championship when I was fifteen, but I soon realized I would never be good enough to make a career out of it. Still, the skills I learned came in handy from time to time. That afternoon, I found my old gloves and worked with him. Soon we were sparring or training four days a week. It paid off when he knocked the shit out of two bullies a year later, and they weren't even picking on him.
I only had five weeks to go on my contract, and had told them I would not renew. It was time to go home. Under the circumstances, they waived my final weeks, wishing me well and making me promise to keep them in mind if I wanted to come back.
When I got there, he was in a coma and it didn't look good.
"What happened?"
Mom sighed.
"Things haven't been going well for him lately. He lost his wife because she cheated on him with his best friend, then his company closed. He started drinking. They say it was a factor in the wreck."
We held vigil, we prayed, but eight days later he passed.
His ex was at visitation for a few minutes. I was going into the bathroom, and got a glimpse of a blonde hugging my mom. She was gone when I got back. She didn't go to the funeral.
Turns out I was executor of his estate. It also turned out that even though his company closed they had him on full salary and benefits for six months. He had two weeks left when he passed, so his insurance paid most of his medical bills. He also had a company paid life insurance policy of fifty thousand, double indemnity. Since he died from an accident, it paid.
He had recently changed the beneficiary to me. He also had a private policy in the same amount naming mom, so we both ended up with a hundred thousand apiece. His savings finished up the medical bill.
...
I asked mom about his exwife. He'd married about eight months after I left, and I never got to meet her.
"I liked her. She was a sweet little thing, trusting and gentle. I think she really loved him."
"If she loved him, why did they divorce?"
"He left her alone too much. He was driven to succeed, and his job called for travel and long hours. His best friend, the snake[she said this with more disgust than I had ever heard from her], seduced her. He was married, so he ruined two marriages. She begged Charley to forgive her, but he was too hurt. She ended up married to the snake. It won't take that too long to implode. She doesn't deserve it, but he does."
...
So there I was. Between my saved wages and the life insurance policy, I was sitting on a little over four hundred thousand, cash. I didn't need to find a job right away, even though the headhunter I's used before called me almost weekly with opportunities. I told him I wanted to take a few months off, I'd call when I was ready to go back to work.
I talked to my brothers' friends. I talked to the snakes' exwife.
"He's an asshole. I just was too much in love with him to see it. I'd like to say I hate her for having the affair, but she was just as much a victim as I was. I can't believe she married him."
...
Well, by now you've guessed the woman I seduced was my brothers' exwife, and the snake was Tony.
I did my research before I decided what action to take. While I was pretty much over it, my experience with my wife left me with a low regard for cheaters. I'd found Charley's journal on his computer, going back six years. He talked about meeting Chris, how he'd fallen in love with her.
He filled three pages expressing his joy when she'd agreed to marry him, more planning their future together.
The last year in he was expressing concerns about the times he left her alone, worrying that she might be drifting away from him, worrying about the innocence and gullibility that had partially drawn him to her.
The discovery of her cheating was revealed in disjointed rants and bouts of deep despair. Even then he may have forgiven her if Tony hadn't given him tapes of them together, revenge for his own wife divorcing him.
His last entry was two days before he died. Chris had called him, crying, begging for a chance to talk to him. He was thinking of it and Tony found out and sent him some more tapes. Charley seemed to think Chris didn't know she was being taped.
He had been drinking the night he died, but the autopsy showed he was well below the legal limit. I think he had too much on his mind and wasn't paying attention.
...
It was amazingly easy to slip into their lives. I applied for and got a job at his company, making about a third of what I was overseas. I shrugged during the interview when the HR man asked why I was there instead of still overseas.
"I got tired of it, and lonely. When all you do is work and can see women once every thirteen weeks, you don't have much of a life. I want to meet somebody, settle down. You can't meet Miss Right when your address is all wrong."
It seemed to satisfy them, so the next week I was working beside him. He was just as arrogant and egotistical as I thought he would be. In three weeks I'd been invited to their boys night out at a local pub every Thursday, where I bought the cheap bastard drinks until he was out of it. I talked to the other guys, and to a man they didn't care for him.
"Watch your woman whens he's around. He's a jerk, but he's got a line of shit and when he turns on the charm he could talk a nun out of her panties. Sad, really. His wife is the sweetest thing you'll ever meet and smokin' hot"
After the third time drinking with them, I ended up taking him home. I pulled up, knocked on the door lightly. When she answered, I almost lost my breath. I'd seem pictures, but they didn't do her justice.
You could tell she had a nice shape under that robe, her almost platinum blonde hair straggling out of the loose ponytail. Her eyes were so blue they were startling at first. Despite their beauty, they were sad, tired, and older than her body.
Suddenly I felt unsure of my path.
"Hi. I don't know if Tony has ever talked about me, but I'm Chill. We've been working together for a while. We got a little carried away, things got a little out of hand, and we thought it best he not drive."
She shook my hand hesitantly, then held the door as I half carried, half steered him into the bedroom. He fell on the bed like a chopped tree, out instantly. I started to straighten him but she told me to leave him.
Chris walked me to the door, thanked me for watching over him, and started to close it.
"Hold on for just a second. Tell him to call me if he needs a ride to work in the morning. He can pick up his car on the way. It was a pleasure to meet you Chris. Good night."
After thanking me again. she closed the door.
I engineered a way to meet them socially. I admit Chris was a stunner, great body and long blonde hair. A little cupid's bow mouth, and really great legs. They seemed to say they had to be fantastic in order to hold up that amazing ass. She seemed nice.
Chris frowned a little when we were introduced, seeming to search her memory. I didn't have the same last name as Charley or my mom, and she had never seen me before. She'd probably seen pictures of me, all taken many years ago. I was bigger[you tend to bulk up when one of your relief valves is exercising], had much shorter hair, and a goatee.
...
Finally, I dropped the bomb on good old Tony, sending him a recording of me having sex with Chris. I had blurred my face out, so he couldn't tell who the man was screwing his wife. He ranted to me, promising death and dismemberment when he caught whoever it was. He also promised to kick Chris out.
"First I'm gonna teach that bitch a lesson. She won't have much to offer in the way of looks to her new man when I'm done with her."
"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard you say, Tony. Is she worth going to jail over?
Walk away, man." I was really hoping he'd ignore my advice. I didn't want her physically hurt, but seeing him do a little jail time wouldn't displease me. I called Chris.
"Time to go to Plan B. Tony knows, I don't know how. We must not have been as careful as we thought. He's pretty pissed and on his way home."
"Go to my house, pull into the garage and close the doors. DO NOT answer the door if he comes over, call the cops immediately. I'll be home shortly and we'll plan what to do next."
I already knew what to I was gonna do next. The house was a rental, the car was a lease, and my job was pretty much a joke. We were getting out of town as fast as we could.
She had already moved a lot of small stuff, and she didn't want the furniture. I did have her go to the bank and take exactly half of their money out of their checking and savings account, making her put it into an account in her name only. Mostly just to piss him off. It worked.
"I'm gonna kill that bitch!" he ranted while at work. He's just been served, in front of everyone.
"Leave it alone. From what you said she didn't take anything more than she would have gotten anyway, Say you do find her and beat the shit out of her. You get a free trip to jail, and any money you have left will go to bail and lawyers. You might even do jail time. She's left you in the dust, man." Tommy, another friend, was actually making sense for a change.
"Amazingly enough, Tom is actually right this time. She obviously doesn't want to be with you anymore. Turn her loose and get another. It seems to be pretty easy for you." He'd done a lot of bragging about his abilities.
The asshole smirked, thinking of the possibilities the future held.
"You're right, I guess. Still pisses me off, though. And I'd still like to know who the bastard is."
...
After we moved, I sent him a nice video, not blurring my face. When the sex scenes were over, including me coming in all her orifices, there was a few minutes of me smiling into the camera, explaining in detail why I'd done what I did.
"He was my brother, you sonofabitch! A good guy, and he didn't deserve the shit you heaped on him. In my opinion, a lot of the reason he's dead is you. You need to think about your lifestyle. Ben sent me a picture of your face after he was done with you. Wonder who told him you were sniffing after Judy? Oh wait, that was me. My biggest hope is next time you fuck another married woman, the man gets pissed off enough to kill you. If I find out, I'll dig until I find the guy and have a nice talk with him. My best advice to you is move, and start over. The guys are watching you now, the word is out."
I heard later he did try another woman, and got two broken ribs and extremely bruised testicles for his trouble. Not my doing, the guy found out on his own. If he hadn't done it in a bar Tony would have been killed. The guy had to pay his hospital bills, serve six months in community service, and attend anger management counseling.
A big part of the trial was a detailed description of his past exploits given to the defense lawyer by me. After sentencing, the Judge told Tony he needed to get a new hobby, before the one he had now of bedding married women got him killed. I actually attended the trial, willing to give testimony. After hearing my story, the lawyer declined, but still asked me to come to keep him unbalanced. I could tell by the look in his eyes he wanted to jump me, but for once he was smart enough to listen to his lawyer.
...
We moved back to my home town. The first time we went to see my mother, she was in shock. We had a pleasant visit, and after we went home I explained why I did what I did. She cried, realizing she'd been used once again.
"What happens now? You gonna throw me out? Got your rocks off and your revenge so now you're done with me?"
I deserved her tirade, so I took it in silence until she ran out of things to call me.
"You're right. I'm a horrible person. But if you'll admit it, you deserved at least some of it.
I had every intention of putting you on the streets when I was done, but I've actually started having feelings for you. Here's the deal. Stay with me, at least until we have our emotions sorted out. If you want to leave or I decide you should go, I promise to give you enough money to find a place and live reasonably well for six months. After that, you're on your own. Deal?"
She accepted the deal, and we lived as man and wife for eight months. Chris decided that constant sex was the way to my heart, and she nearly fucked me to death for the first six months. And she was the best I ever had. Some people can paint, others, write, some are mechanical or mathematical geniuses. Her talent was sex. She was inventive, funny, and there wasn't a thing that two people could do she wouldn't try.
Non sexually, I found her funny and endearing. I'd asked her what she wanted to do with her life when we first got together, and a month later she showed me some pottery. They were works of art in clay, funny, sad, some mostly for decoration, but many pieces were functional. Most surprising, they were by her.
Seems she had apprenticed to her uncle, one of the noted potters of the area. He was a big deal, even had pots in the National Gallery and the Smithsonian. She wanted to start doing it again, so I leased her a small building and bought her everything she needed to set up shop. The sex was so intense when I told her what I'd done I was afraid if I didn't get blood flowing back up to my head I'd suffer permanent brain damage.
She worked six days a week for three months, then put an ad in the paper for a Saturday sale. Many remembered her uncle and the turnout was substantial. She gave everyone who came a number, and the first time through they were allowed three pieces. If the response was indicative of what she could expect, she had a very nice business in the works. I couldn't believe what people were willing to pay. Seems sex wasn't her only talent.
Two months later I was sitting at the kitchen table when she came in. Sandy had been hinting at something more permanent up until about six weeks ago, when she dropped it. Little red flags went up all over the place. I had a professional check on her. It was a fellow potter, one she had been close to when she first learned the trade. They had been together at least three times, at her shop. I didn't even know the couch in her office was a foldout.
One look and she knew. To her credit, she didn't try to plead or bargain. She just sighed and asked if she could have until the weekend to get her things out.
I gave her the time she wanted, and a little money to tide her over until her business was on firmer ground. Charley would have wanted that.
The sad truth was I'd expected her to do it. I had investigated her past, and found one boyfriend and one fiancee she had cheated on. With Charley, it was just business as usual. If she had stayed with Tony and I hadn't entered the picture, it would have been someone else, eventually. Over the next twenty years, she married and divorced four more times, caused by her cheating in every single relationship. She even warned the last two, and they married her anyway.
...
I didn't hang around. I called the headhunter and he had me back in Saudi Arabia six weeks later. I did two more contracts, adding to my nest egg. It was close to three quarters of a million now, thanks to a smart investment councilor.
This was just after the economy tanked, and I was looking to buy a nice house, or maybe some investment property. The realtor showed me some pretty nice properties, but all were wrong for a variety of reasons. Then the real estate agent showed me a set of apartments, twelve duplexes in pretty poor shape. Structurally they were sound, but had been neglected for years.



I bought them at a bargain basement price, leaving me plenty of money left over to fix them up. I used contractors when I had to, but did a lot of the repairs myself, mostly roofing, painting, and flooring. Plumbing and electrical were out of my league and I left them to the professionals. In three months eight were occupied, a year later they were all refurbished and I averaged ninety per cent occupancy.
The economy improved, and I flipped them for four times what I had in them. I already had another set I wanted, if the price was right. It was an inheritance, and the new owner wasn't sure what she wanted to do. I was hoping cash would sway her. They were in another town a hundred miles away, but I was used to moving.
In fact, I had worked out a deal with the new owners of the apartments that I got six months of free rent. I had two months left when there was a knock on the door.
It was Sandy, my ex. I hadn't seen her in close to four years. She seemed stunned.
"What are you doing here?," she demanded right off the bat. She still didn't have warm and fuzzy feeling over the way I'd left her.
"I live here. What do you want?"
"Well, um, I just moved in four doors down. I had no idea you lived here. No one else was home, and I've managed to lock myself out. My keys and phone are in my pocketbook, so I just knocked on doors until someone answered. Could I use your phone to call the management company?"
Against my better judgement I let her in, dialing the number for her since I knew it by heart. She talked, explaining her situation, and they promised they'd send over someone with keys shortly. It had started raining so I let her stay, busying myself by packing.
She looked at the pictures on my walls and tables. Ones of Charley, Mom, my Stepdad and Dad, the friends I'd made in Saudi Arabia, old high school and college friends I still stayed close to. There was even one or two of Chris.
She was in between husbands at the time when I came back, and we hooked back up for a couple of months. When I made it clear I would never marry her, she drifted off. Her business thrived, and she was smart enough to exclude it from every marriage.
"None of me?" Sandy sounded kind of hurt, and I couldn't figure out why.
"Not a one," I replied, "I threw them away when I left for Saudi the first time. Wasn't memories I wanted to keep."
Damn if I didn't see a small tear. Why the hell should it matter?
"I never said it before, Mitchell, but I'm sorry. I was horrible to you. I'd like to think I'm a better person now. Looking back, I can't understand why I was so arrogant, so self centered. Sorry if you don't want to hear this, but I promised myself if I ever got a chance, I'd tell you.I know we'll never be together again, but life has taught me karma can be a bitch, and I don't want you to hate me forever."
I'd stopped hating her a long time ago, it just wasn't worth the emotional energy. I'd never love her again, to be honest I just didn't think of her at all anymore. I told her that. It seemed to cheer her up. Just then the man from the management firm showed up.
Though I hadn't sought her out when I got home, old friends sometimes mentioned her. She'd married again, and it lasted four years. She never lived again in anything as nice as we had, never had the comfortable lifestyle we enjoyed. That seemed punishment enough. Still surprised me when she hugged me. I only saw her once more before she died, auto accident, she was forty two when she passed. I read the obituary, but never attended the funeral. I did send a small bouquet without a card, in memory of the good years.
I went to the town, settled into a hotel, and waited for the realtor to call. She called the next day, saying the owner wanted to meet me. I was looking out the window at the agents' office when she drove up in a nice Audi. Her long red hair was unrestrained and fluttered in the wind, and I'd never seen a business suit look so sexy. She had on huge sunglasses so I didn't get a look at her face, but she seemed familiar.
When she stepped through the door she stopped short, staring at me. She took her glasses off and I knew. It was Gloria. The last time I'd seen her was almost six years ago, at the bar.
We broke into grins and hugged each other, taking the next hour to catch up, asking the agent to excuse us for about an hour.
"What happened to you? After our talk, you disappeared. I had wanted another date."
Her brilliant white teeth flashed. "I took the advice of the first man I'd been with in two years that didn't have sex with me. I transferred here, with a promotion. Got myself a shrink, made good friends, exercised, generally got my head together. Didn't sleep with a man for over two years, and then only after we were married. I told him I was worth the wait and he agreed. We had three good years together."
He'd been a dentist, and a reservist. He got called up, but even then he was safe. He got killed while doing volunteer work for the Afghanistan government, fixing the teeth of children. The clinic was hit by five RPGs, leveling the building. They found him under the rubble, two very much alive children under him.
She seemed terribly sad for a few seconds, then grinned. "I heard what you did to Tony. It bothered me for awhile, I couldn't reconcile the man I knew with someone that cruel. But I figured it out eventually. Don't know if I'd have taken that route, but I've never been in that situation. Now, promise me you'll let me cook you dinner tonight, and we'll call the agent in.
I did and we did. She wasn't sure she wanted to sell, and I wasn't sure I wanted to invest that much money. We agreed to put it on hold, and I went back to the hotel to get ready for my date.
She had a really nice house in a really nice neighborhood. I'd learned a lot about real estate and put it in the four to six hundred thousand range, depending on acreage and how nice the inside was.
Gloria met me at the door, wearing jeans and a t shirt, grinning at me and my suit. "I should have told you casual. Lose the tie and the jacket. I'd offer you a drink, but I haven't touched alcohol since the night I walked out of that bar. Will a glass of tea do?"
I'd pretty much given up alcohol because of the time I'd spent overseas, so it didn't bother me a bit. She insisted I help her finish dinner. When she had the casserole in the oven, she took me on a tour. Eleven acres with a horse barn, matching her neighbors. Olympic size pool, hot tub, pool/guest house, and a full gym. I adjusted my estimate up by a third. She laughed.
"I know, way too much for a single person, but the fact is I loved this house. Jimmy bought it for me as a wedding present." She teared up a little and I hugged her. She had really loved him.
She told me over dinner she almost never used the home gym, preferring to go the the Y. She said it helped keep her grounded. I told her everything I'd been up to since we'd parted.
"Why didn't you remarry?"
I shrugged. "Never found anyone I wanted that much. I had my eye on this hot redhead, but she disappeared on me years ago. Guess I've been carrying a torch for her ever since."
She laughed, taking the joke as it was meant to be. Then she got serious.
"I always wondered what it would have been like to have been with you. Well, here we are, both single. I wouldn't mind being wooed by someone I've always been fond of. Just know, your chance of separating me from my panties are slim to none, unless we make some serious commitments to each other."
Well, there it was. We spent the rest of the night laughing, comfortable with each other. I helped her wash the dishes, she made me watch a chick flick with her on her giant television, sitting beside me and holding my hand. It was enough.
We went into partnership on the apartments. For fifty per cent interest I remodeled them and spent every nonworking moment with her. We'd had some pretty intense makeout sessions, but she stuck to her guns and that was as far as it went. This was our norm for the last six months. Here lately she'd been hinting about a deeper partnership, and talking about ticking clocks. I've never seen a woman who loved children more.
So here I sit, in this little coffee bar, idly spinning the diamond ring in my hand. Tonight I was going to propose a formal merger, an equal partnership in all things excepting what she had before. She'd built that with her husband, and he deserved that much respect. At some point in the near future, I hoped there would be a couple of additions. I was pretty sure she would agree to that. I'd ask you to wish me luck, but I suspect I won't need it.
*****
Well, there it is. it's nice to be back. To be honest, between work and my health, I haven't had an opportunity to write much. It took me a long time to learn to type with only the first two fingers of my left hand. The other two have been numb since last January and will never improve.
Aside from that, I stopped because I was getting stale, and repetitive. As many others have said before there are only a few variations in basic story lines here. I've got a few coming up that may or may not disprove that theory. We'll see.
One last thing. I'd like to thank all the people that gave me enough votes to win third place in the romance section for a story I did last November. I appreciate it.
As always, comments of all types are welcomed, and votes are appreciated. Thanks,
Q
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Just a flash story
...
Shit.
You know it's coming.
You can read the signs. The unexplained times away, the evasions, getting caught in small lies and telling bigger ones to cover them up. Moods swinging from unbridled lust to don't you dare touch me to total indifference.
I tried to talk about it. Tried reasoning, tried threats. You do it until one day you wake up and think, "The bitch is cheating on me, but I don't give a fuck anymore."
So you plan your own exit strategy. Move the money around, thanking whatever force in the universe that you hadn't got around to the children stage. Think about pain, public humiliation, physical violence. Think about just disappearing, then abandon the idea because if she's fucking around on you, it wouldn't matter to her in the least.
So you become moody, withdrawn, letting her rants and disrespect roll off you because you just plain don't give a shit anymore, watching with amusement as she realizes that if you don't already know you suspect. Revel in the way she tries to do damage control, gets upset when she comes home from an intimate interlude with her lover and find you're not home, anxiously awaiting her return, and the shock on her face when you say no to sex with her, then fucking her like a cheap whore when she least suspects it.
Then comes the implosion and the aftermath.
...
It was a neighborhood party, summertime, the guys in shorts, the gals in sundresses, mostly, scattered among some really short shorts and low cut tops. You drink, flirt, bullshit, comfortable in your surroundings, because you know it's harmless. Then you begin to notice things. Eye contact between them, quick stares, avoiding each other, then closing for some intense conversation. Now you know which one of your friends is stabbing you in the back. You'd feel sorry for the wife if she wasn't such a stuck up bitch. They all deserve each other.
You get drafted to help man the grill, because everybody in the group knows you're the best cook there, including the women. It's a perfect position to watch.
He disappears. Five minutes later so does she. You look around for someone to pass the grilling duties off to when God gives you a gift and the grill dies, the propane tank completely empty.
"Dude, you're out of propane," I tell our host, one of the few people I actually like.
"Thought it might run out," he says, as his wife of nine years wiggles around on his lap, happily buzzed, "got another down in the basement. I'll get it."
You laugh and tell him he looks a little busy while the rest of the crowd grins, and go to get it yourself, deciding to look for the star crossed lovers. You find them, in of all places, in the basement.
He's standing in the doorway to the pantry, shorts around his ankles, gripping the door jamb for support. You can't actually see the woman on her knees, but there was only one woman there with a pink top and white shorts.
You flash hot, flash cold, then look down in your hand, noticing the grilling fork you had idly carried downstairs. He stops encouraging the woman with praise of what a good cocksucker she's become, to look at the silver shaft quivering, the two prongs through his hand, pinning it to the jamb. Before he could scream or warn the woman, you step back and kick him, aiming for his balls. You partially succeed, and hear the woman gag as a hard cock is unexpectedly jammed all the way down her throat. The man would collapse, but his pinned hand seems to be holding him up.
Smirking, you come back upstairs, telling a neighbor who also happens to be a registered nurse, that she might need to go down to the basement, it looks like there might have been an accident. You give her some parting words for the lovers.
"Tell her there's nothing left to come home to, but come anyway if she has the nerve. Tell him if the cops come around, next time it'll be a lot worse than a punctured hand."
The group thundered down the stairs, to see him holding his hand, trying to stop the bleeding, shorts still around his ankles. She's on the floor gagging, boobs still hanging out of her shirt.
...
Then, of course, there's the aftermath. Couples split up, a couple of people are asked not to come to anymore parties. Houses go up for sale because no one can afford them alone.
The neighbors shake their head, secure in the knowledge that it could never happen to them, until months or years down the road it does.
Surprised you're not more bitter, you realize you had time to mentally prepare for it, unlike the spouse, who gets it thrust upon her suddenly. There's tears, begging, counseling, but the divorce goes through. Neither can afford to leave town, so you see each other once in a while. She wants to talk but you just ignore her and walk on. Seems you have more important things to think about.
Life goes on.
...
Well, it seems I'm back. More to come, soon. Thanks for reading. Vote if you want, comment if you feel like it.
Q
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As usual, I don't have any idea where this one came from.
*****
"Happy birthday, bro."
It was a paid subscription to a dating service. A really high priced service, with guarantees of strict confidentiality and carefully screened members. I wasn't smiling. She saw.
"Come on now, don't be like that. It's been fourteen months. Have you even gone on a date since then?"
"That's your business how, exactly?"
She stood up and towered over me. Man I hated that. Being eight inches shorter than your baby sister sucks. Add three inch heels and it really sucked.
"Listen here, Stumpy. It's time to get moving, she has."
"Well yeah, but in all fairness she started way before me. Almost a year, before I caught them.
So she's what, got almost two and a half years on me. Check back with me in a year or two."
"Damn it all! She fucked over you, she cheated, lied, tried to steal from you in the end. What did it get her?
Not a damn thing. The prenup and our Dad's high priced lawyers saw to that. She didn't even get to keep her lover, when he found out the money was gone, he was gone. She left a three quarter million dollar house that you built just for her and now she's in a studio apartment, living like a college student. She had to get a job, no more lounging by the pool at the country club. She was a cake eater, plain and simple. When you caught her and took the cake away, she choked on the crumbs. And the best part was she did it to herself, you didn't have to lift a finger.
Grow up and move on. You're young, rich, not repulsive to look at. Think of it this way, Stumpy, it'll keep you out of the grasp of those country club sharks. You know I'm only doing it because I love you."
She tried to look innocent. I laughed.
"Yeah, and a side benefit would be getting Mom off your ass about finding Mr. Right and pumping out grandbabies."
She had to grace to blush.
"Well, yeah, there's that too."
I picked up the envelope and gave her a kiss.
"I love you anyway, and how many times have I asked you to stop calling me Stumpy?"
She giggled and kissed my cheek.
"Probably a million, when it gets up to two I'll think about it. Love you, bro, gotta go."
Every man in the room watched her exit, the short skirt swishing over a very nice bottom. Must be a bitch to be young, beautiful, rich, and single.
...
Three days later I was rattling around that big house I hated, thinking once again how I wanted to sell it, but the real estate market sucked like never before, and I refused to take a loss. Plus, I knew it drove my ex crazy knowing I had it and not her.
I walked into my home office and idly noticed the dating service card. Honestly, I was about half buzzed, and I thought I would kill two birds with one stone. I would put the stupidest rant I could think of on the site, and be able to look my sister in the eye and tell her I actually tried it. I wouldn't get any hits, and sis would leave me alone. I fired up the computer.
Punching in the user number I was assigned, I placed my profile.
...
"Short, bald, fat, ugly, broke guy with small penis seeks tall, thin woman, teeth optional, for correspondence and possible relationship. Round heeled slut preferred, but simple promiscuity accepted. Must be willing to give and receive verbal abuse. Don't need to like you, fuck loving you. I just need to get my rocks off. My name is Stumpy, for obvious reasons."
I put a picture of Baldy, one of the seven dwarfs from the Disney cartoon production, and signed off.
"That should settle that" I thought, as I sipped my straight rye whiskey.
...
Sometimes I hate my Mom. She was holding the dating service card, waving it in front of me.
"Come on, what have you got to lose? You haven't exactly met anyone close to Mr. Right in your social circle, have you?"
I hated her even more when she was right. I was six feet tall and weighed two hundred and ten pounds. I liked to describe myself as someone the painter Reuben would have loved to use as a model. My ex was two inches shorter than me without heels. Damn, I hadn't worn heels in the three years we'd been married, and I loved them.
I was more successful, more connected, more social, the litany went on. As he put it at the divorce, I was just more. More than he could compete with, more than he could handle, more than he could ever be. The sad part was I didn't care.
It didn't matter, he couldn't stay with me and maintain his male principles, so he left me.
The fact that I loved him just didn't matter anymore.
So, yes, I was bitter, and gun shy. I was also twenty eight years old, and as Mom handed me the card, she whispered "Tick-tock, honey."
Great, no pressure there.
The card sat on my desk for two weeks. One night, bored out of my mind, I logged on.
Member directory popped up, starting with the newest. I scrolled through some, reading the bios and trying to figure out how hard they were lying. Jesus, some of the pictures of the thirty somethings had to be straight out of high school year books.
Then I got to his. I was a sucker for the movie, it was one of my favorites growing up. The picture pulled me in.
When I read his description and actually smiled for the first time in a long time. This guy was either a pathetic loser or had a wicked sense of humor. I decided to play along. I sent him a message.
...
Stumpy, You pathetic worm.
I'm your dream come true. Six feet four, I weigh a hundred and thirty four pounds, all in the right places, if you like big guts and cellulite thighs. I won't say I'm flat chested, but when I'm hungover, which is usually all the time, I'm been known to put my bra on backwards, and nobody notices.
And I'm proud to say I have my own teeth, four of them to be exact. Hey, they're a good anchor for the dentures, when I remember to wear them. I'm not exactly sure where they are, but I'll find them eventually.
You better respond quick, or I'll reach through cyber space and bitch slap the hell out of you.
Love[HA!]
Olive.
I sent it off with a picture of Olive Oil[or is it Oyl? I can never remember], one where she's just been hit and one of her eyes is an x and her tongue is hanging out.
...
I forgot about the dating site until the weekend, when I pulled it up just for fun. Forty eight responses! Damn!
There are a lot of sick bitches out there, and apparently most of them know how to use a cell phone camera. I'm glad I looked before dinner. Now, I wasn't so hungry.
If Olive hadn't been the third one I read I would never have seen it. After eight I just started deleting, keeping only hers. Damn, I think she gets it.
I sent her a reply.
...
Olive,
you low rent bitch. How the hell do you sleep at night? Never mind, you lucky cunt. You probably don't sleep at night much, do you? I'm pretty sure you do 'shift' work.
You've just met the man of your dreams. So stop fucking those losers and get with the program.
Not to brag[well yeah I am] I'm hung like a donkey. You know, the cute little miniatures that are only about two feet tall.
Here. I'll send you a picture. Four and a QUARTER inches, and yeah, it's a whopping three quarter inches in circumference. Gotta tell you little girl, I've had few complaints, but then again, by the time it's my turn they're usually passed out, or afraid to blow a big tip. Stop drooling on the screen!
So name the time and place, and if there's a bus route nearby I'll be there with bells on. It's sort of a fetish.
Damn, I just looked at the picture, I had my thumb on the lens, but what the heck, it's real similar.
Get back to me soon, sweetness.
Stumpy.
Ha! let her top that!
...
I almost wet myself laughing. This guy was great!
I had to think of something even more outlandish.
Tuesday I replied.
...
Stumpy, you sick bastard
I saw the picture, gotta tell you, my nipple got hard. Yeah, I've only got one, the other one got bit off. Long story. My pussy did drip a little, but I think that may have to do with my medical condition. The doc says I'll be back in action soon, and be sure they use condoms from now on. I'm trying to send you a picture of my cunt for your enjoyment.
I've only got about ten pussy hairs, and no, I don't shave. Let's just say constant friction wears them off. The ones I've got are about six inches long, I braid them and put a cute bow on it. And when you see the picture, no, I don't have two clits, it's just a wart. You'd be amazed how many guys nibble the wrong one.
Oops! Gotta go, my first custom--er, friend for the evening is here. I know I'm out of action down below, but I can suck a cock and drink a soda through a straw at the same time, and not lose suction on either one. You'd be amazed how much money I've won with that little trick.
Your indifferent bitch,
Olive.
Bet he can't top that.
...
She was partly right. It took me about four days to frame his reply.
...
Olive, the future queen of my singlewide
I'm glad to know you have a profession, one you obviously excel at. I'm sure your practice and dedication has reaped many rewards for you.
I'm sorry to say I'm temporarily between careers at the moment, though I have applied for a position with many nationally recognized corporations.
You know, McDonalds, KFC, etc.
No luck yet, they just can't find the right position yet. But really, how fucking hard is it to say "Good morning, welcome to Wal-Mart?" Apparently hard enough to exclude me from consideration.
I mean, come on, I'm a nice guy, I take showers sometimes three and four times a week, and shave at least twice. My wardrobe is a bit limited, perhaps going to the McDonalds interview with a Wendys uniform shirt wasn't such a good idea, but it was all I had clean.
Oh well ,I'll get something soon, and be able to support you in the lifestyle you'll be forced to accept.
Keep it warm for me.
Stumpy.
...
Damn this guy was good. It was gonna take a while to top him.
I let a couple of my girlfriends read the drivel, and maybe it was the two bottles of wine, but they laughed until they screamed. Then we conspired. Boy, women are sure some nasty bitches sometimes.
Remember the country song "Friends Don't Let Friends Drink And Text", by something Otto? Friends shouldn't let friends drink and compose emails.
...
Stumpy, man of my unpaid affections
Sorry to hear about your career challenges. That's one of the reasons I'm self employed. I'm not into sales, sorry if I gave you that impression.
I'm more into short terms rentals. Turnover is fairly high, but I require cash up front, so it doesn't really matter. The drawback is they almost always leave a mess I have to clean up, but I factor that into the rental agreement.
I'm also prominent in local civic affairs. For instance, I'm currently the Chairperson and sole member of the entertainment and welcoming committee for 4BMC, you know, the BIG Bad Black Bikers Motorcycle Club.
We have an out of town chapter coming in this weekend. There's only going to be twenty six, but if that's all I have to work with, I'll make do.
Gotta go, the chapter president is here, and he wants to sample the hospitality.
I'll save some leftovers for you.
Olive
...
I let my friend Mike see the correspondence when he asked how the internet dating was going. He grew up with me and my family, and sis had told him to watch out for me. He nearly fell of the chair laughing, and promised he would help me come up with more trash to talk. He also promised to keep it away from my sister.
I had been able to look her in the eye when she asked, and told her with a straight face I had met a woman I was talking with and a possible relationship may develop. She was over the moon.
Of course, she told Mom right away, damn it, and I had to finally tell them to give me a break and let it develop without pressure, and maybe they would get to meet her sometime in the future. That fended them off for the short term.
I excused myself, I had an email to compose.
...
Olive, you real live blow up doll
I commend you civic pride. Community should always cum first.
I hope the weekend festivities went well for you.
Honestly, the thought of your weekend activities excited me greatly. Unfortunately I was too broke to get help to relieve the tension I was under, so I decided to take things in hand. Sadly, I ran out of lotion Friday and couldn't afford more. Not wanting to risk blisters, from experience I can tell you it takes a long time to recover from those, I was forced to improvise. I had some bacon grease left over from breakfast. It works pretty well, but the downside is my bedroom now smells like burnt bacon.
Gotta go, the city is looking for a new garbageman, and I've got a pretty good shot at it. Wish me luck.
By the way, did I mention my favorite dessert is chocolate cream pie?
Love you, kind of mean it,
Stumpy
Wonder what she would say to that?
...
Thanks to my friends Gwen and Marcie I had plenty of material.
...
Stumpy, my cute little pervert
Sorry I didn't get back to you sooner, but it was a busy weekend.
First, the entertainment program was pretty well received. I'm pretty sure the guys will remember it for a long time.
Hold on, I need to get another pillow for my chair. I told that dumb son of a bitch there was no way he could get that 'ape hanger' handlebar up my twat, but he just had to prove me wrong. It was pretty damned uncomfortable until he started revving the engine.
The downside was when they left Sunday morning one of them accidentally took my purse.
I was broke so I worked the last day of the construction convention uptown to get a little pocket money.
I must say, the 'Pink Hammer' all women construction franchise taught me about the tongue and groove building system, and the Roto Rooter guys kept trying to back flush my septic system, but all they accomplished was clogging my drain lines. I did get to try out a lot of new tools.
Too bad you couldn't come over for dessert Sunday night, your chocolate cream pie had a big layer of vanilla frosting on it, and a couple of shots of habenero juice. It would have been an interesting taste.
To top it off I started my period Monday. Gotta go, I have a friend coming over who likes his cunt steak rare, and then a couple of the new members of the 4BMC are coming by to earn their 'red wing' patches.
And I won't be keeping it warm, it's always hot.
Olive
...
The emails got wilder and raunchier as the weeks passed.
He bragged about his new job as janitor at a sex shop, saying it didn't pay much, but the fringe benefits were great and he did get a 25% discount on goods and services.
She told him about her induction into the Southern Railway hall of fame, for 'pulling more trains than their entire freight division'.
Four months had gone by. They had pretty much exhausted the imaginations of themselves and all their friends.
Then she got a new email, and everything changed.
...
Olive,
I have enjoyed this correspondence immensely, but all good things come to an end. I find you to be witty, articulate, and fun to talk to. But, it's time to either end it or go to the next level.
I suggest we start slow, by telling each other one true fact about ourselves.
My nickname really is Stumpy, at least to my family.
Your turn.
Stumpy.
...
She thought about it a lot before really responding.
Stumpy,
In reality I'm actually six feet tall.
Olive
...
She agonized over telling him that, but better to tell him now, especially if he really was short. She didn't need a repeat of her ex husband. Shocking her, he replied almost immediately.
...
Olive,
Thank you for your honesty, but I find height to not be an issue if there is emotion going on.
Now, here's another revelation. I have a good job, selling cars. It's not for everybody, but I'm pretty good at it, maybe because I try to treat everybody right and don't make promises I can't keep. There is such a thing as an honest car salesman.
Stumpy.
...
He thought hard before telling her that. Car salesmen didn't have the best reputation.
But honesty, or in this case semi-honesty seemed the best policy.
...
She thought long and hard about telling him what she did for a living, it could be just as off putting to men as her height, but he would find out eventually if they kept it up
Stumpy,
My profession is just as difficult when it comes to trust. I'm a lawyer, and our reputation
is right up there with car salesmen. I am good at my job though, at least my bosses think so.
Olive
...
I sat back, thinking I'd really like to meet this woman. I grinned when I pictured her face when we would meet. I did indeed have the family nickname of Stumpy. Pretty funny considering I'm six feet four.
But, when you have two brothers who are six eleven, and a sister who stands an even seven feet, I kinda did feel short. It didn't help that Mom was six ten and Dad was seven one. We weren't circus freaks, just big people.
And I really did sell cars for a living. The thing is, my family owns seven dealerships scattered across the state. I manage the Cadillac, Lexus, and Mercedes dealership, both brothers and my sister run the Toyota/Subaru/Ford/Volkswagen/BMW/Austin/Jaguar/GMC/Ferrari dealerships, I can never remember which one has which cars. The rest have really competent managers. and Mom and Dad travel around, making sure none of us screw up too badly.
...
I fired up the computer and sent my next message.
Olive,
I've been married before. The divorce was not because of me.
Love, Stumpy.
...
So he was a loser in love also.
Stumpy,
So have I. And the divorce was his idea, even though I treated him with respect and never cheated on him. Looks like we're both losers.
Love you back, Olive
...
I thought about it for a long time, almost a week, before I replied.
Sweet Olive,
We are not losers! You are not a loser! Say it again and I'll spank you! We are just two people who didn't get it right the first time, and have experience on what to avoid, and what to look for. Based on our conversations, I find you witty, articulate, and bet you have a killer sense of humor. Of course, I have no idea what you look like(although in my fantasy you have long, sensual hair, a smile that would melt the hardest heart, very kissable lips, and a body that would make Helen Of Troy weep. Even if you're not that beautiful, I still bet you're damn hot. I can smell it. I have a nose for hotness, but it really doesn't mean all that much to me. You are who you are, and that's the main thing.
LUBX2, Stumpy.
...
Wow, that seemed a lot like a love letter.
Stumpy,
I didn't know you had a silver tongue. I hope it's as good at other things. Helen doesn't need to be looking over her shoulder, but I'm not repulsive. My boobs are too big, my hips are too wide, and my waist isn't as small as I would like it to be, but I carry it well. It's a good thing you think I have a beautiful mind. I think I have nice legs, though. And you kinky boy, talking about spanking. Just so you know, for the right man I'd consent to a little discipline, if I think I deserve it. I might even wear my schoolgirl outfit.
If you can smell hotness, you might want to check your computer for shorts.
Oh, and I'm one hell of a kisser.
LUBX3, Olive.
Let his horny little mind digest that.
...
Wow, double wow, and wow again. Are we having cybersex? I hope so.
Sexy Olive,
You naughty girl. Do you know how hard it is to keyboard with one hand? Just so you know, there's no such thing as boobs being too big, unless they're like 99DDD. And I've been told my tongue is one of my best features,I've been known to give full body massages with it. Long, slow massages, speeding up only when I get to the good parts. Women have been known to thank me in really shrill voices sometimes.



I'd like to see the school girl outfit(although in my fantasy, you're wearing a bustier, and thigh highs, under a slinky silk dress that slides off easily. I'd unwrap you slowly, like the best present I've ever gotten, drop the dress off your shoulders, slip the detachable cups off the bustier and slowly lick your...wait, what were we talking about? Oh yeah, school outfit), those incredibly long legs barely covered by your little plaid skirt, cute little white panties peeking out as you bend over my lap. I'd have to fondle it a bit before the spanking began, then...damn, gotta go, something smells like it's overheating.
And you reek of hotness. My nose knows.
LUBX4, Stumpy.
I pushed back from the computer, looking at the bulge in my shorts. Damn, I needed to be laid in the worst way.
...
I pushed back from the computer table, my face flushed, my breathing ragged. I looked down to see my nipples standing straight out, hard as I've ever felt them. I had been squirming on my chair, and I could smell myself. I'd have to wash that cushion soon. Serves me right for sitting down naked. I left the computer open, and wandered to the bedroom, trying to remember where I'd stashed BOB, and if the batteries were still good.
An hour and three orgasms later, I was finally able to answer him.
Stumpy, darling,
How sweet you are. I don't have a bustier(yet), but I do have one little outfit I bought for myself after the divorce. I'll only wear it when I find the man I'm meant to spend the rest of my life with. It's a sheer lace, baby blue, one piece that can only be worn once, because after I put it on, it has to be unraveled to be removed.
And it has to be done slowly, for full effect.
It's symbolic of me shedding my old life, appearing to my man brand new, just for him, forever. Stupidly romantic, I know, but it means a lot to me.
All the love I have, Olive.
...
I'd never read anything so heartfelt, so genuine, that it hit me hard. All she wanted was to be loved by the right man, and she would belong to him forever.
I had to walk away from the computer for a while, there must be dust in here because I was misting up.
I thought about it a long time, almost a week. I wanted to meet this woman more than anything I'd ever wanted in my entire life. I was on a mission when I emailed her again.
Dearest Olive,
It's time. Time for us to meet, and go on a real date. Time to separate the fantasy from the reality. You may not like me. I might find you irritating. The only way to know for sure is to spend time together.
The thought of being with another woman has me tied up in knots. What if she's a bad person, what if she destroys me again? Could I take another hit that hard? So for the last year I've stayed away from women because of fear. With you, I have no fear. And paradoxically, that scares the hell out of me.
But I'm willing to take that chance. One thing though, if you're willing to do this. I don't want to know what you look like until we meet, or hear your voice. I'd rather see you for the first time face to face, try to catch the emotion in your voice, to gauge your reactions, see how quick you are on your feet. I guess I'm just a delayed gratification type of guy. The anticipation, to me, heightens the experience.
So, Sweet Olive, what do you say? Do we stay anonymous and safe, or go for the real, the raw, the unexpected? Your choice.
Think about it, I'll be waiting.
Just Love, Stumpy
I took a deep breath and hit send.
...
I stared at the screen for a long time. Did I want this? What if he's a bad person, has body odor and an annoying voice? Well, there was only one way to find out.
Stumpy,
Name the time and place. Maybe this time I'll have the bells on.
Olive
...
She actually said yes! Now, I had to figure out how, when and where to meet. I actually talked about it to my sister Emily, telling her the whole story, letting her read the emails. It took her almost two hours.
When she was done she sat back and grinned at me.
"Wow! You guys are made for each other. You need to go for it and meet her, soon."
"I agree, but it has to be perfect. Suggestions?"
We talked for an hour, discussing different options. Dinner? Drinks? A club, a park, anywhere. Finally Em smiled.
"I know just the thing. Invite her to our Christmas party! It's three weeks away so she'll have time to decide what she wants to wear, or even if she wants to go."
The company Christmas party was a big event. All our managers, vendors, and a few select friends attended. The managers because they got their year end bonuses then, the vendors in appreciation, the friends because it was always fun. It was semi-formal, and the ladies went all out, while the men wore really nice suits. There were always between a hundred fifty to two hundred in attendance. We usually booked a really nice venue, had an excellent meal catered, made the mandatory speeches, then opened the bar and let the dancing begin. The band was always top notch, able to play something for every taste. Mom had made us all take lessons, and we usually opened the floor with a slow number, with mostly just family dancing. My ex didn't like to dance with me because of our great height disparity, she said she felt like she was six years old dancing with her grandfather. It hurt me, but I blew it off.
"I don't know, sis, don't you think it will be a bit much? Our family is not exactly shy. The poor woman might not have a good time."
"Leave it to me. I'll make sure the family gives you privacy, well, as much as possible. And if you two get close, she'll have to get used to them eventually. Better to get it over with right off the bat."
I looked at her trying to stifle a laugh, and agreed.
...
Olive,
I formally request you accompany to my company Christmas gathering. My company goes all out, and it's usually a lot of fun. If you agree, I'll give you the details. I've thought a lot about this. These are the people I spend most of my time with, and if we become close you'd have to meet most of them eventually. And I promise, there will be a quiet place we can talk, without interruption. Think about it, it's three weeks from Saturday. I really hope you attend, I've told my friends that I've been talking with a really hot woman, and since I haven't dated in almost a year, half of them think I made you up.
Stumpy.
...
I talked it over with my friends, and my mom before answering. I'd hoped for something a little more intimate, wondering why he wanted our first date to be in a crowd. Mom clarified it for me.
"I think he wants you to feel comfortable, honey. You're meeting a stranger, which would you rather, a large open space surrounded by people, or a dark lounge where you can't hear each other talk."
Looking at it in that light, I sent him my reply.
Darling Stumpy,
I accept your kind invitation, if you agree to attend my company function the following week. That's contingent, of course, if we can stand each other. I'm a girl, so I'll need details, dress especially.
Looking forward, Olive.
...
She said yes! It felt better than when Ginny Gilbert accepted my junior prom invitation.
Sweet Olive,
The dress is semi-formal, but I'd be remiss if I didn't mention the women usually went all out, competing a little, I guess. I work for the Stevens Automotive Group, and the party will be held at the Grove Inn. It starts at eight, with dinner, then there'll be a few short speeches, followed by dancing and an open bar.
And I'd love to party with a bunch of lawyers. I bet you guys sit around and tell fart jokes and see who can pass out the fastest. I'm in.
...
Well. The Stevens Auto Group. I knew a little about them through my firm, they were probably the biggest franchise in the state, seven dealerships, and were about to add an eight. I wonder which dealership he worked at? And the Grove Inn? It was almost impossible for a normal person to get to see the inside of the place. Only the cream of the local society set frequented it.
One of the partners at my firm had actually attended one of their parties, a date of one of their suppliers. She said she was sure I'd have a good time. When she described the dresses, I knew there was a shopping trip in my immediate future.
I suddenly had a thought. What if he was really short? I guess I'd have to wear flats. I actually told him I'd be wearing them, and was surprised by his response.
...
Olive,
what's the highest heels you own? Never mind. If the heels you have on when we meet aren't at least four inches, there will be a serious spanking in your future. I'm not kidding, I absolutely adore women in heels, especially when that's all they have on. Oops, did I really type that? Disregard that last(or not).
See you in seventeen days and five hours, Stumpy.
...
Four inches? Really? The highest pair I owned were only two and a half, but what girl needs motivation to go shoe shopping? My friends giggled when they went with me and I tried on a pair, stumbling slightly from the newness.
"Would you look at that! Our girl Amber in high heels. And not just high heels, genuine CFM's!"
The salesgirl snorted back a laugh while I looked puzzled.
"Come on, Amber, you know, Come Fuck Me heels."
I flashed bright red before grinning, eyeing the shoes in the mirror. "Well, I certainly hope so," I said, making them laugh harder.
After three stores and fourteen pair, I finally found a pair I adored. Basic black strappies, but damn they made me legs look great. I made a visit to a very nice lingerie store, picking up three sets of thigh highs, and a really hot looking bustier. It shaped me, pushing the girls straight out and putting extra curving on my bottom.
In a flash of inspiration, I put the basic black dress I'd be wearing on, with a pair of patterned black thigh highs and my new shoes. I experimented in front of the mirror until I got just the shot I wanted, My high heel encased foot and my leg, all the way up to the band of my thigh highs. I sent it to him ten days before our date.
Stumpy baby,
I know we're not supposed to see each other until we meet, but I just had to show you my new shoes. Do you like them? What do you think of the hose? Too much? Give me an opinion.
your Olive
...
I opened the email at work late that evening. Big mistake. It was hot! And I mean HOT! I had to sit at my desk for thirty minutes before my erection went down. I seriously thought of ducking into the bathroom to help it along a little. Then I had a better idea.
Sexy Olive, baby,
I'm not an expert on ladies shoewear, but that is a damned impressive set of footwear! The leg looks really great, I can't wait to see the matched set. Words fail me trying to describe how hot you look, but then again, all the blood is rushing from my brain, making it hard to form coherent sentences. I think a picture is worth a thousand words, so I'm sending you one that will show you exactly how impressed I am.
The days aren't passing fast enough for me, Stumpy.
I know it was juvenile, but I sent her a picture of my erection, plain to see through the khaki pants I was wearing.
...
Wow. I wasn't sure exactly what to make of that. Finally I decided to take it in the spirit of our emails. After all, it was just a bulge in some slacks. I couldn't help enlarging it a bit, deciding it was a really nice bulge.
Stumpy, you little horn dog,
Thanks, I think. It's nice to be appreciated. And I WILL be wearing the bustier and thigh highs to the party, and no other 'foundation' garments under my dress. You won't get to see anything, although if you're a good boy some touching may take place.
Olive
...
Olive, you little tease,
Stop doing that! I read most of your emails at work because of my hours, and my secretary always knows when I get one of your notes. She just grins, looks at my crotch, and asks when she'll finally get to meet you.
When I told her you were my date for the Christmas party she frowned, asking me if I thought it appropriate to expose you to my family so soon. I forgot, but most of my family works for Stevens at different locations. They can be a bit overwhelming. My sister promised me she'd do her best to limit your exposure. She said she'd try, anyway.
See you in 183 hours and forty-nine minutes,
Stumpy.
...
His whole family at once? I wasn't too happy about that. Mom just grinned.
"Better to get it over with quick. I know, tell him you want to bring me along to level the field. I've always wanted to party at the Grove Inn."
I knew she was kidding. Mom had been at loose ends for the past two years, ever since my Dad traded her in for a woman almost as young as me. It took her months to come to terms with it, and she was just now starting to be interested in men again. We were both hit about the same time, and sharing each others' misery had helped us heal. I hadn't spoken to my father but once since, telling him what an asshole he was, and that I'd laugh when she cheated on him. "After all, she as a history of it, doesn't she?" He slammed the phone down. He moved across the country, and I hadn't seen or spoke to him in sixteen months.
I mentioned in passing what my mother had said in my next email, and was surprised at his response.
...
Sweetie,
By all means, bring her along. It would make me feel better about dumping my whole family on you. After all, sooner or later she'll have to inspect me, and meet my family, look how much time we'd save.
Oh, I have a Christmas present for you. My company usually retains a few rooms for those who have just a bit too much fun, and my bosses agreed to let me have a small suite for the night.
Before you get any ideas, I was thinking maybe you and your mother could have it. That way you wouldn't have to be driving, could relax, and have a good time. It doesn't mean I won't be there, I intend to take you both down to the Sunday brunch the Inn is famous for. We'll get to spend even more time together. Tell me soon, there are others who would enjoy the suite if you don't want it.
One hundred forty nine hours and seven minutes, Stumpy.
...
It's kind of hard to shock my mother, but I think he succeeded. When I told her I was going to decline, she slapped me on the back of my head.
"Oh no you're not! A night of partying, a suite at the most exclusive place around, and a brunch that's been written to be one of the top three in the nation? If you don't want it, give it to me. Maybe I can entice your boyfriend up, show him my appreciation."
She ran her hands down her toned body, the result of countless hours in the gym, and grinned. "After all, I know the younger guys in your office have voted me the "MILF I'd most like to..."
"Mother! What's got into you?" She smirked, and I was aware she'd seen the flash of jealousy.
"Nothing, at least not yet. But don't worry, I'll leave your honey alone, for now anyway. I'd hate to have someone expire from overexertion at the party."
She laughed at my expression and walked off, swaying her hips. I had to admit, if I looked like her at fifty-four, I was going to be damn lucky.
Dear Stumpy,
Mom says thanks, we'll buy matching bells. She's kind of hot for her age, but don't get ideas or fantasies about a mother/daughter combo into your twisted little mind. I guess I need to tell you now I'm a bit territorial. All right, I'm a LOT territorial, something you need to be aware of if we get into a serious relationship. If you're mine, you're MINE, understand?
Seventy four hours and nineteen minutes, damn you, now you've got me counting. Olive.
...
Sweetheart,
I understand. But if your mother shares the least bit of your hotness, it might be difficult. And I'm a little possessive myself, you can ask my exwife and she'll verify that pretty quickly. I'm sure she would be glad to tell you how I react to betrayal.
I'm going to ask you to trust me a bit. I want your address, but not your name. I want to give you a little token of my appreciation. It will arrive the day of the party. It's a little thing, but I think you will like it.
Forty-nine hours, Stumpy.
...
Finally! I was glad it was Saturday, I would have been worse than useless at work. Mom didn't help much, two women stressing in one house was a little nerve wracking. We'd both been to the salon, having our hair styled and makeup professionally applied. We dressed carefully, and I have to say the results were stunning. Mom had on an ivory silk sheath that came three inches above her knees, four inch heels, her blond hair shining, diamond studs and a matching necklace finishing the image. She looked midthirties, not midfifties.
I had on the basic black dress. It went three inches below my knees, and had a dangerously high slit in the back. The bustier made my figure even more appealing, and the feel of the silk on my bare bottom was exciting me. I slipped a black thong in my purse, in case I had moisture issues.
The black hose felt delicious when my legs rubbed against each other. I finished the outfit with pearl earrings and a single strand round my neck.
I admired myself for a moment in the mirror, loving the curves, the way my auburn hair glowed in the lighting. I licked my lips, deciding the shade of my lip gloss was perfect. I saw mom grinning over my shoulder.
"Damn! I did good with you, girl. He won't be able to talk with his tongue hanging out and the blood flowing away from his brain."
I patted a stray curl. "I hope so. I wasted a lot of time and money if he doesn't"
Mom went to collect our coats while I went out to warm the car. It was thirty degrees outside, with a threat of snow. I felt a tinge of sadness, the gift he was supposed to send me never arrived, and it had me wondering.
Opening the door, I almost got hit in the face. A woman, in a white uniform and cap, hair back in a bun, was about to knock on the door. She grinned when she saw me jump.
"Sorry, traffic slowed me down a bit." She handed me two small packages, one plainly marked Olive, the other simply Mom.
"Stumpy says hello. Can I come in, it's kind of cold out here."
I recovered and invited her in. Mom came to see who it was. The woman held out her hand.
"I'm Caroline. I'll be your driver tonight. I'm to wait until you open the packages, then drive you to the Grove Inn."
She stood, enjoying the look of shock on our faces. "Go on, now, open them. I want to try to beat the weather."
I collapsed on the couch and tore off the obviously expensive paper.
Bells. Little silver bells on a silver chain. I looked at them closely. There were nine bells, each engraved. I stretched them out.
H O T N E S S X 10.
Mom opened hers, surprised to see a variation of the same thing, four slightly larger bells on a silver chain. M I L F, and a note for both of us.
"You both deserve the bells. It'll help me find you in a crowd."
My hands were shaking so bad I couldn't close the tiny clasp, so Caroline volunteered to hurry us along, As she wrapped it around my ankle she glanced up. I was so distracted that I didn't notice I wasn't in the most ladylike of positions, dress hiked up and knees opened. She grinned while I flamed red.
"Looks like someone is going to have a good time tonight." Mom saved me from embarrassment by smirking.
"God, I hope so. I haven't been laid in ages. Some little boytoy is going to find a MILF under his tree tonight."
"MOM!" I squealed out. They both laughed at me and hustled me outside. The limo turned out to be a Hummer.
Caroline apologized, saying it was supposed to be a Mercedes, but with the weather situation the Hummer seemed more prudent.
Snow had just started falling as we pulled under the portico at the grand entrance to the Inn, the massive marble columns glistening under the lights. The outdoor chandelier that had been written up in so many magazines twinkling brightly. Suddenly I was terrified. This was it.



...
I was feeling terrified. I bet I walked five miles going from the banquet hall to the grand foyer. Emily finally calmed me down.
"Relax, Caroline just sent me a text. They're pulling in the drive now. Let's neaten you up a bit."
She adjusted my tie and collar, then dusted imaginary lint off my suit, trying to calm me. Her phone chirped again. She glanced down, grinned, and said, "they're here. Go get her, tiger!", and shoved me forward.
...
We were here. I sat paralyzed, all kinds of thoughts going through my mind. I looked down and smoothed my dress. When I looked up, there he was.
All I saw was a toned body under an obviously expensive suit, crisp, just right haircut and a dazzling smile. He opened my door slowly, and reached for me.
"Olive?," he asked, in a quiet voice. I looked into his eyes, seeing the hope and uncertainty in his eyes, those beautiful brown eyes, and suddenly I felt serene. I stood, still holding his hand. "It's Amber. You don't know how happy I am to meet you." Without letting go of his hand, I leaned forward and kissed him.
Not hard, no tongue, lasting maybe two seconds, but it was the most enjoyable kiss of my life so far. He just stood there stunned as I grinned.
"Stumpy, I hope?"
He shook a little trying to regain his composure, before giving me a terrific smile. "It's Garth, actually. And you have no idea how pleased I am to meet you."
I don't know how long we would have stood there if someone hadn't loudly cleared their throat.
"Hi, I'm Beverly, your future mother-in-law if things go right. I'm not generating the heat you two are, and I'm freezing here. Can we please go inside now?"
"MOM!"
Stumpy/Garth laughed, tucked our arms into his, and walked us inside. Mom made sure her little bells were tinkling. He looked down, noticing them, and looked up smiling.
"Do you like them?"
I didn't get to speak before Mom quipped. "We love them. If it doesn't work out with my daughter, look me up. I'll model them for you. Of course, for the full effect I'd have to be naked. Maybe you'll get to ring my bells."
"MOM! Stop it!" They both laughed.
"Calm down, baby. I'm at the Grove Inn, going into what looks like a very nice party, wearing an expensive gift a man just gave me, dressed to the nines.I intend to drink, dance, flirt, maybe find someone who'll hold my interest for more than five minutes."
...
I felt like I owned the world when I went through the doors with a beautiful woman on each arm. I was well aware I'd earned the nickname of 'Monk' in the last year. Take that, doubters.
People were gravitating towards us when my sister showed up. "Back off, people. The parents get the first crack."
She held out her hand to my ladies. "Hi, I'm Emily. His little sister. It's a pleasure to meet you, nice to see the woman that finally made him smile again. Now that he's finally met you, I suspect the smile will be permanent. Come on, I'll introduce you to our parents, and our brothers."
They stood when we approached the table. I know my mouth hung open in surprise. "Now you know where the nickname comes from.," he said, grinning. I hadn't really noticed, but thinking back, when we kissed, I had to raise my head slightly. I glanced up again.
"A little over six four. Pretty impressive, until you realize everyone in the family has at least six inches on me. it almost gave me a complex."
Emily chimed in. "Don't let him fool you. He's the most driven of all of us. We all know when dad retires he'll take over."
I wondered what she was talking about until the introductions were made. Her father shook my hand, seeming genuinely happy to meet me.
"Welcome to our family gathering, Amber. Don't let the Stevens name throw you, we're just average people who were a little luckier than most."
Stevens? It hit me, Stevens Auto Group. These guys had a company worth in the high millions. I looked over at him.
"Car salesman?" He actually blushed.
His mother, who had just hugged me, spoke.
"Don't be so hard on him, dear. He didn't tell you a lie, he does sell cars. He just has a less active roll, being manager of our most successful dealership."
Conversation flowed, and my mom and his seemed to hit it off. I saw them a few times deep in conversation. I asked her a few months later what they talked about so hard. She seemed surprised.
"Your wedding, of course." She laughed at the look on my face.
Mom had a ball, especially when she was introduced to one of their managers a little older than her. He was single, the result of a nasty divorce. They traded war stories.
"She dumped me for someone younger. Actually, she didn't dump me, she wanted to keep me for the lifestyle I offered, depending on her boyfriend for her other 'needs'. When I caught them and she realized there would be no forgiveness, she got ugly. Fortunately for me, the prenupt held up. I still had to pay her alimony, but only have one left. I'm going to deliver it myself, in change and ones. My last chance to tick her off."
"Maybe mine ran off with yours, I also got dumped for a newer model. We didn't have a prenupt, and it cost him a bundle to make me go away."
There was a spark there, everyone could see it. They had a lot of common interests, including gym time and hiking. She told him she didn't get to hike much, a woman alone was just too risky.
"I'm not trying to outrun time, just making it a interesting chase.," he said, explaining his addition to exercise. "Listen I belong to a hiking group. We're going to hike the Andes this summer in a group vacation. Here's our card. Give me your number. The next time we go out I'll give you a call."
After that, she was hooked. She still danced a few fast numbers with others, but he got all the slow ones. I was happy for her.
I was introduced to people I wouldn't remember an hour later, danced with a few people I didn't want to, had a vicious pang of what, jealousy, shoot through me when he danced with a striking blond who wasn't familiar with the concept of personal space. I was glad to see he actually looked happy when it was over. I took a firm grip on his hand and didn't let go.
We gradually drifted to the back, where we found a secluded table.
...
The family seemed to like her, and her mother. Both mothers had several long discussions, no doubt with us as subject matter. Her mother met Jeremiah, one of our top managers and a close friend. I was happy to see them connect.
Finally, I got her alone.
"I'm sorry about my family. I know they can be overwhelming."
She actually giggled. "Remember, I'm a lawyer. It takes a lot to overwhelm me."
"Good. I need to tell you that even though my family owns the company, I'm not a spoiled rich kid. I work hard to make my dealership the best. I make a hundred and fifty thousand a year, plus bonuses, a bit high but still competitive in the industry. I don't drink much, never smoked, never been in trouble. A bit boring, actually."
She smiled. "I can do boring. My ex was a bit of a risk taker, and his get rich quick schemes almost put us in bankruptcy several times. Just another reason we didn't make it."
"Mine didn't do so well in the divorce," I explained. "Mom didn't trust her, and she had our lawyers come up with a prenupt that stipulated that if she was caught having a legally proven affair she was out with just her car, clothes, jewelry, and twenty-five thousand dollars. She tried to fight until she realized she'd used up half of her settlement and got smart. I did pay the whole twenty-five just to get rid of her faster. I hear she's a waitress at Hooters now."
"It makes you cynical, doesn't it?" I think I scored points with my reply.
"Not in my case, but it did take a lot out of me. It's made me cautious, but I still believe in love. I still want the dream. A good woman that has my respect as well as my total love, the kids, the house with the picket fence, all of it. Someday, maybe."
...
The statement made me warm all over. Men with that view of life were getting increasingly hard to find. Was he one of a dying breed? If he was, I needed to get my brand on him quick. I rubbed his arm, pushed a stray lock of hair off his forehead.
"Someday may come sooner than you think, honey."
His mouth hung open and I leaned in, closing it with a kiss. A real, tongue twisting, lip smashing kiss that lasted about thirty seconds. When I finally pulled back, we were both gasping.
"Wow! Not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but what was that?"
I giggled. "That was me staking my claim. I want your attention focused on me."
He shocked the hell out of me when he stood, offering me his arm, and when I took it he dipped me suddenly, holding me like a feather. The kiss was firm without being harsh, but it was demanding. I couldn't tell you how long he held me like that, or how long we kissed, but when he stood me up, lovingly tucking a stray lock behind my ear, our families were standing there grinning.
"I'd say get a room, but we've already got one. Honey, it's after two, and I've had as much fun as this old body can take. Jeremiah is going to escort me to our suite, be a dear and come along." Mom stopped and looked at her watch. "In about an hour or so."
She giggled like mad as they went towards the elevator, her arm around him. Mom liked to tease, and I knew it wouldn't go past a few kisses or so tonight, but who knows what the future may bring.
The parents and siblings wished us a good night, and followed them.
...
I managed to get a carafe of coffee brought to the table, and we sipped companionably, talking softly. Occasionally we'd lapse into silence, but it wasn't the awkward silence many people feel. We didn't need to fill the time with needless conversation, content to just be. Be with each other. True lovers, married or otherwise, would know what I meant.
About three-thirty we both started flagging, and I escorted her to her suite. She asked me to come in for just a second and I gladly agreed, wanting to prolong our time together as long as possible.
She disappeared into the bathroom, coming out in a robe a few minutes later, face freshly scrubbed. Sitting beside me on the sofa to talk devolved into a pretty intense makeout session, leaving us both gasping when we broke. She stood, holding out her hand.
"I won't be able to control myself if we don't stop, honey. Time for you to say good night, or more appropriately good morning. I'll see you at brunch."
She walked me to the door, giving me one last kiss. She stepped back, and I started to open the door, when she called to me. She was halfway across the room by then.
"Garth, honey, you've been just perfect tonight. Consider this just the beginning."
She had unbelted the robe, and it dropped of her shoulders as she clutched it to her waist. She stood in a velevty black bustier, with silver lace trim. It rode so low her nipples threatened to pop out any minute. She giggled as my mouth hung open, then blew me a kiss and disappeared into her room. It took a cold shower to calm me enough to sleep.
...
I woke with a smile, remembering last night. I'll remember the look on his face as I dropped the robe. I'd pulled it down as far as I dared. Even though he said there was no such things as boobs too big, I had to wonder what he thought of my 42c sized breasts. My ex had loved them at first, but as we drifted apart he started making fun of my chest, especially to his buddies, often where I could hear him. I cried several times over it before I toughened up and told him the next nasty crack he made I'd return it by talking about his little dick. He shut right up.
Shaking away the bad memories, I smiled again. He'd looked at me like a thirsty man would a pitcher of ice water.
Mom was sitting on the sofa when I came out from my shower, chatting on the phone. "Oh, here she is, back to the land of the living. No, I'll tell her. We'll be waiting."
"Waiting for what?," I asked, as I ran my hands through my wet hair.
"Waiting for your boyfriend and mine to escort us to brunch. They'll be here in fifteen minutes."
Fifteen minutes? I couldn't possibly be ready by then. My need to be as perfect as I could be when he saw me was almost manic.
"MOM!" I screamed, running back into the bathroom as she cackled. I'd have to return this favor someday. I achieved a personal best, being ready in twelve minutes, applying the last of my makeup as the knock came.
I had on a sweater dress in a nod to the season, deliberately leaving the top three buttons undone, hoping he'd be interested. Oh, he was indeed, if his eyes were any indication. To his credit, after the first minute he concentrated on my face.
Jeremiah was with him. When we entered the restaurant, his family waved us over. His little sister and I sat beside each other, and we almost ignored everyone as we talked. Deciding we'd like to know each other better, his sister, mother, and one sister-in-law decided Mom and I needed a girls night out, to talk about Garth, of course.
Kim laughed as they finalized plans. "We'll give you the scoop on him, by the time we're done, you'll know all his secrets. Of course, fair is fair, and we'll get your Mom to spill yours too."
Mom said it sounded like an excellent idea while I blushed. I almost didn't get to savor the buffet for worrying. You know how mothers could be. His mother surprised me by hugging me tightly, thanking me for bringing him back to his old self.
Finally, it was time to leave. There was three inches of snow on the ground from the storm last night. I was having such a good time I had completely forgotten the weather. Caroline was there in the silver Hummer, the carriage waiting to take Cinderella home.
We had decided not to see each other until the party next week. He was going to pick me up, no limo this time. "I want every second I can get with you," he said as he walked me to the Hummer.
We stood awkwardly for a second, before I mentally said 'screw it', grabbed him, and laid what I hoped was a really hot kiss on him. He must have thought it was, the way his eyes seemed to glaze. I jumped in and we took off before he could recover.
Mom was all over me. "Well?"
"I think secretly he must be a ax wielding serial killer who preys on children and old people. He just have to be as nice as he is to keep it hidden. Still a good kisser, though."
She burst out laughing. "Know what I was thinking when I met him? I was thinking about how pretty my grandbabies were going to be. And big, a whole new generation of Amazons."
I flamed red, but agreed they would be just darling.
...
I got very little work done the next week, which sucked because people buy a lot of cars during the Christmas season. My secretary just laughed and fended off everyone, leaving me a lot of time to think.
She was just too good to be true. I'm sure if I had her investigated all kinds of nasty things would come to light. I decided to ignore such negative thoughts and concentrate on our upcoming date. We still communicated, oddly, by email. She said it gave her a chance to consider her statements, make sure what she wanted to say was understandable. The lawyer in her talking, I suspect.
I picked her up in my Mercedes SUV, fidgeting nervously as I waited for her to appear. Her mother sat beside me, smiling. Finally she reached out and patted my leg.
"Relax, honey. She's just as nervous as you are. Frankly, I think it would take a nuclear holocaust to keep you two from getting together."
I actually did relax, until she leaned forward and whispered in my ear.
"Summer Eve. Such a catching name for a little girl. Think about it." Summer was my mothers' name, Eve hers.
Before I could react Amber flowed into the room. Flowed? It was the only description that fit. Hair upswept into tight curls, diamond studs in her ears, a simple diamond pendant nestled between those perfectly formed mammary glands. Boy, our kids were sure going to get a mouthful. What? Where did that thought come from? I admired her full length gown, dark red with a dangerous slit up the front. She grinned and stuck her leg out, showing me the five inch heels, the silver anklet jingling over her hose. I wanted her so bad I couldn't see straight.
...
The look on his face was worth the torture I went through to fit int this dress. Of course, the stays in my red velvet corset helped a lot.
I loved his car. "This would make a pretty good mommiemobile," I said, watching his face as i said it. To my surprise he grinned.
"I'll file that away, should the situation ever occur." Now it was my turn to glow.
He was a smash at the party. I loved watching his face as the associates took turns telling him fart jokes we'd looked up on the internet, but was amazed when our senior partner made his speech, then shocked us all with the most vulgar fart joke I'd ever heard.
"That was for Amber and her new man. You should know by now there are no secrets in this office."
He raised his glass, "To Garth, for bringing our happy Amber back to us. And to Amber, the newest junior partner in the firm. May you find professional and personal success in your lives."
I cried and clung to Garth as I was congratulated. I truly didn't expect to make partner this soon. What could possibly top this evening? A good career and a great man to share it with is about as good as it gets.
I knew what could top it. When we finally said our goodbyes I surprised him by steering towards the elevators instead of the parking lot.
"It isn't the Grove Inn, but they have some really nice suites here as well. Care to check one out with me?"
After about thirty seconds with the classic 'deer in the headlights' look, he couldn't get to the elevators fast enough. She held my arm as she opened the door.
"Gee, this is kind of disappointing, honey. I hope the bedroom looks better. Come on, let's see."
...
I wanted her so bad I couldn't see straight, but there was no way I was going to mess this up by going fast. So I kind of hesitated. Didn't keep me from giving her a bunch of kisses before backing up.
"Are you sure you want this? I'm already kind of in love with you, and I DO NOT want to screw this up."
When I said I was kind of in love with her, tears started flowing. I cuddled her until she pushed me onto the couch, leaning over, giving me a full view of her exquisite cleavage. She grabbed my head and pulled it up until I was looking her in the eyes.
"Eyes up here lover. If you're a good boy I'll let you look at the girls later. If you're really good, touching may occur. Now focus! I know we haven't actually physically known each other for just a few days, but we looked into each others' heart and soul for months through our emails. I KNOW you . You KNOW me. What's about to happen is the end result of two people falling in love. There is no kind of for me. I am in love with you."
She stopped talking, eyes blazing, chest heaving. It was a hell of a sight. Wordlessly, she undid the tie at her waist and shrugged. It fell in a silky pile at her waist.
She was so beautiful it made my eyes water, standing there in a red corset, nipples peeking over the top of the cups. She had a pair of red hose held up by a matching garter belt, one ankle sporting the bells. She raised her foot and shook it, making the bells jingle.
"Well, you gonna ring my bells?"
I was on her like a maniac, hands roaming while I kissed every inch of skin I could reach. It shocked her when I swept her off her feet and carried her into the bedroom, dropping her in the middle of the bed. She told me later she'd never been with a man strong enough to lift her.
I shed my clothes in record time while she lay there, taking me in. I thanked little sis once again for nagging me to go the gym, pleased with the little gasp Amber gave as I lost my underwear.



"Look at this honey. The cups come off."
She threw the cups away and rubbed and lifted her breasts, pushing them together, offering them to me.
"Wanna play?"
I did, very much indeed. I sucked, nibbled, kissed, gripping her large nipples with my teeth and pulling her breasts straight out. She moaned in appreciation, her hands roaming until she found what she was looking for, grabbing and stroking me furiously. I almost lost it before I removed her hand, diving down, nibbling her thighs as I sought my target.
She was completely shaven, smooth as silk. I licked my way to my target slowly as she arched upwards, grabbing my hair and trying to push me where she wanted me to be. Instead of rushing it, I treated her like the finest and most decadent dessert in the universe, savoring every taste as long as possible before taking another. It was slow, deliberate, and i had her screaming in frustration before I attacked her clit, licking at a furious rate, lightly biting now and then. The foreplay had her ready to explode, adn she came in seconds. I kept going as she moaned, and soon her keening started again. It was a good thing I didn't have a tender head, or I would have been bald before we were done. I was pretty sore for a few days, but never told her.
When she peaked the second time I rose and slid into easily, taking her breath. She was hot as an oven and very tight. Four minutes later she climaxed again, sobbing in pleasure. Five minutes later I exploded, groaning with satisfaction. I collapsed onto her briefly before sliding to the side, cuddling her as she caught her breath. She sighed and went to sleep instantly. I just lay and cuddled her, enjoying her feel and heat. God did I love this woman!
...
It was a planned, deliberate seduction. I know it was too soon. I know I should have waited until we knew each other better.
But you know what? The hell with that, I was dripping from the moment I met him, and the thought of not having him was driving me crazy.
It went a little better than I expected, right up until the time he said he kind of loved me. It was all over after that statement. He was mine now, forever.
I thought his eye were going to pop when I dropped my very expensive dress on the floor. When I raised my foot and jingled my anklet, I had him.
When he swept me off my feet and carried me to the bedroom I was amazed, and very pleased. No one had ever swept me off my feet before, and the feeling was overwhelming. I'd never had a man who was so willing to concentrate on just my pleasure before. It could be very addictive.
His tongue! It should be gold plated. We should do a video, "How To Properly Eat Pussy", and release it on the internet. We'd make a fortune.
I didn't get to return the favor, because was on me like like a nuclear missile with heat seeking radar. I came for the third time in just a few minutes, matching as he finally exploded inside me.
He lay on me briefly before sliding off beside me, cuddling me as he got comfortable. I took his wonderful tool in my hand, meaning to do great things to it, but to my embarrassment drifted off to sleep, emotionally and physically overwhelmed.
I think I made it up to him the next morning, attacking his morning erection while he was still asleep. After he finished, I slid up on his chest, surprised when he pulled me up farther for a kiss.
I lay there, listening to his heart slow down, before I asked in a shaky voice, scared to death he didn't feel the same way I did, "What do we do now?"
He rolled me until I was on my back under him, and kissed me until I was wriggling and gasping. He broke, gave me that small grin I grew to love, and answered me.
"Why, we get married and live happily ever after, you silly girl."
...
FIVE YEARS LATER
We still communicated by email. She said it had worked so well she saw no reason to change. I always knew it was important when she started out with 'Stumpy'. I knew it was her, adn I opened it during lunch.
STUMPY!
You bastard! I just got back from the doctor. I'm knocked up again! He said it might be twins. Damn it all, I just got my shape back. And my nipples are just now recovered from See, I swear that girl had teeth at six months. Now get your ass home! You know how horny I get when I'm pregnant. If you're not home in an hour I'm starting without you.
A pissed Olive.
I couldn't help it, tearing up and grinning at the same time. See(a nickname from her initials, S.E., for Summer Eve, of course, that got corrupted to See)was just under three. Looked like we were going to have our hands full for the next eighteen plus years. I shot a message back.
Olive,
You stupid bitch! I've explained to you over and over again how babies are made, and you still want to do it without protection. What did you think was going to happen, you ignorant slut? I'll be home in forty minutes, and you better be naked and ready.
Stumpy
I dashed out of my office, telling my secretary I had to go, there was a family emergency. When I got home there were flowers and candles everywhere, and a naked Amber waiting on the bed. We made love with an urgency that was unusual even for us, then lay basking in the afterglow, crying with happiness.
...
TWENTY-TWO YEARS LATER.
It appeared, hovering in the air above my desk, startling me. I still had a hard time accepting I didn't need a screen anymore.
STUMPY!
Get your ass home this minute! The twins are being a handful, at sixteen you's think they would respect their mother more. They just carried me out of the house and threw me in the pool, laughing like hyenas. I guess when you
re six-eight and weigh two twenty-five, each, you can manhandle a poor defenseless little woman like me.
And See just got home, I still can't believe my baby girl is in college. And she says she's in love! Brought him home for us to meet! He's a shrimp honey, he can't be more than five-ten, tops. Get your butt back here and talk some sense into that girl.
I'm hot flashing like hell and my emotions are over the place. Please, honey, I need you.
Olive
I rushed out of my office, starting to talk. They just waved me off. "We know. Family emergency."
I laughed as I drove about the shrimp crack. Em finally found the man of her dreams. and he was a mere six-two, ten inches shorter if she didn't wear heels. He insisted she wear them, to her surprise, because he told her he wanted her to look as sexy as possible, so other guys would eat their hearts out knowing she was his. They had two kids, both girls.
See had topped out at six-four, my height. She could have gone to college on a volleyball scholarship, but declined, knowing we could pay for her education without strain. Her mom had made managing partner, and everybody needs cars, so we did all right. The boys were at sis-six, and still had one more growth spurt to go through. Scouts from six colleges were keeping an eye on them, they were both safeties on their football team. Plus, they were pretty good receivers.
I burst into a strangely quiet house. "Honey, where are you?"
"I'm in here." I followed her voice to the bedroom. She lay on it, in a candy striped bustier, white thigh highs, and a smile. Even in her fifties, she was the hottest thing I'd ever seen.
"Where are the kids?" I asked as I shed my clothes.
"I gave them all a hundred bucks each and told them to disappear for at least three hours. Now get over baby, Olive needs some Stumpy lovin'."
Damn I loved this woman!
The End
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"Oh shit!" my lover gasped, as he heard the footsteps coming up the steps. "I thought you said your husband was out of town!"
I collapsed, laughing. His huge cock that I was so fond of shrank instantly. It almost looked like my husbands' like that. Unlike his though, it would grow quite a bit bigger, with the right encouragement. Nine and a half inches at full mast. I know, because I measured it. My husband wasn't lacking, but his not quite seven inches just couldn't compete.
"Don't panic, baby. The hubby is three states away, busy making money to keep me in the style I deserve. That's just Wilfred."
"Who the fuck is Wilfred?" he asked, watching the door closely.
"Wilfred is our ghost. He's harmless. I'd tell you about him, but I've got something else on my mind just now. I'll tell you when we're done."
I dove down, licking and sucking with enthusiasm, loving the way it felt as it grew to the point I almost couldn't keep it in my mouth. I still couldn't deep throat him, but I was working on it.
When he was as hard as he was going to get I switched ends, getting on my knees and wiggling my ass.
He wasn't exactly gentle, ramming his monster into me quickly, but this wasn't our first go round of the night, and I was more than lubricated. I screamed, beat the bed with my hands, squealed as he mauled my tits, twisting the nipples as he got closer to his eruption. He fucked me through three orgasms before he blew. Despite it being the third time tonight, he filled me to overflowing. We fell down on the bed together, and I rolled him on his back, and did what I called 'clean up duties'. When his cock was shiny and clean, I lay back, resting my head on his stomach.
Damn it all, if he was fifteen years older and had any money, my hubby would be history so fast archaeologists would have a hard time finding him. That was a lie. I loved my husband, At least I thought I did. These last few months had me rethinking that. How could I love someone and still betray him so badly? Still working that out.
But my boytoy was in college and broke, pursuing an English degree. He had dreams of being a teacher. Lots of bucks there, I'm sure. Nope, he was just a fuck toy, plain and simple. I'm sure sooner or later I'd get tired of him and his equipment. But I had a taste now, and I knew I would be on the prowl for a replacement as soon as he left.
He toyed with my hair while I blew hot air across his cock, giggling when it twitched. I might just get another ride out of him tonight.
"Who the fuck is Wilfred?"
"This house is a hundred and five years old. Wilfred was the original owner. He built this monstrosity for his wive and the thirteen kids they ended up with. Unfortunately, his wife was fucking around on him, and she and her lover heard him coming up the steps on a night he was supposed to be out of town. Known for his bad temper, she panicked, grabbed a shotgun and blew his head off, just as he reached the top of the stairs. If you peel off the new wallpaper we installed a few years ago, you can still see the blood spatter on the original woodwork. One of the oldest children heard the noise and discovered them. His testimony led to them both getting hung. Wilfred's buried in the family graveyard at the top of the hill behind the house. No one really knows where they buried his wife or her lover. Right after that people started hearing the steps, but could never find anybody, so legend has it that Wilfred keeps climbing those stairs at the same time every night, hoping for a better ending. It's been documented for the last ninety-three years, and he's never hurt anybody."
I keep forgetting how young he was. He listened like a kid at a campfire while the counselors told ghost stories. "Doesn't it creep you out?"
I shrugged. "It's creepy the first few times, but you get used to it. I hardly ever think about it anymore. He was actually company when hubby wasn't around, until I found you. Josh is Wilfred's great-grandson. He resembles Wilfred, especially when he sports facial hair.
I don't like the way it feels, so I make him stay clean shaven."
"Your husband must be a first class pussy, the way you boss him around."
I had to giggle again. The only thing big about Damien(Yes, Damien)is his cock, sprouting out of a slender body, five-nine and a hundred forty-five pounds. I did a side-by-side comparison in my mind, and giggled again. Josh was six-one and two hundred five pounds, very, very little of it fat. He's an excellent lover, if he just had another two inches I would have never strayed. It would be very, very, very ugly if he ever found out. And at the very least, I'd be looking for a new home.
"He's not a wimp, honey, he's in fact a strong and virile man, who could probably kill you without breaking a sweat. That's why I make absolutely sure he's never in the same state when we get together. He just does what I ask because he loves me. And trust me, if he doesn't want to do something, no force on earth can make him. But enough about him, ready to go again? You haven't done my ass yet, and it's a little jealous."
I'd been stroking him lightly while we talked, pausing for a long, slow lick now and then. When I said 'ass' he got iron hard. Soon as he had me loosened up with the butt plug, he fucked the shit out of me, literally.
The next morning we showered together, going back to bed for another round. Then we went back to the shower, where I ended up blowing him. I swear, I think he was getting hard again when I gave him a hundred dollars for gas money and sent him back to the dorms. Hey, I wasn't paying him to fuck me, but I was grateful, and college guys are always broke.
I sighed as I stripped the bed, opening the windows to get the smell of sex out. I liked the smell, but I doubt Josh would, especially since he didn't cause it. As usual after my lover left, I started feeling guilty. I should end it while I'm ahead, and safe from discovery. Without a doubt, if he ever found out, the situation would end in 'D' words. Divorce if I was lucky, death if I wasn't. I'd seen Josh lose his temper twice in his life, and neither time was pretty.
The first time occurred about two years after we got married. We'd stopped at a light. There was a bus stop on that corner. It was pouring down rain, and three big guys were pushing a young girl out into the downpour, laughing like crazy. Josh was out of the car before I knew it. He helped the girl up, they'd pushed her down that time and she landed in a puddle.
She was almost hysterical and Josh soothed her while the boys, late teens at least, continued to laugh.
"Miss, would you like us to take you home, or at the very least to another bus stop? Or would you prefer we stay until your bus arrives? I'm sure these gentlemen(the sarcasm heavy in his voice as he said gentlemen)would be happy to share the cover with you."
The young guys had obviously been drinking, and it made them brave. "Fuck off, asshole, before we have to teach you not to mess with the Hidden Valley Romeos."
Josh actually laughed. "What kind of name is that? It sounds like it would belong to a gay boy band. Is that it, you wanted to share a romantic interlude with each other and didn't want her to see it? Relax, being a queer isn't that bad these days. I'm sure your parents still love you."
They were so stunned they didn't know what to say at first. Then the anger kicked in. One pulled a knife, and I cringed as it snapped open.
"You just fucked up, dickhead. You're gonna have to pay for that. Gimme your money, and if it's not enough we'll take it out in trade with your ol' lady. She looks hot."
"Josh had been standing there with a half-grin on his face until he mentioned me. Before anyone could react, he slapped one, bring his hand down instead of across, the pop extremely loud, blinding the man temporarily. Josh just kept moving, shooting a side kick out, dislocating the kneecap of a second, leaving only the guy with the knife.
"Take your best shot, pussy boy. I'm gonna take that little blade away from you, use it to whittle out your ass so I can get my hand inside. Then I'm going to jam it so far up you you'll taste the shit coming out of your throat. Now would be a good time to run."
He'd taken off his jacket, and had wrapped it around his arm. Then he started for the boy. Just before he got to him the boy threw down the blade and ran by him. Josh had timed it right, and just as he cleared the cover he got a tremendous kick in the ass. Bladeboy slid through a puddle, face down, getting soaked. He didn't look back for his friends as he ran away. They had gotten up, and were hobbling away as fast as they could. He stepped in front of them, pointing at the girl.
"She has my name and number. One more repeat of the bullshit we just went through, and you'll never, ever make that mistake again, because you'll be dead. Now crawl back under your rock before a predator finds you and eats you for the worms you are."
I was still shaking as we waited until the bus picked up the girl. "Don't ever do anything like that again! You could have been killed!"
He actually laughed. "There was a better chance of me being struck by lightning than those idiots hurting me. They were drunk, and stupid. It didn't exactly make them dangerous, unless they would have pulled a gun."
Curiosity got the better of me. "What would you have done if they'd pulled a gun?"
There was no emotion at all in his voice as he adjusted the rear view mirror. "Why, I'd have shot them, of course."
I had forgotten because he never flashed it, but he had a conceal carry permit and always carried a pistol. He'd been in the Army, and when he got out he spent four years in a private security outfit over there, saving every dime to start his company. To put it bluntly he'd seen and learned a lot. I suddenly quit worrying, there was nothing he couldn't handle. It was just hard to reconcile the clean shaven man in a crisp suit with the pictures I'd seen from his time over there, in dirty body armor holding a weapon, a scowl on his bearded face. I should have. But hey, he was just an administrator, he left the rough stuff to the professionals, or so he told me.
The second time his anger came out was at a pool party the neighbors were having. I had on a pretty daring bikini, hey, I was proud of my body. I worked really hard to get it to where it was. I'd had a few over my limit and was a little flirty, and a guest from out of the neighborhood got the wrong signal. When he got aggressive I snapped at him.
"If you don't stop this shit right now, I'm going to scream for my husband, and he'll come over and fuck you up! Back off!" I must have gotten a little loud, because people were looking at us.
It embarrassed him, and he lashed out. "You slut! Rub up against me all day, lead me on, and when it comes time to prove up you want to scream for hubby? Fuck you!" He grabbed my top, yanking it off, laughing the whole time.
Josh just seemed to appear, grabbing the guy and slinging him. We all heard the splash, but the women were trying to get me covered up, and the guys were ogling my boobs, so no one was paying attention to the pool until a woman screamed.
"Get him out! Quick, before he kills him." My breasts were instantly forgotten, the sight of Josh standing in about four feet of water, smiling, holding the man under as he thrashed and bubbled. It took three men to pull him off enough to let the asshole breathe. The party was over, the only reason he didn't press charges when he could talk again was because if he did, I'd swear out warrants for sexual assault, and assault and battery.
It was a quiet ride home. We were almost there when I worked up the nerve to ask if would have really killed him. His answer sent chills up my spin. "Yes. And Cora, I think it would be a good idea if you never wear that bikini again."
It was in the trash the next day.
.........
I didn't mean for it to happen. Famous last words, I know. Josh had been gone two weeks, and I was getting a little stir crazy sitting at home. Penny called me up, wanting to go out, have a few drinks, maybe dance a little. She was in the same boat I was, her husband traveled, a lot more than Josh. I knew what she did, and warned her that sooner or later she was going to get caught, but she'd just laugh and say Henry was so in love with her if she ever did get caught, his forgiveness was a given. We'd socialized a few times with them, and I got the vibe that Henry wasn't the forgiving sort. Whatever though, it wasn't my life.
Lately she'd developed the habit of driving to the next town over and cruising the bars that catered to college students. There was a pretty big university there, and to say the least, it was a target rich environment. After making it clear, we were staying in town, I agreed to meet for dinner and a few drinks.
I might have overdressed a bit, but I had been cooped up in the house, and thought I might as well look good. I even wore my shortest skirt, with thigh highs. A bra and panty set that was risque even for me, and I was all set.
We were to meet at a local hotel that had one of the best restaurants in the area. She smirked when I strolled in, looking me over.
"Bitch. If I had known, I'd have slutted up a little more. I look like your mother compared to you."
I took in the short red dress, the ton of cleavage she was showing, the yards of leg going down to four inch heels. If she looked like my mom, I had a whore for a mother.
The meal was excellent, the bottle of wine we had making it even better. When it was over, I thanked her for getting me out of the house and prepared to leave.
"Oh no, missy, we're going into the bar and have a proper drink or two, and take in the beefcake. And don't worry, I'll play nice, and we'll leave alone."
An hour and three really strong drinks later, I was feeling really good. The band started, and the 'gentlemen' started asking us to dance. Why not, I thought, it's just dancing, in public. What harm could it be.
We danced, most of the fast ones and all of the slow ones. I couldn't tell you how many boners rubbed against me, or how many times I had to remove hands from my ass. After two hours, it was just easier to let them stay there.
There was a group of college students there. They looked so out of place I asked what they were doing. Penny laughed.
"Hunting."
I was just buzzed enough to not understand. "Hunting what?"
Penny laughed harder. "Cougars."
.........
One man was getting persistent, and a little too handsy. I tried to be polite, but he kept pushing. I finally told him I was waiting on my boyfriend, and he laughed.
"You've been in here two hours with your buddy. There is no boyfriend. Let's quit pretending, get a room, and do what you came here for."
I slapped him. I didn't plan it, it just happened. The timing couldn't have been more perfect. The band had stopped, and the slap was pretty loud. Everyone looked, and a few laughed.
He was beyond pissed, and was reaching for me. I remember thinking it wasn't going to end well, when three young men inserted themselves between us. The smallest stood in the middle, right in front of me. Apparently he was the leader. The other guys looked like football players, big and mean.
"No means no, asshole. Run along now, I'm sure your mother is probably wondering where you are, out past your bedtime and all. Go home and let her tuck you in."
He looked like he wanted to argue, but the guys just grinned at him, and he spotted management making their way over, so he left. They intercepted him, walking him to the door and wishing him a good night. He took the hint.
"My heroes!" I said, giggling. I gave the two big guys a large kiss on the cheek, and the little one got one square on the lips. They started to leave but I stopped them, ordering them a round and insisting they sit with me. Penny, seeing the beefcake, dropped the guy she was chatting up and came back to the table.
To shorten the story, the drinks flowed, the music played. I danced with all three, but the little guy got my attention. I felt it poking into me during a slow dance. As it continued to grow, I stepped back. He just laughed and steered me to the darkest part of the floor. When we were as private as possible, he took my hand and placed it on the front of his pants. I was drunk enough to stroke it a few times, thinking it couldn't possibly be real. In the meantime, he had his hand slid under my skirt, rubbing my ass, slipping his hand over my thong, before he slid a finger inside me. I almost came, right there on the dance floor. It took all I had to remove his hand and lead him back to the table. Penny had a smirk on her face. She stood as I reached the table, handing me my purse.
"Time to go."
I thought we were leaving, but she headed towards the elevators. Seems she had reserved a room while I was dancing. The boys went right along with us.
Forty minutes later we were all naked. Penny was being double teamed by the big guys, and I was screaming as my boytoy filled me deeper than I'd ever thought possible. Penny and the boys actually stopped and watched for a few minutes. When he slid almost all the way out her eyes went wide.
I went in and out of counciousness, overcome by the feelings of pure lust. Something felt different, and I opened my eyes. One of the big guys was pounding me, while Penny was getting stuffed by my guy. They took turns screwing us for almost four hours, before they thanked us for a good time, and left.
We were a fucked out mess, but I had never been so sexually sated in my life. Penny managed to stagger over and flop into bed with me.
"I need to cuddle," she said, spooning up to me. I woke up five hours later, Penny wrapped up in my arms. I actually had her breasts in my hands. I started to pull away, but we were so covered with cum we had stuck together.
I separated from her slowly, hating the feeling. Then I went into the shower, turned the hot water on, and sat there, crying my eyes out. When I finally calmed down, I dressed, and woke Penny. When she staggered out later I had a pot of coffee on the table. She sat and sipped for a few moments, before she looked at me.
"Last night was a mistake, Penny. I don't blame you, well, not much anyway, but it can never, NEVER happen again. I love my husband, and don't want to lose him. We're to never talk of this, understood?"
She nodded, obviously thinking. "I agree, and he'll never hear anything from me. I rented the room, so there is no trail leading back to you. Tell your husband you went out with me for a few drinks, in case someone saw us. We ended up having too much to drink, and if he presses, tell him you spent the night here to avoid a drunk driving charge. I'll say this and then I'll shut up. I saw how much you got into it last night. Man, that boy was hung! You say you won't do anything like this again, but I know how big the temptation will be. If you decide to continue, be very careful. Call me if you need a cover story, and I'll ask the same favor from time to time."
I wasn't really comfortable with that, but she kind of had me over a barrel. We did the walk of shame to our cars in our wrinkled clothing. I took another long shower when I got home, and called Josh, desperate to hear his voice. He was happy to hear from me. I apologized for not talking to him last night, telling part of the truth, that I'd had drinks with Penny, and was a little buzzed when I got home, and went right to sleep. There was a few seconds of silence.
"Cora, I won't presume to dictate who you're friends with. But I have a bad feeling about Penny, and I've learned to trust my instincts. Watch out for her, I have a feeling she isn't the kind of friend you need."
I felt a moment of blind panic. If he was that perceptive, how could I hide what I'd done from him? We talked about what we'd do when he come back, he was taking a week off. He suggested a little vacation somewhere warm. I was all for it, thinking it would be a good idea to get out of town for a while.



When he came back the next week I was really careful to be exactly the same as I'd always been, which was lucky, because I always tried to destroy him with sex every time he was gone for a week or more. I worried I might feel a little loose, but it had been eight days, and apparently I felt the same. We went to the Bahamas for four days, and I got a really nice tan, especially my upper body, as the beach was designated topless. Josh always seemed to enjoy looking at my girls, and the fact that others were looking always turned him on a little bit.
"It's like waving a large steak in front of a starving man, then feeding him a peanut butter sandwich. They can look and lust, but I'm the only one that gets to touch."
I flashed back, remembering three sets of hands fondling them, pulling and licking both nipples at the same time, and flushed. He thought he'd embarrassed me and apologized.
"Take me back to the room!" I hissed, before burying my tongue in his ear. "The girls need handled, right now! And Josh, they need a firm handling, understand?"
It was kind of embarrassing being on the beach the next couple of days, the bites and bruises on my breasts plain to see, as well as one on both cheeks of my ass, but it was worth it.
.........
Four months went by before he had to travel again, this time for three weeks. I was bored by the second week, but determined to be a good girl when there was a knock at my door.
Penny was there, with Brad, Bill, and Damien. My eyes went wide.
"Relax, honey. I just need to borrow your spare bedroom for a while. It's a lot safer than using a motel room. No trail. Why don't you take a drive or something? I promise I'll clean up when I'm done."
She held my secrets, so I reluctantly agreed. Even took the drive she suggested, staying gone for two hours. They were still there when I returned, so I slipped into the kitchen and opened a bottle of wine. I was on my second glass when Damien walked in, naked, his huge cock swinging as he walked. "Surprise!" he grinned, then kissed me on the cheek before burying his head in the refrigerator, pulling a bottle of juice out. He poured a glass and sat beside me for a few minutes, making small talk, before he took my hand, guiding it down until it was wrapped around his cock.
Twenty minutes later I was naked and bent over the sofa, while he pounded me from behind. I felt the sofa shift and opened my eyes. Brad had come in and sat, his still wet cock inches from my face. I had completely surrendered by then, so I opened my mouth and took him in. By the time Damien was done he was rock hard, and they switched places.
"Clean," he demanded, holding my hair. I slurped and licked until he was all shiny. I could hear him laugh.
"From now on, you'll do this every time we're done. Understand? Then you'll thank me for fucking you. Got it?"
Brad wasn't Damien, but he still felt good. I believe I would have agreed to anything right then.
"Thank you, Damien, for making love to me."
He grabbed my hair, giving it a yank. "You're not listening. We don't make love, we fuck. And thank my cock, not me."
The humiliation was turning me on, so between moans, I got it out.
"Thank you, Mr. Cock, for fucking me. I really enjoyed it."
That must have pushed Brad over the edge, because he flooded me, then pulled it out and presented it to my face. "Clean it up, and thank me."
Blushing, I complied. I heard a noise and looked up. Bill and Penny were staring at me.
"I wondered where everyone went. God, Cora, what a slut you've become."
I flamed red, then Bill walked up, shoved his cock in my mouth, and said "My turn." When he was hard he bent me back over the sofa. When he was done, I had to clean and thank his cock while the others laughed.
After that, I was totally hooked.` Still we were very, very, careful. Penny had a minivan, and she would drive while the guys crouched down, not getting up until the garage door closed, even if it was dark. And I made sure I stopped playing at least three days before he came home, so I would feel "normal".
It had been almost a year, and we were beginning to get comfortable. Mistake. Big Mistake.
.........
The older I got the less I liked Halloween. I think it was because every time it rolled around, it reminded me that Cora and I were still childless. We were getting close to the window closing, she was thirty-four now, and it looked like it wasn't going to happen. One of the biggest reasons, besides really, really wanting to be a parent, that it sucked was because the house and farm was tied up in a perpetual trust. It went to the oldest son to the oldest son. The only exceptions were if a death occurred before children were conceived, or if they had no sons. Then it automatically went to the second oldest son, and then to his heirs. It looked like my nephew Bob was going to end up with it if things didn't change. The trust also voided community property rules, in case of divorce. The farm could never leave the family.
My business had been growing steadily, and I was almost to the point of not having to travel. I was glad, because Cora always seemed a bit off every time I came home. In fact, the last few months she seemed to change. I'd catch her staring into space and smiling, and when I'd ask, she would say it was nothing and continue with what she was doing.
In fact, this was my last long trip. I was working with a movie company, partly as a security consultant, partly as a weapons master. I'd become fascinated with guns thanks to my time with Mike and Harry. It took some doing, but I even had the AK-47 and the shotgun I'd used while i was overseas. I had so many weapons now I had to get a Collectors' permit. My two partners and I had a consulting company, specializing in private security. I was the tech guy, they were the hands on people, often providing short term security personally. Mike and Harry looked kind of mean and scary, so they had little problem escorting clients.
I'm probably the only one in our company that knew that they really were mean and scary. Both had spent eight years in the military before 'the incident', as they called it. I never knew what it was, but rather than going through a bunch of unpleasantness, they were allowed to resign with full honors and benefits. They immediately went to work for the biggest private security outfit around, making five times what the government paid them.
I got to know them by accident, a kind of right time right place situation, and I helped them out of a jam. I was a tech geek, and they befriended me, making me work out with them until I was pretty proficient in a lot of things the military didn't exactly teach you. Most of my attitude in later life stemmed from my time with them. When my hitch was up they talked me into working with them. I really had no prospects back home, and the money was fantastic.
For the next four years, I spent large blocks of my time in sheer boredom, and a few widely spaced short spans(that seemed a lot longer at the time)in sheer, heart stopping terror. You remember all the television shows and movies where the handsome leading men handled the real danger, while some geeky guy sat in a van or safe room somewhere watching monitors? That was me, the man in the van.
I had no problem with that. It changed drastically one hot summer night, in a small city in a minor country. Some Middle Eastern princeling was being wined and dined by the locals, anxious for his money. There was a bit of dissent in the country over foreign investment, even if it was from people who looked and talked exactly like they did.
I was in the van, watching the security cameras, parked in the back. Everything was going smoothly until a big truck pulled up and twelve guys got, dressed in black, wearing full body armor and helmets with face shields. When one popped the two sentries at the back door with a silenced weapon, I knew shit had hit the fan. I also knew, with light vests and just sidearms, Mike and Harry were dead meat. I was screaming into the headset as I bailed out, landing on my belly.
The van was a rolling arsenal, and if you're not concerned with accuracy and just want to put a bunch of bullets in the air really fast, the AK-47 is just what you need. The boys had drilled it into my head a thousand times. "Body armor and helmets mean you go for the legs."
I was at the perfect angle, and mowed down every one of them except a guy who was lucky enough to be standing behind the truck. He looked at his buddies, looked at me reloading, and got the hell out of Dodge.
The second clip now seated, I emptied it, dropping the rifle and reaching into the van for my shotgun. Even with body armor, getting hit point blank with a magnum load of buckshot can ruin your day. It held ten in the tube and one in the chamber.
A couple were in decent enough shape to shoot back. I felt something tug my sleeve as I targeted them first, walking forward on autopilot.
Pump. Aim. Squeeze the trigger and pump again. I would have probably emptied it if Mike hadn't come out, both pistols in hand, the asset on his heels. He had just a second to take in the scene, screaming to get my attention.
"Josh! JOSH! Execute asset removal. NOW!"
Two minutes later I was rolling down the road, the asset lying in the floorboards. Ten blocks later we pulled into a garage, the door automatically closing. Four minutes after that, a Mercedes limo with diplomatic plates drove sedately away, arriving at the closest border ninety minutes later. Two hours later the asset was in the bosom of his family, and our obligation was over.
His father kissed me on both cheeks and swore eternal gratitude. "If you want to thank us, give us a good reference. I think it would be best if I left now."
In a nondescript little car, I drove to yet another country, to find the guys waiting for me. They just stared at me before breaking in to big grins and pounding my back so hard I had bruises.
"Damnit, boy! Where did that shit come from? You erupt into a full blown scream in our headsets, then the bullets start popping. When you said a dozen, I kept waiting for the charge. We didn't look outside until we heard the shotgun booming. Shitfire, you looked like the grim reaper, walking through those bodies, stopping to shoot when you saw somebody twitch. If you want to know, you had seven instant kills, two more died within minutes. I'm sure the other two lived a very short, very painful time, until the authorities stop thinking of things to ask them. You got the one who got away on your cameras. They're looking for him now."
Mike paused, his smile vanishing.
"The bad news is the cameras also got your face as you slaughtered those hostiles. Sooner or later, someone is gonna see that tape that's connected to those guys, and want to do something about it. They also got me when I came out, so by association they got Harry. Looks like our time here is over. Time to get out of Dodge, or end up in Boot Hill after dying in a particularly nasty way."
Our bosses agreed, gave us a year's salary as a bonus and severance pay, and sent us packing.
.........
We got off the plane and were instantly flagged. Some nice boys from Homeland gave us a welcome home speech, telling us we were on a watch list, the shit we did over there wouldn't come close to flying in the good ol' U S of A. We agreed totally and they turned us loose.
We went in three different directions, promising each other we'd stay in touch, each of knowing it was a lie.
I was working in tech support ten months later, absolutely hating it, bored out of my mind. They guys I worked with knew I was in the Army, the company I worked for was big on hiring vets. I told them the truth, I was never near combat, doing the same job I was doing here for Uncle Sam over there. They bought it, because it was the truth. I just didn't tell them about the four years as a private contractor.
I was in a semi-serious relationship with another techie from my company. Beth Ann was a tiny thing, five feet even, with disproportionately large breasts and a wonderful smile. I didn't touch her for the first few dates, but on the sixth one she started rubbing all over me. I wasn't a rocket scientist, but I wasn't an idiot either, so two hours later a trail of clothes led from my living room to my bedroom.
We got thirty days vacation each year in the security company, and the boys took me to France, introduced me to some friends of theirs, and disappeared. Three women, all very skilled in different things. I spent three weeks with them, and they taught me things. Lots and lots of things. So many that when Mike and Harry came back to get me, I'd dropped eight pounds. The education(and the five thousand dollars) was worth it.
I showed Beth a few things, until I got tired of hearing her scream and beg for less, then more, so I stuffed my cock in her mouth for the big finish. She didn't object at all. When I finally let her loose she lay crying. I thought I'd hurt her until she got her composure back.
"If you let me sleep a few hours, I want to do that again."
So I did. She took two naps, getting woken in a very good way both times.
She must have given me a good report, judging by the way her friends seemed suddenly interested in having conversations with me. Beth actually got jealous until I told her I was a serial monogamist. Then she'd just smile while they flirted, knowing it wasn't going anywhere.
I was having serious thoughts about her, and then she screwed it up. We'd gone on assignment, two weeks onsite at a factory. One of the guys on the floor noticed Beth Ann, and started giving her attention. She rebuffed him gently, but he got more aggressive and she finally told him to stop or she'd tell his management. He said something really crude and she went straight to the plant manager and played the recordings she had on her phone of the last two conversation. He was immediately fired, and didn't take it well. I found out about it through the grapevine and was a little upset she hadn't told me.
"Oh honey, I didn't want you to get hurt. He's a six five factory worker with huge muscles and a reputation as a fighter. You're pretty tall, but he probably outweighs you by sixty pounds, and after all, you are a computer geek."
I was pissed and she could see it on my face. She tried to make nice, but her lack of respect signaled the beginning of the end for us.
She got to see what a computer geek could do two nights later. We had finished the contract early, and under budget, and management was treating us to drinks at the local pub as a thank you.
The fired guy came in, saw us, and headed over. Everybody at the table tensed but me. He started out with his rant when I slapped the table. It made enough noise to make him stop.
"Why don't you fuck off?"
I'd said in the same tone most people would say good morning, and it took a minute for him to process it. By then I'd gotten up. He looked at my size and grinned, before ranting again, I let him run out of breath before I spoke again.
"What are you, twelve? Because you sure sound like it. In the interest of time management, why don't you shut the hell up so we can get straight to your ass kicking?"
People were listening, and someone actually laughed. Every one at my table was watching, faces ranging from horrified(Beth Ann)to downright amusement(the company owner).
With a roar the guy swung at me. I just leaned back and to the side, letting the fist fly by. I grabbed his ear on the follow through, twisting savagely and bringing him to his knees. He howled in pain.
"Here's what's gonna happen. I'm going to walk you out to the parking lot, where I hope you're stupid enough to try to fight again. I'll have a good time stomping your ass into a mud puddle."
I tugged, and he had to follow if he wanted to keep his ear. I got him to the middle of the lot, where I let go, pushing him until he fell.
"I really hope you get up and come towards me. That was my girl you were harassing. I'd love to give you a lesson in manners."
I was smiling, swaying back and forth. He could see my eyes, and he didn't like what he saw there. Without a word he stumbled to his truck. Well, that was disappointing.
Nothing gets a woman's juices flowing more than having two alpha males fight over her, and Beth Ann was no exception. She was all over me in the hotel. I was done with her, and decided to show her what she was gonna missed. I used every trick my French ladies taught me, reducing her to a quivering wreck four times that night.
When we got home I told her I wouldn't be seeing her anymore. She got very pissed when her arguments didn't work, went straight to the owner, who happened to be her great-uncle, and told him I was mean to her.
He called me to his office, where I got a twenty minute lecture about how good I was going to treat his favorite great-niece if I wanted to stay employed. I politely thanked him for his time, went into my cubicle, and cleaned out my desk. I was gone in fifteen minutes.
I never saw any of them again except her great-uncle, who I ran into about a year later at a seminar we were both attending. He seemed very nervous, but I just grinned at him. In the after seminar mixer, he worked the nerve up to approach me.
"How are you, Josh?"
I was doing great. We'd just launched our own business, and already had enough work to keep us more than busy. Didn't tell him any of that, though, just said I was doing fine.
"Uh, Josh, I just want to say I'm sorry for what happened. I was so used to dealing with people without spines I forgot there were actually men still in the world. If it's any consolation, if I could have found you before you disappeared, I would have told you to forget the whole conversation. I let my feelings for family override my business sense, and lost what was one of the best employees I'd ever had. Is there any chance..."
I was shaking my head so he stopped.
"Well, I thought I'd at least try. Not that you need to know, but Beth Ann was a screaming bitch for about two weeks before she finally realized you weren't coming back. It's just as well, she couldn't have dealt with a real man for long. She's living with a guy now, and I don't think he'll even go to the bathroom without her permission. Here's my card. If you're ever my way and need a job, look me up. I'll find a place for you."
It didn't matter about Beth Ann, because by then I'd found Cora. She was attractive but conservative, in and out of bed. Still a pretty good lover, and I'd slip something new in every couple of months, expanding her horizon a bit.
We married nine months later, and moved into the family house. There wasn't a lot of opportunities in the area, so she became a housewife, filling up her time volunteering for different things and hanging out at the country club. They had a pretty good gym, and she played a lot of tennis, which kept her toned.
I was glad to be almost off the road. Cora had seemed distracted lately. I'd catch her staring out into space,and sometimes she'd talk in her sleep. Once I heard her mumble, "thank you, Mr. Cocke," and I asked her about it over breakfast.
She choked on her coffee, and when she recovered she told me Mr. Cocke was on a committee with her, and wasn't always pleasant. She saw me frown and hastened to assure me. "Relax honey, I can handle him. I privately call him Mr. Dick, because that's what he acts like sometimes."
We laughed, and I forgot about it.
.......
I was getting out of control. As soon as I saw my husband off for a trip, and just as soon as I knew he arrived, I called Penny. Usually an hour later she'd show up, with the boys. Sometimes I kept Damien over, for a little one on one loving.
It got pretty interesting this time, because Penny showed up with the boys, and another car with three more guys and a girl.



"They just need a bedroom, honey, they won't bother us."
And they didn't, the first four hours or so. Damien had done me twice, the boys once each.
I was just lying there in the afterglow, when I felt a tongue glide across my pussy. Brad had an odd habit of eating Penny and I out after we had been at it for awhile, I think he may be a closet
bi-sexual.
Ummm, that boy was definitely getting better. I reached down to pat his head, and felt long hair, not his buzz cut. I opened my eyes and saw the girl from the other bedroom munching away. I started to freak and push her away, but it felt so good I just played with her hair, closing my eyes again. A few minutes later I felt something familiar nudge my lips. I opened my mouth and he slid right in. I was almost done, he was starting to twitch, when I opened my eyes. It wasn't Brad, like I thought, but one of the new guys. He came while I nearly bucked the girl off, my orgasm was so intense.
After that, we were off to the races, I experienced every combination of positions multiple times, including being made 'air tight' three times. It stopped being fun when one of the guys tried to shove his dick in my mouth straight from my ass. I fought him, and he twisted a nipple so hard I opened my mouth to scream. When he rammed that nasty thing down my throat I bit the hell out of him. He fell off me screaming, blood actually dripping off his cock.
I jumped up, pissed.
"Everyone out! I mean right fucking now!" They just laughed until I pulled the pistol out of the night stand, thumbing the hammer back, jamming the barrel against the asshole's balls. When the pistol came out there was panic, and my bedroom became a ghost town, just me and Mr. Asshole.
He looked like he was about to piss himself. I pulled back a little. "Get your clothes, get your friends, and get the fuck out. Forget the address. If I see you again, it will be real bad."
The immediate danger over, he got arrogant.
"Fuck you, bitch." He held up his cell phone, laughing. "I got it all right here. You'll keep fucking me and my friends, when we want, or hubby gets an email."
In normal circumstances I wouldn't have done it, but I was beyond pissed. I pulled the trigger, and the phone went spinning out of his hand, the bullet going through a window. He dropped like a rock, convinced I'd shot him. I looked down.
"If you piss on my carpet, I'll blow your dick off. Now crawl your sorry ass out of here."
I went through the house in a rage, and threw them all out, including Penny.
It took me two days to clean the house. I think every surface that could be used to have sex on was used, and they'd left stains. I had the window replaced, thankful it wasn't a wall I'd hit. I was a so-so shot, the fact that I hit the phone was sheer luck. I could just as easily blown his hand off. The thought scared me.
It was the next weekend before Penny worked up the nerve to call me. I went right to the chase.
"NEVER, EVER, bring anyone to my house again without permission. I didn't know those people, and while it was fun for awhile, I never want to see them again. I think maybe we need to stay away from each other for a while, things tend to get out of hand when we're together. I'll call you."
A week later I was walking around the house, raging. Josh had called me and said he'd had to extend his stay for another six days, which meant we'd miss the country club Halloween dance. I was pretty pissed, I had a witches costume that was mostly transparent, and I'd planned to leave a lot of guys with blue balls before the night was over.
Then I had a bright spot. A dozen roses arrived, from Damien. He said in the note he was sorry things got out of hand, but it really wasn't his or the boys' fault, and they all swore it would never happen again.
I was in a mellow mood, and more than a little horny, so I called him, thanking him for the roses. We talked, and decided to have our own little pre-Halloween party. I told him to be outside his dorm at ten in the morning, and we'd get our costumes.
He was almost dancing with excitement when he hopped in the car. "What kind of costume are we gonna get?"
I was massaging his cock, already swelling, when I answered. "Depends, baby. How kinky you wanna get tonight?"
We ended up the next town over, in front of a line of sex shops. We'd been through three, making a few purchases, happy I'd made sure to load up on cash before I left. No way did I need an electronic trial. We were just about done, and we were in the largest shop, when I had a wicked thought. I leaned over and whispered in his ear.
"Go in the back, baby, scope out the rooms. Find one with a glory hole, and I'll relieve a little of your tension before we get home."
His eyes flew wide and he was off like a shot. I waited five minutes before going back. He was standing in the hall and nodded at the middle room. I slipped in, noticing the holes on both sides. In less than two minutes, a very large, very familiar cock poked through a hole. I scooted the rickety chair over, got comfortable, and gave him a ten minute blowjob that had him climbing the wall. He blew and pulled back, and I had my hand on the doorknob when another cock poked through the other side. It wasn't as big or as long, but it was pretty nice. Excitement got the best of me, and I reached for it, jerking him off in about five minutes. Just as he was done another, small cock appeared on the other side. He didn't last two minutes. I slipped out, meeting Damien at the car.
"Where have you been? I was getting worried."
I just shrugged. "Things came up. Think we got all we need?" He did, so we went home.
......
Well, that was unfortunate. Not for me, but for the leading man. He was actually dumb enough to think he could do his own stunts, but the director kept a pretty close eye on things. He'd let him do small stuff, but made sure the stunt double was around for the serious stuff. He slipped behind the directors' back, and talked the second unit director into letting him try something that was really dangerous. It went tits up and he ended up with a broken arm. He was at the local ER, and they'd put him out of action for five days. The director was beyond pissed, having to pay everyone for an extra week while they waited. He took the time to do rewrites to explain the broken arm and wait for him to get well enough to start shooting again. I spent the next day with the other actors, doing some gun battle scenes. You had to be really careful, even with blanks. There was some pretty good actors over the years that had managed to get killed with blanks, so safety was rule number one. I made sure I'd spent at least an hour with every actor, getting them familiar with the weapon they'd be using. I also kept a tracking form, and every round had to be accounted for.
I was cleaning the weapons and packing them up when the word came down. Three days off. Most were really happy, because it meant they could spend Halloween with their families.
I'd worked with a lot of the people on and off in the last few years. We fell into the business by accident. Mike and Harry did security for a well known celebrity, and she happened to be interested in guns. Mike nagged me into talking to her, and when I showed her pictures of my weapons, she insisted I take her shooting.
She put on old jeans, a sweatshirt, wore no makeup. and put her hair up in a ponytail. Gone was the glamorous movie star, the girl next door taking her place. I took four or five weapons I thought she'd like to shoot, and we had a ball. She would be a great shot if she practiced. I told her that and she glowed. She really liked the eight shot Rossi revolver, the twenty-two being really easy to handle. She also liked the pump shotgun quite a bit.
The range was part of a gun shop, and a week later she was back with permits, buying a twenty gauge shotgun and the revolver. The owner nearly freaked when he checked her ID.
She was doing a movie ten months later, and the weapons master they used had a bit of a drug problem. When one actor almost shot another, they fired him, and she suggested me as a replacement. I did it just for the novelty, but was good enough that I could probably do it full time if I wanted.
One of the many friends I made was Pippa, as she liked to be called, A Brit, of ethnic Chinese descent. She did makeup, specializing in face alteration. She could make anybody look like anybody, or no creature known to man. She was only five feet tall, and weighed ninety seven pounds, but they were really well placed pounds. I caught a special effects guy roughing her up, and gave him a lesson in how to treat a lady. I was her hero from then on.
Cora for some reason hated Halloween. And she really hated horror movies. She said real life was scary enough, why did you have to make up things that heightened the feeling? I, on the other hand, loved horror movies, and I'd seen enough while in the Middle East that very little shook me up. I jumped out of a closet once wearing a mask and grabbed her, meaning to yell "BOO!" but she fainted dead away before I got the chance. Things were a little frosty around the house for a long time after that.
I'd told Pippa once about Wilfred, and she was enthralled. I think she wanted to go home with me just to hear him walk the steps. Cora had a little jealous streak, so I put her off.
I'd showed her a picture of him once, and I saw her eyes gleam. She was going back to California to party with her friends, and I, of course, was going home.
Looking back, it was a mistake, but she offered to make me look like Wilfred for Halloween, after he'd been shot, of course. We were doing a period piece, and wardrobe had a suit from the proper era they let me borrow. I thought at the time it would be fun to scare the trick or treaters.
The mask was kind of freaky, most of the face gone, skin hanging down in strips, one eye missing while the other glowed red, half the skull gone. It scared me when I put it on, and I was in it. She had me put it on a few times to make sure I could do it, and packed in a special case for me.
I grinned on the way home, looking at the box. Those kids were gonna piss themselves when they got a load of me.
.........
We'd experimented a little when we were by ourselves, and I found I liked to be dominated sometimes. We'd even experimented with bondage, and breathing control. It was a rush to have your air slowly shut off as you fucked, having a monster orgasm as you lost consciousness.
I'd bought us S&M outfits. I had a leather clincher that made my boobs stick straight out, knee high boots with a five inch heel, fishnet thigh highs, my hair back in an oiled ponytail, and really thick makeup on. Everything was black, of course. I got him some leather chaps, a leather vest, a collar, and matching cock ring. We also picked up a few pair of handcuff, some lengths of rope, nipple clamps, ball gags, dildos and butt plugs.
Damien got to be the dominant one first. He was so cute, trying to boss me around. I think he sensed my attitude, because when he whipped my ass and tits with that flogger, he left stripes! They better be gone before hubby got back, or I'd have to do some major league lying about how I got them.
We rested, ate a light dinner, and then went back to the 'chamber'. Tomorrow I'd be a good little housewife handing out candy, but tonight, I was a Dom bitch from hell. Damien would never be the same after I got done with him.
.........
I drove down our winding driveway, wondering once again why Wilfred wanted to be so far from the road. The man must have really liked privacy.
I looked at the box again, grinning. I was gonna put it on before I went in, show it to Cora. Since I'd be home after all, after we handed out candy, we could hit the country club dance. Maybe we'd win a prize this year.
Pippa had given me another toy. A fake knife, an evil looking Bowie with a twelve inch blade. It had no edge of course, the blade was actually two thin plates, with a two inch opening in the middle. The handle was filled with fake blood, all I had to do was squeeze and it would pump out.
It was surprising there were no lights on this early. The only light I could detect was from our bedroom. Maybe she had her scented candles going. Maybe she was masturbating. I'd caught her doing it twice. The first time she was embarrassed, but I pulled a chair up and made her finish. The next time, she ordered me not to touch her until she'd finished, and then fuck the hell out of her, that being her exact words. Wonder if she'd like to do it with Wilfred?
.........
Damien would never be the same. I had his hands handcuffed above his head, his legs spread and tied to the posts. He had a ball gag on, a good thing or several times I believed he would have screamed. It started as soon as I got him secured. I took the seven inch butt plug and held it in front of his face while I lubed it.
"Time to take it like a little bitch, baby. Don't worry, you should know from me that you enjoy it after a while."
I didn't ram it up him, I didn't want to hurt him. Much. But ten minutes later I had it in and was pumping it slowly, while tears fell from his eyes, Pretty soon though, he had risen to full mast. I started pumping harder, and damned if didn't come! I just stroked harder for a few minutes, and he started to rise again. I reached out and stroked it, taking some of his cum and spreading it over his lips.
"You're such a good little bitch. Time for Momma to have a good time. You don't mind, do you?" I left the plug in, straddled him, and started my ride.
He was moaning. I don't know if he was enjoying it or not, but he stayed hard, and that was all that mattered. I reached back every once in a while, sliding the butt plug in and out a few times. He'd groan every time, turning me on even more.
We'd discovered zip ties, big ones, and we'd used them a few times for pleasure. I had a small one around his balls, and I'd reach back and tighten it a notch now and then. I had another, a thick one thirty six inches long, around his neck. Not too tight, but tight enough. I held the excess like a leash, and every few minutes I'd tighten it a notch, watching his eyes. I didn't want to go too far.
I was doing some serious riding, almost there for the second time. I had the tie as tight around his throat as I dared, teasing him. I heard the footsteps on the stairs, and cried out.
"Damn it Wilfred! I'm a little busy here."
I saw Damien's eyes widen, a look I'd never seen before on his face. I cried out, overloaded by the situation, and gushed like a river.
.........
What the hell! I barely recognized Cora under the thick makeup, and I didn't recognize the boy under her at all. He looked like a teenager. A scared shitless teenager, looking at me in my mask and clothes, knife in hand. I didn't even think, running across the bedroom. She didn't know I was there, obviously in the throes of an orgasm. I yanked her head back by her ponytail, screamed out "CHEATING CUNT," and slid the knife across her throat, gripping the handle so tight the fake blood flew out and covered her chest.
Hers eyes fluttered open and closed, and she fainted dead away, falling on the boy. His eyes were wide and he seemed to have trouble breathing, Cora must be a little heavy on him. Tough shit. When she slumped forward I saw the zip tie around his balls, reached down, and yanked it as tight as it would go. He arched up and tried to scream.
I looked at them one more time, turned and left, sickened by the scene. I don't even remember getting into the car and driving away. Two hundred miles later I cam to my senses. I'd driven back to the movie location, a state away. Since I already had a room reserved, I went back to the hotel and crashed.
I was up by nine the next morning, planning the rest of my life. Cora was fucked. The house was in a trust, and the business was excepted by prenupt. All she would get would be half the savings and checking, about fifteen grand all told. I was glad now we funneled most of our money back into the business. I'd let her keep the car, I never liked it anyway.
Pippa was surprised to see me, but I told her I wanted to get some rest before I drove home. She asked if I had packed the mask. "In my car," I grinned.
Finally, I couldn't stall any longer. I hoped the bitch had at least cleaned the bedroom, I'm pretty sure she pissed herself as she fainted.
.....
It looked like a cop convention when I came up my driveway. Three deputy cruisers, two plain sedans, a white van, and an ambulance. Fuck, had they gone crazy after I left? A guy in a suit met me at my car.
"Mr. Tompkins? Josh Tompkins?"
"Yes, I'm Josh Tompkins. What the hell is going on here?"
Another suit had joined us. "Mr. Tompkins, I'm, William Smith, and this is my partner Alex Johnson. Could you tell us of your whereabouts for the last twenty-four hours?"
"Gladly, just as soon as you tell me what's going on. Otherwise, you'll talk to lawyers."
They looked at each other. I was scared to death they were going to charge me with assaulting the stupid bitch and her toy. Maybe the asshole lost his balls. Wouldn't that be a shame.
"Any reason you think you need a lawyer?"
I stood like I was thinking. "Well, let's see. I've been away working for the last three weeks, and when I get home cops are everywhere, nobody wants to tell me what the hell is going on, and want to know where I was yesterday. So either tell me what the fuck you're doing, or I get enough lawyers here to start my own firm."
They frowned. Apparently they didn't like their authority threatened. Before they could respond the Sheriff walked up. "These state boys bothering you, Josh?"
"A little. Maybe you can tell me what's happened."
He looked a little startled. "You mean you've been talking with these guys for fifteen minutes and they haven't told you what we found in the house?"
"They haven't told me shit. Now, Sheriff, if I'm not detained, I'm going in my house."
I started walking towards the door. One of them reached for me. "Not a good idea. You touch me, and I'll enjoy spending your pension." I nodded to the side, and he looked, seeing the television vans for the first time. My property was posted, and they better than to drive up without permission. My closest neighbor, the resident busybody, had no problem letting them park in her drive. He pulled his hand back fast. I was almost to the door when a tall woman with striking gray hair, wearing an SBI jacket, stepped in front of me.
"Mr. Tompkins, I apologize for my associates. My name is Sarah, Captain Sarah Walters. If you'll give me a moment of your time, I need to talk to you."
We moved closer to the van. "Mr Tompkins, the reason we don't want to let you in the house is that it's a possible crime scene."
"What kind of crime?"
"Maybe none, but we still have to investigate. The reason we're here is that two bodies were found in your house. One, it saddens me to say, is your wife."
"Cora's dead? Are you sure?" Fuck, I'd killed the bitch somehow. I ended up beside her van losing my breakfast. I'm sure my shock looked real, because it was.
"Well there wasn't any identification on her, but we're pretty positive. After we get her to the morgue, you need to come down and identify her. After the mandated autopsy, if they find nothing unusual, she'll be released to you to make arrangements for interment or cremation."
"No. I want to see her now."
The ambulance attendants had two sheeted bodies out of the house by then, ready for loading. Captain Walters nodded to one, and he pulled the sheet down a little. It was Cora, all right. In almost pancake makeup, the fake blood on her throat. I just nodded to her. She moved me back to the van.



"I saw blood. And why is she made up like that?"
"It's fake blood, Mr. Tompkins. Apparently she and her companion were engaged in sexual behavior of a deviant nature. They were dressed in leather S&M outfits, and had numerous sexual toys in play. Are you swingers, Mr. Tompkins? Do you enjoy a bondage and punishment lifestyle?"
"What? No! We're pretty conservative people. Or I thought we were. Who is the other person? How did he die? It was a male, right?"
She looked at her notes. "His name is Damien Phillips. Twenty years old, a college student. And before you ask, he died of strangulation. It looks like your wife might have done it, accidentally, we suspect. Did you know the deceased?"
"No. I've never heard the name before. What's going to happen now?"
"Well, first, you need to find a place to stay until we clear the scene. I need to be able to contact you, so I'll need to know where you're going to be."
"I guess I'll go back to the job site. I still have a few days worth of things to do. Four or five days enough time?"
She said it was, but wasn't happy that my job site was two hundred miles and one state away.
"Look, I'm a pretty respected person in my field, and I have to travel to satisfy the job requirements. You have the hotel number, my number, here, I'll give the the number for the production company I'm working with. I have a clean record, no arrests, no complaints. I own this farm outright. Do you really think I'm a flight risk? Just call, and I'll come."
"You seem remarkably calm, Mr. Tompkins. Doesn't the sudden death of your wife bother you?"
"I was in the sandbox, Captain. Four years as a private contractor after I left the service. Of course I'm upset, but I haven't forgotten my training, so I'll hold on until I'm somewhere safe and private. Then I'll allow myself to process it, and probably break down. Does that make you understand?"
She nodded, then slipped off her jacket,, and pushed up the sleeve of her shirt to show me the tattoo. "Three tours, and I worked a year for what I bet is the same company before I came home. You're free to go, sir. We'll call you when we're done with our investigation."
Everyone on the set knew something was off, but I didn't tell anyone except Mike and Harry.
"Bloody hell! She's dead? She was cheating on you? Bitch got what she deserved, if you ask me."
Harry wasn't a real big fan of cheating wives. He'd been married four times. Three cheated on him and got caught, and then he screwed up the last one by cheating on her. The divorce was uglier than usual, and with Harry, that's pretty ugly.
Mike just shrugged. "Sucks to be you right now. Sorry brother."
I still couldn't get over how clueless I was. Pippa told me much later it was because I was such a good guy that I thought everyone else was good also. I'm a lot more cynical now.
.......
Five days later I was in the state capitol, across a desk from Captain Sarah. She looked tired.
"We've finished with the scene and your wife. I'm releasing her, you need to decide who picks her up. Her death has been ruled accidental. The autopsy revealed a hidden heart problem, a weak valve, that was fine until you put it under a lot of strain. We speculate the excitement of what she was doing caused it to rupture."
I nodded. "How did the boy die?"
"I shouldn't tell you, but it will be common knowledge soon. Your wife strangled him. A zip tie, you know what a zip tie is? One was found around his neck. We suspect they were experimenting with sexual asphyxiation. When she had her heart attack, the strap was in her hand, and she must have tugged it on reflex. Judging by the scarring of the headboard, the bruising of his wrists and ankles, it most likely took him over half an hour to die."
Fuck! What a shitty way to go. The captain cleared her throat, like there was something sticking in it.
"Mr. Tompkins, when we did the autopsy, we found your wife had two different strains of STD in her. It looks like they were just past the incubation stage, but you need to get checked, and if you're positive you need to inform any partners you've had recently."
"I've only had one partner," I told her sadly, "and it's been almost five weeks since I've had relations with her. I'll still hit the clinic this afternoon, just to be safe. Thank you for your time, Captain. I wished we'd met under better circumstances."
She apologized once more, and I left.
I buried Cora beside her parents in her hometown.
I took a few minutes before the service, asking to be alone with her. I told her that I didn't mean to kill her, if I'd known about her heart I'd never have done it. I also told her I'd have thrown her out on her ass for being a selfish, cheating cunt, divorcing her as soon as possible, and telling everyone why.
There wasn't a very big turnout, the story had hit and gone national. Her fuckbuddies had found her, and while they didn't leave a name when they called 911, the guy named Brad used his own phone. When they interviewed him, he spilled his guts.
In all, thirty-nine out of sixty-three people tested positive for at least one STD. I tested, and was disease free. Penny was thrown out on her ass and got little out of the divorce. Eight students were expelled for corrupt behavior, and five professors were fired. There were seven divorces and six lawsuits. The college suffered a big blow to their image, and enrollment was down for two years.
I ended up marrying Pippa, seems she still had a bit of a crush on me, but we didn't get together until after she married someone else and it cratered fourteen months later. We became a two person support group, and still are today. Three kids, all girls, perfect little China dolls for Daddy to dote on. We had all the kids while we were living at the old house, remodeling the top floor and making a new master bedroom. The room where the deaths occurred was officially a guest room, but in the seven years we lived there, it was never used. Halloween is one of our favorite holidays, and the house is full all that day while Pippa makes up the kids and all their friends. We've been disqualified from the country club costume contests, for obvious reasons. Pippa got her revenge by picking a different friend every year and going all out on her.
Harry married her sister, making him my brother-in-law. He seems terrified of her, and she's smaller than Pippa.
Mike married his movie star, she said it was cheaper to keep him up than pay him. Her biological clock had already struck midnight, so a year later they adopted twin girls from China.
You see her with Mike and the kids every once in a while on a fan show, drooling on the kids. It actually boosted her career, and she often plays a sexy soccer mom in family movies.
When it became obvious I wasn't going to have a son, we honored the trust and gave the house and property to my nephew. When the house had to be destroyed, it opened a loophole in the the trust, and we bought the farm back. Pippa, her sister, and Mike's wife are already planning the new house. I get absolutely no say on it, which doesn't bother me. I told her it didn't matter how the house looked as long as I got to live in it with her and the kids. Really good statement, judging from the loving I got that night.
I think about Cora from time to time, wondering what would have happened if she hadn't become such a screaming whore. Pippa recognizes my look and makes sure she and the babies snuggle up to me, and I quickly put her out of my mind.
.........
We stood at the top of the stairs, watching the bulldozer tear off most of the front of the house. Termites had gotten to it, and the county declared it unsafe, so it had to be razed.
"As soon as the top step is gone, so am I. I don't know how I know, but I do." In the last ten years, I'd learned to read him, and he had what passed for a smile on his ruined face. I think I'm going to miss him.
"What about us?" whined our third companion. If I'd known we were going to be ghosts, I'd have picked someone better to have been riding when I passed. I can still remember it, seeing the ruined face, feeling the blood flow as he slashed my throat. My last conscious thought on earth was that I thought blood was warmer.
I was really pissed when I found out it was fake blood, but not nearly as pissed as I was when I realized I was dead. I remember him apologizing for killing me, but telling me if I was still alive I'd have been thrown out on my ass.
I watched him bring that little Chink bitch in, crawling all over her every chance he got. I tried to remember if he ever fucked me with as much passion. She popped out three little replicas of her pretty fast, and it sickened me to watch the way they fawned over them.
That's all I could do, watch. I had no manifestations at all. I couldn't make noise, I couldn't move things, all I could do was just watch.
Oddly, I don't remember Damien being such a whiner, but then again, he'd have that big cock jammed up in some orifice most of the time, and I was the one whining.
I'll tell you another thing, if I had known I was gonna die, I'd have dressed better. Then again, with the boots, the clincher, the hose, the heavy makeup, and the fake blood, I looked pretty good as a ghost. The rub was no one saw me, at all. I'd tried over the years, but it never happened.
Damien just looked stupid, the zip tie around his neck, his blue face, the chaps, the vest, and collar on a pretty scrawny body. His ghost cock looked just as foolish, but then again all we could do was look, we'd tried to touch in the past and just went through each other.
So he whined. He whined about missing out on life. He whined about not getting to have sex ever again. He whined about what a stupid bitch I was for killing him. We'd get into some pretty big rows, than Wilfred would materialize and tell us to shut the fuck up, he was trying to haunt here.
The dozer was inside the house by now. As the landing started to shake Wilfred disappeared, and Damien whined.
"Hold my hand!"
"Moron, how am I supposed to do that?"
I turned around, feeling the dozer blade go through me, praying to ever god I'd ever heard of to release me.
.........
Well, there it is, my Halloween story for this year. I hope you enjoyed it. Comment and vote if you like, they're always appreciated. I'd like to thank all the people who have supported my stories here and my projects offsite , and I'll have a new story up shortly.
Q
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Looking around the room, I couldn't help but smile. Jerry deserved this happiness, he'd had a rough couple of years. I was surprised I was here at all. I called him when I got the invitation.
"You sure about this?"
He actually laughed.
"Yes, I'm sure. After all, if it wasn't for you I would never have found Anna. I owe you, if you had been a different person I could be dead or in jail by now. You helped me when the most natural thing in the world would have been to turn your back."
So I went to his wedding. Even sat at the main table, though I had no part in the ceremony. His new wife hugged me when we met, whispering in my ear.
"He told me all about your history, but I'd like to hear it from you. I've never heard anything quite like it."
I smiled, watching them. He was forty two and she was forty-six, but they acted like teenagers around each other. I wished the best for them.
I was dancing with the bride when I saw her. I just stopped moving. Anna looked up in confusion, and followed my gaze. I was trying to get loose but she had a death grip on my arm.
"Calm down. Please don't ruin my wedding."
I exhaled loudly, trying to center.
"What the fu.., what is she doing here? Does Jerry know? If he doesn't it probably will ruin it."
"He knows. He actually invited her. He says he did it for you. Now calm down and let's finish this dance."
We did. I was thinking about just walking out, but Jerry was waiting at the table. I got right in his face. "I can't believe you'd invite your exwife to your wedding. What the hell was going through your head?"
He was shaking his head, smiling slightly.
"I didn't invite her to the wedding, just to the reception. And I invited her for you. One way or another, sometime tonight, you're going to sit down and talk to her, for just a few minutes.
I don't want you to do this for me. I want you to do it for you. And her. Neither of you will ever get over it if you don't. But I gotta tell you man, she really does love you."
I sat, I brooded, I fumed. Jerry and Anna alternated staying with me to make sure I didn't leave. I know I must have pissed them off whining, until Anna snapped.
"Will you please just shut the hell up! For man who went to war, you're sure a pussy when it comes to her. Man up, talk to her, get it over with. Then leave if you want. You're bringing us all down, and I want my memories of tonight to not be of babysitting a whiny little bitch disguised as a big strong man."
I was shocked, more from her using the words 'pussy' and 'bitch' than anything else. Then I realized she was right. Plus she had fed me four really strong drinks pretty close together.
SHE choose that exact moment to appear beside me, tears in her eyes and hand outstretched.
"Dance with me? Please?"
I could have been an asshole and screamed at her. I could have sat there and ignored her. I could have gotten up and left. I took her hand.
We swept out on the dance floor, her achingly familiar body molded to mine as we slowly twirled to the song the band was playing. I felt her shake a little and looked down to see the tears falling onto my jacket. I started to disengage, trying to speak. She raised a hand to my lips.
"Please, don't talk. Just hold me, and let me pretend, just for a moment, that you still love me."
And that was the heart of my problem. I did still love her. So we moved slowly across the dance floor, each lost in our own memories and thoughts.
I reviewed all the women I thought I loved, including her, wondering why she had to be the one. The ONE. The one I wanted. The one I intended to spend the rest of my life with, only to find out she was never really mine. That's why it hurt so badly. I held her and let the memories continue to flow.
...
I saw it coming, I just didn't believe it.
He was about five seven or eight, and weighed under one fifty. And he had to be in close to forty. I was thirty one, six two, two hundred ten, mostly muscles.
He rushed up to me, two of his friends trying to slow him down. I was feeling pretty good, it was a Thursday, I had just gotten paid, and my girl was supposed to meet me for drinks and dinner out, followed by dessert in. I had started early, a couple of beers while I waited and shot the breeze with my friends.
I didn't know him, never saw him before in my life. He planted himself directly in front of me. I was wondering what he wanted, when I saw his arm move.
It started somewhere around his knees, gathering momentum as it traveled. I saw his hand ball into a fist, he was moving so slowly I could tell he'd probably never made a fist before.
I remember thinking whatever he hit better be soft or he was going to hurt his hand, when he connected with my eye. I was just so fascinated watching it never occurred to me to defend myself. Down I went, and he started trying to kick me.
I'd been out of the sandbox long enough to let him slip under my defenses, but not so far that instinct and training didn't kick in full force. I rolled and did a leg sweep, dropping him to the ground beside me, quickly grappling him into a submissive position. I may have gotten a kidney punch or two in, judging by the grayness in his face.
His two buddies tried to jump in but they were outnumbered and outgunned, so they resorted to calling for the bartender to get help pulling me off him. My cousin was the bartender and owner, had seen the cheap shot, and just kept polishing the glass he was holding. I got my breathing back to normal and snapped at him.
"What the hell is wrong with you, dude? You got some kind of death wish, jumping on strangers half your age and twice your fuckin' size? I ought to knot you up some, send you home to the wifey bruised and contused!"
He continued to struggle.
"Let me up, you lowlife motherfucker! You need a lesson about fucking married women."
I looked at him, wondering if he was high or just delusional. Shoving him away, I jumped to my feet.
"Mister, I don't trespass on private property. That being said, if you come back at me, I guarantee you a first class ass whipping. Do you understand me?"
Apparently he didn't, because he came up screaming and swinging. I jabbed with my left, and landed a roundhouse to his jaw with my right. He dropped like a rock and laid there. I looked at his buddies.
"Haul his ass out of here, and I think I can speak for management when I say he needs to drink elsewhere. And tell him that jumping younger, stronger, meaner strangers is a sure way of not living to a ripe old age."
They wanted to argue, but the bartender cut them off. Finally they carried him out, and we laughed a few minutes before my date showed up. She saw the beginnings of my shiner and went into mother mode.
...
"What happened, honey?"
I made a joke of it.
"Some guy came in and accused me of sleeping with his wife. He punched me before I could react. Sad, really. He had to be in his forties, was small, and had no idea how to fight. He had nerve, though. If some guy is screwing around with his wife, he'd best watch his back."
Her face had gotten paler as I recounted the episode. I noticed and tried to reassure her.
"Relax, honey. I'm fine. However if you feel the need to kiss it and make it all better, I won't object."
She immediately covered my face with light kisses, before pulling back with a smile.
"There now. Did Momma make it all better? No mean old man gets to hit my honey. He had to be a pretty big man to attack you. Did he not notice all those lovely muscles?," she cooed, as she rubbed my bicep. I found out later she was just wanting me to describe him again.
"Actually, he was an older guy, short, with a bit of a belly. He had no skills but plenty of nerve. If his wife is cheating on him, it might be pretty bad if he finds the guy."
Melody got quiet again, before excusing herself to use the restroom, saying she didn't feel well. My cousin Bob, the bartender, had heard most of the conversation.
"It's always the quiet ones, you know? He was probably living his version of the American dream, happy as a clam, and he finds out his wife is a slut. Those are the ones you have to watch, the ones that could kill you in a fit of rage. I've seen it to some degree a hundred times or better, I hope you straightened him out enough to leave you alone."
I nodded, agreeing totally. "I hope he finds the motherfucker and kicks his ass. I saw a few men go down when they got Dear John letters while I was in service. Still, he better get his facts straight and be careful, he ain't much of a fighter."
Melody reappeared, looking sad.
"Sorry honey, the hospital called. There was a big wreck on the interstate and they're shorthanded. They begged, so I have to go in. I'll call tomorrow, if I'm not too tired. Love you."
She kissed my cheek and dashed out. This had happened before, as she was a trauma nurse at the local hospital. Luckily for me, she worked twelve hour shifts during the first of the week, so she was available from Thursday until Saturday.
Me, I worked out of town, a lot.
...
No, I don't have a high paying executive job that has me jetting around the country, solving problems for megacorporations or saving the world for the government. I lay stone.
That's right, stone. Big rocks, you follow?
My father was the guy I just talked about, jetting around the country and occasionally the world, making his company big bucks. He was almost never around. so Mom raised my sister and I pretty much alone. And did a damn fine job in my opinion.
When I was twelve, my dad decided he didn't need a middle aged, middle class housewife on his arm, and traded her in on a newer model. She was heartbroken, but my grandfather, who had never really liked him, was furious. Dad tried to rush the divorce, cutting off funds for leverage. Pops stepped in, spent some of his own money, got her the second best divorce lawyer in the state only because the first was too busy, and burned him to the ground. Dad was fighting tooth and nail until Pops threatened to bring suit against his company for violation of the morals clause. His new woman had at one time been his assistant.
Seeing his high flying career in jeopardy, he folded like a cheap tent, and Mom came out smelling like a rose, even if she was heartbroken.
Dad moved to the other coast, and we basically never saw him again until he attended my high school graduation, offering me a full ride at a top ranked west coast college, if I would agree to move. I politely turned him down until he pushed, then I got loud and physically threw him out of our house. I haven't seen him since.
Mom had remarried, a decent man who loved her dearly. Surprisingly, she turned up pregnant, and I became a brother at fifteen. I admired the man, and my sister worshiped him. He offered to help pay for college, but didn't push when I opted not to continue my education just then. Instead, I became part of the big green machine, and spent four years in service, with a year each in both sandboxes. When I got out I was more in tune with the way the world worked, so I used military money to go to school part time while I worked for my grandfather.
...
You guessed it, he was a Master stone mason, all he'd ever done his whole life. Even at sixty two he had a body most thirty year old gym rats would kill for. My dad couldn't get away fast enough, but I was hooked by the time I was old enough to pick up a stone. Pops would put a pile in the backyard of his home, and reward me based on how fast I could assemble them. Sometimes I put it together in a way he never envisioned, but they always held together by the time I was thirteen.
I became his apprentice at fourteen, working summers and after school, if he worked close to home. In Afghanistan, especially the part I was in, there was no shortage of rocks, and I would relax myself by building walls, especially around our positions. When a wall I built saved a few lives, including our captain, the guys were soon avid helpers. We always had the best fortified positions in the area.
The Afghans were excellent stonemasons, and I studied their techniques, occasionally working beside them to build schools and hospitals. I learned from them as much as I could.
Pops took me into the business as soon as I got out. Soon I was running jobs for him, usually just me and a helper or two. He usually handled the big jobs.
One of the worst days of my life came when he passed, victim of a kid texting. He crossed the road and hit Pops head on. They estimated he was doing sixty five when they collided. Pop was in his sixty six Ford pickup, no airbags, no headrests. He suffered a broken neck, the doctors say he probably died instantly. Didn't matter how he went, he was gone at sixty six.
He was retiring as soon as he got his current job completed. He and Grams had bought an RV, intending to travel the country. Because of the impending retirement, he had gradually moved the company into my name, so I didn't have a lot of paperwork to deal with. I was twenty seven.
Stone masonry is a fascinating field. A master mason could make a lot of money, depending on the work. My company specialized in the building and restoration of dry walls, walls built without mortar, depending on the size and way the rocks were placed to retain shape. It was a skill not easily learned, and we were the best in the region. My grandfather, before he passed, had struck a deal with the state university system to repair the walls on their five oldest campuses. Some of them were over three hundred years old, in disarray or completely fallen. I had a crew of two master masons and three to four apprentices at each site. The apprentices were in it for training, and we paid fifteen to twenty dollars an hour, depending on their skill level. As they progressed, their pay increased. Of course, it took years to be considered a master, but as I said, the pay was excellent.
There was a question of me keeping the contract, but I convinced them to have faith in me.
"Look, Pops was pretty much just an administrator before he passed. The same masons with the same skill levels are still on the job. I guarantee the work will not suffer."
In the end they kept us, mostly because the company was in my name by then and they'd never complained before, and they knew it would be hard to replace us. Stone masons are kind of rare, really good ones even rarer.
I hated being a manager, not getting to lay stone on a regular basis. I solved my problem by hiring my sister Becky. She could actually lay stone pretty good, and she could spot shoddy work a mile away. She had just graduated with a business degree, and there weren't that many good jobs out there, so she took it for the experience if nothing else. Still had to have meetings and review the books, which we scheduled to coincide with our weekly family dinners.
My stepfather Jerry was an accountant, and Pops liked him so much he gave him our business when he married Mom. Gram would always be there, and she and Mom would participate in the discussions, having years of experience to fall back on. My younger brother Jerry Jr. was fifteen, and I had already promised him a job next summer. He would start at the bottom, hustling rock like all apprentices. He had a fantastic head for numbers, and I was pretty sure he wouldn't end up a Mason. Didn't matter, accountants were valuable people too.
...
I was thirty years old when I met Melody. She came into the bar one Thursday night with some friends. It was an immediate attraction, almost lust at first sight for both of us.
Billy, my cousin and owner, had live bands on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. The place was blue collar all the way, so it was mostly country, and some of them were even good. I watched Mel dance a few fast numbers, admiring her grace.
She came up to the bar just as the band started a slow song, ordering a round for her table. When the music started, she grabbed my hand.
"I hate to waste a good slow song, and yes, I'd be pleased to dance with you. Thanks for asking."
I was so surprised I couldn't even talk, and stumbled along behind her while my friends laughed. Slow dancing with Mel should have been a requirement for graduating seniors, just to show how it should be done. Of course, if it happened, there would be a lot of wet spots on a lot of jeans. The woman would just mold herself to you, letting no space get between, moving with you so gracefully it was like you were alone, except for the extremely pleasant warmth and feel of her body. I think I loved her before the first song was over.
She was tall, around five nine, and when she wore her five inch heels she could look me in the eye. Not model thin, but not thick either, the perfect size. Her chest was full but didn't sag, and she possessed the largest green eyes I'd ever gazed into. Honey blonde hair cascaded in loose curls down her back, stopping just above an ass that no skin tight jeans could ever do justice to.
When the dance was over she refused to let go of my hand, pulling me over to her table. I met her friends but to this day couldn't tell you their names. The band stopped forty five minutes before closing time, and we could actually talk without yelling. Her friends got tired of waiting and were tugging on her to go home.
"Damn it, Mel, kiss the guy, you know you want to, get his number, and let's go," said one of her friends, so she did.
You never forget the first kiss of someone you're attracted to. Hers was soft but firm, no tongue, but held hints of really great things to come.
"Be here tomorrow?," she asked as she pulled back.
I just nodded.
"Meet me out front at seven thirty. Take me somewhere nice for dinner. Bye."
And she was gone, leaving traces of her perfume on my body and the taste of her lips on mine. I got up and wandered back to the bar, where I caught hell from the guys.
...
"Way to play hard to get, Bandit," laughed Billy.
"If she had pulled out a hoop, I believe you'da jumped through it."
I got the nickname because my real name was Jesse James. My dad picked it, saying he admired his Robin Hood ways. I looked him up once. He is recognized by many historians as the first recorded criminal sociopath in American history.
I didn't care why. I didn't care how. I just cared she'd chosen me. But I was incredibly wary.
You see, I didn't have the greatest track record with women. I'd had two serious relationships since high school. The first ended when she told me in no uncertain terms she wasn't going to wait on me while I was in service.
"I'm nineteen. You may not come back. I don't want that future of uncertainty. I care a lot for you, and if I'm still single when you get back maybe we can start up again."
Well, I hated it but understood it. We did hook back up when I got home, but we had both changed and the magic wasn't there anymore. We recognized it pretty early and parted friends.
The second I met in college. She was the star of the volleyball team. Tall, muscular, attractive, and the most arrogant woman I'd ever met. Someone told her she was special once and she believed it for the rest of her life.
The volleyball team was back to back national champions, in a school where the basketball and football programs sucked. It made her queen bee, and staff and students alike kowtowed to her every whim. Everybody in town knew who Cindy Tolliver was.
I wasn't a troll either. Six one, thanks to my military training and job I was solid as the rocks I lay, even had an impressive six pack, not that I ever took my shirt off except when I was working. Sandy brown hair with hints of red from being outdoors so much, and blue eyes that were so pale they were almost gray. Also thanks to being outdoors so much I had a perpetual tan. The beauty of dry wall construction is you can do it even if it's cold, because you don't have to worry about mortar setting right, so we worked year round unless the ground was so deeply frozen we couldn't set the stone properly. I took most of my classes in the winter.



Cindy was so used to getting her way it shocked her when someone actually refused her. It so happened that day I was the one refusing.
We were at an popular off campus bar and grill. The food was good, reasonably priced, and at happy hour it was really packed. I was sitting at a large table alone, everything else was taken by the crowd. They had really good food, and I was about halfway through a great cheeseburger when she and her entourage entered. Two more women and four guys. Looking around she soon recognized that I had the only empty table. She came over.
"My friends and I need a table, and you've got the only one available. Would you mind giving it up so we can sit?"
She was giving this big fake smile, assuming I would be happy to disappear for her pleasure.
"Yes," I said, with a smile, before continuing my meal. She assumed yes meant I'd leave, but yes meant I did mind, so I continued eating. After a minute or two she snorted.
"Are you gonna leave or what? We're waiting."
"When I'm finished or a smaller table comes open, I'll give up the table gladly. Or, seeing as how I have so much room, you could all join me."
"You could go stand at the bar" one of the guys said loudly, puffing up a little. I grinned.
"Boy, don't you know standing while eating makes your feet bigger? I'm already having a hard time finding a decent fourteen, I don't need to push it."
"Maybe I should make you go," he snarled. He looked to be about five ten and in pretty good shape, but his posture and attitude told me he had no skills.
I looked at him for a moment before taking a big drink of my tea, eating a few fries, and sighing.
"All right, I see three possible outcomes here. One, you kick my ass, and people think you're a jerk for starting a fight with somebody minding his own business."
Two, I stomp the dog shit out of you in front of your friends, which everyone will think you deserve for being a first class asshole."
"Or three, you could leave me alone while I finish the last two bites, and I'll be on my way. Why don't you let your friends sit while you go order a round of drinks? I'll be gone by then."
He puffed up. Cindy had been watching the exchange in amazement. She held up her hand.
"Stop it, Brian! I think it might end badly for you if you don't. Do like he said, order our drinks. We'll be right here, IF this gentleman is willing to share."
By then I was done. I stood up, pulling out the chair for the girl nearest me.
"Please, take the table. I'm done anyway. Enjoy your evening."
I reached behind the column near the table and got my cane. My foot was in a cast, the result of a too eager apprentice trying to show off for me. He ended up dropping a sixty five pound stone on my foot, breaking two bones. That's why I needed the table, I couldn't stand at the bar. Her eyes widened.
"Please, stay and let us buy you a beer."
"Thanks for the offer, but I have to decline. I can't drink right now because it would interfere with my medications."
Brian came back, saw the cast, and smirked. I knew then he thought I'd be easy. Sure enough, he followed me to my truck.
"You think a cast is going to save you? It just makes it easier. I'm gonna..."
I heard enough, so I turned, wincing at the sudden movement, and drove the point of my cane right into the soft tissue above his groin. He dropped like a rock, making a sound that resembled a balloon deflating, pissing all over himself. I turned back to my truck.
"Don't get up until I'm out of the parking lot. If you do I'll take it to mean you intend to do me harm, and you won't like my response. Grow up, pussy boy, before someone not as patient as me gets hold of you." He was still lying there when I hit the street
I didn't know it, but Cindy and her friends had noticed him missing and had come out to save me. They managed to witness our little discussion. They pulled Brian up, dusted him off, and Cindy pumped every one in the restaurant for information about me.
...
Cindy made it a personal quest to find me. She didn't have much luck because I took night classes mostly, and didn't socialize with the college crowd. I was older, much more mature and goal oriented thanks to my time in service, not looking for the 'college experience'.
She finally tracked me down by staking out the bar and grill. When I came in she stood, indicating an empty chair.
"Good, you're here. I've been saving you a seat."
She pointed at the only empty chair at the table. I looked around the room, there were other seats available and I was about to head for one when she placed a hand on my arm.
"Please," she said, a word she didn't use much, "just for a minute. We owe you an apology. Brian was an idiot, one of the many reasons he doesn't hang with us anymore."
I thought I detected sincerity in her voice, so I sat.
To my surprise, I discovered she and her friends weren't air headed jocks. One was a political science major with a good job offer from a lobbyist group when she graduated, another was prelaw and had already been accepted by Yale, and the other was going to work for her father after she got her MBA from Wharton.
Cindy was majoring in sports psychology, a degree she would use after her career as a pro volleyball player was over.
It was refreshing watching them fend off admirers while debating the profitability of new sports in context to their futures, asking my opinion from time to time. If I could, I answered their questions, if I couldn't I said so.
I told them I was too busy running my business to watch many sports, especially the newer extreme types. This led to questions about my occupation, especially from the business major.
"Wow, talk about a niche market. Is it good money? What's your business plan? How much market do you control?"
I held up my hand to stop her.
"It's excellent money. I'll probably never be filthy rich, but I'll be very comfortable. My advertising is by word of mouth, and my type of work is not affordable to everyone, I work on multimillion dollar properties most of the time. Right now I have two big projects going for developers, plus the restoration contract for the state college system. With the crews I have now, I'm booked almost two years out. And I fly out tomorrow to talk to the college system two states over, to do the same thing for them I'm doing here. With the crews I have now, that would add another two to three years work. I'll probably interview and hire a few local masons there, to start the project in a timely manner. Even when the economy went bad, since I tend to work for the wealthy, I still had steady work."
All of them sat back, surprised. Becca, the business major, was the first to speak.
"Wow. I'm in the middle of a paper on the viability of niche businesses. I think I'm gonna scrap everything I already have and do one solely on your business, if you'll let me. Please?"
I thought about it for a second and grinned.
"Sure, it'll be more free advertising for the business. Just a warning though, a lot of the work is away, so you may have to travel if you want an in depth analysis."
She grinned. "Not a problem. One of the perks of having rich parents is available funds, especially if I tell them it's school related."
Cindy frowned at the idea of her following me around but wisely said nothing at the time. I found out later she tried to talk her out of it. Becca refused.
"It's a good opportunity, Cin. The report will really look good on my application to Wharton. And I don't plan on hooking up with him." She smirked a little before continuing. "What he plans may be a different matter."
Let's face it. She was a beautiful, determined woman used to getting her way. I was more laid back and nonconfrontational, tending to flow along unless it went against my values. The inevitable happened and we slept together, starting a pretty intense two year relationship.
I led her on a good chase, recognizing early the only way to keep things equitable was to keep her off balance. If she got too comfortable her 'my way or else' side came out.
I spelled it out to her.
"You may be the queen at school, but you're just another girl to me. Oh, you're beautiful, and I am attracted to you, but I'll never be your flunky. I look on serious relationships as a partnership, with give and take, each with their strengths and weaknesses. In a perfect relationship, the weaknesses and strengths should balance each other, each partner taking the lead from time to time as needed. Understand?"
She gave me a smile that was half smirk. "Oh, I understand. And I intend to be your queen before we're done, just as you'll be my king."
It was the words I needed to hear, so for eighteen months I climbed the mountain, only to discover there was nothing at the top but a sheer cliff.
...
I believe she would have been willing to sleep together on our first date if I had pushed it, but I made her wait, part of my plan to keep her off balance. We got pretty involved with hands and mouths, but I always stopped short, frustrating her badly.
She finally got tired of it. One night, when I led her right to the brink and stopped, she exploded.
"Damn it, Bandit! Time to man up and do me. What's wrong, don't think I'm any good? I can give you some references. Or is it that you're afraid you won't be man enough to please me? Don't worry, baby, I'm willing to train you just the way I like."
I think she knew she'd overdone it, judging by the look on her face. She started trying to apologize but I cut her off.
"Don't worry about it, Cin. I've already had a few of your references describe in great detail how skilled you are. I'm not nearly as EXPERIENCED as you are, but I've never had any complaints. It's so kind of you to offer to share your expertise with me. Just like your volleyball, the more you practice, the better you are. And we already know how good you are at that."
I paused, thinking I may have overstressed 'experienced' just a bit. "And as kind as your offer is, I think I'll decline. You have a good night, now."
She was begging and pleading as I left her apartment, even trying to physically stop me. She was a big girl, strong, but I had been lifting rock for too many years, and I easily broke her hold.
I didn't see her for two weeks, despite her calls, texts, and emails. As it happened, I was on a deadline and had to work through the weekends anyway. Her last two emails were kind of nasty, she wasn't used to rejection and didn't handle it well.
Back in town, I ran into Becca, the business major, and Carol, her prelaw friend, at the bar and grill. I was sitting by myself when they plopped down at my table. Carol had a big grin on her face.
"So is it true Cindy dumped you?"
Becca saw my face tighten up and snickered. "Look at his face, Carol. I bet if truth be told, he dumped her. Isn't that so, Jess?"
I assumed a bland demeanor. "I'd say it was a mutual parting. Let's just say our ideas about relationships were just too far part."
"Ha!," she said, "I'd guess it was more along the lines of her telling you to jump and you explaining how you didn't like hoops. Whatever it was, it shook her pretty bad. She's been a screaming bitch since you disappeared. Coach threatened to bench her if she didn't get her head out of her ass. Well, well, speak of the devil."
Cindy had just entered, a basketball player on her arm. She looked at us sitting together and snapped. Leaving the basketball player in the dust, she stormed up to us. He trailed behind, trying to take her hand. The second time, she snarled at him. "Let go of me! What part of just friends didn't you comprehend?"
The look on his face told me that wasn't exactly what she'd implied.
"What the fuck, Cin? Why are you mooning over this redneck? He was already dumb enough to dump your ass once already. He's a loser, I bet he could never keep you in the style you deserve, like I could."
Becca almost fell off the chair laughing.
"What is it Bugs Bunny used to say? Oh yeah, 'what a maroon.' You're not even out of school yet, and your chances of making the pros are thin at best. Depending on your major, it could be years before you make decent money. Right now, Jesse owns his own very successful business, and has for years. He makes well into six figures and it goes up every year. Not bad for a redneck, huh Dustin?"
He was about to make an angry retort when Carol jumped in. "Dustin, whatever you're thinking, stop. Look at him, he didn't get those muscles in the weight room. He's also done two tours of combat, so he knows how to hurt and kill people. Probably wouldn't bother him to take you apart and put you back together again a foot shorter. Maybe you'd like to sit at the bar while he and Cin talk? Come on, Becca and I will keep you company." They led him off, complaining. Cin plopped down and just looked at me for about three minutes before speaking.
"The worst thing about people spoiling you is it works. I know I'm arrogant and a total control freak. I know I can't stand to be told no. But, Jess, I'm a good person. I'm in college damn it, surely you know I can learn. Can we start over?"
I sat, considering. She was one of those people that couldn't appreciate silence, so she started again.
"I'm sorry about the other night. I'll admit, I've never gone without sex so long since I entered college. I've been brainwashed into thinking I was a great gift, and should be appreciated as such. I know I'm just a girl. A pretty girl, but there are plenty of prettier, better built, smarter, more understanding girls around. Becca and Carol, for instance. They've made no secret that if we're really through they were interested.
But they'll never love you like I do, Jess. They'll never melt the way I do when you touch them. If you want to wait, I'll wait. You set the pace. I'll follow."
...
Ninety minutes later we broke her bed. We rode it down, laughing. I even kept stroking because she was almost there, again. We finally collapsed together, the bed sagging around us.
"Sorry, babe," I said, lightly stroking a nipple on her small, muscled breast. There wasn't an ounce of fat on her anywhere. "I'll buy us a new one tomorrow. A new suite, if you want. Think the store would let us stress test it first?"
She raised up over me, her long hair falling into my face. Her expression was unreadable.
"Us? A suite?"
I brushed her hair back so she could see my face and know I was serious. "Yes babe. Us. You know I stay with my grandmother when I'm home. I live in an RV most of the time, so it doesn't make any since to waste money on an apartment or house. So what I'm asking, in an incredibly awkward and roundabout way, is if you'd like to live together."
She cried, but I'm pretty sure there was a yes in there somewhere. We got up, took the broken bed apart, and slept on the mattress that night, when we slept. It seemed she liked traditional furniture, picking a massive oak, four poster bed, even insisted we bounce up and down on it a few times, while the saleswoman blushed and grinned.
Four months later she wanted to see where we were heading. They didn't win nationals that year. She blamed it on me, saying I took her away from extra practice and kept her energy levels drained.
She was due to graduate, and had a very attractive offer to join a seasoned professional on the beach volleyball circuit.
It paid fairly well, but she explained the money was more in the endorsements, personal appearances, and television. She wanted to do it for three years, to save enough to continue her schooling all the way through the PhD level.
After several long talks, we decided the most sensible thing was to get married. She actually fainted when I popped the question and gave her the ring.
We decided to wait until after her first year on the circuit to marry. I was hoping by then she'd have enough and quit to concentrate on her schooling. I could afford to pay for it. She came from a single parent home and her father couldn't afford to help her.
We spent a glorious month together. She traveled with me from job site to job site, experiencing the cities we were in while I worked, then concentrating on keeping me drained and weak every night. For the first time in my life I struggled to lift the larger rocks. My crew snickered and told me if I slacked up on after hours exercise I'd get my strength back.
"That's why I pay you flunkies, to do the heavy lifting. No way I'm giving up my exercise program. Now, get those rocks over here."
...
It really sucked when she left. She clung to me and cried like a baby. I had to almost pry her off me so she could make the plane. It was really hard because I didn't want her to go.
"If you don't like it honey, come on home. You know I have the money for your schooling, so you don't have to worry."
She sighed and hugged me tighter. "All my life people have taken care of me. My Dad. Then the school. Now you. Just once, I need to prove I can take care of myself. Besides, I signed a contract. I HAVE to do this season."
I didn't like it, but I understood.
The first year was rough for both of us. She did really well, she and her partner were first runner up in the points standings. As they won more, their money increased. I watched her on television, and really didn't care for the almost thongs they wore.
"It's in the contract, honey. The maker has offered us an advertising campaign because of our popularity. It's a nice number honey. You don't mind, do you?"
How could I not support her? It took time away from us but we dealt with it. It got to the point we were only together about once a month for three days. I was counting the days until the end of the season.
She came home, and we tried to make up for lost time. Mom was hinting around about grandchildren, seems my sister and I had something in common. We both liked girls. That explained why she hung out with us so much, she was looking to hook up with some of Cindy's friends. Two of her teammates were gay, and another was openly bisexual. Beck managed to hook up once, but they parted because neither was wanting to settle down. She eventually found a nice, quiet girl, and they married. Besides nagging me, after she got over Becky's choice, Mom started hinting to her to either adopt or go invitro. They were thinking about it.
After four glorious weeks, she became moody. I took it as long as I could before I confronted her.
"What's going on, Cin? Don't try to blow me off, we're going to sit right here until you tell me. "
She hemmed and hawed around a bit before she told me. "I signed a contract for another season. They've doubled our money, and the exposure is worth a lot more. I'm sorry honey, but I have to do this, for me. Please don't be mad."
I wasn't mad, I was furious. We bickered away most of the time before she left.
"Why can't you be more supportive? Just this year. I swear to you."
"I am supportive. All last year. You made promises then, remember? So much for your word if money is involved, I guess."
Wrong thing to say. She went into a screaming fit. I only half listened to the rant, and about ten minutes in she realized I wasn't hanging on every word. She stopped immediately. In a quiet voice she tried again.
"I guess I deserved that. Tell you what, I'll write up a contract. If I don't stop next year the marriage is off. Please, Bandit, this really means a lot to me."
I just looked at her. "A contract isn't necessary. If you don't stop next year, I walk away. Do you understand?"
She paled a little and made a bunch of promises. Promises she didn't keep.
...
They did even better at the start of the next year. Her partner, Jan, called, thanking me for letting her play.
"This is my last year on the tour, so unless she finds a new partner she's done too. I plan to teach, already got a job lined up as a high school math teacher and volleyball coach in a little town in California. I've always been a beach girl. Maybe I'll find a nice quiet guy and get married again. Then again, if we had an agreement like you guys, maybe I'd still be married."



I didn't know she was divorced. I knew she was married, and that he didn't like her being away. When Cindy told me that I gave her a pointed look. She got the hint and shut up.
"What agreement, Jan?"
The way I said it made her pause. "Oh you know, the understanding you have."
I let the silence stretch and she got nervous. "I'm sorry, I wasn't being clear. I didn't mean an understanding, I meant your understanding. She's really lucky to have you. Gotta go. Watch for us on the television."
The whole conversation left me a little uneasy. The first tine she was home, I asked her about it.
"Don't worry about it, honey. She's been a little scattered since her divorce. I think it hurt her more than she'll admit. Believe me, I'll not make her mistakes. I love you too much."
When I asked her what kind of mistakes, she was a little vague. I pushed and she finally admitted she'd had an affair with one of the men on the tour, and her husband found out.
"I'll give you my word, honey, I'll never hurt you like that. I have too much to lose."
The sex those three days were frantic. I asked her about it and she told me she was trying to get enough to last the month. The next break she could only stay with me for two days because she had a shoot scheduled for the bathing suit company. Seems they had a sportswear brand in addition to the swimwear, and had all kinds of sports figures on contract. I'll admit the shots were well done, but the swimwear made me uneasy. This time it really was a thong, and she and Jan were paired with two up and coming golfers, Steve something and a young Spanish player named Juan Pablo. The men were in tight speedo type suits, and there were a couple of shots where the girls were entwined with the golfers, thong back and topless. I was not happy, even though there was not even a hint of breast.
Usually she called every Monday and Tuesday, but I never heard from her, even though I called and left six emails. The next week, I returned the favor, not answering the phone any of the ten times she called. She was home the next week, unscheduled, in a fury.
After she ranted and raved about me not answering, I told her I was just following her example. A lot of frustration came out from both of us, ending abruptly when I told her to shove her Spanish boyfriend right up her almost naked ass.
She went so pale I thought she was going to pass out. By then I'd reached my limit with her, so I got up and left. Two days later she tracked me down to a job site, and begged on her knees for a chance to talk. Cin spent two days telling me there was nothing there, and if I was that unhappy she'd never do another ad. She swore on everything she could think of she was quitting for good when the season was over. Looking back, it was like she was reading from a script, but it was the right words at the right time, and I believed her.
She did two more shoots, both times with the golfer, wearing casual wear once and more modest swim suits the next, and in no picture were they in physical contact.
It all started unraveling when I needed a set of tires for my truck, and went to a dealer in the town I happened to be working in. It took over an hour, so I walked across the street for lunch. After lunch, I had to wait another ten minutes before they were done, so I looked at the magazines, casually glancing through. It was an golf magazine, two weeks old, that caught my interest. There was a profile of Juan Pablo, showing him on and off the course. The picture that caught my eye was him sitting in the stands watching beach volleyball, then kissing one of the winners. The article quoted him as saying he went to every one his schedule would allow, to support his girlfriend. You guessed it, the player was Cindy.
I was beyond pissed. I deliberately missed her calls, and flew to her next match. She and Jan always roomed together, and I got there about seven. Jan answered the door, and paled when she saw me. Cindy wasn't there. I called her in front of Jan. She sounded happy to hear from me.
"Hi honey. Where have you been? I was getting worried you may have replaced me."
"I could never replace you hon. Did I catch you at dinner?" I could hear noises in the background.
"Yes you did. Jan and I are in the hotel dining room. The food is actually pretty good."
I managed to chat her up for a few minutes while Jan got progressively paler. I hung up and smiled at Jan.
"Jan, did I ever tell you I was in the Army? I spent two years in the desert, killing people as often as I could. I won't kill you Jan, but if I don't get the truth out of you right now, I'm going to break your wrists and your knees. You'll live, but you'll never be able to walk right again, or use your arms like you used to. Nobody needs a crippled volleyball player, or coach. I'll got to jail, for sure, but not before I get to Cindy and her Latin lover. Your choice, but if you choose the easy way, now would be a good time to start."
Would I have done it? No, but I was really pissed at the time. Jan must have thought I was serious though, judging by the terrified look on her face. She was talking so fast I had to make her slow down.
It started at the end of the first season. Not with him, but another volleyball player. No love, she said, just releasing tension. She admitted doing the same thing, until her husband caught her. She begged, but the deed was done, and he divorced her. Cindy hooked up with Juan at the first photo shoot, seems rubbing so much skin against each other was just too much to handle.
"She told me you were cool with it, Jess. Said you were doing the same thing. Said you guys came up with an agreement. She was free to satisfy her urges, and you were doing the same while you traveled for work. She also told me it was all going to end when the season was over, and she talked constantly about how happy she was going to be when you guys got married."
She hung her head, saying she knew now there was never an agreement.
"Where is she now?"
Her eyes got huge. "Please Jess, let me call her, get her back here so you guys can talk. I'm sure you can work it out."
"Tell me right now, or you'll have at least broken elbow to add to your injuries." I stood up and she shrank back in terror.
"They're in his hotel across town. He's playing a tournament here."
She gave me the room number, saying they might not be there, they may be out dancing. I got her by the throat, backing her to the wall, putting my face against hers.
"If you warn her, I'll come back, and I'll be even more pissed. We understand each other?"
She actually wet her pants at the end, nodding so fast I was afraid she was going to injure herself.
I was in the lobby, watching them come in arm in arm and head for the elevators. I had the room number and could have waited, but I knew what they were doing so I couldn't see the point of waiting for them to get naked. I gave them three minutes and kicked the door in.
They were locked in a kiss, the top of her dress dangling at her waist, his shirt unbuttoned and loose. She looked over, recognized me, and almost fainted. He was just buzzed enough to try being macho. I shut him down pretty fast, twirling him around and locking his arm.
"Stay still motherfucker. Struggle and your elbow gets broke. Understand me? Good. Now tell me how long have you been fucking her, and if you lie, I'll know."
"Three, maybe four months. It don't mean nothin', man. Take it easy."
"So you've been fucking for that long, knowing she was engaged, and you thought that was all right? I read you've engaged, and she's waiting for you back in Spain, wonder if she would think it's nothing? Let's call her and find out."
He was begging by this time. Cindy had put the bed between us and had managed to get her dress back into place. She still hadn't said a word.
I figured I was running out of time, there had been people in the hall and I wasn't exactly being quiet. I let go and he stood up. I punched as hard as I could into his rib cage, cracking two. Try to swing a club now, motherfucker.
He collapsed on the floor and I looked at Cindy. "Keep the ring. It doesn't matter to me any more. Come back when you've got the nerve, and I'll have your things packed. Don't bother trying to talk. We got nothin' to say to each other, not any more."
I walked out the door, took the elevator down, and got the manager. I apologized, saying I had always been clumsy and fell into the door of Room 418, explaining that my girlfriend and I were going to visit, and he was standing behind the door and may be hurt. I gave him a credit card number, telling him I would be glad to pay for repairs and any medical bills. He wanted me to stay but I said I really needed to catch a plane, and he could call if he needed me. He could just ask my girlfriend for my number.
...
I heard about it the next day, when I watched a little of the tournament he was playing in. The announcers made a big deal of his injury, saying it might just keep him out until the end of the season, explaining it was just an accident among friends. The rumor mill in both sports started grinding right away, and he used his injury as a reason to fly home. The next season the announcers speculated on his new single status.
I hadn't said a word to anyone, but a lot of the other golfers and announcers stayed at the same hotel, and it was impossible to keep it quiet.
Jan and Cindy did poorly the next three outings, losing in straight games each time.
At the end of the season, Jan actually did retire, but Cindy signed with a new partner fresh out of college. She played four more seasons before she quit and actually got her PhD.
She tried for about three months to get me to talk to her, telling my mother she was flying in and we were going to talk if she had to force me. Mom laughed and dared her. She never came.
...
So there you have it. Not very original, the same thing probably happened a hundred thousand times every day around the world. But it was my world that got destroyed. For two years I had a deep mistrust when dealing with a woman. Then I met Melody, and light came back into my life.
Like I said, she was a trauma nurse in the local hospital. Twelve hour shifts Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, and on call every other week. I thought it was fate, because all she did was work, and I was usually out of town at least four days, so our off time usually matched.
We started out slow, a few dinners, dancing at better clubs than the bar we met at. Saw a few chick flicks, went to a museum, a baseball game, she was pretty much up for anything. But then again, all she had to do was bat those big beautiful eyes and I fell all over myself trying to please her.
We never saw each other on the days she worked, although she would always call me whenever she got a break. She lived with two other nurses, and said they'd made an agreement never to bring their boyfriends home.
"One of us is always working, another is usually asleep, so we keep you guys out to keep the distractions down. Plus last year, before we made the rules, one stole a boyfriend while another slept. I had to replace both of them. So no guys, baby, rules are rules."
When we finally got physical, it was everything I hoped it would be and more. She was flexible, skilled, and threw everything she had into it. She was twenty seven at the time, at her peak, her body both soft and hard in the appropriate places. And she liked it a little rough. Her favorite position was me pounding her doggie style, her hair in my hand, pulling back so hard she had to arch her neck. Other times she liked me taking a breast in each hand, twisting her nipples and tugging them out. She'd gush a river. And when we went at it soft and gentle, mostly missionary, she would tear up, every time.
We were together almost from the time I would get back from a job until she had to go home to get ready for work. I got tired of renting motel rooms, and put out feelers. In my business I had made a lot of contacts, so when I asked people to keep an eye out for a house, at least three bedrooms on a large lot, I got a good bit of ribbing.
"Someone finally caught you, huh? Good for you."
That was a pretty common theme. I'd just smile and show them a picture. Then the comments pretty much ran along the lines of lucky bastard.
One interior designer took me to task. "Idiot. Don't you know ninety nine percent of the time, the woman picks the house? Might want to keep her in the loop."
I took her advice, and armed with inside information about houses that were in distress, or a homeowner looking to unload one due to the economy or a divorce, went looking. Using the excuse I wanted to spend as much time as possible with her and needed a woman's viewpoint, I took her along.
She wasn't really impressed with the first five, but the second weekend we walked into a four bedroom on three acres on the edge of town.
She walked around the house, touching the appliances, really liking the large kitchen. She loved the floor plan, which put the master bedroom on one side of the house away from the others, allowing privacy. We had to walk the entire three acres, discovering a little spring, and she actually touched a few of the bigger trees.
"What are you thinking about?"
Mel looked at me, misty eyed. "Treehouses."
I took a day off the next week and started the paperwork. I'd gotten a really good deal. They had just started foreclosure, and were happy to avoid the process. The owner had abandoned it that week, leaving for parts unknown.
Friday had us back out at the house. We walked it one more time. I asked her if she thought she could be happy living here.
"I'm sure I'd love it. Why the question?"
"Because we bought it Monday. I'll need you to pick out new furniture. Sound all right?"
Before she could answer me I dropped to a knee. "I hope you like this house. I intend to live in it for a long time. A long time with you by my side. I'd like to have to utilize one or two of the bedrooms sometime down the line. All you have to do is say yes."
I held out the ring. A traditional, simple ring with a nice size rock on the top. She surprised me by swooning against the kitchen counter.
Melody recovered quickly. Tears were in her eyes. I didn't get the answer I was expecting.
"I love you, Jessie. But I can't marry you right now. I'm begging you to give me some time. I have things I need to do before I accept your proposal. Please, and I'm begging here, give me six months and ask again. I promise the wait will be worth your while."
It was not the answer I was expecting, and I was terribly disappointed. She tried her best to reassure me, to the point of taking me shopping the next day, for furniture. She didn't have a preference as long as it was sturdy. We bought a master bedroom suite with a California King bed, a sectional sofa, a love seat, and a rocker for the living room. I looked at her as she sat in the rocker. She grinned.
"This might be nice to have, a year or two down the road." The simple statement filled me with hope. I gave her a credit card, telling her to buy what she thought we needed.
I took Melody to meet my family. Mom and Becky liked her instantly. Grandma wasn't as enthused. My younger brother practically drooled on her, and my stepdad just grinned. I took it as a good sign.
I came in the next Friday, going straight to the new house. She had added a nice dining room suite, and had outfitted a guest room. Her car was outside, but I didn't see her. I found her, gloriously naked, on the California King. She slid across the bed, reaching for me.
"I was about to start without you. I want to christen every piece of furniture, every foot of space in our new home. Next weekend we'll do the yard."
I tried, I really did, but all we accomplished that weekend was the bedroom and the dining room table. She laughed, saying she'd have pity on me, and we'd do the guestroom and the living room next week.
...
The next weekend I was at the bar waiting for her, happier than I'd ever been in my life, when the guy walked in and slugged me.
When she disappeared, I had a few more drinks with my friends, leaving early for my new house, to wait for the love of my life.
Two shots rang out as I walked out to my car. They hit the car two spaces down. Still came close enough to scare the shit out of me. Instinct had kicked in and I had dropped and rolled behind an SUV.
I could hear the guy as he approached, crying and swearing as he looked between cars. I rolled under the SUV, popping up and running in a crouch to the next line of cars.
"Come on out, motherfucker! I'll make sure you never screw over another husband." The voice shook with rage, and I could tell he was pretty drunk by the slurring. I got a look at him as he passed under a parking lot light. It was the guy who punched me, so I knew this wasn't random, the guy was after me.
My stepdad had a saying, 'never leave a live snake behind you', so I hunkered down and waited. He was almost level with my hiding place, looking in the other line, so I tossed the shoe I had slipped off gently behind him. The slight noise made him twirl, and as soon as his back was turned I was all over him.
I grabbed the hand that held the pistol, yanking back, hard. The pressure made him release it, and after that I kicked the shit out of him. He never got a lick in.
Realizing if I didn't stop soon I'd kill him, I let go and got up. He was out cold, so I picked him up, threw him in the bed of the truck, and started driving, ending up in front of an abandoned barn in the middle of nowhere. He was starting to come round when I dropped the tailgate and dragged him out by his feet, listening to his head hit the gravel as he fell. It knocked him out again. He came around when I threw some water that had been sitting in a cooler on the back of the truck in his face. He swiveled his head, eyes widening in terror when he realized he was tied up. I had no intention of killing him, but I did want to scare the shit out of him. I held up the pistol.
"A .32? Really? 'Bout all you can do with a weapon like that is piss people off. I know it did me. Now I'm gonna talk, you're gonna listen and nod your head. When I'm done you can talk, and it better be good, because right now I have an urge to stick this peashooter up your ass as far as it will go and squeeze off the last three rounds in it. I hear it's a particularly painful, ugly way to die. Now's the time for you to talk."
I had to hand it to him. Ass beat, tied up and helpless, he still glared at me. "What do you want me to say? I'm okay with you fucking my wife? Not gonna happen, ever. And sooner or later you won't be watching, and I'll get justice. Best you just kill me now."
I looked down at him. He should have been terrified but he wasn't backing down. Made me kind of admire him. I grabbed him, sitting him down on my tailgate, and held him by his shirtfront as I methodically slapped him. "I (pop!) ain't(pop!)fucking anybody's wife, (pop! pop!). what do I have to do to get you to leave me alone? The humor has gone out of this situation pretty fast. The .32 up your ass it looking better and better."
"Back pocket," he gasped. "Get my wallet out. Tell me that isn't Melody in the picture. If it's not, I'll apologize and you can do what you want with me."
I can't describe the feeling that went through me when he said her name. Denial was raging through my head as I pulled the wallet out, already knowing what I was going to find. It was her, younger, a little thinner, smiling into the camera as she posed, in her wedding dress, with her husband. Sighing, I sat down beside him.
He actually looked pleased. "Is that her, motherfucker? Never mind, I can see by the look on your face it is. You really didn't know, did you? How's it feel? I hope it sucks as much for you as it does for me."



We talked, and after fifteen minutes I let him go, pulled the bottle of straight rye whiskey I'd picked up earlier for the bar at my new house, and we proceeded to get drunk. I woke when the sun hit my face, sitting up to see him holding the .32 and staring at me. Fear shot through me as he grinned. He lay the pistol in the tool box.
"You're right. It ain't much of a weapon. Still, I'd hate to get shot by one."
So we had another talk, again on the tailgate of the truck. I apologized again, surprised when he brushed it off. "I always knew it was coming. Sooner or later, the age difference and the fact that we liked few of the same things was going to come into play. That and the fact that I'm gone every weekend. She had plenty of time to play."
Well, that explained her free time. He was an over the road trucker, specializing in hazardous loads that were best moved over weekends and at night to avoid as much traffic as possible. It paid really well, but kept him away from home Thursday night until Sunday night.
"What are you going to do?"
He looked at me in surprise. "Divorce her, for sure. She's yours now, if you still want her."
I had drunkenly confessed my marriage proposal to him. I shrugged. "How could I trust her? This is the second time something like this has happened to me. No, we're done. It hurts, but I know from experience it can be gotten over."
I drove him back to his car, reminding him to get his pistol as he got out. "You keep it. I don't think I need it around, reminding me it could have gotten me killed."
As he got into his vehicle, I asked him again what he was going to do. "You're lucky. You get to just walk away. I have to go through a divorce. Gonna try to keep it simple, no fault, you go your way and leave me the hell alone type deal. No kids, so it shouldn't be messy."
"If it does, get in touch, tell her you're going for adultery and I'll appear as a witness for you. That might make it easier."
He looked up in surprise, and slowly held out his hand. I reached out the truck window and shook it.
"Sorry, dude," he said, as he cranked up and drove away. I watched his tail lights disappear. "Me too," I said to empty space, before going in the opposite direction.
I went over to Gram's house, got into the RV and drove away.
...
I wasn't hiding from anyone, but I knew I needed to let a little time go by before I talked to her. It wasn't in my nature to hit a woman, but I wasn't above a little verbal slicing and dicing. I pulled in to a rest stop and sent her an email.
"Melody,
I'm not running away, but you really, really don't want to be around me right now. Don't look for me. I'm out of town and will be until next weekend. I'll be taking this time to reflect on our relationship. You do remember it, don't you? The one based on lies? Give me a call next weekend, and if I can keep my anger in check I'll try to actually listen to anything you have to say. Don't expect me to believe a lot of it, though."
She sent me a short answer immediately. "Thank you for at least agreeing to let me talk. There's a lot of stuff about me that you didn't know that I'd like to tell you. Unless you say otherwise, Ill be at your house next Saturday at four. And Jess, believe it or not, I do love you."
I thought and brooded all week. My guys knew a little of what was going on, so they forgave me for being a flaming asshole for the first few days. As Saturday approached, my sense of dread increased.
At least she didn't dress up, or try to entice me into bed. She had on jeans and a simple top, and was still the sexiest thing I'd ever seen. I was actually pleased to see, even with make up, how red her eyes were.
I didn't let her get past the kitchen, making her sit across from me at the kitchen table she'd spent two weeks trying to decide if it was the perfect one.
She started to speak but I held up my hand. "Ground rules. Don't tell me how much you love me, don't waste our time with a lot of apologies. Just explain it to me. Why were you out hitting bars, hooking up with guys while you were married? Do you really think I can go forward, wondering where you're at while I'm away working? You could crawl out of bed with someone else and be all showered and fresh when you welcome me home, dragging me up to bed for a shot of sloppy seconds. Could you live like that if it was you wondering?"
Tears came out, and she sobbed quietly for a few minutes before she got it together. The look of defeat was total.
"I've already lost you, haven't I?"
I didn't answer her, so she squared her shoulders, looked me in the eyes and started.
"I don't think it matters anymore, but I'm going to tell you anyway. I was raised dirt poor, the term 'trailer park trash' kind of sums up my childhood. Mom left before I was old enough to remember me, so I was raised by my Dad and two older sisters. I was an oops baby, born when both my parents were in their late thirties. My sisters were just hitting their teens when I arrived. Pop was a functioning alcoholic, and he never once, in the whole time he was alive, told me he loved me."
She sighed, remembering.
"He finally died of liver disease just after I turned eighteen. My sisters had families of their own then, one on her second marriage, the other on her third. So you see, there wasn't what you'd call good role models in my life. Then I met Jerry.
I didn't love him, but I respected him, and I knew he'd take care of me. I just knew it would turn into love eventually. We were still doing fine until he took that job."
"I was bored, and lonely. He talked me into going into the nursing program at the community college, just to give me something to focus on. I don't think he ever expected me to graduate, and continue my schooling until I became a registered nurse. But for the first time in my life I had a purpose and a valuable skill. The ER job paid the most money, so I took it. It was intense, demanding, and left me little time to dwell on how my life was going. Jerry was making good money, so I banked most of my salary, intending it to be the down payment for a house."
"Things were still okay until they changed my hours. Now when he was home, I was gone. I made friends, who encouraged me to stop sitting at home and go with them for drinks, maybe some dancing. I still wore my rings, and nobody got to touch me, but it relieved my boredom. I know it doesn't make any difference now, but I was planning on leaving Jerry before I met you. Then I fell in love and lust, and had to have you."
"The first time you kissed me I knew it was over for me and Jerry. I still respected him, but I was never gonna love him. So I got a lawyer and started the paperwork. I was in no hurry, though, wanting to get to know you better. There was no inclination on my part to start a relationship with anyone until I was sure.
I don't expect you to believe me, but I never slept with anyone else until you. You're only the second man I've ever been with, and that's the truth."
She pulled out some papers. "Look at the date. They should have been filed months ago. I just didn't know how to tell him, and the guilt was eating me alive."
"That's why I wanted to wait, honey. I may not be the best person, sleeping with and loving you while I was still married, but there was no way I'd take your ring until I was a free woman. And I was going to tell you, soon. But I was going to wait until after I had moved out, and honestly, I was going to lie a bit about the timeline."
She had talked herself out, waiting.
"You know, I actually believe most of what you're telling me Mel, but there are still some sore spots for me. One, when you realized your feelings, you should have separated right then. Instead you, in my opinion, stayed with Jerry as a fall back plan, just in case I wasn't what you thought you wanted. And you had to still be sleeping with him, even while you were fucking me.
How do you rationalize that to yourself? Or me? But the big thing for me is even if we end up together, I still have to travel for my job. What happens when you get lonely? Will you be going out with your friends, maybe fall into the same situation again? Will I be like Jerry, lurking in parking lots to kill your new lover?"
Her tears got bigger as I talked. I let the air out of my lungs, trying to center.
"It comes down to trust, Mel. If I marry, it will be to a woman I trust heart and soul, one who will always, always, have our best interests at heart. And right now, you're not it. Honestly, I doubt you ever will be. But I'll make you this deal. Get your divorce. Let a little time go by, then give me a call, if you're still interested. Maybe we can start over. We'll see."
That was it. The final act. It took her ten minutes to get back under control. She wanted a kiss, which I refused. I did hug her, and she held so tightly I figured I'd have bruises later. She stood back sniffling.
"I understand, Jess, I really do. And though you don't have much use for my promises right now I'm going to make you one. Doesn't matter if we get back together, you will never, ever, find a woman that loves you more than I do. And one day, maybe years down the road, even if we're not together, I'll find a way to prove it to you."
She turned and left without another word.
...
We only talked twice after that. I was too angry and she was too weepy to hold an intelligent conversation, but she was determined to try.
Finally, she gave up talking directly, and started emailing me once a week or so. She tried to keep it upbeat and chatty, but for at least three months they all ended up with her pleading for another chance. I responded occasionally, if she touched a nerve.
She wrote to me about going into therapy, and how much it was helping her. She even talked Jerry into going with her twice, her only comment was that it was informative.
She started emailing less, maybe twice a month, Finally, seven months later, she stopped. I still have her last one saved, I can't seem to make myself delete it.
"My darling Jess,
I know it bothers you when I use terms of endearment, but this is going to be my very last contact with you, so I'm going to say what I feel, even if you don't like it. I got the papers today. I'm officially a single woman again."
"The second best thing to ever happen to me(I will always consider meeting you the first)was going into therapy. I actually learned who I really was."
"I should have never married Jerry, but I was selfish and looking for a way out of my miserable life. I was too young, too immature, too stubborn to be in an adult relationship. Oh, I went through the motions, but my heart was never really in it. Even without you, my marriage would have died eventually. I think inertia and fear kept me with him."
"My time with Dr. Chu has taught me to throw away my crutches, and stand on my own two feet for the first time in my life. Jerry was shocked when I told him I wanted none of our joint assets, and sent him a check repaying him for my education. I owed him that much, and more. We didn't exactly part friends, but I don't think he hates me as much now."
"It's kind of funny if you think about it. Remember that lie I told you about living with two more nurses and the no boyfriend rule? I'm living it now, splitting a three bedroom condo with two more nurses. It works for me, even though I'm independent now, I don't think I could stand going home to an empty apartment."
"In honor of my divorce, I'm going to give you a gift. I'm going to let you go. Dr. Chu has helped me realize that if I were you, I'd have a hard time trusting me."
"So, I letting go. I hope you have a good life, and find a woman who loves you as much as I did, as much as I still do."
Mel
I stared at the screen for a long time, finger hovering over the delete button. I didn't want to read it again. It hurt too much. I saved it instead.
So I wandered aimlessly through life. If it hadn't been for work, I would have probably have lost it completely. It took me almost ten months before I went on a date. She was a beautiful woman, the sister of a contractor I did a lot of business with. She was witty, articulate, and seemed to enjoy rubbing her body all over me while we danced. I really enjoyed the evening, but at the end, we both realized there was no spark at all between us. We actually went out twice more before she found someone else and we called it a day.
I saw Mel twice during this time. Once, as I was sitting at a stoplight, I saw her through the window of a little bistro. She was with a group of women, smiling and chattering. I sat so long the guy behind me had to blow his horn to get me to move. Mel glanced up at the noise, looking straight into my eyes as I pulled away.
The next time was at a club. I was on my second date with Tina, and we had just been seated when I noticed her, sitting across the room with four of her friends. She must have felt eyes on her, because she looked up, seeing me. Time stood still as we stared at each other. Actually, it was about thirty seconds, before she burst into tears and ran from the club. Her friends chased after, all but one, who stopped at my table.
"Asshole! Did it feel good, rubbing another woman in her face? What the fuck is wrong with you?"
I was actually pretty calm. "Hello to you too, Gwen. I don't want to belittle your point of view, but I'm not shoving anybody in anyone's face. It's been almost a year since Mel and I were together. This is a pretty small town, we were bound to run into each other eventually. Tell her I'm sorry if I upset her, but it's time for her to move on. Goodnight, Gwen."
I turned back to Tina, ignoring her. She stood glowering for a few minutes before she walked off mumbling "asshole" under her breath.
Tina, naturally, wanted the whole story, so I told her. She looked at me and sighed. "You might tell yourself it's over, but I saw the look on your face when you saw her. Even as we talk you're watching the door like a hawk, waiting to see if she comes back. And she's still in love with you, why else would an ex make her cry after almost a year apart? You guys need to clear the air."
I didn't acknowledge her observation. We dated one more time before she met someone she was interested in.
Jerry had started hanging around my cousin's bar. It gave us both the same thing. It was the one place Mel would never enter again. He was actually a stand up guy. As we got friendlier, the guys would razz him for trying to kill me. I told them to lay off.
"He had right on his side. If he hadn't been quite so drunk, he would have been a lot more accurate, and I'd be just a memory."
One night, after quite a few beers, he asked me a question out of the blue. "Do you miss her?"
I knew who he was talking about. There was no use trying to bullshit him. "Every day."
He sighed. "Me too, but not every day. Just time to time, when I see a mutual friend or go by a place we used to enjoy. I had a lot of years tied up in her. You know, I saw one of her nurse friends the other day, one of the few I liked, and we talked for a few minutes. She said they call Melody 'The Nun' because she won't date. She didn't blame it on me, she blamed it on you. Said you had messed her up so bad she couldn't stand the thought of being intimate with another man. She also told me she was in therapy, something I bet you already knew. One of her tasks she assigned herself was to write a letter of apology to everyone she had wronged. In my letter she called it 'purging the demons'. You get anything like that?"
I admitted I had, but didn't elaborate.
"Well, as bad as she fucked over me, I remember the good times. And there at the end, she stood up, admitting her guilt, heck, she even gave me the money back I spent on her nursing degree. I hope she finds someone else, someone who'll treat her nice."
I grunted. Jerry had gotten lucky. The day his divorce became final, one of the dispatchers at his work asked him out. She was a few years older, a war widow, with a fourteen year old boy and a twelve year old girl. They were made for each other, shared the same views, the same beliefs, and he got along great with her kids. He was even an assistant coach on the girls' softball team. He went as far as nagging me and my cousin into sponsoring them. We actually took half the bar and went to a few games and cheered for her by name, embarrassing her no end. But the hug she gave him was genuine, and he looked so proud he could bust. We were already planning his bachelor party.
I was happy for him, sad for me, watching the little girls play, wondering if I'd ever get to be in the stands, cheering my own kid. My chances were getting slimmer, I was thirty-two. My clock was ticking.
So I laid more rock, throwing myself into the business, growing it. There comes a time, though, when you can saturate your market. I was taking on more work than we could do, even after adding more masons. Gram and my sister got on me about it.
"Let someone else have the contract, Jess. Get caught up on what we have. If you don't our quality will slip, the kiss of death in this field. Think of Pop. You want his life's work to disappear?"
It made sense. I stopped taking on more work, even farmed out a few of the smaller projects to competitors I knew would do a good job.
...
I got my business back on an even keel, but wandered personally. I ran into Becca, from college, when she asked me to come out and bid a job. She emailed me, using her married name, so I was surprised when I saw her. She was a little thicker, but still attractive.
Besides being very successful in her own career, by her own admission she had married well.
He was loaded, seven zeros worth according to Becca. She held his arm while she told me this, embarrassing him no end. He was probably ten years older, and they had just had their first child.
What they wanted was pretty elaborate, including a small stone cottage, destined to be a play house. She wanted it built like a Scottish shepherd cottage, one she saw while they were on their honeymoon. We talked, and I agreed to take the contract, if I could do it on my own schedule. I did take two apprentices and a journeyman, and started on the boundary and privacy walls.
I did the preliminary work, laying the lines, selecting the stones. She wanted local field stone, a bit of a trick because there were no local suppliers. I got lucky, buying up some existing walls from an estate, painstakingly marking every rock so I could reassemble it on the new site. There was also a stone chimney on the property, the last remnant of the original house.
I wandered over and looked at it, and saw an example of stonework at it's finest. Every stone, down to the flagstone hearth, shaped and fitted perfectly. It impressed me so much I had Becca come out and look it over, explaining my idea. She was all over it immediately.
I built her a stone patio, with the fireplace as the centerpiece, complete with half walls tapering back in a vee that kept the heat reflected onto the sitting area. It was the perfect thing for cool fall evenings. She sent me a photo years later, of her three children and their friends sitting in front of the fire, roasting marshmallows, as snow fell around them.
An unexpected bonus came when I disassembled it, and found a hiding place beneath the largest hearth stone. It was actually a pretty common practice at the time, the only logical way to store valuables, fire being much more of a risk in those days. There was a wooden cigar box, containing a half full bottle of whiskey, still good because it was stored cork side down, two love letters from the 1870's and a wedding ring. There was a small bag that contained two silver dollars and assorted other change. The letters were from his lover, the one he bought the ring for, but he died in the fire before they married. Technically it was mine since I had purchased it, but I turned it all over the heirs of the estate, who fought over it for a little before donating it to the local historical society. It made the papers, and there was a rash of dug up hearths all over the county. If anyone found anything they didn't say.



After I finished the project, Becca invited me to a party to show my work off. I went, for business purposes mostly. After all, most of their friends were pretty well off. I made a few connections, and ended up sitting with Becca as the party wound down.
"I still talk to her every once in a while," she said, out of the blue. I knew she was talking about Cindy. I hadn't really thought about her in years.
Without asking me, she pulled up some photos on her phone. Cindy had cut her hair much shorter than in college, and had probably gained thirty pounds. On her tall frame it didn't look that bad, but the tone I remembered was long gone. There was one of her standing next to a man that was a couple inches shorter. They had their arms around each other, smiling for the camera.
"Her second husband," said Becca. "The first was a total failure, because both had affairs. A year later she met David when he brought her a client.
They ended up having coffee, which led to a date, which lead to the altar. She was in therapy also, and told him the truth, about you, her first husband, and how she didn't think she was good wife material. He convinced her, after a long engagement, that he was willing to take that risk, give her that trust, because he had no choice. He just couldn't see living without her."
"They eloped the next day. It's been a little less than two years, and they're inseparable. I believe she'll make it this time."
I think I surprised her when I told her I was happy for her.
...
I thought about it later, and I decided I really was happy for her. It apparently taken her years to get her head on straight, and I hoped it was worth the wait.
As for me, I quit dating, trying to get my own head on straight. I couldn't see getting involved with anyone with the specter of Melody still lingering.
On a whim, I sent her an email.
"Mel,
I just want you to know I wasn't trying to make some kind of statement when I saw you in the club. I had no intention of causing you pain or making you uncomfortable. It was pure happenstance, I had no idea you were there. If it's any consolation, it pretty much ruined my night too.
Jess"
She answered me the next day.
"I'm sorry I ruined your evening. I had no right. I know we're over. I know we'll never be together. I just can't seem to stop loving you. I've actually given up trying. Time is supposed to heal you, but all it does is make me miss you more. I've had an offer from another hospital, far enough away that I won't run into you. I think I'm going to accept the job, and make a fresh start. Maybe then I'll heal. I really do wish you happiness,
Mel"
"PS, if you ever want to talk, just email."
I thought about it. I didn't really see her that often, but if moving away helped her, I was all for it. Maybe then one of us would be happy.
...
And now, here we were, swaying to the music. It felt disturbingly familiar and totally different at the same time. Jerry had bribed the band, and they played three slow songs in a row. I would have stopped after the first one but she wouldn't let go. I thought about forcing the issue, but didn't.
When they were finally over, she locked down on my hand.
"Will you sit with me for a bit? Please? I'll get down on my knees and beg if I have to."
The thought of her embarrassing us both by doing that made me agree. She led me to a small table in the back, far enough away from the band to be able to talk.
She tried to make small talk, and I let her ramble for a minute before stopping her. "What do you really want to say, Mel? Stop beating around the bush and get it out."
She hung her head for a second, then looked up at me. I'd never seen a more determined look on her face.
"I can answer that with one word. You. I want you back. I've tried, Jess, really, really tried, but I can't let you go, can't forget about you, can't stop loving you. I can see it in your eyes, you still care for me. I know you don't date, my friends seem to make it a point of telling me that every time they see me. Why? You're the whole package. Good looks, good values, great job, bright future. I bet you've been hit on a lot since we've split. You could have your pick, but you shut them all down. I think I know why. I can tell you why I haven't found anyone else."
"In the first place, I didn't want anybody else. I've considered dating a couple of times, but I look at them and wonder how they'd measure up to you, and tell them no. I never stopped loving you, I didn't even pretend to try. Can we please start over? I think you'll find me a lot different than I used to be. I'm begging here, just give me one chance. Take me on one date,and if it feels off I'll never bother you again. Think about it, and give me a call. My number is still the same. Thank you for listening, and thanks for the dance. It meant a lot to me."
She hopped up and kissed me on the cheek before walking away. I saw her speak to Jerry and Anna, hugging both, before disappearing through the door. Jerry walked over and sat down. "Well?"
"Well, what?"
"Don't act like an idiot. Are you going to give her another chance? You should. You deserve it."
I looked at him like he'd just turned green started speaking a foreign language. He just sighed.
"It's up to you. One more thing I meant to tell you earlier. From the day she met you, she never had sex with me again. She apologized for it in her letter. She told me she had been exposed to something at work, and it would be six months before it would be safe to have sex again, and she would have to be tested to be sure she was disease free. I should have been pissed about it, but by the time she told me I was over her. I think deep down, I never loved her either. Not the way she should have been loved. Now come on, congratulate us one more time before we leave. Niagara Falls, can you believe it? I wanted somewhere warm, but she wanted this. I got a feeling that whatever Anna wants, Anna is going to get. She wanted me, and she got me. She's the one who insisted I get you both here. She can be very persuasive. I like it."
...
I thought about it for about two weeks. The next town over held Friday night concerts on the old courthouse lawn in the summer. Blues, folk, the odd rock and country band to even things up. There was a blues duo, a man and woman, with the catchy name Freeman Feelbad Jr. and Sweet Thang, playing that weekend. I'd heard them before and they were quite good. I called Mel up and asked if she'd like to attend. There was a long silence, I thought she had hung up, before I heard a quiet yes and what sounded like a sob, and she was gone.
It seemed like a safe choice. Surrounded by lots of people, there was no chance of getting into something too deep. I didn't even pick her up,we met at the venue. I had gotten there early and staked out a good spot, setting up the chairs in advance.
She appeared, right on time, at the place we agreed to meet. She didn't see me at first, so I spent a moment looking at her. She had on a pale yellow sundress, her long curls glistening in the backdrop of the sinking sun. It was enough to take your breath.
Her smile blossomed as she saw me. She rushed up, about to hug me, when she caught herself. Instead, she brushed my hand, shyly. We walked around the square until show time, window shopping and people watching. I got two glasses of a red wine I knew she liked, to sip on while we listened.
The duo was very good, professional quality. The guy was older, mid forties at least, and she look to be just past thirty. Their voices blended very well, and he was a slide virtuoso. Their patter between songs was humorous, and their song selection had a little something for every one.
We laughed at the humorous ones, but when the guy sang a song about a cheating woman you could hear the anguish in his voice. Mel stiffened and looked at me, blushing. The next song, a duet about romance rekindled, brought a smile to her face. By nine the concert was over.
She stood as I stowed the chairs away, looking at me wistfully. "Thank you for tonight, Jess, it..."
"Isn't over, yet. Unless you want it to be. I'm hungry, wanna grab a pizza at Yanni's?" Tears glistened as she took my hand. It was one of our favorite restaurants, when we were together.
Yanni's was a restaurant on the square, offering Greek and Italian cuisine. They stayed open an extra hour on concert nights, and did a good business. I'd done the stonework on his outdoor dining area.
Yanni personally served us, not even letting us order. "Ah, young lovers. I fear you forget your old friend. Is good to see you again. One Yanni pizza, right away."
A large pizza, half filled with anchovies(mine), the other piled high with mushrooms(hers). We ate, and had the rest boxed. I walked her to her car.
"Well, thanks for the evening, Mel. I had fun."
She had been holding my hand since we left the restaurant. Before I could say anything else, she wrapped me in a tight hug, kissed me on the cheek, and jumped into her car. I stood and watched her tail lights fading, wondering what it all meant.
...
We dated twice more, a silly romance movie that gave her an excuse to hold my hand and snuggle while she sniffled. Then a day at a local fair. She made me walk with her through all the exhibits, oohing at the canned goods and cakes, laughing at some of the exotic vegetables. She stopped dead in front of a huge quilt display, a dozen or more, ranging from traditional to modern, all works of art in fabric. Tears formed again, and I was hit with a memory.
She had showed me a picture of a quilt in one of her magazines, one night as we were snuggling in my new house. "I've always wanted to learn to do that."
"Why?"
"Because, silly, I want to be able to make all the children their own personal quilt, something durable they can pass to their own children, and them to our great-grandchildren."
She caught what she had said, and looked at me nervously. I grinned. "How many quilts are we talking about?"
She smiled, happy I wasn't angry. "Oh, at least three. Maybe more, if I'm lucky." She laughed at the stunned expression on my face and snuggled down again, flipping pages.
Returning to the present,I didn't say anything, but I took her hand and squeezed it gently, grabbing a card in front of the display, putting it in my pocket.
"Busy Needle Quilting Club. Join us and learn the art of making quilts. We have classes,workshops,
and soon you'll be sewing with confidence."
Hey, her birthday was coming up. I thought it would make a perfect gift. Candy would be eaten, flowers would fade, but a new skill would stay with you forever.
We rode the rides, at least the ones she could get me on. I watched as she rode the scarier ones by herself. Come on now, everybody is afraid of something, right? She thought it was hilarious that a combat hardened veteran was afraid of a little old roller coaster.
She had her own fears, the main one being thunderstorms. She had almost been hit by lightning when she was six. It struck the ground ten feet away, knocking her and her friends off their feet, unconscious. Now, she stays inside, well away from the windows, and would shake until it was over. Holding her helped, a little.
We shared our first full kiss, as we sat and watched the fireworks they held nightly while the fair ran, snuggled together in the bleachers of the arena. It just happened, neither of us planned it. She said something, and when I turned to answer our lips seemed to lock of their volition. It felt like it lasted hours, but it was probably only ten or fifteen seconds.
We parted, and looked at each other, amazement plain on both our faces. We never said another word to each other the rest of the night, and when I took her home she simply got out and went inside.
We didn't see each other for almost three weeks. We weren't avoiding each other, I was still trying to catch up on my work. Weather had put us behind again, and it took us that long to catch up.
We did talk on the phone a few times, and she seemed distant. I started to wonder if the kiss was a mistake.
I called home, telling my family I had wrapped the project up and intended to be home by Thursday. They seemed happy, they were concerned I was working too hard, and it was burning me out.
...
I sighed, dropping the bag full of dirty laundry in the foyer. I'd wash them later. First I wanted a shower, in the worst possible way. The only change I'd made since I bought the place was to remodel the bathroom. It was larger, and the shower had room for four people. It had six heads that could be turned on all at once, individually, or in any combination a person could think of, with a choice of full flow, massaging pulses, or gentle mist. My first thought when I had it done was how much Mel would have loved it. It didn't get completed until two weeks after our break up. I was glad in a way, I didn't need to have any memories of a naked, happy Mel every time I showered.
When you live alone, especially if you have for a while, you tend not to worry about how you're attired when you walk around. I came out of the shower naked, rubbing my hair with a towel. It was getting long, I was thinking, time for a haircut. I'd had a buzz cut when we met, and she talked me into letting it grow out. She said she loved to run her hands through it. I think she liked to tug it when we were making love. I didn't mind in the least.
I thought I heard giggling, and pulled the towel away. There was Mel, sitting on the bed.
"What? How! Why are..."
Her smile split her face. "The what is your mother told me you'd be home today. The how is you never had me give my keys back, and the why is because I have something to tell you. Now put some clothes on and meet me in the living room."
She giggled again, looking at my cock, which seemed to like the idea of being ogled. "Or not, either way works for me."
She swayed out of the bedroom, felt me watching her, looked over her shoulder and grinned. "Here's another thought. You stay as you are and I'll join you."
The thought put me at full mast. "No," I sputtered, "I'll be out in a second." I grabbed some shorts and a shirt, willing myself to relax. It took a few minutes.
She was in the rocking chair when I came out, looking over the backyard. Turning to me, she gave me that beautiful smile.
"I need to tell you some things, and I need you to not interrupt. I'd like to get it all out before I lose my nerve. Please?"
I nodded, sinking down on the sectional she insisted we have. I thought about changing the furniture when we split, but it worked well in the room, and it was comfortable. I tended to sit in the recliner most of the time. Every time I sat on the sectional flashes of us snuggling, or making love ran through my mind and I'd end up moving.
"I know I've sounded off the last few times we talked. It's because of the kiss. It reminded me of things I'd lost, things I want back. I want you back, I want you to chase me around this house like you used to, until I get tired of the game and let you catch me. I want to take the air mattress into the backyard, lie on it like we used to, watching the stars as we snuggle, then make love. I want you to love me again."
She stopped, gathering her thoughts. I started to speak but she held her hand up. "Wait, I'm almost finished."
"Then I realized something. You already love me. I know it, you know it, everybody we know knows it. Love isn't our problem. Trust is."
"I lied to you in the worst possible way. It took a while, but I now realize how badly I hurt you. So I had to find a way to get your trust back. Here's what I came up with. Let me move back in. You've got security cameras, add to them. Wire the whole house. Then, while you're away, you can access the feed any time you want, to see what I'm up to. Put a GPS tracker on my car, then at a glance you can tell where I'm at and where I've been. I've done some research on the internet. We can get a personal tracker, like those ankle things criminals wear. This model is a bracelet. Again, you can see at a glance where I'm at at all times."
She looked down, a deep blush on her face. "If that's not enough, I'll...I'll wear a chastity belt. They make them, I checked. You could lock me in when you leave, turn me loose when you get home. I'd do all this, just to prove you can trust me."
Wow. Mel had obviously put a massive amount of thought in to this. Sadly, there was one thing she missed. I explained it to her as gently as possible.
"First, let me thank you, for thinking about a way to get us back together. For be willing to do all the things you described. But it'll never work."
Tears started and I held up my hand when she tried to speak.
"My turn. Hear me out. All the things you're willing to do are things that aren't necessary. If we did them, you wouldn't be a partner in a relationship, you'd be a slave. While some of it sounds like fun from a play standpoint, you couldn't live with it constantly. Oh, I'm sure you'd try, but sooner or later you would start to resent it. I know I would. All these things won't promote trust, just the opposite. If I have to go to that much trouble, it would just reinforce the idea you CAN'T be trusted. I couldn't live like that. Deep down, you know all this."
Tears were flowing freely now. She got up, fumbling towards the door. I caught her, pulling her down to the couch with me. She buried her head in my shoulder, and cried for a few minutes.
I petted her, loving the way she felt in my arms. Finally she pushed away from me.
"So it's over then?"
"Quite the opposite, baby. I think we are just beginning. What you did today, what you were willing to do, that took a lot of guts. THAT"S what makes me think we might just make it. So, let's go slow, build on what we've done. Okay?"
She looked up and smiled. It reminded me of the sun popping out after a bad storm.
"Really?"
"Yes, hon, really."
That led to a massive make out session. Her nipples were straining, her face was flushed, and I was hard as a rock. She jumped up, pulling on me.
"Come on, baby, I need to show you just how much I love you. I haven't made love since the last time we were together. You're getting an almost virgin."
I hesitated for a second and tears formed. "That is, if you want to." She squealed when I surged off the couch, flipping her over my shoulder. She giggled and pounded my back as I carried her into the bedroom, tossing her in the middle.
"STRIP!"
It wasn't slow, or sensual, it was a woman in a hurry. She wiggled out of her tight jeans, cursing when her panties got caught on her ankles as she tried to take them off over her sneakers. A couple of buttons popped as she shed her blouse. The bra was a front catch, and she didn't bother releasing it, ripping it off and flinging it.
When she was finally naked, she sighed, stretching her body sinuously, getting comfortable. I had been shedding clothes as rapidly, lucky I didn't have as many as she did to remove. I paused, drinking in her beauty. She actually whined.
"Please baby, please."
I should talk about how I worshiped her full breasts, biting and sucking on them while she writhed with pleasure. Or how I took my time, licking her to one orgasm after another, and entering her slowly delaying the pleasure of release as long as possible. Fuck all that.
I was between her legs, slamming into her before she finished speaking. Luckily she was soaking, or it would have been very uncomfortable. She screamed out a massive orgasm before a minute had gone by, and had another five minutes later when I let loose what felt like a gallon into her. I collapsed and tried to roll off her, but she wrapped her arms and those long legs around me, and wouldn't let go for five minutes. Only the need to breathe made her turn me loose. We lay there, gasping like we'd run a marathon. She rose up, kissed me deeply, then snuggled into my shoulder, and promptly fell asleep. I lay there, stroking her body, until I dozed off.



Two hours later I woke, smelling something that reminded me how hungry I was. She was in the kitchen, her hair damp, wearing one of my tees and nothing else. Apparently she'd been up long enough to have a shower.
Noticing me, she broke into a huge smile, slinking over to mold her body to me, kissing me with passion. When she broke, she gave me a wicked grin.
"Love the shower, baby. I can't wait to christen it," Her eyes changed, going darker, and I knew she was wondering if someone had gone before her.
"That sounds like a great idea. The only intimacies I've shared in there was with my right hand, and I bet it would be a LOT more fun with you."
She beamed, giving me a great kiss. Then she turned everything off and started walking towards the bathroom, slipping out of the shirt before tossing it at my feet. "Coming?," she said, smiling.
We set the heads to mist. It was like bathing in a slow rain. We cleaned each up very, very well, before the shower surrendered to our passion, and lost its' purity.
The lovemaking was slow this time, as we did our best to see if everything was as we remembered it, For me, it wasn't. Somehow, it was better. I was a very happy, very tired man when we finally collapsed.
...
I beat her up the next morning. I showered again, and slipped into the bedroom for shorts and a tee.
She had rolled on her back, pulling the sheet with her. One of those long, sexy legs was out, as well as her left breast. I couldn't help it, and snapped two pictures. No one would ever see them but me, and I wanted them as a reminder when we were in our golden years, to show how absolutely perfect she had been.
I tickled her nose until she woke, kissed her, and told her to get cleaned up. I was taking her to breakfast, and then to her apartment to get clothes. She was working a split shift today as a favor to a friend. Then she was coming back to the house for the weekend.
I got to meet her roommates, and could understand why she said she was thinking about moving.
Amanda was a tall blonde. Decent looking, but she couldn't hold a candle to Melody. She had been married twice, divorced twice, her cheating the cause both times. Her last time had been with a woman, and she had a bit of a crush on Mel.
Beth was a chunky redhead that might have been attractive if she ever smiled. She didn't cheat on her husband, but had anger issues. He'd actually postponed the wedding until she got some help, and she'd lied to him, telling him she went through an anger management program. After they married, she turned into what her ex described as 'a screaming bitch the devil probably threw out of hell because even he couldn't stand her'.
He went for irreconcilable differences, because it was the easiest route to take and in this case it happened to be true. She was actually surprised, even though he begged her to get help right up until the day before he filed papers.
She didn't take it well, and ended up with a restraining order keeping her five hundred feet away from him at all times. She walked through it twice before the judge got tired of it and put her in jail for a weekend. She begged for counseling, got it, but after three sessions of listening to her scream, the counselor recommended the divorce be granted. It was sad, and he promised he would stop the divorce if she would just get help. Of course, she didn't.
Her idea of revenge was to fuck everything that moved and tell him about it. By then he could have cared less, because he'd met someone else. The funny thing is now she's in therapy, because the hospital told her it was that or unemployment. No one wants a nurse with the kind of bedside manner she had.
They didn't hesitate a second. As soon as Mel closed the door they were on me like rabid hyenas.
"So you're the guy who has her head so fucked up. I know your kind, you can't or won't forgive. That precious pride of yours won't let you. You'll end up making her jump through hoops until you get tired of her, and dump her again. Asshole!"
I know my mouth was hanging open. I'd never seen anyone spew venom like that. It must have made her day to get a chance to vent on someone. I made a note to never turn my back on Beth.
Amanda was no better.
"You hurt her, I swear to God it'll be the last thing you do. She deserves better, she deserves to find someone who can love her right, not some asshole who'll lord it over her her the rest of her life because she made a mistake." She would have probably said more, but I'd heard enough.
My good mood was long gone. "Listen bitches! First, Mel and I are none of your business. And if you think you're going to be the one who ends up with her, guess again. Mel tries to be tolerant, but she's a bit of a homophobe. She gets queasy watching two girls on porn films. The chances of you getting to lick her pussy are about the same as me ever liking you. Won't happen in this lifetime."
I turned to Beth. "And you! Amanda I can understand, a little. She's in love, or maybe just deep lust. You got no excuse. You just don't want anyone to be happy, period. Your husband should have been up for sainthood for putting up with your shit for as long as he did."
I was on a roll. Looking back, maybe I should have been a little quieter, but it felt good to vent, especially on bitches you didn't give a shit about.
"So fuck both of you. I'm not the least bit interested in your baggage. Right now, we have our own past to deal with. Don't expect an invitation if we decide to get married. Better yet, by all means come, seeing your face as I say my vows would be icing on the cake."
Mel had caught the last bit of our exchange, looking on like a deer caught in headlights. Amanda saw her and immediately stared.
"I hope you were listening, Mel. This guy isn't going to take you back, he's just fucking with you, waiting until you get comfortable before he drops the hammer. I've seen guys like this before, honey. Notice he said IF a lot. My second husband was just like him. Just to fucking proud to forgive a mistake. Well, I wonder if his pride gives blowjobs as good as I used to do, because he went through a long dry spell. News flash, jerkoff, pride won't love you back, give you kisses, cuddle you when you're sick."
I was beyond pissed at this point. "True, Amanda, true. Pride won't let you do those things. BUT, pride will let you look yourself in in the eye in the morning, confident that you are true to your beliefs. Pride will also let you walk down the street and look other people in the eye for the same reason. I've often thought the old saying about pride was all wrong. Pride doesn't go before the fall, it comes after it. When you're down in the dirt, and everything you wanted, everything you believed in, and everything you loved has been taken from you, pride will lift you up. Pride will force you to live according to your principles. It may not let you sleep at night, but it will make you aware your insomnia is bearable. Now, as stimulating as this conversation has been, Mel is ready, and we're leaving."
I took her hand and pulled her out the door, never so glad in my life to leave a place.
Mel was quiet on the way back to her car. When we got home she slipped her case into the trunk of her car, instead of carrying it in. I was confused.
"Mel, honey, let's put your case in the house. No need to ride it around, chance it getting stolen. It'll be here when you get here tonight."
She wouldn't look me in the eye. "Um, I think I'll pass. I'll be really tired, so I may just go home and crash. I need to think without distraction."
It hit me hard. "What happened, Mel? Three hours ago you were whining because you had volunteered to work, regretting it. You even tried to get someone to cover for you. Now, because of the rantings of some seriously disturbed women, even after yesterday and this morning, you don't want to spend time with me? Fine. Go find yourself. But be careful. I've already learned to live without you once. Go all passive/aggressive on me now and it'll be the last straw. And before you go, I'd like my key back."
I think she realized then she'd made a serious mistake, and tried to correct it, but I was way past being reasonable. Screw all this. After we finally reconnect, she wants to draw back? She was done. I was done with her. I'd do just fine without her.
...
Of course I wasn't. I missed her more than I did before we broke up the first time, angry at myself for letting myself believe.
I took solace in my job. You had to pay attention when you handled large stones, my broken toes had taught me that. So I worked on my backlog. trying to catch up before cold weather slowed us down. I didn't go home for three weeks, and only took one day off then, to do some laundry and check on my house.
I was a little surprised to see her car in my driveway. Even more surprised when Mel came flying out of the house and tackled me, putting us both on the ground. She held on to me with a death grip, mumbling and babbling almost incoherently.
She was pretty strong, but she didn't lift rocks for a living. I got tired of being gentle, so I took her hands and forced them back until they were behind her back.
"SHUT UP!" I'd never raised my voice to her before like that, and it shocked her into silence. I took advantage of it and got up, leaving her on the ground.
I left her lying on the ground, whimpering like a wounded animal, determined to leave her there. I almost had the door shut when her cries became screams. Even though I wanted nothing to do with her, I couldn't stand her sounds of pain. I went back and tried to get her up but she refused to move, so I scooped her and headed towards the door. Her arms went around my neck as the tears fell, snuffling into my neck.
I dropped her on the couch, not very gently, and went to get her some water.
"Drink!," I said, sitting her upright. She drank the water, staring at me with her huge eyes.
"How did you get in here?," I asked, after she quieted. She started talking, but it was disjointed, rambling. I held up my hand and she stopped instantly.
"I'm going to try one more time. Answer me in simple words. Go slow. And be truthful. One lie and I'll never speak to you again. Begin."
She held her head down while she talked, so quietly I almost asked her to speak up.
"I broke a window. I replaced it right away. I knew where you kept the spare keys, and I used them. I went home that night when I finished my shift, had a terrible fight with Amanda and Beth, and they threw me out. I could have gone to a motel, but I ran here like a wounded animal. Because I was a wounded animal, destroyed by my own actions. I just wanted to be near you, to beg you to help me get your love back."
"You weren't here, and you wouldn't answer the messages, texts, or emails I left for you. I felt safe here, so I stayed, waiting for you to come home. If you want me to leave, I will."
She seemed totally destroyed. Kicking her out would have been like beating a puppy.
"Well, not right now. I still need to process some things, and I'll need your help to do it. Order a pizza, I'm starving. I'll be back after I shower."
Her eyes lit up with hope, but my look dampened it a little. When I came out showered, dressed in sweats, I noticed she'd freshened up, minimal makeup, hair neatly tied back in a ponytail. It made her look younger.
I was spared conversation by the arrival of the pizza, which Mel grabbed and hustled into the kitchen. By the time I'd paid, she had plated it, and had a glass of wine sitting beside the plate.
I gave the wine back. "Water will be fine for right now. I want to have a clear head for later."
She nodded, getting us both a glass, leaving the wine sitting. I noticed the way she ate, nibbling the edges,glancing up at me from time to time. She seemed a little slimmer than I remembered.
"You on a diet?"
She shook her head. "I just haven't been hungry lately."
I nodded and ate another piece of pizza, thinking while I ate. I really didn't know what to do. We were a pretty messed up pair of human beings.
We finished, she tidied up a little, and we sat down in the living room to talk. I could tell she was disappointed I didn't sit beside her, choosing to face her in the recliner.
"Tell me the truth here, Mel. I know you want us back together. I want us back together. But how? How can I ever trust you? What could you possibly say or do to get us back to where we were before it all fell apart? Suggestions?"
Actually, she had a plan. "Couples counseling. Pam at work told me about it. She went through a bad time with her boyfriend just before they were to marry, and they went, to see if they could salvage their love. She said it worked wonders, made them both realize they weren't prepared for married life. They put off the wedding for a year, but she said it was worth the wait, because when she walked down the aisle and met him at the altar, they were both sure in their hearts this was the path they were destined to take. I even get a discount through my job. Will you think about it? I think it might be the only way we can get over what I've done. I'm willing to try, and I'm begging you. There's a chance we'll realize we will never be together, but I'm willing to take it. Living this half-life is killing me. Please promise you'll think about it."
I could tell it took a lot out of her to make that little speech, and I promised I'd think about it. She nodded, looking half hopeful.
She got up, and I heard her rambling around in the bedroom. She came out a few minutes later pulling a suitcase behind her.
"Will you help me load this in my car?"
Well, what the hell. She squats in my house, begs me to go to couples counseling with her, and then she runs away, again?
"Where are you going?"
Mel seemed surprised. "A motel, I suppose. I know you won't want me here right now. I guess I'll look for an apartment next week."
I picked the case up, surprised at the weight. Instead of walking towards the door, I carried it back into the bedroom, threw it on the bed, and starting unpacking it. She followed, and watched me silently, before asking in a timid voice what i was doing.
"I'm putting your clothes back where they belong. Now, would you like to help me? I can manage without you if I have to, but I may not put things where you want them." I held up one of her thongs, twirling it in my hand.
Unexpectedly shy, she snatched it away from me.
"I'll make a deal," she said through tears, "I'll put them away and put them on, but you need to take them off as often as possible."
I'd never seen a woman cry and smile at the same time. It twitched her face into all kinds of expressions. "Deal," I said softly, kissing her cheek, "but there will be some rules. I think I'll have that wine now. Want your glass?"
She nodded, hair down in her eyes. Ten minutes later she snuggled beside me, taking the wine. Mel didn't say anything for a few minutes, enjoying the wine and the moment. Finally, in a voice so soft I almost didn't hear it, she whispered. "Rules?"
Yes, Mel, rules. I'd like to say we'll make it, but until we resolve our issues I'm not sure. You will continue to live with me. You can sleep in my bed if you want. We won't get any better if we're apart."
"Make the appointment for counseling as soon as possible. Email me the dates, but please try to make it for Fridays, in the evenings, so I can work."
"I'm willing to try, Mel. You know I love you more than anything in the world, but I have to know in my heart that going forward I can trust you completely. AND, if for any reason one of us decides it's just not going to work, we tell the other immediately. Agreed."
I expected her to jump all over it, but she said nothing, sipping her wine. I was about to speak again when Mel spoke.
"Yes, with all my heart. And I will be sleeping in OUR bed. Where else would I sleep? I want a few things from you, in return. I want you to ease up on work enough to actually spend more than a day now and then with me. I want your absolute promise that short of a natural disaster or a cataclysmic event, you will be at all the sessions. Promise me."
I was about to answer when she held up her hand. "One more thing. I want you to try to figure out a way I can prove how much I love you, and that I will always be faithful to you. Whatever it is, I'll do it. But I have my own insecurities. I may ask you for the same consideration, sometime in the future. Deal?"
"Deal," I said.
...
We didn't make love that night, it just didn't seem right, somehow. It wasn't because I didn't want her, especially when I saw her sleepwear.
It wasn't some sexy teddy or gown or exotic lingerie, but a really thin 'wife beater' shirt, in red, with matching bikini panties. It looked hot as hell. She snuggled into me as I stroked her body, and was asleep in minutes. I lay awake, thinking, wondering if we were finally on the right path to happiness.
I lived up to my words, working half days or not at all on Fridays, so I could be home for the sessions.
The counselor was a man, which surprised me. I would have bet good money she would have picked a woman. Come to find out, she picked him because he had the highest success rate in helping couples over their problems than anyone in his practice.
I liked the guy. He was calm, relaxed, told me he liked to keep the drama to a minimum. We each had a session alone before we went together. In each he asked what we hoped the outcome of the sessions would be. Our answers were very similar.
He was calm, but he didn't pull punches, and often Mel would be in tears before the session was over. I didn't cry, but he did push my buttons skillfully enough to make me want to punch him a time or two.
He got Mel to admit what I suspected. She stayed with Jerry, especially in the early phase of our relationship, as a security blanket, in case I wasn't what I appeared to be. When she figured out she wanted me, she did start the process of divorce, but stopped short of filing. Her reason was that until I proposed she wasn't sure of my feelings.
I called bullshit, and the counselor actually agreed with me. "Is that really true, Melanie? In the six months you dated, especially after you started staying with him on the weekends, did you not feel secure that he loved you? Even if you did deny sex to your ex while dating Jesse, you still shared a bed, still snuggled, exchanged endearments. Then when he left you did the same with Jesse. Yes, you did divorce, but only after you were caught."
She almost screamed out her response, surprising both of us. "YOU THINK I DON'T KNOW WHAT I'VE DONE? I BETRAYED BOTH OF THEM! AND I RUINED ANY CHANCE OF HAPPINESS I'M EVER GOING TO HAVE!"
She calmed down a bit, snuffling.
"I don't think that's necessarily so, Melanie, or you two wouldn't be here now. However, I think we've gone as far as we can in these sessions."
We both looked at him in surprise. "But we're not healed yet!" Melanie cried out.
"No, you're not. But you've come as far as you can with my help. You're both obviously still deeply in love. That was easy to determine. You want to stay together, get the happily ever after you both want desperately. That's a given.
The whole thing comes down to trust."
"Can Jessie trust you? Hopefully. Does he now? No. Same with you. In your mind, you're not sure he can ever get over what you did, and that he may be seeking revenge at some point. You both have to make the decision soon about whether it's worth the work and the pain you'll both go through to resolve your issues. I can't do that, I have no magic wand to wave over you and declare you healed. I can just wish you the best of luck and tell you this. I think if you can attain grace from each other, you'll never regret it. And if you can't...well, you need to cut your losses and walk away. I wish you all the luck in the world."



We found ourselves outside his office looking at each other in wonder. Melanie said it best. "Where do we go from here?"
I had no answer.
...
We tried to move forward for three months. We had days of happiness, and then something would trigger one of us and life would be strained for a day or so. We were rapidly becoming frustrated, and cracks were appearing.
I thought of her often while I was away working. She would call me every night, which I looked forward to, then send me photos of her in our house, proving she was there. That got old quickly.
"Enough!," I told her one night. "Stop sending me pictures! And stop locking yourself away in the house every night. It's driving us both crazy. Go out once in a while, have dinner with friends, even go for a drink with the people you work with. I'm going to live on the premise that you're an adult who made a mistake and learned from it. If i don't, then it really wouldn't matter, now would it?"
I think she got the point. A few days later she went to a movie with her best friend. She loved horror movies, something I had no interest in, and she called me the next evening, telling me how much fun she'd had, before getting serious.
"Thank you, honey. For the love, and for the trust. I..." Choked up, she stopped. I felt really good about it, even kidded her about how glad I was I didn't have to be dragged along to any more sucky movies. Her old spirit came through.
"They're not sucky! They're an art form, something a caveman like you just doesn't understand. Despite your stunted intellect, I still love you. Goodnight, honey."
Despite how hard I tried though, I know she knew something was holding me back. She'd gotten quiet the last week or so, and I knew it might be the beginning of the end.
Strangely enough, it all came together at of all places, a flea market. Mel loved the smell of incense, had little burners all over the house. Most of the smells were pleasant enough, so I tolerated it. There was a booth at the place, run by a woman who looked like a poor man's version of a VooDoo Queen, that had literally hundreds of scents. Mel was running low and asked me to take her.
We both liked going, often spending several hours browsing. We actually bought very little, but every once in a while we'd stumble onto a treasure, at least in our opinion. I was watching her flit back and forth, willowy grace personified, smiling, lifting a stick to her nose now and then. She felt me watching her, and she looked up and smiled, the familiar smile of joy I loved so much. Then her eyes clouded and she looked down in sadness. I knew at that exact moment she would soon be lost from me if I couldn't change, and soon.
It was late summer, and as we were leaving once of those quick seasonal storms came up, all wind and lightning, blowing over as quickly as it came. The first boom of thunder came, and Mel jumped slightly. I had my arm around her instinctively, soothing her. Luckily we were inside, in one of the many halls that seemed to stretch forever. We had gotten there late, and they were starting to close up.
"Wait here, Honey. I'll get the truck and pull up to the door." I made a mad dash into the parking lot, and was soaked almost instantly. I was thinking hard as I waited my turn to pull close to the door, almost praying for a way to get over my blockage and love her the way I was supposed to.
As I pulled up a song came on the oldies station I was half listening to that I had always loved. "Slow dancing, swaying to the music, slow dancing, just me and my girl," was coming out of the speakers. I looked at the entrance, trying to spot Mel, and glanced at a bumper sticker on a little van parked close by, guessing it belonged to the incense vendor. There were a lot of stickers on the van, but the one that jumped out at me sent chills up my spine.
"Life isn't about hiding from the storm, it's about learning to love dancing in the rain."
I had it. A way to prove to me without a doubt that Mel loved me. I opened the door and turned the volume up. I stood in the pouring rain, while lightning flashed and held out my hand.
"I've got it, Honey! If you really love me, I mean really really love me, you'll come outside and dance with me. It's our last chance, please, please, let's dance."
I was almost screaming to be heard. Every one was looking at her, wondering what she'd do. I know she couldn't see them in the rain, but tears were running down my cheeks. She crept up to the door, quivering with every flash, while I stood and held my hand out, three feet away from her.
Mel looked into my eyes, straining to see if I was sincere. She must have gotten the answer she wanted, because with one long step she was in my arms, clinging tightly, flinching at every strike, but swaying, kissing me. The song ended about ninety seconds later, and I picked her up and placed her in the truck. Yes, it was short, but it said everything that needed to be said.
She loved me deeply enough to face her greatest fear to prove it. What better demonstration could there be? We sat in the parking lot, wiping each other with napkins from the dash, laughing and crying together. Then we went home, and made love.
And complete, total love was what we made.
...
NINE MONTHS LATER
I felt faint looking at it. The newest, steepest, scariest roller coaster on the planet. It had loops, rolls, and a three hundred twenty-five feet sheer drop. But I had it to do, so I held her hand tightly as we stood ready to be strapped in.
She had told me a week after the slow dance in the rain that someday she would ask me to do something in return to show my absolute love for her as well. I agreed instantly, and this was the result.
The coaster was designed like a bullet, and it was single file seating. She let me go first, holding my hand as they strapped and locked me in. Then I felt sheer terror as she let go and stepped back.
"Aren't you going with me?"
For some reason she was grinning and crying at the same time. "I can't."
"Why the hell not?" I almost screamed as the ride lurched forward and gained momentum.
"Rule Number Three!"
I read the rules as I passed them by.
Rule1: You have to be 48" tall to ride this ride.
Rule 2: Anyone with a heart or any other medical condition should not ride this attraction.
Rule 3: No pregnant women allowed.
Wait! What?
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Just a little flash story that came to me while I was doing some research. Very little sex.
*****
I felt fear clutch at my heart when I saw his car in the driveway. What the hell was he doing here? He'd made it pretty plain over the last few months he wanted nothing to do with me. The last time he told me if I didn't stop he would make me. I laughed at him. That might have been a mistake.
It was a little more difficult than I thought to find him, in fact, it took the detective three weeks. The look in his face was priceless when I walked in to the bar he'd started to frequent, with two big guys from the agency with me. The last time we'd talked had been pretty heated, the terms 'low life slut' and 'backstabbing cunt' seemed to be his favorites. I'd been pretty embarrassed, as it had been in one of the better places I frequented, and he was pretty loud. I didn't go there anymore.
Why couldn't he see that I was just trying to help him? Yes, his wife had cheated. Yes, I felt guilty about it, since I kept her entertained with the details of the affairs I was having, even encouraged her to have her first, telling her what a rush it was. And she enjoyed every minute of it. So much so, she was on her third lover when he caught her. Jesus, it was just sex. She wasn't going to leave him, none of them were permanent, none of them were a threat to him. She'd been doing it for a year and he'd never known.
I mean, come on, look at me. I couldn't even remember the number of lovers I'd had since I'd married my third husband. Despite the fun I had with younger guys who had bigger equipment, better stamina, and a good bit more imagination, I always went home to him, always gave him as much as he wanted. I loved making love to my husband. He was kind, gentle, and did anything I asked him to do. The only times I turned him down was when I had just been pounded and was way too loose, but I always gave him a blowjob to make up for it, and I gave very, very good blowjobs. Years of practice, I guess.
"Look, Todd, I know you don't like me very much right now, but..."
That was all I got out before I was wearing the draft he'd been drinking. My guards started to move but I waved them back. I asked the bartender for a towel, and he eyed me coolly before handing me one. I hoped it was clean, this place was one cut above a dive.
"Can we try again? I need to tell you..."
"What you need to do is get your cheating ass the fuck away from me! What part of that don't you understand? I want nothing to do with you ever again. It's your fault I lost my wife. Not completely, you didn't spread her legs for her, but you did practically everything else."
People were starting to stare. I tried to get him to a table, but he sat right where he was.
"I'm sorry! All right? I know I filled her head full of ideas she shouldn't have had. Why do you think I'm trying so hard to get you guys back together? I feel horrible over this."
I did, really. They were so much in love, at least when I met them. The playing should never have changed that, at least as long as he didn't know about it. She was devastated, wanting him back, and pretty pissed at me. I promised her I'd fix it.
"YOU FEEL HORRIBLE? FUCK YOU! YOU DON'T HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT HORRIBLE FEELS LIKE, BUT I PROMISE YOU THIS. KEEP FUCKING WITH ME AND YOU'LL FIND OUT HOW HORRIBLE REALLY FEELS. NOW GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!"
I started to answer when the bartender cut in. "Ma'am? You need to leave. You need to leave right now! I can't have you coming in here and disturbing my customers. And please, the next time you need a drink, don't stop here."
I was amazed. He was throwing me out of this dump. Really?
"Now see here..."
He punched some numbers into the phone he was holding. "Yeah, this is Joe, over at The Hole. I got a woman in here, belligerent, disturbing my patrons, and she's refusing to leave. No, I don't think she's drunk. You guys know I usually handle things like this myself, but it's a woman and she looks like the type that likes to sue people, so I'd appreciate your help.."
It must have been a slow night, because the cops were there in two minutes. The female asked me quietly to leave, and when I balked she took hold of my arm.
"Here's your choices. You can walk out of here, and we'll let you leave. You fight me. I'll cuff you, arrest you, and haul your ass off to jail, let you post bond, and it all becomes a matter of public record. You need to decide right now."
I really couldn't afford publicity or explain what I was doing here to hubby, so I left.
"This isn't over," I hissed at him as they led me outside.
"Oh yes it is. I've reached my limit. Push me again, and I'll push back hard."
"Do you hear that? Officer, he just threatened me."
"I may or may not have heard something. Did you Darrel?"
The big cop looked at her. He wasn't grinning. "Maybe, ask her if she wants to file a report."
I couldn't do that, so I declined. By then we were outside. "Ma'am, go home. I don't know the circumstances, but he doesn't want anything to do with you. My advice is to leave him alone. Oh, and you've been barred from the property. Come back, and we WILL arrest you. Now you have a good night, somewhere else."
Goddammit! What was the use of having money when it did you no good? This was definitely not over.
I tried again, even told the guys with me to hold him so I could present my case. One stumbled reaching for him, I think, and Todd kicked the other one in the balls. Needless to say there was no intelligent conversation that night. The only thing he said was I'd finally pushed too far, it was all on me now. He left before I could ask him what he meant.
Todd pretty much disappeared after that, quitting his job, moving, and leaving no forwarding address. The detectives hit a stone wall when they talked to his family and friends. Each told a different story. He was out of the country. He was right down the street. He was in Texas, Canada, Maine, Mexico. Most just asked who wanted to know and told them to piss off. And now, here he was, in my driveway.
Fear clutched at my heart as I entered the house.
"Honey, do we have guests?" I called out, hoping to find a tranquil scene.
"We're out here on the patio." I walked out, admiring the view. I'd had him put a lot of money in to it. The patio sloped down to a hot tub and a pool that looked like it was about to fall off the hill, and cascaded into another pool twelve feet below. I had fond memories of that waterfall, at least three of my lovers had fucked me underneath it, on a little ledge I had built in. Good thing hubby travels a lot. It was also a good thing I'd fucked the head of the company handling our security, wiring in a cutout switch that only I knew about. Flipped, it played a loop showing empty rooms and landscape. Couldn't be too careful, now could I?
Todd had been the one who had spoken. He was holding some ice to a large bruise on my husband's cheek and eye, which had swelled shut. His shirt was almost torn off, and quite bloody.
"Hi there, Marge. Remember me telling you the last time you tired to interfere with my life that there would be repercussions? Well, you didn't listen. Here's the deal. From now on, every time you mess with me, I'm going to kick the ass of someone close to you, and then tell them why I did it. Harold here is a lot tougher than I gave him credit for, all that gym time certainly paid off. Knew how to box, too. Who would have guessed."
He let go of the ice pack, patting Harold on the shoulder. "Don't feel bad, Harold. When I was young they didn't have MMA like they do now. They had what they called 'Tough Man' competitions. You put up an entry fee, and the last man standing won. We fought back then for peanuts, usually a grand or two was all you got. Still, I was good enough to pay for my education and have a little left over to start my life. And you're not the only one who likes to keep in shape. So even if I am fifty, I can still mix it up when I have to. I'm sincere when I say I'm sorry you got dragged in to this."
"Now, Marge, you have two brothers, right? And I believe your dad is still around. Must be close to seventy by now, I'd guess. So he'll be last. And the more you press, the harder I'll hit. Have we reached an understanding here?"
"Goddamn you! You can't come in to my home, assault my husband and threaten my family and think you can get away with it! I'm calling the cops. Now!"
My threat didn't seem to scare him.
"Why don't you do that very thing? If Harold doesn't mind, I'll get us a couple of beers while you call. Who knows when I'll get to have another. Go on now, call. I won't try to justify what I did, but I will explain why and what caused it when I go to trial, and then it'll be a matter of public record. After all, they say confession is good for the soul. Go on, then, call. And just so you know, as soon as I get out I'll start again, and I'll be a lot less inclined to be gentle."
I couldn't call and he damn well knew it. If I did, the whole sordid mess would come out. One of his wife's lovers was an old one of mine, and two of them were married. I learned from my first two divorces, you'll throw anyone under the bus to save yourself. And Harold was starting to give me funny looks. I dropped the phone.
"All right, you bastard. Walk out of here right now, and it's over. You'll never see or hear from me again, I swear. NOW LEAVE!"
"All right. You don't have to yell. You know none of this would have been necessary if you had just left me alone. Harold, I apologize, and it was good to meet you, under the circumstances. You're a pretty tough old bird when it comes down to it. If you ever need a friend in low places, look me up. send a message through the bartender at The Hole, and I'll get in touch with you as soon as I can. Marge, walk me out."
I could see the look in my husbands' eye as I went back into the house. I'd have to be in full spin mode when I came back, Good thing I had a degree in Public Relations, not that I'd had to use those skills in years.
We walked out to his truck. I'd be glad to get that heap of junk out of my drive. He reached in and handed me three manila folders, each stuffed full.
"You should have left me alone, Marge. Give this to Kristy. Tell her it's fair, and if she fights it I'll name all her lovers and have them testify. This is North Carolina, and we still have alienation of affection laws. I won't get anything, but it'll embarrass the shit out of them, especially the married ones."
"These," he said, "are yours. I had to take a draft on my retirement, but it was worth it. There are dates, photos, names, and places. Damn, Marge, you are one arrogant bitch. All this didn't slow you down at all. Nice tits, by the way, even if they are store bought. Here's the deal. You go in, right now, right this very minute, and confess to Harold. You don't have to go into detail because he'd dump your ass for sure, just tell him you cheated and beg him to forgive you. If you don't, and I'll know, believe me, I'll send another copy of this to Harold at his office. This is the price you pay for fucking up a good marriage. In a way, I hope Harold forgives you and you turn into a real wife. He deserves it."
I just stood in the driveway forever, watching his tail lights fade, before locking the folders in my car, and going back inside, to confess my sins and hope he'd forgive me.
...
He didn't, of course, and the prenuptial he made me sign kicked in. In the end, he was more generous than he had to be, giving me two hundred grand and my brand new sixty thousand dollar car.
I moved in with Kristy, for survival more than anything else. I had to put up with the bitch crying every night for six months. Todd was kind to her, more than she said she deserved. She got the house, worth about four fifty, her two year old car, and a lump sum she would never discuss with me.
We didn't actually like each other anymore, but it was better(and a hell of a lot cheaper)than living alone. I sold my expensive car and bought a small Ford, to build up my stake. I had no intention of going to work, this was my war chest, to tide me over until I found husband number four.
I finally talked Kristy into joining a country club with me, a proven hunting ground. She had little interest in lounging around the pool, and took up golf, becoming quite good at it. I couldn't understand for the life of me, I'd be laying at the pool in as little as I could get away with without being completely slutty, and the guys who chatted me up would completely ignore me when she came off the course in those cut little golf outfits. For some reason she always wore the skirt type shorts, and she had great legs. It made her look a lot younger than her age of forty-five.
I hooked up with about every single(and a few of the married)guys close to my age there. They'd wine me, dine me, we'd end up at their place or a hotel where they'd fuck me, but after two or three dates, they'd move on.
Close to a year later, my funds were getting low and I was no closer to a new husband than I was then. I'd pretty much gone through all the eligible men at the club. Maybe it was time to move memberships.
Then I got a series of shocks. Kristy had finally recovered from losing Todd, and had been dating the club pro. I knew it had gotten serious when she started keeping his two kids while he worked. God, I hated kids. They learned pretty early to avoid me, especially on the weekends. She stopped me on my way out one night and asked for a minute to talk.
"Marge, I'm sorry, but I'm going to have to ask you to move out. You don't have to be in any rush, take a month or so. Brad and I have decided to live together, to see if it can go farther. I love him, and I adore his kids. He loves me too, but before I committed, I told him the whole story about how I'd lost Todd. It shook him so bad we didn't see each other for three weeks. You had to have heard me crying during that time."
"It took a lot, but one night over dinner he told me he thought I was worth the risk. I'd die before I hurt another man like I hurt Todd, and he knows your part in my downfall, so you have to go. And Marge, don't expect any phone calls or nights out after you leave, he made it pretty clear that if he was in my life you weren't. I wouldn't worry, Marge. You're like a cat, you'll always land on your feet. A month Marge."
Stupid, stupid girl. he probably made sixty a year, tops, and he had two brats. What was she thinking?
I started getting desperate, so I widen my parameters. I'd just got done fucking a sixty year old, He was bald, fat, and wasn't worth a damn in bed, but he had redeeming qualities. He was reputed to be worth around ten mil.
I let the poor smuck rest a while, didn't want to kill the golden goose, after all, then went down on him. It took me twenty minutes to get his pathetic little wienie up. In between slurps and bouts of deep throat, I made my sales pitch.
"You know, Roger(slurp), I'm really attracted to you(gobble), I've always been a sucker(slurp, slurp) for a powerful, handsome man. You know, if I shared this condo with you, this world class mouth(gobble, gobble, gobble)would be available twenty-four seven, as well as the rest of me."
I paused, raising up to slide his cock up and down my breasts, then went back down, sucking like mad. He grabbed my hair, which I hated, and started face fucking me. His cock was so small he didn't even gag me, though I faked it. Soon a tiny trickle came out as he moaned, and I made a big production of swallowing, acting like it was almost too much for me. He patted me on the head like a dog and went to sleep instantly.
I got up in disgust, brushed my teeth and gargled, and settled in next to him, spooning and making sure his hand was on my tits.
After a morning blow job, I asked him if he'd considered my offer. He laughed.
"Shit no. You're a fine piece of ass, Marge, for your age, but I got two twenty year old girls in different apartments now, just waiting for me to call. And to be honest, you're a little long in the tooth, and you've had so much work done I'm afraid to let you stand to close to open flames."
I was furious, grabbing up my clothes while he laughed. "I'm sure the others at the club don't share such a low opinion of me."
He laughed louder. "As a matter of fact, Marge, they do. Did it not occur to you that when you showed up out of the blue that we didn't check you out? You're a three time loser, baby, and nobody wants a loser. We even made a game of it, there's a grease board on the wall of the men's locker room. We've been keeping score, and the only ones you haven't fucked are the ones that turned you down cold or the hired help, and I hear we may have to change that. Your trainer, really? He can't be over twenty-five. Did you ever wonder why no one would do you bareback? We were all scared to. I hate to be the one to tell you, but he wives have started viewing you as a threat now that you've gone through all the bachelors. If I were you, I'd leave before you got thrown out, so you can join somewhere else."
I was beyond shocked and humiliated. I was destroyed. Then I pulled myself together. I was still hot, damn it! I could still get a man! True, it was time to set the sights a little lower, maybe a nice guy in middle management, with a decent house. Yes, that would be just the thing.
I resigned, from the club, scraping just enough money to join one of the lower tiered ones, after I was turned down by my first two choices. It was kind of out in the sticks, but that just upped my chances.
Two weeks later I went in to clean out my locker. The parking lot was so crowded I barely found a place to park, there must be a big event today.
Then I saw a woman, early forties, kinda plain but dressed nicely, get out of a minivan with two early teen kids. They were carrying a wedding gown while she hovered. A wedding then. I stopped, remembering all three of mine, bug expensive affairs. I'd loved every one.
She'd been inside about twenty minutes when I heard the music start. I couldn't help it, I stood at the door to watch, as did a few others from the club. There was whispered conversation while we waited for the service to begin.
"Yeah, he's a member, has been for years, but I've never seen him."
"He's a nice old guy. I heard his exwife was a cheating bitch, she got caught, and he threw her out."
"I heard he's like mega rich, and the bride didn't have a dime. She even has a couple of kids, a boy twelve and a girl thirteen. They think he hung the moon, call him Dad and everything. Hear he's never had kids, and dotes on these. He even redid his pool for them, taking a waterfall down and putting a slide in. Boy, they're going to have it made."
The music started, drowning us out. The bride actually looked good with her dress and hair, her makeup perfect. We couldn't see the groom because they're backs had been turned. My heart jumped into my throat. Harold! And standing beside him was that bastard Todd.
I didn't even remember doing it. The next thing I knew the security guys had me down as I screamed profanities about how bad I was going to fuck everybody in the wedding party up. The bride was standing over me, a shocked look on her face. Harold rushed to her, cuddled her, and looked down. His eyes widened, and suddenly he started laughing, roaring. He called Todd over and whispered in the bride's ear while he approached, Soon they were laughing, and others, infected by their obvious glee, joined in. The laughter was the last thing I heard as they threw me in the squad car.
I was arrested for trespassing, assault, attempted assault, disorderly conduct, they wanted to charge me for alcohol, I'd had a few martinis for old times sake at the bar, but I only blew a .06. I was processed and bail was set at twenty five grand. Shit, I didn't have that kind of money. I just barely had enough to pay the ten per cent to a bondsman. I called Kristy with my one call they allowed me.



She didn't come until the next day. I started bitching about everything, but she shut me down.
"Be quiet! You're lucky I'm here at all. You have no idea how heart wrenching it was to come off the course and see my ex and yours standing there."
"It was pretty awkward, let me tell you. I finally found out why they were there, and what had happened. Todd was actually kind to me, and I felt embarrassed when my fiancee came up. He just smiled a sad smile and congratulated us. Then he introduced me to a really petite redhead. She and her four year old daughter had been living with him for six months. It broke my heart when a little mineature version of her came running up, calling him daddy and giggling when he lifted her up. "
"We all had a drink at the bar, and buried the past. We wished each other well, and we both meant it."
"Yes, yes, that's all very heartwarming. I glad you had your Hallmark moment. You can tell me all the details, after you get me out of here."
She flinched like I'd slapped her, then smiled. "Bad news, I'm afraid. After your little stunt yesterday Brad gave me a choice. You or him, and he expected a decision right then. I rented a storage building and we moved all your stuff into it last night. It was easy, you didn't have very much anyway. I left the key with the duty officer. It'll be in your personal possessions when you get them back. I'm sorry about the way things turned out for you Marge. My only advice to you is to please, try to learn from your mistakes. Goodbye, Marge."
I was about to scream at her when I saw the matron looking at me, and I clammed up.
Shit, shit, shit, what do I do now?
*****
Well, there you go. A story of stupidity, arrogance, and deceit, repentance, second chances, and forgiveness. Kinda crowded for a page and a half. Thanks for reading. Comments welcomed, votes appreciated.
Q
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Chapter One.
I met Eric at the tennis club I had joined. We were both single men with no set schedule to speak of, so we played together pretty often. I'm a pretty laid back guy on most things, but tennis was one of the few things I was competitive at. Eric, it turns out, was the same way, and some of our arguments over points almost devolved into fistfights. The club pro took an interest, and soon we were playing in amateur tournaments as a doubles team. We were pretty much undefeated for two years, even beating a couple of pros in charity events. Of course, they were both just north of forty, but I was no spring chicken at thirty-seven. Eric was twenty-six, a fact he liked to rub in every once in a while.
Our friendship began slowly, mostly because of the age difference. The fact that I was prematurely gray highlighted our difference, and when we began to hit clubs together he'd introduce the girl he was targeting to me as his Dad, to make him appear harmless. I wasn't a troll, and the years had given me a wealth of patter to draw on. I think it shocked him that I could pull women faster, but he adapted, becoming my wingman. It was never anything serious, I'd given up on a permanent relationship long ago. Still fun to have a hot, sweaty night with a sweet young thing, as long as she knew she was going home in a cab the next morning.
I knew the girls talked, as did the people we knew in the community and at the tennis club. We both had money, never seemed to work, didn't have a set schedule. The general consensus was that we were drug dealers. It got to the point that we would get stopped and have our car searched on a regular basis, and people we barely knew were wanting to know if we could 'hook them up'. A couple of phone calls from some very high priced lawyers ended the harassment, and a few well placed "FUCK OFFs!' took care of the rest.
So then, where did the money come from?
For Eric, it came the old fashioned way. He inherited it. His family owned several very successful businesses, and when they all went down in a plane crash, he inherited everything, along with some very nice insurance settlements. No idiot, he had an MBA from one of the most prestigious schools in the country. But he soon discovered he couldn't stand the rigid demands of business on a regular basis, hired top notch managers, and went in to his office twice a week for five hours, to keep check on things. He also had two sets of accountants and a very good law firm to look out for his interests, so he was pretty much set.
He didn't just slack around and party. He kept in shape, with tennis and martial arts, and had numerous hobbies that were pretty demanding.
I was almost the exact opposite. My parents were dirt poor. I was just lucky enough to pay for their funerals when they passed. I'd been married, and after five years she told me I'd never amount to anything, and she was leaving me for a better life. Took almost everything of value with her when she left.
Her exit plan was a victim of timing, I did indeed have nothing when we divorced, but eighteen months after I got the final decree, something I'd been working on in my spare time paid off, and the paydays just kept getting better. My darling ex somehow discovered my good fortune and came sniffing around, hinting that perhaps she'd made a mistake, and maybe we should work on mending fences.
I politely told her to kiss my ass, rubbed my good fortune in her face, and moved away without a forwarding address. I bought the condo I live in seven years ago, and just kept moving forwards.
Eric and I had many of the same interests, and our attitudes complimented each other. He'd get enthused over something, try to drag me along with him in his latest scheme, and I'd be the voice of reason, pointing out holes in his plan until he got bored and dropped it. But if he really, really wanted to do something, no force on earth would keep him from trying.
Chapter Two
We had decided after three days of sleet, freezing rain, high winds and blowing snow that enough was enough. The islands were looking really attractive, that or southern France. We flipped a coin, and France won.
We were to meet at my condo and cab to the airport. I had one of my rare business meetings, so I told Eric I'd be a little late. He said he'd amuse himself until I got there. That should have had warning bells going off in my head, but I was focused on what I was doing and missed it.
He was sitting on my sofa, an old issue of National Geographic in his hands, when I came through the door. "How'd you get in here?"
He just gave me that lopsided grin of his. "You know how I am when I want to learn something new. I thought once that it might be cool to learn how to get pass locked doors, so I looked a guy up. He'd been a master thief for years, until an associate got caught for something else and sold him out for a lesser sentence. He did five years, and when he came out he started a consulting business, teaching individuals and corporations how to keep guys like him out. He told me he made as much in his second year as he did in all eight years of thievery. He also had an associate that knew a thing or two about computers. Issabella, really? I can't tell you how cool it is that you're Rock Stone, and Smiley B. Wiley, but Issabella? Sounds kind of gay to me."
Well, the truth was out there now. My upturn in fortune? It was from writing, something I'd done while still married. My wife belittled me, but I bet she isn't laughing now. I write under three aliases, and make pretty good money off all of them. I decided early on an alias was the way to go, mostly to keep my ex-wife in the dark. We'd parted almost a year before I started making any money off my writing, but with her you never knew, and I didn't want a long, expensive battle over whether she deserved any money for standing by me for the years she did. Then, I liked the idea that I could walk the streets and no one had a clue who I was or what I did. Since I started out self publishing, I wasn't obligated into future book signings or tours to support the work. Oh, I probably would have made more money if I had, but it was worth the trade off to me.
"Shut the fuck up! I'll have you know Issabella paid for this condo with her romances. And good old Smiley bought the four-door truck and the motorcycle with his mysteries. The Battle Babes royalties are just gravy. Very nice gravy. The profits from the video game alone would keep me very comfortable for the rest of my life."
He was laughing out loud now. "Okay, okay. I gotta tell you, man, you're my hero. I started reading Battle Babes of Borth when I was fourteen, Can you imagine?"
I couldn't help smiling. "I'm glad you liked them. You were fourteen? Tell the truth, did you beat off thinking about Captain Titts?"
"Fucking A I did! Until I was raw! Her, then Sergeant Hipps, Redhaired Hellion, then Private Partz, Going Commando. You got a pretty wild imagination, dude."
I thought about the series when I was half buzzed one night, reading an old paperback sci-fi from the eighties, about a group of mercenaries that traveled the universe for fun and profit. They were a womanizing lot, and spent more time screwing than fighting. I had a stray thought about reversing the image, and have it be a bunch of extremely attractive, extremely horny women, offering their weapons and 'services' to the highest bidder. I hacked out the outline of the first three novels that night, then spent eight months developing the characters and plot lines.
I published online, without hope of a book deal. By the time the third book came out I had a small cult following, that swelled in time to millions all over the world. I was up to book thirty-five now, with two spinoffs. There was also a video game that was ranked number five world wide, and several graphic novels I'd done with a famous comic book artist. I'd even been approached twice for a possible movie deal.
Isabella came about when I was bored with the Battle Babes, and about the time romance became hot. Seems I was pretty good at it, and two of the four became movies. There was a huge online debate going on as to who she actually was. I laughed a couple of times about the guesses, but so far they were nowhere near the truth.
Smiley came along when I needed a nom de plume for a series of mysteries I developed. They were the least successful of the bunch, but still made more money than I ever thought I'd see in my lifetime, so I couldn't complain. Combined, they added up to a very nice chunk of change. And now the cat was out of the bag. "You gonna tell anybody?"
"Shit no(did I mention that on average one out of three words out of mouth were generally swear words?)I'm not. I would never do that, man. You're my friend, and I just don't have that many. Still pretty cool though."
I believed him. In the time I'd known him I'd never heard him betray a confidence. "Good. Now relax, while I take a shower and get changed. Then we're off to the airport. Boobies for everybody!"
The beach we'd be frequenting was topless, except for one area. There completely nude people frolicked, enjoying the climate and scenery. "Boobies for everybody!," he echoed, before taking the old National Geographic up again, thumbing through it while I got my gear together.
"Hey, this is cool," he said, showing me the article. A man had been hunting in Arctic Canada for polar bear, and he shot one that he thought had mud on it, only to discover it was brown fur on its' feet and ears. He'd shown it to a provincial biologist, and they ran a DNA test, proving the bear was a cross between a Grizzly and a Polar bear, coming about because the Polar bear was losing habitat due to global warming, and the Grizzly was expanding theirs.
I'd read the article. "Yeah," I grinned, "tell me that isn't a cheesy B movie wanting happen. I can see it now, GROLAR! SCOURGE OF THE NORTHLANDS!"
If I had been paying attention I would have noticed the glint in his eye that always led to some adventure or another, but I was busy packing. We were on the plane and I was half asleep when he brought up what was on his mind.
"I think we should do it."
"Do what?"
"Make a B movie."
My eyes snapped open, and I saw the look on his face. Shit! Now I had to talk him down. "What makes you think we could make a B movie? I for one know nothing about the film industry, how to make a movie, how to pitch a movie, how to get it in theaters. We'd be tap dancing in a minefield, it would end up blowing up in our face. And movies take money to make, who'd finance us?"
"We'd finance us. I'll put in a million if you will. That should be enough, remember B movies are cheaply made anyway. You write the script, and I'll get it made. I bet if we put our minds to it we could make a classic."
I just shut up and let him enthuse. No way in hell was I pissing a million dollars away on something we knew nothing about. Maybe it would be out of his system by the time we got to France.
It was warm, the girls pretty and willing, the wine excellent. We pulled our third set of girls in four days, cute little Aubrey Hepburn lookalikes. They couldn't speak English, and I knew just enough French to get my face slapped, but we each made it clear to each other what we wanted. We danced, drank, went back to the suite and banged them, switching partners sometime before morning. I woke up with both girls draped across me. As much fun as it was to feel that much nubile young flesh rubbing against me, I needed to go really bad. Maybe I'd come back and figure out a way to get rid of my morning wood. Maybe I'd take them out to lunch, and buy them a nice bauble to remember us by. We'd kiss, gaze into each others eyes longingly, make vague promises, and never see each other again. Life would go on.
I heard a noise and checked, amazed to see him sitting at the kitchen table, his laptop open, and a notebook filled with scribbles. Whatever had gotten him away from the girls must have been important to him. I felt the skin on the back of my neck start to crawl.
That was my tell. It always tingled right before we'd embark on whatever adventure he'd come up with. I always thought it was my subconscious analyzing data, drawing conclusions, and trying to force my conscious mind to acknowledge it.
I woke the girls, walking them naked into the kitchen, and when he didn't even look up the crawling intensified. This was bad. I told the girls to get dressed, called the driver we used, and escorted them back to town. The driver put the privacy panel up, and they took turns showing me how grateful they were for last night. We had to sit a minute after we stopped to straighten our clothes. I took them into the first jeweler we came to, and dropped about a grand U.S. on them, knowing they'd return it for the money, minus a twenty-five percent fee handling fee, before I got back to the villa. It was the thought that counted.
I found him on the patio, his laptop humming, notepads scattered everywhere. He wasn't working, just lying on a lounger, soaking up the sun, wearing an expensive pair of sunglasses and nothing else. Four beer bottles were on the table, and he was face down and snoring.
"Turn!," I said, sticking an ice cold beer on his leg just below his junk, enjoying the way he jumped and automatically covered up, "if you don't, the vacation fun will slow way down, what with sunburned balls and all."
"Fuck you," he said, struggling into his shorts and a tee. "the girls still here?"
"Nope, already placed the little beach bunnies back into their natural habitat. They're probably already frolicking with a new set of wolves."
"Well just shit then. What am I supposed to do with this?" He was looking down at the erection that had sprang up.
"My best guess would be take matters into your own hands. Need a minute?"
"Fuck you, I'll just save it until later. I'm starving."
We hopped in to the little two seater roadster we'd rented, and hit a village known for its' many bistros. Say what you want about the French, those frogs could cook. I think you can ingest five hundred calories just looking at the plate. Sated, we went back to laze around until the afternoon was half over, then hit the beach. Then we'd cruise the bars, looking for Miss Right Now. Or two. Or three. Whatever. I once tried to talk Eric into buying stock in a condom maker, my point being that our business alone would keep them solvent. He'd gotten an STD once, and it scared him to the No Glove, No Love, school of thought.
He plopped down on the patio, looked at the papers, and grinned. "Guess what I was doing while you were shagging our little French bimbettes?"
"Regretting not joining us? Having a bit of penis envy, maybe. We can't all be hung like satyrs, you know."
"Well, I was a little worried about your health, so I tried to find your supply of Viagra and hide it, before you blew that feeble old heart of yours out. Then I decided if that's the way you wanted to go who was I to stop you? Instead, I researched B movies, looking for the formula, you know, the ones that make B movies classics."
"Really? And what have you learned, mighty scholar?"
"Well, first of all, the female lead needs to be blond."
"And I suppose she has to have a nice rack? Plus, her character would have to hate wearing bras, right? Lots of shots of her in tee shirts, preferably wet?" I was grinning back now. This kind of banter is what made him such a good companion.
"You're damn right. And the shirts have to be tight and as thin as possible. Now, any ideas who she could play in our epic?"
"Sure, she can play the biologist who discovers the crossbreeding."
"How you gonna make a big titted blonde look smart enough to be a scientist?"
I thought for a minute. "Big glasses and a lab coat."
"See! See! I knew you'd be good at this shit. Now, who's the leading man?"
"The hunter of course. he has to be devilishly handsome, and dumb as a fucking post."
"Is the biologist his love interest?"
"I don't think so. He'd be too intimidated by her brains. No, I think a native girl is the way to go here."
"Goddamn! Naked natives! Now you're fucking talking!"
"Who said anything about naked natives? It's set in the Arctic, you moron. Where the hell would we get naked natives?"
He leaned back and grinned. "You're the writer. Figure it out."
The game had gotten to me. I thought for a few minutes. "Sweat Lodge! A sweat lodge full of naked natives, with the hot blonde biologist and the hunk right in the middle."
"Think you can get her to go topless?"
Man, to have an IQ just over 150, he could be downright dense at times."I thought you said you researched B movies? We aren't going to get anyone who's a serious actor in the thing anyway. I'm sure there's a young aspiring actress out that somewhere who'd get naked in a flash to be in a movie. Dumbass."
"Fuck you very much, old man. Wait, does that mean we'd be on the set with a bunch of topless women?"
"Why the hell would we be on the set?"
It was his turn to look at me like I was an idiot. "Because there would be a bunch of topless women. I'm the executive producer. I'd have to be there to make sure our money is well spent. You'd be there as co-executive producer and technical advisor, to make sure they fuck up your masterpiece."
"You mean don't fuck it up, right?"
"I meant what I said. We'd have to do so many revisions that the finished product doesn't even slightly resemble the original concept. It's how all successful B movies are done. Of course, you'd have to throw a temper tantrum or two, and I'd have to talk you back into the fold as executive producer. You can thank me in advance, if you'd like."
I stood up. "This bullshit is giving me a headache. Come on, beach time."
We hit the beach, and I watched all the pretty little girls parade up and down, in brightly colored thongs and nothing else, looking for their next victim. I'm firmly convinced women can smell money on you, like a shark smells blood. Eric had pretty decent looks, and I was okay in a middle-aged man who takes care of himself kind of way. We didn't wearing Rolexes or bling, but they'd gravitate to us, flirting, posing, showing off their assets in the best possible way. Everybody knew the situation. Most of them were barely making a living as secretaries or factory workers. They'd probably saved all year for the few days they'd get to spend in the sand and sun. They wanted adventure, someone to sweep them off their feet for a vacation fling, something to entertain the girls they left behind, with tales of the handsome stranger and the special connection they'd felt instantly. If they were rich and could take them to the finer places, so much the better. Most were more than willing to trade sex for their dream. It's why I tended to give them little gifts and act heartbroken when I took them home. It made the story more interesting, made them feel better about what they'd done to earn it.
They were like schools of brightly colored little fish, and like little fish fleeing from a shark, they scattered. I looked to see what caused it. A woman, with long black hair and olive skin, was rising from the sea. Her breasts could have been used as a model for all the classic sculptors, sitting high, firm, and full. As she rose, it was obvious she had strayed from the nude beach, the privacy fence stretched across the beach fifty feet behind her. Unlike all the smooth little bunnies, she had a full, luxuriant bush, jet black silk shedding droplets of water as she swayed towards us.
She stood directly in front of me, smiling, and started talking. Greek, maybe. I held up my hand. "My humble apologies, Goddess, I do not speak the language of Olympus. I'm just a vulgar American, overwhelmed by your beauty."



Eric was standing beside me, and I had an almost uncontrollable urge to reach over and close his mouth. She gave a little laugh, and spoke in almost perfect English.
"Goddess?"
I grinned, still enthralled by her beauty. She had to be over forty, but she carried it extremely well. The girls were right to scatter, they would have been invisible next to her. I bowed slightly. "Yes, my lady, Goddess. Are you not Aphrodite, or Venus, risen from the sea? No mortal could attain your beauty, so ergo, you're a Goddess. I suspect you appear from time to time to show mortals what real beauty is. Sadly, you ruin those in your presence, because mortal females, no matter their attributes, will be pale imitations compared to their memory of you."
Her laugh was like music. "And people say there is no poetry in the soul of Americans. Or are you an exception to the rule?" Her eyes flickered up and down my body. Then she smiled again. "I like you. You amuse me. Tell the truth, what is in your mind right now?"
I looked directly into her eyes. "I was thinking I'd like to be somewhere private with you. I would like to lick the saltwater off your pubic hair, replace it with the juices of our lust, until you screamed in climax, at least twice. Then in a fumbling way not anywhere near the standard you deserve, I'd try my best to give you a fucking worthy of you. That, Goddess, is what is in my mind."
Eric was looking at me like a stranger as the goddess stood before us. I was using a low, crooning voice, a tone I almost never used. The tenderness of my tone belied the vulgar words, but they had the desired effect. Her nipples had popped out while I talked, and her breathing became rapid. She slowly nodded. " You have the gift. I knew I was right to follow my instincts. It is not often one meet a modern day Mage. Your tongue weaves an interesting tapestry of lust and desire, Wizard. Well, I hope your tongue is at good at pleasing me as it is in forming words. I command you, as your Goddess, to follow me, Wordweaver. Worship your Goddess well."
I bowed fully then. "Your servant awaits. Perhaps, Goddess, you'd like my robe? Although such a vulgar garment should be burned for obscuring your beauty. "
She looked down, noticing she was naked while everyone else had at least bottoms on. She smiled even more brightly. "Well, it isn't far to my chambers. But it comes off the second the door closes."
She took my hand and we started walking. We got about fifty feet before she stopped, and turned back to look at Eric. "Apprentice, are you coming? A Goddess should be worshiped by the masses. Don't you agree, Mage?"
His grin almost obscured his face, and he ran to catch up.
She was by far the sexiest, most skilled lover I'd ever had. Her body was flawless, tight and firm where it needed to be, soft and yielding otherwise. I think every woman I'd ever been with, every act of passion before this had been merely training for this moment. I used every trick I'd ever learned to give her pleasure, and she showed me things I never even considered. She whimpered, she howled, she cried. She scratched welts on my back as we mated, bit my shoulder until the blood flowed, manipulating her body in ways I didn't know was possible. I bit bruises on both breasts, put a huge hickey on her neck. Eric sat amazed for almost an hour, just watching. She'd occasionally reach out and stroke him. He'd shut his eyes and moan. I think he set a personal best for maintaining an erection. After almost an hour nonstop, I was done. There was no life left in me.
"Sorry, Goddess, but this mere mortal is finished. May I sacrifice my young friend here to you? He may not be skilled, but he has the ability to learn quickly. At the very least, he'll die smiling"
In essence, she treated him like a bitch. She controlled every action. An hour of watching must have been a big strain because he popped after five minutes of her riding him in reverse cowgirl. He blushed and started to apologize, but she twirled around, still mounted, and touched his lips. "Hush, young one. Let me work my magic. "
She sat still, a frown of concentration on her face. Eric said it was like a hand massaging an udder. He was hard again in four minutes, and she rode him for what seemed forever, until he screamed(like a girl, I thought)and arched into her for a final time. She had a serene little smile on her face, and I wondered if she'd orgasmed at all. Eric just lay there, tears in his eyes, as she strode across the room, the results of her matings glistening down her legs, and got us all a glass of wine. I took it and raised it to her. She smiled and touched her glass to mine.
We sat companionably for a few minutes, not speaking. What could one say to do what just happened justice? The door opened, and a tall, handsome man strode in. He took in the room at a glance and grinned.
"Ah, my dear, you have guests. How rude of me to barge in. Please excuse me."
Eric was staring wideyed, wondering when the violence would begin. I rose naked, and bowed again. "Please, do not bother on our account. We were just going. Too much time in the presence of a Goddess is not good for mortals. We'll take our leave now."
The man smirked, looking at the woman. She actually blushed before her eyes sparkled in merriment. "Yes, apparently he's convinced I'm Aphrodite. And he is a Mage, with his young apprentice. But he speaks truth. Too much magic in such a small space for extended periods of time is not good. Goodbye Wizard. I'm sure we'll meet in another life."
She kissed our cheeks as she ushered us to the door. She whispered something to Eric, creating a full body blush.
We were walking down the beach when he let out a tremendous howl and ran into the water, rolling around like a madman. Finally restraining himself, he came back to our cabana. "Over it now?" I asked, as he shook the water off like a puppy.
"I'll never be over what just happened! It was the most amazing experience of my life! You ARE a Wizard. She said so, and I believe it."
Curiosity got me. "Is that what she whispered to you?"
"Part of it. She said we both have bright auras, and they're even brighter when we're together. She also said as long as I stayed near you, good things would happen."
I laughed. "I think she's drained too much blood away from your head. She's no goddess, just a horny woman that took a chance and it worked out well. I bet right now her husband is balls deep in her while she tells him how she seduced a couple of stupid Americans. And we need to get tested when we get home, we never used condoms. Heat of the moment, I guess."
He shook his head stubbornly. "Believe what you want, man. I think she's right. What just happened wasn't normal, and you know it."
Chapter three
We both agreed nothing could surpass what had just happened, so we packed and left. I'd been typing away on my laptop while Eric dozed. He finally stirred, and asked me what I was working on.
"A new Battle Babe. I haven't introduced a new character in a while, and I think the time is right."
"Let me guess. She'll be hot, horny, another stone cold fox. Describe her."
"Exactly as you said. Olive skin, jet black hair, I think she'll be older than the rest. Might be good for them to have a mother figure."
"Got a name?"
"I'm leaning towards Goddess. What do you think?"
"I think you'll make another million bucks. Thought any more about the screenplay?"
I rolled my eyes. The boy could be relentless. "In the first place, I've never written a screenplay. The best I could do would be write the story, then turn it over to someone who knows what they're doing. And I haven't said that I'd do it yet."
He smirked. "I'll add that to the list. Screen writer. Hopefully someone who can string words together in a comprehensible fashion. Oh, and we'll be filming in Canada."
"Why?"
"Because they have a lot of snow, dumbass. And it's a lot cheaper to film in Canada, I checked. Don't want to blow the budget too soon."
"You know, B movies always have more than one hot bitch in them. After all, the bear has to eat somebody, right? Might as well be somebody hot. Redhead? Brunette?"
His eyes seemed to gleam. "Redhead. It'll make her look better all bloody lying in the snow. And you have to have at least one black girl, with big tits and a ghetto ass. And she needs to wear booty shorts."
"Canada, snow, cold, remember? She'll freeze to death in booty shorts. Although, we could make it a running joke about her not understanding why she's so cold all the time. Maybe we can have her wear the shorts with thermal tights under them."
"Now you're rolling! How soon can you be done?"
"I haven't agreed to do it, yet. Don't get your hopes up."
He lay back, closing his eyes. "Oh, you'll do it, all right. You're hooked, I can see your brain working with my eyes closed. We WILL do this. I guarantee it."
I just sighed and went back to my laptop.
Chapter Four
I tried to leave it alone. Really. I had stuff to finish, stuff that would make me money, instead of something guaranteed to make me lose money. But Eric was right, I was hooked. I'd finally given up, and dedicated one day a week to it. I didn't tell Eric until I was done with it. He'd dropped by, on his way to another date. Somehow word got out that we weren't drug dealers, but movie makers. Poor little rich girls, poor girls, and just regular girls were suddenly interested in playing tennis with us, inviting us to the juice bar afterwards to 'get acquainted'. It got so bad I thought seriously about changing clubs.
Eric was having the time of his life, banging his way through all our admirers, making promises he had no way of keeping. It took another minor STD to slow him down. Even condoms aren't always effective. At least he was a little more selective, and there was a mild scandal, not to mention an increased number of doctor visits by some very pissed off women, when it came out. I was surprised he could find someone still willing to go out with him.
He was moaning about it on my couch when I dropped the binder in front of him.
"What's this?"
"It's what you've been obsessing and bragging about for the last five months. It's your movie."
He was almost reverent when he picked it up. "No shit?"
I grinned to see him at a loss for words. "No shit, as cheesy a piece of junk as I could make it. Tell me what you think when you get time to read it. Now go enjoy your date."
He pulled out his phone, and started texting like crazy. He threw it down and grinned at me. "Seems I'm suddenly at loose ends. Mind if I read it here? And order some takeout, I'm starving."
I couldn't believe he blew off his date for this. "Where did you leave the poor girl waiting?"
"La Petit Chateau. She has a thing for French food. Why?"
"Because I'm going to stand in for you, no need to let good food and a hot woman go to waste. Text her back and tell her I'm on my way." I figured he'd bitch, but he caught her just as she was about to leave. He didn't know whether to be pissed off or not when she said she'd be happy to wait on me.
I came back three hours later, grinning. Seems the perfect thing to go with a nice meal is a little dancing. She directed me to a club I'd never been in before. It was a jazz bar, and it featured an eighteen piece combo that played mostly forties and fifties music. She taught me how to foxtrot, and we enjoyed several nice waltzes. I liked it so much I decided to take advantage of the Wednesday night dance lessons they offered. The young lady I was with seemed delighted to be my practice partner. Looks like Eric might have lost a dolly. The fact that I treated her like a princess and didn't try to peel her dress off her on the dance floor may have swayed her decision.
He could have cared less. There were takeout containers strewn from the kitchen to the living room, along with empty beer bottles. He was grinning like mad, waving the binder. "This is going to be a hell of a movie."
I snorted. "It'll be junk. We're gonna lose our ass if we make it. No one wants to watch shit like this. They never make any money."
"Oh yeah? Seems I remember a movie recently that had weather dumping sharks all over town. It was terrible. So were the two sequels. I hear they're thinking about number four. It still made the guys who came up with it shitloads of money."
"Why is so important to you? You're already rich. What do you need to prove?"
He went unusually quiet for a few minutes. When he started talking it was so low I had to strain to hear. "It's about doing something that's mine. Something that doesn't have anything to do with the businesses I inherited. You think I don't know what they're thinking? If I hadn't inherited this stuff, I wouldn't have a pot to piss in. If it wasn't for my board and managers, I'd have already lost everything. It's not true, but it's what they think. I wanna take this movie and cram it down the throat of every asshole I've had to deal with, wave the money around and laugh at them. So we have to make damn sure it's a success, understand?"
Wow. I knew how he felt. It was the same when I was struggling to be a successful writer, working dead end jobs just to keep fed and housed. It was why my wife left me for that asshole she took up with. Rubbed my face in the fact that her new man had a great career and money to spend on the nicer things of life, and I'd be a pathetic loser until the day I died. If she only knew. Our twentieth high school reunion was coming up. Maybe I'd show up in a limo, a sweet young thing that was almost young enough to be my daughter on my arm. Maybe two. Maybe not. I didn't really like most of the people I went to school with, and if they were assholes then, they were probably bigger assholes now.
I held my hand out. He shook it, wondering why.
"Now it's official. We're gonna make a movie. You better not lose my money, dickwad. And I get to name our company. Two Fools Productions. Has a ring to it, doesn't it?"
He grinned and raised his beer bottle. "Here's to two fools."
I clinked my bottle against his, privately thinking truer words had never been spoken.
Chapter five
My financial advisor had a fit when I had him move money around to pay my half. "This is the stupidest idea I've ever heard. Do you or your partner know anything at all about making movies?"
"Only if watching a whole bunch of them counts. Look, I know I'm probably pissing this money away. I might as well open a window and throw it out, for all the return I expect to get off it. But it is MY money, and I'm sure in your career you've seen people spend good money for the goofiest of reasons. Now, where do I need to sign?" I still had to promise to get a good accountant and save every receipt.
We got an entertainment lawyer, formed an LLC in case things really went South, rented a set of offices. "Kind of a lot for two guys, don't you think?"
He waved his hands around. "Oh, I expect things to change fairly quickly. We may need more than this soon."
The first order of business was to get a really good producer. We interviewed several, and I'm no expert on producing, but I am pretty good at reading people, and didn't like any of them. We had flown to LA, a town I've never really liked. Eric found an up and comer with a really good record in several decent films as an associate producer. I liked him immediately. He was direct, honest in his expectations of us as clients. I took lead on this interview, so I laid it out to him.
"I'll be the first to admit we have no clue what we've let ourselves for. This is why money won't be discussed until we find someone we can trust. Can we trust you?"
Probably a question he never expected to be asked. "Yes, you can trust me, as far as making the best movie possible within the financial constraints you have. Might not want to loan me ten bucks for lunch though. When I'm totally immersed in a project, things fall by the way. You can ask my wife. I eat, breathe, and live the project. It's even put a strain on our relationship in the past. Too bad she can't work on the project with us, it would make things a lot easier."
"Is she in entertainment also? In front or behind?," I asked, meaning which side of the camera. I had a vision of some leading woman wanna be shoving portfolios at us.
"Behind. She's a screen writer, pretty good one, if I say so myself. Already sold five scripts so far, and she's just on the edge of being really successful. We're working on a series, that she writes while I produce. It's really good, but everybody we've pitched it to wants to take it, and leave us out of the loop." He went on to tell of her successes. I'd even seen two. Pretty good stuff.
"Has she ever adapted a book to the screen?"
"No, but she's always wanted to try. Leah is a big sci-fi and fantasy nut, so she leans towards those things. I don't know if you've ever heard of them, but there's a series of books on line about a band of mercenary women, called 'Battle Babes', that she swears would make a great screen saga, or at the very least some very popular cable movies, most likely on HBO or Starz. They seem to love stuff like that. She says she doesn't believe a man wrote them, because of the insights occasionally, and the sex scenes. According to her, no man alive has ever processed emotions that well. "
Eric sat back grinning, and I wondered if he was going to spill the beans, but he didn't. "Really? I'm one of the few people in the world who can count Rock Stone a friend. Next time I see him I'll bring it up. Don't get your hopes up, he's already been approached twice, and wasn't interested either time. Oh, and he's definitely a guy."
"God, if I tell her that, she'll drive us all crazy. Best not to bring that up in conversation."
"Well, we are looking for a screenwriter. I mean, I wrote the story, but I know diddly all about screen writing. Have your wife come in and talk to us. Give her the story, let her think about it. And Dorian, we're not trying to make something that will win an Oscar for somebody. After all, it's a nod to the B movie genre. So we don't want it to be too good, now do we? You'll have to walk a pretty narrow path here, after all, it will be your first shot as co-executive producer. Your name will be right beside ours in the credits. Give it some thought and get back to us."
He called us back ten days later. "I'd like to give it a try, if you haven't gotten any one else yet. And my wife is definitely interested. She's done a little work on it, and wants to run it by you. I'm working right now. Eight weeks on an action-adventure. One of those high on car chases and explosion things, and low on actual plot. It's got some major players and a new up and comer in it, though, so maybe it'll get some good press. Let me know."
We got our lawyer to draw up the contract. Our responsibility was coming up with the money. His was everything else, with minimal oversight. Of course, he'd have to hire the associate producers and support staff we needed.
The meeting with his wife went well, as long as you kept her away from science fiction classics and fantasy movies. The woman knew almost every cheesy B movie by heart, even the old Ed Wood drivel. I thought for a minute she and Eric would slobber over each other. We thought she'd be perfect, once she understood we didn't want War and Peace. And truthfully, we don't really care up to a point how good it was. Oh, we'd like to recoup our investment, but you can never tell. We told ourselves going in it was just a very expensive indulgence, the only real return we expected was memories.
Chapter six
My latest Battle Babe book, Goddess of The Golden Galaxy, was the best selling in the franchise history. Even serious critics commented on it. Ed Silver of Critic's Choice said it was the best erotic romp he'd ever read. "Whoever Rock Stone really is should consider writing some serious stuff. The love scenes were exciting without being vulgar, erotic tapestries woven with skill and style. Some made my wife blush. And smile. And the unfolding of the interpersonal relationships showed insight into the human condition, revealing more personal details of the main characters than ever before, humanizing them, as it were. If he ever decides to write a romance, Issabella better keep an eye on her rearview mirror, because he'd be coming fast."



I couldn't help but grin when I read that. Maybe it was time for Issabella to get a little more risque.
Apparently, making a movie was pretty hard work. We had our producer, our screenwriter, a good lawyer, and a business manager, just to track the money. Leah, the writer, was a joy to work with. She was short, five one, a chunky little ball of fire with cheeks that dimpled when she smiled, flashing blue eyes, and long auburn hair that she usually wore in something I think was supposed to be a ponytail. Her usual attire was skintight jeans and a tee, with a movie logo or book cover on it. And the tees tended to be pretty tight. Sometimes she even wore a bra.
Eric was enthralled, and being the horndog he was I warned him off. "Don't fish in the company pond, Eric. Make a move on her and we lose our producer and screen writer in a flash. Don't you notice how Dorian tends to hover? Go bang one of those bimbette actresses or something and leave her alone."
Leah seemed to like me, though. Maybe because I was older, or maybe because I didn't drool when she was around me. Usually, after we got started, we tended to zone anyone else out and work. I liked her approach, and she reworked several things for translation to the screen that I would have never thought of, but worked really well. During breaks, she would tell me a little about their life.
"We grew up in the industry. Dorian's mother is a sound editor, and his father was one of the most sought after second unit directors around until he died in a car crash. In case you don't know, second unit directors were usually the ones that did all the action scenes, working closely with special effects people and stuntmen. He was one of the best, doing things that scared most directors to death.
My Mom was one of what I call professional pretty people. She could rock an evening gown, and looks good in a bikini, even now. As an extra, she was in big demand, for party and beach scenes. Even got a few lines in a couple of classics. She still does it. She met my dad on a shoot. My Dad, well, my Dad is Jerry Webber."
Jerry Webber was a pretty successful comedian a couple of decades back. He did the talk show circuit, even made a few movies himself. He was semi-retired now, and worked primarily in Vegas and Atlantic City.
"The fame got to him, and he got out of control, drugs and numerous affairs, until Mom just couldn't stand beside him anymore. The divorce shocked him, he thought she'd be there forever. Twelve years now, and he still sends her flowers, gifts, takes he out occasionally, but she hasn't forgiven him. Although since he's been clean for the last five years, I'm detecting a thaw. She kissed his cheek the last time they went out, and he walked right into a wall. Then she kissed his bruise, so he walked into the wall again. They were laughing like mad when they said goodnight."
I saw the wistfulness in her eyes, and decided to change the subject. "Well, honey, I'd say we've about beaten this thing to death. I'm declaring it done, except for the on the fly rewrites you'll have to do as we go. Ready to make a movie?" She was indeed.
Chapter six
Well hell, what was I doing in Canada on a pretty May morning?
Working, of course. While Eric's enthusiasm had waned when faced with the innumerable things it took to make a movie, I was enjoying the hell out of it. We were in Winnipeg, one of several places we were considering using as home base, and the government officials on all levels were trying to come up with a more enticing way to kiss our asses. Movies are big business in Canada, especially since costs had skyrocketed in the States. Many popular American series are actually filmed here. We were wined, dined, escorted every place we wanted to go. A few offered us extra incentives, anything from drugs to women. We dropped those places pretty quick. Well, Dorian and I did, I think Eric was a little tempted.
To be honest, if I had known how much work went into a movie, my million bucks would have never left my hands. What was called pre-production was pretty much done, and we were finishing the casting stage now. We had a casting director, and Leah and I tagged along to a few of the 'cattle calls', me just to see what it was like, Leah because she had a certain criteria she wanted met for the leads.
I was amazed at the first two. It was open auditions, and the crowds were tremendous. We'd decided to pretty much cast in country, maybe bring in a few better known character actors, but the bulk would be fresh faces, to Americans, anyway. Some were downright horrible. Some were pretty good. I sat at the table watching Leah and the casting guy compare notes, bored out of my mind, when THEY walked in. I knew who they were instantly. Kathy Kumms and Crimson Red.
Not their real names, of course. They were porn actresses. Pretty good porn actresses. I'd spent many a lonely night after my wife dumped me with one of their videos and a bottle of lotion. They'd made movies hot and heavy for about four years, then disappeared without a trace. I still pulled one up once in a while, because they were so damn hot. Both were on my bucket list.
Kathy was a willowy blonde with a nice rack and a killer ass. Besides the smoking hot body, she had a beautiful face and a great smile. Crimson Red was a natural redhead, and unlike most porn actresses, didn't go for the bald look. Her body and looks easily equaled Kathy, and their girl on girl action probably sparked more bi-sexual and lesbian adventures than alcohol, date rape drugs, and Viagra combined. Why the hell were they here?
I flagged down Leah while they were filling out their paperwork. "See the redhead and the blonde over there?"
She giggled. "Yeah. So did every guy in the room, and most of the women. Why?"
"I think I know them, but I'm not sure. The redhead would be perfect for the biologist's sidekick, wouldn't she? And the blonde, put a lab coat and big glasses on her, and she's the biologist, almost exactly the way I described her in the story. Can you get Jerry to have them read before I leave?"
"Sure. Jerry had the same thoughts when he saw them. How bad do you want them?"
I looked at her expression. "Get your mind out of your panties, girl. I've never interfered with a casting decision yet, and I'm not about to start now. If they can't act, out they go. I just find them...interesting."
She colored a little bit when I spoke, but recovered nicely. "All right. But tell the truth, you think they're hot! And if the opportunity came up, you'd be all over them."
I grinned. "Faster than you could ever imagine. But let's be clear here. There will be no 'casting couch' decisions on this set. It's one of the reasons we picked Jerry to start with, and why I'm just an observer here. Thinking with your little head leads to some pretty poor decisions, just ask Eric."
Eric was back in the States, nursing bruises and a cracked rib for screwing somebody's wife. I always told him sooner or later he was going to run into some guy who took marriage vows seriously, whether the wife did or not. I hope it taught him something. There's just too many willing girls who are unattached out there. A few dates, a little attention, most times that was all it took. But then again, it's human nature to desire what you can't have. Never ends well, though.
So I sat through several readings, spectacularly unimpressed with most. There was one guy who impressed me as the nerd in the story. I saw Leah and Jerry making notes, and knew he'd get a call back. Finally Kathy got to read.
It was surprisingly good, for a cold reading. She was hoping for a minor part, and was really surprised when they had her read for the biologist. I could see her in her lab coat, lecturing the other characters. Again, judging by the notes, there would be a call back.
The redhead was quite good, reading for the sidekick part. They were almost done when I asked a question, the first ever in the time I'd been observing.
"Can you scream?"
They looked at me blankly. "This character does a lot of screaming. We need to know how good her scream is."
The redhead just grinned, drew in a big breath, and let out a scream that sent chills down my spine. I nodded and thanked her, while Jerry and Leah scribbled furiously.
Chapter seven
They got a call back, as well as the guy we thought would be perfect for the nerd, and a few more they thought would be good for minor parts. I made sure to attend. They'd studied the script by then, and both were very good. When I saw Kathy(her real name, Cathy Wiggins)in a lab coat, hair in a bun, large glasses perched on her nose, giving a serious lecture about the discovery of a new breed of bear, I almost believed her. If anything, she was too good. Crimson Red(real name Victoria Cross, like the medal, she'd say) was almost as good, but since a good bit of her dialogue was screaming, it really didn't matter.
We hired the guy for the nerd part, as well as a number of native actors for bit parts, and the sweat lodge scene. We explained it would involve full nudity, and while a few refused, most were all right with it. It made me realize just how far people were willing to go to get parts. We also hired two more natives for pretty sizable parts, integral to the story.
Eric was back, healed, and eager to go. I hoped he'd learned something, but I had my doubts. He was especially keen on Cathy and Tory, as Victoria asked to be called. I knew if he ever found out about their porn background it could get a little sticky. He was also smitten by one of the natives, a cute little woman even more petite than Leah. I got a bad vibe watching him chat her up.
I caught her after he'd left, and asked for a word with Leah and I. I found out she was just barely eighteen, and her name was Sylvia Shining Elk. Her parents thought she was still in school, but she'd dropped out to pursue acting.
"I just want you to know you already have the part, and you don't have to be in the sweat lodge scene if you don't want to. I know you're of legal age, and can make your own decisions, but I urge you to think about it. You don't want to be labeled, and end up typecast, getting naked native parts and little else."
Leah put her hand on her arm. "He's right. Take it from someone who grew up in this business. Actresses are a dime a dozen, honey, and producers know it. They feed on desperation, and many times the poor girls make decisions that affect their life for years to come. Free advice here. You're good, or you wouldn't have gotten the part. Maybe this will lead to bigger things. But if I were you, I'd continue my education, have something you can fall back on if the parts dry up."
She looked back and forth, trying to judge our sincerity before she let out a sigh and a tear trickled down her cheek. "Thank you, for the advice and for giving me a choice. I would prefer not to do the nude scene, I'm not to the point in my career that I'm comfortable with it. Let me ask a hypothetical question. If someone connected with the movie, someone pretty high in the food chain suggests that me 'being good' to them would help my career and I refuse, do I still have the job?"
"Absolutely. If something like that comes along, tell Dorian, Leah, or me if I'm around. We'll take care of it. Understand?"
She nodded shyly, hugged Leah, and left. She looked over at me. "You need to talk to him. He's letting it go to his head. You're not from this world, but it can be very ugly, especially if you let the power get to you. Producers are like minor Gods, they can have complete control over your career. And sadly, most people bitten with the acting bug, male as well as females, will do just about anything to attain stardom."
I looked at her and sighed. "I don't think I like your world very much. Has it ever happened to you?"
"Twice. I lost one job because of it, I managed to finish the second, but I made it clear neither Dorian or I would ever be interested in working with her again. Luckily it didn't affect our careers, she isn't very well thought of."
It was a depressing conversation, so I stopped it, promising to talk to Eric.
Chapter seven
I cornered Eric at our hotel, telling him I needed a quick word about possible locations. He let me into his suite, grinning. I got right to the point. "I talked to Sylvia Shining Elk. Don't deny what you're doing. The poor girl is only eighteen. What were you thinking? And just so you know, there will be no date with her."
He actually got a little pissed at me. "Listen DAD, what I do with willing females is none of your business."
"You're absolutely right, but I think you've blurred the line on willing. Ease up a little, you're young, good looking, rich, you can get most any woman you want. But you need to be a little more selective. How's the rib?"
He touched his side, wincing slightly. "Still hurts if I bump it. I don't know why he was so pissed, it was only a little sex. I was no threat to him or his marriage."
"I can't believe you said that. She was married, and you knew it. When you get married you make certain promises, promises you're supposed to keep. I can tell you from being on the other side that it hurts. Was the pussy worth the ass kicking you got? Are they still together?"
"Separated. She calls me constantly, whining about what we did. Says she still loves him, then asks when we can get together again. He threw her out with nothing. I'm not a complete asshole, so I gave her a little money, paid for an apartment for six months, shit, I'm even paying for the marriage counseling. I eased her down, apologized for messing with her marriage, and thought it best we not see each other until she resolves things with her husband."
Well, that earned him points. "Good. Now back to what I was saying. Stop it. You're putting pressure on those poor girls, whether you mean to or not. Every time you talk to one of them they're wondering if today is the day you make them a proposition."
"What about you? You didn't see at least one of them you wanted?"
"I see a bunch of them I want, but I'm not going to make a move on them. When this thing is over, and it's wrapped, I may ask one or two out, but that's months down the road. Besides, I've got Dolly, and she keeps me pretty busy."
He couldn't help but grin. Dolly was the girl he stood up to read the script. I enjoyed her company so much I asked her out again. And again, until finally we settled into a semi-serious relationship. She wasn't quite moved in, but she spent most of her time at my condo.
Her real name was Cindy, and at twenty-four she was way too young for me, but she was intelligent, good looking, and fun to be with. And as a bonus, the sex was really, really good. She had come with me, I'd even gotten her a job as an assistant to the business manager. My one act of nepotism. Not many knew of our relationship, and while I didn't care, it was probably best. She was smitten by the business, was even trying to talk me into paying for acting lessons. When she said that I knew I had a limited shelf life. Reflecting, it didn't bother me as much as I thought it would. I think the experience with my ex had burned me out on permanent relationships. I had made peace with it.
I hoped Eric got the point, as as the days passed I forgot about it. We had pretty much filled all the parts, got everything we needed to go forward. There had even been some filming, which I got to see. It was on an island off the coast. They had gotten a bunch of Polar bears and after dying their ears and paws, turned them loose. I wondered how that managed to happen, until I saw three wildlife agents and a real biologist, there to make sure the bears weren't stressed. I wondered how capturing the bears, tranquilizing them, dyeing their fur, and turning them loose in a strange environment didn't stress them, but kept my mouth shut. They filmed carefully, they were after all very large, very dangerous animals. After three weeks, they declared they had enough footage, and transferred the bears back to their home territory.
It was confusing to me because the film wasn't shot chronologically. They might spend two days filming scenes that took place in the middle of the movie, a week filming the ending, then spend the next on the beginning. The whole thing was monotonous and boring, sometimes they'd do twenty takes(sometimes twice that) of the same scene. The director we'd hired, on the recommendation of Dorian and Leah, was pretty good. He wasn't a prima donna, but he wasn't all business either. I remembered the interview.
"I don't know how other directors approach a film, but this is how I do it. I'm like, say, a plumber you hire to fix your pipes. I'm not there to change your whole system, I'm there to fix your problem. If there's a better way I'll suggest it, but in the end it's not my pipes, so I'll do it the way you say. All I can hope for is that it holds water when I'm done."
We interviewed three more, just in case. I wasn't impressed with the first two, and the third was a total nut job. "IF I agree to do this, I'll want complete control. If I don't like an actor, a cameraman, the scriptwriter, they're gone. I may even change the direction of the movie if I don't like it. No one, absolutely no one, may override one of my decisions. And what you're offering isn't enough, I'll require at least a third more. I also want..."
He stopped because I had started laughing. When he asked what I found funny I told him.
"You. You're the most hilarious thing I've seen in months. Tell me, how do you avoid bumping into things when you walk around with your head so far up your ass? I checked on you, you know. Fired from your last two jobs. If your father wasn't such a powerhouse in the industry, you wouldn't be working at all. You need to get a grip, and realize the world doesn't revolve around you. You're interviewing for a job, dumbass. A job you don't have a chance in hell of getting with that attitude. Have a nice life."
He flew into a rage, threatening to have his father ruin me. I laughed until I had tears streaming down my cheeks. Dorian and Leah, as well as a few others in the room couldn't help it, and laughed along.
"Think I give a fuck who your father is? This is a vanity project for us. We supply all the money, so we get a big say in things. I probably don't have as much money as your father does, but I'm not broke. And this isn't my world, once this is done I'll walk away from it. So get up and walk your self important ass out of here. We're done."
In the end, we had to have him escorted out. He was still ranting when they left him on the curb. Interestingly enough, I got as call from his father a few days later. There was no preamble, he got right into it. "I hear you were pretty rough on my boy."
I agreed, which I think surprised him. "Yes I was. He needed a good dose of reality, so I gave it to him. You know, whether you'll admit it or not, that with his attitude he has a limited future. Oh, a few will hire him as a favor maybe, but if he has to stand on his own he'll never get a job."
I was kind of shocked when he thanked me. "I'm glad you did it. Everyone else would have been gentler, because of me. I hope he learned a lesson from it. I refused to do anything when he whined to me, but I did check you guys out. I know how your partner got his money, but there isn't much of a paper trail on you, or how you came by your money. I find that interesting, but see no reason to pursue it." What he said next surprised me.
"When you get done with your little project, give me a call. I have a distribution company, and we might be interested."
Well. Never expected that. I told Leah about the conversation and her mouth flew open. "That would be wild. He's a major player, this would open doors and get us a lot of press, and press translates to dollars."



I shrugged. This wasn't my day job. If Leah and Dorian, or the rest of the people working on the project got some mileage out of it, good for them.
Chapter eight
I was still writing, after all, it was what I did. My newest Issabella book was taking shape, and I was quite pleased with it. There were a lot more sex scenes this time, in keeping with what the reviewer had said. I was down to the end, and had three directions I wanted to take. Unable to decide, I wrote all three, then I called Leah in. She still didn't know what I did, just accepted I was one of the idle rich, like Eric. Once she told me I wrote well enough to consider it a career, and I just shrugged.
"I need your word, your absolute bond, that you will tell no one what I'm about to reveal. I'm doing it because I trust you, and need a professional opinion. Do you agree?"
Of course she agreed. Curiosity was consuming her, and after all, she was a woman. I opened the file. "I want you to read this. Here. In this room. It doesn't go out of here, understand? It should take about two hours, so if you can't do it now schedule a time you can. And Leah, you can't tell a soul, no one, not even Dorian. Do you agree?"
She looked from the screen and back at me several times, but in the end female curiosity got the better of her. "Now would be good for me. And I promise, not a word."
"Good. I need to see Dorian about a few things, and talk to our business manager. I think it looks like we might go over budget, and I want to make a few adjustments."
I left her, and went to my meetings. Two and a half hours later I walked into my suite, to see an almost empty box of tissues, the rest strew across the floor. She looked at me like I was from Mars or something. I just grinned at her and asked what she thought.
"You really wrote this?" I nodded, watching her face. "It's wonderful! I've already got half the screenplay written in my head. It'll make a killer movie. You should publish it. I'm sure somebody will be interested."
"I already have a publisher. I've even got the name I'm going to write under. It'll be a woman's name. Want to know what it is?" Of course she did.
"Issabella."
Her hands flew to her mouth and her eyes widened. "Really?"
"Yes, really. Remember, you promised not to tell."
"Oh shit, oh wow! Now I know where your money comes from. I gotta tell you, I think the screenwriter on the last movie butchered the script. It could have been a lot better. Does anyone else know?"
"Just Eric, and believe it or not, he can keep a secret. And I agree with you about the last movie. If this one goes to the screen, well, I know more about moviemaking now, and I'll retain a lot more control. Know any good screenwriters or producers? Think about it. Now, which ending did you prefer?"
She was in her element here, and her response was immediate. "The middle ending. The first was too strong, the third was too wishy-washy, for lack of a better term. Actually, you should bring in some overtones of both the other endings, for balance."
I smiled. It was exactly how I felt, but it was nice to hear it from someone else. I pulled up a fouth file. "Something like this?"
It took her twenty minutes to read. She had tears in her eyes but a smile on her face. "Damn near perfect. Now I want you to listen to me. If you give anyone else the screenplay, I'll hunt you down, and when I'm done, you'll be a lot closer to a real Issabella, because I'll do some serious damage to your equipment. You hearing me?"
She said it with a smile, but the look in her eyes was enough to make me take her at her word. "Agreed. If I decide to let it go to the screen, you get first option, but only if Dorian is included in the deal." The big smile was back, then she frowned.
"How can I keep this from my husband? He can look me in the face and know something is up."
"All you need to tell him is that I confided a big secret in you, and you can't tell him just now. Then say no more. If he trusts you he'll let it go. When we decide to make the movie, you can tell him."
She left, after I promised her she could have a copy to use for work on the script.
All the sound stage work was done by now. It was late October. The snow had fallen, so it was time for the location shots. I grinned, thinking about Savanna in her shorts. We had hired her, because with her body shape she was perfect for the part. Jet black, she had a huge rack and a very plump bottom. Tory and Cathy had recommended her, so they let her read. I suspected she had a background in porn, but wasn't sure. I was amazed no one had made the connection, especially in the topless scenes.
We had found our leading man in Canadian television. He had the rugged good looks and the natural accent we were looking for. He was fine until we were almost done shooting. He was arrogant and demanding more of the focus than the film called for. It got so bad they called me in. Eric didn't like to handle the hard stuff.
"I hear we've got a problem."
He looked at me, arrogance on his face. "I think the focus needs to shift to me. After all, I am the leading man. The blonde and the redhead are just window dressing."
I sighed. The girls were actually better actors than he was. "Mr Fielding, you were hired to do a job. You read the script, knew the direction the film was taking. What makes you possibly think we're going to change directions two thirds of the way through? Now, I suggest you do your job, follow directions, and get this thing done. There will be no rewrites, and the script stands, unless I say otherwise. Understand?"
He sputtered and fumed, but when I threatened to fire him immediately and reshoot his scenes with another actor, he shut up. He glowered at me though, and I knew I'd have to watch him. His revenge caught me by surprise. He went after Cindy, and got her, making sure I knew.
I decided to follow his script, walking in on them. It didn't hurt me nearly as bad as they expected it to. I knew she was short term. I just sighed.
"You could have at least had the decency to have not used my bed. Now, your point has been proven, so I suggest you both leave." He smirked, enjoying the scene immensely.
"I don't think I'm done yet," he said, reaching for her. She had slid all the way across the bed, huddling under the covers.
"I think you are," I replied, grabbing him by the long hair he was so proud of and dragging him off the bed to his hands and knees. He moaned and cursed as I dragged him along, still on his hands and knees, until we got to the door, kicking him through it to sprawl naked on the floor. I then shut and locked the door. He'd have a bruise or two on his ass tomorrow, I hoped. His room was three floors down. It took him about fifteen minutes of pounding before he realized I wasn't going to open the door. A maid finally felt sorry for him and brought him a robe. A lot of people had seen him, and word spread all over the hotel. At dinner that night there were quite a few giggles and a couple of outright laughs when he walked in. He turned around and went back upstairs, ordering room service.
Cindy, well Cindy was sorry. She never meant to, he was just too persuasive, too handsome, she was a little buzzed, a whole host of platitudes and excuses until she ran down.
"I get it. Doesn't matter, we were probably going to split soon anyway. I just wish you'd have come to me, ended it on good terms. Don't worry, you still have your job, and I won't speak ill of you. But you're moving out of my suite, right now. Get dressed, get packed, and I'll have a room for you by the time you're done."
She started to protest but I shut her down. "Don't. Leave with a little dignity, don't force me to throw you out, because I will if you push it. What's done is done, and you can't change it. Oh, and it wasn't about you. He could give a shit less about you. This was about me and him, and revenge. I hope he dug two graves, because I'm about to bury him. My advice would be to stay as far away from him as possible in the near future."
She left, and I lay back on the couch, thinking.
Three days later you could hear him screaming all over the set. "Bullshit! I won't fucking do it. I'll quit first."
Leah and I stared at him. She had a small grin on her face. Dorian just sighed. "If that's how you feel. If you do, it'll be really hard to find work for awhile. No one is gonna hire somebody who quits when a project is three quarters through. It will cost us a little but we can find somebody else and reshoot. We release you. Go home, have a good life."
His face said it all. In his wildest dreams, he never thought we'd tell him to go. "I'll get a lawyer! I'll sue your ass off!"
"Over what?," I asked calmly, "we're not the ones breaking the contract. Rewrites happen all the time. You even suggested it. The director and producers agree with the plot change. You're just an actor, and you have no input into such decisions. Now either go do your job, or leave. Tonight."
He called his agent. He called a lawyer. Both told him the same thing. Suck it up and finish, or suffer the consequences. In the end he stayed because he really had no choice. I made sure I was present when they shot his final scene, him obviously wetting his pants while running from a bear, screaming like a girl. I actually had them dub in a girl screaming to make it more realistic. I felt eyes on me, and looked up to see Cathy. She had a little half grin on her face as she nodded. Later, we met in the meal line. She invited me back to her table with Tory and Savanna.
Of course I went. I hadn't talked to either of them very much, it just seemed I was always doing something else when they shot. They both eyed me coolly, like they were expecting something.
Tory finally broke through the idle chitchat. "You know, don't you?"
"I know a lot of things. Which specific thing are you speaking of?"
"Oh, he's cute, and clever. Stop pretending, we can see it in your eyes. You know about our past. How come you've never said anything?"
I shrugged. "It never came up in a conversation where it was relative to the subject. Yes, I remember you. You and Cathy right away. It took me a while to remember Savanna. Modern Jungle Love is the one I finally remembered."
I didn't elaborate. They knew I knew, so it had to be on their minds. Cathy brought her thoughts into the conversation. "Why did you cast us, knowing our past?"
"In the first place, I didn't cast you, the casting director, the scriptwriter, and the producer cast you. I was just an observer. I'm curious though, since it's out in the open. Where have you been? None of you have done porn in at least four years."
We were talking quietly, because we didn't want anyone to hear. Tory suggested we take it up in private, so we decided to meet in one of the hotel conference rooms at nine. It had me wondering what they wanted to talk about.
They gave us a small room, that even had a fireplace. It had a small conference table, and couches scattered about if you wanted to be a bit less formal. The hotel was old, and had been added on many times over the years, but the core remained, down to fireplaces. I'd asked for and gotten a small bar set up, not knowing what they wanted to drink, of if they even drank at all. I started a fire, for atmosphere.
To my surprise, when they showed up, they had Dorian, Leah, Savanna, and Eric with them. Eric had just gotten back, he still held his meetings, watching his money, as he put it. I raised an eyebrow. Cathy shrugged. "Dorian was telling me about a project he has coming up, and that there might be a part in it for me or Tory, or both. We both wanted to tell him the truth, see if he still wants us. He has no secrets from Leah, and Eric deserves to know because of his investment. But first, let's relax for a bit."
I knew she wanted a little alcohol in them to soften the news, so I started mixing drinks. After about an hour, we all ended up sitting at the small conference table. Tory took the lead.
"I'm about to tell you some things you might not want to hear. Dorian, I'll understand if you don't want us with you on your next film when we're done. Savanna, Cathy, and I all have a film background. I can't speak for Savanna, but Cathy and I have made forty-three films together."
"I don't understand," said Dorian. "Forty-three films? Why don't I remember you?"
"Because they were all porn films, honey," Cathy explained, "and it's been over four years since our last one. What you have before you are three verified porn stars. Look us up, we're on the internet. Our residuals are actually pretty good. But you need to understand, we haven't, Tory and I anyway, done that for years."
There was absolute silence in the room. Everyone seemed shocked, with the exception of Leah. I knew instantly she'd known or they had told her at some point. I watched Cathy, and while she didn't seemed ashamed, she didn't look happy either. Dorian wondered out loud if it would affect the movie.
"Of course it will," I said, grinning, "think I'll be the only one in the universe who recognizes them? But you know what? They did a good job in their roles. I think it will add a new dimension to the film. A little notoriety can be a good thing. A certain segment of the audience will want to watch just because of them. That's perfect for a B movie. Press is press."
Tory looked up sharply. "You're going to exploit our past for the movie?"
"Not at all, but we'll probably end up exploiting your present. I can speak for everyone when I tell you the knowledge won't leave this room if you ask. But like I said, people will recognize you, guys my age anyway. If you weren't prepared for that, you shouldn't have taken the roles."
Cathy put a hand on her arm, more of a little caress. "Calm down, honey. We talked about just this type of situation before we decided to do this. Who cares if they figure out who we were?"
I noted the caress and smiled. It verified what I suspected. They were a couple. That explained why they shot down all the people who had hit on them for the last few months. She caught my smile.
"That's right, Will. I see you get it. We're in a serious relationship, have been since the porn days. Problem with that?"
It was said with a firmness that brooked no argument. "Why should it? I don't recall if we asked when you interviewed for the part if you were in a relationship with anyone. Like everyone else involved, what happens outside the set isn't my concern. Nor is it anyone else's in this room. But tell me, why come out now?"
Tory answered. "Because you were good to us. You, at least, never hit on us(she gave a sharp look to Eric, who just grinned)or offered to expose us. You needed to know this before the film was released, to be prepared for the press we'll probably get. Of course, you can edit us out, get new actresses, and reshoot."
"The film is almost in the can. We're not going to the expense of hiring new actresses and refilming. You stay in." Everyone looked at Leah, surprised by her statement. "Like Will said, it will get the film attention whether we want it of not. Best to be on top of it. You may have to do interviews to pitch it, are you up for that? If not, we'll spin it as respect for your privacy, which is what it will be. It'll add a little mystery to the film. Like he said, press is press."
They looked thoughtful for a second, before Savanna spoke. "Screw it. In the unlikely event we get interviewed, we'll talk about the film and nothing else. Now, let's do some serious drinking."
So we did.
Chapter eight
We were still sitting around the conference table, bottles piled in front of us. I'd chosen straight rye, my favorite, and while everyone else proceeded to get blasted, I just sipped. The conversation went all over the place, until it finally came to romance. Dorian and Leah told how they got together. Savanna was between relationships, and she and Eric ended up beside each other, flirting lightly. Now that they had come clean, Cathy and Tory gave each other loving touches, even kissing a few times. Inevitably, they got around to me.
"Sorry about Cindy." Tory was talking, watching me closely. I shrugged.
"I'll miss her, she was a lot of fun, and was a great dancer. But she was just too young for me, and except for sex and dancing, we really didn't share many interests. I knew I had an expiration date going in, I just didn't expect it to be so soon."
Cathy wanted to know why I became involved if I knew it wasn't going to last. "She was fun. Capable of holding a conversation. And she was a tiger in bed. I wasn't looking for anything else."
"No serious relationships in your past?"
"A wife, years ago. She left me for a man with more money, wanting the high life, I think. Called me a loser and said I'd never amount to anything in this life. It kind of soured me on anything permanent." I looked around the room, at the three couples, Dorian and Leah, snuggled together, Eric and Savanna lightly touching, Tory and Cathy sitting so close Tory was almost on her lap. I was the odd man out. With that thought I prepared to leave.
Tory grinned. "I think she may have miscalculated in this case. I don't know exactly what you do, but you seem successful at it. What do you do beside writing stories that turn into films?"
I was deciding how to answer that when Eric spoke up. "He's a real life Wizard." Nobody understood what he was talking about, and I gave him a warning look, that he completely ignored.
"A wizard? Really? What kind of magic does he do?" This from Leah, grinning. I had the feeling I was about to be outted.
"He's a Wordweaver." Eric was smirking while I shot another dirty look at him.
"Words? How do you weave words?" This from a buzzed Savanna.
"Oh, he sings songs of seduction. I've seen him work. it's awesome."
"Eric! Enough!" But it was too late. Cathy looked at me, a slight smirk on her face.
"Really? Sing us a song of seduction, Wizard. See if you can impress us."
I was a little pissed by now, a little buzzed, so I looked them up and down, starting with Leah. "The pixie smiled, working her charms on the man of her dreams. A tiny wood nymph, oozing sensuality as she seduces her chosen one. Her petite frame is designed to entice, her attributes making the man weak with desire. Tiny nipples, sitting high on her chest, hardened beacons of her intent. Her body was firm, vibrating with arousal, as she teased her prospective mate."
Leah, of course, wasn't wearing a bra, and her nipples popped straight out while she flushed. Unconsciously, she stuck her chest out, making the nipples more prominent. I continued, in the crooning voice I had used on the Goddess.
"The man, overcome with desire he can't understand, stands before her. Right now, in this moment, he would do anything she asked, his desire to worship her exceeding all reason. He touches her, and the feeling courses through his body. He must have her. Now."
"The pixie smiles, knowing her magic has worked. She guides him down to the moss in the glen, dropping her simple covering, exposing the nubile, toned body. The breasts firm and as beautiful as he suspected. Her tiny waist flares out into generous hips, the tangle of sparse pubic hair visible between her legs, the lips swollen and leaking with arousal. She mounts him, not in dominance, but love, and rides him to a crashing climax, before rolling over, offering him her body in the classic position, submissive but still in control. The man moves with an urgency he'd never felt before. The forest stills, the birds and animals at some level realizing what they were witnessing, before bursting forth in songs of joy, knowing that a new life had been created, as the man slows, and then falls beside the pixie, who gazes at him with loving eyes, knowing he is now hers."



Leah had a glazed look in her eyes, flushing in waves, the color going from deep red to bright pink. She was snuggled tightly against her husband. Judging form their positions, I knew they were fondling each other under the table. I looked at Savanna and Eric, eyes wide at what they'd witnessed.
"The explorer stood before her, a Nubian fertility goddess, made flesh. Her pendulous breasts, badges of femininity and motherhood. Her wide hips, indicators of her child bearing capabilities, sway gently as she walked towards him, the curly tangles of her silky pubic hairs glistening. She reaches for him, words still unspoken, and pulls him to her. She feels the stirrings of his desire, and he feels the soft breasts against his chest, aching to be filled with the milk of life.
The contrast of skin tones heighten their arousal. She tugs at his clothing, and he tries frantically to rip them off. Finally exposed, they fondle each other, committing the feel to memory, implanting it on their genetic makeup. She drops to her hands and knees, looking back over her shoulder, her eyes begging him to take her. They do not make love. They mate, rutting together with intensity and purpose. She screams while he grunts, racing towards his finish, unable to stop. With one last scream, she drops her head down, leaving her hips in the air to better receive his seed, while he collapses over her, spent. They stay this way for a few minutes, until she slowly starts undulating her hips, the muscles of her core caressing him softly, until he is ready, and they mate again, more slowly, enjoying the sensations, affirming an unspoken commitment to each other."
Savanna is breathing raggedly, wiggling in her chair. When Eric reaches for her she flies into his arms, almost upsetting both their chairs. They start kissing and fondling, in seeming desperation.
Finally, I looked at Cathy and Tory, their eyes almost begging for their story.
"They stand before each other, stunning symbols of sapphic beauty, fire and sun. Their bodies are perfect, the crimson haired temptress, with fire above and below, the blonde, outshining the disc in their sky. The flames of their passion burn brightly. Even though they know the body before them in intimate detail, it still manages to arouse, knowing the delights it holds. They love each other, not for procreation, but for the beauty of the act. Mortal men, seeing them, weep with frustration and desire, knowing such beauty is denied them. They lie, together, in passion and afterglow, clinging to each other, united to the world."
Every nipple in the room was prominently displayed. The glazed looks and passionate moans told me my work here was done. Damn Eric, anyway. I stood, and walked to the door.
Cathy broke from a deep kiss, looking at me oddly.
"What about the Wizard?"
"Alas, the Wizard has no mate. Perhaps it is his destiny to walk this path alone. Good night, my children. Passionate dreams."
I went down to the bar still in full Wizard mode, and forty-five minutes later I had a young beauty in my suite. I was careful to pull someone not associated with the movie. Inspired by the events of the night, we didn't stop until almost three. I have to admit as I pounded her I imagined in turn a blonde, a redhead, an auburn haired nymph, and an ebony goddess in my head.
Chapter nine
Leah jumped me at breakfast. "How do you do that?"
"Do what?"
"You know, what you did last night. It was almost an orgy after you left. Dorian had my shirt off, Eric and Savanna were on the couch fucking in front of all of us, and it was all Cathy and Tory could do to stay clothed long enough to make it to their room. I came to my senses long enough to get my shirt back on and tug Dorian to our room. My shirt was off again before we made it, and I led him inside by his dick. Some little old lady got an eyefull last night."
She giggled at the memory. "He still isn't up yet. Poor baby, I just couldn't seem to leave him alone. I haven't told you, but we're trying for a baby. It's been six months and nothing, but if I'm not pregnant after last night, I don't think I ever will be. If it's a boy, his middle name will be William."
"I thank you for the compliment. How do I do it? No idea. It came to me after my wife left me, in one of my darkest times. I decided to see if I could seduce someone with just words, with no physical touch at all, and I tried it in a bar one night. I was amazed when not one, but two women shared my bed that night. I've only done it three times since then, and unfortunately, Eric got to witness it once."
Cathy and Tory came in, and I stood as they approached the table, seating them before I returned to my breakfast.
"Mah, mah, Ah declare, a man with manners. Good morning to you, sugah, sleep well?" I grinned at Cathy's faked southern accent, before returning it in kind with my real one.
"Like a rock, ma'am," I said mournfully, my accent genuine, "all alone in my big ol' bed, pining for what I'll never have."
Tory snorted. "It might have been a big ol' bed, but I'm pretty sure you weren't in it alone. A little birdie told me the Wizard paid a visit to the bar, and charmed a sweet young thing out of her clothes and into that bed."
I shrugged. "Even a wizard has needs."
"Well Wizard, the next time you feel 'need', look us up. For such a magnificent specimen of manhood as yourself, we're willing to share, as long as we each get a turn." Cathy batted her eyes outrageously as she spoke.
Leah listened to the verbal sparring, hanging on every word. Why did I feel like it was going to show up in a screenplay somewhere? "Well, that's a very attractive offer. Very attractive indeed. But to give a mortal a taste of heaven, and then take it away from him, would destroy him. I'm sure I'd never be the same again, a mere shell of what I once was. And as I said last night, I don't interfere in relationships."
Tory smiled, "oh, for the right person, you'd find our relationship very open. You might be what we're looking for, a permanent partner, someone to balance us out."
I had the feeling she was semi-serious, which made me very nervous, but I continued our banter. "You'd wish an early death on me? There is no way I could keep up with one of you beauties. Two? I'd look like I was sixty in a year, dead the year after. But you know what, it would probably be worth it."
They both glowed. Cathy licked her lips, slowly, flicking her tongue out. " I do believe we'd be gentle on you for a little while. After all, we have each other if you're not up to it."
I rose, grinning, my breakfast finished. "You'll have to excuse me. Recent events have left me quite faint. I think I need to lie down. Leah, best of luck." I kissed her cheek and started to leave.
Two steps away, I was called back. Cathy offered me her cheek. "I feel slighted, as does Tory. Kiss!"
I started to kiss her cheek when she suddenly turned, grabbed my head, and gave me a full on kiss, holding it for several seconds. She licked her lips and grinned at Tory. "Potential," she said.
"If you don't mind, I'll judge for myself," Victoria said with a grin. Her kiss seemed longer, her tongue knocking at my door, wanting to be let in. Going with the flow, I returned it, far longer and deeper than she expected. She was breathing heavily and her face was flushed, her lips still puckered, when I pulled back. The other girls looked on in amazement while she recovered. I was again two steps away when she gathered enough breath to speak. "Definite potential."
I was almost out of the room when Cathy called out. "You owe me a better kiss, Wizard! And I always collect on a debt."
I turned, bowing deeply. "At your convenience, Princess." I'm sure the dining room buzzed when I left, we weren't exactly quiet, or discrete.
Back in my suite, I got my laptop and started scribbling notes, working on some new plot ideas for my mystery series. Eric staggered in, looking like a wrung out dishrag.
"Rough night?," I asked, grinning.
"I think I'm in love." I just rolled my eyes. he thought he was in love every time a woman impressed him in bed.
"I mean it, Will. The woman had skills, I kid you not. But it wasn't that. I felt like our souls connected."
This was new. I'd never heard him say anything near that before.
"Stop and think, Eric. You don't know the woman at all. I don't want to hurt your feelings here, but consider it. She was in serious heat, just like you, and you were available. Don't make it more than it was."
He seemed offended, somehow. "Well, I'm going to see where it takes me."
I just nodded.
Chapter nine
The movie was in the can. One year, almost, of my life, but it was worth it. I'd learned a lot, deciding I really liked the movie business. So did Eric. We were seriously considering doing something else, if we could find the right project.
As it wound down, Eric and Savanna grew closer. Six weeks after the conference room incident, Leah rushed in, smothering me with kisses and hugs, crying hysterically. Unable to talk, she held something up. An early pregnancy test, showing positive. Cathy and Tory were still hanging around, even though their parts were long completed, and for some reason they were always nearby. They pulled her off me, doing a little three way dance, tears pouring from all of them.
When they calmed down, I caught Tory and Cathy looking at me like they were judging a bull for breeding purposes. It made me very, very nervous. I asked them if they didn't need to go home to their day jobs. They laughed.
"Honey(they seemed to enjoy calling me that)we started doing porn when I was nineteen and Tory was twenty. We were broke, no prospect for furthering our education, looking at low end, minimum wage jobs for the rest of our lives. The best we could hope for was marrying well, an option that didn't appeal to us. We actually went into porn on a calculated risk. We hated it, crying on each other. I actually threw up for the first three films. But we toughened up, and watched everything, saving our money. After the second year, we not only starred in our films, we produced and distributed them. We made one about every three to four weeks, and netted about twenty-five grand off every one. When we made what we needed, we quit, cold turkey. Since then, we've both gotten degrees, mine in economics, hers in business. We had moved up here, where we weren't so well known, and got jobs in our fields. We're both worth about a million two, and our return on investments exceed our needs. So right now, we've decided to be ladies of leisure. As a hobby, we've decided to take up hunting."
I couldn't see them with guns, so I asked what they were hunting. "You'll know soon enough. When we bag him, we'll mount him while he stuffs us. What do you think?"
"I think you need to think this through. You obviously love each other. Why would you take the chance of messing that up? What could another partner give you that you you don't already have?"
"Babies," said Tory, a faraway look in her eyes.
"Yeah, honey, our little clocks are ticking. Tick-tock, tick-tock." Cathy was enjoying the look on my face.
"You know you don't have to actually have a partner to have a baby nowadays, why not take that route?"
"Because, HONEY, our babies need to know their father. We don't want any random sperm. We want yours. There. We've said it. We'd like you to consider a relationship, hopefully permanent, with us."
I'd known it was coming. I was a little dense sometimes whem it came to women, but not that dense. I still couldn't understand why, why me of all people. Oh, I was personable, not repulsive to look at, had a really nice bank account(though I doubted they knew how much), but really, why me? Curiosity got me, and I surprised them.
"All right, let's get to know each other better. How about a date? Tonight, in the hotel ballroom. They've got a really good band tonight, feel up to a little dancing? Before you say yes, consider this. It's a date, not a commitment. Goodnight kisses are expected, but there will be no sex. Understood? This is a get to know you date, not a get to know you biblically date."
They looked at each other, a nonverbal discussion going on between them. Tory finally looked at me. "We'd love to go out with you tonight, honey. What time should we be ready? Dress code? We want to look our absolute best for you, honey." Cathy just nodded agreement.
I wished they would stop the honey stuff. It made me uncomfortable. The whole thing made me uncomfortable. I'd looked polygamy up. It seemed all kinds of unfair for the women in the relationship. But then again, all that was based on the presumption that the women weren't bi-sexual. Still having a hard time with the concept of two wives, at the same time, though.
"Seven. Nice dresses, and we'll meet here in the restaurant. After a light meal, we'll stroll across to the ballroom. Wear comfortable shoes, I like to dance."
They squealed and rained kisses on my cheeks, before pulling back. Cathy tugged on Tory's arm. "Come on girl. We need to hit the spa, the salon, a shop or two for the perfect dresses. We need to look absolutely stunning for our date. Maybe we can entice him into more than a good night kiss." They strolled off arm in arm, chattering happily. Leah just sat and grinned at me.
"What?"
"You don't have a chance, you know? May as well stop fighting it. I don't understand you at all. Two of the most beautiful women I've ever seen throw themselves at you, and you keep putting them off. Why?"
"Because, Leah, there's two of them. And they already have a firm relationship going back years. Why would they risk that? What if one of them decides they want me exclusively, or I care for one of them more than the other? The whole thing could get pretty sticky pretty quick. I don't know if I need that kind of headache in my life right now."
"Your ex must have done a number on you. All these years later, and you're still scared of commitment. Don't deny it, I've been around you long enough to see it. Turn it loose, Will. It does you no good. You've got a lot of love in you, time for you to pick someone and share it. If not the girls, someone else. Every woman you meet is not out to stab you in the back. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm joining the girls. I'd like to look really special for my man tonight."
So I took my Cinderellas to the ball.
Stunning was the only description that came to mind when I met them that evening. Tory was in a black sheath, hair elaborately done in loose ringlets. Cathy had chosen the same dress in white, her almost platinum mane in an artful bun. There were glimpses of long shapely legs and hints of cleavage, nothing overt, and all in all they were very nice packages. I told them so, honestly and without embellishment. They seemed to glow under the praise. Dinner was light, and we shared one bottle of wine, not a lot of alcohol for three people. This was deliberate, one tended not to dance as well on a full stomach or a surplus of alcohol.
We strolled into the ballroom, the girls on my arms, and almost stopped the dance as everyone inspected us. Leah and Dorian were there, as well as Eric and Savanna, and they waved us over to their table. I would have preferred a table alone, but the girls seemed to want to join them, so we did. The girls oohed and aahed over their respective gowns, trading air kisses to avoid damaging the makeup. The guys just grinned at each other.
Leah, out of her jeans and tee shirt for the first time since I'd met her, looked great in her tight, short red dress, the auburn hair seeming to glow in the lighting. She was quite the little package. When I praised her she flushed a little, before grinning. "The girls helped me pick it out. I hardly ever wear a dress, but I wanted to look my best for hubby tonight. I want him to keep this image in mind when I look like a beached whale, waddling like a duck when I move."
"He won't be able to keep his hands off you, baby. Besides being the love of his life, you'll now be the mother of his child. Nothing makes a woman sexier." I told her this quietly, and she surprised me by hugging me as a tear slid down her cheek.
She touched my cheek in a loving manner, completely devoid of sexual overtones. "You're going to be a very handsome godfather, if you'll consent to it."
It was my turn to get emotional. I'd never been close enough to anyone to ever have considered it, and looking in my heart, all I could feel was pride that they had chosen me. "I'd love to, baby, but only if I can fulfill the role in every sense of the term. If I do this, I'm part of your lives from now on, understand?"
The tears did come then, and they whisked her off the bathroom for makeup repair. "What did you say to her, Wizard?," asked Dorian, so I told him. He seemed to have a little moisture in his eyes when I was done. My unofficial name in our little group now was Wizard. He hadn't made another appearance since that night, and that was the way I liked it.
The girls returned, looking fabulous as before, and smothered me with enough kisses that I had four different colors of lipgloss on my cheeks. Tory and Cathy cooed as they cleaned me off, then planted another kiss on each cheek, the gloss visible. "Don't even think about wiping it off," grinned Tory, "we're marking our territory."
I had no reply to that, so we danced. The band was a eclectic blend of celtic and jazz, fiddles, accordions, trumpets, saxophones, keyboards, guitars, and percussion. I thought they sounded great. They were semi-regulars, and attracted an older crowd, because they played a lot of waltzes. I handed the girls a coin. They looked at me with curiosity in their eyes.
"I won't choose one over the other. So, the winner of the flip gets the first dance." Tory won, and I twirled her out on the floor. She moved easily, matching me perfectly, and she felt great in my arms. she started to talk, and I stopped her. "No talking. Just enjoy the dance." I may have nuzzled her neck a little, but it was just incidental. Made her glow a little, anyway. I escorted her back to the table, offering my hand to Cathy. She rose gracefully, and fit into my arms as well as Tory. I did the same to her, telling her to just enjoy the dance without the distraction of words.
I had bribed the band, giving the same amount the hotel was paying them, telling them to go heavy on the waltzes. They were more than happy to comply. At the end of the first break, the bandleader gave me a nod. I slipped on stage and took the proferred microphone.
"Ladies and gentlemen, this is a special occasion. Two dear friends of ours learned just today they were about to be first time parents. Please, if you would, let them have this dance, in celebration of this milestone in their lives."
The crowd applauded, and I led Dorian and Leah out on the floor. The band started a slow waltz, the female singer crooning in French as a single spotlight hit the couple. For four minutes they swayed across the floor, while Leah sobbed in happiness. The crowd applauded wildly as the last notes lingered. Leah jumped into my lap, still crying, raining kisses all over me while Dorian grinned. "Thanks, Wizard. You really are magic." I just nodded at him, close to my own tears.
I glanced at the girls, and the looks they were giving me were almost primal. I made sure I danced exactly the same number of times with each of them, which I'm pretty sure they noted. On the odd occasion I danced with Leah and Savanna, they took the opportunity to dance with each other. It was really erotic to watch them sway together, sharing small kisses now and then.
I happened to notice an older couple, sixties at least, sitting near us. He had on a nice suit, but she was dressed to the nines, her white hair shining in the lighting. She sat, holding his hand, tapping her feet to the music. Her husband, unfortunately, was in a wheelchair. The girls were taking a bathroom break, so I took a chance and walked over.



"Sir, if you would permit, may I have a dance with your wife?" His eyes widened in surprise, then a small smile appeared as he nodded his assent. I bowed slightly, offering my hand. "Madam, would you honor me?"
Her eyes were shining as she rose, saying something softly to her husband, in French. She was an excellent dancer, light as a feather. I danced her near the bandstand, making a swirling motion behind her back to the bandleader, and he nodded slightly. They played for eight minutes. Her eyes were glistening, as she rested her head on my shoulder. After the dance I walked her back to her table, bowed and kissed her hand. Then I shook hands with the husband, thanking him.
Everyone at the table was staring at me when I returned to the table. "The Wizard strikes again!," said Eric, a note of envy in his voice. The girls didn't notice, but Dorian looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I just shrugged.
"They looked like a nice couple. She wanted to dance, and he couldn't. I took a chance, trying to bring a little happiness into their lives."
The girls all approved, and Leah made Dorian ask the lady for a dance. She accepted, after her husband approved. After that, it seemed she had a line of dance partners, if she wanted. I went back to dancing with my girls exclusively. It just seemed the thing to do.
We danced until the ballroom closed at midnight. We strolled to their room, one on each arm. When we reached the door I gave them the coin again. Cathy won, so I kissed her first. And I mean REALLY kissed her, holding nothing back. When I let go she was panting. Before anyone could speak I grabbed Tory and gave her exactly the same. When I let go I stepped back, thanked them for the evening, and walked away. It was enough, this time.
Chapter ten
So the seduction dance began. We went to events, went skiing, sat in the living room of my suite and snuggled. The kisses got more intense, the suggestions more erotic. It came to a head one night, after I'd been gone on business for three days. They wanted to go with me, but I told them I needed to focus, and couldn't seem to focus on anything else when they were near. It was exactly the right thing to say, because they smiled and told me they'd be waiting.
There was a knock on my door. Cathy walked in when I opened it, carrying a small bag. I raised an eyebrow in question.
"I won the toss, so I'm going to be with you tonight. Tory will get you tomorrow. We didn't think it would be a good idea for both of us at once, so we came up with this. Now change, we're going out tonight."
"Do I get any say in this?"
She shrugged, "Yes and no. Decision time here. You can say no, and I'll leave, get Tory, and we'll be out of your life completely. You can say yes, and have two women who love you, forever, if we have anything to do with it. Choose now."
I looked at her, almost dancing with nervousness.
"Where are we going tonight?"
She actually screamed before diving into my arms, starting a hot makeout session that must have lasted fifteen minutes. We ended up caressing body parts, on the couch, until she forced herself back, panting.
"If it was up to me, the only place we'd go would be the bedroom. But I put a lot of planning into this, so get dressed. Put on your heaviest clothes, we're going to be outside."
She wouldn't say anymore, so I bundled up, and followed her. A hot air balloon, with an enclosed basket, sat on an unused parking lot. She hustled us in, and the operator took us up around a thousand feet. We could see the ski slopes to the east, still lit as people made their final runs. The hotel and the small town lay below us, spread out like toys, lights twinkling. But to the North, the lights seemed to dance and writhe, changing colors and shape constantly. I watched, amazed.
"I brought you up here for a reason, honey. This is an allegory as to what our lives will be. Soaring above the average, clear skies and bright lights. Beacons of our contentment, forever."
Then she kissed me. Not a physical connection kiss, but a soul kiss. And if you don't know the difference, you've never been in love. She had me and knew it when she stopped us.
"I'm so hot right now if Pierre wasn't here I'd start a new style of mile high club."
Pierre, of course heard us and grinned. "It is not uncommon, madame. If you wish, I can face away from you, and I have sound dampening earphones."
Tempted, we declined. Even enclosed, with a small heater going, it was still below freezing. We opted for a nice, big, comfortable bed instead.
I knew her past, she knew I knew her past. It didn't matter to me. That was then, and this was right now. I had some small skill, and I did my very best to make it enjoyable and memorable. Her body was exactly the right combination of softness and tone. I started out by kissing every square inch of her body, starting at her toes, missing the good parts until I reached the top of her head, before going back down. I worshiped her breasts and nipples, kissing and biting, leaving a small bruise her and there. I kissed across her stomach, feeling it contract at every point my lips landed. Reaching the gates of heaven, I put everything I'd ever learned about pleasing a woman orally to use, until she had three orgasms, screaming through the first, whimpering through the last. Rising up after the last one, I slid into her before she could react, bottoming in one smooth motion, and her body convulsed with another small orgasm. I stroked slowly, savoring the feeling, until she came down a little. Then I rolled her over, pulled her to her hands and knees, and pumped furiously, gripping her hips savagely. I rolled us over again, pulling her upright. She bounced, she ground, she rotated her hips in small circles, until I couldn't hold back anymore. She tossed her head back and howled as I released, achieving her own climax at the same time. She collapsed on my chest. I felt the tears, but wisely remained silent. Finally she drew herself up, looking me in the eye.
"I knew. I KNEW! I told Tory six months ago you were the man we were looking for. I don't think she believed me at first, but the night you took us dancing sealed it. We've been looking for you for years, honey. We weren't interested in a same sex relationship when we were younger, but having to do it for the porn films changed our outlook. And the men we were around at the time had very little interest in love, they just wanted to get on, get off, and leave, unless it was to hang around to degrade and abuse us.
When we got out of the industry, we swore off men, and sex in general. But we were young, and still full of hormones, so we used each other as an outlet. Need turned to love, and I can't imagine our lives without each other. But we felt something was missing, and it took us a couple of years to figure it out. We wanted, no, we needed, a man. A man with enough confidence to love us both. We had a prospect two years ago, but it turned out badly. We'd given up until we decided to do this film and met you."
She laughed, a musical sound, while she arched sensually against me. "In the end though, we got lucky. We didn't find a man, we found a Wizard. He has charmed us with his spells, and we are his willing thralls."
For the first time that night I felt uncomfortable. "I wish you would get over this wizard nonsense. I'm just a man, with all his frailties."
She kissed me, a slow sensuous duel of lips and tongue. "You ARE a wizard, honey. Whether you know it or not, you have power. Power to look inside a person, see the goodness within, and find a way to draw it out. You ask any person who worked on the movie, and almost all will say the best part was meeting you. Sylvia Shining Elk and all the native actors know how honorable you were in your treatment of them. And the myths of the wizard reached their ears. In their culture you'd be an honored shaman if nothing else. The best part is you let your power lay dormant until it's needed, then bring it forth like a beacon. So, it matters little if you admit it, but you are what you are. It's part of the reason we fell in love with you."
I couldn't think of a good argument for that. In fact, while she talked her hands had been busy, and I had risen to the occasion once again. She giggled. "See, you truly are a wizard, because you have a magic wand!" It was slower this time. We explored, established likes and dislikes, noting them as we went. It felt like we were at it for hours, but it had only been about twenty minutes before physical need surged to the front, and we pounded each other for release. She gave a keening moan as she orgasmed, while the intensity had rendered me speechless.
She fell against me, snuggling like a giant cat until she found the perfect position. "Honey," she said drowsily, "I lo..." And just like that, she was asleep. I held her, stroking her magnificent mane, for a long time, before I finally drifted off.
Chapter eleven
I woke, alone in my bed, reaching for what wasn't there. I found a note on her pillow instead. I opened it, wondering if it was a good bye letter.
"My honey,
Please forgive me for leaving before you awoke. I spent a good bit of time this morning, thinking about last night while I watched you sleep. Even in slumber you have power, I wanted nothing more than to lie back down, and wake you as you deserved. Then I realized I needed to process the night before. It was almost too perfect. People don't get love like this in real life. But I did, and I treasure it. And more than anything else in my life, I want to keep it. You won't see me today. Our other third will claim your time tonight, then sometime in the morning I'll be joining you, if I'm still welcome. I love you. Understand? I. LOVE. YOU! Please treat her as you did me this evening.
Cathy"
I sat up, holding the note. My life had taken on the unreality of a romance novel. Looking at the clock, I noticed I slept two and a half hours later than normal, and I was craving coffee badly. Showered, dressed, and out the door, I made my way to the dining room. It was almost deserted this time of morning, but Leah was sitting there, sipping coffee, looking over some notes. We could have all left weeks ago, but there was just something about the place that held us. She said it was because it had real seasons, unlike L A. She and Dorian were thinking seriously about moving, for the health of the baby. They could live anywhere, and travel for work.
She grinned when I sat down opposite her.
"Get a good nights' sleep? Never mind, you don't have to answer that. Cathy drifted in here this morning like a party balloon that had slipped the string. The girl was floating! She hugged Tory and then cried for about ten minutes. After a minute Tory was crying. I'm hormonal as hell right now, so I cried with them, and I didn't even know why."
"You need to get your rest. Tory has high expectations for tonight. if you don't perform as well for her, she'll be crushed. I'd ask for details, but I know you wouldn't tell. I need a favor. If you will, let Dorian follow you around sometimes, maybe some of your magic will rub off on him."
Her eyes told me she was joking, and I tried to look solemn when I agreed. She changed the subject, asking me if after the next few days she could show me what she had on adapting the new Issabella novel to screen. We set a meeting for Monday.
Tory didn't even knock, she just opened the door and walked in, gave me a kiss that should have stopped time, and stepped back. "Get dressed, and bundle up. We'll be outside for a while."
We walked a bit, and I trailed a little behind. Even in a huge, fur lined parka, it was still a great bottom to watch. She looked back, smiling, and put a little extra sway in.
She led me to an honest to God, right out of the movies, reindeer pulled sleigh. Four of them, with bells on their harness. We got in the back and snuggled under the heavy quilts, and the driver cracked his whip. The sleigh seemed to glide over the snow like it was a feather, the occasional jingle of the bells or the snort of a reindeer the only things breaking the silence.
We went up a mountain for about forty-five minutes, using the time to snuggle and caress. She thought conversation unnecessary, and I agreed. Finally we stopped, in front of a log cabin, the windows lit by candles. The driver helped her out, and just as soon as I was out he clucked to his team, and drove away. We could hear the bells long after they disappeared from sight.
She took my hand and led me to the door. The cabin was small, with a fireplace that took up one whole wall. It was lit, and the room was very warm, so we were soon out of our heavy clothes. She stepped into the bathroom, asking me to get the wine as she went. I popped the cork and poured two glasses. She returned, wearing a filmy black nightgown, that covered and exposed at the same time. She was between me and the fire, and it seemed like the logs blazed a little brighter, making her hair look like a red halo on her head. She took my hand and led me to the four poster bed, covered in brightly colored quilts. She raised my hand and held it to her breast. I felt the nipple harden instantly.
"Cathy is air," she said, "that's why she took you up. I'm fire, much more elemental. While she soars, I'll keep you grounded, keep the home fires banked, ready to give you warmth any time you need it. And I love like fire."
I was consumed with an all burning passion to see if that was true. I practically ripped the gown off in my haste to have her, and she didn't object at all. Her father had been half Columbian, and it gave her body a dusky hue. I had to have her, now! She was more than eager. She wasn't anymore passionate than Cathy, but she expressed her passion much more loudly, her cries almost screams at times. I treated her exactly the same way I did Cathy, right down to the pillow talk. Tory, like Cathy the night before, gave me her personal history.
"Our parents disowned us. My father hasn't spoken to me in eight years. Mami calls every once in a while, when he is away on business. When he got caught in the financial crash, he refused my help completely. I managed to slip some money to Mami through a sister that just barely tolerates me. Papi thinks the money came from her. I don't care. I saved their house, and Mami knows it. I think that's why she cries every time we speak. So you see, Cathy and I are the only family we have. We want a big family, at least two each, and we want them to know that whatever course they choose in life, their parents will still love them. All we want is happiness, Will. Can you give that to us?"
I surprised her by asking how old she was.
"I'm twenty-nine. Why?"
"Because two isn't enough, and I wanted to make sure you were young enough not to risk your health to have them."
She fainted. Honest to goodness fainted. Her face lost color, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she went out cold.
I'd forgotten how good a screamer she was, but she reminded me when she revived. I thought my eardrums would burst in the confines of the small cabin. Then she grabbed me, and proved she was fire all over again. I felt like a burned out husk when she was done. In fact, I passed out first, my head pillowed in her soft breasts while she crooned a lullaby in Spanish.
I woke later, alone. Tory had gotten up to add more wood to the fire, as the cabin had cooled considerably. I watched as she stirred the embers, admiring the way the flickering fire highlighted her body. She must have sensed me, and she turned and smiled. A smile of happiness and contentment. She bounced back to the bed, sliding in and snuggling to me.
She was cold! I gasped a little as she giggled. "I'll warm us up, honey." And she did, until I had to fling the covers off to catch my breath. She laughed, the throaty laugh of a woman fulfilled. "It gets better, honey. You've had us both now. Can you imagine it in stereo?"
"You'll kill me," I moaned. "Seriously, I know my limitations. I don't think I can keep up with both of you on a regular basis."
She gripped me tighter. "Yes you can! But more importantly, you don't have to. We love you, but we love each other. In fact, there will be times when we we'll want to be alone. Can you handle that?"
"Not a problem. I knew coming in you need to love each other first. I'll never interfere with your relationship. Never. And if there ever comes a time when it isn't working and you need a change, I want you two to tell me up front. It'll probably hurt me, but it'll hurt worse if you don't."
She tightened her embrace. "I don't think that'll ever be a worry. And we'll ask the same from you. If you have any problems with us, tell us right away. You can't fix a problem you don't know exists."
As with Cathy, she drifted off to sleep, a contented smile on her face. I watched her for a long time in the firelight, wondering what I'd gotten myself into.
Chapter eleven
They lived, oddly enough, in Ohio. My home was in a little town right outside of Atlanta. I loved the area, with the huge old houses harkening back to a bygone era, the seemingly unhurried flow of life a refreshing change from the rush of L A or Chicago. My condo was just outside the city limits of Atlanta but very close, a good place for a single man. It looked like I'd be needing a bigger place soon.
With a lot of reluctance, we said goodbye to Canada. Despite the cold, I felt I could easily live there. The few days after the nights I spent alone with them were amazing. When we got back from the cabin, we discovered Cathy had moved everything into my suite. The first night when we were all in bed together is etched in my memory forever. We rolled around in every combination two women and a man could dream of. I managed(just barely)to satisfy each of them once. By then I was drained, so they reached for each other, and I was content to watch.
We talked about it long and hard, and mutually decided they would stay on birth control for at least a year, to make sure we were truly bonded before we brought children into the mix. They grinned afterwards. "That doesn't mean we won't practice, honey. We will. A lot."
They had closed up their house in Ohio, and put it on the market. They were in our condo, and had no intention of leaving.
I finally told then where the money came from. It was kind of funny when they found out. "Really? You're Issabella? I've read every book she's...that you've written." This was from Cathy.
"It gets worse. I write under a couple of other names also. I'm Rock Stone."
Cathy didn't make the connection, but Tory did. "You write Battle Babes? I've read a lot of those when we were doing po...er, had our earlier career. It helped me to think in at least one universe the women were equal to or better than the men."
I'd learn they were a little shy, now that we were together, about their past. I had cleared the air on that fast. "What's done is done. You had your reasons. And it's years in the past, and you can't rewrite history. What matters is we're here, right now, and we're committed to each other. If I didn't trust you, this would never work." I got some extra good loving, if that was even possible, from them that night.
Once Cathy understood what I'd written, she grinned, a grin that made me nervous. "We are so doing a Battle Babes movie. I was born to play Captain Titts, and Tory is Sergeant Hipps. We'll kill it."
I'd been thinking along the same lines, but that was in the future. Right now, Leah and Dorian were in L A. She was working on the Issabella script, and Dorian was a line producer on a major film. It was several steps up from his past jobs, and he credited us.
"Grolar, Scourge Of The Northlands" was a bona fide hit. Of course, we'd overrun the budget by about a million and a half, but we'd already netted ten times our investment. Cathy and Tory got good reviews, and Tory was voted "Screamer Of The Year" by a fan magazine. Their background came to light, and they were interviewed quite a bit. If any of them brought up their past, they ignored the question. They did comment on it in an interview by a show devoted to Hollywood, saying that the past would always be there, and they weren't apologizing for it. They also praised the film, thanking the casting director, Dorian, the director, and the executive producers, especially me, for giving them a chance.



In a strange twist of fate, the leading man got rave reviews, praising him for going out of character in the final scene. He, of course, took all the credit, saying he'd talked the director into it, so he could broaden his acting skills. Eric was a little pissed, but I thought it was funny.
We'd deliberately left the movie open ended, and there was already a website dedicated to pushing the movie company(us)into making a sequel. I was already thinking of storylines. We'd redone part of the script so Tory's fate was left hanging, just for that reason.
While I worked, the girls went house shopping. It took them a month before they found what they wanted. They took me to look at it, and I have to say I was impressed. Seventy-five acres of mostly pasture, with a very nice, very large barn. The driveway was a third of a mile long, ending in a circle, in front of a huge house, large columns up front, and a balcony that went all the way across the second story. Seven bedrooms("planning ahead, honey," they giggled), with more rooms that I couldn't even begin to understand the function for.
Seems both Cathy and Tory had always wanted horses, which is why they chose it. The list price was two million three, but it had been on the market for two years, and the owners were willing to negotiate. We settled on one six, more than I wanted to give but less they wanted to take. If I hadn't had two females saying "please Honey" about ten times a day, and going to great lengths in the bedroom to make me happy if I said yes, I would probably been a better bargainer.
The girls didn't know how much money I actually had. They now knew I wasn't broke, but didn't have a dollar figure. I shocked them, something not easy to do, by giving them another six hundred thousand, to furnish and renovate. I thought they were going to kill me in the bedroom, again. In short order the place was filled with antiques, or reproductions if they couldn't find what they wanted. They looked around, and hired a caretaker for the property, an Hispanic man in his early fifties, with a younger wife and two teenage daughters, who became our housekeepers and occasional cooks. There was a three bedroom bungalow located on the other side of the stables, so free housing was included in the deal. A bonus was Senor Gomez had ten years experience on a horse farm.
There was a small studio apartment connected to the barn, at one time housing for a groom, and they redid it into an office, where I could work without being disturbed. I was touched, not expecting it at all. Five months later we moved in, and hosted a small party. Eric and Savanna, now a permanent couple, Dorian and Leah, seven months along and into the waddling duck stage, which I teased her about. She just grinned when I asked if her sex drive has slowed.
Dorian answered. "I intend to keep her pregnant for years to come. her drive is so high I stay exhausted. I'm thinking seriously about investing in a battery company, the way she goes through them." Leah flushed and giggled, then asked how sturdy the bed in their room was.
We laughed, joked about the movie, did a little talking about a sequel. Leah couldn't drink, and Dorian never had much. The girls were sipping champagne and giggling, while Savanna and Eric were hitting the bourbon pretty hard. I was sipping my rye, just enjoying the companionship.
Leah had to go to bed pretty early, and of course Dorian went with her, despite her protests he stay and have a good time. I was sitting in an easy chair while the girls were all piled on a couch in front of the fire. Eric pulled up a chair beside me. He waved a hand around.
"How much did all this cost?"
Something about the way he said it irritated me. Eric tended to be jealous sometimes, for no good reason. I hadn't been around him much in the last few months, because for all practical purposes I was married. I looked him over while we talked. He seemed a little thicker, his face a little more flushed than alcohol would cause.
"Oh, I got a pretty good deal on it, but I didn't buy it for me. It's a present for my girls."
He snorted. "Oh, that's right, THE GIRLS. They've really got you pussywhipped, don't they."
I sat up, looking at him more closely. He was high on something, I'd bet on it. I surprised him by laughing. "Yes they do,and I'm loving every minute of it. If a man has to be pussywhipped, those two are definitely the route to take."
"Don't you miss it? Going out on the prowl, pulling some sweet little piece just because you can? Pounding her to get off, just for the physical relief?"
For the first time I frowned. Where was he going with this? "Oh, sometimes I look at a cutie and wonder if she's a screamer, but that's it. When you've got two of the hottest women on the planet in your bed, willing to fulfill every fantasy you've ever had, what could you be looking for? I'd bet this house there's nothing better out there."
I decided to change the subject. "So, you and Savanna? Going anywhere with that?"
For the first time tonight he actually gave a true smile. "Yeah. We're getting pretty serious. I think I'm going to ask her to marry me."
Well, well, sure didn't see that in his future. "Really, you're going to settle down? No more aspiring starlets in your future?"
You could have knocked me over with a feather at his answer. "Oh, I'm not giving that up, and Savanna has two guys and a woman she's been seeing a lot of while I'm out of town. They've even joined us a time or two. We've had several talks about this, and we agree monogamy is really overrated. If you truly love each other, it shouldn't matter who you share your body with."
Without a doubt, I was looking at a disaster waiting to happen, but what he said next threw me for a loop. "You should be used to it, living with two women who share you. What do you say, we're all together tonight, maybe we can play a little? I know that's what Savanna wants. She's probably talking about it with them now. You know they've played before, right?"
He grinned. "And you haven't experienced heaven until she takes you in her mouth. The girl has skills brother, I kid you not."
I looked over at the girls, their heads together, giggling. I knew I was about to snap. I'd had anger problems in the past that had come out after my wife left me. Beat the shit out of a guy for hitting on the girl I was with, he ended up in the hospital and I ended up on probation, with court ordered anger management sessions. They actually helped. But when I got a full head of steam up and blew, it could be very ugly. I got up right in the middle of his spiel and walked out, before my natural inclination to kill him took over.
The girls called out to me but I kept walking. They wanted Eric and his whore, they needed to go for it. I'd hire somebody to help them move, because they sure as fuck weren't living with me any longer.
I went to the studio, locked the doors and turned out the light. I'd just changed the locks and haven't given them their keys yet, so I knew I couldn't be disturbed. I sat in the dark, brooding. Twenty minutes later I heard steps on my gravel path. The door rattled, then they knocked.
"Will, honey, are you in there? Please come out if you are. Talk to us baby, you got us freaking out here. I've never seen you look so pissed, honey. Did we do something wrong?"
That was Cathy, as soon as she stopped Tory started. "Please, baby, please. Talk to us."
I almost considered coming out until I heard Eric. "He's not in there. He'll get over his little sulk and come home later."
For the first time I heard Dorian. He'd gotten up to see what all the fuss was about. "What did you say to him, Eric? According to the girls you guys were talking until he suddenly walked out. Did you piss him off?"
You could hear the smirk in his tone. "All I said was that as long as we were all together, maybe we could have a little fun. You know it's going to happen sometime, why not tonight?"
I heard two slaps, so close they almost sounded like one. Eric let out a grunt of pain.
"Whoa, whoa, here. Girls, you know you want to. We've played before. Now we got us a couple of hot guys, think about how much more fun it can be."
"Shut the fuck up, Savanna. We haven't played with you in almost two years, and only then because we were drunk. We got a real man now, not this cartoon you're living with. And we'll never do anything to make him go away. Now come on, it's time to wind this up before you two fuck something else up. And Savanna, we're going to have a long talk tomorrow, when you're sober." Cathy sounded like she was furious, but Tory was an elemental, and reacted like one.
"You cost us our man, bitch, and your life is over. I'll fuck you up, and then take a break, come back, and fuck up what's left. Then I'll let Cathy have you. Remember what she did to Chad when he tried to rape her? His porn career came to an abrupt end."
"This shit is getting too deep for me. Come on Savanna, let's grab a bottle and have our own party. Leave these nuns to their priest." I heard Savanna and Eric walk off, grumbling. I heard Dorian follow, quietly telling him to stay away from Leah.
Cathy tried the door one more time. "Please Will, let me in. We need to talk." She must have stood there twenty minutes before she sighed and walked back up the path. I had just about dozed off an hour later when there was another knock.
"Will, are you there? If you are, let me in. All this fussing has made your goddaughter upset, and she won't let me sleep."
I opened the door, to see Leah standing there, holding her tummy. "Leah! What in the world are you doing wandering around this time of night? I'm sure Dorian would be worried sick if he knew you were out here."
"He knows where I am, he couldn't stop me from coming. Please, I need to sit down."
I brought her in. locking the door behind her. I put her on the couch, and she sighed as she sank down. "Thank you. She's having a fit, feel her."
Before I could stop her she put my hand on her stomach. I could feel the ripples as the baby moved. Tears welled up, and I let them slide down my cheeks as I felt this miracle vibrate under my hand. I finally stood and stepped back.
"Will, what happened tonight?"
"I'm about to give you a lesson into the personal life of Will Melton. Needless to say, it never leaves this room." I looked at her until she nodded. I walked over to my desk, unlocked it, and handed a folder to her. It contained pictures of my ex, of us together, laughing and smiling. For some reason, even when my hatred burned white hot, I couldn't throw them away. I talked as she looked through it.
"That's Melanie, my first true love. It was ridiculous how much I loved her. We were both from poor families, had no real education, but we were in love and were firmly convinced that was enough. And it was, for a couple of years. I was still struggling to get my writing career going, working dead end jobs, while she worked as a waitress in a little mom and pop cafe. After the third year, she got tired of seeing her friends and their spouses moving up, buying houses, new cars, taking nice vacations, while we still lived in a beginner apartment and worried about the rent. She asked me to give up my dream and get a real job. And I did, for about a year. I still wrote though, every spare minute I could. Then the economy tanked and I lost my job. I tried, but there was really nothing out there, so I went back to writing and collected unemployment checks. She toughed it out for about nine months. Then she started working extra shifts, telling me she only did it because we could use the money.
What she was actually doing was trying out a new man, a salesman who would eat at the cafe every once in a while. He was constantly asking her out, and one night she just said yes. That was the beginning of the end. There were no signs that I picked up on, and one day she just walked in, sat down across the kitchen table, and told me she was leaving. Apparently she had a lot of resentment stored up, and she destroyed me. Told me I was a no talent loser in life, in writing, and in the bed. Told me she had a new man, one who could keep her in style, take her out, and keep her satisfied. When she wound down a car honked outside. She never said another word, tossed her wedding ring on the table, and left.
I didn't see her again for almost four years. By then my Battle Babe books had gained a little traction, but no one knew it was me writing them. Still, I was making enough to afford a very nice apartment, an almost new Mustang, and better clothes. I'd started exercising about that time, and while I wasn't body builder shape, I was pretty toned Our ten year reunion was that year, so I showed up at my old high school, car gleaming, in a very nice suit, hair styled just so, looking good.
She was there, alone. Seems hubby was out of town, selling. I avoided her side of the room for about an hour. I don't think she recognized me at first, but one of her friends must have told her. She watched me like a hawk for another hour, before venturing over."
"You look good, Will," she said. Up close, I could see a few lines around her eyes, and her figure wasn't as tight. Looked like the high life wasn't as high as she thought. I didn't tell her that though, let her keep her illusions."
"Thanks, Mel, you still look good as a bag of M &..." I let my voice trail off, I always teased her, since her initials were M.M., that she was like those bags of candy, full of sweetness. "I'm sorry, guess I can't say that any more, your last initial is what, C now?"
She blushed, and curiously, didn't answer. While she was unbalanced, I asked her if she liked her life. "Get all the things you wanted, Mel? Big house, nice car, pretty clothes? Got a house full of kids yet? Not that you're interested, having moved on and all, but I'm closing in on my first million pretty fast, and the future just looks brighter and brighter. Too bad after all the time we were together, all the sacrifices you made to support me, that you threw it away too soon."
"Leah, it was like I punctured a balloon, she just deflated right in front of me. She sniffled a couple of times, told me she was proud of me for making it, and she should have had a little more faith in me. I felt a little bad for rubbing it in her face, but not much. I told her what's done is done, and the experience had taught me a lot. She walked away with her friends, but one stayed behind, one of her friends that would let let me know every time we were around each other what a disappointment and loser I was. I let the Wizard out, and took her back to the suite I'd rented at the best hotel in town. Banged all night. Then found out the next morning she was married, and her husband had been out of town on business. Pissed me off so bad I threw her out, sending her home in a cab. I hope it made the gossip rounds, and wondered what Mel thought if she found out. I haven't been back to my hometown since. Nothing there but bad memories."
"So you see, Leah, I have issues with women I get close to. It's like I'm waiting for them to fuck up, and the pressure destroys every relationship I've tried since. So before the girls came into my life, while I wasn't content, I was satisfied. When I got the urge, there was always some little honey around. I used them, but I was never mean to them. But now, for the first time, I was content. I never envisioned it would be like this, with two, but I was very happy. I even allowed myself to daydream about kids. I think I'd make a pretty decent father. "
"Then, tonight, when I found out they were discussing swapping, it put me over the edge. I'll never trust Eric or Savanna again. If that's what the girls wanted, stability with sex on the side, they should have told me up front. I'm done. Done with them, done with Eric. He's changed, Leah, and not for the better. I don't think I can stay in business with him any longer."
Leah sat quietly until I got it all out, then patted the couch beside of her. "I understand a little now. But before you throw it away, talk to the girls. Maybe they were reliving old times, and had no intention of doing it again. A trip down memory lane doesn't imply it will happen in the future. At least give them a chance to talk to you before you make any decisions. Now hold me for a bit, I need to be snuggled."
I held her, hand on her tummy, and she was asleep in less than five minutes. I slipped off the couch, got a pillow and blanket, and sat down in one of the three very expensive rocking chairs I had purchased and hidden from the girls. I had intended to give them to each when we knew for sure they were pregnant. I sat, and rocked, and thought, watching Leah sleep. She looked like a child when her face was relaxed. Dorian came down about an hour later, took one look at her, smiled, bent down and gave her a little kiss, and left her there. When the sun came up I was still rocking, and still thinking.
Leah woke with a start, disoriented. I grinned at her. "You naughty girl! Spending the night with a man who isn't her husband. What would people think?"
"They'd think you're a perverted old man, taking advantage of a woman in my condition," she said, yawning. "Now get your ass out of that chair and help me up. I need to go make nice with my husband."
"He was here. Told me I could do anything I wanted with you. Too bad I have no imagination. I ended up just watching you sleep. You know you drool a lot?"
Her hand flew to her mouth. "Do not! And if I did, I can blame it on the baby. Now come on, take me and feed me. I'm eating for two now."
I eased her to her feet. "Two? The way you were shoveling it down at dinner last night, I figured you were having triplets, at least."
"Don't be a meanie. What are you going to do about the girls?"
"I'm going to take your advice and listen to them. If I don't like what I hear, or if I don't think they're truthful, we're done."
"And if you think they're telling the truth?"
"Then the makeup sex will be great. Those girls, when they get going, could get a rise out of a dead man. They have this little trick where they..." She put her hand over my mouth.
"Too much information. Be nice, my hormones are so out of control now Dorian doesn't get a lot of sleep as it is. He told me if I acted like this every time I got pregnant, we were going to have five, at least."
"Too much information back at you. Let's get some breakfast."
Chapter twelve.
We walked into a solemn bunch. Eric wouldn't look me in the eye, but Savanna was smirking, and I decided on the spot I really didn't like her that much. Both my girls were redeyed. I suspect they didn't get much more sleep than I did. They started to talk but I held up my hand. "Later, in private."
The celebratory mood was pretty much broken, and Eric and Savanna left before noon. He apologized to me before he left. "Don't take it so serious, man. I just thought you guys were open to playing. I don't mean this disrespectfully, but you do have two of the hottest women on the planet. What guy in his right mind wouldn't want them? I won't bring it up again, but the offer is open."
I accepted his sort of apology in the vein it was given. It didn't bother me at all to see the tail lights of his rental car disappear around the bend. Dorian left the next day, to finish the last three weeks of his contract. Leah was staying with us. He was on location in Canada again, and her mother was staying with her father in Vegas. They were 'seeing' each other, and Leah was hoping for a reconciliation. With no support group close, we were the fall back plan.
The girls and I talked that afternoon. I started out with an apology. "I'm asking you to forgive me for my behavior last night. I thought I had just lost something very precious, and it upset me. Look, I know I'm the third wheel here, but I still expect certain things out of our relationship. Honesty and fidelity foremost. If you want to play around with Savanna or anyone else, just tell me and we'll part company. I tend to get possessive and jealous if I'm in love. A personality flaw you're just going to have to live with if you stay."



I was sitting on a loveseat facing them, and when I finished I had two handsful of crying women. When they finally got coherent, we cleared the air.
"We did play with Savanna, a couple of times, about two years ago. I think we were looking for you then, but didn't recognize it. She was fun in bed, but after a couple of times we realized it was just that, fun. She didn't balance us, in fact she was a little divisive. She left , and we haven't touched her since. And we'll never touch her or anyone else again, because we have too much to lose."
Cathy looked terrified while she was talking, Tory nodding with every word.
"We'll do anything to prove our love. Wanna brand us? Got it. Want all our money? It's yours. Tell us what you want, honey, and we'll do it, no questions asked." Tory was stumbling over her words, trying to talk as fast as she could.
"Anything?" Tory nodded.
"Anything?" Cathy nodded.
"Well, in that case, come to my office. I have something to show you." They followed me, looking like they were going to an execution. Theirs. I'd lined all three rocking chairs up in front of my desk.
"All right, girls, here's what I want. I want to know if you like the rocking chairs I bought for you. I personally think they're very nice, and I'm sure our children will enjoy them."
They looked from the chairs back to me several times, before breaking down again. I'm pretty sure somewhere in there were words of love and an 'asshole' or two, for scaring them. Soon we were sitting side by side, rocking gently, when Leah found us.
"Kissed and made up, have we? Good for all of you. Ooh, those are some nice looking chairs. How much weight will they hold? Catherine Victoria is getting anxious again, and her god parents need to pet her a little." She climbed into my lap, putting my hand on her tummy. "We'll consider this practice, now talk to her."
The Wizard came out a little. I rocked gently, telling her what a lucky child she was going to be, with great parents, grandparents, and especially godmothers and godfather, and that I was sure sometime down the road there would be a little brother or sister or two to keep her company. I was rubbing her swollen tummy, feeling the little one stop stirring. Leah had had a bad night with all the drama, and she was asleep in minutes. Tory and Cathy each had a hand out, rubbing the tummy with me, making all kinds of promises about the little cousins she'd end up babysitting, and all the fun they were going to have through the years.
After thirty minutes they got up, and kissed my cheek. "We're going back to the house now. All is right in our world again. We love you, you love us. No more needs to be said, except, once again, we belong to each other exclusively. Right Cathy?"
"Absolutely. We're going to talk to Tia Gomez, and see if she'll make that chili dish you like so much for dinner. Now, you just keep rocking. The poor girl needs the sleep. It'll be good grandfather practice, soothing your grown daughter through a frightening time. She loves you too, you know, just like a father. She told us."
I sat there, having a hard time breathing. Apparently the inordinate amount of love in the room was sucking all the air out. I rocked Leah gently, rubbing her tummy absently, for about an hour, before she stirred. When she was fully awake she hugged me tightly. "Thanks. That's the most relaxing sleep I've had in ages. Now help me up, I need to pee, really bad."
That was motivation enough to help her off my lap quickly, walking her to the bathroom. She came out, grabbed my hand, and we walked back to the house. We had a nice dinner, and the makeup loving I got kept me up most of the night. Dorian came home for the weekend, and after he and Leah reconnected, they sat on the balcony, rocking as they talked of the future. Cathy came up behind me, slipping her arms around me, and looked out at them.
"I hope we're as happy as they are when we're pregnant."
"We won't be," I said, feeling her stiffen, "we'll be happier." The hug got tighter for a minute.
"You know they're thinking about moving? Leah said she didn't know what air tasted like until she got here. They don't want the baby raised in L A., so they're looking. They thought about Canada for awhile, but I believe they like it here better."
"Good. It's nice when family lives nearby."
The hug got even tighter when Tory joined us. She had heard the last of the conversation. "I'm so happy. I didn't think I'd ever get to enjoy a family again."
I knew she missed her family, and resolved to try to do something about it, with her mother at the very least. It might blow up in my face, but I had to try.
Chapter thirteen
We settled into a domestic routine. The girls doted on Leah, especially as she got closer. The baby was due in two weeks, and Dorian was due back in five days, his contract done. Leah had gotten a local doctor, and had her bag packed, ready to go, just in case.
Her scream woke us up in the middle of the night. Her water had broke, and it was time. The girls rushed around like maniacs, while I stood there bewildered.
"It isn't time yet," I said, trying to process everything.
"The baby said it is," laughed Tory, as Cathy helped Leah into the SUV. "Now get your ass in gear, or your goddaughter will be born in your backseat."
The hospital was three miles away, luckily. I may have set a land speed record for an SUV, but I'm not sure. Cathy called ahead, and they were ready when we got there, rushing her straight into delivery. Tory called Dorian on the way to the hospital, waking him. Leah cried, telling him the baby was coming. He was trying to get an airline ticket when we hung up.
Leah wouldn't let go of my hand until they wheeled her to the birthing room. Tory filled out the paperwork while Cathy paced, looking at the door. Forty-five minutes later the doctor came out.
"She's crying for her father," she said, looking at me. "First births are hard, emotionally as well as physically. Her husband isn't here, so you're it. Suit up, and go comfort your daughter." Soon I was in a full gown, with a face mask and footies, a cap on my head.
Leah was pale, her hair hanging limply, soaked in sweat. I took her hand and she looked up, responding to me by almost squeezing my hand off. "It hurts." she whispered, closing her eyes. I looked at the doctor and she held up both hands twice. Twenty minutes, or maybe less.
The contractions got closer, and she started to wail. "This is all your fault," she screamed, causing funny looks from the people in the room. "If you hadn't worked your magic, this wouldn't be happening. Thank you, thank you, THANK YOU!!" She screamed the last at ear shattering level, and Catherine Victoria entered the world. Leah collapsed, exhausted.
They cleaned her, and offered her to me. "Want to hold your granddaughter?" I wanted to more than anything in the world, so they handed her to me. I looked at the tiny body, almost overcome by my emotions. Leah stirred, and I gently lay her child in her arms. She held it, looking down in awe. The baby cried, and she immediately dropped her gown down a bit, offering her nipple. She latched on immediately, and Leah smiled, the most radiant smile I'd ever seen. I watched her intently, wanting it etched my memory forever.
"Wait until it's yours," she cooed, and I suddenly had to sit down. The doctor and nurses laughed. "This usually happens to the dad. Put your head down and take deep breaths, Mr. Melton, you'll be fine in just a minute."
The girls were all over me when I came out. I just hugged them, crying with joy, which started them crying. Dorian came in three hours later, and then the parents arrived. We all clustered in front of the nursery window, soaking in the miracle of a new life.
Four weeks went by. The grandparents stayed for two weeks, and then had to go back to their lives. Her parents made her happy by telling her that her mother had moved to Vegas, to be with her dad. They were taking it slow, but it looked like time and love had healed their wounds. Dorian's mother went back to Burbank, where she lived with her new husband. Neither set of parents were thrilled by the news that they may stay here.
The girls walked around grinning like the cat that ate the canary. Poor little Catherine never got a rest, if Mom wasn't holding her, one of my girls was. Practice, they called it. Leah took my rocking chair away from me, and I had to buy another. We got Dorian and Leah into the SUV three weeks later, telling them it was high time they got out for a bit. One of the Gomez daughters agreed to watch the baby. They thought they were going with us to look at horses.
We pulled into an almost new subdivision two miles away, in front of a house that Leah had admired every time she passed it by on the way to her doctor. It was brand new, and had been for sale for months. She looked at me. "Come on, it can't hurt to look," I said, pulling her along.
"Why? We can't afford this." But she'd always wanted to see it, so she followed along. The girls giggled and gasped as they explored the four bedroom house, loving the kitchen. Dorian really liked the large lot, with the pool and patio. It was furnished for display, so when they got done looking, we all met in the living room.
"Like it?" They could only nod. "Good, because as soon as you sign the paperwork it's yours. And we're not exactly giving it to you. We're giving it to our goddaughter. Don't argue with us, this is a done deal unless you really don't want it. We want you near us, plain and simple, and this is our solution. And guys, it's from all of us. We all paid equally to get it for you. What do you say?
I really thought Dorian was going to faint. He made pretty good money and his fees were going up. Leah was also making good money, from the Issabella script alone, not counting her other projects. They could have bought the place on their own, but would have had a pretty hefty mortgage.
"And another thing, we did this for purely selfish reasons. If you live here, we get to see a lot more of you, and our goddaughter. Look at it this way, here, you'll never have to look far for a babysitter. We'll leave you alone now, so you can talk about it. See you at the house."
Leah wondered why Cathy drove her car. Now she knew as she tossed her the keys with a warning. "Scratch it and your daughter may become an orphan." Maybe I got carried away, but when you have ridiculous amounts of money, it can be easy at times. I felt so bad about our little fuss I went out and bought them both presents. Matching Mercedes sports cars. Tory got one in red, with a vanity tag, RED HOT, Cathy got one in black, and her tag read HOT BLOND. You should have seen their eyes when they were delivered. They didn't even pretend to want me to send them back. It was a blast to see them with the top down, wearing big sunglasses and scarves to protect their hair. They looked like movie stars from the forties and fifties.
When we first moved in, every time they went to the small town nearby they brought traffic to a standstill. It took the townspeople months to warm up to them, but now they get stopped in the grocery store, to share the latest gossip and news. I'm sure we powered many a tongue when we appeared together. But when they got used to us, we were old news. They moved to other topics, and pretty much left us alone.
Leah and Dorian came home an hour later. She held his hand while she talked to us. "We don't know what to say. I'm a pretty good writer, but there simply aren't words to express what we feel."
The girls were quivering with excitement. Tory couldn't stand it. "Well, are we neighbors or not?"
Dorian grinned. "No, Tory, we'll never be neighbors." I'm sure all our jaws were on the floor after that statement. He just grinned bigger. "With neighbors, when they get on your nerves you can send them home. We're part of your family now, and with family, well, you're just stuck."
I caught it before the girls did, and laughed. Seconds later all the girls were hugging each other and us.
Chapter fourteen
Dorian came to my office a few days later, something obviously on his mind. I suggested we walk, I had a crew in, building a pond on the back of the property. It was supposed to be built for the horses we hadn't gotten yet. Tory looked at it and grinned. "Skinny dipping." Cathy looked at it and smirked. "Water sex." I looked at it and thought "catfish," but I was smart enough not to say it.
We talked a little about the Issabella movie. We were going into pre-production planning in two weeks. We'd already got commitments from a lot of the crew that worked on Grolar, including the director. Target for filming was three to five months from now. He reached down, grabbed a rock, and skipped it across the water.
"Talked to Eric lately?"
I hadn't, not since the party. I'd left a couple of messages about the new film, but he hadn't gotten back to me. I found that odd. I told Dorian I hadn't.
"Good," he sighed, "that means you probably don't know."
"Know what?"
"A friend of mine took me aside just before I left the shoot, and asked me if I was doing any more work for Two Fools Productions. I told him as a matter of fact we were talking about doing a project soon. He hemmed around until I finally asked what was bothering him. Did you know Eric is making porn films, under your company name?"
"WHAT?"
"I checked. He's done one starring Savanna. And it gets worse. He's in it with her. I looked it up, and it's pretty gross. I thought you should know."
I sat down on the new dock, feet dangling, thankful that the pond hadn't filled completely. What the hell was Eric doing? I knew something was off about him lately, maybe I should have been paying more attention. I needed to get in touch with him. Now. I took my phone out and called. Two numbers were disconnected, and I kept getting voicemail on the other. I left one, telling him to get in contact with me as soon as possible, it was urgent.
The girls weren't happy about it either. "You of all people know we don't condemn porn or the people that make it generally, but we know first hand that it can taint everything you do in later life. How many people do you think won't go see, for instance, the new Issabella movie, if they think it's been made by a porn company? I'll answer that, a lot. The biggest fans Issabella has are most likely little old ladies who use the books to fulfill their fantasies, they wouldn't be able to enjoy the movie knowing we were sullying her name."
"Why is he doing it? Yes, you can still make money off porn, but he'd have to make hundreds to come anywhere close to what he made just off Grolar, and by movie standards, the film was only moderately successful. We think you should check with the lawyers, honey. We know he's your friend, but really, you did seventy-five per cent of the work on Grolar, at least. Maybe it's time to part company, at least professionally." This was from Cathy, always the most pragmatic of the two, but Tory agreed, as did Leah and Dorian.
Two days later I gave up trying to call him, but I had tracked him down to L A. I made arrangements to fly out and physically confront him. Our lawyer was a little upset over the information I'd given him. He'd mostly written up our partnership agreement. "You guys weren't sure you'd ever make another movie, so Two Fools basically only existed for a short time. There is a clause in your agreement leaving the possibility of making more films, but for it to be legal you would have had to update it on a movie by movie basis. He has no legal right to film under your company name without express written agreement. Since I represent both of you, my best advice is get a business lawyer and thrash it out."
Dorian wanted to go with me, but I didn't think him being seen near a porn production would do his reputation any good. The girls either, for the same reason. They saw me off, warning me to be careful. I was surprised to see a very large man in a suit holding a card with my name on it when I got off the plane.
When I identified myself, he escorted me to a Lexus sedan, driven by an even larger man. "We've worked with Dorian before. He thought it might be a good idea for you to have a driver." When I looked at the other guy he just laughed. "We'll take turns."
I had a pretty interesting conversation with them as they drove me. They normally did security for movie stars and other high fliers, were combat trained, and carried weapons. They knew where we were going, and I was surprised when we pulled into the lot of an abandoned looking warehouse in a pretty rough neighborhood. There were a couple of dozen cars in the lot. Warehouse workers, I guessed.
When he started to get out I asked him what we were doing here. "This is where your partner makes his films." He pointed to a sign, so small it was barely noticeable, over one of the doors. Two Fools Films. Authorized Personnel Only. That was the cherry on top of the whipped cream on my anger cake. Before they could stop me. I had stormed past them and banged on the door, after I found it locked.
"Go away. This is a closed set on private property. Leave, or I call the cops." I followed the tinny sounding voice to a small speaker mounted under a camera, over the door.
"Good. If you don't call them I will. That's my company logo over the door, and I'm pretty sure I didn't authorize anything I see. I'm sure the police will be glad to listen to any explanation you'd like to give him. I might even ask them to inspect the premises, just to assure me there's nothing illegal going on." I pulled out the phone and held it up to the camera. "Your choice, but one way or another, I'm coming in that building. You tell Eric that Will Melton is outside, and he'd like a few minutes of his time. You got five minutes."
Eight minutes went by, and I nodded at one of my guards. He punched a few numbers into his phone, and held ten fingers up. The cruiser was just pulling in when the door opened a crack. The short Hispanic man looked nervous but determined. He was built like a brick, muscles stretching his tight tee shirt, and he had a pretty impressive automatic on his hip.
"Look man, we don't need no trouble here. You just go back to your hotel, and Eric will call you when he gets time. He's kind of busy right now. And I ain't asking, I'm telling. Go away."
I had one of my 'drivers' beside me, and he was grinning. The other guy had slid along the wall, keeping out of view of the camera as much as he could. In a quick but practiced move, he grabbed the man, dragging him outside before he knew what was going on. Automatically reaching for his weapon, he froze, looking down the barrel of three guns, two from police officers, and one from one of my bodyguards.
"Shit Jack, what kind of mess are you in?" This from one of the cops, still holding his weapon as his partner disarmed the Mexican guy, and handcuffed him. My biggest bodyguard just shrugged.
"Damned if I know. We just agreed to go with Mr. Melton here, while he inspected some property his company leased. At least Billy isn't looking bored to death anymore." Billy just smiled. I don't think he said twenty words the whole time I was with him. By now they'd pulled the doorman's ID and ran it.
"Well,well, Amigo. Two outstanding traffic tickets. You got to learn to slow down, miho. Looks like you just resigned your job. Before we go any farther, got anything to tell us before we go inside? We'd be VERY displeased if we find ourselves in an unpleasant situation that could have been avoided."
Surprisingly, the guy talked. "Nothin' goin' on in there but a lot of fuckin', and I ain't included in that. My cousin got me this job, said all I had to do was keep the door locked and sightseers out. And that's all I did. Anything else you find in there ain't my concern. Shit, it's the easiest job I ever had. And the gun is legal, it belongs to my uncle and he said I could borrow it."



The cops relaxed a little when he started talking. "All right, we'll run it, and if comes back clean your uncle can pick it up. I don't think you need it any more. Free advice, if you're going to carry a gun, you better know how to use it. That gangbang shit of holding a pistol sideways? It'll get you killed, because you can't hit anything like that, and you'll run up on somebody like us, or these guys, that know how to shoot and will only give you one lesson. Think about that while you wait on us."
They put him in the back of the cruiser, and offered to accompany us inside. I gratefully accepted. We went down a long hall, that opened onto three different sets, a bedroom, a living room, and a kitchen. They were filming on the kitchen set.
It was porn on its' crudest level, stupid dialog, no plot, just sex, sex, sex. Eric was sitting in a chair behind the camera, directing. He was stark naked, and had a girl between his legs, doing just enough to keep him erect. After a couple of minutes, he jumped up and ran on camera, calling Savanna all kinds of names. She couldn't answer, one guy was stuffed in her from behind, and another was in her mouth. Three more guys had another woman on the kitchen table. The guy behind her grunted, pulling back for what they call 'the money shot', and Eric took his place. Four minutes we watched, because I for one took that long to process what I was seeing. I started clapping, which stopped the action.
The sound man looked pissed, and started ranting until he saw the cops. The people, I couldn't make myself call them actors, couldn't see us because of the lights. Eric got up, slapping Savanna on the ass as he walked by her.
"This is a closed set! How the hell do you get in here? Where's Carlos? This is private property, get out, and I mean right fuckin' now. You're costing us time and money."
He got past the lights, and stopped cold when he recognized me. He was on something, I would bet on it. "What are you doing here?"
"Well, when you wouldn't answer on any of the numbers we had for you, I got on an airplane, and here I am. I thought I'd take a look at my company in action. Not happy, Eric. Not a bit. The lawyers are champing at the bit. You should have read the partnership papers. This place is shut down, until we, meaning our lawyers, sort it out. I don't know what happened to you, Eric, but it needs to stop. You need to get away from Savanna, she's not good for you.
I handed him a card I brought just in case, even though I knew deep down I'd have to use it. A well known law firm, recommended by Dorian. "If you want to save anything of our friendship, or our partnership, be there tomorrow at ten. Don't show, and the wheels go in motion, and we''ll part ways professionally and privately. Think about it."
I turned to the others. "Everybody get dressed and leave, now. I don't know what he's paying you, but I'll honor it. This is not your fault, and I don't have any ill feelings towards you, but filming is over until further notice."
Some grumbled, but what they were doing was only semi-legal, and they didn't want to push it. The young woman, came out fifteen minutes later, hair in a braid, wearing a nice sundress and sandals. She looked like someones' kid sister. She probably was. As she left, she handed me something. It was an a manila envelope, with several head shots, and two nudes, with her acting history. "I know it was probably bullshit, but Eric promised me a small part in your next real movie. In fact, he promised us all parts, even if it was just as walk ons."
I think it shocked them when I gave everyone interested the office address of our casting agent. "Earmark it per my instructions. I won't promise anything beyond a look, but he WILL look."
The cops looked at me, waiting. "Sorry to hold you up, officers. If you''ll give me your badge numbers, I'll make sure the department gets heartfelt letter of thanks."
They grinned, and one of them left me with his portfolio. Everybody's an actor in this part of the world. Eric and Savanna sat in robes the whole time. Savanna looked pissed, Eric just looked sullen. Before we left he wanted to talk but I stopped him. "Save it for tomorrow. And Eric, be straight when you get there." Savanna was screaming curses at me as we left.
He showed up the next morning, twenty minutes late, dressed in a nice suit with clear eyes. Savanna was with him, wearing a nice dress and minimal make up. She really was an attractive woman. He also brought his own lawyer, to protect his interests, he explained. Savanna had a fit and Eric got hot when I told them she couldn't be in the meeting. "She isn't a partner, and she's not a lawyer, so there is no need to complicate things with her being present."
Finally, after I threatened to shut him down completely and let the lawyers fight it out, she agreed to wait at a local coffee shop. The meeting started badly and went down hill from there. Eric was putting on a good offense, but the law group I had hired to arbitrate just kept returning him to the facts of the contract we had drawn up when we started.
"Fine!," he snapped. "You know I don't need the money, OR your approval. I'll just start my own company." It was the opening they had been waiting for, and by the time lunch rolled around, Two Fools was no more. We split the money, and set the arbitrators up to handle dividing any incoming revenues. It was all over but the hard feelings. I tried to talk to him one more time.
"We can always start it back up. Eric. Just get your mind back to the way it was when you talked me into this. It was a beautiful thing, in my opinion. And I know you don't want to hear it, but you need to break away from Savanna. It will end badly if you don't."
His eyes had softened until I brought her up. The hard eyes were back quickly, and he left without another word. I didn't see him again for another year.
Chapter fifteen
I went home and sat in my office for two days, thinking. Despite our age difference, he was probably the best friend I'd ever had. I shook it off the second day. He was an adult, and he made his choices. Nothing I could do or say could change anything. So I mentally wished him well, and got on with my life.
The girls had walked around me gently, until I walked in to the kitchen smiling, and asked them to fix some sandwiches for a picnic. We took the meal, some water, a bottle of wine, and went down to look at our pond, now completely full. Now we could dangle our toes in the water while we sat on the dock. We spread out the quilts we'd brought, ate, touched, drank the wine, touched more, talked a little, until we decided to let our bodies talk. Sated, we lay back, a girl under each arm.
"We're really sorry about the way it turned out with Eric, honey. I remember how he was when we started, funny, happy, joking around while he sexed every little starlet he could. He only changed when Savanna started spending time with him. I never told you, but the few times we played with her, I got a vibe she was trying to break us up. I don't think she really wanted either of us, she just couldn't stand our happiness. When she saw how committed we were, the playing stopped right after that, mostly our decision."
"I'm glad you recognized what she was about. I think she's one of those people who isn't happy until every one around her is unhappy. I have to wonder, what caused her to be that way? What event altered her view of life? It must have been pretty traumatic. Thank you for keeping your distance from her. And watch Eric, I don't think he's in his right mind. I wish he would talk to me, us, maybe we can help him. That being said, what I saw in L A was very disquieting, so if he shows up while I'm not here, be very careful around him. Promise me."
They promised, passionately, and I believed them. Time to change the subject to happier matters. I reached into the pocket of my discarded pants, feeling the two small cases.
"Girls, sit up. I want to have a serious discussion, and you laying naked is not going to help my acuity at all. Please."
They mumbled, but slipped on their tank tops, sans bra, and wrapped the quilt around their bottoms, covering up, but letting me know they were ready to play in seconds. I guess I'll have to settle for that. They both managed to stick their chests out, nipples springing out like mushrooms after a rain.
"Stop it! I need to be serious here. Cathy, do you love me? Why? Do you love Tory? More than you love me? I need to know, this is important to me."
Their flirty manner came to a screeching halt. This was going to be deep, and they knew it. Her answer was direct, yet simple. "Yes, I love you. Deeply. And I love Tory as much as I'll ever love you. I need you both to be happy. I know it flies in the face of conventional wisdom, but I don't think I could be happy with just one of you now. I need you both to be fulfilled. If I had to chose, right now, this very second, it would be neither of you, if the other was left out. I'd rather die alone."
Wow. I wasn't expecting that. I turned to Tory, waiting. She took her time before answering. "Everything Cathy said and more, sweetheart. We looked for you for a long time, and didn't even know it. Now we do. You'll have to die to get away from us, and that's not written in stone."
I grinned. "Right answer, girls. Now flip a coin. The winner gets to hear what I say first, but it doesn't make it less so for the other. Now flip."
Cathy won. "What do I get?," she asked, smiling.
"This, " I said, holding up the large solitaire. You have no idea how hard it is to find two flawless diamonds exactly the same in size, clarity, and cut. Judging from their reactions, it was worth every dime. Cathy took one look and fainted. I grinned at Tory. "Try to stay awake, baby, I need at least one of you to say yes. Victoria Marie Cross, would you be our lifemate?"
This wasn't going the way I hoped. Tory started crying and shaking Cathy. Still managed to get the ring on her finger, though. Cathy woke quickly, her eyes wide as I managed to slip the ring on. "Catherine Zoe Wiggins, would you be our lifemate? It's a lifetime commitment, but it has some perks. Well?"
Finally they managed to find their voices. I bet I heard yes(between some serious kisses from and to all three of us) fifty times. Then the tops came off, the quilts laid out, and I was buried under some pretty intense, but delicious, women. They wouldn't let me alone. Forty minutes later, just as I thought I was going to have a heart attack, they rolled me out of the way and did a little reaffirming between each other. I was content to watch, enjoying their obvious passion. Finally breaking apart, they dragged me back in the middle, snuggled up to me, and we all slept the sleep of the exhausted and sated.
I barely woke, feeling something tickle my nose. It got worse, and I brushed it off several times before I heard someone giggle. Looking up, I saw Leah, holding a blade of grass, and her grin was a mile wide. She had become my best friend, filling the hole Eric left, a writer thing I guess. It made sense, because when I was single Eric and I had a lot in common, but now that I was for all purposes married, our interests were different. Leah and I were in loving, stable relationships, building on them for the future.
We could bounce ideas off each other, tell the other how stupid it was, and not get angry. I usually didn't get much done if she brought Cat, because I would end up playing with her. When she finally wanted to get some work done, she'd call the girls, and they would fly down the path, grab the baby and her bag, and tell us to take our time. Usually when we were done Cat would have on an outfit Leah had never seen, and the girls would mention they'd seen it at a shop and thought it would be just adorable on her. Leah would just snicker, punch me in the ribs, and tell me it was time for us to start on our own before we wore hers out. The girls would agree that was one of the best ideas they'd heard in ages. They were slowly bringing me around to the same thought.
I almost got my butt kicked when I asked which one was getting pregnant first. It did get me a slap on the back of the head. "For a sharp guy, you sure are dense sometimes. We'll get pregnant at the same time. No way one does it without the other. The same night, if we can manage it." Sometimes I forget how competitive they are.
Leah was smirking at our scattered clothes and the afterglow looks on our faces.
"Let me ask a really stupid question. What have you guys been doing?" Two left hands flashed out, and the oohing and aahing started. After a few minutes they looked pointedly at me. Time for girl talk. My clothes were on the other end of the pier, and I saw Leah smirk. I kissed both girls, then stood up and walked to my clothes. Leah gasped and went red while they giggled. I may have accidentally bumped her, I couldn't say for sure, but she fell off the pier. Good thing it was warm, and the water was only four feet deep. She came up sputtering, and I helped her up. She tried to throw me in, but I was watching her. The girls decided a cool dip was just the thing, diving right in. They popped to the top, breasts just barely out of the water. It must have been a little cooler than I thought, judging by the nipples. Leah distracted me by asking a question.
"Do my boobs seem bigger to you?" I looked around, and she had slid out of her top and bra, her milk laden breasts sticking straight out. If she wanted to embarrass me she failed.
"Of course they're bigger, silly girl. You're a nursing mother. Must do wonders for your nipples."
They were hard as rocks, distended from nursing. She looked down, squeaked, and dove back in, making sure just her head was out of the water. Then she grinned again, dove under, and threw something on the pier. Her shorts and panties.
"Be a dear, honey. Come back in about thirty minutes, with some towels and robes. Run along now, time for some wedding planning, and that would bore you to tears. Just nod your head when we tell you to, and write the checks. We'll handle everything else."
I left them, giggling and splashing, and walked back to the house. By the time I'd driven our little off road cart back, it was all settled. June, and it would be held either here or in Canada at the hotel we liked so much. I knew the ceremony wouldn't be legal, but it would be valid to us, and any friends we decided to share the day with. Leah even got out of the pond without covering up, giggling while she slipped into the robe I held. "Dorian better be home tonight. Maybe I need to stop at the store for batteries, just in case."
Dorian, as it so happened, was home, finished with his latest effort and ready to start the Issabella movie. He called me at noon the next day, and pretended to be mad. "Do I need to keep an eye on you?"
"Might be a good idea. Leah is one hot little momma."
He burst out laughing. "Oh, I think she'll be safe. You have a couple of watchdogs, and I bet if you pissed them off they'd be a pair of really mean bitches. You might even get bit, where it would really hurt. Why am I never around when this stuff happens? She was hot enough to blister paint last night. I heard someone crying later, and thought it was Cat, but it was me, begging for mercy. She didn't have any. It was only the second time since the doctor released her, and I swear, she tried to make up for five months all at one time. We're invited to dinner, if I have enough energy to walk tonight."
Leah and the girls must have talked, because they teased Dorian relentlessly. Rubs, touches, cleavage shots, whispers that made him go red. He almost lost it when the girls each kissed Leah, long and hard. You could see their tongues tangle. His erection must have been painful in those shorts. Finally, he couldn't stand any more. He threw her over his shoulder and grinned, asking if their room was still available.
"Always. You kids go enjoy yourselves. Us old folks will just watch television or something." The lock hadn't clicked on their door before the girls were naked. All the playing had their engines running. Forty-five minutes later we dressed, and Tory went to check on Cat, bringing her back with her. I put her on the floor, blowing on her belly, kissing it softly. I'd found she loved it, and would giggle(as much as someone that young could)and coo, crying if I stopped too soon. It got quiet and I looked up. Tory had her phone out filming me, and four eyes glistened. I better hurry up and get them knocked up before the hormones killed us all. I got up, and took them in my arms. "Bed time, babies. If our plans come through, we'll all be learning to get sleep whenever we can. Mommie gowns, we're keeping Cat with us, give the kids a break. Maybe they actually will sleep, later."
They rushed into our bedroom, leaving me with the baby. I gathered her things, and took them with me. I rocked her for longer than necessary, she'd dropped off to sleep in just a few minutes. When she was completely out, I lay her in the crib the girls insisted on buying. Tory and Cathy were standing behind me. If what they had on passed for a mommie gown, these girls would be the hottest moms on the planet. They went to midthigh, flowing, sheer cloth that enhanced rather than concealed. Twirling, they asked me if I liked them. "I don't think so. Tell you what, just to be fair, get three more each in different colors. Maybe they'll grow on me."
They giggled, promising they would do just that, because besides loving me, they loved spending my money. We snuggled down in our custom built bed, far roomier than anything made commercially, and drifted off. I woke up to find myself spooned to Tory while Cathy snuggled behind me. Still later I woke again, to find I'd turned over, spooning Cathy while Tory snuggled my back. Evidently I treated them exactly the same even when I was asleep.
Chapter Fifteen
I finally understood why it sometimes took years to get a movie made. Even though the financing was guaranteed, the core group needed to make it happen had been invovled from the very first stage, and most of the actors we wanted were ready to commit, it still took almost two years from the time I gave Leah permission to write the script to the first day of filming. We were in Canada again, even staying in the same hotel. I was involved as much as possible, but aside from guaranteeing the money and settling an occasional squabble, I had very little to do with the actual work.
I had a new production company, and the girls came up with the name. Sunfire Wizard, for their hair colors and my nickname. They were stunned when all the paperwork was done and they found they each held twenty per cent of the company. I shrugged when they brought it up. "We're partners in everything, did you think I'd leave you out?"
I loved surprising them. After they managed to shut their mouths, they wanted to know why I was being so generous. "I'm not being generous, I'm being selfish. The more I bind us together, the harder it will be to think of ever splitting up. Before you protest, I know it will never happen. Just consider this for what it is, a wedding present."
They both shut up, going a little pale. Once again, I cut them off before they could speak. "I know, I can never legally marry both of you, but I CAN commit to you. I don't want to skulk around, avoiding revealing the details of our relationship. I want a VERY public ceremony, to declare our commitment to all, in front of family and friends, and anyone at all who wants to know. You ARE my lifemates, and I for one am proud to announce it to the world. Now would be a good time to agree."
They looked at me, looked at each other, then dove on me. Down we went, rolling around on the floor, sharing kisses and words of love, the most prominent from my girls being "YES!" When they calmed down, we talked about where, when, and how we wanted to do it. After we hashed it out, we sent out the invitations.



"Victoria Marie Cross(She'd won the coin toss, so she got to go first), Catherine Zoe Wiggins, and William Howard Melton cordially invite you to bear witness to our commitment ceremony, on June 5th, Two P.M., at the Royal Gardens in Victoria, Canada." It was done on wedding stationary, after all, that's what it was.
So, on a sunny June afternoon, we stood in a local garden near the film site, in front of our friends, the entire crew and part of the cast of our movie, and exchanged vows. Leah was the only bridesmaid. Dorian was my best man. Little Cat sat in her stroller, tossing the flower petals we'd put in front of her with gusto, giggling. Since standard vows didn't really fit, we each wrote our own. Tory, in her usual direct matter, went first.
"I take you, Catherine Zoe Wiggins, as my lifemate, to hold you in love and respect, cherish you, keep you safe and happy, for as long as I live." She turned to me. "I take you William Howard Melton, as my lifemate, the father of our children, to hold you in love and respect, and keep you safe and happy, for as long as I live."
"And I take you, Victoria Marie Cross, as my companion in our journey through life. I vow to love, protect, and cherish you, for as long as I walk this earth." Cathy let go of Tory's hand and took mine and placed it over both of theirs. "And I take you, William Howard Melton, as my lifemate, the father of our children. I vow to love, protect, and cherish you, for as long as I walk this earth." I looked at both with love for a second, before saying my vows.
"I believe in the concept of love. For without love, none of us would be standing here today. I believe in fidelity between partners, to cleave to each other exclusively, united against those who would tear them apart. I stand here today, before these witnesses and whatever dieties they believe in, and declare my love, my loyalty, my protection, my very soul to these women. Without them I would be nothing. Victoria Marie Cross, Catherine Zoe Wiggins, would you honor me as lifemates, to bear our children, to share our love equally between us, for the rest of our days? If you do, from this day forward, we will be one."
We all managed to get "I do," out before the tears started. I lifted their veils, and kissed them both, putting as much passion into the kisses as I could. I put a white gold band, with small emeralds and diamonds, on Torys' finger, then an exact copy in rubies and diamonds on Cathy. Each was their preferred gemstone. They presented the same bands to me, cleverly designed to interlock around two small diamonds. Then I stepped back, and they fell into each others' arms, sharing just as passionate a kiss.
It turns out our sound engineer was a preacher, a member of some new age sect, and he'd gotten certified as a reverend over the internet. He had stood before us, and when it was done he placed all our hands together, raising them high. "Ladies and Gentlemen, may I introduce Tory Melton, Cathy Melton, and William Melton. I declare them wedded this day, in the eye of God, if not men. May their days be long and prosperous, full of love and contentment!"
We stood, shaking hands, sharing hugs. I think most of them were sincere in their congratulations. We had two photographers and a video crew, to immortalize the day. The girls were radiant in their matching designer gowns, while I wore a standard black tuxedo. Leah had on a custom designed white dress, less formal, and Dorian was in a matching black tux. The string quartet continued to play as we boarded the white carriage that would take us the six miles back to the motel, and the reception in the ballroom.
I invited everyone at the hotel, and as many locals as I could. They may have disapproved of our life choices, but everyone likes a good party. We was well known from the first film, and the fact that I used as many locals as I could for extras, caterers, etc.. helped my reputation quite a bit. I even had the band that played the very first time we danced there. The ballroom was filled to overflowing.
It took quite a bit of doing, but Cathy and I had arranged a wedding surprise for Tory. We waited for everyone to settle down with filled glasses before we sprang it on her.
"Tory, there is someone here who wants to congratulate you."
She turned, smiling, and looked into the eyes of her mother. She dropped her glass and held out her arms. Her mother wrapped her up in an embrace I was sure would leave bruises, while Cathy cried and I smiled. I had to go see her in person twice, timing both while her husband traveled. I showed her pictures, used every argument I could think of. Nothing moved her, and in desperation I used the Wizard.
"Ma'am, your child misses you terribly. She misses the whole family. I can't tell you the number of times we've held her while she wept, her heart aching for you. Yes, in your eyes she's done a terrible thing. But it was years in the past, and she's led a quiet, moral life since then. We're going to start our family soon. Will you really let your pride keep you away from your grandchildren? If you can, I'm wasting my time, because you're not worth knowing. It would mean the world to her if you could share this day of happiness with her. I can handle everything if you'd like to see her. Money is not an object here. But if I were broke, I'd mortgage my soul if it meant you'd come. The same invitation extends to any family member that wants to come, even your husband. If you'd allow, I'd arrange everything. It would mean the world to her."
She surprised me with a question. "Do you love her?"
"Very much so."
"But you love her...partner also?"
"Just as truly, and just as deeply. I'd say it's complicated, but it's not, really. It's simple. We love each other. Maybe it's a combination of circumstances, past experiences, present attitudes, I can't really say for sure. It just...is. Tory says we were destined to be together. Think about it. You know the time and the place."
I gave her the name and address of a local travel agency. "It's all arranged. Just tell them how many will be in the party, and they'll handle it. I really hope you come. Goodbye, Mrs. Cross."
She touched my arm. "You make a compelling argument. I can't tell you how much I've missed her. Amy(another of her daughters)and I went and saw her movie when my husband was on a trip. She was so beautiful. I cried through the movie. It got me a lot of stares but I didn't care. I actually told the woman beside me that the woman on screen was my daughter, and she congratulated me for raising such a successful, talented child. I won't promise you anything, but I will consider it. Thank you, for bringing news of Tory. She seems to be in a good place, and happy. That's all a parent could ever want for her child."
I fully expected to never see her again, but she called me the week before the wedding, asking if the invitation was still open.
"Absolutely! Will you be alone?"
"No. Amy and Sarah(her other daughter) will be with me. We are really looking forward to seeing her. It's been nine years."
We talked further, and I asked about her husband. I detected a note of sadness in her voice.
"I fear Juan won't be my husband for much longer. I flew to Columbia for the first time since we were married, to tell him of my decision and try to persuade him to come. I just didn't feel right telling him over the phone. He always refused to let me accompany him, saying it was just too dangerous. I found he was a lot like you, seems he practiced polygamy also. A wife of sixteen years, with two daughters thirteen and eleven. Unlike you, however, he kept it secret. To say his other wife and I were not pleased when we met each other would be a fair statement. I fear Juan is going from two wives to none very shortly. We actually had a nice talk about how to divide his assets while we waited for him to come 'home'. I wished now I had prepared, I would have loved to have a picture of his face when he saw us standing side by side. I left them screaming at each other in Spanish. He can be violent at times, but she had the forethought to have four of her younger brothers there. I hope they didn't bruise him badly, he really does have a handsome face."
Wow. I offered my condolences, but told her I was really happy they were coming.
Getting Cathy's mother there was a lot easier. They weren't close as they once were, but they still talked. She had been a single mother, making poor choices most of her life, a string of boyfriends while Cathy was growing up, that went from ignoring her to a little too much attention as she developed. It finally drove her away. She got off a bus in LA, and met Tory three days later.
I found her in a run down apartment in Cleveland. It was neat, clean, but in a not so nice neighborhood. There were still vestiges of the beauty Cathy had inherited in her face. I introduced myself, told her the whole story over a nice dinner. We even danced a time or two when the band set up. She said it was the most enjoyable time she had had in years.
It didn't take much to convince her to come, especially when I offered her a deal.
"Come to the wedding. If we all get along, I intend to take you home with us. Not our house, but I'll find you something nice, close by. All bills will be paid by us, and there will be an allowance in the bank to cover anything you need. Not to brag, but I'm very comfortable financially, and it would be no strain."
She was very suspicious. "What would I have to do in return?"
It flashed through my mind she thought after I wined her and dined her I had less than honorable motives. I grinned.
"Oh, it'll be a friend with benefits deal. You have to spend time with your daughter and her sister wife, and me. And in a few years you'll be required to babysit your grandchildren fairly often. Think about it."
She did, for about a minute. "If this is on the up and up, I'd love it. I've never been taken care of my whole life. It appeals to me to try it out."
"I can get you statements from both my girls and my adopted 'daughter' that I'm pretty good at spoiling women. So Mom, when do we start looking for a house?"
"Right after the wedding," she said, before crying in my arms with happiness.
So I got to a traditional dance with my mother-in-law, twice. Both smothered me with kisses, for bringing our families together. My only regret was that my parents had passed before I became successful and had fallen in love. Dad would have loved Tory, and Mom would have doted on Cathy.
The surprise of the night for me was seeing Eric. I had emailed him an invitation, never dreaming he would show up. He looked tired and out of shape, but his eyes were clear, and his congratulations seemed heartfelt.
We spent a few minutes alone, catching up. The recent recession had hurt his businesses, but they were starting to recover. He had stopped making porn, and was in the midst of making another B movie. He admitted the script, crew and actors weren't as good as we had on our last, but said he had a good feeling about it. I congratulated him and wished him success. I didn't ask, but he volunteered that he and Savanna were taking a break away from each other. I nodded sympathetically, secretly thinking it was the best thing that could happen to him. He danced a dance each with both girls, apologizing for past behaviors and wishing them happiness.
Chapter Sixteen
Ours was a working honeymoon. Laura, Cathy's mother, became their personal assistant. Tory's mother went back home to reorder her home life, promising to be back soon. Both sisters stayed for a little while. We took them sightseeing, gave them a shot of fame as extras in a club scene. Amy shared her sister's red locks, while Sarah had the dark hair of her mother. They were both attractive girls in their own right, but they didn't hold a candle to Tory.
Dorian was handling the day to day operations, I was only called in when a financial decision was needed or a crisis arose.
The woman we had hired to play the lead character was starting to be a problem. Hispanic, she had the strikingly dark hair and sultry beauty her race was famous for, as well as the temperament. This was her first really big role, and she started developing an attitude pretty early on. I was called in.
We were in a small conference room again, in fact the same one that led me to where I am now, personally. I hope the good memories were enough to influence the meeting. Dorian, Leah, and our director were present, as well as Maria, her agent, and publicist. I never gave them a chance, speaking first.
"Maria, when you took this role, I'm pretty sure the director explained our expectations. Let's go over them again. You were hired to do a specific job, in a specific way, as laid out by the director and to a lesser extent the screenwriter. You agreed to those terms as part of your employment contract. Now you want to renegotiate those terms. Let me clear this up. There will be no changes. Do you want a reputation as a difficult bitch to work with, or that of a professional willing to do whatever is necessary for the success of the project? Think about that for a day and give me an answer. If you really can't work with us, we'll gladly let you go and wish you well. If you decide you want to enhance your reputation as a competent actress, then this whole meeting was pretty much pointless, wasn't it?"
Her mouth hung open and her agent flamed red. "Not acceptable. She deserves a..."
"First class ticket home. Our business manager will handle the details. Have a nice life, Miss Garza. Luck to you in future roles."
I left them stunned, walking out the door. My phone started ringing immediately. I checked, and it was her agent. I let it go to voice mail. Leah called me next.
"You sure you want to do this? You said yourself she was perfect for the lead role."
"She was, until this shit came up. I have to wonder, how much was her and how much her agent was involved? Doesn't matter, she's done. Have Jerry see who's out there, we need to recast as soon as possible."
Leah surprised me. "Will, I've never asked you for a professional favor in the whole time we've worked together. Please, I'm asking for one now. I don't think this was Maria's idea, and it's plain to see that's she devastated. I really think she'd do an excellent job, and I know you think so to or you'd have never let us hire her. If I send her to you, just her, no agent or entourage, will you talk to her? If you listen to her and still don't change your mind, you haven't lost anything. Please, Daddy?"
I grinned. Dorian had nicknamed me. "You're the father figure of our little family. And I've watched Leah around you. She hangs on your words sometimes, looking for approval. And just like a daughter, she knows how to manipulate your love for her into getting what she wants."
Leah had jokingly started calling me Daddy after that, and it stuck. Most of the crew actually thinks she is my daughter, and most times we don't correct them. And just like a daughter, she'd sulk if I didn't give her what she wanted. My wives thought it was hilarious, but told her to never, under any circumstances, call them Mom.
"We're just too young and hot to have a daughter as old as you. We're more the experienced, older sisters in this relationship. Come to us for any woman issues you have, just as you would if you had any biological sisters." That led to a big round of hugs, and now when she said 'Sis', I had to ask which one.
"That's a dirty trick, daughter. I would have done it just because you asked. For that, I get extra time with my granddaughter, no negotiation."
Leah laughed. "Not possible. You have her so much now she's confused over where she lives, exactly. I have a better idea. Knock my sisters up, so she can have some little cousins to lord over.'
"An excellent idea. I'll think on it. Tomorrow. Breakfast. Just Maria, no one else, except you."
They came through the door at eight exactly. Leah had a little half grin on her face, but Maria looked like she wanted to cry. I stood, seated them, and waited while they got drinks, coffee for Leah, Earl Grey with a twist of lemon for Maria.
I didn't dance around it. "Tell me, why do you think I should keep you? I guess you've been 'Hollywood' for too long. Any actor or crew member I've ever worked with will tell you I don't work that way. I hire you, give you my expectations, and expect you to do your part without fuss or drama. Don't, and I replace you. I like my drama on the screen, thank you very much."
Instead of answering, she started crying. Leah patted her hand and looked at me. "I think you made your point, Dad. She wants to apologize, and say she'll be a team player from now on. No demands, no pouts, no tantrums. Oh, and she sent her agent home and asked the agency for someone else. Seems that agent may not have her best interests at heart. Now stop being a meanie and tell the poor girl she can go back to work."
"Fine. But she's your responsibility now. Effective immediately, you're an associate producer, in charge of her. Dorian and I have talked about this, and decided it's time to add to your responsibilities. You work for your husband now, do a good job or he'll never let you live it down. Now go on then, I've got some things that need attention."
Leah looked at me with her mouth hanging open, and I managed to make it out of the dining room before she got her speech back. That night at dinner, she was all over me while Dorian laughed. "Daddy, you're an asshole! Thanks, I promise to do a good job."
"You better," I grinned, "it would be a shame if your husband had to fire you."
She stuck her tongue out at me and turned to her husband. "If he does, the Canadian winter might arrive a little early this year, especially in our bedroom." She wasn't smiling when she said it.
Her primary responsibility became riding herd on the four female leads. She was a terror, watching them like a hawk. No late nights out while working, no misbehaving on or off set, no drugs of any kind. One supporting actress that liked to party balked.
"Your not my mother!," she screamed at her one night when she caught her at a club in the closest large city, lines of powder residue on the table.
"Damn right I'm not, or I would have beat the hell out of you a long time ago. But since we're talking about parents, what do you think will happen when I tell Daddy about this? He'll drop you faster than your drug addled brain can comprehend. Now drag your stoned ass out of here and get in the car. Or not. If you don't, there will be a business class ticket home at the hotel when you get there. Decide, now!"
She bitched, but she got in the car, and kept a pretty low profile until her scenes were done. She was gone the next day, and she never worked with us again.
Chapter Sixteen
The girls both had very small parts, mostly just to keep their face out there, then I sent them to work with our business manager. They talked about it after a couple of weeks.
"It isn't even close to reality, honey. You can juggle the books like a circus performer and still stay out of trouble. The film may gross many times over the investment, but by the time the accountants and lawyers get done with it, we've lost our butts. It's amazing. Bob(our business manager)says he's never worked with anyone trying to be honest before. I think that's why he wants to make sure you use him on all our movies."
"Watch. Learn. I trust Bob or I wouldn't let him handle our money. I've talked to him about this, and he's willing to teach you. I don't ever plan on replacing him, in fact I've offered him a permanent job because if things go according to the plan I need to discuss with you, we'll soon have multiple projects going, and he can't be everywhere."



Intrigued, they listened while I lay it out. "There's a couple of things I'd like to pursue. First is the television series Leah and Dorian have been working on for the last couple of years. We've agreed in principle to have Sunfire Wizard produce and market the first season, thirteen shows. And Leah and I are almost done with Grolar Two, which we'll shoot next year. There's also an historical piece I've been playing with that CBC is interested in, if we decide not to make it into a feature film. That doesn't even take into account the Battle Babes movies we're kicking around. So, we're all going to be really busy for the next few years, especially since I threw your birth control pills away this morning."
They were so overwhelmed by the business aspects of our conversations that they almost let the last remark slip by.
"Gee, honey, it sounds like we...wait a minute, what did you just say?" Tory stopped talking, her mouth hanging open. Cathy laughed.
"He said we're gonna be having babies, hon, soon." Thet's when the screaming, crying, and loving started.
Leah and Dorian were grinning ear to ear the next day. "Welcome to my world," said Dorian, "sleepless nights, teething, the terrible twos, potty training. And lucky you, you get to experience it in stereo."
Leah just grinned. "First steps, learning to talk, hearing them say 'dada' and 'wuv yoo', feeling their tiny little hands grip yours for protection and love, makes me wonder why anyone would want kids anyway."
She was bouncing Cat on her knee while she talked. She wasn't paying much attention until she heard words she knew. "Wuv oo, Poppy," she said, grinning her gap toothed grin.
I took her and hugged her. "Wuv yoo too, Kitty-cat."
The family time over, we got down to work. "We've called Jerry in, he'll start casting for the series next month. We're assuming we'll do the show here, costs are low, and we have a good reputation with the locals, and the film commission. Any idea which network we want to pitch it to?"
They had obviously been thinking about it. "Well, if we go with cable we can get as bold as we want. Netflix originals are really hot right now, maybe we can get them interested. If we tone it down the CBC or any network in the States will probably take a look. I think we need to take a page out of the Netflix manual, and do all thirteen before we pitch it. That way we can accelerate the schedule, we might even get it done in two and a half to three months, once we start. Ideas? Discussion?"
There were a few minor points to work out, but I deferred most of the decisions to Dorian and Leah. It was their baby, something they'd dreamed of doing for years. The girls and I supplied most of the money, Dorian and Leah supplied most of the work. We had other things on our plate, so we left it in their hands.
Grolar Two was written, and as soon as the series was done filming we were going to start. This plot had the biologist, the nerd, and native girl, following the trail of the character played by Victoria, battling the prerequisite killer bears, greedy developers, and dealing with suspicious natives while they searched. Sylvia Shining Fox had a much larger part. The leading man from the first had a cameo, discovered living as a woman and in a relationship with a Mountain Man. His trademark long locks and slender build made him very convincing, especially with top of the line stylists and makeup artists working on him. He seemed to enjoy it enough to make me wonder if he was considering changing teams.
Sometime after the series wrap and the beginning of the movie, it happened. We had gone home, and the girls finally got around to getting the horses they wanted. Paso Fino, a breed I wasn't familiar with. They got two almost identical mares, and a stallion with a pedigree a mile long. "It seems to work for us," they'd coo.
I can shut my eyes and still see Cathy rushing into my office, waving an early pregnancy test showing positive. Tory followed, crying. Seems hers showed negative. I celebrated with Cathy and consoled Tory. It was a bit tense for a few days until they came to me with a proposal.
"Honey," grinned Cathy, "you're cut off. No more nooky for you! From me, any way. From now on until Tory tests positive, all your cute little baby makers are for her. I'm not willing to go without indefinitely, so get busy!"
Cathy slept in her bedroom for three weeks, and Tory nearly killed me. We were making love two and three times a day. We were both starting to miss our lover pretty badly when the test came back positive. Leah and Dorian came over to help us celebrate, and to share a little news. They hadn't told us, but they were trying for a sibling for Cat. She was almost exactly as far along as Tory. The girls couldn't drink, so Dorian and I tried to make up for it. They poured us both into bed, and spent the rest of the evening talking about names. They seemed to delight in our misery the next morning.
By the afternoon, we were more or less back to the land of the living. Cat was just past her second birthday, and the girls had promised her another present, so we walked down to the stables. It was her first time around horses, and I thought she'd be frightened, but once she petted one, we had to hold her to keep her out of the stall. "When you're big enough, baby, we'll get you one of your very own. We promise." She smiled at the magic word, 'promise'. We had never failed to deliver when we used that word, so as far as she was concerned it was written in stone.
Cathy and Tory rode almost every day, at first under the watchful eye of Senor Gomez. When he was convinced they could handle their mounts and could saddle them properly, he left them alone. He was glad the horses were here, up until then he really hadn't had much to do. He came to my office one day, beating around the bush until I asked him to get to the point. It all came out in a rush.
"My familia, we love it here. But we feel guilty because we do very little to justify what you pay us. And I have suspicions that the scholarship Maria got came from your family. I know you pay her way to much for the little housekeeping duties she does. Don't think I'm not grateful. I am, we are. But I feel useless sometimes. May I?"
I nodded and he took some papers out of a satchel he'd brought. Most of our property was in pasture, enough to support thirty horses without straining the land, plus fifteen acres that could be cultivated to grow part of their feed. He wanted us to go into the horse business.
It had never occurred to me to do anything with the property. I bought it because my girls wanted it. Oh, I loved the pond so much I had another, bigger one done, which I stocked with catfish, bass, and bream. Even bought a little jon boat and put a little electric trolling motor on it, to get the brush choked mouth, because that's where the best fishing was. Sometimes when I had writers block or if the girls were busy, I'd hop into our little off road truck and spend a pleasant hour or two fishing. I was a catch and release fisherman, although I loved salt and pepper catfish.
Before I let Jose continue I called the girls. "This concerns them more than me. They're the horse people. Maybe you should get your family down here, they'll be the ones who actually do the work if we decide to go with any plan you have."
When we were all gathered I looked at his family. Boy, their youngest had sure grown up. Fourteen now, she was already developing. And his wife, wow. Somehow, when the girls hired them, I expected a plump little woman in a peasant skirt and blouse, shy and retiring. Sofia was a willowy woman in her mid forties, looking thirty, with a mane of black hair and a very attractive figure, Jose was a lucky man. Maria was at school, so she missed the meeting.
Tory and Cathy were really impressed with his presentation. We talked of boarding horses for others, but I shot that down pretty quick. Too many strangers wandering around didn't set well with me. In the end, we decided to offer our stallion at stud, for up to thirty mares, and our two, of course. It would be pretty straightforward. The owners would drop their mares off when they were in season, and Saint John(before you ask, that was his name when we got him)would 'cover' them twice. Then the owners would pick them up. It was a pretty efficient system.
We started out slowly. Jose ran the breeding program, Tina, the youngest, was the chief groom, and Sofia ran the business end. The girls would help if we were home or had time, but it was mostly on Jose and his family. I made sure Tina and Sofia drew a salary for their efforts. They were really stunned when money was discussed. Jose figured he would just keep drawing his salary.
"No way, Jose," I said, cracking him up. "This is your baby. I think a sixty forty split of profits is fair." He was very happy, and when I told him he was to get the sixty, he was speechless.
"Look, you know I don't need the money. But my upbringing made me feel the property was underutilized anyway, so this is a win-win for everyone."
The girls agreed with me completely. They even went out and bought a more expensive, better pedigreed stud, doubling the operation. By now, Grolar II had been made. I was really careful with the girls, Cathy was five months along and Tory just under four when we finished. We used body doubles a lot. It was even more successful than the last, and there was a clamor for another, but that would be a long time into the future, if ever.
Chapter Seventeen
We decided a vacation was in order, and I took them to my old haunt in the south of France. They were a little self-conscious at first, wearing nothing but a thong in their current condition, but got over it quickly when they noticed the admiring looks from most of the men and a lot of the women on the beach.
To quote Yogi Berra, it was deja vu all over again. The Goddess appeared, rising again from the sea. As she got closer and recognized me, her smile was radiant. I was shocked by her appearance. The three years since I'd seen her had not been kind to her. There were bags under her eyes, she had a bit of a tummy roll, and her breasts sagged noticeable. But the Goddess was still in there, I could see it in her eyes.
"Goddess," I said, taking her hand and kissing it. I had used the voice of the Wizard, who hadn't made an appearance in a couple of years. The girls went wide eyed. I motioned them close. "Goddess, I present my wives, Cathy and Tory. You don't know it, but you had a role in bringing us together, and I'll always be thankful."
Her eyes grew thoughtful. She shook their hands, smiling. "Congratulations. I experienced once what you must experience on a regular basis, years ago. You are very lucky women. I've often wondered over the years what became of him. I knew he was never destined to be ordinary, and I see I was right."
The girls took to her immediately, after our history was explained. I sat, watching them chat, smiling with pleasure. She came to dinner at their invitation, looking exquisite in her gown. There was an air of sadness about her, the reasons becoming clear over an after dinner drink for us, juice for my girls. They often complained about how I treated them. "We're not made of glass, honey, we'll be fine." I always explained they more like precious china, and couldn't be replaced if they were broken. They'd giggle and quit complaining, for a little while.
The Goddess, it seemed, was the victim of a totally collapsed economy and a man who made poor business decisions. "He made some bad investments, and realized we were facing facial ruin. He gathered as many liquid assets as he could and disappeared. He's left me practically destitute. I have to sell my family home, the villa we've owned for centuries, to absolve my debts. There will be enough left over to live modestly for a few years, but my future looks bleak. I'm sorry to burden you, but I really needed to talk. Thank you for a lovely evening."
After we returned from escorting her back to her room, the girls started. "We have to help her." It wasn't a request from Tory, it was an order. Cathy was nodding her head.
"She's a proud woman, honies, I don't know if she would accept a handout." They just smiled.
"Oh, leave it to us, we'll have it sorted in no time."
The next thing I knew, we were in a bigger suite and The Goddess was living with us. "She's here to help us, honey. We're considering investing in some Greek real estate."
Two days later we were in her villa, a large, rambling structure beside the sea, with a huge garden and grounds. Debtors and the government had been rushing her to sell, so she could settle her finances. The debtors were keen to seize the land, talking about a future resort. They were bitterly disappointed when she paid everything off, even investigated to see if the money was obtained legally. The girls presented all the necessary paperwork, including a certificate stating the villa was an historic structure and should be preserved. They were furious, but nothing could be done.
I was really surprised when she flew home with us, taking residence in one of our bedrooms. It seems she had never had children, and almost no close relatives, and she had mothering instincts she had always suppressed. She and the girls told me she'd be staying at least until the children were born. I was wise enough not to argue. Besides, I liked her having her around. The girls had made it clear in no uncertain terms that there would never be a repeat of our magical afternoon, and we were both fine with it, realizing lightning rarely struck twice in the same location. Besides, dying slowly and in great pain at the hands of my girls did not appeal to me.
Ursala(her real name, we got tired of calling her Goddess)and Laura were instant friends. Laura had shed much of her careworn look, fussing over the girls. Leah surprised Ursala by hugging her tightly when they first met, explaining later she was indirectly responsible for the birth of her daughter. The Gomez family took to her instantly, over a shared love of horses. Ursala claimed our original stallion as her own, handling the unruly beast until it was gentle as a lamb.
She came down to the office a couple of months later, wanting to talk. "You know I have no real money, now. The villa is actually yours. I'm here to ask if I can stay, at least for a while. Not in your house, I'm moving in with Laura after the babies are born. We're in a relationship now. You do remember I'm bisexual, right? We discovered we fit well together. Who knows, sometime later we may find a man we could share. After all, there is history of that in the family."
I wasn't as surprised as the girls. I'd seen the glances, the skin contact that seemed to linger. Good for both of them. "This is your home now, Goddess. It would leave a big hole if you were to leave. Never, ever, worry about money. You have no idea how wealthy we are, and you will always be taken care of. With your permission, I'll open am account at the bank, deposit into it regularly. Plus, your home is your home, and it always will be. Never think otherwise, or you'll offend all of us."
"No! It isn't my home now, it's belongs to the family. We can use it for vacations. It might even be used in movies at some point. I could really see an Issabella novel set there."
She had a point.
Chapter Eighteen
I looked around me. We were sitting in the screened enclosure I'd had built. I built it because it had gotten way to crowded at the dining room table for family meals, and this was my solution, at least for the summer.
Jose and his family were there. We were more friends than employer/employees, thanks in part to our business venture. Maria had decided to become a vet, saying it would be handy for the family business. Ursala and Laura were always there for our traditional Sunday dinners(that's lunch to you non-southerners), as were Leah, Dorian, and their children, if they weren't working. They'd had a little brother for Cat, which she found fascinating.
Tory's mother surprised us all a few months back by moving to our area. She had divorced her husband, sold the house she got in the settlement, and with the money she had gotten besides, was very comfortable. She brought the two youngest daughters with her. My girls insisted on buying her a house in the same development as Leah and Dorian. Laura and Ursala also had a house in the neighborhood. Realtors loved us, because just as soon as they found out who was interested, they stood firm on the price, knowing we'd pay.
So you get the idea, Sunday lunch could get really crowded, especially if the youngest girls brought friends or boyfriends, which was pretty well all the time. I think the food was as big a draw as the company. Sofia would go all out with the Mexican dishes, Ursala would usually counter with a Greek dessert and some meat dish, usually lamb, Laura would bring veggies, and occasionally catfish, which she knew I'd love. Carmella(Torys' mom) knew a few Colombian dishes, and made the best fried chicken I'd ever tasted. The meals made me glad the girls had put a home gym in.
I loved it when a baby cried and three heads would snap around. Was it D W(Dorian William), Ursala Leah, or Carmella Laura? Yes both my first two were girls. We became something of a local legend, when I showed up three times in seven weeks for a birth. First was Cathy, two weeks later it was Leah, and then Tory. I held my first child, and seven weeks later my second, experiencing feelings I'd never had before. I was immortal now, my blood would run in the veins of generations to come. I prayed they would all have good lives, and I would live long enough to see at least the next generation. It was a very humbling realization. Every man in the universe should experience fatherhood, in my opinion. Maybe the world would be better.
We sat down and had a long talk. We decided one more each, and after that they would be getting into the danger zone. So when the girls turned one, we would start all over. Was I happy? Damn right I was.
We had our own studio now, and our no nonsense approach to making movies was almost legendary. Our studio had a nickname in Hollywood, The Factory, because we ground out movies the way other companies manufactured products. And just like a manufacturing plant, if you didn't produce to expectations you were fired. Big name actors sometimes declined parts if we were involved, knowing we wouldn't put up with anything stupid or unprofessional. Others lobbied to get parts, glad to work in a professional environment where the drama was saved for the screen. The series Leah and Dorian developed was in its' third season, and had won numerous awards, including three Emmys. I even got one on for best script, along with Leah. The Issabella movie we had done was one of the best grossing romances that year.
I had written three more Battle Babes, and was thinking of winding it down. They had been fun to write, and had made me very rich, but I was tired of them. I was looking for an epic way to end it.
To my amazement, one of my mysteries made the bestseller lists. The lead character, private detective and struggling actor Dirk Hanson stood six feet three, had jet black hair and piercing blue eyes, classic good looks and a body that looked like it was chiseled in stone. His nickname in the industry was Dark Handsome, a play on both his looks and name.
Dark Handsome and the Princess Of Porn was so well received, we decided to make it into a movie. Who knows, it might end up as a franchise. The plot included an in depth look at the dying industry, being replaced by amateurs on the internet, with embezzlement, corruption, and murder thrown in. He even falls for one of the women he met, and is wondering in the last lines in the book if he could ever have a relationship with her, considering her career choices. I was already two thirds done with the sequel.



The jewel in my film industry crown, as far as I was concerned, was what would turn out to be a series of movies on the history of Canada. I'd always been a history geek, and went to as many museums as I could find, fascinated by the events that shaped countries. Sylvia Shining Fox, now an established star on Canadian television, got me started, taking me to a museum dedicated to the Voyageurs, the backbone of the French fur trade from the sixteen hundreds until its' end in the late eighteen hundreds. Fur traders would search France for workers, getting a lot from orphanages. Some jumped at the chance, some were coerced, others were outright sold into the trade. The perfect candidate had to be small, around five two, and weigh less than a hundred and twenty pounds. They had to be able to endure eighteen hour days paddling a canoe, and have the ability to carry their own body weight for extended distances. The canoes were enormous craft, holding from twelve to thirty-six paddlers, their supplies, and their trade goods, which they exchanged for furs. The life was hard and many did not survive. Those that did often became successful, and were encouraged to find Indian wives to cement the relationship between the traders and the tribes. This practice led to the beginnings of the Metis Nation, which ended tragically in 1885.
I decided to film the movie in both French and English, and had the native actors speak in their own tongues as often as possible. We found a young French actor perfect for the part. Five three, he was in very good shape and quite handsome, according to my girls. . Sylvia Shining Fox was cast as his love interest, and the rest of the cast from French and Canadian actors. Our leading man had to learn English. The action scenes were incredible, mainly due to a dedicated group of re-enactors.
I deliberately didn't use any of our regular people, and besides, our other projects had them booked anyway. A new French director was chosen, and he was brilliant, gifted at getting the most out of the actors. It was filmed in France and almost every province in Canada.
When it was released, it set box office records in France and Canada. It won the French and Canadian version of the Oscars for best director, and best female lead. The new actor won a Golden Globe for best performance by a male lead, and we got nominated for an Oscar for best foreign film, ironic for a movie from an American company.
My family was with me all the way. Leah and Dorian pretended to be a little pissed they didn't get to write or produce, but their busy schedule just didn't allow it. Tory and Cathy were so enthused they bought a canoe, and paddled often on the big pond, putting our girls in the middle when they got old enough.
Thirty-eight acres joining our land went up for sale, and Jose and I bought it together. He surprised me by building a new barn, and purchasing three rare breeds of horse, bordering on the edge of extinction. He started an aggressive breeding program, and was soon recognized by various agencies for his efforts. He bought one breed I liked so much I insisted he house them separately, in a new barn. Cat, almost six by then, went wild when she saw them.
They were Fell Ponies, a European breed that had almost died out. They were making a comeback, and Jose had found a farm whose entire herd was up for sale, due to the health of the owners. He bought all sixteen mares and the stallion. They were actually small horses, usually standing between thirteen and fourteen hands, had a very docile nature and were incredibly strong for their size. Because of their good nature, they were often used as therapy horses, for the mentally and physically disabled still up to riding.
Usually running to black and brown, occasionally there would be a bay, or piebald. One bay mare, a three year old standing a small twelve hands, heard Cat and ambled over, sticking an inquisitive nose over the fence, nuzzling her hand as she stroked her.
She looked at me, tears in her eyes. "Poppy, can I..."
"She's yours, if you want, Cat. That's why we're here, so you can pick one out. You have to thank your Uncle Jose, he's the one who suggested you were old enough to begin riding, and these are excellent mounts for children and beginners."
She hugged Jose so hard we almost had to pry her off. Then he and the girls took her up to the barn, where her new saddle was waiting. Twenty minute later she was back, astride her new pony, grinning so hard her face almost disappeared. We watched for twenty minutes as she rode in a slow circle, controlled by a lead line held by Jose. Leah, who had never shown any interest when around the high strung Paso Finos, pointed at a big black. "That one is mine. Tell Jose he had better step up the breeding program, because I'm sure your kids and D.W. will want their own. By the way, congratulations."
Tory won the race this time, almost two months ahead of Cathy. We'd seen the ultra sounds, Cathy was carrying our new daughter, while Tory was carrying our son. They would join the family in three and five months, respectively. After that, we were done. Cathy wanted to argue, saying I owed her a son, but they were already in the danger zone, and I didn't want to push it. She finally agreed with me, especially when I told her in a few years, if she still felt that strongly about it, we'd look at adoption. If we stopped now, I'd still be sixty three when the last child graduated high school.
Chapter Nineteen
Life sailed along for another five years. I wrote three more Battle Babes, seemed I couldn't quite let it go. Four more Dark Handsome novels established him as a proven franchise, and Leah was already writing the second screen play, the first movie was as successful as any we'd produced. Issabella wrote two more romances, which made moderately successful movies.
The kids were growing like weeds, and the big house seemed a lot smaller these days. Tory and Cathy had gotten into showing horses, both theirs and some of the ones Jose bred. Cat would often be with them, showing Fell ponies. After talking it over, we took eight Fell mares, trained them, and built a small barn and a riding paddock. Three days a week mentally and physically challenged children and adults were brought out and given rides. Laura and Ursala both became volunteers, and did most of the work after being trained properly. Carmella helped, but her time was limited, because she often traveled with her husband. She had met Jerry, our casting director, at one of our shoots. They were close to the same age, and hit it off immediately. A year later, they married, an outdoor ceremony held at our farm.
Dorian and Leah talked me into opening a production facility right outside of Atlanta, in an abandoned old school. The old gym was perfect for a sound stage. What work we didn't do in Canada was done there, Dorian and Leah hadn't been back to LA more than three times in the last four years, and then just to see his mother and stepfather.
The tribe grew once again, and a realtor got a little richer when Leahs' folks bought a house in the same development, three houses down. They'd decided they were not going to miss out any more on their grandchildren, and just showed up. Uncle Jerry was a hit with the kids, keeping them laughing for hours, then switching gears, talking about serious things. Cathy caught me watching them, and confronted me later.
"What's going through that convoluted brain of yours?"
"Something totally different," I said, quoting Monty Python. She didn't get it, a generational thing, I guess.
"Talks with Uncle Jerry" was an innovative new show, aimed at ten to fourteen year olds instead of toddlers. Jerry would have thirty to forty kids in the studio, tell them jokes, have a musical guest, and then he'd talk to them about things like peer pressure, divorce, abuse, cyberbullying, and other hot topics. He would even skirt sex lightly to the older ones, urging them to talk to an adult close to them about the changes in their bodies. He'd have guests, a fifteen year old recovering alcoholic, a thirteen year old girl who almost committed suicide over bullying. One episode talked about addiction, and he even showed some old news clips about his descent, and talked about his recovery and how it was a constant battle to remain sober and clean. The camera panned the audience, all watching with rapt attention. It won a Peabody. I considered it the best work I'd ever done.
Leah was so proud of her dad she was almost delirious. She got me off to the side one Sunday, walking me down to my office. When we got there she gave me a tremendous, no holds barred, soul imprinting kiss. Even as she did it, I could feel no sexual overtones from either of us. "Thanks. As much as I appreciate it, I have to ask what brought it on?"
"Love," was her simple reply. "And thanks for what you did. Jerry is my dad. He'll always be my dad. But he was never around much as I grew up, even while he was still with my mother. Then, for years, he basically disappeared from our lives. I know, intellectually, that he had to fight the demons that controlled his life, but that didn't mean much to a twelve year old girl. You, however, have been a constant in my life since the day we met. You mentored me, petted me when I needed reassurance, kicked my ass figuratively when it was necessary. Dorian says I was never fully a woman until you came into our lives. You have been always been the first one I turned to when I needed advice, and you were always honest with me. You held my hand when Cat was born, and I realized lately that you've held my hand ever since."
I felt a lump forming in my throat as I listened to her. Allergies, I think.
"What I'm trying to say in this awkward, roundabout way, that even though Jerry is my dad, I consider you my father. Do you understand?"
"I, I do. And I'll always consider you my first daughter. Always. My daughter by choice, because I need you to be. My world wouldn't be nearly as bright without you. Now stop, before your father blubbers like a baby."
We hugged fiercely for a few more minutes, calming down. As we walked back up the path, listening to the din of our family all together, I don't think I ever felt happier in my whole life.
Chapter twenty
Then a snake slithered in to my Garden of Eden. It walked like a human, talked like a human, but it was a snake of the lowest magnitude.
I hadn't laid eyes on my old friend Eric in three years. I'd get a sporadic email every once in a while. I'd always respond, update him on the family, and invite him to visit. He never came.
He dabbled in film a few more times, before giving it up. I figured he would, his penchant for getting bored quickly still in force. I'd seen two of his efforts, one was pretty good, the other just short of awful. It didn't get to the big screen, and ended up on cable. The difference was in the crews he used. Good people make all the difference. It's why I tended to lock in anyone who did excellent work. Most of the group from the first Grolar movie were still with me, even relocating to Atlanta. Oh, they'd go off and work with other people as time allowed, but our projects always got first consideration.
Eric and Savanna were still in a quasi-relationship. She had talked him into moving to LA, and their parties and escapades often made the gossip columns, and in some cases the police blotters. He mostly paid their way out of things, but occasionally money didn't help. He ended up on probation, and Savanna did a year in jail for what was essentially date rape.
Never one with a sunny outlook on life, prison, even in the camp cupcake facility Eric managed to get her into, hardened her view of life. She was enraged when she was released to find Eric had gotten into a relationship with someone else, and didn't pick her up. He sent a car service, and they took her to her new apartment. He'd paid a year in advance, and had put fifty thousand in an account for her.
Somehow, his new relationship ended, and she wormed her way back into his life. He'd been clean since she was out of his life, but three months after they were back together the parties started again.
Then one day, out of the blue, he showed up at the studio. I was in my office, going over some revisions Leah had made on one of our scripts. She and Dorian were off on a 'honeymoon', something they couldn't afford when they married. They were at our villa in Greece, and traveling around Europe. The kids were with us, having the time of their lives. We'd get emails everyday, and they seemed to be having a ball. They visited the beach we liked so much in france, and Dorian had taken a picture of Leah, from the rear. Obviously topless, the string of her thong was so tiny she looked nude. She had a cow when she saw it.
They even went to the Cannes Film Festival, as guests. My second movie about the Canadian fur trade was being shown, to really favorable reviews.
In a word, Eric looked awful. He must have gained forty pounds, apparently he'd stopped exercising. Plus, he looked bone tired. No, he looked soul tired. I got the story out of him in bits and pieces.
They'd gotten in trouble again. He didn't go into details, but it involved the underaged daughter and son of a prominent Hollywood figure. His lawyer suggested it would be a good time to take a 'vacation' without Savanna, to let it blow over.
He stayed with us for a month. He was amazed at my home life. "How can you stand the noise?"
I had to admit, with a houseful of young children, it could be chaotic at times. Besides the wives and kids, there were always other people, the grandparents, official and unofficial, the aunts(Jose's daughters and Tory's sisters, plus the young men that always seemed to follow them around), and the many friends we had made for a pretty full homelife.
"It's not noise, Eric. It's the sound of happiness. I'm so used to it I made a recording of a Sunday dinner, to play while I work. It helps me concentrate."
He hardly drank while he was with us, a glass of wine at dinner, and a few beers when Jose, Jerry, and I took him fishing on Jerry's pontoon boat. He was fascinated with the horses, and I took him riding a few times.
He nearly fell down laughing when he saw my 'horse'. The girls and Jose got it for my birthday last year. He was huge, sixteen and a half hands, a golden Palomino color, and he was also a mule, the result of a union between a Mammoth Jack burro and a Tennessee Walking Horse.
We suited each other. He was stubborn(surprise)and often ill tempered, except with children. They could climb all over him and he'd just stand there, but if an adult he didn't know or like got close he was all teeth and hooves. He liked Jose, and tolerated the girls, but he bonded to me. He was a pleasure to ride, having a really smooth gait. I had to keep him away from the stallions, because he was pretty quick to establish the pecking order, and believe me, he wasn't on the bottom. He liked mares though, even if he couldn't do anything about it.
He was almost back to the old Eric, his color was back, and he was working out twice a day in our gym, now down twenty pounds with a lot better muscle tone. Expressing an interest in moving, Maria and Tory showed him a house in the neighborhood. Ursala and Laura were next door neighbors, Jerry and Carmella lived right down the street, Dorian and Leah a block over. He was seriously considering making an offer.
I felt good, no, I felt great about the situation. We'd never have the friendship we shared before the girls, but he was still my friend, and I felt like he was finally back.
It was a Thursday, just another day, like any other, when my world was shaken to the core. I was at my office in the studio, going over some revisions with Leah, when the phone rang. It was Maria. She'd gone up to the house looking for Eric, they were supposed to ride together and he hadn't shown. She was almost screaming.
"Tio Will! You have to come home! Now! Some black woman is at your house, screaming and ranting. She has a gun and she's threatening everyone. She didn't see me and I ran away. What should I do?"
I was already out of my chair, running for my car, Leah on my heels. "Call 911 now! And stay out of sight? Where are the kids?"
"Ursala and Laura took them all out for ice cream, remember? They've looked forward to it all week."
I breathed a sigh of relief. At least they were safe. "Call them, now! Tell them to take the children to their house and wait."
Sometimes it's handy to be rich and famous. I called the local Sheriff's department. Maria had already called them, and they had units on the way. Half mile down the road I picked up a cruiser, who got in front of me, lights and sirens going and set the pace. seventy or better on the straightaways. A mile from the house he cut the siren for a silent approach.
It looked like a cop convention when I arrived. A swat captain met me as I got out.
"What do you know about a woman named Savanna? Apparently she's the one holding them, threatening to kill them."
Savanna! I told the captain as much as I could, gave him her full name, and he ran her. "There's warrants out for her in LA, probation violations mostly, but there's an outstanding DWI charge, and she's suspected in a drug deal that went bad in San Diego. No one got killed, but five people were injured, bullet wounds all. She's considered armed and dangerous."
They were making plans, trying to negotiate. Her reply was to shoot in our general direction, wounding a deputy in the leg. The situation was spiraling out of control. They pretty much ignored me as they planned a breech. I slipped out quietly, surprising the cops when I slipped between two trees and made it to the side of the house. They were waving me back, but I kept going. I went in the backdoor, creeping forward until I was just outside the dining room. Tory and Cathy were slumped in their chairs, mostly unconscious. Eric was on the floor, and Savanna was kicking him. "Leave me, motherfucker? I don't think so. You're mine, no one else will ever have you! Where's Will, bitch? I'm gonna kill him! We'd have been happy if he would have just left us alone."
She was waving a large pistol around. I heard a loudspeaker outside. Savanna responded to the hail with another shot out the window. "Looks like they're about to rush us," she yelled, looking down at Eric, "Don't worry baby, they'll never take us alive. Let's take these bitches with us, someone to play with in hell. I'll see you later, baby." She raised the pistol, aiming at his head. I stepped into the room.
She looked up, just in time to see the double barrel shotgun explode, both barrels hitting her center mass, blowing her out the window onto our porch. The girls had taken up skeet shooting a few years back. Soon almost the whole family was hooked, and we kept the shotguns in a converted mudroom just inside the back door, locked securely. I picked up Cathy's twenty gauge, the closest to the door, and loaded it. All we had was skeet shot, so that's what she got.
Was I remorseful? Not in the least. She was going to kill my wives, the mothers of my children. If I hadn't had a gun I would have tried to kill her with my bare hands. Besides, I didn't kill her.
Messed her up pretty good, though. Even skeet shot can be pretty effective, if you're hit at close range with enough of it. She lost her gall bladder, her spleen, and part of one kidney, and enough shot hit her gun arm to partially paralyze it. I didn't even realize she had shot me until the adrenaline had worn off. In the shoulder, when she'd turned towards me.
When she went through the window all hell broke loose. Swat charged in. I was still holding the empty shotgun, and they put me on the ground pretty quick. I think they used every ambulance the local rescue squad and the hospital had. Months later I presented each with a brand new vehicle, fully equipped, as a thank you.



I was treated and kept overnight. The bullet had passed through my shoulder, managing to miss bone. The doctor told me I'd be sore for awhile but would heal quickly. He told me to rest and take it easy. I got up off the bed and went hunting for my wives.
They had been drugged. Savanna had shown up with a bottle of bourbon, acting contrite, and asked if she could spend a few moments with Eric. The girls had agreed, only if they were in the room. She didn't like it but they gave her no choice. Pulling the pistol out after she was in the house, she got them into the dining room. Opening the bottle she forced them to drink, Eric the most.
The police analyzed it later, a potent brew of cocaine, date rape drugs, barbituates, and some compounds that they couldn't identify. The ER doctor was pretty sharp, and thought they may be experiencing alcohol poisoning, prompting him to have their stomachs pumped. Without a doubt it saved Eric's life, since she had forced him to drink the most.
It scrambled their brains, a little. The girls were foggy for two weeks. Thankfully, they were so far out of it they didn't remember the confrontation. When their faculties returned, they were so shaken I couldn't leave them for weeks.
Eric had to be placed in a care facility, one that catered to the most severe of addicts, while his system readjusted. After ten weeks he was functional enough to be released, coming straight to us. Between the girls and the rest of the family, he was under constant care. It took him almost a year to recover fully. He spent the time wisely, falling in love and marrying Maria, once he was declared fully competent.
I was surprised to find that in the event of mental incompetence, he had put in a living will that I be named guardian. I suspect it was written when we were much younger and he'd never gotten around to changing it. A judge agreed, and I was his guardian until he was declared sound.
I found his businesses in shambles. Savanna had gotten hold of most of his financials, and was steadily siphoning them off. After the crime, she was investigated more deeply. She'd used part of the money to finance drug deals, and the rest was sitting in offshore accounts. He got almost every dime back.
In the end, Savanna was charged with kidnapping, three counts of attempted murder, drug trafficking, embezzlement, probation violations, and a dozen other minor charges in both federal and state courts. She was unrepentant, and after six months of examinations, deemed sound enough to stand trial.
It was one of the shortest trials on state record. Guilty on all charges. After sentencing she was turned over to the feds, who were really interested in her drug associates. I looked at her closely as they they took her away. She held her right arm awkwardly, a result of the paralysis. Most of her right breast was gone, and her torso was a mass of scars. She had to be on a restrictive diet, mostly baby food, because her internal organs were so damaged. I wondered how it had affected her sex drive. She looked me in the eye as she passed, burning with hatred. Did I feel sorry for her? Not a bit.
Chapter twenty-one
The story was a national sensation. Sex, drugs, movie people, the tabloids ate it up. After living quietly for years, we were in the limelight, and I didn't like it. It got so bad I called all the networks, telling them we'd give one interview, at our studios, in one week. They could all film it, but only two journalists were allowed to ask questions, and we had veto rights over who. It would be up to them to pick them, or we'd choose our own, film it independently, and release it on the internet.
I would have loved to be a fly on the wall while they negotiated and horse traded to pick the journalists. It came down to Charlie Rose, a man I'd admired greatly, and a young blond from Fox I'd never heard of. In a nod to Rose, we sat around a large kitchen table in our sound studio, and gave the histories of our lives. We'd been coached by our lawyers, who were present, on what we could and couldn't say about our relationship.
The blonde, Melissa Andrews, got into it pretty quickly. "Are they your wives?"
"We're life partners, We have children together. But we're not married, at least not in a legal sense. I find it odd you can live with as many people as you want, but you can marry only one. I feel that barrier will fall in the next twenty years or so. Don't think so? Bet you thought the same about homosexuals being able to legally marry. I can marry Tory, or Tory could marry Cathy, but we can't all be married. Does it matter to us? It does to me, I don't think it ever bothered the girls much. They both have my name, but only because they went to court and changed it. But make no mistake, I'm just a henpecked husband over fifty, but the henpecking is done in stereo. Do I recommend it? Only if you think it's right for you. Think about it though, the tribulations can be twice as hard, but the rewards can be twice as sweet."
Charlie Rose surprised me. "There isn't much of a paper trail on you before about twenty years ago, when you started making movies. Then it seems you were everywhere. Your production company is responsible for two very successful television series, and your theatrical movies have a very impressive track record. If that isn't enough, you seem to be able to work with some of the most reclusive writers in the world. How is that all possible?"
I took a deep breath. We'd talked about it beforehand, and I'd decided it was time to come out of the shadows. Time to let the world know who I was.
"It was really easy, Charlie. You see, I'm Rock Stone. I'm also Issabella, and Wiley B. Smiley. I'm a one man shop."
That surprised even him into silence. Then the blond laughed. "You really expect us to believe it? You are three of the most successful writers of the last two decades?"
"You're a journalist, Miss Andrews. I don't expect you to take anything at face value, that would be pretty naive, for a professional, now wouldn't it? Do what you're supposed to do. Investigate."
Charlie couldn't help but smile as the woman blushed furiously. "Well, I believe you. It's just to easy to verify, if you open up. But tell me, why did you reveal that now?"
I shrugged. "Age, attitude, I don't really know. Just tired of living in the shadows, I guess. Doesn't change me personally. I'm still a pretty private person, protective of my family. Just like any guy in the suburbs. You try to do the best you can for your family, no matter what dynamic it may consist of."
Melissa, smarting by my put down, tried to attack the girls over their past. I smiled, knowing what was coming. I'd done my own investigating. They were smiling, nodding their head, waiting for her to finish.
"Why, yes, Melissa, we were in porn. Are we proud of it? Not particularly. We did what we had to to survive. Surely you know what that's like, don't you? When you first moved to LA, a single mother with a small child, didn't you once do a spread for a major adult magazine of the time? I bet you're glad now they never published it."
She'd gone white, all her moral high ground evaporating under her feet. "How did you...I paid good money to get rid of those pictures!" Suddenly she shut up, realizing she'd just confirmed she had indeed posed nude.
She lost her taste for the interview, and Charlie carried the rest of it, talking about the incident that had sparked the interview, asking about future projects, commenting on our commitment to our community with charity events, our horse therapy, and our partnership with Jose saving dying equine breeds. He said later in his memoirs it was one of his most memorable interviews.
We were hot for awhile, then some senator got caught doing something with a foreign politicians' underage daughter, and we were old news.
Eric and Maria bought two hundred acres twenty minutes away, and built a house that looked a lot like ours, and a nice clinic for her to practice out of. He became a minor partner in the studio, developing a taste for television shows. They have four kids now, all boys. Eric says they're not going to stop until they have a girl, but Maria swears the next one will be the last, no matter what the sex is.
Tina went to college, majoring in agribusiness, and took over the horse operation when her father retired. She married, a Swedish exchange student who is scared to death of horses. He's an engineer. Two kids, one each, so far.
Both Tory's sisters went to school, studying film. One is a sound editor for us, the other is a fledgling director, working under one of our best on a television show. Both married, one child each, both girls.
We have most family events in the summer, there just isn't a house big enough to hold all of us. I expanded the outdoor dining room, because I had to.
After co-writing several Battle Babe novels with Leah, I turned them over to her. She's working on a second generation storyline that holds a lot of promise. Issabella retired, though I still write a romance from time to time. They aren't quite as successful, a gender bias I suspect.
I turned the studio over to Eric, Dorian, and Leah. I'm still Chairman of the Board, but I only come in if they need advice. I leave the day to day decisions to them.
All this happened because I was at my desk one day, after working twelve and fourteen hours a day for weeks, trying to keep our latest project on time and under budget, when I felt a tightening in my chest. It got worse as the day went on, and not being an idiot, I immediately went to my doctor. That resulted in a trip to the hospital, where I was admitted for 'tests'.
The girls went crazy, and the rest of the family descended on the hospital like an angry horde. "Stress," the doctors said, "and he really needs to exercise more. A change in diet wouldn't hurt, either."
The upshot of the whole episode was that the family took a vote and decided it was time for me to retire. I wasn't allowed to cast a vote. The threats my wives made if I didn't follow their advice would have scared a hardened terrorist.
So, while the family indulged in all the spicy and delicious meals we were known for, I got salads for awhile. The girls also had a tennis court installed, and I went back to playing, appalled at how bad I was. The kids were beating the crap out of me. Of course, I was fifty-five and out of shape, and they were teenagers, but still.
After three months I was back to eating whatever the family had, but only in moderation. I lost twenty-six pounds and had an excellent fat/muscle ratio.
Of course, the girls were already retired, concentrating on our babies, if since the youngest were fifteen now they could still be counted babies. I became a soccer dad, helping haul our extended family to sporting events, practices, any lessons they were taking, movies and outings, anything at all. I ended up purchasing another minivan to match the ones we already had. This was less stress? Of course it was.
The best times were when we were riding our horses, and fishing. We'd saddle up after Sunday lunch, if it was weather fit, and ride the trails we'd laid out. I still had Mike, my mule, although his riding days were almost over. Pretty soon I'd retire him, giving him his own small domain, along with a few older mares he could lord over. I'm pretty sure he'd be happy.
I would lead, Tory and Cathy following on their fourth generation Paso Fino mares, who pranced nervously, chafing at the slow pace. Then came Leah and the kids, mostly on Fell ponies. Dorian had finally broken down and started riding one of the rare breeds, a small draft horse with curly hairs flowing down its' legs. They'd follow along for about fifteen minutes, when the girls decided enough was enough, and go thundering by me, followed by everyone over ten, whooping and screaming like banshees. I worried a little, but I made them all wear helmets and vests, that were the equine version of an air bag. It was tethered to the the saddles, and if you came off the horse it deployed. The younger kids and I would follow along, while they complained endlessly. They knew it was no use.
Their fishing trips could get really interesting. Sometimes we'd have five boats in the water, three pontoons and two bass boats. I rarely got to fish, having to bait hooks and release the fish they caught, while the kids giggled and laughed, and the women lay out in various styles of very attractive swimwear, getting sun.
Epilogue
I came in one day and immediately felt my neck prickle. My wives had that 'I know something you don't' smirk on their faces. It came out as we prepared for bed.
"You got a letter today."
Knowing I had to play the game, I waited. "It was an invitation. To your high school reunion. Forty years, wow. We already RSVPed, saying we'd be there."
"Why would you do that? I didn't like most of those people then, why would I care to see them now?"
"It's not about you seeing them, honey, it's about you being seen," said Cathy. "Yeah, we want to show our honey off, maybe rub it into the faces of the ones who thought you'd never amount to anything," chimed in Tory.
"To quote someone I can't remember, living well is the best revenge. I'm rich beyond anything I could ever imagine, married to not one but two of the most beautiful women on the planet, have great children I couldn't be more proud of, and an extended family like nothing I could ever envision. Why go back and remember times when I was less than happy? I don't think we'll be going."
I stepped out of the limo the girls insisted we arrive in, and turned, helping my wives out. There was a small crowd out front, smokers no doubt, who watched in awe as they appeared, dressed to the nines in designer gowns, diamonds glittering at their throats, wrists, and ears.
It was fun when we walked up to the registration desk to check in and get our badges. One of the women manning the desk had been a cheerleader. She was still attractive, even with at least forty more pounds on her frame. She'd always been friendly, so I gave her a smile and hug. Her eyes widened when I introduced the girls as my wives and asked for their name tags.
The girls were all over her, asking questions about me when I was a teen, laughing hysterically when she showed them my senior pictures, with my skinny frame and shoulder length hair. Then they all whipped out photos of the kids, and complimented each other on them. Seems Clarice had six. Busy girl.
We finally found a table and sat. They had a DJ playing music from our youth, and when we danced they had to stop because they were laughing so hard at my semi-alcoholic attempt to 'bust a move'. We visited with all my old friends, and the girls recorded the tales of our misspent youth. I had a feeling they were going to play them for our kids sometime in the future.
Then I saw her. My ex. She was just as slender as she was forty years ago, she'd always had a high metabolism. She was about to turn away when I took her hand. "Melanie, how are you?"
She looked scared to death. After all, the last few times I'd seen her, I had been pretty harsh. "Fine, " she said nervously, looking back at a table. The man, fat and gray, was obviously drunk, his head nodding as he struggled to stay awake.
"Your husband?" She nodded, looking miserable.
"Look, Melanie, I won't keep you long. I just wanted to apologize for my cruel words the last time we talked. I was still hurting, because I still loved you at the time. I hope your life has been everything you hoped for. I hope you're happy. I am."
I hugged her, and turned to go, bumping into the girls. I hadn't realized they were standing behind me. They both hugged me briefly, introduced themselves, and shooed me away, dragging Melanie away to an empty table, where they talked for twenty minutes, before getting up and returning to me.
"Take us home, honey, we have an urgent need to be close to you, to hold and love you, to appreciate how lucky we are to have you."
They didn't have to be told, they knew I would always be the lucky one.
The next morning, they started. "We had a good talk with your ex. Her world is crumbling. Her husband is losing the business, it never recovered from the crash. Every thing they have is heavily mortgaged, and they'll lose it all soon."
"So?"
"So you have to help her."
"Why?"
"Because it will reaffirm to us just how good a man you are. You loved her once, try remembering the good times. Consider it a cleansing, finally letting go of the past."
"I let go of the past the first time I kissed both of you. But if it makes my wives happy, I'll help."
The girls handled it, saving their home and getting them debt free. Then they told them they were on their own, and to never contact us again.
I sat back, years later, admiring the huge Christmas tree, barely visible under the mound of presents, my four kids and assorted cousins scrambling around, laughing, giddy with anticipation. My two oldest were married now, nice boys. I know, because I had them investigated. My youngest girl had her girlfriend from college with her, who followed her around like a puppy, looking overwhelmed and scared to death. My son Garrett had his future wife with him, a Greek he'd met when we were vacationing at our villa. Ursala had introduced her as a distant cousin. She was the Goddess, reborn.
The girls were flitting around, in matching red dresses and santa caps, tweaking the decorations. They were fifty six now, looking thirty(in my eyes, at least), as beautiful now as the day I met them. Cathy had refused to dye her hair as she aged, and now it was an intriguing mix of gold and silver. Tory steadfastly refused to admit it, but her glowing red mane was chemically enhanced now.
I had the little girl Eric and Maria wanted so badly asleep on my lap, worn out with excitement. She was number seven, with six older brothers. Maria just couldn't refuse Eric in his quest for a daughter. After she was born, Maria had her tubes tied, closing down the baby making factory permanently.
We'd had to rent the VFW hall to hold everyone, and they were starting to arrive. Leah and Dorian, Laura and Ursala, Jose and Sofia, Tina and Lars. Dorian's mother and stepfather were due to arrive soon. Eric and Maria came in followed by Amy and John, Sarah and Mike right behind. Carmella came in with her kids, her Jerry carrying yet another bunch of presents. Cat came in last, with her new husband Derrick, along with D W, and his girlfriend. My family, all. If God took me today, I couldn't complain. I'd let Him explain it the girls.
OH, and I got one of the best Christmas presents ever. I was about to be a grandfather, twice, in roughly six months, for one, seven for the other. They hadn't done tests yet, but they were positive they were both girls. My wives didn't know, and I asked them not to give them the news until the end of the night, knowing they'd cry for a long time, making me cry with them. Let them enjoy the party first. Then we'd celebrate the milestone privately. I doubted any of would get much sleep tonight.
The end
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There's no sex in this story. Just a flash with a bit of humor.
*****
I was in our dining room, which we never used, preferring the comfort and intimacy of our kitchen table. Well, we used to anyway. I'd set our desktop up there, the ornate table giving me lots of room to organize things. I was a bit of a neat freak, I'm afraid, And I really liked the ambient light of the room.
She came in, the new high heels she'd started wearing recently clattering across the floor, announcing her arrival. She called for me, but I was right in the middle of something, so I ignored her until I was done.
"I'm in here," I called out cheerily. "Can you come in for a minute?"
She appeared in the door, rolling her eyes. "What is it? I have somewhere I need to be soon."
I took her in. Twenty-nine, five seven, hundred ten pounds, spread out very nicely. Good boobs, not large, but very responsive. We didn't have children, so she never had to lose baby weight. She was within three pounds of when I married her four years ago. I always loved her auburn hair, and was pissed when she announced four months ago she was going blond. It made her look, I dunno, cheaper somehow, but my opinion may be biased a bit.
"It won't take too long, and besides, I have a feeling your appointment has been canceled. Come on, the quicker you do this, the quicker I'm out of your hair. And you've made it pretty plain lately that's where you'd like to keep me."
She sighed, giving an exaggerated eye roll as she sat across from me.
"Thanks. Like I said, I'll try to keep it brief. I need you to think, and be truthful. This is not an hypothetical question. How much would you say sex is worth, if you had to give a monetary value?
More specifically, I mean sex with you. Are there different values, you think, for different acts? I know prostitutes have different prices, oral being cheapest, anal being the most expensive, and I have no idea what call girls charge, but it's probably a lot more. I need your help trying to establish a baseline. Research, if you will. Do you think your value is as a high as a courtesan, or cheap as a street whore? Somewhere in the middle maybe."
"Do I try to factor intangibles? Enthusiasm, skill level, enticements like lingerie, mood enhancers like soft lighting, candles, strawberries, chocolate, motel rooms, that sort of thing? I'm going for an overall estimate here."
Her mouth sagged farther open as I talked. When I paused to let her give input, it snapped shut.
"What are you doing here? It's not funny Donald, it more like just plain stupid."
Well good, she used my full name. That meant she was pissed and if I kept it up she'd be in full bitch mode within seconds.
"Oh, I agree, Sherry. It is stupid. It became stupid when you started flirting with Jamison. Jamison, really? What a pompous name. He's just a redneck, even in the suit. His drinking buddies call him Jimmyjam, now there's a name for you."
Her eyes narrowed. I could see the eruption coming. Come on Mt. St Helens, blow.
"Will you get off that! I've told you, there is nothing going on between us. I don't even like him that much. Is this what this is about? I swear, if you bring him up one more time, I'll leave you!"
I grinned. "Jamison, Jamison, Jamison. Jimmyjam Jamison. Sounds like a rapper doesn't it? Jimmyjam Jamison, Redneck Rapper. He could bust rhymes about his pickup truck, getting drunk, fucking married women, maybe. I can see a real career, big money in his future."
Her eyes went wide, then narrowed a bit. I think she's starting to get it.
"Sorry, Sherry, lost my train of thought. Won't happen again. Back on subject here. You know, I really didn't want to come here at first, even if it was a good career move. But the longer I was here, the better I liked it. It was seventy-two yesterday. I played a round of golf, in the last week of February. Can't beat the weather. So I think I'll stay, regardless of what happens next."
"Know what I like most about North Carolina, though? You can still sue people for alienation of affections, you know, stealing a spouse. It's one of the few left that will let you do it. It takes a rare combination of circumstances to actually get any money, but anyway, it's the thought, I guess. That's why I'm doing all this research. I want to present a rock hard report, full details of the frequency and acts, and how I arrived at the numbers. I got a few videos, some eyewitnesses, enough to establish a baseline. But if I could get it straight for you how much you think that pussy is worth, it would help a lot. Kind of like calling an expert. My lawyer laughed his ass off when I told him what I wanted to do, but he kind of got behind it there at the end, something about precedents. Gee, it might just change the way people go about filing these suits."
"More money will change hands. The lawyers will be happy, the judge will be happy because it'll make monetary awards a lot easier to determine."
"So, help me out here. If you don't cooperate, my lawyer will have your ass up there on that stand, and he'll be glad to go through your affair act by act. That'll be testimony I would love to hear. And be glad for small favors. The meter stops running the minute you sign the separation and divorce papers. We won't even embarrass you by having you served, just drop by his office. Look at how much money you and Jimmyjam, sorry, Jamison will save after you move out, on gas and motel rooms. Then again, know he has a spare bedroom, if he can talk his wife into it. Oh, and I've given my research to her, and she's going to use it in her case against you, so maybe you can get someplace together. We're even splitting the cost of the lawyer."
I looked down at Sherry, passed out cold on the dining room floor. She didn't fall out, it was more like watching a balloon losing its' air as she slid to the floor. So much for an expert consultant. No matter, the papers are pretty self explanatory. I printed my research out, put it in a nice binder, and lay it on her chest. She'll wake up directly. Right now, me, my lawyer, and Mrs. Jimmyjam are having a dinner meeting. At Hog Heaven, the best barbeque joint in town. Another thing I like about the South.
I hope Sherry realizes as soon as the door clicks behind her tonight she won't be able to get back in. The locks have been changed.
Damn it, it's got to where you can't enjoy a good meal any more. Sherry has called six times already, I shut it off, Mrs. Jimmyjam was right in the middle of one of her hilarious stories about her errant husband. Said she was thinking about writing a book, Life With A Horndog. Seems Sherry isn't his one and only. Mrs. J said she'd give me their addresses, so I can share my formula with their husbands, AFTER mine was done. Don't want too many people shaking the tree at the same time, now do we? I tuned back in to the story.
"and then I asked him how he managed to get his tiny pecker stuck in that pine knot to start with."
...
Of course, it wasn't that simple. Sherry didn't want a divorce, She was so sorry, it would never happen again, she's learned her lesson. She fought for four months before she gave it up, signed the papers, and moved back home.
Jamison got a lot of publicity when the trial started, and the judge, an old school codger with two ex-wives to his credit, let me testify. The court rocked with laughter while he tried to figure out how to be invisible. He was actually pretty well off, owned half a car dealership, and I actually got some money, more than I thought possible. Mrs. Jamison ended up with the house, and a fourth interest in the car lot. As soon as we were done she gave my research to the three other husbands, and it looks like before it's over, he'll be lucky to have a job selling cars, instead of having a stake in a dealership.
I stayed away from women for almost two years before I ran into a feisty little redhead, redneck to her roots, a widow with two sons, eight and six. I coached her kids, basketball, something a friend talked me into, and though we didn't hit it off right away, we gradually warmed up to each other. She made fun of the way I treated her in public, opening doors, seating her at a restaurant, the way I always deferred to her in social situations.
She pushed it until I snapped on the third date.
"You don't like being treated like a lady, fine. But if you date me, expect me to treat you this way. If you want to be treated like an object, go back to the rednecks."
Her eyes flew wide, but she waited demurely for me to open the car door when we left, staying quiet on the way home. She actually apologized when I walked her to the door. I explained as best I could.
"Look, it was the way I was raised. My grandfather was old fashioned. Treat them like a lady in public, a partner in private, and a... well the rest was about the bedroom."
Her eyes seemed to glow in the moonlight. "If I was your woman, how would you treat me in the bedroom?"
"I'd treat you like the hot little piece I think you are, and fuck your brains out. Not for power, not for domination, but because I'd want to be the best lover you ever had, to always keep you satisfied. I don't think we're there yet, though."
"You know what your biggest fault is, honey? You think too fucking much." She was saying that as she shoved me through the door. We were late picking up the boys the next morning. Her mom looked at us and just grinned.
Eight months later, when we had them sitting at the table explaining that in four months I was going to be their new dad, they were very happy. We'd developed an easy, teasing relationship, and I told the oldest he was going to be the ring bearer. The youngest wanted to know what his part was.
"Well, we'll need a flower girl..."
"Mom! Dad wants me to be a flower girl!"
"Well, honey, I bet you'd look really cute in a dress."
He looked like he was about to cry, when I picked him up and put him on my lap. "You know we're just being meanies, son. How about this, you can be the ring bearer, and your brother can be the best man. How's that?"
That suited them just fine, and that's what we did. Ten years later, I loved to hear them complain when I made them take their little sisters to dance practice, and Girl Scouts.
I never saw Sherry again. My older brother told me she'd gotten remarried, but it didn't last. After that divorce she sort of just disappeared. Too bad for her second they didn't live in my state.
We were at a party right after we married, and one of her friends told her what I'd done. On the way home she was quiet, and after we got in bed she asked me how much I thought she was worth.
"Honey, there is more value in you when you just give me a peck on the cheek than there would be if my ex lived to be a million and we lived in bed. There hasn't been a unit of measurement invented to describe your value to me. Factor in our boys, and you couldn't put enough zeros behind it."
"Good answer," she said through surprising tears. as she slid her body on top of mine, "but I expect you to show how much you value me often. Real often."
And that's how the girls came to be. Twins. I'll never get out of debt.
*****
There you go. Don't take it too seriously.
2016 has been a really rough year for me so far. My brother passed, the youngest of seven. He was forty-nine, a diabetic like me, and he basically abused himself to death. My youngest sister has been in and out of the hospital and rehab since December, but appears to be on the mend. My mother, in her mid eighties, is showing the stress.
Then I went to the dermatologist, about a spot on my nose. She did a biopsy. Cancer. "It'll be fine," she said, "We'll cut, biopsy to make sure we got it all, then over to the partners in plastic surgery. You'll get a small skin graft, be good to go in three or four days."
She finally got it all after six procedures taking over seven hours. Of course, by then sixty per cent of my nose was gone, including all the cartilage all the way to the bone. Four and a half hours in the operating room the next day, and I got a slab of meat that looks like a big fat worm where my nose used to be, and a hundred and six stitches in my face and ear, where they 'borrowed' the cartilage to rebuild my nose. I look like Frankenstein on a bay day.
In three weeks they do the final operation, and three weeks after that I'm supposed to be fine.
The good news is I'm out of work for at least six weeks, so I can maybe finish up a lot of stuff I've left dangling because I haven't had the time.
The really good news is I have two prescriptions for oxy, and I'm sure it'll reap rewards, creatively.
So, back to the story. I hope you enjoyed it. Comment if you like, vote if you want, and look for more. Thanks.
Q
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Rose sang along to the song from almost thirty years ago that was playing on the oldies station she favored. It was from the year she was eighteen, just on the cusp of adulthood. In fact, she remembered hearing it as she and Charley made love for the very first time. Her smile widened, they were both eighteen, ready to take on the world. And, if truth be told, there was very little love involved that summer, but a lot of lust. They screwed everywhere they could find a flat surface, and privacy. One of her favorite remembrances from that summer after high school was of her and Charley, naked on a quilt spread over hay bales in the loft of one of his uncle's barns. They were bathed in the light of a full moon shining in the open hay doors, the light softening their features, as they enjoyed their third coupling of the night. They later cuddled, quilt wrapped around them, while he pointed out a fox slinking across a meadow, and they listened to an owl, probably upset because they had invaded his home.
But after every summer comes autumn, and they both went off to college, him to a state university to get his degree in agribusiness, and her, to a college three states away, on full scholarship, to earn a degree in accounting.
They hooked up briefly their first summer back, but then she took internships every summer until she graduated, only then coming home because the best job offer she had came from the largest local bank.
Despite living in the same community, they really didn't cross paths again for two years, when he used her bank to leverage a business deal. There was little discussion over what direction his career would take, his family owned four of the largest farms in the area, held in a complicated trust. They also had a large feed, seed, and fertilizer store, for large commercial farms, where he ended up being assistant manager .
When his father died from a massive heart attack a year later, Charley was his only heir, and besides the stake in the family business, he was the beneficiary of a very large life insurance policy, and the liquid assets of his father.
When the deal was done, Charley had no stake in the farm operation any longer, but the feed store and a small, two hundred acre section that was part of the original holdings his great grandfather three times over bought over two hundred years before were completely his, plus a good nest egg, which he immediately spent, buying another store eighty miles away, and adding a franchised hardware store to both locations, cracking the retail market.
His skill and education stood him good stead, and his yearly profits were easily three times what he would have earned off the farms by the fourth year. There was a little grumbling from the cousins, but all had signed off on the deal, so they had no recourse but to accept it.
Rose had been appointed his coordinator for the bank, and they renewed their friendship over the following months. Working lunches turned into working dinners, which turned into breakfasts after spending the night together.
No one was surprised when eighteen months later, in a country Baptist church his family had attended for seven generations, on a warm April afternoon, Rose Chaney became Mrs. Charley Barton.
After a honeymoon at a clothing optional resort, they came home with a lot of memories and no tan line. Charley then gave Rose her wedding present, the seed money to open her own office, with his businesses as the very first clients. It included a postnupt that excluded him from all profits earned. There had been a similar clause in the paperwork when he bought the stores, added by his family to make sure if something happened or he wanted to sell it, the family could buy it back without complication should he ever marry and divorce. Charley had no reason to object at the time, as it was before he and Rose were serious. It was at his insistence that her clause was included.
Now, all those years later, Rose had eight offices in two states, and traveled one week a month to the different branches. She was no longer an accountant, but a CEO and administrator. Charley owned four stores now, and his annual income was just over seven figures, and her net was about half that annually.
That was big money by anyone's standards, especially in this rural community, where the county seat held only forty thousand people, and there was only one more town, a hamlet of just over six thousand,just a few miles from her house.
She laughed as the song ended, now they were considered the 'redneck elite' of their community, well off without the snobbery that came with money. They belonged to a country club, but never became the country club type.
She wheeled in to the driveway of their four bedroom home, sighing because they hadn't been able to fill them with children. There had been a complication during the birth of their daughter, and she could no longer bear children. Instead, they lavished their love on their only child, while at the same time making sure she grew in to a sensible, responsible adult. She had just graduated college, and now the home was a true empty nest.
Her heels clacked as she walked through the stone foyer, shoes were her one big indulgence since they became wealthy. Rose reckoned she had sixty pairs of just heels, and her annual shopping trip was coming up. Every year she went to Atlanta, Charlotte, and twice Miami, to update her wardrobe, which mainly meant new shoes. She always took her mother and daughter, who was more enthusiastic about it now than when she was younger. Charley tended to dress in LL Bean and the clothes his hardware stores sold, but he had a closet of very nice suits for when the need arose. He was only fifteen pounds heavier now than when they married, and she was actually smaller, thanks to her time with personal trainers. Yes, she thought, as she walked to the kitchen, they were rich, still attractive, had a great kid, life was just perfect.
Thursday was takeout night, and her nose told her tonight was Chinese, her favorite. Next would be Italian, Barbeque, a burger from the small diner in the next town, fish, or something from whatever new place had just opened up. Rose thought it odd the food was still boxed, and Charley was sitting on the patio, watching the sunset. Grabbing a couple of plates, she loaded them, carrying them out to the table, noting he already had a glass and a pitcher of sweet tea.
She grabbed another glass and utensils, and settled down beside him, somewhat surprised he hadn't kissed her, and totally puzzled when she leaned over and he turned, so she caught his cheek.
Instantly concerned, because that was so unlike him, she asked how his day went.
Still staring out over the fields, he answered.
"It was pretty boring in the morning, but I had an interesting lunch date."
Rose smiled. Everyone wanted something from Charley, from the fourteen year old girl in the FFA who wanted him to address her group, to the eighty year old retired librarian who wanted him to donate enough money to put his name on the building, to vendors, and retail customers. He usually treated them to lunch as they talked. Normally pretty steady, he did have occasional moments of weakness, like when one precocious ten year old told him he ought to donate the equipment, seeds, and the time from someone who knew what they were doing to make a school garden.
He was so impressed, he leased the field adjacent to the school, and divided it until every class had a plot. Then he sent over the tillers and tools to work the spot, with two retired farmers to run the project, doing only what the children couldn't, then showing how on the rest. Each class had to vote on what to plant, when to plant it, and each student had to spend at least one hour a week tending it. All harvest went to the school cafeteria, where once a week or more a meal was prepared using vegetables the children had raised. In a move unusual for someone who sold farm chemicals and fertilizers, he would only allow them to use organic materials. The program had started ten years ago, and the girl who suggested it was now working with the retired farmers teaching, as part of her college requirements. Her schooling was completely paid by Charley, including living expenses. There was no pretense, no disguised scholarships, just a blunt "I believe in you" followed by financial arrangements. In return she had to work for him for four years after graduating. She called him Uncle Charley now, and would literally kill for him.
Charley wasn't a saint for all his compassion. He was known to abrupt to people who annoyed him, and he had no use for someone who tried to cheat in a business dealing, or manipulate personal relationships. Slow to anger, when he reached that stage he tended to be ruthless both in public and personal matters. And as he never forgot a kindness, he never forgot a slight.
Somebody must have gotten out of line at lunch, she thought, as she relaxed. Woe be unto them, as their preacher was fond of saying.
"Was she a pretty young thing, or some grumpy old fart with his hand out?"
"Quite attractive, actually, Amanda Peterson."
Rose felt a little chill, both over who he had lunch with and his tone of voice. He was speaking very softly, his angry voice, she knew from experience. He got up, walking to the end of the patio, looking at the small lake he had built and stocked.
"What did you talk about, dear?"
"Sex."
"Sex? Why in the world would a twenty-four year old woman talk to you about sex?"
He turned, looking her dead in the eye. Her heart leaped to her throat, and with an air of fatalism she listened.
"Well, it seems she and Bobby are going to have an open marriage. From what I gather it was his idea, and he'd spent weeks getting her to agree with it. She just wanted to know, since you were going to be his first partner, and since we were so understanding and happy with our own open marriage, if I would be her first too, because she thought I'd be gentle with her."
"We talked a long time, Rose. The poor girl is really confused and scared. But by the time we were done, she wasn't scared anymore. She was pissed. Might want to tell Bobby to watch for a guy to serve him tomorrow, and you should watch out yourself. What the hell were you thinking, fishing in the company pond? She's gonna pop a lawsuit the size of Texas on you. This is still an alienation of affections state. It's gonna suck to be you soon."
"Now, what I want you to do is look me in the eye, and tell me this is all bullshit from a couple of scam artists, that you've never done any of the things she told me today, and you're willing to counter sue and send their asses to jail. Because if even the tiniest part is true, you and I are done. You understand me? Done. I'll send bloodhounds from hell down your back trail, and I'll find every dirty little secret you've ever had all the way back to grade school. Now is the time when you start ranting about being so unfairly accused. Go ahead."
Rose sat in shock, her head reeling, trying to form coherent sentences and failing. No! Not now! How could this have possibly happened? Bobby said she was good with it. Damn it!
Charley stood and watched for about a minute, before speaking. "I thought so. I'm leaving now. I think I'll stay at the farm for a while. Don't try to talk to me, call me, email me, don't even send me a fuckin' smoke signal! We'll talk when I'm ready, not before. God damn you, Rose. Damn you!"
Rose didn't know how long it took her to move, but by that time she could hear his truck fading into to the distance. She sat back down, looking at the plates of food, too shocked to cry.
Two hours later the food was useless, covered with flies. The sunset had faded into a cloudy night. Not a star to be seen, no beacons of hope she could latch on to. She got up, leaving the mess for the housekeeper.
Rose went straight to the liquor cabinet, considering the choices. For someone who rarely drank, he had a quite a large selection. She smiled when she saw the bottle of rye, his favorite, still only half empty after six months.
She frowned when she noticed the bottle of vodka she liked best was almost empty. "Might as well do it in," she thought, turning up the bottle until it was gone, and opening another bottle. Carrying a large tumbler holding almost half a pint, she filled it the rest of the way with ice and tonic, carrying it into the kitchen, where she added three slices of lime.
For some undefined reason she went back out to the patio. Raising her glass to the east, she said "Good night, Charley."
Then Rose cried, and drank, repeating the routine until she stopped crying and passed out.
.................................
"Rose, Rose, are you all right? Wake up."
She came to her senses as their housekeeper shook her gently. She was sprawled on a lounge chair, in a not very ladylike position. Her skirt had ridden up, exposing her stocking tops and garters. She snapped awake, taking the scene in, the food still on the table, a bottle of vodka, sitting there surrounded by lime wedges. The bottle was half empty. She had a headache, but wasn't hung over. Rose had simply succumbed to emotional exhaustion.
She gathered her thoughts, smiling weakly at Mrs. Gannon, the housekeeper. A widow, in her sixties, she worked four days a week six hours a day. She and Charley were neat people, so it didn't take Mrs. Gannon long to keep the place in top shape. And she was a relative, Charley's great aunt. Charley hired her because she needed the extra income, and put her on salary, making sure she got a full paycheck no matter how long or little she worked. He even tried to get her to move in to one of the spare bedrooms, but she refused, preferring to keep her apartment.
"Sorry, Shirley. Got a little carried away last night. Come on, let me help clear this up."
"I can't believe Charley left you out here like this! When he gets home, I'm gonna give him a talking to!"
"Charley wasn't here last night, this is all on me. Just had a lot on my mind."
Shirley was old, but there was nothing wrong with her mind. She looked at the two plates, the two glasses of tea, and knew Charley had been there for at least part of the evening. The thought shocking her, it looked like there may be some trouble in paradise. The physical evidence, plus the fact that she had found Rose semi-passed out, led her to all kinds of speculation.
She couldn't help but wonder about the hose. She did their laundry most of the time, and had never seen anything like that in the wash, Maybe it was some kind of midlife crisis thing.
"You go on in, Rose, get cleaned up. You're not working today?"
With a start, Rose realized she was late. Good thing she owned the place. She called her manager and her personal assistant, telling them she'd would be in after lunch, and to rearrange her appointments.
A long hot shower helped. She looked at her reflection, thinking a little vainly how good she still looked while most of her friends had entered the dumpy housewife phase. She cupped her breasts, frowning at the sag. Maybe it was time to do a little tuck, give Charley something a little firmer to play with. He'd always loved her boobs, as he called them.
Then she realized he may never play with them again, and tears welled. Fighting to maintain control, she sat at the vanity, brushing her hair, reflecting on how she ended up in this mess.
She took to business like a duck to water. Using the money Charley gave her as a wedding present, she had opened her first office. Charley, of course, gave her his business. When the accounting firm his cousins used in the family business closed due to retirement, she got that business. Things progressed nicely, and in two years she opened another office in the county seat.
The next year she opened an office in the town next to Charley's second store. In twelve years, she had five offices. She added three more over time. She could have opened more, but she had to travel one week a month, and she didn't like the idea of being away from home any more than necessary.
The small small county she lived in was dry, so there were no places other than a few fraternal orders and the country club to socialize over a drink. It was one of the things she missed most, she enjoyed the bar and club scene at college a little too much, truth be told.
But she was settled down now, no bar crawls, or staggering out of clubs in her future any longer.
It had been ten weeks since she and Charley had made love. He had been sick, a serious case of flu, that put him out of action for three weeks. Then she had to travel for a week. As soon as she got back, he had to go out of town to finalize the purchase of his third store. Then she got the flu. By the time she recovered she had to go back on the road. It was the longest dry spell they'd ever had in their marriage.
Just over forty, they still enjoyed a robust sex life, two to five times a week depending on opportunity. They still occasionally used the hayloft at the farm, just for fun. She would go to his office at lunch time every once in a while, for a protein shake. He once dressed her in a short skirt and no panties, and they went to a drive in the next county over. He parked in the back, put her seat down, pulled her skirt up, and used his fingers and a small vibrator until she soaked the cloth seat, ruining the handle of a very expensive designer bag when she chewed on it to keep from screaming.
Charley took her bra, and would only let her button up her blouse halfway, just barely covering her nipples,and made her stay that way while he went through the drive thru a fast food place. The boy handing out their milkshakes nearly dropped them when she leaned over to get hers and a nipple popped out. He tortured her on the way home, running the cold cup over her nipples, plunging his cold fingers in and out of her at random. They didn't even make it into the house when they got home, he dropped the tailgate of his truck, putting her at exactly the right height to receive him. They woke up the next morning smelling like vanilla shakes and sex.
The town her new office was in was considerably larger than home, and she decided to treat herself to a night out. She cabbed so she wouldn't have to worry about how much she drank, and ended up at an all male review. The alcohol, the hot bodies, and her pent up desires did her in, and she took one of the strippers back to the hotel. He was twenty-two, with a big dick and great stamina.
The next morning she was sore, hung over, and mortified. If Charley even found out!
She never went out the rest of the week, and fell into Charley's arms when she got home, ordering him to take the next day off. She mated with him in a mixture of shame, lust, and fear. It took her the rest of the month to calm down.
The next week she traveled, she was back at the same club, taking the same stripper home with her. She played with him for three months, giving him little gifts, gold chains,a prepaid debit card so when they went out he could pay, that always had a few hundred extra left over. It would always be empty when she got to town, and she would reload it for him.
He quit his job and left, but not before spending two days giving her all he had, and introducing her to his replacement. Things did not go so well with him. They played on a Monday, and Wensday he called. Seems one of his other playmates had given him a gift. She panicked, got checked, insisted on shots even though nothing showed up. She called Charley and told him she'd found a serious problem with one of the accounts the office handled, and she was going to have to stay a few extra days to fix it. She felt like hell lying to her husband because she may or may not have the clap, and promised herself never again.



She broke that promise six months later, and would keep breaking her vows for the next eight years. And then she got stupid, and Charley found out.
If she had to describe Bobby Petersen in one word, it would be "yummy". He was tall, athletic, good lucking, and from the glimpses she got of the occasional bulge in his slacks, well endowed. It was the first time she had ever considered playing at home, and the years of hiding her affairs from Charley made her arrogant. She would make Bobby her personal assistant, take him on her trips, and as before, only play when she was out of town.
The signals were sent and received, and the flirting escalated. She had been around men like Bobby before, arrogant, inflated egos, self centered. She was sure he had designs on her and her money, and it made her smile. He would never be a tenth the man Charley was. Bobby was just a human vibrator, something to play with until he began to bore her.
She would let him down gently, give him some very nice gifts, maybe even some money. If he got stupid and threaten her, she would make sure he understood how costly it could be to him.
The wheels started coming off when his wife found their emails. How absolutely stupid could he be? Rose realized now she should have called it off right then, but he persuaded her he could handle his wife. She didn't know his plan until her life fell apart, but the last thing either of them expected was that Amanda Petersen would offer herself to Charley.
Rose stopped brushing her hair, lost in thought. Did she still want to be married to Charley? Was it time to just pack it in and move on? Admittedly, the sex hadn't been anything exceptional the last few years, but he was comfortable as an old shoe and when they made love, he put everything he had in to it to please her. Maybe, a persistent little voice nagged, maybe if she'd held back some of the passion she gave to her lovers, it would have been better.
Yes, she thought, she did want to stay married to Charley. He was her soulmate, the man she wanted to see holding her on her death bed. Life without him wasn't appealing. She needed to get him to understand none were ever a threat to us, they were just toys, to play with until she could get home to him.
She had to try.
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Okay, by now most of you know I'm out of work for another three weeks. To make my life more fun, my septic tank backed up. Two hundred fifty bucks to pump it. For exercise I've been walking around the neighborhood. I'll be honest, 75% of my neighbors are jerks, but the few I like I'll stop and talk with. I was telling my friend Brian about my septic problems, and come to find it out he was in that line of work for eleven years.
"It's not your tank. Bet you a sixpack of beer your filter is clogged."
I didn't know septic tanks had filters, but they do. Brian explained what I needed to do, then spent twenty minutes telling me about the things he'd found in septic systems. The one that stuck out was a job where he pulled the cover to check the filter, to find it clogged with almost thirty condoms. He said he made a little joke about maybe he needed to toss them in the waste from now on, when suddenly he noticed how pale the guy was. Seems they had never used a condom in eighteen years of marriage.
"How did it turn out?"
"Shit, I don't know. I cleaned the filter, and he wrote me a check. One thing though, when I left he had on a pair of kitchen gloves and was putting all the rubbers in a small bucket."
And away we go.
...
Well, isn't that just wonderful, I thought, as I looked down. Beth came screaming into the living room, saying the toilet exploded. By the looks of it, it had. Knowing very well Beth wouldn't do it, I cleaned the bathroom up, then went outside to check the cleanout plug. As soon as I opened it there was a gush, and I had to go take a shower.
It was Saturday afternoon, and I was wondering how expensive an emergency call was going to be, when Beth marched by me, suitcase in hand.
"I'm going to stay with my sister until you get this fixed. Call me when you get it done."
I went back inside, stripping just inside the back door. Screw this, I'm taking a shower. The water can just flow across the back yard. I thought as the water washed over me about my life. Married eighteen years, one daughter seventeen, away as a counselor at a summer camp, saving every dime for college.
Thought about Beth, and the growing distance between us. Seems I was even more clueless and fumbling now than when we were first married. And sex was history. She was only forty-one, still good looking. Maybe it was a female thing. I'd read about early onset menopause while I was in the doctor's office last month. Maybe that was it. Whatever, her attitude was starting to bleed over to Amy, and the hurt on her face when her mother went off was more than I was willing to bear. We were going to talk when she got home. I'd hit my limit, and honestly, if she didn't like it, I didn't give a shit. I was tired of living in a toxic environment.
Clean, I decided to go out to the pub, get one of those great burgers, maybe have a beer or two. And I'd make sure that if I needed to go, I'd do it there.
I was going out, and saw Gus getting his evening paper. The light bulb went on. Gus used to own a septic tank service. He'd still have contacts, maybe he could get someone over.
I stopped, and we shot the breeze for a few minutes before I got around to my question. He laughed.
"Wanna save two-fifty?"
"Damn right I would. How?"
"I'll bet you the tank isn't full. I think your filter is clogged. All you need to do is clean it out. Tell you what, I'll come by tomorrow after church and show you how to fix it."
I was so happy I invited him and his wife to the pub. They spent the next two hours talking about the strange things they'd pulled out of septic tanks. Seems his wife Mabel was a dispatcher where he worked, and sometimes rode along if nothing was going on. One woman had lost her engagement ring, and she paid to have the whole tank filtered looking for it, only to find it behind a plant on her counter. Another guy followed them to the dump station, seems he thought he was about to be busted, and had dumped eighty thousand dollars worth of cocaine down the toilet. They actually found the cocaine, and he got a nice long jail term.
The next afternoon they were there at one-thirty. We located the cover and pulled it. There was the filter plain as day. Gus had me man the hose as he pulled it. He started grinning about the time it was halfway up.
His wife looked down and giggled.
"I've found your problem, Chad. Might want to toss these in the wastebasket from now on."
I looked at what he was holding. My filter was blocked with condoms. Twenty-three, I found out later. Stupidly, I wondered how a bunch of condoms had managed to find their way into my septic system. Then it hit me how.
My face must have showed something, because Gus and Mabel quit talking for a minute.
"I'm sure there's an explanation, Chad. Maybe you've had guests lately? Or maybe, uh, Amy had some friends over when you weren't there?"
"Really, Mabel? You think I'd have guests over long enough for them to get it on this many times? Or that my seventeen year old daughter is suddenly hosting orgies? No, there is only one explanation here."
They spent another forty-five minutes talking me down before they left. I waited until they left, got some thick rubber gardening gloves, and picked the rubbers up carefully, putting them into a triple layered baggie, then into a plastic container, and putting it into the little freezer in the top of my shop fridge.
Then I went in to the house to think. Fucking Bitch! A lot of things fell into place. We were done. No negotiation, no apologies. Finished. Only one thing stopped me from pulling the trigger. I wanted to know who it was.
I didn't bother to call Beth. Let her stay where she was for awhile. I had plans to make. I spent the rest of the day in my shop.
Amy needed picking up the next day, and I had already put in for a vacation day to do it. It was the first time I'd seen her in seven weeks.
She gave me a tremendous hug, and told me some of the adventures she'd had wrangling eleven year old girls who thought they were twenty. Really, that young? Man, was I getting old.
It wasn't until we were almost home before she asked about her mother. I told her about the septic tank. "So it's fixed?"
"Yes, it's fixed."
"Does Mom know?"
"No, I tried calling last night and this morning. Remember, she was supposed to be with me when I picked you up. We'd planned a whole day of family activities."
Amy pulled out her phone, and called her aunt. "Is Mom there?"
"No honey, your Mom is at work."
"Well then, how come everyone said she was off when I called?"
"Um ,er, um."
"Here's the deal. Mom better call me back, from a company phone, not her cell, in the next twenty minutes. If not, I'll have Dad drive me over to check. And if she blew her own daughter off for some monkey business, this little bird is going to sing to her father. I know things. Twenty minutes."
Thirty minutes later she called, out of breath. "Hi, honey. I'm so glad you're home."
"Yeah, I could tell when you showed up to meet the bus."
"I had something come up."
"I can just bet. Goodbye, Mom."
She called me, ranting about how disrespectful she was. "Well, look who taught her. It will be tomorrow before the tank gets pumped. Amy will be at my parents tonight, if you're interested."
"I won't..."
I hung up and looked at Amy. She sighed.
"You found out then. What are you going to do? And before you go off on me about not telling you, I found out at summer camp. Jenny, my best friend, had a cousin named Toni, who has a boyfriend, Jack, who lives three doors down from us. He told Toni what he'd seen, who told Jenny, and Jenny told me."
"Well, straight from the horse's mouth then. It must be gospel."
"Sarcasm doesn't suit you, at least towards your daughter. I was going to tell tonight. What are we going to do?"
"You're going to finish high school, having a ball senior year. You will most likely finish in a single parent household. As old as you are, the judge will probably let you pick who you want to live with. I'll respect your decision if it's your mom, just tell me you won't cut me out of your life. What do you think?"
"I think you're a pretty clueless guy most of the time. Of course I'll pick you. I could never manipulate her like I can you. She's spent so little time being with us, even in the same house, I bet she couldn't pick me out of a lineup. But what I really, really need to do right now is get the taste of camp food out of my mouth. I'd kill for a decent pizza or a good burger. So if you want to get to your only child's heart, do it through my stomach."
I took her to the local pizza place, and watched as she destroyed three quarters of a large meat lovers pie with extra cheese. She sat back, burped, and asked me what I was going to do about her mother.
She acted grown up and tough, but I could see the little girl in her eyes. This was going to be hard on us. I took her hand.
"Let me tell you where my priorities are, Andi. First, I have to make absolutely sure I handle this the right way. I need to figure out in the coming months how to minimize the impact of the divorce will be on you. Right now, you are the number one person in my life. I want you safe, and as happy as I can make you. A lot depends on how your mother reacts. You have my promise I'll do my best to keep you from getting caught in the middle. But pumpkin, if what I suspect is true, my marriage to your mother is dead."
It was a surreal conversation to be having with your daughter, but I'd always asked for her input in major family decisions since she was fourteen. Of course, some decisions she couldn't participate in, but I tried to get her involved in everything else. When we needed a car when she was fifteen, even though Mom wanted a sporty little car, she went with me in favor of the SUV. I ended up driving it anyway, hauling Toni and her friends around, and Beth got her little car the next year.
It was me who taught her to reflect before she made a decision, and consider all sides before giving advice. It stood her well, making her a natural leader, and confessor to her group of friends.
"You need to figure out how to keep the house, until I graduate, at least. Then let her have it, if it helps you financially. I'm still going to State, right? The money will be there, won't it?"
I rushed to assure her. "Honey, there's enough in your 529C to get you through the first three years. Even if your mother doesn't help, I'll have plenty of time to come up with the money to pay for your last year. I give you my solemn promise."
We got home, and I left her to unpack her things and think. By now I only wanted to know two things about her mother. How soon we could get divorced, and who's the asshole she's screwing.
...
It was pretty simple, in the end. All the high tech gadgets you can buy on the internet can't beat a good old fashioned deer cam.
Well, maybe I misspoke. The deer cams I borrowed from my brother were state of the art, doing a thirty second video when activated, before going to stills. It gave you a time stamp, and could be programmed to zoom in on activation. They even had audio, but usually they were so far away from their subjects they didn't pick up much.
It took a little brainstorming to figure out how to conceal them, but with the help of my brother I built two birdhouses, each concealing a camera. I put one on a tree by the driveway, that activated whenever someone pulled in, and the other on a pole pointing directly at the front door. I didn't need to see them doing the nasty, it wouldn't matter anyway. She said something smarmy about putting up birdhouses at the end of summer, and I told her it was to let them weather, so the birds would think they were a natural part of the yard.
Of course, I was blowing total smoke, what the hell did I know about how a bird picked a nest? She just shrugged and ignored them.
Here's how it worked. She worked at a company that had flex hours, so two, three times a week she'd take two hours for lunch, working over or coming in early to do her work. Her boyfriend must have worked at the same place. She got to the house thirty minutes before he did, grabbing a sandwich and shedding clothes. He'd show up, they would bump uglies for about thirty minutes, then they would dress and leave, her going back to work, him killing time until he was due back. Sometimes he'd stay at my house, drink one or two of my beers, my home crafted beers a friend supplied me with. I'm surprised I didn't notice. Maybe Toni was right, maybe I really was clueless.
Juvenile as shit, but when I found out, I moved all but one or two out to the shop fridge. They were old style bottles, with ceramic caps and rubber washers, about twenty-four ounces full. I'd take the ones I left in the house, drink about a fourth of them, and fill them up with fresh piss. Then I'd shake them well and put them back. I'd grin like crazy when I'd come home and find an empty on the counter. I could have made him sick, but did I really give a fuck?
About once a week I'd pull the cover off the septic tank and pull the rubbers out. They were busy little bees, averaging twice a session. No wonder she had no enthusiasm for me, she was all fucked out most of the time.
It took me three weeks of careful preparation, but everything was set up and ready to go. I wouldn't let Toni be there when it all came down. Nobody deserved to see a parent humiliated like I intended.
I thought about inviting the neighbors, but then I thought better of it. Instead I set up two video cameras,and started them filming. Brian had an old boombox, that used cassettes. I placed it beside my dresser, where it was barely noticeable.
I tried to time it so the boombox went off just after they were naked. The cassette had been running, empty tape, until it hit the sounds I'd recorded. I tested the sucker, and it was loud.
BOOM! The sound of a shotgun going off and wood splintering. I'd gone to habitat and purchased an old door, that I set up in the woods and shot. As soon as the shot went off, you could hear me screaming. Very little of it was acting, I had a lot of pent up rage, and I turned it loose.
"YOU CHEATING SLUT!" The shotgun went off again. "I'M GONNA BLOW HIS BALLS OFF! THEN I'M GONNA STICK THIS SHOTGUN UP YOUR CHEATING CUNT AND PULL THE TRIGGER UNTIL IT'S EMPTY! HERE I COME, BITCH."
I bet I've watched the scene a hundred times, and still can't help laughing. They came flying out the front door, scrambling to their cars. All he had on was a white shirt, his pants, coat, and tie in his hands. I found his boxers on the bedroom floor later. I stepped around the house and started towards him. He screamed like a girl and jumped into his car. That's when he noticed the gift I'd left him.
I'd taken two five gallon buckets, dipped about four gallons of septic fluid(and a few solids)in each, and divided the rubbers equally. Just before the gun went off inside, I'd poured it onto the driver's seat. Serves the dumbass right for leaving his car unlocked in a strange neighborhood.
It still didn't stop him from hauling ass.
Beth came out screaming. She had a white blouse she was trying to struggle into, bare breasts bouncing wildly. At the same time she was trying to pull her tan skirt up. Apparently I'd gotten to them before they got busy, or he hadn't bothered to remove it, but she had on a white thong. I'd never seen her in a thong. Pouring the rubbers into her car was easy. She locked her car religiously, even at home. But I had a key.
She was fumbling with her keys as I started towards her, before realizing it was unlocked. She jumped in, door open, and tried to crank up. It took about fifteen seconds for it to hit her. Her skirt was still up, and the white thong was no longer white. I stood there, snapping pictures and laughing uncontrollably.
I think it hit her what I'd done. She was screaming at me, struggling to get out of the car. I slammed the door, almost catching her leg.
"Don't even think about getting your shit covered ass out! Better yet, go ahead. I still got the cover off the septic tank. I could drop you in, and close the cover. You could probably last an hour or two, dog paddling, but eventually you'd tire out and just slip under. Now that I know all I have to do is change the filters, it might be twenty more years before I have to have it pumped. By then all that would be left would be a few of the larger bones, and I doubt he'd suck them up in his hose. The more I think about it, the more it appeals to me."
I pulled my set of keys out, to unlock the door. She threw her car in gear, flying backwards. She took out one neighbors' mailbox, and knocked another down. She was flying out of our cul-de-sac at an alarming speed.
"Hey," I yelled, knowing she couldn't hear me, "this is a twenty mile an hour zone. Slow your ass down. This ain't no residential area, this is a neighborhood!"
All right, I was a big Bill Cosby and Richard Pryor fan, before it was revealed what a perverted asshole Bill was in real life and what a druggie Richard had turned into. The line was off an old comedy album my dad had. I can't recall who exactly said it.
I told Toni what I'd done, leaving out a few details, when she got home from school. She was shocked that her old man would do something like that, then she was impressed. "And people wonder who I got my personality from. That's just precious."
"You're not mad about the way I treated your mother?"
"No. you didn't physically hurt her, and she kind of deserved it. Bet she remembers this day for a long, long time. Now come on, and help me pack her stuff up. And be neat! You've already got your revenge."
So we gently packed her clothes, her cosmetics, and her jewelry. When Toni found the sexy underwear, she took scissors and cut everything in two. I guess the apple doesn't fall far from the tree.
"Mom won't answer the phone," she told me as she came out with the last load. "She's at Aunt Gwen's, I just talked to her. I guess she owes Mom for covering for her little adventures. Too bad Uncle Jack found out anyway. I'll be back in just a bit. You got her on the ropes right now, Dad. Might want to think about changing locks tomorrow."
It was three hours before she came back. "Mom's a wreck. She kept saying over and over it wasn't supposed to be like this.I think she's having some serious buyer's remorse over her choices. If you can believe it, she wants to come home. I convinced her to give you a few days to calm down. Aunt Gwen followed me out, asking if I thought you could get past this and take her back. I just grinned and got in my car."
I was still in full pain mode, and had her served at work. Gwen had to come and get her. Striking first, I got temporary custody. Even though I threatened to show everyone my tape, she fought the divorce and got the judge to order counseling. I was bitterly opposed, but my lawyer told me to suck it up and play along. Eight sessions. To my surprise, I kind of enjoyed parts of it.
The woman we drew was our age, moderately attractive, well built. I noticed she had no ring.
The very first session she asked us what we hoped to get out of the sessions. Beth went first.
"I want my husband and daughter back. I want to go home, and rebuild our marriage." I kept a straight face. Then it was my turn.
"I'd tell you this is a waste of your time, Ms Turner, but it wouldn't, because whatever the outcome you still get paid. Don't worry. I'll do my very best to remain calm, I'll actually participate to the best of my ability. But there is absolutely no way I would ever want to remain married to Beth. She's blown it, the damage is too deep. What I expect to get out of these sessions is your opinion in writing that this marriage is beyond salvation. So let's begin, shall we?"



"I'm sorry you feel this way, Chad. I think..."
"Why are you sorry, Ms Turner? We're supposed to be honest here. If that's the way I feel, and I'm comfortable with my decision, why would that lead to sorrow?"
I think I took her by surprise. "Well, what I mean is I'm here to help you find your way, to talk about your difficulties and see if we resolve them."
"Ms Turner, really? I'm not lost. I don't need help finding my way. My path is clear, and I only see one set of footprints on it. I already have my resolution. The way I see it, you're here to try and get me to accept an alternative I find distinctly unappealing and impossible. I'm here to tell you you're pissing in the wind. But hey, I'm paying for these sessions. I should at least get some entertainment value out of them. By all means, proceed."
I had gotten to her. "Chad, Mr. Jones, you know I have to report to the judge. If you're uncooperative, or fail to participate, it could work against you."
"Am I being uncooperative? I think I'm being very proactive. I've been doing almost all the talking here. And Ms Turner, I respond badly to threats, veiled or other wise. One of the reasons I'm taping these sessions." I lay my little recorder, which had been running the whole time, on the table.
"Mr. Jones! You may not tape these sessions!"
"Why not? You are. aren't you? As the person footing the bills, I have a right to ensure I get my money's worth."
"I refuse to let you do that! Now..."
I got up, taking my recorder. "We're done. Ms Turner. I'll be officially asking for another therapist tomorrow, if I can get to the judge. This tape will be instrumental in his decision, I'm sure. You have a pleasant evening."
I left both her and Beth with their mouths hanging open. My lawyer did convince the judge to assign someone else, an older woman who didn't care if I taped the sessions. Things went pretty smoothly. It was a lot of Beth begging for a second chance, and me saying no. The one heated exchange happened when she was trying to convince both the counselor and me that it was just a short fling, she'd gotten in over her head, she'd meant to end it, blah, blah, blah. I jumped all over her.
"I'm not sure how timelines work in a cheater's world. How long does a fling go, as opposed to a full blown, continuing affair? Is a fling less destructive to a marriage? I know for a fact you had sex forty-one times over at least six or seven weeks. Forty-one times! This wasn't a fling. Neither of you intended to stop before you got caught. Forty-one times! That took a lot of planning, a lot of coordination to pull off. This wasn't a fling, Beth. It was a thoughtfully planned course of action. You guys were pretty clever. It might have gone on years if you hadn't clogged the septic line."
"But you were caught. Pretty dramatically, I thought." I couldn't help laughing a little. Beth went to her sister's, and she wouldn't let her in the door until she disrobed and tossed her things in the garbage. Even after five showers she still smelled. The detailers got her carpet clean, but she had to replace the driver's seat.
I don't know what happened to her partner, but he got served about a week after Beth did. I never once showed anyone the video I had shot, but rumors started swirling. Brain heard about it and nicknamed me 'Rubber'. I think her sister let most of the story slip a few weeks later, after she'd had a few too many at a local bar.
The sessions were pretty dull, we were just going through the motions by the fourth week. Beth crying, me remaining stoic. The counselor called it in the sixth session, and four months later Beth and I were the proud owners (at least in my case) of a set of shiny new divorce decrees.
The settlement was quite reasonable, I thought. Instead of child support, Beth had to pay half the mortgage on the house, and keep contributing to Toni's college fund. There was only ten payments left, so it was pretty much a wash. As soon as Toni graduated, we sold the house and split the money. We got a good price, even in the slump. I took my half and bought the house five doors down. The lot was bigger, there was an extra bedroom, and it even had a pool out back, the only one in the neighborhood. It was a distress sale, and I got it for about two thirds of what it was actually worth. I only had to finance twenty thousand, it was like a car loan. I paid it off in four years.
Toni excelled in college. She started bringing two of her roommates home with her on breaks. I'd get them summer jobs, and when they were off they lay around the pool in as little as possible. I ended up with a lot of college age visitors, male and female.
I became a bit of an urban legend. Now, even at work, most people call me Rubber. I was a department supervisor for a company that made brake parts for high end cars, mostly Mercedes and BMW, but also Bently and Land Rover. I made what a lot of shift managers at other factories made. I was good at my job, and my bosses were happy with me.
I didn't even think about a relationship until Toni was in her third year of college. Really hadn't wanted one. Oh, I had a few friends with benefits over the years, but nothing serious.
Then Collette came to work. She was brought in to head another department. We talked, mostly job related, but once a month the managers would go out to a local pub, shoot the breeze, and relax. After three months, I asked her out, and she accepted.
There was a spark there, and we took it slow. It was almost four months later before we started getting intimate. I felt if she was going to be in my life, she should know my history, So I gave her the full story of what had earned me the nickname Rubber.
She seemed a little surprised, then had a little trouble hiding a grin. Soon she was laughing.
Then she told me her story. Married, like me, to someone a lot like my ex. Seems he loved anal, and she had only tried it once, getting hurt. There was no preparation, very little lube, just slam it home. They'll get used to it was his motto.
Since she wouldn't, he started collecting playmates who would. Collette told me when she found out, she bought an old blender from Goodwill, put on some rubber gloves, took some snips, and collected a full blender of poison oak and ivy leaves. She pureed the leaves, sifting them through a sieve, until she had about an ounce of juice. Then she took a hypodermic needle and carefully inserted it into a half empty tube of KY, and placing it back in his hiding place.
A week later she got a call from the hospital. They'd had to rush her husband there, seems he'd had an extreme allergic reaction to something. She laughed.
"When I got there, he was on his back, the gown tented up because he was extremely sensitive to touch. I swear, he was so swollen up he looked like a porn star. I was talking to the doctor, and he was trying to determine the cause of the reaction. I looked dead at my husband."
"Well," I told the doctor, "He has a habit of sticking that pathetic cock up any slut's ass he can get a hold of. Maybe it was the poison ivy juice I put in his KY. Think that might be it, honey?" The doctor had the funniest look on his face, and one of the nurses dropped her tablet.
"Don't come home dear, or next time I'll do something permanent to your junk. Doc, if you got a slut here with the same symptoms in her ass, might want to check on her. Ya'll have a pleasant evening."
"As I was walking out I heard the doctor tell a nurse to check on the women in 312. It was on the same floor, so I dropped by. She was on her stomach, her ass up in the air. It was so swollen and red I swear it looked like a space alien. She couldn't see who came in because of her position, so she asked if I could give her something stronger for the pain. I smacked her ass so hard I thought I broke my hand. She screamed, and I leaned over, making sure she could hear me. "That won't take the pain away, but it'll give you something else to focus on. I'm the wife of the man you were fucking. I put poison ivy juice in the lube. Next time it might be acid. Think about that, the next time you decide to fuck another woman's husband, whore." I sweated bullets for a few days, waiting to get arrested, but I guess letting the secret out was worse than their punishment, because I never heard a word."
I just looked at her, mouth hanging open, while she looked tense. Suddenly I grinned.
"I think I love you!"
She grinned back. "You better!"
We decided we did, after a few more months. Toni loved her, and understood when she couldn't bring her roommates the next summer. We needed the bedrooms. Collette had a daughter sixteen, and a son fourteen. Toni and the daughter Joy were bridesmaids, and her son Bill walked her down the aisle.
It took a few months before we settled in to a family unit. When it came time, Toni showed Joy around her old campus, and two years later Bill got a tennis scholarship.
We're a few years older now, the kids are here for our fifteenth wedding anniversary. Toni married and has two. Joy has three, and Bill brought his husband and adopted daughter. The grandkids were splashing in the pool. The kids were watching them and getting the meal ready.
We just sat, the guests of honor. From where I sit, I can see the small decoration on the fence. Collette was a quite talented painter, and she painted accents on our mailbox, birdhouses, and fences. The particular one I was looking at was so tiny it was barely noticeable. An inflated rubber, with a poison ivy vine curling around it. "A reminder," she says.
We've never needed it.
As for what happened to Beth, who the fuck cares?
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Charley pulled in to the driveway of his farm, once again admiring the old, two story farmhouse sitting on the ridge, overlooking the farm below. When he got the property it was in pretty bad shape, he even considered tearing it down. In the end, he decided to restore it, adding a lot of upgrades. The project took three years, because he had just started out in business and couldn't afford to do it all at once.
Rose was in the midst of getting her new office up and running, and paid little attention to what he was doing. Charley suddenly realized that pretty much summed up their life together. Rose only paid attention when it concerned her directly.
He'd been a little disappointed when he showed it to her, and all she said was "it looked nice." He had considered making it their home, but by then his stores had really taken off, Rose had started realizing profits from her office, and she wanted to build, something brand new, just for them, and the children they expected to have.
Rose wanted to wait until her office was sound financially, but the first quarter it showed black she threw away her birth control pills. They hadn't married until they were twenty-six. Now she was twenty-eight, and she told Charley they needed to get a move on, she didn't want to still be having babies at thirty-five.
They had decided on three, but when Faith was born, something had gone wrong, so she had her tubes tied. Charley had wanted more, and even brought up adoption, but Rose quietly deflected the conversation until he dropped it.
He had to admit, in his eyes his daughter Faith was perfect. As Rose got more deeply involved with expanding her business, he spent more and more time with his daughter. He absolutely hated dropping her off to daycare.
He had five women working for him full time at the store, including the hardware store manager, and four more part-time. He had eighteen men working in the commercial end, mostly drivers and receiving. When he built a midsized building beside the store, they really didn't notice because he was always expanding. Many thought it was going to be an office.
When it was done, he called all the people that worked for him to a meeting.
"I know you've all been curious about the new building. It's a daycare center for Barton Enterprises. It's not open to the public, it's only available to employees."
His employees were stunned, especially when he gave them a tour. Capable of holding fifty children, with an extensive outdoor playground and a completely equipped kitchen, all state of the art.
One woman, her budget already stretched to the limit due to child care costs, asked what kind of prices he'd be charging. He grinned.
"Well, it's absolutely free, but you do get an employee discount."
It took them a few minutes before they caught what he said. Then the tears started. Some of the men even sniffed. He was in effect giving them a hundred dollar plus raise per week. This was not quite the generous act most thought, Charley did it specifically to have Faith close.
So he hired four women, and a part time cook. The cook was given detailed instructions on the kind of lunches and snacks to be served. They had to be flavorful, nutritious, and sourced as locally as possible, and using the bare minimum of prepackaged items.
Soon the employees were clamoring to dine with their children, and he had to extend the cook's hours and add tables. When the number of meals hit sixty, he hired her an assistant. Many ate outside if the weather was nice, on the tables scattered under the trees. Amazingly, close to half of the meals were vegetarian, and no one complained.
He'd hired professional child care providers, and while much of their day was consumed by play, educational grounding was integrated. By the time many of them went to public schools, they could already read and write, and most knew basic Spanish, and good study habits were ingrained in them. The Bartonians, as the school system nicknamed them, tended to stick together, bonded through shared learning, maintaining friendships that lasted lifetimes. Plus, they skewed the performance tests necessary every year, raising the school rating to the top. Manners were also instilled almost from birth, until please, thank you, and you're welcome became automatic responses. Of course, when his other stores found out, he had to duplicate it for them. He spent roughly four hundred thousand a year to maintain them, all out of his own pocket. Of course, he got a nice tax break.
All this because Charley wanted to keep Faith happy and close.
...
He unlocked the door, and decided to open a few windows and air the place out. The breeze felt so good he left them open for the night. Normally not a drinker, he'd remembered to stop and get a twelve pack, along with some coffee, creamer, a few snack items. He placed everything in the kitchen, stared at the beer for a minute, and made a cup of coffee.
He took his cup outside, sitting in the porch swing, rocking slightly. He suddenly remembered cuddling Rose on this same swing, right after the house was done. They were naked, giggling, looking at the barn, memories coming back. They'd had a lot of good times in barns.
He half smiled at the memory, then sat back and reflected, wondering, trying to pinpoint any sign that should have told him his marriage was over. Looking back, he could not find one instance. Then he remembered a few smiles, and when he asked, she'd just said she was reliving a pleasant memory, but she never volunteered which memory it was. Was she thinking about her lovers then?
His musings were interrupted by his phone. He'd forgotten to turn it off, and was about to do so when he saw the number.
"Hello?"
All he heard for a few seconds was sobbing, before she blurted out he'd hit her.
"Amanda!," he said, in his CEO voice, "who hit you?"
"My husband. I told him about our lunch, and how I intended to leave him. He lost it and punched me in the face. What should I do?"
"Are you out of the house?"
He got as tearful yes out of her. She was in her car.
"Good. Now, listen to me. Drive straight to the hospital. I'll be there as quick as I can. Do it, Amanda, if you want my help. Go on now."
He hung up, glad he'd decided on coffee instead of beer. Once in the truck, he called the sheriff department on the non emergency line. He got hold of the senior officer in charge, and was assured a female deputy would be there when he arrived.
He just barely beat the cruiser into the parking lot. Amanda burst out of the car, and rushed up to him and the deputy. The whole left side of her face was swelled, and her eye was completely closed. A thin trickle of blood was still seeping from a corner of her mouth.
They escorted her into the emergency room, and Charley sat for forty minutes, until the deputy came back out. She was a Bartonian, one of the originals.
"He's broken her cheekbone, Charley. She wants to talk to you before she presses charges. What the heck is going on?"
Charley shrugged, then told her a modified version of the truth. "I had lunch with her today. I guess she needed a father figure to confide in. Her husband is an apparent would be swinger, and he was trying to get her on board with the idea. I gave her some advice I don't think he liked."
Carla Martinez laughed out loud. "Swingers? Are you serious? In our little berg?"
She wasn't expecting the pained look on his face. "Sometimes, you don't really know people, Carla. They can hit you with all kinds of nasty surprises. Come on, let's go talk to her."
Amanda was on pain killers, looking wan and pale. She tried to smile when she saw him, but winced in pain. "What do I do, Charley?"
"First, you file charges. If you don't, I won't have anything to do with you ever again. You didn't deserve this Amanda, and you can't let him get away with it. Has he ever done this before?"
She flinched, but nodded. "Not like this, but he has slapped me a couple of times."
Charley looked over at Carla. "You hearing this? Go get that asshole!"
Carla looked at him in surprise. In all the years she had known him, going back to when she was eight, she'd never heard him curse. Her cop instincts kicked in, and she knew there was something deeper going on.
"I can't. Charley. First she has to give a statement, and agree to press charges. Until she does that, our hands are tied. And she has to tell the truth."
Charley looked over at Amanda, knowing that her safety was more important than his pride. "She will. Anything you want to know. Right, Amanda?"
"But Charley..."
"No buts. Your safety means more to me than anything else, understand? Now, I'll leave the room so you can give your statement to Officer Martinez. And I'll be back, when you're done, to check on you."
"Thanks, Carla, for doing this." He walked out, leaving two stunned women. Carla feared the worst. If this man, who she respected more than anyone she had ever met, was having an affair with this young woman, she would be shocked. But police work had taught her to expect the worst.
Forty-five minutes later, she walked into the waiting room, and gave Charley a tremendous hug when he stood up, not saying anything. When she let go, she stepped back. Good thing the waiting room was empty.
"It's a routine domestic disturbance. They argued, he hit her, that's all the report needs to say. Understand, Charley?"
He gripped her hand. "Thanks for the concern. But if push comes to shove and you need to elaborate to get a conviction, do it. Now, how is she? Can she leave?"
"No, she has to stay overnight, so they can monitor her for a concussion. She's gonna need a ride tomorrow, and a place to stay. We can put her up in a shelter for a couple of days, then she'll have to find a place. His father owns the house, so she's out. But, she can go over tomorrow to pick up anything she wants. I'm sure he won't be there, at least for a couple of days."
He walked back inside, checked on Amanda, finding her asleep, and left.
"What a day," he thought wearily. When he got home, he set his alarm and was out in minutes.
...
His eyes popped open when the alarm went off. Surprised he didn't recognize the bed, it all came back to him. He showered, called his assistant and told her he probably wouldn't be in that day. She was used to him being called out of town suddenly before, and made nothing of it.
"Well, let's see. I find my wife is a cheating whore going back who knows how long. Her erstwhile lover tried to talk his wife into screwing around, so he could do my wife. When she refuses, they argue and he tries to knock her face off. She's in the hospital, he's in jail, and my wife? Don't know or care, and not the least interested in finding out." He grimaced over his thoughts.
Charley decided to stop at the diner for breakfast. He wasn't there long before Officer Martinez walked in, stopping for a meal at the end of her shift. She went right up to him, leaning down and kissing his cheek. The staff and diners broke out in grins as he flamed red. It was pretty well known how easily he blushed, a fact that most of the female Bartonians took advantage of, especially if their husbands were present.
They did it out of love and humor, and everyone took it as the joke it was. She slid into the booth. "Buy a poor public servant breakfast, moneybags. And I'm having steak and eggs."
He grinned as she placed the order. After the crowd thinned and she was done eating, she quietly filled him in on the end of her night.
"He was cussing and ranting when he opened the door, thinking it was Amanda. He shut right up when he saw me and Officer Wells."
Officer Wells was one of their biggest officers, and he got called to a lot of domestic situations. It was standard to send a male/female team to such things.
"He started out again when we cuffed him, ranting about Amanda, Rose, and you. We read him his rights, advising him to just shut up. He was processed in about four. It'll probably be ten before Daddy can arrive with the lawyers. Amanda is still in the hospital and won't be released until after lunch, so she'll have to get an escort to collect her things. The office has been notified, so if she gives them a two hour window, she can get it done anytime in the next forty-eight hours. Standard cooler time in a domestic abuse allegation. She's got nowhere to go, Charley, her family lives two states away. You gonna help her?"
"Not directly, that would be putting fuel on the fire. Follow me to the office, before you go home to bed. It's on the way, and it won't take long."
She followed him, and waited outside. He went in to his office, past his surprised assistant, telling her he'd forgotten something. He opened the safe he had there, getting out three thousand in cash. Walking back outside, he leaned in the window, dropping the small bag on the floor.
"This afternoon, have whoever escorts her take her back to your apartment complex. There's like six cops living there, right? Take what's in this bag and give it to her. Tell her not to flash it around or talk about where it comes from. There's enough in there for her to get an apartment and to live on for a month, if she needs it. Once again, I'll owe you. I promise, somewhere down the line, I'll pay."
Carla did as she was told, and eighteen months later, when she married, Charley walked her down the aisle. He'd paid for everything, the wedding, the honeymoon, even the tickets for her grandparents to fly in from Mexico. He kissed her cheek during the father daughter dance, thanking her once again for her help. She cried all over him when he told her that he knew a perfect house available for a young couple to start their lives in, and private financing to help them afford it.
Amanda safe, Charley left, going to his most distant store to spend a few days.
...
Rose got over her shock by the third day. Smart enough to not push, she called him once on his cell, and at every one of his stores, sent two emails, one to his laptop he never traveled without, and one to the desktops at every store, and waited.
Two weeks later she had almost stopped exercising, and had gained ten pounds. Her hair needed styling, and the way she wore her clothes made her look frumpy. She decided to go back to the gym. It was one of her ex lovers, a trainer at the gym she used when she was out of state, that shocked her back to reality.
When he dragged her into the office and sat her down, the dam burst, and she told him the whole story.
"Well, shit, Rose, what did you expect? You weren't particularly discreet, around here anyway, not at first. The truth is like a seed, honey, sooner or later it'll find the light and grow. What do you want to happen here?"
"I want my husband back!"
"Why? There was obviously something lacking in your relationship, or you wouldn't have been doing the things you did. You're rich, he's rich, it would be a wash for any type of settlement. Your child is a grown woman, so that's not a factor. You go your way, and play with anybody you like, and he'll go his way. Of course, from what you told me and years of experience, he's the type to seek a long term relationship. Honey, that man will be married again before your divorce is a year old. Not to hurt your feelings, but I got the feeling he was just someone you were comfortable with, someone to fall back on between flings."
He stopped, out of breath.
"Now, no matter where you land, you need to get yourself together. So get your ass out there and sweat it off. I'm calling Gabriel, you need a trim, and you got a little gray showing. I'll make sure he'll be available in an hour."
She smiled for the first time since that Thursday night on the patio. "How about dinner tonight, Eric? We could remember old times."
"Sorry, babe, not gonna happen. You're still hot, but I'm married now, my third, and I've decided if this one crashes it won't be because I couldn't keep my dick in my pants. And from everything you told me, your husband is an Old Testament type. Eventually, whether you end up back together or not, he's going to want blood, and I don't like pain. If you've still got some friends on the side, you need to warn them. I wish you the best. Now, get to sweating."
Rose thought about it while she worked out. He was right. She needed to warn a couple of guys. The rest were far enough back in her past she thought they were safe. If Charley ever found out she'd had eight lovers in the last ten years, she was toast.
And for some reason she couldn't understand, she still loved her husband, and desperately wanted him back.
...
Charley sat on the front porch of his farmhouse. He'd been there two weeks now, and the rumors were starting to swirl. It didn't bother him much, he doubted seriously anyone had the nerve to say anything directly. The Sheriff had stopped by, to shoot the breeze. They were friends, grew up together, and when they grew older, they would take one or two fishing trips a year, one to the coast, another to a lake known for their record catfish. The Sheriff even had a framed photo of them on the wall of his office, after a really successful trip, each holding a huge catfish. Sheriff Andy always rubbed it in his fish was ten pounds heavier, going over seventy pounds. Charley made coffee, and they relived old times for a few minutes.
Finally Andy brought up what was on his mind.
"You know, Charley, people are starting to talk. You've been here for over two weeks by yourself, and Rose, the few times she's been seen, looks like shit. It's all tied up somehow with Amanda Peterson and her husband. He's up on spousal abuse charges, and Amanda has filed for divorce. Everyone is wondering how she can afford the shark that's representing her. He's threatening to file an alienation of affections suit on you if she doesn't back off. So tell me as a friend. What's going on here?"
So Charley told him, omitting details. Andy's mouth hung open, hardly believing what he was hearing.
"So that's the full story. Amanda opened my eyes, and while I hate the news, I'm glad she told me. So yeah, I'm footing the bill for her divorce, as a thank you. The most intimate we've ever been is when she kissed me on the cheek after she got out of the hospital. She's younger than Faith, for God's sake! So screw him. Tell him to do his worst, but remind him if he pushes, I'll push back harder."
The Sheriff reflected a little as he drove away. He would never have thought Rose would cheat on Charley. He'd gone to school with them, been the best man at their wedding. Faith called him Uncle Andy, and she was probably twelve before she understood he wasn't really her blood relative. His daughter was her best friend. She even went to daycare with her, the only non-employee related child in the history of the facility. A patrol officer at the time, the freedom from childcare bills helped them tremendously. The girls were inseparable until college, and resumed the friendship when they both returned home. This was going to be hard on her. He knew she'd automatically turn to Charley, he had practically raised her while Rose got her business off the ground.
Charley was much more a presence than Rose in the community, and he knew if it came to choosing sides, Rose would be out in the cold. He hoped it wouldn't come to that. This had the makings of a true mess.
...
Rose was shocked when she got the email. She had gotten to the point that she felt he was never going to talk to her again. She expected a process server to show up any day now.
The email was short and to the point.
"Why?"
She sent him a long email, stating her love for him, how much she missed him, and begged him to see her, so they could talk face to face.
He sent her another one word message. "Why?"




This went on for several days, until he agreed to meet face to face, after she answered the question.
It was the hardest thing she had ever had to do in her life. She must have rewritten it a dozen times, even went to a counselor for advice, and had a college boy, working on a Masters in English, to help her polish it until she felt it set the perfect tone. He was cute, tall, a killer smile, and he seemed to enjoy flirting with her.
She was sizing him up, she had never been with a man that young, when it hit her what she was doing. She stopped immediately, but gave him double his fee, and made sure she kept his card, with his email and number. Satisfied, she sent it off.
"Dearest Charley,
You have no idea how hard this is to write. How do you justify hurting the man you've shared life with for the last thirty years, the man who gave you a child, the man who loved you? You can't. I have no explanation. I've seen an expert a couple of times for insight. I didn't like her opinions.
She alluded to possible hormone imbalances, a midlife crisis, empty nest syndrome all being factors, but in the end, I did it because I could. I never flaunted it, and until my recent stupidity, kept it far away from you. I knew you were a proud man, and it would wound you deeply. You have reacted so far just as I thought you would. I know, with just a phone call or two, you could easily destroy me, make me a social pariah in our community, maybe even turn our daughter against me. But I also know you're too good a man to do anything like that. If you decide to divorce me, you'll do it quietly and with dignity. I know you too well, Charley."
"But know this, Charley. I never once stopped loving you. Even during my 'playdates', I couldn't stop thinking about getting home to you, snuggling into your arms on the patio, watching the sunset. I'd rewrite history today if I could, erase all this ugliness and go back to our quiet, happy life, but I doubt seriously God is going to give me a do-over."
"Please Charley, don't ask me for times or details, I don't want to inflict any more pain than I already have. The end would be the same if it were just one or a hundred. But know this. I will do anything, absolutely anything, to reconcile. Want to whip my naked ass on main street? I'll show up at high noon on Saturday, ready to bend over. Want me to give up my business and be a housewife for the rest of my life? I'll put the businesses up for sale tomorrow, and get rid of them even if I have to take a loss. I'll do anything Charley, anything, to be in your arms one more time. Now, send me the time and where you want to meet.
I love you Charley, I always will.
Rose"
She signed, hit send, and shut her laptop. It was up to Charley and God now.
...
Charley read through the email four times, getting angrier every time. Just because she could? They didn't mean anything? She still loved him? Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit. And the line, whether it was "one or a hundred', told him right away there was more than one. It was all he needed to know. He took a quiet trip, out of state, to the biggest town his wife had an office in. He had his lawyer reach out, and he had the names of the three most respected private investigation firms in the city. He met with all, and hired two of them, on the off chance one group would discover more than another. He did the same thing at all her locations. He paid top dollar, and gave bonuses for speedy work. He had one directive.
"Dig up every square inch of dirt in your area. If you need help, hire them. If you find someone you suspect had an affair with my wife, find out everything you can, as far back as you have to go, and give it to me."
The two firm owners had a dinner meeting. They knew and respected each other, and were admittedly a little concerned about what they were doing.
"What do you think he's trying to gain here, Jack?"
"I don't think he's trying to gain anything. I think he's a man in deep pain. I think maybe he's trying to understand why she cheated on him.," He stopped, sipping his tea. "I'm sure you did what I did, Chuck, and checked him out. No history of violence, a well respected member of the community, you have to dig pretty deep to find anyone who has a bad word about him, and the ones that do almost universally lost something from tangling with him. I'm sure most deserved it. And his random acts of kindness are almost legendary, even though he tries to keep them quiet."
They sat silently for a minute or two. He may be exactly like he looks on paper, but they had been in their field for a long time, and had learned that people were almost never what they seemed. Plus, as they both knew, random acts of kindness was one of the biggest tells for sociopaths. Chuck finally broke the silence.
"Well, we know he's worth about thirty million, at least twenty of that is in liquid assets. So let's just keep an eye out, and do what he's paying us for. If he goes off the rails, we'll try to deal with it, and if it gets out of hand, well, then we call the cops. Agreed?"
"Absolutely," responded Jack. But they both had reservations. Neither had seen such coldness in anyone's eyes as Charley had when he talked about his wife's possible lovers.
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"Fuck, fuck, fuck" Bobby Peterson thought, when he woke up in jail. "It wasn't supposed to be like this at all. It was just going to be some mutual playing. No one was supposed to get pissed."
...
He couldn't believe it. His boss was hitting on him! And she was hot, especially for her age, and richer than shit. Bobby saw an opportunity, and flirted back. When she called him in to her office at quitting time that day, his dick shot straight out. But nothing happened except some pretty blatant flirting and a few light touches. But he was patient.
She flirted a little harder as the weeks went by, taking him into her office, stroking him lightly over his slacks while they kissed. He ran his hand under her dress, and she pushed towards him. He had just slid her panties to the side, planning to finger her to a frenzy before fucking the hell out of her. It went to pieces when one of the secretaries came back into the office to pick up her umbrella. Good thing her office door was closed. Rose pulled back, straightening her dress and suggesting it may in their best interests to leave. He could go first, and she'd close the office in thirty minutes or so. He gave her a kiss and a grope on the way out, making her nipples shoot straight out.
He grinned on the way home. He'd own that bitch before long. Rose complained about the travel, and the increased workload brought on by the new office. Maybe she should take on an assistant, him for instance, look at the money they would save on motel bills if they slept together, something he'd make sure of.
Bobby had a plan. His father had never given him the respect he was due, calling him lazy, unimaginative, always looking for the path of least resistance. Hell, he'd even fired him, just for using the petty cash to pay for lunch. Of course he used it almost every day for a year before he got caught. Almost twenty-five hundred. Well, he did like to eat in the more upscale places. He tried to justify it as a business expense, but no one bought it. Dad gave him a choice. Repay the money, or leave. He left.
Wait until he weans Rose Barton away from her husband, and replaces him in her bed and her life. And her money. That would make him pay attention.
Sure the bitch was over twenty years older, but she was still pretty hot, and more importantly, pretty rich. In five years or so the old bitch will slow down, and he'd find a little playmate. Or two. She might even go along with it to give her a chance to rest.
When he controlled the money, he'd shove it up his Dad's ass, make him know he had it in him the whole time. Show him, by God!
It all came apart when his cunt of a wife got suspicious. Even being dumb as a stump, she had that woman thing going, and she kept digging until she found their emails. That's when he turned on the charm, telling her he was just doing it for them, that he didn't even like the bitch, and the thought of crawling between her legs made his skin crawl. It took a few weeks, but she was coming around. In fact, he suggested she seek out a sugar daddy, it couldn't hurt, and maybe she could get a bundle. Between them, they would get the seed money to open their own business. She could be his secretary, that was what she was going to community college for, before he plucked her out and married her.
How was he supposed to know she would pick out Charley Barton to try to seduce? When he reacted badly, she started sobbing and spilled the whole scheme, including the detail that the next week Rose was taking Bobby with her to visit her out of state offices. She fucked everything up! When she came home that night and told him she'd talked to Charley to get verification that he was all right with the open marriage/wife swap plan.
Charley told her the truth, and Amanda had decided to leave him. They argued while Bobby drank steadily. He knew he was toast, he definitely wouldn't have a job by Monday, and probably wouldn't to get work in the community again. His father would ridicule him once again, and he knew no help would be forthcoming. He was screwed.
And then there was the stupid cow Amanda, telling him she'd own his balls before the divorce was over. He finally lost it, slapping her to shut her up. Maybe he did hit her a little too hard, but it made her stop. She even left, leaving him in peace. He went back to his bottle of gin, racking his clouded mind to figure out he'd come out on top when the smoke cleared. Maybe he'd ask good ol' Charley for a donation, to assure the truth never got out. Yeah, that might work.
Two hours later someone was pounding on the door. Goddammit, didn't they know it was the middle of the fucking night?
"Goddammit! Amanda, just get the fuck away from me, before I go to your ass again! I'll fuck you..." His drunken brain finally processed the fact that it wasn't Amanda, but two cops. And the male cop was huge.
"Robert Petersen?"
"Yeah. What you want? It's the middle of the night and I'm..."
That's all he got out before they had him on the ground cuffing him.
"Robert Petersen, you are under arrest for assault on Amanda Petersen. You have the right to..."
The woman cop went through the whole thing, but Bobby didn't hear it. The bitch was having her arrested? It was just a tap.
"Now hold on a minute here! It was a just a slap, things got out of hand when we argued. I didn't hurt her. I bet that motherfucker Barton put her up to this. Is it my fault the old impotent fucker can't satisfy his wife? Jesus, I hadn't even fucked her yet."
"Mr. Petersen, I remind you again of your rights. Anything you say can be used against you at trial. We've got body cams, so everything you do and say is being recorded. It would be in your best interests to remain silent."
Something it that woman cop's eyes got through to him. She looked pissed, really pissed. He clammed up, and didn't say a word all the way through processing and being escorted to his cell.
His mood darkened even more when he was told he couldn't get bail for at least forty-eight hours, the standard cooling period in domestic cases. Swallowing his pride, the next morning he called his father. After telling him what happened, he had to endure him laughing for a few minutes, before he told him he'd start the paperwork, pay his bond, and get him a lawyer, only after Bobby committed to paying him back.
By the time he got out, Amanda had removed any evidence of her ever living in the apartment. The bitch had just disappeared and no one knew where she was. Well, her lawyer knew, that cunt had been waiting outside the jail, and had him served there. Amanda was on medical leave from her job until her face healed, and they couldn't or wouldn't tell him anything. His lawyer told him he was looking at jail time unless he could get her to agree to drop the charges.
He saw Charley Barton on the street a few days later. They were both headed to lunch, at the same diner. He watched as every waitress in the place fawned over Charley. He snagged his waitress. "What do I need to do to get service like that?"
The waitress looked down at his hand on her arm, and he quickly released it. She gave him a big fake smile. "Well, you could not be a wife beater for one. If you want what Charley gets, better morph into a man who everyone respects, and try tipping better." She said it loud enough that every one in her section heard it, and they all laughed. He was about to light into the waitress when the owner came over.
"Enjoying your burger, Bobby?"
Finally, a kind face! "Yeah, it's great. Thanks."
The owner smiled, as she looked down at him. "You're welcome. Now, if I were you, I'd chew slowly and enjoy every bite, because it will be the last you ever eat here. When you leave, don't ever come back. You're banned, as long as I own this place. I was married once, to a scumbag like you. I don't need you around as a reminder of bad times."
This time the laughter was loud, and he went pale he was so angry. Fuck them! Fuck them all! He'd show them. There will come a day when they wished they'd treated him better.
He looked over to see Charley sitting there, looking at him with a little half smile on his face. He had just about decided to go over and knock that smirk off the old man's face when two female cops, one city, one county, walked in and straight to his table. The county mounty took her big hat off and laid it on the table, then bent over and kissed his cheek. The city cop did the same thing, on the other cheek. The lunch crowd grinned, used to seeing it, and always laughing when Charley flamed red.
They sat, and the county cop looked over at him, the smile dying on her face. It was the cunt who'd arrested him, and here she was smooching Charley. Talk about collusion! She said something to the city officer, and she turned and gave him an icy stare. Then she went back to her meal, pausing every once in a while to tease Charley. When they left, they left their checks on the table, and Charley paid for all, leaving a very nice tip.
Bobby ate his meal slowly, out of spite. He left no tip, but the waitress grinned and wished him a nice day. As soon as he was outside he saw it. The big yellow boot was as clear as day. Then he noticed the fire hydrant, five feet from his front tire. Damn it, had that thing always been there? He picked the ticket off the windshield, and walked to city hall. A hundred and thirty-eight dollars, and it would be four o'clock before the guy could show up and remove the boot! Fuck.
He had to walk back to the office. Surprisingly, Rose hadn't fired him yet. Then again, no one had seen her for almost three weeks. They assumed she was working at one of the out of state offices. He kept his mouth shut and his head down, trying to do the best job he could, hoping he might get a fair reference when the hammer fell.
Nobody said anything at the office, and it was business as usual for two weeks. Then the whispers started. No one wanted to make eye contact, interactions became brief and hurried. He felt like screaming at them. This wasn't his fault!
Bobby, even if he didn't know it, was a sociopath.
His over inflated sense of self worth made him tailor his past to meet his projected future. Only if he was backed into a corner over his lies and actions would he even come close to telling the truth. Once he was caught, he would turn on the charm, deflecting everything away from his actions, then start lying again.
Despite his disintegrating relationship with his father and the uncertainty of his employment, he refused to let go of the belief that somehow he would emerge from the situation triumphantly. He was just about to doze off when it him. Faith!
She had flirted with him lightly years ago when she would visit her mothers' office on college breaks. He would seduce her, talk her into marriage. That would show them for sure, having to sit in the church while they exchanged vows would be perfect.
Feeling good for the first time in weeks, he went to sleep. The next morning, it all came back. Faith was a tempting target. She was almost smoking hot, a prettier version of her mother, with Charley's height and high cheekbones. Every single man around had courted her, but none could get her to commit. She turned all down, saying she wasn't looking for a relationship right now, and wanted to make sure her business got off to a good start.
Her business did indeed get off to a good start, thanks to her extended family. The vet they had used for years had become a bit senile, yet refused to give up his practice. Animals started dying, legal complaints were filed. Forced to pay increasing insurance premiums, lawyers, and fines, he had no choice but to close his practice.
Faith, her three assistants, and the older vet who worked part time, were swamped. Deciding she needed more help, she advertised in the trade magazines for another associate, and ended up hiring two, a man and wife team.
The woman had worked as a staff vet at a zoo, and soon they were treating zebras, llamas, and an assortment of other privately owned exotic animals. It enhanced their reputation and their workload.
Faith and the older vet also made rounds to the local farms, for the births of horses and cattle, and other things that didn't require office visits. In two years, her business was booming and she had just about saturated her market. She thought about following in her parents' footsteps and opening other clinics, but she knew if she did she'd end up administrating instead of practicing, and she didn't go to veterinarian school to be an administrator.
Charley and Rose were justifiably proud of her, although Charley let it slip he wouldn't mind seeing another generation of the family come into the world. She promised him faithfully, with a kiss to the cheek, that when events happened to trigger such things, she would let him know.
When the pressure got too much, she would gather her single friends and they would journey to a large town, get a hotel room or two, hit the bars, and let off a little steam. Carla, and Vicky, another single from law enforcement, before they married, would take turns being the responsible one. Everyone else would drink, flirt, and dance. Occasionally one of them would hook up, but that wasn't really why they were here. Carla once caught a guy trying to slip Faith a doctored drink, and beat the shit out of him, having the bartender call the local cops. They took the drink, had it analyzed, and the man ended up facing charges of attempted date rape, possession of controlled substances, and a concealed firearm. Seems there was a .22 automatic in his waistband.
Charley threw the whole weight of his wealth into making sure the man never made the same mistake again. Taking a plea bargain, he served eight months of a three year sentence, and was beaten at least once a month the whole time he was incarcerated. Seems he couldn't get along with the other inmates. He could barely walk when he was released, and had vision problems in his left eye. He'd also learned how painful nonconsensual sex could be, many times. Beaten again two weeks after he was released, he moved across the country and was never heard from again. Charley smiled when he heard.
...
Faith had a heads up from her friend at the shelter, and wasn't surprised when Bobby brought the cat in. She was surprised, though, at how well the cat responded to him.
She put on her professional face and filled out the required paperwork personally.
"Pet name?"
"Lady Gray."
She looked up in surprise. He actually blushed!
"It was, ah, the only thing that seemed to fit, She just looks, regal, don't you think?"
Well, she thought, maybe there was a real human being in there after all. "Age?"
"Thirty-one."
On of her assistants giggled.
"Not your age, Bobby. How old is your pet?"
He thought back to what the shelter guy said.
"A little over a year."
"Where did you get her? Was she a stray, did someone give her to you, did you get her from the shelter?"
"It's a rescue."
Faith smiled and stopped writing. "You can take her home, now, Bobby. All rescues are automatically neutered or spayed. Make sure she has enough water, feed her right, bring her in for checkups occasionally, pay her attention, and she'll be with you for years."
Well, that plan went to hell, he thought. He stumbled through some small talk until she finally told him she had patients to attend to. He got the feeling she was laughing at him, which made him see red.
He had an idea, and pulled over just out of sight of the clinic, letting Lady Gray loose. She'd find her way back to the clinic, Faith would take her in, and call him. He'd make sure he came back at closing time, and charm her with his quilt and gratitude.
Oddly, he felt disappointed, and almost went back. Screw it, it's just a damn cat, he chastised himself. Besides, I'll get her back tomorrow.
...
Faith recognized her instantly, standing beside her barn, looking lost.
"Come on, sweetie, let's get you inside, get you fed and bedded down for the night."
Lady Gray purred in her arms, and delicately ate the kibbles she was fed, eating as Faith finished her paperwork. She glanced down, admiring the sleek lines. Then she remembered who owned her, and frowned. Impulsively, she grabbed the phone and dialed.
"Hi, Mom. It's me." She pulled the phone away from her ear until the excited babbling was over.
"Yeah, I know it's been a while. Wonder what could keep an only child from spending time with her parent? Oh yeah, I remember now."
There was another flurry of babbling until she spoke, sharply. "MOM! Shut up! You and I are going to dinner tomorrow, China House, seven sharp. I'll meet you there. And Mom, we're going to have a serious talk. Be prepared. If I catch you trying to spin or evade any question, then we're done talking, for a long time. Bear that in mind. If you don't show, that'll tell me all I need to know. Good Night, Mom."
She shut the phone off, her mother still talking.
Picking Lady Gray up, she settled her into a container for the night. The cat meowed pitifully, and despite herself she pulled her out.
"One night! And don't get attached!" Lady Gray purred contently on the passenger seat, jumping out and stalking to the door of her apartment like she'd been there for years.
"No loud wailing! Behave yourself. Now, time for bed."
Faith put her in the utility room on a bed made of towels, leaving water and food beside her. She woke the next morning felling odd, discovering lady Gray sitting on her chest, one paw gently flicking her nose as she purred.
Faith grumbled as she got up, carrying her to the kitchen. "What, you're my alarm clock now? I usually sleep another thirty minutes. Think you can behave while I get a shower?"
She sat and mewled constantly as Faith showered. Completely surprised when the shower door opened and Faith gave her a shot in the face from the shower nozzle, Lady Gray let out a yowl and flew into the kitchen. Faith laughed and finished her shower.
Lady gray was on the kitchen table, licking herself dry and looking disgusted. Faith laughed and picked her up, rubbing her tummy. "Object lesson, baby. Learn or get soaked."
She stalked out, tail held high, and hopped into the passenger seat of the car like it was the most natural thing in the world. She jumped out at the clinic, strutting in like she owned it.
"And who is this?," asked one of her assistants, as she picked the cat up and ruffled her fur.
"That is the most regal Lady Gray. I imagine her owner will call sooner or later. Make our guest welcome, will you?"
Lady Gray tried to protest, but she was placed in a container until lunch, when she was freed for some exercise. She found Faith sitting under a tree out back eating lunch, and immediately jumped into her lap, even sharing some of her tuna sandwich. She spent the rest of the afternoon free, following Faith around as she did her rounds in the barn, straying occasionally to explore.
Faith lost her, finding her inside one of the stalls, curled up in a ball on top of the colt, both sleeping contentedly. She took pictures before she lifted the cat up.
Bobby had called by the time her rounds were over. She called back, saying that yes, she had his cat, and he could come over any time he wanted, telling what a sweet creature she was.
Something about his voice sounded off, and she asked Nancy to stay close when he showed up.
...
Bobby, well Bobby was high. He helped one of his college buddies hide some income, setting up shell companies and off shore accounts. The friend proved to be a mid-level drug dealer, and he'd gotten Bobby started on cocaine, in mild doses. Bobby liked the way it felt, thinking it sharpened his focus and brought his intelligence to the forefront.




He never did it at work, maybe just twice or so at home, or if he was out with his friend. The hammer had finally fallen. He hadn't been fired, but it was made plain they could no longer work in the same office. He was transferred to another office, one she rarely spent time at. To smooth the transition, Rose made him office manager, with a substantial raise.
"I'm doing the best I can for both of us, Bobby. I can't be in regular contact with you if I even have a chance to get back to my husband. We were both at fault here, so if you're thinking of legal action, you better reconsider it. Amanda gave Charley all our emails, and if I have to, I can spin it to the point it will look like a woman going through a mid-life crisis got seduced by a gold digging younger man. We'd all lose, but you would be the biggest loser. Just take the promotion, work for a while, and when you find a better offer, you'll get a glowing recommendation and a healthy severance package."
Trapped, he took the transfer.
Bobby was happy. His plan was working. He was going to catch her again at the end of the day, really ramp the charm up, and soon she would be on her knees, doing anything he wanted. Just for a little insurance, he did a short line.
The air seemed to glow as he walked to the door of the clinic. She let him in, not locking the door behind them. He smiled to see her holding the cat. Nancy was in the office, listening and watching the interchange.
"Well, looks like you made a friend! Then again, you were always lovable." Nancy had a vision of him as a big cheeseball, and giggled.
Faith smiled, but it had frost in it. "Bobby! I don't know what your game is here, so let me spell some things out for you. First, I've always thought you were a sleaze, even as an eighteen year old girl. What you and my mother were planning makes me feel a little sick every time I see you. So, whatever you want, you're not getting it here. I suggest you take your cat and go. Better yet, leave the cat with me, and I'll make sure she gets a good home."
He was shocked! She couldn't mean that! He was Bobby fucking Petersen! Women didn't say no to him, not now, not ever.
"Come on now, Faith! Why are you being so mean? I know you felt it yesterday, we'd be damn good together. The perfect couple, king and queen of the county."
"Well, gee, Bobby, let me think about it. What would I bring to the relationship? My good looks, money, social status? And what would you bring to it, a broke sleazeball, on probation, one fuck up from jail time? Yeah, I can see a future here."
Bobby had gone to trial on the assault charges, and thanks to a damn good lawyer and no prior record, got off with probation, on the condition he do community service and attend anger management classes. He went to the classes, laughing to himself the whole time how the pretentious bitch that led them could actually believe what she was spouting. He hadn't done his community service, and had a vague notion he'd try to talk Faith into let him do it at her clinic, so they could bond. Her sarcasm fueled his rage.
Before she knew it, Bobby was at the counter, hand on her arm. She looked down, and grinned. "Might want to let go of my arm, and get the hell out of my office. Only warning."
She was giving him that tightassed smile, looking at him like he was some kind of animal on her examination table. He slapped her without thinking, knocking the cat out of her arms. Lady Gray reacted instinctively, sinking her claws into his bare arm. He pulled it off him and threw against the wall as hard as he could. She slowly slid down, trying to get purchase, one leg hanging at an angle.
Faith reacted, punching him with all she had, but it didn't get her loose. He dragged her over the counter, heading towards the door, ranting the whole time.
"Stupid bitch! This could have been a whole lot easier. Now I'm gonna have to train you the hard way."
Faith was screaming, still punching. She got a partial hit on his balls, and he stiffened, before giving her a full punch to the face. Faith felt her nose break just before losing consciousness.
Nancy has called 911 as soon as he'd touched Faith. She came screaming out of the back as he tried to drag an unconscious Grace through the front doors. She stabbed the tranquilizer dart as deeply as she could into his ass. It was the first thing she saw as she was coming out. Sometimes, if a large animal was in pain and wouldn't let anyone close, they used the dart gun. Bobby screamed at the pain, and turned, knocking Nancy out with one punch.
He almost made it to his car when the first cruiser came sliding in, blocking the driveway. Officer Wells jumped out, gun drawn.
"On the ground! Do it now!"
He still held Faith, and put a hand around her throat. "Back the fuck off or I crush her windpipe! Get out of the way!"
By then, Carla Martinez had arrived. "Jimmy, he looks like he's putting the least bit of pressure on her, you drop him, hear?"
She had her taser drawn, sidling over to the side.
"Stay there, bitch!"
She looked at Jimmy, mouthing 'distract him'.
"Hey Bobby! I might never get the chance again, so I want to thank you for being so monumentally stupid. Amanda and I are dating now, did you know that? Said she wanted to try a relationship with a real man for a change. Man, she is just smokin' hot in the sack. And she jumps me almost every day. Says she didn't know what real lovin' was until she got rid of your slack ass."
Jimmy was blowing smoke, they were dating, but they hadn't intimate. Yet. They both knew it was coming, but they were doing it right, getting to know each other before taking the plunge.
Carla was angling around when the tranquilizer hit. He dropped Faith, slumping to the ground. She tasered him anyway, just to be sure.
It took three ambulances, one for Faith, one for Nancy, and one for Bobby, complete with handcuffs for the gurney.
Faith was treated for her broken nose, a concussion, and bruises and scrapes from being dragged across the parking lot. Nancy was treated for a concussion and kept overnight for observation.
Bobby was checked thoroughly, blood samples were drawn. When the cocaine showed up, they got a warrant and searched his house. His stash was found. He was charged with possession of cocaine, violating probation, assault, aggravated assault, attempted sexual assault, and cruelty to animals. His probation was revoked, and he went to jail. Bond was set so high his father wouldn't be able to get him out without putting up almost everything he owned. He refused to take his call.
Rose waited at the restaurant for three hours. By the second she was crying, thinking Faith had blown her off. It was only after she turned her phone on that she noticed all the messages. She nearly fainted when she heard Charley's last message.
"Goddamnit Rose! Crawl out from underneath whoever you're fucking and answer the phone! Faith is hurt and in the hospital. Your little boytoy Bobby assaulted her, he didn't do anything sexually, the cops got there before it got that far, but he's beat the shit out of her. As soon as you satisfy your cunt, get your ass over here!"
She didn't know which hurt her more, the fact that Faith had been hurt, or that Charley would use such crude language. Rose didn't even remember driving to the hospital, she just knew suddenly she was standing by Faith, sickened by her black eyes, broken nose, and bruises. She was bent over her crying, her tears making her gown wet, when she woke up.
Faith woke up, realized who was holding her, and circled her arms around her. They cried together for a few minutes before Rose stepped back, holding her hand.
"Sorry, I couldn't make dinner, Mom."
"It's all right, baby. I'm so, so sorry, honey. This is all my fault."
Faith took pity on her. "No it isn't, Mom. This was all Bobby, you didn't fit in anywhere."
Rose knew she was lying but let it pass. They talked for about ten minutes before the medication put her asleep again. She felt a presence, and looked around, seeing Charley for the first time in almost three months. Her heart jumped to her throat. He looked tired, older, his jaw set squarely,his 'angry' face.
She jumped in front of him. "Please, Charley, we have to talk! You promised me you would if I answered your questions."
He took her hands off his, gently. "I did, and I will. Unlike you, I honor my promises. But give me another two weeks. I'll email you. I'm going to ask you a favor. Stay the night with Faith. I have a couple of things to do, then I'll be back early tomorrow. Can you do that for me?"
Wondering what could be so urgent in the middle of the night, she nodded. He left without another word.
...
Bobby came to slowly, wondering what had happened. He started to move, discovering his hands wouldn't work. He looked down, to see them handcuffed to the bed rails. It all came flooding back to him, and he felt a flash of anger. Bitch! She needed a lesson in respect! Then it hit him what he'd done and he felt the first tendrils of fear crawl up his spine. He was in some pretty deep shit.
Hearing a noise, he turned, and look straight into the eyes of Charley Barton.
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It took Bobby a minute, but when his head cleared, he saw the same thing. Charley Barton. His eyes didn't blaze, his body didn't tremble, he sat there placidly, watching. Something in his eyes shot a shaft of reality through his addled brain. It all came back, Faith, the cops, the assault.
"I'm in deep shit," he thought. "Serious jail time. I can't go to jail! Dad! I have to get hold of my father, he'll take care of this."
He looked at Charley again, wondering why no one was guarding the door. He was drawn back to the eye. Eyes that didn't blink, didn't waver. The eyes of a predator. A tiger, maybe?
No, they reminded Bobby of a documentary he'd watched once, when he was in his teens. It was on the Nile crocodile, one of the largest and deadliest predators on the planet. They would lie placidly on sandbars and riverbanks, then move with unbelievable speed, or slip silently into the water, to reemerge like a ghost, lunging out and pulling prey into the river before they knew what hit them. The film makers had gotten underwater cams in place, and it showed in slow motion the death throes of some kind of deer looking animal, struggling as the beast rolled, drowning and crushing his prey.
Suddenly Charley stirred, apparently noticing he was awake.
"Ah, Bobby, awake I see. I wanted to be the first person you saw when you woke up. I want to be the last person you see every night before you sleep. Eight to ten, Bobby, eight to ten years before you breath free air again, according to the D.A, and my lawyers. That is, if you behave."
He had stood, walking up until he was leaning over the cuffed man. Bobby felt sheer terror, straining against the cuffs. Charley bent over, speaking softly.
"You arrogant little bitch! First my wife, and now my daughter, if you think you can fuck with my family and get away with it, well, just wait. You'll see what it costs you. I'm to the point right now that I don't really care about the old whore anymore, but you should never have touched my daughter. Bad mistake, Bobby. You broke her nose! Don't worry, you'll get to enjoy that feeling as soon as you're inside. Too bad really, you're going to be very popular in prison, giving head with a broken nose is going to be a little difficult."
Bobby was struggling, trying to scream, but Charley had a hand towel folded neatly, pressed to his mouth. Charley continued in a calm voice as he struggled. "Don't worry, Bobby, we'll get you married off, and you'll be protected as long as you please your husband. I'll help out, after all, I want you to spend every day, as you're bent over a bunk or have you mouth stuffed full of cock, thanking me for keeping you alive."
"Oh, and don't worry, I won't let them mark your face. Need to keep you pretty, after all. They can tattoo your ass all they want, though, maybe your arm. Everybody that sees you after you get out that knows anything about jail will recognize a bitch mark, know what you did while you were there. A status symbol, sort of. It'll mark you as a good bitch, after all. You might even get a few propositions. I may arrange another marriage for you."
Charley leaned over until their faces almost touched. Bobby felt increasing pressure and realized he literally had him by the balls, and was slowly increasing the pressure of his grip. Bobby was screaming into the towel, little whimpers slipping through, until the pain got so bad he passed out, his vision slowly fading. Charley's face indeed the last thing he saw as he lost consciousness.
Looking down, Charley felt no remorse at all. Everything he'd told Bobby and more was going to happen to him. He'd see to it. He tossed the towel down and walked out, thanking the duty nurse as he walked by her station.
"He was still pretty much out of it. I just wanted him to know that I knew it was the drugs and bore him no ill will. I'll pray for him."
The nurse took it all in, thinking as he walked away what a saint Charley was. She would never have forgiven him if it had been her daughter.
...
Faith knew where she was immediately when she regained consciousness. Hospital smells are universal. She was surprised to see her mother sitting beside her, ashamed a little that she looked around keenly for her father.
She touched her nose, remembering. Rose, sensing the movement, woke up, and the tears started. They talked, probably the most in depth conversation they'd had in years.
"I guess I'm like Dad, in a way, Mom. Why?"
Rose looked at her daughter sadly, a single tear trickling down her cheek. "You think I haven't asked myself the same question a thousand times in the last few months? I've seen two different therapists, and they've both said the same thing. The Success Syndrome. As a person gains in wealth and power they begin to think they're entitled, that they've transcended the normal rules of behavior, that they're above the understanding and judging of the masses. This is what I want, so I should be entitled to have it."
Rose sighed. "Of course, I was very wrong. It just seemed to get easier and easier. I rationalized that surely he had figured it out by now, and if didn't say anything, then it didn't matter, and I was free to carry on. It made me arrogant, and arrogance got me caught."
Faith just stared for a minute. "So you're saying if you hadn't been arrogant and gotten caught, you'd still be screwing around? If you liked it so much, why didn't you go for a divorce, especially after I got out of high school? They happen all the time. It would have hurt me, but I would have got over it a lot better than the situation we have now."
Rose seemed horrified. "But I didn't want a divorce then, and I don't want one now. I'll change, go back to being faithful. You'll see, I'll be the perfect wife again, if he'll just let me."
"Mom, mom, snap out of it! Listen to yourself! Let it go Mom. You got caught, and practically admitted you'd been doing it for a long time. Dad is never going to forgive you, and you know it. Accept the divorce when he starts it, and move on. Have all the toyboys you want, without having to worry about getting caught. I remember my psych classes, and I bet part of the thrill you got out of your flings was the fact that you were putting one over on Dad. I bet when you were home and you and dad got intimate, the pleasure you got from comparing him to your string of lovers got you off big time."
Rose blushed deeply, and Faith knew she'd hit her mark.
"Help us all out here, Mom. Go quietly. Don't make us gossip fodder. Leave us a little dignity."
The doctor arrived then, and the conversation got discontinued.
...
Charley waited until he saw Rose leave before he went in to Faith's room. He felt a small pang of sorrow. He'd loved Rose for a long time, and never in his deepest fears did he think he would find himself in this situation.
He put a smile on his face and opened the door. Faith smiled at him, even with the black eyes and the nose splint, she looked beautiful.
"You just missed Mom."
Her smile faded when he nodded his head. "I know."
"Are you ever going to talk to her?"
"Yes. Soon, at a time of my choice, in a suitable location."
Faith hesitated before speaking. "I know it's not my place to ask, but please don't be too brutal. Let it go, Dad. Let her go. She's not the woman you married and hasn't been for a very long time. You're only fifty-five. Find somebody and live a happy life."
For once joy didn't fill his eyes as he looked at her. Faith was frightened, she had seen her father's dark side once, when she was seven. her friend came in to daycare, with a black eye and bruises all over her body. She told her father about it over lunch. Later in the afternoon, She saw her Dad, Mrs. Wright, the chief care provider, and Juanita go into the office.
Juanita's father was a new hire, an Hispanic from Costa Rica, who had a drinking problem. Faith had slipped away at play time, wanting to ask if she could have Carla and Suzy over for dinner. Seems they always had a carload of her friends every evening. She saw him and Jose go behind one of the fertilizer buildings. When she got there, Juan was out cold. Daddy was standing there rubbing bruised hands, and he reached down, pulled Carlos up, slapped him until he woke, and whispered something in his ear. Faith slipped back around and ran back to the daycare, and never spoke of what she'd seen. Mom did ask why he had a scrape on his cheek and a black eye. He told her he dropped a couple of bags of fertilizer, and she lectured him about letting the people he paid for that job to do and be more careful.
Juanita missed almost a week of daycare before she came back, brimming with news. Her father was in the country illegally, and had been picked up and deported. Her mother and the rest of her family were facing the same fate until Charley stepped in, sponsoring them, getting his lawyers to pave the way for green cards. He even hired her Mom to help with lunch and assist the teachers. When he found out she had been a second grade teacher in her homeland, she ended up spending much of her afternoons giving basic Spanish classes to the older children.
Faith lay back after his visit, remembering her childhood, realizing for the first time how many of her happy memories were connected to her father, her mother just a minor figure. She realized now her mother starting disappearing from her life just about the time she opened her third office. Then it was a rush into the door, a quick kiss and cuddle, and leaving to go to her home office after dinner, totally ignoring her attempts to tell her about her day.
Her Dad became the primary care giver, her mother practically abandoning her made her cling to him more. She knew if she hadn't been so needy, he would never have added the daycare centers to his business. He was far and above a good parent, and seemed to sense her every mood and need. It wasn't until she was in her first year of college that she learned he talked to the people at daycare, her doctor, and child psychologists to keep on the right track.
It wasn't just schooling either. She thought about it now, knowing she became all the children he wanted, the tough tomboy, the frilly debutante, sometimes even the son he missed having. He taught her to fish, to shoot, she even learned to hunt. Charley still had a picture of her in his office with the first deer she'd taken, a four pointer. She was twelve.
He molded her into the woman she was today. Assertive but fair, steadfast to her friends, true to her convictions, and though she tried to minimize it, brutal to her enemies, when she had them.
Charley realized it, but Rose didn't, that money really didn't mean that much to Faith. Oh, she grew up as the princess in their country Camelot, had all the material things she needed and more. Thanks to her father, she never really let the money sway her. Oh, she would have a burst of extravagance once in a while, but it rarely lasted, and she would be back to herself in no time.
When she graduated from vet school, her Dad took her for a ride, stopping at a field halfway between their small community and the county seat.
He handed her a deed. "I bought this for you. Take it down to Jerry's office and he'll do the transfer (Jerry was his lawyer). Twenty six acres. It should be enough. You can build a clinic, a small barn, paddocks, kennels, everything you need. The money will be available, but that's as far as I'm going to be involved. Everything else is you. It's up to you to make it a success."
She was touched, and grateful. He accepted her hugs and tears, smiling at her happiness. They walked the property, and she was talking out loud about where she should place everything, asking his advice. He just grinned. "Get a good architect, and listen to his advice."
They talked on the way back into town, and Charley steered it back to money. "Look, you're my only child. Except for a few small rememberances, you get everything when I pass.
Your mom has her business, so she doesn't need anything. She hasn't said, but I would imagine you'll inherit everything from her. You'll be the wealthiest person in the area, baby. Be careful, the leeches and wolves will be circling. Keep a good head on your shoulders, and you'll be fine."
Faith thought a lot about money while her clinic was being built. Eight hundred thousand when it was finished, and the deed was free and clear. She leaned on the lawyers at first, rarely consulted Charley, knowing she wanted to do it on her own. When the clinic was staffed and serving customers, she stepped back, enjoying her place in life.
The clinic was operating in the black by the tenth month. At the end of the first year, she had to add staff. Then she added more staff. She was turning down customers because she was was at the maximum of what she considered superior care for her customers. Briefly, she considered adding another clinic, then thought of her mother.
No, she decided, this one was enough. When it came time for a family, she wanted to be there for her children. Faith knew that when she found a mate, he would have to be a strong person, to be able to deal with her own forceful personality. So far, no one she dated fit the bill.
...
The two private investigators met again at the end. Ten weeks of pretty intensive investigating. They'd turned a few stones, and had found five lovers going back six years. Chuck looked at the last two, frowning, glad he didn't live in that area.
"You know he's going to flip when he reads this. I know I would."
Chuck nodded. "You're right, but this is what he paid for, and this is what he gets. I for one don't intend to hold anything back. Damn sure don't want this blowing back on me."
"Me either, let's make the call."
They met in Chuck's office. After assuring the client they did not work together, but came pretty much to the same conclusions independently, they handed over their findings, both on disc and hard copy. It came to four banker's boxes, filled to the brim. The client sat, impassively, as they gave their reports, thanked them for their efforts, handing them checks, and left. Both privately were glad to see him go, making mental notes to keep an eye on the papers and television.
Charley went back to the farm, took the files out, made a pot of coffee, and started reading, keeping calm because except for the names it was what he had steeled himself for, until he got to the second most recent lover. Then he lost it, screamed in rage, and threw his coffee cup through the drywall. His hands literally shook for a few minutes, before he willed himself into stillness, setting his face into a bland mask, and started thinking.
...
Rose sat at the conference table, her hands shaking so bad she tried gripping the edges to keep them still. It was finally here, the sit down with Charley. Knowing her chances of a happy ending were almost impossible, she continued to hope.
On his insistence, the lawyers were left outside. He wanted the last episode of the Rose and Charley show to be private. Charley had to admit, she was looking good, easily passing for fifteen years younger. Her skirt, while conservative, was a little short. Another ploy, he had always loved her legs. Same with the blouse. It was appropriate to the blouse, just sheer enough to give a hint of the almost sheer bra she wore underneath. Her hair was styled in a way she hadn't worn in years, one she knew he favored.
He had to appreciate her effort.
She rose to embrace him, but he moved to the other side of the table. Not a good sign, she thought. Still she greeted him brightly.
"Hi, Charley. How are you?"
He answered her cordially. "Well as can be expected, Rose. I have to say, you really went all out today, didn't you? I appreciate it, but then you've always looked good to me."
Rose preened. "Yes, obviously I dressed to please you."
"Well then, thank you for your effort." He placed the thick packet on the table. Rose frowned, this was not going the way she'd hoped.
He sighed. It was time for the tragedy to perform the final scene. "If you remember, I asked you why, for how long, and how many lovers you'd had."
Charley held up a slim folder. "Right her is what you sent me." He opened a really thick folder. "This is what my investigators found. Shall we compare, see how well they match?"
Rose swooned a little, the loud noise only she seemed to hear had to be the door slamming on her marriage. She waved a hand when she recovered.
"Don't bother. You knew when I sent it to you I was lying. Why beat a dead horse?"
Charley ignored her, reading off the name of her last lover. "Bob Walton, forty, married, four kids. Owns an insurance agency, that you switched your office coverage to after your first session. Ever wondered what your lovers thought of you? Listen to this."
He hit a button, and a CD started playing. "Yeah, I fucked her. Pretty damn good for her age, I had fun, once I got past her wrinkles and gray roots. But without the business possibilities, in a bar maybe, there would have been no way. The term cougar is a kindness. More like a sabertooth, about to go extinct."
Rose recoiled in horror at her description. Before she could recover, Charley continued. "Pretty rough, huh? I stopped by two weeks ago, had a little chat. He got so upset he lost his lunch. I told him I was going to open an office either right beside his, or across the street. If he offered coverage for anything at say, a hundred bucks, I intended to offer the same coverage for fifty, if I had to make the shortfall up out of my pocket. I'd give them an even bigger discount if they dropped him and came to me."
Charley half smiled, remembering. "It was kind of pitiful watching a grown man cry and beg. I struck a deal with him. I told him if he got his wife down to the office and confessed the affair to her, I might not treat him so harshly."
"It was horrible, Rose. She brought her five year old because he said it was an emergency. I took the child out to one of his staffers, and had them take her for ice cream. To see her pain as he confessed nearly broke my resolve. She begged me, there at the end, not to destroy him, to think of her children. I thought that was telling. HER children, not ours."
Rose had her hand to her throat, cringing at the monster before her.
"Don't worry, Rose, I didn't open an agency. I hear they're separated now, He's living in a backroom of his office. Maybe they'll get back together. Who knows?"
Charley shuffled papers, spoke a name. He'd gotten the man fired, and mostly blacklisted. He moved four hundred miles away and started over.
"He was already divorced, Rose, seems you were just one of many. I really hope you used protection. I got checked out two months ago, when it hit me. Still clear, but you know, AIDS and such have a much longer incubation."
Rose didn't have the nerve to tell him she had a doctor at one of her out of state offices that screened her once a month.
She noticed, after the meeting was over, that he missed one. Thank God! It could have gotten really intense. But then again, it wasn't a full blown affair, just a drunken two day hook up.
He went on until he got to her trainer. "I kind of liked him, Rose. He didn't lie, didn't try to weasel out." Listen: "She started it, came on to me. I had just come out of a pretty bad breakup, she cheated, not me, and I was feeling a little insecure. We got together maybe six times in all. I'm not gonna lie, back then at least, she was pretty good in the sack."
"I know how this works, Mister. Rumors have been floating. If you would, I ask one small favor. I'm in this business with two partners. If you destroy me, you destroy them, and they've never even met your wife. Let me sell out to them, protect them, then I'll take my wife and disappear. I'm going home as soon as you leave, and tear apart my wife's world. She has a good job, one she loves, one she has a pretty good chance of reaching the top in. If she decides to stay, I'll understand. I need to tell you this now. I don't know you, really don't like you for what you're about to do, but Rose spoke really highly of you. She even came by a few weeks ago, for advice from a friend. I told her to let you go, but I don't think she listened. Stop with me. Don't try to extract anymore revenge. Even now, I bet it's changed you into something less. Don't beat yourself up any more. Try to get some peace in your life."



"Know what Rose? He was right. Destroying those guys didn't give me more than a few seconds of satisfaction, So I stopped, and left the trainer alone. Destroying them didn't make you infidelity any easier to take. So I'm done. It's over. Those descriptions they gave of the woman they slept with didn't remotely mesh with the woman you were at home. You've done it so easily for so long I would never trust you. Never."
"Jerry has the paperwork. It's pretty cut and dried. You keep everything you've acquired from your business, I keep everything from mine. It's all in the prenupts anyway. You can have the house, the farm suits me just fine. No ghosts lurking in the shadows, no memories tumbling out of the closets. My will has already been changed, and Faith gets it all now. You don't need it, I had your finances investigated. Congratulations Rose, you were always good with money."
"We're done. It will be a long time before I look at another sunset and not think of that night. Before I go, you have the floor. Anything you want to say, say now."
He waited, patiently, while she pulled herself together. "I'm so sorry, Charley. Even now, I don't understand myself, why I did the things I did. I still want a life with you, but I know that isn't possible any more. I wake in the night and reach for you, and when it comes back to me I cry all over again. I'm going to make you an offer, one I've thought about a lot. I won't fight the divorce, you deserve it. But if you need me for anything call. Anything, understand. I want your promise that if you haven't found someone in two years, you consider dating me again. No strings, no promises, just two strangers trying to see if they're compatible. Can you promise me?"
"No, Rose, I won't promise that. I will promise when the time comes, I'll think about it. That's the best I can do. Goodbye, Rose."
Charley left her, crying at the table. Jerry and her lawyer had spent their time going over the agreement, and both thought it was best for everyone. Rose didn't even read it, just signed where she was told to.
She called Faith the next day, and she came out and spent a week with her, holding her while she cried for the first few days, crying with her at times. She would slip away now and then, to visit her Dad at his office and farm. he got misty-eyed at times, but seemed to be holding up well. Faith knew though, that his pain was far deeper than her mother's, and watched him closely.
...
So there it was, country Camelot destroyed, the king betrayed, but time marches on. Rose threw herself into her business, and in six years had doubled her offices. She played openly now, there was no reason to hide anymore. She still favored younger ones, but now she knew what was going through their heads, and used them strictly for her own pleasure. At sixty-one, she surprised everyone by marrying a man almost seventy. She so gave her old home to Faaith and moved into his modest mansion. Rumor floated in her offices that even though they seemed to be in love, he had performance problems and didn't object if she had discreet encounters now and again.
Faith would check on her father sometimes, but she had a business to run, and had met someone. He sold vet supplies, mostly mail order online, but every three months he spent a week or two traveling, touring the facilities he serviced, to see if they required more or different products.
He was tall, good looking, with a soft manner that both animals and people. And he seemed incredibly strong. Faith was working with a stallion that could smell a mare in heat, and was behaving badly. When he lifted his head up he pulled her off the ground. The stallion was about to take off when an arm shot out and gripped his halter. The horse tried to toss his head, but the iron grip held him steady. The man was talking the whole time. Realizing he wasn't going to get his way, the stallion quieted.
She had Nancy and her groom come and take him back to his stall. "Thank you," she said, holding out her hand. "He was pretty worked up there. Carmella is in heat, and he can smell it. I would have lost control of him for sure. I'm Faith."
"Charley," he said, watching an odd expression flit across her face. "And don't sell yourself short, the halter would have had to break before you let go. Besides," he grinned, still holding the hand she had offered for a shake, "it isn't species specific, look at the fools men turn into when they meet someone they're attracted to."
Faith colored a little bit, realizing he still had her hand. His handshake was firm but not threatening, and she could feel the heat. He reluctantly let go.
"Nice to meet you, Faith. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to go do my job."
He walked into the clinic, smiling. His gait was like his personality, strong strides that ate up ground, confident in where he was going.
Faith finished her rounds, and was slightly irritated to see her administrative assistant at the counter, lightly flirting with the stranger.
"And here she is now! Faith, meet Charley, he supplies most of our materials. He visits from time to time, you were off delivering a colt the last time he was by. Charley, meet Faith, owner and head vet here."
"We've met," he said, holding out his hand. "How about some lunch? I'm new here, so I don't know the good places. We can write it off, a salesman schmoozing the owner."
Heather waited for the boom to go off. She'd seen her shoot down every man, customer, delivery guy, salesman, who had asked the same question. Shock didn't begin to describe it when she heard Faith ask him to give her a few minutes to freshen up.
She approved of his company 'car', and F-150 with a locking top for the bed. He saw her look. "I can't stand little cars. This way I have room and can pack a whole bunch more samples and paperwork." That led to a discussion of various new meds on the market, and he surprised her by telling her his company had brochures that offered information about any procedure or surgery they performed, but also ones she could give away, giving tips on care and what diseases their specific pets may fall prey to, and what warning signs to look for.
They pulled up to the diner, and parked beside a truck that looked very similar. An F-250 equipped almost exactly the same. Faith grinned.
She took his hand and headed straight for a table. A man in late middle age was there with a much younger woman, obviously pregnant and talking a mile a minute. She stopped talking as they walked up.
"Hey Carla, one more month to go? Carla, Charley."
She turned to the older man. "Dad, meet Charley, future husband, and Charley, meet my Dad, your future father-in-law."
Everybody but Faith were caught with their mouths hanging over. "Gotcha! Seriously, Charley meet my Dad, Dad meet Charley my lunch date. What's the special today?"
They all settled down. Carla and Faith talked baby almost nonstop, while the two Charleys talked about a wide range of things, coming to business last. Charley senior was seriously interested in carrying a line of do it yourself pet care products, and when Charley the younger found out he owned four possible outlets for his products, he was stunned. Faith slapped her hand on the table, catching everyone's attention. "Enough about babies and animals, what's on the dessert menu?"
"Mary made banana pudding, but it's almost gone. I reserved one for Carla and myself when we came in, but you guys might be out of luck." Charley senior said it grinning. If Faith found out Mary had banana pudding before she sat down, she would have ordered every serving she had.
Faith was deeply disappointed, Mary made the best banana pudding in the state, even had the state fair ribbon to prove it. She had one more large serving, which she gave to Charley instead of Faith, teasing her. Charley promptly handed Faith a spoon, and they shared. He even let her eat most of it.
The next time he came through they again had lunch sans Charley senior, it was his week to travel. Carla had a son, and it was her first trip out to show him off. He wouldn't stop crying, so Charley took him from his panicked mother and walked him around, crooning to him softly. In three minutes the baaby had stopped, and in five he was asleep. The diners watched, amazed and amused, as he gently placed the child back in his carrier. Noticing the looks from Carla and Faith, he grinned. "Well it works with puppies, so why wouldn't it work for babies?"
Faith gave him a big kiss on the cheek. "Just so we know, when our children get sick or are teething, you're going to be the guy losing sleep. I'm just going to punch you awake and turn over."
Charley wasn't upset a bit, he just grinned and said that if he got to help make the babies it would be worth it. Faith flamed red while Carla and another woman giggled.
The third time he passed through it was lunch, dinner, and a pretty good makeout session. They talked and texted constantly, and the next time he showed he didn't make any lodging plans, and Faith had arrangements not to be disturbed under any circumstances until Monday.
The sex was beyond marvelous. He worshiped her like a goddess, and she discovered all his erogenous zones, especially his triggers. They made love on every surface of her house, and late Saturday night she bundled him up in her truck and took him to the farm, telling him to be quiet and help her with the quilts.
Charley, a light sleeper, heard them pull up. Grabbing the .357 single action revolver he'd owned for over forty years, he slipped out a side door and approached the barn door at an angle. He recognized her truck, and stood beside it wondering, until a few pieces of straw and a giggle drifted down.
Smiling quietly, he slipped back in the house, and went back to bed. The only sign he found of the visit the next morning were the hay doors open. He shut them laughing, remembering it was a full moon the night before.
...
When it got out Charley was on the market, the vultures started circling, He got invitations to country club events, dinners, even a cruise. He smiled and politely declined every offer. Women from twenty to seventy made their pitch.
At first it was too soon. Then it was a game. He'd announce where he was going to have lunch, knowing his assistant would tip off her friends, then go somewhere else. The place he blew off often got a spike in diet plate orders. He put a fence and a gate across his driveway. Only he and Faith had controllers.
Not that he didn't play. He dated pretty regularly while at his out of town locations. He was so struck by one he actually took her to the farm. Two weekends later he heard her on her phone, describing the changes she was going to make to the place once she had him hooked. He never dated her again.
Ten months shy of his sixtieth birthday, there was a buzz at his gate. He was a little irritated at the interruption, and was a little short on the radio.
"Who is it?"
"It's your cousin Cindy. Open the gate quick, my car might quit any minute!"
"I can't recall a cousin Cindy."
"Not by blood, by marriage. Devon's wife. I got kids out here, you gonna let me in or what?"
He frowned. Devon was one of the few people who tried to screw him. But she didn't say anything about him. And she did say she had kids. He opened the gate.
A discolored old minivan, knocking and wheezing like every sound was going to be it's last, pulled beside his truck. Three kids poured out, asking where the bathroom was. A young girl about thirteen emerged and his mouth hung open. She was a dead ringer for Faith when she was that age. She was holding the hand of a three year old girl.
Cindy emerged last, obviously scared now that she was here. Then she squared her shoulders.
"I'm not going to lie. I'm at the end of my rope here. Devon did the same thing to me he tried to do to you. Except he got away with it with me. He took the good car and every dime of money he could grab and disappeared. The only reasons he couldn't take off with my rings were because they were still on my finger. I managed to pull them off and hock them. I didn't need them anymore, and we needed gas money. I didn't figure on such bad gas mileage though, and it took every dime to get me here."
The little girl was fussing, and the thirteen year old asked Charley point blank if she could have some food for the baby. He was stunned to find out none of them had eaten anything since lunch the day before, and it was dinner time now.
He walked them all in the kitchen. "I got cheese and crackers, give them that to snack on. Give little bit here some cereal, it'll fill her up quicker. Your mother and I will see to supper."
He had a pork loin he was about to start smoking. Instead, he sliced it up and started grilling. One of the neighbors had left him a dozen ears of corn, and he got them on the grill. He put Cindy and Faith to making tea and lemonade. Cindy found a head of cabbage and made slaw. Faith microwaved some potatoes, and in forty five minutes everything was done.
He felt fury at his cousin as he watched the kids gorge themselves, afraid of where their next meal would come from. After they were all sated, he walked down to the barn and made a phone call.
...
They had a new county sheriff. John Goins was a retired SBI agent. Impeccable credentials, he was just cursed to be a Democrat in a strongly held Republican county. Still, he did surprisingly well against Sheriff Andy Rogers the first time. Maybe next election people would be ready for a change.
Ten months before the election, Charley paid him a visit. Blunt and to the point, he asked him if he was considering running again.
"I want to. But I don't know if I'll have the support this year."
"Look me in the eye, John. Tell me you're a good man. One that will uphold the law fairly, a man that would never stab a friend in the back."
"I'm your man, Charley."
"I don't want you to be my man, John. I want you to be the county's man. I need you to talk to these boys I brought along, and get back to me. All I ask."
He got in his truck and left. Seems the guys he wanted John to talk to were campaign planners, used to working on state or higher level campaigns. They walked him through what he needed to do.
John looked the plan over. "This is going to take a lot of money. Money I'm not sure I can raise."
"It's been taken care of. Four different organizations have already made sizeable contributions, and more will come, as well as individual donations. Money is not your worry."
"Why is he doing this? If he wants a puppet, tell him I'm not interested."
"He didn't say. All he said was he wanted you to be sheriff. I've been doing this along time, don't look a gift horse in the mouth. I think it might be something personal between Charley and Andy, but I'm not going to ask or dig unless it affects your chances of winning election. Now, pay attention here."
...
Suddenly billboards popped up everywhere. Sheriff Andy wasn't worried, he'd beaten John Goins before. Then, people he had counted on, people that weren't even Democrats, came out in support of his opponent. Andy still wasn't worried. He had a secret weapon, Charley Barton. He'd poured a ton of money into his last campaign. Personally talked to a lot of swing voters, pulling them into his camp. Yeah, it might be a little tighter this year, but he still wasn't worried.
Nobody in their right mind would run against Andy in the primary, and John won his easily, outdistancing his closest opponent by over ten thousand votes. Charley still hadn't come forward. Andy, more worried than he would admit, decided to go see him.
Charley was waiting for him on the porch. Andy was surprised to see kids in the side yard, playing on what looked like a brand new swing set.
He had a small girl on his lap, rocking her on the swing, trying to get her down for a nap. A young teen girl hovered nearby, ready to take the child after she fell asleep. He called her over.
She's out, Faith, take her on in, and have your Momma bring out a couple of glasses of tea, will you?"
"Yes sir, Charley.," she said grinning.
Andy couldn't get over the feeling he'd seen her before. He sat down on another rocker, thanking the woman that appeared with the tea. Good looking woman in her late thirties, early forties maybe. He waited until she left before grinning at Charley.
"You old dog you! She's a little young for you, don't you think?"
Charley frowned. "It's Devon's wife and kids. He left her high and dry so she ran home. Right here is as far as she made it. I took 'em in for awhile. And there's nothing going on. I don't think she even likes me. What brings you out and about, Andy?"
Andy took a sip of tea, smiling at how good it was. "Well, if she can cook as well as she can make tea, you might want to keep her around."
When Charley remained impassive, Andy got to the point. "Johnny Goins has a lot of momentum going, Charley. It's to the point he's got serious juice. It's time to pull out the big gun, Charley. You. You need to talk to some of those boys, get them back in the fold. And I need a little money for the war chest. Them billboards and banners ain't cheap. Where the hell did he get money for television ads? Those motherfuckers are outrageous."
It was a tell for Andy. In private, the more profanity he used, the more concerned he was.
"I can tell you how to save a bunch of money, Andy."
"How?"
"You can bow out. When your term is up, you'll never again hold a public office in this county."
Andy was reeling. "How can you know this?"
"I know this, Andy, because I engineered all of it. Johnny will get my vote and my money. I'm even going to do tv spots with him. And Andy, all the money total that I put in to all your campaigns, I'm putting more in to this one alone.
You're toast, Sheriff Andy."
Andy sat, glass of tea half raised and forgotten, staring at Charley, trying to process what he had just said. A million questions ran through his mind before a few made it out of his mouth.
"Why would you do this? We've known each other our whole lives, we were the brother each of us never had. We lied for each other, taking whippings we didn't deserve to save the other. I was in the same barn with you when you lost your cherry. We stood up for each other when we married. Fifty years of friendship Charley! What did I ever do to make you treat me like this?"
...
One of the private investigators Charley had hired to investigate Rose had friends in the
local police department. One worked vice, especially around the high end hotels, and he reached out to him, showing him a picture of Rose.
He was surprised at his response.
"I know her. She's got some flower name. Iris? Daisy? No, Rose. I don't remember her last name. She keeps a suite at the Towers. At first I thought she was on the pull, lots of guys have that older woman fantasy, you know? But she's some kind of executive, seems loaded. It's all fun and games for her."
Chuck asked if he remembered the last time he saw her.
"I've seen her the last couple of months, but she's always alone. Looks like she had to cool her playing. I think she's married, maybe hubby caught wind of her hobby."
"Anybody before that?"
Th cop laughed. "Yeah, funny story there. She was alone, dressed to be noticed. Dim lighting takes away a lot of wrinkles, you know? Anyway, there was like fifty cops from the area there, letting off steam after the seminar they attended was over. A few of them hit on her, and she flirted, but I don't think any she made contact with fit the bill. I was sitting with some hick sheriff, telling stories, and I pointed her out to him. He was out of his seat like he had sit down on a tack. Pretty soon she looked up, called out his name, and he sat down."



"After that it was like they were alone in the bar. It got so bad we told them to take it upstairs or come up for air. They were on the elevator in two minutes."
"So then," said Chuck, "It was a night of opportunity?" Charley turned the little digital recorder off and stared at him.
Andy sat back, a pale gray. "Charley, listen to me. It was a one time mistake. We didn't mean for it to happen! We woke up terrified, then promised that we'd go to our grave before we hurt either of you ever again. Please Charley. forgive me!"
"So it was just the one time, then. A drunken mistake, booze and a strange place coming in to play? You had no intention of continuing, letting it become a full blown affair?"
"That's exactly right, I pro..."
Charley held his hand up and started the recorder again, continuing from where he turned it off.
The voice of the investigator continued on. "So then, it was a one time hook up?"
The cop laughed. "Hell no! He didn't come out of her suite the rest of the weekend, even stayed an extra day, had the deputy he'd brought with him moved in the last night. Don't know if they brought him in to play, most likely to keep from explaining an extra hotel charge to the county manager. His name was...Wilson, Warren, maybe Williams, I don't recall. Big sucker, he had to be six five or better."
Andy had slumped down, his face gray. He started to speak but Charley stopped him.
"I don't care how it happened. She most likely came on to you. But Andy, you were my best friend in the world, even drunk you had to know better. You had to know how I would react if I ever found out, and you did it anyway, all weekend long."
"We're done, Andy. Don't come here again. Do not under any circumstances speak to me again, unless it's in some official capacity."
"Go home, and think about what you're going to do when you're no longer sheriff. You'll never hold a public job in this county again. Think about what you're going to tell Margaret if your lost weekend comes to light, how the people of this county will look at you if the truth ever comes out. Bite the bullet Andy, Your career is over. Go quietly, with at least the illusion of dignity."
"Now leave. We're done here."
Andy stumbled off the porch, sat in his cruiser for a minute, then drove down this driveway for the last time in his life. Cindy walked around the porch with a pitcher of tea. "Was the Sheriff crying when he left?"
"Dust, most likely." Grace, the little three year old, toddled out behind Cindy. Passing by her mother, she tapped his leg to get his attention.
"Chawey, snuggle." He laughed and picked her up, holding on the swing, moving over to make room for Cindy.
"Don't get too close, Charley. We'll be leaving soon."
Charley grinned. "You keep saying that, and yet here we are. What are you doing with the housekeeping salary you've been drawing? I know you already got the kids registered at school using this address."
A bit of her temper flared up. "If I had enough money, we'd go now. You got us just like Devon, trapped."
This caught him at the end of an emotional day. He got off the swing and walked in the house. Five minutes later he was back with a check, and handed it to her. She looked at it and back at him in shock. It was made out to her, for five thousand dollars.
"Go down to the Jeep dealership on the way to depositing this. I told Vic to look for something used and reliable for you. Take what he gives you. It will be taken care of. Take this money and get settled. You can start at the store Monday a week. It won't be a fortune, but you can make ends meet, and the kids will get free daycare. Think you can be out by Friday?"
Cindy mentally recoiled. This was a reaction she hadn't expected. She thought she'd shake him up a little, get him to pay more attention to her. While she was considering her reaction, she heard a sob, and turned to see her daughter Faith. Charley had reacted when she introduced her, and she had smiled.
"Yeah, I stole her name. Because I always liked it, and I thought it symbolized my future. Boy did I get that wrong."
Faith and Grace, the youngest, had really bonded to him. Both at the age where a father figure was most needed, she guessed. Charley even took Faith with him from time to time when he went to visit his daughter Faith.
Faith came out a few weeks after finding out about his house guests. She grinned when she was introduced to the newest Faith, remarking how much she looked like her at her age, even getting an old photo album out and showing her.
"Well, to avoid confusion, we'll call you Faith Junior when I'm around, okay?"
Of course, as time went by she ended up being called just Junior, and she grinned every time somebody said it. She was so impressed with the clinic Faith senior promised her a part time job next summer, when she became old enough to be legal.
Cindy turned back to Charley, her voice softening. "It doesn't have to be right now, Charley. We don't have to be in a rush."
"No, you're probably right. I was getting too attached. It'll just make it harder on me when you do leave. Speaking of bonding, I told Hope and the twins we'd go fishing today, maybe catch enough bream and crappie to have a fish fry tomorrow. I need to go get everything ready."
He left her sitting on the swing. She sat with her head in her hands, listening to Faith slam things around in the kitchen.
Hope was her eleven year old daughter, and the twin boys were Jack and Jesse, nine years old. He'd taken them into town and gotten them all simple rods, and a filled tackle box. They went to his old house, Faith's now, driving down to the lake he'd built years ago. Charley the younger was up, and they walked down to visit. Soon the kids had their rods in their hands, watching the corks intently.
Faith senior had gone back to the house and came back with a cooler of water and drinks, and folding chairs for the adults. The only one who got to sit and relax was her, both Charlies staying busy baiting lines and removing fish, patiently training the children, helping at the end as little as necessary. They stayed two hours, long enough to get more than enough for the fish fry. The twins were ragging Hope because they caught more than her, saying girls couldn't fish as well as boys, when the rod Hope was reeling in went double. After twenty minutes of anxious coaching from both Charlies, Hope landed an eight pound catfish, dwarfing anything the boys had caught. Faith filmed the whole thing on her phone.
Faith senoir told them that since they had done all the work catching the fish, they would have the fish fry at her house, on the patio. She saw her father flinch, and she got him to the side. "Past time to let go of the pain, Dad, Time to make some new memories. Bring the rest of our new family by tomorrow, turn them loose on the patio. In a few years you'll look at it and remember things like the spot where Jesse threw up from eating too much ice cream, or where you watched your first grandchild take their first step, or where you look at the girls in sundresses instead of shorts, and realized Junior and Hope aren't little girls anymore."
He smiled before sobering. "That's a beautiful dream baby, but they're moving out soon. It's for the best. She's a young, beautiful woman, she needs to find a man her age. It wouldn't be fair to hold her back."
Faith took a swing at his head, and Charley stepped back, the smack landing on his arm. "What was that for?"
"For being a big dummy, that's what for. They talk to me, you know. Cindy has even called wanting to know your favorite foods. Ever notice how wonderful your meals always are? Junior has told me some things about their life, Devon was not a good husband or father. They were at the end of their rope, and God landed them in the driveway of the one man who needed them as bad as they needed rescued. Now suck it up! Stop dwelling in the past, enjoy the future. It was always your dream to have a large family, Dad, and God gave you one. You gonna piss Him off by refusing His gift?"
He stood, stunned. Really? Faith pushed him towards the door. "Go, take your kids home and clean them up! We'll clean the fish, get ready for the fry. And Dad, I expect the whole family, you hearing me? All of them. Tie Cindy up and throw her in the truck if you have to."
She snuggled up to him like she did when she was a little girl. "Daddy, I got a surprise for you tomorrow, something I hope you like."
He piled the kids in the truck, wondering what the surprise was all the way home.
...
The kids piled out, telling Faith and her mother how much fun they'd had, and all about the fish they had caught. Hope was a little smug when they saw the catfish on Charley's phone. The boys countered they caught way more crappie, so they were even. Hope was wise enough to let it go with a smile.
After their baths and supper, the kids crashed, Cindy snuggled Grace with Faith, and went hunting Charley, finding him in his favorite spot on the porch swing.
"Charley, can I talk to you?"
He patted the spot beside him and she sat, extremely close to him. Purely by accident, of course.
"Let me tell you some things, Charley, and please let me get all the way through it.I loved Devon, but he wasn't much of a husband and even worse father. You've showed those kids of mine more attention in six months than he did the whole time I was with him. When the cousins caught him skimming, you stepped in and made it right, but you weren't a fool, so you got him the loan through the banks, set his payment so low you'd probably be gone before it was paid back."
"How did he repay your kindness, he skimmed off even more, and ran. The loan defaulted, robbing his kids of their inheritance. I'm just glad you ended up with his share of the farm, and not a stranger."
Charley started to speak but she stopped him. "Hush now, it's taking a lot for me to say these things, if you interrupt me I'll chicken out. As things got worse, I started dreaming about coming home. You think it's an accident I came here first? Of all the family I knew, you would be most likely to help me. And you were everything I thought you'd be. Kind, attentive, to the kids anyway. I know I was mean tempered for the first few weeks, but remember Charley, I had been through a lot. I couldn't feed or shelter my family. I was a little ashamed, living on your kindness. When I told you I needed to get a job, you started paying me to keep house. How was that fair? You are the neatest person I know, cleaning up after you was nothing compared to chasing five kids."
She gripped his hand. "Somewhere, Charley, somewhere along the line I realized there were still good men in the world, and I was living with one of the best. I'd watch you with Grace, how you were with Faith, answering her endless questions, how you bolstered Hope's confidence, how you treated the boys. Those kids would die if I took them away from you."
She swallowed, thinking here comes the hard part. She'd her feelings battered all her life, if he rejected her now, she would nevr have confidence again.
"And as I watched you, Charley, I realized I wanted them to be with you as long as possible, because that's how long I wanted to be with you. I love you Charley. Did you hear me? I love you! Not as a mentor or father to my children, but as a woman should love her lifemate. I'm not your ex, Charley, when I love I have tunnel vision, giving my heart and soul to my husband. I'm begging you here, Charley, to let us stay with you, at least until you decide whether we have a future or not."
One more thing and I'm done. I don't care about the age difference, I'm forty, you're fifty-nine, big deal. And I don't want your money. Keep it all, give it to Faith, as you should. Our life together will be enough."
Connie started snuffling into his neck, waiting. Charley sat for long enough for her to be really nervous.
"If that's true, why were you set on moving out?"
"Oh, Charley, it broke my heart when you gave me that check. I didn't want to leave, I wanted you to ask me to stay. I don't have a lot of confidence, remember? I wanted you to make a move. That's why I'm here now, trying to correct my mistake."
He at her, frowning, and she knew she'd lost him for good. Then he bent down, and kissed her! It took a second to process, then she kissed back! He finally broke it off, grinning. "It's a damn good thing you're so good looking, because you aren't real smart."
Ooh, he thought she was attractive! Wait, did he just call her dumb? He continued before she could focus.
"Did it not occur to you even once just to tell me how you feel? Because I'd had feelings for you for awhile now, but the age difference held me back. Look at how much time we've wasted!"
If he thinks he can call me dumb and get...wait, he has feelings for me too? I love this man!"
They sat on the couch making out until the light in the kitchen came on, one of the kids up trying to get a glass of milk or sneak a snack. Connie jumped up, kissing his forehead. "This discussion isn't finished!," she whispered as she slipped into the house.
"he smacked her bottom, grinning. "It damn sure isn't, little girl!"
"Hmmph!," she thought. "I'll show him little girl!"
...
The next day all the kids watched stunned as Cindy plopped in Charley's lap and gave him a kiss during breakfast. Hope and Faith got it right away. They'd explain it to the twins later.
"Kids, your Mom and I have to go into town for about an hour, maybe a little more. Promise me you'll be good for Faith, or no fish fry. For any of us! Understand?"
They all agreed, and off they went. When they got to the dealership, Charley told her to choose, anything new on the lot that could handle the family.
"I thought I was getting used?"
"Used was for leaving. New is for never leaving, understand?"
"Never leaving? That meant..." She threw her arms around him, kissing him solidly. The sales manager stood there grinning. Wait until the guys and gals at the diner hear this! Looks like the old fox was trapped at last.
Ninety minutes later Connie was driving her new van home. Home! Boy did that feel good to think. The kids piled out to look at their new ride. climbing all over it.
When they drove up in the new van, Faith smiled. Looked like dad could still be trained after all. She kissed and hugged all the kids including Grace, who was firmly anchored in Charley's arms.
"Connie, Junior, can you guys help me lay everything out. T.Y. (the nickname her Charley had gotten, it stood for The Younger) has been frying for fifteen minutes, there ought to be enough to start on."
It was a grand afternoon. They ate, lazed. Faith had put up the batmitton net, and she and junior played against Hope and Charley T.Y. The boys found the horseshoe pits, and Charley senior taught them the basics, then left them to kick a few brightly colored balls around with Connie and Grace.
When it came time to leave, Junior pulled out an overnight bag. Seems she and Grace were having a sleep over. Hope and the boys were worn out, and after their baths were out like a light. Charley and Connie were soon dueling tongues on the porch swing. Hands wandered, clothes were loosened, fingers explored.
"Damn it! If it weren't for the kids I'd..."
Connie stopped him laughing. "What about the kids? If this happens, you're never getting out of my bed. They're bound to hear us sooner or later."
"I still would rather we had some privacy."
"Well, honey, unless you know of a place I don't, we're just going to have to wait."
Charley looked across the yard, frustrated, as a beam of light from the full moon broke through the clouds and hit the barn.
"Come on!," he said, grabbing her with one hand and the old quilt with the other. Connie wondered until they got to the door and started giggling. "Really Charley, the barn loft? Are we sixteen, sneaking off from our parents eyes?"
"No, honey, we're two consenting adults on our own property, sneaking off from our kids. Now get that hot ass up that ladder. I'll help you along!"
She was halfway up the ladder when she felt his hand slip under her sundress. He'd managed to tease her panties off on the swing. She gave a little squeal. "Charley! Stop that! You want me to fall...ooh, damn baby that feels good. Just a little more...that's it...oh, baby, now!" She laughed down at him.
"Serves you right! I hope you don't slip on the juices I left on the ladder. Come on, slowpoke, or I'll start without you!"
Just as he hit the top of the ladder the dress flew over his eyes. By the time he got it out of his face she was naked on the blanket, the full moon draping her body with mystic light.
He stopped to look at her in wonder, when he saw her hands move. "Told you I'd start without you. Get your ass over here, old man, see if you can get a few strokes in before you have a heart attack. I bet..Ahhhh!" The shriek flew past her lips before it registered. Maybe this loft idea was not too bad. She was sure the kids would have been pounding on the door in seconds. She screamed through her first orgasm, whimpered through her second, and cried through her third in happiness. He was getting closer, she could tell, when it hit her.
...
Rose felt old finally, and alone. She was probably making as much or more as Charley now, but she knew it was never a competition with him. The only thing that interested Charley about money was to make sure he had enough to take care of the ones he loved.
In the last five years plus, she had a buffet of lovers. All ages, down to a nineteen year old hung very well with great stamina. The orgasms from her lovers had been mind blowing, but after they were done she felt hollow. Rarely were they allowed to spend the night, and when they left Rose would curl up in a ball, and dream about arms that held her lovingly all night long.
Andy had called her after his showdown with Charley. She had little pity. "You should have slipped out right after we fucked, we would have gotten away with it. You're the one who wanted to stay the weekend. You better hope he never finds out the truth about your deputy. I can't believe you talked me into a three way! Anyway, Charley is real fond of William's wife, so if he finds out for sure he'll tell her in a heartbeat."
The conversation went downhill from there, but it got her to thinking about Charley again. She had seen him three times in the last four years. Twice at funerals, and once in a restaurant at one of his out of town stores. She thought about going over, but he had a woman with him, and it was obvious it wasn't a professional lunch. Little displays of public affection from the woman put that to rest. Oddly, a pang of jealousy rose. Bitch needed to keep her hands of my man! Then it hit her, he wasn't her man anymore, and hadn't been for five years. She needed to let her fantasies go. She slipped quietly out, leaving the cost of her uneaten food and a nice tip.
Rose had approached him at the second funeral, making small talk about Faith until they were alone. "Charley, remember that offer I made you when we parted? it's past time, have you given it any consideration?"
He looked pained at the memory. "Yes, I remember. Sorry, Rose, but I'm not taking you up on it. Too much baggage, too much to work through for me to make it worth the effort, in my case, anyway. Have a nice life, Rose. We'll see each other from time to time, after all we need to get our daughter married before the clock starts ticking. Now you'll excuse me, but I have to go."
She watched him stride off, and her heart broke all over again. He still looked good, still kept in shape. If anything, he was a little thinner, and it looked good on him. What a fool she had been.
She was spending the night with Faith, which she did regularly when she was in town. She met Charley T.Y., and knew from the look in her daughter's eyes this was going to be her son-in-law. She liked him quite a bit before she realized why. He was a clone of her Charley, sharing almost exact views on almost everything.



She and Faith had healed their rift, to the point that she still took the annual shopping trips with each other. It wasn't quite as much fun, because Faith was really conservative until it came to lingerie, and then she had a really vivid imagination. Rose looked at some and wished things like that had been around when she and Charley were young. He may not have grown old! She knew Faith was buying them for her Charley. She made one comment on a selection. "That's beautiful, but it can't be comfortable for very long."
"Mom!" giggled Faith, "these things aren't meant to be worn for long periods of time. They're meant to be admired, and removed as quickly as possible. If my Charley leaves anything like this on me more than five minutes, I throw it away!"
Rose smiled, remembering a few of her choices that weren't removed, but torn off, and never offered another opinion.
Rose woke from a light sleep, reliving the dream she'd just had, of her and Charley in a hayloft. Making a spur of the moment decision, she slipped quietly out of bed, put on the raciest thing she brought with her, and quietly left the house.
Soon she was at the entrance to Charley's drive, surprised the gate was still open. As tired as everyone was, and with Charley having four beers, Connie had drove and forgotten to push the button. She parked on the backside of the barn, trying to work out a plan as she walked to the door. Halfway there she stopped. What was that sound? Then she heard voices.
"Charley! You horny old goat, pull out! I'm not on the pill, I could get pregnant. Charley, Pleaaaase!" The last word was a wail, as she felt Charley explode, and had another orgasm.
Rose heard the heavy breathing as they recovered from their passion. "Damn it Charley, if I'm pregnant, I'll..." She heard Charley laugh. "If you're pregnant we're naming him Junior, and we'll dote on him the same way we do all our children, for the rest of our lives. I hope you are pregnant. As a matter of fact, I think we should do it again, just to make sure. Are you in?"
Connie reached for him, laughing. "What if it's a girl?"
"It's a boy. I can feel it. If, on the stray chance it is a girl, do you think Faith the third is redundant?"
"Oh, Charley! That feels good, baby. Let's talk about na...AHHHH!"
Rose turned, almost blinded by tears, her dream broken, and drove home. She left the next morning without explanation.
Two years later she met Freddie, six years her senior, but in good health and very attractive for his age. They clicked, and spent time together. She still played, but kept it away from them. When he asked her to marry him she said no, and told him of her past and present, being brutally honest. She was surprised by his answer.
"I'm impotent, Rose. Have been for five years. There isn't a pill or procedure out there that would help, and I've checked everything. So if we marry, it will be for love and companionship.. I'll allow you to play to satisfy your urges, as long as it's discreet and far from our home, if you promise to always come back to me."
Rose was stunned, then accepted. She introduced her to Faith and her now son-in-law Charley, relieved when they accepted him. They attended the small wedding, wishing her the best. Charley sent a gift, a cruise of European rivers and towns, first class tickets, the honeymoon suite. It was one of the things she and Charley talked about when they were young that they never got around to.
For two more years Rose played, no more than twice a year, until she finally lost the taste for sex. She and Fred, fueled by the cruise Charley gave them, took a world cruise, and had many small excursions until Fred started having health problems. He died when Rose was seventy.
She had sold her business when she married, putting half in a trust fund for Faith.
Faith was astounded at the number, and thought briefly about refusing it, until her baby kicked, a little girl this time. She'd keep it for her and her son, and the ones that would surely follow. When Rose passed at seventy-five, Faith inherited the rest, plus the estate Fred left, twice the size of the one Rose had. He left Faith a letter.
"I never had children, but I've often wished I could shake your father's hand, for raising such a child. He taught you well, and the way you accepted me, even introducing me as your child's other grandfather, made me realize what I'd missed by being unable to father children. So take the money, daughter, for all the love you gave me."
Suddenly Charley T.Y. was married to the richest woman in the state. "Does this mean we can afford more kids?" They ended up with five.
...
Charley looked at his bride, breathtakingly beautiful and laughed inwardly at the people in attendance, having been here just five weeks before for another wedding.
Faith had gotten them alone for a few minutes at the fish fry. She seemed nervous. "Dad, remember when we were talking about the new memories of the patio, the part where I talked about watching your grandchild take his or her first steps? Well, in seven months, we'll know if it's a boy or a girl. so figure eighteen to twenty months from now and we'll see that very thing."
She sat back, nervous, waiting for his reaction.
Charley sat back stunned, He felt like he was on information overload. First, that he finally found a new mate, and second that one of his fondest dreams was coming true. He couldn't help it and broke down, the first time in his life he'd ever cried in happiness.
He was instantly surrounded by his blended family. Junior and Grace were on his lap instantly. The rest right down to the boys were crying too, scared. When the truth came out, smiles broke out like sunshine, and everyone hugged Faith.
The two Charlies got together. "You know it's gonna be a big wedding, right?"
T.Y. sighed. "I know, but it'll just be a ceremony. We got married in a civil ceremony as soon as we found out. It was the right thing to do."
Charley senior smiled at the excellent choice his daughter had made. "Just telling you. Her mother has been planning this since she saw the sonogram and realized it was a girl."
Rose was over the moon, but the timeline got her to tone it down a little. Nonetheless, five weeks later the little Baptist church overflowed as Charley and Faith renewed their recent vows. The reception had to be held in the civic auditorium because of the number of guests.
Rose was proud of Charley for his answer when the preacher asked, "Who gives this woman in matrimony?," and Charley said loudly "Her mother and I do."
Connie and her brood kept to the background, but she saw the interactions between her and Charley and the kids, and smiled a bittersweet smile. Looked liked Charley got the large family they'd always wanted. Too bad it was with someone else.
Putting it behind her, she mingled. The sins of the past were forgotten, and people she hadn't spoke to in years sought her out. She found it telling that while Sheriff Andy's daughter was a bridesmaid, Andy didn't attend. Her mother was there, and Rose made sure they were never in close
proximity. She also frowned when she saw that Amanda Williams and Carla Bishop were going to be bridesmaids, but apparently they didn't know.
Four weeks later Connie came screaming into the living room, holding a strip of paper. The kids came rushing as Charley laughed and Connie unloaded on him.
"You horny old goat! I told you this would happen. You asshole! Forty and pregnant! What are we gonna do?"
She collapsed into his arms, crying her heart out.
He raised her head and kissed her.
"It means we're going to do what we said out in the barn. We're going to raise this child in love, treating HIM with the same love we have for the rest of our kids, okay? Of course, now I have to marry you. The crosses I bear." He gave a big dramatic sigh.
"When SHE comes along, you're taking your turn with the diapers and the teething and the colic. And you're gonna be a sports dad, but don't worry, the ones we got now will have you pretty well trained by then. And how do you know I'll marry you? I think I'll put it to a family vote, and you're excluded. Kids, how many of you think it would be a good idea for me to marry this old goat? Could you put up with him while you grow up? I know, he's pretty old, but he's in good condition. If we watch him like a hawk, keep him away from bad things, he might last a while. What do you think?"
She counted hands. "Well it looks unanimous. So, old goat, your stuck with us. No backing out now."
"WAIT!," cried Faith. It isn't official yet. He hasn't actually asked yet. And I don't see a ring. Really, Dad, this is how you want to start out?"
Hope giggled, mimicking Faith. "Yeah, really Dad?"
Grace, not understanding, copied her sisters. "Weawwy, Dad?"
Charley laughed, long and hard, standing up and dumping Connie in the floor.
"Boys, help you poor old pregnant mother up. The daughters and I have a shopping trip to make."
Soon Charley and the girls, including Grace, were headed to the jewelry shop. The owner, of course, knew Charley, and was surprised to see him come in with children, all girls. He was even more surprised when he told him the purpose of the visit.
"Jack, what you got in the way of engagement and wedding rings?"
"I got a pretty fair selection, Charley. Who they for?"
Charley looked surprised at the question. "Why, they're for me, Jack. Or more correctly, they're for the woman I'm asking to marry. Now, what you got?" They looked at every high end set and solitaires he had. The girls even tried a few on, seems Faith was the same size as Connie. They finally picked a nice set, nearly the most expensive thing they had. Then Charley surprised the jeweler once again.
Jack, you got matching bands to fit the girls? I'm not just marrying her, I'm marrying the whole family." He turned to the girls. "Would you like that? You can wear them on your pinky, look down, and know you're part of a loving family."
The cheers woke Grace up, and a saleswoman helped him pick out a tiny ring just for her. She cooed as she looked at it on her tiny finger. He tried to get it off but she refused, closing her chubby little fist tightly. They walked out, the sized rings on their pinkies, with a brightly wrapped box. The jeweler watched them go into the local steakhouse before flipping the CLOSED sign over. it was eleven thirty.
He looked at the surprised saleswoman.
"Well, come on, which do you want, the diner or the sub shop? Do you want someone else to announce that the old silver fox finally got caught?" She grabbed her purse on the way out. "I'll take the sub shop, you take the diner. And I probably won't be back until one thirty."
Jack nodded. "good idea. See you then." They went out the door in different directions, almost running. By the close of business that day almost everybody on that side of the county knew about the engagement.
Charley and the girls enjoyed the meal and the stares. Seems someone bolted out of the sub shop and ran in, whispering tot he hostess. Soon the whole place was abuzz. Finally one of the oldest ladies in the restaurant approached him. This woman had been his babysitter, had taught him to play the piano. He still played.
"Is it true, Charley?"
He started to tease her but stopped. Give her her little victory. "Yes it is Mabel. Let me present my new daughters, this is Faith, this is Hope, and this little one is Grace. They'll all be needing lessons, do you think you might have a spot for them? Got a couple of boys, too, but I don't know if they're interested. I'll give you a call. Now, Mabel, it's time for me to take my girls home. See you later." Charley thought it was the fastest he'd ever seen a seventy six year old woman who was supposed to have arthritis move as she made a beeline to her cronies.
One thing became clear as they were rolling down the highway. In all the excitement, no one thought to ask who he was marrying. Bet that would drive them crazy!
Connie and the boys were waiting on the porch. Connie lit in to him as soon as he stopped rolling. "Listen here, old goat, just because you buy a ring doesn't mean I'm going to like it. I might not want...Oh my, that is so pretty!"
Charley dropped to his knee. "It's yours little girl, or it will be as soon as you say yes. Connie, will you marry me?"
"YES!" The scream was so loud horses two farms over shied at the noise. Then she was in his lap, sobbing.
When she calmed down, the girls showed her their rings, and she started crying all over again.
So they walked down the aisle. Grace was the flower girl, grinning in her satin dress, strewing blossoms at random. Faith stood for Connie, while Junior and Hope looked stunning. He got a twinge as he looked at them, remembering Faith's words on the patio. T.Y. stood for him, with the twins beside them, looking uncomfortable in their suits. Things went according to plan until he got to kiss the bride. As they broke he felt a tug on his pants.
"Kiss me too, Daddy!," said Grace.
The crowd broke into laughter as he picked her up and shared a kiss with her mother.
They honeymooned on a beach, soft sand and romantic nights. They made love as often as they wanted, tried snorkeling and loved it, parasailing not so much. They came home a week later, picking up their brood from Faith, showing the kids pictures of where they were, and promised them a family vacation the week before school started.
The sonogram showed it was a boy, and Charley smirked. Connie, of course, called him an egocentric old goat. he called her little girl and rubbed her bottom, while made the nurse giggle and Connie madder. She chewed his ear all the way to the truck, then felt bad and nibbled on it on the way home. They both decided nibbling was much better than chewing.
Charley junior arrived with no trouble, completely healthy. They had been a little worried because of their age, but decided they would love him however he came out.
Over the years, Faith got a charge out of introducing them. "Hi. I'm Faith, this is my little sister Faith, this is my husband Charley, my father Charley, and my brother Charley. We don't have a lot of imagination when it comes to names."
Faith senior had two girls and named one Rose for her mother, and the other Constance, for her stepmother. That helped the name confusion tremendously.
As Charley sat and thought about his children near the end of his life, he had to admit to himself that Faith junior was the closest to him. She worked one season for her sister, before deciding she didn't like blood and sick animals. She liked the clinic cat, a dowager with the apt name Lady Gray. She only had three legs, but still moved with grace. Faith senior said there was a story behind her, but she wasn't old enough to hear it yet.
So she started spending after school and summers following her new Dad around. She worked in the garden centers part time, learned the hardware business from the ground up. She was in accelerated classes in school, and would graduate at seventeen, already accepted into four schools with excellent business programs. She was his heir apparent, and would be taking over from him when he stepped down.
Hope, it turned out, had a knack with plants. At thirteen she had talked Charley into buying her a tiller and giving her a plot of ground, and much of the family food came off it. Soon she had talked him into buying a breed of almost extinct sheep, part of a conservancy effort. She followed that with the threatened Marsh Pony, which brought the boys into the fold. Between them, the have one of the most respected breeding programs in the country. Seems Hope may follow Faith somewhat in her career choices. I bought her a small tractor and implements, and got one of the cousins to teach her the basis of operation and safety. I had to stop letting the cousins store hay in my barn, because she stored hers there now. She was seventeen now, and grinned at me as I helped her stack it in the loft, the boys putting it on the conveyor below. Seems she liked bales instead of those big rounds.
"Now, Dad, I'm going to feed this to my animals, so no breaking in the bales, understand?"
I just grinned, knowing when the mood hit us we'b be up the ladder.
Little Grace wasn't so little anymore. Ten years old now, she was turning into a carbon copy of her mother. I cringed, barely putting up with Hope and Junior dating. I needed to buy more shotguns. Grace was a piano prodigy, playing complex pieces far above anyone in the area. One four states away wanted her to board there while she learned, but she refused, compromising by spending half her summers there. I knew as she grew and became more comfortable, it would only be another year or two before she made the move. I hated it, but wouldn't begrudge her talent.
That left Junior, barely past toddling. I'd have kids around until I passed, and enjoy every one of them.
With the money I'd accrued, they would all be set for life, but I put it all in trust funds for them, with conditions, They had to graduate college, if they didn't it added five years to the terms of the trust. And they all had to hold jobs and live within their means for two years before the trust became available.
I apologized to Faith senior for depleting her inheritance. She laughed, saying her mother would make up any shortfall, and who was she to deprive her brothers and sisters of their share.
...
The truth finally came out a few years after Sheriff Andy lost his reelection bid, and his wife left him. He was working for a private investigator two states away, making good money until he had to start paying alimony. He remarried several years later. It lasted about four years when he discovered her cheating by accident, while investigating someone for suspected infidelity. He was screwing around, with Andy's wife. They divorced, and he never remarried.
When Amanda found out, she divorced him, not just for that, but for another affair she'd just caught him in. It was with an A.D.A, and when a case went south because of the relationship, the new sheriff fired him. Oddly, a year later, Amanda started dating John. He was twelve years older than Amanda, but she caught Charley at lunch one day, told him about it, and grinned. "Apparently older guys are a lot more trustworthy." They married when she was thirty eight and he was fifty.
Carla and her husband lived together until death took him forty-eight years later. She never remarried, retiring as Chief Detective for the county, and coming out of retirement two years later for Sheriff, after John retired. She won, and served two terms before retiring for good.
Charley passed away two months after his seventy-ninth birthday, four weeks after watching his youngest son graduate from high school. Cindy never remarried, and joined him fifteen years later, laid to rest beside in the Baptist cemetery. Rose had chosen to be cremated, her ashes mixed with Fred's, and poured into the ocean off one of their favorite vacation spots.
When Charley passed, they had to hold the funeral in the local high school football stadium. Eight hundred Bartonians vied to carry his casket, and they had to have a lottery to decide the matter. The rest walked ahead as a self appointed honor guard. He was carried to the burial site in a horse drawn hearse, pulled by Marsh Ponies Hope had raised. Sheriff Carla led the procession.
There was an unofficial registry, and as far as can be determined, Charley had funded close to a thousand kids deserving college educations. That wasn't counting the numerous Bartonians he'd funded. In attendance at his funeral were seven members of Congress, two governors, multiple state and all local office holders, five agents of the FBI, twenty-nine police officers of different districts, and an assortment of teachers, lawyers, scientists, and business people who owed almost everything to his generosity. There were also several movie and television stars, all because of Charley.



His ruthlessness against his enemies never came to light, for one because no on would believe them, and for another, they were closely guarded secrets.
...
Bobby Petersen woke up to a pounding headache, touching his nose and groaning. It was his welcome to prison present, as Charley had promised. He couldn't believe the judge gave him a sentence that meant he wouldn't be up for parole for twelve years. He got eighteen months added for breaking the cat's leg when he threw it, what assholes!
It got worse when he found out he was going to serve his time at Rockwell, a supposedly medium security unit with the worst reputation in the state. He'd been inside for twelve hours before his nose got broken, spent another day in the infirmary before being assigned a cell. The man was huge, six eight and three hundred pounds, mostly bulging muscles. He backed Bobby into a corner when the guards left.
"Here's the deal. Someone I'll never know is making sure my mother has the health care she needs and a decent apartment as long as I keep you in line. So listen close. You're my bitch from now on, until I leave. You do what i say, when I say it, and you don't talk back. it would be very bad if you talked back. And I can beat the hell out of you anytime I want, as long as I don't touch your face."
"You will let your hair go long, and one of the older bitches will teach you how to use makeup. You gonna be my bitch, you gonna look like a bitch. Now, get those clothes off, and crawl over here. You need to show your new Daddy how special you are."
Bobby sobbed softly as he disrobed, then dropped to his knees and crawled over. Charley was right, with his broken nose he almost passed out from lack of oxygen while his Daddy fucked his face.
In six months, Bobby looked so much like a woman there were actual fights over him. His Daddy pimped him out every once in a while, and the inmates made a game over tattooing their gang signs on to his ass. By the fifth year it was so covered there was nowhere to put a mark. He had a new Daddy by then, who had some kind of deal from the outside that kept him reasonably safe. His new Daddy was a lot gentler than his first, not liking to share him, and Bobby, locked in that place with that mindset, fell in love. He cried like a baby when his Daddy got released. After three months of being traded like baseball cards by his new Daddy, he was suddenly released early for good behavior. His father had quit seeing him after six years, and there was no one to meet him. As the crowd thinned out, he saw his prison Daddy, the one he liked, waiting. He ran into his arms, and he took him home. He got him a pair of small implants, had his eyebrows shaped, and made him wear corsets to outline and accentuate his figure. Bobbi ended up working at a cosmetics counter while he worked on motorcycles, and a year later they married. So depending on how you look at it, no matter what Charley put him through, he found his only version of happiness in the end.
Bobbi read about him dying, news carried by the national chains because of the ones attending the funeral, and it barely made a dent in his consciousness. Besides, the second child they had adopted was teething, and having a terrible time. He walked him, cooing to him, feeding him ice chips until he went to sleep. Oddly, his name was Charley.
...
Well, there it is, the end of the story. Originally it was to be two more chapters, but I was anxious to get to something else, so I lumped them together. For the next two weeks, I intend to work on nothing but the last chapter of Finding An Editor and two more Brother Love chapters. I might squeak one more in, something that's almost done.
One more thing. I can't possibly return all the emails I've gotten noting sympathy for my health issues. Many of you have shared your health issues with me, making mine insignificant in comparison. I'd like to take this time to thank everyone, and wish those with health issues a speedy recovery. Thanks for reading, it does mean a lot to me. Vote if you want, but please vote on the content, not on emotion or in retaliation for a score you didn't like. That adds nothing to the process.
Q
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If you just started reading my work, you may want to read the first two chapters before you read this one. It will make more sense.
*****
I liked the reverend at my church. Slightly younger than me, late forties I'd say, he was about the most earnest and forthright person I ever encountered.
He had a mentor. An older preacher now in his early sixties, who had welcomed him into his first church, guided him along, warned him of pitfalls and temptation. Then he retired from the church and started an evangelical society, doing crusades in local high school football stadiums and community centers.
Robert, my preacher, was very proud of his growing success, even helping out on occasion. Brother Jim, as he now liked to be called, seemed to grow larger as his fame grew. Gone were the cheap suits and barely working PA systems, replaced by Saville Row and state of the art sound and lighting systems large enough for the football stadiums he now favored. Bought some air time at a local television station and started an hour long broadcast.
He actually preached one Sunday at my church, and Robert was almost in a nervous jerk.
I looked at his expensive suit, his impossibly bright silver hair contrasting nicely with his deep tan, amazing really, since it was February.
He charmed, flirted, glad handed with skill that was so practiced it came across as natural. He reminded me of an old time snake oil salesman.
When we shook the mutual dislike was instant, and he stayed as far away as possible.
I wrapped a penny inside a five dollar bill when they collected a special 'love offering' later for his crusades. I hope whoever counted the money got the point.
Four months later the scandal hit. He had been the target of a federal investigation that resulted in multiple charges. Some of his victims came forward, hoping to make a buck off the public. He'd had multiple encounters with both sexes, not always with consent or with people of legal age. In the end he was charged with statutory rape, date rape, possession and use of illegal substances, crimes against nature, embezzlement, wire fraud, and money laundering. He took a plea deal when a possible murder was discussed, going in to prison at sixty seven to do at least twenty years before possibility of parole.
Robert was devastated. About six weeks later he did a sermon on moral character and temptation.
"Temptation, great and small, surrounds us all. I have sadly discovered that average people tend to handle it pretty well as they struggle through their lives, aware of the cost, so they're rarely tested beyond control. It's when someone hits a level of success that elevates them above the crowd, when fortune and fame comes, that their true character is tested. Most of us can't handle that sort of success. Look in the papers on any given day, you'll find singers, actors, sports figures, politicians, even, sadly, men of the cloth that succumb.
It saddens me deeply to see these people, usually at the very pinnacle of their careers, fall. They above us all should be grateful for the bounty God has given them. Instead they squander their success in thoughtless acts of lust and abandon.
My earnest admonishment to you, my friends, is to remember this sermon should success ever find you. I pray God gives you the strength it takes to remain centered when it does."
I've thought of that sermon often in recent times, wishing I had paid more attention.
...
I never truly realized what Benny had to go through.
Following directions from Beth, I pulled all my stories off the site[you can't give it away when you're trying to sell it], worked up an outline, and redid them to establish continuity. The final four chapters were completely new. Even though the story was basically written, it still took six months to complete it, another three to edit and do the rewrites, before it was ready to publish.
Of course, I used the same team as Benny, from Beth to Saul, with Etta and Grace.
Saul loved it, as did Beth. Grace said it wasn't her cup of tea, and Etta just grinned and called me a GILF of epic proportions
The buzz created by them and my obvious connection to Benny gave me a leg up. When it was released it only took three months to hit the bestsellers list. At one time Benny's new book and "Plum" were ranked two and three. Etta got us on Sunday Morning, where we were being touted as the power couple of the literary community.
Mo Rocca did the interview, spending two days with us at home before bringing in the cameras.
Benny even taught him how to catfish, down to how to clean and cook them. He didn't seem to mind, but admitted he wasn't fond of the taste. Made great footage, though.
The actual interview went pretty smoothly. He asked us both about our current books, talked a little about our history. Finally he hit me with the big question, grinning.
"Are the characters in your book based on real life people? Say you and Benny, perhaps?"
I flamed red while Benny laughed softly. He answered for me.
"Yes and no, Mo. Obviously we're not a hardbodied, over endowed couple in our early thirties, but we've had our moments. Very pleasant moments. But the fact is we're just a small town couple in our midfifties. As much as we'd like to do some of the things in the novel, the fact is we're just not that flexible or energetic any more. Bonnie just has a really good imagination and it seems, an insight into that lifestyle that makes it believable."
I couldn't have said it better.
When we were home, which wasn't as often as I liked, we rarely went out, and only socialized with our old friends. Sadly, we weren't the trusting people we once were.
Hilda lost her job in the economic downturn, and they were strained financially. It hurt when the mother of the twins disappeared, leaving no forwarding address and stopping her child support payments.
We knew we had to tread carefully to spare their feelings, but came up with a plan. Hilda had at one time been a PA to a textile executive, so I offered her a job. The fact was it had come to the point that I really needed one, and she was perfect. Part of the terms of her employment was housing. Their apartment had become too small with two teenage girls sharing one bedroom, so we moved her into my old house, rent free. She cried for two days, while her husband was both embarrassed and grateful.
"Don't worry about it," I told them both as they moved in, "it does a house no good to stand empty. This way I can be sure it's taken care of."
Sarah had finally lost thirty pounds, and her husband made her stop.
"I want there to still be enough of you to grab on to," he told her, grabbing one of her still massive breasts, "I loved you as you were before, and I love you now. So stop, please."
...
I was doing the publicity thing, television appearances and book signings. Benny was doing the same for his new book, even though with his reputation he really didn't have to. He told me you should never forget the one that brought you to the dance, so he still followed the program. It worked out great when he rearranged as much of his schedule as he could to be in the same town as me, but it wasn't that often. We were apart for extended periods of time for the first time in our marriage, and neither of us liked it.
Hilda couldn't travel with me because of the girls, so Etta sent one of her assistants with me on those occasions. Her husband had been doing much better, so she started taking on more clients. I didn't like the assistant much, Beverly seemed to be a little too enthusiastic.
One night I was doing a signing. It was my fifth in four days, and I was tired, so I missed a lot of signals. One man, a huge guy badly shaven, came through the line twice.
The second time he smiled.
"Do you feel it? The connection, I mean."
"I feel a connection to all my readers," I said tiredly, not paying attention.
After time was up, I chatted with the owners of the bookstore, called Beverly to come get me, and relaxed with a cup of coffee. I figured she should be just about there, so I walked outside into the warm spring air.
I never saw him coming. He had me up off my feet and headed towards a van before I could react. Beverly pulled into the lot, saw me, pulled in front of the van, laying down on the horn. When she completely blocked him in, she locked the doors and called 911. He tried to drag me on foot but I fought him as hard as I could. When I bit his hand and ripped out a chunk of flesh, he dropped me and ran away.
The police ran the license on the van, and caught the guy the next day. I was taken to the hospital for observation and stayed twenty four hours. The man was later declared unfit for trial and would spend three years in a criminal mental institution.
Benny dropped what he was doing and rushed to my side. It really scared us both. Benny thought I needed a little protection, and he talked to Mike Hogue. Two days later a tall, soft spoken gentleman named Mark showed up. He was former military and police, leaving the force on medical disability after he was shot in a hostage situation. Physically he was in top shape as long as he didn't have to exert himself for long periods. Mike had met him on the first vacation he had taken with his future wife, and they had hit it off. When his career was over and his marriage crashed, he needed a job, so Mike hired him.
I don't think he actually worked for Mike, more like a subcontractor. But he was big, charming, and capable. We worked out a signal system, and he'd hang around in the back unless I needed him.
There were a few more uncomfortable moments, but usually one look at Mark nipped everything in the bud.
I was changing. Looking back now, I know it wasn't for the good. When everyone around you is waiting for an opportunity to kiss your ass, your natural inclination to let them grows exponentially. I guess what really happened is I went from a happy housewife to an entitled diva.
The fame, the power, it all proved to be too much.
...
Benny saw it coming, and tried to talk to me.
"Believe half of what you hear and experience, honey. The thing to bear in mind is ninety per cent of the people you're around aren't really there for you. They're there because they want something from you."
I had never been much of a drinker, but had developed the habit of having one or two late in the evening to help me sleep. Pretty soon I was having one or two during the early evening, to help me relax. I probably would have never said what I did if I hadn't been on my fourth gin and tonic of the night.
"Beverly said this would happen. I just didn't believe her."
He seemed confused. "She said what would happen?"
"That you'd resent my success. That you'd be jealous."
I can still remember the look on his face, even now.
"I am jealous. Jealous of the time your success takes away from us. But that's it. I'm proud of your accomplishments. You deserve your fame."
I felt pretty rotten then, and the old Bonnie surfaced.
"Sorry, honey. I don't see how you handle it. I'll really be glad when my fifteen minutes are up."
He relaxed a little, started massaging my feet, something I'd really missed. I sighed in contentment.
"Good. I've got other projects I need help on that doesn't involve any writing at all. Like the studio, for instance."
He'd already finished his book tour and had put writing on hold for awhile. Oh, he still scribbled notes, but wasn't serious. Beth was a little concerned, because he still owed the house one more book, but he reassured her.
"I'm not working on anything new, Beth, but I've got one already done, I just need you to work your magic on it."
She demanded to see it but he told her it needed a little more work before she could have it, and since he still had six months to turn it over he was in no hurry.
He had a new passion right now, making films and television shows.
...
He found a group of three buildings, enormous structures that had become empty when the recession hit and business went overseas. We looked them over, using Hilda and her expertise to get a really good deal, and moved the production company we had started to our hometown.
The smallest building was the office complex, the next largest was cut into small rooms for editing film and sound, plus one small sound stage. The biggest was split into two larger spaces.
We actually became one of the largest employers in town, if you count the extras we used on a regular basis.
Benny had hired three young but very capable screenwriters and put them to work on his latest productions.
It came to him one night while he was missing me, and he was reading some of the older stories on the website we started out on. About two thirds of the stories ranged from unreadable to disgusting, but the other third told stories, the top ten per cent told good stories. He focused on those, got hold of the two best sites, and brokered a deal. In exchange for two per cent each of his company, they would contact the writers of the stories he liked and offer them a chance to see their stories on television, in exchange for the proper fee, of course.
He picked four of the best, made two into hour long shows, one into a movie, and the last into a four part miniseries. He struck a deal with HBO because he thought it was the best fit.
One of the hour long shows bombed, but the other and the movie were moderately successful. The miniseries was a huge hit. HBO committed to twenty more one hour shows, three movies, and four miniseries, all from stories from the sites.
He gave each of his regular writers a team. One did the movies, the other the shows, the last the miniseries. The housing market in our town became one of the hottest in the country.
Since, of course, they were adult sites, most of the content was sexually oriented. He did find a few in non erotic sections that he made and pitched to other networks with a great deal of success.
He pretty much bribed as much of our family as he could to come work for us. They came gradually, afraid it wasn't going to last. But when our production company won an Emmy for the miniseries, and another for screenwriting on one of the movies, almost all our children moved home.
We ended up buying part of the old farm next to our property and used it to make a family compound, complete with private roads and security.
I was making excellent money on my book, not anywhere near what Benny made, but still a nice sum. I put it all into trust funds for the grandchildren. Their college was already paid for, so it would be a nice nest egg for a house or whatever they wanted out of life.
I was home for two weeks before going on the last leg of my book tour. As I wandered across the film complex, my first serious look at it in a few months, I was amazed at the changes. I found Benny in his office.
"Honey, can we afford all this? How much money do we have now?"
He looked at me and smiled. We were still amazed at how little money meant to us.
"I'm not sure. Will had to hire two full time people so he could concentrate on us. He insists we come up once a month for a review, but I haven't had time this month. Wanna fly up, bite the Big Apple, see a show, and catch up?"
It sounded like an excellent idea. We spent four days with our friends, saw two shows, hit a few nice restaurants. It was the most relaxed we'd been in a long time. Plum even made a brief but very erotic appearance.
I had gotten a little soft and had been toning up. I was showering before going out, Benny was meeting with Saul and Beth, and had a little time on my hands. I looked at myself critically. Despite being slightly plumper,I was still in good shape, especially for my age. I absently traced the small tattoos I had, smiling.
Rubbing the little dark plum, I let my hand slip down, opening my vagina. I almost laughed, hearing Plum in my head.
"That's the difference between you and me. You have a vagina. I have a pussy. And all men love pussy."
"It's not always about sex, you know. Sometimes it's just about the connection between two souls."
Damn, I thought, I'm losing it, mentally arguing with my alter ego.
I could see her smirk.
"And sometimes a cigar isn't just a cigar, it's a honkin' big phallic symbol. Think about it, when was the last time you fucked him senseless? How often has romance and connection left you almost comatose in a puddle of your own fluids, with a grin dynamite couldn't blast off? Face it girl, as much as any man likes to make love, they still love a good shot of hot, steaming pussy. Sometimes it's about the physical. If you've forgotten that, you're in serious trouble. But don't sweat it, little Plum is ready to take up your slack. When I'm done with him, he'll be glad to crawl back to some safe little lovin'."
The whole imaginary conversation left me a little uncomfortable. We had slowed way down on the sex due to time apart, business considerations, and plain old exhaustion. I sighed.
"All right, bitch. Take a shot. But remember, as much as he likes fucking you, he loves me. Sooner or later he'll get tired of you, and I'll have him all to myself again."
I could feel the bitch grin.
"Keep tellin' yourself that, honey. If you repeat it often enough, you might make yourself believe it. Now shoo, I gotta get ready. I got a man I intend to fuck senseless coming by."
One of the great things about having plenty of money and being in New York City is that you can get anything you want anytime you want. I made a few calls, took a cab to my destination, and shopped. It was a VERY high end sex shop, confidentiality was guaranteed. If they didn't have what you wanted it hadn't been thought of yet. There was a rumor that for an additional fee you could get any combination of male and females acceding to your every whim.
I selected a few things, ordered a few more, and was back in the suite before Benny got out of his meetings. I sent him a short message.
"Dinner will be in tonight. Plum showed up out of the blue, damn I thought I was rid of that bitch.
I won't be around tonight, so use her any way you want, try to get her out of your system. Maybe if you're rough enough she won't be back. She said be there by seven."
...
Benny almost ran into the suite. calling my name. When I refused to answer he changed his tone.
"Plum! Where the hell are you?"
"I'm in the bedroom, lover. I'd come out but I'm a little tied up right now."
I wasn't a little tied up. I was a lot tied up. I'd followed the directions carefully, and when I pulled the last strap tight and heard it click into place I shuddered, knowing I was truly restrained until someone else released me.
I was trussed up, spreadeagled, completely open and helpless. My outfit was mostly leather straps and fine chains, that could be spread to provide access without the necessity of removal, or unsnapped with ease. The room was lit with candles, and there were two small tables, one holding toys, the other finger foods. I hoped he was pleased. I had also lubed myself liberally, in case he was in a hurry.
He paused for a second, enjoying the view, before approaching the bed. Stopping to inspect the tables, his grin became huge. He held up a device that seemed to be a battery pack with two small clamps.
"What's this?"
I actually blushed, which he found very amusing.
"It's nipple clamps with an electric stimulator. It sends small electric shocks to them, in varying strengths. It even has an auto option, that sends out shocks of different levels in random patterns."
One thing I had learned early with Bennie. He loved my nipples, and I had come to love how he played with them, orally and manually until they were extremely sensitive. So it was no surprise that he had them attached in seconds. Thankfully they didn't grip too tightly, but I almost came off the bed when he turned it on the first time.



"God, this is wild! Honey, you might want...Oh Fuck!" It had come back on. He must have put it on random. I hoped what I felt was the highest setting because it was damned intense. Without a word he picked up a six inch vibrator and slid it home easily. Besides the lube I had become quite wet naturally.
I was writhing on the bed, almost babbling, when he slid another slender vibe up my butt. I screamed repeatedly, until he grabbed my hair and put a ball gag in my mouth. He watched, grinning, nibbling on the finger foods, for at least fifteen minutes.
Finally he shut everything down and removed them, all but the ball gag. I lay in an exhausted, sweaty heap as he stroked my body. I jumped again when he pinched one of my overly stimulated nipples, and quivered as he slowly kissed his way from my ears to my toes, deliberately missing the erotic zones. By the time he kissed his way back up I was dripping again.
He casually licked and nibbled his way to two massive orgasms from me, sliding the small vibe back into my butt. The next morning I had strap marks on my wrists and ankles from the strain I put on them. It made me smile.
He removed the ball gag, shoving a tongue down my throat before I could speak. When he finally pulled back he asked casually, "So, my little Plum, which hole would you liked filled?"
I looked up at him with lust filled eyes.
"All of them, baby. Repeatedly."
It must have been the right answer, because that's just what he did. He confessed the next morning he had gotten a sample pack of the little blue pill, just in case he needed it. I just love modern medicine, don't you?
...
We came back home, sated, refreshed, and happier than we'd been in a long time. I had another week off and we were almost always together. We even locked the door to his office at the studio and christened the desk.
I was staggered by the amount of money we had. Will was doing an outstanding job. He laughed when he went over it.
"You know, I was really glad when Benny started the film studio, you guys needed something to show a loss. But, damn it, now you're making more money off it than your writing. I suggest you set up a charity or something, to ease your tax burden."
Our hometown and the state was giving us an enormous tax break where the studio was concerned.
Of course, we were responsible for eighty nine full time jobs, hundreds of part time jobs when you factor in the extras, kept two restaurants going full time furnishing food services, and almost every county and city cop worked for us part time giving us security services. The secondary service jobs included almost every business around, one way or another. In a time when most places were still trying to recover from the recession, our area was booming.
We didn't go cheap either, paying top wages to everyone concerned. I laughed when Benny said he felt like we were buying loyalty.
"Of course we are, honey. It's how business works, or at least how it used to. Pay top wages, provide good benefits and a good work environment, and you get the cream of the crop."
We got heavily involved in the town and county, paying for bulletproof vests and lapel cameras for the local police and sheriff department. We asked the county for a branch of the fire department to be located near the studio, and funded it, down to the building and new equipment.
We appointed one of his sons, Greg, and one of my daughters, Amy, to head our charitable and special projects department. They enjoyed it for awhile, but quickly became tired of people asking them for things. One man put in a proposal that we remodel his house and landscape his yard, because it was the first one people saw coming into town on our major highway, and we needed to give a good impression. They politely made a counter offer. They'd buy his house at fair market value and tear it down, turning it into a garden for public enjoyment. He left the meeting very angry.
I lost Hilda as an assistant. She came to us with a proposal. Our local economy was booming. People were moving here for the jobs and the excellent school system. That was one of Benny's pet projects. We had donated so much to the local school system it was being lauded as the best in the state. When Whitney, my other daughter, couldn't get a job as a school teacher locally because of budget cuts, he stepped in and personally made up the shortfall. He also had Amy and Greg make sure that two to four tractor trailer loads of school supplies be delivered to every school, depending on size. No teacher in the system had to go into their own pocket anymore for pencils, paper, etc., unless they wanted something special. He also bought a pad and laptop for every junior and senior high school student, twenty three hundred total. The teachers got the deluxe models, and he paid for the service contracts plus the internet access to make it all work. It made textbooks obsolete, and the county actually donated them to another school system.
Hilda gave us a presentation with facts and figures.
"The housing market is strained, making houses and apartments hard to get and ridiculously expensive. Here's what I think you guys should do."
She laid out a plan for three ten floor apartment buildings, one hundred twenty two and three bed room apartments in each. She had another, smaller one drawn up with one bedroom and studio apartments for singles and childless couples. Plus two housing developments, sixty in one, forty in another. Also, she had plans for a small shopping mall centrally located between them all, plus two parks, one with ball fields.
We sat back stunned.
"What does all this have to do with us?" I asked, when I got my breath back.
She looked at me like I was a child.
"Everything. You're the largest employer, so your employees, and indirectly you, will benefit. Plus, you're the richest people in the area, you have the money, or can at least leverage the financing, to go ahead. If you don't, someone else will, and who knows what they'll do. Urban sprawl could devastate us, developments appearing haphazardly, land prices will skyrocket, schools will become overcrowded. At least this way, even if we can't control it, we can lessen the impact."
We thought about it, looked at the numbers, ran it by Will and Grace. Will thought it was a great idea, Grace wasn't so sure.
"You're turning it into a company town. Sure that's a good idea? What if your tax breaks disappear? Would you pack up and leave? Do you really want that much power over the local community?"
Benny was upset.
"I don't want any power over the community. I want a nice, clean, safe hometown. Is that wrong?"
Grace leaned over and took his hand. "No Benny, it isn't. I just want you to know there would be a certain amount of backlash. People admire success, glad to see a hometown boy make good. But they don't like too much success, it's just human nature. It really is a good idea, will probably be a real moneymaker. Just be careful, all right?"
Benny promised he would think about it. Three days later he called Hilda and gave her the go ahead, with a few conditions.
"We only use local contractors and suppliers. It's their home too. Plus, get a few of the most reputable real estate companies and offer them a small percentage of the projects, if they can swing it. I want as many locals as possible vested in this."
"Another thing. I want you to bring in Jim and Sarah. Jim was a project manager with his old construction firm, until they went under. He'll know pretty quick if something isn't right. Start out slow, don't really broadcast it. And run it by the city and county in closed sessions if you can. If they're not on board, we're dead in the water before we start."
...
I was amazed at the reaction once our plans were approved and made public. The backlash Grace predicted came with a vengeance. They even had a website, 'Say No To Henson City'.
It upset Benny no end. He tried not to show it, but every one close to him could tell. He actually attended a county commission meeting, advertising in advance he would be there. They had to move it to the municipal auditorium to hold the crowd.
Most of the commissioners were happy with the way things were going, the county was solvent, the economy was excellent, unemployment was under three per cent, the best in the state. Two were opposed to almost anything Benny wanted to accomplish, one because he sensed the undercurrent of jealousy from the few who opposed change, mostly former movers and shakers usurped by his popularity and wanted to exploit it, one because he hated Benny with a passion beyond words.
It was Tom, current husband of his exwife, the man she'd cheated with while they were still married, the man she'd left him for, 'trading up' for the promise of a better lifestyle. There had been snide comments, ill concealed disrespect before Benny started writing and became successful beyond anything he'd ever even dreamed about.
I'd deposited some money in his bank just after Benny's career took off, a tiny percentage of what we had now. Took great pleasure in making Mariam do the paperwork. I did it with the express intent of rubbing their faces in the fact that they would never, ever, be in his league. The bank was mostly owned and controlled by Tom's family.
I never put another dime in, and when a new credit union opened in town, offering far more services at greatly reduced rates, the bank suffered a significant loss of business. The fact that we were one of the major backers, and put most of our liquid assets with them to get it up and running was not lost on Tom and Mariam.
To be honest, by the time the credit union was established, we had pretty much forgotten about them. They hadn't forgotten us, not by a long shot.
...
The meeting got pretty hot right off the bat. Before Benny could explain his position, Tom and the other commissioner attacked
"This is ridiculous!," screamed Tom. "Why should we kowtow to this arrogant jerk? Does money make you God?"
It was all I could do not to remind him that he must have thought so while he was seducing Miriam, dangling a more affluent lifestyle in front of the shallow bitch. Or how they had belittled him every chance they got. How does it feel to be at the bottom of the food chain, bitch?
I held my tongue while he spoke, following the script our lawyers and publicists had dictated,
"Excuse me Tom, but how have I been arrogant? I'm still Benny, still live here, still go to the same diners and restaurants as everyone else. I was just blessed to be able to accumulate a lot of money.
But I don't use it to make people bow to my whims. I don't put strings on anything I do. I give a lot back to this county, because in many instances they need it. In return I ask for absolutely nothing, except maybe a thank you once in a while.
Like I said, I live here. I'll live here until I die. This is my home. Don't you want to improve the community? Doesn't your bank make loans everyday for new houses and businesses? Don't you think these things make it a better place to live? In the end, I'm doing the same as you're doing, investing in the future. Maybe I do it on a different level, but isn't the goal the same?"
"As far as these building plans go, even you will admit new housing is needed, and I haven't seen anyone else try to address it. Do we really want these people to live somewhere else, and commute to work here? But I tell you what, why don't you put it to a public vote right now? I ask every commissioner here to vote their conscience. Don't worry about whether it's good for Benny, worry about whether it's good for the county. I'll respect your decision either way."
Of course, the commissioners delayed the vote, being savvy enough to let everyone air their opinion. The vote was already a foregone conclusion, nine of the twelve commissioners were already on board. In the end, the vote was ten to two. You can guess who voted against. Tom and the other commissioner left in a rage.
Benny said nothing , but I knew he was hurt just a little from all the negativity. I tried my best to love the pain away. I think I did, a little.
Two days later I was off, on the final leg of my book tour, three months, including stops in Mexico and Canada.
...
The book had legs. Seven months later and it was still near the top. Beth was pushing me for a sequel, but I really wasn't sure. I was a guest on Ellen, and she chided me for not bringing Benny, then asked if our production company was going to make the movie.
"I don't know if anyone will film it as it is. It has so much sex in it the best rating it could ever get would be a an X."
"What about the other erotic book that was just recently made? It's very successful. Couldn't you have your own variation on a color scheme with this. Plum colored, perhaps?"
The way she said it made everyone laugh.
"I have to say, Ellen, that I've never read the book. I may or may not see the movie when it comes out on DVD. But it was very successful, so I congratulate the writer. I just don't want to see my book as a movie."
I paused. "That being said, of course our company has the film rights. Maybe one day down the road, who knows?"
We talked a little more about the production company, what Benny and I had planned for the future. I for one planned on going back to my happy little life, hoping to get Benny to at least semi retire.
Six more weeks, I thought to myself. Six more weeks until the tour was over and I could go back to my real life. I couldn't wait.
The pressure was getting to me. The constant travel was getting tedious, the sameness of hotel rooms and book stores wearing me down. I had stopped exercising, watched television until my mind was mush, and drank more.
My new assistant seemed to understand. My first, the perky one, had left to get married, to my private relief. Bonita was just past thirty, self assured, ambitious, and ruthless in her drive to advance. She saw me as a step up.
Mark disliked her instantly. He told me much later she reminded him of several of the more successful criminals he'd encountered in his law enforcement career.
"Be careful, Miz Bonnie," he said in that soft Southern drawl, "I think Bonita is a little too worried about what Bonita wants to keep your best interests at heart."
I should have listened, but in retrospect I'd like to think I was still a good person who wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt.
...
Well, turns out she wasn't a good person.
I caught her trying to broker a deal with another publisher to get my next book in exchange for a better job and a little cash bonus. The drawbacks to the plan was that it was done without my knowledge or consent, I had already decided my writing career was over, and on the off chance I did decide to do another book, I was completely loyal to my friend and her publishing house.
The book tour was over and I was finally going home. I hadn't talked to Benny in six days. I had been exhausted, distracted, pissed over having to handle the Bonita situation, so to my shame I never thought about calling him. In retrospect, I should have realized something was off because we always talked at least once a day.
Bonita didn't take her termination very well, and when what she tried to do came out, people were hesitant to hire her. She of course blamed me for her demise, mentally vowing vengeance while apologizing to me for the 'misunderstanding'.
I was home! Finally. I called Benny twice but it went to voice mail, which I didn't find odd because he often switched off his phone while in meetings. I waved to the security guards stationed at the entrance to our compound. I didn't know them, but the security company changed them pretty often, to avoid efforts from reporters and any one else with an agenda to tempt them. We had cameras covering every portion of our house and yard, as well as those of our family. When they were home, the interior cameras went offline, and on request, some of the exterior ones, for privacy. It was a sad comment on our lives, being rich and famous wasn't as much fun as one would think. We also had two guards that patrolled the grounds. There had been another attempt at a kidnapping, one of the grandchildren, and now we had guards deliver and pick all of them up from school.
...
I walked into the house, dropping my bags and sighing with relief. I still missed our little house, but this new one had its' advantages. To start with, it was huge. We tended to have the grandchildren stay over regularly, and now that the older ones were preteen and teens, they appreciated the pool more, especially the waterfall and wave options. Benny didn't really like to spend money on himself, but he was relentless when it came to spoiling the grandkids. It also contained a state of the art outdoor kitchen, with gadgets most people didn't have in their regular kitchens. Off to the side, in a place of honor, Benny kept his old cooker, a converted oil drum that had seen decades of service. Every three months or so he'd cook. I don't know how word got out, but we'd always end up with a houseful of guests. Mike Hogue would show up from time to time, frolic with the children, eat until I thought he'd explode, and relax, often with different women, all exotic and beautiful, on his arm. Nothing seemed serious, though, rumor had it he was engaged at one time and she broke his heart.
Sometimes Wiley and Moira Patterson would show up with their brood of redheaded girls and the auburn haired little boy. We had an official guest house, but his younger kids and ours would drop wherever they got sleepy. Most often than not, we'd start a fire in the pit, and they'd break out the guitars. I'd sit back and marvel as two of the top entertainers in the world would sing silly songs with the kids. Our grandchildren would have tales to tell their children when they got older.
Their oldest girl was planning on pursuing film as a career, and Benny had promised her an internship when she was old enough. We assured Moira and Wiley she would be taken care of, even offered to let her live with us. This thrilled the child no end. They promised they'd think about it, winking when she wasn't looking.
I just stood, soaking it all in. I was home!
Benny for some reason still wasn't answering his phone. I shrugged, hoping he would be home soon.
Knowing I was alone, I slipped off my clothes and dove into the pool, half hoping Benny would come home and take advantage of the situation. After a few laps, I got out, toweled off, and opened the bar, getting out the ingredients for a pitcher of margaritas. It got later, Benny still wasn't home, and I slowly got drunk. When the first pitcher ran out, I made another, spilling things everywhere, putting way too much alcohol into the mix. I passed out, mildly pissed at Benny for not being there.
...
Bonita Smith had neither forgiven or forgotten her dismissal. Her little plan backfired, and she found herself unemployed with little chance of getting another job in her field. Publishers had a low tolerance for poachers, and her name was mud as far as the mainstream was concerned.
Taking stock, she admitted to herself she was a sociopath, which of course, being true to her nature, didn't bother her at all. She became obsessed with the Hensons, vowing retribution. Using the last of her money, she traveled to her hometown.
She was amazed when she got to the compound and found she was still on the official visitor list. A car had followed her down the long private drive, and she had paid it no attention. The new security guard, thinking they were together, waved them through.
...
Tom, Marion, and their lawyer Bob, found themselves in an awkward position. The bank was losing business at an alarming rate to the new savings and loan. Things were not looking good. To top it off, the Hensons still had a lot of assets at the bank, parked there for easy disbursement as they built the studio. Now, with the new savings and loan starting up, they had decided to move everything there. Tom was pretty sure Benny and Bonnie didn't realize he still had almost twenty million in different accounts still at his bank. It could hurt them very badly if it was gone.



They were three of the people the Hensons really didn't care for, in the position of asking for help. Mariam was against the idea from the start.
"You're the asshole who stole his wife, Tom. Bob, you're the lawyer that tried to take him to the cleaners for me. I'm the cheating bitch that left him for a better offer. Boy, I wish I had that decision back. What good could possible come of us going to see them?"
Tom flew into a rage when he heard her say she regretted leaving Benny. "The best thing that ever happened to Benny Henson was you cheating on him. You're the reason he's so fucking rich. If you hadn't broken his heart, and if he was still married to you, he'd be just another worker drone, lost in the scheme of life. I wonder if he knows I wasn't the first man you fucked while you guys were married? Good ol' Bob here can attest to that. Don't look so shocked. I knew when he was fucking you. The only reason I chased you to start with was because he said you were a great piece of ass. And he was right, for awhile. Maybe we should do a threesome, see if you can get your motor running again."
Mariam was about to respond hotly, when the thought of having both men stopped her cold. Bob saw the look and laughed.
"Look at her Tom! Her nipples shot straight out when you mentioned a threesome. The bitch is hot for it."
So she found herself in the backseat of Bob's car, sucking his cock with zeal as Tom drove, while he pulled up her skirt and fingered her. She was so excited she squirted in five minutes, making him laugh. Getting her in to position, he slid into her easily, depositing a huge amount of come in her.
Tom immediately pulled over, and she found the second cock of the day in her mouth, as Bob drove slowly towards their destination. "Damn, I'd forgotten how good that mouth is. Suck baby, you got five miles to get me off. Do a good job, and we'll bang the shit out of you when we get back to the house, maybe even do a little DP, I'd love to feel you squirming on his cock while I stuff that tight asshole. What do you think of that? Shit! She must like the idea, Bob, the way she sped up when I mentioned it. Make a note to stop at a drug store on the way back to your house. We're gonna need a tube of lube. Maybe two."
Tom dropped his load in her mouth. He grinned, saying those tits would be out and on display on the way home. They made her pull one out of her dress and he sucked hard on it, leaving hickies on each side. She barely got put back together when they reached the gate.
They were shocked when the guard waved them through. He must have thought they were with the woman in front of them.
...
Bonita couldn't believe she got in so easily. She was rehearsing her lines when she noticed the car behind her. Shit, if they knew her they'd know I wasn't welcome any more. With the confidence of a true sociopath, she knew she could work the situation to her advantage. Bonnie would have to be gracious with other guests.
They stared each other awkwardly, finally introducing themselves and ringing the bell. When no one answered Bonita tried the door and it swung open.
"She's probably by the pool," said Mariam, gritting her teeth at the beauty of the place. She'd seen it before, in a state magazine that did a cover story on the Hensons. They walked through the house, calling her name.
Bonita stopped so suddenly they all bumped into each other. Bob looked around her, his jaw dropping. There, on the lounger beside the pool, stark naked and passed out lay Bonnie, her legs sprawled open.
They all looked at each other, trying to decide what to do. "Fuck this," thought Bonita, snapping pictures on her phone. The pictures would go a long way towards getting a new job, maybe with one of those online or television gossip rags that were all the rage. She leaned in closer, getting a good shot of her tattoos. Then she ran out, laughing
The three stood and stared at each other and Bonnie before Mariam pulled out her own phone and started snapping pictures.
"What the hell are you doing?," asked Bob, ever the lawyer.
"I'm securing the future of the bank. Just the threat of these photos being released should be enough to get Bennie to leave his accounts with us. He'll have to leave his savings and loan buddies in the dust, which might close the doors. Then we'll have all the business. Think about it."
"As a lawyer, I have to inform you this is unethical and highly illegal. If you get caught, you won't be up shit creek without a paddle, you won't even have a boat, and the shit can get mighty deep."
"Got a better idea?," asked Tom, "You got a lot invested in the bank too."
Tom had Mariam push her legs open a little wider. He took a marker out of his briefcase, and laughing, marked out Benny and wrote "TOM'S' across the top. In a sudden inspiration, he reached under Mariam's dress, pulled out a large glob of semen, and rubbed it around Bonnie's lips, leaving a small bit at the corner, and another glob over her clit.
Unconscious, semen marking her body, she looked rode hard and put up wet. They were admiring their handiwork when the screams erupted. Hilda and Sarah had gotten her text messages, and rushed over to greet their old friend. They wondered at the Lincoln in the driveway, but put it aside as they rushed to the patio, Bonnie's favorite part of her new house.
The couldn't believe it when they saw the trio standing over a naked Bonnie. At the first scream they ran from the house. Hilda, the more practical of the two, called 911, asking for the police and an ambulance. Bonnie, starting to come around, stirred, but Hilda basically made her stay still until the police arrived.
...
The cops flew by the trio as they drove, getting more and more nervous. Then one turned around and got behind them, lights flashing.
"Clear you phones, quick!," said Bob. Tom grinned, having already cleared his and Mariam's, after sending them to his computer. Tom couldn't help himself, and sent Benny one picture, of Bonnie sprawled out, the marks and semen obvious on her body. "One more you lost to me." was the message.
He pulled over, and the cop came up, getting the license and registration. That out of the way, he started asking questions.
"Were you at the Henson house a few minutes ago?"
Bob handled all the talking. "Yes, Officer, we were. We had some paperwork they needed to sign." He held up the manila envelope they'd brought. "However, when we got there, Mrs. Henson was...indisposed, so we left. Is there a problem?"
Officer Graham looked at him, fighting the loathing in his mind. Bob had a habit of representing lowlifes, and was pretty good at getting them off. Tom had denied him the loan he needed to build his house. Luckily, the new savings and loan not only approved his loan, they had given him a better rate, the 'law enforcement' discount as they called it.
"I'm not sure if there's a problem, sir. Would you mind returning to the house? I'm sure we can clear this up quickly and you can be on your way."
Bob felt a bit of panic and tried to bluster. "Now see here! We're all important people in this community, and we all have obligations, meetings to attend, that sort of thing. We do not have time..."
Officer Graham interrupted him. "I suggest you make time, sir. If you don't go willingly, I'll call for backup, and we'll escort you back. So please, cooperate, and follow me. Your choice."
Grumbling, hinting at legal action, they turned back.
...
Hilda wouldn't let Bonnie move until the ambulance arrived. They drew blood, took swabs of her mouth and vagina, and carefully took samples of the semen. Bonnie became more and more cognizant, mortified to be exposed in front of so many people. She was finally given a robe, and Sarah gently explained what they had found when they arrived. Bonnie went to the bathroom and opened the robe, seeing for the first time the marked over tattoo. She fainted, crashing to the floor. The EMT's put her in the ambulance gently, so she could be transported to the hospital for overnight observation.
As she lay sedated, events unfolded, leaving her doubting she'd ever be happy again.
...
Benny had been desperately trying to get hold of Bonnie for almost two weeks. Her personal assistant had promised to give her the messages, but Bonnie only called back once, in a foul mood, cutting him off with a rant before hanging up.
Shaken to the core over the state of their marriage, he did what he had to do. One of her granddaughters, Megan, had been diagnosed with leukemia, and needed a bone marrow transplant badly. They were hoping Bonnie might be a match.
He got hold of Etta, telling her the situation, and she promised Bonnie would call him back. She didn't know about her assistant, so she didn't know what was going on.
In the meantime, every adult on both sides of the family got tested, and were excited that Bennie actually qualified as a donor, an 85% match. Two days later, they performed the procedure, as the family waited. He was kept for several days because of his age and a reaction he'd had to the medicine used to sedate him. Megan showed definite signs of improvement, and the family, especially the parents, were overjoyed.
As Benny was leaving he got a text, showing Bonnie in her naked glory, the sperm on her body, the marked out tattoo, and lost it. He never said a word, and when the family got him settled in his house, he made plans.
He quietly chartered a plane, flew to a city he had no connection with, and disappeared.
...
Bonnie woke up to a nightmare. Depending on how you looked at it, one of the new security guards luckily forgot to turn off the interior cameras, and the whole episode was taped. Bob, Tom, and Mariam were arrested on a number of charges, including second degree sexual assault. If convicted, they would have to register as sex offenders everywhere they chose to live.
Bonita was caught trying to sell the photographs, and was in turn indited, again for second degree sexual assault, making it impossible to find work in her field. She ended up as a waitress.
Bonnie cried for Benny, shocked when Hilda told her what had transpired, that she had missed an important event in the lives of her family. Megan was doing well, thank goodness, and wanted her grandfather. They gently told her he was away on business, wondering the whole time where he was. Hilda made sure one of the family was always close, and hired four of the best detective agencies in the world to find him.
It seems as though he just disappeared off the planet. They literally searched the world for him, even going to the Pacific islands where they had vacationed. Mike Hogue was contacted, and he swore he didn't know where he was, then started his own investigation.
Six weeks went by. Saul, Beth, Etta, Will, and Grace were extremely worried. Beth, most used to working with people like Benny, feared the worst. They all blamed themselves a little for pushing her too far.
The media finally got hold of it, the assault, the charges, the disappearance of Benny. The gossip rags had a field day. One even published a picture, with her chest and bottom blurred. They were almost sued out of business, before printing an apology and telling the authorities where they got the picture. Bonita was shocked when they picked her up at work, and processed her for a whole new set of charges. The magazine had promised they would protect her.
Finally, desperate, Bonnie made an appearance on her favorite talk show, with Grace standing by. She was the only guest, and the country listened, stunned, as she told the whole story, breaking down several times.
The last fifteen minutes of the show was devoted to Bonnie begging Bennie to at least let them know he was alive.
"Please, honey. I know I may have gone too far, not for the assault, because that's what it was, but I should never have put myself in that position. I'm seeing a therapist, and haven't had a drink since that day. The thought of alcohol now makes me physically sick. No, I went too far by ignoring you and putting our marriage at risk. It didn't matter that you warned me, or that you made sure to have time for me even as you became famous. And I'm deeply ashamed to have ignored my family even as one of them was gravely ill."
She stopped to sob, Grace gently rubbing her shoulders. Finally she roused and looked straight into the camera.
"Then, Benny being Benny, saved the day. He donated bone marrow so that his stepgranddaughter could live a healthy and normal life. And he would hate the term 'step', he reveled in his grandchildren, no matter whose genetic marker they wore. Benny if you're out there, know this. I will love you to my dying day and beyond, even if I never see you again. There will never be another man for me. I love you, and I'll always love you."
Bonnie broke down again, and the show ended. It made the nightly news on every network, intensifying the hunt for Benny.
...
Four days later Megan burst out of the house, trying to drag Bonnie inside.
"It's Poppy! He's on television. Come on."
She, Hilda, and Megan's mom rushed inside. Bonnie looked at the screen, disappointed. Wiley Patterson, the country singer and songwriter, was on one of the morning shows. Although he was holding a guitar, he was talking about the children's book he had written, explaining it was partially about how he and his wife got together, and their personas when they visited hospitals to cheer up sick children. It had evolved into a personal fairy tale he used to tell his children when they were little.
"It would have never been written if not for the help I got from a good friend. This was his area of expertise, and he guided me through the process, whipping it into something readable."
He nodded to the man beside him, holding an acoustic bass guitar. Obviously older, his longish gray hair was tucked behind his ears, his mustache drooping and his goatee groomed and pointed. He looked like a cowboy straight from the old West.
He grinned and spoke. "I think maybe my friend is being a little modest. I contributed little to the book, just a few suggestions here and there to keep it flowing. Actually, I learned a lot from him as well. He even let me help him write a song or two."
It was Bennie! Apparently he had been hiding out in Nashville, hanging out with Wiley. I remembered now, how he had once talked with Benny for an hour over the process of making a thought into a story or song.
The hostess, having been told pointedly that this was about Wiley, not Bennie, and the first time she asked him a question they would both walk out, nodded and rambled on about the book. Apparently Beth had done the edit and her company published it. Out for just over two months, it was already rising fast.
Beth told me about it later. "All I knew was that Bennie was pushing it. I was told if I didn't think it was good enough to publish after editing, they would pitch it to others. It was good, very good. Bennie can say what he wants, but that book has his fingerprints all over it. So we published it. It came out two weeks before your book tour ended. I'm surprised you didn't know about it. He usually tells you everything."
There's a copy of it on our shelves, bound to be dogeared and torn from long use. The dedication was to Moira, Wiley's wife, and his brother-in-law, killed in a romantic triangle. At the end he thanks "my good friend, and the only true wordsmith I ever knew, Benny Henson. As much as he would like to deny it, this book was only possible through his help."
...
I sat, amazed, when Wiley stopped talking about the book and about the songs he was about to perform.
"These songs were co-written with my friend Benny. They're going to be in the movie his company produces, based on the play and book he has coming out. I want to thank him once again for letting Moira and I be part of his creative process."
They sat another stool and microphone up while he talked, and then his wife Moira walked out, her trademark mass of red curls pushed back in a loose ponytail, wearing a simple blouse and jeans. She kissed Benny on the cheek and Wiley on the mouth before sitting.
The first song was quite good, but the second song blew me away, as well as the rest of the country. Before they sang it, Benny introduced the song, giving the backstory.
"This is a story of two people, married for a long time, who lost their way. It took a horrific event to get then back together. I wrote it for my wife, who I still love more than the air I breath, as sort of an apology for not being there for her recently. I'm sorry, Bon."
I was so shocked I almost missed the song. He still loved me! And he was in New York!"
The song, "Weathered House," was haunting in it's beauty. One single guitar and bass, the vocals whispering at times, soaring at others. I was surprised that Benny had such a good voice, I can't recall ever hearing him sing before. His baritone added the perfect touch to the harmonies.
The hostess asked about the play, and Benny answered.
"It's the first time for me, play-wise. I met a producer, Derek Brooks, the very first time I was in New York, and he gave us free passes to one of his shows, on the condition I let him have first crack if I ever wrote a play. I sent it to him a month ago, and he's really excited. He's got one of the top playwrights in the country going over it, tweaking for the stage. I'm staying here in New York, for at least six months, so I can be part of the process."
He, still looking at the camera, grinned. "I'd like to take a moment to address the reports of my disappearance. I don't know why everybody had such wild thoughts about me. I still had the same email address, the same phone number. I turned everything off for two weeks to concentrate, but they've been back on ever since. One call would have been all it took. I let it go on because it decreased my distractions, and I wanted to think. Especially about my wife. Did she still love me? Did I love her?"
"Of course I did. Bonnie, if you still love me, you know where I'll be."
He was looking right at the camera. Hilda was already on the phone to Beth and Saul, and they promised to tell Grace and Etta. There was a plane at the airport, ready to go as soon as I got there.
...
It was the lead story on the evening newscasts. Benny Henson was alive and well and in New York City!
Beth picked me up. We rode in strained silence for awhile until I took her hand and apologized for my behavior. She apologized for not looking after me better, and we shared a quiet cry on the way to her office.
Once there it was all business. She mentioned my book and I shut her down. "Don't ever discuss that with me again. I'm done, Beth. There will be no more books, and I'll never again speak about the one out now."
Changing tactics, she asked if I knew about the play.
"I didn't even know he had written one. I haven't talked to or seen Benny in almost three months, so I had no idea what he was doing. Still, if I had been there, I wouldn't have known until he was almost done. It's just the way he works now. Enough about business. I need to see my husband, and you need to tell me where he is."
"I don't know where he is, and no one is talking. In my opinion, this is a test. He wants you to come to him. Are you willing to search?"
"I'll take this city apart brick by brick if I have to. Got any hints?"
Beth smiled. "He's doing a play. Go to Broadway, talk to Derek. If anyone knows where he is, it will be him."
...
Derek saw me immediately when I turned up, but was tight lipped about Benny. "He's got an apartment somewhere close, but I don't know exactly where. And if I knew, I wouldn't tell until I had permission. My advice would be to just hang around, he comes in two or three times a week to go over revisions and offer suggestions."



He paused, judging how much to tell me. "This is going to be huge, Mrs. Henson. It will be on Broadway for decades unless I miss my guess. It's pretty stark, and there are only three actors in the whole production, all past middle age. Enough has leaked out about it that I'm getting calls from every agent in the country, and even England, Australia, France, you name it. Hugh Jackman, Sally Fields, Russell Crowe, not counting the stars here on Broadway, the list keeps growing. I'm glad I'm not handling casting on this one."
So I was allowed to sit in the venue and listen. I sat there every day until they sent me home, for two weeks. It didn't take me long to figure out the play was about Benny, me, and decisions I'd recently made. One scene, where the man begged his wife to just talk to him, could have been lifted from our phone conversations. I just sat and cried. Of course, they were using unknowns, testing dialogue, building and assessing sets, setting stage marks, testing backgrounds, but they were trying their best, hoping to make good impressions for future work.
Someone reached over my shoulder and handed me a box of tissues. I didn't know anyone was behind me. I took a handful, snuffling out a "thank you."
I turned round to hand the box back, to look my husband in the eye. There was dead silence for about fifteen seconds as I looked at his face, the slight smile flitting around the edges of his mouth. My scream brought everything in the theater to a halt, everyone from the stage hands to the business people in the back rushed over to see if I was all right.
I was more than all right! I had the man I loved more than my own life in my arms, and they were going to have to pry me off him. Two of the biggest stage hands picked us up and dropped Benny on a seat, me still clinging, firmly in his lap. Derek came over grinning, and shooed everyone away. He waited patiently until I finally gave him his lips back.
"I see you found each other. Would you like an office for privacy?"
"Only if you intend to build one around us where we sit. I'm wrapped up in the arms of the man I love, and I'm not letting him turn me loose anytime soon."
He just smiled and left us, telling everyone to stay as far away from us as possible.
After the crying came the apologies, from both of us. Benny talked after I was done, and it broke my heart all over again. "It broke my heart, Bon, even before the photo, to think I was losing you. Do you not think I had to face the same demons, while I was out doing press for my books. During the times you couldn't come I would wander around alone. And the hints, the comeons, the outright groping and flashes from the women, it all made me sick. The thought that I'd betray you with any of them made me laugh. But suddenly you weren't talking to me, shutting me out of your life completely. I'd talked to a lot of other people who also would spend long stretches apart form their spouses, and heard the stories of how many had succumbed. I came to the conclusion you were moving on in your life without me. When you refused to answer your phone, refused all avenues of contact while your granddaughter was in danger, it tore my heart out. Then came the picture, and I had to get away.
"I don't know why I picked Nashville, maybe because we had never been there. I moped around for a week before I remembered the Pattersons. I called, and Moira came by in this monster Jeep and took me home with her. I stayed in their guest house for a week before I started coming back to life. Their son wanted to go fishing, and no one had the time. He asked me at breakfast, and by the afternoon Aaron, his next oldest sister and I were on the bank of their pond. We fished long enough to catch enough to feed the family the next night."
"Wiley and I sat the next night by the fire pit they'd put on the end of their patio, talking about life in general and love in particular. You didn't know it, but after the incident I had the family keep an eye on you. I knew you were frantic to find me, but the resentment was still strong, and I just couldn't come home."
"Instead, I thought about it, and read online about some guy who found out his wife of forty years had cheated on him years ago, and the pain it caused, even though it was fifteen years in the past. She blamed the isolation they lived in, saying she was starved for human contact and the mailman was available. Her house was his turnaround point, and he would eat his lunch at the end of her driveway. One day she invited him in, and they lunched together after that. Lunches turned to more and her husband became suspicious. He made it a point to come home at lunch, just in time to almost catch them. It was in Oklahoma, and a tornado came up, forcing them into the root cellar for hours. She realized then how foolish she had been, and rededicated her life to her husband. The funny thing was she had inherited the house from her grandmother, and insisted they move. He had to drive seventy-two miles each way for the only job he could find. After the repairs to the house, they put it up for sale and moved back to the city."
"Her husband only found out when the mailman died, and left her some things in his will, including a letter he'd written but never sent, detailing the love he felt for her and asking her to leave her husband. When they moved, he put the letter in the box until he passed."
I was curious. "Did the couple stay together?"
"I don't know. The article never said."
"Well, I hope he forgave her."
"We'll never know. One thing that stood out in the article was her analogy between their relationship and the house."
"She said their life was like the house. It had stood the test of the storm, coming out intact, just weathered."
He sighed. "I worked on the rough draft sixteen hours a day for four weeks. Then I stopped and helped Wiley with his little book. He had already written the story, I just tweaked it into something readable. Somehow I'd picked up an acoustic bass he had lying around, and he taught me the basics."
"Then I went on the show, knowing someone in the family would be watching. I didn't know exactly where I stood with you, so I set it up. If you still wanted me, you needed to come looking. And here we are."
I sat, open mouthed. Then I grabbed him, pressing our faces together until our noses touched. "Now you listen to me, Benny Henson! I may have lost my way for a little, but I never, not once, stopped loving you! You have no idea of the hell I was in, wondering if I'd ever see you again, wondering if I could even still exist without you. I will make you some promises now, this minute, and you better take them to heart. I will never let go of you again. You hear me, NEVER. I'm done with writing. I'm done with being apart. From now on, if your head is on a pillow, mine will be on the one beside it, unless, of course, I'm sleeping in your arms."
I let go and pulled back, panting with emotion. Did he still want me? He just grinned.
"Well then. Whenever you're ready, I'll show the apartment I leased for us while we get this thing off the ground."
We set a land speed record for two people in their late fifties navigating the streets of New York. We showered together, for some reason making both of us cry. You would think that having been without sex for over four months we'd be on each other like animals, but we mated slowly, softly, at least at first, trying to pour love into every movement. The next two were a lot firmer, but still sensual. We didn't wake up until after noon the next day.
I'd like to say everything went back to the way it was, but it was almost a year before we were back to normal. We went through some pretty intense therapy for a couple of months, and the trials of Bob, Tom, and Miriam were pretty upsetting.
They all got convicted of second degree sexual assault, despite Miriam claiming she had no part in it. The video plainly showed her lifting Bonnie's legs, and the judge ruled she was just as involved as the rest. They all got three years, and did about six months. Bob was, of course, disbarred, and Miriam and Tom lost their jobs, because they were registered sex offenders now, and there was an elementary school on the block behind the bank, close enough that it violated proximity laws.
Bob left town, to work for his uncle two states over as a paralegal, lucky to get the job.
Tom's father helped them sell their house, and gave them some money, while they found new jobs. It got a little sticky in our blended family, because they were under a permanent restraining order to stay a thousand feet away from me, Benny, our home, and the studio. Four times a year they took the family and tried to spend a week with them. The kids footed the bills wherever they stayed, the loving couple were barely making even. They one day Tom disappeared.
The boys felt bad for their mother, even though they hated what she'd done and turned into, but they were all pretty well off by now, so they leased a nice apartment for her, bought her a car every few years, and gave her money regularly.
I secretly enjoyed it, knowing as she did the money came indirectly from Benny.
A Weathered House won four Tony's the first year it was in production. The book was a monster, and the movie did almost as well as Union Of Souls.
We took a trip up to New York six months after it was in print, and had a small meeting with Beth and Saul, announcing Benny's retirement. Saul smiled, and retired himself. Beth was shocked and begged him to reconsider, but he hugged her and told her if he ever decided to write something else, she would the first person he would call.
Will still handled our money, having expanded to a full office firm, with us and the studio as his major client. Grace remained our lawyer of record, just in case.
...
We brought in all our kids, even the ones who didn't work for us, for a meeting. We turned the studio over to four of them, and kept the two who did our charity work on their jobs. The rest kept the jobs they loved, but we made damn sure they were taken care of also.
Hilda, Sarah, and their husbands were brought in as full partners in the real estate business, and seven years later they were done, and the county voted unanimously to let them incorporate as a village, named Hensonville. We made the trip up for the ceremonies. Benny was given a brass plaque naming him founder. He tried to get them to change the name, but to a voter, they refused.
Benny had one ironclad rule imposed on our family. Once a year, in the summer, every business we owned shut down for a month. All the workers received full salary for their vacations. Turnover was the lowest of any company in the state. The extended Henson family, including Beth and her current girlfriend, Etta and her second husband (the first finally succumbed to his illness) Will, Grace, Hilda, Sarah, their husbands and extended family were all required to spend the month on their private compound on the Pacific island so long ago. If Wiley, Moira and their brood could make it, they came too. Mike Hogue was a constant visitor, with his three wives, including the tiny transsexual who had broken his heart all those years ago, and all their children.
We had one big party there every year. Benny hired some natives and taught them how to make Southern style cookers out of oil drums, and how to cook his way. There would be upwards of five hundred people attending, including the King and his court.
Our grandkids, especially the ones in their teens, got a lot of mileage out of pictures of them hanging out and dancing with royalty. One of the princes, the third by the King's second wife, and one of my grandchildren hit it off to the point she begged to attend the recently incorporated national university. Looks like she would be a real princess if things went right.
When we're at home, we often take the small motor home we bought, hook the little SUV behind it, and take off. If it's summer or a holiday, there's usually three or four kids with us. I think we've seen every natural wonder and been to every amusement park in the country. I'll sit in a chair, and listen to Benny playing with the kids in the pool, and sometimes I cry from happiness. In the nine years since we've retired, Benny only had the urge to write three times, each after hearing some wild tale while sitting with adults at a campground, sharing alcohol.
He writes it up as a steamy short story, and publishes it online, under a new name. I won't tell you which one. He gets four or five stars every time.
...
When we were sixty we had a death in the family. I stood, naked, in front of our bathroom mirror, looking at the sags and wrinkles. I heard a faint whisper. Listening closer, I knew it was Plum.
"We had a pretty good run, didn't we, old girl?"
I found the thought of losing her disturbing. "Nonsense. We just conserve our energy better now."
My alter ego sighed in my head. "No Bonnie, I'm done. You guys don't need me anymore, and nothing is more irritating than an old slut that doesn't know when to leave. Think of me when you're farther along, and remember the good times. We had plenty of those. I just wished we'd found Benny earlier. Think of the fun we could have had."
I could see her in my eyes, laughing through the mirror. "Despite starting late, we did all right, don't you think?"
She never answered, the light in my eyes fading. It upset me a great deal. I sobbed on his shoulder later, explaining what I felt. Benny, bless his heart, knew what to do. He lit the fire pit, piling the logs high. He went into the closet, pulling out the trunk we'd almost forgotten about. It contained all the toys we'd accumulated for Plum. Slowly, one by one, we tossed them into the fire, a memory triggered by every one. I stopped him just before he threw the last vibrator in.
"Keep it, honey. Let's take it with us to bed tonight, and send her off in style."
After an interesting and exhausting session, we drifted off to sleep, the ghost of Plum smiling over us. The next morning, I cleaned the fire pit, and inspiration struck. I had started collecting pottery, and had just acquired a very old bean pot. I ran and got it, and carefully brushed some ashes into it.
That weekend, I took it to a man who restored pottery, and had him refire it with fresh clay, fusing the lid and putting an image of a large purple plum on both sides. It sits on our mantle now, and all the kids know it is never to be touched.
*****
Well, there it is. I hope it met your expectations. Look for a couple of Brother Love's next. As always, thank you for your time. Comment or vote if you like.
Q
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"Hi, Mom."
There was silence on the line for a few seconds. I think it took her that long to realize I had actually answered.
"Jake! My God honey, where are you? Jo and your father have been worried sick. So are your children. So am I. Are you coming home soon?"
"Tell the kids I love them, Mom, and that I'll call them soon. I'm okay, by the way, obvious things aside."
There was another little gap on the phone as she processed what I'd said.
"Jake, I..."
I interrupted her, something I rarely did to anyone.
"I need to know one thing, Mom. It's important to me, so I'd appreciate the truth. Did you know?"
There was another pause. "Honey, I know you're upset, but..."
"Answer the question Mom. Did you know?"
I thought we'd been disconnected, the silence was so long. I could tell by the tone of her voice she really didn't want to say what needed to be said, but, to give her credit, she was honest.
"Not for almost a year. Then I accidentally heard them talking. You were off on one of your trips to England. They were in the study, talking while I finished up dinner. Mike, your Dad, Jo. They clinked glasses, and Mike congratulated them on what he called 'a successful operation'. I wondered what they were talking about, when Jo said she really felt bad for lying about the miscarriage, because you were still grieving. I walked in the door and they shut up, but I went after them, and after a few minutes they admitted they'd constructed a scenario that would keep you out of 'the life', as Mike called it. I was outraged, but they finally convinced me to keep their secret."
She stopped, sighing heavily. "I wanted to tell you a thousand times, but Jo or your Dad always talked me out of it. Honestly, I never felt entirely comfortable with Jo or Mike again. Gone was the woman I loved like a daughter, or the man I treated like another son. My relationship with your father never fully recovered. I found myself examining every decision he made, every course of action he took. When you left, and I found out about the letter, I'm afraid I went a little crazy. I've told Jo to never speak to me again unless it's about the kids, and told your father if he doesn't fix this I'm divorcing him. Can he, Jake? Can he fix it?"
I listened to her ragged breathing, processing what she had told me.
"So you knew. You weren't in on it, apparently, but you knew pretty early, and for over twenty years you kept their secret. Guess that tells me where I stand in the family. Goodbye Mom. I'll call the girls and Josh soon. I love you, but it will be a long time before we talk again."
She was crying when I disconnected.
...
I tried, I really, really tried, but I just couldn't get over the massive manipulation of my life from the people I loved above all others. I guess what really bothered me most was that neither Jo nor my father thought they'd done wrong. Jo even told me she was never sorry she did it. Dad echoed her sentiments.
It ate on me. I took her almost flippant advice and left for a week before coming back home, finishing his letter and reading hers. She took my return as a sign I had accepted what they had done and thought I was moving on. Her shock was obvious on her face when she came home two weeks later, to see me carrying the urn that held Mike's ashes to the car.
"Where are you going?," she asked, rushing up to me.
"The county dump. Wanna ride along? You might find it enlightening." Without a word she got into the passenger seat. We never made it. There was a farm between our house and the landfill, and in a moment of inspiration I pulled over, got out, and walked to a fence. There were hogs on the other side, free range, organically raised beasts that the farmer got premium prices for. I dumped the ashes into a wallow beside the fence.
Jo had trailed behind me, and screamed when she saw what I was doing. She was stunned into silence when I unzipped my pants and pissed all over the ashes. Hope it didn't fuck up his organic rating. I walked past her and got into the car. I had just put it into gear when she jumped in. She sobbed all the way home, looking at me like I was an alien. "Why?," she finally managed to whisper.
"Oh, I thought it would be a good idea to see Mike dumped in the shit, and then be pissed on. Kind of like what you guys did to me, if you think about it."
I thought she was going to faint, but she held on. The first thing she did was call my Dad and tell him. Fifteen minutes later he flew into the drive, almost hitting the house before he could stop. He was roaring when he got out.
"Boy, goddamnit, what the fuck is wrong..." That's all he got out before I hit him. He went down, out like a light. I stepped over him, glancing at Jo.
"I'll be out for awhile. Would you mind cleaning up this mess? And tell him, when he wakes up, every time he comes around me it's going to be the same. Tell him as far as I'm concerned, my father died twenty-three years ago. I don't know this stranger, and don't think I'd like him if I did."
It was two days before I came back. I'd got in early, and was sitting at the table sipping coffee when she came into the kitchen. She looked like she wanted to say something, changed her mind, and got a mug. She poured her coffee, sat down across from me, and stayed quiet until her cup was empty.
"You broke his nose."
I didn't look up. "Good. Did he get the message? Do I need to go down to the sheriff's office and turn myself in?"
"NO! He told the emergency room doctor he'd tripped coming up our steps.
Did you have to do that? The man is sixty two years old. He's your father, for God's sake."
"Nope. He was my father, right up until twenty-three years ago. Now he's just a sperm donor, and I've no use for him."
She slipped off the chair, kneeling beside me.
"Please, honey, let it go! We did it for you. Don't tell me you weren't happy with your life, that you don't love the way it's gone. Think of your children!"
A wave of overwhelming sadness came over me. She must have seen it on my face, and climbed onto my lap, hugging me hard while she cried. "It'll be all right, honey," she crooned over and over. I stood up abruptly, tumbling her to the floor.
"I WAS happy! Until I found out it was all a lie, based on a mammoth manipulation by the people I loved and trusted most. Don't you see, this isn't my life! It's the life I was forced and manipulated into. And I love my children. IF they're mine. Mike said in the letter he loved you. You lied before, what makes me think you aren't lying about other important things in my life. Should I have DNA tests done?"
"One thing I'll wonder about until I go to my grave. Mike did by his own admission horrible, horrible things to a lot of people. With all he'd done, why would he need to confess to me how easily I was manipulated? I mean, you guys went to such incredible lengths to fabricate this lie, why fuck it up by telling me now? What was gained by it? Know what, I think he did it to kind of gloat. "
"In his mind, he was the tragic hero, but to be that hero I had to know what he'd 'done for me'. That I was the reason he was doing it. I call bullshit! He did it because it was all he'd ever wanted to do. If he got disillusioned, he could have walked away. There's always a new crop of idealists like me in the pipeline. No one would have missed him. He could have had a normal life. No, he did it because he got off on it."
"I'm kind of glad he had a miserable life. He damn sure did his best to make mine miserable at the end, now didn't he? I bet every time he visited he was laughing his ass off inside. Fuck, why am I even talking to you? You're just as bad as he was. You're a lawyer. You're whole life is manipulation and bending the truth to achieve your ends. I need a shower."
I was soaping up when she came in to repair her makeup. She had an important bit of negotiation coming up, and had to go. I stepped out just as she turned to leave. She hesitated.
"Please be here when I get home. We need to talk about how to get over this."
I shrugged. "I'll be here. But I need you to consider this. If it had been me, Amy(her best friend), and your father doing this to you, how would you respond? Would the argument we had your best interests at heart cut it, if it denied you the career you wanted? Think on it and tell me the truth tonight."
...
I had my own important meeting to attend. I'd asked for an appointment with the Dean earlier in the week. He called me back in less than an hour.
"Jake! How are you? Listen, I'm glad you wanted to see me, I actually have a pretty urgent matter I'd like to discuss with you. Will Wednesday at two work? Good. See you then."
I walked in to find him with someone. A woman about my age. She was probably a bit younger than me, maybe forty, conservatively dressed, jet black hair in a bun, almond shaped eyes. Obviously of Arabic descent, she seemed all business, until her smile came.
"Professor Trammel! A pleasure to meet you. Your reputation is stellar. Many of your translations are spot on, even better than our homegrown experts."
I smiled and thanked her, having no idea who she was. The Dean grinned. "Jake, I'd like to present Sherry Hamoud, your counterpart in her country."
Recognition was instantaneous. "Let me guess, You write under S. Hamoud, right? I've read many of your papers, probably everything you've written, truth be told. Sorry, but it never occurred to me you were female. I find you very insightful, you've even helped my research on occasion." I'd taken a chance and spoke in Farsi, one of the non-dead languages I was fluent in.
She smile got deeper. "As I yours. In fact, your paper on the Scrolls Of Faisal Hussein was..."
She'd answered in British inflected English, which I found quite charming. The Dean cleared his throat, or we may have talked for hours.
I turned to the Dean. "Sorry to interrupt you, sir. I must have gotten my appointment wrong. I'll leave you to your guest."
"You didn't get it wrong, Jake. I had Miss Hamoud linger to meet you. I'd like you to get together with her some time in the near future. She has several interesting things to discuss with you. Miss Hamoud, if you'll excuse us?"
She smiled at both and handed me her card. "I'm at the Towers downtown. Call when you have some time. Dean Howard, a pleasure to meet you."
We both watched her leave. Despite the conservative clothing, she had a very nice shape. Dean Howard turned to me.
"Jake, my friend, we should really get together more often. Have that lovely wife of yours call mine, and find a time when we can have a nice evening out. Now what do you need? More funding? Not going to happen, the budget this year is locked up pretty tight. I may be able to squeeze out another research assistant or two, if I hit up the right alumi. No promises, though."
"No sir, it isn't that." I handed him an envelope. "That's my resignation. I know I just barely made twenty years, but recent events have made it impossible for me to stay here. I truly apologize for such short notice, but the semester is almost over, and there are plenty of qualified candidates that would jump at the chance to teach here."
Dean Howard looked at me like I had just slapped him and called his mother a whore. I felt really bad, because we had always gotten along well.
"Why? Why would you do such a thing? Everyone knows Jones is retiring next year, and you're sure to get the chair. Department Head isn't to be sneezed at, surely you know what an opportunity this could be for you. Is there any chance you'll change your mind?"
We had taken chairs, and he reached behind his desk to grab a decanter and two glasses. Rye whiskey, an excellent brand. I knew because I had given him the bottle.
"All right Jake, tell me what's been going on."
I gave him the bare bones, and he read between the lines. He pulled out a pipe, stoked it, his tell that he was doing some serious thinking. We walked out on the small patio overlooking the campus, and he lit up. After several puffs he grinned.
"Jake my good friend, what if I had a way to keep you on staff, yet away from the University for a year? A year is a long time, you may reconsider your plans by then. Interested?"
Of course I was. He grinned. "You have her card, give Ms Hamoud a call, listen to what she has to say. Can't hurt, and we may all benefit."
...
I called when I got back to my office, and she agreed to meet the next night. She actually seemed quite excited. It brightened my day considerably. My smile faded as I made my way home.`
My mood worsened when I saw my father's car parked in the drive. I didn't even pull in, just kept going. Pulling into a fast food parking lot, I dialed her number. She answered happily.
"Honey, will you be home soon?"
"Depends. I'm going to kill twenty minutes. If that son of a bitch is still there when I come home, I'll either drive on by and get another motel room, or I'll come in and give him another helping of what he got the last time I saw him."
I heard her small gasp. "Please, honey, come home. Let's sit down and clear the air. Your father loves you very much, or he wouldn't have done what he did. He needs you to listen and try to understand."
Rage washed over me. Seeing red, and unable to restrain myself, I told her to put him on the phone.
"Son, I..."
"Shut the fuck up and listen, asshole. You gave me life. I actually think you loved me, at one time. But just because you gave me life didn't give you the right to control it. In all honesty, I can't think of anything lower than what you did to me. It was my life! MINE! It should have been my decision to make. You took any semblance of self determination away from me. All for the greater good. Your greater good, not mine. I really, really hope I didn't inherit the asshole gene from you when it comes to the kids. I'll let them choose their own paths, whether I think they're good choices or not. Oh, I may tell them I don't agree and give them my reasons why, but after that it will be their decision, and I'll live with it. This is the last time I want to hear your voice in my lifetime. Tell your accomplice I choose the hotel option tonight. Frankly, the thought of listening to her platitudes and justifications is just a little more than I can take tonight."
I hung up, wishing you could slam cellphones down. Instead of a hotel, I parked my car at a dorm several blocks away and walked back to my office and crashed there. I had a bathroom with a small shower, a small closet of clothes, and a comfortable couch.
I actually slept pretty well. It would be a few more weeks before the semester ended, so I decided that if it was going to my last days of teaching I was going to enjoy every moment of it.
Truthfully, I loved teaching. A lecture hall, filled with sharp young minds that mostly hung on every word I said gave me a great deal of satisfaction. I was in full stride, enjoying the moment, when the door opened and she slipped in. Jo just stood and listened. When I saw her I went blank, talking for three or four minutes in what my students must have thought was one of the dead languages I'd mastered. By the time I'd recovered she'd left. As she turned, even at the distance, I could have sworn she had a small smirk on her face. I wondered over lunch if it was some kind of lawyer trick.
I pulled my phone out, and put it back together. I'd taken the battery out last night because the constant ringing was bothering me. It was full of messages and texts, the last from two hours ago. Pure curiosity made me listen to it.
"Hi, honey. Please let me say I was really impressed watching you this morning. Some of those students had pure adulation on their faces. No wonder your classes are always so hard to get in to. It reaffirms that I had made the right decision all those years ago. You belong..."
I never listened to the rest of it, erasing everything in my phone. It was ringing again two minutes later, and I almost disabled it again. The thought of missing a call from the Dean or Ms. Hamoud stopped me. Instead, I blocked her number, the number of her office, the house phone, the cells and land line of my parents, her parents, her friends, everyone but the kids.
I waited until I was pretty sure she wouldn't be able to answer, and left a message.
"Don't call me for a while. I'm taking your advice, and taking some time. Since I don't know how long it's going to take me to sort this out, I can't give you a timeline on when we'll talk again. The kids can get hold of me, but if you try to get them to push your agenda I'll let them read the letter. Wonder how they'll feel about dear old Mom, their grandfather, and Uncle Mike when they find out what you did to me? I'm sure you'll still be considered a paragon of virtue in their eyes. When I'm ready, and not before, we'll talk."
...
Sherry Hamoud was dressed to the nines for our dinner, and I realized my initial assessment of her body had been spot on. Oh, to be sure, the dress was conservative, the hem an inch below the knee, and the top scooped just enough to give a hint of cleavage, but it clung to her softly, accentuating her breasts and a very well shaped rear end. I stared at her until she giggled.
"Sorry to stare. Not to belabor the obvious, but you are a very attractive woman. I feel a bit under dressed."
She smiled warmly. "Thank you for the compliment. I hardly ever get to wear something like this, so I decided to indulge. And you look quite dashing. Shall we?"
We dined at the hotel restaurant, a surprisingly good meal. I enjoyed it immensely, the pressure and angst of my life receding into the background for a little while. Over dessert, she got down to why she had come.
"I need someone in our field to help me with a project. To be honest, I was here to interview your chief assistant. When the Dean told me you might consider doing what I need instead, I was stunned. In my wildest dreams, I never considered you. But it would be perfect, I'd have an equal instead of an assistant. The work would be much easier, and immensely quicker."
I was more than a little interested. "What does the project entail?"
She looked around, obviously uncomfortable. "For that, we need to go to my suite. It's very confidential, involving some sensitive documents. Shall we?"
Sherry paid for dinner, citing business, and we went up the ten floors to her suite. I was surprised to to see a very large man waiting, even more surprised when he ran a wand over me, nodding to Sherry when he was done and disappearing into a bedroom. I was about to speak when she raised her hand, stalling me, then dialing a number on her phone. When the party answered she put it on speaker.
"Peter, old boy, is that really you?"
I recognized the voice instantly. My old boss, from the British Museum. "Lord Bevington?"
He laughed. "Quite right. I assume by this conversation darling Sherry has offered to bring you into our fold?"
She spoke up before I could answer. "We've only just returned from dinner, Teddy. I haven't made the proposal yet."



"Oh. Listen my boy, we're on a secured phone, but it's best to not say much about the project. I'll only tell you it's extremely important, and leave Sherry to fill in the blanks. Good night, all."
I looked at her as the line went dead. "I just wanted you to know what I'm about to tell you is on the level. If you decline to help, my only request is that you keep my confidences. It's important, so promise me."
"I promise."
She visibly relaxed, and motioned to a couch while she poured us a drink. I tasted mine, looking up in surprise. She grinned.
"Bourbon. Your favorite brand, fixed your favorite way, a splash of water and three ice cubes. The Dean told me."
She sat beside me, even took my hand. "What I'm about to tell you is extremely sensitive. Without going into details, you have at least a passing idea of the turmoil my region of the world is in. Dissident groups form and disband so fast many times we don't have time to name them, but some linger and grow stronger, seizing and controlling large chunks of territory in several countries. The two largest are so indoctrinated into their beliefs that anyone who offers a different opinion soon disappears. As terrible as their atrocities are to humans, they're starting to do something much worse. They've started erasing the past. Mosques, temples, monasteries, and churches are being destroyed. Many are hundreds of years old. Art and sacred objects are destroyed immediately, and they often collect antique books and scrolls for bonfires. Whole histories erased at the strike of a match!"
She paused, emotion threatening to overcome her. "Finally, a loose coalition was formed, containing Muslims, Jews, and Christians, from almost every country involved, was formed with the purpose of saving as much as we can. Lord Bevington was tasked with assembling a team to secure as many artifacts as we can, and transport them to safe locations. Every item will be held until the area is stable, and then returned. If a government arises that isn't kindly disposed to preservation, they may be held in trust until their safety can be assured"
She paused, looking for the right words. "That being said, very few people know of this project.
We're completely off the books, there will be no official record of us anywhere. I have to tell you now, what we are about to do goes against everything I've been taught. This is a snatch and grab operation, at best glorified tomb raiding. But we have to look at what happens if we don't do this. It will be gone, destroyed forever.
"I won't lie to you here, there is an element of risk in even the tiniest bit of involvement. I won't pressure you to be an active participant, but with your background, and your skill with languages, you would be invaluable at recovery sites."
She stopped to see how I was reacting. I just nodded for her to continue.
"Officially, we'll be working for the British Museum as researchers. If you choose, you can stay in the U.K., and catalog what we recover. If not, you'll be traveling a lot, to some pretty unusual places, some of them hostile. We will take every precaution humanly possible, but we can't guarantee your safety. I don't want you to answer me now, I want you to think about it long and hard. I'll call you in three days. All you have to do is say 'yes', and I'll know you're willing to be a full partner. If you say 'I'd love to consult', I'll know you're willing to spend some time with Teddy, processing our work. And if you say no, well, no means no."
We spent another ninety minutes discussing recent discoveries, old translations that were later proven false, forgeries we'd both encountered, me while working for the museum, her at her home university in her country, where our interpretations of some extinct languages differed from others. It was probably the best time I'd had since the letter.
Later, as I lay on my couch trying to sleep, I thought about the offer, and decided to take it, at the very minimum the research and cataloging part. Maybe an extended time away from my 'family' would allow me to be objective about the whole thing. Just before I slept the thought popped into my head about how strongly Mike would advise against it. It would be too close to his reality for comfort. It made me smile, and allowed me to slip off into slumber.
...
I woke up at seven the next morning, disoriented, as the sound of the door being hammered registered. By the time I answered, my thoughts were ordered.
Jo practically fell through the door, latching on to me like she never intended to let go, crying the whole time. I let her babble until she was through, hearing multiple professions of love and entreaties to return home, but as carefully as I listened, I never once heard an apology. When she was done, I held her at arms' length and looked her in the eyes.
"Did you think about what I asked when we talked last?" She looked down and said something so low I couldn't hear. I asked her to speak up.
"Yes, I did think about it. I would have been furious, you know my goal since we met was to be a lawyer. I knew in my heart that I would be very good at it, and I am. If you had manipulated me into doing something else and I found out later, even if you said you did it out of love, I would have still been furious. I admit that. But what I do isn't dangerous, and it wouldn't have destroyed my soul."
"Really? You think you're the same person now you were when this all started? Bullshit. The horrific hours you've had to work, the jerks you've had to work with and for, the people you've destroyed to achieve the ends your bosses required, have left you cynical, even bitter at times. You can deny it all you want, but I've lived with you while it's been happening, and at least I could see it.
The pro bono work you were so adamant be part of any contract fell by the way pretty quickly, didn't it? Just guessing, but I'm pretty sure you haven't done any pro bono work in at least fifteen years. So much for saving the world. I even asked you a few times when it was really bad if you might be happier in another branch of law, but you blew me off, trying to achieve your dream."
I paused to see if any of what I was saying registered on her. Apparently not. I could see the lawyer in her analyzing what I was saying, preparing her response.
"With what you've told me, how can still believe that what you did was right? I think you did love me, and wanted me safe, but again, IT WAS NOT YOUR DECISION TO MAKE! I think now that maybe you wanted security, a nice quiet little man with a nice quiet little life. Come on now, admit you liked trotting me out at all those parties and dinners you dragged me to and introducing your world renowned college professor husband. What would you have done if it had gone differently? Introduce me as someone who works for the government doing God knows what God knows where? It wouldn't have helped your career much, would it now?"
She flushed, and I realized I had hit upon something she had thought about. She didn't even offer an argument.
"You know, the more I think about it, the more I think this was more about your goals than keeping me safe."
She flinched, and denied it violently. "NO! I admit, I'm proud to introduce you as someone at the top of their field, but if you had chosen to be a plumber, I would still be proud of you! It wasn't about me, it was about keeping you safe. Please, please, understand me here, we did it for you."
"Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit. Platitudes and lies, and after twenty three years I've had my fill of them. If there is any way we're able to stay together, you better start being honest with me. And don't throw up how wonderful our life has been, because it turns out it wasn't really my life, it was your construct about how my life was to go. And don't bring the children into it, I'm sure whatever path I'd taken, the children would have still been there, and I would have loved them just as much. You know, talking about the kids pisses me off, after all it was the monstrous lie you told about being pregnant that trapped me into this marriage to start with."
She flinched like I'd slapped her. The tears came in earnest then. "Please don't say that! It wasn't like that at all, it wa..."
"It was about the most horrible thing to do to a man that can be done. Oh, I fully intended to marry you, you knew that. But I wanted to get established in my career first. That didn't mesh with your plans though, did it? You needed to hook me right away, to save me from myself. You, Mike, my so called father, you all knew my sense of honor. You all knew I'd do the right thing. I was actually happy, can you believe that? I couldn't wait to see our daughter. It had to be a daughter, didn't it? You knew my fondness for your sister's little girl, another carefully constructed exploitation on your part. I always wondered why you weren't showing at least a little. I lay awake nights, wondering if she was all right. But enough about that. I promise you, sometime in the future we're going to have a long, long talk about this."
For the first time, I think she truly understood the damage they had done. Fear was evident in her expression. "Please, Pete. Come home. Let me start making this all up to you. Please, honey, please."
I couldn't believe it. She wanted to make it all right, to make it all go away.
"As curious as I am about how you could possibly make up for over two decades of lies, I really don't think we should be together right now. It's still too raw for me. I'm afraid my anger and pain would keep me lashing out at you until I hit the point of no return. I may as well tell you now, the British Museum has offered me a short term assignment analyzing some new scrolls they recently acquired. The scrolls are extremely fragile, they really took a chance bringing them into their country, so I need to travel to them. I've decided to take it. The Dean has given me a year's sabbatical, and I'm taking it. I leave right after finals."
Jo looked stricken. "There's no way I can take time off to go with you. We're at a delicate phase in the negotiations for our newest acquisition, and I simply can't leave now."
"I didn't expect you to. After all, we know how hard you've worked in your career, and how much it means to you. And I didn't invite you. We, I, need this time apart."
I think she had a fugue moment. Her eyes went vacant, her mouth moved but no words came out. She came to herself and asked in a quiet voice how long I would be away. I shrugged.
"Until it's done, and I don't know how long that will take. It may be until school starts again. Maybe longer."
...
She was shaken, shaken to her very core. In all her constructs of what could possibly happen, this was one scenario she didn't envision. Never once did she consider I may be hurt enough or have the backbone to just walk away. For the first time I think it occurred to her this might not end well.
The tears were real this time, not self serving tears, but tears of the truly lost. There was no way she could spin this, no way she could manipulate me into changing my mind. I think she realize at that instance every thing she said to me going forward would never again be taken at face value. I'd always be looking for her agenda, what she hoped to accomplish, what she really wanted to happen. For the very first time, I think she felt regret for what she'd done. I let her cry it out, even held her there at the last.
Jo could tell the difference in me now. Before, I would have been soothing her, rubbing her shoulders, telling her everything would be all right. Now I just held her, letting her cry it out. She finally pulled out of the hug and rushed to the bathroom. I heard retching sounds. Was she actually voiding her stomach? Maybe there was a real human being in there after all.
She stayed there for another ten minutes, repairing her face. Jo almost tiptoed out, the first time in years I'd seen her look timid.
"I need to say this. I did what I thought was right, because I couldn't stand the thought of losing you. Now, I realize maybe we took the wrong approach. Damn Mike! If he had just said goodbye, none of this would have been happening. Why did he do such a thing to us?"
For the first time I felt sad for her. "I think it was like he said. He had become morally corrupt, and this was him getting revenge for the things he'd missed. He wanted every one he knew to be miserable along with him. Fuck him! I was never truly his friend, a friend would never do what he did. Or you. Or my sperm donor. We were just means to an end."
I noticed she used the word regret. Still no apology. I wondered if she knew how truly important it was to me to actually hear her apologize and mean it? Probably not. She was still convinced of her own rightness.
"Will we see each other before you leave?"
"Of course we will. It will be at least four weeks, the semester has to end, plans have to be made. But it will be as soon as possible. Some of those scrolls may contain things as yet undiscovered. Lord Bevington is pretty worked up about them, I can already see his paper in the leading journals. And I intend to pressure all the kids to come home, for at least a weekend."
"Are you coming home?"
She said it quietly, but her body language told me she was very anxious to hear my response. "Yes. I don't want to spend my last nights before I leave apart. But it won't be tonight. You'll know when you come home and see me on the couch."
Jo just looked at me with a blank expression, before going out the door.
It was three more days before I went home. Jo was overjoyed, but got a shock when she came to bed in her sexiest gown, and I just turned out the light and turned my back to her. I heard her sniffling a few times before I dozed off. Over breakfast, something she normally didn't fix now that the kids were gone, she asked if I was still attracted to her.
I eyed her critically. She weighed three pounds less than she did before the kids, mostly to an almost addiction to her exercise regimen. Dressed conservatively but attractively, hair perfectly styled, makeup perfect, not a gray hair to be found. She looked to be midthirties, ten years younger. Still beautiful, to me.
"I think you're hotter now than you were twenty years ago. It's not a physical thing. I still want you, I always will. But mentally, it's going to take a while before the intimacy returns. Sorry, but every time I look at you I wonder how many times you, sperm donor, and good old Mike made fun of me over the years. Rage and humiliation aren't exactly aphrodisiacs. So be glad we're sharing a bed and a house, and don't push it."
The lawyer in her wanted to argue, but I think she realized it would be a bad mistake. Instead she told me she was willing to wait, but when the time came she intended to destroy me with her passion.
...
I finally had the kids all coming to spend the weekend. Polly was always the one closest to me, and when she found out our dinner didn't include her grandparents, she knew something was off. She strode in to my office, telling my assistant it was urgent she speak to me, and slammed the door.
"All right , Pops, spill. What the hell is going on? I went by to see my grandparents and it was like an episode of The Twilight Zone. Grandma burst into tears when she found out we were all here, and going to dinner without them. Grandpa just sort of talked around everything. Did you know he broke his nose? And Mom, well, let's just say the woman who is always on top of every situation is jumping at shadows."
Damn perceptive kids anyway. "Your Mom and I have hit a rough patch, honey. Something from the past, a huge secret she and my parents kept from me suddenly came to light recently, and it was very disturbing to me. Don't worry, no one is talking divorce or anything along those lines, it's just taking me some time to come to grips with it. If you want more, get it from Mom, because that's all I'm willing to say."
She fumed, threatened, wheedled, but I stood firm.
We had a very enjoyable meal at their favorite restaurant. Back home, Jo and I sat together while I told them I'd be away for at least the summer, an opportunity like the one I was offered rarely came along, and I was honored to be chosen. Josh thought it was cool, Jessica seemed unimpressed, but Polly grew really quiet. As the evening broke up she caught me alone.
"Please, please, tell me you're coming back, that my parents are still together, that everything will be all right between you two."
I comforted her. "It's just a temporary thing, baby. I did something like this a long time ago, before you were born. Time will pass, and I'll be home so fast you won't even miss me."
"I'm not a baby anymore, Pops. Please, fix whatever is wrong, I don't want to have to take my future children to two separate houses for holidays."
I kissed her nose, something that always made her giggle, and told her that would never happen. I hoped I was right.
That night, we made love for the first time since I'd read the letter. It was familiar and strange at the same time. She seemed desperate at times, frantic in her movements. God, I still loved her. I just hoped it was enough, and that I could get over her lack of guilt.
They all went to the airport to say goodbye. I had packed light. It was in my mind to get a few new suits while I was there, I'd done it twenty years ago and they had lasted ten years.
I kissed the girls and hugged Josh. They nearly had to peel Jo off me there at the end. As I walked away I glanced up, and saw my parents standing on the concourse above me. I deliberately showed no emotion. Mom was crying her eyes out, but sperm donor looked defiant and sad at the same time. I thought about it later. Was I deliberately trying to make them suffer? Probably. Did they deserve it? Definitely.
...
England, the part I was in, had changed little in twenty years. The labs were newer, definitely more sophisticated, but the reading rooms were basically the same.
Lord Bevington greeted me like the old friend I was, and showed me to the flat they had provided for me. A studio, it was still spacious and bright. He gave me three days to settle in, then we had our first meeting, and he introduced the team they had put together.
Sherry was there, with a young woman she introduced as her assistant. Fatima was barely twenty-one, spoke excellent English, and was dressed in western clothes, a snug top and tight jeans.
Emil Farouk was a Syrian, now living in Egypt. He wore the traditional robes of his people. My age roughly, a couple inches shorter and lean as a greyhound. I found he had an affinity for antique weapons. Back when Mike and I were young we took martial arts to give us a leg up when we started our careers. I had stayed with it, mostly for the exercise. I taught Emil and the rest of the group some dirty tricks over time, just in case. Emil taught me swordplay, taking me through the Persian Manual Of Arms, a system thousands of years old but still very effective. He would usually best me unless I reverted to my training, and when I beat him he demanded to be taught how I'd done it. He was a brooding, intense man, rarely smiling, unless he was training. He held a PhD in Middle Eastern history.
Moshe Ben Abrams was an Israeli, a professor at the university in Tel Aviv. About five nine, he had a florid face and was naturally bald. He was also a major in the Israeli Army. He and Emil were old friends, and tended to partner when studying artifacts, arguing almost constantly.
Said El Harrak was a Kurd, a large, imposing man who didn't smile a lot. He'd intended to be an Iman, but the political climate of his homeland turned him into a warrior instead. Mostly self taught, he had an amazing memory and an almost unnatural ability to grasp the shifting politics of the region. He was also a distant cousin to Fatima, who it turns out was Turkish, from just over the border.



The last member of our little group was Russian. Anatoli Baranov was Muslim. He was also a veteran of the Russian Army special forces. Olive skinned with thick black hair, he could have been anything from Greek to Hispanic. He held Masters in religion and history. In a word, despite his smile and easy manner, he looked dangerous. I wondered why he was on the team, but Lord Bevington said he was important, so I let it go.
We all spoke English. I spoke Farsi, Arabic, Hebrew, and French, my natural ability for languages not limited to dead and ancient ones.
Moshe and Emil had Hebrew, Farsi, and English in common. Fatima spoke Turkish, Kurd, Farsi, and French, as did Said.
Anatoli spoke English almost like a native, and had enough Farsi to communicate.
Oddly enough, we could all read, write, and speak Latin, and it became our unofficial language. It put us all at the same disadvantage of having to speak a tongue not native to us. What better way to communicate than with a dead language?
We tended to stay to ourselves, socially at least. We ate together, mostly Middle Eastern dishes. I was surprised than many dishes were consider Kosher, which got me a lecture from both Moshe and Emil.
"We weren't always enemies. In fact, up until the last few centuries we were quite good friends. While your ancestors were huddling in filthy cottages and freezing castles, dying in droves from ignorance and filth, the Muslims and Jews were in a Golden Age. We respected each other, worked together in the pursuit of medicine and the sciences, as well as literature, especially poetry. Every major city had public baths, most had libraries available to the public. Books by famous scientists, tomes on the latest medical techniques, volumes of poetry, were eagerly awaited, consumed instantly, and debated in coffee houses and private homes for months. All at a time when one of Europe's greatest libraries contained nine volumes."
Emil took over after Moshe stopped.
"You Europeans didn't come out of the Middle Ages until the Holy Wars and when we invaded Spain, and practically dragged you kicking and screaming into the modern era. Think about that the next time you hear someone call us ragheads or kikes."
We worked on translating the scrolls. Some were stuff we'd researched before, but a few were new, and the interpretations varied widely. Sherry and I tended to agree most of the time, as did Moshe and Emil. Fatima often had a totally different opinion, and Said and Anatoli had partnered up, so the discussions sometimes got pretty intense.
I knew something was up when Lord Bevington appeared with a stranger, bearing news. Some boys looking for a lost goat discovered a set of caves, unearthed during a small earthquake. It was in Iraq, very close to the Turkish border.
The tribal leader had managed to keep it as quiet as possible, and sought out Said, which led to us. Suddenly we were on a plane to Turkey.
We arrived at a small airport in a nameless city. The powers that be had dressed us in native garb, except for Said and Anatoli, who were in the fatigues of the local militia. There was also a small squad of bodyguards. The area was fairly settled, but incursions and upheavals still occurred.
After a few hours of intense negotiations with the village elders, we ended up donating a few used trucks, some medical supplies, and some small arms and ammo. Oh, and a small bag of cash, of course. I never knew who exactly footed the bills or who ended up with the cash.
We spent less than a week, under constant guard, going in and out of caves, some only accessible if one crawled. Most were empty, a few were tombs that we left strictly alone, but two were treasure troves, full of jars of scrolls and bound leather casks containing books.
One had an entrance so small that only Fatima could fit into it. She crawled back out, shaking with excitement. "At least a dozen pots, sealed. A few scrolls lay on a shelf. I doubt they'll stand movement. I don't know if there is anything else, the cave is partially blocked."
We took hand tools, and with a few militia men under the direction of Said, gently widened the opening. When we thought it was safe, Fatima and Emil went in. We got one container out, placing it into a padded case. Once we were sure of the dimensions, custom built cases were delivered to transport them back to the labs.
We carefully documented everything, even had the village elders pose with the jars, and gave them the pictures and a signed receipt from the British government, stating that they were the property of the village and the province, and that they would be returned, after study, once the area was stable. Sherry, Moshe, and I signed, using fictional names, accepting responsibility for transport. We thought it a good idea to leave the others in the background.
We were there five days, longer than we wanted. The idea behind these trips was to be in and out so fast we didn't have time to show up on anyone's radar. We were never exposed to danger while we were there, although a couple of times I heard artillery fire in the distance, and once there was a massive plume of black smoke visible.
"Oil tankers," explained Said. "It's how they get their money for supplies, smuggling it across the border. We used to do the same thing when Hussein was in power. Now, it's too dangerous for us. We hit them once in a while, to remind them we're still here."
I was very happy to be back in England.
...
I Skyped home once a week, talking to the kids, and Jo. Our conversations were a little stilted at first. I could tell she had lost weight and asked her about it.
"Stress. Besides missing you terribly, we're in the midst of taking over a business for a client just so he can shut it down. Three hundred forty people will be out of work soon. It used to not bother me as much, but since our recent conversations about my career, I see things differently now."
I felt bad about it later, but couldn't resist. "Well, to keep your successful career intact, you don't have much of a choice, now do you?"
She recoiled like I had slapped her. I immediately apologized and changed the subject. We'd talk, until she brought my parents up. I didn't know it at the time, but they were often in the room, out of my line of sight. I usually shut her down pretty fast.
"My parents are dead to me right now, Jo. I don't need to know how they're doing, if they miss me, anything about them at all."
"How can you say that? They're heart broken that you've turned your back on them. I'm just as guilty as your father, and you still talk to me."
"Yes, and I still sometimes wonder why. Good night Jo." The last view I had before I signed off was of her stricken face.
We didn't get to do much with the scrolls before we were off again, smuggled into and out of Iran in less than six hours. Then we slipped into Syria, rescuing scrolls and small artifacts from a Mosque, a Synagogue, and an early Christian church, in less than a day, by splitting up into two person teams. I was a third wheel with Sherry and Fatima.
We took a side trip on the way home, stopping at Dubai to meet two of our benefactors, a Syrian millionaire and a Saudi prince, who turned out to be Sherry's brother. They expressed gratitude for our work, and gave us a small gift, fifty thousand US dollars each, in a local account. I tried to refuse but they laughed, saying it would be a grave insult to not accept their gift.
The Prince caught me away from the others, and begged me to keep an eye on his sister. "It would be very, very bad if she were to be discovered and captured. The insurgents would be sure to make an example of her, which may or may not spark a personal Jihad against them. I love my sister, even if she is headstrong. I suspect being raised among you infidels have a lot to do with it. Swear to me, Jake Trammel, that you will guard her with your life."
I swore solemnly. She had come to mean a lot to me. Not as a love interest, I was still committed to my marriage, but as a close friend with shared interests.
Thinking of my marriage made me sad, and I slipped back to my room for some alone time. I didn't Skype this time, just sent an email, about something that was weighing on me heavily.
"Dear Jo,
I don't trust my voice with what I'm about to say, so I'm doing it this way. Today is August tenth. I know that doesn't mean much to you, but until this year, it was an important day to me. This is they day you told me you had miscarried, and our child had died. I often marveled over the years how little it seemed to register on you, and came to the conclusion that it was a coping mechanism. If you pretended it didn't happen, it didn't happen. Now I see how you could forget so easily, BECAUSE IT REALLY NEVER HAPPENED! There was no little girl to mourn, at least for you."
"I hid my grief from you, not wanting to bring up hurtful memories. But I'd get sad every year. I'd often imagine how she would have looked going up. Which side of the family would she have taken after? Would she have had your personality? Mine? Most likely one of her own. I would imagine she was smart, attractive, and kind. I even gave a guy from the computer lab pictures of you, your parents, me, and my parents, and asked him to do a projection of what she would look like at different ages. They looked remarkably like our girls, especially Polly. I'd lock myself away somewhere every year, and cry for the child I never got to meet. I carried that grief around inside me for over twenty years!"
"I have to wonder, who came up with the idea? You? Sperm Donor? Mike? Whatever, you knew how I felt about children, so you had to realize instantly it would be the one thing that would turn me away from my dreams. I don't know what hurts me worse about the whole thing, that you would conspire to mold me into the man you wanted, or the cold, calculating way you did it? I can see the lawyer side of you very easily in this, so I'm guessing most of the plan was yours."
"Now, I have a different reason to remember this day, it was the day that led me to now. To the realization of the cruelty of those I loved the most, of the fallacy that was my life. Let sperm donor read this. Tell my mother I will eventually forgive her, but I'll never speak to him again as long as I live. Ask him if the lie was worth it now."
"One final thought. In all this, the lies, the manipulation, did you never once feel a twinge of sorrow? You've made it clear you had no regrets, and that you're firmly convinced you did the right thing, but deep down, under your lawyer mask, did you not ever once hurt while doing what you did? Don't bother answering that, I would have a hard time believing anything you said, now."
"And that's the heart of it, isn't it, Jo? Despite all that has come to light, I still love you and want to find a way back to you. But who would I be coming back to? I'm afraid, Jo. I don't know you now. Apparently I never did. Can I learn to love the woman you actually are, instead of the carefully constructed facade you've presented to me over the years?"
"I need you to think about what I've said Jo. Is there anything to come back to? Is the woman I loved in college anywhere inside you? Don't answer me right away, think about it for a few days before you respond. And I'm telling you, get caught in one lie, one evasion, and it will be over."
"I'm out of England right now, so it may be a few days before I can get back to a computer, so don't panic if you don't hear from me for a while."
I didn't even sign it, just hit send.
...
Emil and Said wore beards, while Anatoli, Moshe, and I were clean shaven. There wasn't much of a way to shave without a long process while we were in Iraq, so we let our whiskers grow. Said suggested we leave the beards, to blend in better. We agreed, wanting to call as little attention to ourselves as possible. I had just turned 45, and was amazed how much gray was evident.
We were back in England, with enough material to keep us busy for years. Emil and Moshe took the Jewish scrolls, Said, Anatoli and Fatima the Muslim, leaving Sherry and I the Christian scrolls. They were all surprised when I told them I was agnostic by inclination. It led to several long discussions about personal faith, all enlightening, but none enough to sway me to any one camp.
Anatoli and Said were watching a DVD in our private lounge one night, relaxing after a productive day. They got very excited, calling us all over. "That's us!," exclaimed Said, pointing at the screen.
The movie was Monuments Men, a true story about a group of Allied soldiers in World War Two tasked with recovering art, sculptures, and anything of value the Nazis had looted. They were amazingly successful.
Sherry laughed. "We can't be Monument Men, but we can be the 'Scroll Seven'." It was instantly accepted as the unofficial name of our group. It went on to cause us grief later.
Word was filtering out about a shadowy group that appeared mysteriously and removed artifacts from holy places. It didn't help when Anatoli and Said spray painted "S7" near two of the sites as we left. Rewards got posted, even though they had no descriptions or idea of our numbers.
By now it was mid-November. Jo was horribly disappointed when I didn't return for the start of school, but I was given a year and was in no hurry. She told me she wasn't waiting any longer, and was coming to me in three weeks, for an extended Christmas vacation, and the kids were coming along. I didn't say no, but did tell her I'd book a set of rooms at a local hotel for them, making it clear she wasn't staying in my flat.
Lord Bevington made a rare appearance, calling us all together. He looked grave.
"I've got some interesting news, and some rather bad news. The interesting news is a site was discovered in Syria, that at one time was holy to all three big religions. There were reputed catacombs underneath that had been sealed for hundreds of years. There are supposedly things of great significance to all three located there, a true treasure trove to people like us. Don't ask how the information came to us, but there is speculation that what may be there could rewrite a lot of history. The bad news is that it is deep inside ISIL controlled territory. Thanks to leaving your mark, they would love nothing more than to catch you. It would be a media bonanza for them, and certain death for all of you. The good news is we've made contact with some people who are convinced they can get you in and out before anyone is the wiser. Less than eight hours, if everything goes right."
He paused, letting what he'd said sink in.
"This, like all your trips before, will be strictly voluntary. If you're caught, it won't be any use to try to bargain for you because you'd be killed anyway, probably in a very gruesome, very public way. And if you do go, this will be your last field trip. You've gotten well known, in a shadowy kind of way, much too well. I can't thank you enough on our behalf, and the behalf of the countries involved. I know you mostly don't want it, but a few have offered tokens of their esteem. More about that later. I want you to think about it tonight, time is of the essence, so I'll need to know tomorrow how many are interested. No one will be thought less of if they choose not to go. Good night."
We sat together at the dining table later, looking over the intel on the site, proposed entrance and exit points, and calculating the speed necessary to carry the operation off.
We talked for awhile of general things, avoiding the tension in the room.
"I'm going," I said, to no one in particular.
"As am I."
"Me too."
"I have to go, you idiots would come to harm without me."
It went on until all of us agreed we'd go all together or not at all.
Once the decision was made, we all relaxed. I had brought along a bottle of my favorite bourbon, which I pulled out, pouring myself a drink and offering it to the others.
"Infidel! Do not offend our sensibilities with such filth! Surely there's some good Scotch on the sideboard."
Anatoli laughed as Said brought the Scotch to the table, along with ice and glasses. Moshe had no trouble sharing my bottle, saying he hoped it was at least kosher. Sherry and Fatima opted for wine, and Emil chose rum.
An hour later we were well into our cups, singing in different languages as the urge struck us, laughing at the most trivial of things. We only stopped when the bottles ran dry.
Said and Anaoli drifted off, leaning against each other, singing a Russian drinking song. Fatima was firmly snuggled under Sherry's arm, nuzzling her neck and confirming something I had long suspected. Emil and Moshe had drifted over to a corner, arguing drunkenly over a chess game. I slipped quietly out, going to my flat. The last thing I saw before I passed out was Jo when she was young, smiling, reaching out her arms. I wondered the next morning what it meant.
...
Lord Bevington was a little less than impressed with us the next afternoon, but delighted that we were all going.
"Good! You're an excellent team, and things will go much faster with all of you participating. I can't stress that speed is of the essence, there's a big push on to secure more area, and the majority of the fighters will be north of you. Even so, there will still be insurgents present, so keep as low a profile as possible. Understood? We've secured the services of a dozen men to assist and guard you, but you must avoid confrontation at all costs, Prepare quickly, you leave in six hours. Pete, my boy, a quick word, if you will."
I walked outside into the drizzly, gray, typical day of that part of England in the late autumn. He seemed uncomfortable.
"I'm in a bit of a sticky wicket here, as my dear old grandfather would say. One of your chaps reached out to one of my chaps, and courtesies were extended. Your father is here, Pete, and he insists on speaking to you."
I tensed up, face going red, surprising Lord Bevington immensely.
"I no longer have a father, my Lord, only a sperm donor I have no interest in. I don't want you in an awkward situation, but I absolutely refuse to have any contact with the man. None. If you or the gentlemen who extended courtesies have a problem with that, then you have my apologies, and I'll be gone in less than an hour."
"Good God, old boy! No need for such a reaction, I'll see to it. Sometime down the road, though, if you feel like sharing it, I'd like to know what caused this rift. I remember back twenty years ago how close you were, he even spent a few days with you here, as I recall."
Apparently no didn't mean no to the man, because I saw him lingering in front of my flat later. I turned before he saw me, and went back to the labs. Sherry and Fatima were there, making last minute preparations for our trip, and talking softly. They pulled apart as I entered, looking guilty.
"Relax, girls. I know, and I'm pretty sure everyone else does after your little displays of affection last night. Maybe it's an American thing, but I don't care. In fact, I'm happy for you."
Sherry smiled, but Fatima looked apprehensive. Then Sherry pulled her into a big kiss. Fatima blushed furiously when they broke, but looked happy.
"Now you know why I chose to live in England. At home, it would be very bad for both of us, very bad. So we live here, quietly and discretely as possible. I fear it will be out soon, though, as we intend to marry." Sherry faced me, her look one of defiance.
"I'm gonna be really upset if I don't get an invitation. If you want, I'll walk Fatima down the aisle."
The whole group was fond of Fatima. She was over twenty years younger than most of us, and we treated her like a surrogate daughter, except Said, who treated her like an annoying little sister. She glowed under the attention, later telling me she was happier here with us than at any other time in her life.



Fatima jumped into my arms and hugged me, calling me 'father' in Turkish, Kurd, English, Latin, and Farsi. It made me miss Polly and Jessica badly.
I talked the girls into going to my flat and gathering a few things I thought I'd need, explaining just enough about the strained relationship with my father to satisfy them. He was still there when they went, in full robes and head scarves, and he asked about me. They pretended they didn't speak English, answering in Farsi and Turkish. He pressed a letter into Fatima's hand, begging her to take it to me. He stayed three more hours before Lord Bevington showed up and asked him quietly to leave. They left the letter on the dresser.
...
We gathered at the drop off point, just over the border. Again, we were all in traditional clothing, except Said and Anatoli, who were in fatigues. Up until this point, they had been the only ones bearing arms, but even here there were insurgents, and everyone went armed.
Our local contact took us to a market, the main commodity being weapons. Fatima wouldn't touch the weapons, but Sherry had me purchase a pistol for her, a 9mm, standard NATO issue, and two boxes of ammo and extra magazines. Emil and Moshe took a couple of AK-47's. I looked around, I wasn't so good with long guns, but I found a Russian made twelve gauge pump shotgun, and fifteen rounds of buckshot, all they had. Anatoli managed to procure an M-4, a very effective weapon, four magazines, and a large box of ammunition.
I was about to take another 9mm for myself, when the vendor looked around, and seeing no one close, flipped a cloth back. Makarov's, with short silencers. I took the pair and two boxes of ammunition, again all he had. They came with a pair of holsters you could strap to your arms, underneath the robes. You appeared weaponless, but could draw and fire very quickly. We went out into the dessert, and ran rounds until we were satisfied. Sherry seemed to be the best shot with a pistol. I shot three rounds through the shotgun to make sure it actually worked, then filled the tube, ten shots, with one in the chamber. I think they were all surprised when I pulled the Makarov's, and hit everything I shot at with both hands. Of course, I didn't bang away with both hands because that was a sure way of hitting nothing, emptying one magazine before starting with the other.
I was intrigued that no one came to investigate, but our guide just grinned. "It is not unusual, listen."
Sure enough, you could hear small arms fire in another location. Satisfied, we went back to our quarters, where we slept in the same room, placing the girls in the middle. Both were attractive women, and women here had value for only one thing. We'd all heard the stories, how they would come into a village and take all the desirable women, then auction them off for sex slaves, where the new owners would abuse them terribly for a few weeks, before casting them aside and buying a fresher model. Some just killed them outright.
Ever an agnostic, I still held hands with all of them while they prayed to their God to keep us safe. It couldn't hurt.
We got to the location at ten, well after dark, trying to attract as little attention as possible. We had four trucks, two for people and the rest for the scrolls or whatever we found. I didn't think that we would need that many, but I didn't want to be in a position to decide which had to stay. We waited until midnight before slipping into an alley, going through a door that was so small it was hardly noticeable.
We turned on one flashlight, holding hands to keep pace. Then we went through a trapdoor, dropping down into a cavern. Catacombs lined the walls, and it seemed to go forever, well past the beam of our torches, as the Brits called flashlights. Walking for about ten minutes, we came to a dead end, and a locked door. Dust was thick, dust that hadn't been trod on in maybe centuries.
We managed to pry the door open. Scrolls lined the walls all the way to the ceiling. We quickly checked, it seemed it was a depository for Jewish, Muslim, and Christian scrolls, preserved because the property changed hands so much they could be used as bargaining chips. I picked one up and almost dropped it. A detailed copy of letters from Luke to Peter, some I'd never seen before, written in Greek, I thought. I could understand just enough to realize what they were. I nearly fainted, if the rest were like this it would keep scholars tied up for years.
Having no choice, we carried the urns one by one to the door. After discussing it, we decided to let Emil and Fatima carry the urns to the truck. It would just look like a father and daughter, moving things. It was the middle of the night of course, but they had already decided to tell anyone who stopped them they were in town for the market, and wanted to get a good spot for their goods. A reasonable story.
My skin had been crawling since we had crossed the border. This was by far the most dangerous thing we had ever done. There were few insurgents around, most were away to the north, where a battle was raging for control of a small city. Still too many around for me to feel comfortable.
Then it happened. I got the details from Fatima later, but they got stopped, on their fifth trip, by a group of four or five, drunk and rowdy. When they found an attractive young woman, they were delighted. Emil tried to reason, then in a last ditch act of desperation, fight. He managed to down two of them before he was hit, passing out instantly. The urns had fallen during the fight, and the scrolls. They left Emil for dead, backtracked their route, and dropped a satchel of explosives down the trapdoor. One of our escorts was killed instantly. Two more were with us and got spared.
We were trapped, our one exit destroyed. Not knowing how much air we'd have, I got every one to sit still to preserve as much as possible. It was easy to see the terror in the eyes of our guards, and Sherry was almost hyperventilating. Said, it turns out, was claustrophobic, and Anatoli knocked him out when he started panicking.
Sherry, Anatoli, and Moshe talked it over, and it was decided Moshe and I would take all the torches but one, and seek a way out. We had a pry bar, a pick, and a spade, so we took them along.
It took seven hours, and we were getting really desperate. Everything we looked at turned into a dead end, with solid rock facing us. I slumped down, finally, about to give up, when I read the name on the catacomb in front of me. A Crusader, a noted leader and great warrior by the engraving, lay within.
I racked my brain, and it hit me. A lot of the more famous clerics and important people were often entombed inside the church, usually close to a pulpit. It took us twenty minutes to destroy the slab at the entrance.
The tomb was a surprise, fairly large, with the body laid on a dais in the center. Turns out he was a member of the Knights Templar, the paramilitary arm of the ancient Catholic Church. He was laid out in full battle dress, his sword clasped in his hand, mummified, his blond hair and beard still evident.
There was a plaque, in Latin, telling of his exploits in battle. Beside him lay two ornate Moorish swords, inlaid in gold and silver, one with a jeweled scabbard, spoils of battle no doubt. We had left the long guns outside. I had the Makarovs, and Moshe had his 9mm, but that was it. Without hesitation I took the most functional looking of the swords and strapped to my back, in typical style of the past. If I did get out of this and had to fight, I wanted to go out in style. Moshe looked at me for a moment before picking up the other, fastening it to his sash.
We found the top of the tomb, and by standing on the dias we reached up and pushed. It refused to budge. I sent Moshe back to fetch the rest, hoping our combined efforts would free us.
It took us ninety minutes, but we got it lifted enough to get the pry bar and pick wedged into the edge. Cool sweet air rushed in, and we paused to rest for a second, savoring it.
With a heave that took our last bit of strength, the top groaned and fell to the side, giving just enough room to scramble out one by one. Moshe went first, and I came last. I picked the knight up off the floor we'd moved him to, and replaced him back on the dias. He'd been given a warrior's funeral, and deserved our respect. We were in a small chapel two levels below the main floor. We found stairs, breaking locks on two doors, before stumbling out into bright sunshine. We had lost all track of time. Cleaning our clothes as well as we could, we worked our way back to the empty house we had taken over.
Some of our guards had found Emil, and at great personal risk carried him inside. He was shot, just below the rib cage. I suspected the bullet was still in him. A few of our guards, realizing the danger they were in, took one truck and left immediately.
Anatoli went to work on him, his training as a field medic coming in handy. He looked up at me, his eyes grim. It was really bad, and he needed professional attention, now. Emil woke while being treated, and told the story.
When Sherry found out Fatima had been taken, she fainted. When she awoke, the look on her face was grim. "It appears we will part ways, my brothers. Flee, now, before we are discovered. I will stay, and try to find Fatima. She is my life, and I refuse to go on without her."
We argued for fifteen minutes before we agreed over her protests to wait a few hours and try to find her. Emil gave as good a description as he could of the men they'd encountered, but it would have fit almost every one we met.
We spent two hours searching. Most people walked away rapidly when we asked our questions. About to give up, we rounded a corner. There must have been fifty men, shooting into the air, shouting and chanting. They were leading a large man, his face covered by a hood, and a small woman, dirty, obviously beaten, barely covered, into a large house. It was Fatima. Moshe gripped Sherry hard, to keep her from raising the shotgun I'd given her to carry. The barrel had been sawed off and most of the stock removed, so she carried it under her robes, slung from her shoulder.
I hailed a passing rebel, asking what the shouting was about.
"We've captured an infidel, an American! The bitch is a spy, caught stealing scrolls. Our leader is going to behead them, as soon as the equipment is ready. Alas, our technician was killed in battle, so we must wait for another, to set up the computer. Then it will be glorious!"
He staggered on, obviously high on something.
Moshe saw an opportunity. "We can offer Anatoli as a technician. We'll say you're an Iman, and wish to bless the proceedings. Here," he said, pulling the jeweled sword from under his robes, "give him this, as an homage to his bravery."
It was an idiotic plan. We were way over our heads here. Except for Anatoli, Moshe, and Said, we were just scholars. This was the real deal. If they had tortured Fatima and she had broken, they knew who we were, where we were, and we were as good as dead. We were scared shitless, every one of us.
Then it hit me. This was what I had dreamed of my whole life. Here was the action and adventure I felt cheated out of. Didn't seem as much fun as I thought it would be. I walked over to the house they had taken Fatima in. Two men, very dangerous looking men, guarded the door.
"Allah Akbar! Blessings on your noble cause! We are on our way to Mecca, but wish to pay respects to your illustrious leader. We bear him a gift."
I went on for a few more minutes, spouting every platitude I could think of, a mini-sermon on the glory of their work, their assured places in Paradise, the rewards they would receive. I was half believing it myself, there at the end. After a few minutes, one slipped inside. He came back with their leader.
I recognized him instantly. On the videos he called himself the Sword of God, and he had executed at least a dozen people in the last year alone, all broadcast live on the internet. My knees instantly turned to jelly.
He questioned us fiercely. It made me very glad I had most of the Koran memorized. I had done the same with the Bible and the Torah, for research purposes. I answered everything I could without giving us away. Finally convinced I was a spiritual leader, he asked about my companions.
"My first wife, I've brought her along for comfort. She is a very good wife." I pulled Sherry forward, where she stood with bowed head, not looking him in the eye.
"My personal servant," I pointed at Moshe, who bowed slightly, also with eyes down. He looked past, at Said and Anatoli.
"My two bodyguards, a necessity, I'm afraid, in these troubling times. Who would ever think a minister of the faith could not walk among his people without protection! We have heard of your great feats for our cause, and would like to give you this, a small token of our gratitude."
I presented the sword, with the jewel inlaid scabbard. His eyes widened as he took it, drawing it from its' sheath and swinging it expertly, testing the balance.
He looked at me, still holding the curved blade. "A fine weapon, Iman, and ancient as well. How do you come to possess it?"
I was thinking on my feet now. One wrong word and we were all dead. "I bought it from a street urchin this morning, Eminence. I fear your sacred dome has been violated. Perhaps you could have a few of your men guard it, before more treasures are discovered and stolen."
He bought it. "Yes, we have had some trouble with looters recently. Foreigners and infidels, stealing our history. I think I will keep the sword, to make sure it stays in the right hands. Thank you, Iman."
I bowed low. "It is a pleasure. I must go now, I do not wish to interfere in you doing God's work."
Moshe had moved in close, Anatoli had moved to one side, Sherry stepped back, gripping the shotgun under her robe. We intended to down the guards and push inside, hoping we could neutralize the guards there. It was a long shot, but the only one we had to get Fatima.
The Sword of God, grinned. "Iman, If you would allow, I have a treat for you. We have an infidel and a traitor inside, and we intend to show the world the fate any who defy our holy purpose. I invite you to watch. Sadly, our technical expert fell in battle, and we await the arrival of his replacement."
I grinned. "Allah has indeed smiled on you, my son. One of my bodyguards is an expert at computers and electronics. May I offer his services?"
After a small discussion with Anatoli, he seemed satisfied. "Your man will be allowed to assist us. Again, I would like to show my appreciation for your help and the fine gift. Would you like to witness the might of our cause?"
Well, there it was, an engraved invitation. I accepted, eagerly. There was a catch, however. Only Anatoli and I would be allowed inside, and only after he gave up his weapons. He surrendered his rifle and side arm. I knew he had a wicked fighting knife in his boot, but I didn't know how much help it would be. I raised my arms and opened my robe, showing them I carried no weapon, the whole time the Makarovs rode safely strapped to my arms. Hesitant to touch a man of God, they allowed me in.
The room was small, a table to the side, and a straight back chair close to a wall. The man we had seen outside was strapped to the chair, the hood still over his head.
"He dies first. The harlot doesn't deserve to be shown, but we think she is a part of a group that loots our mosques, stealing at will. We will use her as an example, to show what will happen when we catch the others."
Anatoli worked quickly, setting the camera, starting the generator, checking the wires, making sure the internet connection was secure and working. The Sword of God checked the monitor, smiling into the camera. He patted Anatoli on the back.
"Excellent! Perhaps I can persuade you to stay with me. You'll be doing God's work, and the benefits," he kicked Fatima, "can be really pleasurable." Anatoli looked at me, and I held out my arms to him.
"You should accept! Allah Akbar!"
"Allah Akbar!," he replied, grasping my arms, slipping the Marakov out of my left sleeve.
It was easier than I thought possible. He stood in front of the monitor, ranting about infidels and the unfaithful, and the price they would pay for resistance of the true path. The guards were listening intensely. He raised the head of the prisoner up, brandishing the sword. Just as he was about to pull the mask off, I slid the pistol out of my sleeve and shot the guard beside me in the head. He dropped like a rock, dead before he hit the ground. I hit the other one in the eye, just as he was raising his rifle, and again in the heart as he fell. I heard four small coughs, and the other two guards crumpled, blood blooming like flowers on their foreheads.
Anatoli shot the executioner just as he was about to yell, putting one through his right shoulder, causing him to drop the blade. The guards outside must have heard the bodies falling, because they turned towards the door. Sherry put the twelve gauge against one and pulled the trigger. It made very little noise, and almost blew him in half. The other guard turned back, to get a knife through the throat from Moshe.
They immediately dragged the bodies inside. No one seemed to notice.
The leader started to shout, but a hard blow over the head with the Makarov shut him up.
We should have left then, but Sherry was not to be denied her revenge. We sat the leader in the chair, secured him, gagged him, then woke him up. The internet had been streaming the whole time.
Said stood behind him, holding his head up. "Behold! Your great leader, your Sword of God, laid low by the wrath of the true believers! Witness and cower, dogs! We come for you next!"
He'd spoken in Kurdish. Anatoli said the same thing in Russian, Moshe in Hebrew. I stepped up and spoke in English.
"This is a lesson to you. We walk among you, and can strike at our choosing. Is your brother really your brother? Sleep with one eye open, you bastards. Your time comes, soon."
We had freed Fatima, and she clung to us in turn. Sherry stepped in front of the camera.
"No dog among you is safe, not even from a woman, if she is in the right. "Rapists," she said, surprising us all by pulling the knife she knew I carried in the small of my back and slashing rapidly at 'the Sword Of God', as he writhed and screamed into the gag, then holding up his balls for all to see, "will be punished here on earth. He will go to whatever fate await him as an eunuch. Their other crimes," she said quietly but loud enough to be heard, glancing at the jeweled sword, "will be atoned for in front of their maker." She picked up the sword and swung mightily. Oddly enough, as I watched his head fall off his shoulders, I marveled about how sharp it was after centuries inside the tomb. Blood spurted from his neck and Fatima, finally upright, dipped her hand in it, walking behind him and smearing a message on the wall. "S7".
All this took less than five minutes. The man they were to execute still lay on the floor. Anatoli pulled the hood off, and I found myself staring into the eyes of a ghost. Mike. It couldn't be. He was dead, wasn't he? I snatched the gag out of his mouth.
"Oh man, am I glad to see you guys! Untie me, and let's get the hell out of here!"
I spoke to them in Latin. "I know this man, and he is not to be trusted. Leave the cuffs on him for now."
Moshe spoke up, again in Latin. "We must leave this place, now! Fatima is in no shape to walk, one of us must carry her."
He turned to Mike and spoke in English. "Our companion is hurt and must be carried. We must carry the dead leader out, and show his headless corpse. Fatima, I'm sorry child, but we have to bathe you in blood if we are to convince them you are dead.



"Fuck that! Leave the little bitch laying and let's go!"
I put the Makarov to his temple. "If I have to make a choice between you or her, I'll drop you now. If you want to get out of this alive, follow our orders."
He paled, then looked at me funny, trying to place my voice, I think. He grabbed Fatima, throwing her over his shoulder. Moshe and Said took the corpse and carried it out, his head in a bag. Fatima, Anatoli, and I followed, weapons hidden but ready.
There was a small crowd of about a dozen outside. The shouted and fired their weapons in the air at the sight of the headless corpse. I was glad now that every one pretty much wore the same clothes, and that blood covered most of his body, obscuring him even further. I raised my arms, holding on to the ends of my robe.
"Praise Allah! The infidel has been brought to justice! Your great leader, the Sword of God, is inside, in prayer with his trusted guards. He asks you not to disturb him, but pray yourselves that Allah continue to bless your cause. Go with Allah! We will dispose of this filth in the desert for you. Allah Akbar!"
"Allah Akbar!," they screamed back, before going to find prayer mats. We threw the corpse into the back of one of our trucks, and put Fatima in with us.
"Drive!," I told our startled guards. "But slowly. Blow your horns, wave your rifles around, fire a few rounds, let them think we're rejoicing. As soon as you get out of town, step on the gas."
It was thirty five miles to the border.
...
We were about twenty miles from the border when we saw them coming, in every vehicle they could find. We knew the slow trucks would never outrun them, so we had to adapt. Anatoli grinned, telling us to stop when we went into hilly country and rounded a curve.
Seems Said and the locals had rounded up some explosives, just in case. In three minutes they had the trap ready, three pounds of the Russian version of C-4, and as much scrap metal and spare ammunition as they could find in the trucks. We were about three minutes away when we heard the boom, and were close enough to see truck parts and bodies flying. Anatoli had us stop immediately, to drop their headless leader in the middle of the road, with yet more explosives strapped underneath him. It took them ten minutes to clear the road, and the booby trapped body bought us another five. By now we were ten miles from the border, and Moshe was on the radio our contact had given us, in case something went wrong. I was pretty sure this qualified.
Ten miles out we could see them coming.
Three miles out they started shooting at us. They were nowhere close enough to hit anything, especially from a moving vehicle, but it was still pretty unnerving.
Then one of them stopped, and we saw fire blossom. RPG! The first one missed, but the second one landed between the second and third truck, creating a hole that flipped it over. We were in the third truck.
Sand isn't as soft as you think it would be, especially when you hit it at forty miles an hour. I had the wind knocked out of me and got a pretty good case of road rash. If I hadn't been wearing thick robes it would have been far worse. I had my breath back pretty quick, and ran back to the truck.
Emil had landed hard, and was bleeding again. Fatima and Sherry were the least stunned, and they were trying to help him, dragging him to some nearby rocks. Moshe was unconscious, and the drivers helped me load him in our one good truck, the one that held the scrolls. Anatoli was bleeding from the mouth, flecks of foam evident, and I felt it was internal, possibly a punctured lung, which made it really bad.
"Come on, comrade. Let's get you to the truck."
"Nyet. My days are over, I fear. Save the scrolls instead. Move me over to the rocks, and let me give you some cover fire. You'll never make it if I don't." I was trying to argue, but Said just grabbed him up and carried him over. putting him in position, and giving him his weapon and some spare clips. He turned and did the same for Emil, before kissing each man on their cheeks.
"Come, American. We go. Let them die with dignity."
I saw it was the only way, logically, but my emotions fought it. By now, they were close enough that the bullets were actually reaching us. I shook both their hands, and ran for the truck. Said was there, holding a light machine gun and four belts of ammo. I jumped into the truck and he slapped the tailgate. The truck started rolling, leaving him standing in the middle of the road.
"Said!" I screamed, but he just waved and walked back to the rocks, settling in between Emil and Anatoli.
We saw the trucks swerve, and one flipped. The rest were stopped and we could hear the chatter of small arms fire. I watched them fade, and wished I'd left them the shotgun, in case they got close.
We made it to the border, arriving just as two attack helicopters flew over. Apparently someone was listening to the radio. We were grabbed, piled into some armored vehicles, and moved fifty miles deeper into the country. I had forgotten about Mike, and Fatima had put the gag and hood back on him.
We stopped in a small village in a very remote area. These people lived much the way they had lived ten centuries ago. Herders, farmers, craftsmen. The headman was friendly but cautious, happy we would be leaving soon.
We slept, putting the women in the middle again. In the early morning hours we heard a commotion and rose. Fatima had gotten up, and I handed her a Makarov, which she had no trouble accepting now, bringing the shotgun to bear. There was a knock, and one of the elders of the tribe called out, saying he had something that was ours.
Said! He had been picked up by one of the helicopters after the firefight. He had a few scratches, but nothing major.
"Emil? Anatoli?" I dreaded asking, seeing the bleak look at his face.
"Emil emptied all his magazines, leaned back against the rock, and passed quietly. It seemed he held on just long enough to give it his all. Anatoli, as they got closer, seemed to snap. When they were about thirty yards away he jumped into the middle of the road, blood frothing at his mouth, shooting and screaming like a madman. He actually stopped them for a minute, before they figured out it was just one man, and opened up. He dropped like a rock. It was the moment I was waiting for, and I started firing, emptying all four belts as fast as I could. I pulled my pistol, grabbed Emil's, and prepared to die. That's when the helicopters arrived, by the time they stopped there was nothing but scrap metal in the road. They came back over and I waved. One hovered while the other dropped down. There was a pretty big argument when I insisted we bring both Emil and Anatoli with us, but in the end they loaded them into the chopper, then it hovered while I got into the other one."
The next morning we talked about what we needed to do about Mike. Moshe was awake, very upset when he heard about his friends, and he took him to attend his needs, keeping the gag in and his pistol ready. Fatima reacted to him in sheer terror every time the hood was off. Sherry got it out of her that afternoon. Seems Mike was with the group that took her, and was pretty positive he was the one that shot Emil. He had claimed her, and raped her the rest of the night before passing her to his companions. She wasn't sure exactly how he had been exposed, just that he had. He used her as a bargaining chip, saying she was one of the S7. They were just beginning to torture her when the leader decided to drag her in to witness the beheading, thinking it would scare her into cooperating.
I saw them later, talking. Finally Said came to me.
"He is your friend, yes?"
"To be honest, Said, looking back, I don't think he was ever my friend."
"He must be punished. If we get back to safe territory, they will insist he be let go. HE MUST BE PUNISHED. The others agree. Do you?"
I did. We developed a plan. Said approached the head man, explaining our thinking. For the first time, he smiled at us.
That night, I took the gag and cuffs off, allowing him a little freedom. He took it as a sign he was going to be all right. He had finally figured out who I was.
"Damn, Petey, you were the absolute last person in the world I expected to see in that shithole. What the fuck was a college professor doing there? Does Jo know? She'll have your balls when she finds out."
"Jo's not exactly at the top of my list of worries. You're supposed to be dead, remember? I went to your funeral, saw your casket slid into the creamatorium. A week later, your Mom gave me a small urn to remember you by."
"Still got a place of honor on your mantle, I bet."
"Actually, Mike, I poured them out in a pigsty, and then I pissed on them."
He laughed, until he saw I was serious. "What the hell did you do that for? I bet Jo threw a fit."
"Jo saw me do it, and had very little to say. Why did I do it? The letter, remember? The one where you destroyed my world by telling me it had all been a lie from the very beginning."
"Oh yeah, the note. Sure fooled your ass, huh? All this time and you didn't know. It was driving me crazy, you living in your little world, fat and happy, while I lived in places a dog would turn up their nose at, eating stuff just one notch above garbage. I decided when I had to go into deep cover to give you a little dose of reality. How'd you like it, knowing your whole life was a lie, engineered by the people you loved and trusted the most?" He never knew how close he was to death just then. I still had the robes on, and my left hand was drawing my pistol before I stopped myself.
"So you decided since your life was shit mine had to be as well? What did you hope to accomplish by sending it? I'll tell you what it did accomplish. It drove me away from the woman I thought loved me, from a person I had always counted as a friend, and a parent I'll probably never speak to again. If you wanted to destroy my life, Mike, you did a damn good job."
"You'll get over it, Pete. Jo will make sure of that. It was your dad and I who came up the scheme, but it was your loving wife that ran with it. She was the planner, because she knew you better than anyone in the world. And you followed right along, because you believed her and believed IN her. How's your faith in her now? Has she showed you her bitch side yet? That's one cold woman when she sets a goal. I'll tell you this, she was about to sleep with one of her bosses once, to help her career. Ask her about her 'meetings' with Alan Jeffers, see how she tries to spin it. You never knew a thing, believing her about all the long hours and meetings she had to attend. In the end she chickened out, but it was a close thing. By all rights she should have been mine. I really fucked up when I introduced you, because she decided you were exactly what she wanted and she went for it. I asked her once, years later, why she didn't pick me."
He paused, the hate and passion plain on his face. "This were her exact words."
"Oh you're more handsome, and more exciting, but I could never control you like I control him. You're too much man for me, and I need to be in charge, and he's just right. Even if he ever finds out what we did to him, he'll never walk away. He loves me and the kids way too much to let us go."
"I decided to test that theory when I sent her that letter. I'm still keeping up with your lives, your dad, yes, he knows I'm alive, keeps me informed. Gotta tell you, he's not real happy about your reaction. Not as shocked as Jo was, though. She never though you'd have enough spine to walk away from her, even if it is temporary."
"But why fight it, a pussy like you will always go back. It's in your nature."
I was so angry I thought I'd pass out. I breathed while he laughed, trying to get under control.
"Yeah, Mike, you got me good. Got your friends as well. Was all that pablum about Mr. and Mrs. America true or just more bullshit? It had to be if you thought the ideal of American life was a poor deluded fool, a scheming wife, and manipulative relatives and friends."
I stood before he could answer, holding the pistol steady as Said and Moshe put the cuffs, gag, and hood back on.
When he was down I leaned over, talking quietly in his ear.
"You're not in America, Mikey, nor are you anywhere that your friends, if you have any, can come and get you. You're completely off the grid, so I can do anything I want with you. But I won't. I think I'll let justice take it's course here. Their headman is old school. You do realize the punishment for rape in this country used to be castration? Have a pleasant night, Mikey. Sweet dreams. Oh, and Fatima wants to say goodnight"
He was writhing, yelling into his gag. I let Fatima in, and she stood quietly for a minute, waiting for him to relax. When he was she waited until he turned just right, and then slammed her boot into his crotch, three times. Even through the gag you can hear the scream. She smiled at me, turned, and left. I leaned back over as he whimpered. "Don't worry about it, Mikey. I'll make all the pain goes away tomorrow."
He was screaming into the gag as I left. I instructed the guards to make sure he didn't choke in his sleep, went to my room, and slept like a lamb.
...
I didn't know how far the others were willing to go, and I deferred to them. I didn't think they would actually castrate him, but I was sure we were going to scare the hell out of him. Thinking on it, I was good either way. That he was going to lose a body part was a given. I got a lot of satisfaction over that, knowing a spy with a missing appendage wouldn't be very effective at his job.
My arm twinged, and I adjusted the sling, rubbing the groove in my jaw because it itched. Yeah, I managed to get shot twice there at the end, once through the upper arm, and a bullet dug a groove three inches long on my left cheek. Sherry had sewn it up for me when we got to the village. I imagined I'd have a pretty good scar, a permanent reminder of my adventure.
They dragged Mike out, and lay him over a stone, extending his left arm and securing it to the block. A small brazier was going, and the blade of the jeweled sword lay atop of it, getting hotter.
We pulled the hood off, and his eyes grew wild when he saw the blade. I spoke in the local language, as a courtesy to our hosts. I was sure Mike could understand.
"This man has wronged us! He stole something from me, something more precious than jewels or gold. He lied, diverting me from my chosen path, all in the name of the greater good, shattering my world, costing me my wife and my family. It is something he can never pay for, but this will be a start."
I pointed at Fatima. "He raped and abused this child, before turning her over to his friends, all to hide his betrayal, then trying to sacrifice her to save himself when he got caught. He shot one of our brothers, a fatal wound, to save himself."
There was a rumbling among the witnesses, all men, all familiar with the ways of their enemies.
I switched over to English, grinning down at Mike. "You know the traditional punishment for thievery, don't you Mike? They remove a hand, so you can steal no more. You're left handed like me, as I recall."
I took the gag from his mouth, and he started begging. "Please, Pete, please! I'm begging you. They'll kill me if you let them."
"And I should save you, why? How many others have you betrayed? How many innocents have died so you might live? Tell me one thing that would redeem you in the eyes of me and my companions?"
I picked up the sword, the curved edge glowing a soft red. Holding it close enough to singe his skin, I hesitated. Mike was begging, moaning, tears streaming down his cheeks. A large wet spot appeared on the front of his pants. The crowd saw, and a few laughed.
I smiled down at him. "Behold the great hero, the man safeguarding Mr. And Mrs. America! Wetting his pants and begging, now that some of his sins have come to light. Beg me, Mike, one more time, and I may talk them into letting you go."
He cried and wailed until I heard enough. He was whimpering by now. I started to lift the sword. Fatima, thinking that I was going to spare him, snatched a rifle from a guard, swinging it like a club with all her might, slamming the sword into his wrist. The hand fell, but there was very little blood, because the wound was mostly cauterized.
I dropped the sword, and Sherry picked it up. Before I could think Said and Moshe had his legs stretched out, and with one mighty swing his right foot fell into the dust! He screamed again, blood flowing from the stump because the blade had cooled. I grabbed a dagger we had heating, strictly for show, and slapped it against the stump. With one more scream and another gush of urine, he passed out.
Mike screamed for three minutes after he regained consciousness before someone took pity on him and knocked him out again. I picked the hand up and put it into an ammo box, hoping I could find some ice soon. I knew, though, that nothing would save it. I left the foot lying in the dust. Forty-five minutes later we were on the move again, heading towards an airport three hours away.
Fatima came and sat by my side.
"He deserved it. I would have killed him if it had been me. At least this way he'll have a hard time forcing a woman in the future." I knew she was right, and just nodded. If there was justice in this world, he would have been tried in a court of law, convicted, and sent to prison for a very long time. But I was fast learning in this shadow world you had to make your own justice.
I thought back as I boarded the plane, the hand solidly packed in dry ice. This was the world I had wanted when I was young. Did I want it now? Not really. I was scared the whole time, but functioned, planned, reacted and adjusted as the situation called for. I was steady back there in the desert, but all I could think of was getting back to my family.
It was a hectic few days before we returned to England. The day after the punishment, as I had begun to call it, we flew back to Syria, into a secured zone if there was such a thing, and lay Emil to rest. Moshe wore his skullcap, which caused some whispering, but the tears that flowed down his cheeks were genuine, and no one showed any animosity. Sherry, Fatima, and I wore the traditional robes of mourning. Said had on his militia uniform, standing stoic while he shed his own tears. Just before he was interred, I lay a wrapped package beside him. The plain sword we had taken from the tomb, the weapon of a warrior, worthy to be carried with him into the afterlife.
We flew from there to Russia, where Anatoli was buried with full military honors. The funerals seemed quick, but their religion demanded they be buried as soon as possible. I was surprised to learn he was married, with two small children.
I offered my condolences to his wife, who hugged me. "He was always a warrior, and later a scholar, trying to make a better life for his family. He died honorably, for something he believed in."
I discovered later several nameless countries and individuals created a trust fund for her, leaving her financially secure for life. She emigrated to England three years later.
...
We traveled back to England, minus Said, who returned to his home with a renewed determination to fight for the creation of a separate Kurdish country. I never saw him again. He too, received a pension from grateful nations and individuals.
To be honest, I had forgotten how we looked. I was still bearded, in robes. My face above the beard was pitted from the sand, the gash still livid on my cheek. I'd gotten treatment for my wound, and it was healing well, itching like mad. Fatima and Moshe still had bruises, so except for Sherry we were a sorry looking bunch when we got off the plane.



Sherry's brother met the plane, along with Lord Bevington. They were shocked at our appearance.
There were a few more people there. Jo, her mother, my mother, and the kids. She had arrived early, while we were away, and was standing there, looking anxiously through the crowd. It took a second to realize she didn't recognize me.
I walked up to her. "Hello Jo. I can't tell you how good it is to see you guys."
She took in the clothes, the beard, the sling, and my damaged face, and fainted.
I was so surprised I stood there while her mother and mine tried to revive her. Polly charged me.
"What did you say to my Mother?!," she demanded, almost nose to nose with me.
"I told her I missed her, that I missed all of you, and was very happy to see her."
She stood, open mouthed. "Daddy? DADDY!" She was practically screaming, wrapping me up in a tremendous hug, causing pain to radiate out of my wounded arm. Maybe she felt me flinch, because she pulled back, noticing my sling for the first time, and my face.
"DADDY! What happened? Are you all right?"
"I'm fine, baby, and getting better. A truck I was riding in wrecked, and I ended up body surfing sand at forty miles an hour."
All right, a half lie. The truck did wreck, I did slide along the sand. I didn't tell them that the truck wrecked because we were under attack, or that I got hit in the hail of bullets that followed the wreck.
By now Jo had recovered, hugging me on one side, my mother on the other. Jo kept crying and saying "sorry" over and over. Lord Bevington broke us up before we could really talk.
"Dreadfully sorry, but you must let Pete attend to some business first. He should be free in about three hours."
They had to peel Jo off me, and I promised I'd see them as soon as I could.
Thirty minutes later we were sitting around the conference table of our favorite lab, scrolls sitting in their containers on the floor.
"First, let me say how saddened I am at the deaths of our friends. I never thought for one minute you'd ever be that close to danger. My apologies, for risking your lives."
Moshe sighed. "We all knew what could happen, sir. It was a risk worth taking, in our opinion. None of us were forced."
We all nodded agreement. Lord Bevington rubbed his hands together.
"All right then. I must say, well done! Well done indeed. Not only did you retrieve items that may change the way the world may view history, you struck a terrible blow to the confidence of ISIL. Just whose idea was that, anyway?"
"I don't think it was a conscious decision at all, we just went with it when we started talking." Moshe grinned a little as he said it.
"It doesn't matter, my intelligence friends tell me it couldn't have been any better if it had been scripted. We're getting reports of strife between factions, alliances crumbling, some executions for perceived betrayals. The bleedin' sods are almost wetting themselves. Raids have been stepped up, some that were months in the planning, and as every target fell, the mark "S7" was placed prominently. The enemy now thinks there are hundreds of you. I'm glad you had the wisdom to keep your faces covered. I doubt they have the ability or resources to use voice recognition hardware, so you should be safe."
He stopped smiling. "You know, you may never, ever speak of this except with each other. If they ever find out who you are, your lives would be in constant danger. Their honor would demand your deaths. Right now they think they were faced with an international group of highly trained commandos. If they ever found out you were just a bunch of scholars, their rage would know no bounds. So remain silent, and let the myths and legends grow. I assume you all want to continue your work? You will never, ever, go out again as you have before, it would be just too dangerous, do you understand?"
We all nodded assent, I think collectively our days of adventure were done.
"Very good. Now, you have a month of vacation, at full salary. Take it. Rest. Relax. If there is somewhere special you'd like to go, say the word, and it will happen, at no personal expense. Even though they don't know who you are, you have the gratitude of a few nations and a lot of individuals. Enjoy."
He stood, the meeting over. We talked, hugged, and went our separate ways. Moshe was going back to Israel to be with family. Sherry was taking Fatima to America, somewhere she had always wanted to go. She even wanted to go to one of the Disney theme parks.
And me? I was going to see if I had a marriage left. That wasn't quite right. My old marriage was over. Dead as Emil and Anatoli. No, I was going to see if I could forge a new marriage, one built on honesty. If I couldn't, if she couldn't see the difference, then I'd file the paperwork.
...
After my meeting, I went back to my flat, looking forward to a long bath and normal clothes. I must have soaked for an hour, figuratively washing the sand of the desert off me. I wrapped myself in my towel, eyeing my reflection in the mirror. My hair was longer than it had ever been, and my untrimmed beard seemed to run across my face with no apparent pattern. I still hadn't decided whether to shave or trim it into something more reasonable. I smiled grimly, looking at the mess my face still was. I wondered, would the scars be noticeable? The small bullet hole was still angry and red looking, but healing nicely. I smiled even wider, thinking about the conversation I'd had just before I left the lab.
Lord Bevington was waiting, looking distinctly uncomfortable. "Pete, may I ask you a few questions?"
I looked around, found a small bench under some trees, and motioned for him to sit. One of the things that attracted me all those years ago was how scenic the place was, looking just like a branch of an old, venerated, English college should.
"Again, let me say say how happy I am that you're all right. I got a call the other day from my friends in government. They had gotten a call from our American cousins, who asked some interesting questions, mostly about you. Seems you had picked up someone on the way out of your little dustup, but he wasn't with you after the first two days you were safely away. Care to comment?"
"He was an American. They were going to behead him. We decided to take him along when we left the country, and he stayed with us a couple of days, before we parted ways. I never asked, but I don't think he was with any sanctioned group operating in the area."
"Ah. So then, you would have no knowledge of a van pulling up to the U.S. Embassy in Cairo, and dropping off a hooded, bound man on the street. with the word 'American' on a sign attached to his back? A man with, ah, parts missing?"
I was glad now that Moshe hadn't told me where they were going to send Mike, only that they would get him to a safe place. I could look Teddy in the eye with 'plausible deniability'. "I wouldn't know anything about that, sir."
He looked at me, a slight smile playing on his lips.
"So then, you wouldn't know anything about a package that was delivered to your embassy in London, through diplomatic courier from Dubai, two days ago. A package that was addressed to your father, who was still here, awaiting your return? A package, that upon opening, made him physically ill. He left abruptly, telling your mother his responsibilities called him away. She found that quite odd, since his presence here was a courtesy, and that the briefs he brought was supposed to be his last official act before retiring."
I couldn't help it as a small grin flickered around my mouth. By the time we had gotten to a city with enough size to even attempt reattachment surgery, it was far too late. Moshe sent Mike on his merry way, and I still had his hand. I was just going to toss it, when it hit me. I knew just the man who would appreciate what the hand meant. So I had asked my friends for a small favor, and they packaged the hand in enough dry ice to make the journey, and sent it on it's way. Bet the guys who X-rayed the package as a matter of course freaked. I'm sure fingerprints and DNA were done. I would have really loved to have been a fly on the wall when the report came back and my father realized who it belonged to. I turned to Lord Bevington with a bland face.
"You know by now that I'm estranged from my father, and not privy to his business. What he receives in the mail is none of my business or concern. Are we done here, sir?"
He was grinning openly now. "Quite. I suspect, dear boy, that there are going to be people, some very close to you, who are about to discover they never really knew you at all. These little adventures have changed you, old son. My before mentioned friends would like to take you out for a pint, at your leisure, and some woman named Madeline, from your side of the pond, sends you her regards and a message. As soon as her schedule permits it, she would love to speak to you. She said she'd call. Off you go, lad. I'm sure you're anxious to see your wife after all these months. I expect you back in a month, rested, restored, and ready to go."
Jo wasn't there when I finally got to my flat, so I took advantage of the time to clean up. I settled on just trimming my beard a little, and to wait for the damage on my face to heal. I'd see a barber later, neaten my beard, and trim my hair back to a more suitable length. I opened the door and found Jo sitting on the sofa. She must have entered while I was in the bath. For the first time she saw the bullet hole in my arm.
Paleness seemed to be her new skin tone. I stood, saying nothing, as she rose and came to me, slowly raising her hand to my arm, then my face. "Does it hurt?'
"Not as much as it did. I should be back to normal in no time."
"Can I ask how it happened?"
"You can, but I signed some papers to take this job, and the National Secrets Acts binds me to say nothing."
She tried a different tact. "Where were you? I couldn't wait three weeks, honey. I couldn't wait another day. I could tell by the emails and the tone of your voice when we spoke that I was losing you. I can't bear the thought. Please, honey, don't leave me."
She was almost wailing by then. Something had changed in me, something I wasn't sure I liked and it came surging out of me.
"Why? Why would it matter? Is your need to control someone distressing you? Afraid I was turning into a man you couldn't handle?"
She flinched back like I had slapped her.
"I can't talk about where I've been, but I can tell you I've met some really interesting people in my travels. This last trip, I met a ghost from my past, a little birdie that sang an interesting tune about you. You really married me because you could control me? What about Alan Jeffers? Did you pull back from fucking him because you were afraid he'd be too much man for you? Safe little comfortable, trusting me just wasn't enough for you anymore? I'm sure in that lawyerly mind you had already rationalized that a little on the side would do us both good."
"Speaking of a little on the side, I remember well how much you enjoyed our sex lives. How are you holding up in this dry spell? Or are you drinking from another well? "
"How did you...nobody knew all...please, honey. I'll tell you everything later. And no! There's been no one else, and there never will be! I promise. But right now I think we should focus on our marriage. I..."
I broke in on her. No way was I going to let his slide, give her time to come up with evasions and half truths. This was our literal showdown at high noon. May the fastest shot win.
"Our marriage? I need to tell you something, before I left, I talked to the Dean of the law school, and showed him the letter. You know he's still licensed, right? He told me if I could get you to admit on tape that the letter was true, there was a very good chance the marriage could be annulled, even after all these years. False pretenses and other things I don't really remember now. We wouldn't have to worry about the divorce, because legally we were never married. No mess, no fuss. What do you think?"
It was too much for her. She screamed and ran out the door.
...
Well, I thought that went well. I dressed, called the kids, and set a dinner date at the best restaurant in this small town, away from the academics and college staff.
"Will Mom be there?"
"I don't know, Jess, she didn't really say anything to me before she left. Let her know, I'd really like to have us all together, at least one more time."
Her phone was on speaker, and Polly jumped in. "What do you mean, Dad? One more time?"
"Don't read anything in to what I said. What I meant is that I'm staying here, for at least another six months, until my sabbatical is over. I may stay longer, depending on the time it takes my team to decipher some of the scrolls. I'll tell you more at dinner."
The restaurant was excellent, good ambiance, great food, excellent wine. I had arranged to have a small section reserved for just us, away from the general patrons.
Josh was talking about the beauty of the local college population, and maybe he needed to spend some time here, to "round out his education". I just grinned, remembering what a horn dog I had been in school, before I met Jo, and told him I'd check in to it.
Jo was there, in a dress I'd never seen before, that was demure but enticing, hugging her slender frame, showing just a hint of cleavage, the hem short enough for me to remember how I'd always thought she had the greatest legs in our circle of friends. Even now, at 44, she was hot enough to gather looks from other diners.
She was saying very little, letting the kids carry the conversation. I think she was afraid of saying the wrong thing, and triggering an explosion.
The kids, especially Polly, couldn't get over my appearance. The little field trips, with the exercise and hurried meals, had left me lean, seventeen pounds lighter, and what was left was all muscle. I wasn't wearing my sling, but I had to be careful how I moved my left arm.
"What's wrong with your arm?"
I grinned at Josh. "Nothing serious. Like I said, body surfing sand is not a pleasant experience. I'm afraid I'll look the worse for wear for a few more weeks." I rubbed my face, the road rash was healing, but itched like mad. We'd all seen a doctor before we came back. Moshe and Fatima would have no scars, except emotional, although Fatima was scheduled to go into counseling, to deal with the trauma of her rape. The doctor told me the damage to my cheek was too far gone to fix without cosmetic surgery, even though Sherry had done a decent job sewing me up. Heck, I wasn't that attractive to start with, so I was just going to leave it.
I knew it was killing them, so I told them enough about my work to satisfy them, explaining that the stuff we'd brought out of the area would keep researchers going for years, and some history might just end up being rewritten. As I talked, my passion for what we had been doing became evident. When I stopped, they were stunned into silence.
"Wow! Dad, will we be reading about you in the papers, are you gonna be famous?"
"Probably not, Jess. Guys like us tend to blend into the background."
"Well that isn't fair!"
"Yes it is, Polly. In the end, no one will care how the information came to light, just that it exists at all will be enough."
Jo was still not talking much, but seemed comfortable now, enjoying the flow of the conversation.
"Nonetheless, we're all very, very proud of you."
The kids chimed in, echoing what Jo had said. Josh grinned, a gleam in his eye.
"You know, Dad, in all your travels, you could have at least picked up a few gifts. I wouldn't have minded my very own belly dancer."
"Sorry, son, she was just too big to put in the suitcase. But that being said..."
I picked up the small bag I'd brought along. "I have a few early Christmas presents, a few trinkets I thought you might like."
I gave Josh a curved dagger, at least three hundred years old, patterned after the Ismali assassin daggers of the area a thousand years before. The steel was excellent quality, the handle real elephant ivory, the scabbard heavily tooled leather. I'd picked it up on our second trip, getting it for a good price, giving the trader enough to live on for a year. I carried it in the small of my back every trip afterwards. He was stunned.
On our very first trip, I found a small wooden cask in a cave. The cave was completely empty, having been looted years or centuries before, and the only reason the cask was still there was because it had been mudded over, and the earthquake had broken the seal. I gave it to Said, because we weren't interested in anything but scrolls. I'd assumed he'd given it to the local leaders.
After we got back, he produced it one night, placed it on the table, and we broke the lock. It was about fifteen inches long, twelve deep, and twelve wide. We were so stunned when we flipped the lid up we just sat there.
It was filled to the brim with jewels. Emeralds, mostly, a lot of rubies, some very large sapphires, and about three dozen diamonds, Some were finished, but most were uncut. Immediately closing it, we placed it in our safe, and left a message for Lord Bevington to see us as early as possible.
He stopped by the next day, thinking we'd discovered something in the scrolls we'd found. When we sat the box on the table and opened it, he was just as speechless as we were. After discussion, he asked us to keep it safely locked away while he made inquiries to determine who they should go to.
Said, meanwhile, had made a few calls of his own. Teddy was back the next day, a bemused look on his face.
"Well, my friends, it looks like you just became rather wealthy. After talking to the Kurdish council who are nominally in charge of that area, they have decided to give you a finder's fee as a thank you. It won't do you any good to argue, and it would offend them if you didn't take it. A representative will be here shortly, to take their share back. I imagine there will be some shiny new rifles in the hands of our friends very soon."
Two days later a man who looked like a larger version of Said showed up, looking uncomfortable in his suit. He was greeted warmly by Said, who had served under him for years. He was just as stunned as we were to see the cask.
We poured them out, and sorted them into piles, each jewel separate. Then we excused ourselves, except for Moshe and Said, who stayed to help divide them. Moshe had gotten hold of a set of scales from the chemistry department, to help determine carats. It took them ninety minutes to do the inventory.
When we came back the pile of gems was quite a bit smaller, but still looked pretty big to me. It was maybe one eighth of what they'd taken, but it was a still an impressive pile. They were for us, a gesture of thanks.
"How are we going to divide them?," Fatima asked.
"Easily," I said. "If the rest agree, we're going to leave it to you and Sherry. Divide them into seven groups, as equitably as possible. Then call us back in."
It took them an hour. Occasionally we'd hear loud voices. We went to lunch, bringing them something back. As they opened their plates, Sherry asked how we were going to determine who got which pile.
I grinned, and had Emil turn his back to the table and put my hand on a random pile.
"Who gets this one?" I asked.
"Sherry." I put her name on a piece of paper in front of it. We did the same thing until all the piles were named.
Then we just looked at them. "Now that that is settled, what do we do with them?"
Moshe looked at Emil and snorted. "We send them to my country. We practically invented the jewelry business. They will appraise them, store them, cut them if you want. I'm sure they would give you a good price if you wished to sell."



He went back home, seeing his family, and when he came back, he gave us all a slip of paper. We all got a little pale. Two hundred to two hundred and twenty thousand US dollars, estimated value. Maybe a lot more if we held them any length of time.
I did the math a little later. If we were given an eight, that meant there had been roughly ten million dollars plus worth of stones Said had been carrying around.
We talked about what we wanted to do with the gems. I'd gotten twenty pretty decent emeralds, fifteen rubies, eight large star sapphires, and five good sized diamonds. I had already decided to have necklaces made for the girls, and a ring for Josh. I didn't decide until the last minute on Jo, but in the end I just wasn't cruel enough to leave her out.
So we made a quick side trip to Israel while we were on one of our missions. I traded the largest emerald and a smaller ruby for what I wanted, probably too much, judging from the disgusted look Moshe gave me when he found out. I thought the finished product was worth it, anyway.
The necklaces were works of art in twenty four carat gold. The emeralds were surrounded by a band of gold with inscriptions. The inscriptions were in Aramaic. I handed the two smaller ones to the girls. "It means 'beloved daughters'," I said, enjoying the stunned looks on their faces. Both came to me insisting I put them on their necks, and sat stroking them for the rest of the night.
Josh got a ring, inset with the smallest but best quality star sapphire in my share. It still looked large on his finger. "It means 'mighty son'," I explained. There was something suspiciously like moisture in his eyes as he and the girls admired it.
Jo was getting antsy, wondering if she rated a present. I was shallow enough to stretch it out for a bit before I reached into the bag for the last time. Very nice earrings, from splitting one of the rubies, her birthstone. Beautiful in their own right, the jeweler who created them told me I should insure them for twelve thousand, and seven each for the girls' necklaces. The ring was the least valuable, coming in just under five thousand.
She was moved, without a doubt, crying, her hands shaking so bad the girls had to put them on her. They were all speechless when I pulled out the last item. A heavy gold necklace, with a heart shaped ruby for a centerpiece. I admit I got a little revenge in the inscription. The front side said 'dream wife', and the back said 'dream thief'. I may or may not explain the inscription somewhere down the road. Insurance value, fifteen thousand. If you were adding it up, little of my stash was gone, and I still had the diamonds.
Josh just grinned, but the women were speechless, retiring to the restroom for some makeup repair. It was the chance Josh was waiting for.
"Are you going to forgive them?"
"Them who?"
"Please Dad, you know who. Mom. Grandpa. Grandma. It's been pretty dreary since you've come here. Are you really thinking about relocating? Is Mom going to come here, or are you going separate ways? You keep forgetting, we're all grown up now, and we smell a rat. Grandpa refuses to talk about you, and Grandma just cries and says that he, Uncle Mike, and Mom did something pretty awful a long time ago, and you just found out. That's all anyone will say, and Mom just tells us they did something that angered you, but you'd get over it eventually and see they were right all along."
Poof! There it went, any good feeling I was having just flew out the window. Josh actually flinched at my expression. Forcing myself to calm, I smiled at him.
"I respect your mother's opinion, but this runs pretty deep, and I'm not sure, not at all, that I can get over it. You may end up with a quasi-Brit for a father, and an American executive for a mother. Is it what everyone wants, probably not, including me. But as you keep telling me, you're adults now, so whatever happens I expect you to deal with it as such."
"Okay, Dad. I'll leave it alone. But you know my sisters won't, so if you have to shut them down, do it gently. Jess doesn't say much because she's always been the quiet one, but she doesn't smile like she used to, and Polly, well Polly is Polly, and she won't go quietly."
For the first time in the conversation I smiled. Josh must get his pragmatism from his mother.
"Either way this turns out, I'll be gentle, and respectful to their emotions."
He leaned back, grunted, and started looking at the dessert menu. The ladies returned, makeup repaired and hair fluffed, with odd expressions on their faces.
"We met a lady in the restroom who just loved our new bling, Daddy," gushed Jessica, "and she said they were custom made and really expensive. She even showed us the Maker's mark, saying he was one of the best at his craft. Were they really made in Israel? How much are they worth, honestly?" I just smiled.
"They were worth the smiles I saw when you got them, and that's far more precious than money. If you're uncomfortable with my little gifts, hand them back to me. I might have a couple of daughters in an alternative time line that may be willing to take them in the spirit they were given."
Hands went to necks, instinctively protecting the necklaces. It would take a lot more than asking to ever make them part with their gifts. Jess stuck her tongue out.
"All right, meanie, er, Daddy, don't tell us then. See if we care! And don't ever think we're going to part with them, except when we let your granddaughters wear them at their weddings."
The mental image hit me hard. A lump came into my throat, wondering if I'd be around to see that happen.
"Well, I ain't giving this ring back, ever. I got a feeling I'll get a lot of mileage out of this thing with the babes, especially when I tell them my globe trotting Dad acquired it under mysterious circumstances."
I smiled and Jo flinched. He really didn't know how close to the truth he was.
...
They drifted out after dessert, giggling and teasing each other. God, they were such good kids!
Jo and I sat, sipping coffee and a cognac. When her snifter was empty she sat it down.
"Can we go back to your flat?"
"Why?"
"Because I'm your wife, a woman who loves you more deeply than you would believe, and who hasn't been physically close to you in months. I want to hold you, kiss you, make love to you. Is that so hard?"
"Short answer? Yes it is. But you're right, we need to talk. I've learned some things about you that I'm betting you would really wished had stayed buried, and I tell you this. One evasion, one out right lie, and we've HAD a good relationship. If you're willing to promise this to me, then yes, let's go back to my flat."
She nodded her head, too confused to talk, so I walked outside, and hailed a cab. She said little on the ride, but I bantered with the cabbie over his Arsenal decal, bemoaning how far my team, Mann U, had fallen.
She walked in, and spent several minutes browsing around, looking at the space I'd called home. I had the feeling she was looking for signs of a woman. She touched a few trinkets I'd brought back from my journeys. Stopping, she picked up a picture one of our guides had taken on our first trip, us all together, wearing robes and covered with dirt from crawling about in caves for seven hours. We were all smiling, excited with our adventure.
"You all look so happy," she finally said. I gently took the photo and placed it back on the shelf.
"We were. That was our first trip, and we were safe, so it was just one big adventure for us. These two," I pointed to Emil and Anatoli, "died, last trip out, sacrificing themselves so the rest of us had a chance of living. By then, the big adventure was over. All that was left was life and death, trying to salvage something that may not have any real value in the end. I treasure the time because it taught me a lot about myself. Want to know what the biggest lesson was?"
She nodded, totally captivated.
"I learned I could have been good at the career you denied me. I lied, saving the lives of me and my friends by my wits alone. I looked people in the eye and killed them, knowing if I didn't we would all die. I didn't feel regret, or elation, I really didn't feel at all. I just did what was needed and moved on. I became just like Mike, and you, and my paternal unit. I lied to achieve my ends, manipulating people with no regard. The big difference was I didn't have a long term agenda, and what I did was for actual survival."
Jo had gone progressively paler. I got a fresh bottle of brandy, pouring her a generous measure. She took it gratefully, sipping slowly.
"I don't know you at all anymore, Pete. You're not the man I married."
"Well then, the playing field is finally level, because I have no idea who you are. You're certainly not the woman I fell in love with all those years ago. That woman died the day she lied about being pregnant with my child and then losing it. The woman who replaced her is a total stranger to me. And you're wrong. I'm exactly the man you married all those years ago. You're just seeing parts of me that had been buried, parts that had no reason to come out until recently."
I changed directions on her. "Do you really want to stay married? Why? You have to realize by now It may be years before I take anything you say, any suggestion you give, at face value. I'll always be looking for the hidden agenda, the manipulation, the hints of control. I don't really think you'd like living with me right now."
Tears were streaming down her cheeks unchecked while she flinched at my words.
"You've freed me Jo. I will no longer try to go along with your agenda just to keep you happy. The kids are grown, so if we never reconcile they'll be sad, but they'd get used to it pretty quickly. And it would be in your best interests to keep me as far away from your job as possible. If the chance ever comes along, I intend to give your almost lover Jeffers a pretty strong talking to about the perils of interfering with a marriage, even if the fallout is loss of your precious career. I don't care if it's at a company function, in your offices, or on the street. I think I could make my point pretty effectively. Speaking of that, why didn't you go all the way with your little fling? It couldn't have been fear of me finding out, after all, you had control, right? I bet you thought even if you got caught, you could spin it to the point I'd understand and forgive you. So why? It would have been the cherry on the shit sundae you had been feeding me since we got together."
I thought she was going to pass out. Taking the brandy away, I brought her a glass of water, which she sipped slowly.
"I don't know what to say," she said, finally.
"How about the absolute truth, for the first time in our lives together? I think I deserve it, don't you?"
She sighed, a tear trickling down her cheek.
"I may as well. I've lost you, so it doesn't really matter any more. My worst fear was that someday you'd find out what we did to you. We did it for you! Don't you understand? We did it for you!"
"Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit. You didn't do it for me, you did it to mold me into the man you wanted, staid, steady, dependable. If I followed the path I'd chosen, you wouldn't be in charge anymore. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that your two partners were afraid I'd be good at it. So you plotted, conspired, and you all got what you wanted, the hell with what I wanted."
After she got over her sobbing jag, she finally started opening up. "You don't know how right you are. There's something inside of you, something I detected pretty early, that told me under the right set of circumstances you would be a very dangerous man. I was afraid of that, plain and simple. Oh, I knew you'd never hurt me or our children, but if that beast ever got unleashed, I was afraid it would change you. And it did. Look at you now. When we were in the restaurant tonight, your eyes were constantly moving, cataloging, analyzing. I've never seen you do that before. I think a lot of your trust in humanity is gone, and it makes you a colder person. The old you would have been concerned about my feelings. The new you probably wouldn't hesitate to destroy me to find out the truth."
She stopped for breath, her eyes begging me to dispute her words. I just looked at her steadily, waiting.
"I don't really know what was going through my mind when I started 'seeing' Alan. He was smooth, but I had run into smooth before. We were in a rut, I was working horrific hours while you had a fairly set schedule, with no one breathing down your neck for results. We never went anywhere or did anything without the kids. I know, before you say it, that a lot of it was my fault. I know you tried to get me out more, weekends without the kids, nice flowers to work. But you were my husband. I'd come to expect things like that from you, and that negated any thrill I may have gotten."
"We actually were working long hours, at first, but as the workload lessened we started having a drink after work. The drinks turned into dinners, dancing, social and business affairs we attended as a couple. Like I said, I wasn't the first frustrated wife he'd gone after. He built me up while undermining you at every opportunity. And soon, I was agreeing with him. We hadn't had sex yet, but we both knew it was coming, soon. Then I got a wake up call."
She had her eyes shut, so she wouldn't have to look me in the eye.
"We'd gone to some sort of diplomatic event. Alan wanted to meet some people, a group we were considering as a possible takeover target. I kept a wardrobe at the office, a few casual and formal outfits, things you'd never seen. I had on an evening gown he'd gotten for me, something I would never had picked because it was a bit revealing. We'd just finished a dance, that ended with a lingering kiss. He went to freshen our drinks while I sought out the restrooms. You can't imagine my shock when your mother stepped in front of me."
"This stops now!," she said, fury in her voice. "If you're not in a cab before your 'date' comes back, I'm sending Jake this picture. Your clock is ticking." Holding up her phone, she showed me the picture she had snapped of me, in that dress, kissing Alan, his hands all over my bottom. I ran out of that hall like my hair was on fire. I went back to the office, grabbed my secret clothes, and dropped them all in a charity bin. Alan must have called me twenty times in the next hour. I deleted every one, blocking my number."
"He was furious the next day, until I told him we'd been caught, by your mother. He was panicky at first, but by the afternoon he had recovered, saying we would have to be just a bit more discrete."
"I told him in no uncertain terms that the lunches, the dinners, the dates, were over. I realized I had too much to lose, and to put it bluntly he just wasn't worth my marriage. He took it badly, until I threatened to make enough noise to get us both fired."
She wouldn't look me in they eye. "So, if you hadn't got caught, you would have fucked him? Fucked the hell out of him, reveling in your dirty little secret and the absolute faith I had in you."
I looked at her but she didn't answer, telling me all I needed to know.
"You know, back when all this was going on, and you were 'working' all those hours, I can see why you were bored with me. I was boring because for all practical purposes I was a single parent, juggling my job against the needs of the kids, while you chased your dream. There were days that you didn't even speak to your children, and barely spoke to me, because you got home after they were in bed, after I'd long since abandoned waiting up for just a chance to talk to you. I wonder, as you looked in on them when you'd finally get home from your dates, did you ever fell a twinge of shame, or remorse? Probably not. You knew you had me to depend on, to make sure they got what they needed."
She was stuttering now, trying to get so much out so fast none of it was coherent. I just let her ramble until she stopped and glared at me.
"you've become a cruel man, Jake. I didn't think you capable of it. Could you at least tell me how you know so much?"
"Sometimes the truth is cruel, Jo. Regardless of who tells it. As I said before, I met some interesting people in my travels, including one man resurrected from the dead. Under the circumstances, he was more than willing to tell me all I wanted to know. I won't tell you his name, ask my paternal unit, maybe he'll tell you. The fact is I know what I know, and there's no way to spin it. I was always a junior partner in our relationship, even if I didn't know it. We were never equals in your eyes. Never. I was just the poor deluded fool who loved you, to be manipulated at your whim."
I slumped down, talked out. What was left to say? Picking up the brandy bottle, I freshened my glass. Maybe ten minutes went by before she spoke.
"Are we over?"
I looked at the woman I had loved for over two decades, and felt my heart break all over again.
"To answer your question, I think it's fair to say we never started. Yes. Jo, we're over. I don't know you at all, and I can't see being married to a stranger."
I raised my hand as she started to protest. "Admit it, because it's true. You never entered this marriage treating me as an equal. The vows you spoke had secret qualifiers in them. Unto death do us part, as long as you could control me, maybe. Fidelity, honesty, not so much. I'm done, Jo. You're still fairly young and definitely attractive, with a good career. If you decide to marry again, you probably won't have any trouble finding willing suitors. Please, promise you'll treat them with more respect than you did me."
I thought by now she would be cried out, but it appeared I was mistaken. I watched her weep with sadness and a little detachment. Maybe I was already moving on.
"I won't go for the annulment, that would mean bringing the truth out. I'll go for a simple divorce instead, not say anything, and the kids will never have to know what you've done. It will be as fair as I can make it. A straight split right down the middle. Please don't make it difficult on our families or the children."
For the first time, I saw a little of the old Jo come out.
"There will be no divorce. I simply won't allow it. Yes, it will be hard, and yes, it will take some time, but eventually we'll heal, and be stronger than ever. I understand your anger, honey. I would have been upset too. And I'll always regret you finding out about our plan to help you in the right direction. Admit it Jake, it was for the best. You got a loving wife, a great career, and three kids that are happy, well adjusted, who love their father. What more could you want?"
I let the silence linger. "One out of three, maybe. The kids are great. My great career, as you put it, was forced on me, a fall back plan when you became 'pregnant'. And I admit, it was a good career, and I got a lot of satisfaction from it. BUT IT WAS NEVER MY FIRST CHOICE! And a loving wife? You can really say that after all you've done to me? I tell you what, let's do a little research. Let's tell everyone in our social circle, the lawyers, the professors, the corporate people you deal with the whole, unvarnished truth about our marriage and how it came to be, get their opinion if it was a loving act or not. I'm game if you are."
I knew she'd never agree, there was too much to lose, personally and professionally. No one she knew would ever trust her again, plus the shame would kill her, that is, if she felt shame.
She finally responded. "I'm not comfortable with everyone knowing our private business. I think..."
She stopped when she saw the smirk on my face. It must have stung, being beaten by her less intelligent husband.



"All right, I'll admit it. It would make me look like a terrible person, doing that to you. Happy now?"
"I haven't been happy in months. The reason it would make you look like a terrible person because it would be true. Look, I'm tired, and I think you should leave. If you want to talk more, come by after six. I have to work tomorrow, and it's really late."
"Can't I just stay here with you?"
I knew what I was about to say was going to cut her to the quick, but all the months of pain and anger I'd held in surged forward.
"No. I make it a habit of not sleeping with strangers. And that's what you are. A stranger. I never really knew you at all, did I? And in my opinion, with all the baggage we have, it's too late to find the real you. I'll call a cab."
She didn't say another word. When the cab arrived, she took me in her arms, hugging me so hard my bullet wound reopened. The pain from it was nowhere close to the pain in my heart. I hugged her back, knowing it would probably be the last time I held her.
...
Jo didn't come back the next day, leaving that afternoon. Polly and Jessica cried all over me, and Josh looked incredibly sad, but they really didn't talk about it. Josh told me later that Jo told them part of the truth, that she'd done something terrible to me a long time ago and I had just found out. She said not to worry, she would give me a little time and we'd be fine. I don't think any of them bought it. He handed me a thick letter she wrote to me, asking me to read it. It lay on my mantle for weeks.
I filed for the divorce. Not surprisingly, she fought it, even filed papers to force me back into the country. Under the advice of my lawyer, rather than spending money unproductively, I dropped the divorce, sending her a letter through counsel saying that even though I was no longer proceeding, we would never reconcile.
While that was going on, I immersed myself in my work. Sherry and Fatima came back from Disneyland, glowing. They'd made a quick trip to Israel on the way, ordering rings and picking them up on the way back. Matching engagement rings, made from the diamonds in their collection. Moshe came back, bringing his wife and children. She was an attractive woman, and the kids were well mannered and adorable. We became instant aunts and an uncle.
They knew a little about my domestic situation, and said little, other than they would support me in any way they could.
"Great," I told the girls, "marry me instead of each other. I've always wanted to try polygamy out." It got the response I expected, giggles and regrets. Anything but that.
I told Moshe and his wife to find me a nice Jewish girl that didn't mind dating a married man. Ruth just laughed and said if they could find me someone like that she wouldn't be a nice girl.
Many of the scrolls were repetitive of others that had been found over the years, but every once in a while we found something totally new, and our excitement level would spike. We had to be very careful, sitting on the results to avoid international incidents. Teddy took the lead on that, deciding when to release the results to create the least amount of blow back.
Over the months, as I got closer to the man, I often wondered what he did. I knew he was one of the senior directors of the National Museum, but his circle of friends and the amount of people he knew in high and low places was quite extensive. I asked him obliquely, one night over a few glasses of bourbon, what he really did.
"I'm a director of the National Museum," he said, with a straight face, before grinning. "But that wasn't my first job, and I've remained close to my old employers, as a 'consultant', so to speak. Drink?" I knew that meant shut up, so I did.
I did, in fact , have a pint or two with some of his friends a few weeks after our last trip, friendly but serious chaps who gently probed me, asking me for analysis and any insights I may have into the political climates of the places I'd visited. I had no reason to lie, so I gave them my honest opinions, mentioning names of people I thought would bear watching in the future. They seemed quite happy with the conversation.
I impressed them so much, that when Jo showed up unexpectedly with her lawyer in tow, she was met at the college by some pleasant young men in three piece suits showing ID with a bunch of letters and numbers behind their names, and told them I was in the midst of some very important research and couldn't possibly be bothered. Besides, I was out of the country at the moment.
It wasn't a lie, I was in Saudi Arabia, as a consultant, bringing a scroll we had found to my counterparts in their country. It contained a few unknown footnotes into the history of their area, and the decision was made(at our urging)to turn it over to them. We did this after much discussion to prove we were going to honor the terms we'd made when we started the project, to return as many scrolls as possible back to the people we felt had legitimate claim on them, and more importantly, to quell the grumblings that were starting, grumblings that if were allowed to continue could possible out us as "S7".
I attended a dinner at the International University there, even did a guest lecture, that had to be moved twice to hold everyone. It drove home how much I loved and missed teaching. I was partnered at dinner with a woman from Greece. She had the classic Greek features, jet black hair, olive skin, great physical beauty. I felt the electricity when I took her arm, escorting her to the table. We dined, had serious discussions until the wine kicked in, then the conversation degenerated into light flirting. There was a social hour after the dinner, with dancing to a full orchestra. She fit into me perfectly, and the touch was quite pleasant.
I dropped her at her apartment, where she invited me in for coffee. We had the coffee the next morning, after I had slept with the first woman other than my wife in twenty-four years. It wasn't planned, but I didn't try to fight it. I knew full well if I went into that apartment my marriage was finally dead. I went in.
Aphrodite(her father was a history professor)was very skilled in the bedroom. We did the standard stuff, and for the rest of the night she introduced me to things I'd never experienced. The next morning we enjoyed a long shower, followed by a trip back to the bed, followed by another shower, where I had shower sex for the first time ever. Jo didn't think that was very dignified. I slept for twelve hours straight when I got back to my room.
Apparently we made the international papers, and Jo saw us, sitting side by side at the dinner table, and later dancing cheek to cheek. I couldn't understand it, and Teddy laughed.
"Of course you're newsworthy, old boy. A college professor at the top of his field, who consults for the British Museum and other countries, seated beside one of the foremost international law experts in the world, makes good press. The fact that she's ranked ninety-six out of the hundred most beautiful women in the world didn't hurt, either. Enjoy your fame for the short time you have it."
Wow. Ninety-Six? I needed to get a look at that list.
I got a scathing email from Jo, and a profanity riddled Skpe message. I was, and I quote "the lowest asshole in the world, a bottom feeding cheater who didn't deserve another chance," followed by a lot of crying and begging for me to come home.
I sat and wondered why. Why was she doing all this? She lied her way into our marriage, hadn't respected me the whole time, didn't have an affair by the narrowest of margins, expected me to suck it up and carry on after she was exposed. Even after I left, she was still firmly convinced I'd come back to her. AND SHE WAS NEVER SORRY!
In revenge, she sent me a photo of her and Jeffers together at a party in her honor, for making partner. They were standing very close together. It should have hurt more, but how can you mourn for something you never had?
I sent her a bouquet of flowers and a congratulatory note. "Well, your dreams have come true. You've broken the glass ceiling. I wish you continued success, professionally and privately. Tell Jeffers I still intend to say hello to him someday.
Love, Pete."
That little stunt got me a pretty sharp call from Polly.
"What did you do to Mom?"
It was four in the morning, my time, so I was a little slow. "Polly, is that you? Got any idea what time it is here?"
"Not a clue, and I don't care. What did you do to Mom?"
"I haven't done anything to your mother, honey. I haven't actually spoken to her in months."
"Well, you did something. It was cold enough when she saw you with that woman in the papers. Now you're making her cry all over again."
I was getting tired of the conversation. "Polly! I haven't done anything to your mother. In fact, I sent her a nice bouquet over her promotion, even wrote her a nice note. That's been the extent of our interaction in a long time. Now, good night, or good morning, or whatever. Goodbye, Polly."
...
I really wasn't surprised when she has papers served on me, citing mental cruelty. Really? She wanted to go that route? Plus, she wanted seventy per cent of our assets.
It must have shocked the hell out of them when I agreed to the split, if they changed it to irreconcilable differences, threatening to make the letter a matter of public record, along with the recordings I'd made of her admitting everything on two separate occasions if she refused. I even hinted about the annulment procedure still being an option.
I got a email from her lawyer, agreeing, if she were allowed to amend the terms to fifty-fifty. Seems vindictiveness was seeping away after all. There was also a clause stating that I had to read the letter she'd left me, and a new email afterwards, or the deal was off. I agreed instantly, ready to put the past behind me.
Polly had given me the letter when she left, and gasped a little as I tossed it on a shelf, alongside the one my father had left almost a year ago.
"Aren't you going to read it?"
"Absolutely, honey, when I feel like it. I think everything we needed to say to each other has already been covered, so I'm in no hurry."
"But you have to read it soon. It's in the divorce agreement."
"And I intend to honor the agreement. But, you're wrong, there is nothing in the agreement at all that says I have to read it now. I'll get around to it, eventually."
It was the type of trick Jo would have used, maybe living with a lawyer all those years had an effect on my thinking. But my barrister assured me it was completely legal, and wouldn't stop the divorce.
Polly sighed, shoulders slumped in defeat.
"You win. Mom will be devastated yet again. You should see her now. She had stopped exercising, and gained twenty-five pounds before she got over her pain enough to start back up. It's been really hard on her. There's been a lot of rumor and speculation around the college, I hear a lot from my friends. Oddly, not one word of gossip has come out of her company. The least hint gets squashed immediately."
"Let me tell you who wins in a divorce, honey. Absolutely no one. The barristers have it right, you just fight to lose less."
"Will you ever tell me what caused the split?"
"No, this mess is completely the doing of your mother and grandfather. Make them tell you. I'll tell you this though, your mother will go to her grave before she admits any of this is her fault, or that she did something wrong."
Polly sighed, kissed my cheek, and packed her bags.
I got the final decree a few months later. It hurt me to know the marriage was over. Was I really just being stubborn? Were my reactions unjustified? Was it my fault I couldn't forgive her and her lack of guilt? No, no, and hell no. I had loved that woman with every fiber of my being, and when the depth of her betrayal and her lack of respect for me finally surfaced, she didn't think it was a big deal.
Life went on. We waded through the seeming mountain of material we had. When the Scroll Seven ceased to operate, Lord Bevington instituted a program designed to very handsomely reward any independent source who could bring him new scrolls or books, no questions asked. There were several intermediaries, so it was almost impossible to trace it back to him. It got people killed when greed overruled their common sense, but material trickled in on a regular basis.
I never went back to my old university, except sporadically for an occasional guest lecture. I made it a point not to arrive until just before the lecture and leave immediately afterwards, going to a reception for selected guests under the tightest of security. Yes, I was a coward. I didn't want to face Jo again, the thought of reliving the pain didn't interest me in the least.
...
My cocoon of isolation was destroyed when Polly flew over to see me with a young man in tow. I took one look at them and asked them if they had set a date yet. She blushed wildly while her boyfriend grinned.
"Six months from today, I hope. And she really wants you to walk her down the aisle. Will you do that for your daughter? No one knows exactly what went wrong between you and her mother, and her mother refuses to speak of it. I know it pains you to be in her presence, but I'm asking you to endure it for the sake of your child."
I liked the guy. He was direct without being insulting. Polly watched me closely as I pretended to mull it over.
"This isn't about me or your mother. It's about you and your future husband. A name would be nice right about now."
Polly blushed even more, but her future husband stuck out his hand. "Jack Myers, Lt. Jack Myers, class of 2015, Annapolis. Currently stationed in D.C. And you're the famous Pete Trammel. I had no idea who her father was when we first started going out."
It was my turn to blush slightly. "I think famous is a bit of an overstatement. Did she tell you I spend the majority of my time locked in a dusty room translating scrolls and books? Some are no better than a glorified laundry list."
"And from what I hear, some of it is groundbreaking. Did I mention my degree was in Political History?"
We might have gone on for hours if Polly hadn't stamped her foot. "I didn't come here so you guys could talk shop. Focus, are you walking me down the aisle or not?"
I pretended to hesitate for a second, but she looked miserable. "Of course I will honey. Did you really doubt that? And I promise I'll behave. Have a long talk with your mother, though. Tell her not to bring an agenda and we'll all get along. Now, I insist on treating you to dinner tonight."
I took them to the same place I'd taken all of them the last time they'd been here. I wasn't trying to bring up old memories, it just happened to be the best place around.
The meal was great. Polly glowed, excited about the future and glad Jack and I got along. She got up to freshen her makeup, and I seized the opportunity.
"I don't see a ring on her finger."
He looked sort of sad. "She wouldn't let me buy anything until you agreed to be there. She also said you knew some pretty good jewelers."
I grinned. "Let me make a call, see what I can do."
They stayed three days. I introduced him to Lord Bevington, who seemed to have a keen interest. I was sure he had something to tell me later.
Fatima liked him and Sherry said he was handsome. Moshe liked him instantly, and Ruth smiled her approval.
Two days after they left I gave Jack a text, followed by a call.
"I may have something for you in the ring search. I want this to be my wedding gift to both of you. I'm sending you some information on a jeweler. He will have several ideas I'm sure, and the rings will cost you nothing. Pick what you like and give him the size. In about a month to six weeks, you'll have the finished project in your hands. Please humor me and accept this. And it's completely you choice, all I'm doing is calling in a favor and footing the bill."
Jack was stunned, but agreed to get in touch with the jeweler. It cost me my largest star sapphire, but when he was done they had a diamond engagement ring and two custom designed bands, with an appraised value of over seventy-five thousand dollars. Seems jewel prices had appreciated quite a bit since they came into my hands. I had more diamonds, and I wanted to keep them for Jessica and Josh, should a need for them arise.
...
Polly and Jack stayed a week before flying back. Jack got introduced to my friends and they seemed to approve of him. They were all invited to the wedding. Polly spent a day with Fatima and Sherry shopping, and I entertained Jack. He enjoyed the day, I think. I had him over to my apartment, and he admired my sword and the jewel encrusted scabbard. I took it down and let him handle it. The movements he made had me thinking he had a little experience, so I invited him to work out with me at my new dojo. He told me he held a brown belt in Judo and would be testing for black a week after he got back home.
Jack was pleased, saying he needed the exercise. My newinstructor was from the Philippines, and taught an obscure form that the Israelis, Russians, and Americans armed forces borrowed heavily from, especially the knife work. There was no show in this form, every move was designed to kill or incapacitate as quickly as possible. I held belts in Brazilian Jujitsu and Shotokan karate, and this was different game completely.
I introduced him around, and he sparred with a couple of the lower levels, doing an admirable job. He surprised me by asking if I'd go a round or two with him, just for fun.
One thing every instructor I'd ever studied under taught me was to never underestimate an opponent. So I started out cautiously, bouncing around in a Jujitsu mode, His judo training stood him well and neither of us scored a good hit. I switched in mid bout to Shotokan, an art that didn't grapple much, favoring hit and run strikes. It confused him enough for me to score a turn fist and leg sweep. He got up, the grin off his face, and proceeded to reveal his true level of skill. I was hard pressed for a few minutes before I switched to my new style and put him on the mat, my hand hovering over his face for the kill strike.
He was stunned, then started grinning. I stepped back and he got up, bowing. "Good match, old man. I know now I should have chosen the sword."
I just grinned and took down two wooden practice swords, running through some of the moves Emil had taught me, confusing him because he didn't recognize the style. When the instructor signaled us to begin it was fast and furious, as we went up and down the mat, seeking advantage.
He got a pretty good strike in, blooding my nose. I stopped holding back, and he was hard pressed to keep me from scoring. I dropped a shoulder and rolled suddenly, coming up beside him, delivering a strong blow to his kidney, before sticking the sword between his legs unexpectedly, tripping him to the mat. He dropped his weapon in surrender and I helped him up. I was rubbing my nose, thinking it was a good thing we'd worn headgear.
He came out of the shower limping slightly, and I could see a pretty good bruise on his back. He just grinned and said I was probably going to be the most interesting father-in-law in history.
I took him to my local, and introduced him to a few of the lads from the regional 5 and 6 branch who frequented the place. Over a few pints and some darts they became quite chummy. Moshe and the girls dropped in, and two hours later Teddy came in with Polly in tow.
She glared at us while we looked sheepish, then grinned and ordered a pint. I'm not sure exactly how I ended up in my bed. Jack and I were pretty quiet at breakfast. When they left, Polly assured me she was happy with my approval, and she couldn't wait for me to walk her down the aisle. I laughed and told her it would help a bunch if she'd set a date.



...
Lord Bevington dropped by a few weeks later and asked me if I cared for a drink. I'd learned this was code for we needed to talk.
We got a pint and sat in a secluded part of his club. He got right to the point.
"Fancy Jack will make a good son-in-law?"
"Yes. I like him quite a bit. I believe he's perfect for Polly. She can be quite a handful when she sets her mind. I'm pretty sure he won't put up with a lot of drama. I see a couple of epic rows before they settle down to domestic bliss."
"Do you like him enough to be neighbors?"
I looked at him while he grinned.
"All right boss, give. What's going on in that devious mind of yours?"
"Nothing that isn't a matter of public record. Did you know he was third in his graduating class? Or that his uncle is a senator, or that he's got a cousin in a field close to what I used to do. I think you've met her a couple of times. A tall woman, about your age, blond? Her name is Madeline. Ring any bells."
Well, what a small world. Madeline had indeed stopped by to see me about six weeks after we returned from our last mission, right after the locals had chatted with me. She called and said she was in town, so I invited her to dinner. We had a nice meal, and she asked if we could go back to my place for coffee. I knew what she was saying, she wanted to talk, but not in public.
She inspected my place, even asked if she could handle the sword. She slid it out of the scabbard and tested the edge, not a bit surprised when she drew a little blood.
"Is this the one?"
I didn't understand the question.
"Is this the one that retired Mike?"
I didn't hesitate to answer. "Yes it is."
She smiled. "I can't understand why so many people underestimated you all these years. You broke him, you know. His nerve was almost completely gone. We retired him with a nice pension, but he spent several months in the area, working for an arms dealer and plotting revenge on you. He was about to put a price on your head, or sell you out to Isis as S7. Oh, don't look so surprised, unlike those jackasses we do have the technology to figure out who you guys were, all but the Kurd. We couldn't have that, it would have opened too many cans of worms, so we sat him down and had a nice conversation. I think the threat of taking his remaining appendages convinced him to come home.
Believe it or not, he's an accountant now, living in Cleveland. Like I said, he has a nice pension from us, so he's in good shape financially. He joined the American Legion, goes down every Friday for a few beers and war stories. Everything he tells them is bogus, but they eat it up. He's even dating, a timid little thing that worships him, and he's very nice to her. I wouldn't be surprised to see him married with a couple of kids in the near future.
The point of all this is to tell you you're safe as far as he's concerned. He goes pale every time your name is mentioned."
She sat back, sighing. "Now that the bullshit is out of the way, how would you like to come to work for us? You've proved you're every thing we look for, and your age could work in your favor."
I didn't hesitate in turning her down. "Thanks for your vote of confidence, but I'm quite happy here. I think my adventuring days may be over."
She grinned. "I thought you might say that. Okay then, how about this? Consider consulting for us from time to time. No field trips, just research and opinions?"
I thanked her and told her I would have to run it by my boss. Her smile got bigger. "Oh, I'm sure I can persuade Teddy to lend you out from time to time. Thanks for the evening. It isn't often I get to relax with a nice guy. We should do it again sometime."
I kissed her cheek as she walked out and told her she had a standing date every time she was in the country. She was still smiling when she got in the Bently.
...
I flew home two weeks before the wedding, seeing old friends and colleagues, even did two guest lectures. I spent a pleasant evening with the Dean and his wife. He gave it all in an attempt to lure me back, but my heart wasn't in it anymore.
The kids wanted me to stay at our old house, but there was no way. I ended up staying in the same suite Sherry had used when she talked me into our little adventure.
I had just returned to the suite from a very pleasant visit with the Dean. I'd brought him a gift, a case of very smooth British Rye whiskey, and he insisted we sample a bottle. A sample turned out to be a whole bottle, and I was glad I wasn't driving. The taxi had just dropped me off when there was a knock at my door.
I had started undressing and buzzed enough not to think about it when I opened my door, shirtless. You can't imagine my surprise to see Jo standing there. And it wasn't the Jo I remembered.
She always kept her hair in a short, professional bob, and now it hung past her shoulders, the dark hair hanging in loose curls and accented by random highlights. The dress she was wearing would never pass for professional attire, high hem, low neck line, a shimmering shade of dark blue. To top it off she was wearing glasses. All her life she wore contacts, telling me glasses made her look nerdy and she wouldn't be taken as seriously without them. They didn't make her look nerdy, they gave her a sexy librarian vibe. And her shoes must have five inch heels at least.
She grinned at the expression on my face before breezing by me, rubbing her hand across my chest.
"I see you're still exercising, Pete. You have the body of a man twenty years younger."
"Hello, Jo. Now what the hell are you doing?"
Her grin and strut faltered, just barely. "Simply put, I've missed you. Please, give me a little time tonight, and I won't bother you again while you're here. Pretend we're just a man and a woman without emotional baggage enjoying some time together. No talk of the past or the future. Please Jake, just for a little while."
I stood silently as she became more and more agitated, before I grinned, and turned to the bar. "I like your hair. Drink?"
She touched her hair shyly and asked for a red wine. Drinks in hand we stared at each other, before she took my hand and led me to the sofa.
"I'm glad you like it. I just needed something different, you know? Jessica says it takes years off me."
"Jess was right. Can you believe Polly is going to be a wife, a military wife at that? Seems like yesterday she took her shorts and top off when she was five, declaring clothes 'stupid'. Only the threat of not letting her go back to kindergarten persuaded her to dress again."
She looked sad again. "I've come to realize lately that maybe she was on to something. People would have a lot less secrets if they had to conduct business nude. You know her honey has been groomed as an attache. He'll probably be posted overseas somewhere. You might end up seeing more of them than I do."
A stray thought of a smiling Lord Bevington filtered through my mind. The old bugger!"
"Maybe, Jo. I have no idea where they'll post him."
She shifted uncomfortably, and asked for another glass of wine. She finally looked up at me. "For God's sake, Pete, say something!"
I just grinned. "What do you want me to say, Jo? You came to me, so something must be on your mind. If you want me to say something first, here it is. I still find you amazingly attractive, especially with you new hair and look. And now that some time has passed, I want to thank you for the years, the kids, the times you were there for me. I have to believe in my heart that some of those times were genuine, and you really loved me as an equal."
Her carefully made up face slowly crumbled, and she started crying quietly. I got up from my chair and got a box of tissues, handing them to her. She grabbed my arm instead, pulling me down beside her and diving into my arms. It felt sad, but soothingly good at the same time.
After fifteen minutes or so she pushed back and ran into the bathroom. I was starting to worry when she emerged thirty minutes later. The makeup was reapplied to perfection, and somehow the dress had disappeared. She stood, framed by the door, in stockings and a garter belt, shelf bra, and not quite thong. All black with white polka dots. I couldn't help grinning. The very first time we made love she was embarrassed when I got her down to her bra and panties, yellow with white polka dots. She told me later they made her look like a little girl.
"A damned sexy little girl!" I replied, and it became a little gesture of affection that every time I bought her sexy lingerie I tried to get polka dots.
"I bought this for you two years ago, hoping to win you back. It's been in a drawer with the tags still on it until tonight. I swore that no one would ever see me in it but you."
I started to speak but she stopped me. "Don't talk. Don't think. Love me tonight. Afterwards I'll leave, I won't even try to spend the night. Please Jake, one more night for the love you had for me, that I had for you even though you think differently. Let me have a few hours to make a nice memory I can hold on to when the pain of being alone threatens to overwhelm me."
I thought about it for a second. "I don't have protection."
"I do. I'm on the pill, and there's a certificate in my purse declaring me disease free as of two days ago."
We were like porcupines mating, going slow and being very careful at first. As the past melted away we became more forceful, more demanding. She screamed in orgasm, something she had never done before. Jo also asked me to be rougher. "I want you to take me! Tonight I have no limits, so use me anyway you want. Ahhh...," she screeched, as I turned her sideways, one leg on the bed, the other straight up. Something my Greek beauty had taught me. I did as she asked, slamming into her hard. I was sure there would be bruises tomorrow.
Her second orgasm was so strong she passed out. I stopped, rocking gently, until she returned. She pushed me off, sliding to the floor and swallowing me to the root. Jo grabbed both my hands, putting them on her head. Sliding off for a second, she looked at me and said "Pull! Hard!,' and swallowed me again. We'd been at it for twenty minutes by then. I didn't warn her, just jammed her head down and sighed as I gushed. Jo kept it up until I was totally drained and sensitive. I fell back on to the bed and sighed.
"Damn, Jo..." was all I got out before she was on me, straddling my head. I remembered how she liked it, but went off script a few times, adding a new technique or two. Soon Jo was squirming, rotating her hips slowly. When she came it was a gush. Squealing when I refused to let go or stop, she managed to twirl around and swallow me again. It took seconds before I was rock hard again.
I twisted, throwing Jo off me, rising up and pulling her to her knees, and rammed home in one thrust. Her grunt was primal. I must have pounded her for fifteen minutes before she dropped her head down, her butt still high in the air. The new angle was enough to set me off.
I dropped beside her, pulling her into a spoon position. She snuggled to me, crying softly for a long time, before getting up and going in the bathroom.
Twenty minutes later she came out, fully dressed, holding her shoes. She had brushed her hair and fixed her makeup. I sat up, confused.
"Jo, you don't have to go. Stay a little longer."
She sat on the bed, rubbing her hand across my chest, noticing the six inch scar for the first time. "New? Are you still going off on adventures?"
I didn't answer. She didn't need to know.
Her sigh was loud in the room. "I can't stay. No, I don't want to stay. I'm glad we made love, honey, one last time. But you can't go home again, and we've both changed too much to try. This is my goodbye, Jake, and my apology. I finally figured out what you were waiting for. So yes, I am sorry. I should never have done the things I did. If I had known back then what I know now, I would have told Mike and your Dad to kiss my ass when we started talking about deceiving you. I would have taken my chances on this you."
She stood, bending over to give me a soft kiss. I felt the tears dripping onto my face. Not saying another word, she walked out, finally, from my life.
...
A week later, I walked Polly down the aisle and spoke my part in the ceremony. "Her mother and I do."
Jo nodded to me with tears in her eyes. We stood for the pictures and the receiving line, I had the traditional dance with her, and then we kissed each others' cheek and went back to our dates. I slipped in beside the blond and took her hand.
"You made that look a lot easier than I know it was.," she whispered as she kissed my cheek.
"It's not about Jo and me today, it's about Polly and Jack."
Madeline looked at me and grinned. "Damned convenient, for you with him stationed fifteen miles away. Polly will try to run both your lives. I pity her, breaking strong willed, independent men takes a toll."
...
That's right, Madeline. It was nothing serious or permanent, but when she was in the neighborhood she never bothered with a hotel room.
It was her fourth visit in eighteen months, and we'd become good friends. She got really tipsy one night, and I put her in my bed, canceling her ride and sleeping on my sofa. I got up the next morning, fixed an 'English' breakfast, and woke her with coffee and pain pills.
She drank the coffee and ate the breakfast a little later. When she got to feeling better, she leaned forward and whispered something I couldn't quite hear. Automatically I leaned forward, and she gave me a tremendous smack to the back of the head.
"Ow! What was that for?"
She grinned. "Obviously you need a little training. When you have a woman in a compromising position, you ALWAYS take advantage. Always. It's what people in my business do."
I grinned. "Sorry, I'm just an amateur here. Instructions duly noted."
The Bently pulled up and she walked to the door before pausing, and giving a tremendous kiss. "Good. Now, the next time I visit I expect you to get it right, just without enough alcohol. 'Til then."
I could hear her laughing as she rolled away.
Four months later she called. "I'll be in at seven next Thursday. Tell Teddy you're taking the weekend off."
I picked her up and whisked her away to a five star hotel on the coast, and for three days she was pampered with massages, beauty treatments, new lingerie, dancing, and intimate dinners. We'd walk the shore during the day, eating fish and chips or bangers and mash for lunch, with a pint or two. I even got her on a roundabout for a snuggle. She giggled like a child.
When she wasn't being pampered or being treated to fine dining, we would make love. She was surprisingly shy at first, but by the second day I thought she would eat me alive. Madeline was quite a woman.
She cried on my shoulders when I took her back to the airport. She gave me a tremendous kiss right before she boarded and pulled back, our faces almost touching.
"Listen to me! Until you find another love, every time I come back you will come to me immediately. If you have a date, break it! Understand? Don't make me have my associates show up to persuade you."
"Yes ma'am."
She had a trace of moisture in her eyes, and when the two young men she was traveling back with tried to tease her, she almost ripped their heads off. I grinned and called out.
"Bye, Maddie. Sorry I ripped up the teddy! I'll have a new one for you to model when you come back."
She went about ten shades of red while one of the men smirked. "Teddy? Really?" was all he got out before she punched him in the stomach hard enough to take his breath. Turning, she smiled sweetly at me.
"Make it pink, will you honey?"
And then she was gone. When I had the date for the wedding I called her and asked if she'd like to go. She actually sniffled before accepting, meeting me the day before the wedding in my suite. I was almost too tired to walk down the aisle. Jo kept her face carefully bland when I introduced her, reminding her of the last time they'd met. She was with another lawyer.
Jess said it was serious on his part, not so much on hers. Plus, he worked for Amnesty International. Jo had started volunteering again after she made partner, making them see how good it would make the firm look, and that's how they met. I looked inside and wished her happiness.
I flew home to England, and three days later opened a scroll that would change history.
*****
Well, there it is. I hope you enjoyed it. And there will be a sequel, maybe two. They will probably be as long as this one, so it may be three weeks before the next one.
Once again, my thanks to Jezzaz.
Q
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Again, thanks to Jezzaz for the loan of his characters.
And I did research on everything I wrote, so if you're Catholic, don't be angry. I have no feelings for your religion one way or the other, but I do respect it, and I mean you no offense.
And yes, the main character is a bit over the top, but sometimes that's what is needed. I remember Harddaysnight taking me to task about making the hero of 500 Annies a bit unrealistic years ago.
Of course, after reading his opus Lady In Red, about a group of absolutely normal teenagers, I have to agree with him. Normal is much more entertaining.
*****
I came back to England happy for Polly and the fact that she would soon be close to me again. I came back sad for me, for the marriage I thought I had, and for the way it all turned out.
After the episode with Jo before the wedding, I rethought the whole thing. In the end, even if I would have done things a bit differently if I had given it more thought, I was satisfied I had done the right thing.
I had to admit to myself that if I had gotten my other career choice I would probably have given it up. It was just too depressing, too soul consuming for me to be happy. You'd always see the worst in people, whether you intended to or not.
And I believed Jo actually loved me, but how much of the real me did she love and how much was the construct of me she carefully crafted? Plus I really believed her when she finally said she was sorry.
But it was too little too late, and I wasn't going to try to rewrite the past. Probably the best thing that happened was my partial reconciliation with my mother.
Polly and Jess both showed up at my suite with the determined jut to their jaw they inherited from their mother.
"We're here to do a little demanding and a lot of begging. Not for Mom, or Grandpa, but for Grandma. She's just been miserable the last few years, pining for her only son. She told us she did you a great wrong, but she wanted to explain why she did it, and it led to the hardest, most public fight I've ever seen between them."
When Polly stopped Jessica started. "So we had her write you a letter, and promised her on the souls of her grandchildren we would get you to read it. It's just a couple of pages, so, for the love of your children, will you please read it?"
I really didn't want to, preferring to keep the past the past, but we do strange and difficult things for our children. And like they said, it was only a couple of pages. I opened the envelope.
"My son,
I know I've lost you. I won't ask for mercy, or expect anything, but I had to tell you the truth.
Yes, I did a terrible thing to you, twice. I should have told you the minute I found out, but they talked me out of it, using some pretty valid arguments. If I had told you, which was my first instinct, it would have been the end of you and Jo, and you were so much in love with her, and she thought she was pregnant for real at the time. Plus, your friendship with Mike, the man you considered a brother, would have been gone forever.
And just as you did when the truth finally came to light, any relationship you had with your father would have ended. And so it came to pass."
I stopped for a minute, surprised at the honesty. It must have been terribly difficult for her to write this.
"So I held it in. But my friendship with Mike ended that day. I no longer considered him another son. No son of mine would have done what he did to his brother. He tried several times over the years to justify what they had done, but I would immediately change the subject and he got the message."
"My relationship with your father suffered. It was never quite the same after I found out. I couldn't help but speculate if he could do something like this to his only child, what kind of agendas and secrets did he keep from me. Was he really just a courier? What exactly did he do while he was gone? He repeatedly assured me all he did was deliver messages, but I was never sure."
"And then I wronged you again years later when I caught Jo out on her 'date'. I should have told you then. But unlike Jo, I never underestimated you. I knew deep down, that there was a core of steel in your makeup. Some things you just wouldn't forgive. It took Jo a long time to realize that, and by then it was too late."
"I knew you would divorce her immediately, even though the children were just coming into their teens. There was a chance she would move, and I would lose my only grandchildren. I couldn't bear the thought of that, so I lied to you again through omission. I have to admit I'm wondering how you found out, because I never breathed a word."
"To sum it up, by trying to protect you, I ended up hurting you far worse than if I had told you the truth. You would not believe the hours I've thought about this, and I realize something. I no longer have a right to your love, so I won't ask for it. What I do ask for is forgiveness. Pardon a foolish woman for her crimes, committed out of love and confusion. Promise me you'll attend my funeral when I pass, that you'll see me one more time. It's important to me, so please give the girls your answer."
"I'll always love you, my darling boy."
Mom
Wow. I thanked the girls and told them how proud of them I was for standing by their grandmother. I told them to take a message to her. I would agree to her requests, and I would think about our relationship prior to the truth coming out. That was as far as I would go.
I ran into Jo's mother at the wedding. She was a couple of sheets into the wind and proceeded to unload about my marriage, her clipped Boston tone even more pronounced due to the alcohol. There were a few people around who got to hear it, mouths hanging open.
I waited her out, then told her I needed to thank her.
"For what?"
"For making me realize I made the right choice when I divorced your daughter. If the axiom of looking at your mother-in-law to see what your wife would look like in twenty years holds true, I got out just in time. You look like a scarecrow that fell into a vat of Botox and bad hair dye."
Her mother was trying desperately to beat the clock, and the clock was winning. She dieted to the verge of anorexia, and was always having 'a little something done'. My mother was two years older and looked five younger, and all she did was live sensibly.
She recoiled like I had punched her. "You...you...YOU TAKE THAT BACK!"
"Sorry, Marie, but I think it's time for a little tough love. You're not attractive, you're not healthy, and you're not happy. Step back, take a look at yourself. I'm not being cruel here (well, yes, I was), I'm being honest. You need to talk to somebody, family, priest, professional counselor, somebody, and soon."
I really did feel bad when she dissolved into tears, but I got over it quickly. Maddie was looking at me with something akin to shock as we walked away. "I really, really need to remember to never seriously piss you off. Was all that necessary?"
"No, but then again, before I always had to take it for the sake of Jo. Marie always thought her daughter married beneath her. I endured slights and disrespect my whole married life, and now I finally got to say what I really felt. And it was the truth. She really needs to change her outlook on life."
I did the math in my head. "She's 67, and she'll never make seventy at this rate."
Of course a tearful Marie told Jo all about how mean I was, and she headed over to my table with a full head of steam. To my surprise, Maddie stood and held out her hand.
"Stop! Whatever you were going to say, think first. I heard the whole conversation, if you can call a one sided rant a conversation. I don't know you mother, but she deserved a little comeuppance for the way she was treating Pete. Now then, keep it civil, we are, after all, at your daughter's wedding."
Whatever she was about to say died on her lips. After fumbling for the right thing to say, she just turned and started to walk away. I put my hand on her arm.
"I'm sorry, Jo. Marie never liked me, and I bet she did cartwheels when we divorced. I wonder, does she know the real story, or did you let the lawyer in you spin it? Doesn't matter, I stand by my statements. She needs help, Jo, or she's not going to be around much longer. You're her only child, do something now, at least for the sake of her grandchildren, or regret it for the rest of your life."
She looked down at my hand on her arm, then looked up with tear filled eyes, nodding.
We were at one end of the family table, with all my kids and Jack and his parents between us, Jo, Marie, my mother and my sperm donor at the other. I'd made it clear to the kids it would be very bad if he attempted to speak to me. Very bad. Apparently he got the message, although I caught him staring a couple of times. The second time I caught him I grinned and slid one hand across the wrist of the other in a cutting motion. He went so pale I seriously thought he was going to faint.
I sat thinking about Marie, and the letter my mother had sent, and before I realized it I was up and beside her, hand extended. "Wanna dance, Mom?"
Her hand flew to her mouth and tears started, but she was up so quickly she knocked her chair over. I pulled her on to the dance floor, where she collapsed and clung to me as the tears fell. She was almost in control when the dance ended, trying to talk . I pulled a napkin away from an empty table and gave it to her.
"You did a bad thing Mom, really bad, to your only child. If I didn't believe in my heart you were only trying to keep the family together, I would never forgive you. This does not mean ALL is forgiven. Whatever your reasons, it was still a terrible thing to do, and you knew it was wrong."
She started to tear up again, and I shushed her as she tried to speak. "Mom, call me every once in a while, or better yet, get Josh to teach you how to Skpe. We'll start slow, see if we can rebuild. It's the best I can offer you. And Mom, as angry as I was, I stilled loved you, and I still love you now."
She was full out bawling as the girls rushed up. Polly was furious.
"Dad! How dare you be mean to Grandma like this, on my wedding day no less! Shame on you!"
I just smiled and kissed her cheek, telling her to talk to her Grandma, then come back to me if she thought I'd done any wrong.
Fifteen minutes later both girls were all over me, and Polly thanked me for the best wedding present ever.
After they left Maddie looked at me. "God, I wish I could love like that. If I wasn't like I am, I'd have your ring on my finger so fast it would be unreal."
That surprised me, a little. Maddie had told me repeatedly that long term relationships were forever in her past, and would never say why. When we got into bed that night, she asked in a small voice if I would just hold her. So I cuddled and stroked her hair until she fell into a restless sleep. The next day I went off to England and she went to wherever she was traveling to next.
...
Work was piling up with what we had recovered and what was coming to us through the contacts Lord Bevington had developed. Being three short of our original seven didn't help, but bringing in someone new made us a little unsettled, so he left us to our own devices.
He did, however, bring in a couple of more teams. We interacted with them, but never really hit it off with any of them. They knew we tended to get the more important stuff, and there was a little resentment.
Polly and Jack were frequent visitors. I still missed my other children, but managed to fly them over a couple of times a year. Jo never came.
Jessica said there was a new man in Jo's life now, a middle manager with a major corporation. She said he reminded her of me, in a lot of ways. I hope she doesn't treat him like she did me.
It had been two years since the wedding. I dated fairly often but not seriously. One student at the college came on to me, surprising me no end.
"Do you know how old I am?" I was forty-eight, but I kept fit, still had my hair and teeth, so I was a pretty well preserved forty-eight.
"Just shy of fifty, if I had to guess. I'm not some silly college bimbo. I started my education much later than normal. I'm thirty-five, doing post graduate work here. I'm a little tired of the college boys trying to score with the old broad. I'd like to go out with someone who can actually hold a conversation without thinking about sex every ten seconds. Besides," she grinned, "Your reputation proceeds you. Word is you're a bit of a mystery but a lot of fun to be around, in and out of the sack."
"Well good," I grinned, "and at my age, I don't think of sex more than twenty times in an hour."
She laughed, we talked more, and we did go out. It was fun, the conversations were stimulating, the sex was great, but we both realized there was no future in our relationship. We had a pretty deep discussion the last time we were together.
"You don't trust anybody, do you?"
"I trust my colleagues, my boss, my children, and one or two more, but that's it. Let's just say my past makes it difficult to trust anyone, especially women and leave it at that."
We were in bed, and she stroked my cheek. "She must have really done a number on you. It's a shame, really. You're a nice guy, Pete. If you'd let yourself, I'm sure there's somebody out there who would be happy to love you. Might want to think about therapy, before it's too late."
We parted as friends, and a month later she saw me with Maddy and smirked. There was never any love between Maddy and me, but there was a fondness for each other. One night, she brought up Mike.
"Why didn't you kill him?"
"That would have been the easy way out. Mike was really vain about his size, his ability to get any woman he wanted. He always came out on top, reveling in his spot as the alpha male. No, I reduced him to a mere mortal, and he'll have to live the rest of his days knowing he could never be top dog again, that people looked at his disabilities now and feel pity. That was far more satisfying than anything else I could have done."
She went silent a few minutes before grinning.
"You would be so good if you ever went over to the dark side. Want an update?"
"Not really, but if you need to share, go ahead."
"He married his little honey. They lasted a year before he caught her cheating. It was another devastating blow to an already fragile ego. Now he goes out occasionally, but he's only after sex, and when the woman realizes it, she dumps him. He's thirty pounds overweight now, and his hair is starting to go. If your aim was to make the rest of his life miserable, you succeeded. His war stories have been getting wilder, and his drinking buddies are starting to ignore him. He works, goes home, and drinks. I'm betting he doesn't make sixty."
Was I glad? Somewhat. But in the end, I just didn't care. He was getting what he deserved.
She changed the subject. "You know he was in deep cover, it's why his death was faked. I really thought he was dead like everyone else, but he was working for a group with a different set of letters than ours. These guys do all the really scary shit, I don't even like to talk to them, but when you had your little adventure one looked me up. I had a hard time selling him on the fact that you really were just a college professor who did research and helped collect artifacts. He even said he might offer you a job. I told him not to bother, you were our little secret weapon and we didn't share." She grinned while I snorted.
"You know, I wish you'd let up on the Superman bullshit. I got lucky when I fell into the group, the other four guys were all military men that had seen combat, and they knew how hairy things could get. Sherry and Fatima both knew the risk, just from being who they are. I was just some stupid geek off seeking a grand adventure."
She grinned. "Maybe, but I've talked to everyone, and they all say they wouldn't have made it out without you. Your ability to think on your feet and use deadly force when you had to kept the story from turning out much differently. So even if you think you're just a geek, talk to your friends, they won't hesitate to give a different opinion."
"I did all those things because I was scared shitless. I didn't want to die, and I didn't want my friends to die. So I did what was necessary, lied and manipulated, killed who I had to, to get us out. Don't confuse terror with valor, Maddy. Oh, and I don't want to do anything like that ever again."
She grinned and kissed my cheek. "In my line of work, Pete, there is a very thin line dividing terror and bravery. You did as well or better than most seasoned operatives would do."
She sighed. "Enough about that. Back to Mike. According to his handler, his communications were getting more and more infrequent there at the end. Speculation was he may have been been burned. In my opinion, he was in imminent danger of turning. That would have been really bad. So you did everybody a favor when you stumbled on to him, although it would have probably been better all round if he'd been beheaded."
I shuddered a little. She once told me she was his closest friend in the agency. With friends like her...
I had one more odd conversation shortly afterwards, immediately after I'd managed bringing her to three orgasms in forty minutes. She'd had the last as she rode me, keening softly as she relaxed on to my chest, then giggling five minutes later.
"I'm going to risk offending you, but in a nice way. I've been with more men than I care to remember, and I have to say, you're the third best lover I've ever had."
"Just third?"
"Yes, hon, but that's a good thing. The other two had training, and yes, you prude, every country has some sort of sex school for selected operatives. Pillow talk has destroyed more governments than any war ever will. You throw everything you have into pleasing your partner, and we girls appreciate it."
A stray thought hit me and I blurted it out before I thought. "Is Mike one of the top two?"
She actually laughed. "No. Mike was too much of an alpha male, looking to satisfy his needs whether his partner had pleasure or not. Mike doesn't even make it to the top twenty."
"Top twenty? Wow."
She grabbed my equipment and squeezed. "Don't judge. How many women have you been with since your marriage?"
"Three. And you are hands down the best I've ever made love to." I didn't tell her that while the others were good and the sex was fun, aside from her I felt no emotion at all. It was like an enjoyable workout or a good run, that left me satisfied physically, even if I never ran that path again. And I did have a fondness for Maddy, and felt close to her when we were intimate. The woman had skills, no doubt, but it wasn't anywhere close to the soul stirring enthusiasm that Jo had.
She cooed and kissed my cheek. I couldn't help asking how the other two were better, for research, purely.
"One was a Saudi. He already had six wives, so he had plenty of practice. He was like you, only on steroids. The Russian, ah..." She drifted of into a memory for a few seconds. "The Russian was from a different planet. He had excellent equipment, great stamina, and stellar technique. It didn't last though. He wanted me to do corporate espionage, and when I refused we drifted apart. I heard he died three years later of a massive heart attack. Seems he was mainlining a Russian version of a souped up Viagra. What a waste."
...
We worked steadily, making new discoveries every once in a while. One scroll turned out to be a treasure map, and we got Teddy in on it pretty early. He turned the map over to the proper owners, who immediately looted the site and sold the artifacts. Teddy bought most of it through cutouts. It was a sad lesson.




I don't think Moshe, Sherry, or Fatima realized it, but we avoided the things we had recovered from our last trip. Too many painful memories, I suspect. I thought about it a lot before telling them I was going to start working on them, and they could join me if they wanted.
They left me alone for about a month, until I called them together, telling them it was important. They were surprised when I took them outside, for a quiet walk in the country. We'd got about a mile before they couldn't restrain themselves any more. Moshe stopped in the middle of the path, blocking me.
"Alright, what have you got? I've never seen you like this, so it must be big."
I looked at them, seeing the interest evident. "I wanted to be as far away from prying eyes and ears before I said anything. What I'm about to tell you is big. HUGE. When it comes out it will create a shitstorm of epic proportions. We always joke that someday we'll find something that will change the history of the world. When we carried those scrolls and books home, we did."
I had their interest now. Moshe arched an eyebrow and told me to stop being a drama queen and tell them what I'd found.
I was so paranoid I wouldn't say it, handing them a note, written in Latin, that hit the highlights.
Their reaction to the note was written all over their faces.
"Are you sure?"
"As positive as I can be without more intensive testing and research. I'm asking for your help. You guys are the only ones I trust, if I brought in somebody new and it leaked what we had, it could get really hairy. I don't want your answer right now, I need you to think about it. And please, when you talk about it with each other, make sure no one can overhear you."
There was a bit more discussion, and we walked back to the labs, each lost in our own thoughts.
...
I had lunch the next day with Teddy, at his club, insisting on a private room. He knew I had something important, he could see the tells that I gave out when I got excited. After an excellent lunch he ordered a brandy, and when it was served and the door was shut, he leaned back and grinned.
"All right, spill it. Whatever you have must be huge, I haven't seen you this excited since we first put the team together."
He stopped smiling when I told him, aware of the import of the things I had found, before he grinned.
"Well, well. It looks like we're all about to be famous, whether we want it or not. By all means, carry on. I assume everyone else is on board?"
"They haven't given me their answers yet. But you know they will all want to be involved, after all, how many times does an opportunity like this fall into your lap?"
He frowned. "We're going to have to update security. We'll be refitting your lab immediately. Can't be too careful, now can we?"
"Not in the least."
Of course, every one was on board. and anxious to start. We went painstakingly slow, and for a group like us, that meant glaciers moved faster.
We worked on nothing else for the next three months, only stopping when exhaustion forced us to rest. It was nothing to hear a gasp from one of us, and then have an intense discussion on what had been revealed. The knowledge made my head ache at times. I would often wake in the middle of the night, wondering if we should just stop, and let it go, but then I would think how I would react if I found out someone was deliberately keeping something this important from the public. I decided to carry on, and let history decide if I did the right thing.
The security upgrade was done as quietly as possible, but it was state of the art, the most advanced technology available, and I knew the technicians would have to wonder what was so valuable. As a cover, Teddy had all the workrooms upgraded, but none were anywhere near as advanced as ours.
What was all the fuss about? The scrolls were written and collected by Matthias, the Disciple chosen to replace Judas. Seems he was a little bitter about being chosen by the casting of lots, instead of on his own merits. In one of the letters he saved, he asked Bartholomew if both candidates were qualified, why was only one chosen? Shouldn't they be recruiting all the qualified people they could to carry the message of Jesus forward?
In another saved letter, there was an entreaty from Jesus to Simon, urging him to be more circumspect when dealing with the authorities of the places they traveled through.
Simon had been a Zealot before joining Jesus, and old feelings died hard, apparently. It seemed he thought overthrowing governments and replacing them with one of their own was still a good idea. The thought of reading something that was supposed to be written by Jesus made even an agnostic like me shiver.
Also in the urn was the gospel of Mary Magdalene, and notes about the dynamics of the Disciples after Jesus died, stating her disappointment with the others for ousting her from their movement, and a letter to Matthias speculating that Judas had been set up and poisoned, and that was why there were rumors about him swelling to the point of bursting.
There was also a fragment of the Gospel of Judas, which was nothing like what had been discovered earlier.
There were a few copies of letters from other lesser known disciples who had returned to their old occupations after the death of Jesus, all with an undertone of bitterness that they had been excluded from having a more active role in moving Christianity forward.
All the scrolls were written in the first hundred years after the death and resurrection of Jesus, by a priest who claimed they were copied from the originals. Some of the originals were also in the urn, in very fragile condition. I doubted they would survive unrolling. There was also a full copy written in the fourth century by a priest named Brother Joshua, with a note from him stating that he did them in secret, away from his fellow priests, because he thought they would be destroyed and he would be tossed out of the church as a heretic. His copies were in Latin, with notes on occasion when he wondered if he'd gotten the translations right.
Teddy cautioned us that when the scrolls were published it would be a good idea if we were all on vacation in parts unknown for a few weeks.
"The Catholic Church is going to have a conniption fit when this hits, along with most of the Christians of the world. Expect to be very unpopular for a long while."
I had been thinking about this a lot. Maybe I had been influenced by too many movies casting the Catholic Church in a bad light, but I knew enough from a historical standpoint they could be quite ruthless if the situation called for it. We had scanned and indexed all the scrolls, including the ones we hadn't examined yet, and we could work off those without harming the originals.
I made a suggestion to Teddy, that upon reflection, he agreed with. I broke the news to Sherry and Fatima.
"Sherry, I think you're long overdue for a visit home, don't you? I'm sure the prince and the rest of your family would love to see you."
Fatima froze, a look of terror in her eyes. When they married, they tried to keep it secret for their own protection, but one of her nieces paid a
visit on her way to France for her annual shopping spree, hoping they would accompany her. They were delighted to see her, until they caught her staring at their rings.
She surprised them by smiling. "I'm offended. My favorite aunt, and she doesn't even invite me to her wedding. I'll never forgive you."
After they were assured she was all right with their lifestyle, they agreed to go with her. Like any woman needed an excuse to shop. They even brought a few things for themselves, including matching lingerie. One of the attendant servants, however, was not pleased, and announced it to everyone she knew when they returned home. The Prince sent for her, and expressed his displeasure for broadcasting the private affairs of his family. She disappeared, and her family never saw her again. The message was loud and clear. Private affairs of the royal family were not fodder for gossip.
When the radicals found out, they called for a public stoning of both. The Prince met with them, but there was no middle ground. It ended with the radicals being escorted out of the country, and told never to return. ISIS had a field day, and used it as evidence that the royal family had slipped into decadence under the influence of western devils. One attack occurred, and the Prince did what he promised me years ago, and launched a personal Jihad against them. After dozens died, an uneasy truce was reached. Leave the royal family out of their wars and never enter the country, and they would be left alone.
Still didn't stop some radical priest to do a Youtube rant once in a while. The girls found themselves with bodyguards, and wisely never objected.
I quickly put their fears to rest. "I don't really expect you to go, but if anyone asks, that's where you're headed. You will fly to another airport, board another private jet, and head to your real destination. Along the way, I want you to drop some packages off. Don't tell me where, and don't tell me who receives them, just make sure they are safe. Your original jet will fly to your country, where the Prince will visit it for a few hours. It will then take off and return here, after stopping to pick you up. You will not discuss the whereabouts of the packages to anyone, especially me. Do you understand?"
They did.
Despite our security, word started leaking out. I suspected it was one of the technicians who installed our security system. He was overly interested in what was so valuable, even wandered over to my table. Everything was locked up securely, the only thing on the table with a notepad, with random words scribbled in Latin. It was a habit I had developed early, using key words to remember whole sections, or to research the subject further. Apparently he read Latin.
Teddy came to see me, telling me of his suspicions and concerns. I was really glad we had moved the documents, and that neither Teddy or myself knew exactly where they were. Nixon was right, always have plausible deniability.
I knew we had serious trouble when I heard someone yell my name, someone I didn't recognize.
"Jake! Hey Jake!"
A quick glance confirmed I didn't know him, so I kept walking. He rushed to catch up with me.
"Jake! Hold up for a second, will you?" He said this while gripping my arm. I looked down pointedly, and he let go.
I examined his face, and reaffirmed the fact that I'd never met this man.
"Jake, is there somewhere close we can go to talk? It's freezing out here. I only need a few minutes of your time."
"Do I know you?"
"No, I'm..."
"Someone I have no interest in talking to. And just to clarify, I haven't gone by Jake in years. I never really liked it, and I go by Pete now. You need to do a little better job on your intel. Have a pleasant trip back to where you came from."
I strode off, leaving him with his mouth hanging open. I'd only gone a few steps when I heard him rushing up. The man just didn't learn, grabbing my arm more firmly, spinning me this time. I clamped my hand over his, rolling my body and dragging him along until he lost his balance and fell. His scarf came open, exposing his clerical collar.
"You're a little too free with your hands there, Padre. Now, go away, before I have this nice policeman escort you to the local goal for assaulting me."
He looked up, seeing the campus security guard coming towards us. He'd been standing just inside the building we were passing for warmth, and witnessed the whole thing.
"Please, Ja..er, Pete. Just a moment of your time. It is vitally important."
By then the policeman was there. I helped the priest up. "Let me think about it for a bit. All right, I've made a decision. No. If you want to speak to me you have to go through my boss. I'm sure you know who that is. Have a peasant day, now."
I walked away as he called out for me. I called Teddy immediately. I could almost hear the glee in his voice. "Well, they've heard rumors, then. Let the games begin."
...
Two days later a formal request was made, and after making them wait a week, Teddy granted it.
So one blustery winter afternoon Teddy, Moshe, and I were sitting at a table in a private room at his club with a Bishop of the Catholic Church.
Teddy made small talk, smoozing with ease, then asked what the meeting was about.
"It, um, has come to our attention you may have something that belongs to the Church. This is a formal request to turn it over to us."
Teddy would have handled it better, but I stepped in. "All right, just what specifically do you think we have, and what claim does your religion have on it?"
The Bishop looked uncomfortable. "Please, understand, information like what you have could take years to examine and interpret. It would be better if it were taken to the Vatican, housed in the archives until we can understand it better."
"By interpret, I take that to mean you're going to take it and bury it, never to see the light of day again. Tell you what, we'll give them to you on the condition that my team comes along and continues our own research. I'd love to get a crack at the stuff you've got stored in your archives, maybe we could take a peek now and then, what do you say?"
The Bishop was unsettled and a little angry by then.
"That is the most foolish proposition I've ever heard! You're not qualified to interpret those scrolls, they belong in the hands of true scholars."
That little statement sent Moshe off. "What you really mean is you're too afraid to let someone with an objective opinion anywhere near them. Also, for your information, Pete here is considered one of the top three researchers of that time and area. I'm one of the others, and the senior woman on our team rounds out the trio. So then, you have the three most foremost people in our field working on them, and you don't think we're qualified? Seriously? What's really going on here, Bishop? You seem awfully nervous about all of this. It makes me think perhaps there's something in those scrolls you don't want anyone to see. We've only worked on perhaps a third of them, who knows what we'll find? I'll tell you. Everyone. We'll make it our mission."
Teddy interjected. "Boys, boys, calm down. I'm sure the good Bishop has his reasons. But he hasn't made a formal request yet, and when he does, I'm afraid I'll just have to refuse, and tie it up in world courts for the next several decades if he pushes his agenda."
He turned to the Bishop. "Well, Henry, you made your pitch. Go tell the Vatican it didn't fly. And Henry, tell them to be really careful about how they proceed, understand? This doesn't have to be nasty."
"Very well, Teddy. But you know it's not over. The Church has ways of getting what it wants. We'll just take another path."
"Is that a declaration of war?"
"No, just intent."
I grinned as I got up. "Well, good luck with that. As far as I know, you haven't had an Inquisitor in a few centuries, and the Church itself helped murder all the Knights Templar. A little tidbit here for you to consider. You try coming at us through our families, and it will go very, very badly for you. This is a promise."
The Bishop smirked and started to say something, but Teddy put his hand on an arm. "Careful, Henry, you really don't want to anger these people. They're a little more than they seem."
"They're researchers!"
Moshe grinned. "You keep thinking that, Bishop. It'll keep the nightmares away."
...
Moshe and I shared a cab back to the campus.
"What do you think is going to happen now?"
I nodded to the driver and spoke in general tones. "Oh, they'll keep trying, it's in their nature. They're one of the biggest, richest, and oldest groups in the world. Enormous power is at their fingertips. If it gets sticky we go to Plan B, agreed?"
"Agreed. Your name is the one they will see, so be careful."
I nodded, seeing the truth in the statement. Walking in to my flat, I dug out the Makarovs, hidden away all this time. I cleaned them carefully, loading them with fresh rounds. I also took out my Ismali dagger, checking the edge. I wouldn't carry the weapons since technically I wasn't supposed to have them. The boys in the agencies knew about them, we had spent time together on one of Teddies' estates that had an informal firing range. They even fired them, impressed with their accuracy.
When we first got back from our last trip, I was going to send them home, but Teddy told me to keep them handy. One just never knew. As far as I know, Moshe still had his weapons, Sherry still had her pistol, and Fatima had claimed the cut down shotgun for her own.
Teddy stepped up security, guards increased in numbers and the frequency of their patrols. It didn't matter, two months later there was a break in. These guys were ultimate professionals with state of the art equipment. They went in through the roof, removing a section so quietly the guards never heard it. The roof was wired, and they had spliced everything to read normal. These guys were ultimate professionals.
Moshe and I started taking turns sleeping in the lab on random nights, just to make us feel better. Besides the scrolls we were working on, there were eight urns that remained to be opened.
This particular night was one I chose to sleep in the lab, on a sofa I had dragged to a corner. They were so quiet I might have slept through the whole thing if one hadn't sneezed. I peeked over the sofa. Three men, in tactical gear, with night vision goggles on. They moved cautiously over to the urns, trying to decide which to take first, when I flipped on the lights, blinding them. They clawed at their masks as I yelled out for them to be still. I hadn't seen any weapons, and was surprised when they fumbled with their pistols. One was quicker than the others and got a shot off in my general direction.
I had borrowed Fatima's shotgun, and I cut loose, aiming for their legs because of the vests. When the buckshot hit two went down screaming. The other shot back, the bullets too close for comfort. I gave him three rounds in the chest and helmet before he dropped.
Dropping the shotgun, I pulled my pistols off the sideboard where I had put them, and started screaming for them to put their hands up. One was down and immobile, and the other two were too busy trying not to bleed out to obey me. I had triggered the alarm and opened the doors remotely, and thirty seconds later security burst through the door.
There were a tense few minutes when I refused to drop my weapons, but luckily the security captain recognized me. In forty-five minutes, Moshe, Teddy, and the girls were there, along with the police and three ambulances.
Two were dead. One was hit almost point blank in the groin, and the arteries in both legs were punctured beyond closing. The one I shot in the chest and face died when one of the buckshot managed to make it through the lining of his mask at his neck, lodging on his spine and severing a vein. He literally drowned in his own blood. I'd hit the third lower down and he survived, although his kneecaps were shattered.
Naturally, my weapons were seized and I was taken to the police station. Before they got to question me Heath showed up, waved his credentials around, cited National Security, and escorted me home. Heath was from the British equivalent of Homeland Security, and was one of the first to make contact after our ill fated trip, to access if there was a chance any of it would follow us home. He knew Maddy, slightly, and it eased the way into a casual friendship.
Teddy, Moshe, and the girls showed up, and Heath asked if they needed to be here. I told him definitely, then explained the whole situation to him. He paled at the implications. "Surely you don't think the Church has anything to do with it, do you?"



I grinned. "That would be your job, Heath. At least you have a suspect to question."
He snorted. "Yes, one. Three would have been better, but I understand they weren't very open to surrendering."
I shrugged. "I asked them nicely. They didn't seem to want to cooperate."
He grinned, gave me back my weapons, and left. I spent the rest of the night in my flat, shaking like a leaf. I was definitely getting too old for this.
It made international headlines despite our attempt to keep it quiet. The men were all dressed in standard British military gear, right down to their sidearms. Two automatic assault rifles were found on the roof, also military issue.
The lone survivor had never been in the military, and had a pretty impressive international record, although he was never prosecuted for most offenses, due to lack of evidence and high priced lawyers. He was truly screwed this time, though, and knew it.
He was held without bond, in an undisclosed location. A lawyer came forward, demanding to see him and arrange bail. He was refused, and became very quiet when he was asked who engaged him.
The burglar talked, after a plea deal of sorts. He would do ten years, a cakewalk compared to what he was facing if he didn't cooperate, but his testimony led to an electronic trail that was traced back to an Italian millionaire.
The man was outspoken about the deteriorating morals of society, especially in western countries. He was an old style Zealot, a firm supporter of the Catholic Church. His donations each year totaled several million. He'd had audiences with the last four Popes, a reward for his loyalty and support.
He was arrested quietly by Interpol, and extradited after lengthy legal wrangling. The Church petitioned quietly for clemency, but could do nothing openly, for fear of fallout. Seems the Italian had learned of our work, and took it on himself to retrieve the scrolls for the Church. In the end, he did three years at a Camp Cupcake type facility.
The sad truth were his efforts were for nothing, the urns visible had already been examined and nothing significant had been found. They were window dressing, the real urns were in an eight inch walled stainless steel vault, built into the lab and hidden behind a work counter. The codes to get in were known only to three, and would only work at random times. It was supposed to be the best system in the world.
We received a full apology from the Catholic Church, and we really believed it sincere. However, the publicity pushed it out in the open. Teddy stunned the world by offering the supposed letter from Jesus to Simon for world viewing. It sent shock waves throughout the Christian world.
In a press conference, Teddy gave out transcripts of the letter, along with a promise that he would allow anyone qualified to examine it to do so, under tightly controlled conditions.
To my surprise, a coalition of American faiths sent a man I welcomed with open arms. He was my former assistant, the man who'd taken my spot when I left for England.
The Catholic Church sent their own man, a Scot, complete with red hair. He was six-seven, with a body that looked like it came from central casting of any Highland movie. He had excellent credentials, held two Phd's and was working on a third. He was also a priest, his current assignment was to Vatican City, where he was one of the assistant curators of the fabled archives. He actually had several papers out that the team immediately looked up and read.
They were well written, concise conclusions drawn and backed up by undisputed sources, but I didn't like the tone much. The team agreed with me, it felt less like objective research, and more like tailoring the facts to fit the conclusions.
We didn't work like that. We tried our best to tell the truth about our conclusions, whether it fit our beliefs or not. It was what it was.
...
Maddy came to see me, acting very circumspect, accompanied by a man who exuded a quiet arrogance that came only from true belief. Maddy seemed nervous, so after about three minutes of boring small talk I held up my hand.
"Stop dancing around and tell me what you want, in clear terms. Otherwise, I'll wish you a good day and go about my business. The clock starts now."
Mr. Executive looked startled and then annoyed, and Maddie burst out laughing, addressing the man.
"I told you Bob, but you just had to see for yourself. It takes a lot to impress him, and authority figures irritate him. I promised you an introduction, more for the amusement of watching than anything else. You're on your own now, I'll just sit back and watch."
"Mr. Trammel, I represent a section of the government who appreciates what you've done with those scrolls. We also know how your team acquired most of them. Lord Bevington is to be commended for his vision, and your team for your efforts. All that being said, the rest of the information you're sitting on could be of great benefit to your country. The position we'd be in, the concessions others would give, could prove very fruitful. Think of the service to your country! It would be..."
I was appalled at his sheer gall, and more or less tuned him out. He finally stopped speaking, bathed in self-righteousness, and waited for me to bow to his every wish.
"Just to clarify, you want me to betray my friends, my boss, a country that has adopted me as a son, the countries that entrusted us with their past, and my personal values, hide things that need to be shared with all, just so you could gain advantage? Are all government employees like you? For the first time in my life, I feel like I need to call my ex and thank her for what she did all those years ago(he of course had no clue what I was talking about). I think you need to leave now. And just to clarify the answer is not just no, but HELL NO! Maddy, honey, always a pleasure to see you. If your schedule allows, maybe we can spend a little time together before you leave."
By now I was standing at the door, holding it open. Maddy got up laughing and took his arm, pulling him gently. "Come on, Bob. Don't try to convince him, you'd be wasting everyone's time. Pete, I'll give you a call."
He was stuttering and protesting as she led him out. Just before I shut the door I heard him say "Maddy? Really?"
The tone of her voice wasn't warm. "Yes, Maddy. He's the only one who will ever call me that. You try it, and I'll give you a closeup look at your balls. I know you won't listen, but you need to leave him alone."
He was still complaining when they got into the car. I left right behind them, calling Heath as I drove. When I got to his office I laid it out for him. He sighed.
"So it's come to this. I know Teddy has been visited by a few of the chaps from the Home Office. I would guess they made the same appeal. Ask Moshe, and I'll bet his folks have done the same. The knowledge you possess is possibly the hottest thing on the planet right now. To quote those old Yank westerns I loved as a boy, it may be time to circle your wagons."
I did ask, and they all, including Fatima and Sherry, said they had been approached at different times. It was a somber group.
"Fuck this! The only way to stop this is publish everything we've got, and let the chips fall where they may. It might get them to leave us alone."
Teddy shook his head. "Won't work, dear boy, now they'll always think we're hiding something. From now on, I fear, someone is always going to be looking over our shoulders."
...
Right in the middle of all that was going on around us, I got some very good news. Polly and Jack came to see me, grinning.
I stood as they entered the restaurant, Polly pushed me down, plopping into my lap and giving me a LOT of kisses.
"Guess what, Daddy? My horny hubby has been doing some nasty things to me. And I like it! Especially when it gets me pregnant! Congratulations, old man. How does Grandpa sound to you?"
Jack grinned as the realization of what she said, struck me. A grandchild!
"Well that's just wonderful! Jack, I hope the kid has better bowels than his or her mother. MY God, could she fill up a diaper! Several times a day! Invest in air freshener now."
Polly was squealing and struggling to get off but I just hugged her tighter. "Daddy! That's not true! You always told me I was a perfect little princess!"
"You are," I said, kissing her cheek, "and you always will be, to me. Both of you."
She cooed and relaxed against me, kissing me one more time before sliding off my lap and onto her husbands'.
"We don't know what it's going to be, and we don't want to. If it's a boy, his name will be Simon Peter, after our fathers. If it's a girl, It will be Joanna Estelle, after our mothers. If it's twins and one of each well, everybody wins."
"Have you told your mother?"
"Not yet, Daddy. Jack has leave coming, and we're flying home for two weeks. We'll gather the family together and tell them the news."
We spent a pleasant evening together while I tried to absorb the news. Polly had to use the restroom, something I told her she would be doing with increasing frequency for the next nine months, and left Jack and I. I held up my wine.
"Again, congratulations. I'm sure fatherhood will give you great joy."
He touched his glass to mine. "I'm sure it will. I might have to call on you for pointers. Polly told me you were the primary parent for most of her life. Now, before she comes back, I need to ask you something. Do you know a man named Bob Tilden? I don't know who he is, but he has spook written all over him. He has a little pull, getting me ordered to talk to him. He pumped me for about fifteen minutes before I told him to give it up."
"Things went downhill pretty fast after that. He idly reflected how a young, pregnant wife would feel if her husband was posted in a third world country. Would she stay behind, of go with him, living in danger and dealing with poor health care?"
He saw me go white and put his arm on my shoulder.
"I told him my postings weren't up to him, but should the unlikely event occur, I would resign immediately. I've had some pretty lucrative offers in the past few months, I'm sure I'd land on my feet."
I grinned, imagining Bob's face. Teddy must have thought something was up, and he offered Jack a job in security. Basically, he wanted to hire Jack to protect me.
"I don't want you to lose your career, Jack. I know you'll make the best decision for you two, just consider what you do carefully."
We didn't get to talk more because Polly came back, but I invited him to work out with me the next day. Polly rolled her eyes. "Fine! I'll see if Fatima and Sherry are up for a day at the spa, courtesy of my loving father."
I just grinned and told her to go ahead. The girls put a hefty dent in my bank account, and Jack put some pretty good bruises on my body. Either he was getting faster or I was getting slower. I suspect it was a combination of the two.
...
Taken totally by surprise, I received a call from Jo. She made small talk for awhile before she got to the point. "I'm coming over for the last month of her pregnancy. Josh and Jess will come a few days before the birth, in case our grandchild comes early. We'll all be together again, for a little while. How does that sound?"
I could hear the apprehension in her voice. You could almost see her shock when I answered.
"That would be great! Can you get away from your job for that long?"
"I...I have eight weeks of vacation due. I'll have all my projects wrapped up before I go. Besides, I'm a partner now, so I get a little leeway."
"Good for you! Look, if you haven't already made arrangements, let me handle it. The college has a few very nice houses for visiting lecturers, and I'm sure I can stretch a point and retain one for you, my treat. That way we'll all be close when her time comes."
She seemed stunned. "Are you sure? I wouldn't want to impose on you."
"I insist. It will be nice, although I don't know how much time I'll get to spend with you guys. Work's kind of hectic lately."
I heard the humor in her voice when she answered. "I know. Mother was approached by the Archbishop of Boston a while back, wanting to know if she could influence you. Mom laughed so hard she cried, before answering. She told him he'd have a better chance sending the devil himself to sway you."
She went silent for a minute. "I need to thank you for what you did at the wedding. I thought it was pure spite at first, but you were never a cruel person. At least not before. I insisted she see her priest, which led to a counselor, which led to a very expensive two month stay at a specialized spa. She came back ten pounds heavier and a lot more fit. Her doctor says she's in better shape now than she was fifteen years ago. Her attitude towards life has improved tremendously. She's become friends with a man five years younger, and they have hit it off to the point of going on a cruise next month. When people compliment her on her change, she says she owes it to her ex son-in-law. Oh, before I forget, both she and your mother are going to be with us when we come."
I felt a bit of a chill. "Will my sperm donor be there?"
"NO, he's chosen not to come with us. I get the feeling he's afraid of you."
I let that comment slide, and even though I didn't want to I asked if she had a significant other coming with her. Her laugh was bitter and sad at the same time. "No one. You?"
"Same as you. You know I see Maddy when she's in town. That's about it."
For some reason that seemed to cheer her up. After another minute of small talk, she rang off.
...
The priest and my old assistant settled in, and after exhaustive research, decided the papers were from the right era. Th Catholic Church fought hard to acquire them, but we refused, saying they belonged to the country where they were found, refusing to tell them what country it was.
Trevor, my old assistant, was working with Moshe and Sherry, which left the priest, Ian, with Fatima and me. He was a pleasant sort, mostly, the only time it would get uncomfortable was when the religious debates would start. Moshe and the girls took him seriously, but I needled him relentlessly. He threw up his hands in frustration one afternoon.
"You! You're the worst of the lot. All the others believe in something, even if it's misguided. You just smile your smug smile and work away, not caring the least how it might change the world!"
"You're about as wrong as you can be, Ian," said Sherry quietly. "He feels very deeply about how it might change the world. All this," she said, sweeping her arms around the room, "this is his church. And he has to be true to his beliefs. He doesn't have agendas, or have theories to prove or disprove, he just bears the burden as a warden of knowledge. To him it doesn't matter if regimes fall or history has to be rewritten, as long as what he reports is the absolute truth as near as he can determine. Do you understand?"
He shrugged. "Not really. I still feel a little more control would be helpful."
Moshe spoke up. "Well then, Ian, who would you suggest be the best to hold this knowledge? A church that thinks the knowledge should be buried and suppressed? Have you ever thought for once that it might be the will of the God you worship that this knowledge be shared? That He led us to it, at great personal cost, to make us remember the sacrifice it took to bring it out? Did that ever once cross the minds of you and your superiors? Pete isn't God, Ian, but he is a force to be reckoned with. If he decides the knowledge should be shared with the world, he'll do it, with our full support."
Ian started to speak several times before shrugging and going back to work.
Moshe took a week off to visit his family, flying back on a diplomatic plane with the gospel and letters of Mary Magdelene. We did the letters first, content that it would prepare the world for what was coming.
We got requests for interviews from National Geographic, Smithsonian, Time, and all the top tier magazines from around the world. Teddy pulled a hat trick, being on the cover of Time, BBC Historical Magazine, and National Geographic the same week. He also did the top talk shows in the U.S, Britain, Germany, and Israel.
To his credit, he never once forgot to mention us, and we were shown in a group photo in each magazine. They were fascinated when he told them originally there were seven of us, a Saudi, a Turk, an Israeli, an American, a Russian, a Syrian, and a Kurd, but two had passed and one went back to fight for the establishment of a new country, separate from the current government.
We also got interviewed, as a group, for BBC, and it was picked up by a network in the States, and shown on a prime time news magazine type show. Josh and Jess both called me, telling he about it.
The interview created a demand for more, and somehow I was elected spokesperson.
"You're American, Pete. The rest of us are from unsettled areas, and still have family there. And who knows who'll take offense at something we say? Your nationality leaves your family safe, so it's best for everybody.
Teddy appeared with me in a couple, before becoming bored and leaving me with it.
Bad mistake.
...
I'd been interviewed by the BBC twice, and had officially been named a correspondent for the BBC History Channel on ancient Middle Eastern history. Maybe once every three months I'd get face time, but no matter what the subject I'd be asked about our research and if any papers would be forthcoming. I always deferred the questions to Teddy, whose answer was invariably "Soon."
Trevor had to travel back to the States for the new school term, even though he was hooked on what we did. I had a feeling the Dean would be sending me a sharp note when he resigned after the end of term. Teddy had already offered him a job, and we agreed he would be working with us.
Father Ian was still around, showing no interest in leaving. He was about to wear out his welcome, in my opinion. He was more than pissed because we wouldn't let him examine anything until we were done with it and Teddy had published the results. I told him bluntly if he didn't like it, leave. No one was forcing him to stay.
I took the opportunity to burn some vacation time and travel back with Trevor. I never told my family, and they were stunned when I just appeared. Jess was single and had a nice apartment, and she insisted I stay with her. She called Josh and Jo, making plans for a nice dinner sometime in the next few days.
Jess had takeout delivered, and after a nice meal she opened a bottle of wine, and seemed very anxious about my opinion of it.
"It's good, Jess, really good. The taste is pleasing, and I suspect there's not much alcohol in it. It's an excellent table wine. Why are you asking?"
"Because my boyfriend made it, at the family winery. I wish he could be here to hear your opinion."
I'd noticed a few things, razors and a man's deodorant in the bathroom, magazines geared to males on the coffee table, and the fact that she kept her bedroom door closed.
"Where did you banish him to? Really, Jess, you're an adult. You really think I don't remember what young people of the opposite sex do with each other? Call him and tell him to come home."
After going about eight shades of red and stuttering, she told me they had been together for eight months and it looked really serious. She made the call, assuring him it was all right, and he didn't have to spend the night with his parents. He was there in less than thirty minutes.
He was tall, good looking, quiet until you got him started on subjects he was passionate about, like Jess and wine making. He promised me a tour before I had to return home.
I woke up around two, hearing familiar noises coming from her bedroom, and her trying to keep him quiet. I smiled and turned over, out like a light in just a few seconds. When she asked me how I slept I told her I though she had mice, because I heard little squeaks around two.



Miles choked on his coffee and Jess flamed red, before I grinned. "Then again, it might have been sounds of passion from two people in love. Let's go with that. I hate mice."
We went to the vineyard, acres of grapes on rolling hills, the leaves shining after an early rain. He showed me the labs, the holding rooms, large casks stacked almost endlessly on racks. He took us to the tasting rooms, where his uncle and sister were pulling samples, and we tasted a few. Most were quite pleasing, but a couple I didn't care for. Apparently I didn't like dry wines.
It wasn't until we walked the fields that he truly looked happy.
"Let me guess, you're the farmer in this operation, right?"
His smile was his answer. "Yes. Celeste and I are cross trained in all aspects of the operation, but her degree and inclination runs to the inside of the business. She'll bury herself in the lab for hours, testing and analyzing. That hill over there is one of her experiences, bringing in peat and mushroom compost to replace chemical fertilizers. Her first vintage will be released this year, and tastings have gone extremely well. Most of our stuff is casked in French oak, but hers is in specially made casks of oak from our property. That was my one contribution to the experiment."
"My uncle watches the inner workings, and I work the land. We know have four different varieties of grape, each producing a distinctive taste. These vines are my babies, until my real ones come along."
Jess colored a little, and I figured I'd be paying for another wedding soon. I got Miles alone a few hours later, and gently probed him on his intentions. He told me enough that I told him not to pick the ring until he talked to me first. I explained I had a good relationship with a top flight jeweler in Tel Aviv, and could get him the same deal I got for Jack, giving him his number and telling him to call, and Jack would explain.
I did a guest lecture at my old university, that turned into an event so large it had to be held in the campus auditorium. I talked about our luck in getting to translate the scrolls and books, and what we had learned in general so far. The question and answer session was fun, even if there were hard questions.
"Do you really think that you held in your hands a letter written by Jesus Himself?"
"I couldn't tell you. I can only tell you what I transcribe. There is a strong argument that Jesus was illiterate, but it talks in the Bible of Him in synagogue reading from the Book Of Isiah, and most Hebrew boys of the time were taught at least the basics."
"What do you think of the letters from Mary Magdalene? If it is her, of course."
" Even if it isn't her, I think they echo a common complaint through the history of mankind. She's disturbed because she can't break in to the 'boy's club' that the Apostles were. Remember, it was a much more male dominated society than it is now, and still today, many women can't break the 'glass ceiling'." It went on for a bit, and I enjoyed the give and take for the most part, until I told them this would be the last question.
A man of Middle Eastern appearance stepped up to the microphone, holding a paper. "Is this true?"
"Is what true?"
He held the paper higher, and the closed circuit television system in the auditorium zoomed in on it. I felt the earth crumble beneath my feet.
It was a newspaper run by Al-jazeera, in English. The headline read: INTERNATIONAL THIEVES AND TERRORISTS REVEALED. BEHOLD THE INFAMOUS GANG CALLED S7!
It was all seven of us, in pictures made to look like mug shots. I read the article later and had to say it was pretty accurate up to a point. After the bare facts, it veered into some pretty wild accusations, that would have had us operating for at least a dozen years, with claims we had raided holy sites we had never been to.
Of course, I had no comment and got off the stage as quick as decently possible. I called Maddy immediately. She was beyond pissed.
"Seems our buddy Bob did a little horsetrading, and shared a little information he wasn't entitled to. The intelligence community is up in arms, and his name is mud to us. I see an early retirement for him. He thinks you'll seek protection now, and he can do what he wants."
"You tell my ol' buddy Bob to come and see me, and we'll discuss who needs protection. I'd love to show him my collection of weapons, especially the Makarovs."
"Pete!," she said sharply, "calm down. We'll figure something out."
I called Jo and cancelled the family dinner we'd planned. She was upset that I'd cancelled, but even more upset over the reason why. "Are we in danger?"
"I doubt it, Jo. We were separated and later divorced while all this was going on, and our parting wasn't pleasant, at least on paper. I'll make sure you guys are safe. If it gets bad, and a total stranger comes up to you and says, say, "I hear you make a really good apple galette", you'll know he's from me, and you need to do what he says. Understand? Just in case, ask him if he thinks it has too much cinnamon in it, and if he, or she, says there's no such thing as too much cinnamon, they're on the level."
There was a little humor in her voice when she answered. "Really? Our lives might be in danger and you're thinking of my pies?"
"They were damn good pies, Jo. And it's not all that I miss. Be safe, and watch out for the kids. All this is probably for nothing, I'm just being paranoid more than likely, but better safe than sorry."
The next day I got a delivery. An apple galette. I opened it and inhaled deeply, pleasant memories of when the kids were small and I'd come home to one of the rare times Jo would be home before me, the smell of the apples and cinnamon permeating through the house bouncing around in my head.
...
I came home to discover we'd all moved. Teddy had put us in a series of connecting apartments, sitting high on a hill. After we settled in he took me to the side.
"These apartments were built on top of an old monastery. Underneath your feet is a series of interconnected tunnels with several exits. The doors are behind the master closet walls, cleverly built to slide open. If it gets bad, if they come after you, this is your way out. Tell no one, understand?"
I did. We all spent a little time familiarizing ourselves with the tunnels. My favorite exit was into a drain tunnel that emerged four hundred yards from the apartments, in a small wood, allowing you to go in any direction under cover.
We got a new set of neighbors when Anatoli's wife, realizing when the article came out she and her children might be in real danger because of her location, fled to England and called Teddy. He brought them to us, and we welcomed them. Her son Josef was ten, and his sister Tatiana was twelve. None of us could reasonably pronounce her name but me, so they called her Mrs. Baranov. She just laughed and told us to call her Sasha.
They integrated slowly, but I think the fact that we adopted her kids helped a lot. They bonded with the children of Moshe and Ruth, another boy and girl set roughly the same age. Sherry and Fatima treated them like nieces and nephews, getting especially close to Tati. That left Josef with me, and remembering Josh, I took him out, often with Moshe and his son Adam, hiking the highlands, boating, exploring castles and ruins. Adam was in a soccer league, and Josef was a fine goalie in his home country. His nickname was 'glue', because the ball just seemed to stick to him every time the opponents tried to score. Three games in he was given a shot, and the old goalie took a field position. Both boys were happy, the first goalie didn't like the position, much preferring being a fielder.
Our whole group would make a point to be at every game we could, shouting encouragement in a mix of languages, just for fun.
Three months went by, and Polly was in her last days of pregnancy. Jo had shown up two weeks ago. Jack told me she was in town, so I wasn't really surprised when she showed up at my door.
"Hello, Jo."
"HI Ja..I mean Pete. Surprised to see me?"
I motioned her in, got her a drink. "Not really. Jack told me when you arrived. I'd been meaning to call but things have been a little hectic."
She grinned. "You always were one for understatement. How are things, really?"
"Well, let's see. I have two terrorist groups offering a million dollar bounty for my head. The Catholic Church isn't quite that bad, but I'm pretty sure they don't love me. We've got the government of three countries demanding we give what we brought out back, and we weren't even in one of those countries. And you probably haven't heard this, but we have a group who are suing us for DNA samples from the Jesus letter. We use gloves, always, but damn, that letter has been handled off and on for an estimated two thousand years. There could be hundreds of DNA markers on them, Even if they sort them out, how will they determine which marker belongs to the Son of God? Even them, are they going to test for descendants? How, and more importantly who would they test? Rumor has it they want to test all the royalty of Europe and the Middle East, and all the Popes entombed in the Vatican, as well as the living ones past and present, and the mega-rich of the world.
To give you a short answer Jo, my life is kind of a mess right now. I'm not even sure it's a good idea to be around my family, but I don't think all the terrorists in the world could keep me from the birth of our first grandchild. I'm sure it's a girl, I can just feel it. What do you think?"
"Oh, it's definitely a boy. Either way, we'll know soon enough." She relaxed, and we drank a brandy or two and caught up with what was going on in our lives.
She was a senior partner in her firm, but said some surprising things about her career. "I'm staying with the firm for two more years, then I'm retiring. You left me in good shape financially, and even though you never cared to know, I have a pretty hefty retirement fund. My parachute won't be golden when I go, but it will be pretty high quality silver."
"I'm surprised you'd give that up after all the years it took you to attain it. What are you going to do, start your own firm?"
"I'm joining a pro bono company that works largely with Amnesty International. Most of the lawyers are part time, so I'm to be managing partner when the old one retires, right before I join them. It comes with a modest salary that I'm going to refuse. I'll have more than enough to live on comfortably for the rest of my life, so I don't need the money, they can plow it back into the agency, so we can help more people."
I was truly surprised. All she'd even wanted professionally was hers now, and she wanted to give it up? "Why?"
She blushed and hung her head a little.
"Doing pro bono work was always part of my dreams, I just let it go while I chased success. The companies I worked for discouraged things like that, because it took focus away from working to make them richer. I guess I learned first hand how it was to have your dreams taken away by someone who thinks their agenda is more important."
I frowned a little, and started to speak. She held up her hand. "I'm sorry honey, I know it's a weak comparison. The only good thing that came out of our divorce was forcing me to look at myself unfiltered. You were a lot more right than you can imagine about what I had become. I was a self centered, entitled bitch who molded her world to her specifications, with you and in business. It took the shock of you divorcing me to see that. I realized that even though I was satisfied, I wasn't really happy, and hadn't been since I was that idealistic sophomore in college, ready to make the world a better place, and desperately in love with you."
"Jo, I..." She held up her hand.
"Please let me finish. When I apologized to you at the wedding, I was truly sorry. But it's taken the last couple of years of true self inspection to really understand the hurt I caused you. It's too late for me to do anything about you, but I can fix the rest of my life. So, the minute I qualify to get the severance I need, I'm through with the corporate world, and I'm going to go try to get some of my soul back. I just wanted you to know, honey, that I'm not a completely lost cause."
I really didn't know what to say. Was the Jo I fell in love still in there some where? Or was she still the same manipulative bitch underneath, pushing my buttons to herd me along in the direction she desired? A bit of anger surged forward but I pushed it down. If she wanted to ride the byways of England naked while singing in Greek, it wouldn't be my concern. I wasn't bulletproof, but her actions had me develop a pretty thick hide.
Jo, perceptive as ever, saw the look and sighed.
"I don't expect you to believe me, but it doesn't matter. We gave up, I, gave up on that expectation a few years back. All I can ask is that you judge me by my actions in the future. Now, let's talk about something else we know is going to happen. Miles and Jess. You know he's here with her, and it's all she can do to keep his attention on Polly and Jack. She's afraid if she turns her back he'll be through the tunnel, headed for French wine country."
"Teddy has some good friends in the Bordeaux region. Maybe he can arrange a private tour."
"You would be his hero, but wait until after the baby comes." She yawned, and rose.
"I have to say I really enjoyed the evening. But I'm still adjusting to the time difference, and find myself very tired. Would you call me a cab?"
I looked at the mantle clock, surprised to see it was almost three in the morning.
"I'll be hard to get a cab this time of night, Jo. Why not stay?"
A parade of emotions went across her face, including embarrassment. "I couldn't possibly. What would the children think?"
"All sorts of lewd and lascivious things, none of which would be true. I'm offering you a bed, Jo, not a bed with me in it. You're wobbling now from the brandies and exhaustion. Come on, I'll show you the guest room."
"I don't have anything to sleep in," she protested weakly.
"Sleep nude. It never bothered you while we were together. I can give you a shirt, if you want."
In short order she had changed into my biggest soccer tee, asleep almost before her head hit the pillow. I stayed up for a bit, thinking about the past. I checked on her before I slept, and she was smiling on her sleep.
...
The smells of apples and cinnamon woke me the next morning. I stumbled out to find Jo in the kitchen, bustling happily. She gave me a big kiss on the cheek, thanking me for letting her stay.
"Breakfast is in the oven, warming. I'm surprised you have such a well stocked kitchen. I'm making the galette as a thank you. Now let me work and enjoy breakfast."
I ate, enjoying something that I didn't have to cook for a change, while she finished her pies. Jo was still in my tee, and when she bent over to place the pies in the oven the shirt rode dangerously high on her thighs.
"Are you wearing panties?"
It came out before I thought, and I flamed red.
She turned, grinning at my embarrassment. "No, and as you can plainly see, I'm not wearing a bra either. It feel so good to let the girls free for a change. You don't mind, do you? If you get a flash, well, it's not like you haven't seen it all before. In fact, if memory serves me, you used to enjoy it."
I grinned. "Yes I did. Even now, at our age, you still turn heads."
She flushed at the compliment, before smiling. "And you've become more handsome. You've acquired, I don't know, an air of confidence, and when you're truly angry, your eyes tell everyone in the room that they're looking at a truly dangerous man. It makes the men nervous and the women antsy. How come I never saw that while we were married?'
"Probably because it wasn't there until after we parted. Life changed me Jo, and I can't put the genie back in the bottle. It doesn't mean I don't still love my family and friends as deeply, it just means I'm more aware of how tenuous life can be. How easily things can go wrong and cause pain. And I'm not just talking about you and I, more about my life after us."
Tears welled up and she moved to hug me, then hesitated. I took the decision away from her by opening my arms. She held me so tightly it was as if she was afraid I'd disappear if she let go, crying quietly into my shoulder. Finally she shook herself and stepped back.
"Pete, I..."
"Shh. It felt really nice. Don't over think here. I'm glad you're here, Jo, really. I just don't want you to..."
She put her fingers to my lips. "Don't say any more. I know. Now, I have just enough time for a shower before the pies are done. Lots to do today. Sherry, Fatima, and Ruth have organized a baby shower, along with Pollys' friends. Wanna come?"
"Let me think about that no. I'm taking Jack and Miles to the club, with Moshe and Teddy, to toast the husband. I'll try to see he's in reasonable shape when we return him."
She grinned as she walked out of the kitchen. I was refilling my coffee mug when she called out to me. I turned to see her naked and grinning. She tossed the jersey to me.
"Thanks for the loan of the shirt, Pete, It was really comfortable." She turned slowly, and I watched as her hips swayed slowly as she sauntered away. I looked down, and it was no surprise to see my robe tented. Damn, she was still hot!
...
We had a lot of fun waiting for the baby. I'd taken two weeks of vacation, and woke up at four in the morning to someone beating on my door. The security lights had already come on, and the camera showed it was Jo and Josh. They rushed in when I opened the door.
"Let's go! Jack just called, her water broke and they're on the way to the hospital!"
I threw a pair of jeans and loafers on, struggling into a shirt as we went out the door. Miles and Jess were with Jack, along with two of the girls Polly worked with. Missing Jess, she had bonded with them.
We were in time, but just barely. Forty minutes later the nurse came out. "Congratulations! You're all relatives with a brand new baby girl. You'll be able to see her in about an hour."
Jack came to us, still crying. He was hugged to within an inch of his life, while he babbled happily the whole time. We all trooped down to the nursery, where we oohed and ahhed over her. I felt something and looked down. Jo had locked down on my hand while the tears flowed. It just seemed the right thing to do, so I held her. The waterworks really started then.
She finally gathered herself enough to step back, and my mother took her place, soaking the other side of my shirt. Marie was standing, alone,in a sea of hugging so I pulled her into my other side, which surprised her no end. But she soon surrendered to the emotions in her heart, and hugged me back, adding to the soaking Jo had given me. I was gonna have to change shirts.
When they had finally cried their eyes out, they both stepped back. Jo was standing there with her mouth hanging over, as were the kids. What the hell, if there was ever a time to bury the hatchet, it was now.
Jo reclaimed her spot murmuring into my chest. I lifted her face and looked in her eyes, asking what she said.
"I said I'm such a fool, and still a fool for you. Thank you, Pete, for being who you are."
I didn't know what to say, so I stepped back and asked if anyone wanted breakfast. The younger ones were starved, so we all went except Jack and Jo. They wanted to be there at feeding time, to hold the baby. Josh told them we'd bring them something, and off we went.
We ate like starved dogs, apparently high emotion causes quite the appetite. The conversation was all over the place, but it kept coming back to the baby.
Jess was looking at Miles like he was the last double cheesburger at a weight loss convention. When the ladies did their joint migration to the facilities, Miles opened up. "I called Jack about the ring, and he hooked me up with the jeweler. I can't believe what I'm getting for nothing. I can never repay you."



"Treat her right, love for the rest of your life, and we'll call it square. Oh, and if you happen to have a few children, I'll make you the same deal Jack has. Diamond earrings for the first one, a nice necklace for two, three and over gets her a really nice mother's ring in the right colors, all from you, of course. My name doesn't need to come up in any of this."
He just grinned while Josh hung on every word. "You better have one in reserves, Pop, just in case."
"Already taken care of. No need to rush though. When you find her you'll know. I did with your Mom. One look at that skinny little spitfire protesting against the inequality of the world, or doing leg work for a pro bono case she was helping a lawyer on, and I knew."
Miles and he were looking at me wide eyed, and I heard a gasp from behind me. I turned to see Jess with her hands to her face. "What happened between you, Daddy? Mom refuses to talk about it, she just says it's her fault. When did you stop loving her?"
"People change, honey, and sometimes you don't like what they change into, and just so you know, just because we're no longer together doesn't mean I don't love her still. But the trust was broken beyond repair, and I'm doing a Forrest Gump here. That's all I have to say about that."
...
We all got to hold the baby. When I got her they almost had to tug her out of my arms. She was perfectly formed, and I saw a string of broken hearts in her future. Maybe I'd need to borrow the shotgun from Fatima in about fifteen years.
We let the happy couple rest and reconnect, and I took everyone else to France for a holiday. Teddy had made introductions, and we were the guests of a French Count, at his estate. His vineyard was huge, and Miles was like a kid at Christmas. The first day was filled with all things wine. Miles talked to everyone from the laborers to the business manager., soaking up knowledge like a sponge. We literally had to drag him out of the fields.
The Count was about my age, tall, tanned, and he had the aristocratic thing down pat. All the women were meant to be awed, and the males were supposed to realize they were in the presence of a superior man. It didn't work out like that at all. We were Americans, and it took more than a title to impress us.
The ladies soon noticed the undercurrent around the table, and a few minutes later Jo was smiling. I caught a glance at her and had to turn away before I laughed out loud. She had sized him up and he didn't stand very tall. After about twenty minutes of tales from his glorious ancestry, Jo asked a simple question.
"Tell me, Count, what contribution have you made to your glorious lineage? Tell us a tale of YOUR daring and courage." She batted her eyes and seemed breathless as she waited his reply.
He blustered a bit before shrugging his shoulders. "Alas, it pains me to tell you there hasn't been an opportunity in my life yet to test my mettle. Surely you know what that is like, madame. After all, your husband is a professor and researcher, from what Teddy told me. Not much of an opportunity for adventure and battle in that field."
He was smirking at me, and was shocked when he turned and saw Jo trying to hold her laughter. When she got her breath back she agreed.
"I'd rather have a live professor than a dead adventurer, am I right ladies?"
Mom and Marie were also holding in laughter as they agreed, and the Count, knowing there was a joke there he wasn't getting, changed the subject to wine, boring most of us to tears.
It soon became pretty apparent he didn't know what he was talking about, but we were polite as he droned on until it was time for bed. If his stories were correct, his ancestors had practically invented the grape.
Just when I thought I might actually kill him if he told one more boring story of his genetic superiority, he announced that his butler would show us to our rooms. Mom and Marie had decided to share a room, and we dropped them off before continuing down an enormous hallway, stopping for Miles and Jess, then Josh, finally ending up at the end of the hall.
"The guest suite." said the butler, expecting us to be awed. One room? I started to speak but Jo smiled and said she was sure it was lovely.
I started to protest after the door closed but she shut me up. "Suck it up, Pete. We slept together for almost twenty-five years, one more night isn't going to kill you. Besides, I have the feeling if I was alone, I'd have a late night visitor, extolling the joys of being allowed to bask in his presence. Now let's go to bed, I'm tired."
She disappeared into the bathroom, coming out later in a gown that hit just above her knees. It was almost transparent and I could see the matching panty underneath. She saw me and twirled, grinning.
"I like this gown. It's really comfortable. I didn't know we would be sharing, but I don't care. If you see something different, feel free to comment on it."
She flounced as much as a woman of her age could over to the bed, slipping under the covers. "I'll probably be asleep by the time you finish your shower. Try not to be too loud, please."
She was indeed asleep when I returned to the bedroom, right in the middle of the bed. Apparently she now slept like a rock, because it was all I could do to get her moved over enough to get in, and I was right on the edge at that. She rolled over, dragging me along, until we were spooned together. I must have been exhausted myself, for I too was asleep within minutes.
I woke a few hours later with Jo pushing her butt into me, and I was reacting accordingly. Feeling me grow, her hand snaked around, gripping me tightly. Just as I was about to speak she rolled over and I don't believe I've ever experienced a better kiss. By the time it was done we were both gasping. She pushed me back and mounted me, her fingers on my lips.
"Hush, Pete. Don't overthink this, all right? Just let it happen."
Apparently her panties had evaporated sometime in the night, because they were gone. She gripped me as she slid slowly down, until she was fully seated. Letting out a satisfied sigh, she started rocking lightly, grinding into me as she rotated her hips, then she'd bounce rapidly for a few seconds before returning to her slow rotation. I held out for about five minutes before I rolled her over, pumping slightly faster and with more force. As soon as she started moaning I stopped, slipping, slowly, gently, back and forth.
That lasted a few minutes before she locked her legs round me, hissing into my ear. "Enough playing, damn it! Fuck me until I scream! Then go harder!"
I followed her instructions to the letter. She had been teased past the point of control, and I felt the gush of liquids as she screamed into the pillow. I got faster, slamming into her with so much force the bed was moving. She just managed to scream out her second when I flooded her. It had been a while.
I flopped over to the side, and Jo immediately crawled on top of me, and started kissing her way up. nipping my nipple when she reached it, giggling as I jerked. She kissed my neck, nibbling to the point I thought she'd leave marks, before putting another full lip lock on me.
Then she sighed and went to sleep. I let her lay as long as I could stand it and then gently slid her over, where she immediately snuggled to me and started snoring. I had to prod her to roll over so I could get to sleep.
A couple hours later I woke just as she started riding me reverse cowgirl, pistoning harder and harder until I had to get a firm grip on her ass to keep her seated. It only lasted a few minutes, and Jo squealed as she joined me. Then she bounced up giggling and disappeared into the bathroom, appearing again in a different gown sans panties, with a warn cloth, which she used to clean me thoroughly. Jo giggled again as she bounced into bed, warning me.
"No more hanky panky, mister. Enough is enough."
I started to remind her she was the instigator both times, but she was already asleep again.
Jo was not through with me, because I woke about seven to find myself engulfed to the root. It was warm, wet, and loving, and she refused to stop until I filled her mouth. That might have been an exaggeration, because I was pretty well drained from the night before.
She popped out from under the covers grinning, kissed my cheek, and dragged me to the shower. I thanked her for her kindness by wrapping my arms around her gripping one nipple firmly and proceeded to massage her to an orgasm that left her shaking and drained. To keep from screaming she'd bitten my arm to the point of drawing blood. We got out, dried, and started getting ready for the day. Dressed, she wrapped her arms around me as I shaved.
"We're not going to talk about this, ever. It happened because we wanted it to happen, and that should be enough. Now, get dressed, I'm suddenly very hungry."
She did managed to smack my butt with a wet towel as she walked out grinning.
The Count was in a definitely bad mood at breakfast. Miles, Jess, and Josh were joining The Count's nephew for a tour of some neighboring vineyards, on horseback. They were packing a picnic and couldn't wait to get started.
"Perhaps you'd like to tour the East Wing before lunch. It has several antiquities you might enjoy."
It was less a request than a demand, but we followed the Count, more to keep the peace than anything else. Say what you will about the Count, he did have some pretty famous ancestors. There was a photo of a small man, sitting at a desk, with a pistol in plain sight. The same pistol was in a presentation case beneath the picture.
"My uncle," said the Count, proudly. "He was a radio operator for the Underground. He was exposed, and as they closed in me took his own life, to keep from betraying his compatriots."
The next case held a full uniform of a WW1 French captain, complete with gas mask. The Count explained it belonged to his great grandfather. There were several medals, some quite high, on the breast of the jacket. We continued onward until even I was bored, until at last we got to the end.
I have to say it was impressive, even by my standards. A full suit of armor and white tunic of a Knight Templar. I was amazed at how vibrant the red on the tunic was, even after all these centuries.
"My great uncle, thirty one times removed. He was one of the last nine burned at the stake, wiping the Knights out completely. All his belongings were carefully hidden away. This estate it the only thing left of his once vast holdings."
The Count beamed as I admired it. Just beyond it was a display case with a Knights' sword and six scimitars, spoils of battle no doubt. He reverently unlocked the case and handed the knight's blade out.
It was a standard Templar sword, just a little over three feet long from pommel to tip. You could tell it was much used by the wear on the handle, and the nicks on the guard from the swords of enemies. The blade, though, was in excellent shape, true to balance and still sharp.
The scimitars were a mix, and I pulled out the longest, over five feet, much less curved than the others. I knew enough to know it was Polish, and wondered how it came into the collection. Testing the balance, I went through the first few moves of the Persian Manual Of Arms, reveling in the feel.
"You're familiar with this weapon?"
"I am, Count. I actually own one, probably made in Syria. It's shorter and the blade is more curved, but still a very effective weapon."
"Come out into the garden, examine it in natural light."
It was more a command than a request, so Jo and I shrugged and followed him. He turned and grinned, going through a series of moves.
"Well done, Count. You've obviously trained."
"Not to brag, but I'm considered expert by my peers. Care for a little match?"
"Not a good idea with naked swords. Do you have practice swords? I wouldn't mind the exercise."
He smirked. "Come on, I'll take it easy on you. Or are you afraid?"
I grinned. "That's it exactly. I'm afraid."
Jo looked at me in surprise. "Afraid? Really? After..."
"Enough, Jo. And what I'm afraid of is hurting him."
His smirk became a snarl as he heard what I said.
"Do you think a mere commoner could best me? I've trained for years. I guarantee I would have you unarmed and begging at the tip of my sword in less than a minute. But please, hide behind your wife and excuses. I'm surprised though. I thought the leader of the infamous S7 would welcome such a challenge."
Jo flared up. "You'd best be afraid. You have no idea who you're dealing with. He's..."
"Just a professor of ancient languages and a researcher. But, Count, I have trained, in several styles. The one I'm currently studying is pretty vicious. There are no half moves. Every one is designed to kill as quickly as possible. Never underestimate your opponent."
He was a stubborn bastard. "Come now, I'm sure you can maintain discipline. Tell you what, if you best me you can keep the sword."
He must believe in his heart he could win or he would never have made the offer. Still, I smelled a trap.
"And if I lose?"
"Ah, if you lose, I get to enjoy a night with your wife. I'll try not to ruin her, but once she's been with..."
Jo cut him off. "It's a bet, you condescending bastard! Honey, try not to hurt him...too badly."
We were both stunned, but the Count strode to the middle of the stone patio and raised his sword.
"En garde!"
I just stood, the scimitar held low, waiting.
Finally he attacked. I'll give him his due, he was good. I spent the first couple of minutes defending, looking for a weak spot. Apparently he didn't have any. I finally countered, and while he was hard pressed, he defended himself well. We went back and forth across the patio several times.
It wasn't until I changed to my new style, the Phillipine form that was the basis for the knife training the Russians, U.S., and the Israeli taught their elite forces, that momentum shifted decidedly in my favor.
He thrust, and I deflected the sword, twirling around until I was behind him, leaving his back exposed. I grinned as I brought the flat of my scimitar across his backside as hard as I could. That was gonna leave a mark.
The Count literally roared in rage and tried his best to kill me, even nicking my arm pretty good. I think Jo screamed at that point, but I was so focused it barely registered. Once again he over committed and I brought the flat of my sword hard against his hands, forcing him to drop his weapon. Instantly I had the blade to his throat. "I think, Count, that the contest is over. Well fought."
Just to be sure, I kicked his saber away and turned my back. Jo was smiling until I was almost to her when her expression changed to one of horror. She opened her mouth just as I heard the footsteps behind me. Not bothering to turn, I dropped like a rock.
I didn't make it all the way down when it felt like my head exploded. I lay there, stunned, as the Count grinned down at me. "I practice Savate, and wear a white sash. I'm going to enjoy kicking you to..."
That was all he got out before Jo hit him with a ceramic vase, one of many placed around the patio. It broke, and he dropped. He fell beside me, and before either of us could move, people started running by me.
The kids were just starting their ride when they saw us on the patio. They just watched in wonder until he kicked me from behind. They immediately abandoned the horses, and Josh and Miles dragged the Count away from me. Jess was right behind them, and before anyone could stop her she'd nailed him in the balls with her riding boot. Twice. He threw up and passed out. His nephew pulled her off to keep her from killing him. Miles and Josh immediately got off the Count, and started towards him.
"STOP!" I yelled with just enough authority to still the whole crowd. His nephew had let go of Jess and was kneeling beside his uncle.
"Perhaps you'd like to call a doctor," I suggested quietly, once I had his attention.
He shook himself, gathered his thoughts, and made a call. Forty-five minutes later the Count was being wheeled towards an ambulance. I walked up as he was being loaded and bent down so that only he could hear me.
"We both got a valuable lesson today, Count. Never turn your back on a live enemy. I for one will not forget. After you've recovered, if you want a rematch, you know how to get in touch with me. But I'm afraid it might be a little harder for you if my back isn't turned. You talk of the honor of your house, but I bet right now they're all rolling in their graves, especially the Templar. Your mettle was tested, sir, and you were found lacking. I thank you for your hospitality, but I think we'll end our holiday a little early."
The doctor looked me over, put three stitches in my arm, and looked at lump on the back of my head. He told Jo to keep an eye on me for a few days, giving her a list of things to watch for.
I sat in the back, dozing fitfully while Jo kept an ice pack on my lump all the way back to England. I was definitely getting too old for this.
...
We visited with Jack and Polly, drooling over the baby for the next three days, until the kids went home. Jo stayed another three weeks, in the house I procured for her, finally going home when her vacation ran out. We enjoyed several nice dinners together, but there was no repeat of what happened in France. She hugged, kissed and cried all over each of us until she almost missed her flight.
Two weeks later she got a call from Maddy, telling her she was forwarding something from me. It was the scimitar. I got a warm call and a nice thank you.
"I'm hanging it over the mantle, and smile every time I look at it, and tell the whole story to anyone who asks about how I got it."
"Seriously? Nobody will believe a story like that."
Just before she hung up, she told me to go to Youtube and check out a video. I looked it up, to see almost the whole sword fight, including him hitting me from behind and Jo clobbering him with the vase, captured on the phones of my children and Miles, They spliced together the best shots, and released it under the title "COWARDLY COUNT GETS HIS ASS KICKED BY AN AMERICAN COLLEGE PROFESSOR!"
By the time I saw it there had been a little over one million hits. The BBC got hold of it, and wanted me to do an interview while they played the clip. I declined, saying it was just friendly competition that got out of hand. The Count was humiliated, and tried to sue me, but the legal system in France dissuaded him. One lawyer put it best.
"What, exactly, will you be suing him for? If you do find a reason, the press will be all over it, playing the clip almost every time they broadcast. How many more millions do you want to view it?"
Teddy gave me hell. "You rude American! No breeding at all. I swear, what shall become of you?" Then he laughed, and said he deserved it. "Insufferable bastard, really. I only tolerate him because my brother's company distributes his wines. Good on you for teaching him a little humility."
Then he got down to business. "Our paper is done on the Mary Magdalene letters. That should stir the pot a bit."
Apparently Mary and Peter did not get on well, each jealous of the position the other held. She was less than flattering of his abilities in at least three of her letters. Her gospel would have been legendary because of the way she thought women should be treated in this new religion, holding much larger roles in important positions, including ministering. If it was the same Gospel the church held, no wonder it never saw the light of day.
Ian was almost incoherent when we finally let him read it. "No bloody way will I let you publish this!
"Well, Ian, it's a good thing you don't have the authority to stop us, now isn't it? Why are you so afraid?"



He spouted some asinine rhetoric about traditional roles in the church.
"Oh, I understand, you don't want the least hint of independence in women. You would prefer they remain in subservient roles, am I correct?"
Before he could start about me being an enemy of his religion I stopped him cold.
"Look, the Catholic Church has done many great things since it's inception. But it's done a lot of bad things too, just like all major religions. When you get to the point that religion is business, you lose sight of faith. To preserve the status quo, you get rid of boat rockers."
He opened his mouth but I was on a roll. "You got rid of married priests and female ministers around 500 C.E., give or take. Realistically, how is celibacy working out? Read a headline lately? I understand the politics of celibate priests, but human nature can't be overridden. After all 39 of your Popes were married. When did the church decide to enslave women, exactly?"
He was almost screaming. "We don't enslave women!"
"Galway Laundry all the way to 1965. You enslaved young women to provide free labor. And what was their crime? All someone had to say was that they suspected them of impure thoughts and in they went. The only way out was to become of legal age, or die. Oh, there was another option, the family could buy the girls back. A fine example of a benevolent church, don't you agree? When the whole mess came out, despite enormous pressure, the Irish government decreed the victims couldn't sue the Church for slavery and unlawful imprisonment. Wonder who influenced that decision?"
I knew all this because I'd met a seventy year old woman who had been a victim. She was held for three years, and still had scars on her hands from the work she had to perform. She cleaned my flat, as well as others to make ends meet. I always gave her a generous tip every month, and a weeks pay at Christmas.
Ian and I were nose to nose by then. Sherry and Fatima got between us, and dragged me outside to cool off.
"Calm down, Pete. It doesn't matter what he says, he can't influence Teddy. The truth doesn't always win out, but in this case I'm sure it will. Now calm down, and let's go back to work."
They talked me down, and I was just going in when it happened. We'd gotten complacent as the months went by and no harm came to us. This even as the rewards for our deaths went up. I was worth three million now, the girls, Moshe, and Said two.
So I didn't expect the attack. They looked like any other college student on campus, dressed in jeans and sweatshirts. As they reached us they both pulled out knives, screaming about faithless whores and foreign devils, and attacking. Sherry was knocked down instantly, and the man stood over her knife in hand. The other was after me.
He had no talent or skill at all, swinging the blade clumsily. I deflected the blow, and crushed his windpipe with the other hand. He went down, choking and clawing at his throat. I screamed at the other and he looked over before turning back to Sherry. His last vision on earth was Moshe as he shoved the Israeli issue commando knife through his throat, hard enough to sever his spine. We'd been gone so long he came out to check on us. Back to back, we looked around wildly, but there was no one else.
Heath sorted it out later. They weren't particularly militant or religious. They were broke, living in a slum, unable to support themselves. It was strictly for the money.
Urban England is literally saturated with closed circuit cameras, to the point that when people wanted to protest they wore masks to conceal who they were. The one on our building and the one on the building across from us the caught whole thing on tape. It was very disconcerting to watch yourself kill someone, even if it was because you had to.
Of course, security tightened around us. It was a somber group for the next two months, even our work gave us no pleasure.
Then word came to us that our old friend Said had been killed, murdered by his own troops for the reward. From what we found out, they tried to take him alive because there was a bonus in it, but Said, ever the warrior, refused to surrender.
His commander, furious, executed the ones he could catch, publicly.
...
Teddy called us together. "I know there are tons of research and translations to do, and you're the best at what you do, but the decision has been made to shelve the project, at least for awhile. As important as it is, it isn't worth the life of a single one of you."
"What will happen to everything we've collected? Do you still intend to publish our work?"
"Most definitely, Pete. Never doubt that. And we'll translate and publish every thing else, but not right now. I'm putting you all on a one year sabbatical. Go home to your families, try to lead normal lives for awhile. When we deem it safe, we'll start right back up. Now, I know it will take a month or so to finish up some odds and ends. But you WILL take this time, let things cool for a bit."
We were closing out the last of our research when Teddy called, commanding us to come to London in four days. He also told us to dress in our nicest clothes. We all wondered why until the car we were in went through a series of security checks and delivered us to the front of Buckingham Palace.
Teddy grinned as he welcomed us, hurrying us along. Suddenly, we were in the presence of the Queen. Despite myself, I was impressed. She was a sharp old bird, asking a few probing questions before praising us for our work, and presenting each of with a letter of merit, while the official photographer snapped away. I still have the photo.
We were about to leave when Teddy took me to the side. "Stay, please. I have something urgent to discuss."
He led me down several hallways, stopping in front of a door guarded by two very serious looking men. Teddy showed his credentials as well as mine, and the door was opened. I looked at Teddy.
"I'm not going in, Pete. He was very specific in asking for you alone. And Pete, please, keep a civil tongue in your head."
I knew who he was the minute I saw him, and wasn't very surprised to see Ian in the room. It was the Pope. He was here on an official visit, and had sent word through Ian that he would like to see me, and I had politely declined, which sent Ian into fits.
The Pope actually grinned. "Hello, Mr. Trammel. To quote a different religion, If Mohammed won't come to the mountain, well..."
I couldn't help but smile back. "Good afternoon, your..." I looked at Ian. "Your Holiness!," he hissed, grinding his teeth.
"Well, good afternoon Your Holiness. I'll shake your hand, but I'm not kissing any rings."
"Fair enough then," he said, rising and offering his hand. I thought Ian was going to pass out. "Walk with me, Pete, if you would."
We walked out into a private garden. He turned, still smiling. "Relax, please. I just wanted to meet the man who is going to make my life interesting for years to come. Poor Ian hasn't slept well since he met you."
"Ian is a good man and an excellent researcher, Your Holiness, even if he is a little rigid in his interpretations sometimes."
"I'm sure he'd be shocked to hear you say that. He thinks you hate him."
"Not at all, although I do admit to stirring him up once in a while, for fun."
Pleasantries out of the way, he turned to the subject at hand.
"How revolutionary is it?"
"Generally, not as much as you'd think. The letters are interesting, exposing the Apostles and Mary as somewhat ordinary people aside from religion. Mary REALLY didn't like Peter, and wasn't wild about some of the rest. Apparently they all weren't fond of Judas, because he controlled the money, and wasn't above allowing himself a few luxuries the others didn't get. And Peter returned the feelings Mary had for him."
The Pope nodded, before asking the big one. "And her Gospel?"
"Probably won't set well with the Church. A lot of it is just common sense, but some of it, well, let's just say Ian won't be the only one in the Church who loses sleep."
"And you intend to go forward with the publication?"
"Absolutely. Once it's out, you can choose to acknowledge it or ignore it, but millions will read it. I'd advise you to have your priests ready for some hard questions."
He sighed as we walked back inside. "So be it. If it's the will of God that it come to light, it will. Thank you for meeting with me, Pete. Be careful and go with God." He stuck his hand out and I shook it, and the audience was over.
I thought about it on the way home. He was a nice guy, had lived an interesting life before becoming a priest. Heck, he was even a bouncer for a while, so he was pretty grounded in what real life was like. Maybe he would use our information to better his Church.
I was really surprised two weeks later when Ian presented me with a small gold cross, a present from the Pontiff, blessed personally by His Holiness. There was also a picture of us shaking hands. I didn't remember a photographer. To Ian's surprise, I donned it immediately, and still wear it. Despite my beliefs, it couldn't hurt. I put the photo beside the one with the Queen.
We decided as a farewell gesture to turn some of the artifacts back over to the countries that had stable governments, regardless of what they did with it. We had the knowledge they contained, and that would be enough.
We had packed carefully, and had decided that all of us would go, our last act as a group for a long time. Teddy had made all the arrangements, and all we had to do was show up.
Sasha had taken her kids back to Russia for a visit, and we all missed them, well, the kids anyway. Sasha was a bit remote, and I caught her staring at each of us on different occasions. I always thought she resented the fact that her husband had died saving us. She'd realize she was caught, blush, and look away.
...
It was nine at night, and Sherry, Fatima, and I were having a nightcap when the shooting started. Automatic weapons, at least three. They had to be shooting at Moshe and his family since we were all together.
"Into the tunnels! Quick!"
I gave Sherry one of the Makarovs and a spare clip. "If anyone comes down the tunnel and doesn't identify themselves, shoot. I'm going to help Moshe."
I slipped into the tunnels and came to his closet, giving the designated knock sequence, and shoved it open. Ruth and the kids were huddled together on the floor. I got them up and headed towards the exit point. "Yell when you go around corners so the girls will know it's you. No matter what you hear behind you, do not stop until you are all safe. Understand?"
They nodded as they hurried off. I peaked into the living room to see Moshe behind the couch, his AK 47 in his hands and his pistol beside him. He almost shot me when I called his name. When he recovered he gave me a summary. "Four, that I can determine, all with automatic rifles. One has a grenade launcher. It looks bad, Pete."
"That's why we're getting out of Dodge! You family is already in the tunnels, we need to catch up."
We closed the doors gently, wondering how much time we had before they entered the apartment and discovered us missing. Before going down the tunnel, I popped into the girl's apartment, grabbing the shotgun and pistols. I risked peeking out and saw them systematically shooting into all the apartments. When they swept by me I stuck the shotgun out of a broken window, and shot one at almost point blank range. His head literally exploded, and I swept the gun, shooting another who had his back turned right in the ass. His lower extremities seemed to lose control as he sank to the ground. There were three more and as they turned their attention to me I scooted into the tunnels. Moshe had paused to wait for me and stood guard as I reloaded the shot gun. We both heard the explosions, and knew the apartments were toast.
We were running down the tunnel when it hit me. Just ahead was a little nave, that protruded a little on one side. If you were going down the tunnel and looked back, the person couldn't be seen. I stopped, indicating the curve ahead.
"Get into position. When the shooting starts, help me out." He nodded and ran around the curve.
It took them so long to find the tunnels I had time to get my breathing under control. They were moving rapidly, pausing time to time to listen. I'd underestimated their numbers, and five went by me. I waited until they were almost to the curve before stepping out. I had no mercy, and put two down with head shots before they realized I was there, I ducked back into the nave, and thirty seconds later heard Moshe let loose on full automatic. I jumped back out to see only one standing, and I almost had the shotgun to his chest when I pulled the trigger. It almost blew him in two.
Not hanging around to see if there were more, we rushed to the meeting point, yelling loudly at every curve. We went out into the woodland, to find them in defensive positions, covering the entrance.
"I called Heath and the locals have to know something is up with all the arms fire. He's on his way with help, and told us to hold our position if we could. I told him to approach carefully and make himself known, because we're not putting down our weapons." Sherry said all this while holding the pistol tightly.
I gave Fatima the shotgun, fully reloaded. Ruth and the kids were clustered around Moshe, and I was shocked to see him bleeding.
"You're hit!" I said in surprise.
He managed as much as a grin as he could through the pain. "So are you."
I reached up, feeling the blood seep down my forehead. The bullet had cut a perfect furrow across my scalp, that required twenty stitches. Moshe was shot through his upper left arm, and had a furrow in his skin just above the hip bone.
Heath arrived forty minutes later with a full squad of SAS, who immediately split, part locking the area down and administering first aid, while the other half swept the tunnels. The squad leader came out minutes later wanting to know how many were involved in the firefight, amazed that such a defense could be mounted by two men. He gave us a little intel as we waited to be evacuated.
"As far as we can determine, you accounted for eight of the attackers. There were four more, two fell in fights with the campus security and local constables, but two seemed to escape, and one was definitely wounded. Sadly there are two dead on our side, one constable, one campus security."
We could hear multiple helicopters approaching and we were led into a field, loaded and taken to a military base in Scotland, where we were on lockdown for four days before Teddy appeared.
"Hell to pay," he said, when we asked him what was going on. "We found one terrorist. He'd been shot in the head by his mate we assume, because he was slowing down their escape. Thanks to CCTV and informants, we followed the back trail to their supporters. Eleven arrests so far, all looking at life for their part, and so far none have talked. They think the last attacker is in France now, but they've lost him. I've talked to all your families to let them know you're alive, and you can call them as soon as we leave here."
He sighed. "You can go back to university to pack up your belongings, but you can't stay. Parents are threatening to pull their children out of class if you return."
All of us understood. We'd taken a peaceful college village and turned it into a war zone. It would only have been a matter of time before there was 'collateral' damage. Heck, there already was if you counted the two officers who had fallen. Definitely time to leave town.
Sashas' apartment was a bombed out shell. The girls' home took the next highest amount of damage, but they were able to salvage most of their personal stuff. Moshes' and mine were the least damaged, if you count being riddled with bullets. We gathered our stuff, made arrangements, and two days later we were all standing at the airport.
I was going back to the States, Moshe back to Israel, and the girls were bound for parts unknown. We had been together almost five years, shared experiences normal people could only imagined, risked our lives for each other, so the bond was deep.
There was an understanding between us and Teddy. He had two more papers to write that would take close to a year, and then we were going to meet again, and return as much of the stuff we'd taken as humanly possible.
I stood and watched as jets took them away, sad and relieved at the same time. I turned to see Maddy standing behind me. She touched my arm almost shyly, then hugged me. Hard.
...
"I'm glad it's over. Pete. You've already beaten the law of averages too many times. Sooner or later your luck would run out. Come on, I'm taking you home."
Maddy flashed her credentials and we were escorted to a private jet, soon winging over the Atlantic. We were in the back, and after about two hours she whispered something to the steward. He smiled and closed the privacy panel. She came over slowly, shedding her clothes. Even at her age, she had a very nice body.
"Time for your induction into the Mile High Club, sweetheart. Lose those clothes and join me."
She didn't have to ask twice. It had been a while, and a loving, physical session with a good looking woman would do wonders for my bruised body and mind. I approached her and she commanded me to stand still. I obeyed, sensing it was important to her.
She was slightly taller than me, so it was easy to kiss my head where the bullet struck, then kissed my arm where that bullet went through, back up to the scar on my cheek. It was at that moment I realized how truly lucky I was, being that close to death three times and still standing. She sat down and pulled me to her, kissing the scar on my stomach and giggling. I'd gotten that wound while with her, rolling around in a warm summer rain. Neither of us saw the corkscrew we'd dropped, and I rolled right over it, putting a six inch gash in my belly. It was hard for either of us to keep a straight face in the emergency when the nurse asked how it happened. She caught on at once and smiled, telling me to be more aware of my surroundings, no matter how distracted I got. It slowed us down, and she had to do most of the work, but we still made love three times that weekend.
She reached for my erection, gently stroking it as she continued to kiss my stomach. I looked down and saw her ring flash, bringing another smile to my face.
She was really surprised that I knew her birthday, even more surprised I knew her ring size. Three small diamonds in white gold, her favorite, custom built by my Israeli jeweler. I slipped it on her finger during the nice dinner I'd taken her to. She didn't know how to respond, so I kissed her to stop her budding protests.
"You've been there when I've really, really needed a friend, the only one besides family who knows the whole story of my life. I know there will never be anything permanent between us, but I will always love you for what you are, a good friend. So wear the ring, look down every once in a while and remember there is someone out there you can always count on. Call me and I'll come, for anything you need. Anything."
Tough, strong, resilient Madeline cried like a baby, and has always had it on since. In some countries in Europe the right finger is the marriage finger, and if we'd go somewhere on one of her infrequent holidays, if people asked if she was my wife, I'd grin and say she was right now, which always made her blush.
We made slow languid love, neither of us in a mood to hurry. By now I knew her triggers, and tried to make it remarkable. By the way she cried when we were done, I believe I accomplished my goal. We drifted off the sleep.
She woke me later, pulling me on to her. "We need to hurry! We'll be landing in twenty five minutes, and we need to be presentably."



We slammed into each other hard, need and urgency leading our actions. When we went to disembark, I looked a little rumpled, and grinned when Maddy walked down the ramp, looking at her fine bottom, knowing she was without panties and probably leaking. She gave me a passionate kiss and told me she would be in touch.
...
I spent the next three months wandering around places I'd always wanted to see but couldn't because of money, scheduling, children, or the fact that Jo never wanted to go there.
I walked the Appalachian Trail through part of North Carolina and Virginia, including the section known as 'The Virginia Creeper'. I veered off when I got close to Washington, and went down to Key West in time for Fantasy Fest.
In a stroke of drunken genius, I had my body painted as a target, because that's what I felt like at times. The painter was one of the most famous, and was so intrigued with my idea he did a full body job, centering the bullseye over my crotch.
The only article of clothing I had on was a red jockstrap, and you'd be amazed at the women, and a few guys, who wanted to hit the bullseye. I had a short beard, my uncut hair in a ponytail, and sunglasses on. I doubt if anyone would recognize me in a million years, despite all the photos that were taken.
I ended up with a topless Annie Oakley, wearing a cowboy hat, body paint, and leather chaps. We went back to her room, where she decided to see how many rounds my rifle held. Four, it turns out, if I was given sufficient time to reload. We never talked, or exchanged names, we just fucked, kissed each other goodbye at noon, and went our separate ways.
From there I went to Canada, and spent two weeks walking the streets of Montreal, enjoying all the town had to offer.
I'd call the kids or Jo once in a while, listen to their frantic pleas to come home, tell them I was fine, and travel on. A guy tried to mug me in Chicago and I slammed him into a building and broke his hand, leaving him laying in the street whining, without another thought.
I rolled into my hometown on a brand new motorcycle, visited a barber shop to have my hair trimmed and my beard shaped, and went to see the Dean. I'd bought the most expensive bottle of rye Canada had to offer and I held it out to him.
He didn't recognize me until I spoke. Then he was all over me, pouring us a drink and catching up. He tried his best to have me return, and I told him I'd do a guest lecture now and then, maybe sub if someone was sick, but I didn't want a regular schedule.
He wondered about my finances, but I assured him I was fine. When Said died, I got a package from his old commander. It was every gem in his share, plus three gold bars of irregular shape and weight, along with a letter.
"Pete, if you have this, then I'm dead. I hope I went out in a blaze of glory. I have no relatives, so I held this, planning to give it to my wife and daughters. Sadly, it appears my line has ended. I want you to have it, for your children and grandchildren. Every time you give them a trinket, tell them about your friend. It will be as close to immortal as I'll ever get.
Your brother in spirit, Said."
I tried to give it back, but the commander, who had traveled to England to deliver it personally, refused.
"He wanted you to have it, and I honor his wishes."
I sent it to the jeweler, giving him a small sapphire to hold them for me. He sent me an estimate later. Apparently jewels and especially the gold had appreciated since we had last talked. Just what he gave me, not counting what I still had, was valued at almost five hundred thousand. I never learned where the gold came from.
Aside from that, I had almost three hundred thousand in a Dubai bank, courtesy of several unnamed benefactors and Sherry's brother.
And that didn't include what I had in my regular account. Teddy paid us very well, and our lodging was free. I didn't keep a car since everything I needed was in walking distance or a short bike ride away. There was just under two hundred thousand available, and my paycheck would continue for another nine months.
I waited until I thought Jo would be home, and rode over. I could see her peeking out the window as I strode to the door, removing my helmet.
It took knocking at the door for three minutes and a phone call before she open it. She just stood, taking in my beard and long hair, now more salt than pepper, before she started and welcomed me.
She sat there for a few minutes making small talk before she exploded. "Where the hell have you been? We've been worried sick, and even Maddy couldn't find you. We were afraid you were dead, or worse."
"I've been...yondering," I said using a word from one of my favorite Westerns, "seeing what's over the next hill, drifting around as I pleased. For the first time in forever I felt free, Nobody was depending on me, no one was trying to kill me, I didn't have a deadline or goal to achieve. You should try it sometime, Jo, it's very liberating. Besides, I called often enough to let you know I was all right."
"Some of us have jobs, responsibilities. We can't just take off and wander. Don't you think I've dreamed of something like that? Hell, all people do. I guess I'm just angry because I wasn't with you. The old Jake would have bent over backwards to include me. I guess the new Pete just didn't give a shit."
She stopped, tears in her eyes. Where the hell did this come from? I hadn't seen her since she left England, and the baby was ten months old now. before I could speak she started again.
"I'm sorry, really. That was uncalled for. I'm just under a lot of pressure right now. I'm right in the middle of a monster project, one of my last if things go well, and I've had to plan a wedding by myself. Our mothers are willing to help, but since I'm footing the bills I have to be hands on. And I think Josh is finally getting serious about someone."
I jumped in when she ran out of steam. "So Miles finally popped the question? Excellent. Stop worrying about the wedding. I'll foot the bills, write the checks while Mom and Marie plan it. It will make them feel useful again."
Jo looked at me in awe. "I think I like Pete much better than Jake. Forceful, making decisions with the snap of your fingers. A girls panties could get wet around a man like that."
She grinned at the look on my face. "Relax, honey, it was a joke. But I will accept your help with the wedding, if everything gets run by me first. I have a budget, after all."
"No you don't. I said I'd foot the bill, and I will. If you want to contribute, do like you want, supervise. Maybe give them a nice honeymoon destination."
She was off the couch and in my lap in a second, kissing me hard. Then Jo jumped up, a gleam in her eye.
"Go clean up, and put on something decent. We're going to have a house full of guests pretty soon. Oh, and order some food, who has time to cook?"
I went up, showered, brushed my hair and beard, and after donning jeans and a tee shirt, went back downstairs. Using her computer, I was amazed at how many new restaurants were in town. I ordered Chinese and Italian, just to cover all the bases.
Dozing on the couch, I was awakened when Jess dove on me, kissing me all over my face while she cried. Jo laughed and had Josh and Miles pry her off me. Just as soon as she was removed, Mom jumped into my arms, doing basically the same rant Jo had done. When she calmed down I looked at Marie. She just grinned.
"What? As much grief as I gave you when you were my son in law, I think you deserve a pass. Still good to see you though." She did kiss my cheek before going into the kitchen to help organize the food.
We laughed,sharing a meal and the love of family. It was a feeling I savored, not having experienced it in a long time. Halfway through the meal a thought struck me. "Miles, we forgot your mother. I apologize. She should be here. Call her, and if she's not busy, see if she'll come over."
Miles was amazed but made the call. Clara was there in thirty minutes. She had met every one but me, so she was soon at ease. When I told her I expected her to help plan the wedding, she cried.
The official GET JESS MARRIED IN STYLE COMMITTEE held their first meeting at the dining table, shooing Josh, Miles, and me out of the room. We went outside and they admired my bike.
"I never thought I'd see my Dad on a motorcycle, but then again I never thought I'd see you do half the things you've done. Are you okay, Dad?"
I shrugged. "I'm pretty happy, really. Oh, every once in a while something will trigger an unpleasant memory, but I get over it pretty quickly. And I'm home now, at least for the next nine months."
Changing the subject, I asked if the rumors I'd heard about his love life were true. His grin was about a mile wide.
"Pretty much, Pop. I hope the jewelry chest isn't empty."
"Don't you worry about that. I'll have what you need. Do I know the girl?"
Miles was grinning as hard as Josh. "You've actually met her. Her name is Celeste. My sister, remember?"
I remembered a tall blonde in a lab coat wearing big glasses. She seemed pretty enough, but it was hard to tell in that outfit. "How did that happen?"
"We would all hang out together at our apartment. It took a few months, but they drifted closer and closer. Then BOOM! They couldn't keep their hands off each other. It's been like this for about five months now. That's the quick version, if you want details, get them out of Josh."
Jess came skipping out about then, wrapping her arms around my waist. "Daddy, Mom wants to know what kind of budget the committee has to work with."
"I don't know, baby. Do you have a ballpark figure?"
She fidgeted a little before coming out with twenty thousand. Wow, I wondered how much mine had cost. It was only money, so I looked at her sternly.
"Sorry pumpkin. I can't live with that figure."
She hung her head, tears forming. I tilted her chin up until she looked me in the eye. "That can't possibly be enough. It seems we spent at least thirty thousand on Polly, and I'm sure prices have gone up since then. Let's go with thirty-five, all right? If it runs over let me know, otherwise, except for the time and the place, leave me out of it. Acceptable, sweetie?"
She let out a scream that must have had the neighbors wondering who got murdered and ran towards the house, stopping halfway and running back into my arms. "Thank you, Daddy!" Then she kissed me and ran back into the house.
It took them two hours before they calmed down enough to leave. I walked out, planning on getting a hotel room for the night. Jo was right behind me.
"Don't you even think of cranking up that noisy thing. Come to bed, you can move it tomorrow."
She saw my look in the security lights. "That's all I'm offering you, Pete, a bed. Not a bed with me in it."
Then she giggled. "However, I am open to negotiation. Just kidding. Maybe. Seriously, come to bed. We'll talk in the morning. I'll even make breakfast."
I thought about it for a minute, grabbed my bag, and hit my old guest room. It took me a while to get to sleep, being here, in my old house. The memories seeped out of the walls, swirling around me. I heard the kids in the backyard when they were just school age, screaming with the joy of new life, laughing as that big ugly mutt we'd rescued from the pound chased them around, barking and slobbering all over them. I heard their wails of sorrow when he passed a few years later, coming to grips with the concept of death for the first time. His headstone was still standing in the back corner.
I heard the excited whispers between the girls when they fist noticed boys, holding them when they got their tender young hearts broken for the first time. I could see then posing with their dates in their prom dresses, and then it was my heart breaking a little because I knew it was the beginning of the end of their childhood, I could see Josh in that God awful purple tux. The way his date looked at him he could have worn rags and she wouldn't have noticed.
I could hear Jo as she cooed and screamed during our lovemaking, in every room of the house and every inch of the patio and backyard. I could see her tired but triumphant smile as I brought her and the twins home, knowing our priorities were forever changed.
Then I'd remember the fights, the coldness, why we were divorced, and wondered if this wasn't just another manipulation. Time would tell. Besides, I'd be apartment hunting tomorrow.
...
Jo was unhappy when I told her my day would be spent apartment hunting. She seemed hurt.
"Really, honey? You could just stay here, you know."
"Not a good idea, Jo. As much as I've become lately of enjoying your company, I need my own space. Besides, wouldn't it be awkward if I was lounging around when your dates showed up?"
I said the last in jest, but saw the flicker in her eyes.
"Is it serious?"
"Sort of. He wants more than what we have but I'm not sure. He's a good guy, Pete, and I'm comfortable being with him, but the spark I'm looking for just isn't there, and I don't know if it will ever be."
"Don't lead him on, Jo. That's all I'm going to say. If he wants more and you don't, tell him upfront."
Breakfast was awkward after that, and I told her I'd do the dishes while she got ready for work. Forty minutes later, dressed in her lawyer clothes, she left. I didn't want to hang around with all the memories, so I drove two towns over and started looking. Why two towns over? I wanted a little space from my family if my past came looking.
I got lucky, despite my appearance, once they found out I was a college professor, they wrote the hair and bike off as academic eccentricity, or maybe a late midlife crisis. To my relief, no one recognized me for my past exploits, even though the last attack had been on the international news for weeks.
I found a nice one bedroom condo, complete with a gym and pool. The price seemed a little high, but then again, I told them right off it was only going to be a year, unless things changed. I offered them a hundred less a month and told them I would pay for the full year in advance. They accepted it right away.
I did the same thing with the car I got, a one year lease, paid in advance. It was big and boxy, but it had a powerful engine and four wheel drive. I went to the post office and got a box, again, I didn't intend to make it any easier on anyone looking.
Did I expect trouble? Not exactly, but three mil is a pretty powerful motivator, even if you're not religious.
The family was a little upset I wasn't close, especially Jo. I explained my reasons, and it was clear she hadn't even considered it. She never said another word.
The wedding committee was doing an outstanding job of depleting my bank account. But your little girl only gets married once (I hoped), so I didn't complain.
...
I'd gotten badly out of shape in my wanderings, so I hit the condo gym pretty hard, and found a new martial arts place to train. I couldn't help but grin at the irony. It was a Savate academy, taught by a Frenchman who'd worn the white sash for fifteen years. He was impressed with my resume and asked why I chose his studio.
"I recently ran across another white sash, and was intrigued by how similar it was to the last system I studied. Both are no nonsense styles born of necessity. They're not pretty, they're not fair, and they're both damned effective."
I adapted to the style pretty easily, and the instructor would often match me with more experienced sparring partners. I'd sometimes revert to one of my old styles, just to confuse them. Still, I was pretty much continuously bruised on one body part or another for three months. It reminded me I would soon turn 50 and maybe I needed to ease up a little. Then I'd remember someone shooting grenades in our windows, and I worked harder.
I also went through the course and applied for a concealed carry permit. It took three months before I got it, and I made a habit of carrying my pistol even before the permit was approved. The course was sponsored by a gun club with a very nice range, so I joined.
They tried to be helpful. I was a college professor, after all. They made all kinds of suggestions and were more than surprised when I showed up one Saturday morning, with both pistols.
The range master examined them, declared them fit to fire, and set me up a lane. I didn't realize it until about thirty minutes later but I had an audience. Always handy with a pistol, I'd gotten bored just shooting at the bullseye, so I started shooting patterns into the target. I put two eyes, a nose, and a crooked smile on one. drew an X across one, a circle on another, and a heart on the breast area of another. None of them were perfect, but it was easy to tell what they were supposed to be. What stunned them was my shooting with both hands, emptying the magazine in the one in the right hand, then the one on the left.
"Where did you learn to shoot like that?"
I shrugged, trying to downplay my skill. "I've been around guns all my life, and I've always been ambidexterous, so it came naturally."
I grinned, "but I'm terrible with long guns. Never got the hang of it. I'm a shotgun man, all I need to do is get close."
He hit me up to join the club's shooting team, but I begged off. "I don't know how much longer I'm going to be here. I wouldn't want you to depend on me and then up and leave."
I grew to become something of a challenge to them. Discovering I had a competitive streak when it came to shooting, I would regularly shoot against whoever was available. I beat all but one with pistol, and we seemed to split, winning as often as losing. No one could touch me shooting with both hands, but I usually got the crap kicked out of me with rifles.
One of the guys I hit it off with introduced me to skeet shooting. It was love at first pull. After two months I started getting bored, and asked them to throw multiple clays at the same time. Two were easy, three were interesting, four were challenging.
I took Josh and Miles with me a few times. Josh said it was okay, but Miles got the fever and soon bought matching shotguns, twelve gauge for him, twenty for Jess. Genetics must have kicked in, and she was a natural, outshooting Miles on a regular basis. She got so good that my club put on a father daughter competition, and we won easily. Way to easily. The other clubs hinted they brought in a ringer, but they countered, saying we were just a college professor and an accountant.
One guy wouldn't let it go, Googled me, and saw my recent past. Soon everyone knew who I was. It got so bad I quit going to the range, and five of the members showed up at my condo, promising to make sure no one bothered me if I returned.
They caught me as I was returning from the pool, a towel wrapped around my waist. Three of them were veterans, and recognized my scars for what they were, battle wounds. I think their opinion of me went up. It bothered me a little.
Tom had gotten hit with shrapnel, and had little scars all over his back. Bill had survived an IED that destroyed the Humvee he was riding in, and had taken two bullets while pulling his crew out of the vehicle. They were warriors, I was just a stupid nerd who ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time, with a knack for pissing off dangerous people.
After the small talk, they got to the point. "You need to come back. We'll make sure you're left alone as much as you want. You're not military, but you stand up for your friends and beliefs, have gone through scarier stuff than I could imagine. At least my time in the service had me facing pretty easily identified enemies, and I didn't operate in enemy held territory."
They finally convinced me to come back, even though I had been identified now, and it wouldn't take long for anyone to find me. They just grinned. "It's a gun club, buddy. A lot of us are vets from more than one war. They might get surprised."



...
Maddy came to see me about a month after I settled in, slapping me for dropping off the radar, then kissing my cheek to make it better.
"Asshole! You know how hard it was to keep track of you? And every time we found you you would disappear again. Fantasy Fest? Really? We got there about six hours after you left. Same when you crossed into Canada. You were probably in Chicago before we knew. What did you do to not leave a paper trail?"
"Prepaid debit cards. I went to six different stores and loaded each with two grand. I learned it off a movie."
She grinned. "Wow, you would be so good at tradecraft if you'd just learn. Now, you owe me a nice dinner, and I expect you to model that red jockstrap when we get back."
She stayed three days, screwing my brains out (like that took a lot of effort) while I pampered her with everything I could think of. The day she left she surprised the hell out of me.
"I'll be eligible to retire in a few months, Pete. Thirty years, you know how rare that is? It's one of the reasons our retirement package is so great, because they never expect anyone to make it that long. I'm going to do it, settle down in a little college town, maybe take up with some professor that is a little more than he seems. Think of the possibilities."
She broke down at the look on my face, before kissing me. "I'm serious, Pete. After thirty years I don't really enjoy what I do anymore. Looking back for the last four years, the only happy memories I have are of you. You're the only person I've been with in decades who doesn't want anything from me but me. In my world, you wouldn't believe how rare that is. I'm not saying that as soon as I retire we're going to settle down into domestic bliss. Even if you won't admit it, you're still hung up on your ex, and I know you've banged a few of those pool pussies that are always around. They have a running bet on who lands you. I hate it for them, but they don't have a chance. Think about it, baby.
I'd be really good for you."
She paused to gauge my reaction before continuing. "I know I have competition, but I have an edge. I'm absolutely ruthless when I want something, and I want you. Now, I have time for one more romp in the bedroom before I have to go. Come on, I want to give you something to remember me by while I'm gone."
She used skills I never knew she had, reducing me to a quivering pile of goo twice before she let me go. Two hours later, she gave me a kiss that would melt steel, and was gone.
She left me with a lot to think about. And a sore dick.
...
Jo told her lover that there would never be a future for them past what they had now, and he slowly drifted away. Jess told me she dated once in a while, mostly for business related events.
I'd see her every week or so, mostly for wedding related plans. Surprisingly, they just barely stayed in budget. Jack was taking three weeks of leave, and he and Polly were due to arrive in two days. Polly was going to be Matron of Honor, and Jack was going to be a groomsman.
Maddy couldn't make the wedding, which I think pleased Jo. She still called me every week or so from some exotic (translation: dangerous) location, reminding me the clock was ticking.
I had given it a lot of thought. The love I had for her wasn't the white hot passion I'd had for Jo, But a more mature, thoughtful love. And one thing Maddy had going for her that Jo didn't was that I had absolute trust in her, pretty odd considering her career. Maybe I was wrong, but I really didn't think so. I shelved my thinking on the situation, and concentrated on the wedding.
Jack and Polly arrived, and we nearly drowned little Jack drooling on him. Polly had to almost pry him out of Jo's arms. The women went of to do wedding related activities, and Jack got me alone, giving me a letter from Teddy.
Seems things had calmed down, but we were no longer welcome at the college, He was thinking about moving the operation to the U.S., but it was still up for debate. He signed off with a warning to not let my guard down.
To my surprise and pleasure, Moshe and his family showed up for a visit, bringing Sherry and Fatima with them. It was the first time we'd been together in eight months. We went out as a group, and raised a glass to Said, our farewell to a friend.
Sherry told us her father and brother were still monitoring things, and it seemed we were old news and our enemies were concentrating on other, more pressing problems. Good for us. They also said the bounties were still out, so we should never let our guard down.
The wedding went off without a hitch. Jo had given them a river cruise through Europe as a honeymoon gift. No doubt that Miles would drag Jess through every wine region he could.
Neither Jo nor I had dates, so we shared the table with the new in laws, their parents, and ours. Again, I sat on one end and they sat on the other. Every one knew better than to try to put us together. Marie had gently brought it up a month before and I not so gently rebuked her. I saw a flash of fear and calmed myself, but she got the message.
What I didn't tell anyone is I ran into him just after her attempt. He was in my town, for some reason, and was walking out of a coffee house as I was walking in. He looked at me like a deer caught in headlights. Making a snap decision I told him, not asked, but told him to sit back down and order another coffee. I got mine, and we sipped for a few seconds in silence.
His voice was tentative when he spoke. "Does this mean..."
"This means I get to tie up a loose end. I don't think you'll ever understood what you did to me, so I'm going to spell it out in simple terms you can understood. I can kind of understand what Jo did, and I know Mike did what he did out of jealousy and spite, but I'll never understand your betrayal. Out of the three you were the only one that was blood. You were my father for God's sake, you should have defended me, told them to let me make my own choices in life. That's what a good father would have done. You manipulated me out of self determination when it came to my life. What kind of father does that? I'll never forgive you, not in this lifetime."
"You ever think about how your manipulations turned out? I divorced my wife, lost my relationship with my mother, destroyed Mike, and despise you with a passion. Yeah, things really worked out, huh?"
He fidgeted. "I was only doing what I thought was right."
"Bull-fucking-shit. Maddy told me a little about your career. You became a courier when every agency you applied for turned you down. I think a lot of what you did was fear I could actually succeed where you failed. This discussion is over."
I left him sitting, and as I walked by the window I was surprised to see him wiping tears off his cheek. I felt no pity at all.
...
The wedding was a huge success, and Celeste caught the bouquet. I think the fix was in. She grinned and tossed it to me. We'd had a quiet conversation during a dance, and at the table later.
"I hear you own a jewelry store, Pops. Just so you know, my dream ring is a diamond circled by small emeralds. Or large. I think the term is substantial without being gaudy. I've seen the bling your daughters and wife wear, so I'm sure I won't be disappointed." She was grinning as she said it. I very seriously told her I'd tell Josh.
The wine flowed, all from the family business, of course. Jo and I danced several times, then I danced with my daughters and soon to be daughter in law, then Mom and Marie had to have a turn. I looked around at my kids, all coupled now, with the first of what I suspected would be many grandchildren.
We stood and cheered as the limo whisked them away to begin their first adventure as one. I hope they have many over their lifetimes.
Jo was crying silently as she stood, my arm casually draped over her shoulders. It just seemed the same to do. "Cheer up, honey, we only have to do this one more time, at least until the grandkids grow up. How many do you think we'll end up with?"
Instead of cheering her up, it made her cry harder. As the guests drifted off, I walked Jo to her car. She looked up at me, still teary. "Can I spend the night? I just need held, you understand? Let me go to sleep in your arms like I used to, let me pretend the last few years didn't happen. Let me pretend for one night you still love me."
I kissed her cheek before answering. "I do still love you. I always will. Yes, you can stay, if you understand that tomorrow will be the same reality as this morning. You can't unring a bell, Jo."
"I'll take it. Can we leave now?"
I took her to my condo, the first time she'd ever seen it. She went into my closet for a shirt, then pulled me into the bathroom. The shower was slow and loving, touches instead of gropes. We snuggled into bed and she spooned to my back, asleep in seconds. I listened to her quiet breathing, regretting all the hurt we'd been through. But regrets don't change facts, or what had happened.
I felt get out of bed sometime in the night. She came back and assumed the same position, and I was just conscious enough to realize she had lost the shirt. Her naked body pressed against mine felt really good as I slipped back into slumber.
We'd rolled over some time during the night, and I woke pressing my morning erection into her bottom. She wriggled sleepily until I slipped in and sighed as we began the age old dance, both of us shuddering as we peaked. She woke me after daylight, pulling me by my erection on top of her. Again we were in no hurry until we neared the finish. Tears were leaking out of her eyes as she moaned out her finish. I slipped off her and she snuggled under my shoulder as we drifted off yet again.
I woke up just after nine to find her gone, a note on the kitchen table.
"Thank you for last night, Pete. It was just what I needed. I'll have the girls drop your car back later, I forgot I was supposed to go to lunch with Polly and Celeste. Preplanning for another wedding, I suspect. Since Celeste's mother is alone, she'll need all the help she can get. You might want to have Josh call your jeweler friend."
...
Life drifted on. I did the odd guest lecture on campuses all over the country. Teddy, after long discussions with both countries, decided to do the rest of the translations in America, but hadn't decided on a location yet. Sherry and Fatima were living in California now and seemed to like it, so I suspected it would be a west coast facility we ended up at.
Teddy decided we'd do a quick trip to several different countries, to return artifacts and generate good will. There would be a large security presence, from the host country and England, SAS I suspected. It took a lot of coordination and planning, but almost a year to the day I left I was on a plane back to England.
Once again Maddy was with me, and she brought four guys with her. "This is my last assignment, Pete. I'll be your companion for the whole trip, and if you say one word about separate bedrooms I'll kick your ass. And I hear you might be relocating to California. Did I ever mention I was from Northern California? Still have a lakeside cabin there, courtesy of my grandparents. Convenient for weekend getaways, don't you think?"
I had been giving Maddy a lot of thought. No doubt, I still loved Jo, but I was pretty sure it was time to move on, finally. Maddy was not an attractive woman in the standard sense. She was more a handsome type, too much character showed through to make her beautiful. But she had a smile that would melt an iceberg, she was sensitive when she let down her guard, and sexually there was no comparison. Jo was good in bed, but to compare her to Maddy would be like comparing a high school quarterback to a seasoned pro. Not that I didn't love our times together, but Maddy took it to a whole new level. And though I never asked, I knew in my heart that if we ended up together there would never be another man for her, as there would be no woman for me. And on reflection, that was just fine.
I smiled and kissed her hand, making her blush, which her crew found hilarious. "Do you have a boat?"
She found the question odd. "No. Why?"
"Oh, it's just an old joke. A guy posts an ad on a singles site. 'Man seeks woman. Must love to fish, and own a boat. Please reply at P.O. Box X. P.S. Send picture of boat.' "
It took her a second to process what I'd said. Then she was all over me while her crew laughed. "We'll go boat shopping as soon as we get home, honey. I promise."
I had to wonder how she could possibly be effective as a bodyguard when she refused to let go of my hand.
As we spent more time together we got to really know each other. She admitted to me that her single biggest regret was never having children, and wondered if mine would accept her.
"What a silly question. Polly has a bit of hero worship where you're concerned. The rest will come around, you can be pretty lovable when you feel like it. If you're not careful they'll start dumping the grandkids on you for an adult weekend. Ever changed a diaper?"
That sent her off on a little crying jag. When she stopped sniffling she said she'd be the best grandma ever. I laughed. "I can see it now, you teaching little Jack how to kill people with just a stapler, or how to clone a phone."
"Well," she laughed back, "what did you expect I'd do? I don't know how to bake cookies."
I lay awake one night, just thinking. I was tired, even the year off hadn't helped. I was ready to live a quiet life, away from the world. I wasn't even sure I wanted to return to my research. At least something good had come out of all this. I gently eased the ring off Maddy's right finger, and put it on her left, smiling as I went to sleep.
We were a plane to Dubai before she noticed. I thought she was going to break my hand when she saw it. "Really?"
"Really what?"
She squeezed so tightly I thought my bones actually broke. "Don't fuck with me, Pete. I don't have much of a sense of humor."
I leaned over and kissed her. "Really. You need to think about what kind of ring you want to go with it. Any combination of diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and sapphires, as big as you want."
"This one will do just fine."
"No, I want to make a statement. This woman, my woman, deserves the very best. If you don't pick something I'll made it so gaudy it'll be embarrassing." I thought she was going to break my fingers again.
Sherry, Fatima, and Moshe met us in Dubai, and we soon were attending receptions and dinners. We were at the university when the Greek professor I'd been with came up. Seems she'd gotten a better offer and taught there now. Maddy knew all my secrets, and Aphrodite thought it was funny the way Maddy was acting until I told her what she did for a living. She immediately stopped the light flirting, and I eased my arm out of Maddy's hand, knowing there would be bruises later.
"I know you have green eyes, honey, but don't get greeneyed. She was a long time ago."
Maddy backed down, muttering. "Bitch better be in the past. I find it otherwise and she'll lose her ranking on the top one hundred. She'll be lucky if they recognize her as human when I get done."
...
I listened as the phone rang, knowing that it was a call she wasn't expecting. She could say what she wanted, but I knew that deep down Jo thought she could get me back, that eventually I'd come around and we were going to be together again. I'd thought about it quite a but, time has a way easing all pain, but in the end, I just couldn't.
"Hello?"
"Hi Jo. It's me. How are you. How are the kids? Josh proposed yet?"
"Pete! It's so good to hear your voice, honey. And the kids are all fine. Josh showed me the ring. I'm a little jealous. You're going to have to open that wallet again pretty soon. Where are you?"
"I'm in Dubai for some meetings to establish a timeline to return some of the stuff we collected. There are several groups claiming ownership so it's a bit muddled. I have some personal news, Jo. Maddy and I are together now, and I intend to make it an official union soon. I wanted you to hear it from me, not some second hand way."
There was a period of silence on the phone, and I thought maybe the connection had broken. "Jo, are you still there?"
There was a muffled sob before she spoke.
I...I'm happy for you, Pete. It's just that I'd always hoped that..."
She was full on crying now. "I'm sorry Jo, I really am. You're a good woman at heart, and I'm sure there is someone out there for you. It just isn't me any longer."
She tried to reply, but kept crying so she hung up. I sighed and put the phone down.
"Let me guess, she didn't take it well."
I stroked Maddy's hand. "Not really. But she'll recover. She's a strong woman. Now that the past has finally been laid to rest she can move on. I truly wish her happiness."
"You're a good man, Pete. I can't wait to spend the rest of my life with you."
I snuggled her tighter, happier than I had been in a long, long time.
The disputes of ownership were getting more strident, and Teddy, in his wisdom. got a panel together, two each from the countries and groups claiming the books and scrolls, and had them present their claims to a three judge tribunal, none from the countries in dispute. They were all highly ranked religious leaders, two mullahs and a priest, with reputations beyond reproach. The petitioners grudgingly agreed to abide by their findings.
There was a lot of bickering and name calling, but when the tribunal made their decision they all agreed to abide by it. I wasn't surprised when a lot of the material ended up in the hands of the Catholic Church. Wonder how much that cost?
Sherry's brother was there, and surprisingly, her father. He was pretty high up the ladder, a confidant and advisor to the King, and was well thought of. Of course, officially he condemned her lifestyle, but privately never mentioned it.
He was keen to meet me, and it was a very pleasant experience. He was witty, fluent in six languages, and would in midsentence slip into another, seeing if I could keep up with him. I'd reply to whatever he said in a totally different language, which he found vastly amusing.
He had heard about my audience with the Pope, and bore a gift from the Grand Mufti of his country, and a message.
"I hear you subscribe to no religion, so I send you this gift. Wear it beside the Christian cross, between both I hope you will be protected. And the Prince has assured me that when you journey to my country, I will get to spend a little time with you. Allah Akbar."
He signed his name in perfect flowing script, a name so long and complex I wouldn't pretend to try to use. I mentally dubbed him Al. I opened the package, a gold medallion on a heavy chain, bearing the name 'Allah' in flowing letters. I immediately put it on, feeling it rub against the cross, wondering which religion the lightning strike would come from. I looked forward to meeting him.
The visits took almost three months, with extremely heavy security the whole time. Surprising everyone, there were no attempts at all, and intelligence heard very little chatter about us. We all started to relax.
...
I had a long talk with Maddy, and resigned. Returning the things we'd studied would be my last act as a member of S7. Teddy wasn't particularly surprised.
"None of you are returning. Sherry and Fatima are happy in California, and are seriously thinking about a baby, with Fatima bearing, because of age factors. Ruth has been worried sick since the attack on your apartments, and has begged Moshe to stay home. Now you. Maddy will be very happy. Have you told her yet?"
"Of course. She's my life partner now, and there will be no secrets going forward. We're going to stay in her cabin for awhile before I look for something to pass the time. There is a small college nearby with a stellar reputation, and several community colleges in the area. I think I'd like to be a History teacher. Maddy says she not going to do a thing but be domestic for the first time in her life. She doesn't know I know, but she's been cruising adoption websites, looking for boy girl siblings from ten up. Looks like I may be raising another family."



Teddy gave me an odd look. "Tell me, Pete, how well do you like Josef and Tatiana?"
I didn't understand the question. "Well, I didn't get to spend that much time with Tati because she was always off with the girls, but Maddy adored her, they even went to lunch a couple of times alone, for "Girl Talk", as Maddy put it. Josef and I bonded, because he was without a Dad and I was missing Josh. He's a good kid, and smart as a whip. Why?"
"This stays between us. Sasha came to see us about a month after you left, asking if we could watch the kids for a couple of weeks while she went home to tie up loose ends, according to her. She never came back. We kept them for awhile, but when it became apparent she wasn't coming back we put them in boarding school and had ourselves appointed temporary guardians."
All I could say is "Wow."
"Indeed. It gets worse. I called in a favor, and they tracked her from her home town to China, and then she showed up in Turkey. We fear she's been radicalized, her fingerprints were found on a bomb that didn't detonate during an attack."
Sasha? I realize I didn't know her that well, but she seemed sweet, and seemed to enjoy watching the kids interact with us. Then again, I'd caught her staring at one or the other of us several times, with a blank look on her face.
Then I thought about the attack. Her place had been hit with a grenade, but almost no fire was directed into it. The next two were the girls and Moshe, both high value targets, Arabic lesbians and Jews, and then mine, also mostly bullets and no grenades. Sasha was out of town with the kids that weekend, a lucky coincidence, I thought.
"Do you think the kids..."
"I don't think so," Teddy sighed. "I've had them watched closely, from a man we planted as a teacher and from the two security men I assigned to them, telling them it was for their protection."
I was still a bit confused. "What does all this have to do with Maddy and me?"
"Well, I was hoping you could take them to America with you, at least for awhile. They would be safe, and they'd make great cover. Who's going to be looking for an older couple with two kids, one a retired government clerk, the other a history teacher? Think about it, run it by Maddy. It would be good for everyone."
I did think about it for a day or two before I talked with Maddy. At first she wasn't sure, then she was afraid she would be able to handle it. I laughed."
"You've faced and overcome some of the most dangerous men in the world, lived through things that would kill most humans, and you're afraid of two teenagers? What's the worse thing they can do, scream 'I hate you' and storm off to their rooms?"
"YES!," she said through tears. I snuggled her until she calmed down. When she was quiet I told her the truth.
"They're going to say things like that to you, knowing deep down you know they don't really mean it. But there will also be a lot of 'I love you Mom', and 'You're the best mother ever!' in there too. Be careful, honey. If we take them, even for just a while, they'll work their way into your heart. Then they'll do something terrible to you. They'll grow up, and you'll watch them leave and wonder where the time went. But they'll always be your kids, even if they're thirty."
She was pretty quiet for two days. That night, as we snuggled, she pulled me as tight as she could. "I want them. Can I have them?"
I kissed her, feeling the tears. "You'll never have them, but they'll always have you. Yes. Let's see if this thing works."
I don't think she slept a wink. I woke to find the bed empty, and could hear her at the table, talking to herself and making notes. She woke me in the morning with an intense bout of loving, leaving me drained while she seemed to be bouncing off the walls.
"That was great, honey."
She kissed me, grinning. I was surprised to notice how much softer the lines on her face appeared. "That was to hold you until you get to England. I have somewhere to be."
I got a horrible feeling. I thought her past was behind her. "Where do you have to be?"
"At Dorset. I have to pick our children up, it's a school holiday. Two weeks. I'm going to explain about their mother, honey, and hope they don't hate me. Then I'm going to shower them with all the love I've been saving up, even if I didn't know for who until now. I don't pray, Pete, but today I'll offer prayers to every known deity on the planet for this opportunity."
She made plans to take them straight to America, if they wanted to go. Maddy could be pretty persuasive if she wanted something, so I had no doubt they would be with her when I returned. She left her team, telling them that if anything happened to me past a hangnail it would be very, very bad for them. They believed her.
...
It was finally over. Despite the high profile, no one offered to touch us. I have a feeling Sherry's family had a lot to do with it.
We all sat together as we approached Heathrow, exchanging rememberances and swearing to keep in touch. We'd survived a lot, gave a lot of knowledge and more than a little speculation about the world's past. It was time to let a new team shine. Teddy had already lined up Trevor, and Ian. Moshe recommended a bright young woman he'd once mentored, and Sherry suggested Teddy let a couple of her cousins join, both well qualified. They were all in their thirties, and the enthusiasm would be almost immeasurable.
In a move that surprised the Church and most of the world, the Pope did a short video for broadcast, thanking our team and me in particular, for bringing the information about the Apostles to light.
"Of course." he said, as he drew the message to a close. "we can never know if what they brought us was true, but I'd like to think there was a feisty woman in the mix, showing us their humanity while they served the greatest of causes. I've had the Achivists examine the scrolls we have in our possession, and they are strikingly similar. Perhaps the Church made a mistake in not giving women a more active role. Nevertheless, we can't change the past, but it is my intention to bring women deeper into the folds of the Church, and expand their roles in the Catholic community."
Wow. He more or less just validated everything we found. There would be a buzz in the upper echelons for quite a while.
Teddy grinned as we deplaned, telling us he had arranged a small surprise. We cleared the airport with a minimum of hassle, diplomatic papers go a long way in making people more agreeable. The SAS and my team remained vigilant as we walked to the parking lot.
There, standing at the edge, were Ian, Trevor, and a priest I didn't recognize, along with my whole family. Jo, and the kids were waving and clapping, beside Ruth and her two children. On the other side of Ruth stood Maddy, flanked by Josef and Tati, smiling and waving. Boy, I thought, my Christmas list was going to kill me in years to come.
Jo , Ruth, and and all the children were rushing towards us, while Maddy held back a little. My smile was a mile wide as I opened my arms, knowing She'd get the last and absolutely best hug.
There was a cleaning crew sweeping the lot, pulling those huge wheeled garbage cans along.
There was a group of three Muslim women, in robes and burkas, chattering happily as they walked towards us. The wind was blowing pretty good, and the women were having trouble with their headscarves.
One blew open, and from twenty feet away I recognized Sasha. At the same time she saw her kids, and started running away from us, screaming in Russian. "GET DOWN!"
I immediately looked around, and the workers were throwing the lids off their bins.
"GET DOWN! ATTACK!"
I no more than got the words out when one of the women pushed the button, blowing herself and everyone in a twenty foot circle up. She was more or less directly behind Jo, and the force blew her into me, hard. I felt something in my face break as she slammed into me. The SAS and my team reacted, but by then the garbage men had AK 47's spraying in all directions. I saw Maddy fall after she pushed the children to the ground.
Jo was trying to say something, but the blast had deafened me. I held her as the light went out of her eyes. There was chaos, and bodies everywhere.
Teddy was down, Sherry was down and Fatima was holding her. Moshe was bleeding from the face, the blood gushing.
I looked around wildly and saw my guards, two with pistols drawn. I surged out from under Jo, rage consuming me, grabbing the pistols and staggering towards the shooters. I was screaming but didn't know it, shooting with a calmness borne of rage. Three of the shooters went down, but two more were still standing. I was just about to shoot one in the head when something hit me and I fell.
I lay there, letting the rage seep out of me. I was very tired, and couldn't remember why. I shut my eyes, ready for a nice rest, when something wet hit my face. I managed to get one eye open to see Maddy, crying hard and cradling my head on her lap. "This sure feels good," I thought, as I drifted off.
...
I thought I was done with this story after the first chapter, but it kept calling me back.
Here's an excerpt from Chapter three, and judging by this one, it will take me about a month to write unless some free time becomes available in the near future, and I don't see that happening.
...
S7:Jihad
I sat on the comfortable cushion, inside the huge room, in a castle built centuries ago, and waited.
I wasn't upset at the wait, it had taken me 37 months to get to this place, a few more minutes or hours wouldn't kill me. I idly hefted the bag they had allowed me to carry in, after they inspected it. The man who handed it back gave me a wolfish grin, recognizing a kindred spirit.
I looked back at the journey that brought me here. In the blasts and gunfire that erupted that afternoon in England, many things had changed.
Jo was dead. Josh was dead. Teddy died, as did Sherry. Polly will carry the scars on her shoulder and in her heart for the rest of her life. Jack was injured so badly he was given a medical discharge, ending a promising career. He was healthy enough now to work, but he'd never wear a uniform again.
Maddy was wounded twice, the first from the blast and the second from a bullet, but made a full recovery. She had managed to push Josef and Tati down and they didn't have a scratch. Tati was still in therapy after watching her mother blow herself and people she thought of as family up.
She had them now, in the cabin by the lake, waiting for my return. She knew I had it to do, and she didn't argue, just kissed me and told me to get it done. I hadn't seen her in almost a year.
And me? I was dead too, shot down as I fought to defend my family. Maddy showed me the video, my face a mask of blood as I staggered forward, screaming in rage, with eighteen inches of my intestine hanging out of my stomach. It showed the shot that put me down, an AK 47 round that ripped through my chest, puncturing my lung, and showed Maddy cradling me as she cradled my head.
And me? Well, I died too, officially. The force of the blast had thrown Jo into me so violently that her head smashed my face. Broken nose, broken cheek, fourteen teeth knocked out and a jawbone shattered in three different places. There wasn't enough left to rebuild, so they replaced.
My jaw was a lot squarer now thanks to the implants they had to put in, my nose was a totally different shape, my cheekbones more pronounced. If you looked at me now you would never know who it was. My voice was even different now, thanks to a damaged voice box.
And my hair had gone white, which no one could explain. I roused from my reverie as three men entered the room, dressed in traditional garb, down to the scimitars strapped to their backs.
One took a seat opposite me, while a woman came in, served us tea, and left. We saluted each other with our bowls, and sipped in silence.
When he spoke, it was softly, but carried well, especially as he had his face covered.
"You know who I am?"
"Of course, Eminence. You are the Old Man Of The Mountain. You know who I am?"
"Naturally. You were Pete Trammel, leader of S7, although now you're know only as The Ghost."
We eyed each other for a second. "So then, what may I do for a ghost?"
"What your group has done for over a thousand years. Kill a man for me."
He nodded. "Ah. Just so. But you could easily kill this man yourself, why would you need us?"
"Because I want him to know it's coming, and he can do nothing to prevent it. I have a gift for you, Eminence."
I looked into my bag, pulled out a head and gently rolled it towards him. "An enemy. I would have brought him to you alive, but he didn't want to cooperate."
He picjed the head up, inspecting it. I could feel his grin through the mask. "Just so, Ghost. You know I offered a handsome bounty for anyone who could bring me his head."
I waved my hand. "It is a gift, just as you give me a gift by allowing me to live, knowing how much I could bring from my enemies."
He laughed. "A Ghost has no enemies. It would be almost impossible for me to get them to accept you at face value. Besides, I think life will be much more interesting with you alive. So, what is this job you would ask us to do?"
I pulled the other two heads out. "Recognize them?"
"One. The other is without a doubt his brother. How did you acquire them?"
"The old fashioned way. I took them. What I want from you is to deliver these, while he sleeps, with a message. The rest of his family is next, and when they're gone, only then will I come for him. Pin it to his pillow with this dagger."
I pulled out the dagger I had given Josh. His guards stiffened and put their hands on their weapons. Their leader said something to them and they relaxed. I lay the dagger undrawn in front of him.
"Put in the note that this is one of a matched set, and I'll be along directly to get it back, and enjoy it when both are wet with his blood."
"This intrigues me. You can pay the fee?"
I handed him a card, which one of the guards ran through a computer sitting in an alcove, returning it and nodding.
"It is done. Are you sure you wouldn't like us to handle this for you You know one look at his sons and he will know who's coming."
"Some things, Eminence, you have to do yourself."
He nodded, and made a hand gesture. The audience was over. I rose, and bowed with respect, bringing my face close to one of the heads. There still seemed to be a surprised look on his face, The one thing I regretted as I looked at it was not putting the brand that was in the middle of his forehead on while he was still alive. Oh, well, maybe next time.
I followed my guide out, ready to be blindfolded as I left. The head looked out blankly, the large S7 plain on his forehead.
It was the opening thrust of my personal Jihad.
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I died.
And it felt...comforting. I'd gone out looking into the face of the second woman I had ever truly loved, while the dead body of the first lay just feet away. Maybe I'd see her soon.
Then I felt a searing pain in my chest as an electric shock ripped through me, hearing someone yell "CLEAR!" as I got zapped yet again. I fell back as I heard someone say "We got rhythm! Good work, team."
Then I died again, floating in a sea of calm, without pain.
........
And then I was born again.
My eyes fluttered open, and it seemed like forever before they focused. The first thing I saw was Maddy, and damned if she wasn't crying again. Wondering if I was still laying in the wreckage of the attack, I tried to reach up and caress her cheek, but couldn't get my arm to move. I looked down, noticing the straps.
"Don't move honey. Not just yet. Welcome back. I've missed you terribly, my man."
She stood up, and I noticed her leaning on a cane. She saw my expression. "It's nothing, honey. Bastards blew out part of my hipbone. The doctors are going to replace it in a few months. Right now I'd rather worry about you."
It all came flooding back. I bucked against the restraints, and all kinds of bells and whistles went off. A male nurse stuck a needle in my IV, and I drifted off again.
I woke again, to feel Tatiana rubbing my cheek. When my eyes opened she jumped back, yelling in an excited voice "Mama! He's awake!"
Maddy came rushing in, Josef right behind her. She wasn't crying this time, and kissed me tenderly, before backing up and turning. "You see, children? I told you he would not leave us. You can hug him, if you do it gently."
Tati gently kissed my cheek, whispering, "Welcome back, Papa." Josef just took my hand and held it tightly, tears in his eyes.
A doctor came bustling in, followed by two nurses.
"Welcome back to the land of the living, Major. I'm going to examine you, and when I'm done you can have dinner with your family. Maybe we can unhook you from a few appliances before I leave. We'll elevate you to a sitting position if you like."
I did indeed. I had a sinking feeling I'd been in this position for quite a while. And why the hell was he calling me Major?
He tested motor skills, hands and feet, and asked questions which I answered in a raspy voice. I had a hell of a sore throat. "I'm afraid your vocal cords sustained a little damage, sir, but the main reason you sound like this is the tube that was down your throat."
"How long?"
"Oh, a week or two. Then you'll sound almost normal."
"No, doctor. How long have I been out?"
He suddenly left, telling me my primary doctor would be there soon and explain everything. I looked at Maddy.
"How long have I been out, honey?"
She sent the kids out and hesitated before answering. "You were in bad shape, Pete. Your intestines were out, and you lost a few inches when they repaired it. You were shot through the left lung, and almost bled out into it. There were a few minor puncture wounds across your body that had to be attended to after they removed the shrapnel."
I knew there was more. "And?"
"And they had to rebuild your face. The impact when Jo hit you was massive. Your nose was broken, one cheekbone was crushed and the other cracked, you lost fourteen teeth, and your jaw was broken in three places."
She paused, gathering her thoughts. "There was no choice, honey. They had to totally rebuild your face. They did a lot while you were out, but there is a few more procedures you'll need to go through. You will look like a completely different person when they're done."
"Where am I?"
A tall man in his forties strode in. "You're in Scotland, Major Jones (the name they used instead of my own, for security, he explained. It was a military hospital, so there wasn't much chatter. The official story was of a returning officer who had gotten hit by a particularly nasty roadside bomb. Maddy had whispered the bare bones to me the first time we were alone.). You were brought here just after the incident, on orders from very high up the food chain. Some of the best trauma specialists in the world were flown in to treat you. Honestly, I don't see how you survived. Your face is pretty much bandaged up right now, and we need to leave them in place for just a few more days. If I deem you fit enough, we'll begin rehab then also. You've been stationary for a very long time, sir."
He looked down at his tablet. "Ninety-eight days to be be exact. We had to keep you sedated to treat you."
Ninety-eight days! I started to rise, and then realized I didn't have the strength. He patted my arm.
"I'm so sorry, but it was necessary. I'll leave it to your wife to fill you in on what's happened."
He held a quiet conversation with Maddy on the other side of the room, wished me good night, and left. Tati and Josef left with him.
.........
Three days later, as Maddy read to me, I stopped her, sighing. "All right, fill me in. How many people did I lose?"
She sniffled a bit before clearing her throat. I knew then it was going to be bad. "Well, you know about Jo. I'm so sorry she's gone. Even with what she did to you, she wasn't a bad person."
"Who else?"
The names came out of her like physical blows. "Teddy. Sherry. Every member of the team I had with you. Most of the SAS who were guarding Teddy and the rest of the group. Moshe was hurt but has made a full recovery. Ian and Trevor were both injured but will bear no lasting reminders. Jack was hit pretty hard trying to protect Polly and the baby. The baby never got a scratch. Polly got hit in the shoulder, but she will be fine. Fatima, your mother and ex mother in law came off with scrapes and bruises from the blast."
"Collateral damage?"
"Twenty three dead. Fifty one wounded, from the loss of limbs and sight to minor wounds."
I knew there was something she wasn't telling me.
"What is it, Maddy?"
The tears started. "Josh...Josh is gone, honey. He didn't feel a thing, if it's any comfort."
I sagged back against the pillow like I had been struck a physical blow. My son, dead? Tears slowly tracked down my cheek as I fought for control. It didn't help, and when Maddy held me to her breast, I wept like a heart broken child, because that was how I felt.
I'd never again see his lopsided grin when he thought he was getting away with something only to discover everyone knew because he was a terrible liar. I'd never get to see the children he and Celeste were going to have. They were all gone, and it was my fault. Poor Celeste, how she must hate me now!
.........
Three weeks later I stood and made my way from the bed to the bathroom, inordinately proud I could now pee standing up. That was about the extent of my accomplishments so far, but I was getting better every day. I was being released next week, to the cottage Maddy had rented. The kids couldn't wait.
I felt their unease the first few times we were together, and asked Maddy about it when we were alone.
"They're afraid of you honey. Afraid you'll reject them because of what their mother did. Afraid if you reject them that I'll reject them too. Please, please, please don't make me choose. They're as much to me now as they would be if I had given birth to them. I got really lucky, honey, a worn out spook who has a chance at a normal life, complete with kids and a man who loves her. I'm begging you not to take it away from all of us."
I looked at her for a few seconds as she shifted nervously.
"Kiss me."
She was startled. "What?"
"If you love me, kiss me."
I was still just barely able to move, so she leaned down intending to give me a loving kiss when I bit her lip. She flinched back, rubbing it. "Ow! Why did you do that?"
"Because I haven't got the strength to get out of this bed and paddle that ass. You are my woman, understand? MINE! Those kids love you heart and soul, you can see it in their eyes. They belong to you, as plain as day. And because of that, since you're mine, they're mine. Not just because of you, but because I've always been fond of them. They're great kids, honey, and I'll be proud to call them mine. Maybe this is God or Allah or Buddha or whoever giving me a chance to start over. A wife I love, kids I'm proud of, how could it get any better? Now I need you to do something. Go get them and bring them here, and leave us alone for a few minutes. Please."
The little speech had worn me out, so I sagged back into the pillow, about thirty seconds before her lips were all over mine. Damn, would she ever stop crying? Every time we were together she ended up in tears. When she recovered she went to the cottage and got them.
Shoving them into the room, she shut the door. They stood, plainly scared, and I asked them to come sit on the bed with me. They perched gingerly, ready to flee. I took Tati by the hand, motioning Josef closer.
"Kids, I never knew a finer man than your father. Strong in body and beliefs, he was a man of honor, loyal to his cause and his friends, and died defending both. I'm sure his last thoughts were of you and your mother."
I had their attention now, this wasn't going like they thought it would. Tati had unconsciously tightened her grip on my hand.
"Your mother was a good woman, lost and alone, grieving the loss of her husband, with children to provide for in an unstable environment. Sometimes, when you're hurting and vunerable, people can influence you in ways you can't understand. She was lost for a while, but in the end, it was her love for you that won through. She was shouting to warn you and running away so you wouldn't get hurt, even knowing she would die. So I need you to remember your parents as good, loving people."
"But they're gone. Part of my family are gone the same way, victims of an undeclared war. What's left is us. You guys. Maddy. Me. It would never be the same as it was, but I really think we belong to each other. I want to hold Maddy's hand someday, and point you out, maybe at your college graduation Josef, or when I give you away at your wedding even though I don't want to, Tati, and brag that you're ours, and you were the best kids parents could ever had. Will you let us have our dream?"
Tati screamed and threw herself on me, and as every nerve in my chest howled in pain I held her tightly while she sobbed. The scream brought Maddy charging into the room, and Josef grabbed hold like he was afraid if he let her go she would disappear. Maddy immediately started crying, again. The nurse looked in to see what was going on, smiled, and closed the door.
.........
It took another four days before I was allowed to leave the hospital. Even then, I had two follow up surgeries scheduled as soon as I was well enough.
They had repaired most of my face while I was out, and it was kind of creepy when they allowed me to look into a mirror the first time. They had taken any mirrors in my room out, so I had no idea until then what I looked like. My cheekbones were higher, and my jaw was shorter and much more square. The lump I'd had in my nose, courtesy of a line drive I'd missed as a teen, was now gone. Oddest of all, my hair was now white. The doctors said they had seen or heard instances where that had happened, and most agreed it was triggered by trauma and stress. Maddy was right, even I didn't recognize myself.
Since I had no mirror and my hands were considered too shaky, there was usually a cute volunteer around to shave me every morning, flirting and giggling.
Maddy walked in one morning and saw it and melted the poor girl with her most dangerous 'spook' stares. The next day she was there early, with a new razor and hot towels. It was an old fashioned straight razor, honed to a perfect edge.
She lovingly lathered me, then shaved me with short, precise strokes, letting it linger at the base of my throat for a second. "Mine," she said softly, before starting again. I got the message.
The second day in the cottage, with the kids in class (Someone had pulled strings, and they were day students at a very high end boarding school), I asked Maddy what else she wasn't telling me.
She sighed. "I was going to wait a few days, but if you're ready, I'll tell you everything."
I nodded, wanting to hear it all.
"First, the world thinks you're dead. The powers that be on both sides of the pond deemed it best. After all, the clip of you walking forward, screaming through the blood of your broken face, your intestines hanging out, only to fall from a gunshot wound, had everyone convinced there was no way you could survive. You were safer that way. I know you will want to see your children, but stop and think. With you dead, no one has any need to attack your family. You were buried beside Jo, in a closed casket because of your wounds."
Well, hell. Even alive I was dead, and while I desperately wanted to see the girls, it would be best to continue being dead, at least for now. "Did they send us off in style?"
"You can pull it up and watch it on the internet. There was a small, private service for family and friends, and then they moved it to the university football field, where you lay in state for four hours. The stadium was full, they estimated thirty thousand people came to see you off. Your friend the Dean did your eulogy, and there wasn't a dry eye in the house as he described you as a scholar, a teacher, and a solid family man. Jo was described as a loving mother and a successful businesswoman, and he broke down when he railed about the injustice of robbing Josh just as he was poised to enjoy life. There was a great shot pf your kids, Jack in full uniform, in a wheelchair, Polly with her arm in a sling. Jess and her husband holding your mother and Marie as they all wept. America was enraged, and demanded action."
"Wow. Anybody famous show up?"
"The Governor, and every area politician on the state and federal levels. The Vice President was there, giving a short speech after the service was over, vowing that the full weight of the government would be behind seeking justice for your deaths. I think he was actually sincere."
Well, it seems I went out in style. I asked about Teddy.
"The service was at Westminster Abby. The Queen attended, sitting with the family. His widow was one of her closest friends. Every royal family in Europe was represented. His many friends filled the place, and they installed loudspeakers and a few big screen televisions so people could watch the service from outside. Security was incredibly tight, there were literally hundreds in and out of uniform, forming a tight ring around the place. Our country was represented by the senior members of the consulate, and the Secretary of State. Turkey, Syria, Israel, sent representatives, as well as the Kurd separatists, all in homage to his effort to record the history of the region."
"Wow" seems to be my favorite word. "What about Sherry?"
"She was taken home and buried, in a private service, just family and a few of her closest friends. I went, even though I was in a wheelchair. I need to tell you, honey, her father and brother are two angry men right now. It's my guess there will be a steep price paid for the attack."
"How bad was Moshe hit?"
"He'll have a tough time flying from now on. He has a three inch plate of steel replacing the part of his skull that was pulverized. He also lost the sight of his left eye, and is almost deaf in that ear. He's doing well though, and Ruth fusses over him constantly. He'll be a professor again when his wounds heal enough, ancient Middle Eastern studies, and his classes are fought over by students already. His country has recognized his achievements, giving him awards, and activated his military pension, as a full colonel. He wore his new uniform to the awards ceremony."
For the first time my anger surged out. "Damn them. Please tell the countries did something about it."
"Oh, they did something. They put England on lockdown and got most of Europe to go along. They got the identity of the shooters, and the two remaining terrorists they captured sang like canaries, after a little persuading. The kind of persuading where you don't survive. Deportations, arrests, scandal that rocked four governments were the results. The ability to spread mayhem by certain factions has been greatly reduced."
There was something she wasn't telling me, but I could wait. She would know when it was time.
.......
My days were filled with pain, as my dormant muscles were awakened. I stuck to it, and just as soon as I was able to take care of myself and the children Maddy had her hip replaced. Then it was her turn to go through the hell of rehab.
While I recovered physically, I would have bouts of depression and irrational anger. They were worsened by the rigid control I maintained around the kids. I didn't under any circumstances want them to view me in anything but a favorable light. It made it that much worse when I was alone and could explode. I had a punching bag hung from a tree in the glen behind our cottage, and I would beat it until my hands bled, even under wrapping. I was nowhere near my old skill level, but I was remembering.
The highlight of that time was our wedding. As soon as Maddy could walk again, we tied the knot at the local church. We had slowly assimilated into village life, to the point where we would be greeted on the street, invited to teas, share a story of what the children of the village, our two included, had gotten in to. Everyone called me Major, and once at the pub I told them if I was the Major, then Maddy was the General. They started calling her that, teasingly, until she accepted it.
She was enjoying her new life immensely, immersed in the mundane of normalcy, driving the kids to dance class, both of them, because they had been exposed to the ballet and classical music by their father since birth. It made shy little Josef a big hit with the girls, and led to teasing from the boys. A few examples of the martial arts both Maddy and I had been teaching them paid off, and they accepted him for what he was. When it became evident the girls liked his dance moves, they even asked if he'd help them with a few tips. Of course Tati, who was developing into a very attractive young woman, was drafted to help. She brought in a few of her friends, and soon every Saturday was filled with dancing. The parents would sometimes come along, and we'd sit in the late evening sun and watch them and remember. Every once in a great while, if we'd had a pint or two, the old folks would take a turn, amusing the children no end.
It was during one of our rare, shuffling dances, that I whispered something in her ear that made her stop and burst into tears. The women old and young clustered to her instantly, shooting evil looks in my direction, until she explained why she was crying. Then the party really started.
Everyone thought we were already married, so she told them I'd just asked her to marry me again, a full ceremony in the local church, a chance to renew our vows. Only Maddy, the priest, and me knew it was a real wedding.
It was supposed to be a simple affair, but the whole village turned up, as well as all off duty staff at the hospital. Josef was my best man, and Tati was the lone bridesmaid. The ceremony was simple, but sweet and full of promise. We thought about writing our own vows, but decided the standard ones pretty much covered it all.
We even took a short honeymoon to the French coast, enjoying the nightlife. I was hesitant to go on the beach, until Maddy dragged me out one afternoon and dropped her robe, revealing the smallest one piece I'd ever seen. High on the hips, the bottom little more than a glorified thong, the neckline plunging until it looked like her nipples were going to pop out any minute. She was hotter than a lot of the younger women, even the topless ones, and I told her so, and how much I loved her.



"Prove it. Strip down to your trunks."
By then I was in pretty good shape, but I wasn't much to look at naked. But I loved my wife, so I kicked off the track pants and pulled my shirt over my head. They had fixed the scar on my cheek when they redid my face, but my body was another matter. There were small clusters of scars on my arms, chest, and even my back where the shrapnel had hit. There was also a pretty good scar where they'd had to put my intestines back in place, as well as a few obvious bullet holes.
People tried not to stare but couldn't help themselves. After about an hour they got used to it, until a young man with even more scars showed up. He came over grinning, and shook our hand while a petite redhead hovered.
"First Sargeant Will Grimes, retired. This is Molly, Lt. Molly Spencer, active duty. A pleasure to see a fellow warrior." He had a Midwestern U.S. twang to his voice.
"Major Mark Jones," I said, staying in character. My ability with languages made my British accent easy, and no one noticed when I occasionally said something without thinking in my natural voice. "My wife, Maddy, the General in our little army."
He grinned and saluted, which made Molly giggle. Soon they were beside us on the sand, Maddy's almost nonexistent suit and Molly's tiny thong drawing quite a few looks, but one look at their companions made them keep their distance. He asked, indirectly, how I got my scars.
"Bullet while I was in Syria. IED scars from another location I can't reveal, the other bullet holes from the same site. You?"
"IED in Iraq, bullet holes from there and Afghanistan. And this," he said, pointing to a small scar on his arm, "is from Molly. She can get quite excited at times."
Molly blushed, squealed, and hit his arm in mock anger. I turned my back, where four matching scratches, still fresh, trailed down my back. "From last night. I had to get a tetanus shot."
Maddy flamed red and smacked my arm. "Liar! Those were from this morning! Molly dear, something you need to remember. Old warriors never surrender, they just learn your weaknesses and attack on a different front."
We hit it off so well we invited them to dinner, taking them to a really nice place I had a feeling was out of their price range, and made sure they had a good time. When we bid them goodnight, he handed me a paper with his email and phone number. He was living in England, with Molly, who was in the British service, and she didn't want to move when her enlistment was up. "I need a job. If you know of anything, let me know. I would appreciate it."
We were so taken with the couple that I asked for a favor, and soon Molly was assigned to the local hospital, and Will got a job driving for a medical supply company. They were shocked when they ran into us at the local, and I just grinned and remarked what a small world it sometimes was.
Molly jumped into my lap, raining kisses all over my face. Maddy, not to be outdone, plopped down on Will's lap, wiggled around a bit while kissing him, them remarked she was happy he seemed glad to see her. He flamed red while the girls exchanged places, and Molly thanked Maddy for keeping Will awake.
They got a small flat and soon were regulars at our house. The kids loved them, and Will surprised them by being a big Opera and Ballet fan, besides being a classically trained pianist. He often played at the pub and local church when the regular was unable to perform or was off traveling.
.........
I was married to a woman I loved, had children I adored, and was surrounded by good friends. My old family was no longer in danger and could lead normal, fear free lives. So why wasn't I happy?
Will caught me one day, pounding the bag behind my house. I don't know how long he watched me before he went over to the bench and wrapped his hands. I stood, gasping with exhaustion, as he savaged the bag, his face a mask of rage, tears streaming, until he could barely lift his arms. I tossed him a bottle of water when he was done and we relaxed, sitting against trees.
"It never goes away, does it? The rage, and the pain."
I sighed. "No, it doesn't. I fight it every day, play with my kids, love on my wife, but sometimes, sometimes it just won't go away."
"I know. I relive what happen to me every night, over and over. Our Humvee is flipping through the air, throwing us around like rag dolls, until it stops, and I crawl out. Barely able to move myself, I got two of my friends out and propped them against a low wall. I was crawling back to try and help the rest when the RPG hit it, blowing it completely over me, taking most of the hide on my back, and into the wall, smashing my buddies. I was the only one left. Knowing I was dead anyway and only had my sidearm, I waited until they close enough to touch them before I cut loose. I dropped four before they started firing. I was hit six times. Help arrived just then and they ran away. My people thought I was dead until I tried to raise my weapon high enough to shoot again. I was in different hospitals for over a year. Molly was my duty nurse for the last eight months."
He paused, tears welling, before he began again. "She saved me, Major, by then my body was functional, but my mind was somewhere else. I would still be in a hospital ward somewhere, sitting in a wheelchair staring at the walls, if it wasn't for her."
"Believe it or not, Sargeant, I know the feeling. If it weren't for Maddy, I don't know where I'd be. She started saving me even before I got wounded the last time. She had to have her hip replaced because she was near me. If it weren't for her and my children, I'd be in a very dark place right now. Hell, you saw me, I'm in that dark place now when they're not around me. "
By then we'd gotten into the beers, and our wives showed up and gently led us home.
.........
We'd been in the village for almost a year, and while we often talked of going to California and live in the cabin Maddy had, I don't think either of us were serious, because we liked the quiet little village, removed from the turbulent world we'd lived in. The kids were happy and well adjusted, and growing like weeds. Josef chose to go by "Joe," and was almost as tall as me. Tati was developing into a stunning woman, even at thirteen she was attracting attention.
It was at, of all things, a birthday party, when my mask slipped and the rage came out.
It was held on the edge of the commons, at a little area reserved for picnics and family gatherings. Tati's best friend had turned fourteen, and in honor of the occasion they had decided to wear sundresses, to reflect their maturity. All the girls were pretty, but Tati outshone them all, wearing a yellow sundress, her glossy black hair flowing down her back. Twelve girls, ranging from eleven to sixteen, having the time of their lives. Maddy and I were with the parents as chaperons, and we brought Will and Molly with us. In honor of the event, both wives were in new dresses.
We sat back and observed the girls, the boys hovering in the background. Molly remarked how sweet it was to see the boys shyly take a hand, of the older ones sharing a hug. One took Tati's hand and she glowed. I must have had a dark look on my face because Maddy suddenly kissed me.
"She's growing up, honey, and we can't stop it. It's all innocent now, and I've had "the talk" with her, so let her enjoy the moment."
It went to pieces when some older lads, sixteen to twenty, six of them, crashed the party.
Soccer hooligans was the most polite term I could use for them. They'd attended a local match between their team and ours, and they'd lost. Seems they thought harassing local girls would brighten up their day.
Maddy frowned when they came over, but remained calm until one grabbed a girl. "That's enough! This is a private party. You need to leave. Now!"
"What you gonna do, grandma? Call the constables? We're gonna have a little fun, then maybe we'll give them back to you. Bugger off!"
Maddy smiled sweetly. "I don't need constables. I've got an army, and I can kick your punk ass and not even muss my hair. Last chance, assholes."
They were aghast an older woman would speak to them like that. Another, trying to prove their point, made a grab for Tati. She jumped back, but his hand caught the strap and ripped her top down, exposing her budding breasts. The last thing I remember was her scream, until Will tried to grab me from behind and almost got kicked in the head for his efforts. "Stand down, Major! It's over."
I shook my head, the force of my rage lifting. Looking around, I was shocked at the carnage.
Maddy had taken her opponent down in three moves( "God I'm getting old!," she told me later. "One punch should have done it. And I should have stopped before I kicked him in the balls.") She was right about that, she crushed one, and it had to be removed.
Will had taken care of two, but before he could reach me I'd waded through the last three. One had a broken nose and arm, the second a shattered kneecap and three broken ribs. The third, the one who grabbed my daughter, got a broken jaw, eight teeth kicked out, and I was stomping the hand he'd touched her with to mush when Will stopped me. I probably would have killed him if he hadn't.
Molly had stepped aside when the violence started, and had enough presence of mind to call the constables and medical services. There were lengthy explanations to two officers and business for four ambulances. When it was over, the hooligans were released on the condition that neither of us press charges, and they never enter the country again. Will and I got strong warnings about taking justice into our own hands no matter what the provocations, and I got a visit from the Colonel who had been my primary physician. He had three letters with him.
"Read these, and report to this address at the appointed time." He didn't say "or else," but I caught his meaning.
.........
The first was from the Consulate, warning me about breaking cover and demanding I go through anger management and counseling for PTSD. The sooner the better. One more outburst and the family would be relocated.
The second was a note from the Pope.
"Pete, my son
Let me give you my belated condolences for the deaths of your friends and family members. Don't be surprised I knew you were still alive, by now you know it's hard to keep a secret from the Church. I'm sending someone to see you, an old friend I think can help you. Please greet him with an open mind.
I looked in to your new family while you were in Hospital. They need you as much as you need them, please don't let them or me down. You'll always be my favorite agnostic."
The third was from the Grand Mufti of the royal family. I had talked to him several times while we visited his country.
"Greetings Pete Trammel!
I am pleased to know that Allah has been merciful enough to spare your life, and allow you to start over again. Please, do not disrespect this gift, think of your families.
The Prince and his father are working on their own personal Jihad, and I fear many lives will be lost to appease their anger. I ask that you stay clear of it, and allow your warrior days to come to an end. I sensed something when we met, something dark, something that would be terrible if it were unleashed.
Embrace your new life, enjoy your new family, for the sake of us all.
Allah Akbar"
So at the appointed time and place, I found myself being ushered into a large office. I nearly turned around when I saw my therapist was a Catholic priest. He saw my look and grinned.
"All right, you caught us. This is nothing but a cleverly designed plan to lure you into our clutches. Or, maybe it's because some very powerful friends wanted you to have the best. And Major, I am the best."
He was a small man, bald, but he bore himself well, and had probably the sharpest intellect I'd ever encountered. I saw him for seven months.
Along about the fifth month, he looked at me solemnly. "I think I have it now. You divorced your wife, and ran off to have adventures that ended up getting most of your friends and part of your family violently killed. It's all your fault, and you don't deserve happiness. Does that pretty much cover it?"
I stared in shock at his serious expression, before he smirked.
"Sounds pretty stupid, doesn't it? We'll never be able to pinpoint why all this happened. Maybe it began almost thirty years ago when you exwife, your best friend, and your father sat down and conspired to plan your life. Or maybe it was triggered when you found out about the betrayal, and was shocked by your wife's lack of remorse. Or maybe it was when you met Teddy and Sherry and accepted their offer, or when the chap in your security services decided to out you."
He paused to see if I was really listening. "In the end, none of that matters. You survived. Your daughters are safe. You have a new family, a woman that loves you and children that think you hung the moon. You have friends, and a decent, fulfilling life. Maybe you should take up teaching again, you were very good at it. Don't squander this gift in bitterness and regret."
I think that's when I finally began healing.
.........
My friends in high places fabricated enough of a past that I got my credentials, but instead of finding a college, I taught history at the school my children attended. It was a bit of an adjustment going from college students to twelve and thirteen year olds, but in the end I found their eagerness refreshing. Although I have to admit, wearing the solemn robes the school required took a little getting used to. I felt like I was wearing a dress. Maddy and I made one of our fondest memories, one night when the kids were away, when she insisted I wear the robe and nothing else to bed. Fueled by a more than moderate amount of wine, the pillow talk kept us in stitches for years when we would relive it.
I pulled enough strings to get Will some remedial counseling, and it helped, a lot. We still hit the bag, still sparred, and would occasionally hit the range at the local base and run a few magazines through the Makarovs. The Colonel invited us skeet shooting, and while Will was good, my skills impressed them all.
Just when I thought I had outrun my demons, they caught up to me with a vengeance.
.........
I came in from school smiling at the lively debate I'd sparked among the kids about different interpretations of the same historical event. I ended the class by reminding them that before the age of mass communications only the victors bore witness.
My mood evaporated like dew in the Mojave when I looked at Maddy. "What?"
She didn't say a word, just pointed at the television. I pushed play, and watched.
It was another beheading broadcast. They would pop up, and the governments would shut them down. They would reappear thirty minutes later, routed through different servers.
What made this one note worthy was the victim. It was a woman, you could tell by the rags that hung on her, covering nothing. The executioner did his normal rant, before yanking the mask off.
"Behold. The last S7! Justice is patient, and rewards the faithful." The face was bruised, one eye swollen shut, the marks of at least one beating on her. It was Fatima!
She had disappeared after the bombing, and no one really went looking for her. Maddy told me her friends thought she was in Canada, living quietly among a group of expatriates from her home. Apparently, we learned later, a friend had discovered who she was and immediately fingered her for the reward money. She was kidnapped, spirited out of the country and half a world away, to meet this fate.
The executioner ranted for a few more minutes before Fatima spoke, so low no one could hear her. He immediately stopped, and asked her to repeat what she'd said. She spoke quietly, and he bent down to listen.
"The whore wants to confess her sins! It will do no good, her fate has been decided, but maybe Allah will be merciful. What bitch? Speak up."
He leaned over again and Fatima lunged, biting him on his cheek and hanging on like a bulldog before he got loose, a chunk of flesh missing and blood gushing.
"Look at that scar and remember, dog! Even bound, a member of S7 can mark you. Your times comes, and then it will be you trying to excuse your actions. Allah Akbar!"
The executioner, in a blind rage, swung the scimitar, but instead of a clean cut, it angled down her neck, cutting the jugular. As blood spurted he swung again, to the opposite side, still not cutting cleanly. Her head hung down on her chest by a thin strip of skin, and the transmission ended.
At first, I was numb. Then the anger hit. I walked quietly out, up into the hills, and stood on a rocky cliff, screaming my lungs out until I was too hoarse to make noise. Will found me two hours later, legs dangling off the cliff, looking out over the moors. He didn't say a word, just sat beside me and pulled out a flask.
"To your friend, may she rest in peace." He handed me the flask.
"To Fatima, may Allah smile on you." I took a drink. "To Josh." Another drink. "To Jo." I drank and named them off. Emil, Said, Anatoli, Sherry. To Moshe, may he find peace. I tossed the empty flask over the cliff, watching as it bounced to the bottom. I stood, wobbling suddenly, before Will caught me.
We walked back, and Will left me when the trail split behind my house, going back to Molly. I walked in, kissed Maddy like it might be the last one I ever give her, and hugged the children of my heart tightly. I could see the worried looks on their faces.
"Sorry, kids. I just found out someone close to me passed suddenly. It bothered me more than I thought it would."
They hovered, Tati sat on my lap and refused to move, and Joe would awkwardly rub my shoulder, before helping Maddy serve dinner. By evening we were almost back to normal. We almost never watched television, preferring to sit and discuss our day, or read. They would sometimes fire up the gaming console and they would all take turns beating me at whatever game we would play.
We always, always, kissed each other good night. Joe was a little stiff at first, but soon he would kiss my cheek like it was the most normal thing in the world, saying "Goodnight, Dad. Love you." Then he would wait while I repeated the ritual, before going to bed. Tati was more emotional, kissing our lips and hugging us tightly. Then she would kiss her brother, usually teasing him by licking his cheek or something else silly, then run to bed giggling while he fussed.
Maddy and I made love that night, twice. No mean feat for a couple in their early fifties. It was tender, heavy with emotion, and soul satisfying.
After the second round we lay beside each other, snuggling. "When?," asked Maddy.
"Soon."
The lamp clicked on, and Maddy loomed over me, her breasts inches from my face. She grabbed my chin, forcing me to look up. "Listen to me, honey. I know this is important to you, so I won't try to stop you. But hear this, You come home as soon as you can! You've given me a life I used to daydream about when I was younger, stuck in some shithole in the middle of nowhere, wondering if I would come out alive. I'd kill every one in the Middle East if I had to, to get you home."
"But I'm not that warrior anymore, I'm a plain housewife with two wonderful children and a man I love beyond reason despite his many faults. My plan is to keep you alive long enough to see our kids grown and settled, before I nag you to death. So go, but remember us, and what you have to come home to."
Then the woman who I thought was the toughest human I had ever met collapsed on my chest sobbing softly. I kissed and loved on her until she went to sleep, still on my chest. I just held her, breathing her scent, waiting for sleep that never came that night.



.........
I got visits, warnings, instructions. It wasn't my fight any longer, let it die, my family needed me, etc.
I just smiled and agreed with them all.
Then I bought a burner phone and dialed a number I had memorized years ago. "Jihad," I said quietly.
"Jihad," said the voice on the other end. Four days later a private jet was parked at the closest airport, waiting.
I kissed the kids, trying to make them understand. With their upbringing, they had a better understanding than most about what I was doing. Maddy drove me South, gave me a tremendous kiss and a warning before she let me out of the car.
"Come back. Do you hear me? COME BACK! If you die, I die. So be careful, and avoid taking chances. The kids and I fully expect to see you, soon."
She drove off without looking back. as I stood and watched until she disappeared around a curve. I was met at the jet by Sherry's father and brother, both grim looking men. We hugged, exchanged greetings, and boarded the jet.
You couldn't possibly imagine my surprise when I found Will already inside. He grinned.
"What? You think Maddy and Molly were just going to let you stumble around on your own? I've been tasked with bringing you back safe, so please, don't get us killed."
We talked of many things during the flight and over the next week. I was surprised by the rage the Prince showed.
"We intend to destroy them. By the time we're done, ISIS will be a very bad memory. People will grimace and spit on the ground if their name is mentioned."
"I assume you have a plan?"
"We have part of a plan. Perhaps you and your companion could help us out in completing it."
To our surprise, Will had served in the intelligence corps, as a reviewer of strategic plans. His group was tasked with finding weaknesses in any plan and offer suggestions. It appears he was very good at his job.
"Look," he said one night, "it's just a fact of life that we can't kill them all. But you don't have to kill all the individuals, just destroy the group. Kill their leaders, disrupt their supply lines, destroy communications, steal their funding, turn the populace against them, and they'll fade away like a bad dream. Then when they're weakest, attack in numbers."
He was immediately given the task of destroying their infrastructure, no idea was to outrageous, money was no object.
I was asked what I wanted, and was gifted with a team of wolves. Omar had watched as his wife was raped to death and his two infant daughters were executed, before being shot four times and left for dead. He had that vacant, 'thousand yard stare' you read about, and was fanatical about destroying his enemies.
Jamal was a slender man, about five four, and pound for pound was the most dangerous man I'd ever seen. He'd watched his parent die as a twelve year old, and was beaten and raped by some of the enemy with 'tendencies'. One was so smitten that he decided to keep him as a concubine. He was beaten and raped for four months before opportunity presented itself, and he killed his owner, then went through the house with a knife and a club, until the whole unit was dead. There were five other victims, and they armed themselves and fought their way to safety. Only Jamal and a youth called Mohammad survived.
Jamal spent the next eight years learning every way possible to kill another human being. He could improvise poisons, gases, and explosive devices from household items. A dead shot with any weapon, he could have held black belts in five forms of martial arts if he would have been inclined to test for them. He could speak five languages and dialects, could fit in to almost any group, and always had at least two escape strategies planned. After all, he would say, how can I slay more of my enemies if I'm dead? In short, he was the perfect killing machine.
Over time, Omar and I became friends of a sort, but to Jamal, I was just a tool to be used to achieve his goal.
Mohammad had been wounded during their escape, and had to use a cane to walk. Not being able to physically help Jamal, he trained in computer science until nothing stored on a computer was safe from his grasp. The Princes found a very good use for him. He was assigned to our group as technical liaison.
There were eight more members of my group, killers all, hard bitten, with a common goal. Destroy ISIS.
.........
The princes had one more surprise for me. Will and I were taken out into the desert, fifty miles from anyone. We approached an outcropping of rock, and were surprised to see a narrow track leading right into it.
There was a pretty big complex inside, with about twenty guys sitting at consoles.
"Twelve inch stainless steel doors, walls, and ceilings. Self enclosed ventilation system with filters and scrubbers. Two different escape plans no one knows about that will reveal themselves should the situation call for it. Satellite driven , by a satellite we own. An eight month supply of food and water, should things get desperate. Every one of our crew is alone in the world, the only family they have is each other. All selected with one goal in mind. Destroy the enemy. Follow me, please."
I turned to see a grinning Mohammad and Sherry's father. We walked past another room with about ten people clustered around consoles, six of whom were carefully manipulating joysticks.
"Our pilots," he said, proudly.
We walked into his office, a large, well appointed room, and motioned us to a conference table, with a tablet in front of every seat.
"You know drones, yes?" I nodded and clicked
a controller, and we were viewing a hangar from an overhead camera. It was filled with planes. Some were quite small, but five were enormous.
"Our personal air force. Thirty of them, five strictly for recon and surveillance, the five largest have bomb carrying capabilities, the rest armed with rockets and wing cannon. We haven't used them yet, but the time is coming."
I sat and thought about the cost for this. It had to run into the tens of millions. Apparently the Prince had a lot of money. He looked like he was reading my mind.
"Yes, it is expensive. Without going into detail, I'm not the only one funding this. There are other like minded people who have reached their limit with these fanatics, and want as permanent a solution as possible. Now that you know what we can do, let me share some information with you, so you can help us plot a course of action."
Will was beyond excited.
"We could do a lot of damage with those, but my first thought is they will be shot down by any one of the three, maybe four Air Forces operating in the area, because they will view them as a threat."
Mohammad had a grim smile on his face. "Oh, we have reached out, and when we explained our mission, the countries involved were uneasy. When we explained we had no interest in the politics of the area, we only had one purpose, destroying a common enemy, most agreed to leave us in peace. The one country who didn't had it explained gently that should they interfere or shoot one of ours down, it would get very ugly. It remains to be seen what would happen should our drones and their planes be in close proximity."
We spent three days going over intelligence, deciding the best way to hurt the enemy. Will held the deciding vote.
"Like I said before, destroy the infrastructure. The first step is to cut off their funds. It's hard to buy weapons and ammunition if you're broke. In my opinion, we shouldn't take any credit for the things we do. Fear and doubt can be pretty demoralizing, leave them wondering if any of their allies have betrayed them. Leave false trails, vague enough to be unsubstantiated, but clear enough to lead them to doubt their friends."
We decide, after a little deliberation, on two immediate plans. I got in touch with my old Kurdish friends, offering to supply the equipment they needed, and a five thousand dollar bonus for every oil tanker they took or destroyed. In two months, the smuggling of oil across the border into Turkey by ISIS dropped seventy five percent.
It was all set up through intermediaries, so they had no idea who was behind the operation, but they were happy with the new weapons, and the money went a long way towards enlarging their war chest.
While this was going on, I lead my wolves in three raids. The first raid destroyed a large equipment depot, earth movers mostly, that they used to plunder tombs and raze buildings with, selling the antiquities they recovered on the black market. Seems they had learned a little something from S7.
The second raid, less than a day later and five hundred miles away, destroyed a warehouse that they used to store the objects before selling them. I'd like to say we recovered most of them first, but that wasn't really the mission. I still managed to get two truck's worth saved.
The third, in another area a week later, was symbolic. We wanted to make a statement. My wolves and two more teams surprised and overran a small stronghold, capturing their leader and a minor Mufti, rabid supporters of their cause. Using their own equipment, we beheaded them live on the internet, but not before I warned the enemy that this would be the first of many.
Jamal did the beheadings, his only request as a reward for his efforts.
.........
The blow back was enormous, hitting every major media outlet in the world. Every country involved in the area had plausible deniability, which they used to the fullest.
My group got lucky, although luck was aided by quite a bit of money being spread around. We captured what amounted to the number four man in charge of their finances, and after a little gentle persuasion, he talked. He was a tough old bird, even after losing an eye and an ear he stayed quiet. It was only after we showed him a film of his family being taken, with the promise for every day he didn't talk on would be beheaded, starting with the youngest first. Jamal was pretty convincing, and although he waited until the last minute, the sight of an eight year old boy with a scimitar to his throat swayed him.
The whole thing was faked, his family was too well protected for us to get close to, but we shot the video using actors made up to look like his family, leaving the camera just a touch out of focus. The deciding factor was the young boy begging, computer generated using voice samples.
After three days we had wrung all the information we could out of him, and Jamal took him out into the desert, returning alone. I said nothing. The guy was just a bag man, when it came down to it, but he gave up account numbers and passwords that enabled us to wreak a little havoc.
Mohammad had one of his teams dig as deeply as possible, and one thing led to another, until we had a pretty good idea of their cash flow. The smaller accounts were emptied, and deposited into the accounts of a few enemies and even more allies, leaving just enough information for it to be traced back.
Tensions escalated, and when we stumbled into one account that held a little over three million, we took it, donating it publicly in their name to a group that championed women's rights to a better life and educational opportunities. To make it even better, Mohammad used voice recognition hardware, cherry picking the words he needed and blending them until they sounded like natural speech, and overdubbed it onto a speech the third in command of the Syrian section had given recently. In it he personally apologized for his role in how women were viewed and treated, vowing to change his organization into a more open and caring movement.
They immediately demanded the money back, of course, and the organization told them to bring suit in the World Court. Of course, since the World Court is located in Europe and they would have to appear, the protest died quickly.
One of Mohammad's operators came up with a spoof, overlaying cartoon characters as victims of beheadings, having the executioner hold up a cartoon head and bragging about sending the infidel into hell. It was part of the plan, to reduce the fear and impact of the organization in the minds of the populace.
It had been three months, and I made video calls home from what I called the stronghold, at least once a month. It was painful at first, to see my family and not be with them, but we acclimated, and as long as I seemed unharmed Maddy stayed upbeat.
Will called us all into a meeting, the excitement obvious in his voice. "I got this idea, believe it or not, from a science fiction novel I read. You all know the situation in Smyrna, right?"
We nodded. Held by ISIS, completely cut off, the town was all but decimated by the air strikes from their own government and another country's Air Force. People were dying of starvation, disease, were shot at random to keep them in submission. As Will outlined his plan, we all grinned. This might work.
Three nights later, our five 'bombers' took off, with five of our fighters along as guards. Each bomber held five thousand pounds of food and medicine, which we dropped into the city, making sure each sector of the town received a load. I know, it wasn't a lot, and the enemy probably got a good share of it, but we were making a point.
It was all over the international news, speculation rampant over who was behind it.
Two days later we dropped another load, and the day after, another. The foreign Air Force who had been bombing the town sent two fighters to intercept, demanding we turn back or be shot down. Their radar pinged, and they saw they were targeted by five new aircraft. A warning, broadcast in their language, to leave us in peace, was sent. Outgunned, they peeled off.
The next run, instead of dropping food, dropped leaflets, saying for the runs to continue, we had to see the bodies of least ten ISIS fighters laid out in the desert. Until then, there would be no more aid. Failure to do so, and the next 'shipment' would be delivered in two weeks, in the form of bombs. To give them a taste, we bombed the outskirts of town, hitting the enemy command post. We also said that to aid them, another load would be dropped tomorrow.
We dropped the packages, each one containing a little food, and weapons, mostly handguns. Then we didn't do anything for eight days. using one of the surveillance drones to keep track of the situation. On the dawn of the ninth day, fifteen bodies, lying in a row, face up, appeared in the desert just outside the town. Facial recognition software confirmed at least three known ISIS personnel. We dropped two runs of supplies the next night.
A week later, twenty bodies lay in the sand, three with their heads resting beside them. I marked that up to Jamal and Omar, who had done a HALO insertion ten days ago.
Two days later, our surveillance drones picked up images of a pitched battle, and we scrambled our fighters and two bombers. As terrorists tried to flee, the fighters began strafing runs, decimating every organized attempt to retreat. Finally, our fighters pulled back, and a small convoy broke from the city, traveling at top speeds. Four SUV's, two Humvees, and two large trucks. The bombers circled, allowing them to clear the city, then dropped their payload.
Each bomber had a 2500 pound bomb, which they released at high altitude. As the bomb descended, it broke into ten 250 pound bombs, and then later into twenty five pound units. Two out of every four bombs were fragmentary, one incindiary, and the other was either smoke or delayed fuse, burrowing into the terrain, going off between two and twenty hours later. When they hit, they covered an area about four football fields square, a bomb hitting every square yard. When the smoke cleared, there was literally nothing bigger than a basketball on the ground. Another bomber flew over the city directly after the bombs, dropping leaflets telling them not to venture out on the road for at least two days, and that supplies would be delivered within twenty-four hours.
A twenty-six vehicle convoy appeared the next day, only to be stopped within sight of the town by national troops. The regime in power had pretty much ignored the town, having bigger battles to contend with. But when the city effectively freed itself after begging for their help for over a year, they thought it was time to move. I talked to a major, the ranking officer there.
"I'm afraid we're going to have to confiscate your vehicles. Do not worry, we will see the supplies delivered properly." He gave me a greasy smirk, and I was sure if we turned the convoy over to him it would promptly go to his troops.
"I think not, Major. These supplies are much needed and promised to this city by my boss. He does not like disappointment. So if you'll clear the road, we'll be on our way."
The man stared at aghast someone would would defy him. "Get your men out of those trucks now! There will be no more discussion. If you do not, we will remove their dead bodies one at a time."
"Wrong answer, Major. Look at your shirt." He looked down automatically, to see three different red dots covering center mass. He paled just a bit but looked stubborn. I held up a hand.
"Please, allow me to demonstrate what would happen if you continue to block our way. Remember the footage of the attempted retreat from this city by your enemy? Look at the hut on the hill."
As he glanced up, the hut seemed to evaporate, a boom rolling over the desert a few seconds later. "Perhaps this will get your attention, if that demonstration wasn't enough."
Two of the fighter drones dropped out of the sky, leaving twin trails of 20mm rounds twenty yards on each side of the convoy. "Now, I'm going to ask you politely, once more, to let us pass. You may even escort us if you like, to show the townspeople that their government cares."
It was the out he was looking for, and they quickly formed up ahead and behind us, an honor guard of sorts. We quickly located the remaining leaders of the town, consigning the trucks to them, with a warning.
"These supplies are for ALL your people, understand? No hoarding, no favoritism, or there will be no more supplies. We have watchers, so we will know if you try to use the food and medicine as a political weapon."
They agreed instantly, and I was leaving Omar and Jamal there for a few weeks, just to sure instructions were followed. The government troops immediately instructed the town to turn over all weapons, but my agents had done their jobs, and only a tenth of the weapons were turned in.
....
Two weeks later the Major declared martial law and tried to blackmail the town into giving up most of their wealth. He was assassinated twelve hours later, literally blown to bits. The Captain left in charge quickly ordered the evacuation of his troop, sending a message to command that the town was now secure and no longer needed their assistance.
We targeted another town and village in similar circumstances, dropping food and weapons in exchange for terrorist bodies. Both ventures were successful, and the regime was starting to get nervous, as well as the foreign power backing them. They stepped up bombings and raids on towns they felt were slipping out of their control, alienating the populace farther. Pretty soon the small insurrection had developed into a full scale civil war. Our group tried our best to stay out of the politics of the area, but inevitably we were drawn in.
When a bounty was announced, and it became public knowledge that my organization was paying a thousand U.S. for every confirmed ISIS kill, bodies started popping up everywhere. One village managed to capture an entire group of ISIS soldiers, thirty-five in all, and videotaped the executions, shooting the subordinates, beheading the leaders. One elder smiled into the camera, inviting ISIS back, saying the village could use the money. I sent two teams of my wolves and five truckloads of weapons to repel the imminent attack the enemy would have to mount to save face. After all, if people stopped being terrified, it defeated the purpose of being a terrorist, now didn't it?



We watched them filter in during the night, thanks to our drones using infrared technology, fifty in all. Armaments seemed to be primarily AK-47's and RPG's. although we did pick up one mortar being placed on a nearby hill. Apparently they intended to attack just before dawn, traditionally the best time, the night watch being sleepy and the day watch not fully awakened.
We watched them get into position, then attacked. The drones took out the mortar team first, literally blowing the top of the hill off. Two fighters did strafing runs on the most concentrated numbers, and unfortunately one was shot down by an RPG, pure luck on their part.
Still reeling by the sudden onslaught, they were no match for the hundred or so villagers and my two teams, and the whole thing was over in less than thirty minutes. Ten were capture alive, including the leader. We gave the elders a ten thousand dollar bonus for him, and the teams took him along when they departed.
The whole thing was streamed live, right down to the execution of the survivors. New age warfare had arrived.
The international press was going crazy, trying to figure out who we were. Governments, despite our assurances we had no interest in their politics past how they interacted with our enemy, were very uneasy nonetheless. Will called a meeting.
"All right, time to go public. Not full disclosure, but enough so they have some idea who they're dealing with. Major, will you do the interview?"
It took a three hour debate, but in the end I agreed. Mohammed reached out, and got two journalists, one French, the other American, to agree to the terms of the interview.
They were met at an airport in Oman, drugged, and transported to the interview site. It was actually only thirty minutes away, but we rode them around in the back of a van for six hours before we carried them inside a warehouse, to the set of the interview. We had our own team of videographers, light, and sound technicians. As soon as they were cognizant, we started.
They saw an average sized man, dressed in fatigues, wearing the headdress and robes of a traditional Arab over them, with a mask hiding my face. I spoke in Farsi, using an interpreter, to further hide my identity.
"Who are you?" The inevitable first question.
"We are merely a group who have individually suffered greatly at the hands of ISIS. They are merely thugs describing themselves as holy warriors, and their atrocities must come to an end. Our group is dedicated to erasing them as a threat to the way of life in every country they occupy. They are NOT holy warriors, just opportunists, greedy for power and wealth."
"Many countries now view you as a threat, destablizing the political balance of the region. How do you answer that?"
"We are not the least bit concerned about the politics of the area. Want us to go away? Toss ISIS out. We'll quietly fade into a memory."
The Frenchman laughed. "Easier said than done. Some actually believe in ISIS. How would you respond to them?"
"Again, we do not care about politics, but if you declare your country a safe haven, then we will come after you. Our group knows no borders, honor no treaties between governments.Politics will not keep you safe."
"This must put you in terrible danger, if the governments become involved."
"We've been in terrible danger since this started. The governments need to attend to themselves, once again, we have no agenda for them. Leave us alone and let us do our work."
After a few more inane questions and a few that had merit, we wrapped the interview up, giving them a chance to ask one more question. They were the same. "Who are you guys?"
I dropped my traditional robe, showing my military fatigues, with a large patch on the arm. "S7" boldly displayed in red.
"We are the Sons Of S7. Teachers, scientists, historians, and warriors who came together out of a desire to preserve the past. They were never violent until violence was forced on them. They were never political, but were hunted down and executed for the crime of embarrassing their enemies. For every terrorist we kill, every power base we take down, they rejoice in their afterlife, I'm sure. The killing of innocent scholars started this. I hope as their dreams die and their life is extinguished they regret their decision to make public examples out of them."
I added one last comment. "Please be aware, even if we are exposed, even if our funding stops and governments come after us, we will not swerve from our path."
We watched the interview in our stronghold. Will was amazed. "Jesus, Major, you come off as big a fanatic as they are."
"Well, I meant to. It's all they understand. Now they know we're serious, and maybe they'll make mistakes or get careless."
What they did was offer a million dollar reward for my head, preferably still hooked to a live body, even though they had no idea who I was.
We branched out hitting Hezbollah and Al-Quida sites, leaving a false trail for them to follow back to ISIS. Trust between the groups were minimal at best, and these actions put a severe strain on all relationships.
Security tightened around the leaders, and made it impossible to reach them. I joked to Omar one day that it was a pity the Ishmalis weren't still around, we could use a few skilled assassins right about now. He just gave me a small smile, and put me in touch with a man, which led to other meetings, until two months later I met two men in the desert, alone, carrying just a small sack.
They gave me tea with a sedative mixed in, and soon I was asleep. I had no idea how long, minutes, hours, no way to tell. I was bound, in the back of a truck, that bounced around in the countryside for another four hours.
We stopped, and they gently set me on my feet, leading me inside a building and up a steep set of stairs, into a large room. There my restraints were removed gently, and I was bade wait. Thirty or so minutes later three men came into the room, wrapped from head to toe, their faces covered.
So I had my meeting with the Old Man Of The Mountain, the title given to every leader of the Assassin's Guild since their inception almost two thousand years ago. They survived, in the shadows, occasionally selling their services. They had adapted and evolved over the centuries, using their wits and cunning to survive. No longer hill peasants, many were highly educated in all sorts of fields, from computers to diplomacy. Still ruthless and willing to die to fulfill a contract.
They had done their homework, and knew exactly who I was. What I wanted didn't come cheap, but the benefits of having millions at your disposal made it easy to meet their price. My gift of the head of one of their biggest enemies went a long way into establishing a rapport with the leader.
I wondered, later, as I woke in the the dessert to a grinning Omar, how the ISIS supreme commander would react when he woke to the sight of the heads of two of his sons on the pillows beside him, S7 branded into their foreheads.
.........
What it did was take our war out of the shadows. The reward for my capture was upped to five million, my verified death to two. We still weren't too worried, because they still had no idea who we were.
If there was the slightest bit suspicion you knew anything about S7, you were detained, tortured, and killed. Between that, the offers of money, and the wish among some for the fighting to end, led to leaks.
I admit it, success had made us arrogant. It was a carefully laid ambush, the bait being the rumor that a major player was in the village. I took all three teams of wolves with me, figuring that would be enough. Our plan was to be in and out in minutes.
None of us wore any signs of rank, but the enemy was clever enough to watch us, and see who the men deferred to. I lost a third of my men in the first minutes of fighting. We regrouped, and began a run and gun retreat, trying to get as many out as possible. A few, wounded, and knowing they would die horribly if captured, invoked the pact.
The pact was an agreement among themselves. If capture was imminent and there was no hope of rescue, they would end their own lives or get their friends to help. I watched as Omar, with tears flowing, cut the throats of two of his friends. Jamal did three more.
It enabled us to move faster, and we were almost clear when another large group hit our flank. I was hit, high up on the right side. Omar stopped the blood, and produced a small dirt bike.
"Flee into the desert! We will find you. If not, go with Allah!"
Against my instincts, I pointed the bike West and took off, driving until the tank was empty. I had seen no sign of life, but knew if I kept heading West I would reach a village or town.
I walked for three days, before collapsing from exhaustion, my wound, and lack of water. I lay on a dune in the blazing sun, hoping death would come quickly. In my mind I could see my family, Maddy, Joe, Tati, my mother, Polly, and Fran. I would have cried, but there was no moisture for tears.
The drones found me. I had been walking at night, to conserve energy, and had hidden myself during the day. When I passed out in the morning sun, it took two hours before a video of my body was sent to the stronghold. Will and Omar, who somehow managed to survive, dropped out of the sky six hours later.
It took me almost a day to wake up, in a comfortable bed in a cool room. As soon as the doctors deemed me fit, I called home, changing into my normal clothes and getting out of bed. Maddy was frantic, the enemy had announce they had killed me and most of S7. When she saw my face it took her three minutes before she could stop crying long enough to talk.
"Come home, honey! Let them have their little squabbles. You have avenged your friends and family, the debt is paid."
I promised her I would be home soon.
.....
I don't know if it was a epiphany, hallucinations from loss of blood, the heat and lack of water, but every night I had companions, walking the dunes by the light of a full moon.
First it was Jo, from twenty-five years ago, shining in the moonlight, so beautiful it took my breath. I tried to speak but she gently put her fingers to my lips. "It's a beautiful night, honey. Let's just walk."
So we did, for what seemed like hours, as she held my arm. She suddenly stopped, looked up into my face, and smiled through the tears that fell on her cheeks. "I have to go now, honey. I'll always love you, but you have others depending on you now. Treat them with the kindness and love you gave me for so many years."
She turned and walked over the crest of a dune, shimmering as she faded into the distance.
A couple of hours later Josh just showed up, grinning that goofy grin and falling into step with me, singing a song from his childhood. He walked me into a shallow cave just before daylight, made sure I lay down, and walked away.
The next night Sherry came out of the shadows, turned, saying something over her shoulder, and Fatima joined her. They linked arms with me, and we ambled along as they sang me children's songs in different languages, waiting patiently for me to get up after one of what would be many falls. At dawn I stumbled into a copse of scrub trees, laying down on the needles. I don't think I'd ever felt such a comfortable bed. I felt their kisses on my cheek as they disappeared.
The third night I waited much later to start my journey. First Anatoli appeared, then Emil and Said. They hugged and laughed, trailing behind me, singing bawdy songs in three languages, as I stumbled along.
They stood patiently the first four times I fell, waiting for me to get up. When I fell the fifth time they sat by my side for a long time, urging me to get up. Emil left first, then Said and finally Anatoli. He didn't speak, but I knew what he was asking.
"They're great kids, Anatoli. Tati grows more beautiful every day, and Josef is a carbon copy of you. Maddy and I will give them a good life, my brother. You can rest in peace." He nodded, once, and disappeared.
I lay there for a while longer, a pleasant numbness enveloping me, when I heard a laugh. Wondering who it was, I looked behind me. There stood the terrorist we had beheaded so long ago. He was standing there, holding his head in his hand, the laughter coming from it. There seemed to be a horde behind him. Some I recognized, most I didn't, but they all bore wounds, and my mind made the connection instantly. Enemies we had killed in combat. They were all sporting some version of a smile, waiting for me to die.
"Fuck You!," I wanted to scream, but it came out as more of a croak. "I won't give you the satisfaction!"
I staggered to my feet and stumbled on, hearing them behind me. I walked, fell, walked some more, until I couldn't get up anymore. Then I crawled, the sand cool and comforting to my hands. It became daylight and I kept crawling, until there was just nothing left in me. I lay on top of a dune, and I could see behind me. There was nothing there. I felt a grim satisfaction that I had beaten them before I passed out.
I dreamed Tati had me by one arm, Josef the other, while Maddy tried to pull me up by my collar. "Pete! Wake up! You need to come home."
I struggled to rise, and looked up to see Will and Omar grinning down at me, wondering where the hell they came from.
.....
Maddy was right. The rage that had consumed me was waning. In many places, ISIS was becoming a joke. Will had some flyers printed and dropped over multiple towns and cities. They were wanted posters, pictures of the upper echelons of their movement, with bounties ranging from a thousand for foot soldiers, to ones of the leaders going up to five million in value, double if they were delivered alive to a location revealed only by text from a number on the flyers.
Many, seeing the writing on the wall, turned on their leaders, selling them to gather enough money to start a new life far away. High command starting executing soldiers at the least whiff of betrayal, which didn't engender warm feelings. The Sheiks were spending up to 200 thousand a week in some areas.
The other terrorist organizations, seeing a possible power vacuum, tried to move in. The villagers, my wolves, and the rising number of a new Independence Army treated them harshly, threatening to put their faces on wanted posters along with ISIS.
The Saudis were backing the rebels, supplying their needs against a regime they never favored. Their revenge had sparked a movement they hadn't expected, and there were many late night discussions on what to do about it. Will disappeared for awhile, coming back with a huge grin and saying little.
I felt more than heard the excitement. Mohammad led me to the control room, and we looked through a screen at the activity outside a small town.
Soldiers. A lot of soldiers, All looking crisp and clean, new uniforms, state of the art weapons, moving with discipline and purpose.
"The Syrian Independence Army. Fifteen hundred in this group, with at least twice that many in training, and more showing up every day." Will was about to burst with pride.
"How did that happen?"
"Well, it started with the stories of how villagers were fighting back, both against ISIS and their current government. These were all refugees, hand picked and trained for four months in a remote area of Hungary. We didn't exactly had permission, but we made enough 'contributions' to the locals and parts of the military that they left us in peace. Many are former soldiers, and we picked the leaders from their ranks."
"They seem well trained."
"Yes, indeed. The Princes got the best. Two former SAS officers and three sargeants, Three officers from the Russian Special Forces, two retired Mossad operatives. One retired U.S. colonel who specialized in counter terror tactics, one retired captain from the Green Berets, two Navy Seals, a couple of long range recon Marines, and four Rangers. They learned to fight like demons but think while they were doing it, and never lose focus if their mission. And this is just the first batch. There is another thousand ready to graduate in two months. We're sure we won't lack for recruits."
He took a controller and zoomed in on their uniforms. Mottled desert hues, with arm badges. SLA, and under neath, a small S7. Mohammad saw my look and grinned. "An homage to you and your group. All this is because of your work."
I was stunned. This wasn't what I had in mind at all. Then again, I hadn't given much thought about what would happen. I was just hell bent on revenge.
.......
Things went on for another two months, the SLA picking targets carefully, liberating small towns on the fringes of the action first. After a town was taken, the commanding officers would gather the leaders of the community, and form a provisional government, leaving a small force and one officer in place. The officer hammered cooperation into them. "You're not Sunni, you're not Shiite, you're not Jewish or Christian, you're Syrians first. Work together, and live in peace and prosperity."
The Princes had set up an organization patterned after the African micro loan program that had proven very successful. Small loans were given, with no interest and very small payments, to finance local businesses. One of the most successful businesses were construction companies, there was always a lot of rebuilding to do. Restaurants and coffee shops returned to the streets. The first two major projects in any town were rebuilding the hospitals and schools.
And there was a hard and fast rule that was never violated. Preach any doctrine you wanted to, but if there was a power grab, or terrorist activities, it ended badly. There was a short trial, and then you were shot. Every time. It was explained the provisional government couldn't afford to dedicate resources to a jail, and had no inclination to do so.
The current regime was getting very nervous. They, along with their allies, started bombings. It was a surprise the first day, but the second, a broadcast was sent out declaring the area a no fly zone, and drones shot down everything that violated air space. There were over a hundred drones in our little Air Force by now, so if we lost one, two more were ordered.
Most times the enemy pilots weren't injured. Using technology they had developed, the drone would drop out of stealth mode, send a short, very powerful EMP burst towards the enemy plane, and hover as the plane, powerless, would glide to the ground. Anyone who ejected would be picked up quickly, driven to a safe area, and turned loose.
.........
I was growing steadily more disillusioned with what I was doing. My intent was pretty simple, to try and destroy the lives of those who had harmed me and my friends, not to participate in empire building.
And I had pretty much succeeded, there was a running joke about ISIS fighters, and what they were worth. A sort of open season was declared, and it became a popular and profitable business. Most times they were beheaded, a picture sent to a website for verification that they were indeed ISIS soldiers. If not, they would not be paid, to make sure they didn't just kill at random and pass the victim off as ISIS.
Oddly, public hangings were becoming a favorite, video rolling as they danced and jerked until the life left them.
My wound had brought home my aging reflexes and physical condition. I was in my late fifties by now, and recovery time took much longer. The Princes came to visit me as I recovered. The elder smiled when he knew I was going to be all right.
"Your Jihad is over, is it not, my brother? I can see it in your eyes. You long for your family, and you should return to them. We will continue to fight, you have our word. My daughter and your friends have been avenged many times over, but we will continue to inflect punishment on our enemies. Go with Allah."



I was grateful for his understanding. Their personal mufti had visited me a few times, talking quietly of many things spiritually and otherwise. He brought my thoughts to a head one night, after several cups of a strong hibiscus tea, one known for it's slightly mind altering side effects.
"Tell me my son, when you go on these raids, who are you trying to kill? Most of the ones you face have no memory of S7, the older ones who do are mostly dead. I think perhaps you are doing all this to punish yourself, for continuing to live and have a chance at happiness while your friends were slain. Your debt to them is paid. Go home, put this behind you, and lead a good and productive life. Love your family, use your talents to mold young minds, and while I don't want you to forget your path, don't dwell too much on it. Allah Akbar, my friend."
That night I dreamed we were all sitting in our lab, talking about a new and exciting find. We were laughing, sharing drinks, when Sherry looked over at me. "I speak for all of us, Pete. Thank you. Thank you for remembering us, for avenging our deaths, Most westerners wouldn't understand, but your soul is an old one, desert born, and the call for blood could not be denied. You have answered that call, but now it is time. Remember us all fondly."
After that, they lined up and kissed my cheeks, each disappearing as the next stepped up. Soon it was just me and Moshe, and he grinned at me. "What? I'm still alive. Go home Pete. God bless."
Will understood my decision, he even looked a little relieved. "Good decision, Major. I have to admit I've loved this in a way, having a chance to help alter history, maybe. But like you, I have avenged my friends, and I'm ready to go."
Omar was happy for me, as, oddly, was Jamal. "It is good to see this, my friend. Love them, and remember your fellow warriors once in a while."
We were all set to go, when intel came in indicating that a meeting was about to happen that included a few of the more important of our enemies. It was too good to pass up, so we planned in detail, got ready, and left for one more fight.
Security was heavy, but we had done our homework, and moved like ghosts, dispatching guards with knives and silenced weapons. We were almost to the inner circle, when, after the guards missed their regular check in, the enemy responded. It was a fierce and bloody fight, heavy losses on both sides, but in the end, we overran the compound, rounding up everyone.
I was wounded again, a nicked ear that stung like hell, and a bullet graze on my thigh. They brought me a young man, in his teens, the grandson of the supreme leader. I had already killed two sons, their heads delivered to the father thanks to the Ishmalis, and the boy knew his fate was sealed. It was well known that this boy was the only grandson.
His eyes watered, his lips quivered, but he never begged, even as he watched the brand heat up. It bothered me no end that he looked tremendously like Josef. I admired his courage while I stood before him, scimitar in hand.
"Tell me, if I displayed mercy, let you live, would it make a difference? Would you renounce your ways, promise me you'll live a quiet, productive life? What could you promise me that would persuade me to change my mind and stay your execution?"
He looked up at me from his knees, to the scimitar, to the branding iron now glowing red.
"I do not like fighting. I do it because it is expected. If I was left alone, I would be at university right now, studying agriculture, trying to learn ways to make the desert bloom, to help my people. But I did not get that life. I am what I am now."
It sickened me that a boy with so much potential was soon to be adding his blood to the desert sand. "If I could give you that chance, would you take it? Live in peace, and not war?"
"I would take it and never look back. But we both know that will never happen, and I find it crueler than my death to torture me in such a manner. I am ready, do it. Allah Akbar!"
I grinned, happy with the decision I had just made. "Yes, Allah is good. And on some occasions, he can be merciful. Hold out his hand."
They pulled his arm out, holding his hand open. Before he could react, I slapped the iron to it, burning S7 forever into his palm. He didn't scream, but he did shout, before passing out. I dropped the iron, done with this life forever.
"Treat his wound. Put him in restraints and send him to the stronghold. I have plans for him."
.........
We faked his death, filming his beheading. I spoke on the video, directed at his grandfather. "It is done. The last male member of your family has met Allah. I have ended your line, erased your foul seed from this earth. Soon it will be your turn. This is my last transmission. My work is done."
I sent word to the Old Man Of The Mountain. It was time to fulfill his contract. Six weeks later, when I was home, I saw a news bulletin that the headquarters of ISIS had been hit, forty three confirmed kills, including their grand mufti and supreme military leader. No group came forward to claim responsibility.
We smuggled the grandson out of the country, set him up with a new identity, and enrolled him in a college in the US known for it's cutting edge advances in agriculture. I never spoke or contacted him again until his graduation, sending a check and a note.
"Take the money and set up an experimental farm in your home country. Make me believe that I didn't spare you for nothing. S7."
He did as I asked, and soon became known as one of the foremost experts in regional agriculture in the country. He almost always wore a glove on his left hand, telling people he had burned himself badly as a child and besides being ugly, it needed support.
Will and I returned home to a hero's welcome from our families. Molly had decided while Will was away she was going off birth control. Secretly we're pretty sure they conceived his first night home.
Maddy and I didn't make babies, but we made love as soon as we could pry the children off of me. Tati had gotten her adult form while I was away, and I was suddenly very glad I had weapons. Josef had a growth spurt, and shot up until he was an inch taller than me, with broad shoulders. He was Anatoli made over, but he still called me Dad. With his height, form, jet black hair that seemed constantly in his eyes and a magnetic smile, little girls seemed to be constantly underfoot in our home, not to mention the young boys trying to court Tati.
We decided to stay in our quiet little Scottish village. It was home to our kids now, and we didn't want to disrupt it. I was welcomed back warmly by the residents, my official story being I took some consultancy work that was such a good offer I couldn't pass it up. I continued to teach at the boarding school. When my work started showing up in the children applying for college, a few universities scouted me, but I declined, liking my home.
Sometimes I'd have nightmares about my old life, but Maddy was right there, soothing me, and they became less and less frequent.
.........
Five years later, I was sitting beside a lake in California. We had kept the lake cabin, going to see it the first time after I got back from my trip. It wasn't home, but it was very nice, and we developed a habit of spending a month there every summer. The locals loved our accents, especially the kids, and with their good looks they soon had an abundance of summer friendships, which they renewed every year.
We were back this year to settle Tati in to her new home, a dorm room at a college nearby, where she was going for a MBA, doing her undergraduate work at Cambridge. She was being scouted already by several international companies, especially the one she had interned at last summer. The fact that she spoke Russian, Farsi, German, Arabic, and French impressed then no end. Seems she was fascinated by language, and found willing teachers in Maddy and I.
Josef showed an aptitude for engineering, and had one more year to get his undergraduate degree at Edinburgh, then it was on the Stanford for his Master degree. Maddy was impatient for them both to get on with their lives and produce grandchildren before it was too late for them to enjoy them.
We were both just past sixty, both in reasonably good health, so I was patient.
I was sitting, soaking in the sun, when a woman walked up to where I was sitting, shading her eyes against the sun as she gazed out.
"Hello, Daddy."
I looked over, shocked to see Polly standing there. Now in middle age, she was still lean and attractive, carrying her years well.
"How.."
"Maddy told me last year. I was so angry at you, Daddy, for leaving us like that, making us think you were dead. But I finally understood. As long as you were alive, we were in danger, and you couldn't bear that, especially after Josh. So I forgave you. And so does Fran. You know, we always wondered where the mysterious Christmas and Birthday gifts came from, even for our kids and husbands. I think Jack may have suspected, but he never said a word. You were at Grandma's funeral, weren't you. We wondered who the man with Maddy was, but you never approached, never spoke. We saw the tears you shed, and asked Maddy about it later. She said you were someone from the past who had always held her in high regard, and was saddened at her passing."
She paused, thinking. "You didn't go to Granddad's funeral, though, did you? If it makes you feel better, he was a broken man at the end, barely tolerated by his family. Grandma moved into the guest bedroom right after your death. I don't think they ever slept together again."
She finally ran down, sitting beside me on the bench. I finally got to speak. "You know I never stopped loving you girls, right? But I couldn't tell you. Too many had already died because of me, I couldn't bear the weight of your deaths on my soul. So I stayed dead. You have no idea how hard that was on me, to miss the birth of my grandchildren, not being able to console Fran when her marriage broke up, or rejoice when she found a better man. I soaked up every bit of information about you guys as I could, reveling in your successes, agonizing over any failures you might have counted. Tell me, what do you expect?"
"We expect our father back," said Fran, standing behind us. "You have grandchildren you need to establish relationships with, you have daughters who need the same thing. The past is over with. No one will notice that we've struck up a friendship with the husband of an old friend. The whole family is here, Daddy, back at the cabin. Jack, Ben, my new husband, all five of your grandchildren. They've all met Maddy, and can't wait to meet you. Now hug your girls, Daddy, and let the past go."
We must have stood, crying and hugging, for ten minutes, before someone cleared their throat. I looked up to see Maddy, tears in her eyes, and I grabbed her, pulling her into the group hug, where her waterworks really started. When we finally composed ourselves, we walked back tot he cabin, where I met my grandchildren for the first time.
Jack was there, staying in the background, and it wasn't until late that night that I got to talk to him. Maddy told me that after he was medically discharged from the military, he was snapped up by the State Department, and worked in a think tank based in Washington. He grinned.
"Well, you went out with a bang, didn't you? Twice. Oh, don't act surprised, we'd heard rumors about you off and on for years, and you little adventure in Syria turned out way different than you planned, didn't it? You managed to rip the country wide open. Governments all over the world are scrambling to get a piece of the new pie, but it seems they're really thick with the Saudis right now. Anyone you could give a good word to? Maybe it would help stabilize the region."
I took a swallow of the beer I was holding. "Shit, Jack, that's easy. You guys, Russia, the Saudis, Iran, France, Turkey, Israel, need to get out and stay out. Things would have settled out decades ago if you had. Instead, you've turned things into a generational war. Let them fight it out, and respect the winner."
"Impeccable logic, Major. Which will never be followed in our lifetimes."
I sighed. "Well, Jack, there you have it. But give everyone this warning. One of these days a leader, good or bad, will rise and unite the people, and none of you will probably like him. He won't ask you to leave, he'll actively pursue ways to throw you out."
"Sage advice, but once again advice no one will take. Changing the subject, I'd like to come over and meet your friend Will soon. He has the kind of out of the box thinking we're looking for."
I laughed, thinking about Will. He and Molly had four children now. They bought a large house house next to ours and my children now babysat his when we wanted a night out. The Princes had paid us both rather handsomely for our efforts, and refused to take no as an answer. We were both worth several million euros, so our futures were secure. It would take a lot of talking to persuade Will and Molly to move, especially since Molly had left the service and worked at a private clinic for a very nice salary.
Surprising us all, Will felt the call and attended seminary, ending up as pastor of our local church. He was very effective ministering to the needs of his flock, and was adored by all, except two men who abused their wives and children. He prayed for them, with them, and then kicked some sense into them. I held his coat.
We visited again at Christmas, where I presented Ben and both my male grandchildren with sapphire rings like the one I'd had made for Josh, and the one Josef wore. Tati had a very nice emerald necklace that she was only allowed to wear on special occasions. My three female granchildren admired it, and squealed with delight when she and Maddie helped them with their very own.
It became a habit, we spent a month at the lake cabin with the whole family in the summer, they visited us on Easter holiday, and we would fly over for Christmas.
.........
Ten years on, I found myself in Cleveland, come to see an old friend. Maddy kept tabs on Mike, and it was a sad story. He was dying, alone, of liver disease from excessive drinking.
Of course, he didn't recognize me. It had been almost two decades, and I had changed, a lot. I kept a neatly trimmed beard these days, and it was as silver as my hair.
When I told him who I was he didn't believe me, until I told him several stories of our youth together only I would know. He went from apathetic to raging in seconds. I let him rant until he fell back on his pillow, gasping.
"Feel better now? I guess in a way I deserve it, but you're the one who caused this whole mess, you Jo, and my father. Now Jo is gone, blown up, my father died alone and friendless, his last years miserable. And look how you ended up. Part of a man, replaying your glory days real and imagined. All the sins you had ever committed came home to you that day at the tombs. I could have easily have let them kill you, but I wanted you to suffer for years. And you did. Am I happy about it? I was, for years, now I just feel sadness. It could have been so much better if you hadn't decided to manipulate me."
"I wasn't in it alone, you know. We were just trying to protect you. We knew you didn't have the strength to make the tough decision, or stand the trials of battle."
I calmly stood up and removed my shirt, shoving my hair back over my left ear, letting him see the gap caused by the bullet. "IED scars. Two knife scars, six bullet holes. And that's not counting the ones they removed during my reconstructive surgeries. How many scars do you carry? None, as far as I know. Still think I couldn't have made it?"
I buttoned up and tucked back in before sitting back down. He refused to look at me. I sighed.
"Look, I didn't come here to argue about the past. I came here today to offer you grace. I'll forgive you, take you to a private clinic that will make your last days as comfortable as possible. Or," I said, looking at the charity ward we were in, "I'll leave you here, if that's your decision."
He screamed and ranted until a nurse asked me to leave. I stood, looking down on him.
"I'm sorry, Mikey. I wish our lives would have turned out different." I strode off without another word, going to see the manager. "Here, this is a check for ten thousand for your cause. All I ask is you make him as comfortable as possible. Buy him the foods he likes, give him extra blankets, whatever it takes. If he's still alive in three months, I'll send you more."
The nun looked at the check and smiled. "We'll do our best. You must love him a lot."
I shrugged as I rose. "I did, when I was young. God bless you, Sister."
I walked out and never looked back. He died six weeks later, and I paid for the funeral. Maddie and I attended, along with about ten more people, most of them old drinking buddies. They wanted to know who we were, so I told them he and I grew up together.
"He was a funny guy," one told us, "he always had some wild story about being a spy and undercover agent for the government, bullshit like that. He told us once when he was really looped that his best friend cut his hand off. Yeah, he could come up with some whoppers."
Maddy tightened her grip on my hand. "Well, let's hope he's at peace now. It was a pleasure to meet you." We left, not even attending the wake we had paid for.
.........
I'm almost eighty years old now, and I can feel the clock ticking. Maddy left me last year, and I miss her more every day. She whispered to me just before she passed, telling me how grateful she was for the life I had given her. Tati, Josef, their spouses and children, Polly, Fran, Jack, Ben and their kids and small grandchildren were all there. Many wailed, everyone loved Gammy.
Will did the service, breaking down twice before he got through it, and her grandchildren bore her casket to a horse drawn hearse, which we walked behind to the cemetery, followed by the whole village and many more.
The kids stayed for awhile, but they had their own lives flung all over the globe, so I sent them home after two weeks. They only left because Molly and Will promised to look after me.
I spent two weeks examining our lives, picking through mementos of our adventures alone and together, earmarking them so the kids would know who got what.
Moshe and Ruth came, surprising me. When I had the rings and necklaces done for our grandchildren, I traveled to Israel, and decided to surprise him. He opened the door and my first thought was, damn, he looked old. It took me two minutes to convince him that it was really me, then he dragged me into the house and hugged me until I though I would snap a rib, then Ruth took over pressing just as hard. I gave them a little of my life past S7. He grinned and told me he knew I was alive. He knew when he saw the videos, telling Ruth it could only be me.
We kept up with each other through the internet and occasional phone call, and they did visit one winter, wanting to see real snow.
Although I had never told anyone, I kept the two truckloads of stolen antiquities from one of our first raids, always meaning to go through them. I finally decided it was time, and examined the packages and art, deciding to send most of them back to the rightful owners. Finding three Ismaili daggers, I packed them carefully and sent them home. I got a nice thank you over the internet and a promise of a favor owed, should I ever need one. I did keep a few trinkets to give to the kids and grandkids, even three great grandchildren.
There were two casks, leather bound, oiled until they survived the ravages of time. I had opened on and saw the stacks of scrolls, so fragile one disintegrated when I touched it. I had kept up with innovations in my field, and knew just who to give them to. It would be my last present to the world.



.........
The professor looked at the video for the fifth time, looking for some clue. The man was obviously old or a talented actor, and he was leaning towards old. He noticed the man was dressed like someone from an Indiana Jones movie, and the wide brimmed hat obscured his face. They did get a glimpse of a white beard, but then again that could have been faked. He watched as the rented van pulled up, and the old guy got out and accosted a couple of students. Money changed hands, and the two students unloaded two boxes out of the van, and following instructions, waiting until the vehicle was out of sight before carrying them to reception. They interviewed the students later and got very little information.
"He was an old dude, Professor. He spoke with a British accent, and asked if we'd like to make a hundred dollars each, just for carrying the boxes inside the building. Like we would walk off from a Benjamin! He made us promise to wait until he was out of sight, said it was a surprise that you would appreciate. And yes, he asked for you by name."
The van was a dead end, rented with a fake ID, and all they remembered was a nice old guy. He had paid and the money cleared, so they had no interest in him.
He nearly collapsed when they opened the boxes and saw the casks. He called everyone pertinent in, and they carefully examined them, determining from tests they were at least two thousand years old.
They locked them in a vault until they could set the machine up. The machine had cost the university almost half a million dollars, but the technology enabled it to read a scroll through a cask, urn, even a metal box, even though it was rolled up. When they were ready, they placed a cask inside and started the program. It would take as least ten to fourteen hours, so everyone went home, except three armed security guards.
His wife met him at the door. She had an odd look on her face. "Someone just called for you honey. He said to tell you it was the old man with the boxes, and you should check your email."
He tore into his office, his wife trailing behind. He told her the short version of the story as he scrolled his messages. He quickly found the one titled "The man with the box" and opened it.
"Dear professor,
You don't know me, but I've been a big fan of your work. So when I decided to pass on the casks, you were the first person I thought of. I give them to you free and clear. I don't know where they originated, and no one could tell me if they knew. I've had them for years, until I decided to declutter my life, and I now place the burden of discovery on you.
I give you one piece of advice, as someone who has been in your shoes. Be very careful. Knowledge can be a great joy but an even bigger burden, and the law of unintended consequences is never more present than in situations like this.
Good luck, and go with God."
The professor got little sleep, and gave up trying at five, getting up, showering, enjoying a light breakfast of yogurt and fruit, even though he wanted bacon and eggs.
Unable to wait, he was at the lab by seven, not really surprised to see most of his team waiting. Looking at their faces, he surmised they also had gotten very little rest.
He carefully locked the door behind his team, and booted up the computer. As the translations appeared all movement stopped, and the team stared enthralled at the screen. By the third page tears had appeared, and midway through the fourth the Professor heard a thump, and turned to see one of his assistants on the floor in a dead faint. He immediately shut down the screen while the rest helped their fallen comrade up, and ushered everyone in his conference room. They all got coffee and water, taking a few minutes to compose themselves. Finally, the man that had fainted looked at their leader.
"What do we do now, Professor?"
A massive manhunt was started to find the "Man With The Box", but they soon hit dead ends. The phone call was traced to the campus library, as was the email. There were no records of the man past the car rental company, no trace of him entering or leaving the country on any commercial airline. He was a ghost, appearing and disappearing like mist in a glen.
.......
Jack reached over and pulled Polly to him as she wept, watching them lower the casket in the grave. There had been a fierce debate over the tombstone, but in the end they decided to let the truth out because there was no one who could be hurt by it now.
Tati and Josef, Fran and her husband, and every member of their families were also there, each dealing with their grief in different ways. The whole village again turned out, and there were some odd guests. Two Saudi princes and their families, a Israeli woman, quite old, and a few military types in business suits. There was also a contingent of Catholic priests, five in all. One, a large man with red hair peppered with gray, wept openly. Every child he had taught over the years that could make it showed up, with their families, to honor a man who had shaped their lives in varying degrees.
The woman, and the Saudi princes watched the night before as Jack viewed the body, before slipping two scimitars, an antique dagger, and two well used Makarov pistols into the casket. They nodded in approval as the weapons were placed. Ruth touched the weathered old face, saying a small prayer in Hebrew, before walking away. She only wished her husband was still alive to pay his respects.
Jack smiled as he remembered part of the service. The pastor, an old friend, waxed eloquently on the virtues of his friend, as a good father, husband, and companion, someone you could absolutely depend on in good times or bad.
"He was a teacher, a warrior, devout friend and implacable enemy. His proudest achievements, he often told me, were his children, and the children he taught, despite the many things he did that in some ways altered the history of the world. They, he often said, were his legacy, anything else he accomplished were trivial compared to them. We knew him as Major Mark Jones, but in truth, his real name was Professor Jacob Peter Trammel, last of the S7."
There was a collective gasp from the villagers, realizing that such a man had lived among them. It took a long while for them to reconcile the man they knew with the legacy he left behind.
Finally, to honor him, they erected a huge monument, twelve feet high, at the entrance to the cemetery. There was a very large S7, in a circle, at the top. The inscription read:
"Here Lies Jacob Peter Trammel, with his wife Madison. The Major and his General, together in eternity."
On the flight home,Jack read the London Times he had picked up at the airport, while Polly dozed. He had to stifle a laugh.
RECENTLY DISCOVERED SCROLLS MAY ALTER HISTORY! WORLD WIDE MANHUNT LAUNCHED FOR "THE MAN WITH THE BOX!"
The end.
.......
Well, there you have it. Some will hate it, some will love it, and most will fall in the middle. Perhaps it shouldn't be here, but a not so loving wife started it, and a truly loving wife helped finish it.
As always, let me know what you think, and if you vote, thanks.
Q
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I was listening to an old blues song with the same title, and this popped into my mind. I was also thinking of most of the stories I'd read lately about revenge, and how necessary some people thought it was. I had also been thinking about a creative way for a father to stay close to his children in the event of a divorce. So here it is. No over the top sex, no vicious acts, just a man trying to think himself out of a bad situation.
.............................................
Damn, turns out the Blues Brothers were right. It is cheaper to keep her. I owned my own business and she didn't work, so alimony was a given. I had two girls that I loved more than my own life, so there was child support, and the pain of never getting to see them. Plus if she really wanted to get nasty, she could take half my business in lieu of alimony. I'd end up having to survive on about thirty per cent of what I made.
I left the lawyer's office depressed as hell. As usual, Charlene was about three steps ahead of me when I caught her.
"I've been doing it for eight months and it hasn't hurt us. He's a damn fine lover, not better, not bigger, just different. I don't think I could choose between you if I had to. But think hard before you do anything. See a lawyer. Your life would be a living hell if we split, I'd make sure of it."
I looked at her as she sat calmly on the couch, describing my new life. WHO WAS THIS WOMAN? She damn sure wasn't my wife, the woman I'd been with for fourteen years, the woman I depended on and trusted more than I had more than anyone in my whole life?
"At least I won't have to sneak around now. You'll still get the lion's share of my time and affection, but I won't neglect Jim either. He has needs just like you do. I'll work out a schedule..."
That was all I heard before I got up and walked out. She followed me screeching until we were outside, but shut up immediately when she saw Mrs. Roseman, the sweet old lady who lived two doors down. I smiled and nodded as Charlene turned back into the house, hissing "Get your ass in here! Now!" She was watching as I drove away.
I stayed gone two days. The smirk on her face when I returned almost made me turn around. The girls were all over me, and I loved on them until bedtime. They were growing up fast, thirteen and eleven. After I saw the lawyer I decided to bite the bullet, for now.
She brought me a beer after they were asleep. I put it on the table. Damned if I'd ever drink anything she gave me ever again.
"I'm glad you came to your senses. I knew you would. We'll go on just like before, and no one will know. The only thing that will change is one night each weekend I'll be on a date, and I'll be home really late. But I WILL be home, so we don't worry the girls." She sat back, the familiar smug look on her face. I knocked that off her face pretty quick with the speech I'd rehearsed.
"Who said I came to my senses? Here's what's going to happen. I'll hang around for the next four years and eight months, until Marissa turns eighteen, then I'm gone. Darcy will be just past sixteen, so she'll be able to cope, I hope. She might choose to live with me. Either way, I'll be gone."
I paused for breath, and started again before she could react.
"Effective now, sloppy seconds are a thing of my past. If you dropped the asshole tomorrow I still wouldn't share your bed. That's gone, forever. I make it a habit of not sleeping with sluts, and a woman who fucks other men while married is just that. I'm moving into the spare bedroom and there will be no more discussion on the matter. However, I do not plan to remain celibate. I have my own needs, and while I won't go looking, at least for awhile, I won't turn it down if it's offered to me, unless she's married. I'll never do to some poor soul what you're doing to me.
Also, you better get a job, or have your lover pay for your needs. The girls get anything they want, but anything past living expenses will never again hit our joint checking account."
I knew that last hit hard. Charlene never saw a sale she didn't like. Her closets, yes in the plural, have clothes in them she's never worn.
She had progressively gone paler, but by now she was livid.
"You asshole! Why won't you get with the program, I still love you and want to share your bed. This is absolutely ridiculous. Things will remain just as they are. This is not an option. Now go get ready for bed. I intend to fuck you until you can't get it up anymore. Tell me you would ever turn this down!"
She jumped up and dropped her sundress, standing in just thigh highs and five inch heels. I looked her up and down. She was really a beautiful woman, considering her age and that she'd borne two children.
"You know, if this lover thing doesn't work out for you, you'd be a hit over at Patterson and Main. Might want to consider it when you run short of play money."
That was the street corner in our small town where men went to get 'dates' for the night.
She snatched her dress off the floor, sputtering with rage. "All right" If that's the way it's gonna be. Just remember, three months down the road when you come whining around for a pity fuck, I'll make you lick his cum out of my snatch first, because it will always be full of it."
She flounced off to the bedroom, making sure she locked the door. I gave her a few minutes and kicked it open. She was on the bed, phone in hand. She dropped the phone in her fright, and I knew who she was talking to and snatched it up. "Hello, dipshit. I got your number now, pretty soon I'll have your address. Maybe I'll look you up sometime, and we can discuss what we have in common. Don't worry about me hurting you, I think having her is punishment enough. Surely you wouldn't want to have any type of permanent relationship with her, knowing she'd cheat on her lover the first time the opportunity came along."
He'd hung up, so I put the phone in my pocket. She had recovered from her fight and was about to go off when the girls arrived. They looked at the splintered door casing and asked what happened.
"Oh, you know this door has been sticking lately. I think it's drawing moisture somehow. I'll fix it tomorrow. You guys go on back to bed."
Charlene hadn't said a word. When they left she started in but I stopped her.
"I'll be keeping your phone, until tomorrow. And yeah, I'll be checking your account on the computer. You have a good night."
She was hissing at me as I left. "Good luck with that! I've got my accounts locked up tighter than Fort Knox. You won't get a thing, asshole."
I grinned, knowing she had forgotten the keystroke recorder we'd placed on the computer as soon as the kids were old enough to use it.
I locked myself in the den, activated it, and pretty soon the printer was working away. I had to add paper, but I got all her emails, all her searches, and everything she'd purchased in the last year.
She was about as stupid as they come. He talked her into lingerie shots with things I'd never seen on her. Then came the nudes, including a ten minute video where she screwed herself with an enormous dildo. He included a few shots of himself, some nudes, but I hit the jackpot when I saw the video of him jerking off and talking junk about what they were going to do the next time they got together. THAT was definitely hitting the internet at some point in time. At least, she wasn't lying about size. He looked about the same as me. It saddened me a little, she could have at least traded up.
Better yet, he worked for the county, as permits supervisor. They had met when Charlene went to pick up the permit for my workshop, which was a code word for mancave. Whenever the estrogen in the house got too strong, I retreated to it, shooting pool or watching sports on the fifty inch television. I even had cable hooked up. During football season it really was a mancave, because most of the neighbors came over to watch with me, a fact that the wives loved, for the most part.
She had to go back twice when I added things, which led to flirting, coffees, lunches, and sex. It didn't look like she fought him too hard, in a few cases she took the lead. I locked all the printouts away, sent the pictures and videos to my personal office computer, and went to bed, sleeping surprisingly well.
I was up, cheerful(at least I appeared so for the girls) and made breakfast while they chattered about school, boys. music, boys, which boy band was cutest overall, and which boy band had the best songs. It all blurred together and I pretty much ignored it. After all, they were too young to seriously do anything, thank God. Marissa, the thirteen year old, was starting to develop, and boys were noticing. We were letting her go out with groups, supervised by one parent or another. Of course, they would pair off, and we let them, as long as they didn't do anything foolish. We did it with the hope that when they finally did reach the age when they could go on dates, they'd have a little experience to fall back on and not do anything stupid.
Darcy, or Echo as we called her because whatever Marissa said she repeated, was a little too young at eleven to go on these outings, but we made sure there was plenty of supervised opportunities for them to socialize. All this was over and above sports practice, dance lessons, band and drama classes. One car or the other was always on the move.
They were talking about their afternoon activities when I dropped the first bomb. "Sorry girls, I've taken on some new responsibilities at work, so Mom is going to be your main chauffeur for awhile. Since she doesn't work, I'm sure she can be there for you, right honey?"
If looks could kill I would have been a smouldering pile of ash. Instead she told the girls they might have to ride with their friends once in a while.
"Why? What could be so important that you'd leave your kids to bum rides? If you need to do anything, you have all morning, right girls?"
They agreed instantly. "Yeah, Carol's mother is kind of creepy, and Jenny's dad stares at us. Please Mom?"
Charlene was stuck, and fumed until they left. It seemed I was right, her little trysts were all in the afternoon. Her lover must have to actually work. She started as soon as they got on the bus.
"If you think...."
"There you go. That's the difference between you and me. I think, and usually it's with the big head. All your mental functions lately seem to be centered in your twat. Better start using your head instead, while you still have a chance with your children. One more thing before I leave, I had the house wired for sound and video. Bring the asshole here, and it will be on the internet in an hour, damn the consequences. Have a shitty day, now."
She was still trying to speak when I went out the door. At lunch I pulled up the videos, watching as she fumed and ranted and tried to find the cameras. Good luck with that, even I didn't know where they were. The guy who put it in for me suggested that, saying if I knew I may give them away. I got to listen to an interesting phone call, though. Actually several of them. The first was to her lover.
"He's being a total dick, baby. He's screwed up our afternoons, and says he's going to cut off the money. I checked this morning, and he's cancelled all my cards, and our bank balance is two hundred and eighty dollars, and a two hundred dollar power bill is due today via automatic draft. We may have to go to plan B."
He seemed uncomfortable with plan B, whatever that was. "UM, before we go that route, let's give him a few days to cool off. If we leave them now, I'll be on the hook as bad as hubby, so we don't gain anything. Keep trying to fuck him baby, it always calms me down. Maybe give up that ass, I know I've got it well broken in by now."
Apparently it wasn't the response she was looking for. "So much for love, huh? You answer to the problem is let him fuck me in my ass? How the hell am I supposed to do that, say,'Hey, honey, I was thinking. How about you give me a good ass fucking? Bob has trained me pretty well, so don't worry about hurting me?' You moron, the minute I bring it up he would know you'd already been there, and things would really go downhill. I'm getting the feeling that your professed undying love to me is bullshit."
He protested loudly. "I do love you, but let's be practical. We dump our spouses, everybody will know why. We'll be broke, you don't have a job and mine is nothing to brag about. This way, until we pull the trigger, we're living in nice houses, you're getting everything you want including me. We need to go slow here. I know he screwed your afternoons up, but we could get together at lunch. It won't be ideal, but it'll hold us over."
"Where would we meet? He's cut me off, so I can't pay for a motel room, and I'm not screwing you at your office."
"Let's do it at your house. We'll fuck in your bed, and leave the sheets complete with wet spots on for him to see."
"Not a good idea. I can't find anything, but he says he has the house wired, and if we meet here it'll be on some amateur porn site in less than an hour, and I believe him. No, we'll just have to stop, and give him a chance to calm down. Fuck your wife for a change, at least you won't be doing without."
Things got a little heated after that, and when they ended the call she sat there with a confused look on her face. Maybe the ideal life she envisioned was being smothered by reality. I knew her though, and knew once she made her mind up hell would freeze over before she changed it, she was that stubborn. I got a smile on my face when I checked on her later, she was at the computer, just figuring out I had locked her out.
"MOTHERFUCKER!" She screamed after about fifteen minutes. "ASSHOLE!" She went down the list of swearwords. I was a little impressed, I had no idea she knew so many. I decided to prod her a little and gave her a call. Before she could speak I started talking.
"Hi, honey," I said, my words literally dripping with sarcasm, "are you having a good day? You can stop messing with the computer, to quote your words, I've got it locked up tighter than Fort Knox. Oh, another tidbit for you. Your phone will be shut off by the end of the day. But don't worry, I ordered you a new one, it should arrive tomorrow. I hope you like it."
"YOU BAS..." was all she got out before I hung up. I got to hear the rest of it on the surveillance equipment, cutting edge stuff my geek buddy installed while she was off screwing loverboy, just after I'd discovered them.
She actually smiled when I gave her a new, top of the line phone that evening, and I got to hear her rant in real time the next day when she tried to use it. It had a safety feature on it designed for children that worked really well for me. She could only call the kid's schools, my office, my personal cell, our doctors, her mother, my parents, and 911. Any attempt to call any other number would shut the phone down for thirty seconds, before resetting.
She found that as soon as she tried to call her lover. After the phone reset I called her.
"Hi! I guess by now you've figured out the phone won't work except for preset numbers. Kinda hard, with no phone and computer, to contact your honey. I'd say I was sorry, but unlike you, I don't make a habit of lying. Now that your days and afternoons are free, I've got a suggestion. GET A FUCKING JOB! You're gonna need it, if you want to shop. I'll buy the kids anything they need, but you're on your own. Maybe you'll finally wear some of those clothes that still have the tags on them."
Once again, I hung up before she got started good. It was really frosty when I got home. She controlled herself, barely, around the girls. Once she was sure they were asleep, though, we went into the basement, where she screamed and threatened all sorts of vile things until she ran out of steam. I just grinned through it all.
Deciding to change tactics, she got all weepy.
"Please honey, stop being mean to me. I don't deserve it. Please understand, I didn't do this deliberately. It just happened. He's just a fling. I'm sure sooner or later we'll tire of each other, and I'll be back to loving just you. It didn't hurt you until you found out, and it won't hurt you now. It's just a few hours a week, the rest of the time I'm yours totally. Come to bed with me tonight, let me prove how much I still love you."
I think I shocked her when I laughed. "You know, I looked cheating excuses up on the computer. You know one site offers a book called The Cheater's Guide? It offers all kinds of advice on how to conduct affairs, and one whole section is dedicated to damage control if the spouse finds out. You just used a lot of the excuses. It just happened. It won't affect us. It's just a fling, it'll be over soon. And the offer of hot sex, the 'fuck him until he forgets it' option. And the best one yet, threaten to destroy his world unless he goes along."
I watched as conflicting emotions ran across her face. Before she could speak, I started again.
"Let's stop for a minute here, Say I go along with your program. What's in it for me? I get to still pay all the bills, do all the things a married person does, the only difference is that I have to share you. I have to tell you as a businessman, it doesn't sound like much of a deal for me does it? You get the option of screwing somebody else, and I just plod along and wait for you? Not happening. Since you've declared an open marriage, I'll be looking. There's this really cute sales rep that comes by once a month, and she's a pretty big flirt. Good looking too. And the body on her is unbelievable. She's a gym rat, and runs marathons. She showed me a picture of her in her last race,wearing nothing but glorified panties and a sports bra. Her body is rock solid, she even had a female version of a six pack. I think when she comes in next week I'll take her to lunch, see if she's interested. I know she sees my ring, but I'll just explain we have an open marriage, and you've had a lover for almost a year. Who knows? She seems to be a pretty liberal type of gal."
I knew the shot about the rock hard body hurt her. After two kids and a few years, she was a little rounder and a lot softer than she was when we married. Of course, all she had to do was get off her ass and go to the gym instead of the mall. Yeah, that was gonna happen.
She seemed shocked. "Why? Why would you need anyone else when I'm available? You need to understand, honey. I still love you, and the thought of you with anyone else upsets me."
I gave it right back to her. "I've been available for sixteen years, but that wasn't enough for you, now was it? You think I jumped for joy when I found out you'd been fucking around on me? There's a word for guys who let their women fuck other people while staying faithful, just like there's a name for women who screw around on their husbands. The Slut-Cuck Express has officially been derailed, woman. Might want to think on that. I'm going to bed. For right now, at least one of us has to work."
She was still sputtering as I walked out.
......................................
Not a complete moron, I knew I needed a plan, and fast, before she really did start trying to fuck up my life.
I had an old friend, the son of our neighbors, who was a little socially awkward as a child. We were the only guys on the street, so we gravitated together, and actually became friends. He was slightly autistic, the high functioning type, and a bit of a savant with computers and abstract problem solving. If anyone could find a solution to my problems, it would be him.
He'd been designing computer games since he was fourteen, and sold his first at sixteen. Now in his middle thirties, he still lived with his Mom and Dad, in a ten thousand square foot mansion, was worth somewhere north of sixty million, and with the success of his newest game, he was literally rolling in the money.



Oddly, he was married, to another high functioning autistic, that I had introduced him to a few years back at one of the few parties I hosted. She was the daughter of one of my biggest customers, and normally almost a recluse, she insisted her father bring her, after she spent most of the day at a spa, telling him something important was going to happen. While God was a little stingy when it came to her brain, he made it up to her with her body and face. She was drop dead beautiful.
After one look at my friend Harry, she took his hand, and said "June 17?"
He just nodded and continued talking to another guest for a minute, before tapping on a glass to get everyone's attention. "Ladies and gentleman. it is my distinct pleasure to invite you all to our upcoming wedding. The date is June seventeenth, and will be held at...?"
He looked over at June, and she smiled, taking his hand. "At Emmanuel Lutheran Church, on Second Street, in Broadville."
Harry just nodded until someone asked him to introduce his bride and tell them how they met. He flushed a bit as she answered again. "I'm June Allison, and we met right here, in this house, at a party."
That was the whole story, she just didn't tell them it was right now, at this party. She told him what kind of ring she wanted, and the next day he handed her a credit card. She took it from there.
They had been together eight years now. Their daughter was seven, and my girls doted on her like she was the little sister they wished they had. It wasn't unusual for me to get home and see a Lexus SUV in the driveway, the driver waiting patiently in the kitchen, drinking coffee, talking to Charlie. She would brighten up when I came in, grin, and start making sexual innuendoes.
Shanna was a black woman, very attractive, ex-military who had served two tours of combat, and held black belts in three different disciplines. She was on the local law enforcement sponsored pistol team, regularly winning trophies. She actually worked for me at one time.
I considered her brilliant, and very good at her job, but could tell she was bored to tears most of the time. June came by one day to talk to me about some social affair they were having. She'd come unannounced, as was her habit, and I was in a meeting, so Shanna kept her company. By the time I'd gotten out of the meeting, I'd lost an employee.
It was a good match for every one. Shanna moved into the mansion, in what amounted to a small apartment, with a private entrance. For all their wealth, Harry and June didn't get out much, and Shanna was about to quit, again due to boredom, when some crack head thought it would be a good idea to kidnap some rich guy's kid for money.
He was successful for about three minutes before Shanna blew his head off as he tried to carry a drugged Star off the property. It got a little sticky, but he was armed, and the surveillance tapes showed him waving the shotgun around while trying to carry the child. They let her go with a warning, and she became the bodyguard/nanny for Star from that day forward.
Charlie would frown while we flirted, all in good fun, of course. And Shanna always gave me a big hug when they left, pressing her huge chest to me while she picked me up off my feet, something that always made the girls giggle.
The girls actually went on vacation with them a couple of times, to exotic places. We were invited along, but Charlene would always have a reason for us to stay home. When the girls came home from some exclusive resort they had been at, I was most impressed with the photos, especially the ones of Aunt Shanna in a thong bikini.
The point is, except for Charlie, our families were closely woven together, and I trusted all of them completely.
............................
Harry was surprised, but June wasn't.
"I saw it coming, she seemed distracted the last few times I've been around her, and at our last party I caught her in the garden, sitting really close to another guest. She pulled back when I saw them, and I got the feeling I had just missed seeing her kiss him. She almost ran back inside when she saw me, and stuck to you like glue the rest of the evening. I wanted to say something, but what? She may or may not have been kissing some guy? It wasn't enough."
I remembered that night. We tended to separate at these things, enjoying the chance to talk to different people. I'd noticed she was missing, but figured she was in another part of the house, when she suddenly appeared and stayed by my side the rest of the evening.
They had been thinking on my problem, and we had a long talk.
"What exactly do you want, Jack?"
"I want to keep my girls in my life, first and foremost. This is the most important thing to me. Plus, I want her to regret her actions. We're done. She doesn't realize it yet, but when she does I fully expect things to get ugly. I don't want to end up broke and alone when the dust settles."
Nodding, he asked me how big my house was. They had been there enough to know, but he didn't ask unless he had an idea.
We had gotten a really good deal on the house. In an older neighborhood with large lots and plenty of mature trees. we got it for about sixty per cent of what it would normally cost, because the owner was elderly and didn't take care of it. She got enough from the sale to live out her days in a nice retirement community, and I got a forty four hundred square foot two story house with a full basement. We got it when the girls were really young, so it was the only home they had ever known. We spent every spare dime we had for five years restoring it, and now it was worth over twice what we had in it. Charlie loved the place, and I knew she would do her best to keep it after we divorced.
It cleared up a little when he asked about the basement. In all our work on the house, we had left the basement alone, with a vague idea of fixing it up for the girls to entertain their friends in at some later date. By my estimate, the basement was almost eleven hundred square feet.
"Remodel it, Jack. Make a nice apartment out of it, even put in a separate driveway and have it rewired for a separate electrical panel. That way it will be completely autonomous from the rest of the house. Then move in. If you do divorce, you have your own home and full access to your children. How can she object? Your lives would be completely separate, you would never have to see her if you didn't want to. I can't see a judge with any sense objecting to the plan, especially when it comes to the children."
Man! Why didn't I think of that? Because I'm an average guy, that's why, not some autistic savants with collective IQ's in the stratosphere. Shanna offered another option.
"I could kick her ass. I could kick his ass. I could fuck their lives up in ways you couldn't even fathom that would in no way ever be connected to you."
Wow, talk about fire in the eye. I got a feeling if I turned her loose it would be very, very ugly. "Let's consider that a Plan C, Shanna. I wouldn't mind her feeling a little pain, but she is the mother of my children. We do this first, all right?"
She didn't like it but she agreed, before going off to check on the children.
"She has a little crush on you, Jack. Be careful, now that you're about to be single, she's thinking all sorts of things."
I looked at June in surprise. I had always liked Shanna, but had no idea she felt that way.
..............................
It was fairly easy, all told. The house was in my name alone, necessary since I was the only one earning anything when we bought it. I consulted several contractors and architects before I found the plan I liked best.
On the advice of my lawyer, I eased off on Charlie a little, giving her an allowance. Not unlimited access, but enough to go out to lunch with her friends, and do a little shopping. I also took her Mercedes in for some work, installing a GPS and an antitheft system. With it I could remotely shut down the engine from my phone or computer.
I noticed her lunches ran a little long and investigated. She would have lunch with her friends, then slip off to the house of a friend for an hour or two of bedroom time with her lover.
I monitored the GPS the next time she went to lunch, and just as soon as she started towards her love nest I shut the car down. She called me in a panic.
"Jack, the car cut off and won't start. I'm stuck!"
"Where are you?"
She had to tell me where she was, all the way across town from our home. "What in the world are you doing there?"
"I was going to drop by Beverly's. We went shopping the other day and I left a bag in her car."
"Isn't Beverly at work?"
"Yes, but she left the bag in the garage."
I enjoyed the moment. "Try the car again, Charlie. I bet it starts right up."
She did, it did, and she got about five blocks before it stopped again. When she called back, I told her the best thing she could do was try to get back home. She didn't understand right away, but started for home, amazed that it never cut off. When it happened twice more she got the idea. I recorded her screaming tirade later, including telling Marissa to get the hell out of the room when she tried to calm her down. The look of hurt in our child's eyes calmed her down, but the damage had been done. Things were pretty cool between them afterwards.
When she asked about the basement I told her it was finally time to fix it up for the girls, they would soon be at the age where they would need space. She interpreted it as me accepting her lifestyle.
Charlie used some of her allowance to buy a burner phone, which I found and had bugged.
.........................................
It seemed there was trouble in paradise. Apparently, they had made plans to leave their spouses and settle down in domestic bliss, in my house, with me footing most of the bills. My behavior had put something of a crimp in their plans.
"Maybe we should call the whole thing off, at least for awhile. He's not reacting like we hoped, and I'm afraid he'll do something drastic."
He scoffed. "He's a pussy. You got him by his sort hairs because of the kids. You know he won't do anything to hurt them,"
She sighed. "Maybe not them, but we're fair game. I've seen him at his work, and he can be quite ruthless when he needs to be. He's made my life very difficult, but he hasn't done anything drastic yet. You're a whole different matter. You have a very public job, working for the county. A county official, having an affair with the wife of a prominent local businessman, makes a great news bite. When the paper gets hold of it you'd be out on your ass before the ink dried, and then where would we be? How would you explain it to your wife? Or have you told her yet you're leaving her for another woman?"
There was a pretty long silence, and her tone had a definite edge to it when she spoke. "I thought not. I'm starting to think you've got a bigger pussy than I do. Man up, tell her. Before my husband does. And just because he hasn't gone after you yet doesn't mean he won't. He'll just analyze every fact he can get his hands on and hit you where he knows it will hurt the most. You better be ready, because it's coming. Now, I don't want to see you for at least a month. We both need to think, and I have to repair as much of my relationship as I can with my husband. IF we split up, I want him in as forgiving a mood as possible, and I'm not going to push him for a lot. He'll be as fair as he can be, especially over the girls. I'm serious, a month, and I'll call you when I'm ready to talk."
Well, well. They just handed me a present, a whole month to finalize my plans. I decided to use the time wisely.
The first thing I did was set up a meeting with the Chairman of the County Commission. He and my father went way back, not as friends but as business associates. He just assumed it had something to do with my business and agreed to meet me for dinner. We met at an upscale steakhouse out of town, and I made sure he had a good meal and a few drinks in him before I got down to business.
"I'm thinking about moving my business, Fred. Hanover County has been sniffing around, they have a lot of empty buildings that would fit my needs, and they're offering some very nice tax incentives."
Fred immediately frowned. The thought of eighty-nine jobs leaving his county was not a pleasant one, especially since we'd been in the papers a few months back, announcing my expansion, resulting in me needing another thirty or so workers. Wouldn't look good, especially in an election year.
"Why? Why would you do that? The county has always had a good relationship with you. I don't know what to say, Jack. With the economy the way it is now I doubt seriously we could grant you any concessions."
"I'm not after any concessions, Fred. The fact is, to expand, the property I want has to be rezoned, and I think that might be difficult, especially when it comes time for the permits to be issued."
"Again, why? You know the rezoning notices have gone up, and nobody has raised any objections, so it should be just a rubber stamp procedure when we vote on it. As far as permits, what makes you think you'll have trouble?"
"Because your Permits and Zoning Manager is fucking my wife, and he knows I know."
He looked like a punctured balloon. The scandal when it came would be very messy, all the departments in the county would receive at least some fallout. Our local newspaper had an investigative reporter who was so good national papers were after him. He'd be like a bloodhound who smelled fresh blood.
He just looked down at the remains of his steak, before sighing. The meal was sitting a little heavy on him now. "You sure?"
"Video and audio, including a scene where he's masturbating for the webcam while talking junk to my wife, and you can plainly see he's in his office. Lewd behavior, on county time and county property."
"What do you want?"
"Well, his ass on a silver platter would be nice. Aside from that, nothing, at least not right now. I do have some remodeling plans for my home I need approved, if possible, without him knowing it."
"I'll look into it. I'm sure there's a training seminar somewhere the county thinks he needs to attend. Three days be long enough?"
"That would be nice, Fred. I'll wait until after the elections, but then I'm going to burn him down, you realize that, right? That should give you enough time to find an excuse to get rid of him before I start."
We parted, knowing our relationship was forever changed. From now on, he would dread it when I asked for a meeting. Another relationship ruined thanks to Charlie.
...............................................
There was indeed a seminar, and I got the contractor to push the paperwork through, in his name. They started the next day. Charlie showed little interest, other things on her mind, I suspect.
To her credit, she did try to renew our relationship. She gave me a long speech about how she had been bored, how the kids had outgrown her, and she felt less appealing as a woman. No excuse for her behavior, she assured me, she just happened to run into a predator at a low point in her life, and that it would never happen again.
"Really? What's going to happen a few years down the road, when the girls grow up, go to college and make a life for themselves, and you're here looking at four walls, bored out of your mind? You know, instead of fucking up our marriage, you could have volunteered for some charity, joined a book club, or gotten a real job. That would have given you a purpose, something to channel your energy into, but you chose a fuck buddy instead. How's that working for you? I won't touch you, our relationship is on life support, and it's just a matter of time until it dies. We won't go out with a bang, more like a whimper. I urge you strongly to consider life post marriage, well, to me anyway, because it will happen."
She ran crying from the room. For the next few weeks she became a model wife and mother. We went out as a family, even took a long weekend, taking the kids to Disney. I hated it, but the girls and even Charlie seemed to enjoy it. The only time it got ugly was when we went to bed. I'd gotten a room with two queen size beds, making it plain we wouldn't be sharing.
She tried everything, parading around naked as often as possible, promising me any kind of sex I wanted, nothing was off the table.
It was hard, no pun intended, but I refused, even pushing her out of the bed one night when I woke with her spooned to me. That flipped the switch, and the bitch came back.
.............................................
She was hinting strongly about divorce, when I hit her with legal separation papers. Knowing the confrontation would be ugly, I got the girls out of school a little early and took them to the park. They weren't babies anymore, and knew something was wrong. They had also guessed it was over another person, they just didn't know which parent was guilty.
I explained gently that their mother and I were not getting along that great, and I would be moving out. They burst into tears, hugging me and begging me to stay. I cuddled them until they calmed.
"I won't be going far, my babies. I could never live without you. But I am moving out of the house, and into the new apartment I built in the basement. Technically I'll still be in the house, but completely autonomous. It's why I put twin beds in the second bedroom. It's not as nice as your rooms now, but it will always be there for you. Here's your keys, I just ask you don't let your mother get her hands on them."
They smothered me with kisses, happy I would still be available 24/7, but were still sad over the split. It cheered them a little when I promised them they could go on a shopping spree Saturday, and decorate the room any way they liked.
Since I didn't know what was coming, I sent the girls into the basement when we got home, telling them to check out their room and see what it needed.
When Charlie met me at the door screaming at the top of her lungs, I knew I made the right decision. She got so loud the neighbors called the cops. On the advice of my lawyer, I never entered the house, even though it was wired for sight and sound. I showed the police officer my copy of the separation papers when she asked what sparked the argument.
I shut her down pretty fast when I saw the flicker of judgement in her eyes.
"Yes, I got them drawn up to make sure things progress smoothly. It may or may not turn into a divorce, but my lawyer suggested I do this to document the process. And even though you can't ask, it's over adultery. Hers, not mine. If you don't believe me, I can show you video and pictures."
She looked at Charlie, who turned several interesting shades of red.
"So what? That doesn't mean the asshole has the right to abandon me and our children."
"Officer, if you would?"
I got her to follow me around the house, and unlocked the gate of the privacy fence I had erected. Charlie followed and demanded to come too, but the cop, in her wisdom, asked her to stay outside for just a minute.
I showed her the apartment. She was impressed until we opened the door to the girls' room, to find them huddle together on the bed, crying quietly. They jumped into my arms and I spent a few moments comforting them.
"Shh now. Mom's just having a bad day. I'm sure she's calmed down by now, right officer?"
The officer nodded grimly, before smiling at the girls. "Your father is right, she's much calmer now. Your Dad and I are going back to talk to her some more, just to make sure." She told them bye and we talked once we got outside.
"It must suck to be you right now. But you manned up, did the right thing by your girls. I don't have any advice for you other than to always place the children first. If my first husband was half the man you were I probably wouldn't still hate his guts."



......................................
Charlie was a lot calmer when we returned, assuring the officer she wouldn't have to respond to any more outbursts. It was that she loved me so much this was tearing her heart out.
"I'll tell you the same thing I told him. Put the welfare of the children first. How you act as you go through this will influence the way they look at both of you for the rest of their lives. And ma'am, it's just a separation, not anywhere near the divorce stage yet. I can't answer the question about going to court to get it rescinded, you need a lawyer for that. Good luck to both of you."
She waved to the officer as she drove off, before turning on me and hissing. "Living room! Now!"
She stomped into the house and I took the opportunity to go back around the house, lock my gate behind me, and go inside. I'd put two deadbolts and three safety latches on the upper door. She'd have to use a battering ram to get through. It was the same on the newly installed lower door, plus I'd chosen it for its' soundproofing rating. She could stand at the top and scream her head off, and we would never know.
The girls stayed with me until bedtime. I assured them Mom was fine now, and as soon as they walked out I called her. "Shut up and listen! The girls are coming through the front door in a few seconds. How you act around them right now could well determine how close you'll be in later life. So do what I did, suck it up and think of them."
I hung up. The girls never called, so it must have been a quiet night.
Charlie did indeed get a lawyer, maxing out the one card I'd left her, and wrangled an in chambers hearing with a judge. She was a woman in her late forties with tired eyes. Seeing families tear each other apart and use their children as pawns constantly must take a lot out of a person.
"Mr. Sayers, why did you file separation papers?"
"Because your honor, my wife is currently involved with another man, by her own admission for at least nine months now. When I found out, she told me she has no intention of ending the affair, and I would just have to live with it. Maybe I could have done it if it was just us, but we have two girls, eleven and thirteen, and I wasn't sure I wanted to expose them to this type of lifestyle at such a tender age. If my wife disputes any of this, I can give you video and audio proof, Your Honor, all legally obtained."
She looked at Charlie, who hung her head. Turning back to me, she seemed to smile a little.
"I hear you moved out of the home, Mr. Sayers. How far away would you estimate you are from your daughters?"
"Twenty-six steps, Ma'am. I remodeled our basement, turning it into an apartment. It's completely separate from the rest of the house. I have no reason to go into the house except by invitation, and my wife has the same restrictions. Invitation only."
She turned to Charlie. "Well, it seems you have to make some decisions here, Mrs. Sayers. If you really want to keep your marriage, you need to reflect on your recent choices. If this were a divorce action, I would recommend counseling. However, it's just a trial separation, you may end up back together when it expires, so I see no point, or find any legal basis to rescind it, so I won't order it. The separation papers were filed and in order, so they stand. At the end of the ninety days he can renew it, drop it, or file for divorce. I wish you both the best of luck."
We were ushered out of chambers and found ourselves in the parking lot.
"You're really angry, aren't you?"
What a stupid question. "I am, though not to the degree I was. What I feel most now is sadness. I always thought the only way we'd ever be apart was when one of us held the hand of the other as we passed. Now I know that won't ever happen. My anger wants me to tell you I wasted my years with you, but we have the girls, so it could never be a waste."
I was in the car before she could respond. I looked in the rear view mirror as I pulled out of the lot, seeing her in her car weeping violently. In past times, I would have been cuddling her, telling her it didn't matter what happened, we would always be there for each other. Now, I just sighed and turned right.
..................
For the next three weeks we coexisted, her upstairs, me down. Charlie was upset when the girls refused to let her in to my apartment, trying to pressure them, but they held firm.
Finally one day I knocked on her door. She seemed surprised to see me. I hadn't seen or spoken to her since court. Before she could speak I gave her instructions.
"Follow me. The girls have been learning to cook on the gas grill, and made us dinner. So come on, and don't screw this up for them."
She followed meekly. The girls, in oversized aprons and chef hats they'd picked up somewhere, hugged her and led her to our picnic table. where we feasted on herbed roast chicken, grilled veggies, corn on the cob, and a tomato salad. They even had dessert, a cheesecake they'd made from a mix.
Charlie, to her credit, said nothing negative, complimented the girls on their culinary skills, and helped clear the dishes. Echo showed her around the apartment, including their room. Marissa had gotten into the habit of sleeping downstairs most of the time. Echo stayed upstairs except on weekends.
I knew the apartment was a lot smaller than what they were used to, so in compromise I gave them limited access to the Mancave. They had hooked a gaming system to the monster television, and most Fridays and some Saturdays they would have friends over for the night, camping out on air mattresses. It was mostly girls, but occasionally there would be boys for the evening, and a mother or two would stay with them until the boys left. Sometimes it was Charlie. Most nights it was pizza, but every once in a while the girls would grill, under my watchful eye, serving burgers and hot dogs mostly, but if it were just a few, it would be chicken or pork.
Summer was coming, school was almost out, so I splurged and bought an enormous above ground pool, which made them more popular than ever. Most parents knew of our living arrangements, but never commented. Some of the moms hinted around, and one just outright told me she would not be resistant to exploring a relationship. I thanked them all as graciously as I could and promised to keep them in mind if it I was ever unattached.
This steamed Charlie no end, especially when they did it in front of her. She chastised me badly one night after the parents and kids left. "What were you thinking? That slut all but climbed into your lap while you were eating. Do you know how embarrassing that was for me?"
"Not really. Do you think it was as embarrassing as finding out your spouse was fucking someone else, and all her friends knew and even provided alibis and places for them to further ruin a marriage? If it is, I can emphasize. Besides, we may have been a little close, but the picnic table was kind of crowded, and her daughter and both mine were right there with us."
I shoved the knife in and twisted it a little, enjoying her reaction. "Besides all that, I told you going in that I wasn't planning on being celibate. Did you know she has three tattoos? One of them is definitely naughty, good thing it can't be seen except when she's nude."
Alison was a big flirt, and I knew about the tattoo because she had joined her daughter in our pool, along with six other mothers and two dads, for a swim party the girls had hosted. Let's just say there was a wardrobe malfunction that left a little more of her exposed than she cared for. She retied her top, flaming red, while me and the husbands grinned.
Charlie looked stricken. In all her carefully laid plans, this was not a situation she expected to have to deal with. It was all bullshit, of course, I was not going to do anything to give her ammunition in the divorce, when it came. Still felt good yanking her chain.
I tried to avoid any contact at all with Charlie, although I still monitored her phone calls and video taped her daily life. Apparently going from having two lovers pretty much any time she wanted to none at all for three months was taking a toll. She masturbated, a lot. Seems she had an extensive toy collection that I was never aware of.
It was kind of funny after a while, but sad in many ways. After she got her release, she often cried herself to sleep. She still had her burner phone, unaware I had bugged it, and had taken the restrictions off her regular phone. I remember seeing the shock on her face when a telemarketer called, and her hastily calling everyone she could think of to verify it was fully functional.
She took it as a sign I was thawing, and things would get better, instead of what it was, the death knell to our marriage. If she had thought about it, the fact that I no longer cared if she talked to her lover or not would have given her pause.
The elections had come and gone. The county manager had retired, and the new appointee promised the commissioners he would trim the fat out of all the county budgets.
Bob was quietly let go. He railed at the manager, and appealed to the county commissioners. They met him in a conference room, and played the clip I had given them of him masturbating in what was plainly his office while screaming in graphic detail what he was going to do with Charlie when they got together next.
"There you have it Bob. The holder of this video has threatened to go public with it, and sue the county for allowing a manager to conduct an affair, and using county computers and phones to play sex games. To make it go away, all we have to do is fire you without recommendation. If we don't, we all get embarrassed, probably have to pay the man a chunk of change to make it go away, and we'll make sure you're charged for as many things as our attorney thinks we can make stick. Your chances of ever working for another county or municipality would go to zero, and private sector jobs in any management capacity would be very, very hard to come by. Do us all a favor, Bob, consider it a lesson learned, and walk away."
He had absolutely no choice, and the local paper didn't even make a note of him leaving. He basically just disappeared. Charlie called me, waffling between anger and remorse.
"Did you have to do that? He's got young children, how is he going to support them?"
"Shouldn't he have considered all that before he decided it was a good idea to fuck you? And I'm sorry about his children, but his wife has a pretty good job now, and with child support, she should be all right."
"His wife is a stay at home Mom."
"Not any more. Seems she has a degree in accounting. and a local company hired her pretty quickly. I hear it's a really nice job."
"Who would have hired some one that has been out of the workforce for six years and give them that good a job?"
"Me." I said, before hanging up.
.........................................
Bob's wife was a plump, pretty little woman with a perpetual smile on her face. It took me destroying her world to finally knock it off.
"What will I do now? His was the only income we had. How will I take care of my children?"
Her oldest was at school, and the three year old was busy trying to climb all over me while I tickled her.
"You'll come to work for me. Word has it I'm a pretty good boss. Even if you don't, I'll help you. It isn't my fault he betrayed your marriage and put you in this position, but fault or not, I feel a responsibility. This is a no strings attached offer. My kids are older and already know, but it still affects them greatly. I'm doing my best to minimize the pain, but I can't take it away."
"That is, of course, in case you want to leave. If you want to stand by him, you have my prayers. But I have to tell you, this all seemed too smooth and practiced for it to have been his first time. I thank you for your patience, and apologize for the information I had to give you. If you decide to divorce, I can help you with evidence."
I left her trying to fight back the sobs as she held her daughter.
She called me three days later. In a tight, controlled voice, she told me he wasn't going to tell her he was terminated, or that it was over an affair, until she threw it in his face.
"I thought he was going to hit me, and I grinned and told him to go ahead. The bruises would make it easy to get him a jail cell and me a restraining order. I told him it would be a fitting end to a terrible situation. He stormed out, and I haven't seen him since. He doesn't have running money, though, because I cleaned the accounts out the same afternoon you told me what was going on. And it wasn't done for spite, well, not much anyway. He has two small children, and they have needs. I wasn't going to let them lack for anything because of his mistakes. I've got enough to live on for three months. Is that job offer still open?"
She started, part time, the next week. I was delighted to see how sharp she was, and we worked out a deal where she would be in the office half the time, and work from home the remainder of her hours. This helped her tremendously when it came to child care.
My staff weren't idiots, and when Charlie's picture disappeared off my desk, to be replaced by more of the girls and me, they understood, even offered cautious condolences. All but one.
Misty despised Charlie, because she thought Misty was trying to come on to me, and made a huge scene at a company party. Misty left in tears, and I chewed Charlie a new ass the next morning when she sobered up. Looking back, I realized it was just after she started her affair with Bob. Transference, I guess. If she was screwing around, then so was I. It took me threatening to cut Charlie off for a month, financially, before she came to the office and apologized to Misty. Misty accepted it, and they hugged to show there were no hard feelings. I was in a position to see most of their faces, and the pats on the back looked like they were looking for a soft spot for the knife.
She came into my office grinning. "I just heard. You can fire me if you want to boss, but I'm glad. You're too good a man for that bitch. You never saw it, but she was always catty as hell to the women here when you weren't around. We're going to cut the cards over who's going after you first. I never told you, but I was a dealer at the casinos on the coast during my college years, and if I get my hands on the cards those other hussies won't have a chance. I like romantic movies, French food, and long slow massages with warm scented oils."
Misty was a trim redhead, busty, confident, and knew how to dress to get noticed without violating office standards. She was twelve years younger than me, in a serious relationship with a nice guy I figured she was going to marry sooner or later. I'd already promised I'd walk her down the aisle and pay for the honeymoon, within reason. So I knew she wasn't serious.
I shocked her by bantering back, since we were alone.
"I might just take you up on that. I've always wondered if your carpet matches your drapes."
Her hand flew to her mouth and she giggled as she fled to the door. Turning back, she looked me dead in the eyes.
"It would match, but I took the carpet up, deciding I liked smooth floors better. If you don't believe me, ask Jerry."
I promised her it would be our first topic of conversation the next time we were together, and listened as she laughed all the way down the hall.
It made me grin the rest of the day, and I wasn't nearly as serious as I was before. The other ladies noticed, and Misty must have blabbed, because every time I got maudlin or angry, one or the other would say something that cheered me up. I knew it was out of control when our sixty year old receptionist told me she was from a different generation, and how did I feel about shag carpet?
..................
Charlie was getting desperate, climbing the walls, alone, no lover, no husband, no outlets at all except lunches with her friends. And after I almost destroyed the marriage of her best friend by telling her husband all about his wife letting Charlie use their home to continue the affair, none of them would even talk about her situation, and damn sure wouldn't be aiding and abetting. The husband had talked, and her remaining friends were on pretty thin ice as far as Charlie was concerned.
A month later I answered the door to see Charlie on her knees, begging me to just talk to her. I considered about twenty really cruel responses before I opened the door wider and walked back into the living room. She followed a few seconds later, looking around cautiously, like she was afraid of an ambush.
"Beer?"
She nodded, so I got a glass and poured one for her. She tasted it and gave the glass a closer look.
"What is this?"
"It's a true bock, imported. If you don't like it, I have several more varieties you might find interesting."
"Have you turned into a lush?"
I looked at my watch. Three and a half minutes before she managed to piss me off.
"No, I haven't turned into a lush. I've decided instead of quantity, to go for quality. These and sipping beers, not guzzling beers. It usually takes me about two weeks to go through a twelve pack. I'm afraid to say it's rubbed off on the girls. If you were to look into my fridge, you would see craft sodas, root beers and exotic fruits flavors being the most popular. What about you? Been hitting the wine harder?"
I knew from the cameras she was knocking almost a bottle a night out, far more than she drank when we lived together.
She blushed, surprising me by being honest. "Yes I have. I find it helps me get through the lonely nights. But I realized it, and I have been cutting back."
"Why would you be lonely? Lover boy is officially semi-single, why not go out and play? Scratch the itch, as it were."
She looked appalled. "Wouldn't that bother you?"
"No more than when you did it while we were still living together. As least you're legally separated and he's in the process of divorce, so the stigma will be considerably less."
She looked down, in shame, I hoped.
"We haven't been together in a long while. To be honest, the thrill is gone. The sex, especially since we had to sneak around to have it, was pretty good. I think now it was more the rush of a dirty little secret than the actual act. I know the few times after you found out it wasn't nearly as satisfying."
I knew Bob was long gone, taking a job in a small county half a state away. The pay was about two thirds of what he made here, and his child support was based on his old salary. Bet it was a strain, making those payments every week.
If she wanted to play, one of them would have to drive three hours, minimum.
"Besides," she said, "I know by now you know a lot more than you admit, so I'm sure you know he's out of the picture. To be honest, the thought of being with him again kind of turns my stomach. If I had it to do over again, I wouldn't give him the time of day. He was nowhere near worth what he cost me."
"He didn't cost you a thing, Charlie. You racked up that bill when you threw him in my face and threatened to take everything away from me if I didn't agree to let you continue."
She was snuffling now, little sobs that threatened to turn bigger. For some reason it pissed me off.
"Stop it, Charlie! All the crying in the world isn't going to fix this. You must have come down here for a reason. What do you want?"
She raised her head, a surprisingly determined look on her face. "I want one thing. You. I want you back. I want you to snuggle me and nibble my ear like you used to and tell me everything will be just fine. I want you and the girls with me, all wrapped up in quilts on that big couch, eating popcorn and making fun of the movie we're watching, until they fall asleep, each holding onto one of us. I want to feel loved again, not empty and hollow, just marking days. I know my promises mean nothing to you now, but I'm begging you to give me a chance, to start fresh, to make it up to you."



That little speech must have taken a lot out of her. She sighed, getting up. "Think about it for awhile, I don't expect an answer right now. Before I go, will you hug me, just for a second?"
Charlie looked lost and miserable, so I wrapped her up, letting her cry on my shoulder for a few minutes. She finally pulled back, thanked me, and left. I sat on the couch for a long time, until Marissa came in and asked where dinner was. I pointed at the menus posted on the cork board beside the refrigerator. "Pick."
She must have called Darcy, because she came down and debated over Chinese, fried chicken, pizza, or burgers, before deciding on Creole.
"You can call your Mom, see if she wants to join us. That is, if you want to."
Darcy ran back upstairs, and ten minutes later was back, with Charlie on her heels. They debated until I reminded them if they didn't call soon it would be too late. They opted to pick it up, and took off, coming back with a movie they had rented, asking if we could watch it in the Mancave after dinner.
I ate my black and blue salad, savoring the blend of blackened steak and blue cheese crumbles, watching them chatter and taste off every plate. including mine. Darcy had gotten brave and ordered gator bites, and they weren't bad.
Sated, we trooped out to the building, and all sat on the leather couch, both kids between us like old times. They had chosen a romance, and I made fun of it until Darcy poked me in the ribs, telling me to be quiet so they could enjoy it.
Neither girl saw the ending until the next day, because they both fell asleep snuggled to us. I looked over to see Charlie crying, softly, trying not to wake Marissa.
We kissed them awake, and I sent them home with their mother, saying I wanted to stay there for a little. All, even Charlie, gave me a good night kiss, as they left.
I sat there a long time, thinking. Could I ever trust her again? What would I do if I did and the bitch came out in her again. Could my heart take another hit like that?
Sleep was a long time coming, and they found me, still on the couch in the mancave, the next morning. I went in and showered while they finished the movie.
..................................
I have to admit, Charlie really tried. She cooked my favorite meals, didn't complain when I didn't always accept her invitations. The relationship with the girls got stronger, especially when school rolled around again and she took them shopping. I always gave Marissa one of my cards, and Charlie, true to form, wore it out, even buying herself an outfit or two. I didn't complain, it was nowhere near what she used to spend.
She still had her allowance and one card, and was learning to live on the budget I had given her. She surprised us all when she came to me, asking a favor.
"I've been thinking about my life a lot, Jack. I think I'll take your advice, and either get a job or find something worthwhile to volunteer for. If I do, will you watch the girls if I need you?"
I gave her a nice hug, and praised her. She had also been going to the gym, and it was starting to show. She was getting her pre-soccer mom shape back. I always complimented her on her progress, even gave her extra money for workout gear and a few new outfits.
We were back to sleeping together, starting when we watched a pretty risque movie one night accompanied by too much wine. It was good, sex with Charlie was always good, especially when she had a little too much and her inhibitions were down. We woke up a few hours later cuddled together, glad the girls were spending the night with friends, and proceeded to pound the shit out of each other. I woke to her lips wrapped round my cock, and she refused to stop until I blasted down her throat. She used to hate this, but then again she used to not fuck other men. I'm afraid my insecurities made me comment on it. She flamed bright red.
"I still don't, Jack. This is the first time, and I did it as a thank you, for last night and the fact that we've been getting along better."
I felt like a jerk, and apologized, thanking her for her gift. She smiled, and then ran into the bathroom to brush her teeth.
"Where do we go from here?"
She was genuinely surprised at my question. "As far as you want to. But from now on, if either of us get an urge, I want the other to scratch it. I haven't been with anyone but you for months. Odd, after I cheated, I became faithful. The thought of another man touching me turns my stomach."
I believed her, mostly because I had access to her movements almost constantly. If she was fooling around, she was being damn good at hiding it.
Two months went by, and we shared a bed about once a week, each sneaking to the others house after the kids were down. I'm sure they knew, they weren't babies anymore, and they both spent the night with one or the other, instead of one usually at the other house. Encouragement, I suspect.
Charlie got a volunteer position for one of the major charities, helping prepare events from fun runs to formal balls and dinners. The first two or three months it was mostly daytime activities, weekends usually. A lot of times one girl or the other would go with her, sometimes both. Sometimes I went along, which seemed to please her.
As cooler weather came, they moved to more indoor venues, events held mostly at night. I went with her to a few, admiring her new form in the nice gowns I had bought her, watching her get hit on and shooting them down, often pointing me out.
It was fun, and I did network a little, but it took too much out of me to do it on a regular basis and still run my company, so I cut down to about one out of three. Charlie acted disappointed until I asked how she would like it if I got her up early and dragged her to work, and she still had to go to her job, getting very little sleep.
She usually had breakfast with us the second day after, showing us pictures on her phone of all the beautiful people. I really didn't think much about it, opting to trust her, because I thought she had learned her lesson. The video cameras were still in place, but I had stopped checking them weeks ago.
We were slowly working our way back to each other, I had mostly gotten past what she had done, believing she was truly sorry, and knowing what would happen if she slipped again.
But pride doesn't go before a fall, complacency does. June called me one day, asking me to bring the kids over for the weekend, me included if I wanted. Charlie had a two day event, so we kissed her, wished her luck with the project, even invited her to come to their mansion and spend the night. She opted out, saying she would be too tired to drive the thirty five extra miles, told us to have a good time, kissed us all goodbye, and waved until we were out of sight.
...........................
Harry and June met us at the door. The girls squealed over each other, before hurrying away to get in to bathing suits and hit the new pool. We didn't worry because we knew Shanna would watch them until we got there.
I finally got settled in, changed, and headed for the pool. It was a very unusual experience. June commented on how much my girls had grown. "Marissa is going to be a beautiful woman, Jack, and when Darcy matures she'll be a living doll."
I looked at the girls with new eyes, noticing how the two piece, not quite bikini hugged the blossoming figure of my oldest, and how the simple one piece Darcy had on showed off her long legs and budding breasts. Shit. Now I have to buy a shotgun.
The adult women there were nothing you could ignore. June liked to be nude at home, which took Harry's parents a little time to get used to, but for the sake of the girls she had on a , for her, conservative bikini. Shanna though, wore an almost invisible bottom, only noticeable because of the contrasting white strips molding into her body. I couldn't help but stare.
She was a little cool to me, and I asked June why.
"You're pretty much an idiot when it comes to the female, Jack. You know that, right? Shanna is pissed because she sent you all kinds of signals when the troubles with Charlie started, and you never responded. I know, with your old fashioned sense of honor you wouldn't even touch another woman until you were divorced, but she doesn't understand why you didn't just cut Charlie loose."
"If I had, then I would have been as bad as Charlie. Besides, I was doing everything with the kids in mind, and I couldn't afford any hint of scandal if I went for full custody."
"How are you and Charlie getting along?"
"Much better. She doesn't sit around the house now, she exercises, is a lot more conservative over money, she even volunteers, doing work for a major charity. I still haven't moved back in, but we have the occasional sleepovers. I have high hopes for the future."
Harry sighed and June wouldn't look me in the eyes. "We need to talk, Jack, after the girls are down for the night."
Well, that ruined my mood for the rest of the evening. The girls didn't notice I had gone quiet, and rushed off after dinner to see a movie in their thirty two seat media room. Shanna was watching them, making sure they got to bed. A quick kiss and they were off.
We went in to the bar, a room set up like an old time western saloon. He got us a couple of beers, and June a glass of the wine she favored. I tasted it, expecting something exceptional for six hundred dollars a bottle, but to me, it tasted the same as a twenty dollar bottle.
We sat, sipping. I knew better than to rush them. They would get to what they wanted to say in their own good time. June finally started.
"You know we contribute heavily to several charities, right? Especially since we can write most of it off. We'd much rather give it to an organization that might actually better the world than let the government waste it. And Charlie has hit us a few times in her new position, and we always sent a nice check."
I suddenly knew I wasn't going to like where this was going.
"We sometimes go to the events held for these charities, a sort of show the flag sort of deal. Their reasoning is that if we support it publicly, it may influence others. About a month ago, we attended a black tie dinner, at a thousand a plate, all proceeds going to the charity. Charlie was there, behind the scenes, coordinating everything. She was busy and we didn't get a chance to speak. I don't think she even realized we were there."
The night was almost over, the tables cleared, the orchestra placing for those who wished to dance. We were about to leave when I saw her again. Look."
She showed me a picture of Charlie in a dress I'd never seen. It showed of her figure quite well. I wasn't really looking at the dress though, but the guy she was locking lips with.
"David Duncan," June said, answering the unasked question. "He's pretty well off, and a known pussy hound. He goes to these things hoping to score, and he likes to seduce married women. He's very good, Jack. He's even tried his lines on me once or twice, before giving up."
"I used the facilities, went back to Harry, showed him the picture and we kind of blended into the scenery, not really that hard in a crowd of five hundred, the men all dressed in a tux, the women in gowns. We got a few more pictures, all inappropriate poses, some worse than others. That's why we wanted you here. It's not our life, but you are one of our oldest friends, so we decided to tell you. What you do with the information is up to you, we just didn't want you repeating a mistake."
Most couples would have never spoken, following some obscure belief about the the bearers of bad news and not getting involved, then been all over you with sympathy and support when it went to hell. These however, were true friends, and the slight variations in their thought patterns compelled them to speak now, to give me information and time to consider choices. If there was some way to retune the rest of the world to their way of thinking, it would probably be a much better place.
I nodded, lost in thought. The first betrayal had hurt me pretty bad, but this one, after all we went through and all the promises she made, hit me hard. Without a doubt, our marriage was over. Emotions hadn't hit yet, so I thanked Harry and June, excused myself, and went to bed.
I figured I'd stay awake half the night, but when my head hit that pillow, I was out like a light. My eyes popped open at six, and I lay there, reviewing what I wanted to do.
The divorce was back on, without a doubt. I'd call the lawyer Monday, set it back in motion. I wasn't sure when I was going to tell Charlie or the girls, but I wasn't going to let much time pass. Time to move on. I'd go my way, she'd go hers. I would still live in the basement until Marissa graduated, and maybe Darcy would go with me when I moved out.
If Charlie had any sense, and judging by her actions she had precious little, she would be agreeable, for the sake of the girls if nothing else. The again, she wasn't known for being agreeable. Time would tell.
We spent the next two days watching the girls enjoy themselves, although we got into the activities as well. June had decided she wanted horses, so they built a six stall barn and filled it up.
I was a little afraid of animals that huge, but the ones they had purchased were known for their intelligence and gentle ways.
Harry discovered he was allergic to horses, so June, Shanna, the girls, and I saddled up, spending a pleasant morning ambling around. June had a picnic delivered to their gazebo by their favorite pond, a body of water that could just as easily been considered a small lake. Harry met us there with the rods, and I bowed out, fishing for a few hours before going back. The pond was well stocked, and we both believed in catch and release, so we would enjoy the fight the bass would give us, before removing the hook as gently as possible and send them back, to grow bigger for the next fight.
...................
While we fished, we talked business. I owed my company to Harry, he and June basically insisted I start it, all because of something I did for June out of kindness. June suffered from dry skin, not horribly, but enough to be uncomfortable at times. An offhand comment started me thinking.
I was a civil engineer, specializing in water systems for multistory buildings, from office, to industrial, to residential, or a mix of any and all of them. Thinking about her problem, I went into the Mancave, when it was still just a workshop, and built what we trademarked 'The Wall'. It was one wall of your shower, with padded, protruding nozzles, ever four inches from knee high to neck high. They would pulse and vibrate while dispensing first soap and water, then rinse water, and finally body lotion. It would wash, massage, and lotion you at one time, a one stop shop for cleanliness. A side effect was when a woman washed her front, leaning in to the vibrating heads hitting strategic locations, it was a VERY pleasant experience. The pressure and temperature of the water, the intensity of the vibrations, and the heat of the lotion were all controlled from a small touchpad computer on the shower door, with up to six programmable preferences, for every member of the family. We didn't mention that fact in advertising, but there were a couple of articles in women's magazines gushing about the feeling of, ah, cleanliness it gave.
Harry let me install the prototype for June, and she loved it so much she showed it to her friends, which led to a string of women coming over to take showers. Finally, Harry wanted his bathroom back, and told them to buy their own. June called me, with seven orders, to be delivered as soon as possible.
I shocked her when I told her I didn't have the time and inclination to do any more, it was just supposed to be a nice gesture to my friends.
This led to a long talk about how much it had cost me to build, and did I have it protected? Harry immediately loaned me his lawyer, to get the patents, and drew up a charter for a LLC company. We rented a small industrial building, and I hired two guys to help build the ones for June's friends. We installed each custom fit 'Wall' into the bathrooms to rave reviews.
All their friends were rich, which was a good thing, because they weren't cheap. It wasn't a case of keeping up with the Joneses, more along the lines of keeping up with the Gates and Buffets.
Harry and June loaned me half a million to get started right, and it just went from there. The first two years were pretty much covered by word of mouth and write ups in magazines. We ended up installing them for a lot of actors, sports figures, singers, and writers, even two former First Ladies. Five star hotels started adding them to the luxury suites.
One former NFL quarterback was so impressed he had me build a portable unit, and put it in the locker room for his old team. It stayed in for two months, until the coach had it taken out to stop the fights over who was next. My company built a very large unit capable of holding five at a time, and installed it in every locker room of every pro and most college football lockers, then hockey players, basketball teams, just about every major sport that required muscles got in on it.
Harry was shrewd enough to make sure the lawyer got international patents, and we sued companies in France and Portugal, ending up with their assets, and Harry wants to take it global, after the divorce. And they came up with a way to keep the company out of Charlie's influence. I was okay with that, not angry enough to screw over her, but angry enough not to reward her either.
In fact, after talking to the lawyers, I sold the company to Harry, for a nice profit, after deducting the debt. I still worked there, as manager, for a very nice salary. It was all very transparent, and when the divorce happened I intended to offer her sixty per cent of our assets in lieu of any other claims, like maintenance and child support. I had already found what the cost would be based on my new salary, and had the amount deposited every week into an escrow account for the final split, to be used when the kids needed anything. I was giving her the house, an eight hundred thousand dollar gift, AFTER the girls turned eighteen, so they had a roof over their heads, and I was agreeing to pay all utility bills until then, unless she remarried.
My attorney told me I was being way to kind, but when I told him I was thinking of the girls, and not Charlie, he shut up.
All in all, the deal left her with the house and two point six million. It would be hard for her to refuse.
...................
She refused.
I watched on the surveillance cameras as she was served, sitting at the dining room table to open the envelopes. The first was the petition for divorce, the second were 'intimate' photos of her and her new lover. I left her a little note.
"I was ready to forgive you Charlie, thinking you had learned your lesson and would never stray again. Guess I was wrong, huh? It's a very good deal I'm offering, Charlie, you'll come out smelling like a rose. Just sign the papers, and we'll both move on with our lives. There's no need to fight for custody, we'll share it jointly until they reach majority. To do that, I will continue to live in the apartment, until Marissa is eighteen. Then, Darcy can live where she wants, she'll be sixteen and can make her own decisions. Read the paperwork, take them to whatever lawyer you choose, let them look it over. Please don't be stupid over this. In the end, Charlie, it will do you no good, and cost you money you may want to hang on to. Good luck in any future relationship you have, just don't use me as a reference."
"On yeah, I sent the same pics my lawyer has, the ones I gave you, to his wife. Be careful, this is an alienation of affections state, and a good lawyer could easily take most of your new found post divorce settlement."



"Let's hope she isn't that sharp."
I felt no need to sign it.
Charlie begged, Charlie pleaded, but Charlie got nowhere.
"Please, Charlie, don't recite chapter and verse of excuses from the Cheaters Handbook. You wanted someone else, and you got him. I refuse to be your fall back plan. It's over, let's not make this hard on the girls. Sign the papers, and in a few more years, when the kids are old enough, I'll be gone, and we'll just have to see each other for the weddings and child baptizing."
She cried. Then she got angry. Her lawyer was a pretty sharp cookie, and when she saw what I offered, her advice was to take the money and have a good life, explaining that Charlie came to her because she was one of the best, and the best weren't cheap. "I could end up with more of the settlement than you would, and think, would it be worth it? Don't reduce your quality of life for a lost cause, Charlie. You cheated, twice, and he has documentation on both. This isn't a no fault state, he could go for adultery if you push things, and you might end up with a lot less and still have to pay me. Take the deal."
She counter sued for mental cruelty, and claimed I was having my own affairs, with Shanna and Brenda, Bob's exwife. Brenda threatened to sue her for slander and defamation of character, Shanna showed up at her door and told her if she didn't stop she would fuck her up on a regular basis.
"It won't actually be me, bitch. I still have a lot of friends from my old unit, and trust me when I tell you this, we're a bunch of mean bitches. I won't even go into what the guys would do to you. I see a lot of muggings in your future. You may disappear, I hear they pay premium prices for good looking white bitches in third world countries, and one of my guys has connections. He'd be happy to take care of you. Think with your head instead of your twat, woman, while you still have choices."
She had Charlie backed into a wall by then, her arm against her throat. "One more thing. When this is over, I'm going after him. He's a good man, one that would have never lasted in my old world, and that attracts me. A good, gentle, solid man is just what I'm looking for, I'm still young enough to breed, and I bet we'd make adorable little chocolate babies. Only warning, bitch."
She walked off, leaving Charlie gasping, looking at the spreading stain on the front of her jeans. I didn't hear the story until much later.
She stopped the actions the next day.
................................
I was surprised at work a few weeks later when a woman I didn't know showed up at my office, asking for a few minutes of my time, saying it had to do with my divorce. I had her brought to my office, after turning on the video and audio. I used it sometimes when in negotiation. I've found vendors and customers sometimes 'forget' things when it comes to the contracts.
She was a very attractive woman, probably ten years older, but looking my age. I rose and shook her hand, walking over to the couch besides the conference table. I wanted to put her at ease.
"I'm sorry for showing up unannounced, Mr. Sayers. I'm Barbara Duncan. I believe your wife knows my husband."
It clicked. Her husband was the one screwing Charlie. I took her hand. "I find myself in an awkward position, Mrs. Duncan, having to apologize for my wife's action."
She shook her head. "I'm pretty sure it wasn't your doing, and I know it wasn't mine. It was two adults, both, from what I've found, with a history of cheating. They probably seduced each other. What I came to ask for is a favor. It seems you have pictures and testimony I could use in my divorce. Would you consider sharing it?"
"Give me the name of your lawyer, and I'll send it over."
She sighed. "I don't have one yet. When it hit the fan, he emptied the accounts, leaving me just enough to keep the house and our son in clothes. I didn't work, and my future looks bleak."
Once again, I found myself in the unusual position of cleaning up a mess my wife made. I dialed a number, asking her to wait.
"John? I got another client for you. The asshole's wife. Give me a time and I'll send her over. And John, I'm paying. Maybe you should give me a discount. What? Thought so, you greedy bastard. Here's her number, text her when you're available."
Barbara looked shocked and I grinned. "Don't worry, he's really good at his job, and I can afford the cost. It's the least I can do. You don't know me, but if there's anything else I can help you with, ask."
She sat, lip quivering. Please don't cry, please don't....she started crying. I gave her some tissue,let her cry for a bit, and thought. Brenda was in right now, and if anyone knew what she was going through, it was her. I called, and she came to the office.
"Brenda, Barbara. You two have something in common. My wife has slept with both your husbands. I'm going out for just a minute."
I gave them fifteen minutes. When I walked back in both women tackled me to the couch. And then both kissed me! Didn't see that coming. I sat glowing, a different shade of lipstick on each cheek.
"I've been telling Barb what a nice guy you are, and how when the divorce is final I'm coming after you. Don't looked so shocked, you know you're my hero. Now focus. Barb needs a job until her divorce is hashed out. Seems she is just perfect for the new position you've been talking about. She has a degree in international business relations, and speaks French, Italian, and German. Looks like I've found your new international marketing director. You can thank me with a big bonus in my next check. And remember, I'm your head accountant, so I know how much you can pay her. Don't make me adjust it."
Charlie literally had a hissy fit. "What's up with you? This some kind of revenge thing, treating me like shit while you give those bitches all kinds of support and goodies?"
Man, you talk about pissed off! I had hit my absolute limit with her. "Charlie, you need to shut up. You need to shut up right now. You listening? Because if you don't, the offer comes off the table, and I'll make you fight for every bone. You think I imagined when I married you that I would be spending time propping up women who's lives you destroyed? Fuck no I didn't. This is all on you, Charlie, and I'm done. Don't speak to me anymore, contact my lawyer if you need something. Don't worry about the girls, they can tell me if they want or need something. You listening to what I'm saying?"
She had gone back to crying. "But honey, I'm sure..."
I talked right over her. "I'll tell you what you can be sure of. You can be sure that the divorce is going through. You can be sure that before the ink dries on the paper I'll be looking for someone else. The girls are going to need a positive female role model. So go off and fuck another marriage, or two, or three, up. Send the women to me when you're done destroying the life they thought they had, and I'll do my best to put them back together. Maybe they can form a club or something. I'm sure they would let me be an honorary member. Lord knows I've got the experience. Goodbye Charlie, and I mean that literally."
I think my rage frightened her, because she backed up into a corner, eyes wide, and didn't make a sound. I didn't even close the door when I left.
..........................
The girls, well, the girls hated it. I tried to shield them, but they found out somehow. They went three weeks without seeing their mother before I talked them into spending the weekend.
"She's still your mother. She didn't betray you, and she still loves you. I'm sure it's been killing her not seeing you. I know it will be hard, and after a little if you don't want to stay, come back down. Do it for the family."
Darcy, her eleven year old eyes looking ancient, sighed. "We'll go. But you're wrong, Dad. She betrayed us just as much as she did you, and cheated us out a normal family. It will never be the same. We'd do stuff with you, with her, but we'll never do them together, ever again share collective memories. Love you, Dad."
She gave me a huge hug and walked the longest twenty-six steps of her young life. Damn it, when did children get so smart, and so world weary? I might have to check on a therapist for them, for all of us.
......................
It took eleven months and cost her about six hundred grand from the settlement before she gave up. She asked for an hour together before she would sign the papers, and I called her. "What could you possibly have to say that would change anything? If you're sorry, I accept your apology. Otherwise, sign the papers. I'm not going through another instance of drama."
Darcy was twelve and a half now, blossoming into a rare beauty. Marissa, now almost fifteen, looked like a twenty year old model. People still came over for pool and Mancave parties, and when the boys showed up, the mothers were like hawks circling their nest. There would be no lost chicks on their watch. Charlie never offered to come.
I was still paying all the bills for the house, and would until the youngest went off to college. I had changed the petition slightly. The house, instead of going to Charlie per the first divorce settlement offer, would be sold, the profits split evenly. Charlie still came out with enough to live comfortably if she was careful with her money.
.............
The ink wasn't dry on my divorce papers, when true to her word, Brenda came after me. I stopped her as gently as I could. "I'd love to, Brenda, but you work for me, and if we didn't click it could get very, very awkward."
"I'll quit. You'll get my resignation on you email in about five seconds."
I had to laugh. "You love your job, and while you're really good, no on is going to pay you what I do."
"I could marry the bank."
"You could, but it would be a long time down the road, if it ever happens. Please, stop."
She sighed. "Well, I had to try. And I wore a thong today, just for you. Damn those things are uncomfortable."
I looked at her, trying to decide between being shocked and laughing. She grinned at my expression, reached under her skirt and shimmied three times, stepping out of them and handing a scrap of black lace to me. "Here, a momento of what you turned down. Damn, it feels good to get that thing off me. Think about me the rest of the day, knowing I'm commando under this skirt."
She twirled at the door, the loose skirt billowing out. I got a glimpse of some very nice looking asscheeks as she went out the door, smiling. I put the thong in my desk drawer.
Barbara took her shot. "I'm not interested in a relationship, I just need to be laid! Seriously laid! It's been almost a year, and I'm tired of buying batteries. Help a girl out here."
I knew she was flying to France the next morning. "Keep control, Barb. Maybe you'll find a Frenchman, and fall in love. Or lust. Either way there's a Pierre of Jean-Claude out there just pining away, searching for you."
She sighed. "Good thing I talked to Brenda. I'm not wearing a thong. Then again, I'm not wearing anything under this dress. Give you any ideas?"
"Lots and lots, none of them good. Leave me alone, I'm still dealing with the fact that I'm really unmarried."
Brenda found a guy, another accountant, and they're still crunching numbers. How many minutes can he last. How many orgasms he can give her per session. So far, it was adding up.
Barbara took my suggestion literally, found a Frenchman, and moved to Nice, where she heads up the European division of the company. C'est La Vie!
I stumbled along for about nine months. I dated some, a few women I met through friends and various social functions, found out my equipment still worked, but other than physical pleasure nothing much happened.
Harry and Jane watched over me, as best they knew how. I was over a few times with the girls, and we had a decent time. Shanna had left them, saying that while she loved them and Star, it was time to move on. I was a little disappointed, and they grinned.
Thirteen months after the divorce, Charlie got engaged to some guy she met through her volunteer work. The charity she had worked with, after the news of her affair and divorce came out, asked her if she didn't think she would be more useful elsewhere, and she took the hint and left. I met him a few times at the mailbox, and he seemed a decent sort. Best of all, he had been single when they hooked up, so she didn't break up a marriage.
I wondered how truthful she was about her past, but it was none of my business. The girls liked him, he had a sense of humor and didn't try to come off as a father figure. He would sometimes take them to the movies or out to eat while their mother worked. Oddly, I didn't feel threatened, and was happy they were adjusting.
Then they came home one day looking sad, and over the evening, it came out. Josh was out of their lives. He had broken off the engagement. I asked if they knew why. "Seriously, Dad? It's Mom, what do you think happened?"
...........................
I had become comfortable enough that I didn't shake in revulsion if I ran into Charlie, could speak to her civilly, but I didn't encourage her. I'd long ago had all the surveillance equipment removed, because it just wasn't my business anymore, but I have to admit, I was tempted to turn it back on when Josh appeared. Did she still make the faces and sounds as she did when we were intimate? Did she try harder with him? Thankfully, I never fell to temptation.
Seventeen months after the divorce, I came home to see an old friend sitting on my couch. Shanna had come into town, and stopped off to see the girls. Marissa was sixteen, and I had gotten her a car for the milestone, and she was telling her all about it. never expected her to pick a four wheel drive Jeep, but it was a lot safer than most of the cars teen girls wanted, so I went along.
She and Darcy were very popular at school, and there was always some friends underfoot, and this way, their posses could travel together. I thought later her choice had a lot to do with Shanna when she was younger, she drove a vehicle a lot like the one she picked.
Darcy came bouncing up to me. "dad! Guess what! Shanna wants to take us camping. Star is gonna go with us! Can we go?"
That was a surprise, Darcy was about as girly as you could get, and I couldn't see her sleeping on the ground or getting dirty. Shanna sat there grinning. I grinned back. "I haven't seen you in almost two Years,and this is how you come back? Kidnapping my children, leaving me abandoned?"
Her grin got bigger. "You can come. In fact I'll probably need help. Darcy is allowed two friends, Marissa two, and Star two. Wrangling nine girls from ten to sixteen might be more than I can deal with."
"I doubt there is anything you can't deal with. You'll have them organized like they were in boot camp. I don't think you'll have any issues."
"Come with us, Daddy! We'll need someone to carry stuff and fix the meals. You don't expect us to do it, now do you? We'll be on vacation."
My older daughter was smirking when she finished.
"I'm detecting a conspiracy here. All right, make plans. I have a massive backlog of time coming, it might be good to burn some. You gonna bring that white thong bikini, Shanna?"
Shanna the warrior actually blushed. "Not this trip. I'll probably be a little more PG, after all it's a bunch of young girls, I don't want them seeing you perving on me all weekend."
My turn to blush. "Set it up. I'll try not to perv around my daughters."
They giggled, and I went off to order pizza, while they put their heads together over Darcy's laptop, looking at high end camping gear. I had a feeling this was going to cost me a bundle.
............................
Shanna came over every two or three days right up until the trip, to see what they had bought and whether they needed to bring it. She made them take down and put up the three tents until they could do it blindfolded, Star was often with her, already displaying she had inherited her parent's brains, and her mother's good looks.
I hadn't actually talked to Charlie in a couple of months. She'd had several men over, always sending the girls to me for the nights she had dates. Couldn't help thinking she wasn't much of a role model right now, but the girls were pretty level headed about it. Then one day she called, wanting to talk to me about the girls.
My alarm system went off, this could not be good news. I met her at her front door. She went right to what was on her mind.
"Stop poisoning my girls against me. I'm sick to death of hearing about Shanna! She can do this, she can do that, she's blah blah blah. If you're banging that black bitch, keep it away from my girls!"
It took me a second to get my voice, and a little longer than that to get calm enough to sound reasonable. First, I laughed. "This from a woman who's had a parade of lovers in the last few months? You think the girls are stupid enough to think you're playing backgammon all night? Damn, what a hypocrite you are, Charlie."
"By the way, I'm not banging her. But you know what? If I was, it would still not be your concern. I've tried to stay out of your business, Charlie, so stay out of mine. You look like shit, the term rode hard and put up wet comes to mind. Get your ass back to the gym, have your hair done, take care of yourself, for the girls at least. Anything else on your mind? Well then, have a super sparkly shiny day, AND LEAVE ME ALONE!"
I left her shocked and in tears, and it iced the cake that Shanna drove up just then, and I surprised the hell out of her by grabbing her and giving her a hard kiss. She was shocked at first, but before I knew it that hard body was pressed up against me and her tongue was halfway down my throat. We broke tot he sound of clapping ans a slamming door.
The clapping was from the girls, who had rushed out when they saw Shanna pull up. It was kind of fun to watch Miss Super In Control Blush.
"Why did you do that?"
I smiled. "Because I've always to, and believe me, it exceed every fantasy I've ever had about you. And honestly, I wanted to do it for the shock value to certain people. And I'd really like to try it again, just to make sure the feeling I got isn't just a one off."
She grabbed me, pulling me to her as she kissed me again. When we broke, I surprised her by nipping her neck, leaving a small hickey. The girls dragged her inside, giggling uncontrollably, as I followed them and started the grill.
They came out, bringing the salads, and I plated their steaks and baked potatoes. She would rub her neck now and again, watching me through hooded eyes.
They rushed back in after dining, leaving me the mess to deal with. It was dark by the time I was done, and Shanna come back out alone, her white teeth flashing in the darkness. A five minute make out session commenced, and her nipples were hard as diamonds when she pulled back. I was sure she had a bra when she went into the house.
Her fingers traced the front of my shorts, and I nearly lost it when she grabbed my erection. "Nice," was all she said as she turned to leave. She paused at the gate.
"You shouldn't have kissed me, because now that I know you want me too. It's on, big boy, and you better be ready. Don't try running."
"Does it look like I'm running?"
I had shot across the yard, grabbed her again, surprising her by picking her up off her feet, giving her one more kiss, and a swat on her ass. She jumped, and smirked.
"That was nice. Please sir, may I have another?"
I think I swallowed three bugs as my mouth hung open, watching that magnificent ass sway across the driveway.
The girls were all over me when I got inside. "Back off, babies. I have no idea what I'm doing or where we're going with this. Let me try to process this before we talk about it."



They smirked, and walked around humming the wedding march for the rest of the week.
..................
I checked and double checked everything on the list Shanna had given me. How could something that took this long to coordinate be fun?
Shanna has Star and her two friends in her four wheel drive, Marissa had her two friends, plus Darcy and her buddies in hers. It was pretty packed. Me? I was driving one of the company truck, the bed loaded down with the gear. Support vehicle, according to Shanna.
It took four hours to get where we were going, but it was worth it. We were completely isolated, it would take thirty minutes just to drive to the bathhouses. If they had to go before then, they would have to do a bear imitation.
Shanna took over, barking orders, and four tents sprouted from the ground. I was tasked with getting the foodstuff organized into the bear proof containers, something that didn't make me warm and fuzzy. The coolers would be locked in the vehicles at night, and Shanna had some bear repellant she spray liberal doses of around the site and the vehicles. Then I had to assemble the charcoal grill we'd carried with us. By lunch time, we were squared away. Lunch was cold cuts and sodas, the girl giggling and eyeing the lake.
While they donned bathing suits, I drove back to the marina, and got the keys to the largest pontoon boat they had, and took an hour's worth of instruction. It was huge, and was supposed to handle eighteen adults, so I figured nine girls and two adults wouldn't tax it.
I drove back to see nine girls and one woman lying around on blankets in bathing suits, soaking up the sun. I looked at them, seeing how grown my babies were, knowing my time with them was growing shorter. Marissa would be off to college in two years, Darcy not far behind. My nest would truly be empty.
Then I saw Shanna, lying on her stomach in her string thong, top undone. As the blood diverted from my head, I had the thought that maybe it wouldn't be so empty if I followed my heart.
I sat down beside her, and she murmurred a greeting, handing me some lotion and telling me to do her back. Her skin was surprisingly soft and supple. I did her back, and she flipped that long black hair out or her eyes, grinned, and told me to do the rest of her.
"You have no idea how badly I'd love to do that, but we have an audience, so I think I'll let you do it."
She looked over, and nine girls were watching, the older ones grinning. She sighed and sat up, giving me a quick glimpse of dark brown nipple before she tied her top. It was almost as nerve wracking watching her lotion herself as it would have been had I got to do it. I decided pretty quickly a dip in the cool waters of the lake was just what I needed. Shanna smirked and Marissa and her friends grinned as I dove into the lake.
I cooked for them while they played, Shanna had brought some games that required a lot of physical activity, and they screamed and ran until they were ready to drop. We fed them, and then hauled them back to the bathhouses. I took my shower, and then had to sit outside on the bench forever while ten females went through whatever rituals that prepared them for bed.
They were nodding in the vehicles, and we almost had to carry some of them to tents. Every girl followed Star's lead when she kissed me goodnight and called me Uncle Jack, every girl followed suit, and I got nine very nice, very sweet kisses,
Then Star did the same thing to Shanna, and soon every girl was giving Aunt Shanna a kiss. We expected them to stay up, but the exercise had served it's purpose, and they were all out like a light in thirty minutes, and every tent had a snorer. Shanna and I walked down to the lake with a couple of chairs, and sat in the moonlight, enjoying the quiet. I'd slipped a couple of bottles of wine into one of the coolers, and we shared a bottle, drinking out of plastic cups.
Shanna must have had a pretty tiring day, because she nodded off after half the second cup was downed. She was a solid chunk of muscle, and there was no way I would be able o carry her. I shook her gently, but she didn't respond. I bent over to talk into her ear and not wake up the girls, but the opportunity was too much, so I nibbled her neck, planting gentle kisses down to her shoulder blades, exposed in her short little sundress. She moaned slightly and I felt her shift. She turned her head and kissed me, slowly, gently, savoring the moment.
She finally pulled back, smiling and stroking my cheek. "You can wake me up like that any time you want, honey. Now help me up, we need to hit the rack, those girls will have us up at the crack of dawn."
She held out her hand, and didn't let go as we walked back to the tent. I stopped outside, suddenly realizing there was only one tent. Shanna saw me hesitate and tugged gently. "It's just for sleep, Jack. I'm pretty vocal when I get started, and I have no intention of damaging nine young minds. Now come on.
I was even more surprised to see a double height queen size air mattress, with two sleeping bags open and zipped together.
"I sleep on the left side," she said, as she turned out the lantern. I heard a rustling sound, and realized it was her dress, hitting the floor. She had on a tiny pair of white bikini panties and nothing else, she slid in and threw the cover back. "You coming?"
I didn't even hesitate, dropping my shorts and sliding in beside her in my boxers. She gave me a quick little kiss, turned over and spooned to me, dragging my arm over her tummy, snuggled until she was comfortable, and was out instantly. It took me a while because I had to will the iron bar in my boxers into melting, but eventually sleep found me.
I woke up to giggling, still spooned to her, but now my hand was firmly latched onto one soft but solid breast, the nipple poking out between my fingers. Shanna sighed, arching back into me while keeping my hand firmly where it was, before giggling. She reached down and grabbed my morning wood. "If we were alone, I have ways of making that thing deflate, but surrounded by young girls like we are, you're on your own. But hurry up, I swear I can hear stomachs rumbling. We need to prepare breakfast."
I stumbled out a few minutes later, and Darcy showed me the primitive bathroom just behind the tree line, that I didn't know about. It was rude but adequate, and Shanna had the foresight to bring a large container of water and sanitizing soap.
I was pretty good on a grill, but Shanna took over breakfast, delegating things to the older girls. Soon the sound of sausage frying filled the air, while I chopped peppers, onion, and ham for omelets. Shanna brought the biggest cast iron frying pan I had ever seen, heated oil, and made the best pancakes I had ever tasted from buckwheat flour and fresh blueberries. We gorged, and them Shanna made them all help clean up, wash the dishes, pick up the trash, pack away the utensils and food, until it looked like we'd never been here.
Shanna pulled out a couple of rods and walked down to the lake with every girl in tow, and then taught each to fish. There were plenty of small bream in the cove, so everybody caught something. Endless picture were made, and the girls told me in no uncertain terms we would be visiting somewhere like Academy or Dick's very soon.
We lazed around until nearly lunch, when we drove back to the marina. Shanna had made them wear sneakers, and cover their swimsuits with shorts and tees. They thought it was because we took them to lunch at the marina restaurant for lunch. Oddly enough, they featured Italian cuisine, and plates of spaghetti, ravioli, huge meatballs, and other sundry dishes got shared. Little girls could really pack it away.
We had them walk down to the piers, to admire the boats. There were a lot of squeals when they understood the big one was for them, and they thundered on board, moaning when Shanna made them put on life vests. "We have a student driver," she said, "grinning at me. Best not to take any chances."
We putted around slowly, until everyone got comfortable. The jackets and clothes came off, and it was wall to wall swimsuits. The older girls got a lot of attention from passing boaters, and when one drunk guy screamed "Show your tits," I thought Shanna was going to go overboard after then.
The girls just laughed. "Relax, honey. I was a hormonal teen once, and you were too, a lot more recently than I was. They're just having fun. If they come close again though, they're all yours.
She thought about that for a second and walked to the after deck. I heard whoops echoing across the lake, and she came back grinning, adjusting her top. I never said a word.
We anchored in a cove, and I uncovered the best feature on the boat. A sliding board that shot you out into the water off the side of the boat, a little pump keeping water on the board to make it easier. Soon they were going off two by two, screaming as they went airborne.
One little girl hung back,and it came out she couldn't swim. The others were sensitive enough to offer to stop, a pretty mature thing for kids so young, but Shanna saved the day. She took the girl to the back, and after a few minutes she came back, wearing a life vest. Shanna climbed the ladder with her, and her, and they went off together. I don't know who was screaming more, Shanna or Vicky. The cove was pretty shallow, with a nice little beach, and we bumped the shore when they got tired, tying it off. We scrounged firewood and pulled out the cooler, and soon they were roasting wieners and marshmallows, sipping on sodas. Shanna had Vicky off to the side,talking to her quietly, and a few minutes later I looked up as Vicky dog paddled by me.
We sat on the boat later, feet dangling off the boat, side by side, when I reached over and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. Her smile lit up the twilight.
"What was that for?"
"For helping Vicky. You're going to be a super mother."
Tears sprang to her eyes and she dove off the boat, swimming out into the cove, looking out at the channel. When she finally came in, I helped her wrangle the girls, cleaning up our mess, making sure the fire was out, and we slowly motored back to the dock.
"Did I do something to hurt your feelings? If I did, you know I didn't mean to, and I apologize."
She brushed my cheek, smiling a tender smile. "You didn't say anything wrong, honey. You just gave me a compliment no one ever has before. I just didn't know how to process it."
She leaned against me all the way back, holding my arm. I could not remember the last time I was so content.
The kids moaned when we got back, until we told them we had it for three more days. They were still babbling excitedly when we stopped for showers on the way back to camp.
We had a light dinner that the girls fixed, insisting Shanna and I relax, so we sat in camp chairs, getting pampered. Shanna talked about her new job, she was part owner of a security service, along with three of her fellow veterans, and seemed to be successful, though she didn't care much for the erratic hours and travel as much as she thought.
I told her about selling the company, surprising her. "It didn't bother me, the whole thing started when I was just trying to help a friend, Harry and June more or less forced me into it. They're good,loyal friends, but I really didn't enjoy it that much, and money didn't really mean that much to me. I just wanted enough to provide a good life for my family, and later just for my girls."
She sighed, and held my hand. "I know you don't really show it, but Charlie hurt you more than you let show. I was married once, myself. I loved the guy, and I thought he was my life partner, until I got back from a deployment and found out he was divorcing me for what I thought was a good friend, and she was six months pregnant. At least he had the decency to wait until I came home, but it still hurt."
I was a little shocked, she had never mentioned it before, and I found it sad. Charlie had taught me a lot about channeling pain. so I could understand.
We lazed in the chairs until dinner was served. I was more than glad my girls had learned to use a grill, because most of the others were clueless. Shanna and I washed up, while the girls sat around the fire, singing as one of Marissa's friends played guitar. It didn't sound bad, sitting in the dark, with no one else around to judge your abilities.
We tried to wear the pontoon out, and the girls were adamant that for both birthday presents combined that we get one of our own. I did not fight the suggestion at all.
Shanna and I shared a bed for three more nights, sleeping in our underwear. The last day, the girls were almost frantic, trying to cram as much fun into the day as possible. It left them so worn they dropped like rocks right after dinner, not even trying to sit up around the fire.
Shanna kissed me as she dropped her shorts and pulled off her tee, sighing as she took off her bra, rubbing her breasts absently in relief. I found the sight very sensual. She realized what she was doing and smiled. "Come to bed, and I'll let you finish the massage."
I was in the bed before she could finish talking. She spooned, and I rubbed those magnificent peaks, tweaking her nipples as she moaned lightly. She wriggled, and her panties flew across the tent.
"I don't have the willpower to wait any longer. You need to love me, now!"
My body was more than willing, but I had enough brain cells still getting blood to ask about the girls.
"They're exhausted. You could probably parade a brass band through right now and they wouldn't even roll over. Plus, we're going to be quiet, and gentle. I'll rock your world when we're alone. Now drop those boxers."
I touched, I rubbed, as she sighed in appreciation. She shoved that exceptional bottom into me, and I slid right in. I think we both moaned a little at the feeling. We rocked gently for a long time, before she grabbed a towel.
"I need you to finish me, I'm almost there. I'm usually pretty loud when I orgasm, so I'm going to be biting down on this towel. Hurry."
I grabbed her hips tighter, getting faster until it seemed like I was doing a jackhammer imitation. I was close, but the most important thing to me at the time was satisfying her, so I starting rolling her nipples with my fingers, pulling them out before releasing them, then doing it again. It was no secret when she peaked, her scream, even through the towel, seemed pretty loud.
I reached the point of no return, releasing what felt like gallons, as she rocked her hips, trying to drain me. We fell back limply, exhausted. She snuggled in even tighter, and drifted off while I was still inside her, I could have sworn I heard her say,"love you', but I couldn't be sure.
I lay there in that tent, in the middle of nowhere surrounded by little girls, and realized I was the happiest I had been in a very, very long time, and went to sleep smiling.
The girls got us up, and after a tremendous kiss, we dressed and went out to face the world. Marissa, Darcy, and the rest of the girls had smug grins, and I knew there were no secrets in a tent. I looked at Shanna, enjoying the blush, as we cooked our last meal. After everything was packed, we looked around to make sure we left the camp better than we found it, and left, taking memories home that would last a lifetime.
In a move I'm sure was planned. Marissa drove Shanna's SUV, another girl drove hers, and Shanna rode with me. We drove, holding hands, feeling no need to speak.
An hour from home, Shanna finally spoke. "I've thought about this a lot, for years, truth be told. We could go home, date, dance around how we feel about each other, but I'm going to cut to the chase and give you some options. You will love me. You will marry me. You will give me some more children to love besides Star and our girls. And this is an absolute must, you will spend the rest of your life with me. If you object to any of this, I will get into my car when we get back, drive off,and you will never see me again. Oh, and by the way, I love you. What are your thoughts on the matter?"
"Well, let me think. Okay, I've thought. We'll go to the jewelers tomorrow, find you a ring. Then we, or rather you, will go house hunting. I refuse to start married life in my ex's basement, so the sooner you find our home, the quicker we can set up housekeeping. You might want to bring the girls in consultation when you narrow your choices. Agreed? Oh,and just to make it formal, Shanna Hunter, will you marry me?""
She just sat there for a few seconds, before the tears started. Then the tears gave way to a smug look. She texted someone and told me to pull over, right now. I thought the girl driving Marissa's Jeep was going to wreck, she pulled over so fast. Shanna jumped from the truck, raced around and pulled me out before I could get out on my own, ans as nine girls danced and screamed around us, gave me the most satisfying kiss of my life.
Marissa happened to still be holding her phone, and I looked down to the message.
"Operation a success! Well done, troops!"
I looked at her and she grinned while flaming red. "Oops. You weren't supposed to see that." she said, as she hugged me again.
.................................
I sighed as I closed out my computer, thinking.
I was sixty today, my last day of working. I was retiring, I had made plenty of money, and it was time. Darcy turned out to be a whiz at math and business, so when she got her MBA she started working for Harry, coming over three years ago to learn the business from the ground up, before she took over as CEO of a global operation.
Marissa followed in my original footsteps, getting an engineering degree, specializing in bridge building, a career that took her all over the world. She had found a life partner, and they had adopted two little girls, my only grandchildren so far. Darcy was still married to her job, although she seemed really close to an engineer she had met through her sister.
My musings were interrupted when my wife came in, our twin daughters in tow. They were going to graduate high school soon, and had chose different colleges, wanting to live life as an individual for a change. Shanna was right as always, when she told Charlie we would make beautiful chocolate babies.
Shanna retired from the field the day we married, and took over the management of her company, before selling her share tot he others when she found she was pregnant. Our company were almost their only clients, Harry's empire had become huge, and there were many times when information they uncovered altered business decisions significantly.
She helped me pack up the pictures on my desk, stopping at one of our wedding photos, one of her with her bridal party. June as matron of honor, and nine bridesmaid, three sixteen year olds, three thirteen year olds, and three ten year olds, all in their floor length gowns, looking elegant and beautiful, holding up their gowns, showing combat boots, holding a sign. "OPERATION SUCCESSFUL!"
We were retiring to our house on the lake, the same lake we camped at all those years ago. There were two huge pontoons and a speedboat tied to the docks, and all the kids from that trip were frequent visitors, bringing their own families, telling the tale of The Operation Of The Lake, as they called it. I doubted we would have much privacy, but that was all right.
Whatever happened to Charlie? Not that I cared other than how it affected my children, but she got the house. To say she was not pleased was a very fair statement, but she soon realized her venting was falling on deaf ears, and gave it up.
What really burned her is that a house came up for sale a block over, and Shanna decided that was the one we would start our family in. Half a millions dollars later, she had a show house that was featured in a magazine. It had a full size in ground pool and a hot tub, which we enjoyed until we almost wore it out the first year.



Custody was never an issue, because the girls were walking distance from each house, though they chose to stay with us most of the time, especially after their sisters were born. After all, they were almost grown by then.
Charlie remarried, twice. The first crashed after two years, because, surprise surprise, she got caught cheating. Luckily she was smart enough to get a prenupt, so she was protected. Just for the fun of it, Brenda and Barb tracked the wife down, and offered her a job.
I hear the second one is an open arrangement, and they use the basement for a playroom, so maybe she got what she wanted so many years ago. We see her every once in a while, and she doesn't speak, still carrying a grudge. Time has not been as kind as it could have been to her, and her age is starting to show. Old habits die hard, I guess, and she still likes the mall better than the gym.
"Dad! Hurry up! If we start now,we can still get an hour or two on the lake."
I grinned, picked up my box, and walked out with my family, to start the best part of my journey through life.
...................................
Well there you have it, another rambling tale many think was too long. I could have just as easily put this in Loving Wives, but to be truthful, it's a little toxic right now, too many people spouting their agendas instead of actually commenting on the story. If you enjoyed this, vote. And comment, tell me what you think. As always, thanks for your time. Enjoy the new year.
Q



        The Ability

        Power corrupts.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-ability

Title: The Ability

Author: qhml1

Category: Romance

Description: Power corrupts.

Tags: romantic, cheating, romance




I sighed, looking over the patio. So much for the dream of a normal life. Well, at least I wasn't crying anymore. I'd had such high hopes for the evening. New house, new neighbors, new beginning. Maybe I'd find friends here.
That was all gone now, my husband had made sure of that. The party started out very nicely. Most already knew each other from the neighborhood, so the mingling was easy, laughing, lightly teasing, sexual innuendoes after the drinks flowed. I'd asked Mark to go easy on the alcohol, and for the first hour or so everything was fine.
Like seeks like, as my grandfather was wont to say, and Mark found two guys from the neighborhood with similar interests. The alcohol consumption went up, along with the crudity of their language. It started falling apart when they found a couple of the wives that shared their interests, and they all disappeared.
They were found by a husband later. They hadn't got around to sex yet, but a lot of their clothes were missing and in disarray. Five more minutes and it would have been an entirely different scene.
One husband knocked the hell out of Mark, kicking him a few times in the ribs and crotch. There might have been more damage but cooler heads prevailed. The knife went through my heart when he looked up from the floor, bleeding, and grinned. "At least she was hot, not remotely like the cold fish you turned out to be."
I could have melted through the floor. Needless to say, the party was over. A few gave me sympathetic words, but most just avoided looking at me as they left. So much for the hope of friends. I'd be alone again, just as I was before.
This wasn't the first time it had happened. But Mark controlled the money, and wouldn't allow me to work. I had no family, no support group, and felt trapped. When he was sober, he was nice to me, and even when he drank, even though he shredded me with words, he was never physically abusive.
I walked around aimlessly, cleaning up, the residue mocking me. I got to the screened in back porch, the scene of the crime, and looked at Mark, wondering how I was going to get him in bed. The smell almost had me gagging. Apparently he had consumed so much he'd lost control of his bodily functions, soiling himself, and vomiting violently. I sobbed again.
"Leave him be."
The voice was so gentle I thought maybe it was just my inner thoughts manifesting. I reached down to move his head.
"Leave him be. He deserves to spend the night lying in his own juices. Maybe it'll teach him a little humility."
I could see him now, sitting on the bench under the huge cedar. The rustic bench had been there when we moved in, and it charmed me so much I left it. I often sat there in the afternoons with a book, enjoying the breezes.
He was huge, dwarfing me by a good foot of more. Even in the dark, I recognized him. He lived the next street over, and came at the insistence of his sister, who lived three doors down. He was at least forty, with curly brown hair that was frosted around the ears. You could get lost in his eyes, or at least I did, A soft pale gray, that seemed to have no end. His voice matched his size, a soft baritone, with a pronounced Southern accent. He shook my hand, closing it in both of his, and half bowed. "A pleasure," he said, giving a smile that lit up the area around them.
He moved through the crowd, stopping to speak to almost everyone. I noticed he had developed an entourage of the single ladies, but he seemed oblivious to their presence. I also noticed he wore no ring, so it was no wonder. His sister asked if he could come, and I'd had no problem. One more possible friend.
None of that explained his being in my backyard at midnight.
"Since you're here, will you help me get Mark to bed?"
"Absolutely not. After his behavior tonight, I'm surprised you're even considering letting him stay. If it were me, I'd go inside, try to get some sleep."
I was shocked. He was a total stranger, telling me to leave my husband outside, exposed to the elements. Well, not exactly outside, he was on the screened in porch, but still.
I had walked outside. I felt no danger in his presence, and I was annoyed.
"You don't know him! He can be..."
"A complete and utter ass, from what I've seen tonight. I evaluate people for a living, and this isn't new behavior for him, is it? Why do you stay with him? Surely if this has been going on any length of time, the love has to be gone, or greatly diminished."
I started making excuses, until he held up his hand. It was a full moon, and there was a little fog, making the scene almost mystical.
"Please. We don't know each other. Probably won't see each other again in any social situation. Let me make some guesses. You have no money, no support system. You're totally dependent on him. He's jealous, treats you like a possession, allows you no freedom. Am I right?"
It was a good thing all the light we had was the moon, or he would have seen my deep blush. How could he possibly know? I felt myself melting.
He was right. We didn't know each other. I could bare my soul, and deny it all later if it came to that. I whimpered a little.
"You're right! I've got no money, no transportation, no friends. I'm well and truly trapped."
"NO, you're not!" The words, though spoken quietly, held force. "There are agencies, shelters, support groups. You can get away if you want to badly enough. My advice, get away now, while you still have enough of yourself left to start over."
"Easy to say from where you sit. I don't know if I can do it."
"Well, carry on then. Lose yourself, and it won't hurt as much when he starts treating you like an object instead of a person, when he starts hitting you, making you do things that disgusts you. Have a good life."
He started to rise. For some reason I wanted him to stay. He felt my hand on his arm and stopped.
"May I sit with you for awhile?"
I could feel his eyes in the darkness.
"Yes."
So I sat down. We must have sat for fifteen minutes, enjoying the solitude, before he put his arm around me, drawing me to him. I started out small, little sniffles, but soon I was crying my eyes out, bawling into his shirt. He smelled so good! Clean, but with just enough musk to realize he was a man.
I don't know how long I cried. Long enough to run out of tears. I drew back, and he let me go, reaching up to play with a lock of my hair.
"Let me tell you some more about yourself, Angel." My name was Joan, but Angel sounded really good to me.
"You're quite the attractive woman. I bet you would be a hell of a lover, if your husband hasn't ground your sexuality out of you. But you've been trained to ignore your own pleasure for so long you've forgotten how. Stand up."
I rose, instantly. "I also think for the right man you would be a perfect mate. He'd have to be strong, willing to lead you, to let you discover yourself again, to be able to share your whole being with."
He paused, rubbing my arm almost absently. It felt like a heating pad going across my flesh.
"I also think you're an instinctive submissive. Too bad you gave yourself to a man who can't appreciate it."
I found my voice. "I'm not a piece of meat. I..,"
He stopped me with just a hand motion.
"Exactly. You're much more, yet that's how your husband treats you, like a piece of meat."
I suddenly had nothing to say. He looked at me, a little smile playing across his lips before he spoke again.
"There's nothing wrong with being submissive, Angel, if it for the right person. Someone who understands your needs and respects your boundaries. It could be a very happy life. I just think that you can't achieve it with the man you're married to. Looks like you have some decisions to make in the near future."
His voice changed abruptly. It became deeper, a timbre to it that brought chills to me. "Angel, I got a glimpse of your bra tonight when you bent over a couple of times. Describe it to me."
"What?"
"You heard me. Describe it."
"Well, uh, it's new. A Soma, if that means anything to you."
"That doesn't describe a thing to me, Angel. Try again."
"It's, um, it's a pushup. I thought it would look good with this top. It's black, with silver thread going through it, forming a design."
"See, now. That wasn't hard, was it? Now, show it to me."
"What?!"
"You heard me. I'm sure I was specific. I wish to see your bra. Rather, I wish to see you in your bra. Now, slide that top off and let me see it."
His voice was a little more forceful this time, but I felt no fear. Suddenly my hands were drawing my top up. My God, was I really doing this, with my husband passed out twenty feet away?
He gently took my top from my hands and lay it on the bench beside him.
"There, that wasn't so hard, now was it? That's a very pretty bra, Angel. The silver shines in the moonlight, making the whole vision more sensual. Doesn't the breeze feel good? Your nipples think so."
I blushed again. My nipples were as hard as I've ever felt them, straining against the almost sheer lace. I started to cover myself, but a shake of his head stopped me.
"Arms down, Angel. Don't spoil the vision. Let a man who can appreciate you take in your beauty. Do your panties match?"
I had on a skirt, a light weight colorful peasant type that I loved. Plus I thought it showed off my bottom very nicely. Not trusting my voice, I nodded.
"Show me."
It wasn't said with force or malice, just a simple command. With shaking hands I slid the skirt down and stepped out of it, showing the panties, cheekies, black with the same silver stitching. I heard his breath draw in.
"You are a stunningly beautiful woman, Angel. I'll never forget this night. A goddess in the moonlight. Now, put your hands over your head and turn, slowly. Let me enjoy this gift you've given me."
Trembling, I raised my arms, twirling like a ballerina in slow motion, baring my body to a total stranger. He let me twirl twice before he gave me another command.
"Knees."
I was totally in his control now. I sank into the soft grass in front of the bench. He gently pulled me forward until my head rested on his thigh. He stoked my cheek, twirling my hair, doing nothing else. I slowly relaxed until I was almost in a dream state. I felt...safe, and loved.
He was talking the whole time, in low soothing tones.
"Thank you for this gift, Angel. It isn't often a man gets to touch Heaven. Now listen to me. I'm going to give you a card. When the time comes, I want you to use it, the business side at least. My personal number is on the back. If things get out of control, if he ever hurts you, call me. Right then, do not hesitate. If I'm too far away I'll send someone. It's the only promise I'll ask of you. Give me your word."
"I promise," I whispered into his thigh. He must have heard me.
"Thank you. Now, as much as I hate it, it's time for me to leave, to give you opportunity to reflect on all of this." He stood, pulling me to my feet. I was confused. I thought he'd do something sexual with me, especially when he had me on my knees.
Gripping my hair firmly, he made sure I was looking him in the eye. "You'll never know how hard it is to let you go. I want to peel those panties off you slowly, touch and kiss every square inch of your body, and make long, sensual love all night. But as badly as I want you, I have limits. I won't touch a woman in a relationship. The only reason I did what I did tonight is to show you what kind of man you need. Someone you can commit your heart, body, and soul to, to trust that he has your best interests at heart, and would take care of you for the rest of your life. Think about all this. Remember the card. Use it before things get too bad. Goodnight, Angel."
His lips barely grazed my cheek, but if felt like a hot brand. I didn't even know he was gone until I opened my eyes. I sat for a long time, my clothes on the bench beside me, thinking. Finally I went to bed, to toss and turn before sleep finally claimed me.
...
I heard Mark groaning, so I got up and made coffee, taking a cup and putting it beside him, wrinkling my nose. He would give a skunk watery eyes. He started to rant and I cut him off.
"How the hell was I supposed to get you to bed? I weigh half what you do, and you weren't exactly helping. You should have just left with the slut you were trying to screw. Wait, her husband didn't think that was a good idea, did he?"
Mark looked up in surprise. I had never used that tone with him before. I was on a roll, letting things out I'd held in for years.
"YOU get undressed before you come in. And if you want to keep those clothes, then you're going to have to wash them. If you left it up to me I'd bury them in the backyard. Now get out of them, and take a shower. I'll leave a garbage bag for your clothes. When you get presentable, we need to have a talk."
I walked back into the kitchen, looking at the card on the counter. It was the only proof I had that last night wasn't a dream. I felt stronger holding it. I slid it into my back pocket as Mark came in, fresh from his shower.
"Sit!" I said it firmly, and surprisingly, he sat.
"We're at a crossroads here, Mark. Give me one good reason why I should stay married to you. What possible excuse could you have for last night, or the times before? And don't you dare say it was the booze. If alcohol affects you that bad, maybe it's time to quit drinking. You've hit your limit with me. One more incident, and I'm gone. Do you understand?"
He was beyond shocked. It was like a mouse had jumped up on the kitchen counter and roared with the voice of a lion.
He started to whine. "But, baby, I..."
"NO! No excuses. Tell me what you're going to do to save this marriage."
To my surprise, he caved. Whining and crying, promising to be a better husband, to stop his destructive behavior. And I bought it, hook, line, and sinker.
He did indeed clean up his own mess, throwing up all over again. The clothes went into the trash. I also made him walk with me through the neighborhood, apologizing to some of the neighbors. We didn't go to the house of the woman he'd been caught with, I was afraid the husband would beat him up.
Things got better for two months. The card I'd saved sat in a drawer, forgotten.
...
I saw my confidant once, a month later. He was outside his sister's house, teaching his nephew to ride his bike. I watched the whole thing from the rocker on my front porch, marveling at his patience. In two hours, the boy was zipping up and down the street alone. He must have felt my eyes, because he looked up. I stood, waving, and he gave me a smile and a nod.
Mark came out. "Who's that?"
"Amanda's brother. He was at the party, remember?"
Mark didn't like for me to bring the party up. Too many bad memories. He'd been backsliding lately. I thought a reminder would give him a good jolt.
"I don't like him."
I looked at him, surprised. "How would you know? You were pretty far gone when he got there. I don't think you even got introduced."
"I don't care. I don't like the vibe he's giving off."
"Mark! The man is half a football field away! You can feel vibes from that far? He isn't even looking at us."
"Stay away from him, Joan. The man is bad news. I can feel it."
"I've only met him once! We didn't speak past getting introduced."
Well, if you don't count the thirty minutes he snuggled me, then talked me into taking my clothes off for him. I thought often about that night. What was it about him that made me feel so safe I bared my body to him, told him things I'd never vocalized to anyone else? I knew, I just wouldn't admit it to myself. Just as I knew if I spent any amount of time with him, he'd own me body and soul, and I would be happy to let him. Now I know how drug addicts felt.
Mark just grunted and went back inside.
...
The months went by. I learned the name of my mystery man. Brian Meadows. He was a well respected psychologist, often working with state and federal agencies as a profiler. He was especially famous for getting suspects to confess, even after they'd withstood every thing the FBI or other agency had.
I could understand that. If his ability extended to criminals like they did to me, they probably ended up telling every secret they held since early childhood.
I'd dream about him some nights. Shutting my eyes, I could hear his voice. I sometimes woke up with wet panties, Sometimes I woke up feeling like I was wrapped up in a cocoon of love. I was starting to doubt my sanity.
Two months later I saw him again, as I was walking to the corner market three blocks away. I didn't really need anything, I just wanted out of the house.
He was in the ice cream parlor next door. He saw me through the window, and motioned me in. Should I? I could feel his tug, and slowly came into the store. He again took my hands in his, making them look tiny.
"Ah, Angel. I think about you often. Are you all right?"
He looked into my eyes and I lost it.
"Yes, I took your advice, had a long talk with..Mark." I couldn't make myself say husband to him. "We cleared the air."
I could have sworn for a moment he looked disappointed, but it passed. He smiled, and it looked like the sun rising.
"Well then. Let me introduce you to my companions. This is Marcus, and this little girl is Tammy, but I call her Angel Junior. Guys, this is Angel Senior."
Marcus proudly told me he was seven, and Tammy was five. She giggled when he introduced me as Angel. "We have the same name. You have to sit with us, doesn't she, Unky Monkey?"
"Angels should indeed flock together. We'll get her an ice cream. What do you think she wants?"
Tammy was determined it was pistachio, and Marcus insisted it was Rocky Road. Brian smiled.
"No, it has to be something basic, enhanced somehow."
"Chocolate with chocolate chips?" asked the little Angel. Brian seemed to look right through me.
"Vanilla. The most basic flavor. Why vanilla? because it's the basis for so many wonderful concoctions. You add something, some kind of fruit. Am I right?"
My God! Was he looking inside my head? "Yes," I said softly, "pineapple chunks and juice."
"An excellent choice, Angel. I'll be right back. Believe everything these wonderful children say about me. I'm almost a God in their eyes, a paragon..."
They were giggling like crazy. "He's a monkey!"
giggled Marcus. The small angel agreed.
We sat and consumed our ice cream, Tammy tasting mine and immediately declaring it "Angelcream." Little Angel told Unky Monkey it was time to go, after the very last drops had been consumed.
"Very well then. I'm a monkey. Shall we swing through the trees and across the power lines, or shall we walk sedately, disguised as human beings?"
"Let's skip!"
"Alas, my petite little Angel, monkeys don't have the ability to skip. But big Angels can do anything, part and parcel of their being. She'll skip with you."
It was a statement, not a question, so Tammy and I skipped down the sidewalk, while Marcus and Brian trailed behind, Brian pausing once in a while to jump up and swing from a limb of one of the trees lining the street, helping Marcus occasionally, who would scramble like a squirrel(monkey?) to the top. The three block walk lasted no time at all. The kids hugged their new friend and flew in the door, no doubt to tell their mother of their adventures. We stood on the sidewalk, me feeling suddenly awkward.
"Thank you, Angel, for a very satisfying hour."
He looked me in the eye, the pale gray showing sudden depth.
"Um, I enjoyed it. Thank you for allowing me to share your time. Those kids have an amazing vocabulary."
"We don't talk down to them. If I use a word they don't understand, they stop me and ask for a definition. Marcus is in second grade, and his teacher says he talks like a professor she had in college. Right now, they're a sponge. Seventy-five percent of what they learn will be acquired by the age of twelve. Need to pump as much knowledge into them as soon as possible. You need to remember that, when yours come along."



I looked down, sighing. He picked up on my mood swing instantly. "What is it, Angel? Why did you shut down?"
"Mark doesn't want kids."
He looked outraged, before breathing deeply, calming down. "I reiterate my opinion of your husband. Now, what does Angel want? Is she willing to live in a barren desert, growing old without a chance at immortality? To die unmourned by nonexistent offspring? Can you tell me you would give up the chance to look into a granddaughter's eyes, only to your grandfather staring back, for more leisure time and a few more baubles?"
It came pouring out of me. "Of course I want children! But he doesn't? What am I to do? Sometimes when I see the things going on in this world, I think maybe it's the right choice, spare them all the grief and pain."
He looked surprised. "But Angel, that's why we bring children into this world. To fix the mistakes of the generations before, to make it just a bit better for the next generation that comes along. To lessen the grief and pain. You just have to believe it will get better."
I looked down, ashamed to look at him. I did want kids! I wanted to love and teach them, to give them values that would make me proud. But Mark was dead set against it. I'd brought up working for a few years, to give us a cushion when I had them, but he shot it down. No woman of his was working outside the home. It cost us financially, but it fit into his version of how life should be.
I came out of my thoughts when Brian asked me if I still had the card. I told him I did.
I blurted it out before I had a chance to consider my words. "Brian, if you feel so strongly about children, why don't you have any? Or a wife?"
He stiffened, the flash of pain in his eyes very real. His answer was so soft I almost didn't hear it. "I did," he said softly, "Two fine sons and a wife that walked on water as far as I was concerned. The children were eight when the accident happened. In the blink of an eye, they were gone. Know what one of the worst things that could ever happen to a parent? Outliving their children. I have to go in now, Angel. Remember the card, when the time comes."
He strode into the house, while I stood on the sidewalk, tears streaming down my face. Poor man! Now I could understand the melancholy air he had when he thought people didn't notice him.
I walked into my house, deep in thought. Brian had once again awakened feelings I had kept buried for years. Damn him for making me doubt myself!
...
Summer rolled around again. The economy was starting to affect us all, and we were feeling the strain. I brought up working again but Mark shot me down.
"You stay home, where you belong!"
I was tired of scrimping, worrying about the power and other bills. Just when I thought I was going to explode, I ran into Brian again, at the park. I went there sometimes, just to get out of the house and think. Brian was running the trails, in a pair of shorts and nothing else. He wasn't sporting a six pack, but he had very good definition. He went by me twice before he stopped to talk.
"Hello, my Angel," he said, as he walked to a bench and got towels out of his bag, wiping the sweat from his body and hair. Did he have any idea how sexy he looked right now? He didn't manscape, his natural pelt of light brown hair hair looked soft, inviting. It was all I could do to keep my hands off his chest. I wasn't the only one looking. One soccer mom almost wandered onto the field during play, looking back. Another almost let go of her dog's leash before catching herself.
I couldn't quite define what he had. There were several younger, fitter, even more attractive men there. I felt bad for them, because he almost made them disappear. None of the women saw them, they were all looking at Brian. As he began to talk, I got a few looks myself, none of them friendly. Of all the people, all the women in the park, he was talking to me! Take that, sluts!
He sat down beside me. "The kids keep asking when you're coming for ice cream again. I've told them that when the time is right, you'll be there. Now, I see you've got a lot on your mind. I don't like not seeing a smile on your face, so tell me what's bothering you."
It all came out in a rush, the money worries, his refusal to let me get a job and help, how I thought he was going back to his old ways. He listened patiently, not saying anything, until I asked him what I should do. He shrugged.
"Not my life, Angel, nor my relationship. If you want to know what I think, here it is. Your husband is a control junkie. He wants someone to obey and follow, not walk beside and share the burden. As things get worse, he's going to be more controlling, because you will be the only thing in his life he can control. When and if you challenge him, be very careful. Destroy his last bastion of power, and he may become unstable. His first instinct will be to put it back by any means necessary. If it takes slapping you around to get you back in line, so be it."
He paused, considering. "I've probably overstepped myself here. But it was said with your best interest in mind. If it were me, I'd have no problem with my wife staying home, if we could afford it. Of course, you'd have a full time job, raising the children. You'd be an excellent mother, in my opinion."
Brian actually blushed as he realized what he said.
"On the other hand, you have an innate gentleness in you, one that you can use to your advantage. People instinctively like you, and want to please you. You'd make an excellent receptionist, working your magic on clients as well as bosses judiciously, making them think whatever seed you planted in their minds is their idea, and should therefore be implemented."
"I don't know your background or educational level. You'd be an excellent caregiver in something like a daycare environment. There are probably companies out there right now who need exactly what you have."
We had drawn closer as we talked, until we were almost touching. There was something in his eyes...before I could finish the thought he pulled away. "I'm sorry Angel. I'm just rambling here, trying to help you. You may have a PhD. for all I know."
"Don't be. I finished high school with good grades, but not good enough to get a scholarship. My parents struggled to make ends meet, so I went straight into the workforce. I was a factory worker when I met Mark."
He stood abruptly, looming over me. Most women would have felt a little fear, but I just felt serene. He pulled a card out of his bag and wrote something on the back.
"Here. My friend needs a Girl Friday for his firm. His old one is retiring in three weeks. It won't be very challenging, but it pays well for the position. I'm sure if you use me as a reference you'll at least get an interview. Think about it. I have to go now, I've enjoyed our little talk so much I let the time get away from me. I hope to see you again, Angel. And remember the first card I gave you, if things get intense."
I stood, catching him by surprise and kissing his cheek. He smiled, rubbing his cheek lightly as he walked away.
...
Things got worse around the house. They cut the cable television off that Friday because we were three months behind on the bill. I finally had enough and made the call.
I asked if I could send a resume for the job, giving Brian as my reference. The manager told me just to show up tomorrow at nine-thirty, and bring the resume with me.
I waited until Mark went to work, put on my most business like dress, and walked to the bus stop in front of the corner market. Admittedly, I was scared to death after having been out of the workforce for so long. The office manager was a woman of about fifty, a kind soul who described in detail what my duties were, and how for the right candidate the training curve would be a little more flexible.
I got the job! When they called I danced around the house for thirty minutes before I calmed down. Twenty-six thousand a year, paid bi-monthly. Seven hundred ten after taxes. If overtime was required, I was compensated, or could use it as flex time.
I didn't tell Mark. He was a shift manager for his company, and had to be there early and stay late. I would dress and leave as soon as he was gone, after setting a crock pot. I always had dinner ready when he got home, and he never noticed.
The first check thrilled me. I deposited four hundred fifty in the bank, noticing we were down to just two hundred in our checking. He never let me know how much we had, and I had them send me a daily balance to the home computer.
I'd deposit more later, but I needed to build up my professional wardrobe a little. Two new blouses and two skirts weren't much, but they were a start. I kept a little money for myself. Now I could join the others once or twice a week for lunch.
Trying to break the news to him in a positive light, I showed him the cable was back on, fed him his favorite dinner, and then explained to him that I had been working for three weeks, showing him the deposit slip.
He went ballistic, screaming and ranting that no woman of his was ever going to work. Angered and hurt, I fired back.
"Well, this woman is working, so get used to it! We need the money, Mark, admit it. Look how much easier our life will be, the breathing room we'll have. I've been working for three weeks and you've never noticed! It's not taken a minute of our time together away. Why are you fighting this so hard?"
"I know how offices work! First, you'll go to lunch with the other sluts there. Then you'll be flirting with customers and vendors. Soon you'll want to go out every couple of weeks for an after work drink or two. The next step is a cheap motel or the backseat of some guy's car."
The whole thing took me by surprise. Is that how he really thought?
"Is that what they do where you work? You stop by every once in a while to have a drink with the other managers. Is that what you do when you drink, look for some office slut to hook up with?"
He flushed bright red and started backtracking. "I'm sorry, honey. Of course I would never do anything like that. It's just that I've seen how slick some of those guys are. I'd rather you stayed home."
I pictured Brian, and found inner strength. "I'm not quitting, Mark. I like the job, and the people. It beats staring at the walls, wondering how much longer we'll be able to afford our house. Please don't be difficult."
He grumbled, he complained, even threatened a time or two, but I was on that bus the next Monday morning, going to work.
Seems Brian was right about my ability to, as my new boss put it, 'bring out the nice in people'. I started handling more phone and front desk duty. One day when we needed supplies pretty badly and the vendor had already said no, I accidentally ended up talking to a vice president, and ten minutes later the material was confirmed for overnight delivery. My boss was so happy he gave me a five per cent raise, and two hundred cash. I took the bills out later and touched them. It was the first time in forever someone had shown me in a physical way that I held value.
I took a few hours of my flex time and went shopping the next day, buying what I thought was a very nice office dress and a pair of one inch heels. I had just gotten off the bus with my packages when I saw Brian and his niece and nephew.
The kids immediately demanded I come into the ice cream shop for a treat. I had about an hour before I was due home, so I accepted their invitation. I was in the mood to celebrate, so I decided we should all have banana splits. I shared one with Marcus, and Brian held Tammy on his lap, letting her eat all the nuts and cherries off the top.
I tried to thank him for his help, but he brushed it off. "Jackson called me the other day, and thanked me for sending you to them. Says he owes me a favor. Glad my instincts were right."
When I wasn't working, I was in my yard, planting flower beds and keeping the lawn groomed. It pleased me, I just wish Mark would take an interest. I became friends with several women in the neighborhood. The closest was Amanda, Brian's sister, because of the kids. I started keeping popsicles as a treat for them. Soon word spread, and I got to know the rest of the kids on the street. The next time I was at the grocery store, I laid in supplies for cookies. Oatmeal Raisin and Chocolate Chip were the favorites.
Of course, Mark complained about those "damn rugrats" that always seemed to be in our yard. A few of the parents heard him, embarrassing me no end. I got pretty sharp with him, telling if he didn't like it to stop eating the cookies.
...
Foolishly, I didn't see it coming. While I was getting happier and more outgoing, he was getting more morose and sullen. Then one day I looked online and noticed his pay had dropped, and asked him about it.
"There's nothing wrong with my check! What are you doing snooping through the accounts?"
I was a little stunned. "I'm not snooping! I get daily updates on our account on the phone. It just seemed off, somehow."
That was a mistake. Up until I started working, I didn't have a phone, we couldn't afford one. It was my first real splurge. He ranted, wanting me to take it back, but I refused. He grabbed the phone out of my hand, throwing it against the wall. It flew apart, pieces scattering everywhere.
"What is wrong with you? Why aren't you happy? I'm working because I want our lives to be better. You don't complain now that you can afford golf again, and my monthly phone bill is probably less than one round. It's my money too, now that I'm working, why would you object if I know how much is in the bank? Are you trying to hide something?"
Mark went totally white, then the blood rushed back. I'd hit a nerve there, I thought, time to investigate a little. We were headed towards our biggest fight ever, when Angel and Marcus came round the corner.
Angel started chattering away. "Hi, Mrs. Patterson. Got any cookies?"
I hissed at Mark to stop, and he turned around and slammed out of the house. I smiled at the kids.
"You guys must be part bloodhound. Did you smell the batch I made all the way from school today? Sit here, and I'll be right back with some milk and fresh cookies."
I looked out as I poured the milk and grinned, getting out more glasses. There were five more children on the patio, the kid network in full force.
They cheered as I brought the tray out.
"Two apiece! I'm not going to explain to your mothers why you didn't eat dinner."
Amanda and Chloe came by later to collect their wayward children. Chloe laughed. "I swear, if you had a swing set, I'd never see my kids before dark. Wouldn't have a stray cookie left, would you? Not for me, gee, those things must have a million calories apiece, but you know how much hubby loves them. Maybe I can dangle them as bait, get him to do more around the house."
We visited for a bit, until Mark came back. By now, I was part of the neighborhood, but they were still a little cool to him. We were invited to parties again, but never went, mostly because I knew if Mark misbehaved one more time, I wouldn't be able to take it.
I replaced my phone the next day, glad I had insurance.
For the first time in a long while I was happy. I had a job I liked, friends. If I could just get Mark to see it took nothing away from us, I think he would be happier.
One Saturday afternoon I was out working in my flower beds. Chloe had given me some clippings and had showed me how to care for them. They had their root system now, so it was time for transplanting. Mark came home from a round of golf, ignoring me as he went into the house. I thought about asking him to help me, and the vision of him on his knees in the dirt made me giggle. Things like that were beneath him.
He was in the shower when I came in. His phone was on the counter, and ringing. I picked it up, to tell them to hold on while I got him. I never got the chance.
"The guy has video, Mark. If he shows it to her boss or our boss we're both toast! Now get your ass back over to the motel and try to talk her down. It got pretty intense after you left. I thought it was you coming back when her husband knocked on the door. When I saw it was him it was too late. I got some lumps, but when she screamed I managed to get out of there. The room is in your name, dude. I'd watch my back for awhile, if I was you. Now make some excuse to that pretty little wife of yours, and go try to fix this."
He had just rattled on, and I was too shocked to stop him. Mark came out wrapped in a towel and I handed him the phone. "It's for you," I said flatly, making my way around him.
I could hear him from the living room as I packed my clothes. I got the card out of the dresser, slipping it into my bra. Looked like I was going to need it after all.
"WHAT? YOU SAID WHAT? YOU STUPID MOTHERFUCKER, I OUGHT TO KILL YOU. WHAT? WELL, FUCK YOU TOO, ASSHOLE!"
He stomped around outside for a minute before coming to me. "What the fuck are you doing?"
"Leaving you. You lost your management job for sexual harassment? All the time I thought you were playing golf, proud I had contributed enough to the household that you could afford your hobby again, you were off screwing sluts? Now you might get completely fired? I'm done, Mark."
I didn't see it coming. I bounced off the wall, hitting it hard enough to dent the sheet rock. Dazed, I tried to get up, and he grabbed me by my hair, raking three slaps across my face.
"You do not leave me, bitch. Not now, not ever. You understand me?"
I was crawling across the floor, trying to get to the door. He moved in front of me, kicking my arm. I felt it snap. I screamed, so loud the neighbors could hear. He covered my mouth, telling me to shut the hell up.
I think the only thing that saved me was the appearance of Tammy. I'd seen her earlier, and told her I was baking cherry pies later, and if she and Marcus came by they could take one home for dessert. I had left the front door open, and she just walked in. She saw my bloody face and arm at an awkward angle, the rage in Mark's face, and ran out of the house screaming.
He started after her, and fear he might harm her gave me strength. I slammed into him as hard as I could, knocking him over the couch. It gave me the time I needed, and I ran out behind Tammy, adding my screams to hers. The neighbors, hearing the fuss, were just coming outside.
I almost made it to Amanda's when he caught me, cursing at the top of his breath. Before he could swing, three of my neighbors, all female, swarmed him. One got a black eye, and one got a cut lip. He drew back to slap the other when a voice colder than the North Pole boomed out.
"Let's see you try that on a man, you bastard." It was Brian. Tammy had run all the way to his house to get help.
Mark, still pissed, swung. It was like watching someone hitting a punching bag, there was no reaction at all. You could hear the punch Brian threw, though, all the way to the market. The crack we heard was ribs breaking, followed by his jaw. Brian pulled back to hit him again when Amanda grabbed his arm.
"He's down, bro. Let the cops handle it from here."
Our oldest neighbor, Mrs. Roseman, had come out to see what the ruckus was about, and also called the cops. She video taped the whole thing on her phone, and came by to give it to me the next day. "I haven't shown it to anyone else, child. It's not my way. You may want the police to see it, though. It might help you."
It was a pretty tense scene when the police arrived. Several of the neighbors, husbands of the women he attacked, had shown up, and they were more than willing to handle it in house, so to speak. Soon there were two more squad cars and three ambulances there.
I got to go first. I had a broken left arm, a black eye, and a split lip that took four stitches. Three of the wives that defended me had bruises and contusions, but were treated and released.



Mark went last, handcuffed to the gurney, with four broken ribs, a broken jaw, and two teeth missing.
Amanda rode in the ambulance with me, leaving Brian with the kids. I didn't think it would be a good idea for him to be at the hospital just now.
Mark was arrested that night for four separate counts of assault resulting in injury, one count of aggravated assault resulting in serious injury, domestic violence, and assault on an officer, when he kicked one of the cops trying to pick him up. He was toast, his bail set so high no one was getting him out.
I was at the hospital overnight. When they released me Amanda was waiting. "The kids would have killed me if I hadn't come and got you. You'll be staying with me while we clean your house. You need to stay out of it and let us do it. Every woman in the neighborhood wants to help."
She sighed, and looked me in the eye. "Just so you know, if you decide to take the bastard back, it would be in your best interests to move. You'll be shunned, here, and two of the husbands plan to visit Mark as soon as he gets out of the hospital and jail. Understand?"
I did.
...
I stayed with Amanda for six days before moving back to my house. It was spotless, but I took one look at the master bedroom and moved my clothes to the biggest guest room. I missed a week of work, before going back. My arm was in a sling, my lip was still swollen, my black eye faded to a mottled green and yellow.
My boss took one look at me and frowned. "What happened?"
We were in his office, so I told him the truth. His frown deepened. "Where's the bastard now?"
"In jail. His bail is too high for anyone to get him out, and even if I had the money, he can rot before he can depend on me."
My boss was still angry. "Jerk needs his ass kicked. I hope someone was around to help you."
I grinned, wincing as my lip hurt. "Oh, he didn't go away unscathed. Three of my neighbors tackled him, and while they got hit, they did a lot of damage. His face is scratched up pretty good, and he's got a few bite marks on his arms. I hear one took three staples to hold it together. Then it got worse. His niece ran and got your friend Brian, and he broke three, no four, ribs and his jaw."
The boss grinned, and pointed to a picture on his wall. It was a much younger Brian, in the boxing ring, blood flowing out of his mouth as he stood over another fighter. "Light heavyweight, he was Golden Gloves regional champion. He went pro, and fought seventeen times, with a twelve, four and one record, before an accident forced him to retire. This is the fight where he beat the number twelve ranked fighter in the world. If he had lasted another couple of years, he would have been a champion. His legs are a little slow now, but his hand speed is as good as ever. I was his corner man."
I looked at the photo for a while, trying to reconcile the bloodied warrior with the gentle man I knew. Then I remembered hearing the crack as he broke Mark's ribs, and actually smiled. My hero.
Mark was remanded to county until his trial came up. There were fourteen witnesses there, but the judge stopped the DA from calling any more after four. He had the pictures of me beaten and bloody, arm hanging at a strange angle, Amanda with her black eye, Chloe with her split lip, Sarah with her bruises. They also had the video Mrs. Roseman had made.
The public defender tried his best, but he had no chance. Mark was sentenced to three years, minus the time served while waiting for trial. He would be eligible for parole in eighteen months, and he served his time in a medium security facility.
Mark wanted Brian charged, but he had swung first when Brian taunted him, so it wasn't seriously considered.
...
Screwing up my courage a few weeks later, I walked to Brian's house. He seemed a little surprised to see me, but his smile was worth the walk. My nose was assaulted with one of the most delicious smells I'd ever encountered.
"What's that smell?," came out of my mouth before I could stop myself.
"Well, hello to you to, Angel. I'm glad to see you are recovering nicely. That smell is chicken being roasted over cherry wood coals, along with a couple of racks of ribs and a small beef roast. I tend to go overboard when I break out the grill, doing several things at once so as not to waste the wood. They're just about to come off, would you like to stay for dinner?"
"Oh, I couldn't impo..." was all I got out before Tammy came in from the patio, giggling. Amanda and Marcus followed, and before I knew it I was led out to a laden table. I had a small portion of the ribs and chicken, dipped in homemade barbeque sauce, with potato salad, and corn roasted on the grill, smothered with pepper jack cheese, butter, and lime juice, along with tall glasses of lemonade. I complimented Amanda on the meal.
She laughed. "All I contributed to this meal was an appetite. Brian is the grill master, another of his hobbies. We're usually his test subjects when he concocts something new. Not that we mind in the least. Right kids?"
There was enthusiastic agreement. I saw Brian whisper to Tammy, and she disappeared into the kitchen, coming back to get Marcus to help. Twenty minutes later they came out bearing a tray. There were cherries, nuts, bananas, pineapple chunks and whipped cream.
"What's all this?"
"It's time for dessert, Aunt Angel."
I felt a flush come to my face. I was an 'aunt'! It was a wonderful feeling. Brian was watching me, a knowing grin on his face.
"And here's the ice cream!," he announced, putting the ice cream maker on the table. It was the most enjoyable dessert I'd ever eaten. I left with two plates, which Marcus helped me carry home.
I managed to get Brian alone while the rest of the family cleaned up. "Thank you so much for letting me intrude on your family. Dinner was delicious. You know, I only came by to thank you for saving me."
He smiled that heart melting smile. "Oh, I only contributed a little there towards the end. Your friends carried most of the load. It's nice to have a support system, isn't it?"
"More than you could ever possible imagine. I'd felt so alone for so long it's hard to take, but I'm learning. What I really wanted is..."
I stopped as Tammy whirled inside, asking me to help her gather the dishes. I ended up helping her wash up, rinsing as she stood on a chair to reach the sink. I complimented her on a good job.
"Uncle Brian says everyone should contribute in a family. I'm not old enough to cook, so he showed me how to wash dishes. Maybe by the time I'm old enough to cook there will be some cousins around for me to take over."
She grinned while she said it, and I felt goosebumps, and looked up, right into his eyes. His small smile made the goosebumps linger.
...
I used the card Brian had given me, and the divorce lawyer was everything I could hope for. I ended up with the house and his car, while Mark got to keep his 401 account, but he had to pay me maintenance for three years. He was served with a restraining order, effective for five years, keeping him at least five hundred feet away from me should our paths ever cross again.
Knowing I could never afford the house on what I made, I tearfully listed it. Brian saw the sign and knocked on my door. After a long discussion, Brian, my boss Jackson, and even my divorce lawyer chipped in their expertise, getting me on a government program for battered wives, reducing my payments almost sixty per cent without extending the mortgage. The only drawback was that if I ever remarried, I'd have to refinance, getting a conventional loan. I felt pretty safe signing the papers.
It felt so good to pull into the driveway of my very own home I must have grinned every time I did it for six months.
The neighborhood parties continued, and now I was a part of the group, I even hosted once or twice. Brian had a turn, grilling while everyone relaxed by his pool. I was still a little insecure, so I wore a one piece, but it was a very nice, very expensive one piece, and highlighted my assets, while downplaying my weaknesses. The only thing I was uncomfortable with was the built in push up bra and plunging neckline. It showed the girls off to full advantage, and Amanda, now my best friend, teased me about it.
"My, my, girl. Are those store bought? They look too perfect to be natural."
Chloe jumped in. "Yeah, hubby almost walked into the grill when you took off your cover. And conversation pretty much came to a standstill. They'll be a lot of husbands thinking about a certain woman tonight while they pound their honeys. I hope so anyway, we're in a bit of a dry spell."
"Too much information," screamed Amanda as the rest of the girls laughed. Then she turned to me, grinning. "What did Brian think of your suit? I know he looked hard enough."
"Stop it!," I laughed. "I don't know what he thought of it, you know how impossible he is to read."
"Well, honey, he is a fine looking man, and you're the first woman he's shown any interest in since his wife and kids..." Jenny trialed off, embarrassed. "I'm so sorry Amanda. That was thoughtless of me."
Amanda smiled, a sad expression on her face. "Can you believe it's been over four years? I still wake up sometimes, reaching for Steve. At least I still have the kids. Brian had his whole world ripped away. I was glad he was there for me, there for the kids. I just wish someone was there for him."
Amanda told the whole story one night, after we split a bottle of wine. Her husband was his best friend, and she had met him when Brian brought him home from college for the weekend. It was love at first sight. They married three days after he graduated from college.
Brian met his cousin one night, and while it wasn't the white hot heat Amanda and Steve had felt, they fanned the flames until they married. A year later Brian was the father of twin boys.
A few years down the road, Brian and Steve went in together and bought a little cabin at a secluded lake.
"We were all going up for the weekend, but Brian got caught up testifying at a trial that ran longer than expected. Steve and Sandy decided to go ahead, to get everything ready for when we finally got to come up. The boys wanted to go because Uncle Steve had promised them a canoe lesson after the house was set up."
"It was just stupid, really. A big rig was trying to beat the light and make a left turn, and lost control. The fully loaded truck smashed the car flat, the medics used the Jaws Of Life to cut the top off, but it was too late."
I was a total loss, but Brian pulled me and the kids through. He made all the arrangements for the funerals, handled all the litigation with the really excellent law firm he'd retained, old friends just doing him a favor. The trucking company settled out of court, seven hundred fifty thousand for him, half a mil for me. Plus we had a pretty hefty life insurance policy, and a flyer on the mortgage that paid the note off in case of accidental death. Between the insurance and the settlement, I have enough to keep my standard of living and assure the future of my kids. Brian was in the same boat, but he had no one, and money never really meant that much to him. I'm sure he'd give it all back with interest if it would bring his family back."
"I really believe if it hadn't been for me needing him so badly, he would have sold his house and moved away."
My heart was torn in two, the story was so sad. Amanda showed me a picture afterwards, of a young woman, a stunning redhead, with twin boys on her lap, when they were about three years old. They shared her flaming red locks. I wandered around my house for days, imagining the sound of tiny feet running down the halls, wondering how I would have handled losing a child. Not well, I'm sure.
As soon as word got out that I was single, I started getting hit on, and I wondered why, asking Martha, my manager, if all men were horn dogs now. We were at lunch, and a couple of guys kept staring at us.
"Honey, you don't get it, do you? Guys keep hitting on you because you're hot. Since your divorce, you're dressing better, changed your hair in to a much more flattering style, gotten more skilled with your make up. Men notice. And your legs, I would have killed to have legs like that when I was your age. If you ever wore a skirt that went above your knees, you'd start a riot if you went out onto the production floor. Notice how I've had to gather the status sheets from the floor managers lately? It's because if you you do it, production comes to a standstill. You have to have felt their eyes!"
I was stunned. "I thought I always looked professional. As for the rest, for the first time in my life I could look like how I wanted to look, not like someone told me to look. Should I dress down?"
"And break the hearts out of eighty six men who take their break a little early just to watch you walk from your car to the office every morning? Your dress is always proper and professional, it just professionally hot. Embrace it, girl, it'll help you capture the man of your dreams."
I snorted and spoke before I thought. "It hasn't so far."
"So, there is an object to your affections?"
"Yes, and every time he sees me he treats me like a queen. But that's as far as it's gotten. I think it's going to take me asking him out to get him to notice me."
We had to go back to work, but Mom, as all the girls called her, had a gleam in her eye.
Two weeks later she stopped at my desk. "Our company picnic is in two weeks, and you just got assigned to help. By me."
She sat and gave me a rundown. There really that much left to do, the food was catered, the games and activities for the children and adults professionally run, the entertainment arranged.
"What am I supposed to do, exactly?"
Mom grinned. "Your task is to get your man to attend. You've told me how close you and his niece and nephew are, invite them along, as long as he comes too. The way to am man's heart isn't always his stomach, child. You should study military history, my husband is a nut about that stuff, but one thing that has stuck is that you always attack on the weakest front, and his seems to be children."
"That's not really ethical, and I like his family too much to alienate any of them."
"Another nugget from military history. All is fair in...well, you get it. Make it happen, use some of that legendary charm of yours."
"That would probably work on mortals, but not this guy. He's got this ability to look right into your soul."
"Good, then he'll see what you're trying to do, and it will be out there."
I don't know..."
"Another military reference,from the Brits, I think. He who dares, wins."
"Enough! I get your point."
She stood, patting my hand. "Good. Into the breech, then."
"Stop!"
She gave a little mock salute and went back to her desk grinning.
...
I thought about it, a lot. I had the kids, I watched them occasionally so Amanda could go to the gym, or out with other adults for grown up conversation. I even kept them once overnight when she went on a date. The kids loved it, I loved it, but when Amanda came to pick them up she had sad eyes. I got it out of her on Sunday, as we sat in the shade and watched the neighborhood kids roam.
The date was a disaster. He projected an image of a nice guy, but when he got her alone the gloves came off, and he put a lot of effort into trying to get her agree to spend the night at his place. She was polite the first few times and then flatly said that it was never going to happen and she would like to go home, please, he stormed off and she had to catch a cab home.
I hugged her. "There are nice guys out there, hon. You're still young, and hot, and you'll find the right one."
"You're younger, hotter, and yet you're still single. When is your Prince Charming going to come along."
I sighed. "He has, Amanda, he just won't get off his horse and storm the castle."
She knew instantly who I was talking about. "You know he likes you. Give him time. He told me the other day it looked like you were over your ex, so maybe he'll call."
"I was over my ex before the first time he hit me, and Brian was the one who got me to see it. I didn't have a rebound period. Oh, I mourned the loss of my dreams, but not the loss of him."
I took a chance, and told her what my manager had said. Amanda smiled for the first time that afternoon. "Smart woman, your boss. I've always thought you had excellent sister-in-law potential, you're already the sister I never had. It would be really nice to make it permanent. I say we go with the plan. Leave the details to me."
She had me snuffling and hoping. With my support group, maybe I had a chance.
We lay the trap. I left brochures of all the things my company had ordered for kids on my kitchen table, knowing they would see. I was pulling a tray of cookies out of the oven, when Tammy saw them.
"What are these, Aunt Angel?"
I acted like it was nothing. "Oh, that's just some of the things we're going to have at our company picnic. Too bad I don't have any kids, I bet they would have a ball."
"We can be your kids," said Marcus, "well, for one day, anyway."
I hugged them both after I sat the cookies on a rack, before pouring the milk.
"I would be honored, my babies, but I have to help with the organizing, and I can't watch you and do that too. Maybe your Mom can come along."
"Sorry kids, I'm already helping with that charity fun run this weekend. If there was just somebody else..." Amanda tried her best not to look at me, afraid she'd start laughing.
Tammy was off like a shot, and soon she was back, her uncle in tow. "I found somebody. Unky will go. Please Mom?"
Brian grinned at me and I felt like he knew everything, but all he asked was when they needed to be ready.
I bet I changed outfits five times that morning before he pulled up in a convertible, the kids in the back seat. The thing was huge, old, my favorite color, bright yellow, and looked like it just rolled off the showroom floor. I arched an eyebrow and he laughed.
"Believe it or not, I didn't buy this thing. Well, not directly. One of my clients was going through a messy divorce, and he had to sell it anyway, so he gave it to me to cover his debt. The wife was furious, and I told her she could have it if she paid my bill. She never got back to me, so here we are. I rarely drive it, but it is growing on me."
I settled in and we drove away, the kids chattering nonstop. It was like we were floating along, and I told Brian that I was going to drive it home. He grinned, pulled over, and handed me the keys. "Here you go. Make a grand entrance."
Did we ever. The car had every man drifting over as I carefully parked, and of course, one look at Brian and the ladies were right behind them.
Martha came up and hugged me, laughing. "Yours?," she said, looking at the car.
"Not yet, but I'm working on it. It has some great accessories." We were both looking at Brian, in his tight tee shirt and cargo shorts, as he helped the kids out of the back seat. He looked up then, and smiled, like he knew every word I'd said.
The kids quickly packed up with the others, and were off, trying to do everything and see everything at the same time, the shrieks and giggles echoing over the park. I latched down on his hand and walked around introducing him. The single girls looked at his finger, grinning a little. I practiced my Star Wars Death Stare and held his hand a little tighter.
We wandered around while I pretended to check on things, until we finally found a bench where we could watch the kids. He sighed, smiling at me. "Thank you for this. It's good to feel normal again, to sit and watch the children play. It reminds me..."
He stopped, and I snuggled to him a little. "I didn't mean to..."



He stopped me with a finger to my lips. I had to fight an urge to flick my tongue across them.
"It's all right. I've moved on as much as I can, and I'm all right, most of the time, then something will trigger off a memory, in this case a good one. Thank you again. It's been a while since I've been this peaceful."
I snuggled harder. sliding under his arm. We sat for a few minutes, about a thousand years too short, before a shadow loomed over us. It was my boss. Brian jumped up, and people watched as my normally reserved boss hugged him, Brian hugging him right back.
His wife came up, also giving Brian a hug, before looking me over. I felt like she was making a threat assessment. In a way she was. I never knew until that day that she was a retired police detective, out of service because of wounds she had received in the line of duty. We shared a table during lunch.
"So, you and Brian?" The boys had gone off to try their hand at horseshoes or something, leaving us to talk.
I looked her dead in the eyes. "No, no me and Brian, but I'm working on it."
"Is he?"
"Not yet, but I've gotten some signs today, and I will be following up. I don't think I'll lie here, don't even want to try. I want him. I've wanted him for almost a year and a half, ever since I first met him. And I was married then. I wouldn't have done anything, and I know for a fact he would never interfere with a relationship(except maybe mess with your head to make you see things as they really are). But I'm divorced now, from an abusive, controlling asshole, and a lot of it because of some advice he gave me, indirectly. He defended me when my ex tried to beat me to death, helped me get my job when I was at a low spot in my life, he even helped me save my house, along with your husband and my divorce attorney. I owe him, but that's not why I want him. So yeah, me and Brian."
She was smiling halfway through my speech. "So you're the one. Hubby has already tried to scheme to get you guys together. One of his oldest friends and one of his newest hires,it seemed perfect to him. You could have knocked him over with a feather when he saw you together. If you need another member for your support group, give me a call. She wrote her cell down on the back of one of Donovan's business cards, and punched my into her phone.
By then the boys had returned, and he had some teen girls watch the kids while the adults played.
The DJ and master of ceremonies got everyone's attention.
"All right people, this one is called 'How Much Do You Know About Your Partner'. We'll ask a question of one about the other. It could be food preference, eye color, favorite alcoholic beverage, anything. The one with the biggest number of correct answers get a his and her spa visit. So get ready, here we go."
One of the single girls walked around with the questions, to be drawn from a Jar. The first one for us was easy. "What color are his eyes?" "They're gray." She looked at Brian for his answer. "Is there such a color as warm brown?"
The adults oohed and ahhed.
The questions got progressively harder, but it was like we had been together forever, or were just plain physic. Favorite color for him? Green. Favorite for me, yellow. When it got to those kinds of questions we had to write the answers on a grease board. We were down to three couples, then two. We had run out of regular questions, so they brought out the tiebreaker jar.
"These are a little more personal, maybe even embarrassing, but it's all in good fun, and if you don't want to answer, you don't have to."
We got through the first two questions pretty quick, then he pulled out the next one and grinned.
"All right, we have to ask this question separately, and you can't speak to each other or see the answer. They will be compared, and shown to the group. Ready?
I nearly died when I got the question. "What sexy lingerie does your partner say is his favorite?"
I don't know what they asked Brian, but it only took him a second to write something down. They showed the answers to the audience, to loud applause. I scribbled the first thing that came to mind.
When they showed ours, the group burst into applause,Jackson and Becky, his wife,were almost crying, laughing so hard.
Our competitions' answer? Hers, pink Victoria Secret thong and matching corset.
His? Nothing, he liked her naked. The way she frowned up, I got a feeling this weekend would be a long one for him.
MY answer? Black Soma pushup bra, trimmed in silver, and matching cheekie panties.
His answer? Black pushup bra trimmed in silver, with matching cheekie panties.
I was glowing red while he hugged me, whispering in my ear. "It's the only lingerie I've ever seen you in,and if you hadn't told me what it was, I'd have been lost."
"It's the only thing that came to mind. Oh, and I'm wearing them today."
I felt him stiffen, then laugh, keeping me in the hug.
It was twilight, the kids exhausted and flopped out on benches. We were getting ready to leave when the DJ played a slow song. He took me in his arms and led me to the dance floor they had laid out, and started swirling me in gentle circles.
We were the only ones on the floor, and I didn't care. I molded to him, moving as sensually as I could. I bumped him, and the bulge was obvious.
It was all I could do not to throw him down right there in front of everyone. Instead, when he tried to move away, I snuggled closer. When the song ended, he just held me in his arms for a minute. Then he drew back and kissed me! And he kissed me like he meant it! I was about to give his tonsils a tongue inspection when he pulled back, red with embarrassment.
"I'm sorry. I don't know what...," He had to shut up then, because it's hard to kiss and talk at the same time. When I turned him loose, we were both breathing hard, cheers and clapping echoing through the park.
We pulled apart, and he would have had to cut my arm off to make me let go of his hand. A few quick goodbyes, a kiss on the cheek for Martha, and we carried two tired kids to the car.
They finally held up long enough for us to buckle them in, and I handed him the keys.
"You drive. I have something that needs doing."
"What?"
"This," I said, sliding over the bench seat and settling under his arm. "Now drive nice and slow. After all, you're only using one hand."
He did, and we floated serenely down the streets, catching stares when they saw the car. It seemed to be just a second, and we were in front of Amanda's.
We carried the kids in, and they were sleepily trying to tell Mom about how much fun they had, but couldn't stay awake.
Brian had gone back outside, and was standing by his car. "I really enjoyed myself today. Thank you, Angel."
I felt like I wanted to melt every time he called me that, especially tonight.
"You're very welcome, my knight. Now, don't think for a moment this day is over. Drive your land yacht home, and walk back to my house. Give me an hour, all right? Don't you dare say no. Please?"
He didn't speak, but nodded. As he drove away I rushed into my house, showered, checked for stubble, did my hair, makeup, and slipped into the bra and panty set I had saved from that night long ago. I just couldn't seem to wear it after that night. I had told him I was wearing it earlier just to wind him up, and I'm pretty sure it worked. I watched until I saw him walking up the sidewalk, then scooted out back, hoping my plan would work.
I had left him a little note on the door.
"I'm outside, by the bench. Come out and join me."
I watched him from the darkness as he walked slowly out on to the patio, looking for me. The moon was full, as it was that night, and I was standing in the shadows.
"Over here, honey."
He walked out, and as he got close I dropped my robe and stepped out into the light of the moon, putting my hands behind my head and twirled twice with agonizing slowness. For once he was speechless.
I had stopped twirling and covered the space between us, pulling his head down, pouring my soul into his. His arms wrapped around me, holding tightly, but with infinite gentleness.
As the kiss deepened, his grip got tighter, Finally, I pushed out of his embrace, pulling him down to the bench, tugging his shirt over his head, and sitting in his lap. "This is much, much better.," I whispered into his ear, reveling in the feeling of flesh on flesh.
I moved around until I straddled his lap, guiding his hands to my breasts, happy to see he knew about the operation of front clasp bras. I shrugged out of it, melting at his hands caressed me, tweaking and rolling my aching nipples until I was whimpering. I could feel his hardness beneath me, seeming to throb with every heartbeat. I jumped up, shimmied twice, and placed the panties in his hand.
I reached out, pulling him up,and we went into my bedroom. We didn't have sex, we made love. He was in turns gentle and demanding, pushing me to the edge and over several times, before he reached his peak. It was almost an out of body experience. When we finished the first round, I rolled into him, snuggling, smiling as tears slid down my cheek. Brian, wise man that he was, said nothing, just caressed my hair. I'd had three lovers before the slug that was my husband, and Brian was shorter than two, but still had a very nice size, and most importantly, knew how to use what he had. Never in my life had I had multiple orgasms, mostly none at all. More importantly than my bodily reactions, I think my soul orgasmed, if you can grasp the concept.
I was planning more activities, but it had been a very long day, and the afterglow floated me into sweet dreams. I made sure to make up for it in the morning, waking him just before I slid down to his hilt, and rode him through two screaming climaxes before he lunged up so hard he almost threw me off.
We showered together, getting familiar with each other. By the time we were done, we were probably two of the cleanest people on the planet, and probably the most sexually sated.
I slipped on my sheerest, shortest gown, and made us coffee. He came in, accepted a cup, and we sat in silence for a bit.
"Do you want to talk about what happened?"
I grinned. "Not in the least. Well, maybe a little. All I have to say is this isn't a hook up, booty call, or one off. This is real. And it will get even more real as time goes by. I know you're not completely done grieving, but I can be patient. I had little to mourn, so it was easy to move on.
"Now, I moved far enough, and I've reached my destination, and it happens to be right beside you. When you're ready, we'll both know. At that time, I have expectations, expectations about a ring on my finger and a ceremony at a church, the eventual patter of little feet, and a happily ever after. If you can't see that future, tell me now, so I can let go of my dreams."
He pulled me over the table, giving me a perfect kiss, and sat back smiling. "I have expectations myself, you know. No one had ever affected me like you do, not even my wife, though I loved her deeply. I think I fell in love with an Angel in the moonlight, the first time I saw you. My feelings grew deeper every time I saw you, how sweet you were to everyone, especially children, how your true colors shined through in everything you did, every interaction you had. especially with me. So, for now, we're going to date, spend time together. And I don't expect to ever sleep alone, either here or at my house. So I'm willing to follow the program, and see where it takes us.
...
Amanda, Chloe, Martha, Becky, and almost every friend I'd made on the block and at work were at my house the next weekend, to get the scoop.
I tried to tell them, but I couldn't stop laughing or crying. I think they figured it out.
And we did go slow, much slower than I liked. He told me about his work, and his gift.
"it's rare but not unheard of. It's a combination of conscious and unconscious parts of your brain working in unison. And my training has helped. Many religious leaders, priests, rabbis, preachers, have it to some degree. So do sociopaths, politicians, and cult leaders. Mine just seems a little more developed. It has made me very successful, but sometimes I tire of seeing the worst of humanity. But then again, I think of the life I wanted for my boys, and our kids to come, and how much I want this to be a better world for them. So I swim in the cesspool minds of murderers, rapists, and child molesters, seeking the truth, to make the world better. Sounds a but idealistic, doesn't it?"
My head was still swimming with the words 'our children yet to come', but I understood, and told him so. I also made him promise, on the souls of those yet unborn children, that if it gets to be too much, he will walk away.
It was no surprise to anyone that we got married almost exactly a year later, in my back yard, under that cedar tree, as twilight fell.
...
"And so it came to pass that the Moonlight Angel was saved from the Ogre by the White Knight, with the help of a band of other Angels, and he carried her away in a shiny yellow carriage, to live happily ever after and have beautiful children. And that's enough stories for tonight. Now kiss Mommy and Daddy, and go to sleep."
"Is that really a true story, Mommy?" I kissed my five year old daughter on the forehead, then did the same to her brother. Apparently twins run in Brian's family.
"Every word."
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Flogging Molly. Dropkick Murphys. Enter The Haggis. Young Dubliners.
Just some of my favorite Celtic Rock Bands. I got this idea when my wife and I were at a concert in Morganton, N.C., listening to my favorite local Celtic Rock band, Uncle Hamish and The Hooligans. It was three years ago, so I don't know if they're still playing. If they are, look them up, maybe you'll become part of the Kilted Horde.
And thanks to the fortyish man in the camo kilt and the attractive young black woman in the short dress with him who sat beside us during the concert. They were obviously in love, and it made me feel good watching them. The main characters are patterned after them.
This is the first of three parts, in case you want to wait until they're all posted before you start.
This is for the girl in the black bikini.
..................................................
She got me good.
She had obviously been planning it for a while, and had gotten lots of advice. I truly never saw it coming.
Her timing was perfect. I had just completed twenty years with my company, had gotten a bonus of one months' pay, plus my regular two-week paycheck. The next day she cleaned out all the accounts, had me served, claimed I was abusive and had a restraining order in place. She had her lover moved in the next day.
To make it worse, he worked where I did as a supervisor in a different department. He grinned at me the next day and it took three people to 'persuade' me to keep it away from work.
It hadn't been love at first sight with Kim. She was one of those women who had been told they were pretty all their life, and had begun to believe her press. She was arrogant, egotistical and racist. We grew up and lived just outside Raleigh, North Carolina, and though she expected to live well, she had no clear plan on how to achieve it.
I met her at the company picnic. My boss was a bit of an odd duck, and invited many of his business associates as a mild thank you. His picnics were famous for their food and door prizes, and were very well attended. Kim worked for his accounting firm as a secretary and general helper. Her dad had called in a favor to get her the job. She actually had to take some courses at the community college before she was offered a permanent position. She wasn't happy, expecting her life to be different.
People ate, and socialized, and generally had a good time, waiting for the prizes. Vendors had donated some, but he looked at projected attendance and bought enough prizes to ensure everyone would win something.
The four top prizes, the ones that would go last, were a twenty four bottle wine cooler in stainless steel with a glass front, a really nice gas grill, a day at a full service day spa for two, and a thousand dollars, cash.
People groaned at their prizes while their friends laughed, then laughed when they got something just as goofy. Many of the small prizes were selected with the laughter value in mind. As the small prizes disappeared, and the prizes got bigger, the laughter stopped.
It came down to me, Kim, a black girl named Sophie, and a guy from our legal firm.
The lawyer won the trip to the spa, and Kim won the gas grill.
She really wanted the wine cooler, and was complaining loudly. It was obvious she had made several trips to the free bar.
Sophie won the wine cooler, and that meant I won the thousand. As I was picking up the envelope I could hear Kim.
"What's a nig..." was all she got out before her friend stamped on her foot.
"Ow! That hurt! But seriously, does she look like a wine drinker? Mad Dog, maybe. Everything else would be lost on her."
People were staring and Sophie looked like she wanted to disappear. I knew her, knew she lived with her mom and her two small kids. No husband, no child support, money was tight.
I walked up and hugged her.
"Congratulations, Sophie. If you ever want to sell it, I'll give you five hundred for it."
She grinned instantly, grabbed my hand and shook it.
"Deal!"
I handed her five of the hundred dollar bills. Turning to the lawyer, I offered him two hundred for the spa trip. He laughed.
"My wife has a standing appointment there, so it wouldn't be a thrill for her. It really is a nice place, but I think she would like the money better."
His wife was standing beside him. Her prize had been a dozen golf balls.
"Deal!" she said. "I'll donate this money in his name to the literacy council we help sponsor. I'll even give you the golf balls as a thank you. But truthfully, you don't look like a spa type to me."
"Oh, I'm not. But I have a friend who could use a little pampering." I turned and handed the certificate to Sophie.
"Here. You deserve this. Take your mother; I'm sure she'd enjoy it. I'll even watch your kids if you need me to."
Sophie was crying, and she and her mom gave me several nice hugs. I looked over at Kim.
"Ah, Miss Morris still want the cooler? I don't need it, I have the twelve bottle model at home. If you want to trade, I don't have a gas grill."
She looked hard at me.
"You've shamed me, sir, something hard to accomplish. I accept your kind offer, IF you invite me over for a meal. I'll even bring the wine."
She sounded sincere, so I accepted. She also congratulated Sophie, wishing her a pleasant trip to the spa.
..............................................
She came over, and complimented my cooking after we'd enjoyed a good meal. We drank one bottle of the wine she brought. I showed her my wines, and she was amazed at the volume.
"I got hooked on wine while I lived in Europe. Spent time in France, Germany, Portugal, and Italy touring the wine regions. A few of these bottles are from vineyards I had actually visited."
"How long did you live overseas? What part did you live in while were you there? I've never been out of the country; I'm so jealous."
I had loved living there, had quite a few fond memories, and some unpleasant ones.
"I lived in Scotland and England for three and a half years while I was in service. I took advantage of leave time to visit as many places as I could."
I didn't elaborate, and she changed the subject.
It was nice enough spending time with her that I asked her out. She accepted, and the rest, as they say, was history. We married. I hinted around about children, but she said she couldn't bear children. I concentrated on her, spoiling her.
The sad thing about spoiling someone is that if you do it long enough they become rotten.
A fact that occurred to me while I read the divorce papers.
................................................
I was reeling, not making good decisions. It got worse, all three of our vehicles were in her name, because I was always working and she had time to do the paperwork, and she threatened to have me arrested if I didn't give my truck to her. She was pushing hard for me to sign some papers, telling me she would see I was treated fairly, that I would get what she called a 'good deal' if I just let the divorce go through on her terms.
I finally recovered enough to get a lawyer. I had a good friend, a lot older, that helped me out of my funk.
"Snap out of it boy. She fucked you over pretty good. Now, are you gonna roll over like a good little bitch, or are you gonna finally remember you got a set of balls?"
I was coming out of my shock. Up until it happened I loved her deeply. Now I couldn't wait to burn the bitch to the ground. I told him so.
"Good" he said, handing me a card. "Three o'clock Monday. Don't be late."
I looked at the card. Donovan, Harris, and McGill. THE divorce lawyers in this part of the state. Maggie McGill, the woman seeing me was supposedly a shark walking on two legs.
.............................................
I showed up on time; and was ushered into a nice office, impressive with understated elegance. It said money with taste.
She was not what I was expecting. A third generation lawyer, granddaughter of one of the founders, she was twenty nine, tall, slender, with blue eyes and red hair that harkened to her heritage.
"Pleased to meet you, Mr. MacLough, I just wish we had met under more pleasant circumstances. Uncle Will speaks highly of you, and he doesn't do that for many people."
Well, that explained how I happened to be here. She asked me to tell her the whole story before we planned our response.
"It was a surprise. We weren't fighting, had a good social life. No kids, I guess now that was a good thing. We made love as often as we always did. She was never a bitch, never cut me off, never insulted me more than is normal in a marriage. We fussed, but nothing major. Five years, shot to hell."
She looked at me.
"Your wife must have been a hell of an actress. When did she have time to cheat? I see by your job that you don't take business trips. She works too, doesn't she?"
"Yes, she's a secretary at an accounting firm. Been there for years. We had to have two incomes to afford the house she wanted. I work ten hour shifts, so she's alone about three hours in the afternoons. Plus I work on my hobby business Fridays, but I'm usually home by five. She has a girls night out on Thursdays, but she is usually home by ten. I bowl in a league during the winter, usually Mondays and Wednesdays. I'm home by nine thirty. Not a big window of opportunity, although her lover works an eight hour shift."
She sighed.
"You'd be surprised. Unfortunately, I've seen it all. If they want too, spouses will always find a way. If you don't suspect anything, they can almost do it in front of you and you wouldn't notice."
I looked at her hand, noticing what can only be described as a rock on her finger. She saw me look and smiled.
"Yes, I'm married. Four years now. My last name is actually Stewart; I only use my maiden name in court, because of the family connection. Believe it or not, he's a family law specialist too. He's a firm believer in arbitration, and I love courtroom battles, the drama and intrigue. Between us, we've faced about every situation you could imagine, so we know all the pitfalls. Plus, we have an ironclad prenuptual, it would be very, very expensive and embarrassing to divorce, if you're the cheater. And we never take our work home."
"Now, what do you want? Any love left?"
It was my turn to sigh.
"None. I'm over the shock and grieving, and mostly over wanting to kill her. Now I just want shut of her and to get on with my life. Plus, I want my fair share of what we've accumulated together. I don't want the house, but I want my share of the value. I want my share of the vehicles too, but I don't want any of them. And everything else I can get."
So for ninety minutes we went over my finances and options, and formed a plan. I felt better when it was over.
"All right, we'll counter with adultery. It won't mean anything except in the court of public opinion, but some judges take it into consideration. You can also sue him for alienation of affection in this state if you want. You won't get anything, but it'll cost him in lawyer fees and public embarrassment. We could use it for leverage. She has no proof of cruelty, so we can get the restraining order dropped. Anything of personal value you feel like you need to get out of the house now?"
This had really been bothering me.
"Yes, I need some clothes, and I'd like to get my tools, weapons, and most of all my musical instruments."
She looked at me and grinned.
"Man toys. What do you have?"
I grinned back.
"My guitars, my tin whistles and flute, my accordions, and my pipes."
"Pipes?"
"Bagpipes. Nae for nougth be me name MacLough." I said in my best brogue.
She smiled.
"Part of my fee will be you playing for me sometime. I'll start the paperwork, get you in the house by tomorrow. That work for you?"
For the first time I felt good about my situation. "That would be great. Thank you so much. Now, who do I give this to?"
I had a cashiers check for twenty five hundred for her. She seemed surprised.
"Can you afford this? This is kind of a favor for my Uncle, and I know she emptied your accounts."
I smiled.
"She wasn't as clever as she thought. That hobby I mentioned? I'm a wood carver. Not like a professional artist, just whimsical stuff. I get hardwood scraps from a furniture factory, and pine and spruce pieces from a local mobile home plant. Plus your Uncle lets me cruise his woods for usable pieces. I have two craft shops up in the mountains that sell my stuff on consignment. I've kept that money in a separate account. Ninety eight hundred, so far. I was gonna use it to take her on a nice vacation for our ten year anniversary. Don't think that's gonna happen."
"All right, I'll take it, but she started this, so I'll try my best to make our fees payable by her. If it works we'll refund the money."
I left feeling a lot better.
.................................................
My wife was in for a set of shocks.
I met Maggie, Kim's lawyer, and a deputy sheriff at ten the next morning. Kim was there, along with the asshole, and she was fit to be tied. She made it plain he was there for her protection. The lawyers and the deputy sheriff just looked at each other and shrugged. I laughed.
I loaded my clothes, then things got interesting. The lock was broken on my gun case, and both pistols and one shotgun was missing.
"Kim, where's my weapons?"
She smiled. "Oops. We had a break in a few days ago. They were stolen."
Maggie and the cop just looked at her. The cop was pissed. I don't think her lawyer knew about it either. "Did you report the theft?"
She looked at the cop.
"Hadn't got around to it yet."
His eyes narrowed. "Anything else missing?"
"Just a few more things. His guitars and the rest of his instruments, some tools. I'll make a list and report it soon, I promise."
Maggie was furious and looked over at her lawyer. "Have a long talk with her, Bob. Tell her it would be in her best interests if those items could be recovered, quickly."
Kim nearly had a fit when she found out how valuable everything was. The guns were around two thousand, the tools a few hundred, but the instruments were worth over ten grand.
I had everything on computer, including serial numbers, for insurance purposes. The cop filled out a report, and gave me a copy. I remarked it would be really interesting to see what our home owners insurance had to say when the claim was filed.
She had miscalculated when she didn't clean off the computer, and threw a fit when I took it. I pulled the receipt out of our file cabinet showing I had bought it, so she had no choice.
"I need to move some stuff to my laptop first" she said, looking desperate.
"I'll see everything is emailed to you" said Maggie, with a smile.
"It's personal and private."
"Then it shouldn't have been on HIS computer. If it makes you feel better, we'll set it up at my office. Bring your laptop, and we'll transfer anything you want. Call me when you're ready. And if the court decides it's community property, we'll give you half the value."
We left, and I followed her back to her office. Her lawyer stayed behind, saying he needed to consult with his client.
Maggie was almost giddy. "I hope you didn't have anything embarrassing on your hard drive, I'm gonna have a guy take it to pieces."
"Well, it's just what you'll find on any normal guy's computer. A little porn. And I do spend some time reading stories on a site called Literotica and another, SOL. I always thought that stuff was just made up until a few weeks ago."
Next, although all the vehicles were in her name, the insurance was in mine. I canceled the insurance on the two that were paid for, but kept it on the one we still owed on, and instructed the insurance company that when it came due in two months she was responsible for the bill. I neglected to tell her, and two weeks later the state sent a trooper to seize the tags. Kim almost got arrested, especially when he told her it was a hundred dollar fine and a two month penalty period before she could get her tags back.
I had bought a little Ford Ranger from Will. It had been for sale before my troubles started, and knowing my circumstances he gave me a really good deal. It was almost twenty years old, but was in pretty good shape, mechanically and cosmetically. I actually enjoyed driving it.
All that was legal for her to drive was the truck, and it had a manual transmission, and she didn't know how to drive a stick. I recorded the screaming, profanity laced tirade I got from her on my phone.
Maggie had her experts take apart the computer, and it sank Kim.
Her whole affair was revealed in detail through emails. Her lawyer tried to prove we had invaded her privacy, but the computer was my property. She had sold my musical instruments on Ebay, and I got them all back in three months. The guy who bought my pipes really didn't want to give them up, but was looking at charges of receiving stolen goods if he didn't. Never got my weapons back, but she had to pay me the retail value. My tools turned up at a pawnshop two towns over, and surprise, surprise, they were traced back to her lovers' brother. Another bargaining chip for me.
I could have charged her with theft and selling stolen goods, but agreed not to for more favorable terms in the divorce.
When the smoke cleared, she lost big time.
I didn't want the house, so she and her lover had to buy me out or agree to sell it. They couldn't afford it, so it was listed. She was living in it until it sold, something she didn't think would happen soon. The real estate company actually managed to sell it pretty quick at almost the asking price. Kim tried to stall but had to sign the papers.
I got my choice of the vehicles, so I took her SUV and left her the truck(and the payment)and the Mustang. Returning half the money she had taken out of our accounts made her ill. She even had to pay my attorney fees, which she complained about bitterly. The free and easy lifestyle she and her lover conspired to have me finance evaporated, and they had to struggle to pay the bills.
Was I happy? No. I felt good about the divorce, but not that I had to have one. Reading her emails, how she belittled me, the scorn she felt for me, didn't help at all. Apparently, I was just another dumb redneck with no ambition. I still didn't understand, and she was damn sure not going to tell me.
I stayed in a funk for a few months. I got out, went to bars and parties, but stayed depressed.
I was in my woodworking shop, an old garage I had rented from Will, playing a dirge on my pipes when my friend Tony stopped by. He was behind me when I played, and I didn't see him for a couple of minutes. I let the pipe drain of air.
"Damn, that was depressing. What was that?"
I grinned. "A dirge. Fittingly, it's called 'Maclough Comes No More'."
He picked up my Martin, and we played a few reels, upbeat, happy stuff. When we stopped I was grinning. He grinned back.
"You know what? I think it's time for Mad Tam to return."
Mad Tam was my alter ego, a persona I had developed when I played in a band with Tony and some friends years ago. I had quit before I got married, after six years. Mostly good times, as I remembered.
"That was a different world. I'm forty now, I'd look kind of silly."
"You're a well preserved forty. You could still rock an audience if you felt like it."
I thought about it. He pushed.
"Tell you what, dude; bring your stuff over to Dave's barn this Saturday. We're cooking out, and we could jam some, just for fun. What else you got to do?"
The short answer was nothing, so Saturday at six, I was parked in their driveway. Dave was another old band mate. I had lost contact, and heard he got married.
We were all around forty, except for Dave's wife, a cute little dynamo of thirty four, and a young couple, her nephew and his wife. We ate, socialized and had a few beers, before Dave ushered us into his barn. He had knocked out the stall walls, leaving a big open space. There was even a little band stand on one end.



It was fun. Seems the nephew could play drums, and his wife was a damn fine fiddle player and singer.
We had played mostly traditional songs, and during a break Robbie, the drummer, bitched.
"Could we play something that I can actually stay awake for all the way through?"
I put down my pipes and picked up my accordion, whispering to Dave and Tony. I asked Molly(how Irish is that? She even had red hair)if she knew the piece. She instantly lit up.
"Count it off, Robbie."
Salty Dog, by Flogging Molly. It was fast, loud, and a ball to play. We were a little rough at first, but by the third time we ran through it we were almost perfect. Then we went off into the Young Dubliners, Waxie Dargle. My tin whistle and her fiddle complimented each other.
Dave's wife, Amy, was a killer keyboard player, and after an hour it was like we had been playing together forever. We didn't run out of steam until after one in the morning.
The older couples were grinning, but Robbie and Molly were walking on air.
"We gotta do this again!" he gushed, while Molly laughed and step-danced across the floor. I surprised her by getting up, with my pipes, and doing a little sword dancing, and finishing with the hornpipe while Molly played her fiddle.
"Where did you learn that?" she said, after we finished.
"From my grandfathers, Fergus and Ewen MacLough, may their souls rest in peace. And from some friends I met while I was in service. Where did you learn step dancing?"
"My mom teaches. I'm first generation Irish American, she came from County Dare when she was seventeen and never went back, except for her honeymoon and her twenty year anniversary."
It was late; everyone had a bit of a buzz, so Dave put us all up for the night. I got an air mattress in the barn, but slept surprisingly well. Amy and Molly fed us all a big breakfast before sending us home with a solemn promise to come back the next Friday.
I was in a great mood all week. Many of my friends commented, saying they were glad I was back. I actually saw Asshole twice, and grinned at him both times. Word of what happened had gotten back to the owner of the company, and her lovers' chances of advancement evaporated. Everyone knew his days were numbered; the owner liked me and hated cheaters, especially ones in his employ. Hearing they were having to live tight to afford the new house made me smile.
I had landed in a nice apartment, one of several duplexes owned by Uncle Will. With my new-found freedom I had very few bills, and could actually work in my shop at night without guilt. My pieces were selling well, and the two shops kept urging me to do more. I did, for a little while, before I backed off to my old level. It was getting to be more of a job than a hobby.
Friday nights at the barn occurred every other week, and more and more people were starting to attend. One night they had a little ceremony and presented me with a new tam. Molly had seen old pictures of me with one on and had ordered it for my forty-first birthday. I had let my hair grow longer than I had in years, and it looked good with it. At least the girls thought so.
It had been eight months since Kim had dropped the bomb on me, and I was surprised at how little I missed her now. I had no trouble recalling her deceit and treachery, but our married life seemed to fade into fuzzy memories that just didn't seem real. Maybe I hadn't loved her as much as I thought, or maybe she had managed to kill that love so completely it had no meaning in my memories. Regardless, I had seen her once or twice and it didn't really bother me. As long as she lived in her world and left me alone, I was fine.
Molly and Robbie were friends with the owners of a pub/dance hall called O'Douls who were thinking about bringing in some Celtic inspired bands to pick up more business on Fridays and Saturdays. They had invited them out to the barn to listen to us play, and before the night was over we were committed to the following Saturday.
We held a short meeting. Dave, Tony and I had been down this road before, so we knew what we were getting into. For Molly, Robbie, and Amy it was a new adventure.
"All right" I said, "if we do this, let's do it right. This can be a lot of fun, but I really mean this, the first time it becomes a job, or you don't feel like playing, it's over, at least for me. I've discovered life is too short to do things you don't enjoy. Agreed?"
They all nodded assent.
"Right then, let's decide. What kind of band do we want to be?"
I saw confusion in the three who hadn't done this before. I explained.
"Do we want to do just rock tinged pieces? Do we want to do some traditionals, some acoustic sets? My suggestion, do them all. It'll give us a broader base, and more opportunities to play."
"And we need to develop a show. Any fool can stand there and sing while they play an instrument, but if that's all they do, they might as well be furniture. They'll be forgotten by the time the patrons get home. If you put on a show, add some humor, develop a hook that people will remember, they'll talk about it. That way, the next time they decide to go out, and see us advertised in the entertainment section of the paper or the internet site of the bar, chances are that we'll be the ones they come out for. That will make the bar owners happy, which will mean we get more bookings, and more money."
I paused. "And it probably wouldn't hurt if we had a name."
This led to a long debate. Celtic and Gaelic names were discussed, but we opted for something simpler, something easy to remember.
Robbie came up with the winning name. In the late nineties a British party band called Chumbawamba had a hit with a song called Tubthumping. I really liked it, and had played it once for him and he had looked them up, adding it to his favorites.
"How about The Tub Thumpers? It's a party sounding name, while sounding old fashioned at the same time. It's catchy, and easy to remember."
We all agreed it was great.
We talked about a hook, and Tony and Dale suggested I wear one of my kilts.
It'll be unusual, and it'll get attention" Molly giggled, "after all, what's sexier than a man in a skirt, playing the accordion?"
They broke up laughing but talked me into it.
................................................
Show time. It was a brand new experience for three of us, and it had been a long time for the rest. I held a pep talk before we went out.
"I won't tell you to relax, or not be nervous. That's natural, the first few times. I will tell you to remember we're getting paid to be on that stage, so be professional, and do your best. Ready to rock these people?"
They were.
We came out, all but me. They started out playing, and I strutted onto the stage in full dress, kilt, sash, white shirt, vest, knee socks, and a sporran. And of course, my tam. The only thing nontraditional was my black Rocky combat boots.
We did a rocked out version of Scotland the Brave, probably the most recognized bagpipe piece in the world. In a few minutes they were clapping and some were dancing. When it ended a few just stared at me. I mugged for the crowd.
"What? Is me slip showing?" I said, using my best brogue.
That brought a round of laughs. I put down the pipes and strapped my accordion on.
"Flogging Molly" I said, and we ripped into an extended version of Salty Dog. The crowd was getting into it, dancing, clapping. trying to jig along.
We switched and did a Corrs song, Angel, with Molly and Amy singing in harmony. I played my tin whistle as a counterpoint to Molly's fiddle. The crowd was actually cheering. We did a few traditional jigs and reels, fast paced and fun, before doing a slow ballad. We finished up the set with All Around My Hat, an old Steeleye Span song, with tight harmonies and a blasting rock guitar. By then we were soaked in sweat and breathing hard. The fifteen minutes were appreciated.
I was too wired to sit down, so I worked the crowd. One girl, already a little tipsy, asked what the standard garb under a kilt was.
"Nothing" I said, looking her in the eye. "Where do you think 'going commando' comes from?"
I left her with her mouth hanging open and her friends laughing as I jumped back on stage.
We finished the show with a Dropkick Murphys song, Going Out In Style, about an Irish wake. We rocked it, and the crowd soon figured out the words and sang along.
We got handshakes, hugs, our backs patted, and questions about where the songs came from. I had gone over this with them all, be nice, answer questions if you can, engage them in conversation for a bit. Word of mouth advertising was priceless.
The owners were ecstatic. We were booked again for two weeks out, they already had another group scheduled for the next.
We rehearsed, adding new songs, fine-tuning others. Added a few comedy bits, worked on some acoustic stuff.
The place was packed when we played again. The managers had posted pictures on their Facebook account, and comments from customers. We tried not to disappoint them.
................................................
I let my hair continue to grow, and had started sporting a handlebar mustache, something I had always wanted to do. Like Molly, I was a redhead.
We were getting really good responses when we played. The entertainment editor for the local paper heard us one night, and they did a spread on us the next week.
Alternative to rock, in the best possible way.
"The Tub Thumpers are a high energy group, mixing bagpipes, accordions, rock guitars, Celtic fiddling, thundering drums, excellent keyboard work, and a driving bass line into something better than the individual parts, and a whole lot of fun. Definitely worth seeing, if you're out and about. They'll be at O'Douls this Saturday and the Irish Rose Pub next Friday. If you're looking for a fun night, look no farther."
We could have played three or four nights a week, if we had wanted. We decided not to, early. Dave and Amy had two kids, and Tony was divorced, with a daughter, and he made it absolutely clear the weekends he got with her were the most important thing in his life, so we only played every other week end, sometimes squeezing in an extra Friday.
We had been doing it for about five months, refining, getting better, until we were a well oiled machine, almost flawless. Tony and I were the only singles in the band, so we got hit on a lot. It was fun for a little while, and we were careful, no marrieds, always with protection. It was no strings attached sports sex, fine if that's what you wanted, but we both realized how silly it was for forty somethings to act like teens, and we both slacked off.
Molly and I had become close, and she had adopted me as a second father, a role unusual for me. I was kind of glad Kim and I hadn't had children, knowing how rough divorce was on them. Still, deep inside, I wished I'd had a chance to experience fatherhood. I tried to make up for it with Molly.
It was street festival time in our area, local towns having them on successive weekends to avoid competition. We played several, some acoustically, some as a full on band. We were something different from the usual fare, and were pretty well received. We even got booked into a couple of county fairs, and played for some pretty big audiences.
Amy and Molly had found a site on the internet that sold custom-made kilts, and surprised us one night, coming on stage in matching kilts. Not traditional kilts, they were pink with little white poodles. Not to be outdone, Robbie ordered one that was black with little skulls and crossbones. Tony and Dave gave in and ordered ones in camo print.
We knew we had a following when people asked where we got them, and started showing up at our shows wearing them. One guy even set up a website for our fans, calling it "Clan MacThumper". We even had a couple of YouTube videos out, professionally made, to advertise for new business.
I had arrived early for practice, and was noodling on one of my accordions, loosening my fingers. I had just seen Annie Get Your Gun the night before on AMC, part of a Howard Keel marathon. I had seen them all before, my grandmother was a huge fan.
Without thinking, I was playing 'Anything You Can Do I Can Do Better'. Molly had come in without me noticing, and suddenly she played counterpoint on her fiddle. I looked up and grinned, singing the first line. Amazingly, she knew the lyrics, and we did the whole thing. When we stopped, laughing, the rest of the guys broke into applause, having come in while we were playing.
"We gotta put that in our set somehow, maybe as a comedy point" gushed Amy.
We all agreed and we worked with it until we thought we had a workable version.
The Starlight Room was a little more upscale than the pub type places we usually played, but they wanted us, and were willing to pay us a little extra. It was frequented by a more highbrow clientele, professionals like lawyers, doctors, upper-management country club types.
They were a bit stiff during the first set, but had loosened up the second. At the start of the third I went onstage alone, with my accordion, and started playing 'Anything You Can Do'. Molly joined me and did counterpoint, and we got into a little mock argument while the rest of the band took their places. We got progressively louder until Amy interjected.
"Guys, Guys, stop!"
She paused, looking over the crowd.
"I tell you what. We'll let the audience decide. I'll take a microphone and go around the room. We'll ask both guys and gals to say something their sex can do better than the other. The one with the best answer gets a free round of drinks for their table. Is that all right with you guys?"
The crowd got into it, laughing and cheering. We started playing the song, stopping when she did to hear what they said.
It went from the expected to the obscure. Working on cars for the guys, domestic stuff for the girls. Most answers were booed. One guy, obviously an architect, shouted out "Design things!"
Molly spoke up, surprising us.
"Eileen Gray, Art Deco style."
Apparently there was a large contingent of architects in the bar, because names flew fast and furious.
"Kazuyo Sejima!" "A.T. Mann!" "Frank Lloyd Wright!"
It would have gone on but we declared it a draw and moved on.
"Keep a secret" was also declared a draw.
"Better cooks" said a woman. This time I jumped in.
"Rick Bayless, Jacques Pepin, the Deen Brothers," I named a few more before I ran out. Okay, so I watch a lot of PBS.
Amy answered for the women. "Paula Deen, who do you think taught those boys? Rachel Ray, Lydia Bastianich, JULIA CHILD!"
Another draw, but the crowd was having fun.
"Time for one more. I'll make it easy, just for the women. Name one thing that there is no doubt women can do better than men."
There were a few tries, but nothing major. There was a woman waving, trying to get our attention. I pointed her out to Amy.
I had noticed her before, it was hard to miss a woman of such beauty. She had long black curly hair that hung halfway down her back, skin a light cream color that spoke of non white ancestry. A great body, and full sensuous lips. Oddly she was with a group of women. I couldn't see a man alive not wanting to claim her. Ladies night out, I guess.
She stood, looked right at me, and smiled brightly.
"Fake an orgasm," she said in an upper crust British accent. The crowd roared in laughter, as the air drained out of my accordion.
"Men, we stand defeated," I said into the microphone, "give our winner a round of applause."
Amy jumped back onstage, and we played an upbeat, rousing set of reels and jigs.
We had fooled around with some old Van Morrison stuff. I didn't get to sing much because of my pipes, just when I had the accordion or a guitar, but they let me sing this one. I looked right at the woman who had won the contest while I sang 'Brown Eyed Girl'. An odd look came on her face, then a little smile. I think she enjoyed it.
After the show I saw her talking to Amy and Molly. Molly rode back with me from the club, grinning at me.
"What?" I said, finally.
"Somebody likes you!" she said in a little singsong voice. It made her sound like she was ten years old.
I couldn't help grinning. "Now who would be interested in an old broken down bagpipe player?"
She punched my arm. "You're not old! And you're a fine looking man. I've often thought your ex-wife was an idiot to let you go."
"I have to say I agree with you there, baby. Now, which one of those geriatric goddesses was interested in me?"
I couldn't keep the humor out of my voice. It had to be the cougar at the club, fifty if she was a day. Still looking good after some very expensive work, probably courtesy of an ex. She was definitely prowling. I shot her down gently, and noticed her at closing time on the arm of a very drunk twenty something, smirking like crazy as he latched down on one of her store bought boobs.
Molly laughed.
"Not them. This one is younger than you and very pretty. She was asking all kinds of questions about you while we packed up, most noticeably if you were attached. I was very happy to report your single status. I'd bet my fiddle she makes a run at you tomorrow."
"Did this dream woman have a name? Will I recognize her?"
"As much as you were staring at her tonight, I don't think you'll have any trouble. She was the contest winner. Her name is Amanda Abasi."
My hands tightened on the steering wheel. "You're kidding right? She's way out of my league. And I'd bet my life she's under thirty."
Molly giggled. "You're probably right on both counts. Still doesn't stop her from being interested."
She leaned back against the seat and was asleep instantly. Molly sleeps like a rock, and it took me and Robbie both to get her out of the truck. He was grinning.
"What'd you think?"
"About what?"
"About Amanda. Personally, I think she needs glasses. Or she might have been drunk. Maybe she has a redhead fetish."
He was enjoying this way too much.
"What I think is it's not nice to tease an old man about something he could never have. Goodnight, Robbie."
We were playing there again the next night, a rare thing for us. I thought about it as I fell asleep.
.........................................
True to what Molly said, she was back the next night, with just one girlfriend. She smiled, talked to us on breaks, told us how much she enjoyed our music.
The ice finally broke while we doing our 'upskirt' skit.
Molly, Tony, and I were on stools with acoustic instruments, doing some slow ballads, when Molly started giggling on cue. We stopped playing.
"Anything wrong?"
"No, no, let's keep playing."
Two minutes later she was giggling again.
"For heavens sake girl! What is wrong with you?"
She giggled once more and pointed at Amanda and her friend. "They're trying to look up your kilt!"
I dropped my tin whistle, grabbed a mike, and jumped off the stage, charging them. "Is that true, young lassies? Trying to get a cheap thrill off a poor, hard-working musician? Shame on you."
Her friend was almost crawling under the table in embarrassment, while Amanda just grinned. I kept ranting. "I have feelings you know. I'm not just a piece of meat. Well, answer me! And I'm up here, stop staring!"
Amanda just grinned and shouted out so the microphone picked up.
"You all think so. I admit it, I was staring. Just what DO you have on under that kilt?"
I played it up for all I was worth.
"So this is what it's about. You want a peek at me knickers? Pervert. Well, go on then, have a good look, ye shameless hussy!"
I turned my back and bent over, sticking my rear in her face. This is usually the part where they glow red and stutter. She just reached over and flipped up my kilt, exposing the black Speedo I wore when we did this, just in case. Like I said, I work out a lot, and I'm proud to say I'm in pretty good shape.



Before I could move she reached up and slapped my ass. "Ooh! Nice and firm! Just how I like them."
The crowd roared and I played it to the hilt. I stood and started blustering.
"Well I never...you cheeky girl! Ye've seen me knickers! Now we have to marry to save my virtue."
"I'll have to see a lot more than your knickers before I consent to marriage, just to make sure you measure up. And I'd bet your virtue is long past rescuing."
People were laughing so hard they had tears in their eyes. I surprised her by jumping into her lap.
"You silver tongued temptress! Kiss me!" I was batting my eyes, trying to look sultry. I think no one was more surprised than I was when she grabbed my head with both hands and gave me a hard kiss. No peck on the lips, but a full on kiss that lasted long enough for her tongue to slide across my lips, asking permission to enter. I was just starting to kiss her back when she stopped. By the look on her face she was as amazed as I was.
I jumped off her lap. She patted my bottom twice before I could get out of reach, giggling.
Hopping back on stage, I yelled at the crowd. "Miss Amanda Abasi, ladies and gentlemen. Give her and her friend a big hand!"
She seemed surprised I knew her name, but waved when the spotlight hit her.
..................................................
She came up as we were packing our equipment, chatting with Molly and Amy. Her friend was nowhere to be found.
She smiled at me and batted her eyes, while Molly giggled. "Seems I'm stranded. Would my future husband consider taking me home? After all, we're not strangers now are we? Maybe we could stop somewhere first, fancy a coffee?"
I could listen to her talk all night. Her voice brought back some very pleasant memories, and a few painful ones.
I stuttered before I could get out that I'd love a coffee. Molly and Amy gave me a push.
"Well, off with you then. We'll finish packing up. Bye, Manda."
She took my hand and led me out, giggling when she saw my little truck.
"Oh, bit of a redneck, are we?"
I just grinned, dropping my brogue.
"Yes I am, darlin'"
We stopped at a Denny's, about the only place open at that time. Amanda surprised me by ordering a full breakfast. I just had coffee. She filled me in on her history between bites.
Born in England, to a British mother and a Kenyan father. She was white, he was half white, which explained her skin tone. She paused.
"Any problem with that? The biracial aspect, I mean?"
"Not in the least. It gives you quite the exotic look. I like it."
She flushed a little before continuing.
Raised in Kenya, her parents divorced when she was twelve, and she moved back to London. Studied at Edinburgh before coming to the states to get her medical degree at Duke, she had a year and a half of residency to go before she was done. She started university late, and she was twenty nine. I got the feeling her parents had money. Young, beautiful, rich, a doctor, way out of my league.
She pried until I told her I was forty-one. She seemed surprised, thinking I was mid-thirties. I told her I had been pretty much raised by my grandparents after my parents died, that I had been in the military, that I was a simple factory worker, part time musician and woodcarver. She already knew I was divorced.
"Whose fault?" she asked, with what I found to be her usual directness.
"I don't really know. She threw me out, if that matters. Already had my replacement lined up. Never gave an indication she was unhappy, never gave us a chance to fix things. She won't talk about it, and I don't care enough anymore to try and find out."
It was almost four before I got her back to her apartment. She had roommates, so I didn't go in. She gave me several very nice kisses, to the point the windows were steamed, before she jumped out.
"See you next week," she cried, as she rushed to her door.
Huh? When? I didn't even get a number.
...............................................
Despite the heavy ribbing I got from the guys, I had pretty much forgotten about it. I wrote it off as just another little rich girl walking on the wild side, slumming a little.
Imagine my surprise when she showed up at the barn while we were loading our equipment the next Saturday. We were playing back-to-back weekends, something rare for us. Tonys' daughter was off at band camp so he was available. It was close to vacation time, and everyone wanted to make a little extra money, so we decided to work. We were getting more money as our popularity grew, to the point that we were making more doing this than at our regular jobs.
She sat at the band table, making it plain she was with me. I got hit on by a very drunk woman, and she didn't like it at all, telling her in no uncertain terms I wasn't available. I got a little glimpse of her temper, filing the information away. I still couldn't see her attraction to me.
I took her home again, stopping for breakfast. We chatted some before I hit her with the question that had been on my mind all night.
"Manda, what's going on here? You're young, obviously well off, and very beautiful. I'm an average guy, twelve years older, a factory worker. I don't see this going anywhere."
She sat up straight, a slight flush on her face. "Direct and to the point. I like that in a man. I'm attracted to you, for a combination of reasons. Maybe I like older men. Maybe I've got that redhead fetish Robbie talks about. Maybe I like your gentleness and unassuming style. Most of the men I've dated are doctors, lawyers, businessmen. Most are alpha types with bloated opinions of their self-worth. They're more worried about how I'd look on their arms at social events than what kind of mother I'd make. Let's get to know each other. If it goes nowhere then so be it. All right?"
I still didn't see a future, but was so charmed by her I agreed to a date the next Friday.
Of course I caught hell from the band, and Amy and Molly lectured me several times.
Don't be late. Make sure my SUV was clean and shiny. Bring her flowers. Take her somewhere nice for dinner.
When I had enough I stopped them.
"Enough! Molly, I was dating when you were in diapers and Amy was in middle school. I think I can handle one night with a beautiful woman."
That didn't even slow them down. Finally Friday came.
I had trimmed my hair, waxed my mustache, put on a nice suit. I had made reservations at an upscale steak house for dinner. She had on a simple, knee length red dress that set her complexion and hair off perfectly. She was a walking dream.
We complimented each other on our looks and went off to dinner. I was surprised when she ordered the sixteen-ounce T-bone. The baked potato that came with it must have weighed two pounds. There was nothing on her plate when she was finished. Then she ordered dessert and coffee.
"How much do you weigh?" I blurted out.
She flushed slightly. "You're old enough to know that's something you should never ask a woman, but around one fifteen. Why?"
"Where do you put it all?"
She grinned. "I've always had a high metabolism, plus I hit the gym four days a week, minimum. You?"
"Same. More when I have the time. And my metabolism isn't nearly as good. Age and heritage, I guess."
I did share her dessert.
I had made no plans for after dinner, and asked what she'd like to do.
"Do you dance?"
"A little" I said, thinking back to my grandparents. My grandmother ran a dance studio, and my grandfathers taught me traditional Highland dances. Dancing had been part of my life since I was six years old.
We hit a club she liked. I felt a little out of place, age wise, but I'm proud to say I didn't embarrass her. In fact, as soon as her friends we sat with saw what I could do, I lived on the dance floor for an hour. Amanda finally grabbed my arm when a slow tune came on and we swirled out onto the floor.
Her lips were a little tight, her eyes narrowed down. "Remember me? Your date?"
"Sorry honey. They're your friends. You didn't seem to mind dancing with others, I saw that little bump and grind exhibition."
Her face flushed.
"That guy was an ass! If you stayed with me he wouldn't have had an opportunity. No more dances except with each other, agreed?"
I held her a little tighter. "Agreed."
The guy that did the grind asked her to dance when we sat one out. She declined. He insisted.
"She's with me, and she said no. Go away." I could probably been a little more polite.
Alcohol may have dimmed his perception of reality, or maybe it just made him stupid.
"What? You gonna stop me?"
He was leaning over the table now, smirking. I stood, my six one overshadowing his five nine or ten. It's hard to tell how tall someone is while they're sitting down.
"Maybe," I said. He shrank back.
Amanda stood, taking my arm. The one that had the fist at the end of it. "Now honey, you promised me you'd stop beating up every asshole that hit on me. The last one spent three days in the hospital, and I think you made him sterile when you kicked his equipment to mush. You'd have been in a world of trouble if he hadn't thrown the first punch. Let's dance."
Just before we left the table she looked the guy up and down."I suggest you leave. The club, not just the table. Next time I won't stop him."
He scurried off.
"Would you have hit him?," she asked as we twirled across the floor, snuggled together.
"I don't know. Maybe. I can't abide rudeness in any form, part of my nature and upbringing, I guess. And you were with me, and he knew it. Does it matter?"
"Yes. If you're violent or overly jealous, this isn't going to go far."
"I apologize. He was about to say something rude about you, I could tell. I won't have someone with me disrespected. I admit being a little jealous, but I'm not a violent person. If you're uncomfortable, I'll take you home and bother you no more."
She snuggled a little closer.
"I believe you. Just don't let the caveman out too often, please. And I'm glad you feel enough to fight for me. But it is late, and I have to work tomorrow. Last dance, all right?"
Since it was the last dance, I made the most of it, snuggling her closer, until I felt myself getting aroused. I tried to pull back but she giggled and held me tighter.
We steamed up the windows again before I walked her to her door.
"Next week?" she said, hopefully.
"Sorry, love. We're working both nights."
"Where? Do I need to ride with you, or should I meet you there?"
That little speech made me warm and fuzzy.
"Meet us at the barn at five; we usually have an early dinner together before we pack up."
I smiled all the next week. We talked every night, sometimes just a minute or two, once for an hour and a half. I admit it, she stirred something in me. Still didn't see a future, but was happy to get what I could.
...............................................
She was at the house when I got there, helping with dinner. I've never seen anyone make an apron look sexy before, at least with the rest of their clothes on. I eased up behind her, grabbing her and twirling her around while she screamed.
"Arsehole! You could give a girl a heart attack!"
She took the sting out of her words by smiling, and giving me a nice little kiss, while the band just grinned. She served me, over my objections, saying a good African woman always took care of her man first. I reminded her she was in America, and here we served each other as equals.
"I'll remember that the next time I need pampered," she said with a grin.
We played the gig, to a receptive crowd. Our fame was spreading.
The next night we were into our second set, when SHE walked in. Kim, my ex. I don't know who was more surprised. She was there with a group from her office, and two girls from my plant. Asshole wasn't in attendance. Tony saw me grimace, looked where I was staring, and saw her. Of course, he told everyone at the table during break. Amanda was extremely interested, even getting up and walking past her table to get a good look.
She had a strange look in her eyes when she came back. I grabbed her, plopped her on my lap, and gave her a big kiss.
"Showing off in front of the ex?"
She was a little stiff.
"Damn right. I want her to get a good look at you. You're younger, a lot prettier, and better educated, and all round a much better person than she would ever be if she lived to be a thousand. Even if there's nothing between us, I can't help rubbing you in her face. If it makes you uncomfortable, I'll stop."
She had started smiling until I got to the last. She frowned a little, then leaned in and gave me a big kiss.
"A show it'll be then," she said. Her smile made me nervous.
We changed the playlist a little, in honor of Kim. We started off with the song we had taken our name from. Tubthumping. Molly and I took wireless mikes and walked out into the crowd, singing, the whole band joining in.
"I get no doubt, when I get up again, nobody's gonna keep me down."
We sang it standing right in front of her table. The crowd had heard us do it many times before, and were singing along. She was definitely looking uncomfortable. Amanda had disappeared, and before I could wonder where she came up to me, a mike in her hand. There is very little singing in the song, mostly repetitive rhyming. She had changed into a kilt, in the national colors of Kenya. It looked great on her.
At the end of the song she and Molly were draped on me like they were extra appendages. The look on Kim's face would have soured milk. She left shortly after the end of the set. The girls were grinning like mad.
She was quiet on the ride back to the barn. After the equipment was unpacked and stored, we left.
"Breakfast?" I asked, expecting her to say yes.
"Yes, if we can have it at your apartment when we wake up tomorrow. I think it's time I found out what's really under that kilt. You show me yours; I'll show you mine."
I was like a deer caught in headlights. She laughed, taking my hand.
"That is, if you really want to."
I probably set a land speed record for a twenty- year-old truck getting home. I was in a hurry, but she slowed me.
"Easy honey. We've all night and a long future, I hope. We can shag later. Right now I really need you to make love to me."
So I did, peeling every piece of clothing off her like I was unwrapping the best present ever. Thoroughly kissed every inch of skin as it was exposed. When I dropped her kilt, I was surprised to see nothing under it. She saw my stare and smiled.
"Commando. Do you like it?"
I answered by dropping to my knees, kissing my way up her thighs. I nibbled, kissed, licked, brought her to her very first orgasm with me, standing up. She fell into me, and I picked her up, putting her gently onto my bed.
She grabbed me, pulling me on top of her. I could feel her hard nipples rubbing over my chest. She tried to swallow my tongue for a minute or two before she pulled off me. There was actually a popping sound as we came apart.
"Remember me asking you to take it slow? Forget that. Give me a proper shagging, man of mine. Now's when the caveman needs to come out."
I did my best. She was dripping wet, so I slid all the way in in one motion as she gasped. The situation didn't call for finesse, so I pounded her hard. Missionary, doggie, bent over the bed. I don't know how long it lasted, but it seemed like forever. I was pretty sure she had at least three more orgasms before I finally couldn't hold back. It felt like a gallon when I let loose. There was a massive wet spot on the bed.
As we snuggled afterwards, I told her we'd change the sheets before we slept.
"Why? I expect to add to it before we're done. I think I earned the right to sleep on them if I want."
We rested for a few minutes before her hands found me. I figured it would be a while before I was ready, but she had me hard as a rock again in less than ten minutes.
"My turn to drive," she said, sinking down on me.
She rode me for a bit, then turned. As soon as she was in position she started slamming up and down, hard. When I felt myself getting close, I twirled her around and entered her in a missionary position, so I could see her beautiful face.
................................................
I woke to sunlight streaming through my blinds, wondering why I was so happy. Then I felt her move, and remembered. She was spooned in to me, her mane of hair obscuring her face. I stroked it softly, and she mumbled something I couldn't understand, snuggling deeper. I didn't want to move, ever, but nature wouldn't be denied. I eased out of her embrace, pleased to see her frown a little.
I took care of my needs, and started a shower. Just as I got under the spray she stumbled in, gloriously naked. Unselfconsciously she plopped down, relieved herself, and then joined me.
"Ooh, nice and warm. Will you scrub my back, honey?"
How could I refuse an offer like that? I ended up washing her whole body, and she returned the favor. After we were convinced we were completely cleaned, she led me back to the bed by my erection.
"I'm a little sore, my darling, but it was more than worth it. Let me do this for you, I owe you from last night."
She must have worked on me for thirty minutes, but it felt like hours. It took her five minutes to get me all the way in. Then she would back off until just the head was in her mouth, tongue twirling, before she plunged back down. I warned her when I got close, and she sped up. I erupted with a groan, and she never slowed down. After a few more minutes of slow bobbing, she slid off.
I think it surprised her when I pulled her up for a long kiss. She finally fell back onto my chest, sighing.
She mumbled softly, again something I didn't understand.
"What did you say?"
She smiled.
"I'm sorry, just something in Masai. If we stay together I'll tell you. Right now, be happy I said it, even if you don't know what it is."
She refused to say more. Changing the subject, I asked her about the tattoo she had on that cute little butt.
"It's a Masai shield over crossed spears. It's the same design as the one on our national flag. What does yours mean?" she said, tracing the outline on my bicep.
"When I know you better I'll tell you. It's a symbol of some personal history."
She smiled. "Fair enough. Let's strike a deal. The day I explain what I said, you give me the history of your tattoo. Deal?"
"Deal." I said, kissing her to seal it.
................................................
We dated for another three months, growing more and more in love. I really wasn't surprised when I got home and found a note on my door.
"Needed to move something, love. Borrowed your truck. Be home by seven."
She had keys to my apartment, and while unusual, it didn't bother me much that she had taken the truck, until I remembered she didn't drive.
I got my answers when she showed up with Molly at the wheel. The truck was packed to the gills, as was Amy's minivan. The girls piled out and started unpacking.
"What's going on?"
Amy just grinned, Molly actually laughed.
"She's moving in, dumbass. Why is beyond me. Close your mouth and use those muscles for more than lifting weights for a change. Oh, and she said your couch has to go. Can't blame her on that one; that thing's hideous."
Amanda was standing back, going from one foot to the other, trying to gauge my reaction. I let her wonder for a minute before I grinned.
"I liked that couch! But on the other hand, I don't love it, I love you, so I guess I'll just deal with it."
It was the first time I had ever said I love you to her. She went pale, then jumped on me, wrapping those great legs around me while she tried to kiss my lips off. Amy and Molly just watched for a minute.



"If I turn the hose on and squirt them, reckon we can get them apart? I need to get home. Robbie might try to cook supper again. That ended badly the last time."
Amy just laughed. "Help me empty the van. We'll leave it to them to sort everything."
We broke apart and helped, getting it all inside. She told me she didn't work the next day and she would sort everything out then. I was glad, I didn't think she'd get half her clothes in my, er, our closet. She ordered pizza, opened a bottle of wine, and took me to bed to begin what I hoped would be the rest of our lives together.
................................................
We had been together for four months, settling quickly into a domestic routine. Her time off varied wildly, so we spent as much time as we could together when it happened. She assured me in a little over a year she would have a more normal schedule.
"We need to house hunt, honey. This apartment isn't big enough."
She was snuggled to me after a bout of lovemaking. She had learned if she wanted something, this was the best time to ask for it.
"Big enough for what?" I asked idly, stroking her nipple. She pushed my hand away.
"Don't distract me. Children. This apartment is not big enough to raise our kids in."
I think I may have passed out. I know I went blank, because when I returned to my senses she was propped on her elbows, her hair falling onto my chest, while she looked at me with anxious eyes.
"Ewan, Ewan! Are you all right? I didn't mean to say that out loud. Forget about it."
I think she was shocked when I pulled her into me tightly, feeling the tears on her cheek.
When I calmed down, I kissed her with as much passion as I could muster.
"You're wrong, love of my life. We WILL be talking about it, very soon. Let me process it, all right?"
She agreed, happy I wasn't angry, and snuggled back down.
..................................................
I took Amy and Molly with me, swearing to quit the band if they told. Four jewelry stores before I found the right one. They were amazed.
"It's beautiful!" said Molly, admiring it on her finger. Amy had to have a turn, and I almost didn't get it back.
"It's so expensive!" she said, as I slid it off her finger, "Can you afford it?"
"I'm a Scot. We're a thrifty lot. Yes, I can afford it."
That Saturday, they were both grinning, looking at Manda. She noticed.
"What?" she said, "what are you up to?"
They put on innocent faces.
"Nothing. Just looking forward to tonight."
Luckily, she let it drop.
I waited until the second set. I was playing a slow tune on my accordion, solo. Stopping, I looked out over the crowd.
"Ladies and gentlemen, let me ask you something. Do you know what luck is? Maybe providence would be a better word. It's when you get something, something you don't deserve, something you're not worthy of, but it becomes yours anyway. When that happens, if you have any integrity, you treasure it. You keep it safe from harm. You keep reminding yourself that you don't deserve it, and it's your responsibility to try to prove your worth to it the rest of your lives."
The bar had gone quiet, even the heavy drinkers were listening. It was as if they instinctively knew something important was about to happen.
"I've had some misfortune in my life. Lost my parents when I was very young. Lost my grandparents, who raised me lovingly. I was in the military, lost friends, people I had grown to love as only a comrade in arms can.
"My marriage failed, unexpectedly. For me, anyway. Then something happened, something so wonderful I still have a hard time believing it."
Amy had come up and helped remove the accordion, and Amanda found herself propelled onto the stage, the whole band pushing her. Her eyes grew wide, as I introduced her.
"This is Amanda Abasi. This is the wonderful thing I'm talking about. For unknown reasons that flies in the face of all I've come to expect, she loves me. "
I dropped to one knee, watching her dusky skin pale.
"And I love her, more than I could ever believe it possible to love someone. Amanda, honey, will you marry me, please?"
I held out the ring, watching her eyes glow as she slipped it on her fingers. Amy held a microphone to her lips.
"Yes," she said in a whisper, as she collapsed beside me.
The crowd erupted in cheers. Some of the women, including Amy and Molly, were crying. The guys took their places and started playing, while we stayed on our knees, kissing. I think I sat out three songs before I could recover enough to get back onstage.
We had a video crew filming our sets for a new audition DVD, so I got the whole thing on tape. I didn't know it, but they released it on YouTube as a prelude to a song. It got three hundred thousand hits, which I thought incredible, and made the Tub Thumpers well known.
...............................................
One of her friends back in Cardiff saw it, and told her mother.
To paraphrase the Queen, we were not amused. It was a pretty hot conversation.
"Amanda! What are you thinking? A Scot?"
She laughed. "It's worse than that, Mother. He's a Yank."
She couldn't talk for a second. "Really? Is he a doctor, too?"
"No, Mum. He works in a factory."
"A common factory worker? I forbid this. Amanda, you need to come home, get over this foolishness."
Amanda had thought it was pretty funny up until that. "Mum!" she said sharply, "I am home. I'll understand if you don't need to be at the wedding. Maybe I'll send you pictures. I'm going now. Goodbye, Mother."
You can't slam a cell phone, but it sure looked like she wanted too. I cuddled her.
"Don't worry, I'm sure she'll come around. Want me to talk to her?"
"No. Mum has always been a bit of a social climber. She had her heart set on me marrying a royal, you know Knight, Earl, that sort of thing."
I grinned into her hair, glad she couldn't see me.
"Maybe you will, someday."
She giggled. "I did get a Knight. Sir Ewan of North Carolina, who makes me feel like a Queen."
Her father came for a visit. He was a small man, five six or seven, maybe. I always thought the Masai were tall. Mandy was taller, five ten, and when she wore her four-inch heels she was exactly eye level with me. I liked that, a lot.
I don't think he liked me at first, but he didn't actually dislike me either. I found out where Amanda got her directness from, and wicked sense of humor.
"Are you going to be a good husband?" he asked, out of the blue.
"I'll do my best."
He tried to keep a straight face. "You better. I'm not giving the bride price back."
Amanda was watching us. In a tradition Masai wedding, the groom must gift the father with a black bull and two black cows, along with a ram and ewe. The ram is slaughtered for the wedding feast, and the rest of the livestock added to the family herds. You were also supposed to give the parents gifts of alcohol. I arranged to send her mother three cases, Scotch, of course. She never acknowledged the gift. Amanda and her Dad thought it was hilarious.
I did a little research, found out what top of the line cattle and sheep were going for, and presented him with a check. He was surprised when I did it, even more surprised I had taken the time to learn a little of their customs.
It was symbolic of course, he ran a successful business, and lived in a tenth floor condo.
He turned to his daughter.
"Daughter, I think you need to complete your necklace."
A Masai tradition, the bride must weave her own necklace, using materials important to her personally, and the tribe as a whole. I looked them up; they tended to be quite large.
She smiled, both shyly and proudly.
"I've been working on it since our first date, my father."
I don't know which of us was more surprised.
She asked me after he left what he meant when he said I was a senior warrior, the third highest rank in Masai culture, lower only to junior and senior elders. I told her I would explain every thing before the wedding.
...............................................
I had to admit, I couldn't understand why she chose me. Had a lot of sleepless nights, wondering if she would come to her senses one day and leave me. She was beautiful, young, obviously intelligent. I'd attended a few hospital functions with her, and while I'm not a toad, I still saw the looks from her friends and coworkers occasionally.
It led me to want to be more for her, so I sat down with the owner of my company.
James was a good man. He served three tours in Vietnam, and would have been a career man, but he got wounded badly at the end of his last tour. He was a strong supporter of vets, he even helped talk me into joining the National Guard at eighteen. His policies were very liberal, if you got called up, you could return with full seniority, and your service counted towards retirement. Over half his employees were vets.
"What can I do for you, son?"
"You know I'm getting married, right?"
"Of course I do. Anne and I expected to be seated on the grooms' side of the church."
"You will, sir. Right up front, but the reason I needed to talk to you isn't about that. I don't know if you know, but she's a doctor, almost done with residency. I know I don't deserve her, so I want to be able to prove myself worthy. If the offer is still open, I'd like to get into the management training program."
He'd been trying to get me into management for years. I never wanted to, before now.
He grinned. "Finally met someone who got you off your ass, huh? Good. Let me make a call."
He called HR. "Julie, I need you to change the salary structure for Ewan. He goes off hourly Monday. He'll be the manager trainee in finishing. Mark can actually retire now. I'll send him along in a bit, so you can explain the perks and expectations to him. Start him at the top of the trainee scale, all right? Yes I'll tell him. Thanks."
He looked at me and grinned at my expression.
"Well, go on then, she's waiting, and take tomorrow off, I'll make sure you get paid for it, a gift for finally making the right decision. Take your sweetie out, show her a good time. Don't be late, Monday."
I tried to thank him but he shooed me out, laughing.
.................................................
I followed his advice, surprising Manda by sweeping her into my arms and straight into the bedroom when I got home. Forty minutes later, when I thought I'd have to learn to walk again, I asked her what she wanted to do, because I was taking her out.
"Dance!" she said, happily.
"You got it, honey." I said, groaning inwardly.
We showered together, and she tried to play. "We can go out, or we can stay home and play. Your choice."
She smirked and said both, dancing first.
I was never so happy. We went to the club she favored, found some of her friends, and had a great time. I was getting our drinks at the bar, watching her move with grace as she danced together with her friends, when a man I didn't know slid in beside me, ordering a drink.
"You and Amanda are together, right? I'm Dr. Krall, her supervisor at the hospital."
He had an accent I couldn't place, I found out later he was from South Africa.
"Yes, we are." I said shaking his hand. I instantly disliked him, and wondered why.
"Well she's a beauty, to be a kaffer."
"She's Masai," I said, not understanding.
He laughed.
"No, kaffer means black, you know, a darky. I'm surprised a Southern man like you would go out with her, knowing your heritage. She is quite attractive,though, I wouldn't mind a few discreet encounters with her, myself. What's the word you people use again? Nig..."
That was all he got out before I slammed his head into the bar, and shoved him into a corner. I held him up, my face in his.
"If you ever talk about my future wife like that again, I'll kick your ass all the way back to where you come from. If I hear about any blow back from this little conversation, you'll need your own team of doctors. Get the fuck out of here, before I start now."
He stumbled out holding his nose. I may have broken it.
I came back with her drink just as the song ended. She took one look at my face and her smile died.
"What's wrong, love?"
"I just ran into something disagreeable, but I'm fine now."
I gave her a big kiss while her friends giggled. When I let her come up for air, she said: "Home! Now, you caveman."
The girls heard her, and when I grabbed her and threw her over my shoulder, they howled.
We spent a very pleasant night.
...............................................
She gave me the evil eye when she got home the next day, mumbling in Masai. I'm pretty sure I didn't want a translation.
"Honey, have I ever introduced you to my boss?"
"I don't think you have, love. Why?" It was the truth, SHE had never introduced us.
"Because I was on the sixth floor, showing my ring to the nurses at the station, and mentioned your name. There was a crash behind me, and when I turned around Dr. Krall was standing behind me. I helped him pick up his clipboard and laptop. When we stood up, I was stunned. He had a big bruise on his nose and both his eyes were black. I asked what happened, and he said he'd run into something. Any comment?"
"Only that as long as we are together I'll never allow you to be treated with disrespect or cruelty."
She sighed.
"He's my boss. If you piss him off, he could make things difficult for me. He controls the schedule; he can find out your hours and make mine the exact opposite. Do you want that? I don't. So if the occasion arises and you are in his company, behave."
"I'll be as polite as the situation calls for," I promised faithfully.
She gave me a flat stare before she smirked. "I must admit, his raccoon imitation was quite amusing to the staff. He's not very popular."
That was all that was ever said about that.
.................................................
"Ewan, old boy. How are you? I'm in New York, business you know. Dreadfully boring. I'd like to see you. Shall I come down, or make transportation arrangements?"
"Colonel, excuse me, Lord MacLiesh, how are you? I'm afraid I can't get away, but I'd like to see you. I've become engaged, and I'd like you to meet her."
Lord Archibald MacLeish, Earl of Ferth, old friend, comrade in arms, and my commanding officer for four and a half years.
"Come Ewan, I'll always be just Colonel to you lads. So, a lassie has finally captured your heart. I hope she's better than your last. Dreadful girl, really; I never liked her, but didn't want to interfere. Good riddance."
That was the Colonel, right to the point.
"Oh, I think you'll like her. You've always fancied the pretty ones."
We talked for awhile, setting times. I'm sure Amanda will be impressed. He could be quite charming, if the mood struck him.
"Does she know our history?"
"No, Colonel. I'd like to tell her at the right time, so please don't bring it up."
He smiled.
"You Americans, so modest. All right, me lad, we'll do it your way; but you need to tell her before the wedding. As soon as I tell Fergus and Colin, they'll want to come to the wedding, and you know how loose their tongues can be when they're in their cups."
"I will, sir. I promise."
We talked for a few more moments before he rang off.
................................................
"Amanda, honey, I have an old Army friend coming by. I really want you to meet him, he means a lot to me. I'm sure he and his wife will be at the wedding."
"Finally," she giggled, "someone to tell me about your sordid past. I can't wait."
She was definitely impressed when she met him. He was only five five, and weighed no more than one thirty; but he had what can only be described as a 'commanding' presence. It was all I could do not to snap to attention. He was about fifty-seven, but he was anything but a mild little man.
His family had been in service to the Crown since there was a Crown. They had been at Waterloo, on the high seas, every skirmish and action possible all the way up to and including both world wars, and everything since, including the Falklands, Iraq and Afghanistan. One of his ancestors had even been military governor there in the eighteen seventies.
Despite having to walk with a cane, his bearing was still military.
He took us out to dinner, telling her in general terms that we had served together in the Middle East and Scotland, and that I was a loyal and trusted friend. He had her charmed after the first hour, making her promise to visit him in Ferth as soon as possible.
She snuggled up to me as we drove away from dropping him at the airport. She knew me too well.
"Well, he dropped enough hints to pique my curiosity. When are you going to tell me the real history between you? He made it seem like an interesting tale."
I tightened a bit.
"Very soon, love. Before the wedding, I promise."
I sat in thought after she went to sleep. Wonder what she'd think of my tale?
................................................
As always, thank you for your time. There will be two more parts to this story, both already finished, so there won't be much of a wait.
Q
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The wedding was getting closer. And we both were getting nervous.
Her mother had decided to come, at the last minute. Amanda was a mess. I probably didn't help much.
"I'm sure we'll get along, honey. And if we don't, it won't matter. I'll still love you. But, if she starts trying to change your mind, or belittles either one of us, I have no problem asking her to leave, politely or forcibly, it really won't matter much to me."
I think it surprised her.
"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," she said wanly, trying to smile.
I kissed her fiercely. "Nothing will ever come between us. Ever. I'll always love you. Always. Every action I take from now on will be tuned towards your happiness. You are the most important thing in the world to me. Understand?"
She hugged me tighter, crying lightly.
"Thanks, honey. I think I needed to hear that."
"Speaking of things you need to hear, I promised to tell you the story of my tattoo, as well as other things about my life. Now is as good a time as any."
We were snuggled together on the couch, tea and scones on the coffee table. She wiggled around until she was comfortable.
"All right honey, tell me of your wild and misspent youth."
..................................................
"I wish you had met my parents. They were really great. We weren't rich, but I never lacked for anything, especially love."
"I was eleven when they passed. It was no one's fault, they just hit an icy spot and slid into a river. It was cold, dark, snowing heavily, masking their tracks going over the bank. I'd like to think they didn't suffer."
I felt her tighten her grip while I continued.
"An only child, if my grandparents hadn't taken me, I'd have ended up in the system, and who knows how I would have turned out."
"They lived near, and I was there a lot, listening to my grandfather tell stories of his time in Europe during the Second World War, or how he met grandma an swept her off her feet."
"Grandma owned a dance studio. I don't think she made much off it, but it kept her fit and away from grandpa. She loved him but said she needed outside interests to keep her sane. I could waltz before I was seven, tango at eleven. It gave me confidence, and when I hit middle and high school, I was ahead of the curve. The fact that I wasn't shy and could dance well made me popular with the girls, not so much with the guys."
"I took a few of my friends to my grandma, and she gave them a few basic lessons. It helped, and soon some were taking regular lessons. One was a cornerback on the football team, and when his balance, speed, and agility increased, he told the coach it was from taking dance class. He came in one night, observed, and soon almost every one on the team was a student, even a few of the coaches. The team got the nickname 'Dancing Fools Of Central High', we even performed routines with the cheerleaders during halftime. People laughed, but we won enough games to make the playoffs three years running, and once we won the state title for our size. The school even brought her in as a consultant, to teach the basics in PE class."
"When I was thirteen one of grandpa's old war buddies showed up for a visit. He never left. His name was Fergus MacLough, the same last name as ours. They had been stationed near each other, even did a few joint operations. When he found out there was a Yank named MacLough, he looked him up. They became fast friends."
"They taught me how to shoot, how to behave as a young gentleman, and box. All and all it wasn't a bad life."
"When I was sixteen my grandfather passed away. It was the only time I saw Fergus with tears in his eyes. He never moved out of the house after the funeral, and eighteen months later he married my Grandmother. Grandma passed four years after the wedding, and then Fergus passed when I was twenty five."
"There's a strong tradition of military service in our family, going all the way back to the Civil War. A MacLough never seemed able to back away from a fight. It was pounded into me by my parents and grandparents, and later by Fergus, a career military man himself. I joined the National Guard when I was eighteen. At first we were called out for floods, snow storms, things along that nature, but when the first Gulf War happened I opted to go active."
It really wasn't a war. It didn't last two months, my part anyway. But it was a really intense two months, for me. You never forget the first time you're in combat. I'm proud to say I upheld our family tradition."
"After two years, I went back into the Guard, going home to my factory job with no interruption in seniority."
"Then came 9-11, and every thing changed. I didn't have to volunteer, they called us up, and off we went..."
"The Taliban was NOT the Republican Guard. Those guys were serious, and the end justified any means. Women, children dying, it didn't matter, as long as they got their target."
"Of course, we didn't know how serious they were, at first. But we learned real quick."
I paused for a second, to catch my breath and order my thoughts. Amanda snuggled a little closer.
"It was my second tour, and I ended up very near a Scottish troop. I was like a bear to honey. We mingled occasionally, and when I introduced myself to a couple, using the light brogue my step grandfather had instilled in me, they were shocked."
I grinned, remembering.
"I would ride the few miles between camps every week or so, or my two best 'mates', Charlie Wallace and Angus Jones, would make it a point to pop over. My guys could always tell when I had been around them because of my speech pattern."
"The day my life changed was the same as all the ones before, miserably hot, dusty, making you wish you were anywhere but where you were."
"The Scots were encamped at what was one time an old castle from the times of the Crusades. The real estate had changed hands many times over the centuries, and lastly it was an important mosque, commemorating a great victory of defeating the infidels for the last time."
"Of course, it had changed hands again, and was off limits to the faithful, a fact that had the Taliban incensed."
"They hadn't seen action in days, routine patrols with no sign of activity, so they were relaxing, cleaning gear, had a homemade grill going, roasting a lamb they had bought locally. No one had their vests on, it was just too hot and they thought they were secure. I was there because Charlie was a piper, and he'd just gotten his pipes. He was supposed to play that afternoon, and when I showed up with three bottles of Scotch and three cases of beer, they welcomed me like a long lost brother."
I shut my eyes, picturing it in my head.
"The best bottle of Scotch went to their commander. 'Compliments of my commander, sir.' I said, watching his smile spread."
"Excellent," he said, grinning. "Give my regards to your Captain. Tell him to be careful, we'll make a proper Scot of ye yet, laddie."
The first volley caught us all by surprise. His top NCO went down immediately, dead before he hit the ground. His lieutenant was hit, his arm almost completely torn off. And the major went down right in front of me, shot through the thigh, the bone broken and sticking through. I was hit at the same time, but I had my vest on. Still broke a rib."
"They still don't know how so many of them got so close without detection, but they estimated the enemy later at at least sixty. The Scots had forty men. Four died instantly, nine had serious wounds, and maybe half a dozen more slightly. Of course, we didn't know that at the time. The ones who could started returning fire. There was a real danger we would be over run."
I paused, remembering the cries of our enemies, the screams of our dying and wounded. I could still smell the dust and the blood.
"I grabbed the Major and dragged him into the command building. He was raging by then."
"Get me a weapon, laddie. Now!"
"I grabbed a couple of light machine guns and a half a dozen magazines. He covered me while I grabbed the lt., raging at me to get under cover.
I could see the blood gush from his shoulder. He'd bleed out if it wasn't stopped soon. He was a big guy, but fear and adrenalin gave me what I needed to handle him like a child. Angus had made it by then, and between them they were keeping most of the Taliban under cover. The other men had found what cover they could, returning fire when they actually had something to shoot at.
We doctored the lt, putting a tourniquet on his shoulder and filling him full of pain killers."
"The Major was railing at the attack, frustrated because they were pinned down. They had gotten a sniper into position and he had already hit three men, killing two."
"Somebody needs to get that bleedin' sniper, give the men covering fire so they can retreat! I bet they're about out of ammo."
I stopped, feeling her snuggle into me tighter. Stopping to kiss her hair, I sighed. It had been a long time since I'd thought about that afternoon.
"I knew he was right. Things were getting a little tense, you could hear the cries of the wounded and the screams of the dying. Looking at their weapons locker, I saw a couple of their sniper rifles. I grabbed one and ran out the back. The commander and Angus thought I was deserting them. As I was going out the back I noticed Charlies' pipes and without thinking I picked them up."
I ran into the mosque, climbing into the minaret on top. There was a PA system there they had used to call the faithful to worship. I knew I needed to provide a distraction, so I switched it on and started playing, strutting back and forth. diverting their attention. It worked, because it took them a little time to process what they were seeing."
"I know what I had done right before I started playing was stupid, but it seemed the thing to do at the time. Fergus had given me his old tam before I left, for good luck. He'd worn it on the beach at Dunkirk, one of the last pipers to play in a combat situation. He'd been shot twice before he had to stop playing, and had two holes in the tam, bullets that had missed his head."
I paused, while she watched me, eyes wide at the narrative. "I took off my helmet and put it on. When I started playing it was like everybody stopped, wondering what the hell was going on. I stopped as fire started concentrating on me, yelling into the microphone. 'Retreat, retreat! Run, you wankers!'
I had forgotten about the sniper, until I was hit, again to the vest, resulting in two more broken ribs, the bullet strong enough to go through my vest and lodge just under my skin. I went down, but the distraction had proven to be enough. Most of the troop had gotten to safety."
By now the Scots had gotten under cover and mounted a determined defense. Seeing a golden opportunity slip away, the Taliban concentrated a lot of firepower in my direction. I was hurting like hell and unfamiliar with the weapon, so I wasn't as accurate as I wanted to be. Through the scope, I could see a knot of men who had to be leaders, especially one, yelling instructions.
I wanted to take the leader out, but hit another man close beside him. When his head just seemed to explode they started ducking for cover. I emptied the weapon, hoping to keep them down long enough for me to get away."
I was idly rubbing my side, remembering the pain.
"It worked, until they came up with an RPG. I saw it through the scope, threw the rifle down, grabbed the pipes, and beat feet down the stairs. I almost made it when the RPG hit, and the whole thing came tumbling down. They told me it took them two hours to dig me out, and they found me huddled over the pipes, protecting them. By then all manner of help had arrived, choppers, my outfit, fighter planes, everything but the kitchen sink. Before I knew it, I was on a plane to Ramstein, to recover."
They had a British newsman embedded with the troop, and he had the presence of mind to video me pulling the major and lieutenant to safety, and later a clip of me strutting back and forth, playing the pipes as bullets flew all around me. He even filmed them digging me out of the rubble, still clutching the bagpipes. It was big news in the UK, seems the major was the Earl of Ferth, thirty third in line to the throne of England."
Mandy stirred, looking up at me. "Wait a minute. He's the Colonel, right?"
I nodded. "Yeah, he got promoted over the action, fighting and directing the troops while gravely wounded."
"What did you get out of it?"
I laughed. "I got a purple heart, a bronze star, and a royal ass chewing from my captain and the major for doing something so stupid. I also got a certificate of valor, sighed by the Queen and Prime Minister, that also made me an honorary member of the British Army."
"I was banged up, Charlie had taken a round in the arm, and Angus got a nasty concussion when an RPG hit the wall he was hiding behind. He was stone deaf for two days before hearing started to return. The Major was the worst of us, his leg took three surgeries to repair, and it looked like his war was over.
I was waiting for orders, three broken ribs, a nasty gash on my forearm that took eight stitches, and a spot over my left ear where the bullet grazed me guaranteed I would be off the lines for at least three months.
I never realized who the Major was or how much pull he had, but suddenly I had a full colonel standing in front of me, saying perhaps a little medical leave was in order. I was pretty much ordered to England. The Major put us up in his London townhouse as a thank you, and left for a week, on personal business.
We had the run of the place, a car available should we like to see anything, any desire we had granted. Charlie was the wild one, and we had to pull him out of a couple of pubs before the end of our stay. Fortunately we did nothing to dishonor his house."
"The Major came back, with a guest. He introduced him as Charles, and he shook all our hands, telling me his Mum was keen to meet us. He seemed like a nice guy. I wasn't an Angliophile, so I didn't make the connection. Angus smacked me on the back of my head when he left."
"That was Bonny Prince Charley, you twit! His 'Mum' is the bleedin' Queen of England! Show a little respect."
We did get to meet the Queen, and she was indeed keen to see the mad Yank who had pulled her cousin to safety. I have the royal photo around here somewhere, of her presenting me with the certificate."
I paused, to gather my thoughts. Mandy giggled.
"My snobby little Mum is going to flip when she finds out she has a son in law who has met the Queen. Any more to the story?"
"Well, since you asked..."
"I stayed with the Major for another three weeks. Their doctors examined me, declared me combat ready, and I was waiting orders.
The Major liked to walk in the evenings to build up his leg, so we developed a habit of walking a course, down to the park, around the perimeter, back through the middle of the park, and home. Charlie and I usually went with him. Angus had returned to active duty and was back with his mates."
"There were four of them, coming out of the bushes, armed with knives, screaming in Arabic. Seems one of the guys we hit, actually the one I hit with the rifle, was kind of an up and comer in the movement, and Daddy and the powers that be decided the world needed an example made."
We didn't think, we just acted. I shoved the Major behind me as he ranted about helping, and Charlie and I had a really interesting time for a few minutes. If they'd had the least bit of training, it could have gone very badly for us, but they were just students, trying to make a statement for their cause. Charlie got a nasty gash on his arm, and I got that scar you asked about on my chest. The Major actually took out the last one, bashing his head in with the brass knob on his cane."
"I killed one, Charlie another, but two survived. They're still in prison, and will be for life. There were other people in the park, and one filmed the attack on his phone, while others called for help."
"It didn't take long for the police to realize this was above their pay grade, and soon some fellows in suits showed up, escorting the Major to a secure location. He insisted we go along, said he refused to travel without his bodyguards, as he called us."
"They interviewed us all separately, and my light brogue threw them off. When they realized I was a Yank, and a soldier to boot, our people got involved. We were treated at a private hospital, and released, free to go."
I stopped, smiling a little. Despite the attack, it had been one of the best periods of my life.
The upshot of the affair was a visit from the same colonel who saw me in Ramstein. He interviewed me alone, and then smiled.
"We're in a bit of a quandary here, son. The Major wants to keep you around. Seems he thinks you're good luck. He's going to be promoted soon, and his rank will match mine. As you can see by the attack, he is not safe, even here. He has specifically asked that you stay, as one of his bodyguards. It's highly unusual, but the President got a call from a concerned family member, and granted her a favor. You'll spend the rest of your active duty here, with the Major. It's called "detached service", and it usually applies to advisors to other armies or political postings. Oh, and you've been promoted to Master Sgt. Congratulations."
"Well, what could I say? We went to Scotland, where the Major lived, and were stationed at the nearby base, though Charlie and I were rarely there. He was serious about bodyguards, so we were sent to bodyguard school, taught the basics, went through the driving course, and when we completed that he sent us to work with the SAS for deeper training."
"Those guys were tough, the British equivalent of Navy Seals, Green Berets, or Delta, and when they found out I was a Yank they gave me hell. I was in the best physical shape of my life when we were done. We even participated in their graduation drill, just for fun. We had to get from point A to point B without being discovered and captured. We actually finished first, much to their embarrassment, but we had an edge. I was an American, and Charlie was black, even though he was fourth generation Scottish. We stole some civilian clothes and a backpack, and hitchhiked to the check in point, pretending to be students out exploring. Charlie didn't talk much, and I laid my Southern accent on pretty thick, and it did the trick."
I smiled, remembering the look on the Captains' face when we got dropped off at the check in point, and strolled in ten hours before anyone else completed the exercise. We weren't even dirty.
Manda sighed. "Quite a story. How much longer did you stay?"
"Almost three years. The Colonel got heavily involved in veteran's affairs, championing the needs of those returning from combat, especially with disabilities. Angus, his tour up, came home and joined us a civilian. He was the obvious bodyguard, and we carried our pipes with us, to play at official events. Nobody noticed the pipe players, but we both had our sidearms under our jackets, with extra magazines and a small backup weapon in our sporrans, because we wore military kilts."
"It was pretty boring most of the time, appearances at veteran's hospitals, the occasional ribbon cutting, that sort of thing, until the Ferth VA Center."
I stopped, remembering, silent for a long time.
Manda stirred, getting us some fresh tea and settling back down. "What happened then?," she prompted.



"It was the high point of the Colonel's efforts. A brand new center, with a staff of counselors, therapy rooms, a fully equipped gym, it even had a daycare center. And all services were free. He cut the ribbon while Charlie and I played, then toured the building and attended a reception. The center was built on the banks of a river, and there was a really large deck built out over it. Most of the attendees ended up there, by the buffet tables."
"We were relaxed yet vigilant, and most of the crowd were veterans and college students, part of the new staff, all vetted, so we didn't see a problem. The Colonel had his wife, his youngest sister, and her six year old daughter, his favorite niece, along for the ceremony. His sister, following tradition, was married to the Danish version of a Duke, and was home for a visit."
"Angus noticed them first, three college students with large backpacks. We're still not sure how they got them in, but the best guess is they were already there, and they retrieved them when it was time. What made them stand out besides the backpacks were their hair color, they were all blonds with dark skin."
"Backpacks, three, on blonds." Angus had spoken quietly into his ear piece, and we noticed them instantly.
"I got the one in the middle," said Charlie, as he dropped his pipes. "Left," I said, targeting the largest. Angus didn't answer, just walked towards the one on the right. The kid saw him coming, screamed something in Arabic, and fumbled with his back pack. He was standing at the top of a set of stairs, and Angus tackled him, both tumbling down. We heard the boom as the deck rocked."
"I didn't hesitate, pulling my weapon and putting a round between the eyes of my target. He dropped like a rock, but not before his backpack opened and the bomb came into view. Following my training, I turned, pushing the Colonel, his wive, and her sister over the railing, thinking they would be safer in the water. I grabbed the child and held her to me as I jumped."
"I had barely cleared the railing when it detonated, and I felt a blow to my back. Luckily, the water was only four feet deep, and when I surfaced I saw the family huddled together. I held the child up and walked over, handing her to her mother and fumbling in my sporran. I pulled the back up weapon and gave it to him. "Here, Colonel. I think you might...."
"That was all I got out before I passed out. I went face first into the water, and they told me later my back looked like hamburger. The bomb was filled with small ball bearings. They pulled twenty seven out of me in hospital. That's what those scars you see on my back and legs come from."
"Angus died saving people, smothering the bomb with his body. Charlie hardly got a scratch. putting two rounds into his target, and throwing the backpack downriver. It was retrieved later, and the bomb squad was amazed it hadn't detonated."
"The bomb on the deck killed three and wounded six, but most had a few seconds of warning and got away. It could have been much worse."
I sighed, remembering. It had been a long time since I let myself think about it.
"Charlie came to see me four days later as I lay in my bed, and we congratulated each other for doing our job and surviving. He had sneaked a flask of brandy in, and we had a toast."
"To Angus," he said.
"To Angus," I repeated, "may he rest in peace."
Charlie told me the funeral was going to be tomorrow, and he wished I could be there to help him pipe Angus to his rest.
"What time is the funeral, and where?"
"At one, at the Colonel's Castle. Angus had no family, and the Colonel wants him buried in the family plot, saying we were as close to family as he ever had."
Charlie left, and an hour later monitors started going off as I unhooked myself from the machines.
I was looking for my clothes as people rushed in, demanding to know where I was going. "The Highlands," I replied as I pulled up my kilt, "I have a funeral to attend."
The doctors tried to talk me into lying back down, but I was having none of it. The had me backed into a corner, an IV stand in my hands, as they stood in front of me with syringes. Nobody was keen to rush me, because I told them the first two would need their own beds.
The Colonel had been called and he strode in. "Soldier! Stand down!"
Force of habit made me snap to attention. When he asked I told him what was going on. He looked me over, noticing the paleness. I probably was about two minutes from passing out, when he turned to the doctors.
"Have an ambulance and a competent nurse standing by. He will leave at seven, which should give him plenty of time. If he is not on my estate by 12:30, it will be very bad for this hospital. Very bad, understand?"
They must have, because I was up at 5:30, fed, helped to don the dress uniform of our unit, the only variant on it a small American flag, on the left shoulder. My service ribbons and hardware was attached to the Jacket.
I sat in a wheel chair until they carried Angus into the graveyard before I stood, my wounds weeping into my jacket, Charlie beside me, and we piped Angus home. We stood ramrod straight and never missed a note, even as tears streamed from both of us.
I dropped heavily into the chair as the last notes died. Instead of being taken back to hospital, I was settled into a guest suite in the South wing, with a doctor on call and a nurse beside me constantly. Many of our old mates came to see Charlie and I, including the ones from Iraq.
We toasted fallen comrades and raised our glasses to the ones who made it home, glad we were among them. I stayed for eight weeks before being declared fit.
"What happened then?"
"I was given a medical discharge along with a small pension, and sent home. Due to my wounds, I couldn't pass the annual physical, so I was out. The Colonel wanted me to stay, but it was time for me to go. I came home, returned to my job, and married Kim. I'm glad now it didn't work out, because I wouldn't have you if it had."
She had cried a little at my story, soothing me with her hands and lips. "I don't see how you couldn't pass a physical, honey. You're the fittest man I know."
"Oh, I'm fine, for a little while. But prolonged exertion is out of the question. After two or three hours, I would be useless."
She snuggled back down, about to tell her tale, when I interrupted. "One more thing, honey. The press were all over the story, and posted pictures of me flying over the railing, the child in my arms. She never got a scratch, by the way. There was quite an uproar for a couple of weeks before the press turned to something else. Two months after it happened, when I was finally healed, the Colonel ordered us into our dress uniforms and took us to London. We took a drive that ended up at Buckingham Palace. In a small room, Charlie received the St. George's Medal, and was Knighted by the Queen."
I knew I had her attention then, "What did you get, honey?"
"I got the highest medal the British can give to a foreigner, and I was also Knighted. It's just an honorarium, the title dies when I do, but when we marry, you'll be Lady Amanda McLough for the rest of your life."
She started to speak, but I held up a hand. "One more thing. The Duke was so impressed by my sacrifice in saving his daughter and wife he had me brought to Denmark, and in a public ceremony I was again given a Knighthood, I'm also Sir Ewan McLough of the Danish Court."
Mandy face had almost disappeared in her grin. "Wait until I tell me Mum."
"I would appreciate it if you didn't, until the ceremony. Let it be a surprise."
She promised me she would try very hard, but made no guarantees.
Oh, and the tattoo was the crest of the Scottish regiment I was embedded with, the initials around it were those of fallen comrades.
.................
Mandy sat for a minute, mulling over what I had told her, before sighing.
"I was born and raised in Africa. My father met Mum at a local ball held for visiting dignitaries, and sparks flew. They were together for ten years before they split up. Mom was tired of Africa, and wanted to move back to England, but Dad couldn't leave because of his business. He was one of the largest importer/exporters in the country, and couldn't just pack up and move away, unless he sold the business. He actually considered it, got several nice offers, but in the end he couldn't let go of the company he had built from scratch."
"I was nine when they split, and elected to stay with my father. Mother fought it, saying she wanted her daughter raised in a civilized country, which didn't earn her any points with the judge. She was a foreign national and Dad was a well respected local. The laws at the time made it impossible for her to win, so she had to settle for summers."
Dad was a good man, but had no idea how to handle a child, especially a girl. Oh, he loved me deeply, but his business kept him away for long hours, and I went through a succession of nannies before my grandfather showed up one day, wanting me to spend some time with him, to learn the ways of my people, the Masai."
"I ended up living in his village for two and a half years, learning the ways of my people. something about the village got to me, and I loved the life I was living. I was on my way to becoming a proper Masai women, my grandfather had already arranged a marriage for me, to a son of the chief of a neighboring village, when Mum came for me. There was almost a riot, but she had hired guards, and they brandished weapons as I was loaded, kicking and screaming, into a Range Rover, and spirited out of the country."
"Mum had a little money and connections of her own, and a British court deemed my former life unsuitable, and she was awarded full custody. There was bad blood between my Mum and Dad for years. He made three trips a year to see me, infuriated that it had to be under supervision. To this day her refuses to speak of her, and I have no idea what's going to happen at the wedding."
She stopped, sniffling a little. I held her tighter. "I do," I told her. "I talked to your father, and he has agreed that this will be your day alone, and he will not bring up ghosts of the past. When your mother arrives, I'll sit her down and explain as gently as I can that if she causes any friction at all, she'll be back on a plane to Cardiff within the hour. The Colonel has promised he would be there with me, to make it plain he will help. If she's as struck on royalty as you say she is, it might just do the trick."
"You'd really toss my mother out on her ear if she doesn't behave?"
"More like her ass, honey. I think she'll see the light. Now please, continue."
Amanda sat up and gave me a firm kiss, before starting again.
"I was, as you can imagine, a pretty rebellious kid. I got the tattoo at sixteen, for two reasons. The first was to remind me of my heritage, and the second was to piss my Mom off. It worked, and she sent me off to boarding school."
"Away from family distractions, I calmed down and applied myself to my studies, rising through sheer determination to make up for lost time. When I turned legal age, I applied and won a position at Duke Medical School, and here I am, about to live happily ever after. Not as exciting as your story, is it."
I grinned and kissed her again. "Maybe not as exciting as just different. And your Masai warrior is just going to deal with the fact that you love and are going to marry someone else. I hope whoever tells him lets him down easy. And if he wants to fight over you, I'm more than willing."
Although I didn't know it at the time, but truer words were never more spoken.
.............................
All our friends had shown up, having been flown over by the Colonel. Her mother was more than a little condescending at me until the Colonel told her what great friends we were, and that I had saved his life at least three times.
It was good to see my old mates, and when they went bar crawling without me, the Colonel and I had to bail them out and pay damages. Seems Charlie took offense over some redneck telling him what a nice dress he had on. It would be hard for him to tell anyone anything else until his jaw healed.
Finally, on a sunny early June day, the local Preysbeterian church was overflowing with well wishers. My boss sat in the front row, as well as the Colonel's wife and younger sister. Her second daughter was flower girl. her oldest, a teen now, sat beside her and smiled, remembering a cold muddy river a long time ago. Her husband, the Duke, sat on the other side.
Amanda's new stepmother sat in the front row, a Masai woman who worshiped her father, as he did her. She was much younger, and judging by her size, Amanda was going to have a younger sibling very soon. As a surprise, her grandfather was there, dressed in traditional robes, with two of his wives.
Her mother sat a couple rows back, with her new husband. They didn't look nearly as happy as her father and his new bride.
I was in my military kilt, complete with ribbons and medals. Charlie and the Colonel were co-best men. As we waited in front of the altar for her to appear, I whispered a quick promise to God, swearing absolute love and devotion to my soon to be wife. I had my eyes closed, and when I opened them, she had appeared, dressed in the traditional robes of a Masai woman, bracelets and earring gleaming, with an elaborate necklace covering her throat. It was so stunning it took my breath. Her father, also in traditional dress, escorted her down the aisle
Amy and Molly, her co-maids of honor, followed, also in Masai robes, hair woven into intricate braids. Robbie, Mike, and Dave were my groomsmen, and Amanda rounded out her court with friends she had gone to medical school with. I'm sure they talked about the wedding for years.
The ceremony was officiated by the local minister, along with his bishop, and part of it was in Latin, but we all got the gist. After I had kissed my new bride, the Colonel stepped forward, his booming voice filling the chapel.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, it is my distinct honor to introduce for the first time Sir Ewan Mclough, and his wife the Lady Amanda McLough! May their union be blessed with happiness... and bonny wee ones!"
The Duke had risen, and with his wife translating, did the same thing. Her mother actually fainted, realizing her daughter had married a Knight of not one, but two realms.
We exited the church to find many of my old regiment, in full uniform, and a local piper's group formed up at the front steps, their swords raised high, forming a tunnel for us to walk through to the tune of the bagpipes, cheering as we passed.
The reception lasted far into the night, and was talked about for years. When randy Highlanders are mixed with tipsy Southern Belles, interesting things happen. We didn't witness much of it, because we had a plane to catch.
We had three weeks to honeymoon, two of them vacation and the third a gift from my boss.
Amanda had a lot more trouble getting the time. Dr. Krall was very vocal in his objections, but the Colonel once again stepped in, pulling strings, and there was nothing he could do. He fumed under his breath, vowing to make her life and his very difficult when they returned.
Amanda and I traveled on a private plane, along with her father, his new wife, her grandfather, and his wives, and after many long hours landed in Kenya. The Colonel and his wife were along, for business, seems he owned, through a co-op, a large sheep operation, the wool almost as highly prized as that of his Highland stock. He had a finger in a few more pies, and explained that while we may get together for dinner a time or two, most of his time would be spent dealing with his business interests.
............................................
We arrived at the beginning of the greenest season, and I couldn't believe the lush and vibrant colors. We spent most of the first week in Nairobi, with her father, as he squired us around to show us off to his friends and business contacts. They looked at Amanda with unabashed admiration, and me as if I were an alien, with my shining red hair and beard offset by my bright blue eyes.
After four days, Amanda's grandfather arrived, insisting we spend time with him and his tribe, many who remembered Amanda from her childhood. She seemed a little reluctant, while I was keen to go. "Women aren't very well respected, honey, their status is just above the animals in Masai society. Some men actually value their herds more."
I swept her up into a kiss as the old man and his wives watched. "I'd make a terrible Masai man, then, because you are more precious to me than every cow and sheep on earth."
Her eyes were moist as I let her down, grinning. "Now, if there were chickens involved, I may have to rethink the whole thing. You know how Southerners are when it comes to fried chicken."
She swatted my arm and engaged her father in conversation much to rapid to keep up with, even if I spoke the language. Finally, they all nodded.
"We will leave tomorrow morning. It is a long drive, so we need to pack plenty of water and snacks. I hope you like it, honey. Most foreigners never get this close to the actual workings of a Masai compound. OH, and it is an old tradition that the men can share their wives with their friends if they want. You won't mind, will you?"
She was laughing while she spoke, but settled down. "It isn't practiced often any more, it has mostly died out with my grandfather's generation, along with taking multiple wives. It's still legal, but economic factors have come into play, and most can't afford more than one. You've got a little money, my honey, maybe we can find a really nice looking girl around sixteen. In this economy we could probably get a deal."
She broke out laughing at the look on my face. "The only drawback to that plan is I would kick the little bitch's ass, then yours. Private property, agreed? Besides, could a little girl do this?"
We were lying bed while we talked, and with that statement she stopped talking and started doing other things, very pleasurable things, with her mouth. I decided to go the silent route myself, twisted her around and started returning the favor. We both found our voices after a while, right there at the end."
Sated, we snuggled up and she giggled. "Get some rest, husband, tomorrow we go back in time."
.................
As we approached the village, I started to believe my bride. It's one thing to watch shows on television, another entirely when you experience it first hand. As I said, the land was blooming, and the people, in their colorful robes, stood out against the landscape. I saw her grandfather really smile since the first time I met him, as yet two more wives greeted him. Amanda was immediately swarmed by a group of women roughly her age, childhood friends I'd guess. She had switched flawlessly back into the language, and I knew she was very happy. Blushing, she grabbed my hand and pulled me along, smiling, introducing me to her friends, who wouldn't look me in the eyes. A cultural thing, I guess.
It was a different vibe with the men, though. Most welcomed me, but a few were reserved, and a couple looked downright hostile. One of the men who could speak English explained.
"That is Laibon and his friend. They think we should reject modern times and go back to the old ways. Highly impractical. yes? We are too accustomed to the improvements your culture has brought us to ever go completely back to the old ways."
Then he grinned. "He not only doesn't like you because he views you as a foreign devil, you married the girl that was promised to him."
So then, this was the man her grandfather chose as her husband. Amanda's mother had killed those plans.
They were all attractive people, especially the young ones. One thing I noticed was there was very few obese people. Amanda said it was because they lived such active lifestyles. Most of the women were tall compared to Caucasian women, and though I was tall, most of the men had an inch or two on me.



My new friend, who wanted me to call him Charles, took me to watch some of the dancing the Masai was so famous for. I was watching a moran perform the traditional jump dance, marveling at their ability, when one detached himself from the group and stood in front of me, bouncing up and down. It was Laibon, challenging me, his way of seeing who the better man was.
Laibon was actually short for his people, almost an inch shorter than me, a fact that he found embarrassing, so he tried to make up for it with aggression. It made him few friends in the tribe.
"He is challenging you," said Charles, grinning. "He wants to embarrass you when you refuse."
I grinned at Laibon and took off my shirt, standing in my cargo shorts and trainers. There was a rumbling among the men when they noticed how muscled I was, and they were impressed with my scars, the bullet holes from the sniper long ago, the shrapnel scars from the ball bearings, and the long scar down my chest from when the students attacked the Colonel in the park. The respect grew in their eyes, knowing they were looking at a true warrior. It seemed to infuriate Laibon.
I walked into the circle, and as they sang I started jumping. I had done high jump in high school, and the muscle memories came back as I jumped. You were supposed to jump alone a few times, and fade back into the group to let another show off, but after about four jumps Laibon stood before me, eyes blazing. He started jumping with me, and grew angrier when he realized I jumped just a little higher every time.
I could see it in his eyes, he was getting ready to slam into me, and when he did I remembered my days as a linebacker, and body checked him hard. It knocked him on his ass. The singers stopped, just staring, and I turned to walk away. When they gasped I knew he had risen and was after me, so I surprised him by turning to my left, grabbing his arm and twirling, sending him flying across the packed dirt of the village. He slid to a stop, stunned.
"Tell him to get up and walk away. Tell him if he gets up and comes at me again, I will stomp him until he looks like the dirt he is lying on. And tell him to stay away from me. I'll be gone in a few days, and he can go back to being cock of the walk."
I don't know how literal Charles was was in what he told him, but I could see the fury blaze in his eyes. It was about to get really interesting when the chief, who had been watching the last of our confrontation, said something to him, and he stormed off.
He had Charles tell me to follow him, and he came along to translate. Amanda had been told what happened, and showed up with about a dozen women. Normally a woman would have been nowhere near the chief when he talked to warriors, but he told her to stay, to make sure he got the translations right.
He asked a question and Amanda took a long time answering it. I found out later she was telling of my military exploits, and being knighted in two countries. I could tell the old boy was telling her something that made Amanda frown.
Later, in our tent, she explained things.
"Grandfather was impressed with your war stories, and says you are at least a senior warrior, and would probably be a junior elder in our culture. He also said that Laibon came to him, trying to assert his claim on me, the marriage contract he made so long ago. Grandfather explained that I was your mate now, that I lived in a different world now, and we had to start letting go of things from the past. Laibon became very angry, but the chief had spoken, and there was little he could do. Watch for him honey. He and the few friends he has think the tribe should reject western culture and go back to the old ways, and you caused a lot of damage to his reputation by outdancing him, and then putting him in the dust."
"I snuggled in to her, kissing her hair. "We'll be gone soon, honey. I wouldn't worry too much about it." Boy, did I get that wrong.
Two days later I was sitting with her grandfather, when I heard a scream that brought me to my feet. It was Amanda, and she came into view, her dress ripped, one breast exposed, running as fast as she could. Laibon was right behind her. She saw me and ran to me, hiding, as Laibon stopped and grinned. He stopped grinning when I hit him right between the eyes, knocking him cold. I was about to give him an old time Southern ass whipping when Charles and another man got between us.
The chief had stood, and was demanding angrily to know what was going on. Amanda translated.
Seems Laibon had decided to take Amanda, to teach her a lesson and return her to her traditional role in his culture. While mate sharing was still a tradition, rape wasn't, and Laibon was in deep shit. If Amanda went to the authorities and pressed charges, he could go to prison for a long time. That, however, meant Amanda would have to stay to testify, and she didn't want that. I looked at the Chief.
"All right, we won't press charges. IF I get the asshole to fight me man to man. He needs a lesson about the real world, not the fantasy he seems to have in his head,"
Amanda went pale and tried to stop me, but it was too late. I had just challenged Laibon to a duel, a serious thing in their culture.
......................
Laibon woke, his face in the dust. Again. While he was clearing his head, he heard the foreigner issuing the challenge and smiled. Now, he would get his chance, and show the devil what a real Masai warrior could do.
Jumping to his feet, he set the terms of the duel, expecting the devil to pale and be afraid. Instead, he just smiled, and accepted, saying it would take him three days to prepare, the custom of his people. He was glad to see his woman was terrified. When he killed the enemy, he would take her. It would probably take a lot of beatings, but he would get her trained, eventually. He took his few friends into the bush, to prepare.
...............................
The Chief tried to talk me out of is, saying the consequences to his people would be dire if it was discovered. I looked him in the eye and gave him a solemn promise that if I won I would never speak of it, and if I lost there would be no repercussions. The official report would say I died in a bush accident. He looked deeply into my eyes before accepting my hand. He spoke a few words and left.
I asked Charles what he said. He grinned. "He say try not to kill him."
Amanda was terrified, and I tried to calm her. "Honey, I have a lot of advantages. I trained with the very best, in the very best form of hand to hand combat. And I have trained in sword and dagger until I'm quite proficient. Plus, I've actually been in combat, and looked an enemy in the eyes when I killed him. I won't say he won't get hurt, he needs a lesson pretty badly, and he touched you. I may not kill him, but I might castrate him. Now, we need to go to Nairobi. I need to see the Colonel."
I made the trip back while Amanda stayed, under her grandfather's protection. I wanted to make it clear to all concerned that I was returning. Instead of the long drive, Charles drove me to a nearby farm, where for a little money, the farmer flew me back, and agreed to wait a day to bring me back.
I got hold of the Colonel, and he met me at Amanda's fathers' condo. They both went wide eyed when I told them what happened.
"Are you sure about this, Laddie?"
When I told him I was, he made calls. Don't ask me how he found a two handed Claymore almost exactly like the one I had at home, or the shield, but he did. Instead of the traditional dagger, I went with two British fighting knives, something I was comfortable with. We also went to a theatrical supply store, for something very specific. The Colonel was impressed, grinning. "Don't even think about leaving me behind. I wouldn't miss this for the world."
We sent the farmer home with thanks, and got into the larger plane the Colonel had chartered. Laibon had been telling everyone I had run away, and if I didn't show up her was taking her, as spoils. He was not happy when I returned, with her father.
Amanda was shocked and amazed at what I was doing, seeing the merits at once, even grinning once or twice. "He's going to shit his knickers!." she laughed, before snuggling down into my arms.
The next morning, at the appointed time and place, Laibon stood, in full regalia. His hair and face were painted red, a traditional color. He had his lion spear, a sort spear with a very long blade, his sword and dagger in his belt, along with his brightly painted shield. He was standing proudly, enjoying the admiration of his peers, when an shocked whisper went through the crowd.
That night, I had shaved my beard, and Amanda had woven my hair into tight corn rows. I was fighting like the traditional Celt of the past. I was naked, except for the belt holding my knives. Not only was I naked, my entire body was painted in bright blue, wit a white accent stripe across my forehead, and one diagonally across my chest, roughly following my scar. Amanda had even shaven off my pubic hair, which made my penis look larger than it was. To highlight it, she had painted it white.
I was beyond shocked when she went out that morning and came back with her long, shining hair shaved off. She giggled nervously. "It's the traditional thing to do for a Masai woman when she marries. After you beat this bastard, we will be having a full Masai wedding. It's been planned since we got here. So don't get hurt, I want you in top shape to perform afterwards."
She stroked me until I was almost fully erect, giggling. She stopped and stood. "There, that should give the girls something to think about, and I want it to look like you're excited when you face him. A few of the women who know say he isn't very impressive, equipment wise. This will be just another reminder that he is facing a better man."
Just before we walked out, she pulled me down and gave me a tremendous kiss. "Don't get hurt. And if you do, all guarantees aside, I will kill him."
The shock was apparent on all their faces when we came out of the tent. Besides me, Amanda wore the same blue paint, and she was topless, wearing her kilt. People gasped and scrambled out of our way.
I was surprised to see the Colonel has flown in four pipers, people he could trust, and they formed an honor guard, two in front and two behind, playing 'Scotland the Brave' as we walked to the center of the village.
..............................
Laibon looked on in pure amazement at the creature before him, and his companion. They looked like demons from an old folk tale. For the first time it occurred to him he may lose. He shook off the thought. This was a man before him, and soon his red blood would cover the blue paint.
The Chief asked again that they not do this, and when both refused he asked that they stop short of death, if one was bested the fight was over. The foreign devil agreed, Laibon did not.
They stepped to the open area. It bothered Laibon to see the man grin. He was a warrior! He had killed a lion in single combat, something outlawed and illegal. No man could stand a chance against him.
He struck his spear against his shield in the traditional salute, signifying his readiness. The devil did the same, then threw down his shield, gripping the massive blade two handed. Laibon thought he had an advantage, but the foreigner fought like the devil he appeared to be.
They went back and forth for five minutes before Laibon saw an opening and thrust, fully expecting to pierce him through the heart, but the spear found nothing but air as the devil twirled, bringing his massive sword down, shattering the spear at the point that it fitted the handle.
.............................
I'll give him one thing, he wasn't afraid. The spear caused me a little worry, and as we battled back and forth I knew he intended to leave my dead body lying in the dust. Finally I got him to overextend, and broke the spear where shaft and head meet.
He dropped the spear butt immediately, running backwards while trying to draw his own sword. He suddenly stopped to laughter, because I hadn't pursued the advantage, standing there with my weapon down, waiting.
The Claymore had a reach at least ten inches more than the traditional Masai blade, and I used it to every advantage, running him ragged, taunting him the whole time as people yelled translations. I let him charge and stepped aside, bringing the flat of my blade down on his backside. His loincloth did little to dull the pain. I don't know at that point whether he was screaming in pain or embarrassment.
I got a little careless and he scored a hit, a light gash across my stomach. It stung like hell, and it did make quite a contrast against the blue paint. Amanda almost fainted. Laibon stood back smirking, until I dipped a finger in the blood and used it to make lines across my forehead.
I'd like to say I put him in the dust, but he was a bonny fighter when it came down to it, and we fought across the village square at least four more times before he made a mistake. It cost him, and I laid the flat of the Claymore against his head in an almost baseball like swing. The thunk was loud. and he fell instantly. I dropped the sword, pulled a dagger, and severed his hair at the base of the elaborate top knot he wore. It just seemed to be the thing to do at the time.
I held it aloft as I walked towards Amanda. Her eyes went from amused to horror, and I knew something was wrong. Instead of swerving to the left or fight, I dropped to the ground, and Laibon tripped over me, sprawling. He started to stand, but I had my knives out by then, and with no remorse at all I put one through his right foot all the way to the hilt. Before he could scream I had him by the front of his loincloth.
"Yield, or die an eunuch!"
He didn't understand what I said, but the meaning was clear. He dropped is sword and put his hands up in supplication. Just to make my point, I gave him a nasty gash across his groin. He wouldn't be trying to force anyone for a long while.
I staggered up, and Amanda ran to me, sliding under my arm. I walked slowly up to her grandfather.
"It is over. Finished, understand? He's a good fighter but he's also a fool, and unless he gets over that the next fight might not end with him alive. And until we leave, if he so much as gives Amanda or I a dirty look, I'll finish what I started and castrate him in front of the whole village. Make sure he understands.
One of the pipers was also a field medic, and he dressed my gash, before going to check on Laibon. He was gone, carried back to the bush in shame and defeat. Amanda's father told us later he refused treatment by western medicine, depending on the witch doctor to heal him. His foot became so infected that by the time they got him real help it had to be amputated. He left the tribe shortly afterwards and no one knew where he went. And no one went looking.
We had our traditional wedding, and the celebration went on far into the night. Her father had a plane waiting, and we left the next day. Her grandfather gave me an elaborate bracelet, and Amanda said it was kind of like a medal, and I was now considered a junior elder of his tribe. He also gave me a Masai name, which loosely translated meant Red Warrior. I knew it was a big honor and thanked him profusely, before gifting him with the Claymore and the knives.
We spent two more days in Nairobi before we left, flying to Cardiff to visit her mother.
.......................
It was less of a visit. more of a grand performance. She made sure everyone knew her new son-in-law was the legendary Mad Yank, pulling out old photos of me with the Queen and the Danish court. We went somewhere for a formal tea every day. Amanda was getting pissed, but I grinned.
"Let her have her day in the sun. It isn't often you have your fondest dream come true. And I have a surprise for her. Wait and watch.
A car arrived that morning, a gleaming Rolls Royce, and we got in. A note was attached to the seat.
"Sorry, old boy, business and all that. Please, accept my apologies. I'll see you at the castle."
We took a two hour scenic drive, ending up at a castle. It was the summer home of Prince Charles and Camilla, though I didn't know it at the time.
Amanda's Mum Claire did, and she nearly fainted when the Colonel strolled up, with Charles and his wife Camilla, pushing a stroller that held his youngest grandchild, a little girl. Three nannies hovered nearby. The parents were out for a day trip, and would be home before dinner.
We had an enjoyable tea, until Charles and the Colonel nearly bored us to tears talking about horse. Camilla finally had enough and spoke out.
"Enough, you two. Dear, you have your youngest granddaughter here, and you've practically ignored her all day. Mummy and Daddy will be back soon, and then she'll be gone."
They both immediately changed subjects, and Charles held the baby, and we got to see the next King of England, blowing and kissing on her tummy, making nonsensical noises as the baby laughed. Claire even got to hold her for a few minutes, and she made sure Amanda took plenty of pictures.
It was probably the best day of her life. Amanda said she nearly crashed her Facebook when the hits started coming. Claire got me to the side just before we left. "I know I can be an insufferable snob, but I really only want what is best for my daughter. And know what? I believe she has it. Look for visits, especially when the babies start coming. Now, off you go. And make Amanda call me every once in a while."
We shook the dust of England off our heels and went home to North Carolina.
.................................
The band had voted to take some time off while I was away. Tony was pretty sure he was going to get custody of his daughter when his ex remarried, and was concentrating on that, and Mike had a few projects he wanted to work on.
Molly, Rob, and Amy were bored. When Robbie told them he and Molly were going to do a few shows on their own, no one got angry, knowing they were the serious musicians of the group. Amy jumped on board, to keep an eye on them, as she told Dave.
They picked up a guitarist, bassist, and a drummer, leaving Rob free to sing more. He had developed a stage presence, and they put on a good show, playing under the name Rob'N'Molly.
A man in a suit came up to them after their last show, and gave Molly, Rob, and Amy cards. Seems he was an agent, and was interested. When they told him this was just a side project and not their normal band, he smiled. "Not interested in any one else, just you three. Your vocals and stage presence is what will sell the shows, musicians are a dime a dozen. Think about it, and give me a call."
It was the beginning of the end of The Tub Thumpers, we just didn't know it yet.
.............................
Final chapter next. Hope you've enjoyed it so far.
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Here we go. Thanks for reading so far.
................................................
We played for a few more months, adding songs as we found them. We did our version of Galway Girl, with me on accordion, and I got to sing it. The crowds started recognizing it, singing 'day-I-ay-I-ay' at the top of their lungs.
We did a version of 'Some Nights' that Robbie and I arranged. Three microphones, my pipes, a floor tom tom for Molly, and Robbie with his snare drum, giving it an almost martial air, everyone singing, and I faked the auto tuned voice with my pipes.
Dave was a big fan of Rapalje, and he had us all listening soon. He suggested we do 'Loch Lomond', and we did, just the guys, no instruments until the last, with Dave singing lead, and at the end Molly and I did a five minute mournful Fiddle/Pipe exchange, that usually left the crowds quiet. We also broke down, after a lot of begging from our fans, and did a version of 'Danny Boy' that was well received.
I was a Rod Stewart fan, and saw him several times while in service, and one day I was sitting in our living room, doing the slow sweet intro of 'Rhythm Of My Heart' on my accordion. It was one of my favorite songs, and was about a soldier returning home to his family. Amanda sat down and put her head on my shoulder, listening to me play for a moment. I knew she wanted to talk, as I put the accordion down and snuggled.
"What's up babe?"
She looked at me with scared eyes, so I knew it was something serious. "Honey, can we talk about having a baby? My residency is almost over, and now would be the perfect time."
I looked at her intently until she got nervous. "We don't have to, baby. It was just..."
"The best thing you could ever say to me! I wanted to bring it up before, but was waiting until you were established. You would make an excellent mother, and I hope I would be an adequate father."
Amanda was crying now, the tears getting bigger. "Really?"
"Seriously. Come with me." I led her to the bathroom, pulled her birth control pills out of the medicine cabinet and flushed them down. "There. Think I'm serious now?"
"Yes, and you are so wrong, mister. I see you with kids, and I know you'll be one of the greatest fathers of all time. Now, let's practice for the big event."
She was almost late for work. Doctor Krall could be a real asshole, and she got together with the women under him and compared notes. If you were lily white, or a little flirty, you were treated better. Make waves and your life was hard for a long time. I would be very, very glad when she no longer had to tolerate him.
She didn't say much, but I knew she was nervous about employment opportunities, very few freshly minted doctors stay local, their grades and reviews have a great deal to do with the offers they got. Amanda had excellent credentials, despite a few negative reviews fro Dr. Krall, so she would get the best interviews.
She had studied to be a pediatrician, as she loved to work with children, but there weren't a lot of local opportunities. I knew it was laying heavily on her mind, so I took her for a drive, parking in an empty driveway. You could just barely make out the ruins of a foundation. it was what we in the South called a 'homeplace', the foundations were from my old house. The land had been in our family for a hundred and fifty years. I knew I would never build on it, most of the land around it was zoned industrial now, and I'd had many offers as the economy had improved. It was time to let go, found our own homeplace.
"What is this place?"
"This place is your freedom, baby. Originally twenty three acres, I added another seventeen when the economy crashed. The house burned down while I was in Scotland. I put the insurance money into a trust the Colonel set up for me, where no one can touch it. Kim had a cow when it came out in disclosure of assets. She couldn't touch it anyway, and I just didn't want to hear her nag me to sell it, so I never told her I owned it. I'm giving it to you baby, to do what's best."
"Thank you honey, but what am I going to do with forty acres?"
"You're going to sell it. The property has gotten really hot lately. Look around, count the new businesses and construction you can see from here. One developer is sniffing around, hinting at eminent domains proceedings. This way, if he wants it, he'll have to put in a bid like everyone else. The lawyers say it'll go for between two hundred fifty to four hundred thousand, depending on how bad someone wants it. That ought to be just enough to open your own office or buy a partnership. Your choice. The auction is in three weeks, so we should know how much you have to work with then."
I'm glad I was standing close, because her eyes rolled back and she would have fallen if I hadn't caught her. I kissed and nuzzled her hair while she woke. Her hair was now in a riot of short curls, that I really liked. Amanda said she wanted it just a little longer, but not as much as before. I liked it any way she wore it, but I really was not a fan of bald. She promised me she would never do it again.
She came to with a start and a scream, before jumping up and down, kissing any part of me she came into contact with. She calmed down but the tears kept coming.
"Thank you, honey. You don't know how worried I was."
"Oh, I had a pretty good idea. you don't live and love someone as long as I've loved you not to notice things."
She held my hand on the way home, relaxed, before she suddenly sat up. "We can't spend that money on me! That would buy a really nice house."
I surprised her even further. "No worries, love. Fifty percent of everything I made while I worked for the Colonel, plus that pension and insurance money I told you about, has been in an account in the Sechelle Islands, guided by the Colonel. He assures me we can buy any house we desire, within reason. So concentrate on your career, and when you're not, start house shopping."
I thought for a minute she was going to faint, but instead she just smiled. "What would you do if I told you I wanted to live on the Moon?"
"I'd start shopping rockets. You need to understand that you are the most precious thing I've ever held, and I would do absolutely anything to make you happy. Any children, and I hope there is at least two, will be extensions of that love. Do you understand?"
She sighed, leaning back again. "I'm starting to," she said in a dreamy voice.
After that, Rhythm Of My Heart was our song,and we sang it to each other as a lullaby, practicing it for our children.
.....................
Of course, we added it to our shows, using it as a closer, making it longer and softer, and we ended up singing the last verse over again, standing with arms locked in front of the microphones, without our instruments.
I think back now, and those was probably my favorite times in our whole history as a band. When we wanted to add a song, we would get the words and sing them together, working on vocal arrangements before we even brought the instruments into play. We usually sat on stools, shoulder to shoulder, over one mike. I felt it kept us close.
.....................................
While Manda dealt with her career and started house and practice shopping, we were working more and enjoying it less. I was starting to think the group may have an expiration date.
Manda and I had a favorite restaurant, the Mexican one we went to on one of our first dates. I knew the mariachi band, and one day I noticed Juan was missing, and asked about him.
"Juan is pretty sick, he has cancer. They caught it, but his hospital bills are enormous. He had to quit the band, and work extra shifts at his regular job. It's really hard on him, and Maria is scared to death he's going to collapse."
I thought about it, and talked to the band. We called in a few favors, rented the local high school football field, lined up the security and first aid the permits required, and we held a benefit.
Twelve bucks bought you six bands and ten hours of entertainment. The local Hispanic churches set up food booths, all trying to outdo the other with spicy and tasty offerings, all profits going to help Juan. We were the headliners, so we went on last. There had a rock group, a country group, a solo blues man a lot of us sat in with, a young Mexican group that tore the crowd up, a beach band, and us. Juan's band sat in and played a few numbers as each group tore down and set up.
We'd gotten together and practiced a few times for the big finish, and after our set, I spent a couple of minutes talking to the crowd.
"On behalf of Juan and his family, we thank you from the bottom of our hearts. His family have been part of this community for the last thirty five years, and Juan and I played high school football together, so our friendship goes back a long way."
"This money will help him pay his bills, assure the quality of life his family deserves. He was supposed to say a few words, but I'm afraid emotions have gotten the better of him. Instead, he's agreed to play with us, as a thank you. Let's welcome him to the stage!"
The crowd roared as he stepped up, holding his trumpet. Despite his recovery, he was still thin and pale. He waved, and then stepped back.
"Well folks, that's the show....almost. His band, my band, Summer Sounds, and a few more of the people that have played here tonight, we all got together and decided to go out in style, so the next few numbers are our way of saying thank you for your support. Here we go, boys."
His band had on their mariachi outfits, complete with big sombreros, the beach band all had on shorts and big, flowery shirts, there were two from the country band in western shirts and cowboy hats, and we were all wearing our kilts. It was quite a sight.
We started out with a song featuring Molly on vocals, a song that I had always loved, 'In These Shoes', by the late Christy McColl. The crowd loved it, and Juan really stepped out on a trumpet solo, while the horn section of the beach band filled in behind him. I wasn't playing anything, but helped with the chorus, and when it was over and the applause stopped, the group fired up with 'You Can Call Me Al', the Paul Simon hit. Robbie sang lead. Amanda had gotten a rare day off, and she was onstage with us in her kilt, and as the band played, Molly, Amy, Amanda and I were in a row, doing an African dance to the beat, only stopping when I played the tin whistle, then starting right back. When we weren't dancing, I was banging on the congas, and Manda was playing the rototoms, complete with small cymbals.
It had gotten dark by then, and we danced around as Dave did the bass break so integral to the song. The crowd was roaring when we finally stopped playing ten minutes later. Everyone stopped, and the stage lights went off.
The crowd thought the show was over until a spot light hit me and I started singing.
"Wanna jitterbug, wanna jitterbug," The band broke into 'Wake Me Up Before You Go Go', by Wham.
The girls were lined up behind me, swaying and moving their hands in time just like the video, and we just cut loose and jammed out for about eight minutes. A kid from the Mexican band did an organ solo that had the place rocking, Amy and Molly were on one side of the stage at one point, Amanda and I on the other, and we had practiced doing cartwheels across the stage before the crowd arrived. I had on my black Speedo, and the girls were supposed to have on full cut black panties, but when the crowd started roaring I knew something was up. They'd all worn thongs instead. We ended up together, the girls giggling like mad. This would be a benefit the people would remember for a long time. The applause and cheering went on for five minutes.
None of us knew it, but one of the local television stations had sent a crew to do a puff piece on the benefit, it being Saturday and a slow news day. They did a nice piece, featuring the last song. They had to blur our the segment with the girls doing cartwheels, but it was so hot they played the segment again in the morning.
Four or five people posted us on YouTube, and we got almost a million hits in a month. One network morning show, cashing in on the popularity, invited us to appear. It took a little coordinating, but we all showed up. The hostess, making chit chat, asked what we were called. We were in our kilts, the mariachi band in full regalia. The horn players for the beach band were in their standard bright flowery shirts, and we were all wearing sombreros. I just blurted out the first thing that came to mind.
"Jalepeno Haggis!"
It stuck, and the agent Molly and Rob had met set us up with a one time deal, and we recorded four songs, the ones we did at the concert, plus a pretty good original written by Rob and Molly, and sold it on Itunes. None of us took any money, giving all the proceeds to Juan.
..................................
Tony, Dave, and I were starting to tire of the band. We had started it as a lark, and it had taken a life of it's own. Amy's Agent, as I dubbed him in my head, was pushing us to sign with him and go full time as musicians, playing four or five nights a week all over the country, even abroad, where our style of music was better appreciated.
Tony killed that idea pretty quickly. "I'm getting my daughter back, the ex is remarrying and her new flame and Amber don't get along that well. There isn't a snowball's chance in hell I would quit my steady job and go on the road. That would kill any chance I had of gaining full custody. You guys can go, but it'll be without me. " Tony paused for a minute before grinning. "Besides, me and Bernie have been talking. Her daughter and mine are best friends, so we've gotten thrown together a lot. Things happened. Very, very, very good things. It looks like I may be getting two daughters instead of one, and a pretty hot mother to go with them." He'd told us right after we started playing he was putting every dime he made off the band into a savings account, waiting for the day he would need it for just such an event.
Dave and I were happy for him. He spent a lot of lonely years after he and his wife split over her affair, and it took him a long time to start trusting women again. Bernice, besides being an all round nice person, was pretty hot. When she came to shows or just to hang out in the barn, electricity just seemed to flow between them. Even their daughters could see it, and they spent a lot of time giggling and started introducing each other as "my sister."
Dave felt the same way. "I'm getting really tired hustling the kids off to a relative or a sitter. Janine is starting to act out a little, and the school counselor says it's because we've screwed up her routine. I haven't talked to Amy yet, but it's coming. I hope she takes it well. Congratulations, Tony, there's nothing quite like the love of a good woman."
Boy, did that statement come back to haunt him in the weeks that followed.
Tony and I had no doubts that Amy would like to keep playing; she was getting hooked on the attention. I saw several serious discussions in their future.
"Well, I'm like you guys, I'm just about done. Manda will be a full fledged doctor soon, and she is already shopping partnerships, or maybe opening her own office, hiring a couple of older doctors interested in part time work. We did really well at the land auction, three developers got into a bidding war and we were the ones who won, because we got almost two hundred thousand more than we hoped for. I'm in line for a promotion at work, that comes with a lot more responsibility. I told her I would be done with the band in a few months, and she agrees it's time to put that phase of our lives to an end."
We sat, remembering, and agreed it had been a hell of a ride, one worth taking. We decided to tell the others after our next few bookings, to give them time to think about it.
We didn't get to do it the way we planned, because Robbie rode home with me two weeks later, hemming and hawing around until I told him to spit whatever was sticking in his craw out.
"Dwayne(the Agent) wants to put us on contract, even has a record deal lined up."
"That's great, Robbie, but what's the catch? There must be something about it that makes you uncomfortable."
He blurted it out as quickly as he could. "He doesn't want the whole band. He wants just me, Molly, and Amy, saying we would be more hip and relevant with younger sidemen."
Curiosity got the better of me. "What do you and Molly think about that?"
"We think it sucks! We wouldn't be where we are now if not for you and Tony. It seems disloyal to even think about it."
He was surprised to see my grin. "I think you should go for it. Tony, Dave, and I have already had this discussion, and we're all ready to hang it up. Now, pay attention here. I don't trust Dwayne, not as far as I could throw the Sears Tower. Get a good lawyer, maybe use the firm I did to get my divorce. They have one whole group dedicated to intellectual property law, and it would be worth the money to get their advice and listen to it. I can call Maggie and set it up for you, if you like. And this is important, Robbie, I know you guys want to make music your life, so be careful, or you'll end up without control, working for peanuts. Don't sign a thing without letting the lawyers look at it first."
He sighed, glad I wasn't angry, then frowned. "Dwayne has a contract ready, and he's pushing us, saying he can't help us until we sign."
"That ought to tell you something. Don't do it Robbie, protect yourself and Molly first."
He agreed to talk it over with Molly, and not sign anything until the lawyers looked at it closely. Then something he'd said before hit me. "Where does Amy stand in all this?"
If he looked nervous before, he looked downright stricken now. "Promise me, I mean really promise me, that what I'm about to say remains between just us for now. Amy has the bug, bad. She wants to go on the road, see the country, and the world for that matter. Molly seems to think there might be something going on between Amy and Dwayne, and that's coloring her decision."
Well, damn, that was not news I wanted to hear. My opinion of cheaters was pretty well documented, and I started wondering. Thinking about it I realized Amy had been keeping a distance between us. She and Dave had two kids, a boy ten and a daughter seven. It would devastate Dave if there was something to Robbie's suspicion.
"Be really careful Rob, and make sure Molly does the same. If Amy is fooling around and it gets back to Dave, it will be very bad. But I'll tell you this. I'll be talking to Amy, soon. If she is even thinking about fooling around with that sleazeball, she needs to tell Tony up front how she feels and walk away. It'll hurt him, hurt him bad, but he may be able to not hate her quite so much than if he finds her screwing around."
I thought about it for three days. I'd tried to get Amy alone after a few shows, but she was gone like a shot. I got the feeling she was avoiding me.
..........................
Dwayne, still trying to curry favor, got us a job we couldn't pass up, playing at the opening ball of the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games, one of the oldest and most prestigious games in the South.
The ball was by invitation only, a kind of who's who mixer of the elite. I found the woman running it to be annoyingly condescending, and knowing I would probably never play there again, I let her have it.
"Look lady, we've been doing this for a long time, so we know what we're doing. So why don't you bugger off and let us set up in peace. If you don't like the show we do, you don't have to pay us. Fair enough?"
It was very obvious that she wasn't used to people telling her what they thought, and she huffed and blustered when she could get her voice back.



"I've never met someone so rude in my life!"
I shrugged. "Not my problem. Maybe you should spend more time with musicians who don't give a shit. Then you'd really get an education in rude behavior. Now shoo, I have to set this equipment up pretty fast, so I can get on with being rude to people who deserve it. Have a super sparkly ball now. If you're lucky, maybe you can find a rude waiter or bartender. One can only hope."
She stormed off. I looked at Tony and Dave, who were trying not to laugh and failing, to Amy, who looked appalled, to Molly, who was just grinning as she spun her bow around in circles. We could hear someone screaming in laughter for a minute, then Robbie came strolling back, wiping tears from his eyes and trying not to grin.
The ball was really something. We were playing first, then a full orchestra was going to take over, to do waltzes and that sort of thing. I looked at the head table, to see the woman I'd had words with sitting beside the Colonel, filling his ear full. Seems they always tried to get some royal Scot or another to come over as guest of honor, and it was his turn. He looked at me while the woman was talking, a small smile on his face as he listened to her.
He told me about the conversation the next day, as I stood beside him, watching as the Parade Of Tartans wound round the field.
"You surely put a burr under her bonnet! I nearly choked to death twice, trying to hold back my laughter. It got even better as we talked to the main supporter of the games, and she thanked me for coming."
"Oh," I said, "I'm deeply honored to attend this event. I was even more keen when I found out an old friend was going to be playing in the band. He's a credit to Scotland and America."
"Really? How does an Earl cross paths with an American bagpiper?"
"Well, we crossed paths, as you put it, for the first time in Iraq, where he saved my life and the lives of my men. I met him again in London, where he again saved my life from terrorists, with the help from one of our men from Iraq. After that, I considered him my lucky charm, and got him assigned to me as a bodyguard and piper."
"Was he? A lucky charm?"
"I couldn't keep the smile off me face, laddie, when I told her about how you and some old mates saved me once again, and how you personally saved me, my wife, and my sister and her child."
"You might remember him from those times. He was dubbed 'the Mad Yank' by the press. There was a big spread on him in the Times, detailing his life since he came into my service, even had pictures of the Queen presenting him with his medals, and one of him being knighted, and a week later pictures of the royalty of Denmark doing it all over, presenting medals and Knighting him again. My sister is a Duchess in Denmark, and there was even a picture of him flying through the air, as he was getting hit with bomb shrapnel, protecting my niece with his body. Quite the interesting man, our Ewan McLough.
And be prepared, laddie, they're thinking about having you as guest of honor next year, a hometown hero with Scottish connections, and a genuine Knight to boot. I wager the woman who railed at you yesterday will be positively affectionate today."
We enjoyed the day immensely. Robbie competed in the pitchfork competition, throwing bags over a bar. He came nowhere close to winning, but had a good time. I did a little sword dancing, and played the pipes in the competition, not as a contestant, but as a guest, after they found out who I was. Dave surprised us all by coming in second in the hammer throw, his huge biceps bulging as the hammer flew. Dave was a stocky guy with a bit of a belly, but under that was nothing but rock hard muscles. I had the thought it would be very bad to have him angry at you, which led me back to Amy. I really needed to talk to her. All of us wore kilts in the colors of my clan, and they marched with me as I carried our flag in the closing March of the C lans, as an honorarium.
The group sponsoring the event did indeed warm to me, and I was polite, telling them I would think about it, and if there were no scheduling conflicts I would be honored.
After the games, we met in the barn for a practice, and announced the end of the band, as far as we were concerned. Of course, everyone knew but Amy, and she seemed dismayed and relieved at the same time. Dave made the comment that while he was sad, he was happy to be able to concentrate on his family. I noticed Amy look a little uncomfortable when he said it.
We had eight more dates we were committed to, and stopped taking bookings. We had a farewell party at O'Douls, and it was so packed he had to turn people away. To honor our fans, we did another show on Sunday afternoon, for the ones that didn't get in Saturday. They still had to turn people away. I think we were all surprised at the tears, and the number of kilts worn in our honor. Seems in some small way, we had touched the lives of many. It was our last appearance, and there were tears in our eyes, as well.
Our last appearance in the country, that is. Dwayne, with help from the Colonel, got us booked into three festivals, one in Ireland, and two in Scotland. We thought it would be a great way to go out, and agreed. We would be gone for two weeks.
We also decided to make a family holiday of it. Mike was taking Bernie, his daughter, and hers, and Dave was taking his two children, over Amy's objections.
"We're only playing three times in two weeks, leaving us lots of time for family events and outings. It would be the vacation of a lifetime. They're old enough now to have these memories for the rest of their lives. We're even going to stay in a real castle for three days, courtesy of the Earl. What possible reason could we have to not take them?"
Amy folded, and I decided that I was going to have that talk with her very soon.
......................................
We knew far enough in advance to make vacation arrangements. I had enough vacation time built up not to worry, and when my boss knew why I was taking it, and that I would be concentrating on my real job when I got back, he smiled.
"Good. You know the assistant production manager's job is going to be available soon, and one of the reasons you weren't at the top of the list was because of your outside interests. Now that that's no longer the case, you're a serious candidate. Go, and when you get back, we'll talk."
Dave and Tony both had enough seniority on their jobs to get the time off, so we were all set, even Amanda had gotten a week off, over Dr. Krall's objections. She was going to join us the second week, and be there for our last performance. I could see the Colonel's hands on that decision.
We were a travelling village, kids, all of our instruments, personal luggage. People definitely took notice. They almost had to pry Amanda and I apart. It was the first time since we had gotten together that we would be separated, and neither of us liked it one little bit.
We played in Ireland first. The band as a group talked it over, and we decided to really put Molly and Rob out front, to help them when they were on their own. I still sang two, but the rest were all theirs, including four originals that were pretty good. Tony and I had been helping them arrange them, and it was still works in progress, but they were getting there. With those four, a few reels and jigs, and a cover or two thrown in, they would have a pretty good first CD.
It was a crowd of about fifty thousand, and we were the second act. I'm proud to say we were well received. It was a rush for all of us, we had never played to that big a crowd before. I was pleased to see the attention paid to Molly and Robbie. They both got invited to sit in with a few of the larger acts, good exposure in this market.
We took tours after the concert, saw the Book of Kells, kissed the Blarney Stone, did as much touristy stuff as possible.
When we got to Scotland, the kids were really excited about staying in an actual castle, and they loved their rooms. Millicent was really taken with the children, arranging a horseback outing, taking them to local attractions, and generally doting on them. In no time at all, they were trying to spend all their time with 'Aunt Millie"
The Colonel and his wife never had children, for reasons unknown to me. His wife really loved them, and she told me point blank to get on with having ours. "They will be the closest thing I'll ever have to grandchildren. Just so you know, when they get old enough, they'll be summering with us as often as possible. Amanda is already on board with it, although she intends to take them to Kenya as many times as she can."
It moved me quite a bit, and on impulse, I hugged her. She was stiff at first, except for a kiss on the cheek, we had never touched. She finally relaxed, and gave me a firm cuddle, patting my cheek when we released.
Without meaning to, I reduced her to tears. "You know, our first son is really going to hate me for naming him Archibald, but I'm sure the first daughter will be all right with Millicent."
They were their given names. I guess the thought of her living on through them was a bit much for her. She fled the room, and the Colonel grinned. "Ye've done it now, laddie. She may never let them go when they do come to visit."
My life just couldn't get any better.
.........................................
I was really looking forward to Amanda arriving. We hadn't conceived yet, not for lack of trying, and I harbored a secret hope that we could while we were here, making our first a true child of Scotland. She was concerned, but her gynecologist, a personal friend, told us not to worry. "Keep trying. It sometimes takes a while with the first one. Then BAM! You're having a baby. Relax. Enjoy this time, you're priorities will be completely different once it arrives. Not to worry, it will be a good difference."
When she called to tell me she couldn't come, I was devastated. "I can't come, honey," she said when she was coherent enough to talk, "David had a family emergency, and there's no one left to cover. I'm so, so, sorry."
"So am I love, but soon, very soon, you'll be your own boss, and we'll never have to worry about things like this again. I love you."
She cried for a little longer before ringing off. The band could tell I was depressed, so they tried to cheer me up. My mood did improve when Charlie showed up out of the blue. He had put twenty four years in, and was now retired and working for the Colonel.
I was even more surprised when a few more of our old troop came by, including the leftenant I had dragged across the sand all those years ago. The doctors managed to save his arm, but he would have limited use of it for the rest of his life.
I gave him my condolences right after he learned he would be partially paralyzed, and he grinned.
"No worries there. Alive with one and a half arms is a lot better than dead with two good ones."
It seems that after they retired, they joined a regimental band, made up of veterans and retirees, who played in parades and special events. They were even playing the festival, thirty six pipers and fourteen drummers. The Leftenant was the Drum Major, saying it was one thing he could do with his handicap.
I decided, since the event was being taped for television, that I would do a tribute of some kind to Amanda, hoping the tape would make her feel better. The band was all for it, and plans were made.
...............................................
I stepped out of the elevator, ready to work a night shift, smiling as I walked through the hospital, greeting almost everyone I passed. Many praised my compassion, especially towards children. My smile deepened as I saw the children, knowing that in seven and a half months I would experience motherhood for the very first time.
I went to see my friend this morning, wanting verification of what I suspected, and learned I was definitely pregnant, six weeks along. I hugged her and we both cried. When I calmed down she asked her if I was going to call Ewan with the news.
"No, I want to be able to touch him, see his face when he learns our dream is coming true. I'm sure it will be worth the wait."
My smile faded as I saw David standing at the nurse's station.
"David! What are you doing here? I thought you were out of town on a family emergency. How is your father, by the way?"
He looked at me oddly. "Dad's been gone for about four years now. I'm here to take Sally to lunch, since I suddenly had a week off. What was so important that you had to work this week? I thought you were going on vacation with your husband. I was really surprised when Dr. Krall gave me the week off, saying you had postponed your plans."
I paled and swayed, and he rushed to my side, concerned I might faint. He told me later there was a strange and disquieting look in my eyes that scared him.
"So then, Dr. Krall made these changes?"
"Amanda, please, we're almost done here. Let it go. Soon he will be just a bad memory."
I smiled, and it scared him even more when I answered in Masai. "What did you say?"
"I said you were right, he will soon be just a bad memory. Excuse me now, I have to check in."
David, Sally, and the other nurses at the station watched her go. "What do you think she's going to do?"
David looked at the nurse. "Nothing. I hope."
I paused just outside the office door, centering herself, seeing if the record function on my tablet was working, making sure the lens wasn't covered by my lab jacket.
Then I threw the door open, unleashing the demon inside me.
"You bastard! You arrogant little pissant of a man! There was no emergency, was there? David is downstairs, taking his girlfriend to lunch. He said you told him I insisted on working this week. What makes you think you can fuck with people's lives like that?"
His smile disappeared. The door was open and he knew anyone passing could hear them, so he went over and closed it, leaning against it, blocking me in.
"I did it, you little kaffer bitch, because I could. You think that musclebound husband of yours protects you. He has no power! I have it! I can make it next to impossible to get a good job, so you need to think very seriously about your next words."
I sighed, slumping down. "All right, what do you want? What do I have to do to get to be with my husband?"
"You can start by showing me a little gratitude. Why don't you take off your top, let me see if they look as good without a bra as they do with one."
"That's it? A boob shot, then I'm free to go?"
"Not by a long shot, bitch. Darkies like you need to be shown how to respect their betters. I think a blow job will go a long way towards softening my attitude. Now why don't you get to your knees and crawl over here?'
"So then, a blow job and it's over, right?"
He laughed. "Fuck no. After you blow me, we're going to spend a quiet evening together. Who knows, after I fuck you, you may not be in such a hurry to get to hubby. Now crawl!"
I dropped and crawled, watching as he fumbled his pants down. I reached out, still on my knees and when I got close enough I balled into a fist and punched him as hard as I could right into his balls. He let a little high pitched scream escape his lips as he fell over. On my feet by then, I kicked him several times, once in the crotch and twice in the mouth. I felt the teeth crumble on the second kick.
"You arrogant little shit! You can kiss your medical career goodbye, once the video I made gets out in public. Unless of course, they let you practice in prison."
I kicked him one more time in the crotch, and ran crying from the room.
....................................
The hospital administrator was having a bad day. Revenue was down, donations were down, patient dissatisfaction was on the rise. If he didn't turn it around soon, he would probably be let go.
When his computer pinged, he was about to ignore it until he saw the heading 'Lawsuit". He opened the mail, and got a streaming account of what had transpired in Dr. Krall's office, his heart sinking at every word. There was a short message at the end.
"I'm taking two weeks off, on the advice of my doctor, to recover from emotional duress and avoid a hostile work environment. You have until I come back to clean up this mess. And I'm charging the doctor with attempted sexual assault and attempted blackmail. Make sure he does not leave and run back to his home country, or I'll be forced to go after the hospital instead. Do not try to contact me before then, I'll be out of the country and unavailable.
Amanda Abasi McLough."
The Administrator watched the tape twice more before calling an emergency board meeting, and the police.
.........................
Dr. Krall lay on the floor of his office, moaning in pain, feeling the broken teeth with his tongue, before white hot rage consumed him. Damn that bitch straight to hell! If she would have just followed the program, he would have been over his infatuation by now and would have moved on to someone else. And that redneck husband of hers could kiss his ass. He had never forgiven him for slamming his face into the bar. She was never getting her certification, he would see to that.
Something was nagging him, just past the edge of his consciousness, when it hit him. She had recorded the whole thing! He could NOT let that get out, it could open a whole can of worms. He had stopped fucking the Indian intern just two moths ago, and she wasn't exactly willing. If she decided to come forth, or any of the others he had assaulted over the years, he would be in very bad trouble.
He knew he needed to leave. Not just the hospital, but the country. If he could get home his friends, and the friends of his father, would protect him.
He managed to get to his feet, and staggered out of his office and down the hall, to the elevators by the nurse's station. The nurses looked on in horror at the blood on his face and coat, asking if he needed assistance. He just grunted and closed the elevator.
Dr. Krall made it home, where he changed clothes and gave himself a high powered pain reliever. He managed to get into his dentist's office, told the man he had been mugged and needed emergency work done. The fact that the person who mugged him was a young woman he was trying to coerce into performing sexual acts for him never came up in conversation. He was in the chair for three hours while they repaired what they could, and pulled two that were beyond salvation.
Going back to his apartment for the last time, he grabbed everything he thought valuable and packed two cases. Not wanting to make reservations, he showed up at the airport, and tried to book a trip home, one way. He had to wait a ridiculously long time as they charted his flight, one that him changing planes twice. Krall breathed a sigh of relief as he got the confirmations and turned to go to the correct terminal.
There were two men standing behind him, their dress and manner screaming 'police' in any language. "Dr. Krall? I'm Detective James Madison of the Raleigh Police, and this is Sam Tennyson, of the State Bureau of Investigation. We'd like a few minutes of your time, down at the station."
Krall looked at his watch and spoke, his voice garbled from the pain killers and dental work. "I'm sorry, gentlemen, they've just called my plane. We'll have to do this another time, as soon as I return."
Agent Tennyson grasped his wrist firmly. "I'm afraid this can't wait, Doctor. You'll have to reschedule your flight for later. Now, please come with us. If you show the least resistance, we'll walk you through the airport in cuffs. Your choice."
The doctor sighed, and walked between the policemen for a bit before he suddenly bolted. Never in the best of shape, the pain medications made him even more sluggish, and the police detective slammed into him from behind before he had taken twenty steps. He was put in cuffs then, and led none too gently out of the airport.



.........................................
I got to have my discussion with Amy by accident, walking in on her and Dwayne while they were in a fierce lip lock, her hands groping his crotch while he had one hand locked on a boob and the other was gripping her ass. I didn't say a word, I just reacted.
Amy must have been airborne for twenty feet before she hit the floor and skittered into a wall. Dwayne had turned around when I yanked them apart. If he was pissed because of that he must really hated what came next, because I was right in the middle of an old fashioned Southern ass-whuppin' when Amy jumped on my back screaming.
"Stop! Please Stop! You're killing him."
I dropped him like the piece of shit he was, pulled Amy around until we were face to face. "Are you worried for me? Or him? Doesn't matter, I'm done anyway. I'd hate to hurt my hands to the point I can't play. Toss the trash out. You and I are going to talk, and don't even think about refusing, or I'll have a serious talk with Dave."
She helped him up and out the door. I watched as he limped down the hall, blood dripping all over the carpet. Amy shut the door and got just as far away from me as she could and still be in the same room.
"Ewan, I..." was all she got out before I stopped her.
"Have you fucked him yet?"
"Ewan, please, I..."
"Have you fucked him yet?"
Amy put her head down and snuffled. I got a handful of hair and pulled her up until we were face to face.
"HAVE YOU FUCKED HIM YET?!"
"YES!," Amy almost wailed. "I didn't plan it, it just happened. And we have feelings for each other, so please don't try to lessen it with your judgements."
She got her confidence back, and stood defiantly, waiting for the tirade. I sighed with true regret.
"This will kill Dave. Do you have any idea how much he loves you? How glad he is that the band is finally over, and he can spend his time concentrating on you and the kids? You're throwing a really good life away, Amy. You know if you do this, you lose your children, right? No judge in their right mind is going to award custody to a travelling musician, especially one that isn't going to make all that much money. I bet you'll even have to pay child support. Did you even think once of your children? Even if they don't end up actively hating you, how much of a relationship are you going to have, calling them from odd places at odd times? You'll miss all the games, the dance recitals, the plays, the first crushes, the very first kiss, while off chasing your dreams.
And Dwayne? You need to be really careful here. If he's willing to go after one married woman, what makes you think somewhere down the line he won't go after another? Then you'll have thrown everything away for nothing.
And as for Scumbucket, what makes you think he'll ever trust you? You willingly betrayed your husband and kids for him, what he's gonna do when some producer or someone higher up the food chain takes a shine to you? Think he won't worry about that? Even if you guys end up together, you're doomed form the start."
She had gradually shrank into the sofa, my words hitting her as hard as any physical blow I could have given her. I stood to leave.
"Do me a favor, Amy. Don't tell Dave until after the show. Let him have that one good memory of the last time he ever plays with his wife onstage. Right afterwards though, and I mean within a day, you need to tell him your plans. If you don't, I will."
I walked to the door, looking back one last time. "Oh, and Amy? You're no longer my friend. Or Amanda's. If you need to speak to me before the end of the week on business, talk. Otherwise, you and I are done. I'll never be able to look at you again without disgust. Goodbye, Amy."
The enormity of her situation was finally sinking in, and she was crying in earnest, trying to talk as I closed the door.
.....................................
I ran from the hospital, hailing a cab and rushing to the airport. While I rode I sent the video to the hospital Administrator, and the Raleigh Police Department. Later on, I found the Administrator, in a classic example of ass covering, also called the police, all the while decrying what a horrible person the doctor turned out to be.
The Police arrived, looking for both me and Dr. Krall. Finding neither, they decided to watch the airport, sending a picture of the doctor to airport Security. A camera with facial recognition hardware flagged the doctor immediately, and the police were there very quickly. They were surprised the doctor resisted, having to cuff him and take him through the terminal to a waiting car
I heard the noise, and thought they must have picked up a drunk or thief, not even glancing up. I had rushed to the airport first thing, still in my lab coat and scrubs, my only thought was of getting to Ewan.
I had forgotten I needed My passport, and was near hysteria when I remembered the Colonel telling her if I ever needed anything, to call him, no matter the time of day. I fumbled the card out of my purse and dialed.
It must have rung two dozen times before anyone answered, the Colonel demanding to know if I knew what bloody time it was. I couldn't help it and started crying again, and between wails and hiccups managed to tell him who I was and what had happened.
"I need my husband, Colonel. Can you help me?"
"Stay right where ye are, lassie. Someone will come to collect you shortly. Tell him to call me when he gets there."
An hour and fifteen minutes a man in a wrinkled suit was standing before me, saying the Colonel sent him. He called the Colonel, and even though he couldn't see it, was constantly shaking his head yes, saying 'yes sir' quite a bit.
He hung up and grinned at her. "Lassie, are you ever going to have a tale to tell to your grandchildren. Come on, let's have a coffee while we wait for our transportation."
He got most of the story out of me while they waited, his frown deepening. Before he could say much a shadow fell over the table, and he looked up to see a SAS leftenant and an American pilot.
The SAS officer stood stiffly while the pilot grinned. "Get the stick out of your ass, Nigel. We're on a mission here."
He looked at me. "Don't worry about him, ma'am, someone very high up just messed up his American vacation. Come on, your taxi is right outside."
The taxi turned out to be a military helicopter, sent to fly them to Fort Bragg, where twenty more SAS soldiers were waiting by a plane, their joint training interrupted. Amanda went from helicopter to plane in six minutes, was airborne and winging towards Britain ten minutes later. She tried to relax on the uncomfortable seat, dozing as the men talked in quiet tones. She woke with a start, listening to the soldiers in front of her.
"Who is she? Whoever she is, she knows people with clout. Word has it she's the daughter of a Colonel and Earl, trying to get home for a family emergency. The Captain says the royal family is involved, and said to spare no expense to get her home."
What the Earl had told them was to treat me like I was his daughter, and of course by the time it got to the rank and file I was his daughter, at least in their eyes. And he had called his cousins, who graciously offered their help.
They saw she was awake and fed her hot tea from a thermos. "I'm afraid that's it for amenities here on Air Britain, ma'am. Is there anything else you need?"
"Yes. I need to know how long it's going to take to get to Ferth, Scotland. My husband is playing a festival there, and he goes on at three. I need to be there."
The soldier frowned. "That's cutting it a bit close, ma'am. We didn't leave until about two in the morning your time, and it will take at least six hours before we land at the airfield. It's a military airfield I'm afraid, so there won't be a commuter air service available, You'll have to motor about ninety minutes before you get to a city large enough, and then you'll have to book and wait. Then, after you get to Ferth, you'll have to hire a car. I don't see you making it on time, but you can get together later."
Tears streamed down my face. "No! I have to be there! It's the very last performance his band is giving. Plus, I just got wonderful news I need to share with my husband. We're going to have a baby! Our very first. I hope it's a boy. If it is, whether he likes it or not, he's going to be named for his father. Ewan McLough Junior. Has a nice ring to it, don't you think?""
The soldier had nearly stopped listening until he heard the name. "Is your husband a Scot?"
"No, he's an American, but he served in your country for almost four years."
"Does your husband have a nickname?"
"No, not really. He was written up in the papers for some things he'd done, and they termed him "The Mad Yank. Does that count?"
He almost tripped, he was so excited, standing up abruptly and moving forward, where he engaged an officer in serious conversation. The officer stood, making his way back to me.
"Ma'am, can you describe your husband, or better yet, have a picture of him?"
Amanda pulled out her phone, and scrolled through her gallery. The Captain had a huge smile on his face when she was done. He unbuttoned his tunic, showing her a tattoo that matched Ewan's. "It's a small world, Mrs. McLough. I served with your husband. And he is indeed a Mad Yank, but a solid man, one you could depend on in tough times. Now, tell me your story."
I gave him our history together, from the day we met until now. The Captain nodded, asked a question or two, and then left her, going forward to get on a radio.
I dozed again, emotionally wrung out, only waking when the plane touched down, looking out at the verdant green below. The Captain helped me unbuckle, grinning, and led me out to a huge helicopter.
"Your taxi, Lady McLough. We'll see to it you reach your Yank on time." He turned to the men behind him.
"Load up, lads, we have a package to deliver."
They stowed their gear in minutes. I took advantage of the wait to call Molly. She was overjoyed to hear from me.
"Amanda! I really wished you'd have gotten to come. Your hubby has been mooning over you pretty bad."
"Well, he may see me sooner than he thinks. I need a favor."
I had to hold her phone away from her ear as Molly screamed. "I'm on it! See you soon."
...................
I wondered what was going on, Molly and Rob were walking around grinning, Tony and Mike trying to hide smiles. Amy, I found later, hadn't been told.
"What's up with you guys?"
Molly grinned and hugged me. "Nothing. We're in Scotland, preparing to play to sixty seven thousand people, why wouldn't we be smiling?"
I knew they would tell me when they wanted me to know. I assumed it had something to do with the show.
Molly scheduled one more practice, because one of the Scottish drummers was going to play a few songs with us, to give Robbie a chance to shine. We ran through the songs until we were satisfied.
I tired to call Amanda just before we went on, disappointed when it went to voicemail. I told her how much I loved her and that I couldn't wait to get home, then went out to do our last performance.
...........................
I looked at her phone and smiled. He was going to see me a lot sooner than he thought. The big helicopter stopped, landing on the Castle grounds, and the Colonel, his wife, and a young woman, wearing the bars of a Captain, met them.
"Right," she said, as she led me inside, "let's see if I've gotten this correct."
I had wondered why there had been a discussion on the radio about my clothes sizes, but it was revealed when I entered one of the bedrooms.
The Captain was tugging on my lab coat. "Okay, love, you've just enough time for a quick shower, then into your clothes, and we'll deliver you to you husband. Get cracking, now."
Rushing through my shower, then the Captain helping me with makeup, saying I needed to be perfect when Ewan saw me. I blushed at the racy underwear while the Captain grinned. "He'll want you out of these clothes as fast as he can, might as well give him a treat."
The clothes were traditional Scottish garments, in the McLough colors. There was even a tam, which was placed over my curls at exactly the right angle, and held in place with bobby pins. The troops whistled as I came back to the helicopter. The Colonel, in his full dress uniform, and his wife in a very nice dress, were already onboard.
We arrived at the concert, the big black helicopter circling the arena, and I was amazed at the mass of humanity below. I could see the stage, and knew he was on it. Tears threatened my makeup, and the Captain and Millicent fussed over me, trying to keep me calm.
.............................................
Well, here it was. The last time we would ever appear together again. I looked at their faces, trying to memorize them all at this instance. They were all smiling, even Amy, though she lowered her eyes and refused to look at me.
We heard our names, and took our places. We started out with the song that gave us our name, Robbie beside me as we sang. The crowd seemed to love it, and we went through our set, playing the songs that had the most meaning to us. It seemed like no time at all until we were winding it up.
Molly stepped up, thanking the crowd, and announced for the final song we would have a little help. I knew Charlie and another of the pipers were going to play with us, but was totally surprised when the entire pipe and drum corp came out, taking their places. The band just grinned, pleased at their actions. The only glitch came when a huge helicopter circled the arena, almost drowning us out. Press, I guessed. I knew they were filming the concert for British Television, and figured it would end up on PBS sooner or later.
I had my accordion, starting the opening notes of The Rhythm Of My Heart, and I started talking as I played.
"Thank you so much for allowing us this time with you. Most don't know it, but this is the very last time we will ever play together as a group. Most of us are older and we're retiring, and the younger ones, as they should, are going to carry on the tradition. Before we do this song, I wanted to say a few things.
"I've spent a lot of time here, in service. America is the home of my heart, but Scotland will always be the home of my soul. In Iraq I was with some lads of impeccable bravery, loyal to their friends and their cause. I came home with them, those that didn't leave their Highland blood on desert sands. Good men all, may they rest in peace."
I don't know where they got it, but the video that journalist had taken so long ago flashed up on the screen, showing me in the tower, playing even as the bullets flew around me. Then the picture changed, showing me at the terrorist attack, flying through the air with the little girl in my arms, and later some of the Queen knighting me and presenting me with my medals.
The crowd grew really quiet, most were old enough to remember the event.
The jumbotrons showed a picture of Amanda in her wedding dress. "This is my wife, Amanda Abasi McLough. Quite a lass, eh?" The crowd roared out their approval.
"She's a doctor. What she sees in an old piper is beyond me, but I treasure her. She was supposed to be here with us, but her duties wouldn't permit it. I miss her terribly. We're in the process of trying for a wee one, and I harbored a hope that it would be conceived here, in Scotland."
The crowd applauded and cheered before subsiding again.
"This song is our personal one, one that we hope to sing to our children as a lullaby. We use in our show, and decided it would be a fit ending to our group. Manda, honey, I love you, and can't wait to have you in my arms.
Thank you again, from all of us."
We started into the song, Molly helping me off with the accordion, leaving me to just sing. The entire pipe and drum corp played along with us, a wall of Scottish sound. I had shut my eyes, concentrating on the emotion of my words, when the crowd roared. When they kept roaring I opened them to see what was going on. At first, I though it was an illusion.
Manda. It couldn't be! But there she was, being carried across stage on the shoulder of two brawny SAS troopers, an entire squad marching smartly behind, being led by the Colonel in full uniform, Millicent at his side.
Amanda was dressed in my clan colors, down to the tam. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my time on this earth. She was holding up a little sign that I couldn't quite make out until she was close. I read it and dropped to my knees, overcome.
The cameras zoomed in on the little sign, and the crowd roared yet again. "WE'RE PREGGERS!," in big block letters. She slid off the shoulders and rushed to me, dropping onto her knees in front of me, and I swept her up into a hug, too overcome to speak, as the tears flowed down my cheeks.
We stayed there the rest of the song, hugging and crying. The instruments stopped, all but Amy on the piano, as sixty seven thousand voices rang out, following the words on the screen.
The whole band had gathered around us, holding microphones and singing, joined by their families. Tony had Bernice and both daughters, Dave had his two, Janine trying to hide behind him. The SAS were standing at attention, confused, and the Colonel looked at them before giving them an order.
"SING, YE WANKERS!"
The rhythm of my heart is beating like a drum The words I love you running off my tongue.
And never will I roam or leave my happy home where the sky meets the sea I'll be sailing.
The end
........................
Well, that's it. Yes it was over the top, and unrealistic, but then, aren't all fantasies? Thank you for your time.
I could have written about their life afterwards, the success of Molly and Rob, Bernie and Tony, the heartbreak and recovery of Dave and Amy. But this wasn't their story.
And of course, Amanda and Ewan lived happily ever after.
And special thanks to Randi, who got me away from my profession projects long enough to come home.
Q
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This is just a short one, to warm you up for the two almost novel length stories that are coming. Enjoy.
*****
In the end, after enough time had gone by, and I could look back semi-objectively, it was just plain stupid. No other reason, just a person jumping to conclusions, not checking, and doing something unforgivable for what she thought justified.
Even after she realized her mistake, her pride dictated Hell would freeze over before she admitted she had done anything to be sorry for. I hope her pride keeps her warm at night, and her ego keeps her from ever realizing what she is, a shallow, stupid woman that only thinks in terms of what's in it for me.
Did it hurt? Damn right it did. Was I mad? Angered beyond descriptive words. Was I over it? Mostly. It still hurts when I see a family with small children and I think it should have been us swinging the little girl around while she screamed and giggled, or tossing a ball to a small boy, praising him like mad when he caught it. Then again, I thank God, or Karma, or just plain good luck that it happened before we'd had children. I can't abide the thought of being a part time father.
We were young, even now, three years later, I'm only 28, and she's 26. We married when she was twenty-one and I had just turned twenty-three. We had our dreams, the house, the kids, nice cars, the whole ball of wax. Suburban Utopia.
Anita was not drop dead gorgeous, but she was very pretty. Reddish blond hair, green eyes, five seven, 115 pounds. Well distributed pounds. When she put the warpaint on, wore the LBD and four inch heels, guys lost their train of thought, and stopped looking where they were going.
Everybody said I was handsome, in a rugged way. I was never a pretty boy, but I was all right. Six two, two hundred pounds, with almost no fat. Pretty good muscles from my job and the gym, light brown hair worn long, and gray eyes.
We made a handsome couple.
We were also rednecks, in the complete use of the word. It was just the lifestyle we were raised in. We were strong on family, and despised promise breakers, especially when the promises included wedding vows.
Most of our friends had also married young, and they were already starting to break up. Three divorces so far, mostly over money and cheating.
We were pretty lucky. I started out three days after high school graduation at a new place, specializing in smaller parts for cars, mostly German. It paid really good for someone with just a high school education, and I showed my gratitude by doing the best job I possibly could. I learned every machine, took every overtime hour I could get, even worked with the mechanics until I could set up the simpler machines on my own. I worked my way up until I spent most of my time training new hires.
It got me noticed, especially after the shift manager caught a new employee on her cell phone, something forbidden except at break. She was watching a little instructional video I had made, just to make sure she understood her job. She was playing it when he saw her. After she showed it to him, he checked with all the trainees, and they all had their own file to pull up if they ran into any problems.
I got called into the office, and the plant manager, the shift manager, and a woman from HR were all waiting for me. Wondering how I had screwed up, I waited for the axe to fall.
"So, Bud(yeah, even a redneck name)what have you got to say for yourself? Bonnie told us about your training video. You realize you violated company rules by using cell phones, right? What do you think we should do?"
I was scared, but then I got pissed. My theory had always been when in doubt, attack. Screw them all, I was only trying to make the company more productive.
"I think you should let me put the videos on the work station computer, so they can pull them up on company sanctioned equipment. You guys keep me moving, training three to four people at a time, and it really helps them when I'm somewhere else. If you think that's a bad idea, you should go ahead and can me."
They wee a little taken aback that I had gone on the offensive, they just wanted to yank my chain for a bit before suggesting the very same thing.
When everybody settled down I was given a dollar more an hour and named Training Coordinator.
'Nita was tickled to death. She had been working full time and taking a partial load of classes at the local college, working for her degree as a Registered Nurse. If she took a full load, she could graduate in less than a year. We talked it over(we always talked every major decision over back then), and she went to part time so she could concentrate on school. I picked up even more overtime, but a year later me, both sets of parents, all our siblings and friends sat in the auditorium as she walked across the stage. She was the first one on either side of the family with a college degree.
...
Even though I was a trainer, I was still based on third shift. It let me come in early to train the second shift, and stay over to work with the ones on first. Plus, it maximized my time with my honey.
'Nita looked around at several entry level positions, but the pay was a little low. She was told time and again after she had a couple years of experience her wages would increase. She talked to a couple of girls at both locations, and found out they had a habit of letting nurses go right around the two year mark, to get someone cheaper.
Then one day a friend had an accident and we took her to the E R. They were swamped, and very shorthanded. 'Nita finally asked a nurse when she got a break why there weren't more on duty.
"Can't find anyone willing to work the hours, especially the weekends at night. Too bad, really. The pay is outstanding."
Her application was accepted, she got an interview, and two weeks later she was one of the third shift nurses on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. And the nurse was right, the money was really good for someone just starting out.
She was scheduled for thirty hours a week, but soon was working forty plus. Between that and my job, the money was rolling in. We decided early on not to change our lifestyle, and socked the money away. Our doublewide and four acres was getting closer and closer.
A year went by. We learned to schedule our time so we could be together as much as possible. We usually had breakfast together if I didn't have to work over, and the bedroom time was as stellar as ever. We managed to sleep at least part of every day together. Life was good. Then I stumbled into something that could possibly make our life much better.
...
I had a buddy, one of my closest friends, who was Mexican by descent, coming into the country when he was six. He struggled a little at school, and me and Billy started helping him, since we all lived within sight of each other.
He still had trouble with some words, and it's how he got his nickname. We were on the high school baseball team. I was third base, he was catcher, and Billy played first. A guy hit into right field with the bases loaded, and the outfielder made an outstanding catch, tossing the ball to Billy, who shoveled it off to me, throwing so hard he almost knocked my glove off. I tagged off and threw a cannonball to Juan, who blocked home plate and nailed the guy. A triple play, very rare in the sport. Juan was yelling, trying to shout "Yippie!, but it came out "Zippy!", which reduced us to tears and earned him his nickname.
Despite his Hispanic heritage, he was about as redneck as they come, down to the ratty ball cap and the jaw full of Redman. He even had a rebel flag tattooed on his bicep. He was an all round good guy, worked hard, helped his parents with the bills because he still lived at home. He didn't drink much, was well mannered, and had only one vice. His hobby, his passion, was carp fishing.
Carp fishing is in my mind proof that people will find a way to gamble on anything. You went to a stocked pond, paid your fee, and fished. Carp is almost inedible, but the point was to catch one that won the hourly jackpot, the twenty-four hour jackpot, and the holy grail of carp fishing, the weight fish. A weight fish was a fish of a designated weight for that particular pond, chosen at random when a jackpot was hit. You paid so much an hour to stay in the pot when you fished, and if you were lucky enough to say, catch one that weighed eleven pounds and ten ounces, the chosen weight, you won the jackpot. The jackpots would build for weeks and even months sometimes, until someone hit it. There was often hundreds, even a thousand plus in the pot.
It sounds expensive, and it is if you get in every pot. They even had an hourly pot for the smallest carp caught, and you could tie up a hundred bucks or more pretty quick any given night. It was too rich for me, trying to save for a house, but he was single, made good money, and loved it. He even won once in a while, but I'm sure if you added it all up he was seriously in the hole.
Every serious carp fisherman had his own special bait, and Zippy was no exception, concocting blends until the smell made his mother banish his efforts from the kitchen. He had just won a big jackpot, so he bought a small prefab building Billy and I helped set up. We even helped with his blending from time to time, if we could stand the smell. The rotten chicken blend still makes me gag when I think about it.
Billy went to college to be a pharmacist, so he could take over his Dad's drug store when he retired. We were sitting around one day, and Zippy started talking about his latest bait concoction, and how bad it was. Billy started talking about how different compounds would interact with each other, leaving us both in the dust pretty fast.
"What I'm saying, boys, if we can find the perfect interaction with the perfect ingredients, one that attracts the fish, we could make a bundle."
We thought about that for awhile, and decided to try. Most of our experiments at first were terrible failures. I secretly suspect the first few batches we came up with ran the fish to the other side of the pond.
I studied carp as much as I could, hitting the internet while 'Nita worked. There was a surprising amount of information out there. I found out they were scavengers, but were attracted to heat, which I mentioned to the guys the next time we were together. Billy grinned, and the next week he brought a chemical with him from the pharmacy, an over the counter, strictly legal liquid. It interacted with the compounds in the dough, heating it up. We tried it the next week(well, Zippy did. Billy and I weren't ready to plow any cash into the actual fishing yet)with mixed results. The first few times he nailed fish pretty regularly, but then the dough started melting, and the fish got the bait and not the hook. He still won three jackpots that night, largest fish of the hour and the night, and the weight fish. It was a very nice payout, almost seven hundred dollars.
The bait was doing well enough to get him noticed, so he started rotating ponds, careful not to fish any one more than once every three weeks. Owners didn't like it if you won too much, other guys would show up, see you, and go somewhere else.
Zippy's Mom helped us figure out how to keep the bait on the line. She wouldn't go near the bait shed, but she and her husband sat with us in their backyard one night, listening to us complain. Mom laughed, whispered something in Spanish to his father, and went into the house.
"I'm giving you these for an experiment. If it works, you can buy your own." It was a pair of pantyhose, with a small run. She saved them to hang her garlic and onions from her garden in, tying a knot between each bulb, a very efficient storage system.
It worked! The bait stayed, for the most part, in the little ball of pantyhose, but it gave easily when the carp bit. Once the carp was off the hook, Zippy would put fresh bait on and start over.
It was still a hit of miss proposition. It was my idea to add ground chicken livers, along with the blood they came in into the mix. Billy suggested coffee grounds, something to do with chemical balance. Zippy came up with using yellow grits to bind everything together. Our percentages went up significantly with the additions.
Then, as with most great discoveries, we perfected the concoction by accident. Billy was helping his parents clean up a shed, and his mother handed him a full grocery bag full of old cosmetics and perfumes to add to his trip to the dump.
He had a bucket of bait on the back of his truck, and no one knows exactly how, but some perfume fell onto the screen top of his bait bucket. He kept it in an old fridge so it would hold together, and then put it in the screen topped bucket to warm up before he used it. He went straight from the dump to the carp pond. Sighing, he tried to blend the perfume in as much as possible to dilute the smell.
The fish went crazy. Carp fishing is a hit and miss proposition, you might get two bites back to back at the beginning of the night, and yes, it was a nocturnal past time, because the carp didn't bite as well in the heat of the day, and then not get another hit the rest of the time you were there. This time though, he got five bites in forty five minutes, and won the hourly pot.
He went on to win two more during the night, plus the 24 hour prize for biggest fish. The owners were starting to look at him, so he reeled up and packed it in.
He was almost screaming when he called us the next morning. We met at the shed, and he explained what happened, down to the perfume. We checked online, and the perfume was still on the market, at a moderate price.
We made another batch, guessing the amount of the perfume, and Zippy went to another pond all the way across the county, and the results were the same. He won three hourlies out of four, and wisely left.
...
We had a council of war. I had pulled up a map of all the carp ponds in a seven county area, surprised to see there were fifty one. Zippy gave us a quick tutorial, taking us to a pond in the middle of the day, when there was no one else around.
Billy and I had gotten a couple of Zebco 33 Classic reels on five and a half foot poles apiece, since you were only allowed two rods in the water at one time. It was a good, multiple purpose rig, and was nothing like the expensive equipment a lot of the people used. Plus, it was good cover, making us look like a couple of good ol' boys who had no idea what they were doing.
Which, for Billy and me, was pretty true.
We decide early on not to ever be at the same pond at the same time, and to fish one and move on, not coming back for at least a month.The last thing we wanted to do was establish a pattern, or become too well known.
The first night I went, I bet I gave the others an entertaining evening, because it seemed I was doing nothing right. Still, seven hours later, I had won four hourlies, three for biggest and one for smallest. Just short of six hundred bucks, not bad for seven hours. Everyone congratulated me and put it down to beginners luck. Billy didn't do as well but still won four hundred, and Zippy won five. Almost fifteen hundred, in cash. Not bad for a night's work. We put it all together in a coffee can in the shed. Four weeks later we had sixty three hundred, and the can was starting to get full. We all agreed we would wait until the end of fishing season, and divide it up.
We hid our bait, too, putting it in buckets of commercial carp bait, after we threw the original away.
"You smell like you've been dumpster diving with a cheap whore," 'Nita told me one morning when I came in late. She was well aware of our experiments, because I told her everything. I laughed and showered, staying in until I had all the stink off me. I put on a pair of boxers and walked into the kitchen. 'Nita was on the table, naked, legs spread, looking at me through hooded eyes.
"Come and get your breakfast, big boy."
Boy, she didn't have to tell me that twice. I 'ate' breakfast, wondering if the two orgasms she had added any extra calories, then flipped her over,lay her top on the table, and did my best to pound the shit out of her. She was screaming, the table was moving, things were falling off the counter, but I didn't stop. We rode the table all the way to the wall and made a dent in the drywall. It was probably the most intense sex I've ever had. I think I passed out when I finally released, because I came to my senses as she tried to get me off her.
"Sorry babe," I said, as I stood up on wobbly legs. "You're gonna kill me one of these days."
She gave a satisfied smirk, then grabbed me by the... well, you know what she grabbed me by. "Time to take this to the bedroom. I haven't had breakfast yet, and I want it now!" Instead of ingesting calories we burned them up, finally slipping into an exhausted sleep. We didn't wake until almost six, unusual for us. "Nita just grinned, grabbed me, and said "Oh boy! Time for supper!"
It took us an hour to get out of bed, and forty-five minutes to shower together. Famished, we ordered two pizzas, and ate all of one and part of the other. Life was great.
...
Then we got greedy. The weather was starting to cool, and most places shut down for a few months, starting back up when it got warm again. We decided to grab all we could while we could. We were fishing Friday, Saturday, and Sunday nights.
We didn't notice, but we were being watched. A lot of pond owners talk to each other, and Billy and I became famous for our 'beginner's luck'. Zippy was getting a lot of attention also, a Mexican stands out in a bunch of pale, overweight rednecks. Especially one who is handing them their ass on a regular basis.
Things had gotten a little tense at home along about then too. 'Nita was beginning to resent me spending so much time away from her. I never told her how much I was making a week, wanting to surprise her with a wad of cash when the season was over and tell her to start house hunting. I talked to Billy and Zip, and we agreed to take a week off. Billy's wife was starting to complain as well.
We were still experimenting with the bait, trying different perfumes mostly, so I would often come home smelling of a new fragrance. I found out later it all came apart when 'Nita went to Walmart for our weekly shopping, and ran into a friend of hers, the cashier in the line she was using. They caught up on their friends and families, then Jane surprised 'Nita by leaning forward and inhaling.
"What was that for?"
"Just seeing what brand you were wearing today. Bud was in here to do his weekly shopping yesterday. I swear, between perfumes, pantyhose, and condoms, it's amazing you can walk. I'd like to be a fly on your wall some night."
'Nita didn't know what to say, so she just grinned and nodded. I had told her we had figured out a way to keep the dough on the hook, but hadn't gone into details. When she got home she tore the house up looking for my stash, not knowing it was all at the bait shed.
The condoms came into play by accident. Zippy grabbed the wrong bucket and didn't realize it until he got to the pond, so he put in a panic call to Billy, because he lived near their house, telling him to grab an extra bucket before he went to the pond he was going to fish.
Billy dropped the bait off, and then they found out they didn't pack the pantyhose. Zippy was about to give up in disgust when Billy smiled. He went back to his truck and pulled out a package. It was a six pack of condoms. "You're here, you might as well try," said Billy grinning.
It took three before they got it right, tying it tightly to the hook and putting tiny cuts around the sides. To their surprise, it worked really well, lasting longer than the pantyhose. We each started carrying a pair of pantyhose and a dozen rubbers in the dash of our trucks.



...
'Nita, in full jealous mode, searched the house before I got home, and then waited until I was asleep to check the truck. I have to wonder, looking back, how she must have felt when she opened the dash and pulled out two pair of pantyhose and a package of condoms with two missing. It didn't help that both pair had been worn by Billy's wife, she had given a few pairs to us after they laddered on her. 'Nita could tell they had been worn.
My girl had always had a hot temper, and she fought to control it constantly. Today though, she let the demons loose. I woke up to a truck with four flat tires and one rear view mirror missing. I found my rods in the driveway, obviously run over by her car, the reels mashed flat. She'd left me a note on the bathroom mirror, written in lipstick.
"You Bastard! Gone fishing my ass! Just to let you know, two can play this game, asshole."
I called her mother. I called her friends. I called the hospital. Nobody had seen her, but one friend said she'd called.
"What did she say?"
"Nothing I would repeat. My advice is if what she said was true, you'd better run. And if it's not true, you need to find her quick."
That didn't help my mood any. I tried to get her all the way up until I went to work, using a truck I borrowed, and called her on my breaks. At four in the morning I said screw it, and told the shift supervisor I was leaving. He seemed to think it was a good idea. "You've been...off, all night. I hope whatever is bothering you isn't catching."
I stopped at Walmart on the way home, and bought two new 33 Classic reels and two Ugly Sticks, really durable rods that would bend all the way double and never break. I still needed to fish this weekend, if I could get 'Nita calmed down. Maybe telling her about the money would help. Maybe I could even get her to go with me, and see how I spent my nights while she worked. Maybe it would calm her fears.
I noticed the car, but people were always parking in the wrong spot when they visited someone in one of the apartments. It stood out though, a BMW mixed with all the compact cars and old trucks. I was just happy to see 'Nita's car.
I grabbed my bags in one hand and the rods in the other, balancing while I opened the door before finally letting the bag go and turning my key. It had swung open about half way, and a deaf man could have heard them.
"That's it baby! Right there! How you liking this married pussy now, big boy?"
It was 'Nita's voice, along with some guy grunting.
Now, a reasonable man would have found out exactly what was happening before he reacted. A thinking man would have gotten evidence and burnt the bitch to the ground. A wimp would have just turned around and left, or sneaked in to watch. A redneck would have just kicked ass.
I was never known for my reasoning abilities or my intelligence. The last man that called me a wimp has a partial to remind him every day that wasn't the best idea he'd ever had. I was a redneck, and rednecks tend to react violently.
I kicked the bedroom door off the hinges, catching my loving wife and some asshole in bed. She was riding him reverse cowgirl, so I looked her right in the eyes. She went pale, then red. "How's it feel, mother fucker? Sucks being screwed over, huh. Now you..."
That was all she got out when I slapped her so hard she went off the bed. I recognized the guy, one of the ER doctors and a known pussyhound. She told me once she couldn't stand him, he'd screwed up two marriages already, and the administration had warned him to stay away from married women. Looks like he didn't listen.
He jumped up, deciding to bluff his way out. He was a gym rat, and liked to brag about his black belt.
"Calm down, dude. She came on to me. Is it my fault you can't keep her satisfied? I'm going to get my clothes and leave, it looks like the fun and games are over, at least for tonight. Get out of my way now, and you won't get hurt. You don't want your ass kicked by the man that just fucked your wife, that would be just too much. Keep a little dignity, and move."
I looked down at his balls, surprised to see them average sized. I figured they'd be the size of grapefruits with his attitude. He must have seen it in my eyes, and crouched down into a fighting stance.
In my rage I had forgotten I still held the rods in my hand. One night at a pond I saw a guy trying to wrestle in a monster. His buddy was helping him when the line snapped, and the rod whipped back. It him his friend right across the cheek, and the welt stayed there for the rest of the summer. People into inflicting pain should check out a rod. They'd probably throw every whip they owned away.
He never expected it, who used a fishing rod as a weapon? I was either good or lucky, because my first swing caught him right on the end of his dick. He let a high pitched scream out as the rod snapped forward, hitting him at the peak of the arc, and tried to cover his family jewels, so the next one went right across his knuckles. The next one caught him on the neck, and he went down, lying with his ass up, still trying to protect his crotch. I gave him two good whacks when I heard the hammer go back.
"Bud! Stop this instant or I swear to God I'll shoot you! You got no right to act this way after what you did."
She was holding my Colt Python, the same gun that Rick carries in The Walking Dead. And it had .357 rounds in it. My rage evaporated.
"So then, it's not enough you fuck a guy in our home, on our bed, now you threaten me with a gun? I hope whatever set you off was worth it, because we're done."
For the first time she looked uncertain, then set her face in a scowl. "I'll say when we're done. This was just a little punishment, but if you don't toe the line it'll happen a lot more often. Now, move aside and let him go. Be happy I'm not asking you to apologize."
I looked down at him trying to crawl out the door, then up at her and grinned. "Fuck you. Pull the damn trigger."
...
Her eyes got wide, that was probably the last thing she expected me to say. I didn't hit asshole with the rod again, but I helped him to the door, kicking him in the ass every time he tried to stand up. I'd left the door open and a pretty good crowd was outside, attracted by the yelling and screaming.
They scattered pretty fast when 'Nita fired, though.
I didn't feel anything and there was no blood, so she must have missed. "Next time will be in your ass!," she screamed, as she lowered the pistol to point at me again. I looked up, seeing the hole in the ceiling. Good thing all the duplexes were single story.
Some concerned neighbor had called the cops when the screaming started, and they were just getting out of their car when she made the threat. Their weapons came out and they were crouched behind the car in seconds. It must have been quite a sight. She was naked, outside by now, holding that big pistol. Her partner in crime had been trying to crawl to his car, still naked, but when the shot went off he put his hands over his head, not knowing who held the weapon, and started begging me not to kill him, apologizing for screwing my wife. I was fully dressed, and just held my hands up in the air. I bet they played the bodycam tapes for months, looking at her.
They were screaming at 'Nita, she was screaming at me, and asshole was screaming he was sorry, and please, please don't shoot him.
She was wavering, looking at the cops and then me. She swung her hand towards the cops, and I grabbed her, knowing fully well they were an inch from blowing her away. She let go of the pistol and I threw it towards the cops, wrestling her to the ground. We were in cuffs almost instantly.
In the end, we all got a free ride to jail. I got charged with assault on the doctor, as well as domestic violence for slapping 'Nita. She was charged with assault on a police officer with a deadly weapon by pointing a gun, communicating threats, indecent exposure, and discharging a firearm in the city limits. If they could have found anything, they would have charged the doctor, but in the end they let him go. His wife had to come and get him, and bring him some clothes. She divorced his ass, named 'Nita in the complaint, tried to sue the hospital, so it all became public record.
I promised not to press charges against her for threatening my life with a weapon, if she agreed to drop the assault charge. She agreed reluctantly, not wanting any more publicity. The doctor could have made my life very uncomfortable, but he saw the writing on the wall and took off for parts unknown. It took his wife almost a year to find him, working in a clinic overseas. She already had most of their assets, but he had to pay child support, retroactive at that. All in all, I dodged a bullet, pun intended. The DA decided he didn't want to be ringmaster of this particular circus, and let us go. 'Nita had to go through anger management counseling and do two hundred hours of community service for pointing the gun at the cops, though.
...
Zip and Bill came to bail me out, using part of our fishing money. I refused to bail 'Nita out, and her folks had to come and get her. It gave me time to get home, grab most of my stuff, and get out of Dodge.
I didn't hear from 'Nita for three weeks. My thought was she was waiting for me to apologize. When that didn't happen she called me, dripping sarcasm and ordering me home.
"As loving as that invitation is, I think I'll pass. Don't call me anymore, Anita. We're through. I don't know what kind of wild hair you got up your ass, but I never cheated on you. Not once. I don't give a fuck what you heard, or what you imagined, or what you were thinking. I will never be able to trust you again, and I'd have to sleep with one eye open if I came back."
She knew she was in serious trouble when I called her Anita instead of 'Nita. Her tone changed immediately. "Look, I may have made a mistake here. Why don't you come home and we'll discuss it like two adults."
"No. Wait, let me think. No. Hold on, while I give it serious consideration. Okay, not no, but HELL NO."
I hung up and didn't answer the phone again until the next day. I knew she was due to be served at two, and at two thirty my phone rang. It was her, of course, and instead of demanding and threatening she was crying. I told her gently I was sorry it had come to this but there was no way I would go back to her. "I'm sorry, Anita, I truly am. But I can't go back and I can't get over how easily you trashed our marriage, so this is the only way forward. Please don't fight it."
She fought it, delayed it as long as she could. Finally the judge got tired of it. I never showed up for any of the proceedings, I couldn't see the point. Maybe I should have, because the Judge issued an order for marriage counseling. One session apiece, and ten jointly. I made sure to stipulate that if, at the end of the counseling, I still wanted the divorce, it would go through without hindrance. If not, I would ignore the order and take my chances at jail. I was hauled before the Judge, and he listened as I told him my reasons. He looked at me sadly, realizing he was wasting everyone's time, but agreed and complied Anita to do the same.
She got to pick the counselor. He was a young man, in his thirties. I had a question right off the bat at our private session.
"How long you been doin' this?"
He didn't seemed surprised and smiled. "Longer that you think. This is my sixth year."
"Any good at it?"
I don't think he expected that. He kind of puffed up. "Really good. One of the best. My reconciliation rate is one of the highest in the state."
I frowned. "What if I told you I wasn't here for a reconciliation? That I was only here because it looked like it was the only chance I had of getting the divorce to go forward? If you think you can lead me to the water of getting back to my wife, you'll find it hard to get this mule to drink. The first time I think you're not being objective, the first time I think you're pushing an agenda that ain't mine, you and me are through. I checked your record too, and was surprised to see four complaints, three from men and one from a woman, saying you didn't really care about resolution but your numbers. Oh look, the time's up. See you next Thursday. Six sharp."
He looked a lot like the carp I hooked, gasping in the net.
The first two sessions were kind of difficult. He told us to sit together on a love seat facing him. I chose a recliner. I could see the frown he was trying to hide. The first hour was pretty much about her and the 'little mistake' she had made. So was the second. When she started out doing the same, I pulled out the newspaper I'd brought along and started reading. Both of them looked at me in surprise.
"What are you doing?"
"If I wanted reruns I'd watch some old television series. For two and a half hours you've let her ramble and have made no effort to push her to focus. If that's what you want, fine. Carry on. I'll just sit here quietly and read."
He was pissed. You could see it in his eyes and his body language. "Bud, if you don't..."
I stopped him. "We ain't friends. Call me Mr. Hart if you want to address me. I don't call you by your given name, do I?"
He was confused, and I wondered why. Had he not been listening to me?"
"Sorry, Mr. Hart. I'm just trying to establish a rapport with you, to make things easier. You have to participate, though, or I'll tell the judge."
I shrugged. "Tell him. I had my lawyer look the paperwork over pretty good, and it says I'm required to attend. It doesn't say a damn thing about participating. So why don't you stop and focus on the real issue here, how to prepar
That pretty much ended that session.
...
Well, he did tell the Judge, who brought me in for a meeting, saying I had to at least make a good faith effort. "Let me be clear here. In no way am I saying you have to take her back. That's your decision and after the sessions I'll accept whatever you want. But you might want to listen, see how things went South so fast. It might help you in any future relationships."
He was a pretty sharp old goat, I guess that's why he was a judge.
So, I did some due diligence(my lawyer taught me that)and was prepared for the next session. I handed both Anita and the counselor, Bob, a sheet of paper.
"What's this?"
"It's a record of all the times I was fishin' when she thought I might be fooling around. Those guys keep pretty good records, so you'll see the times I arrived and the times I left, or at least the times I cashed in my last pot. And if think I was having romantic interludes at a carp pond, you've obviously never been to one. The smell is not exactly a aid to romance."
I looked at her. "Look, maybe I should have explained about the condoms and pantyhose, but I didn't see a need. You only half listened when I told you about what I was doing anyway. You had your hobbies, the occasional night out with the girls, shopping, that sort of thing. Did I think you were cheating? No. I think you might have danced a little too close a time or two, or let hands wander where they shouldn't a little, but I TRUSTED you. So I didn't check up on you, didn't search your car or look for motel receipts. I didn't look in your panties to see if there was something there that shouldn't be. If I had thought something was up, I would have talked to you. Why couldn't you do the same? We'd still be together, house shopping, and talking about kids. Instead, we're in here with a total stranger, telling him all our secrets. At least you are. The less I speak the calmer I am, and when it gets down to it, this is nobody's business but our own, and I resent tremendously the fact that we're here at all."
It was the longest I had talked in the sessions, and they were so stunned it took them a minute to get going again. Then my phone dinged. "Oh look, times up. See you next week." I was out the door and gone before the could react.
I sensed it the next time we were there. Something had changed. Anita looked me in the eyes, and she wasn't crying. "You talked last week. Now it's my turn."
I nodded. Looks like we might have made a little progress here.
"I realize now there is no way we'll ever be together again. I broke that and it can't be fixed. I just want to tell you some of what I was thinking. You were the perfect husband. You didn't drink much, you held a good job, and you didn't fool around on me. I was so proud of you."
"All the nurses at work, at least the younger ones, were either divorced or fooling around. I was so lucky we had the same schedule. Most of them were having affairs because the husbands were taking advantage of all that weekend freedom to hook up, and it was mostly revenge."
"I bragged on you so much. Then you started fishing. Suddenly you weren't home while I worked. I trusted you at first, but then you started fishing more. The time apart grew longer, and all my friends said the same thing. 'He's got a girlfriend.'
Then a week before it all fell apart, one of them told me she saw you with another woman, and you were laughing and even hugged each other. I wanted to ask you then, but was so afraid of the answer. Then Jane told me about the perfumes, condoms, and pantyhose. What was I supposed to think?
You know I've always had to fight to control my temper, but I couldn't this time. My only thought was to hurt you the way you hurt me. So I hooked up with Dr. Sleaze, he was available and willing. Even then, I was never going to tell you, it would be my little secret when I thought about you cheating.
Then you came home early and it all went to hell. You weren't supposed to be there. You were never supposed to know. I was so ashamed until my anger took over. Only the shock of you slapping me calmed me down.
Even then, when you were whipping asshole with that fishing rod, I knew we were over. I only pulled your revolver out of the nightstand to keep you from killing him. I have to admit though, that my anger was still there, and my finger was itching to pull the trigger.
When you looked me in the eyes and told me to pull the trigger, at that exact moment I knew I didn't matter to you anymore. Just like that, the rage started going away. I was still confused when the cops showed up. I even considered shooting in their direction, so they would kill me and end the pain."
She stopped, wiped her eyes, and drank some water. I started to say something but she stopped me.
"Then we all went to jail. It broke my heart all over again when you refused to get me out and left. Then the doctor's wife came and it got even uglier. When she sued the hospital it all came out. My friends, my family, they all knew something happened but now they knew the details. It was a pretty lonely time for me. You were gone, my friends were gone, management at the hospital was not pleased with me. They kept me though, because I was an excellent nurse, but the warm feeling I got from my job was gone.
So here are. I fucked up, and even though I would do anything to fix it, I know you. You're an Old Testament kind of man, and I always admired you for your beliefs. I've made a decision. The sessions stop today. I give up, Bud."
Before I could respond she was out the door and gone. I looked at the counselor. "Should I go after her?"
"Only if you're concerned she might do harm to herself. Otherwise, I would leave her alone. She's already started her recovery process, I would just leave her in peace."
...
So we got divorced. She was amazed at the amount I had saved for our house, she had a general idea but always trusted me, so she didn't worry about it. I made sure she got half.
Of course, we were long gone from our old apartment, the owners take a dim view of someone shooting holes in their property. I got a small studio closer to work that suited me just fine. Anita moved in with another nurse, telling me it was more economical and she hated an empty house.



Everyone urged me to start dating again, but I wasn't ready. I was hurt and bitter, and snapped at a few women until I realized I didn't like the direction I was taking, and got help.
The counselor this time was a woman. A little uneasy at first, she reassured me until I felt comfortable. So I told her about me and Anita, and how I was acting towards women in general.
"I think maybe I'm turning into a miso...misto...you know, one of those guys who hate women."
She actually laughed. "I don't think that's the case, or you would never agreed to come to me. I would have been viewed as just another bitch trying to mess up you world. Here's what I think. Even though you're divorced, you still love your wife. I also think as much as you would like to take her back, you can't. Not now, anyway. Your attitude towards women is just an offshoot of your pain. It may not seem like it, but life will get better, and you're too much of an innate gentleman to continue with your reaction to women. Sometime soon you'll realize they never did anything to hurt you and treat them accordingly. Anything else you want to talk about?"
I saw her six times. I learned that I didn't always communicate as well as I needed to, and that I was still a little immature and selfish. All things I admitted and tried to rectify. She also urged me to tell whoever I ended up with my story, including my faults, and hope that she could overcome them. If she loved me, it would be enough.
I calmed down. Four months later My boss called me into the office. There was a man there I'd never seen who turned out to be a vice president.
After the introductions and small talk he got down to the reason he was here.
"We have eleven locations in this country, and this one has the best efficiency rate of all. Being the astute man I am, I investigated, and every conversation turned to you. I'm having a lot of trouble with our plant in Alabama, and I'm not to pleased with the performance at our Kentucky facility. We want to offer you a position as a travelling trainer. We'll send you to any of our facilities who need help, to see if you can rectify the situation and make suggestions. Of course, there will be a significant increase in salary, your housing and transportation will be included, and there will even be bonuses tied to the speed of the turnaround. This is an experimental program, and we're only offering this opportunity to two people. The other guy is based in California and will handle everything on that side of the Mississippi, you get everything on this side. Think about it, and we'll give it a try if you're on board."
I was on a plane for Alabama four days later, met at the airport by a man with a company truck. We drove to the short term apartment complex that was to be my home for the next ten weeks.
The mechanical and training parts of the job were easily accomplished, and production went up immediately. I found it not to be a good working environment, the managers didn't trust their people or the maintenance staff. The second shift supervisor was a monumental pain in the ass, questioning everything, ordering unnecessary changes, slowing production down and then blaming the workers. Seven weeks in the Vice President who recruited me called.
"I see you're making progress. Good work. However, it's not as significant as I would have hoped. Any problems I need to know about?"
I hesitated, and he caught it. "Look, I didn't hire you to be a snitch. However, if something is hurting our efficiency you need to tell me, no matter what it is, be it personnel or equipment. It's part of your job description. And since you work directly for me now, you're outside the normal chain of command, so there will be no repercussions, do you understand?"
"Yes sir. Okay, you need to make some changes, especially on the second shift. It's a combative environment, and production is suffering. You need to get the management to understand they need to pull back and stop micromanaging. If the people know their jobs, there is no need to hover. Trust them, and it will pay off."
There was a moment of silence before he chuckled. "Well, I did tell you to speak the truth. Let me see what I can do."
Two days later the second shift manager was on his way to my base plant, to spend two weeks observing the operation there. Part of a new cross training experiment. To my surprise, I was made interim manager. Production went up seventeen per cent the second week. I'd like to say the manager came back with a new attitude, but he was back to his old ways in a month. I was sent back down the second month for three weeks to train the new manager.
Then I was off to Kentucky for six weeks. They were a pretty good outfit, so it didn't take long for things to improve. Word had gotten out I had the ear of my boss and bad things happened to those that didn't cooperate, so ti was a lot easier for me to get things done.
...
MY bank account was growing in leaps and bounds. When everything you needed except food was paid for, there wasn't a lot left to spend money on. I figured in another year I'd do some serious house shopping.
The week I came back from Kentucky Billy and Zippy called me for a business meeting. One of the results of the divorce was us getting banned from the local ponds, so Zippy was having to travel to fish. Zip's Mom, as usual, made a suggestion. "So you can't make any money fishing anymore. Why don't you try making money off the bait? You don't have to spend hours sitting up at night beside a stinky pond, just sit back and watch the money pour in."
We named the bait for her in gratitude. We got a lawyer Billy's dad knew, got the formula protected, and set ourselves up in business. Momma Rosilta's Magic featured a picture of her on the front of the package. She snorted when she saw it. "This is gonna be my shot at fame, my face on the bucket of a stinking pile of crap?"
We started out small, a few local bait shops, even a few carp ponds agreed to carry it. Business was slow at first, but picked up to the point where we couldn't keep up.
Our lawyer got us a bigger building, and we found mixers through a bakery supply business, huge things capable of mixing a couple hundred pounds at a time. We were buying grits, chicken livers, and perfume wholesale. It was a little trickier with the coffee grounds, until Billy came up with the idea of donating coffee to homeless shelters and soup kitchens, in exchange for the grounds. The other three ingredients were a carefully kept secret, Zippy mixed them up in his old bait shed and delivered them to our factory in unmarked bags.
We were running two shifts now, and still not keeping up with demand. When someone found they worked as well on catfish our sales exploded. We knew we had hit the big time when Walmart came calling. We'd heard enough horror stories about doing business with them that when they told us we would have to expand and put out five times the product to meet their contract, we thanked them and politely declined, shocking them no end.
We did end up signing a contract with one of the major sporting good stores, for all of our product, for two years, with a guaranteed order for three times our production. The contract called for a three month grace period to get up to speed, and we found another building, got bigger mixers, and were off to the races. The building housed a hundred and sixty mixers capable of five hundred pound batches. It had gotten so big Zippy had long since quit his old job and was now manager. His mother came on board, quitting her old job as office manager for a law firm, and ran the business side, for about twice what she had been making.
We were an LLC, Zippy owned a third, Billy owned a third, and I owned twenty per cent as a silent partner. Momma Rosie owned the other ten per cent, if it weren't for her we wouldn't even be here, and it guaranteed her staying with us.
...
It had been a year and a half, and I was home for the first time in eight months, moving from one plant to the other as needed. I even got to cross the river, working at a facility just outside of Kansas City.
I was well known throughout the company for my fondness of barbeque, even had tee shirts from different places I'd been. I loved a mustard based sauce in Alabama, a spicy thick brown sugar tomato style in Kentucky. Every state had a different blend. And in most cases, if you traveled thirty miles in any direction, you'd find another blend that was 'the best in the world'.
I decided to go to my favorite place in the world, and wore my new Kansas City shirt. The owner almost threw me out. I had to tell him it was a free shirt, and besides, everybody in the universe knew his was the ultimate. It placated him enough to let me eat. And give me a shirt I had to promise to wear the next time I was at an out of town joint, and I had to send pictures.
I saw her come in. Anita didn't notice me, and I got to look her over pretty good. She was thinner, and her hair was a lot shorter than I ever remembered. It was more blond than I remembered, but it suited her tan. She'd always liked the sun.
She was with two girls and another guy, and rather than let it get awkward when she saw me I walked over after they had been seated. She was laughing, but it died when she looked up.
"I didn't want to disturb you or your friends, Anita. I just didn't want it to get awkward when you saw me, so I thought I'd come over and say hello. Like the new do, girl. Looks good on you. Enjoy your meal."
She touched her hair with a little smile on her lips. "Thank you, Bud. You look pretty good yourself. Travel must agree with you."
Well, when you're gone as much as I am, it came down to whether I wanted to spend my time in bars or the gym, and I never was much of a drinker. I'll let you get to your meal now. And 'Nita, it is good to see you again."
Her eyes got big when I used my pet name for her, and she nodded as I moved back to my table. Three minutes later someone loomed over me. It was her, and she was holding her plate.
"Can I share your table? We were going to get it to go, but I think I'd like to stay awhile."
I stood up and pulled out a chair for her.
So we ate, and we talked. Really talked. She surprised me when she told me she had quit the hospital and had gotten a job in an office with regular hours. The pay wasn't quite as much, but she finally had the experience everyone had wanted when she first started out, so she did all right.
She surprised me by telling me she had a therapist she met with once a month, to keep her anger issues in check and her focus clear. I told her about my sessions, which surprised her.
Anita finally got around to asking the question that must have been bugging her since she saw me.
"Seeing any one?"
I laughed, surprising her. "Not seriously. Hard to establish a romance when you're gone as much as I am. I'm not willing to subject any one to a part time relationship, it wouldn't be fair."
She smiled. "Me either. At first, with my schedule, it wasn't really possible to start dating except for people I worked with, and well, you know...'
She stopped, a bit embarrassed. I surprised her by taking her hand. "You don't need to dredge up bad memories. The past is the past, and we don't need to dwell on it. How about now? You've got normal working hours, so it should give you plenty of time.
It seemed to embarrass her to admit she had dated a few men. Realistically, I didn't expect her to become a nun. She also added she had found anyone worth more than three dates.
She changed the subject, asking about my shirt, so I spent the rest of the meal telling her about wild places I'd visited and strange things I'd eaten. Barbequed alligator wasn't that bad, armadillo not so much. Ostrich was pretty good though, as was mutton from Kentucky. She made faces as I talked and giggled at my assessments. She finally looked down at her watch.
"Shit! I'm late! I have to go. Thanks for spending time with me, Bud. It really was good to see you." Before I could think she leaned down and gave me a very nice kiss. "Call me when you're in town, I would not mind at all if you did."
I looked down after she walked out the door, seeing a business card. It was her office, and her number was written on the back. I thought about it for a while before I slipped it into my wallet.
...
We would see each other once in a while when I was home. I think she would have liked to have gotten intimate, but I just couldn't. She gave up for awhile, and started seeing another nurse from a different office.
I still traveled, still went to the gym, but I had developed a new interest, taking online classes. I wanted to be more than just a travelling trainer. When my boss found out he had the company pay for the classes, calling it an investment. I'd had a little community college, so I go my degree in Business Mgmt in two and a half years. I got the diploma in the mail, deeply aware how painful it was not to have someone to share it with.
Then my boss called me, telling me to come to corporate headquarters. He introduced me to my replacement. "You've done a hell of a job, but I know well how traveling can be on a young man. Now that you've got that degree it's time to move you along. The manager at your home facility is retiring, and the production manager is moving up. I suddenly have a vacancy in my management team, and you would be the perfect fit. You've got four months before Jack retires, but I'll need an answer in two, so I can look for someone else if you decide you're not interested. Something else to think about, the production manager is in his late fifties, so sometime down the road the manager position will be open again, and you know how I like to promote from within. Think about it, and in the meantime, Jones here is going to travel with you. I always need more trainers."
I did think about it, and decided it would be good for me. I was tired of the road. It was fun for awhile, but I liked the idea of waking up with the same roof over my head every day.
...
I almost fell in love. She was from Alabama, a brilliant redhead with a body a lot like my ex, except her breasts were a lot bigger. She was a production scheduler, and we often worked together when I was there. We got to talking about hobbies, and she revealed she loved to fish. She even had a boat.
She said it with a smirk, and I got the story out of her. Her husband, besides being a serial cheater, was an avid fisherman and had a top of the line Ranger bass boat, with every bell and whistle. When she finally confronted him, and they divorced, she gave up other things to get his boat, wanting to hurt him as much as she could. It sat for a year before she finally decided to use it, and was instantly hooked. She didn't like bass fishing, though, she fished for the monster cats in the nearby lake. Her current record was twenty-eight pounds.
I casually asked what kind of bait she used. This was before we signed with the sporting goods store, so we were strictly local. The next time I came down we made a date to take her boat out that weekend. I had brought five pounds of our bait.
Catfishing is a lot like carp fishing, it's best at night. We put in a couple of hours before sunset, and just cruised the lake. Molly caught me looking at a couple of girls on another boat, and peeled off her tee shirt, displaying a stunning set of boobs in a very small bikini top. She laughed at my open mouth.
"Think you can keep your eyes in the boat from now on?"
"Most definitely."
We pulled into the mouth of a cove, one of her favorite fishing spots, anchored, dropped our lines in the water, and opened a beer. Forty minutes and three beers later she got bored. The boat had very nice, oversized upholstered fishing chairs, and she climbed into onto my lap and wiggled around, surprizing the shit out of me.
"I think we need to take this opportunity to get to know each other better, don't you?"
I was all for that, but made a token protest.
"What about the fish?"
"Fuck the fish. I got the drags set, we'll know if we get a bite."
One thing led to another and I soon had her top off, feasting on her thick nipples as she squirmed. I came up for air and asked her if the bikini bottom matched the top.
"It sure does. I'd show it to you, but I'm not wearing it. The only thing under these shorts is me. Wanna see?"
I sure did. She stood up, facing away from me, and shimmied out of her shorts. Her ass was everything I hoped it would be, firm and full. She looked over her shoulder and grinned. "You're overdressed."
I was out of my shorts in seconds, hard as a rock. She looked back again, said "nice," and dropped back down into my lap, impaling herself. We both let out a loud sigh. It wasn't quite dark, seems she was a bit of an exhibitionist. Not that I minded, but I did point out a few boats in the area. She slipped her bikini top back on. At casual glance it looked like she was just sitting on her boyfriends' lap.
Then she started wiggling, rotating her hips and sliding back and forth until we were both breathing hard. Then she started rising up an inch or two and dropping down. getting faster and faster. I could tell she was close when the drag on one of the rods started clicking. Then it started screaming.
She ignored it until she screamed out in orgasm, rising off me and grabbing the rod before sitting back down. With me firmly encased inside, she started trying to pull the fish in. I was enjoying the gyrations when she screamed again, coming off me fighting the rod, bent almost double. "Grab the net! Grab the net!"
It took her another thirty minutes to get it close enough to the boat to net. I took one look, dropped the net, and grabbed a gaff. I got it hooked and we put a few more in it to make sure it didn't get off.
"Holy fuck that thing is huge! I bet it weighs fifty pounds!"
Then she looked down and giggled. "Sorry, baby. But I promised, I will make it up to you." I surprised her by nipping a very firm ass cheek. She squealed, laughed, and reached for me when another rod went double. We caught eight fish in ninety minutes, the smallest a mere nineteen pounds.
We motored slowly to a marina, one famed for it's scales. The guys nearly flipped when she showed them the fish she would like weighed. Eight fish, the biggest weighing sixty-nine pounds, a new lake record. They kept that particular fish in a specially designed live well until the state could send someone out to verify. The marina would get a lot of attention as people came to ogle the fish for the next two days. Molly got a writeup in the local and state papers, an article in the state wildlife magazine, and a television interview. I got a mention as her fishing companion. When asked what bait she used, she only said it was a commercial bait that could be bought anywhere, and she was just going to let people figure out which one on their own.
She did indeed make the interruption on the boat up to me, and in subsequent visits she made sure we rocked the boat BEFORE we baited a hook.
She was funny, sexually exciting, a good conversationalist, and damn easy on the eyes. I was just about ready to ask for a more exclusive relationship when she cancelled a date, and I saw her at a restaurant later with another man, and the way they touched each other let every one know they weren't strangers. I didn't see her at all that weekend or the following week at work, she had taken some vacation time.
The next month she was all over me, and noticed how cool I was. She sighed. "You saw me, didn't you?"
"Yes. But don't sweat it, we hadn't made commitments.I would have preferred to hear it from you, but it's okay."
"Look, I'm sorry. Brad(ever notice how many guys with the name Brad are connected with cheating? Someone should do a paper on that.)is my regular boyfriend. He's been out of the country for almost a year doing contract work, and he got unexpected time off. We'll eventually end up married. He knows how much I like sex, and I know he won't do without either, so we reached an agreement. Whatever we do, whoever we see while we're apart is none of our business and we don't need to know. You're a lot of fun, Bud, and you're almost as good as Brad technique wise. I'd like to keep seeing you, his contract isn't up for another eight months."



I told her thanks but no thanks, while he didn't mind I did, so we would just go back to being friends. I wished her the best, but I never touched her again, except when we fished and I helped her land those monsters she was still reeling in. She had guys following her around on the water, trying to figure out how she was landing monsters and they weren't getting a nibble. They even went so far as to search her boat, but she kept the bait under lock and key in a small dorm type refrigerator in her dad's garage.
She ended up breaking her own state record, landing a seventy-seven pound monster. She sent me a picture of her with the fish, and it was taller than she was. A guy was standing beside her, grinning. Brad, I guess. They looked happy. She kept up her hot streak, winning several tournaments, until the bait hit local stores and she lost her monopoly.
...
By that time I was home, to ramble no more. I had taken some of my money and bought a nice house out in the country, on eight acres. It even had a decent sized pond on it. The property came with a small tractor and some equipment, so I kept the fields mowed, and planted a small garden.
I still dated, I was a pretty eligible bachelor for the size of the area I lived in. Got laid as often as I wanted, but had found none that I thought I could spend the rest of my life with.
That all changed when I came home one day to see someone sitting on my porch. Actually two someones. I was surprised to see Anita, and a little girl that looked about eight. The girl bore a remarkable resemblance to Anita.
"Hi," she said, getting them out of the porch swing. "I love your house, what I can see of it. I'm here to ask a favor. Not for me, but for Annie here. She wants to learn how to fish, and I can't think of anyone I'd rather have teach her. Please?"
She was giving me puppy dog eyes,and I was surprised at how much it affected me. Annie was just staring, looking hopeful. I noticed even as she smiled there was a sadness in her eyes and wondered what that was about. Well, what did I have to lose.
"Did she bring her rod?"
Anita almost broke her face with the smile. "No, we didn't know what to get. Don't you have some around here somewhere?"
I ended up looking like a pack mule by the time it was time to fish. We had to have chairs, a cooler for drinks, and of course, rods and reels. I gave Annie one of my standbys. It was just small enough for her to handle it.
I put a pretty heavy weight on it first and made her cast across the field until she understood how it worked. She looked so serious it was almost funny. Then I baited the hook with one of the worms we had dug up out of the garden, put a cork on it, and showed her where to cast. There were a lot of bream in the pond, so I knew she would catch something eventually.
Anita was rocking on the chair I'd brought her, smiling and sipping iced tea. She had that look I still recognized, and I wondered what her plan was.
She was twenty-eight now, just hitting her prime, and it showed. I idly wondered who would wear a sundress to go fishing when Annie squealed. She had a fish, a pretty good one by the way the rod was bending. I was instantly at her side, coaxing her on what to do. Anita was up beside us, cheering her on. She had caught a crappie. I didn't even know there were crappie in my pond. A good size, excellent eating. When I told her that she immediately demanded we keep it. I promised I would, IF she would eat it.
It seems little Annie was a natural born angler, because she ended up with nine big enough to eat. I asked when she would like her fish fry.
"Tonight?"
"Don't you have to get home?"
She looked sad again, and Anita hugged her. "She can stay a little, if you want to fry her fish."
There went the puppy dog eyes, but now it was in stereo. Annie didn't seem grossed out when I cleaned the fish, putting them into a little lemon water to soak while we fixed the sides.
Anita took it as an invitation to seize control of my kitchen, and soon had Annie standing on a chair watching her make hush puppies and tartar sauce I got to make the slaw, and I lit my gas grill, putting some corn on to roast, using the side burner to heat the oil.
Annie watched me dredge the fish in milk and egg wash before dipping them into the seasoning flour. When it got time to fry I told her to stand back because of hot oil. Anita let her set the picnic table and pour the tea while she pulled the corn off the grill.
It took very little time to fry nine crappie into golden brown nuggets of flavor. I had to show Annie had to avoid the bones. She ate like she was starved, four of the crappie, an ear of corn, and coleslaw. She also ate about six of the big hushpuppies I'd fixed. I wondered where she was putting it.
Anita sat her down on the couch while she cleaned up and I put the fishing gear away. I sat down on the porch swing, listening to her sing in the kitchen, watching the little angel sleep on my couch, and tears slid down my cheeks. This should have been my life, damn it!
I felt a tug on my sleeve. Annie had gotten up and was standing in front of me. Without thinking I scooped her up and put her on my lap, swinging gently. She wiggled around until she got comfortable and went right back to sleep.
I felt her rather than saw her. Looking up, I could see even through the screen door she was crying. She didn't say a word, just turned around. Ten minutes later she was back with two cups of coffee, setting them on the side table and sitting in the swing, snuggling against me while she played with Anita's hair. It felt really good. I savored it for a moment before I spoke.
"Wanna tell me what's going on here?"
"Remember my sister Jan? This is her little girl. Her and her husband split, and he disappeared about seven years ago, right after Annie was born. Jan had a good job, so she stayed where she was, raising her little girl. Then her husband came back after all those years and wanted to reconcile. She was engaged, and laughed at him, saying he would never get to be Annie's dad, because she already had one waiting. He tried for a few weeks until she got a restraining order. He got high one night, kicked open the door, and shot Jan and Tommy while Annie slept. She heard the gunshots, and got up. Her father had already run out, so that precious little girl had to call 911. Social services were about to take her when we stepped in. Mom can't handle taking care of a little girl, so I petitioned and got accepted as legal guardian. She's my little girl now, Bud.
I thought about it for a while. When I found out you had quit traveling, I had it, the perfect solution. She needs a Daddy, and I can't think of a better man to fill those shoes. She already trusts you more than anyone I've seen her with since I got her. You could have knocked me over with a feather when she came out here and crawled into your lap. You look so good together, natural, you know.
So I'm asking, not just for me but for both of us. Be a part of our lives, share a little bit of your heart, at least with her. I know I can never get you back, but if I have just a little role in your life it would make me very happy. Please, Bud."
I don't know exactly when my arm went around her shoulders, but I snuggled her as much as I could with a child in my lap. Sometime during the snuggle we went to sleep. I woke to see Annie looking up and grinning. "I need to go potty."
I woke Anita, and she took her to the bathroom. I looked at my watch, surprised to see it was almost midnight. Bet that was going to wreak havoc with the little girl's sleep schedule.
Nita came out of the bathroom grinning. "It's too late to go home. Annie's in the bath. That is one huge freaking tub. I need some tee shirts for night gowns, and you need to get the guest bedroom ready. She's all excited about having a sleep over."
I fluffed the pillows, made sure there were plenty of blankets, turned down the bed. Annie came in, my shirt almost reaching her ankles, and demanded I tuck her in and tell her a story wile she waited for Anita. "Gotta kiss me goodnight," she mumbled sleepily, so I did. Anita took that exact moment to enter, and her grin was huge. I felt like I was one of those catfish, caught on a hook I couldn't get off of.
Her tee fit her a lot better, coming down to just a couple inches below her bottom. I could see her nipples, and they seemed glad to see me. She may have preened a little, slipping under the covers to snuggle Annie. "I know she got a goodnight kiss. Where's mine?"
It was surprisingly sweet and gentle, no sexual overtones of any sort. She brushed my cheek when we finished. "You're still the best man I ever knew, honey. Good night."
I bet I didn't sleep two hours that night, thinking of the two angels in the guest bedroom. I had to admit, deep down, that I had never let go of my love for Anita. Would it be worth it to try again? All these thoughts swirled through my head until I finally dozed off.
...
I woke to an empty house, that disappointed me a bit. Ah well, time to return to reality. I was working in my garden when they came back up the drive. Annie was out of the car like a shot, running to me. I just barely caught her when she launched herself at me.
"We're here for the weekend! Isn't that great? What are we going to do? Mom says we might go to the zoo if I'm a good girl. I'll be a very good girl, I promise. What's that? What are you doing?"
I looked up to a grinning 'Nita. "Well, can we stay."
"You're not playing fair."
Her grin got bigger. "I take that as a yes. And honey, all's fair in love and war. And this ain't war. I'm going to go unpack our bags. Want to go with me, Annie?"
"NO. Uncle Bud is going to teach me about gardens."
"All right sweetie. I'd say don't get too dirty, but why bother."
She turned, walking to the house. I could hear her singing softly before she had gone three steps. It was one of her tells, when she was happy she sang.
Annie stayed with me for an hour, learning how to tie up tomatoes so the fruit doesn't lie in the dirt. She went into the shed and got the basket I told her to get, and I let her pick squash, tomatoes, and corn, taking only the ripest, leaving the others for later. I saw a little green snake in the corn, and showed it to her. She immediately wanted to hold it, but I told her it was a wild animal, and probably wouldn't like being held. I did let her carry the two turtles we found back to the pond. Turtles it seems, love tomatoes, another reason why I tied them up to where they couldn't be eaten.
She carried the basket back to the house, proudly showing Anita what she had picked. We washed up, and 'Nita made us ham and cheese sandwiches with slices of the tomatoes Annie had picked.
Then she took a bath, with the bubble bath she had brought, dressed in fresh clothes, and told us she was going to take a nap in 'her' room, but to wake her if we did something exciting. I wasn't sure what qualified as exciting for an eight year old girl, but I promised.
Anita was cleaning the kitchen, so I walked back out to the porch, and sat in the swing. I liked to rock when I think. Done, she joined me, rocking in companionable silence.
It was probably twenty minutes before she spoke. "I can't undo what I did, Bud. I wished many times I could. You were the world to me, and you have no idea how I felt when I thought you were cheating. You were my whole world, and then you weren't."
She sighed, rocked a little longer, and started again.
"I was stupid, Bud, a stupid little girl hurt and angry, and I chose the worst way possible to express it. I'm not a little girl anymore, honey. I'm a grown woman with a child to consider. I never got over you, and I never will. My child needs a father, and you're the best candidate out there. I need a husband, a strong, kind man who'll help me through any issues I have and love me for what I am. You're it, Bud. You were always it. I just forgot.
I know you've forgiven me, but I know you'll never forget. There will always be a tiny part of you that will wonder when I'll do it again. I can answer that for you. Never. I'll kill myself first. I'm not asking for a decision now, honey, I'm asking for a chance. If in the end you say no, I won't fight you. I'll leave and never bother you again. Don't say anything now, unless you want to. Just think about it."
I looked at her, my expression stern. I saw the first signs of fear in her eyes. "I do have something to say. Well, ask anyway. What time should we leave for the zoo tomorrow?"
Her eyes widened, and then she got a smug look she couldn't hide. "We need to leave early, honey. She's never been before, so she'll want to see everything. I'll pack us a picnic, the food there will mostly be junk, I don't know about you, but our daughter will be raised with her health in mind."
"What about a dessert?"
"Ice cream, if you're both well behaved. We need to go shopping when Annie wakes up, you don't have much in the way of food here."
I was about to explain the eating habits of a single man when Annie came out, rubbing her eyes. She came straight to me and crawled into my lap. I looked at 'Nita and the smirk was back. "What are we going to do now?"
"We're going grocery shopping. We need to lay in supplies if we're going to the zoo. You can stay here, if you like."
"Nuh-uh. He's going with us, aren't you Uncle Bud?"
"well, I'd put it to a vote but I suspect I'd lose. So grocery shopping it is."
I was suddenly glad now I'd bought that new SUV, thinking what a good family car it would be. "Nita got in and sank into the leather seats. ""Very nice, Bud. You must be making the bucks now."
I suddenly realized she had no idea what I was worth. I had a very nice salary for the times and the area, but I was making four to six times that a year off the bait business. "Oh, I do all right. Annie, stop playing with the buttons."
She was raising and lowering the windows. Apparently she'd never been in a car with electric windows. She looked guilty for a moment but giggled. "Yes sir, Uncle Bud."
The trip to the grocery store was eye opening, to say the least. I usually just shot in, grabbed what I wanted, and was out in fifteen minutes. Annie tried to shove every snack in the universe into the buggy while 'Nita comparison shopped every item for the best quality and price. I wanted to blow my head off after thirty minutes. Again she had the smirk. "You might as well get used to it, there will be times when it will fall to you."
"Now why would I have to shop?"
"Because I'll either be in the hospital having our babies or at home trying to recover."
Well, that stopped me dead in the middle of the aisle. She just giggled and kept walking. I finally came to my senses and rushed after them. "What did you say?"
"We'll talk about it later honey. Now, roast turkey club sandwiches be all right for tomorrow?
I was outvoted again, but I won a minor victory by slipping back to the meat counter and picking up t-bones for dinner. 'Nita grumbled about red meat until I told her I wouldn't grill one for her, we could pick up salmon or something.
We were leaving when she looked over at the big box store beside the market. Suddenly we were inside looking at age appropriate car seat for Annie.
"Does yours need replacing?"
There was the smirk again. How come I never noticed that before now. "Mine is fine, honey. This is for your car. We'll be using it most for family outings, it's newer and has a lot more room."
I was carrying it up to the register when Annie suddenly bolted tot he side, 'Nita in hot pursuit. She had seen the swing sets, and was drooling over the most expensive.
"Annie, honey, we can't afford that. Even if we could, we have nowhere to put it where we live."
She grinned, and I saw the shadows of 'Nita's smirk. She was apparently training her already. "Uncle Bud has room at his house. We could put it there. We could even move in with him. How handy would that be?"
That face was going to freeze into that smirk if she wasn't careful. "Very handy, baby. I might just buy it if he would let that happen. But it's too early yet. We have to show him how much we love him before he would even consider it."
"But you already love him! You told me so. And I love him too, I think. We could try."
I picked her up, passing the seat to 'Nita. "You don't understand this sweetie, but it's a big person thing. You will when you're older, I promise. In the meantime, let's just say I'll take the swing set under advisement, and see what happens. All right?"
It wasn't quite a promise, but it was close enough. She relaxed and I had to carry her out to the car.
'Nita held my hand on the way home. "AmI pushing to hard?"
"You are for her," I said, checking on Annie in the mirror. "There's already been a lot of upheaval in her life. Let's not complicate things. All right."
"When you're ready, honey, when you're ready."
We grilled the steaks, corn and potatoes on the grill, eating outside again. 'Nita explained it to me. "There's not a lot of green space where we live, so she doesn't get outside as often as she should. Let her enjoy it."
That night, just after dark, I took them to the pond, set the lantern, ad tossed out the lines, having Annie sit on my lap. Fifteen minutes later she let out a big scream as her rod went down. I coached her through it, and she landed a nice catfish, probably five pounds at least. She was disappointed when i threw it back, but I told her we would come back later and catch enough to eat. She caught three, and 'Nita caught two before we stopped.
"I caught more than you!," she crowed as we walked back.
"You had help, sweetie. Next time I get to sit on his lap and he can help me."
"Nooo! I'm sorry Mommy."
"You don't have to be sorry baby, you just have learn top be gracious."
Then it was time for bath and bed. I read her a story from the book 'Nita had brought, and she was asleep in minutes. I went looking, and found 'Nita in my bed.
"No sex, honey. I don't think you're ready. But I want to be snuggled. I missed that almost as much as I missed the loving. Come to bed."
It was strange after all the years to hold her again. I was so confused I wasn't even sexually excited. She giggled and spooned to me, pulling my arms around her, out in minutes. I thought I'd have another sleepless night when I felt someone pulling my nose. I woke to the vision of Annie, giggling. "Mommy says you have to get up. Breakfast is ready, and we need to leave soon. Hurry up!"
She exhausted herself at the zoo, trying to see everything all at once. Once again I was carrying a sleeping child to my car.
We developed a pattern, they would show up on Friday and leave on Sunday. People got used to seeing us around town, recognizing us as a family. Zippy sealed the deal by inviting us over for a cookout. Annie would have several children her age to play with while the adults socialized.
He got me alone and congratulated me for getting 'Nita back. "I felt bad for her, you know? We all knew how hot her temper was. She made a bad mistake, but I think she's paid the price. Now, get off your ass and get her back. You both haven't been right since the divorce."
Momma Rosa chimed in. "That child is very lucky, coming from such tragic circumstances to have a loving mother and father. Do what's right for her too."
Billy and June agreed. I thought about it for a couple of weeks and decided majority rules. Luck helped me out.
'Nita usually got off early on Fridays, but there was an emergency and she called me in a panic to get Annie from daycare. Annie flew into my arms, babbling and trying to show me off. It was all I could do to get her in the car seat for the drive home. I took advantage of the ride to have a serious talk. Her eyes got wide and she started crying. I freaked, thinking I had read her wrong, but she was crying from happiness. She was calm by the time her mother got home, even though she was about to burst.



"Mommy, come look!"
She dragged her around to the backyard, where she saw an even bigger swing set than the one at the box store. "Look! it's got swings, a clubhouse, a slide everything. Do you like it?"
"It very nice, honey, and it's not even your birthday."
Annie faked sad pretty well, before she looked up and I caught it. A full fledged smirk. Glad for once I wasn't on the end of it, I enjoyed the show.
"Mommy, Daddy said there's a price. I can't have the swing set unless I live here. And since I can't live her without you, you have ot live here too. Here, Daddy said this might help you make up your mind."
She handed her a gaily wrapped box. From where I was hiding I could see the tears in her eyes. Her hands shook as she unwrapped the box and opened it. She let out a little scream when she saw the ring and sagged back until she was sitting in a swing. Annie was fidgeting, she was so excited.
"Well, are you gonna do it? Daddy says we have to live here forever, and I'm going to get some little brothers or sisters. I'm gonna teach them how to fish, and what to do in a garden and all about preschool and then school. It's gonna be so much fun. Well?"
I stepped out from behind the tree. She saw me, smiling as tears streamed down. Then she stood up and her smirk was back.
"I'll think about it, sweetie."
Well she did think about it. Thirty-six years later, three more kids, seven grandchildren and two more on the way, and the jury is still out. One thing we had to learn to do was not panic if we didn't know where the other was. 'Nita got so bad I threatened to take her phone.
"I either trust you or I don't. I've decided I do trust you, so enough with the phone calls already. I'm not a full time Mom, I have to work. So, do what you have too and stop worrying about it before you drive us all crazy."
Yeah, she finally found out what I was worth and quit her job the next day, throwing her birth control pills away. She spent the next two decades shuffling kids everywhere, until the all were out of the nest. Then we shuffled, but it wasn't off to Buffalo. We took cruises, went to warm and exotic places, and cold and exotic places. Satisfied finally, we settled down to a quiet life. We got involved with a group that helps endangered children, and we're the home for kids from new born to late teen, sometimes for months. More than one found themselves with a scholarship to a community college or trade school. The sharpest ones went on to get four year degrees. The wheels came off when I got home one day to see 'Nita looking nervous. I could see a little crown of black curls sticking out behind her.
She finally coaxed her out, holding her to keep her calm. She was four,and had been abused pretty badly. She bore the scars for the rest of her life.
I looked at her with visions of dance recitals, driving lessons, sports events, and dating in my future. "Yes," I said. That was the whole conversation.
*****
Life goes on, the circles just get wider as you get older. Thanks for reading.
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I kind of expected it, but I wasn't as emotionally prepared as I thought.
The slights, the disrespect, the absolute refusal when it came to any kind of intimacy, all pointed to the same thing.
She was either having an affair, thinking about having an affair, or just tired of being my wife. I had kind of resolved myself to losing her, she had made it easier to accept over the last few months. What I didn't understand is why she didn't just leave. I mean, why drag it out? Just say goodbye and get on with your life.
I didn't move money around because we didn't have a lot. We lived in a debt free house, but only because it had belonged to my grandmother and we moved in after she had passed away.
I was seeing signs I didn't like even then, so I talked to my folks, and they agreed to keep the house in their names for at least a year, just to be sure.
We had owned our own home, well, us and the bank. We lived there six years before Sandy had a little too much wine one night and dozed off, leaving a dozen candles burning, one a little too close to the drapes.. The alarms woke her and she managed to get out, but the whole living room was up in flames by then. The firemen got there just about the same time I did, preparing to fight the blaze, when I told them about the gun collection and all the ammunition I had stored.
About that time a few rounds popped, so they pulled back a safe distance and let it burn. One of my best friends was the Captain of that particular station, and he wrote it up as being too far gone when they arrived, to help with insurance.
Apparently the insurance policy didn't have a stupidity clause, because they payed off, leaving us with a net of about thirty grand. It was more than I thought we'd get, so we took it and moved into Gram's house. We still had about twenty grand, and she'd get half of that, enough to start her in a decent apartment. I'd stay right where I was.
I'd done a few more odds and ends, if we split she was going to be pretty disappointed.
...
Like I said, I expected it, I just didn't expect the coldblooded way it went down.
I worked a different shift, my hours were later than hers. It was winter time, and got dark pretty early in my region. I noticed her car wasn't in the garage, and the porch light wasn't on.
I came in, calling her name. She didn't answer, and I found her at her vanity, putting on her makeup. She had on an LBD, not the one I was used to, a brand new one, with a higher hem and a lower neckline. I watched her for a few minutes as she ignored me.
"We going somewhere?"
"No, I am. I've got a date."
She waited for the explosion that didn't come. I just stared at her until she got nervous. "Did you hear me? I said I have a date. I'm going out with another man."
"No."
"What?"
"I said no. No means no means no. You can go out, see anyone you want, fuck anyone you want, as soon as you move out. I'll file the papers as soon as I can. But, YOU WILL NOT do it while we live under the same roof. Why don't you pack a few things, stay somewhere else for a few days. Give me time to get everything lined up, then we'll talk about how to split everything up."
Her laugh seemed almost a crow somehow. "I'm not leaving. You are. I like this house, and when it's mine I'll decorate it just the way I like. If you prove to be an ass, at the very least I'll get most of the money when we're forced to sell. Do us both a favor, move back in with your folks until this is over."
"No. You need to leave."
"Oh, I'm going to, in about thirty minutes. Don't be here when I get back or I'll call the cops. I'm sure I can think of something to get you tossed out. I hear they keep you for forty-eight hours for domestic abuse. I think I can get the locks changed and the restraining order by then."
It shook her a little when I smiled.
"Whatever you're thinking, don't do it. I mean it Henry! This is a done deal. You're gonna get screwed. Life's a bitch, and then another one fucks you over. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to get this lipstick just right. This bright red should be the perfect color, he should be able to see the ring around the base of his dick pretty well, don't you think?"
I just smiled and left the bedroom. I knew she didn't have the nerve to have him pick her up, which meant she was going to meet him.
I went through the garage, picking up the aluminum baseball bat I used in the summertime. Four good swings took care of her headlights and tail lights. She wouldn't be leaving in that car. I walked back in and saw her purse sitting on the counter. I opened it up, noticing the six pack of condoms as I pulled out her phone. Not wanting to make a mess, I took it out into the garage, took out the battery, put it on my workbench and grabbed a hammer and smashed it into three pieces. I put the phone back together sans battery and dropped it back into the purse. I almost put pin pricks in the condoms, but stopped, thinking she would claim it was mine.
She came into the kitchen as I was pouring a cup of coffee, carrying the highest heels I'd ever seen. She frowned when she saw me. "Out!," she screamed, pointing at the door.
I just smiled and sipped my coffee.
She sighed. "All right, if that's the way you want to be. Look for the cops here shortly. Might want to call your Dad so you'll have the bail money when You can get out."
I took another sip of coffee. "Why would the cops come? I haven't threatened you, haven't laid a hand on you, all I've done is refuse to let you drive me from my home."
"That's not what I'll tell the cops. You threatened me when I asked for a divorce, got verbally abusive. I fear for my life. They always believe the woman. I'm not kidding Henry, you got about thirty minutes until I make the call."
She stomped out, as well as she could in those heels. Five minutes later you could hear her screaming through the door. She burst in, and the look on her face made me a little nervous.
"You bastard! What have you done to my car?"
"What makes you think I hurt your car? You shouldn't leave it parked on the street like that."
She just stared for a second. "Never mind. I'll just call him to pick me up. I'll even let you see me kiss him when I get in. Don't be surprised if you don't see my head as we pull off."
It was my turn to make her nervous when I grinned. "By all means, call him. It'll give us a chance to get acquainted. I can tell him what a crazy bitch you can be. I hope he doesn't have long term plans, after all, you're proving to him that marriage vows don't matter all that much to you."
She went up several decibels when she found out her phone didn't work. Stomping off, she came back wearing sneakers, carrying her heels. "Have a pleasant evening, now," I said, grinning.
"FUCK YOU FUCK YOU FUCK YOU! YOU'LL GET YOURS, MOTHERFUCKER!" I could still hear her cursing as she went down the street. It was almost too much when I saw her knock on the first door, and not be allowed in. She must have repeated it half a block until she realized no one was going to help her. Thank you, Mom. I had called her when I came outside, and she called all the neighbors. I grew up on that street, everyone knew me, and everyone liked me. Her, not so much.
I knew she would get to a phone soon, so I sat back down, and waited.
...
It took the cops about twenty minutes to respond. I didn't know it then, but she had walked back, staying in the shadows, waiting for the cops to arrive.
I knew one of the cops, a girl I graduated with. I invited them in, offered them a cup of coffee. They seemed nervous. "Let me guess. You came on a domestic disturbance call. See any broken furniture? See any abrasions on my knuckles, any torn clothing?"
They shook their heads. "Then what makes you think there was any disturbance?
"She said you threatened her, Henry. Told her you were going to mess her up when she told you she was leaving you. I'm sorry Henry, but the law is clear. We have to take you in."
"Gee, that sounds serious. How serious is filing a false report?"
The man spoke for the first time. "If you've got any proof of that, now would be a good time to show us."
So I showed them the video I had made with both a camera and my cell phone. Both cops frowned.
"Well now. This gives you a lot of options, Henry. Filing a false report is out of your hands, that's up to us. However, you can use the tape to get a restraining order, you can plainly hear her say 'you'll get yours', a definite threat if we ever heard one. It sounds like you guys do not need to be in close proximity with each other right now. You can file tomorrow, and give our names as backup. In the meantime, if you have any way of securing the house so she can't get back in, it might be a good idea. If she does come back, call us. And Henry, I remember how cute you can get when someone wrongs you, so don't, all right? Let it ride out in court and walk away. You hearing what I'm saying?"
"Yes ma'am, Sgt. Sweet Cheeks. Oops, sorry, I know no one's called you that since high school, especially since you started carrying a gun. Old habits, you know? You can't hide it under that uniform, that's still a world class ass. Whoever you have in your life right now is a lucky man, Heather."
She went bright red and stomped out. Seems I've suddenly developed the ability to piss off any woman I come in contact with. The guy grinned.
"Sweet Cheeks, huh? You're right, that's a world class rump, but no one is getting to see it right now. She just went through a nasty divorce, you're not the only one with a spouse who wants to date. Please don't make us come back tonight."
...
They didn't have to come back. While I was talking to the cops my loving wife had slipped into the garage with the bright idea to take my car. The drawback to that plan was she'd thrown her keys on the kitchen counter, and couldn't come in with the cops there. Then she saw them. I always kept a set on the workbench, the keys to the Monster. That's what she'd called it the first time she'd seen it. It was old, but in perfect shape, a 1989 full size four wheel drive Suburban. I think you could have fit both our other cars in it. It was only driven when I need to haul something on my trailer, to pull a friend's pontoon two or three times a summer to fish, and as a snow vehicle. If you paid attention, you'd never get stuck.
What she didn't factor in was me disconnecting the chain to the garage opener, in case this very thing happened, and to keep her out. She fired up the Beast, the noise tremendously loud in the small space, hit the garage opener, and waited until she thought it was up, and floored it, thinking to get away as quickly as possible. She should have turned on the lights, if she had she would have seen the garage didn't open.
The garage door was no match for the horsepower that 454 put out, or the traction the low gearing gave the Beast. She went blasting out backwards to the sound of screeching sheet metal, right into the front of the police car. She had enough momentum to knock the car back several feet, causing extensive damage to the front end.
Heather was reaching for the car door when the Beast hurtled out of the garage. Another five seconds and it could have been very bad. Her partner wasn't so lucky, he had the door open and was about to get in when she hit the cruiser, and the door knocked him about ten feet down the drive.
Heather was a redhead, and I knew well she had the temper to match the hair. While I rushed up to check on Officer Johns, she was dragging my loving wife out of the Monster by her hair, screaming the whole time.
"On the ground, bitch! NOW!'" My loving wife(Ginger by the way, if anyone gives a shit about her name)was pretty much out of it, and only moaned. Once she was cuffed, Heather rushed back to her car and got on the radio. "Officer down! Officer down! Roll wagons and backup to 411 Elm Drive, now!"
Officer Johns was out cold. His face had caught most of the impact of the door, and it was pretty plain to see his nose was broken. I was cradling his head carefully in case of spinal injuries, to keep him from choking on his own blood. I must have held his head for twenty minutes before the first ambulance pulled up. Ten minutes later it looked like a cop convention, every officer on duty was there. Heather rode with Officer Johns to the hospital, since her car was out of commission, after giving her statement to the investigating officer and referring him to me.
Ginger got a free ride in an ambulance too, ending up with bruises, a few contusions from the air bag, and a pretty good case of whiplash.
I went over the whole thing four different times before they were satisfied. Being a small town, I knew a couple more of the cops, including the man in charge, the father of a friend. He had been our baseball coach when we were in junior high. "Any word on Officer Johns, Coach?" It didn't matter what rank he held, he would always be Coach to me.
"Nothing definite, Henry. So far though, it doesn't look too bad. They'll know more when the MRI and X rays are examined." I thanked him and was walking off when he called out.
"Just so you know, your wife seems to be fine, if being charged with all the things we can think of can be called fine."
"Any way you can charge her with Extreme Stupidity? No? Too bad."
...
Here's the aftermath.
Ginger got out on bond, hitting the bank and taking out nineteen thousand, leaving me a grand. She needed it to pay her parents back for bail and to hire a good lawyer. I still had the restraining order in effect, so we talked through our lawyers.
Our first meeting went spectacularly bad for her. I had my parents along with my lawyer, because their input was pertinent to the case.
Her lawyer listed her demands. "She wants the house, or at least half it's value." I knew she had lined a realtor friend up to buy it for her, then sell it back using her half of the proceeds for the down payment. She knew I would never agree to sell it to her.
My lawyer pulled a paper out of his briefcase and passed it over. He seemed surprised, and Ginger screamed. "WHAT?"
Her lawyer explained it to her. "His father owns the house, his name is nowhere on the deed. You can't get half of something you don't own."
She was still fuming when he named the next demand. "My client wants all the new furnishings in the house, the living room suite, the dining suite, the furniture from all the bedrooms, the silver service, and the new kitchen appliances.'
My lawyer responded with more paperwork. Everything we had purchased was paid for by check. From my father's account. We would go pick something out, I'd take her home and get Dad and his truck, he'd write the check and I'd give him cash. "All the furniture in the rental is owned by the landlord, I'm afraid. None of it is community property, but he did agree to let you pick out one of the bedroom suites, for nostalgia, I believe."
In the end, almost everything we'd owned was out of her reach. I fixed her car the next weekend, delivering it to her parent's house when I knew they were out, trying to make bail for their daughter. She could have it, as well as the last ten payments.
The Judge called me and my lawyer into his chambers during the divorce, looking over the papers. He tried to hide the grin but couldn't. "Real cute there, boy. You cut the legs right out from under her. You knew this was going to happen, didn't you?"
I shrugged. "I didn't exactly envision this scenario, but I knew it wasn't going to end well. I was just protecting myself. By all rights, she owes me nine grand from the money she took, but if she'll just sign the papers we'll call it even."He grunted. "Fair enough."
Back out in the courtroom he told Ginger that everything was documented and legitimate, and there was nothing he could do about it, but I had agreed to let her keep all the money she took if she would just agree to the divorce. If not, then I would go after that too.
She was furious, but she had no choice. The Judge slammed his gavel down and I was a free man.
She had to forget about me and focus on her other problems. Filing a false police report. Assaulting an officer by vehicle. They tacked on a lot of trivial shit that got thrown out, because they were pissed at her over Officer Johns. She got lucky, and ended up on probation for a year.
I ran into her a month later, at Walmart of all places. She wanted to talk, so we ordered drinks at the Subway and sat down.
It took her a minute to get her voice. "Why were you so cruel to me?"
"I could ask the same question. When exactly, did you decide to check out of our marriage? You could have made a clean break, you know, not made the last few months so miserable. And what was the reasoning behind shoving your date in my face? You lived with me long enough to know I wouldn't just roll over."
She sat for a minute before speaking. "I wasn't happy, and hadn't been for a long time. I hated our house burning down, hated the move here, hated leaving our friends. I guess that's what started it. Looking back, I knew you were a nice guy, and I should have just talked to you."
"That's about the dumbest thing I've ever heard you say. I wasn't keen on moving back home either. I liked where we lived. If you'd have given me the least idea you wanted to stay, we would have taken the insurance money and bought something else. Even after we moved, we could have still moved back. I think that may have been some of it, but the truth was you wanted out. Why the big song and dance at the end?"
"I know it wasn't all your fault, but I blamed you for everything. I wasn't really interested in anyone else, I just wanted to hurt you. I'm sorry for the way I acted. You were right, we should have just talked it out and parted on as good a terms as we could."
I got up, done. "Well, that was enlightening. You need to see someone, Ginger, you're pretty fucked up. I hear you're moving back home, so I doubt I'll see you again. Try to live a decent life, and if you fall in love with someone else, use our experience as a learning tool."
I didn't say goodbye, just walked away. I saw her four years later when I went back for the funeral of a friend. She looked pretty much the same, maybe five pounds heavier, with longer hair. She saw me and smiled, but we never spoke. That suited me, best to leave the past in the past.
About two years after the whole mess, I ran into Sgt. Sweet Cheeks at the gun range. She was in jeans, and still had the killer ass. We talked, and I found out she was engaged to Officer Johns, who had made a full recovery. He got a pretty good settlement from my auto insurance, and they were planning to use it for a down payment on a house.
Eighteen months later, I saw her again and asked how she liked wedded bliss. She snorted.
"It seems he didn't think as highly of my ass as you do. I caught him with another ass, hooked to it by his dick. And the ass belonged to a man. We did not part on the best of terms."
"I'd like to say I'm sorry, but I''m not."
She seemed surprised. "Why not?"
"Because now you're a free agent again, I hope. I never got a crack at that sweet ass in high school, this might be my chance. And just so you know, even if it is a world class ass, I like everything that's hooked to it, including that brain of yours. I hear you're a detective now. Can you use that superior brain power to deduce what I'm thinking?"
She colored a little before laughing. "If it's what I think you're thinking, I'd have to lock you up. Anal sex is still illegal in nine states."
It was my turn to glow, but I was smiling. "Is this one of those states?"
"No, you got lucky. If you really like this superior ass and are willing to treat me like I deserve to be treated, you might find I may be inclined to share that I actually like it, with the right man. Pick me up at seven, wear a suit, and don't say anything stupid. Now, shut up and shoot."



I showed up on the dot at seven, wearing my best suit. As my wife of six years can tell you, she never did cure me of saying stupid things, although our five year old daughter is trying to help her. I don't know if it's genetics or training, but even as stupid as I can be sometimes, I knew better than complain about it.
I didn't get her in bed until we married, nine months after the first date. All I can tell you is it was worth the wait.
And it's Captain Sweet Cheeks now. I may say stupid things, but calling her Sweet Cheeks is public is not one of them. She likes it in the bedroom, though.
Ginger did see someone, part of her probation. I don't know if it helped or not. She remarried, twice, and the second one seems to be a keeper. Seems he keeps her on a pretty tight leash, and reminds her of me when she gets out of hand, telling her I'm not the only one who plays the long game. It seems to keep her centered, at least to the cousin that told me about it. All I can say is good for her.
...
Our daughter Kelly got married today. Our wedding present to her was my grandmother's old house. Heather never really liked it, and when my parents passed we moved into their house, a big, two story, rambling old farmhouse. Our son Mark will get it when we pass, which won't be any time soon, I hope.
After Kelly left on her honeymoon, I surprised Chief Sweet Cheeks with tickets to one of those river cruises,a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary present. She'd always wanted to go, and I'd finally saved up the money to take her. Two weeks rambling through Europe, her dream vacation. It got me some really good loving, and a rare shot at her backdoor. She says she likes it, but I think she only does it to please me, and despite my many faults, being a selfish asshole doesn't seem to be one, so I only take what she decides to give, and I'm happy with it. I have to go now, Sweet Cheeks is calling me back to bed, giving me a little blue pill and a glass of water. Looks like it's going to be a very nice vacation.
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Rocky sat just under the ridge, surveying everything in front of him. Not that there was much to see, just rolling grass covered hills, continuing for as far as he could see, and he'd always had excellent vision. His mother said his grey eyes came from her side of the family, and all were known for their excellent eyesight. He also got her blond hair. Hair he wore long but kept pushed up under his hat, because the shine could give him away.
The rest of him, though, were duplicates of his father's features, a Black Irish rogue with a silver tongue and a penchant for getting into trouble. His tongue managed to talk his wife into four children.
Rocky had grown up with three brothers and a sister, and they all scrapped. He was the only one with the blond mane of his mother, his brothers were dark haired, and Helga had flaming red hair. In his opinion, Helga was always the toughest of the lot, because she refused to quit.
He thought of her as he sat, watching the landscape, in no hurry. Her impatience was legendary. She would have been charging across the landscape by now, consequences be damned.
He was in Indian Territory, the Staked Plains, on his way to Texas, and though the plains looked empty, there could be a hundred Comanche warriors just over the next rise. His horse had been uneasy all day, and a man out here learned early on to trust his horse. No, movement brought attention, and attention could bring death, so he remained still for another hour before slowly easing along.
"I'm a fool," he thought once again. "No bitch is worth this." He had left his companions on the road, veering off on his own to a small town in the middle of nowhere, where someone thought they had seen her and her new lover. He did not for one second want her back, but he had a burning need for revenge against the man who had taken her, all his money, and his best horses.
Rocky mused as he drifted along, keeping a sharp eye out. He'd grown up in Minnesota, on a farm his mother had purchased while still in Germany, and there were always Sioux around. He'd been eleven when there had been an uprising, and remembered well helping load the rifles and pistols while his parents defended their farm. His two older brothers were also shooting, while Helga helped load. They were running low on powder and shot, and things were beginning to get desperate.
He'd pulled the old ten gauge shotgun down, the one his father used to hunt waterfowl, gliding along silently on the nearby lake until he came upon ducks or geese sleeping on the water. He had the shotgun on a swivel mount, knowing it would probably knock him out of the boat if he put it to his shoulder. He'd overload the gun with powder and shot, and when he fired it sounded like a cannon. There would always be two dozen or more waterfowl to be collected, which his mother canned in jars for winter meat.
Pouring a full measure and then adding more into it, he stuffed it with everything he could find, nails, a couple of spoons and forks, his mother's thimble (he caught hell for that later), scraps of metal, and waited.
When the Indians, sensing victory, charged the cabin, He nodded to Helga, who threw open the door. The shot filled the room with smoke, throwing him back and dislocating his shoulder. When the smoke cleared, there were six dead Indians on the ground, including one with a fork protruding from his eye. They found out later that two more died from the shot, and four were wounded slightly.
It, and the arrival of the militia, took the fight out of them. Four years later they were all friends again, and Rocky often spent time in a local village. He learned by accident his Sioux name was Eight Killer. He also learned you could never tell what an Indian was thinking. He had a scar on his shoulder from what was supposed to be his best friend to prove it.
Deciding he was safe, at least for the time being, Rocky rode slowly, looking for a place to camp. Two hours later he came to a draw holding a little spring, small brushy trees giving the location away. He watered his horse first, then drank his fill and topped off his two canteens. He camped a little ways back from the spring, so the local wildlife could access the water. Rocky set a couple of snares, he'd had worse things than rabbit for breakfast, and lay out his blankets.
Smiley, his gelding, was shuffling nervously. Rocky saw a bird about to land on a branch and veer off suddenly. He eased the Remington in his holster, making sure the strap was off. He'd named his horse Smiley because of the white strip on his brown muzzle, making it look like he was grinning. His looks were deceiving, and he was downright cantankerous most mornings, but after showing his displeasure he would settle down. He placed a hand on the horse.
"I'm watching too, Smiley."
The horse settled, but still eyed the brush nervously.
It was another thirty minutes before the attack came, and even though he was expecting something, Rocky was still surprised. It had to be one of the smallest warriors he'd ever seen, hurtling out of the brush and howling like a banshee. What he lacked in size he more than made up in determination, and he and Rocky spent a few minutes rolling around on the ground before Rocky managed to knock the knife away and slug him hard.
Indians rarely fought with their hands, preferring wrestling over blows, so it surprised the little warrior. He lay stunned as Rocky stood. Damn, thought Rocky, this is just a kid. He was thinking hard about spanking him good and sending him back to his tribe tied over his horse when the first arrow hit, going through his side along his ribs.
He looked down in surprise as another hit the small Indian.
"Not friends, I reckon," thought Rocky as he dropped, two arrows whistling over the space he'd just occupied. He pulled his Remington from his hip and snatched the Dragoon Colt he'd had in his waistband. Not much of a speed weapon, but it packed quite a wallop once it was fired.
He could see at least four or five, rushing in, eager for the kill. Realizing instantly he could never down that many, he shoved the Colt into the hands of his former foe, hoping for the 'enemy of my enemy' theory would hold water.
The Kid's eye went wide in surprise before he had the pistol in both hands. Faced with two pistols blazing, caught by surprise, they faltered, and died. Rocky had three down, the little warrior the other two. They waited as the smoke cleared, hearing the drumming of hooves, signalling the retreat of the survivors.
Rocky grinned at his companion, only to see the Walker pointed at him. He swung the Remington up, and they both fired at the same time. Both were surprised to hear the hammer fall on empty cylinders. They stared at each other before bursting out laughing, then both passed out from their wounds. Rocky had taken another arrow high on the right side, and the kid got hit low on the left.
Rocky woke with a start, instinctively raising his pistol, and looked over to see his companion still passed out, moaning slightly. Rocky staggered up, leaning against Smiley, who wasn't happy with the smell of blood. He soothed the horse while he pulled a bottle out of the saddle bags, along with his only spare shirt. Ripping it to pieces, he broke the arrow still sticking out his side off behind the arrowhead. Taking a deep breath, he poured a liberal amount of whiskey on to a rag and coated the shaft, then pulled it out, hissing as the liquor burned into the wound.
He bound it, then tried to get the arrow out of his chest, but the head was lodged against a rib and wouldn't come out. Afraid of passing out again, he broke the shaft off and covered the wound with a whiskey soaked rag. Only then did he look to his companion.
The kid was out cold, so Rocky removed the arrows and bound the wounds, hearing the boy whimper as the whiskey hit. Rocky grinned, knowing that if he were awake he'd bite his tongue off before showing pain in front of a white man.
He had reloaded instantly upon awakening, put the reloaded pistols back in the holster and waistband, and went to check his enemies. Four were already dead, the last down with a bullet through his spine. He waved his knife around, but Rocky kicked it away. Leaning down casually, he slit his throat, cutting off his death song.
Then he backtracked them for a quarter of a mile, finding about ten horses loaded with spoils, the obvious results of a previous raid. "Shouldn't have got greedy," Rocky thought, as he lead the horses back to camp, finding the kid's mount on the other side just past the bushes. Judging by the tracks, there had only been one survivor, probably a kid left to hold the horses.
Rocky packed up, knowing the survivor would probably be back and bring lots of friends. Heaving the boy onto the best looking horse in the bunch while his body screamed at the effort, he thought about what he needed to do. He and the kid both needed medical attention, and the best place to get that would be at his village. If he rode in with the boy, they would be honor bound to help him, even if they killed him once he left. He hoped so, anyway. The last thing he did was scalp three of the fallen, the boy would want them, and even though he only killed two, Rocky added one as a bonus.
He pulled the boy along until the had traveled a mile or so, then put his original horse in front and swatted it with his hat. The horse immediately started south, and Rocky followed along, dozing in the saddle.
They traveled all night,and dawn found them on a ridge, looking down on a large village. Rocky woke with a start, assessing the situation. He pulled the boy to the front, shaking him. "Wake up, Little Big Man. You're home."
As soon as they topped the ridge riders flew out of camp like hornets from a nest. When they got close and saw the boy and the white-eyes riding together, pulling a string of horses loaded down with loot, they stopped, muttering among themselves. They were also eyeing the scalps that hung from the boy's riding pad, a bit awed. Rocky and the boy kept moving, nothing but the force of will holding them to the saddle. They stopped in the middle, in front of the largest tipi of the village. "Somebody important lives here," Rocky thought. They stayed in the saddle for five minutes, the boy sagging but refusing to fall, before the flap opened and a middle-aged man strode out. He was well dressed in buckskins done up in ornate bead work, so Rocky figured he was somebody worth talking to.
"Howdy," he said, getting no response. "Me and the little warrior here ran into some trouble on the trail. He's a hell of a scrapper for his size. Got hisself three, and a good bit of loot. You should be proud."
The man stood impassive, saying nothing. Deciding he wasn't going to get any help here, Rocky tipped his hat and turned to leave. He made it to the edge of the village before he passed out and landed with a thump on the grass.
..................................
Rocky's eyes flew open, seeing the top of a ...tent? Then it came back to him, and he started to rise. A voice spoke out of the darkness.
"Best stay still. mon ami. You got a fever, them Paiute arrows were always filthy. Doe Eyes and the medicine man got the head of the arrow out of your chest, but it was infected something fierce. Good poultices and the bargaining Walking Buffalo did with the spirits brought you back. It's good you're awake, but you still need to take it easy."
Rocky managed to pull himself up to a sitting position, his wounds complaining about the movement. "I'll have to tell them thank you, figure some kind of nice payment to show my gratitude. How long I been out?"
"Five days. You don't have to do anything extra for Doe Eyes. That was her kid brother you toted back here. Walking Buffalo's been eyeing a couple of them knives you got from your enemies, as well as one of the horses."
"What are you talkin' about?"
"Them hosses and truck you came in with. Doe Eyes' brother says half of it is yours, for fighting beside him. He's takin' a fancy to you. If he hadn't run into you and fought that scum, he'd still be considered a kid. Now he's a man of importance, with a bag full of possibles and five nice horses. Not to mention three scalps. Did he really kill them?"
"Two for sure, and the third had bullet holes from both pistols, so I gave him the benefit of the doubt. Stuff like that isn't important to me. The medicine man can have the knives and the horses, I don't really need them anyway."
The man finally came out of the darkened corner he'd been sitting in. Rocky was amazed. The man was easily over six feet, unusual for the time. His hair was jet black, even though his face said age, and there was a wide white stripe just to the left of center going from his forehead halfway through his scalp.
"Jean-Baptiste Bordeaux, sir. A pleasure to finally get to talk to you, even if you don't know shit about Comanches. If you gave the old man horses and prime loot, you would piss him off no end. He'd either have to kill you or give you something of better value in return. Best let me handle it. I'll tell him how awed you are that he brought you back from the dead, and that you want to show your gratitude. Then I'll ask him if it was all right for you to give him a small token of esteem for saving your life. That should puff him up, especially if we say it where his friends can hear. We'll lay out the knives, and lead in the horses, telling him that he's too important a person to anger, so he gets to choose. You'll tell him through me you would never insult him by offering pay, but you would be deeply honored if he would chose something."
The old man stooped, grinning. "He's a right vain old bastard, so he'll say he has to think about it. Then he'll decide to do you a favor and ease that white-eye conscience of yours, and pick something. My money would be on one of the horses, he's really taken a shine to a paint mare. It wouldn't hurt you to offer the same deal to the chief, for not killing you out of hand. There was a pretty fiercesome argument going while you were out cold, most of the warriors all for killing you where you lay."
Jean-Baptiste stopped for a minute to pull the flap open and spit. "The boy you saved was Walking Buffalo's nephew, the son of his sister. That, and the balls you showed when you rode right into camp to bring him home sealed the deal. You better pray he likes you as much awake as he did whilst you was asleep."
The flap opened, and Rocky was temporarily blinded by the light. When his eyes adjusted he thought he'd passed out again and was seeing an angel. Standing before him was one of the most beautiful women he'd ever seen. She was dressed in traditional Indian clothes, but her hair was auburn.
"This here's Doe Eyes, boy. She's the one you need to thank for keeping you on this side of the dirt."
Doe Eyes watched him impassively, her face a blank mask. She finally turned and said something to Skunk, who grinned.
"She says you got right pretty eyes, son. Say, you got a name?"
"Course I do," snapped Rocky, "one that's a whole mouthful. Liam Wilhelm Helgestad McGill. Most folks just call me Rocky."
"Well then, Rocky it is." He turned to the woman, translating his name. She said something back, a shy smile on her face, and Skunk burst out laughing.
"She says the name suits you, part of you, anyway. She says for a sick fella you're plenty healthy, you sure got rock hard every time she bathed you."
Rocky flamed red, then he realized he was naked underneath the blanket. "Where the hell are my clothes?"
"Doe Eyes washed them, for when you woke up. You need to show a little gratitude, between you and her brother, she ain't slept much in the last few days. She also kept your carcass from stinking up the place. That's how she knows how well you're, equipped, I guess is the right word. She was plenty impressed. Then again, she ain't married or ever been with a man, so she ain't got much to compare to." Skunk was grinning again, enjoying his discomfort.
Doe Eyes spoke again and Skunk translated. "She says she's going to get you some supper, and you'd better eat every bite so you can recover. You also got to drink what Walking Buffalo fixes for you. I ain't never tasted it, but everybody says it smells a little like a cross between buffalo piss and a dead skunk's ass and I agree. Enjoy, mon ami. We'll talk tomorrow."
They both left and Rocky sat thinking. It looked like he was going to live after all. He rubbed his head, feeling the groove under the hair, remembering how he'd been laid up over that. He was getting pretty good at almost dying. He drifted off, remembering how he got to this point in his life.
....................
When he was eighteen, he left the family farm. It was getting harder and harder to make a good living, as the ground was about wore out. His father Darby, talking to a neighbor while looking at Liam and Helga, three and four at the time, said it wasn't much good for raising anything but young'uns and rocks. His neighbor called Liam Rocky from then on, and it stuck.
Every time Darby grumbled about giving it and moving on, he looked at his wife and smiled. The farm was hers, part of a land deal that had been worked out in her hometown, a village in western Germany. She and her husband traveled wit most of the village, by land and sea, finally ending up in New York City. Her husband caught a fever in the tight confines of the ship, and passed away a week before they landed, and they buried him at sea. Truth told, she really didn't like him much, the marriage was a deal between her folks and his, and he was pretty worthless at everything he tried. She lay awake at night wondering how he was ever going to handle the hard work that goes with farming.
Heidi Helgestad stood on the dock, shocked when the land agent told her she had to have a husband or the deal was off. She would be refunded half the money and sent back to Germany. She begged, she pleaded, and he finally snapped at her.
"All right! Here's the deal. We get on the train in three days. If you got you a husband by then, you get to go. Good day, madame."
She looked around the dock, desperate, and her eyes locked on to Darby McGill, peacefully sleeping off a drunk on some bales of cotton. She got closer, decided he wasn't bad to look at, seemed fit, and by what she could see of his unbuttoned trousers, was not badly equipped.
Liam woke up later to find a hand working his hardened cock, and his mouth full of pillowy tit. He though maybe he'd died and gone to Heaven until he heard her moan. His eyes fully opened just about the time Helga rose above him and impaled herself, shrieking a little as he filled her. All Liam could see was large bouncing breasts, and all he could hear was a woman moaning in a foreign language. Instinct took over and he grabbed a handful of very nice bottom, thrusting up. She peaked first, and when her muscles squeezed down on him, he exploded. He would always consider it the best sexual experience he'd ever had.
When the woman finally rolled off him, he saw bright blue eyes, a pretty smile, and yards of blond hair. He really did think he was either dead or dreaming. They cuddled, waking twice in the night to couple again. He was still exhausted the next day when a group of angry looking men burst into the room, yelling in that language again. Two were holding shotguns. The woman had the covers up to her chin, crying.



They dragged him and his clothes out of the room, down the hall, and threw him into a tub of hot water. They threw a bar of soap in, and when he started to say something it was silenced by the hammers going back on the shotguns. They made him stay in the tub until it was cool, then dragged him out and doused him with buckets of cold water.
He let out a yell that would wake the dead, that was choked off by the barrel of one of the shotguns being shoved into his mouth. He was given new long johns, and marched back into the barbershop, where the barber trimmed his hair and gave him a shave. A bundle was thrust into his hands and he opened, seeing a new suit and a derby. He looked mighty spiffy he thought, admiring himself in the mirror when he was dressed. His new shoes were a little tight, but he would break them in later.
It all came to him when they walked him into a hotel ballroom. There was Heidi, standing in front of what was obviously a preacher, wearing a white wedding dress.
"Now hold on just a minute, boys! She seems nice enough, but I ain't about to get hitched." One of the Germans explained to him in perfect English that if he did not marry this innocent woman, that had fallen for his glib lines and rakish appearance, they would hang him from the gaslight post outside. He looked at the shotguns, the serious faces of those who held them, and past them to the noose that hung on the post, and turned around. He could always slip away later.
Liam looked at Heidi and grinned. "Come on, me lovely, let's get hitched."
The celebration lasted into the early morning, the men now treating him like a long lost cousin returned to the fold. He had to admit Heidi looked beautiful in the form hugging gown, her blond mane intricately styled. He just barely remembered her helping him undress and feeling those pillowy breasts press up against him.
He woke up in a train compartment, eight hours from New York.
"I gotta get out of here" was his last thought until Helga had him by the cock again, guiding him into her snug pussy. Than all thought of leaving vanished. Forty years later, long after the fact that she had admitted to practically raping him in an effort to get a husband to keep her farm, long after all their children were gone and they were alone except for the multitude of grandchildren that kept showing up every time the parents wanted some time, he hugged Helga and told her it was the best thing that ever happened to him. Helga just smiled, gave him enough liquor to make him happy, and reenacted the 'rape' all over again.
Rocky had decided that while he liked farming, he needed to strike out on his own. There were no opportunities locally, the place was settled and any land available was either worthless or beyond his means. There were always flyers in the saloons and general stores advertising for railroad workers, so he decided to walk South and give it a go.
His mother cried and his father looked grim, but agreed in the end it was for the best. So on a crisp morning in early September he kissed his mother and sister, shook hands with his father and brothers, shouldered his heavy pack, and walked away. It would be years before he saw any of them again.
His father had offered a horse, but Rocky knew he really couldn't afford to spare one, and besides, he was used to the woodland trails and walking behind a plow. He wouldn't need a horse working on the railroad, and he could always pick one up later when he had money.
He also carried the old ten gauge, a gift from his father, as well as a Dragoon Colt his brothers had chipped in to buy, saying he would need it in his travels. They couldn't afford a holster, so he carried it in the waistband of his pants. He also carried eighty dollars, all but five of it hidden in a money belt.
He'd been walking for about a month, stopping for a day here or there, helping someone on a farm or ranch in exchange for food and a warm place to sleep. Once he helped a storekeeper unload and stock three wagons full of goods. That earned him a bed and a new shirt. The shopkeeper wanted him to stay on for a few days but the way his young wife was eyeing him convinced him now was a good time to leave. He wasn't experienced by any means, but he was a pretty good observer of human behavior, and he wasn't about to walk that path because it never led anywhere.
Soon enough he was on a major road, and in a land where people weren't used to seeing anyone walking. He got many a ride on the back of a wagon or a spare horse, cutting his travel time significantly. At his last camp, which he shared with a group of teamsters, they told him the railroad was about sixty miles away by the road they were on, but if he wanted to go over the mountain behind them it would cut fifteen miles off the trip. He was up before the light of day, stoking the fires and getting the coffee going before the night guard woke the rest up. They fed him a big breakfast, packed a lunch for him, and wished him the best.
Rocky made the crest of the mountain early in the afternoon, happy with his progress. He walked until the sun was low in the sky, and made camp. He was nursing the last of the coffee when he heard the horses. He quietly faded into the darkness.
They stopped, just out of pistol range, and called out. "Hello the camp! We're friendly, just looking for a place to light for the evenin'. Can we come in?"
They kept their hands high, and Rocky let his hand slip off the Dragoon. He waved them in, adding more coffee to the pot. The two men rode in, and Rocky immediately didn't like them. They seemed a little too 'slick', for lack of a better word.
Still, they were friendly enough, unrolling their beds on the opposite side of the fire, cooking a light supper of bacon and canned beans. They wiped their utensils out and settled down.
The tall one, Reggie, made more coffee, while the shorter, broad shouldered Jim kept Rocky talking. He accepted the cup from Reggie, and wondered why they were watching him so closely. Then he began to go numb. They had drugged him! He felt for the Dragoon, but even as his hand touched it he slumped over.
The cold woke him the next morning. He sat up, but slumped back down when the headache raced through his brain. It took him two hours to be able to stand up.
He had been robbed of everything he had, including his clothes and boots. It was early October by then, and he felt the cold. The first rational thought he had made him reach for the back of his longjohns, breathing a sigh of relief as he felt the throwing knife. His mother had sewed a slot for it in the back of every set, and the robbers had missed it. Finally he stood up, glad he had on thick winter socks. He was roughly Reggie's size, and found his discarded clothes in a pile. The pants were too small, but he fit into the shirt, almost gagging at the smell. Best of all he'd dropped his old buckskin jacket, taking the long sheepskin Rocky loved. He couldn't wear it as a coat, so he cut the sleeves off and fashioned some rough moccasins, wrapping the hide round his feet with thin strips, and donned the jacket as a sort of vest.
Rocky was recovered enough by then to check his snares, happy to see two fat rabbits. At least he wouldn't starve. Using the knife, he skinned the rabbits, saving the hides. He looked for an hour before he found the rock he needed, gathered moss and dry leaves, and struck the rock with the handle of his knife until a spark caught. The fire warmed him as he slowly roasted the rabbits. He ate one, and carried the other, snacking on it when he got hungry.
He was following the trail of his robbers, their tracks distinctive because their horses wore new shoes, and one wasn't fitted right. Rocky knew the owner would have to fix it soon or the horse would go lame. It never occurred to him not to go after them. They stole from him, drugged him, left him to starve or die of exposure. He flipped the knife angrily at an oak fifty feet away, grinning as it sank into the bark.
The man that made the knife was Italian, Giovanni Martini, a close neighbor. He had married a German girl and made the move to the New World with the rest of the villagers, happy for a new beginning. He was a blacksmith by trade, but when he wasn't making rims for wagons, or horseshoes, or fixing plows or any of the other things a blacksmith did to make a living, he made knives. His throwing knives were always perfectly balanced, kept their edge, and never rusted. His hinting knives were works of art, with bone, wood, or leather handles. Soon enough, he was making so much off his knives he almost stopped doing anything else.
Giovanni was extremely small man, five one, maybe a hundred pounds. But he had well developed muscles from his job, and was stronger than most bigger men. He was in the small village the farmers traded in one day when a bunch of drunks decided to have fun with him. There were four of them, and it gave them courage.
They insulted his name, his heritage, and his size, but he ignored them. Then one of them said something about his wife and things got interesting. Giovanni challenged him, daring him to face him in a knife fight, or apologize for what he said about his wife and leave.
The man as almost drunk, and fancied himself a knife man, so he agreed. Three minutes into the fight the man was down. a cut across his cheek baring bone, a stab trough his right hand that almost split it, and Giovanni had the blade to his throat, telling him to apologize or die right there in the dirt. He apologized profusely.
The others, angered by the way he had so casually bested him, declared they were going to see how well he could handle three. Giovanni smiled, and suddenly there were two knives in his hands. Two rushed him, and the little man seemed to dance, weaving around with a speed that astounded them. Soon one had a deep gash on his leg, and the other had a stabbed left buttock.
Rocky, in town on an errand, stood in awe, until the last man pulled a little derringer out and took aim. Rocky was at the local store to pick up among other things a new ax handle. He dropped his packages, and came down hard with the handle, breaking the wrist, making him release the derringer into the dirt.
There was no peace officer, but the men of the village had had enough. They grabbed the men and led them howling in pain and complaining to their horses, where they were politely invited to leave and never return. "Next time we'll make you face him one-on-one, and hope you got enough in your pockets to bury you. If you don't, there's a gully out behind the saloon. The coyotes and skunks will take care of you soon enough."
They looked at the shotguns and left, the man with the stabbed buttock standing in the saddle. They could hear the laughter from the villagers for a long time.
Rocky looked down and saw the derringer. He picked it up and asked the general store owner what he should do with it.
"Keep it, boy. I doubt them fellers ever come back, and if they do you can bet they won't have the nerve to ask for it back."
It was a genuine Henri Derringer, a double barreled model in .41 caliber, and looked almost new.
Giovanni, as thanks for keeping him alive, gave him a ride home. Rocky showed him the little pistol and his eyes lit up. "Wanna sell it?"
In truth, Rocky had no idea when the little gun might come in handy, if ever. He grinned at Giovanni.
"I'll make you a trade. You make me a couple of those knives and show me how to use them, and the weapon is yours."
He accepted the deal instantly, and was surprised when he asked that one be smaller, befitting a female hand. Rocky explained he was going to keep one and give the other to his sister. He didn't like the fellow courting her now, he had a mean streak when he was drunk, and Helga had never seen it. He was always well behaved around her brothers and parents, but Helga trusted Rocky, and when he told her his fears her affection for him cooled.
He made threats, but Helga smiled as the knife appeared in her hand. "Try something, big man. You'll end up talking in a higher voice than I got." The man went pale and left, and never spoke to her again. Helga baked Giovanni a cake as a thank you.
Giovanni gave him all sorts of tips, and soon he could do a double and even a triple spin and still hit his target. He also made him practice up close fighting with wooden practice knives, showing him tricks he'd never heard of before. Rocky asked him once how he came to learn it.
Giovanni smiled, but it was a sad smile. "I never tell anyone this before, Rocky. You no blab, okay?" Rocky promised. "My familia in Sicily were big deal, life members of local criminal society. My mother's family were from Corsica, members of the Unione Corse, another big crime family. They were the royalty of both organisations, but serious differences started coming up over the way things were being handled, and a small war erupted. We killed their people, they killed ours, until one day I look around and realized we were losing. My mother, father, and brothers were dead, and they were closing in on me. I grabbed all the money I could and fled, eventually coming to a small village in Germany. I meet my wife there, and when she say we go to America I was glad. No one looking for me here. I like being farmer and blacksmith, no? It is simple and decent, and no one try to kill you. Well, not often anyway."
He paused, remembering. "A Roma taught me how to use blades, even a little of knife making. I learn to blacksmith in Germany, and kept working in my spare time until I make decent blades."
Rocky stopped to retrieve his knife, snapping back to the present. It would be dark soon, and he needed to find shelter for the night. The oak he'd sunk his knife into was just the first in a big grove, and a small stream ran nearby. He drank deeply and set a few snares in likely spots, using strips of leather from the jacket. he was resigned to going to bed hungry when a squirrel decided he didn't like Rocky invading his territory, sitting on a fallen log and scolding him. It was a two turn throw at a small target, but Rocky was good enough or lucky enough to knock the squirrel off the log, his blade through his body. He quickly started a fire, and set the cleaned squirrel on a spit, letting it roast while he gathered leaves. When he had a pile about waist high and six feet around, he checked the squirrel.
It was done, kind of plain without salt or pepper, but Rocky was just glad he got to eat. After finishing off the meager supper and drinking once again, he doused the fire and walked into the middle of the pile of leaves. Then he lay down and burrowed until he was about two feet beneath the leaves but still had plenty under him for a comfortable rest. He arranged them as carefully as he could, leaving just a small hole for his eyes and nose. The leaves were excellent insulators, and soon he was warm and comfortable, able to get a good night's sleep.
The Sioux had taught him that, as well as how to make small snow caves, necessary if you were caught out in a Minnesota blizzard.
Rocky woke the next morning rested but hungry. He'd caught a couple of rabbits, but other predators had found them, and didn't pass up a meal they didn't have to work for. He gathered up the strips and put them in his pocket, made a small bowl out of tree bark, and heated some water, drinking down the warm fluid gratefully. There had been frost on the ground this morning.
Rocky walked all day, set his traps and made his bed. There were no irate squirrels around, so Rocky went hungry. There was nothing in his snares the next morning, so he just continued walking. The temperature had been dropping all day, and he knew he would be in serious need of shelter.
He was in hill country now, and was starting to see a little sign, tracks here and there that told him he was on a ranch. He was still following the tracks when he topped a rise, seeing the ranch building spread below him.
He recognized the dun Jimmie had been riding, and knew they were either there or had swapped horses. Not knowing what to expect, he eased down just before dark, making it to the barn without being seen.
Rocky wondered where the dogs were, every ranch had a few just to let them know someone was about and to help herd cattle. He got his answer when he eased around the side of the barn, to see two large dogs sprawled in the dust, obviously shot. This did not look good for the rancher and his family.
He knew his enemies were in the house. He also knew he was unarmed, and had to figure a way to get them out of the house and into the barn. Rocky looked around as quickly as he could in the dark, but all he found for a weapon was the pitchfork. It was old and worn, but that just meant the tines were sharper. He had to figure a way to bait one of them into the barn, and hope both didn't come. There was an old hat there and he put it on, both for warmth and to alter his appearance.
Rocky looked out the door, surprised to see it snowing. The weather had been getting progressively colder all day, and the clouds were getting thicker. Maybe that would help.
He was about out of ideas when the ranch door opened and Jim came out. He stopped and pissed off the porch, and he could hear him singing as he made his way to the barn. He sounded happy and a little drunk.
"Come on in here, you nags. I never seen horses too stupid to get in out of the snow. Let me throw a little grain in this trougth and shut the door. It looks like it's really gonna be a big storm. Know what, though, nags? There's a fine looking woman in there, and about twenty bottles of booze. We 'bout got her broke in, she don't fight near as hard as she used to. Too bad you're gelded, Dunny. We might have let you have a go at her, just for fun. I bet she'd squeal then, by God."
The horses hadn't come in out of the corral because Rocky had blocked the door. Jim couldn't see it in the dark. He walked right by him, hidden behind loose hay and some empty feed sacks. He lit the lantern he was carrying and hung it on a hook, frowning when he saw the entrance blocked.
Rocky rose up, and with no remorse at all, drove the pitchfork into his enemy. He had robbed him and left him to die, and deserved no more than he got. Rocky had aimed for his chest, but because Jim was shorter it went a little high, right into his neck, one tine severing the spinal cord. Jim dropped like a rock, dead before he hit the ground. Though surprised, Rocky quickly pulled him under the sacks, watching the life fade from his eyes.
"It should have been more painful, you bastard. You got what you deserved."
Rocky quickly searched the body, pissed that he hadn't come out armed. He did find a little pocket pistol, a one shot American in .36 caliber. Not much, but better than nothing.
He felt pity on the horses and let them into the barn. They snorted at the smell of blood and kept away from Jim, but were soon munching on the grain. Rocky felt like an idiot when he let the horses in, noticing for the first time his pack and the saddles in the lantern light, sitting in a corner. More important, there sat his ten gauge. He checked it, pleased to see it still loaded and ready to fire.
It was pitch dark and snowing like crazy when the door opened again. He could see Reggie in the light. He called out. "Jim! What the hell you doing out there? Get your ass back in, we got a woman to entertain this evening. I'd hate to disappoint her." He started laughing, and Rocky concluded he was almost drunk.
Rocky started walking towards the door, knowing he would be next to impossible to see in the darkness and the snow. He wanted to be close, wanted Reggie to know who was ending him. Reggie yelled again and Rocky muttered loud enough for him to hear. "Comin', Reggie. Almost there."



He was almost to the porch when he leveled the shotgun. "Hello, asshole."
Reggie's eyes went wide, and he started to turn for his gun. He'd opened the door in his long johns, pulling everything off in anticipation of raping the woman again. Rocky was so angry he had forgotten to allow for the elevation of the porch, so when the shotgun roared it literally blew his cock and balls off. Reggie screamed, in a surprisingly high voice, as the charge lifted him off his feet and threw him back into the ranch house. Rocky had the derringer in his hand, but one look at Reggie made him put it away. He had landed against the back wall in a sitting position, and was desperately trying to stop the blood from his ruined crotch.
Rocky looked at him once, hoped he lived for a little longer in great pain, and turned to the woman. She was tied naked to the couch, a rag in her mouth. Her eyes flew wide as Rocky grabbed a butcher knife off the kitchen table and started towards her. "Lady, I ain't here to harm you. I'm gonna cut you loose and back off. I'll leave the knife beside you, it might give you some comfort."
He cut one hand and foot loose and handed her the knife. She grabbed the rag out of her mouth, then cut her other limbs free. She looked at the knife in her hand, Reggie moaning against the wall, and flew across the room, sliding into the kitchen in front of Reggie. "Bastard!," she screamed as she stabbed him in the thigh. "Asshole!" accompanied the sight of her burying the blade in his stomach. "LOW LIFE MOTHERFUCKING RAPIST SON OF A BITCH!"
She pulled the knife upward with all her strength, gutting Reggie, his insides falling all over the kitchen floor. She grabbed his long hair, smiling in his face. "How you like this, boy? Feel good?"
Rocky was kind of sickened as he saw her plunging the knife into his asshole, sawing it in and out, laughing hysterically as Reggie screamed out his last. When she was sure he was dead she stuck the knife in his mouth penning him to the wall, and slumped beside him, the adrenalin wearing off as she passed out.
Not knowing what to do, he picked her up, carried her to the couch, and covered her with an afghan from the floor. Then he dragged what was left of Reggie out to the tackroom, beside Jim. He grinned as he looked down. "Good night, boys. Don't run off now, you hear? See you in the morning, even if you can't see me."
He came in, noticing the woman gone. She came out of a bedroom fully clothed, holding Reggie's pistol. Rocky put up his hands and spoke in a reasonable voice. "Hold on now. I told you I meant you no harm, cut you loose, even covered you when you fainted. Those men robbed me of everything, including my clothes, and left me to die of exposure. If I hadn't come along you'd still be tied to the furniture. You'll be all right now. I just need to get my clothes and gear and I'll leave you in peace. I'll even sleep in the barn tonight."
She looked at him, noticing how he was dressed, and giggled. Then the mirth was gone. "I'll never be all right again! Those bastards took my honor, no decent man will ever want me now. I'm ruined!"
Rocky sensed she was right on the edge, so he spoke softly and gently. "Nobody but you, me, and the dead assholes know what happened here, and they ain't talking. I would never speak out of turn about the honor of a lady. If you don't tell, no one will ever know."
Here eyes flicked back and forth as she thought, and finally she lowered the pistol. "You're right stranger. This is one secret I'll be taking to my grave. Now, I still have my husband's clothes, and you look about the same size. They're old, but clean and in good shape. I'll fetch them." She stopped, listening to his stomach growl.
"How long since you had a meal?"
"In the last five days I've had two rabbits and a squirrel, including nothing for the last forty-eight hours. I could stand to eat, ma'am."
"You poor man! I'll fetch the clothes if you'll drag the tub in off the back porch. I think we both need baths tonight. We'll put it in front of the fireplace to warm while I fix some supper."
By the time Rocky got back with the tub she was in the kitchen, frying eggs and ham. "I'll feed you better later, right now you something quick and easy. Sit down."
She ladled about half a dozen eggs and almost a pound of ham onto his plate, adding two big chunks of bread that she had buttered liberally. Rocky, thinking of his mother, refused to eat until she fixed her plate, even rising to hold her chair as she sat. She bowed her head.
"Father, bless this meal and those who consume it to do your work. Thank you for bringing this man to me in my hour of need, and bless him in his future endeavors. Amen."
Rocky ate slowly, knowing that if he wolfed it down it would probably come back. Still, he managed to clean the plate. She put the plates in a sink when they were done, and poured hot water from the stove reservior into it, making short work of cleaning up.
Rocky helped her gather things up before she shooed him away, telling him to see if the tub was warm. He checked, and the side closest to the fire was too hot to touch, and the four inches of water he'd poured into it was lukewarm. She had a big cast iron kettle bubbling in the fire place, and he poured it into the tub, replacing the water from a barrel in the kitchen.
"Bath's ready, Ma'am."
She seemed surprised Rocky wanted her to go first.
"No, you go on ahead."
"Ma'am, ain't a thing wrong with me a little water and soap can't fix, but you been beat pretty fierce. I think you should go first, get those cuts washed out as soon as you can. I'll wait right here in the kitchen, have a cup of coffee or two. Go on now."
She wanted to resist, but the wisdom of his words were evident. Reggie had beat her back from her neck to her knees with a quirt, and some of the blows were deep enough to bleed. She suspected one or two may have become infected.
So with a grateful glance, she went into the main room, stripped, and eased into the water, sighing. The bath felt like heaven, and the ability to clean her female parts helped her peace of mind. She looked down at the bruises on her stomach, legs, and her breasts, wondering how long it would take them to heal.
Then she slid down, wanting the water to cover her back and help her heal. When the still warm water hit her infected cuts, the pain was so intense she screamed.
The door flew open, and Rocky rushed in with his Dragoon in hand. Seeing her alone he started stuttering and backing out. She actually laughed.
"Don't be embarrassed. You've seen all of me anyway, so while you're here will you look at my back? It aches something awful."
Rocky was soon kneeling beside her as she leaned forward, showing him her back. Rocky looked at the two infected cuts and another deep one that must have been recent, because it was still oozing blood.
"Ma'am, you got any medical supplies? Something I can doctor with? You got two infected wounds that need to be cleaned, treated, and bound, and another one that looks pretty fresh. It could probably stand a couple of stitches."
"My name is Vivian, sir. I believe we are past the stage of being unnamed. And if you will go into the parlor, you'll see my sewing basket. In the sideboard you will find the little medical supplies we keep, and plenty of liquor. Grab a bottle to use as a cleanser."
He rose to his feet, smiling. "I'll be right back, Miss Vivian. And you can call me Rocky."
Rocky found everything he needed, staring at the rows of liquor bottles. Her husband had been either a tippler of fine spirits or a raging drunk.
Viv, as she told him she preferred over Vivian, was still soaking. She leaned forward, compliant, while Rocky cleaned and bandaged her infected wounds, and didn't even grunt when he put five stitches in the worst. She did hiss when the alcohol hit them, but knew it was necessary. She commented on his sewing ability.
"My mother taught me. She said there may be a time in my life when I didn't have a woman to do it for me, so it would be handy to know."
"Your mother was a smart woman, Rocky. Now, will you help me up and into my bedroom? I'll be all right from there."
She rose unashamed from the bath, and even though he knew it was impolite, he couldn't help admiring her body. She told him later she was twenty nine, but because she had never bourne children, was as firm and taut as any teen. He was particularly impressed by her breasts, sitting high and firm on her chest.
She knew he looked, and even after the ordeal she had been through, she was pleased at his obvious appreciation. He helped her into her room, then went back for his own bath, washing five days of grime off.
Her husband had been just a bit larger, so everything fit him very comfortably. He put on a pair of winter long johns, stoked the fires in the living room, parlor, and kitchen, and slipped beneath two large comforters.
He woke in the night to the bed shifting, and reached for his pistol. "Easy, Rocky. It's me."
"Vivian? You need something?"
"Yes," she said, as she slid into the bed beside him. "I need you to hold me for awhile. I promise I'll go back in a bit, but right now I need to feel arms around me that mean me no harm. Please, Rocky."
So he cuddled her as she wept in his arms, until the weeping went to snuffles, and the snuffles went to deep, regular breathing. He held her gently as she spooned to him, careful not to get close enough to rub her raw back, and drifted off again.
He woke in the morning, alone, to the smell of coffee and bacon. Rocky found Vivian in the kitchen, bustling around, humming. She saw him and smiled.
"Good morning! Let me thank you for last night, it did me a world of good knowing there were still decent men in the world. Now, get a cup of coffee and sit. I hope you like buckwheat pancakes and honey, with bacon on the side."
He confessed it was one of his favorite meals, and showed his appreciation by doing in two stacks of six and half a pound of bacon. She ate with him, talking of her ranch.
"Three sections, with good water and sheltered by the hills. We ran about five hundred head on average, and Bob had just sold off all but a hundred and fifty heifers and five bulls this fall. Sold at the right time, to the Army. They even offered him a contract. He didn't take it, saying he wanted to talk to me first.
He was a good man, but he loved his drink. He would work hard all day, and be passed out by eight. I think the fact that he was hungover most of the time contributed to his death. He was half asleep in his saddle when the mare he was riding walked up on a rattler. She went straight up, then tumbled over backwards down the trail, landing right on top of him, then dragging him half a mile home. His head was pretty much mush. I buried him two months ago, and decided to hang on until the spring, gather up what we had left and sell them, along with the ranch.
Then four days ago those animals showed up. The ordeal makes me even more determined to sell, take the money, maybe open some kind of shop in a good sized town. I go half crazy ever winter with just Bob to talk to, when he was sober enough to talk."
Rocky told her of his life, and what he wanted to do. "I'm not sure exactly what it'll be. I figure I'll work a year or two on the railroad, maybe take some of that government land that's coming up."
It was still snowing. Not the white out it was last night, but steady. Viv got him to help her string a rope from the house to the barn, for when it got really bad, then took two of her horses, using Reggie's saddle for Rocky, and they traveled for thirty minutes before coming to a larger barn.
They stomped off the snow and entered the barn, to find a dozen horses, some of the finest Rocky had ever seen. Viv grinned.
"Bob was always good with horses. We kept these hid and only kept a few head at the house. They got shelter, plenty of hay, and a good source of water, but I check on them everyday, give them some grain now and then, rotate a couple of head back every few days, so they don't forget their training."
She let her horse go, saddled another, and they rode back. She went into the barn, avoiding the stall with the remains of her rapists, fed the chickens and gathered eggs, while Rocky chopped wood. By then it was snowing hard again.
"It will probably snow for another day or so, then the sun will come out and almost blind you. A day or two of that will melt most of it, and you will be able to travel. The closest town is most of a day's ride from here. I'll go with you, there are some things I'd like to pick up, maybe find an older hand to help me until spring. That is, unless you want to stay?"
Rocky smiled and shook his head. "I would probably enjoy it, but that's not where my desire lies. I want to see more of the world, you know?"
Vivian smiled sadly. "I thought as much. You know, we need to take the bodies into town with us, tell what happened. You came by while they were trying to rob me, and you defended me, killing both the brigands. That will satisfy most people."
Rocky agreed, and while she prepared supper he went out and retrieved the saddlebags, wanting to find his money belt. They ate, a hearty stew with plenty of bread, and a dried apple pie for dessert. He complimented her cooking, and she seemed to appreciate it.
"I'm fair to middlin', if I do say so myself. I usually fix a big pot and it lasts me three days. I'm just thankful I have someone to share meals with. It's worlds better than eating alone."
The meal over, the dishes done, they lay the saddlebags of the two men on the table, and opened the first one. They found his money belt, the cash still inside. They found another money belt in the other side, and both stared wide eyed at the contents. Vivian got out a pencil and paper, and recorded it. Eighty twenty dollar gold pieces, nine hundred dollars in bills, and a little over a hundred in loose silver coins. A small fortune for the time.
They got another surprise when they opened the other one, not finding a money belt but loose coins in four bags. Fourteen hundred dollars worth. They stared at each other in shock.
"You know they didn't come by this honest, Viv. What should we do about it?"
"Nothing," she said. as she divided the money evenly. "We have no idea where it came from, or how to return it. If we give it to the sheriff it'll just lay around until the county decides to keep it. You take half, and I'll take half. Another secret I'll take to my grave."
It took her another day, but finally he agreed. It would go a long way towards buying his own spread. Besides the money, there were both pistols, a '66 Yellowboy Winchester, and an old Henry, still in good shape. She took the Winchester, saying it would be easier for her to handle. He took the Henry and one of the pistols, an almost new Remington that took metal shells, in .38 caliber. Besides the shells in the belt, he found two more boxes in the saddlebags. He took his hunting knife back, as well as another he wore in the back of his belt, out of sight.
His sheepskin was hanging up, and had no blood on it, as well as his boots. They were too big for either outlaw, and he was sure they took them to narrow his chances of survival. He confessed he felt a little odd about taking everything.
Viv set him straight. "Out here, a man tries to do you harm and you kill him first, everything he has becomes yours, unless he has a family, and it's still up to you to keep it or give it back. Another thing, you know as well as I all that money was stolen. We need to cart them into town, run them by the local sheriff. They may have papers on them, and we may be due a reward."
That night, just as Rocky was drifting off, she came into his room, slipping under the covers. He was shocked to feel her naked skin touch his.
She felt his unease and soothed him. "Calm down, honey. We're going into town tomorrow, and after that I'll probably never see you again. I want us to make love tonight, I want a good memory to replace the ones I have now. I'm not putting any claims on you, consider it a reward for your good deeds."
He fumbled around for a bit before he admitted something. "Viv, I have to tell you something. I probably won't do you much good, because I've never done this before."
"Oh my God! You're a virgin? Don't fret, honey, let me cure you of that."
For most of the night, she kept him up, making love three times. Viv was pleased he was fairly large, larger than her husband or both outlaws, and once he figured out how to use it, it was very satisfying for her. They did everything but missionary, because of her injured back. She rode him like a bucking bull, then got on her hands and knees for him. They ended the session in the spoon position, him gently pumping while she sighed and cooed.
The biggest surprise was him waking to his cock in her mouth. He started, and she rose up. "Calm now, Rocky. This is my gift to you. I know most think only whores do something like this, but most women I talk to admit they sometimes do it to please their men. Some men even return the favor, but we don't have time for that lesson. So lay back and enjoy, honey."
She went back down, and the sensations he felt were like nothing he'd ever experienced before. He decided pretty quick he liked it, very much. The biggest surprise was when he warned her he couldn't hold out much longer, and she kept going, draining him dry. He didn't think he had the energy to move ever again.
She bounced up from under the covers, wiping her mouth and smiling. She slapped his thigh, making him flinch, telling him to see to the horses while she fixed breakfast.
He hitched up her buckboard, and tied the dun behind. Rocky would be keeping it, to speed his travels. She came out dressed nicely, in a heavy coat, with a thick quilt to spread over them as they traveled. She sat beside him on the seat, arranging the quilt, and sighed. Then she turned and gave him a kiss that started out soft and tender but turned forceful and lust driven. She pulled back panting, considering taking him back inside before she changed her mind. She fought the urge, and brushed his cheek.
"That was our goodbye kiss, honey. It wouldn't do for me to do it in front of the townspeople. I just want to thank you for saving me, in more ways that one. Drive, Rocky."
He looked at her as he drove, remembering her naked. She was a tall brunette, and her hair was quite long. She kept it in a braid during the day, shaking it loose at night and brushing it until it would shine in the lantern light. Though no expert, he suspected her breasts were larger than the average woman. He recalled the soft hair at the top of her legs, thick and shining. Rocky knew he would remember his time with her as long as he lived.
She snuggled and held his hand until they hit a traveled road, then put a little distance between them. Viv had him drive directly to the county sheriff's office. He came out on the porch to greet her, staring at Rocky in surprise.
Viv made the introductions. "Sheriff, this is Rocky McGill. Can we come in and talk?"
He invited her in, gave them coffee, and listened spellbound as she described her husband's death, her time alone, her ordeal with the outlaws, and Rocky showing up and saving her. She then shocked him by telling him the bodies were on the back of the buckboard, and gave him a letter addressed to Reggie. The sheriff went out and looked them over, the severed spinal cord from the pitchfork, and the ruined mess that was Reggie. He took in Reggie's wounds, and smart old lawman that he was, read between the lines.
He went back in and shuffled some wanted posters until he found what he was looking for. "Here it is! Ma'am, the one that got shot is worth four hundred dollars, and his sidekick is worth a hundred. I'll write up the vouchers for you, you can run over to the courthouse and they'll give you a letter for the bank. You can have the money by this afternoon."



"It's not my money, Sheriff. If it wasn't for my young friend here, we know how it would have ended. He killed them, he deserves the money. And if you would, write out a bill of sale for the horse, I believe he deserves it."
Rocky was about to say something, but she warned him off with her eyes. They went through channels, and he got the money. He and Viv had a nice dinner at the cafe, and he walked her to her wagon. She was spending the night with a friend, and he was in the local hotel. She held her hand out. "I believe this is goodbye, Mr. McGill. It has been quite the experience meeting you. I wish you the best of luck. I'd like to present you with this, as a parting gift. I bought it this fall, planning to use it as a Christmas present for my husband, but he no longer has need of such things. I wish you a happy and fulfilling life." She handed him, of all things, a hat box.
"As I do you, Mrs. Robinson. I hope you find your happiness, and I will cherish the memory of our time together and what you taught me as long as I live."
She blushed a little, and gave him a short but hard hug. "Godspeed, Rocky McGill."
He watched as she drove down the street until she was almost out of sight, before going into the hotel. He opened the hat box to find a brand new black Stetson, wide brimmed and low crowned, the type of hat a man of means would wear.
.............................................
The next day Rocky rode West, making good time now that he had a horse. He didn't like the animal, it was contrary and high strung, but it beat walking, and as soon as he found the railroad he'd be getting rid of it.
He hit End Of Tracks four days later, just outside a good sized town. Before he sought employment, he stopped by the Wells Fargo office and banked all but his original money belt. The manager was surprised that one so young could have that much, and commented on it. Rocky, a little irritated, braced him.
"Mister, one thing I've learned as I've traveled here is the virtue of minding your own business. I got this money legal, and if you're in doubt you can wire the Sheriff of Buckskin County, and he'll vouch for me. Now, if you don't feel comfortable with my money, give it back and I'll take my business elsewhere."
The manager took in his travel stained clothes, the gun that hung on his hip and the other shoved in his waistband, the look in his eyes, and mentally backed up.
"I meant no harm, friend. Wells Fargo is always happy to work with respectable young men such as yourself."
Rocky just grunted, took his voucher, which he could redeem at any of their offices, and walked out.
He sold the horse at the only livery stable in town, not getting as much as he hoped, but enough. He also sold the saddle, having no need for it. He walked the streets for a little while, getting a new set of clothes, along with a decent suit, the first he had ever owned. It never hurt to make a good impression.
The next morning found him wearing his new suit, at the office of the railroad engineer. He knocked, politely, and waited until the man called for him to enter.
The engineer noted the obviously new suit, the wide brimmed Stetson, the clean shaven face, and the confidence of the young man before him.
"Something I could do for you, son?"
"Yes sir. My name is Rocky McGill, late of Minnesota. I am here seeking employment with the railroad. Could you direct me where to apply?"
Mannered, too, thought the man, admiring the firm grip and the way he held his eyes. Not like most of the Irish trash that worked the line, shifty eyed, dirty, profane men who would just as soon kill you as look at you.
They were always short of workers, they either quit or just disappeared, with no notice at all. The boy reminded him of his son in Boston. "We always need people, son. I have to warn you, it's hard brutal work, but we pay decent wages. We're not like the bastards that are working their way towards us, using hordes of Chinese, not paying the slant eyes diddly."
Rocky had never seen a Chinaman, so he kept his opinions to himself. "I'm used to hard work, Mister Horton, and I'll give a good day's labor for my pay."
The engineer had a thought. If this youngster could read and write, maybe he could replace his clerk, who finally gave up his grand dream of seeing the West and wanted to go back to Maine. He asked Rocky a few questions.
It soon came to light Rocky was better educated than the average Westerner, able to read and write in two languages, English and German. He proved to be above average in math skills as well. Horton hired him on the spot, letting him work with the departing clerk for two weeks.
Rocky fit in quite well with everyone. He would let his father's brogue slip in when he talked to the track workers, and kept his English proper in the office. Horton, bored, taught him Morse code and how to use the telegraph key. It became part of his duties to post the miles laid to the powers that be back East, and hand Horton the irate responses received when they didn't meet projections.
He would sigh as he looked at the messages. "If they'd ever get off their fat, pompous asses, come out here and look at the work it takes, the dirt, the fights, the blood, they might have a better understanding. I don't see that happening, son, so we'll just keep telling them the truth, and let them deal with it. Back to work for us, Mr. McGill. Let's make them even richer than they are, so they can look down their nose at us from a higher distance."
Despite his comments, Bill Horton lived and breathed the railroad. He was married, with adult children, and hadn't seen his wife in almost a year. His wife and son had promised to come out in late spring, and spend the summer with him. He kept their pictures on his desk, and wrote a letter to his wife every day, without exception.
When he wasn't working, Rocky would take the Henry and hunt, bagging enough elk and deer to help feed the workers. Once he got a big bear, startled out of hibernation by an unseasonably warm snap. Remembering his upbringing, he roasted it slowly, seasoning with a sauce he had made from ingredients he could scrounge, until it was falling off the bone. The managers, upon tasting it, decided it was to fine a meal for the average worker, but Rocky took exactly half, over their objections. He had made friends among the track layers, and he delivered it to his favorite team. They ate like pigs, and declared him a friend for life.
They worked hard, sweat often dripping down and freezing on their clothes in the bitter cold. The only time they even considered stopping was when a blizzard hit. They would hunker down, ride it out, and be working again even as the last flakes fell. Sickness and disease were rampant, and many a worker succumbed, leaving a trail of graves along the right of way. It was one of the many reasons they were always needing new workers.
They were in Wyoming Territory by then, and nearing the mountains. Rocky knew that meant a lot of blasting and tunneling in the near future, something they hated because it was so time consuming. On the upside, it was springtime, and most of the snow was gone, reducing the chances the blasting would trigger avalanches.
They were into the Dakota region by now, close as legally allowed under the treaties at the time. The railroad people were nervous, having survived a few brushes with hostiles along the line. It didn't help when they noticed braves skylined on ridges, just watching. Rocky grinned, knowing it was just for show. If the Sioux wanted to fight you, you'd realize it about the time you were asshole deep in warriors.
A few days later about fifty braves appeared outside of camp, sitting just out of rifle shot. They were obviously waiting on them to make contact. Mr. Horton, used to these encounters by now, gathered up his supervisors and foremen, arming all with Winchesters and revolvers, and rode out to meet them, surprised to see Rocky trailing along. He wore no belt gun, and his rifle was still in it's sheath.
They stopped twenty feet away, and waited. After thirty uncomfortable minutes, the leader finally spoke, a long statement in his native language. Horton turned to his scout. "What did he say?"
The scout grinned. "No idea. I speak Comanche, Arapaho, and Crow, but I don't speak no Sioux."
"He wants to know what you're doing here, on the lands of his people."
They all looked at Rocky and he shrugged. "I'm from Minnesota, remember? Most of my neighbors growing up were Sioux. I learned the language as a young'un."
Horton recovered, grinning, thanking his lucky stars he'd hired the young man. "Tell him we're well outside the treaty boundaries, and we will not cross them. We'll just build our railroad and move on, leaving them in peace."
Rocky rode forward and repeated what he said, identifying himself, telling him the tribe he was from in Minnesota (he'd been adopted two years after the cabin fight), and his name.
The leader, a subchief named Long Horse, was surprised at the blonde speaking his language like a native, and impressed with his name, Eight Killer. He spoke at length, pausing to let him translate.
"He says treaties don't mean shit to him, this was his tribe's land long before the white eyes ever came here. What it comes down to, boss, is he wants some kind of tribute to leave you alone."
"We'll not be blackmailed by ignorant savages! Tell them to go to hell."
"Might want to think that one over," Rocky drawled, looking at the second in command who'd come out with the statement. "We got no idea how many warriors he has, or how many friends in other villages. You want to start a shootin' war with the whole Sioux nation? Won't be laying any track for awhile if you do. And don't start about the Army stepping in. We're a hundred and twenty miles from the nearest post. Even if we telegraph them, it will still take them five or six days traveling at full speed to get here. Be a lot of dead railroad men before then."
Horton listened to the exchange, noticing how restless the Sioux were becoming. He suspected at least some of them knew enough English to get an idea of the conversation. "Eric! Calm down! Rocky, what do you suggest?"
"I suggest we all go over to that stand of trees and sit in the shade, talk the thing over, come to some type of agreement. Send a couple of cooks out, get a fire going, brew a few pots of coffee. I know they made bear sign this morning, and I've never met an Indian in my life who didn't have a sweet tooth. Send any you got left with the coffee, and if you ain't got enough to go round, make more. Let's get them fed and happy before we start negotiating."
Horton agreed, issuing quiet orders. "What do you think they'll want, Rocky?"
"Guns, liquor, and horses, none of which we'll give them. Make up some packs of flour, coffee, and sugar, maybe a couple of knifes for the head man. We'll go from there. I'll get them settled while you rustle up the coffee and doughnuts (called bear sign out West, because of their shape).
Soon he and the chiefs were sitting around on blankets, smoking his tobacco. Rocky had never learned to smoke, trying it once and not liking it, but he carried tobacco out of habit, because it was a sort of icebreaker. He explained he didn't smoke because of a spirit vision, something they could understand. The coffee was soon flowing, the Indians taking theirs with lots of sugar, and devouring the doughnuts as soon as they were cool enough. In between, Rocky translated while Horton and the chief bargained.
The Indians left with fifty pounds of flour, twenty pounds of sugar, twenty pounds of coffee, and ten pounds of bacon. The chief sported a new knife. They also got a bag of beads and a few bolts of bright cloth, hastily assembled from deliveries slated for stores down the tracks. They got no booze, and no guns.
Rocky also negotiated a deal for them to hunt for the railroad, keeping railroad hunters from straying into their territory and insuring their goodwill. Soon the crews were enjoying deer and elk, and an occasional buffalo. The Sioux thought the whole thing was hilarious, being paid to do what they always did, and took their pay in cloth, coffee, and sugar. It was a very satisfying arrangement. Rocky spent a few days with their village, spreading goodwill. He was much taken by the land, and asked Long Horse if he could rent some after he was done with the railroad, if he stayed outside the treaty borders.
Technically he would be buying the land from the railroad, but he knew that would mean nothing to the Sioux. If it cost him a few pounds of flour or coffee, or an occasional beef or two, it would be a small price to pay for peace of mind. Long Horse conferred with other local chiefs, and told him to talk to them when he returned, indicating a deal could be made.
Horton wrote a report, praising Rocky for his efforts, and was rebuked for spending company money placating savages. Still, work continued without incident, and they gained ground on their competitor.
..........................................
It finally happened. The railroad was complete. Rocky, dressed in his suit, listened to the speeches, watched them drive the golden spike, and walked away.
His boss begged him to stay. "You'll never lack for work, Rocky. Not with all the branches that will have to be built. There will be a time in the not too distant future when every town of significance in America will have a railway station. You've been noticed, my boy, and they are pleased with what they see. There's a good future for you, if you stay."
"I'm sorry Mr. Horton. You're a good boss, and I like the work, but it's not for me. I think I'm going to take some money and see about some of the land that's going up for sale. Maybe I'll try ranching, but in my heart I'm still a farmer."
He left with an aching head, thanks to the party they threw for him. The track layers, the cooks, even the bosses, mingled as they gave him a sendoff to remember. He received a Winchester as a parting gift, with the railroad logo, his name, and an engine engraved on the brass receiver. He also got one of the last spikes they carried, plated in silver.
Rocky was moved beyond words that he had made so many friends. One old track layer approached him before the drinking started.
"I'm getting too long in the tooth for this shit, Rock. I got a little saved up, and when I get enough I'm going to buy me a section of land with good water, and take up farmin' again. I've seen some spots that look mighty good for potatoes, and Lord knows I know enough about them. If you see any likely spots, drop me a line. Maybe I can get my name in the hat quick enough to get it."
Rocky grinned and shook his hand. "Good plan, O'Shea. Railroad work won't last forever, and everybody still has to eat. I'll keep an eye out for you. Maybe when I get settled I'll drop you a line. If things go according to plan I may need help. It would give you a home base while you looked around."
"You do that very thing, Rocky McGill, and I may show up on your doorstep." He grinned as they shook, and then grabbed a beer.
........................................
He left riding a bay, an outstanding piece of horseflesh, looking almost exactly like her Arabian ancestors. She had the smoothest gait of anything he'd ever ridden, and he'd had many offers for her, all of which he turned down. She even got stolen once, and Rocky hired a local Indian to track her, catching the thieves in three days. His wasn't the only one stolen, and all were surprised when he rode into camp a week later leading a dozen horses, three that had belonged to the outlaws.
He still had the skills of a woodland hunter, and he and Big Bear were right on top of them before they knew it. Rocky stepped out of the shadows, the Remington in one hand, the Dragoon in the other, and ordered them to surrender.
Two were fairly close together. The third was to the far right, and Rocky knew he would be a problem. He'd practiced a lot with the Remington in the past year, and while he wasn't a fast draw he had excellent eye/hand coordination, and was a dead shot with either hand. It was another gift from his family.
"Sometimes, Rocky me boyo, you don't get to be right handed or left handed, so you got to learn to use both. It'll make your life easier down the road." So he learned to shoot with either hand, amazingly accurate shots.
The bandits, knowing it was a sure hanging if they surrendered, went for their weapons. One still had his safety thong over his trigger, and died before he got it loose. The other managed to get his out of the holster, but never got it leveled before the bullet hit him squarely on the tobacco tag that hung out of his left pocket, the next hitting him in the head as he fell forward.
The third man had enough time that his pistol was up, the hammer cocked back. An arrow flew out of the bushes, catching him in the stomach. Rocky's last bullet from his Remington put him out of his misery.
Rocky stood, keeping an eye on them as he reloaded. Satisfied they were both dead, he walked up to the one hit by the arrow, tugged it out, and shot into the hole. He knew it would do the local Indians no good to bring a man in, even a horse thief, with an arrow wound.
He and Big Bear gathered their things, loading it onto the horses. Big Bear took a hat and a hunting knife, and an Indian pony that held no brand. Rocky insisted he take one of the rifles, an old Mississippi cap and ball. He refused anything else, grasped Rocky's arm in the traditional clasp, and disappeared into the woods.
Rocky was kind of disappointed, between the three of them they held just over thirty dollars. He kept a Colt Navy revolver that looked fairly new, and that was it. Everything else he sold, including the horses and saddles, adding it to his account with Wells Fargo.
By now, his nest egg had grown considerably. He had drawn a good wage from the railroad, and since he slept in a backroom at the office or on a freight car when they traveled,at the insistence of Mr. Horton, to be able to respond to the telegraph instantly, he paid no room or board. All his meals, unless he wanted something a cut above, came from the camp cooks. He rarely drank, usually two beers or one whiskey if he was in the mood, but he did stand a round almost every time he was in a saloon.
The tracklayers for the most part accepted him, and the ones that didn't got a sample of the fighting skills he had learned from his father, a decent boxer, his friends the Sioux, and everything else he could pick up. He rarely lost, although many were called draws because once he started he refused to stop.
He befriended a few Welshmen, miners in their home country, who had come to the West with the vague idea of being gold or silver miners. Running out of funds, they signed on with the railroad. Short, stocky men, with dark features, they reminded him of his father.
They all carried walking staffs and he always wondered why until he saw them face four times their number in a brawl, twirling the sticks with skill, laying over half out before they got close. Rocky had been visiting them, fascinated by their stories, and ended up fighting beside them. They taught him how to use a staff out of gratitude and friendship, and for most of his life afterwards he kept one close.
He traveled slowly back to the Northeast, looking over several sections, camping and exploring the canyons and plains. He almost decided on one spot, but decided there wasn't enough timber available, and he didn't want to travel a week or two just to cut firewood.
Finally, he found himself on the lands of Long Horse's tribe, and picked up a couple of shadows as he explored. It wasn't long until six warriors broke from a draw, yelling at the top of their lungs as they galloped towards him. He just reined in and waited. When they recognized him, they exchanged greetings in their language and smoked his tobacco as they rode. He had a couple of pack horses with him, one with his personal things and one with things he had bought specifically for his Indian friends.



He spent two months with the tribe, riding with the braves, putting his new Winchester to good use as they hunted for meat to dry for the upcoming winter. He stayed with Long Horse, and Swallow, Long Horse's wife, adopted him, and if he gave the tribe something, he always gave her a little extra. If he brought out pans and butcher knives, hers was always just a little better and and more durable. He gave her two bolts of cloth in the bright colors they favored, and soon she and her close relatives had clothes just a little finer than the rest of the tribe. It didn't take long before unmarried young women started sharing their meals, doing the Indian version of flirting. He was always kind but never expressed interest, and soon they backed off.
He and Long Horse took long rides, and soon Rocky found the exact spot he wanted. A small plain that backed up into a few canyons covered with timber, with two good creeks and three beaver ponds. If he ran livestock, they could winter in the canyons, avoiding the winds and much of the snow. Deer, Elk, and Bear were plentiful, and he often heard the howls of wolves at night. He was on the right side of the treaty line, and four days from the village.
Long Horse and his elders deliberated, bringing in representatives from the other close villages, and struck a deal. Rocky could have the land he chose, for a a hundred pounds of flour, fifty pounds of sugar, thirty pounds of coffee, and six bolts of cloth a year. As a bonus, Rocky promised that if he brought in cattle, they could have one or two a year, if they needed it.
He gave them his word, and rode back to the nearest town two weeks away, checking in to the local rail office to look up the proper sections of land. He found what he needed, wrote a letter to Mr. Horton, and soon became the proud owner of one of the biggest spreads in the territory. The railroad warned him he was pretty close to Indian territory, and he gave them a promise in writing he would honor the treaty.
The agent was surprised when he paid with a draft on the local bank. Rocky had transferred two thirds of his savings into it, holding the rest with Wells Fargo, as an emergency fund. The next day, he hit the livery stables, finding two wagons and purchasing them, along with two teams of four horses to pull them. The he hit both local emporiums, buying tools, hardware, everything he thought he could use to build with. Half of the larger wagon he filled with foodstuffs and cloth, barrels of rice and beans, kegs of salt and a big bag of peppercorns. He also bought a hundred pounds of coffee beans, and two small casks of tea.
Rocky had thought all of his purchases over before he spent the first dime, hoping he hadn't missed anything. The shopkeepers were happy for his business, even if they thought some of his purchases were downright odd. He scored points by asking the wives for their advice, adding things he never even considered, like a sack of dried apples and a pound of cinnamon, and the proper amount of baking powder for his flour. One, who raised chickens, sent three dozen eggs, and gave him the promise of eight hens and two roosters from spring hatchings.
Finally, he looked over the weapons for sale, before buying two twelve gauge coach guns and a case of of mixed shells, from bird shot to 00 buck, enough for any type of game he wanted to hunt. The last thing he did was send a telegram to Mr. Horton, asking him if he would contact O'Shea and give him directions to his new homestead. He was going to need all the help he could get.
He returned to the land he had chosen, set up the large tent he'd bought, shelter until he could get something more permanent up, and took a wagon to his Indian friends. They were delighted with the things he'd brought. Swallow was particularly impressed with the sets of needles and the amount of thread he had brought to her. Long Horse was beyond words when Rocky gave him one of the shotguns, with a mixed bag of shells, enough to last the winter. Rocky knew it would come in handy when food got low.
She and the other wives had been busy, and presented him with a full buckskin outfit, almost white, with very intricate bead work. He was also given a winter cloak, made from the hide of a grizzly, something he knew was very valuable. It moved him to know they thought that much of him.
He formally announced he was adopting Swallow and Long Horse as parents, and let it be known he would always watch out for them. Swallow tried not to cry as he addressed her as 'mother' in her language, while Long Horse just looked solemn, but everyone could see the pride in his eyes. They had no children, both sons had fallen in battle, and without children to look after them they knew their old age would be bleak. Now, they had no worry.
.....................
Rocky worked from daylight to dark, but knew there was no way he would be ready for the harsh Dakota winter. He was just about to look for winter lodgings when he saw a wagon approaching. Getting out his spyglass, he grinned. It was O'Shea, and half a dozen of his old track crew. They jumped down off the wagon, pounding his back and grinning.
"I got your message, and figured you would need a little help. Me mates were at loose ends, so I talked them into coming along. Can you use them?"
"Every manjack among ye," he said, slipping into his brogue. "I got a ranch to build. The first order of business will be a barn and a bunkhouse, along with enough wood to last us through the winter. We got four months before the snow flies, so we'd best get to it."
They gathered round his table, looking at his plans. One man grinned and pointed. "Ye need the barn there, son. Build it into the side of yon hill, and everything inside will be a lot warmer in the cold months. You can position the hayloft so you can load it from the high side, it'll save you a lot of time."
They decided to build the barn first. If it got bad before they were done with the other buildings, they could overwinter in it. After all, except for his mare and draft horses, he had no other animals.
O'Shea, once he knew what Rocky wanted, disappeared for a couple of weeks, reappearing with another load of workers, and things progressed well into the fall. The barn was complete, the loft filled with enough hay to last his animals the winter, and he'd hauled in enough grain to feed them every couple of days, to keep their strength up.
They built the bunkhouse next, capable of holding a dozen men with ease. It was snug, a long, narrow structure with a fireplace at each end, built for comfort. There were a few tables scattered about, and Rocky picked up every book, newspaper and magazine he could on his trips to town, to keep them occupied during the bitter cold, when they went outside only when necessary, to fetch more wood or see to the livestock. There were also checkers and chess sets, as well as decks of cards, although when they gambled it was for small amounts, sometimes just for matchsticks or chores.
Rocky was smart enough to lay in extras, things like rock candy, dried fruits for pies and cakes, anything he could think of to make their life more bearable. He had bought several barrels of tobacco, and gave each man a box of cigars at Christmas, along with two bottles of liquor. They stayed happily drunk for three days.
Only O'Shea and three others stayed, the rest opting to winter in town. Those staying had free room and board, and most were older, intent on saving their money for their own spreads.
They had built Rocky's house last, a four room cabin, constructed with an eye for expansion. Rocky had hopes of finding a woman and filling it with children, once he was established.
When spring broke, they harnessed up the wagons and rolled into town. As O'Shea had predicted, the old crew had scattered, only one remaining in town. He was happy to see Rocky and the crew, and had four more men with him, all hoping to get hired on.
Rocky sent them back with O'Shea and the resupplied wagons, but stayed in town for a couple of days to buy some more horses if he could find them. There wasn't a lot to choose from, so he traveled south for a week, ending up at a small ranch.
The owners were from Texas, and hated the Dakota winters, so they were going back. He managed to buy several good mounts, and on a whim, bought the small ranch, including the small herd of cattle. He had looked over the place, liked it, especially the small river that ran through the back. It would be a great place to grow potatoes. They rode into the nearest town to register the new deed, and he shopped some, piling his purchases on a dozen packhorses. There was an Army base outside town, and he stopped by, listening as the commanding officer expressed his fears that an Indian war was coming. Rocky kept his own counsel, but did manage to sell the small herd he had bought, because he wasn't sure he wanted cattle just yet. He gave a good price, earning a lot of goodwill. It was always good to have friends in the military.
He also picked up a magazine, a matchmaking service, one that matched suitable men and women up for matrimony. He would look it over when he got home. Rocky remembered Vivian and another widow he had met while employed by the railroad, another woman who missed the companionship of a man. They saw each other for several months, getting intimate after the first. She wasn't looking for another husband just yet, hers had left her pretty well off, but she was missing a bed mate.
No promises were made, and when he left the railroad, she gave him a sendoff that left him weak in the knees. Rocky had to admit to himself he was lonely, and wanted a wife, someone who would stand with him, helping as he built a good life.
........................
Rocky sat on the ridge, looking down on his home. It had taken almost two years of hard work, but the buildings were all complete, corrals done, the fields he wanted tilled and full of crops. O'Shea was in charge of the crops, and his beloved potatoes were going to be a bumper crop. Rocky had already told him he would get twenty per cent of the profits, as a thank you for all his hard work.
There were fields of corn and grain, almost ready to harvest for winter feed, and he was going to have part of the wheat ground for flour. Some of it would be sent to Long Horse, along with the other supplies he had promised in return for the land. One of his hands was Welsh, and he explained the virtues of a root cellar to Rocky, so they built two, a large on in the side of a hill, and a smaller one at the back of the barn, for the dead of winter. The only access was inside the barn, and could be hidden hidden behind bales of hay. "That way, should the savages cause trouble, you'll have access to food without risk."
He and the Welshman had been digging for three days, working until they had a chamber eight feet wide, six high, and ten deep. They were going to line it with shelves when they were done, to maximize the amount they could store.
Barney stopped digging suddenly, picking up a small rock and holding it to the lantern. Rocky thought he looked a little pale, and asked if he needed to go outside for a minute.
"Yes I do," he said. "Where are the others?"
Rocky thought it was odd he asked. "O'Shea has most of them in the fields, harvesting the potatoes. Tex and Shorty are off to the East, checking to see if the hay will be ready soon. Why?"
"Come along, Rocky. You need to see this."
They went outside, blinking in the sun. Barney led him around the barn, completely out of sight, and handed him the rock. It looked like an ordinary quartz to Rocky, until he noticed the yellow seams. "Is that..."
"It is indeed, boyo. High grade gold. I've never seen anything quite as good, and I was in California for awhile. You are literally sitting on a gold mine. Congratulations."
Rocky looked down at the rock, thinking. He could mine it, and if it played out, be set for life. Then he envisioned what it would mean when the discovery came to light. Prospectors would overrun the area. The treaty would be ignored, and a war would break out. The Indians would lose, of course, winding up in broken remnants of a once proud people, herded on to a reservation somewhere far away. He could imagine Long Horse falling, and a dirty, starving Swallow living on handouts until she died of hunger or exposure.
"You can't tell anybody, Robert. Not one soul, you hear me? If you do, this place is done, and I'm not just talking about the ranch. Miners would descend on the Black Hills like a plague, devouring everything that would stand in the way. You think Yellow Rose would like that?"
Yellow Rose was a Sioux maiden that Robert was desperate to make his own. He realized the truth of Rocky's words, when inspiration hit him.
"I'll make you a deal, Rocky old son. If you let me mine a little in the root cellar, I'll give you two thirds, and lie about where it came from. That way, I can get up enough to give her old man the bride price he wants, and have enough left over to start me own spread."
Rocky thought it was a great idea, but had questions. "I agree, but when you show up with this grade of gold, the assayer will immediately want to know where it comes from. We'd be back to square one."
Robert grinned. "Just so. But, say I was to quit in a couple of months, maybe go to Colorado, find me a likely stream, stake a claim, do a little panning, and sink a couple of sample shafts. Who'd be the wiser if I took our gold a little at a time and turned it in? I could work the claim until the snow flew, then tell everyone I was sick of mining, and come back to work for you. Who knows, I might actually find gold. Would that work?"
Rocky grinned. "I believe it would. Let me shake your hand, and wish you well in the gold fields."
They shook to seal the deal. Rocky told the others Robert would be working by himself for a while, as he had other duties. They gave Robert shit for getting out of working the spread, but he countered and told them he could always use another man good with a pickax. Remembering their times laying track, they all declined.
Robert followed the vein for a couple of weeks, as it twisted, amazed when he realized he was under the house. Rocky, knowing it may come in handy some day, had a trapdoor hidden under a rug. If he ever needed to get out fast without exposing himself, he was covered. Shortly after, Robert got Rocky alone and told him he thought they should stop for awhile.
"The vein actually splits up four ways, and every one shows a lot of good ore. Best time to stop, for now, so I can get to Colorado on time." He handed Rocky a paper, the estimated value of the gold he'd mined, and his eyes got big at the number.
"Really?"
"Aye, lad, and it can only rise if we mine farther. If we do though, word will get out. You can't keep a secret like this forever. You seem to be pretty comfortable, moneywise, so if it were me, I'd not touch it until I needed it. I'm off for the goldfields tomorrow. Look for word of your account at Wells Fargo to grow, starting in about a month."
The crew wished him good luck, giving him a sendoff that ended with aching heads. Rocky took advantage of him leaving, getting him to drive one of the wagons to town for him, filled with potatoes. He drove another, with cabbage, carrots, onions, and more potatoes.
Of course, the wagon Robert drove had the gold, hidden under false floorboards. He also had a passenger. He and Yellow Rose had married in a traditional Sioux ceremony, the elders blessing the union because they felt it would tie the white eyes to them even closer, a good thing in unsettled times. They were a little disappointed they would be leaving so soon, but were assured they would be back before winter.
Rocky had gifted her with a brand new set of pots and pans, a sewing kit, cloth, blankets, and anything else Swallow told him a new bride needed. Rocky learned to put his sleeping roll as far away as he could, so the newlyweds could have a little privacy. Even then, they got pretty loud at times. It made Rocky long for a wife even more.
Three weeks later he got a letter, holding papers that named him half owner of the Subterfuge Mining Company.
He made a very nice profit off the produce he offered, and sent telegrams to Mr. Horton and the nearest Army base, asking if they would be interested. He got replies back in less than a day. Mr. Horton gave him an order from the railroad company he was working with, to be delivered as soon as possible, and the Army wanted to know how many hundred weight he could deliver. Judging by the yield on the first few acres, Rocky made a deal for ten tons of potatoes, half a ton of cabbages, half a ton of onions, and three tons of pumpkins, as they became available. He contracted with the railroad to haul them, and a group of teamsters to deliver them to the railhead.
He figured it out per acre, and found he was making more off produce than he could off cattle, so he intended to expand his acreage and not concern himself with cattle right now. He did have about a hundred head, that he used to feed his men and his tribe, and the herd grew because they were breeding faster than they could eat them. Potentially, with his land, he had the capability of handling five thousand head, without overgrazing.
It was a bone of contention between him and his resident cattleman, a laid back Texan by the name of Zane Buzby, that went by "Tex". He was constantly on Rocky to let him go South and purchase a herd.
"Cattle are cheap right now, especially in Mexico. I could get you a herd of yearlings, heavy on heifers, for practically nothing. Two thousand would be a good number, but it would take three separate drives to get them all up here. It could make you rich, Rocky, think about it."
He promised him faithfully he would, wondering why if he loved Texas so much he was up here. Rocky thought perhaps he was not so welcome in his home state these days. Tex was only five one, small among the burly ex-miners and tracklayers, but he soon showed them he was a hell of a scrapper. He was also the best horseman Rocky had ever seen, and Rocky put him in charge off all livestock.
They got a demonstration of how good he was with guns on a trip to town. Tex was of the opinion that if you didn't have at least one gun on you at all times you were naked. He carried five pistols, two big .44's in holsters in front of his saddle, and three .36 Colts, two in twin holsters and one in his waistband.
It seems his past had caught up with him. He and Rocky walked out of a saloon, to find three men, all armed, facing them in the street. Tex started, then relaxed, speaking to Rocky in German. There were many German enclaves in Texas, and he'd picked it up when he courted a local.
"These men mean me harm, Rocky. Best step aside and let me handle it."
Of course, Rocky had no intention of deserting his friend, and told him so. Tex sighed, and told him to take the one on the left. The leader spoke up.
"Looks like we've finally run you to ground, Zane. You ready to pay the piper?"
"I killed your brother because he was a horse thief. I caught him dead to rights, told him I was takin' him in, and he objected. He went for his pistol and I had no choice. If it means anything, I gave him a chance, and was looking him in the eye when I shot him. I hear that you don't usually give a man an even break, and here you are, three to one. At least one of you, probably two, are going to die right here in the street. You willin' to bet you ain't one of them?"
"You ain't got a chance! We'll shoot you and your partner to doll rags before either of you clear leather, asshole. We'll..."
Those were his last words. As Darby had taught Rocky, when it comes down to it, make war, not war talk. He drew, catching them all flatfooted, and had the loudmouth down before the other two could respond. Then the sound of shots filled the air. Tex had his man down before he cleared leather, but the third had his pistol out and got two shots off before his head exploded. He went down with four shots in him, two from Rocky and two from Tex.



The town was shocked to silence as the heavy smoked cleared. One of the men was still alive, and trying vainly to raise his pistol when Tex stepped on his wrist. "You could have left it alone, you know? I would never have come back, and you could have lived long lives. I wonder if your wife will miss you, and how long it will take her to find a better man. She's quite a looker, maybe I'll head down and pay her a visit, show what a real man looks like. So long, asshole."
He died in the dirt, trying to curse Tex with his last breath. The town didn't have a need for a marshal, but most of the businessmen in town had seen and heard the altercation, so no inquiry was launched. In a surprise to everyone, Tex had coffins made, and packed the bodies in salt, to send them home to their families.
Rocky, seeing it, paid the freight bill. Tex left them a message, written on one of the coffins. "They should have stayed home. I mean your family no harm, but from now on, if I see one, I'll shoot first and ask questions later. Leave me alone!"
They also sent back their saddlebags and their personal items, and the price they got for the horses and guns. They had a mother, and one of them had a wife. All Tex said was "They'll need that money, I suspect. I'll see no child starve."
Tex didn't get a scratch, but Rocky got a groove along his left arm. Ah well, he thought, as least it wasn't his face.
....................................
Rocky picked up another flyer for mail order brides, read it cover from cover, and sent out five replies that winter, along with a picture of himself. He described his ranch, not revealing his financial position other than to say he could give the woman and any children they had a good life, and waited.
Two sent replies thanking him for his interest, but they had already found husbands. One never responded, but two did.
One was from Maine, wanting a detailed list of his assets and instructions on what kind of house she expected him to build for her. She made it plain she was of upper class heritage, whose father had lost everything due to bad investments. To that end, she insisted he let her handle all finances so he wouldn't botch things, and a demand for a first class ticket as soon as spring arrived. She sent a picture. The woman was overweight, with a sharp nose and a severe expression on her face. She was in effect an old maid, twenty-eight, and Rocky suspected he could guess the reason. Rocky never replied.
The other letter was from a young woman from Georgia, still in her teens. She was the daughter of a shopkeeper, and explained in her letter there were really no suitable mates in her area. War had taken some, and the area was financially depressed, a holdover from the war, even seven years later. She wanted a fresh chance at life, with someone, as she put it, who was a person of substance, willing to work hard for her and the children she hoped to have. She also stated she was not afraid of hard work, especially if it bettered their life.
The picture showed an elegantly dressed young woman, with a small smile on her face. Rocky was smitten instantly. He sent her a letter, asking to come to her town to meet her in person. This was unusual, in most cases they committed to one another and met for the first time, getting married immediately.
She sent him a note saying she would be most pleased to receive him in her home, at a time of his choosing. He wrote back saying he would be there between April tenth and seventeenth, depending on travel conditions.
In February, he casually asked Tex if he would like to accompany him South, maybe swing through Texas and look over some of the cattle he was raving about. Tex didn't hesitate in replying.
"Shore, Rock," he said in that slow drawl of his, "I been pinin' to see my folks, enemies be damned. Besides, Ma wrote at Christmas, told me the last of that worthless family met a bad end at the hands of some Texas Rangers, so I got no worries. Name the day."
Rocky left O'Shea in charge, with a detailed list of what he wanted accomplished. He had him accompany him to town when they left, with a sled full of potatoes and carrots from the big root cellar to sell to the town, and took him into the bank, where he set up a ranch account and put O'Shea on it, to pay wages, make purchases, and other incidentals that may arise.
Rocky also made sure the sled was filled with flour, sugar, and coffee, for Long Horse and his tribe. All his hands were aware of his arrangement, and though some thought it foolish, all agreed it was a lot better to live in peace with them than create enemies. It was 1872 then, and tensions were rising. Word had it some hot shot officer from the war was going to do a survey into the Black hills come good weather, and all the locals, especially the hands on his ranch, felt it was a bad mistake.
After a few last minute instructions and handshakes, Tex and Rocky boarded the train. As they dozed in the passenger car. Tex dreamed of his home, and Rocky dreamed about a blond-haired girl named Nancy.
.............................................
Sometime in the reliving of his past, Rocky dozed off. He woke when Doe Eyes came into the tipi, giving him a bowl of the most foul smelling concoction he'd ever encountered. He shook his head and she surprised him by grabbing his long hair and pulling his head back. He opened his mouth to protest and she immediately poured the contents of the bowl down his throat. It came down to drink or drown, so Rocky swallowed. It was without a doubt the vilest stuff he'd ever tasted, and he gagged while his stomach rebelled. Eventually it settled down, especially after Doe Eyes gave him a hot tea, sweet and strong. Then she handed him a bowl of stew, and Rocky ate, surprised at how good it felt.
The food and the medicine made him doze off, and he woke later, disoriented, wondering why he felt so good. He heard a small moan, and realized with a start he had one hand locked onto a firm breast with a nice erect nipple. His nose was buried in long hair that smelled of sage and flowers, and he realized the woman was pumping back into him, his cock sheathed snugly in a very warm, very wet pussy.
It all came back to him, the fight, the village, DOE EYES! It had to be her he was coupled to. His small head overruled his big head, felling himself getting ready to come. He thrust harder, making her cry out in pleasure or pain, and she shrieked suddenly, her body clamping down, gripping him tightly. That pushed Rocky over the edge, and he groaned as a month's worth of cum burst from him. He stopped, savoring the moment, but Doe Eyes kept rocking, cooing softly. Rocky was young, and it had been a while, so he never went soft. She suddenly dragged him up, getting on her hands and knees, wriggling her shapely bottom. He took the invitation, mounting her like a mare in heat, and rutted on her like until it was more like two animals than humans mating. Doe Eyes cried out softly, then screamed again at the finish, as Rocky yelled, erupting into her once again. They collapsed, and Doe Eyes settled into his arms, nuzzling his neck before she drifted off. Rocky lay awake for a bit, wondering what the night meant.
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Rocky woke the next morning with a feeling of peace, and well being. He lay between sleep and wakefulness, enjoying the feeling of soft breasts pressed into his chest, a small hand fondling him to erection.
He opened his eyes, fully awake, remembering the night before. Before he got any farther Does Eyes slid up and impaled herself on his erection, moaning as she buried him to the hilt. Before long basic instincts took over, and Rocky found himself thrusting upwards, a firm breast in each hand, hard nipples between his fingers. It went on for what seemed like forever, before she shrieked softly and collapsed, her muscles gripping his cock, causing him to spurt at the same time. She lay on him for a few minutes, playing with his long hair and murmuring in her language. He had no idea what she was saying, so he petted her, stroking her silky hair in return and nibbling on her neck.
She finally rose up, gave him a tremendous grin, slipped on her dress and left. Rocky was trying to process everything when he heard a call.
"Rocky, you awake?"
It was Skunk, and hearing an answer he threw back the flap, letting daylight into the tipi. "Well, mon ami, it seems you had an interesting night."
"How do you know?"
Skunk snorted. "Hells bells boy, the whole camp knows. You two weren't exactly quiet. Does Eyes is with her friends right now, bathing in the river, and telling stories. It seems you made quite an impression on her."
Rocky blushed. "She made more of an impression on me. I woke up with her in my robes, naked, and nature took over. She's a little firecracker."
Jean Baptiste grinned before getting serious. "I'm glad you think so. The girls are planning the wedding right now."
"Wedding? Now hold on there, I don't..."
Skunk looked grim. "Oh, you're getting married, boy. Either that or dead. Walking Buffalo isn't going to take you dishonoring his niece lying down if you don't. I see nuptial bliss or a very long, very painful death in your future. Cheer up, Rocky. You don't have to stay married to her, just be her husband while you're here. Tell her you have to go away on white man's business, and don't come back. Of course, you can never come into this territory again, but you'll be free."
"No way out?"
"None."
Rocky suddenly remembered the story of his parents and their wedding and grinned. History was repeating itself, a generation on.
Doe Eyes bustled in, grinned at the men, and fired off a rapid speech. Skunk grinned.
"Apparently I've been appointed your father in the upcoming festivities, a guide to get you through this without embarrassing her or getting yourself killed. She also says you've lain around long enough. She brought your pants, but your shirt was a mess, so she made you one. Wear it with pride, she's one of the best seamstresses the tribe has."
It was a beautiful piece of work, bright red with intricate but understated bead work. Rocky had no idea at the time how hard it was to get cloth for the tribe, but when he found out he was even more impressed. His Stetson had been meticulously cleaned, the hatband adorned with matching bead work.
He stood, dressed with her help, jumping as she grabbed his privates and murmuring something in his ear, followed by a tongue. He blushed and his cock lurched, but she was out the flap laughing before he could react.
"Come on, Rocky, we got to get your bride price together. It has to be high, a nod to the importance of her family, but not too high or you'll shame them. It's all about balance to these people."
Rocky moved slowly, blinking in the full sunshine. He'd been on his back in the darkness for more than a few days, and he was almost blinded. Skunk helped him to a log in the shade, where they sat, and Skunk smoked a long pipe, talking casually.
"How well off are you, Rocky, in the white man's world?"
All Rocky would admit was that he did all right. Skunk snorted. "More than all right, judging by the coins in your money belt and saddlebags. What were you planning to do with it? And before you get pissed, Does Eyes found it when she got you naked. It's in a safe place, gold don't mean much to this bunch."
"I was on my way to Mexico to look at some cattle. I got a ranch in Wyoming Territory, and was planning to buy enough beeves to stock it."
"That money would buy a lot of cattle on the hoof down there. How many head you planning to run?"
"Tex said I could run about eight thousand and not over graze, but I was figuring more like five to start."
Skunk stared. "FIVE THOUSAND? You own the whole territory?"
Rocky grinned. "No, but I got a good chunk. I already got about a thousand head that we drove up last year."
"Well then, I've finally met a genuine Cattle Baron. Enough about that, let me show you what you own here." He called out to a young boy, issuing orders rapidly. The boy ran off, and an hour later he came into view, riding Smiley and leading four more horses. three mares and a small black stallion that reminded him a lot of his own mare. He had the same classic Arabian lines. Rocky thought briefly about how their offspring would look, before reality crashed in and reminded him he would probably never see the mare again.
They were all pretty good horses. Skunk gave a running commentary. "Your gelding, the paint, and the dun mare, along with most of the loot you came in with will be more than enough for Doe Eyes. You need to keep the stud, and the gray mare. Doe Eyes has taken quite a shine to that one, gift it to her and I'm sure she would be glad to show you her gratitude."
Rocky went quite for a minute. Skunk caught it and asked what he was thinking.
"I'm married already, Skunk. Sort of anyway."
"That don't mean much to these folks. A brave can have as many women as he can afford as wives. The lucky number seems to be four. I ain't got but two, myself, and I'm lucky to keep up with them. Four would kill me. How do you be sort of married, anyway?"
So Rocky told him a story, one of only a handful who had heard the whole tale.
..........................................
Rocky stepped off the train, taking in the heat of a Texas summer. There was a reception committee waiting on them. Tex's mother, brother and sister were there, along with a slender man and a woman with the same build, except for the curves that made you definitely notice she was female. Both Mexican, they had on their finest. The silver gleamed on his hatband and rig, the tooled leather holding two very impressive pistols, ivory handled, and deadly looking. She was dressed in understated finery, gleaming ivory tresses held in an elaborate style by tortoise shell combs enhanced with silver and mother of pearl. Her eyes were dark, flashing, and impressive, seeming to look into your soul.
After the hugs and tears from his family, Tex introduced their companions.
"Rocky, this fine gentleman is Juan Carlos Valdez Montoya, and his lovely sister Maria."
He shook his hand, noting the firm clasp and the way he looked him in the eye. He turned to the woman, and in a surprise, raised her hand and kissed it. He'd seen his bosses on the railroad do it many times, and never understood the gesture until now.
"It is a pleasure to meet both of you," He said, still holding her hand. Surprising himself, he told Maria she was a very beautiful woman, and her husband must be one of the luckiest men in Mexico. He didn't realize it, but he had spoken in German.
She flushed slightly before smiling. "He will be, senor, when I find him. Thank you for your sweet compliment."
It only took Rocky a second before he realized she had answered in German, and he blushed furiously, much to their amusement. Juan Carlos explained their familiarity with the language. "There are quite a few German settlers, both here and Mexico. There are a couple of towns near here that use German almost exclusively. Maria and I had a German woman as our nanny for years, and she is still with us, not as a nanny, but an honored member of our household. Our mother, God rest her soul, passed when Maria was three and I was five. Enga became more than a nanny, she's the only mother we've ever had."
Rocky had finally recovered, and smiled slightly. "While I didn't exactly mean it for your ears, senorita, I stand by my statement."
This time Maria blushed and changed the subject.
......................................
After a very pleasant week with Tex's family, they joined the Montoya siblings and traveled for ten days, crossing the Rio Grande six days into their journey. He was happy to hear they would be at their hacienda by nightfall.
"Where does your spread start, Juan Carlos?"
Juan Carlos grinned and said they had been on his family's ranch since they had crossed the river. They topped a rise, looking down into what can only be described as an impressive villa, one that would be equal to any home on the plains of Toledo as Mexico. It was a large structure, two stories in the middle, with a rambling single story that formed a U shape. There were many large structures around it, a massive barn, a large building Rocky was sure was a bunkhouse capable of holding fifty men, a blacksmith shop, assorted other buildings dedicated to other disciplines.
Rocky had been seeing cattle for the last two days, ranging from small mottled cows barely bigger than a Jersey to massive longhorns, bigger than most horses. He learned later Don Carlos Sr. had imported bulls from England and Europe, keeping them close to the hacienda and turning selected heifers into breeding stock. Rocky got a chance to see many of the hybrids, and was impressed with their size and form.
Don Carlos was a college educated man, as was his son. Maria did not have that opportunity, so Don Carlos imported tutors with a range of specialties, until her education was every bit the equal to her brother. On a ride to the far reaches of his ranch, Don Carlos talked to Rocky in depth.
"Knowledge is power, young man. Why should I deny the power to my daughter because she was born female? Have you noticed the school I have on my ranch? Every child of every laborer, vaquero, maid, or cook is taught to read and write. I have sent the most exceptional off to further their education. One has a degree in animal husbandry, specializing in horses, cattle and sheep. He runs my breeding program. Another studied mathematics, and is now my accountant. So it goes to any of the children who show talent. Some leave us, but their roots are here, and they visit often."
He paused for a second, watching a dust cloud in the distance. "Tell me Rocky, where were you educated? You have breeding, and impeccable manners, always the gentleman around the ladies, never speaking ill of anyone. I heard Maria say something to you in Latin, and enjoyed the shocked look on her face when you answered her in the same language."
Rocky blushed slightly before answering. "Sir, I have no formal education. What I had was a mother who was a former teacher, skilled in many disciplines. My siblings and I spent many a long Minnesota winter in study and debate on a wide range of topics. She is also the one responsible for my manners. My father, though not as educated, taught us how to dance, and oddly enough, Latin. He never did say where he learned it. I suspect he learned it from a priest, but he never spoke of religion around us. He also taught us practical things that were handy in the real world, like how to box, even my sister. She has a mean right hook, and I have a lump on my nose to prove it."
Don Carlos smiled. "I'm sure they're very proud of you."
"I hope so, sir. I haven't seen any of them in a few years, since I left home. We correspond, but I would love to see them again. Perhaps, if things work out, I can visit them this fall, after the snows fall and there isn't much going on."
What Rocky didn't tell them is that he'd taken some of the gold he had mined, converted it to dollars, and sent them a substantial sum, along with an open invitation to visit him as soon as possible. He got a letter back from his mother, blurred in spots in what Rocky suspected were from tears, thanking him, telling how welcome the money was, and how it would get them through the winter and beyond. Apparently the ground was failing, and the farm had ceased to be profitable. He sent her a letter back describing the beauty of the area he lived in, and strongly suggested when they came for a visit they brought enough with them for an extended stay. His brothers had married, but Helga was still single, despite no shortage of admirers. He hadn't received an answer before he left for Texas.
They stopped their discussion as the dust cloud morphed into a group of riders, thirty or more, approaching them. Don Carlos frowned, and the dozen or so vaqueros who had been riding with them drifted over until they formed a security perimeter around the Don.
The riders were mostly Anglos. with a smattering of Mexicans thrown in. They stopped and formed a line, before a bearded man with a large belly and a tobacco stained shirt rode forward. He seemed angry.
"You the head honcho here?"
Don Carlos looked him over for a second, trying hard to mask the disgust he felt. "If you are asking if I am the owner of the property you're on, Senor, then I am indeed the 'head honcho', as you put it. What brings you gentlemen to my ranch?"
"'Bout a hundred head of my cattle was rustled ten days ago, along with a few from other ranches. We followed the tracks to the river. We aim to get our cows back, if we have to cut every herd we come across. We don't find them, we gonna take enough to make up for our time and trouble."
Don Carlos, his face a mask even as he was consumed with rage, replied. "Look around you, senor. You have been on my ranch for at least three days. You've probably seen a thousand head or better. Did you find one with any brand other than my own? I think not. I suggest you give me a description of the number you lost and the brands they carry. If we find any at roundup, we will cut them out and send word. You will not, senor, ride about on my property disturbing my livestock. I will not allow it."
Belly man went bright red and started stuttering before he regained control. "You listen here, greaser. Nobody tells Red Bailey what he can't do. Maybe I need to..."
Rocky rode forward, having heard enough. He finished the man's sentence. "Draw in your horns and shut the hell up, before someone gives you a lesson in manners. I've been here ten days, mister, and in all that time I've never come across a critter that had any other brand on it. I'm sorry you lost your cows, but trying to take another's to make up for it could get you killed."
The man called Red had a face that matched his title. "Listen here, greaser lover, we got more men and we'll do as..."
"You got more men now, asshole. Don Carlos probably has two or three hundred men working for him. Do something to get him hurt or killed, and his son will have a hard time holding them back, even if he was inclined, and that goes for all that ride with you. There'd be hanged Texans from here all the way to the river and beyond. They won't stop until they get every one of you." Rocky stopped for a moment, removing his hat and running a bandana across his sweat covered brow. "Besides, take a good look at his men, you really want to risk opening the ball?"
The vaqueros, to a man, had pulled the coach guns they carried alongside their rifles, while all eyes were on Rocky. A dozen ten gauge double barrel shotguns were suddenly pointing in their direction. "You boys are bunched too tight. One shot would probably get two or three, and there's twenty-four barrels pointed at you. There probably wouldn't be enough left to bury, including the horses, even if we were so inclined. I think they would just leave you laying, let the coyotes and skunks take care of you, and ride away laughing. I think you need to go home now, this Mexican climate ain't doing you no good. Go now, while you can."
The rage was obvious on Bailey's face. "Nobody talks to Red Bailey like that! If you weren't backed up by all them guns, I'd teach you some manners, boy."
He was surprised when Rocky grinned. "Oh, I'm sure if I asked Don Carlos here real polite like, he would give his word not to interfere with such an educational opportunity. Why don't you get down off that crowbait you call a horse and try me out? Guns, knives, or fists, it don't make no nevermind to me. Let's get on with it though, I got things to do today."
He grinned again, and Red didn't like it. "OR, you could tuck your tail between your legs and scurry on back to whatever shithole you came from. I'm sure a man like you has a daughter or wife waiting for him, or maybe a daughter/wife.
Red Bailey was suddenly a man weighing his options. This feller was a mite too anxious to mix it up, and he had all them shotguns backing him up. He tried bluffing it out.
"What's to stop them greaser friends of yours from killing me when I'm done with you. I think maybe I'll wait until I'm on my side of the river before I stomp your ass."
Rocky turned to Don Carlos. "Your word, sir, that whatever happens, you or your men will not interfere."
"It is not your fight, amigo. We are quite capable of handling our own affairs."
"Understood, sir. But the man insulted my host, a man of integrity, and more important, one I have come to call friend. He further insulted me, and I would take it as a personal favor if you would allow me to do this."
Don Carlos slowly nodded his head, before speaking, in English, so the crowd could hear. "As you wish. Be it known, the first man on either side to interfere will be shot immediately."
"Thank you sir." Rocky turned to Red. "You gonna get off that horse, or do I need to drag you off? Tell you what, get off, drop your britches, and let me take a belt to that arrogant ass of yours, and you won't get killed. Your choice."
Red Bailey was beyond angry. He was going to kill this asshole. Red knew something Rocky didn't. He'd grown up on the streets of New York, working as an enforcer and goon for one of the crooked politicians that floursihed there. He'd grown to love the violence, enjoyed the beatings he gave, until he finally went too far and killed a man of some importance. His boss gave him a horse and a small bag of money, and told him to leave New York and never return. He ended up in Texas, owner of a small ranch he practically stole, and he hated it. Red never liked physical labor much.
His herd getting stolen was the last straw. He'd already decided he and his men were going to gather as big a herd as possible, drive it back across the river, sell it, and leave Texas for good. He'd heard good things about Chicago, and was sure a man of his talents could find a place there. Then he ran into these greasers.
Red had no doubt he could beat Rocky. He was five inches taller, and outweighed him by sixty pounds, even without the beer belly. "Maybe I'll break his legs," he thought as he dismounted, "or maybe blind him. One thing for sure, he'll never be as pretty as he is right now when I'm done." He looked at Rocky as he hung his gunbelt on the saddle.
"Fists, then. Go on, little boy, give it your best shot."
He never saw the fist coming until it was making contact with his jaw. Stunned, he shook his head, before roaring in rage and charging. Red suddenly found himself sprawling on the ground, tripped as Rocky shifted and stuck out his foot. Her got up slowly. This boy could fight. He touched his mouth, feeling the blood trickle. "I'm gonna kill you, boy!"
"I can tell," mocked Rocky, as he waited for him to get up, "because you're doing such a good job so far."



Rocky was no idiot. He'd seen the hands on the man, especially the thickened and sharpened fingernails. This man was a fighter, capable of blinding him at the first opportunity. His best plan was to keep him pissed so he didn't think.
Red charged again, and Rocky threw him in a move taught to him by his Sioux friends, kicking him in the thigh viciously as he went down. Another trick he'd learned. Take the legs out from under a man, make him move slow, and you were much more likely to win.
They fought up and down the clearing, both sides forgetting the other as they watched the battle. Rocky was knocked flat twice, but rebounded quickly, once throwing Red over his head with his legs when he charged, bounding up and landing another vicious kick to the other thigh. Red was moving a lot slower now, the ache in his thighs constant. He knew the small man would dart in and out until he wore him down and finished him. He had to get his hands on him, use his strength and height to his advantage.
His opening came when Rocky tripped on a rock, losing his balance. Red was on him instantly, grabbing him from behind and squeezing with one hand, getting the other in his mouth, in a vicious 'fishhook' move. He was surprised when Rocky turned his head as much as possible to relieve the pain, biting down as hard as he could. Red roared and tried to dislodge him, finally letting go, slinging Rocky. He hadn't let up on the pressure on his thumb, and took most of the meat with him as he tumbled. He spat it out and grinned. "You taste like shit."
Red rushed him again, favoring the wounded hand. Rocky side stepped, and landed a massive blow to his ear as he went past, just as his father taught him. Rocky was through being a gentleman now, and stood over him as he tried to get up, kicking him in the mouth, watching as three teeth fell in the dust. He went down again, and tried to get up, but Rocky put his boot in his back, shoving hard enough to make Red plow a five inch groove with his nose.
Red lay there, defeated, looking up at Rocky. "I'll kill you."
"That plan hasn't worked so good, now has it? You got your ass beat, now crawl up on that horse and go back across the river. We're done here."
He turned, walking back to his horse. Rocky was pretty sure one rib was cracked, and he had a small furrow on his shoulder from a slash of fingernails. He was sure he'd have a small shiner tomorrow, and his nose was scraped. Still, it was better than being dead.
He didn't hear it, but the shocked expression in the face of one of the vaqueros warned him. Red was charging as fast as he could, a Green River blade held low. Rocky jumped away as the blade sliced empty air, nailing him in the ear again. Red landed, out cold.
The vaqueros were angry now, muttering as they pointed their shotguns. One of the men held up his hands. "Hold on now. Your man won, fair and square. If you'll let us, we'll go on back across, and trouble you no more."
"This man needs a lesson. Strip him naked and tie him to his horse, facing the rear end. Don't do what I ask, and you'll all get the same treatment."
Something about the look in Rocky's eyes made them scramble to obey, until Red was face down on his animal, ass in the air.Rocky emptied a canteen on his head. Red sputtered awake, then screamed in rage when he realized his position. Rocky grabbed a handful of greasy hair and raised his head.
"You couldn't just take your lumps, could you? Know what I think? I think your pappy never took you in hand like he should have. Then again, you probably never knew exactly who your pappy was, did you. No matter. Maybe you'll think about this the next time you decide to knife a man in the back. The next one might not be as forgiving as I am."
Red paled when Rocky snapped the whip he was carrying, but refused to beg. Instead of using the lash Rocky doubled the strand and worked it over his ass and back until it was a crisscross of red welts. Red grunted and moaned, and tears flowed. When Rocky was done, he tossed the whip aside and raised his head again.
"You need to remember this lesson. If I ever see you again, here, in Texas, anywhere, I'm going to shoot first and ask your intentions later. You understand me?"
Red, his eyes full of hate, nodded.
He remembered that ride for the rest of his life, tied face down on his horse as they made their way across the river. More of the Don's men had showed up, and escorted them the whole way to the river, refusing to let them aid their leader. Red was almost out of his mind with pain from the flies and the sunburn by the time they crossed.
It took him a week to recover enough to sit in a chair, let along a saddle. He plotted, he fumed, but in the end, he simply moved, pulling up stakes and heading for Chicago. It would be many years before Red Bailey and Rocky McGill would cross paths again.
............................................
Don Carlos looked at Rocky as they rode back to the ranch house. "It appears you are a dangerous man to cross."
Rocky shrugged. "I'm just an average man. My father was a pugilist back in Ireland, and he trained with the best of the best. He not only taught me boxing, but all the dirty tricks one would encounter in a street fight. I've learned some from others in my travels. I do not actively seek out confrontations, but if I encounter one, I don't back down. Mr. Bailey is everything I hate in a man, a bully, a man who judges people because of race and color, always exploiting those weaker. He made a serious error in judgement today, and I'm sure if I hadn't been there you would have shown him. I chose to fight him because if it's one Anglo beating another there would cause little comment. However, if you had handled it, there may have been repercussions, and you do a lot of business across the river."
Don Carlos smiled. "Just so, my young friend. But rest assured, I am in debt for your service. I only hope we are associated long enough for me to repay you."
Rocky grinned back. "I, too, hope this is a lasting friendship. The cattle I'm buying from you will only be about a fifth of what I need, so I foresee at least four more trips down this way. It is my hope that you or your son will act as my agents, and have a herd gathered for me when I return."
Don Carlos looked thoughtful. "Perhaps we can come to some kind of accord. I feel this would be a good thing for my son. He loves the trail, and this would give him a chance to wander Mexico and Texas, seeking out the best. Maybe by the time you have what you need his wanderlust will be abated, and he will settle down."
They talked of inconsequential things as they watched yet another dust cloud on the horizon. This one turned out to be his son and daughter, along with about thirty of their men. When they got close enough to recognize each other they slowed to a walk.
Juan Carlos spoke, saying he heard there was trouble and he thought we required assistance. The Don grinned. "Oh, we met some Texans looking for stolen cattle. They decided after a little talk they were looking in the wrong direction, so they returned to their homes. I sent a delegation with them, to help look for their cattle and make sure they had a safe journey. It was nothing to trouble yourself over."
Juan Carlos said nothing, and was sure the vaqueros would tell him the whole tale. They were already telling their friends of their confrontation, and the antics of their crazy Anglo visitor. Maria rode quietly, straining her ears for details.
That evening, she coaxed Rocky to take a walk with her, her personal maid following at a discrete distance. "Our men have talked, my friend. It was a brave and generous thing you did for my father."
Rocky grinned in the semi-darkness. "It was a small thing, senorita. Rest assured, your father needs no help in handling his affairs."
"I know. But what you did made it easier for him to continue to do business across the river. My family is grateful, Mr. McGill, for your friendship and your keen understanding of the political situation. Rest assured, we always pay our debts. One day in the future, there will be some little thing we can do for you, and we will. You may not even know it happened, but we would. Now, let's enjoy this breeze." She took his arm, and they strolled in companionable silence.
The Don, sitting in the courtyard, watched them. There was a spark there, at least from his daughter, and from what he'd observed, the young man was a person of substance and honor, and considerable resources. He could think of worse matches.
............................................
Five days later, Maria took Rocky for a ride up a small canyon. She stopped about halfway, said a few words to her maid, and shared a hug. The young woman smiled at Maria and smirked at Rocky, then turned and rode away.
"Where's she going?" Rocky was curious, and knew in her society a young single woman was never to be left in the company of a young man, alone.
"She is muy in love with a vaquero from a ranch just a ways to the South. He happens to be here today, delivering some horses that will be part of your remuda. Consuella very much wants to see him. Young love, you understand? Bien."
There was a stream meandering through the canyon, and farther up they came to a clearing holding a broad pool, the result of a small waterfall. It was one of her favorite places.
They walked for a bit, ending up by the pool. Maria surprised him by sitting on a log and raising her foot. "Please?"
He tugged first one, then the other boot off, admiring her dainty feet. She surprised him even further by rolling her divided riding skirt up almost to her knees and waded a bit in the pool. She had very shapely legs.
He was shocked though, when she started unbuttoning her shirt. "What are you doing?"
"Getting comfortable, and making a point. Tex told us about the woman you're traveling to meet, and just in case things don't work out, I want you to know you have options. We would do very well together. You are a handsome man of means, and I am not uncomely, plus my dowry would be substantial."
Rocky looked up. Her thin camisole did nothing to hide her hard nipples. She laughed at his look and splashed him. Recovering, he scooped up a double handful of cold water and splashed her back. The water was cold, and landed on her chest, making the camisole almost transparent. Her full breasts were on instant display. Despite himself, Rocky got an erection. Maria saw it and blushed before grinning.
"It looks like someone needs to cool down. Join me in the pool, Rocky. The cold water will do much to return your reason."
Maria unbuttoned her skirt and let it fall, standing in her pantaloons, enjoying his look before diving into the pool. Rocky debated for about ten seconds before stripping down to his long johns and joining her. They spent a pleasant hour in the pool, playing. There were touches, brief but tantalizing. Her pantaloons were sheer enough wet to make out her dark bush, and despite the cold water Rocky got hard again. Once more, Maria caught it and grinned. "Well, at least part of you likes the idea of forming a union. Time to get out, we need to be dry when we return."
They lay side by side on a blanket, soaking up the warm sun. Maria held his hand the whole time. When they were dry, she rose up, and kissed him, soundly, for almost three minutes, before drawing back.
"What was that for?"
"That was because I like you. We Latins can be quite passionate. I want you to remember my taste on your lips, the shape of my body. If your Southern Belle doesn't meet expectations, I expect us to deepen our relationship on your next visit."
She put her fingers to his lips when he tried to speak. "Quiet. Don't say anything, just remember."
She pulled some combs out of her saddlebags and asked him to brush her hair. It was one of the most sensual things Rocky had ever experienced. Finished, she pinned it back into place, using the pool as a mirror.
They said little on the ride back, each lost in their thoughts.
Three days later, the cattle gathered, the vaqueros and cowboys hired, the herd moved out. Rocky gifted the Don with a new pistol, the best he could find. Juan Carlos got a knife, a work of art in steel, made by a famous cutler from Arkansas. Maria got a new set of combs, silver inlaid, ivory handled. She cried a little at the note. "Regardless of whether I come back, or if we never get together, I'll always remember the look and feel of you ebony tresses, shining in the sun. With admiration, Rocky."
They gave him suitable gifts as well. Maria gave him a stickpin for his tie, when he wore one, a small emerald on top.
They moved out at dawn, with Tex as ramrod. Rocky rode along through most of Texas, before leaving the herd and turning East.
.............................................
Rocky had decided to ride most of the way, to see the country. He hated the swamps and bayous of Louisiana, overrun with misquitos and snakes, or so it seemed to him. He enjoyed the towns, Shreveport and Baton Rouge, regretting he didn't have the time to visit New Orleans. Don Carlos had given him letters of introduction to a couple of his business contacts, and he enjoyed several good meals and some interesting conversations. It seemed cotton was the big thing there and in Alabama, providing the growing American population with cloth for all kinds of things. Rocky made a note to research the subject more thoroughly, when he had the time.
He rode into the little town he sought on an afternoon in late April, glad to escape the sweltering climates he'd been exposed to. It was near the mountains, and the air was refreshingly cool. Deciding to go straight to the general store her parents owned before he checked into a hotel, he rode up and dismounted. He took his duster off, beating his suit to make it more presentable. Two ladies and an older man were in buckboards out front, watching with curious expressions. Strangers were rare in this town.
They took in his tied down guns, wondering what sort of man he was. Rocky noticed, and noticed no one he had seen as he rode in were carrying weapons. Feeling a little naked, he unbuckled his belt, slipping it into a saddlebag.
He opened the door, and was greeted by a middle aged woman, obviously the owner's wife. "Good afternoon, stranger. Can I help you find something?"
Rocky removed his hat before speaking. "Yes ma'am. I'm Liam McGill, of the Wyoming Territory. I wrote your daughter Nancy a while back, and she agreed to let me come to meet her. Is she available?"
Mrs. Foster was shocked almost beyond words. She had read the letter, of course, but didn't believe in a million years someone would travel that far just to meet her daughter. She looked him over more closely, noting the lean build, the blond hair, and gray eyes. Eyes that seemed to look right through you. She hesitated, her daughter was a good girl mostly but sometimes taken to flights of fancy, and this man looked to be one that wouldn't put up with any foolishness. She slowly extended her hand.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. McGill. I'm Laura Foster, Nancy's mother. I'm afraid both she and my husband are away on errands right this minute. If you'll give me an hour, perhaps we could meet you for lunch. The Ransome House has an excellent dining room."
Rocky grinned, turning on the charm. "That will be just fine, Mrs. Foster. It will give me time to check in, and freshen up a bit. In an hour, then? And please, call me Rocky. It's a nickname I could never shake, and I'm used to it now. Good day, Ma'am."
As soon as he was out the door Mrs. Foster ran to the storeroom, where Nancy was sorting stock. She deliberately lied to the man, to make sure Nancy was well turned out for the meeting. "Nancy! He's here! I just talked to him. We have a lunch date in less than an hour. Run home, get your best dress, fix yourself up, and get back here."
"Who's here, Momma?
"Your gentleman from Wyoming. A handsome lad, I must say. Now scoot!"
Nancy ran out the back door, her heart beating a mile a minute. He's really here! She redressed, did her hair in loose ringlets, put on just a touch of lavender scent, and walked sedately back to the store.
Rocky had checked in, and paid the staff extra to have his other suit pressed and boots shined. He shaved again, looked in the mirror and decided he was as presentable as he was going to get. Time to meet what could be his future wife.
He arrived a little early, and got a large table, telling the waitress he was expecting guests. She looked the handsome stranger over, wondering who in this burg was worth visiting. She was beyond surprised when Mr. and Mrs. Foster walked in, along with Nancy, and Rocky stood. Nancy wasn't well liked by the other young women of the town, her scandalous habit of flirting with all the men, including the married ones, wasn't very well received. The fact that with a select few it went well beyond flirting didn't help, and got her the reputation of being a tramp. All the men liked her, but none considered her marriage material.
Rocky knew none of this. He rose, shook hands with Mr. Foster, Mrs. Foster, and Nancy. She held his hand just a little to long to be proper.
"He's so handsome! And he has a big ranch!" Obviously a man of means, she had a vision of a large, well furnished house complete with servants, where she would live as a queen, dressing in the latest fashion, with frequent trips to exotic cities. All this danced through her head as she spoke demurely, keeping her eyes down mostly, looking up occasionally and fluttering her long lashes.
Rocky was smitten. The woman was well endowed, with wide hips (excellent for child bearing, he thought), and a very pretty face. She spoke well, though quietly, and seemed honest and forthright.
Her parents were taken by him as well. Their store, while giving them a living, was losing business. A bigger, better stocked emporium had opened the next town over, and he had lost a lot of business from the outlying farms. Mr. Foster secretly wondered how long he could hold on, and marrying his daughter off to a rich Yankee seemed like a Godsend. Besides, after two weeks, when he proposed and Nancy accepted, he asked them to come out for a visit after they had settled down. Perhaps there would be new opportunities in the Western wilderness.
They married, quietly, with just her family and a small group of friends.
..................................
Rocky grinned as he recited his vows. He was completely smitten by this woman. He loved the way she talked, how she moved, and that night, he loved her body. She explained to him that although she was a virgin, she had lost her hymen in a riding accident. She had actually lost it to one of the drummers that came through doing business with her father. They had gotten together for several visits, her appetite for sex growing by leaps and bounds, until one day he just stopped coming, and a new drummer arrived.
Nancy flirted, but the man waved his wedding band like a shield, and she stopped. She almost succumbed several times to locals, but knew if she did her reputation, already on shaky ground, would be in tatters.
She participated with vigor on their honeymoon night, getting three times out of him before they finally fell into exhausted sleep, only to start up again as soon as they woke. He loved playing with her full breasts and thick nipples, and she thought it would not be an unpleasant existence to hold his firm cock in her hands all day, except for when she needed to put it to use. She walked gingerly for a few days, as did Rocky. He seemed quite happy though, and showered her with affection.
Rocky left his horse with the Fosters, it was just a gelding from the remuda they'd built for the drive, and their horse looked like it has some age on it. They took a stagecoach to Atlanta, where they did a little shopping, mostly for her, and after a few days they boarded a train headed northwest. Rocky had a letter of introduction from the railroad he'd help build, and was upgraded to a better sleeper. They spent a few evenings with the railroad men who happened to be on the train, mostly about building opportunities in the West. Nancy was bored to tears, although she did like the preferential treatment.



They arrived in Chicago, and spent a week there, sightseeing and shopping for her, getting heavier clothes suitable for the North. Rocky was keen to see the stockyards, and he left Nancy behind, in the company of the wives of business associates. They wanted to purchase potatoes, his being much closer and would arrive in better shape, along with cabbages, carrots, onions, and anything he raised that would travel.
The women gossiped, talking about the latest fashions from Paris, the latest scandals in their social scene, and Nancy was amazed at the promiscuity. "How do your husbands put up with it?"
"Oh honey," said the matron of the groups. "they're so focused on business they don't know where we are half the time, and they travel a lot. Think they're celibate when they're off on the frontier? As long as we're circumspect, don't flaunt it in public, they have no clue. Of course," she sighed, "your options will be limited, being stuck in the wilderness. Besides, it's better if you stay close to your husband for a year or two, bear him a child, make it hard for him to leave you. In a few years, if you're interested, tell him you want to come here for some shopping, and look me up. I always have several, shall we say, well equipped young gentlemen around, and I could introduce you to one. Or maybe to all, depends on how long you've been cooped up."
Nancy expressed shock, but then giggled, and filed the information away.
................................................
They left Chicago, and finally left the railroad in the little town outside his ranch. Nancy was surprised at the size, it wasn't much bigger than her hometown. Two general stores, a gunsmith, a livery stable, a barber shop, a dress shop, and a large railroad warehouse. There were seven wagons waiting on them, having timed their arrival with a delivery from the ranch.
There were whoops and backslapping from the men, and they all bowed as she was introduced, welcoming her to the ranch. His foreman, "Spuds" O'Shea, took her hand, settling her into the lead wagon, after filling it with her trunks. He rode beside them as Rocky drove, telling him of things that had gone on while he was gone.
"We've got what looks like a bumper crop this year, if we get enough rain. Then again, that feller you sent has done a bang up job, building that lake in that little canyon, and using rock to line the ditches to minimize water loss. You just missed him, he left about ten days ago, said he had another contract to work on. He sure grinned when I handed him that bonus, but you did say give it to him if he got done ahead of schedule. Said as soon as his new contract was up he was gonna come back, he has some ideas to run by you. You might want to give him a listen."
"We got word from Tex a few days ago, and he says he'll be here in about two weeks, and that they hadn't lost hardly any cows. He's already talking about the next trip, and some critter he calls a 'hereford', says it might be the future of the cattle business. Oh, and Robert wrote and said to tell you the vein had played out, and that you knew what he meant. He also said he was going to stay a little longer, there was a new claim he wanted to work awhile."
Rocky grinned. He knew what Robert was telling him was all the salted gold had now been used up, and he was going out on his own. Good for him and Yellow Rose. He was also curious about what kind of cow could possibly make Tex so excited.
Nancy sat and listened, realizing she had no idea how much money he had, or how many things he had invested in. Seems her new hubby was a man of far more means than she thought.
Then Spuds brought up the small ranch he had bought farther South, reminding him that the river that ran through it would make it another good agricultural spot, especially for wheat and corn, to use for feed in the winter. Rocky grinned, he'd gone on about the little ranch since he'd shown it to him.
"Tell you what, Spuds, make sure you leave me enough men with the sense to bring the crop in, and take the rest south. Break up those fields, get us a crop started, and I'll give you half ownership in the ranch. It's what you've wanted all along. And I'm a silent partner, understand? You're the boss, you run it the way you think it should be. Next time we go to town I'll get our lawyer to draw up the new papers and amend the deed. Sound all right to you? Oh, and cut about a hundred head out to take with you, no use to waste the graze. I can't spare a lot of horses, but I'm sure we can pick some from the remuda Tex is bringing when he delivers the herd."
Spuds was so overwhelmed he just stopped, before letting out a tremendous whoop and racing by them at a gallop.
"There goes one happy man," Rocky told Nancy, grinning.
"Can we...you afford to just give half a ranch away?"
"I'm not giving it away, he's earned it. There wouldn't be a ranch if Spuds hadn't showed up to help me years ago. The man had a lot to do with how successful I am, and I owe him. One thing you need to learn about me honey, is that I pay my debts, and that I also collect what's owed me, the hard way if I have to."
Unfortunately, Nancy never noted the seriousness of his voice. She was a little disappointed with the house, it was of log and a lot smaller than she expected. She said as much, and Rocky grinned.
"Oh, as time goes by, and we add to the family, it will get bigger, and grander. That should give you an incentive to start as soon as possible."
Nancy never told Rocky, but she couldn't stand children, and the thought of dropping half a dozen or more brats made her stomach roll. She never let on, acting as anxious as he did. Lord knows the first few months they tried hard enough. They usually ended the night and started the morning with a round of lovemaking.
..........................................
Tex showed up a few weeks later with the herd. He had almost a hundred and fifty more than he started with, stuff he'd picked up from ranchers who were going bust along the way. He made them all sign a paper giving him clear title, which he had to show twice to local lawmen after some rancher alleged he had cut their herd. They found no cattle with the brands that they claimed were missing, and Tex had a pretty salty bunch with him, so the law never pushed it. One rancher tried to stampede the herd, to cut out strays and hide them. Tex hanged him from a cottonwood the next day, and lay three bodies at his feet. No one bothered them after that.
It was now early June, and the cows spread out in the belly deep grass, happy not to have to travel every day. They would keep them on the plains during the summer, and move them up to the canyons when the weather started getting bad, so the trees and the walls would protect them from heavy snow and winds.
Tex took a few of the cowboys who stayed, and cut enough timber for a drift fence, to keep them from straying when the weather hit. They would close it up after the first storm. They also built a snug cabin big enough to hold eight, as a line camp.
Even though it was June, Rocky had a crew working the hills, dragging and chopping up dead wood where they found it. Rocky did not want to cut a live tree if he could help it. Fortunately, harsh winters and intense thunderstorms gave him plenty of wood.
In July, he took his new bride to the camp of Long Horse. Nancy was terrified, and his adopted tribe was not impressed. They carefully refrained from being too judgmental, but Rocky could sense it. He finally asked Long Horse and Swallow what they thought.
Swallow said what the whole tribe thought. "She is too soft, my son, and not a fit mate for a man such as Eight Killer. That one will bear watching. You would have done much better to have picked one of us. Sharp Arrow, he has a daughter, strong, skilled at the duties of a wife, and not unfair in appearance. He would consider it an honor to have you in his family."
Long Horse was a little kinder. "Perhaps, over time, she will learn. The long winter will tell the tale. Lead her gently, my son."
Rocky didn't really share what they had said, and when Nancy told him she didn't want to visit the village again, he sighed and agreed.
That September, before the snows flew, Rocky took two weeks and went on the winter hunt with his adopted tribe. Most of the herds had already left, but there were enough buffalo left in small groups for them to make a successful hunt of it, besides the elk, deer, and bighorn sheep Rocky and five other hunters he'd equipped with rifles managed to bag on the way back. Rocky had gone to town, picking up winter supplies for the tribe, along with delivering the vegetables from his farm. He knew his tribe fared better than most in the area, and he knew Swallow and Long Horse always gave to other villages who weren't as well prepared for winter, and didn't care, as long as they were taken care of. Sometimes, if it was a particularly harsh winter, he would drive a couple of dozen beeves into the village, to use as they saw fit. The Indian didn't particularly like beef, but it beat the hell out of starving.
Rocky had explained the white man's obsession with the yellow rocks, and warned the tribe to never speak of any on their lands. The Sioux had little regard for gold, except for ornaments, so they pretty much ignored it. Long Horse though, saw the potential, and would reward the tribe when they found a nugget. One fall, after he had delivered the winter supply of food and blankets, Long Horse took him to a small tent just outside the village. It was filled with bags of gold, almost six hundred pounds worth. When he tried to explain it's value, Long Horse waved his explanation aside. "To us, it is all but meaningless. If the white man wants to be a fool over it, and give perfectly good blankets and food for useless rocks, who are to stop them? Use it to buy extra food if you want to, there are other camps in the area who are not as fortunate to have sons such as you."
Rocky thought about it for awhile, then had the gold taken to Colorado where he had his friend filter it in with his own, and send it back to him, after taking ten per cent, at Rocky's insistence. He put the money in a separate account, and used it to establish a trading post on the edge of the treaty line. He got an old trapper, married to a Sioux, and his sons, to run it, for a good wage. The Sioux soon learned if they went to that trading post, they got excellent bargains for their goods, especially since the furs they traded magically appeared back in their packs the next day. The old trapper and his wife usually kept twenty-five per cent, to keep up appearances. The logo over the store was an elongated horse, with a swallow hovering above. Every Indian knew what it signified.
........................................
The fall passed, each worker busy from sunup to sundown. Great amounts of hay were cut in the canyons, and piled into high stacks, for winter feed. Spuds had gotten in a crop, and wagons of corn and wheat appeared at regular intervals, as well as bags of cornmeal and flour. Rocky built huge barns in two canyons, and stocked them to the rafters. He brought in three cats per barn, one tom and two females, knowing nature would increase the numbers, to take care of the inevitable mice, rats, and other varmints who craved an easy meal. His men would check them regularly, to take care of anything bigger.
His workload cut into their love life, and Nancy was not happy. The only thing that kept her from going crazy was the regular deliveries made almost weekly to the railroad, some to Chicago, some to the railroad, and some to the army, with enough left over to keep the local town supplied. She went along on almost every one, and Rocky considered it a good sign, thinking she was interested in the ranch.
Always money conscious, she complained to Rocky that everything went into the bank where she couldn't touch it. Rocky just laughed, went into the town the next week, and opened an account in her name only, putting five hundred in it, with a promise to put more in as needed. It was nearly what a cowboy would make in two years, but it seemed like pennies to Nancy. It didn't stop her from spending some every time she went to town, even with the limited selections she found. Then she discovered mail order, and soon packages started showing up. Rocky was indulgent up to a point, but he could not see the usefulness of a full tea service in sliver, and asked her to slow down a bit.
Nancy did as her husband asked, but resented it.
Then the snows hit, and she learned the value of running lines from the house to the outhouse and barn. It took a month before cabin fever hit, and she became unreasonable. Rocky took it for a while before he snapped.
"I explained to you several times, both in letters and in person how harsh a Wyoming winter could be. You said it would not be a problem. Were you wrong?"
She immediately apologized, and the next supply run they made he took her with him. wrapped in several blankets and a buffalo hide. She thought her nose was going to freeze off, even covered in the silk scarf. They stayed in town several days while Rocky corresponded with his business agents in Chicago, Texas, and Mexico, by telegraph.
The Don sent his warmest regards, assuring him Juan Carlos had almost half the cattle he needed assembled, and would have the rest by spring.
His factors in Chicago and the Quartermasters Office both asked if he could increase production, and by how much. He had told them about his ability to mill flour and cornmeal, and there was a clamor to send as much as he had. He sent word to Spuds, who had kept massive amounts for winter milling, just to give his core workers something to do. He had six tons of each available for shipment, all Rocky had to do was send word.
Rocky also told Spuds he would have the factors correspond directly with him for the flour and cornmeal. He was just an extra step in the process, slowing things down.
Nancy enjoyed the stay, and Rocky indulged her, letting her make a few mail order purchases. It was with dread when she got on the sleigh, wrapped in her robe, for the ride back.
The days blurred for Nancy. It seemed to be snowing all the time. She brightened up at Christmas, with the decorations she'd ordered and the tree almost obscured with presents.
Rocky had gotten his men new sheepskin chaps, great protection from the elements, and they paraded around in them foolishly for days. He also got them ten boxes of candies, most cowboys had a notorious sweet tooth, along with two cases of whiskey. Very little got done before the whiskey ran out. They had all gotten together and chipped in, and Rocky received a brand new Winchester, the 1873 model, far superior to the '66 Yellowboy he carried. He was moved by their thoughtfulness, the rifle was incredibly hard to come by so soon after they were released.
Rocky made a trip to the village right after the new year, to check on his family, taking a couple of pack horses laden with candies and gifts for the whole tribe. They were faring well, food was still in good supply, so after a couple of days he moved on, to check on the line camp.
He found the cowboys in good spirits. Half went out every other day to check the stock, uncover new haystacks, and make sure the waterholes were clear. They were pleased to report very little die off, and many heifers with swollen bellies. They spent their spare time hunting the wolves and cougars that considered the cattle easy targets. Other than that, they sat around the cabin spinning yarns, playing penny poker, and thinking about town, with it's whiskey and women of easy virtue.
Rocky had taken a proactive stance on gambling. His men could play, and above their monthly pay, each man got a thousand pennies, five hundred coming from their wages, the other five hundred as a bonus. It was all they were allowed to gamble with, and when they ran out,they couldn't play again until the start of the next month, when he would buy the pennies from the winners and redistribute them. There were no exceptions, and even at those low stakes, there were occasional fights. Most though, knew of the value of the plan.
By March, Nancy was firmly convinced she would go mad. She even ran out into the night once while Rocky was away, screaming in frustration. She didn't watch where she was going and was totally lost within seconds. She seriously thought she was going to freeze to death when the Indian woman and her daughter Rocky had hired to cook for the men showed up,and led her back to the cabin. They heated water, splashed it into a tub, undressed her and helped her in, leaving when she was settled. She stayed in until it started growing cold, and dressed hurriedly in her thickest gown, throwing a blanket around her and sitting as close as she dared to the fireplace.
She became sullen and withdrawn, barely speaking. She focused all her anger on Rocky, and wouldn't even have slept with him if she hadn't needed the warmth at night. Rocky tried to draw her out of her shell, but soon gave up and left her alone. "She'll be used to it by next winter," he thought, "and besides, by then there should be a child for her to dote on, and that should help a lot." He still couldn't understand why she didn't conceive.
Finally, the snows started melting, turning everything into a quagmire. Nancy learned something new to hate, mud. It caked on everything and was impossible to wash out.
Then suddenly, the mud dried up and everything turned green. She enjoyed the warmth on her face, but cringed at the thought of another winter. A lot of times, she considered going into town while he was away, raiding her bank account, and purchasing a ticket home. Only the fact that the letters she had received from her folks told of the dire straits they were facing as their business failed kept her from it. Then again, she was an excellent seamstress, and she hadn't spent anything in a while, and there was almost a thousand dollars in the account. She knew if she was careful, she could live for almost four years on that alone.
..................................................
'Dapper' Dan Bradshaw sat on a rise, looking at the ranch before him. He wore a derby and a suit, something he would never normally worn on the trail, but his sudden departure from the last town was so quick he didn't have time to collect his things.
He was a gambler, and was inclined to cheat when he thought he could get away with it. He was right in the midst of plucking four locals, when one with good eyes and no alcohol caught him palming an ace, slapping his hand suddenly and watching the card flutter to the ground. There was dead silence for a moment, until one of the drunks screamed "Cheat!" and went for his gun. His hideout derringer popped out of his sleeve, and he emptied both barrels in the man's head. By now the others were reaching, so he kicked over the table and jumping up,slapped a coal lamp off it's peg. It broke, and suddenly flames were lapping up the wall.
The man who caught him was not to be deterred, so Dan leaped through the batwing doors as bullet splintered them. He grabbed what looked like the fastest horse at the hitch rail, and was thundering down the street as bullets flew around him.
Dan cursed as he ran for six straight days from a posse. Determined bastards, he thought, as his horse stumbled. He thought he was a goner, but looked back and saw them stop, linger a moment, and turn around. He had no idea, but he had reached the borders of the Sioux land, and the posse, knowing things were strained between the races, didn't enter, consoling themselves that whatever fate the Sioux held for him would be far worse than a simple hanging.
The Gods of gamblers and fools must have been smiling on him, because he spent four days in Indian territory without being detected, before crossing the border again, and finding himself in front of Rocky's ranch. He watched for two hours, and was about to leave, when the blond came outside. Damn, she was a looker! Despite his better judgement, he cleaned his clothes as best he could, wiped his boots, set his derby at a jaunty angle, and started his horse towards the house.



He was noticed immediately, and silently counted the number of hands, knowing there was probably more he couldn't see. He noted they were all heeled, and rifles were casually propped against walls and corral rails, accessible instantly. He made sure his hands were in plain sight, away from the revolver in his holster.
He pulled up well away from the house, as was custom. "Hello the house! Mind if a traveler gets some water, maybe a cup of coffee, and a meal if it doesn't put you out?"
He knew at the very least they would feed him, even if they watched him like hawks the whole time. The blond appeared on the steps, looking even better up close. He took of his derby, running his hands through his thick dark hair.
"Good afternoon, madam. Is your husband about?"
Nancy looked him over, liking what she saw. At least it was a new face, and he was wearing a suit!
"He's not home this particular moment, stranger. Why don't you get off that horse, and come on up. The least we can do is feed you."
He wisely left his gunbelt hanging on his saddle, leading the horse to a corral. Nancy spoke to one of the hands. "William, would you please see his horse is cared for, give it some grain?"
William, a Texan who had come up with Tex on the drive, frowned. He'd grown up in Dallas, and recognized the man for what he was, a tinhorn and gambler. Holding is counsel, he just touched the brim of his hat and took the horse in hand.
Dan stopped at the base of the steps, took of his hat, and bowed. "Dan Bradshaw, ma'am. An honor to be in your presence."
Nancy colored a little, liking the man's smooth style. She did her own little curtsey. "Nancy McGill, sir. Welcome to my home. Please, come inside for a cup of coffee."
Rocky heard about the stranger before he got home, and warning bells went off in his head. A city man, probably a gambler, out her, without much of an outfit? Seems the man may be running from something. He stepped into his home, noticing the derby on the hatrack.
The man sitting at the table with Nancy rose smoothly, a big, insincere smile on his face. "Good day, sir. Dan Bradshaw, at your service. Your loving wife has been telling me about you. You, sir, are a lucky man. A fine wife, a nice home, a successful ranch, the Gods have smiled upon you!"
Rocky took the extended hand, looking the man in the eye until he averted his gaze. "Thanks, stranger, though I'd like to think some mighty hard work helped too. Liam McGill, but I go by Rocky."
"Of course! It is evident everywhere around us. It's good to have a vision and work to make it happen."
They settled back at the table, the Indian woman bringing him coffee, whispering in Rocky's ear. The word meant 'asshole' in Sioux. Rocky smiled.
"So then, Mr. Bradshaw, what brings you this way?"
Dan knew he was on dangerous ground here. "I'd like to say it was fate, but it was more like a city man trusting a foolish horse. I'd been lost for six days before I found this ranch. If you don't mind, I'd like to rest up for a few days, recover from my amblings. Then perhaps you could point me in the direction of civilization."
Rocky nodded. It almost sounded plausible. "I'm sure there's an empty bunk you can use. We're planning a supply run in nine days, you can ride to town with us. They have a railroad, you can travel anywhere your heart takes you."
Dan grinned, though he dearly wanted to stay in the house near Nancy. He'd already seen the signs. That was one had a restless look in her eye. Frontier life obviously didn't suit her. He was sure, if he had time and opportunity, he could talk her into all kinds of things, chief among them taking everything of value they could find and taking off for the city lights.
Instead, he gave a sincere smile. "Thank you for your generosity, sir. I had originally hoped to find some land, start my own ranch, but after hearing Mrs. McGill talk about the harsh winters here, I think I must look farther South. I don't think my constitution could stand the cold or solitude. I'm more of a bright lights, big city man, it seems."
Rocky secretly agreed with his assessment. This man didn't have the toughness it took to live out here. But then again, Snakes were so tender they hid and slept most of the year, then slithered out of the shadows and bit the hell out of you before you knew they were there. Mr. Bradshaw would bear watching.
..........................................
Bradshaw loafed around for two days, spending much of it in conversation with Nancy when Rocky wasn't around. Always though, in plain sight, but he plied her with compliments, talking about her rare beauty, and how well she would be treated in places like Chicago, San Francisco, or St. Louis., and how she was wasting her life and beauty away int he wilderness. "If you were my woman, I'd take you away from all this, treat you like the queen you are, dress you in the finest silks and jewels, enjoy the stares of envy as they saw you on my arms. Too bad, my lady, I never met you before you married."
Nancy quivered with excitement, thinking about the beautiful places and grand adventures. She asked Rocky if he had ever been to any of those places, and expressed how much she would enjoy seeing them.
"Perhaps next year, or the year after, we'll take a tour of the West Coast. I've always wanted to see the Pacific Ocean."
Nancy bridled at waiting that long, but pretended to be excited at the prospect.
Bradshaw almost got kicked off the ranch two days later, for trying to prod the cowboys into playing for more than pennies. "Can't do it stranger. Ranch rules."
"Are you men or little boys, letting someone tell you what you can or can't do?"
He thought he'd made a serious mistake when half a dozen stood up. "Mister, you want to go outside and see if we fight like little boys? Fists, knives, or guns, one or all of us will be glad to demonstrate our manliness to you. We got a good thing going here. Our boss pays us a lot better than most, you won't see many bunkhouses as nice as ours. The food is good and there's always plenty of it, and he don't work any of us more than reasonable, or harder than he works himself. If we get into something in town, we know he'll back us up same as any hand, and he keeps us out of trouble. I ain't spent a night in a jail cell in two years, and I've gotten used to sleeping in my nice, warm, bunk. So, if the boss says penny ante, it's penny ante. Plain enough?"
Dan held his hands up. "Settle down, boys. I probably couldn't hold a candle to any of you, I'm a man who detests violence, myself. I meant nothing by it. Settle down, I apologize if I've offended you."
He ruffled the cards, grinning, thinking about the knife up one sleeve, the derringer up the other, the knives in his waistband and under his collar. He was a dead shot with a revolver in either hand, and a hell of a shot with a rifle. Plus, he was a bit of a legend in knuckle and skull brawls on the South side of Chicago, killing three men with his bare hands, crippling a few more. These men were cubs in a room with a curly wolf, and had no clue.
"Ante up, boys, toss a penny in." For fun he ran the cards up, making sure everyone but him won that night, putting it down to the scare they'd given him. He lay awake that night, thinking how easy it would be to slit all their throats in their sleep.
He worked hard on Nancy, getting her closer to the edge every day, thinking how ridiculously easy it was. To ice the cake, Rocky and most of the crew took off four days before the supply trip, to move the cattle down out of the canyons.
Rocky talked to a few of the oldsters he was leaving behind, telling them to keep an eye on Dan. The did for a day or so, before the chores around the ranch took their concentration.
Dan left early that morning, saying he was going to exercise his horse, and waited. Just after noon, Nancy rode into the clearing they had chosen. Dan never gave her a chance, sweeping her off her horse and into a firm kiss. After some frantic groping, Dan had her bent over a tree limb, plowing into her with force and vigor. Nancy had never experienced the position before, and the raw sexuality had her screaming her climaxes out in the little glen. Dan wasn't as big as Rocky, but he'd bedded quite a few women, mostly whores who had taught him how to please a woman. The rested after he helped her down from the limb, cuddling and caressing. He took her again, missionary, without finesse, just a straight pounding.
Then he surprised her by bathing her in the creek, paying special attention to her privates, before laying her down and nibbling his way down her neck, rolling and nipping her nipples until she squealed. She was shocked beyond words when he continued downwards. She screamed when his tongue hit her clit, coming instantly. He didn't let up until she had two more orgasms, and she begged him to stop.
She lay back, looking at his erect cock. She reached over and stroked it. "I can't let you soil me again, but if you want, I'll try to please you with my mouth."
Dan gently pushed her head down, and patiently coaxed her through the first of many blowjobs, holding her head firmly as he spurted, forcing her to swallow his seed. She was mightily ashamed, but he praised her so much she finally smiled in satisfaction. She left, after straightening her clothes, with a quick kiss, and he stayed out until almost dark, coming in from the opposite direction.
They managed to get together twice more, and he had her actively helping him plan their escape. He was pleased beyond words when she told him about her bank account, and the large amount of ready cash Rocky kept on hand. She was hesitant to take it all, but he convinced her, saying she deserved it for having to live in misery.
They made plans, and he told her to leave Rocky to him, he would explain it, making him understand she was with a better man, one more suited to her nature. Nancy instinctively knew Rocky would never accept that, but was desperate enough to leave that she pretended to understand.
They had it timed just right. Rocky came back that night, exhausted. He was going to rest tomorrow, then gather the men for the supply run. He promised Nancy they would stay a few days in town, saying she deserved a break from the ranch.
She almost confessed. Even if she didn't love Rocky, she respected him, and this was just wrong. She held it in, and snuggled him until he slipped into deep sleep.
They had already taken every thing of value from the house. Dan had saddled her horse, and loaded the pack animal. He stolen into the barn, leading Rocky's little bay out into the darkness before saddling her. Then he rapped softly on the back door, and Nancy opened it instantly. She leaned into him and whispered. "He's dead to the world. Let's not say anything, let's just go."
"No, my love, that wouldn't be fair to him. It will shock him, I'm sure, but in the end he'll recognize this is best for all of us. Go to the horses, I'll be just a minute."
He watched her go, and turned, to stare right into the eyes of the old Indian woman, holding a butcher knife in her hand. His hand flashed before he thought, and his sleeve knife thudded into her throat. She collapse with a soft thud, but it was enough to wake Rocky. He idly wondered where Nancy was, and curiosity got the best of him.
He opened the bedroom door, and had just enough time to recognize Bradshaw before he hit him between the eyes with the brass knuckles he was wearing. Dan deep down knew Rocky was a dangerous man, and planned to kill him rather than look over his shoulder for the rest of his life.
Rocky dropped, but strangely wasn't unconscious. Dan bent down and whispered. "I got your woman. It didn't take me a week before she was screaming under me. Mighty fine cocksucker too,especially for a beginner. Don't worry, I'll let her practice often, so she'll get better. Too bad you'll never enjoy it.
Rocky barely heard him, but knew he was in mortal danger. Dan grabbed him by his nightshirt, pulling his head up for a better angle. Just as he swung Rocky's hand shot out, his fist landing right into his crotch.
Lucky in a way, it hurt so bad Bradshaw couldn't even scream. He'd still managed to deliver his blow, but near with the force he'd meant. He stumbled backwards, suddenly desperate to get away, and clumsily hit a lamp on the mantle. He watched the oil run towards the fireplace, and tried to grin, though it came out more as a snarl. He struck a match and dropped it into the oil, breaking another and pouring the oil over the Indian woman. Flames were licking hungrily at the walls when he stumbled out, being sure to close the door tightly behind him.
He staggered the three hundred yards to their horses. Nancy noticed and asked about it. Dan hauled himself into the saddle and gasped out. "He didn't take it as well as I thought. We need to leave, Lil, and get as far away as we can.
Despite the circumstances, she grinned into the night. He'd told her two days before she was too exotic for a plain name like Nancy, and that she looked more like a Lilith, or Lil for short.
They trotted for a mile or two, while Dan recovered, then urged their horses into a lope, trying to put as much distance as possible behind them.
..............................................
Rocky lay back, out of breath and tired. Doe Eyes came along right then and fussed at Skunk for tiring him out, and made him help Rocky back inside.
Once they got him settled and fed, Skunk left, but came back by a few hours later.
"Well, mon ami, it seems you did not perish in a house fire. What happened?"
At that particular time,Doe Eyes was trying to show him how happy she was to be his intended, so Rocky just grunted. Skunk grinned and dropped the flap.
"Tomorrow, then." He walked back, the scene in the tipi making him think of his own wives. Red Deer was about eight months pregnant, making his other wife Sunflowers broody. Time to take care of business.
..............................................
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She was a feisty little thing, flaming red hair, large breasts spilling out of her transparent gown. "You like it? It came all the way from Paris France."
I grinned. I'd been on the trail for two months with only my brother for a companion, and I was in need of a little female comfort. "I like it just fine, but I like what's in it even better."
I pinched a nipple lightly and she squealed, sliding around in my lap, feeling my raging hardon. Like I said, it had been a while. We had already discussed and agreed on price. I was to get her for the night, and for the price I could fuck her as much as I wanted. She even threw in a 'French' for that price, and I was pretty sure I was going to start the festivities with her mouth wrapped around my cock.
I looked over at my brother and grinned. He was just as randy as I was, and had latched down on a buxom little blond. He had her tits out, stroking the nipples as she moaned. The madam came into the parlor, grinning. "Enough, boys. Nobody gets to look for free. Take it upstairs and have a good time." Bradley had made the same deal, and I had a feeling somewhere during the night we would change partners. After all, they were getting the same amount of money. What difference would it make?
I stood up, offering my soiled dove my hand, when all hell broke loose. A large, heavyset man charged into the parlor mad as hell. "Delilah (like anyone believed that was her real name), what the fuck's going on here? Get your ass away from that cowboy. We got a standing date. It's Saturday night, remember?"
She blushed and stuttered, so I decided to smooth things a bit. "Mister, I don't know what arrangement she has with you, but I've bought and paid for her services. She didn't say nothin' about no previous commitment to me, so I consider her a free agent. I'll be gone come tomorrow, you can have her then."
"Fuck you, saddlebum. Pick someone else."
The saddlebum comment got me. Brad and I were just back from the Colorado goldfields, flush with money. Our little claim proved up, and when we found an eight pound nugget, the big boys came calling, after we'd settled the hash of a few claimjumpers. It really didn't do to piss Brad off. They all offered us a deal,and we picked the best. They would run the mine, and we got fourty per cent. To cement the deal, they gave us twenty grand upfront. We intended to amble on down to Texas, find us a decent spread somewhere, and become gentlemen ranchers. Yeah we looked like bums, because it was a lot safer to look broke than to flash that kind of money around. Actually, the money was in a Wells Fargo bank except for a few hundred, and we had a certified letter of credit. If we found something we liked, we'd wire the bank and get the money transferred locally. Before they had bought us out, we'd cleaned out thirty thousand in ore and dust. For the time, it was a small fortune.
"If I'd wanted someone else, I'd already be with someone else. Now go away. Me and Miss D have some serious getting acquainted to do."
"Back off, boy. Drop the bitch and get the fuck out of here."
The man was starting to ruin my good mood. I grinned lazily. "Or what?"
He seemed confused. "What you mean?"
"I mean what if I don't get the fuck out of here, as you put it? Is there a whore anywhere on this earth worth getting into a gunfight over? You need to draw those horns in before we stop being friends."
"I ain't your friend, kid. Move along."
I'd gotten Delilah off my lap and stood, facing the asshole. Brad had dumped the little blond, standing off to the side. He had a couple of friends and now they had to face two fronts. You could tell it made them nervous. Apparently this was the Bull of the Woods, and wasn't used to anyone bucking him.
I stood, looking bored. "Draw when you feel a mind too. Just don't take too long. I got some serious fucking to do."
He looked at me like it was the first time he'd laid eyes on me. I was in beat up trail clothes, lean from eating my own cooking, with shoulders and arms that came from swinging a pick and using a shovel every day for five months. I had a bullet hole in my hat thanks to a Kiowa who thought he was a better shot, and a scar on my cheek from a Mexican pistolero whe fancied himself a knife man. He should have stuck to the pistols. Just short of six feet, black hair and far seeing grey eyes, I looked like a bundle of trouble waiting to happen. If he had any sense at all, he'd see my guns were the cleanest thing on me, one Remington in a side holter, the other rigged for a cross draw, and an old Navy Colt in another cross draw holster, the butt pointing to my left.
Just then the Madam came up, raising hell. "Goddamn you Buck, there ain't gonna be no gunplay in here. I just got done putting up the new wallpaper, and I don't need no more bulletholes. You boys need to take this outside."
He turned to jaw at her and I moved. Caught by surprise, he turned just in time to see my fist before it made contact with his nose. I put every bit of the muscles I'd built up mining into it. For a minute I thought I'd knocked his head off, it flew back so fast. I felt his nose crunch, and he went down, out like a light. Brad took advantage of the commotion to draw his pistols, an old LeMat I wished he'd get rid of, one of his Smith & Wesson Russian .44's in the other hand. He grinned and spoke for the first time.
"You boys need to take him on out of here. You tell him when he wakes up if he wants to have any discussion with us, to look up the Walters brothers. We'll be right here until about noon tomorrow."
One of his buddies glared at me. "You sucker punched him!"
"You'd rather I spread his brains all over Miss Toussant's new wallpaper? I ain't braggin' here, but he ain't the first one to brace me with a gun. Tell him what my brother said. Now go home, or to another whorehouse, or back to the saloon. If I see any of you here before I leave, I'll think you have evil intent and shoot you down where you stand. Now get out."
"You'll regret this mister. He's the fastest man I ever seen with a pistol."
"That may be so, but you ain't seen me. Or my brother. Hell, he's a lot faster than I'll ever be. Now let sleepin' dogs lie."
They dragged him out, grumbling, and I turned back to Delilah. "Come on honey. You and me got unfinished business." Brad had his blond over his shoulder, carrying her up the stairs while she squealed and laughed. First thing we did was get into the bath I'd had drawn. I wanted her clean and the trail dust off me. I made a note to give the maid a little something in the morning for all the water we spilled.
Delilah wasn't the hellcat I was expecting, but the little blond, now she was something. Delilah did a half ass job on her French, but Blondie made me feel like she'd sucked my brains out. We swapped back sometime in the early morning, and I was just sliding into her when she woke. "Hey, the deal was for the night!"
"Still dark, honey, so it's still night.
Brad and I took another bath just before we left. I tipped Delilah a five, but gave Blondie a ten. Red was a little pissed off when we left. Blondie gave us both a big kiss and a promise. The next time we were through, it would be just the three of us. "Nobody's ever fucked me to a standstill, but you boys came closer than anyone else. I'd like to see what it's like when you're both fresh." We promised faithfully, knowing we would probably never see her again. We were decked out in the new clothes we'd had the local tailor make, feeling good about shedding our trail gear. I had on a black shirt with a twin row of pearl buttons, grey pants tucked into tooled black boots, with a brand new black Stetson and a red silk neck scarf. Brad had went with brown. We'd gotten haircuts and I'd had my handlebar mustache waxed. He grinned when he saw me. "You look like a dude straight off the train."
"Well, yeah, but I always thought they was sharp dressers."
We'd checked out of the hotel, and were lazing on the porch. We'd decided since it was late we'd eat at the diner before we left, another meal we wouldn't have to cook. I was sitting with my feet up on the porch rail, my hat over my eyes, while Brad was sitting on a rocker. "Set up, boy. You got trouble comin."
I casually stretched and sat up. It was the asshole from last night and his cronies. He looked kind of funny, at some point he'd been to a doc and had white plaster all over his nose. His black eyes made him look like a 'coon. "You bastard!" He'd tried to yell, but it came out muffled. It was all I could do not to laugh.
"Don't bitch, mister. You got what you deserved. She's just a whore, liable to be gone on the next stage. Count your blessings it didn't come to shootin'."
He went even redder, if that was possible. "You know who I am, boy?"
"Nope. Don't care none neither."
He seemed stunned I'd never heard of him. "I'm Jack Benson. I own the Split Trails Ranch."
I knew who he was then, though most people called it the Split Tails, because besides the looker of a wife he had, there were three more women there just as hot. One his sister, two hers. Make that three, but one was just a child. The place got a lot of visitors. In fact, Brad and I had planned to grubline by there, to get a hot meal and look at some outstanding females. I had a feeling I wouldn't be welcome now. I wondered that why, if his wife was as beautiful as everyone said, he was getting all upset over a skinny whore. Ain't no accounting for tastes, as my Grandma used to tell me.
"I've heard of you," I grinned. "More importantly, I've heard about how beautiful your wife is. But to be honest, I ain't impressed much. You got a good woman, a big spread, yet you're willing to die over a skinny bitch that will throw you over for the next guy who waves around a bigger bankroll? You might be rich, mister, but you ain't too smart."
One of the townspeople laughed, and he whirled, to be met by a wall of blank faces. He might be an asshole, but he was still the biggest spender in town. Realizing he'd turned his back to me, he whirled back around. I was still there, leaning against the porch rail. "Go home Mr. Benson, while you still can."
"You have no idea who I am! I'm the fastest man around here."
Brad finally joined the conversation, and his crew blanced when they saw him standing, the Colt revolving shotgun I'd just bought held loosely in his hands. I was pretty sure when it came down to it, his crew was out of the fight. They were bunched too close, three rounds would tear them to pieces. "That may be so, but you know what? We ain't from around here, and we ain't seen your graveyards."
That gave me an idea. "Tell you what, why don't we mosey up to Boot Hill and look at some of the men you've put there. I'll go halvers in the cost of having a grave dug. I'll stand on one end and you stand on theother and we'll draw. That way nobody has to drag the carcass anywhere, they can just tumble you in and start covering."
He didn't like that idea at all. A shootout at six paces pretty much meant both were gonna die. He finally got his voice back. "NO! By God,we do it right here, right now!"
"No."
He looked at me, so mad he couldn't talk for a minute. "What in hell you mean no?"
"I mean no. If I'm gonna get plugged, it needs to be over something bigger than a two dollar whore. Tell you what, you put up 52% ownership in your ranch against my twenty five thousand dollars. Get a lawyer over here, draw up a contract, and we'll commence."
His mouth opened and closed several times before he started cussing. I grinned, unbuckled my belt and let it fall to the ground, laying the Colt on top of it. "I ain't armed. You shoot me now and you'll hang. I ain't putting them back on until you agree to the deal."
Brad grinned. "There won't be no trial. If he shoots you, I'll blow him in two right where he stands."
Someone had finally got enough sense to get the county sheriff. We were lucky, there was a U.S. Marshall there to pick up a prisoner, and he trailed along. "What's going on here, fellers?"
Brad told the marshall, and the Federal man had a hard time keeping a straight face. "Well then, it looks to me like ever'body needs to go home, and you two need to get out of town."
"It's what we were planning all along. If this asshole hadn't showed up, we'd be an hour down the trail by now."
People were starting to talk, and Benson realized he was standing there looking like a fool. Still a little drunk, he signed his death warrent. "Hold on just a minute there! This is a private affair between two citizens. The law don't need to be getting mixed up in it."
"That's true, Jack, but he ain't armed. Come on now, pull your horns in, go home to the ranch. You can come back again next month."
"We'll be leaving now," I told the Marshalls as I stooped over to pick up my pistols.
"Like hell you will! Get a damn lawyer, and I'll sign the contract." Well hell. Just when I thought it was over. Suddenly I just didn't care anymore. He'd asked for it, begged for it, and nowhe he was going to get it.
We all went into the saloon to have a drink while we waited for the lawyer. We sat with the law, making a bunch of the locals nervous.
"You gonna go through with it?"
I looked at the Sheriff. "Looks like I got no choice. If I leave, I'm a coward. If I dodge him some other way, he'll take his boys and hunt me down. So yeah, I'm going through with it."
The U.S. Marshall was deep in thought, then he asked a question. "Ya'll any kin to Randall Walters?"
Brad grinned. "He's our old man."
The Marshall sighed. "He ain't got a chance, does he?"
I shrugged. "Everybody's got a chance in something like this. I might be a little slow today. The pistol might misfire, or the shell be a dud. I might step on a rock and lose my aim. But all things considered, he's pretty much a dead man. When the dust settles, I want it clear I done everything I could to stop it."
We sat in silence until the lawyer bustled in. He was a small guy, but he had sharp eyes and an erect bearing. Ex-military would be my guess. "This is the stupidest contract I've ever written up. Is there not some way bloodshed can be avoided?"
The federal marshall spoke. "The boy gave him every opportunity, but the fool won't take it. So no, somebody's gonna die today."
It was written up in a matter of minutes. If I won the gunfight, I became majority owner of the Split Trails ranch. If I lost, Benson was twenty five thousand richer. I showed the lawyer and marshalls my letter of credit, signing the contract. He took the contract over to Benson, who'd been sitting on the other side of the saloon. I'd seen him take four drinks, pretty foolish behavior for someone about to enter into a gunfight. He explained everything, and Benson signed with a flourish. Both marshalls signed as witnesses.
The lawyer had made two copies, and had given each of us one. Nothing for it now, I guess.
I got up and called out. "Come on then, Benson. The quicker I get this over with, the quicker I can inspect my new property. Who knows, maybe your old wife will become my new one. Then I'd own it all."
The man was all but foaming at the mouth in rage, stomping to the door. I think the whole town turned out to watch, especlially on the balconies, where they felt they'd be safe. The Federal Marshall tried one last time to talk him out of it. It was a waste of breath.
I walked to the edge of town, giving him no choice but to follow me. I didn't want some gawking kid to get hit by a stray bullet. We stood, twenty feet apart, the by now afternoon sun behind the saloon, the Marshall off to one side. "I'm asking one more time for you boys to forget this foolishness."
Benson never said a word, so I just shook my head. "All right then, shoot when you've a mind too."
Benson wanted to talk. "I'm gonna enjoy kil..." He looked down in surprise at the two bullet holes that had appeared in the center of his chest. He looked up, seeing me holding the Colt in my left hand. He went to his knees, trying to raise his pistol. He actually managed to get a shot off, into the dirt beside his feet. I stood there while Brad stood guard, carefully ejecting the shells and reloading before I moved.
And that's how I became the majority owner of the Split Trails Ranch.
SPLIT TAILS RANCH
Chapter 2
I looked over at the four who'd rode in with Benson. "Looks like I'm your boss now, boys. Let's walk over to the saloon and have a beer. Then you can tell me all about what I just acquired."
"Fuck you!," said the obvious leader. "Just 'cause you kilt the boss don't mean shit to me."
"You were his foreman?"
The man nodded and spit. "Well then, I guess you just quit. You figure out what wages you got coming, and I'll pay you off here and now."
I looked over at the other three. "That goes for you boys. You can stay, or you can go. I'm pretty easy to get along with, but my new foreman is a hardass. Meet Bradly J. Walters. He'll be carrying out what I think needs to be done."
Brad looked at me stunned, then grinned as he nodded. "All right, for now. I ain't stayin' in New Mexico forever though. There's a dark eyed little senorita down Nogales way that's just pinin' for me to sweep her off her feet, and carry her home to rule my new ranch. She don't know it yet, but I'll tell her when I find her."
"Fair enough. I might just take one look and sell out. Either way, I might as well go see what I got."
Two more of the hands quit, but one stayed. We took him to dinner that night, then to the saloon, and pumped him. He was not impressed with the way Jack 'Buck" Benson ran the spread. "He's too heavy on the graze he's using now. The grass is startin' to give way, and soon prime grazin' land won't be nothin' but a bunch of gullies and weeds. I tried to tell him, the foreman tried to tell him, hell, even his wife tried to tell him. He told us all to go to hell, he knew what he was doin' Them cow critturs ain't gonna be nothin' but skin and bones unless you do something."
This was news I was not happy hearing. "Is there nowhere else to let them run?"
"Hell yes there is, almost five times as much as he's grazing now. He absolutely refused to move the cows, and told us he'd fire the first man he caught messin' around on the South side of the ranch. Somethin' not right there."
I agreed. Then I asked him how many hands they had, and how many he thought would stay when I took over. He snorted. "There's close to fifty, but prob'ly twenty of them just loaf around. Boss refused to fire them, though. I figure when you show up, they'll all leave, along with maybe ten more. You better try rounding up hands while we're here."
He told me they were in town for their monthly supply run. I asked, and he said he had a list, so I told him to fill it. He asked where the money was coming from. That led me to the lawyer. "Benson had money on him for supplies, and I'm thinkin' that it belongs to the ranch."
Joshua Clemmons, esq., let out a sigh. "Well, that helps. I got his personal effects, I though his wife might want them. Here's his money belt. He banks here, so you might want to talk to the banker come Monday morning. After all, you have controlling interest in the ranch now, so you need him to change things around."
I hired him to be my lawyer right then. He'd spoken plain so far and had done what was fair without offerin' anything extra, and seemed to be a decent man. He accepted with a nod and slight smile. "You'll have to fire his old one. He's the only other lawyer in town. He probably won't take it well, there's not much use for lawyers round here, and he'll be losing his biggest client."
There wasn't as much in the moneybelt as I figured there would be, but it was just barely enough to buy what they came for. I pulled another hundred out of my own belt and gave it to the new segundo, Bill Williams, and told him to make sure we had enough to last the month. Then we sent him around the saloons with a little money to buy drinks with, in case he could find anyone worth hirin'. He just ended up getting a bunch of bums sloshed. "Ain't a real cowpoke in the whole bunch," he said with a sad face. Then the Marshall came to see me.



"Hear you're lookin' for hands?"
"Yeah, but we ain't doing so good."
"Well then, maybe we can help each other out." I invited him to breakfast, and as he ate, he told us what he had.
"I got three boys in the pokey. Tougher'n nails, even the small one. He don't drink, but he's mean as a snake and good with a knife. They come in with a drive, had words with the boss over wages, and he left them here. Two of the locals tried to roll them, and he sliced them up pretty good. Then the other two sobered up, and beat the hell out of them. They're all pretty young, and kind of green, but they seem solid. I think they're related, but they don't talk much, at least to me."
"All that sounds kind of straight up. Why are they even in jail?"
"The boys that got their asses kicked tried to ambush them after they healed up. The little one run them home, swinging a Bowie knife that was almost as big as he was. Then set the shack on fire, standing outside with a shotgun and daring them to come out. The other two showed up and started watching the back. Ever time one of the men in the house showed their face, they shot at them, making sure they missed. They was screaming and beggin' by the time we got there, and we damn near had to shoot the little one to get him to back off. The boys came running out, their clothes on fire and screamin' like banshees."
I grinned. These were my kind of people. "What exactly, are they charged with?"
"Arson. The gent that owned the shack tried to jack them up, they didn't have it, so I had to put them in jail. If you was to take them off my hands, there would be a few in this town who'd sleep better at night. One thing though, you have to pay the guy who owned the shack for his loss. I'll make sure it's fair, because it really was a shack. Maybe at most a hundred, maybe less. You don't take them before the judge comes through next week, and they're all off to prison for at least two years. I don't think the young one would do well there, he'd end up killin' somebody before the week was out, and his kin would jump in to help him against the dead man's friends, and they'd all end up dead. I'd hate to see that, mister."
"Finish your breakfast, Marshall, and then we'll mosey over to the jail."
Three sullen faces looked up at us when we walked in. All of them seemed pretty young, especially the little one. I skipped the formalities. "You boys know how to handle cows?"
For the first time, I saw a little interest. The one I figured was oldest spoke up. "All we ever done our whole lives was ranch and farm. So yeah, we know how to handle cows, dig postholes, plant crops, chop firewood, and Tiny here is a damn good cook." The little one blushed, which seemed odd on a man.
"Are you a man of your word?"
The question surprised them. The middle one spoke. "A Higgins never goes back on his word. You can take that to the bank."
"I ain't interested in banks, I'm interested in hands. I just acquired a ranch, and I'm in need of a few good people. Can I trust you?"
"You get us out of here, Mister, and we're yours for life."
"Good enough. I'm going to pay your debts to get you out, and I'll take half your wages until we're square. Deal?"
Relief showed on their faces, and the little one looked a little misty-eyed. I paid their fines and damages, and they walked out with us. Me and Brad shook hands with every one, even the little one. I looked into a pair of green eyes, and knew. I glanced at Brad and he grinned, so I knew he'd figured it out too.
They gathered their packs, mostly what little spare clothes they had and some wore out percussion rifles. The oldest had an ancient looking Dragoon that looked like it would fly to pieces if it was ever fired, so I knew I'd need to kit them up with some decent weapons. I took them straight to the gunsmith, them complaining the whole time.
"This ain't charity. There might come a time I need you to back me up, and I need to know you got decent weapons. I'll add it to what you owe me." The oldest, Bud, picked a decent looking Peacemaker. Sonny, the middle one, took a shine to an old Starr the gunsmith had reworked for .38 cartridges. Tiny looked with longing at a Colt Lightning in .32-20 caliber. It was only a five shot, but it was slim and looked like it would fit nicely in her little hand. Yep, it didn't take us long to figure out she was a girl. I suspect the Marshall knew, another reason why he wanted them off his hands.
"You like this one, Tiny?" She looked at Brad and shook her head shyly.
I grinned at her. "Don't make me regret this, the Marshall said you was pretty bad to fly off the handle. There is one condition, sweetie, you tell us your real name."
Her eyes flew wide and the boys looked shocked. I put the pistol back after a couple of minutes. "Well, then, if you can't tell me the truth, I can't trust you with a weapon. Total me up, Mr. Herman."
Her hand shot out, grabbing mine. "It's Jessica! Jessica Alise Higgns."
"Well then Miss Higgins, it's a pleasure to meet you. If I get this for you, you need to give me your bond you'll be responsible with it. Word is you got a pretty hot temper."
She drew up to her full height of five feet, maybe, looked me in the eye, and promised. I turned to Mr. Herman. "Well sir, I'll guess we'll be adding this as well. You wouldn't happen to have a child's size holster for it, would you?"
He grinned. "As a matter of fact..." He pulled a really nice black handtooled cartridge belt and holster, studded with little silver stars. "This might do. Had a midget through here about six months ago, a gambler called Big Mike. Some kind of joke I guess. Anyway, he had me make this for him, then discovered he weren't near the cardsharp he thought he was. Got caught holding a pair of aces, that were the same suits another gambler had. He had nerve, but nerve and a two shot derringer don't get you out of a shooting scrape. He already paid for it, and I was gonna take it apart for the silver and leather. Give me the cost of that, and it's yours. I'll even put her initials on the holster."
Little Jessica was begging with her eyes, so I agreed, while Brad just grinned. I'm sure he remembered how our baby sister used to twist me up just by batting her eyes. She almost skipped out of the gun shop, she was so happy. That grin turned upside down when I took her to a dress shop. The owner eyed me warily, wondering what I wanted.
"I got a job for you. I want you to give this little hellcat a proper female wardrobe befitting a young lady of quality, including a few split skirts suitable for riding." She almost threw a hissy, but I didn't back down. She mouthed off one time too many, and I snatched her up, holding her off the ground at eye level. She suddenly got very quiet.
"You listen here, little missy! There's a few things you need to know. I don't take a lot of backtalk. You sass me and I'll tan your hide in front of everyone. You're going to dress, act, and comport yourself as a proper young lady, if I have to beat you into it. You understand me, girl? This ain't up for discussion."
It was just her, me, and the milliner in the shop. I wouldn't embarrass her in public, but she didn't know that. Tears were starting to fall. "Now, look me in the eye, and say 'Thank you Zeke Walters. I appreciate your gift.' And it is a gift, you don't owe me diddly for the things you'll get. It wouldn't kill me to know you were just a little happy about it. Can I depend on you?"
I put her down and she wiped away the tears, nodding her head. "You can, Zeke Walters. And thank you. I been beat pretty hard, but nobody has ever spanked me before, and I don't want to find out what it feels like now. I'll be a good girl." She said something under her breath and thought I didn't catch it, but I heard just fine. "A very expensive good girl."
The milliner was grinning, and suddenly I knew I was going to have a lot of restless times over this girl. It kind of made me feel good. It took three hours, but that included a bath and some pampering. The Milliner called in her friends, for shoes, hats, underthings probably, every single item a young lady would need.
We had thought about having a beer, then decided against it. We were in a town of strangers, and none of us were what you'd consider popular. Instead we poked around town for a little bit, found a Mexican restaurant that had some amazing smells coming out of it, and decided that was where we'd eat supper. The we piled up on the boardwalk in front of the saloon, waiting.
Brad had dozed for about an hour, as well as the Higgins boys. Seemed they hadn't slept well in jail. When they roused, me and Bill settled back, pulling our hats over our eyes. Bill was sawing logs, and I was dozing in and out, when I heard Brad's chair thump on the boards, as well as exclamations from the boys. I woke instantly, coming to my feet, looking for trouble.
And I found it. Lots and lots of trouble. She had on a long gray skirt, the tips of her new black boots sticking out, with a frilly white shirt and a matching gray jacket. She was carrying a little straw hat, her shining blond hair done up in an elaborate braid and held in place by pink ribbons. She was followed by two boys roughly her age, both of them stumbling over their tongues as they followed her. They held bags, three hat boxes, two shoe boxes, and a small trunk. She stopped in front of us, and twirled. Then she looked me right in the eyes.
"How do I look?
"You look like I need to buy a couple more shotguns. You look lovely, Jessica, just perfect."
She blushed and Brad laughed. He suddenly smiled, truning on the charm that had separated many a young thing from her knickers. "It does indeed, Jessica. I'm glad I wasn't appointed Dad, at least I can sleep with both eyes shut. How old are you, baby?"
She blushed. "I'm not sure. Thirteen, I think. I'm not even sure when my birthday is." She keyed into the 'daddy' statement, and it opened up a whole new world of possibilities to her.
Seems her folks had belonged to some obscure religion that didn't believe in holidays or birthdays. She looked so sad I had to cheer her up. "Well then, since you've already got a bunch of presents, I declare today your birthday. Happy birthday, baby."
I didn't expect the reaction I got to that statement. She jumped onto my lap, hugging me like I was going to disappear, mumbling "thak you, thank you," over and over. I cuddled her, and felt for the first time the love a parent must have for his child. I was a little misty-eyed myself by the time she had settled down. I stood, setting her down gently.
"Come on baby, we need to get you and your brothers rooms."
I'd given the boys enough money for a couple of new pair of jeans and shirts, and a decent pair of longjohns. They wanted to fight it, but I shut them down. "You work for me now, and I want to present a certain image. So you'll always be clean and well dressed when we go to town or in public, do you understand?" They stopped arguing and stood straighter.
We'd extended our stay at the hotel due to the circumstances, and things were slow, so rooms were easy, until Jessica spoke up. "Do you have a room next to my Daddy?" Brad just grinned bigger and I jerked a little. Daddy? Well, why not?
The clerk, confused, nodded. First he comes into town and kills the meanest man in the territory over a whore that wasn't that good, then he shows up with a daughter out of nowhere. Who is this guy?
"Does it have a connecting door?" He nodded again. "Then I'll have that room, please." The way she said please meant don't you dare say no, so soon my new daughter was walking through our adjoining door, smiling. Brad was right behind her, he had the room on the other side, and it connected as well. She was just about as safe as one could be, not even considering her brothers were the next room over on one side, and Bill was the same on the other.
Sleeping arrangements covered, we walked down to the Mexican restaurant, after making sure it was family friendly. Jessica had changed hats, wearing a little Stetson that looked like a mineature of mine. She had locked down on my left hand, and looked like she had no intention of letting go.
The woman who walked us to our table had to be the owner, the way everyone deferred to her. I wished her a good evening in Spanish, asking what was good tonight. She seemed surprised, even more so when Brad asked if she had chile relleno. It was his favorite meal. We were from Texas, close to the border. What people forgot about Texas was that it was Mexico a lot longer than it was Texas, and most everybody in our area spoke Spanish almost as well as English. Brad actually preferred Spanish, when he had a choice.
Pleased to be able to converse with someone who spoke her native tongue, she chatted happily, promising us our favorite dish. I asked Jessica what she wanted, and she blushed. "I ain't never et...I mean, I've never had any food like this, Daddy. Order for me please."
I ordered her a chicken and rice dish, asking the owner to make it mild. Her brothers opted for the same thing, and Bill surprised us all by asking for tamales, the spicier the better. The food came pretty fast, considering, and Jessica loved her dish, until she tasted mine. "Ooh! I want his next time, please Daddy?"
I tried not to laugh when Bill got the brothers to taste a tamale, gasping and sucking down the dark Mexican beer, trying to cool their tongues. Conchita was removing dishes, and I saw the sly grin. "It's my daughter's birthday today, Conchita. Thirteen. She's quite a beauty, isn't she?"
"She is indeed. You must be very proud."
"I am. Very. It's like every day is the first day with her."
"We must celebrate! I have just the thing!"
She was back in few minutes, holding a piece of tres leches cake with a small candle in it. She was followed by a slight young man with a guitar, dressed in a nice suit, holding a guitar. He sang just for her, looking into her eyes the whole time. A traditional Mexican love song, fraught with emotion. She couldn't understand it, but she understood the meaning. Tears were streaming down her cheeks as the last chord lingered. Most of the patrons applauded, many wishing her a happy birthday in two languages. She stood, shyly, and executed a perfect curtsey, saying thank you in both languages.
She'd been running on adrenaline for almost twelve hours and I was pretty sure the events of the day was overwhelming her. She'd gone from a jail cell where it looked like she was bound to prison to a pampered daughter in twelve hours. Jessica was flagging to the point I was seriously thinking about carrying her, bending over to take her, when the shot rang out and a post splintered right where my head had been seconds before. I shoved Jessica to the ground, coming up with a Remington. It was a useless gesture, because the brothers, Bill, and Brad were all shooting in the same area, the spot where the shot came from. There was a highpitched wail, and the ex-foreman tumbled out from behind a water barrel. There were nine holes in the man, seven of them capable of being fatal. We were walking forward cautiously when a shot rang out and another man tumbled off a balcony, the shotgun clattering to the sidewalk. We turned, to see the slight Mexican who had serenaded Jessica during dinner. He touched his hand to his sombrero, as he slid the silver mounted, ivory handled revolver back into his holster, and disappeared into the darkness.
The marshall came around, investigating. It was another plain case of self defense, but you could tell he was getting a little tired of it. "Boys, you seem like decent folk, but something about you is bad for the air of this town. It's suddenly got too much lead in it. I hope ya'll are leaving sometime soon. I think the only one in this town who will miss you is the undertaker."
"We'll be leavin' tomorrow, just as soon as we do our banking."
That seemed to please him. I had to sit beside Jessica and hold her hand until she stopped shaking and went to sleep. I looked at her honey blond curls spilling across the pillow and smiled. This girl was mine!
We were up with the dawn, eating breakfast at Conchita's. I asked about the man from last night when I caught her alone. "My nephew," she said, sighing. "He got into a little trouble at home. Nothing he provoked, but the man he killed has a vengeful family. My sister sent him up here until things cool down. I don't think he will be staying much longer, he is used to working outside, from a saddle. He has a way with horses, senor! I have never seen the like."
He sounded like a man I could use, and I told her so. Her smile got bigger, and she promised to talk to him.
I left them at the restaurant. Conchita was trying to teach Jessica a few phrases in Spanish, while the brothers and Bill dawdled over coffee. Brad went with me, and we were standing at the bank when the doors opened. The banker, while not happy to see us, didn't openly fight us. He showed me the amount in the account, and it seemed way low. I was going to wire Wells Fargo, and transfer two thousand into to it. This did wonders for the manager's disposition.
"Why don't you just use the other account?"
"What other account?"
"Mr. Benson has a side account. I think it's connected to the ranch, he would transfer funds from it into the general account from time to time."
He showed us the receipts. Fourteen thousand! In this day and time,that was a small fortune. Something was not right. I closed it out, transferring it all to the ranch. I did keep five hundred because I'd run through a good bit of my stake and half of it belonged to my brother. I gave him 250 over his objections, so I'd have a clear conscience spending the rest.
We talked about the attempt on my life from the night before. "Something don't add up here, brother. The foreman was pissed, but you paid him off and he seemed satisfied. Suddenly he's hiding in the dark instead of calling you out? He never struck me as a coward. Then there's the galoot with the shotgun none of us had ever seen before. What was his stake in this? Just guessing here, Zeke, but I'd say someone wants one or both of us dead."
The same thing had been running through my head, and we agreed to keep a good eye out, and watch those around us. We picked up the boys and Jessica, thanked Conchita for her hospitality and the fine breakfast, and walked to the general store. Bill went to the livery and picked up the buckboard, along with the foreman's horse. it belonged to the ranch, after all. It occurred to me I needed to get the brothers something to ride. Jessica was going to ride beside Bill in the wagon. We'd do it after the supplies were loaded. I thought the order was light, so I added a few things, including a bag of dried apples and a case of canned peaches. I always loved pies. Jessica brought it up, and I bought a pound of cinnamom.
"Got any other ideas on what we need?"
She hesitated, and I told her to speak. "You're going to a ranch with four females who have good reason to hate you. You killed a husband and a brother and placed their lifestyle in danger. You own the majority share, you could take the house and kick them out and they wouldn't be anything legally they could do about it. I wouldn't expect kisses and hugs when you roll up to the front door. What you need is a peace offering."
"Like what?"
Jessica amazed me, going from broke and struggling one day to throwing money around like it grew on trees the next. Well, it weren't really her money, but still. She piled bolts of cloth, ribbons, combs and brushes, as many ladie's magazines as she could find, several bags of candies, and at the last minute added an assortment of perfumes, until the counter was in danger of losing half of it. She looked at a few hats, but decided that was too personal a choice and left it be.



It hit me while we were loading the buckboard that I only needed one horse, so we walked towards the livery stable. The young Mexican just seemed to appear out of nowhere, dropping into step with us. "Do not go there, Senor. His horses are no good. Come, I know where to go." He said it in Spanish, and I never let on, walking right by the livery stable.
I decided to trust his judgement, and we rode a few miles out of town, stopping at a little ranch. It was owned by a Mexican family, and these people really, really knew horseflesh. We looked over the stock, conversing with the man and his son int their native tongue, while Jessica visited with the wife and daugthers. Bud was really taken by a dun mare, and there was a black stallion I really liked. Brad was looking at a bucksin gelding, running his hands over it's body while talking to it in Spanish. Bill and Sonny were also looking, so I bought a chestnut mare with white stockings, and another buckskin mare. Jessica was on the porch pouting because the horses were all too big for her (in my opinion, not hers) and said so. The daughters laughed and tugged her up, going around behind the barn. I got to looking for her after we had made our deals, when she walked back around leading the prettiest paint mare I had ever seen. It was also the smallest, maybe going twelve and a half hands. It was the result of a small mustang with obvious Arabian traits mounting a mare pony. I took one look in her eyes and hoped the rancher wouldn't gouge me too badly. He laughed and gave me a really good price, saying he hadn't found anyone who needed a horse that small. Jessica was crying, hugging the horse, then me, back and forth.
Carlos Diego Santos had a gray gelding with a white tail and mane. That horse was cleaner than I was. Carlos was to wrangle the extra horses, including our old ones, good solid mounts, but not in the league with what we had just purchased. We got ready to roll out, and I couldn't find that wayward child anywhere. I was about to get aggravated when she came riding up. Seems besides horses, the rancher made tack. She was sitting in a black saddle that looked custom made for her, grinning to beat the band.
I remarked as she rode beside me how easy it seemed to find things that fitted her, and she grinned. "It's fate. You were meant to find me, so everything just fell into place."
She was a little living doll, her hair in a loose braid under the Stetson, wearing a black divided dress, a gray shirt, and a black vest. I had no idea where the vest came from, but she was a fetching figure. You had to look close to see the little Lightning snugged to her waist in a cross draw. Her horse had a gait that made her look like she was prancing down the road.
We had paid one more visit to the gunsmith, for long guns. Sonny got an old Henry that had been reconditioned, and Bud went with a Yellowboy. He didn't have anything small enough for Jessica to carry, but I made her happy by ordering a Lightning pump rifle in the same caliber as her pistol, 32-20, to be picked up the next time we made a supply run. He held me back as the others took their weapons out.
"Thought you might like to look at this. It might come in handy for the little miss down the road." It was a pair of Henri Deringer short guns, double barrel, in .25 caliber. I bought them and one box of shells. I fugured she wouldn't need to target practice, if she had to use one, they would be right on top of her anyway. She carried one in a small pocket in her riding skirts. I carried the other in a vest pocket.
We were finally on the road. It would take ten days to get to the ranch at the speed of a loaded buckboard. I wondered as we idled along what kind of reception we'd get.
SPLIT TAILS RANCH Part 3
We idled down the trail, saving our horses and getting a feel for the land. This part of New Mexico was high country, with surprisingly large mountains. We were down a bit lower, so it was mostly rolling hills covered with timber and grasslands between.
It was late spring, so it was comfortable during the day, and a little brisk at night. Jessica followed me around like a little shadow, and once when her constant questions got on my nerves I touched the spurs to my black, and he took off like he forgot he was supposed to be somewhere else an hour ago. I heard whooping, and looked down, surprised to see her beside me. That little hoss could sprint. She stayed with me for half a mile before falling back, and by then my aggravation had worn off, so I stopped while she caught up. Her eyes were dancing with excitement.
"Did you see? Did you see? My little pony can RUN! Good girl, Sweetie."
She'd named her Sweetie because she liked hearing me call her that. The little mare had gone back to her prance, not even breathing heavy. It occurred to me we could win a bit of money on Fourth of July races. At least for the first time, especially if we egged it on, asking if they were afraid to race a little girl and her pony.
"What am I gonna do when we get to the ranch?"
I grinned. That girl was so anxious to be a good daughter But really wasn't sure what I expected. "I don't know Sweetie. Maybe I'll just keep you around because you're so cute."
Her smile was huge, but she stayed on subject. "You have to let me do something. I can't abide being idle for long."
I had noticed that. She was the cook when we made camp, selecting the menu as we rode, then jumping on it as soon as we stopped. Not only could she cook, she came up with things that made your mouth water. We all praised her and she glowed. "I was camp cook on the drive. I found the trick was a good supply of spices and to be creative. There was a lot of things about that drive to complain about, but food wasn't one of them."
I'd gotten the story out of Bud. They were trying to get a stake, and worked the brush where they were finding Mavericks, unbranded cattle no one had a claim to. It took them a year of backbreaking work, but they had two hundred cows to show for their efforts. Knowing they couldn't drive them alone, they hooked up with trail boss whos struck a deal. They helped with the drive without pay, and he'd take their cattle along with his. They worked like dogs all summer, but go the herd to the railhead, only losing twenty of their cattle and fifty over all. The man sold them, then refused to give them the money. They braced him, but he had a crew of pretty salty boys, and they never had a chance. He dumped them in the next small town they came to, stealing everything they had but the clothes on their back. Bud and Sonny were anxious to pay me back so they could go searching for the man.
"Leave it be for a while. A snake like that will leave plenty of track, and you need to hit him when he least expects it, cut him out of the herd, and get your justice. What do you have in mind?"
Sonny obviously had been thinking about it. "First and foremost, we want our money. Then we're gonna kill him. I'd prefer to hang him for a rustler, but I'll settle for putting a bullet in his gut."
They had met him in Arizona, so they had a starting point. I thought maybe I'd drop a line to my older brother, who had a ranch above Prescott, see if he'd ever heard of him. It never hurt to know as much as you can about an enemy.
On the ninth day Bill rode up beside me. Me or Brad usually rode point, Carlos had the horses so well trained they just trailed along beside us, and he'd usually go off a couple times a day, looking for high country to keep watch. We never saw another soul until just after Bill came up beside me. Five riders were coming up the road, riding side by side, spread out. A trouble formation. We pulled up and waited. They stopped about twenty feet away, saying nothing. Bill grinned suddenly.
"Howdy, boys. A bit off the range, ain't ye?" Bill parent's had been Quakers, and he'd picked up the speech pattern but not the religion. There were a lot of, 'ye's, thee's, and thou's,' scattered throughout his conversations. It took a little getting used to.
"Who ya ridin' with Bill? Where's Buck and Johnson?" Johnson had been the foreman.
I think it gave him a good bit of satisfaction to tell them. "Buck's probably in Hell by now, and Johnson should be close behind him. Buck finally ran into a man he couldn't buffalo or outshoot. You should have seen it, he almost begged the man to shoot him! He gave Buck every chance, even told him he wouldn't fight him without a wager to make it worth the effort. You're looking at Mr. Zeke Walters, owner of the Split Trails Ranch! if you don't believe it, he's got papers, notartized by a lawyer, the local sheriff, and a U.S. Marshall. How you like them apples?"
There was bedlam for a few minutes, then they got quiet. "Where does that leave us?"
"If you're good workers, it leaves you with your jobs. If you're slackers or troublemakers, it leaves you ridin' the grubline until you find someone foolish enough to hire you."
I said it quietly, but they got the point. "I don't know, mister. Buck waren't much of a boss, but he paid regular.I think maybe I'll draw my wages and mosey on."
I looked at the man and shrugged. "Suit yourself. If you're moseying on, though, I suggest you go back to the ranch so I can pay you, and you can get off that horse. It's got the ranch brand on it, so I figure I own it."
You could tell by the look in his eyes he hadn't thought about that. "Now look here, mister! I..."
Apparently Bill didn't like the man much, bulling into his horse, making it prance. "You'll shut the hell up, that's what you'll do! When we get back to the ranch, you can straddle that crowbait you rode in on. It's still in the pasture, eatin' everything in sight. You wouldn't want the new boss thinkin' you were trying to steal his hoss, now would you? If he didn't plug ya, he'd hang you from the highest tree he could find, and leave you danglin' until you rotted and fell to the ground in pieces for the coyotes and skunks!"
He was backing the horse up, hands held high. "Calm down, Bill. I'm ridin' back with you. I might draw my pay and hang around until Buck's friends show up. That would be a conversation worth listenin' to."
"Those friends need to know if Buck ain't around anymore, they got no one to visit. I'm segundo now, and I aim to prove my worth. And we're movin' them critters to better pasture."
Onr of the other men had been quiet until then, just listening. "You know that ain't a good idee, Billy."
"I think it's an excellent idea, one that's been a long time comin'"
I jumped in then, marking my territory. "Here's the deal boys. It'ss my land now, to do with as I please. I don't intend to let cattle starve and land ruin when all I got to do is move them a little ways, on MY spread. Why don't you go tell Buck's friends to come see me if they don't approve. I know it would be damned interesting to hear their reasons why."
I stopped to let that sink in. "Know what? I've been thinkin', and my brother can tell you that never comes to a good end. I'm thinking you're drawing wages for a spread you ain't even workin'. Where were you going? Who told you to leave and go gallivantin' off? Somethin' stinks boys, and the wind's behind you. I think you should turn them nags around, and fetch your own mounts when we get back. I don't think I'll be needing you. Bill says we're a little top heavy, handswise."
I could see their minds working. There were five of them, and just Bill, Brad, Sonny, and me. They weren't even counting Jessica, who was sitting off to the side, bigeyed. Sonny didn't look to be totin', although his pistol was in his waistband and his rifle in the floor beneath his feet. They figured it was going to be five to three, and liked the odds. Bud was off with Carlos, up on the ridge somewhere. If I had to guess, I'd say two of them had rifles lined up on them.
I was afraid that Jessica might get hurt, so I thought I'd try to talk them down. "Boys, don't go gettin' no foolish ideas. There's a couple fellas on the ridge behind us, probably got their rifles already on you. My brother ain't totin' no rifle. What he's got in his hands is a Colt revolving shotgun, in ten gauge. You're bunched up kind close, if he gets two shots off, all of you might be down. Now pull your horns in, and turn around. There's always another day."
One grinned, and I knew. He wasn't going to back down. "No time like the present," he said, reaching. He jerked as a .32 caliber ball went through his shoulder. The rifles fired from the ridge kicking dirt up in front of their horses, making them buck like crazy. I noted all our mounts stood stockstill, even Jessica's little pony. I resolved to buy as many horses from Carlos's rancher friend as he could spare on the spot. By the time they got them under control they were facing the shotgun, Sonny's rifle, and three pistols, not counting the two rifles on the ridge. The fight went plumb out of them. The loudmouth was holding his shoulder and cussing a blue streak while my little hellcat grinned. He saw her pistol for the first time, and started off again.
"This ain't over! When Buck's friends come I'll be with them, and I'm claiming the little bitch. I'll make her beg before I kill her. AFTER I fuck her boney little ass."
"My little ass ain't boney, mister. The closest you'll ever get to it is if I let you kiss it. You should have never threatened my Daddy. More important, you should have never threatened his little girl."
For the first time they noticed my look. One actually paled. Brad backed up a little, knowing the look. Bad things were coming. "Get off your horse, now!"
"You wouldn't kill a wounded man, would you?" I laughed, causing the man speaking to worry.
"If he don't get off that hoss, I'm letting my brother cut loose with that scattergun. It won't just be him dying in the dust today. Now's a good time to make a choice."
They all backed up, leaving the loudmouth all by his lonesome. "I'm giving you a chance, asshole. She didn't hit your shootin' arm, so you got just as gooda odds as you had before my baby plugged you. This is advice for all of you. Never threaten a man's children. NOW CRAWL DOWN OFF THAT FUCKIN' HORSE!"
He stood, swaying, as I waited. He snatched at his weapon and looked foolish. He'd untied the leg strap to make it more comfortable to ride, and the holster was sliding everywhere. I waited until he got his hand on the butt and it was halfway out before I palmed my crossdraw Remington. I hit him dead center, then put one through his mouth before he could fall. He deserved it. All the others were holding their hands high. I grabbed his rope off the saddle and tied it around his feet, and looped the other end around the pommel of his saddle.
"What you doin' Mister?"
It was a pretty respectful bunch, after we had collected all their weapons and piled them in the wagon.
"Takin' his ass back to the ranch. I figure it might be a good lesson for the men still there. I don't take shit, work slackers, or waste time on loudmouths who threaten me or my family.
"You're gonna drag him?"
"All the way."
"That ain't respectful of the dead."
"I'm as respectful of him dead as I was when he was alive. I have none. The man thought he had good odds and was willin' to start a fight with strangers, telling me he was going to molest my child after I was dead, then kill her. If you object, maybe you'd like to join him."
One of the other men, one that had said nothing the whole time, grinned. "Looks like the Split Tails finally got what Buck fancied himself to be. A genuine hardass. I almost wish I could hang around to see how it turns out. Bullets are gonna fly and men are gonna die when this starts. I don't wanna be on either side. I got the feeling the life expectancy for men in the immediate area just got a lot shorter. You won't have to worry none about me, because as soon as I get my hoss and wages, I'm gone. I always wanted to see California."
It was later in the day, so we decided to stop where we were. I threw the rope over a tree a distance away from the campsite and pulled the dead man up off the ground, tying the rope off. He was dangling upside down six feet off the ground. Bet it would have been pretty miserable if he'd been alive to feel it. Now I didn't have to worry about the varmits knawin' on him during the night.
Jessica, after living as a man and being dirty for so long, was almost fanatical about her desire to be clean at all times, so she asked me to stand guard while she took a quick bath in the creek. I stood behind a natural screen of brush and listened to her splash and sing softly. She had a very good voice. She didn't take long, coming back clean and shining in a long flannel nightgown. She led me over to a rock, where she climbed until we were eye level. it was then that I saw her tears. "I was so scared, Daddy. I couldn't abide the thought of those men trying to kill you. I have to tell you, I meant to kill him but my hand shook a little. I'll do better next time."
I petted her until she calmed. "I'm going to try to make sure there isn't a next time. I don't want you roamin' our ranch looking for gunfights. You're gonna have too many girl things goin' on to worry about stuff like what happened to day. Say something bad happens to me. You'll still have Brad, your brothers, Bill, and Carlos. They'll take care of you. I promise."
I guess she hadn't had a lot promised to her in her life, because the tears came again. I was kinda new at this fatherhood stuff, so I just held her until she calmed down. I decided that the next time we were in town, I was gonna have the lawyer draw up a will, leaving her my part of the ranch and our gold mine, just in case. Brad could be her guardian, that way no one would try to cheat her. We walked back to camp, and she made a point of kissing everyone good night before she crawled into the little tent I had bought for her. We'd be sleeping outside. I was used to it, and it would be a lot handier than trying to crawl out of a tent if bullets started flying. Two of us took a turn as guards, just in case some of their friends came looking for them. All in all, it was a pretty quiet night.
It was half a day's ride to the ranch, and we left early the next morning. We'd loosely tied the former hands up, and we released them while Jessica made breakfast, a dish Conchita had taught her, and fried potatoes. One of the men even thanked her for a fine meal.
Carlos ate and promptly disappeared. Bud had pretty much partnered with him, so he took off right behind him. The closer we got to the ranch house, the less I liked. Bill was right. The cattle were underweight and the range looked to be in terrible shape. We rounded a curve, and saw the house in the distance. I was surprised at how large it was, a huge white two story with wings. Wonder how many rooms it had?
I stopped at the tree line and strung the loudmouth up. The trip had taken most of his clothes and good bit of his hide. His head was practically gone, the bullet through the mouth had messed it up to start with and being bounced around along a rocky road hadn't helped. "Let all the hands get a good look at him, Bill. Then bury him tomorrow afternoon. Nothin' fancy, just a nice deep hole. You don't even have to put a marker up unless you want to."
Bill smiled. "Oh,we got a little graveyard just for the likes of him. We've had a few Injuns and rustlers who found out the hard way not to mess with the S T. They're planted a ways back, away from the 'family' graveyard, reserved for the men who died defending the place. I'm sure the hands will find it educational to see what happens to anyone who crosses you."
As we rolled into the yard, I let my eyes wander over the ladies on the porch. Plainly dressed for the most part in working ranch attire, they were an admirable group. There were two blonds, a red head, a ravenhaired little girl that looked a little younger than Jess, and a stunning brunette. I'd heard enough descriptions to know she was the widow.



We'd sent word ahead, a couple of letters from the lawyer that included a copy of the transfer of ownership, a letter from the U.S. Marshall detailing how it all happened, including my numerous attempts to avoid gunplay. I sent the widow a letter with instructions from the lawyer, that incuded forms to make the ranch a corporation, guaranteeing nothing like what had just happened could happen again. I thought it protected everyone's interests.
We'd cleaned up a little before we arrived, so we wouldn't look like trail bums. I was trying to make the best impression I could for someone who had shot her husband. I dismounted, turned to Jess and lifted her from the saddle. The little girl seemed fascinated by her.
"Ma'am, I'm..."
One of the blonds, a beauty with hard eyes and a sharp nose, screamed out. "We know who you are, you murdering bastard! You killed my brother! Get off his ranch, right this instant!"
"Henrietta! We talked about this! If you can't keep control of your temper, perhaps you'd like to retire to the parlor." The blond never said another word, stalking away, her posture rigid with hate.
The woman turned, and I got a glimpse of amusement in her eyes. "I'm sorry. She hasn't taken the death of her brother very well, or the news of what he lost dying. I'm Mrs. Claire Benson. I believe you met my husband."
She certainly didn't seem to be too shook up by his death. I bowed slightly. "I apologize for the circumstances of our meeting, madam. I'm Zeke Walters. The man to my right is my brother Brad, and this fine young lady is my daughter, Jessica."
"Oh, so you're married? Will you wife be joining us?"
"I regret to say I have never married, although I hope to find a wife in the future. No, this is my daughter by choosing, and I have to admit she did the choosing and just dragged me along."
Jessica just grinned, and gave a nice curtsey. "It's a work in progress, ma'am. Thank you for your hospitality."
"Well then. I'ts very nice to meet you, Miss Walters. Please allow me to introduce my sisters. This is my oldest sister in age, Paris Johannsen."
The blond did a little curtsey, not speaking. When she introduced the redhead, she had plenty to say. Her name was Courtney, and I found out later her nickname was Corky, because she was bad to pop off. That girl had a temper on her.
"Welcome, Mr. Walters, to you and your family. It is probably no secret that I despised my brother in law. You did the world a huge service by removing him from it."
"Courtney! A civil tongue, if you please. And this little lady is Sabrina, my baby sister, although I often think of her as just my baby."
She did a small curtsey as well. At least they had manners. She seemed too shy to speak, so I grinned at her. "It is very nice to meet you, Miss Sabrina."
Claire turned to her. "Sabrina, why don't you take Miss Jessica to your room to freshen up a bit? Lunch will be in one hour. Mr. Walters and I can use the time to discuss business."
Well, she was direct if nothing else. In a few minutes we had settled into the ranch office. She had Paris with her, and I had Brad. Claire sat behind the desk, hands clasped together as if in deep thought. Se spoke suddenly, in a dull, flat voice.
"My husband was a foolish, reckless man, convinced of his own rightness, and that others should bow to his bidding. The problem was he surrounded himself with companions that stroked his ego, until he was firmly convinced everyone else were idiots. It proved to be his undoing. You hold the cards here, Mr. Walters. When would you like us to leave? I would ask you give us a month, to find lodging. Maybe we will go back home."
The idea that they would leave surprised me. "I have no intention of forcing you from your home. If you wish to leave, I will pay you a fair price for your share of the ranch."
"That is very generous of you, under the circumstances. If we chose to stay, may we continue to live in this house until we can build something to suit our needs?"
She could see the surprise in my face. "Why would you leave this house? It's yours, and I have no intention of taking it from you. I can deed it to you, if you like. We will be the ones building, not you."
I was almost cetain I saw a small tear on her cheek. Paris had more than a few, snuffling quietly in the background.
"I must say I'm surprised at your generosity. Building won't be necessary. You can have the west wing for yor needs, it's standing empty and it needs to be used.Tell me, what do you expect from us in exchange?" There was a hard edge to her voice, and it hit me what she was asking. They were a pretty attractive bunch, but I had no intentions of taking advantage of them.
"I would hope that you would help me run the place. After all, you have a vested interest in it's success. We need to take a trip into town, so I can add you to the bank account. I don't expect you to work the range, but I do expect intelligent conversation and suggestions for the betterment of the place. I saw some things on the way in that were disturbing."
Both the women were looking at me like I'd grown two heads. The fact that a man would seek out their opinions was a totally new concept to them. They were both smiling.
"I need to tell you the truth, Mr. Wal..."
"Please, if we're to be partners, call me Zeke."
"As you wish. You may address us by our given names as well. My husband was not much of a rancher. He was lazy, inept, and atracted like men to his side. I suspect he may have been invovled in illegal pursuits, especially since he was so adamant about keeping our stock on such a limited range when we had plenty of land to rotate grazing. It is time for lunch, though. Maybe we can continue the discussion afterwards?"
They rose, as did we. I pulled her chair back and opened the doors for her. "It is quite refreshing, Zeke, to spend time with a man who has manners. Who taught you?"
"My mother. She was from an old Tennessee family, who lost everything in the war. My father was an officer assigned to the area. They met, fell in love, and when the conflict was over he took her home to Texas."
"I'd love to meet her."
"Sadly, it cannot happen. There was a cholera outbreak, and she tended the ill until she became infected and passed. She left a hearbroken husband, five sons, and an infant daughter."
Claire could tell I had difficulty talking about it, and took my arm. "I'm sure she was a wonderful mother. I regret she passed before I had the pleasure of making her acquaintance. Mine, on the other hand, is very much alive but refuses to go past the Mississippi. I think perhaps if I see her again in this life I will have to visit her. I couldn't go before, for a variety of reasons. Perhaps when you're settled in I'll visit."
I didn't really know how to respond to that as the others entered the room. Brad and I offered to seat them, and all seemed grateful except Henrietta. She huffed as she seated herself. Frankly I was surprised she was at the table at all.
Sabrina and Jessica came in giggling and whispering. I looked at Brad and he grinned, and I knew what he was thinking. I was just barely handling the concept of raising one daughter, and now I had another young girl in the mix. Looked like I was fixing to live through some pretty interesting times. I seated Jess, and Brad seated Sabrina.
"Thank you, Daddy."
She grinned as Sabrina shyly thanked Brad. Courtney flounced in, all flaming hair and attitude, but Claire directed a few words her way, and she settled down. Conversation was stilted until Sabrina brought up the supply wagon. It seemd the late and unlamented (mostly) Buck was a bit stingy, and the ladies were wondering what he had missed, again Before I could answer Jess jumped in.
"I think you will find my father a bit more sensitive to the needs of his business partners. Perhaps Sabrina would like to help me inventory some of the items this afternoon?"
She agreed instantly as the older women looked on, wondering what caused the smirk on Jessica's face. The food was good, it seems they had an Irish lady who cooked and kept house, with the help of most of them. Henrietta thought it beneath her dignity to do labor of any kind. I decided I was either going to bring her into the real world, and if she gave me the least amount of grief I was going to give her a small stipend and point her towards the East. I think she understood some of what I was thinking when she directed a small tirade towards me.
"Ladies, with the exception of Sabrina, I will require you all meet me in the office at three this afternoon. It's time to thrash out the details of this partnership, and what we expect of each other going forward. You don't have to like me, but you have to accept me. If you make it too difficult for me to function as managing partner, I will put my portion up for sale and let you deal with whoever buys me out. He or they may not be so understanding of your plight. Claire, thank you for lunch, it was quite good. You cook is to be commended. Ladies, if you will excuse us?"
I strode out, Brad, Jessica, and Sabrina close behind me. I was already aggravated, so I headed towards the bunkhouse, steering the girls towards the supply pantry. There were at least a dozen men lounging around in the middle of the day, and it was plain they weren't in any hurry to do any work.
"You lot want to tell me why you're not out working?"
The self appointed leader grinned. "We had an agreement with Buck. Since you've replaced him, we figure if you know what's good for you you'll stick to it."
I got right in his face. "I ain't Buck. I don't see anything in writing and I see no reason to pay wages to anyone who doesn't work. If you're not out on the range in an hour, I'll consider it your notice."
Some were mumbling, and the leader, Tom Stuart, went red with anger. "What if we decide we like the way things are just find. You gonna be able to buck us all by yourself?"
"What made you think I'd be by myself? I've got a few boys around, and my brother isn't too shabby in a scrap. You don't think I'm serious? Ride out to the treeline on the East side of the ranch. That feller thought he could buffalo me with better numbers and tough talk. Take a look and tell me if it worked out like he had in mind. Ask the boys who rode with him if it's a good idea to push me or insult my family."
There was a little grumbling. The boys riding with the loudmouth had gone straight to the bunkhouse and gathered their stuff, going out to the horse pasture and wrangling their personal mounts. I paid them for the time they had worked, and wished them a good life. "A word, boys. You already tried bucking me once. If I see you on this range again, I will consider it an insult and you a danger to my family. I will take steps to resolve the situation immediately. You boys get my drift?"
The man bound for California grinned. "I'd almost like to hang around to watch the sparks fly. I've never met a man before who has such a polite way of threatening my life. I like breathin', though, so I'm gone. If you ever do run into me somewhere down the line, I can assure you it will be by complete accident, and I will make it a point to keep my hands where you can see them. Luck to you mister. You're gonna need it."
One of his partners decided California sounded like the promised land, filled with milk, honey, gold lying around loose on the ground, abounding with beautiful women, and rode out with him. The other two drifted into town, to wait and see what happened.
I turned around, going to my meeting with the ladies. The hands had had their timeline and I was pretty sure after laying it out for the women my attitude would still be sour. If push come to shove, I'll shoot first and let the chips fall where they may.
SPLIT TAILS RANCH
Part four
I walked around for a few minutes to calm down, damning Buck Henson straight to hell for creating this mess. I should have been in Texas by now, with my family. Instead I'm stuck here, hated by almost everyone I ran into to, including the attractive women who surrounded me. I couldn't regret it though, because of Jessica. All that little girl had to do was bat her eyes at me and I was in a good mood.
Speaking of angels, I walked around the house to be met by Jessica and Sabrina. "There you are! Everybody is already in the office waiting for you. I know it's early Daddy, but you need to go in there and make everything all right. Please? Oh, and thank you for letting me share the contents of our surprise with Sabrina. She has something she wants to say."
I looked at the child, obviously scared to death, taking in her almost threadbare clothes. I noticed she had her hair done up just like Conchita had taught Jessica to do. She even had new ribbons in her hair that matched what Jess wore. I also noticed a smudge of what looked a lot like chocolate on her cheek. They had found the candy, then. I'd almost bought the store out while Jess was with Conchita, hiding it among the supplies.
"Thank you, Mr. Zeke." It was said so softly I almost didn't hear her. I rubbed her cheek, smiling, knowing another piece of my heart had been claimed.
"You are very welcome, Miss Sabrina. You look very nice in your new hairstyle and ribbons. Let's get you into some new dresses, and I won't be able to tell which one of you looks better."
She blushed and I noticed a little tear, so I brushed it away, telling her not to cry. She jumped into my arms in a full on hug. Jess decided she was horning in on her territory so she jumped in, hugging me from the other side. A very nice feeling.
We broke, and they each took a hand, delivering me to the office. There were some wide eyes and startled expressions when they noticed each child had a hand, then Claire grinned.
"Ladies, it appears our new business partner has exposed a weakness, one we must exploit in our negotiations. Every time we feel he is being unreasonable or stubborn, we will turn our junior members loose on him. I'm sure after a few hugs he will be helpless to resist us. Girls, you may go now but stay close, in case we need you. Sabrina, your hair looks lovely, and those ribbons set it off. Another thing we must thank our partner for. Jessica, you are now a full fledged sister in the organization. Welcome."
Jess grinned, stuck her tongue out at me, and took Sabrina's hand, tugging her along. "Come along, Sabrina. We still have boxes to unpack."
They walked out, looking back and giggling. Claire had the first real smile I'd seen from her on her face. "Once again I find myself in your debt, Zeke. Sabrina has led a lonely life, and the appearance of your daughter has cheered her immensely. The ribbons helped. How did you think to bring them?"
"I didn't. After this meeting, those who are interested should check out the things Jessica insisted I buy. She is responsible, and she is the one you should thank."
Henrietta ruined the mood, spitting out her usual bile. "Ooh! The nice man brought us pretty ribbons! Let's all bow down to our new lord and master."
Just like that, my sour mood was back. I drew a breath to calm myself. "Miss Benson, what exactly is your role here? What expertise do you bring to the table? If it bothers you so much to be here at this ranch, or in the room with me, why don't you leave? I certainly would not want you to stay in a place that makes you so miserable. I'm truly sorry that I killed your brother, the taking of a life is no small thing no matter who it is. But truth be told I can give you a town full of witnesses that will tell you I gave him many opportunities to avoid bloodshed. It was his choice to turn them down. The wager for the ranch was my last attempt to deter him. He refused and died for his decision. So, if all you're going to do is make snide comments and disrupt this meeting, please leave. I'm sure one of the others will fill you in on what is discussed."
She had progressively gotten paler. Maybe I was getting through to her. Then Courtney spoke up. "I hope you throw her out! I'm tired of living with a bitch! Nothing is good enough yet she refuses to get off her ass and do anything to make it better. Her asshole brother let her sit around and act like a princess while he tried to have relations with every other female in his house. I hope it was painful and he suffered horribly before he died!"
"Miss Courtney, that is quite a revalation. I can see by the look on Miss Claire's face she was unaware of this. But, yet again, why didn't you leave if the situation became unbearable? Please contain yourself and if you find it impossible, leave the room."
It was her turn to grow paler. In the end both stayed but were very subdued. Claire sighed. "The truth of the matter, Mr. Walters, Zeke, is that we're all stuck here. My father passed and left us in dire straits. I had married Buck, he seemed very nice and had a big ranch, so they came to stay with us. The same is true for Henrietta. Her parents passed and Buck was the only family she had left. She has no money of her own, no one she can turn to. She feels trapped, because she truly is."
She sighed once again. "I feel I should be frank with you if we're to truly be partners. The fact is I made a mistake when I married my husband. Oh, he was charming and I thought I loved him. In retrospect I believe it was more infatuation. His attitude changed when we got here, he was more lord and master than loving husband. I think his frustration with me grew when I didn't bear him a child. Perhaps there was something wrong with me. Perhaps it was him. We'll never know now, will we? I still long for children, perhaps, if I ever remarry, I will be blessed. Sorry, back to business. The fact is we're all stuck here, Zeke, and all pretty much at your mercy. Perhaps if you would tell us what you expect, and we shall see what we can do."
I had to think about it for a minute. Then it came to me. "I expect you to help me make this ranch a thriving business. I see trouble ahead, the amount of hands your late husband has is almost twice what it would take to run this spread, and most seemed disinclined to work. I will handle that, as soon as I find out why there are so many. I suspect it has connections to criminal enterprises. I hope one of you has some training with treating wounds."
For the first time since the meeting started, Paris spoke up. "I was studying to be a nurse when we were forced to move out here. I'm not afraid of the sight of blood."
"Well then, Miss Paris, you are the official doctor for the Split Trails Ranch. Make a list of medical supplies you might need and I will see that you get them."
She was still stunned when I turned to Courtney. "What skill set can you bring to the group, Miss Courtney?" She was still trying to process my request, started to smart off, and thought better of it. "I'm afraid the only things I can offer are domestic skills. I will admit I'm a very good seamstress, and I have a good eye towards making a house homey."
"Very good. I appoint you directress of domestic affairs. It appears you could all use new dresses, so make that your priority."
Henrietta finally admitted, after prodding, that she had no skills at all. "Very well, then. You'll be the spare hand, assisting where needed. Understand?"
She nodded, not knowing if she was going to like it or not. That just left Claire. She grinned. "I've had some business training, with my late father and at school. I've a good head for figures. It used to irk me no end that Jack wouldn't let me close to the books. After he passed I understood why. There weren't any."
"Very well then, you are the new business manager. Again, if you need supplies, tell me and we'll acquire them."
"What about Sabrina?"
"Sabrina has a full time job being a child. I don't know what kind of education she has, but she needs to be able to read, write, and do sums. I would like her to have as much knowledge as possible. I expect each of you to instruct both her and my daughter according to your strengths. Are we all agreed then?"



They nodded, some with more enthusiasm than others. "Very good. Now we will discuss wages. I do not expect you to labor for just room and board. I will pay you a fair wage for your skills. Henrietta, since you have little skills, you will receive twenty dollars a month, with raises as your skills increase. Courtney, you will receive thirty. Claire and Paris will receive forty each, because of their knowledge. Is this acceptable?"
I could tell they were surprised to hear I was paying. A good ranchhand made thirty a month, so Claire and Paris were drawing what a good segundo would make. It was what I was paying Bill and he seemed quite pleased. It would increase it as he became foreman. Brad would be leaving as soon as he thought it was safe to do so and I would need him. He had his own dreams to pursue.
There were actual smiles, and they seemed to be getting along for the first time since I'd arrived. Maybe this would work after all. After the meeting was over Jess and Sabrina met us at the door, almost quivering with excitement. They dragged the ladies off to see the treasures I had brought. Brad met me on the porch.
"Most went out to see what was left of the fella you plugged. One got a little pale. A couple got mad. Upshot is four came to me wanting to draw their wages and leave. I paid them off and they're gone. A couple of the others were arguing with the rest, and I think they may be out of the equation. One disappeared with a rifle. Bud is dogging him. If he even looks like he's about to do something foolish he'll get a bullet for his trouble. Still leaves five. Sonny and Carlos are waiting."
He was holding the Colt, and I had a feeling I'd be looking for another shotgun soon. He was talking about shortening the barrel and the stock to make it a better close quarters weapon.
We walked back to the bunkhouse, Carlos and Sonny falling into step. "If it's just one on one, I'll handle it. If it turns into a free for all, pick your targets. I'm going to try to make it personal for the leader and maybe the rest will stay out of it."
Four were lounging on the porch and I frowned. I knew about the one with the rifle, but where was the fifth? Sonny must have been reading my mind, because he split off, going around back. I was suddenly tired of talking people out of gettin' killed.
Before the man could speak I cut him off. "Leave right this minute or pull you piece. I'm tired of wastin' my time talking and ending up killing somebody anyway."
We heard a grunt, and Sonny walked out the side door. The man inside was no longer a concern. Their edge gone, the leader tried to talk. I shot him. Brad's shot gun boomed twice, and two more went down, one almost blown in two. The other one had his hands up, crying. He had obviously pissed his pants. I left him alive for one reason. "I want you take a messge. You tell whoever is behind all this I'm not fooling around. If you're on this spread and not working for me, I'm shootin' you where I find you. You make sure they understand. Now change your pants and gather your stuff. Leave the others lying, and if I can find out they have relatives, I'll send them their possibles along with whatever wages they had comin'. Just then a rifle boomed and I grinned. "I'll do the same for the feller on the hill. And once you deliver that message, you clear out of this territory. I'm not even gonna threaten you with what will happen if I run into you. Be gone before an hour passes. Understand?"
I turned around, surprised to see Claire standing about fifty feet back, a rifle in her hands. "You'll do, Mr. Walters, yes indeed tou will." She turned and walked off grinning. Apparently violence and death didn't upset as much as most women.
By the end of the week I was down to just enough hands to run the spread. Claire turned out to be an excellent horsewoman, and Henrietta was fair. I took them with me on an inspection tour, and we made plans to move the cattle a little farther South. The hands had already moved them once but not far enough for my liking. We also did a rough tally, and Claire frowned. "There should be about a third more, according to what Buck told me. I wonder where the others went?"
We resolved to find out once things were running smoothly. The ladies had settled to their tasks with a vengeance. I was particularly impressed when Sabrina and Jessica appeared a the supper table in matching new dresses. They were quite a pair, Jess with her honey blond hair and Sabrina with her jet black tresses. Of course I praised them, as well as their seamstress, for the way she made them look. All the ladies were sporting new clothes, except for the seamstress. Seems she was too busy making the others to make one for herself.
I turned to Courtney. "As managing partner, I am ordering you not to make another dress until you have made two for yourself, and I expect to see one in two days. Understand?"
She was a lot calmer these days, and instead of snapping off, she grinned. "Yes boss. I'll need the spare hand to help."
Even Henrietta was calmer, even if she wasn't the friendliest person on the ranch. She nodded her head, agreeing.
The girls had been very excited to see all the things Jess talked me into buying, stuff they had needed that Jack had refused to get. The meals improved, and I think Jess had a little to do with that. When she and Sabrina weren't helping, they were being schooled. Henrietta was the best at making them understand things, and I knew she would get a raise soon. She seemed to enjoy teaching. I may give her the title of head of education. When they weren't studying or helping, they were off on little adventures. They were riding Sweetie double, and Jess informed me Sabrina had a birthday coming up. "She needs her own horse, Daddy." The hands that had stayed were shaping up into a pretty good crew, and part of their rides were delivering homemade cookies and snacks to the men close by on the range, often riding along and watching them. Jessica was especially impressed with the roping skills, and an older hand took them under his wing and taught them how to it. Sabrina was better at it than Jess was, but she was a better horsewoman. Sweetie seemed to take to it naturally, until she had developed into a pretty good cutting horse.
I had Carlos send a message to his rancher friend, asking him to be on the lookout for a small horse if he didn't have one. It seemed I had a hard time telling the ladies no, especially the small ones. A fact they recognized and often used to their advantage.
A week before we were due a supply run, they presented me with all kinds of lists. I just laughed and tossed it down. "I won't be getting any of that."
They were shocked and I laughed again. "I won't be getting it because you will. I won't have time to run all over town, so I'm taking you all along. Beside, it'll be payday. I haven't run into a ranchhand yet that didn't like to go into town and blow off some steam and spend some of their wages. Make plans."
That triggered off a flurry of activity, and the addition of another wagon, an old Conestoga that had been in storage. I wondered how much it was going to cost the ranch to fill that up.
We hadn't run into anyone when we moved the cattle, and they were fattening up nicely. I figured for a fall drive, if I could get a good price from the Army. They were buying everything they could, to feed their own troops and the Indians they had on reservations. I had culled a lot that I intended to sell, leaving as many cows and young heifers as I could. I was also thinking about importing a couple of bulls from back East to improve the Longhorns that made up most of the herd. I discussed it with Claire and the girls at the dinner table, and she sent some feelers out, even advertised in a few stock journals.
The girls were so excited to be going to town they hardly slept the night before. Seems it had been over a year since any of them left the ranch. We were rolling before daylight. Bill and Sonny were staying behind to keep an eye on things. Carlos was going along to visit family. Bud was going because Soibahn was. When they told me they had an Irishwoman for a cook, I was thinking about a grandmotherly type. Sissy was just seventeen, a willowy redhead with green eyes. Bud was smitten the first time he saw her. She flirted back gently, and now all they had eyes for was each other.
Claire was on her horse, the buckskin mare I had brought along. She had bonded with it the first time she rode it, declaring it her horse and was off limits to anyone else. Courtney and Henrietta were on the seat of the big wagon, apparently getting along quite well. Sissy and Paris were on the buckboard. Sabrina was with Jessica, riding double. They would get off every once in a while to give Sweetie a rest, sitting between the women on the wagons.
I was amazed at how much trouble it was to set up camp. Jess and Sabrina were sleeping in her little tent, the girls in the Conestoga. All the men were sleeping on the ground, and there was always two of us awake, watching. Jess and Sabrina were assistant camp cooks, helping Sissy feed the traveling horde. Besides Carlos, Brad, Bud, and myself, we had six hands along. They got to go by luck of the draw, and it was understood they were out of it the next month. We rode loose in the saddle, these were still unsettled times.
We were quite a sight when we rolled into town. The desk clerk at the hotel almost fainted when all the girls trooped in, demanding rooms and baths. He knew Jess was mine and asked which one of the others was. "All of them," I said grinning.
"You some kind of Mormom?"
"Nope, just lucky, I guess."
He started mumbling and sorting rooms. I took advantage of the time to go to the bank and see my lawyer. I made arrangements to pick up the payroll on the way out of town, but pulled out enough to pay off the boys with us, and the girls. Then I went off to get my own bath and put on my 'city clothes', a suit I'd ordered, as well as ones for Brad, Bud, Carlos, Sonny, and Bill. Like I said, I wanted to project an image as a successful businessman and rancher and wanted those around us to reflect that.
There was a lot of hoorahing and joshing as we bathed, two at a time. I still wasn't sure how we'd be received. Then it was off to the barber, where we had our boots shined as we waited. I don't know who was more impressed when we met up for dinner. The girls were wearing new dresses, in a style copied from one of the magazines I'd brought when I arrived, with matching hats. Even Jessica and Sarbina were dressed to the nines, living breathing dolls. It was gonna break my heart when they grew up. We complimented each other, turning heads as we walked down the boardwalk.
The men tipped their hats and the women smiled in greeting. Most had never seen them and weren't sure who they were. One older gentleman smiled. "You have a lovely family, sir."
I thanked him for the compliment. I was escorting Claire, holding her elbow. Jessica was on one side holding Claire's hand, and Sabrina was locked down on mine. Bud was holding Sissy's hand, Henrietta was being escorted by Carlos, and Brad was trailing along behind, Courtney on one arm and Paris on the other.
Conchita broke into a big smile and rushed up to Carlos, wrapping him in a hug. Then she did the same to me. I saw Claire's eyes narrow a little, Conchita wasn't much older than Carlos, and was a very handsome woman. It bothered her even more when we held a conversation in Spanish. Then she turned to Claire. "Be careful with this one, senorita. I think maybe he could be very dangerous to love." Claire was shocked for a minute and then grinned. "I don't know, madame. So far it looks fairly easy, judging by the girls."
I flamed red and the whole crowd laughed. Soon we were dining, Brad and Jessica giving a running description of what we were eating. Sissy was doing everything but taking notes, so I knew our dinners were about to expand for the better. I had read the local paper while I waited for my haircut, and there was a traveling company of actors presenting a lighthearted piece by a modern playwright. I managed to secure good tickets, declaring it a reward for all the hard work they had put in, and after dinner we stolled over to the theater.
It was quite good, with more than a few laughs. Sabrina and Jessica sat in front of us, spellbound. Claire and the girls were also having a good time, and I noticed about halfway through the performance she was holding my hand. Deciding it was a pleasant feeling, I left it there. At the end, she suddenly realized she had been doing it, turning loose of my hand and flaming red. I just grinned and put it back.
The night was not quite over, and when we left the theater we went to the hotel dining room. In honor of the entertainment, they were staying open late, offering cakes, pastries, and frozen pudding, which was the rage at the time. Sarina and Jessica had never tasted it, and ate so fast they got headaches, trying to wash it away by drinking their saspirillas. The adults had the surprisingly rich coffee, and I chose an almond torte. The rest of the women went with the frozen puddiing, something they had also never had.
We stood in the lobby after dessert, not wanting the night to end. The children were starting to droop, so Claire and I escorted them to their room. They insisted on staying together in a room between mine and Claire's. Before they went in, they seated me on a chair in the lobby. "Daddy, Sabrina and I have been thinking. We have decided to become sisters. Since we are now sisters, that gives her the right to call you Daddy as well. Please tell us you agree."
Claire as looking on shocked while Sabrina was near tears. Stunned, i thought it over. For about five seconds. I gently placed her on my lap and gave her a hug. "Welcome, daughter. It would be an honor to be known as your father. Thank you."
She was full on crying by then, holding me like her life depended on it. She finally calmed down, kissed my cheek, and said "Good night, Daddy. I will love you, you'll see.."
"I can already see. I'll love you too, baby. I'll love you as much as I love your sister. Now you girls go to bed, there's lots to get done tomorrow."
Claire was looking at me with a small smile on her face, tears rolling down her cheeks. My eyes were a little blurred as well. Damn, it looks like a hotel as expensive as this one would do a better job of dusting.
When she could finally speak, she surprised me. "Please don't hurt her, Zeke. She hasn't got a lot of love from men in her life, and this is all new to her. It will break her heart when you leave."
I grinned. "Why would I leave? I own most of what will eventually be one of the nicest spreads in the state, surrounded by beautiful and intelligent women. I'm a family man now, with two daughters to consider. So if you're thinking about running me off, I'm putting you on notice. It won't be near as easy as you think. Goodnight, Claire. I had a really nice time tonight."
"So did I, Zeke Walters. The best. You're a hell of a man, mister." The she shocked the shit out of me by giving me a little kiss, grinning as she shut her door. Jessica had forgotten to tell me something, and opened the door just as it happened. She just smirked and closed the door.
We had breakfast in the hotel dining room, then it was time for business. I pulled out my wallet. "Payday, ladies. I want you to know you all did a good job this month. A man couldn't ask for more." I went from the least to the most, surprising Henrietta by handing her twenty five instead of twenty.
"You deserve it, Henri, you've done a really good job, especially as a teacher. You may have missed your calling."
I gave Courtney hers next, adding the same bonus as I gave Henri. "You are a whiz with a needle, Corky. The best I've ever seen." I cheated a little and paid them all in fives to make it look like more. She joined Henri in her sniffling.
"Paris, thank you for taking care of us. When the girls got the sniffles, and Tony broke his arm, you were right there, knowing exactly what to do. You would have made a hell of a doctor."
Finally I turned to Claire, handing her fifty dollars. "You're the glue, Claire, the one who held this family together trough some pretty rough times. Now that you have our finances in order, maybe there can be bigger bonuses in the future."
Finally I turned to my girls, handing them five ones apeice. "Here babies. This is for being good daughters and paying attention to what Henri is teaching you. Don't spend it all on candy!"
They grinned and Sabrina spoke. "We won't, Daddy. We'll get you to buy that for us."
The women, except for Claire, all looked at me funny when she called me Daddy and I just smiled.
"Well then, now that business had been conducted, it's time to shop!" They practically ran out of the room, but not before I cautioned them. "This is your personal money. You spend it on the ranch and I'll tan your hides. If you need something, tell Claire. If she thinks it's a good idea, you'll get it. Now go!"
I took advantage of their shopping spree to see Senor Gomez. I made sure I brought gifts for the family, ribbons for the wife and daughters, as well as a good stock of candy. I gave him a nice pocketknife. He had some more stock for sale and I bought the best of the lot, eight horses that looked like they had stamina and speed. Five were mares, and I figured I'd let my black have a go at them, and increase my herd naturally.
I was disappointed on one level, thinking he hadn't found anything for Sabrina, when one of the daughters brought out a little chestnut mare, almost exactly the same size as Sweetie. "I've been working with her. She has a good disposition and she'll be more than gentle enough for your little girl." He had made a brown saddle that looked like part of her back, along with a matching bridle. I couldn't wait to see Sabrina's face. I made arrangments to have her brought out last when we picked them up.
I was met with a whole group of irritated women who wanted to know where I went. It bothered them no end when I told them it was 'man business', smiling and refusing to say more. They all looked a little miffed until Sabrina and Jessica laughed. "We'll get it out of him. He might be about to say no to one, but both of us will wear him down."
That calmed them, and they decided to tell me what they had purchased, item by item, until they saw I was kind of glassy eyed. "Girls, stop. He's a man, and it's just not good to give them too much information at one time. We'll be gentle, and give it to him in small doses. They're serving frozen pudding in the dining room, let's take him and get some sugar in him, then he might be able to pay attention."
The frozen pudding did indeed revive me. The 'juniors', as the girls called them, got huge bowls, and sprinkled it with jellybeans and cookies. It was quite a sight. I walked them back to their rooms for some rest, all but Claire and the little ones. Those I needed.
We went to the bank, and I was surprised when the manager called her by name. She grinned. "We were in here while you were gone. All of us opened accounts and deposited half our wages. A practice we will continue."
I commended them, then we entered the private office, leaving the girls outside. I asked if he had the letters of incorporation filed, and he surprised me by saying he hadn't, pending my approval of changes Claire had made. We would have to get our lawyer to file the revised version, then notify him. I looked at her, wondering what she was up to.
"We thought about what you said about the ranch belonging to all of us. I agree, and decided to give them a vested interest. Paris, Henri, Courtney, and Sabrina all will get five per cent, with me as Sabrina's guardian. I didn't include Jessica because if anything happens to you your share will automatically go to her. Oh yes, I found out about the will. I approve, a parent should always try to insure their offspring are provided for in case of his or her sudden demise. I kept the rest. Do you agree?"



I smiled. "This is me figuratively bowing to your keen business sense. Of course I agree. Now, on to money." I showed her the balance and she was shocked. I explained about the bloated savings account while the operational account was almost empty. I then proceeded to sign papers authorizing Claire access to the money should I be unavailable. I could sense the banker disapproved of allowing a woman unfettered access to that much money, but he didn't know Claire. I made sure we had a copy of the agreement, and another to be filed at my lawyer's office. I again pulled a few hundred out for expenses, giving most of it to Claire.
We met with the lawyer, and once again I was impressed. He grinned at us. "Just so you know, the rumor now is that you manipulated Buck into the agreement before killing him with the intent purpose of taking his wife. It doesn't matter that you had no idea who Buck was, that he owned a ranch, or that he was married to such a stunning woman."
I grinned back at him. "If I had known about her, I would probably shot him a lot quicker. Alas, we are just business partners."
Clare blushed before her spirit rose. "If I had known what kind of man he was, I may have fiddled with Buck's pistol, to make sure he had no chance of hurting Zeke."
We all laughed, and he sorted out the papers for us. I shocked Claire no end when I changed my will, naming Jess and Sabrina equal beneficiaries of any estate I might have should I pass. I also named Claire guardian of Jessica until she reached 21 years of age. She surprised us by crying.
The business concluded, he invited us to a dance being held that evening, a benefit held to help finish a school for the town. The building was almost complete before they ran out of funds. I saw Claire perk up, and knew we were going.
After we left, I had one more stop to make. The gunsmith was very glad to see me. "Did you get the items I asked for?"
"Most of them. Some haven't come in yet. I'll send them along as soon as they get here."
Claire was wandering the shop, looking at the weapons. It occurred to me I didn't know if she knew how to shoot. I asked. "Buck didn't allow guns in the house, except in his office. I think he was afraid of Courtney. I've shot before, but I'm not very good."
I didn't like that at all. I still felt like trouble was coming, and they needed to know how to defend themselves. "Well, I'm not him. I feel women should know how to defend themselves, in case a man is not around. Would you be adverse to the idea of me getting weapons for all our girls?"
"A month ago I would have said no, afraid Henrietta would try to kill you. Now, though, she would probably shoot at anyone who looked at you crosswise."
"Let's hope it doesn't come to that."
I asked the gunsmit for an opinion, and he didn't hesitate. "Double barrel shotguns. You don't have to be a good shot, you just have to be close. Double ought buck would be my choice of shot. It's not as lethal as triple ought, but it puts more lead in the air. A couple of Winchesters to keep them away, and a few pistols if it gets up close and personal."
I almost cleaned him out. Eight double barreled shotguns, all twelve or ten guage except for one I had custom ordered for Sabrina. A smaller version, in .410 guage. I bought all the buckshot shells he had, along with some birdshot, and ordered a couple more cases deliviered to the ranch when they came in. I also picked up the little 32-20 rifle I'd ordered for Jessica. I got four Peacemakers, three Remingtons, and two S&W's, with five boxes of ammo for each. I was almost out the door when he asked if I still wanted the Lightning. It was in .38, not .32 like Jessica's, and he'd also had a custom holster made, with Sabrina's initials in it. It was of brown leather, and not quite as fancy as the rig Jess had, but it would do. It got added to the pile.
Claire was deep in thought as we walked away. "You're expecting troule." It wasn't a question, and I had no intention of lying to her.
"The whole deal with the South side of the ranch, that money Buck was sitting on, yes I do. I got the feeling that wasn't his money, and sooner or later somebody will want it back. I have no intention of giving it to them, so there will be a fight."
"Do you think if you gave them the money they would leave?"
"Not a chance. They've had a good thing going for a while now, and they'll want to continue. If we don't give them what they want, they'll come after us. No, I'd rather bring the fight to them."
She was deep in thought as we walked, and without realizing it she reached for my hand, and held it like a lifeline in a stormy sea.
SPLIT TAILS RANCH , PART 5
She didn't realize she was holding my hand until the girls came running up to us. They stopped and stared before breaking into huge grins. She looked down, flushed to the roots of her hair, and let go. It just wasn't done in the day and time, especially if the woman was newly widowed. It especially wasn't done with the man who had killed her husband.
She was expected to wear black in mourning for a year, but she steadfastly refused. "To do so would honor the bastard, and that's not going to happen." As a compromise she wore muted brown and dark blues. It didn't matter, because she looked spectacular in everything she wore.
The girls stopped staring and blurted out what they were going to tell us. "We've been thinking. We both have a Daddy now, but we don't have a mother. I know she's your sister and I'm a stranger, but we'd like to call you mother, or Momma? May we?"
Tears sprang into her eyes, and she knelt, opening her arms. They piled in, giving her a tremendous hug. When they finally broke, Sabrina smiled. "Is it all right then? We call you Momma?"
"That would please me greatly, my babies. I, in turn will introduce you from now on as my daughters. Now come , my children, and escort us back to the hotel. We have news."
We walked sedately down the boardwalk. Claire had the girls firmly under her arms, and they were hugging her every chance they got. I enjoyed the view greatly. The moment was broken by the sound of a strident and jarring voice.
"Zeke Walters! I heared you was in town! Why ain't you been to see me yet?"
There she was, the whore that had started the whole series of events that led me to where I am now. She was almost sedately dressed, carrying a couple of boxes. Whores are people too, I guess, and they sometimes walked the street, visiting the stores. They weren't always welcomed but they were tolerated. Claire took one look and sent the children to gather everyone in the lobby.
"Miss Delilah," I said in acknowledgement. I looked over at Claire, surprised to see her grinning. That couldn't be good.
"Honey, where are your manners? Introduce us." 'Honey?', where did that come from? I liked the sound of it though.
"Miss Delilah, this is Claire Benson of the Split Trails Ranch, my business partner. Miss Claire, this is Miss Delilah, a local...business person."
Claire actually shook her hand. "It appears I must thank you madam. Apparently you are the thing my husband valued enough to lose his life over, leaving me free to live mine. I think I came out ahead, do you not agree? Oh, and I think I can speak for Zeke here when I say he won't be requiring your services anytime soon." She put her hand possesively on my arm to drive home her point.
This was indeed a strange conversation, one I wanted to end quickly. I note Delilah looked like she had aged five years in the weeks since I'd seen her, but that could be because I was seeing her in the daylight through sober eyes. She'd lost a tooth, right in front, and had the remnants of two black eyes. Disappointed customer, I'd wager.
Delilah couldn't resist. "There's always next time, Zeke. Perhaps you won't be as distracted then."
The steel in Claire's voice came through. "There will be no next time. Zeke has his hands full running the ranch and seeing to the needs of four rather attractive women and raising two daughters. I'm sure he'll have fond memories of your time together, but that part of his life is over. Isn't that right, Zeke?"
"Yes dear," I said, trying to hide my grin. "I will remember you fondly, Delilah. You're the reason I'm where I'm at today. Please accept this as a token of my gratitude." I held out a twenty dollar gold eagle, more than she could make in a week in her profession. She didn't hesitate to take it, running her hand over my palm.
"If you ever change your mind..."
I thought fire would shoot out of Cliare's eyes, as she snatched my hand back. "I'm quite sure he won't! Good day, Miss Delilah."
She practically dragged me down the street. "What was that all about?"
She rolled her eyes. "Men are idoits. My husband was, you are, I'm sure all your male relatives have impared reasoning. I guess I need to draw you a picture. We'll be having that discussion after the dance."
She let go of me just before we got to the hotel, stalking regally into the lobby. Our crowd was gathered, wondering what the news was.
"There is to be a dance tonight, a fundraiser for the local school building. We have been invited to attend. Men, make sure your suits are clean, your boots polished,and make be clean shaven. Girls, with me. We must prepare."
Brad and I grinned. We were pretty good dancers, our mother instructing us in the social graces expected of a young gentleman. The rest of our crew were in good shape. Jessica wanted to learn to dance, and it seems Courtney could play the piano, so we spent two nights a week teaching her and Sabrina, and taking turns with the rest of the ladies. Bud and Sonny had no clue, but the ladies patiently walked them through, even though they had bruised toes the first week. Bud tended to partner with Sissy, and they moved well together.
The hands could hear the piano, and one told Brad he was classically trained, but hadn't touched a piano in years. Brad told Courtney, and she immediately confronted him when he came in, odering him to the parlor when he was cleaned up. She let him noodle on the days we weren't practicing until he got his skills back.
Claire surprised us all by having the piano moved out onto the wraparound porch on Thursday evenings. The hands would come in, eat, and gather in the yard as Wilhelm played. He'd come with his parents from Hamburg when he was a child, and sitll had a trace of an accent. He would play for awhile, and then Courtney would take over. When they played waltzes, I would gather up Claire and spin her across the yard. Bud would dance with Sissy, showing off his skills. Brad usually had Henrietta and Paris partnered with Carlos. Carlos would get out his guitar, surprisingly knowing a few of the classical pieces. Then he would play a few Spanish songs, singing in his high clear tenor. He taught Henri a few of the milder Spanish dances, and they would show us all up as they flew through the steps. Jessica and Sabrina would drag the cowboys out, making them dance. Some were pretty awful.
The second week Courtney made an announcement. "Gentlemen, it has come to our attention that some of you cannot dance. As representatives of this ranch, you are expected to be competent in all skills, so tonight, we start lessons. You do not have to particpate, but when we go to barn dances, do you really want to be the ones sitting on the sides while your partners are twirling some pretty young thing across the floor? Now, those who want to learn step up."
They formed a line, not one refusing. It was pretty funny at first, but soon enough they got the hang of it. Thursday night became a big thing. Sissy and the girls would prepare an extra good meal, the boys would clean up, line up, and the music would start. We would be done by nine, as everybody needed their sleep. I noticed the crew seemed to be a lot neater than before, and seemed a more closeknit group. I said as much to Claire.
"Zeke, you're a good man, and there's not a lot you don't know about cattle. But you're a man, and you don't really consider everything else. That's why you need us. We'll keep the crew balanced, make sure they understand they belong here. You have to admit, things have run a lot more smoothly since we got involved. If nothing else, you'll have the best dancers in the territory. It's why I send the girls out with snacks. Everything we do binds them to us tighter, makes them more loyal. Some of the boys just stayed to watch you fail. That's not working out so well for them, is it?"
I wanted to kiss her right then, in gratitude. In honesty, I had begin wanting to kiss her in ways that had nothing to do with gratitude. Claire was a fine figure of a woman. She'd lost her girlish figure, and the only word I can think of to describe her is lush. Her body was very well rounded, a really nice bust tapering to a narrow waist before flaring out into a very nice bottom. As nice as her body was, I was attracted to her mind just as much. In all my life, I don't think I ever met a smarter person. Many of the things implemented came fom her, and they almost always improved life on the ranch.
Not that the others didn't have ideas. They always followed Claire's lead, and little Sabrina even came up with one that pleased the ladies no end. She came to me one day, holding a book, almost stuttering in excitement. Jess and she seemed to be joined at the hip, if you saw one, you saw the other. She finally got tired of her stuttering.
"Sabrina! Calm down. Show Daddy what you found."
It was a history book. I had a system in place. If anyone could find reading material and bring it to the house, I gave them a bonus. It didn't matter if the newspaper was two months old, we always found something worth remembering in it. I paid a premium for books and magazines. This book came from an engineer who had gone broke. I bought his whole collection, thinking they would never get read. Sabrina and Jessica had a habit of reading all we got at the urging of Henri, to improve their skill and expose them to things they couldn't find in a primer. They roared through everything, dazzling us with information at the dinner table.
She finally got her voice to work. "Daddy, could we please build this?"
The book turned out to be on ancient plumbing techniques. One chapter dscribed in detail how the Romans heated their houses with hollow ceramic pipes that ran through the floor of every room, the heat being pushed through the pipes by natural invection. I filed that away for later. What she wanted me to look at was a bath system based on waterfalls. The water was piped in to an overhead tank, and could be heated by the sun or a small furnace. A person stood under the tank and pulled a chain, that released the water through small holes in a large spout. It was kind of like standing in the rain, except the rain was warm. It beat the heck out of having to heat massive amounts of water for their Saturday night baths.
I told the girls to say nothing, and got our resident carpenter in on it. We ordered a couple of galvanized stock tanks and all the piping we would need. There was a small waterfall about a half of a mile from the house, perfect for our purposes. We set a series of pipes to convey the water to the tanks, in a spot that got full sun. The first tank was usually warmer, and as the water level dropped, the second tank filled it. You usually had about two hundred gallons before the water got cold. We deliberately misled the ladies, telling them it was a new watering system for the cattle.
We built a bathhouse under the tanks, including a changing room and a cupboard for towels. The floor was concrete with a small drain set into the middle, the waste water going into a holding pond. The water usually evaporated in the summer. Paul rigged up the heads from four watering cans I'd found, so it really was like standing in a warm rain.
The girls got to try it first, and I grinned listening to them laugh and play. They probably used up all the water in the first tank playing, but it was worth it. Since I was the only one around, they came out in their petticoats, carrying their clothes. Sabrina was only eleven, still a child, but Jessica was starting to get a woman's shape. She was going to be a real heartbreaker when she got older. I had a vision of lovestruck boys mooning around. They shimmied into their riding skirts and blouses and ran to me. The hugs and kisses flew, and the time and expense was worth it just to see their happy faces.
We rode up to the house later, and I gathered the women. "Sabrina has found a way to make our lives better, and I followed her suggestion. She will tell you what you will need. Please follow her without question, all will be revealed when you get there."
They were buzzing with excitement, wondering what was going on. They gathered a change of clothes, and we rode out to what I called the bathhouse. Once they understood what it was the clothes flew in the changing room. I sat under a tree on watch, listening to the squeals and laughter. To save water, they bathed two at a time. They came out, all but Claire, hair shining from the products Sabrina had me buy. No lye soap for my girls, no sir.
They all gave me hugs and kisses on my cheek. Henrietta seemed the most grateful. "You know, I hated you for a while. But then I found out how my brother was. I think I always knew, but refused to admit it. You're probably the best thing that ever happened to us."
Then she planted a kiss on my lips, and it wasn't exactly what you would call sisterly. I looked up to see Claire frowning. I was shocked to see her in her pantaloons. I had to revise my opinion of her body. It was beyond stunning. She slammed the door, obviously pissed.
I saw a lot of butt kissing in my future. Then I got a vision of being able to actually kiss her butt, and got even more flustered.
All this happened about two months after the first time we all went to town. I realized of all the girls, the only one I could see was Claire. I was a little confused, wondering if she could stand a life with the man who killed her husband. She was sending out subtle little signs, a touch here, a kiss on the cheek there, always when we were alone or with just the girls.
I grinned, thinking back to the dance. The girls were dressed to the nines, even Jess and Sabrina. We were at least presentable in our cleaned suits, hair slicked back, boots shining. Claire hadn't outright asked, but she'd hinted how much more handsome I'd be cleanshaven, so the handlebar went. Brad, Carlos, and the rest of the crew just grinned, and once when my back was turned I heard a bad falsetto "Zeke's so handsome now! I think I shall swoon!'' I whirled around but the whole crew had all found something fascinating to look at that was nowhere near where I was standing. They couldn't hide those grins, though.
The dance was just a short walk, and we strolled along, the girls chattering happily, the guys grinning because they were in such good company. Claire had her hand on my arm, and each of the girls had a hand. We made a pretty good looking family, in my opinion.
The room was huge and still a little crowded. There was punch and little nibbles on a table, and a band consisting of a guitar, a mandolin, and a fiddle. There was a piano in the corner, but no one knew how to play it. I was sure Courtney would be sitting in front of it before the night was out. Wilhelm was one of the lucky ones, and I knew he'd be spelling her. They had dressed up as best they could, wearing what Courtney called their 'company shirts.' She'd made one for every man on the ranch, bright red, double breasted with brass buttons. The name of the ranch was embrodried on one breast, their first name on the other. The girls told me they'd done that because a lot of them were the same size, and they didn't want squabbles to break out. They'd gotten red scarves to match on their own. They cut quite a figure, especially when it became known they all knew how to dance. There was a lot of jealous cowboys that ended up watching while our bunch monopolized the ladies.



Kids were swirling around the yard, as this was a family affair, and drinking was frowned on. Of course, there were always a few with flasks, but as long as they were discreet and behaved, nothing was said. Conversation pretty much came to a standstill when we entered. Courtney had outdone herself with the dresses, the style from one of the magazines and well above the normal dress one would find on the frontier. They weren't revealing except for a hint of their bust, but they were form fitting and everyone knew there was a good looking woman under it. There was a jeweler in town, and Brad, surprising everyone, got all the girls down to the kids matching cameos. They were quite a sight.
They were immediately mobbed by men asking for dances. They danced, never getting too close, and only once with the ones who got a litttle too friendly. Claire refused to dance with anyone but me, although she did give a waltz to our lawyer and the Marshall. The girls, used to adult company, got tired of being outside and came in, each dragging a little boy along. They pretty much made them dance, guiding them through simple box steps. I danced with each, slow waltzes they seemed to enjoy.
We were having a good time until a young man, son of one of the merchants, decided to dance with Jessica. She danced with him once, the distaste plain on her face. She refused him twice more, and he suddenly cut in, shouldering her partner out of the way. She didn't know what to do so she continued to dance knowing the song was about over. When it ended, he whispered something in her ear. The band had stopped, and you could hear the slap over the whole hall. "How dare you! I know you must be used to associating with whores by the manner of your suggestion, but you obviously don't know how to treat a lady!"
Those close by laughed, making him flame red. I was across the hall like a shot, and got there just as he snarled. "Who do you think you are? We all know your story, you and your brothers were nothing but bums. Then you find someone who dresses you up like a lady. What do you do to show him your gratitude?"
I grabbed his shoulder and snatched him away just in time for the punch Jess aimed at his face to sail by. I knew he was going to have bruises but didn't care in the least. "I'll tell you what she does. She gives me the love of a daughter. Have your parents never taught you manners? If you do not apologize to my daughter this instant, and sound like you mean it, you better have a pistol in your hand the next time I see you, or I'll gun you down like the mangy dog you are. Better yet, we'll just get it over with now. I checked my weapons at the door. Let's collect them and go outside. I'd hate to get blood on this new floor, or have your parents watch you die."
He was getting paler by the second, not used to facing a man in a killing rage. Knowing he was just a hair's breath away from dying, he almost fainted. Three things saved his life, the first was the Marshall, stepping in between us. "Zeke, you need to calm down. Let me handle this."
The next was Claire getting a grip on my arm. "Please, honey, he's not worth it."
The third was his parents showing up. The father was very angry. Besides the deplorable behavior of his son, I was one of his biggest customers, and the thought of losing his son and my business at the same time was very upsetting. The boy, facing two sets of very angry parents and the law, wilted. He almost sobbed out an apology. Apparently he had been drinking, heavily. The Marshall took him by the arm. "I'm taking him down to jail. Maybe a night in the drunk tank will change the way he acts in public."
His mother had tears in her eyes, from the acts of her child and the embarrassment of it happening among their friends. Claire took over, taking the woman by the hand. "Perhaps, Marshall, his mother and I can intervene. Yes, what he did was deplorable, but he's barely past being a child. Maybe being thrown in jail with ruffians would not be in his best interests."
I grunted disdainfully. By the time I was his age I'd been on two trail drives, been shot, and had killed three men, including a Kiowa who wanted to get up close. I had no sympathy. In the end, he was sent home, his father promising him a hiding. I saw him the next day, and he was moving mighty stiffly. I grinned and slapped him on the back really hard, laughing at his squeal of pain. "No more drinking at dances, all right? The next father of a girl you disrespect might not have a good woman to talk him out of killing you. I'm not firmly convinced it's not a good idea still. Stay out of my way, boy, and if I ever see you even glance at my daughters, I'll kill you where I find you. Understand? Good."
I slapped his back again, even harder. "I'm glad we had this talk." I walked off, whistling. I didn't know it at the time, but I'd set off a series of events that would end in death for a lot of people.
Claire pulled me away from the family, snuggling as closely as possible and still be acceptable. "You need to calm down, Zeke. You can't go around killing every jerk who you think disrespects our girls. You'd not have time for more important things, like dancing with me."
She had a point, so I held her more firmly.
We all went to church the next day, and the pastor publicly thanked the ranch for our generous donation. Seems Claire thought a hundred dollars was a good number. Besides, that was what they needed to finish the building. The money off the fundraiser could now be used for primers and slateboards. Jessica and Sabrina had talked about what a good teacher Henri was, and they tried to recruit her as the new schoolmarm. They offered her fifteen a month and board with the preacher. She politely declined, saying maybe later.
The next day, wagons loaded, we departed. I think while it was fun, we were all anxious to go home.
We stopped to pick up Sabrina's horse. She thought we were there to pick up the horses we bought, and it was worth the secrecy to see the look on her face when they led the little chestnut out, saddled and ready to mount. "It's from both of us," I told her, even though Claire had no idea. "After all, if one daughter has a horse, the other one needs one too."
Claire smiled and hugged me later for including her. "I wasn't wrong. If you had known, you would have been all for it. it just happened long before we came to town and were a cou..." I caught myself and finished up lamely, "a couple of parents."
She smiled, knowing exactly what I was going to say and hugged me again. My little fellow liked the hugs, and she could see it when we broke. She just smiled a little bigger and walked off.
I still rode point, often with Claire by my side, but now we had two litte shadows instead of one. Jess wore her pistol, and Sabrina wore hers, even if she was uncomfortable with it. While good weapons, they had complicated mechanisms, and sometimes failed. I had the gunsmith go over Jessica's while we were in town. He was a master gunsmith and made a few modifications, stronger springs and that sort of thing, to both weapons. I was going to make a point of having them checked every time we went on a supply run. I knew Jess would take Sabrina out and get her comfortable with her weapon. After all, what good would it be if she didn't know how to use it? Jess was a little jealous of Sabrina's shotgun, but was really pleased with her little rifle.
Claire had chosen a Remington like mine, a fancy model in nickel plate with Ivory handles. It was still an accurate weapon, no matter how fancy it looked. Since she chose to ride, she wore her's in a cross draw holster. It occurred to me Mr. Herman was making a small fortune off me. It was worth every dime though, if it made the girls safe. Both wagons had shotguns close at hand, in case of trouble.
We got home, and it took half a day to unload the wagons. Some of the hands were around, and they were keen to help, to see what we had purchased. Some had sent requests with the girls, and if possible they got what they asked for. The hands that went with us bragged about the good time that was had by all. One man was surprised that they hadn't gotten the ammo he'd requested. A 45/90 was a massive load, designed to hunt buffalo. I handed him three boxes with an explanation. "If you work for me, I supply the ammunition. I'm assuming you're good with this, so from now on part of your duties will be supplying fresh meats for our table. I expect to be chowing down on fresh elk and deer this fall. Maybe a bear or two, they make damn fine sausage. If you want to plug a wolf or two to keep in practice, feel free." Tom was grinning like crazy when he walked off.
I had all the ladies out at an improvised shootin' range the next day, to make sure they could handle the shotguns. They squealed at the recoil the first few times, but in an hour all could hit a mansized target consistently. Sabrina was the best with her little .410, shooting slugs because I couldn't get buckshot in that size. After half an hour, she blew the head off a target. I thought it was a fluke until she did it twice more. "Stop showing off!" She just grinned.
I had the girls switch over to pistols. Claire was pretty good, as was Henri. Paris was all right, but I decided if Courtney ever took aim at me with a six gun, the best thing I could do was stand still. She couldn't hit the wall with a handful of rocks even if she was inside. Still, if it came to everybody shooting, every bullet could count. I talked it over with Claire, and if push come to shove and they had to defend the house, she could relodd while the others shot. That was going to be my designation for the girls, but that blew up pretty fast.
Jess palmed her little Lightning, putting four shots dead center and the last just to one side. Sabrina didn't fast draw, but once she got it out she was pretty good. Then Jess took her little rifle and started shooting pine cones off a tree a hundred yards away. Hells bells, I had never been able to shoot that good.
It had been quiet for months, but I wasn't about to get complacent. Bud and Carlos still roamed the hills, ghosting around without being seen, reporting everything. It seems there was a permanent camp in the Southwest corner of our spread, a barn, bunkhouse, and corrals. They didn't get close, but saw a lot of cattle, very few of them with our brand. I thought this over for a little while, and wrote the U.S. Marshall I'd met a long letter, which included the brands on cattle Bud had recorded as they scouted. Actually I sent three letters, one by the post office in town, giving others to riders passing through going in different directions, to be mailed at distant towns. I didn't know it for sure, but I figured we were being watched. If we were, they were good, because Bud and Carlos never found any sign.
I had taken Claire with me to see the Army Quartermaster in charge of cattle, driving ten head with us as an example. He was impressed enough to ask how many we could deliver. "Four hundred, maybe more. We can deliver around the same amount next year, if our beef is satisfactory."
He struck a deal on the spot, giving us slightly more than we expected, and we signed the contract. We had forty days to deliver. It was time for a roundup.
The crew was excited. It would only take about ten days to gather the cattle and twenty days to deliver them, but it would break the monotony of daily life. The girls were excited, until I told them only Claire and the little ones would be going. "I'm leaving Bud and Bill, along with a few hands we can trust. If whoever is working the South of our ranch finds out we're gone, he may try something. I need you to be on your guard, besides the ranch four good lookin' women are a pretty tempting target. Besides, you got a wedding to plan."
Bud had finally proposed to Sissy, and she screamed, running through the house and waving her hand. It wasn't a big diamond, but it was the most precious thing she had ever received. Between what she made as cook and part time housekeeper and what Bud made, they would be all right. Our wedding present would be a little house, five hundred acres, six horses, and forty cows, with two bulls. They were over the moon, and we knew if we did this it would bind them to us for life.
We proceeded with the roundup, drifting the cattle back to the old range, now mostly recovered. It would only be for a few days, so it wouldn't set it back any. It would be another two years before it would be fully recovered and I cussed Jack Benson every time I looked at it. We were as far South as we had ever been, and noticing a lot of cows that didn't have our brand on them. We'd cut them out and haze them a few miles, sending them off our range. We were eating breakfast one morning when Carlos drifted in. "Riders coming, maybe eighteen or twenty. They don't look friendly, boss."
We immediately spread out. I felt like I had a loyal crew now, and I didn't want to lose anybody. Four of the men had shotguns in their hands. Brad had settled back against the wagon, The revolving Colt by his side. I hadn't managed to locate another one as they had stopped making them in 1863 and were pretty rare. Mr. Herman had done wonders reworking the old gun, and it was as smooth as silk and as deadly as a rattler in the blind. Carlos rode off a ways, stopping behind a little hill. I knew he'd be at the top of it, looking at us through rifle sights. Our hunter went with him, taking his buffalo gun. I'd seen Tom score a hit on a wolf at 500 yards, the target so far away I could barely make it out.
It looked to be a pretty salty crew. They didn't follow range custom, riding straight in instead of pulling up a few yards away and hailing the camp, asking permission to enter. They just sat there, waiting for us to say something. When it became evident we weren't going to, one spoke. "You boys are a little off your range, ain't ya? Maybe you'd like to mosey on back to your ranch."
I stepped up. "This is my range, mister. At least according to the deed. Might I inquire why you think different?"
"Aw, now, ever body knows we leased it from Buck. Go on now, before we think you want trouble."
I grinned, which bothered him. "I don't recall seeing any lease in any of the papers I found, and the lawyer in town nor the banker ever spoke of it. It sounds more like you had a verbal agreement with a past owner. Buck's dead, I'm the majority owner, and I'm not inclined to lease any of my range. If you ain't the boss, you might want to go tell him that. And tell him he's got two weeks to get any cow that don't have my brand on it off my range."
His eyes narrowed. "Them's strong words, mister. What if we ain't inclined to move?"
"Then I'll bury you where I find you."
"Careful mister. There's eight more of us than there are of you."
"Well then, that just means there's enough for everybody. You pull in your horns and go on back to your boss."
"If I don't?"
"Then draw now. I'm done talking."
"We'll kill you, you bastard!"
I shot him, right in the brisket. The others tried pulling their weapons, but the gunfire had spooked the horses, and they were dancing around. Brad's shotgun boomed three times, hitting men and horses alike. My people had their weapons out, and we heard the boom of the buffalo rifle just after one man looked like he just blew up, the big slug cutting him half in two. Ninety seconds later it was over. Of the eighteen bracing us, five were dead and another six wounded. It was a pretty safe bet three wouldn't live long. The rest were holding up their hands, the fight gone out of them. I looked around, and three of my men were down. Two of them would never get up, one of them an eighteen year old younster who never had a bad word for anybody.
"You made your point mister. We'll just go on back and tell the boss what you said."
"Like hell you will. We passed a grove of oaks a few miles back. We're going to ride back, nice and slow. I'm sure they're enough strong limbs to accomdate everybody."
They paled. One looked like he was going to throw up. The self appointed spokesman tried to talk me out of it. "Look mister, we was just following orders. You beat us fair and square. Why don't you just let us go?"
I sighed. "My Pa didn't give me much advice, but one nugget remains with me to this day. He said 'Son, don't ever leave a live rattler behind you. Kill it, so it don't get you on your way back.' You came here with one goal. Buffalo us or kill us, whatever it took. Two good men are dead because of you assholes, men you're not even fit to breathe the same air with. No, you don't get to negotiate. Tie 'em up, boys."
Two tried to make a break for it. One went down when Bill tossed a rope, tangling up the front legs of the horse. The other almost got away before the big buffalo gun boomed again. He slid off while the horse continued at full speed. I had one of the boys go out and drag him back. We strapped the dead across their horses and tied the living to their saddles.
It was a somber group that rode into the trees. I'd left most of the men back at camp, to guard the cattle. I had Bill, Carlos, Brad, and Bud. Nooses were formed from their own ropes.
"Any of you got something to say, now's the time. If you need to write a letter, we'll let you, but then we're going to hang you."
Two remained silent, so we did them first. The others got to watch them kick and jerk until the life went out of them. and they swayed gently back and forth. Three wanted to write letters. I gave them all a pencil and some pages from my tally book. Two were brief, but one was five pages long. It seemed he needed to ask forgiveness from a lot of people.
I hanged them next. I made sure the survivors looked. One youngster looked like he was gonna pass out. He asked me to send the contents of his saddlebags to the address he furnished. "My wife," he said, sadly, "and my little girl." The picture fluttered to the ground. I picked it up. A plain, stern looking woman, her hand on the shoulder of a little girl, and it shocked me how much the girl looked like Sabrina at a younger age. "Tell them I went out with dignity, that I didn't beg or cry. Tell them I never stopped loving them, even after the poor choices I made."
The rest did cry and beg, even as we swatted their horses. I waited until the last corpse stopped swinging before I spoke to the man with the family. "Your daughter looks a lot like mine. I'm gonna give you one chance, mister. You tell me everything you know about the man who's operating on my range, and I mean everything you can think of. If I think you're telling the truth I'll let you go. If I do, go far and fast. If I ever see you again I'll kill you."
He couldn't get it out fast enough. It seems the big boss, Butch Kramer, had been operating out of the ranch ever since Buck had purchased the place. They had a deal where Buck would fence about fifty cattle at a time, and give the money to Butch. Butch would give him 25% as an incentive to keep doing business. That's probably where the side account came into play.
Butch was top dog to about half a dozen gangs. They brought him the cattle, he'd pay them a quarter on the dollar, fatten them up on my range, and alter the brand if he could. At any given time there could be as many as forty men in his stronghold, a box canyon that was fortified and guarded. The man estimated there were probably no more than a dozen there now, since we had wiped out most of his men. He mentioned another man they called Preacher, some kind of deranged asshole who railed against women who thought they were equals to men. He usually had a couple of dozen with him when he rode, all armed to the teeth and prone to kill anyone they ran into. Butch bought a lot of horses with blood still on them.



It was tempting, but the contract was coming up and I couldn't afford to miss delivery. I knew who he was and where he was, so he could wait.
We'd rounded up about 450 head, more than we contracted for but the Quartermaster said he'd like to have a hundred more head if we could find them, so we didn't think he would be disappointed.
That night, we had a family meeting, that included Brad, Carlos, Bud, Sonny, and Bill. I laid it out for them, the confrontation, how I'd hanged them all, and my fear of retailaition.
"Sonny, you and Bill are staying here. So is Tom. That long rifle might come in handy. I'm taking most of the crew, and the rest know what to be on the lookout for. Fort up, and keep an eye out. I'll make a lot better time on the way home, so look for me back in five weeks. I need you to understand, I can't abide the thought of losing any of you. You're my family. To me, family always come first, but if I don't make this delivery it would make it really hard on the future of this ranch, and it's our livelihood. Can I depend on you?"
Claire took my hand, something she'd been doing a lot lately. It had been almost six months since that fateful day when her husband lay dying in the dust. We'd started out as uneasy partners, then we became friends, then it had turned into something much more. As usual, she had to point it out to me.
She caught me coming back from a line shack, dirty, hungry, and a little pissed at the sad state of things I'd found. I'd fired the two men there on the spot, sending Carlos, my only companion, back to the ranch to fetch a couple of replacements. I ended up staying a week, working from daylight to dark. I had things almost in shape when the two men arrived with a packhorse full of supplies. I had no idea what happened to the supplies there, though I suspected they used a lot of it to feed their night riding friends.
She sat and waited until I reached her, grinning. Her grin turned to a frown when she saw the sad shape I was in. I'd made it a point to always be cleanshaven and presentable around the ladies, and here I was with a three day growth of beard, greasy lank hair, with unwashed clothes that held a weeks worth of dirt.
She perked up, though, as she surveyed me. "You look awful, honey. I heard you were coming in today and I packed a change of clothes for you. First stop for you mister is the bathhouse. We can't have our girls seeing you like this! When you're clean, I'm taking you home and Sissy is going to feed you until you're satisfied, even if it takes until midnight."
She talked as we rode, updating me on the happenings of the ranch. The new fangled sewing machine had come in the day I left, and Courtney had been locked in her sewing room ever since. She'd come to me, showing the advertisement, and asked if she could have an advance against her wages to pay for it.
"Will it benefit the ranch?"
She seemed a little nervous for some reason. "Yes and no, Zeke. I haven't really told anybody, but I've been sewing things for Mrs. Branch, the dress shop owner, for about two months now. It pays really well, so I think I should pay for the machine. I'll still keep the ranch in clothes, I'll just do this in my spare time."
I thought about it for a minute. "We'll split the cost. My half will pay for the ranch business, your half will pay for your side business."
It was funny to see a grown woman almost skip out of the room.
Claire laughed with him about how happy Courtney was. Then she updated him on their oldest daughter. "Jessica isn't a little girl anymore, honey. The day after you left she came to me complaining of cramps, and when the blood came she panicked. I held her hand and soothed her, telling her she had crossed the threshold from a girl to a woman. I bathed her, told her where to find the materials to keep herself clean and how to use them. I told the rest of the ladies, and we held a little ceremony, welcoming her to adulthood. We included Sabrina so she would know what's coming in a year or two. It seemed to help."
Well then, my baby was a woman now. I was going to have to think about that.
We arrived at the bathhouse, and she handed me some fresh soap, saying she would put my clean clothes in the cupboard. I just stood under the warm water for a few minutes. We'd gotten better at regulating the flow, so the warm water lasted longer. Finally I stared cleaning myself, working the soap into every pore. I was about done when I felt a draft.
"Let me wash your back, honey."
I nearly jumped out of my skin, then I felt soft hands on me. "Relax, honey. This was going to happen sooner or later, and if I didn't move things along it would have been much later. I'm getting a little long in the tooth to be dropping babies, so we need to get started."
I felt her soft skin against my back, especially the pillowy breasts. I could even feel her hard nipples. The water wasn't that cold. She turned me around, and I opened my eyes to see the most glorious thing ever. Claire, naked. I was right, her breasts were a lot bigger than they looked in those tight dresses. I followed the vision down to her tiny waist. I resolved to see if I could touch fingers as I wrapped my hands round it. Her legs were long and well defined, muscled from riding and life on the ranch. The soft downy fur that covered her juncture just seem to beg to be stroked. I couldn't control myself, reaching up and gently touched a breast.
She grabbed my hand, pushing it into her. "They won't fall off honey, you can play with them all you want. In fact, I insist you handle them firmly, and often."
I moaned as she slid her hand down my front, touching my Johnson as he stood proud. "My, My. I've only been with one man, and I can tell you with all honesty he wasn't half the man you are. You hearing me honey? Not half. I'm not really sure this thing will fit. I'd like to see, though."
We played with each other until the water ran out, then went into the changing room for towels. She insisted I dry her, giving careful consideration to the tender spots. She threw the towels down and devoured my mouth with hers, kissing me with as much intensity as possible. Her lips came off with a pop and she grinned. "I wanted the first time to be in a big comfy bed, but I'm so hot now I can't wait."
She draped the towels across the seat, leaning forward and sticking that incredible bottom up. "Come on, stud. Breed me! I want to throw your babies! I need you to make me your woman. Now mount me like a mare in heat, because I am!"
She was wriggling her ass and I was getting hotter by the minute. I didn't think, I acted. Months of lusting for her came out as I tried sliding into her gently. By the time I was halfway in she slammed back aganst me, letting out a little scream. It was less a stallion mounting a mare in heat and more of a man trying desperately to stay on a bucking bronco. I gripped her hips more firmly, getting a little more control, but I hadn't slacked off any. I knew I wouldn't last long, I hadn't had a woman since that night so long ago in the whorehouse, so I decided to make it as intense as possible. Two minutes later I was slamming her so hard it felt like I was holding her off the bench, only to look down and see it was true. I gave one more hard lunge and emptied myself in her, listening to her little wail turn into a moan. I couldn't hold her weight any longer, and eased her down until she was on the bench again. I slid out, surprised to hear her crying. I picked her up, reveling in how solid her body was, and sat down, holding her on my lap and caressing her.
She finally calmed down, and her arms came up to circle round my neck. She pulled me down into a very nice kiss, then sighed against my neck, saying something I couldn't quite hear.
I lifted her face up, giving her another kiss. "I didn't hear you, love."
"I said I'm sorry."
I didn't understand. This happened because she initiated it. "Why are you sorry?"
"I'm sorry I jumped you like this. It's just that I missed you, and when I saw how dirty you were, I knew it was my opportunity. I know you love me, I see you when you don't think I'm watching. Why do you think I bent over so much in front of you? I wanted you to want me. And now you've had me, because I acted like a little slu..."
I kissed her again. "You are not! You're a woman staking a claim, and I'm here to tell you I've been branded. The heat of your body has surely left a mark on me."
I sighed. "You know this means we have to marry. I may have already put the beginnings of a child in you. I'm prepared to do the right thing, but not because I have to Claire. Because I want to. I felt the spark the first time we met. But the way we met, the relatively short amount of time we've known each other held me at bay. I wanted to do the right thing, to honor you. Claire, will you marry me? I've already got a ring, I was just waiting."
She kissed my neck and cooed, then held out her hand. The ring was already on her finger. "I found it when I was putting away some of your clothes. You're not very good at hiding things, you know? I showed it to the ladies, and even the junior members said it was high time you got off the pot. They are already planning the wedding, Courtney had been driving us crazy with dress designs. Sissy and Bud insist they get married first, and Henri is mooning over Carlos. I never thought I'd see that. The ranch is going to be a pretty popular place for a while. Can we afford to give Carlos and Henri a little piece of land like we did for Sissy and Bud?"
I laughed. " Remember, you gave her five per cent of the spread, so she's not without means. Even so, Henri may be marrying above her station. His parents own a ranch right over the border from my family's place, and it's as big if not bigger than our spread. He's their only child. Carlos is a loyal man and a good friend, but he's not staying around for me. If he wasn't interested in Henri he would have been long gone."
That surprised her. Then she smirked. "Looks like the Benson girls are going to do pretty well, after all. Paris has been talking about atttending medical school. There's a university in Toronto that will take female students. Courtney, well she wants to be a designer in Paris or New York. We'll have to fund their studies if we can afford it."
I just grinned. "Oh, I don't think it will be a burden. I never told you because it never seemed to matter, but Brad and I kind of struck it rich in Colorado. We leased the mine to a reputable company for a good portion of the worth of the ore they bring out. So far it's averaging about twelve to fourteen thousand a month. I've let it lay in the bank because we haven't needed it."
It took her a few minutes to process that. "So besides marrying a well to do rancher, I'm marrying a mining magnate?"
"Kind of. I really don't want you to tell anyone. I haven't touched it because I haven't needed it. It will be a legacy for our children."
That started me thinking. "What about the girls? What do you think they want?"
Claire laughed. "That's easy. They want their Daddy. Oh, they love me too, but you're number one in their hearts right now. It's really going to hurt to watch them grow up and leave us. You know we'll have to send them back East for college when they come of age. I want our girls to have every advantage in life. Just like I want their brothers and sisters to have."
She got really quiet and I asked her what was wrong.
"How old are you, Zeke?"
"I'm twenty-five. Why?"
The tears started. "I'm thirty! I'm an old woman compared to you. I don't even know if I can give you children! We need to call this off now, so you can find a younger woman who'll give you a family."
She was full on sobbing. It never occurred to me she could be older. She seemed so young and the only wrinkle she had were around her eyes, from squinting in the hot sun. I didn't know what to do so I flipped her over and smacked that exceptional bottom just to get her attention. She started squirming all over me, trying to get away, but I had a death grip on her brunette mane. She wasn't going anywhere.
"You listen to me, girl! If I wanted a brood mare I could have already found one. Now, I want a thoroughbred, good lines, spirited, someone to be proud of. So what if we don't have any more children? We've got two daughters who I'm sure will make our lives interesting for years to come. Now, are you going to behave, or do I have to tan that hide?"
She was squirming, reaching back. I captured her hands and held them, pretty much making her helpless. Claire was a little pissed. "I'm a thoroughbred? Then why are you beating me like a mule? Don't you ever...OWW!"
I had smacked her again. "I'm your husband. More importantly, I'm your man. Tell me I really hurt you. Show me the bruises. I'm just trying to get your attention. I love you, but you're a little headstrong at times. The point I was trying to make is that it doesn't matter if we have children. As long as I have you and the girls, it would be greedy to ask for anything else. Let's go over this again. I love you. I'm going to marry you. You will love me back, and we will dote on our children. If more come later, we will dote on them too. Tell me you understand, or prepare to have a very sore bottom."
Her breathing had slowed. I was rubbing her bottom gently, enjoying the touch. She squirmed a little and sighed. "I understand, my man. Be aware though, that I'm a woman and can be emotional and unreasonable at times. If I go too far, and your mare get's the bit in her teeth, I expect you to rein me in. Like this, if necessary."
I smacked her gently, just on general principle, and she turned, grinning. "Your mare is in heat again. Are you going to cover her?"
It was slower and gentler this time. Right up until the end, whens she was thrashing around and begging me to use the quirt. I smacked her bottom about five times before she stiffened and screamed. She was squeezing me with muscles I never knew a woman had, and I filled her once again. She relaxed into my arms. "I'm bred. I can feel it. A little colt, I'm sure. Are you happy?"
"The happiest I've ever been in my life. I'd like to stay right here, but we need to get cleaned up. I'm sure our kids are wondering where we are. It wouldn't do for them to come looking."
"I agree. But we've had a taste of each other now, and I know we're not going to stop. I have a feeling we're going to be the cleanest people in the territory."
We ran the hot water out bathing each other. We had just gotten dressed when we heard giggling. I just managed to get outside when they rode up.
"Daddy! We've missed you. Where's Momma?"
"She decided I smelled bad and made me bathe. Then she decided since she was here she'd have a quick bath. She should be out in a minute."
Claire came out, toweling her hair. "There you are. Girls, since you're here, get cleaned up. Your father and I will wait, but don't take too long."
Soon they were in the bathhouse, giggling and splashing, while Claire and I took advantage and kissed until they finished. They came out, shiny clean, looked at us and grinned. Claire's hair was in disarray, and two buttons of her blouse were open. My hat was on the ground, my hair sticking out wildly, and I was a little breathless. They didn't say anything, just rode ahead of us far enough to not be overheard, and had a spirited conversation that involved a lot of giggling and whispering, with glances back at us.
Every female, from the kids to Sissy, would look at me and grin at dinner. Claire just glowed, smiling serenely at the banter. I tapped a glass whe dinner was over. "I'm pretty sure every one of you knew before I did, but Claire and I are engaged, to marry as soon as possible. Sissy, it looks like when the preacher gets here, he'll get paid twice. You and Bud will marry on Friday, a wedding is basically for the bride to shine, and you shouldn't have to share the day. We'll take Saturday, then we'll celebrate together. Does that sound reasonable?"
I got cheek kisses from Sissy and Claire, so I guess they thought it was reasonable. The weddings were to be performed the weekend we were back from the drive, to give them time to have dresses made and plan.
After my announcement of what I feared while I was on the drive, I had something even harder to say. "Jess, Sabrina, I'm really sorry girls, but I can't take you on the drive this time. We'll make a tempting target, both going with the cattle and coming home with the payment. It'll be a government voucher, it won't be cash, but it's still worth trying to steal. I'll make it up to you, babies. I promise."
They took it better than I thought, both snuggling me. "It's all right, Daddy. It's a good thing. Now they'll be two more guns if we're attacked."
I shuddered at the thought. I was to find out later though, that when push came to shove, my babies were made of stern stuff. Claire was not going either, opting to stay and keep an eye on things.
The morning we left, they kissed me like I was never coming back. I just grinned and told them not to have too much fun without me, and I'd be back before they noticed I was gone. Sonny had asked if he could stay to support Bud just in case, and I allowed it.
Split Tails Ranch Part 6
The drive was like any other I had ever been on. Hot, dusty, filled with stubborn animals who didn't want to leave their home range. By the third day we had them almost trail broken and life was getting easier. The old brindle cow who had assumed the lead position was up before daylight most days, ready to begin the journey. I decided she would be spared the fate of the others and would bring her home with us. A good lead cow is as valuable as a good hand.
We'd been on the trail for four days when Brad rode up. "We got company. Ten, maybe twelve, dogging us about three miles back. The don't look friendly."
We talked it over, and Brad and Carlos kind of drifted away under cover of the dust. They stayed with our new friends, creeping close to camp late that night. Listening intently, they found they were indeed after us, waiting to attack us at a place where there was a narrow pass with high sides. They planned to stampede the cattle over us, knowing we couldn't get away because of the steep sides. Carlos and Brad drew back, and made plans of their own. No need to make it easy for them. About four in the morning, when even the sentry was asleep, they undid the picket line and took most of their horses, bringing them back and turning them into our remuda. They were pretty good stock all told, outlaws couldn't afford to have a slow or weak horse. If they were going to follow us now, they would be walking, and totin' their saddles.
Carlos kept an eye on them. They were down to four horses, so they sent two riders back to get more mounts. He said the leader shot the sentry down without a chance. After hearing that it would take four days for the men to return with fresh mounts, he followed the two men. Catching up with them the next day, he set up an ambush, got the drop on them, and left them on foot. It would take a week or better for them to fetch new horses if they had to walk. He'd taken their guns, dropping them about a mile out, making them walk back to get them. A mile later he dropped the ammo.
We made it to the train depot, met the Quartermaster, and after he inspected the beeves he wrote out our voucher. I got him to do me a favor and send it on to Big Bend with a patrol who would be in the area, to be delivered to our banker. Captain Ross offered me a contract. Five hundred head a year for five years, the price being whatever was current. It was good deal, so I took it.
Brad came by the office as we were finishing. "Our friends just rode into town."
I grinned. At least they hadn't bothered us on the drive. "Good. Let's go down to the saloon, buy them a drink, shoot the breeze a little."



The crew, all twelve of us, bellied up to the bar. We watched them through the mirror, as they talked and mumbled to themselves. One of them finally got up and stood behind me.
"You stole our horses, you bastard!"
I turned around, looking him over. He was young, too young for the life he was leading. He fancied himself with a gun, I could tell by the way he wore them low on his hips. I grinned.
"Accusing a man of being a horsetheif is mighty serious business, youngster. I could shoot you out of hand and no one would say a word. You want to tell me why you think I got your horses?"
"We saw them in the corral, asshole."
"Oh, now besides being a horse thief I'm an asshole. I must be a pretty horrible person. How can you stand to talk to me? If you're referring to those horses I picked up on the trail, I turned them over to the Captain, telling him somebody might be by to claim them. He seemed mighty interested in a couple of the brands, though. I hope you got your bills of sale."
This conversation wasn't going anywhere near the youngster wanted it ot go. He figured he'd be standing over my dead body right about now, but I had kept my hands clear of my guns. "Why don't you go on over and fetch your horses. I'm sure you got places to be. Let's say I did take your horses. If I did, it was for your own good. You were about to do something that would not turn out well for any of you. So you got sore feet, big deal. At least the buzzards and skunks ain't stripping your carcass, which is what would have happened if you'd caught up with us. Consider it doing you a favor and saving you from yourselves."
My crew had fanned out, putting a little space between each other. Brad was by the end of the bar, his everpresent shotgun lying on the counter. The crew the kid was with were caught sitting down, and most of them knew they'd be dead before they could get their guns out. One called out to the boy.
"Let it go, kid. They got us boxed. There's always another day."
"Like hell I will!"
I have to say, he was damn fast but it seemed I was faster. What he didn't expect was me stepping forward just like I did with Jack, covering the short distance between us before he could bring the pistol to bear. I grabbed his hand and bent it until everyone in the bar heard the crack. Screaming with pain, he went for the other pistol, so I broke the other wrist, tossing his weapons across the room.
"You got sand kid. I think, though, it might be a long time before you can brace another man with a gun. It might be never. You should think seriously about another line of work."
I looked at the others. "We're walking out of here now. If you try to follow us, we'll go to the ridges and pick you off one by one. You might take a message back to Butch Kramer for me. I'm coming for him. He's got until I get back to my ranch and gather the rest of my boys. Just so you know, there won't be any talking. We'll kill you where we find you. Understood?"
The men nodded. The youngster, who had been sobbing with pain, looked up and grinned. "You ain't got a crew, not no more. Butch and the Preacher decided to pay your ranch a little visit. They're probably shacked up in that big house right now, enjoying those stuck up bitches. I just wish I was there instead of here. I always wanted me a redhead."
The world slowed. My vision narrowed, and I could hear my heartbeat. I didn't realize it, but my crew had their weapons in their hands, thinking about the women who had fed them, clothed them, taught them to dance. They were probably thinking of my daughters, their laughter as they joked with them, the cookies, sandwiches, and lemonade they brought them when they were thirsty and hungry. If ever anybody looked into the eyes of death, it was that bunch, and they knew it.
"Shut up kid! We don't know that for sure. He's just talkin', mister."
Before he knew it, I had my Remington out, crossed the room, and put the barrel to his balls. He looked like he was going to throw up. "You want to keep them shriveled up balls, you'll start talking right now. If you don't, I won't kill you, but you won't be a man anymore. If fact, if somebody don't speak up, I geld the lot of you before I leave."
Carlos was grinning, a wicked looking knife at the crotch of the youngster. The man with my barrel to his balls couldn't talk fast enough. "Butch thought it would be a good idea to hit the ranch while you was gone, burn it down, kill or take the women with him. Thought he could get you to agree to a lot to get them back. Maybe even sign over the whole ranch. We ain't with him because we won't attack women and children. That's why he sent us after you."
"When was he going to attack?"
The man paled, knowing what my response would be when he told me. "Three days ago."
I pulled the pistol back, noting the man immediately reached for his crotch and covered it with his hands. Yeah, that would have helped.
"We're leavin' now. If any of us see any of you on this range again you'll be dead. If we catch you alive we will geld you, stick a hot knife to the wound, and let you go. Understand?"
He couldn't nod fast enough. The youngster, getting brave because Carlos had pulled the knife back, mouthed off. "I''m going back. Butch promised me that little blond spitfire, and I'm going to enjoy breakin' her in."
He knew as soon as he said it he'd just killed himself. The word about what I'd done to the first asshole to threaten Jess, how I'd shot his head almost off and dragged his carcass over twenty miles had made the rounds of range gossip quickly.The knife in Carlos's hand flashed, and he fell to the floor screaming, trying to stem the flow of blood from his crotch with his broken hands. Carlos snarled something in Spanish, and Brad was glad to translate.
"He said it would be interesting to see you try anything with a woman now, you little bitch." I looked down, noticing the severed end of his cock lying in the sawdust. The Captain rushed in about then with half his troopers.
"Can't talk, Captain, gotta go. See you next year."
"Hold on there! Somebody needs to tell me what the hell is going on here!"
"Ask the bitch lying on the floor. I have to go, and go now. You wanna charge me with anything, you can do it after I'm done with what I have to do."
We still had our weapons in our hands. The six troopers were holding their single shot carbines, their pistols still fastened in their holsters. The Captain wisely let us go. Two minutes later all he heard was the thunder of hooves.
We found out later that after he got the story from the bystanders, he immediately dispatched forty men under a lieutenant. Not to arrest me, but for support. They had a snowball's chance in hell of catching us. We had a full remuda, and we would ride for six hours, change horses, and ride six more, all at a full gallop. We rode eighteen hours before we stopped for six, letting the horses rest while we ate and napped. Not one hand complained, hitting the saddle when I did.
We made the ten day trip in four and a half. I topped the rise to see the house still standing. We all breathed a sigh of relief that turned to horror as we got closer. We found Long Tom first, on a ridge above the bath house. It must have been a hell of a fight, judging from the empty shells. He died with his rifle in one hand and a pistol in the other, both empty. He had a paper in his breast pocket. "Did the best I could. Give Sunshine my rifle. Let Shadow have my knife."
Sunshine was his nickname for Jessica, Shadow for Sabrina. I started growing cold. His position wasn't one to cover the ranch. I looked around to see what he was defending, and my eyes fell on the bath house. I was in the saddle at a gallop before the others knew.
I counted six bodies as I approached. Two had been killed with head shots, just a lump above their shoulders. I knew what could cause that damage. A .410 shotgun loaded with slugs. The rest had bullet wounds, small holes in their chests and head. Jessica's little rifle. The door to the bath house was open, and I leapt through, both pistols at the ready. There were three more bodies in the changing room. One's head was a mess but not quite blown off, Sabrina must have been down to birdshot by then. The other two had at least two holes each. They were probably using pistols by now. The concrete floor of the bathhouse was covered in blood, but it was empty. There was huge ache in my heart as I came out, to see the hands ringed around in a defensive formation. We rode slowly down to the ranch, expecting the worst.
I almost fell off the horse when Claire stepped out on the porch. It was plain to see she was in shock, but she shrugged, and gave me a smile. "I'm most pleased to see you, future husband." I was off the horse and holding her in my arms as she swooned from relief. Paris came out, a bloody bandage on her arm, and helped me get her back inside. We lay her on the fainting couch, me thinking for the first time how aptly it was named.
"How bad?"
Tears started as she bathed her sister's head with a cool cloth. "I'll let her tell you the details. Bud's gone. Sissy died standing over him with a shotgun in her hands. Jack, Shorty, and Blackie were in the house with us when the shooting started. All gone to their Maker."
She stopped and sobbed once, rubbing her eyes fiercely, trying to hold herself together. "Courtney's gone, dying in her sewing room while she was fetching cloth for bandages. For once her aim was true, though, and she got her killer."
My head was swimming but I forced mself to ask. "Jess and Sabrina?"
"Sabrina's here. We found her in the bath house after the fighting stopped. She'd been shot in the side, but I guess Jessica managed to get her bandaged. I think they thought she was dead and left her. She's lost a lot of blood, but I think she's going to recover."
She stopped, tears dripping dowm her cheeks. "They took...they took Jessica. Sabrina told us when she woke up for a bit. You have to go get her, Zeke, you have to."
I looked her in the eyes and made a promise. "I will, Paris. I'll get her back if I have to move heaven and earth, and kill every outlaw west of the Mississippi. Where's Henri?"
"She's resting. She was hit in the shoulder, but it didn't hit bone. She'll be sore for a while, but she'll recover."
Carlos was listening, and when he heard she'd gotten shot, he ran from the room. She put her hand on my shoulder. "Claire's in shock, I think. She held us together, organized the defense. I don't think she slept a wink for the whole three days we fought. She's been just going through the motions since the fight."
Claire woke up, realized I was really there, and let out a scream like a wounded animal, crying herself to sleep again. Brad came in with a report. Bill was shot up, but would probably pull through. He was on the range and saw them coming, and killed a horse getting back to warn the girls. "With all of us gone on the drive and at line camps, there was only eight hands when they attacked. You got Bill and Scholar left. And Sonny, but he took off after them as soon as they were gone. He took that Sharps with him."
Scholar was a man of education. He often sat on the porch with us and debated weighty things with the girls. Most of it went over my head, but I enjoyed listening. I think he came from money and he never seemed to be broke. My guess is he liked the lifestyle. I walked out to the porch and rolled a cirarette. I rarely smoked, but it seemed the time to me. Scholar saw me and climbed up the steps to the porch, sitting wearily in one of the swings.
He paused, collecting his thoughts. "It was a hell of a fight, Zeke. Bill gave us all time to get ready. The girls went through the house dropping shotguns at strategic locations, along with shells. Claire went upstairs with her rifle, taking Shorty with her. The rest were behind heavy furniture, shotguns at the ready. Kramer must have been going for shock, because he thundered into the yard with about thirty riders, hailing the house."
"Ya'll come on out now, and no one gets hurt. We just want you to be our guests for a while, to make that hardheaded man of yours a little more reasonable."
They had agreed to not give away Claire's position, so Paris answered. "As kind as your offer is, sir, I'm afraid we choose to stay here."
"Be reasonable now! If you don't, I'll come in and get you, and your stay won't be nearly as pleasant. For you anyway. My boys don't get in to town much, and are craving female compansionship pretty bad."
"So then, if we go willingly you won't rape us? You can guarantee that?"
"Several of the outlaws laughed, and Butch changed his attitude."
"You'll take what we do to you and not complain. I'm running out of patience. If you ain't out in thirty seconds, I'm coming in to get you!"
The only thing that saved Kramer was the man beside of him getting anxious and moving his horse forward a little. The bullet Claire meant for him got the other rider instead. It went through him and lodged in Kramer's shoulder. The rest of the girls and the hands had been waiting for the shot, and they opened up with the shotguns. Six horses and riders went down, and only one got up. Kramer, realizing they were sitting ducks, called for them to pull back. Claire managed to get one more before they got out of range.
He tried one more charge later. He didn't know the hands had stretched two ropes between the house and the bunkhouse. They hadn't fired the first time to make the outlaws think they were all in the house, and when the came thundering through they pulled the first rope, catching the horses and sending men flying. Then they pulled the second rope, boxing them in. Ten shotguns opened up, with more loaded at their feet ready to go. They killed another five and no one knows how many they wounded before they got through the rope."
Paris came out, bringing Scholar a shot of whiskey and continuing the tale.
"After that, it was potshots all times of the day and night, to wear us down, I think. Claire made us sleep in shifts. If you're tired enough, you can sleep through gunfire and the sound of glass breaking. We were keeping them at bay, but it was costing us. Henri got hit. She couldn't use a shotgun so she went to the pistols. Two days later they had finally had enough, sneaking up on foot in the dark. We managed to see them and get two shots off before they were on us. They weren't dumb enough to try the doors, so they jumped through the windows. By then there wasn't enough of us to cover all of them, so some got in."
She sighed, reliving the nightmare. "After that, it was room to room. Courtney and Blackie were upstairs, fetching bandages for our wounded when three men burst in. Blackie got one, and Courtney got another. The last one shot her dead center, but Blackie managed another shot, wounding him. He staggered out of the room and right into the shotguns of me and Claire. Courtney died in Claire's arms, while I stood guard. Claire got up, took Courtney's pistol and reloaded it, then pulled hers. She was like the Angel of Death, going room to room, killing everyone. I followed along with both shotguns, dropping each when they were empty and pulling my pistol. Henri had killed the man that wounded her, and fell into step with us, four pistols stuck in her belt. She'd empty one and drop it."
I think the sight of three bloodied women screaming like banshees and shooting everything that moved broke their nerve and the few who were left ran. There were maybe four riders left, the rest lay on the porch and in the house. Scholar came out of the bunkhouse, telling me Bill was in bad shape. He'd been hit three times and was still shooting when he passed out. He's hurt bad, Zeke, I don't know if he'll make it, but he's tough."
Paris finally wound down and collapsed from exhaustion. We went through the house, dragging bodies out. Eight outlaws were in the house, nine more in the yard. If they came with thirty men, they left with less than half, and many were wounded. It was a costly effort for Butch Kramer.
We stripped the bodies of their weapons and anything they had in their pockets, dragged them to a ravine about a mile from the house, and tossed them in. It was all the burial they deserved.
I was saddling up to go after them when Brad stopped me. "Wait a day. The men need rest, but if you go now they'll be right behind you. They're killin' mad right now, and they want blood. Let's take them into action clear eyed and rested. Jessica will be all right, they'll know better than to harm her, she's their only bargaining chip. We'll get her back, brother. And they'll pay. They don't know it yet, but they don't get to go to hell. Hell is coming to them."
It killed me, but it made sense. It was good we waited, because the troopers showed up that afternoon. They just sat there, looking at us. Finally the Lt. asked us a question. "Where'd all them bodies come from?"
They'd seen the vultures and sent a scout to investigate. When he got back they changed course to look.
"My family and hands killed them."
"You ain't going to give them a Christian burial?" I looked at the trooper and he averted his eyes. "I doubt seriously any of that lot were Christians. If it bothers you, have at it. Just make sure you don't dig a grave on my property. I'd hate to insult the land by burying filth on it."
"How far to your property line?"
"I pointed back the way they came. "About a day's ride in that direction, two in that one, three and a half that way, 'bout four days and a half in the other."
"You expect us to drag them that far?"
"I do if you want to bury them."
The Lt. had been listening. He finally spoke up. "You got a wagon we can borry?"
I shrugged. "Buckboard's in the shed there. The boys will show you the horses you need."
He detailed the speaker and three troopers to go collect the bodies and transport them off the ranch. The corporal who'd asked to bury them wanted to know if I could identify them.
"I shore can. They're a murderin' bunch that attacks women and children. That's about as much as I want to know. We got their personal stuff piled up in the barn. Maybe you can find enough names to form a common marker. Might as well take it all. I was going to extend the courtesy of informing their families of their death if I could find them, but you can do it."
"I'll need to make a report."
I looked at the Lt. "Make it then. I ask that you don't make my women go through the memory of trying to tell you. Besides, they got my daugther. We're leaving at first light to find her and finish this. I will tell you that when we find them, surrender will not be an option. If you want to tag along to pick up their bodies, that's your choice."
I finally offended him. He sat up ramrod straight on his horse. "I think that with my military expertise I should..."
"No."
"What do you mean no?"
"This is a private matter. The military need not concern themselves with it. If you want to go along you can, but you may not interfere with our plans. We clear here?"
He finally let his outrage show. "I'll have you and your men arres..."
That was all he got out before my hands had their pistols out. Another corporal spoke up. "You need to think this through, sir. These men are a salty lot. You know what happened to the man at the post. They've lost their friends, their family, their ridin' partners. I doubt anything you say will deter them from their purpose. You ain't been out here long, sir, and these men have gained a reputation since Mr. Walters took over. You mess with one, from the newest hand to the boss, and they all come after you. They don't tolerate a lot, sir. Maybe we should try to work together here."
"Your man is right," Brad said as he lowered his shotgun. "If you want, come along, but we're ridin' far and fast and we won't wait if you can't keep up. Now rest, feed your horses, get a good meal in you. We'll talk tomorrow, after the funerals."



"I thought you weren't going to give them funerals."
"Not them. We got family and friends to bury in the morning."
SPLIT TAILS RANCH part 7
The Battle Of The Bathhouse
Jessica and Sabrina rode along, smiling back at "Long Tom", their self appointed minder while their father was gone. He got his nickname because of his buffalo rifle, and his ability to hit targets at incredible distances. He had coached Jessica a lot, helping her with her rifle. He called her Sunshine because of her blond hair, and he called Sabrina Shadow because of her raven curls. "Besides," he'd grin, "If you saw Sunshine, you know she always has a Shadow."
They had bonded, girls raised by siblings who suddenly found themselves with loving parents. They loved their mother Claire, but they adored their father Zeke.
Jessica knew well how cruel the world could be, but Sabrina had led a pretty sheltered life, so Jess looked out for her. She was afraid of guns, but Jessica had gently taught her until she was a pretty decent shot with her pistol and deadly with her shotgun. It was nothing to see her make two shots, at birds flying in different directions, and drop them both.
Jessica was good with her pistol, but natural talent and patient instruction from her father and Tom made her deadly with her little rifle. Since they were both chambered in the same round, 32-20, she didn't have to carry separate ammunition.
They had once come upon a pack of wolves ringing a cow trying to defend her calf. They pulled their long guns and fired without hesitation, killing three and making the rest of the pack flee. Though they rode their ranch at will, there was always someone close by. Tom rode over to investigate the shooting, saw the carnage, and grinned. He skinned two, Sabrina's shotgun hade torn the other up too much, carefully tanned them, and gave them to the girls as a momento. They adorned the floor of their room.
After that, if they had a chance to bag some game for the dinner table, they did. Many a partridge ended up roasted at the Split Trails, and once they came upon some wild pigs, little animals weighing about thirty pounds. Sabrina got one and Jess nailed two. They gutted them on the spot, built a travois, and pulled them back to the ranch. Bill was from the South, and he showed them how to build a pit and roast them. The hands talked about that meal for months.
Even though they knew their father was concerned with their safety, they were only going a short ways, to bathe. They teased Tom as they rode, calling him Uncle Tommy. He'd grin indulgently while his eyes never stopped scanning the horizon. He saw the riders first, a large group leaving a clear dust trail. As they got closer, they split, the smaller part heading in thier direction.
"Girls!," he called out, galloping up to them. "We got riders comin'. There isn't enough time to get back to the house. I don't know what their intent is, so you ride for the bath house and fort up. I'm gonna go up on the ridge and look them over. If you hear shootin', especially my rifle, YOU STAY PUT!" Understand? Keep that door locked and don't open it for anyone but me or someone else from the ranch."
These were frontier girls, and they were galloping as soon as he stopped speaking. He charged up the ridge by the falls and picked a good position, getting out his glasses.
Jess and Sabrina slid their mounts to a stop, grabbing their saddle bags and weapons, and swatting them with their hats, knowing they wouldn't go far away.
Inside, they took stock. Jessica's rifle was fully loaded, fifteen rounds, her pistol was full, and she had twenty rounds in her belt loops. Sabrina had eight slugs and six birdshot shells for her little .410, her pistol, a .38, was fully loaded, and she also had twenty reloads.
They had a bag of jerky they were going to share with the hands, along with three pieces of cake and a flask of tea. They wouldn't go hungry. Both were scared to death, but Jessica tried to keep her spirits up.
"Don't you worry, Sis. We got Uncle Tommy watching out for us. If they get close,and if they mean us harm, you have to not hesitate. You have to shoot, and shoot to kill. Can you do it?"
Sabrina, her hands shaking and her voice unusually high, promised she would.
The riders came up, stopping thirty feet from the door. A voice called out. "Girls! We know you're in there. Your minder took one look at us and run off, so you're on your own. Come on out now, we ain't gonna hurt you none. We just want you to stay with us until your Daddy sees things our way."
Jessica called out with more confidence than she had. "Go away! We ain't goin' nowhere with the likes of you. Just the fact that you're talking to us will make our Daddy come after you. You really want to die over a couple of little girls?"
Another voice boomed out. "Little sinners! Come out. Your father must have spoiled you if you'd talk like that to your elders. Spare the rod and spoil the child, I always say. Maybe I'll give you a lesson or two. It will be a lot more if you don't git out here right this minute."
Jessica fainted. The voice was one she knew, her biological father, the man who beat her and her brothers constantly, the one who refused to let her address any man in the community, and told her once she came of age she would assume the position her mother held. He was running his hands over her at the time, to see if she was developing. She told her two closest brothers, and they waited until their father was passed out from the homemade wine he favored, took horses and anything they thought they might need, and fled. They rode all night, then turned their horses loose and mounted the spares they had brought.
They had managed to escape, and spent the next year in the Arizona wild country, rounding up wild cattle to raise the money for a spread of their own. Then they were cheated and abandoned, and what she considered her real father found her. She knew what would happen to her if he man outside the door knew it was her.
"Go Away!," she screamed when she woke, fear almost paralyzing her. The men looked at each other. "Shoot it up, boys, but aim high. We need them alive. Put a good scare into them."
"Yessir, Preacher," said one of the younger men, pulling his pistol and shooting into the roof.
Long Tom had been watching them through his glass, close enough to hear part of the shouting. When the young man pulled out his piece, he had already selected his target, one of the two leaders. When the man fired, Tom put the big ball through the chest of the leader, the force blowing him out of his saddle. He fired twice more, scoring a kill on one and blowing the arm off another.
Jessica and Sabrina took that as a signal to open fire. Sabrina, despite her nerves, emptied both barrels, headshots that found targets. One of the riders watched in amazement as the head of the man beside him disappeared, only to look down and see two stains starting to seep blood. He slid out of his saddle, dead before he hit the ground. Jessica kept firing while Sabrina reloaded, hitting a rider in the back as he turned to flee. His horse ran about fifty yards before he slid off, dangling by a stirrup as the horse galloped on. Sabrina brought her gun up and hit a horse in the hindquarters, dropping it. The man tumbled, then got up, obviously dazed. He never got a chance to clear his head as a ball from the buffalo rifle blew out the right side of his chest.
Jessica fired at the fleeing riders, sure she had scored at least one more hit. They stopped because they were no longer sure of their targets, and they had been taught not to waste ammunition. Sabrina had used three shells, rapidly breaking her gun down and replacing the spent round. Jessica had fired nine times, and was sure at least six were hits. She quickly fed fresh shells into the magazine. She knew if it got bad she wouldn't have time to reload, so she needed to keep it full for when the time came.
The riders regrouped under shelter of the trees. "Goddamnit, Preacher! That can't be little girls in there. You shore your eyes are as good as they used to be?"
The man got a quirt across the face that knocked him from the saddle. Preacher was sitting over him, his own shotgun pointed at him. "Never ever take the Lord's name in vain boy. Do it agin and I'll kill you. You hear me?"
The man nodded and mumbled, trying to stop the blood seeping through his bandana. Another rider spoke up. "If they are little girls, they're mighty tough little girls. We got seven dead, and Bob will prob'ly bleed out with his arm missin' like that. What kind of gun was that?
"Buffler, more'n'likely. Nasty things. That has to be a 45/70, maybe stronger. We cain't let him catch us out in the open again or they'll be more empty saddles."
Preacher looked at the man speaking. "You're right, Hawkins. Why don't you take your own big rifle and see if you can't beat him at his own game. If that don't work, take Jones and Herman and go get him."
Hawkins nodded, walking over and pulling his own buffalo rifle from the scabboard. His companions grabbed their Winchesters and disapeared into the woods.
Sabrina and Jessica huddled in the bathhouse, grateful their father had decided to make the concrete sides high to keep water from sloshing out. It was only eighteen inches, but it was perfect to shelter small girls. The walls were made of hand hewn oak boards, two and three inches thick and still a little green. It would take a shot at almost point blank range to get through. They ate a piece of cake and drank half the tea to keep their strength up. Jess kept reassuring her. "We got to hold out for a little while yet, Sis. Daddy will come."
The hours passed until it was late afternoon. The girls had decided to take naps, one sleeping, one watching, three hours each. Sabrina went to sleep instantly, but when Jess took a turn she couldn't turn her mind off and got little rest. Sabrina shook her gently. "I think they're coming."
She had sharp eyes, and had seen the figures flit through the shadows at the tree line. "Don't shoot until you're sure of your target. We don't have the ammo to last long. I'll take the East side, you take the West. Look to the other walls, make sure they don't creep up on us."
So they lay in wait, and watched. A man rose up twenty feet from the wall in front of Sabrina, lighting a torch. Her blast hit him high on the right, and he fell on the torch he'd dropped, screaming as his clothes caught on fire. The girls had agreed to not kill anybody they wounded unless they had to, hoping to tie a fighter up tending his wounded comrades.
Jess found her target, leading him a little until he stood up to throw the torch. her shot hit him in the center of his chest, blowing the lower part of his heart out. He dropped like a rock.
Discovered, the bullets flew, but the girls had already dropped down behind the concrete wall. A few bullets managed to find joints and thin spots and made it through, to be stopped by the other wall.
When it stopped they popped up to see them about to charge. Sabrina was looking for the leader, and when they charged, she let go with both barrels. In her haste to reload she'd put birdshot in, and the small pellets wreaked havoc with the charge. She had shot a little low, so many of the pellets lodged in legs and crotches. Screaming and cursing they limped away. Jessica waited until they were almost out of a range before loosing one shot, hitting the man in the neck, going right through his spinal cord. He was dead before he hit the ground.
Preacher, down more than half his crew, was beside himself with anger, and he prayed to his God for guidance. He could hear the gunfire from the ranch, the roar of the shotguns, and hoped they were faring better. After an hour in solitude, he came back with a decision.
"What we'll do is nothing. We won't get close enough for them to do any damage, and we'll keep shooting at random times, day and night. We'll wear 'em down, and then just walk in."
So for two days they waited. Jessica figured out what they were doing, and they set up a rotation, four hours on and four hours off. They finished the tea, but all they had to do was turn on a separate spout instead of the shower heads, and they had all the water they could use. They shared the last piece of cake the second day, then carefully rationed the jerky. Sabrina was getting a bit claustrophobic from being trapped in the twelve by twelve structure, so Jess distracted her by talking about the books they had recently read.
Preacher was getting frustrated. He sent three men down, under cover of darkness. They made it to the bath house, but Jessica was on guard, and heard them trying the latch. It was very strong, made so because of the women. She woke Sabrina by putting her hand over her mouth to keep her from talking, pointing at the door. She nodded and picked up her shotgun. She gently lay her rifle down and pulled her pistol. Easing forward, she raised the latch a little so it suddenly sprang free. They opened the door cautiously, and soon three heads peered in. Sabrina let go with the shotgun, and Jessica emptied her pistol. All three fell, two dead instantly. The other had been hit in the lower abdomen, gut shot, and he fell. Then he rose up on his knees and emptied his pistol into the bathhouse. Sabrina screamed and collapsed, and Jessica grabbed her pistol, which she'd laid out to use in case the shotgun didn't stop them, and put four .38 slugs in the center of his chest. He fell back without a sound.
With strength born of desperation, Jessica managed to push the body that blocked the door outside, slamming and latching it. Then she dropped the weapon and knelt beside Sabrina. She was hit high on the right side, the bullet going straight through. There was a lot of blood, and Jessica tore strips from her pantaloons, wadding it against the wounds and binding it tightly.
Sabrina lay gritting her teeth to keep from crying out while her tears flowed. Jassica held her head, brushing her hair back, whispering something like a mantra. "Daddy's coming, Daddy's coming. Hold on, Daddy's coming."
She slept fitfully, watching over Sabrina. She counted bullets as she did. Four shells for the shotgun, three buckshot and one birdshot. Five rounds in her rifle, and four in her revolver. Sabrina's .38 still had twenty rounds available. It would hold them off for a while, but if it got desperate all the shells in the world wouldn't help if they didn't have time to reload.
She realized suddenly, that she hadn't heard Tom's big gun boom since sometime early yesterday. A tear trickled down her cheek as she thought of the lean Southerner. She knew he would never abandon them. There could be only one reason why his guns went silent.
Tom called himself old but Jess would have bet he wasn't 50 yet. He showed her a picture once, of a woman and two small girls. They had been his family, lost in the shelling of Vicksburg. She thought that might be why he was so fond of them, in memory of his daughters, and knew he loved hearing them call him 'Uncle Tommy'. "The next one I plug will be for you, Uncle Tommy," she whispered. "I'll make sure you're buried proper in the family graveyard, and get you a tombstone with the words 'In loving memory of our Uncle."
That is, if I survive, she thought, as she raised up to scan the darkness. All seemed quiet and she dozed off. Sabrina woke her just after dawn, with her fingers to her lips. They could hear them rustling around outside.
Risking a quick peek, her heart fell as she saw they had used her exhaustion to their advantage, piling brush against the sides of the building. They were going to burn them out. Taking Sabrina's pistol, she fired four times, scoring two hits that were little better than flesh wounds, but it made them scream and dance. She dropped as bullets thudded against the planks, more getting through as they weakened. She spent the time as she was sheltering to relaod the pistol, laying it on the rim of the concrete besides hers. Sabrina had managed to pull her little shotgun into firing position, gamely trying not to pass out from the pain.
They could hear them rustling around, and Sabrina took a chance, sticking the barrel out of a gap they had opened just above the rim of the concrete, and loosing both barrels at the same time. There were some genuine screams then, and one man was hopping around, one leg gone just above the ankle, begging someone to pick his foot up. Jess had her rifle up, and put him out of his misery, fanning the area with the few remaining bullets she had, hitting one more in the elbow. Dropping the rifle, she grabbed the shotgun, stuffing the last two shells into the breech. She had fired her pistol twice, so she was down to two shells, and two more reloads in the .38.
Jess looked down, seeing Sabrina passed out again, looking almost angelic as she lay, and sighed. She knew they were coming, knew she couldn't hold them off. It was almost a certainty they would leave Sabrina laying, she seriously doubted she'd survive any type of ride. Making a decision, she sighed and ran her fingers through her sister's hair.
"I don't regret what I'm gonna do, Sis. For a brief time in my life I had everything I ever dreamed of. A father that loved me, a mother that loved me, and a little sister I adored. I consider myself the luckiest girl in the world. I wouldn't change a thing, even if I knew how it was going to end."
She heard them then, massing outside the bath house. "You in there! I'm tired of foolin' around. Get your asses out of there right this instant, or get the hiding of your life!"
"Too late, asshole! You already got one of us. Come on in here if you got the balls! Legends will turn up about what happened here. How two little girls shot your gang to doll rags while you hid, acting like the biggest bitch of all! You want me, here I am!"
Surprising them, she threw the door open, giving them both barrels, dropping it and pulling the pistols. Jess caught them flatfooted, totally unprepared. One went down with a slug in his neck, blood fountaining into the sky. The other barrel was a clean miss, but the pistols found marks. Jessica emptied the .38 first, dropping it and swithing the .32 to her right hand. She took careful aim at the Preacher, but his horse reared and she dropped it on him. Grinning, she put the pistol to her head.
...
"The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away. God, we commend these souls to thee, may they rest in your bosom, and dwell in your House in love and harmony. And God, if you please, let us be thy instruments of justice against the monsters who did this. Amen."
Scholar had given an impassioned eulogy for the fallen, and at his last statement, the "Amen's" echoed through the grove. I stood stonefaced as Claire clung to me, weeping softly, as our friends and family tossed a handful of dirt on all the graves. I would grieve later, in private, after I had avenged their deaths. If I failed, I hoped to see them again.
We trooped down from the hillside, the somber procession wending it's way back to the house. Brad was beside me, the same tightlipped expression on his face. He too was trying to control his anger, but knew he would be beside his brother when the showdown came. He also knew neither he, or any of our friends and hands would rest until the whole gang lay dead. There would be no surrender, no negotiations, no reprieves. Justice would be swift, brutal, and end with the bodies of our enemies laying at their feet.
I spoke to the group as I stood on the porch. "Saddle up. Don't bring anything but your weapons and plenty of shells. We ride in an hour."
I went into the house, stopping to see Sabrina. She had regained consciousness late last night, and told of their battle. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she described how Jessica had stood over her, guns blazing. Then she had passed out again.



I was happy to see her awake and propped up on some pillows. She reached out, and I gently sat on the bed, hugging her as best I could without aggravating her wound. The tears came then, long suddering sobs that went on forever before reducing down to sniffles. She suddenly sat up, pushing me back and looking into my eyes. "Go get her back, Daddy! Bring my sister home!"
"I will baby. I promise. Now you need to rest. You don't want her to see you like this. I'll be back soon."
I was almost to the door when she spoke again. "Daddy?"
"What, baby?"
"After you get Jessica back, I want you to kill them. All of them."
I kept my voice as even as I could. "I will baby. I promise."
Split Tails Ranch, chapter 8
I joined Claire in the parlor. She had regained her composure and her eyes were steady. She had her Remington on, her shotgun and rifle beside her on the sofa. I knew what she had planned.
I took her hands, and kissed her gently. "You can't go, honey. None of you. If we go together, and things go bad, there will be no one alive to keep the ranch going and look after our family. Sabrina, Henri, and Paris all need you. You're the glue that holds this family together. Please don't fight me on this."
Tears welled again. She looked like she was going to argue but nodded. "I know. I just wish I could go along. I want you to promise me something. When you get to Kramer first, take my shotgun and shoot his balls off. Give him a minute to think what his life is going to be like going forward, then use the other barrel to blow his head off. Promise."
"If I can, I will."
If you can't, just kill him. And I want you home. You've got a new set of responsibilites."
She placed my hand on her stomach. "I missed my monthly twice now. Your little colt if growing, and he's going to need his father."
All the gun battles, the stampedes, the time I'd nearly died of thirst in the desert or froze to death in the Colorado winter, all the times I'd been in terrible danger were nothing compared to what I was feeling now. I was terrified and floating at the same time. I wrapped Claire in my arms, hugging her gently, even though I wanted to crush her to me. She grinned for the first time since any of this had started. "Hug me like a man! You won't hurt the baby and I need to feel your strength!"
I complied with joy, smothering her with kisses. It was the first time she had seen me with tears in my eyes, and she tried to kiss them away. We finally broke, and I slid down and kissed her stomach. "Be strong little man. I'll be home soon."
Brad came rushing in grinning like crazy, and saw me. His grin got wider until he remembered why he was there. "Better come outside, Zeke. We got company coming."
I wondered who it could be. It seemed here lately the only visitors we had wanted to kill us. I picked up Clair's ten gauge and walked out on the porch. Two wagons and about a dozen riders were coming through the gate. I saw why Brad was grinning. Only one man could sit a horse like that. The white stallion he favored stilled shined in the sun despite the trail dust. I called my wife outside.
They stopped in front of the house, the horses lined up, the ladies sitting in the wagons grinning. I stepped down, pulling Claire along. The older man dropped down off the white, still athletic despite his age. I held my hand out. "Hello, Pa. It is truly a pleasure to see you again."
He shook, then hugged me, then did the same to Brad. The others had dismounted, and we walked down the line shaking and hugging, making introductions as we walked. We reached the wagons and four women stepped down. Claire gripped my hand tightly, suddenly unsure of herself.
"Claire, this is Emily, my sister-in-law, Paul's wife. This is Jane, another sister-in-law, Rob's wife. This is Maria Conchita Dolores Soto Walters, my step-mother. And this is Jenny, the baby of the family. Family, this is Claire, my wife." The group grinned. Maria was on me constantly to find someone, and when Brad and I took off to look for gold, she told me to find a wife while I was at it.
Fourteen-year-old Jenny launched herself into my arms, crying and hugging me. I was her favorite brother and everyone knew it. As soon as she turned me loose she locked down on Claire, crying with happiness.
I told them what had happened, leaving out none of the details, showing them a photograph of my family. I went against the norm at the time of the man being the centerpiece of the photo, sand I stood behind Claire as she sat, the girls to either side. When Jenny found out she had nieces, and that one was wounded and in bed, she charged in. My father, brothers, and the rest of the family listened to my story, the faces getting grimmer as it unfolded.
Pa turned to his riders, hands he'd had for years. "Get fresh mounts, boys, we got some more traveling ahead of us."
It took a half hour before they had wrangled the new horses, complimenting the mounts. I promised them when we got back we'd visit Senor Gomez.
My father and brother rode beside me and Brad, as we told them the story of how I came to own the ranch. They grinned, then turned serious. "That letter you sent Marshall Jenkins started a storm, son. Those brands come from three different states and a territory. We've heard rumors of an organized ring of rustlers, but his is the first concrete proof they're all being funneled through one man. I'm here as your father, but I'm also here as a Ranger."
I had never mentioned to my family that my father was a Captain in the Texas Rangers, as I'd never bothered to tell them my brother Paul was in the Arizona Rangers, a Lieutenant on the fast track to being Captain. Rob, my second oldest brother, owned a small ranch and served as County Sheriff, and one of the brands shown was one he was keenly interested in, as the owner had been discovered murdered, along with his wife and five-year-old daughter. It was a remote ranch, and the crime wasn't discovered for almost three weeks. He still tried to trail them, losing them when they passed into Indian Territory and he had to give up and return home.
"There's a couple of U.S. Marshalls heading up this way, wanting to talk to you. I would have thought they would have already been here." I looked at Paul, the hairs on my neck rising. "If that's true, they may have met a bad end."
Pa sighed. "Well then, it'll be just another thing to hang them for."
I drew up. They noticed and stopped. "I'm truly proud to see you, but if you're expecting me to obey orders and follow your direction, we need to part ways right now. These people have my daughter. They attacked my family, killed one sister-in-law, wounded two others, and most of my men. That and the fact that they have her, let along if they beat her or worse, turned me into Judge, Jury, and Executioner. There won't be any arrests, no trials, no chance for them to escape or get off with a slick lawyer. They won't even get a burial, I'll leave them where they're laying and burn everythign down around them. Understand?"
Paul started to object, but Pa stopped him. "We got no jurisdiction here son. We're just private citizens until the Marshalls show up and swear us in as Federal Deputies. Until then, we're just here to support family. Rob, Paul, you hearing me?"
They nodded. Paul didn't seem pleased at all but he let it slide. Pa grinned. "That being said, this is your show Zeke. What can we do?"
Right then was when I missed Bud most. He was better at Carlos in the woods, and I thought Carlos was a ghost. Grinning, I asked if I could get Jacinto to help him scout.
Jacinto was Jacinto Torres. He wasn't Mexican, he was a full blood Apache, first cousin to Geronimo. Pa had helped him out of a scrape in Mexico, and he had returned the favor in Texas. They had a long complicated relationship, actually being on opposing sides in fights twice. When Geronimo surrendered and his people were sent to reservations, Jacinto showed up with his wife and two boys. Pa put them in Mexican clothes, and sent them to a remote part of the ranch. When the Army came calling looking for strays, Pa said all he worked were Americans and a few Mexicans, but he was welcome to look. A Lieutenant interviewed Jacinto. He spoke fluent Spanish, a result of having a Mexican wife his tribe had captured as a child. The oficer looked at their beat up clothes, saw he had a single shot rifle and no sidearm, thanked them and proceeded to leave. He was talked into staying for dinner, enjoying the meal immensely.
When he reported to the Captain that he was just a harmelss old Mexican with a cheerful family, they left it at that and went looking elsewhere. What the Lieutenant didn't understand was that most of the laughter that night was directed at him, for eating a meal with one of the most dangerous warriors of the Apache Nation and not having a clue. Jacinto put the old rifle up, slid his Winchester into it's scabbard, and buckled on his two Colt Navy revolvers after he left. Most of the old hands knew who he was and thought the whole thing was hilarious.
He and Carlos nodded at each other, took spare horses, and left. I knew by the time we got there they would have a rough idea of how many we faced and how fortified they were.
"What about them?"
I looked where Paul was pointing, seeing the troopers in the distance. "We came to an agreement. We run the show, they just back us up. They want this settled just as bad as we do, before they get tasked with cleaning them up alone. This way they can turn in a report that they handled the situation with the help of some locals, and everyone's happy. Besides, just as soon as we switch mounts we'll leave them in the dust. If they're lucky, they may get there after the shooting is over."
While we rode Paul and Rob filled me in. The cattle were stolen, usually after they killed the rancher and whatever hands they could. They usually split the herds into small groups to leave less trail, going different ways before coming together about fifty miles from the ranch. The murders and thefts seemed to stop in a hundred mile circle around my ranch according to reports from local sheriffs. The marshalls, the Rangers from both states, and local law had corresponded for three months, putting the picture together. "I'm sure they know we're looking. One or two of those sheriffs had to be in on the steal. He has to have more locals in on it than that fella you plugged. Somebody has to let them pass through their range, turning a blind eye." It was agreed a little back trailing would be in order as soon as we resolved our issues.
It took another day to reach our objective. Carlos and Jacinto rose from the ground in front of us, completely hidden until they revealed themselves. The news was grim.
The box canyon was pretty big, but the entrance was only about a hundred feet wide. The outlaws had built a wall of upright logs about fifteen feet high across, it, the only access a thirty foot gate. The walls of the canyon were about fifty feet high and extremely steep, basically a sheer wall. It was completely surrounded by rough terrain, no access from horseback. To get to the walls took a pretty good hike through some very thick woods and brush.
"Whoever's running the show is either pretty sharp or took good advice. Besides the six guards he keeps on the wall, he's got others posted on the rim going halfway back. Plus he has men stationed at least a mile out, and they use mirrors to communicate. If anyone shows up, they flash them a signal. If it's dark, they have signal fires prelaid, all they have to do is light them and get away. You won't get far with a head on attack."
"I figured it would be something like that. They've been at it too long to be caught flatfooted. Any ideas?"
Paul grinned. "Use the troopers to keep them distracted. If they're watching them, maybe they won't be watching us. Leave a few of your men with them, let them get a good look at those red shirts. Jacinto thinks he's found a way in. It's pretty far back, but it's a natural chimney and only about thirty feet high. We could climb down and the walls of the chimney would keep us from being seen, maybe slip in at night and be in position by daylight."
"How many guards on the rim?"
"Carlos says six. There may be more, but it's a chance I think we have to take. They don't go around the whole canyon, just around the points of easier access. I guess they think no one in their right mind would try the hard way. When you fire the first shot, I'll have my men take them out of the fight."
We refined our plans over a quick lunch from the baskets the women had packed. It worked well, because we didn't have to build fires and maybe have someone see the smoke. We drank from a stream, the water surprisingly cool. I would have dearly loved coffee, but we didn't want to take the chance. As dusk came and we prepared to move out, my father warned us all.
"My colonel gave us one simple maxim to believe in before we went to battle. No plan survives contact with the enemy. Things are going to come up, resistance might be much stiffer than we expect, there may be a lot more men there than we think, the terrain might be harder to navigate than you thought, the variables are endless. We're all going to have to think on our feet and adjust. Good luck to all of us."
The troopers had arrived by then, and the Lt., my father, and brother Paul held a council. The Lt. could see the benefits to the plan of using them as a distraction. He grinned, pointing to two pack mules. "We may have an advantage. Those packs contain an eight pound howitzer, ten balls, and eight grenades clusters. We'll try to range the gate, and keep the rounds outside if we can. We don't know how many civilians that may be held against their will. The desperado known as Preacher is famous for kidnapping family members to ensure cooperation, and if he's there, there may be others besides your daughter. Something you might want to bear in mind when you attack. We know your feelings on surrender, but if they open the gate and try to flee they belong to the U.S. Government. Understand? I can't stop what you're doing behind closed gates, but if they surrender to us your actions cease. There is no give on this. None. Don't ask. Understand?"
I nodded, thinking to myself I'd need to tell my men that if we got that close to drop anyone who tried to open that gate. And If the man known as Preacher or Butch Kramer somehow managed to flee and surrender, well, it was a long time between trial and sentencing. All manner of things could occur.
We all retired for the night, depending on the watch to wake us at midnight. We intended to ride for most of the way, stopping when the brush got too thick and going the rest of the way on foot. My siblings and I slipped on the moccasins we always carried with us. They were better footwear for what we planned, making little noise and letting us feel every branch and stone to make sure we didn't alert whatever prey we were stalking. Jacinto had taken every one of us up in to the mountains whe we turned fourteen, and we spent a summer learning how to live with the land, how to move like a ghost, and how to kill with bow, knife, club, and hands. We were lucky enough to have Jacinto's son with us. He and I were closest in age and we were a little closer, and I had seen him in action. He preferred his Apache name, Lionkiller, given to him when he stalked and killed a mountain lion that had been killing calves. He was eleven when he did it.
It was going to take most of the night to get to the chimney. Our hopes were to be in position and have the place scouted by dawn, ready to catch them unawares. They would never suspect an attack from the rear and would be ill prepared.
The men chosen to go with us were all proven woodsmen, and one lean puncher from Tennessee was almost as good as Jacinto and Carlos. You didn't see him until he wanted you to. The moon was full, which meant we could navigate the bush better. It also meant there was a better chance of someone seeing us. That made us move more slowly than I would have liked, but we were at the chimney by four, and this time of year the sun didn't come up until a little after six.
Jacinto and Carlos scouted, looking for movement, before waving us forward. We'd prepared the ropes, tying them to a windswept pine with a solid root system. Jacinto went first, then Carlos, then me. Bud, Rob, and the other followed quickly, and in less than half an hour we were all down and ready. We eased along, stopping to listen once in a while, looking for guards.
It was a good decision, because we found two, sitting back from a fire drinking coffee and complaining. One snapped his head up. The other laughed. "Ain't nothing out there. No way to git in here. You're jumpin' at shadows Red. We been doing this rotation for almost a year, and the biggest thing that's happened was when that rattler crawled into your bedroll. Damn good thing it was cold, or you'd be long gone."
He was laughing while reaching for more coffee. Red snorted. "Weren't near as funny from my side. That thing could have bit me right on the ass. I'm damn lucky..."
His luck ran out right then. Jacinto put an arrow into his right eye, and the steel head came out the back of his skull. He dropped without a sound. His partner heard the thud and stood up, trying to see what happened in the darkness. "Red?"
Red couldn't answer right then. I rose up right behind him, driving the knife through the back of his neck, severing the spinal cord and killing him instantly. I wiped the blood off on his vest before we dragged them back into the shadows, rolling them in their blankets. A casual glance would make you think they were asleep.
It was almost daylight when we got into position in the treeline, as close as we could get without being seen. There was fourteen of us, six with rifles, the rest with shotguns, all with at least two pistols. I had my three in their holsters, plus the one Red had been carrying, him not in need of it anymore.
We heard the commotion when the soldiers showed up and hailed the bandits. "This is the United States Army! We're here investigating reports of stolen cattle, so open up."
Chapter 9
Butch Kramer appeared on top of the wall, wondering why his sentries hadn't notified them. He had no way of knowing all three were currently tied up back in camp. They weren't very good sentries. "Sorry, boys. No stolen cattle here. We're just private citizens on our own land, minding our business."
"Really? I thought Zeke Walters owned this spread."
"He doesn't need it all, so we lease some of it from him."
"He know that? He told us you were trespassing and he wanted you gone. You got a lease agreement?"
"It a gentlemen's agreement. We didn't think paperwork necessary."
"Well, we'll have to sort that out. Open the gates, please. If you have nothing to hide we'll leave you in peace."
Kramer frowned. Damn those Walters brothers! He'd had a good thing going for quite a while before Buck got stupid over a whore and got himself dead. Every time his men went up against them they got the short end of the stick. Even his women outfought him, and he didn't even want to think about what two litle girls did to Preacher's crew. Between them they had lost a bunch of men, and all they had to show for it was a little blond hellcat that cussed them better than any hand he'd ever seen. He had to admire her, though. She fought them to a standstill, standing over her downed sister at the end. He was surprised to hear that she intended her last bullet to be hers, and if that little gun hadn't malfunctioned she would be dead right now. That crazy preacher keeps insisting she was his blood daughter, and it's his right to flog her. It was all Butch could do to keep him away from her. If he lost, he needed her to be in good shape, to trade for his life and freedom.



He grinned, remembering how she bit the ear off a new member of his gang. He was a youngster, and Butch knew he'd end up dead somewhere pretty soon, he didn't have the sand or the smarts to make it. The only reason he tolerated him was he gave them good information on the locals. He heard a lot, being the only son of the biggest store owner in his town. And he had a pretty hard grudge against the girl. He was taunting her, telling her what he was going to do to her when the Preacher was through, and got a little too close. Even tied up, she lunged at him, locking down on his ear and not letting go. They pulled her off him and when they did she smiled, spitting his earlobe out. She looked him in the eye, blood dripping from her mouth. "Just like I thought. You taste like shit."
The boy screamed in pain, ranting until one of the older outlaws slapped him. "Shut the hell up, boy. Get Doc to look at that ear, and maybe he can stop the bleeding. Damn, she's more of a man right now than you'll ever be." The others laughed and he slunk off, looking for Doc. This wasn't going the way he firgured, not at all. Lucas thought it would be a grand adventure. he was tired of stocking shelves, listening to women whine and berate him over the price of their goods and his service. So he made contact with the outlaws, trading information to become part of the gang. He knew Butch Kramer thought he couldn't cut it, but he'd show them, by God!
When he found out about the drive, he waited until his parents were asleep, going into the store and taking a new rifle and a pair of Peacemakers his father had gotten in trade. He also took as much as he could carry and all the cash from the moneybox. He wished he could see the look on his father's face when he discovered it the next morning. Slipping into the livery stable, he took the two best horses. After all he was an outlaw now, he needed something to show for it.
Lucas swapped mounts, and was far away before the robbery was discovered. It didn't take the Marshall or his father long to figure out who did it, and the Marshall sighed. "I could let him slide on what he took from the store, Henry, but he stole two horses, and there ain't much I can do about that. If I catch him, he'll hang or go to prison for five years, depending on the Judge and his mood at the time. The good news is by now he's probably out of my jurisdiction and I won't go after him. The bad news is I have to send a wanted poster out with his description, along with a description of the hosses he stole and their brands. I hope for all our sakes he's a long ways away and won't come back."
Henry quietly tried to pay for the two horses, but one owner refused. "I raised that hoss from a colt, got him trained just right. Your boy has a good eye for horseflesh, I never rode a smarter or faster horse. You ain't got enought money to buy him, even if I was inclined to sell. Besides, if I sell him to you, then the boy gets away with it. I'm sorry mister, but if they catch him you can bet I'll be at his hanging."
Lucas wasn't exactly welcome in camp, most recognized him for a tenderfoot who could get them killed if they didn't watch him close. They tolerated him though, especially when they found out he was flush. They talked him into a few 'friendly' poker games, and he soon lost all his money and one horse. He thought they might have cheated him, but he was smart enough to not call them on it.
They wouldn't let him go on the raid to the ranch, making him stay with a skeleton crew and watch over the cattle and prisoners. Preacher had four women and eight children as hostages. Lucas wanted one of the women, but was surprised when he mentioned it.
"You want a woman, go to town and get you a whore. We're criminals, but most of us ain't that stupid. You touch one of those women and word gets out, we're through. People will tolerate a lot, but soil one of their women and hell will come aknockin'."
He grinned, thinking about the raid. He hoped instead of killing the women they brought them back, especially the little blond. He had a score to settle with that one. Maybe he could talk Butch into letting him have her.
The whole gang was shocked when the crew rode back in. Less than a third returned, and a lot of them were shot up. All they had to show for the whole thing was Jessica, and that's only because her pistol malfunctioned. Doc spent most of the day patching them up, and Butch nearly bit the stick in is mouth in two when Doc pulled the bullet out, pouring a liberal dose of whiskey over the wound before stitching it back up. "You're lucky it didn't get infected," he told Butch, looking over at an outlaw unconcious on another table. "Bert's a goner. He's got Gangrene, but he won't let us take his leg. Prob'ly wouldn't do no good now, it's gone too far. I got some heroin I picked up for toothaches and such. I'll most likely use that to make his passing bearable."
So Butch Kramer wasn't in the best of moods when the Army came calling. He knew he had no choice. As soon as he solved his problem witht he Army, he'd have to pull up stakes and move on. Not before he robbed the bank at Big Bend, though. He'd been a fool to trust Buck with his money. He knew he wouldn't cheat him, and it seemed safer to have the money in the bank than lying around the camp tempting his crew. He never thought he'd be stupid enough to get himself killed.
He had about thirty men in the stronghold. He knew that though there were a few more soldiers, he had superior firepower. Maybe he could just scare them off, or at least make them retreat long enough for them to get away. He had no doubt his men would fight. it was either that or get hung, especially after they found the hostages. Damn Preacher anyway!
Making a decision, he hailed the officer. "Give us an hour to get our affairs in order, and we'll leave. You can look around all you want then. Hell, you can have the place."
The lieutenant knew he was lying but it was worth a try. "All right. But if you're not coming out when the hour is up, we're coming in."
Butch grinned. "Not with what you got you ain't" he thought as he watched them ride away. Lucas was on the wall with him and thought it would be fun to hurry them along, so he put three shots from his Wichester right behind them, making the horses jump before they all broke into a gallop. Butch turned in a rage, intending to throw the youngster over the wall, when the man beside him flew off the catwalk, followed two seconds later by the boom of a buffalo rifle.
"You stupid little shit! You probably just got us all killed! All we had to do was pack everything up in the hour they'd given us, make a break for it, and you do this shit. No way in hell they'll let us go now!"
He backhanded Lucas so hard he did fall off the wall, only to be kicked by the first two outlaws that reached him. One pulled him up by his collar. "When we make a break for it, you're ridin' in front! Understand, asshole?"
Lucas quailed, knowing the first one through the gate would probably the first to die. He scrabbled until he was away from his tormentors before getting to his feet and running. Laughter followed him as he fled.
He almost stumbled on the hidden men before he stopped. Zeke Walters had already decided Lucas would be among the first to die.
...
Jessica sat in the little hut, two little girls snuggled to her. Preacher had kidnapped them for ransom, then in a fit of rage had killed her folks when they had no money. He was holding them, looking for grandparents to ransom them back. The other women had their own children and couldn't spare them much attention. They were six year old twins, little redhaired angels. Since she had gotten there, she had looked out for them, making sure they got their share of food even if she went hungry, cuddling them at night, whispering to them.
"Don't worry, angels. When my Daddy gets here, we're going to take you home with us. He'll be here soon, I guarantee it."
She had woken up draped across Sweetie, wondering why she wasn't dead. Then she remembered the click of her hammer, and nothing happening. She was about to drop it when a fist caught her on her cheek, and everything went black. The man riding beside her saw her awake and grinned.
"Welcome back, Princess. You sure are an ornery young'un, but you got sand. Now, I'm going to untie you so you can ride upright. Your hands will be tied back to the pommel, and I'll have a lead on your horse, but you'll be a lot more comfortable. You understand?"
She nodded, knowing it was useless to try getting away. He gently untied her and allowed her to sit up, while three men stood watch with guns drawn. His knots were tight but not unbearable. The man grinned at her again. "Just so you know Princess, I waren't with these boys when you were shootin' it out. I don't much believe in fightin' little girls. Besides, by the look of things, I'd probably be dead now if I did. Now behave, and we'll be there soon."
It had been a week, and she was starting to despair, until this morning. She saw the bushes move, and then the face of her Daddy, a finger to his lips. She couldn't help grinning. Besides Daddy coming for her, she knew something they didn't. Apparently too embarrassed to search a girl, they hadn't found the little two shot deringer she still carried in her vest pocket. Push come to shove, she would be able to create a little distraction when the shooting started.
Then she head the shots at the gate, and saw a man come flying off the wall. She also saw Kramer slap Lucas, knocking him off the wall as well. Kramer's voice boomed out.
"We're in for a fight, boys! Get Ready!"
There was a rush as men darted about, securing weapons and looking to the wall.
"What are we gonna do, boss?"
Kramer looked at the man and grinned. "I'm too sly an old fox to have only one hole. We're gonna give them something to think about, then we're gonna slip outta here and leave those soldier boys in the dust. Now, man those walls! We have to put on a show."
Jessica watched as most of the men went to the wall, while five or six went to a storage shed and started tearing it down. She was amazed to see the mouth of a tunnel. The walls of the canyon were only about twenty feet thick at that point, and Butch, seeing the wisdom of having an alternate escape route, hed three ex-miners take some helpers and burrow through it while most of his gang was off gathering cattle. Tall and wide enough for three riders abreast, the exit was out of sight of the entrance to the canyon, so all they had to do was ride in that direction and they were free.
The men were whooping and firing, keeping the soldiers occupied, when they heard the hollow BOOM! A few seconds later the shell landed twenty feet from the entrance, throwing dust and debris into the air.
"FUCK! THEY GOT A CANNON!"
An oldster, a veteran of the artillery laughed. "If that was a cannon there'd be a big hole where the gate used to be. It's a howitzer. I didn't even know they still had those things."
In truth, the troopers should never have had it. The Lieutenant was tasked with inventorying an old warehouse right after he arrived, and found it boxed up in a corner. It had probably sat there for a couple of decades. He was a transfer to the Calvary, and was an artilleryman at heart. With the commanders' permission, he pulled it out, cleaned it up, and ran a few test balls through it. When he was ordered out, he got authorization to bring it along, for shock value more than anything else.
The Lieutenant had a good spotter with him, watching through binoculars. "How close?"
"Twenty feet, sir, maybe that much to the left of the gate." They made a tiny adjustment and fired off another round. That one was only a few feet short but directly in front of the gate.
Both he and his spotter watched through binoculars. There was a large group on the fence, crouched for the most part behind the parapet. "Let's shake them up, Corporal. Grenade this time, if you please."
The grenade round was a tricky bit of business. You had to light the fuse on the grenade, then on the howitzer and hope it was shorter. If done properly, the grenade would be about ten feet in the air over the target when it exploded, showering those beneath with hot pieces of lead. Sometimes they hit the ground before they went off, and it was just as devastating. And sometimes, if the fuse wasn't right, it exploded uselessly halfway to the target. If things really went awry, if it exploded before it left the barrel, very bad news for the men tending the howitzer.
The Corporal loaded the howitzer, talking under his breath as he figured grenade fuse lenght for the distance traveled, hoping he got it right. He got it wrong. The grenade exploded at twenty feet, right in front of the gate. But because a lot of men were standing on the fifteen foot parapet, the results were staggering. Hot, .50 caliber grapeshot rained down on the men. Seven were blown off the catwalk, four of them dead before they hit the ground. Two were still on the wall, but bleeding profusely from a number of wounds. One bled out, there were just too many wounds to staunch the flow. The three still alive on the ground were in bad shape. One had been blinded, another had most of his arm blown off. The other had turned his head just as the round hit, and it went through his mouth, blowing his jaw practically off. He was trying to scream through his ruined mouth, his tongue hanging out of what was left, being held on by a small strip of muscle.
Preacher, until now avoiding the scene, walked out of his hut. He pulled a pistol and killed them all. Doc looked up in confusion. "Why did..."
"There's no place here for the weak and maimed. They would have died anyway, or had a miserable existence for the rest of their lives. Besides, they would have slowed us down."
Doc was beyond angry. "Don't you think that should have been their choice? What in God's name is wrong with you?"
Preacher had been in the hut smoking opium, a habit he'd acquired in San Francisco. Angered at the man's arrogance in invoking God, he started to raise his weapon again when a voice rang out.
"Go on, you coward! Shoot him! Never mind the fact that he's unarmed and trying to save lives. You scantimonious old bastard! Have you told them your God says it's all right to sleep with your daughter?"
Preacher whirled, almost leveling his gun at Jessica until he saw how many of Kramer's men were around. If he shot a child, especially a small girl, in cold blood, he wouldn't last long enough to put the pistol back into the holster. When he sheathed his weapon, the men went back to what they were doing, clearing the tunnel and packing as much as they could. Thinking he wouldn't be disturbed, he strode towards Jessica, unrolling the bullwhip he always carried at his side. Jessica saw him beat a horse to death with it once, over some minor thing the horse had done. She could vividly recall the horse's screams. He snapped it once as her eyes went wide. She screamed at the little girls to run, fumbling in her vest pocket.
Preacher laughed, raising his arm. "We'll see how mouthy you are after I'm finished, little bitch. Soon it will be 'yes sir' to anything I tell you. I look forward to breaking you." He raised the whip high while Jessica cringed, getting ready for the pain.
Just as he was about to strike a shotgun boomed, and the whip landed right in front of her, along with his hand and two inches of his forearm. Preacher screamed like a wounded animal and ran into the tunnel.
Split Tails Ranch Chapter 10
We were all shocked when the howitzer shell exploded, watching men tumble to the ground. Some lay still while some screamed in pain. It pleased me to see it because it helped a great deal in evening the odds. My opinion of the prissy little Lieutenant went up quite a bit. I knew we were going to have to strike soon before they tried to slip away into the tunnel. I was in no mood to chase them again. I wanted to end it here and now.
The only thing holding us back were the hostages. I was surprised to see so many, and my heart swelled with pride when I saw Jess sheparding two tiny little girls. My thoughts got darker as I wondered how many of them still had families to go home to, vowing to help them if I could.
A man walked out of a hut, striding over to the wounded men. I was shocked to see him calmly pull his weapon and shoot every one of them. He had on a tattered frock coat and a beat up top hat so I figured he was the one they called Preacher. Sonny let out a hiss and I looked over to see him raising his rifle. I was close enough to reach out and bat the barrel down, mouthing the words "not yet."
It took him a minute to regain control before he nodded. I turned just in time to hear Jess challenge him, and watched in horror as he pulled the whip from his belt, his intention clear. Just before he raised his hand another grenade hit the fence, making it shake. A few pieces went over the fence, but everyone was hunkered down so no one was hurt. Brad decided to deal us in, stepping out of the shade and cutting loose with his Colt revolving shotgun, half a second before I fired. The man with the whip suddenly had other priorities than beating little girls, like trying to find someone to pick up his hand. Screaming, blood spurting out of the stump, he ran into the tunnel. Sonny was firing as fast as he could work the lever, dusting the ground around him. We saw him stagger, so I figured he scored at least one hit.
Jessica was screaming at the hostages to lie down as she shoved the little girls into the dirt, trying to shield them with her body. Most understood and dropped like rocks, giving us a clear field of fire. Caught unawares the bandits had little chance against eight shotguns and six rifles. By the time they realized they were being attacked from behind, half of them were down.
I recognized Kramer from his description. The giant blond had sand, realizing in an instant what was happening and jumping down off the wall, taking a tumble when he hit. He jumped up and it was easy to see he had been hit because blood was dripping off his shoulder. We found out later it was a wound he picked up when he attacked the house and he had broken the stitches when he jumped. He rose up roaring his pistol blazing. Two of my men went down, one of them the lanky cowpoke from Tenessee. He rose back up, dropping the empty shotgun and palming his Colt.
When the first pistol went empty, Kramer dropped it and pulled another, trying to make the tunnel. he thought he'd made it until I stepped out of the shadows. My first blast hit him square in the crotch, knocking him down. Something must have hit a hip because he couldn't get back up. Bullets were flying but I let him think about what life would be like as a gelding confined to a wheelchair, then blew his head off. Powder smoke was obscuring vision, but it did part long enough for me to find Jess.
I saw the kid from the mercantile in Big Bend run out and grab Jessica by the hair. They struggled until I heard two little pops. He staggered back and down, and she was on him instantly, yanking his pistol out of his holster. Still kneeling she started picking targets and firing carefully.
It suddenly went quiet and I realized there was no one to shoot at anymore. Five or six had managed to make it to the tunnel and escape but it was no mind. We'd catch them soon enough.
One of the hostages had made the mistake of getting up to run and caught a bullet through the chest. She was dead in a matter of seconds. The rest were huddled, the two little girls clinging to Jessica's legs as she tracked the pistol back and forth, looking for one more target. I walked up slowly because she was clearly in shock. I took the pistol from her gently, tossing it on the ground.



"Jess, honey, I'm most pleased to see you."
She looked into my eyes, reason returning. "DADDY!" she screamed, before fainting in my arms. I picked her up and carried her into the shade, the little girls following behind. I lay her down and Sonny brought me some cool water from the spring. I gently bathed her face as the tiny redheads watched closely. "You girls all right?"
One nodded solemnly. "Are you her Pa?"
"I am."
"She told us not to give up or lose faith, that you were coming, and you would take care of us. She promised."
I stopped, looking at the serious youngster, my heart hurting over what they had been through. "Well then, if she promised it must be true. You girls are coming home with us."
Jess had woken up long enough to hear the last and she smiled. "I told you little ones. My Daddy is famous for finding daughters. You belong to us now."
That must have opened the dam, because those little angels cried their hearts out, clinging to me and Jess. I grinned, wondering what the girls back home would make of this.
We had opened the gates and hung a white sheet over the entrance. It wasn't long until the troopers rode through, staring at the blood and the bodies. I shook the Lieutenant's hand. "Well done, sir. The piece of artillery was genius. That one shell must have taken out a third of their force instantly. It was the opening we were looking for."
A Corporal, not the one that had manned the howitzer, asked how many prisoners we had. No one but him seemed surprised to hear there were none. Well there was one, but he was dead, he just didn't know it yet.
Jessica had pulled the little derringer as Lucas was dragging her. Not able to aim properly she just reached up until she felt flesh and pulled the triggers. She had gutshot him, both balls going in just above the groin and traveling upwards. He was dead, even if we were inclined to save him it would take a doctor too long to get here. I squatted down while he begged and pleaded for a doctor and some water. Reaching down and poking him in the belly with the butt of my shotgun I caused him to scream. I leaned closer, whispering.
"I should have killed you at that dance. Reckon how many people would still be alive if I had? No matter. Does it hurt? I damn sure hope so. It'll be a while before you die and I hope as bad as it hurts it's nothing compared to the flames of hell. When you see Butch and his crew, tell them I said it couldn't have happened to a more deserving bunch. Not counting the others, Corky was worth more than the whole sorry gang. Rot in hell, asshole." It took him twelve hours to die, screaming in pain until he lost his voice. He went out with a whimper, his last vision on this earth Jessica's grinning face.
The military was sorting through the bodies when I went back, loading them in a couple of buckboards they'd found. "We're confiscating everything," the Corporal told us. "We're always short good mounts, and this troop will be pretty well heeled from now on." I noticed almost every trooper had a Winchester, their old single shots piled in a wagon. They were also sporting all kinds of sidearms, Colts, Remingtons, Smith and Wessons, etc.
They had found a strongbox in what had to be Kramer's cabin. Shooting the lock off they found it contained about six thousand in cash. "What should we do with it?"
"It's on my property, so by rights it's mine." They wanted to argue until I told them I intended to give every man who helped me a hundred dollar bonus. I walked around with Bud and the Lieutenant, handing out cash. The troopers would remember this excursion for a long long time. I made a vow to send the same amount to the family of every man who had fallen.
Thankfully there weren't that many. The element of surprise and the howitzer had turned the trick. I had four wounded slightly, and two that were going to take a long time to heal. They'd draw full wages while they recovered.
We were just about to wrap everything up when a trooper came up, saluting. "Sir, we've found evidence that some may have escaped. There's a tunnel..."
"Trooper, I'm sure you are mistaken. No one escaped. That is what my report shall say, are you prepared to dispute that?"
He was about to argue when it hit him what he was saying. He snapped another salute. "No Sir! I fear I may have read the sign wrong."
The Lieutenant nodded. "Very good. Carry on, Trooper."
He turned and shook my hand. "I hope your drive next year is under more pleasant conditions. I'll see you then."
He strode off, whistling. There was one tense scene when Jessica told a trooper in no uncertain terms he was not taking her weapons. He had her little rifle on his horse, Sabrina's shotgun in his hands. Both pistols were in a wagon. It was cleared up, and soon Jess had Sabrina's .38 strapped on, her pistol in a saddlebag bound for Mr. Herman to repair. She found enough shells to fill the beltloops, and a trooper rushed up handing her a leather bag of 32-20's and some .410 shells. She happily filled her rifle and slid it into the scabbard, holding the shotgun across the saddle.
She was back on Sweetie, Sabrina's little chestnut following along. Pa, Bud, Brad, Paul, Sonny, Jacinto, and Lionkiller sat with me as we watched the troopers fade into the distance. Then we turned and rode through the tunnel. I heard a whinny, and looked to see Jess behind me. She never said a word, riding up beside me after we had cleared the tunnel. Well, I guess I owed it to her to be in on the finish.
They left a trail a blind man could follow. We found one the first day, lying under a tree. They'd taken everything except his clothes, so we just left him layin' and rode on. The one we found the next morning was still alive, just barely. It was plain to see he was bound for his judgement and after he answered a few questions we gave him a canteen of water and a spare pistol in exchange. We dropped three shells just out of reach and rode on. I figured when it got bad enough he'd use one on himself.
They were four left, judging by the tracks. Sonny had been scouting for us and when he came trotting back we knew he had news. "Two of 'em at a waterhole 'bout two miles out. Looks like they took their horses and left 'em. I almost shot them out of hand, but thought we might want to palaver a bit first."
He had been grimfaced and brooding since Bud had been killed. I think that we were tracking his father made him more so. I rode up beside him the first day. "You all right with what we're doing?"
He nodded. "If ever a man needs to go to hell, it's him. He deserves everything that's going to happen to him. I just want to make sure he dies for what he's done to us and every other person he's brought misery and death."
Jess had told me a little about what they had endured, and in the rare times I'd seen Bud and Sonny without shirts the scars across their back were plain to see. He'd never whipped Jess with anything that would leave marks, but he'd abused her pretty hard. I won't deny it was going to give me great pleasure to bring him to an end.
They watched us ride up, fear on their faces. They had no mounts and no weapons, so they couldn't run or fight. We ranged in front of them and just sat. After a few minutes they couldn't stand the silence and one spoke.
"I know you're gonna hang us. I don't blame ya. Before we go, I want your promise you'll get Preacher and his lackey."
He told us the whole story. They were about to ride out when Preacher came running up holding his ruined arm. They had a couple of torches, so they could see how to remove the cover from the back exit. Two held him while another slapped the torch to the stump to stop the bleeding. They tied a rag around his arm and told him it was ride or get left behind, gave him a spare horse and made their escape.
"We 'bout rode our horses to death, knowing you'd probably be comin'. He waited until we were asleep and took our weapons and hosses. He's crazy, mister. He kept ranting about gettin' a new gang and coming back for you. Promise me you'll kill him."
I promised him, and let him write a letter to his sister. The other man hadn't said a word, sitting with his head down wating for the inevitable. We made it quick, making sure their necks broke instead of letting them dangle, and rode on. Somebody might come along and cut them down. If not, nature would take care of it.
We caught up to them late the next afternoon. Their horses were blown out, barely stumbling along. Sonny stopped on an a little rise, knelt down and took careful aim. The rifle boomed, and Preacher's horse went down. He got up as the other rider trotted back with one of the other horses, reaching down to help him up. Preacher shot him, intending to take both mounts. That didn't work because the shot spooked the horses and they trotted off, leaving him standing. We rode up, stopping well out of pistol range. It didn't stop him from emptying it, then he turned to his horse and tried to pull his rifle out. I was wondering how he would be able to shoot it one handed when Sonny's rifle boomed again, hitting Preacher in the shoulder of his remaining arm.
He was screaming curses at us when we trotted up, holding his stump against the shoulder. We just sat for a minute listening. He finally ran out of breath. Jess rode forward, Sonny right behind her. Preacher went quiet, fear evident on his face for the first time.
"Hello, Pa. Happy to see us? We're damn sure glad to see you. It means we can end this, right here, right now."
He looked at Jess and Sonny before booming out commands. "Children! You must honor your father. The Bible says so. Now help bind my wounds, and take me back to my ranch!"
"Far as we're gonna take you is that tree yonder. You'll meet your end there. I bet God 's gonna want to talk to you, right before he sends you to hell. I'd like to hear that conversation."
Giving it up for a lost cause, he tried to run. Since he was going in the direction we wanted him to go anyway, we just followed along. It didn't take him long before he had to stop, wheezing for breath. Jess dropped down off Sweetie, unrolling the bullwhip she'd picked up. It sang through the air, landing across his thighs. He screamed in pain before trying to run again. She walked along behind him, occasionally landing a blow on his back or legs. When we got to the trees she snapped the whip again, wrapping it around his legs and dropping him. Sonny got down off his horse, walking up and grabbing him by his long hair. "Before we hang you, I need to give you something to remember. Remember saying that? It was your exact words, every time you whipped me. I remember every time I take my shirt off."
Carlos and Brad helped him get Preacher up and strapped to a tree. Carlos's knife flashed and we could hear it going through the fabric of his coat and shirt. A few more cuts and they lay in tatters out his feet, his pants around his ankles. Bud snapped the whip a couple of times making him flinch. That's when the begging began. "Please don...AAAAHHH!"
The whip hit, cutting a gash from his right shoulder to the top of his left buttock. He sounded like an animal screaming. Before he could draw a breath he got a matching stripe on the opposite side. Then Bud meticulously flayed the skin off his back. It didn't look like it belonged to a human when he was done. Pa started forward but I put my arm out.
"This has been a long time coming. It's family business, and we need to stay out of it. He'll be done here directly."
Even as I spoke Sonny stepped back. Then he handed the whip to Jess, who concentrated on his buttocks. One swing managed to go between the cheeks of his ass, the tip curling inwards. When it hit the back of his balls his scream was so high pitched you could barely hear it. He slumped in his bonds, passed out over the pain. That was enough for her, and she dropped the whip and stood back.
Brad and I tossed a rope over a limb, tying it around his neck, not even using the hangman's knot. The other end went to the pommel of the recovered horse, and we walked her back slowly, dragging him upright. We let him dangle on his toes for a minute, then slapped the horse's rump. The weary animal trotted forward a few feet before stopping, plain worn out.
We hadn't tied his...hand? And he was grasping at the rope with it and his stump, trying to take the pressure off. He didn't have the grip or the strength and we stood impassively, watching him sway and gurgle. It probably took him two minutes to die. We waited another five minutes, then turned and saw to our horses.
"We'll ride back a ways, stop at the spring. We'll get a good nights' sleep and head for home."
Nobody said much as we traveled. I saw my father looking at me, and one afternoon he trotted up beside me. "You've turned into a hard man, son."
"I'm not a bit different now than I was when I left our ranch. I really didn't understand it before I left, but I got a family now. People who depend on me to keep them sheltered, fed, and protected. I take that pretty serious. You taught me that."
He nodded, and said no more about it. I was never so happy in my life to see our house come into sight. We trotted up to see our whole family standing on the porch. Paris, Henri, Sabrina, Emily, Jane, Maria, and Jenny. I searched for Claire, relieved when she came out, the little redheads holding each hand. "See? I told you, little darlings. Your father always returns."
Ther was a lot of tears, women welcoming their men home from battle, relieved they weren't widows. Claire and I lay together that night, snuggled close. No one could stand the thought of using the bathhouse, so we all took old fashioned baths, washing the dust and blood of us. Well, the blood was already off, this was just symbolic.
We talked a little about the twins. "Can we keep them? Is there room in your heart for them? They literally have no one, and I hate to think where they might end up if we let them go."
I grinned into her hair. "I made them promises when we rescued them. Have you ever seen me go back on a promise? Four daughters! It's a good thing we have lots of shotguns."
I felt her tears as she kissed my hand before resuming her position. "This one is a boy. I've never been so sure of anything in my life. I'm hoping he'll be the first of several."
"Whatever it is, it will be loved."
My family stayed for three more weeks before they left. Jenny decided to stay for another month to get to know her nieces better. She claimed a line back dun with a gentle disposition, and she rode the range with Sabrina and Jessica, all well armed and never out of sight of at least two men.
Jessica told me about her promise to Long Tom, even though he never heard her, so I ordered it along with the rest of the markers I wanted. It took two wagons to haul the marble monuments out to the ranch and two days to se them up. One for Courtney, 'Loving Sister', one for Bud and Sissy. Unable to marry in life, I had the stone engraved with his last name behind hers. "Bud and Sissy Higgins, Together In Eternity". Another was engraved "Tom Swift, Loving Uncle." All the hands that had fallen were memorialized, honored by the people they'd died to save.
I tore the Bathhouse down and built a better one in it's place. Six women and four little girls use up a lot of water, not counting the women we'd rescued. They stayed with us until we sorted out what to do. Two had ranches and relatives to go home to, so we escorted them when the time came. One of the ladies had no family and nowhere to go, so she stayed with us as cook and seamstress. She stayed quite busy, and when she say Courtney's sewing machine she cried, thinking of the joy it must have brought her.
A U.S Marshall showed up about a month after the battle, looking grim. He'd backtrailed the two tasked with bringing Butch and crew to justice, finding their shallow graves a state away. I asked him what I should do with the stolen cattle. I'd already identified the brands of the two ladies who were leaving, and instead of driving them back they had sold them to me at a decent price.
"Round them up, get a good tally, and send it to me. If we can't find out who owned them, they're yours. When and if we find owners, I'll tell them about the deal you struck with the ladies. Most aren't going to want to come this far so they'll probably sell to you. What do you want to do with the rewards?"
That caught me by surprise. Seems of the bunch we wiped out at the ranch and in the canyon, many had a price on their heads. I cousulted with my family, and it was decided to split the money among the former hostages, to make sure they'd have a good stake to start over with. I made sure the twins got their due, putting it in the bank for them until they came of age.
Adele became attached to Claire, while Belle made it pretty clear she expected her own horse, and soon, so she wouldn't have to ride in front of me as I traveled. The older sisters and aunt got involved, so I sent word to Senor Gomez. He was really happy with me because between my father and brothers they bought almost everything he had. Five months later I had a matched pair of bay ponies, with small saddles. After that, the girls started following their older siblings around as much as possible.
There had been a young Mexican beauty with a four year old son among the hostages, and she took a shine to Brad because he could speak her language. They grew closer and no one was really surprised when little Juan spoke up at the dinner table just after the ponies had arrived. "Papa, when are you going to get me a horse?" Rosalita blanched as Brad grinned.
"Soon, little man. I promise."
It was no surprise when she wanted to return to her ranch that he escorted her. The day they left he handed me the Colt revolving shotgun. It caught me by surprise. "That hasn't been mine since the first time you touched it. You hang on to it, it might come in handy on the trail."
He just grinned and stuck it back in it's scabbard. Carlos was going to travel with them and on to his family's ranch. Henri was going with him ,and I saw her absentmindedly rubbing her stomach. I asked Claire and she grinned, her own pregnancy far enough along to show. "You Walters brothers made pretty good studs, honey. I'm thinking it's a girl." I laughed when she said that. Welcome to my world, Brad.
A year went by. Claire gave me a fine son, and four months later was pregnant again. So much for her worries about being barren. We gave Sonny the little spread we promised Bud and Sissy, and he found a wife among the Mormons, even though they disowned her for marrying out of her faith. I was a little worried, those Mormons were a tought bunch, but I'm guessing our reputation made them think twice. I nearly fell off the porch when he rode by one day, telling me his wife wants them to take in her younger sister. "Beth said she'll make a fine second wife."
I told Claire about the conversation and asked what she thought of me taking a second wife. She asked me how I thougth I'd enjoy the rest of my life as a gelding. I never joked about it again.
Paris got accepted to a medical school . It wasn't Toronto but a new place in the States. Johns Hopkins University, the best medical school available. We paid the fees and put five thousand in the bank for her to draw on, quite the sum for the day. Henri had sold us her share of the ranch when she left, but Paris wanted to keep hers, to make sure she'd have a home to come back to. When she go through with school and was a full fledged doctor she came home with a new husband, a Swede who had traveled to the University to study. He was was big, blond, and worshipped the ground she walked on. The only thing we didn't like was his aversion to guns. Jessica was seventeen by then, quite an attractive woman, and she and Sabrina laughed when he told them that, both showing him the pistols they carried in their purses when they were in town.



We wanted her to attend college, but she asked us to let her wait two more years, so she and Sabrina could go together. They were closer than any blood sisters I'd ever met. They were a hit when they went back East. Then one dandy got a little too fresh and found a derringer shoved into his ribs with a really angry young woman asking if he still thought touching her inappropriately was a good idea. He was crying before Jess let him go.
Our gold mine finally stopped being viable to operate, but we'd taken out enough ore that my share came to almost a million dollars. I was incredibly wealthy for the time. No one ever knew, though, because I never flashed it. I did use part of the money to buy as much land as I could get my hands on. I had four girls and three boys by then, and I wanted them all to have a legacy and a good sized ranch if they chose that for their life work.
Yes, Claire gave me three boys before she stopped, her body saying 'Enough!'
By then, the twins were old enough to be riding the offspring of Sweetie and Sugar, Sabrina's mare. They each carried a pistol, though they were .22's. Jess used to laugh at their 'toy' guns, but the land was much more settled by then, and both carried shotguns. Jess and Sabrina made them practice until they were above average.
We had a writer come through about six years after the fighting, and he listened spellbound to the hands that had been there tell of the fights for the house, the bathhouse, and the box canyon. The next year there was a series of dime novels featuring the 'Steele' women and girls, as well as two that featured the 'Man Of Steel", who singlehandedly defeated a horde of desperados, saving his daughter and fifty hostages from the dastardly bandits. The ladies bought them all, laughing hysterically at some of the descriptions. A journalist came out once, in 1901, and interviewed all of us. We showed him the old bathhouse, even though it wasn't the original, while Sabrina and Jess told him the story. Claire and Paris talked about the defense of the house, showing him bulletholes that were still in some of the trunks and wardrobes they had used a shielding. Three of the hands and the now retired Colonel who had been a lieutenant at the time showed him the box canyon, with the ruins of the wall and the partially caved in tunnel. He nearly jumped out of his skin when they took him down the trail we had followed to finish the gang and came onto a skull. Then one of them took him a few miles down the road, to the "Outlaw Graveyard."
He wrote a series of articles about it, syndicated throughout the country. We had so many visitors we had to put a gate up and warning signs.
...
I sighed when we stopped, relaxing my white knuckled grip from the seat. It was 1917, and I was 58 years old. If I lived to be a thousand, I'd never get used to motorized vehicles. We were in a brand new Model TT truck, this century's equivalent of a buckboard, I guess. We ordered it with the cab, and the bed was manufactured locally. It could literally haul a ton, which made it much more efficient than any wagon we owned. My grandson was driving, the oldest child of my middle son. We had stopped so he could check the radiator, concerned that we were losing water. Satisfied we were still good, he dropped back into the seat, enjoying the shade. Suddenly he became aware of where he was. The state had come out and put up a marker, much to my disgust.
THIS MARKER IS PLACED ON THE SITE OF THE 'OUTLAW'S GRAVEYARD'. FIFTEEN MEN WHO DIED AT THE HANDS OF WOMEN AND CHILDREN LIE HERE, INCUDING EIGHT WHO WERE KILLED BY TWO GIRLS AGED 13 AND 11.
It went on to give the six known names, marking the rest as 'unknown'. It pissed me off every time I went by and I'd lobbied the state to take it down and lost. They didn't even have the number right. There were eighteen in that mass grave. Claire and the girls still purse their lips when we go past and I'd developed a habit of getting out and taking a piss when I was by myself. Barry spoke, bringing me back to the present.
"It seems so strange when I visit my aunts that they could do this. I understand it, it's just hard to connect it to such sweet old women. Pops, I need to tell you something. I've joined the Army, going overseas to fight the Huns. I have to wonder if I'll be brave enough."
I snorted. "If your aunts can hold out for three days against a group of determined bandits, you got no worry. If things get hard, think of your aunts as children, or your Grandmother and great aunts, holding those lever action Winchesters and shotguns, fighting for their lives in the old house. If you got the tiniest bit of their grit, you'll be fine. Just keep your head down and stay aware of your surroundings. Make sure you visit your Grandma before you leave."
He came home three years later to a hero's welcome and a chest full of medals. Most wondered where he had gotten the pair of sixshooters he'd used to save his platoon.
...
The curator was almost beside himself with excitement, looking at the exhibit. The chronicles of the Walters family, starting with stories of how Zeke Walters came to own the biggest ranch in the state, the history of the battles he'd fought with outlaws to hold on to it, the story of the box canyon, the house, and the bathhouse. There was a mention of the Outlaw Graveyard, and photos of the family graveyard featuring those that had died saving the ranch. There was a picture of the box canyon, the only reminder of the fight a photo of the tunnel mouth, mostly caved in. They had gotten lucky when the Army let them go through the local archives, finding pictures of the Lieutenant and his troopers, standing in front of two wagonloads of bodies, the Howitzer prominent in the foreground. They had even let them take the howitzer out of storage and place it in a display case. It was rumored to be the only piece of that size known to exist.
He moved to the crown jewel of the exhibit. It held Zeke's pistols, in their holsters, as well as the weapons the women had used, including three shotguns and the nickel plated Remington that had belonged to Claire. The family of Zeke's brother had allowed their most treasured heirloom, the Colt revolving shotgun that figured so prominently in the saga, to be displayed. In a separate case were the pistols of Jessica and Sabrina, along with Jessica's rifle and Sabrina's shotgun, with an enlarged picture of them from a few years after the fight, astride Sweetie and Sugar, holding their long guns while the pistols were visible in their holsters. The curator wondered how many had met death from the weapons assembled.
A woman cleared her throat, and the curator quickly handed her some tissue. She wiped her eyes before she spoke. "I remember seeing Grandma's weapons, and I remember seeing my Greataunt's scar once. We know all the girls were adopted, but it was pounded in our heads from the time we were born, just like it was our mothers and fathers before us that we were Walters. An accident of blood meant nothing to greatgrandpa Zeke. We had a legacy to uphold, and by God, we never forgot it! We do the same with our children and our children's children. We tell the stories, show the photographs, and make sure they know what they have to live up to."
The curator looked at the family tree that sprawled along one whole wall and realized the lesson was well learned. Doctors, professors, state and national politicians, lawyers, law enforcement officers ranging from County Sheriffs to Federal Marshalls, state and federal agents including six FBI agents, one Pulitzer Prize winning author, and just plain folks, but every one left a mark. There were warriors from WW1, WW2, Korea, Vietnam, Bosnia, Iraq, and Afghanistan, male and female. Forty purple hearts, thirty silver stars, a hundred and twenty bronze stars, three Distinguished Service Crosses, four Medals of Honor, as well as the list of the fallen. The last of the fallen was his grandson. He managed to take out three suicide bombers before the fourth got through. The troops had time to prepare, thanks to him, and were ready.
Live or dead, he mused, you messed with a Walters and you remembered it. He took his wife's hand and gently lead her to the door. Glancing up, he looked at the brand painted on the wall. It was three different lines merging into one with a circle around it. It stood for the three trails that diverged at the edge of the ranch. He knew some people still called it the Turkey Track, but it looked kind of peaceful to him. On the opposite wall was a lifesize picture of Zeke and Claire in their late eighties, taken a year before they died, surrounded by their children, grandchildren, and a few greatgrandchildren. You could see the sparkle in his eyes and Claires' quiet dignity as they looked at the lens. Zeke passed first and Claire followed ten days later, of a broken heart, according to family legend.
He hugged his wife after locking the doors, anxious to get to bed. The exhibit opened tomorrow, and record crowds were expected.
The End
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Dark Handsome And The Princess Of Porn
You know, you'd think I would get used to it. Maybe soldiers do. I know most cops do. I don't. The sight of a dead person who has come to a violent end is never an easy thing to view. Never. Just looking at the pictures turned my stomach.
This must have been a very long very painful death, judging by the condition of the body. Very little of the face resembled the picture, and well, below the face there was little that looked human. My boss looked at me, thought about grinning, decided not to when he looked into my eyes. He'd been at this way too long, and had developed a ghoulish outlook on life. He'd often bragged to me after a drink or two that he'd seen it all, and it wasn't pretty. That might be why he'd been married five times. Then again, we were in Hollywood, after all.
Jack had actually made a living as an actor for about twenty-five years, small parts in movies, the odd series, even commercials. He had a likable lived in face, an everyman type of guy who you liked but forgot almost instantly. The fact that he was British, and even after all these years still had the accent, helped his career.
He landed a major part on a series that ran for eight years, the final episode airing sixteen years ago, and he still got residual checks. Terribly wasteful with his money, a fact that led to at least three of his divorces, for the first part of his career, his fourth wife changed him. He saved half his money and invested it, and when the series ended he quite the nest egg. He took a year off, taking a world cruise and traveling with his wife until she was stricken with cancer just after their tenth anniversary.
It was quite aggressive, and by the time they found it she had less than a year left. Unable to get the drugs she needed for the severe pain she lived with constantly, he moved to South America, to a small country with relaxed laws, especially if money was waved around. She managed her pain with distilled THC, the drug found in marijuana. It was enough without being too much, and she was quite rational up until the last month. Then Joe bribed a doctor to give her a morphine drip. She was more or less incoherent for three weeks, when in a fit of clarity she pulled the IV out. She suffered through the pain to be able to talk to Jack, apologizing for leaving him, making him swear to find someone else to spend his golden years with, someone, as she put it, to keep him warm until she saw him again. "If you love her, bring her with you. We'll just get a bigger bed."
She smiled, the last expression on her face, and stopped breathing.
Jack lost it, self-medicating for a year before something happened to pull him out of his slump. Carole's best friend showed up, took one look, dragged the hose into the house and sprayed him down. She did a systematic search of the house, throwing everything away, booze, drugs, even the Tylenol. If she didn't recognize it, out it went.
He immediately began returning to reality, and nine months later they moved back to LA, lived together for a year, and married, because as Jack put it, he wouldn't be able to look Carole in the face if he didn't do the right thing by her best friend. He was just shy of sixty now, still in good shape, and his brain was as quick as ever. He got into the private investigation business by helping out an old friend, a pretty big star. When he solved his friend's problem, a friend of a friend asked if he could do the same for him. He did his Travis McGee imitation for a year before deciding to go legit. Now he had five investigators, a forensic accountant, two secretaries/Girl Fridays who ran the office, and me.
How did I fit? I was the son, brother, nephew, grandson, and great grandson of policemen, and in the case of my mother and two sisters, policewomen. I thought for a long time we really did bleed blue when we were cut. I got my degree in Criminal Justice, all set to follow in my family's footsteps, when the acting bug hit me. I took an acting class in my junior year, figuring it was an easy elective.
I was in minor roles at first, but was the star in two productions at the end of my senior year. I stayed in school another two years studying all facets of entertainment. I acted during the summers, off-Broadway and touring productions, learning, always learning. I even did a couple of regional commercials, and did a four week stint on a cable soap opera. THAT was a learning experience; being on cable meant we could stretch boundaries, and I ended up doing two nude scenes, both from the back, although in one you got a brief sight of my junk. I wasn't porn level, but the producers, all women, as well as the gay director seemed impressed. My costar in the scene, a middle aged woman who played the local matron in the show, suggested we do some off camera run-throughs, to get the scene to look as realistic as possible. I gently refused, and offended, she had me written out of the show. You live and learn, but I wouldn't have done it even if I knew.
I moved to Hollywood after school, went to auditions, worked dead end jobs, and waited for an opportunity. Let's face it, Hollywood is a visual place, and chances were, if you weren't attractive, you ended up with the quirky sidekick roles. I was six four, black hair, blue eyes, good teeth, square jaw. My body was chiseled; I sported the proper muscles and six-pack, necessary to get the 'hunk' roles. I also practiced martial arts, because I got a lot of fight-scene roles. I hated the exercise, but liked the martial arts training, having been doing it since I was eight.
I got a decent agent and a good publicist, and started landing roles. First, I did commercials, and made a pretty decent living. I got a bit part in a major motion picture, getting more for four weeks work than I did for the last five commercials. That led to a bigger part in an indie film, which led to a supporting role in a blockbuster. I did a good job, got a really good payday, but it ended up stopping my career.
My agent and I got a call from a well-known production company, it seems they were impressed with my work, and wanted me to read for a bigger role, second co-star, in an even bigger picture. My agent was drooling. This was my big break, and the role had a payday in the mid six figures.
It went to hell when we were called to his private office. His receptionist asked us to wait, as he was finishing an interview for the second female lead, my love interest in the film. Like me, she was relatively new, and very happy to be considered for the role. I'd always had good hearing, and even though his office was almost soundproof, I heard the scream.
"Did you hear that?"
Buddy, my agent, was on his phone and heard nothing. The receptionist, a young man, smirked and told me it was nothing. There was no denying the second scream, and the cry for help. I stood, and the receptionist got between me and the door. "Be cool, here. Let it alone."
I walked right through him, tossing him to the side like he was a doll. Buddy finally looked up, wondering what was going on. Alarm flashed across his face. "Dirk, don't..."
It was too late. I had already kicked the locked door open. The woman, a girl, really, in her late teens, was bent over the desk, her clothes practically ripped from her body. The producer was already in her, plowing away, holding her in place by a firm grip on her hair. She was screaming and begging him to stop. He looked up just in time to see my fist as it landed in his left eye. He flew off her, out cold.
"Call 911," I told the receptionist, as the girl scrambled to gather her ruined dress around her. He stood still, in shock, I think. I turned to Buddy. "Do it, right now. Tell them we stopped a rape in progress. Dial, now!"
He looked torn. "I can't, Dirk. It would end my career, just like you ended yours. Think he'll forgive you? Fuck no, the man holds a grudge better than a nun. You're toast in this town, and I officially give you notice that I can no longer represent you. Good luck."
He scurried out of the office, almost running by the time he got to the elevator. "Fuck it," I thought, as I dialed.
"911, what's your emergency?"
"Im at 1136, Stone Building, corner of Grant and Star Blvd, top floor. I've just stopped a rape in progress. Please send a unit, and EMT's. Make sure they have a rape kit. Yes, I'll be here when you arrive."
The receptionist looked like he was going to faint, then grabbed his phone and called them back, saying it was a false alarm and there was no crime being committed. It was useless by then, once the units were dispatched, they had to check the situation.
By then, the producer had come around, groaning and holding his eye. The girl looked like she was going into shock. The cops arrived, took my statement, while the EMT's loaded her on a gurney. The producer was ranting, saying they were going through a scene and no penetration occurred, while the receptionist backed him up. The cops had seen a lot, and didn't believe a word. The man was put in custody, the office declared a crime scene, and he was hustled off to jail. The crime scene techs found, among other things, vaginal secretions from at least twenty women in the room.
It was a big stink, in the papers for days, until it suddenly went away, and the cops made the announcement that all charges had been dropped. The girl, it was rumored, was guaranteed roles in three big films and a huge amount of money showed up in her account a few days later. So, I was a nonperson in Hollywood, while he got away scot free.
I couldn't find work; I couldn't even find an agent. No one in town would touch me. Without representation, it was impossible to find roles. When I saw the ad Joe had placed in the trade rags, I wrangled an interview.
He liked me right away, especially with my background and degrees, so he hired me. I now spent most of my days hunting down errant spouses and gathering the evidence necessary to break a pre-nup one day or solidify it the next. Some of the clients were high profile, so discretion was always the order of the day. My theater background helped a lot, and I was able to morph into whatever I needed to be, a businessman in a suit one day, a surfer in board shorts and tank top the next, a bellhop or parking valet when the situation called for it. I was even a bum for one assignment; seems the man liked to dress down and have sex with street people, guys I had a hard time even breathing around. He was playing sexual roulette with his life, and the lives of his wife and family. I usually felt bad about helping destroy relationships, but not that time. I handed in the paperwork and the photos, and took a two-hour shower.
It was a pretty big scandal, especially when it came to light he had three social diseases, besides HIV. Luckily, his wife hadn't been intimate with him for four months, so she escaped with just a mild case of syphilis. He was completely destroyed, his life's work gone. She got almost everything in the divorce, and I heard later he died alone at a long term hospice facility. None of his family claimed his remains or attended the funeral.
...
"Where's his junk?"
Jack almost grinned, again. "Whoever did this cut it off. The med techs think it's shoved up his ass. There's something there, anyway."
The first rule of private investigation is to find out who profits. It may not always be money, but when someone is killed, especially as horribly as this guy was, somebody was pretty upset, and wanted something pretty bad, from just revenge to much, much more. Find the motive, and you usually found the killer.
"Why are we here?"
"This is Joe Morgan."
"The self-proclaimed King of Porn? What the fuck makes you want to be involved in anything like this?"
Jack actually looked uncomfortable. "An obscene amount of money. I don't even know who we're working for; I was hired by another PI firm, who was hired by a lawyer, who is paying all of us from an offshore account administered by an investment firm. No one is talking and I got some pretty harsh words from the lawyer, telling me they're not paying me to investigate them, they're paying me to make it go away."
There it was: the magic phrase. In the entertainment business, it wasn't so much about justice as covering your ass, and big wigs spent tremendous sums for that very thing, to make it all disappear like it never happened. It didn't matter if innocent people got hurt or had lives ruined, as long of none of it stuck to them. Most victims got a little (or a lot) of money to keep quiet. Some got the short end of the stick. Some disappeared or died in random acts of violence. Don't ask, don't tell, was much more than a slogan for the military.
Jack saw me frowning. "You need to get over it, Dirk. I'm paying double rates on this, and they really do want to find out who did this. We're the good guys this time."
I snorted. "There is no such thing, especially here. You're lucky I got rent coming up soon. What are the cops saying?"
He frowned. "Not much. Here," he said, "this is a list of business associates, the people who worked for him, from techs to the 'actresses and actors'. You take the ladies, they always respond to you better."
"Or, you could get Alice to do it. Maybe woman to woman will make them open up a little better." Alice was his top female agent, a medically retired police officer in her late thirties.
"I'm sending both of you. Take turns, let her be the bad guy on one and you on the next. Go shake some trees, Dirk. Let's see what falls out."
...
I was on good terms with several officers and two detectives. I met them through my last big film, talking the production company into hiring them as extras and technical consultants. They were working security for the film, and I heard them making fun of the actors who were playing the cops, so I challenged them to help us out. It worked really well. They were especially sensitive of the raw deal I'd gotten with the producer, feeling like money talked and a guilty man walked free and punished those who'd tried to bring him to justice. I talked to one detective about what I was working on, and he had some strange comments.
"This one stinks, Dirk. Forty-seven possible suspects and all but two have iron clad alibis, and those two claim they were home alone and the detectives on the case think they're telling the truth. Why is your firm interested?"
"It's Hollywood."
He grinned, nodding. "I understand. That being said, this one could be nasty. You watch that cute ass of yours. Be a shame to lose that; good eye candy is harder to come by than you would think considering where we are. And if you find out anything, I don't have to tell you to turn it over to us."
Benson was as gay as they come, but he was my height and even more muscled than I was. He also happened to be one of my martial arts trainers. His boyfriend was a tiny guy, maybe five four, the definite bottom of the couple. He was cute as a button, and I knew he cross-dressed occasionally. I'd seen them at a Halloween party and was surprised to see Benson with a girl. 'She" flounced up, grabbed me and pulled me down into a long kiss while Ben laughed his ass off, expecting me to be pissed. I realized who it was pretty early, but I'd had a few, and decided to turn it on them. I kissed back, surprised at how good it felt, picking her up off her feet until her legs were wrapped around me. Her short skirt left nothing to the imagination, and everybody got a good view of her thigh highs and pink thong. I smacked that ass, laughing as she squealed, and put her down.
"Careful, Ben. Don't let her out too often dressed like this or someone will snatch her up."
He frowned, then grinned. "That would be a mistake, for both of them. Who owns you, baby?"
She fluttered her long fake eye lashes at him, making little kissing motions with her mouth. "You do, Daddy. But if I'm a really good girl, will you loan me to Dark Handsome for just a little while?"
Ben laughed at her using my nickname, a word-play on my real one. My agent's assistant had named me one day, calling her boss to let him know I was there. "Dark Handsome, oops, I mean Dirk Hansen is here, boss."
"That might be a bad decision, little girl. I may decide to keep you."
Ben laughed, enjoying the banter. "I don't think so, baby. I MIGHT be open to a threesome, if he agrees to play with both of us."
She swooned at the idea while I laughed back. "As tempting as that is, I think I'll pass. Thanks for the offer, though."
We talked a bit more, and I promised that if we found anything I would turn it in to my boss. What he did with it was out of my control. He nodded, knowing that if it was something substantial I'd try to find a way to let them know.
...
I met Alice at the office right after lunch. Seems porn people are late sleepers as a rule, so we were trying to catch them when they were awake but early in their day. Alice was a good looking blonde, a soccer mom who also looked elegant, and was known for establishing empathy with people she interviewed.
"What does Jerry think about all this?"
She just grinned. "Hubby doesn't know the details. I just told him we were doing background on a murder victim in the entertainment industry and left it there. He doesn't care, mostly, as long as he thinks I'm safe."
She talked about her husband and kids almost nonstop. I knew them all, and the kids called me Uncle Dirk, except for her oldest daughter, a twelve year old going on thirty. She called me Hunk, which made Mom and Dad grin. We got to our first stop, and she reviewed his file as we drew near.
"Jimmy, 'Jumbo' Winters. His junk is supposed to be the biggest in the business: thirteen and a half inches. Not much to look at, though."
I agreed, thinking privately that while the women in this industry were hired for their looks, the guys were mostly chosen for the size of their dick. Nobody ever accused Ron Jeremy or Johnny Holmes of being handsome men. He opened the door on the first knock, obviously nervous. It took him a few minutes to relax.
"How well did you know Mr. Morgan?"
"I worked for him for most of four years, but I don't think anyone really knew him. He didn't say much on set, just made sure everything was running smooth before he'd leave for his office or another set. He usually had three or four going at the same time. He wasn't unfriendly, just... professional... I guess. You need to talk to Amberly, his PA. She knew more about him and his schedule than anyone."
"Did you ever see him in an argument with anyone?"
"Hell yes. He was a cheap bastard, and someone was always after him for trying to screw them, pun intended. I don't know how you feel about what I do, but look at me. I have average looks, at best. I never finished high school, had no skills at anything. I would have probably spent my whole life in minimum wage jobs if it wasn't for him. Somehow he found out I was hung, came to see me, and the rest is history. I thought I had a dream job, a professional fucker. And the women were hot, mostly. The ones that weren't were usually worn out by the industry, and they were willing to do just about anything. They got used for the really kinky shit. Anyway, I thought I was on top of the world when he was paying me two grand per film.



Then I found out what everyone else in the industry was making, but I was locked in for two years. When my contract was up I told him to kiss my ass and went with someone else, for four grand. A year later he called me up, knowing I wasn't on contract, and offered me six per production. We settled on seventy-five hundred, and we did one about every ten days."
I was impressed. That was pretty good money by anyone's standard. I asked how long he thought he was going to continue. He sighed. "The porn industry is a dinosaur. There is too much shit out there on the internet you can get for free to have to pay to watch people fuck. I'm lucky, my parents always instilled the practically of saving for a rainy day. I live on about a third of what I make, and live comfortably. I got maybe four years left, and I'm going after everything I can get. I got a pretty good investment counselor, and I already own a burger franchise, and looking at buying another. I'm hoping when I leave the business I won't have to work anymore, at anything."
My surprise must have shown on my face, and he grinned. "I'm the exception to the rule. Most of the people I work with live a lavish lifestyle or have bad habits, and stay broke. None of them have ever considered they might actually have to face life after porn. You may have seen the two documentaries on just that, and most all interviewed did not have good lives."
Alice and I talked about it on the way to the next interview. We agreed that while we didn't exactly approve of his career, that at least he kept his head on his shoulders, and that he'd land well when he stopped making porn.
Alice read me the dossier on out next appointment, Janice "Honeypot" Jefferson. She was black, well built without being a caricature of busty black women, and as we found out, dumb as a stump. She met us in a thong and sheer robe, not caring at all that the neighbors were giving her disapproving looks as she stood at her door.
The apartment was a mess, reflecting her personality. She really didn't like Joe, said he made 'creepy' offers to her, but refused to say more. She did admit to fucking him a couple of times, even said he had pretty good equipment but no idea how to use it. Mostly she bemoaned her loss of steady income. She'd tried a few more production companies, but no one had anything for her. Her salary was about 3500 per movie before he was murdered, and she needed work soon, or she'd be out on the streets. Honeypot wanted to know if we knew anyone who needed someone with her talents.
"I do private parties, too. No more than eight guys, over than that and I have to have a partner. I do a killer bachelor party, corporate retreats, anything that brings in the bucks. Three hundred per guy, two a day for more than a one-nighter." She grinned, looking at Alice. "I do an awesome bachelorette party, too, with a partner, something for everybody. I have a rate for interested couples, a grand for eight hours of anything your heart desires. Lots of people want to fuck a porn star. Here's my card." It showed a bear with his hand in a jar of honey, her name, and contact number.
Thanking her, we took the card. I held my laughter until we were in the van, before exploding. "Hey, isn't your anniversary next month? I got a feeling if I got the guys to chip in, we could give you an anniversary to remember. Talk to Bobby, let me know."
She grinned back. "Let me think about it, I'll get back to you right after Saudi Arabia opens a ski resort."
She stopped smiling as we discussed the interview. Honeypot hadn't liked Joe either, a recurring theme among the next two girls and one guy we interviewed before the day was done. Our last interview, with a woman over forty who indeed looked rode hard and put up wet, was the most interesting.
"Joe was a motherfucker, plain and simple. He'd tread carefully around the new girls who could make him money, but used up old bitches like me? Treated us like we were less than dirt. Kept pushing us to do kinkier and kinkier things. Double penetration of both holes and a dick in the mouth was the standard for old girls like us. He kept trying to push us into doing other things, like getting pissed and shit on, tied up and whipped, the real thing, not faked for the camera. Look."
She casually pulled her shirt over her head, turning around. She had bite marks, some of them deep purple, all over her upper body, as well as lash marks. "From my last role. I was desperate for the money/ I'm divorced and have to pay child support. Let me tell you, private school tuition is not cheap. It'll take weeks before I can do another film, but it paid three times my normal rate and I was up against a wall, so I did it. He hinted if I was willing to do kinkier things, there was even more money in it. I'd heard him talk like that before, but I can't remember anything like it ever produced. I know a few girls, stoners mostly, talked about it, but I don't know if they ever did anything. They disappeared pretty quick; he wasn't much on druggies. You might want to talk to Pam; she once told me she was considering doing something for him. I don't know if anything came of it, she went with another company shortly afterwards."
We were both quiet on the way back to the office. Alice, filled with great sadness, wondered how women ended up like these.
"I can understand it, Al. Most of these women came here wanting to be in movies. Most had no money, no support group, some got seduced into it, some went into it because it was the only thing they could find to keep off the streets. Once in, it's a bitch to get out. Some turn to drugs, alcohol, anything to numb the pain. Some just keep going because it's the closest to their dream they'll ever get."
"How about the guys?"
"Same thing, to a lesser degree. Others are like Jimmy, blessed with enormous equipment and stumbling into it."
She looked at me closely. "Did you ever consider it?"
"Not in the least. I had a support group, a little savings, and a skill set that I knew I could use if I needed to. I was recruited though, about six months after I got here. Even went for an audition. When I found out what was going on I declined the role they offered me, as graciously as possible."
Alice started teasing me gently. "Were you recruited for your looks, or your junk?"
She giggled when I answered. "Both. I'm not in Jumbo's class, but I do all right."
"Oh, You're not bad. I've seen it, remember?"
It was hard to forget the infamous wardrobe malfunction of 2017. Alice and Bobby had held a pool party last summer, and everyone at the office was there. I was really popular with the small kids because I was big, strong, and could toss them pretty high in the pool. When it came time to eat, everyone got out. Her four-year-old, Janie, stumbled and started falling so she reached for the closest thing available, me. I had on loose board shorts, too loose I guess, because when she latched down on me, they slid to my knees.
Everyone just froze, and I casually pulled my shorts up, helping Janie stand. She giggled and ran off as the whole group exploded in laughter. They had to keep the comments and innuendoes as vague as possible because of the kids, but I caught it from every adult and a few of the late teens there.
...
We slogged on, interviewing everyone associated with Joe Morgan Productions. Alice and I took the actresses, actors, sound and film technicians, while Jack followed the money, talking to accountants and lawyers. He spoke little about what he'd learned, unusual for us. We usually shared all information, hoping one of us would see something the other missed. The cops were becoming frustrated, and the case was getting less and less attention. After all, who gave a damn about a washed-up porn producer? He had no family, no wife, no kids, so no one was raising hell, pushing them to find his killer.
I talked to Benson about it. He rolled his eyes in disgust. "The man was killed on the set of a porn shoot. We got four hundred DNA samples; apparently sanitation was not high on those sets. A hundred and thirty seven were semen samples, two-hundred-eight were vaginal secretions and saliva. Twelve were from blood residue. Apparently, accidents happen. The rest were from condoms and used tissues. We've identified less than half, and all have been eliminated from suspicion. This is going to end up a cold case pretty quick, unless we get lucky. You get anything on your end?"
"I doubt it. Most of the people we interviewed you guys had already talked to, and no one had anything new to add. Jack find anything on the money trail?"
He just looked at me. "Haven't heard a word, he just gave us what you got. I do know that Joe Morgan was flying high, living a lifestyle he couldn't afford. He was always just on the edge of bankruptcy. The accountants say he had to have at least two films going all the time to maintain payroll and pay his bills. One glitch and he'd be shut down in a matter of days. The only thing that kept him solvent was that about every five to six months, a huge deposit was made to his personal account. The trail went cold at an offshore bank, and no way in hell will those guys give anything about who made the deposits."
We talked generalities, he sounded me out about a couple of cases he was working on and we parted ways. I wondered as I left the bar why Jack hadn't given any information to the cops.
I asked him the next day, and he flushed a deep red. "Stay out of this, Dirk. You do your job and let me handle anything else. Understood? Remember, we don't work for the cops, we work for the client."
Oh, I understood all right, and I knew that withholding information from the police, especially on a murder case, was both unwise and illegal. It was his ass, though, unless he dragged the rest of us down with him. That would not be good, not at all.
*****
The weeks went by and the case went cold. It bothered me, but there was nothing I could do about it. Jack gave us all a nice bonus for our work, and I, for one, felt guilty for taking it. We hadn't done any real investigation, just went through the motions. The fact that we weren't really expected to find anything irritated me.
Life went on, for those still living. I'd worked three cases since the murder. Right then, I was working another case, a philandering husband with a weakness for strippers. He had the bucks, a Beverly Hills banker, so it was always high-end places, thank goodness. I'd been in the worst of the clubs for my work, and always went home and took a shower afterwards. I ended up that night in a place called Executive Privilege, where the waitresses all looked like slutty secretaries. Hair in a bun, heavy glasses, short business skirts showing the tops of their stockings, white blouses unbuttoned halfway down to expose their cleavage. Some even wore bras, usually black and red, that showed well under the sheer blouses.
The strippers were the best of the best. Lean, busty beauties that knew their craft and could stir the crowd to a frenzy. It took them longer than the norm at such places, but eventually they were naked. They worked the crowd, sitting at tables, flirting, making deals for private lap dances in the rooms to the side of the club.
My guy had his head in the cleavage of a well-endowed redhead, trying to latch down on a nipple. She avoided him with practiced ease, whispering to him, and soon they headed for the private rooms. I didn't follow, for one thing I couldn't without a girl, and secondly, while his behavior was sleazy, it wasn't damning. I would go outside, wait and see where he went later. If his habits remained the same, he'd leave, go to the closest motel, and wait. His chosen companion of the night usually showed up thirty minutes to an hour later. I already had him on film twice, showing them going into a room, staying an hour or two, and leaving.
This was my last night; we would brief the client in the morning. Even though the wife expected to hear he was caught, most didn't take it well. Some cried. Some threatened death. Some threatened to make his life a living hell. Most did all three. And then, some forgave. I never understood that.
I was just about to leave when an attractive black woman slid into the booth beside me.
"Hi, sugar. Remember me?"
It took a second, but I grinned. "Hi, Honeypot. I see you landed on your feet."
She grinned back. "Instead of my back, you mean? I like this a lot better than doing porn, and on a good week I make more than I did in films. A bonus is I don't have to fuck nearly as many guys. I have a Sugar Daddy now; he keeps me in an apartment, lets me use one of his cars. He knows I still fuck someone else once in a while, but as long as I stay clean it doesn't bother him too much. He's hinted that if I'd stay exclusive I'd get an upgrade, but I don't think I have the faithful gene in me. I like to fuck too much. He says he'll wait for me to get it out of my system."
She sighed, looking down. "I hope someday I can. He's a great guy, and deserves better. I didn't mean to, but I'm kind of in love with him."
I told her I was happy with her improved situation, and I also told her to give some serious thought to her guy. Maybe she should make a change.
She nodded and got up. "Gotta go, baby. The manager is giving me the evil eye. Got to circulate, you know. I'm up next, stay and watch me. I'll dedicate a move just for you. When I do the backflip and land in a full split, it'll be for you."
Just as she started walking away, she asked me if we ever found out who killed Joe. I told her as far as I knew it was a cold case now, and doubted it would ever be solved.
"Too bad. Joe was an asshole, but nobody deserves to go out the way he did. Hey, that reminds me! See that waitress, the one with black hair and a red bra? She did one film with us, probably Joe's last. It never got released. Did anyone interview her? Her name is Sharon. You should talk to her."
She went backstage, and five minutes later she did her routine. She was the best I'd ever seen, moving like there wasn't a bone in her body. She practically made love to the pole. I bet there wasn't a guy in the place that didn't have a boner when she was done. The backflip off the pole into the split was spectacular, I'd never seen anything like it. She blew a kiss in my direction before rising and working the crowd.
My target was leaving. I jumped up, flagged the waitress Honeypot had showed me, and asked if I could trust her. She seemed confused by the question. "Honeypot is a friend of mine. Give her this for me, and tell her I'm happy she has a better life. This is for your trouble."
I gave her the hundred for Honeypot and a twenty for her. Jack was paying; I'd turn it in on my expense report, so I went large. She had the bluest eyes I'd ever seen, really standing out against her raven dark hair.
My guy drove straight to a no-tell motel, and thirty minutes later the stripper showed up. I was about to leave when another car pulled in and a petite Asian woman got out and knocked on the door. I got my camera up just in time to catch him opening to door, naked, while the redhead lay on the bed, legs spread. That ought to sew the divorce up neat and tidy.
Done early, I went back to the strip club, sitting down in the section of my target. When she brought me my beer I asked if she had a minute. She backed up warily. "Look mister, I'm just a waitress. If you like I can send one of the girls around."
I felt like she was shutting down, so I gambled. "I don't want anyone else. I want to talk to the woman who worked on what was probably the last porn film Joe Morgan ever produced."
If I hadn't seen it coming, she would have hit the floor. I just managed to catch her, and suddenly I had two huge bouncers beside me. "A little help here?"
I'd saved her a hard landing by diving under her. They reached down, and with more gentleness than one would expect, sat her in a chair. One went to get a glass of water while another held her up. It was apparent they held her in high regard.
"What happened?" There was a hint of malice in his voice.
"I gave her a shock, but I had no idea she would faint. I mean her no harm, really. I just wanted to ask her some questions."
The other bouncer, even bigger than the one holding her, returned with the water. "Well, friend, I would guess she doesn't want to answer any questions. If you ain't a cop, maybe it would be best if you leave."
I stood, holding out a card. "You're right. Please, give her this card and ask her to call. I'm sure she would rather talk to me than the police. Just a few minutes, and I'll never bother her again. And before you ask, it has nothing to do with the club. I just need some background on a case I worked a while back. Give her this; she deserves something for missing her tables."
I think the hundred made them a little less disagreeable, even though they did walk me to the door. One guy gave me a little talk once we were outside. "Look, Sharon is one of the good ones. She's just a waitress; she doesn't do what a lot of the other girls do. I don't know what you want, but if she doesn't want to talk, she doesn't have to. If she tells us you're harassing her, well, the least of your worries will be getting back in the club. You understand?"
I assured them once again I meant her no harm, and left. I slept until 10 the next morning, it was four before I got into bed, and at noon I met the client. She appeared nervous but determined. I hated this part of my job, but I did it as professionally as I could, to lighten the impact.
"Mrs. Summers, I'm afraid your suspicion is correct. Your husband is cheating on you, with multiple partners."
She paled and a tear trickled down one cheek, but she remained composed. "How many?"
"In the three weeks we've followed him, four. He seems to have a fetish for strippers, ma'am. All his liaisons were with them."
"What am I going to do now?"
"I'm afraid that's out of my skill set, Mrs. Summers. Even if you stay together, I do suggest you get tested. I don't know if he used protection, and these types of ladies aren't very selective when it comes to partners. We have a few lists we've prepared as part of our service. One is of divorce attorneys that are reliable, another is of different counselors, both private, child and marriage, a list of clergymen you can reach out to, and a couple of support groups, people who have gone what you're going through now. There is also the name of a few discrete clinics, if you want to avoid your regular health care giver. We even have the number for the suicide help line. Please, use as many resources as you need to get you through this time of crisis. If you have family you can share with, do so. Don't try to go through this alone. Get help if you need it."
She thanked me, but she should have been thanking Alice. It was her idea, after one of our clients committed suicide, our report still clutched in his fingers when they found him.
I walked back to my cubicle, thinking maybe it was time to find another career. The sleaziness of the situations, the appalling baseness of most of the people we encountered was starting to jade my outlook on life. I'd walk through the mall, or the park, and see young loving couples and families, middle-aged people smiling with the content of well-lived lives, and a few older couples that still walked hand in hand, and wonder which would be calling us in the near future. It was no way to live.
*****
I had another hot case, the worst, an abusive spouse. It was the woman that was the abuser this time, even though she was half the size of her husband. She was a real shrew, and if her husband didn't do as she wanted she would catch him unaware or asleep, and hurt him. He showed me scars on his arm and body, the slight dent in his head from a bat, the crooked fingers of his left hand. After I got over the shock, I asked him to leave.



He was appalled. "Why?"
"Because if you've suffered that much abuse and are still with her, there is nothing I or anyone else could do for you. Unless you can give me a good reason to help you right now, I don't want to waste my time and your money. Why now?"
In answer he held out a picture. Twins, they looked to be about ten. "This is why. Up to now she's left them alone, but yesterday she snapped at our son and hit him so hard she knocked him down. He has a bruise on his cheek. Instead of apologizing, she stood over him and told him this was just a taste unless he toed the line. My daughter was crying and she threatened her. It was the last straw."
"What do you want us to do?"
"No one, looking at our size difference, would believe me. I want you to wire my house with video and audio. I figure one week will be enough. The evidence should be enough to get her out of the house and get a restraining order. The house is in my name alone, if that makes any difference. I have to protect my children, Mr. Hansen."
I knew I was going to do it. "We'll need about three hours. That will give us enough time to install everything we need, including coverage of the garage and yard. You can't be there because you might give the camera locations away. Act normal, if you can. We'll download everything, but I have to warn you, the first time she harms one of the children we'll show up with the cops, and you may both lose custody. Do you understand, Mr. Jones?"
"You're gonna be watching?"
"No, but we will be on call in case anything happens. We will monitor it for a few minutes periodically, just to make sure it's working properly. Try not to look around for the cameras, and if she does something stupid like abuse a child, grab them and run. Call the cops and call us. You got it?"
I got Gerry, short for Geradine, to wire it up. Actually, everything was wireless and small, I just stayed outside to watch in case the woman came back and to check the quality of the cameras. They were up and running quickly, so she checked sound balance and focus before we pulled away. She was quiet for the first few miles.
"Do you believe him?"
"Yes I do. He fits the profile, someone so in love with another they will tolerate just about anything. I'm glad he drew the line at the children, or it could have been bad."
I looked over at her, the way she huddled in the seat, and something clicked. At some point in her young life (she was 23), someone had been abusive towards my cute little geek. Then I thought about her boyfriend, a patrol corporal I had introduced her to, and decided he needed to know. He was pretty sharp, so he might already know. I reached out and held her hand. She locked down on it in silence, the quiet speaking volumes. She was better when we got back to the office, grinning as she strutted off, her short skirt swishing over those great legs.
Alice smiled when I walked by her cubicle. "Some girl named Sharon called. Said you would remember her from the bar. She sounded nice. Her number is on your desk."
Alice was determined to marry me off. She says I'm too good a man to deprive some woman of a decent husband. Nothing she'd tried had stuck, but it didn't slow her down.
*****
It took me a minute before I remembered who she was. I called immediately. She sounded extremely nervous when she answered. I tried to put her at ease.
"Look, the case is over, just another unsolved homicide in the Land Of The Fruits And Nuts. I just want to make sure we didn't miss anything. It just bothers me to think a killer may walk the streets because I didn't do my job well enough. I'm just after what you know; I'm not going to judge you or your life choices. God knows I could never be the first to cast stones."
She calmed down a bit and we made arrangements to meet at a trendy little coffee house not far from the club where she worked.
I was shocked at her appearance, still picturing her in her working clothes. She had on a simple tee and really well fitting jeans. There was no makeup on her face and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail that hung halfway down her back. Her startling blue eyes looked even better in the daylight. She looked a lot younger than I first thought.
"How old are you?"
She seemed surprised at the question. "Not that it's any of your business, but I'm 23. How old are you?"
I grinned, trying to put her at ease. "Not that it's any of yours, but I'm 27."
I saw the beginnings of a small smile, but it disappeared instantly. "What do you want? I don't have any money, so there's no use to try and blackmail me. All my family has passed or disappeared, and the ones still alive could give a rat's ass what I've done."
I sighed. "Look, Sharon. I don't care. Really. Not in the least. I don't want any money. I just want you to answer a few questions, none of them about you personally, and then you'll never see me again. You understanding me?"
It was her turn to sigh. The deep breath did wonders for her tee, her chest was really impressive. She caught me looking and just grinned sadly.
"All men are pervs. Enjoying the view?"
"Absolutely. A woman of your attributes and beauty should be enjoyed and appreciated. It doesn't mean I want to jump your bones, it just means I appreciate the visual. Now, could I ask the questions I came here for?"
My honesty surprised her, and she really did grin. "Okay, ask away. Just remember, my eyes are up here."
"How well did you know Joe Morgan? How did you meet? Did you notice anything unusual, any conversation or interaction that stood out?"
She was close to tears. "I'm going to tell you the whole story. Nobody has ever heard it, and it might do me some good to get it off my chest."
She stopped, almost daring me to look down. I kept my eyes locked on hers. I'd seen plenty of breasts in my life, but never eyes that blue.
"I was like everyone else; I came to Hollywood to be a star. I studied drama in college, but had to drop out in my junior year over family issues. My mother got sick, and never got better. She just slowly declined. I was working a dead end job, so I came here, hoping to break into the business and make her life easier. I know now how innocent those expectations were. I pounded the pavement, went to casting calls. I got gigs as an extra a few times, but never any speaking roles. I was working another dead end job, just barely surviving, when the call came."
She stopped for a minute, gathering her strength. I let the silence take over, until she started to calm down. Before she started up, I asked if she'd like another drink, maybe a snack. Sugar was good for stress, I hoped. She nodded quickly, so I got her another iced drink with all kinds of flavor in it, and a really large, really decadent looking chocolate muffin. She munched on the muffin until she was halfway through before speaking again.
"Mom had passed. She didn't want anyone to tell me so I wouldn't be distracted from chasing my dream. She was at the funeral home, and the man was asking what kind of funeral she wanted. I told him her wishes, and he totaled it up. Forty three hundred dollars for the service, the cremation, and the urn. I had eighty-nine dollars in my account, and rent was due. She'd signed over her life insurance to the facility that was caring for her, and it ran out pretty quickly.
I was totally lost until I remembered the card. Joe had given it to me at the restaurant I waitressed at, telling me if I ever wanted to make real money to look him up. When I checked into him I threw the card in my dresser drawer, thinking it would be a good story later."
A small sob came out, and I silently handed her a napkin. She dabbed her eyes, and started to speak when I held up my hand.
"You can stop now. It's obviously very painful, and I don't want you reliving that again. I'll just go. Thank you for your time."
She grabbed me, holding on to my arm. "Please stay. I need to get this out."
I sat back down and she locked down on my hand, half, I suspected, to make sure I didn't leave, and half for reassurance.
"I was desperate. I had no savings; nothing I could sell that would bring in that much money. I thought about Joe. I called; he invited me to his office. To shorten the story I was hired, two films, five grand each. To seal the deal I had to give him a blowjob. I threw up three times before I got home.
I'm just thankful I don't remember the details; I think I went into shock. I have fleeting images. four guys and another girl. I did whatever I was told. We were done in two days, he gave me the first check, and I left town. It was just enough to cremate Mom and hold the memorial, plus airfare. I was home when he got murdered. No one knows what happened to the film, but so far it hasn't seen the light of day. I came back, one of the girls from the movie got me a job at the strip club, and here I am."
It had to be Honeypot. My opinion of her rose significantly. I let her breathe for a few minutes before I spoke. "Thank you. I consider this information confidential; no one will ever hear the story from me. I'm sorry for the loss of your mother, sorry for what you had to endure. I'll be going now, thank you for your time."
I was halfway across the shop when she called me back to the table.
"I remembered something! Did you guys look in his safes?"
"Yeah, we looked at the one on the wall of his office and the one in his home. There was a few grand, and that was about it."
Sharon looked confused. "I didn't mean those safes. I meant the one in the floor under his desk, and the one behind the false wall of his closet. I saw them when I went in for my interview. His assistant, Amberly, let me go back a little early and he was transferring things from one to the other. He blew up when he saw me, and I had to promise on my life to never tell anyone. I think that's why he paid me so well for a first time, to buy my silence. It doesn't matter now, does it?"
I was stunned. I bet neither the cops or Jack knew about them. I was in a dilemma. I knew if I told Jack he'd get into the safes before the cops knew about them, if they ever did. Anything incriminating to our client would be removed and destroyed. I wondered once again who our mysterious client was.
*****
In the end, I decided not to tell anyone, yet. In my line of work you meet all kinds, and I'd made friends in high and low places, so I knew who to call.
Benny was a middle aged guy, going bald, with thick glasses, and a bit of a belly, just another average looking worker drone, but in his head were skills not to be believed. There was literally no safe he couldn't get into if he had the time, except for the super safes, and I was hoping these would be fairly simple.
I laid it out to him, without going into details. The less he knew, the better it was for him. He gave up his old career for a new one that paid well and didn't involve the risk of jail time. He was the guy you called to make sure your stuff was secured. His usual mode of operation was to try to break in, then explain in detail how he'd done it and giving them counter measures to make sure no one else could.
One CEO bet him five grand he couldn't, and told him the cash would be in the safe. He came into his office three days later to see the safe hanging open and the money gone. There was a note. "Thanks for the cash. I'll put it on my bill so you can deduct it as a consulting fee. Make an appointment, and I'll set you up so you never have to worry about it again." The CEO was so impressed he gave him another five grand, and put him on retainer, doing sweeps, quarterly, to make sure everything was secure.
Despite his turn to the light, Benny was not above a challenge.
"How much trouble will we be in if we get caught?"
"A ton. I don't want anything from the safes, I just want a peek at what's in them. After that, I'll tip the cops of through a voice distorted call from a burner I'll toss. The guy that owned those safes got killed, Benny, in a very painful, very gruesome way, so I don't want to dick around with this or have it come back to me. I'll pay you going rates, do everything I can to see we don't get caught. If you think it's too hot, pass it by. I'll see if I can get Mo."
Benny laughed for the first time in the conversation. "Mo can't open a can of pork and beans, much less a supposed burgle-proof safe. I'll do it, I owe you at least that much. However, if it goes south, I'll rat you out in a minute to save my own ass."
I agreed, laughing. Benny could have given up several people when he got caught, all bigger fish, but he had his own code, and said nothing. Two of the ones he protected 'loaned' him the money to start his business when he got out. I had no fear of Benny telling, but heck, I was going to be right beside him if he got caught, so it didn't really matter.
*****
It took us almost a month from inception to execution. We weren't worried, apparently no one knew about the other safes or they would have been raided by now. I had a hard time meeting Jack's eyes a few times, and he probably picked up on it, but he had no reason to suspect why. Cases came and went. The abused husband got enough footage in a week to lock in a divorce on his terms. The wife, all five one, one hundred ten pounds of her, went berserk when she was served. She tried assaulting the server in her rage, which got her a kicked ass and charges filed. The server, a willowy blonde who looked like a teenager and popped bubble gum to distract her targets, stood over her and grinned. "Bad move, bitch; I'm not some guy blinded by love. I just wished you had put up more of a fight; I could have used the practice. I'm going to take my heel off your throat, and you're going to lie there like a good little girl, aren't you? If you get up before I get into my car, I'll consider it a threat, and I really will kick your ass. You got that? Good. Oh, have a nice day now."
I thought about it as we cased the converted warehouse. It was in a depressed area, not a lot of other businesses around, just a few buildings widely spaced that were only used on a temporary basis. No one in their right mind would store anything valuable for very long in this area. We planned it down to the last detail. We sat for several nights in one of the vans we had just for purposes like this. We timed police patrols, traffic patterns, even observed during working hours to see if there would be a better opportunity then. The place was locked down, in bankruptcy since the death of Joe and his house of cards tumbling down. There was still police tape up, but it was so old it had broken and discolored. Word had it the bank was trying to line up purchasers when the bankruptcy cleared.
In the end, we chose a Friday night, just after one. We picked the almost antique locks on the doors, and proceeded up two stories to the main office and his private lair. We didn't have to pick the lock; it opened when I tried turning the knob. We were in.
We agreed on a minimum of talking, and decided to go for the floor safe first. Rather than slide the chair, I picked it up and sat it to the side. Benny felt around the floor until he found what he was looking for, and pulled gently. A three by three portion of flooring slid out, revealing the safe. It took Benny about three minutes to open it, only to be disappointed, as it was bare. He shut the safe and pulled the flooring back into place.
The closet was a large walk in. Many of his suits were still hanging on the rods, and the dressers were full of his socks, underwear, etc. There was a locked filing cabinet, and I fooled with it while Benny looked for ways to open the false wall in the back.
I was in the file cabinet first, because it was a lot less complicated than finding a hidden wall safe. It seems Joe was old school, preferring paper to the cloud. It was files and financial records mostly. I noticed a new folder titled 'Princess' and pulled it out. Princess was the name Sharon said he gave her for her work. I rifled through it, finding the contract, the receipt for the cash payment she had been given, and a couple of nude photos. She was just as stunning naked as I thought she'd be, but she wasn't smiling in the pictures. In fact, she looked miserable. Without thinking, I shoved the file into my overalls. I was going to erase her past as much as I could, so it wouldn't be following her for the rest of her life.
Benny had found the latch for the false wall, and the safe was huge! Fully six feet high by three wide, and we had no idea how deep it was. First, Benny checked it carefully for traps, in case it was wired. It could set off an alarm, or worse, start a process that would destroy what was inside. Then he set up a small device right above the dial. Again, I thought, with all the new electronic wizardry available, why would he go with an old fashioned dial safe? He really was a dinosaur.
Benny set the dial to zero and a green light came on. He rotated it all the way to the right and nothing happened. Then he went back to zero, and went a quarter turn to the left before a blue light flashed. He quickly went back to zero, going in the opposite direction. It took him all of three minutes before the tell-tale click came, and the safe was open.
I had no idea what to expect, but what was in there didn't come close. It was three feet deep, and the bottom two thirds were stacked with money, hundred dollar bills still in the bank wrappers. We counted the numbers wide, then deep, then high, and added it up. We had to use the calculator app on our phones. Six hundred and twenty thousand dollars. Wow.
The top part contained the tapes of his latest films, some documents, and a couple of flash drives. There was also a laptop. I had Benny stand watch while I took pictures of the documents, then I picked up the flash drives and dropped them into my pockets. I took one of the films, the one marked Princess. I hoped it was the only copy. I also took the laptop. After I looked at it, the police would get a tip leading them to everything we had.
We put everything back as exactly as we could, and slipped out. Benny was shaking when we got to the van. "Man! I've never seen that much money at the same time in my life."
"Thinking about going back?"
"Shit no! That much money is serious money, and serious money belongs to serious people. With that amount lying around, you can bet your ass someone is looking for it. I don't think it would be a good thing if they found I had taken it."
I grinned. "That's exactly right. That being said, we don't know if they know how much is in that safe. I liberated two stacks, leaving them exactly 600 grand. I doubt seriously they will look for twenty grand, even if they know it's missing. If they do miss it, they will just assume Joe took it. This stack is yours. I suggest you not deposit it, not discuss it, and not spend it all at one time."
"Thank you for that primer on how to avoid looking like a greedy idiot. I'll stash this, for a rainy day or a really nice vacation. A vacation that will be paid for from my business profits. I'll slide it into the account a few hundred at a time over a couple of years, and no one will ever know. What you gonna do with yours?"
"It's not for me. It's for a woman, the woman who told me about the safe. She could use the money, and deserves to get it."
Benny sighed. "It's always a woman, isn't it? I don't have to tell you to be careful, but, man, be real careful, all right? I hope she can keep her mouth shut. Now, I for one will never speak of this again. How about some breakfast?"
We went to Denny's and ate, old friends finishing a night out. I paid and kept the receipt, just in case. If anyone should ever ask where we were this particular night, the clubs we picked had no surveillance past the door, and it was usually pretty dark even then. We actually went to two, quick in and outs, and I managed to speak to a few people I knew.



*****
I debated a long time before I contacted Sharon again. I went to the club, assured the guys I wasn't working, and sat down. If I knew the bouncers or management of anywhere I was staking out, I usually told them. Most were pretty sharp anyway, and would have figured it out sooner or later. This way they didn't hassle me, as long as I bought the minimum drink quota, tipped the waitress, and kept their name out of it. I drank many a fifteen dollar soft drink designed to look like rum and coke. It all went into expenses anyway.
I told Manny, their Chief of Security, that I was working on a personal project not related to my company, and that I wanted to speak to Sharon. He passed the word along, and soon she was serving me a Coke with a slice of lemon. Leaning over enough for me to get a down blouse shot of a black lace bra, she spoke quietly. "After work. The IHOP on Third."
I sat and enjoyed the view. Yeah, men are pigs, but I wasn't trying to do anything, so I looked. Honeypot saw me, pissed almost everyone in the bar off by kissing my cheek, and plopped down. "Back again, sugar? It's me, isn't it? I knew it, one taste of brown sugar and white girls would look like ghosts. For you, Dark Handsome, it would be free. Just never tell anyone. I do have a reputation to live down to."
I grinned and kissed her hand, surprising the shit out of her. "I don't think I could handle you. One shot and you would ruin me. I'd spend the rest of my life trying to find someone with half your beauty and bedroom skills, and never succeed. So, as attractive as the offer is, I think I'll pass. Anyway, I don't think your man would approve."
She looked surprised. "How did you know he was here? I've asked him not to come, because I hate for him to see me work, but he does anyway. It's killing both of us."
"It was pretty easy to pick him out. He's the only guy in the room who looks like he could kill me and smile while he's doing it. Bring him over, tell him I'm an old friend you haven't seen in a while, and that we were never lovers. It might look better if I actual know your real name. Maybe he'll calm down."
She looked shocked, then smiled. "I think I will. Just for cover, I'll tell him you're here for Sharon, that you're her boyfriend. I'll let her know so she can play along." Honeypot started walking off, then looked over her shoulder. "Be sure and call me Jasmine. That's my real name."
She talked to her guy for a few minutes, gave him a big kiss, and went to work. He walked over and I stood as he approached, holding out my hand. "Hi. My name's Dirk. Jasmine and I go back a ways, and it's good to see she's finally met someone. I was wondering if it was ever going to happen."
Timing is everything. Sharon showed up with fresh drinks as we shook, setting them down with a flourish and giving me a peck on the cheek. "Compliments of Honey... er, Jasmine. She said to say it was for her two favorite guys. Remember, honey, I'll see you after work. Back to the grind."
We watched her sway off, and one guy, a little drunk, reached out and fondled her ass as she went by. I was half out of the seat when one of the bouncers grabbed him and hustled him out. Everybody knew the rules. No touching the waitresses. The guy at the table with me grinned. "I'm Jim. You never get used to it, do you?"
"Not at all. It must be really hard on you."
He sighed. "It is. It's why I almost never come around. I love Jasmine, and I think she loves me as much as she's capable, but I'm to the point that it's not enough. I'm seriously thinking about ending the relationship. I'll give her the car as a parting gift, and pay the rent on the apartment for another year, but I'm done."
Well, that was surprising. "Does she know?"
"Not yet. We're supposed to be together tomorrow, so I think I'll tell her then. I don't want to do it here. Look, I know you're her friend, so I hope you understand. I'm not judging her for her past, I'm looking at the present. I'm no choirboy, I've done things you could never imagine in my past life, but one thing I've always been, on the job and in my private life, is faithful. She can't be, and I can't live with it anymore."
"It's going to hurt her pretty bad, you know?"
He looked me in the eye, and it suddenly struck me that this could be a very dangerous man. I don't know what he did, but I got the feeling his past wasn't spent behind a desk. He was six-six at least, two inches taller than me, and weighed in the neighborhood of two-fifty, and I didn't notice any fat. I was pretty sure by the way he positioned himself that he was armed, carrying it on his right side. I wondered why the bouncers allowed it. Something wasn't adding up, here. "You think it's not going to hurt me? This is the very first time I've felt anything like love in my whole life. I found her when I was looking for someone to use in a Honey-trap, but I liked her so much I used someone else. It took me four weeks to get her to just have coffee with me, two more before we became intimate. I tried to justify what she does, but I just can't anymore."
"What do you do for a living?"
He passed me a card. "Thomas Paine & Associates, Personal Security Management Specialists"
"Bodyguard?"
"Some, in the first days. Now we plan and coordinate security for high profile clients, put in security systems, plan landscaping to prevent incursions, provide trained guard dogs, even provide personal protection for overseas trips if the client requires it. That's just the broad strokes, it's really a lot more complicated but the details would bore you. They do me, but I can't afford to miss anything. It's not a nine-to-five job, but it pays very, very well, and I've become quite successful at it."
"Why haven't I heard of you?"
"All our advertising is word of mouth from others we've done work for. I employ fifty people full-time, and twice that number part-time. What about you? You look like an actor, but you got cop eyes. They're like mine, and I bet we've both scanned the room ten times since we've been talking."
I grinned. The guy was really good. "Third generation law enforcement, before the acting bug got me. Now I work for a P.I. to pay bills while I try to get a break."
He looked at my card and gave me his own grin. "Ever freelance? There's times when I could use new faces. Nothing serious, at least a first, but I pay well."
I told him I'd think about it. Working for Jack was getting old. Maybe it was time to step up the game. We talked about sports, guns, and life in general while we waited for Honeypot's set to end. When it did, she came bouncing up, hugging all over Tom. She looked happy while he looked miserable, at least when she wasn't looking. She went off to circulate, and I stood.
"Gotta go. It was nice meeting you, Tom. I don't know you well enough to give you any advice, but if I did it would be to lay everything out, offer her a choice and a chance. She might surprise you."
Sharon met me at the diner, the fear plain on her face.
"You need to relax. I come in peace and mean you no harm. I do, however, have some things you need to hear. First though, let's eat. I haven't eaten much today, and I'm starved. My treat, so order whatever you want."
"Ooh, Mr. Big Spender. It's a feaking' IHOP! I doubt they serve caviar and crepes, with Mimosas. I'll have the pancakes, if you can afford it." It was said with a lot of venom, her stare hostile and aggressive.
I'd been up for 22 hours, was dead on my feet, here to do a pretty big favor for someone I didn't really know, and I get this shit? Not saying another word, I got up and left. By left, I mean I left the table, left the restaurant, and in was in my car before she had time to react. She was running out the door when I pulled into traffic.
My phone must have rang ten times before I got back to my apartment. All the calls were from her, and she left five messages. Damn I was tired. I decided I may or may not listen to them after a few hours of sleep, and fell into bed.
...
I crashed until noon. Then I went into the office to see what my next case would be. It turned out to be a friend of mine. He, too, had run afoul of Mr. Hollywood, and he'd tried to ruin his life as well. He couldn't get work on major films after that, and he ended up starting his own company and directing commercials for a living. Bob once told me he was surprised at how much he liked it.
"I don't have to fly all over the world, spend time in absolute hell holes for weeks on end, and put up with the actors, the producers, the director, and flunkies that are always on sets. I have regular office hours, never work weekends, and get home at a reasonable hour."
Bob was at one time considered one of the best second unit directors around. A second unit director was the guy responsible for the action scenes. His car chases were considered epic. Bob grinned, then told me he'd been approached by a British company to direct some scenes for their next project. "It'll be New Zealand for about eight weeks, and it will be summertime when we go. I'm taking Minnie and the kids, and we're going to treat it as a long vacation. I just want to keep my hand in, just in case."
I congratulated him. He asked me if I still worked. "No, I got a pretty cold shoulder for a long time, so I gave it a rest. I've been in a few indy films in minor roles, still got my card, but lately, nothing. I don't even have an agent right now."
He grinned. "Do a good job for me, and I'll use you some. As man pretty as you are, women would buy jugs of air if you pushed them."
We took the case. He was pretty sure he was losing money but couldn't really pinpoint where. He'd gone over all the records and they seemed legitimate, but he wasn't convinced. "I hate a thief, Dirk. I worked too hard to build this business to let the money wander away. Help me out here."
Alice and I did the leg work while Gerry tore his records apart. It wasn't one person stealing; it was almost everyone who worked for him, from the accountants to the prop guys. Seems almost all of them were related by blood or marriage. All were padding five to seven percent to the costs. I figured out who the ringleader was, sent Alice in undercover as a supplier, and watched her work her magic while Gerry documented everything.
In the end, it would have taken too much time and money to charge them and recoup his losses. Bob just fired them, en masse, and put the word out. Some saw the writing on the wall and quit before they could get fired, to better their chances at another company. Most all had trouble finding jobs, and the ones that did work took lower paying positions and were watched like hawks. Hollywood isn't all about the magic; it's all about the money.
I was surprised to get a call from Honey... er, Jasmine. She sounded miserable. "Hi, sugar. I could really use a friend right about now. I want your advice."
"Sure. When and where?"
She gave directions to a little diner thirty miles away. I wondered at the distance, and told her I'd be there as quickly as possible.
She looked as miserable as she sounded. Dressed simply in a modest sundress, hair in a bun, she looked nothing like the temptress she portrayed on stage. Jasmine looked like she would be comfortable on the sidelines of a soccer match, watching her children play. She had light makeup on, and it still didn't hide the puffiness of her eyes. Her hug was tight, almost desperate.
"Thanks for coming. You're the only friend I have honest enough to tell me the truth."
"What's wrong?," I asked, as the waitress brought us both huge glasses of sweet, Southern style tea. The place wasn't exactly soul food, but it did have a strong Southern focus on it's cooking, and was quite successful.
"Tom left me! He says he loves me too much to keep sharing me, it just hurts him too much. I never thought I'd say that about a man, but I love him! What am I going to do?"
"Did he say anything about getting back together?"
"He said if I could look him in the eye and promise to be exclusive, he'd have a ring on my finger so fast it would be surreal. He even gave me a timeline. I have three more weeks. Married? Me? What if I do it and get urges down the line?"
I sighed. She probably wasn't going to like what I was about to say. "It all comes down to what you really want. You seem more than happy with Tom. I know what I'd like to see you do, but it's your decision."
"What would you do if you were me?"
"I'd think about what I really want. Is the casual sex worth your love for him? I think you've been conditioned because of your past to think yourself unworthy of love, but that's bullshit. Everybody is worthy of love. But true love comes at a price. I also think you need to learn to love yourself first, to break your conditioning, and become the woman you deserve to be. You need to see someone, let them guide you through the process. Either way, in the end you'll understand yourself better. Who knows? It might lead you back to Tom."
She sat, tears leaking, nodding her head. I felt a presence and looked up into those startling blue eyes. "HI, Sharon."
She was obviously uncomfortable. "Um, hi. Jas called me, said she needed some support. I don't think she considered that you would actually come, but we're both glad you're here."
I shrugged. "I consider her a friend, and I don't have that many. Why wouldn't I come?"
She sighed. "I don't know, exactly. Maybe it's because I've got such a jaded outlook on life. Anyway, I'm glad you're here for her. And I echo what you said. Jas, he's right. It's time to let go of your old life, even if you don't get back together with Tom. Respect yourself, and others will have no choice. Personally, from what I've seen in the last few months, you feel like crap every time you have sex with someone else."
We petted her for a while, until she started feeling better. The other patrons got an eyeful when she gave both of us a full mouth kiss. I don't know about Sharon, but I got a little tongue. She grinned. "Sure you wouldn't like a spin in case I decide to be monogamous? Might be your last chance."
"I decline for a number of reasons. First, if I do and you get back together with Tom, and I never get you again, I have a feeling that would be a burden I couldn't bear. Second, it would be for all the wrong reasons, and meaningless sex is just that, meaningless. However, since I like you, it wouldn't be meaningless, and would hurt all the more."
Both women were staring at me. It was kind of creepy. "What?"
"Wow. You sure you're a man? That was a little deep for a pretty boy PI/actor."
"Hey! I read books. Besides, it's what I feel. Never had a man talk about feelings before?"
They looked at me, then at each other, grinning. Then they started chuckling, which devolved into full laughter. I was starting to get a little pissed when Jas took my hand. "No, sugar, we never have. It's a new and novel experience. Don't you agree, Shar?"
"Absolutely. It was a very nice experience. After all, in our world we're stared at and dissected like insects in their minds. They don't care if we have feelings, as long as they can bury themselves in one of our orifices. Being treated like we actually have brains is very rare, being talked to like an equal even more so."
Jas rose, smiling. Then she gently kissed my cheek. "Thanks, handsome. I wish maybe I'd met you before I started down the path I've been on. Oh well, maybe my loss can be Sharon's gain. You two would make absolutely gorgeous little vanilla babies. Aunt Jasmine could be your babysitter, when you need alone time. I've always liked children."
Sharon sat openmouthed while I grinned. "Thanks. Who knows, if you follow the right path, you may have a few of your own. We could have playdates. I've always considered vanilla and chocolate the two best flavors."
Jas stopped smiling, a faraway look in her eyes. Then she grinned, fluttering those long lashes. "Who knows. If I do, you can bet you guys will be their favorite aunt and uncle. Thanks, Dirk, for everything. You too, Sharon. I've never really had friends, and now I have two besties. Gotta go, I have a lot of thinking to do."
I watched her sway off, admiring the movement of her tight bottom. I looked up to see Sharon grinning. "You just can't stop yourself, can you?"
"Why would I ever want to?"
Her grin was genuine. " Still a pig. By all means, carry on. Since we're here, and I haven't eaten yet, buy me lunch. I'll have the barbeque, if it doesn't hurt you to watch a relative being consumed."
"Oh, we pigs can be quite pragmatic. I may even stoop to a little cannibalism, and join you."
We talked a little about unimportant things until the food arrived. I opted for the sweet Piedmont style of sauce, while she was old school, ordering the vinegar based. It was a very enjoyable meal. She went with the ribs while I took the pulled pork. The girl sure had a healthy appetite. She moaned a little as she leaned back, a pile of bones surrounding her plate. "I'm glad this place isn't close. I'd weigh two hundred pounds in a month."
I laughed. She was pretty tall, about five nine or ten, I'd guess, and might weigh one-thirty. She sat up, a determined look on her face. "Want to tell me what the last time we met was about?"
"I was trying to do you a favor, an act of kindness from one human to another. That's the only agenda I had. I was already having a pretty irritating day, and had been up for almost 24 hours. When you spewed that venom at me, it was the last straw. It was either leave or have a very ugly very public confrontation. So I left. Not all men are pigs, you know."
She looked pensive. "I'm sorry. I'd had a pretty bad day myself. My roommate had moved out, in love with a man who I knew would treat her badly, so I had to carry the whole rent myself. Then at work I got groped and fondled three times, so I was down on men already. You reminded me of the bleakest time in my life, and I guess I let you take the fallout from all of it. For what it's worth, I am sorry. Any chance we could have the conversation now?"
"Sure. Not here though. Too open. It would probably be best if I gave you what I have privately, but, realizing your distrust of men, it's why I chose IHOP in the middle of the night. I knew it wouldn't be crowded, and most of them would be on the tail end of a party night and not paying attention. Plus, I have things to give you, things that should not be seen by other people."
Her eyes were wide. "Mysterious much? I have this weekend off, all the way to Tuesday. I needed the break, so we can meet anytime, anywhere, within reason."
"Sorry, I'm leaving at noon tomorrow, taking a mini-vacation. Like you, I need a break. Maybe next week?"
"Where you going?"
I wondered why she wanted to know that. "Camping, Washington State. Maybe do a little fishing. It's pack in only, no amenities. It's a great place, there is no light pollution, and the stars are amazing. The fishing is pretty good, too."
"God, I could use a break like that. I'd like to breathe real air for a change, be surrounded by trees instead of tall buildings." I saw the change in her eyes. "Mind if I come along?"
Boy, that was a surprise. She saw the hesitation in my eyes. "I'll be good, I promise. And don't worry about me keeping up. I work out, but I really miss walking. Think about it, please. I have to go now, let me call Uber."
"Why would you call Uber when we're both going in the same direction? Come on, I'll give you a ride."
I think my vehicle surprised her. It was a 1988 Bronco II, restored until it looked brand new. I got it for practically nothing, and worked on it in my spare time. New shocks, ball joints and arm assemblies, had the automatic transmission rebuilt, along with the little V6. Then I had it painted a gloss black, the original color, even redid the interior. For a little less than five grand I had a practically new car. My uncle had one when I was a kid, and I always liked riding in it.



She remarked on it as I drove, weaving in and out of traffic. "This thing is really zippy."
"Yeah, it's great for urban traffic, and has enough juice to travel the interstate pretty easily. I have universal tires, and unless it's really rough, the four wheel drive can take me anywhere."
She shifted the conversation. "How big is your tent?"
"Well, it's supposed to sleep four, if three of them are midgets or kids. I had to buy that size because of my height."
"Good. I should fit then. And before you get any ideas, I have my own sleeping bag."
"I haven't said you could come yet. If you do, I need your promise to be civil. The last thing I need is to get into a raging argument in the middle of nowhere."
"I already gave you my word," Sharon said in a tight voice. "On second thought, just forget the whole idea."
I grinned, wanting to needle her. "Tell you what. You can come along, if you clean the fish."
Her laugh surprised me. "Deal. You probably won't catch anything anyway. But, if I clean, you cook."
"Agreed. I'm leaving at ten tomorrow morning. Can you be ready?"
"Come by at nine. I'll have breakfast ready and we can pack my gear, and still be on the road by ten."
I agreed, letting her out in front of her apartment building, wondering if I was going to regret doing this.
*****
It had been five weeks since we'd broken into the safe. There had been no hue and cry, so Benny and I were pretty sure no one knew about the safe yet. The evening before we left for the camping trip, I dropped by a college campus, and hung around the computers until a student left without signing out. I directed the tip to the cop in charge of the investigation, as well as Benson, asking him to keep it confidential until they went public. I couldn't hide my height, but I wore a fake goatee and a wig under a cowboy hat, the hair brushing my shoulders, just in case.
Sharon met me at the door, the smells wafting out of her apartment. Country ham, eggs, homemade yeast rolls, and buckwheat pancakes. I'm a big guy, so I did the breakfast justice. Sharon laughed; telling me the food would really sit heavy while we were hiking.
"Oh, we won't hike until tomorrow. We're going to get there late, so we'll just stay at the campground until the morning. It will give us a chance to rest after the drive; maybe do some fishing in the lake. You made breakfast, so I'll do dinner. Ready?"
I had insisted in doing the dishes while she gathered her gear. She packed surprisingly light, just a backpack, a sleeping bag, and a small cooler. I put the bag in the back, and judged the weight at thirty pounds. I hoped she didn't overestimate her endurance.
All but the last thirty miles were interstate, so we made really good time. We broke for lunch in a little town just off our course. I'd discovered it last time, and they made some of the best burgers I'd ever tasted. They were big, too. Sharon took one look at the menu and ordered a grilled chicken sandwich, thinking it would be lighter. When she got it, the flattened breast drooped over the large bun about three inches. She ate half, asking for a box and taking the rest with her. I ate every bite of my burger, and we both skipped side dishes.
We got to the campground at five-thirty, and I registered while she picked out a site, using just my name. The spot she picked was on a little knoll, surrounded by trees, and a good distance from anyone else. With her help, it took very little time to assemble the tent and stow our gear. I pulled my case out that held two breakdown rods and lightweight reels, with a small tackle box, and walked to the lake, Sharon right behind me.
"There," she said, pointing out a pine tree that had fallen into the water. "They'll be hiding under that. One of those rods better be for me, mister."
I asked, and she showed me her fishing license. She'd bought it at the gas station/bait shop we'd stopped at when we got off the interstate. I wondered what had taken her so long.
We talked as we rigged them, both going for a white fly, something that would work well in the dark waters of the lake, we hoped. Sharon started talking as we worked.
"I was kind of a tomboy when I was little. I was the only child they had, so I got to be both the son and daughter they both wanted. It was fishing with Dad, beauty pageants with Mom. I would have much rather fished, and when I turned twelve I refused to enter any more pageants, but I did agree to keep doing dance competitions. There, all done. I'll make a wager. If I catch the first fish, you cook breakfast in the morning. You catch it, it's all me."
We cast at the same time. I jigged about four times when I got a hit, pulling a nice sunfish out of the water. I turned to smirk at Sharon, only to see her holding a little bass.
"I like my eggs over easy. Keep or release?"
"You want fish for dinner?"
"Oh yeah."
Great. Remember the deal, you clean and I cook."
Her grin slipped a little, but she put both fish on a stringer. It took us about forty-five minutes to catch enough for dinner. I marveled when she pulled a four inch fillet knife out of a scabbard she wore on her side. I hadn't seen it beneath the loose shirt she'd worn. She gutted and cleaned the fish on the spot, throwing the offal into the water, to bait more fish in, as she put it, dropping the rest in a plastic bag she had in her pocket.
We went back to our campsite, and she washed the fish while I prepared to cook them. While the oil was heating, I rolled the fish in seasoned flour, and set them to the side while I fried potato chunks to a golden brown, dropping the fish in as soon as they were done. It doesn't take long to fry small fish, and after I put them aside to drain I dropped about a dozen hushpuppies I'd made into the oil. When they were done we had our meal, simple but very satisfying. Sharon stayed true to her word, cleaning the dishes while I repacked everything we'd used.
Then we hit the shower house. I came out in light sweats and a tank shirt, perfect sleeping gear. I had to sit and wait on Sharon, of course. A woman, obviously waiting for a shower stall, sat on the bench with me, striking up a conversation that went quickly into flirting. I was getting uncomfortable, but then she came out. She was wearing skin tight yoga pants, and a tank shirt matching mine, without a bra. She grinned before pulling a lightweight sweatshirt over her head. The blond that shared my bench took one look, blurted out, "You have a beautiful wife!" and scurried into the showers. "I think so, too," I called after her.
When I turned back to Sharon she had a funny look on her face. "What? She had no idea who I was or even if I was with someone, she just started hitting on me. Surely you of all people know what it's like."
She just grinned, and later, when the blond walked by our site, Sharon was in my lap, giving me a little PDA for her benefit. She jumped up and sat down in her chair as soon as she passed.
"You could have stayed, you know. I, for one, was very comfortable."
I could make out her smirk in the light of the campfire. "So was I, until you started getting a little too comfortable."
I flushed. A beautiful woman is on your lap wriggling around, and you're not supposed to get an erection? It would have been just plain rude not to. I told her as much.
"I'll take that as a compliment. Time for bed if we want an early start tomorrow."
I had inflated the king-sized air mattress while she'd gone to the bathroom, laying our bags out. "You know, we could zip our bags together, for more warmth."
"My bag is rated to 0 degrees. I'll be fine. Don't stare while I take of the sweatshirt."
Of course, I stared. She flushed when she saw me. "Pig," she said gently.
"Goddess," I said, just as quietly. Five minutes later we were both snuggled into our bags, and she went to sleep almost immediately. I listened to her soft breathing for a while before I drifted off. I woke about three, finding her snuggled against me. I moved my arm to make her more comfortable, and she slid under it, laying her head on my shoulder, and her arm across my stomach. I went right back to sleep, thinking how good she smelled.
She woke me with a little start, moving off my arm. I opened my eyes and yawned. "Time to get up?"
"It's a little early yet, but I'm not sleepy. Come on, let's get up, get the fire started. I have a surprise for breakfast." She was staring at me intently, wondering if I was going to say anything about the way we slept last night. I never said a word, just rolled out and stowed my bag. She sat with her bag hugged to her chest until I went out of the tent.
I made the fire, pulled my battered little four cup percolator out, dumped the coffee in, and sat it on the back of the fire. She came out, dressed for the day, tight jeans, tee shirt under flannel, her hiking boots on, hair swept back in a long ponytail. She looked like an LL Bean commercial waiting to be filmed.
She grinned when she smelled the coffee, then opened the small cooler, pulling out two ribeyes. "I was planning on having them last night, until we caught those fish. They need used, and it will be a great breakfast."
I put the marinated steaks on, watching them while I scrambled the eggs. Soon we were feasting, hot cups of strong coffee in our hands. She cleaned the dishes while I struck the tent. We packed what we weren't going to take with us in the back of the Bronco, donned our packs, and started up the trail.
We made pretty good time, stopping at noon for a lunch of sandwiches, chips and bottled water. We saved the empties, planning on filling them when we got to our campsite. She had a small camera, and was snapping away. I grinned and handed her the binoculars I used for work, explaining the camera to her. After that, if she thought she could have she'd have hiked with them glued to her face, she would have.
We saw a bear and two cubs on an opposite mountain, and I had to wait while she took a couple of dozen pictures. They were feasting on wild blueberries, and when we came onto a patch, I stopped and made her pick some with me, sliding them into a plastic container I'd brought along. "No need to let the bears have them all," I told her. She was more than anxious to continue when we had enough. We reached our designated site, one of three on the edge of a little lake, and set up.
We took the rods and fished, getting nothing until it started turning dusk, when we both got hit at the same time. They were trout, a very good size for the time of year. Sharon immediately cleaned them, pulling out yet another plastic bag. It was her turn to cook. I surprised her by handing her a large lemon, and she put slices on top of both fish, wrapping them in foil and setting them on the back of the grill top that was provided.
We'd didn't need to hunt firewood, the Forest Service provided it from downed trees that had succumbed the year before. She boiled water in a small pot before adding instant potatoes. I pulled one of the two bottles of white wine I'd carried up out of the lake where they were chilling, and we had a glass with dinner. We sat and watched a brilliant sunset fade to darkness. We sat, talking about anything and everything unimportant, until it was time for bed. Normally I wouldn't have carried the extra weight, but I'd brought the air mattress and a small pump, so we would be more comfortable. She took the little battery powered lantern into the tent, and I watched as she stripped in silhouette. Turned me on something fierce. She came out in her yoga pants and tank, her flannel over it. She looked at me, I grinned and it suddenly occurred to her what I'd seen. I grinned as she flamed red, then grinned and said "Pig."
"Goddess," I replied, grinning back.
"Your turn, and leave the light on."
I went in and stripped down to my boxers, moving slowly. I took the boxers off and did a slow turn. I heard her gasp as I came round, wondering if she could see the outline of my semi-erect cock. I slid into fresh boxers and my sweats, coming back out. I grinned at her flaming face.
"Pig."
"Whatever. Time for bed."
We got into our bags, and sleep took a long time coming. I woke up to her sniffling. "What's wrong, honey?"
The crying got louder, then subsided to snuffles. In the tiniest voice ever, she spoke. "Dirk, can I snuggle with you?"
"Of course you can. We need to get up for a minute, so I can zip the bags together."
She stood, passively as I did up the bags, laying them out on the mattress. "All right. I get the right. You better not snore or I'll be poking you."
"I've never snored!"
"All right then, we're good to go. Zip up." We lay together until she touched my arm.
"Can we snuggle now?"
I reached out, pulling her to me, until her head rested on my shoulder and her arm was across my stomach. I felt the tears start again, and I stroked her hair and cheeks, telling her to let it go. The full on bawling started them, followed by snuffles and later, hiccups. She cried for a long time. I never said a word, just held her and kept up the caresses. When she finally stopped crying, she started talking. "I'm sorry, Dirk. I haven't been in a man's arms since a year before I... did what I did. Afterwards, I just felt so used and dirty I didn't think a man would want me. Plus, I would freeze up every time a man touched me, thinking he just wanted to use me. Pretty screwed up, don't you think?"
"No I don't. What you went through had to be pretty traumatic. Just a suggestion, but maybe you should see someone professionally. Maybe they could help you."
"I don't have insurance, and I can't afford it on my salary."
"Would you mind if I try to help? I know a few people through work. Maybe I could get you a discount or even a free session or two."
She was quiet for a while. Then she spoke in a voice so soft I almost didn't hear her. "Let me think on it, okay? Right now, right here, is the best therapy I can get."
She went to sleep soon afterwards, snuggling even tighter. I drifted off, trying to think of ways to help her.
I woke alone the next morning to the smell of coffee. I got up, and didn't see her for a minute, until she moved. She'd changed into a brighter pair of yoga tights, and was sitting on a rock overlooking the lake, actually doing yoga. She was breathtaking, backlighted by the breaking sun. I grabbed my binocular/camera, and zoomed in, getting some pretty amazing shots as she went from position to position. She finally saw me and jumped up, pissed.
"What are you doing?"
"Taking pictures. Wait until you see them, you look phenomenal, backlit by the sun. Grace and beauty in a fuzzy warm glow."
My appreciation must have calmed her. "If any of them look sleazy, I'll delete them myself."
"Agreed. Breakfast? I've got a treat for you."
I poured her coffee, and got out the pan. I'd brought premixed pancake batter, so I stirred it up and as they were frying I added the wild blueberries we'd picked. There was enough for two large ones apiece, covered with the little squeeze bottle of honey I'd packed. I cooked half a package of bacon on the side. Sharon ate like she was starving, eyeing me as I started on my second. I grinned and fed her every other bite, and she didn't once make a snarky comment.
We cleaned the site, packed everything away, and started on the last leg of our trip. We had made a circuit, and our last stop was half way between where we were and the campground. We walked silently most of the time, only occasionally saying something about a view. I was very happy, I'd taken girlfriends on camping trips before, and they were intimidated by the silence, which made them talk almost nonstop. Sharon was just happy to be in the moment, and words weren't necessary. It was a short hike, and we got to the last campsite just after noon.
The site was at the bend of a fair sized river, running fast and shallow in places, before rounding a bend and widening to a deep, placid pool. Old hands by now, we worked well together, getting the site situated and the tent up. Lunch was half a tin each of ham and a bowl of ramen noodles. Not gourmet, but filling. I got the rod case out.
"Interested?"
"Sure you want to be outfished by a girl?"
I laughed and handed her the rod. We worked the shallows and the fast parts, before ending up in a secluded glen, beside a deep pool that had a little sandy beach. We'd caught a few, too small to keep, but fun to land nonetheless.
Instead of fishing, we just sat for a bit.
"I'd love to have a bath. Washing off is okay, but I feel a bit grungy."
I told her I'd be right back, dashed back to the site, grabbed the soap and towels, and a little bottle of shampoo. I shook the bottle at her.
"I'm not getting naked." She looked defiant.
"Be kind of hard to bathe then, but your choice." I yanked off my shirt and stood. I'd already removed my boots, so I grabbed my shorts and boxers, stripping them off, diving in as I heard her loud gasp. A gasp that turned to laughter as I surfaced sputtering.
"Jesus! This water is COLD!"
I splashed around a bit before grabbing the soap and lathering up. "Don't look!" I said, grinning, as I got into shallow water and completing my bath.
I was sluicing water over my head when I heard a splash, followed by a scream. "It is COLD!"
She'd taken off her top and bottoms, but had left her sports bra and thong on. Like the thong hid anything. I watched her swim for a while, as graceful in the water as she was on land, occasionally diving down, her scrumptious rump all that was above water for a few seconds. I'd gotten in deeper water, and she slid underwater to me, rising with a splash right before me. "I'll do you if you'll do me."
I was looking at her erect nipples, my mind out of gear. "Huh?"
She giggled, completely at ease. "Pig," she said gently. "I was talking about shampooing our hair."
She did me first, pretty quickly because I kept my hair short, pushing my head underwater unexpectedly when she was done, laughing.
She held the bottle out. "Now do me."
"Ooookaaay," I said drawing it out.
She giggled. "Pig!,"
It was probably one of the most erotic moments of my whole life, washing her long hair, as she leaned against me, sighing as I massaged her scalp, the beauty of the pool a backdrop. I admit I took a long time, and she seemed content to let me. Finally finished, she dipped her head under the water, getting all the soap out. She popped up grinning. "You didn't happen to bring conditioner, did you?"
"Sorry, no."
She shrugged. "Well then, if I frizz, and look awful, I'll just tell everyone we meet this is the look you like on me."
We moved to a smooth rock, and she climbed out without a pause, and lay down on her towel, after spreading both out. "Come on, the heat of the rock feels great after the cool of the water. It won't take us long to dry."
We lay for a bit, enjoying the warmth. "I have to turn over now, dry my back. Don't look!"
"Okay," I said smirking, enjoying the sight of her almost bare bottom tremendously. She popped one eye open and looked at me. "Pig."
"Yep."
"Whatever."
"I'm getting up now. Don't look."
I shrugged back into my boxers, looking around to see her propped on one elbow. I grinned.
"Pig."
"Whatever. I guess I'm dry enough now. I'll get dressed, too."
I watched as she slid the tight top on and adjusted it, and watched open mouthed as she shimmied into her leggings. "What?," she said, crossly.
"Don't get mad. I've always wondered how women got into those things. Now I know."
"I'm changing your name to Pig permanently. Now come on, let's do a few more casts before we go back."
The next pool down, I snagged a pretty good trout. Holding it up, I was about to brag when her rod doubled. It took her almost fifteen minutes to fight the fish into the net with the lightweight rig, but it was a beauty. Easily the largest trout I'd ever seen. We admired it for a while before she gently placed it back into the pool. "He's just too beautiful, I can't kill him. I hope the next person who hooks him feels the same."



I admired her for her feelings, and slipped my own smaller one back into the stream. We walked back, and about halfway there she slipped her hand into mine. I knew then it was time to give her what I had. I'd been lugging it around in the backpack, waiting for the right moment. We built the fire up, ate a light meal, and I pulled out the bottle of wine I'd been holding, waiting for the right moment.
"Sharon, what I'm about to tell you could get me into some really serious trouble. I need your word, your solemn vow, that you never tell another soul what I'm about to share with you."
She nodded, her eyes large.
I took a deep breath. "All right, then. After you told me about the safes, I thought about what to do about it. At first, I was just going to tip off the cops, but I admit, I got curious. To shorten the story, I got professional help and we broke into both safes."
She gasped a little. "What did you find?"
"This," I said, opening the backpack. "This is your contract, along with a couple of photos. I'm sorry, but I looked at them. As far as I know, these are the only copies. I suggest you throw them into the fire."
She looked at it, and I could see the deep blush spreading. It quickly went onto the fire, and she poked it until there was nothing left but ashes. Then she looked up expectantly. I pulled out the recordings. "As far as I know, this is the only copy of your film. Before you ask, I didn't look at it. I never once wanted to, I didn't want those images in my memory when I looked at you. Do what you want with it."
Of course, it went on the fire, the chemicals putting off an unpleasant odor. I smiled when it was done.
"There you go, Sharon. All traces of the Princess of Porn erased forever. There's one more thing."
I pulled out the money. I know, crazy to go hiking through the woods with ten grand in cash, but the alternative was leaving it in my Bronco, and that wasn't going to happen. Her eyes got huge.
"Along with the tapes and documents was a lot of money. A huge amount. I didn't say anything for a while, but I thought you deserved this for your pain and suffering. I don't think this will be missed, and even if it is, there is no way it can be traced back to you. Use it, or donate it, or sit on it, just don't talk about it. Just before we left, I sent the cops a tip about the safes. Guess we'll read about it in the paper when we get back."
Sharon sat, looking stunned and lost in thought. Finally she looked up at me, and the tears started. Long, fat tears that trickled down her cheeks one at a time, gradually getting faster until it was full on sobbing and she was in my arms. We sat for quite a while, as the shadows grew longer, disturbed only by the flickering fire. Finally she sighed, and stood. "I have to be by myself for a bit," she said, before grabbing her little flashlight and walking back towards the river.
She was gone long enough for me to start thinking about searching for her, when she returned. She was smiling, but it was a small, pensive smile. She sat on the log beside me, snuggling in. "Thank you. I don't know what else to say."
"There is nothing more to say, except you're welcome. Now, promise we will never speak of this again."
Sharon turned, giving me a firm kiss before leaning back and grinning. "My lips are sealed. You didn't happen to fix dinner while I was gone, did you? I'm starving."
There wasn't much left, but we scrounged together enough to satisfy our hunger. I had already prepared the tent, so we brushed our teeth and went to bed. I was glad I had brought plenty of water purifying tablets, that girl could use water. Of course, I boiled it first, then put the tablets in, you just couldn't be too careful. I had a friend who went backpacking and forgot his tablets. He boiled everything, but something got through and now his health was so bad he could barely walk, much less do any hard work. He lived on disability now, at twenty-eight
*****
It was hot that night, for the first time. Sharon wriggled around an hour later before sitting up. "I'm burning up!," she exclaimed, as she wriggled out of her clothes, down to another sports bra and thong.
"Don't get any ideas."
"Too late for that," I said, as I took of my tee and sweats, leaving me in my boxers.
"Stay on your side of the bed!"
"I'll remember that if you get cold later. Now go to sleep."
We lay on top of the bags, and finally cooled down enough to go to sleep. I don't know how much time went by, but I woke to find her snuggled to me, her tight rump nestled into me. I couldn't help it, and got hard instantly. I didn't know she was awake until she giggled. I started to pull away and she grabbed the hand that was across her stomach, stopping me.
"It's all right, Dirk."
I enjoyed the snuggle, and was almost asleep when she started pressing back into me. I was hard again quickly. After the fifth time, I spoke.
"Sharon, I..."
"Hush. Don't talk. You're the first man in almost a year and a half that I've had feelings for, that I'm attracted to. I don't think I can do this any other way. Please love me."
I could feel her tears on my arm, but I gently stroked her tummy and let my hand wander back to her ass, tracing the thong down between her cheeks. Her breath quickened, and she reached back, pushing on my boxers. Three wiggles and they were down to my thighs. She cooed as she fondled my erection, before pushing back, letting go of my cock to pull her thong to the side. I gently stroked, to find her soaking. "Let me," she said, as she lined up and slowly thrust backwards.
I don't have words to describe how wonderful it felt. She slid back slowly, stopping once in a while to wiggle a bit, then continuing until I was bottomed out as much as I could be in this position. I'd never felt a woman generate as much heat, and she was very tight. Due to her self-enforced celibacy, no doubt. Sharon pushed her sports bra up and took both my hands, pushing them into her breasts. Her nipples were rock hard, her chest firm and soft at the same time.
We sped up slowly, varying depth and timing of our thrusts. Four minutes into it she let out a little moan, and I felt moisture trickle out of her. That set Sharon off, and she pushed my hands harder into her breasts. "Play with my nipples! Be firm! Roll them, pull on them, if I could turn over I'd let you bite them! OOOOh!"
She came as close to squirting then as I've ever experienced with a woman. She lifted her leg up, and I grabbed on to give her support. One hand had dipped between her legs, and she was rubbing her clit frantically. Sharon moaned "faster, faster!," so it wasn't very long until I was going as fast as I could go in that position. She let go her clit and reached back to fondle my balls. That was all it took, and I cried out as I gushed into her. She screamed, and it sounded really loud in the little tent, before dropping her leg, and sobbing softly.
I didn't know what to do, so I turned loose of those amazing mammary glands, and started stroking her hair as I placed soft kisses on her neck. I didn't know what to say, so I remained quiet. Sharon finally settled down, rolling over and giving me a kiss that had to be in the top ten of any kiss ever given to anyone in the history of the world. Pulling back, she giggled and snuggled into my chest.
"Thank you, Dirk."
I couldn't help softly laughing. "You're thanking me? That was the most intensive, most satisfying round of lovemaking, I refuse to call it sex, that I've ever experienced. I should kiss your ass all the way back to the campground in gratitude."
She giggled louder. "I might just let you do that. In the meantime, let's get some rest, build up our strength. I might want to do this again later.
She felt my lurch at her words and grinned, grabbing me. "Down boy! Behave, and we might play again."
Of course, that really had the blood rerouting. She snuggled back into me, and was asleep in seconds. I lay awake, wondering what had happened. I liked, Sharon, liked her a lot. She been used about as badly as a human could be, but was still a decent person. I couldn't imagine what she'd gone through, it's what made me do what I did, something totally out of character for me. Not the helping, I was glad to do that, but the other, breaking and entering, stealing the money, things I had never considered before. I thought about her in her sexy secretary outfit, and found I preferred seeing her in those amazing yoga pants and a tee shirt much better.
I finally admitted I had developed feelings for her. I'd had lovers over the years. Not to sound egotistical, but my appearance made it pretty easy to attract women. I never really connected with any on an intimate level, though. I often thought there must be something wrong with me.
Sharon, well Sharon brought out the caveman in me. I wanted to throw her over my shoulder, take her to my cave, and keep her forever. I found myself having high hopes for the future. I could see her pregnant and glowing, carrying my child. I fantasized more until I drifted off to sleep.
She woke me as dawn broke. She was naked, and on top of me, kissing me gently. She smiled when I opened my eyes. "Good. You're awake. Come with me."
She rose until she stood, and stretched out like a feline, her languid movements accentuating her beauty. She looked down and grinned. "Well, come on, or I'm going to start without you."
She bounced out of the tent, and I almost popped the air mattress getting up. I followed her to the stream, and Sharon took my hand, drawing me into the water. It was very cold, but her hands felt like warm sunshine as we stood knee deep and washed each other. Washing turned into caressing, caressing turned into stroking and kissing, ending up with me on my back on the warm sand of the beach.
She mounted me, bending over until I was wrapped in a veil of long hair and she was kissing me intensely. She sat up a little, found me, and slowly sank down gasping a little as she bottomed out. Then she rode me, gently, urgently, until I was quivering to roll her over and take her. I knew better, though. It was all about her, letting her have the power and control, and getting her confidence back. It didn't mean I didn't like it, and after her second orgasm she was slamming me, her body moving faster than I thought possible. When she hit high gear it didn't take long, and she came for the third time as I exploded. She fell to my chest, crying and laughing at the same time.
"Now we need to bathe again."
I grinned. "Dibs on the good parts."
She looked back over her shoulder, a sexy smirk on her face. "Pig. You coming?"
I almost beat her into the water.
*****
We broke camp with a great deal of sadness, knowing we would soon be descending into the real world soon. We inspected the campsite, making sure it was clean, and held hands.
"Come on," she said, "let's get back to civilization. As much fun as we had last night, think how much better it will be in a comfortable bed."
It made me want to run down the mountain.
We talked, really talked, about everything. She told me she was going to have counseling when she got home, if she could find someone she liked. "I want to be better. I want a normal life. I'll continue working at the club until I can find another job, with the money you gave me, I have a little cushion now."
I don't know if you want to hear it, but I'll do anything I can for you."
"Anything?"
"Anything."
"Good, because I can think of a lot of things I want you to do. Take me on dates. Let me cook for you once in a while. I really miss that. Oh, and make love to me, when I want. And I'm here to tell you, I have a lot of time to make up for, so I'll want a lot. Still willing?"
"Could we get a contract on that? Exactly how much is a lot? Can we do it when I want to every once in a while?"
Sharon grinned. "Pig."
She held my hand all the way into the campground. The place had a little mom and pop diner right off the trail, and we were starving. The waitress laughed when Sharon apologized for our gluttony.
"Relax, honey. Most guys coming off the trail for more than a week try to eat the chairs. You're good."
The campground office had picked up a bunch of surplus lockers from a defunct high school, and had them lining the back walls of the welcome center. For a buck a day you could lock your valuables away until you returned. We got our stuff out, and immediately started recharging our phones. While they charged, we fished the lake one last time.
We stared out over the water for a minute when we finished, and shared a deep, deep kiss, then we loaded up the Bronco and started back to the real world.
I turned on my phone and looked at the dozens of messages. Jack, Alice, Benson, the detectives in charge of the Joe Morgan case, A DA I had never heard of. Even Benny. All with multiple messages, all demanding I call them, right now! I even got a couple of messages from Jasmine.
It looked like the fecal matter had made contact with the rotating oscillator in a major way..
END OF PART ONE
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"Wait, what did you say?" Dave was in his wife's office. She was the head honcho of the division, the big cheese. Dave, he was a lowly accounts representative, quite a bit down the food chain. he was a little nervous at first when she came on board, but there were several levels of management between them, so it was all good, he thought. Maybe not.
"You're numbers are way down, Mr. Waxman. You were the worst performer of the year in your division. I'm afraid we had no choice. X is waiting outside to escort you to your office to collect your things." X stood for Xavier, one of their two security guards.
The had always called each other Mr. and Ms. in work settings, to keep it more professional. She kept her last name for professional reasons, so she said, but everybody in the office knew they were married. He even had a picture of her on his desk, of her shaking the hand of the Chairman of the Board as she received her promotion.
"That's it? Nine years of loyal service to this company and I'm terminated because my numbers are off? If you had bothered to listen to me, you would know..."
"Please, stop. The decision has been made. Let's not make it any harder than it has to be."
For some reason, that struck him as funny. "Listen, Pink, I mean Ms Patterson, I really..."
She must have hit some button, because all of a sudden three hundred pounds of black muscle was in the room with them. "Xavier, would you please escort Mr. Waxman to his desk to collect his things? Best of luck to you Mr. Waxman, perhaps this will encourage you to try harder at your next position."
X definitely looked embarrassed, but he had his own job to do. Dave looked at him and grinned. "C'mon X. Like the lady said, let's not make it any harder than it has to be."
She was still talking when Dave went out the door. Everyone avoided looking at him, which told him most of them knew beforehand. That definitely didn't improve his mood. He walked slowly, looking those who would glance at him in the eye. They looked away every time, and the women actually blushed. He kept very little in the way of personal items in his office, so it didn't take fifteen minutes to pack one small box. He was walking out when X spoke.
"You forgot this, Mr. Waxman," he said, handing Dave the expensive pen and pencil set she had given him when he made Salesman Of The Year the first time. Dave looked at it for a second and dropped it in the wastebasket with her picture.
"No, I didn't"
X drove Dave home, so he could take the company car back. After several attempts at conversation he got the message and shut up. As Dave got out, X reached over to shake my hand. Dave took it, because it was just his job and he really liked the guy. "Sorry, man. Sorry it happened like that."
Dave grinned, even though he didn't feel like it. "Me, too."
He walked in, looking at the house as if it was the very first time he ever saw it. He realized suddenly there was very little of his presence in the house. It seemed she was minimalizing him at home as well as work. It made him wonder if he had a performance issue at home, and if he'd be canned for not keeping his numbers up.
She came in about seven, late even for her. Dave was watching a baseball game and didn't even look up. "Hi, honey, sorry I'm late. Meetings ran over, you know how the Board loves the sound of their own voices."
He didn't respond, just kept watching the game. She looked at him for a minute before deciding to try a different track. "What's for dinner?"
It had been their practice over the years that whoever got home first made dinner. It had occurred to him as he examined their relationship that she probably hadn't fixed dinner more than a dozen times in the last year, and most of those times were because he was traveling.
"Whatever you decide to fix yourself. I've already eaten."
She just stared for a minute before she opened her mouth and started the worst fight of their marriage. "Surely you're not mad about today. It was a business decision, honey. It had nothing to do with you personally. I still love you just as much."
"For an executive and a fairly intelligent person, I can't help but think in this case you're a fucking moron! And by the way, yes, I am angry. In fact, I'm pissed beyond words. You handled the whole thing very badly. Had I ever gotten an unfavorable review in all the time I'd worked there? Where's the paper trail of warnings, counseling and reprimands? Sure, my numbers were down, but there's a very good reason. One you never bothered to discover. I..."
"Stop begging! I'm sure I did the right thing professionally."
It shocked him so badly that he did stop talking for a minute. She smiled and started to speak, but he exploded. "Fuck you, the Board, and every other asshole in the company! YOU WERE NOT PROFESSIONAL, YOU WERE NOT REASONABLE, AND YOU DAMN SURE WEREN'T INTERESTED IN ANYTHING I HAD TO SAY. Tell me, how much input did Adler have in this?"
She was reeling at his outburst. She actually stuttered for a minute before she got it out. "He's been concerned for months, and was very nervous when he brought me the numbers. You had gone from being one of our top producers to the absolute worst. I had no choice! I had to send the message that no matter who you were, if you didn't produce, you were gone. It was the only way I had to keep the respect of the people under me."
"Once again, a fucking moron. I've been thinking all afternoon, now that I had some free time. When did you stop respecting me as a man and an employee? If you'd had the least bit of love for me, personally, or regard, professionally, you would have handled this completely differently. You could have tried talking to me, give me a heads up, and if it got bad, you could have offered me a chance to resign. Do you have any idea how hard it's going to be for me to find another position? If I can't perform well enough for my wife, someone who is supposed to love me, why would strangers trust me to do a good job? You've fucked me in this town; I'll have a hell of a time landing a job now. It not like I can whip out a glowing review from my old company, now is it? I've said enough. If we continue, we, or rather I, may say some things that can't be taken back. Why don't you get some dinner, and I'll finish watching the game."
She tried one more time. "I never thought you'd take it so badly. It's just business, honey. We'll be fine. And don't worry about a job; I make more than enough to keep us..."
Dave held up his hand. "Please, stop while you're losing. I'd bet you'd love to turn me into a househusband; it would cement your reputation as a tough as nails CEO. I can hear them now. 'Watch out for that one. She's so tough she fired her husband and turned him into a little house bitch. Bet she's the one who's on top when they fuck, if she isn't banging him with a strapon. Wonder if she makes him wear panties around the house?' Well, you can forget that shit. I'll eventually land another position somewhere, even if it's not here. Now please, stop talking."
He'd finally managed to piss her off. "Fine! Sulk! Get angry! It might give you enough motivation to do a good job next time. FYI, honey, your little tantrum put the skids on the extra good loving I had intended to give you tonight. Looks like it'll be you and your fingers if you want any release in the near future."
He shrugged. "Fine. At least they won't fire me if I don't perform as expected."
That one hit her hard. She tried forming words until she finally screamed in frustration and stomped out of the room. He heard her rattling pans in the kitchen, so he assumed she made her dinner. A little while later, he heard her go up the stairs. She came back in the 'absolutely no sex for you tonight' outfit: an old tee shirt and ratty sweatpants. It seemed to upset that he didn't comment. They sat, and he let the silence stretch. Finally she spoke.
"I'm sorry, okay? I wrestled with it a long time before I made the decision. I do love you, and it isn't the end of the world. We can..."
"We can stop talking about it. What's done is done, and you can't unring the bell. I'm going to bed. I need to get up early and put some feelers out, see if I can salvage anything out of the fiasco you turned my life into. Good night."
She floundered for something to say, before settling on "I'll be up in a little while."
He was already asleep when she woke him with her scream. Seems when she changed, she never noticed that his things were gone. He was in the largest guestroom with attached bath, and planned to stay there a while. Soon she was knocking on the door, demanding that he let her in. Dave just turned back over, wondering how mad she'd be when she realized he'd changed the lock on the door and she didn't have a key. Ten minutes later he heard the lock rattle. A few minutes after that he heard a sigh, and then went to sleep.
...
Jen brought her boss her standard coffee and pastry the next morning, as well as her own. She had been with her since her first promotion, as secretary, and later private assistant. Jen loved Bev for how she treated her, and was the one person in the company who was able to tell her the truth without worry of repercussions. Jen pulled a chair next to the desk, and they went through their morning ritual of coffee and personal time.
"How'd it go when you got home?"
Her boss sighed. "Not good. Not good at all. He said more swear words in two hours than I've heard from him in all the years we've been together. Apparently, when he's angry the truth comes out, and he thinks very little of my management skills. He even moved out of the bedroom, and changed the lock on the one he moved into. Have I told you he threw the pen set he kept on his desk in the trash? Along with my picture? Really, why is he taking it so hard?"
Jen looked at her boss with sad eyes. "I warned you. You should have left him some dignity. The way you did it was really cold, boss."
"I had to do it that way! I was sending a message to everyone. No one is bulletproof if you're not performing to standard. How did the rank and file take it?"
"Truth?"
"Always."
"Well, Bev, it's divided. Most of the men and some of the women think you're a screaming bitch. A few admire you, but it's very few. A surprising number are updating their resumes, saying that a company that fires people with no warning whatsoever is not a company they want to work for. Two more of your salesmen say they've seen the writing on the wall. One already has an interview lined up, and I suspect that in two-week's time, he'll be gone. The other is thinking about relocating to be closer to his aging parents, and this is the incentive he says he needs."
Beverly couldn't believe her words. This wasn't what she had in mind at all. She thought that if she showed them regardless of whom it was, she meant business when it came to the company, everyone would work harder. She had no intention of sparking an exodus. This could be very bad. Very, very bad. She knew that in a couple of years she would be in line for a board seat, maybe eventually Chairman. This might slow those plans down considerably.
Jen brought her back to reality. "What are you going to do about your husband?"
She waved her hands dismissively, still thinking about her job. "Give him a little time and space, I guess. He really does love me, he'll come around."
Jen had an idea it was going to take more than that, but held her silence. She had been loyal to Beverly all these years, but if things got bad, if people started leaving, she needed an exit plan. She had her own family to worry about...
*****
Dave spent the next three weeks being spectacularly unproductive. He stopped going to the gym, stopped eating right and was drunk more than he was sober. He did nothing around the house, leaving a mess wherever he felt like. Bev tried being supportive at first, enduring his cutting remarks, until finally sinking into silence. He did note that she spent a lot more time at work. Evidently, she felt more comfortable there, where she was Queen.
He then went through a phase of not bathing. After three days Bev finally had enough. "For God's sake, Dave, man up! You stink and you've got a pretty good start on a pot belly. You might like living like a pig, but I don't. I'm sorry, all right? I could have handled it better, but as you said, I can't unring the bell."
Her face softened. "Please honey, I miss the old you. I miss you in our bed, and I miss you in me. It's been almost a month, why won't you come back to me?"
Dave held up his fingers and wiggled them. "I'm kind of involved now. They seem to love me, and have never once complained about my performance, or offered to terminate me. Besides, you're already in a committed relationship."
She went white, then red. "You asshole! I have never cheated on you, not once in all the time we've been married. Although I have to admit, once the word got out we weren't getting along that well, I've had offers."
"We'll get back to that in just a minute. And you've cheated on me our whole marriage. Not with a man, but with a job. It will always have first call on your time, you will always put it first above any needs I may have. Know how many anniversaries we've missed celebrating together? Eight, out of thirteen years. Something was always more important at work than spending time with the man you supposedly loved above all others. Don't get me started on missed birthdays, the times you broke commitments with both our parents and good friends. Ever notice how rarely you see your parents now, or how many old friends we used to have that we haven't socialized with in years? You just never seem to be able to spare the time. I'm really glad now we never had children, they would think they were living in a single parent home because they would never see you. As for your offers, how many have come from people higher in the organization? I can't imagine you fucking down; it would have to be someone who could help your career somehow."
Dave felt bad for her for just a second, looking at the pained expression on her face. He quickly got over it when she slapped the hell out of him, the first time either had ever touched the other in anger. He looked about thirty minutes later, and the print was still on his cheek.
"You sonofabitch! Don't you know I'm doing all this for us, so we can retire while we're both still young enough to enjoy it? So I'm not Miss Congeniality, and I apologized every time I missed an anniversary or major event in our lives. And we agreed no children, I couldn't afford the distraction, so don't throw that up to me. As for the offers, yes, some were from people who could help my career, but I would never have an affair, because I still love you and could never betray you like that. You need to get your act together, so get showered, dressed, shaved, and let the woman who loves you take you out for dinner."
She stopped, out of breath from emotion and the long speech. He gave her a sad smile. "Sorry, I've already had dinner, three burritos and a large fry. And on the subject of children, I didn't want to be a biological dead end. I loved you so much at the time, though, that the choice was easy. Still hurt, though, when my clients used to pull out pictures of their families. What was I going to show them? We don't even have a fucking dog.
"You're right though, the pity party has to stop. I'm going upstairs to shower, shave, and try to turn back in to a real person. I'll hit the gym three times a day for a while, after all, what else do I have to do? Thanks for the motivational seminar."
She just stood there in shock, from the words and the fact that she'd hit her husband. Bev was smart enough not to follow him, although when he got downstairs she was very contrite and apologized.
"I'm sorry, but you don't know how hard this is on me. One business decision shouldn't destroy a good marriage like this. Please, I'm sorry I had to fire you, but it was in the best interests of the company. Like I've told you many times before, it was just business. It doesn't mean I love you any less."
He sighed. "Look, Bev, I know you think in your heart you did the right thing. Firing me was just the final straw. I've played second fiddle to your career our whole marriage, and frankly, I'm done. I hope the Board chair can keep you warm at night, and that the raises and accolades will make up for the loss of grandchildren to dote on. I hope your success fills the void of a sterile life, without family or close friends."
He paused. "And is it hard on you because you regret how you handled things and hurt me so badly, or is it hard because suddenly people are leaving? You created a hostile work environment when you did this to me. People don't respect you anymore, they fear you, afraid you'll arbitrarily fire them at any time. That can't be conducive to a productive workforce. Don't look so shocked; I actually had friends there, and every time I see one they fill me in. And before you ask, I say nothing to denigrate you; I only say you were sure of your actions at the time. I'm curious as to how you're going to handle it when the numbers drop and the Chairman pops round for a visit. Better hire a really good spin doctor, if you don't already have one."
Dave sighed, quietly. "Bev, I shouldn't do this, but I'm going to tell you now this is going to get a lot worse. Be prepared for what's coming in the next few weeks. Now, if you will excuse me, I have some serious gym time to make up for."
Beverly was lying in bed, feeling sorry for herself, going over the conversation when it hit her. he said "I loved you so much at the time" She was still wondering if he still loved her when she finally drifted off into a fitful sleep.
*****
Beverly found herself sitting with Jen three days later, pouring her heart out. "I just don't know what to do any longer. Everything I say or try he turns around on me. I'm beginning to understand he's carried these resentments around for years, but held them in. He hasn't touched me sexually in almost eight weeks. I had to buy a vibrator to keep the edge off or I'd be climbing the walls. I can't believe he turned down the job opportunity I wrangled for him. He didn't even wait for me to get home; he came here while you were running an errand for me, and exploded. I'm very glad it was lunch time and most everyone was out of the office or in the break room."
"Why did he get so angry when you were just trying to help him?"
"Well, I had to promise the President over there I'd spread a little of our business his way if he helped me out. Things were going well until the final sit-down, and the guy laid it out. He was only hiring him as a direct favor to me and only then after I had made some concessions. He told Dave he was giving him the absolutely worst territory, and if he didn't bring the numbers up quickly he wouldn't make it past the probation period. Just because your wife carried you all those years, he told him, he wouldn't be as understanding."
"What did Dave do?"
"He stood up, and politely thanked the man for the interview, then he turned and left, coming straight here. The President called me just after he left, and raised hell with me because he just walked out. Then he demanded that I keep my commitment to him."
They changed the subject, talking general business, when the receptionist called and said she had a gentleman there who wanted to see Bev, but he didn't have an appointment. "He says he only needs five minutes, if you would be so kind. He says he has something to deliver."



Curious, Bev had him escorted to her office. He was a large man with a friendly face, dressed impeccably in a nice suit and tie. He thanked her for her time, and got down to business.
"Ms. Beverly Patterson? Or should I address you as Mrs. David Waxman?"
"I go by my maiden name here, for professional reasons. What can I do for you today?"
He really looked apologetic when he handed her the papers. "I'm sorry ma'am, but you've been served. Good Day, I'll find my own way out."
Beverly looked at the large envelope, and fainted.
She came to her senses on her sofa, Jen and X had placed her there, and Jen was wiping her face with a cold cloth. "What happened?"
"You fainted."
"I fainted? Why would I faint?"
Jen held the envelope and it all flooded back. Bev started crying uncontrollably. It took her twenty minutes to cry it out. In a trembling voice, she asked Jen to open it and tell her how bad it was.
Jen opened it up and nearly fainted herself. She read through them with intense concentration before placing them gently on the table in front of the couch.
"The good news, Beverly, is that he's not filing for divorce."
Bev started smiling again, but Jen held up her hand. "He's doing something a lot worse. He's suing the company, you, Bob Adler, and the Chairman of the Board for wrongful termination and mental cruelty. You need to get hold of him fast, Beverly, and talk him into withdrawing all this, or your career here is over. It doesn't matter whether he wins or loses; the bad publicity will be enormous. IF you get to keep your job, you'll never rise any higher."
Beverly nearly fainted again, before pulling herself together and driving straight home, trying her best to set a land speed record for a luxury SUV. All she found was a note on the dining room table.
"I'm sorry, Ms. Patterson, but you crossed the line. My lawyer assures me it's pretty much a slam dunk, and your Board will do just about anything to keep it quiet. She was pretty ticked when I told her I would accept no deals, that I intended to make this as public as possible. Don't bother looking for me, on her advice I've moved out, at least temporarily. I still love you, though I don't understand why. When this is over I'm willing to go into counseling if you are. Maybe we can find our way back to each other. Maybe not, but I want to at least try. Oh, and if it makes any difference, I got a job, something new for me, and I look forward to it. We'll talk soon."
Beverly leaned back in the kitchen chair, watching her life and career go up in flames.
Just when she thought her life couldn't get any worse, it did. Two weeks had gone by, and the hearing was in four days. The Board had sent an independent HR expert and a lawyer in, and it didn't look good. The discussions they'd had with the employees did not paint her as the best of bosses.
She was sitting in her chair, staring into space instead of working, when Bob Adler burst into the room. She had always liked Bob, had actively recruited him and he'd done a really good job up until then. He'd flirted hard after she had fired Dave, and Beverly had leaned on him to help with the pain. She was lonely and depressed, and when he offered to take her to dinner to forget her problems for a while she accepted. The would up drinking way too much wine and when he kissed her it felt so good she didn't stop him. Then reason kicked in and she pushed him away. He apologized and Beverly stopped any nonprofessional contact, even though he plead with her to give it a chance.
"Goddamnit, Bev, you need to do something about this! Solomon Enterprises just called, and have decided not to sign the contract. There goes eighteen percent of our business! All they said was they'd found a cheaper, more reliable source who's quality matched or exceeded ours. They told me they would be glad to let us bid next year, but it had better be something spectacular if this new supplier worked out. If that's not enough, Apex and Stuart industries have both been hinting they may go to someone else. That's another eight per cent."
That was absolutely the last thing Beverly wanted to hear. If they lost a quarter of their business, especially while they were tied up in the wrongful termination case, she was toast, as well as Adler and maybe a few others. She needed to move on this quickly. She sent Bob out, especially when he started pestering her for another date, saying it would be okay now that she was separated. Bev wasn't sure she had a marriage left, but a sure fire way to finish it would be go out with Bob, and Dave finding out about it. She reached for the phone.
"Hello, Mr. Soloman. Thank you for taking my call."
"You're welcome, Beverly, and how many times have I asked you to call me Sal? I'd like to think after all this time we were friends."
"We are, Sal. Tell Susan hello for me, and I hear your daughter just got her MBA from Wharton. Is she going to be the future of Soloman Enterprises?"
He laughed. "I hope so; the girl is already smarter than I ever was. I'm giving her three years, then Susan and I intend to sail away into the sunset."
"That sounds lovely. Sal. I'm guessing you know why I'm calling?"
"Yes. I'm sorry Beverly, the new supplier is cheaper, faster, and exceeds our quality standards. The difference is significant enough that I can't walk away from it."
"Have you signed the contracts yet?"
"Not yet, but we're scheduled to finish up the paperwork in two weeks."
"Good. Please, Sal, give me a chance to see if I can match or better their deal. One meeting, that's all I ask."
He sighed. "All right, for old time's sake, I'll give you one shot. Set it up and I'll be there."
Beverly was sure she could win the business back when when talked to Sal, so she stopped worrying about that and focused on the upcoming hearing.
...
Dave was at loose ends, and about to go out of his mind. It looked as if he had any hope of finding anything in his line of work, he was going to have to expand the search area, and that meant moving. He was at the gym, straining his guts out, wondering if he had a marriage left, at all. Yes, he had coasted the last year, but Beverly never once allowed him to tell her his line of thought. She didn't know he had deliberately let orders dwindle, or that his core base of customers were fine with it.
It was blind chance that after he left the gym he ran into Sal Soloman and his wife, Susan. Sal had been one of Dave's first customers, in fact, they went back eight years. After they got past the customer/salesman relationship, Dave was treated like family. He once told Susan she was the smart aunt he'd wished he had when I was growing up. That statement cemented their relationship, and Dave have even introduced her to others as his favorite aunt. Susan would giggle and coo, and Sal would grin at her antics.
"Sal, Susan! What a surprise! It's so good to see you, are you in town on business?"
"All pleasure, I'm happy to say. We just got out of the theatre. I've always wanted to see The Odd Couple, and this is supposed to be the best touring version of the revival around. When we found out they would be here but miss us, we just had to come."
Sal just smiled, he once told Dave that his real job was to make his wife happy, and his business was just a means to that end. He never forgot a birthday or anniversary, and most of his employees benefitted from it, because he instituted a policy of giving his employees a half-day off on your wedding anniversary, and the whole day off afterwards, to recover, as he put it. He also paid them for the time off.
Turnover in his office and factories were the lowest in the state; someone had to pass or move away before there was an opening. Every woman got roses and chocolates on her birthday, and every man got something in line with his hobbies, be it a box of golf balls, a new fishing reel, or fine cigars. Executives came to his business to observe his operation, and while many changed nothing, a few copied him.
They insisted that Dave join them, and for ninety minutes he forgot my problems and admired what a true relationship was. Eventually, though, they brought up Dave's situation. Susan was baffled, and Sal was a little ticked. "You were one of her best. I really don't understand it. Did she not understand your reasoning?"
"She never gave me a chance to explain, Sal, just called me into her office and fired me in the most public way possible. It's poisoned the well, locally. It looks like I'll be moving soon."
Susan spoke up. "Does Beverly know you're considering this? Is she willing to go with you?"
"No, she doesn't know yet, and she would never leave her lover, Susan. Before you ask, I have to believe she's never cheated on me, at least physically. No, her lover is her job, and like a skilled seducer, it's offered her things I could never compete with."
Sal was quiet for a minute, then grinned. "Since you're at loose ends, my boy, pop by and see me in the next couple of days. I may be able to help you out."
With nothing else better to do, Dave was in his office three days later. They talked general business for a few minutes, when Sal asked what on the surface was an innocent question.
"Ever hear of the RGP Group?"
Dave had, indeed. A new company out of South Korea, they were trying to break into the U.S. market. He had met the youngest son of the owner in an airport while we both waited on a delayed flight. They found out what each other did, and he happily showed Dave some of his products on his laptop. Dave looked them over and realized they would be in direct competition with his company. Luckily for the business, they were concentrating on the West Coast, far from his area of operation.
He was a likable guy, though. His father had sent him to the U.S. to knock on doors. Unused to American ways, he had an entourage with him, but most were just as clueless as he was. Since they ended up in the same towns a lot, Dave kind of took him under his wing. Dave lost contact with him when they sent him to the Midwest, basing him in Chicago. Dave breathed a little sigh of relief, his products were high quality, and their prices were almost thirty per cent less than the company Beverly and Dave represented.
Dave knew that Sal hadn't asked the question casually, and grinned. "Yeah, I know of them. I'm even kind of friends with the youngest son of the owner, but I haven't talked to him in over a year."
Sal looked a little embarrassed. "They're expanding into our area. I talked to a few people who've used their product, and all seem to be satisfied. I haven't responded to them, mostly because of you. Your stuff is higher, but you always kept your word, always delivered on time, always followed up if we had a problem.
"We, Stuart, and a few others took your advice when you demonstrated the latest version, and we've been retooling for the better part of the year, using up old inventory. I don't know about the others, but I have about a month's supply before I'll be completely changed over. We find ourselves in a unique position; RGP's version fits even better into our plans than your old company's version does. The main reason I wanted you to come by was to ask your advice and offer you a job. Instead of selling, why don't you try buying? My purchasing manager is retiring, and we still haven't found anyone we feel will fit. With your experience in sales, vendors would have a hard time trying to take advantage. After all, you know all the tricks, right? Besides, most either know you or know your reputation, so it'll cut down on a lot of haggling. What were you making before you got fired, and I don't mean now, I mean your best year?"
Stunned, Dave told him. "Not a problem there. In fact, I can probably go five or ten grand better, and work in performance and savings bonuses. Why don't you give it a try? Even if it doesn't work or you decide it's not for you, it'll look good on your resume when they see you've done some work on both sides of the business."
In the end, Dave decided to give it a try. It beat moving out of state, and he was a little excited about it, the first time since he got fired he was excited about anything. He went home to his apartment, actually happy to be there. His former house was really her house, an edifice to her success. She'd often remind him in small ways that if their salaries had been equal, they could never have afforded it. Dave thought a little about the upcoming hearing, and sighed. He wondered how much of what he was doing was seeking justice and how much was revenge. Probably half and half.
He knew if he won, Beverly's career was over. Even if she got to keep her job, it was as far as she would ever go in the company. If he lost, it would still take years to recover from the damage. Would he be happy if he was vindicated? Probably. Would he be happy about hurting her career? In honesty, he thought, he would, just a bit. Not because of who they were, but because she needed an object lesson in how to treat people, and remind her the world didn't revolve around her.
Thinking back to when they first got together, he remembered a fresh-faced young woman who had set goals, her determination as strong as her abilities. He remembered when she got her first promotion. He'd taken her out to dinner to celebrate, at a place they normally couldn't afford. When she objected, Dave showed her his very first bonus check, telling her she wasn't the only one in the company who was rewarded for hard work. As fresh as it was yesterday, he remembered the lovemaking, the celebration of two young people desperately in love and on top of the world. He also remembered afterwards, as they lay exhausted, her head on his chest, her hand rubbing across his stomach as he toyed with her hair, thinking things were just going to get better.
To make a long story short, they didn't. Get better, that is. Dave watched as each promotion sent her a little farther away from him. Her clothes got more expensive, her makeup and hair done by top of the line professionals, and how angry she got if he even tried to kiss her before they out to one function or another, always with her as the center of attention. He remembered standing around, mostly ignored, feeling useless. Finally he stopped going except on really important events. Bev was pissed at first, saying it sent the wrong message, before spinning it to look like it was her idea. He nearly tore her head off when it got back to him she told people he didn't go because he was embarrassed that he couldn't keep up with the conversations. He made it a point to go to every function for a while, seeking someone important to her, clients especially, and having long in-depth conversations about things she never had a clue he even remotely knew. It got to the point she asked him to tone it down, so the focus could be on her.
*****
Well, today was the day, Beverly thought as she walked towards the conference room at the local State Employment Office. Her career would either be over or not, depending on the outcome of the negotiations.
She hadn't seen her husband in almost three weeks, and was surprised at his appearance. He'd lost most of the spare tire, let his hair grow out a little and was sporting a closely trimmed beard. It made him look distinguished and young at the same time, if that was possible. There was what could only be described as a blonde bombshell sitting beside him, but Bev knew looks could be deceiving. This was Amanda Austin, one of the most experienced and feared labor lawyers in the state. She was there more as an observer, gathering more data for the lawsuit she knew was coming.
Beverly had the best counterpart my company had to offer with her. He'd spent a little time coaching her on how to answer the inevitable questions, how to project confusion on how this had happened when all she was doing was what was best for the company. She asked him how he thought they would do.
"This case is a train wreck waiting to happen. There's no paper trail, no write-ups, no warnings, no explanation of the consequences if he didn't improve. His last review was very complimentary. By company policy, you should have had his manager handle the termination, with someone from HR as a witness. He was entitled to an appeal, to the next person up the food chain, in this case you. Since you fired him and never gave him his chance to take it to a higher authority, you once again breached company policy. You know, I read your file before I came down, and you got really good reviews; the home office and the Board talked about you in the highest terms, yet here you are, making a mistake someone fresh out of college would avoid. I'll do my best, but if he wants to make it ugly, we can't stop him. Have you talked to him at all lately? Does he have any idea the negative impact this could have on your future?"
Beverly had to admit she hadn't at the time, which made his frown deeper, and he probably knew almost exactly what would happen to me if it got bad.
Everyone sat down, and the arbitrator started the meeting. She had a video camera set up, to record everything. She started off by introducing herself as an arbitrator from the State Employment Commission, and explained that while they may reach some kind of agreement, it wasn't binding until everything was written down and notarized. She also explained that if an agreement couldn't be reached, or if either party disagreed with her decision, they were free to take it to the capitol. or if that failed, court, in the form of lawsuits.
First she thanked the HR representative for sending her a copy of company termination policy beforehand, so she could familiarize herself with our procedures.
Before she let anyone else speak, she asked a few questions. "Mr. Waxman, Ms. Patterson, I understand you are man and wife. True?" Beverly said yes as positively as she could, and Dave just nodded. "Tell me, Ms. Patterson, if you will, how has this impacted your marriage? Do you consider what your husband is doing reasonable? I'd like to clear this up before it gets to the civil stage."
Dave didn't speak up, so Beverly went first. "We are most definitely married, and will remain so. Yes, it has absolutely impacted our marriage. He's moved out, hasn't talked to me since he did, and now we're here. I must have told him a hundred times what I did was just business, and it shouldn't impact our private lives. I really don't understand why he's doing this."
The arbitrator thought the woman delusional; how could it not impact their marriage? She had told him he had no value to the company, terminated him after nine years, sent him home and couldn't understand why he was angry? She turned to the husband. "Mr. Waxman, care to comment?"
"Ma'am, on the advice of my lawyer, I am not here to discuss my domestic situation. This meeting is solely to determine if my wrongful termination complaint has merit."
"Fair enough. Ms. Patterson; please tell me exactly what occurred the day you terminated Mr. Waxman, and state your reasons for letting him go."
Bev explained how his supervisor, Bob Adler, had come to her to discuss the terrible sales record of Mr. Waxman, going back almost a year. She stated she had no idea his numbers had gotten so bad, and that after discussing it in depth with his manager they agreed he should be let go. She also said it was the hardest business decision she had ever made, but she had to put the interests of the company first.
The arbitrator asked for documentation, and frowned when none could be produced. "Tell me Ms. Patterson, if this employee had a very good record for eight years, and then his sales plummeted, would you not have been curious, and try to determine why? If he had been a good employee for so long, surely he deserved a chance to turn his sales around, a probationary period, explained in detail, in writing, what failure to produce would result in, and monthly monitoring to ensure he was going in the right direction? The reason I ask is that very scenario is described in the company manual your HR department sent me for employees with at least five years of tenure."



Beverly squirmed, and gave her coached answer. "That is correct, but as CEO, I have the authority to terminate anyone, at will. The numbers had dropped so radically I thought we were in danger of losing some very old and lucrative accounts, in fact, that is exactly what is happening. I felt I had no choice."
The Arbitrator nodded, then turned to Dave. "Sir, does this sound reasonable?"
Dave actually grinned. "Not at all. There was a reason the numbers were low. I even tried to explain it to Ms. Patterson a few times at work and in our domestic situation, but she told me I needed to stay out of things above my pay grade, so I dropped it."
"Tell me then, why did your numbers drop so dramatically?"
"Believe it or not, it was planned. We were coming out with a new and improved product, and there was a lot of old inventory still available. I talked the customers into buying the new product by discounting the old, and clearing it out of inventory. I have here statements from four of our customers substantiating this. As soon as the old reached a predetermined threshold, they were going to order the new, in bulk. It was a win/win for everyone. They got the old inventory at a discount, which would be more than made up for when they ordered the new. So yes, I goofed off a little, played golf and had dinners with clients, while we discussed projected volume. I never, not once, forgot I had the best interests of my company to watch out for. MY immediate supervisor knew all this. Why isn't he here? I asked specifically for him."
"This isn't a court, Mr. Waxman. I can't force someone to appear at an informal hearing. Do you have any proof of your claims?"
Amanda Austin reached into her briefcase and extracted some paperwork, passing it to the arbitrator. She read through a few, frowning. The corporate lawyer tried to stop her, but she once again told him this wasn't a courtroom. He settled by demanding to see them after she was through. She would hand him a sheet when she got through with it, and his own frown got deeper.
They argued back and forth until the arbitrator put a stop to it.
She sighed and leaned back in her chair. "I've heard and seen enough. Ms. Patterson, you were in direct violation of company guidelines when you terminated him. To put it in legalese, you denied him due process. My finding is that Mr. Waxman was let go without cause or recourse to his rights under company guidelines. Therefore, I'm ordering you to give him his position back with no recriminations, and pay his salary from the time he was separated from the company until now. Either of you may appeal this decision if you wish, but you will have to travel to the capitol, and it will be considered a legal proceeding. Does anyone object at this time?"
My head down in despair, Beverly shook her head no. Dave spoke.
"I'll accept the backpay, ma'am, and thank you. I will not return to the company because I feel it would be a toxic environment. Besides, I have a new job that I'm really enjoying."
Well, she was truly screwed, Bev realized. Her career was over, and she would be lucky if they let her stay with the company. Her lawyer, and Dave's, had a few words afterwards, and he was definitely still not smiling when he returned.
Back at the office, they went into a conference room and he spelled it out. "The hearing went pretty much as I expected. You need to make sure he gets that check as soon as possible. Amanda told me they were suing us, naming you, Adler, and the company in the suit. I told her to set a time, and we would get together and settle. Apparently, your husband doesn't want to settle. He wants to air it out in court, and make it a matter of public record. That means that anyone with any brains can look it up. How many talented people do you think would look at that and not send us resumes?
"I frankly don't know how to proceed. Normally we would throw a little money at him and it would just go away. That won't work here, because it's not about the money. You need to talk to your husband, as soon as possible, and get him to let us work something out."
"I would do that very thing, sir, if I knew how to get in touch with him. He's left me, changed his number, and just disappeared. None of our mutual friends have heard from him or even seen him. When he said he had a new job it was news to me. This is a small market, and I would have heard if he was selling for someone else. I'll try a few of his friends, telling them it's extremely urgent, but I have no idea if they'll help."
He left, saying as soon as he got the paperwork he would return. Jen took Beverly out to lunch to cheer her up. It didn't really work. Jen, clever girl that she was, distracted Bev by talking about the upcoming visit to Solomon Industries. "The old man has always liked you, Bev. Turn on the charm, and get him back into the fold. Free words of advice here; while he likes you, he doesn't care much for Adler. I couldn't tell you why, but it's pretty well known that if your..." she paused, stopping herself from saying 'ex-husband', "if Dave wasn't wasn't running interference, Adler would have angered him enough to have already left."
Beverly's head was swimming. She asked herself why, as CEO, she didn't have that information. A small voice was starting say she should have paid more attention to Dave when he talked about his job. She had finally admitted to herself, after half a bottle of scotch, she had been minimizing his position for quite a while, and she was struggling to understand why.
*****
Dave had won, but, he had to think hard to try and figure out what he had won. he had, without a doubt, destroyed the woman I was supposed to love and support. She would be extremely lucky if she got to keep her job, or even stay with her company. Did he feel good about it? Not really. he knew how much she loved that job, how she loved giving out her business card with 'CEO' on it. He did, however, feel vindicated. She had brought this on herself. Oh, it was a lot worse than what she would have done to just an employee, but it would have been just a matter of time before her arrogance and egotism drove her to do something just as stupid to someone else. Maybe she would mark it up to hard experience, and use it as a learning experience.
Now that that part of their lives was over, Dave wondered if they had any kind of chance to get over it and remain a couple. He knew he would never return to the old relationship; it would be a full partnership or nothing. He was damn sure never going to live in that monstrosity she called a home. It was nothing more than an edifice to her success. Sad, really. It would have made a great home in which to raise children.
Well, one thing he had to look forward to was the money. The back-pay, almost five month's worth, was a nice chunk of change. Amanda was on his ass to settle instead of dragging it out in court, reminding him that the best revenge was living well. They had sued the company for two million, and she said they would probably offer twenty per cent, just to keep it out of the papers. She found out they were in the process of merging with a competitor, and this little incident would severely impact their worth, going forward. Firing Beverly wouldn't really help at this stage, but it might save them some face.
Dave liked the new town. It was half the size of the city he left, and the pace was more relaxed. The people were friendlier, and he couldn't ask for a better place to work. Best of all, the housing market was a little depressed, and it was possible to buy a lot more home with a lot less money than he would have spent back home. He grinned and shrugged at the thought. What did back home constitute exactly? He wasn't at all sure any more.
Dave even had his eye on a place that had been for sale for almost a year, a larger, older two story on six acres of land. He didn't need that much, but it would be fun to own. The owners were getting anxious to sell, and he had feeling he could get a really good deal. He researched it on the net, and it seemed solid, with no major problems other than the roof. It was still good, but was twenty years old. He'd already decided if he bought it, he would replace the shingles with tin. It was all the rage, and he had fond memories of staying with his grandparents on their farm in the summer, going to sleep with the sound of rain on the roof.
That night, Dave dreamed, something he rarely did. Likely, he dreamed all the time, but he hardly ever remembered them. This dream had him sitting on the front porch of the house beside a woman, both of them in a glider, rocking gently while they watched three children, two girls and a boy, run around the yard playing with a ball, two dogs, one big and one small, chasing them. A large calico cat sat on the railing, looking on, seemingly bored. In a wave of love, he turned to kiss his companion, only to discover she had no face. He woke with a start, and lay there, trying to figure out what it meant.
Sighing, He got up, deciding to hit the gym on the way to work. It was going to be a busy day.
*****
Beverly didn't sleep well that night, and as she got ready for work, she noticed the bags under her eyes. She hoped it was just stress related, but if they were permanent, well, she knew a good doctor. If anyone wanted to maintain in her world, they had to look like twenty-five, yet have fifteen-years of experience.
In a way, she was looking forward to what was coming. The lawyer did a little research on Bob, and came to her with disquieting news. It seemed he was in negotiations with the company they were merging with to take over her job when the contracts were signed. Corporate's directives were very clear. Remove the cancer, immediately. This time, however, Bev had all her ducks in a row.
Jack, their lawyer, and Angela, a woman flown down from corporate HR, would be with her, to make sure there were no mistakes. It rankled Bev a little to have them there; She was perfectly capable of handling it on her own, but recent experience taught her that this could be a good thing.
Bob was surprised to find he wasn't going with her to see Sal, and by then, she had no reason to sugarcoat the reason. "Sal despises you, Bob. I'm trying to get back in his good graces, and bringing you along would undermine that."
He seemed surprised, then got angry. "Screw that old fart, babe. His business doesn't mean that much to us."
"Do I need to remind you to remain professional here? I was never your 'babe', so you need to cut that out. If you think losing eighteen percent of our sales base means so little, perhaps you're not as suited to your job as I first thought. You were pretty pissed when you heard the news. Think about that while I'm gone, and remember, we need to meet after I get back, so keep your schedule flexible. I'll call you when I return."
She enjoyed the look on his face as she left, and couldn't wait to see it when they lowered the boom that afternoon. Pushing him out of her mind as she drove, she worked on her presentation to Sal and his new purchasing manager. It had to be just right if she were to have any chance.
Sal was waiting at the restaurant, even though Bev was fifteen minutes early. He stood and seated her, and she appreciated it. Dave had always been well mannered, taught by a great uncle who instilled in him that manners never went out of style. She missed that, among other things. They chatted for a minute, but when she started talking business, he stopped her.
"Please, Beverly, let's wait for my purchasing director. I want his opinions and insight on anything we go over. He should be here any minute, in fact, here he is now."
Bev turned to greet him and the words died in her throat. Dave! He was the new purchasing director? If she wasn't dead in the water before, she was now. He must have seen the despair in her eyes, and spoke to her gently. "Hello, Beverly. Wow, you went all out, I bet I haven't seen you in that dress three times, and every one was an important event in your life. I can see why you wore it, though. You always looked spectacular in it."
Beverly didn't know how to answer, so she changed the subject. "This is the job you talked about in arbitration? You're in purchasing now? For a salesman, that must be like going to the dark side."
He grinned. "It is, kind of, but it's really just sales in reverse, if you can understand what I mean. Besides, it's worth it when I see salesmen, and they realize who I am. It blows their plans completely. I've been there, done that, and there isn't much they can surprise me with. It actually makes things easier. They know they can't bullshit me, so they just get down to negotiations. That being said, let's enjoy lunch, and talk business later."
It was surreal to Beverly, sitting there eating lunch with her husband, knowing he held all the power. She couldn't help but wonder if that was how he felt at times. Dessert over, with cups of very good coffee in hand, she began her speech.
She pointed out how long they had done business together, how well they had responded to Sal's needs, and how they could continue to service him with excellence in the future. Dave let Sal take the lead, for which she was grateful. Sal listened, but stopped her halfway through. "All you say is true Beverly, but let's not forget who landed our business in the first place and served us so well over the years. I was buying that as well as material, and now, well, the situation has changed. Before you ask, yes, I did have a verbal commitment with your salesman. Once he left the company, though, I no longer considered it binding.
"The South Koreans, to be honest, have a better product at a great price. It exceeds the specifications we have for your product. My purchasing agent happens to know the son of the owner, and finds him trustworthy. Who were you going to replace Dave with? Adler? I don't think so. I've never liked him, but more importantly, I never trusted him. Even if we had stayed with you, I'd insist on another account rep."
He stood, looking down on her. "I always liked you Beverly, even if I didn't exactly like the things you did sometimes. I'm still your friend, if you let me, but professionally, we're pretty much through. I have another appointment, so I'm leaving. You can continue to press your case with my purchasing agent, if you wish. Best of luck."
He said the last with a grin, bent down and kissed her cheek. "He still loves you," he whispered, "but it's going to be a long road to get him to trust you again. Give it your best shot."
*****
Did Dave enjoy the lunch? Yes, on several levels. Did he enjoy her pain? Just a small amount. It was very satisfying to see her looking lost and confused, and not the supremely confident megabitch she projected most of the time in her natural environment.
She looked at him sadly. "We don't have a chance, do we?"
"Are you talking professionally or privately? If you're talking business, then no, you don't. Their product is superior to yours in almost every way, much cheaper, and readily available. Even if I were still with the company, it would have only been a matter of time before we would have started losing customers. You need to get with corporate and rethink your business plan. Maybe you should go in the direction I suggested a year ago, retool your assembly lines, get R&D more involved. It's time to reinvent yourselves, or you'll be as extinct as the dinosaurs in a few years."
Dave looked into her confused eyes, and realized she didn't recall what he tried to tell her all those months ago. He was no business genius, but he was literate enough to read the writing on the wall. Then again, he didn't have power goggles on. Arrogance and egotism is its own reward.
They sat silently for a few minutes. "Dave," she said in a timid voice, "May I ask about us?". Dave almost laughed but stopped himself. Instead, he asked her as gently as possible, what us?
"You and me, honey. Please, you need to move back home so we can go back to what we had. I miss you very much."
Dave got the impression that she was surprised by his reply. "What us? There hasn't been an 'us' for going on three years now. There was me, the ornament at dinners and parties, someone to come home to, but that's about it. I was just a minor supporting character in the movie of your life. Intimacy died between us years ago, Beverly, and I don't see a resurgence in our future. Before you say it, yes, we were intimate on rare occasions, but stop to think, how many times did I initiate it in the last two years? I'll give you a hint, never. I felt like I was just a human dildo, there to give you release when you needed it. There was no foreplay to speak of before, and no snuggling after. As soon as you got off, you were ready to roll over and go to sleep, whether I'd gotten anything out of it or not. Don't deny it. Instead, think about it and you'll see I'm right."
He could see conflicting emotions playing across her face, but he was on a roll, getting things he'd wanted to say for years off his chest.
"As for coming home, well, I'll never darken the door of that house again, whether we stay together or not. It was never a home, it was a monument to your success, and you fought me tooth and nail when I wanted to make changes. In fact, I have a bid in now on a HOME I think I'll really like. It's an older two story, too much house for me, actually, but it has lots of room and a little acreage. Best of all, it already has a building that would be perfect for the workshop I've thought about for years, and room for the vegetable garden I always wanted to plant. I'm sorry honey, but after eight years of living in your shadows, I've learned to love the light."
"Where does that leave us?"
It was so sad and forlorn that he toned it down. "I couldn't tell you. I suspect we'll never be together as man and wife again. You have to respect your partner, and I haven't had that from you as a man or employee for quite a while now. I'm not a supporting character anymore, Beverly, I want my own show. I realize now that it's at least partly my fault we ended up like this, but at the time I loved you so much that if it made you happy I learned to live with it. And the more I gave, the more you wanted until it got to the point I had nothing left to give. I suspect, deep down, that that is the exact moment when you realized you didn't need me anymore. You had minimized my impact on your life to the point that I was invisible to you. Really, it shouldn't be that hard on you, just carry on as you've been doing, and pretty soon I'll just be a dim memory."
He stood, placing my hand on her shoulder. "Go back to the love of your life, Bev, your job. And free advice, stay away from Adler. The man's a snake. I don't know how he got into your head long enough to scramble your brains, but step back and consider. What did he have to gain by poisoning your mind against me? Think about it. And don't worry too much; you've been too good for too long for this brain fart to wound you fatally. You might lose a notch or two, and have to do some major ass kissing, but the company still knows your worth. Goodbye, Bev."
He paused for just a second. "I'm sorry my company and yours have come to a parting of the ways, Beverly, but really, it's just business, you know?"
She flinched, and he wondered if she caught his meaning. It was the exact phrase she had used to justify firing him.
*****
Beverly wanted to sit for a while and digest everything, so she went to a park she'd seen on the way into town, parked, found a bench, and reviewed her life. Some of it filled her with immense satisfaction. She could remember every promotion, the hard work she had done to get it, and the immediate plans to move to the next level, until finally she was at the top of her little food chain.



Some of it filled her with unease. The anniversaries she'd missed, always promising to make it up to Dave, the birthdays, the special events in his life, her parents, his parents, and their friends lives, all missed while she chased the next deal. She remembered seeing the fleeting look of pain in Dave's eyes when the toddler of one of their friends' children tottered up to him with upraised arms. He cuddled the child, and for a moment Bev had a vision it was their child. She shook it off. Unless Dave would consent to being a full time house husband, there would never be any children in their future. She'd seen many a woman, full of talent and promise, get sidelined and passed by because they couldn't commit fully to the job because of family. Besides, she was 36, so that ship had probably already sailed.
She sat straight up in shock at her realization. God! Dave was right. He would always be second in her priorities, as long as she continued on the path she had committed to. It must really have been like her having another lover, one he couldn't compete with or fight. It hit her then: to get him back was going to be a long and difficult road. She did want him back. Yes, she had minimized him to the point of no respect, but he was her rock, the one she always turned to when she needed comfort and assurance, positive that at least, in his world, she was number one.
The question was how? How could she undo the damage she'd done to his heart and his ego? Could she learn to balance career and marriage enough to keep him satisfied and assured he was the most important thing to her? She knew it would be horrifically difficult, but she was a driven, goal oriented person, and if she set her mind to it, Bev knew she could do anything.
Satisfied, she watched the children play for a bit, a sad smile on her lips. After a few minutes, it turned into a real smile. The first stop on her journey back would be to fire one of the snakes in her garden. She tried to muster up some sympathy for Bob, but could find none. He'd betrayed her husband, her, and the company. She wasn't as dense as he'd imagined, but she had to admit she was vain enough to listen to him feed her ego. Now it was time for his sins to come home to roost.
She called ahead, and set the time. Their lawyer and the HR representative were ready. They had arrived while she was gone, and she knew that after dealing with Bob, there would be some tough choices to be made and some bad news she would have to deal with. So be it. She had weathered storms before, and that day, it just wasn't as important to her as it had been in days past.
Bob came in all smiles that immediately went away when he saw who was in the room. She didn't have to introduce Jack, but he had never seen Angela. Bev went right for his throat. "Bob, this is Angela, from corporate HR. She'll be auditing this meeting. We've received some disturbing news about some of you recent activities, and in the interest of fairness we've decided to hear what you say about it."
Jack stepped in. "I don't know how you found out about the merger talks, but when you did, you apparently ran right to their company and engaged in a smear campaign against our CEO and our company, trying to woo them into giving you her job. Don't act surprised, their representatives came to us in concern, so we know the whole story. I'm sorry to say the negotiations are on hold, while we try to clean up our in-house mess. They made it clear that you have to go, without reference, for the talks to continue. Apparently, they've reached the conclusion that if you would do this to us, what's to keep you from doing it to them in the future?"
Bob went through several shades of red while he found his voice. "So you found out. Let me guess, I'm to be terminated for cause. At least this time, you got your ducks in a row. I know you will walk me through the appeal process, but I'd be wasting my time, so I'll go. Your company was right to try to dump this dinosaur; if there isn't a major restructure completed in the next three years, there will be nothing to spin off."
He grinned at Beverly, which set her teeth on edge. "You got too complacent, girl. I played you like a banjo, feeding that massive ego, undermining that loser of a husband, even if he was the best thing sales had going for them. I'm glad I never got around to fucking you. I bet you'd be next to worthless in the sack. You're too wrapped up in yourself to give pleasure to anyone else. Of course, I would have lied, told you how hot you were, until it was time to get rid of you. Whatever, it doesn't matter now. I'll leave today, and send word to payroll where to send the last check. May you live in interesting times, Bev."
Beverly flamed red. Dave used to say that a lot and she never knew what it meant until Bob heard him once and explained it to her. "It's a Chinese proverb, or maybe a curse. Interesting times meant unrest, revolution, famine, that sort of thing, while boring times meant everything was good." Bev kept a neutral look on her face when she answered him. "Same to you, Mr. Adler, and I'd like to add another wise saying. Cheaters never prosper. Stop looking for the path of least resistance and try to earn something for once in your life. Goodbye."
Jack and Beverly stood and started walking out. Bob, glowing with anger, started to speak but Angela cut him off. "The time for talk is over, Mr. Adler. You have some documents I need you to sign, and then you can get on with your life. Please do not make this difficult."
The two large security guards that appeared just then made him think that might be a good idea.
*****
Dave bought the house, getting a really good deal. He immediately gave the roofing contractor he'd consulted the go ahead, and two weeks later, the gray tin complimented the color of paint he had chosen for the exterior. While he was at it, he had the carpet pulled out and the original hardwood floors refinished. It had a wrap-around porch, and Dave installed ceiling fans over the rockers and the porch swing, to help keep it cool in the summer while he enjoyed the sunsets.
He could have afforded the house, using his back-pay and part of his savings as a down payment, but he would have still carried a fifteen-year mortgage, so he succumbed to my lawyer's pleas and took a settlement instead of going to court. It wasn't as much as they had hoped, because, frankly, that division wasn't all that profitable anymore. He still got enough to buy the house outright, make the changes he wanted, and have some left over, along with his severance pay and all his savings. That had been another bone of contention. Bev would never agree to a joint account, so they each had their own and deposited a set amount into a household fund.
He knew that if they divorced he would be entitled to half the value of the house because they never had a prenup, and since their earnings were so disparate he could probably get maintenance for a few years. He grinned, thinking about how much that would have galled her.
In the end, he decided to let her do the filing, after all, she determined everything else about their lives, so why should this be any different?
He found that he was a natural in his new job; his years in sales benefitting him greatly. Surprisingly, seventy-five percent of the salesmen he dealt with loved him. He didn't play games, expect gifts or kickbacks, stopped doing business with anyone who tried to bribe or hustle him into accepting an inferior product, in general he expected an honest price and excellent service. Those who dealt honestly and gave him what he wanted, got his business.
The other twenty-five percent learned quickly that Dave didn't require expensive dinners, outings to strip clubs, or rounds of golf at exclusive resorts. Some understood and appreciated his approach, others were so stuck in their ways they never learned, and they lost his business.
Sal loved Dave. Their materials and service costs were 20% lower, deadlines were rarely missed, and Dave took advantage of offers to have vendor technicians come in and observe and make suggestions, about half of which they took. The line workers loved Dave because their job got easier and their production bonuses got larger.
Susan insisted he come to dinner at least twice a month, and the conversation inevitably turned to his domestic situation. Sal wisely stayed out of it, but Susan would not be deterred.
"When are you going to stop punishing the poor girl and take her back? She's suffered enough. She calls me, you know, maybe once a week and we always have the same discussion. She wants to know how you're doing, are you happy, and though you can hear the pain when she asks, if you're dating. I tell her the truth, straight from your mouth. You refuse to see any woman socially until the day the ring comes off your finger."
Dave tolerated it a few times before he got a little irritated. "Susan, you know I admire you a great deal. If there was a category called 'Ideal Wife' in the dictionary, it would show your face, but let me ask you something. You had a pretty good career when you married Sal, and he told me you worked for six more years before you quit and became a full time mother. Sal had to face many of the same pressures Beverly faces now, but did he ever shut you out, miss anniversaries, dates that were important to you or your children? Did Sal ever once put his business before you and your family? Did he minimize your contributions to the relationship?"
Dave paused and waited. She finally admitted there had been maybe three times in their marriage when the job had to come first, but that he had felt so badly about them that he showered her and the children with affection for weeks afterwards.
"Well, I didn't have that experience. Her attitude was 'suck it up, big boy, this is more important'. I lost friends, relationships I'd had for years, victims to her career. I'm just now getting used to having friends again, to being able to accept invitations for little get togethers, things that are simple and mundane to them, but precious to me. They're not networking, per se, just hanging out and enjoying the company. I've got a house I love, a place to enjoy my hobbies, I even got to plant a little garden, something I've wanted to do for years.
"Does that mean I don't miss her? No. I remember the little things, before she became important. The spur of the moment trips to 'sight see', which was code for making love in a strange bed, the conversations about life we used to have, years ago, when we actually shared a vision, I remember all that, but those memories are dim, and the ones fresh in my mind are of her egotism and arrogance. She was like a sports star that read her own press, believing every story. She wants me back? Why?
"Most importantly, Susan, if she wants me, why hasn't she come to me? She's still in queen mode, waiting for the errant knight to return. If she's not willing to put any effort into our almost dead marriage, what makes you think she wants it that bad? I haven't even received a phone call. Doesn't sound like she's all that heartbroken to me. In this case, Mohammed needs to come to the mountain. Now, I love you both dearly, and your husband is my boss, but this is the last conversation we're having about Beverly. If you'll excuse me."
He hadn't ranted or raved, but said everything in a calm reasoned manner, but the message was there. Leave it alone. Sal looked thoughtful, and Susan was red with embarrassment. She rose as he was leaving and surprised him with a hug. "I'm sorry, Dave. I won't push you anymore, but you're wrong. She misses you terribly, and the truth is she's afraid to talk to you. She doesn't really know what to say, and she's afraid you'll bite her head off. I'm going to call her in a bit, and tell her about what you said. And you have my solemn word, this will be the last time I involve myself."
She grinned and kissed his cheek. "Besides, you're doing too well in your job for me to rock the boat. I estimate your contributions have shaved at least three years off our retirement plans. Carry on."
It never occurred to Dave that Sal was thinking about retiring. He was just over fifty but his daughter was due to start work in the near future, and popular rumor has it as soon as he feels comfortable with her at the helm he was going to sail away into the sunset. Dave had a fleeting thought of working with another Beverly, and wondered if he could handle it.
*****
Once again, Beverly went home to an empty house, to eat take out and pretend to watch television. She had escaped the ax, but it was a close thing. The Chairman and two board members flew down unannounced, scaring the whole office.
She was almost faint when they called her into the conference room. She felt like a schoolgirl in front of the principal. Their expressionless stares didn't bolster her self-confidence. After almost a minute, the senior Board member spoke.
"All right, Beverly. Tell us what happened, and more importantly, tell us why. Don't whitewash it or you'll be out of here so fast your head will spin. We've always trusted you to be honest. It would be a shame if we were to start doubting you now."
It took a few pauses, and a couple of crying breaks, but she got it out. She had nothing to lose, so she told them the truth. She had let my ego get the best of her, relied on people who didn't have the company's best interest at heart, and got played like a foolish schoolgirl.
They seemed relieved when it was over, and sympathetic. "How are things on the home front? Have you kissed and made up yet?"
This started another round of sniffles. The Chairman got a box of tissues and set them in front of Beverly. She mumbled her thanks as she blew her nose. "No, and I doubt we're going to. I haven't talked to my husband in weeks. He's living in a new town with a new job, in a house he bought and has no intentions of leaving."
"I've always liked Dave," reflected the Chairman. "It seems out of character for him to ignore your gestures of reconciliation."
Bev flamed red, and told them she hadn't contacted him because she was ashamed and didn't know what to say. The Chairman sighed. "Well, there you go then. We may as well accept your resignation now. Two of the traits I admired most in you were your ability to analyze a problem and your tenacity in achieving your goals. Obviously, you don't want your husband back, and to be honest, someone who shows so much hesitation and indecision is not top management material. I mind the times not that long ago where the hounds of hell couldn't keep you from accomplishing your goals."
His words stung. Only the fact that he was right kept her from lashing out. He saw her face redden and the sudden thrust of her jaw, and chuckled. "Ah, there you are. I was beginning to think I'd lost you for good. Now, listen closely. You're still on shaky ground here. Bill, Jack and I are your only supporters right now, and we've gone out on a limb for you. Do not chop it off behind us. You still have your job, but don't look for a favorable review or a bonus this year.
"What you do have is a second chance, but hear us out before you sigh in relief. This division was headed for a crash, Beverly. We're aware of the South Koreans and their imminent threat. If we stay the course we're on now, we would be out of business in three years. It's one of the reasons we decided to sell this division off, while it was still at the top. Your little gaffe brought that to a grinding halt. Between the suit and the snake you had trusted stabbing us all in the back, we're not nearly as desirable. The merger talks are history.
"What you need to do is figure out a way to reinvent the division, come up with products and services and give it a viable future. I'm going to be as blunt as necessary here. Do it, and you redeem yourself, fail, and you're out. We're giving you a year."
His voice softened. "It was the best we could do, Beverly. I know you'll make me proud, even if you fail. We have faith in you."
She was so overwhelmed that a simple handshake wouldn't do, so she gave each a heartfelt hug, swearing she would give it everything she had. She hugged the Chairman last, after the others had gone. He took her hands after they broke. "I'm going to give you advice, advice on something that has nothing to do with work. If you really want Dave back, you'll have to go to him. He'll never come to you because you've hurt his pride too badly. He holds the power now, child. He's got a good job, good friends and a bright future. You're going to have to show him you want an equal partner, and you have to mean it. The first instance of backsliding, and it will be over.
"I really believe you forgot, but Dave is a pretty shrewd individual. He saw the writing on the wall for this division last year. We even had a brief talk about it the last time I was down, and he mentioned the South Korean company then. He even had some ideas on how to re-channel our efforts to make us more viable in the market. I was impressed enough to tell him to discuss it with you. I have the feeling that discussion never took place. If it had, perhaps we wouldn't be having this talk now. Call me if you need resources, and if I think it's justified I'll allocate them. Think about everything I said, business and private, and make good decisions."
She left the conference room and went back to her office. Jen was hovering, and Beverly told her it was not all bad news, but that she needed some time to marshal her thoughts. She also asked Jen not to let anyone disturb her for the rest of the day.
She locked herself in, and thought about the most important goal in her life. How could she get Dave to love her again?
*****
The start was simple, with the help of Susan. Beverly cyber-stalked him, getting on his Facebook page, and starting a conversation. She knew he took some of his bonuses from Sal and had bought an old car, slowly restoring it in his new garage. He posted every step, describing in detail what he was doing. He put out an appeal for a front bumper cover, and she burned up the websites. Money was no object; if it got her back into his life it would be worth every dime. The fates were with her, because a man contacted her, showing the front end of the car. It was perfection, but the back was totally trashed, thanks to a secret joyride by two of his great nephews. When he found out how expensive it would be to restore, he pulled it out in a field and left it for six months. The interior was in excellent condition, and the front end gleamed like a new penny. Beverly bought it instantly, but not before bargaining him down almost a thousand. Hey, she was a master of negotiation, when she remembered.
Beverly planned her attack with precision, using Susan to help her. Dave was having a barbeque to show off his new gas grill and clay oven. It was mostly people from work, along with a few of his neighbors. Susan asked casually if she could bring a friend, and he readily agreed.
"This better not blow up on us," she warned Beverly. "If he gets really pissed, it would make it incredibly awkward between him and Sal. Of course, he has a built-in defense. He has no idea who my friend is, and I told him you were meeting us at his house."
Promising faithfully that if it started going bad, she would leave immediately, Beverly finished her plans. She must have changed outfits a dozen times, before she realized it was just a cookout and she should dress for comfort. She went for a really nice sundress in his favorite color, light blue. It stopped just above her knees, and quite a bit of leg would be showing when she sat down. He had always loved her legs. She used very minimal makeup, just wanting to highlight her eyes. She wore her hair loose, surprised at how long it had grown. She wore no jewelry except her engagement ring and wedding band, and a small diamond necklace he had bought her the first year we were together.



Beverly was shaking a bit when she pulled into his drive. It was the first time she had seen the house, and she was surprised at how big it was. Why would an almost single man, childless, need such a big house? It gave off an air of old-fashioned charm, from the graveled paths to the porch swing on the wraparound porch, where several people were gathered. They looked at Beverly curiously as she walked to the door, wondering who she was. She was just about to knock when it swung open. There he was. His eyes widened with surprise. It had been ten weeks since they'd laid eyes on each other. Before he could speak, she rushed out what she had planned to say. "Hello, Dave. Please don't be upset, Susan invited me and I wanted very badly to see you. If you don't want me here I'll go, but please, can I stay?"
He stood for a moment before grinning. "Come in, Beverly. I'd like to show you my house, and sometime later I think we need to talk, don't you?"
He reached out, and she locked down on his hand like it was the only thing on this earth that would keep her from floating away. He flinched, but didn't pull back. He introduced her around, and many seemed surprised to hear he was married. She glanced down, and breathed a sigh of relief to see his band still on his finger. Maybe there was hope for them yet. She finally let go when Susan dragged her away to gossip.
They whispered war plans to each other and Susan gave Beverly a hug with encouraging words. "You've got him a little off balance right now. Keep him that way. Don't give him time to think about the past. Keep him in the moment, and his eyes on you. Be as affectionate as he will allow, but if you sense reluctance, back off. You need to get him used to you again. Understand?"
Beverly found it very sage advice, and promised her. She went looking and found him out back. He had a massive yard, easily four times the land at their, er, her house, and it was meticulously groomed. His building stood shining under a fresh coat of paint and a new tin roof to match the house. When she saw him, she just stopped and observed. He came out of the building, carrying an elaborate bird feeder in one arm and a small girl, three or four, in the other. She was hugging his neck, giggling and raining kisses on his cheeks. He was smiling, and it suddenly hit Beverly like a knife through the heart. She would never be able to give him kids, now, at their age. It dawned on her how selfish she'd been. Career had superseded family, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it now.
Beverly forced her mind to clear. In order to keep him in the moment, she had to stay in the moment. There was always adoption, if they got back together. Her mind was clear now, the fog of power and arrogance washed away. If he still wanted a family, they would find an age-appropriate child and adopt. Maybe more than one.
"Who's your girlfriend, honey?"
She didn't know if he caught the 'honey', but he smiled.
"This beautiful young woman is Ari. We're good friends. I'm a little too old for her, but when she grows up, I see more than one broken heart in her wake." He set her down.
"Ari, do you think you can carry this by yourself? If not, I'm going to put it on the table here, and you can get your sister to help you. And I didn't forget my promise. I'll be over tomorrow to put it up for you."
She said hello to Beverly in a breathless little girl voice that made you just want to hug her to death, and toddled over to a stunning young woman, babbling excitedly and tugging on her hand. They approached Beverly and Dave, smiling. "Thank you, Dave. You don't know what it means to her. She's watches the birdhouse you gave her for hours, and was thrilled when a bluebird family took up residence. Plus, she's almost worn out the bird book you gave her. I had to read the names to her, and she's committed them to memory. We'll be going down the road and she'll name them off: robin, bluebird, English sparrow, crow. Her preschool is so impressed they've organized a visit to the local aviary. She wants you to come, too, if you can get off from work."
"We'll see. If I can spare the time, I'd love to. I should probably go; she'll be so wired it'll take both of us to wrangle her."
The woman looked like she was still in her teens. To use the common term, the girl was built, and wasn't averse to flaunting it. Her shorts weren't quite Daisy Dukes, and her halter top was modest, but it did nothing to mask the physical appeal. She also had the prettiest set of lips Beverly had ever seen. She nearly lost it when the woman put her hand on his arm and stood on tiptoes to kiss him. He glowed red and Beverly was furious to see her lipstick on his cheek. The woman grinned at her, and Beverly knew she was being baited. "You must be his wife. I'm sorry, but after a while, we all thought you were fictional. I'm Marsha. Dave and I are neighbors."
It took every bit of self-control Beverly had not to slap the smirk off her face. "Oh, I'm very much alive. I'm sure you'll be seeing a lot more of me from now on."
They stared at each other until she smiled and sauntered off, putting a little extra swish in her shorts as she strode away. Beverly turned to Dave, pissed, ready to rail, and was stopped cold by his smirk. "Draw your claws in, hon. She's just turned eighteen. Her parents were druggies, and one day they got hold of a bad batch and overdosed. She's living with her grandfather now, and frankly, he has no idea what to do with her. I like her, and I adore her little sister. Besides, it bothers you how, exactly? You haven't contacted me in eleven weeks, and had precious little to say for the two years before. I just assumed you wrote me off as a bad business decision and moved on."
Beverly opened her mouth to say... to say what? Instead she just burst into tears and walked off. Damn him, why did he always equate everything to business? Of course she knew the answer, but couldn't face it. Susan swept in, eyes shooting lasers at Dave, and herded Beverly into the bathroom so she could compose herself. Even as she snuffled, she admired the huge whirlpool tub, wondering how it would be to soak in it, especially with Dave in there with her. She took a few minutes, but she got her composure back, especially when she remembered he called her hon, something he hadn't done in ... well, she couldn't remember, but it had been a while. She said as much to Susan. She asked, and Susan told her he had finally stopped holding his feelings in, but she took that as a good sign.
"I kind of deserved what he said, but it didn't make it any easier to hear. I came here to try and rekindle my marriage, and tucking my tail and running isn't a good start. So, Susan, stay out of it, no matter what gets said. This is like heavyweight boxing, so I'm going to take my lumps and keep swinging. Maybe I'll get lucky."
"Or maybe you'll get knocked on your butt. Hang in there honey, and if you start losing too badly, swing below the belt. Either way, you'll get his attention."
Composed, Beverly went back to the party to find Dave sitting at a table with an older gentleman, Ari firmly planted in his lap. He started to stand, but she told him not to, taking a seat beside him. Ari looked at Beverly for a few minutes before reaching out and touching her pendant. The older gentleman spoke.
"Ari, stop. Don't bother the nice lady."
Beverly thought she shocked both of them when she held out her arms and Ari scooted over. "Do you like it? Dave got it for me, a long time ago. It's one of my favorite things in the world."
"Pretty."
"Yes, it is, baby. Maybe someday, in the future, some nice young man who means as much to you as Dave means to me will give you one. If he does, cherish it, remember every time you look at it or wear it who gave it to you, and why. Now, if you promise to be really careful, you can wear it for a bit. Can you do that? Promise?"
Her little girl eyes looked up at Beverly, a solemn expression on her face. "I promise."
Bev slid her up on the table facing her, turning her back to Dave. "Honey? A little help here?"
He seemed lost, not sure what to say. "Beverly, you don't..."
"Nonsense. She already promised to take care of it, right, Precious?"
"Uh huh!"
Beverly felt his hands shake while she enjoyed his fingers on her neck, the most intimate touch they'd shared in months. She gently placed it around the little girl's neck as she giggled and cooed. She carried her into the hall, putting her in front of a large mirror so she could see herself. Ari clapped her hands in joy, which made Beverly smile. It took so little to make a child happy, sometimes.
After that, she stuck to Beverly like glue, leaving every so often to check on her sister, who was enjoying the attention of one of the young men from Dave's office. They were on his front porch, in rockers, so she gently rocked, and sang her a song her mother used to sing to her. She felt eyes, and looked up. Dave was staring, and tears were visible in his eyes. He turned abruptly, walking into the house. She couldn't very well chase him with a sleeping child in her arms, so she continued to rock.
A few minutes later, he was back, reaching down to get her. "Come on, let's put her in a bedroom for her nap. She'll be awake in a little, full of energy."
Beverly followed him into a bedroom, where he laid Ari down, covering her with a light blanket.
"Won't it scare her to wake up alone?"
"No. She knows where she is. As soon as she wakes, though, she'll let us know."
They stood, looking down at the sleeping angel, almost touching. He turned to go, and Beverly grabbed him, pulling his head down to hers, and kissed him. Not a little peck either, but a full blown kiss full of passion. He started a little, then kissed her back, giving just as good as he got. When he finally pulled back, questions in his eyes, Beverly put a finger to his lips. "Don't think. Enjoy." Then she kissed him again before pulling back and leading him out of the room. It was enough, for now.
Marsha met them on the back deck, questions in her eyes. "She's asleep, honey. We tucked her in, and she looks to be out for a while."
She looked at Beverly oddly. "Thank you. You've been really nice to her; she doesn't get that much. Odd, really, Dave told me you didn't like kids."
Flames must have been pulsing out of her eyes. How dare he share such an intimate bit of information! Before she could blow up, he spoke. "That's not necessarily true, Marsha. I said she didn't want children of her own. She seems to get along fine with what few we've been around."
"Oh," said Marsha, "why didn't you want kids?"
"Marsha! Mind your manners. You don't know this woman well enough to ask such personal questions. Leave it alone!"
Marsha was immediately contrite; apparently Dave was important to her. "Sorry, I'm sorry, I didn't mean..."
Something about the way she suddenly looked so young and helpless touched Beverly, so she hugged her unexpectedly. "Hush, baby, it's all right. I know you didn't mean anything, so there's no harm done. Come on, let's get those tears dried and fix you up a little."
Dave stood with his jaw hanging as Beverly led her away, back to the infamous bathroom. It was sure getting a lot of use today. She got a cloth and towel and gently patted her face dry, saying soothing words to calm her down. Marsha hugged her like she was afraid to let go. When she finally calmed down, Beverly had her wash her face, envying the smooth skin of youth. She wore no makeup, her hair in a simple ponytail.
"I'm all right now. We can go back now."
"Let's give it a minute. Let your ponytail down, and I'll straighten it a little." Marsha obeyed Beverly like a child, and she sat her in front of the mirror, straightening out her tangles. Without thinking Beverly started redoing Marsha's hair, putting it in an elaborate braid. It made her even more attractive. Determining to go farther, she used a bit of blush, a hint of mascara, and a light pink lipstick on her. Marsha sat silently, her eyes getting bigger as she watched herself transform. When Beverly was done, she would have looked comfortable on the cover of any teen magazine.
"Wow, just ... wow. What did you do to me?"
Beverly saw her lip start to quiver. "Stop! You'll make your mascara run. I didn't do anything, child. It was there the whole time. You're a diamond, baby, you just needed a little polishing. Now, let's go back and knock them dead. That young man you were talking to will wish he'd spent more time with you, I'll bet."
Conversation almost stopped when they returned, and it wasn't long until there was more than one man vying for Marsha's attention. Beverly returned to Dave, standing beside him as he manned the grill.
"Were we ever that young?"
He smiled a bittersweet smile. "If we were, I can't remember it. It makes you feel good, doesn't it, watching the eons-old mating dance?"
"It does. And even if you don't, I do. One memory forever enshrined in my heart is the first time I kissed you. We were, what? Nineteen? I was still a virgin then. Boy, we sure got over that quick, didn't we? I think I knew after the first date we were destined to be together. What happened to us?"
"Life happened. We grew up, our priorities changed. Suddenly the thought of ducking out of work and spending the day playing wasn't as important as making a meeting or coming in early to beat the competition, so you'd have a leg up when promotion time came along, or you couldn't go on a spontaneous road trip because you had things left over from the week before, and needed to finish them and start on the new week so you'd gain ground. Good or bad, Beverly, we grew up, and now we're growing old."
He stopped suddenly, but she knew what he was thinking. They were growing old, and not together. She had to derail that train fast. "Will you show me your garden?"
He smiled and led her over. It was a lot larger than she thought it would be. It was just like him, though, neat and orderly, teeming with plants. She had no idea what most were, and he named them off for her. "Black Crim, Rutgers, and Yellowboy tomatoes. Straightneck and spaghetti squash, Italian Grey zucchini. French purple pole beans, butterbeans, and bush stringless beans. Poblano and Cubanelle peppers. The flowers, especially the marigolds, are natural pest deterrents, and the mulch is to help retain moisture and enrich the soil. It almost completely eliminates having to hoe weeds."
Ari popped up, done with her nap. She tugged on his pants leg, and he picked her up without a second thought. "Pick!" she said, pointing to a bright yellow tomato. Dave carried her over, set her down gently, and Beverly was surprised when the little girl took hold of the tomato and twisted carefully until it came off in her hand.
She held it up to Beverly. "Eat!"
Dave laughed. "She wants you to wash it, so she can have a sandwich. I've taught her not to eat anything until it's washed. I use organic pesticides, but they're still pesticides, and I want to be safe."
"Good idea." She held out her hands and Ari toddled over. She hugged her as they walked, her back turned to Dave so he couldn't see the moisture in her eyes. Her maternal instincts, instincts she wasn't even aware she had, were surging strongly. Marsha came over, but Ari refused to leave Beverly's arms.
"Well, all right then! I'll help Mr. Dave plate the food. When she gets her sandwich, bring her outside. I'll save you a seat." She walked off smiling. Beverly washed the tomato thoroughly, found the bread and mayo, sliced it, and built Ari her sandwich. She sat and watched, telling her to put more tomato until the whole thing was on the sandwich.
"This is going to be messy," Beverly thought as she carried the plate back outside, Ari holding on to her sundress. Marsha had saved a spot between her and Dave, and Ari spent her time going from one lap to another. She ate half the sandwich, half a buttered ear of corn, and half a hot dog. It was still a lot of food for a little girl. Beverly was right; it was messy, and Marsha had to take her for a change of clothes.
They sat under the party lights he had placed in the trees, watching the sun go down. She was surprised to see there was no alcohol. Dave told her privately it was because Marsha's grandfather was a recovering alcoholic.
He left shortly after, though, and Dave pulled a cooler full of beer out, along with four bottles of wine. Not enough to get smashed for the amount of people, but enough to give everyone a pleasant glow. He had music playing, speakers situated around the patio, surrounding them with gentle instrumentals and languid love songs. Beverly snuggled into Dave, hoping for the best, and he responded by putting his arm around her. She almost cried with happiness. Marsha and one of her admirers, along with Sol and Susan, were dancing, swaying together across the grass. Young love, and old, connecting in the soft lights. The music changed: a love ballad popular when they were in college. They had danced many a slow dance to that tune. Dave stood, pulling her along.
Beverly had just enough time to kick off her sandals. Then she was in his arms and twenty-one all over again. She held him as tightly as she could, and soaked his shirt with her tears. One hand reached up to push her hair back and caress her cheek. They stayed together for a few minutes after the song ended. She stepped back, noticing Susan was standing with her mouth open while Marsha grinned.
The tears started again, and soon they were in a three-way hug, all of them sniffling, which led to another trip to the bathroom. This was getting to be a habit. She started to fix her makeup one more time, thought better of it, and washed her face.
The people left, thanking Dave for the evening. Marsha hugged them both, tightly. She had a sad face when she pulled back.
"What's the matter, baby?" Beverly asked.
"I wish ... I wish ... I wish you guys had been my parents! Maybe I would have the love I deserved, the love Ari is going to need. I'm scared, real scared. Now that I'm eighteen, the support check for me will stop coming. Ari will still get one, but it isn't much. Gramps is already uncomfortable with us being there. If the money dries up, he'll kick us out."
Beverly was shocked beyond words, and Dave had an expression on his face she hoped she would never see again. "Marsha, I want you to listen to me. I'm right next door. If things get bad, you come here immediately. Immediately, understand? If I'm not here, lock the doors and call us. One or the other, we will be here for you and Ari. Say you understand."
Beverly watched, shocked, wondering what kind of hell their life had been. Snapping out of it, she hugged her again. She gave Marsha her card and scribbled her private number on the back. "Save this. If you need anything, and I mean anything, you call. You understand?"
She was crying again, and took turns clinging to them. When she finally composed herself, she left, a sad, slow walk until she was out of sight. Dave walked over to the porch swing, lost in thought. Beverly sat down beside him and took his hand. She may have been the big bad CEO, but when things really got rough, one could depend on Dave to take care of it.
"What are we going to do?"
"About what?" he asked, coming out of his reverie.
"About the girls. We can't leave them in a situation like that!"
"What do you suggest we do? I'd take them in in a heartbeat if I could."
"Why don't you?"
"I don't know how it would work."
"She's eighteen now, "Beverly said. "She's legally an adult, so she can live where she wants. Since she is legally an adult, she can petition the courts for full custody of Ari. I'm sure the grandfather would go along with that just to get rid of them if what she says is true.



"Here's what we do. I'll take charge of the legal stuff, that's my strong suit. Yours is sales, so you need to sell her on the idea of being an adult and doing what's best for both of them."
"Won't it look bad, a single older man taking a young woman and child in?"
That stung. Beverly finally let some of her temper loose. "You listen to me, Dave Waxman. You are not a single man! You have a wife, and she is not inclined to be referred to as the former Mrs. Waxman. It took all of this to wake me up, Dave, and I intend to never sleep again. I've missed you so badly, honey. But introspection has led me to understand that what happened is all on me. I took you for granted for so long that I got used to it. I got bad advice, went a little power mad, and screwed my life up in ways I could never imagine. Tonight was the first step on my way back to you. Do you still love me?"
It took everything she had to ask that question, and she was scared to death of the answer. He looked thoughtful, and it filled her with dread. "I love the you I fell in love with, not the you that you've become. IF we manage to start again, things will have to be a lot different. I'm not asking you to be submissive, Beverly, but I would insist on you acknowledging me as an equal. An equal that deserves your respect and a good bit more than the time you've given me for the last few years. I woke up after I left. I have no desire at all to go back to that life, and I'm damn sure never stepping foot in that house again. I need to know in my heart that if the situation ever arises, you would pick me over the business every time. Honestly, I don't think you can do it."
Beverly was crying, despite her best efforts not to, and he took her hand. "Honey, all that being said, I'd really like to try again. I miss not waking up beside you, the affectionate gestures we used to share before you got too important. There are a few things we need to do though. The first is to find a competent marriage counselor who can guide us back to each other. We need to set some ground rules on how we allocate our efforts, making sure there's always time for each other. Does this sound reasonable to you? Would you be willing to live here, in this house, if we get back together?"
It was too much! He wanted to save their marriage! He still loved her! She broke down, sobbing hysterically for at least five minutes while he held her, gently stroking her back. Eventually, she got herself together enough to answer him.
He waited, wondering if she understood what he told her. He'd never accept second billing ever again. If she wanted to stay married, it had to be to him, not the job. Honestly, he didn't think she could do it. She really surprised him with her answer.
"I agree to almost all of it. I'm not worried about the house. It's nice, but without you there it may as well be a box under an overpass. I'm sure the commute will suck until I get used to it, but if it helps save my marriage, I'll get over it pretty quickly."
She sighed. "I lost direction, honey, and I want to find my way back home. I need a guide, and I'm depending on you. The counselor is a really good idea. Do you want to find one, or shall I? We'll both have to agree, of course, before we commit."
It was a few minutes before she could go on, crying into his shoulder. She finally pulled back, wiping her eyes. "One of our first priorities should be to reestablish our intimacy. I know it's probably too soon for sharing a bed, but can I stay here tonight? I really need to wake up in the same house as you. As far as priorities, YOU are my main focus right now. I still have to work. Thanks to my blunder, I'm not in a very good position, so I have to really put effort into everything I do, but I will make sure I'm home at a reasonable hour. If something comes up that I absolutely can't walk away from, I'll call immediately. I'm willing to put forth maximum effort to ensure this never happens again."
He believed her, conditionally. Truth be told, once he got over the hurt that she had caused him, old feelings had started back. Most of their adult lives were entwined, and at the end of the day, he decided he didn't want to break them. He was serious about a counselor. If ever a couple needed professional help, it was them. She was saying all the right words and he was curious to see if she meant them.
"All right. You can have the room Ari took her nap in. It has its own private bath, and if you need something to sleep in we'll find you a shirt. Agreed?"
She surprised him by shaking her head. "No. I saw that big whirlpool tub in the master bath. I've been carrying around a load of tension lately, and I think soaking in it would do me a world of good."
Soon he heard her in the tub, singing softly. She had a really good voice, and he tried to remember the last time he'd heard her sing. He couldn't, so it must have been a really long time ago. It was one of her tells. She always felt extra happy when she sang. Forty minutes later, she came out wearing a tee-shirt that barely covered her bottom. Bev caught him looking and grinned, flipping it up as she exited the room. He stood in shock at the sight of her bare butt, listening to her giggles fade down the hall.
Hi eyes flew open, and the first thing he looked at was the clock. 2:30 in the morning. There was just enough moonlight to see her standing at the end of the bed. "Bev?"
"I couldn't sleep, knowing you were in the same house and not in the same bed. Can I please, please, sleep with you? That's all I want, just to snuggle and feel your arms around me. Please, Dave."
He could have been an asshole and sent her back down the hall. He could have done a number of other things, but he pulled back the covers. She slid in and he felt her trembling. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her tightly to him. He felt the tears, but said nothing. Very soon afterward, he heard her breathing level out and knew she was asleep. He lay awake for a long time, wondering about their future, before drifting off with a smile on his face.
*****
Her eyes popped open and she wondered what hotel room she was in. Then she felt his arms around her and it all came rushing back. She was in bed with her husband! And judging by the bulge pressing between the cheeks of her bottom, he was very glad she was. She started pressing back gently, sighing. This went on for a few minutes before she felt him start. She stopped, but when his hand slipped up to my breast and toyed with a nipple she moved again. She slid her shirt up and reached back to free him from his boxers when the door flew open and a little bundle of energy crawled up on the bed.
"Mr. Dave! Wake up."
Marsha stood at the door with her hands over her mouth. "I'm so sorry! I told her to stay downstairs, but as soon as my back was turned she took off."
Dave grinned, tickling Ari softly. She wriggled and cooed, loving every minute of it. "It's all right, Marsha. Now I have two beauties in my bed. How lucky can a man be?"
Beverly saw Marsha's expression and I knew something wasn't right. "What's wrong, honey?"
"We, um, well we, er ... Gramps hasn't gone grocery shopping lately. I was going to ask if I could give some of your cereal to Ari."
She could tell Marsha was embarrassed beyond words. Beverly's heart went out to her. "She doesn't need cereal, honey; she needs a good breakfast. Give us a minute to get dressed and we'll come down and fix something, or take you out if he doesn't have enough. All right?"
Marsha couldn't talk, she just nodded and gathered up a squirming Ari. "Come on, Ari. Let's get you some juice while Mr. Dave and Mrs. Beverly get dressed."
As soon as the door closed, Beverly whirled around, eyes blazing. "I'm sorry honey, I was hoping for some long overdue loving, but it can wait. Really, what kind of man doesn't make sure there's enough food in the house for his children? Where's your robe?"
She snatched it off the closet hook and was out the door. Dave followed a little more slowly after answering the call of nature. She was in the kitchen with all of the cupboards open, frowning. Dave was about to explain that, as a single guy, there was not much of a need to keep a stocked larder, but he thought better of it. Beverly didn't give him a chance, marching out to her car and getting The Bag, as Dave always called it.
One day, she was at a business luncheon and a vendor spilled red wine all over her light blue dress. She had to excuse herself, drive home, and change. After that, there was always a bag in her trunk that contained at least two outfits. Choosing the most casual dress, she was back, telling Dave to get his butt in gear, they had children to feed. A very quick shower and shave later, Dave was waiting by the door. Bev was almost as fast and he couldn't help but admire her. She always chose tasteful clothes, but was not adverse to showing off her toned body.
They almost didn't go out for breakfast when Beverly found out there was no car seat for Ari, but when Dave told her that they were less than half a mile from a really nice breakfast buffet, she decided to sit in the back with Ari until they got there.
***
The girls consumed mass quantities. He looked at Bev and knew she had the same thought. These children were missing meals. Her eyes were dark with anger and Ari asked if he was mad at her. Dave straightened his face and told her he was because she had eaten the last pancake. Then he grinned and told her it was a good thing that they could always get more.
There was a mall across the road, and in a tone that brooked no argument, Bev told Dave to pull into its lot. They were there for two hours.
First, she went to a department store and bought the best car seat they had, banishing him out to the parking lot to put it in. By the time he got back, they were in full shopping mode. Bev made sure they both got three outfits apiece. Ari loved it, but Marsha seemed embarrassed. Bev gently hugged her.
"Please let me do this. We never had children, and just once I want to pretend I'm out with my daughters doing mother-daughter stuff."
Ari got bored pretty quickly, so Dave walked her around while Marsha and Beverly finished up. Their last stop was a grocery store, and Ari rode as Dave pushed, while Bev and Marsha discussed everything that they picked up like they were going to use it to cook The Last Supper. Ari contributed by putting everything she could reach in the buggy, especially while they were in the snack aisle. Beverly started to put some of them back, but Ari made big eyes at her and she left them.
It was a quiet ride home. They were unloading the groceries when Beverly suddenly asked, "How many bedrooms do we have?". Dave found it very interesting when she said 'we'. "Four. Why?"
She just rolled her eyes, took the girls, and went upstairs. Ten minutes later she called him. Dave found them standing in the biggest guest room, the one with the attached bath. "This is the girl's room. It belongs to them now. It will be their sanctuary if things go bad. You need to make sure Marsha has keys so she can come over anytime. Understand?"
Marsha was standing there waffling between hopeful and scared. Ari was in Beverly's arms, almost asleep. Bev had that determined CEO look on her face. When he didn't say anything, he saw her start to tremble. Then he grinned.
"Well, so it shall be. I leave it to you girls to decorate it."
He turned to Marsha. "You understand what we're offering you?"
As an answer, she flew into his arms and cried her heart out. Bev put a sleeping Ari down and joined the hug. He left them a few minutes later, going into the living room to sit on his favorite recliner. He tried to understand how his life had changed so much in the last twenty-four hours.
Beverly came down a few minutes later, surprising him by joining him on his oversized recliner. Once she got comfortable, she started talking softly while gently stroking his chest. "This changes everything, doesn't it? I'm going back to the old house to pack what I need. I'm taking Marsha with me to help, so you're on Da ... er, childcare duties until we get back. Do not feed her junk, understand? Feed her something light to hold her until dinner. We'll be back in three hours."
She stood, then stopped, bending down to kiss him. He could see the fear in her eyes as she spoke. "That is, if you want me back."
He stood and hugged her. "We have a lot of issues to resolve, honey. Living apart from each other is not going to help solve them. You were always better at organizing things, so I'll leave it to you. This probably won't be easy, but I love you enough to try. Are you in?"
*****
Was she in? What a stupid question. She was about to use every metaphor in the English language before she caught herself and smiled through her tears. "I'm in."
His smile gave her a lot of comfort. She grabbed Marsha from upstairs and hustled her out the door. She was quiet for a while before she asked a question. "Why are you doing this? Helping us?"
She thought carefully before she answered. If they were to have any kind of relationship, she didn't want to start it off by lying to her. "First and foremost, I'm doing it because I like you and honestly want to help you. You're in a situation not of your own doing, alone and with a small child. What decent human being wouldn't want to help you? Secondly, you seem to be important to Dave, and by extension, to me. You know we were separated. This weekend is hopefully the first step of a long journey home."
She stopped for a second to gather her thoughts. "One of the things I discovered while we were separated was that Dave really wanted children and I was selfish enough to deny it to him. Then I met you and Ari, and emotions I didn't even know I had came surging out of me. Now, I bitterly regret my decision not to give him children. You girls are my do-over. I'll never be your mother, but I'd like to be the best mother-figure I can be to you and Ari, no matter what happens between Dave and me. You probably don't understand, but I would honestly like to try. May I?"
Tears glistened in her eyes and then she reached over and took Bev's hand. "Well, then, you can count me in on your campaign to get Dave back. After all, for a perfect family, both parental units have to be present, right?"
Beverly had to pull over. Marsha held her while she cried and she reveled in her touch. When she finally got herself together, she let her loose, kissing her softly on her cheek. "Thank you, baby."
When she called her "baby", she started sniffling, so they hugged again. She hit her with a bombshell. "To truly be my daughter, you need to live with us full-time. Now that you're eighteen, you can petition the courts to transfer custody of Ari to you. We'll pay for all the legal fees if you agree. It should be pretty simple, and when we're done, no one can take her away from us. You need to start practicing saying 'Yes, Mom'. Now would be good."
Beverly lost feeling in her hand because her grip was so strong. It came out as more of a sob than a statement, but she understood it as though she'd shouted it. "Y... Yes Mom."
She wandered through the house as she basically cleaned out her closets and dresser drawers. It took them four trips to get all the stuff in the car, filling the trunk and most of the back seat. "You have a beautiful house, but it doesn't feel like Dave's. His feels ... warm, you know?"
Beverly did know. "You're exactly right. I've lived in the cold long enough, baby. That's why we're selling it. I plan to never spend another night there. I find I love being warm."
*****
They came back with her car stuffed. Ari and Dave came out with her in his arms, and Dave asked Beverly why she didn't take her truck. She slapped his arm playfully. "Now you bring that up? We'll use it next time. Think about what you'd like for dinner while we unpack."
Dave thought he impressed Bev when he made a simple stir fry using chicken breasts, zucchini, carrots, ripe bell peppers in yellow and red, onions, mushrooms, and chopped Brussels sprouts. He served it over rice with a surprise. He'd taken parfait glasses, chopped up some tomatoes of different colors into little chunks, added basil leaves, and blended them with olive oil and a touch of vinegar. It was a very nice visual. Ari would have just eaten tomatoes if they'd let her. She had a bit of a temper tantrum and got her first experience with parental controls.
"Ari, do you want to grow up to be as pretty as your sister?"
Ari wondered where this was going, but she nodded her head. "Uh-huh."
"Then you have to eat different foods. You'll like what this tastes like. It has a whole lot of things you already like mixed together. Taste a spoonful."
Beverly took a small spoonful and fed it to her like a baby. Her eyes grew wide and she smiled. "More!"
Dave took a shot at the parenting thing. "That's 'More, Please'. And you should say thank you to Beverly for helping you learn something new."
She looked at Beverly and smiled. "More, please?"
She ladled a little on to her plate with shaking hands, and looked like she was going to burst with pride when Ari grabbed her hand. "Thank you."
The meal over, Bev took Ari to clean her up while Marsha banished Dave to the living room. Ari came back in, bathed and in pajamas, and crawled onto his lap. They watched a DVD Beverly had purchased while they were out, which was the move Frozen, and Ari managed to stay awake for most of it. it became her favorite movie, and they must have watched it a thousand times over the years.
Marsha walked next door and was back in just a few minutes. "Grandpa is gone and the door is locked."
Beverly could see the steam coming out of his ears and put a hand on his shoulder. She grinned at Marsha. "Good thing we got you those pajamas then. Go get ready for bed."
Marsha bathed and came out in shorty pajamas that showed a lot of leg but were conservative enough. Beverly grinned at his expression. "Only one of them is a little girl, honey."
They were all in bed by ten, and both of them had to work in the morning. Beverly came out of the bath in a sexy little baby-doll that did her figure justice. She saw Dave watching and twirled. His eyes went wide when he saw there were no panties. She giggled. "It comes with panties, but I figured it would be a waste of time to put them on. You, sir, are five months behind on your husbandly duties and I expect you to make up some of it tonight."
Then she got quiet and said in a small voice, "That is, if you want to."
He stood up and slipped the gown over her head. "In my opinion, you wasted time putting anything on. I love you, Beverly."
*****
Just like that, her amorous mood vanished. She was too overcome with emotions to be aroused anymore. He still loved her!
He started kissing her, stroking her body in his familiar way, and she melted. It didn't take long for the fire to return. He was surprised when she grabbed a pillow. "It's to scream into, baby. You know how much I enjoy making love to you and how loud I can get. We have children in the house and I don't want to wake them, so I'll be biting this pillow a lot tonight. I hope so, anyway."
She didn't know how many times she bit down, but it was enough to put a hole in the pillow. She was glad pillows were pretty cheap, but if it cost her half her salary a week, it would be worth it.
Their alarms were set, but Ari decided she would be their wake-up call. She was glad now that she made Dave put his boxers on and had slipped her gown on, with the panties this time. They snuggled her for a while until Marsha appeared and took Ari while they showered and dressed. They played with each other a little, but they couldn't get serious because of time constraints.



Marsha had cooked breakfast and they sat down to eat as any family in suburbia would. Ari insisted on a kiss goodbye, and they also kissed Marsha on the cheek, not wanting to leave her out. Marsha had a driver's license so she took Beverly's car and dropped Dave off so they didn't have to swap the car seat. Beverly drove Dave's truck to work.
Jen burst into the office three minutes after Beverly was seated. "Does that truck belong to who I think it does?"
She couldn't help grinning. "It belongs to my HUSBAND, if that's what you're asking. Now, go to work Nosy Nellie. We'll talk at break."
She bounced through the door five minutes early, bearing coffee and pastries. Beverly refused to say a word until they had their snack and were sipping their coffee.
"Dave and I are back together, Jen. We have things to work out, and counseling will probably be involved, so I may miss a few hours now and then. It probably won't be as easy as I'd like, and there will probably be times when I'm depressed and snappy, but bear with me. I know I've probably never told you, but you're my rock here in the office. I'm most likely going to lean on you more than usual. That being said, I have approval to raise your salary seven percent. It's not a lot, but it's the best I can do. Thank you for standing by me."
Jen was both elated by the news and saddened deeply. Her husband had just gotten a promotion and would be transferring to another state in three months. He was given the news Friday. His company had also helped line some referrals up for her, and she was flying out next week to spend a day doing interviews. They were both crying as she told her the news.
"I still have eleven more weeks, boss. I'll help you find someone new, someone who will be as loyal as I am."
They hugged and went back to work. She thought about it on the way home, and as she pulled into the drive, it hit her. Marsha!
She talked it over with Dave and he thought it was an excellent idea. Ari was a bundle of energy, loving on both of them. She gave her a bath, sat down and read her a story while she rocked her gently to sleep. She passed her off to Marsha and got comfortable on the couch while they waited, snuggled up under Dave's arm.
She came back downstairs and they called her over to them. "Marsha, could you sit a moment? We have some things to discuss with you. First, how come you're still here? We care a lot about both of you, honey, you know that, right? You can tell us anything."
They noticed how unsettled she was all evening, but when they asked, the waterworks started. "Grandpa threw us out! When we didn't come home last night, he went into a rage. I think he's drinking again. He told me I had to go, but Ari was staying because he wanted the money! I came straight home and locked the doors. He won't let us have our clothes, our records, any of the things we need. What am I going to do?"
Beverly grabbed her and put her on the sofa between them. They both petted her until she calmed down. It hit Beverly that night as she was snuggled in their bed that Marsha had said, "I came straight home." That made her very happy.
They discussed it as soon as she was rational again. "First, you need to go to the courts and petition for custody right away, tomorrow if we can get you a lawyer. You'll give them this address as your home. The first thing they're going to want to know is if you can support her. Right now you're unemployed, so that may be a problem. Have you ever held a job before?"
Marsha tearfully admitted she had worked at a few burger places but not for very long.
Dave had a small smile on his face. He knew how Beverly's mind worked and knew if she asked the question she already had the answer. "Well then, the first thing we need to do is get you gainfully employed. Fortunately for you I have some openings at my company. You'll start Wednesday, after you fill out the paperwork."
Marsha had stopped snuffling and asked timidly what she would be doing. "It just so happens I'll be needing a personal assistant in three months. It requires at least a two year degree, so you'll have to take classes at night. If you fail or stop going, you automatically lose your job. I have faith in you honey. Don't let us down."
*****
Marsha finally stopped crying, and Beverly and Dave got into bed. He kissed Bev firmly as soon as she slid under the sheets.
"Not that I'm complaining, but what was that for?"
"That's for what you did for Marsha and Ari. You know we're going to have to arrange childcare for Ari. Luckily for us, Sol offers free daycare for his employees, so I'll enroll her tomorrow. She'll ride back and forth with me. Marsha will ride with you. Should we look at getting her transportation?"
Bev got quiet for a while and he asked what she was thinking.
"What are we doing here, Dave? We're back together, something I seriously thought wouldn't happen at times, and we're taking in two girls, something I could never see happening at all. Are we pushing too hard? I don't want anything to come between us at this stage in our life."
"Should we turn our backs on them? Send them back to their grandfather and wish them the best of luck?"
Her grip on him got tighter. "Absolutely not. If something happens and we can't keep them, I will personally make sure they land somewhere safe. They're better off where they are right now than anywhere we could think of. I'd like to keep them as long as we can. Please, honey?"
"Oh, we're definitely going to keep them. Marsha's legally an adult, even if she's not prepared to function like one. Ari is the one I'm worried about. She's four, and if we keep her she'll imprint on us. We'll become the parent figures in her life. Are you all right with that?"
She was quiet for a minute. "Two years ago, I would have run from them. Three months ago, I would have waffled over the idea. But now, as long as you're part of the package, it fills me with great joy. I don't have any idea how to do it, but I'd like to try."
It came out of his mouth before he thought. "We'll make it, baby. Both of us made mistakes in the past. You should have given at least part of your attention to us instead of being so fixated on climbing the corporate ladder. I should have been firmer and demanded you remember that even if you were my boss at work, we were partners in life. These are mistakes I'll never repeat. I plan on being more open with my thoughts and a bit more forceful in my actions just to make sure it never happens again. I still think counseling is a good idea. After the dust settles with our kids, we need to look into that."
He felt tears on his shoulder and wondered if he had gone too far. He asked and she slapped his arm playfully. "These aren't tears of sadness, they're tears of joy. I never thought the term 'our kids' would ever come out of your mouth or that I would be so thrilled to hear them. They're the missing link, my love. We got so focused on ourselves, well, in my case anyway, that we forgot what life is like. Children force you to prioritize. Suddenly, it's not all about you anymore, it's about them. I want to experience that so much. Now, let's go to sleep. I have a daughter to train in the business world tomorrow, and you can make damn sure she won't learn the lessons I learned the hard way. You've got to enroll our baby in daycare. I'd love to see the look in Sol's eyes when you show up with Ari tomorrow."
"We need to call out tomorrow, Bev, at least half a day. I'm sure Marsha needs a wardrobe, especially since her grandfather locked her out of the house, as does Ari. I need to see Sol about daycare because technically, Ari isn't ours. Plus, you need to get her a lawyer lined up for custody. We need to move on that fast. Sometime tomorrow I'm going to see their grandfather and see if I can get him onboard with what's happening. It'll make the transfer of custody a lot less complicated."
"Agreed," she said in her business voice. "And you were right about transportation. She'll need a car to get back and forth to school. We can do that in a couple of months, after she's settled into her job. What kind should we get her?"
"Let's wait two months and then get her input. No hotrods, nothing too expensive. A starter car should be something we don't have to worry about her dinging. We just need to make sure it's safe."
"Your end of the world, honey. You can handle that. Now, we need to sleep. Lots to do tomorrow."
*****
They woke with a smile and a plan to their personal little alarm clock. It occurred to Beverly when they were intimate they'd have to make sure the door was locked. She giggled at the thought. Marsha didn't quite know what to think, and Ari had no clue about the changes coming into her life. She hustled them into the car for a trip to the mall. She showed Marsha the type of clothes she needed to maintain a professional appearance, and she chose well. Then she told her to pick some non-working clothes. There were a few miniskirts that she wanted approval for, and four or five pair of very well fitting jeans. She picked up some basic tees and a couple of cuter tops, and then she was set. Beverly sent her to pick her own underwear, telling her to bear in mind how it would look under her professional clothes.
She then concentrated on Ari. It was all a wonder to her, but it didn't take long before she was giggling and cooing as Beverly had her try on several outfits, as well as some really pretty dresses. She didn't like the shoe store until Beverly showed her a pair of pink sneakers, and then she cooperated. Dave met them for lunch and tried to act interested when they told him about their purchases. They finally gave up. He'd just have to experience them one at a time. Dave switched the car seat to his truck and they waved as he and Ari pulled out.
Jen was surprised when she showed up with a woman so young. She was surprised even more when she told her what she wanted. "See if she's trainable, and if she has any business skills at all. I need total honesty after you work with her for a few days. If she's competent, she'll be taking your place. If she's not, we'll find her another position."
"Who is this girl to you?"
Beverly flushed as she explained how she came to know her. Jen actually laughed. "I wish I was around to watch. Does she call you Mom?"
"Not yet. I'd like to hear it, though, sometime in my life."
She showed her pictures of Ari. Most were while Dave held her. "I'm afraid she's going to be a Daddy's girl. I can deal with that, as long as I get the big one. It'll be easier with her."
Jen almost fell over in a fit of giggles. "Really? A teen, as pretty as she is? What's going to happen the first time she brings home a boy you don't think is good enough for her? You better get used to sleepless nights."
Beverly hadn't thought about that. She wondered if Dave still had that old double barreled shotgun he'd inherited from his grandfather, and if it still worked.
Marsha was completely overwhelmed with the whole experience, and just followed Jen around like a puppy. They took her to HR and got her paperwork started. She came in on the lowest entry level salary, $22,000 a year. She thought it was a fortune. Beverly just smiled. "Wait until you have to pay your own bills. It won't seem like nearly as much then."
She saw Marsha frown and hastened to comfort her. "That's years down the road, honey. I refuse to let you move out until you have a degree, at the very least. Then we'll see how you feel about it."
She was quiet on the way home. Beverly asked her how she liked her day. "It overwhelmed me, but I'll learn. Look at the role model I have."
Beverly glowed and Marsha spoke again, a small, shy voice replacing the confident one. "I may have made a mistake today. One of the other secretaries asked who I was and Jen told them I was your daughter. I was so shocked I didn't correct her. The word is out, you may have noticed the strange looks."
She had noticed, but shrugged them off. She was trying to save the company and her ass, so she expected some strange looks.
"Don't tell them any differently. Maybe they'll treat you better. I could think of worse things to be called, and have been called."
They arrived home to find Dave and his little helper had prepared dinner, grilled chicken and vegetables. They ate like they had slaved in the salt mines.
*****
He wished he had recorded the look on Sol's face when he told him why he was late and what he needed. Ari was in his arms, her little hands locked around his neck. He immediately called Susan, who must have set a speed record getting to the plant. She had that grandmother vibe down just right, and soon Ari was in her arms while they talked. He explained the whole wonderful weekend to them. Susan had tears in her eyes, which confused Ari. Sol looked a little misty-eyed and he made a comment about the cleaning crew not dusting well, but he was smiling the whole time.
In no time at all, Susan had Ari by the hand, towing them along to the pre-school. Ari wasn't used to being with people her age and was a little clingy, but the teacher soon had her coaxed into joining them in a game. An hour later, she barely acknowledged Dave when he left.
He gave Susan and Sol their history as he knew it and asked if they knew any good family law experts. Susan was on the phone immediately. Seems one of the Boards she sat on specialized in children in difficult situations. She got a family law judge to get them an appointment with what she considered the best expert in the field. She made it after normal hours to help them. He couldn't wait to tell Bev.
Susan brought him back down to earth with some pretty pointed questions. "So, one weekend with your wife and having these children dumped in your life makes everything all right?"
"Not in the least, Susan. We have a lot of feelings and old wounds to sort out. The children won't make it any easier. We plan to find a good marriage counselor, and later on, if things work out, we'll make a few visits to a family expert to smooth the path for all of us. I know this, though: we still love each other. We are also developing strong feelings for those two girls. You know how goal-oriented and driven Bev can be when she wants something, and she wants the whole package. I think this weekend has shown her what we missed out on by not having children and sees this as a chance to correct an old mistake. It'll be up to me to keep her reeled in and balanced. It will be up to her not to return to her old ways. The first hint of that and I'll be all over her. So, no, it's not going to be an easy path, but it's one we're both willing to walk."
Sol grinned. "Well done, Dave. I can tell you from experience it will be worth all the pain and heartbreak that's coming your way when you watch them leave the nest. Stay the course, my son, and the rewards will be more than you can ever imagine. Now, go to work! You have a family to support now."
Dave did work a few hours, and was not ashamed to say he was seriously ineffective. Ari bounded into his arms when he came to pick her up, rattling on about what she had learned and all the friends she'd made. The director of the facility smiled at him. "Get used to it. She seems really bright, and it might be in your best interests to get her tested in a few years. It will be a challenge to us to keep her from getting bored. Here's a list of things you'll need to get. If you're uncomfortable with it, get her mother to give us a call and we'll go over what you guys can expect. Have a good night. Bye,Ari."
She ruffled her hair and walked away humming. The woman must have really loved her job. H got his baby settled into her seat and asked her what she'd like for dinner. "Chicken," she declared.
He got a few of the toys Bev had bought and put her where he could see her while he grilled. He noted the way she was especially fond of a stuffed dog and he wondered how she would like a real one. She did have a birthday coming up.
The big girls got home and Ari ran to them laughing. Bev scooped her up and placed her on her hip like she'd been doing it since the child was born. She was trying her best to tell them she was going to 'school' now, with friends and a nice lady named Ms. Rose. He kissed Bev, and Marsha looked so lost he kissed her on the cheek. "Get changed, girls. Ari and I made dinner and it will be ready in ten minutes."
Ari followed them into the house, singing and laughing as she tried to hold both hands at the same time. Ten minutes later, they reappeared, all changed into shorts and tees, even Ari.
The picnic table was quickly set, the tea and lemonade poured, the chicken plated, the veggies arranged on a large platter. Ari had just gotten back from Bible School at a local church the week before, and she grabbed his hand. "Grace!" she said, so, they all held hands while he thanked God for the food and his girls. That was enough for Ari, and she called out "Amen!" as she pointed to the roasted carrots. Bev helped her with her plate, chopping everything into small pieces.
That night after a ritual of baths, stories, and the rocker, Bev snuggled to him. She seemed to want to bring something up but didn't seem to know how. "Bev! We promised to be honest with each other. If something bothers or concerns you, you have to share."
'Why did we quit going to church?"
"Short answer? We got too busy, and too lazy. Why? What brought that on?"
"Ari, when she insisted we say grace. We need to find a church. It will look good when we have Social Services around investigating us."
"I refuse to go to a house of worship just to keep up appearances because I'd be afraid the roof would fall in. I agree it would probably be good for both of the girls, but it would also be good for us. We could get involved in activities for people our age and get a new circle of friends. It could end up being a new support group for us. Let's talk it over with the girls before the weekend and get their thoughts."
That apparently made her happy, because she shimmied around a bit and he felt bare bottom up against a suddenly very interested part of his body. "Lock the door," she whispered as her top flew across the room.
They woke to Ari pounding on the door, upset that she couldn't get in. He dove for the bathroom while Bev slipped into her robe and opened the door. Ari was crying but soon settled down as Bev cuddled her. "No more locked doors," she told him the next night. "If we need time alone, we'll make sure the door is open when we're done. Got it?"
They fell into a routine the next few weeks. Ari never missed a day of waking them up, diving on the bed for kisses and hugs while she chattered happily about what she was going to do at school. Marsha had been taking makeup lessons from Bev, and she'd get ready for work while they entertained Ari. In her professional dress with proper makeup, she looked a lot older than eighteen. Dave wasn't happy about that. Bev would laugh.
"Everybody knows she's the boss's daughter. There may be some interest, I would be disappointed if there wasn't, as pretty as she is, but it's a professional environment and Jen and I watch her like a hawk. Still, she's eighteen, and I think that because of her home situation, she hasn't had very many dates. I think she'll be really popular when she does start dating. Did you ever find that shotgun?"
"Yes, and I bought a box of buckshot."
Bev was still laughing when she went down to breakfast.
...
The grandfather finally came to the house after the girls had been with them for three weeks. He came when Dave and Beverly were gone. They had taken Ari with them to the grocery store, and Marsha stayed home to fix dinner. He knocked on the door, and when she answered it, he demanded they come home. Marsha tried to reason with him, saying they wanted to remain where they were, and he got really agitated. She thought he might have been drinking. Of course, as soon as they got Ari down for the night, she told them all about it. Dave indicated he would be going over to talk to him the next day, but Beverly talked him out of it.



"Let me call Mrs. Ingalls. She'll know what to do."
Mrs. Ingalls was the family law expert Susan had recommended. A retired Judge, she went back in to private practice after retiring from the bench, taking a very limited number of cases. She never had more than three clients at a time, and was very selective on who she chose to represent. They found her to be a likable person, and Ari loved to sit on her lap and play with her long silver hair, but when it came down to it, she was tough as nails.
"In one way, it should be fairly easy to give custody of the minor to the sister. She's in a nice home and holds a steady job, has no record, no tattoos or piercings, neat, clean, and quite pretty. If you guys get involved, it might get sticky because of your recent separation. You know you can't adopt Marsha because she's of legal age. There's nothing to stop her from having her name changed to yours, or of you formally recognizing her as a daughter. On the other hand, you both have good jobs, are in decent financial shape, and the fact that you're seeing a counselor and are willing to wait a year before starting the proceedings should help a good bit. The grandfather could be a bit tricky, but it will be hard for Social Services to give him a four year old if Marsha refuses to move back. His age, his history, and his attitude will weigh against him.
"Try not to antagonize him, allow him access to his granddaughters in a controlled situation, get him to see they would be better off with you. If he fights, well, we fight."
Bev told Mrs. Ingalls of the incident, and she promised to get Social Services to inspect their home and get the initial interviews out of the way. "At the same time, they would revisit the grandfather, look for evidence of anything that would make the case for an unfit home. They may even be able to persuade him to let them go because of his age and health. We'll see how it goes. In the meantime, keep an eye out."
Social Services did come out, inspect the house and interview Beverly and Dave. They could tell that they were impressed with the house. They had scrubbed it top and bottom twice in anticipation of the visit. Ari didn't know who they were and was her normal outgoing self. They didn't have to ask to see her room because she dragged them up to see her toys and stuffed animals, chattering the whole time. Then she dragged them outside to see her shiny new swing-set and sandbox. Marsha remained calm and levelheaded as she described the atmosphere in the house as warm and loving. She sniffled a few times as she told them it felt like the first home they'd ever had.
Apparently, it did not go so well for the grandfather. It seemed Marsha did most of the cleaning and all the cooking while they lived with him, so they found a dirty house and a sink, counter, and table overflowing with dirty dishes and takeout containers. Mrs. Ingalls assured Beverly and Dave that their interview went very well and it was pretty much a done deal. She was right, because a month later Marsha became Ari's legal guardian. The grandfather never once came to see them, and Marsha finally took Ari, escorted by Dave, to see him. He wouldn't let them in the house, slamming the door in their faces. Ari looked sad for a few minutes before cheering up and demanding they 'snuggle' in the massively huge hammock Dave had found somewhere. It was big enough to hold Beverly, Ari, Dave, and Marsha.
They would giggle at the way they had to lie down. Dave would grab Beverly and flop backwards, and Marsha would toss them Ari as she giggled and squealed. Then Marsha would lie down beside Beverly and they would all rock gently to and fro. It usually put them all to sleep. Beverly would never forget the day Marsha asked if she could snuggle with Dave for a change. She sometimes found them asleep in the hammock, Ari nestled between them. She took pictures, and Marsha put them on Facebook with the caption "Snuggling with our Dad". Beverly showed it to Dave and he surprised them all by rushing out of the room. She found him crying in the backyard. He gave her a huge hug and kiss. "Sorry. It's just something I never thought I'd see." He came back in and gave both girls a huge kiss.
*****
He would like to say marriage counseling was a walk in the park and they only had to go a few times, but that wasn't the case.
Their counselor was a pretty shrewd woman. She had them tell her in separate sessions why they split up, and why they decided to get back together. She popped all her insights on them during the sessions. There were times when they shouted at each other, and times they cried and hugged as if they were afraid the other would disappear if they let go. She would lead them along like lambs to slaughter, then prop them back up and analyze everything when they were done.
It seems he harbored a deep resentment of her almost unilateral decision to not have children. She resented Dave for trying to bring it up every once in a while. In the end, they learned a lot of things.
The primary one was the fact that they lost sight of the marriage in pursuit of their careers. He found that while he was very proud of what she had accomplished, on many levels he resented it, especially when she started minimizing him as she climbed the ladder.
She resented the fact that while he was a very good salesman, he didn't have the burning desire to get to the top. He almost laughed at that. "If we were both like you, the marriage would have been over long ago."
That set her on a crying jag but after she recovered, she understood his point. She hurt him pretty badly when she said she felt he was too passive and she felt like she wore the pants in the family. Then he realized she was right about some of her feelings. It was only after she committed the ultimate in disrespect to him that he started pushing back.
Sometimes they'd come back still upset and not speak much. Ari would sense their moods and jump back and forth, snuggling until they were both in better moods. Marsha would hover, understandably worried about what would happen to them, until they pulled her onto our laps and Bev would love on her.
He would never forget the day he went to fetch Ari from daycare and she came running to him. "Daddy!," she yelled as he picked her up. She'd heard all the other kids calling their parents Mom and Dad and decided that was the way it was supposed to go. He told her, after he got his emotions in check, that if he was Daddy, then Beverly was Mommy. She seemed to understand that logic because she jumped down from the truck and ran to her, carrying a cut out dinosaur with little red puffballs glued along it's spine.
"Mommy! Look what I made for you!"
Dave honestly thought Beverly might faint. Then the tears came. Marsha and Dave watched for a minute and she turned to him. "Well done, Dad."
Then his tears started leaking. The dinosaur hung in a shadowbox on Beverly's office wall until she retired.
*****
She stood in the hallway of their house, waiting. Marsha stood by her side, holding her hand. It had been almost two years since Dave and Beverly started on the long road back to each other. This was the last step on the path. She heard the music start and Marsha held the door for her.
She was still thinking about the conversation they'd held while they were waiting. "Thanks, Mom. Thank you and Dad for saving us, giving us a loving home, and believing in me. I can't believe I'm going to be a junior in college next year! I promise to do well. After all, I have a heck of a role model to emulate."
Beverly hugged her hard, trying not to ruin her makeup by crying. "It's me who should be thanking you. I had just about lost everything. My career was going up in flames, my husband had left me, and I had nothing left. Then I came to that cookout to make one more effort to get my life back. I not only got my husband back, I got a family as a bonus. Have I told you how much I love you and Ari, and how proud I am of you?"
Marsha laughed. "Every day. It'll probably take another thirty or forty years before I get tired of it. Now, straighten that face! It's almost time."
She walked through the door to the cheers and claps of their friends. The reverend of the Episcopalian church they had been attending for the last fourteen months was standing at the bower, smiling. Their friends from the age appropriate group they had joined were there. Jen had even flown in with her husband and five month old son. Sol stood beside Dave, while Susan, dressed to match Marsha and Arianna, took her place on the opposite side from Marsha.
Six year old (six and a half!) year old Ari was standing there with a basket of rose petals, flanked by their (translate, her) boxers, Sonny and Sugar. Each had a little pillow strapped on their back. They stood for a minute, enjoying the scene before Dave slowly walked down the red carpet, preceded by Ari spreading rose petals. The dogs were in their usual positions, one step behind her.
They joined hands in front of the reverend and recited their vows again. She got a big surprise when Ari handed Dave her ring. Dave had taken it to the jeweler's for cleaning, and had a large diamond encrusted band wrapped around it. She let him slip it on her finger, glancing at the mother's ring the girls had gotten her for her last birthday, the two different stones twinkling in the twilight. She let a tear slip down her cheek when the Reverend asked who gave this woman away, and Sol answered, "Their daughters do."
*****
It was the third most important day in his life. The first was marrying Beverly the first time. The second was the day Ari's adoption papers were signed and she got to carry their last name. Marsha broke down when he told her she would have to take their last name, too, giving her the papers. All she had to do was file them and the Waxman family was complete.
He grinned as he slipped the expensive band on her finger. It symbolized the old with the original setting, and a new beginning with the upgrade. He already had the one for their thirtieth anniversary in mind.
If he thought he had a surprise for her, she one-upped him in a spectacular way. After the vows and the kiss, she called for everyone's attention.
"Thank you all for coming, old friends and new. There is one more thing to celebrate tonight." She turned and took both his hands, and said the words he never in his life expected to hear.
"Honey, you know I had a doctor's appointment yesterday. It was to confirm something I already knew in my heart. I'm pregnant, honey, eight weeks along. I have no idea how it happened but I consider it a gift from God. Oh, and it's a girl."
People started clapping and cheering, and he reacted in a way they never suspected.
He fainted.
*****
Beverly and Dave sat and watched Ari cross the stage to receive her high school diploma, just as they had watched Marsha do the same for her college degree ten years earlier. Ari had graduated with honors and would be following Marsha to the same university. Dave grinned at Marsha while he held his four year old grandson on his lap. She grinned back while she held his twin sister.
If he though Beverly was a terrific mother, it paled to how she doted on the grandchildren. Marsha had inherited her grandfather's house when he passed, and she had remodeled it to suit her and her then new husband. It made it really easy to see the grandkids, as they had a gravel path that led from backdoor to backdoor. He had already subdivided two acres in between them to build Ari a home when it came time. He'd also bought an empty lot next door for the terror that was squirming on the seat between Bev and himself. Their daughter, Haley, must have been a tornado or hurricane in her past life, judging from the way she lived her life. Always in motion, always on the way to somewhere else. About the only one who could calm her was Ari, who she had followed around as soon as she could walk. The thought of her hitting puberty scared him to death. Maybe it was time to buy a new box of buckshot.
Beverly retired at fifty, jumping off the corporate plane with a silver parachute, sporting gold overlay. She had saved the company, and in a move that she said was inspired by Dave, led it to a merger with the South Korean company that had encroached on her territory. It was a win-win for everyone, and she was considered a business whiz for brokering the deal.
The Chairman flew down to oversee the merger and talk her into taking another assignment. They were sitting in her office and he was admiring portraits of a green dragon with red ridge spine tips, and another dinosaur not as easily identified that was yellow with blue dots.
"I'm sorry, sir. I'm entering a new phase of my life that I want to enjoy to the fullest. My youngest daughter just turned eleven, my middle one is getting ready to enter college, and the oldest, well, you know..."
He grinned ruefully. "We missed the bus on that one. I still can't believe she went to work for the Koreans. Tell her if it doesn't work out, she and Jen will both be welcomed back with open arms."
"I'll pass it along, but I wouldn't hold out much hope if I were you. Jen really likes her new position as general manager at her new company, and Marsha is having a ball working with the Koreans. It's a little insulting when they trot her out to show how progressive they are for hiring American women and putting them in positions of authority, but she's proved her worth and they really are impressed. The owner has his granddaughter working as her personal assistant for the time being, hoping she will absorb her techniques and skill."
They both laughed. "Well, I had to try. Good luck to you, Beverly. Send pictures of the grandchildren when you drop us a line now and then. Think about the consulting position we have on the table. You could work the projects of your choosing, for as long or as short as you want. I'd hate to think I wasted all the energy it took to train you. It might break up the boredom now and again."
"I promise I'll think about it, and you know you can call or email anytime for an opinion. Thank you, sir, for standing by me. It means a lot to me."
He seemed a bit embarrassed. "You were worth it. Goodbye, Beverly."
She grabbed him up in a tight hug as he reached for her hand, dripping tears on the lapel of his expensive jacket. He patted her in that fatherly way of his before she let him go.
She knew, after a year or so, she would consult for them part-time. As long as it was short term and didn't require extended absences, she was fine with it. She really was good at what she did. She figured when the youngest grandchild started school would be about right.
Dave looked at Haley as she squirmed. "Tone it down, H.H.," which stood for Hurricane Haley, "it's about over."
As she smiled at Dave, he remembered the time he heard she was going to join the family. Bev and Dave had decided to renew their vows after their counseling and court appearances to adopt their girls as a celebration of the successful resurrection of their marriage and completion of their family. He was already almost overcome with emotions when she dropped the bomb on him. Pregnant at thirty-eight. She said she didn't know how it happened, but suspected an interaction with some cold medicine. She couldn't quite look him in the eye at times and he knew it was deliberate on her part. If she had just asked him, he would have been ecstatic, but he suspected she was afraid he'd tell her no.
He fainted dead away when he understood what she'd told him and all their family and friends. She looked completely panic-stricken when he woke up, his head cradled in her lap. She was crying and apologizing, so he shut her up the most effective way possible. He pulled her head down for a kiss that felt like it lasted a lifetime. After that, she understood that he was happy.
He worried constantly, but Bev sailed through the pregnancy like it was nothing at all, and continued working until he pitched a fit and she stopped three weeks before her due date. When Haley came into the world, he was there with Beverly. He was lucky enough to present their newest daughter to her and marveled as the tiny bundle wrapped her tiny fingers around one of his. It went straight to his heart, and would always be there.
He had the look on Bev's face when she first saw her daughter recorded, and when he felt down or stressed or just plain old, he'd pull it up and just stare. He always felt better afterwards.
Marsha had Ari and was waiting with Sol and Susan, their 'grandparents'. They had added them to their brood so seamlessly, many thought they really were theirs. When they got to go into the room and hold the baby, there were enough tears to fill a bathtub, but no one was sad. Over the months, everyone saw the bond developing between Ari and Haley. Ari was so small when they got her that she had only memories of them, and for years she really thought she was theirs by blood. She was devastated when she found out the truth, but Bev comforted her. "You may not be family by blood, honey, but you're family by love. We got to choose to love you. I, for one, was hooked the very first time I saw you and you played with my diamond necklace. As far as you're concerned, as far as we're concerned, you are our blood daughter. Nothing will ever shake the love we have for you. Understand? Nothing. Hold your head high and be sure when you hear your name, Arianna Marie Waxman, that it was given by two parents who love you very much."
He lasted a few more years after Beverly retired before he followed her. Sol's daughter was changing and he didn't like the direction she was taking. Sol's death had hit her very hard and she was rudderless for a few months. She finally got over it when Bev showed up and forced her to go to lunch, telling her their story. "When was the last time you surprised your husband with a night of passion? When was the last time you even had dinner with him. This..." she waved her hand around the office, "is not worth your husband. I almost lost mine and I'll never forget the feeling of pain, or the struggle it took to get him back. Think long and hard, Amanda. You think Sol would want this? Hell no, he wouldn't! He'd tell you to sell the damn company before you lost your family. Think back, he ran the company for decades and hardly ever missed dinner with his family or any of your important moments growing up. If he could do it, you can do it."
It must have worked because she hired enough staff and trained them well enough to delegate a lot of the day-to-day operations to them. When she was certain they could handle it, she surprised her husband with a second honeymoon at a tropical location. They made love every day, sometimes more than once, and she shocked the hell out of him by telling him she'd gone off birth control when she started planning their escape and that she hoped she was pregnant. Their first son was born almost exactly nine months later.
Once Beverly and Dave were free, they started on their bucket list that contained all the things they said they wanted to do or try when they had the time. They bought a motorized RV and spent a lot of the summers tooling around the U.S., usually with a grandchild or two along for the ride. Sometimes Haley came along, but she preferred to stay with her older sisters.
Then they shocked them all by spending a month on the island of Crete. Bev had seen it on a travelogue and wanted to see it in person from that day forward. They came home for a month, then spent a month in Portugal. The next trip out was Spain, followed by Italy and France. After taking stock, they decided they liked Crete best, and bought a nice four bedroom house on ten acres. It came with grapevines, citrus trees, even an olive tree or two. It also had a really nice pool. They spent about half the year there. Marsha spent her two week vacation there with her husband and kids, and Ari stayed a month with four of her friends when she graduated from college. Haley was making noises about getting the house for her and six of her friends when she graduated high school. Dave wasn't not too crazy about that idea.



Bev learned some of the local language and one of her favorite phrases meant, "Let's get into the pool naked and fool around." At fifty-six, Beverly could still rock a bikini. When she bothered to wear one.
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I thought for a minute, and called Benny first.
"What's going on?"
"A major shitstorm, that's what. I've had the cops up my ass, your boss up my ass, and people I've never heard of calling and threatening me. These guys sound serious, brother."
"What did you tell them?"
I could hear the smirk in his voice. "Not a damn thing. What was I gonna tell them? Yeah, I broke in and left six hundred G's laying there? The only reason they were talking to me is because it had my M.O. all over it, that, and my connection to you. That would have led to a whole new round of questions, questions I didn't have answers to. I did tell them that for a small fee I'd consult, try to figure out the guy's MO. That made the cops hang up, but not your boss. He said he'd pay. I told him to kiss my ass, he wasn't dragging me into the shit he was obviously up to his balls in. Have you talked to him yet?"
"No. I just got back from a four day backpacking vacation with my girlfriend. This is the first I've heard of all or this."
Sharon was holding my hand, and squeezed it when I said 'girlfriend'.
"Well, if it's the girl you were doing this for, tell her to be really, really careful. And be really, really, unavailable to answer questions. All right?"
"I hear you. Gotta go, there are more calls to answer."
Sharon had called Jasmine, and told her we had been together for the last four days. When she screamed Sharon put it on speaker phone. "Hi, guys! I owe you. A lot. I took what ya'll said to heart and called my honey back, begging him to give me a second chance. I've never had better makeup sex in my life. He's ready to put a rock on my finger, but I told him to wait until we'd lived together for at least six months. Then, if I haven't disappointed him, I'd say yes to any question he wanted to ask.
"Oh, and I've retired. I'm completely out of the adult entertainment business in any capacity as of last Saturday. I work for Tom now. He has a job for you, too, honey. It's not as much money, but no one will be grabbing your ass, except Dark Handsome, of course. Is he as pretty naked is he is in clothes?"
"Even prettier. I'll send you a picture."
"What!?"
She laughed at my expression. "I'm kidding, honey, but I expect to have some in the near future. Tell Tom I'll take the job. I'll go back to the club and tell them, I owe them that. They were pretty good to me, and I'll miss the people, but not the job. I'll be over this afternoon, and you can fill me in."
She sat back, worry in her eyes. "You gonna be okay?"
"I think so. I may not see you for a few days, to let this cool down. Thanks to me and Benny, there is no paper or electronic trail that leads to you. We're going Nixon on their ass, honey. We've destroyed the evidence, and now we deny everything. I will anyway. I will do my absolute best to shield you from any harm. Now, let me call the cops."
I called Benson first. "What the hell is going on, brother? I just got back from a mini-vacation, out of the loop for four days, and when I come back everybody wants me. What is up with that?"
"You haven't heard? Somebody sent us a laptop. A laptop that held a lot of surprises. The cops on the case re-searched Joe's office, and found two safes. One was empty, and one had 500 grand in it. There was also a filing cabinet full of records about his business. Something doesn't add up, Dirk. He was spending way more money than he was making, and he had all that cash stuffed into a safe."
"Well, it's all news to me. Why do they want to talk to me?"
"No clue, brother, but have your ducks in a row and watch your ass."
I relayed everything Benson had told me to Sharon. She listened closely, then asked the 100,000 dollar question. "Where did the rest of the money go?"
I shrugged. "No clue. Someone may have gotten into the safe, but if they did, why take so little? Why not grab it all? I'm leaning towards crooked cops, myself. I don't know the team assigned to the case. Jack was the one who coordinated with them. This stinks, honey. It stinks bad."
"What are you going to do? What can you do?"
"Right now, nothing. They have no proof I was the one who broke into the building or sent the cops that laptop. They'll fish around, but they'll come up empty."
*****
After a few weeks, that's exactly what happened. They came up with nothing. McMurry and Johns, the detectives assigned to the case, interviewed me aggressively. I answered their message, and they demanded I come in immediately.
"Not gonna happen. I just got back from vacation; I haven't even been home yet. I need to unpack and get squared away. I can come in tomorrow or the day after, at any time you choose. Just let me know."
I found out later it was Johns I was talking to. "I'm afraid that's not acceptable. We need you to come in now."
"Am I a suspect in anything? Do you have a warrant out for me?"
I heard him sigh. "Not at this time."
"So, you're thinking about charging me with a crime? What am I accused of?"
"Nothing, yet. Look, I'm running out of patience. Get your ass down here now, or you won't like what happens."
By now I was pissed. "Know what? Fuck you. You want to talk to me? Contact my lawyer and we'll set something up. Hold on, and I'll give you the contact information."
I didn't actually have a lawyer, but intended to use the one the company kept on retainer. I called as soon as we hung up. "Bill, I need your services. Are you or one of your associates available? It's personal, so I'll be paying."
Bill was a good guy, and we sent him a lot of business. I could hear the grin in his voice. "What did you do? I warned you about married women, didn't I?"
"I's not like that Bill. This is something totally different."
"Well, if you're innocent, it won't take much to make it go away. Come in about two and give us the details. I'm kind of tied up, but ask for Ms. Parker. She's young, but she's smart and an absolute bulldog when it comes to protecting her clients."
I thanked him and hung up, grinning. He'd said the magic words, "I can make it go away."
Sharon gave me a tremendous kiss when we got to her apartment, then she went quiet. "Where are we going, Dirk?
I kissed her lightly. "Good places, hon, very good places. At least that's what I hope. I just want you to know it had been a while since I've been intimate with anyone. Sex just for sex is just meaningless to me, and if it's meaningless, why bother? All I can ask for is a chance to see where this goes."
She smiled a little. "So I wasn't meaningless sex?"
"Absolutely not. It held a great deal of meaning, for me anyway. Knowing what you've gone through, the demons you had to fight, and yet still chose to be with me, well that make it very meaningful. To me, at any rate. I hope you feel the same way, even if it's just a little bit."
Tears shining in her eyes, she kissed me again. "It meant something to me, too. I'm open to see how far this goes, and what it develops into."
I grinned. "Well, I knew that morning when you were doing your yoga on that rock that you were very special. I could even see little stars circling your head."
"Really? What did you see when we made love the next morning?"
"The stars were still there, but there was a bigger ring of hearts above them. There may have been a few bluebirds singing, but I can't say that for sure."
Her smile was huge. "Well, I did feel a bit like Sleeping Beauty just waking up, in the arms of the Handsome Prince. I need you to leave now, before I drag you into my apartment. You have things to do, and I have to quit my job and see Jasmine and Tom, to learn about my new one. You need to promise you won't do anything foolish."
"Rest assured, my Sleeping Beauty. My mother raised no foolish children, and I'm not about to break tradition. I'll call you in a few hours, all right?"
"I may call you first. Will I see you tonight?"
"I really, really want to, but no. I'm not sure how deep the shit I'm floating around in is, and the last thing I want to do is drag you in with me. It might be a few days, but we will be together again. Trust me?"
"You're the only man in the universe I do trust. Please, please Dirk, be careful. I'm really anxious to see where this goes."
Her raw emotion surprised me. I gave her a deep kiss, trying to pour some of my soul into hers, and left.
*****
Jack was furious. "Where the hell have you been?"
"Vacation, remember? You signed off on it. I just got back a few hours ago. What's going on?"
"There's been a development in the Joe Morgan case. Seems there was a couple of safes no one knew about, and someone sent the cops a laptop from the office."
"Anything in the safes?"
"A shitload of money, some records of his films and business dealings. They seem to think there were some things missing besides the laptop. Any reason you can think of why?"
"No clue," I said, glad I was an actor. I wondered how he knew there had been a laptop in the safe. "How much money?"
"Half a mil."
"Jesus! Where did the money come from?"
"No idea. Every one was surprised."
He may have been an actor, but he was a long way from the soundstage. I knew from his expression he was lying his ass off.
"Well, somebody's got to be pissed about that money. There is no way a sleaze like Joe could have that much money and get it legally. If the cops follow the money, they'll get their killer."
"Maybe. There's no clue where the money came from yet. We're back on the case. Well, I am. You're not. Seems the client thinks that with your background and close ties to the cops, you're a risk. You'll work the other cases."
"Damn it, Jack! This stinks, it stinks to high heaven. You better be real careful, all right? I have a bad feeling about this."
He wavered, and I thought he was going to tell me something, before his voice. "I got everything under control. Don't you worry; I'm too old a wolf to be caught in any trap."
I had a private thought about old wolves being the first ones the pack turned on in desperate times, but held my tongue. Jack would be all right. Maybe.
I got the feeling over the next three weeks I was being frozen out of the company. My assignments were short term, easy stuff, good for training a newbie. I asked Jack about it, but he shrugged his shoulders and told me business was bad. A lack of cheaters and lowlifes in Hollywood? Really?
Alice and my little tech nerd were concerned. Alice followed me out to lunch one day, coming into the pub from a different direction. She plopped down, and with no preamble asked what the hell was going on. I told her I had no idea. She shrugged.
"Neither do I. Gerry is getting really nervous over the chatter on the Dark Web. Something about the Games Master being in danger. It's freaking her out because she thinks it's tied to the death of Joe Morgan, the 'King' being a renewed source of discussion. Your name's been mentioned a few times, Dark Handsome, anyway. Jack is walking around like he's tap dancing in a minefield, and bites your head off if you ask him if he's all right. Barry has asked me what's going on, that's how bad it's getting."
Barry was her husband, a year away from retirement from the State Police. If rumors were reaching that high, someone was in serious trouble. Alice was also noticing the drop in business; it seems no one in tinseltown wanted anything to do with us. She was thinking about leaving, and Gerry was looking, also.
I thought about that, and the next night, while we were at a gathering at Tom and Jasmine's, I asked if he was hiring. Not just for me, but for a couple of friends of mine. He nodded slowly, saying quietly we would talk later, when we were alone. The party was a success, and everyone loved Jasmine and Sharon.
You would have never guessed, but Jasmine was taking accounting courses at the local community college. "If I'm going to be part of Tom's life, I want to contribute more than a pretty face and a great set of legs." Tom grinned and said he could think of a couple of major contributions, one boy and one girl, with an open invitation for more. She blushed and agreed to that, too. I was pretty sure she was going to be wearing that rock Tom had bought her pretty soon.
The party over, we were in his private office. A conversation in there was safer than the gold at Fort Knox. He got serious after the banter, looking me in the eye.
"You need to get away from Jack, Dirk. Something bad is about to happen. I've had a couple of people, big names from behind the camera, try to hire me, and your agency got mentioned as a possible source of embarrassment. That's all they would tell me, but I heard what they weren't saying. There are people out there that would stop at nothing if they thought you were a threat. You know you picked up a tail, right?"
"Yeah, I spotted them last week. They were good, and they use five different cars, but I caught on. Sometimes I'll just drive, to see how long they'll stay with me. They followed me all the way back home, and cruised by once an hour, all night. How did you know?"
"They asked me to do surveillance on you, but I turned them down. Told them we didn't do that type of work anymore. If they asked me and I said no, how long do you think it took them to find someone to say yes? You carry?"
"A Smith .40. Not top of the line, but very reliable. I've got a few others, but that's my go to."
"Ever shot anybody?"
"No."
"When you have to, if you have to, don't hesitate. Not at all. If you need to pull that weapon be prepared to pull the trigger. Wave it around and someone will take it away from you. Then they'll probably kill you with it. Come by tomorrow, and we'll hit the range."
Jasmine and Sharon had stayed out by the pool, engaged in serious girl talk, "engaged," being the key word. Their discussion over, they joined us. Tom didn't keep much from Jasmine without going in to details, and Jas was smart enough not to push.
She plopped down in his lap. "Honey, you know that little apartment over the garage? I've been thinking about a renter, an employee, who really needs to change addresses."
"He hasn't done anything stupid, has he?" The frown was pretty obvious.
"It's a she, baby, and yes, she did something stupid. She fell in love with a boy scout. A boy scout who may have let his sense of justice get him in trouble, trouble that may spill over on to her. I'm talking about Sharon and Dirk."
I didn't know about the apartment, but I was all for it. Tom had some acreage out in the hills away from Tinseltown, his house was literally a fortress and his grounds were wired for everything from motion detectors set off by anything bigger than a rabbit, infrared, for heat signals, and voice activated cameras, so sensitive they could pick out the sound of a cough or even a sneeze, and identify it. He used the land as a training ground, and had a target range set up, backed by an eight foot berm and a hill behind that. If she was going to be safe anywhere, this would be it.
"She can move in tomorrow. I'll get a couple of guys to help her move her stuff." I knew the guys would be there for more than a strong back, and my gratitude overwhelmed me.
"Thanks, Tom. I owe you one."
"Before this is over, you'll probably owe me more than one. Now, I happen to need a few people, so send your guys over tomorrow, and put in your notice. You start next Monday."
We never discussed money, but I was sure he would pay better than what I was doing, and I was looking for a change.
*****
Jack actually seemed relieved when I gave notice. "I'll miss you," he said, with false sincerity, "you're a good guy and a pretty good detective, but I understand. It's a better opportunity, and I won't stand in your way."
He offered his hand, and I was thinking if it was nine months ago he would have tried to talk me out of it, and given me a hug instead of a handshake.
"You gonna be all right, Jack? You've seemed a little off lately. Something on your mind?"
He waved his hand dismissively. "I'm all right. Business is a little slow right now, and I got some personal stuff on my mind. I'm just a bit distracted, but it'll all be better soon."
I don't think even he believed that statement. Still, I wished him the best and told him to call if he needed anything. I still had the tails, and was seriously setting something up so I could have a conversation with these guys. Then I rethought it. If I confronted them, they would just be more careful and harder to spot. If they could watch me, I could watch them.
Tom helped me out, having a couple of guys follow them for a change, back to their base of operations. He frowned when he found out who they were. "Soloman and Associates aren't really private investigators. They're thugs, capable of anything, and prone to violence. Doesn't make them stupid, though. Be really careful."
I was more than pleased that Sharon was basically living in a fortress. Even the Solomon boys would think twice before trying a snatch and grab in there. We were lying in her bed after another exhausting round of lovemaking, which paradoxically I didn't think I would ever get tired of, when she offered a suggestion. "Dirk, honey, I want you to consider something. I see good things in my future every time I look at you. Why don't we live together, see if we can tolerate that much intimacy? I can, no doubt. Will you think about it?"
I couldn't help but laugh. My feeling grew stronger for her every day, and I was trying to come up with a way to bring up this very conversation. I gave a fake frown. "I don't know, honey. The thought of waking up next to that beautiful body and glowing smile is something I may not be able to handle. Let me think about it." She frowned up and what suspiciously looked like tears gathered in her eyes. Then it hit her what I had said, and she started to smile.
"All right, I've thought about it. Think Tom will charge us more rent if both of us live here?"
The tears started, but I got the feeling they weren't tears of sadness. "If he does, you'll pay it. Understand? Seriously honey, I need you to know this. I don't expect living together to last forever. Not now, but fairly soon I'm going to want to hear the sounds of little feet, and see something that sparkles in the sun on my finger. If you don't think you'll be able to handle it, now's the time to tell me."
I grinned so big I thought my teeth were going to hurt. "Sharon Williams, are you proposing to me?"
She sputtered a little while before I silenced her with a kiss. When she came up for air, I shocked the heck out of her. "I think maybe my answer will be yes. You gonna buy me a ring and make it official?"
Her answer was to scream and jump up, running for the door. I watched her cute ass bounce towards the door, stopping her with a shout. "Sharon! Clothes!"
She looked down, giggled, threw on a tee and some gym shorts and was out the door like a shot, screaming at the top of her lungs for Jasmine. I dressed slowly. When I went out the door and down the stairs, there were seven women and three guys standing there, the whole office staff and whatever investigators happened to be hanging around, all grinning.
Sharon and Jasmine were hugging each other, smiling through their tears. Most of the rest of the women and even one guy seemed a little misty eyed. Jasmine let go of Sharon and practically climbed all over me, hugging me hard. I had forgotten how strong she was, and even though she didn't work anymore, she made sure her body was toned and perfect, for Tom. They even had a pole installed in their private gym, and Jasmine was giving all the women who wanted them, dancing lessons. Soon it had spread past the employees to their wives and girlfriends. I thought maybe Jasmine had missed her calling, because she was an excellent teacher. Sharon loved it, promising me a private show when she got better at it.



I finally got Jasmine to let go, then Sharon leapt into the vacant spot. There were whoops and cheers over the kiss she gave me. I grinned as I twirled her, before putting her down. "It's not official, not yet. You haven't actually asked me yet."
Her eye got wide and she grinned. "Pig," she said, dropping to her knee.
"Goddess," I said, before dropping to mine, beating her to the punch. "Sharon Williams, would you do me the honor of marrying me, being the mother of our children, and being my lifelong companion until only death parts us?"
She was speechless, gasping and trying to form coherent words. Finally Jas slapped her on the back of her head. "Answer him, dummy!"
"YESSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!" I think the neighbors in the next county heard her.
Tom came home to a party, grinning when he heard the news. Jasmine was looking at him all misty eyed, and he surprised everyone by dropping to his own knee, holding out the ring box. Apparently he had been carrying it around with him all this time. "Jasmine, I've waited long enough. I love you with every ounce of my being, but if you refuse, we're over. I think I've been more than patient and given you all the space you needed, but it's time. We need to start working on our family soon, so you need to decide now. Is my love enough, or do you want out?"
Surprising us all, Jasmine fainted. It was a good thing Sharon and I were close and could catch her, easing her on to the couch. It was just a matter of seconds before her eyes fluttered open. I thought Sharon was pretty loud, but Jas probably deafened every dog in three counties. "YES! YES! YES!"
She snatched the ring he was still holding out of his hands, her own shaking so hard it took her a minute to get it on her finger. "This is never coming off. You understand, NEVER. I want to be buried wearing it."
There wasn't a lot of work effort put out the rest of that day.
*****
The guys were still following me. It had gotten past being old, so I started posting little signs in my back windshield with my schedule for the day on it. I'd blow the horn and wave as I pulled into my apartment parking lot. Once, I deliberately lost them, then circled behind and followed them for a while. Apparently, they had no sense of humor, flipping me off as I drove by. Tom warned me to stop fucking with them, but they were starting to get on my nerves.
Everything came to a head when my apartment got tossed. Tossed was the key word, because they made a complete mess, throwing everything I owned on to the floor, destroying a lot of it. What they didn't know was I'd used some of the things I'd learned over the years from Jack, and later Tom, and the whole thing was recorded, audio and video.
You could hear them bitching as they worked. "What are we looking for, exactly?"
"Don't know, anything electronic, for one. Anything we can find on Joe Morgan, files, papers, laptops, anything." The funny part was I had been gradually moving my things into the apartment with Sharon, my computers, all my electronics, including cameras, had been gone for about a week.
The landlord was beyond pissed. There wasn't a lot of structural damage, but the place was a mess. I was on my last week, anyway, so I told him he could keep the security deposit to help with the cleanup costs. I called the cops, made a report, and gave them a copy of the surveillance tape, telling them exactly where to find the guys who did it.
Tom called me in from an assignment three days later, saying it was urgent. I dropped my cheating spouse like a rock and headed for the office. When I entered, there were three men and a woman with Tom. The female, in a designer suit that had just a slightly higher hem and a plunging neckline more suited to a party dress, spoke.
"Do you know who I am?"
I just shrugged. "I'd hazard to guess that you're someone who has a very high opinion of herself, but other than that, no. Before you speak, I'm not really interested in finding out who you are. If you're selling, I'm not buying. If you're buying it doesn't matter what it is, you can't afford it. Now that you've managed to waste my time, do you have a dog and pony act you can run out? If not, I'll be going now."
She went a deep, vibrant red, then paled to almost translucent. One of the men stood, also in a suit that may as well been made of money. "You need to..."
"Leave before I get pissed? You're exactly right. Tom, I'm going back to work."
The other two jumped up, glowering. Hired muscle, I suspect. I grinned. "Call in your puppies before one of them has an accident on the rug. I'd hate to have to roll up a newspaper and swat them on their nose."
Tom was struggling to keep a straight face. The woman burst out, highly pissed. "Goddamnit! Is that natural talent or did you study it in college? Shut the fuck up, smartass, and listen. This could be to your advantage. Now..."
I grinned, stuck my hands in my ears, and started singing. "Lalalalalalalala."
If steam could have come out of their ears it would have. The man made a grab at an arm, and I pulled my finger out of my ear long enough to slap the shit out of him. You could see the handprint on his cheek. The goons jumped up, knocking their chairs in eagerness to get to me. I jumped back, putting a couch between us. The went around each side and I flipped over the front, putting it between us once again. It could have gotten really interesting if we hadn't all heard the clicks, looking around to see Tom standing, the hammer back on an old-fashioned looking hogleg. Everybody just stopped.
"All right, play time is over. You asked to meet him, and I extended a professional courtesy to you. I told you plainly he might not be interested but you could take a shot. You took it and missed. I ought to let you continue, but my bride-to-be just redecorated. If you think he's irritating, wait until you see her pissed. Now, get the hell out of my office, and don't come back!"
"I'm going to sue!"
Tom grinned. "Go ahead. See the placard by the door?"
PLEASE BE ADVISED ALL CONVERSATIONS WILL BE RECORDED FOR THE PROTECTION OF BOTH PARTIES.
The woman threw a card at my feet. "This definitely isn't over. Tom; you need to choose your friends more carefully. When you see reason, call me. We can make it worth your while."
I stopped them at the door. "What do you think I know, or have? All this mystery and I don't have a clue what's going on. If this is about the Morgan case, it's over. I don't even work for that agency any longer. If you think someone has something, you need to talk to my old boss. He's the one who handled the case, I just did background work."
"We know you have it." The suit said it flatly, like a pronouncement of absolute fact.
"I don't even know what 'it' is. Go away. Leave me in peace. Whatever you're afraid of doesn't concern me. If you keep pushing I'll start wondering. If I wonder long enough I'll try to discover what has you and your clients are so terrified. I tell you what; get your client or clients over here right now. I'll be more inclined to talk if I know who's been trying to make my life difficult. I may even ask them to explain themselves. Think you can do that?"
"You're way out of your depth here, boy. Just give it to us and we'll be on our way."
"If I had the magical 'it' your bosses are so desperate to get, what's to keep them from eliminating a loose end once they have it? No, once again, I don't have 'it'. Say I had, what's it worth to get it back?"
The woman smiled, sure they had me. "Oh, I'm sure my client would be very grateful. Grateful enough that you wouldn't have to work for a long time. Incentive enough?"
"Damn Skippy! I'm going to start looking just as soon as you leave. I'll get back to you. Have a super sparkly day. May it all be sunshine and roses, and may magical unicorns be flying out of your asses. We done here?"
"Aarrrgh!" She looked at her companions and goons. "I knew this was a waste of time. You've read his bio. If he had what we're looking for, the cops would have had it a long time ago. I think we're wasting time here, and need to pursue other leads."
She turned back to me. "Boy, a word of advice. You look like you can handle what life throws at you. You could probably mix it up pretty good, but there are a lot more of them than there are of you. I'd hate to see that pretty face messed up, especially if you decide to get back into acting. And your girlfriend, a pretty little thing; it would be a shame if something happened to her. Maybe you need to look around again. You may find something you 'forgot'. Think about it."
She was smirking until she saw the look in my eyes. She started to step back but I had her slammed against the wall before anyone could react. The goons started to move but Tom stopped them. "Don't do it, boys. She started this, now she gets what he decides to give her. Don't worry, I doubt he'll hurt her, much."
I had my hand around her throat, squeezing. There was sheer terror in her eyes. "Bad move, bitch. You should never threaten someone a 'boy scout' loves. I was actually in the Boy Scouts, got a lot of badges, including one for knots. I could tie you up in a way that every time you moved the knots get tighter, until you slowly strangle yourself. It would probably take two hours or more. Then again, you're a mouthpiece for assholes with a pretty face and a hot body. When I got done with you, a dog wouldn't fuck you, and you'd have a hard time talking with your tongue cut out. You hear me bitch? If Sharon gets a stubbed toe and I think you're behind it, life as you know it will cease to exist. Out! Now!" I let go and she let out a small whimper as she slid to the floor. There was a dark spot on the front of her gray pinstripe skirt.
One of the goons had finally had enough and charged. I knocked his ass out with a wingtip to the mouth. We all heard the teeth crunch. His dentist was going to be busy for a while. I was about to stomp on him a little when Tom yelled.
"DIRK! Calm down. It's over. These fine people were just leaving."
I looked at the man, reaching down and picking up the card. "I think I'll keep this. A point of reference should accidents befall anyone I hold dear. Off you go now. Get Miss Shit Don't Stink here a change of drawers, and you might want to pick up an air freshener for your car. Just a suggestion."
She wanted to say something in the worst way, but one look at me and she looked down. It was the first time she had seen the stain, and her flush made her cheeks look purple. Pure hatred oozed through every pore, but she was smart enough to just rush out the door. I stopped the others.
"Tell your boss this. I don't know shit, I ain't got shit, but shit is definitely what you'll get if you don't leave me alone. Push me and I'll dig until I find something to make all your lives very uncomfortable."
It got worse when they police arrested the three guys who tossed my apartment. A lawyer showed up, saying it couldn't possibly be them because they were with her at the time. When they asked her to sign a statement attesting to it, she did, with a flourish. Then they trotted out the video, and charged her with giving false statements to the police in an attempt to subvert justice or something along those lines, and she had to go before the bar two months later after pleading down to a lesser charge, and they suspended her license for a year.
I sued Soloman and Associates, and they denied the men even worked for them. When we allowed them to see the tapes, and listen while they talked about the agency and their client, they tried to settle. I ended up with a hundred grand and they went out of business six months later.
Before that all happened I talked to Alice and Gerry. Gerry was still surfing the Dark Web, and she said the conversations had just about halted. My tails had disappeared, or gotten so much better I couldn't detect them. I was working, Sharon was working, everything was sailing along fine.
*****
I got a phone call from an old friend, the commercial producer I'd helped when his employees were skimming from him.
"Dirk! What's up? Still a P.I.?"
Yeah, it pays the bills. How's the commercial world?"
"Busy. Look, you still got your card?"
"Yeah, not that it does me any good."
"Well, I may have something for you. Can you come by the office?"
I had just wrapped up my last assignment and hadn't started on a new one, so I had some free time. "Sure. When?"
"Tomorrow too soon?"
"What time?"
"Nine would be good. That'll give me an hour to explain the campaign."
We rang off, and I wandered into the office to pick Sharon up for lunch. We went to her favorite place, and while she destroyed a pile of ribs I told her about the call.
"That's great, honey! Maybe you'll get your break!"
"I'm pretty sure that ship has sailed. And besides, if I do get back into acting, it would mean traveling and long periods apart. Not what I want in my life right now, especially after we get married and get serious about a family."
Her eyes filled with tears. We were going to tie the knot in three months, Jasmine and Tom in two. She and Jasmine spent all their spare time reading bridal magazines and weighing honeymoon destinations. Tom and I stayed as far away as we could when they went into what we called 'marriage mode,' and told them we would go along with whatever they wanted.
"Babies," she sighed, a soft look in her eyes. We had agreed to wait two years before we tried for children, to work off what Sharon called 'any rough edges', and we had agreed on three, spaced two years apart. I wondered what my life would be like chasing after a four year old, a two year old, and a baby, but whatever it was, it would be worth it.
I went to see Bob, and he laid the campaign out for me. It was for a new high end dog food company, and they wanted to target a younger crowd. Seems their research told them a lot more young people opt for pets instead of babies early in their relationships. The writer was really good, a series starting with the young couple discussing 'adoption' in general terms, weighing the pros and cons. The next one would be of them visiting a pound, them agonizing over the choices and how to take care of a puppy, down to just the right food. The next was of them giving the puppy various foods and having him reject them until they got to the clients' product. He was talking six to ten commercials over eighteen months, depending on their success.
"You fit the look the company wants perfectly: young, a hunk, sensitive enough to care for a pet. We just need to link you to the perfect actress, project a perfect picture of a young professional couple. It won't take long, two to three days per shoot, and we can work it around you regular job. We want to do a couple to show the company. Interested?"
Of course I was. "You knew I would be. Let me talk to my boss, see if I can get the time off."
He grinned, knowing he had me hooked.
*****
Tom just grinned. "Hollywood finally called, huh? Go on, we can handle it for a week or so."
Jasmine and Sharon were a lot more enthusiastic. I took Sharon with me, just for the fun of it. Bob, at the insistence of the dog food company, had hired a blond who obviously thought she was too good for the role. Our chemistry was awful, and she and the dog shared a mutual dislike. The animal didn't warm to her at all, and you could tell. He seemed to like me just fine, and I thought he was one of the prettiest animals I'd ever seen. The dog was a crossbreed, a boxer father and a black lab mother. He had the body and facial characteristics of a boxer, but he was jet black except for a blaze of white on his chest and one white foot.
He was sixteen weeks old, still growing, in the long legs and big feet stage, and a little clumsy. Between takes, he bumped in to the blond once and she raised her hand to strike him. By then I'd had enough so I pulled him beside me.
"You need to listen to me. If you didn't want this job, you shouldn't have taken it. You try striking that animal again and it will be bad. I may even give you a taste of how it feels. Now act like a professional instead of a diva and go to work. You got that?"
She flushed and bit back an angry retort because we were called back. The scenes progressively got worse. The dog was afraid of her, now, and wouldn't come near her. There was a scene where she was supposed to be dozing in a hammock with the puppy on top of her and he flat refused to lie down with her, breaking from his handler and cowering under a sofa on which Sharon was sitting. The handler told us to give it a rest until the animal calmed, which pissed Bob off. "This is turning into a disaster," he said. "The woman doesn't like the dog, and the dog feels it. No wonder he won't respond."
Ten minutes later the puppy was on the couch, licking Sharon's face, his stump of a tail going frantically while she giggled. When I sat down, he was all over me as well, before snuggling into Sharon's lap, his front paws around her. He seemed to be hugging her, and it was pretty easy to see who he preferred.
I looked up to see the cameraman filming like crazy and Bob grinning. He called a halt to the day, telling the woman he'd be back in touch for the next shoot. She flounced out, obviously not happy. Bob called the company and got a rep over, showing him the days' rushes. The man was frowning at the scenes with the blond. Then he played him the clip with the puppy on the couch with us. His decision was immediate. "Fire the blond. Get that woman. Make her a good offer. Do you think she'd have good chemistry with the actor as well?"
Bob laughed. "Oh, I think they'll get along. They're engaged, after all."
The company man grinned and Bob gave us a call. "Your girlfriend, can she act?"
I wondered where that was going. "She came out here to be an actress. Still has her card. You know how rough the business is, Bob. She gave up pretty quick. Good thing for me, I think she has real talent. Why?"
"Because we want her to replace the blond. All you have to do is be yourselves, and the dog loves you. Think she'll be interested?"
I really didn't know, and she wasn't as enthused as I thought she would be when I asked her. "Give it a try, honey. We'll make a few commercials then walk away. It's good money, and we could use it if we're going to get a house."
That swayed her. We had been looking, liking the small town where Tom was based, but even there, it was California prices, and we weren't sure we could afford what we wanted.
The first commercial was done without the dog, just a young couple discussing adoption as they snuggled on a couch. The next was them visiting the pound, looking. The puppy was a natural; running up to the fence and jumping up while Sharon bent down and petted him. She looked up with tears in her eyes and said, "This one." The last shot was of us driving away, the puppy firmly in her arms.
The next shoot was of us at a pet store, Happy, tugging on his leash. I don't know what the dog's name had been, but Sharon called him Mr. Happy and the name stuck. He tugged at his leash as he sniffed around a prominent display of the company's product while the clerk extolled its virtues. The last shot was of Happy riding in the buggy, surrounded by bags and cans of dog food.
The next was of Happy chowing down on the food while Sharon beamed. Then there were shots of her and the puppy frolicking in the yard as I got home from my job, and Happy leaping into my arms while Sharon hugged us both.
We shot all of them in three weeks and stopped, waiting for the public reaction. I don't think any of us expected what we got. The public loved them! Bob was quick to capitalize on it, getting a contract for ten more commercials, with substantial raises for all of us.



It was a bonus when the handler came to us, complaining. "All the dog does when you're not around is whine. I've had to turn down work for him because he won't respond."
"I can solve your problem; sell him to us. We'll give you a good price and you can buy a replacement." We knew he had gotten Happy at the pound and had little invested in him. He still gouged us for two grand, which Sharon agreed to immediately. The smile on her face when he delivered Happy was worth every dime.
Happy became the face of Emerald Dog Products, his picture on the cans, bags, and assorted products the company offered over the years. It showed his life right up to his death, going from puppy food to adult food and finally to a formula for mature dogs. Eleven years later, when Happy passed, Bob compiled a retrospective, from the time he came home from the pound with us to a scene of Sharon and I in front of his tombstone at the pet cemetery, hugged together as Sharon openly wept and slow tears seeped out of my eyes. The tears were genuine. The last scene was a close-up of Happy, his front paws wrapped around her neck in his famous 'hug' pose, his muzzle against her cheek. The two minute segment was sponsored by Emerald. There was no pitch for their products, but there was a PSA at the end, saying they were donating a hundred thousand dollars' worth of their product to various shelters in his honor. Their sales shot up twenty percent.
The commercials made us wealthy.
*****
Six months after we filmed the first commercial, Tom fired me.
He was grinning while he did it, though. Seems my success with the commercials made it impossible to work as a P.I. because I was too recognizable. I'd be right in the middle of trying to catch a cheater when some little old lady would come up, asking me if I was the nice young man from the commercial, and was Sharon really my wife and Happy our dog.
We'd found a house we liked with a lease to own option that had a big fenced in backyard. I thought she liked the fence for Happy, but she just smiled and said it would be a good place for our babies to play.
We were moving out of the apartment when I found them: the flash drives I'd picked up while we were in Joe Morgan's office. I thought about tossing them because of the bad memories associated with them, but curiosity got the best of me, and I gave them to Gerry to go through, to see what she could find.
Alice called me three days later, almost in hysterics. "Dirk, you need to come to the office. Right now. We've had to call the ambulance for Gerry because she went into shock. You need to get here now!"
It was a very somber group that met us. I'd never seen Tom looking so grim, or so angry. They told me Gerry was in a room at the local hospital, lightly sedated. We walked into the office and we sat until Alice spoke. "It's bad, Dirk, really bad. We have to decide what to do with what we found. I want you to watch it, but keep Sharon away from it. No one who doesn't have to needs to see this."
She handed me a laptop and they left the office. Forty minutes later I came out. My expression made Jasmine, Sharon, and Alice step back. The cold fury in my eyes frightening them.
"What are you going to do?"
"Find a way to get it to the cops. This need to be exposed, and those bastards need to pay."
"I agree. But you have to realize, this is going to be like dropping a nuclear bomb on Hollywood. The fallout will be enormous for years to come. Things will never be the same."
"Good."
"Dirk, two of those people are my clients."
"Do you expect that to matter to me? You don't think that girl deserves justice? You willing to sell out so murderers can go free?"
"I think she does. I think all of them do. We just have to be really, really careful. We all have families we need to protect. How do you want to handle it?"
I had to think on that. Finally, I drove two states over and sent the flash drives to the cops via UPS, using a fake ID. Then I waited. And waited. Nothing happened. Two months later I called my buddy Benson.
We got together for drinks, he and his boyfriend and me and Sharon. We caught up on each other's lives. He'd made the next rank, and would be going into an office job soon. On top of that, he was being recruited by the state police, an offer he was seriously considering. They complimented us on our commercials, including two new ones I'd made for different companies, and one Sharon had made. They asked if we liked it as opposed to television and movies.
"Yeah, a lot. Most shoots take two days to a week tops, and then we're home, and not sitting on some set halfway across the world away from each other. Plus, the money is a lot better than one would expect."
Sharon got up to go to the restroom and looked pointedly at his lover. He'd decided to go full transsexual, and looked damn good in his/her dress. He grinned and got up. As soon as they were gone I opened up to Benson, told him about what was on the flash drives and the fact that I'd sent it to his department two months ago.
He eyes went wide. "This is some serious, serious shit. You know if it comes out you sent them you're dead, right? You need to go to somebody who isn't local. I have a contact with the State Police, in fact the guy trying to recruit me. I'll set up a meet."
"No. Set up a phone call. I need to stay out of the limelight. Give me his number and a heads up that it will be a serious conversation."
The next afternoon I was sitting in a public park with a burner phone Gerry had rigged to run through a laptop. It had a voice scrambler that made my voice deep one minute, a high pitched girl's the next, all computer generated to make it impossible to remove the layers to my real voice. I told him what I had, that I'd sent it to the local cops almost three months ago, and that he'd be getting a copy in two days. His voice was shaking with excitement and fear. I also told him that if he hadn't done something about it in a week's time I was releasing it on the internet. Then I hung up.
The story made international headlines. The scandal rags went crazy. Fourteen people were arrested, three prominent Hollywood producers, two film executives from different studios, one software tycoon, three directors, two agents including, my old one and the rest were people with various connections to the film and television industry, including one owner of a private detective agency: my old boss. No wonder he was so keen to kill the investigation. The State, and soon the Feds, were announcing there would be further arrests. The whole film community was holding its' breath.
There were press conferences; the foremost question was who had given them the information. The State Investigator I had given the evidence to looked dead into the cameras. "The evidence arrived at our headquarters with no name or return address. The trace of the package led to a UPS store three states away, paid for in cash using a fake ID. Surveillance cameras give no clear picture, but we think it was a woman. At this time we have no clue who sent it, and I doubt we ever will. The thing to focus on now is what was on the DVDs we got. People are being pulled in for questioning and more arrests are imminent. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, that is all we have at this time."
As the charges mounted, it didn't take long for some of the players to strike deals with the investigators. Charges ranged from murder, to kidnapping, aggravated sexual assault, rape, crimes against nature, assault, fraud, money laundering (that led to several prominent politicians being charged), the list kept getting longer. Shows got cancelled, movies halted production. Many would never be finished. It took the industry a long time to recover.
What was on the flashdrive? A murder. Not just a murder, a gruesome, painful, slow death while people stood around and watched.
It was underground porn, with a strong influence of BDSM. It showed a woman bound, gagged, and strapped to a table while a machine was wheeled in. The announcer raised his voice, so the three dozen or so spectators could hear. It was being streamed live, by subscription only, on the Dark Web.
"Behold, ladies and gentlemen, our next contestant. Our last took fifteen inches for four minutes, can she break the record? Are you ready my dear?" The camera zoomed in on the woman, her eyes wide and trying to shake her head no.
They poured a whole bottle of lube on her and rubbed it in, then lined up the machine. It was a Sybian type of machine, the fake phallus five inches around and thirty-six inches long. The Fuckerator 3000, the master of ceremonies proudly announced. They started out slowly, six inches at a moderate pace. The woman seemed into it, and climaxed twice. Then they dialed it up to ten, then twelve, increasing the speed as they did. The woman was looking frantic and tears were falling, but the crowd cheered and they kept on. One man walked out of the shadows and picked up a flogger. "Something to take her mind off the pain," he smirked to the camera. He started beating the woman, bright red stripes rising all over her body. She was at fifteen inches now, her eyes wide and muscles straining, trying to get away.
"Sixteen, sixteen!" the crowd was chanting.
"Turn her up, operator."
It was never clear what he did wrong, but he touched the dial and the whole length went into her. Thirty-six inches. You could hear her screaming through the gag, her eyes bulging. They left her like that for two minutes before they realized what was happening. Immediately they pulled it out, followed by a rush of blood. Realizing what had happened, the crowd ran from the room. The woman died from loss of blood and ruptured internal organs. It took her six minutes; they were able to time it because the camera never turned off. The operators of the show were panicking, calling each other by their real names and pulling their masks off, not realizing the video was still taping.
The cops assumed that Joe realized it and pulled the tape. They destroyed it, but not before Joe transferred it, and the previous four, to flash drives. An insurance policy, I'm guessing. When his business started failing, the police speculate he may have asked his friends for a 'loan', hinting he hadn't destroyed anything. He may as well have put a gun to his head. Then I blundered along and got the laptop and the flash drives.
Rumors flew about even more evidence, and my name came up from the old files. I was interviewed by the police and my acting skills kicked in. The state police asked if I wanted protection since my name had come up, and I laughed. "Why don't I just take out an ad saying 'Snitch Lives Here!' and give them my address? No thanks."
I was being stalked again. Sharon didn't like it a bit, but we were moving back into the apartment for a while, until I felt it was safe. We had picked up a tail, knew it, and kept watch. On our very last trip to the house, they made their move. I made a mistake, watching the tail, and missed it. A huge Jeep with monster tires ran up beside us, trying to push us off the road. Sharon screamed as he slammed into the side of the Bronco, trying to spin me. Tom had made me take defensive driving lessons in case we ever encountered this while protecting a client.
The Jeep had miscalculated, hitting me in the middle of the vehicle instead of the back quarter-panel, so I didn't spin out. Knowing I couldn't out-power him, I ran with him until an opportunity came along. I whipped into a park entrance, cutting across the grass. The Jeep and another SUV were in hot pursuit. "Sharon, call 911. Tell them where we are and what's going on."
She did, nearly screaming in terror. They told us to try to stay in the park and head west; there was a patrol car approaching from that direction. I downshifted suddenly, and grabbed the hand break, spinning around like I had been taught, and then floored it. It took them a few seconds to turn around, and I put some trees between us. I stopped and engaged the four-wheel drive, turning left and going through the trees. The Jeep could follow us, but the SUV couldn't.
The Jeep roared by, saw the dust and backed up. I slipped through a few narrow spots, the doors scraping against the trees. The bigger Jeep had to go around and we gained. I thought we were going to make it until we suddenly ran out of ground, stopping at the edge of a fifteen feet ravine. It was go up and try to find a way down, or follow the ravine down and hope it petered out. I decided to go down, and we almost made it. The Jeep caught up while we hesitated, and slammed into me, sending us down the side of the ravine. It was a bumpy ride and a painful stop. Sharon had a gash on her head and seemed dazed, but I managed to get her out and we ran. The Jeep was having a hard time getting down the hill, so we ran for the park, hoping for safety among people. We almost made it before a sedan slid in front of us.
"Police," they yelled, raising their weapons. I raised my hands.
"We're the ones who called you! We've been chased by two vehicles, a Green Jeep with monster tires and a black Suburban. The Jeep's coming down the hill now!"
They still hadn't moved, and still had their guns on us. It hit me who they were. McMurray and Johns, the lead investigators on the Joe Morgan case. "Shit!"
Johns grinned. "I think he recognizes us, partner. You just couldn't let it alone, could you? It won't matter much because everybody's been caught, but you hurt a lot of feelings and some, well, some want you to pay."
"You're gonna shoot us here?"
Johns grinned. "Do we look that stupid? Don't answer that, moron. No. We're going for a nice little ride, maybe see some pretty country. Part of us won't get to see it on the way back."
"That's incentive for us to get in the car?"
"If you don't asshole, we'll shoot you and take the girl. They need a star for their new films. If you go quietly, I'll make sure it's clean and quick."
I sighed and held my hands out. "Watch him while I cuff him, Joe. I hear he knows shit."
McMurray had his pistol out unwavering. He looked at Sharon. "Why you only got one arm up?"
"The other's broken. I couldn't lift it if I wanted to."
I hadn't noticed, but she had a big red stain on the sleeve of her hoodie, her right hand tucked in the pouch. Johns had one cuff on when she shot McMurray, the little Air-weight .38 putting two holes in her hoodie. She hit him in the stomach. I turned instantly, catching Johns in the nuts with as much power as I could generate. He rose up about six inches with the force. I crushed one testicle and it had to be removed later. He went down, and I managed to break every rib on one side and give him a concussion with a boot to the head.
Johns was out cold and McMurray was holding his stomach and moaning. I rushed up and grabbed his weapon, giving it to Sharon. I grabbed John's nine-millimeter, raising it up as the Jeep slid to a stop. I put two holes through the radiator and one through the windshield, while Sharon managed to blow out a tire and shatter a rearview mirror.
The three guys inside were caught totally by surprise, and I was at the door quickly, yanking it open. "Everybody out! Try anything, twitch a muscle wrong, and I'll kill you!"
They got out, hands in the air. Sharon took the handcuffs off the detectives and chained them together, the guy in the middle hooked to each one. The SUV finally showed up, saw what was happening, made a big turn and hauled ass. I called Benson, told him what had happened and that I needed real cops and an ambulance. Eight minutes later, it looked like a cop convention, and most of them were state cars.
Johns and McMurray recovered, and told the state boys they were in the neighborhood and had responded to the call, and we must have thought they were with the bad guys because they didn't have on uniforms. Both their dash-cams and the video Sharon and I had blew that story out of the water.
Thinking ahead, I'd gotten two pair of sunglasses from Bob that were also tiny cameras, transmitting to a receiver we had placed in the back of the Bronco. If I went down, I wanted them caught. The chase, the confrontation, the capture of the guys in the Jeep was all recorded in high definition. The charges against them were long, topped by attempted murder. Johns rolled, but they had so much on him they refused to cut a deal until he added a few players.
I bought Tom and Bob both a bottle of hundred year old Scotch, spending a small fortune, as a thank you. Bob for the cameras, Tom for getting Sharon the little .38 and making her learn how to use it. I'd had the S&W .40 in a holster in the small of my back the whole time, but never got a chance to pull it. I never told anybody, but I heeded Tom's advice about shooting to kill if I had to. I missed the driver, putting a bullet through the middle of the windshield instead. Took the fight out of them, though.
We were in the headlines for about a week before we became old news. The kingpin, the organizer of these videos, was Mr. Hollywood himself. He lawyered up, but the best in the world couldn't save him, and he got eighty years, meaning he would have to serve at least twenty-five before he breathed free air again. He was 59 when he got sentenced.
Jack got fifteen years. I doubted whether he'd ever get out; it didn't matter to him, though. His wife, his reason for living, saw some of the videos of him involved in gangbangs and solo acts of cruelty. The divorce was wending through the system before the trial got underway.
Johns had confessed, among other things, to him and McMurray stealing the hundred grand out of the safe. Johns was single, but McMurray was married and had two children under the age of six. His divorce was in the works before his trial got started.
Most of the movers and shakers who got caught did at least three years and never worked in the entertainment industry again, at least in mainstream projects. It created a vacuum in Hollywood, and everyone who could tried to grab the brass ring. Some rose, some fell, and in the end, it was just business as usual but with different faces.
It took Sharon a long time to come to grips with the fact that she had shot someone and was almost killed herself. For months afterwards, she would wake up screaming in the night. We got her a counselor, someone who had done extensive work with returning vets and law enforcement, and it was helping.
The law of unintended consequences kicked in. Suddenly we were courted together and individually to appear in films and television. We turned them all down. It seems that two of the men in the Jeep had substantial rewards on them and we qualified by holding them until the police could take over. It was a total of $110,000, money we used for the house, reducing our debt and cutting our mortgage down to eight years.
I asked Bob if our career in commercials was over. When he finally stopped laughing he told us we were more in demand now than ever. "You already project a wholesome family image that people can tell isn't faked. Now you're the heroes who took down a bunch of bad guys and perverts. In the public eye, you're Mr. and Mrs. America, personified."
I had my Bronco restored to its former pristine condition, and Sharon surprised me by buying a three year old Ford Sport Trac Explorer. She grinned when I asked her why she chose that particular model. It was four wheel drive, with a big V8. "It's a girl truck," she said grinning. "The little bed will be perfect for hauling anything we need, say for yard improvement, it's got four doors and a big back seat. It'll be a perfect mommiemobile." Mr. Happy seemed to love it, staking out the back seat, pouting if we didn't take him with us everywhere we went.
Our new agent fielded all the offers we were getting and called us in to a meeting. "We have to be really careful here. Be in too many and you'll be victims of saturation. People will get tired of looking at you. Still, you're hot right now, so let's pick a couple besides the dog food series. You can pick and choose, so if one appeals to you, tell me. That being said, if you show up in an odd movie or television show every once in a while, it'll help your career. Think about it."



We did, and made four more commercials for products we believed in, and a series of PSA's for pet adoption. Netflix approached me, while Amazon offered Sharon a role in a new series. I ended up doing one movie and a series for them, and Sharon lasted three seasons in hers before they killed her. She popped up in the second season of my show as an intermittent guest, as a bad guy who hated my character. We were worried about the role impacting our commercial career, but the bad guy was a cover for a police detective who became my love interest. It lasted two more seasons before we were cancelled.
We were offered a reality show about our lives and turned it down so fast the producer didn't get to finish his pitch. At thirty, we were pretty well set for life, maintaining our lifestyle and avoiding the glitzy parties. When Sharon won a Golden Globe for her role in my series, the offers came in hard and furious. They were surprised when she turned them all down, wanting to concentrate on our eighteen month old daughter and the birth of our second child in seven months. We worked the pregnancies into the dog food commercials, and sales rose once again. Mr. Happy took one look at our daughter and he was hers from that point on. He was fiercely protective, following her around the back yard, watching her like she was his baby.
We let him breed a full-blooded boxer that belonged to a friend of ours for pick of the litter. They all came out looking like boxers except the runt, a girl that looked just like Mr. Happy. Our daughter Meghan named her Sassy. The dog food people were over the moon, doing everything but passing out cigars. When Mr. Happy passed, she took over his role.
Tom and Jasmine bought one of the other puppies, saying their children needed a pet. They got a large male and Tom had him guard trained. Jasmine turned into the stereotypical soccer mom. She even bought a minivan to shuffle her three to sports, dance, and music lessons. They were all girls; it's a good thing Tom owns so many guns. We still babysit for each other, even though our smallest are almost teens now.
It's funny how life travels in cycles. About ten years after all this happened, I got a call from my agent. I was being considered for a role in an indie film by a new company. The irony was, the woman heading the studio was the same woman I almost lost my career over. The MeToo movement was in full swing, all the dark little secrets coming out. I wondered why they had learned nothing from the past. The woman was most insistent on me, so I took a meeting.
We were in her office, going over the highlights of the script, when it happened. She hinted around that to get the role I would have to be 'nice' to her. I couldn't believe it. I laughed, thinking it was a joke, and she went off on me.
"We've got the power now, Dirk. Women are taking over the board rooms, politics, and the entertainment industry. You can bet those hunky little newbies are going to be putting out if they want us to cast them. Now if you want the role, get out of those clothes and into me. Now!"
I was still laughing when I walked out. She was threatening all the things Mr. Hollywood did all those years ago. I had to wonder why she wanted me. Yeah, I was still in pretty good shape, but I was in my forties, not the man candy I once was. I found out later it was kind of like a trophy thing for her because I had refused all advances through the years. Sharon had received a lot more than I had and she had turned down quite a few roles over the years for that very thing. We always told each other afterwards, and I once had to 'convince' a director to leave her alone. The broken jaw made it hard for him to shout directions on the set.
We laughed about it until she started a smear campaign against me. I called her up and politely asked her to stop and she laughed. "You know the price."
It was a huge sensation on Youtube. I had learned a trick or two from Tom, and we kept the camera glasses, except they were now clear lenses. No one thought anything about it, but we taped almost everything, just in case. I sent the whole thing viral, using Benny's contacts to stream it from a different country, and bleep out any mention of my name. People thought she was threatening a much younger man.
Her MeToo compatriots were up in arms. One of the founders made a little speech damning her for setting the movement back. "We don't want to be equals in matters like this, we want to be better." Her production company almost folded when three young men came out, saying she had forced them to have sex with her to get roles. It took her years to recover, and she never did another casting interview.
We still have our little house, but we only use it now when we're in town. We vacationed at a resort all the way across the country, in the mountains of North Carolina. Sharon and the kids fell in love with the place. We wanted to get the kids away from the toxic environment of the entertainment business anyway, so we consulted realtors and bought a three-hundred-and-twenty-five acre farm. We left the house for the retired couple we hired to take care of the place, and built a four thousand square foot log cabin on a ridge overlooking the farm.
Sharon couldn't stand seeing anything go to waste, so she consulted with the retired couple and started a cattle operation. She and the kids lobbied for horses and now we have five. They like to saddle up and pretend they're cowboys and cowgirls. She bought six chickens that turned into almost a hundred pretty fast. The kids sell free range eggs at the local market for four bucks a dozen, and sell out every time. It gives them a work ethic and their very own money.
We still do commercials; I guess we'll be associated with the dog food company until we pass. Sharon will occasionally take a guest shot for the thriving film industry in the state, and I've done a cameo or two. We'll never have megamillions, but we've always been good with money, and commercials pay really well. The farm is self-sustaining, so we have no worries there.
Sharon is a fanatic about monitoring the computers and televisions in the house, blocking anything remotely to do with porn. I know how kids are, and I know sooner or later they'll discover it somehow, so when it happens I'll sit them down and tell them a story about the seamier side of the business, leaving out names. I'm hoping it will influence what they think when they see it.
She's still a Goddess in my eyes, and she still calls me Pig when I ogle her. I don't care. In my version of the fairy tale, pigs go to heaven.
One last thing: Jasmine and Tom come out to visit us regularly, and are looking for houses or condos in the area. Sharon was complaining to Jasmine about her inability to get rid of her mommy belly after our third and last, saying it wasn't fair that Jasmine should be so toned, especially as she had the same number of kids. Jas grinned and introduced her to her workout routine, which featured the pole in their gym. "You learn to pull yourself up on the pole with just your arms, hold it until you do a full split, twirling around until you reach the bottom. Then flip and use your legs to hold steady, and the belly will go away."
The next thing I know we have a pole in our gym, and she and Jasmine share their routine every day through the internet. The results were amazing, and I couldn't watch her on the pole without getting hard, especially when she pulls me into the gym after the kids are asleep or off with friends and gives me a nude performance. I joked with her once that she and Jasmine should do an exercise video on YouTube. They got together the next time they came out, disappearing into the gym with two videographers. The results were amazing. It went viral, with four million followers. One of the networks got hold of it and asked them to do a guest shot on their morning show.
I watched as she and Jas worked the poles for three minutes to a stunned audience. They had on sports bras and tight little booty shorts, and when the host found out Jas was 49 and Sharon was 44 she was so surprised she couldn't talk.
Someone found about Jasmine's past and posted it. Sharon was so pissed she made a video and posted it in front of their workout. "She could have been any of us. Sometimes, you do what you have to just to survive. She's my friend and I love her. She has a man who knows about her past and still thinks she walks on water, she's a mother to three adorable children. Sometimes Cinderellas do get the castle and Prince Charming. If you chose to damn her for her past and stop watching these videos, I feel sorry for you."
Viewership went up 30%. They made five before they retired.
*****
Thanks for reading. This should have been posted with the mystery event a few months back, but I had a lot of other things going and couldn't make the deadline. It's edited by Randi, I got tired of her sticking pins in her doll of me and having an aching shoulder. You can pull them out now Randi. I've learned my lesson.
Comment if you like, and vote if you want.
Q
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I walked around it, marveling that after eighty years it was still standing, even seemed to be solid. I tried the padlock, before breaking the rusty hasp with a hammer.
It was dark inside, but then it would be, We'd carefully covered the windows back then. The mismatched couches were still there, as well as the carpet covering the walls. The bandstand was still there, as well as the words Earl had spray painted behind it.
"The Love Shack"
It was at one time a country store, built in the thirties, abandoned when supermarkets and chain stores came into being. Earl's family owned it, and he wrangled permission to use it as a practice hall. We all chipped in together and had the power turned on. We'd scrounged everything we could. I had an uncle who owned a furniture store that also sold and installed carpet, and he let us have scraps, old carpets he'd removed on jobs, everything we could scrounge. We used the carpet to deaden the sound. We could get quite loud at times.
I moved the flashlight about, every corner revealing a memory for me. I got so sick on cheap wine I puked my guts out in that corner, then had to clean it up the next morning, hung over. I got sick all over again. And that corner there, with that old love seat, is where I lost my virginity to Wanda Jenkins, one cold November night when I was two weeks past my eighteenth birthday.
I had just joined the band, the youngest member. Everybody else was already eighteen, except Earl, who was twenty-one. I hit it off with everyone but the drummer, Gordie, but he didn't like anybody back then. It came out much later that he was gay, and deeply resented the fact that we basically screwed every girl that tended to hang with us, and he couldn't openly do the same with his boyfriend. I think we all knew, but he was such an asshole we never got to tell him we didn't give a shit.
That's right, we were a band, rock and roll at its most basic. We were pretty raw back then. It took a year to get us together enough to play for the public. Earl played a mean bass, Gordie was a hell of a drummer despite his attitude, Will was a decent lead guitarist, and me, James "Grunt" Thomas, played keyboards and guitar, even a little saxophone and once in a while harmonica. It gave us a little more depth than most bands around at the time. Gordie and Earl sang lead, Will and I supplied the backing vocals. Every once in a while we'd bring the Pointless Sisters out, composed of some of the girls that hung around, just for fun.
We were all young, just discovering life, love, and sex. Lots and lots of sex. We were in a unique position. We had a place to go where we could do anything we wanted, and with Earl being twenty-one, we could get all the booze we could afford, as well as pot and any other kind of drug we wanted. I was the dealer, hooked in thanks to my biker brother. We did a little acid, some THC, but never enough for it to be a threat. If I thought we were getting too far in to it I stopped getting it, telling them my brother needed to lay low for a little. Then he got busted and went to jail for awhile, and the lie became the truth.
The building was huge; the back was actually designed as living quarters, pretty common at the time it was built. We built a little stage with material I scrounged from my construction job. We also hit my uncle up for some used couches, and he gave us the best he had, ones he'd agreed to dispose of as part of the delivery service, so we had lots of comfortable seats. A couple were even foldouts. We usually ended up crashing there on weekend nights.
We weren't complete idiots, and when we practiced, we practiced. Oh, we might have a beer or two, but it was usually a weeknight, and we all had jobs. The parties were on the weekends if we didn't have a gig. We'd do a song or three, then party. Jerry was our newest addition, and he ran our sound equipment and lighting. He usually had a really cute little redhead with him on the weekends, but never during the week.
Earl and I were the two serious musicians of the group. Sometimes we'd show up and be the only two there. We'd take the time to sharpen our sound. Besides bass, Earl was a pretty good guitarist. I'd play the leads and he'd supply the rhythm. Sometimes we would be acoustic, and other times we'd turn up the amps and try to blow the walls out. That's exactly what we were doing one night when the little redhead, Bonny, showed up with her sister, looking for Jerry.
They sat down on one of the couches listening, smiling, clapping their hands. Her sister July went by Jules and had spent time in an all-girls band, and she surprised us all by sitting down behind the drums.
We played Zeppelin, Cream, Mountain, everybody we could think of. Earl liked the music of a past generation more than what was out then. He did a screaming vocal of Mississippi Queen, one of the best we'd ever heard. We were having a ball until Gordie rolled in, two hours late.
He went into a screaming rant about the bitch fucking with his kit, even though she hadn't touched a thing. It got ugly when he tried to slap her, and I jerked his hand back. "Try that on me, motherfucker. At least she was here, and we had a drummer to practice with."
He was high on something. "Fuck you! You want the little cunt, keep her. I quit!" He stomped out, slinging shit randomly. I followed him to the door to make sure he didn't tear up anything major and waited as he spun out of the gravel parking lot. I turned around and grinned at her.
"Well, Jules, wanna come out of retirement?"
She did.
.........................................
Having a girl drummer that could sing helped boost our following. Soon we were playing every weekend. Jerry drafted Bonny to help run sound, so she was always around. I was starting to get tired of playing on the weekend so someone else could party, so we talked it over and decided to take two weekends off and just hang out. We'd all pretty much lost our girlfriends because they wanted to go out and party like everyone else. Jules took her breakup hard, and we drifted towards each other. Nowadays they'd call it friends with benefits, but back then it didn't have a label.
We'd gone to the local lake a few times, and I'm here to tell you both Jules and Bonny could really rock a bikini. Bonny, though three inches shorter, had bigger boobs, and they stood out on her tiny frame. We were in the water, playing, having a hell of a time when Jerry decided to go jealous on Bonny. She was on my shoulders while Gene, another friend who happened to be there, had Jules, and we were chicken fighting. Jules got a little carried away and yanked Bonnie's top down by accident. Everyone got a boob shot but me, because I was under her. She shrieked and went backwards, pulling me with her. I thought I was gonna drown. I surfaced beside her and she was standing neck deep in the water, fumbling with her top, laughing as Jules ragged her.
Out of nowhere, it seemed, Jerry was beside us ranting at her. He was pretty drunk.
"You slut! Goddamn, giving the whole beach a free shot. I ought to slap the hell out of you! You that proud of your tits? Here then."
Before she could move, he'd grabbed her top, yanking it off, laughing like hell as he started towards the shore. "Think I'll gather up my buds, let'em wait here until you have to come out. Stupid bitch."
I didn't think. I just grabbed him from behind and got a firm grip on his long hair and ducked him under. Jules and Bonny were screaming, along with a few more girls that were there. I ignored them until he let go of her top and it floated to the surface. I grabbed it, tossed it to Jules, pulled his head up, and shoved him away.
He floundered to the shore while everybody just looked at me. I was young, big, and had muscles that could only come from a heavy construction job, and I was pissed. Nobody said a word as I checked on the girls.
Jules took Bonny home. The party atmosphere? Gone. I walked by Jerry and his friends, and while they shot me dirty looks nobody said anything. Jules came over to the store after she calmed Bonny down, and showed me her appreciation for defending her little sister. Three times. We ended up crashing on the foldout.
Earl had a girlfriend that we nicknamed Cherry. The nickname was really Cherry Picker, but we shortened it. She was the oldest in our group, twenty-four, and she had tattoos, in the late seventies, when it wasn't really mainstream to have them. She'd run with a bike gang for a few years until they told her she was too old and worn out, and kicked her to the curb. I have no idea how she ended up with Earl.
We gave her the nickname because we still ran with a young crowd, and if she thought there was the slightest chance a guy was a virgin, she was after him so fast he never knew what hit him. It was almost like a civic duty to her. Guys caught on pretty fast, and they'd act all shy around her, and she'd fuck them before the night was out. Earl knew and laughed about it. They had a strange relationship. He'd slip off every once in a while with some slut he met at a gig, and she would just target some half-drunk guy and have her own fun. These days they'd be called swingers.
In fact, Cherry was the one to come up with the plan. She told Earl about it, and they tried it out in private. He let us get half stoned before he brought it up.
"Know what a Mazola party is?"
Of course we had no clue, so he filled us in.
"Well, you get a bunch of girls and guys together, put some padding down, cover it with plastic. Then you pour two or three bottles of Mazola out, get naked, and start slipping and sliding. If whoever you slide into is willing, you have a good time, before you slide into someone else."
Wow. He was talking about group sex, a full-blown orgy. We didn't have the internet back then, but we had the "dirty" magazines and paperbacks, and a few films we'd been able to get our hands on. So, we pretty much knew what it was all about.
We were pretty stoned at the time, so we didn't really get in to it, but the seed was planted. I talked to Jules one night after we'd had some very satisfying sex. One of her random partners had introduced her to oral, giving and getting, and she was anxious to share the knowledge.
Back then girls didn't shave their pussies, but she had a pretty severe bikini trim, so there wasn't a lot of hair involved. She showed me what girls like, where to lick, when to lick, when to be gentle and when to be aggressive. By the third time, I had her pulling my long hair and screaming, so I figured I'd gotten it right.
She lay back gasping. "Damn, lover, if you been practicing on another bitch, point her out to me. I need to give her a big kiss. That was fantastic."
All right, I went at sex like I did playing, stay in the basic structure but improvise when you had the opportunity. So I fingered her, pinched her nipples, and when I stuck a finger up her ass, she nearly broke my neck arching up and losing it. My face was soaked, and she was babbling. I made a mental note to investigate that avenue in the future.
We lay there until she recharged, me stroking her lightly, until she returned the favor, down to the finger in the ass trick. I nearly drowned her I came so hard. Sated, we lay back.
"So, have you thought about what Earl said?"
Of course I had. The thought of sliding into random naked women, and getting to play with them turned me on something fierce. Hey, I was eighteen, a raging mass of hormones and sex drive. I wasn't in a serious relationship with anyone, Jules aside. And we still fucked other people as the opportunity struck.
"I have, haven't you?"
"Yeah. I talked it over with Annette (Will's current girl) and she likes the idea. We don't even have to ask Cherry, her plan is to fuck all of you. Jerry will probably be in if he can find a girl, and you let him. He's still pissed because you replaced him. As far as that goes, Rhonda and Vickie would most likely join us, if you asked them." Rhonda and Vickie were just a couple of girls that hung around with us, semi-groupies, I guess.
So we planned. I got my uncle to give me all the old carpet padding he had to spare and scrounged some really heavy-duty plastic from the construction site. Already extremely slick, I wondered if any of us would be able to hold on once we put the oil on it.
The finished product was twelve inches high, twenty feet square, and Earl and I had worked little troughs into the sides to keep the oil from spilling everywhere. The night it was going to happen, the girls all showed up with a change of clothes, thinking ahead. I had scrounged a huge shower from work that they threw away because it had a crack in the side. I patched it, plumbed it and a toilet in the back room, and we found an old water heater that still worked. It came in really handy when we crashed on a Sunday and had to go to work on Monday. I kept my towels in a locked box, because I liked good towels, and everybody tended to use them, leaving me with the old, scratchy ones they'd brought. Apparently, I was the only one who knew how to work a washing machine, so I washed mine and left theirs laying until they were almost able to stand on their own. They just threw them away and bought more.
We stood around awkwardly until I pulled a bag of pot out, and after a few joints, the cards came out, and we played stupid games where the purpose was to get you naked and drunk as fast as possible.
Soon we were reduced to a bunch of naked, giggling lumps of lust. I knew Jules' body really well, so I tended to look at the others. Vickie was a little chunky but had tremendous boobs, that stuck straight out, with the biggest nipples I'd ever see in my life. Rhonda seemed her natural counterpoint, tall, slender, with small boobs and tiny nipples. Still looked hot. Annette, Will's girl, was half black, unusual for the time having a white boyfriend. She had dark creamy skin and her nipples were almost black. I wanted her, just for the racial aspect, probably. Cherry was there, of course, almost salivating. Booger, and I don't know he got that nickname, our new sound man, was alone, but since there were more girls than boys, it wasn't an issue. Jerry showed up at the last minute, also alone.
We almost didn't let him in. He stayed stoned most of the time now, even had a run in with the law. Balancing sound requires concentration, and if you're fucked up it doesn't happen. He made us sound pretty bad twice before we fired him. Plus, we had a good thing going. If the cops ever started wondering what that junkie and his friends were doing out there in the middle of nowhere, they'd start paying attention, and we didn't want our little playpen shut down.
The ratio of girls to boys swayed us, so we opened the door. Earl and Cherry started things going by taking a running start, shooting all the way to the other side, laughing hysterically. As soon as they got up I grabbed Jules and we gave it a try. We all had to do it after that. We probably slid for twenty minutes before it started getting sexual.
Vickie slid into me and I naturally latched down on those massive boobs, tweaking her nipples. She had her hand on my dick stroking like crazy when Annette slammed into us, knocking us apart. Vickie squealed as somebody else grabbed her. I was already hard, so I rolled Annette on to her side and thrust gently. She sighed and hunched back for two or three minutes, peaking with a little whine. Then somebody else slammed into us, knocking us off the plastic.
We jumped up and dove back on, grabbing other partners. I seriously think I had my dick in every girl there at one time or another. We only stopped to get a fresh beer now and again, chugging it while we watched the action. Cherry was in heaven, Will in her mouth while Earl was pounding her from behind, as she stroked whichever random dick she came in contact with.
It was starting to wind down when someone new came sliding into me. Bonny had come in while we were busy and stripped down. She latched on to me, whispering in my ear.
"I don't want to do this! I thought I did, but now I don't. Can you get me out, Grunt?"
She was tiny, so I flipped her to the outside, and started easing to the edge. Will was trying to get his hands on her, as well as Booger. It might have gotten ugly if it wasn't for Earl.
"What the fuck, dude? You homo all of a sudden? Need me to call Gordie?"
It seems Jerry had latched onto Earl's ass and was trying to fill it, mistaking Earl's long blond hair for a girl's. Earl jumped up in a rage, immediately falling back down. Some part of his anatomy managed to slam into Jerry's dick, removing all lustful thoughts. They finally dragged him to the edge, and Earl and Booger got him by the arms and literally threw him out the front door. He rolled across the gravel parking lot, getting coated in dust and gravel from the oil. They threw his clothes out behind him, and locked the door. He was gone by the time most of us left.
It gave me the opportunity to hustle Bonny into the back room. She was shaking. "I thought I could do it! I really did. But it was just too much. I wouldn't have even been on the floor if someone hadn't pushed me."
She was quivering, so I pulled her on to my lap, petting her. She finally calmed down. Then she giggled, looking down.
"How are we ever gonna get this mess off us?"
I pulled the curtain back and showed her the shower, even unlocking my box to get a couple of good towels out. I told her I'd stand guard, and she looked at me like I was crazy before dragging me in.
I'm gonna need you to wash my back, and anywhere else you think you should."
I was doing a pretty good job, I thought, judging by the moaning she was doing. She reached down and stroked my already steel hard dick. Then she put her hands on the shower wall, arched her ass out, and said, "Do me, Grunt, but go slow for the first few minutes."
I'd already come twice, so I lasted a good long time. Gradually speeding up, I think the only reason she didn't fall down was the death grip I had on her ass.
She whined a little at first, but by the end she was urging me to do her harder, ramming back as best she could, squealing out my name. The water was still running, and I looked down to see blood running down the drain.
She was a virgin! The thought made me lose it and I came like a freight train. I eased out of her slowly while she moaned, then gently washed her.
"You should have told me," I said when she winced as I cleaned her.
"Why? I wanted it, and I knew you wouldn't be rough. How did it feel, popping my cherry?" She was lying on the towel covered couch, her naked body displayed to perfection. Besides having that killer body, she was really pretty.
"I have no basis for comparison. You're the first virgin I've ever been with. I will tell you this, for a virgin you were really into it, and it felt great! I hope to find out if that was beginner enthusiasm or just the start of great things."
She giggled as I sat beside her, and she pulled on one of the shirts I kept in my box. It covered her, barely.
"Why me?," I asked as I snuggled with her.
"Would you believe I was horny and you just happened to be close?" She giggled at my expression. "No, honey, I wanted you to be my first. You're a good guy. You treat all the girls with respect. Oh, you'll play, but you don't try to push anybody. The word is out on you, baby. Grunt can make you grunt, in a good way.



"Besides," she said, "I've had a crush on you from the first time I saw you. I used to get so frustrated when Jules would come home after being with you, giggling, hair mussed, walking a little carefully. I knew you wouldn't hurt me."
We snuggled and kissed for about twenty minutes before we checked on the others. I always thought someone looking like a fucked-out mess was just an expression until I saw the oil soaked bunch in front of me. They were all pretty well wiped out except Will, who was sliding into Vickie from behind. Annette was sucking one of her huge nipples, which shocked me until Earl told me he'd bet her twenty bucks she couldn't keep it in her mouth the whole time Will fucked her. Still looked like she was into it to me. Cherry was sliding around, sucking on anyone she could grab, trying to get them up for one more go.
Jules was lying on the edge, almost comatose, leaking. We shook her a little, and Bonny helped her to the shower. They both dressed, and we left. Smoking pot and screwing for two hours sure gave you an appetite. Three huge Burger Barn specials and a ton of fries later, we were finally full.
By the time we got back, everybody had either left or crashed on a couch. I took the girls to the back and showed them the foldout I favored, complete with sheets. They took one look, stripped down to their panties, ordered me to strip to my jockeys, and get my ass in bed. I went to sleep with two mostly naked girls snuggled up to me. We were out in minutes.
The next morning we woke up alone. It took some doing, but I managed to get all of us in the shower. There was a lot of bumping, gasping, and squealing before we got clean.
Jules wouldn't let me put my clothes on. "Not yet. Bonny told me you got her cherry last night. Now you have to show her what your tongue can do."
She huffed, she moaned, she came three times before I let her loose. While she lay there recovering, Jules had me doing her. They didn't seem to mind the taste when they kissed me, and as a reward, Jules taught Bonny to give head. It was a long, torturous session, because Jules wouldn't let me come until Bonny got it right.
What can you say about an experience like that? Nothing. We showered again, separately, and went back to normal life.
Earl brought it up a couple more times, but by then I was hooked up with Bonny and didn't want to share, and Jules had found what she thought was true love. Annette rolled up pregnant, and Will turned into an asshole by not standing by her. The band didn't as much break up as fade away.
I married Bonny, Jules lived with her guy for a year before he slapped her, and she moved in with us for six months before finding true love again. Cherry drifted away from Earl, and he was happy to see her go.
.........................................
Flash forward five years. I still worked construction and was assistant site foreman. The economy was booming and I was doing really well. Bonny and I had been married three years. She worked a part time job, and we took all my overtime money and used it to put her through the nursing program at the community college. When she graduated with honors, she got a weekend job as an ER nurse and stayed in school until she was a registered nurse, working in the operating room, and was bringing in as much or more than me. It was my turn, and I went for a degree in construction management. We also managed to bring a daughter, Joy Marie, into the world. As soon as I got my degree, we added Jason Paul.
We looked for and bought a house out in the country, and I added to it as often as I could, and when Bonny got pregnant again, an oops baby, July Jane, we sold it for more than twice what we paid for it. It got us in to flipping houses.
Not the way you see now on those shows, but conservatively, buying a distressed property, remodeling, and selling. I got a lot of the labor from the groups I worked with at my regular job, weekend work for extra money, and as soon as the kids were big enough, they learned how to push brooms and pick up trash.
When I was thirty-five, Bonny and I reviewed our finances, and I quit my job and we went into it full time. I bought some undervalued property on the edge of the town and built two hundred and forty storage units. I have six different locations now, almost a thousand units with an 80% capacity rate.
I still hung with Earl, when he was in town. In fact, we stayed a tight knit group for most of our lives. Four years after the band broke up, we all went on vacation together. Earl, his new girl, Bonny and Me, Jules and her current flame.
We were in Daytona Beach, months after the rally, and the place was fairly quiet. We had tickets to see Out Cold, a really good group in their day, but now over the hill. They had gone from a headliner in huge arenas to working the smaller venues.
They cancelled the show due to 'personnel' problems. Seems their bassist had gotten stoned, trashed a motel room, beat up one of the cops who came to arrest him, jerked a girl out of her car and took off. It was Friday night, and the traffic on the main drag was bumper to bumper. They literally walked down the sidewalk, yanked him out of the car, and arrested him.
He was looking at so many charges and the bail was so high the band refused to pay it. As a result, they were holding open auditions the next morning, trying to at least find somebody to fill the spot for that night's show.
"Dude, you gotta try out. If nothing else, it'll make a good story. What you got to lose?" We had to almost drag him to the audition. Four tried out before Earl, but only one was worth anything, and he was kind of mechanical. They handed Earl an old Fender Precision, plugged him in, and started playing. It was a song we covered back home. Earl never missed a note. We had covered the next two, and he did even better. Then they ran through two songs he wasn't familiar with, and he missed a note or two.
There were five more guys waiting to try out, but they shut the audition down. Out Cold had a new bass player. They offered him a twelve-show deal to see if he fit and could handle road life. Three dates a week would net him more money than three months at his regular job back home.
After they were through with the business end, they asked him if he knew a guitarist who could maybe help them that night. Their rhythm guitarist was getting over food poison, and they needed someone to maybe play on three or four, to let him rest. Earl told them I knew four of their songs.
That night, I finally got to see what it was like to play for a large crowd. I was scared shitless the whole time. I'd practiced with them that afternoon, and they lumped all four songs into the middle set. I played, while the regular guitarist puked into a bucket. It seemed that was all he needed to recharge and finish the night.
I've got lots of pictures from my only claim to rock warrior status. Earl went on to play with them for ten more years.
He joined at exactly the right time. They had just gotten a new guitarist five months before, and he and Earl clicked as the 'new guys' in the band.
They roomed together, and soon they were writing music. Four of their songs made it to the next album. It restarted their career, and they were back to playing stadiums again. They made four more albums over the next ten years, and at the end put out a Best Of, Volumes one and two. One was pre-Earl and Jason, the second was mostly all them.
Booger became a financial planner, and Earl put a bunch of money with him. When the band broke up, he was worth a million seven in investments, not counting his other holdings, like the four thousand square foot house I built for him, and the acreage he'd bought from his family.
Earl married once, and it lasted about a year. She tried to make it ugly, but all the stuff he made her sign did her in. She complained she really hadn't realized what she'd signed, which got her no sympathy with the lawyers.
The kids grew up, all out on their own, the two oldest with families. Bonny didn't think she'd like being a grandma, but one look at the first child and she was off to the races. We kept them often, I think she would have moved them in if she could have gotten away with it.
She had stopped working when our business could support us, helping me all she could, coordinating crews, making sure we had the right permits until she knew almost as much about construction as I did. When JJ went to college, Bonny came to me with a plan. She wanted to go back to nursing. She got her certifications up to date and worked as an Emergency Room nurse for about a month.
I came home one day to find her crying on the couch. Our town was small and pretty quiet, but a couple of gangs from the big city spilled over into our area. They'd run in to each other and things went bad pretty quick. The Emergency Room was overrun. They tried to save them, but three died before they got to the hospital, and a fourteen-year-old literally died in her arms. Bonny finished her week and never went back.
The local cops weren't very sympathetic to the gangs, making it very clear that they needed to stay out of their jurisdiction. One gang tried to flex their muscle, and two went missing, never to be heard from again. Seems the local law was like all small-town Southerners, they might fight like cats and dogs among themselves, but if outsiders tried anything they got hit with a unified front.
The national leader was some kind of computer genius, and his best model showed a takeover probability under thirty per cent, and a possibility he could lose as many as forty members to jail or worse. He did what many CEO's would do, left us alone and went by us, gaining a foothold in the next town.
.............................................
About a year before Out Cold released their last album, the band took a three-month break, to rest, recharge, and write some new material. Earl brought his writing partner home, introduced him around, and soon he was one of us. We even jammed one night. It put a gleam in Earl's eye, and soon he had a two-night gig booked at the biggest cafe/concert hall in town. He called me to tell me about it.
"Bored, I take it? Who's going to play with you?"
He seemed surprised. "You and Jules. Who else would I need? "
July hadn't played in years, but we got her a kit and practiced every night for ten days. We had people sitting in with us, just jamming, trying to get our licks back. Earl added a couple more amps and another keyboard station, just in case they wanted to show up.
The place was so full they were turning people away. Seems everybody wanted to see the hometown boy who'd made good. We played a few Out Cold songs that he and Jason had written, then drifted into old rock and blues. Jules sang lead on a few, including "Tell Momma", an old Etta James song that had the place rocking. It was almost a high school reunion the next night.
In a typical Earl move, he and Jason donated all the money we generated to local charities, further entrenching him as a local legend.
They went back out on tour recharged and their next album went platinum, thanks mostly to three songs Earl and Jason wrote while they were with us.
Earl told me he and Jason were getting tired of the road and were thinking about hanging it up after the next tour. The decision became moot when the lead singer, the drummer, and the lead guitarist died in a car crash. It wasn't their fault, and autopsies showed there was no drugs or alcohol in their systems. They were coming back from breakfast when they were hit. The guy that ran the red light, however, tested hot for weed and had a blood alcohol content almost twice the legal limit. Facing three counts of vehicular homicide he asked for a plea bargain. He still did a bunch of time before he was released.
Earl came home and brought Jason with him. They lived together and put out one album, simply titled "Jason & Earl", that sold about 250,000 copies.
Jason came to me wanting a house.
Unlike Earl, he wanted a small cottage with a big yard. I built him a fifteen hundred square foot house that featured a lot of outdoor additions, like an eight hundred square foot patio with an eight-person hot tub. There was a covered walkway to his pool and outdoor kitchen, and the yard was landscaped to perfection. He was very happy, and we ended up spending a lot of time with him. Annette had moved back to town and we dragged her along. It wasn't love at first sight, but the interest was pretty plain, and no one was really surprised when she moved in eight months later.
...............................................
It was really a surprise when Earl passed. He didn't drink much, loved to run, was close to his ideal weight, but when his heart decided to stop working none of that mattered.
We found him in his music room, surrounded by his memorabilia, the gold records, the tour posters, his battered old Fender Precision bass in a lighted cabinet. He was in the middle of writing a new song and had the recorder on. We got to hear his last breath and his final words in this life. "What the fu..."
He got a big spread in the papers, and the funeral overflowed. Of course, he was a minor celebrity, but most came because he was genuinely liked, just a good ol' boy like the rest of us who happened to make good.
To my surprise, I was named executor of his estate, and he had a pretty detailed will. He left Jason all the stuff from their time together. He left a few of his friends small remembrances. He left me his old bass and the love shack, complete with the nine acres it sat on. He'd left me a letter.
"Grunt,
Well shit, so I'm dead, huh? I thought I'd outlive you all. We had some good times, didn't we bro? The best part of my life was when we were jammin' in that old building. I bought it from my family when they wanted to sell it to a developer. I wanted you to have it if something happened to me because you'd appreciate it more than anyone else. Maybe you could have an Earl Memorial Mazola Party. That would bring back some memories, wouldn't it?
I hope to see you again one day. Maybe we can jam with Hendrix or BB King. Tell Julie and Bonny I said to keep an eye on you, and that I loved them like the sisters I never had, even though I had carnal thoughts about them.
Later bro,
Earl"
I read the letter in my office, and Jules and Bonny were with me. I'm not ashamed to say tears flowed from all of us.
The bulk of his estate, almost three million dollars in property and investments, went to the county, to be used for the sole purpose of expanding kid's activities and upgrading two parks. Typical Earl.
There's a life size bronze of him, standing, holding his bass, at the entrance of the park that was renamed for him.
..................................
I went home from inspecting the shack, telling Bonny it was in pretty good shape, but I wasn't sure what I wanted to do with it. Bonny and Jules said they would look at it, and maybe we could make a decision.
Projects started piling up. We'd survived the lean years, even buying a distressed property here and there, and now the economy was inching upward, and people needed places to live. I had four new houses going, remodeling eight more, and buying even more as the opportunity presented. Jules seemed to always be at my house, and the girls seemed to be in a good mood, laughing at things I didn't understand.
On Wednesday they demanded I not work Saturday, no matter how far behind we were. We'd worked six days a week for fourteen weeks, and we all needed a break. In fact, I let all my crew off Friday and Saturday, paying them for Friday so they would draw a full check. I was instantly the best boss in the world, at least until Monday.
July was living with us again, her latest relationship crashing around her. She was still a good looking woman, still had a nice figure and a pretty face, even if it had a few lines in it. She was a loving, kind woman who just seemed to fall for the wrong guys. We used to joke that I should make her a second wife.
She moved in to a spare bedroom and made herself comfortable. July didn't have the drive Bonnie did, and she just sort of drifted from job to job until Bonnie chewed her out and gave her some property to manage. She surprised us all by doing an outstanding job. After a few months, she came to us with an opportunity to take over a failed development, eleven new houses, all but two of them complete. Only three had sold, and all were now in foreclosure. The bank had taken it from the developer and was anxious to unload it. We got it for about 40% of what it would be worth when the market rebounded.
We put July in charge, and the first thing she did was get a real estate license, operating under our company umbrella. In six months she had sold five of the houses, recouping all our investment. After that, we gave her 25% of the profits after her realtor fees.
It hit me one day that July had been with us for over a year, even though she had the means to move out. I asked her about it once and she teared up, thinking I was throwing her out. "I feel safe here, Jimmy. I love you guys and the stability you have. I think maybe I'm trying to figure it out, so I'll be prepared the next time I fall for someone."
I assured her she would always be welcome, and she relaxed, to the point the next time we opened up our hot tub she joined us, naked, both girls giggling at my expression.
"Calm down, Jimmy. There isn't a square inch of this body you don't know in detail. Bonny said it was okay, as long as all you did was look."
I looked over at my wife, noting for the first time she had lost her suit and was as naked as July. They were both grinning, waiting for my reaction. I just stood and yanked my trunks down and threw them across the yard, settled back, and grabbed both girls. Soon they were both settled under my arms, and all the years seemed to melt away.
Just to be clear, there was no sex, although body parts did come in contact, with the normal results. Four nipples stood out hard and proud, even if the breasts they capped had a little sag, and I had an erection that refused to go away. They looked but didn't touch. When they got out and perched on the side, I noticed both girls had trimmed, not completely, just matching little strips, Bonny a blazing red, Jules a soft brunette. "My compliments to your barber," I told them, laughing when they both turned red. Jules recovered first.
"Glad you approve. If you're interested, I'm sure we could arrange a little trim."
It was my turn to flame red. They retrieved the wine and slid back in. We had done two bottles in when we called it a night, already wrinkled like prunes. Jules gave me a full body hug, kissing my neck, her hands sliding south. I jumped, and she giggled, before letting go and turning to Bonny. "There you go, sis, all primed and ready to go. I expect a good report in the morning. Before you go, do we have any batteries? I think I'm going to need them."
She grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her waist. My eyes followed her all the way into the house. Bonny gave my dick a little jerk. "Hey! Eyes where they belong! Now, let's go see if we can't do a little something to take the pressure off this, what do you say?"
I picked her up, and her legs wrapped round my waist. Surprising her, I plopped her down on the picnic table, pulled her towel open, and slammed in to her. Bonny let out a little shriek before switching to groans and gasps. Feeling eyes, I looked up to see Jules standing in the patio door, one hand between her legs as she watched. I think we all three climaxed at the same time. When Bonny had recovered enough for me to help her off the table, Jules was gone.
.......................



Something was up, I could feel it. You don't live with someone for decades and not pick up on their vibes. Both my girls were walking around sharing secret little smiles, making obscure references to something I knew nothing about.
Naked hot tub had become pretty much standard, and Jules was getting bolder, and Bonny seemed to encourage her. It all kind of came to a head when Jules came out and showed me her vibrator. Bonny, who had stroked me to erection, grabbed it and placed it beside my dick. "Yep, I was right, almost exactly the same size."
We had been hitting the wine a little hard, and I was a little buzzed and slow on the uptake. Jules sat on the edge of the hot tub in front of me and began plunging the vibrator in and out, moaning, getting louder. I remembered she was pretty vocal. It got interesting when she started chanting.
"Give it to me, give it to me , give it to me. Fuck me, Grunt!" She exploded, and slid boneless into the tub. Bonny had been stroking me the whole time, and I was about to explode, when she hopped up on the side, and spread her legs, grabbing my head. She had always liked oral, and sometimes I would eat her for what seemed like hours before she would sigh and push me away. We hardly ever had regular sex after that, but she always had a talented tongue, and years of practice would have me spewing in no time. Bonny actually liked to swallow, saying she didn't go to all that work just to watch it spray into the air, although about twice a year or so she'd have me squirt on her breasts, sighing as she rubbed the hot moisture in, making her nipples stand straight up.
Bonny was keening softly, panting, giving me the notice that she was getting close. I was really working her when I felt a firm pair of boobs push up against my back. It felt nice, but Bonny firmly had me pushed in to her, so I couldn't respond. Then I felt Jules shift slightly, and a hand snaked around, grabbed my straining erection, and started stoking, getting faster as Bonny got closer. Bonny peaked, screamed, and slumped back. I raised my head, trying to get air, when a tongue slipped into my mouth, a set of lips planted firmly on mine. The tongue, the lips, her hand stroking me caused me to lose it, grunting through my climax because I couldn't yell.
Jules giggled and slid down beside me, still with her hand on my dick, slowly stroking. Bonny sat up, looked at us and grinned, before sliding in to the tub, reaching out to touch Jules' hand, eyes widening before she added her hand, both of them caressing my equipment, which at this point had stopped deflating and started growing.
Finally, I pushed them both off, getting out of the tub and pacing, my erection waving back and forth. They just watched and giggled, waiting.
"All right, spill it. What's going on here? I know you're sending some kind of message, so take pity on a dense man and spill it."
They looked at each other, the smiles slipping. Bonny started, but Jules stopped her.
"Grunt, honey, come back in, get comfortable, and we'll tell you our thoughts. Just promise us you will listen."
I finally eased back in the tub, and they snuggled against me, keeping their hands above the waterline. "Honey, how long has Jules lived with us over the years? Don't answer, it's been a lot. Almost two years, this time."
She paused, looking at Jules, before continuing. "The reason she hasn't moved out is because she's home. She loves us, and we love her. But honey, she's a mature woman, a woman with needs. Every man she's had in the past just never quite measured up, and you were the yardstick she was using. We've talked about it for a while now."
"The resolution we've come up with is, one, she stays right here, and two, it's as your second wife, with all the benefits and duties of a wife. I can share you because I know you would never betray me, and we'll be together for the rest of our lives. Jules has always loved you, and you've always loved her. This is a win-win for everyone."
Wow. Did not see that coming. I just stared at them until they dropped their eyes, fidgeting in their nervousness.
"So, then, you've thought this out. Well, you've missed a few things. One, Bonny, I've had a few Jimmy Carter moments, lusting in my heart, especially for Jules, but I've never even considered straying from our vows. Also, with all the extra benefits comes all the extra responsibilities. Now I'll have two women giving me shit, pointing out my shortcomings, directing my life without my input. Kind of like you're doing now. I know you figured two hot women in bed for the rest of my life would be distracting, but I'm at the age now where not all my blood flows away from my brain. I'll think about it, but if, and that's a big if, I do this, Jules, I'll consider you as much a wife as Bonny, and Bonny, you will have to accept the fact that you no longer have my undivided love or attention. There will be someone else, permanently. I'll think I'll go for a drive now, just to clear my head."
I left them in the tub, walked inside and slipped on a pair of shorts, trainers, and a tee shirt, hopped in my truck, and just drove.
I was gone three hours, and they had called at least ten times, all of which I'd ignored.
....................................
They were a pretty subdued pair when I returned.
"Living room, now!"
I didn't even look to see if they were following. They sat of the sofa, patting the spot in the middle. I sat in a chair across from them.
"What brought this on?"
Jules looked sad and sighed. "You have any idea how many losers there are out there in our age group? A lot. Most have gone through at least one messy divorce, some have kids who decide to make your life hell for taking Daddy, some are just plain perverts. If there are any good ones out there, they're gobbled up pretty quick. I'm tired of dating guys who wonder how well off I am and how kinky I can get. There's a disproportion of men to women and I can't help believing polygamy will be the next breakthrough. Don't believe me? Did you ever think you'd live to see men marrying men and women marrying women without too many people getting bent out of shape about it?"
She had a point.
"That's all well and good, but this is still uncharted territory. If I accept, do we tell the kids? Our friends? Bonny, does this mean somewhere down the road you'll be considering trying out a second husband?"
Jules looked shocked, and Bonny blushed and lowered her eyes. I got a real bad feeling all of a sudden, like this polygamy thing might spread out. No. Not only no, but hell no. I decided to attack on the flank instead of going for a direct confrontation. If she was considering others, especially if she had one picked out, our marriage was pretty much over.
"Do you see what a can of worms this could open? If I'm free to have sex with both of you, shouldn't you have the same privilege? If this is where the bus is going, I'm afraid I'm going to have to get off."
They both started to talk and I held up my hand. "Not a word. Not now. I'm afraid if we start it will escalate into life altering decisions. I give you my word we'll revisit it later, but for now, let it lie."
I went out to the workshop. Something about handling power tools that could maim you if you weren't careful would be good for me right now. It would force me to concentrate and not worry over what had transpired. I had some black walnut I'd harvested five years ago, and it was aged enough to work with. Our daughter was having her first child soon, a girl. She was due in two months and I was making her an old-fashioned cradle. The black walnut was accented with cherry and holly wood, the red and white banding really setting the piece off. I even make one runner of the cradle extra-long, just like the originals. Women would sit in rockers and sew or do other tasks, their foot on the long rocker of the cradle. Every time the rocker would go forward the woman's foot would press down on the cradle, making it rock in time. Joy was very excited and ticked at me because I wouldn't let her see it until she had the baby.
I smiled as I worked. Joy was very excited about the baby, and her husband, a good man, was over the moon. He was an only child and his one demand in their marriage was they have at least three. Joy grinned when he told her. "Really? You're going to wuss out at three? I thought I was marrying a real man."
They already had names picked out for four.
...............................
I finally stopped, admiring the cradle as it sat in clamps, waiting for the glue to dry. I was tidying up when I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was after 10! Why hadn't the girls called me? Then I remembered why I went into the workshop to start with.
Walking back up to the house, I wondered what my life would be like in a year. The girls were very quiet. Bonny timidly told me my dinner was in the microwave. I heated the leftovers and ate, rinsing my utensils and loading the dishwasher when I was done.
Going back into the living room I was aware of the hushed discussion that had suddenly stopped. I surprised Bonny by pulling her up and kissing her, then doing the same for Jules. "I love you girls, no matter what. Going up to shower now and go to bed. Goodnight."
I showered, half expecting the door to open any minute. It didn't, and surprisingly no one joined me in bed. I figured I'd toss and turn but was asleep in minutes. I woke when Bonny came to bed but drifted off again as she snuggled to me.
Things were a little strained for the rest of the weekend. Monday morning rolled around and off we went, Bonny and I to our construction office, and Jules to the real estate firm.
A few weeks went by and I pretty much put the discussion behind me. Jules and Bonny ramped up the flirting, and naked breakfast became a pretty normal thing. We still snuggled in the hot tub but there was no repeat of what happened before.
Then came the day my world changed once again. The girls had gone all out with dinner, grilled steaks and all the trimmings with homemade ice cream for dessert. They waited until after we had cleaned up to hit me with their idea.
"Jules and I went out to the Love Shack today. Boy did that bring back a lot of memories. It's a shame to let that fine old building go to waste and we were thinking about remodeling and updating it a bit. We thought we might turn it into a little private club and rent it out for events. We could landscape a few acres around it for outdoor events, put in picnic tables and a small bandstand. It could be used for outdoor weddings if we fix it up right. The interior is pretty big, so we could open a few walls, update the plumbing and put in separate bathrooms. We could rent it out for retreats, private meetings, even put a small bar in. What do you think?"
"I think you've put a lot of thought in to it. I assume you have hard numbers and plans for the permits necessary? Who would run this?"
Jules spoke. "We've got most of the preliminary work done, including the zoning necessary. It shouldn't be hard, it's still mostly farmland around there anyway. I'm sure the commissioners would be happy to add to the tax base. I still have to work out the insurance required for that type of operation and I'm betting it could be pretty high, but we'll want as much coverage as we can get."
Bonny jumped in. "Our crews will do the work, I don't like the idea of using strangers, and we'll have to bring in an architect. We have to make sure the remodel will include loadbearing walls and that sort of thing."
"Why are you trying to sell this so hard?"
"Because the place is in your name. Earl left it to you, not us. Anything we do will have to be with your written permission."
I told them I'd think about it. Their disappointment was obvious. I think they expected me to nod and say "Anything you want, Honey."
Two weeks later they presented their plans to me. With a little remodeling and perhaps a small expansion it would make a very nice venue for things like weddings, class reunions, that sort of thing. There was still going to be a small bar, but on the advice of the insurance agent it was only for the guests to have a place to stock their alcohol. That way, if someone wrecked or killed someone else after leaving the venue, the responsibility would be on the organizers of the event and not us. They would be required to file a party permit with the local ABC office to bring the alcohol in and it would only be good for the day specified.
I had an independent I used sometimes for a second opinion on some of the projects I was thinking about getting into and his advice had been spot on. Once he saved me a lot of money by advising against a limited partnership with another builder. When I passed, he found someone else, promptly took the money and ran. His partner was out almost a million dollars.
He came back to me in a week with his seal of approval. "There's plenty of big venues, but small spaces are pretty slim around here. Basically, all you have is the VFW hall and it's pretty shabby. It stays busy though because there's no competition. I estimate the place will be making money as soon as it opens."
I went home and signed the lease agreement, renewable every two years. I was charging them ten dollars a year and 25% of the profits. The percentage was to pay back the expense of remodeling the place. At my insistence, they had formed a partnership and my participation, with the exception of being a landlord, was nonexistent. This was their baby.
....................................
It took almost seven months to remodel and landscape. Since it was in my name, I footed the bills through a separate company my accountant and lawyer set up. I ended up sinking almost half a million into it. It put our cash reserves at the lowest they had been in a very long time but we were still making good money, so I wasn't overly concerned.
The place looked great. It had a fire rating of 240 occupants. The crews had built things in modular units, like the bandstand, that could easily be taken down and stored in a utility building, along with the tables and chairs necessary for a big event when not in use. The place sported hardwood floors, really nice chandeliers, it even had a fireplace. The bathrooms were state of the art and very elegant. The bar was small and understated, but large enough for the biggest crowd.
The outside had been landscaped, arbors and picnic tables placed to complement each other, and there was even a playground for the children that were part of any crowd. The whole thing was fenced in for privacy. The last thing we needed was some kid getting hurt on our equipment when there was no one around.
They had found a sign in a barn owned by Earl's uncle, the original to the store, and had it restored. They placed it over the front entrance under a spotlight. "Abernathy's Mercantile and Farm Supplies" in three-foot letters. They took it for the name of the venue in Earl's honor.
Our first event was held for free. Annette's youngest daughter was getting married. Her finances were tight, and she refused to let Jason help even though he offered. Bethany, the daughter, finally put her foot down. "You have to let him help, Mom. Let him be part of the day. I've already asked him to walk me down the aisle and he'll be in all the family pictures. Get over your anger at my sperm donor and let him in."
Jason offered to pay us, but we turned him down. "We'll consider this a dress rehearsal for future events. The girl is practically a niece to us and a daughter to you. Consider this a family deal."
The venue was almost at capacity. Flowers decorated the hall, the lights muted, the excellent sound system working perfectly. Bonny held one hand while Jules held the other as we watched the service. I felt a warm and fuzzy glow, remembering my own wedding. Then I looked at Jules and the tears in her eyes. I knew she was thinking about both her failed marriages. I squeezed her hand a little tighter and she gave me a wan smile.
As soon as the service was over the crew whisked in, moving the chairs out of line and around small tables set up on the fringe of the dance floor. The arbor was replaced with a small band. In the middle of the second set, Jason stepped up to the mike with just his acoustic guitar. He sang a song he wrote for Bethany, simply called "Daughter." There wasn't a dry eye in the house by the time the last chords died. After that day, whenever someone would see her wedding photos, she would point to the one of Annette and Jason, saying it was her Mom and Dad.
The service was being filmed by practically everyone with a cell phone, and the song went viral in days. Four or five agents contacted him wanting him to sell the song or let them place it with one of their artists. Instead, he gave it free of charge to a local singer who was making a name in country music. He engineered and produced the song, which led to him producing the whole album. It included two more songs he co-wrote with the singer. "Daughter" reached number three on the Country charts and six on the Pop charts. The other two made it to the top ten in Country.
Suddenly he was in high demand and came out of retirement. He told Annette that if she didn't have his ring on her finger in three months, he was going to ask her to move out. It was the wakeup call she needed and again we were hosting a wedding free of charge.
The popularity of the song had an unexpected benefit. People saw how nice the venue was and soon we were booked solid for months out. We did a lot of weddings, family reunions held mostly on the picnic grounds and that often included full catering, corporate retreats, and private parties. It was the 'it' venue for class reunions.
In fact, we held our own twenty-fifth high school reunion there. It was nice to see old friends, some that we hadn't seen in years. Jason was there with Annette, Will showed up with wife number four and stayed as far away from Annette as he could. Booger showed up, and in a surprise so did Gordie and his husband. We all sort of promised to see each other more regularly but I knew it was mostly nostalgia and alcohol talking.
The old crowd could not get over how the place had been changed. Will grinned, looking at the dance floor. "It seems like yesterday when we were all naked and sliding around on the floor covered in oil."
I grinned back. "It's hard for me not to picture it every time I'm in here. Wild times, huh?"
"Yeah, wonder what it'd be like now? Bonny and Jules look even better now than they did in high school, and Annette is still a fox. I don't usually tell people this, but Grace and I enjoy a pretty open lifestyle. It sure would be nice to slide down memory lane."
I laughed and said I'd bring it up with the girls. I thought they'd think it was funny as I did. I didn't know Bonny had walked up behind me and that conversation changed the course of our marriage.
...........................................
A few months went by. Jules had given up on me and was seeing what I thought was a pretty standup guy. She seemed comfortable with him and stayed with him almost every weekend and some weekdays. I figured it would be a matter of time before she moved out again. She met him when she showed him a house. He'd gone through a messy divorce a few years before and when he had the opportunity he moved.
Bonny was Bonny, warm and loving, but I got to catching her staring into space more and more often. She was spending a lot of nights at the venue with Jules.
Will and his current wife were part of our social circle now. He and Annette had made a peace of sorts, but their daughter refused to acknowledge him, calling Jason 'Dad' every chance she got when Will was around.
It was Jason and Annette's turn to host our weekend social. Things were going great, the food was good, the company excellent, the booze flowing. I'm not sure how it happened but someone said we should get into the hot tub. The trouble was no one had brought suits. Jules grinned and slid her top off, standing in her shorts and peach bra. She did a little turn while her boyfriend laughed, and slid into the tub. He dropped his shorts and shirt, getting in in tighty-whities. Who wore those anymore?



Soon Will and his new wife were in, him stripped down to silk boxers and her in her bra and thong. Annette and Jason were next, then Booger and Jenny, leaving just me and Bonny. She was wearing a nice sundress with nothing but panties under it. She was weaving slightly when she unbuttoned the dress slowly until it parted, puddling on the deck. She stood there, her nipples hard little buttons, her bikini panties looking a little moist. She was definitely turned on. The other girls and guys cheered, and soon there was a pile of bras off to the side.
I shucked out and joined in. We all sat and laughed, relaxing and having a good time. The girls asked for another round of drinks, and Jason and I went to the bar, mixing and prepping until we had everyone's poison. It took a few minutes, and I noticed there had been a shuffle while we were gone. Bonny was on one side of Will, Jules on the other. The only available seat was next to Will's wife. I noted her thong was now on the side of the hot tub.
My frown was getting deeper, and just as I got to the tub the jets went off. Most everyone was completely naked, and between Bonny and Jules, his cock was completely covered. I noted a few hands buried in pussies, pussies that didn't belong to them. Bonny looked up giggling and went white when she saw the look on my face.
"Fuck this!" I threw the drinks in the tub, grabbed Will's head and stuck it against one of the jets. People were screaming, and Jason grabbed me. He landed in the tub face first. I grabbed my clothes and stalked out, ignoring the screams and the calls as I made it to the car. People were just coming out the front door when I pulled off. I noted Bonny still had her tits out.
My phone started ringing almost immediately. I remembered Bonny, Jules and I were on the same phone plan, and one of the features was a locator app. We put them on mostly for Jules because of the real estate, and at a glance we could all tell where the other was. I pulled over and took the battery out, disabling everything. They would play hell finding me now.
.........................................
I didn't want to be found, so I went to the beach, two and a half hours away. All I had on were soaking wet shorts and a tee, so I stopped at a superstore and picked up a couple of boxers, two shorts, two pairs of jeans, and three shirts. I also got a new pair of sneakers and a few pairs of socks. I changed in the store, cramming everything into a small bag. I found a pretty decent place a few miles from the beach, a little small independent motel that wasn't linked to anything.
For three days I thought, drank a little, and learned to fish off a pier. Bonny knew I didn't like the beach, so she wouldn't think of looking there. I went to a beach we'd never visited and found I liked it.
I'd hit two ATM's on the way out of town and withdrew the maximum amount, so I paid cash for almost everything. I took a lot of time and thought things over. Too many warning signs had been there. They didn't mean anything individually but lumped together they painted a portrait of deceit. Something stank, and it wasn't the old shrimp I was using for bait.
On the fourth day, I went home, wondering if I still had one.
.........................................
There was no one there except my daughter Joy, left no doubt to guard the place in case I showed up. She greeted me with a tight hug but was somewhat restrained. "You know I'm supposed to call if you show up. I don't know what happened, but Mom and Aunt Julie are freaking out. They've had a few spats themselves over the last couple of days, something about a plan going wrong and unexpected reactions, but they're not sharing anything. If I had to guess Mom did something monumentally stupid and Aunt Julie was involved."
"That about sums it up."
She grinned. "Forthcoming as I expected. Well, do I call or not?"
"Go ahead. You might want to tell them I still look incredibly pissed and they might want to tread softly because it's true. Tell them if they come in with guns blazing it might be the last shot they ever take."
Joy backed up, her eyes wide. "Daddy, are we going to have to split holidays here? I want my new baby girl to know both their grandparents and not separately."
I kissed her cheek. "No guarantees, baby girl. It doesn't change how I feel about you and never will. Where is she? It would probably calm me down quite a bit to hold something innocent and pure."
"She's napping but it's time she woke. I'll get her."
Soon I was in my favorite rocker marveling at the purity of new life. She was just old enough to pay attention to her surroundings, and everything was a wonder to her.
I heard the door open but didn't look up. Joy had left, saying we were supposed to take the baby for the weekend so she and her husband could rekindle their romance. I laughed and told her that was too much information, but suggested she make the most of it.
They finally cleared their throats and I looked up. They looked like they hadn't been sleeping well and that gave me a little satisfaction.
Jules spoke first. "Where's Joy?"
"Off to rekindle her romance, with her husband of all people."
That shot made them flinch.
"Honey, I...we...we need to talk."
I grinned at Bonny but there was no mirth in my smile. "You got that shit right. Before you start, I need to know something. It's important and if I catch you in a lie our marriage is over. Don't try to spin it, don't try to sugar coat it, just tell me the truth. Was what happened in the hot tub planned?"
There was a bit of silence which pretty much gave me the answer I needed.
"So it was."
"No! Well, not exactly."
Jules had spoken so I focused on her. "Then what exactly was it?"
"Well, we had been talking about reliving the past, just joking, you know? Then Will and Grace started sharing some of their experiences, talking about the excitement of new lovers and how it had made their marriage stronger. Jason talked about some of the things he'd done while he was in the band, and Annette admitted to having a relationship with a guy that involved a little swapping."
"So, all our friends are sluts and swingers. Odd that I never noticed that. Still doesn't explain the hot tub."
"We were having a good time, you know? Everybody was a little loose and the flirting got more intense as the night went on. You were in a really good mood, so Jules and I talked about it in the bathroom and decided now would be a good time to push the envelope and see how you would take it."
Bonny stopped, and Jules took up the banner. "It was just fun, honey. We never expected it to go as far as it did. You seemed comfortable with it and when you guys got out to fix the drinks Will suggested we go a little farther, so we took off our panties and they took off their boxers and things just sort of took off."
"Well then. What did my reaction suggest to you?"
"That we had badly miscalculated. We just about had to give Will mouth to mouth. He's really pissed at you." Bonny looked like she was a little disappointed in me.
"My heart bleeds for him. Tell him I look forward to seeing him again, and we can discuss it like rational adults."
"Is that code for kicking the shit out of him?"
"We'll find out when I see him again, won't we Jules? Now, Bonny, how do you want to handle the divorce?"
Bonny went really, really pale and Jules had her hand to her mouth. "Divorce! Are you crazy? All right, so I went a little brain dead. I've never done anything like that before and nothing really happened then. I won't ever do anything like that again if it means my marriage!"
"I notice you didn't say you'd never do it again because you thought it was a bad idea. This is your one shot, Bonny. Tell the truth, why do you want to swap?"
She hung her head, talking so low I almost couldn't hear her. "You guys had lots of partners and experiences. I get wistful sometimes when Annette and Jules talk about old times. I never got to experience any of that. You know you were my first and only lover."
"Whose fault was that? I seem to remember you sliding around as naked as the rest of us. Why didn't you do something about it then? If you wanted experience, then was the time to do something about it."
"I was afraid! Then you were such a wonderful lover I forgot all about it, but it's always been here, buried down deep. I love our life together, honey, but I'm not getting any younger, and just once I'd like to experience something like you had. I think if I could do that just once I could get it out of my system."
I sighed. "You know, when we did the sliding around we were all young and unattached. Now we've gone full circle. Most of us have kids older than we were then. We've built lives, lives based on certain principles. Are you willing to destroy all that just to satisfy an urge? What if it all goes south, bonds get broken and new relationships get formed. Are we going to become regular swingers? What if one of us says no, that they're done? Will his or her partner continue without the other?"
"NO! It will be just once, honey. I swear!"
"You swore to forsake all others but now you want to renegotiate. What about disease? The first time we did it no one had heard of AIDS, or herpes, or chlamydia. You really think it's a good idea to risk everyones' health for a little physical satisfaction?"
"We'd all get tested and present the results to the others before we started."
"Really? What about the other night? If I hadn't put the brakes on you would all been fucking."
Jules blushed. "We... ah... we've already been tested."
"The whole group?'
Bonny answered. "Y... yes."
I was so angry it was hard to breathe. "Let me get this straight, you had all agreed to the point that you got the tests done? This after telling me it was unplanned and just happened. You know, I look back on that night and can't help but wonder why you were pushing the booze so hard. If things had progressed then I would have been the odd man out. Was I just supposed to watch while everyone else got their jollies? That's cold."
"Not even, honey. I'd already told them you were clean and I had the paper at home to prove it, I just forgot to bring it."
I looked at her and couldn't believe I ever thought I knew this woman. "So then, you were going to start this grand adventure with a lie, betraying the trust of all the others? How do you know the results of the others weren't doctored, or old ones they had changed the dates on somehow? How could I possibly trust anyone now? I need to get away for an hour or so, try and process all this. Don't follow me, don't call me, just leave me alone and I promise I'll be back tonight."
I handed the baby to Jules and walked out the door. Bonny made to hug me, took one look in my eyes and stepped back.
.......................................................
In retrospect, it probably wasn't the best idea I'd ever had to go to the neighborhood pub we'd all frequented for years. I spoke to a few people, then took my beer and sat in the darkest corner. People soon realized I wasn't in a talkative mood and left me alone.
That is, until Jason and Booger showed up. I could see them from my table, and I idly wondered if they'd just shown up to grab a beer or if they were on a mission.
Any notion about it being a coincidence went out the window as they stood for a mintue, scanning the room and making a bee line for me. "Mind if we sit?"
"If I did? Before you do, look me in the eye and tell me who sent you."
Jason blushed. "Nobody sent us. Jules and Bonny called us and told us you were back and we could probably find you here. We thought we would come by and talk. First, I need to apologize. Jules and Bonny led us to believe you were onboard with our little plan. You caught us all by surprise when you flipped out. I take it you're not interested?"
"Not in the least. Bonny can't wait, though, so she's probably going to join in without me. Tell Will if I find out she played, I'll divorce her and name all of you in the complaint. I won't settle for a quiet settlement or mediation. I want it aired out so it will be a matter of public record. Might want to take into account this is an Alienation of Affection state, and one case just got settled for 1.2 million. We're all pretty well off. You think about that for a minute."
Jason went a little pale and looked like he wanted to be anywhere in the world except for where he was right then. Booger just kept plodding along.
"Will says..."
"You think I give a fuck what Will says? Jesus, is he that charismatic? He won't have to worry about the girls. If you keep going like you are now, you'll be the one sucking his dick! You say 'Will says' one more fucking time and I'll punch you right in the mouth!"
"Damnit! Just fucking listen for a minute, will you? Will says..."
I'd been going to that bar for over twenty years and that was the first time I'd ever been tossed out.
Tom, the owner, walked me out himself. "Damn it boy! What the hell went on back there? I've known you since you were ten, and that's the first time I've ever seen you hit a guy."
"Sorry, Tom. My life seems to have turned into a series of firsts. Can I call you for bail money?"
He laughed. It had been a running joke between us since I was sixteen. I was about to do something stupid and he stopped me. "Boy, if you keep this up you'll land your ass in jail. If you do and need bailing out, call me."
"You'd come and get me?"
He laughed. "Fuck no. You got yourself into whatever they locked your ass up for, you can figure a way out. But call me, it'll give me a good laugh." Tom slapped me on the back and told me to be sure to come Saturday for the darts tournament.
I stood there with Jason and Booger. Booger had a bar towel to his face to stop the bleeding. "You knocked tow of my teefh loose!" Of course, it was garbled because of the swelling and the towel against his mouth, but I got the gist of it.
"Be glad we were sitting down, Booger. If we'd been standing I'd have knocked them out."
Jason held out his hand. "We cool?"
"Not even remotely. I need you all to stay away from me for a while. I think it would be best."
Both girls were waiting when I came back, looking scared to death.
"I can't believe you hit Booger!"
"I would have much preferred it been Will, but you work with what you got. I'm going to bed."
It was hours later before Bonny slipped quietly into our bed. She lay there for a little while before reaching out a tentative hand and brushing my arm. "I love you honey."
I just lay there keeping my breathing steady. She knew I wasn't asleep, but she was smart enough not to say anything.
.............................................................................
When I finally woke up, she was practically on top of me. I didn't think anything of it; she had slept like that since we'd first shared a bed. I eased out, trying not to wake her up, and went to shower. She was gone when I came out and delicious smells were wafting through the house. I could hear them talking softly. I wondered, and then felt ashamed, if they were plotting ways to further their agenda and didn't want me hearing.
They stopped when I walked in, shock on their faces as I kissed one, and then the other. "Morning girls. What's for breakfast?"
'This must be what a king feels like,' I thought as they fell all over each other serving breakfast. I kept things light, sticking to neutral subjects, like Joy and our new granddaughter. They were finally starting to relax when I hit them with what I thought.
"I don't want to hear another thing about swapping for a while. I'm still struggling to get my head around the fact my wife wants to fuck other people. Before you get all upset, Bonny, that's exactly what it is. You've said yourself there's no feelings involved, it was just a chance to experience what someone else is like, which makes it fucking in the rawest form. We're also staying away from all your prospective swapping partners for a while. Every one of you plotted behind my back and I'm not at all warm and fuzzy about it. I don't care if you understand or think it's right. If you don't want to follow the program, just tell me and we'll get Gerry started on the paperwork."
Both women paled. Gerry, short for Geraldine, was our lawyer. She was almost exclusively business law, but there were others in her firm who specialized in family law. I always thought that title was an oxymoron. Where's the family if you're facilitating the dissolution of it?
What followed was three months of an uneasy truce. Jules moved out for a while, living with her boyfriend, but was back two months later. I never asked and she never said, but I knew her patterns, and that romance was done.
Bonny was jumping at shadows for about three weeks before we stated finding our way back to each other. By the time Jules moved back in we were almost back to normal. Our social life was a bit limited because the only one of our crowd I'd even speak to was Jason, and Bonny knew better than to see them alone.
About six weeks after the hot tub incident I got an email on my business website. Jason was tired of renting studio time and wanted to build one of his own. He was looking for about 2500 square feet for the studio, with offices and editing rooms on the top floor. It was an almost million dollar project, and he wanted me to build it.
"I'll understand if you refuse. It's just that until what happened, happened, you were my closest friend. Earl always talked about what a standup guy you were, but I thought he was bullshitting until I got to know you. You're also one of the most trusted builders in the state, if you do it, I'll know it will be done right. We don't even have to see each other. Think about it."
I did, for a week, then showed up at his door one night. Annette answered and her jaw dropped. I grinned at her reaction. "Hey 'Nette. Jason here?"
They both hugged me so hard I felt a little bad, but then I remembered why I had been avoiding them and tensed up. Still, after sitting at their kitchen table for a while and killing a couple of beers, I remembered they had been my friends for a long time. It wasn't for me to judge them.
We talked for two hours, mostly about the project. I took a lot of notes on my laptop, told Jason I knew just the architect, and I'd have him draw up some plans. He hadn't found a place to build yet, and I told him to get Jules to look for him. After all, it's what she did. Business done, we sat in silence for a bit. Finally I broke it with one word. "Why?"
Annette took the lead. "Bonny was always the kid of the group. We'd all been through a lot more life when she came into yours. She knew what we did back then, but we were a bunch of kids and as soon as you two got serious you stayed faithful to her. She knows that, Grunt, but when we'd get together and talk about wild times she had no concept of what it had been like."
"Hold on a minute here. I never really talked about those times past generalities. I didn't think it would be respectful of Bonny."
She sighed. "Not you or any of the guys. It always came up when it was just us girls and we'd been in the wine. We may have exaggerated a bit, but not much. You were a stud back then, honey. Tanned and muscled, that unruly hair and slow smile really got to us. Top that out with how considerate you were with all of us and how you never thought twice if one of us needed defending."
She stopped grinning. "Know what? Of all the guys in our circle, you and Jason are the only ones in good shape. You still got your muscles and that touch of gray in your hair makes you sexy as hell. I doubt any of us thought it would ever go to where it is now. Then Will came back. And he brought Grace."



"I think we were all living vicariously through their tales. Will started pushing it. Grace was right there, flashing panties and boobs, distracting the guys. Then they would trade off, her talking to us, him telling the guys what an adventure it would be. And it would be safe. We'd stick to just us, be circumspect, and never say anything out of turn. He said the group they left had been going strong for twenty years."
"It was just bullshit, at first, but the seed had been planted. Then we got to speculating how we would do it, when we could do it. We discussed health issues and again it was Will who said we should always have a rule calling for clean bills of health. Then, even if it was not openly discussed, came the planning. Everyone knew but you. Will said you would be the hardest to bring around, and we should ease you into the idea. Then came the night of the hot tub. We were all pretty buzzed, and when the clothes came off we all got got horny. You seemed amused by what we were doing and we thought we'd go for it, push it as far as we could. IF Jason hadn't accidently unplugged the tub and the jets hadn't stopped, who knows where it would have gone? But it did and it was too much, too soon. I seriously thought you were going to drown Will. Jason had bruises for weeks."
Jason joined in. "Looking back, we know it was wrong to blindside you like that. I wanted to be upfront from the start, but Will talked about how well he knew you and it was better to ease you into the idea."
I just looked at them until they begin shifting uncomfortably. "Have you done anything yet?"
"No. Will pushed to just go ahead without you, allowing Bonny in, but she nipped that in the bud pretty fast."
"'That would be cheating, and I will never have an affair behind my husband's back. He has to be with us, all or nothing.' I can still see the fire in her eyes. It's made Will fixate on her, but other than the discussion we had the day after you left, she hasn't spoken to him, or any of us until just recently. We still have our wine parties, and the subject always comes up."
"Is Bonny still wanting to go ahead?"
Annette looked down at the kitchen table, swirling her wine glass. "I'm sorry, Grunt, but she does. It's tearing her apart. She says it will be just the one time and then it will be over. Then, when we all talked we would have shared memories. We're all getting older honey. She wants to do it before menopause sets in, while she still feels sexy and attractive."
I got up. "I'm going home now. You've given me a lot to think about. I feel like I need to talk to everyone who wants to participate, one on one, try to get the big picture. All except Will or his wife. I still think they were trying to stab me in the back and I don't want anything to do with them. I'll have Jules look for a spot suitable to your needs, Jason."
I went home and told Jules about the project, asking her to keep an eye out.
..............................................................................
Jason put the word out, and I began to have visitors at my office. Everyone knew I tended to do my paperwork just before the end of the business day, and that's when they would come. John. Jules' boyfriend, was first. Even though Jules had moved back home they still saw each other. I never really talked to him that much before, but it only took me about five minutes to figure out he had no backbone at all. In fact, he seemed quite submissive. Maybe that's why she kept him around, but Jules tended to gravitate to confident men, and I knew he had a limited shelf life.
He was almost pathetic in his eagerness to tell me what he thought I wanted to hear, and I dismissed almost everything he said right out of hand. I did ask him a few questions.
"You were married before, right?" He nodded.
"Why aren't you now?"
He struggled for a minute trying to figure out how to phrase it. "We started out really well. Then after about four years we started drifting apart. Then she had girl's nights out with her friends, and after about five months she came home grinning.
"She was a little mussed and I noticed her hose was missing. 'I won't lie to you. I met a guy, we were drinking, he was pretty, and the first thing you know we were in a motel. I loved it! If we stay together, you will have to get used to the idea of that I'll play from time to time. I'll always come home though, and will be as discreet as possible. If you still love me, take me to bed now! I'm still revved up and this would be the perfect end to a perfect evening'."
"What did you do?"
"I... I fucked her. She was a wild woman, it was probably the best sex I ever had. She apologized the next day, but two weeks later she went out on a date. She always insisted that we have sex as soon as she got home. Finally, after six months she just didn't come home. By then, I was tired of the whole mess so I welcomed the divorce."
It probably hurt him, but I was pretty blunt.
"It occurs to me you have a taste for humiliation and sloppy seconds. Is this your way of reliving your marriage? If it is, I have to tell you it will end badly, especially with Jules. She needs a confident man and you ain't it, bubba. Honestly I think the only reason she's still seeing you is so she will have a partner when the swapping starts. Your use-by date is approaching pretty fast."
Most guys would have been angry. He just sighed. That was pretty much the end of the discussion.
................................................................................................................
I talked to Jules next, taking her to lunch without Bonny, getting takeout and going to our venue and sitting in the picnic area.
"Jules, are you sure about this? I know what we did in the past, but that was just a bunch of kids fooling around. No one was bound to anyone back then. Now, we're mostly married, bonds going back decades. Is it really worth it to possibly damage relationships, maybe beyond repair?"
She spoke like she had given it a lot of thought. "I was hesitant at first, but then I'm not taking the risk most of you are. We both know John will never be a life partner, so if we do drift apart, it would have happened anyway. Who doesn't want to relive their glory days? Besides, if I do it, it will give me a chance to keep an eye on you guys. Honestly, when it gets right down to it, Bonny may back out. If that happens, I'm your exit strategy."
"If she decides not to go through with it, she will NOT need an exit strategy. We'll just get up and leave. I don't think anyone would be foolish enough to try to stop us. If I hurt their feelings, I'm sure I'll never lose sleep over it."
We talked a bit more but eventually we were just repeating ourselves so we changed subjects. Since we were sharing a moment I asked her what she thought went wrong with her marriages.
"The first was just a total loser, but I was too much in love with him to see it. He reminded me of you a little, at first. When his true colors started coming through, I knew I had made a major mistake. Did you know one of the worst fights we ever had was over you?"
That kind of threw me. "Why would you fight about me?"
"He had just lost his third job and was whining when I finally lost it. I got tired of hearing his excuses and told him to man up for a change. I used you as an example and he lost it."
"The man never went to college! I've got a Masters in Business! Grunt is a perfect nickname for him, because that's all he is and will ever be."
She grinned at the memory. "I lit him up. Yes, I told him, he's just a high school graduate working construction. However, the man never lost a job in his life. Every time he changed employers, they begged him to stay. He grunted his way into his own company, owns a very nice house and has a wonderful family. What a loser! Let's see, you have a Masters, have been fired three times and quit once, just before they gave you the axe for incompetence; we can just barely afford the rent on this apartment, can't afford to have children, and our vehicles are old and barely running. Yes, education will always trump hard work, don't you agree?"
Now Jules laughed. "I thought he was going to blow a gasket. He even drew back to hit me. I told him to try it, on my worst day I was a better man than he was, and was more than willing to prove it. Instead of hitting me, he just stormed out. I filed two weeks later."
Jules went from a smile to a frown. "Derrick was different. He worked hard, tried to get ahead, he even had a five year plan like the Chinese tried early on in Communism. It worked about as well. He hid everything well; it wasn't until after we had been married six months that the cracks started. The trouble with his plan was that it wasn't his plan. I was of the opinion marriage should be a partnership; his was the woman should be submissive and stay at home. When I disagreed, he got violent. He wasn't afraid to hit a woman, then threaten them with more if they didn't fall in line."
I was shocked. "Why didn't you call me?"
She grinned. "You'd have killed him. No, I handled it my own way. I waited until he went to sleep and then I put a brick in a sweatshirt and wrapped him in blankets. I beat the hell out of him. It took him a few minutes to get out of the blankets, and by then I'd knocked the mean out of him. The last shot was to his balls. I bet he went six inches off the ground and was out cold by the time he landed. I packed everything I wanted, going back and tapping him again every time he stirred. It was probably a long time before he was in the mood for love after I left. Can you believe he had the nerve to call the cops? They came out and interviewed me. I showed them the bruises, black eye, and split lip and told them I didn't start the fight; I just finished it. They refused to arrest me. I heard later his balls were so bruised they almost took one. They should have taken them both. He'd have been a lot calmer as a steer instead of a pretend bull."
"Damn, Jules! Your taste in men sucks. Didn't you ever meet Mr. Right?"
Her eyes clouded for a minute. "I did, but I was really young and I gave him away. I've always regretted it. Besides, as far as swinging, there's one man I've always wanted to try, and no, you don't get to know who it is. I'm hoping there's enough love in your heart to let Bonny have her fantasy, because I'm afraid she'll do it without you, and we both know how that would end. Will you hold me for a little while?"
We sat at the table until dusk, while she snuggled and we watched the birds flit around the feeders I'd built and hung.
............................................................................................................
Next, I talked to Jenny, again at our venue but inside, this time. I made Booger wait in the car. I poured her a white wine I knew she favored and waited until she was in her second glass before I asked.
"Are you really on board with this?"
She said yes, but it came out mighty weak.
"I don't believe you. I think Booger has bullied you into this. Jenny, you're ten years younger than Bonny, and until you, she was the youngest in the group. You've an attractive woman and I'm not above having thoughts of lust about you. You'll be really popular if this thing comes about. Every man will want to bang the hot new bitch. Can you live with that?"
The crudity of my language got to her, so I pressed on. "This won't be love, Jenny. It'll be lust. Crude, unfeeling, get your rocks off rutting. Can you look yourself in the mirror the next morning and not feel shame? Will you ever look at your husband in the same light again, knowing he forced you into this? This is YOUR body we're talking about here. Think Booger will care how you feel as long as he's getting his? He won't, until later. When the rush of lust is over, along will come the second thoughts. Then he'll do what we all will be doing every time we're together as a group. We'll eye each other and wonder if our wives thought they were better lovers, and the wives will be watching each other like hawks, analyzing every word and action, wondering if there's any feeling from their husbands for you. It will become a vicious cycle that has no good ending."
She was full on crying now, and didn't fight me while I cuddled her, telling her how much I had always admired her as a person. She finally stopped crying and started hiccupping, then she grinned.
"You don't waste too many words, do you, Grunt? I've been thinking along the same lines, I just didn't have the nerve to articulate them. I'm really going to have to think about it. Booger will not be happy."
"Booger doesn't have to live with you, you do."
She smiled and tried flirting. "You'd really turn down a shot at the younger hot new bitch?"
"If this ever happens, I'll beat the rest of them to a pulp to get to you first. Count on it."
She giggled. "If we do it, I'll make sure you're first. Maybe the last. We'll just lock the door and spend the night getting to know each other better."
"Go away! You're giving me an erection thinking about that hot little body! Seriously, Jen, be true to yourself first."
She got up, surprised the shit out of me by giving me a steamy kiss with as much tongue as she could. Then she pulled back, giggling again, and swayed to the door, knowing I was watching that toned ass sway in the short dress Booger probably made her wear. She stopped just before the door, looked over her shoulder and winked. Then she did a little wiggle and the dress pooled at her feet, leaving her in just high heels and a tiny thong. She twirled around slowly a few times, giving me a good look, then grabbed the dress and unlocked the door.
"This is a just a sample of what could be yours. Booger is going to go out of his mind when I go out this door in just my panties. I won't talk about anything and his imagination will go wild. By the way, he hates it when you call him Booger. Do you want me to send him in?"
"I don't give a shit what he thinks. I don't need to talk to him, everybody knows exactly where he stands on the ldea. You're too good for him, Jenny. I hope you realize it before it's too late."
.......................................................................
Just as I didn't need to talk to Booger, I didn't need to talk to Will or his wife. They were the ones spark plugging the idea to start with.
I did talk to Jason. He grinned and told me he spent enough years living a rock and roll lifestyle to know what he was getting into, and Annette had lived with a guy that was into swinging, so she was cool with it.
"You really don't think this will ruin friendships?"
"It might. That's why Annette and I decided I would not take a turn with Bonny. I want to be able to look you in the eye."
"I believe you, but in for a penny in for a pound. If I go, Bonny will be fair game and I'll never hold it against you."
He grinned. "Well then, I accept. It will be all right, Grunt, as long as everyone maintains control."
I agreed, wondering how a bunch of naked people with free passes and quantities of alcohol could maintain control.
...............................................................................
There was a late addition. Well, two. Vickie and Rhonda, two of the girls that hung with us when we were younger, were still good friends with Annette. She let it slip one night after a few drinks, and they wanted in. None of us knew it at the time, but they were lesbians and lovers even back then. When they showed up, I asked them if they expected the men to leave them alone.
"God, I hope not! That would defeat the purpose. We're lesbians, honey, but we're not fanatics about it. We enjoy a good hard dick every once in a while. You should remember, you've been with both of us. This will be a lark for us. A few hard dicks, and then back to our lives. We'll use the night to fuel fantasies for years to come. Let us in, baby, we can handle it. Don't tell me you wouldn't like to get your hands on these one more time."
Rhonda had remained thin. Vickie had probably gained thirty pounds, and it all landed in her boobs. They were huge when we were young, now they were wonders of nature. She yanked her top up along with the industrial strength bra she was wearing. They sagged a little, but they had since she was 16. Instead of sagging more, they just seemed to stick out even farther. She had the largest nipples I had ever seen.
They laughed at my expression while Rhonda helped her harness her breasts. She took her own sweet time, tweaking her nipples until they were hard as rocks. That didn't really help with the reharnessing any.
They kissed me on my cheeks and promised a lot more if they were invited.
........................................................................................................
I thought about everything I had discussed with the players for a while. I even did a little research on the internet. Everything I learned depressed me more. Judging by what I'd learned, swingers were less than one per cent of adult couples, and half of them divorced shortly after starting the lifestyle. Those who did it only once fared better, but within three years of it happening, half those couples divorced.
Bonny was extra attentive, but I could tell she was quivering with the possibility we were going forward. Jules wisely held her own counsel.
One night just after we ate dinner I looked at them.
"I'll do it."
There was a collective drawing of breath and Bonny finally asked. "Do what, honey?"
"Swap. One time only, never to be discussed again when we're done. And I'll have conditions."
Bonny threw herself onto my lap followed by Jules. Then they tugged me up.
"Screw the dishes. Come on honey, we're going to give you a little trial run."
END OF PART ONE
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Chapter 1
I smiled as I heard her complaining. She had been accosted by a homeless man, wanting a few dollars for bus fare, and she felt so bad she had given him a five, only to see him go into a Seven Eleven and buy a pack of cigarettes. He came out tapping the pack, looked up, saw her, gave a sheepish grin, and walked down the street.
"Well, damn, Jen, what did you expect?" I asked, tired of her telling the story for the fifth time. "These guys are hustlers, mostly veterans of years of street living. They know how to work people, especially young, gullible women. Most times, anything you give them goes up in smoke, in their arm, or into a bottle. You really think you're helping?"
She gave me that stubborn look I'd come to know. "Yes, I think I'm helping. I have to believe that there's good in people. If I didn't, my world would be a little too grim."
"Like mine, you mean? I'm older than you, honey, seen more of the worst side of life than I hope you ever do in your lifetime. One thing I've learned is that people will sink to the lowest level very easily. Anything could trigger it. PTSD(I had a little knowledge of that), divorce, death of a loved one, bad accident, loss of employment, any traumatic event, the list is pretty long. You want to help these people? Give them directions to the nearest shelter or soup kitchen. If they're vets, send them to the closest VA center. The ones that actually want help will take you up on it, the ones that don't , well they just don't."
Jen was a recent college graduate, working at the entry level at our station, the lowest of the low. She was twenty-three, fresh faced, still viewing the world through innocent lenses. Middle class background, from a loving home, parents still together, with a lot of brothers and sisters. She wanted to make it in the broadcast world, become a star on national television. I didn't want to be the one to burst her bubble, but it took a lot of very hard work and more than a little luck to rise to the top, and a pragmatism she didn't have. The ones I had worked with, and there had been more than a few, were cast iron bitches who would cut the throat of anyone they viewed as a threat or obstacle on their way to the top. There were a few exceptions, and those didn't usually last long.
Me? I was a cameraman/producer. My training came from my Uncle. I was part of the green machine for six years, doing two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan. I wasn't a rear echelon soldier, my job was to go out into the field, film everything as it happened, for training purposes and to cover their ass. It took a long time to learn to go into combat with a camera instead of a rifle, and I got a reputation of hanging in until the last round was fired.
The group I was with got into a pretty hot firefight three months before I was to rotate out of Iraq. It was a clever ambush, we were outgunned and outnumbered and it was really iffy for awhile. I filmed until it got too hot, then picked up an M4. I was completely out of rounds by the time help arrived, and was hand to hand with a pretty determined enemy. He shot me, not a major wound, before pulling his knife. A tactical mistake, his AK actually had a bayonet. He did manage to cut me long and deep, three times from my chest to just above my groin, before I clubbed him to death with the butt of my weapon. I refused to leave the field until I retrieved my camera. I got a purple heart, a bronze star, a trip to Ramstein for treatment, and was shipped home for a year.
Then they sent me to Afghanistan, with a plum assignment. I was attached to a Colonel, to film progress being made rebuilding schools and hospitals. My commander was a pretty no nonsense type a guy, and when he found that for every dollar in aid our government gave them for these projects, only about twenty cents actually went to building and repair, he was pretty pissed. The rest was taken as fees by the government and local tribal leaders. When he filed a report, the powers that be in the country ordered him to cease and desist.
The Colonel was actually retired but they called him back for this project. One night we found ourselves alone, and he casually asked if I still had friends among the network people I had worked with on occasion, someone who could be depended on to hold a confidence. I did, and soon one of the field producers bought some papers from a local, and blew the whistle on the corruption prevalent in the new regime. Popular theory was the local had stolen it while we were in transit from one village to another. Of course everyone knew what happened, but they couldn't prove anything. The did send the Colonel back into retirement, publically praising him for discovering the corruption, but not before we were ambushed. We were supposed to be well behind the combat line. It was blamed on the Taliban, but I recognized some of the bodies as workers for the corrupt contractor that lost his business. I got a couple more tin pieces to embellish my tunic, as did our driver, a woman who had never seen combat but was incredibly cool under duress, and a wickedly accurate shot. Between us we got everyone out of the vehicles and treated the wounded as best we could. The colonel was a tough old bird, firing his sidearm and cursing our attackers as I treated his leg. He got a limp for the rest of his life, and a triumphant return when he got stateside.
I was rotated home and spent the rest of my time editing footage from the fronts. Some pieces were released to the public, other footage used for training and analysis. They didn't try very hard to get me to reenlist, and I was hired by a major network the day after I mustered out.
It paid well, and they sent me all over the world for another three years, usually war torn countries where the dangers were very real. I got shot in some hellhole African country, and when I recovered I told my bosses my war days were behind me. They grumbled, but sent me home. I settled here, at a station that didn't serve a large market. The pay wasn't the best, but the atmosphere appealed to me. And when it came down to it, I was pretty good at getting everything I could out of any assignment, and the piece often went in directions the station never saw coming. I even won two regional Emmys, which led to more offers from the networks. Not a chance.
My lifestyle didn't allow me much of a love life, so at thirty one I was still single. I dated, had sex pretty often, but found no one that held my attention for more than a month. I was beginning to think bachelorhood would be permanent.
Jen had that attractive mixed race thing going. Her father was half white and half Korean and her mother was Hispanic. The races mixed really well, she had flawless light brown skin, a riot of jet black curls that stopped just above her shoulders, and almost almond shaped eyes. She could shake her head and it would take almost a minute before her curls stopped quaking. Everybody from the interns to the evening anchor took a run at her, and she turned them down to a man. And in a couple of cases, to a woman. I was the only one who didn't pursue her, so naturally she wanted to know why.
"You're attractive beyond words, Jen, but you're twenty-three and on your way up, if you work hard and get lucky. I'm thirty-one, and exactly where I want to be right now. It would be cruel for us to get together, then have you move up or find someone who knocks you off your feet. Best we stay friends."
Chapter 2
I worked a lot of weekends because I was single and didn't mind, letting the married guys be home with their families. Jen worked mostly weekends, stuck in what I called the "Weekend Ghetto". I once pointed out to the station manager that the entire Saturday lineup was all female and completely minorities. He nearly had a heart attack, thinking of the possible lawsuits, and scrambled to get white males in for Sunday. After he chewed the weekend producer a new anal orifice, a better balance was achieved, and Jen got to do a few things during the week.
If there was any hint of possible confrontation, I was the automatic producer/cameraman of choice, especially if the reporter was female, because of my military background and physical size. There had been a few incidents in the past, once during a protest sparked by an interracial shooting that turned into a small riot, another at a demostration over illegal immigration, and the most intense came while we did a field interview with a group of vets who were having trouble receiving benefits in a timely manner.
A bunch of them were suffering from PTSD, and were already dancing on the edge. One guy lost it, and got into Jen's face. I stepped from behind the tripod and got between them. "Chill, brother. How much help you think you'd get in jail? She has no idea what you went through, and believe it or not, we're trying to help."
My size and the way I held myself seemed to calm him. "You were there?"
I sighed. "Yeah, I was there. Iraq and Afghanistan. Sucked both times."
The man lost it, and fell sobbing into my arms. "Sorry, man. Ma'am, I didn't meant to scare you. I lost my job because of my PTSD. We couldn't afford the mortgage, and lost the house. My wife left, took my kid, because she was afraid to be around me. Sadly, it was the right thing for her to do. I'm living on the street now, got nowhere else to go."
Another of the protestors snorted. "Suck it up, you pussy. He can say anything. He don't know shit."
I kind of zoned out. The guy I was holding stepped back and the other protestor flinched when he saw my face. I had a nice button up shirt and I yanked it apart, the buttons flying everywhere, the three scars evident on my chest and stomach. "I was there, asshole, got the scars and the ribbons to prove it. Now stand down and let us try to help you."
"How?"
That stopped me. How, indeed. Jen stepped in. "By telling everyone your story. How you're suffering while your country neglects you. I admit it's not much, but it's a start."
By now I had a full head of steam. "She's right. There's not much we can do. But we can talk, keep it to the forefront."
I paused, thinking. "The whole thing disgusts me. We let politicians give porkbarell deals to defense contractors, pour billions into the countires we tried to defend, knowing as it happened very little would go to help the people, the rest going straight into the pockets of every crooked politician and contractor involved. Hell, our government does things like give hundreds of millions to Brazillian cotton farmers just so they can compete with us in world markets, and give the VA small change. Men and women who served suffer and die every day because our politicians won't get off their ass and do the right thing.
I noticed then that Jen was behind the camera. They all had a little training so they could do live remotes without having to tie up anyone else, so she knew what to do. I looked straight into the lens.
"Mr. President, members of Congress, what the hell is wrong with you? Scenes like this play out every day all across the country and you sit on your asses. How many of your sons and daughters would you let suffer before you stepped up? Breaking News, they're all your sons and daughters! You guys need to fix this, you hear me? You need to fix it right now, today. Stop worrying about which golf course you're going to shut down to play a round or two, the five thousand dollar a plate dinners, or where you're vacationing on a defense contractor's dime, AND DO YOUR DAMN JOB!"
I knew this would never see the airways, but damn, did it fell good to say it!
Chapter 3
I was wrong. You get the inexperienced on the weekends, management figuring if they screwed up it would be less noticeable and more easily fixed. The guy at the station was so shocked he just let it stream, so the whole thing hit the airwaves, live. What was supposed to be a three minute segment turned into a twelve minute manifesto.
Jen and I knew nothing of this, and Jen insisted she get a hug from every one of the protestors. Many were crying when they did it, thanking us for our effort. I filmed the whole thing, thinking she might want it for a keepsake. I got my share of hugs and handshakes, as well as heartfelt thanks. I just wished what I had done would help.
As soon as we packed up Jen dragged me into a shop and bought me a new tee shirt. She was really quiet when she looked at my scars. Always the reporter, she asked questions on the trip back to the station.
"So, you're a vet? How come no one knew?"
"I don't like to talk about it much. Too many painful memories. You can read all you want about war, but until you're in that situation, people trying to kill you, friends dying in front of you or in your arms, getting shot yourself, you have no clue. I got tired of trying to explain it, and just stopped talking about it."
"But you were a cameraman! Are you saying you carried a camera instead of a gun into combat situations?"
I shrugged. "It was my job. And I wasn't exactly naked, I had my sidearm, and if it got really hairy there was always a rifle around I could pick up. Can we stop talking about it now?"
She looked at me with tears in her eyes, nodded, and held my hand the rest of the way back to the station. I let her. We walked into the station to clapping and cheers. I wondered what was up until the weekend manager shook my hand. "Guess you guys told them, huh?"
It hit me then they had watched the whole thing. "Thanks. Too bad it will never see the light of day."
"But it did! Jason was so mesmerized he let it stream, and I didn't try to stop him! Of course, we'll probably be unemployed Monday, but to me, it was worth it." He loosened his tie, unbottoned his shirt and pulled a sleeve down, and showed his tattoo. Rangers. I always felt like he was military, the way he walked, the way he reacted to situations, were trained responses you could only get one way. "Three tours," he said, buttoning his shirt.
I didn't need to show him mine. He'd already seen the scars. A thought hit me. "Try to keep Jen out of it. She had no idea about what was going to happen."
He assured me he would try, but could make no promises
None of us could anticipate what happened. CBS, our affliate, got wind of the segment and featured it on their show Sunday Morning the next week. By Monday every network and most cable news stations were airing it, and all had links to websites where they could view the whole thing, down to Jen's hugs. Youtube played it, and it got five million views in three months.
Surprisingly, there were a lot of vets at the station, and they all rallied behind us. We even did a PSA together, showing us in uniform and how we looked now, pleading for the government to help speed VA services up. All the other local stations ran the same PSA with their own people, and soon stations nationwide ran the same message. The last picture was of me, in full dress uniform, the service ribbons and medals on full display. Two purple hearts, a bronze star, and a silver star with oak leaves. All from actions I wouldn't discuss. The other veterans told Jen what they meant. She asked me later if I was a hero.
"No. I was just a scared kid doing what I thought was necessary to get us all out of bad situations. I honestly don't remember a lot of it, and never really understood the fuss."
Upper management chewed the whole weekend crew out, but did nothing else. The publicity we were generating shot us to the number one spot locally for the first time in years. They were looking for ways to hold on, and one of the first things they did was make Jen and I a permanent team.
Of course, a lot of our work was following up on the story, so we interviewed VA officials, local politicians, our federal representatives. We even requested an interview with the President, but that went nowhere fast. It was an election year, and they all treated us like we were radioactive. I don't know if it was my influence, or if Jen was maturing, but she didn't hesitate to ask the hard questions. We interviewed a local Congressman, and after the standard platitudes and cliches, she hit him with the hard one.
"I'd like to request an interview six months from now, so we can review progress made and discuss what you have done personally to make things change. I'm sure your constituents would love to hear how hard you've worked for them."
The man turned bright red, stuttering, before he composed himself and told her to call his office to set up a time. Jen shrugged.
"Fine. But if we don't hear from you, if you don't give us an interview, we'll do a 'report card' segment on the sidewalk in front of your office and review you actions and progress. I'm sure your supporters will be very interested."
He called the station, raising hell, saying he would give interviews, just never with us again. I would have loved to have seen his face when the manager replied. "You're choice, Jack. But everyone else she's interviewed has already agreed, and if you don't, Jen and Dean will do a remote from your office steps like they said, laying out everything you have or haven't done. We'll even give you airtime for a rebuttal. Think about it."
Chapter 4
Because we were together so much we learned a lot more about each other. I was an only child, and my parents were killed in a car accident when I was on my second tour. I had one grandmother left. Jen came from a large family, five siblings, three sisters and two brothers. She was the second oldest, and her two youngest sisters were in middle school. Family was important to her, and she didn't get to visit as much as she wanted to. When I asked why she said she couldn't afford it.
Her contract was almost up by then. I talked to the powers that be, telling them I expected to see her pay go up substantially. They balked until I reminded them my contract was running out as well, and we were being courted by stations all over the country, together and seperately. "We make a good team, so if she goes, so do I. Think about it."
Jen was over the moon when they offered more money. I think I hurt her feelings when I laughed. "Tell them no. Tell them you deserve at least what I make, maybe more. After all, you're the rising star. I'm just your sidekick. I haven't told you, but I've heard from people at other stations, here and across the country. They're interested in us as a package. Bring that up in conversation and see what management says."
In the end, she didn't get what I was making, but still got an almost thirty-five per cent raise. She was really happy, for about a week.
We were coming back from a piece on women's rights. She was quiet, withdrawn, and had been for several days. "What's going on, Jen?"
She roused herself, looking confused. "What?"
"You've been...off, for several days now. You've got something heavy weighing on you. Want to share? Maybe I can help."
I knew she shared a large apartment with two friends, the sweet Lindsey and the insufferable Jasmine. I'd met both when Jen brought them in for a tour of the station, even got them seats for the midday talk show. She was dead on in her assessments, Lindsey was inpressed by everything while Jasmine seemed bored out of her mind. She only perked up when Jen was telling them what network anchors made.
"What do you make, Dean?"
"Enough. What do you do, Jasmine?"
"I'm the Personal Assistant to Mr. James Moody, CEO of Blanche Industries."
She said it with pride, like I was supposed to know who that was. I had no idea, and decided to ruffle her feathers a little. "A Personal Assistant? Is that like a glorified secretary?"
She flamed red, and Lindsey couldn't help herself, giggling at her reaction. "I assure you, it's much more than that, and the pay is much better. Plus, I get to meet and socialize with very important people."



Jasmine waited for me to make appropriate approving noises. "Socialize? You don't have regular business hours? How much time do you put in a week, does it average out to a decent wage? I'm glad you like it. Sounds like an interesting life, though. Maybe Jen and I should do a piece on you, show how hard work and dedication sometimes pay off. I'm sure your boss would love the publicity."
The woman frowned. "I don't think that's a good idea. Mr. Moody is a very private person." A CEO that doesn't like free publicity? Something smelled, and I dropped the whole conversation.
Back to the present, and Jen was sniffling a little. "Jasmine is moving out! Seems her boss wants her in a private apartment, so she can be available more quickly. He's even paying for it. Even with my raise, Linds and I can't afford to stay. She dropped the bomb three weeks before the lease runs out, and was gone the next day. We've been scrambling, but can't find anything decent. We've got two weeks before we're homeless."
I felt bad for her. I'd never had to struggle for housing. I lived at home until I enlisted, then Uncle Sam housed me, and with the insurance money from my parents I could afford just about anything. I got out just as the economy was starting to rebound, so I decided to buy. I looked at several new homes, and thought about building, but I just couldn't find anything that suited me.
Finding my home proved to be easier than I thought. Cutting through an area of town I'd never explored on the way to an assignment, I was impressed with the large lots and the stately old houses. One house, the "For Sale" sign looking slightly faded, caught my eye.
That's when I saw her. My house. Two stories, large lot, three bay detached garage. It had obviously been empty for quite a while, and the sign out front had a 'reduced' banner across the front. Four days later I met the realtor and she took me on a tour. Six bedrooms, three baths, updated kitchen, high ceilings, all original woodwork. 4200 square feet of faded elegance. She was almost a hundred years old, but had been well cared for and had been updated over the years. The garage was well maintained, and there was a two bedroom apartment up top, the servant's quarters at one time most likely. It could stand an update, but was useable. I let the realtor drone on until I made my decision.
"How much?"
"Pardon?"
"How much do the owners want?"
"Well, they started out at 750, but with the ecomony they reduced it to six, a really good deal. It would be an excellent investment."
I knew the woman looked at my age and appearance and thought she was wasting her time. Shocking her, I made an offer. I decide 500,000 would be my limit, so I started low.
"Tell the owners I'll give them 420 as is. And tell them I'll be paying cash, we don't need to do anymore paperwork."
The woman was obviously flustered. "They won't accept that! It's almost half what it's worth!"
I shrugged. "It's more than they have now. I did a little research. This place has been on the market for two years, and this is the first offer made. Talk to them, and get back to me."
I figured she would get back with a counter offer, and you could have knocked me over with a feather when she called and told me they had accepted my offer. "You're stealing this," she grumbled when we met at the lawyer's office.
"You mean I'm stealing a large chunk of your commision. Tell me, how many other homes have you sold lately with this kind of price tag?"
She ccouldn't help but grin. "None. This commision will go a long way towards our own dream house. I won't say it's been a pleasure, but it has been interesting. Congratulations, enjoy your new home."
I spent another forty thousand fixing odds and ends. When the remodelers were done, I got a cleaning service to go over the whole house, even the apartment. The place gleamed when they were done, and I signed a deal for a quarterly visit. Uncle had taught me how to clean, and I only used four rooms., so it was enough.
Deciding her name was Miss Agnes, when the weather changed and she groaned a little, I would talk to her. I know, a little crazy, but I lived alone, so it didn't matter. "Buck up, old girl. You might be old, and be high maintenance, but you're beautiful, and worth every dime." I found some old pictures in the attic, and one woman stood out. Doing a little research, I found out she and her husband were the original owners, and the place was mostly built with her money. When I found out her name was Agnes, a chill went up my spine. I hung the picture in the hall, so she could watch over the place.
I just grinned at Jen, and asked her if she'd like to meet Miss Agnes.
Chapter 5
They came out Saturday, and spent almost an hour wandering around the house and grounds. I showed them the apartment and asked if they thought they could stand living in the suburbs.
"How much?"
I grinned at Lindsey. "How much are you paying now?"
"Eight hundred apiece."
It must have been a really nice apartment. "Well, we'll see what we can do. I'm thinking fifty a week, but there's a catch. I hope both of you can cook, because part of the deal is one homecooked meal from each of you per week, and I furnish the food. And you can each have a space in the garage, just don't bother the other bay. Deal?"
They stared, they stuttered. "Fifty isn't fair, Dean! We don't want to take..."
"All right. You drive a hard bargain. Twenty-five then. And we'll sign a one year lease, just so you can be comfortable with the deal." Suddenly I had two hands full of crying women, and we stayed locked up for a long time, before they finally calmed down and let me go. They spent the rest of the day cleaning the apartment, borrowed my truck(and me) to move the furniture they wanted to keep. They were firmly in place before the weekend was out. I had one more condition they had to agree to before I gave them the keys.
"Do not tell anyone this is my house. I like privacy, and I don't care to have to discuss how I came to own such a big place. Understood?" They agreed.
It was an adjustment. I took them on a tour of my house, and introduced them to Miss Agnes. "She's watching, and she can be cranky. Best not upset her." They both looked at me funny, but after that, every time they came over, they greeted her, and told her goodbye when they left. I rarely went up into the attic, but one day I went to check on the heat ducts, and saw it. Her wedding album. I could swear it wasn't there the last time I was up. Agnes was a knockout when she was young. Before I knew it, I was talking.
"Gee Agnes, you were hot! I bet your husband was the envy of every male in town." I felt a soft sigh go through the attic. Wind, most likely. A box fell off a shelf. I picked it up and opened it. Love letters from each other while he served in WW1. A picture of him in his uniform. His medals. One of her with their first child. Her letters were lyrical, and downright erotic for the time. I grinned.
"Agnes, Agnes, I bet these warmed up the trenches he was in." The attic got a little warmer, and I remembered why I was up there, to check the ducts. I went to set the box down when I saw a smaller box in the bottom. I knew what it was as soon as I touched it.
"Oh no, Agnes, this is too personal."
I couldn't help it though, and looked. A wedding set, her band, his band, and what could only be described as a rock for an engagement ring. They had to be worth a lot of money. I fingered the rings, remembering my research. They had been married for fifty-six years, and died within days of each other. Wishing I could find a love that enduring, I carefully placed the box back on the shelf.
Chapter 6
Turns out Jen was a very good cook. "Mom, Dad, six kids. I was the oldest girl, so I learned. It wasn't a gender thing, Mom made all of us learn, and we each had a specialty. Mine was fried chicken, pan gravy, mashed potatoes, green beans, and fresh biscuits. Allie made spaghetti and meatballs, Joe was a grillmaster. We all were proud of our dishes." Her fried chicken was really outstanding. We had it about every two weeks.
Lindsey was a blue eyed blond with a bubbly personality, a real piece of eye candy. They made quite a pair and quite a contrast at the same time. She couldn't cook as well as we thought. We suffered through three hot dog and hamburger meals before we started teaching her. Then she signed up for a cooking class featuring Mexican dishes, and our variety improved quite a bit.
So my home life improved dramatically. It was kind of interesting when we had dates over, they all had a hard time with our living arrangement, but after they learned they adjusted. If one had company, the other stayed absent. Jen even stayed in the house a few times to give Lindsey some privacy. We both consoled her when her relationships tanked. For some reason Jen never brought anyone home, although she did stay elsewhere every once in a while.
Six months went by and we did a followup to our VA story. Our Congressman failed miserably, and denied an interview. We did our remote on his office steps, giving him a public F for his efforts. He did not win his re-elction bid. His replacement was from the other party, and a vet, so he jumped in, making it his personal cause, working both parties relentlessly. He made friends and he made enemies, but he got stuff done.
We did other stories, some fluff, some serious. Jen came up with a thing where we did the interviews together, tag teaming our subjects. Politicians and corporate types hated us, the average person loved us.
We started a side project, purely by accident, that changed the direction of our lives forever.
We'd done an Art Crawl, going from location to location doing clips. It had gotten dark, and the neighborhood we were in was right on the fringes of the event, a not so nice place to be after the sun went down. Jen decided to take a shortcut, to get back to the station earlier. She thought that because she was with me, she was bulletproof. It bothered me, it's one thing to intimidate a crooked salesman or corrupt politician, another to face down a junkie stoned out of his mind, or gang members on their home turf.
A large man loomed out of the darkness, a street person by his looks. He didn't see me at first and accosted Jen. "Hey lady, got a couple bucks for someone down and out?"
He was using his size to intimidate, but Jen knew I was right behind her, and it made her brave. "What's in it for me?"
The man was obviously confused. "Huh?"
"I said what's in it for me. What do I get for my money?"
By now he had seen me and was backing off. Jen was right on top of him. "Tell you what, I've got a five here. It's yours if you sing me a song."
"Lady, I don't know any songs."
"Bullshit! Everybody has a song, one that means something to them. Sing me one verse and the money is yours."
He stood for a minute, thinking. Then, in a surprisingly strong baritone, he began singing.
"The itsy bitsy spider went up the waterspout.
Along came the rain and washed the spider out."
He sang it all, as tears started flowing down his cheeks. "My mother used to sing that to me. I hadn't thought of her in years."
Jen was absolutely mesmerized. I turned my camera back on. "I'll give you another twenty if you'll sing it again, and let me film it."
He went through it again, tears coming once more, choking up in spots. "What's your name, brother?" I asked as I handed him the money.
"Nobody uses their real name on the street," he said. Pulling on his shoulder length hair and long beard, grinning. "Out here, I'm Shaggy. Thanks for the money." We watched as he walked into a burger joint. At least some of it didn't go to booze.
She was quiet on the way back to the station, even quieter on the ride home. Instead of going into her apartment, she followed me in and made us tea without asking. Once we had the Earl Grey on the coffee table, she started talking.
"My uncle was a street person. Everyone in the family was ashamed of him, and cut him out of their lives. All but Mom and Dad. They'd find him, bring him home, clean him up, give him some clothes, feed him a couple of good meals, then he would disappear again. They really tried to get him help, but he wouldn't accept it. We were in a cold snap, twenties during the day, almost zero at night. Mom had bought him a really thick coat and given it to him. We found out later he sold it for alcohol. They found him frozen to death in a cardboard box under an overpass. My folks had to pay for the funeral, no one else in the family wanted to help. Most didn't even come. I remembered him from when I was little, when he was a normal person, how he swung me around until I was dizzy and giggling. What a waste of life!"
She was sobbing quietly, so I cuddled her, letting her soak my shirt. She got really quiet, and I realized she was asleep. I slid out, placing her gently on the couch. I was going to wake her up and send her home, but she looked so peaceful I left her, taking off her sneakers and covering her with a blanket, lifting her head gently to slide a pillow under her. Unable to stop myself, I kissed her cheek, amazed at how soft and warm her skin was. I ruffled her hair, whispering.
"Watch over her Miss Agnes. She's really special." I felt something brush my cheek, the air conditioner kicking on no doubt, and went to bed.
Chapter 7
We won a regional Emmy for our series on veterans. It was a big deal for the station, and we were ordered to attend. Jen was very excited, proud of our work. I didn't tell her, but I already had four, from my time with the network. They were in a box somewhere.
I came home the night before the ceremony and found it full. Seems her parents and most of her siblings had decided to surprise her by coming up to celebrate her success. There were two girls, early teens by their looks, splashing around in the enormous above ground pool I had installed, and an older looking boy working with my gas grill. Something smelled great.
There was a very attractive Hispanic woman sitting at the kitchen table when I walked in, drinking coffee. A slender man sat across from her, his black hair edged with grey. I knew instantly who they were. Jen's parents, and looking at her mother, I realized Jen would still be a hottie as she aged. Her mother was in her late forties, still slender, still sexy, she looked like she might be in her late thirties. In no way did she look like she'd given birth to six children. She grinned when she saw me.
"Hi, you must be Dean. Jen insisted we wait to meet you, but well, we couldn't help ourselves. The girls had packed their suits for the motel pool, so they changed and jumped right in. I cuaght our son Joe drooling as he looked over your outdoor kitchen. Lindsey said it would be okay, so we bought some ribs, chicken, and steaks. They should be done in another hour or so."
Jen showed up just then looking scared to death. She had to stay late for a meeting, so she had driven herself that day. She pushed me into the living room before I could speak, babbling and apologizing. I held her for a minute. It always seemed to calm her down.
"Easy, Jen. Slow down. It's okay, really. Now, what do you need to tell me?"
"It's not my fault! I didn't know they were coming! They just showed up, and Lindsey let them in, telling them to get comfortable. The girls were already in the pool and Joe was on the grill when she called. I couldn't tell them no. Please don't be mad."
"Calm down, honey. It'll be just fine. Now, why don't you get me introduced to everyone."
She went quiet instantly, a strange look on her face, It wasn't until I was almost asleep that night before I remembered I called her honey. I hope she wasn't angry.
I met them all. Her oldest brother Roy, a year older than her. Her brother Joe, a junior in high school, and the twin girls, fourteen, Anne and Sandy. One of their siblings couldn't make the trip, but Mom(she insisted I call her that)showed me pictures and assured me I would meet her later. As the night wore on, I noticed Jen tended to cling to me, giving me little touches now and then. I looked at her and she mouthed "later" to me, so I let her keep it up. After a tremendous meal and a fun evening, we got everyone bedded down. They had intended to find a motel, but I shot that down pretty quick.
"Why would you do that? I have bedrooms that haven't been used since I bought the house. You're more than welcome to stay."
When they all were down for the night, I expected Jen to leave, but that didn't happen. Around midnight I asked her if she didn't need to rest for our big night. She went about eight shades of red and confessed. "Dean, I...um...I..."
"I'm tired Jen. Spit it out."
It came out in a rush. "I, uh, kind of told them that we were living together. I'm sorry, but it happened when Mom and Dad were getting on me for not finding anybody, and I told them I was already sharing your address. I just didn't tell them I was living in the apartment above your garage. They assumed we were together, so I let them. I had no idea they would just show up out of the blue."
"What does that have to do with sleeping? Tell them tomorrow, I'm sure they will understand."
"Please, Dean, Please. Let me stay the night, and pretend we're together until they leave. I'll give it a couple of weeks and then tell them we broke up."
"Where would you sleep?"
"In your bed. I'll behave, I promise. Just one night, Dean. Please."
She collapsed into my chest sobbing. I couldn't help it, I was always a sucker for crying women. I rubbed her hair, patted her back. "Stop crying, honey. Go to your place and get your sleepwear and a change of clothes. One night! And no hanky panky!"
She stopped crying and giggled. "Hanky panky? What grown man says hanky panky?"
"This one," I growled, before swatting her butt lightly. "Go get your stuff."
She shot out the door giggling again, rubbing her bottom. I took advantage of her absence and took a shower, putting on a tee and some lightweight sweat pants. She went straight into the bathroom when she came back, and I could hear her singing in the shower. She had never been in my bedroom or master bath, so she had never seen my custom shower. Six heads, including a fourteen inch rainshower head, all adjustable in power and pulse. I had drifted off by the time she came out, and she shook me awake. "You're in the middle of the bed, honey. Move over. You want the right or the left?"
I slid sleepily to the left side, and she eased in, careful not to touch me. We were both worn out, so sleep came quickly. I woke up a couple hours later to find her half draped over me, her hair obscuring her face as it rested on my chest. She seemed really comfortable, so I ran my hand through her curls until I drifted back off. When we woke, she had spooned to me, and I had my arms wrapped around her, one hand on her soft(and bare)tummy the other tangled up in her hair. Seems I really have a thing for her hair. I had my morning erection, and she was pushing back in her sleep. It felt very, very good, so I lay there enjoying it. When she was awake enough to realize what she was doing, she let out a little cry and jumped out of bed.
I didn't see what she was wearing last night, but I really appreciated it now. Sleep shorts that were so skimpy they almost qualified as panties, and a camisole held up by spaghetti straps that weren't really doing their job. One breast was bare almost to her nipple. She looked down, gave a little squeak, and pulled a short robe on, leaving quite a bit of leg for me to enjoy. It was funny to see her creamy skin glow from embarrassment.
"Morning, honey. Sleep well?"
Before she could answer her mother knocked. "Up, up, lovebirds. Time to face the day. Breakfast is ready, so hustle, before it disappears."



Jen ran into the bathroom, dressing in shorts and a nice top, doing her hair. I changed in the bedroom, jeans and a comfortable tee, and she dragged me out, a death grip on my hand.
"Sleep well?"
I grinned at her mom. "Not really. Princess here was firmly convince there was a pea under the mattress. She wiggled all night, keeping me up."
Her father grinned, catching the innuendo. Jen seemed to have a permanent blush this morning. Lindsey had joined us, and she spun tales of how in love we were, while I held Jen's hand and gave her little public display of affections, even patting her bottom in front of her mother. I thought she might melt through the floor any minute.
When afternoon came, everyone hit the pool. I have to say I enjoyed Jen and Lindsey in their cute little bikinis, and Mom really rocked the one piece she had. Everyone was in the pool but me and they noticed.
"Come in, Dean. It is your pool, after all." Her mother was grinning as she said it. "Show us what Jen's been going on about these last few months."
I looked daggers at Jen and she blushed, then tried to come to my aid. "Leave him alone, Mom. He'll come in if he wants."
The twins joined in, wanting to see the 'hunk' that Jen was always bragging about. Finally I stood, and slid my tee off.
Conversation stopped. My main scar had healed, but would remain an ugly red the rest of my life. My two minor cuts and the bullet hole were just tiny white lines and a dot. Her father stood up and shook my hand, then slid his shorts up a little, showing two holes in his thigh that looked the same as mine. Bullet holes.
"I was in the first Iraq war, called up reserves, and forgot to duck. Nothing like you, though."
I held his arm. "Exactly like me, sir. You fought for your country and got wounded, same as me. Never downplay your service. Never."
He blushed and nodded. His wife and girls were looking at him like it was the first time they had ever seen him. Then we were both smothered by crying women. Him with his wife and young daughters, me with Lindsey and Jen.
Jen kept saying she was sorry, because she knew I didn't like people to see my scars. I kissed them both, telling them it was all right, and jumped into the pool, taking both with me. They shreiked, and her dad followed suit, pushing her mother, and soon everyone was in the pool, having a good time.
They ended up staying an extra day, so I had my little bed buddy for another night. Jen gave her a tour of 'our' bedroom, and I noticed things, little knickknacks and pictures, that hadn't been there before. When they saw the large shower, her little sisters begged to use it, so I got evicted from my bedroom while the girls, Jen, Lindsey, and Mom, stress tested my on demand water heater. I spent quality time with her Dad and brothers. We all had a few beers, except for the youngest, and talked about all sorts of things. Right in the middle, Dad asked me about our relationship.
"How old are you?" I was thirty-one, Jen had turned twenty-four.
"You're not going to hurt my baby, are you Dean?"
I looked him in the eye and told the truth. "I'd rather die than hurt her. She is really something special, and I'm not the only one who can see it. Jen could go far in this business, if she gets a few breaks and keeps a level head. On a personal level, being around her is like having a warm sunny day, after a week of cold rain. She has a natural ability to bring out the best in everyone, and make us all want to be worthy of being in her sphere."
He gazed at me for a minute before nodding. "Good enough. I hold you to your word, Dean."
We didn't know it, but the women heard every word, and the kiss Jen gave me while her family watched had nothing to do with friendship. There was a defiant little smirk on her face when she pulled back.
Chapter 8
An odd thing about buying a property as is. You not only got the property, you owned everything that was left behind. I looked into the garage, of course, but it was full of what I thought was junk, so I left it alone for almost a year. Then I bought a motorcycle, and decided I was going to at least clean one bay so I could keep it out of the rain. It was after I had hauled four loads of trash away in my truck before things got interesting.
It was large, and covered with three layers of very old plastic, so old it split when I tried to remove it. Under the plastic was an antique sideboard, looking almost new. I regognized it instantly. My mother was a fanatic about antiques, and searched and bargained over the years until her dining room looked like it came right out of the roaring twenties. She had an oak table with two leaves big enough to seat twelve when fully extended, and twelve chairs to go with it. The china cabinet matched, sturdy oak with panes of glass so old they had a few wavy lines in them. All she needed for a complete set was the sideboard, and she was still trying to locate one when she died. They were sitting in my dining room now. This was the missing piece.
When I tried to pull it out to better inspect it, it wouldn't budge. I opened the top drawer and found it full of silverwear, and I mean a full silver service. The bottom drawer held serving bowls, gravy boats, ladles, that sort of thing. The two doors held a complete service for eight, matching the bowls. A fine floral pattern, they had to be worth a fortune. I got a few boxes, padded them with blankets, and layered them in, moving them slowly into the dining room. The sideboard was still heavy, and I had to wait for the girls to get home from shopping to help me. It took both to carry one end.
They immediately took over, cleaning the sideboard carefully, until the finish matched the rest of the pieces. They they gently cleaned the service and polished the silver. They also looked everything up, and the whole package was worth over nine thousand. I had to threaten to evict them to keep them quiet.
I got the bay cleaned out and got my motorcycle inside. Lindsey was almost quivering to help empty the other two bays, and Jen matched her enthusiasm. Jen and I had a rare Saturday off coming up, so we set that as a target. I woke to the smell of bacon and looked at the clock. 5:30! It was still dark outside. I stumbled into the kitchen to see both girls wearing old jeans, ratty tee shirts, their hair covered with bandanas. Both had work gloves hanging out of a back pocket.
I got good morning hugs and they practically rammed the food down my throat, they were in that much of a hurry. I opened the door to the second bay and gave them a lecture. "We are not going to hurry! Go gently. It might be nothing but junk. If there is something valuable in here, we don't want to ruin it by being impatient. Understand?" They nodded and promised.
We may as well have used a bulldozer for the first two thirds. Nothing but junk. Then it got interesting. Lindsey found a small vanity, marble topped, with matching chair, under a tarp. We slid them to the door gently, to get a better look. It was in very good condition, the mirror still intact. It had two drawers and I let them each open one. Lindsey went first, gently pulling it out. Inside was a matched set of brushes and combs, silver with ivory inlays, that looked brand new. The handles were embossed with initials, A J M, in flowery script. I knew instantly they belonged to Agnes. Her full name was Agnes Jane Merchant. I knew from one of their letters that her husband had sent them to her while he was still in service, and that they were Italian. There was also twelve assorted hat pins, tipped in ivory and stones. I knew we would be looking them up soon.
When we fully exhausted that drawer, Jen eased hers open. She pulled out a small jewelry box, frustrated because it was locked. I shined my light into the drawer, and there lay the key. I gave it to Jen, and her hands shook so bad it took four tries before she got it open. Both girls stared, wide eyed and speechless. A string of pearls. An elaborate broach, made of what I later discovered to be garnet. Pearl, ruby, and emerald rings, a garnet ring to march the broach, a diamond pendant on a fine gold chain, another necklace made of garnet beads. That was just what was in the top drawer.
She slid the second open, and both gasped. Two matching bracelets, gold and encrusted with small diamonds in twin rows. Tennis bracelets, I think they're called. They were very substantial and had to be worth a fortune. There were a few more slender bracelets, but if you had asked us a week later, we couldn't have told you what they were. I watched them, the hunger plain in their eyes. "Stay right here," I ordered, walking into the house and heading for the attic.
I kind of felt foolish, but I knew in my heart Agnes could hear me. "Agnes, I want to ask a favor. Would it offend you if I gave the girls a bracelet apiece? I know they would treasure them. They're good girls, Agnes. They work hard, don't complain, try to better themselves, are kind and loving to their friends and family. Both came from modest backgrounds, and could truly appreciate how special they are. Do I have your blessing?"
I stood for a second, and watched, stunned, as a couple of photos floated down from the rafters. The first was Agnes and her younger sister Elizabeth, standing in front of a Christmas tree, holding up their wrists, so you could see the bracelets. The other wasn't actually a photo, it was a receipt, noting the cost for the engraving inside the rings. "Sisters Forever". I realized two things then, that Agnes could really hear me and was watching over the house, and that she approved of my idea.
I walked back out to the garage. "Girls, I just talked it over with Agnes, and she says the bracelets belong to you. All she asks is that you read the inscriptions inside and honor them, and that you treasure them, and only way you ever turn them loose is when you give them to your firstborn daughters. Will you agree to her terms?"
First they were silent. When they tried to talk, all that came out were sobs. They had just calmed down when I showed them the inscriptions, and then they started again. No more work got done that day.
Sunday morning they had calmed down and surprised me, trying to give them back. "Don't you like them?"
"We love them, Dean. That's not the point. The point is we looked them up last night, and got a pretty accurate guess on what they would cost if we had to buy them. Never in our lifetime could we ever own something like that unless we married really, really well. You need to save these, pass on to your family." Linds was sniffling, holding out the bracelet like it weighed a ton. I looked at Jen.
"You feel the same?" She nodded, unable to talk.
"Well then, I guess that's settled then. You're right, the bracelets should stay in the family. That's presisely why Miss Agnes and I decided you should have them. I don't have a family, my only living relative is a grandmother that lives in another state. I love the old girl, but if I gave her something like this fights would break out as soon as she passed, and I couldn't deal with that. Since you obviously don't understand, I guess I need to get crayons and draw you a picture. First though, I have to talk to Miss Agnes."
They followed me into the hall and up to the portrait. I didn't recall her ever looking so haughty. "Miss Agnes, I'm afraid I have some bad news. The gift you gave in a loving gesture is being returned. I guess they really didn't deserve them after all." I paused, for dramatic effect, while the girls hung on every word. I pretended to listen, and sighed. "You're right, but then you always are. If you insist. I'll try one more time."
I walked into the living room, and sat on the couch. They seemed afraid as they gingerly sat beside me. "Girls, It seems you are a disappointment to Miss Agnes. She seemes to think you were a lot smarter than you obviously are. The reason I gave you those bracelets, you silly females, is because I thought you were my family. You two are the only thing that keep me centered. I can be down, or reliving a particularly bad memory, and one of you will hug me, or hold my hand, and I'm instantly better. You know without a doubt that I'm there for you every time you need me. I thought we had an emotional connection, but I guess refusing our gift proves otherwise. Miss Agnes is disappointed because she never got to spoil a daughter, she had five boys. She likes you here, almost as much as I do. She was going to treat you like the daughters she never had, and you insult her. It hurt her very badly."
They were both wailing now, wrapping me up while they shook. Of course I petted them, calmed them down. Once I did, I stood up and held out my hand. "Give me the bracelets. I'll probably donate them to some worthy cause, maybe whoever buys them will treat them with the love they deserve. Maybe some man will buy it for his daughters, to show how much he loves them, or give them to his wife, in appreciation for the decades of loyalty and support. Who knows? And the money the charity will get will go a long way towards helping them turn lives around, redeeming humans deserving of love and respect. Give."
The last was more of a demand than a request. They had steadily been drawing back, clutching the wrist the bracelets sat on, protectively. Lindsey finally worked up enough nerve to speak. "Is what you said true? Do you love us like family?"
"All the way down to the soles of your cute little feet, baby sister."
She fainted. Never saw that coming. I found out later she was from a broken home, a latch key kid that practically raised herself. There wasn't a lot of love going around, her mother was always working and was emotionally repressed, so there were few hugs or words of endearment. It made Linds wary of everyone, and she had a hard time trusting people. She told me later that there was only two people in the world that she ever told she loved them, me and Jen.
Jen tackled me after we got Lidsey revived, kissing me everywhere her lips made contact. She stood back and grinned. "I'm not your little sister. I've got something better in mind. And just to clarify, these bracelets are now family heirlooms, and will stay in the family as long as we live, at the very least. if I ever get a chance to pass this on to a daughter, I'm going to tell her a man I love very much, and who loved me back, gave it to me in trust, waiting for her to arrive."
"Me too," chimed in Lindsey. "Now, as your first official act of big brotherdom, I think you should take us out for breakfast."
I couldn't help laughing. Neither girl was over 105 pounds, but they ate like Olympic cyclists. They should have been wider than they were tall by now, but if anything, they looked thinner. If I looked at a piece of chocolate cake, I gained five pounds. Life isn't fair.
"All right, but before we go, you need to apologize to Miss Agnes. You hurt her feelings pretty bad when you refused her gifts. Explain to her you were just being silly girls, and how much you love the bracelets, and how honored you are to wear them. I'll go get dressed while you do. And that apology better be sincere, or she'll know."
They looked at me for a minute before going into the hall. I could hear them talking as I slipped on cargo shorts and a fresh shirt. When I came out, there was a lot of whispering going on. Excited whispering. They jumped when I spoke. "Ready, girls? What was all that whispering about?"
They shot out the door, yelling bye to Miss Agnes. I looked at her and grinned. "Guess we got our point across, old girl. See you later. We're finishing the second bay, and might start on the third if we have time. Wonder what treasures you've hidden for us?"
I swear to God, she looked like she was smirking when I left.
"What was all the whispering about?"
"Promise not to laugh at us?"
"No, but I promise to take you seriously."
There was a little pause. "Tell us the truth. Do you believe Miss Agnes can see us, that she understands who we are and why we're living there?"
Of course, I answered a question with a question, something I've always found annoying. "Do you think she is?"
Jen spoke out, her voice firm. "I believe in her. She looked so severe this morning, but after what you told us, we did go out and apologize to her. We were sincere, especially Linds. We both felt it. Something brushed both our cheeks, and it felt like a kiss. And when we looked up again, SHE WAS SMILING!"
Lindsey jumped in. "Jen's right. We both felt it. And our bracelets got warm, in a gentle way, for lack of better words. I think your house is haunted."
'Well if it is, it's probably by the nicest ghost I've ever heard of. However, I checked up on her, and according to family documents and letters, she could be very unforgiving if she felt wronged. Best stay on her good side. Now, let's eat."
We went into the nice buffet and the girls gorged. I'm ashamed to say I probably ate too much as well. The girls had had a very emotional twenty-four hours, so it was only natural that the force of gravity pulled them down onto the large sofa, until they were snuggled together, asleep. Lindsey was even snoring a little. I sat in the big overstuffed rocker I favored, and watched them sleep for a bit. I was restless, and something made me get up and roam the house, ending up in front of Miss Agnes. I didn't speak out loud, but I knew she could hear me.
"I wish I'd gotten a chance to meet you, Miss Agnes. I've read everything I could find on you, you know. I know yours was the will that held the family together when the Great Depression hit. You were what, 45 then? And you were a woman in a definitely man's world. But you made them listen, made them move your investments from stocks to jewels and precious metals, and you came out smelling like a rose, your family intact, even wealthier that you were when it started. Your husband must have been proud. I've read a few things about him, Miss Agnes, from all accounts he was a very impressive man. He would have to have been, to win your hand, The stories I've read say courting you was not a pursuit for the faint of heart. I need to thank you for what you did for the girls. I'd expect a lot more conversations with them from time to time, and I'll probably seek you out for advice myself, especially when it comes to women. I doubt I'll ever find anyone, now. Too old and messed up, I guess."
A noise that sounded like a cross between a snort and a laugh came out of the vents. I needed to get that checked.
The girls woke and we spent the rest of the day finishing the second bay. We found a few things I knew belonged in the house, an ornate coatrack with a mirror, a couple of end tables, and a high backed sofa covered in horsehair. I decided on the spot to have it restored. We saved the last bay until we had another Saturday off.
Chapter 9
We worked for a couple of months before we had another encounter with a homeless person. Out of the blue, Shaggy came up to us, smiling. We were two blocks from where we had first encountered him. He looked different, somehow. He noticed me looking him over and grinned. "Meeting you, talking about my mother, it gave me a wakeup call. Believe it or not, Mom is still alive. She's eighty-four and resides in an assisted living complex, in her own small apartment. It took me three hours by bus, but I went to see her, the first time we had laid eyes on each other in sixteen years. She cried so hard the attendants wanted me to leave, but she stopped them.
"I thought you were dead," were the first words out of her mouth. We talked for three hours, and enjoyed a meal together. She begged me to call her and asked me to give her my phone, so she could put the number in. I hadn't had a phone in ten years, so I lied, and told her I'd left it home, and wrote her number down. I came back here, cleaned up a little, ended up working as a day laborer about three days a week, more when I can get it. I took my first day's pay and got a cheap cell phone. She was the only one I've called. We talk every other day. Her attendant told me one day it had taken years off her, that now she's animated and takes an interest in things. She told me Mom bragged on me! Me!



I've been living on the streets most of the last twenty years. When I heard what she said, I cut my hair, enrolled in AA classes, and thanks to my AA contacts, found a rooming house geared towards people like me. I have a real address for the first time in years. My boss said if I kept up the job I was doing, he would put me on full time when he had an opening."
He still had the long hair, and beard, but they were neatly trimmed, and his clothes, though worn, were clean, and he had on brand new boots. I shook his hand, and Jen hugged him. He wanted to show us something, so we followed him, Jen walking ahead. I asked him in a low voice if the sobriety was sticking. He blushed. "I've slipped, twice. My sponsor got me the first time, my boss the next. He put me in the construction office and made me work the next day. I was hung over, and it was hot, but I would have died before I quit. I threw up three times and drank a gallon of water, but I made it. That was six weeks ago. The pull is still there, but It's getting easier to control."
We reached the destination, 9th Street, the street where we first met him. He went to an old woman sitting on the curb by a shopping cart full of clothes and junk, and pulled her up. She had two mostly gray braids going down her back, wearing an old dress with tattered tails. She was tiny, I bet she didn't weigh seventy-five pounds, but she walked with her shoulders back, and looked you in the eye.
"This is Pocohantas. She's a full blood Indian, and a good person. When you got me to sing it set me to thinking. I want you to listen, and if you like what she does, I want you to give her what you gave me. It will be worth it."
She hadn't said a word, but when he finished she stood as tall as her four foot ten inch frame would let her, and started chanting, in her native tongue. Some homeless guys had a few trash can fires going, so she was bathed in fickering light, making her shadow grow and shrink as people moved around. The song was rythmic, reaching cresendoes of high, quavering notes, before sinking back to the chant. It sent chills up my spine, and I fought to hold the camera still as I filmed her. Two guys came up, sat on the curb beside her, and started thumping a cardboard box and a metal bucket it time. It added to the mysticism of the moment. She pulled a tin can out of her cart, one she had filled with pebbles and scrap metal. It made a very effective rattle. She was still shaking it seven minutes later as the last notes faded.
We didn't look behind us, and when I heard clapping I looked back in surprise. There must have been three dozen people standing there. One woman held her three year old child up, and the girl dropped a five in her rattle. Her can was full of bills and change in no time. The guys on the ground shared in their bounty, the money going into the large bucket. Jen was so impressed she hugged her, giving her a twenty. I added another. It had been worth it. She walked back to her cart, stately and proud, and sat down on the curb again, pulling the money out and counting it.
"Is that safe?"
Shaggy shook his head no. "If the two guys who played percussion for her weren't here, someone would take it away from her. Boom Boom is too old to scuffle, but he carries a really big knife. Tin Can is just bat shit crazy. he won't stop swinging until he's knocked out, and he starts back up as soon as he wakes up. They're like their own little village, even got a little shack built back behind that empty lot. Nobody, and I mean nobody, messes with their things."
We walked away, in deep thought. We were pretty quiet on the way home, and Linds picked up on it quickly. "What happened?"
I set up the camera, patching it into my 50 inch television. First, we showed her Shaggy, singing the nursery rhyme, then Pocohantas and her drummers. She sat quiet when it ended, moisture leaking out of her eyes. When she recovered, she grinned and hugged Jen. "When are you going to finish it?"
"Finish what?"
"This...documentary? On homeless people with hidden talents, you know it makes a great visual. If you could get them to say a few words about their lives, do a little background, people would eat it up."
Jen and I just looked at each other, before bursting into grins and grabbing Lindsey and doing a little circle dance. When we calmed down I shocked her.
"It's a great idea, Linds, but we can't do it by ourselves. We need someone to run sound while I film, for more depth. Know anyone, say for instance a Girl Friday at a corporation who is in charge of the audio/visual section, who would like to help? You've been balancing mikes and correcting camera angles for a couple of years now, you would be perfect. Plus, this way we keep it in the family."
She was all over it. We even kicked names around for fun. The most popular was Family Films, but we found out later someone already owned the name, so we registered it as My Family Films, which we liked better anyway. So it became a habit for us to take one weekend a month and scout for talent. We often used Shaggy as a guide, so far he had remained sober, and he knew almost everyone on the street, at least that part of town, anyway.
We met a man who was an amazing juggler, often having ten itens in the air, talking all the way, telling jokes. "I got another talent I think you might enjoy. When I'm done here, ya'll give me your wallets, and watch me disappear." The crowd laughed at his jokes, and when he put everything down he did what he called challenge juggling. "Here's the deal. I'll take five items, any five you select, and juggle them for three minutes. Everybody that gives me something owes me a five at the end. If I drop anything, I get nothing. My lovely assistant(He pulled Linds to his side)will hold the money, and toss me the items one at a time. When I get the last one up in the air, somebody needs to start the clock." As always, when we appeared and set up our equipment, a crowd would gather. We always went fairly early in the evening, Shaggy said it was best, less dangerous, and we were more apt to catch whoever he wanted us to see fairly sober.
Lindsey quickly had the items for him to juggle thrust forward. I went first, grinning, and handed him my wallet, one of those thick biker types anchored with a chain. I did take the chain off. I played to the crowd when I asked him loudly, "This is for the juggling act, right?"
He just grinned and told the crowd that maybe the vanishing act would be his big finish. He ended up with my wallet, a cell phone, two purses, and a full baby bottle. "It needs to be shaken, so this works out really well for me." said the mother, grinning.
He started with the two purses, tossing them up in the air for thirty seconds before he called to Linsey to toss him the next item. She tossed him my wallet, then the cell phone, and finally the bottle. He kept his patter up the whole time. "Wow, this is a dream come true. Two purses, a wallet, and a bottle. I might just disappear after all."
Someone called time, but he kept them in the air for another couple of minutes, before tossing them one by one to Lindsey. She gave everything back, after collecting the money. The crowd showed their appreciation by tossing coins and dollars into a ball cap someone had put down. Shaggy told me later he got well over a hundred dollars. Juggler, his street name, didn't say much about himself, but I found out later that he'd lost his entire family in a car wreck, his wife, three daughters, and a son. It sent him into a deep depression that ended up leaving him homeless, jobless, and broke. When they evicted him he walked away with just the clothes on his back and never looked back.
The next time we went out, we found a guy Shaggy called Longfellow, who could recite whole epic poems from memory, and never miss a line. Somehow he'd come up with a dinged up top hat and a shabby tux coat, complete with tails. He didn't recite in monotone either, his voice rising to a shout and descending to a whisper, according to how the line needed to be done. Many would walk by, but just as many would stop, mesmerized by his voice. He was fairly street smart, and we caught him early on a Saturday afternoon, in a park, where there were a lot of children out with their mothers, and he delighted them by reciting the whole of "Green Eggs And Ham", and "The Cat In The Hat", and as the shadows grew longer he did Frost, a few more contemporary poets, before going into a whole litany of seventeenth century love poems. He declined to tell us his backstory, but I suspect from the way he talked when we interviewed him he had been some sort of teacher or professor in the past.
We did Tin Can and Boom Boom without their partner, raising a storm of percussionsitic expression on wooden boxes, tin cans, a ten quart metal bucket, a five gallon plastic bucket, and blocks of scrap wood. They were good enough to get the people watching them dancing, and another empty bucket soon filled with money. Tin Can had been a pretty successful sessions drummer before he lost a leg, and Boom Boom said he just like to pound on things. Some of the things he pounded on were people, and he had spent years in and out of the prison system because of it. I asked where their partner was and they looked sad.
"Some of her tribe showed up and took her with them. They've done it before. It might take a year, but she'll just show up one day, and we'll be back together." Surprisingly, they both consider her the closest thing to a wife they would ever get. I decided not to go down that path.
We came up on a nun, with a group from her church, out trying to minister to the street people, giving them blankets, toothbrushes, soap, that sort of thing. She recognized us immediately, and stopped to talk. She praised us, leaving us confused.
"This is a tourist spot now. People come down on Saturday afternoons to watch and hear the street people. They get quality entertainment for almost nothing, and the street people get to make a little money. A few of them, like Shaggy here, got enough inspiration to try to change their lives for the better. You all have street names, you know."
That surprised us no end and we had to ask what they were. She just grinned and told us to get Shaggy to tell us. Then she shocked us by belting out "Mercedes Benz", by Janis Joplin, and if you closed your eyes, you would easily think it was her. It stayed in the documentary.
Lindsey was on Shaggy immediately. He was with us every time we went out, and I paid him fifty bucks. He tried to refuse the money, but I shut him down. "You started this. You find the talent, get us the interviews, help with the back story. You're almost as good as Linds now in setting up the equipment. If this thing ever hits the light of day, I'm going to need your real name, so I can list you in the credits as an associate producer."
"So what do they call us? Is it cool?" Linds just wouldn't let it go, and I admit, we were all curious.
Chapter 10
Shaggy let her beg for awhile before breaking down. "All right, if you have to know." He looked down at Lindsey, the tiny frame, the blue eyes, the blonde hair, and told her she had two names. "Half of them call you Fairy, half call you Angel, because you look like both." Lindsey seemed pleased.
Jen looked at him and he smiled. "You, they call Madonna. Not for the singer, but for the religious one. You held a baby once for a mother, just as the sun was going down. You seemed to glow, and Preacher saw you. He declared you a modern Madonna, the symbol of hope and renewal. He even preaches sermons about you now and then, says you're proof saints still walk on earth."
Jen glowed with pleasure and embarrassment in equal measure. "And Dean?"
Shaggy seemed reticent, somehow. "Him, we call Warrior. The shelters have televisions, and a lot of us saw the VA series, and the public service announcements. Besides, one look from him when somebody gets too close to either of you makes them realize touching you might not be such a good idea."
They turned and looked at me and I shrugged. They just grinned and took my arms, leaving Shaggy to struggle with the equipment.
We filmed an old black guy who was an amazing guitarist, a magician with a slide bar. He could make his guitar laugh, cry, cluck like a chicken and bay like a hound. He sang old blues, and introduced himself, tongue in cheek, as Blind Melon Chitlin. He had a younger man with him he called Harp, who was really good on harmonica, and they harmonized together pretty well. They refused to tell us about themselves. I filmed them through several songs, and their patter in between to the audience, before we gave them a hundred bucks and left.
We filmed Preacher as he stood on a wooden box, a Bible in one hand, and preached the gospels, surprised at the gentleness of his sermons. "Anyone can preach hellsfire and brimstone, scare the shit..er crap out of people, but that's not how I see God. So I preach how I think He wants me to, and pray that I reach at least one person a week."
He was scruffy, his Bible falling apart. Apparently preaching the word of God on the streets doesn't pay as well as juggling. He was very frank when he talked about his life. "I was a fool, living in the corporate world and chasing money and success, placing it above everything, family, health, integrity. I'd cut the throat of the best friend I ever had if I thought it would help me achieve my goals. It caught up to me when the economy collapsed, and I lost it all, the cars, the houses, my family. I ended up addicted, wandering the streets, until I met a street preacher. He took me under his wing, nursed me back to health and sanity, before he passed. I took up his mantle, and I've been here every since. It's amazing how little you need, and I don't miss my old life, except for my family. I have a daughter I haven't seen since she was twelve. she would be twenty now. My wife remarried, a good man by all accounts, and he treats them well. I thought it best to leave them to their happy life."
When the interview was over, Linds and Jen took him into a thrift store, and bought him the three best suits they had in his size, along with half a dozen shirts and ties and four pair of wingtips. They insisted he look the part of a serious man of God, and he didn't argue. "Far be it from me to fight an Angel and a Madonna," he said, grinning. There was a bookstore across the street, and on impulse I walked in, and bought the best Bible they had. He came out of the dressing room just as I got back, and I handed it to him. "Here," I said, "this completes the outfit."
He looked at me, at the Bible, and huge tears appeared, sliding down his cheeks. When he could talk he said, "The word of God, delivered by a Warrior. Perhaps there's hope for this world after all. I would ask God to bless you, but He already has, when He led you to each other. Carry on in your good works." He walked out of the store, holding his Bible high, preaching before he had gone a dozen feet.
We ran up on a short, bald guy with a wispy beard, and was mesmerized by the quality of his voice as he sang bits of different operas, in the correct language every time. He told his street name was Caruso, and that's all he would share.
Chapre 11
Months had gone by. We were all dating, or so I thought. Lindsey found a guy she really liked. Jen spent the night in the house every once in a while, to give them alone time. She smiled for a few months, before he suddenly dumped her. She spent three days in the house, sleeping in the same bed with Jen, recovering. She didn't talk about it much, saying he wanted something she didn't want to give, so they went their separate ways.
I got tired of everyone going out in the hall to talk to Miss Agnes, so I put her in the living room, over the fireplace. We would all talk to her, and every once in a while the girls would ask me to leave, while they talked about 'girl stuff'. I didn't mind, because I would do the same, talking to her when the girls were in their apartment.
I started dating a new woman, a tall redhead I had met during an interview, and we seemed to hit it off. She and the girls had a mutual dislike of each other, and Miss Agnes expressed her opinion. Every time Simone was at the house, no matter what the thermostat was set at, she was either burning up or freezing cold, while the rest of us were comfortable. The girls would grin and look at the mantle, while she complained.
Jen became a little distant, not spending as much time in the house as before, as did Lindsey. I thought they were being kind and giving me space. Boy, did I get that wrong. I was talking about how high maintenance Simone was becoming with Lindsey when she hauled off and slapped me.
"What the hell was that for?"
"For being a screaming idiot. The bitch is a gold digger. She walks around your house looking like she's appraising everything she sees for an auction. Why the hell you bother with her when you have so much better waiting for you is beyond me."
Okay, I really am an idiot. I had no idea who she was talking about. "Just who would that be?"
She slapped me harder. "Miss Agnes, a little help here?"
A picture of Jen and I, dressed to the nines in tux and evening gown, accepting our Emmy, fell of the mantle. I picked it up, smiling at the image, before it hit me. "Jen? Really? I'm too old for..." I managed to avoid the slap this time, or so I thought. I moved quickly, only to have a book fly off a shelf and hit me square in the nose. And the book was moving pretty fast.
I rubbed my nose, watching Lindsey grin. "Thank you, Miss Agnes. Think if we half beat him to death, he'll catch on?" Another book flew off the shelf, stopped just short of my nose, and fell gently to the floor.
Lindsey grinned again. " I think we've got his attention. Now you listen to me, big brother. Jen loves you, and she has for a long time. She hides in her bedroom in our apartment and cries every time that redheaded slut comes over. She's a gold digger, Dean. She looks at this big house and sees money. She's tried to pump us about how much money you got, but she can't get anything from us because we don't know and don't care, but in her mind the figure grows every week. You need to show the skank the door, and start working on your true love. I would bet everything I have or ever will have in this life that it won't take long before wedding bells ring. Now get off your butt and do the right thing. Miss Agnes and I will be watching, so you better not screw up."
With that she stood on her tip toes and gave me a kiss on the cheek, turned and walked out the door. I picked the book up, idly reading the title. Without thinking I asked. "You really think Jen and I are a good match, Mom?"
I had been comparing my mother to Miss Agnes. My mom was a good woman, but she was never prone to show emotion. Oh, I was sure she loved me, but I later learned my parents had decided early on in their marriage not to have children, and I was a mistake. I look back now after I found that out, and wonder. It would explain the remoteness of their emotion, and had a lot to do with me joining the Army as soon as I graduated. I got exactly three letters the whole time I was in service. People would definitely think I was losing it if they knew I felt more connected to a woman who had passed over fifty years ago than anyone alive now, except of course, the girls.
No sooner had I said "Mom" when a warmth enveloped my whole being, it felt good, like...joy, maybe. I felt arms around me, and a scent I couldn't describe until later, when the girls found an old bottle of perfume that had to have belonged to Miss Agnes. Oddly, I wasn't the least bit surprised when I looked down and saw I was dangling several feet off the ground. I laughed.



"I take it's okay that I call you Mom now. And I'm pretty sure this is a sign you approve of Jen. Now, what do I do about Simone, and how do I go about finding out if Jen is open to us deepening our relationship?"
When I said Simone, she dropped me like a rock, and I almost didn't land on my feet. I felt a touch on my cheek, and then she was gone. I looked at the portrait and grinned.
Simone came over that afternoon, for some reason she liked to come over instead of me picking her up. She could see I was a little stiff, and when she asked I told her I had some things on my mind. We were going on a bike ride, so when she went to the bathroom I took the opportunity to pull it out of the garage. When I got back inside the bathroom door was open, and I could hear everything she was saying. "He's acting a little odd, Brenda. I need to pull him in pretty quick. Yeah, I know, but he's got to be worth some bucks, his house is probably worth almost a million, and as soon as I have him this piece of junk is going up for sale. It's always too hot or cold, and I feel like I'm suffocating half the time. While we wait for it to sell I'll get rid of those girls, I don't like the way the dark one looks at Dean, and the blonde looks like she could cheerfully kill me any minute. While we wait for the house to sell, I'll put Jackson in the apartment. After all, he works a lot of weekends, and I'll need someone to keep me company, now won't I?" He'll never..."
That was all she got out before the toilet literally blew up behind her, blowing every bit of the contents directly on to her. I could have heard her scream at the station, nine miles away. She looked up, still screaming, and saw me. She paled a little, wondering how much I had heard, and dropped her phone. Deciding the best defense was a good offense, she started ranting.
"Damn it, Dean! Look at this mess! Now I need to go home and change, and have a long shower. I'd do it here but you never seem to have enough hot water.You need to seriously consider selling this money pit. We could take it and buy a nice, modern house, maybe with a real pool and a hot tub, for entertaining."
"Do you intend to entertain Jackson in the hot tub? Maybe do a little skinny dipping in the pool while I work weekends? I heard every word, Simone, so don't try to do damage control, don't say anything at all. You're pretty good between the sheets, but that's all you got going for you. Did I ever once mention a deeper relationship, or hint about marriage? I did not, because when I do pick a life mate, it wouldn't ever have been you. Here's what I'm going to do. You clean up as best you can, while I lay some towels on your car seat. The I want you to leave, and never come back. And if you could, hurry it up, you're starting to stink the place up."
Her face went from pale to red to pale and then to almost purple as I spoke. She was screaming when I closed the door, and I heard another whoosh of water and her screams became a gurgle. "Let it go, Mom. You made your point." I lay some of my old towels I used for various projects on her seat, seeing no need to waste the good ones. I looked up once, to see the curtains flutter in the apartment. Someone was watching. I got on the bike and rode away.
Simone was gone when I got back. Judging by the scraps of paper lying around, she had tried to leave a note. I sighed and got the vacuum cleaner out, then mopped and cleaned the bathroom. "Did you really have to be so messy? The conversation I heard did the trick." All I heard was a faint sound like someone humming a happy tune, and I let it go.
Chapter 12
For the next couple of weeks, Lindsey seemed on a mission. She had a new boyfriend, and she made it a point to leave Jen and I alone as much as possible. Jen must have realized something had changed, because she started snuggling more, kissing me goodnight when she left. The kisses got longer, there was even a hint of tongue in the last few, and she seemed surprised at my enthusiasm. I was trying to figure a way to sound out her feelings towards me, when she took charge.
"My family is coming in two weeks, so we need to air out the bedrooms. I never told them we broke up, in fact, I told them our feelings were getting stronger. It wasn't a lie, at least on my part. When they get here, my things will be in OUR bedroom, and they won't just be window dressing. I'm moving in, tonight, into a full blown relationship with you. I've loved you forever, and I can't take it anymore. The choice is yours. Love me, or I'll move out tomorrow. I've had a really good offer from a station three states away. If you don't want me, I'll be gone in two weeks. Time to decide."
She was quivering, tears threatening to spill out, as she waited for my answer. I tried to look as serious as I could. "I have conditions. I'm not sleeping with a bunch of stuffed animals. You need to pick a bedroom out after your folks leave, and decorate it for a little girl, and put them on her bed. I think our first daughter will really enjoy them, knowing her Mom had them when she was her age. And on the subject of children, I think three is a good number. I don't care if they're all girls or all boys. And we need to start in another year, I'm not getting any younger here. And we're keeping Lindsey for as long as we can, that way we'll have a built in baby sitter. What do you think?"
Her mouth quivered and the tears overflowed. When she finally found her voice, she said "I think...I think..." and fainted dead away. I picked her up off the sofa, carried her over to my big rocker, and rocked her, caressing her hair and cheeks, until she woke with a start. She looked confused until she saw me, than started crying again, soft little sobs as she held me like I might disappear. When she finally was able to speak, she whispered in a small voice. "Do you really mean it?"
"Yes, baby I do. I think I loved you from the first time I laid eyes on you, I just tried to fight it. I didn't think I was very good marriage material. But I can't deny my feelings for you. I want to marry you, have kids, celebrate our fiftieth anniversary together surrounded by our children and grandchildren, with maybe a great grandchild thrown in for good measure. So Jennifer Michelle Conlin, will you marry me? If you'll get off my lap, I'll get down on a knee for you."
She gripped me tighter. "I like where I am just fine. And the answer is YES! I loved you as long as you've loved me, maybe longer. I think I've been searching for you my whole life. One thing though, I'm not sure about the kids. I'm kind of superstitious of odd numbers, so if it all right if we have four?"
We were both a little hesitant at first, but got over it pretty quickly. Her body was lean, with just enought curves to make you realize she was a woman. Her breasts were small, but perfectly proportioned to her body, and I learned her nipples were really sensitive. I'm not going to go into the positions we used or the passion we had, suffice to say we did everything a man and woman in love could do for each other, as many times as possible. When we finally stopped, exhausted, we heard a giggle coming from the vents.
"MOM! You perv, were you watching?" We felt the gentle caress on both our cheeks, and the same thought popped into our mind. Engagement ring. The covers flew off us, and I knew what the venerable lady wanted. I tugged Jen up. "Come with me. Mom wants to give us an engagement gift."
We went, naked, into the attic, where I pulled the box down off the beam, opening it. I dropped to one knee. "I know I don't have to ask again, but I'm doing it right this time. Jennifer, will you marry me?" I slipped the engagement ring on her finger, not the least surprised that it fit like it was made for her. The diamond was large, and it looked enormous on her finger. She looked down and started shaking. "I can't...it's too much..."
I closed my hand over hers. "Hush baby. She wants you to have it. Wear it with pride, and remember the woman who thought you worthy of it."
The tears flowed, and as she sobbed, she whispered. "I wish you were physical, Miss Agnes, I want nothing more in this life right now than to be able to kiss you." She stopped suddenly, suffused in light, and I saw her lips flatten, and the look of pure joy in her eyes. Jen didn't say anything afterwards, she just took my hand and lead me back to bed.
We woke up when a blond haired blue eyed fairy screamed and dove between us, smothering whoever she could reach with kisses. "It's about time! Now, tell me everything."
She scooted down until she was between us, and refused to move. "Uh, Linds, we're kind of naked here..."
"That's supposed to surprise me? I'll bet it will be a long time before Jen discovers she has sleepwear again. You need to relax, believe it or not, big brother, I've seen naked people before."
So we alternated telling her of the events from the night before, leaving out the juicy parts, but she got the idea. When we got to the part about the ring, she had to see it. Tears glistened in her eyes. She then wondered aloud if Miss Agnes had a surprise for her when she got engaged.
"Why don't you ask her. And from now on, in this house, she will only respond to Mom. She had five boys and never got spoil a daughter, so you girls are going to get a lot of attention in the future. Prepare to be pampered. And I would bet my soul that when you find the right one, she'll let you know. Am I right, here?"
Her perfume wafted over us, and settled on Lindsey. Her hair ruffled like someone was stroking it. We all knew, Mom would not forget her.
Lindsey and Jen started to move things over. They were talking about furniture when I laughed. "Unless you have something you hold special, honey, leave everything but your clothes and personal items." They looked at each other and giggled, and never brought it up again. Jen was firmly settled in by the time her family showed up, all of them this time, and for a week the house was filled with the small roar of a big, happy family. Jen never said anything, but made a lot of hand gestures when she talked, using her left hand. Jan, one of the twins, finally spotted the ring and screamed, holding Jen's hand high so everyone could see. Pandemonium set in, and the males wisely withdrew to the pool. We talked and sipped soft drinks while the women made plans. First, they had to talk about my prospects, followed by the ring.
"Honey, how much money does Dean have? This house is huge, and that ring probably costs more than your father would make in years."
"Dean is really good with money, Mom. That's why I'm putting him in charge of our finances after we marry. His parents were killed in an accident while he was in service. He inherited their estate, got both life insurance policies and a settlement from the trucking company. He paid cash for the house, his vehicles are paid for, and he makes decent money at his job. We're, oh, what did Uncle Saul say all the time? Oh yes, we're comfortable. We're going to need the room Mom, I intend to follow in your footsteps, but I think I'll stop at four."
She hesitated a bit before grinning again. "As for the ring, it's an heirloom, a gift from his Mom. It was always supposed to go the the first daughter, but all they ever had was Dean. I got it by default, to be handed down when my time comes, probably to my first granddaughter." Technically everything she said was true, so no one questioned it.
Chapter 13
We settled into a comfortable routine, working at our jobs and our side project. Our contracts came up again, just when we were nominated for our third regional Emmy, as well as a national Emmy, for a story we did on corporate corruption. They knew the offers we were getting, and were desperate to keep us. I'd like to say the story came about from dogged investigative work, but it was dumped in our lap by one of the girls' old friends. Needless to say, we got a significant bump in salary.
We came home one Saturday night after working on what we were turning into a documentary on homeless people to find a surprise waiting for us. We had filmed two young black guys doing a rap while Boom Boom and Tin Can provided percussion. I personally didn't like rap but thought they had talent. Jen and I had decided to stop soon and start final edits. Even after that, we should have almost two hours of quality video we were going to try to market.
The surprise was Jasmine, their old roommate. She got out of her car warily, not sure what kind of welcome she was going to get. Lindsey was a little sharp with her greeting. "Jasmine! What are you doing slumming among normal people? Shouldn't you be sipping champagne with your CEO in your private apartment, taking dictation or something?"
She surprised us by starting to cry. Not little sniffles, but full on gasping for breath between sobs crying. My girls immediately went into protective mode, taking her into the living room, sitting her down between them on the sofa and hugging her while she cried it out. I made myself scarce, going into the kitchen and putting water on for tea, A die hard coffee man, my time overseas taught me the value of a good hot cup of tea. I preferred mine plain with just a slice of lemon, but Lindsey liked cream and sugar, and Jen went heavy on just the cream. When the pot had boiled, I put it on a service with the cups and condiments, and went into the living room, prepared to put it on the coffee table and disappear again. Jen got up and took my hand, pulling me to my big rocker.
"You need to hear this honey. Jasmine may be in real trouble, and I told her if anyone could help her, it would be you."
It was a sad, sordid tale, a young innocent seduced by the money, power, and lifestyle. Jasmine had gone from being personal assistant to mistress in less than a year. Incredibly attractive, he flaunted her as a showpiece on his business trips. He even got her to flirt with clients, to get better terms. Then one night three months ago he dropped his briefcase in a druken stupor, and it fell open. He passed out on the hotel bed, so she started sorting the papers and placing them back inside, in order. Naturally she read them, and was appalled at what she read. He was bribing contractors, federal inspectors, shuffling hidden money to his foreign clients, taking almost twice as much back for the clean money, and slipping the rest slowly into his business. He was literally making millions on this. What upset her most of all, though, was most of the clients he dealt with overseas, a part of his business she was never allowed into, were either out and out terrorists, or those sympathetic to their cause.
She panicked, shoving them back into the case until reason returned. Keeping an eye on her sleeping boss, she took every page out, captured it on her cell phone,and sent it into the Cloud. Closing it carefully when she was done, she placed it where he always kept it, on the nightstand on his side of the bed. Afraid to alter her routine, she slid into bed.
"It's been two weeks, and I bet I haven't slept three hours a night. I was wondering how to slip the information to you secretly, until he had a trip scheduled to Paris, to meet his customers. He wants me to go with him, and do more than flirt. His exact words were 'You have to be nice to them. Give them anything they want and smile. The deal I'm working on will be worth billions. Your bonus, should you please them, will be 250,000 in an offshore account.' I don't know what pisses me off more, him expecting me to whore myself out for the company, or him offering me a measly quarter million for helping secure a multi-billion dollar deal. Either way, there was no way I would have done it. I don't have a lot of pride left, but I have some, and the thought of putting American lives in danger nauseates me. I've got all the information with me. What should I do?"
They all looked at me. "Does he know you're here?"
"No, he thinks I went shopping for new clothes to impress the clients. He even gave me ten grand to spend. I got on a plane to New York, caught a cab to a local rental agency instead of a national chain, and drove straight here."
"So, we have a day or two. Girls, keep an eye on your friend, make her comfortable. I need to go into the Library and make some calls." The library was just that, a room of dark paneled walls, comfortable chairs, and shelves of books. I checked, many were first editions and valuable. I asked the real estate agent once why no one took them and the other things we had found, and she said the last heir lived on the other coast, and had no interest in flying here to inventory the contents of a house and garage he had never seen. His instructions were to include everything, and make hauling away the junk my responsibility.
I sat at the massive oak desk and opened my laptop. Once I found the number I wanted, I dialed.
"FBI, how may I help you?"
"I need to talk to Agent James Donner. It's a matter of great importance, and it's fairly time sensitive."
I could tell by the tone of voice the woman had probably heard those exact words a thousand times. "I'm afraid Special Agent Donner is out of the office at this time. Would you like to leave a message or speak to another agent?"
"I would not. You tell him Dean Harwell of KCBS called, with information vital to the nation, about terrorist activity here and abroad. Tell him if he doesn't call me back in thirty minutes I'm calling Paul Montgomery in Homeland, and give him the information."
That got her interest. These guys were supposed to be on the same team, but there was a lot of interagency rivalry going on, and the thought of another agency one upping them was something they couldn't stand.
"Would you please hold?" I knew she was going to transfer me to some middle management drone who would only muddy the waters.
"Not necessary. You tell Jim he has twenty four minutes left." I hung up while she was still talking.
Fifteen minutes the phone rang. I answered on the third ring. "Dean Harwell."
"This better be fucking good. I'm right in the middle of something."
"Bigger than exposing an international moneylaundring operation involving crooked contractors, bought federal inspectors, millions of dollars leaving the country and dirty money coming back, along with terrorist connections? If so, sorry to bother you. I'll let you get back to what you were doing."
"Goddamnit Dean! You sure about this?"
"Got the paperwork to prove it."
"What do you want?"
" Nothing, this is too big. Exclusive rights to the story would be nice. One leak and my informant stops talking. I also want full immunity for her, she's the one who brought it to me when she found out, and I want her put on the whistle blower program. If you want to make sure I'm serious, get up here as soon as possible. I can't risk the exposure of her coming to you, the guys you want will disappear like smoke."
"Give me an address. I'll charter a plane."
"Just you and one or two computer guys. You show up in force and it will not go well."
"Done. It'll be just me and one more, in case this is a wild goose chase." He got my address, and told me to meet him at the airport in ninety minutes. I'd met Jim while I was still working for the national network. He was a good guy. More importantly, he was like a bulldog when he latched on to a case. He couldn't be bought, he couldn't be frightened, he couldn't be intimidated by his superiors. Because he didn't play ball, he would never rise higher than he was right now, but he was so damn good they put up with him.
He showed up with Christen "Christy' La Mond. If he was a bulldog, she was a wolf, sniffing around something, examining everything from all angles, finding a weakness and going in for the kill. They were a very effective team, partnered up mostly because no one else would work with them. I found out by accident they were secret lovers, and wouldn't marry because one would either have to give up their job or take another assignment, usually far away. I kept their confidence, and they knew they could trust me.



They collected their luggage and were soon in my library. Jasmine had printed out the hottest of the information. It took them two hours to read, and when they sat back they couldn't even speak. Jen and Linds made them a late dinner, and we showed them to their room. We had put both sets of luggage in the biggest guest room. They looked at me.
"What? Unless things have changed, one or the other would sneak into a bedroom as soon as you think we're asleep. You're safe here. We'll call you at eight for breakfast. Oh, and if you hear something go bump in the night, ignore it. It's just Miss Agnes. She watches over the place. Sweet dreams."
I shut the door before they could talk, and Jen giggled all the way down the hall.
Chapter 14
Once she got over being nervous, Jasmine told them everything, and gave them the rest of what she had. I thought they were going to pass out. Later, after they waded through everything, they sat with me in the library, sipping my scotch. I hated scotch, it was a taste I never acquired. I rarely drank anything, but when I drank whiskey it was always straight rye, on the rocks. I would sip slowly, letting the ice melt and dilute the whiskey. Usually two was all I had.
"You have no idea what you stumbled on to here, Dean. This is going to spread like a computer virus, and get just as ugly. You don't get away with this level of shit for as long as these guys have unless you've got a protector who is WAY up the food chain. Eventually, Homeland, ATF, hell every alphabet agency in the country is going to be involved, including the CIA. They might get to turn a few, and gather good intel for years. As long as we remain in charge, you get full access. And your friend should end up a very wealthy girl, if things play out like we expect."
Christy grinned. "On a personal note, we can't tell you what being able to stay here, get into the same bed and sleep the whole night together, means to us. It's almost like a honeymoon. I hope we didn't make too much noise. I heard somebody giggle just as we finished a marathon last night."
"I'm sure no one will say anything," I said. Mentally I said "MOM! Stop perving, these people are our guests, and I like them." I felt her fingers on my cheek, and could almost see her grin. Just my luck to buy a house that's haunted by a ghost that's also a voyeur.
Jasmine had to go back to work, but as luck would have it, just before they boarded the plane her 'uncle' showed up, saying her grandmother had passed, and she was needed at home. Her boss tried to talk her into going, but Jasmine, her nerves so frayed the tears she shed were real, refused. He finally relented if she promised to be on the next plane after the funeral. Of course, both her grandmothers were alive and well, and Uncle Jim escorted her straight to a safe house, under heavy guard.
They had bugged the suite in Paris, state of the art stuff that beat the detectors his guests used to sweep the room twice daily with. Jim and Christy were there as guests while Interpol and French police listened. Christy dug her fingernails into Jim's arm so hard the bruises and scratches were still there when they got home as the name of a senior Senator and a mid-level Congressman were mentioned, the bad guys debating over how much they deserved for keeping them in the shadows. Jim instinctively pulled away from her when two Cabinet heads were mentioned, or Christy would have broken his arm.
In the end they let everyone go back to their respective countries, tracking every movement, listening to every phone call and conversation. Jasmine called her boss and told him she had inherited her grandmother's house and estate, and would not be returning. The Feds had it all set up when he checked it out, and they had copies of everything from the death certificate to the will available to 'hack'. Mr. Moody tired to talk her into coming back, citing their deep connection and feelings for each other, and Jasmine actually seemed sad when she refused.
Jen and I were outside a home three states away before daylight on a February morning, filming as they arrested a man, and taking a short but dynamic statement from the FBI. We had done this deliberately, leaving a false trail to where the leak originated, to protect Jasmine. Agent LaMond looked every bit the professional she was in her severe suit, her hair pulled back into a tight bun, as she issued the statement. We were streaming it live, and soon it got picked up by every network and cable news outlet in the country. We were featured on the national nightly news, with every installment we filmed of the story. The Congressman and the Senator sang like canaries, hoping for reduced sentences, but there is no reduction for treason. They both got thirty years to life, as well as the two Cabinet heads, various undersecretaries, and a few lower level flunkies. The treason insured most of them got to spend their sentence at Fort Leavenworth, and not a camp cupcake. They had to move all of them in less than six months. Even if the inmates were all convicted of crimes, they were all still soldiers, and they took a really dim view of anyone betraying the country and their brothers in arms. The wardens finally figured out the prisoners were all suffering from a malady that caused them to become clumsy and fall down a lot. They fell so many times they stayed bruised constantly.
The businesses had their assets seized by the government, and all the CEO's were arrested. Most of them got life, and most were divorced as they fought it in court, the women trying to secure a future for their children before the money ran out. The Inspectors who falsified reports were set to a supermax prison, and all but two died the first year. The President ended up firing several of his aides, three department heads besides the ones who were charged, assorted undersecretaries, his press secretary, and his lawyer. Faith in his ability to lead fell to a record low for a sitting President. The next year was an election year, and his campaign had been cranking out the ads, fueled by big business. The ads stopped when the big companies stopped funneling money to him, hurting because of the economic shortfalls the crisis had created, and he soon announced his plans to retire after this term. Jim told me much later that he had come within millimeters of having impeachment proceedings being started.
What happened to Jasmine? Well, Jasmine ended up smelling like a rose, pun intended. Unofficially, Jim recommended a lawyer, a super eagle, who swooped down and protected her interests like she was his only child. She really hadn't done anything worse than having an affair with a married man, and she had turned everything over when she found it, contacted the FBI, and co-operated fully, so they never pressed charges.
Her blown whistle saved the government almost a billion dollars. Her cut would have been staggering, and the feds were dragging their heels, when Jasmine, through her lawyer, said she would consider a smaller percentage, and her lawyer fees. It was a limited time offer, and they jumped all over it. I asked Jim once how much she got, and he grinned. "Usually in cases like this, lawyers get at least a third, and her lawyer was thrilled to receive eleven million dollars. You do the math." Wow.
There was a downside. Jasmine would be a tempting target before the trial. Kill the only witness and things will be simpler to defend. Jim thought it a stupid idea. "We already got enough to hang them several times over, and we're finding more every day. Even if they were to kill her, they would still go to jail. Killing her would change things, and it would be hard to get parole on death row. She's probably safe, but we're going to keep an eye on her, at least for a while. The first whiff of danger and we'll make her disappear.
She ended up staying with us for four months before the first trial date got close, then they moved her to a safe house. I had moved Lindsey into the house, because I didn't want her to be away from us if something did happen. We liked it so much she was still in her bedroom nine months later.
I didn't worry too much about something happening because I had a foolproof security system. I had Miss Agnes. Apparently a ghost doesn't need a lot of sleep. One thing you never do is mess with a woman's daughter, especially if mom happens to be a supernatural spirit who is intensely protective.
Linds was dating a new guy. He was handsome, he was charming, he said the right words. Jen and I couldn't stand him. "He reminds me of a male version of Simone." Jen gritted her teeth, for some reason she still held resentment over her.
I'd tried to love her out of Jen's mind, but it wasn't working until I accidentally said something that set her off. "You know, she was trying to rob the bank. You ended up owning the keys to the vault, or in my case heart. Why try to steal something you already own?" She just grinned and we pretty much forgot about her.
Lindsey had a little money, thanks to Jasmine and the documentary we had finally finished. The boyfriend was sniffing around, trying to find out more. After a couple of weeks she finally grew tired of him, and told us she was breaking up with him. He was coming over for a barbeque, along with a few more couples, some neigbors, some from the station, and she was going to tell him afterwards. We mingled, ate, laughed, played some couples games guaranteed to bring laughter. When one contest about how well you knew your partner was over, the numbers were tallied and Linds and her date came in dead last. He was a little peeved, and drank more, getting surly towards the end. He ended up passed out on a lounger. We left him, and the evening wound down.
I looked over at him when the other guests left, and told the girls it looked like I needed to clean up. Linds said to let her handle it, so we watched, at a distance, as she woke him up, making him drink several cups of coffee. She came over to us. "I can handle it from here. You guys look beat. Go to bed. I'll give you the post relationship analysis over breakfast."
They were talking quietly as we left them. Forty minutes later we were snuggled together, asleep. It had been a long day and we were spent.
Thirty minutes later the covers were snatched off and I was on the floor. Wondering what had happened, I could feel Miss Agnes, and she was really agitated. I woke instantly. "What's wrong, Mom?" Lindseys picture flew off Jen's dresser, and it was glowing. The drawer to my nightstand flew open, and the pistol I kept there dropped beside me. I was up in an instance, running out of the room with the Smith .40 in my hand, racking the slide as I moved. Jen was up, huddling in the middle of the bed. "Stay here and lock the door! Where is she, Mom?"
The back door flew open and the glow went up the steps to the empty apartment. I could hear Lindsey screaming as the door swung open for me. He had her tied to the bed, her clothes looked cut off and lay in a pile at her feet. He was mauling her breasts savagely while he told her what he was going to do to her. "Tell me no, tell me we won't be together anymore? What the fuck, slut? By the time I'm done with you you'll be a good little bitch, do what I say. We're gonna take your money and move far away from here, somewhere your asshole friends can't find you, live like kings. Now stop screaming!"
He backhanded her and blood flew from a split lip. She sagged back on the bed, out cold. Something must have warned him, because he turned slightly as I got to him. He got a closeup view of my pistol as I raked it across his face, blood pouring from the gash the front sight made. Before he could move I came back across his face, spliting the othe cheek. He tried to jump up, but his jeans were around his ankles and he fell in a heap. I probably would have beaten him to death if it hadn't been for Mom. She literally dragged me off him and held me wrapped in her astral arms until the bloodlust cleared. Jen, despite my instructions, had grabbed her own .380 and had come charging after me. Linds was unconscious on the bed, and Mom, feeling me calm, let me go. I grabbed the first phone I could find, and called 911, telling them I had stopped a sexual assault in progress and had subdued the attacker. When I told them Lindsey was tied to the bed and unconscious, they instructed me not to untie her until they got there, and not to touch her if at all possible.
Mine was a pretty upscale address, and they were there in four minutes. Jen had gone down the steps to wait on them. They came in, guns drawn, relaxing only when one of them recognized us from television. One look at the bed had them summoning the EMT's who had followed them. They took about fifty photos before they allowed Jen to cover her up. A policewoman removed and bagged the restraints, a look of sympathy on her face, turning to disgust when she looked down. He was still out, but was already in handcuffs.
My official story was that I woke, worried about Lindsey because of the breakup, and went to check on her. I noticed the light on in the apartment, and knowing no one was supposed to be there went looking. I caught him trying to rape her, a struggle ensued, and I managed to knock him unconscious. My weapon had already been secured, and I felt no need to bring it up. If it had been, they would have seen the blood on it, and realized it wasn't just a fight to subdue him.
I had to admit to myself If Mom hadn't restrained me I would have beaten him to death, without a doubt. My battlelust was what kept me alive overseas, and once it's unleashed, it has to run it's course before I come back to reality.
The man was tried, convicted, and sentenced to seven to ten years in a state medium security prison, and would have to register as a sex offender when he was released. Come to find it out he was a middle school teacher, and he lost his career forever. He went to jail with two deep scars on his cheeks, something to remember me by. Lindsey didn't have to testify much, because she was unconscious early in the assault. She did tell how he dragged her up the steps, kicked the door open, and tie her to the bed. She remembered him hitting her, and the rest was a blank.
Mr. Teacher had an attorney that tried to spin it as rough sex and fantasy gone wrong and misunderstood, but no one bought it. The jury was out for a whopping twenty minutes before they were back with the verdict.
Chapter 15
We had finished our little documentary, "What's In It For Me, " and subtitled it "The Talent On Ninth Street." Shaggy, Pocahontas, Tin Cup, Boom Boom, Longfellow, Preacher, Caruso(the opera singer), Juggler, The Nun, Street Rap, finishing with Blind Melon Chitlin and Harp. Oddly enough, they had gotten together and practiced an old gospel song, the voices blending together far more smoothly than one would think, for the grand finale. When the last notes faded I focused on Jen, doing a closeup of her face, the tears obvious on her cheeks.
"These people are in every large town or city. You probably walk by them every day. They more than likely have a hand out. Next time they ask, ask back. What's in it for me? What return will I get on this money? Maybe, like the people here on Ninth Street, they will surprise, possibly even move you. When you hand over the dollars, ask yourself, who got more out of the exchange, you or them? If you look at it like that, you'll realize it was money well spent. And even if they look like bums and make you uneasy, remember, these are people too, and there, but for the Grace of God, could be any of us."
We slowly faded into a blank screen and ran the credits as the gospel song played again.
I knew some people in New York from my network days, and I sent them samples, to see if it was salable. In two weeks we had an agent and five firm offers. Netflix won, and they featured it in their ad campaign for coming attractions.
At my insistence, we each got thirty per cent of the profits. The other ten per cent went to Shaggy. He was stunned when we told us what we had decided, even more stunned at what ten per cent amounted to. He was listed in the credits as talent scout and associate producer, under his real name, William 'Shaggy' Peters. I was listed as director/producer, Jen was listed as executive producer, Lindsey was titled sound director and associate producer.
Shaggy said the best part was his mother calling to tell him how proud she was of him, and how she told every one at the facility he was her son. He took part of the money and upgraded her apartment, and put money in her account every month. We all went with him to the funeral when she passed the next year. He was surprised by the size of the turnout, but she had been a very popular woman. He renewed friendships with cousins he hadn't seen in twenty years. The most moving part of the service was when he got up and sang 'Itsy Bitsy Spider', looking at her coffin the whole time. Any eyes that were dry quickly watered.
Things settled down for awhile, and wedding plans were completed. We invited very few people. I flew my grandmother in, and she was very taken by Jen and Lindsey, and Jen's large family. It seemed she was lonely, forced to live in a facility because of bad investments. They had taken her house and auctioned it off, using the money to defray costs, and soon it was going to run out. None of the rest of the family were inclined to help her. She never told me any of this, not, as she said, wanting to burden me with her problems.
She tearfully confessed this to the girls and Jen's mom one night, and the women of my family, her Mom included, were on me with a vengeance the next morning. Miss Agnes seemed to be frowning as well. I guess the shocked look on my face convinced them I really didn't know, and Jen's mother got right in my face. "What are you going to do about it?"
I looked them all dead in the eye. "I don't know. The only thing I can think of is maybe find her a nice room in a big house somewhere, rent free, where all her needs are taken care of, surrounded by girls that will probably learn to love her as time passes. Know anywhere with an opening?"
Jen just grinned at the rest. "Told you so," she smirked, as she went to find Grams and give her the news. Miss Agnes brightened, and her smile was back, so I guess she approved. Maybe they would hit it off.
I think Gram and Jen's family were a little surprised with some of our guests. Shaggy had rented a large van and driven every one of the street people who wanted to come to the house. He and Jen had helped them with suits, and Pocahontas had on a very nice native costume, complete with beads and bells, her almost silver hair hanging to her waist in two thick braids.
The documentary had changed a lot of things. Ninth Street had become a tourist attraction, to the point police had to keep someone there just to move the crowds along. The Mayor wanted them to get what he called 'performance permits', and the whole thing was getting out of hand. Some could handle the pressure of being semi-famous, but many resented the loss of privacy. There were a lot of what Shaggy called 'posers and pretenders' around, people not homeless at all, but dressing the part, trying to make a few bucks and get noticed. Crime had also increased, the thought of all that cash floating around just too much of a lure to the bad guys. Tin Can and Pocahontas were roughed up pretty good before Boom Boom pricked the two guys with the tip of his knife. By pricked, I mean shoved as deep as he could get it before they ran away.
In fact, this would be the last time the Ninth Street group would all be together. Pochahontas was finally going back to the reservation to stay, and taking Boom Boom and Tin Cup with her. Preacher had gotten certified as an ordained minister by some group off the internet. He only did it so he could legally officiate at our wedding, and he had been offered a small church, independents who had lost their minister. It didn't pay much, but did come with a small house. He was excited, and we were happy for him. Shaggy, of course, had already moved on. The documentary money enabled him to get a better apartment. He was a little over three years sober now, and worked a lot with his AA group, trying to get others help. He admitted the success rate was pretty low, but if they got just one person a year sober, he said, it was worth every manhour they invested and more.



Caruso was offered a chance to sing with a touring Broadway musical, and he would be leaving in three weeks. Longfellow surprised us all by applying and getting a part time job at the community college, teaching English literature. He was crying like a baby when he told us his now grown daughter had sought him out, forgiving him for his past, and working on a future.
We had the wedding at our house, which people thought strange, but we were pretty sure Mom was bound to the house, and we refused to have it without her. As Jen walked down the red carpet placed carefully over the manicured lawn on the arm of her father, I thought to myself if I died tomorrow, I had lived a wonderful life. She was wearing an old fashoined, high necked ivory gown worked heavily in lace and pearls, a full matching lace veil, with a headband of pearls holding it in place. Lindsey trailed behind, in a matching gown in light blue, minus the veil and train. The wedding dress was every bit of ten feet long, held off the carpet by her twin sisters. Their dresses, while not as fancy, matched perfectly.
The dress, of course, had belonged to Miss Agnes. They had been sitting in front of the fire, gazing up at her, talking about the wedding. Jen sighed. "I love my mother. And I love you too, but I think of you more as Dean's mom, the one he should have had growing up. I have to tell you, I'm a little intimidated. Living up to your legacy will be hard. Dean showed us your wedding album, and told me he wanted me in a dress as close to yours as I could come, regardless of the cost. I've showed it to a few seamstresses, and they've all refused, saying they didn't have the skill to do it justice. He's having a hard time finding a suit like your husband wore. I'm thinking we may have to go more modern. It will break his heart, but we have to face facts."
Both girls screamed "MOM!' when two hands grabbed both by the back of the neck, pulling them up, and marching them to the door, which swung open as they approached. At one time the house had sat in the middle of a working farm, but over the years after Miss Agnes passed the heirs had sold off bits and pieces until there was only fifteen acres left. At the back of that sat the tackroom. Orignally used as a place to store all the tack necessary for a working farm, they had developed it over the years, until it contained a small apartment for the tack hand, so he could constantly be on call when something was needed or a piece was broken and needed repair. They had explored around it, but the few windows were so encrusted by dirt they couldn't see anything inside. There used to be a big barn beside of it, but it was destroyed by fire in the forties, and they never rebuilt. I'm guessing from what I saw later the family had started using it for storage in the late fifties or early sixties.
Agnes marched the girls to the door and a key fell out of the rafters. Linds picked it up and it fit the lock, but it refused to turn. They were about to give up when the key turned on it's own, and the lock popped open. The hinges screamed as they opened the door, it had probably been forty or fifty years since it had to function, and the hinges didn't like it.
They peeked in, surprised to see it was packed to the rafters with old boxes and trunks. One large trunk stood apart, and it moved slightly. The girls took that as their cue, and struggled to open it. There were books in the top, family albums mostly. The girls giggled at the pictures of Miss Agnes over the years, going from a stunning bride to a middle aged woman who could still rock a one piece, to the regal dowager she was at the end. They found pictures of her boys, and we found out her life wasn't always sunshine and roses. She lost two sons in the second world war, one a Marine in the Pacific. He was awarded three silvers stars and two purple hearts before a sniper got him on Okinawa. Her other son was a Ranger, surviving the beaches of Normandy before being killed at the Battle of the Bulge. He got the distinguished service cross for his actions leading to his death, saving eighteen of his men and half of a village. Another son went missing in Korea, and was never heard from again.
The other son was killed in a car accident in the late fifties, and left no heirs. Her youngest son married, and broke her heart by moving to California and having a single child. That child, in keeping with the tradition, sired only one son, the man I bought the house from. Her husband stayed by her side until he died in 1969, and she followed nine weeks later.
I think she poured so much of her heart and soul into making our house the perfect home she couldn't rest. As tenant after tenant passed through, each making the house a little less, her attachment got stronger. At least the house was back to it's glory now, and Miss Agnes could rest in peace. The thought disturbed me, because we had all become reliant on her. It would be like a flesh and blood mother died if she left us now.
They felt her sadness as they looked at the photos, and decided to bring them to the house, where they belonged. Lifting the dividing lid so they could see the bottom, they almost fainted. There, perfectly preserved, was her wedding dress, as well as the blue bridesmaid dress her sister wore. The veil, even the shoes, were perfectly preserved. Jen reached out to caress the lace, before pulling her hand back. "I can't, Mom. You were a much bigger woman, and it would have to be altered significantly if I were to wear it. I don't want to ruin it."
Words appeared in the dust on the floor, the first time she had ever communicated with any of us that way. "Take it. Yours. Lindsey gets blue. Give to sister when her turn. Give to daughters. Please."
Apparently it took a lot out of her to do this, judging from the cropped sentences. Lindsey and Jen almost made mud in the building when their tears hit the floor. They repacked everything carefully, and watched in wonder as the key turned the lock again. The key dropped in front of them. Jen picked it up, noting how smooth it felt. Even the lock looked new.
I didn't get to sit down when I got home. The girls had me in our truck, heading for the shed, where we pulled the chest gently out the door and on to the bed. The girls were quivering, and I knew no one was having dinner until the contents were explored. I called for pizza, to be delivered in one hour, hoping that would be enough time.
Miss Agnes had been a large woman. She once mentioned in a letter it was a good thing her husband was six three, otherwise she would have been the taller of the two. They reverently took the dress out, and after admiring it, Jen tried it on. She looked like a little girl playing dress up in her mothers' clothes, and in a way, she was.
The blue dress was almost an exact copy sans train and veil. Linds didn't even try it on, even though it was smaller. Apparently big women ran in their family. It took them hours of research to find a woman who specialized in restoring and altering vintage clothing, and she was horribly expensive. The end results were worth every penny and more. Jen seemed to glow as she walked down the aisle, looking for all the world like she was not even touching the ground. Then again, Mom might have been helping her along.
Underneath the gowns was the formal suit her husband had worn. The girls insisted, and Mom nudged me along, until I finally put it on. It fit like a glove except for the pants being an inch too long. I ended up going to see the seamstress, and getting lessons on how to master the studs, and tie the bow tie. There was a gold watch and chain under the suit, and it rose up to meet my hand as I was placing it back into the trunk. I touched it, and it popped open. There was a photo of Miss Agnes from the late thirties, smiling, and the inscription read "From your loving Mother." My eyes blurred for a moment, probably from all the dust in the trunk, and I whispered, "Thanks, Mom."
We had a string quartet and a pianist, and Caruso sang an Italian love song just before she made her entrance, a beautiful song with haunting lyrics, even if you couldn't understand the words. As the last notes lingered the string quartet started playing the Wedding march. Shaggy was my best man, we had become close even though he was almost twice my age. Jen's brothers were the groomsmen, and her sisters were her bridesmaids, with Lindsey as Maid of Honor. Preacher did the service justice, tears in his eyes most of the time. He ended with the words "I now pronounce you man and wife, Jen and Dean, the Madonna and her Warrior. May your union be long, fruitful, and full of love. You may kiss the bride, again."
It sounded good to me, so I did.
I know some of the guests couldn't help but look at the portrait that hung in the arch of the bower, but we didn't bother to explain. Miss Agnes looked down over the crowd as we started our life together. At one time, I was almost sure there were tears on her cheek. Must have been the angle of the sun.
The reception was lively but largely alcohol free, in consideration for some of our guests. A good time was still had, as the four piece band set up and started playing, joined at times by Blind Melon, Harp and Sister Mary. The band was astounded that she knew the lyrics to so many songs, and could sing them with gusto. I danced with Pocahontas, Sister Mary, Jen's sisters and her Mother. I even got Grams out for a sedate waltz, and she cried the whole time. She told me she cried in happiness for us, and in gratitude for us saving her from the nursing home. I kissed her cheek, telling her I wanted her around for a long, long time. Maybe she could even babysit for us once in a while.
Jen danced with everyone from Ninth Street, saving Shaggy until last, and she snuggled in, kissing his cheek, thanking him for coming into our lives. Then she surprised him by giving him what she called a wedding gift to him. "I know you don't like where you live, Shaggy, too many of your old influences around for you to be completely comfortable. Ever considered moving to suburbia? I happen to know where a very nice two bedroom apartment is, just sitting empty. And I'm pretty sure you won't be able to beat the rent, unless you find someone who wants to pay you to live with them. Think about it."
She giggled. "It's pretty quiet, most of the time, if you ignore the odd scream and moans once in a while."
Three weeks later his old pickup was parked in the drive.
Chapter 16
With the permission of the FBI and with cooperation of the corresponding authorities in almost all the countries this investigation took us, we had chronicled the unfolding of the corruption scandal, from the moment Jasmine came forward through the trials of the major players. We didn't divulge facts that would have compromised the good guys or the informants they turned, but it was still pretty stark, a really ugly look at people at their worst, casually discussing the deaths they had caused, the executions they had performed personally, the blackmailing and breaking of good families they held under their thumb. They discussed their utter contempt for the authorities in every country they operated in, and laughed at how many key players they 'owned' in America.
We had weeks of footage, and we huddled around the video players editing for months, trying to set the right tone and pace for the best dramatic impression. Finally, we had it down to eight hours that the countries involved would sign off on, and we shopped it, in four two hour segments. The bidding war was horrific, companies were offering us all kinds of things past money. I physically threw two cable company representatives out of my house after they offered Jen and Linds drugs, sex, and under the table money if they would get me to give them the documentary. They didn't know it, but the whole thing was taped, and we put it at the end of the very last segment. The companies, of course, denied all knowledge of their actions, and both executives and four assistants were fired. We thought about doing a documentary on the lengths news outlets would go to get a story, but didn't. Jen said it best. "Give me an old fashioned serial killer who does his victims in in a horrible manner over these guys anytime. I'd feel a lot cleaner at the end of the day."
As Jen had told her mother, financially, we were comfortable. The returns from both documentaries netted us payments in the high six figures, and with residuals the money kept coming in. Jasmine had given the girls a parting gift for taking her in and hiding her while the scandal played out, half a million apiece in a portfolio managed by one of the best investors in the business. He was doing a really good job, so Linds gave him another quarter mil, and we gave him twice that. We were rapidly becoming his favorite clients.
Shaggy took his cut and bought a nice house a couple of blocks away, and moved his girlfriend, a recovering heroin addict, in. She was almost twenty years younger, and with his help, she got her daughter back from social services nine months later. She calls him "Pops", which makes him smile every time. The girl is a little jock, and he drags us to all her soccer and volleyball games, where we scream our heads off and embarrass her no end. She talked Shaggy into getting her golf lessons, and he decided to see what the fuss was about. The first time he sank a birdie, he was hooked for life. Sandy talked her mother into trying, and she hooked Linds, until soon we all had the bug, and played so much we all joined a small country club.
Shaggy and Sandy got so good they won the Father Daughter Tournament five years running, until Sandy aged out and didn't qualify any longer. She compensated by entering them into the Mixed Doubles Tournament, where they ruled for three years, until she went to college. We all sat around his big screen and watched his daughter win a televised tournament designed to show the world the future stars of the LPGA. Gwen, his wife, had surprised everyone when she got a cold and took an herbal tonic that killed her birth control pills. She found out she was pregnant, and was scared to death to tell Shaggy. He cried when she told him, then picked her up and twirled her around, whooping the whole time. Seven and a half months later their daughter, Grace, was born, coming into the world at eight and a half pounds and giving a lustful cry. She's still the loudest child I've ever seen.
Linds took a lot of her money and bought the house next door to us when it came up for sale, getting a good price since she could pay cash. The agent never even got a chance to put the sign up.
She didn't live in it, though, and said she wouldn't until she found someone special enough to share it with, or we finally grew tired of her and threw her out. Like that was ever going to happen. She went away with some old college friends for a week long reunion, but was back in four days. Jen moped around until she returned, then they hugged and cried like they hadn't seen each other in years. When they finally got done with each other Lindsey latched down on me.
"How about you, big boy? Miss your little sister?"
I pretended surprise. "You were gone? For how long? Doggone it Jen, why don't you tell me these things?"
Linds slapped me, then squealed as I picked her up, swinging her around while she screamed in laughter. I put her down, kissed her cheek, and gave her a firm swat on her ass. "Welcome home, baby."
We held a family meeting, Linds, Shaggy, Gwen, and us, to decide our future. We were all wanting to do documentaries full time, but it meant quitting all our jobs. Gwen, pre-drugs, had been an accountant, so we had added her to the family business in that capacity, although she did more, lugging equipment around when we were in the field, and became pretty good at running the camera. Shaggy and Gwen were the least financially secure, so they had the most to lose. We had money, but these things can take a life of their own, and be expensive to make. We talked it to death, agreed to think about it until the weekend.
Lindsey, Jen and I talked further about it. "I really want to do it, but I need to make sure my family is provided for," I told them, as I rubbed Jen's tummy. Grace arriving had triggered the nesting instinct in Jen, and we agreed to throw her birth control pills away. Four months later she tested positive on the home kit, and had it confirmed by her doctor the next day. "This is a big step. If we quit we have no insurance. Anything could happen."
Miss Agnes was apparently excited about the baby, and we could hear faint humming through the vents pretty often. I know Jen talked to her quite a bit, wondering if she would be a good mother. The thought popped into our heads at the same time. We needed to go to the basement. We rarely went down there, because there was no need. It was clean, and dry, and Jen had plans to turn the space into a playroom a few years down the road.
We were actually surprised when we explored it that there was nothing down there, especially after the treasure trove we found in the garage and tack room. We flipped the lights on, wondering why we were here, when a crack appeared on the plaster, getting bigger as we watched. I brushed away a few of the bigger pieces and there it was.
"Get some tools girls, something we can chip this away with. I think something important is behind this wall. And bring a couple of big trash cans, we're going to need them." They scurried away quickly, curious beyond words. I kept pulling pieces off and putting them into a wooden box I had found. I brushed some dust away, and there it was. Part of the face of a big safe. I wondered how we were going to get in, until numbers appeared in the dust. 38R 26L 42R. I wondered what the meaning was for the numbers when it hit me. "Mom, are these your measurements?" All I got in response was a slight ruffling of my hair and a giggle.
The girls came back with a few tools and garbage cans, We worked quietly for a few minutes, when we heard footsteps. They had called Shaggy and Gwen, thinking we may need the help. It took us an hour until we had it completely exposed. It wasn't a bank vault, but it was damn close. I wiped the face down with a damp cloth while they speculated on how we were going to open it. I set the dial to zero, then twirled it to the correct numbers. We all heard the click.
Gwen had grabbed a small camera, and was filming the whole thing. The door made no noise as it swung open, which I found odd because it had to have been at least sixty years since it had been opened. The safe was six feet tall, eight feet deep, and eight feet wide and packed to the gills. We took a box out and opened it. It held stock certificates, for Coca-Cola, General Motors, and others, the dates of issue going all the way back to the thirties. It took a lot of research to sort them out. Some were defunct. Some had been absorbed by other companies. Some were still in business but generated only slight profits over the years. There were certificates of deposit from all three of the banks in the area, the keys to deposit boxes for the same three banks, and three bags of loose diamonds, many of them uncut. There were bags of emeralds, rubies, and sapphires, several sculptures and bronzes that Miss Agnes had acquired when they did the Grand Tour in the early twenties, along with four carefully wrapped paintings. Besides the loose stones there were necklaces, rings, and broaches in quantity. Seems Mom loved her bling. Something in the back caught my eye, and I pulled it forward. A gun case that opened easily. No expert, I knew a lot of the pistols had to be antique, assorted revolvers, something I found later was called a Harmonica Pistol, her husband's orginal 1911 Colt .45 automatic, two double barreled shotguns, with ornate engraving, inlayed with gold and silver. They looked like they had never been fired. While Shaggy and I were admiring the weapons, Lindsey found a ledger book that listed all the contents and their estimated worth in 1961. We shut the safe, making sure it was locked, and trooped back upstairs making coffee and sitting at the kitchen table. Jen had her laptop out, and they were checking current values of some of the things in the ledger. Jen's hands were shaking so badly she had to turn the keyboard over to Lindsey.



"There are tens of millions dollars worth of stuff down there honey. What are we going to do? Is it ours?"
"It is. I checked with the lawyer who handled the purchase of the house and the realtor when we found the stuff in the garage, and it is plainly in the sales paper that I bought it as is, including all the contents of the house and grounds. Looks like we can all quit our jobs now, and not worry."
I looked at Shaggy and Gwen. "That includes you guys. We're in business together and that means you get ten per cent." The girls grinned, Shaggy looked stunned, and Gwen fainted.
Chapter 17
Of course, we all vowed to keep silent. For one thing we didn't want the publicity, for another, we didn't want every whack job and druggie in the area trying to rob us. We had put a little pistol range on the back of the property, and I had taken a backhoe and built up a four foot thick berm eight feet high, reinforced with thick timbers. It faced a little hill, in case we were way off in our aim, and the land behind it was empty farmland. Eighty four acres, and we were seriously thinking about trying to buy it, for privacy more than anything else. The thought of a new housing development going up behind us didn't sit well with any of us.
I had my Smith .40, my 'go to' weapon of choice, and an old colt Python .357 revolver I had picked up years ago. The girls, including Gwen, had fired them, and didn't care for either. Jen had her little Remington .380, and she was notoriously accurate up to twenty yards, every shot center body mass. Lindsey had been afraid of guns, but we brought her along, until she was confident to find her own weapon. I swear those girls shopped for pistols like they did dresses, wanting to 'try them on' before deciding. We joined a gun range that also had a shop, and they could check out a rental, run a box of ammo through it, then return it. She still hadn't found anything she liked, when I thought about the vault. All the weapons were old, some over a hundred years, but all were mechanically sound and could fire modern ammunition.
I went down to the basement one evening and stood, thinking, before talking to Mom. "Would you mind terribly if I let Lindsey fire one of your weapons? I know they're yours, because a man wouldn't own a pistol that ornate except as a collector's item, and besides, your initials are woven into the red rose on the ivory handles. It might be just what she needs, and if she likes them we can get a modern version and put yours back in the vault."
For an answer the vault(we had started calling it that because frankly, it was too big to be considered a safe)swung open, a beam of light higlighting a case we had opened just once. I took them out reverently, almost unwilling to touch them. I took the revolver out first, a Colt Lightning. It was nickel, with a red rose scrimshawed into the ivory handles, A J M cleverly worked in, almost unable to be detected. In .32 caliber, it had a two inch barrel and a five round cylinder. Most people deride the caliber, but it was still a pretty efficient weapon at close quarters. The other pistol was a .380 automatic, with the same design in the handle. Both were heavily engraved. They looked like works of art, not the deadly weapons they were. "Jen" flashed in my mind when I held the automatic, 'Lindsey' when I held the revolver.
Both were made in 1916, just before her husband went off to war. I think he gave them to her for safety, she could easily carry either one in her purse or concealed in the folds of her dress. We had them estimated for insurance purposes later, and as a set, in the custom built case, with the matching .45 automatic(his weapon, I suspect), the value was almost thirty thousand.
The next Saturday I took them to the gun range, and had them checked by a professional before I would allow the girls to fire either. I insisted we do it in the managers' office, after his promise of confidentiality. He actually went a little pale, not saying a word until he checked his computer. "Do you know what these are? The former owner must have known someone in the Colt system. There are a lot of these out there, but only five matching sets like this were ever made. One was presented to the Queen of England in 1910, the other four went to private individuals. The one belonging to the Queen is in a museum in London, another is owned by the Roosevelt family, the other three changed hands until they disappeared. Now only two are unaccounted for. Collectors suspect the sets were broken up in wills, and will never see the light of day again. If it still had the 1911 .45, it would be worth even more." I grinned, thinking about the weapon, safely tucked away in the vault.
I never volunteered how I had acquired them, and he was smart enough not to ask. He declared them in excellent condition, estimating they had been fired very little. He assured me they could handle modern ammunition, but suggested I buy a special brand, manufactured for vintage and antique weapons, closely matching orginal specifications for the weapon. He had two boxes of the .32 in stock, and four of the .380. I bought all he had, and put in an order for three more boxes each.
I wouldn't let them be fired in public, not wanting to give explanations of where they came from. I took the girls to the home range, and showed them the weapons. "Mom and I had a talk. Linds, Mom thought you might be comfortable with the revolver, and Jen, since you are already familiar with a .380, she wanted you to have this." After they oohed and ahhed over them, they loaded them, and test fired a few rounds, from the standard distances for pistols, nine, fifteen, and twenty-five yards. Linds hit center mass every time, the shots closely grouped just to the left of center. Jen did the same, except two rounds each were head shots. Showoff.
To legally carry them, I had them registered, telling the police I had inherited them from a time when registration wasn't necessary. They did the standard checks, and they didn't come back stolen, so it was just a matter of filling out the forms. The girls both bought special handbags that allowed them to have easy access to their weapons. They could even fire them without taking them out, if it was necesary. Jen still carried her old .380, in a specially designed pocket holster. It would be very bad for someone if the girls were ever placed in a situation requiring they use them.
The existence of the vault started to worry all of us, and we agreed to consider moving the valuables to a more secure location. If people found out, we would be an instant target, and not just from the amateurs. We voted, and everyone but Gwen thought it was a good idea. She said the less people knew of our business, the better off we are. "I agree, Gwen. That makes it even more important we move them. We will all be safer for it."
Linds came up with the idea of doing a documentary on the vault, Miss Agnes, and the whole Merchant family. We had already talked to the local history museum, letting them get a look at some of the things we'd found in the tack shed, and now there was a whole section of the museum dedicated to the Merchant family and their impact on local history. The exhibit showed photos of the family through time. The reports of their sons dying in action, and the other disappearing, took up one section alone. There was a wedding picture of Miss Agnes, her sister, and her husband in their gowns and suit, sitting side by side of a picture of Jen, me, and Lindsey in the same clothes. There were also period toys we'd found in one of the trunks, as well as children's clothing of the times.
We didn't know it, but the family sponsored the local baseball team, footing the bill for their uniforms, equipment, and transportation. In those days, every town had at least one team, roughly similar to a single A team of the modern era. Games were huge draws on Saturday afternoons, people wearing their summer best as they rooted for the home team. Mr. Merchant, it seems, was a very good pitcher, but he only pitched as a reliever, leaving the glory to the ones who deserved it. There was even a photo we found of all of them, down to the last son, wearing team jerseys. Several trophies, old gloves, and autographed balls were in a case under the picture.
When we privately viewed it, as guests of the museum, we were really impressed. Things were moving along until we got to the baseball collection, Jen and Linds just stopped, gaping at a photo of Mr. Merchant, in his uniform and cap, before turning their eyes to me. "What?"
"You look just like him, right down to the ball cap. Same eyes, chin, cheekbones. Even your ears are shaped the same!"
I looked more closely, and could actually see she was right. That might explain why Mom liked me so much. "Well, what about that? Maybe I'm his illegitimate great grandson, what do you think?"
The assistant curator giving us the tour grinned. "You mean you're not a descendent? Fooled me, I was sure I was dealing with the last of the Merchant family. Strange world, huh?"
Along with the display there was a long article on how they got their wealth. Miss Agnes was the eldest daughter of a wealthy landowner, he had seven farms, a retail store catering to farm supplies, and a hotel, all doing a prosperous business. Her future husband Jim came from a long line of lawyers and engineers. His father was a judge, rising to the state Supreme Court, where he served ten years before retiring. Jim chose the engineering part of his family, following his uncle, joining his business as soon as he left college. Between them, they managed to invent and hold patents on six machines, expanding their workshop into a pretty impressive manufacturing plant. The family held pretty liberal views about workers, and conservative views on family. No one in the plant, including the managers, could work over ten hours a day, and every other Saturday, if it was necessary. They paid a substatial wage, far and above what others did, and as result, they got the best of the best. Several of their managers and workers saved enough to open their own businesses, not as competitors, but as suppliers. Instead of building mill villages, they offered their workers good rates on loans, and many took advantage, achieving something they thought they would never see, home ownership.
Miss Agnes and Jim met when his company sold some machinery to her father, and he came along to make sure they met specifications. He was a likeable fellow, open, honest (sometimes too honest, Miss Agnes said once in a letter), a man that stood on his convictions and by his word. Soon, he was taking dinner most evenings with the Monroe family, finishing the night by sitting in the porch swing with Agnes and her little sister, watching the stars and fireflies. Jim played guitar, Agnes played piano, her little sister the violin, so they gave impromtu concerts to the rest of the family and whatever neighbors happened by.
When the machines were in place, Jim asked Mr. Monroe if he would give him permission to court his daughter, and the man laughed. "Young man, whether you know it or not, by this time next year we'll be talking about the wedding. Agnes already has her dress picked out." They were engaged in nine months, and married six months later. It was pretty much a whirlwind courtship by the standards of the day.
When the first world war started, before Americans got involved, the Merchants and the Monroes held a business discussion, led by the elder Monroe. "War is raging in Europe right now, and whether we like it or not, eventually America will be forced to choose a side. In the meantime, commerce will be spotty at best in Europe, foodstuffs like grain, corn, and potatoes will be in short supply. People will starve, economies will crumble.
I propose a joint venture. My family will supply the skill and knowledge, and forty per cent of the money, if your family supplies the other sixty per cent. We'll split any profits 50/50. We need to buy or lease as much farmland as we can get, produce as much food as we can, for export. I also suggest that you look at upping production of your machinery, every factory over there that can be will be converted to help the war effort. They'll need those machines when this is over, and it will take them a long time to rebuild."
They took his suggestion, and while many tried to get outrageous prices, they kept their prices as fair as they could. Their biggest customer ended up being the U.S. government, who came to them with a suggestion. They wanted them to also grow cotton, for uniforms, underwear, and a thousand other uses. We found a certificate issued to them, Merchant Monroe Inc., for their contribution to the war effort.
Jim had been educated in military schools, and when the U.S. entered the war he volunteered. He was given the rank captian, went through refresher training, and spent two years overseas, leading a troop in France. His group were scouts, and were spared most of the misery that came with trench warfare. His was a much more hazardous assignment, and over half his men died in battle or were captured. Jim was captured once, and spent three weeks as a prisoner, before he escaped with six men and made his way back, gathering information as he went. When it was over, the French gave him the third highest medal they could bestow on a foreigner, and the U.S. loaded his chest down even more.
He didn't get to return for almost another year, detained to help the British and the French with rebuilding their factories and resuming production of much needed goods. Both countries gave him certificates of merit for his work. Miss Agnes, after waiting for over two years, took matters in her own hands and went to England, surprising her husband. In her diary, she described the next three days as "exhilirating, exhausting, and satisfying, as both of us tried to make up our husbandly and wifely duties that we had missed during this time." Miss Agnes seemed to really, really like making love to her husband.
The display in place, we recruited a top property lawyer, the realtor that sold me the house, a security expert, our banker, and the curator of the museum to bear witness as we emptied the vault. The cameras were set up, and we had a Brinks truck waiting outside, to take things to a secured facility. They had to make five trips, our security expert along on every one. The place was insured, bonded, and had never been robbed, though there had been eleven attempts.
Before we started, we removed a few things we didn't want anyone to see, keepsakes and valuables we didn't want the public to know about. Gwen was running one of the cameras, and I noticed how badly she was shaking. When I asked her about is, she said she didn't sleep much last night thinking about today. It made sense, the girls and I had a general idea what the vault contained thanks to the ledger, but we had actually seen little of it. We didn't sleep much last night either. We filmed the faces of the witnesses as the vault was opened. I thought the curator might faint, and the rest were stunned into silence.
It took eight hours to remove everything. I think everyone was numb by the time it was over. The banker kept a running tally, consulting his laptop every once in a while to determine estimated value, getting progressively paler as we went. He sighed when the last item was removed. "Just an estimate, and a very conservative one at that, but if you took the values I calculated, it comes to...," he looked at his notes, to make sure he was correct, "just over sixty-three million. It will probably be at least twenty percent more, if you factor in the historical value of some of the pieces, and I consult with experts in various fields. Not counting, of course, what's in the safety deposit boxes."
I thought this might be a grey area, but the property lawyer assured me that even though they weren't on the grounds, the keys were, and if you owned the keys, you owned the deposit boxes. We decided to save those for another day. Carefully placing the items we wanted to keep back into the vault, we went upstairs, made coffee, and discussed what to do next. We turned to our security expert.
Jim grinned, but it was a grim one. He had retired from the FBI after getting his time in, and moved here. Christy still had eighteen months to go, and then she would be joining him. At his retirement party, Jim had dropped to one knee and asked her to marry him, diamond in hand. She very unprofessionally screamed and started crying, while his friends grinned and congratulated them. Seems their relationship was pretty common knowledge, after all, they were FBI, but no one said anything, and as long as they were professional, the managers let it go.
"You're not going to want to hear this, but you should get an alarm system, and a security fence. Once word gets out, no one is going to believe everything is in a vault somewhere else. Everybody from druggies to pros will want to give it a shot, so you better be ready. Security guards may come into play, if you want to continue to live here. Keep your weapons handy at all times while you're home, and stash a few in strategic locations, just in case."
We knew we were going to have to do something along those lines, we just didn't want to hear it. In the end, we put up a six foot wrought iron fence, the top third electrified, with a gate that wouldn't open until you punched in the right code, and the code changed often. Jim had an extra feature added, if you punched in zero at the end of the sequence, it let those inside the house know you were compromised. We had the fence extended to include Lindsey's house. She still hadn't found her soul mate, so she was still with us.
Jen and I had long ago left the station, even before Mom showed us the vault, despite their pleas to stay. The truth was we made more off the first documentary than we could in five years with the station. The corruption documentary earned us more than we would have made in twenty years. Now, with our new found wealth, we didn't have to work at all unless we chose so. We talked it over, and decided to keep doing documentaries, able now to really pick and choose what we felt worthwhile. Shaggy was still helping the homeless and addicted, and we helped, both with time and money.
However, there's a pit in every olive jar, as my old drill sargeant was fond of saying. Ours turned out to be Gwen. She was fine until the big money started rolling in, and then she gradually eased back into her old lifestyle. While we were distributing blankets and food, she was trying to score. She managed to hide it for the first two months, before she disappeared for three days. Shaggy and her oldest daughter were frantic, their young one not quite old enough to unsderstand the situation. Jim called in the calvary, and we found her in a shooting gallery, passed out, with most of her clothes missing. Shaggy didn't say a word, bundling her into a blanket before Sandy could see her, hustling her straight to the hospital.
They pumped her stomach, afraid of what she might have swallowed, and checked her blood almost hourly, finally giving her two pints to help flush her system. It took her two days to wake up, and she was a wreck when she did. She begged Shaggy not to leave her. As soon as she was strong enough, he took her home, put her on the couch and fluffed the pillows.
"Sandy is going to be home from school soon. Grace is with Jen and Lindsey. You and I are going to talk. Rather, I'm going to talk and you're going to listen. I know what a struggle it is to stay clean. Even after all these years, the smell of bourbon has me salivating. But then I remember my choices, what I've gained, what I could lose, and I walk away. We have a good life here honey. Nice house, good living, great kids, killer jobs. We're living the American dream, baby, after years of horror. I can't go back. I refuse to go back, if nothing else, then for my daughters.



You have a choice right now. If you make the right one I, WE will be behind you a hundred per cent, but if you make the wrong one, again, then we're over. Remember, I adopted Sandy. She now carries my name besides my heart, and I won't let you hurt either one by watching you slide down in to the pit you rose out of once. If you slip again, and force me to go for divorce, no judge alive would give you custody.
Think about it, are you willing to give up everything?"
Gwen wailed and promised to be good, shaking the whole time from withdrawals.
"All right then. Tomorrow, you go to rehab, and I don't mean the 28 day program, I mean real rehab, ninety days in a top facility. If you do well, then after a month we can see you. Do bad, and your stay gets longer, until they deem you unsavable. If that happens, you're on your own."
She went. Gwen did well, staying on point, following the program, saying and doing all the right things. The first time her family got to visit her, she cried the whole time, hugging her daughters and apologizing to Shaggy. He finally grew a little irritated. "Don't promise, Gwen. Do. Make me proud to be married to you again. This is your only chance, your one shot at redemption. Screw this up and it might be a long time before you get to see your babies."
If he was trying to scare her straight, it worked. For six months she was right by his side, not complaining once about the monthly drug tests he made her take, promising if she stayed clean for a year he would stop. We think she started resenting them there towards the end, but she took them.
Then, on the ninth month, she didn't show for her test, calling the lab and telling them she had a family emergency and would need to reschedule. It was two weeks before they could fit her in, and she said it would be fine. When the report didn't show up in the mail, Shaggy asked about it. "The lab had to reschedule, honey. I go in ten days, but if you want, we can go down to the hospital and get it done there."
He loved her, and believed her, so they waited. The weekend before she was to go, Shaggy came home to find her gone, along with everything of value that she was able to get into her car. When he checked, the bank accounts had been emptied. As luck would have it, most of their money was tied up in investments and couldn't be accessed quickly, so he was able to protect them. We didn't hear a thing for four months, until the money started to run out, and then we traced her through five pawnshops in three surrounding towns before the trail went cold. The security cameras at the last showed a rough picture. She looked like she had lost at least twenty pounds, her hair a stringy mess, the needle tracks plain on her arms. Shaggy watched, and tears rolled down his cheeks. Jim offered to get a team looking for her.
"She's past saving. It wouldn't matter if she came back and went through rehab again, she would just slide right back. I need to go home to my children, prepare them for what's to come, and see a lawyer, to make sure I retain custody."
After some pretty hard nagging from the girls, including Christy, who was home on vacation, he moved into the house with us, just to make everyone feel a little more secure. A few months later, the police showed up, asking about her. It seemed the people she had hooked up with decided to start a career in crime. They were on video robbing two corner stores, her carrying a shotgun they suspect she got from a recent home invasion. "This is her last known address. Have you seen or talked to her lately?"
Shaggy looked at the evidence, surprised he could still cry over her. When he composed himself, he answered all their questions. First, he gave them a card. "That's my lawyer. I'm suing for divorce on grounds of abandonment, working to get sole custody of my girls, making sure they are safe. I have not talked to my wife in five months, or seen her in six. If she does make contact, you guys will get the call. I'm done with her, but for the sake of our children I'll pray for her."
The cops were good guys, and knew us from Ninth Street. We had also sponsored a Police League volleyball team, and a softball team, always willing to give a little more when the cause was there. They apologized for coming, and the female hugged him, telling him he would get through this. She also gave him her card, telling her if he needed help, not to hesitate to call anyone on the force, someone would come. Jim and Christy walked them out.
They waited until a few hours later, and the detective, our volleyball coach, called, wanting me to meet them on the range. "We think it's going to end badly. The violence is escalating. They pistol whipped a clerk at the last robbery, even though he cooperated, while Gwen held the shotgun on the three customers who had been in the store. They're on film laughing like hyenas while they nearly beat the guy to death. It's just a matter of time, depending on how little or how much drugs they have in them, to cross the line and kill somebody, or run into somebody who decides to shoot it out with them."
I pondered what to do with the information. Three days later we woke to the sounds of sirens. A neighbor three blocks over woke to intruders. They beat him badly, threatened to rape his wife and eleven year old daughter unless he gave them everything. They seemed to know what was valuable, and even knew where the safe was. When they thought they had everything, they tied them up, smashed their phones, and left.
Five nights later another neighbor experienced a home invasion, and again, the thieves were very well informed as to what they had of value. Two weeks later a house three doors down was invaded, and it was set afire when they left, because the thieves were angry over the amount of loot. The residents just barely got out alive. We sat over breakfast and thought about the rash of crime in our area, until Lindsey went pale.
"Oh My Gosh! It just hit me, we've been to every one of these houses as guests, including Shaggy. AND GWEN!" We called the police immediately, and when they came out we explained our fears. One sighed. "That sounds about right. Every house that was robbed was done by someone with a rough reckoning of their wealth. We've stepped up patrols in the area. Keep your doors locked, you guys would be the ultimate prize." Three hours later Gwen called Shaggy, giving him an almost incoherent diatribe about taking the girls, demanding he bring them to her. He agreed immediately, asking where she wanted to meet.
He could hear a struggle, a few screams, and a man's voice came on the phone. "Ignore the bitch. I do. We'll be seeing you soon, asshole." The line went dead. Shaggy called the police immediately, and they came over to get the recording he had managed to get of about two thirds of the conversation. "They're losing control. I know you have weapons, but you might want to get professional help, and just to be safe, never let the children out of sight."
Jim sighed when they left. "They're right, Shaggy. I'll be taking the girls to school and collecting them from now on. Be sure you tell the school that no one is to get them except for me or you, and call the police immediately if someone tries."
He turned to me. "Again, they were right. I'm going to hire enough guards to keep this area safe around the clock, until they're caught or..." He started to say dead, but saw Grace peeking over the stair railing. He nodded and Shaggy got up immediately, bringing her into the living room and cuddling her.
Both girls were traumatized by recent events, but the girls mothered them relentlessly, and they gradually came to accept the living arrangements. When Grace needed something, two Moms showed up, three if Christy was around. She would sigh as she held Grace, looking sad. She told us later she regretted not leaving the Bureau early enough to have kids. She and Jim were seriously talking about foster kids or adotion about a year after she retired, to give her time to acclimate to the real world.
We fixed up the old tack shop apartment, and Jim gave one guard his spare bedroom, so we had on site round the clock protection. When we left, even if it was just to the grocery store, two guys in an SUV followed us. JIm was starting to prosper, and we knew as soon as Christy retired they would find a nice house. He was doing a lot of business with the neighbors, car and foot patrols at night, just cars in the daylight. They identified themselves to the heavy police presence, so everyone knew who was supposed to be in the area.
Our neighbors were well to do, so they could afford it. Never having much to do with the police, several of the older ones, especially the widows and empty nesters, started insisting they have breakfast with them, so they could "inspect the house". This led to snacks, and coffepots left outside on decks and porches, and always ready for both the police and security people. They joked with each other they hoped the bad guys never got caught, because this was the best job they'd ever had.
They earned their money one night when one of the security patrols noticed a suspicious vehicle, reported it, and followed from a distance, the police hovering just out of sight. They stopped in front of a house at the end of a street, secluded, no close neighbors, a perfect target. Six people got out, pulling on gloves and masks. They were reaching inside the van when the floodlights hit them, and a voice demanding they drop their weapons and lie on the ground.
There was a moment of hesitation, then they heard a man clearly. "Fuck this! I ain't going back to prison."
To the shock of the authorities, two men pulled out military style rifles and started firing. The weapons were fully automatic, and they sprayed a lot of bullets very fast. Two of the three police cruisers were totaled instantly. Then two more rifles opened up, backed by shotguns. Outgunned, all they could do was call for backup and try to keep them contained.
Two of the security guards, the ones on foot patrol, had arrived at the back of the house and peeked around, assessing the situation, talking to the police the entire time. One of the intruders, looking for an escape route, got a little too close, and they dragged him back into the bushes, knocking him out with their fists and pistols. Another saw it and opened fire, spraying his companion and killing him instantly while the guards scrambled away to each side. They both fired, watching as the man grunted and sagged back, before returning fire. They realized he was wearing a bulletproof vest. They were both on the ground now to limit target options, and one screamed to the other to aim for the legs. Both emptied a fourteen round magazine each, hitting the robber five times, once in the knee, shattering the knee cap.
Before they could do anything about the fallen man the van roared around the house, running over him as it headed across the back yard, through the fence that divided lots, and on to the next street. Caught by surprise, the police scrambled to follow, but the van had dropped out of sight, into a district of empty warehouses, pulling into one out of sight from the street.
Chapter 18
It was a minor miracle, but the robber who had been shot and run over lived. He lost a leg, a finger, and a testicle, but he was alive. Knowing he would most likely face life in prison, as soon as he was able he got a lawyer and offered to sell his compatriots out, for immunity. That proposal was rejected out of hand, and they bargained back and forth until they reached an agreement. Looking at life, the prosecution offered him a deal. Tell everything and he would get ten to twenty-five years, and be eligible for parole in nine years. He was thirty, and he jumped all over the deal.
Their leader was an escaped convict, breaking out of a prison three states over, killing a guard as he went. Manson Franks was number nine on the FBI most wanted list. He had killed two more people on his way here, gathered a group almost as vicious as he was and like minded in their quest for easy money. He talked about Gwen like she was dirt under his feet. "The bitch is crazy. She screws all of us, but swears she loves some guy named Scooby or something like that. She's mainlining like crazy, I expect to wake up every morning and find her dead. She's a gold mine though, when it comes to information about high dollar houses and how easy they are to rob. Manson loves her though, he even gave her the shotgun. It scares the shit out of me to see her waving it around, wondering how high she is.
She keeps talking about the ultimate score, a house filled with all sorts of shit, with a giant safe in the basement. It's locked up like Fort Knox, and she swears it's protected by some crazy ghost, and doesn't want to go near it. Manson wants to, he just grins and says 'I ain't afraid of no ghost.' It's supposed to be our next job."
It wasn't. The whole group disappeared off the face of the earth for four months, no one knew where the rest of the group, four men and Gwen, were. Rewards were offered, tips were followed up on. The gang member in the hospital suddenly had a seizure and passed, quite painfully, from what I heard. He was without a doubt poisoned, but no one could be sure how, and the video systen somehow went down for two hours.
Jim kept up the security for another three months until he decided just spot checks would do. The police eased back, and we were back to living in a quiet neighborhood. Christy finally retired, and joined Jim, and she and the girls planned a wedding, to be paid for by me, apparently.
It was a very nice wedding, and I got to walk Christy down the aisle. There was a pretty good crowd, their old friends from the agency, his new friends among the local cops, a few scattered lawyers, mostly ADA's, with a few defense attorneys thrown in to make it interesting. Jen was matron of honor, Lindsey and Sandy were bridesmaids, and Grace was flower girl. The ring bearer was the son of the local Chief of Police. Shaggy was a groomsman, and Jim's brother was best man. Lindsey caught the bouquet, and her date for the event was one of the young patrolmen she had met when we had all the trouble.
Miss Agnes was very taken with Shaggy's daughters, especially the youngest one. I was surprised one day to see a new teddy bear on her bed. "Gram gave it to me. She had to show me where it was, though. Wanna see?"
Of course I did, she led me to her closet, reached inside and pulled. A false wall swung open, and the shelves were lined with dolls and toys suitable for a young girl. "Gram said I could have more if I was good to Teddy."
I smiled. Later on I checked. Teddy was one of the very first teddy bears ever made, and was worth quite a bit to a collector. It meant more to a little girl who was forced to deal with the loss of her mother, though, and deserved to be played with.
"Well, Gram, you've made another conquest. Are you going to adopt all the girls that come into this house?"
The words floated through my mind. "Yes, especially yours. Get busy."
"We're trying Mom."
Jim and Christy came home from their honeymoon tanned and relaxed, and seemed in no hurry to move out of the apartment. The had confiscated the tack room, using it as an office. Our documentary on the Merchant and Monroe families, concluding with the opening of the vault, was very well received. It got us more than attention and profit, it got us sued.
The long lost Merchant saw the video and was enraged, so he sued us for the contents of the vault. it made good press but little sense, because he was very clear, in writing, that I bought the house, the buildings, and the grounds, 'as is'. His lawyer was sharp, but had no legal basis to pursue the suit. The press had a field day, and one tabloid featured a shot of me, and one of him, side by side. The resemblance was eerie. He looked like me in twenty years, if I took up drinking and stopped exercizing. The made up headline was "Cousin vs Cousin".
Jen couldn't get over how much we resembled each other. "It's so weird," she kept saying. Lindsey and the rest of the family agreed.
Personally, I didn't like the man. He called once, demanding to be let in the house to do 'inventory', and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Mom didn't seem to like her descendant much. "Relax," I told her. "It would take a court order for him to walk through those doors, and no judge alive would give him one." I politely declined, and hung up on him. He called several more times, getting more abusive every time. I was about to change numbers when Jim advised against it. "Record him," he said, get your lawyer to take it to the judge, and get a restraining order."
I recorded the next three calls, each more abusive as he ordered me to turn his 'heritage' over to him. When the judge heard the recordings, he granted the restraining order. Except for court, he was to stay at least a thousand feet away from my property, me, or my family, and was allowed no communication at all except through lawyers. I got a screaming rant when he was served, gave it to my legal team, and four hours later he was in jail for the weekend, going before a Judge on Monday who explained in clear terms that the next incident and he would be held for the duration of the trial, except for when court was in session.
Jim and Christy, doing their job, investigated the man. Seems he had squandered quite a bit of money over his forty-five years, the sale of the house was the only thing that kept him solvent. Faced with the thought of selling his penthouse condo and vacation home, he came up with the idea of suing me after watching the documentary, in the wild hope of getting something from me.
He lost the suit, and almost lost his vacation home to the lawyers for legal bills. I offered him some memoriabilia of his anscestors, and he shook with anger. "Screw those snobby people. They're why I'm living in Califoria. They threw my Dad out, banished him to California, and threatened to cut off his inheritance if he ever came back. I never knew any of them, and I don't want to be reminded now."
In one of our final meetings, I shocked the family by offering him an olive branch. With everything going on, we had yet to open the safety deposit boxes. I took the keys with me to our last meeting, and offered him his choice of keys, if he signed the papers and went away. He conferred with his lawyers, and came back to me.
He didn't speak, but let the lawyer do the talking. "My client insists on all the keys. He considers them part of the inheritance you denied him."
I stood, signalling the family and lawyers. They also rose. "Well then. When this is all over and he's back in the land of the fruits and the nuts, poorer than he was when he started this, I wonder how often he will obsess over this offer, and what he might have found had he accepted our generous gift. I forsee a lot of sleepless nights for your client. Good day. We'll see you in court."
We were standing by the elevators when a junior associate came running up to us. "Come back! Our client is willing to negotiate."
I grinned. "Your bosses have a dog of a case. All I need to do is sit back and let the trial run it's course. I think I'll get my team to come up with a few roadblocks, maybe stretch this thing out. I think I'll shoot for a year. By the time it's over, you won't have won anything, and your client will be too broke to pay you. Have a pleasant evening."
He was standing in shock, mouth hanging open, as the elevator doors closed.
"You're not really going to do that, are you honey?"
I cuddled Jen a little, grinning. "No, I'm already tired of the whole thing. That was just a message to his lawyers, a motivational technique. They now know that I have enough money to drag this along forever, and he's not solvent enough to last in the long haul. I'm sure a better offer will be forthcoming. Very, very soon."



I didn't notice Jim pick up the water glass Mr. Merchant used and wrap it in a napkin.
The next week (the earliest I would meet with them, costing him another week of legal bills)we all sat down again. Mr. Merchant was under strict orders not to speak, as the lawyer agreed to withdraw everything in exchange for two of the safety deposit boxes. We left.
Another week went by before we met again. My opponent was beginning to show signs of strain. The lawyer had a neat stack of paper before him, all ready for me to sign. I had my chief lawyer drop them in the waste basket. "One page, all claims relinquished by your client, in exchange for one key. He has lost the right to choose, so he gets what we say he gets. Do it, right now, or I walk and don't look back. Last chance. I'm taking my friends to lunch, so you have one hour."
We enjoyed lunch, while our opponents probably had heartburn. They were waiting for us when we got back, two copies of a single sheet on the table. My lawyer read it, nodded, and we signed. That was it, the suit was no more.
"Which one do I get?" he asked, bitterly.
"I have no idea. I didn't say I'd choose, I just said you couldn't." I opened the conference room door just as an intern or secretary walked by, surprising her by asking her in for just a second. She looked scared to death, but our attorney nodded to her, so she stepped in.
"This will only take a few minutes, and I insist on paying for your time. Will you help?"
The young woman nodded, slowly, wondering what was going on.
"All right then. Please turn your back." I put the deposit box keys on the table, over three sheets of paper I'd marked 1, 2, and 3. "Now, I have the numbers one, two, and three marked on sheets in front of us. Choose a number quickly, the first one you think of."
"Three!"
I thanked her for her time, and asked what she was doing before we pulled her in. "I was going to lunch."
"Well, enjoy yourself, and I'm sure your bosses won't fuss if you're a little late getting back. Right, Harold?"
"Take 90 minutes, Miss Andrews, please. Enjoy your lunch."
She started out the door and I stopped her. "One more thing. I told you that you would be paid for your time. How much should I give her, girls?"
Christy spoke first. "A hundred, at least. Plus you need to buy her lunch. There's a nice Ruth-Chris just around the corner."
Lindsey laughed. "Cheapskate! Five hundred, and instead of lunch make it dinner for two. I'm sure she can find someone, the restaurant is really exceptional."
Jen scoffed as the woman's eyes got bigger and bigger. "Pikers! A grand, honey, and the meal. Do it!"
Jim was laughing so hard he had tears in his eyes. "You know you always listen to your wife, Dean. Throw in a limo, just to make it a meal to remember."
"Done! Enjoy your lunch, Miss Andrews. A cerified check will be on your desk when you get back, and Jen will email you with the details of your transportation and dinner. Thank you again."
The poor woman was crying when she left. I'm sure her grandchildren would be hearing for years how a bunch of eccentric millionaires dragged her into a conference room for five minutes, and gave her a thousand dollars. If I were a betting man, I'd wager she would tell the tale of the limo ride and dinner while she was at it.
I turned back to the lawyer. "Give him the key. Mr. Merchant, this concludes our business. You know, if you had just come out and looked at the place, all I have would be yours now. Good luck with the key."
If looks could kill Jen would have been a very wealthy widow. He snatched the key from the table and stomped out, his lawyers in tow. Headed straight to the bank, no doubt. My lawyer told me later that the firm he used got pretty much everything that was in the box to pay their bills, so the man netted hardly anything. On the other hand, he didn't lose much either, and it was a good learning experience. We took the experience to heart, and looked in the other two boxes.
There were valuables in the first box, several hundred thousand dollar s worth of jewels, coins, and a few rare stamps. I think we were starting to get immune to wealth because it stirred no excitement in us. The second surprised us, holding nothing but a huge Bible, going back to the early 1800's. It was the Monroe family Bible, and the front sheets and most of the back ones were full of deaths and births. The last entries were made by Miss Agnes.
My grandmother, now mostly confined to a wheelchair, took a keen interest in it. I gave it to her, hoping she would get some enjoyment out of reading the records, and comfort in the actual text. She would give us detailed accounts of all Miss Agnes's predecessors, including two brothers who were in the Civil War, one on each side. They never had to face each other in battle, one was with Lee, while the other served on the Western front as an artillery officer, and was at the seige of Vicksburg. When it was over, they went back home and became partners in several very successful ventures.
Chapter 19
Something was wrong with Mom, the girls and I could feel it, as did Grace and Grandma. Sandy did too, but not as strongly as us. She seemed...nervous, for lack of a better word. We all talked to her, and it helped, a little. I was worried that maybe her time had finally come, and she was going to leave us for her well deserved rest.
"It's got something to do with the Bible. Every time I take it out I feel her hovering. It doesn't seem to make her angry, or sad, just...anxious. She won't tell me what it is. Maybe you guys can get her to tell you. Either way, I think she needs resolution on whatever is bothering her." Grandma had known pretty early on something was going on in our house, but it took four months before Miss Agnes revealed herself, in a dream. She asked us who Miss Agnes was the next day and we showed her the portrait. "That's her," she said. "I dreamed about her last night. We had a pretty deep conversation, mostly about you guys. She's an interesting woman."
Knowing wasn't accepting, and it took another few months before she came to terms with the situation. I walked into her room one day to see her staring intensely at a chessboard. "What are you doing, Grandma?"
She rolled her eyes and grinned. Jen seems to think I got my sarcastic wit directly from her. "What does it look like I'm doing? I'm playing chess."
"Against yourself?"
"No, dummy, not myself. I'm playing Agnes. And let me tell you, she is very determined to win, every time. We've played eight times so far, and she's won six. Not much of a gracious loser either. She knocked the pieces across the room tghe first time I won, and I made her pick them up. I wasn't going to get on my knees, I'd never get back up."
"How do you know what moves she wants?" Grandma really did roll her eyes then.
"Well, when the piece moves from point A to point B, I'm pretty sure that's what she has in mind. Now shoo, I think I got her this time." I got a mental image of Miss Agnes concentrating, a frown creasing her forhead. She just barely acknowledged me as I walked out, grinning.
I thought about it for a while, and one Tuesday I took my bike out for a ride, the Bible in one of the saddlebags. I rode for awhile, enjoying the day, before stopping at a park and finding a picnic table in the shade. Not knowing what I was looking for, I started reading the birth, deaths, the names of the spouse they married, the children they'd brought into the world, their record of spouse and children right up to Mom's generation.
Her birth and marriage were recorded, as were the births of all her sons. She recorded the deaths of her children, a few words splotched with was what I knew to be tears. She recorded the marriage of her last son and birth of their grandson. His was the last entry in the Bible. I sighed, having found nothing of any value. I picked up the Bible and walked towards my bike, looking at it and not where I was going, so it shouldn't have surprised me when I stumbled over the tree root, but it did, and down I went, the book flying out of my hands.
I landed with a thump and did what everyone does when they do something stupid or embarrassing that doesn't involve real pain, I looked around to see if anybody saw me. It was the middle of the week and the middle of the day, so the place was deserted. I brushed myself off and picked up the Bible, inspecting it to see if it was damaged.
That's when I found it. The binding had come loose, and I could see something stuck in the flyleaf. I carefully pulled, and an old evenlope came out, from Agnes to her only grandson.
You know, I've always heard that when you experience a life altering event you either remember nothing but the event, or you remember everything. I could hear the insects around the little pond down the hill from the table, the occasional 'rummp' of a frog, the drone from the engine of the small plane that was circling above, the wind through the trees.
Most of all, I could hear the roaring in my ears as I read the letter.
"Dear Robert,
I cannot find the words to tell you how disappointed your father and I are in you. How could you? The woman was married, and yet you still seduced her. The poor woman has to be incredibly stupid or incredibly gullible, and I suspect a mixture of both. You're twenty years her senior, for Heaven's sake. Where was your honor? Did you feel any shame at all while you destroyed her marriage, when she told you she was carrying your child?
We would insist you do the right thing, but with you already being married, that would be difficult, would it not? Does your wife know? When the story gets out, how will you explain it to your ten year old son? Think he will understand?
You do not have to worry, when the woman contacted us, telling us she was carrying our grandchild, your father investigated, and when her accusations were proven, he did the right thing. He set up an account she can draw from, assuring her regular deposits will be made, more than enough to care for the child's needs. There are no words to describe how we felt when she told us there would be absolutely no contact, her husband didn't know and she was going to her grave keeping the secret. He would think it was his own child. Perhaps it's for the best.
We had considered trying to heal the breach between us and your father, he was always headstrong and belligerent, but I'm afraid what you've done puts that to rest. He was the last of our children, and we had great hopes for him, and you. It seems after half a lifetime filled with the sounds of children in a happy household, we will die alone and unmourned. If you're anything like your father, the first that comes to mind when you hear we have passed is how big the inheritance will be. Be assured, you are still blood and shall receive something, but perhaps not as much as you think.
In case you ever feel remorse, or interest in the child, I have enclosed her new address. I pray you try to behave with honor in the future, to atone for your sins from the past. I doubt we will see you again, so please, try to give my grandson a good life. Remember your own upbringing. Raise him to be a man of principle and wisdom, to uphold the Merchant name.
The letter had been returned unopened, a scrawl on the outside saying there was no one at that address related to them. It took me a minute for the name and address to sink in.
"Madeline Harwell, 2410 Oak Lane, Yarboro Ohio." I recognized the name, and the address. It was mine when I was young, my father receiving the house when my grandmother passed. I guessed now it was no accident that I had chosen to buy that particular house. I was the great grandson of Miss Agnes!
I must have spent another hour, sitting at the table and thinking, before I was composed enough to ride home. Jen and Lindsey knew something was up when they saw my face. "Later," I said, "I need a few minutes alone with Mom."
They left the living room and I stared up at the portrait for a few minutes. I could swear she looked scared. "You knew, didn't you, the first time I came into the house? I wish you would have let me know, but I also know your sense of honor wouldn't let you. That's why you've been so agitated since we brought the Bible home. I'm glad I found out, proud that your blood runs in my veins. I know you're my great grandmother, but I'll always think of you as Mom, or at least the mother I should have had. Wait until I tell the girls."
I felt very warm all of a sudden, and got a picture in my head of her standing with her arms spread wide. I must have looked mighty foolish standing in an empty room with my arms spread wide, but I could feel her hugging me, and the kisses she put on my cheek. It probably lasted no more than thirty seconds, but it was enough.
Chapter 20
The girls flipped when I told them. Jim and Chrsty just grinned. A thought crossed my mind.
"You knew, didn't you?"
Jim looked a little sheepish at first. "I suspected. You looked too much alike, and you had a lot of the same mannerisms. I slipped a water glass out of the lawyer's office and had my buddies at the Bureau run it for DNA, and compare it to a sample of yours. When they came back as a match I wrestled over what to do, and Christy told me to let sleeping dogs lie. I have to tell you, though, I lost sleep over it, and I'm glad you discovered the truth."
I nodded, seeing the wisdom of what he said. I don't think any of our friends were surprised when I took the evidence to a Judge, and asked if it was legal to change my name to Merchant. He looked at the papers and sighed. "My grandfather worked for your great grandfather as an engineer for a few years. He would often talk of him with respect. Your grandfather, not so much. He was the bad seed of the family, I'm afraid, always into things that his father had to get him out of. He finally had enough, and there was a pretty big row. He left that night, moving to the Midwest. I understand there was some kind of a scandal there, and he moved on to California. I guess now I know what the scandal was.
As for changing your name, it's a pretty easy process. People change their names for all kind of reasons. I for one will be glad to see a Merchant back in the house and the community. Get a lawyer and have him put you on the docket, and we'll go from there."
When I told Jen, she cried for an hour with happiness. Three weeks later we were in front of a Judge, and pronounced Mr. and Mrs. Dean Merchant.
Miss Agnes, if anything, was even more happy. We could hear her hum in the vents, and hear Grace and Sandy giggle often over something she had revealed to them. Lindsey and her young police officer were growing closer, and it had been months since anyone had seen anything of Gwen. Shaggy had started divorce proceedings based on desertion, and in less than ninety days he would be a single parent. He told us he felt safe enough to move back into his house. We would be sad to see them go, especially Grace, who had become a surrogate daughter to us all. Lindsey had been working on her house, and was going to finally move in, with her fiancee, Robbie. I just looked at Jen and grinned. "Looks like it's time to fill the bedrooms on our own." She grinned back. "It will happen sooner than you think. I went to the doctor yesterday, and I'm almost two months along. I wanted to be absolutely sure before I told you. And before you say anything about names, Miss Agnes agreed we could use hers. Agnes Jane Merchant, and we'll call her A.J., if that's all right."
The family celebration was epic. Sandy was due to graduate just after the birth, and already had a full golf scholarship from Duke, a noted LPGA factory. In a move that stunned the school she turned the scolarship down but asked if she could still be on the team. They loved the idea, getting the top high school player for free, able to give the scholarship to someone else on their list. Grace just hovered and promised to be the best Aunt in the history of the universe. She and Christy got into a mock argument over it, when she said she would be the best one. They settled it by saying Christy could be the best old aunt(Jim had to stifle a snicker over that), and she would be the best young one. Christy was looking a little wistful, and I grinned. Jim had told me the other day he had contacted a few agencies about becoming foster parents, with an end game of adoption.
Gram was smiling, something that was rare these days. Her health was to the point where we had a visiting nurse in three times a week, and the girls hovered when she wasn't there. The doctors told us privately that she would be gone before the year was out. She was spending a lot of time talking to Miss Agnes. I think she was getting her ready to go.
We were moving on. Jen's family came in, staying in Lindseys' house, to share the joy. Her mother almost smothered me when she got hold of me. "Congratulations," she said, once she let me breathe. "The best thing that ever happened to this family was you marrying our daughter. You don't know what it means to us when you gave the girls the money to make it through four years of college without worry, as a birthday present. They're looking right now, even though they have two years to make up their minds. I'm pretty sure they're going to different schools, to get away from the twin identity. Joe doesn't know what to say about you picking up the last two years after he graduated from community college, but he is very grateful."
"You can stop embarrassing me now. You're my family, the only one I've got. How could I turn my back, especially when the money wasn't an issue? Besides, Jen would have killed me if we didn't help. Quite a girl you raised there, Mom. If they all turn out anywhere close to her, you may not have a lot of money, but you'll have an embarassment of riches in your family."
She hugged me again, sniffling.
They left, but five months later Mom was back, and would stay until the baby arrived. The kids would be out of school in two weeks, and then the rest of the clan would arrive.
I admit it. We let down our guard. The gate was hardly ever closed now, and the security teams had departed. Jim and Christy found a house five blocks over, and moved there with the foster daughter they had taken in. She was fourteen, a victim of abuse and neglect, and extremely nervous in crowds. It took her four months to relax, and soon she was following Sandy around, the big sister she never had. Grace declared herself a little sister, and she often stayed with them. Andrea was smitten with Anne and Jan, and when they arrived it seemed like my pool was always full of giggling girls, followed soon by boys. I watched them like a hawk, and Jen laughed. "What are you going to do when your own daughter grows up?"
I didn't like the idea the least little bit. Daughters were supposed to stay young forever, and love their daddies. "Well by the time that happens, I hope there will be a few more for me to concentrate on." That got me an extra nice kiss.
We did another documentary, this one about lost children and the state of the social system that let bad things happen to children. The numbers were staggering, and it upset Jen for days. Whenever she got upset, I would rub her tummy, and feel little A.J. kick. It calmed her. We donated all the proceeds from the film to children's shelters and private, non-profit agencies trying to stem the tide.
Shaggy, after the divorce went through, finally started dating. He met a really nice woman through our work with children's agencies, impressed with his success as a single parent. She had a little boy, and soon they were having blended family outings. It was the most we had seen him smile in a very long time. Grace really liked her, and Sandy thought she was nice, but she was going away to college and didn't have time to bond as closely as she would have liked. Shaggy brought them over to meet us, and let Mom check them out. She must have approved, because the boy and Grace disappeared upstairs, and came down lugging a croquet set. We had to set it up on the lawn, so they could play, and while we watched and Shaggy and I manned the grill. They had a ball, making up the rules as they went along. They fell asleep snuggled to each other, and Harriet had tears in her eyes as she looked at them. I got a feeling she would be around for a long, long time.



But even though if you're a good person you don't dwell on evil, it never forgets you. So it came to pass I came home one Saturday to an eerily quiet house. "Where's everybody at?" I yelled, as I passed from room to room. I suddenly felt Mom's presence, and she was frantic.
"We're in the basement, honey. Why don't you grab a couple of Shiners and come on down?"
The hair rose on the back of my neck. She'd just used the code we had agreed to in the event intruders got into the house and had control. "Okay. I'll be down in just a minute."
I walked into the kitchen, and sent a quick text to Jim, and called 911, immediately hanging up. I waited fifteen seconds and did it again, and turned my phone to mute. It was standard procedure to call back immediately if you called 911, and if you didn't answer they sent someone out. They didn't know the situation, so the police always proceeded with caution. When no one answered the door, they would go looking.
I called down the stairs, using our code. "I got the beers. Two be enough? I don't want to be running up and down these stairs."
There was a slight hesitation before she answered. "Better bring a six pack, we may be down here for a while."
Mentally screaming, I grabbed the phone , letting Jim know there were six intruders and telling him I was going down. He was trying to tell me not to when I hung up and raced to the bedroom. Knowing I couldn't hide a big weapon, I shoved the .380 That had been Agnes's behind my belt, and put the Remington in my front pocket.
It was as bad as I expected. Five men, with automatic weapons and shotguns, and Gwen, or at least what I thought was Gwen, holding a sawed off double barrel. The ends of the barrels looked about three feet wide. Her hair was completely gray, going down her back and held out of her eyes by a band. She couldn't weigh more than ninety pounds, if that, the needle tradks reading like a roadmap on her arms.
Besides Jen, they had Lindsey, Christy, and Shaggy. It shook me to my core when I saw Grandma sitting off to the side. They had taken everyone who was home down to the basement, carrying her down the stairs. Luckily Grace was in school and Jen's mom went to pick her up, or they would have been there too. I pulled up short in pretended surprise. "What's going on here?"
The leader, who I assumed to be Manson Franks, spoke. "We're here to make a withdrawal, Moneybags. You just be cool and do what we say, and your friends and family will have a wild story to tell later on in life. Don't, and I'm sure there will be a nice writeup in the papers about the tragic loss of life. You understanding me? Good, now open the safe."
I fumbled with the combination in my haste. I could feel Mom, hovering. Mentally I asked her not to interfere unless she had to, and to give me a little warning if she did. It was plain to see they were disappointed, the vault was empty except for some expensive jewelry the girls kept to wear on occasion, and the rest were mostly keepsakes, valuable to us but not worth much. Maybe a hundred fifty thousand in moveable merchandise and money. Gwen went off like a rocket, clubbing me on the cheek with the butt of her gun, screaming about there being more.
"There's not anymore here, Gwen" I told her when I got my breath back. "you should know that, you were here when we emptied it, sending it all to a secure location."
"Bullshit!" she screamed, waving the shotgun around until the leader pushed it down.
"Chill, baby. We have ways of finding out. Maybe we guys poke a little in baby momma or her friends, or beat the fuck out of their guys while they watch. One or the other will make them talk."
I held up my hand. "Hold on there dude. Don't let this thing get away from you. Right now it's just a home invasion. If you rape or assault anyone, it gets a lot more serious. We're telling the truth. That's all there is. I do have another fifty grand in a wall safe upstairs, but other than that and what we have in our pockets, there is no more."
Manson Franks sneered. "Right now I'm wanted for escaping prison, ten armed robberies and eight home invasions, and three murders. You think I give a damn if it gets away from me? Let's you and me go upstairs and get that money. Everybody be cool until we get back, and maybe we'll leave."
We hardly got up the stairs when Mom brained the man with a ceramic cat. He went down like a rock, out cold. It took me destroying three lamps for the cords, but soon I had him secured, gagged with a dusting cloth I found in the closet. I checked his weapon, glad to see it had a full magazine.
"What now, Mom? " I asked, as I racked the slide and made sure the safety was off. I got a mental picture and smiled. It just might work. I took the rifle and hid it behind me as best I could. Mom had projected our plan to the girls, and they were ready. The four guys and Gwen were looking suspiciously, and I was glad I had forgotten to replace the light bulb at the bottom of the stairs.
"Where's Franks?"
I answered the man as calmly as I could. "He's upstairs, packing the money in a gym bag. I had forgotten about the gold bars, and they're kind of heavy."
"Gold, how much gold?"
"Well, the last quote I saw put gold at about twelve hundred fifty an ounce, and there were thirty one ounce bars."
"Shit!"
I had them distracted then, and Mom put her plan into action. The vault lit up, and they could see piles of money in the back. It was all an astral projection, but they bought it. Two of the men went inside, and the vault door promptly slammed. They were watching us, but one turned when the door slammed, and Grandma chose that exact moment to scream and ram the other with her chair. Off balance, he fell back. I took the time to toss Christy the rifle, grabbing the .380 from my belt. He came up roaring and I put three rounds through his head.
Christy had the rifle to the other man's head, begging him to give her a reason to pull the trigger. He put his hands up, all fight gone from him.
We hadn't forgotten Gwen, and I turned to see Jen wrestling with her hold on the shotgun. Gwen suddenly let go and punched her as hard as she could in the stomach. Jen screamed and collapsed, holding her belly. For someone as drug addled as she was, she was incredible fast. I was just bringing the pistol to bear when she turned loose with both barrels. I felt the blast knock me backwards, but I held up long enough to empty my weapon into her. Then everything went black.
Chapter 21
I woke up in the hospital. I was still alive because the shotgun had been loaded with number eight shot and not 00 buckshot. Jen's mom and Linds were in the room, both fast asleep in their chairs. I tried to talk and ended up croaking. It woke Linds up and she punched Mom.
"He's awake! Get the others!"
Soon I had a room full of people, all crying and laughing, glad to see me alive. My thoughts went to how I had last seen Jen, and I tried to get up. Bells and whistled went off, and soon there were two nurses and a doctor in the mix. They were all trying to hold me down, and I kept calling for Jen. Lindsey finally got her hands on my head and looked me in the eye.
Dean! Dean! Listen to me honey. Jen is fine! Do you hear me? She's all right!""
I finally relaxed, although one nurse hovered for awhile. "Where is she? Why isn't she here?"
"She's been a little busy, hon," said her mother, with tears in her eyes. "The punch to the stomach sent her into early labor. Your daughter decided she needed to come out and see what the fuss was about. They're resting now."
"But she was way early!"
"Only about three weeks. She's fine, mommy is fine, now daddy needs to settle down. You'll get to see them both soon, I promise. It's three in the morning or I'd take you now."
I relaxed for a moment before it occurred to me. "Is everyone else all right?"
"No, you and Jen are not the only ones in our family staying in Hotel Antiseptic. Christy got hit, Shaggy got hit, nothing major but they had to have shot removed and they're resting right now. You'll see them tomorrow."
"How's Gram?"
The room got quiet, and I knew. Fat, slow tears started rolling down my cheeks. This was so wrong! She deserved to go quietly, among family who loved her and rejoiced in her long life, not gunned down by a rabid druggie. Soon they were all crying.
"She caught most of one barrel, honey. If it's any consolation, death was instant, so she didn't suffer." Linds was leaning over me, crying into my chest. She was the only grandma she had ever had. I hugged her with the arm that wasn't hooked into anything, and shared her grief.
We finally calmed down, and I started flagging. I barely remember them leaving as I drifted off.
The next afternoon Linds and Mom wheeled me to Jen's room, where despite the fussing I stood, leaning over and embracing the love of my life. She cried for a little before smiling. "I've got someone here who wants to meet you, Daddy. Give your daughter a kiss."
I felt like I might faint, so I sat back down. Linds stood over me, a tiny bundle in her arms. I was shaking so bad I thought I might drop her, but I had to have her in my arms. I looked into the tiny face, marveling at the sight of my immortality. Miss Agnes would be very proud. I commented on her size, and Jen assured me she would grow very quickly, and in no time I would be chasing her around the house.
I stayed until the nurses insisted I go back to my bed. I managed to see Shaggy and Christy before I did, they weren't hit nearly as hard and would be discharged tomorrow. Shaggy's daughters were there, along with Harriet and her little man, hovering over him, and they immediately hugged me, crying as they thanked me for saving their Daddy's life. It was kind of embarrassing.
Jim and their soon to be adopted daughter were with Christy, and I immediately had another child hugging and thanking me. "Don't sell your mother short, honey. She did as much saving everyone as me. Your Mom is a hero, baby."
Jim just gripped my hand so hard it hurt, his eyes speaking volumes.
I made another stop in the hospital two days later, on the way to Gram's funeral. She was strapped to the bed, both hands in cuffs. Gwen had survived, the bulletproof vest she was wearing stopping three of my bullets. She had a nasty gash across her cheek from another bullet, and her arm was in a cast, broken by the last. They gave her just enough drugs to keep her calm, but not enough to get her high, and she was crashing, lying in a puddle of rank sweat, dirty looking hair hanging in clumps. Her eyes got wide when she recognized me and she tried to speak.
I put my hand over her mouth, and her eyes widened in terror, thinking I was going to strangle her. "Relax, bitch. Killing you would be giving you a pass. No, I expect you to live a long time in prison. I'll be paying good money to make sure you stay healthy. The only drawback to that plan is the state intends to go after the death penalty for all of you. Killing a wheelchair bound octogenarian won't get you a lot of sympathy with jurors. No, I'll keep you alive, but I won't keep you safe. Every time you experience a beatdown, every time some dyke makes you her bitch, you'll hear a faint sound. That would be me, laughing my ass off. Have a long, miserable life, Gwen." I had no intention of doing anything I told her, I just wanted to mess with her head. Now every bad thing that happens to her in prison would automatically be laid at my feet. I couldn't ask for a better revenge.
I turned to go but considered for a minute. I faced her one last time before the trial. "You know, all you had to do was stay clean. Your husband was rich and loved you deeply. You had two really good kids, and you threw it all away for a needle. Was it worth it?"
I walked out, as her tears flowed, adding to the dampness of her pillow.
She did get the death sentence, but died of natural causes fifteen years later, awaiting the result of yet another appeal. She went to her grave never seeing her daughters again, even though she sent them a letter once a month begging them, and they never even responded when the authorities told them she passed. Shaggy paid to have her cremated, telling the funeral home to dispose of her ashes any way they saw fit.
The surviving members of the gang weren't so lucky. Manson Franks was executed three years after the trial, the fastest execution from sentencing to death in the history of the state. Two more got lethal injections four years later, and the last surviving member of the gang killed himself when he found out his execution date. I was invited to every execution, and Jim and I sat and watched every one breath his last. I got to speak to Mason before his execution.
"I hear it's like fire in your veins, and you die slowly, and in extreme pain. I like to think so, anyway. Hope hell lives up to it's billing, Franks."
I always thought Mom was housebound, so we had the funeral for Gram in the backyard, so she could attend. We explained it was one of her wishes, to be at home one more time before she went to her rest. We all saw it, though we didn't talk much about it. Mom and Gram, standing behind the casket, arms linked, smiling. I'm glad she went out in style.
Preacher did the service, breaking down twice. He was now the pastor of a large church he had grown from the tiny congregation he started with, and visited often, especially after Gram started going down hill. He had met a widow his age at church, and it took him two years to work up the courage to ask her to marry him. She slapped his jaw and then kissed him passionately. "The kiss was me saying yes, honey. The slap was for making me wait a year while you screwed up the nerve."
Chapter 22
I don't know how I knew, but I knew. Mom was leaving us.
She visited in my dreams, smiling as she patted my cheek. "Don't be sad, my son. I would have left sooner, but I had to see my namesake before I left. It's time, I've fulfilled my wish, seeing a Merchant in our home again. Remember, even though I'm leaving this house, I'll always watch over you. I'll be the breeze across your cheek, the sun on your face. I think I loved you and Jen as much as I loved any of my sons. Think fondly of me, tell your daughter of the legacy she has to uphold."
She visited the rest of the family, appearing in Sandy's dorm room, Lindsey's dreams, to Grace as she slept, still holding the teddy bear she had given her. Shaggy, Christy, and Jim all got goodbye visits, as well as their daughter.
Instinctively, we all gathered one Saturday afternoon, the whole crowd looking up at her portrait, tears flowing from all. We could all hear her in our heads as she said her final farewells, and we watched as the life left the eyes of the portrait.
We all mourned her, me especially. I woke to the sound of my baby's cries on the monitor, and not waking Jen, I got her up, fixed her bottle, and walked her around until she burped, before taking her to bed with us. I stopped in front of the portrait.
"I don't know if you can hear me, Mom, but thank you again. You helped a lonely vet and a beautiful girl live a wonderful life. Even without the money, we would have always loved you. This child," I said , holding A. J. up to her, "will grow up hearing the stories of your life and legacies. I hope I live long enough to see that happen, that she becomes a woman of integrity and wisdom, just like her mother and grandmother. Goodnight, Mom."
For a fleeting second, I thought she was there, but it faded.
EPILOGUE
Oh! I almost forgot to tell you what we found in the third bay of our garage, when we finally got around to cleaning it years later. The prerequisite junk, of course, but three feet back was a tarp. Under the tarp, in almost pristine condition, was a 1960 Lincoln convertible, the largest American production car ever made. It was the last automobile Miss Agnes owned. We rolled it out, had the engine redone, waxed the body and buffed the leather interior until it looked and ran like it just rolled off the production line.
It scares the heck out of me, but Jen and Linds loved the thing, driving it in parades and showing it at car shows and street festivals. They drove it under our company banner, and there was usually three to six children, our children and later our grandchildren, sitting in the back, dressed to the nines , waving and throwing massive amounts of candy. We had set up a charitable foundation, The Merchant-Graham Organization, named for Miss Agnes and Gram, and funded it with seventy-five per cent of our wealth. Lindsey, Christy, and Jen ran it, and when Sandy graduated top of her class, going on to get her MBA at Wharton and her PhD at Oxford, they hired her and after four years turned it over to her and retired. There was a major uproar in the golf world when she decided not to go pro. Shaggy, Jim, and I spend a lot of time on the golf course, though, but our combined scores on just the front nine would be two weeks worth of play for her. Still, it's a lot of fun to watch her when she enters local tournaments.
We contacted an artist famous for his portraits, and gave him a commission to paint exact reproductions of Miss Agnes. One resides in every home of what we considered her 'children'. Shaggy, Jim, and Lindsey have it hanging prominently in their houses, and their children have long ago gotten over their custom of talking to it when they had a weighty decision to make. Some have even taken up the habit.
A man once said that you are only truly dead when the last person who remembers you passes. If that's true, Miss Agnes will live on, for a very, very, long time. I couldn't be prouder.
THE END
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750: A Fat Girl Waiting To Happen
"You see, hon, if I ever fall in love again and find happiness, I'll be a fat girl waiting to happen."
Tina grinned at me, but her eyes stayed sad. I knew she had gone through hell. Her husband had turned into a addict, lost his job, sponged off her, spending every dime she made to feed his habit and wouldn't even watch his own two small boys. She'd snapped when they got evicted from their apartment, found one for them, and left him in the dust. He'd whined, he'd pleaded, he threatened; once he assaulted her, but she stayed firm.
She'd been a chunky little thing when she first started working with me, but stress, pain, and almost constant fear had taken their toll, and she lost almost fifty pounds. I didn't talk to her much, but my job responsibilities changed, I saw her regularly, and she slowly opened up to me. Her husband was hiding from her so she couldn't get the divorce papers served. One of his tricks was going into rehab, and since she carried insurance on him, she had to foot the bill. He refused to pay any of the deductibles, saying it was her fault he was there. Rehab never took, and he disappeared again.
I mentioned the weight she'd lost, and she looked at me with sad eyes before making her statement about falling in love and getting fat. I noticed she didn't eat much at work, so I started ordering pizza and splitting it with her. I found out later she would eat one piece and save the rest for her boys. It flew all over me when I found out. I started cooking things and bringing them to work, telling her I was taking lessons and couldn't eat it all. I think she knew what I was doing and though it hurt her, she never refused anything.
She started eating lunch with me. Four months later, I had a surprise for her. I found her husband.
Tina was so happy she kissed me in front of everyone in the plant cafeteria. She was gone before I could react, calling her lawyer. She had been petitioning for child support. The Judge, noting that her husband failed to appear, granted it.
He was working off the books, and the cops were smart enough to drive an unmarked cruiser, busting him just after he went inside the apartment. He saw them, ran out the back door and right into the arms of another cop. The ones at the door smelled pot and added to his woes by finding enough drugs to pop him for intent.
The divorce went through while he was in jail. They put an ankle monitor on him after three months, and put him on work release, checking on the monitor once an hour. Almost everything he made went for back support.
Tina took the day off to appear in court. It was a lot quicker than she thought, and she was back by lunchtime. She marched up to me and barked "Stand up!" I did, she reached up, pulled my head down, and kissed me. A lot. While people whooped and clapped she gave me orders. "You will pick me up at seven tomorrow night. You're taking me out to eat; anywhere is fine as long as it has a buffet, then you're taking me dancing. Understand?"
I nodded, and she smiled before going back to work.
*****
Eight months later, I got home and the boys were playing the Xbox they just had to have.
"Where's your Mom?"
"She's in your bedroom crying, Pops. You do anything stupid?" Ten year old Kevin was grinning.
"Aside from marrying a woman with smart alecky kids? Nothing come to mind."
Tina was laying across the bed sniffling, a pair of her favorite jeans lying on the floor.
"What's the matter, honey?"
"I can't fit in these anymore!"
She'd gained about fifteen pounds, and she looked a lot better. I tried cheering her up.
"We'll start eating lighter; you'll be back in them in no time."
She threw a sneaker at me. "No I won't!"
"Sure you will."
"Listen, idiot. I'm about to start eating like a horse. You better really love fat girls, because you're about to get one."
"Why would you be eating like a horse?"
"BECAUSE I'M PREGNANT! IN SEVEN MONTHS WE'RE HAVING A BABY. OH, AND IT'S A GIRL, IF YOU'RE INTERESTED."
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Chapter 1
"Steve, is that really you?"
I was sitting in a food court at a mall, working on the ever-present laptop, waiting for my son and almost daughter-in-law. Even though I hadn't heard that voice in almost fifteen years, I knew instantly who it was. Looking up, I smiled.
"No Kara, it's someone else. What kind of a dumb statement was that?"
She flinched a little, before she noticed I was smiling, and she grinned back. "Gee, you found a sense of humor since I saw you last. Or did you buy one, moneybags? Lord knows you could afford it now."
"I bought it. Got a good deal, too. I wanted Jimmy Fallon's, but the tight bastard wanted way too much. And yeah, life's been pretty good to me for the last few years."
The smile was still there, and it brought back memories of happier times. Mentally, she shook herself. It had been almost twenty years. She should be over it now.
"Still farming?"
She had often made fun of his little hobby farm, absolutely refusing to help, but not above helping spend the money it brought to them.
"No, farming takes time, and that's something that's in short supply for me lately. What about you? Did the recession hurt you?"
Kara took the conversation to mean she was invited to sit, and she pulled out a chair. Damn, she had always had good legs, and even at forty-one, they still drew your attention. Never missing much, she gave me a smirk, glad she had chosen that particular dress to wear shopping. "Still a leg man, I take it. Yes, it did, a little, but I wasn't exactly into a lot of the stuff that was happening at the time, so I came out all right. I'm doing good business now, got eight agents each in all four of my offices, and they hustle. Everybody wants the American dream, and I try my best to give it to them. What about you? If you're looking to upgrade, I got several really nice properties, or maybe a vacation getaway? If you need a hideout, I have a really, really nice two thousand foot cabin on a hundred acres of mostly woods, with an almost fifty-acre private lake that just hit the market. I haven't shown it yet. If I remember right, you like to fish."
"To answer your first question, yes, and you always had the best pair I'd ever seen, with one exception. To the rest of the questions, no, I like what I got now just fine, although I might take a look at that cabin. Email some pictures to me on my business site, and we'll talk. What are you doing in this city anyway? You're a long way from our old stomping grounds."
She smiled: that "I know something but you don't' smile," the one that used to drive me crazy. "I'm here on business, same as you. In fact..."
That was as far as she got when she stopped, looking at the arms that were hugging me from behind, going up to the very attractive face of a young woman. I saw her watching as the girl gave me a big kiss on the cheek. A young man, Hispanic, very good looking in his own right, stood off to the side, smiling.
"Let him go," he told the woman, her red hair falling over his fathers' face. "You might kill him, just from the heat."
"Oh, I think your Papa can take it. I almost wish I had met him first."
I pulled my future daughter-in-law into my lap, tickling her, as she writhed and screamed in English and Spanish, her long legs flailing, her short skirt riding up. Stopping before she gave the old guys at the food court a heart attack, I introduced her to Kara.
"Kara, let me introduce the only woman in the world that could give you a run for your money in beauty and great legs. This is Ashley, my new daughter-in-law. Well, in five days, anyway. That handsome devil trying to stay out of the way is my son, Miguel, although he prefers to be called Mickey. Kids, this is Kara, sorry, can't remember your last name, real estate mogul and my first wife."
Kara's smile slipped. I knew it had always been one of her dreams to have my child, but we divorced, messily, and the next three husbands just hadn't measured up and she wouldn't even consider it. Then again, I was only thirty nine, so she knew the twenty something man couldn't be my biological child. Besides, he was Hispanic. I could see her wondering, had her old honey married a Latin cutie? She took a quick glance at my hand, and for reasons I couldn't define, seemed glad to see my finger bare.
"It's Johnson now. Has been for eight years. I confess my judgement wasn't the best after we parted, so I had to go through a few losers before I found another keeper. It could have been you, you know, if...."
I was a little sharper than I meant to be when I interrupted her. "Kara! Please, let's not go down that road."
Kara was watching me closely, and she saw it. The pain in my eyes, just a flash, and then gone. Damn, after all these years. I was surprised to see the wetness in her eyes, misty with old emotions and memories.
"Sorry. Look, would you like to have dinner tonight? Not to reopen old wounds, I promise. I'd just like to hear firsthand the story of how you ended up where you are from the source and not magazine articles."
I was surprised to find myself even considering it, but before I could speak, Ashley broke in. "Papa, why not invite her to the wedding? Then you wouldn't be alone, and you guys seem to be on cordial terms."
"Ash, I won't be alone. I'll have the whole wedding party. Besides, it's short notice. I'm sure Mrs. Johnson wouldn't be able..."
"I'd love to! I haven't been to a good wedding in years." She suddenly looked at me, noticing my face. "That is, if it wouldn't be a bother. I'd hate to intrude on a family moment."
Looking inwards, I found calm. It was a long time ago. "Please come, and bring your husband. We can tell each other dirty little secrets about you."
A small, pensive look appeared and vanished so fast no one but Ashley saw it. "I"m afraid he isn't with me this trip. It would just be me, if you'll have me. But, Steve, aren't you timing things awfully close? Don't you have to attend a business function the next day?"
Wondering how she knew that, I nodded in agreement. "I'm going to be at the wedding, Kara; I'm not going on the honeymoon with them. I'll be able to make the dinner with no problem. How did you know about that?"
Determining to keep her secret, she just grinned. "Oh, I read a lot, and it's been in the papers recently."
She looked at her watch, frowning. "Speaking of business, I have to go do some. Network, network, network, the life blood of real estate. Here's my card, Steve. If you're serious about letting me attend the wedding, call me. Ashley, Mickey, a pleasure. Your father is a good man."
Taking a chance, she bent down and gave me a soft kiss on my cheek, the first physical contact we had in over twenty years, and walked away. I discovered later, she went to the nearest ladies room, went in, locked the stall door, leaned against it, and tried to control her breathing. Seeing her ex, the one that got away, the one she had hurt so deeply, moved her unexpectedly.
She told Ashley later that it didn't help that I looked so damn good. No, I wasn't ripped, and she spent enough time in gyms to know what that meant, but I was more toned than I had been back then, I had a new stylish hairstyle, still had all I started with and the dusting of grey made me look like the distinguished successful businessman I was. I was a far cry from the young man in overalls and work boots she remembered.
Chapter 2
I sat there, watching those hips sway as she walked away, remembering. Mickey brought me out of my reflections. "So, that was your first wife. Damn, was she a child bride?"
"Don't let the clothes fool you. She's actually two years older than I am, forty-one now. She's just a very well kept forty-one. Appearance was always important to her."
"This is the first I knew about you being married before Maria and Sandy. What happened?" Ashley realized she made a mistake when she saw my face, bringing up all my wives at the same time. She was trying to find a way to back up when I spoke.
"Short version, she traded up. Found someone higher up on the food-chain who made her a better offer and she was off like a shot. They married, divorced seven months later, because she caught him screwing around. Like that wasn't part of his history. Met two more losers, neither of them lasting more than two years. She's been married for a long time to the guy she has now. Maybe she finally found what she was looking for."
Mickey was adding it up as he talked. "So she's been married five times?"
"As far as I know. Maybe more. I don't really keep up with her, but my cousin keeps me informed when I visit. One of the many reasons I don't visit much."
Ashley apologized. "Sorry, Papa. You seemed to be getting along fine, and she is a good looking woman. I thought it might be fun."
I reached over and took her hands. "You see the good in everyone, Angel. I think it's one of the biggest reasons my son fell in love with you. Me too, as far as that goes. I doubt she will show up, but if she does, she does. I'll be in such a good mood I don't think anything could possible screw it up. Now, let's talk about more pleasant subjects. Come to your senses yet, and decide to dump Mickey for me?"
She laughed and Mickey grinned. "Not yet. If he's not trainable, though, I might reconsider. Older guys tend to already be housebroken."
Then they started talking about the wedding, and all thoughts of my ex left my mind. Mickey had met Ashley in college, and it was love at first sight. She moved into his apartment at the start of their junior year, and hadn't left his side since.
Her parents weren't keen to see her with a minority partner, but when they found out he was my son, they thawed pretty quickly. It made me not trust them. I got Mickey when he was nine, when I married his mother. His mother was long gone, we didn't last four years, but I had adopted Mickey in our second year, and he wanted to stay with me. I didn't have the money then I did later, but it was starting to come in when she had run back to Costa Rica to be with her lover. I filed, citing abandonment, and got sole custody of Mickey until she could be found. That took a year and a half. By then the divorce had gone through, and I got full custody. She didn't even get visitation rights.
Mickey took it hard. He had just turned eleven, and for a long time it had just been him and his mother. It took a couple of years of therapy to get him back, and when he was finally happy she showed up again, wanting him to move to Costa Rica and live with her. I really didn't realize how big a vocabulary he had until then, and a lot of what he said wasn't in any dictionary.
She got a lawyer and went nowhere, fast. When he was eighteen, he went to see her. The visit was supposed to last two weeks, and he was back in four days.
"You wouldn't recognize her, Dad. She looks fifty, now. They have a little farm and just barely make a living. They have no electricity; leave the doors open and the damn goats spend as much time inside the house as they do outside. Her husband tried to go all macho on me, and it made me really glad you put me in martial arts. I whipped his ass, and he told me I had to go. I just feel really bad for my little sisters. Then, when I got to the airport, Mom asked me if I had any money. I gave her everything you had given me for the trip, just for the little girls."
I was really surprised. The woman I remembered was high maintenance, we even had a cleaning woman and she had quit working after we got married. She was a beautiful woman, with long reddish hair, smoky eyes, cute little nose, and lips that really, really needed kissing. Tall, at five-eight, she was not small, and her proportions matched her height. She had the full features of the classic Hispanic beauty, thirty-eight D, twenty-six inch waist, and a forty inch bottom.
And she was really, really, really good in bed.
We met when she applied for a job. I didn't have anything, and she looked desperate, so I helped her, getting a friend to take her on. Maria repaid me by cooking dinner for me, spicy dishes I loved but couldn't pronounce, and it just took off from there.
I didn't even know she had a son for four months, and when I found out I was kind of pissed. Not pissed that she had a child, but pissed that she thought I might be shallow enough to stop seeing her over it. After that, I insisted he be with us on every other date, He was a really quiet little boy, and it took him a long time to warm up to me.
Our shared love of baseball broke the ice. I sponsored a team and made sure he got to play. I was the one who took him to practice, and made sure we were at all of his games. He turned into a good enough shortstop to get offers from colleges, and he played college ball on my dime. I couldn't see taking a scholarship away from someone who needed it when I could afford to pay. He even got two offers from major league teams, but he was smart enough to know his chance of playing in the majors were small, and AA ball didn't interest him at all. Besides, he wanted to get his MBA, knowing when I retired he would get the business, and he wanted to be ready.
Ashley stopped after four years, took her degree, and went to work for me in the family business. She probably knew as much about it as I did. My business had gotten really big really fast, and it almost outgrew me.
My business? I owned a chain of very successful grocery stores, specializing in high risk areas that most chains wouldn't enter.
Chapter 3
I had a good job, as a receiving foreman in a large factory. I also had a small farm, just a few acres, but it had always been my passion, and I was a pretty good farmer, optimizing yield while improving the land.
I married a girl from the factory. I got a lot of ribbing from the guys about how lucky I was, and I agreed.
She worked in the office, her hair was always perfect, her makeup nice but understated, and even though she didn't have to, she always wore a dress or skirt. If I had her legs, I would too. Her hemline was always a little higher than business proper, but none of the managers complained.
We met over paperwork issues. One of the other girls warned me she was a little mercenary, a little too materialistic, but I put it down to misplaced jealousy, wooing her until she accepted my ring.
The marriage was small but nice. We honeymooned in Florida, and her tiny bikinis always caused a stir when we hit the beach. I wasn't bothered, because at the end of the day, all they could do was look, while I'd be the one to peel those little wisps of fabric off her.
I loved Kara with all my soul, and I really believed she loved me. The first three years were wonderful; we seemed so in sync, even started thinking about a family.
Trouble started when I was offered a manager's position and I turned it down so I could focus on my farm. Kara did not like me farming, couldn't stand to see me dirty, and she absolutely refused to help me. She was really pissed when I turned down the job and we had our first serious argument since we married.
"Take the job! You wouldn't have to get dirty, could wear nice clothes every day, and best of all, we could spend more time together. Think of the doors it could open. We could join the country-club, move up in society."
"I could care less about the country-club people. Besides, I would still make more at my regular job and the farm."
We fought, and in the end, I chose the farm over the country-club. Kara didn't. At first, I didn't notice, she told me she had started stopping for a drink with the girls on Fridays but was always home by eight or nine. It seemed to make her happy and I was busy with the farm, so it wasn't like it was taking time away from us.
Then one of her friends took them to the country-club, using her father's membership to get them in. That led to some Saturdays by the pool. I was at the farmer's market until three, and she was home shortly after. I didn't know for a long time she would pack a conservative suit, but change into one of her tiny bikinis at the club.
Of course, that got the attention of the sharks, and they started circling. Conversations morphed to flirting, flirting led to touching, touching led to sex and the end of our marriage.
The guy was an asshole, all flashy clothes and Daddy's money. He had a job, working for his father, an office where he usually did useless things while the managers ran the business. He had the perfect suits, money to burn, and drove an expensive foreign car. Sadly, it didn't take long for her to fall for the glitter.
I found out, as usual, by accident. Accident or not, it didn't make it less true. I followed them to a romantic restaurant and confronted them. He got stupid, or macho, or both, and swung at me. I worked a physically demanding job, and farming, if you did it right, didn't make you soft. I only hit him once, but it broke his cheekbone and detached a retina. I would have been in deep, deep shit if it hadn't been for the security cameras.
Even with the evidence, Daddy's money made it uncomfortable for me for a little while, until a friend in the local paper took an interest, wondering why he was out on a romantic date with a married woman. Seeing the truth might hurt his business, Daddy shut the whole thing down. I got a divorce, Kara got an upgrade. We met for the final time when we signed the papers. She tried to fight it for a few months, apologizing over and over, literally begging me for another chance. The trust was gone, though, and the hurt was still too raw. Oddly, even as she tried to get me back she still hung out with her friend at the club, and once she understood I was never going to take her back, her pragmatic side surfaced, and she worked the guy until he proposed.
She started to apologize again just before we signed, and I stopped her cold. "Not a word, Kara. Nothing you could say would justify what you did. I hope you like the trade up, but you need to bear in mind how you got together. He was engaged, wasn't he? And you were married. Free advice here; don't sign a prenuptial if you're actually stupid enough to marry the asshole. Remember how you got him, and realize you might have a use-by date. I figure you have a year, tops."
She was still crying when I left. Eight months later they had a big society wedding. The reception was held at the country-club, of course, and they got a rather rude surprise at the end of it. The country-club revoked his membership, and she had already been barred. Seems the wives didn't appreciate young women using the club as a hunting ground for rich husbands, especially ones that were already spoken for. The woman he jilted had a father who just happened to head the membership committee. His dad couldn't do much about it.
I heard they joined another, less prestigious club, and just months later she caught him in bed with one of the bridesmaids. She had followed my advice, didn't sign anything, and raped him in the divorce. He'd been in court before, as a respondent in a few divorce cases where he was the other man, and the judge, a woman, had a long memory. She may have tacked a little more on there at the end, sort of a cosmic payback.
She surprised the shit out of me by showing up at my door two months later.
"What do you want, Kara?"
"Can we talk?"
"No."
I think she was really surprised when I refused to let her in.
"Don't you want to gloat? Tell me I told you so? I'll take it if you do. I deserve it."
"Think I give a fuck what you deserve? I deserved a faithful wife. How did that work for me? I don't know what you want, but if you're looking for forgiveness and another chance you've wasted a trip. I'm seeing someone, and it may get serious. The last thing I need is an ex hanging around to complicate things. So take your blood money, join another country-club, hook another sucker, enjoy the lifestyle, and don't come back."



I didn't slam the door, even though I wanted to, but the look in her eyes when it shut was priceless to me. She really thought a few apologies and a lot of sex would make it all better. She stood there for a few minutes, thinking I would change my mind. I'm sure she heard me fire up my bike and leave by the back driveway. When I got back an hour later she was gone, a thick note stuck in the door. I used it to light my charcoal grill that night, not even curious about what she wrote.
Chapter 4
The girl I was dating turned out not to be the one. We were great in bed and got along pretty well, but neither of us was what the other was looking for. In the end, we parted on good terms.
I dated from time to time, but still hadn't found the one. Kara remarried, and it crashed and burned in eighteen months. Cheating was rumored to be involved, but nobody knew who cheated on the other.
Two years later she married again, and two years after that, she was single again. I didn't hear much about her by then, so I couldn't say why and really didn't care enough to find out.
Apparently, the divorces had left her a woman of independent means and she went back to school, getting certified as a CPA, and went into real estate, a small office that handled high end properties, her listings coming from contacts she made while being married to her different spouses.
Her business flourished and she opened another branch, then another, until she had four offices. Between the second and third office she married again.
My cousin had told me about it on a trip home. I had gotten so involved in the new business I had to give up farming and had turned my acreage over to him, just to keep the farm viable.
This was the first time I had seen Kara in all those years, but I noticed she found a way to comment on my success. Maybe all those marriages made her even more mercenary.
So then, what was making me so successful?
Chapter 5
I farmed, and sold in a market on the outskirts of the high end section of the nearest town. My customers were doctors, lawyers, bored housewives, people with money, usually. They were nice people despite being well to do, and most were concerned enough to ask questions about how the food was produced, and how fresh it was. I had a core group that pretty much wiped me out every week, but this particular Saturday it was raining pretty hard, and it was an outdoor market. I only sold about half my product, and realized the rest would be going to a soup kitchen I supported. I always gave a portion of my vegetables to them anyway, my attempt at being a good citizen.
I was taking the short way home, going through the 'bad' section of town when I blew a tire. Cursing under my breath, I pulled under the shelter of a defunct minimart. It took me a while to move my produce out of the way to get to my spare, and I had it scattered about as I hurried to change the flat. Bad neighborhood, remember?
I was just letting the jack down when I heard a small, wavering voice.
"Them collard greens?"
I looked up to see a tiny black woman, guessing her to be sixty or better, looking at the basket.
"Yes ma'am, that and some kale thrown in. Do you like collards?"
"I love them," she sighed, "but I ain't had no fresh ones in years. Almost forgot what they look like."
Looking back, you realize that often your life pivots on the smallest of things. A chance meeting and a random act of kindness that day led to where I am now.
"Would you like some? You can have them, the market is over, I'm stuck with them and it would make me feel better, knowing they went to someone who could appreciate them."
It shocked me when tears sprang from her eyes, and she looked like she was going to faint. I grabbed her, and sat her in the passenger seat of my truck.
"You all right? Do I need to call someone?"
"I'll be fine in a minute, son. It's just that you don't see a lot of kindness in this place, especially from strangers. Are you a Samaritan?" She had a little smile on her face.
I grinned back. "No ma'am. I'm a Baptist, but I remember something about casting bread on the waters. The offer stands; you can have all you want."
"What else you got?"
I uncovered the basket of carrots, the spring onions, the heads of buttercrunch lettuce, the loose lettuce for salads, and another basket of mixed greens.
She just looked for a minute, then asked for my phone. She made three calls. Ten minutes later I was surrounded by older black and Hispanic women, all talking excitedly. Twenty minutes later, everything I had was gone, a line of ladies clutching bags like they held gold.
They all thanked me and I asked them why they didn't just buy produce from the grocery stores. The woman I met first explained.
"We ain't got no grocery store. The last one left ten years ago, after being robbed one time too many. We have to ride the bus twenty-four blocks to get to the closest one, and they don't like our business much. They follow us around like we're gonna steal. And you can't get much at a time, not and carry it on a bus. You breaking down here is like a gift from God."
It hit me what a captive market this could be. I asked her if she thought I could sell if I showed up the next Saturday. Instead of being happy she frowned. "You could bring three times what you had today and go home empty in three hours. But this is a bad neighborhood, white boy, like you would stick out like a sore thumb. Wouldn't take long for the homeboys to notice you. I wouldn't if I was you."
I drove her the three blocks to her home, offered to help carry her stuff, but she thanked me, yelled at a couple of ten year old boys that were hanging around, and handed them the bags. I thanked her for her business.
"I'll be here next Saturday at eight, same place. Spread the word."
She looked at me and finally smiled. "God bless you, boy. I hope you know what you're getting into."
She got my number, and I went home feeling good. She called me the next Wednesday. "You take EBT?"
EBT cards were the next generation of food stamps. I didn't, but there was an app I could get, and a scanner to use on my smartphone. "I will by Saturday."
"If you could come on Friday it would be better, We all get our cards then, and it goes pretty fast. I got a lot of neighbors wanting to see what you got."
Friday worked even better for me; that way I could make my regular market and keep all my customers happy. I worked four ten-hour days so it would work. I told her it would have to be afternoons and I would be there at two.
Chapter 6
I was more than a little surprised to see a small crowd gathered that afternoon, glad I had hit my buddies up for any excess they might have, just in case. I think I may have overloaded my phone, and I was sold out by four. As I was packing up to leave a cop car rolled in, and two cops, a huge Hispanic guy and a shorter black guy getting out.
Grandma Greely was still there, waiting for her promised trip home, and she greeted them by name.
"Officer Jose, Officer Dan, how ya'll today?"
"We're fine," answered the black one. "What you got here?"
She motioned me over and introduced us. "Officers, this young man is Steve Moore. He's a farmer, got him some mighty fine stuff here. God dumped him in my lap, and I ain't letting go. He's got good stuff, fresher than anything you can get at the store, cheaper, too, and I ain't got to go half-way across town to get it. You boys be nice to him."
We shook hands and talked for a minute. They seemed like nice guys. Grandma was talking to some latecomers, telling them I was out but I'd be back next week, and they got me off to the side.
"Don't take this wrong, it does us good to see you here, to see these folks this happy. If you could keep coming back, it would mean a lot to these people. But this is a bad neighborhood, son. Crime, drug use, shootings, all sky-high. You'll be a mighty tempting target, a white boy doing a cash business. We'll do our best to keep an eye on you, but watch your back. And remember, if you're faced with it, it's just money. Give it up and live."
I thanked them for their concern and showed them my conceal carry permit, telling them about the Bond Arms four-ten two shot pistol and the Smith and Wesson .40 caliber, both within arm's reach when I worked. They frowned a little, and told me if I had to use it, make sure no one else got hurt, and reminded me again that it was just money.
Officer Jose told me as he got into their squad car that I also needed a special business license, as my farmers market credentials didn't cover me here.
"Relax, it's only fifteen bucks. I'll tell my buddy in permits you're coming, so it should be a breeze. My mother bought from you today, it's how we found out you were here. I'll find out how good your stuff is come Sunday. Remember, be careful."
I had noticed a few young black guys checking me out, but they hadn't approached me, so I let sleeping dogs lie.
The next day I was telling my customers about my new location. Ms. Chen, a tiny oriental woman who was also a lawyer, gave me her card. "You keep going there, sooner or later you're going to need me. Give me my produce this week free, and we'll consider it a retainer."
Chapter 7
It soon became obvious the demand was outstripping the supply by a large margin. I had signed up every farmer I knew and a lot that were friends with them but I didn't know, and found myself having to pull a small trailer behind my truck, and still selling out. I had five or six folding chairs, and I would take them along, setting them up for Grandma Greely and her friends, along with a canopy for shade. She had become the official hostess, and would hold court while I worked. When it got to be too much for me, she sent me her fifteen year old granddaughter, and I showed her the prices and how to use the scales.
She wouldn't take any money from customers, though. I surprised her by paying her, minimum wage for three hours, the time she got home from school until I was packed to go. I paid her in cash, and tears came to her eyes. It was the first money she had ever earned. I told her I would up her pay if she would learn how to use my app for EBT purchases and handle the money when I was busy. She seemed surprised that I would trust her with money.
"Why, you gonna steal from me?"
She was a very pretty young woman, black, white, and Hispanic mixing together in a very attractive balance. She blushed and said she would never do that.
"Didn't think so. I'll let you in on a business secret. People like to buy from pretty girls. Now hop in the truck and help me get your grandmother home. I expect you by three next Friday."
The two officers made it a point to cruise through at least twice while I was there, and word got out.
It didn't stop one guy from trying his luck. I was packing for the day, Grandma Greely and two of her friends were sitting chatting while her granddaughter Alice helped me total out the day and pack up. I was paying her ten dollars an hour by then, thirty dollars a day, and was thinking about taking her with me on Saturdays, which would give her another fifty a week. She was very excited when I told her we would give her a try next week.
He was young, thin, with the wild eyes and jerky mannerisms of a junkie. He had a tiny pistol, a little twenty-five automatic. Not much of a weapon, but I still didn't want to get shot by one.
He was weaving, demanding the money. I reached for the money box, grabbing the Bond under it. I did not want anyone else to get hurt, and at short range the four-ten would blow him almost in two. The pistol didn't have a chance to clear the table, when two guys slammed into him, hard. He went down, and they kicked the shit out of him for about five minutes.
They stood back, and instead of smiling, the two glowered at each other. Grandma Greely broke the silence. "Miguel! Michael! You boys behave now. This is Steve Moore. The black one is my grandson Michael, and the other guy is Miguel. They used to be friends, until politics got in the way. And Miguel is the grandson of Tina, my best friend."
Tina was sitting beside Grandma Greely, and she was giving Miguel an earful in Spanish. To make it more interesting, the cops pulled in, looking at us talking and the unconscious guy on the ground.
"What happened to him?"
Miguel looked at him blandly. "I think he fell down."
Michael chimed in. "Yeah, that's it. His eyes just rolled back in his head, and he fell. Must have landed wrong, and it knocked him out. Junkies, huh?"
Officer Jose reached down and picked up the little pistol. "Well, I think we'll take him in, possessing an illegal firearm and all that. You, you, and you come with me."
Micheal, Miguel, and I walked with him to the side of the building. "Steve, let me introduce you. Miguel here is the leader of a 'social' club known as the Tenth Street Kings. Michel here leads the Brothers of Shadowwood, the name for the local projects. They clash from time to time over business interests and territories. They'll screw up one day, and become guests of the state, but right now they're clean."
He turned to them. "Here's the deal, boys. You leave this man alone. He's doing a great service to the community, your grandmothers love him and he's not really making enough to make it worth your while to hassle him. He's also got your sister working for him, Michael. Do you really want her to get caught up in a crossfire? Maybe down the line he'll get big enough to hire more help, you got a young sister, don't you, Miguel? If something were to happen to this man, if he were to stop coming, the city and this neighborhood would be very disappointed, not to mention two local cops. Locals who might just get interested enough to dig a little. We understanding each other here? I want your word that you'll leave him alone, you might even want to have a couple of your guys keep an eye on him, to avoid ugly incidents like today. Now shake hands with each other, and let's go back out front."
They looked at each other while I extended my hand.
"Deal?" They shook my hand, and surprisingly, each other's.
Miguel grinned. "One thing. I know you give his grandma her stuff free. I want the same thing for mine. Deal?"
I shook his hand again. "Deal."
We walked back around the building to nervous faces, who relaxed when they saw us smiling.
Miguel and Michael hung back a little, talking, and from then on, every time I was there, there were a couple of guys that seemed to hang around. I always made sure they had bags to take home to their families.
The cops told me later it was the first time the two had talked face to face in two years, and crime in a four block square dropped over fifty percent after the deal was made.
Things rocked along for almost a year. When the local season ended I hit the regional commercial farmers market, looking for the best stuff at the best price. It got cold, and I bought some space heaters and comforters for Grandma Greely and Grandma Vasquez and their friends.
The new season was just starting when some guy in a suit came by and sat watching for about an hour. When the market was done, he came over and introduced himself.
He was from the management group that owned the building. They had tried to sell it for years, but no one was interested because of the location. He was there to offer me options. One, stop trespassing and set up somewhere else, or two, lease the building for a very moderate price. He then outlined several of the programs available to anyone interested in operating in high risk areas, cities around the country were just coming to terms with the concept of food deserts and their impact on neighborhoods. I talked it over with the Grandmas and Alice after he left, and they were very excited. They made phone calls, and Miguel, Michael, Jose, and Dan showed up. Alice took the Grandmas home while we sat and discussed it.
The general consensus was it would be a very good thing, and the boys agreed to leave the store alone. Jose and Dan promised a bigger police presence until the store got on its feet.
I talked it over with Ms. Chen, and she looked into it for me, finding all kinds of government programs from the federal level all the way down to the city.
The place needed work: new coolers, shelves, lights, paint, but I leased it through a government program that had me paying two hundred a month for two years. At the end of that I could pay full rent or buy, but I was on contract to keep it open for at least two more years.
Ms. Chen was worth more than her weight in gold, guiding me step by step. She headed her own firm by then, and we were one of her biggest customers.
I took a leap of faith and quit my job, increased my acreage, and was now a full blown small-business man.
Chapter 8
We opened Grandmas' Faith Grocery Store, five months later. There was a lot of hoopla, politicians praising each other for bringing affordable food back to the masses, that sort of thing. The locals just smiled and thanked Grandma Greely and Grandma Vasquez. They were stunned when they unveiled the store logo, both their faces smiling back at everyone walking through the door.
Ms. Chen had wrangled a deal with an independent grocers association, getting access to their prices instead of what jobbers charged to outfit a bodega. They took it on faith, if it succeeded it would lead to more business, and if it failed they could shrug their shoulders and say they tried to help the community. I think they were shocked at the volume we did, rivaling some of their smaller full-service stores.
We opened at eight every morning and closed at seven every night, and we were closed on Sunday. Even though we were in good graces with most of the people who could do us harm, I didn't want to expose my people to risk any more than necessary. It was one of the reasons I decided not to carry alcohol. It took a lot of temptation away, and besides, I needed that cooler space for vegetables and milk.
I had people. Alice worked from three to eight, three days a week, and eight hours on Saturdays. Miguel's youngest sister, seventeen, worked the same hours as Alice on opposite days, and Consuela's Spanish skills helped us tremendously. I even took Spanish classes, and could now speak it, poorly. I think a lot of customers came in just to hear me try, and laugh as they corrected me.
Besides the girls, I had four middle-aged women working the two registers I had to keep open all the time. I also had two full-time stockers, because the place was small and stuff came off the shelves pretty quickly. Both were mature men, happy to have work, and I paid pretty well. The girls got ten an hour, the women and men fourteen when they got to top pay. In the summer, I paid the girls the same, because they worked full-time. I wanted to make money, but I wanted those that worked for me to make a living, also. Even after all these years, I have one of the lowest rates of turnover of any grocery chain.
Everyone who worked a register was trained on how to handle a robbery. Open the cash register, raise your hands, and back away. You also mashed the panic button on the floor as you backed away, and the police usually responded quite quickly. We only had three the first year, pretty amazing really. The fact that I kept two coffee pots going in the office and we never, under any circumstances, charged the police for snacks, probably helped a little. Plus, the guys they caught got the shit beat out of them when they made bail or got out of jail, courtesy of the two "social" clubs. Word got out.
After the first year, I had to give up the farm. I just simply didn't have time, anymore. It broke my heart, but I realized I could do a lot more good in my store.
The place was a cash cow. I had no competition to speak of and a good reputation in the community. The Grandmas, as they came to be called by everyone, were there three or four days a week, holding court with their friends. If you wanted something known in the community, drop a word to them and everybody heard about it before the day was out.



Dan and Jose came by one Friday with a man that wanted to talk to me. He was there to invite me to a private meeting with the City Commissioners. They had a proposition for me.
It seems the city had acquired a grocery store in a strip mall, by default, seized as part of a drug case. They wanted me to expand to a full-service store, and would sell me the store for fifty percent of its tax value, in exchange for a contract that I keep it open for five years. I got Ms. Chen in on it, and she told me I would be a fool to walk away from the deal.
"What do I do with the old store?"
"Anything you want. Think of something that would help the community, and I'm sure you'll get support. It's only three blocks away, so all your people can follow you. You know you need to hire a full-time manager, someone you can get on contract for a year or so to show you how to properly run the business, and you'll have to triple your workforce, at the very least."
I had a meeting at the store, telling them we were moving, but it was close by and they still had their job. Most were for it, but a couple wanted to know what I was going to do at the old location. "I don't know yet, but I don't want to close it. I'm open to any idea."
The move took five months. Some renovations were necessary, and hiring had to be done. I had nine hundred applications for thirty jobs. Alice had graduated, and I made her produce manager. Part of the deal was she only worked thirty hours, but got paid for forty eight, the time being spent in school while she got an associate degree in management. She had two more semesters to go.
Connie, as she liked to be called, was grocery manager, with the same deal as Alice. One of her responsibilities was to make sure all our advertisements were bilingual.
I hired a man in his sixties with an impressive resume, putting him on contract after his old company forced him out, at a very nice salary. I was so impressed at the end of his contract I gave him the option to stay, which he jumped all over. The fact that he was black was a boon to the business, because you didn't see a lot of white faces in the store. I didn't hire him because he was black, he was the best qualified person I could find, and I couldn't see a color on his resume.
The old store got yet another facelift, some additions to help the new business. I mentioned once to Grandma Greely how I missed my own grandmother's fried apple pies, and two days later she gave me a whole basket of apple pies, which the crew inhaled. I have to admit I hoarded back a few, eating all of them the same day, enduring her laugh at my stomachache. Grandma Vasquez, not to be outdone, made a <i>tres leches</i> cake. Soon the other grandmas got involved, from coconut pies to lemon pound cakes to raspberry bars.
I formed a co-op, got a man to guide them through breaks they could claim as a cottage industry, and opened a pastry cafe, complete with twenty tables inside and ten outside for use in good weather. The Grandmas still held court, having taught their recipes to their granddaughters and grandsons and putting them to work. There was very little trouble because there always seemed to be a cop around. They and any fireman, EMT, or other members of public service got the first piece free, the cost coming out of my share. After a year, we set up a commercial kitchen beside my grocery store, me being the only client. As I expanded they expanded, until I couldn't monopolize them anymore and they went countrywide, a bakery in every section of the country. I was the majority owner, but the original ladies got a share, and had become wealthy enough that EBT cards and social security were a thing of the past. I was pleased to see that even though they could afford to move into any section of the city, they stayed. It didn't stop them from buying nice homes in the neighborhoods and sprucing them up.
Chapter 9
One day a man in a nice suit came in and asked if I had a few minutes to spare. I thought he might be a salesman, but I had time, so we went into my office. He surprised me by pulling out a portfolio of my holdings, my stores, the bakeries, the pastry shop, showing how much they were worth. "You have a lot of money tied up in this section of the city, Mr. Moore. It would be a shame if something were to happen, say fires, vandalism, that sort of thing. I'm offering you an insurance policy here, a contract that would stop any of that from happening, and the cost is only fifteen per cent of everything, a bargain really. My employers require an answer in the next seven days. Think carefully before you decide."
"Is this an attempt at extortion?"
The man looked mildly amused. "Not at all. We are merely a protective service, to make sure no bad luck should befall you.
"At fifteen percent of my worth?"
"Well, the cost is a little higher than normal, but we guarantee our work."
"I see. I have partners, you know. I'll need to confer with them."
"Ah yes, a lovely bunch of ladies. All well advanced in years. Part of our services is health insurance. It would be a shame if something were to happen to one of them. Bones have a hard time healing as that age."
He looked surprised at my expression. "You shouldn't have done that. I can tell you my answer right now, Not no, but HELL NO! Take your slimy ass and crawl it back under the rock you usually hide under. Does the light of day hurt your eyes?"
He merely shrugged. "I urge you to think about it. Seven days."
I called Jose and Dan. I always taped my office conversations, for a variety of reasons, glad now I did. They ran his photo, and he came back as a low-level point-man for a branch of the local organized crime family.
"This is serious shit, amigo. He must have known he was being taped, because he never once made an outright threat. We need to get the task force on this, we've been hearing rumblings lately they were wanting to expand their turf. Might want to tell Miguel and Michael a shit storm is coming, the first thing they do is freeze the locals out."
I called them both after they left, through their grandmothers, saying that I had something serious going on that affected them, and we all needed to talk, the sooner the better. We met at the pastry shop the next night, after closing hours.
After our coffees and snacks, I told them what was going on.
"Look boys, I know what you do, how you make your money. I don't particularly like it, but if it wasn't you, it will be someone else. You've always been square with me, so I'm going to tell you what I know.
Something you might want to think about, in the future, is how many old gang leaders do you see? Your careers have a shelf life, and you might want to start thinking about exit strategies. Your life, though. I just don't want to sit with your grandmothers as you get sentenced to twenty years to life."
"That sermon over, what are you going to do? The cops know, and they sent word you guys need to get your ducks in a row and keep a low profile, if you can. I'm not bowing to those assholes. One thing you need to know. If I have to pay protection, I want to deal with family. I need a few guys from each of you to keep an eye on our businesses, and your families. And family comes first. If you see them getting ready to burn my stores down and get a message that your grandmothers are in danger, you let it burn and go to them, got it?"
I walked out, leaving their mouths hanging open.
Chapter 10
The man returned in seven days and was stunned to see Micheal, Miguel, Jose and Dan already there.
"When I got your offer, the first thing I did was consult my friends; after all, they have a lot more experience on these matters. The general consensus is that you may be right, but I like to hire local. So, thanks, but no thanks. Have a nice day, now."
His confidence had returned, and he smiled. "It's unfortunate that you refused our generous offer. But, I'm sure you think you know what is best for your families and company. I'll be leaving now."
He rose, but Dan surprised him. "Sit your ass back down, Slick. We got things to discuss. Your bosses run things based on returns. There's not going to be any profit here. It would be very expensive to try and change the neighborhood."
The man smiled. "May I?" he said, reaching into his briefcase and pulling out a folder. "Ah, here it is. Sgt. Dan Pettigrew. You live on Eighteenth Street, you have a lovely wife, she even looks like a librarian. A sexy librarian, if I may say so. You have a sixteen year old son, a whiz on the basketball court. College scouts are already looking at him. Oh, and a daughter in college. Vassar, I'm impressed. Even on a scholarship it must be tight. You know, college campuses have the highest incident of rape in the country. Some girls just disappear. And sports injuries are so common, anything could happen to end his college hopes. As for your wife, she...'
"You can stop right there," I said, as Dan's fingers were closing around his pistol grips, opening my own folder.
"Brian McCaulkey. A lawyer no less. Harvard, my turn to be impressed. You have a beautiful ex-wife and two daughters in Catholic school. Very attractive young women. You know how wild Catholic girls can get, especially when they're exposed to minorities, their urge to walk on the wild side can be overwhelming at times. Drugs, sex, damage to reputations, no chance to get into the really good schools when they look at their records. All kinds of repercussions. I think we've both made our points here. Touching a family member would result in mutual destruction on both sides. I think we should agree to disagree and never cross paths again."
He had gone from red to pale to red again. He rose, giving us a parting shot. "I'll tell my employers it might be wise to wait a few years before they approach you again, but they are very determined people. I urge you one more time to accept my offer."
Miguel exploded before anyone could stop him, jumping up and towering over the man. For the first time, I saw real fear on his face.
"Motherfucker, my grandma gets so much as a stumped toe, your daughters are going to get a shot of habanero sauce. Feel me motherfucker? As soon as me and my boys break them in I'll send you the video of them and their mother as I ship them off to an exciting career south of the border. Then I'll come after you. You're small, cute, dress you right and I could get a pretty good sissy price out of you. And I'll make sure your new Daddy is into discipline. Might want to start wearing a butt plug now, to get used to the idea."
That shook him pretty bad. He looked over at Michael, and Michael told him everything Miguel did would be light compared to what he had in mind.
"I won't touch you until I'm done with them, but I will be sending regular videos of how well their training is coming. When I have them completely broken in, I know a couple of pimps who would pay me top dollar for high end white bitches. Then I'll be coming after you, and I'll do what Miguel said, only there won't be any sweetheart moments. I'll sell you straight to some guys I know who are into rough trade. You'll be a pain-slut in less than a week, I guarantee it. And tell your boss he can't protect that fat hairy princess of a daughter, one of us will get her. We'd go after her mother, but she's already proven such a whore we can't think of anything to do to her she hasn't already tried. Does your boss know you're fucking her? You better use extra strength rubbers, bitch, or you'll get a gift that keeps on giving. One of the Brothers made sure of that. Consider it a down payment of what's coming."
The man was obviously shaken. He tried to say something but we pretty much shoved him out the door. Jose looked at me. "This on tape?"
"Nope. This is one conversation I thought needed to be private. He's threatened all of us. What do you want to do?"
We sat into the night, making an uneasy alliance. I got four guys, two from each gang, watching our businesses round the clock. I paid them, making it legitimate, as assistant managers. I even had the two obvious ones wear shirts with the store logos, and handle stock every one in a while. They understood after I explained.
"You just stand around, you get made. You put a few things on the shelves, carry some boxes, they write you off as employees. Lazy employees, but still workers."
One actually liked it enough to ask me for a job when this was over. I promised him if he did his part of the deal, that I would send him for training and assure him a position.
Both "clubs" sent me information through them, that I passed along to Jose, through his mother. I read in the papers a few days later a barbershop had been busted as a front for a bookie shop, and a whole warehouse of high-end stolen cars were found in containers, about to leave the country. According to the papers, they were tied to organized crime. Jose and Dan were both on their beat when it happened. I got a call from the lawyer.
"This your doing?"
"NO. I told you, you leave us alone, we leave you alone. I read about it in the paper and saw it on television like everyone else. Surely we aren't the only ones you've pissed off lately, are we?"
He hung up without another word.
Chapter 11
I'll give them points, they were serious people. I think they had to move on us to keep their reputation. A guy was caught trying to torch the bake shop, and he was found on the sidewalk of the restaurant they used as a cover, unconscious. Seems someone had set his crotch on fire. Rumor had it everything had to be amputated to save his life.
I think the lengths the boys went to shocked them. They hired a rival gang to do a drive-by on Miguel, but as soon as their car came into the neighborhood they were made, and when they came roaring up, automatic weapons sticking out the windows, blue lights started flashing. A guy in the car panicked, from what the report said, and opened fire. They counted three hundred bullet holes in their car later, all six occupants riddled like Swiss cheese.
They got to one of Michaels' guys, blowing him to bits. I sent over the food for the wake, the grandmothers furnishing the cakes. I shocked them all by paying for the funeral, insisting it be done right, and kept his mother in groceries for a year, giving the younger boys jobs to keep them off the streets. They went to Michael anyway, but he turned them down. "Stay straight, little brothers. This ain't over yet, and your momma don't need to lose any more sons."
Two weeks after the death Michael hit a butcher shop, killing a nephew of the boss and shooting the place to ribbons. War was rapidly escalating.
They tried to hit me, but I got lucky. One of my guards made him, and came to my office. "Got a hot one, boss. This guy look like he's shopping?"
I looked at the camera, noticing the way he looked around nervously, and how he held his hand under his jacket.
"This guy is an amateur, Cody. A professional would walk into the place like he owned it. Let's go see if he'll be reasonable."
I took the Bond, and held it down to my side, coming up behind him.
"Can I help you find something, sir?"
Like I said, amateur. A real pro would have said no thanks and walked out, aware he had been made. This guy turned around, dragging the pistol out of his pocket. He was incredibly slow, but didn't stop despite my warnings. I was too far away to trap his hand, so when the pistol finally cleared I gave him both barrels, center-mass. He was dead before he hit the ground.
I had the video tape to prove it was self-defense, and I only fired when it became apparent he wasn't surrendering, so it was an open and shut inquiry, reported as an armed robbery gone wrong.
Did I feel good about taking a life? No, not a bit. Could I have handled it better? Probably. I was pragmatic enough not to let it bother me too much.
Chapter 12
Enough was enough. The next day I was standing outside the restaurant when it opened. I was made instantly, but when a guy in a waiter suit came by and suggested I leave, as there was a private party in progress, I asked him to tell Mr. G the Grocery Man was there, and would like a few minutes of his time.
I was sweating bullets when the man came out and motioned me over to a table.
"You are full of surprises, Mr. Moore. The last thing I ever expected was for you to walk in the door today."
I sighed. "I came to see if I could get the killing to stop before it gets really bad. Those boys aren't going to give up anything without a fight. Neither am I. Your actions have focused attention on all involved. It might get uncomfortable for you, being under so much scrutiny. The last thing this city needs is another killing."
He didn't bat an eye. "Why are you telling me these things, things I already know?"
"I'm just clarifying positions. They won't give up without a fight. I won't give up without a fight. Will all the bloodshed be worth it? More importantly, will it result in greater profit? Despite how you conduct it, it's still a business. How profitable will it be when all the money is covered with blood?"
"You know it isn't that simple."
I rose. "It is to me. Well, I can say I tried. Think of your families, this will be an eye for an eye type of war. Lots of people will die, and the need for blood will never be quenched. Let's stop it now. It's only a very tiny part of this big city. Let it go."
I rose, thanked him for his time, and walked out the door. He called out to me just as I touched the handle.
"It's not up to me. I just give all the information I can to my bosses, then we run cost analyses, to make sure any action we take is profitable. This could get very expensive very fast, and expenses without returns are not good business, no matter what line of work you're in."
"So then, peace?"
"No. Truce. If my people don't take my suggestions, we will proceed. If they do, then we have peace, at least for a little while. It's the best I can do."
I walked back over and stuck my hand out. He seemed surprised, but took it after a few seconds. His grip was firm without being overpowering, a good sign. Too strong meant aggression and an attempt at dominance, too soft and it made you suspect their sincerity. A brief, firm shake meant he acknowledged you as an equal and someone worthy of respect.
I told Miguel and Michael the war was on hold, and to try not to do anything that would spark it off again. I also passed along what Jose and Dan had told me.
"You're under the microscope now. The killings and violence have gotten the powers that be watching a little more closely, and the new DA and Mayor both got elected on promises to make the city safer and reduce crime. Be careful.
And boys, if I hear anything, I might give you a call. If I were to say, for example, 'how's your Momma doing?' it means grab everything you can and disappear because they're coming for you. Might want to make sure you have liquid assets available, just in case."
I think they were both stunned. They never really answered, just nodded.
The DA did try to make a circus out of the situation, bringing in a task force to deal with the problem. He even made a run at me, saying I was associated with the local criminal element. The community, thinking the store might close, and their jobs would be lost, raised hell to their local Councilman, making it really plain that if I was driven out he could kiss his political career goodbye. He was young and had his heart set on higher office, so he came out in support of me. We even did a press conference together.
He spoke, praising my accomplishments and involvement in the community. He even joked that if I could run on the ice cream ticket, he would be out of a job.
It started, just like most things in my life lately, by accident. Alice had a little sister that was struggling with school and needed encouragement. She was twelve, and came to work with Alice one day out of boredom. We ended up talking, and I pointed out to her how much education meant to Alice. She was set to receive her two year degree in three weeks, and wanted to continue schooling. I helped her check into scholarships for disadvantaged youth, and it looked like I was going to lose a manager, at least for a couple of years. She was hoping to attend one of the three local colleges and still work part time.



Amy was having trouble with math, and I had always been good at it, so I helped her for an hour or so, showing her how to simplify every problem, breaking it down into small parts and then tying them together to get the right solution. She laughed like a kid at Christmas when she finally understood. I walked her over to the ice cream cooler, pulled out a box of what I knew were her favorites and gave her one.
I made her a promise. For every improved grade she got on her report card, she got an ice cream. Get an A in any subject, and it was a whole box. Apparently she talked about it, because a week later her best friends were waiting for me. "Can we get the same deal?" There were only five of them, so I agreed without thinking. Now there were four elementary schools, two middle schools, and even a high school involved. I put Alice in charge of it, making Amy help her, and every Friday afternoon there would be close to two hundred kids lined up. If you got an A in anything, we made a copy of it and posted it in our store window, the A highlighted with yellow marker. If you got straight A's, you got a pizza party. Good thing I got ice cream and pizza wholesale.
I surprised everyone by stepping up to the microphone. "I'd like to say a few things, if I may. I'd like to start out by admitting to consorting with criminals. Two-thirds of my work-force in all my businesses have criminal records. Doesn't stop them from being honest trustworthy workers who want to put the past behind them and make a good life for themselves and their families. My store is open to the public, any member of the community is welcome, regardless of who they are or what their past and present happens to be.
A big city is made up of small communities, just like a small village. And just like a village, everybody tends to know everybody. So yes, I do consort with criminals, I even have a few ex-gang members working for me. They do a good job, and as long as they perform to the standards I've set, I don't have a problem with them. If their friends happen to stop by and behave themselves, I say nothing. I'll never attempt to be their judge or jury, others in the community will handle that, and ultimately they'll face the highest Judge of all, to atone for any sin they may have committed. Anything I might do would be so insignificant compared to that it just seems pointless. So I welcome all to my businesses if they behave. There's a lot of good in this community, good that gets ignored, mostly. I finish with this. I never in a million years thought I would end up here, but God pushed me this way, gave me to Grandma Greely, and the rest is history. This is my neighborhood now, and I'm proud to be here."
The crowd clapped and called out in approval. The politicians, seeing the writing on the wall, backed down. I even got the Businessman Of The Year Award from the city, a nice write-up in the papers and did guest-shots on the local television stations. It seemed someone noticed.
Chapter 13
Two weeks later the Councilman for our district approached me, asking for an hour of my time. There was another man with him when he showed up, and I met them at the pastry shop.
Over coffee and pastry the man made his pitch. "I'm also a Councilman, representing a district much like yours in another city. High crime rate, section 8 apartment complexes, high unemployment, the whole gamut of the ills of the poor and disadvantaged. BIll and I met at a conference last week, and he told me about you. If you could spare the time, I'd like for you to come to our city, meet with the Council, and explain what you've accomplished. Maybe you could offer some advice that will help us get something like you've created off the ground. Maybe you could expand, ever thought about that?"
No, I hadn't. I was making really good money off the bakeries, the store and the pastry shop. Still, I was proud of what I'd accomplished, proud of the difference I was making in the community. I agreed to meet them in three-week's time.
The first thing I did was talk it over with my advisors. Both Grandmas, Dan and Jose, Ms. Chen, Michael and Miguel. The consensus was that I should help them if I could.
I rented a big van and they all traveled with me. They dropped me off, saying they wanted to see the area while I talked to the Council.
It was a three-hour meeting. Most were all for a program like the one I'd stumbled onto. Two were totally opposed to it for some reason.
My people were waiting for me when I got through, and they took me to a soul food kitchen they'd found. I noted I was the only white face in the crowded dining room, and there was a lull in conversation when we entered. They must have decided I was harmless and the talking went back to a dull roar.
Dan started the conversation. "There's a medium-sized grocery store two blocks over. It's been abandoned for four years so it will need a lot of work."
Grandma Vasquez continued when he stopped. "It's in a strip mall, and there's a storefront next to it perfect for a pastry shop. You could recruit locals and do the same thing you did with us. We'll even help train them and share recipes."
Ms. Chin went next. "I bet if we worked the programs you could get the whole thing, all the empty shops, for practically nothing. Do a little renovating, establish it as a safe place, and you could fill every shop. It's a golden opportunity, son."
Michael and Miguel chimed in, saying there was gang activity, but it was mostly locals, no presence of the national organizations. "Not enough money flowing," Miguel said, "so it's not worth their time."
I looked at the table and they grinned at me. Grandma Greely said it best. "You got everything squared away at home, son. And to be honest, you've seemed a little bored lately. Work your magic, one more time."
I thought about it for a few days, then Ms. Chen and I made appointments. She got me the programs I needed, and I bought the strip mall. It took four months for the construction crews to finish the grocery store and I used the time to hire the people I would need.
I found another store manager, a fifty-eight year old Hispanic woman who'd been passed over for promotion a dozen times at the chain where she'd been working. She was a gold mine, helping me recruit talented people like her, mostly minorities and women who knew their options were limited at other places.
Chapter 14
There was a big media event the day before we opened, covered by the local papers and every television station in the city. I introduced the team that would be running the store, from Mrs. Hernandez down to every part-time worker. We toured the store, the wide aisles, the well-stocked shelves, the shining produce department, the state of the art butcher shop.
The media was suitably impressed and the clips looked good on television. There was a crowd standing at the door an hour before we were scheduled to open. Mrs. Hernandez and I stood at the entrance and welcomed as many as we could, personally, giving them coupons good for opening day only. We'd had a thousand printed up and were out by noon. It slowed down a bit after the first month, but still did a booming business.
Two months later the pastry shop opened, again to good press. The Grandmas made a personal appearance, stunned to find they were celebrities in their own right. Oprah had heard about them, invited them on to her show. She seemed amazed at the story, especially about my involvement. Grandma Greely grinned. "Who knew a flat tire, collard greens and an extraordinarily nice white boy would put us on the path we are now. Steve Moore was gift from God and one of the nicest men I've ever met. And ladies, he's single."
Oprah grinned and said I sounded like a catch, and the crowd made appreciative noises when my picture popped up on the screen.
A month later, a fast food type Chinese restaurant opened to immediate success.
Then a lady walked into the store and asked me for a moment of my time to present me with an opportunity. She was tall, well developed, her hair cut extremely short with a small part on the side. Her large dark eyes were expressive over a cute little nose and small mouth full of gleaning white teeth. She seemed amused when it took me a minute to speak coherently.
I invited her over to the pastry shop, and over a cup of coffee and a pastry she made her pitch.
"I want to open a restaurant. Not just a restaurant, a soul food restaurant. My grandmother was from one of the bayous of Louisiana and she taught me Cajun and Creole. My other grandmother was from the Low Country of South Carolina and taught me all her recipes, even from the Gullah. My grandfathers were from France and Mexico, and I learned from them as well. I've worked in LA. New Orleans, Charlotte and Atlanta in different restaurants and learned from all of them. My food will be different, soul food with an international twist."
Well, that explained her coloring, a light caramel. "Why are you telling me this?"
"Because I want to open it in this area, specifically, right here. I could take over both empty storefronts left and turn it into a cozy place that still has a good bit of room."
"If you want my blessing you have it. Contact the management firm I use and start the paperwork."
For the first time she looked less confident. "I can't."
"Why not?"
"Because I don't have nearly enough money. I've saved some, but it is still less than half of what I need to do it right and I don't want to scrimp."
I could see where this was going. "I'm guessing you want me to invest in you, be one of your partners?"
She shook her head. "No. I want you to be my only partner. Too many cooks and so on. If I have to argue, I want it be with just one person." Sandra handed me a portfolio.
"Here, my credentials, my financial report, the estimates of the cost of getting it up and running, everything I could think of you might need. If there's anything else you need I'll get it for you."
I took the papers. "Well, it looks like you've thought of everything."
"I hope so. One more thing. You'll own 51% so any final decision will be yours alone. I will insist in turn that I have complete control of the kitchen and staff. Think about it. It's a good investment, my dream and I'll make you a lot of money."
I grinned. "I'm at the point in my life now that money is no longer an issue for me. My grandmothers will tell you, though, that I get bored easily without new projects to keep my interest. I'll consider it carefully. If I decide not to join you, I'll turn you over to some people I've become comfortable with. One or more may be interested."
"I don't want anyone else. Call me if you want to meet again or have questions. Thank you for your time." A firm handshake and she was out the door. I watched in admiration at the way her business skirt swished as she walked away.
I turned to see the staff grinning at me. Mrs. Wilmington, the woman handpicked by the grandmothers to manage the shop, hugged me. "So, coffee and a treat, a nice way to get to know someone. She seems lovely."
"I'm sure she is, Mrs. W. Sadly it was just a business meeting."
Her smile got wider. "Well then. Maybe it could turn into frisky business. She seemed to like you."
"Mrs. W, stop! I have enough trouble with the grandmothers, I don't need any more pressure. I've had two bad experiences with marriage and I'm a little shy about new relationships."
She patted my arm. "That was most likely because we weren't around to guide you. Now go, look over those papers. I'd like to see a partnership develop on a whole bunch of levels."
I took her advice. The business plan was sound, her credentials top notch. I was still a bit leery because a restaurant was a terrible investment. Eight out of ten failed the first year, and one of the two that survived usually folded in the second. Then again, most were because of poor judgement, underfunding and mismanagement. If you had a good plan, a sound financial base, good management and a bit of luck, you could be wildly successful. My lawyers read over the prospectus and gave their blessing. Ms. Chen summed it up. "Even if it flops, you can still make money by writing it off on your taxes. But, son, you seem to have a Midas touch and I predict this will make you a lot of money."
I drove home every Sunday for dinners with my family. I'd bought a house close to my original store, on the fringes of the projects. I was between Grandma Greely and Grandma Vasquez, so the place was well-watched while I was gone. Besides, Connie and her new husband were housesitting for me. It kept the house in shape and gave them time to build a nest-egg for their own home. Sunday lunch was a big family affair, Michael, Miguel, Alice, Amy, Connie, their significant others and children, Jose, Dan, their families and children, as well as assorted friends and family made the tables quite crowded at times.
I always made it a point to discuss business with them, grateful for their input. They may not have business degrees (well, a couple did) but they had something much more valuable: an abundance of common sense. The papers included a picture of Sandra in a chef's outfit and to a woman they grinned. So did the men, for a different reason.
We talked it over, and it was Alice and Connie who came up with the idea. "Have her cook for you. That will be the most important part of the business. If she can't cook, it's a deal ender."
"You girls are geniuses! But cooking for one doesn't give you much of a focus group. I'm going to invite her to cook for all of us, using her best recipes. Then I'll get honest opinions from people I trust."
That got them excited and it was scheduled to happen in two weeks, if she was available.
Chapter 15
It turns out she was. Available, I mean.
"How many?"
"Count on thirty. Most are employees, business partners, with a few old friends thrown in. Not to put pressure on you, but my three grandmothers and my mother will be there, and their opinions carry a lot of weight."
"I'd ask how it's possible for you to have three grandmothers, but I think I'll wait until you can tell me in person. There's a problem. No way can I fit that many people in my apartment."
I had an answer. "Not a problem. If you can do it on a Sunday, the pastry shop is available. It may not be set up the way you're used to, but it's still a commercial kitchen."
"I'll need help for that much cooking."
"You sound like you don't want to do this. If you're going to run your own place you'll have to learn to deal with things that come up unexpectedly."
I think I offended her. She was a little short in her answer. "Two weeks. I'll handle everything. I'll serve at one. If anyone is late you will start without them. I want to have the food served promptly for maximum effect and flavor. I'll talk to Mrs. Wilmington so I can have access to the kitchen on Saturday night for the prep work. Goodbye."
I looked at the phone after she disconnected. Bit of a temper on that one. Then again, all chefs seemed a little flighty, to me.
I got one more call the next week. "Any of your group Jewish? Or Muslim? If they are I'll have to adjust the menu."
"Ms. Chen and her husband are Jewish, and Michael's girlfriend follows Islam. With the exception of those two the rest of us will eat most anything in front of us."
"Thank you. See you next Sunday." The phone went dead.
Wow, she must still be pissed.
My family showed up on time, renting three vans to hold everyone. Sandra unlocked the door at 12:30 and I introduced everyone as they came in. I saved the grandmothers for last.
"This is my Grandmother Tina Vasquez, my Grandmother Celia Greely, my mother Veronica Chen, and my Grandmother Sarah Moore."
She was a bit surprised when they all hugged her, telling her how delicious everything smelled.
She'd hired two young girls, pastry shop employees who could use the extra money, and had the meal set up buffet style, making sure there were placards designating the foods that were kosher and acceptable to Muslims. The beverages were sweetened tea, lemonade, coffee, and water, no sodas.
There was shrimp and grits, blackened chicken, paella festooned with mussels and clams, Southern fried chicken, a dish with chickpeas and ham I never caught the name of, flank steak in a mushroom and brandy sauce, deep-fried catfish, and pulled pork.
She had pinto beans cooked with a ham hock, collards, corn on the cob roasted on a grill, green beans, tiny potatoes that were microwaved and then deep-fried, potato salad, coleslaw, some kind of layered salad, heirloom tomatoes she had chopped into rough chunks in a vinegar oil dressing with fresh basil served in parfait glasses, fried cornbread pancakes, a big chunk of baked cornbread, and yeast rolls made from scratch.
For dessert there were fried apple and peach pies, four layer chocolate cake, banana pudding, and fresh churned ice cream, banana and vanilla. Basic, simple, home style and as common as dirt, but in my opinion just as necessary to the survival of the world.
Everyone ate until they couldn't hold another bite. The meal took hours because no one was in a hurry and wanted to sample everything. I liked everything but the blackened chicken, which was way too spicy for my stomach. I particularly liked her fried chicken and the tiny potatoes. The fried pies were great but not as good as Grandma Greely's, but that might be personal bias. The banana pudding, though, was so good I was almost in tears. It was a huge bowl that disappeared in minutes.
There was still a lot left, and Alice slipped down to the store and bought every plastic bowl and a bunch of baggies. For some reason Sandra kept me tied up and by the time I got loose there was nothing left. I think she was smirking when she thought I wasn't looking, as well as the Grandmas. She pretty much shoved us out at four, saying she had to clean up so the shop would be ready by morning.
I deliberately didn't call her. She made it to the next Thursday before she came blasting through the door of the market, coming straight to my office. I was reviewing tapes from the night before of the first robbery attempt since we opened. The cashiers had done as we'd drilled into them, opening the cash registers and stepping back. Our new registers were state of the art with a built in panic button. You hit it when you opened up the till and the police were notified immediately.
I felt bad for the boys. One was seventeen, the other nineteen. Armed robbery in that state carried a mandatory seven-year sentence, but they had robbed me and threatened the lives of my employees. The cops were waiting when they rushed out the door and ran to their getaway car. They looked wildly around for the driver as four policemen stepped from the shadows. "POLICE! DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND BACK AWAY FROM THE VEHICLE! IF YOU TURN AROUND WE WILL FIRE!"
One dropped his weapon instantly and his hands went into the air. The other hesitated until he looked over his shoulder. Every cop was holding a shotgun. He dropped his weapon.
The cashiers were given three days off with pay to recover from the fright, and counseling was available to them. Two would come back. The other, badly frightened, resigned. I gave her a month's pay and wished her well.
Sandra blasted into the office and stood with her arms folded over her chest, a defiant stare on her face. "Well?"
"Well, hello Ms. Sandra, nice to see you. Enjoying this fine weather? I am. I was just thinking about taking a few days off, maybe go to the coast and do some pier fishing."
I looked at her face and decided I needed to be more careful. "Please, since you're here, have a seat. I was just about to call you. The food, by the way, was exceptional. My family is still talking about it."



Her face relaxed for a second before she put her business face on. "I'm glad you enjoyed it. I think you have a fine if somewhat unusual family. I especially liked your grandmothers. More wisdom between them than you would find at most colleges. Seriously, are you going to partner with me?"
"I've thought it over quite a bit, gone over the figures with my lawyers. After their advice I've decided not to take the deal."
Her eyes clouded over and the tears came. I couldn't help it and walked over to hug her. She melted into me for a minute before her spark came back and she started hammering me with both fists. "Let go of me you asshole! You know what you can do with your money? You can..."
I put my hand over her mouth and muffled her. Before the shock could register I started talking. "You have a way with food and a flair for presenting it. The restaurant would be very successful, but the money you want isn't nearly enough to start out right. You need a six-month cushion to get established and start operating in the black. Therefore, I'm doubling my stake to make sure you can focus on growing the business without worrying about money. Don't worry, I'll honor the terms of the partnership. What do you say? Ready to sign the papers? We could go over to the law office right now. Ms. Chen has everything ready. She advises that you get your own lawyer and have them look it over just to be sure everything is spelled out and understood. Good enough?"
She stopped struggling, went pale, then turned bright red. Then she started crying again. It would seem that was her go to response. Cry if you're hurt, cry if you're happy. I would bet she had a different set of tears for every situation. I let her cry it out, handing her a box of tissues.
Fifteen minutes later she wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and started on me. "You're grandmothers warned me about your sense of humor. Just so you know, I think you're a jerk for making me cry." Sandra stopped for a minute before grinning. "I also think you're just a big sweetie pie for making me shed tears of joy."
I grinned. "I would much prefer you not use those words to describe me in social situations."
She just grinned. Three months later, at her grand opening, she made a short speech about how much support and encouragement she'd gotten, especially from her "sweetie pie." My grandmothers looked like they'd swallowed an elephant, trying to keep from laughing.
Chapter 16
We were thrown together a lot getting the business off the ground. I helped where I could, but it was her baby so I left it up to her. Gradually she was calling me every day to ask my opinion about various business related topics. Then we began to have "working" lunches and a couple of dinners. She began giving me soft touches once in a while, and held my hand or arm when we walked. I got a glimpse of her true feelings once we ran into a former lover. We'd parted on good terms and when she saw me at the restaurant she came up to say hi. Sandy had gone to the restroom and when she came back we were standing there talking. She locked down on my arm so hard she left bruises as I introduced her. April just grinned, kissed me on the cheek, and walked away.
I looked over, surprised to see Sandra steaming. "What?"
"I've suddenly lost my appetite. Take me home, please."
''No."
"What?!"
"I said no. I don't know exactly what's happening here, but I know I don't like it. You're an adult. At least I think you are. April and I were close once but we both knew it wasn't going anywhere so we decided to go back to being friends. She was telling me she had found the right man and would be getting married in six months. I expect the invitation soon. If you need to leave I'll call you an Uber. Just so you know, if you leave, there will be no more lunches or dinners. Our only interaction will be about the restaurant."
I watched the emotions flit across her face. Then she got a determined look on her face. "Steve, can I ask you something? Do you have a problem with mixed race couples?"
"Not that I know of. My second wife was Costa Rican and it never bothered me. I wanted the woman, not the race."
"Ever dated a black woman?"
"As a matter of fact I have. Two."
"Why did you stop dating them?"
"One was a gold digger, attracted to the money I was making. She was subtle, but I had it figured out by the fourth date. When she started talking about moving in together, I stopped seeing her. It was not exactly an amicable breakup."
"What about the other one?"
"Honestly, she was boring. She was a lawyer that I met through Ms. Chen, attractive, intelligent, but there was no spark. We made love after the fifth date, and realized our relationship would never progress. We never dated again, but we've become pretty good friends. Why the interest?"
She snorted. "Don't play that game, white boy. I've sent you enough signals to get a fleet moving, but you've ignored them. My progressive bitchiness is a result. If you just want this to be a strictly professional relationship then I can live with that. I wouldn't like it, but I would deal with it."
"You know, there's a well-known rule in the business world. Never mix business with pleasure. Then again, if I'd followed rules all my life I wouldn't be where I am today. So yes, I'd love to explore, see if we connect on a romantic level. I want one promise. If either of us decides we're not that compatible, we part ways and maintain a courteous professional relationship. Is that agreeable to you?"
She studied my face for a minute before grinning. "Agreed. You may take me out Saturday. It may be the last Saturday we get for a long time when the restaurant opens. Just so you know, the restaurant will be closed Mondays and Tuesdays, so you need to adjust your schedule."
So we started dating. Pretty much everyone close to me gave me a version of "I told you so" over our relationship. The grandmothers were very happy, even my genetic one. I asked her once if she had a problem with Sandy's race.
"No and yes. You two obviously meld together very well and I can tell you're happier than you've been in a very long time. The circle you move in is multicolored so they won't have a problem with you getting serious. You know how some of your uncles on your mothers' side are, though. It might get a little sticky at family functions."
My father had passed away when I was in my late teens, and my mother had remarried just as soon as I moved out to the man she had been seeing. I didn't like him, he didn't like me so we kept our interactions to a minimum. He always made fun of me to the family, especially after I started farming. He was a middle manager at a small manufacturing facility and thought what I did demeaning.
A lot of it stemmed from the way I ignored his instructions on how to live my life, but most of it was because he wanted me to sell my land to him for a ridiculous price. He had plans of turning it into an industrial park, even had investors lined up. Besides being a good farm, it held a lot of sentimental value. It had been in my family since 1846, divided many times until there was only forty acres left. Some of my fondest memories were of helping my grandfather farm. I pretty much spent every weekend in-season, and later lived with him during the summers. He had intended for my father to have it, but he passed suddenly so he left it to me.
Pops had a pretty good lawyer, so I used him when Mom's husband started hinting at eminent domain. The lawyer managed to get the farm listed as an historic property, making it almost bulletproof to development as long as the land was worked. That's why when I had to give up farming I leased it to my cousin on the condition that he keep the farm viable. I sweetened the deal by buying everything he raised for my stores after I got established. He was paid about fifteen per cent more than he could get on the open market, so he was more than happy with the deal. He eventually leased another fifty acres to try and keep up with demand.
Mom's hubby lost a little on the deal, making promises and deals he had to prove up on or reimburse the money they had fronted him. Needless to say there was no love lost between us, and my mother barely spoke to me. They would have a field day knowing I was dating a woman of color. I'm sure the story would make the rounds and I would be the object of ridicule, but I knew they were smart enough not to let it get back to me. One cousin tried it with Mickey's Mom, and though his opinions came to be eerily true, it earned him an ass kicking of epic proportions. I was smart enough to know what button to push, and when he swung first I owned him. Still sued me in civil court for 'violence not warranted by the situation', saying I should have stopped when I had him down. My lawyer countered, suing the cousin for emotional distress, and I had a better case. The cousin finally agreed to drop the whole thing if I would. I made him post an apology on Facebook as part of the settlement. You could tell it was killing him, but he gritted through it.
Chapter 17
All that being said, it took four months before we became intimate. The restaurant opened to rave reviews. Soul Food International was a big hit. The food was excellent, the ambience relaxed, and Sandy made it a point to thank everyone for dining with her, making friends in high and low places. The stress was starting to get to her, so I decided we needed a little break.
She came in exhausted on Sunday afternoon. The place was open for a lunch buffet and then closed at four, giving her a little more time to relax. I took her into the bathroom, showing her the bubble bath I had prepared, along with the candles and soft music.
"Relax, babe. You need it."
She was startled at the effort but soon agreed it would be just the thing, moaning that she didn't have clean clothes. I just grinned and told her we'd find something for her to get comfortable in. I closed the door and was soon rewarded with the sound of her singing along to the music.
Her assistant manager was a good chef in her own right, and I had bribed her into getting Sandy's sizes and doing a little shopping. A trip to Victoria's Secret netted a couple of really nice gowns, two teddies, bras and panties that were sexy, some that were just comfortable, and some that were both. There was a nice silk robe to finish the set.
I also got her to get three nice dresses, two sundresses and a slinky number suitable for clubbing. There were a couple of pair of shorts and nice casual tops, two pair of jeans, new walking shoes and two pair of high heels, one two-inch and one four-inch. I had all but the prettiest gown and panty set and the robe packed into two suitcases.
I gave her 45 minutes and went back to check on her. She'd gone to sleep. I could hear her gentle snores through the door. I grinned as I tapped on the door. "Honey, wake up. I've got something for you to wear and it will be right outside the door. Come to the living room when you're done."
I had to repeat it several times until I was sure she was awake and understood me. I heard the door open as I walked back into the living room. I put the lights to low and poured her a glass of her favorite wine, unsure whether she would want it but wanting to be unprepared.
Five minutes later she came into the room, the robe belted loosely, giving me glimpses of her gown. The pale lavender contrasted nicely with her caramel skin. Just the thought of seeing her in it had me hard as a rock in seconds. There was a shy smile on her face. We had never been intimate or stayed over with each other before.
She gave me a soft but firm kiss, lasting more than a few seconds. She drew back and twirled, the robe floating out a little, revealing a very nice looking body. The lavender panties made her skin even more vivid in contrast. "You have excellent taste."
"Don't thank me. You need to give your assistant a raise. She got it for me, along with a few other things."
Her smile was radiant. "What other things?"
"In due time, honey. You're staying with me tonight. Will we make love? I'd sure like to, but you're exhausted and we need to get up early in the morning."
"Why? I've got two days off. We can sleep in."
"No we can't. We have places to be. And that's all I'm going to say, so don't ask any more questions. Bed, now."
I took her hand and led her to the bedroom, turning the covers down and snuggling her in. "Aren't you coming to bed?"
"In just a minute. I need to wash the day off me before we snuggle."
That made her smile. I probably set a world record for a shower, coming out in just my boxers. She grinned as I turned out the lights. I slid into her arms as I settled down. It took me a second to realize while I was in the shower she had taken off the gown. Then she grabbed my shorts, tugging. "I'm not really that sleepy, honey."
I woke to the alarm; Sandy snuggled to me, her head on my chest. The night was glorious. I kissed her softly, stroking that magnificent body gently. She woke with a start, then relaxed, flexing her body into mine with a purr. "Ready to continue from last night?"
I think I shocked her. "Absolutely, but we don't have time. We need to shower and dress. We have two hours to get to the airport and you know how long it takes to get on the plane."
"Airport? I'm not moving until you tell me what's going on."
"We're going on vacation, baby. I haven't taken one in years, and you need to recharge. Belize, for three days of sun, sand and relaxation. So get it in gear."
She looked a little pissed. "What makes you think I'll just drop everything and go off with you?"
"Because you love surprises. And me. Don't look so shocked, if I can see it, everyone in the universe can see it. Here's another tidbit. I love you, too. So get that fine bottom out of that bed or I'm going to shower without you."
Her mouth hung open a little. "I... we... you... Oh Hell! I do love you, honey, and I'd love to go on vacation with you. Do we have time to stop long enough to pack a suitcase?"
"Already done. The two green suitcases are yours. Pick something out to wear while I start the shower."
I heard her squeals of delight as I stepped into the shower. Thirty seconds later she was in the shower hugging and kissing all over me. Sandy was trying to talk and cry at the same time and it wasn't working. I stopped her the only way I knew how, with a long firm kiss. She started making other noises and I pulled back. "Shower now. Play later." That being said, there was a good bit of groping going on while we showered. She finally got out, leaving me flushed and with an aching erection. She giggled and flipped the water to cold. I gasped with the shock before turning it off and coming into the bedroom. She had the green sundress laid out and had a new bra and panty set that made me want to miss the flight. She grinned and did a slow turn. "You like? Good. I'll model everything for you later. I'll be wearing the green teddy to bed tonight. That is, if you want me to wear anything at all."
"The teddy," I said decisively. "It'll look great on you and I've always enjoyed unwrapping presents."
"In that case I'll find a bow to go with it. Now get dressed!"
Chapter 18
It was the highlight of my life. She was beautiful, vibrant and she was mine. We spent a lot of time in bed, but we did hit the beach a couple of times. She wore the most conservative bikini, the first time, then went with the racy thong bottomed one the next. When she found out tops were optional, it was gone instantly. Men and women stared; she was that beautiful. Oddly, it didn't bother me as much as I thought it would. I was proud of how attractive she was, and was confident that although others would look, I was the only one allowed to touch.
We went dancing, and though I was a decent dancer she wore me out pretty quickly. We'd shared a lunch with another couple at the resort, and they were there. Her husband was as worn out as I was, so the girls danced together, ignoring the men who tried to dance with them. They danced over to our table and gave a little bump and grind that had us rushing back to our rooms. She laughed the next day on the plane. "I have zero interest in girls, honey. Pam is the same way. I have to admit it was fun, but the purpose was to rev our men up. I think we accomplished that goal, wouldn't you?"
"Don't talk. Exhausted. Need nap."
She cooed and snuggled into my arm.
She came back to the condo I was leasing and never left. A month later she gave up her apartment. five months later, I gave her a diamond. I walked into her restaurant and demanded to see the chef. She thought she was going to be confronted by an irate customer and was surprised to see me on my knee, holding up an open box. The diamond twinkled in the candles of the closest tables.
"Sandy, love of my life, will..."
Well, I think that's about as far as I got before she dove on me so hard she knocked us both to the floor. She yanked so hard on the box it flew out of my hand and landed under a table. We were on hands and knees scrambling for it while she screamed "YES' over and over. The whole placed clapped and cheered when she found the box and got the ring on her finger. That's when the kissing portion of the evening began, followed by her parading through the place, me in tow, while she showed every table there the ring.
My "family" was very happy for me. They had seen how depressed I had been after the break-up with my second wife. The grandmothers descended immediately, grabbing Sandy and spiriting her off to make wedding plans. Her first was basically just a ceremony in a courthouse anteroom. She once expressed to Grandma Greely how she had longed for the full wedding experience and they were determined to give her her dream. They did not hesitate in telling me they were paying and all I had to do was show up when and where they told me. I was more than happy with that.
Ms. Chen lost her grandmother status when she told me she thought she was too young to be a grandmother. "Well, then. I have another position I needed to fill. I need a new Mom, my old one isn't working out," I told her. She and her husband were childless. I never asked why, but she was so overcome with the offer she cried in my arms, the first time I'd ever seen her cry. She did, though, become a hell of a grandmother to Mickey. She would have taken him every weekend if I would have let her. Sandy's mother had passed and she stepped right into the role. There were endless discussions about flowers, color schemes, invitations, venues, until I thought I would go crazy if I was asked one more opinion. Finally they decided to leave me alone. All I needed to do was make sure the tux fit and be there on time.
Mickey was my best man. Jose, Dan, Miguel, Michael and my cousin Billy were my groomsmen. Sandy had two of her college friends, her assistant from the restaurant, Connie, and Alice. Her maid of honor was her sister. I met her for the first time at the rehearsal. We didn't hate each other, but we had nothing in common. She was pissed at Sandy marrying a white guy, and me for having the nerve to marry her. Probably the first true black racist I'd ever met. Luckily she went to school on the other coast and we wouldn't be seeing each other that often.
I understand she and Sandy had a pretty good row about it. Sandy told her if she didn't tone it down she would be returning to California before the wedding.
Finally, on a sunny afternoon in June, we became man and wife. We married at a Baptist Church that we started attending two months before the wedding. Actually Sandy had been attending for a few months before we became intimate and dragged me along. I liked the people and most liked me. The preacher loved me because I told him if he ever paid for food for his fundraisers again I would never forgive him. I even helped when I could. Over the years I've probably cooked thousands of hot dogs and hamburgers, plus breakfasts.



The place was packed to the point of people standing in the back. Most were from the church, but my extended family was there. The glaring exception was my mother and her side of the family. Well, I invited her, the rest was on her. Sandy's father had flown in from France and gave her away. He was suitably impressed with his daughter's success, and he seemed to like me.
Ms. Chen hovered over Sandy while her husband beamed as she introduced them to her family as my parents. Her dress was breathtaking and she seemed to float down the aisle. I don't think I took four breaths during the entire ceremony, but I remember lifting her veil for our kiss. Tears were streaming down her cheeks but every tooth was bared into the largest smile I'd ever seen on her face.
I don't remember much about the reception, but it was still going on when we boarded the plane for our honeymoon destination. We were going to France. Not Paris, but Nice and then on to Monaco.
The honeymoon turned into a food odyssey, as Sandy dragged me from restaurant to restaurant. We ate foods I'd never tasted and loved. We ate foods I'd never tasted and barely controlled the urge to vomit. I finally learned to say no if it did not appeal to me. It should have bothered me, but she was so happy I couldn't be angry. The nights and mornings made up for it as we tried our best to burn off the extra calories.
We were supposed to spend five days in Monaco but left after two because neither of us felt comfortable there. We did hit a few casinos; after all, it was Monaco. Sandy won a few thousand euros at a game we didn't understand, and I dropped almost a thousand at blackjack, which I thought I did understand.
The rest of our time was spent traveling the Italian coast, eating in small diners and bistros off the beaten path. We both agreed that next vacation should be spent traveling the interior and mountains to see what delights awaited us there.
Most of the beaches were topless or nude. It still took her until the last two days to drop her top. She said she was embarrassed but her nipples stayed hard as rocks, especially when a man would whistle or try to chat her up. I thought one Spaniard was going to have to experience some good old fashioned Southern ass whipping, until Sandy called him out for the ass he was. I was fluent enough by then to understand everything. We were on a clothing optional beach and he was nude, with a little pot belly and an even smaller penis.
Before I could stop her she yanked down my shorts, telling him to take a look at what a man's cock should look like. We had drawn a pretty good crowd and people howled with laughter as he scurried away. It took me fifteen minutes to talk her into letting me pull up my trunks. Sandy was laughing until I stopped struggling and started pulling on her thong. "It's only fair," I said, as her thong popped off into my hands. She covered herself before grinning, and we walked the length of the beach and back to our hotel before she begged me to let her put her thong back on. We never repeated it, but it made a killer story when we got back home.
Chapter 19
We went home and settled into domestic bliss. She still ran her restaurant and I was checking into another store location across the state line. My schedule was much more flexible than hers so I adapted to it, making sure we got to spend every moment we weren't working together. Our first anniversary was approaching and I asked her if there was any one thing she desired, so I could get it for her.
In answer she took four days off and we rented a cabin in the mountains, laid-in supplies, and rarely left the property. We didn't spend it all in bed, there were trails to hike, and we spent a day skiing, but there was a lot of lovemaking. We were snuggled together under blankets the last night, watching the fire crackle. I was idly playing with a nipple when she sighed and took my hand.
"I've thought a lot about what I'm about to ask you. If you truly want to give me something, this is all I desire. I'm 31, you're 35, and my clock is ticking. I've wanted to be a mother all my life, even more than being successful in business. If you truly mean what you say about giving me anything, this is it. Will you make a child with me?"
She didn't know it, but she'd hit on my fondest dream. I loved Mickey, but I got him late, so I never got to experience late-night diaper changes, the terrible twos, teething, watching him learn to walk and talk or grow as a young child. I wanted it more than any success I could achieve.
She mistook my stillness for reluctance and tried to change the subject. I put my fingers to her lips. "Shhh. Don't spoil the moment. You've just made me very happy. I vote you throw the birth control pills away, forthwith!"
Sandy giggled. "Forthwith?"
"Absolutely, forthwith. I've always wanted to use that word. Seriously honey, the sooner we start, the better. I don't want to try to chase them around with my walker."
The blanket slipped down and I'll never forget the look on her face. Lust, love, and something deeper, primal, the urge to continue the species. "The only time you're going to need a walker is tomorrow. After I'm done with you, we'll be lucky if either of us can walk right."
Making love to Sandy had always been great, but that night took it to a whole new level. A stray thought popped into my head as she rode me, now I know what a male spider feels when he's mating with a Black Widow. She consumed me.
It took five months, but one day I came home to find her sitting at the kitchen table, crying. Since she was so emotional, I wasn't very concerned. Sandy would cry at the drop of a hat.
I sat down beside her, hugging her to me. "What's wrong, baby?"
She tried to talk several times before giving up, sliding something across the table. I picked it up and my heart exploded. Blue lines on a little stick. We were pregnant!
I tried to form words, but I must have been around my wife too much, because all I could do was cry with her. It was a hour before we could talk rationally.
"This is just a home test, honey. I'll be seeing the doctor tomorrow to make it official. I'll call first thing after I know."
"No you won't. I'll be going with you tomorrow."
I was gently rubbing her tummy. She grinned. "You can't feel anything yet. You know I test myself every two weeks, so this is fairly recent. It's a boy, though. I can feel it."
I pretended to frown. "I was hoping for a little girl. If it is a boy, can we try again?"
Her smile got wider. "Yes, I'd like to have one more and I hope we get a set, but if they're both boys, or girls, I'm sure we'll love them just as much. Two's my limit, even though I'd like to have a houseful. I'll be 33 by the time I'll be pregnant again, and that's a little long in the tooth."
I agreed instantly, not willing to risk her health or that of a child. Two would be plenty.
The doctor confirmed the good news the next day, set us up on a regular schedule of visits, gave us information on different birthing techniques and classes, and sent us on our way.
I wanted to wait a while to disclose the news, but she told everyone at the monthly family dinner a week later. All my grandmothers, my Chinese mother and father, and most of my friends dissolved into tears. When we announced if it was a girl it would be named after the woman who started me down this path, Grandma Greely almost fainted and found herself surrounded by three generations of women, none of who were related to me but everyone as much a part of my family as any blood relative. Sandy wanted the middle name to be Rose as a tribute to her late mother. Celia Rose Moore had a definite ring to it.
Chapter 20
I was in the middle of contract negotiations for a third and fourth store in other cities. Michael and Miguel had given up any active part in their respective social organizations, and both had associate business degrees in business management specializing in the food service sector. I'd used the grandmothers and extended family to push them into the situation but truth be told, it didn't take much.
Miguel was the point man in one city, Michael in the other. I did visit both twice a week to review progress and suggest things. Ms. Chen was their guide and between us, we kept them on an even keel. They had traveled with me before, knew the ropes and did really well. They were vice-presidents of my corporation.
They had learned from watching us, and could speak with a professional demeanor. If things got stressed, though, they sometimes resulted to attitudes and behaviors learned on the street.
One contractor called me, pissed beyond words. "I refuse to deal with street trash! They have no idea how business works and I will not be dictated to like this."
"Let me ask you something. If you found out someone was trying to steal from you, would you be polite? Or would you take charge of the situation and get the thief eliminated? That's exactly what they're trying to do. We discovered your deal with the suppliers and tradesmen to pad costs fifteen percent. I know we have a contract, but I'll let you out of it if you voluntarily leave. Balk, and the unions, cops and lawyers get involved. You're lucky they didn't kick your ass on general principles. You have one day."
One of Ms. Chen's lawyers who just happened to also be a CPA found the hustle. It was Miguel's project, but as soon as he found out he called Michael for support. It did not go well for the contractor. He will never realize how close he came to a first class ass kicking. As it was, he did withdraw, leaving a lot of workers pissed and unions asking pointed questions. Any project he bid on in the future would be examined very closely.
Those two would make a total of five, in three states. I was getting in over my head. I promised my wife when she hit four months I would put all expansion plans on hold unless my group could handle it without me. She said I should still work and I told her I was working, on the biggest project of my life: learning how to be the best most loving father and husband humanly possible. Of course, she responded by crying.
Chapter 21
Ms. Chen took me to task. Seems I wasn't paying as much attention to my businesses as I should.
"I've got good people, Mom. I'm just a bit preoccupied right now."
"News flash honey. Women have babies every day and the world doesn't stop revolving because of it. You have an even bigger duty now, besides Mickey, you'll now have a little one. You need to look to their futures."
"I understand your logic, and while women have children every day, they don't have mine. I'd like to savor every step, if you don't mind."
She smiled. "You don't think I'm looking forward to another grandchild? I get a bonus with this one because it's a girl and I'll be there for every step of her childhood. Gregory (her husband) is obsessing already, looking into childproofing the house. We have her bedroom picked out and are decorating it. It will be done before she's even born. Still doesn't stop me from running my firm. Tuesday, one, sharp."
I appeared at the appointed time and spent three hours going over figures. I was amazed at the wealth I had already accumulated, and with the addition of two more stores my profit, after taxes and salaries, would be a surplus of about a million three, a year.
"What are we going to do with all that money?"
Mom and the accountant laughed. "You're going to keep expanding. You haven't gone unnoticed and many are copying your business model, but there are plenty of opportunities out there. With your proven track record, cities will be more inclined to work with you than your competitors. Our suggestion is you keep expanding in the Southeast until you reach saturation, then go West."
"How many stores are we talking here?"
The CPA pulled up a chart on her computer. "I think you should concentrate on two a year for the next five years. After that, if my model is accurate, you should up it to five. In twenty years you have the capability of being one of the top three chains in the country."
I threw them for a loop. "What if I don't want to be that big?"
"Then you've missed a golden opportunity. Think of how many could benefit, how many people you could get off the streets, keep kids away from crime and turn them into successful businessmen, role models for their communities. You didn't really consider the impact of your actions when you started, but look at the good it's done. Look to your grandmothers, destined to live out their lives in dangerous apartments, scraping by on Social Security. Think they don't appreciate what you've done for them?"
She had me there. Apparently she was on a roll, giving me facts she had obviously holding back while Mom grinned. "Speaking of helping people, you need to start a charitable arm. It's a great tax shelter and you could really do some good. I suggest you start off simple, say with a scholarship program for aspiring lawyers. Just two will be sufficient for right now. I have the paperwork ready, if you're interested."
I left it hanging until she got nervous. "All right. $500,000 to start. That should handle the scholarships with plenty left over. And make the scholarships all inclusive, tuition, room and board, and a monthly allowance for incidentals like gas, clothes, that sort of thing. I'm putting you in charge for right now, but I expect I'll be pretty active as time passes. I think that sometime soon I'll want to add programs for food service scholarships, at least at the associate level. And I'd like to do some kind of program for disadvantaged youth but we'll talk about it later. We done here?"
I grinned as I left, their mouths hanging open. I had thought about a charity before, but never had time to pursue it. Now that it was handed to me on a platter, I had no excuse.
Chapter 22
I couldn't stop smiling. True to my word, I had almost stopped traveling completely: home every night with my wife. I still worked from the building I'd found to use as corporate headquarters. We bought it for practically nothing and renovated it completely; leasing the space we didn't need as soon as it was available. Mom was pushing me to look at some warehouse space, hinting we would probably need it in the near future as a distribution center.
I'd had to hire administration people to help keep track of everything. Good people mostly. The law of averages said I was going to find one or two bad apples, and when I did they went away as quickly as possible.
I hooked Michael and Miguel into helping me with charity work. They became involved in neighborhood outreach programs, concentrating on middle schools. They were at that age when the world around them was coming into focus but were young enough to still be reached. I went with them a few times to see them work.
Miguel always dressed well but informally, but Michael went the full route. His standard attire was a three-piece suit, matching tie over a white shirt, his shoes gleaming. He'd developed the habit of wearing a fedora, and I had to admit he looked sharp.
They would talk about general things to warm them up before they got into the meat of their presentation. "I want you to look at us, really look. Yeah, we dress well, but underneath the clothes, despite what we've accomplished, we're still just guys from the hood. Before we started this our lives were on a far different track."
Two photos flashed up on the screen behind them. Mug-shot photos of each. While they looked at the pictures Miguel and Michael would be taking off their coats and shirts, leaving them in white "wife-beater" tees, showing off their tattoos complete with gang tags.
"This was us before we turned our lives around. If we had kept on the path we walked, we would be dead or in jail by now. We were rivals, so it might have been one of us killing the other. I want you to think about this and ask you something. How many gang members do you see on the streets over the age of thirty, or even twenty-five? Not a lot. They're either dead or in jail. Is that the future you want? We got out, and you can, too. Think about it. If you need help or want to reach out to someone, you have our cards. Call, and someone will come. It might not be us because we travel regularly, but it will be someone, and they'll be there fast to help with whatever you need."
Then it was my turn to speak. "I want you to know that if I hadn't had a flat tire in a bad neighborhood my life would be totally different now. I'd probably still be a factory worker and a part time farmer. It would have been a life I was happy with, I believe, but I like the one I have now so much more. Not because of the money, although I like being successful, but because of the good I've been able to do.
If I hadn't broken down that day, I'd still be a country boy, avoiding towns, especially the 'bad' neighborhoods. I believed what I saw on television, that inner city neighborhoods were places to avoid at all cost. But I did have to stop, and I met an older black woman who changed my life completely. I'd like to say I changed hers as well. Now, despite her age, she's a successful businesswoman with an interest in many businesses.
"I hired my first employee there: the woman's granddaughter, a fifteen year old mixed-race child who was nervous around a white man. Seven years later, she's still with me, a college graduate and a manager at one of my stores. Miguel and Michael became my friends, first, before they started working for me, and now I don't think I could be as nearly successful without them. The lessons I learned are that no matter what your age and race, you have value. And most importantly, no matter what your background, you can change your life for the better. Think about it."
We knew that if we were lucky we would reach about 10% of those children. But if we did, and they became successful, then maybe they could reach another ten per cent, and it would snowball from there. I liked to think so, anyway.
Chapter 23
I had just returned from one of our talks. It had been a good session and I was on top of the world when I walked in to the restaurant. Sandy and I ate lunch together nearly every day, a standing date. Her bulge was obvious, and her regulars asked for updates, often. A few wanted to hold a shower for her, and she responded by inviting them to the one the Grandmothers were planning. She'd just won Restaurant of the Year from the city, and I promised to hang a copy in my office alongside the awards I'd won over the years.
A couple of young guys followed me in but I paid them no attention. Her prices were reasonable enough for most all to eat there and it was always a mixed crowd. I didn't realize anything was wrong until I heard a gasp from her hostess. A shotgun boomed.
I turned slowly, glad Sandy was in the kitchen. There were two of them early twenties or late teens. You could tell from the looks on their faces that at least one was high and the other needed a fix, judging from the way his hands were shaking I slowly raised my hands. The boys started screaming about this being a robbery and everyone needed to stay cool.
"All right. Everyone needs to be cool. Ginny, open the till and step back. It's only money."
She did what I said, and one slung the shotgun over his shoulder and started shoveling the money into a bag. The other held what looked like a military rifle, waving it in the general direction of the patrons.
Sandy had been in the freezer when the shot rang out. She looked thought the kitchen doors and was out before she thought. "What the hell's going on here?"
It wasn't a shout, but it was pretty damn loud. Sadly, she had a large knife in her hand and the kid with the rifle flipped out. It was fully automatic and he nearly cut her in two emptying the magazine. I rushed for her even as the other guy was screaming for me to stop. I felt the bullet strike me and it knocked me forward. I slid until I was next to my wife. The light was going out of her eyes but she smiled, whispering "I love you" through the blood that frothed around her mouth. Then she was gone. I went into what can only be described as a blind rage.



I rolled over. The guy with the rifle was trying to seat another magazine while his buddy was yelling at him to leave. He had the bag of money in both hands.
I don't even remember drawing my pistol but I felt it buck in my hands as I put three rounds center mass into the rifleman. The other guy didn't hesitate, running towards the door. I got one shot off and he staggered but kept going. Then I crawled until I could hold Sandy in my arms before passing out.
Chapter 24
I woke up in the hospital. I'd been hit just under my shoulder, going through the ribcage, hitting nothing vital, although I nearly bled out.
My whole family, including my biological mother, was there. She cried on me, glad I was safe, but the rest cried with me for Sandy. I was there five days before I got up and dressed. The nurses freaked out and called the doctors, all trying to reason with me.
I stood as tall as I could and looked them in the eye. "My wife is being buried today. I intend to be there. Try to stop me and I'll sue this place into oblivion. We clear?" It helped that I had Michael, Miguel, Jose and Dan with me, each giving off the cop/street-thug glare.
They compromised, giving me a portable IV and sending a nurse along with me.
There was a collective gasp as I walked into the church holding the IV stand, with my entourage hovering in case I stumbled. The place was so packed people were standing in the aisles and they parted slowly as I traveled to the front. All whispers ceased as I approached the casket. She looked just as beautiful in death as life, an expression that could only be described as serene on her face.
I was crying silently as I approached, and as soon as I saw her they became a flood. My heart broke all over again. I leaned as close as I could to her ear and whispered for about three minutes while Jose and Dan held me to make sure I didn't fall, before I stood and they helped me to the pew. No one ever knew what I said. That was between me, her, and God.
I broke down a third time when I saw the tombstone the family had chosen. "Sandra R. Moore, Beloved Wife and Mother."
I don't remember the graveside service or the wake that followed. One family member or another was at my side the whole time. When it was over I went home, only to be completely reminded of her presence. It took three months before I finally allowed her things to be packed up. I'd taken the pillowcase she'd slept on the last night of her life and sealed it, bringing it out on her birthday and our anniversary, inhaling her scent until it finally faded completely.
My family ran the businesses and allowed me to grieve for six months. Then one day Mom showed up at my door. Not my biological, but Ms. Chen. Biological Mom showed up a week after the funeral, telling me I needed to come home, sell my businesses, and lead a normal life among my family and the right people. I nearly lost it.
"What family? I notice you didn't attend the funeral or even visit the funeral home. Nor did any other member of my family. My true family made the arrangements and at least one of more have visited me daily. Thanks for the offer, Mother, but I'm fine where I am."
It was over two years before I saw her again.
True Mom hugged me, then gave me an earful. "It's time you went back to work, honey, and joined life again in general. Your son graduates in three months and you need to be there for him."
I thought about Mickey. He'd really liked Sandy, and when he found out she was pregnant he was overjoyed. He and, then girlfriend, Ashley were eager to be babysitters, saying it would be good practice for later. They sat beside me during the service, one on each side. Mickey was a pallbearer, along with Jose, Dan, Miguel, Michael and Connie. Seems she had really been impressed with Sandy.
Chapter 25
I dragged myself back to work and gradually reintegrated with the world. Three years had passed when I saw Kara again, and I hadn't dated once, thinking I would never find Sandy's equal again. I channeled my energy into business. I owned eleven stores, with plans to add five more in the next eight months.
I was also into real estate development, finding distressed real estate close to each store. I'd buy if the price was right, renovate, and with the interest my storefronts generated, either lease or sell for a pretty good profit. I had a fleet of seven trucks, all bearing the likeness of the Grandmothers, rolling constantly. With the addition of the next five stores I would have to buy at least two more.
I still hired as many minorities and disadvantaged people as I could. Counting all the businesses, I had two hundred people working for me full-time, and twice that many part-timers. I'd expanded the foundation arm of my little empire, and lots of part-timers and children of full-timers went through at least two years of college on my dime. My health insurance program was one of the best around, and that alone drew many employees. Yes, I could probably have saved a ton of money by offering a cheaper plan, but I still had my core values, and besides, how much money could one person need?
*****
I had sent Kara an email, telling her to come if she wanted. She replied within three minutes, wanting details and asking what kind of gift she could bring.
I emailed back saying a gift wasn't necessary, giving her the time and location. Of course, she got them a really nice gift, a top of the line K-cup machine and a certificate for a year's supply of premium coffee.
It was hard not to be impressed when she showed up. Always a beautiful woman, she had apparently learned less is more when she applied makeup, though I figured she went a little heavy around her eyes to hide the small wrinkles. She hugged Ashley and Mickey, thanking them again for inviting her. I was best man so I didn't have a lot of time to spend with her. I did get a chance to look at her, sitting in the second pew, as I stood beside Mickey. She was crying softly, holding tissue to her face. I wondered if she was crying for them or was thinking of our marriage. All water under the bridge, I decided.
The wedding seemed to fly by, and she surprised me by standing beside me at the reception. Mickey had warned the family and they were beyond curious. A little while later, we did the dances. I danced with Ashley while Veronica danced with Mickey, tears flowing down her smooth Asian face. Then I danced with her, thanking her from the bottom of my heart for being there for me all those years, while her husband danced with Ashley. He was crying when they broke apart. I needed to ask them what they talked about when they got back from their honeymoon.
Finally, I danced with Kara. We started out a respectable distance apart, but soon the gap had closed. I felt the wetness on my shoulder but refrained from speaking about it, giving her my hanky when we broke apart. Still teary-eyed, she rushed to the bathroom.
Coming out she found the grandmothers, all three of them, waiting for her. They took her by her arms and soon had her at a table in the back. They were joined by Veronica, Connie, Alice, Mrs. Hernandez, and virtually every woman who had a role in my life. Bet that was an interesting conversation. By the time they would be done they'd know her bra size, when she lost her virginity, every aspect of her life since birth.
Shortly afterwards she joined me at my table, staying silent for a few minutes before speaking. "You have an 'interesting' family Steve. The only thing they have in common is a fierce loyalty to you. Thank you for sharing the day with me. You'll never know what it meant to me. Tell the kids I wish them the very best."
She sighed. "There's a lot of things I'd like to say to you, honey, but it would do no good. You have your world and I have mine."
"Well, I don't think your life turned out too badly. At least you have someone to share it with."
A shadow went over her face before she gave a tender smile. "Yes I do. Your family told me about your loss. Think you'll find someone else?"
It was time for my own shadow. "I doubt it, because I'm not looking. I've married three times and each ended badly, especially the last. We were destined to die together, but God had other plans."
She put her hand on my arm. "Believe it or not, I know some of what you feel. If I may ask, what ever happened to the man who survived the robbery attempt?"
"He got seven years for armed robbery, a set term in my state. He got another fifteen-to-twenty for second degree murder. This was his fourth and fifth felony convictions, and the Judge set his time to be served consecutively. He won't be up for parole for another twenty years and I intend to appear at his hearing. There was only twelve hundred dollars in the register. I'd have given them a hundred times that just to stay away if I'd known."
We stood and she hugged me again. "I believe there's someone out there for you, Steve. You're too good a man to be alone."
I sighed. "Maybe. I've married a white woman, a Hispanic, and a mixed race. I think I'll ask Ms. Chen if she's got any unattached relatives."
Her arm tightened on me. "I don't think you'll have to go that far. When you find her, send me an invitation. You have my email address. I'll see you again, Steve."
She pulled my head down and gave me a soft kiss on the lips, then she was gone.
My family tried to talk to me about her and was surprised at my reaction. "That part of my past is off limits. I don't like to think about it and I damned sure don't want to discuss it."
They backed off immediately.
*****
I looked around the room, filled with the movers and shakers from ten states. It was a business dinner. I'd been voted Businessman Of The South, and in the running with three others for National Businessman Of The Year. The auditorium was pretty crowded, close to a thousand people in attendance, much more than I'd expected.
They did the lesser awards first before moving to the main event: me. I stood in the wings of the stage, waiting to be called out. A spotlight hit the edge of the stage on the opposite side and you could have knocked me over with a feather when Kara strode out in an evening gown, exuding confidence and beauty. She reached the podium and smiled.
"Thank you all for coming. Well, here we are, the highlight of the evening, presenting the award to a person that you as his peers have selected. When I found out he was in the running, I contacted the Board and begged to be the presenter if this man won."
She paused, and I looked up at the monitors placed around the hall. Her tears were plain for all to see.
"You see, I know this man rather well. I remember him from the time he was a factory worker and part-time farmer. He was a simple man then and he has remained one through the years, even with his successes. He once told me he didn't intend for this to happen and it all started when he did a simple act of kindness for a total stranger. That sounds exactly like the man I knew then. Even though it probably means little to him, I am inordinately proud of his success.
"Despite personal tragedy he has remained steadfast, sharing his wealth with his family, employees, and even total strangers, people he'll probably never meet. That's just in his DNA. I know that while he enjoys his successes, and the money it brings him, money doesn't mark who this man is. You'll go a long way before you can find someone who is willing to say anything negative about him. Usually it's someone who's wronged him, and though he is a kind and considerate man, he has little patience with those who have wronged him or his family."
She paused again, trying to balance. "You see, when I was a young and foolish girl, I wronged him horribly. To be honest, I'm surprised he can be in the same room with me. I tried to apologize years ago, but the time wasn't right. Now here we are, twenty years on, and I finally get to apologize and know that the man he's become will accept it. I'm sorry Steve. I hope you do forgive me."
She suddenly grinned. "Well, I'm sure he'll remember this award ceremony for a long time. Ladies and Gentlemen, please let me present Steve Moore, Businessman Of The Year for the Southern Region and hopefully for the nation. Please, Steve, join me onstage."
They pretty much pushed me out on to the stage. As I walked forward, I looked into her terrified eyes. To her shock I took her into my arms, hugging her tightly and giving her a small kiss. Then I grinned and grabbed the microphone.
"Well, bet it'll be a while before you forget this, huh? I'd like to thank all of you for selecting me for this honor. It truly means a lot to be recognized by your peers. I think my successes and humility are a bit exaggerated, but I shall strive to live up to my reputation."
I was holding Kara's hand, and I turned to her. "Kara, honey, I do forgive you. We were kids then, not mature enough for a relationship as intense as what we had. I'm glad to celebrate your own successes. Despite how we started, we've done well for ourselves, even if it's not together. So go home to your husband, and give him a hug for me. He married a hell of a woman."
I turned back to the audience. "Thank you once again for this honor. Next year it will be one of you, and I'll be just as happy for you as you are for me. Success!"
"Success," came back to me rather loudly. I guided Kara off the stage and gave her a hug.
"Bye, Kara. And I'm not completely out of your life just yet. I really like the photos you sent of the cabin and lake. I'd like to see it sometime soon."
*****
She emailed me a month later, asking for a time to show me the property. I chose a Friday, to give me a chance to wrap up any outstanding business I had that may be pressing.
I'll be honest. At 41, I was tired. The businesses weren't the thrill they once were, I had no home life, and about the only thing that kept me going was my family, and even then, Grandma Celia's health was failing. She was 74, and a hard life had taken its toll. She was on oxygen now, almost housebound. I made it a point to spend a lot of time with her. Her adult children had both passed, one a gang member gunned down in his late twenties, and a daughter who passed from a drug overdose when she was 39. She raised three grandchildren on her own and never once complained. Alice and Amy were fine women. I'd never met her other grandson. He was serving life in prison and told her to stop visiting him years before. She still wrote him letters but he never responded.
It was interesting how every conversation ended up being about me. "You listen to me, boy! I know I ain't got much time left and the last thing I want to do is spending it worrying about you. I know you losing your wife almost killed you, but you were luckier than most men in this world. You got to spend two years with a woman you truly loved. Would you trade that time for anything in this universe? I didn't think so. It's time you moved on, before you end up old and bitter and alone in this world. Promise me you'll think about it."
I promised faithfully, and did for just a bit. Then I forgot about it. When I told her a few weeks later about the cabin and who was showing it to me, she grinned in delight.
"You know the family jumped her at the wedding, right? I have to say, after listening to her, I thought she was a good woman but a foolish child. She's changed from the time you were barely twenty. She's a woman now, a woman of integrity and honor."
"She also assures me she's totally faithful and devoted to her husband."
Celia had a thoughtful look in her eyes. "You're right, son. She is. But if something were to happen and she finds herself single again, you should reconnect and see if there's still a spark. Not your old love, that's dead and buried and never coming back. Go slowly; see if you can build something together. Give me your promise, Stevie."
"You're asking a lot, Celia. It doesn't matter if a hundred years passes, I'll still remember the pain and the broken heart. She may have changed; I think she has, but if in some fantasy we were able to get together, it will never completely leave my mind. If I can't trust her, what would be the point?"
"Believe me when I tell you this. Time has a way of healing even the deepest wounds. Tell me this. How often do you think of Sandy?"
"Every day, every hour."
"And Maria?"
I tried to remember the last time I'd thought of her. It surprised me that I couldn't remember her face. The only time she came up in conversation was an occasional comment from Mickey. He still flew down to see her every year or so. It had been a while since the last visit. He'd been so disgusted with the way they were living and the treatment of his sisters he let her have it. He gave his mother money, hugged and kissed his sisters, and left.
Normally he didn't talk about his visits, but he was very upset about the fate of his sisters. I promised to look into it. Three weeks later, out of the blue, both girls were offered full scholarships to the premier boarding school in the country. They jumped at the chance. The oldest had never visited her mother again and was due to graduate soon. She told her brother she wanted to go to college in the U.S. and another scholarship appeared. She was due in three weeks to spend time with Mickey and Ashley before settling into her dorm room. The college happened to be very near one of my stores and she was offered a job, three days a week and summer vacations, for spending money. She couldn't start until she'd settled into school, and her brother made sure she had money to meet her needs.
Celia saw my face and smiled. "Now tell me, after all these years, how often do you think of Kara?"
That one was difficult. I still thought of her often, more so since she'd reappeared in my life. Grandma Celia grinned. "You never forget your first love, boy. Just sayin'."
I took the kids with me to see the cabin. Kara was waiting, dressed in jeans and sturdy shoes. She could still fill out a pair of jeans. She smiled when she saw Ashley and Mickey.
"Hi, guys. How's married life?"
Ashley seemed to glow. "Everything we expected and more. How are things with you?"
We all saw the shadow pass over her face before her smile returned. "My life is good, even with the challenges that have come my way lately. Now come along, and enjoy paradise."
The house was a log and glass work of art: vaulted ceilings, four bedrooms, the master-bedroom the only room on the second floor with a balcony viewing the lake. The kitchen was state of the art, the showers modern and luxurious. The back patio had an outdoor kitchen across from the large pool, complete with bathhouse. There was a wide walkway leading down to the lake, ending at a boathouse that looked large enough to park a fleet.
The best thing about it was the complete privacy. The only access was a private road with a gate.
"This property has a hundred acres of mostly woods surrounding the fifty-acre lake. There are no close neighbors, two-thirds of the property is bordered by government land, so developers can't touch it. If you ever want to get away from the world, this is the place. Think about it and get back to me. I have two more appointments for this property coming up, so try not to take too long or you'll miss it."
She switched from a salesman to a friend. "It's perfect for you, Steve. If I can see the signs given how little I've been around you, your family must really be worried. You could use the downtime, a place not to think about business or the people depending on you. It's all right to have your own life."
There was very little I could say, so I told her I'd get back to her soon.
Mickey and Ashley raved about it on the way home. "It's perfect, Dad. Think how much the family would enjoy it. Think about the times you could go and just relax. You used to love fishing; this would give you an opportunity to take it up again."



"Oh, I don't know. I'd hate to think of it sitting empty most of the time. If I had some adult children who would enjoy it, it might sway my opinion. Maybe I could talk close friends and family into helping me."
They just grinned and talked about all the fun the family could have when I bought it.
*****
I thought about it for two days before I called Kara back to tell her my decision. I was surprised to hear her sound like she was crying when she answered the phone.
"Are you all right?"
She controlled her sniffles to answer me. "Short answer? No. I've had things come up that are very painful to deal with, but I'll get through it."
"I'm sorry, Kara. If there's anything I can do let me know. I'll leave you alone now. What I wanted doesn't sound that important right now."
"You're right. I'm not exactly in worker mode right now. That being said, if it's about the cabin, just email me a letter stating intent, and I'll take it off the market for three weeks."
I wondered for brief moment if yet another marriage had cratered, then felt a little guilty. If it had been something like that I'm sure the tone would have been difference. I recognized the agony. It seemed a lot like what I felt when Sandy was killed.
"I'll do that Kara, but don't worry about it. Handle your own situation and ignore everything else. I was serious when I said if there was anything I could do to tell me."
"That means a lot to me, Steve. Thank you. I'll call you in a week or two. Is that all right?"
I assured her that any time was fine, held my phone and stared into space after she hung up.
Two weeks later she called and asked me to come by her office. It felt funny riding the streets of my old town, a smaller village twenty miles from my old Farmers' Market haunts. I wondered why she hadn't relocated to one of her other offices in the bigger cities; she'd always loved urban life.
She was thinner than I remembered and seemed tired, the lines around her eyes far more pronounced than I remembered. Even her smile was sad.
Once we got into her office she was all business. "I took the owners your offer. They immediately rejected it, then two days later they called and said they would meet you in the middle. Is that acceptable?"
Of course it was. I'd deliberately low-balled them expecting to negotiate. Their counter offer amounted to seventy-five thousand less, making it a really good deal. I told them I was agreeable and then Kara asked about financing, shocked when I told her I'd be paying cash. It came out of her before she thought. "You have that much money lying around?"
"Of course I don't. That kind of capital needs to be working and it is. All I have to do is move things around and you'll have a check in three weeks."
"Well good for you. How many stores do you have now?"
"Sixteen and we'll be adding four more before the middle of next year. That will make twenty, and I'll probably be done." I didn't tell her that was on top of four stores I was picking up from a competitor who used my business model. He acquired the stores quickly enough, but he didn't follow my practice of hiring local from part-time to top management if he could find the people. That and his prices were, on average, 15% higher than his competitors. He had a fifth store, but it was burned by arsonists. I picked the stores up for almost half price and sent Mickey and Ashley in to refurbish, hire or rehire good people, and get them operational in four months. I had no doubt they would work their butts off to make them a success, and when they were I was going to give them to them as a late wedding present. I had the company name changed to Family Foods, and had a logo created that featured Ashley and Mickey, surrounded by smaller faces of other family members.
We did the paperwork in almost silence, just a matter of sign here, sign here, sign here, and I gave her a check for 25% with a guarantee she would have the rest in no later than 21 days.
"I'm gald you got it," she said as she gathered everything into folders. "To be honest, you look like you could use a few days of downtime."
"I haven't quite gotten over Sandy. It will be a long time, probably never, before I get over her. Maybe this new place, apart from any memories of her, will help."
She patted my hand, tears in her eyes. "I meant it when I said I was sorry. No one should lose someone they love in such a horrible fashion. Your family tells me she was quite a woman. She would have had to be, to keep up with you."
"Kara, I'm the same person I was all those years ago."
She grabbed my hand and looked intently into my eyes. "No, you're not! You're a better man now than you ever were before. You could have seized your opportunities and ran with them, keeping everything for yourself. But you shared, giving people most of society would have written off a chance and they worked hard to prove themselves. Grandma Greely once told me they all worked so hard because they didn't want to disappoint you. Even now, you're still giving, in mentorship programs, sports teams, educational opportunities, anything anyone can think of to better the communities you do business in is open to consideration.
"Don't give up hope, Stevie. You deserve to find love again; you're too good a man to waste. There, I got it off my chest."
I tried to remember the last time someone called me 'Stevie'. It was her, twenty years ago. It made me smile.
"I hope you're right, Kara. Well, thanks for everything. Maybe the place will cheer me up. And the offer stands, anytime you and your husband want to use it, give me a call."
She stood with me, a look of great sadness on her face. "Steve, can I ask you to do something for me? It won't take long. A five minute drive, maybe a half an hour of conversation, that's all I ask. It's important to me. It's important because I want you to see the woman I am now."
There was a look of desperation on her face so I agreed. A small smile touched her lips. "Thank you. You can follow me in your car and leave straight from where we're going."
We ended up in an upscale neighborhood. The houses were nice, not quite the McMansions of many, but very solidly upper middle-class. She got out at a rock and cedar ranch that was carefully landscaped.
"My home. Come along, I need to introduce you to someone."
We walked through the door and down a short hall. She knocked, waited a second, then entered, asking me to wait. Tears were flowing when she came out, and she mutely indicated I should enter.
It was not what I was expecting. There was a hospital bed, and an emaciated man lay in it, an oxygen tank close by. The bed was raised to a sitting position and he pulled the mask off as he motioned me over.
I took his outstretched hand, afraid to put too much pressure on it. "Hi. I'm Bob, Kara's husband. I've been waiting a long time to meet you."
*****
The situation was surreal. I was in my ex-wife's house, talking to her obviously dying husband. We talked for almost two hours.
He told me of his romance with Kara, how after they got closer the brutally honest way in which she had portrayed herself as she spoke of her other marriages. "It took me a long time to come to terms with what she had told me. I was very worried I was setting myself up for heartbreak. I had a good business my father had started and I'd advanced, but she insisted on a prenuptial agreement stating that she was not to receive any profits or be entitled to any part of my business or money I had accrued.
"We got closer and I looked into my heart one day and decided she was the one I wanted and I was willing to take a chance on her. In eight years, she's never let me down. Not once. The only regret I have over marrying her is that I won't be around to love her as long as I wanted."
He stopped to put the mask back on for a few moments before continuing. "I asked her one day after we had been married for a year what attracted her to me. She looked sad for a moment, then told me that it was because I reminded her of you.
She had told him, 'He was a good man, married to the wrong woman. I was too young and easily swayed to realize what I had. Over the years as I made one wrong choice after another when it came to husbands, I promised God if I ever found another like him I'd love him heart and soul until death separated us. God must have felt pity on me, because he gave me you. I thank Him every day for the gift.' I can still hear her words."
He sighed. "I bet she didn't know the gift had an early expiration date. My three packs a day habit finally did me in. My lungs are gone, my heart is weak, and I'm slowly going blind. That really isn't a problem. I'll be gone before that happens. I've got, at best, a few months, at worst, a few days."
"I bet you wonder why you're here. I made her promise if you ever got on speaking terms again to bring you around. I wanted to see firsthand what her first love was like. So far you've lived up to the billing. You don't know me but I want to ask a favor. When I go, be there for her. I have no family except for a few distant cousins, and her parents are long gone. She'll be alone when I go and she'll need help until she finds her feet again."
He showed me pictures from when they first got together. He was a fine looking man, full of life with a constant smile. It was hard to compare the picture to the wasted frame before me. Kara seemed genuinely happy. He talked about regretting them never having children, saying a child would have given her something to focus on. He rambled and I think he was just glad to have someone to talk to. He looked at the clock and realized the time, apologizing for taking so much of mine.
He had to keep the mask on for a while and we sat in silence. When he regained his breath, he thanked me for coming by. He held his hand out and I shook it again. "It was a pleasure to meet you, Steve Moore. Think about my requests. I have no right to ask, but it would give a dying man comfort to think he's made the one he left behind feel a little less pain."
"It was my pleasure, Bob Blankenship. You seem to be a good man and I'm glad she got to experience happiness with you. I'll see what I can do when the time comes."
He had a smile on his lips when I left.
.......................................................................
A month later I got a call in the middle of the night. The first thing I thought was it was probably Kara, telling me Bob was gone. I hadn't visited again, but we did talk on the phone a few times.
It was about a death, but it wasn't Bob. Grandma Greely had finally succumbed to illness and a worn-out body. She went quietly in her sleep, smiling.
I went home immediately, calling Mickey and Ashley on the way. When I got there, it was hard to find a place to park. I ended up parking at a church a block away. Alice and Amy met me at the door, melting into my arms and crying like the little girls she had raised. Miguel, his wife, and Michael's wife had him wrapped up and I saw his shoulder vibrating. Grandma Vasquez was there, sitting quietly in Celia's bedroom beside the body of her best friend for forty years, tears leaking down.
I walked in and sat beside her, taking her hand. I looked at Celia, amazed at how peaceful she looked.
"The authorities have been notified and the funeral home is on the way. She's already prepaid everything and has named you executor of her will. Celia was always proud to be able to take care of herself and never wanted to be a bother to anyone."
Tina broke down then, huge sobs that subsided to soft sniffles as the minutes passed. She pushed away from my chest with a determined face. "I will be strong, because that was what she would want. But at night or when I'm alone, the tears will come again as I think of the woman I loved like a sister for forty years. She'll understand. Now, let's go hold the family. I'm sure they will need us."
They did. Everyone broke down again when she was rolled out of the house and into the hearse. The cops, one with tears in her eyes, made the report. They hugged almost everyone there when they left.
We had a private service at the Baptist Church where she had been a member for forty years. The public funeral was at the municipal auditorium and even with the extra room there wasn't an empty seat and the aisles were packed. The procession to the graveside service was almost two miles long. Jose, Dan, Michael, Miguel, Mickey and I were her pallbearers
I was surprised that while the memorial was going on someone slid into a suddenly vacant spot beside me and gripped my hand. I didn't even look up for a few seconds and when I did I was shocked. Kara was sitting beside me, weeping softly into my shoulder. There was a vacant seat beside me at the gravesite and she sat with me, gripping my hand. It was a sunny, bright early June day and I had my sunglasses on. Didn't stop the tears from leaking out from behind them. She sobbed softly as the eulogy was presented and the casket lowered.
Celia's favorite flowers were white roses, so the family stepped up one by one and dropped a single white rose into the grave until it was all that could be seen. Ashley, Amy and Alice were arm in arm, probably the only thing that kept them standing. Mickey, Miguel and Michael stood behind them, shoulder to shoulder, trying to maintain their calm. It wasn't working. The choir from her church had come along to sing her one last song. The words of "I'll Fly Away" echoed through the trees as we turned and stumbled back to our vehicles.
Kara appeared at my side again; gently taking my keys and helping Mickey get Ashley into the car. We drove back to Celia's home in silence, each of us lost in remembrance of the woman who had become a focal point of our lives.
Her friends and family wandered through the house, looking at the myriad of pictures on the walls, each marking a significant event in the lives of the person pictured. I was surprised to see one of me and Alice as we worked the stand from the very early days, when I first got started. She looked like the child she was, and I wondered if I always looked as earnest as I did in that photo. Grandmas Celia and Vasquez were in the background, happy and smiling, surrounded by friends.
My eyes blurred once again as Alice gently pulled it from the wall. "This was her favorite picture of you. She liked it because it was before you got rich, doing what you loved and helping people no one else would. She insisted you have it when she was gone, something to look at when you wanted to remember her."
There was another of Sandy holding my arm, looking up at me. The expression on her face said "love," pure and simple. I knew that I'd be getting that one, too. I looked around for Kara to share it with her and was disappointed she had gone without saying goodbye.
*****
I wasn't surprised to find I was named executor of her will, but I was surprised at her worth. Grandma Celia had learned to be very canny with money. The estate was worth a little over four million, pretty good for a woman who started her new career at sixty. Michael, Alice and Amy each got a million and joint ownership of her share of the bakery business. The rest of the money, a little over an million and a half, went to me. Well, not me, but the foundation I had created. It was to be used as I saw fit. Deep down, she knew what the money would be used for because she sat on the board. There were personal things she gifted to people who mattered in her life. Officer Dan got her car, a two year old Caddy with nine-thousand miles on it. Officer Jose got her house with the wish that he use it to raise his grandchildren in. His daughter had been killed in a mindless accident, her husband long gone, and suddenly Jose and his wife were the guardians of three girls ranging from four to nine. They could use the room. Tina got all her jewelry and I was surprised to see she owned that much bling.
We all got long letters, her last goodbye to us, and if the others were like mine I'm sure there were blurry eyes spread across three states. She told me she had always thought of me as more a son than a grandson, thanked me for saving Michael from a life of crime or death, and thanking me for the interest I'd taken in Alice and Amy. She told me it was no surprise when both girls had asked me to walk them down the aisle because I was the closest thing to a father they would ever have.
She closed by thanking me for falling into her life and urging me to find someone with whom to share mine. "I've never met a man with so much love in his soul as you have. You're still young. There's someone out there for you. She'll have to find you because you won't go looking, but when she shows up, love her with all that you are. If she's young enough to bear children, I've always thought Celia had a good ring to it. That way I could live on for many years. Visit me every once in a while. I'll know."
A week later I called Kara and thanked her for coming to the funeral. I could feel her smile over the phone. "I liked the old girl. She had a pretty good head on her shoulders. I bet she didn't tell you I talked to her about every other day and visited as often as I could. I'm sorry I left so abruptly, but Bob had suddenly taken a turn for the worst and I had to get home."
"How is Bob? Any better?"
There was a slight catch in her voice. "Oh, honey, he'll never get better. The doctors say it's down to a matter of weeks, if not days. I've turned the business over to the office managers and meet with them via video every Friday. I'm determined to spend every moment he has left by his side. You should call him."
I did call him and it turned into an every-three-day thing. I went to see them the next month and was shocked at his condition. He was beyond skeletal, his skin had a yellow cast, and he coughed almost constantly into a towel that had a pink tinge. We talked, as well as he could, and when I left Kara walked me out. I could see the strain in her face. Without thinking, I reached up and brushed her cheek.
"How are you holding up?"
All I got for an answer was two arms full of a woman bent on crying her heart out. I must have cuddled her for ninety minutes on her sofa as her muffled wails turned to soft sobs and then quiet snuffling. She finally pushed out of my arms, a small smile on her face.
"Thank you, Stevie. You were always the best cuddler I know. I know he is going to die soon. By now, he would probably welcome it. He's been by my side for almost nine years. We rarely fought and had very few squabbles. I keep telling you he's a lot like you; he has the same quiet inner strength you do. I was just too much of a child when we were together to recognize it and know its value back then. With Bob, I knew. He was my rock for all these years, my safe harbor when my life got stormy. I don't know how I'm going to carry on without him."
"Kara, I know you don't believe this, but you can. I went through the same thing with Sandy, except I didn't have a chance to know it was coming and prepare. It's been almost three years, but I still grieve. She was the center of my life and then she was just... gone. When he's close, call me. I'll come as soon as I hang up. You don't have to go through this alone."
We talked for a few more minutes. I went back to say goodbye again, but Bob was asleep. I still reached out and squeezed his hand and was almost certain he squeezed back. It was the last time I saw him alive.
Two days later I got the call. "Stevie, Stevie, he's, he's..."
"I'm on my way."
The drive should have taken two-and-a half-hours. I made it in an hour and fifty-nine minutes. I rang the bell and a woman I found out later was a Hospice worker answered the door. I didn't give her a chance to ask questions and walked right by her. I went straight to his bedroom.



Amazingly, he was still alive, but every gasp for breath sounded like it might be his last. Kara was beside him, holding his hand and touching his face. The look of grief on her face was heartrending. I just watched for a few minutes, unwilling to break their connection. Kara noticed me, and without letting go of his hand, reached out to me. I stood beside her holding her other hand as she talked softly to her husband.
"Stevie's here, honey. I told you he'd show up."
Her conversation surprised me. Most spouses would have been begging their partner to hold on. Not Kara. "Honey, I love you more than life. I'll be devastated when you pass. But you're in such pain it breaks my heart. Let it go, love. Go to where the pain is over and know I'll be joining you soon. I can't wait to see your smile again and have you wrap me in one of those special hugs. Find peace, baby."
It seemed to me he gripped her hand tightly, then let out a long sigh and stopped breathing. It was a powerful transcending moment as we listened to him pass. Kara moaned and had me help her up. Then she bent over and kissed him one last time
She turned to me without a word and folded into me, crying with the force of a truly broken heart. After a few moments she pushed back and sat beside Bob again, taking his hand. "Would you tell the Hospice nurse he's passed? And Stevie, please ask her to wait a few moments before she starts the procedure."
I gently shut the door and went to find the nurse. "He's gone. Kara said for you to start the procedure, whatever that means. She also wants us to give her a little time to say her final farewell."
The woman nodded her head. She was early middle-aged, but her eyes looked old as the universe. "I'll make some tea."
She obviously knew where everything was and soon had the kettle going, laying out the service. While it boiled she made the necessary calls, telling them to wait thirty minutes before showing up.
Kara came out of the bedroom twenty minutes later, nodding silently at the nurse and taking the cup. She sat at the kitchen table stirring in the sugar and cream. I sat beside her in silence. If she wanted to talk she would speak.
*****
The officials came and went, noting the time of death and releasing the body to the funeral home. The nurse went through the medicine cabinet and bedroom, removing all his prescriptions and flushing them down. It seems Bob was on some pretty potent pain killers.
Done, she hugged Kara and left. We still sat at the table as she idly stirred her now cold tea.
"You must think me a horrible person."
The comment surprised me. "If you would have asked me that twenty years ago, the answer would have been yes. We've both grown up since then. You've matured into a honorable and caring person. Why would you say that?"
"Because I didn't beg him to stay. You never saw him when he was healthy. He was a vibrant man, rarely staying still, full of curiosity and life. To watch him wilt away into the husk that was left broke both our hearts. He deserved to go, Stevie, and be free of the pain. I think he held on as long as he could from worry over me."
"He was your husband; you were the love of his life. He was right to worry. If it's worth anything, I think he understood there at the end and was probably grateful for your gift. If I ever marry again I'll pray that my wife has the courage you have."
The nurse got me aside before she left. "I put a mild sleep aid in her tea. It's hers, from a prescription her doctor gave her when she went for a physical. Try to get her to drink it if you can. She needs the rest. Tomorrow is going to be a difficult day. You are staying with her, right? She'll need somebody when she wakes up."
I hadn't thought that far ahead, but agreed. Kara drank about half her tea before she started yawning. "I'm sorry Stevie. I think emotions are getting the best of me."
"Kara, you need to go lie down, try to get some rest. You'll be busy tomorrow and will need your strength. I'm staying the night and I'll help."
Seh didn't object when I pulled her up and guided her gently to her bedroom. Kara didn't bother to undress, just kicked off her shoes and lay down. "I'll lie here for just a minute before I get ready for bed. Take the biggest guest room at the end of the hall. It has the best mattress."
She went to sleep while she was still talking. I found a blanket in the closet and covered her, gently rubbed her cheek, and went to bed. When I started owning stores in three states I developed a habit of carrying a small suitcase. I retrieved it, stripped down and had a hot shower. Just before I lay down I checked on her. She was curled up to the pillow beside her. I hoped she had peaceful dreams.
I was up early from force of habit, so I started coffee and started putting breakfast together. The smell must have awakened her, and she stumbled into the kitchen.
She didn't say a word, going straight to the coffee-maker and filling a cup. She sat and drank the whole cup before she spoke. "I'm numb, Stevie. Just numb. I know I have things to attend to today, but I can't muster up the will to do them. He's gone. He's gone and he's never coming back and there's nothing I can do to change it. What's to become of me?"
"You learn to live again. You don't think I went through the same set of feelings when Sandy was killed? It was six months before I could function as a reasonable human being. I think it was a year before I smiled or laughed. You carry on, honey, because you have no choice."
I sat down and took her hand. "Now shower and get dressed. We have things to accomplish today."
The meet with the funeral home went as well as could be expected. The memorial and cremation was arranged, and she picked out the casket he was to lie in state in. "He loved yellow flowers. Can you have a spray of them for his casket?"
The associate who handled us was really good at his job and assured her it would be to her satisfaction. He took her hand just before we left. "We thought a lot of your husband, Mrs. Blankenship. We'll make sure he gets the very best. You have my word."
She sobbed twice and gave him a tremendous hug.
I was more than a little surprised to find Grandma Vasquez, Mom and Alice waiting for us when we got back to her house. They wrapped her into a three-way hug and walked her in the door, looking over their shoulders pointedly. I made myself scarce for a few hours.
Mom found me in her backyard on a glider, swaying gently back and forth. "She's resting now. She needs it, so we'll leave her alone. Does she have any family we need to notify?"
"None that I can think of. Her mother and father have both passed. She had no siblings. There's a few cousins scattered about but I don't think any were close or they would have been here by now."
"Well then. We'll stand by her. I need to tell you something I suspect you already know. Kara loved Bob deeply but he's gone now. You know she's been talking to us and the subject has always been you. When her period of mourning is over and she's truly over his death, she's going to start pursuing you. She's loved you since she was a teen and it never fully went away. Can you handle that?"
Despite what my family thought, at times, I wasn't a complete idiot. I knew from the moment she introduced me at the awards dinner she had never gotten over me. Had I ever gotten over her? I think I had, when I met Sandy. But Sandy was gone. Bob was gone. Time would just have to tell.
I said as much to Veronica as I kissed her forehead.
*****
Nine months went by. I didn't hear from Kara for the first four, and then she started emailing me: just general updates. She had thrown herself into her business, adding another office in another city, and it kept her moving. She had sold her own home, trying to get away from the ghosts, and lived in a small condo.
The emails got longer, chattier, remembrances of better times. She talked about Bob a little, saying he would always hold a place dear to her heart.
She'd ask me about my love-life indirectly, before telling me she hadn't been out socially in a long time except for business functions, in almost two years.
I didn't win National Businessman Of The Year, and when it rolled around again I was asked to present the regional award to that years' winner. I couldn't refuse. Instead of an email I called Kara.
She said very little, at first. After a couple of minutes I asked her if she would be my companion for the awards. There was silence for a bit. "You mean kind of like a date?"
"No, I mean exactly like a date. If you don't want to go that's fine. I'd really like it if you said yes, though."
There was no indecision in her voice. "Book us a suite. Just to be clear, I will not be sleeping with you, but I would enjoy your company. I'll come in a day early and stay the day after. Agreed?"
I was smiling when I put down the phone.
*****
She showed up on time and I got her settled in the suite. Kara gave me a kiss on the cheek and said she was going to take a bath. "I want to be fresh for wherever you take me tonight."
I took advantage and caught a shower while she soaked, dressing casually in jeans, a white shirt with no tie, and a sports jacket. She called out to me just as I was finishing.
"Stevie, a little help here?"
I walked into her room and stopped. Her hair was perfect, her makeup flawless, and she was wearing the perfect little black dress. Two inches above her knees to show off the legs I used to love, her feet in four inch heels to heighten their beauty. She grinned at my reaction and turned around. Her zipper was all the way down.
"Zip me."
Her back was flawless, smooth and supple, marred only by the tiny straps of her black bra. My hands shook as I helped her. Done, she turned around, gave me a light kiss on the cheek and picked up a small clutch purse.
"Where are we going?"
"I seem to remember you liking surprises."
She just grinned and took my hand. I remembered how much she liked BBQ, and took her to the best in town. She had to wear a plastic bib to keep the sauce from the ribs off her dress, but she had a ball and ate like the pig she was consuming. It took her half-an-hour to clean up. She sat in the car cradling her stomach and moaning slightly. "I haven't eaten that much in years! Please tell me you're taking me to a nice quiet movie, where I can pass out gracefully. I need you to promise if I start snoring you'll wake me up."
Her eyes widened when I pulled into the parking lot of the club. There was a sign out front. "Sandy Bottoms Shag Club. Big dance tonight!"
Shagging is a Southern tradition going back to the forties, a mishmash of the jitterbug, the foxtrot, and a handful of other dance forms. We had loved it when we were kids. Our very first vacation was a weekend trip to Myrtle Beach just to shag dance. We both skipped lunch for two months and scrimped on groceries to pay for it, and it was one of the best vacations we ever had.
After the first dance the jacket and high heels came off. We did pretty well considering we, or at least me, hadn't done it in twenty years. Kara twirled with abandon, giving the others a full view of her great thighs. We lasted thirty minutes before we had to stop.
She collapsed in the chair, laughing and fanning her face. "You know we're going to be so sore in the morning."
"Speak for yourself. I intend to sleep like a baby and jump out of bed rarin' to go."
She just grinned and said she'd see. We lasted until eleven-thirty before we had to call it a night. Kara was asleep before five minutes had gone by, and I learned she did snore now. I woke her when we got back to our hotel and she clung sleepily to my arm as we made our way to the suite.
I showered and slipped on a pair of boxers. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I went into the bedroom to find Kara sitting on my bed in a red silk gown that showed a lot of leg.
"I know I said I wasn't going to sleep with you but I've changed my mind. It's been over two years since I slept beside someone, and I really don't want to be alone tonight. Don't try anything because I'll shut you down fast. I need the intimacy and cuddling tonight. Will you sleep with me?"
I didn't hesitate. "Still sleep on the right?"
Her sleepy smile lit up the room. "I do. You still hog the covers?"
"I never hogged the covers!"
She giggled. "If you say so, honey. Snuggle time, now!"
Of all the things I'd done, of all the things I'd been through, none of them prepared me for it. Sleeping in the arms of my first love after 22 years was something I never thought would happen. Kara was out like a light after we snuggled down. I must have lain there two hours, thinking, as she gradually closed the space between us. When I finally did go to sleep she was snuggled under my arm, her hand across my stomach. She was still there when I woke up.
I felt her move and knew she was awake. Her hand came up to my head and pulled me down for a kiss. It was slow, and gentle, and went on forever. She sighed and flipped the covers up.
"I'd snuggle more but I don't think you've developed a taste for golden showers. I gotta go!"
I laughed as she scampered off to the bathroom. I heard her sigh of relief from the bed. She was in there a long time. When she came out it was pretty evident she'd been primping a little. Her hair was perfect. I could taste the mouthwash when she kissed me and I detected a little makeup around her eyes. It suddenly hit me she was 43 and was trying to cover the little wrinkles. She was always vain about her looks. I pulled back.
"You're right, Kara. I like golden slumbers, not golden showers, and I don't think you do either."
I was standing over the bowl, my stream sounding loud in my ears, when the door opened. Kara leaned against the jamb, grinning. I was aghast. "Kara! What are you..."
Her laugh overrode what I was trying to say. "Relax honey. If you remember, I've seen you naked hundreds of times. I don't remember your butt being so tight back then. How often do you hit the gym?"
"Four or five days a week. After Sandy, it was either hit the gym or the bottle, and if you remember, I was never much of a drinker."
She nodded sadly. "I know how you feel. When Bob stopped... being able to be intimate, I'd hit the machines and try to work off a little tension. It's important to me that you understand I never once thought about straying, but I will admit I used a lot of batteries over the last two years. How about you? Have you gotten back on the horse, so to speak?"
"No. I never even thought about it for a year, and even then I could find no one who could hold my interest."
"My God! Your dry spell is even longer than mine."
She shook herself and shocked the hell out of me by pulling the gown over her head. It appeared that the gown was all she wore to bed. "Come on. We both need a shower."
It was surreal. We soaped each other up. It was slow and gentle at first but things heated up quickly. By the time it was over she'd brought me to climax with her hands, and I'd buried three fingers into her, listening to her squeak as she peaked. We leaned against each other when it was over, snuggling until we were pruny.
She jumped out laughing. "Boy, did I ever need that! I'd say by the way you painted the walls of the shower you were a little overdue as well. Now let's get dressed. There are people we need to see."
*****
We had lunch with the female members of my Tribe, as I'd started calling them in my head. My two remaining Grandmothers, my little Asian mother, the girls, even my two "aunts," the wives of Jose and Dan. Michael and Miguel couldn't make it because they were two states away, finalizing the deal on another store. Most of the children were there and they swarmed around the yard, calling me to play with them. The ladies thought it was a good idea so I went outside. I would have dearly loved to have been a fly on the wall, listening to what they had to say.
The kids ran me ragged for an hour or so until they finally called us in to lunch. They were all grinning that woman grin that lets you know something's been decided and there's precious little you can do about it. Even Kara was grinning as she held a two year old on her lap, feeding her. I felt a pang of regret, as much as I wanted children, being a part-time father held no appeal to me, even back then. She looked up and a shadow crossed her face. I think she knew my thoughts.
She sighed when we were back in the car. "How do you keep up with the birthdays?"
"Amy put a program on my laptop. It gives me alerts about birthdays, anniversaries, important school events or sports the kids may be involved in. I make as many as I can and never fail to at least send a nice gift."
She smiled. "I never would have believed it. 'Steven Moore, Patriarch'. "
"More like Steven Moore, sucker. Those kids and even their parents know they can wrap me around their fingers."
"You wouldn't have it any other way. Admit it."
"You're right. My family wasn't exactly close, except for my grandmother. My birth-mother has little to do with me; she doesn't exactly approve of my life choices, and honestly, I'm fine with that. What I have with the people we just left is true and unfiltered love. They could have looked at my skin and rejected me out of hand. They looked at the person instead. People could learn a lot from my experience. What I learned from Grandma Celia alone could fill a book."
To my surprise she made me stop at a florist and had me wait in the car. She came out with two small arrangements and had me drive to Forest Lawn. "I'd like to say hi to Celia."
We stood in front of her grave. I wasn't the least surprise to see a few more flowers by her headstone. Kara carefully placed the flowers, whispering something I couldn't hear. Then she straightened up and smiled.
"Here," she said. "A man should always bring his wife flowers when he can."
We walked four rows over and stopped. "Sandra Moore, loving wife and mother." I couldn't help the tears that leaked down as I placed the flowers. Kara stood close, holding my hand.
I stepped back, holding her hand tightly. "There's something I need to tell you. No matter what happens between us going forward, no matter how close or intimate we get, when I pass I'll be laid to rest here, beside Sandra."
Her smile said it all. "As you should. I need to tell you the same thing. When I go, I intend to lie beside Bob. We owe them that, if nothing else."
We were quiet on the way back to the suite, each lost in our own thoughts. I surprised her by stopping in the lobby. "I've got an errand to run. I'd take you along but it's business and you'd be a distraction. I'll be back in an hour, maybe a bit longer."
"Go ahead, honey. I think I'm going to have a long soak. This day has given me a lot to think about."
*****
Kara was stunning in her evening gown, a dark green that went to her ankles, showing the four inch heels she wore. Her hair was piled atop her head in loose curls, highlighting her slender, elegant neck. I told her how great she looked. She thanked me, and told me how distinguished I looked in my tux. I'd broken down and purchased one and had it tailored. As long as I didn't gain or lose more than five pounds I could wear it the rest of my life.
It was worth the look on her face when she saw what I did on my errand earlier. I'd picked up my "other" car, a 1984 Corvette. We had often admired them when we were young, both knowing we could never afford one. Three years before, I'd been in a town scouting a new store. GPS told me there was a blockage on my route and sent me an alternate way. I was going through a quiet neighborhood of older houses when I saw it sitting in a drive, the "for sale" sign kind of faded. I didn't have time to stop, but just as soon as my meeting was over I went back.



An older woman answered the door and was more than eager to show me the car. It had belonged to her late husband, his pride and joy. She was asking considerably less than the book price and I asked her why. "I need the money. We didn't exactly plan well for our retirement."
I gave her book value, writing a check on the spot, telling her I'd be back when the check cleared to do the title transfer. She was standing in the drive crying when I left. It had 39,000 miles on it and was in pristine condition. I rarely drove it, and never in bad weather. I just liked owning it.
It was jet-black and shining in the lights. Kara ran her hand over the hood in wonder. "It's our dream car. How long have you had it?"
"I bought it two years ago." I told her the story of how I came to own it on the way to the venue. She just smiled and held my hand. We made our grand entrance and were soon surrounded by people who either knew me or her. Most remembered her introduction from last year and looked at us, speculating about the fact we were together and that Kara no longer wore her rings. We did nothing to enlighten them. It was our business.
The night went well. I insisted Kara join me on stage to announce that year's winner, an earnest young woman who ran a nonprofit she had propelled to national prominence. She made sure she hit me up for a donation in her acceptance speech, using humor to make her point. I'd have to make sure to give her a check later.
Kara and I mingled separately and together. I did see her in a deep discussion with another woman that ended in tears and hugs. I got distracted by one of the attendees trying her best to seduce me. I'd run into this sort of thing before, and mostly found it humorous. She was right in the middle of her pitch, reaching out to stroke my arm, when I felt a hand clamp down on it.
"There you are, honey. It seems every time I lose you I find you in conversation with an attractive woman. Do I need to be jealous?"
I grinned, knowing she had staked her claim and was telling the woman to back off with her gestures and words.
"Not in the least, honey. Miss Dawes and I were just discussing things we found we had in common. Miss Dawes, if you will excuse us?"
We walked away from a stunned woman, grinning. "Thanks, I think. What just went on there?"
"She isn't for you. All she sees is dollar signs. I know the look. There for a while I had it, after we split up. A period, by the way, that I'm deeply ashamed of."
"We all grow up eventually, honey. I hope whoever she actually hooks onto she ends up loving."
She gave a little smirk. "I hope he has the good sense to have a bulletproof prenuptial. He's probably going to need it. It's been a long day, Stevie. Can we go home now?"
She had me unzip her, shedding the dress as she moved through the suite until she was in bra, panties, garter and hose. She did a little twirl. "Like it? I wore it just for you. It's been years since I wore stockings. I forgot how good they feel. Now go take a cold shower and come to bed."
I did just that. When I came out she was already in bed so I slipped in, snuggling, surprised to feel her naked. "I want skin on skin contact. It's been a long time. I know I've been a terrible tease, but I promise; when I'm ready, I'll make it up to you."
I woke up to a raging erection. There was a small hand wrapped around it, moving slowly up and down. I groaned with pleasure. "Oh good, you're awake. Remember last night and the promise I made? Well, I think I'm ready now. You need to be gentle at least at first. It's been over two years. Love me, Stevie."
The first time was slow and languid, straight missionary, eye to eye, lips to lips until we got close to the end. Then I rose up and thrust rapidly and forcefully. She moaned out a climax and I followed her a few minutes later. We were both huffing like we'd just finished a marathon. She rolled us over until she was on top. I felt the tears and caressed her gently. Finally she rose up and placed gentle kisses all over my face.
"Thank you, Stevie, for making me feel like a woman again. Let's take a shower and see if two old people can do it again."
It appeared we weren't as old as we thought. We did it in the shower and again in the bed, an hour later. Then we took a three hour nap and another shower, ate a room service dinner, and went back to bed. Two hours later, we fell into exhausted sleep.
I woke up to hear the shower running and her voice as she sang. That was one of her tells when we were young. If she was particularly happy, she sang. I got up and stumbled into the bathroom.
"Good morning, honey. Don't you even think about getting in here with me. My little kitty is pretty sore and I don't think I can take another round right now. Order breakfast, will you sweetie?"
I did. She came out in a towel after it was delivered and ate like she hadn't had a meal in a week. When she was finished she stood and shrugged the robe off. She had on a matching bra and panty set in a light sky blue. "Take a picture."
"What?"
"I want you to take a picture of me. Several pictures, front and back views. I want you to look at them over the next several days and remind yourself it really did happen."
I took over a dozen photos as she posed and strutted. The she made me strip down for her set of pictures. She shot a close-up of my butt. "I love how firm it is, how much I enjoy grabbing it when we're going at it hot and heavy."
We made out like teenagers before she pulled back. "Time to get dressed and rejoin the real world, honey. I have to go back home and you have to run off to wherever your next store will be."
It was a bittersweet farewell. We kissed like we might never see each other again.
"Don't call. Email me. That way you can take your time, edit your thoughts, say what you really mean instead of blurting something out in the heat of the moment. That way, whatever you wanted to communicate will be out there forever. So don't say anything you think you might regret later."
It took me a little time to realize she was right. If I took the time to write it and send it through the ether, it was out there forever. It's one thing to bare your soul in whispers while wrapped in your lover's arms, quite another to do it where anyone could find it.
We were cautious at first, general chitchat about our lives. She told me about properties she listed, and the social functions she had to attend to keep in the public eye. I emailed her from whatever state I happened to be in, telling her about the problems I ran into.
I sent her a picture of Miguel's new baby, a boy he named Michael Steven, after his best friend and his mentor. She didn't reply for several days.
I got a long missive that seemed to be all over the place. "He's a beautiful boy, secure in being born to loving parents. I'm sure he'll have a wonderful and happy life, especially with Uncle Steve and Uncle Michael watching out for him. Aside from breaking your heart, you know what my biggest regret is? Never giving you a baby. Mickey tells me you were an excellent parent, standing up and raising a child not biologically yours when his birth mother disappeared. He talks with real pride of how lucky he is to be your son. I've often wondered that if we had had a child, would I have strayed. I like to think I wouldn't have, but we'll never know. I was petty self-centered then, a child playing at being a woman. I may have been a horrible mother."
She rambled on for a while before stopping. "I'm going now. For some reason I feel the imminent need to cry my eyes out. I want you to know this before I go. I love you. I've always loved you, even when I tried my best to convince myself I didn't. I loved Bob the same way. He still owns a lot of my heart even as I'm pouring it out to you."
It took me most of a night to craft my response.
"I never stopped loving you, even at the height of my pain over your betrayal. When you showed up that day, I ran because I knew if I stayed you'd work your way back into my heart and I wouldn't be able to stand the pain when you betrayed me again. That was probably a mistake but neither of us were what you'd call deep thinkers. Maybe it was for the best. I'd never have had Sandy and you would never have had Bob. Perhaps it took loving them to realize what true love was all about.
"It's only been a couple of weeks but I find myself missing you pretty badly. Clear your weekend and meet me at the cabin Friday morning. Plan on staying until Tuesday. If you can't, I'll understand. Don't get your hopes up about a romantic weekend. We'll have Friday, but most of the family is coming up Saturday. I know you've already met most of them, but this will be your 'formal' introduction to the family. Consider it a preview of what you can expect if we become a couple."
I didn't get a reply for eighteen hours. "Be there by nine. We probably need to air the place out, make a run to the store for supplies including plenty of propane and charcoal. I'm really looking forward to this."
I called her up. "I have a better plan. I have to go right by you to get there, so why don't you pack your things and I'll pick you up about seven. We'll get breakfast and lay in supplies along the way so when we get there, we're there. No running and more relaxation."
She sighed. "Excellent idea, honey. I could use some relaxation right now."
*****
She was waiting, her bag packed and ready to go. Gone was the professional meticulously groomed look, replaced with jeans, tee shirt and sneakers. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail and it reminded me strongly of her when we first got together. The memories were almost overwhelming. Kara gave me a light hug and a kiss on the cheek.
"I'm really looking forward to this weekend, but right now I'm starving!" She directed me to a small cafe that was justifiably famous for their breakfast. I got a more traditional breakfast, but she had a spinach and goat cheese omelet and fruit. Kara gave me a bite of the omelet and it made me regret my choices.
She noted the back of the SUV I'd rented was almost empty. "I'm surprised. You own grocery stores. I thought you'd have it jammed full."
"You know I always believe in buying local, a holdover from my farming days. There's a Farmer's Market on the way that's open today. I want to stop there, and there's a little Mom and Pop grocery just a few miles past. I looked it up online and it's supposed to have an excellent meat department. You're not in a hurry, are you?"
Kara sighed happily. "I'm on vacation. I don't care how long it takes us to get there."
We traveled, enjoying the scenery, talking about nothing. The market was a fairly large one. I would have stayed a lot longer if it hadn't been for Kara. I bought the bulk of purchases from an old guy in his sixties. He grew his stuff without chemicals and knew more about food than I could ever absorb. He had recipes, nutritional facts, even gave bits of food history on the stuff he sold. I would have been him twenty years on, a full-time factory worker and part time farmer if my life hadn't taken another direction. His wife joined him before we left, a small woman with thick white hair. The love between them was obvious and he bragged about their upcoming anniversary. Thirty-seven years together, a milestone not many couples reached.
Kara liked the little grocery store. It wasn't much bigger than my first one, but it was neat, clean and well organized. She had made a list on her phone as we traveled, and while I pushed the buggy she checked things off. In the end, we had to get another buggy just for the meat. The owner was also the butcher, and we talked while he filled our order. He was surprised at the amount we ordered.
"This is a lot of food for just you and your husband," he said to Kara. She just grinned.
"Oh, we've got the kids and the grandkids coming, as well as a few friends, plus the grandmothers. We may have to come back. This bunch likes to eat."
I smiled as the owner and his wife wished us a nice vacation. We had probably spent more than any four of his regular shoppers. While the place was clean I noticed it looked a little threadbare. I asked if it was a family business and the wife said it was, sadly.
"It was started by my great-grandfather. I bought my brother and sister out when my father died, and Ralph and I have run it ever since then. I figure we'll run it until it's time for us to retire and close it down, unless someone buys it. All of our kids have good careers and none want to run a little grocery store in the middle of nowhere. We've thought about selling, but just can't seem to let go. It will break our hearts when we shut it down, but that's life for you. It's too bad, really. This is a great location and there's a lot of potential here."
We were less than half-an-hour from the cabin. As we unpacked the groceries, she grinned. "You're thinking about it, aren't you?"
"'Bout what?"
"Buying them out."
"Well, it is a good location. If it goes out of business it'll create a little food desert, and you know how much I hate those."
After everything was put away, we walked down to the dock, slipped off our shoes and let our toes dangle in the water. I looked out over the little lake as we sat. "I still can't believe this is mine. Never in a million years did I think I'd own something this grand. Seems kind of selfish that it sits idle so much."
"Don't overthink it, honey. You deserve this. And as that extended family of yours grows, I don't see it sitting idle very often. Oww!"
She squealed and jerked her feet out of the water. "Something bit me!"
I looked down into the mostly clear water. There was a school of fish swimming around, bream or crappie, and they'd seen those pale toes and thought they looked tasty.
"Relax, it's just a school of fish that thought your toes looked edible. I wonder what kind of fish are in here?"
Kara was on her knees, looking down on the fish. "The original owner put three hundred catfish, three hundred bass, and five hundred crappie in when he built the lake. That was eight years ago and I doubt anyone's fished it more than five times."
That was all it took to get us back into the SUV. I'd seen a bait shop just past the grocery store. There was a major lake ten miles up the highway and the shop was well stocked. I talked it over with the owner and ended up buying six five foot rods with Zebco 33 reels, three open face combinations, and two bait-caster rigs, along with two tackle boxes full of everything we would need. I also bought a small Styrofoam cooler and filled it with cups of worms. Then it was back to the grocery store for chicken livers. The owner grinned when I told him what I wanted and asked me to wait a minute before returning with a large carton. "This is full of gizzards and hearts, packed in liver blood. The fish won't tear them off near as fast. If you didn't buy any from the bait-shop, you might want to pick up a couple of bags of shrimp."
I picked up five pounds, really glad I had room in the cooler.
*****
We grilled a simple meal, eating on the patio under torches filled with oil meant to discourage bugs. It didn't take long for the cleanup and she disappeared, coming back with a bottle of wine and two glasses. I'd been a strictly beer person before Sandy, but she'd acquired quite a bit of knowledge about wine in her travels, and she not so much shared as forced me to learn. We kept a full rack of wine in our kitchen pantry and almost always ended the day with a glass.
I took a sip, savoring the flavor. "Australian?"
She seemed shocked. "How did you know?"
I shrugged. "Lucky guess."
She grinned. "If you say so. I think, my dear ex, that you've come quite a bit more urbane as you've aged."
"You know, you don't have to act so surprised. Evolve or die, as the saying goes. I'd hate for you to think I was still a Neanderthal." She used to accuse me of being a caveman in a past life, especially when I had her thrown over my shoulder naked and was running to the bedroom.
Her eyes got wistful. "I miss the caveman."
"I've missed cavegirl."
"I'm afraid it's cavewoman now."
"Even better."
Her smile was genuine. There was a full moon rising and she talked me into walking down to the lake to watch the reflection as it rose to full glory. She had held my hand the whole time.
"I remember a time when we wouldn't have let this go to waste. We would have been naked and splashing by now."
She'd sat, drawing her knees up, looking across the water. I took advantage and slipped out of my shorts and tee, soon standing naked behind her. I grunted and she looked back. Even with just moonlight I could see her eyes widen. I pulled her up, tugging at her top. It didn't take her long to start helping and soon she was as naked as I was, the only difference being she looked a heck of a lot better. She reached for me and I grabbed her, hoisted over my shoulder and took off running towards the end of the dock. Kara must have realized what I was going to do because she started pounding on my back.
"Don't you da... AIEEE!"
Her scream turned into a gurgle when we hit the water. I was very happy to feel how warm the water was as I let her go and we both popped up.
"Asshole! You scared me."
"Ug. No talk. Love on woman now." I grabbed her from behind, one hand firmly latched on her breast, and paddled backwards until I hit bottom. Then I started nuzzling her neck, planting little kisses on it. I massaged the breast I had until her nipple popped up, then switched. She was cooing and wriggling that exceptional butt against my suddenly rock-hard erection. She turned to me and I lifted her out of the water until I could latch on to a nipple, giving it a thorough tongue bath before switching to the other.
Kara wrapped her legs around me, pulling my head up and doing her best to swallow my tongue. I felt her move around a little until she slid down. I slipped right into her, marveling at the heat and the velvet feel. I grabbed her bottom and started lifting her up and down until I was grunting for real. She was moaning and wriggling, being as active as possible. Just when I thought I couldn't hold back any longer she threw her head back and stiffened, vocalizing a throaty howl that echoed off the lake. When her muscles locked down on me it triggered my own release. We stood wrapped up in each other for what seemed like forever until she sighed and slid her legs down.
She rubbed my chest gently. "I'm really pleased you didn't turn into a couch potato, honey. Now help your woman out. We need to shower and get to bed. The family is coming early and we need to be up and have breakfast prepared."
I carried her out of the water, glad my legs didn't give out. When I put her down she kissed me again. We showered in the outdoor stall by the pool, making sure we were clean all over.
We got upstairs and she pulled on a sexy but conservative gown, sat at the bedroom vanity and tried to get the snarls out of her hair. I took her brush and stood behind her, gently pulling at the stubborn clumps until they were gone, then giving her about fifty more strokes before I declared the job done. She had her eyes shut in pleasure and I studied her face. She would never pass for thirty again but she was still very attractive, especially with her face relaxed as it was now.
We snuggled together, fully intending to make mad passionate love, but age and the day caught up with us and we were asleep in minutes.
*****
We woke, still snuggled when the alarm on her phone went off. 5:45 AM. She stretched against me before giggling and turning the alarm off. She rolled over, gave me a very nice kiss, then jumped out of bed, smacking my ass. "Up! We need to shower and start breakfast."



"Screw that, send them a text and tell them to stop at McDonald's and come back to bed."
She giggled and yanked the covers down. "Up! If you're a nice boy I'll let you wash my back."
That got me out of bed, and I did get to wash her back. And front. And top. And bottom. She finally swatted my wandering hands away and jumped out. I followed a lot more slowly, but by seven we were cooking away. It was a good thing because they started arriving before we were finished. Mickey and Ashley were first, but Miguel, Michael, their wives and children including the newborn, which was immediately scooped up by Ashley. Then Amy and Alice, with their kids and husbands. Amy's oldest ran up to me for a hug. "Poppy! I'm hungry!"
All their kids called me Poppy. It seems I was unofficial grandfather to all of them. Veronica and Saul were next, bringing a surprise. Mickey's little sister. I'd never seen her before except in old photos. She was twenty now and looked like a prettier version of her mother. The girl was scared to death. Grandma Vasquez was with them and we soon had her in a comfortable chair while all of us paid tribute to the Matriarch.
The ladies eased me out of the way and started helping. Soon the kids old enough to feed themselves were in the breakfast nook and the adults were gathered around the bar and large dining table. I counted: sixteen adults and nine children. The volume was at a low roar and I wondered what Kara thought of it all.
I found her at the table, feeding the two month old a bottle while her mother ate. She looked up at me and smiled. I could see the tears in her eyes but she didn't look distressed. I sat down beside her, gently rubbing the child's head. He gurgled and cooed after he finished his bottle. Kara got him up and walked him until he burped, then she lay him in the bassinet.
Breakfast over, the kitchen cleaned and the dishes washed, everyone wandered outside to explore. For the very first time I was truly grateful for my wealth, to be able to do this for my family.
We had to watch the kids pretty closely when we went down to the lake. Some wanted to jump in right away. Little C, as Amy's daughter was called, named for her grandmother Celia, had ended up between Kara and me. At first she was holding my hand, but as time went by she reached out and snagged Kara's, too. Kara seemed to not mind at all. The girl was a seven year old bundle of energy and endless questions.
Things were going fine when she popped off another question. "Are you going to be my new Grandma?"
Kara flinched a little before grinning. "I don't know yet. I'd love to have the job if the position is open."
"Mommy says you're going to be. Everybody said so in the car. I hope so. You seem nice."
I looked around and everyone was either busy with the children or refused to make eye contact. Couldn't hide the grins, though.
Little Celia soon got distracted when she saw a school of fish. "Fishes!"
"Yes, honey. Fishes. The lake is full of them. Maybe we can go fishing this afternoon, if you'd like."
She looked at Kara in surprise. "Do you know how to fish? Daddy watches fishing shows sometimes and I watch them, too. Will you teach me?"
Kara scooped her up and hugged her. "Yes, baby, your Grandpa and I will teach you, if you're a good girl for the rest of the day."
Celia just grinned, knowing she had me wrapped around her finger. She could be a hellcat the rest of the day and I'd still teach her. She kissed Kara, surprising her. "I want you to teach me, Grandma. Will you?"
She couldn't help it and let out a little sob as she hugged the girl close. When she put her down she promised, then she excused herself and walked off into the woods. Amy smiled at me. "We're kind of overwhelming, aren't we?"
"A little. Okay, a lot. You pass this on to the rest of the tribe. This is between her and me. We'll either continue at our own pace or we'll decide maybe it was just memories and an attempt to rewrite the past that isn't working out. Now, spread the word. Fishing lessons to anyone interested at six tonight."
*****
I strode off, looking for Kara, and found her in a meadow I didn't even know was on the property, sitting beside a small stream. She had her knees drawn up with her arms wrapped around them, an unfocused look on her face. I sat beside her, not saying a word.
Maybe fifteen minutes later she spoke. "I wanted kids, you know? To be specific I wanted your children. I thought about it later when Bob and I got together, but the window was closing and we just never got around to it. I look around at your big family and think that even though you aren't related by blood, you are by love. Little Celia couldn't love you more as a grandfather if she was your flesh and blood, and you return it. It hits me that if I love you they have to be included. What if they don't like me? I don't think I'll have a problem accepting them, but will they accept me?"
I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. "You know, one of the last things Celia said to me before she passed was to make sure I didn't let you get away. You don't get a higher endorsement in my world than that. Momma Chen and Grandma V say the same thing. You make me happy, and that's all they ever wanted for me."
She tried to hide it, but tears threatened to fall. I stood and held out my hand. "Come on. The kids are getting in the pool and I'm manning the grill for lunch. I'm gonna need all the help I can get."
By the time we got back to the house it hit me she hadn't let go of my hand the whole way. It felt right. Everyone had gotten into their bathing suits, and soon the pool was full of kids and adults. Kara disappeared for a bit, coming back in a wrap. I figured she'd be wearing a one piece, but when she dropped the wrap she had a bikini. It was conservative compared to the younger women, but it was still a bikini, and she rocked it.
Grandma V was sitting on a lounge chair under an umbrella, watching everyone play. Momma Chen sat beside her for a while before the kids dragged her in. She had that classic oriental beauty that didn't change with age and even though she did wear a one piece, it fit her quite nicely. Soon she was splashing with the kids, getting Kara to get in and join the fun.
Mickey and Michael helped the grill, just burgers and hot dogs, saving the heavy meal for dinner. The kids gorged anyway and then began dropping until even the oldest was taking a nap. The ladies handled the cleanup.
The guys walked down to the lake. Jose looked out at it and grinned. "I'm 60 years old, and you know, I've never fished before."
"Me either," came from Amy's husband Jason, "but how hard can it be?"
Michael and Miguel admitted they'd both been to a summer camp but refused to fish, saying it didn't look cool. Mickey just grinned. "You guys buddy up with me. Dad used to take me fishing a lot, until he got into the grocery business and I grew up. I miss it."
Then he looked at me and laughed. "I doubt you'll get to fish much Dad. Wrangling the kids will keep you busy." Just then we heard the women laugh and he looked up the hill. "Besides, it looks like you've already landed a keeper."
The others laughed and I blushed a little, which amused them no end. Then they all gave me their approval. Not one thought it would be a bad idea if Kara and I were together.
"You smile a lot, brother. It's been a long time since we've seen that on a regular basis. I say we keep her in the tribe just for that." Dan was smiling as he said it.
"Thanks guys, but it's not a done deal. There's still a lot of baggage to unload. Still, I believe it will be worth it. I was just a kid loving a kid when we were together the first time. Age and life has changed us both. For the better, I hope. We'll see."
We walked back up the hill and started putting up the tents: five large cabin tents and two little pup tents. I bought them because there was just no way I could stuff that many people into the cabin, even as big as it was. The children were all excited, the adults, not so much.
We lazed around for an hour before Little Celia tugged on my shorts. "Is it time to go fishing yet?"
It was only five, but I looked at the expectant faces of the kids and a few adults and decided it was close enough. "Why yes it is, baby. Everyone grab their chairs and let's go."
The kids ran while the adults walked carrying chairs, coolers, towels and a lot of wet wipes. I left the bait casters because I knew they were too complicated for first timers. That was a mistake, because I had to go back and get them, and cast them every time. I had already rigged all of them for crappie. I demonstrated how to cast, knowing they would have to practice later, and handed the rod to Celia. "Honey, watch the cork. If it goes under it means you have a fish."
"Like now?"
I looked back and her cork was nowhere to be seen. "Pull back and reel. Do it slowly and don't let it go slack. If it does the fish might spit the hook out."
Of course I had to help hold the rod and guide her. Her squeal of delight echoed across the lake as we landed a large crappie. Once I told her we could eat it she wanted to keep it. I thought that might happen so I had rigged a live well out of a cooler and tossed it in. The other kids were having a fit, so Mickey and Kara were drafted and soon enough eight rods were in the water.
It wasn't as much fishing as it was a fish slaughter. The lake, for all practical purposes, had never been fished and they were committing suicide on our hooks. The highlight of the night came when Grandma V caught a four pound catfish. I'd had to get the bait-casters out to keep up with demand, making sure only Mickey or I cast them. She watched the rod double as the drag screamed.
"What do I do! What do I do?"
"Keep the line tight, Grandma. If it gets slack reel it in." The whole group watched in awe as she pulled the fish from the water. After that we had to change most of the rods over to catfish hooks and bait. Kara was helping Celia, who apparently had attached herself, and they soon gave out delighted screams when she hooked one. This one was a monster, weighing well over eight pounds. The cooler was full and two stringers were in the water when we finally stopped. There were hundreds of pictures taken of parents and children holding up a fish they caught. Kara had to help Celia because she couldn't hold hers up.
Everyone soon headed back to clean up while Mickey and I cleaned the fish. It took us about an hour and we agreed someone was getting cleaning lessons the next time. The fish fry the next day was epic.
Everyone was in bed by ten, most of the smaller children out by eight. Kara and I snuggled down, out like a light. I woke up once wondering what felt different and noticed Celia between us. Apparently she'd gotten scared and her mother brought her in to us. She was snuggled up to Kara, who had both arms wrapped around her. She was smiling in her sleep.
..........................................
Soon enough, Monday afternoon came and no one wanted to leave. I had a feeling my investment in the cabin was going to pay off in spades; the kids had their calendars out, deciding who got what weekend.
Kara and I had an interesting discussion Sunday afternoon with Sofia, Mickey's sister. She seemed scared to death of me, but as the hours passed she became more comfortable. She came to us just as we were going for a walk. I wanted to see more of my property and Kara decided it would be good exercise, so she invited her along. We walked for a while, stopping atop a low ridge that gave a view of almost all our little lake.
"I know I have you to thank for my life. Mickey was never good at keeping secrets and he told me you paid for the schooling for my sister and me. When I told him I'd like to go to college and a scholarship appeared, I knew who paid. You had no reason to help the offspring of a woman who had betrayed you. I worried for a couple of years if you were stringing me along for some sort of payback, until I realized the perfect payback would have been to just leave us where we were. I don't even begin to understand how to express how grateful I am, how grateful my sister is. If there's anything you ever want from me, it's yours. Just say the word."
"All right, there is something I want."
I had a serious expression and she looked scared to death. Then I grinned. "I want you to come and work for me after you graduate. It's a family business, after all. With your degree, you'd fit perfectly into the nonprofit arm of our company."
Her degree was going to be in creating, building and managing nonprofit companies. I saw her as the future. She surprised me by crying even as she smiled. "I accept. Don't be surprised if you come by and see pictures of Mickey, Ashley, my sister, and you and Kara on my desk. Family."
I nodded. "Family." Then the hugging portion began. Even though she was nineteen, she walked between us holding our hands like a child on the way back. Sofia was going to spend her summers until she got her degree interning with us. She'd be well ahead of the game by the time she went to work full-time.
After we watched the last car disappear down the driveway, Kara dragged me back to our bedroom and tried to kill me with sex. I finally fell back exhausted. "What was that all about?"
"That was me staking my claim. I fell back in love with you, but I love your family as well. I always dreamed about a big extended family, and you're handing it to me on a platter. I'm giving you three months to put a ring on my finger, or I'm gone. There may be another man out there who would like to finish his life with a devoted wife who would be a great step-mother and grandparent to his family."
I played with her hair, knowing how much it took for her to give that speech. "It's a good thing you've screwed me into exhaustion or I'd beat your ass. We don't have to wait three months. We'll go ring shopping tomorrow."
She rose up, looking me in the eye. "You're sure?"
"Yeah, I'm sure."
She gave me a kiss and grinned. "So am I, but I insist on at least a six month engagement. We'll be living together and if cracks appear, I want it to be before we say our vows."
"Fair enough."
She snuggled back down and was soon asleep. I played with her hair and looked at the ceiling for a long time, wondering what the future would bring.
*****
The future, apparently, was going to be filled with joy and contentment. After we settled in her condo, the best choice for us, we got on with the business of life. I still traveled as I opened more stores, and she still had to run her real estate empire. Three months in, after an irritating ten day separation, she came up with a solution and sold her business to her employees. She got less than she could have gotten if she'd sold it publicly, but her people had been loyal and she thought they deserved it. After that, she went where I went.
She was invaluable to me. She didn't know the grocery business, but she did know real estate, so I put her in charge of that arm of our business. While I was negotiating purchasing a defunct store or one that was running poorly, she scouted the area for investment opportunities and distressed properties.
We were in Detroit, as far North I had even been, when she came to me with an idea. She was quivering with excitement as she showed me through a section that was mostly razed or abandoned houses, almost eight square blocks. I didn't understand her interest until she pulled up an article on urban farming, something that was just starting to take off.
"The city is willing to give us a hell of a deal if we follow through with my plans. We raze the old buildings, and each block will be a farm. We'll run it through our nonprofit, leasing it to vetted individuals or groups. We'll provide hands on training in farming and business techniques to assure their success. It's a win/win for everyone, people get careers instead of jobs, the community gains access to fresh foods at a fair price and the exposure would be tremendous to our nonprofit."
"I didn't start this for exposure. However, I think it's one of the best ideas I've ever heard. Sofia gets out of school in two months; grab her and make this her project for the summer. We should have the blocks, at least some of them, ready by then. You're much more than a pretty face, you know that?"
She grinned, rubbing a hickey I'd put on her right breast the night before. "Thank you, honey. You're more than just a rich guy who turned out to be good in bed. We might have a future here."
It was my turn to grin. The family was thrilled with the engagement and after Kara told them of the six month rule, they started making wedding plans. Kara had been through more than one overblown wedding, and she wanted to keep this one simple, mostly just family. She still wanted it to be nice, though.
We had our ups and downs like most couples, but nothing major. One of the reasons she sold her business was so I could be sure where she was at all times. It got on my nerves so bad I finally confronted her. "If I thought you would ever cheat on me, we wouldn't be having this conversation. If I couldn't trust you, there would be no us. So lighten up a little. You don't have to be with me 24/7. I just have to know you're there for me when I need you of if you need me. We're adults, honey. Let's act like adults."
One thing we agreed on. August twenty-seventh was her day, her and Bob's anniversary. I knew she went to see him, to lay flowers and remember. She also knew I would visit Sandy on our anniversary, for the same thing. We both sought solace in each other's arms the next day.
*****
We got married. It was beautiful, elegant, and we were surrounded by people who loved us. Her wedding dress was simple, but flattering, and she looked much younger than her years. I think I looked pretty good in my tux, but really, a wedding is all about the bride.
I think there was a bit of collusion when she tossed the bouquet. A large hole appeared around Sofia, and it landed right in her arms. She looked down and grinned.
We had gone to pick her up from college a few months earlier, and her roommate answered the door of her apartment. I was paying for the apartment and Sofia was letting her best friend live with her because she was a scholarship student and money was tight for her. She had asked Mickey to help her, and he'd gotten her a part time job at our local store, the same one Sofia had worked at.
Sofia paid for the apartment, the utilities and got her groceries for nothing, so the money her friend Betty made allowed her to have nice clothes and a little spending money. The first words out of her mouth made Kara smile.
"It's about time I got to meet Sofia's parents. I was about to think she made you guys up. Please let me thank you for the week at your private retreat, we had a ball. I can't wait to go again."
Sofia had asked for the cabin for a girl's weekend. Kara had gone up to make sure it was just the girls, stopping at the local market to stock up on supplies. Seven young college students eat a lot. After getting them settled and warning them with a wink to behave, she left. The clothes, according to Kara, came off the first day and they all went back to school with nice, all-over tans. The weekend did not exclude a little play time, four of the girls were gay and couples. I didn't think Sofia was gay, but I thought she might be bisexual. Kara thought so, anyway. It didn't matter who she fell in love with as long as they loved her back, be it a man, a woman, or both.
We weren't just picking up Sofia; Betty was coming along. Her summer job was going to be working with Sofia on the urban farm project. It would look great on her resume when she graduated. Betty was her plus one at the wedding. Kara grinned and said it seemed we had picked up another daughter.



I sighed. "We need a new chart; the old one is getting outdated."
The urban farm program was a major success and there were similar programs in almost every major city. Sofia graduated and traveled the country for our nonprofit giving direction and advice to interested parties. She took Betty with her, and it seemed she finally decided which team to play on because they both sported really nice engagement rings a year later.
I woke up one day tired. My corporation was now the fourth largest food chain in the country. We had stores in every state. We'd had a few failures along the way, forcing us to close five stores. Two were burned down and we never reopened them. The others just didn't work out, not enough community support and a lack of a police presence making them constant targets. You can't win them all, but it still hurt.
I called my advisors together, looking around the room. Dan was gone, a heart attack when he was 73. Grandma V passed quietly at 83. She had become an avid angler and was a frequent visitor at the cabin. You would often find her on the dock under an umbrella, rod in hand. There was always a "grandchild" hovering nearby, watching out for her. The bulk of her estate went to Miguel and Connie. She gave the family sentimental gifts. I got the picture of her holding the very first fish she had ever caught, her smile bright as the sun. About a fourth went to our nonprofit, sharing with Celia her hopes for the future generations. She was interred next to her best friend. I'm sure Grandma Celia welcomed her with open arms.
I think I shocked them when I announced my retirement at 50. I would still be Chairman of the Board, but my day-to-day duties would cease. I named Mickey, President. Miguel and Michael were Vice Presidents, each responsible for half the country. Ashley was also named a Vice President in charge of Marketing. Alice had retired, focusing on raising her family, but Amy was still active in the business, so she got a title as well. Mama Chen was in her sixties and poised to retire. Her husband of forty years had passed of a heart attack. Their adopted children and grandchildren were surprised at his will, leaving them each a small endowment with instructions that he hoped they would invest it in something to better the communities in which they lived. Sofia was especially hard hit because they had welcomed her with open arms and she had spent a lot of time with them.
After the arrangements had been made, the details worked out, I rose, and taking Kara's hand, walked into my future.
*****
I was glad I had a hundred acres. We had retired to the cabin, and I realized I did not want to entertain guests constantly. We built two more houses, a four-bedroom much like ours, and another structure that looked like a lodge that had 11 bedrooms. They were on the other side of the lake, close, but still giving us privacy.
In a twist of fate, The Lodge, as it was called, became a summer camp three weeks out of the year. It came about because our old church did a fundraiser for the children, many of them from disadvantaged homes, to experience nature. They failed to reach their goal and it looked like the camp would not happen when Kara stepped in. "Send them to us for a week. We have a lake and a hundred acres they can roam around on. They can fish, play in the lake, we'll even get some canoes for them to paddle around in. It won't cost you a dime except gas money."
We expected about twenty, but the kids were told they could each invite a friend, so close to fifty showed up. Kara made sure we had enough tents, because everyone wanted to camp out, along with life preservers, sunscreen, bug spray, everything they could think of the kids would need. The church brought some of the senior members along and they stayed in the lodge. It was the first vacation many of them ever had.
We advertised and hired kids experienced as counselors to help wrangle everyone and supervise the activities. One of the surprise highlights was taking them to the farmer's market and letting them each pick something they wanted to eat at a meal. It was corn and tomato season, so they picked those, green beans, cabbage and all the early cantaloupes they had. Blueberries were in season, so there were plenty of those for desserts. The old guy I remembered was there, and soon he was surrounded by a rapt audience as he told them bits of food history. The kids giggled as he told how in the middle 1800's tomatoes were rumored to be poisonous, so a man in San Francisco went to a major intersection with a bushel of tomatoes, eating one in front of everyone who would stop to prove they were safe and delicious. The plan backfired because he got sick from eating so many tomatoes and vomited, thus proving to the superstitious citizens that they were indeed poisonous. I think we bought everything he had, and he and his wife got a lot of hugs and pictures snapped with them and the children. He was dressed in overalls, with a bushy white beard and a straw hat, while his petite wife had on a long flowing dress. They looked like how these kids would picture farmers.
The event was so successful we promised to make it an annual event, then Michael's wife shyly approached us, asking if we would do the same thing for her mosque. We agreed instantly. We had to adjust the menus slightly, but it, too, turned into a roaring success. Momma Chen then gathered up a bunch of Jewish children, and we did the same thing all over again. There was talk of having them all at the same time, a cultural exchange of sorts. It was planned for the next year.
My birthday came up and my loving wife gave me a surprise present. I heard the equipment but we had decided to enlarge the lodge to accommodate more seniors, so I never gave it much thought. She was grinning like the cat that ate the canary, so I knew something was up.
The day before my birthday she took me by the hand and led me to that meadow that was so special to us. It wasn't a meadow anymore. The stream had been dammed, creating a small pond, and the meadow, about four acres, was smoothed over and terraced. There was a shed erected, and inside was a small John Deere tractor with all the attachments, a rear time tiller, and racks of hand tools, hoes, rakes, etc.
"You got one first love back, my husband. Time to reclaim another."
I cried like a baby.
*****
I was 62. Sometimes when I was farming I felt every day, but most times I felt like I was still in my thirties. Kara was as still and slim and lovely as ever, even though her hair was silver.
I had just gotten back from a board meeting. The company was still thriving, still making lots of money. Mickey was looking middle aged now and I urged him to scale back a little. "Your family is going to want you around for a long time. Be there for them."
He and Ashley had three children, two boys and a girl. She had quit her job to be a full time mother. I was thinking how happy she looked when I got out of my truck.
"Daddy's home!"
Two bundles of energy burst through the door and into my arms. I kissed each, telling them how much I'd missed them. Kara came out with a stately glide, and I held her in my arms until the kids started tugging on us.
"Have they behaved?"
"Little monsters the whole time," Kara said, the smile in her eyes belying her words.
"Were not! I was a little angel, Daddy. Bobby was bad though."
I looked at my son and he blushed. "I was not. Sandy's making it all up!"
I figured the truth for both was somewhere in between and smiled. It was good to be home.
So where did the kids come from? They were a parting gift from my ex-wife Maria. Mickey called me in a panic. "Dad! Something's happened. I need you and Mom as soon as you can get here."
After I found out they were both physically fine, we drove straight through, getting there late at night. Ashley was five months pregnant, and our first thought was something was wrong with the baby. They both looked scared to death. Surprisingly, Sofia was with them, looking solemn.
"It's about our Mom. She's dead." They were estranged for many years and Sofia had hated her birth father, but still, it was her mother.
"What happened?"
"She died giving birth. Twins. Our bio-father wouldn't take her to the hospital because he knew they weren't his, and she died on the dirt floor of her kitchen. If the neighbors hadn't heard her scream, the babies would have died along with her. Bio-dad knew he was in a lot of trouble and took off. It's been two weeks and they still haven't found him. He has warrants out for his arrest when they do locate him. The authorities at the hospital traced us through medical records and called Mickey. What are we going to do?"
I thought back. Maria was seven years younger than I was, but that still put her about 44. What the hell was she thinking getting pregnant at her age? I didn't get to answer. Kara did.
"We're going to get them. They would have no chance growing up orphans down there. They're a progressive country, but they're still not where they need to be concerning child care."
"Will they let us have them?"
"You're their only relatives. They wouldn't have reached out to you, otherwise. I don't see a problem. Now pack."
Six hours later we were on a plane for Costa Rica.
The physical beauty of the place was overwhelming once you got out of a big city. We'd hired a driver with a fairly new van, because the small town we were going to had no airport. It was a six hour trip over progressively worsening roads.
The hospital was a single floor structure, barely more than a clinic. The administrator and head nurse met us at the door. Their relief was evident.
We went to look at the babies, astounded at how small they were. Their mother had evidently not taken good care of herself. Kara, Ashley, and Sofia immediately started crying and it wasn't long until they were sitting in rickety looking rockers, passing and cuddling the babies. Kara looked at me and I knew we were taking them. I was more than fine with that.
It took us six weeks to get through the red tape, and the promise of a sizable donation to the hospital, but finally it was done. The kids were technically released to Sofia and Mickey, but everyone knew where they were going.
A week after we arrived, we buried their mother. They had kept her in the morgue, not sure what to do. Foul play was ruled out as far as physical trauma, and they released her remains to Mickey. I went with him to identify the body. She was frozen and I looked down on her, not recognizing her at all. She looked in her sixties, wrinkled and wasted.
We had a closed casket funeral and buried her in a family plot at the local Catholic Church for a small donation. It seemed whatever business we conducted while we there required a small donation.
Though it wasn't necessary, Kara and I still talked it over. "I'm pretty good from ten on up because of Mickey, but this is uncharted territory for me," I said. "Add in the age factor, let's face it we're in grandparent territory, and it could get rough. I still want them; I just want you aware of all the factors. We'll be in our seventies when they graduate from college."
She smiled. "Well, I for one intend to be around to see that happen. This is my dream, honey, my second chance. If we get overwhelmed we can always hire a nanny to help us and give us some hands on training. I'm willing to dedicate my life to them, give them every opportunity in life. Please say you're with me."
I hugged her to calm her fears. "Of course I'm with you. You know, we still need to name them. Think on it. In the meantime, we have a lot to do."
I had a long talk with Mickey, Sofia and her sister Theresa, who had shown up out of the blue. It was the first time in four years Sofia had seen her, and six years for Mickey. She was newly single, with a boy ten and a girl of seven. Life had not been exactly kind to her and it didn't take a lot of convincing to get her to go home with us. Of all of them, she was closest to her mother and she sobbed with a broken heart at the funeral. She wiped her eyes, tossed a red rose down on her crypt and walked away.
They were all okay with us taking the children, even though technically they were under Mickey's guardianship. "I'd love to take them, but with our first on the way it would just be too much on Ashley. Sofia is nowhere near ready for motherhood and Theresa has her two to handle. This is a perfect solution and I happen to know you make a pretty good father."
When the red tape was cleared and all the papers were signed, Kara leased a helicopter to bring them to the airport. No way were her babies going to endure that rough six hour ride.
*****
Our entire family, every single one of them, met us at the airport. I was holding our daughter and Kara had our son when we got off the plane, and we were immediately mobbed. There was a lot of excited babbling and the children were passed back and forth between new uncles, aunts, cousins and grandmothers. Momma Chen locked down on the boy, only letting go when she got the girl. She grinned at me.
"You know once they get a little older you have a built in babysitter when you want time alone. I only wish I lived closer."
Kara grinned, and two weeks later there was new construction going on. A fairly modest three bedroom home rose, the materials matching the rest of the buildings perfectly. Kara got Momma out, showing her the new house. "It's lovely, dear. Who's it for?"
"It's for you, Mom. This way you can see the babies every day."
She eventually stopped crying, and three weeks later she moved in. It was wasted space in my opinion, because she was always at our house, taking one of the bedrooms as her own. I joked to Kara we had wasted our money and she smiled. "No we didn't. Our Mom is a vibrant woman with a lot of years left in her. I don't expect she'll be alone forever. When that time comes, she'll need her space."
Her prophecy came true a year later. The man turned out to be the old farmer I'd admired at the farmer's market. His wife had died eighteen months earlier, and he was now starting to live again. They had been together forty years. Veronica got to know him through the market, and after a few months he stumbled through an invitation to join him at the VFW for a dinner dance. She accepted, and when she answered the door she almost didn't recognize him. Gone were the overalls and straw hat, replaced by a three piece suit and a fedora. Seems he was an excellent dancer, and they stayed until the place closed. I was awake with the kids when he brought her back at two in the morning. They stayed in his car for forty minutes before she got out and went inside.
He was fascinated by her Oriental beauty and loving disposition, she was attracted to him by his sheer size and gentle ways. They dated for six months before I looked out the window and saw his car still parked in her drive the next morning. I showed Kara and she rushed over, waking them up and inviting them to breakfast. Veronica wouldn't look us in our eyes at first, but as we and Bert got acquainted, she lost her shyness. She and Kara were in the kitchen when Kara suddenly burst out laughing while Veronica flamed red. Kara just hugged her and they brought out the platters, stopping in amazement to see Bert and I feeding the kids.
"What?" he laughed. "Sara and I raised five fine children. You don't think she did all the work, do you?" The look Veronica gave him was smoking hot. In another six months they decided to live together and three months after that, he gave her a ring. They were married by the lake, under bowers of wildflowers. The kids were really fond of their grandparents.
Bert was no pauper, owning a six hundred acre farm. He leased the farm and the house, and just to keep busy, helped me with my little patch. We pushed off another six acres to keep up with demand and we alternated selling at the market. Our wives always went with us and when Kara brought the kids, we always drew a crowd.
I asked Kara later what she had laughed about in the kitchen. "Mom said that Bert was six-four and weighed two-fifty, and he was proportionate all over. Think about it."
Well then, good for Bert.
The kids grew like weeds. When it was time for kindergarten, either Kara or Veronica drove them. As they made friends they would sometimes have other riders. Kara and Mom decided a good use of their time would be volunteering at their school. They were both appalled at the quality of the school lunches and started a campaign to improve them. Instead of fighting, them the cafeteria staff welcomed them with open arms. "I've been trying to get them to improve for years and they always told me they bought the best they could afford. We don't cook anymore, we open cans. I've lost good people on account of it," the cafeteria manager lamented.
The changes were subtle at first: a few fresh vegetables, donated by local farmers. There was a large lot for sale next to the school and we bought it, using it as a personal field for the school. The older kids were allowed to help out once a week under the guidance of a few retired farmers. Soon enough, the cafeteria was serving freshly prepared foods from local sources, purchased at the same rate as the institutional fare. There was a big grease-board outside the cafeteria, listing the meals for the coming weeks. Soon there was a noticeable jump in the amount of parents who ate with their kids once in a while.
We contracted with a poultry farmer for free-range eggs. It was a small school, only 300 from kindergarten to fifth grade, including teachers and staff, so he was able to supply all the eggs they would need on a weekly basis. Soon breakfast was being served. Plain simple fare mostly: eggs, grits, home-fries, bacon or sausage and toast. Occasionally, there would be pancakes and waffles. The cafeteria would be overrun on those days.
Attendance began to improve, as well as test scores. It seemed well-fed happy kids were more productive and attentive. The middle school tried to hire the cafeteria manager away but she refused to leave, afraid the food wouldn't follow her.
Sofia got our nonprofit involved, and soon all five schools in the county were participating in the "Slow Food For Fast Learners" program. People began moving into the county three years later, attracted by the excellent schools. There was a death on the School Board, and both parties approached Veronica and Kara, wanting one of them to serve out the remainder of the term. Kara bowed to Veronica because of the children, and she was approved by unanimous decision. When her year of service was up she was begged to run, so she did, as an Independent. She got more votes than the next two candidates combined.
*****
I figured it up one day out of just plain curiosity. My personal wealth, on any given day, was just over 300 million and growing. That was after I had given up all claims to my business, reformed my corporation and gave all my "children" a stake. Mickey still retained 30% and the rest was split evenly.
Aside from my home and property, Kara and I lived the comfortable middle-class existence we would probably have had if we had stayed together all those years before. We could afford our lifestyle on a 200-grand-a-year income. It was enough.
Oh, if either of us wanted something above the norm we would get it, after a bit of discussion. Kara still had all her own money from the sale of her business. It was invested in a conservative portfolio and held a value of around four million. Even if we lost all my money, we would never be broke.
I thought about it as Kara fixed my tie for me. My hands shook a bit now that I had hit my seventies, so she made sure I looked presentable. We were going to an awards ceremony: Sofia was getting an award for the National Slow Food For Fast Learners project.



I smiled as I watched Kara, her hands gentle on my neck. Her gown fit her very well, her makeup and hair flawless. I'd gotten her a diamond choker for our 25th anniversary, which she loved but almost never wore unless I insisted. It was around her neck that night. She still weighed what she did when we got together, and had a mane of white hair that went almost to her waist. Even at our age she was getting looks.
The kids were on a break from college and were driving us. Bobby was going to intern with Sofia, and Sandy was going into the corporate offices to work with Mickey.
I was a big Western fan, and it was a running joke in the family that I had every Western ever made on blue-ray, going back to the first talkies. My all-time favorite was <i>Angel And The Badman,</i> the John Wayne classic. I came to realize over the years that it wasn't just a Western, it was a morality play of the influence of good versus the allure of evil. In the end, when John Wayne refuses to hold his weapons, he knew even if he died it would be with honor and dignity. I remember seeing a cross-stitch on the wall of his love interest's home. They were Quakers and it held a simple message. "Live By The Side Of The Road And Be a Friend To Man."
I thought about that for a long time. As a mantra you could do a lot worse. So that's what I strove to be. What is wealth if you can't use it to do good? What if I hadn't met a tiny black woman and befriended her one day when all I wanted to do was hurry out of the neighborhood? Or Maria, so I could be a father to Mickey? Or Sandy, who taught me what true love really was? Or Bob, the man who finally taught Kara what love should be so I could benefit? And finally Kara, who walked through her own hell of self-absorption for a while, lost and alone, before coming back to the light?
I thought about all the people who had gone before me, all of them helping forge the man I became. I was proud to be associated with them, proud to be their friend and maybe improve their lives.
I looked on the "family wall" on the way out, completely covered with family, here, and others who had gone on. One section was devoted to my "children," Mickey, Ashley, Sofia, Theresa, Emily, Michael, Miguel, Amy, Alice, Connie, and finally Bobby and Sandy, named to honor a good man and woman gone too soon. Another section was devoted to our grandchildren, all twenty-three, and our great-grandchildren, nine and counting. All college graduates or with trust funds set up for those yet to mature.
I touched the picture of Momma Chen, gone these few years past. She was probably the best grandmother and mother on the planet aside from my wife, of course, even as, like me, she never had any biological children. Sometimes love surpasses genetics.
There you have it. Sometimes love surpasses genetics. You look on my wall and see very few white faces, mostly black and Hispanic or a mixture of all the races. All I could see was love.
All I could see was Love.
*****
Another long fairy tale that got away from me. Thanks for investing your time, I hope I gave you a good dividend.
Q
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If you haven't read this story by DanielQSteele1, read it now. It won't make any sense if you don't. This story is my Moby Dick, the one I've fixated on since I read it the first time. DQS1 is a very talented writer, but he has a habit of making his male protagonists a little too noble, putting up with extraordinarily hurtful things from the women they love. This version, while it doesn't exactly go to the dark side, knocks at the door. I want to thank DQS for his graciousness in letting me use his characters, and Bebop 3 and the rest of my friends for their input.
There are a few characters from his other stories in this version. Bill Maitland from When We Were Married, as well as Lew and Mona Walters from The last Goodbye. And I probably got the timelines wrong but I tried to be as close as possible.
One more thing. This was the catalyst for my August event, Welcome To The New World. I thought of it and Bebob 3 took the idea and ran with it. It's probably more his project than mine, and I thank him.
*****
I sat there, watching the deer, the unbearable sadness welling up. It was over. I'd tried for ten years, but in the end it hadn't made a bit of difference. She would never be a full partner in any relationship she would ever have, and I was tired of trying. Her telling me how much of a failure I was, how little she respected me, how she may or may not cheat on me while she was off on 'the vacation of a lifetime', was the final nail in the coffin.
Sighing, I got up. She'd started this, expecting me to just roll over. I was pretty sure she was not going to believe what was about to happen.
I didn't have shit for money, she'd made sure of that, but I had a pretty good 401, and I knew I'd be hitting it first thing tomorrow morning. Hopefully there would be enough to get a decent lawyer.
They called from California later that night, and I talked to the girls, hanging up as soon as she took the phone. It took a little willpower to not answer the phone, but all I had to do was remember her little speech when she dropped the vacation news on me.
I went to work the next day, got with corporate, and started the ball rolling. The good news would be I could get 30 grand in just a few days. The bad news was I'd get 30 grand. It was a lot of money to me, but wouldn't buy an afternoon of time with the lawyers her company was tied into, and I was sure she'd come after me with everything they could think of. I'd just have to deal with it.
The next night her mother called and began ranting as soon as I answered. I didn't say a word, just hung up. She called back three more times, getting more abusive. I hung up every time, deciding to record all calls from then on. Thirty minutes later she called back.
"You selfish bastard! Thanks to you, she can't enjoy this trip at all because she's worried. You need to get over yourself, before she hooks up with a real man."
"You mean like that big dicked lawyer? Tell her to go for it. It doesn't matter to me any more."
"I will, he's four times the man you'll ever be, and I'm not even including your pathetic dick!"
"Fuck you, you worn out old whore! Isn't there a married lawyer out there somewhere waiting for his blowjob? I wouldn't want you to get behind schedule. So many dicks, so little time, how do you manage it?"
Her sharp intake of breath let me know I'd scored a hit, and I hung up before she recovered.
Two more days went by, and Tiffany called. After telling me she wasn't going to let me talk to my children, I hung up, and didn't answer the next ten calls that came in rapid succession.
Frustrated, I went out, ending up at a bar called O'Briens, a watering hole that welcomed all. You might rub shoulders with a trucker or construction worker on one side, and a high priced lawyer or a cop on the other. The whole thing was presided over by the retired boxer himself. He was still willing to mix it up if you got out of hand, and carried a ball bat when he needed to. People weren't overly polite, but the regulars knew better than to misbehave.
I ended up sitting with an old friend who happened to be there. The jukebox was on, a preponderance of Cranberries songs playing. It was a little loud, so we were basically shouting. I was telling him about my future plans, and asking if he knew any good divorce attorneys.
The song had just finished, and I was still in loud mode. "I can't afford much, and I know she'll have Martin, Devon, Bailey, and Bartley. They're tied up with her company, and she personally knows most of them. Hell, they'll probably do it for free. I'm screwed, but it won't stop me."
There were several business men in expensive suits sitting behind us, and while I didn't see it, the head of one shot up quickly. In a few seconds I felt a light tap on my shoulder.
"Excuse me, but I couldn't help overhearing part of your conversation. May I have just a few minutes of your time? It may be beneficial for both of us."
I sighed. "Why? Are you a divoce lawyer?"
He grinned and handed me a card. My eyes went wide. This was Lew Walters. I'd read about him in the papers. He was the lawyer millionaires wanted when it came time to end a marriage. He could break prenupts for one client, get the weakest of one upheld for another. He was best noted, though, for trying to find reasonable solutions to unreasonable situations. Many, seeing who they were facing, urged their clients to settle out of court.
I handed him the card back. "I really appreciate the offer, Mr. Walters, but there is no way I could afford your services."
He grinned. "Oh, my rates can be very flexible for the right cause. Please, just a few minutes. After you listen to me, if you want to walk away, I'll accept your decision."
I had little to lose, so I followed him to an empty table. "Before we start, let me tell you a little story. Once, there was an idealistic young lawyer fresh out of school, trying to make a name for himself. He had the misfortune early in his career to run afoul of a very prestigious, very connected law firm. They destroyed him, even though his client was in the right, using underhand and illegal tactics. A year later they did it again. It took years for the lawyer to rebuild his career, and the law firm used every opportunity after he started winning cases to undermine him. He's been wanting a rematch for years, and you just handed him one. The money is not important as revenge. That being said, if there is money involved, I expect to get my fee. If not, I'll do it pro bono and absorb the cost. Interested?"
We talked for about thirty minutes before a man appeared at our table. "I hate to interrupt, but we need to leave. Lew, I've had a few too many, and I need you to drive." It was strange looking into the eyes of a man I'd seen over a dozen times in the papers. It isn't often you meet The Angel Of Death and live to tell about it. He grinned and shook my hand.
"Bill Maitland. It's a pleasure to meet someone who can get Lew excited. It's been a while, since the..." He trailed off, looking embarrassed.
"Bruce Davis, sir. It's an honor to meet you." We made small talk while Lew paid our tab.
He came back, a question in his eyes. "You have my card. Call me tomorrow if you're interested."
I looked at his card after he left. Hell yes I was interested.
..................
Tiffany called the next day, apologizing for her silence and promising me I could talk to my children, if I just talked to her for a few minutes. I learned a little more than I wanted to hear about their activities with good old Uncle Stephen from the kids before she came back on to the line.
"Please, Bruce, you're taking a little argument and blowing it up into World War Three. I'm sorry I hurt your feelings. Separate vacations can be a good thing. It allows spouses to love each other more when they reunite."
I couldn't help it. "I'm sure it does, Tiff, if they're planned ahead. It's another thing entirely when your wife takes off for a month in the company of a man who wants nothing more than to fuck her, with no notice at all, hoping it will teach me a lesson. In all honesty, Tiff, it has. It may not be the lesson you wanted, but it's opened my eyes. You'll never fully be a wife and equal partner. You'll hold on to a separate piece of yourself, fully convinced that sometime down the road I'll let you down. We're getting very near the end of that road. I hope you like the destination."
"Bruce! Please, you're scaring me here. What can I possibly do to make it better, to get you to understand I have no intention of having an affair, and that I still love you?"
"Get your ass on a plane and come home."
There was silence for a long while. "I...I can't do that, Bruce. The kids are having a great time."
I snorted. "So you'll do anything to make it better, as long as it doesn't interfere with your vacation? Why have I never noticed what a fucked up bitch you are? Wait, I think I always knew, I just thought that if I loved you hard enough you'd come around. How's that working for me? Have a good time, Tiff. Have my children call me, if it doesn't cut into their time with Uncle Stephen too much. Oh, and one more thing. Tell that flaming bitch of a mother you have that's she's done a stellar job of scrambling your brains. And tell her, Tiff, whether we stay together of not, that she is never to speak to me again as long as she lives, and that's not negotiable."
I hung up before she could respond, and once again listened to it ring for hours.
I met with Lew the next day, and again the following Monday. He went right to the point. "You got any idea how much your wife is worth?"
"Not exactly, but I suspect quite a bit."
"She's worth four point four million in cash and assets. Surprised? So was I. She's worth that, and she makes you pay the mortgage, along with the rest of your bills? That seems a little skewed to me."
I told him, in great detail, how Tiffany thought. He couldn't keep the amazement off his face. "How could you stand it? My ex was adulterous bitch, but she never disrespected me like that. If she had, the marriage would have been over a lot quicker."
I shrugged my shoulders. "I loved her, and thought I could get her to change."
"So then, you want me to go ahead?"
I just nodded.
"How bad do you want it to be?"
I never really thought about it and shrugged. "I just want it done. I'd like reasonable access to my children and that's about it."
His look said it all. "If that's how you feel, you may as well leave now. I can't do a thing for you, her lawyers will eat you alive and laugh while they're doing it. She obviously hurt you badly. She takes off with your kids for a month long vacation, without you, in the company of people who could care less about the continuation of your marriage, and you just go out with a whimper? She was right, you do need to grow a set."
"What do you suggest?"
"Hurt her back. Give her something to think about, see how she responds. Get her undivided attention, make her focus on something besides herself for a change. You've rolled over so long the thought that you might actually do something about this is completely foreign to her. If you want to go through with the divorce, let her know. Tell you what, I'll have her served with preliminary papers in two days, right in the middle of her fun filled vacation. It won't really mean anything but it will get her attention. See how she reacts. If she blows it off, then we can start the dance. I'll film the whole thing, and keep tabs on her, see what she really is doing while she's away from you."
"I can't afford..."
He waved a hand. "I'll handle it. And if it comes to it, and you do go separate ways, you can afford it. There is no prenupt, so you get half of what she has, plus, your earnings are so disparate I'm sure there will be a couple of years of maintenance. I'm thinking really nice condo here."
Well, if I really wanted to hurt her, that would do it. The thought of having to actually give me part of her money would drive her insane. So I told Lew to go ahead, thinking I could always drop the whole thing when she came to her senses.
.............
I watched it on video later. The man was standing in the lobby of her hotel holding a sign with her name on it. She came down with the kids, her mother, assembled other vacationers, and Mr. Big Dick himself. Seeing the man, she smiled and approached him.
"I'm Tiffany Davis."
He looked at the photo on his phone. "Ma'am, I need to deliver these documents to you, and you have to sign for them. Could I see some ID, please?"
She dug around in her purse and handed him her driver's license. He thanked her, took a picture of it, and handed the thick envelope to her. "Mrs. Davis, you have been served. Have a good day." He started to walk off and stopped, addressing her again. "I was given a hundred extra to deliver a personal message. Bruce said to tell you 'lesson learned'."
Tiffany looked confused for a moment, opened the package, screamed, and let it flutter to the floor. Stephen Middleton picked some of the pages up, read them, and smirked. Her mother openly smiled behind her back. She immediately dialed my number.
"Thanks, you stupid bastard. Now she can find a real man."
"Bitch, don't you ever call me again."
I watched the surprised look on her face. She hit redial eight times before giving up. Tiffany took her own phone out, and her mother tried her best to take it away from her, but she fought her off. I answered on the first ring.
"Bruce, Bruce, what are you doing? You know I love you with all I have."
I actually laughed, surprising her. "Yes, you've given me everything, haven't you? Your love, your respect, your willingness to be an equal partner in our marriage. I do believe you actually love me, as long as I know my place, behind the kids, your mother, your job, and your money. I was never first in your heart, Tiff. If I was, it was a very long time ago. You love me? Come home, let's try to rebuild the wreckage our marriage has turned into."
Her tone changed instantly. "You've always wanted to own me, haven't you? Is this your pathetic cry for attention? I'll come home when this vacation is over, not a minute before. And you better like the taste of crow, because I won't allow you in to the house until you apologize and admit I was right."
"Tell you what, I'll practice my speech, make sure I have it just right. In the meantime, could I talk to our children?"
"AArgh!"
She hung up, thought about it a minute, and hit redial. She tried for an hour before she gave up.
The next day it was my turn to get a package. It contained a ticket, coach, for that afternoon, and a short note. "You win, you asshole. Get your butt on the plane, and we'll talk when you arrive."
I carefully pissed on the ticket, letting it almost dry out but still moist enough the smell would tell you what it was, sealed it in plastic and sent it back. Lew laughed his ass off when he heard, and then said I shouldn't have done it. Then he got quiet. "I had her checked out. She hasn't cheated on you, yet. But some pussy hound lawyer is sniffing around her, and her mother is throwing him at her every time she turns around. The mother and the erstwhile boyfriend have been observed in private talks a dozen times, and it bodes no good."
"Being served has shaken her. She's not really sure how to deal with you developing a backbone. Have you heard from her?"
I handed him my phone, and he transferred all the conversations to his computer. He looked at me, a sad smile on his face. "She really does love you, you know. Her brains have been scrambled for so long by her warped mother she was never prepared for a real relationship. It's why she's stuck. Her mother has ingrained into her that sooner or later you were going to cheat on her, and try to take her money. It's looking more and more like at least part of it is a self fulfilling prophecy. Think about what you'd like to happen, they come back from vacation in ten days and then it's really going to hit the fan. I want you prepared, because it could get very ugly. I urge you to try to get her to keep it civil, for the sake of the children."
He sighed, and I felt a moment of sympathy. His marriage had cratered, his wife carrying on a year long affair with his partner and best friend, but when he found out and filed for divorce she had fought it tooth and nail. It had been dragging along for almost a year with no resolution in sight. Rumor was their inability to conceive had a lot to do with the relationship devolving.
Tiffany called me several more times, allowing me access to the children. They wanted to know why I hadn't taken the ticket, as well as their mother. When I got Tiffany on the phone and she asked, I went off on her, gently as possible.
"Surely your head isn't that far up your ass. I wasn't invited until I started divorce proceedings, and it was more an appeasement move than one of genuine intent. You really think tossing me a bone would make everything better? All you had to do was come home. We could have taken the girls later and had a real family vacation. Alpha Bitch couldn't allow that, now, could she? It would have been considered a weakness to compromise. So stay, play with your lawyers and land developers, their wives and lovers, the pretty, rich, upscale people, and ignore your loser husband. If you had come home we MIGHT have had a chance."
Her temper finally got the best of her. "This is the last time I want to hear about your silly divorce plans! Yes, I did it to teach you a lesson. No, it didn't work out like I planned, not at all. I WILL NOT cut this vacation short. You need to think about how you're going to live up to my standards.
We have a lot of thing to go over when we return. I want you well rested, because I intend to fuck your brains out when we get home. Once we catch up on our loving, maybe we can look at things in a calmer manner."
"Really? The fuck him stupid defense is going to make up for being abandoned for a month so you could romp with the rich and powerful, flirt, maybe have a little fling, try out a really big dick and see if the girls were right? All I can say is enjoy ever minute of what's left with them, because they're none left with me."
"Bruce! I..." I was getting really good at hanging up.
Eight days later I was watching them deplane, looking tanned and tired, laughing and sharing memories. I promised I wouldn't lose it, the need to see my babies was just overpowering, but when I saw her walk out with Stephen Middleton, him holding the hand of my youngest daughter, looking like a loving family, I lost it. Some of the people recognized me, some were going to speak but one look at my face convinced them that would be a really bad idea.
He saw me first, actually flinching and letting go of her hand instantly. He must have said something to Tiff, and she turned with a smile, that disappeared as soon as she saw me. It was the hand of God that kept me from killing him where he stood, in the form of my girls. They swarmed me, hugging and kissing me, babbling about what they'd done and all the fun they had.
I let it go, reveling in the feel of my children in my arms. I finally looked up, to see Tiff smiling through tears. I stood, and she threw herself at me, trying desperately to hug and kiss me. I saw the confused look in her eyes whe I didn't return the hug and evaded the kiss, gently pushing her away.
"I'm so glad you came! I've missed you so much. You have no idea, but I intend to show you repeatedly tonight and for the rest of the weekend, the rest of our lives. Are you going to drive us home? Let me get our bags, and tell Step...uh, everyone goodbye."
"Take all the time you need. I'm not driving you home. I don't live there anymore, it would just complicate the divorce. I just wanted to see my daughters."



Fresh tears erupted. "NO! I..."
I shut her off. "For once in your life, Tiffany, it isn't about what you want. I'll be by tomorrow, to pick up the girls, unless you deny me. That would not be a good idea."
Her mother was standing to the side with the girls, and could see from Tiffnay's expression it was not going well. She started towards us, and I warned her.
"Unless you want a very ugly, very public scene in front of your bosses and coworkers, I suggest you stop your mother. If the bitch says one word to me, I'll go off like a Roman Candle."
To her credit, Tiffnay stepped around me and stopped her. "MOM! This is between Bruce and I, so please, not a word."
It looked like the top of her head was going to blow off, but she stopped. When Tiffany turned I couldn't help it, and stuck my tongue out at her. The girls caught it and giggled. She went so red I thought she might just stroke out, but unfortunately, she didn't.
The girls were tremendously disappointed, not understanding, but cheered up when I told them I'd be by to pick them up tomorrow at eight, staring at Tiff, almost daring her to say something. She just nodded, and I turned and left.
Just before I went out of sight, I turned. Tiffany was in Stephen's arms, sobbing hysterically while her mother was rubbing her back. Guess she was still breaking in the new man.
...
It was more than a little awkward the next morning. The girls came running out, eager to spend time with me. Tiffany appeared at the door, a wistful look in her eye, as she watched the girls climb into the car. I took them to the park, then we got some food to go and drove to my apartment. It was a fairly nice apartment, but I only took it for six months. Lew said I'd be able to afford better, very soon. After we ate, I gently explained their mother and I were getting divorced.
My oldest sort of understood divorce because many of her friends were from broken homes, but my youngest didn't take it very well. I dried her tears and reassured her as best I could that I still loved both of them more than life, and I would always be a part of their lives.
Tiffany started towards me but I pulled away. I avoided her the rest of the weekend but she surprised me at work Monday night, sliding out of a car I didn't recognize. I knew it was coming, but it still hurt. She was dressed simply, in jeans and a top, but designed to entice. There was even a bit of tummy showing, and for her age, she carried the look well.
"Bruce, Bruce, honey please, come home. I hurt you, I know that now. It was probably not the best decision I ever made, but this can make us stronger. Come home to me and the girls, and let me make it up to you."
"I love you Tiffany. I really do. But you love yourself more. You'll never be a full partner to any man, you'll always hold a part of yourself back, ready to run if you get disappointed. I had most of you for a long time, waiting for you to commit fully. But you never will, not to me, not to anyone after me. I blame your mother. Let me ask you something, Tiff. Your father was a terrible man by all accounts, and your mother is justified in hating him. But we're all not him, baby. None of us. And while she seems to hate all men , it never bothered her to sleep with most of the men at that law firm. What was her official title there, Slut In Residence? Most all of them were married. Did she ever once feel guilty for doing to their wives what your father did to her? She's a very twisted woman, and her influence on you will destroy you if you don't come to your senses."
She didn't respond to the comments about her mother even though her face flushed in anger. "It's about my money, isn't it?"
I sighed. "There you go, Tiff. It's your money, it was never ours. I believe if you could have gotten sole custody of the kids you would have left me out of the loop there too. Does the expression 'two shall become as one' ring any bells? In was in our wedding vows. I don't want all of your money. I just wanted all of you. That will never happen, though, will it? Not with me, not anyone you may fall in love with later, not ever. I can't be what you want, and you can't give me what I need. There's really not much left to say, now is there?
And before you ask how I became so cold, I didn't. I love you more right now than I did when we dated, but my love just isn't enough. But I done shedding tears over what will never happen. Let it go, honey. Let us go. Go find someone like your big dick lawyer, talk to him like an equal while you fuck his brains out. Maybe you'll be happy then."
All the remorse, all the heartbreak, disappeared in a second. I wish I had recorded her rant. "You're exactly the way Mom said you were, aren't you? I loved you, gave you babies, and it still comes down to control and money! Well, fuck you! Just so you know, I never fucked Stephen while we were on vacation, but he sure tried hard enough. Maybe I will hook up with him, God knows it had been so long since I got to interact with a real man it'll all seemed brand new again.
Know this, asshole. I WILL NOT allow a divorce, not now, not ever. I've got the best law firm in the state backing me fully, and you can't afford shit! They'll eat you alive, and when you come begging me to take you back I will, after a while. I'm sure it'll take a month or two to shrink back to normal size after Stephen's monster gets done with me. I'll even try to pretend I'm having orgasms when you fuck me, thinking about his big dick just to get me excited. What do you have to say to that?"
She was glaring and crying at the same time, her arms folded over her small breasts. Breasts I always though was just the right size.
I looked at her for a slow count of ten, trying to not explode. "I guess I have to say you just burned your last bridge. Bring on your high dollar law firm. You just cried 'Havoc!', and I'm going to loose the hounds of war. I hope you remember this night for a long time to come."
I got in my beat up old Volkswagen and left, her mouth hanging open.
I got a couple of visitors over the next few days. The first was her mother. She stormed into the video store in full cry. It was a Friday night, and there were a good many customers about.
"You cheating son of a bitch! You reprehensible, low life motherfucker! Who's the bitch you're fucking? Or is it more than one? Answer me, Goddamnit!"
"Madame, I'm afraid I must ask you to leave the premises. You are disturbing my customers. There are children present, so watch your language."
I said it as calmly as I could, knowing it would piss her off even more. She ranted some more, before targeting a woman in her thirties, who was watching openmouthed. I had already signaled my clerk to call the cops, and they came through the door just as she lit into her.
"Is this the bitch? Well, honey, the mother of his WIFE is about to kick you whoring ass for fucking up her marriage. He won't want you when I'm done, hell, you won't want you when I'm done."
The woman, in full panic, ran down an aisle, with Mom in hot pursuit, screaming profanities. The customer turned a corner, and ducked behind the police officers, who had their tasers drawn. Marge tried to stop, but her heels let her down and she ran head on into the woman cop and they went down in a tangle. The large male cop had her in cuffs almost instantly, and they stepped back as she ranted and raged, screaming slurs at the Hispanic woman and the Black male.
The woman leaned over and said something in her ear, and she shut up instantly. She was a customer, and I asked her later what she'd said. She just grinned and said she asked her politely to behave. In the end, Marge was charged with attempted assault, assault on a law enforcement official, and trespassing, because she refused to leave. I got a bonus when I showed Lew the security tape and he had a restraining order invoked. She could not come within five hundred feet of me, my apartment, or my place of employment.
Three days later I was called to the front, to meet with a silver haired, distinguished looking man in an expensive suit. "Let me guess, Martin, Devon, Bailey, and Bartley, right?"
He looked a little uncomfortable and admitted he was, introducing hinself. I gave him no time to speak. "Go back to the office, Mr. Henry. Do not bother me here again or I'll get a restraining order against the whole firm."
He held his hands up. "Please, Mr. Davis. I'm not here to harass you. I'm here as a favor to your wife, to see if I can get you two together to hash out your problems."
"Oddly, Mr. Henry, my problems have diminished considerably since Tiff and I separated. Tell her to just let the divorce run it's course. I'm not asking for anything, but if she keeps up the pressure, I may reconsider. Tell her that if she loves her money as much as I think she does, to back off and let the divorce go through."
"But I understand up until the vacation you both were quite happy. Why would a simple vacation cause such a drastic shift? She understands she made an error in judgement, one she regrets deeply, but she is more than willing to talk it out."
"Tell me, Mr. Henry, were you on that vacation?"
"I was."
"With your wife?"
"Yes."
How many others had their spouses or significant others along?"
"I couldn't tell you exactly, most of them."
"Did Tiffany happen to mention why I wasn't along?"
"Yes, she said you couldn't get that much time off from your job."
"Well, Mr. Henry, she would have been wrong, if she hadn't waited until four days before she was supposed to leave to tell me. Even then, she said I would have to pay my own way if I wanted to come a long. She makes considerably more than I do, and part of our financial agreement was she would pay for all vacations. She said she was trying to teach me a lesson. Did you happen to hear the personal message I sent her when she was served? I know you were close, I have it on film. I make no threats here, but she was under constant surveillance after the first week. Though she was there as a private citizen, the trip was at least partially funded by your companies. Some of the things we filmed would be of great interest to some of the spouses that couldn't make the trip. I also saw how she acted with Mr. Middleton, in public, in the presence of most of the partners, while they all smiled. Free advice, watch him, before he lands your firm in a world of shit. If this gets ugly, I'll make sure most of the footage comes to light. Now, sir, go back to your firm, and tell them what I said. Tell her what I said. You have a good day, sir."
The man was reeling when he left, I could tell. I was guessing ninety per cent of what I told him was new information. I'd had enough, and called Lew. "Do it. Total destruction." I hung up before he could reply.
......................
Tiffany Davis sat at the conference table, her mother on one side, Stephen on the other, listening to Matt relate the gist of the meeting to her. Two of the senior partners were there, just listening.
She gasped when she heard she'd been under surveillance for three weeks, thinking about a few specific instances when her actions would not have passed as married behavior. She hadn't actually had sex with Stephen, but it had been a close thing several times, just managing to stop when she realized what she was doing. She understood now she had done those things out of shock and anger over the way Bruce was behaving, but she still did them. Her plan did not go anywhere near what she'd had in mind. She was still reeling over the fact that he truly wanted a divorce.
"And that's about it. Something here is just not adding up, Tiffany. Your husband has no resources above the 401 loan he'd taken out, and that kind of money isn't a fourth what three weeks worth of constant observation would have cost. So far, he hasn't even filed paperwork, the ones you were presented with on the island were separation papers and not signed, so we are still in the dark as to who represents him or what he really wants.
So far, he's not been demanding. He has to know you're worth millions, and there is no prenuptial. If he has the footage he says he has, if it gets ugly, it could cost you a bundle. I frankly don't know what to advise you to do. If you don't want the divorce, you need to figure a way to get to him without antagonizing him. If it can't be avoided, you need to act quickly to protect your assets."
Marge couldn't contain herself any longer. "Dump the loser, honey! He served his purpose an gave you two beautiful babies, now is the time to cut your losses and save your money."
"Bruce doesn't care about money, Mom. It was never really about that. I forced him into this position, and now I don't know how to fix it. He told me before I left that if I went he wouldn't be there when I got back, and I went anyway. I never once thought he would leave me for real."
No one really knew what to say at that point. Matt Henry secretly thought that success had made her arrogant, and her husband was the quiet, nonaggressive type who'd waited too long to make a stand. Plus, she had gotten very, very bad advice from her mother. He personally loathed Marge. She had made a run at him early in his tenure at the firm, and he'd turned her down flat. Nothing about the middle aged shrew appealed to him. He could see the vestiges of her beauty still, but attitude and lifestyle had sharpened her features into something less, human, for lack of a better word.
They were interrupted when a paralegal came bursting into the meeting, handing the senior partner a sheaf of papers, whispering to him urgently. The man actually started, before grinning.
"Well, well. Now we know who's representing him. Lew Walters. We've been up against him twice, and destroyed him both times. This won't be as hard as we thought."
One of the other partners, Wilson Wilkes, their resident expert in family law, had been listening quietly until now, sat up straight. "That well may be, Mort. But that was a long time ago, when he was first out of law school. I've seen him in action a few times. He's quick, deadly on cross, and he's a lot like us. He'll stop at nothing to win. Let's try negotiation first."
Matt had been reading the papers quietly, looking more distressed as he progressed. "This could be bad. Really bad. All your husband wants is out of the marriage, Tiffany, and ready access to his children, plus Lew's fee. That could easily be north of a hundred grand, depending on how hard you make him work. Fight him, and he won't hold back. He'll ask for half your assets and maintenance so he can, and I quote, 'live in the style he's become accustomed to.' That's about two point two million, and maintenance could run as high as six or eight grand a month, depending."
Marge screamed, and Tiffany fainted.
................
Lew called me a couple of weeks later. "They want a conference."
I was not in the mood. "Tell them no."
Lew sighed. "You should take a meeting, Bruce. Get it all out in the open, tell her once and for all there is no going back. Maybe Matt can talk some sense in her. It's either that, or drag it through the court. That could take months, believe me, I know."
His divorce was still going on, I think it was almost to the year mark, a record in Florida. His ex, Mona, was a pretty sharp lawyer in her own right, and I know it had been ugly. I met with him one day just after he left court, and he looked haunted. I took a chance, calling his best friend, Bill Maitland. He showed up forty minutes later and we got him into the car, going straight to O'Brien's. O'Brien took one look at us, grabbed a dusty bottle off the shelf, and walked us into a quiet corner.
"Here, me boyos, you'll be needing this." Fifty year old scotch, smooth as silk, with a punch that could knock a mule down. We killed the bottle. Bill had just finished up a rough divorce, and was still feeling the pain. God, I hoped I wasn't as wrung out as they were when mine was over. Bill raised his glass in salute as we finished the bottle. "To bitter endings, and sweet beginnings." We all raised our glass. I'd never heard a more apt toast. He told me later it was an old Irish saying.
I semi-stumbled up to the bar to pay, and Pat waved me off. "He's a good lad, Mr. Davis, with a fine wife. They worshipped the ground each walked on for years. Then they found out she couldn't conceive, and things went south. Both were in pain, and when he found solace in work, she had an affair with of all people his business partner. It went on for a year before he discovered them. It's been a very difficult time for both. She realised what she was losing, and is fighting tooth and nail to keep him. He's been hurt too bad, and even though he loves her desperately, he'll never take her back."
"What happened to the partner?"
O'Brien grinned. "Oh, they dissolved the partnership, and he went out on his own, continuing in his philandering ways. He finally seduce a girl almost half his age, which REALLY offended someone, and woke up one day with virtually every bone in his body broken. He was in a full body cast for eight months, and as soon as he could walk he left town. I hear he's in Portland, or somewhere else on the West Coast. Good riddance, that."
I looked at Lew as Maitland helped him to his feet, wondering if he was capable of such violence. I had been in martial arts for twenty years, and fought professionally for two, so I knew how destructive a human could be with a little training. Bill and Lew climbed in to the back of an unmarked cop car, and drove away. I turned to find a cab waiting for me, with a message from Maitland. "Thanks for helping my friend. He needed it badly today. If you ever need a favor, give me a call. The cab is paid for, and he'll take you anywhere you want to go."
I went home, took a semi-cold shower to humanize myself, and crashed. I was just about asleep when the phone rang. I answered groggily, and heard nothing. "Hello? Hello?" Then I heard it, ragged breathing with just a hint of a sob. "Tiffany?"
The line immediately went dead. I thought about calling her, but knew she wouldn't answer. It took me a long time to go to sleep.
I called Lew that afternoon. "Set it up."
................
Lew coached me remorselessly. "Let me do the talking. DO NOT let her drag you into a dialogue, and under NO circumstances speak to or answer a question from her lawyer. Do you understand?"
I did.
Our plan went down the tubes as soon as we entered a large conference room, to find it overflowing with lawyers and associates. Lew raised his eyebrow at Matt and he had the decency to blush.
Mort Bailey started the offensive immediately. "Young man, do you know who I am?"
Of course, I knew who he was, but I wanted to yank his chain. "I'm going out on limb, and this is just a guess. A really old lawyer?"
He went deep red and his partners looked strickened, and one paralegal had to turn to hide a grin. Lew looked shocked before he grinned.
"Good observation, Mr. Davis. This...gentleman...is Mort Bailey, one of the founders of this firm."
"Really? I thought they all died years ago. He's got to be what, a hundred now?"
Mr. Bailey was not amused. In his sternest voice, he started speaking. "You can stop being juvenile now, Mr. Davis. You're making me wonder why Tiffany wants to fight so hard to save the marriage. Now you listen to me, and listen well. You will drop this silly proceding. You will return home to your loving family. You will go through counseling for as long as it takes to reslove your differences, and I will expect a heartfelt thank you when we cross paths again. Our firm is willing to defray all expenses for the counseling, as a gesture of good faith."
Lew was openly smiling. "Jesus, Mort, this isn't some kid who took your car joyriding. And your gesture of good faith is just a blatant attempt to cover your ass if this goes to trial. We have pictures, a lot of pictures, taken by cameras with very good resolution. Think your firm's reputation will be intact if we expose the bacchanal your 'company vacation' turned into? I hope you say no to our proposals, I've been waiting nine years to shove something up that pompous ass of yours, and you gave it to me on a silver platter."



I thought the old guy was going to have a heart attack. I couldn't help it, and laughed as I stood up.
"Are all these people lawyers and paralegals? They're all so attractive. Well, except for Marge. It looks like you got them from central casting. Did you contract a talent agency to fill spaces? This was supposed to be a simple meeting between me, my wife, her lawyer, and mine. It was not supposed to be a planned performance. Your shock and awe routine isn't cutting it. And why is Big Dick and The Bitch here? Man, that sure has a ring, doesn't it? Maybe they can take their act on the road. And The Bitch is not supposed to be within five hundred feet of me. You should know, since you're the ones that got her twisted ass out of jail. Maybe I need to call the cops. Instead, I think Lew and I will just leave. I never was a fan of the circus.
Here's the deal. Two weeks, just Matt, Tiffany, Lew, and myself. No one else. If I find her mother anywhere close, It'll be four more weeks. I'd ask you if you understood, but I really don't give a fuck. Coming, Lew?"
You could have heard a pin drop when we left. We were halfway to the elevator before two associates and a paralegal caught up with us, first demanding and them pleading for us to come back. We didn't answer and they gave up when we got to the elevator. We made it inside before Lew collapsed in laughter. I just grinned as he spoke. "I was just going to give them a gentle screwing, and you fly up and fuck them in the ass." I just smiled, the image of Tiffany crying softly still in my head.
The weeks went by, and the meeting was to take place at four that afternoon. It wasn't going to be at either office, we decided on neutral ground and rented a small conference room at a local convention center. Lew warned the firm several times that if anything funny occurred, all talks were over. He specifically warned Stephen Middleton and Marge to be nowhere near. Lew had even gone as far as hiring private security just for safety. They were the ones who spottted Marge and Big Dick. Lew was warned and had 911 pulled up. He spoke quickly into the phone. "My client and I are on our way to a conference at the Westin Convention Center, and there is a woman with a restraining order against her waiting to accost him. Please send an officer."
We walked a little more slowly, and once even stopped for a few minutes, talking. "What are you doing?"
"Stalling. I want the cops close when she surprises us. Ready?"
I nodded. We had just reached the front of the building when she came charging out. "You bastard! Leave Tiffany alone! You'll not see a cent of her money, I guarantee that! You hearing me, asshole?"
She was literally foaming at the mouth. I smiled. "I'm sorry, Marge. All the cocksucking you've done over the years must have damaged your vocal cords. I can't quite understand what you're saying. You're so wallowed out I bet one could ram his cock up your ass and another down your throat, and not hit a thing until they touched. Sucked any good lawyer dick lately? Or have they shuffled you to the side, in favor of younger pussy that they can actually feel?"
Her face went from red to white to purple. She was almost foaming at the mouth. "You asshole! Stephen is going to kick your ass and take Tiffany in front of you. How do you like that?" She swung at me, and I could have easily avoided or blocked it, but I did nothing. Everyone on the street could hear the sound of her palm against my face.
"Music to my ears," I grinned, as the cops pulled her down, kicking and screaming. She was stuffed into a squad car and bound for jail in three minutes, especially after Lew showed them a copy of the restraining order. I looked around for Middleton, but he had crawled under a rock somewhere. Lew sent a text to Matt Henry, a full video, with a message.
"You were warned. I'm afraid the conference is canceled, you and your client are going to be busy anyway, trying to get her mother out of jail. We'll call, but it won't be soon."
..................
Tiffany sat in shock as Matt raged. "Why did you let her do it? Your mother was never very stable in my opinion, and she's transferred all the hate she had for her ex onto Bruce. She's going to keep it up until she gets into serious trouble, trouble the best law firm in the world can't get her out of. Seriously, Tiffany, your mother needs professional help. We're obviously not going to meet with Lew and Bruce, so let's go see what we can do for your mother. Hold on just a second while I make a phone call, get yourself together, and I'll be back as soon as I'm done."
He answered on the second ring. "Stephen Middleton." He held the phone away from his ear, the voice was so loud. "You dumbass! What were you thinking? You had specific instructions to stay away, and you brought her mother, knowing about the restraining order. They have you on tape, talking to her just minutes before the altercation, and footage of you slinking off when the cops turned up. The partners are not going to be happy with you, not at all."
"You could not tell them."
Matt laughed. "I don't think so. I worked too hard to reach where I am to screw it up because some pussyhound can't keep from sniffing around a married woman. You better pucker up, big boy. I see a lot of asskissing in your future."
Matt walked back into the room to see Tiffany with her head ont he table, crying. He gently helped her up and she fell into his arms, sobbing. "Why, Matt? How did everything get so far out of control? I just wanted him to grow a set of balls, teach him to quit fooling around and grow up."
Matt sighed. "Well, you got part of your wish. I don't think he grew a set, honey. I think he whipped King Kong's ass and took his. You threatened his manhood, honey, the worst thing you can do to a man. Of course he's going to lash out, if he has any pride at all. You need to face reality, Tiffany. You're probably not going to get him back. Now, what do you want to do about your mother?"
Tiffany sighed. "Call Mort, and let him handle it. She may have just killed any chance I had at saving my marriage, and I really don't want to see her right now."
"Ah...Tiffany, I know it's not my place, but you know I've always cared for you. You're like a niece to me, so I need to say this. Your mother needs help, serious help. She's starting to get out of control, and once again, if she keeps pushing Bruce, she'll end up in jail, and not just overnight. Think about it."
................
Stephen Middleton was smiling as he entered the office. Hopefully, today's events had created such a rift in Tiffany's attempt to reconcile with her husband that the divorce was inevitable. He wanted Tiffany, wanted her badly. She was beautiful, had a great ass, and he knew she would burn the sheets up if he ever got her in the sack. Her tits were a bit small, but he was sure that if he had enough time he could talk her into a boob job. Of course, she did have the two brats, but he was already sucking up to them. Best of all, even if her husband got half her money, she was worth millions, and the future couldn't look any brighter. Her company was making money hand over fist, and she was getting a large chunk of it.
The receptionist stopped smiling whens he saw him, then broke into a big grin. "Mr. Bailey would like to see you, now. I'll call and tell him you're on the way up."
She grinned as he walked away. He did have a charming manner and an exceptionally large cock, and she had enjoyed the sex tremendously. But after he'd fucked her a couple of times he lost interest and started pursuing someone else. On reflection, she considered herself lucky. The poor woman he was after now was in for heartbreak, if she left her husband for him. It almost made her want to warn her, but she was also a bit of a self absorbed bitch. And that mother, she was certifiable. Maybe they all deserved each other.
Stephen pasted on his confident smile as he stroke into the inner sanctum. Wilson Wilkes was there, and neither were smiling. "Mr. Baliey, Mr. Wilkes, how can I be of service to you and the firm this fine day?"
Wilkes spoke first. "You can stop chasing married women, especially those not directly in the firm. The husband may not have diddly for resources, but he's got some powerful new friends. Friends that could make life for everyone in the firm very difficult."
Mort spoke up. "Listen to him, Stephen. It's pretty much a done decision about her divorce, so hang back, and don't add fuel to the fire. You well know our firm has a history of 'emtangling allainces', so we've basically kept a blind eye to your activities. However, now that someone else is looking, you have to be on your best behavior. Are we clear here?"
"I understand, sir. You can count on me."
"Arrogant assholes! Mind your own fucking business! When I get hold of some money, I'll start my own firm, and make our speciality kicking your fossilized asses." Stephen continued to rant and fume to himself all the way to his office. He calmed when he opened his computer, and looked at the screensaver. Tiffany, in all her glory, in a very small bikini. He remembered the wardrobe malfuction while she was learning to surf, and the feel of her hard nipple as he cupped her breast. She seemed shocked, but it still took her a few seconds to remove his hand and retie her top. He almost had her then, until her oldest cried out from the beach. She pushed away, gently, and swam to shore. Then, at the club, he danced away from the group, out onto a small balcony. They had both been drinking hard, and she didn't fight him when he kissed her, or after a few minutes when he put her hand on his hard cock. She gasped a little at the size, moving her hand slowly up and down the length. He was about to push her to her knees when another couple drunkenly stumbled out, giggled at her with her dress popped open, her breasts hanging free, and her hand on his monster. "Lucky girl," said the woman, before backing out.
She had jumped away and covered herself, and was subdued the rest of the evening. The next day she waved her rings under his nose. "I want you, Stephen, God knows I do. But as long as I wear these rings it will never happen. I've already lead you on, and I apologize. Please respect me on this."
He was furious, but put on a bland smile, sucked up to her kids, and gently derided her husband every chance he got. He almost broke out in his happy dance when she collapsed into his arms at the airport. It was just a matter of time.
............
A month later, Tiffany, Matt , Lew and I sat in a small conference room with Judge Katherine Holden. A respected jurist, she was asked to mediate the meeting, in an attempt to keep the parties calm and seek the best solution.
Lew wasn't pleased with the choice. "This has Mort Bailey's fingerprints all over it. He may have gotten her here, but I've been in front of her a couple of dozen times. She's sharp as a tack, as well as being fair. The down side is she's a hopeless romantic, so she's inclined to root for happy endings. We need to be on our toes."
The Judge heard the whole story, and the history behind what brought it about. Personally she was shocked. The young woman was attractive, extremely smart, goal oriented, and used to succeeding. The husband was more calm, not seemingly ambitious at all, but she caught the glimmer in his eye and knew he would bear watching. Katherine was a little shocked to see the way the marriage operated, but until a year or so back it seemed fine. The vacation seemed to finally trigger a change. After hearing both sides, she was sure it could no longer exist in it's current state.
"This is the most unusual set of circumstances I've ever encountered. Mrs. Davis, honestly, I don't understand your logic. Mr. Davis, I'm not sure what to make of your passive acceptance of the situation for as long as you have."
She stopped to push up her reading glasses. She was really attractive for her age, and was supposed to be in an on again, off again relationship with another senior Judge. I wished them well.
"Mr. Davis, I hear you are adamantly against counseling. I even understand your logic. But I've never seem such a mismatched couple who are obviously still in love. Your resolve almost breaks every time you look at her, and Mrs. Davis, it's plain to all you want your husband back. Now, it's my job to find resolution in situations like this, so Mr. Davis, I'd like ask this as a favor. Go and talk to someone, individually and as a couple. Air it out, and if you see no other way, when you go before me in court I'll approve the divorce. I'm not talking long term, maybe one individual session each, and three joint. Do both individual sessions one week, and the three joint sessions once weekly until you're done. Four weeks, Mr. Davis, not a lot in the grand scheme of things. It will be over before you know it and I'd look more favorably on granting the divorce, knowing you'd made one last effort. I'll even say please."
I was about to blow up, while Tiffany looked hopeful. Lew and Matt both leaned forward. Matt was quick to speak. "Do it, Bruce. Believe me, it will help."
Lew, who was still being forced to attend what was considered a marathon of counseling sessions, wasn't as keen. "Or, you could bog down into a never ending river of bullshit. However, IF they sign a binding agreement that once the sessions are done they're done and can only proceed if Bruce agrees, I think you should go along with it."
I think everyone was shocked when I agreed. Tiffany had a huge smile on her face. I could tell she was firmly convinced she had me back. I hoped she was ready for what was really going to happen.
..................
The Judge took the choice of counselors out of our hands, saying if she picked neither could claim bias. Martha Jones was maybe ten years older than us, mid-forties I'd say, and had been practicing for almost twenty years, with a stellar reputation. Her only agenda, she had assured us, was finding resolution, no matter what she personally thought should happen.
I went first, and I thinks she thought I was lying when I told her about our life. I told the whole story of our relationship from the start. She made a few general observations at the end. "You must have really loved her a lot to live like you have. Tell me, in your opinion, being as honest as possible, do you think you're a good writer? It seems a lot of your problems stem from your passion, and you're determination to continue."
I didn't like the answer I gave her, but I needed to be honest. "To look at my track record, the facts would disagree, but I am in fact a good writer. I just happen to be a good writer that hasn't yet written a good book. It's that conviction thay keeps me trying. Tiffany knew about my dreams, and even encouraged me the first few years, but as she rose through the ranks and the money started getting better, she openly resented it. She told me more than once to stop chasing something I would never catch and do somethign positive with my life. I just can't give up the dream, and maybe I never will."
"Honest enough. Thank you for your time, Mr. Davis. Remember, your first couples appointment is on Thursday of next week. Please see my receptionist on your way out."
"Thank you, Dr. Jones."
It was one of the things I admired about her. She had early in her career decided to always keep things professional, so she always addressed her clients as Mr. and Mrs., and insisted they address her as Dr. Jones. "I'm not here to be your friend, I'm here to be your guide. I want you to keep it in the back of your mind that this is a professional relationship, and should be treated with the gravity it deserves."
I couldn't agree more.
...............
Tiffany looked around the office nervously. It had taken four months, but she felt like she finally had a chance to reclaim her husband. She knew she had to proceed slowly, with caution. This was too important to her to screw up, besides, she had actually accomplished what she set out to do when she left Bruce behind for a month. He definitely had grown a set of balls and she wondered how hard he would be to handle in the future. Sure she could bring him around she smiled, happy she would be getting her life back.
It took only twenty minutes for Dr. Jones to crack her confidence. Before she spoke, Dr. Jones gave her a rundown of her session with Bruce, pausing when she was done and looking at Tiffany closely. "Was he lying?"
It all sounded so unfair the way she described it. "Bruce is a lot of things, Dr. Jones, but a liar isn't one of them. Yes, our realtionship is pretty much as he described it."
"You make roughly eight to ten times what your husband does, yet he pays almost all of the bills. Does this sound balanced to you?"
Tiffany sighed. "You don't understand. The man is supposed to support his family, and he has no claim on my money. It was what we agreed on."
"It sounds to me like it was a lot more agreeable to you than it was to him. What were your financial responsibilites?"
"I kept the family clothed, and paid for all extras."
"Like vacations?"
She sighed. "Yes, Dr. Jones, like vacations. I'm sure Bruce told you about my leaving him behind for a month for a vacation in the islands. Yes, it was unfair, and yes, it was deliberate, and yes, I said many hurtful things to him before I left. But I did it for a reason. I wanted to shock him out of his childish dream of being a writer, and make him enter the real world. He's not an idiot, Dr., he could excel at anything if he applied himself."
"So your idea of motivation was to rub his lack of financial resources in his face, making him stay at home while you frolicked on vacation, leaving him with the idea you may or may not take a lover while you were gone? Really, Mrs. Davis, does this sound like reasonable behavior for a married woman?"
"It sounds like the behavior of a desperate women, one who wanted her husband to make her proud of him again. After I realized my mistake, I did send him a ticket so he could join us. His stubborn pride wouldn't let him come."
"So then, you admit you lost your respect for him? You and the rest of your family flew first class, yet you send him a ticket for coach, with a nasty note for him to quit whining. You really expected him to come? He says you asked several times what it would take to heal the rift before it got to this point. When he told you to prove your love and come home, you refused every time. Why would you do that if you knew your relationship was in serious trouble? By your own admission you are quite wealthy, it would have been nothing for you to fly home, settle your differences, and go on a nice family vacation later. Why didn't you do what he asked?"
For the first time during the sessions she lost her temper. "Because he doesn't own me! I'm my own woman, and I can do as I see fit. He NEEDED this lesson, and I had suffered long enough to give it to him. I was ashamed when he accompanied me to company functions. I was too mortified to introduce him as a video store manager, so I said he was a novelist, working on a book. When pressed for what he'd written, I told them he hadn't been published, yet. After three years that got old. I wanted him to be proud of being my husband, and show his love by becoming a man of the real world, instead of living in his head."
"So you think he was no longer a fit partner for someone of your stature?"
"Yes. NO! I don't know exactly. I still love him and this separation has been horrible. I've never been so lonely in my life. And believe me, Dr., there have been quite a few successful, reasonably handsome men who have offered to console me. I've even been tempted once or twice. But I have remained faithful. Why can't we go back to the way things were?"



"You mean like it was before the vacation? You not respecting him, cutting him out of your life and the lives of your chldren while you go away without him? I'm afraid you can't unring that bell, Mrs. Davis, and it may well be the death knell of your marriage. Did you really think he would remain the same after you walked out while he practically begged you to stay? You both have told me one of your intentions was to force him to grow a set of balls, and now you're not satisfied that he has. What exactly DO you want, Mrs. Davis?"
Tiffany finally lost it. "I WANT A MAN WHO'S MY EQUAL. A PROUD, SUCCESSFUL, CONFIDENT MAN, ONE THAT ISN'T INTERESTED IN MY MONEY."
Dr. Jones realized she had reached a crossroads. "So then, your declared objective is never allowing him access to anything you have. Why? Tell me, of all the married friends and business associates you know well, how many have an arrangement like the one you and your husband share? A lot? A little? My guess would be none."
She changed gears suddenly keeping Tiffany off balance. "Tell me about your parents. Did you have a good home life growing up? Did your father teach you about responsibility, while your mother taught you love?"
"My father was a flaming asshole, who left my mother when I was small, deeply in debt, after emptying the bank accounts."
"So then, so you think all men are like that. Is Bruce like that?"
"No, Bruce isn't like that. Then again, I'm never giving him a chance to touch what I've earned."
"Is that why you are so adamant that he pay the bills? Who are you punishing here, Bruce or your father?"
The realization hit her like a bucket of ice water, and she fainted. When she woke, though, she was more determined than ever to keep things as they were.
Martha Jones reviewed her notes after she left, frowning. This was going to end badly, no doubt in her mind. Her best hope was to get Mrs. Davis into long term counseling when it was over. Maybe it would save her next husband a world of grief.
...............
I sighed as I walked into Dr. Jones' office. This was the third and last one, thank God. The first two had been disasters. Tiffany couldn't see very much wrong with her behavior and attitude. She was upset that I was upset, she wanted me to come home and let her love me over my hurts.
"Tiffany honey, you're the hottest woman I've ever known. Honestly, I know I'll probably never find someone again of your caliber. I'll miss the loving, no doubt. But we can't live in bed, and still have to deal with real life. I loved you most of my adult life and it'll be a long time, if ever, before I stop loving you. But it's time to move on. I'll never be what you want me to be, and you'll never change. We'll never be as one. You'll maintain rigid control over your money, and there will always be a piece of you I'll never have. It's like you've always kept a pair of running shoes in your closet, next to the high heels, and you'll always be ready at a moment's notice to don them and take off. It might happen the next time I disappoint you, and don't live up to your expectations. Yes, I'm sure we'll be better, for a while, but sooner or later we'll go right back to the way we were. Let's stop the cycle now, try to move on. Let's raise our children to be happy, productive people at whatever they endeavor, able to deal with disappointment and struggle in their lives."
Dr. Jones joined the conversation. "Mrs. Davis, this is the last session. If I thought there was the slightest chance for a happy ending, I'd push the Judge for more sessions. But you two are so far apart on expectations now I have serious doubts any reconciliation would be short term. I'm going to recommend that the Judge let the divorce proceed. I know it hurts now, but down the road you'll see the it was the right decision. I'm sorry things didn't work out for you two, really. I can see the love in both of you, but it's just not enough any more."
Tiffany set a new high in lows with her rant, shreiking, and she actually foamed at the mouth once or twice. "You just had to try to own me, didn't you? Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you! Get your divorce, wallow in lonliness while I wallow in the throes of passion with a real man with an exceptionally large cock. Forget about the children, it'll be a cold day in hell before you see them again. I'm sure between me and Mom we can educate them in the ways of men. They will grow up to be strong independent women, beholden to no man. Forget about my money, I'll donate it all before I give you a cent. I think I'll sue you for child support. Go to hell, you bastard!"
She finally wound down, realized at least part of what she said, put her hand over her mouth and started sobbing. She'd hit me hard with her threats, and I stood. "I'm sorry, Dr. Jones. I know half the session is left, but I think you'll agree we're done here. I thought this would be a monumental waste of time, but I learned a few things about myself, Tiffany, and the state of my marriage. Unpleasant things, on the whole. Thank you, sincerely."
I walked out while Tiffany sobbed, and Dr. Jones called out to me. Three days later I got the court date.
..............
Tiffany didn't respond nearly as well to the therapy as I hoped. She went to defcon 4, a totally nuclear attack that surprised almost everyone.
"This is absolute bullshit, but it will help us in the long run. Child support, maintenance, what are those fossils thinking? I can't believe Matt went along with this. He has to know what a huge can of worms it will allow us to open." Lew looked at me hard. "Bruce, I want you to swear to me if we start this you'll stay the course. Seriously, if you think there's any way you guys may reconcile, we can stop now. If not, It's all out war. They're dumb enough to walk into this with their eyes closed. I'm going to really enjoy opening them to the real world."
"I'm serious. Make if public, make it hurtful, and make it expensive. She should have never gotten the restraining order keeping me away from my kids."
I was beyond furious when I was served. I never though Tiffany would try to poison my relationship with the girls. I strongly suspected Marge talked her into it while she was in a weakened emotional state. Lew assured me he would get it rescinded, but it would take time.
Lew, with Matt backing him, made one more try to head things off before it got to the really ugly stage. "Let it go, Tiffany. It's too far gone, too much hurt has been spread, for either of you to go back. Give him a decent settlement, write him off, and get on with your life."
She looked at him like he'd grown two heads. "You're my fucking lawyer, remember? Do your best, and I expect good things."
He just sighed and hung his head. Lew gave it a try.
"Please, Mrs. Davis, I'm begging you here. If we go to court, it all becomes a matter of public record. Years from now, your children may read the transcripts, and realize how hard it was on you both. Let's let everybody retain their dignity." The rant she went on was epic.
The action lasted four days, got national coverage, and made us both look pathetic. After the second day, a cartoonist came out with a panel that ended up in the New Yorker, after it was over, attached to a detailed article. The cartoon was a caricature of both, me as a mouse with a lion's head, her as what I think was supposed to be an eagle, with huge claws and an exagerated beak. The cation read "SUPERWIMP VS ALPHA WITCH, THE MOUSE ROARS!." When it was almost over, and the disclosure about vehicles had been made, they showed a picture of her house, the garage bays open, all her vehicles gleaming, side by side with my old dirty Volkswagen in the parking lot of the apartment building. Public opinion was definitely in my favor.
It was a cool December morning when we walked into the courtroom for the last time. Lew almost did cartwheels when he saw who was sitting on the bench. Katherine Holden had been involved in a car crash and was out on medical leave and sitting on the bench was a man, Judge Herman Herring. Normally a criminal court judge, he had presided over some of the most intensive cases in Florida history. He traveled almost exclusively with his baliff/bodygard, a huge black man who was also an excon, and totally devoted to the Judge. We found out later that he did it as a favor for Katherine, and she had to do some pretty interesting things to make it up to him.
"He's known as the 'Hanging Judge', but I've never met a more principled man. He's also still smarting over his own divorce, three years later. She really tried to do a number on him, but the legal profession closed ranks on him, exposing her lover as a mid level drug dealer, and implicating her in his business. She walked away with a third of what she was expecting, and spent most of that on legal fees. She left town broke, and rumor has it she's chosen the world's oldest profession to pay her rent."
The Judge called us to order, and looked out at the packed courtroom. Lew had judiciously spread rumors that this may be a landmark case, an almost destitute husband divorcing his rich wife and seeking a fair division of assets. There were a lot of reporters, and many from the legal field, aware of the blood feud between Lew and Martin, Devon, Bailey, and Bartley. I was surprised to see Bill Miatland's exwife in attendance. I wondered if she was getting pointers for her next husband.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, it occurs to me there is quite a bit of interest in this case. I want no outbursts, no comments, and no disturbances. This is a simple divorce case like thousands of others that are happening in this country as we speak. Now, opening statements."
Matt Henry tried his best, but he had a dog of a case. It all started coming apart when Lew called Tiffany to the stand. He looked at her after she settled in, with real sympathy in his eyes. "Mrs. Davis, do you agree with the estimation of your net worth?"
"Yes." The word was said flatly, with no emotion. I knew it was going to be hard for her to control that hot temper of hers, and it wouldn't take Lew long to trigger it off.
"Do you agree with the estimation of your husband's net worth?" She nodded.
"Then why are you fighting so hard to deny him his fair due? He was married to you for eight years. Tell me, even with the large difference in your incomes, who made the house payments?"
"Bruce did. But I made the downpayment."
"Noted. Who paid the power, the cable, those sort of things?"
"He did."
'Why?"
For the first time she looked defiant. "Because it was his responsibility as the husband."
"So then. You made eight times his salary a year on average. What were your responsibilites in the mariage. What did you do with your money?"
"I took care of my girls, paid the school fees, and any other incidentals that arose."
"Did that include vacations?"
Tiffany knew where this was going, and knew there was nothing she could do to stop it. Matt jumped to his feet, objecting, but the Judge overruled him. "It's a fair question, Mr. Henry. Accounting for the money is a large part of the process in proceedings such as this. Continue, Mr. Walters"
"Do you understand what started this whole thing?"
"Yes."
"Would you like to elaborate?"
"No."
"Well then, let me explain, from my client's viewpoint. You ambushed him with the announcement that you were taking the family on vacation, to Hawaii, for a month, and he was not included unless he could pay his own way, and could arrange the time off with almost no notice. Isn't it true you told him you were deliberately leaving him out, to quote 'teach him a lesson' unquote, and that you may or may not have an affair while you were gone?"
"It wasn't like that at all!"
"Please, then, Mrs. Daivs, enlighten us. What actually did occur between you and your husband?"
"I knew it was cruel, but I needed to teach him a lesson. He wasn't holding up his end of the marriage, working a dead end job while chasing a ridiculous dream. This was supposed to be a wake up call, to motivate him."
"Well, that didn't go as planned, now did it? You barely communicated with him while you were gone, repeatedly denied him the chance to talk to his children. It was only the threat of divorce that forced you into action. Yes, you sent him a ticket, business class, while the rest of the family had traveled first class, again knowing he couldn't get the time off from work. You asked him what it would take to heal the growing rift between the two of you, and he asked, no begged, you to come home so you could work on your marriage. Did you come?"
"No." It was more sullen now, but I could see she was bubbling. it wouldn't be long now before she snapped, if Lew kept pushing.
"I'm going to ask you why, a little later. Going back to the threat of having an affair, did you mean it?"
"No! Despite our troubles, I loved my husband."
"So, the whole month you were gone, the parties, the clubs, the beach, you never did anything that would be inappropriate?"
She hesitated, and in a quiet voice admitted she'd done a lot of flirting.
"That was it, just flirting? Well, I can understand that. You were, after all, an unaccompanied beautiful woman in a tropical paradise. Your Honor, my client feared for her fidelity, and had her observed during the vacation. May I share a few photos that may shed some light on her activities while she was on the island partying, while her husband was home, working?"
Matt was up in an instant. "Your Honor! What is he doing? Those pictures were taken illegally, they cannot be allowed to be shown."
"Your honor, no laws were broken. The photos were taken while the subjects were on public property, as were the photographers. There is no right to privacy on public grounds, at least none in Hawaii. These are vital to our case your honor. Additionally, her counsel knew about the photos. We had decided not to bring them into evidence unless we had to. With Mrs. Davis being so evasive, I think it best if they're allowed."
Judge Herring thought for a minute. "All right, I'll allow the photos, but not in open court. We will adjourn to my chambers, for fifteen minutes. That be enough time, Counselor?"
"No, your honor, but we'll take it."
Matt, Lew, Tiffany and I followed the Judge, Tiffany looking like she would faint any minute.
"Well?" Lew handed him a set of 8 X 10 glossies, each more damning than the last. He would not let me see them, and I now understood why. The first was of my family at the beach, the kids playing in the sand while Tiff and Stephen sat in loungers, holding hands. It was a scene of domestic bliss, and the smile on her face was radient. The next was of her and him in the ocean, on a surfboard, waiting for a wave. Her top had either become undone or she removed it, and his hands were cupping the small breasts I had loved for so long as she leaned into him. The next was of them in a darkened club, dancing, wrapped around each other, both of his hands planted firmly on her ass as she snuggled to him. Her dress, what there was of it, was hiked until the bottom of her firm butt was showing, I wanted to hit something, really, really bad. I had to get out, now!
Lew nodded and I bolted, finding myself outside and heaving. I heard the faint echo of her scream as I hurled breakfast on to the sidewalk. Lew gave me a few minutes, and came out with a bottle of cold water. I rinsed my mouth a couple of times before chugging the remainder.
"All right now?"
"No, but I'm calm enough to come back in."
I walked right by her without a glance and resumed my seat.
Lew looked at her with real sadness. "Are you ready to resume?"
She nodded, barely. "Still maintain nothing was out of line?"
"I made mistakes, all right? I was angry and confused and let my guard down. But I never, not once, had sex with anybody while I was there."
"Would you had forgiven him if it was him in the picture with a large chested blond?"
Her eyes flew wide and her anger showed, but she calmed herself. "I honestly don't know, but I'd like to think I would, IF he didn't have sex with her."
"I believe you, Mrs. Davis. Let's go away from the vacation for a minute. What kind of cars do you own?"
"Why is that relevant?"
"Your honor?"
"Answer the question, Mrs. Davis."
" I own a Lexus sedan, a Range Rover, and another luxury SUV for family outings."
How old are they?"
"The Lexus I just bought six months ago, the other two are less than three years old."
"Do you drive anything else?"
"I have a company car, a Land Cruiser."
"Which car does your husband drive?"
"None of them. He has his own car."
"Oh, that's right. He owns a twelve year old Volkswagen, with a hundred and fifty thousand miles on it. Which one does he drive when his is down?"
"None of them. They're mine."
"So when your husbands' vehicle is out of commission, and with three more cars in the driveway, he has to find alternative transportation. Why?"
"Because they're MY cars. If he would get a better job, he could afford a better car."
"Let me distill this down to the basics. What you own is yours exclusively. What money you acquire is yours and never shared, yet he pays living expenses while you bank and invest yours. Am I right?"
"Yes, but..."
"That's all I have at this time your honor. Thank you, Mrs. Davis."
Then it was my turn. Though he sometimes had a look of distaste on his face, Matt savaged me on the stand, asking questions designed to get only one answer. Lew stayed on him, getting more 'overruled' than 'sustained'.
At the summation. Matt painted me as a gold digger waiting for the right opportunity to financially destroy my wife. It sounded a little weak, even to me.
Lew was eloquent and sympathetic to both of us. In the end, though, it was evident that I had a pretty good chance of coming out financially secure, divorce in hand.
"Your Honor, if it had been a woman in this instance, the conclusion would have been foregone before an hour of testimony. She's the breadwinner, and he gave her many good years, never complained about the inordinate difference in their income, paid most of the living expenses while she banked her money. He was the primary care giver to his children, as she often worked erratic hours. He always rearranged his schedule to accomodate her. Please, your honor, give him what's right and what's fair. And remember, this was never about the money, but he deserves a just settlement."
The Judge adjourned court for two hours to consider the case. It was seven at night by the time we all returned. The gallery was packed so badly it was standing room only.
The judge had us stand before him. "Mr. and Mrs. Davis, it's plain that you still love each other. In this case though, I don't believe the rift can be healed. Therefore I will be granting the divorce. Pursuant to the laws of Florida, I award the husband two million dollars, the Range Rover, and sixty-eight hundred a month for a period of three years or until he remarries, should it occur in less than the stated time constraint. Again, you will note that this is fair and in accordance to the laws of this state. Mrs. Davis, you will make arrangements to disburse the settlement to his account within the next thirty days, and surrender the vehicle to him immediately. The first maintenance check will be received one month from today.
Please, Mrs. Davis, be reasonable about this. I would be very displeased if I see you here in a month, for refusing to follow my ruling. And Mr. Davis, use the years wisely, and plan for your future. Court dismissed."
Tiffany fainted and the Judge called for an EMT. He advised Lew and I to be gone before she awoke, so we left.
...............
The case made the front pages of every paper in Florida, the New York Times, The Washington Post, the LA Times and the Chicago Times/Sun, most of all the rest of the major papers across the country, and The Wall Street Journal. The echoing banner was, "Welcome To The Twenty-First Century, Family Law". Most of the papers carried a description of our divorce and the underlying reasons. Somehow, some of the photos were leaked, and Mort's firm ended up with egg on their faces. My favorite was of the last party, a photo showing two couples, not married to each other, in obvious lust. You could just make out a woman on her knees in a dark corner, red high heels sticking out in the light. Marge had always favored red. Tiffany's bosses and the law partners were not happy with the exposure, but they didn't have a leg to stand on. I was willing to bet that company vacations would fall out of favor for quite a while. Rumor had it three more divorces besides ours were directly related to the vacation, and the law firm had to shell out a bundle to keep things quiet.



Life went on. Tiffany and I lived parallel lives, I'd pick up the girls every other weekend and alternate Thursdays. Judge Herring had the restraining order squashed and removed from public record, giving a stern warning to Social Services for not fully investigating the allegations, and had Mort Bailey appear before the the bar to explain his actions, ending with him being issued a warning. I knew she was dating Middleton. It hurt, but I knew it was inevitable.
It took most of the law firm to get her to let go of the money. Oddly, receiving two million dollars gave me no joy at all. Lew took three hundred grand, just enough to cover his expenses, but then again it wasn't about the money for him either. Sticking it to Mort Bailey was worth more than money, he told me, and besides, his office was swamped with men whose wives were worth considerably more than them, hoping for the same result. He was really selective, and the cases he took he usually won. Most settled out of court upon hearing he was the lawyer of record. He was making money hand over fist, but he still wasn't happy.
He finally got his divorce, and was seriously dating some local woman, extremely attractive, and heir to a multimillion dollar paving company. I hoped he found happiness. I would run into him at O'Brien's now and again. Sometimes we'd share a table, often with Maitland. That man was getting an international reputation over his success with difficult and dangerous cases. I saw his wife, or exwife, once, a stunning blond with an impressive rack.
Apparently lawyers attracted insanely hot women, but then again, rack aside, Tiffany would have held her ground with any of them.
Speaking of hot women with big racks, I started dating an Italian woman, a dark brunette with a spectacular bust. She came into the store one noght with her mother, speaking Italian. I knew the language from my mother, so I addressed them, haltingly, in their language. It broke the ice and I ended up taking her out. One the fifth date, we made love.
Wait, that isn't exactly accurate. Tiffany was the hottest thing I'd ever seen in the bedroom, but Deanna was insane. Nothing was off the table sexually. If I wanted it, she was available. I got my first ever titty fuck from her, and it lived up to everything I thought it would be. We carried on for about three months before things went bad.
Seems she had the Italian temper, and when she started out wanting to nest, talking about children, I knew it was over. She did not take my reasoning well, especially the part about not wanting any more children. It was not a pleasant parting.
Apparently the girls told Tiffany about Deanna, and I got a scathing phone call, the first time we'd spoken in months. "So, you finally screwed a bitch with big tits. Did you ever think of me while you were playing with those floppy mammaries? She'll sag to her knees when she gets a little age on her, while I'll still be pert and bouncy. Of course, you'll never see them again. Then again, twenty years down the road, I may send you a picture."
"Tiffany, is there a point here? You should be happy, riding that big cock you have now. Why won't you leave me alone? I don't need to know anything about you now, especially your sex life. Go back to your big dick and count your blessings. You still have most of your money, and at the rate you're going, you'll have it back and more in a few years. You know, I haven't touched the money. It was never about that. I'll probably give it to the girls when they grow up."
"No, it wasn't about the money, you bastard. it was about owning me. I'm still an independent woman. No matter who I marry later on, there will be an iron clad prenutptial in place. This shit will never happen again. It was a mistake marrying you, knowing how prideful you can be. I'll be a lot more careful next time."
Well, if my heart wasn't already broken, that finished it. " I never once considered marrying you a mistake, Tiff. I loved you with all I had and it just wasn't enough, but I never, up until the last few months, regretting marrying you. Do me a favor, Tiff. Don't talk to me again. I don't think I can take any more hurt from you."
She started crying, trying to apologize, and I gently hung up. I went to O'Brien's, gave him a credit card, telling him to call me a cab when I couldn't drink anymore, and got seriously wasted. I think Lew was there at some point, but I don't remember the night very well. I woke up with the worst hangover of my life, to see three missed calls from Tiffany. I deleted every one of them, and spent the next two days trying to recover.
I had taken some of my maintenance and leased a really nice condo close to the beach, and within walking distance of a lot of shops and restaurants. Each of my girls had a room that I let them decorate. The place had a very nice pool, and we would spend some of each weekend there. I had gotten to know some of the neighbors, and they had made friends with their children. I also got hit on a lot, which irritated me if the kids were there.
Word had gotten out who I was. I always though I was reasonable looking, but I'm here to tell you, two million dollars makes you extremely handsome. There were five or six women there that were reasonably attractive, and I ended up in bed with every one of them at some point. It was fun, but it was just sex, and good as it was, there was no emotion. A couple didn't care, they were just looking after their own needs, but the others, seeing I wasn't interested in a relationship, drifted away.
The girls must have said something to Tiffany, because just before midnight the next weekend, she called. I recognized the sounds of sex immediately, and was treated to a tirade of how hot her lover was, how big his cock was, and how she was ruined, and could never return to a man of normal size like me. The squeals and moans got to me, and I hung up. She called right back. "Don't you dare hang up, you bastard. I want you to hear how a real man satisfies a woman. Your woman. At least I was. Now, I could never go back to a small dicked loser like you. He hits places I didn't know existed, how could I have missed this for so long? I want you to listen, asshole, because if it wasn't for your pride this would still be yours. AHHHHH...!" I'd loved her long enough to know she was having a massive orgasm. I didn't hang the phone up, I threw it against the wall with enough force to shatter it.
The next night she called again. I didn't break the phone, I just hung up and pulled the battery out, and tried to sleep. The next night, when she called, I was ready. "You need to stop this shit. I'm serious, Tiffany. Do it again, and you won't like what happens."
I hung up, and she called right back. I hit the record app on my phone, put it in the spare bedroom, and went to bed. I listened to a little the next day, and was beyond pissed when Big Dick got in on the conversation. "I knew I'd get her eventually, you pathetic piece of shit. I'd have had her while we were on vacation if you hadn't fucked it up. I've been banging her since two hours after you left divorce court. It took me a little time, but I've got her used to me now." He paused, obviously moving the phone, and I could hear slurping noises. "Hear that, loser? She can almost take it all now, and vows to get it down her throat if it takes her years. I can wait." There was a pause, and I heard Tiffany squeal. "That's it baby, squirt it all over my face! Mark me!"
I went to Lew, and the feral look he had on his face made me almost reconsider. "I'll handle it. She'll never do that again, I promise."
.........
"This has to be bad," Tiffany thought, as she was summoned to the office of her CEO. She wondered what it was about. By now it was 2009, and the real estate market was starting to show cracks. The easy deals were starting to get rarer, and people in the industry were starting to get edgy. Luckily, it was mostly the family home market, but still, everyone was nervous.
She was ushered right in, surprised to see Mort Bailey. He and her boss were brothers-in-law, and his firm was heavily vested in her company. She blanched a little when she saw Stephen. Things had become a little strained after the phone calls. He was becoming more and more demanding, and she honestly was a little tired of him. If if wasn't for his magic cock, he would have probably already been gone.
Things did not go well. They played a recording, and she recognized it instantly. God, it sounded so tawdry! Why in the world did she think it had been a good idea? She knew why, though, even after everything she still missed Bruce, and the thoughts of him with someone else made her insanely angry.
She was crying in shame at the end, while Stephen looked defiant. Her boss spoke.
"We just received this from his lawyer this morning. He's threatening a lawsuit and to put it on Facebook, identifying who you and your lover are, unless we can stop you from doing it again. Tiffany, you're my top performer, and I've always liked you, up until the divorce. You've been erratic since, but I put it down to a period of adjustment. Listen to me well, Tiffany. Much as I love you, if you keep up this behavior, I'll let you go. The market is too volitile right now to have this kind of publicity. What you do in the privacy of your own home is your business, but when it gets to possibly harming our businesses, it becomes ours. Look me in the eye, and promise me it will never happen again. Personally, I can't reconcile the woman I've known all these years to the shrew on these recordings. If you need counseling, the company will be glad to provide it, for as long as you need, at no cost to you. But whatever it takes, you need, simply put, to get your shit together. Am I clear here?"
"Absolutely, sir, and I apologize. It will never happen again."
"Thank you Tiffany. You may go now. Mr. Middleton, please stay."
After Tiffany left, the room was quiet for a few minutes, until Mort exploded. "You screaming idiot! What the fuck were you thinking, exposing the firm like that!"
Stephen looked a little contrite and a little defiant. "I wasn't thinking, sir. We'd had a few drinks and it was what she wanted to do. Honestly, I thought it was a hoot to torture her ex. I never once thought he'd record it, much less threaten to release it. You have my assurances it will never happen again. If push comes to shove, we can block the recording from being released."
"Damn straight it won't. Effective immediately, you are no longer associated with any account Tiffany's firm has with us, at their request. It wouldn't have mattered, I'd have removed you anyway. Now, I think the best thing to do is transfer you. I understand you speak fluent Spanish so I'm assigning you to the Tampa office. And Stephen, a word of advice. You're a good lawyer, but you think too much with your dick. You may want to polish off your resume. Your actions have made it impossible for us to ever offer you a partnership. Do you understand? As for blocking the recording, you're the one who sent it to him, dumbass. You gave it to him and there's nothing legally we can do. Go. NOW! "
Stephen, seething, agreed. What choice did he have? He was being sent as far away as possible and still be in the same state. His chances of partnership was in ruins, and though Tiffany had good pussy, it wasn't worth the cost. Fuck those old fossils. There were better firms out there. It might take a while, but he'd hook up with one, and show them, by God! Stephen Middleton was not a man to be trifled with.
He was surprised to see Tiffany waiting. "How did it go?"
"Not good. I'm being shipped off to Tampa, and told I would never be offered a partnership."
She put her hand on his arm in sympathy. "I'm sorry, Stephen. I know how much you wanted that."
Her words encouraged him. Maybe he could salvage something out of this mess. After all, the bitch was still rich. He'd never love her, he fucked her as a challenge, just to see if he could, but the money would be a nice consolation prize. "Don't worry, I'll weather the storm. If nothing else, I still have you. Tampa isn't THAT far away."
She took her hand off his arm and looked sad. "I'm sorry, Stephen, but I won't be seeing you anymore. There's just too much history, and while I love having you around, especially in the bedroom, I don't love you. So, go to Tampa, or wherever, and make a name for yourself. Remember me fondly. I will you."
What! The bitch was breaking up with him? Fuck that! Stephen Middleton did the dumping, not the other way around. "You don't mean that, honey! It will be long distance, but we can make it work."
"No, Stephen, we can't. We can't because I don't want it to. We had our time, but it's over. Please don't make this ugly. Let it go."
By then she had gotten into the little Lexus sports car, and was eye level with his crotch. He grabbed his dick, almost shoving it in her face.
"You can really walk away from this? What happens down the road when nothing else but size will satisfy you?"
Tiffany grinned, finally finding some humor. "I''ll do what I always do, even when I was married to Bruce, and sleeping with you. You never saw my toy collection, did you? I have some very, VERY nice equipment. It's how I managed to take you without hurting at first. I practiced, a lot. Goodbye, Stephen."
She drove away, and he could have sworn she was laughing.
Someone did laugh, and he looked down, realizing he had literally been left holding his dick.
Fuming and deciding he needed a drink, he drove aimlessly until he found himself in front of O'Brien's. They never went there, Tiffany avoided it because she knew it was a favorite of her exhusband. It pleased him a little, thinking about that. Stupid bitch still loved him, but her pscho mother had her so fucked up she couldn't express it. I hope the little bastard is here, he thought as he got out of his sports car, I'm primed to fuck someone up, and it would be a bonus if it was him.
.........
I was at O'Brien's again, this time with Vic Fleming, a co-owner, along with Henry Clark of an upscale, boutique ad agency. It was a highly respected firm, and I had wandered into their world quite by accident. I was a regional manager for Blockbuster by them, ten stores including two in Georgia. I had to travel once or twice a month,that I always scheduled for the weeks I didn't have the girls, but it was a twenty-five percent bump in pay and included a company car, a midsized Lincoln.
I realized I wanted more out of my life, and I wanted to better provide for my girls. I met Vik at one of the stores, and he was fuming into the phone. I asked if he wanted to see a list of the newest releases, and he suddenly started, looking at me closely. I'd told him once I was a writer, and he remembered. To shorten a long story, one of his writers had gotten busted for drugs the day before they were going to pitch a crucial ad campaign to a new client. He asked me to step in, and I did my best, personally thinking it was trite and old hat, sleeping two hours and deliviering it at eight the next morning. For some odd reason he thougt it was great, and paid me five hundred, cash, on the spot. Five hundred for about three hours of actual work. It was my turn to be impressed.
I ended up working with them part time, making about twice my salary at Blockbuster. We had met tonight for a reason. It occurred to me how proud Tiffany would be of me. He wanted me to go full time, offering me a ten percent stake in the company, to be vested at two percent a year. At the end of the term, he wanted me to manage the agency and let him and his partner go into semi-retirement. It was an outstanding offer, and I couldn't understand why he was doing it.
"You don't realize it, but you're the hottest thing in advertising in this part of Florida in years. People are starting to notice your work. We've tried to keep your identity a secret, so others don't swoop in, but sooner of later someone will figure out who you are, and come after you. This is a preemptive strike, to avoid that. You'll never in your life get a better offer, Bruce. Consider it for a few days, and get back to us. Now, let me give you your next assignment."
We were deep into discussing what the new client wanted, and I didn't notice when he walked in. Middleton noticed me though, charging across the room, screaming at me when he got close. It didn't really register until he was almost on me, and I turned in the bar stool. He was swinging, and I didn't have time to react properly, so I flinched back as much as I could. Stephen was wearing some kind of man bling, and I felt the groove it cut in my cheek. The force swiveled me around and I went went it, rolling off of the stool.
I had gone back to the dojo, working out several times a week. I even helped train their fighters, until the sensei asked me into the office. "I'm sorry Bruce, but I'm taking you off the training team."
"Why?"
"Because frankly, they're all afraid of you. You have a lot of rage in you. I attribute it to your divorce, but the fact is you're too dangerous to let into a ring. I don't know who you're beating up in your head, but I hope you never get into a confrontation with him. It could be very bad if you did. He would probably be dead, and you'd be in jail."
I bowed to his logic, and he sent me to a friend of his, for tia chi lessons. It really helped, and more importantly, it was a hobby I could share with my girls. I considered it a training ground, and full intended to get them into my dojo. Tiffany was fighting it tooth and nail, but she couldn't object to the gentle form. The girls enjoyed it, and that played as big a part in relaxing me as the art.
All this flashed through my head as I rolled to my feet, not stopping my motion. He never saw the foot coming until it made contact with his nose, spreading it all over his face. I was wearing wingtips, and those hard soles did a lot of damage. The back fist I followed with as I continued turning got him before he could fall, cracking his cheekbone and jaw and knocking out two teeth. He dropped like a deflated bag, and I kicked him savagely in the balls. It was only a glancing blow but it put him in the fetal position. I settled for kicking his ass, literally. It would be haard for him to walk tomorrow with those bruises. Everything bad in my life, the dissolution of my marriage, it all traced back to him. I was oddly detached as I fucked him up, fully intending to kill him in as painful a way as possible.
I would have killed him, no doubt, but about six guys piled on me. In full fight mode, I knocked one out, sprained another's leg, and sent Lew flying into the plate glass window. O'Brien, tired of replacing it, had installed tempered glass. Lew landed right inthe middle of the lettering. The glass seemed to give, almost throwing him back into the room. The only thing that stopped it from being really bad was O'Brien, who gave me a rap on the back of my head, stunning me. When I recovered, I looked around at the carnage. The guy I knocked out was still down, Lew was groaning and holding his shoulder, and O'Brian was in a full hitter's stance. I held my hands up in surrender, and there was a flurry of activity.
EMTs and cops showed up. Middleton was worked over and placed on a gurney. He was conscious when he was wheeled out. I grinned, knowing he would never again in this life be as pretty as he was when he came into the bar. He must have realized what I was thinking, and lunged against the straps. They were trying to calm him while I smirked.
I felt a hand on my shoulder and aptly, there stood The Angel Of Death. "Mr. Davis, I was here with Lew and witnessed the whole thing. I urge you to press charges. I hope to God you never show up in my courtroom. I doubt even Lew could get you off. You were going to kill him, weren't you?"



"Probably. Absolutely. I was in the zone, you know? Nothing mattered but destroying my enemy."
He grinned, and told me he knew exactly how I felt, and gave me a card for a shrink named Teller. "The man is the best, especially with anger management. Most all his clients are cops or somehow associated with the legal profession, and he's very good at what he does. I can get you in if you like. Now, I think you need to apologize to Lew."
He led me to the table, and besides Lew, there sat Judges Holden and Herring, along with his huge bodyguard. Herring grinned at me. "Well, son, you got a roomful of witnesses when it goes to trial. We all met here by accident, and had a ringside seat. You ever think about going pro?"
I shocked them when I told them I'd fought professionally for almost two years under another name, to help pay for college. I had quit the day I reached my goal. "I was good, but I was afraid of what I was capable of, so I never really quite let go. My trainers told me if I could, I would be a champion one day, but I never really liked hurting people."
Lew grunted, grinned, and winced. "Didn't seem to bother you much today. You'll be getting my chiropractic bills."
"I'll pay them. I really am sorry, Lew."
He waved it off. "I know. Now, you need to follow this nice young man to the hospital, to be checked out. As your lawyer of record I insist you do it, for the lawsuit you are obviously going to file."
I never noticed it, but my cheek was still bleeding, and my whole face was a red mask. It took six stitches to close it up.
....................
To make thing worse, a local reporter and his cameraman were in the bar, having a beer at the end of the day. The photographer had his camera sitting on the bar and managed to get some pretty good pictures, one of my foot flattening asshole's nose, another of me under a pile of men as I sent Lew flying, and one more of me, trying to get to Middleton, my face covered with blood.
"Local Businessman Assaulted", read the headline.
The reporter, Cameron something, dug a little, getting the backstory, and trotted it all out again. There was a lot of chatter on local talk radio about it, about seventy per cent in my favor. "Asshole needed his ass kicked" was the general consensus.
Middleton got fired. He was let go on a morals clause without recommendation, and the assault got him disbarred for two years, and ordered into anger management classes. He disappeared during the civil suit, but it didn't matter. He spent his salary as soon as he got it, and was in serious debt. No wonder a rich woman like Tiffany appealed to him. No one, in Florida anyway, ever heard from him again. Rumor had it he moved to the West Coast. Maybe he could hook on with Lew's old partner. We still got a judgement for two hundred fifty grand, but we knew we'd never see that money.
He also got arrested and no one would bail him out. He sat in jail, his body aching, his jaw wired shut, his nose protected by an aluminum strip. They had to move him to the infirmary after the rest of the inmates found out he was a lawyer and heard the whole story. His nose would have been broken again but there wasn't enough cartilige left to make a difference. He was finally tried, forced to use a public defender, four months after the incident. I had to be there and it was hard to believe the hollow shell was once an arrogant lawyer. I think the judge felt bad for the way his face looked. He was found guilty of felony assault, which the judge reduced down to the most minor sentence he could give him. He was sentenced to fourteen months but released for time served and probation.
Four days after the fight Tiffany called. I almost didn't take it, I would have changed my number long ago if it weren't for the girls. I sighed, and answered. "Hello, Tiffany."
I think I surprised her by answering.
"Bruce, is that you?"
"No Tiffany, it's a total stranger answering my phone. What do you want? Are the girls all right?"
"The girls are fine, but you have a lot of explaining to do. They saw the pictures and read the papers. I went to see him, Bruce. He'll never look the same again. I'm sorry, Bruce. I caused all of this, didn't I?"
"Yes, you did. I'm fine, by the way. Thanks for your concern, it means a lot to me. The stitches are healing nicely. Look, he still has that big dick thing going. He'll land on his feet. But it's water under the bridge now, and you can't make a river reverse course. I accept your apology. Anything else?"
There was a hint of a smile in her voice. "Maybe he'll be fine, but not for a while. That one shot to the crotch has one ball swelled to the size of a baseball and they almost had to remove it. It's a good thing it wasn't a direct hit or he'd be singing soprano for the rest of his life."
She stopped again. "Glad to hear you were concerned with his equipment. I'll try to have better aim if there's a next time. As stimulating as this conversation is, unless there's something else, I'll be going now."
"I always manage to screw up, don't I? I'm sorry Bruce. I really am glad he's alive, though. I'd have hated to bring the girls to see you in jail."
" I..well..um, that is..." She started crying. When she finally calmed, she sniffled a bit and then asked me a question. "Do you ever miss me, miss us?"
"Truthfully? Every day. There isn't a day that goes by that I don't think about what we had and lost. But time passes, and now that asshole is out of the picture, maybe we can move on."
"I was a fool, Bruce. I knew what he was doing and let him. Can we.. is there any chance...do you think we.."
I stopped her. "Tiffany?"
"Yes, Bruce?"
"Still have a pair of running shoes under the bed?"
She hung up on me.
...........
I though a lot about Vik's offer. I read the trade magazines, and when I saw the articles on little red boxes spitting movies out without any overhead to speak of, the ever enroaching cable market, and about a company getting ready to go online in a couple of years that offered whole catalogs for one cheap subscription price, I knew the writing was on the wall. I talked to all my managers, told them what I thought was going to happen, and left.
I shocked Vik when I wasn't interested in part time, but I'd come on board full time if the ownership clause would stay in place. I thought the man was going to kiss me. My salary, counting bonuses, could be as high as one hundred fifty a year, a minimum of eighty grand on bad years.
I didn't tell the girls. They would have told Tiffany, and I didn't want to deal with her any more for a while. As far as they knew, I still worked at Blockbuster.
The kids told me Mom started going out again after a couple of months. I ran into her, at a high end restaurant about six months later. She was with an older looking guy whose clothes and attitude screamed "money!', dressed in a tight little black dress that must have had a built in shelf bra, the way her breasts stood out. She saw me alone and came over to say hi, and no doubt rub her date in my face.
"Hi, Bruce. It's nice to see you. It's been a while. Nice suit."
I knew what she was saying. The only time I wore suits of this quality when we were married was if she bought me one to wear to a company function. She'd be shocked to look in my closet now and see a dozen of them.
I grinned. "Oh, I splurge once in a while. I wanted to look especially nice tonight."
"What's so special about tonight?"
"Hot date," I grinned, as she joined us. Maggie was a spectacular redhead, a hospitality manager on a cruise boat, The Bonne Chance. Her best friend, a Frenchwoman, was seeing Bill Maitland. Oddly, she was married, but it wasn't my business. Rumor had it her and her husband had an arrangement. Each was free to fuck anyone they fancied while they were apart. I know Maitland was plain smitten with her. We even double dated a few times when they were in port. I only said hot date to get a rise out of her, but truer words had never been spoken.
She was in green silk which really set off her flaming red hair, with a neckline that let you know that was all her under the dress. 38B, I found out later. Maggie was Irish, and I could listen to her talk for hours. I saw Tiff tighten up, and grinned. Pure anger shot out of her eyes, but she had to maintain for her date. Wouldn't do to let him see that hot temper too early. Then again, I'd gotten a glimpse of the wild Irish temper Maggie possessed. It would be a hell of a cat fight if they went at it. My money would have been on Tiff, though. The girl had only one fear, full committment.
I nearly laughed out loud at the mental image.
Maggie made it sweeter by offering to share a table, but Tiff grabbed the man's arm possesively, saying she wanted private time with her date.
"Aye, as do I, but a different kind of private time. He almost forced me here. I would have much rather spent the time in his condo, but he insisted. Oh well, they say anticipation heightens the feeling, you know?"
Tiffany had an expression on her face that looked like she had just chewed up and swallowed a bucket of lemons. I loved it. We parted, and I would look up once in a while, to her eyes staring daggers at us.
"She's your ex, isn't she?"
"Yes."
"She still loves you, you know? I thought she was going to jump me when I took your arm. Then again, the look you were giving her wasn't exactly hate."
I sighed. "Look, it's too complicated to explain. We loved each other, we were just mismatched from the go."
She smiled and rubbed my arm. "She's staring again. Look, this is our last weekend together for quite a while, maybe ever. We're leaving Monday for an around the world cruise that will last eleven months. Even then, the final berth is in Europe. I plan to spend some time at home, maybe see some of the continent. Maybe I'll call, see if you can take some time and spend it with me. It'll be the vacation of a lifetime."
Those words hit me hard, and she saw me frown. "Then again, lover, maybe not. You're the perfect man for marriage, loyal, loving, taking care of your partner's needs selflessly. Maybe too selflessly. I, myself, am not marriage materail. Maybe someday, but not now. I wasn't kidding though, when I said I wished we'd have spent the time at your condo instead of here. By my estimate, you're two and a half orgasms behind right now, and I intend for you to catch up before the night is out. Are we clear here?"
I grinned. "Like to skip coffee and dessert?"
"I'd rather serve you your dessert back at the condo. It's the perfect dish, you can eat all you want and it contains no calories. Settle the bill love, while I visit the loo."
By the time I'd settled the bill she was back, and took my hand. We got level with Tiffany's table when she stopped. "Opps! Hold on love, I dropped something." She bent over from the waist, and the bottom of that delicious ass was almost showing. She straightened, looked into Tiff's dinner partners' eyes, grinning at his gaping mouth.
"Here you go love. I thought this would save us some time, later."
I looked down at my hand. It held a very, very small thong, almost dripping wet. I grinned and slid it into my breast pocket, and told her it was so I could enjoy her scent. I looked over at the couple, wished them a good night, and left, my hand firmly on Maggie's ass. I felt Tiffany's eyes all the way out the door.
Maggie wore me out, gave me a tearful goodbye Sunday night, and was gone from my life. I never saw her again, although she did email me for a while. Tiffany called me Monday.
"Was that necessary?"
"No, it was my date's idea. Why, did it bother you? We've been divorced for almost two years. I could have called you Saturday night and let you listen to Maggie's atempts to get me up for the fifth time in seven hours, but I'd been there, done that, and still have the scars. Anything else?"
She hung up on me, again. Why bother calling if she didn't want to talk?
Five weeks later I saw her engagement announcement in the paper. It was to the guy we saw at the restaurant. He was an executive vice president of a major chain restaurant, pretty high up the ladder. They had relocated him to corporate headquarters to help launch a new chain of Thai restaurants. That stood to reason. Thai was Tiffany's favorite.
...................
Seven months later Vik Fleming looked up as the woman entered his office. He was sitting behind a massive desk that was custom made and he'd caried through every move as he became more successful. It was one of his favorite things in life. The woman was obviously a professional, but a very attractive well dressed professional. Her skirt was demure, but had a dangerously high slit in it. She turned to shut the door, and he couldn't see any panty lines. He almost instantly got an erection and sat back down. He thought it rude not to stand, but it would have been ruder still to show her the obvious effect she had on him.
She smirked a little, sitting down and crossing her legs slowly. Vik hoped he was right about the panties, but was disappointed when she tugged her skirt a little, covering everything. "Mr. Fleming, I'm Tiffany Hampton. I believe I have an appointment."
"Yes, Miss Hampton, I have you right here on the schedule. Please let me apologize for not standing, but I have a condition that makes standing difficult."
She had a tight little grin, and he knew she was aware of what exactly the condition was. She was a hottie, but wifey number four was entering a jealous, bitchy phase, so he behaved. Besides it was late 2010, and the Great Recession, as it came to be called, was just getting into full swing. Everyone was starting to feel the pinch, and they couldn't afford to lose what could well be a lucrative contract.
"It's Mrs. Hampton, Mr. Fleming. I'm keeping my married name until the divorce comes through. Mr. Fleming, my company has had the same ad agency for years, and to be honest, we think they've gone stale. We cannot afford that in this economy. Your company was recommended to our CEO, he checked on your work, and here I am."
She bent down to her briefcase, and Vik got a shot of her high firm breasts, encased in a silky looking bra. His erection returned. "What we're specifically interested, sir, is the ones responsible for this work."
He glanced at the first few and grinned. "These are all done by the same man, our newest hire. He worked for us part time at first because he liked his old job. He's fast, has great imagination, and to quote a cliche, can think out of the box."
"Wow, all that from a part timer. I'm surprised someone else didn't snap him up."
"Believe me, my partner and I had a few sleepless nights over just that scenario. We even offered him ten per cent of the company in two per cent per year increments, to keep him with us."
"Wow. I've worked for my company since I got out of college, and never in a million years would they offer something like that to any of their employees, let alone a part timer. I'll always be a hired hand, but I'm a very, very well paid hired hand, so I'll stick to them."
"Yes, well, we got lucky. He decided to go full time with us, giving up his other job. Here's been here less than a year, and we're getting so much business because of him we're having to add people. With this economy we're able to pick up some really good people. There was a guy we were after, but his boss offered him almost the same deal to stay in North Carolina. Plus, he married a local girl and didn't want to move. They would have made a killer combination."
"I'd like to meet the man, bounce a few ideas our firm has off him. If we can come to agreement, it could be very beneficial to both companies."
"I'll have to schedule something. He's out of the office right now, working for a charity. You might remember it, the ones for adoption based on the milk ads? Our man has a martial arts background, and even worked with the trainer for Betty "Bang Bang" Burke. Actually, she's married now, to her financial advisor. I guess he wanted all her money."
It was meant as a joke, but Tiffany winced and quickly responded. "Yes, I've heard of it. They're tied up with that adoption telethon that airs just before Christmas every year, aren't they? Miss Burke better be careful who she trusts with her money."
"Apparently, he was already rich when they met, and married her without a prenupt before she really got big. She probably makes four to five times what he does a year now. She's doing ads, you should probably recognize her from the Maybelline mascara work. I hear she's branched out into acting now."
"That sounds wonderful, Mr. Fleming. Tell me, when do you think you could make your man available?"
"How about tonight, a dinner meeting? I'll call him, make sure he's available."
He dialed, and soon was talking. "Bruce, I have a new client here, and she wants to meet you specifically, to bounce some ideas around. It could be a very good thing for the company. Her name is Tiffany Hampton. Why are you laughing? All right, I'll have the directions for you when you get back. Eight o'clock doable? Fine, fine. Be on your best behavior, Bruce. This one could be important to us."
He hung up, looking at the phone. "Eight O'clock, and you pick the restaurant. Is that satisfactory?"
"It will be just fine. If you don't mind me asking, why was your man laughing?"
"With Bruce, who knows? One of the things that helps him work is his sense of humor, even if most of us can't understand it most of the time."
Little alarm bells had been ringing in Tiffany's head for the last few minutes. "The Palace of Siam, eight sharp then. It's just around the corner and I'm a big fan of Thai food, and the reviews are very good. For the record, what is your man's full name?"
"Bruce Davis, Mrs. Hampton. He says he knows you."
................
I stood at the entrance, watching her. She had that little frown I'd always loved while she worked her tablet. The girl did like her gadgets. She must have felt me watching her, and looked up, breaking into a grin at the sight of me.
"Hello, Bruce. Come on in, I won't bite. In fact I can assure you with utmost confidence that my mouth will never touch any of your body parts again in this lifetime."
I just stood there, and it started to bother her. "Are you waiting on something?"
"Yes. I'm waiting to see if this is a legitmate deal or just an opportunity to hurt me one more time."
She actually laughed. "Bruce, get over yourself, and get over us. It's a done deal. I hurt you a little, and you hurt me a lot. You know, right up until the divorce became final, I would have taken you back, and worked to find a way to work out our problems."
"I could say the same to you. I would have given us every chance, right up until the time you called to give me a blow by blow, pun intended, description of your fuckfests. What possibly could have made you that hateful, or think it was a good idea? When was I ever that cruel to you?"
She rolled her eyes. "I just told you, moron, you hurt me a lot. So I retaliated. Would I have done it if I had been in my right mind? Not a chance in hell. But deep down, as hurt as I was, I knew if I did it, it would sever us forever. So I did it, to teach you..."
She stopped suddenly, realizing it was too late.
"Ah yes, another Tiffany object lesson. It worked about as well as the last one, didn't it? I have to thank you, though, because I did learn some things. I finally learned to let you go, because there was nothing of the woman I had loved so deeply left. I have to admit that I haven't managed to find your replacement, but then again, I'm in no hurry. There's someone out there for me, I just haven't found the energy to look for her. Let's just say I'm a little gunshy and leave it there."



"You're looking for a slave to own, aren't you? Someone who will have to give everything of herself to prove she loves you."
"Exactly, except for the slave part. You never got it, Tiffany. It wasn't so much about owning you, it was about being considered equal and owning each other. I'm a lot better off sharing a life with someone who doesn't have a thing but complete and total love for me. I'm making good money now, Tiffany. Not the megabucks you are, but I'm doing all right. When I find the right woman, everything I have will be hers, equally, and always. I wouldn't consider anything else."
"I'm leaving now, Tiffany. I could give a fuck less if Vik fires me tomorrow. Honestly, I can't stand the sight of you right now. You can't help but wave the red flag at me, and I always respond by charging like a bull. Not this time. Go back to your life, and try to do a little better on husband number three."
I was out the door and to my car in seconds. It was a brand new Cadillac Escalade. Bill Maitland had one, Lew had one, Hank at the company had one, and I had always admired them. Besides, I hated driving the vehicle I got in the settlement, because it always reminded me of what I lost. I got a really good trade value out of it, so I splurged. I was shocked beyond words when Tiffany jumped into the passesenger seat and crossed her arms, staring straight ahead, a determined look in her eye.
"What are you doing?"
"Pleading my case. I'm sorry, Bruce. Seeing you in nice clothes, working at the kind of job I always dreamed you would, kind of got to me. You should have done it for me, not because you wandered into it."
"I did wander into it. But I've found I really enjoy it. Eventually, with or without you, something like this would have happened."
She sighed. "Please, if we go back in, I'll behave. We'll just talk business, all right? And you could have knocked me over with a feather when Vik told me your name. MY Bruce, a respectable businessman, part owner of a very highly thought of firm! It was like I wandered into the Twilight Zone. And I had no idea it was you I was looking for, or we would have sent someone else, because we really, really want you to work with us. I swear to you it will be strtictly business."
I got out of the car. "One jab, one hurtful statement, and I'm gone, do you understand?"
She nodded, and in a move I never expected, locked down on my hand. People watching probably thought it was a romantic gesture. I took it as making sure I didn't leave.
Reseated, the waitress appeared, and we placed our orders. Tiff was surprised when all I ordered was a small bowl of their spicy soup.
"That's it?"
"Yeah. You never bothered to consult me, but I'm not much on Thai food. I never once thought I'd stay for over five minutes anyway, so I ate at Sonny's before I came here."
I saw her tighten her eyes, before she let out a big breath and relaxed. "While we're waiting for our food, let me run a few things by you."
She laid out her ideas, and while some were pretty good, many were disasters. Equally critical, she dismissed a few of my ideas out of hand, really liked a few, and wrote concise notes on the rest. Finally, she was enjoying dessert while I sipped some excellent tea. The waitess seemed to be hovering, and I looked at my watch. It was 11:45, and they closed at twelve. I left a very nice tip, but Tiffany snatched the check. "Business dinner, remember? We are going to do business, aren't we? I can get someone to take my place if it makes you more comfortable."
I laughed, surprising her. "If you behave like you did tonight, I have no problem working with you. It wasn' that bad, really. I can think of more painful things, root canals, for instance."
She smirked and grinned. "You're funny now. When did you get a sense of humor?"
I almost told I took some of her money and bought one but held my tongue. No need to spoil the mood.
Then she shocked the shit out of me. "You know, there's a bar two blocks over. I've heard it's a really nice place, and they have a live band that specializes in our music. Want to let off a little steam?"
I started to tell her no but saw the look in her eyes, so I shocked her back. "Sure. But we're not dancing, at least not with each other. I think your no body part touching rule is a very good idea."
She frowned, but grabbed my hand and we walked to the bar. It really was a nice place, the band was good, and the drinks were potent. Forty minutes later we were slow dancing to a favorite song of hers. We'd danced to it at our wedding, so when tears appeared and she pulled me forward, I didn't resist. She snuggled to me tightly, the feeling achingly bittersweet. She sensed it and ground into me tighter, until she was practically humping my thigh, while my hands wandered from the nape of her neck to the top of that tight little ass. She reached around with one of her hands and pushed me into her butt even harder. I had a negative thought and tried to push it away. She had always loved anal as long as there was plenty of foreplay to get her ready. I wondered how long it took to get her ready for Stephen's monster.
She felt me stiffen and looked up, realizing what I was thinking. She backed off the humping, but still held me close. I was happy and sad in equal measure when the song ended. There was a lull in the music and she started talking. "Bruce, Stephen and I never..."
I held my fingers to her lips gently, but the look on my face wasn't gentle. "You don't ever get to tell me about anything you and Big Dick did. I already got the reports live and in vivid detail, remember? This is a no go subject for me. Not now, not when we're eighty. Am I clear here?"
She nodded, as tears leaked down her face. I excused myself, to give her time to recover. When I got back there was a man standing in front of her and she was shaking her head vigorously. "NO! I will not dance with you. My date is due back any minute, so please leave."
I walked around him and she saw me, her face getting white. I didn't give her a chance to speak. "Sorry honey. Long line, you know. Who's your friend?"
She shrugged. "Just a guy. I asked him to run along, and yet here he is."
I gave him the look I'd used when I was fighting. He didn't seem scared, having about three inches and forty pounds on me. "The lady asked you to leave."
He puffed up. "You gonna make me little man?"
I grinned. "Why yes I am. I'll probably enjoy it. I hold black belts in two different styles, and fought UBC for two years. Oh, it was a while back, but I still train. I could kick your ass and still be in my chair before the ice starts to melt in my drink. Here's your one chance. Fight or flight. Reason, or stupidity. It doesn't matter. In ten seconds I'm going to take the decision out of your hands. You may even still be able to walk, after rehab. NOW GO!"
He looked stricken and scurried away. I turned around and Tiffany was looking at me like a feral cat in heat. All she ever knew about my involvement in martial arts was that I held a black belt. I'd never told her about my fighting career, and she never followed the sport, so we hardly ever talked about it. It got out after the fight at the bar. There were even two pictures of me from my fighting days and both times I was in the middle of a knock out.
We danced one more dance, and she did everything short of actually fucking me on the dance floor. Just before the song ended she pulled my head down and jammed her tongue down my throat so far I couldn't breath, holding it for what seemed like forever.
The lights flickered on, and last call was given. I looked at my watch, surprised to see it was 3 a.m. We walked outside, watching the people leave, those hooking up grinning, those that missed out looking dejected. Some were staggering, and a few were practically being carried.
"What was that all about?
She knew, but she made me ask again. "What was what?"
"What was the tongue bath about? If I remember correctly, you told me early on there would be no touching, much less the mixing of bodily fluids."
She shrugged. "It's been a while since I had a man in my arms, and I'm a little drunk. And horny. It meant nothing. That's as far as you'll ever get with me, ever again."
I sighed. "Good. I thought for a minute you were sending me signals. I doubt I'd do you any good after being wallowed out by Stephen's monster. I probably couldn't feel the sides. It would be like fucking a coffee can."
She stood upright, fire dancing in her eyes. "It'll be a cold day in hell before I ever fuck you again! Share a cab?"
Forty-five minuites later she was on her knees in my condo, slurping on my dick like it was the best thing she'd ever tasted. I had my hands in her hair, and would thrust every once in a while, making her gag. "Shit, I thought you'd be better at this after as much practice as you got."
She looked up, grinning. "I thought this was the best way to get you off. I'm not letting you put that pathetic little sausage inside me, I doubt I would even feel it. I thought I'd give you a mercy suck though, I still have pretty good suction."
Two minutes later I had her slammed against my living room wall, and she screamed as I dropped her down on my dick. "Damn, bitch, you're tight! What did you do, get a pussylectomy or something?"
"Fuck you! It's...oh, shit!...been a while. Damn, baby, where did you learn that?" She screamed a little as I pounded her savagely.
"Did your new hubby not ever get into that snatch? You...uh...feel like a sixteen year old virgin!"
"He was a lot...ahh... smaller than you, and way smaller than..." I slammed her savagely, not wanting her to ever mention his name. I felt her tighten up, and then felt a small flow of moisture trickle down round my balls.
"That's it, bitch. Come for me! Come on that dick you swore was never going near you again."
"You're small, but like I said, it's been a while."
I pulled out, her feet hitting the floor, her arms pinned above her head by my hand. She looked confused. "What?"
"If I'm not doing you any good, why continue? To be honest, it's nowhere near good as I remember it being." I let her go. "Get dressed, and I'll call you a cab."
She screamed in my ear, nearly breaking an eardrum, sliding down the wall until she was on her knees, swallowing me again before I could react. She was going to town and I was getting into it when she pushed, and I sprawled across the carpet. She was on me before I could breath, slamming down on me like a jackhammer at speeds I didn't believe possible. She came, screaming, and five minutes later had another massive orgasm, her muscles contracting around my dick and sending me over the edge. I nearly threw her off when I lunged up. She collapsed on my chest, and I felt tears.
I couldn't stand it. "Why, Tiff? Why did you do such hurtful things to the man you were supposed to have loved? Was his dick that much better?"
She raised up, gazing at me with intensity, and hopefully a little shame. "I'd lie to you, but you'd know it. His dick was a lot bigger, and he was very good, hitting places that had never been touched before. I'll admit, I loved fucking him. But I never loved him. And though it shames me a little, every time we had sex part of it was getting back at you for the way you hurt me."
For a guy who had just pounded a woman almost comatose, I didn't feel so good right now. She knew she had hurt me, yet again, and hastened to assure me.
"Yes, Bruce, I know it's hard to hear, but remember, I always loved you, and the sex we had was special, because we were in love. I will always chose what we just did over a big dick every time. Hear me, every time!"
"Still doesn't explain the calls."
"I was angry, all right! I was furious. You had disappeared, I couldn't find you to beg you to come home, to tell you how sorry I was I had hurt you. Then you filed for divorce. Even then, I tried to fight for you, right up until the divorce was final. And yes, we did fuck that night, but it would kill his ego to know it wasn't because I wanted him, it was because I wanted to hurt you. Then the girls come home telling me about the hot Italian bitch with the big tits you were banging, and I lost it all over again."
"Well, you definitely succeeded in hurting me. When he attacked me in the bar, it took six guys and a ball bat to keep me from killing him. And every time I tried to hit him, I saw your face, grinning at me. Does that give you any idea of the hurt you caused?"
She went pale, stroking my cheek, and sighed. "You're right, you know. If you had done something like that to me, I would never forgive you. But honey, you've always known I had issues. I always depended on you for balance, right up until the last six months. I was just so tired of everyone considering you a loser I started to think that way myself. Mom was on me to dump you and get 'a real man', the people at the office wondered behind my back how I put up with you."
"And who put those thoughts in their head?"
She had the decency to blush. "Well, Mom..."
"You can stop right there. Your Mom is the root of most your problems, Tiff, and that made her the root of most of ours.. I should have been a lot firmer about the bitch when we were married. Now I have no constraints, so I'm telling you. The woman is bat shit crazy. If I could find your father I'd kick his ass on general principle. I've told you before, and you didn't listen then, and you won't listen now, but the whole male population is not him. We're decent guys all told. You'll never know because you won't trust a man long enough to find out. Tell me, why did you and the esteemed Mr. Hampton break up?"
She got that stubborn look on her face, and I knew I'd hit a nerve.
"Let me guess, he tried to own you, right?"
She looked away and didn't answer, instead talking about her mother. "Did you know the court ordered mandatory counseling after the last time she confronted you? When she missed her second session the deputies showed up and she spent ten days in jail. Apparently her personality didn't mesh with the other inmates, and they had to put her in protective custody until she was turned loose. She still had bruises when she was released. The Judge terrified her when he told her the next session she missed without a medical excuse would get her six months in state prison. 'It's a medium security facility ma'am, and the state doesn't have the time or money to make sure you have a pleasant stay. Now, am I going to have any more problems with you?' Another incentive was me telling her if she didn't change, I was cutting her access to the girls. I'm fucked up,Bruce, I know it, but I'll be damned if I let the girls follow this path."
She glanced at me, with her calculating face on. I knew the look. She was deciding whether to tell me something she though I might use against her. "I... I'm in therapy now, too. When James left, I hit rock bottom, wondering why I couldn't sustain a relationship. So I found someone who I thought could help me."
Well, I never expected her to say that. "Has it? Helped I mean?"
She wouldn't meet my eye. "I don't know, it's too early to tell."
I knew then she was resisting whatever the therapist was telling her. Old habits die hard, I guess.
Emotionally wrung out and physically exhausted, I let it drop. I stood and looked down at her, her face a mix of misery and hope. It was in my mind to call her a cab and send her home, but what could one night hurt? Morning actually, it was after five. I reached out. "Come on, we need rest. Do you need to call someone?"
Again she wouldn't meet my eye. "No, Mom is with them, and I told her I might be really late."
"So, then, did you plan to spend the night with me?" I let the anger at her mother with our kids go, for now.
"No," she said, her face under a veil of hair, "but I was hoping for more than a business meeting."
"Well, you got it. Bed, now."
She followed along docilely, climbing into the left side from force of habit. I let her snuggle to me, my thoughts a jumble. I heard her sigh and knew she was asleep. She snuggled deeper, and I drifted off myself...
The next morning, actually more like noon, I woke to a very pleasant sensation. She raised her head, grininng. "Good, you're awake. I've already had my shower, and I cleaned you a little with a warm cloth. Now that you're among the living, let's have some fun. She tried to mount me, but I threw her off, grabbing her from behind and mounting her doggy style. I felt her flich when I buried myself in her. I'd taken her anally last night, the key word being taken. I wasn't gentle or considerate, I just lubed her and rammed it home. I knew what it was, and I wasn't ashamed. It had been a hard, brutal, grudge fuck, and even today I felt no regret for it. She resisted at first, but when I took her hand and rammed her fingers into her cunt, she was off to the races, begging me at the end to ram it in harder and faster. Today, I wasn't brutal, but I wasn't gentle either. She didn't seem to care, screaming out her climax so loud I figured if I had any neighbors home they knew what I was doing. We snuggled a little after, then I got my shower.
She had explored the condo while I was in the bathroom, and had made coffee. We sipped in silence for awhile, until she started talking about how great the girl's rooms were. "I let them decorate, within reason. I wanted to create a safe space, their own sanctuary so to speak. I know our split was hard on them, so I wanted to do my best to make sure they knew I still loved them."
She sighed. "We don't have stupid kids, honey. When you left, the hard questions started. Kathlyn knew it had to do with the vacation, and once, when she was really angry at me, she told me she wished she had stayed home with you, that maybe if she had we'd still be together. What was I supposed to say to that? I just kept on loving them, and things settled down."
"You know they never liked your husband."
She flushed. "I know. Marrying him was a mistake."
I flinched, remembering when she'd said the same thing about me. She had her head down, so she didn't notice.
"Looking back, I don't know why I married him. Maybe I was just lonely, and he was there. We met when his company wanted mine to find them locations for his new chain. He was handsome, intelligent, and charming. Things started coming apart right after we married. He wanted the girls to go to an expensive boarding school, the same one he had attended. His mother was British, and that's a pretty common practice there for the affluent. When the girls found out they had a fit, and said they would live with you instead of me shipping them off. It took a lot of hugs and talking to convince then it was never an option. Before, they had tolerated him, after, they ignored him.
He had invested a lot of his own money in the new chain his company had started. it was his baby, and was astounded when America didn't embrace the concept of Thai fast food. The numbers and reviews were horrible. When they started losing money, he came to me, wanting me to pour a million into the chain, to prop it up."
I interrupted her with my laugh. She was pissed when she looked at me, knowing what I was thinking.
"When I refused, things started going downhill. Of course, I had him sign an ironclad prenupt. Hard experience had taught me that, at least."
I couldn't help grinning. She wasn't looking at me, but I knew she knew. I had more money now than I did then. Lew had set me up with his investment advisor. His fees seemed high, but the meeting left me feeling good. "I don't operate like most advisors. I don't farm you out to a bunch of mutual funds. I personally pick every stock I want you to invest in and put my money where my mouth is." It was enough for me, and after a little over two years I had made back the money I paid Lew and was about a hundred grand ahead.



"Things went downhill from there. He was on the edge of bankruptcy when he left, taking a position with another chain, and moving to the West Coast. The divorce papers came the week after. He went after my money, but Matt was in top form, and he actually owed me money when it was over. Of course I'll never see it, but it was a moral victory."
I thought about that. Lew's former partner had gone west. So had Stephen. The first lover Bill Maitland's wife had had departed to Chicago, practically run out of town. Now it was her new ex. Was the entire population of the western half of the country cheating assholes?
She then went on to tell me he had a small dick and didn't know how to use it. I couldn't help getting a dig in. "You should have had him call Stephen, and gotten some pointers."
"You're an asshole, you know that?"
"That's a popular opinion among the women I've been intimate with lately. Maybe there's something to it."
I don't think that was the reaction she expected, but she grinned. "Good to see it isn't just me."
She changed the subject. "Can you believe Kaitlyn has a boyfriend? The little shit was trying to get her to play spin the bottle. I had a long talk with her."
"So did I, plus, I've been taking them to the dojo with me, got them enrolled in a kid's class. That, and I may or may not have shown them some things that would deter even the most ardent of boys."
She frowned. "How come I didn't know about this?"
"Because they asked me not to tell you, and I can keep a confidence. I wouldn't keep anything important from you, but girls will be girls, you know?"
"I know. Soon they'll be dating, going off to college, and leaving us in the dust."
"It's the cycle of life, Tiff. All we can do is make them as ready as we can. That's always been our job. We love them, guide them, then we trust them, and hope our teachings stick."
"Damn, when did you get so insightful? Success seems to have made you smarter."
"Not necessarily. That was a line from one of my stories, but I was thinking about them when I wrote."
She couldn't get the bitterness out of her voice. "Still chasing that dream? How many rejection slips are you up to now?"
That stung. "I stopped counting right after we split. It doesn't stop me. Sooner of later, I'll figure it out."
She knew she had stepped on my toes and backed off. "So, where are we? Will we see each other again?'
I could see the shock on her face when I answered. "I don't thinks so, Tiff. I couldn't afford it, emotionally."
"But why? Tell me you didn't enjoy last night. Tell me you're not that much of a coward that you can't at least try. What we had was special. It's still special. Why can't we rebuild?"
"Tell me something, Tiff. Say we do remarry. Will we be as one? Will we have joint checking and savings accounts, not sign any prenuptials, drive each other's vehicles? Will you still have running shoes under the bed?"
That one hurt, and she unleashed. "Asshole! You can't let me be my own person, can you? You're always going to want to control me aren't you?"
"Yes and no. It's not about the money, it's never been about the money and you know it. It's about being equal partners, able to share everything. You're never going to be able to do that, and you know it. What does your therapist say about all this, or have you even told her? Yes, I assume it's a woman. You would never share yourself with me, so I can't see you doing it with some strange man."
She refused to argue. "So this is it, then?"
I felt like the whole world was on my shoulders and it was more weight than I could bear. "Yes. This is it. I won't see you again, Tiff. I just can't go back to the way it was, and you're never going to change. So let's just go back to living parallel lives, and share our beautiful children. It's all I can offer you."
She never said another word, dressing in silence and slamming the door as she left. I sat at the dining room table, slow, fat tears hitting the formica of my retro dining table, and wondering if I really was an idiot.
We got the contract, and another woman took point. She even hit on me. I almost fucked her, knowing it would get back to Tiff but in the end I didn't, because I just didn't want to sink to that level.
.....................
I floated along for a few months before another random occurrence changed my life. We were at O'Brien's again, celebrating Lew's recovery from his plane crash and reuniting with his wife. At least she got it and figured out a way to get them back together. Mona was a really attractive woman, with an ass that was every bit Tiffany's equal. Maitland was there, with the elusive Frenchwoman everyone heard rumors about, along with Vik Fleming, his wife, who I'd dubbed This Year's Model, knowing it was going to crash and burn before the year was out, and Hank Clark. His wife oozed more sexuality at fifty than any two twenty five year olds you could find, and I had thought my relationship troubles were nothing compared to the shit she'd put him through. They always managed, just barely, to stay together, and the fact that Henry almost left her for a woman in her thirties gave her the wakeup call she needed, and she stuck to him like glue.
We were talking about things in general, we were all in a good mood, the taunts and teasing gentle but pointed, when Maitland asked if I'd written anything lately. I'd done a good bit after the night I spent with Tiff, but nothing coherent enough to consider polishing it.
"Yes, but none of it very good."
Mona, up until that time had been kind of quiet, still trying to make her way back. Now she spoke up. "You know, I've read a few of the short stories you've done in different magazines. I looked you up when Lew mentioned you were friends."
"What did you think?"
She looked distinctly uncomfortable.
"Look, if we're going to be friends, I need you to be honest with me. If I ask you a question, don't ever try to filter the answer. If I didn't want the truth, I wouldn't ask."
"All right, but you asked for it. You write like a pussy, Bruce. The stuff you do is fine for twelve year old girls and octogenarians, but everyone else almost gags on it. There's no conflict, everything is always happy happy. People don't want that. They want grit, real conflict and resolution, emotion. If you can't deliver that, you're doomed. I'm sorry, you seem like a nice guy."
Well, I asked for it. Didn't make it any less painful, though. "Well, that would explain all the rejections"
Vik had listened, grinning. "Thank you, Mona. All the rest of us made it a point to never discuss his writing. The thing is, Bruce, you have it in you to write like she says. Some of your ad copy is just brilliant, five second bites of real life. And If you'll take a suggestion, I have one."
"I'm all ears."
"To start with, you're going about this all wrong. You keep forgetting you have money now. First, you need to write something worth a damn. Ater that, you need a team. Think Nicolas Sparks just sat around and waited for the money to roll in? Fuck no, he didn't. He got a publisher that believed in him enough to get him in the public eye, an agent that kept his face current. I happen to know a very good ad agency that would probably give you a good deal."
Lew chimed in. "Don't forget a good lawyer. That's an absolute must. I'll have you know I've done intellectual rights work ten times, and won eight cases when they went to court. I know who to talk to and who to avoid."
"And fuck a publisher. Do it yourself, so you have complete control and won't have to pay anybody anything." This was from Hank, a man always thinking about the money.
Mona chimed back in, glowing in the sixth month of her pregnancy. "I can tell you from my charity work, a good publicist is a must. I'm obviously not working right now, so I can handle most of it, and I have a lot of resources to draw from."
Maitland grinned. "Well, there you go. A lawyer, a publicist, and an ad agency. Find yourself a sharp agent, a good editor, write something decent, and you're on your way."
Well, fuck me blind. Why hadn't I thought about that?
I did think about if for three weeks, then hit on the perfect story. A romance of sorts, it was basically the true story of Lew and Mona, with a little poetic license on a few facts. The editor I'd hired, a chain smoking woman in her late fifties, told me it had a lot of promise, and then destroyed it. I felt like setting what was left of it on fire when she finished. She grinned at my expression. "Buck up, boy. If it was easy, everybody would be a best selling writer. And it is quite good. I remember the news account for the story this is based on. It was interesting then, and you can make it a lot hotter, if you just try. Now, this is..."
I tuned her out for a minute. Fuck! I hadn't thought for a second about how Lew and Mona would react. I needed to fix that, because if they said no, it was over. I'd never offend my friends like that.
I approached Mona first, giving her the revised story. It was a short read, about a hundred and twenty pages, but I felt like I'd said everything needed so I stopped. Janice, my editor, agreed. "Nothing is as bad as having a first time writer try to stretch a novella into a full novel. It ends up just empty words and confuses the reader. You have it exactly right like it is now, so don't fuck with it."
She didn't call me for four days and I walked around as nervous as a cat at a dog show. Finally, on a Thursday afternoon, Mona called. "Our house, seven."
That was the whole conversation. It took about an hour to screw up the nerve to show. Mona met me at the door, wrapping me in a hug that was so tight I couldn't breathe. "Thank you," she said. "It was beautiful. If I hadn't lived it, it probably wouldn't have played so hard with my emotions, but you got it right."
Lew just grinned and shook my hand. "Well done, Bruce. You know everyone locally is going to know it's about us, but I don't give a fuck. Maybe it will give couples hope that anything can be overcome if they want it bad enough."
Then they stopped smiling. "There are few things we want to tell you about that period in our lives that no one else knows. We give you permission to use it, if you're respectful. All right?"
I agreed of course, and the next day Mona met me for a three hour lunch, telling the unvarnished truth from her side. I felt terrible for her, near tears several times as she spoke. She took quite a few breaks, to get her emotions under control.
It wasn't quite as bad with Lew, because I had lived part of it with him, but it was still pretty rough. I knew he was in pain, but not that much pain. I thought about it for two weeks, threw everything I had away and rewrote the whole thing. It was novel lenght now, necessary to work in the new information. I took it to my editor and she called me to come back in three days later.
At first, Janice didn't say anything. I could almost swear her eyes were moist there for a second. She sighed and sat back in her chair.
"This one is good, Bruce. Very good. We need to tweak it, of course, but not much. It will probably never be a best seller, but it should have legs, especially if we advertise."
Well, I certainly had that covered. Vik started a virtual campaign on the internet and we splurged with the advertising on Amazon. Hank came up with a novel concept, and soon the cover of Bittersweet Farewell was on three hundred billboards across the Southeast.
Sales started slowly, but gained steadily until we were doing about three hundred Kindle downloads, four hundred ebooks, and two hundred hardbacks a day. There were nine hundred fifty reviews in the first month, none lower than four stars. I did local talk shows in Atlanta, Columbia, Charlotte, Birmingham, Raleigh, Charlottesville, Nashville, almost every major city in the Southeastern region, plus Dallas, Oklahoma City, and a few more Western towns. I deliberately did none in Florida, Savannah, or any other border city. Mona, after hearing my wishes, made sure of that. All the personal information about me on the net or my book jacket just said I lived in Florida. It may have hurt sales, but I didn't want Tiff to know. It almost got out of hand when Oprah made it one of her selections, and had Mona and Lew on the show. They went in my place, telling her I was terribly shy and wasn't comfortable in the spotlight. She laughed. "If his next is as good as this, he may have to get over it."
They came off as they were in real life. Personable, attractive, and obviously very much in love. The book skyrocketed, and even cracked the bottom of the New York bestsellers list, for two weeks.
I ran into Tiffany at lunch one day. She was alone, I was alone, and instead of letting it get awkward, I grabbed her hand and told the hostess it was for two. She let me pull her along, and as we sat, we talked. Really talked, like adults.
Of course, we stayed on safe subjects. Most of the talk was about the girls.
"I can't believe how grownup they look! Did you know Kaitlyn has her peroid now? Our little girl is a woman now, Bruce."
"I know, I had to buy her pads the other day."
"Really?"
"Yes, really. It's just life, you know? You used to call me all the time asking me to get them for you."
She smiled a little, remembering. "Yes you did. You were a pretty good husband, especially about things like that."
I dodged that by asking her if she was working on husband number three. She frowned. "No, I date some, and let's be real here, it's basically to get laid, and I haven't found anyone who matches my needs. How about you? Ready to jump into domestic bliss once again?"
I grinned. "Nope. Been there, done that, won't live through it again. I've only loved one woman, Tiff, and it was you. However, I am seeing someone, and we're together a lot. Don't see it long term, but I'm having a lot of fun while it's happening."
She frowned. Seriously? She just admitted she dated guys just to get fucked, but frowns when I'm telling her I'm having fun? Women.
"Be careful Bruce. After all, you have a lot to lose."
It was early 2011, and the recession was just about as bad as it was going to get. My financial adviser had a long talk with Lew, me, and a few others, and laid it out for us about eighteen months earlier. "I had you guys in the housing boom, but I moved you out of it when the sand castles started crumbling. It's going to get worse. Much worse, before it's over. There will be some bargains out there soon, and I want to position you guys to take advantage of it. That being said, I'm liquidating everything while prices are still up. We can leave the money where it's at, ready to reinvest, and not pay capital gains on it. Do you trust me?"
We did, and followed his advice to the letter. I'd taken a four hundred thousand dollar disbursement, to jump start my writing, and had already paid everything back, with a two hundred thousand dollar profit, that was growing daily. I would do okay.
I looked closely at Tiff. We were both 37 now, and I could see a few tiny wrinkles around her eyes. She looked tired. "How's business?"
"Horrible. Our clients were mostly above the fray, so it didn't hurt them for a while. It's finally trickled up, and they're being very cautious. New projects are getting harder to find and finance. No bank on the planet wants to be anywhere near a land deal right now, not with the government breathing down their necks. I've got something really good going right now, the land will never be cheaper, contractors and suppliers are begging for jobs so labor and costs will be low. The local government and the state is willing to give us all kinds of tax breaks, and it would generate about fifty permanent full and part time jobs plus three or four hundred long term construction jobs, so it's a win-win for everyone. If I could find some private investors I could get it off the ground, but the usual sources have dried up."
"Are you all right?"
"I'm making about half what I made in the past, but I'm all right. How about you?"
"Oddly, business is up. The smart ones know the more they advertise, the more likely they are to sell. A lot, though, have cut back, and a few of our oldest clients will be out of business in less than two years if things don't change."
She kissed me on the cheek, thanked me for lunch, and I watched her sway down the street, her ass doing interesting things in that tight skirt.
I thought a lot about what she said, and the next morning I called Fred, and told him about our conversation. He seemed really interested, and said he would check it out.
Two days later Lew, Fred, me, and two more guys I didn't know had a business lunch.
Fred started it off. "It's a good deal. We probably won't do more than break even the first couple of years, but when things get better it'll be a gold mine. There are four hundred and twenty possible homesites, and the cheapest house should be in the five hundred thousand range. I'm talking at least three separate communities, with one for retirees, all gated and guarded. We only need to sell seventy five lots to break even on the land side, and the golf course is being designed by a big name, so the golf fees should take care of the course.
Everything is a risk of course, but the rewards could be tremendous. I'm willing to invest if you guys are."
He waited until the others left, and talked to me and Lew about what he thought would be another good investment. "I'm going to buy as many bank shares as I can afford."
Lew frowned. "You think that's a good idea? Banks are losing money by the truckload. The only one who isn't in financial trouble is the Hunt Bank, and that's only because it's privately owned, and word is they're starting to hurt too."
"You ever listen to the politicians? They are not going to let the big banks go down. They'll pump whatever it takes into them to keep them going, and when the economy rebounds we'll be sitting on a gold mine."
He looked around, and finally settled on Bank Of America. He told us he thought it had hit rock botton, and had nowhere to go but up. We bought in at six seventy a share, and three and a half years later it was trading at fifty four. I bought a hundred thousand shares, Lew bought fifty, and Fred went all in, buying a million. The profits bought Kaitlyn and Kristen new cars for their birthdays when the time came, and a big pontoon boat for me. It was anchored at the marina on the private lake of the housing community and country club we had invested in. We all had nice corner lots in the best community. I was planning to build my new home there.
.........
The phone call was not unexpected. "Is this your doing?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Don't play me, Bruce. Did the money come from you?"
"It was a good deal. I've always been impressed with your business sense, Tiff. Why shouldn't we make a little off this? It's just business. And my part wasn't that much."
That much was true, except she didn't know about the blind trust Lew had created, owned by Kaitlyn and Kristen, with me, Lew, and Fred as guardians, that had invested 500,000. It also bought both girls fify thousand shares of Bank Of America. If things went well, they would be set for life.
She sputtered for a minute before I cut her off. "Don't be a fool and look a gift horse in the mouth. Take the money and run, you put a lot of work into this."
Business sense won over personal outrage, and the deal came together. Her bosses were so impressed they bought her a new car as a thank you. A BMW Boxer. I'd see her time to time, zipping down the main drag. I'd always smile when I did.
..................
I was excited, grinning at what I was planning. The new woman in my life was also a novelist, a much more successful one, and we got along really well. We were more than fuck buddies, but not much more. She was 45, eight years older, but looked my age. And she was an absolute monster in bed. I thought Tiff and Deanna could get wild, but it was like comparing kittens to a Bengal tiger. She had skills I'd never encountered, and she taught me a lot about tantric sex, to the point I could maintain an erection for an outrageous amount of time. It just kept getting better and better.



An added bonus was that she had two girls the same age as mine, and they got on well. I had just come out with my second book, a long tome that turned me inside out as I wrote it. Janice was practically drooling. "You won't be able to hide any more, Bruce. This is going to shove you front and center into the public eye." I had signed with a publisher, one that had rejected my work seventeen times, and the team of Mona and Lew made them pay dearly for every one of them. I had an extra boost when HBO bought the rights to film Bittersweet Farewell, for a really nice chunk of change. My future looked very bright.
Sarah was talking about taking a vacation. The movie based on her fourth book was about to premiere, and she wanted a little downtime before she hit the talk show and red carpet circuit. Her daughters and mine shared a lot in common, the main being an absolute dedication to a popular boy band.
"I can get tickets and backstage passes, Bruce. It would be the thrill of a lifetime for them."
Without telling her why, I got Tiffany to agree to let me have the girls for four weeks straight during the summer. She actually welcomed it, the boost from the success of her latest venture made her the 'it' girl in land development, and she was extremely busy.
I told the girls to pack light, that I was taking them someplace special, and there may be shopping invovled. Sarah owned a timeshare type arrangement with an avaition service, so we were on a private jet and bound for New York before any of the girls could ask questions. We had a private suite in a five star hotel, Sarah and I had the master, and the girls shared two bedrooms, divided by age, so the older girls had one, and the younger ones had the other. We dressed them to the nines and arrived at the Garden. One of hers actually fainted when she saw who was on the marque.
We were front and center, among thousands of screaming teen girls. Sarah smiled her thanks when I handed her a set of ear plugs. When it was over, the girls were so excited they couldn't talk. We went backstage, and the guys in the band, late teens to early twenties, past masters of the meet and greet, welcomed them, posing for pictures, giving them autographed glossies. One gave Kristen the shirt he'd worn during the concert, and the others not to be outdone, gave the other girls theirs. That led to more pictures with the barechested boys. I was amazed at their toned bodies, but then again, to dance as frenetically as they did while they sang for sixty minutes would put anyone in shape.
The girls slept in sweaty tee shirts that night, and Sarah and I were smart enough not to object.
I didn't think about it, but every girl had a Facebook account, and they flooded it with pictures. We spent the next day shopping at some very exclusive stores, saw the Gugenhiem, and New York hot spots like Times Square. The girls even got a picture with the Naked Cowboy, who was extremely polite to them. He even sang them a song. Still a little creepy seeing a man in his BVD's and a cowboy hat with my girls under his arms. The evening found us on the jet, bound to L.A. for the premiere of the film the next evening. Once again, the girls and Sarah were dressed to the nines, and I didn't look too shabby in my tux as we walked the red carpet, Sarah posing for countless pictures. I stayed in the background because this was her time, and I didn't want to detract from it. She showed her appreciation with a littl PDA, kissing my cheek and taking my arm. The gossip magazines and tv shows were going crazy, trying to figure out who I was. One even speculated I was her new husband. Many gushed about what a handsome family we made.
Of course, being a man, I didn't keep up with any of this.
The next morning we were on a commercial flight to Japan. We saw the sights, and had a traditional meal, the girls dressed in native clothes, their hair done up carefully. They looked like little porcelain dolls, and Sarah looked like a geisha. A really, realy hot geisha. She was there for a book signing, marking the Asain release of her latest book. I stood in the background, and many assumed I was some kind of bodyguard. The girl spent the night at the movies, and had real bodyguards with them. That little fact kind of freaked me out later.
The kids were killing their Facebook pages, and had a following numbering in the thousands, when shit hit the fan. I got a vicious email from Tiffany, railing against me not telling her where we were going, accusing me of doing the whole trip fo revenge. I didn't know it, but Kaitlyn had posted it was the vacation of a lifetime. That one had hit her hard.
It took me a little to calm down enough to reply.
"What in the world is the matter with you? I do not need your permission to take our children on vacation. Maybe I should have told you, but it was kind of last minute when Sarah invited us to join her. Whatever, I'll have the girls home safe and sound in two to three weeks."
Two days later we were in China on the Great Wall. I couldn't believe it was built centuries ago. The man hours it took had to be astronomical. The girls weren't that impressed, but they really liked the traditional puppet show we attended that evening. They were circumspect with their photos, but they hit Facebook as quick as we cleared the border.
We left China and did the grand tour, England, Ireland, Scotland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Spain. We did all the tourist things, rode the gondolas in Italy, watched the Running of the Bulls in Spain. I thought the girls and Sarah were going to freak when they saw me run it for about half a mile. Fear can really shaves seconds off your run time.
We saw the Book of Kells, kissed the Blarney Stone, tossed coins in fountains in Rome, toured the Vatican. We even got to see the Pope, even if it was at a distance. We crossed from France to England on a eighteenth century three masted schooner, the sailors dressed in traditional clothes. It was indeed the vacation of a lifetime. Three and a half weeks after we left, we were back home in Jacksonville. I cringed a little over what I spent, but it was worth every dime.
The only bad part of the trip came when Sarah and I split up. On the last night, after another marathon sex session, she snuggled up to me, reaching into a drawer in the nightstand, handing me a little box. I didn't know what to say when I opened it and saw wedding rigns.
"We're good together, honey. Our kids get along better than most sisters. I've got more money than I know what to do with, and you're well on your way to being my equal financially, so the normal bullshit has no meaning in this situation. Marry me?"
I shocked the shit out of her when I said no.
"Why?"
"Because you don't really love me Sarah. You love the idea of us, the power couple of the literary world, at least in romance. All we have is we're great in bed and our kids like each other. We haven't been together long enough. We don't know each other's annoying habits, hangups, or predispositions to certain situations. I really care for you Sarah. You're a great mother, fun to be with, and sexy as hell. You've probably ruined me for normal women. And truthfully, while I care for you quite a bit, I don't love you. Let's hold on a bit longer, and see where it goes. Who knows, there may be wedding bells in our future."
Her reaction surprised me. "It's your bitch of an exwife, isn't it? You know you still cry her name in your sleep? And who the fuck carries around a picture of their ex? I knew when I read your book you're still carrying a torch for her. I've seen the little titted bitch, and honey, she ain't got what I got. You'll never do better than me, and I'm not willing to wait. We'll go home tomorrow, be pleasant in our farewells, but I'll never sleep with you again."
She flounced out of the room. I watch her juicy ass all the way to the door, but still didn't have any regrets. Oddly, I dreamed of Tiffany that night, when we were in our early twenties. it wasn't a sex dream, just a pleasant scene of two young people in love. I woke up and felt my cheeks, knowing I had been crying. I never went back to sleep.
...............
Since we were home four days early, I took the kids back to Tiffany sooner than she expected. They had been missing Mom, and I caught Kaitlyn one day while we were in France, crying.
"What's the matter, pumpkin?"
"I miss Mom. I wish she was here with us. Is this what it was like when we left you and went to Hawaii? I'm sorry, Daddy. I was just a kid then, I had no idea how you would have felt. I know that triggered you divorcing Mom, but I also know that was just the breaking point. I don't remember a lot, but I remember some. Grandma is a little crazy, isn't she? Mom wasn't very good to you, was she?"
I knew I had to tread carefully. "I loved your mother a great deal, baby, and she loved me, or we wouldn't have the two perfect children we have now. People change honey, or sometimes one changes while the other stays the same. There are a lot of reasons why your mother and I aren't together anymore, but I never once regretted my time with her. And I defintely don't regret you or Kristen. Well, sometimes I do, when you're being bratty, but most of the time I don't mind keeping you around."
She broke the hug and grinned. "We are not bratty! We're just a little more intelligent than most people, and it's hard for the common folk to understand us. Anyway, we're the lucky ones here. Even if you're divorced you're both still there for us. A lot of my friends can't say that. Besides, now I have the memory of two 'vacations of a lifetime'. Thank you, Daddy."
I was thinking about that when Tiff pulled in. The girls were running to her before she stopped, and I cringed as she slammed the lever in park, the SUV coming to a shuddering halt. She was out of the car with her arms wide, and soon they were a little ball of feminine tears.
I respected the moment, unloading the suitcases and boxes of memorabilia. There were several cases still to come. I had them shipped instead of the hassle of dragging them along. The girls walked up the drive, a child under each of her arms. I smiled, but the look on her face stopped me from speaking. "Girls, kiss your Dad and go into the house."
As soon as the door shut she was on me. "You had to do it, didn't you? You had to try and one up me. Well, you dick, you won this round. It'll be a long time before I hear one of the girls say, "Mom, remember when we did this in Hawaii? No, now I have to hear about the fucking Great Wall or the fucking Eiffel Tower or listen to fucking BadBoyz while they wear those fucking tee shirts until I feel like fucking screaming. I checked that big titted Cougar out you were with. Best selling author my ass! She's a hack romance writer. Was it some kind of groupie thing, hanging with someone who could do what you couldn't?"
I tried to be calm and failed. She knew looking into my face she had crossed some kind of line. I waited until I was close, because I didn't want the girls to hear. "Know what, Tiff? Fuck you, which is apparently your favorite word now, and the arrogant ass you rode in! Wait a minute, YOU are the arrogant ass. I didn't judge you when you fucked your buddies or your little dicked husband or your big dicked boyfriend, so leave who I date and who I sleep with out of your world. IT...IS...NOT...YOUR...BUSINESS, not any more. It hasn't been for years. Now, tell me you understand!"
She had been getting paler and paler, and when I finished my tirade, she ran into the house in tears. Another civilized conversation with my ex. It had been over four years, why couldn't she leave me alone?
I asked just that question two nights later, to the table of my friends.We had gotten together at O'Brien's as a welcome home. Lew grinned, and Vik and Mona laughed. "What?"
"She's still in love with you, you idiot! Everyone but you can see it. I know a little, and I tell you she's changed, or trying to."
I looked at Mona in wonder, when Bill chimed in. He had been moody when his French lover left him, but as his reputation grew and his victories rolled in, almost every woman in Jacksonville, the northern part of the state, and southeast Georgia seemed determined to fuck him, and he didn't fight it much. Hells bells, I think the Jacksonville Jaguars cheerleading squad would have fucked him as a group if he showed the slightest bit of interest. And they all seemed to have one thing in common. Almost all were blond, beautiful, and extremely well endowed.
"I know for a fact she's been seeing Teller. You know he's one of the best, and I've seen her, time to time, coming out of his office."
"I'm glad. If a woman ever needed help, it's Tiffany. But if you'd heard the rant I got the last time I saw her, you'd change your mind pretty fast about her loving me."
Mona rolled her eyes. "Men really are idiots. Her rants are a cry for help, a way to get you to see her. If you'd call her up and say "be at my condo at eight, naked and in the bedroom", she'd tear the front door off the hinges to get in."
"Yes, and then she'd put on her running shoes and scurry back into her safe zone. It's never going to happen, Mona."
"We'll see. Did you know we sit on a few of the same charity boards? The first thing she said to me when we met was that my husband was a very good lawyer. Everything after that was all about you. She once made fun of your writing, and it was all I could do to not tell her. I didn't talk to her the next two meetings. She hasn't said a word about your writing since."
She grinned again. "That's all going to change, soon. Ready for your coming out party? You're not going to back out, are you? It's been pretty damn hard being a publicist whose client won't appear in public."
"No, it's for a good cause, and it's time. I took a sabbatical from the firm, and honestly, I'm not sure I'll ever go back. I'm ready."
............
Even as Mona put the finishing touches on her makeup and straightened the seams on her hose, she was fuming. She used to love functions like this but the hassle of finding the perfect date and making sure he behaved was getting a little old. They all expected her to drop on the bed and spread her legs when it was over. It seemed like everyone she had sex with had an agenda.
Of course, as their most successful female, her firm wanted her to get as much facetime as possible. Her assistant had been excited she was going. "HE'S going to be there. I wish I could go but tickets have been sold out since the announcement that he was going to do a book signing. It will be the first time he's appeared in public. You have to tell me how he looks tomorrow. He has to be handsome, he just has to! Tell me everything, okay?"
"Who in the world are you talking about, Hillary?"
"B. Davis. Both his books have made me cry, but his last one is very powerful, and there is no traditional happy ending. Still, I couldn't put it down when I got it. It took two boxes of tissue, but I finished it in one go. If he's giving autographs, will you get me one?"
Tiffany had seen the billboards all over town. A bedroon scene, it featured a four poster bed, with shoes lined under it, the length of the bed. All were high heels, four inches or better, Jimmy Cho's, Loubotons, other famous designers. She owned a lot of the same shoes. And right in the middle there was a pair of bright pink Nikes. The caption read "Running Shoes Under The Bed," by B. Davis. Something about them made her uneasy every time she saw one.
Tiffany only read newspapers and trade journals, a fact that had irritated Bruce no end. She grinned, thinking every time Bruce saw those billboards, it would tear him up. Another successful writer, and it wasn't him. The book was apparently red hot and flying off the shelfs. She'd heard a review of it on talk radio, and the reviewer gushed about how intensly emotional it was. It was currently fifteen on the bestsellers list, and expected to hit number one in less than a month. The rumor in the trades said there were six production companies in a bidding war for the video rights, and the figure 12 million was being tossed around.
Tonight she didn't have to worry about her date being an octopus disguised as a man. Her 'date' for the night was her oldest daughter, who'd almost thrown a fit when she found out she was going. She finally let her, knowing she could use her as an excuse to leave early, and it would expose Kaitlyn to adults in situations she'd never encountered before. It would probably be an eye opener for her.
They were going to a charity fundraiser, a five hundred dollar a plate dinner and dance, the proceeds going to help victims and survivors of the terrible assault that took place on the grounds of the old courthouse. A drug cartel had gone after the judges and DA. The DA was unharmed, but many innocent bystanders, most some part of the legal profession, were gunned down without mercy. She remembered reading about it, very glad of the jobs she and Bruce held, away from violence and strife.
Her tablemates were Mona and Lew Walters. She had hated him at first, but later came to admire him. He hadn't tried to stick it to her as opposing attorney in her divorce case, he'd just asked for what the legal system deemed a fair split. Still galled her no end to let go of that money. Mona she loved, even though she wanted to hate her at first. And when she found out they were still in close contact with Bruce, she couldn't help subtly pumping her for information about his activities. Mona caught on fairly early, and would just grin and change the subject.
They met at the entrance, and Tiffany was suddenly glad she had taken a little care in her appearance. Everyone had gone all out. The gowns were dazzling, hair elaborate, makeup perfect. Kaitlyn was a living doll in the long gown she'd gotten her, her hair arranged in an artful braid, with just enough makeup to highlight her almost perfect face. She definitely didn't look like a child any more and she realized there were going to quite a few nights in the not so distant future where she wouldn't be able to sleep until her baby was safely home after a date. The girl had been grinning like she had a secret she could barely contain all afternoon, and it was driving Tiffany crazy that she was so insistent that she dress up. She was suddenly grateful she had. Mona had a grin plastered to her face, matching Kaitlyns', and they whispered to each other as they hugged, grinning bigger when they broke. Something was going on, she felt sure, but she couldn't figure out what.
They found their table, and she accepted a kiss on the cheek from Lew, smiling when Kaitlyn turned her head. Lew leaned down and planted a gentle kiss, then seated them. There was a general hubbub, but it wasn't so loud they couldn't talk. "All right, spill it! Why are you three grinning like monkeys?"
Mona acted surprised. "Is it that obvious? All right, we lured you here to meet someone. Stop frowning Tiff, I think you'll like him. At least, I hope you do. I know Kaitlyn does. No, we won't tell, so stop asking. Sit back, enjoy the meal, the speeches if you can. There's going to be a few special events before the orchestra starts up, local celebrities will be about. I hear there are going to auction off a few signed Jaguar jerseys, that sort of thing. There's even going to be a local writer here, signing two hundred copies of his book, all for the charities of course."
Tiffany sighed, knowing she was going to be in for a long evening, especially when Kaitlyn said she wanted to meet the writer. Still, she had her firm to represent, so she mingled, pressed the flesh, said hello to a few old friends. Mort Bailey, now over eighty and retired but still in good health, was there with his granddaughter. Tiffany remembered playing with her when she was a girl. Matt Henry was also there, with his wife, whose hair finally matched his. She had a moment of sadness, thinking her mother would love this, but she was currently living in Miami, receiving therapy at an on site community. She had finally gone too far with the wife of one of her lovers and hurt the woman. It was court ordered, but it was better than jail, and was horribly expensive. In a move that surprised her, Mort and the partners were footing the bill, a nod to her loyal service. And, Tiffany suspected, payment for the many sexual adventures she had given them over her employment. It was going on two years now. If she cooperated with the program, she could be releashed in less than a year.



It irritated her that almost all were grinning at her, like they got the joke and she hadn't. What in the world was going on?
The speeches were not too long, thank goodness. It was an off year so no one was running for anything. After thanking everyone for attending, the MC made a few announcements, telling how much the fundraiser had brought in, and that 90% was going directly to the charity, thanks to the efforts of Mona Walters and a few others. Mona smiled and waved when the spotlight hit her. Then he spoke again.
"We've got a silent auction going. Some work by local artists, CD's by local singers, all on hand to personalize a message, some sports memorabilia, and lastly the writer B. Davis is going to make his first ever public appearance here in Jacksonville, and sign three hundred copies of his latest book, the megaseller Running Shoes Under The Bed. That's a hundred more than he committed to, but the demand was pretty heavy. They are three hundred apiece, but remember, it's for charity, and he will personalize every book. He's coming out now to make a short speech and take his place at the table. Ladies and gentlemen, B. Davis!"
The applause surprised Tiffany in it's volume and duration. Maybe she needed to read that book. The man strode on stage, resplendent in a suit that had to be Armani or Brooks Brothers, his hair perfect, his black shoes gleaming. When he stepped into the light, she almost fainted. She felt hands in hers on both sides, Kaitlyn's and Mona's. There, on stage, looking as good as she'd ever seen him, was Bruce!
He grinned at the crowd. "Well, the secret is out. B. Davis is none other than local boy Bruce Davis. Many of you know I struggled with my writing for years, until I got some advice and a lot of help from some very good friends. They, and one or two that I will not name, made me the writer I am today. I want to publicly thank them for their faith, and in one or two cases, their lack thereof. It all contributed. I'll be taking my seat soon, and remember, this is for a good cause, so open those wallets and purses. Thank you for coming out tonight."
He stepped back into the shadows, reappearing at the table after the auctions were over. There was already a line.
Tiffany felt like she had fallen down the rabbit hole. It was almost surreal. Kaitlyn was grinning, and she suddenly realized she had known all along, and so had Mona. She turned to Mona. "How long have you known?"
Mona smiled, rubbing the three month bulge of her second child. "From the very beginning. I'm on his team as his publicist. It's been a very difficult job, because he didn't really want publicity. I know a lot of it was him not wanting you to know. He said if you found out and criticized him, it would tear his heart out. All this time, Tiff, and he still can't get over you."
It hit her like a ton of bricks. He had achieved his lifelong dream, and she wasn't beside him. It just wasn't fair. She said as much to Mona, and was shocked when she slapped her face, eyes blazing.
"You want fair? Let me tell you how he became a success. He used your money, bypassing the system, and self publsihing. I want you to think about something. If you hadn't belittled his dream, and invested in it, you might be standing right beside him now, beaming, sharing in the realization of your husband's ambition. He would have been everything you said you wanted from him before the divorce. Instead, you're standing on the sidelines, forced to watch." She reached down, coming up with a copy of his book and slamming it down on the table hard enough to make the glasses dance.
"Now get your ass up and get in line! Let him know that you're finally proud of him. It might mean something to him."
"I'd look a fool! What could I possibly say?"
"How about, congratulations on your success, I'm happy you got your dream? Anything at all, as long as it's positive."
"Come on, Mom. I'll go with you."
She let her daughter pull her up, and walked slowly, feeling like she was going to an execution. Ther must have been some kind of signal because the crowd parted and let her go to the front of the line. Bruce hadn't look up, so he was surprised when she spoke. "Congratulations, Bruce. Seems like with a lot of things in my life, I was wrong about your ability as a writer. I wish you continued success." She held up the book, looking at the cover again." This is about us, isn't it, about what I drove you to?"
He smiled warmly. "You don't know how much that means, coming from you. I see you have a book, please, let me sign it. And yes, the story is about us, more specifically me and how I dealt with our split. Read it Tiff. I was not unkind to you in it."
He scribbled his name and handed it back to her. She felt slighted. "That's it? Your name? I would have thought there would be more."
Bruce grinned. "Look at the dedication, Tiff."
She opened the book to the front. There it was. "This is for Tiffany, with love. Without her none of this would have been possible."
That's when the tears started. Kaitlyn and Lew gently guided her back to her seat. She sobbed for a bit, ignoring the people staring. "I've ruined my life, Mona, along with his. I was an arrogant bitch and karma bit me right in the ass. I hope he finds someone to love, someone who gives him back the joy I stole from him all those years."
Mona leaned in and smiled, her words gentle. "Bitch, don't make me slap you again. He doesn't want anyone else. It's you he wants, and it'll always be you. But you have to change, girl. You have to let him in. Look at me! I betrayed my husband, treated him horribly for a long time, and have been regretting it ever since. He didn't deserve what I did to him. Eventually, though, we found our way back to each other. We found ways to love each other again. If we can do it, anyone who wants it bad enough can do the same. Are you up to it?"
She looked across the hall, watching Bruce share a slow waltz with their daughter. When had he gotten so graceful? She lost sight of him, but determined to make amends, she stood up. Just then Kaitlyn appeared. "He's leaving, Mom. You shook him up pretty bad, and he left."
She looked at her mother, her fifteen year old eyes looking thirty. "Well, are you going to go after him?"
She literally ran across the hall, but it was too late. She found out from Mona he was off on a book signing tour, as well as appearing on some talk shows, and sit in at a few writer's workshops. She cried all the way home while Mona drove. Kaitlyn and Kristen put her to bed, both climbing in and snuggling with her. It gave her enough peace to be able to sleep.
..................
I was getting a little tired of being considered the literary prince of the moment. I was just a guy, a fact I reinforced at every workshop. I had my speech down pat. "I was pretty much a talentless hack for a lot of years, until something very painful happened. It took a few years, but it woke me up. My advice for when you're stuck is to listen. To yourself, and those around you. Everybody's got a tale to tell. And if you have pain, draw on it, own it, exorcize it with your words."
There were a few more writers there, and each made a contribution to the discussion. We were onstage at a small college, the hall filled to the brim with aspiring writers hanging on every word. It was being taped for the local access channel the college ran. Done with the discussion, they opened the floor for questions.
"I have one," said a woman as she walked onstage, carrying a huge handbag. I found out later it had taken a thousand dollars in bribes to get on to the stage. She told them she was my wife and it was my birthday, and she wanted to surprise me. That part, at least, was true. I never in a million years would have expected to see Tiffany on that stage.
She stopped right in front of me. My eyes went wide when I saw her. We were five hundred miles from home. She was dressed immaculately, looking as attractive as I'd ever seen her.
"What are you doing here, Tiffany? Come all this way to belittle my success? Jesus, Tiff, can't you just leave me alone?"
She looked at me, sadness etched on her face. "I will, Bruce, just as soon as I say what I need to say. I needed a few visual aids, to make a few points. I hope you understand."
First to come out of the purse was a brand new pair of pink Nikes. She placed then gently on the floor in front of me. Then she placed some papers, and a small box on the table. Next was a container of charcoal fluid, which she doused on the shoes.
" I know I was fucked up for a lot of years, but the therapy and banishing my mother from my life helped tremendously. I love you, I've always loved only you, and though it might not mean much to you, here I am. I'm yours, if you'll have me. My body, my soul, all my money, everything I have or am. All of it. I'm finally ready to be one. The papers are a complete statement of my assets, the bank account information, all ready for you to sign so we hold them jointly. There's also a prenuptial stating that I have no right to any money you've earned through writing or your ad career. And I sold the house, too many ghosts for both of us. The girls and I will want to express opinions, but wherever you buy and whatever you buy, we'll make it a loving home. I'm asking you in front of all these witnesses to marry me again. Give me another chance, let me be the wife I should have always been."
She shocked everyone by pulling out a grill lighter and a small but deadly looking revolver and laying them on the table. He felt the whole hall suck in a breath. "This pistol is to remind you that we belong to each other. If you ever cheat on me I'll use it to blow your balls off. If I fall or go back to my old ways I want you to put it to my head and pull the trigger. Now, this is just a symbol, but I hope you take it in the spirit it was given."
She was on her knees by then, taking the small box and opening it. Inside were matching bands, intricately carved, small diamonds gleaming. She held them up.
"Bruce Davis, will you be my husband? My equal partner, the true love of my life? Can you find it in your heart to join me as one?"
She lit the shoes, and small flames leaped up. "That's it, baby, no more running shoes. Do you accept my proposal?"
She looked desolate, tears running down her cheeks as she knelt there, eyes full of hope and terror. Her mascara was running, her eyes were red, her hair a little mussed now, but all in all she was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. It took me a few seconds before I was able to speak and I saw the tears start to flow faster. I got down on my knees with her, taking her hands.
"Yes, I accept, except for one small thing. This has to go. As one, remember?"
I tossed the prenuptial on the fire with the shoes, and we remained on our knees, embracing, touching, murmurring our love to each, ready to finally, after all these years, start our lives together as one. The audience had heard the whole exchange, and though they didn't understand it they started clapping and cheering wildly as security ran around with fire extinguishers while one grabbed the pistol. We watched a video of it later, but never heard any of it as we embraced and kissed. Finally, someone helped us to our feet, and she clung to me like I might drift away. I asked for a microphone, and introduced her to the crowd as my wife.
*****
Well guys, there it is. My demon laid to rest. Thanks again to DQS and my friends. You make it worth writing. And as always, thanks for reading.
Q
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Here it is, my contribution to the "Welcome To The New World" event. I hope you like it.
I couldn't believe he was gone. He was thirty-five, six years older than I was. Way too young to die. Then again, he didn't die a natural death. He died a horrible miserable death on the streets of some third-world shithole, gunned down with several of the men he was trying to do business with.
Turns out they weren't the respectable businessmen they had led Steve to believe they were, but high-end drug dealers trying to branch out into legitimate business. Their competition took the opportunity to eliminate them as business rivals and did a drive by, using machine guns. Four of them to be exact. Steve was hit seventeen times, lucky shots all, and they pretty much cut him in half. If it was any consolation, he didn't suffer long, dead in minutes from loss of blood. I wondered if he thought of Jen, his beautiful wife, and their plans to start a family soon. I wondered if he had time for regret, to realize he should have been happy with what he had. Heck, he was already a millionaire many times over.
Steve wasn't like that. He was obsessive, always looking for the ultimate deal, the one that would give him rock star status among his peers. He really thought this was it. He talked it over with me, as he had a habit of doing on all his deals. We were usually on his boat, fishing, just us. I'd look at him and just grin. "You really expect an intelligent answer? Shit, I don't understand what you're talking about most of the time. This stuff is giving me a headache. Now, are you out here to get Mr. Big or what?"
He'd grin back. "Mr. Big, definitely. Hey, did I show you my new rod? It's supposed to be the best. Think it will help me any? Oh, and I know you don't care or understand what I'm saying, it just helps me to say it out loud. Can't do that in the office; the walls have ears."
I'd just sigh. He'd fool with the rod that cost probably a third of my yearly income, get aggravated, toss it down, and pick up the old five-and-a-half foot rod with the almost antique Zebco 33 I'd given him, and start catching fish. In the time I'd known him, he'd probably spent ten grand on fishing equipment, not counting the boat. He never listened when I tried to teach him, and the fish had to just about commit suicide on his hook before he caught one, but he had a blast trying.
My time with Uncle Sam had taught me there was probably no safe place to talk. Any of the boats we could see might have equipment that allowed them to hear our conversations like they were standing behind us. Not to mention hacked phones, video and analyzing the conversation with lip readers, the opportunities were endless. I let him go, though. What he talked about had nothing to do with national security, or corporate espionage, so he was probably safe. I did venture an opinion, the first ever since we'd met.
"You need to think about this, dude. I've been where you're going, and it ain't Paris. People there would cut your throat for your watch and shoes. Hire security while you're there and listen to them. Almost no one there is what they seem."
He just laughed and tried to talk me into going with him. I politely declined.
After a few hours he gave up on Mr. Big and took consolation in Brother Bud. Jen frowned as I helped him out of his truck and into the living room, where we laid him on the couch. He was snoring in minutes. "Want me to help get him into bed?"
Jen smiled a sad smile. "Not really. Let him sleep it off there, and when he wakes up with a stiff neck and an aching back he might think about it before he does it again. I swear, Jaime, you bring out the best and the worst in him, usually at the same time. How do you do that?"
I shrugged. "Natural talent, I guess. Surely his other friends bring him home blasted some times."
I didn't know how to take her answer. "He doesn't have any other friends, Jaime. All the rest want something from him, or he wants something from them. With those guys, you don't just hang out. Every party is a business meeting; every social event is just an opportunity to network. It's all about the Benjies, baby."
"That can't be true, when he's around me we rarely talk about business. Most times it's about huntin', fishin', the wild women we have known and bedded, the ones that got away, the ones we wished had gotten away. Hot cars, hot bikes, hot boats, normal guy stuff. When he does talk business, I don't understand half of what he says, anyway."
"And that," sighed Jen, "is why he loves you. You could give a damn about his money, his status, or his acute business sense. All you care about is the good times you have when you're together. Plus, you don't hesitate to call him when he starts spouting junk. He loves you because you don't expect anything but friendship from him. One of the best things that ever happened to him was meeting you."
She looked at him and sighed. He had told me they were supposed to have a date night; business had been intense and he had been neglecting her. Not a good idea, because she wasn't just smokin' hot, she was blast-furnace hot. She'd been a model before she stopped after their marriage. She still worked out, still kept that hot body. Men walked into doors and buildings when she walked down a street. I knew, because I'd seen it. Besides the hot body, she had a perfect face, nice smile, pouty lips, blue eyes you could get lost in.
I was so tongue tied the first three times I was around her I could barely talk. She finally made me do three shots with her, and proceeded to tell me the dirtiest, nastiest jokes I'd ever heard for thirty minutes. I was laughing so hard I forgot to be shy, and we'd been friends ever since. I got an idea.
"You own any jeans?" I'd never seen her in anything but dresses and skirts.
"A closet full, why?"
"Got any boots? Cowboy boots, maybe?"
She grinned, for the first time. "Why Jaime, are you getting kinky? Because if you are, I have these thigh-high black boots that go great with my leather corset and flogger. If you mean regular boots, I have them in snakeskin, ostrich skin and plain old leather."
After I stopped blushing and she stopped laughing, I asked her out. She seemed startled and asked me why.
"Because, Jen, you need to get out and let go. Let sleeping beauty lie and I'll take you to a world you've never experienced before."
She stopped smiling, and I rushed to explain. "I was going out tonight, a little club that I bet you'd love. You're a very beautiful woman, and I'm sure ninety-nine percent of men in this world would grovel at your feet for a chance at you. I'm in the one percent here, Jen. I don't trespass and I respect boundaries. All I'm offering you is a chance to have fun, let your hair down, maybe shake that fantastic rump of yours. I'll watch over you. I'll even take pictures, and you can rub it in when he's nursing his hangover. You seemed down, and I thought I'd offer."
"Will there be beer, and rednecks, maybe a bar fight or two?"
"The first two are a definite. No to the rest. You don't cause problems in that place. It's very painful if you do. Rough up a woman and the bouncers would have to fight through a crowd just to get to the guy. By the time they get there, about all they have to do is take out the trash. It's a friendly couples' oriented place, and they like to keep it that way. Just thought I'd offer."
I rose from the kitchen table, and rinsed my coffee cup before placing it on the counter. Jen always joked that with my habit of neatness I'd make a fine wife someday.
"We'll take the Jag."
"We'll take the truck. If you took that Jag, every good ol' boy in the place would have to drool on it. Now, jeans and a nice shirt. And Jen, could you turn the heat down a little? The way you look right now, I'd get my ass kicked a dozen times trying to protect you."
She stuck her tongue out, and told me to wait ten minutes. I told her I needed to go home and have a shower to get the fish smell off me and get some clean clothes. She grabbed my hand and led me to the master bedroom, something that made me very uncomfortable.
"Stand here!" She walked into his closet, a twelve by twelve room stuffed to the gills. Hers was twice as big. I heard her opening drawers, and she came back with jeans, a western shirt, and anaconda skin boots. I was led down the hall to a guest room with a large bathroom.
"Here you go. He bought those things new a year ago, right after he met you, and has never worn them. I didn't bring you any boxers, so it's commando for you, big boy. Now clean up, and meet me downstairs in twenty minutes."
Steve and I were exactly the same size, down to shoes. The only difference between us was height. He was half an inch taller. Same hair, same eyes, people thought we were brothers most of the time. I showered, enjoying the multiple shower heads, shaved with the kit I found under the counter, and dressed. I had to admit I looked pretty good, for me. Well, they say clothes make the man.
If she tried to tone it down, it didn't work. Those jeans looked so tight I was afraid if she sneezed she'd blow every seam. A western shirt, pale pink to match her lipstick, her mane of curls were pulled back into something I think was supposed to be a pony tail, but looked like a sexy mess. She had a white Stetson in her hands and bright red boots on her feet.
"How do I look?" she asked as she twirled.
"Trouble, you look like trouble."
She smirked. "Exactly the look I was going for. Now come on."
We checked on Steve, who was now hugging a pillow and snoring. Jen wrote him a note and placed it on the coffee table beside a bottle of water and three Tylenol. We took his truck, since mine was still at the marina. It was a brand new shiny Z71 four-door four-wheel drive hunk of pearl white and gleaming chrome. Well, I thought, as I drove to the bar, at least it was a truck.
We arrived forty minutes later at The Barn, a huge building designed to look like, take a guess here, a barn! Almost everyone outside ogled the truck, but when I got out and helped Jen step down, every guy immediately thought "What truck?" and ogled Jen. She knew it, and used to the attention, strutted into the place like she owned it. She had a death grip on my arm, so maybe she wasn't as confident as she let on.
There is no other way to describe it, when we went through the door everything stopped and people just looked. The band hadn't started yet, and the place, usually buzzing, went quiet. I just grinned, and kept walking, waving to Mary to bring me a pitcher. It wasn't three minutes until she was there. She poured the beer for Jen, then ran mine all over the table while looking at her. I took her arm gently and stopped the flow. She looked down, flamed red, and started apologizing. Jen patted her arm. "Don't worry about it honey. I was the same way the first time I saw Jaime."
Mary looked from her to me, mumbled something and walked off, running into two tables before she made it back to the bar. I grinned. "Watch out, Jen. Mary is a switch hitter, and her on-base average is pretty high."
Jen laughed. "She's out of luck, then. I quit playing on both teams when I graduated from college." It was my turn to choke on the beer.
I saw the friends I was supposed to meet, and waved them over, making the introductions. It took forty-five minutes and three beers before they relaxed, and by then Jen had them so charmed they would have killed for her. I'd seen her work her magic before, so I just sat back and enjoyed the ride. Then the band started up, and I grabbed her, hustling her to the floor for a two-step. It took her about thirty seconds to catch on. I learned she held a college degree in dance. That song rolled over into a line dance, followed by the Cowboy ChaCha. By then I was out of breath and dragged her back to the table, the pout obvious on her face. I grabbed Greg.
"I'm tagging out, brother. See if you can keep up." She was pulling him out of his chair before he knew what happened. Thirty minutes later, she brought him back, huffing and puffing like he was about to have a heart attack. She actually sat and had a beer. Ten minutes later the band played a really slow song. It was a favorite with the crowd and they laughingly called it the Snuggle Special. She was out of her chair and tugging, so I went along. It was probably one of the most erotic things I'd ever experienced, and she had no idea. She molded to me, no dead space was allowed, swaying her sensuous body against me. The inevitable happened and I tried to pull back. She looked surprised, then grinned and molded tighter, even grinding a couple of times. I was in a daze when the song stopped and it took her a while to get me to let her go. When I did I instantly flamed red and took off to the bathroom, washing my face and arms with the coldest water I could get, trying to calm down.
By the time I was back she had Greg on the floor. I watched as she twirled and swayed to the music, her ballet training showing through. Poetry in motion was just a term to me until then. Then Barb tried to ruin the mood by getting catty. "Jaime, Jaime, you naughty boy. I thought you said you would never hook up with anyone married. Of course, what man could resist that?" She was staring daggers at Jen. Barb had been a spectacular woman, before four kids and three divorces. She was only thirty-four, and with the right makeup and lighting, she was still attractive. Not so much in the light of day.
She decided I would be lucky number four and made a run at me while she was still with number three. I didn't tell her the thought of being intimate with her was enough to make my skin crawl. They didn't make condoms that strong. I let her down easy, stroking her ego by telling her as wonderful as the offer was, I was going to pass. I had a hard and firm rule about married women. Leave them alone. When three finally caught her and kicked her to the curb, she had been hanging around the clubs, looking. She was getting child support from three different dads, and had won a little cash in the last divorce. My opinion was he finally just decided to pay her to leave him alone. So she didn't work, living off her ex's.
"It's not easy, but it can be done, Barb. Her husband is one of my best friends in this world, and I would never do anything to make him think less of me. He wasn't available and Jen wanted to go out, so here we are. It's just harmless fun to her, and she's having a really good time. Have you once seen her do anything inappropriate? She's either at the table or on the dance floor in plain sight. The guys she's danced with will have a tale to tell for the rest of their lives, holding a woman voted fourth most beautiful in the world at one time."
"Bullshit! I've seen the way she looks at you, the way you look at her when she's not watching. She's infatuated, and you're in love."
"Maybe so, Barb. But say I did love her? So what? She doesn't love me, and even if she did she's so far out of reach I might as well try to grab the sun. I'm just grateful she's my friend, and that her husband trusts us both. Think hard, Barb. Try to remember trust, and being worthy of it. It's been a while, I'd wager, since any woman would trust you around her husband or him around you. You've had, I'm assuming, the total trust and love of three men already. How's that working out for you? This is the only time I'm going to say this Barb, and after that you're on your own. Time to change your spots, reevaluate where you are in your life, and change. You'll never be happy, or make anyone else happy, until you do. You're still attractive under that inch of makeup. Get out of the bars and wash that shit off. Show the world your real face, and you might find a man who loves looking at it. End of lecture."
She stared as she got pale, red, then pale again. Then she surprised me by crying, little tears at first, then huge drops, followed by wracking sobs. I didn't know what to do, and it hurt me to think I caused her pain, so I hugged her, which made the tears bigger. I patted her back until she went down to soft sniffles. I didn't see it, but Jen had come back. She immediately dug a large wad of tissues out of her purse, and gently started cleaning her face while the sniffles stopped. Then she surprised everyone by taking her hand and leading her to the restroom, taking half the women at the tables with her.
Jen, thanks to her modeling career, knew quite a bit about makeup. When she reappeared with Barb, the transformation was amazing. Gone were the hard lines and thick makeup. She had makeup on, but it was subtle, flattering instead of hiding. Her hair was different, with a softer more natural look. I noticed her shirt was buttoned up, the first time in forever she wasn't flaunting cleavage in your face. Oh, the top two buttons were still undone, giving tantalizing hints instead blatant advertising.
It didn't take long for the guys to notice. A lot of them didn't realize who she was until they were right in front of her. Men who had walked right by her in the past suddenly found themselves asking her to dance, and for the first time since I'd known her, she said no, a lot. It took me a second before I realized when someone asked her to dance she would look at Jen, and say yes or no according to her expression.
We wrapped up the night on a high note, and watched as Barb left with her female friends, and not with a random hookup. I just drove, listening to Jen's contented humming. When she was really happy, she hummed without realizing it. We drove up to her mansion, punched the code in to the keypad, and I parked the truck in the garage.
It was two in the morning, and she told me in no uncertain terms I was spending the night. I'd been up almost twenty hours by then, and it sounded like a great idea. We managed to wake Steve enough to get him into bed, then I went into the guest room and crashed. It was ten before I woke up. I found Jen and Steve at the kitchen table, drinking coffee. Jen looked just as gorgeous as ever, and Steve still looked a little green around the gills. I grinned.
"Man, am I ever hungry. I think I'll make some breakfast. Red hot sausage, eggs with peppers and onions, covered in hot sauce. Better yet I'll make my famous breakfast chili, and pour it over the eggs and potatoes. Greasy, fried potatoes, if they're not dripping when you serve them, you've done it wrong. And the eggs have to be runny, so the hot chili can finish cooking them and soak the flavor in. How 'bout a big bowl, Steve? You can wash it down with a Bloody Mary, with a few extra shots of tabasco sauce. My mouth is watering just thinking about it."
Steve got progressively greener, until he jumped up and ran to the bathroom. I yelled at his retreating back. "Redneck wisdom here, Steve. Just because you bring a case of beer doesn't mean you have to drink a case of beer. Now, how about breakfast?"
Jen swatted me on the arm, grinned, and then toasted bagels, with jams and cream cheese. It almost made Steve go back to the bathroom. I probably drank four cups of coffee. They bought the best, and had a maker designed by NASA. I think it even factored in barometric pressure while it brewed. Steve was back on the couch again when Jen took me back to my truck.
"I had a great time last night. Thank you. It's been so long since I left the house for an evening that didn't have an agenda other than having fun. I envy you."
"Why, because I live a simple life? I probably make in a year what Steve makes in two or three days. I have to worry about bills, paying a mortgage and a car payment, wondering if my job will hold up or if I'll be out on the streets if there's a downturn in the economy. If Steve stopped bringing in money today, you could still live the same lifestyle you have right now for the rest of your life. Like the guy said, money won't buy you happiness, but it will buy you the best brand of misery."



"You think I care about any of that? I made enough off modeling that I'd never have to worry about what Steve has. I quit modeling with one goal: to find a good man and have a family. I'm trying to get Steve to start a family, and for three years in a row he's said maybe next year. My clock is ticking honey. I'm not getting any younger."
"Really? Are you even thirty yet? Relax, Jen. You have all the time in the world."
*****
Believe it or not, that was the first conversation I remembered when I found out he had died. No one notified me; I heard it on the nightly news like everyone else. I drove straight over, only to find the place full of people I didn't know. The asshole who answered the door didn't want to let me in so I straight armed him into the wall, walking by as he sank to the floor. I found Jen in the living room, surrounded by three of her college friends. Probably the only real friends she had in the whole house. She was sitting there, staring blankly, numb from grief, no doubt.
When she looked at me she wailed, and held out her arms. I soon had her on my lap while she cried like a baby, her friends petting her. The wails subsided to sobs, then sniffles, and then she was out. Her friends gave me a look of gratitude. I knew one; I'd met her at their house and we'd gotten along to the point she asked me to escort her to an awards dinner. Jen fussed over me like a mother over a thirteen-year-old. She bought me a new suit, shirt, tie, shoes and sent me to her stylist.
I probably looked the best I was ever going to in my life when I met her at their house. I was told in no uncertain terms that I was to drive the Mercedes and be a perfect gentleman. Sandy grinned as Jen gave me my instructions. "Not too perfect, Jen. I've never encountered a real live redneck, I've heard they can be lots of fun."
I flamed red and Jen had an expression I couldn't read on her face. We had a really good time. Sandy was a lawyer, a very, very good lawyer, as it turned out. The award was for a pro bono case she had won, getting a man who had served seven years out of jail by proving his innocence. She was now representing the guy in a civil suit against the police department and the DA who had convicted him, proving evidence tampering and outright lies on the witness stand. They were trying to settle for half a million; Sandy told them they would accept no less than three. They later settled for 2.2 million. She was smart enough to get it put into payments, two hundred-twenty-thousand a year for ten years. It was enough to set him up in life if he was careful, but it wouldn't bring back the seven years he lost, or his family. His wife had divorced him, taken their daughter and moved across the state, saying she didn't feel safe exposing their daughter to his lifestyle. She'd remarried, and was on the verge of divorce. Sandy got him scheduled visitation, and one weekend a month for then. She talked him into scheduling counseling sessions for him and his daughter at first, to get them used to each other. It would be rough, but she hoped they'd reconnect.
They did, to the point that she petitioned to live with him when her mother's second marriage cratered. In a surprising move, he brought her mother back to town, got her a nice apartment, and supported her until she could provide for herself. He said it was to make up for the child support he should have paid. She hinted, but he turned her down. She'd been pretty abusive in the papers and had refused to let his daughter visit him in prison. Too much water under the bridge. Instead of going to work, he enrolled in community college, then transferred to state, getting a degree in engineering. He and his daughter shared an apartment the last year; she was a freshman at the same school.
I had a really good time at the awards dinner, and enjoyed the dancing afterwards. Jen had to teach me to dance in the style expected, and I'm sure she nursed a few bruised toes the first few lessons. I was dressed well enough to fit in, and when asked I told them I was in construction management, not elaborating. I was actually a crew foreman, and made decent money for what I did. I even had a degree in Construction Management, courtesy of the GI bill. My bosses were impressed enough to promise the next management position that came available.
I was talking to one lawyer I had hit it off with, and Sandy was mingling, networking I guess is the correct term. I heard her say "NO!" really loudly, and looked over in time to see her jerk her hand away from a guy. I casually walked over, surprising her by kissing her on the cheek. "Hi, hon. Enjoying the evening?"
"I was," she said darkly, eyeing the guy in front of her. He looked at me and grinned. He had to be six-five or better and weigh over two-fifty. He had muscles, but I was pretty sure they were gym muscles. I was five-ten, weighed one-seventy, and my muscles were earned through hard work. I could see the dismissal in his eyes. I'd seen guys like him a lot, and one thing the military taught me was how to compensate for size. I grinned back.
"You wanna trade insults, beat on your chest a bit, maybe howl? I think in the interest of time conservation we should skip the preliminaries and go straight to your ass-kicking. I've faced pretty boys like you before, and one thing I've always done, win or lose, is make sure they'll never be as pretty as they were before we started. Then again, you look like you can afford a good cosmetic surgeon. So, you wanna tangle, or just tuck your tail and walk away?"
He started to bluster and I held up a hand. "Yes or no, walk or fight? Say anything else and I will perceive it as a signal to start."
He stuttered a few seconds. looked around wildly, but no one seemed interested in backing him and many seemed to enjoy the thought of watching him get his ass kicked. He deflated like a balloon and walked away. Sandy looked at me like I had grown two heads before grinning. "You've destroyed him, you understand that? He'll never be perceived as an alpha male by anyone who witnessed what just happened, and they'll be more than eager to spread the story. His power base is gone, and he'll never get it back. At least not here. I'll bet you anything he'll leave the firm in less than three months. "
I shrugged. "If it wasn't me, sooner or later it would have been someone else. Wanna dance?"
She did.
*****
It turns out lawyers make pretty good lovers. She was on me like a cat in heat the moment we pulled away from the curb. Three blocks later, she shrugged out of the top of her dress. Her breasts were small but perfectly shaped, high and firm, her nipples huge, and very sensitive. She tried to blow me as I drove, but I pulled her head up.
"Let me drive. I'll wreck us if you keep that up."
She grinned but kept a hand on my erection, slowly sliding it up and down. We managed to make it to her garage, where I dragged her out, bent her over the hood, yanked her dress up and her thong down, and slammed into her as hard as I could. She screamed and climaxed instantly. I probably didn't last five minutes, but it was a very intense five minutes. Mary came twice more before I finally unloaded.
When I pulled back she started sliding off the hood, so I grabbed her, carrying her into her house. I was going to put her on the couch but she revived enough to tell me where the bedroom was. I stood her up and she shrugged, the dress falling bunched to the floor. I didn't know it at the time, but we'd destroyed a three-thousand dollar designer dress.
"Get naked," she ordered, "I still owe you a blowjob."
Like there was going to be an argument. I woke a few hours later with her on top, riding me. I went with the flow until I got close and rolled her over, slamming into her as hard as before. We both collapsed back into sleep.
We showered together the next morning, got into a 69 on the bed before ending up with me doing her doggy-style. After she recovered she took another shower, came out dressed, and led me to the kitchen. Over coffee we talked.
"I really, really like you honey. I'd love to see you again, but I want you to know that right now my career comes first. I won't be looking for anyone to share my life until I make partner and that's a few years down the line. Think you can live with that?"
I think I surprised her. "I can understand that. You're attractive, great in the sack, and have a nice personality, but I have to be honest. I'm not looking for the house with the picket fence and 1.8 kids right now. We can still be friends if you like."
She grinned. "Make that friends with benefits and you have a deal. Jen was right about you."
I asked and she just grinned, telling me to get it from Jen.
*****
Jen was a little off for a while but after a long talk with her friend she was back to her sunny self. "Sandy gave a glowing report of the date. I'm glad you're smart enough to keep from getting serious. Sandy's not the one for you."
I was sort of depressed. "I don't think there's a one out there for me, Jen. Every time I meet someone I use you as a measuring stick and they all fall short."
She went red and then seemed to glow while Steve laughed. "You're ruined then. My wife is one of a kind, the gold standard of women in this world."
Jen really glowed then and I left, knowing they would be making love before my truck left the driveway. I wasn't jealous but I did reflect that if he felt that way he shouldn't neglect her as much.
*****
Sandy stood with her friends, and motioned for me to follow. I carried her to her bedroom, and they turned down the sheets. I laid her down gently, touching her cheek before I left the room. At least one of her friends stayed with her all night.
I went back into the living room, aghast at the sight before me. Somewhere along the line it started turning into a party. They'd found the liquor cabinet and were going at it pretty hard. I held it together until they turned music on, increasing the volume until it was almost blasting. Sandy came back in and looked at me, knowing what I was thinking.
"Who are these assholes?"
"A lot are Steve's business associates, here to stake a claim and begin picking the bones. Some are from her modeling days, and a few of them are going to try to lure her back. The rest are just along for the ride. They'll use her until she comes to her senses then, drift away to another victim."
"You're her lawyer of record, right?"
"I am."
"And Janice, she's a doctor, if I remember correctly?"
"That's true," she said as she started smiling, realizing where I was going.
"Then go ask her, in her professional opinion, if this is a good environment for Jen right now."
"We've already talked about it. It's not. But while we're all intelligent professional women, there's little we can do with this pack of assholes. We're thinking of hiring security."
I stood. "Well, I'm not a woman and have never been known for my smarts. Maybe I can save you a few bucks."
I got their attention when I turned off the music. "On behalf of Jen and Steve, I'd like to thank you all for coming. Jen's doctor has prescribed bed rest and quiet, so if you wouldn't mind, honor her wishes and leave. You can all come back later after she's had time to process. I'm sure she would appreciate it."
"Who the fuck are you, asshole?"
Before I could speak Sandy was in his face. "He's probably the only male in here who actually cares about Jenny. Leave her in peace. If not, well, I'll just have to turn my security consultant loose on you. He holds two black belts and has been charged with murder twice, but I got it changed to justifiable homicide because he was protecting a client both times. Wanna test his limits?"
None of what she said was true but they didn't know that. They left, grumbling among themselves until it was just me, Janice, Sandy, Melody, and Jen.
Janice told us she had given Jen a slight sedative and she'd probably sleep the night through. She turned to me. "Jaime, can you stay? Melody will be here but we'd feel a lot better if you stayed with her. Jen's going to be shaky for quite a while and she'll need friends around her."
I ended up staying for four days, moving into the two bedroom guest cottage they had while the women stayed in the house. There was a huge turnout for his funeral and she held my arm in a death grip, only letting go when I did my pall-bearer duties. I sat beside her while the preacher did the graveside service. She'd cried herself out by then, and sat numbly as he droned on.
The vultures had decided that with me around they'd never be able to advance their agendas, so they left us in peace and we returned to a pretty quiet house. Maybe 20 people, but they were all fond of Jen. I left the next day after Melody and Sandy assured me they would not leave her alone for a while. I didn't see her again until I was summoned to her house for the reading of the will. It seems Steve had left me a little something.
*****
She was ten pounds lighter and still a little pale, but she smiled when she hugged me. Jen, naturally, got everything except for a few personal items he wanted me to have. All his fishing equipment, his boat and his truck. He also left me a letter that I read when I got home.
"Man, if you're reading this then I'm dead. That sucks. I'm hoping you're in your sixties when you get this but I got a feeling that if you're getting what I wanted you to have, it's a lot earlier. I can't tell you what you meant to me. For the first time in my life I had a friend. A friend that didn't give a damn about how much I had or what I could do for him, but a guy who just wanted to hang out, maybe fish and have a few beers.
Think of me when you're kicked back on the boat, reeling in a monster I could only dream about, and raise a beer in my memory now and then.
One more thing. I want you to keep an eye on Jen. I should have been a better husband, but she was still the love of my life. Don't let her do anything foolish while she gets herself back together. I liked to think if anything ever happened to me she'd turn to you. If she does and gets serious, name the first son Steve. Just kidding, dude, but stranger things have happened and I know you'd be good for her. Think about it.
Ever your friend,
Steve."
I was a little surprised when a delivery van pulled into my driveway a week later. The guy had a full load and a note.
"Jaime,
I know you're not expecting this and probably wouldn't take it if you had a choice, but I want you to have them and I'm taking the coward's way out. I'm leaving for a while. I just can't take another night of rambling around in that big empty house. I'll return, but I can't tell you when. These are Steve's clothes. They'll fit you like a glove, and they're too good to waste. I doubt seriously you'll wear more than two of the suits for the rest of your life, but it will be nice to have that option. The jeans and the rest of the casual clothes will come in handy, as well as the boots. Please don't be offended. I know he would have wanted you to have them if he'd have thought that far ahead. Wear them in good faith, remembering the man who was your friend.
Remember, too, that I was also your friend and hope you let me continue to be.
Love you, Jen."
I let the stuff sit in my spare bedroom for a few weeks before I could work up the energy to start going through them. Who the hell needs twenty-eight suits? In the end, I kept eight, highly expensive and damn good looking. The rest I donated, sure some bargain hunter would freak when they saw them. I kept most of the jeans and casual clothes, and all thirty-six pair of the shoes and boots. Each pair probably cost more than I could make in a month. I'd never have to buy shoes again.
Life went on. I'd fish once in a while, always feeling guilty when I used the boat and truck. I hardly ever drove the truck because it was just too nice to have around construction sites. I'd go out on the boat, look through the expensive gear, but most often I used the old Zebco rig I had given him. I still remembered the night I met him.
I didn't have a boat, so I fished from the bank. I was at a hot-spot, right below the discharge chute of a power plant. A lot of stuff got caught up in the turbulence and came out the other end ground up. It was catfish heaven.
I'd already decided to call it a night at eleven. I'd caught four pretty decent fish and a twenty pound monster, enough to keep me in catfish for months. Steve came slowly down the path, stumbling in the dark.
"You okay, man?"
I could tell he was a little buzzed. "Yeah. Maybe. My car quit on me a little ways back and I guess I took a wrong turn somewhere. To top that off, my phone is dead. Can you call an Uber and tell them where to pick me up?"
"I'll do it, but we have to get up a little higher for good reception. Why don't you sit here while I square away my gear and I'll make the call when we get up top. Shouldn't take me long."
He sat watching as I reeled in my lines. It seemed that one catfish was determined to commit suicide, and hit just as I was reeling in the last line. Before I knew it Steve was right beside me, watching in awe.
"Here," I said, grinning. "Reel him up for me."
He snatched the rod, but admitted he had no idea what to do. "Keep the line tight so he can't spit the hook out. Just keep reelin', and when his head comes out of the water I'll scoop him up with the net."
It was a pretty nice cat, ten pounds, at least. I'll never forget the look on his face. "Wow, I've always wanted to catch a fish."
He'd never fished before? What planet did this guy live on?
He helped me carry my stuff back to the truck, and then we went to look at his car. It was a BMW, all chrome and gleaming paint. "I'll call AAA tomorrow and get it towed."
"No, you'll need to call them right now and get them over here. Look around you. We're in the middle of nowhere. If a couple of good ol' boys were to see this sitting here, the only thing left tomorrow would be the frame, maybe. Call them now."
"I'll have to look someone up. Can I use your phone?"
I hit speed dial. "Wilbur? Yeah, I know it's late but I got a hot one. A BMW, dead, at the end of Lookout Point. Can you come and get it? We'll wait."
I had it on speaker. "How the hell did a Beemer get way out there?"
"I think the guy got lost."
"Give me twenty minutes."
We waited, talking while he got there. It was dark, there were no lights anywhere, and ten minutes later a truck pulled up and three guys got out. They looked around and saw my truck but couldn't see us, thinking it was some guy fishing. They were tugging on the door handles when I turned my lights on.
"Move on, boys. Grab your rods and go fishin'. They're biting pretty good."
It was obvious they'd been drinking pretty hard, and one guy told me to mind my own business or they'd mind it for me. I got out, holding the Taurus .357 down by my side. "Move on."
"Or what?"
"Or I blow what you use for brains out."
"You ain't got no gun!"
I raised it and popped a round off. .357's are kind of loud, and it echoed off the lake pretty good. They almost drove off before one could get in. He ended up jumping on the bed as they went by. Steve was looking at me like I was an alien.
"Would you have shot them?"
"I wouldn't have had to. Once they knew I had a weapon all the fight went out of them. If they had been armed or forced the issue, I would have reacted accordingly. Here comes Wilbur."
Wilbur got out, looked over the car, and grinned. "I ain't even askin', but you need to get the undercarriage looked at before you drive it. This is a pretty rough road." He gave Steve a card with the address of his garage.
I asked him where he lived as Wilbur's tail lights faded. It was less than twenty miles away. He was going to call his wife because he didn't think he could get an Uber in that area. He was probably right.



"There's no need to get your wife out of the bed at this time at night. I'll take you home; it's kind of on my way."
He sat quietly for most of the ride. His drive was a long winding one that led through trees before it stopped in what could only be called a mansion. "You live here?"
"Yeah, I bought it for my wife last year. Care to come in?"
"I don't think so. I'm dirty and I smell like livers, worms and catfish. Probably not an aroma your wife would appreciate at this time of night. Call Wilbur in the morning. He's A.S.E. certified and most of his business is Mercedes and Audis. He could probably fix anything wrong with your car."
I waited until he got on his porch before he left.
*****
Wilbur checked his car over, and the only damage he could find was a bent tie-rod. Steve had him fix it and pumped him for information about me when he picked it up. Wilbur told me what he said.
"Jaime's a good guy, Mr. Rodham. And he's probably the best fisherman I've ever seen. He can be on the bank with twenty anglers and be the only one catching anything. When the local fire department needs fish for a fry, they call him. He's usually good for fifty pounds or more."
Steve was sitting in my driveway when I got home from work three days later. He got out, looking embarrassed. "Can I talk to you for a minute? I have a business proposition."
Curious, I brought him in, gave him a glass of tea. After a few minutes of spitting and sputtering, it came out. "I've always wanted to learn how to fish. I'm more than willing to pay if you'll teach me. I can make it worth your while."
I thought about it for a few minutes. I could tell he was sincere. "All right, be here at seven Friday night and we'll spend a few hours catfishing. You get the hang of that and we'll branch out to bass and crappie. I won't charge you anything past the price of the bait and a few beers, so don't insult me with offers to pay. Every man needs to know how to fish."
He was so excited he could barely talk.
*****
It took about a month before he wanted me to follow him home so he could introduce me to his wife. I had no idea what his wife looked like, but I figured with the kind of money he had, she'd be hot.
For once in my life I got something right. I didn't follow fashion magazines so I had no idea who she was. I just knew she was probably the most attractive woman I'd even seen. She smiled and tried to shake my hand, but I snatched it back.
"Sorry, ma'am, but I got fish bait on my hands and it is not a feel or smell I'd recommend to a lady."
She just stared for a minute before she grinned. "Well then, I insist you come in and wash up, so I can greet a new friend properly."
I did everything but take a bath in that sink, my urge to not offend her almost paralyzing. I surprised her again when I wouldn't sit on her couch, so she moved us to the kitchen table. I felt a little more relaxed. Where I grew up, friends never went to the front door, hardly ever made it out of the kitchen because there was always a pot on and something fresh out of the oven just begging for an opinion, and never overstayed their welcome.
After we got to know each other and I told her about the way I was raised, she grinned. After that, the first thing she did when she knew I was coming was get the coffee ready, turning it on when I came in the door.
They kind of adopted me, but I remembered my upbringing and never abused their friendship or stayed overlong. Jen was a hell of a woman, but when we met she had no idea what to do in a kitchen. They had a maid who did most of their cooking when they were home. They ate out a lot, mostly business dinners with the people Steve dealt with. I brought them a pecan pound cake, and they raved about it. Steve ate three pieces and Jen ate two.
Shocked didn't even begin to describe the look on their faces when I told them I baked it. "My mother taught me. It's a family secret going back to my great-grandmother, so don't ask for the recipe."
I did end up teaching her how to bake, starting with simple things like banana nut-bread and pineapple upside-down cake. She got hooked on Pinterest and YouTube websites and practiced a lot. It got so bad that Steve gained five pounds before he begged her to stop. I diverted her by saying there was always a church or civic organization around that was having a bake sale and they would appreciate anything she was willing to share.
That turned out to be a case of exchanging demons, because if she left with two cakes she'd come home with three. She also made a lot of friends in the community, and joined one or two civic organizations she thought had merit. Oddly enough, many of their meetings ended up held at her house. Jen was happy, saying it gave her something to do while Steve traveled or worked.
The fire department was her favorite, and she worked tirelessly to better the station. She donated money of course, but more valuable was the time she gave. Her local department ended up being one of the best equipped and trained in the state. The only time she flaunted her money was when she read an article saying that cancer was on a meteoric rise in firemen because of fumes and residue from the new materials builders were using. Jen consulted experts and had a modified Hazmat shower built and paid for a truck to haul it. She organized the volunteers who trained to set it up and balance the soaps and chemicals needed to decontaminate suits and equipment. Many walked through the shower in full gear before stripping it off and going through it again. Departments from all over the country came to observe the procedure.
They were horribly expensive and beyond the means of most volunteer departments, so Jen founded a charity to fund them and served as the face and first chairman. She often made personal appearances across the country to drum up support. She won awards that she accepted with thanks but rarely talked about, preferring for the focus stay on the mission.
I escorted her to a couple of functions when Steve was traveling, and most thought I was her husband. She rarely corrected them and giggled about it later. "You and Steve look so much alike that it's a common mistake, especially if they've been drinking. Just go with it."
When it was time for the annual Christmas parade, our small town insisted she serve as Grand Marshall, to honor her for her efforts. She ended up riding on top of an antique fire engine, a 1921 American LaFrance. As a tribute, forty-one stations sent a truck. It was the biggest Christmas parade ever held in the town.
Jen wanted me to ride with her, but I refused. "This is your moment, Jen. They want to honor you, so accept it in the spirit it was given." The applause rippled through the town as she passed and she had tears in her eyes by the time it was over. She told me later of all the acclaim she'd gotten while she modeled, all of it together meant less than what she was given that cold December afternoon.
*****
She had been gone for five months. She briefly returned to modeling, did a couple of guest appearances on fashion shows, even sat in as a substitute judge for three weeks. Then she just disappeared off the face of the earth. I tried calling her a couple of times, but the number had been changed. I called Sandy and she was in the same boat. "She's processing, honey. She thought her life was set. Did you know she was going to have two bedrooms decorated for the children she hoped to have? One for a little boy, the other for a girl. Unless she remarries pretty soon that dream will fade. She's done this before. When her aunt, a woman who practically raised her, passed suddenly, she went off the grid then. She was gone for six weeks and then she just showed up and carried on like she hadn't been gone and refused to talk about where she had been.
"Don't worry, Jaime. She'll show back up sooner or later. Remember, her dream house is here."
I doubted the validity of that when I saw the house featured on the cover of a real estate magazine. It was priced at 2.2 million. I heard it sold in a week for 2.6, the object of a bidding war between three couples.
After nine months I had reconciled myself to the fact that she was now just a pleasant memory.
*****
It was Saturday, and I was in my shop, doing what I loved best. Besides Construction Management, I held a degree in furniture design. I bought my house partially because it had a large workshop out back, a 24x36 metal building. I had a lot of tools, and now that I had room I bought equipment I hadn't been able to use until then. I had a huge lathe, a steam vat designed to soften wood for bending, a planer capable of working a thirty inch board; in short, I had almost everything a professional furniture maker needed to produce a quality product.
I had another shed that held lumber that stayed packed. I had a lot of oak, some pecan, a few black walnut logs, some cedar, even a bit of holly.
At that particular moment I was making a rocking chair for a friend. She was 'vertically challenged' as she liked to put it. Her adult height was 4' 6'', and she was the tallest of her siblings. This chair was designed for optimal comfort for her size, somewhere between a child's chair and a full size. I was drum-sanding the edges of the seat when I felt the door open. I didn't look up. Most of my friends and neighbors knew what I did most Saturdays, so if they wanted something or stopped by to say hi, they knew to come to the shop first.
I finished sanding the bottom and looked up, almost dropping it when I saw who it was.
Jen.
She looked older. She was fifteen pounds thinner and she didn't need to lose weight. Her eyes were sad, but they changed when I looked up. The eyes matched her smile. Instead of hello, her first words surprised me.
"How come I never knew you made furniture?"
"It never came up in conversation. Besides, it's just a hobby. I'd love to do it full-time, but I'm not sure I could support myself. I'd have to charge some pretty high prices, and I don't think most people could afford it."
"I know lots of people who would love to have custom-made furniture and wouldn't bat an eye at the price if it was of good quality. You should have let me help you."
I struggled for a moment trying to frame my answer in a way she could understand it. "Yeah. No. You were my friends, Jen, not some business opportunity. If I'd have come to you I'd have been just like all the rest of the assholes you and Steve had to deal with. You would have always wondered if I was truly your friend or just someone I needed to use. So I didn't bring it up. Steve never knew. If I had told him, he would have hounded me with suggestions like the one you just gave. You were worth more to me as friends, do you understand?"
Tears started. "And that's why we loved you."
I couldn't keep a little bitterness out of my voice. "Yeah, I could tell that from all the calls and visits I got from you."
"I knew you wouldn't understand. I had to leave. After a few days, rattling around in that big old house was just too much. Plus, every time I saw you it reminded me of Steve. I tried going back to my old life, but that got stale pretty quick. I'd forgotten how shallow and calculating most of those people were."
"I can understand that. But you didn't call Sandy or any of your oldest friends. Think they liked being shut out of your life? If you're going to be back for more than a few days you need to give them a call and try to mend fences."
What she'd done hit her, and she cried harder. I shut down my machinery knowing there would be no more work that day and took her into the house, making coffee and getting out the pecan pound cake I'd made the day before. She ate two pieces before she started making phone calls.
Sandy and the rest of the girls showed up ninety minutes later, kissed me on the cheek, and threw me out of the house. I piddled around before deciding to light my grill. I'd marinated a bunch of leg quarters the night before, so I grilled them, a few steaks, some potatoes and ears of corn, and honey glazed carrots with toasted pecans. The smells started getting to them and they drifted out to my deck.
My house was manufactured, because it was the most house I could get for the money, but I had modified it quite a bit and was inordinately proud of my multi-level deck with the built-in table that wrapped in a semi-circle around a big oak. It was the first time any of them had been there so they wandered around, checking out my koi pond, complete with a little island that held a large Japanese lantern, and admiring a vegetable garden that looked laid out with military precision. They were surprised one whole section was nothing but flowers. I had sunflowers of all sizes and colors, zinnias, African daisies, different colors of cosmos, and marigolds.
When I called them to eat, I was amazed. They ate like construction workers, not fashion models or professional women. They laughed about the whole roll of paper towels they had to use.
Sandy sat back and let loose a very unladylike belch, which broke the whole group up. "I'm thinking, Jaime, that I need to review my relationship expectations. You cook, you build furniture and you ain't hard to look at. "
Everyone laughed but Jen, and she looked a little irritated. The girls caught it and grinned harder, teasing her by giving me their numbers. I looked at Melody. "Aren't you married?"
"I am, and I love him dearly. I wanted you to have my number so we could set up some training sessions for hubby. He could use a few pointers."
They relaxed as twilight gathered, oohing when I switched on my party lights, especially enjoying the Japanese lantern on the little island. All the lights were designed to draw insects away from the deck. I brought out a carafe of coffee and the Pecan pound cake. They groaned but managed to eat every bite of it.
They all demanded the recipe. Jen grinned. "Sorry girls, but it's a family secret. He won't even give it to me, and I begged for almost two years. He says it will stay in the family."
Sandy looked at Jen and smirked. "Well then, we'll have to get him married off to one of us to insure a steady supply. Any volunteers?"
To a woman they all turned to Jen. She was glowing but promised to do a little research. There were a lot of hugs and kisses as they left. Sandy got me off to the side.
"I know men are thick most of the time, so let me lay it out for you. She didn't come back for us. She came back for you. If you're not interested, let her down gently. If you are, go slow. She's still a little fragile."
I was taken completely by surprise. I guess men are dense. "Her? Me? She's miles above me, Sandy. She's rich, beautiful, and I'm just an average guy trying to make ends meet. It would never work."
She slapped me lightly. "God! You're even dumber than most. She couldn't give a shit about what you have. She doesn't need possessions or riches. She already has those. She needs a man who loves her in spite of all that. One thing I can be assured of, if you get together, it won't be because of her money or your perceived lack of it. You can give her what she desires most in this world and it won't cost either of you a dime. She wants the love of a good man and a family. She's talked about children ever since we were in college. Man up, Jaime. Be the one."
We waved as they left and went back into the house. "Where are you staying? I know you sold the house."
She seemed surprised. "I'm staying with you, at least for a while. You don't mind, do you? I can get an extended-stay suite somewhere if you do, but I'd really like to stay here. I want to surround myself with real, not the illusion I've been living with lately. Please?"
I thought about it for a minute, looking at her anxious face. Then I sighed. "Yeah, you can stay. I guess I'll have to get used to one of the most beautiful women in the world hogging my bathroom. The sacrifices one makes for friendship."
She slowly started grinning. "I promise not to leave my panties hanging on the shower rod too often. I find myself very tired now, honey. Where do I sleep? Your bed, I hope?"
She was only semi-joking. I led her to the guest room. I had forgotten I'd made every piece of furniture in the room, from the dressers to the large canopy bed, all in light pecan. I'd learned to carve, and the posts of the bed were done in intricate patterns, vines and little flowers, mostly. There was even a vanity, the mirror in the shape of a heart. I'd made it with a little girl in mind.
She wandered around, touching everything. Finally she turned and smiled. "What's her name?"
"Huh?"
"What's her name? You obviously designed this room for a daughter. I assume you had a name picked out."
"Uh, no. I always thought when I married, we would pick the name out together, something that appealed to both of us. It wouldn't be fair, otherwise."
Tears welled up once again. She came over, grabbed me, and gave me a very, very nice kiss. "I have the feeling you'll be an excellent father. Goodnight, Jaime."
I stood and watched her for a second before telling her good night.
*****
Movement woke me. I looked at the clock. Four in the morning! I wondered what I had heard until I saw her at the foot of the bed. I freaked for a minute before I remembered she was still in the house. "Jen? Are you all right?"
In answer she dove on the bed, soaking my shoulder with tears. "No, I'm not all right. Can I stay here for a bit? I need to feel loving arms around me, at least for a little while. I'll go back to my room when I calm down."
I pushed the covers back and she snuggled in, her head on my shoulder. She smelled great, and she felt wonderful. I went to sleep with my arm wrapped around her.
I woke at eight and she was still there, still snuggled tightly. She was still on my shoulder, and my other arm was wrapped around her waist, pulling her to me tightly. I lay and looked at her, thinking how beautiful she was without makeup, her hair spread out in a messy fashion. Fifteen minutes later, one eye popped open. "How long have you been staring at me?"
"A little while. And I wasn't staring, more like admiring."
Jen grinned and stretched, sliding that sensuous body along my length. I popped hard instantly, and she felt it. She pushed me away, giggling. "Up. I'm ready for breakfast."
We showered, separately, although the thought of that naked body just on the other side of that door did nothing to make my erection go down. I had to stand under the cold water while I had my shower, just to gain control.
Jen had been busy. Pots and pans were everywhere. She wouldn't let me help, so I sipped coffee and admired her as she flitted from task to task.
Jen had made crepes and they were excellent. "Where did you learn to do that?"
"Paris. I spent three months in a compressed cooking course. We prepared dishes for ten hours a day, six days a week. One of the many reasons I was incommunicado."
She cooked, so I cleaned up while she sipped coffee. I hand washed the large items and prepped the rest for the dishwasher. "Are you always this neat?"
"Yeah. Uncle Sam taught me, and since I live alone it's pretty easy to keep the place clean if you don't let things pile up."
She changed subjects quickly. "Why aren't you married, Jaime? You might as well wear a t-shirt that says "Prime Husband Material"."
"Honestly, I haven't found anyone I loved enough to consider marriage. I'm like a lot of animals. I intend to mate for life, so I have to be damn sure. I was in love with a woman once, but nothing came of it."
"Why not?"
"Because she was married to someone else. If I had pursued her, talked her into betraying her husband, it would have never worked. How could I trust someone who would do that to another who was supposed to be the love of her life? If she had, could I respect her? It's a shame because she was just about as perfect as a wife could be."



Jen blushed, realizing I was talking about her. Then she grinned. "What shall we do today? What do you usually do on Sundays?"
"I usually go to church or go fishing."
"You go to church?"
"That surprises you?"
"Not really, although I've never heard you talk about religion."
"I usually don't, and I don't try to recruit others to my way of thinking."
"Is it too late to go?"
I checked the time. "It's too late for Sunday school, but we have time to get there for the sermon, if you dress quickly enough."
She giggled as she moved. "I was a fashion model! There are professional quick change artists out there slower than me. Ten minutes and you better be ready."
I shaved and checked my closet, choosing an old suit, not wanting to wear one of Steve's and bring up memories. True to her word, she was ready before I was.
She was dressed simply, a knee length dress with a high neckline, but the woman could make a tow-sack look good. Heads turned and conversation slowed. I was greeted by my friends and introduced Jen, and then the sermon started. I liked the preacher we had now quite a bit. He was a much calmer person than the one that preceded him. That guy was all hell-fire and damnation. It wasn't long before we thought him unstable. He found out we were talking to the governing board about maybe transferring him and had a meltdown in the pulpit. The next sermon was almost impossible to understand, ending when he pulled a pistol out and started ranting about how we'd never replace him. It was a very tense twenty minutes before the cops got there. In force. An usher had slipped out and called them the minute the gun appeared. Negotiators were called, a SWAT team showed up, then the news media.
Two deputies were quietly crawling among the pews, getting the children out while the negotiator kept his attention. Another usher unlocked the back door and the police got close enough to taser him, waiting until he waved the gun in the air. A good thing, because when the juice hit him, he fired twice in reflex. Come to find it out, he was having a mental breakdown triggered by the death of his wife and a dependency on prescription drugs. The church managed to get the charges reduced and get him into rehab. He sent a nice long letter of apology later from his new posting in Africa, a place he volunteered to go to in atonement for his sins. You could look up if you're in the right pew and see the outlines of the patching over the bullet holes.
The sermon was about marriage, commitment and the pressures of modern living, and how to deal with it and stay firm in your commitment. "Commitment to marriage should be second only to your commitment to God. Strong, loving relationships are the cornerstone of modern society, the place of strength after your faith in God. And just like God, you should always, always be there for your partner."
I saw a lot of nodding and a lot of uncomfortable people. Jen seemed to be hanging on every word. Most people were surprised that as we filed out he gathered Jen up into a big hug. Turning her loose, he grinned.
"You don't remember me do you? I'm Mike Flanagan's father. I don't have words to express how much your help has meant to our family. I speak of you often, telling people you are proof that angels walk on this earth."
Jen was flaming red but smiled. "It was just a little thing I could do to help. How is your son doing?"
"He's fine, in total remission. The surgeons seem satisfied they got it all. He's to the point he's back with the fire department, although they won't let him do anything strenuous yet."
So this was the angel he spoke about so often. He told us about it, how his son was dying and even as he prayed he was giving up hope when an angel appeared before him, telling him his son would be all right. Faster than he could understand his son was on a medical jet to a major cancer center, and in surgery in less than ten hours. There was never any discussion of cost and he never saw a medical bill. He called it a modern day miracle.
He thanked me for bringing her to church so he could finally express the gratitude he felt, asking if she lived nearby. Jen stepped in before I could answer. "I'm living with Jaime right now, Reverend. Unfortunately, it isn't in sin, but I'm working on it."
The preacher got a little red but grinned. "Well, before it gets that far, think about my sermon today. I've never officiated at the wedding of an angel."
Jen promised to give it serious consideration and she'd get back to him. I grinned at her as we drove home. "What?"
"I've never slept with an angel before. I thought the glow last night was from my neighbor's street lamp. I have to say it was very nice."
Jen colored slightly before grinning back. "Oh, I can be a real little devil when I backslide. That only happens when I'm in love. But when it happens, it burns hotter than any nuclear bomb ever detonated. What shall we have for lunch?"
We stopped at the Country Club. I knew the chef and they usually put on a pretty good buffet. Once again a place went quiet when we entered. I figure sooner or later I'll get used to it. The food was excellent and she surprised me with how full her plate was. Michel came out and walked among the patrons, stopping at our table. Soon they were in a rapid fire discussion I couldn't have kept up with if it was in English, much less the French they were speaking. He kissed her on both cheeks, told me he thought I was the luckiest man alive, and continued circulating.
"What was that all about?"
"Food, honey, we were speaking food. He really is quite good." I wondered about the honey comment but let it go.
We went home, odd, me saying that, at least mentally, and she insisted I finish my rocking chair project. "I'm not here to disrupt your life. I have a few things to do and maybe I'll join you. Maybe I can help, if you'll let me."
She grabbed her laptop out of her vehicle and disappeared into the spare bedroom.
*****
I was almost finished dry fitting everything when she came into the shop two hours later. She sat on a stool and watched for a few minutes before coming over and giving me a hand. I was grateful for the help; sometimes you needed three hands on these projects. When everything was in place, we stood back, her admiring it while I looked for flaws.
The seat was a bit uneven on one corner, so before I glued everything up I'd have to fix that. One of the back spindles looked a little off and I might have to adjust the length so it would seat better, but other than that it looked good. Jen helped as I gently took it apart, laying the pieces out on a long table. I took the seat over to the sander and adjusted it, then I measured the hole, took a little off the bottom of the spindle in question, and it was ready to glue up.
I was going to stain the parts first. That way I could get a good even coat, and it would make the whole thing more durable. Not quite sure how dark to make it, I asked her opinion.
"What does the rest of the furniture in her house look like?"
Excellent question. Sarah had mostly upholstered pieces, but the few pieces of wood I remembered had a medium tint. I got out three different stains and a scrap piece of wood, rubbing a bit of each on the board.
Jen pointed to the lightest one without hesitation. "This one. It'll make the grain of the wood really stand out."
She wanted to help, but I discouraged it. "Most beginners put too much on at one time and it darkens it more than we want. Take the scrap piece and practice if you like, or watch me."
Jen watched for a while, then grabbed a pair of rubber gloves and played with the scrap while I finished. There wasn't a bare spot left when she was done, but I had to admit she caught on quicker than most beginners. She glowed under my praise.
Four hours later, right before bedtime, I glued everything up and clamped the chair. In 24-hours I would check the glue, and if I felt it was set I'd take the clamps off. If not, I'd leave it at least another day.
We went to bed separately and I was so tired I didn't realize she had slipped in until I woke the next morning. She felt so good I just held her until I had to get up to make it to work on time.
*****
I grinned all day at work. Even the most aggravating subcontractor I had didn't bother me, which I think bothered him. My good mood lasted until I got home to find a really pissed off female waiting for me.
"Why didn't you wake me up?"
"I thought you might like to sleep in."
"You need to let me do the thinking around here."
One look at my face and she knew she had made a mistake. "I'm sorry, honey. That came out all wrong. What I meant to say is that I wanted to get up with you, maybe even cook you some breakfast. Is that so bad?"
"I appreciate the thought. I live by myself, remember? I'm used to taking care of myself."
Her frown deepened. "I understand. It's just that I like to pull my own weight. I don't want to be a burden."
I eyed her, remembering the first few times I'd been around her. She could barely find her way to the kitchen and couldn't cook for diddly. Her maid did most of the meals for them. Something was starting to smell.
Jen changed the subject. "Look! I made dinner."
Well by golly she had, and it smelled great. She beamed when I told her. "It's not quite done. Another hour should do it."
I took advantage of the time to go over the rocking chair one more time. Deciding it was as done as it was ever going to get. I called Sarah. "Come by tomorrow and pick up your chair." She was so happy she was still gushing when I hung up.
Dinner was excellent, probably the best meal I'd ever had. I noticed bouquets of flowers in random places and she smiled. "I picked them out of your garden. I hope you don't mind."
"Pick all you want. I used them to bait pollinators in for the vegetables, but decided I liked them so much I seem to plant more every year. It's a shame, really. Lots just go to waste. I'm sure there are people out there who would enjoy a bunch from time to time."
The next day she went to a craft store and bought a bunch of vases and some ribbon. She'd called Jan first, outlined her idea and Jan immediately endorsed it. She was in the garden when I got home Friday with five gallon buckets and garden shears. Every bucket was filled with flowers. She waved me over.
"I hope you were sincere when you said you wished others could enjoy the beauty of your flowers. I called in a pizza because we're going to be too busy to cook. Now, if you'll finish the buckets, I'll start arranging."
There were 25 vases, and she must have had some experience, because she crafted the flowers beautifully. There were African daisies, different colors of zinnias and cosmos, and in the center, towering over them all, a sunflower. I tried to help but gave up pretty quickly, limiting my contribution to filling the vases with water and packing them carefully into the boxes she had bought when she was finished arranging them. Two hours later we were finished, and had flowers sitting all over the house. The smell was almost overpowering, especially if you mixed it with the pizza.
Dinner done, showers over, we sat on the couch, she with a glass of wine, me with a ginger ale. "I think I've been pretty good at holding it in, but what in the world are you going to do with all these flowers?"
"I'm not going to do anything with them. WE are going to the hospital tomorrow and give them out, starting in the children's ward. Please say you'll help me."
Not how I envisioned spending my Sunday but the look she gave me made me feel like I'd be kicking a puppy if I said no. "All right."
She just glowed. There was no other way to describe it. She slid into my arms and snuggled for a while. I dozed off and she woke me saying it was time for bed. I stumbled into my bedroom, not realizing she was right behind me. She slipped off her robe and twirled, making the translucent gown she had on rise. I got a microsecond view of two very nice cheeks before it settled down.
"Bed. We're going to need our sleep."
It took me a little while to calm down enough to go to sleep. She snuggled, feeling the iron bar between us, before giving me a nice kiss. She was out in seconds. It took me an hour to get to sleep.
We went to church again the next morning, and I saw Jen in a pretty serious discussion with the preacher. I was wondering what it was about when he handed her a paper.
After lunch at the Country Club, where I had to listen to a twenty minute conversation in French, we were home.
Jen teared up a little when I pulled Steve's truck out of the shed I kept it in, but was smiling by the time we got the flowers loaded. There were twenty-five vases and I figured we'd just dump them at the nurse's station and leave. Wrong, wrong, wrong. There were also a bunch of stuffed toys and I wondered what that was about.
Three nurses and Jan met us at the door, rushing out to help carry the flowers and animals in, giggling and talking a mile a minute. Jen pulled out the list the preacher had given her and started prioritizing.
After the first stop, I was ready to go home. She was five years old, and she was dying. The nurse told us she liked horses, and Jen had a unicorn among the stuffed animals, so she got that out for her.
There was no one in the room when we got there. Apparently, the parents were divorced because of the pressure of the situation and wouldn't be in the same room at the same time, so she went long periods without any company at all. I was beyond furious when I heard that. If she was my child, you couldn't have blown me out of her room with five pounds of C4.
Despite the bald head and the frail frame, the child was all smiles that she got visitors, along with a unicorn. And flowers! Jen told her that I'd raised them and she asked if she could come see them when she got out. We both promised she would be more than welcome. I got up abruptly and walked back to the station, taking a bouquet apart and weaving a garland for her head, something my mother had taught me when I wasn't much more than the child's age.
Jen looked up sharply when I walked back in, but smiled through tears at the reaction of the child when I snugged the garland around her head. We had to take pictures of her with both of us, and a nurse who came in to check her vitals told her she would print a couple out for her to enjoy. I still have one of me holding her carefully while she snuggled to both of us. I took it out once in a while after she passed, and remembered we were able to give her at least one good day.
We were planning to spend about fifteen minutes with her before moving on, but we stayed an hour, until her medication put her to sleep. Jen took ten minutes, redoing the makeup that had run from her tears. I just wiped my eyes and told the nurses I had allergies. We gave out nine more bouquets to children, then switched to senior citizens. The child ripped my heart out, but the sight of those old people, many of them alone in this world, weeping with gratitude to be seen as a person, broke it into little pieces. One ninety-four year old woman cried like a baby while she snuggled the stuffed sheep she had picked, then hugged us as hard as her frail body would allow.
I thought we were done until Jan brought us to the nursery. The sight of all those babies finally caused Jen to melt, coming in to my arms and weeping great tears, no doubt thinking of Steve and their missed opportunities. When she finally recovered, Janice asked if she'd like to come and volunteer, rocking babies who had no one. She said it did the children good to be held and it helped with their development.
"Why don't the parents rock them?"
"Some of these children get left here by their mothers, unable to care for them. Others may have a single mother with dependence issues. Some are born and have to go through drug withdrawal immediately. Those are the ones that really need to be held."
Jen said she would be there Monday morning.
*****
It was a quiet ride home. Jen got into sweats, dragged a pillow and blanket to the sectional and demanded I snuggle with her. Emotionally wrung out, we both went to sleep, waking up just in time for a light supper and back to bed. I didn't even comment when she shrugged out of her sweats and climbed into bed in just her panties. We went right back to sleep.
She made sure she was up early enough to make me breakfast, a breakfast she made while wearing just a t-shirt and panties. It was a great view and brightened my day considerably. I thought about it as I ate my bagged lunch. I knew she was sending me a message, but I was on the fence. A love affair with her would be stuff dreams are made of but I had to be realistic.
She was worth millions, a lot of millions. I made 62 grand on a good year and lived in a manufactured house. It was a nice house and I'd upgraded it quite a bit, but it would never be the mansions she was used to. I was pretty sure if we lived together as a couple, cracks would start to appear, and I couldn't get over her history of just disappearing if things got stressed. I would never be able to handle that. I decided the best thing we could do was air everything out, my expectations and fears, as well as hers.
That plan did not get a chance to work because when I got home it was to a very pissed off Jen. "Your GIRLFRIEND came by today. I don't know who was more surprised, her or me. She apparently got in from her business trip a little early and came by to surprise you. Well, SURPRISE!"
I took a deep breath. "Jen, why are you so upset? Did you think I lived like a monk, pining for something I could never have? I live in the real world, honey. I can't just disappear if things don't suit me and just pop up months later like I was never gone, let alone expect people to accept it."
Shocked did not even describe the look on her face. "I told you I was mourning and trying to get my life back on track. Yes, it was rude and thoughtless to disappear on you and my friends, but I have a habit of not thinking things through. If I had, I would have never married Steve or met you."
That shocked me. I thought they were deeply in love. She saw the look on my face.
"That didn't come out right. I did love Steve. A lot. But I figured out pretty quick that Steve was a pretty selfish guy. Yes, he loved me, but he loved the thought of his beautiful ex-model wife on his arm at business functions just as much. I was his validation that he had made it in some way. I made it very clear I wanted a family but after being put off for two years I realized I was going to have to force the issue. I found out something interesting while I was going through his papers after he died. He'd had a vasectomy a year after we married. I suspect he was going to get tested, show me he was shooting blanks, and maybe I would forget the whole thing. It wouldn't have worked, because I remembered how paranoid he was about precautions while we dated. After I read that, I realized that we'd have eventually drifted apart."
I had to think about that for a bit. I knew Steve was selfish, but I didn't think he was that selfish. "I'm sorry, Jen. For you and the fact that a man who was my friend would do something like that."
She sighed. "What are you going to do about your girlfriend?"
"I'm going to call her. Then I'll probably go see her. She's been gone on a training course for three months. It was in England. She's a lot like you in many ways. Oh, she's pretty but she'll never be as beautiful as you. She's a successful woman making it in a male dominated profession. She's the very first female the company thought enough of to send to that course. She'll probably make VP in three or four years if she stays on track."



"I'll bet she works for peanuts while the men make a killing."
"Actually, she makes more than most and almost twice as much, or better, a year than I do. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to shower and change. I'll probably be late getting home. Do you remember how to set the security system?"
Her reply was to flounce out to her car and drive away.
*****
Angie had more than few ruffled feathers. "How long has she been staying with you?"
"A couple of weeks. I figure another two or three and she'll be gone. I'm like a touchstone to her, plus I look a lot like her deceased husband."
"Is she looking for a clone? I know who she is; anyone who's ever read a fashion magazine knows who she is. I figured she'd be wrinkled and gray by now, but she looks better than my baby sister, and she's 23. Are you sleeping with her?"
I think I dodged that bullet pretty well. "I'm not having sex with her if that's what you're asking."
"Bet she's loaded. How much is she worth?"
"I have no idea. I've never asked and she's never said. How much are you worth?"
That was kind of a sore subject. I had a rough idea what she made and her house was a McMansion. She liked showing me off at business functions, dressed in one of Steve's expensive suits, but she didn't like what I did. She was in banking and told me flat out I needed to quit my job and go into making custom furniture. She even had the financing lined up. I shocked her when I said no, I just wasn't comfortable with that. My parents had struggled all their lives and ended up with nothing. I didn't want that to happen to me.
Our relationship was strained for a while, but got back on track just before she went on her trip. She wisely changed the subject and we went out to dinner, then back to her house for a serious round of makeup sex, trying to catch up from our time apart. it was so exhausting I stayed the night.
When I got home, Jen was gone. I just shrugged. I would miss her. It was eight weeks before I saw her again.
*****
It was at a funeral. A funeral for the little girl who had cancer. The cruel disease finally defeated her. Her mother said she died in her sleep.
I didn't know she had passed until a little whitehaired lady showed up at my door. "Hi, you don't know me, but you know my granddaughter Julie. May I have a minute of your time?"
I brought her in, sat her on the couch, fetched her a glass of tea and a piece of cake. She smiled at the old time hospitality. "Your parents must have raised your right, Jaime."
"They tried."
She had the saddest smile I'd ever seen. "I think most of it stuck. I've got bad news, son. Julie passed last night in her sleep. She knew she was going to die and she begged me to ask you something if she did. Her last request in this world was to ask if you'd weave a band of flowers for her to wear to heaven."
It hit me hard. I'd developed a habit of harvesting the flowers once a week and taking them to the hospital, where Jan and the nurses would arrange them. I'd always stop to see Julie and she'd always smile at me. She had a few toys around and it seemed she loved puzzles. One day I stopped to see her but she was having a treatment. I knew she'd be worn out by the time she got back so I didn't stay. Her unicorn was on her dresser, propped up on a bouquet of my flowers. I took about eight pictures with my cell phone.
The next day I went to a professional photographer and told him what I wanted. He picked the best two photos and blended them, changing the focus slightly until the flowers seemed to glow. He printed it off on special stock. I spent every minute after I got home from work the next week, making a puzzle that fit into the custom frame I'd built. It had eighty pieces and I assembled them into the frame, carefully gluing the photo to the pieces. It was a big puzzle for a five-year-old, but the pieces were pretty big and she seemed pretty smart for her age. When it set I took a utility knife and carefully separated every piece, cutting from the back to assure crisp lines. After that I gave them a light coat of acrylic to bind them even harder. Then I assembled it a couple of times to make sure everything fit. I gave it to her in a big bag with no instructions.
It took her three days to figure it out. Her mother told me she cried with joy when she saw what the puzzle was. Now she was gone.
Just before she left, her grandmother handed me an envelope. "She wanted you to have this. I wrote it out for her and she copied it in her own hand. Something to remember her by."
I'd remained pretty stoic while she was there but when I was alone and opened the note I'm not ashamed to say I cried the tears of the broken-hearted. You could just barely make out the childish scrawl, but the words hit me hard.
"Mr. Jaime,
Thank you and Miss Jen for the flowers and the unicorn and the puzzle. You are my friends and I love you.
Julie."
The next morning I stripped about two thirds of my flower beds, saving the very best for her garland. The rest I took to a florist friend of mine and had him arrange the flowers as her casket spray. My last chance to give her flowers.
I went to visitation that night. Julie lay like a little angel in a white dress, my garland around her bald head. I thought I held it together pretty well until I noticed the purple horn just below her right hand. It was her unicorn. In the left, turned up so I could see it, was a disc of a sunflower, the center-piece in her puzzle. Many thought I was the father the way I cried. Janice was there, came up and hugged me, then led me gently away. There in the corner was the mother, wrapped up in the arms of someone who looked familiar. She looked up and smiled at me through her tears. It was Jen. She motioned for me to sit on the other side of the mother, and when she saw who it was she transferred her tears to my shoulder. Jen got up quietly and walked away. I didn't see her again that night.
I was a pallbearer, one of four. It was devastatingly, heartbreakingly light, as only the casket burying the dreams of a child could be.
The spray made from my flowers covered the whole casket. By now, many of her mother's friends knew they were from me and they all wanted to thank me. I think I got more hugs that day than at any time in my life.
I sat with the other pallbearers during the funeral, but at the graveside service I stood in the back. The preacher spoke of the love of God and how all things happened for a reason before he commended her soul to her Maker. I just stood, numb, when a hand slipped into mine and another took my arm. I automatically wrapped that arm around the person hugging me, looking down at the grief wracked face of Jen. She didn't look like a supermodel just then, but she looked more human than at any other time I'd ever seen her.
I saw the expensive casket, the way the service was put together, and knew who paid for the funeral. Julie's Mom was barely scraping by and her father had disappeared.
I walked Jen to my truck when they started lowering the casket, shoving a big bunch of flowers in her hand. "This is our last chance to give her flowers. Coming?"
We walked back slowly. Janice, Sandy, Melody, and three of her nurses waited, and after each was given a handful of flowers we dropped them into the grave one by one until they were gone. "Goodbye, Julie. Heaven is a better place now that you're in it. I hope you can run and play, and that it has fields of flowers with unicorns roaming in them."
I said it quietly, but most heard me and it set off a fresh round of tears.
*****
Three days later I got home to find a Mercedes SUV in my drive. I wondered who among my friends could afford one of those when Jen got out, looking as timid as I'd ever seen her. "Can I come in?"
I let her in and she automatically went to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. As it brewed she sat with an expression I couldn't read.
"I need to say some things, and I need for you to not interrupt until I'm done. All right?"
I just nodded.
"First, let me apologize for disappearing again. I had this whole fantasy constructed around us. I thought I'd walk back into your life and you'd welcome me with open arms and we'd live happily ever after. Then the reality hit me. I'd disappeared and you hadn't stopped living your life. You had responsibilities, you had a life, you had a girlfriend. Boy, that one hit me hard. You guys still seeing each other?"
"No."
"Why? It wasn't over me was it? I'll call her and explain if it would help."
"It wasn't over you. Not directly, but you did have an impact. The reason we broke up was she decided I wasn't successful enough for her. She'd gotten a huge promotion and was making three times what I was. She wanted me to quit my job and go into custom furniture, and was willing to finance my startup if I gave her 60% of the business. I politely declined and things started going downhill. I hear she's dating a VP now. I hope she's happy."
"I'm sorry. I have to say you don't seem too broken up."
"Oh, I was sad. We'd been together for six months, but I wasn't looking for the long term commitment she wanted, especially since it had to be on her terms."
"So you're single now?"
"Yes."
"Good. I hereby state my intent of being your girlfriend."
"Jen, I..."
"You need to stop talking now and let me finish! I've thought about this a lot. We may not mesh. We may end up despising each other. I'm a little, okay, I'm a lot spoiled. I've had everything I ever wanted handed to me since I was nineteen. When it happens to you that young, it warps your perspective of reality. It's one of the reasons I love you so much. You do it gently, but you don't put up with a lot of foolishness. If we were together I have a feeling I'd be a lot better as a human being."
She paused to gather her thoughts. "I know my money doesn't exactly intimidate you, but it makes you uncomfortable. Yeah, I got lucky and made a bunch of money, then inherited a bunch more when Steve died. There's nothing I can do about it and I don't intend to give it up. There's a lot we could do with that money. Raise children is the first thing that come to my mind, but we could also be a boon to our community. There are people like you out there, people like Julie's mother, the preacher's son, others who could use a helping hand. We could be those hands."
Curiosity got the better of me. "Why do I need a helping hand?"
"Your ex was right about one thing. You do need to go into the furniture business. You're a good construction foreman, I'm sure, but you're an artist with a piece of wood. People, people with money, would be thrilled to own one of your pieces. You have any idea how much a custom bedroom suite like you built for your future daughter would bring? I checked around, showed pictures to some people who were qualified to give an opinion. How much would you say you have in that suite, in man-hours and materials?"
I did some rough calculations. The materials weren't that much, it was the man-hours. I probably spent a hundred hours on it. "About thirty-five hundred."
She gave a soft laugh. "I talked to a woman who purchased something similar and she gave ten grand for it. When she saw yours she told me if you would build one for her she'd give you twelve, five. If you pushed it she'd probably go fifteen. Still don't think you could make a living doing what you love?"
Wow. I did some rough calculations. If I had enough orders, I could gross around one twenty to one fifty a year, based on a forty-hour week. Almost eighty would be profit. Not bad. Best of all I'd still be working with my hands. She could see I was interested.
"Here's the deal. I'll give you a loan. One hundred fifty thousand. I'll give you a ten year term at 4.5 per cent, the current prime rate. This is a strictly business deal and I'm confident you won't default. Regardless of whether we end up together, I believe in your talent."
She sighed, got up, and rinsed her coffee cup. "There, I've stated my intentions. It's all up to you now. Call me if you're interested." With a quick kiss on the cheek she was out the door.
I noticed she had left a packet on the table. Paperwork for the loan with a note to have a lawyer look it over. On top of it was her new phone number.
I thought about it for about three days and called her. I could hear the excitement in her voice. "Hi!"
"Hi, Jen. I've been thinking about our discussion and I think we should meet. If you're not busy Saturday, could you come by the house, say around ten?"
I think she was a little disappointed that I wasn't asking her out on a romantic date, but she agreed instantly. I told her to wear jeans and comfortable shoes.
*****
She was there ten minutes early and found me in the garden, with buckets of fresh flowers around me. I gave her a quick kiss, which surprised her, then told her to get to work arranging the flowers. The season was almost over but we managed to fill twenty vases. I caught her humming as she worked and grinned.
I surprised her when I pulled my new Ford pickup out of the shed. "Where's Steve's truck?"
"On the used lot of the Ford dealership. If this is going to be a brand new start, I don't need his ghost hovering over us."
She jumped into my arms and kissed me! I didn't see that coming. Very nice kiss, anyway.
She was even more surprised when I backed the truck up to my shop. "I have to load a few things and we'll be ready to go." I put the three rockers I'd finished on the back, careful to put padding between them. To her credit, she didn't ask, just helped me strap them down.
We rode in silence until we were almost there. "Jan still talks to me. She told me about your volunteering in the nursery, rocking the babies. She also asked me to look at a couple of the rockers because they were getting a little rickety. They were worn out and the thought of you falling to the ground with a baby in your arms didn't set well with me, so I made these."
She didn't say anything, just locked down on my hand and started humming again. Jan, her three nurses, and two maintenance men were waiting at the door. The maintenance men and I each took a chair and went to the nursery, where we unwrapped them and set them up. The men promised me they would throw the old rockers in the dumpster. Jan and Jen made a list and delivered the flowers. We were there four hours.
I had a little surprise for her. Sarah, the "vertically challenged" woman I'd made a rocker for, had just had her baby. Jen was enthralled when the diminutive woman showed up, obviously pregnant. The chair was for her to rock her baby in.
Sarah was a living doll, a blonde with blue eyes, and she looked like a pixie. Her husband was 6'1" and was pretty sure she was responsible for the sun rising every day. She sat down, got a dreamy look on her face as she rocked and stroked her tummy. Finally getting up, she walked over to a stepstool I had in the shop and stood on it. "Get your ass over here, Jaime. I want to thank you."
Jen giggled as she still had to pull me down slightly to give me a big kiss. "There, I needed to do that. I'll send you a picture of me and the baby on this chair when we take her home from the hospital. Look for two more photos over the years. We decided pretty early we want three. Every one of them is going to hear the story of how Uncle Jaime built this chair for us."
I took Jen down to see her and they hugged as Jen gushed over the pictures.
"We're going down to the nursery now. Jaime made three rockers for the volunteers and I intend to stress test every one."
Sarah smiled and asked the nurse if she'd make sure Jen got to rock her daughter. The nurse smiled back and said something could be arranged. When we got to the nursery Jen and Janice immediately sat down. Janice gave me a pointed look and told he to get my ass in the third chair. Three nurses came out immediately and put a baby in our arms. I didn't get to object; suddenly I had a small bundle of crying humanity in my arms. Janice laughed while Jen and the nurses grinned. "Rock him, Jaime, and talk to him while you do. The motion and the sound of your voice should calm him down."
So I did. I talked about his future, how he could be anything he wanted to be, and how much his parents were going to love him. I talked about little league, video games, even girls when it was time. He stopped crying, cooed twice, and went to sleep. I looked up to see the other two rockers motionless and the nurses in a cluster before us, tears leaking. Way too much estrogen, I suspect. My little man was asleep and they took him from me. My arms felt suddenly very empty.
Jen didn't say a word on the way home and I liked the silence so I didn't break it. When we got back to the house she looked at me. "What now?"
"Well, I think we've done our civic duties for the day. How about a nice dinner and a night at the Barn? I wouldn't mind a little dancing to end the day. Pick you up at seven?"
"On the dot!"
With a quick kiss she was out of the truck and gone. I piddled around for the rest of the afternoon, thinking. Was there a future here? Would she ever miss her old life? Would I offend her sometime down the road and watch her disappear again? Would the money get in the way? Was it worth it to try?
Of course it was. She had been my dream woman since the day I met her.
I didn't get a chance to get out; she came bouncing down the steps before I was in park. Tight jeans, western shirt, red boots, and a hat to match them. She slid in giggling. "I can't wait! I've wanted to do this again since the last time you took me. I tried to talk Steve into going once but he said it was beneath our dignity. Boy did he get an earful. I asked him since when did having fun become undignified? Then I asked him how he could describe his fishing trips as dignified when he came home in dirty clothes, smelling like fish and bait. I asked if thought his business associates would approve and he got pissed. I almost went by myself. I tried calling you but you were out on a date. Things were pretty tense for a while around the house."
"Well, I expect you to have a ball. I want you to keep me and a few more cowboys gasping for breath as we try to keep up with you. Let your hair down, shake that hot rump like you're trying to make it come off, and have a good time!"
She slid over and gave me a loud kiss right on the ear. It rang for three miles.
It was deja vu all over again when we pulled into the parking lot in my truck. I'd gotten all the bells and whistles and it was a four-wheel drive hunk of gleaming chrome and shiny paint. Then Jen got out and once again everyone forgot what vehicle we'd arrived in.
When we met up with my friends it was like we'd just seen them last week. Barb was there with her new husband and they hugged like long lost sisters while she showed her pictures of her wedding. She must have taken our advice to heart. The guy was super nice, successful, and totally in love. Barb told Jen when he went to the bathroom that she had told him all about her past when he asked her to marry him.
"He just stared at me long enough to make me nervous before he spoke."
"You over that shit now? It's all in the past?"
"I told him it was, told him how much I loved him and that I'd sign any kind of prenup he wanted."
"Well then, good enough. Wanna set a date now?"
She was crying by now. "Best of all, my kids love him, especially the oldest boy. The fathers of my other two are still in their lives, but his just walked away. When my man isn't working that boy is his shadow."
When he got back Jen gave him a big kiss, then patted his cheek. "That was for being the man Barb needed. I see many happy years ahead of you."
He glowed. "Thank you Ma'am. I'll dance at your next wedding."



Jen looked at him funny and I had to explain it was an old Southern saying that indicated gratitude and she grinned. "Keep your dancing shoes shined. I'm hoping you'll be needing them soon."
The group cheered and I looked at her. Well, it seems she had declared her intentions to the world. Regardless, we had a great time. Jen danced with most guys from our group, but every time the band did a slow tune she had me on the floor, rubbing against until I was hard as a rock. Then she'd give an extra push, giggle, and back off.
When we left, her well put together look was history. Her shirt was sweat soaked, with the tails out, and her hair hung in limp ringlets around her face. She'd given up on her makeup and had washed it off. I thought she looked like one sexy mess. I grinned, thinking about how her fashion friends would react if they could see her now.
She saw the grin. "What are you grinning about?"
"How hot you look right now."
It must have been a good answer because she snuggled as closely as she could in the truck and didn't let any space get between us until we were in her drive. She knew I wanted to go slow so she didn't invite me in. We did manage to steam the cab of the truck up like teenagers, making out for about twenty minutes. I got my first intentional feel of her firm breasts. Jen had the classic model's body: tall, thin, with boobs on the smaller side. Still felt great. When we finally came up for air she popped the pearl snaps of her shirt open, showing a very sheer red bra. The bra clasped from the front and pretty soon I was looking at what had to be the most perfect pair of breasts in the known universe. She hung the bra on the rearview mirror and told me if I took it down before she told me to she'd kick my ass. She hopped out of the truck and strutted into the house, turning at the last second and holding her shirt open, giving me one more look. I could hear her laughing as she closed her door.
She was banging on my door at seven the next morning. I stumbled to the door and before I could speak she shot past me. "Shower. Get presentable. I'll make breakfast, and then you're taking me fishing. I want to see what the attraction is."
I got myself together and hooked the boat up while she finished breakfast. She asked about a thousand questions while I tried to eat. I finally held up my hand. "Jen, honey, wait until we get on the water. That way I won't have to answer the same question twice."
She stopped talking instantly. It wasn't until we were in the truck that I realized I'd called her honey. I got the boat into the water and tied it to the dock, then we went to the bait shop for worms. I was going to start her out slowly. I also picked up some soft drinks and water for the cooler.
I eased out until I was past the no-wake zone and opened her up. Steve had picked a really good boat, mostly from the suggestions I'd given him. Jen stood beside me, laughing with the wind in her face. I got to the little cove I picked, cutting the engine and using the trolling motor. I put us about twenty feet out from a dead pine that had fallen into the water, knowing the fish would use it for shelter.
I took a standard rig and walked her through everything I was doing, teaching her how to tie a hook to the line, how much weight she'd need for the size cork she would be using, then showed her how to put the worm on the hook. If she was grossed out, she never showed it.
"I'm going to cast it now. Watch me."
I flipped the rod and the cork landed a couple of feet from the tree. I handed it to her, telling her to watch the cork. If it went under, pull back with a steady pressure and reel. Make sure you keep the tension on the line to keep the fish from spitting the hook out. Then I sat back and watched.
"You're not going to fish?"
"I'm not here to fish. I'm here to teach you how to fish. Are you watching your cork? See how it's heading for the tree? Don't let it have enough line to make it or it will tangle your hook. As soon as it runs out of line it'll go under."
That's exactly what happened. Jen squealed as the rod bent, reeling as I had told her. Three minutes later I used the net to scoop up a really nice bluegill, easily a pound.
"Well done, Jen. That's a good sized fish for the species. And they're really good eating."
"Will you fix it for me?"
"Sure, but here's a better idea. Why don't you catch enough for both of us?"
We worked the cove for the next hour, moving slowly along the bank. She caught four more bluegill but only one was big enough to keep. We were getting ready to leave the cove to try another place and she wanted one more cast at the tree. She'd been practicing. We had to cut her line once when she tangled in a tree, and her first couple of casts went maybe ten feet but she was getting progressively better. Her cast was perfect, landing about a foot from the point of the tree. The cork went under instantly and Jen almost screamed when the rod went double. She fought the fish for ten minutes while I hovered with the net. I got it just as it spit the hook out and tossed it aboard.
She'd caught a bass, a nice one that went two and a half pounds on the scales. She asked if it was edible, and when she found out it was it went into the live well.
We worked another cove, hitting a school of bluegill, and she added three more nice ones to the pile. By then it was getting close to noon, so we stopped. "They don't bite well when it's too hot. We'd have to come back late in the evening to catch more."
"Can we?"
"Well, sure, but do you want to go all the way home and them come back?"
"No. I'd like to hang out on the lake. You can teach me how to drive the boat."
I made her make a few laps in a big cove to get her used to handling it, explaining the rules of the 'road' to her. Once we were in the main channel, I let her go a little faster. An hour later we were zipping around like she'd been driving a boat for years. She pouted when I made her slow down and go back to the marina. I explained it to her.
"If we don't get back pretty soon we'll be using the trolling motor. We're almost out of gas."
She pulled up to the pump like she had been doing it forever, and the attendant secured it so he could fill it up. For another twenty he parked it in a slip for us while we went to lunch.
The marina had a pretty good grill and we inhaled a couple of burgers, then sat and enjoyed the air conditioning for a bit. We were getting looks, but I had gotten used to that. Jen had on daisy dukes and a cute crop-top. Her hair was back in the messy bun she seemed to favor. I think one woman recognized her but didn't say anything. I could hear the discussion in her head. "That's Jen Foster! Naw, it couldn't be. What would a supermodel like her be doing in this little grill in the middle of nowhere with such an average looking guy? She's still hot, though. That is one lucky guy."
I totally agreed.
I nearly had a heart attack when she stood on the dock and wiggled out of her shorts and top, showing a very nice bikini. It was tiny but not vulgar, if that makes any sense. Everyone, and I mean everyone, thought she looked good. The gas attendant bent over so far around the pump to get a better look at her that he overbalanced and ended up in the water. Jen never missed anything and had a big smirk on her face. Then she totally blew their minds by giving me a scorcher of a kiss before getting on the boat. "Better let me drive honey. You look a little out of it."
We zipped up and down the lake for an hour before she gave me the wheel. Take us somewhere private, baby."
I took her to the mouth of the lake and into a little cove I had discovered by accident. Trees hung over the entrance and you had to crouch down but once you cleared them there was a beautiful little cove with a strip of white sand on the left side. I bumped the nose into the sand, jumping out and securing the boat to a big limb. It wasn't long until she had a couple of towels spread out. She lay down and undid her top, tossing it to the side. "Rub me down, honey."
I did. It was one of the hottest experiences of my life. I did her back and legs and she insisted I do her bottom. Her cheeks were mostly bare and it was impossible to keep my hands from shaking. It didn't help any when she thrust those buns up, filling my hands. When I was done, she casually rolled over and I was like a deer in the headlights, staring at her perfect little breasts. She giggled. "Finish the job. You would not want these puppies burned. That would mean you don't get to play with them for a while."
"You're just going to lie here like this?"
"Usually I don't have the bottoms on. We're in a secluded space honey, and the boat is between us and the entrance. We'll hear someone coming well before they will be able to see us.
I rubbed her down, smiling as she moaned slightly when I coated her nipples. I worked my way down her tummy, admiring her smooth skin. I skipped the good parts and rubbed her legs, starting at her toes and ended up at the top of her thighs.
"Do the rest, please."
"No. If I get that far I won't be able to stop."
She cooed as she rubbed my chest. "Would that be a bad thing, making love to your girlfriend on a sandy little beach? It's just us baby. I know part of you wants to." She had grabbed my dick, which was so hard it was aching. I gave her a scorcher of a kiss and stood, sliding my board shorts down. I had just gotten them past my knees when I heard a giggle. I yanked my shorts up while Jen scrambled to get her top on. Two girls, late teens I'd say, came around the boat in a red canoe.
They grinned at us. "Sorry to disturb you. This is such a pretty place I wanted to show it to my friend. We'll leave now."
They seemed as embarrassed as we were and Jen smiled. "You're here now. Come on and enjoy the sand with us. If you're thirsty we have sodas and water."
I had slipped into the water, glad it was a little cool. I climbed into the boat and came out with a coke and a water, along with a few snacks. Jen talked to them for half an hour, charming them until they pretty much told her their life stories.
It was pretty obvious they were gay. They looked at each other with hunger in their eyes. I have a feeling the beauty they were going to admire in the cove was not the scenery. They were so absorbed with Jen they almost forgot I was there. Jen looked at me with an arched eyebrow and I grabbed a rod and started working the cove, walking away from them. I managed to catch a couple of nice bass and another fat bluegill before returning. Jen was holding them as they cried on her shoulders. We left them to their privacy and returned to the main channel.
I grinned. "I bet they're enjoying that white sand about now."
Jen sighed. "I doubt it. This was their first date, the first time Andrea understood she was gay. There will probably be a lot of hugs and kisses, a little exploring with their hands, but Andrea won't let it go any farther. She's still trying to find her way. Gail is a little more experienced and she's desperately in love with Andrea, so she'll be patient and gentle."
"They told all that to a total stranger?"
"Andrea recognized me. A lot of it was reading between the lines. After she got over being star struck, she asked if it was true most models were lesbians."
"What did you tell them?"
"I told them no, but a lot of us were bisexual. That much close proximity to that many beautiful naked women without a lot of straight men around takes a toll. And before you ask, the answer is yes. I had two girlfriends when I first started out before I decided it just wasn't for me. I'll never lie to you about things like that, Jaime. I need you to know me, and know you can trust me."
Instead of freaking me out, it made me feel good that she trusted me enough to tell me things.
We fished until it was almost dark. Jen caught a lot of fish and we had a pretty full live well when we hit the landing. I had her back the truck up to secure the boat and she did really well for her first time.
She insisted on helping me clean the fish before she left. Of course there was a pretty lengthy make-out session before she got in her car.
*****
I thought a lot about it while I was at work. She was sitting on my steps when I got home. I needed to get her a key made. She was there for her fish dinner.
I walked her through how to make tartar sauce, slaw and showed her how to make hushpuppies. I rolled the bluegill in seafood seasoning after dipping them in an egg and milk bath.
I let them set while I did homemade French fries, then dropped them in my fryer, waiting until they popped back to the top golden brown. The bass, I pan-fried in bacon grease after rolling the fillets in a seasoned cornmeal. We ate like pigs, cleaned up, put the dishes in the dishwasher and snuggled down on the couch. The heavy meal had us out in minutes. I woke up at one, pulling Jen with me into the bedroom. She stripped down to her panties and climbed into bed, asleep in seconds.
The smell of coffee woke me up. No one should be allowed to look as good as she did in the morning, I thought, as I watched her bustle about. "Get your shower. Breakfast is almost ready."
Twenty minutes later I was seated at the table, eating probably the best omelet I'd ever tasted. I asked what it was and she rattled something off in French. I think the loose translation was "good fuckin' eggs."
She was chattering happily and I smiled. As she was clearing the dishes I asked her a question.
"Jen, while we wage slaves are at work, how do rich supermodels spend their days?"
She stiffened and I felt like I'd made a mistake. "Why, does being one of the idle rich offend you?"
"Not at all, but I suspect you're not one of those. You have too much energy, too much life in you to just sit around. If it bothers you, you don't have to talk about it. I was just wondered what you did to keep from getting bored."
Her smile came back. "I volunteer a lot. I usually spend a couple of hours at the hospital, rocking babies. Everyone, and I mean everyone, wants to know where those rockers came from. They caught one husband trying to sneak one into his wife's room, and another trying to sneak it out the door."
I knew that was a soft jab at me for not signing the loan papers. She didn't nag, but she did bring it up now and then. "What else?"
Jen seemed embarrassed. "Well, I spend a few hours a week on the phone and computer with my financial advisors. I saw a few models who didn't watch their money, and it disappeared. It's why I have three separate advisors."
It was pretty obvious she didn't want to remind me of how rich she was. "Good thinking. I trust most of my friends, but only a few with money."
A sigh of relief passed her lips. "I also sit on a few boards. Plus I work with the fire department. I stay pretty busy, but here lately I think I've been a little slack in my main pursuit."
I walked right into it. "What's that?"
The smirk told me everything. "Taking care of you. Making you see I'm the only woman who'll love you like you deserve. I think I'm making progress, but Jesus you can be slow at times! I'm in love with you, moron. Don't make me think I might have gotten it wrong. Look at the time! Don't talk, give me a nice kiss and go to work. Shoo now."
I was out the door with the taste of her lips on mine, dazed and confused. I was seriously ineffective at work. The guys caught on and the teasing started. They shut up pretty quick when Jen stopped by just before lunch. Work just stopped as they watched Jen get out of her Mercedes.
"You forgot your cell phone honey. How am I supposed to know what you'd like for dinner if I can't get in touch? Oh, and I brought you lunch." She handed me a paper bag and a thermos, gave me a kiss that almost melted my boots, steel toes and all, and was gone.
The guys were quiet for a while, then they started. "Damn Jaime, you're fighting above your weight there brother." Another chimed in, "Man, she looks just like that supermodel. What was her name, Jane, no Jen something. You lucky bastard."
I grinned. "Yeah, she gets that a lot."
My concrete guy chimed in. "Yeah, but she has a serious flaw. She must be dumb as a rock to be hooked up with you. The girl got vision problems? Did she ride the short bus at school?"
"She's probably smarter than all of us put together. That wasn't a junker she was driving. She's hot, well off, and she likes to fish. She's my dream girl." Even as the words came out of my mouth I knew they were true. She was beyond my dream girl, she was my ultimate fantasy.
I was struck. She WAS my fantasy, my dream girl. But how often do fantasies manage to make the transition to reality and survive? Not many. Most fairy tales didn't start the way they read now. The evil stepmother in Cinderella, for instance. In the original version she was forced to dance in red hot shoes until she died. Most were tales designed to scare the shit out of kids and keep them safe at home.
It got a lot more complicated when I got home. I sighed when I saw the car in my driveway.
Mom.
We didn't exactly get along that great, mostly because she was pushing me to settle down with a "nice girl" and get on with producing the next generation. I wondered what she would think of Jen.
As usual I came in the back door, surprised to hear peals of laughter. I heard Jen talking. "So that's how she came to have a lobster grab on to her boob!"
They stopped when I entered but were grinning like mad. "I see you've met Mom."
Mom spoke up. "Yes. It's a shame I had to come to her, even though I didn't know there was a her to come to. Were you ever going to introduce us?"
That's when it got surreal. "Mom! Don't be mean to him, just because he's a little slow."
Mom snorted. "Honey, if it was left to him, I'd hear about you sometime between the second and third child. I'm really glad you're in his life. You're going to have your hands full keeping him straight, but I think he's worth the effort. Besides, if it gets tough you have reinforcements you can call in. I'm sure you haven't met his grandmother yet, have you?"
Jen shot her eyes to me. She never understood why I didn't talk about my family much. Maybe now she would understand.
"No, but I can't wait. Can you come for lunch Sunday? Maybe we'll get Jaime to grill, or better yet, do a fish fry. Try not to get here before one, though, so we'll have time to get home from church."
I swear if Mom's smile got any bigger her jaw would split. "We'll be here. I might bring my sister and a few of his cousins. That way you can meet most of them at one time."
"Call and let me know how many so I can make sure we have plenty."
I sat while they pretty much ignored me. When Mom got up to leave, she gave Jen a tremendous hug. I got a peck on the cheek and some whispered words. "She's perfect, son. Try not to screw this up."
Jen just grinned.
We had a light supper, neither very hungry. We cleaned the kitchen and snuggled on the couch. After a little snuggling, the kissing began. This went on for about ten minutes before I gently pushed her back. Her face told me her feelings were hurt a little, so I leaned in and kissed again.
"I wanna talk, baby. You snuggling up to me does not help my brain function, due to lack of blood."
Jen looked a little apprehensive. "What do you want to talk about?"
"Us."
If she looked apprehensive before, now she looked downright nervous. "What about us?"
"That came out wrong. I want to talk about us, but first I want to talk business. I've decided to trust your business instincts, honey. I signed the loan papers today and gave my boss a month's notice. In thirty days I'll be the co-owner of J & J Custom Furniture Designs."



Her face lit up. "That's great news. I was worried you wouldn't. By the way, what does the name mean?"
"It's short for Jen and Jaime. This will be your business as much as mine. I'm sure you'll be the hand at the helm. You know how to network and negotiate. I know how to build furniture. Seems pretty equitable to me. That is, if you'll do it."
"Of course I will, honey. But it will be your business."
"No it won't. I had the agreement changed. You and I will own it, fifty-fifty. I declared your knowledge an equal investment. Don't fight me on this or the deal is off. Are we good?"
Instead of talking she dove back into my arms. Between the kisses and the tears I was fairly certain there was a yes in there somewhere. "Good. Your lawyer has the amended papers. Sign them anytime it suits you."
"Tomorrow morning I'll be waiting outside his office, pen in hand."
"Good. Now on to personal business. You know I was infatuated with you from the day we met. I didn't know you or that you were famous and rich in your own right. All I knew was the most beautiful woman in the world was standing before me. As our friendship grew, I discovered you were even more beautiful on the inside. You were my dream woman, even if you never had a dime."
She was on the edge of the couch, looking too scared to breathe.
"You also know of my moral compass, so I just loved you from afar while Steve was alive. Steve's gone now. And now my dream woman is here, up close, and single. I'm glad now with what I'm about to say that we haven't slept together yet. No, that's not right. We have slept together, we just haven't, um, "consummated" our relationship. This way I can look into the eyes of our daughters and sons and tell them to be really sure, because we were, never having sex until we were engaged. Maybe that will be a strong moral..."
That was all I got out before she tackled me so hard the sofa flipped over. She rolled with it until she was on top of me, eyes moist, chest heaving, hands trembling. "Say it? Say it! SAY IT!"
"I wanted to be on my knees but I guess this will work. Jennifer Maryanne Foster, will you marry..."
"YES!"
"You didn't let me finish."
"Oh, you're finished all right."
"I didn't really mean to propose before I had the ring. We'll go pick it out this weekend."
"No we won't. You will pick it out. I want something nice, but it has to fit into your salary range. I've had rocks before and this time I don't want a rock. I want a symbol of love, understand? It doesn't matter what it is, I'll wear it with pride. You hear me?"
"I guess I may as well start now. Yes dear."
She rained kisses all over my face. "Good boy. You're going to be so easy to train."
I managed to get her off me and the sofa upright, patting a seat. "Maybe not. I need you to listen to me. There will be no discussion on this."
Jen's eyes widened but she held my hand and was still smiling.
"First. I know you're rich, money I'll never be able to make in my lifetime. The thing is, I don't care. You're going to want things when we start a family and I have no problem with you spending money to get them. The thing is, I want my, our children... Hold on a minute. That sounded so good I want to say it again. I want our children to grow up to be level-headed, not spoiled princes and princesses. I want them to have a work ethic, to know the value of saving and spending wisely."
"I also want a prenup. Your lawyer drew it up for me. Plainly speaking, I never wanted any of your money, so if we don't end up together he wrote it up like that. If we split, you keep what was yours, I keep what was mine, and everything we accrued together gets split 50/50. I'm not going into this to fail and I'm pretty sure you aren't either, so all they will ever be is words on a paper we're not really sure we remember. Agreed?"
"Can we maybe..."
"Nope. Take it or leave it. I want you 100% sure I wanted you. Not your money, not your fame, just you."
She had a hard time hiding the smirk so she looked down and said "Yes dear."
"Good. I realize you'll want a nicer house when the children arrive and I'm all right with that. I don't want anything like you and Steve had. I want a nice roomy home to fill with children and love. Agreed?"
"Yes, dear. I have a condition. For right now, while we get our business off the ground, we stay right here. There's not a thing wrong with this house, honey. Houses are just glorified boxes designed to hold love, so I'm fine with the one we have right now."
That kind of threw me. She had lived in mansions with servants, but she wanted to stay in an 1800 square foot modular? She saw my look.
"The place Steve and I had, the ones I had before we got together, weren't houses. They were monuments to success. You couldn't be spontaneous with servants around, one wrong picture and careers could be destroyed. I want something where I can get up in the middle of the night and go raid the freezer for ice cream stark naked and have no worries. Besides, the house I grew up in was smaller than this and I loved it. You need to remember, honey, I wasn't born rich. I lived a pretty average life until I was fifteen and got "discovered". I've always hated that word."
"Well, all right then. I'll take a little time tomorrow and look for a symbol of our love. It may not be just a diamond; I always thought they were kind of bland. If you just don't like it, I'll try again. Give this some thought. I don't want to start looking for venues tomorrow. I want a nice long engagement, to give us enough time to make sure we really mesh. I may disappoint you in bed. I might snore or have some kind of habit that irritates you to distraction. I guess I just want to "debug" our relationship before we say our vows. Does that make sense?"
She grinned. "It does. And I agree. I'm sure I have habits that you find distracting. I'm sure we'll try to change for each other but if we can't we'll learn to deal with it. Now, enough talking, let's get to the consummating part of our relationship."
*****
I'd like to say making love to a millionaire supermodel was unworldly, that I saw and felt things I'd never experienced before. You know what? It was. Not because she was rich. Not because she had incredible beauty. I saw and felt those things because she was the woman that I loved. Her body was fantastic. I found she was a little ticklish in certain spots and extremely responsive in others. I kissed her whole body at some point during the night and she nearly jumped off the bed when I hit the back of her knees. Her breasts were as high and firm as a teenager's, with small nipples that would crinkle and harden just from the slightest breath.
She was as smooth as a baby and she told me as we came down from the first round I better like it like that because she'd had a laser treatment, years before, to help her career. I rubbed the soft mound and grinned, liking the feeling. We did everything we could think of to each other and talked about a lot more. We never did anal, and when she brought it up she surprised me. "I've done it a few times and it wasn't something I really enjoyed. With someone I love it would probably be different, and this body is yours, so if you ever want to do it let me know."
I'd never done anal. To be honest I'd never understood the fascination men had with it. With Jen, though, anything was possible. I filed it away with a note to revisit the subject sometime down the road.
As we talked our hands wandered, and in minutes I was as stiff as I was the first time. She wanted me to do her from behind, saying she wanted to be mounted like a bitch in heat, because the way she felt she was. It got a little strange when she asked me to spank her while we mated. Seems she liked the stimulation. I gave her a few taps and she told me if I couldn't spank her like a man to just stop. The next smack saw her cheek jiggle and she squealed a little before she cooed. "Yes! Just like that, baby! Mark me as yours!"
Jen climaxed twice before I couldn't hold back any longer. We collapsed and I went to sleep rubbing that magnificent ass. She let me get six hours in before waking me for a morning round. When we fell back, she giggled. "Shower time, baby. We smell like old sex. I prefer the scent fresh, so let's get clean and see what we can do about it."
"I can't. I have to work."
"Not today. You would be two hours late as it is. Don't worry, I called your boss and told him you had something important you had to do and wouldn't be in today. You don't have to thank me. Now let's get you all spiffy clean. You have an errand to run."
We played in the shower, but she wouldn't let it get serious. After I dressed, she gave me a dandy little kiss and pretty much shoved me out the door. I grinned as I drove away. I didn't need to shop for a ring. I had already had it custom made by a friend. It was a nice sized diamond in the shape of a heart, with two small emeralds, also, in the shape of hearts flanking it. The bands that held them to the mount were cleverly designed to look like skeleton keys and the inside had an inscription. "You'll always have the key to my heart."
It was corny, but she knew I meant it, and when she saw the ring and read the inscription she cried, hard, for two hours, stopping just long enough to give me kisses from time to time.
We lived in a world of lust and love until Saturday. We picked the last flowers of the season, getting just enough for ten bouquets. I wondered how Jen was going to tell Janice. It was really subtle. As soon as she saw her she shoved the ring under nose. Jan let out a squeal and soon she and the three nurses who always seemed to be around her grabbed Jen in a really nice group hug. When they realized they were ignoring me, they abandoned Jen and smothered me with hugs and kisses.
When it came time to give the bouquets away, I gave Janice and each of her nurses one, as a thank you. We distributed the rest, three to children and three to seniors, before ending the day in the rockers, holding babies. Janice brought the tears out again when she told Jen I was going to make an excellent father.
The first thing Jen did when we got home was drag me to the bedroom. Luckily, it was a quick (ninety minute) romp for us. She shoved me towards the bathroom. "Shower, shave, and put on something nice. The girls will be here any minute."
Melody brought her husband, just so I'd have someone to talk to. Sandy showed up with Janice, and after quick kisses we were evicted from the living room. I took Ed out to the shop, grabbed a couple of beers out of the refrigerator, and turned on a college football game. We were about five beers in when they found us, sitting in rockers and singing the fight song of Ed's team. Melody led him to their car, glad she had less than two glasses of wine, and soon they were all gone. Jen started kissing me again before their taillights were out of sight.
We didn't play because she wanted to go to church in the morning. She made sure we sat with friends and waved her left hand around a lot. Soon a ripple went through the congregation and the preacher, sharp as always, noticed. As he shook hands he smiled, and when he got to us he wrapped Jen up in a big hug. "You got him, did you?"
Jen laughed. "He shouldn't have taught me to fish. I took the lessons to heart. I used the right bait, letting him run with the hook before reeling him in. I think he was happy when I scooped him up in the net."
After talking about how SERIOUSLY offended he'd be if we didn't let him perform our service, he turned us loose. It took us an hour to get from the front steps to the car because people were stopping to congratulate us, and by us, I meant Jen. Seems I was just along for the ride.
A few husbands clapped me on the back and told me to get used to it, this was my life from now on.
*****
Mom, Gran, all my aunts and cousins descended on us that afternoon. We didn't cook, Jen just ordered pizzas. I lasted about an hour before I slipped out to the building and worked on a couple of rockers. Mom came in an hour later, went to the fridge and grabbed a beer, then sat down in a completed rocker.
"I was a little leery of her at first. She was rich, beautiful, could have any man she wanted, live anywhere in the world she chose. I think she's the real deal, honey. The woman loves you. I wouldn't be surprised if you start your family right away. She really wants children, more specifically your children. I'm gonna have the prettiest grandbabies in the world and that's not an exaggeration. Well done, Jaime, well done."
She got up after she finished her beer, turning as she reached the door. "Two things. You treat that woman like gold, you hear me? And I better damn well have one of these rockers by the time the first grandchild comes."
All I could do was grin.
*****
She decided she wanted a June wedding. That was nine months away and suited me fine. I worked my notice and spent the evenings setting up the shop. Jen thought I should push rocking chairs as our signature piece. We made an assembly line, although every rocker was just a bit different, and we did custom orders. Jen insisted we take ads out in magazines geared to the upscale home market. Of course, Jen was the model. The ad campaign was brilliant. In the front of the magazine she was sitting in a chair as she was now, holding a baby. Midway through, there was another ad, her in late middle age holding another baby while a young woman looked lovingly at them. Almost at the back there was another ad. Her makeup artist was a genius and I got an idea of what Jen would look like in her seventies: still hot, slender, with pure white hair. She was holding another baby while a middle aged woman and a younger one stood behind her. There was a banner over them, Four Generations, and a tag up front. "J&J Rockers, built for more than one lifetime. Guaranteed."
I was struggling over what to charge. I used local oak, the best I could find, and with labor I had about seven hundred in each, on average. If a customer wanted something custom the price went up. I was thinking two thousand and not feeling good about it, when Jen called me to the computer. She had listed our prices, and a standard rocker went for five grand, more if it was customized.
"That's highway robbery! No one will pay that!"
She grinned and changed pages. "Nineteen orders so far, and the site has only been up for a day. I wouldn't worry too much if I were you."
I could make about two a week using an assembly line process, three if I worked fifty hours. I refused to hurry. People were paying for the best and I intended to give it to them. We were getting ready to ship our tenth chair when we got a phone call from the owner. She wanted it autographed. Jen said sure, and then turned bright red when the customer wanted ME to sign it, not her.
Each chair had a unique feature. A number was carved into it in such a way that it wasn't noticeable. We didn't advertise that feature and years later I was called as a witness in a lawsuit, the complainant saying the chair wasn't mine, as it was advertised. I examined the chair and agreed. There was an uproar and the judge asked how I knew. I asked to speak to the judge in private, showed him a few photos of my work with the numbers featured. There was no number on the chair in question. The seller, in turn, sued the shop she got it from, showing the letter of provenance they had provided.
Jen had moved her only relative, her Aunt Beth, the sister of the aunt that raised her, into her condo. I don't think we liked each other that well to start, but we must have grown on each other because soon she was helping in the shop, mostly computer and paperwork. Jen ran our finances and made sure she drew a good check every week.
Jen had gotten more into the building end of the business. I still didn't like her near the saws, lathes, drills and other assorted power tools found in our business, so she concentrated more on assembly and finish. It took me a long time to get used to seeing her in jeans and a t-shirt, bandana holding her hair back, with a shop-apron and elbow length gloves completing the outfit. We were up to four a week, by then.
One of her mega-rich friends dropped by. Jen, the consummate businesswoman, met him in nice clothes and gave him a tour of the shop. She led him into the house, showing him the custom made four poster bed and the matching chests and bedside tables I'd built for her. Next she showed him the second bedroom, set up for a girl.
He came back into the shop and after a round of coffee and pecan pound cake, made his pitch.
"Jen knows I'm divorced. What she doesn't know is that I got custody of our daughter in the divorce. Seems her mother had a lot of bad habits that made it impossible to leave our daughter with her. She's seven years old, and her favorite thing in the whole world is sitting in the custom rocker I ordered, number 29, by the way, and letting me rock her to sleep while I read her one of her favorite stories. That rocker has bonded us closer and brought us more peace than the tens of thousands I spent on therapy. She's already told me she wants her own rocker for her eighth birthday, and I want to surprise her with a whole new bedroom suite. Can you do it? I'll make up any shortfall you have concentrating on it and you would have seven months. Talk it over with your wife and get back to me. Oh, and you're not just a furniture maker. You're an artist in wood. You're not a father yet, but Jen says it will be soon. You'll find, Jaime, that once you have a child, especially a little girl, your world changes."
He left, taking the uneaten portion of the cake. He kind of insisted, so we let him. Jen and I made a quiet dinner and snuggled down on the couch.
"What do you think? Jack told me that even though he's worth almost a billion dollars his most prized possession is your rocker. Will you do it?"
"Tell Aunt Beth to inform everyone who orders a chair that there is a six-month backlog. It should take me four months of concentrated effort but we can get it done. Call him back and tell him we agree to do this. Tell him we may need to consult from time to time. We need to know more about his daughter. What does she really like? What doesn't she like? I don't intend to make something she'll grow out of in three or four years, but I would like to incorporate some subtle things to give her joy."
She kissed me hard and grinned. "Good. Consider it practice for our kids. We already have one for the first girl, but you need to think about boys down the line."
I knew she wanted kids, but we never discussed a number. "How many children should we have?"
She blushed and looked down. "As many as I can bear safely, but considering my age, three or four if we space them closely."
She glowed at my reply. "Good answer. We need to get on that as soon as we tie the knot. I figure our first should come along nine months and one day after the wedding."
*****
Jen surprised me by having Jack bring his daughter to the shop. I had her rocker ready to assemble, and I needed to make sure it was to her liking. I'd made it almost full size, to give her room to grow with it. She was a bright and inquisitive child who followed Beth and Jen around as they explained things to her. Jack took advantage of the time to review my plans.
Her favorite bedtime story was about a Princess who becomes friends with a dragon and all the adventures they had, so on the back of the header panel, in amongst the flowers and vines, was a princess on the back of her favorite dragon. I went through about eight headers before I got it right, but it was worth every minute to see her smile.
Jen was instrumental in the design of her bed, a four poster with a canopy. Her vanity featured the heart shaped mirror, the frame the body of a dragon curled around it. It was finally done, and we went to deliver and set it up. We arrived just after Alison went to school and just barely got done before she got home. Jack filmed her reaction. First she just stood in the middle of the room, twirling slowly. Then she let out a shriek of pure joy and dove on the bed, laughing and crying at the same time. It wasn't until the next day she found our gift. I'd carved a dragon out of black walnut, sanding it to a velvety texture and coating it with oil, making it so dark it seemed to glow. The princess that stood beside of it with a hand on its shoulder was out of holly, a wood that finished almost snow white. The contrast was very striking.



We went back to the backlog of rockers, by now almost a year behind. Six months later a magazine was couriered to us, Architectural Digest. The cover was Alison's bedroom and the article was about Jack's mansion. There was even a shot of Alison holding the dragon and princess. Jack went into detail about how the famous former model Jen Foster and her fiancé had designed and built every piece, making it one of a kind. He mentioned the purchase of one of our rockers and how it had led him to us.
Our business phone lit up like the Christmas tree in New York. Everyone from the royalty of Europe, to Sheiks of the Middle East, and half the millionaires in America, wanted a custom designed bedroom.
"Just excellent, Jaime. I'm pretty sure this will be passed on to daughter after daughter long after you and I are gone. I can't tell you how much I envy you."
I was surprised. "Me? You're a self-made man. You have the personal numbers of leaders across the globe. If you sneeze, Wall Street jumps fifty points. Why would you envy me?"
"All that I've done, all that I will ever do, it will be abstract, all coming down to numbers. I admit I'm a bit of a savant when it comes to money, but fortunes are made and lost every day. Long after anyone remembers either of us, your rockers will still be here. And while everyone wants money, you can't rock your child in it, you can't snuggle the love of your life with hundred dollar bills. More love will come across the seats of your creations than will ever be achieved by money, mine or anyone else's. Jen was right about you."
"Jen's pretty much right about everything. Why is she right about me?"
"She said you were the most genuine man she'd ever met. A man who could stand by his convictions no matter what the cost and still sleep at night. A man who would always protect and put his family first. You're a unicorn, brother. You don't exist."
For some reason, that conversation stuck with me for the rest of my life.
Jack surprised the shit out of me by asking if Jen and I would take him and his daughter fishing. The next weekend we had them on the boat. Jen was well past the cork and splash stage by then, but she had a ball teaching Alison. She beamed with pride when she hooked and landed her first fish. Jack was a pretty quick study and managed to catch a few, himself. He ended up buying a medium-sized pontoon boat. He could fish off it, but more importantly it would hold Alison and six of her friends. Jack spent almost every Saturday on the lake, often in the company of one of the mothers. He seemed to favor one, a widow his age who had a daughter that Alison loved like a sister. She was nowhere near as rich as he, maybe being worth 20, 25 million tops. Jen grinned and said we may end up having to do another bedroom soon.
Then winter came and fishing season was over unless you were a diehard, and much as I loved fishing, I wasn't doing it in an insulated snowmobile suit and a full face helmet. I had two friends who did that, often having to stop and break the ice off their lines. No thank you.
Jen insisted we take a vacation in January, flying us to Vail for some skiing. We took Mom and Aunt Beth along, skiing while they shopped. The condo was really, really nice. Usually I didn't bring it up, but curiosity got me and I asked how much it cost a night.
"Nothing. We own it honey."
Well then. Jen giggled at the look on my face. "It's an investment, baby. I have a management company rent it out for us when we don't want it. It's actually returning a pretty good dividend. We donate all profits to several local volunteer fire departments. We even let firemen stay here free during the off season. All tax deductible, of course."
Jen had found an upscale country western club online. One night found us at the club. Jen had gotten Mom and Beth cowgirl outfits complete with hats. It's kind of hard on a guy when he realizes his mother is a bit of a fox. Didn't bother any of the guys who asked her for dances, some as young as 25, some in their sixties, but she could have been on the floor for every dance if she had wanted. Beth wasn't as pretty, but she was still a decent looking woman so she didn't lack for company. We all went home exhausted and Jen burst out laughing in the bright lights of the condo living room. She was sure Beth had a bra on when we left and now she was sporting the natural look.
Beth fled to her bedroom while Mom grinned. "Don't be hard on her. This is the first time she's gone out in four years, since her husband died. So what if she got a bit naughty? Good for her."
Jen couldn't help a little teasing. "Did you get a little naughty with her, Mom?"
Mom grinned. "I didn't lose my bra, if that's what you're asking. I'm going to miss those panties, though. They matched the bra. Goodnight, kids."
I sat with my mouth open while Jen rolled around on the floor.
*****
March came, and Jen had been looking at the seed catalogues I always ordered, planning our flower beds for the season. By the way she ordered, I was going to have to expand my plot. A lot.
Mom and Beth had bonded after the vacation, and they joined a book club, which led to a more expanded circle of friends, that led to occasional girls' nights out. Jen went to a couple and came home giggling at the antics of the group, but she never made it a regular thing.
One of Jen's Christmas presents to me, well to both of us, was a really nice computer with CAD capabilities. It was to help us design furniture and it really was a boon. I wasn't as computer literate as I needed to be but that problem soon went away.
There was a knock on the door of our shop and Jen answered, thinking it may be a customer. We kept the doors locked to keep distractions down. I saw her take a young woman into the cubicle we laughingly called an office. They talked for twenty minutes before they stood and shook hands. Jen brought the woman to me and introduced her.
"Honey, this is Molly Graham. She's the very first employee of J&J Custom Furniture."
Molly was a junior in college, majoring in interior design and minoring in furniture. She was looking for a place to intern over the summer and we were her first pick. She seemed surprised no one else in her school had thought of us.
It turned out she was there on a scholarship and needed part-time work, so we gave her twenty hours a week to see if she could fit our system. She didn't fit, she improved it, throwing out ideas I'd never even thought of. With her helping, we could get out almost two rockers a week.
The only clash we had was when she wanted to mechanize a lot of the work. I shot it down immediately. "If we mass produce, we wouldn't stand out from any of our other competitors. As it is now, every customer knows their rocker is hand-made, every spindle turned by hand, every seat contoured to their bottom if they gave us specs. They had options in leg and header design, making each piece truly one of a kind."
She didn't approve but understood.
The custom seat was Jen's idea. She'd bought a bicycle once, six thousand, and it came without a seat. You had to order the seat to your exact bottom dimensions for another fifteen hundred. I was amazed at the price. "Do you still have it?"
"No, I got bored with it and gave it to some street kid who needed a bike. The point is, we could offer the same thing."
So we did. We bought what amounted to sealed pouches of foam. All the customer had to do was shake it vigorously for two minutes to activate the gel. When it was fully inflated they sat on it for five minutes, making a permanent impression of their butt. Then they sent it to us. We would scan the impression into our CAD system, and it would activate the machine that cut the general dimensions into the thick oak seat, and I would do the finish work. It was a very popular option. Of course that particular option came at an extra five hundred, but very few opted not to do it.
Molly had a friend who also needed to intern for his studies, and soon Zack joined us. He proved very adept at fitting the finished pieces, making the same small adjustments I would have made, and production went up again. I focused on carving and Jen handled finish. By spring we were ahead of orders by three weeks. It was a good thing, because we scheduled two weeks for our honeymoon. I had no idea where we were going, Jen begged me to let it be a surprise.
By then, we were already a married couple. We slept together, we worked together, we played together. Jen still did some volunteer work and still spent time with her investors, but not nearly as much as before. Jan and the girls stayed close, and there were two girl weekends to different spas.
I used the time to go hunting. I enjoyed the solitude and found over the years I didn't want to kill as I had in the past, so I carried a really nice camera and used it more than the rifle. I would still shoot, getting two nice deer and a good sized bear during the season. I sent them to a professional butcher shop to be processed. Jen was a little leery and didn't enjoy deer but she loved bear, especially bear sausage. She made me promise to take her next year.
Things were barreling right along. During the first of April, Jen got approached by some old business associates wanting to use her to brand their new perfume. The pay would be very nice and the schedule would be light, filming most of the commercials at the same time, only going back for seasonal pitches.
She didn't say anything at first, having her lawyers vet it to make sure it was kosher. Then she thought about it. The money was a little over a million a year and they wanted a three year contract, with bonuses built in if the brand took off. Overall, it amounted to five million for roughly five commercials a year.
Then she brought it to me, showing me all the paperwork. I read it and thought about it for a few days. I knew she wanted to do it and realized that somewhere inside, she missed the life.
"Do it if it makes you happy. I will admit that it makes me nervous. You'll be going back to the life of the rich and famous, the pampering, the ass kissing, the wild parties if you choose to go. I'm afraid you'll wake up and realize life with me was just a fantasy, just a taste of how the other half lives. I trust your love enough to believe that it will never happen."
She wrapped me up, nuzzling my neck. "THIS is my life. It's the life I want, the life I choose. Let me tell you why I'm doing it. Part of it is a favor for some of my mentors. Part of it is it can be fun now, not the deadly serious game it was before. I'll go in, do about two weeks' worth of shoots and come back to my real life. Then, maybe four days, twice a year, for the holiday and summer seasons. Three weeks, honey, for five million. The best part is all the money will go to the charity that outfits hazmat vehicles for fire departments. We could save lives, honey."
She gave me a big kiss and giggled. "Besides, I want to have your Mom and Aunt Beth with me. I also want you to spend a few days with me. I think it will make you understand me better and realize this could never be any kind of threat to us. It's only maybe seven to nine weeks over three years. I think we can handle it."
Then she sighed. "I want to get the first one out of the way. In ten more weeks we quit playing house."
I grinned. "We've never played house. I consider us just as married now as I will in June. It's perfect the way we've done it. We've debugged the system, honey. It can only be smooth sailing from here."
I ended up eating those words.
*****
Jen got her old agent back, saying she needed his insights. She still had her lawyers from her career, so there were no problems there. In two weeks, she was flying to New York.
I was going to be with her the first three days, then I had to come home and run our business. I was going to fly back for the weekend, then she'd come home the following week. Mom couldn't stay the whole time, but would be with her as much as possible. Aunt Beth was in for the whole time.
It didn't take me long to figure out I'd never make it in the modeling business. Most of the people she worked with were decent people, but some of the other, more powerful, ones were arrogant asses. I heard a director dressing down one of the bit players in the first commercial for no reason at all. I listened for a while before I snapped. "Listen, asshole, I think she got it the first five times you said it, once she filtered out all the profanity. Why don't you do us all a favor and quit harassing the poor girl and let us enjoy some peace and quiet."
The set went deadly quiet. It took a moment for the director to regain his powers of speech. "Who the hell are you? It doesn't matter. Off my set! I mean right fucking now! You're banned from any stage I'm on."
"If you knew how badly that didn't bother me you be even more pissed. I think I like it here. Mind if I pull up a chair beside you and watch a genius at work? I've never been this close to a real God before."
One of the sound men lost it, running off the stage while his screams of laughter floated behind him. The director glared at everyone who dared make eye contact before grabbing a chair, intending to fling it into the set people. I grabbed his hand. "You need to stop and think about what you're doing. Is this considered professional behavior in your world? Look at those people. I bet half of them would murder you in your sleep and smile while they did it. Now put the chair down and park your ass in it, or I'll be doing the chair tossing, only it will be with you in it."
"Who the fuck are you and how did you get in here? Doesn't matter. I pay top dollar for security and I'm going to make sure you fall down a lot on the way out. Try to get back in and I'll have what's left of you arrested! Somebody call Security!"
Everyone just looked at him and nobody moved for a while. Finally one of his assistants scurried out of the room. I grinned. "Looks like we have a little time to kill. I'm going to enjoy fucking you up."
I don't know where it would have gone if Jen hadn't walked on to the set just then. She smiled and spoke to a few people she remembered working with before as she walked towards me. Before anyone could say anything she wrapped her arms around me, giving them an eye-full with the kiss she laid on me.
She pretended to notice the director for the first time. Her voice was definitely cool when she spoke. "Hi, Bob. I heard they hired you for this shoot. Just so you know, I had a clause put into my contract that if I felt like I couldn't work with anyone on the set, they were gone, and that includes you. I better not hear about one temper tantrum or instances of you being a jerk to anyone. Are we clear?"
Before he could calm down enough to speak she grinned. "Oh, before I forget. This is my husband and I love him very dearly. Any slight or disrespect he's given, if it comes back to me, whoever it was, is gone. We communicating clearly here? Understand, or do I need to use smaller words? Or better yet, I'll let him handle it. He was a soldier, Bob, and he spent a year getting paid to kill people. Just thought you should know."
Instead of answering, Bob stormed off the stage, screaming for someone.
She kissed me again. "I see you met Bob. He's an asshole, but he's a really good director. It's well known in the industry that we don't like each other, but we're both professionals. If he keeps his mouth shut and does his job, we'll be fine."
I had a really bad feeling about the whole situation.
*****
The perfume, "Seductive Whisper," smelled surprisingly good. "You better like it," Jen whispered. I'm getting an extra two-hundred grand to wear it exclusively for the length of the contract. Wouldn't do to have the spokes-model be caught wearing Chanel, now would it?"
I watched as she filmed the first, her in a very flattering evening gown as she walked through a room of people. Everyone just stopped and stared, especially the men. She reached the doorway and looked back, winking at the camera. "Never underestimate the power of a Seductive Whisper," she smirked, crooking her finger at the most handsome man in the room. He almost ran to her, and the next shot was of him with his coat off and his shirt open, hair tousled, as Jen ran her hand up his chest and whispered in his ear. He looked like he was about to faint.
It took eight takes and was filmed with five cameras. The editor spliced it together and we watched it with the producer and owner of the product. They were well pleased. Bob, of course, objected, saying she should be in lingerie. The owner snorted.
"It's named Seductive Whisper, not Screaming Slut. It's much more powerful this way, hints instead of statements. I like it."
The producer immediately said he'd have it polished for final approval by the next day and could hit television, cable, streaming, and even movie trailers by the next week. Bob stomped out, pissed. Jen just smiled.
I had to get back to the business. It wasn't that I didn't trust our interns, no, that's not quite true. I didn't trust Molly. She was always pushing for more automation and shortcuts to increase volume. I finally had to explain to her that when she owned a business she could call the shots. Jen and I had agreed to let her work through the summer if she behaved, and then replace her.
*****
I was right. Molly had taken advantage and pushed out more chairs than was possible under our business model. I inspected them, and two needed to be taken apart for rework, something terribly irritating after the glue had set. I would probably end up rejecting them, instead of selling them. I'd fix them up and donate them to a hospital somewhere.
Molly blew up when I confronted her, saying it was time to get out of the Stone-age and join the real world. I fired her. She couldn't believe it. "You'll have a hard time replacing me! I'm damn good at what I do."
"That would probably explain why I'm forced to eat ten thousand dollars' worth of production. I really am sorry, Molly. You'd make a damn fine craftsman if you could discipline yourself. You have to want that, and you don't. You want the quick, easy, so what if the customer gets an inferior product way. Let's just agree to disagree and get on with our lives."
She immediately filed a complaint with the state labor board, claiming sexual harassment and creating a hostile workplace. I called the local office and told them I would show up for the appointment with video of every moment she had spent in my building, including audio, and was going to insist that every second be watched. I also told them I intended to sue Molly for false accusations, creating a hostile workplace for me and the rest of my employees, and damaging my professional reputation.
Then I had my lawyer serve Molly for slander, libel, and as many other charges as my lawyer thought would stick. She called him two days later and offered to rescind the complaint if I would drop the charges. We let her twist in the wind for two weeks before agreeing, if she issued a public apology. It ate at her, but she did it.
I had wired the shop because of attempted break-ins, trying to steal any finished furniture. If anyone tried to enter without the safety code, an alarm would trip in my house as well as at the local Sheriff's Office. They managed to catch two, but not a third one. I figure he would be easy to identify if he went to a hospital. He'd be the guy getting rock salt out of his ass.
While all this was going on I didn't get to return to New York. Jen was due back in two days when Beth called. "You need to get up here. Something has happened and Jen looks scared to death most of the time. She won't let me out of her sight, and your Mom is already on the way."



I dropped what I was doing and flew up. I went straight from the airport to the studios. Mom met me at the gate and the security guard acted like he didn't want me inside. Mom got right in his face.
"If you value your job you'll get out of the way. His wife is Jen Foster, the star of the ads. There seems to be some concern for my future daughter-in-law's well-being. You have a choice, obstruct us and have the cops swarm the place, or get out of the way."
He moved aside. Mom turned back when we were almost out of sight to see him dialing. "You need to put that phone away, boy. If we find anything wrong and discover you warned someone, believe me when I tell you when Jaime is through with you you'll wish you'd been arrested."
Mom filled me in as we walked. "She's in the director's office with him and one of the associate producers. Jen has been pale and shaky for two days and I'm sensing something bad happened but she won't talk to us about it. When we showed up for the meeting they shoved me and Beth out the door and locked it. She's been in there 45 minutes."
I had a full head of steam when I walked into his office suite. A receptionist tried to stop me and I ignored her. Then his chief assistant decided it was his personal duty to make sure I didn't get through the door. He was still unconscious an hour later when the cops got there.
I kicked the door open just in time to see her in a corner, holding an office chair. Her blouse was ripped and she'd been crying. Jack was standing there grinning. "If you don't get out of those clothes right now, I'll make sure your husband sees the tape." He was waving a phone at her while the associate producer was grabbing at the chair.
Jack turned when the door exploded, just in time to see the fist connect with his jaw. I broke it and when he hit the floor I got a couple of short ribs and nailed him in the crotch. He was on the floor gagging when I turned to the other man.
"Wait just a minute! If you don't..."
I took out his kneecap, then gave him a knee to the face as he fell. Just on general principles I kicked him in the balls.
Jen screamed and collapsed, out cold. I was hugging her, kissing her face, when the cops got there.
It was a really good thing Jen was rich, because they tossed my ass in jail. I was charged with trespassing, aggravated assault (three counts, one for each asshole I put down), felony trespass, breaking and entering for kicking the door in, and a few more things I don't really remember. My bail was one-million, which Jen promptly posted.
The truth came out in the discovery process of the trial. Jen had been dosed with a date rape drug two days before the altercation at a cocktail party for the release of the commercials. They almost raped her, stripping her down to her panties, when Jen had a sudden flash of sobriety and nailed Bob in the balls. He let out a high pitch scream that had people pounding on the door. They managed to get Jen in bed before opening it, saying she'd had too much to drink and they were caring for her. Beth had also been dosed with sleeping pills and was also out. A couple of the women there were models with minor roles in the commercial and clustered around Jen, even though Bob threatened them.
Jen recovered but knew something had happened. She had gone to his office to confront him when I arrived on the scene. It had gotten ugly; to the point Jen was holding the chair and screaming for help. How did we know all this? I grabbed Bob's phone before the cops got there. He was using it to film Jen fighting back, taunting her. There was also footage of them in the bedroom stripping off her clothes and talk between the two assholes of what they were going to do with her. There was also footage of two more women who had been drugged and raped.
I gave it to the D.A., warning him I'd made copies and if justice wasn't served the footage would go viral. Even if he got away with it in court, the court of public opinion would sink his career. There was a big debate over whether the footage was legally obtained, but in the end the authorities hadn't taken the phone, I had, and I'd given it to them claiming there was evidence about Jen on it.
It was said Bob fainted when the cops hauled him in for questioning. They'd already gotten to the producer and he'd rolled instantly, trying to save his ass. Bob tried to get Jen to drop the charges, offering her a million. She laughed. "His lawyers will end up costing more than that. I consider it money well spent."
It never went to trial; Bob saw the writing on the wall and struck a deal. In exchange for a guilty plea on lesser charges, he got five years at a Camp Cupcake, eligible for parole in thirteen months. He also had to register as a sex-offender, a charge that effectively ended what was left of his career. The two women he had molested earlier were suing him in civil court and it was a pretty good bet he'd be broke by the time he got out.
I didn't plan or sanction it, but I heard he had a pretty interesting incarceration. He got beaten up a few times and found out what it was like to be the victim of an unwilling sexual encounter. It might have had a tennis court, but it was still a prison.
The producer wasn't so lucky, doing seven months in a regular minimum security prison. I don't know if he had a pleasant stay. I do know he got busted for fighting and had to do another four months.
The receptionist and assistant withdrew charges when they were told the D.A. was thinking of charging them with aiding and facilitating rape.
The owner of the perfume and the executive producer were beside themselves with anger, and regret for what Jen had to go through. They promised her the next shoot, unless she wanted out of the contract, would be in another location with a crew she had to approve of before shooting started. She thought about it and decided to finish the contract. Her next shoot was scheduled for Miami for the summer ad and Aspen for the winter one.
*****
I avoided jail time, but it was a close thing. When it went to court the lawyers portrayed me as a man willing to do anything to save his wife from rape, pretty easy to do because that's what happened. I was on probation in the state of New York for a year and they firmly suggested I spend my vacations elsewhere. Not a problem. They had to make an exception for the first probation visit, but managed to transfer it to my home state for the rest.
Jen recovered in time for the wedding. I was all for postponing it until she was more settled and she surprised me by how vehement she was in refusing.
"Not no, but hell no! I need this, honey. I want good memories, not to wake up with nightmares like I did for a while."
So it came to pass that an average man wed a millionaire supermodel in a small country church on a sunny June afternoon. The service was beautiful, even though we had to hire half the cops in our county and surrounding areas to keep the hordes of reporters away. A few of the more slimy ones were arrested, which they couldn't believe, and held in jail until the wedding was history. The rest took the hint and pretty much behaved.
Two hundred or more cameras clicked like mad when we exited the church. Jen's face was glowing and she was so happy she blew kisses at the reporters. The cops got a laugh out of the fact the reporters would not have another opportunity for pictures because we got into the small helicopter that we'd flown in two days before and hidden, lifting off and away before they could react.
We expected a few reporters initially because she was still rich and famous, but her attack and subsequent legal action pushed her right back into the limelight. It got so bad we had to fence our property and have security guards for a while. It developed into a game. The guards would tell us where they were hiding and I'd grab the shotguns and clay targets. We'd set the thrower so the targets would be well into the air but directly over their heads before we shot. Jen was really good at it, and she'd die laughing when they would break cover and run, pieces of clay raining down on them. A few tried to press charges, but the Sheriff just shrugged. "They have a legal right to discharge their firearms on their own property, as long as it's before eleven at night and after daylight in the mornings. Not much I can do about that. You shouldn't be dumb enough to be standing on a skeet range."
We vacationed in a warm climate on a small private island. On the third day I told her it was time to get on with the baby-making and she laughed, rubbing her tummy. "This isn't fat, baby. I'm ten weeks along."
*****
I rolled over, looking at the smooth back of the love of my life. Our thirtieth anniversary was in three weeks. We were going to spend it on the same little island as our honeymoon. Now, though, we owned the island. The original owner did not manage his money well, and when he had to sell it, Jen bought it without telling me. We'd owned it for ten years, and it was the preferred vacation spot for our family. J.J., Jen Junior, had chosen to follow my footsteps and went into furniture design. The only thing that disappointed me with her choice was she preferred to work in plastic and metals. She won awards, so I guess it was all right. She did insist that I make her rocker when she and her husband announced they were pregnant. Her daughter is eight, and Grandma Jen is her favorite babysitter. I think she likes me, too, but it could be the little figures I carve for her.
Our son Eric chose another path and became a lawyer. He married, then divorced two years later. She went for the money, only to discover he had none except for his salary. He was a little leery of women for a while. Then one day Jack showed up. He had stayed in touch over the years, and managed to make one weekend a summer to fish with us. His new wife was a little overwhelmed at first. She caught a nice bass and it was off to the races. Alison had bonded to her really well. She was eleven when they married, a time when a mother's guidance was welcome.
Bonnie had never had children but was soon as protective as a mother bear. I pitied the first boy who dared ask Alison out. She'd probably know everything about him going back four generations before he rang the doorbell.
We were at her maternity shower and she cried hard when we gave her the rocker. Jack wanted to buy it, but we insisted it be a gift. It was going to be a girl. Poor Jack didn't have a chance.
Fast forward twenty-six years. Jack came by with his family for our annual fishing expedition. By then our kids were grown, but they participated, both having learned to love the water. We had to have several boats, so we rented a couple of pontoons. The old people ended up together, and the younger ones paired off on the others.
J.J., her husband and three kids went with Alison and her second husband and their three kids collectively, one from his past marriage. That left Eric and Jack's youngest daughter Melanie. You could hear them arguing over the water a few times and we looked at each other and sighed. Eric was divorced and Mel had broken up with her long-time boyfriend two months before the wedding. He was pissed because he had to sign a prenup specifying he could never touch any inheritances she might receive, and took it out by screwing her best friend. I don't think he meant to get caught, but he did, and she had him out of HER apartment the next day.
Whatever they argued about, they must have resolved it by the time we got back to the landing. Everyone went back to the house to clean fish and prepare for the big dinner we always had, except Eric and Mel. They wanted to go on a sunset cruise. We just smiled and one thing led to another. They married fourteen months later, and they just announced their first pregnancy. Jack came to me later in the evening, wanting me to help him build a rocker. I was more than happy to help. They didn't have a prenup, insisting it was not necessary. Jack told me he never felt more confident in his life when he tore up the papers he'd prepared.
Jen made me retire at fifty, though I still occasionally made a rocker or bedroom suite for old friends.
I found myself thinking of her first husband every once in a while. Steve had everything he could ever want and was just too greedy, ambitious, driven? Pick a word. He just couldn't be happy with what he had, and he had it all. I regret his death and feel a bit guilty about my happiness occasionally, but I get over it pretty quickly. Deep down, I'm sure they would have divorced if Jen had found out about the vasectomy. I regret thinking negative thoughts about him, he was always a friend to me, but his priority should have been his wife and her happiness. If he couldn't give it to her, he should have told her and let her go. I don't think he would have ever done that, he was too proud of the perfect wife on his arms at dinners and events. I don't think he ever realized his fantasy wasn't real, that Jen, for all her beauty, was just a woman, a woman who needed love, respect, and attention from her mate. Seems pretty simple, doesn't it?
*****
I had a friend from my childhood whom I had lost touch with over the years. I did invite him to the wedding, surprised as heck when he showed up with a beautiful woman on his arm. After that, he was an infrequent visitor, always stopping by on his way to somewhere.
Lenny, to be kind, was not a handsome man. His force of personality made him rise above the pretty people around him so I could kind of understand the relationship. Despite his average looks and quiet dress, Lenny was famous. He wrote his first novel at twenty-nine, his first best seller at thirty-three, and had a string of very successful novels at fifty. Seven had been made into films. We didn't even know he knew how to spell.
I was reminded of him as I looked at Jen's flawless back. We were sitting at a table as the reception was winding down, talking. He always had an odd sense of humor, and he'd been laughing all night. Jen finally asked him what was so funny.
"You guys. Not in a ha-ha way, though. You're the stuff of myths; proof that unicorns exist."
Of course he had to explain it. "Most people don't know this, but I honed my craft when I was young by writing erotic stories on a couple of free sites. My editor suggested it, saying it would give me a fan base when my novels came out, and I came to enjoy it. I'm compulsive about research, so before I wrote the first word I studied the genres. There's a recurring theme that's laughed at, about a rich supermodel who falls for an average guy who'd had his heart broken by a faithless wife. Other than the faithless wife part, you guys are it. I'd write about it but no one would believe it."
Jen thought about that for a while, even looked up his old free stuff. That led to a few adventures in the bedroom and some pretty frank discussions. All good ones. One day Melody and the girls came by, laughing as they piled into Jen's SUV for an afternoon out.
That night I noticed a bandage on her shoulder. She assured me it was just a minor procedure she had done, something so simple she didn't want me to bother about. Three days later she came out of the shower with some medicine in her hand. "Honey, will you rub this on my shoulder. The man doing the procedure said it would help it heat quicker."
Like I was gonna say no. I just froze when she turned her back. The procedure turned out to be a tattoo, something she told me she'd always wanted but didn't get while she was modeling. She said she worked with girl that had tattoos and how much longer they had to stay in the makeup chairs to cover them for a shoot, so she held off.
The tattoo was of two unicorns, a male and a female, necks entwined while they nuzzled each other. The artist was the best she could find, and the colors were vibrant, the details painstaking. It was beautiful and I told her so, promising to kiss it when it healed more.
A year after J.J. was born the tattoo was modified, showing a little unicorn beside the couple. After Eric, another was added on the other side. The artist asked permission to show them in a magazine article about his work. It was the last time Jen modeled, looking over her shoulder with a smile, her bare back glowing while the tattoos looked like they were ready to trot off her shoulder. It became the cover photo for the issue. The artist was suddenly turning down work from all kinds of famous people because he was swamped. Some wanted the same tattoo but he refused. Part of the agreement of her letting him show the tattoo was that he never did another, and he honored his word.
I kissed the little unicorns, and lingered over the big one. Jen cooed and turned, pulling me into her. Sometimes, just sometimes, fairy tales come true.
*****
This is my event story. When I set the parameters to the writers who participated, it was to be about a wife who was far richer than their mates. I had a darker story started, but shelved it for later to do this. And like I said, this was about unicorns.
I hope you like it, and I want to thank all those who participated, especially Bebop 3. It would have never gotten off the ground without him. I also want to thank Randi for editing and the rest of my friends for their encouragement and support.
Q
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"Ohhh! Who's that?"
My companion, an older woman and co-worker, glanced over at me and grinned.
"Down girl! That's one who will never be interested in you."
I glanced at the mirror behind the small bar. Tall at five-nine, I liked to wear heels, three inches, at the lowest. It made me as tall or taller than most men, which sometimes helps in my job. Long blonde hair elegantly styled, cool blues eyes that could smolder and tease while looking cool and distant at the same time. Thirty-six D breasts that would still defy gravity for a few more years, a narrow waist leading to an ass men walked into walls looking at, and a great set of legs to hold it all up. My business skirt was an inch higher than proper, and my neckline lower. I was a walking wet dream, and I knew it.
"Betty, they're all interested in me."
"Not this one. Leave him alone. If you were to ask him everything he didn't want in a woman, he would describe you in detail."
My interest was really piqued now. "And what would those attributes be?"
"Tall, blonde, beautiful, a banker, and a Yankee. Top it off with your last name as a bonus. That man is your cousin's ex-husband."
I was surprised and shocked at the same time. "THAT'S the redneck?"
Bad for me, I was a little loud and said it just as the conversation lulled. He and everyone else at the table looked up. I saw his smile fade and a look I hope I never see again crossed his face, before it cleared up and he looked more closely at me.
His look changed and a little half-smile played over his lips. Then he went back to his conversation and ignored me. Nobody ignored me!
I wasn't really a banker, my degree and job were in public relations. I had gotten my position right out of college, lucky to get it in these hard times. I won't deny my family connections got me the job. I think they were secretly concerned I might go to work for a competitor.
I was a Johnson, of the same family that founded the bank that became the megabank that everyone hated, dubbed "Superbank." Our recent handling of foreclosures and ever-increasing fee rates were driving customers away. It was my job to make people feel all warm and fuzzy about us even as we plotted to extract even more of their hard-earned money into our coffers. Good thing I had a creative mind.
My branch of the family didn't share in any of the wealth. We were the poor relations, down here in the South you would call us shirttail kin, hanging on for the crumbs that fall off the big table.
My erstwhile cousin had married a local who was downsized out of a middle management position. He looked around, assessed his options, and took up farming. She didn't like the change in status, decided a coworker would make a better mate, and tried to rape him in a divorce.
Her plans fell apart, as it seems he was related to or close friends to a lot of people in high and low places. When it was over, she had to pay him support for three years, he got the house, and a nice settlement from the bank, who didn't want the scandal to compound their current woes. The cake got iced when three of their biggest corporate customers moved to a credit union in protest of the way one of their own was treated. I highly suspect they were going anyway, this just gave them a visible reason.
In retaliation, my great uncle, principal shareholder and Chairman of the Board, had them transferred to a small town in northern Alaska. The branch was so small they were the only employees, having to handle all the business. He let it be known if she didn't like it she could quit, but if she did his will might be altered slightly. It had been two years and they were still there.
*****
He had the broadest shoulders I had ever seen; that suit had to be custom tailored. Gray pinstripe, the jacket was draped across his chair. He wore a blindingly white shirt and a vest with an old-fashioned chain and pocket watch.
His bald head seemed to glow under the fluorescent lights, his white teeth gleaming when he smiled. He looked like a handsome version of Mr. Clean on steroids.
Betty brought me over for introductions. Bankers from our competitors, lawyers, businessmen, three chefs, one doctor, and him. He was there to represent the farmers.
I shook hands all around. I got to him last. I had on four-inch heels and I hoped to tower over him. Even in my four-inch heels, I was at least two inches shorter. Wow.
He shook my hand, smiling. "Ah, another one of the famed Johnson girls. Your family is noted for two things, Miss Johnson. Their ability to make money and the beauty of their women. Glad to see you uphold the family tradition."
I wasn't sure if that was a compliment, but I replied in kind. "After seeing you, Mr. Summers, I think I've found a flaw in us. Our ability to see must be impaired. If you're an example of 'a dirty redneck,' to quote my cousin, I'd like to see more of them. Apparently, they clean up really well."
I knew I had said the right thing because of the chuckles that went around the boardroom.
"Nicely said, Miss Johnson. I may have to revise my opinion of the Johnson girls slightly. Now, would you like something to drink before we start?"
I was about to ask for a white wine when I noticed everyone else was drinking coffee or soft drinks. I declined and we got down to business.
He seated me opposite him. We were there to plan an event, Feast In The Field, a charity dinner using as many local foods and products as possible. All the proceeds went to feed the homeless. It was a big deal, the mayor, state politicians, even a U.S. senator or two were known to appear if they were in town. It was a top-flight event, limited to five hundred people at five hundred dollars a plate. It was always sold out.
The exposure was priceless, and sponsors were prominently recognized and praised. There was usually a donation from these corporations, announced at the meal. Last year it funded two soup kitchens and a shelter for the entire year. Tickets, even at that price, were at a premium.
The organizers went all out. It was held in a meadow owned by one of the participating farmers.
Two local brewers, one distiller (vodka made from sweet potatoes), and three local vintners handled the alcohol supply. Four farmers supplied the vegetables. One donated beef, and another chicken and pork. One farmer had a gourmet food truck, and she volunteered it as an overflow kitchen. The actual cooking and food prep were done in a specially designed tent. Another small tent held the bar, and the main tent was enormous, capable of holding the five hundred comfortably. The tables would sparkle under the chandeliers, reflecting off the crystal and silverware atop the pristine linen. Fully trained waitstaff, dressed in formal attire, were both discreet and efficient.
I was there to make sure the bank logo was prominently displayed. I couldn't afford to go myself, that was reserved for the elite of our branch. We were the nerve center of the operation, despite not being based in New York.
The first meeting I attended was held in July, for an event scheduled to take place in early April.
That gave me plenty of time to assure good press.
*****
After business was taken care of, there was a social hour. Betty introduced me around, and most of the men, married and single, sought me out for conversation. I was used to it and none of them held my interest. I kept looking around for Eric and saw him across the room talking to Betty. I extracted myself from the attention of the good doctor as soon as possible, but by the time I got there, he was gone. I joined the conversation and scanned the room to see where he might be. Betty noticed right away and grinned.
"Stop straining your neck, darlin'. He left."
I tried to blow it off but she just laughed.
On the way back to the bank, I tried to subtly pump her for information, but she was still laughing at me.
"Stop dancing around and ask."
I conceded and asked her about him. "Has he found a little belle to get over my cousin yet?"
She frowned. "No. It's not polite to talk out of turn, but your cousin really did a number on him. She must have formed her opinion of Southerners from watching reruns of Dukes Of Hazzard and those goofy reality shows. I don't think she ever respected him. I can't understand what he saw in her past her physical beauty. She pretty much soured him on the ladies.
"The funny thing is her leaving him for a so-called better life. He was a little shaky that first year, but now he nets three times or better his old salary. She should have held on."
I was surprised, who knew grubbing in the dirt paid so well?
She looked me in the eyes when she dropped me off. "Leave him alone, Susan. He was so shaken up by seeing you and the memories it brought up he left as soon as it was polite. Every time he looks at you it dredges up bad memories."
She was probably right, but he was the first man I had found interesting since I had arrived six months ago. Oh, I dated, and once bedded a guy, a combination of alcohol and physical need. I cried after he left and hadn't dated since.
*****
The operations manager called me in for a quick consult the next day. "How did it go?"
"Pretty good, I think. I didn't encounter any outsized egos, except for the chefs. Everyone seemed focused on the project."
He sat back and grinned. "How did you like Eric?"
I looked back. My boss was known for his off-kilter sense of humor. "You could have warned me. I almost embarrassed myself badly."
He waved his hand grinning. "And where would the fun in that have been? Betty told me about the redneck crack. Good thing you're a spin doctor by trade. She said you made a nice recovery. One thing you may have already realized, but I need to reaffirm; despite being the largest city in the state and having all kinds of delusions of being a grand metropolis, at heart we're still just a small Southern town, with all its pettiness and infighting. Tread lightly, Susan."
I had my work cut out for me. There had been a groundswell of resentment over the recent handling of foreclosures. Seemed the department handling the due diligence in reviewing each case became overwhelmed and ended up rubber-stamping everything that came across their desks. It came apart when one man hired a sharp lawyer who found all kinds of holes in the foreclosure process. We even tried to foreclose on one house that had been paid for almost a year, because of an inverted address number.
The number of suits was climbing at an alarming rate, heading towards class action. The federal government was starting to take an interest, not a good thing for bankers, especially in the current economic condition. At the suggestion of the department, laid-off workers were called back to review almost every home in foreclosure to make sure there were no more mistakes. Some homeowners who had been evicted were allowed to move back in with payments deferred until they could be reviewed, a process that was taking three to six months on average.
I pushed for the deferred payments. It made us look good in the community, and kept the houses occupied. Nothing declines as fast as an empty house, not to mention it often kept the properties from becoming vandalized.
The homeowners changed their attitudes a lot when they were given the reprieve. Some managed to get new jobs or were called back to their old ones and caught up on arrears. It was a media gold mine.
It was still a bit of a fight. "We're not making anything if we let them live there free," grumbled one of the foreclosure managers.
"As opposed to what we're making now? At least the houses are being kept in repair, yards mowed, that sort of thing, instead of sitting empty and possibly being vandalized or requiring we pay to have them maintained. It makes us look good, and we need that right now. Besides, some of them will eventually rebound, and if they can't catch up, we can always balloon it at the end, a little bit of something is still better than a hundred percent of nothing."
Eventually, they agreed, and it went a long way towards getting the government off our ass. My bosses were well pleased. I was given the Feast In The Field assignment as a reward.
We met twice monthly. The only real clashes came from the chefs, a temperamental group at best, unbearably egotistical at worse. Hoping to get him to spend time with me, I offered to buy him lunch the next day. He declined.
"Sorry, I have a long-standing commitment that I have to keep. I go the Y over on Oak Street. You don't think I got these muscles pulling carrots, do you? I started going when the bi...ex-wife left, to relieve a little stress. I'm afraid I've become addicted. I don't use steroids or muscle enhancers, but I feel out of sorts if I don't go at least four times a week."
He flexed, and I thought his shirt buttons would pop right off. He grinned and walked off.
I had a membership the next day and signed up for a noon Zumba class. I needed it. Really. I was getting a little soft.
The next week I pretended to be surprised when we met in the lobby. He just grinned. It made him look so cute. I made it a point to walk by the weight room in my new yoga pants and sports bra. I had to walk around the drool spots, even from the trainers.
I glanced in and froze. He had on a tight pair of shorts, lifting and grunting, while the sweat created a sheen over his body. His head gleamed, and judging by what I saw in the shorts, he was proportioned really well. Really, really well.
He looked up and smiled. I turned red as a schoolgirl and rushed into my class.
I wasn't looking my best when I came out. It had been too long, and I really was badly out of shape. When we met in the hall, he had showered and dressed, in tight jeans and a tighter tee shirt. I wanted to eat him up. Literally.
I was sweating and my perfume had long faded, right behind my deodorant.
"Enjoy your workout?" he said, with that half-smile that I loved and hated equally.
Ever the spin doctor, I tried to come up with something witty. "No, I think the instructor hates Yankees in general, and me in particular. But hopefully, it'll get better. I'm not really a bad person, you know."
I switched subjects. "Look, I'm here, you're here. Let me get showered and buy you lunch so I can pitch some ideas about how to handle the chefs."
He frowned. Not a good sign. "Don't you think we should wait and let you present it to the board?"
"Look, Eric, I may be a Yankee, and I may be a blond and related to your ex, but unlike her, I'm not an idiot. Every suggestion that gets made, everyone looks to you. Every spat that happens, they wait for you to clear the air. You're the force behind this project, and everybody knows it. Just give me a chance. Please."
He smiled, finally. "Very well, Miss Johnson. I'll wait here for you to get showered and changed. And I insist on buying lunch."
I stuck out my hand. "Deal. Give me twenty minutes, and please, call me Susan. My good friends call me Suz."
He shook my hand. "Deal, Susan."
All right, baby steps, but they were still steps in the right direction.
Why did I want to know him better? First, he offended my vision of myself as a walking goddess by ignoring me. Plus, he was hot. And I was lonely. And he was hot. Sorry, I already said that, didn't I? Still true.
It took me thirty minutes, and I apologized. He waved it off. "Compared to your cousin, you've set a speed record. I didn't expect you for another twenty minutes."
We walked to lunch, at a place he knew just a few blocks away. Was it an intimate little place, romantic, elegant?
No, it was a food truck. A bright orange truck, with a crowd of people lined up. Friends of his owned it, and the food was excellent, top restaurant quality. He ordered for me, a sampler of sorts. I was embarrassed at how fast I consumed it.
He laughed, and when the rush was over both operators came out in turn to talk. They looked me over pretty hard. I could see it in their eyes, I was being compared to THE BITCH, as I had started calling my cousin.
They were charming, and surprisingly, one was from Vermont, and the other from upper New York state.
"The ten-year rule applies, honey. We're Southerners now."
They could see my confusion.
"Doesn't matter where you're from. Live down here ten years and you can never go back. I was raised right outside of Rome, you know, famous for the apple tree? I didn't go home for six years. We took a two-week vacation and came back after six days. I don't ever remember such rude people."
I paused, thinking. "Don't get me wrong, Southerners can be downright unpleasant on occasion, too."
"I think it was F. Scott Fitzgerald who said, 'Southerners will remain polite right up until the moment they become angry enough to kill you.' He was right. It usually takes a lot, but you really, really don't want them angry at you."
I leaned in and whispered while Eric threw our containers away. "And you especially don't want to piss off Eric. That's a grizzly under that teddy bear exterior. Ask your cousin's new husband."
I sat up and smiled brightly as he returned. "She's not too bad for a Yankee, and a Johnson."
I didn't know if that was a compliment or not.
We sat in the park to talk after we left there, but not before we stopped at a bakery you would walk right past if you didn't know it was there. He bought two really strong, rich coffees, and pastries that added an inch to my waistline from just looking at them. I ate two.
"It must be nice being local. How do you know all these people?"
"Well, as you said, being a local helped. I met Mike, the baker, at the farmer's market when he was looking for fresh fruit. Sandy and Glory moved down here after looking at a small farm.
"Sandy is a butcher by trade, and Glory is a chef, top quality. They raise an heirloom breed of pig and chickens. The meal you ate? It was meat they raised and slaughtered. The lettuce and onions, and the mixed greens came from my farm. So did the carrots and potatoes. Mike, the baker you just met, makes their buns and bread.
"We met through a seminar the extension service was hosting. They had just gotten married in Boston, right after they started allowing same-sex marriages. They'll be celebrating their fifth anniversary next month, and still act like newlyweds. The food truck was Sandy's idea, and it's been very profitable. It will be the overflow kitchen at the event if they need to use it.
"Enough about that. Give me your ideas about how to handle our divas."
I had thought about this a lot. Chefs love public displays of attention almost as much as they love a profit. "We get Andre to do a dish on the morning newscast of the ABC affiliate, Gaston to do one on CBS the next day, and Emily goes last on NBC, each talking about the event. Each gets to shine on a separate day and we get free publicity on all three stations."
He stroked his chin, thinking. "Very good, Susan, but what about the Fox station?"
This was the icing on the cake. "Fox is the only one with a local midday talk show. We get all three on at the same time, doing a mini cook-off. They'll all bring their A-game, trying to outdo each other. People will love it."
He was grinning. "I like it. Stroking their egos while at the same time making them at least appear to be team players. Make sure you bring it up at the meeting. I have to go now, but I want to thank you. I really enjoyed lunch. Maybe my ex was the rotten apple in the Johnson girl barrel. See you at the meeting."
I smiled, watching that tight butt as it disappeared around the corner.
*****
The first October meeting was pleasant. My suggestion was met with praise, and everybody was a little more receptive to me.
I approached Eric and Betty as they were in deep discussion. "So, are you gonna go?"



He was shaking his head no as I arrived.
"Hi, guys, what's up?"
Betty gave Eric a disgusted look. "I'm trying to talk some sense into this lunkhead. He says he's not going to the Halloween Ball the Chamber of Commerce holds every year. It's a big deal, and the proceeds go to charities. It will be a great opportunity to do a little networking. He won't go because it's sponsored by your bank and because that's where he first suspected the sl...er, wife of cheating the first time."
I had already been told my attendance was mandatory. I had been doing a lot of the face time for the bank, so I was pretty well known. My boss was full of suggestions for a costume.
"They like you because you're young and hot, and you don't look like a banker. Wear something that makes you look like a slutty virgin. Think you can pull that off?" He walked off laughing.
I just rolled my eyes at his back. Why does family always have the ability to piss you off and get away with it? He was a second cousin.
I decided to use my feminine wiles to get him to go because they had been working so well on him lately. Not. "Come on, Eric. My boss is making me go. Please? It'll give me someone to talk to."
He laughed. "I doubt you'll lack for conversation, especially from the gentlemen."
"That's just it. I have to protect the reputation of the bank. I need someone to protect me. I'll say pretty please."
"Well, I admit it, I love to hear a woman beg in public, it makes me wonder what she's willing to do in private."
Betty burst out laughing while my cheeks glowed. I retorted. "You have no idea what I can be capable of. Be my date at Halloween and maybe you'll find out."
Everybody close had stopped talking and was listening with interest.
I nearly had a heart attack when he dropped to one knee and took my hand. "Miss Susan Johnson, would you do me the honor of allowing me to escort you to the Halloween Ball?"
Not to be outdone, I curtsied as well as I could. "Yes, Mr. Eric Summers, I would love to accompany you to the Halloween Ball. Have your carriage pick me up at seven. I expect fine dining before we attend."
He stood, and in an exaggerated expression of gallantry, kissed my hand. "Until next Saturday, Miss Johnson."
*****
I drove myself crazy trying to figure out what to wear. It didn't help that he wouldn't tell me what he was wearing. Finally, he sent me a text. "Wear something that has a bodice worth ripping."
I went bright red. How was it he always knew what to say to make me blush?
I settled on a Spanish dancer costume. Long flowing black skirt that went almost to my ankles, soft leather boots with spike heels, an off the shoulder white peasant bodice that showed off my girls pretty well and was gathered tightly around my waist, a black shawl, an elaborate hairdo held in place with tortoiseshell combs, and an intricate but tiny black mask. I looked in the mirror and wanted to take myself to bed.
I had been ready ten minutes when the knock came. I checked my makeup one more time and opened the door. I almost didn't recognize him.
Black tights that clung to him like a second skin, shiny black boots, a white translucent shirt with lace at the collar and puffy sleeves, unbuttoned almost to his navel, showing off his chiseled body.
But what threw me for a loop was the long, silky, shoulder length hair that spilled into his eyes.
I stood, my mouth hanging open until my brain kicked in. "Who are you supposed to be?"
His white teeth gleamed as he smiled. "Isn't it obvious? I'm the hunk you always see on the cover of those old romance novels. What do you think, can I pull it off?
Indeed he could, it made me want to pull things off both of us. He kept grinning, I felt like he knew what I was thinking. I blushed. Again. He started talking.
"Why do you think I asked you to wear what I did? And I have to tell you, that bodice looks temptingly rippable."
I didn't think I was capable of blushing any deeper, but I was wrong. Instinctively I touched the top of my blouse. His grin got deeper. He held out his hand.
"Come, we have reservations. And blame Betty for the costumes. She said watching us is like reading a trashy romance novel. I thought it was a good idea."
We went to Exclamation Point. There were no words on the building, just a very large '!'. It was Gaston's, one of the chefs we were working with. He came out to greet us and oohed and ahhed over our costumes. He especially liked Eric's, literally drooling. He refused to let us order, saying he was handling the menu tonight and gave us his best table. I teased Eric after he left.
"I think Gaston would be happy if you switched teams."
It didn't embarrass him at all. "Yes, he tries to persuade me of the error of my ways about three times a year. I decline, politely of course. He thinks if he has enough time, he can convert me. I have to admit when he's dressed as a woman he's quite attractive."
Damn it, why can't I stop blushing?
People were staring at us. There were others there in costume, but in all modesty (like I have any), there wasn't a better-looking couple in the place.
The food was divine, and of course, most of the vegetables came from his farm.
"Is this where your produce goes, high-end restaurants?"
"Not as much anymore, I mostly mass market to some local grocery chains, but I started out selling at the farmer's market. My stuff is grown without chemical fertilizers and pesticides, something that appealed to them, so my business grew."
"So you're organic?"
He frowned. "I can't say organic unless I pay the federal government a massive amount of money and jump through all kinds of hoops, fill out endless paperwork, and allow all kinds of inspections. Not worth the money. If I were to say the O word, and not be certified, it's a ten thousand dollar fine. What I can say is that my produce is 'traditionally and sustainably grown, without the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides' and be legal."
"But isn't that the very definition of organic?"
He grinned again. "Not according to the U.S. government."
I sighed. Farming was a lot more complex than I ever imagined.
Just before we left the restaurant a lady that looked to be sixty approached the table. She had been staring at us all evening. "Eric, is that you?"
He looked up, a smile of pleasure on his lips. "I was wondering how long it was going to take you to recognize me. How are you, Miss Martha?"
"I'm as fine as a foolish old woman can be these days. And who is this lovely creature?"
"Forgive my lack of manners, Miss Martha, this is Miss Susan Johnson. I'm escorting her to the Halloween Ball."
She eyed me critically. "Excuse the interest dear, but you look very familiar."
Before I could answer Eric interceded. "She should. She's been on the television a lot lately, between her job at the bank and doing the publicity for Feast In The Field. It's going to be the best one we've had so far, I believe. Will you and Jerome be attending?"
"Of course we will, we haven't missed one since you started. I love the food and the cause, and Jerome never misses a chance to press the flesh, especially rich flesh."
She seemed hesitant, then asked if she and her friends could have a photograph done with him. "That way we can tell outrageous lies about the male stripper we captured as our toy."
She said it with a cheeky grin. Three more ladies, all about the same age, came over at her urging. He posed with them individually and as a group.
Making sure they were ready, he grabbed Martha and dipped her, planting a big kiss on her lips, holding the pose for thirty seconds while the rest snapped away. He stood her back up and watched as she glowed. "There you go, Miss Martha, that should make believers out of anyone who doubts your story."
Half the restaurant was openly laughing or smiling.
"No fair!" whined the youngest of the group. If you looked up cougar in the dictionary you would find her picture. Let's just say she had a little work done and leave it at that. Nobody that age still has boobs that defy gravity. It's not natural.
So, in the spirit of things, he dipped and kissed them all. It didn't bother me until Ms. Cougar grabbed him and tried to give his tonsils an exam with her tongue. I was about to pry the bitch off when he stood up. She grinned and licked her lips, flicking her tongue across her teeth.
I was close enough to hear her whisper, "There's a lot more available if you're interested."
Mentally looking up the number of the attorneys the bank used, hoping they had a hotshot that could get me out of elderly abuse charges, I opened my mouth, but Gaston saved me from embarrassment and jail time by showing up at that exact moment.
"Eric, shame on you! If one of these MATURE ladies has a heart attack, who do you think would get sued? Me. No more public displays of lust, unless it's for me. In that case, I'd make an exception."
Before anyone could react, Eric pulled Gaston down in a dip and planted a big smooch right on his lips. Cell phone flashes went off all over the dining room. When Eric let him go, he was flushed and looked suspiciously like he was weak in the knees. He turned to the diners.
"I want those pictures!" he declared ominously. "The best one gets a free dinner for two! I'm having it blown up and hung on the wall. After all, how many times in your life are you going to get a kiss from such a hunk?"
Diners were laughing as he went around looking at the photos.
The cougar bristled at the 'mature' remark while the rest of them laughed, thanking Eric for making their night memorable.
Damn it, why was he kissing old ladies and gay guys when I had a perfectly fine set of lips that would actually enjoy being kissed, as Rhett Butler said, "Hard and often?"
He told me on the way over to the ballroom that Miss Martha was the wife of the three-term U.S. Senator.
Martha and her posse were also going to the ball and apparently had sent photos ahead. The little old ladies and the sluts were packing up on me, trying to monopolize his time. During a break, I reminded him of the old Southern expression, "Dance with the one what brung ye."
He apologized just before Ms. Cougar grabbed him and swept him away. For an old bitch, she sure was strong. I sat and fumed, before accepting a dance offer from one of my co-workers. It felt good to see him frown when we twirled past him.
I decided to get a little revenge and put my P.R. degree to work. I talked the bandleader into giving me a microphone when they went on break.
"Good evening ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for coming out and helping support the charities this gala funds. We're going to have a little impromptu fundraiser right now. Ladies, how many of you have an old romance novel lying around your house that has a half-dressed hunk on the cover? Most of you, if you'll admit it."
There were grins and a few giggles, especially from the older ladies. Eric was watching from the table, frowning slightly.
"Well, we have our very own hunk here tonight. Eric, come up and take a bow."
The spotlight hit him, and he had no choice but to stand beside me. I grabbed his hand, the most contact I'd had with him all night. "Couldn't you just eat him up?" I asked.
The ladies, many of them under a three drink or more handicap, clapped and hooted.
"Well, here's your chance. For a mere twenty-dollar donation, Mr. Hunk will be available for a kiss and a photo."
I held up a twenty-dollar bill to the crowd. "I'm first!"
Before he could react, I kissed him, putting as much passion and promise as was humanly possible into it. I don't know how long it lasted, somewhere between the blink of an eye and eternity, but when I finally had to breathe, the room was quiet. My heaving chest was really making my girls dance, and the men were noticing.
I held up the microphone. "That was a girlfriend kiss, so don't expect quite the same passion from him. The line will start out in the foyer in just a few moments."
He was mobbed and practically dragged off the bandstand. He gave me a withering look as he passed me, and I blew him a kiss and then stuck my tongue out.
My little stunt bit me in the butt. Someone had to take the money and I got elected. I found out there were three hundred eighty women at the ball, and every one of them got a kiss, most two or three. Ms. Cougar went through the line five times. Finally, it was over, just as the band took another break.
We sat back down, and I asked how he felt.
"Like I need industrial-grade lip balm, a gallon of mouthwash, and a car buffer run over my teeth. How much did that little stunt make for the charities?"
"Not sure, but over six thousand, at least."
I was wrong, it was just over eighty-nine hundred.
He was grumbling and I was laughing at him. "Serves you right. If you had danced more with me, I wouldn't have done it."
He was smiling like he just discovered he was fresh fruit and the entire female population of the world had just sworn off refined sugars. I really didn't like that smile.
"What?" I said, challengingly.
"Just thinking, there's another old saying that covers this situation."
I would have exploded if I hadn't asked. "And what, pray tell, would that expression be?"
He leaned in, nibbled my ear, and I was distracted enough for it not to process what he'd whispered until he had dragged me up on stage. "Payback's a bitch."
It was his turn to hold the microphone. "Ladies, thank you for that fun and inspired way to raise money. My lovely companion and I were talking and realized we had rudely excluded half our companions. In the interest of fairness and more money for the causes, Miss Susan Johnson has graciously agreed to do the same. Now, boys, she's with me tonight, so I don't want ungentlemanly behavior."
"That being said, kisses from this beautiful Spanish dancer will commence in ten minutes, at the same terms. But first..."
He snapped a twenty for everyone to see, dipped me until I was almost horizontal, and kissed me hard, twirling his tongue sensually, before breaking and nibbling down my neck.
I was glowing as I was led off the stage by Betty and Martha. Eric blew me a kiss and stuck his tongue out just before I passed through the doors.
I thought I did well. An hour later Betty told me it had to be over ten thousand.
"How do you feel now?" he asked, all innocence and smiles.
"Bruised and mauled. I thought I was kissing men, not fighting a group of octopi. I was about to ask for handcuffs to keep their hands off me."
Betty made us go on stage and share another kiss as the totals were announced. Once again I was light-headed before the finish.
We made the papers, the social and business sections. I was dipped, my girls proudly on display, my face partially obscured by his long hair.
I'd like to say we went back to my place and I ripped his wig off while we made mad passionate love, but the drinks started flowing and I ended up smashed. Glimpses of me fondling his massive arms and chest, kissing him repeatedly, him carrying me into my apartment and onto my bed flitted through my brain as I nursed my hangover the next afternoon.
I woke to my bodice ripped almost in two, my strapless bra nowhere to be found, and when I staggered to the bathroom I discovered I had lost my panties.
I was pretty sure nothing had happened, it just didn't feel like it. Still...
He called about four, his cheery voice asking how I was.
"I feel worse than awful. What happened?"
"Well, after the kissing incidents, we made peace and spent the remainder of the evening dancing. I lost count of how much champagne you consumed, but there were three empty bottles and one half-empty when we left. Betty doesn't drink, but her husband made up for it. I ended up carrying her husband to the car. I only had a few, widely spaced over the evening. Driving, you know."
I groaned. "No wonder my head hurts. I didn't do anything really stupid, did I?"
There was silence for just a second. "Well, there was one tiny little incident. Veronica [Ms. Cougar] tried to cut in once too often and you told her if she came close to me again you'd rip those fake tits out and beat her to death with them."
"Oh God! What did she do?"
He was almost laughing now. "She took one look into your eyes and ran like hell."
There were about thirty seconds of silence before I spoke again. "Um, Eric, when I woke up this morning my top was ripped in two and my underwear was missing. Did we... you know... maybe... make love?"
He sounded really hurt. "You don't remember? And I thought it was special. Thought you really meant it when you said you loved me. I guess I just didn't make much of an impression on you."
"ERIC! Say I didn't really mention love. Oh God! You must think I'm a real slut."
"Susan, please. How could I think that about the future mother of my children? Could we maybe negotiate the number? Six is a bit more than I had in mind."
I was on the edge of tears. I could hear his voice choking. What had I done? I was trying to find the right words to say when the choking turned into snickers, and the snickers turned into roaring laughter.
"Gotcha! None of what I said was true except for the amount of alcohol you consumed and what you said to Veronica. You took your underwear off in the car, to tease me. I found your bra this morning under the seat, but not the panties. Then again, you were holding them out the window trying to twirl them. I carried you into your apartment, and after several very nice kisses, you insisted I rip your blouse. When I wouldn't you tried to do it yourself. I finally relented and was going to tear it just a little. Sorry, I thought it was much stouter material."
"When I ripped it you kissed me again, then stepped back and cupped your breasts and shook them at me. Very nice breasts, I have to add. Then you said,
"Get ready lover, I'm going to rock your world..."
"Oh no! What did I do then?"
"Your eyes rolled back into your head and you passed out cold. I stayed with you for a little while, got a glass of water and some aspirin out of your medicine chest and put it on your nightstand, covered you up, and went home."
I was mortified. Finally, I started apologizing. He cut me off.
"Don't! I had one of the best times of my life last night. Had a great meal with a beautiful woman. Got kissed by 381 women and one man about nine hundred times. Danced the night away. Almost got lucky. I could never thank you enough. Think of me first if you want to do something like that again."
I started to apologize again when it hit me. Did he say beautiful? I suddenly felt worlds better.
"Well, actually, Eric, our Christmas party is in seven weeks, and I don't have a date yet. I probably won't get as wild in front of my bosses, but that means the night might end up better for it. Would you take me?"
Suddenly I felt frost over the phone line. "I'm sorry, Susan, I'm busy that weekend. Perhaps we can do something another time. I have to go now, I was just checking to see if you survived last night. Goodbye, Susan."
I stared at my phone, wondering what just happened.
*****
Betty helped me solve the dilemma the next day.
"I'm going to give you a history lesson on one Eric Summers. He loved your stupid cousin, deeply. It's the only way he knows. He would have done anything for her. She knew, the bitch, and took advantage of it.
"Things were already getting tense, I'm almost positive she had already started her affair when he lost his job. There was really nothing else out there, so he assessed his options.
"He had his family farm, owned with his brother, almost forty acres. An avid gardener since a child, he did research, went to some small acreage seminars, and decided to try farming on a small scale, to see if it was profitable. His brother was happy to sell him his half of the farm, as long as it remained in the family.



"She fought it from the start. It just wasn't dignified enough. She hated it when he stopped wearing suits and started wearing overalls. She became openly disrespectful, calling him a dirty redneck to her friends and coworkers.
"It ended at the company Christmas party a few years ago. She hadn't told him about it, changed at work, and was strutting around with her lover when he walked in the door.
"She tried to cover, but too many people heard her say she was divorcing him. He was trying to behave calmly, but she knew the cat was out of the bag. She became loud and abusive. He really didn't respond until her new man got into the act, sneering at him as he explained he was just too far beneath his wife to ever be good enough for her. Then he screwed up really badly. His exact words, and I know because I was there, were:
"'She deserves an urbane, cultured man that's going somewhere in life, not a dirt grubbing redneck. I'd teach you some manners, but you're so far beneath me I wouldn't dirty my hands on you.'
"I swear, I thought Eric swelled up three times his size, but he held it. I thought the upper managers were going to have a stroke. Then he just looked at the two of them and started laughing."
"He gave them a few words of advice.
"'I've never seen a couple who deserve each other more. Tell me, Mona, how are you ever going to trust a man who seduced a married woman? What makes you think when you hit your use-by date he won't start looking for a newer model? And you, asshole, she let you seduce her, thinking she was getting a better deal. What happens down the road when she decides to trade up again? You're both fools. Smart money says you two won't last three years. When you do split, that faint noise you hear in the distance will be me, laughing my ass off.'"
Betty grinned at the memory. "If he was trying to bait the asshole into swinging, it worked. Bad mistake on his part. It's a good thing the glass in this building is shatterproof because Eric tried his best to throw him through it, and we were on the thirty-fifth floor. The glass literally vibrated when he hit because I saw it.
"He never got a punch in before he was out cold. Eric was escorted out and the whole thing was hushed up, mostly to keep Mona out of the papers. He was told never to enter the building again.
"So you see, Susan, he would probably rather go into a cave full of rattlers than enter this building again. Bad memories all around."
I didn't know what to do. I saw him at the gym and apologized. He brushed it off as nothing.
"It was anything but nothing, Eric. It was a painful episode in your life. If I had known, I would never have asked you to go to a place that held so many bad memories."
I was holding his hand, looking intently into his eyes. He looked a little guilty and patted my shoulder.
"Don't worry over it, you didn't know. But, I'll make you a deal. If you go to the Small Farmers Alliance dance with me, I'll think about going to your Christmas party. But I have to have assurances that I'll be welcomed."
I was so happy I gave him a kiss on the cheek.
"Deal! I'm sure I can smooth it out, remember what I do for a living. Now, tell me more about this dance, over lunch."
I was so happy even the Zumba instructor didn't bother me.
*****
We were becoming an item. He took me to the farmers' ball and I had a blast. It was at a country western bar that had been reserved for the night, and everybody had a really good time. I surprised everyone with my line dancing talents.
"Don't look so surprised Eric, even a big city girl can like country music. You should see my Salsa routine."
I was taken totally by surprise when the band went on break and he popped some money into the jukebox. Tito Fuentes, who would have guessed.
There was a pretty good contingent of Hispanics in attendance, farm workers and their wives and dates, and they whooped and clapped before rushing the dance floor. I was being dragged along.
"Time to prove up, Missy."
He was good, and I barely kept up. Gasping for breath as we sat down, I chugged half a beer. "You are quite the interesting man. I would never have guessed."
"Jose and Maria, along with their daughters, taught me. I really enjoy it."
I had met them, and they were nice. I didn't care for the daughters. They were both beautiful and were really familiar around Eric. The oldest danced with him once, and she was practically screwing him on the dance floor. She gave him a big kiss when it was over, flashed her eyes in my direction and swayed off the floor. His eyes followed her bottom all the way to her table.
I was furious and then realized I really had no claim on him. Right about then it hit me I was in love with him. It washed over me with a shock. I was unsettled for just a minute, then peace came over me.
I was an intelligent, driven professional with a lot of skills. I decided to make it my goal to get him to love me back, using all my professional and physical assets. He was mine, whether he knew it or not. Let the hunt begin!
*****
The November and December meetings went very well, the menus were planned around what would be available.
New Year's Eve was coming. We had gone to the company Christmas party. It wasn't all roses and happy talk, but we got through it.
The single ugly incident came about when we met up with the cousin and best friend of the man his wife cheated with. He was still angry they had been shipped off to the end of the world. Drinking heavily, he made an error in judgment.
"Did you miss her so much you had to get a clone? She'll leave your redneck ass too, and I'll laugh when she does it. It's not right, what you did to them."
I held my breath waiting for the explosion. When I didn't hear furniture breaking I opened my eyes. Eric was laughing.
"I didn't do anything to them until they tried to rub my face in it and she tried to rape me in the divorce. Everything that happened was all on them. All she had to do was look me in the eye, tell me she didn't love me anymore and leave. I would have respected that, even if it broke my heart.
"But no, she had to sneak around like a common slut, and he went along with it. Proves he was a low-life asshole. They really do deserve each other. I checked the weather in Alaska before I came here. In their part of the country, there was three feet of snow, a blizzard coming, and then temperatures were going to plummet to twenty-five below. It was sixty-two degrees this afternoon. If I'd had the time, I would have played a round of golf. You have a good evening, now."
That stung. Her new husband was an avid golfer, bragged that was one of the main reasons he had transferred down here. Wonder how long the golf season was in Alaska?
We turned to walk off when he decided to lunge at us. I was watching, and turned. I made use of my self-defense class moves and redirected his momentum. He sailed into a wall. Hopping up, he tried to charge again, when someone grabbed his arm. He swung blindly and punched our regional manager right in the nose. Luckily, he didn't have much force behind it, but it had to sting.
He was grabbed by a dozen people and escorted out. Realizing his career was probably over, he rained curses and threats all the way out of the room. I was mortified, seeing my own career end.
I started apologizing, and Eric shushed me.
"Mr. Johnson, this was all my fault. Susan was just protecting herself and her guest. I accept full responsibility."
He was holding a cloth to his nose.
"Nonsense! It was all her. If she hadn't stopped him from attacking you, we would be facing another serious lawsuit. She saved us considerable time and money, not to mention public embarrassment."
He grabbed my hand.
"Way to go, second cousin. I'll remember your actions during your next review. You can bet I'll be really polite."
That's why he's regional manager, I guess. He diffused the situation, removed the problem, and redirected everyone's attention by distributing the annual bonuses.
When I opened my envelope I was shocked. My bonus was almost three times what I expected. I looked askance at the CEO of our branch. He was smiling. "You've done a good job for us, Susan. You deserve this, just don't expect it every time." He paused, and grinned. "Unless you do something really spectacular, of course."
*****
I was shocked when I asked him where he wanted to go for New Year's Eve.
"Nowhere. Usually, by then I'm partied out. I generally spend it alone, and think about the year past, and what I want to accomplish next year."
The disappointment must have shown on my face. He took my hand. "Of course, I wouldn't be averse to having a party for two, if you're interested."
Duh, duh, duh. What do you think?
We had played a little but hadn't actually made love. He would heat me up and leave me so frustrated I would almost kill the batteries in my vibrator. I knew the ghost of my cousin's past had a lot to do with it. Once again I mentally kicked her ass.
I had never been to his farm. Forty-five minutes out of town, it was like a different world. Skyscrapers gave way to fields and patches of woods, with houses widely spaced.
I saw his sign. Fat Jack Farm. I asked him once why he named it that. "I had a white Highland terrier, Jack. When I registered my farm, the agent said I had to have a name. I looked around and he was the first thing I saw. Your cousin hated him, tried to make me get rid of him or banish him from the house. It was the first time she found out I could actually say no to her and mean it."
"I told her I had the house and dog before I had her, she knew it, she could have said something early on. It shut her up."
I could still hear the sadness in his voice when he talked about it.
"Where's Jack now?"
"He was ten years old then. He lasted another year after she left. He had tumors and was in a lot of pain. I would have paid anything to have him healthy, but the vet said it was inoperable. I couldn't stand to see the old guy in such pain, so I put him to sleep.
"I did it myself, I owed him that. I asked the vet to give me the syringe and some privacy. I gave him the shot and petted him until he stopped breathing. His tail was wagging and he licked my hand right up to the very end. The vet, bless her, was smart enough to leave me alone for thirty minutes. I took him home and buried him on the hill behind my house. Even got him a little stone."
It made me cry, hearing the story. "Do you have another dog now?"
"No, I couldn't, afterward. I've thought about it lately, though. Maybe in the future."
He told me to wear something casual, and warm.
There was a storm coming in, and the weather was calling for snow, three inches. Five days ago the sun was shining and the temperature was in the low sixties. Now it was in the high twenties and not supposed to move much in the next three days. Welcome to winter in the South.
This part of the country didn't get much snow, so it was a big deal. I laughed as I passed the supermarkets and watched the scramble to get bread and milk. Where I grew up three inches wasn't even considered a real snow. Eric explained it.
"Down here, it snows so rarely it's a big deal. Sometimes two or three years go by and it doesn't snow at all. That means we have no experience with it, and why I tend to stay off the roads. We just don't understand why we don't stop when we're doing sixty and hit the brakes."
He greeted me at the door with a very nice kiss. The first few flakes were starting to fall, feathery touches of cold. He took my case. "Come on, I want to be there before the snow gets thick."
"Where are we going? I thought we were staying in?"
He gave me the little half-smile I loved. "Oh, we are. Just not here. Come along now."
He hustled me out the back door, throwing my case on the back of what looked like a miniature truck.
We drove through a couple of fields, then a patch of woods, going steadily uphill. We topped out in a little clearing, in front of a log cabin.
Twenty by twenty-four, there was a large fireplace on one end, and an antique iron frame bed on the other, covered in colorful quilts. In between was the living space, complete with a small kitchen. It had a hardwood floor with old fashioned rag rugs scattered about. The bathroom was an attachment on the back of the cabin.
The fire was going, and the lights were on.
"This is beautiful!" I said as I stood in the middle of the room, trying to take it all in.
"Thanks," he said, "My version of a Man Cave, I guess. I come here from time to time, usually when I need to think. You're the first woman to ever cross the threshold."
I can't tell you how warm and fuzzy I felt when he said that.
I learned he had built it with friends over a two-year period, in his spare time. Powered by a generator and solar panels, it was completely off the grid.
He opened the curtains and flipped a switch. The whole yard lit up. We had a glass of wine, and sat in front of the fire, watching it snow. You can't imagine how peaceful it made me feel. We finished the bottle, sipping slowly.
There was no television, but he had a stereo on, tuned to a station that was doing a countdown.
As midnight came, and the count began, I climbed into his lap.
"This is how I want to start the New Year" I whispered, as our lips met to the announcer saying,"...one! Happy New Year!"
It was slow, sweet, a kiss with a lot of promise. When we broke I snuggled into him, saying, "Happy New Year, my darling."
I felt his arms tighten on me. "And to you, my love."
Did I hear him right? Was I really 'his love?'
I had to ask, "Really?"
He tilted my head up for another little kiss. "Really."
Then the kisses got more intense, increasing until we broke apart, gasping. I stood and took his hand, pulling him off the couch and to the bed. I started tugging at his sweater. He caught my hands.
"Are you sure?"
"As sure as I've ever been in my life. Now, love me. And you don't have to be gentle, I can take it. Naked, NOW!"
Despite my statement, the first time was gentle. He caressed my whole body, paying attention to every detail. I moaned as he tugged my nipples, before taking them in his mouth, nibbling, swirling his tongue. I screamed when his tongue hit my clit, after extensive attention was paid to my lips, his tongue began pushing into me repeatedly, licking my moisture into his mouth. I died the little death when I climaxed on his tongue.
As soon as I got my breath, I tried to return the favor. I could tell he was really getting into it, but he pulled me up, gently.
"Later, my love, right now I have an urgent need to be inside you."
He entered me easily because I was so wet from our foreplay. We started out slowly, savoring the feeling, but after a few minutes I was thrusting up, urging him to go faster. Shortly after I had a small climax, followed a few minutes later by the big one. We exploded at almost the same time. When we calmed down, he slipped off me, cuddling me to him.
I couldn't help it, I started crying. He was instantly concerned. I slapped his chest, playfully. "Silly man! Don't you know women cry as many tears of happiness as they do sorrow? Right now, I'm very, very happy."
We made love twice more, experimenting with positions, doing anything we thought would pleasure the other. I went to sleep exhausted, curled into his arms.
I woke once, alone. I looked over and he was standing at the window in his naked glory, watching it snow. I was admiring his tight butt, backlit by the soft glow of the fire when I drifted back into slumber.
When I woke next, it was COLD! The fire was the only heat source the cabin had, and it had died down. I felt him wake, and the chill when he threw back the covers. I watched him, shivering, naked, as he rebuilt the fire from the embers. He dove back into bed and wrapped me in an embrace.
I shrieked as his cold body hit mine. He was laughing.
"It'll be warm in just a bit," he assured me.
I was rubbing his chest before my hands went South. "I think we should generate our own heat," I said, as I climbed on top of him. It was another hour before we got out of bed. His tiny bathroom wasn't big enough to shower together and I pouted.
"Wait," he said, grinning. He went out to a small shed, and came back, dragging a huge, old fashioned tin tub.
I made coffee while he filled the tub from the bathroom, adding water he had heated over the fireplace.
In forty-five minutes we were happily sitting in the tub, me in front, leaning into him. We played with each other while we watched the snow, still falling. The forecasters missed just a bit and we got six inches instead of three.
We got a little carried away. I'm just glad we were young and flexible. We still nearly flipped the tub. It took us almost an hour to mop up the excess water.
I didn't have to be in to work for three more days. We spent two at the cabin, playing inside and out. He took the little truck and tied a sled to it, then dragged me up and down hills while I screamed in laughter. We threw snowballs. He showed me how to make snow cream, and I was a pig, eating so fast I got a headache. We roasted weenies and made popcorn in the fireplace. In between, as often as we wanted, and we wanted a lot, we made love.
Finally, it was time to return to the real world. I hated it. He had to almost pry me off him. "When will I see you again?"
I must have sounded pitiful, but he grinned. "I guess it'll be about five-thirty or six, depending what time you get off. Want anything special for dinner? I don't have a commute, so I'll start it."
I almost passed out. Was I moving in? Before I could get a clarification he gave me a big kiss. "Roast chicken it is then. Have a good day, honey."
He went back into the house whistling.
*****
Betty knew. I could tell by her smile. She lasted until lunch. I was right in the middle of a bite of lasagna when she asked me. "So, how does redneck loving stack up to the city boys?"
I choked while she laughed, pounding me on the back. When I got my breath back I chewed her out. "Bitch! I could have choked to death. And there is no comparison. Rednecks Rule! How did you know?"
She smirked. "An idiot could tell, just from your expression. You may have just as well had it written across your forehead. I JUST BANGED ERIC SUMMERS!"
I colored a bit. I told her about our weekend. She was almost weeping when I was done. "That's just so sweet! Think he'll let me borrow the cabin? I've kept Jim on a pretty tight leash since he got so drunk Halloween. Maybe it's time to relight the fires. After all, I do love the idiot."
"Not for a few weeks" I grinned, "I haven't quite broken it in yet."
I know I worked, but I couldn't tell you if anything got accomplished. I stopped by my apartment, filled a garment bag and a case. I looked around, glad my lease would be up soon.
I came through the door to a delicious smell, following it all the way to the kitchen. The table was set, the food plated, and he was lighting a candle. He gave me a nice kiss. I started to say something but he stopped me. "Don't talk, eat!"
The chicken melted in my mouth, the salad crisp and delicious. I complimented him. "You don't spend as much time as I do around chefs without picking up a thing or two. Emily gave me the recipe."
We gathered up the dishes, I washed and he dried. After tidying up we sat on the sofa snuggled together. I was very happy but still wanted to know if we had a future.
"Eric, honey, I don't want to rock the boat, but where do you see things going?"
He sat, composing his thoughts. "I don't know. If someone had told me six months ago I would be in love, especially with another Johnson girl, I would have laughed my head off. I know you're not her, thank God you're nothing like her. If it weren't for your similar looks I wouldn't believe you're from the same gene pool. I don't mind telling you I love you because it's true."



"But I got hurt, bad. The memories linger. I know you can love them out of me, with time. And that's what I want. Time. Time to really know each other. Please, don't rush me."
It was not as much as I wanted, but better than I expected. I snuggled down, promised him that I would indeed love his doubts away, and turned on the television. Baby steps are still steps in the right direction. My favorite mantra.
We snuggled on the couch, talking, watching television, touching, kissing. I told him about my day, the conversation with Betty. He laughed. "Tell her she can have it any weekend except the one closest to Valentine's Day. I have plans for it then. Make sure she knows I expect it cleaned and aired out, and she takes everything she brings in, out. I don't want to be looking under the bed a month later and find a pair of her drawers."
I almost choked on my wine with that mental image. Betty was a dear, but she was a big, big woman.
"So, Valentine's Day. Anything you want to share?"
There was that half-smile again. "Not a thing, baby. It's a surprise."
Ooh! He could be damned irritating at times.
I resolved to wait. I'd get him back next Valentine's Day. I snuggled, then gave an exaggerated yawn. "Honey, it's getting late. Time for bed."
He looked at the clock. It was 9:30. "It's only nine..." was all he got out before my skirt hit him in the face. He picked up clothes all the way to the bed.
Let's just say we went to bed early and went to sleep late.
*****
Over the next few weeks, I got a short tutorial of what life with a farmer was like. Eric didn't punch a clock. Some days were light, some were heavy.
"The first thing you learn as a farmer is that if you're not thinking two seasons ahead, you're already a season behind." I heard that damned expression until I was ready to scream.
I thought farmers worked in the summertime and took the winters off. But there was always equipment to maintain, seeds to be ordered, crop rotations to plan, markets to study and predict, the list was endless.
Eric had three hoop houses, which were essentially unheated greenhouses, forty-eight feet wide by ninety-six long. He kept them filled with lettuces, carrots, onions, and other cold-hardy crops. This insured a steady if reduced supply to his core customers. He had another structure the same size that was a heated greenhouse.
This also allowed him to offer his core employees full-time work.
Sometimes he would be home and dinner would be ready when I got there, sometimes he would call me to bring home takeout that would go uneaten because he didn't come in until ten, took a shower, and collapsed. I could cook, so some days I would do dinner. I felt good when I did this, just like a real wife.
I threatened him with dire consequences if he didn't slow down the week of Valentine's Day. "I want you well rested and in a good mood, mister. And I bought you some vitamins. Take them! You got business you need to take care of."
He just grinned and said, "Yes, Dear".
I agonized over what to get him. I wanted something that would cement our relationship.
I was looking through the ads, trying to find a piece of antique farm equipment, as he loved collecting those things. The farm section was right below the pet section, and there it was. "West Highland Terriers, available for Valentine's Day."
I called, excited.
"Only got two left, lady. Already got two more calls before you. You might want to hurry."
I went at lunchtime. He was an old man, friendly and open. His kennel was well kept, his animals healthy. Besides terriers, he had miniature Dobermans and Collies.
"Sorry ma'am. Feller just left with the white one. She's all I got left."
He picked her up and handed her to me. I fell in love instantly. She was a tiny thing, all excitement and shiny fur. I found out later she was a miniature.
He gave me a small box to transport her in, but she cried so badly I had her in my lap before I got three miles. I stroked her fur and she licked my hand happily before going to sleep.
I came through the door grinning ear to ear, giving him a big smooch.
He hugged me tightly. "Well, somebody is in a good mood! Anything you want to share?"
"Yes! But it's a surprise. Go sit in your recliner and close your eyes. No peeking. I'm giving you your Valentine's Day present early."
I waited, holding Jackie, until I was sure he had his eyes shut.
He heard my steps.
"Are you ready for your present?" I teased.
"Can't wait," he said. "Is it silk, satin, lace? Am I gonna enjoy touching it?"
Mentally I said, "God I hope so", but out loud I said, "Well, it's really soft, and it's fur-covered." I put Jackie on his lap. His hand automatically went to it, and then his eyes snapped open.
He held the pup up shakily until it was eye level. Jackie was squirming now, licking his hand. It looked so tiny, his huge hands almost completely covering her. He looked at me, and tears were streaming down his cheeks. I was instantly hugging him.
"I'll take her back! I didn't mean to bring up old pain."
He took one hand off Jackie and used it to pull me into a deep, deep, kiss. When he broke it, he was smiling. "Of course we'll keep her. I've just never felt as truly loved as I do right now. Thank you."
Well damn it, then I started crying. Jackie didn't know what was going on so she joined in, whining. Eric laughed and petted her, talking to her in a calm, soothing voice until she was once again wiggling, happy to have her belly rubbed.
"He's gonna be so good with our babies," flashed through my head. It made me warm all over. We put her into her little box with some food and water. She whined for a bit before sleeping.
"Have you ever trained a puppy before?" he asked, as we ate a quick dinner. When I shook my head no, he grinned.
"Well, consider it training for motherhood. She's tiny, without her litter mates, and completely dependent on you for everything. She's just a furry little baby."
After dinner, we got her out and let her run. She immediately wet the carpet. Eric laughed and cleaned the spot.
"Your turn next time" he said. "Stop at the pet store tomorrow and get some training pads and some food. She has enough to last until then."
I sat beside him as Jackie hopped back and forth on our laps, until she tired herself out and went to sleep.
We put her in the bedroom to be near us. As soon as she was put in the box she started whining, but she eventually went to sleep. She woke me later, whining again. I got up and petted her and she hushed, but started back just as soon as I put her down. Exhausted, I lay down, still holding her. When my alarm went off the next morning she was nestled against my cheek.
I put her down, and she immediately peed on the carpet again. I fussed at her while I cleaned up. Looking up, I saw Eric in the doorway, grinning.
"Bring your furry daughter and come have breakfast. It's ready."
That day, when I got to work and started my laptop, a photo appeared. It was me sleeping, with Jackie on my pillow. We were nose to nose.
Betty came in and saw the picture, and I had to tell her the story. "So when's the big day?"
"What big day?"
"THE DAY. You know, the one where you stand up in front of a bunch of people and say what they already know anyway, that you love each other and wanna spend the rest of your lives together. That day."
"Soon, I hope. We've only been serious for a little over three months. He has to ask me first. Believe me, when it happens everybody will know when they hear my scream."
Flowers arrived just before lunch. I read the card and cried. All it said was, "I love you".
We met at the Y for our workout and then to lunch. I told Sandy and Glory about the puppy and the flowers. Mike had joined us to get the bread order for the next day. "I make a mighty fine wedding cake. Just saying, in case you find anyone interested."
I made a production out of taking his card. It doesn't hurt to hint a little.
*****
We spent two nights at the cabin for Valentine's Day. We only put clothes on when we had to carry wood in or put more gas in the generator.
His gift to me? Besides the flowers and candy, as soon as it got warm enough, we went mining in the mountains, at a private pit. Eric had known the family for years. It was a little creepy and a lot muddy, but I found a really nice ruby and a slightly smaller emerald. We took them to a jeweler the owners knew, and he had enough to make a necklace out of the ruby and a ring out of the emerald.
Jackie, that tiny terror, had finally been house trained. She spent most of her time with Eric during the day, in her custom-built playpen. He couldn't let her in the fields or hoop houses because of health regulations, but she was petted often and let loose to run twice a day. And of course, she had the run of the house.
As soon as I got home she would come flying through the house, jumping up and down to get my attention. I would have her in my arms while I gave Eric his kiss, and he would grumble about fickle females sticking together.
She learned pretty fast that if we put her in her crate not to whine, Mommy and Daddy needed some alone time. I almost always let her out afterwards, and we would wake to find her sleeping at the bottom of our bed.
March went by in a blur of happiness. I had four more months on my lease. I had pretty much moved my stuff by now. I would spend the night in the apartment every week or so, usually when there was an event I had to attend or there were feathers that needed to be smoothed. Eric didn't like it, but I still had to do my job. His busy season was gearing up, and the final plans for Feast In The Field were being laid.
I spent part of my Saturdays in the field or hoop houses, helping where I could. I really loved driving the tractors. His crew literally fell down laughing the first time I tried. Tractors aren't like cars, if you leave a car in high gear it chokes down when you let out the clutch. Tractors don't. If it's in high gear and you let out the clutch it'll take off.
I was learning the gears, listening to Eric as he talked me through the levers, learning about the power take off, the hydraulic controls, throttle, etc. Finally, he told me to drive it to the back field, where we were setting out broccoli and cabbage plants. I had been changing gears, and didn't notice where I stopped. I swear, I thought I was in low gear and low range, but I was in high gear in normal range.
I let the clutch out and the wheels spun in the mud, coating him from head to toe. He looked like a mud snowman. His crew stood stunned, before they started laughing.
He stood there, dripping mud, while I looked at him in horror. He wiped the mud out of his eyes, looked at me, and burst out laughing. Soon I was laughing, running from him when he tried to hug me.
We had our last meeting in late March. We had done everything we could think of to make it a success. Professionally I was pleased, personally I was despondent. I couldn't get a ticket. It had been sold out for months. Eric was going of course, walking around whistling, teasing me by promising me a doggy bag. It was driving me crazy.
Finally, three days before the event, he gave me a big kiss and slipped something into my hand. I looked down. A ticket to the event, and an invitation to sit at the VIP table. I stared at it, wondering what it meant.
Eric just smiled his half-smile. "I thought you'd be happier. I've had your ticket since New Year's Eve."
It finally sank in, and I almost knocked him down with my gratitude, then pulled back and slapped his jaw. His eyes flew open in surprise. "Thank you, honey. You know I love you, but if you ever do something like this again, I'll kick your ass. Three days? Three days to get a dress, make hair and spa appointments? Know how hard that's going to be? If I show up in a sack dress and sneakers, you better not say a word. Understand?"
He nodded meekly, actually looking ashamed. "I'm sorry, babe. I just wanted to surprise you."
*****
I called in favors, made threats, took time off to do nothing but shop. Managed to pull it all together just in time. Betty and my boss just grinned, they had known I was going for months. My remarks to them were completely unprofessional.
He looked darn spiffy in a tux, if I do say so. I wouldn't let him see what I had bought. I made him wait in the living room while I dressed. He fussed, worrying we would be late.
"Well, what do you think?" I asked, as I swept into the room.
He didn't say a word. I finally reached up gently and pushed his mouth shut.
"I guess that means you like it." It was THE black dress. Full length, clinging to my curves like a second skin, with an alluring high slit up the side. A plunging neckline that did my girls justice without being too daring. Pearls, diamond studs, makeup just so. My hair was upswept in an elaborate twist, accenting my neck.
He finally exploded. "My God! You have always been beautiful, but this is breath-taking! You will definitely be the belle of the ball."
I glowed under his praise. "Thank you, gallant sir. I'm glad I'm acceptable."
"Acceptable? You'll start a riot when we show up. I have a feeling I'll spend the night fighting men off of you."
I gave him a kiss on the cheek. "I don't think so. Everyone knows I belong to you."
He gave me a piercing stare. "Do you?"
I didn't understand. "Do I what?"
"Belong to me."
I had a thought he may actually be insecure. I gave him a deep, lingering kiss.
"Only parts of me. My body. My soul. My love. My devotion. I'm sure if anything is left out it'll come later. Now, shall we go?"
I think we were both misty-eyed as we walked outside. There was a limo waiting. Of course. He regained his confidence during the ride, stroking my thigh, nibbling my neck. "I can't wait to get you home, and see what's under this dress."
I giggled. "Sorry honey, you won't see anything new. The only thing under this dress is a pair of thigh highs and me."
His eyes widened as he slid a hand under my dress, feeling the lacy tops of my hose, before continuing upwards, finding nothing but soft skin. I started wiggling, wanting more, but I pulled his hand out.
"Later, love."
*****
The meadow was groomed to perfection, the tents white and gleaming in the late afternoon sun.
Everybody that was anybody in that part of the state was there. The Mayor, commissioners, city council members, judges, politicians, state and federal, and the Governor.
The press was there of course, but their numbers were limited. Since I was there and the face of the bank, I was interviewed, but kept my remarks short and on the event, saying it was a worthy cause we were proud to support. I introduced Eric, making sure he got the credit he was due. He also kept it short, thanking everyone involved for making it such a special experience, talking about the farmers, brewers, vintners, and chefs, and urging people to keep them in mind when they shopped.
We mingled, enjoying the light treats that were offered, before taking our seats. I was shocked to find us seated between the Governor and the Mayor. The conversation centered on the food, of course, so Eric spoke a lot. He would include me as often as possible, lightly touching my arm, and once he caressed my cheek.
The Governor's wife commented as she took his hand. "Isn't young love grand, Harold? How long have you been married?"
When I told her we weren't, she asked when it was going to happen. "Well, he hasn't asked me yet, but I'd be willing to consider any offer."
I expected him to be embarrassed, but he just smiled and kissed my hand.
The courses were superbly prepared, with notes on where they came from and which chef prepared it. The desserts were as decadent and rich as possible, many baked by Mike. It took almost ninety minutes to finish the meal. After the dishes were cleared, Eric strode up to a small podium that had been erected.
"Thank you all so much for coming. At this time, I'd like to introduce the people who made this all possible."
First he introduced the farmers, chefs, brewers, vintners, and bakers. They got a round of well-deserved applause. Then he introduced all the members of the committee that made the event such a success. He introduced me last, bringing me up to stand beside me.
"This woman and I met on this committee, that alone was worth all the time I invested. As the other members can attest, we've grown closer over the months."
There were smiles and light applause.
"I was getting over a bad divorce, and she showed me through her love and kindness that it was still possible to feel good about the future. In fact, I didn't think I would ever love again. She brings out the best in me. The thought of life without her terrifies me."
I looked at him, wondering where this was going. I almost fainted when he turned and dropped to one knee. "Susan, any farmer will tell you nothing grows without sun. It just shrivel up and dies. You're my sun, Honey. I'm asking you in front of God and all these witnesses to marry me. I love you so much, I truly believe I would wither away without you."
He opened his hand, holding an enormous emerald ring with two impressive diamonds on the sides.
I turned pale, swayed, blurted out "YES", and while I didn't faint, I became so light-headed I had to sit down, and the only seat available was his knee. It was just natural to wrap my arms round him and cry from sheer joy.
*****
We made all the papers and television the next day. There was almost two pages on the event in the social section of the papers, the movers and shakers guaranteed that. There was also a side story about his proposal, and the image of me fainting into his arms was on television for two days.
Thirty seconds after our limo pulled away, I was on his lap. We were almost to the point of staining the upholstery when he delivered us home. The door had barely closed before he had verified that I indeed had nothing under my dress but skin.
We made slow, soft love. Nested like doves. Mated like tigers. We tried to explore everything in between the extremes.
I woke up twice afterward, turning on the bedside lamp just to look at my ring. It was massive. He explained why he had chosen it.
"I've had the emerald for years, it was one of the first ones I ever found. I told my mom it would be made into a ring when I found the girl I wanted to spend my life with. Looking back, I think I was unsure of your cousin even then. I never had it cut for our engagement."
"I had a vision of it on your finger the first night we spent together at the cabin. I know it's supposed to be a diamond, but I'd held on to my dream for so long I couldn't resist. If you don't like it, we'll go next week and you can pick one out."
I kissed him soundly and told him the only way this ring was ever coming off my finger would be when they had to pull it off my dead body. A few years later I had my jewelry appraised for insurance purposes, and was astounded when it was valued at well over six figures. Something to do with the combination of clarity, cut, and sheer size. The appraiser assured me it was one of a kind.
*****
I was still walking on air when I went to work the following Monday. I don't know how many people congratulated me as I walked to my office, but it felt like everyone on the floor.
Betty nearly knocked me down hugging me, and as soon as I got loose and asked her to be my matron of honor she did knock me down. My boss picked that particular moment to walk in. He was still laughing when we tackled him to the floor and tickled him, a well-known weakness of his, until he begged us to stop. Then he kissed me on the cheek, congratulated me on a successful campaign, and left, but not before I made it clear I expected him to be sitting in the bride's section on the appointed date. I swear he had a tear in his eye when he left, probably from the tickling.



The biggest surprise of the day came when I got a call from Charles Jasper 'CJ' Johnson, the President, CEO, and principal stockholder of our bank. He was also my great great uncle.
"Susan, how are you? I understand congratulations are in order. I've actually met your intended, back when he was still married to your cousin. Good man, lots of character. I'd be willing to bet he's going to make you very happy. I expect an invitation, my wife has always been fond of Eric. Do you know he ships her produce on a regular basis? He started when he found out she had a lot of allergies, many from the chemicals used to treat our foods. It's helped her tremendously. Stubborn fellow won't take a dime. Glad we get to keep him in the family."
When he finally ran out of breath I managed to stammer out a thank you.
"You're welcome, child. Also, I want to thank you for your efforts. The forgiveness program you helped develop has paid great dividends. Our foreclosure rate is now one of the lowest in the country, and the ones we end up getting back are usually in much better shape. There was even talk of moving you back with us, but I doubt that will happen now, one of the pitfalls of marrying a farmer. I'm sure you think it will be worth it. Goodbye child, and keep up the good work."
And just like that, he was gone.
Word spread of the call, he talked to my direct boss and the branch manager, also a great nephew. And he sent an email to all our branches, praising my work and wishing me well, mentioning the engagement.
People seemed to be looking at me with different eyes. My life was perfect. I had a great job, the man of my dreams, nothing could destroy my happiness.
Right?
I can't say that I was shocked to see Mona at the conference. I had heard that she was allowed back as some sort of a reward for reporting a scam run by Dick and some Inuit tycoon.
I was showing Betty pictures of Jackie. I was gushing about our "little girl" when Mona came over.
"Susan! How are you?" she said. "I understand congratulations are in order. I couldn't help overhearing your conversation. You have a little girl? May I see the pictures?"
Betty stiffened. Everyone knew Mona was back, but she worked on a different floor in a different branch. Still we were bound to cross paths sooner or later. Betty stepped back, waiting for the fireworks to erupt.
I was taken aback for a second, but soon I was grinning. "Hi, Mona. I heard you were back. I should have popped down to say hello, but the job has me jumping, and between it and planning a wedding, I've been kind of busy. Here you go. This is Jackie, the other love of my life. Isn't she cute?"
Mona stiffened at the mention of the wedding, but she looked down, surprised to see a small dog, sitting on a red pillow. She was flawlessly groomed, with a red sweater and red bows on her ears. She even had her toenails painted red.
I scrolled down, and there he was. Eric, sitting on a chair with the dog in his lap, while I perched on the arm. Eric was wearing a grey suit with a red tie, and I had on a very nice red dress. One of his hands was on the dog, and the other was firmly clasped around my waist. We were beaming. "Can you believe I talked him into posing for this? It's gonna be our Christmas card this year."
Mona faltered for just a second. I was sure that she was regretting what she could have had. As she handed the phone back, she congratulated me.
"He's a good man, Susan. Don't make the mistakes I did."
I was about to say something along the lines that I would never betray him, but the sadness in her voice stopped me. "Thank you, Mona. I'll do my best to deserve his love." To lighten the mood, I showed Mona my ring.
"My God!" she said. "That thing must have cost a fortune. Farming must really be going well."
I grinned, reading her expression as easily as a newspaper. "Oh, he makes a living. Are you enjoying being back? We all heard about all the unpleasantness at your last location. Good for you for putting yourself and the company first. I wish you all the best, Mona. Really. If you're staying, maybe you can find someone new, someone to treat you right. We all need that, don't we?"
I didn't wait for a reply, and walked off, already talking to Betty about our honeymoon plans. "I told Eric he was absolutely not going to spend that much on the honeymoon. Just went in one ear and out the other. Then again, all I said while we were watching a travelogue that those Greek islands were really pretty, and BOOM!, he's booking Greece for our honeymoon. Maybe me telling him that most all of the beaches were topless had a little to do with it." We were both giggling as we turned the corner.
Eric grinned when I told him I'd run into Mona during the day. "How is the bi... er, how is she?"
I playfully punched his arm. "Let it go. Look on the bright side, every ounce of hurt she caused led you to me, where you should have been all along. You ought to send her a thank you note."
He grinned, grabbing my hand and kissed it. "Not a bad idea, babes. Reckon she'll appreciate it?"
"Don't you dare! Leave her alone. She has to deal with the fact that every time she sees us that she lost and I won. Isn't that punishment enough?"
By then I had slid into his lap and was nibbling on his neck. "You're right, as usual. Now, tell me again how lucky I am."
I looked up, lust and love in equal measure in my eyes. "Why don't I show you instead?"
Jackie heard us, and while she couldn't understand the words, she knew the tone. She would be in her crate for most of the night.
Without even trying we were the golden couple in this town. Eric was rising in importance, the Feast In The Field was such a success he was offered positions on other committees. He talked every offer over with me, and helped on two. There was a grassroots movement to talk him into a County Commissioner run. I don't want to brag, but I seemed to have the Midas touch on my projects, completing everything I was given to the best of my ability, usually with very good results. I was also offered a few committee positions, and the CEO of the branch was pushing me to accept as many as possible, hoping the bank would get benefits from good press and my networking. Eric and I picked the same two, and did very well. The community was starting to notice us, and we were often pictured at social events, together and separately, cementing our status as a local power couple.
The truth was neither of us cared about our place in the spotlight. We had chosen the committees we served on carefully, believing they were the most likely to succeed and benefit the causes they sponsored. Many farmers, big ones as well as the smaller ones, consulted Eric on all sorts of matters, including the local political scene. There was a new County Commissioner who was very active in trying to rezone several areas, turning them into industrial sites, with the intent to destroy the farms through eminent domain, forcing them to sell.
Eric did his homework, consulted me for my insight, and appeared before the Commission. It took him three months to get on the list to address the Commission, and only then because he speculated in the newspaper why he was being denied his right to speak. The room was packed and tension was high when he strode to the podium.
His speech was eloquent, impassioned, and well-reasoned. He talked of destroying their heritage, pointing out that some of the land affected had been in the same family since the early eighteen hundreds. He talked of the negative impact it would have on the environment of the county, destroying green spaces and replacing them with asphalt and concrete. He told them though the jobs displaced were few, they were important. He even brought out a ninety-three-year-old woman, who talked about the rich history of her farm, the contributions it made in both world wars, and how even now some of the produce they sold went to firms who supplied the military.
There were television and newspaper reporters present. The Commissioner who was pushing rezoning realized this could be a major setback, and the promised fees from the companies wanting the land were in danger, and fought back.
"These things are all well and good, Mr. Summers. I agree heritage is important. But you must understand, this is for the greater good. Think of the jobs that will be created if these new companies are allowed to build."
"All true things, Commissioner, but let me ask you something. The new Industrial Complex the county has already spent tens of millions on, is it at full capacity? Is it not, in fact, only half full? Why don't the new companies go there? There are empty buildings I'm sure that would suit their needs, ready access to the interstates, low taxes, and an ample workforce to draw employees from. Wouldn't it make more sense for them to look there first? If they did need more room, there is still a hundred and fifty acres not developed. They could expand into all of it, if necessary, and the water, sewage, and power supply is already in place. The land you want to condemn is remote, the roads would have to be widened, all the before mentioned services would have to be run or expanded. Lives would be disrupted for months as construction took place. Seriously, sir, it seems you are favoring outside business concerns over the residents of the county."
There were quite a few cheers when he finished, as well as a few jeers when the Commissioner spoke. "All valid points, sir. However, we think the new site would better suit the needs of the business, and continue to pursue rezoning."
The crowd got angry. The new Commissioner was a recent resident, moving down from New Jersey ten years ago. He was raised in a political family, and was used to seeing graft and corruption at every level in his hometown. He had planned well, made the right friends, established a presence in the community, laid all his plans carefully. Still, he lost the first two times he had run, and won by only five percent when he finally succeeded. Chants of "Yankee Go Home" began, infuriating him. He opened his mouth and spoke before his filters kicked in.
"That's enough! Respect your betters! I'm going to bring this county forward if I have to displace every redneck in it. Deal with it."
The other Commissioners looked on horrified at the outburst. He may as well have climbed on the table and taken a dump right in front of them.
The Head of the Commission rapped his gavel, quieting the crowd. "I remind those present to behave with decorum, even if you are rednecks I'm sure your mommas raised you to be respectful. And you, Mr. Cappelli, need I remind you of the rules of behavior in this room? I will also add this to what has been said tonight. Our esteemed colleague is entitled to his beliefs, but he is not the whole Commission. This matter will be debated in public and private, and public hearings will be held to gauge the want of the people. Mr. Summers, thank you for your input. It has given us things to consider when making our decision. This meeting is adjourned."
The people filed out, mumbling, venting their feelings.
*****
I was never prouder of Eric. He presented a strong, reasoned argument, never grew angry, never responded in any negative manner at all. The television crews had followed him as he left the room and walked outside, to see almost a hundred people waiting for him. They erupted into cheers, and handshakes, hugs, and back pats were plentiful. The reporters asked him a few questions and let him make a statement.
"I feel good at what was accomplished tonight. We may have opened the Board's eyes on a few things. I'm just sorry it devolved into name-calling. In fact," he said grinning, pulling me to his side, "I happened to be downright loving when it comes to some Yankees." He gave me a little kiss before letting me go and getting serious.
"Mr. Cappelli should want what we all want, the best thing for the people of this county. I happen to think on this particular issue he may not be wrong, but I don't think he has enough information to make a reasoned decision. It was our purpose to give him that information. I hope he makes the correct decision. Goodnight."
It was a quiet ride home. In fact we didn't speak until we were getting ready for bed. I looked at Jackie and grinned. "Sorry, girl, but Daddy did a very good thing tonight, and he needs to be rewarded. I'll let you out in an hour." I took his hand and led him to the bedroom before giggling. "Maybe two," I said, as I closed the door.
*****
Betty and my boss were all over me the next day.
"We saw you and your honey on TV last night. If Eric ever ran for office, he could win it on the redneck vote alone." Betty was gushing, she was so excited.
My boss Hank had a more serious look in his eyes. "We need to talk," he said, as he closed the door.
"All right, here it is. The consortium that wants the property rezoned approached us last week. They want to secure financing through us. It's a very lucrative deal, but I have reservations. Here's your assignment. I want you girls to take a meeting with them, get a feel for whether you think they're good prospects. While you do that I'll get a couple of people together and do a little digging myself. Ah, here they are now."
Two men walked into the room and my eyes went wide. One was a lawyer famous in the company, the other their top forensic accountant. I began to get a very bad feeling. Betty and I greeted them before fleeing into my office.
"Wow," said Betty, sighing. "The big dogs. This company may not be on the up and up. We better tread softly here, Suz."
We met in a conference room two days later. Betty took one look at their point man and immediately disliked him, his thick Jersey accent grating on her nerves. If possible, I thought even less of both, but listened politely as they made their spiel. When they finished they grinned, expecting us to be awed. They were disappointed.
"Well, it looks like you're going to be spending quite a bit of money on this project. I see you have it listed as disposal and recycle, when in fact you'll be handling quite a bit of hazardous waste. Don't you think the area is a little too densely populated for this sort of thing?"
Their smile slipped a little. "Possibly," said the leader with an amused grin, "but we've found in the past that when people find out what we do they can't sell fast enough. Of course, it will impact the price quite a bit, and we'll get the surrounding properties for a song."
"What about litigation?" said Betty. "When people find out what you're planning, won't they take legal action?"
They had stopped smiling. "Usually, by the time people find out, it's too late. Relax. We've done this a few times, and that's where you guys come in. We need you to spin this as a good thing for the community, more and better jobs, how safe it is, that sort of thing."
I must have let a bit of my feelings show, because the front man was on me immediately. "You don't approve?"
Watching my words, I gave a neutral reply. "I don't have enough information to give an opinion. Yet. But I'm marrying a farmer, and I'm picturing his reaction when I tell him."
"You won't tell him!"
It made us jump, it was said very harshly. "Part of our requirement in negotiating with your bank is total confidentiality. You can't tell a soul what we've discussed, and that especially includes your redneck farmer."
Something in the way he said it set off bells. "Are you any relation to Vito Cappelli?"
The man grinned. "Cousin Vito? Not at all. As far as you know."
It took all my willpower to shake their hands when they left. In fact, I went straight to the restroom and washed them before they were off the elevator.
*****
We met the next day, and it was a very somber group. My boss got right to it. "Thoughts?"
"This whole thing smells, cousin. Those guys made us very nervous. If they get the zoning, it will destroy at least three neighborhoods, possibly five. And those guys were a little too arrogant. Did you know at least one of them is related to Vito Cappelli? They act like it's a done deal, but from what Eric told me the commissioners are leaning away from it."
Hank had his own frown. "Something is going on we're not aware of yet. It's being pushed hard by the commercial section, they want it done as quickly as possible, once the zoning is done. I talked to Dan and Bob this morning, and they didn't have anything good to say. Seems the group has mob ties, and were basically run out of New Jersey by some crusading ADA. An ADA that was later found dead in his car, an apparent suicide. They have three other locations, and they're all in the midst of some litigation or another. My advice to our bosses will be to distance ourselves as much as possible. Let some other bank handle it, and live with the fallout and bad press. Agreed?"
We couldn't nod fast enough. "Right. As soon as Bob and Dan finish, I'm kicking it upstairs with the recommendation we politely refuse."
I thought it would stop there, and was stunned when I was summoned, along with Hank, Betty, Bob, and Dan, to a meeting with the regional director.
We were stunned to see Vito Cappelli and his cronies, and surprisingly, Mona and her boss. They had apparently just concluded their meeting with the director, and left with smug smiles.
The meeting was a disaster. The regional director was determined to go forward, despite warnings from all involved. I thought about it as the others debated, sometimes pretty sharply. I looked into my soul, and knew I could never look Eric in the eye again if I was forced to go along, and I knew I would never be able to keep it a secret from him. He had questioned me about my mood last night, and I sadly told him sometimes my job required me to interact with people I didn't particularly care for, and it always upset me. He responded by cuddling me in the massive rocker a friend had built for him from an oak on Eric's property. He quietly told me if it got too much, I should quit, even though I loved my job. With what he was making we could still live very comfortably, or, he suggested, I could open my own office, and control who I had to work with.
All this was running through my mind when the regional director looked straight at me. "I expect everyone to do their job here. Am I clear?"
Not trusting myself to speak, I only nodded.
*****
I went back to the office, looking at the accolades on my walls, the picture of Eric and me taken at the Feast In The Field. It was taken right after he proposed, while I was on his knee kissing him.
It hardened my resolve, and I drafted an email. My fingers hovered over the send button for a second, before pressing it firmly.
"It is with regret that I am submitting my resignation. I have enjoyed my time here immensely, and will miss it and the people I work with, but sometimes you have to make hard decisions. This was one of the hardest I've ever made, but it is for the best."
I went on to say I would remain for a month, to help train my replacement, but my decision was final. In it, I also said that while I was willing to stay, I would not work with the consortium in any capacity. If I was forced, I would leave immediately.
I went home, both happy and sad with my decision. Eric knew immediately something was wrong, so he cuddled me in the rocker and told me to let it out. I broke down in tears, and he just rocked and petted me until I regained control.
I turned and gave him a desperate kiss. It scared him a little, and he asked what got me in the mood I was in.
"I quit my job today, honey. They wanted me to do something I found so repulsive I couldn't do it, so I resigned. Looks like I'll be just a farmer's wife for a while. Please don't ask for details, I'm bound by a confidentiality clause and can't tell you. Just know I love you, and I could have never looked you in the eye again if I had continued."



Eric grinned at me. "I'm sorry, honey. I know you loved your job. And while I don't think being the wife of a farmer is such a bad job, I know you. You might take a few months off. In fact, I think it's a good idea until after we get back from our honeymoon, then I expect you to start looking for office space. That way, as head of your own company, you can pick and choose your clients."
I collapsed into sobs again, wondering if it was possible to love him even more.
*****
I sighed as I walked into the office the next day. By now, everyone pertinent would have read my email, so I was not surprised to see a furious Betty waiting.
Betty, to use one of Eric's favorite sayings, lit me up like a Christmas tree. By the time she had run out of steam, she had used words I never thought she knew, and some I didn't know. I was guessing none were flattering, though. I hugged her when she ran down, feeling her tears on my shoulder.
"I'm sorry, Betty. I should have prepared you, but I was just so angry I didn't think. Sit down, we need to talk."
She looked confused when I started but was grinning when I stopped. "So then, in summary, you're leaving here and starting your own firm. And it seems you need an experienced associate to help you get it off the ground, even to the point of offering a minority share of the business to get her. Gee, let me think about this for a minute. Stay here, working out the rest of my days like any other thousands of drones, or going out on my own with someone I love and respect as a minor partner, making me a queen bee, making more than I ever have before. Gee, let me think about that some more."
She was laughing, so I knew we were all right. Then she started planning the staff we would need, telling me she had no problem doing a little corporate raiding to get them.
"Be careful, Betty. In fact, don't tell anyone what our plans are. Plus, we're still close friends and I'm related to a lot of them. Let's go out in style, with good feelings all around. Who knows, maybe they'll use us as independent contractors from time to time. There's a movement among the other banks to close their PR departments down and outsource, we might just arrive on the scene at the right time. I'd hate to work for another bank, but work is work."
I left her smiling and making lists and made my way to Hank's office. I was surprised to see he wasn't as upset as I thought. "I thought this might happen. Officially, I'm very displeased at your decision, but personally I think it's a good move. Have you talked to CJ yet?"
I was confused. "Why should I? He doesn't usually concern himself with the comings and goings of his lower-level employees."
"Maybe so, but he concerns himself over you. You've been his Golden Girl for over a year now. I shouldn't tell you this, but I'll be moving back to Boston in three months. They've kicked me upstairs, and you were the front runner to get my job. I expect he will not be a happy camper when he gives you a call."
To say he was unhappy was an understatement. I got the call right after lunch. He started out with one statement. "Why? Don't bullshit me here, Susan. I happen to remember that three weeks ago when we spoke you were very happy in your job. Now it seems like you can't get away fast enough. What happened?"
He was the leader of our company, and what was happening here could have consequences going all the way to the top, so I told him the truth. He listened without interruption, then asked three questions. When I answered them he said he understood, but that he didn't accept my resignation. "I'm going to let it ride for three weeks, and I need you on my team on this. After it's over, if you still want to go out on your own, I'll support you. I'll even hire your new firm as consultants, to get our new people up to speed. Good-bye, Susan."
CJ himself showed up three days later, with a team of twenty. Defecation definitely made contact with rotating oscillators. He spent a week with the branch managers, the regional manager, brought in a few more guys from corporate, and some people that no one knew. His only contact with me was a cryptic command.
"Watch the news tomorrow morning."
*****
"Late last night, Vito Cappelli, County Commissioner for the Western District, was arrested at his home by the FBI. He is facing charges of corruption, collusion with organized crime, and receiving bribe money for attempting to sway the Commissioners to vote for specific agendas. Several other men were also arrested, and all are awaiting extradition to New Jersey, New York, and Florida, before returning here for trial. Mrs. Cappelli had no comment, and Mr. Cappelli referred all questions to his lawyer, who issued this statement.
"'The only thing my client is guilty of is trying to improve the lives of those he serves through better jobs and services. These charges are baseless, false, and politically motivated, and I expect the good name of my client will be restored quickly. That is all we are willing to say at this time.'
"Several more locals are being interviewed for possible involvement. We will report on this as information becomes available. Channel 6 Eyewitness News Action team. Now, back to the studio."
I sat on Eric's lap, crying softly. "This is what you couldn't tell me?"
He felt me nodding into his chest. "My God! No wonder you wanted to resign. The pressure must have been intense. I'm very proud of you, honey, and sure you had a hand in exposing it all."
Still snuffling, I sat up and nodded. "The whole situation was rotten from the start, and it gets worse. I'm pretty sure the regional manager was involved, as well as some of the commercial loan department. Maybe even Mona."
*****
I found out that Mona was involved. Not directly, romantically. It seemed one of the lawyers she was working with seduced her, making promises he never had any intention of keeping, so she went out of her way to make the deal a success. Her only defense is she really had no idea what was going on. Once it hit she took every bit of information she had to the board and the police. The company rallied behind her but she still just barely survived going to jail. CJ was a little pissed and moved her once again to keep her out of the limelight.
She stayed to tie up loose ends, and then one day she was just gone.
The main players in our little drama all got prison sentences, several for murder and attempted murder. Mr. Cappelli got shipped off to New Jersey, to find an unforgiving justice system, still angry at the murder of the DA. Even though he wasn't directly involved he was charged as an accessory after the fact. He ended up rolling over on his cronies for a reduced sentence at a camp cupcake prison, where he was killed by another inmate in less than a year. It was, after all, a prison, populated by criminals.
*****
Of course, the bank asked me to stay but my heart wasn't in it anymore. Betty and I did start our own business, and soon the bank was outsourcing more and more work to us. Then one day they shut their inhouse branch down and we got all their business. That was two years after we went out on our own. By then we had such a large client base we'd had to expand. I had a whole floor of a downtown high-rise, with thirty people working for us.
Eric and I married, and we did honeymoon in the Greek Isles, coming back with nice full body tans and a ton of memories. We made a vow to return on our twentieth anniversary and recapture the magic.
Jackie is a dowager now, twelve years old, a pretty good lifespan for a terrier. We know the end is coming soon and it breaks our heart. She's led a good and pampered life, and we bred her twice, keeping a male from one litter and a female from another. They belong to our kids, Eric Jr. and Sarah. Eric is ten and Sarah, our baby, is seven. Their dogs sleep on their beds and both children had to learn how to care for them as a condition of ownership. Jr. has already learned to drive a tractor but his enthusiasm for farming stops there. Sarah is destined to be the farmer, following her Dad around constantly when she's not in school. She's already won several ribbons in the local fair, for exotic vegetables she helped raise.
Between school activities, farming, my career, and life in general, we don't get too many opportunities to be alone. Eric solved that problem by declaring one weekend a month ours. The kids usually stay with Aunt Betty or friends and we retreat to the cabin to renew our love for each other. We're in our forties now and not quite as energetic as we once were, but for that one weekend a month we try to be.
Jr. is already talking about staying in the cabin with friends alone and we've agreed to let him, after he turns twelve. For now, both kids get a weekend once in a while, chaperoned by us or other parents. It usually takes a day or two to clean the place, but they both help, knowing if they don't they lose a turn.
It's a good life so far. The only sadness came when CJ passed of a sudden and unexpected heart attack. He was 74, older than I thought. His wife had passed a few years earlier and he never really got over the loss. At least they're together now.
When his will was read many were stunned to find out how wealthy he was. 1.1 billion. True to his word, we all received a small inheritance and a personal letter. I cried, as I'm sure many did, when I read mine. He talked about how much he had admired me for my principles and integrity, and how much he envied our life. My 'small' inheritance was just over a million dollars. We had no idea what to do with the money so we invested it. It would be a good retirement nest egg and help to the kids (and hopefully grandchildren) when we passed.
We're still heavily involved in the Feast In The Field event and probably will be until we're just not able anymore. Eric and I take the kids down to the soup kitchen it sponsors once in a while, to volunteer and understand that not all have a perfect life. Sarah is too young to understand, but I think Jr. is starting to get it.
I snuggle down next to Eric at night, and say a prayer to God in praise of rednecks.
*****
This is an old story that I started eight years ago and abandoned. My resolve is to finish all the stories I have started, over 80, before I start anything new. This will include Brother Love, Rocky Raccon, The Hogue Chronicle, a sequel to Annie Fucking Oakley, and a few others. I'll also finish the sequel to Boston to Birmingham, about the life of Melissa Sue. Those alone should take me well in to next year.
Thanks for reading, comment if you like, vote if you think it's worth it.
Q
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I was beyond pissed when she breezed through the door three hours late. "Where the hell have you been? I had to get Chad ready and take him to school. Bobby is pissed and I need to get to work."
She just shrugged. "Bill wanted us to work over, a couple of hours. Even paid us in cash so Uncle Sam doesn't get his greedy paws on it. It'll make up for any time you missed, and Bob already said you were the best one he had. He'll get over it."
"Did the phones stop working? You could at least have given me a heads-up."
"Sorry. Didn't think. I need to go to bed now and you need to go to work. I'll make us a good supper to make up for it."
She didn't give me a chance to respond before she was headed towards the bedroom. I debated following her but I knew it would lead to a hell of a fight and I really did need to get to work.
I was halfway to the jobsite when it hit me. The little smirk she had when she said she worked over. Something was wrong and had been going wrong for a while.
I put it out of my mind. You need to concentrate to run saws and nail guns.
*****
It was 1983 and we were in the midst of a "mild recession." I was laid off and my unemployment check was not very big. Then Gail got laid off and that really hurt us. Things were tight, really tight.
We were looking, but everyone else was in the same boat and jobs just weren't out there, especially for her. She'd dropped out of school in the tenth grade and there wasn't a lot offered. Her last job had been minimum wage, but it was all she could get and we needed the money to survive.
Then I got lucky. A friend I hadn't seen in years gave me a call. Bobby and I had worked construction together in the late seventies. He always said we made a good team and was sorry to see me go, but I had a good opportunity and couldn't pass it up. He stayed in construction and eventually started his own small business, mostly remodels and property maintenance, though he did build a house on occasion. While everyone else was struggling he was doing all right, thanks to his maintenance contracts. His biggest client owned most of the rental property in one county, and a good bit in another, and she kept him hopping.
"Mack, dude, Jack said you were laid off. I just lost a couple of guys and I thought of you. Wanna help me out part-time?"
Damn right I did. He gave me directions to his next project and told me to be there at seven.
After we hugged and caught up, he asked me if I remembered how to hang siding. "Oh, I could probably fake it."
He grinned, gave me two helpers, and turned me loose. The other guys weren't really motivated, which I found odd in the tight times we were in, but I stayed on their ass and we were done in two days. He had me replace windows in a couple of rental units. By the end of the week I had 35 hours in.
He handed out the checks and I was shocked when I looked. It was half what I was owed. He just grinned and told me to meet him at The Bar, a little place that got most of its trade from construction workers. I walked in, he bought me a beer and handed me a pool cue. "We're going to play a game of pool. I will lose. When I do, I'll pay you the wager we made. Oddly enough, it's exactly what it would be if I'd paid you for all the hours you worked."
He grinned at the look on my face. "Look, you told me you could make 60 bucks and still draw a full unemployment check, right?"
I nodded and he continued. "Well, the amount I paid you is just slightly less than what you could have made. That way you still draw a full check and get a little cash they don't know about. We won't always use that amount. Every once in a while it'll be over, and most will be under. I figure I'll pay you a full check about every six weeks. You'll lose your check that week but it will keep the state happy. Of course, you can go all good citizen on me and report it all. Your choice."
I thought about that while I drank my beer. I'd been to the Unemployment Office twice. Both times I had been treated like a number and felt minimalized, and while I know they were overwhelmed, the employees were downright rude, not just to me, but everybody. "Fuck them."
"You need to practice. Your pool game sucks."
He just grinned.
*****
I was going to share the happy news with Gail but she had a full head of steam when I got home. Where the hell have you been? Do I smell beer? We don't have the money for you to be drinking!"
It took several deep breaths before I could answer. "I went by the bar where Bobby hangs out to pick up my money. I had one beer and he paid for it. We got a little breathing room on our bills now. I got a little extra..."
I was going to say cash but she talked over me, telling me a few hours here and there wasn't going to help any and I needed to get a real job. "What did you have for lunch today? I hope it was something solid because I need you to shit me a good job, because I ain't gettin' one any other way. How about you? You find anything yet?"
"you know nobody wants to hire a high school dropout!"
"Well then, you need to take advantage of the program they offered you and get your GED. That will help, if not now, then in the long run. You keep complainin' about being stuck in the house. You could go in the evening's and I could watch Chad. Think about it."
She had been fighting that for some reason, so she turned around and stomped off. I went out back and started playing with our son. He was in first grade, and the world was a wonder to him. He told me about what he'd learned that day and I couldn't help but smile. He was a good kid and even if I had to sacrifice, I made sure he had good clothes and shoes to wear to school, and money available when he needed it for special things like the field trip to the aviary. By the time we were done playing, Gail had a meal put together. We ate a lot of mac and cheese and hot dogs, but we didn't go hungry.
I never got around to telling Gail about the cash under the table. I just took it and caught up our power bill.
*****
I came home one day a few weeks later and she gave me a big kiss. It surprised me because she had been a little stingy with them lately. "Guess what? I got a job!"
She had fixed an extra nice dinner and was wearing a pair of short shorts and a loosely tied halter top. One of her "frisky" outfits. I smiled, thinking life would get better. "That's great, honey. What is it?"
"Let's eat first, get Chad situated for the night and I'll tell you all about it."
That had me frowning a little. What was so mysterious about a job?
We had pork chops, something we'd had rarely this year. It was good, the cake was better, and after Chad had his bath and story, she pulled out a couple of my favorite beers. I'd stopped buying them months ago because they were a little pricy. I was starting to feel really uncomfortable.
She poured the mugs and settled down across from my recliner. "Honey, do you remember Honey?"
Yeah, I remembered Honey. She was one of her friends while we were dating, and to be honest, a bit of a slut. I'm not a prude; what a woman does with her life is normally not my business. Honey, however, seemed to have no boundaries. She was direct as could be and not above propositioning husbands in front of their wives if she'd had a few. She made two runs at me and Gail would think it funny. She tried again while Gail wasn't around. I acted like I was interested, let her steer us into a quiet place. She bent up to kiss me only to find my hand locked around her neck and slammed against the wall. "Listen close, bitch. You come on to me one more time and I'll fuck your world up! You might not look so hot with a broken nose and that could definitely happen. I'd act all remorseful and swear it was an accident, but every time after that if you thought about hitting on a man in a relationship, you'll remember your crooked nose and think twice. We clear here?"
She was sobbing hard and shaking her head yes. That was the last time I saw her or heard anything about her until now. My feeling of unease was growing in great leaps.
As far as I could remember she was directly involved in seven divorce proceedings, mostly as the other woman.
I just nodded. "Well, I ran into her at the store the other day and when we caught up and she found out I wasn't working she offered me a job!"
"What kind of job? Does it involve getting horizontal?"
Gail flamed red. "NO, you dick, it doesn't. For your information she's married now and works for her cousin. He owns a motel in Charlotte and she runs the night shift, nine until six. He always has his clerks on the night shift work in pairs, and the woman she works with has quit."
"Why did she quit?"
"How would I know? The fact is she quit and it pays pretty well. Ten bucks an hour."
Well, that seemed like real money to someone used to making $6.65 an hour.
I tried to be diplomatic. "That's a pretty good wage, Gail. But to be honest it doesn't make me comfortable. Is the motel in a good part of town? Is it a good place to spend the night or is it a dump? You'll be working in the middle of the night, when all the crazies and druggies are out. I'd hate for you to get hurt or killed for ten bucks an hour. And to be honest, I'm not too crazy about you working with Honey."
"She's changed. A lot. She's got a husband and a two-year-old girl. Honey is not the same woman we both remembered. Plus, the cops patrol through there pretty often and we're pretty safe. I promise you, the first time I get a bad vibe and I'll quit."
We talked some more, about Chad and how it would affect him.
"I get off at six. I can be home by 6:45, have your breakfast made, take him to school, then come home and sleep. That way I can spend the evening with my two favorite men before they go to bed and I have to go to work." We talked ourselves out and agreed to take it up later.
*****
Gail talked me into having Honey and her family over for dinner. I have to admit she didn't look anything like I remembered. Her hair was up, she had on a conservative top and slacks, and she was pleasant. Her husband seemed to be a good guy. I wondered if he knew about her past. Her little girl was adorable and Chad was enamored of her right off the bat. He ended up in the backyard while I grilled, letting her wander around while he was one step behind her. Gail and Honey laughed. "If he's that infatuated when they grow up, we could be in-laws."
It was a nice evening. The little girl went down for a nap after her meal, and Chad fell asleep on the floor. Her husband Jeff went to the bathroom and Gail went into the kitchen for more beer. I seized the opportunity.
"Honey, do you remember the little discussion we had right before Gail and I got married?"
Her eye went wide and she self-consciously rubbed her neck. "That was a long time ago. I've changed."
"I have to admit I like the new Honey a lot better than the old one, but I want you to remember something. If anything happens to Gail, anything bad, and I think you were involved somehow, I'll make good on my promise. You remember that."
Jeff came back and Gail came out with the beers. They stayed about another hour before they left. Their taillights weren't out of sight before she started asking questions.
"Did you see how much she's changed?"
"Hard to believe. I'd never though she would be married with a child. I always thought if she rolled up pregnant back then that half the men in the county would be sweating."
She punched my ribs. "That was a mean thing to say."
"Maybe, but it would still have been pretty accurate. Come on, let's clean up and get to bed."
I thought about everything the next morning while I mowed grass. Honey, for all her past faults, was an attractive woman. A five three blond-haired blue-eyed pixie with a great body. I used to smile when I saw her and Gail together. Gail was five nine, pretty tall for a woman, with jet black hair. She was willowy shaped, except when it came to her chest. Full breasted, with no sag and perky nipples. Men had swarmed to them like flies to honey, but Gail shot most of them down. She told me she was no virgin early on, but neither was I, and none of it mattered to me once we said our vows.
In the end, I didn't fight her when she got the job. Still made her make a bunch of promises, and still worried about her. I was up when she came home from her first day.
"How was it?"
"Boring as hell. Not much goes on late at night at a motel. Everybody is asleep except for a few partiers who stagger in after the bars close, but they usually don't make a lot of noise. It's easy money, honey."
She came home with her first check happy as could be. We decided we'd spend her first months' income getting ahead on our bills, then start saving most of it for when we went house hunting. I was getting more and more work with Bobby, and I found I enjoyed it more than I remembered. Bobby was begging for me to go full time if I hadn't found anything by the time my unemployment benefits ran out. We were still gaming the system, part of the pay being reported, the rest under the table. I'd started putting half of the under the table money in a savings account, planning to use it to take Gail and Chad on a vacation. It would be our first in four years and Chad had never seen the ocean, so I wanted to take him to the beach.
*****
Things went along pretty good for about four months. Gail came in bubbling one day and told me the third shift maid had quit and she and Honey were going to make some extra money cleaning the empty rooms. One would work the desk while the other cleaned and they would alternate days.
"Does that mean you'd be at the desk alone?"
"Honey, nobody, and I mean nobody, comes to the desk after midnight. Plus, we got these walkie-talkie thingys that we carry, so if somebody comes to the front desk we don't like, we call each other. We'll be fine."
The extra money did come in handy. Then one day Gail came in looking beat up. I asked and she shrugged. "Hard night. Had a bunch of convention guys in and they left the rooms a mess. I cleaned toilets and carpets all night. Would you mind fixing Chad's breakfast today?"
I knew what a bad day was like, so I helped Chad get ready for school while she took a shower and went to bed. She was subdued for a few days before she seemed to perk up. As the weeks went by, she seemed to change. It was little things at first. She stopped talking about her job except to say it was the "same old, same old."
She was also dressing better. I complimented her and it seemed to make her happy. "I felt kind of guilty spending the money, but I needed the clothes. I took part of the extra money I'm making and updated."
There it was again, the little smirk I'd been seeing lately, like she knew a joke that I didn't. It was starting to bother me. Then the changes started in the bedroom.
Normally we made love three times a week if our schedules permitted. Mostly it was on the weekends but she had developed a pattern of jumping me just after Chad went to bed two or three times a week, especially Thursdays. She was a bit more aggressive than in the past, especially orally, both giving and receiving. I finally asked her about the change.
She seemed startled and took a minute to reply. "I've never talked about this with you, but you see a lot of things working in a motel. There are a few couples who come in every two weeks or so, who kind of like to leave doors open or get risky in the pool. Plus, they tend not to be with the same man every week. I think they're swingers. Some of the things me and Honey see are pretty wild. It's like watching live porn and I can't help getting fired up. That's why I'm extra horned up sometimes. I know we've never talked about it, but have you ever thought about us having anal sex? Two of the couples do it regularly and both seem to really enjoy it."
I had to process a minute. "Isn't that dangerous to the motel? What about cops, irate spouses, that sort of thing? And I've never really thought about anal. Is it something you want to try?"
"It's the middle of the night and no one is about. If we see a regular guest, Honey alerts them and they take it inside and close doors. They tip really well, honey, usually a twenty in every room. They're responsible for most of my new wardrobe. And yes, I think I'd like to try it, just once, to see what it's about."
I was starting to dislike the idea of her continuing to work at the motel. We did try anal that weekend while Chad was spending the night at his grandparents. It was good. Gail seemed really into it, almost howling by the finish. She seemed not to have any pain, but we had prepared her with lube and a couple of vibrators.
Then the insolence started, the minimizing of our family time. I asked her what was wrong. "I'm just tired of struggling. It seems every dime we get ahead, something comes along to take it. Wouldn't it be nice to do what we like, when we want, like before we had bills and a kid?"
"Everybody has fantasies. Yeah, I'd love it. But the reality is we do have bills and a child. Wanna chunk everything, drop Chad off somewhere and run away? I didn't think so. It's getting better honey. Our bills are caught up and we're even saving a little. I'm thinking about going full time with Bobby. He'll give me a raise and more hours if I do."
It hurt me when she scoffed at the idea. "Think that'll make a difference? You need a job that has insurance. We're all healthy right now but one accident will bankrupt us for years."
I sighed. "It is what it is, Gail. Unless we can find new careers that pay a lot better, we have to work with what we have."
There it was again, that little smirk.
*****
It all came apart one day when I needed a pen. Chad was pretty bad to carry everything that you could write with into his room. He was a budding artist and his work covered every inch of our refrigerator. He was asleep, and I didn't want to wake him so I decided to grab one out of Gail's purse. I didn't go into her purse because she kept it filled with so much junk that it irritated me. I picked it and grinned at the weight. Well, the pens were usually right on top.
I opened and just sat there for a minute. It was full of money. A lot of money. I pulled it out and counted it. Twenty-three hundred dollars, a chunk of change for the time. I heard Gail waking up so I shoved the money back in and put her purse back on the floor beside the couch.
I sat and thought as she chattered. There was no way that money was legitimate. My first thought was she was into drugs. I decided not to say anything. I'd be following her to work Friday night.
"Hon, Chad is going to be with your folks Friday. Bobby and I are going fishing. He's found a spot on the lake and swears every catfish he's pulled out of there is over ten pounds."
She smiled. "Go ahead. Have a good time and I'm looking forward to some salt and pepper catfish for dinner Sunday. Catch a big one for me."
She wanted to play and seemed disappointed when I begged off. "I pulled something today at work. I think I need an ice pack or a heating pad for my back."
Gail was instantly concerned, getting me some pain pills, an ice pack, and had the heating pad plugged in beside my recliner. She kissed me when he left. "Rest, honey. Don't go to work tomorrow. We can afford for you to take a day off. I'll check on you when I get home."
She called me later, something she rarely did, to check on me. I told her I felt much better and wasn't doing anything tomorrow but painting so I should be fine at work. She fussed a little, telling me to take the day off, told me she loved me, and hung up.
I was seriously ineffective at work the next day. Bobby finally told us to knock off for lunch. "Come on, Mack. I'm buyin'."



We sat down at the little greasy spoon he favored, and after we ordered he told me to spill whatever was bothering me or he was going to send me home. I really needed to talk to somebody, so I told him about the money and her general attitude.
"What are you gonna do about it?"
"I'm going to the motel tomorrow night and see what's happening."
"And if you see something you don't like?"
"Then I figure I'll go to somebody's ass."
Bobby sighed. "Remember Jefferson George?"
Of course I did. He was THE rich kid in school; his father had more money than half the town combined. I'd caught him with a fourteen-year-old he'd given some liquor to and he was trying to get her in his car. She was pretty drunk, but she was fighting him as best she could. He finally got tired of it and slapped the hell out of her. "Get in the car, bitch, and shut the fuck up."
He didn't know anyone else was around so I tapped him on the shoulder. He looked around, told me to fuck off and started to get in his car. The girl was my cousin. I beat the hell out of him. Broke teeth, two black eyes, and a sprained left arm. I was fixin' to stomp him in the balls when they pulled me off him.
His dad pretty much owned the police department, and someone had called 911. I've often thought I was luckier than I was smart and this was never truer, because a state trooper had a car pulled over within sight and had just finished the ticket when the call came in. He took one look at the girl and Jefferson and called for an ambulance. Then he got statements from all the witnesses and they were afraid to lie to him because he wasn't local.
The local cops showed up and wanted to take over but the Trooper stopped them. "Sorry boys. I've already started the paperwork, so it's mine. I'll drop him off at the station for questioning when I finish up so you can do your own investigation."
They didn't like it much, but they had no choice. He asked around, found out who my friends were, and told Bobby to find a phone and call my folks. "Tell them to get down to the station as quick as possible. They might want to call a lawyer."
He took his time, but finally had to put me in his car. There was no love lost between the State and the locals. I found out later they were investigating the Police Department for corruption and abuse of power. He talked to me as he drove. "Listen kid, there are things going on here you don't know about. I'm going to drop you at the station. Do not say anything to anybody! We clear here? Good. Your parents will hopefully be there before we are, but just in case, refuse to be interviewed until they get there."
We got there before my parents, so the Trooper took his own sweet time releasing me to the locals. He pulled an instamatic camera out and took some pictures. The cop waiting to book me asked him why. "Because there are no bruises or contusions on the boy. If any show up later I'll be forced to investigate. You undertand what I'm saying?"
The cop didn't like it, but there was nothing he could say. My parents and Uncle Pete came through the door. The Trooper asked for ID and released me to them. "I'm not filing charges pending the investigation. My advice is keep the kid close to home for a few days."
We were about to go out the door when two cops stopped us. "Not so fast. We're taking him into custody. You can bail him out Monday."
"What's he charged with? The state has started an investigation and released him to his parents. I believe State supersedes City, if I remember my law right. Since I'm a lawyer I'm pretty confident that that's the case."
They changed tactic. "He's not under arrest. We just want to question him."
"For two days? Not gonna happen. I'll have him down for an interview Monday morning. I will be present when you question him. All questions will go through me. Clear?"
"I have orders to..."
"Then get me the man who issued the orders. If you can't in a reasonable time, we're going home."
There was a lot of whispers and phone calls, but an hour later we were home. Dad wrote a check and handed it to his brother-in-law. "Here. A retainer."
He laughed and tore it up. "Write me one for five bucks. I'm tired of losing cases because of crooked cops. Maybe this case will change things."
When the smoke cleared, no one was charged. Mr. Moneybags gave up when he read the report of the alcohol level in his son, the girl, and what the witnesses said. Jefferson wasn't really well liked, and a lot of witnesses said he threw the first punch. He got his revenge. They had to expel both of us, and he sent his son to a boarding school to finish his senior year. I didn't get to walk across the stage and had to go to summer school to get my diploma.
Bobby brought me back to the present and I nodded. "Then you remember what it cost you to fuck him up. I know you. There isn't a lot of planning where you're concerned. You just charge in, damn the torpedoes. You need to stop and think when you find out what's going on. Don't do anything stupid. Remember Chad? You have to make sure nothing happens to him."
He was right, damn it! "You're right, but I have to do something."
"WE are going to go to this motel tomorrow and check it out. If we see anything hinky, we will think it through before we react. Tell me you understand."
It seemed the best plan possible so I agreed.
*****
Friday night at eleven found us parked in an empty lot across from the motel. It was the first time I'd seen it. It wasn't a dump, but it wasn't top tier, either. I was surprised at how full the lot was. We had binoculars, and I could see Honey behind the counter, but there was no sign of Gail.
At eleven-thirty, a woman who looked a lot like Gail walked out of the motel and across the parking lot to a strip club. I was halfway out of the car when Bobby pulled me back in. "You sit still. She hasn't seen me more than a few times, so I'm gonna put this ball-cap on and go see what's going on. Do not get out of the car."
Ninety minutes later he was back, looking a little pale and damned uncomfortable. He just sat there for a minute before he spoke. "She's stripping, Mack. Her stage name is Desire, and she's pretty good at it. I saw her do a routine, then she circulated and took three guys into the back for lap dances. The bouncer told me that's all they'd allow inside, but the women had an agreement with the motel and as long as they took their trade off company property, they didn't say anything. I asked for Desire and he laughed. "She's booked full tonight and doesn't work weekends. I think she has a kid she sees then. She works Tuesday and Thursdays next week, and Monday, Wednesday, and Friday the next. She and a girl named Honey rotate. I think she works at the motel the nights she doesn't work here. Want me to set you up?"
I gave him a fifty. "I would like a Wednesday, but I don't know if I can make it. If I'm not here by midnight I won't be coming."
"She's pretty expensive, man. A quarter for an interview, half a buck for full service, and a dollar for any 'extra' services you may want. I think he talked like that because he thought I might be a cop. I gave him another fifty. "Here. if I'm not here on time it's free money for her."
While we were talking, Gail came out of the club with a man on her arm and went straight to the motel, waving at Honey when she went by. By three, she'd made two more trips. I was numb when Bobby put his truck in drive. "We've seen enough. You need to calm down and think about what you want to do. Let's go fishin'.
"What?"
"We're supposed to be fishin', remember. Besides, what better place to make plans than at a deserted lake in the middle of the night."
So we fished. Even caught a few. Mostly, though, we talked.
"What you gonna do?"
"Divorce her. I don't see any other way out. I need to keep Chad. I DO NOT want him exposed to what she's doing."
"All right, we need to gather evidence and catch her in the act, so to speak. Any ideas? I need to tell you I think the local cops are in on it. We saw then cruise through the parking lot three times, remember? They have to know what's going on."
That's when I thought about the Trooper. He was instrumental in taking down the local cops and it got him a promotion to the S.B.I. He mostly worked corruption cases now. I'd see him in the papers every now and then. "I think I know someone who might help."
I managed to make it through the weekend. Even had sex with her once, acting like I was in pain the whole time. She settled on snuggling and paid a little more attention to Chad than usual. He ate it up. He'd really been missing his mother lately. That made what I was going to do even harder.
I called first thing Monday, explaining who I was and telling them I had information I thought he needed to have. They put me through after about twenty minutes. He remembered me and we talked about the past for a few minutes before he asked what he could do for me. I told him the whole story, including the fact that one of the stripper/hookers was my wife, and that we thought the local cops were involved.
He listened and I could tell he was making notes. "Can you meet me and my partner there tonight?"
I had to drop Chad off with my folks, telling them it was an emergency. We met at a waffle house and talked. He introduced his partner, an attractive redhead, and suggested we ride together in their undercover car. I figured it would be a boxy four door that screamed 'Undercover Cop', but it was really nice three-year-old T-bird. They grinned when they saw my face. "We confiscated it in a drug bust a couple of years back. That's how we get most of our undercover cars. We switch every month. We get the Firebird next!"
Lt. Brown, the man I knew, laughed. "Yeah, and when we do, I'm driving. Detective Walters has a lead foot."
They shared good natured banter while we got into position. I identified Gail and Honey. They watched Honey go into the club. First Brown got out. "I'm going in, see how much I can learn. Then Tabby will be up." We talked as we waited.
"Won't it be awkward going into a place like that?"
She laughed. "I stripped for three years while I worked my way through college. That's all I did, though. I never even gave lap dances. I saw too many relationships dissolve while I worked to ever be tempted. I'll go in, try to get an interview with the manager, tell him I'll be moving to the area in a few weeks and I'm trying to line up a job. I got a few shots of me left over from my stripping days to satisfy any questions he might have."
She'd just finished telling me about her lawyer husband and her two daughters. She smiled when she saw my face. "My husband knows. We met at the club. He worked his way through law school as a bartender and bouncer. He knows I never went with any guys and I know he never touched any of the working girls, even though they saw him as a challenge and tried pretty hard. I finally had to claim him to get them to back off. We decided to go on a few dates to prove it and never looked back. Seven years now, and we're still as happy as the day we married."
She looked at me sadly. "Don't judge your wife just yet. She may have been forced into this. I've seen it happen. If that's the case I urge you to get counseling and try to save your marriage. If she's doing it of her own free will, well, how it ends is up to you."
Brown came back and he wasn't smiling. "I got the same information your buddy got. There's about half a dozen girls in on it. This is shaping up to be a pretty big prostitution ring. There's a picture of your wife up along with all the other strippers on the wall. If there's a red X with a circle around it at the bottom, it means she's available for extra services. Tabby, you're up."
She was gone for about thirty minutes. She did not look happy when she got back in the car. "The place is just above a brothel. I got to see the manager, showed him my old photos and told him I was relocating and would be available in five weeks. The sleazebag admitted that a lot of his girls hooked, but he turned a blind eye to it. He also tried to get me to give him head as a gesture of good faith. I just grinned and told him we'd take that up as soon as I got a job. I need a shower pretty bad right now."
They took me back to the diner. "This is where your involvement ends. I'm really sorry, man. It pretty plain you loved her."
"So what's gonna happen now?"
"We'll get a small team on this. It'll take about a month or so before we move. Watch for it in the paper. The strip-club, the local cops in on it, and the motel will all go down. We'll shut the strip club down for solicitation, the motel for operating a brothel, and the cops will lose their jobs and face criminal charges. I need to tell you, all the women involved will be charged with multiple counts of prostitution and it will be a matter of public record. The only silver lining is you've got a good reputation and a steady job, and judges don't like to award custody of children to prostitutes if there's a viable alternative. You are going for divorce, right?"
"I have to. I couldn't forgive her and I can't expose a six-year-old to that lifestyle."
Tabby reached out and touched my hand. "We usually try not to get involved with divorce cases to keep our face out of the news, but if you need us, we're sure your lawyer can arrange an in chambers deposition."
It hit me. "Shit! There's no way I can act normal for that amount of time. I'm just not that good at it. What can I do?"
Brown grinned at me. "This is going to be a pretty big case. We won't want it coming apart too early. You said you worked construction? Let me see what we can do. Try to hang on for a few days and we'll get back to you."
True to his word, two days later we were offered a short-term contract to help build a new jail halfway across the state. Aside from what was going on, they were offering damn good money and it would have been hard to pass up even under normal circumstances.
Bobby knew what was going on. He knew why we got the contract but he didn't care.
I told Gail that night. "Good news! You know how we're trying to figure out how to make more money? Bobby got an offer of work from an old friend. His project is running behind and he's facing penalties if he doesn't finish in time. We'll be making half again what we're making now. It'll be seven days a week for about a month, but with the overtime, it would be about what I'd make in four. I have to do this, honey. It may lead to more opportunities down the road."
Surprisingly, she was not happy and tried to talk me out of it. I threw up every argument she'd ever given me about improving our lot and it seemed to stall her justifications for me staying home.
"It's only for a month, honey. I'd hate to go that long without loving on you, but think of the reunion sex when I get home. A whole month without! We'll be sore as hell the first few days."
Gail went quiet, knowing she wouldn't be going without. I made arrangements with her parents and mine to help her out, gave her and Chad a big kiss, and left.
I wasn't lying about the overtime. They were so far behind they were happy to let us work seven days a week. It was a new minimum-security prison and the cells were built to look more like dormitories. The only difference was there was no kitchen and the cells were eight-by-eight and each had a sink and toilet. It was a plumbing nightmare. Our responsibility was siding and roofing. They were the biggest buildings I'd ever sided, and we managed to get two sided and roofed a week. There was only six left to do when we got there, so by the last week we were looking for something to do. Bobby ran a sheetrock crew while I helped the plumbers. It was irritating crawling around under those buildings, but the plumbing contractor paid me extra for running a crew. Four-and-half weeks later, all that needed to be done was to run the fence around the property. It didn't look like a prison without the fence, and the general contractor told me that it was deliberate to make the inmates less likely to try to escape. I asked him if it worked.
"Reports indicate that escape attempts in places built like this are down 44%. There are still enough dumbasses that they have to put up the fence and have guards, but the state is happy with the results."
I called home from a pay phone twice a week and we usually talked for about thirty minutes. Chad would update me on everything that happened to him since we'd talked last, and asked when I was coming home. Gail talked about general things and asked when I was coming home. I told her the next week was my last and I'd be home the following Tuesday. Every once in a while, I'd ask a question about her job and she'd brush it off. The last time we talked she surprised me. "I'm thinking about quitting, honey. I'm tired of not sleeping beside you every night. Plus, I can feel us drifting apart. I don't want that honey. I still love you."
Well that was new. I called Brown. "I glad you called. I was just about to call you. Watch the news Friday night. It'll happen then."
I stayed silent for a minute and he keyed on it. "Having second thoughts?"
"Yeah. I loved her for a long time, you know? This is going to be hard on our child."
"It is. But if want to guarantee custody, this is the only way to do it. We don't charge her, she doesn't have a record, if she finds a sympathetic judge, you're a part-time father. You really don't want her to have custody. I'll brief you on it later, but things have changed."
Friday night I called, just to hear her voice one last time. "I've been thinking. Maybe you ought to stay home tonight. I'll come home, we can grab Chad, and be at the beach in three hours. Think how happy he'd be. Think how happy we'd be."
Ther was a moment of silence before she spoke. "It's too late to get someone to cover and I don't want Honey to be there by herself. I'll come home Saturday and take a nap while you get everything ready. We can leave by one, be checked in and on the beach by five. Let's try to spend a week, honey. It'll do us good."
I sighed. I'd tried. "All right. See you tomorrow."
"I'm looking forward to it. We have a lot of loving to catch up on. Gotta go. I love you."
"I loved you, too."
I wondered if she'd caught what I said.
*****
Bobby and I watched the evening news at eleven that night. We were in another market, but it came up in the statewide section.
"The S.B.I. Prostitution Task Force carried out a major raid tonight at the Dreamland Motel in Charlotte, N.C., breaking up a major prostitution ring. Fourteen people were arrested, including the owner of the motel and the two night-managers. The owner for providing a place for the prostitution to take place, the managers, it seemed, were part of the prostitution ring. The manager of the Fantastic Ladies Erotic Entertainment Lounge, located beside the motel, was also arrested in the sting, though his charges have not been made public. There is also an unsubstantiated rumor he was involved in human trafficking."
While the reporter was talking, you could see people being led out of the motel towards a police van. Honey was the first, wearing what looked like just a tee shirt. Gail was right behind her, dressed in an extremely short skirt and a top that left most of her breasts exposed. I think Brown might have had something to do with it, because the camera zoomed in on Gail, showing a closeup of her face. She was crying. It was evident neither had on panties when they were loaded into the van.
Bobby looked at me. "Sorry, dude. I know how much you loved her. You know you had to do it this way, for Chad."
"You know, when everybody tells you that you did the right thing and you know you did the right thing, why does it feel like shit to do it?"



"Because, usually, the right thing always ends up being the hardest thing to do. You had no idea when you married Gail or when she went to work at the motel this was going to happen. Bad shit happens to good people. It's how they deal with it that shows their character. Now, I'm going to leave you alone. Cry, scream, break shit if you want to. Just try to get enough out that you can function when it's time to go home to your child. I know I don't have to say it, but I'm there for you, brother."
After he left, I tried to cry. I thought about going to the package store and getting a bottle. I thought about beating the walls out of the motel room. In the end, I didn't do any of those things. I just sat there, numb, for the rest of the night. Bobby found me and didn't say a word, starting the shower and practically shoving me inside. The hot water hit me and I cried, bitter tears of betrayal and loss. I was a lot better when I got out. "Let's go. You're driving."
I slept most of the way home.
*****
Their bail was set at two thousand each. She had the money in her secret account but couldn't access it and there was no way in hell I was going to pay it. The longer she stayed in jail the more certain of me getting custody of Chad.
The kid didn't understand. I tried to explain it as best I could. "Son, your mother got involved with some bad people and did some bad things. She won't be living with us right now, so we're on our own. She still loves you, but she just can't be with us right now."
"So she's coming home later?"
"I don't know, son. We'll have to see." I was doing my best, trying to ease him into the realization Mommy wouldn't be living with us anymore. I was just glad it was the beginning of summer. I know how cruel kids can be and I was hoping by the time school started again the whole thing would be out of everyone's mind. Both sets of grandparents pitched in to watch Chad while I worked. We usually ended up eating dinner with whichever set had him.
It was really awkward at first with her parents. They apologized for Gail, but I shut them down. "She made her choices and it forced me to make mine. I need you to understand your daughter and I have no future together. None. That being said, it was her choices and not yours. Chad loves you and I would never stand between you and your grandchild. If it makes any difference, I've always thought a lot of you. If you feel uncomfortable around me or if it gets to be too much to keep Chad, let me know."
Her Dad just looked sad, but her Mom wrapped me in a hug and cried her eyes out. When she broke, she told me she'd expect Chad in the morning, and me in the afternoon. Meatloaf tomorrow. I hugged her again and shook his hand, wondering as I walked away how they were handling the stigma of what Gail had done. It was a small town, after all. I just hoped there wasn't a lot of small people in it.
It took her ten days to get out of jail. By then I had all her things boxed and sitting in her parent's garage. I sent her a letter with the divorce papers, telling her to keep her distance from me and that sometime in the future, after the divorce, I'd like to ask her why.
She went straight to her parent's house when she was finally free. I don't know what kind of reception she expected, but they made it clear she had two weeks and then she needed to be out. The rumor mill told me she and Honey rented an apartment in Charlotte. I thought that was a good thing, that they deserved each other. Lt. Brown called me a week later.
"I thought you'd like to have an update and find out when all this goes to trial. After they bonded out we made it clear to them if they left the state we'd be after them. Both she and her partner share an apartment. They don't work at the motel or the club because they've been seized by the city, but they've found work at other clubs. I don't know if it's just stripping or whether there are "extra services," but I don't think so. They get caught for prostitution again before they go to trial and it could go very badly for them.
I doubt seriously they get any jail time. If they do, it will probably be three to six months. The owner of the motel and the manager of the club face more serious charges. I doubt either one ever get their property back. The DA is up for election this year, so he'll be as hard on them as he can. I figure a couple of years for both. They could get more but they cut a deal and have given up three different sex traffickers and two major drug dealers. We're trying to keep that hushed up because if word got out they wouldn't last a week in jail. Her arrest and probable conviction will be a matter of public record, and that should help you keep custody of your child. I'm really sorry for the way your life turned out, but I'm sure the girls we rescue from the traffickers will be grateful. We've tracked them through four states and all the way into Mexico. Watch the news. What you see is a direct result of you coming to us. We can't thank you enough."
There were several stories over the next few months about traffickers, but I was too concerned about my situation to pay much attention. She got a lawyer and tried to block the divorce, and no one, including her lawyer, could understand why. I'd used Uncle Pete and he said it was an open and shut case. Her lawyer was pretty good and we did have some serious discussions. Oddly enough one was about money. She wanted half and full unsupervised visitation if she didn't get custody. We met in her lawyers' office. It was the first time I'd seen her in four months. She looked like a totally different person. Her hair, her eyes, her clothes, were all a far cry from what she wore when we were married. I guess she was a pretty good business woman. always advertising the product.
Pete started it off. "I think we're being more than fair here. He wants 70% of the assets, as little as they are, and he waives rights to child support. How could that not be fair?"
Her lawyer was a slick guy and I knew she had to be paying him a fortune. "That's just not acceptable. She wants 50% and full custody, with a fair amount of child support."
Pete countered. "Fifty-fifty, he receives custodial rights to the child with supervised visitation at first. If Mrs. Stoneman proves herself trustworthy, the supervision may be dropped. Plus, she will be required to pay child support."
The lawyer started to speak when Pete lay out a bank statement. "Fifty-fifty include this money, an account that was not revealed in discovery. There was fourteen thousand in it on the day our clients parted ways and no judge in the world would object. Whoever we get is going to take a dim view of it being accidentally left out of the financial documents."
Gail's face went pale. She hadn't known her secret account had been discovered. I'd gone into her purse again just before the arrests and found the bankbook. I took it out and photographed it, making sure I got the account and routing numbers. I don't think her lawyer knew about it, either, judging by the look on his face.
The lawyer asked for another meeting at a later date. For the first time I spoke. "NO. Take it or leave it, Gail. If you fight there will be a lot of dirty secrets you don't think I know that will come out. By the time I'm done any judge in their right mind would give me a restraining order keeping you away from your son. IF you love him, sign the papers. If money is worth more to you, I'll send you pictures of his high school graduation. It'll be the next time you see him."
I walked out, surprising Uncle Jake. He talked for a few minutes before he came out. "You need to tell me when you're gonna do things like that."
"She gonna sign?"
Her lawyer is working on her. He knows she has little option but to sign. Now tell me about her dirty secrets."
Laughing, I told him I made it up on the spot. He grinned. "Well, she must have some secrets she doesn't want anyone to know, judging by her reaction. I think she'll sign."
Everyone, especially old friends of hers, thought I was being a hardass. Fuck them. Let them fight for the well-being of their child and see how forgiving they were. I did offer an olive branch to Gail, letting her visit Chad for three hours under the supervision of her parents.
The divorce came through before the criminal trial, but I made sure I was in the courtroom when it started. Gail and Honey told a sad tale of being given cocaine by Bill, and then agreeing to strip in their weakened state. Seems he used the motel for a lot of not so strictly legal things. The swingers got caught up in the scandal and come to find out while most were married, it wasn't to each other. Three divorces came from the exposure. Honey's husband divorced her as well, using Uncle Jake to get custody of their little girl.
It also came out in court he was having regular sex with both as part of his fee for letting them use the hotel. I wondered how close a cousin he was to Honey. They also had to get their johns to pay $15 dollars for the room and they usually serviced four customers a night so he was making twice what a room cost a night. The Judge expressed sympathy about them being seduced into the lifestyle but noted both came back clean on a drug panel. Seems that after they got started, they didn't need the drugs anymore. In the end, he gave them three months in the county jail. Both were crying when they were led away.
I ended up getting two thousand in cash and fifty dollars a week in child support. Gail got to see Chad twice a week under supervision of Child Services, but after two months she was allowed unsupervised access if she visited at her parents' house.
Chad gradually drew away from her and one day she sent a note via her parents. She'd taken a job with a national chain and would be traveling up and down the East Coast performing for six weeks at a club before moving on to the next. She said it was so the customers could see fresh faces. Gail gave up her visitation rights but pleaded with me to let her see him when she was near. The next year she did a swing out West and ended up settling in Las Vegas. Well, at least what she had been doing was legal there. Chad still got an expensive present on his birthday and Christmas, along with letters when he got old enough.
He adjusted to a single parent household pretty well, especially since he had two sets of grandparents who were constantly around.
I remarried when he was twelve, to a woman about five years younger than I was. She came with a little girl of seven, so we sold both our houses and bought a bigger one to fit all of us. Chad was a little reserved at first, but Melody followed him around like he was a God and he warmed up to her. He surprised Katie, my new wife, by calling her Mom about a year later and she tried to hide the tears but we all saw them.
I took some of the money I'd made and gotten off the alienation of affection suits I'd filed against Bill and the club manager and bought a half share in Bobby's business. B&M Construction grew into a midsized business and we had a good reputation. We did a lot of work for the state through the contractor we'd worked with in the month I was hiding from Gail.
*****
When Chad was 24 he came to me with something serious to talk about. "I've met someone, Dad. I think she could be the one and I want to bring her by to meet you and Mom. She wants to bring her parents along if you don't mind. I think he's afraid to face you alone."
I thought it odd but we agreed to have them over for steaks on the grill.
Melody was 17 by then, and a handful. Our house always had several girls and more than a few boys hanging around. She was off to college in a year. The nest was definitely going to be empty without her. We made it clear she was to banish her friends that night and be on her best behavior.
Chad showed up about an hour before we scheduled, with his girl in tow. I could see the attraction, she was a cute little thing, just barely over five feet tall, with a dimpled face and long blond hair. Built pretty good too. Katie caught me looking and grinned. I think she approved of her the moment she volunteered to help with the side dishes. I laughed and handed Chad a beer.
"She'll know more about her before dinner than you'll learn in your entire life."
"Pam is a good girl, Dad. She lost her first mother even younger than I lost mine, and her stepmother is all she's ever known. The woman is like a momma bear where she's concerned, though. I was afraid to hold her hand in front of her for a few months."
Just then her parents came in. Her Dad shook my hand and grinned. "You don't remember me, do you?"
I had to admit I didn't.
He laughed. "That's okay. I've been your guest before, about eighteen years ago. Chad was six and Melody was two. Even then I think he was attracted to her. I'm Jeff. Honey's ex."
I shook his hand. "Then that means..."
"Yep, Melody is Honey's daughter. Let me assure you in absolute terms that she's nothing like her mother. Nothing at all. She's a good girl and I won't threaten you if something goes wrong. I'll let Amber do it."
Amber was an Amazon, easily six feet and weighing two hundred. I doubted seriously any of it was fat. She smiled to take the malice out of her words, but still made me know she was serious. "I own a dojo and hold a black belt in three different styles. Amber holds two. She can take care of herself, but just in case, if she gets hurt, you'd best just shoot yourself."
Melody and Katie had come outside and were laughing. "Mom! You've known him three minutes and you make a threat? You must be getting soft; I remember a time when you would have lead with that. Now, come inside and meet the mother of my groom."
She stopped suddenly, going red and putting her hand over her mouth. I had a feeling that she wasn't supposed to say that. Amber and Katie just stood for a minute before they both screamed and grabbed Pam in a three-way hug/dance before Melody came out and joined in.
Chad and Jeff looked at me. "What should we do?"
"Retreat. Let's go hang around the grill. I've got a cooler of beer and they won't even miss us."
We were in fact on to our second beer and plating the steaks before they remembered us. Still grinning, they sat down and let us serve them like the Queens they were. They stayed four hours before they had to leave. The women were in the den looking at wedding gowns on the computer and the men had retreated again, this time to the kitchen.
Jeff looked over at me. "When was the last time you saw Gail?"
"It's been fifteen years or better. You and Honey?"
"Twelve. You know there isn't a snowball's chance in hell of keeping her away when she finds out."
"I know. I should probably email Gail although I have no idea if she'd want to come."
"She'll come. She and Honey are still tight and I'm sure she'll tell her just as soon as she finds out."
*****
Jeff was right. Honey and Gail came to the wedding and sat in the back, tearing tissues up at an alarming rate. Even though Chad really didn't remember his mother, he was civil to her, let her into some of the photographs, and even did a mother/son dance with her. She was crying hard the whole time. I danced with Amber while Jeff danced with Katie, then Chad took them both out on the floor. When Katie came off, she was snuffling. She grabbed my hand and mouthed "later".
I was standing there watching the couples dance when someone grabbed my hand and tugged. It was Gail. Dancing with her was kind of surreal but she didn't say anything, just held me tightly, then let go and fled when the music stopped. I did not dance with Honey, though Jeff did. I watched Amber watching them and wondered if Honey had any idea how close to death she was.
The women disappeared into a chamber to help the bride out of her dress, and I took the opportunity to sit down in a small alcove, thankful for the quiet. I was thinking about how old I was getting and smiling when the thought of grandchildren popped in my head, when a hand landed on my shoulder. It was Gail. I started to get up but she clamped on.
"Please, stay seated. I owe you something and I need to pay my debt. You asked me to tell you why all those years ago and I never did. I want to tell you now. May I sit?"
I pushed a chair opposite me out with my foot and she smiled. After she settled, she told me it was more than she expected. I started to say something but she put her hands on my lips, a surprisingly intimate gesture. She used to do it all the time when I stared ranting about something. "I would appreciate it if you wouldn't talk and just listen so I can get this out."
She sighed. "I did it for the money. We had been broke and struggling all our lives. Suddenly I had a chance to make some real money. Honey talked me into it, she even took me into the club and had me watch while she danced. She was really good.
"Then Bill offered us some coke and we took it. You weren't around me much in the early days, but I was a real party girl and the coke was nothing new to me. The stuff he had was almost pure and it wasn't long before I disconnected with reality. I came to my senses in bed with Bill. And Honey. He'd had sex with both of us. I screamed and ran out of the room. Honey got me into an empty room, calmed me down, and helped me shower. She had douches so we both used them. I remember her words."
"There now, all squeaky clean. Mack will never know."
"And you didn't. I thought you'd take one look at me and scream WHORE! When you didn't, I started to relax. A few days later he offered us more. I took it after he promised he wouldn't touch me. I woke up at four in the morning in bed with two guys I had never seen.
"I quit cocaine and never took it again. Bill kind of laughed and told me my cut was a hundred bucks. I never took the money. Bill kind of disappeared for a while and Honey and I stayed on the property. She did teach me a few strip,per moves and I was always a good dancer.
"Then the washing machine broke down and Honey told me I could make enough in one night to buy a new one. I hated the thought of going to the laundromat so I decided to try it. I figured I would be embarrassed and horrible, but all I felt was a rush, especially when they started throwing money on the stage. Honey collected it for me and I had a hundred and eighty dollars. People back then worked hard all week and didn't clear a hundred and eighty. Then Honey told me the real money was in mixing with the crowd and talked me into putting on a g-string and working the crowd. I had my ass pinched, my titties mauled, and one guy got a finger in my honeypot on the pretense of sticking a twenty in my underwear. I got another hundred forty from that. I was high on adrenaline and a few shots of whiskey when we got back to the motel and Bill said we owed him for covering for us. Honey got on her knees, pulled me down with her and we gave him a blowjob.
"Honey and I worked out a rotation. I'd take Monday, Wednesday, and Friday of one week, she'd take Tuesday and Thursday, and then we'd switch the next week. I didn't fool around with anyone but Bill during that time, and he got me twice a week."
She sighed and took a drink before she continued. "I didn't screw anybody else until my car broke down. I needed eight hundred pretty quickly. I'd just finished my set when this drunk guy offered me two hundred dollars to fuck my ass. I hesitated for about a mute before grabbing his hand and dragging him across the parking lot. Honey had lube and she helped get me ready, but it still hurt like hell. My john thought I got into it the way I wriggled and squealed, but the wriggling was trying to get him out and the squeals were from the pain. He gave me a fifty-dollar tip.
"Then Honey helped me clean up and I did another set and took another guy back for some standard sex. I charged him a hundred and he gave me a twenty-dollar tip for sucking his dick clean. Between those two and my dancing tip, I got the money to fix my car in one night.



"After that, it was off to the races. Bill called me into his office and told me from now on the johns had to pay fifteen bucks to use the room. I didn't want it to come out of my earnings so I made the johns pay. It just kept going downhill until we got arrested. We never did find out how they knew about us. Bill paid the cops off and gave us to them every once in a while, for a blowjob or a piece of ass so everybody was happy."
She stopped, overcome, but grabbed my hand when I tried to stand up. "I need to tell you that in my warped frame of mind at the time I convinced myself I was doing it for us, so we could have a better life. I even set a goal. Sixty thousand and I was going to quit, find a little job somewhere and tell you I was making a lot more than I actually was and bleed it back into our accounts. When we got caught, that never happened."
Gail stood up. "That's it. I fell victim to greed and stupidity and it cost me everything. It took me years to accept it, but I've moved on. I'm a successful businessperson now."
She handed me a card. "Give this to Chad. Tell him I thank him for the invitation, but he has enough family for now. Tell him if he has kids to send me pictures."
She stopped at the door. "Oh, and tell him to never go there. You either. He can get me from a phone call or an email. If I can give him what he wants, I will. You too, for that matter. Goodbye Mack. I doubt seriously we'll ever see each other again, so live well. Love on your wife and daughter and protect them as well as you can.'
She grinned as she passed through the door. "Yes, I named my business after you. Consider it an honorarium."
Then she was gone. I looked at the card. "Mack's. A Gentlemen's Club OF Excellence." Her number was written on the back.
I was still there when Katie found me. "Come on," she said, tugging on my hand, "let's go home and recover."
I grinned as Melody came up to us. "I wouldn't get too comfortable. We'll have to do it all over again in a few years, and this one will be a lot harder on you."
"We'll deal with it."
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The girls were shocked beyond words when I refused. "No. Remember I said a one-time thing, and I meant it. It'll hold. We need to focus on the logistics, instead. I DO NOT want to be in the same room where my wife is screwing someone not me. I don't think I could get past the visual. And it can't be anyone's house; this has to be on neutral ground. There again, I don't want to go to someone's house and remember hearing the sounds of sex echoing in my head. There are a couple of more things I'll need, and they are absolutely nonnegotiable. If you can't live with it, I'll wish you the best of luck and we'll try to parts ways as non-painfully as possible."
Jules and Bonny were staring at me. Bonny looked a little panicked. "Damn, Grunt, you're sucking all the fun out of it."
"I don't think it's going to be all that much fun. I'm just trying to minimize the impact it will have on all of us. Just so you know, I discovered one consistency in my conversations with the rest of your little group. In almost every case, there is one partner who is much more into the idea than the other. A couple aren't all warm and fuzzy with the idea at all. I predict at least two divorces in less than a year."
"Why do you keep referring to your friends as 'my group'?"
"Well, Bonny, it wasn't my group. I wasn't privy to any of the discussions, the planning, the plotting and the manipulations that went on. You all conspired behind my back, and true friends would never have done that. I'm starting to wonder if I really knew them at all."
I sighed. "Or you."
There was no hot monkey sex that night, with anyone.
*****
It took them three weeks before they came up with a workable plan. We socialized a little, but everyone was under strict orders to never mention it in my presence. I caught Will looking at me a few times, a smug grin on his face. I wished I could see if the grin was still there after he found out what I had planned.
We were going to a destination resort, someplace in a hot climate where the beaches were top-optional or nude. I suspect it was a plan by the girls to get us revved up for the night. We were going to be there for three nights. The first was couples only, the second would be the big event, and the third was recovery and reconnect time. I hoped.
We were leaving on Thursday. The Friday before, I gave Bonny my final conditions. She didn't know where we were going until we pulled into the parking lot. "Why are we here? Gerry got some business papers for us to sign?"
"Something like that." Gerry greeted us, not sure what to think of what I required. I asked if they were ready and she handed me a stack of papers. Then she showed us into a small conference room and shut the door. Bonny was looking very nervous.
"What are those?"
"Failsafes. They're pretty simple. Read through them, think about it for a bit, and then tell me if you agree. If you don't, well, then the whole thing is off and you are to never mention it again. I'll give you a little privacy."
I knew it would take her a while and I hadn't had lunch, so I walked next door to the sub shop and got one of their famous Reubens. I was surprised at the fact that I could eat. Forty-five minutes later I walked back in. She started and slid her phone back into her purse. I grinned, thinking that might be some disappointed people right about now.
Her tone was accusing. "This sounds like you think we won't make it. Don't you have any faith in me?"
"Not as much as I did. When a man's wife tells him she wants to fuck other men, it kind of shakes your confidence. I don't feel like I'm asking for anything unreasonable, basically I just put into writing what you promised. Gerry says it's highly unusual, but entirely legal. Consider it a contract, because if you fail, it's just that, entirely enforceable with no negotiations. If you honor what you say, it should be no big deal. Having second thoughts?"
The papers were a contract that included a postnuptial. We never had a prenuptial because we didn't have anything to start with, and I never had reason to doubt her before. If you shoveled the legalese aside, all the papers said was that we both agreed to a one night with different sexual partners, never to be repeated, never to be discussed. At any time after the event and the agreement was signed, if one engaged in sex with anyone but their married partner the divorce would be immediate, the cheater getting 35% of the assets, the faithful one getting 65%. The divorce would not be contested, and if the losing partner chose to try anyway, they lost another 10%.
The last section was the one I absolutely insisted on. Bonny could never, ever, have sexual relations with one Will Fortner. If she did, the papers would be served. It further stated he could not be present at the upcoming event. He was the one who was tearing my world apart and I could see no reason to let him benefit from the situation. I hoped it would be enough that the group would call the whole thing off.
"He's gonna be beyond pissed. He's the one who got the ball rolling and did most of the planning. The others won't be too happy about this, I'm sure. Is it really necessary?"
"Bonny, look me in the eye and tell me you want this marriage to continue. You're getting your fantasy so I expect a little sweat-equity here. If you can't, well, we'll go on to Plan B."
I hoped common sense would kick in, but apparently lust trumps sense most of the time. "I'll agree, under protest."
"Bonny, in about five seconds I'm going to tear these papers up and proceed straight to the divorce. Gerry has a set already drawn up by a partner so we can sign now. We split everything 50/50 and go our separate ways. I don't want you to agree under protest. I want you to agree because you love me and understand I'm trying to protect our marriage and future. Your call."
I'd said the magic words and her eyes cleared. She still sighed. "I love you honey, and I am grateful for letting me have this. Will... well, Will just has to understand. If the others want, they can get together later. Call Gerry in."
We signed there, there, and there, oh, and there, too, and Gerry had it notarized. She gave us each a copy and said she would put another in a file. That was it and we were out.
She didn't say a word all the way back to the office. I just sat in the parking lot, waiting for her to get out. "You're not coming in?'
"You're the office person honey, I'm the grunt, remember? The Parker project is really falling behind and I have to meet with Jason to do the final walk through of his studio. He's like a kid at Christmas and the shiny new bike he wants is sitting under the tree. I'll be out cracking the whip and stroking egos the rest of the day. Don't cook tonight, have Jules pick something up on the way home. Anything but Chinese."
She grinned. Jules would eat Chinese takeout seven days a week if left to her own devices. "Okay honey. I love you."
I gave her a nice little kiss. "I love you, too. Now get out of my truck!"
She giggled and bounced into the office. My smile faded the minute she walked through the door. I was praying this episode would happen and we'd get back to normal. I was never a gambler or a betting man, but I would give odds that this was going to end badly.
Not in the best of moods, I ate up a few subcontractors who were dragging their feet, making them understand I wasn't paying for delays and if they didn't get off their asses, I wouldn't be using them again. It was kind of an empty threat because the economy was good and construction was booming. Guys would work for a while, get pissed at some real or imagined slight, leave, and be working another job before the hour was up. These guys would tighten up because I had used them for years and everybody remembered lean times when a job or two meant the difference between bankruptcy and solvency.
Jason did indeed act like a kid at Christmas. He loved his office, made even more special because Annette decorated it. She put the gold and platinum albums along the wall leading to it, as well as photos from his band days, photos with the artists he'd written songs for and produced. On a shelf behind his desk there were two AMA's and a Grammy. In matching display cases stood Earl's old Fender Precision and his vintage Les Paul. There were two amps set up and ready to go at the flip of a switch, along with a stack of electronic keyboards. I'd let him borrow the bass because Earl needed to be remembered, and it was doing no one any good lying in a case in a back bedroom. There were pictures of Earl, as well as some of me playing with Out Cold all those years ago. Jason was the guitarist I filled in for to give him a break and recover some from the food poisoning.
The project gave me constant headaches. The electrical subcontractor almost had a heart attack when he looked at the schematics and saw all the wires a recording studio required, and my boys had a hard time with soundproofing and installing custom-made Plexiglas divider walls. The computer guys were driving us all crazy with their demands, but we still made the deadline. We managed to come in under budget and two weeks early.
Jason and I stopped in front of the bass case, looking at the almost life size picture of Earl. "Wonder what Earl would say about our upcoming adventure?"
"Well, first he'd laugh his ass off. Then he'd tell us all not to do it."
I looked at Jason in surprise. "Really?"
He shrugged. "Really. In the five years we played with Out Cold, the lead singer was married and divorced twice, the drummer four times, counting the period before we joined, and Sammy went through a divorce that was pretty ugly and then his girlfriend left him after two years because he couldn't keep it in his pants. The rock-and-roll lifestyle is not kind to mono gamy. A couple of girlfriends tried to go along, but it got to be too much and they left.
"At least Earl was smart enough to watch and learn, and when he married Tammy, he was pre-nuped out the ass. Good thing, too, because when he was on the road and she got lonely, she started having boyfriends. When Earl confronted her, she just laughed and asked how many little groupies he banged on an average tour. The thing is, Earl really did watch and learn, and he avoided any situation that could put him in a compromising condition, a fact that bit her on the ass in the divorce. She had no proof he'd fucked around because he didn't; he had audio and video on at least two guys and P.I. reports on two more. If the judge could have gotten away with giving her less than the agreement called for, I believe he would have.
"Tammy knew she had fucked up big time and begged Earl for another chance, offering to sign another contract stating she would get absolutely nothing if she fucked around again. Earl just grinned, said 'Great White' and walked away, sending her a link to their song "Once Bitten Twice Shy."
I had to think about that for a minute. "If all that's true, why are you doing this?"
"Same as you. 'Nette wants to do it and I wouldn't mind one last hurrah before we get old. We damn near talked this thing to death and agreed on some basics. One, if we liked it, we would continue under strict guidelines. If one of us decides once is enough we'll be done with it forever."
I told him what I'd done and he laughed his ass off. "I'd loved to have seen Will's face when he found out he'd done all that work just to get to Bonny, only to have it blow up in his face."
"This is what the whole thing is about? Him getting Bonny?"
"Yeah. That and sticking it to you. I don't know what happened in the past, but he really doesn't like you. It wasn't so much about Bonny. It was more about fucking you over. Booger helped because he never got over you kicking him out of his job with the band."
That caught me by surprise. I couldn't recall one single incident that would make him hate me that much. "I didn't kick Booger out. The band broke up. Hard to need a sound tech if you're not playing, anymore. He wasn't getting paid so it's not like he lost any income. Jesus, that was 26 years ago. Will and I didn't really like each other and I didn't like the way he treated Annette or any of his other girl friends for that matter, but we got along. Why is he so pissed at me?"
Jason grinned. "That's easy. You got the one who got away, the one he had the hots for all those years ago. Plus, you made it. You're a successful businessman with his own company and he's just another middle management wage-slave. I hear he's not a really gifted worker and his job may be on the line if he makes one more mistake."
"Fucking Bonny won't change any of that."
"No, but it'll give his ego a tremendous boost, knowing he fucked your wife and she was more than willing. He is really going to hate you now. All that plotting he did, the manipulation to engineer this situation, and then you blow it up. Grace won't be happy, either. I think she had plans to trade up if the opportunity arose, be there to catch you on the rebound. When this is over, I'm going to tell them to stop coming round. They're too destructive an element to keep. Everyone else feels the same way except for Booger. You doing this is the beginning of the end for them."
While it didn't make me feel any better about what was supposed to happen, it pleased me tremendously that we wouldn't have to associate with that couple any longer.
*****
We all met at the airport. I noticed for a group going on holiday, we didn't look particularly excited. I scanned the area for sign of Will, not relaxing until we were airborne. Bonny held my hand the whole way, chattering happily. Rhonda and Vickie were grinning and holding hands. Jason went to sleep, something that seemed to irk Annette. Booger and Jen sat a little apart and she looked tense. She did smile at me when I looked and I grinned at her. Jules and John didn't even sit together and it didn't seem to bother them any.
The resort was nice, the weather was perfect, the sands white as snow and the warm water a crystal blue. We were each in a private little bungalow strung in a half-moon along the small bay, and there was even a privacy chain we could stretch across the entrance to discourage visitors. The bungalows all faced the beach, with a nice veranda to sit under when it rained or got too hot. If it hadn't been for what we were there for, I would have loved it.
We all retired to our rooms and the door wasn't shut before Bonny was all over me, more enthused than she had been in weeks. Never one to look a gift-horse in the mouth, I had a very enjoyable interlude, when I was able to keep the thought that this would probably be the last time I could revel in the fact that I was her one and only. Tomorrow she would become a woman of experience.
Later that afternoon, we set up to have a fire on the beach and grilled. After the preparations were over, the girls grinned at each other and dropped their covers. All were topless and all wore a tiny black thong. We were all mature so there was a little sag, a few wrinkles, the beginnings of spare tires on most of the guys, but over-all, we were all in decent shape.
We admired the girls, the sizes, shapes, even the slight color difference in Annette, with approval. Bonny teased us that they were doing all the effort, and Booger immediately dropped his shorts to show his Speedo. Of all of us, he was the most out of shape and I personally thought he looked a little foolish. He smirked at us thinking he'd gotten an advantage, but his mouth dropped when Jason and I dropped our shorts, revealing nothing underneath. I had been in enough locker rooms to know I was a bit above average, but Jason was well above average. Well above. I thought I saw Vickie drooling.
John and Booger had no choice but to drop theirs, and I was pleased to see if I was above average, Booger was definitely smaller than average. John was just a bit smaller than me.
The girls, not to outdone, dropped their thongs, going from completely shaven to small strips, to Annette, who wasn't shaven but closely-trimmed.
After we got done gawking at each other, we relaxed and had a good time. We swam, and I looked up to see Vickie floating by me, her massive mammary glands rising out of the water like small islands. I told her I admired her personal floatation devices. She giggled and said if you pulled on the buttons, they got even bigger, pointing to her already-hard nipples.
"Good to know in an emergency, Vic. I may test that theory tomorrow night."
"I hope you do. Just remember they need a firm pull to inflate and the more and harder you pull the bigger they get."
Rhonda had come up, heard us and giggled. "I need to test that out, honey." She fondled and pulled firmly, hard enough she seemed to rise out of the water. Vickie was moaning when I swam away.
I spotted Jennifer off by herself looking lost and alone. I swam up behind, diving under and grabbing her, rising out of the water like Moby Dick, tossing her while she screamed in surprise. She came up sputtering and I hugged her. "Relax, Jen. What will happen will happen. Right up until it does, you have the right to say no. You remember that."
Jen smiled for probably the first time since we got on the plane. "I still might. But I may make an exception for you. Rhonda. Vickie, and I have decided to share you first, all three at once. Think you can handle that?"
"Not a snowball's chance in hell. I'm willing to give it my best try, though."
"In that case I call dibs. They've both already had you, even if it was over two decades ago. I was ten when that happened."
"Good job of making me feel old, Jen."
She surprised me by grabbing my cock, which jumped to full mast almost instantly. She stroked it a few times and then dunked me while I was distracted, laughing when it was my turn to rise up sputtering. "Tomorrow night. I'm first, promise me."
I did and she swam off, her tight ass bobbing out of the water as stroked.
I was in a good mood until I saw Booger standing behind Bonny. They were in water that reached the bottom of her breasts, and he was trying to pull her to him while she tried to pull away. I swam over and he saw my eyes, backing away instantly.
"Trying to start the festivities a little early?"
She had a full body blush going. "If it was up to Booger, we'd have started the minute we hit the beach. I told him no and he keep getting friskier. I was just about to slap the shit out of him when he swam off."
"You realize you're not obligated to sleep with every man here, right? Maybe just one will satisfy your urge."
Bonny wouldn't look me in the eye when she agreed, telling me all I wanted to know. She was probably going fuck every man present if she could.
My good mood gone, I got out of the water and tended the huge grill that sat in a grove of trees just off the beach. There was a prep-table and half a dozen picnic tables sitting around. Jen and Annette came up, both gloriously naked. I took a moment to admire the contrast of size and color. They smirked and did little twirls. They got beers out of the cooler and sat at the closest picnic table.
"I'm a little pissed, Grunt. I understand little miss tight-ass here called dibs on being the first, tomorrow night. You better save a spot for me or I'll be disappointed."
I kissed Annette's cheek and was surprised to see her blush. Remembering the old days, I hoped. "I'm going to sleep all day tomorrow to preserve my energy. It looks like I'm going to need it."
"Take some vitamins. I want you in top form."
Jules came up, along with John. I was reminded again how well she had aged. Then again, she had been single most of her adult life and couldn't afford to let herself go.
She took everything in at a glance and grinned. "What were you guys talking about?"



Jen surprised me by piping up, a grin on her face. "Oh, this and that. Hard subjects sometimes, mostly we just talked about whatever popped up."
She was staring at my junk. Already pleased with all the desirable females around him, he decided to rise to the occasion. It caused a good bit of merriment and Jules got a cup of ice water out of one of the coolers, pouring it right on my crotch. Gales of laughter erupted as they watched me dance and gasp.
"Tomorrow, baby, tomorrow."
We grilled, and talked about mundane things; relaxing to the point we almost forgot we were naked. The meal over, the wine came out for the girls, I opted for one of the local beers, surprised at how good it was. It was also a lot more powerful than I was used to, so I was careful to pace myself There was a lot of giggling, and the girls put on some music and formed an impromptu hula-line. The moon was full and it rose over the island, giving them a surreal glow on the white sands. To this day I can see it plain as day, one of the most sensual and erotic things I'd ever seen.
The music changed and they started bumping and grinding into each other until they were a ball of writhing flesh. I heard a few gasps and saw Rhonda grin as she copped more than a few feels. I wondered if Bonny ever thought about changing teams tomorrow, just for the experience. The way she and Vickie were rubbing their breasts together suggested she had given it some thought.
By now we were all sporting pretty good erections and the girls disengaged, coming to their partners and pulling them in different directions on the beach. "Come on, Jimmy," Bonny said as she tugged on my hand, "I've always wanted to make love on a moonlit beach."
It must have been planned, because blankets were produced. We were separated, but still in sight of most of the couples. The full moon didn't let you see much, but you could hear the sounds of passion echoing up and down the cove. Bonny ended up riding me reverse cowgirl at the end, something she had never favored for a finish. I think she did it so she could watch the other couples.
I felt eyes and looked over to see Jen sitting cross-legged at the edge of the trees, fingers buried deep as she watched. Apparently, Booger had a quick trigger and left her unsatisfied. She saw me looking and grinned as Bonny wailed out her climax. I flipped over her to her hands and knees and slammed her like I'd never done before, looking right at Jen the whole time. When I grunted and exploded, Jen put her hand in her mouth to muffle the sound of her own climax. I remember thinking it odd. I don't think anyone would have noticed, especially with Bonny screaming. I fell back and she dropped on top of me, huffing like she'd run a marathon. When I calmed down, Jen had disappeared.
I never felt more connected to my wife as I did in that moment.
*****
All the couples gradually untwined and drifted off, some softly calling out goodnights as they went. Bonny took my hand and we walked into the warm water, letting the warm ocean water remove the juices generated from our lovemaking. We got into our bungalow and more or less collapsed on the bed.
I woke before daylight, tensing up immediately. Today was the day. After tonight, nothing would ever be the same. Bonny was a little muted when she rose. I heard the shower running and thought about joining her when I discovered the door was locked. In all our years together, I could not ever remember a door being locked in our house. It sent me a message. She didn't want me touching her today. I think I shocked the shit out of her when I asked why the door was locked.
She was toweling off, one wrapped around her waist while she vigorously dried her hair. It made her boobs dance wildly. "It was locked? I don't remember locking it."
She said it while the towel obscured her face. I could tell she was lying, but there was no use pushing it. "We don't have to do this, you know. We can just stay in our little hut and let the world pass us by."
She just grunted, still hiding behind the towel. "We've already decided. Just one night honey, then I'll be just yours forever."
I had a thought to remind her that's what she promised me at our wedding, and that wasn't working out so well. "Bonny. Bonny! Look me in the eyes, damnit!"
Her head shot up; her eyes wide. "I want you to remember this moment years down the road, and remember I offered you an out and you refused to take it. You know as well as I our relationship will never be the same after tonight. Never. This will always be at the back of everything we do going forward. I agreed and I'll honor my word, but you really need to consider what it will cost. That's all I'm going to say."
I walked out, going past the gate and up the road to the main part of the resort. I'd planned on making a nice breakfast, but you know what, fuck her! I found a nice little cafe and ordered the island special. Soon a large platter of locally grown fruit appeared, followed by eggs prepared with spices I'd never heard of and topped with two cheeses I'd never tasted, with sautéed mushrooms on the side. Despite my mental state, it was a very good breakfast.
I was almost done when Jen and Booger showed up, plopping down at the table. "Looking forward to tonight? I damn sure am."
I looked at him, trying to keep the disgust off my face. "Actually, I'm not, and I don't want to talk about it."
"Come on man, don't be like that. Just think, while Bonny is getting hers, you'll be banging this hot little box. She's got skills, man."
Jen was crimson with embarrassment. I was already building to a rage and this wasn't helping at all. "Know what, Reginald? You should kiss her ass every day because you were lucky enough to get her to marry you. You really think this is going to work out well? She'll be with real men for a change. Experiencing that and then returning to you will have to be a pretty big come down. A normal man would be disgusted by all this, but when it's over and you're with her again, the thought of her with other men will consume you. Where will it stop? You don't really expect this to be a one and done, do you?"
As much as he hated being called Booger, he hated being called Reginald even more. I took Jen's hand across the table. "I'm sorry, Jen. I'll bet every time he's with you from now on all you'll be able to think about is how a real man does it. You're not just, as he puts it, a hot little box. You have a kind heart and a good wit that happens to be wrapped in a very attractive body. Be a little more careful in choosing hubby number two, and if you need anything at all when we get back, you come to me. Understand?"
Booger snapped. "Fuck you! I think I'm gonna do Bonny's ass, too. What do you think of that?"
I had to take a deep breath and let my vision clear from the red mist of rage. I'm proud of the control I had when I answered. "I think that what Bonny does tonight is up to her. She's never been inclined that way, but on the other hand I never thought she would have sex with idiots, either, so who can tell? One thing I promise you, when we get back, if I hear you've been bragging, I will destroy you. I don't mean financially or personally; I mean becoming part of the foundation of one of my new construction projects. Look me in the eye and tell me you believe me."
He went a little pale and Jen looked like she might faint before she recovered enough to speak. "What happens on the island will stay on the island. You have my word."
"Thanks, Jen. I believe you. It's the slimy sonofabitch you're married to who concerns me. I hope he's got a lot of insurance, honey. You might just need it."
I was suddenly very tired of the whole situation. The more I thought about it the less it made sense. Bonny had been happy with me for 26 years, and I couldn't understand the change in attitude. Something just didn't add up.
I left them and walked the local market, listening to the sounds, smiling at the children as they helped their parents in their stalls. One little girl was determined to sell me something, almost following me as I tried to leave. It was a jewelry booth, mostly necklaces made of different colors and types of shells. Some were dainty and elegant. some were big and bold. It struck me they were like me and were builders and craftspeople, Bonny and me with houses and buildings and them with shells, just people trying to make a living and better their families. I bought one for both of my daughters and another for my daughter-in-law. There was another, delicately crafted so the shells formed a flower. I knew Bonny would love it and I bought it, wondering if it would be the last gift I'd ever give her.
I walked back to our compound. Jen must have told them of our conversation and they were hesitant and overly polite in speaking to me. That just seemed to add fuel to my simmering anger. I spoke to them in curt tones and they soon left me alone, all except Jules.
"This will be the end for your marriage, won't it?"
"In all likelihood. I need honest answers here, Jules. What the hell is going on? Why is she having a sudden attack of promiscuity, determined even if it ends us. What could possibly be going through her head?"
Tears trickled down her cheek. "I don't know, honey, I really don't. I've asked and she's refused to discuss it. She seems... disconnected... to anything. The only time I saw her truly smile was when she was holding the new baby and the night of the hot tub incident. For the first time ever, she doesn't share with me."
We sat in common misery for a bit, until she got up, kissed me on the cheek and left. Just as soon as she was gone Jen, Vickie, and Rhonda showed up. Vickie took one look at me and sighed. "You're not going to do it, are you?"
"No. I just can't. Not and stay married."
"If she does?"
"Then she's made her choice."
I had three sets of arms around me and felt the tears as they dripped. Jen pulled back. "I'm going through with it, just so I can rub how much better you guys are in comparison. I'll do it to hurt him, but he'll probably love it. Our clock is ticking, he just doesn't know it yet. Promise I will see you again, Jimmy. I'll probably be badly in need of a hug by then."
"I'm not going to disappear. I may be losing a marriage, but I'm not losing everything I've worked for or the people I love. I'll be sure and hug you the next time I see you. There may even be a little kissing involved." I grinned for the first time. "Maybe a lot."
"Finally! Something I can look forward to!"
Vickie and Rhonda giggled with her, and the mood improved. Vick just said what was on her mind. "I really don't know what to say, so I'll say what I want. This sucks. I've always liked Bonny and I refuse to choose sides. That being said, if you do suddenly become a free agent, you better block out a weekend and get a prescription for those little blue pills. You'll need them."
They did a good job of bolstering my confidence, but eventually they ran out of things to say. It was past lunch time now and I hadn't seen Bonny since breakfast. I found her, naked, lying on the beach, Booger hovering over her. He'd kept his distance, and as soon as he saw me, he practically ran down the beach. I sat down beside her, admiring her body. Bearing three children had taken a toll, but she wasn't flabby, the stretch marks were minimal. She had just rolled over and I admired her toned ass, the result of five-day-a-week workouts with Jules.
She finally spoke. "Where have you been?"
"Off thinking."
You could hear the exasperation in her voice. "Please don't lecture me. You agreed. It WILL happen. You got anything you want to say?"
"As a matter of fact, I have a few questions. The main one is why? Why now, after two-and-a-half decades of a pretty decent life? Please don't insult my intelligence by saying it's just to experience some strange cock. It has to run deeper than that if you're willing to risk our marriage."
She rolled over and sat up, just watching me for a few minutes. "I can't explain. You're the kindest loving man I've ever known. Lord knows you are far from perfect, but even after your blunders I still loved you. Then, about the time we started the remodel of The Love Shack, things changed. Nothing seemed to matter. It got to the point that I felt like I had one of those 36-inch zip-ties you have in the shop around my neck. It just hung there at first, but every day it seemed to tighten up one notch. Then it got uncomfortable, and now it's strangling me! I'm trying to figure a way to cut it off before it kills me."
I was so surprised I couldn't answer for a minute. When I collected my thoughts, I still didn't know exactly what to say. "Bonny, you know I don't know much about stuff like that, but it sounds like you're suffering from depression. You used to be a nurse; didn't you spot the signs? We can get help. You need to get a full physical, maybe it's hormonal or something. Let's go home and try to work though it together. If we need counseling, if I've been cruel unintentionally, or just indifferent towards you, I can change."
I felt like I had hope for the first time in a long time. She destroyed that pretty quick. "You can leave if you want to, but I'm staying. I've committed and I intend to see it through."
I realize looking back it sounded like I was begging, and I was. "Nothing is written in stone. Remember how we set it up; we have the option of saying no any time. Let's leave here and go somewhere else, anywhere your heart desires, just us, and spend some time talking with just a little loving thrown in. I'm willing to do anything to get you back to where we were."
"You just don't get it, Grunt. I don't want to go back to the way we were. I'm tired of living my life in quiet desperation. I'm hoping this triggers something and I can feel joy again."
Neither of us spoke for a long time. Finally, I got up and brushed the sand off my shorts. "Well, I've done all I can. I hope you enjoy tonight, Bonny. I won't be here to know. I'm exercising my right to opt out. See you back home."
She grabbed my hand. "Please Jimmy! Stay. I'll feel safer knowing you're here. You'll have fun, I know you will. We'll go back home reenergized. Maybe I will do as you ask, see if something is physically wrong with me. We'll be better, you'll see."
"I can look in your eyes and see you don't believe what you're saying any more than I do. Sorry, Honey, you don't know how much I'm sorry, but I won't put up with this any longer. I'd appreciate it if you'd give me a few minutes alone to pack."
She just sat there, slow fat tears running down her face, but she gave me my space. I wondered if this was the last time I'd ever see her. I packed, noting the stockings and garter belt she had laid out on the bed. It looked like that was her whole outfit for the festivities. Contacting the resort office, I requested a cab to the airport and got a confirmation it would be there in thirty minutes, and there was a flight arriving now that would be ready to leave in just over two hours if I wanted a seat. They would be happy to arrange it for me.
I walked out to the cab, looking back at the beauty of the place one more time. I would have loved the place under other circumstances. There were a few of our group on the beach, and they called out to me. I just waved, noting none of them was my wife, and got in the cab.
I got there early enough to get my ticket and sat down to wait. Twenty minutes later a woman came rushing up behind, calling my name. My heart swelled and I thought Bonny had come to her senses, but when I turned around it was Jen. There were tears in her eyes as she hugged me.
"Will you help me get a ticket?"
I bought one, glad the procedures were much more relaxed here. We sat, saying nothing. Twenty minutes before we were to board Jen had to use the lady's room and I ambled along, deciding to go then instead of the experiencing the claustrophobic feeling I got in airplane restrooms.
It was like the sun through a magnifying glass focused on dry paper. I just exploded.
There at a urinal stood Will. He was bragging to the guy next to him. "Yeah, my bitch and I set up an orgy for down here but one of the husbands turned into an asshole and insisted I not come. We're going to slip in after dark and he won't know until it's over. I'm going to really enjoy the look on his face when he sees me in the morning. Listen man, if you want to come with or without your wife, we rented all the bungalows on Half Moon Bay. Slip on down."
The man looked distinctly uncomfortable. His eye widened when he saw what must have been murder in my eyes and stepped back. I grabbed Will's shoulder and yanked him around. He was still holding his dick when I hit him as hard as I could. It landed on his ear and it exploded in a shower of blood. He went down without a sound, although he did give a couple of shrill sighs when I kicked him in the nuts as hard as I could. It was so hard it slammed him into the wall under the urinal. I'm surprised I didn't kill him, but at the time I don't think it would have mattered.
The guy had run out of the bathroom and there was no one else there. In a fit of inspiration, I yanked his wallet out of his pants, then I took my dick out and pissed all over his face, washed my hands, and walked out. I did stop and give him one more shot to the balls, in case he didn't remember the first. The last time I saw the asshole he was lying under a urinal in a puddle of piss, holding his nuts and trying to scream. I dropped the wallet just outside the door, hoping some enterprising islander would find it and put it to good use.
Jen was standing by her luggage with a puzzled look on her face. "Some guy just ran by looking like he saw a ghost. What happened in there?'
"Some drunk was trying to give blowjobs in the stalls. He was so trashed he passed out under a urinal. Let's go, it's time to board."
Just before we boarded the plane I looked back and into the startled eyes of Grace. She took off, probably to tell her Lothario of a husband I'd seen her.
*****
We didn't talk much on the flight home, each no doubt wondering if their marriage was over. I gave her a ride home and we finally started dealing with it. I asked her what she was going to do.
"I don't know. I know I don't want to live with him right now. Maybe this is the end for us. He's been getting strange ideas since Will came back to town."
"Free advice. Until you're sure, protect yourself. Move a little money around, cancel any joint cards. You can always put the money back and get new ones later. How did he take your leaving?"
She grinned, amused for the first time. "He threw a hissy fit. Apparently, he'd made promises to Will and John. I told him if it was that important to him, he could suck their dicks."
"Not a mental picture I needed." I pulled into her driveway as she worked on her phone.
"Asshole motherfucker! He's already closed the accounts! That was awful fast. What am I gonna do now? I don't have a dime and I really do not want to be here when he gets back."
"Well, you could ask your Uncle Jimmy for help. I hear he's a sucker for pretty young girls."
"I couldn't ask you to do that. How would you explain it to Bonny?"
I think the tone of my voice said it all. "I fear my days of having to explain anything to Bonny are over. We both have personal checking accounts besides the joint account, and we both have separate business accounts. Besides, the old Bonny would think I was an asshole if I couldn't help a friend in need. Go pack what you need while I go get my truck. If nothing else we can put it in storage."
I went home, grabbed some fresh clothes and some papers from our safe. All our business lines were routed to the house in case we got an after-hours call that required immediate attention. We kept the audio on, so we could screen the calls. Every message bank was full. The phone rang while I was in our home office getting some paperwork I needed for existing projects. There was a little silence, then a snuffle, then Jules' exasperated voice. "For God's sake, Bonny, say something. Say it before it's too late."



The line went dead. I didn't listen to any of the rest until much later.
Jen was packed light, and without a word I took her to one of our houses. The power was on for show purposes, and I helped her set up the bed she'd brought. That, a love seat, a television, and some kitchenware were all she needed. She'd followed me in her car. After she was set up, I left. She asked me to stay, but I needed to be alone. I promised I would check in on her soon and she was to call if she needed anything. Jen gave me a gentle hug and brushed my cheek before I left. "I'm sorry, Jimmy. Sorry we got involved in this mess to start with."
"I am, too, Jen. From my last conversation with Bonny I could tell even if it wasn't this, it would have been something. You don't need to feel guilt on my account."
*****
Just like Jenny, I wanted to be out of the house and away from everything. I called my foremen and told them I had an emergency and that I would be out of town for a couple of weeks, but I'd call in every day or so and they could call me if the situation called for it, or send me an email. I was taking my work laptop along and not much else. I went to the beach the last time so I went the other direction, ending up in the mountains two states over.
Hitting the bank, I pulled enough cash out to last and took off. I made sure I bought a cheap phone with a pay as you go plan and left my top of the line model lying in pieces in a drawer of the desk in my shop. Then I thought about it, put it back together, and when I was fifty miles down the interstate I turned around, hitting the first rest stop I came to and taped it underneath the bumper of a big rig. I had no idea where he was going, but the girls would track it and wonder where the hell I was.
On a whim I stopped at a marina on a large lake that advertised houseboats for rent. It took a lot of talking and a little extra cash, but I got it without a paper trail. They did insist I leave a credit card with them in case I damaged anything. The woman grinned at me sadly as she showed me how to operate the boat and everything on it.
"I don't know why you want to go off grid but I'm guessing there's a woman involved. Not my business, but are you sure this is the route to take?"
Sighing, wondering if it was that obvious, I told her I was like an old wolf, when I got wounded, I retreated into solitude to either recover or die. "It'll pass soon enough and I'll have my head together enough to face my demons. In the meantime, the biggest challenge I want to face is trying to find where the fish are biting."
She gave me some tips and sent me up the road to a little independent grocery store for supplies. I passed a farmer's market and stopped long enough to get a few fresh vegetables before I loaded down on meats and sandwich items. I bought a twelve-pack of my favorite beer; a couple of soft drinks and I was good to go.
The owners insisted I take an hour of instruction before I set off by myself. "This is a big lake, but it ain't that big. You watch out, you're not the only one out there who doesn't really know what he's doing. For the best fishing, head north towards the mouth of the lake. Plenty of big bass and cats up that way."
Satisfied, they got off and I was on my own. The boat had a little 19" television and a small satellite dish. "Watch the weather forecasts. We're bad to get thunderstorms this time of year. If you see one coming, run for a cove, put the anchor down and ride it out. Stay out of the main channel when it storms; the water can get pretty choppy."
I fished. I visited other marinas and ate at a variety of places. Most were good, a few exceptional and one was probably served the worst food I'd ever tasted. I'd anchor in a cove, wade ashore and wander the woods of the national park that formed most of the shoreline. When I turned the boat in and told them how I'd spent a lot my time they paled.
"That part is a bear reserve. No one is supposed to be there. The females are nursing cubs right about now. You're lucky you didn't get mauled."
I grinned. Ignorance really is bliss sometimes. "Well, that would have been good information to have, say, when I rented the boat."
"You didn't read any of the pamphlets we gave you, did you?" I stopped being smug. Maybe I should have read the literature instead of shoving it in a drawer.
I called in every day and listened to my foremen bitch me out for not being there. All had a common theme. "Bonny is driving us all crazy here, boss. Maybe you should give her a call, try keeping her off our ass. I'm sure we'd work more productively."
I had put the phone on 'private number' status, warning them beforehand. That way they couldn't give her the number, which by now I was sure they would have. The time had come. I was ready to go "home", whatever that was.
*****
I arrived home in mid-morning, hoping to avoid the drama just a little longer. Bonny and Jules were both sitting on the couch when I walked through the door. Bonny leaped to her feet and would have rushed to me but Jules held her back. "Bonny! Remember what we talked about."
It must have been a hell of a conversation, because she stopped instantly. I almost grinned. "HI Jules." Then I looked at my wife and just spoke her name. "Bonny."
She sat back down and looked up at me with hope in her voice. "Can we talk about it?"
"Why? We talked it to death before things got to where we are now. At the end you pretty much told me to quit whining because it was going to happen whether I liked it or not. Sounds pretty much like a unilateral decision to me. Why should you be upset if I made a decision to spend time as far away from you as I could? This is an "open" marriage now, isn't it?"
I spoke again before she could get started. "Before we go any farther, did you fuck Will? I saw Grace at the airport as I was leaving and find it hard to believe it was coincidence. If she was there, the asshole had to be lurking close by."
Jules spoke up for the first time. "They were there. We didn't know they were coming. Well, except for Booger. Will got mugged at the airport and his wallet was stolen. You wouldn't know anything about that, would you?"
So, Will hadn't seen me. Of course, I came up from behind and blindsided him, so he probably wasn't sure it was me. He probably suspected when Grace told him she'd seen me that I was most likely the culprit. I carefully kept my face bland. "He was mugged? I hope it hurt like hell. Any broken bones, lacerations, contusions? Does his magic dick still work? Before you answer, did you fuck him?"
"No!"
"Why not?"
"Because I promised you!" Then she grinned for the first time. "Besides, even if I had wanted to, WHICH I DID NOT, the mugger busted his nuts a couple of times. He sat around with a pack of ice to his balls the whole time."
"My heart bleeds for him. Maybe we can reenact it so I can better understand what happened to him. That's beside the point right now. I told you how I felt. You told me to go pound sand and did what you wanted anyway. What possible relationship could we have going forward? I don't see a happy ending here."
She had obviously rehearsed her speech. I saw Jules behind this. "I made a mistake, all right? I figured your love for me was so strong you'd let me have my little fantasy and then we'd be back to normal. Guess I missed on that one, huh? Come back to me, honey and I'll spend the rest of my life showing you how much I love you."
"So then, no harm no foul? I don't think so. I'll never be able to look Booger and John in the eye, knowing they fucked my wife. Booger will be insufferable. I could give a shit about John. I bet he couldn't wait to have a cream-pie, now could he? As a matter of fact, I didn't just lose a wife, I lost a whole circle of what I thought were my friends. Fuck every one of them! I'll never socialize with them again, and if I catch Booger out, I fully plan to impress upon him the need to stay as far away from me as possible and never speak of what happened to another soul. I never thought I'd be starting over at 46, but it is what it is. At least I can look at myself in the morning knowing I never betrayed my wife."
Bonny had been getting progressively paler. "I never betrayed you! You agreed!"
I sighed. She was never going to admit what she did was hurtful and bad for our marriage, and I was never going to forgive her disrespect. "Maybe I did, at first. But before anyone actually fucked a person not their spouse, I told you I couldn't do it and really didn't want you to. Begged, is more like the term to use. Not only did you tell me you were going to go through with it anyway, you told me you were 'tired of living a life of quiet desperation', and you compared our life together to slow strangulation, and that you wanted to feel alive again, blah, blah, etc., and so forth. It sounds to me you decided your marriage was worth your adventure and just wrote us off. Forgive me if I got the wrong impression."
"No! It's not like that at all! It's..."
"Exactly like that. I came here with the hope of trying to salvage some kind of relationship with you for the sake of our children. But know what? They're grown women, now, and they know life doesn't always work out like they would expect. I'm getting some of my clothes and a few of the tools I need, and I'll be out of your hair. I'd hate to make you desperate or feel strangled. You should revel in your freedom, Bonny. Think of all the untapped cocks out there available now. You're hot for your age so it shouldn't take you long to hook up, or maybe you want to explore your sexually liberated lifestyle a little more before you find Mr. Excitement. In the best of worlds, he'll be a swinger and you can have a fulfilling existence. I'm done talking now. By done I mean done completely. Don't try to contact me unless it's business related."
The emotions playing across her face were interesting to watch. Jules was staring at me open mouthed, so I'm pretty sure she didn't expect it either. Bonny finally exploded.
"NO! That's not what I want! Not at all. This was supposed to be an adventure, something we could share and look back on. It wasn't supposed to be the end of us. I'm really sorry you took it so badly and I want more than anything to go back to the way it was before, or an even better version of the way we were. How can I do that?"
"Well, you could see if Mr. Peabody will let you borrow his Way-Back Machine, go back about six months and never bring swinging up in any conversation we have. Barring that, you can't unring the bell. It's done, and you shouldn't be having buyer remorse now. You wanted it, you got it, even after I spelled out what would probably happen if you did. I am done now. Please let me gather my things in peace."
Bonny wanted to argue but Jules pulled her into the kitchen. It was whispered, but I could tell there was a pretty heated exchange going on. Five minutes later Jules found me in the bedroom.
"Her mind's pretty fucked up right now."
I couldn't help grinning. "Tell you what, Jules, why don't you spend about an hour inside my head and see how fucked up I am. A year ago, I had a happy marriage and a bright future. Now all I have is a woman who used to be married to me wondering why I can't understand her need to fuck other men, and a group of people I thought were friends but were in reality a bunch of backstabbing assholes willing to lie and go to any means necessary to gain their goal."
She asked in a really small voice where she stood.
"Jury's still out, Jules. I have to believe you were at least partially in on the planning of this adventure and you had to know how I would take it, but you pushed the issue anyway. Tell me, did you get what you wanted out of your adventure?"
Her shuddering sigh sounded like it came from the bottom of her soul. "NO, not in the least! It didn't turn out anywhere near what I hoped it would."
"What exactly did you want, Jules?"
"Does it matter now? Let's get back to your wife, and she is your wife. Yes, she went brain dead. Yes, we may have encouraged her. And yes, she should have stopped when you told her how you felt. She did it because she wanted to, but she did it under the assumption when it was over you guys would be all right. It's starting to sink in she made a really bad decision and she's desperate to find a way back."
"We could never go back. Say we stayed together, put it behind us, and she has the urge again? She'd be smart enough to not say anything, but if the urge gets too strong then what? We don't watch each other 24/7. She has a job that gets her out of the office three or four times a week. I'm always on the move. Do you think I won't wonder what she's doing while she's out 'working', or what really goes on when she gets together with the same women for girl's night out? For all I would know that would be code for "let's get together and fuck each other's brains out". Poor ol' Grunt will never know. I have to wonder now what she was doing in the months leading up to this. You may as well tell me the truth, Jules. Was she fucking around before our little vacation? Don't sugarcoat anything, and if you're lying and I find out, it will be the last time I ever speak to you."
"She never cheated on you, Jimmy. Not that I'm aware of. I will admit there were times when you weren't around when the group took liberties with each other, a little groping, a little making out, but Jen and I usually put the skids on anything trying to progress farther."
"Bonny didn't try to stop it?"
Her blush was deep red. "NO, but she didn't encourage it. Nothing serious happened, I promise you."
"Group groping? Heavy make-out sessions? That sound like the actions of a happily married woman? Go away now, Jules. I think you've enlightened me enough, and I do thank you for your honesty."
She tried to speak several more times before she gave it up and left. They were sitting at the kitchen table; the tear tracks visible. They looked up and I just nodded. I was going out the door when Bonny started screaming about how sorry she was and it would never happen again. The trouble was, I didn't think she was sorry she did it but sorry for the mess it became. I firmly believed she would do it again in the future. Well that would be the problem of her new mate, because I no longer gave a shit.
*****
I moved into a house we were almost done remodeling. It was a nice little two-bedroom, and the reason I chose it was for the large outbuilding that came with it. My plan was to move all my woodworking tools so I'd have a workshop again. Shaping wood into things of functional beauty, and sometimes just beauty for the sake of beauty, helped me relax.
I didn't file for divorce because I just didn't want to face the fact that my marriage had failed because I just wasn't enough for her anymore. I knew eventually she would give up or I'd get tired of the whole mess and pull the trigger.
We still talked on a regular basis. We had to for our businesses to survive. It didn't take long for our employees to discover we weren't living together, or that Bonny was a forbidden subject as far as I was concerned. One woman refused to leave it alone, lecturing me to 'man up' and solve whatever was between us' every time I was around her. I asked her politely several times to leave it alone and stick to business, but she refused. I got tired of it and solved the problem. She was a subcontractor, a really excellent sheetrock finisher. Her lover was her partner. When the job she was on finished I simply didn't use her again.
She called repeatedly until I blocked her number, and her partner showed up. I had always liked her, so I let her speak.
"Why won't you use us anymore?"
I grinned. "I can't afford you."
She was confused. "What do you mean? We charge a little more than our competitors, but the quality of our work is better and we're fast as hell. You've always loved us until now. What changed?"
"When I said I couldn't afford you, I didn't mean financially. You guys do great work, Hester, but Charlotte doesn't know when to keep her nose out of another's business. I meant every time I talked to her she was like a broken record. She has no idea what's going on between my wife and I, but she's sure whatever happened was my fault and I needed to suck it up. The cost I was speaking of was my health. Every time I was around her my blood pressure spiked. My doctor says I need to avoid stressful situations if I can, and she stressed me out so she had to go. You guys will be all right. You're some of the best I've ever seen at what you do, and people will be lining up to hire you. To be honest, I'll miss you."
She thought about what I said for a minute then made me an offer. "What if we do it this way. You deal with me. Hester will be under orders not to speak to you at all. I promise she will behave. If she doesn't, drop us right then."
"That won't work and you know it. She'll simmer, and sulk, and then it'll all come out. Let's just save the drama."
Hester grinned back. "I love drama. Seriously, I'll put a muzzle on her if I have to. We've had a couple of "discussions" already about her minding her business and not everyone else's. I'm as tired of it as you are. Give us another chance."
Their work was exceptional and I really didn't like the crew I had used to replace them, so I agreed, with the understanding that if Charlotte started again, I'd fire them on the spot. It was two weeks before I saw them again at one of my jobsites. It just so happened that I had Jen with me. She liked the house I'd let her stay in and Jules worked out a lease-to-own agreement. I'd told her about Hester one afternoon while Jules and I did the paperwork on the house. It was done to help her credit so she could eventually buy it. It turns out Booger wasn't much on paying his bills.
She'd seen my truck and stopped to say hello, giving me a tremendous hug. I saw Charlotte's eyes go wide and I grinned. Jen saw the look. "Is that her?"
"Yes, it is."
"Well then, let's give her something to think about."
She proceeded to hang on me like wallpaper for the next twenty minutes, rubbing my arm, giggling inanely at everything I said. When I walked her back to her car, she surprised me by grabbing my head and giving me a big kiss. I went bright red while she giggled.
"The deal still stands, Jimmy. Once you and Bonny resolve your issues, and if you end up a free agent, I'm first in line. Promise me."
I shocked her by kissing her back. "You have my solemn vow. You've stirred the pot enough today, now scoot!" I slapped her butt lightly, making her jump. Her grin was enormous as she drove off.
I looked up to see Charlotte watching me and gave her a grin. She went about eight shades of red and started towards me, but Hester grabbed her arm and held her back.
*****
Of course, she called Bonny almost immediately. I stopped by the office and she had a strange look in her eye. "So, you and Jenny?"
"No, no me and Jenny. She saw my truck and stopped by to say hi. Her antics were simply to yank Hester's chain. But if there was a me and Jenny, how could you object? How many lovers do you have now?"
"None! A man hasn't touched me since we... since that weekend."
"Why? Now that you've sampled strange cocks, I figured you'd be at the buffet every weekend. I hear the Meat Market is just swarming with people trying to hook up."
The Meat Market wasn't the actual name of the bar, but everybody called it that. It was the place in town where you went if you wanted sex without strings. Needless to say, it was very popular with the younger crowd. On Tuesday they had "Cougar Night", although that's not what they called it. Older women would hit the bar looking for younger men to fill their needs. The young guys were there just for sex, although a few were always on the lookout for a sugar momma.



"I'm not into things like that! I just wanted to experience sex for the sake of sex, just physical gratification without any emotional attachment."
"You don't get it, do you? There was an emotional attachment. You plotted and conspired with what was supposed to be our friends, played around behind my back even if you didn't actually screw them. How many times were we in bed leading up to that weekend that you imagined one of the guys from the group on top of you instead of me?"
Bonny flamed red but didn't deny it. "It was supposed to be a grand adventure, you know? We would each get to experience something, me for the first time, you to add to your memories. In retrospect, I should have let sleeping dogs lie, but I was caught up in the excitement. If I knew how much this was going to hurt you, I probably would have stopped before it got out of hand. And I'm truly, deeply sorry I hurt you so badly. You seem to want honesty so I'm just going to say it. After a lot of thought, I've come to realize I'm not sorry I went through with it. I needed it to boost my self-esteem, to make me feel sexy and desirable again. You don't know how bad I've wanted you to make love to me, to reaffirm our love for each other. But you won't and my bed is getting lonely. You need to step up, Jimmy."
I took a deep breath. "Let's recap, shall we? You're sorry you hurt me. You're not sorry you chose to have sex outside the marriage with multiple partners. And you just told me you're anxious to show off what you've learned, and If I don't go along, you'll show someone else. I get that right?"
I finally pissed her off. "That's not what I said at all! Only the part about being sorry I hurt you. I did it and I'll never do anything like that again. It's time for you to get over your pity party and come back to me. And I swear, if you don't come to your senses soon, there will be someone else."
There it was, the straw that broke the camel's back. I didn't say another word, even as she screamed and ranted, following me to my truck. I managed to get in and lock the doors before she could get to me. It pissed her off so she stood in front of the truck and blocked me in the parking space. Not for the first time I appreciated the four-wheel drive option that allowed you to go into it with just the touch of a button. I revved the engine up while she stood and smirked. Her eyes got wide when I hit the gas, and she dove to the side. I ran over the landscaping and side swiped her car, then I was gone.
Three hours later I got a visit from the cops. It helped that I knew both of them, and when they asked if I had tried to run over my wife I grinned. "Only in my imagination. She was standing in the parking lot and you can tell by the torn shrubbery that when I left, I was nowhere near her."
"Did you damage her car?"
"Yes, I did. But I damaged it on private property and I won't be turning it in on insurance. And it's OUR car, both our names are on the title. Is it against the law to damage something you own on property you own?"
There was a prolonged phone call, but it was the opinion of law enforcement that nothing illegal happened. I called the dealership and had them deliver a rental and take hers into the body shop.
*****
The papers were served a week later. I made sure to be nowhere in the area, so when Bonny arrived in full battle mode, she had no one to rant to except herself and Jules. I knew I would have to face her, but I wanted it to be on my terms. It was still an unpleasant experience.
I made sure I had witnesses, thinking it might make it more reasonable. As usual, I was wrong. First, she tried the crying route, and when that didn't work, she got combative. "There will be no divorce! Not ever! This is not what I wanted when this started and it's damn sure not what I want now! Get your head out of your ass, Jimmy, and admit you love me and we can get over it."
"Can we, Bonny? You plotted and conspired behind my back for at least six months to get it to happen, went ahead with it when I begged you not to, and for four months you've been a broken record. I did it. Get over it. Let's go back to what we had. In almost a year all I've heard is what Bonny wants. When exactly did you stop thinking about what I may want? You've devolved into an incredibly selfish person, Bonny; one I have no desire to live with. What if you decide six months down the line that you need variety and want the cuckold lifestyle? We had a good run, Bonny. Let's try to remember the good times and get on with our lives."
I may as well have talked to the carpet. After half an hour I gave up and left. Jules was our witness and she showed up about two hours later. "You're really going to divorce her?"
"Jules, what would you do if you were married and he did what Bonny did? That is, if you didn't approve?"
Her sigh said it all. "I warned her that night, back on the beach. She didn't listen, telling me I was just saying that because you left and I didn't get a chance at you."
"Any truth to that?"
"Maybe a little. You were the best lover I ever had, Grunt. I've often thought I should have tried a little harder to keep you. Instead I handed you to my sister on a silver platter."
Well, that was surprising. "You never said a thing, Jules. I would have settled down with you in a minute and you knew it. You're the one that wanted to keep your freedom. Don't take this wrong, because I didn't just settle on Bonny, I loved her by the fifth date, but I wasn't really interested in her until you told me you weren't anywhere near ready to settle down."
She sighed. "Don't you think I realized that after it was too late? We can't rewrite the past, hon. If we could, we wouldn't be having this conversation. I'm only here because I promised I would talk to you. I can't pretend to know what's going on her head. If I could guess, I'd say she's having a good bit of buyer's remorse, but what she bought into doesn't come with a return policy. Plus, if she's honest, she knows she made a mistake. Her belief that you loved her enough to put up with anything backfired on her, and now she doesn't know how to handle it. Don't expect the divorce to go smoothly. She'll fight you at every turn."
"I wish she wouldn't, Jules. Say she does. All that would result in would be running up a big lawyer bill and eventually she'll run out of options and it will happen anyway. Ask her to keep it civil and short."
She stood and kissed my cheek. "I will, not that it will make any difference. I'm sorry sweetie, for the hand I played in killing your marriage."
"Not as sorry as I am. Thanks for the apology, though."
She left, tears drifting down her cheek.
*****
I thought I had been pretty thorough. I'd worked with Gerry, our accountant, even the guy I went to for consultations, to make the split as near to 50/50 as possible. We were hopelessly intertwined in a lot of areas and it was my intention to continue joint ownership, as long as we didn't have to interact that often. My son-in-law worked for us as a project foreman, and my son worked for another construction company in the next state over just to gain insight into how the business worked. July was in her second year of law school and intended to specialize in real estate law. The plan was to let them have joint ownership when we retired to carry on the family business. I was afraid if she fought and we were forced to sell out to settle, that plan would go up in smoke. Of course, that was another weapon in her arsenal.
She fought every measure like a rabid dog, threatening to shut everything down until we reached resolution. She knew it would put us out of business. Mediation was flatly refused, forcing us to go to court.
Both of our lawyers were good, and when the root cause of my seeking divorce was about to come to light, they convinced the judge to let them explain in private. Bonny looked good, even if she looked tired. I learned later she had deliberately stayed awake almost 48 hours to achieve it. The eyes of the judge got wider and wider as we explained what happened.
Bonny wanted me to drop the divorce. I told her I would drag the name of everyone that was involved through the mud, making sure it became a matter of public record. By the end, the Judge was not too happy.
"Well, this is certainly a mess, wouldn't you agree? To be honest, I'm inclined to grant the divorce, but it seems there are still feelings involved. Sir, your wife made a mistake. A huge mistake, but I've seen couples get over more horrendous things. I think I should require some counseling. If nothing else, it may make the divorce conclude more smoothly. On the other hand, if you absolutely cannot forgive or live with what she's done and the counselor agrees, I'll grant the divorce immediately after the sessions are over. I think eight would be an agreeable number. So ordered. Pick any counselor you want, the court can supply you with a list we use regularly, or anyone else. To start no later than two weeks from today. Do not miss a session unless it is a verified emergency. Do you understand?"
"Well, Your Honor, it's not like I have a choice now, do I? I'll go, but I want your firm promise in front of all these witnesses that when it's over you'll honor your word. I've had enough surprises in my life the last year."
It pissed her off, but I could have cared less. She agreed and it became part of the record.
*****
I rejected the first two counselors out of hand after reading reviews of their record. Her lawyer suggested the next one, a man and woman team with a very good reputation. I think Bonny was surprised when I agreed. The first session was scheduled for Thursday at six.
I was there fifteen minutes early and was surprised to see Bonny already in the waiting room. She gave me a smile but didn't approach.
I liked the couple immediately. Josh and Jane Hart, they had been doing this type of work for six years. I bet they had stories that would curl your hair. Jane got right to it.
"Just so you know up front, we're not here to save your marriage, just as we're not here to tear it apart. We're a neutral party; it's not up to us to judge, but to seek resolution to your situation. If you had expectations otherwise, we're sorry to disappoint. Here are the ground rules. You speak one at a time, and for the time being you speak to us, and not to your spouse. You may not interrupt. You will be civil. You WILL listen when it becomes time for your spouse to talk, just as the other will do for you. Understand? Do not nod, we are recording these sessions and if you like you can have copies for your personal record. We feel this protects all of us. if there's ever a statement in question it will be easy to go back and verify. We've read your file, and we will ask some questions first, to try and determine the mindset at the time in question. Who wants to tell their story first?"
Bonny got to be first. She told the story like it was some sort of fairy tale, talking about how much I had liked the idea and then chickened out at the last minute, running home in a snit while she followed through. It took her forty-five minutes to spin the tale, talking about my adventurous youth and how she had always regretted not sowing some wild oats of her own. Josh stopped her, saying time had run out and we would resume at the next session. I thanked the counselors and left. Bonny remained behind, obviously trying to get some alone time with the counselors. She partially succeeded because they did schedule a solo session.
She got surprised when the counselors informed me of what she had done and offered me a chance at the same thing. I told them I would like to do that, but only after them hearing my version of the events. They both agreed that would be an excellent idea.
The next session came up and Bonny was surprised when they told her to let me have the time. I started out talking about our early years and dating. "You know, all this took place before AIDS or some of the more virulent STD's around today were a reality, and we were just kids experimenting. My crowd was a little wiser and more relaxed about sex; you could sleep with a girl one night, she may be with another guy the next, and no one was mad. Why? Because there were no expectations. No promises had been made so no promises were broken, and if one of us did get serious about someone, the fooling around stopped immediately. Bonny was a couple of years younger and didn't really get involved with us until the summer after high school. Yes, I was her first and only lover until recently. We were exclusive from the first time we were together. I never missed the old lifestyle. It was fun at the time, but I had grown up a little after a year with Bonny and was quite happy to be exclusive. We married, had three children, worked hard, established successful businesses and became financially secure. I thought I had the American dream."
I stopped to gather my thoughts. Bonny tried to talk but Jane signaled for her to remain silent. "Rules, Bonny. It will be your turn again soon."
"Then two things happened. A friend passed and left me a piece of property that included the building where most of our adventures occurred. One of our old crowd, a man I never particularly cared for, moved back into town. He and his wife were swingers, and soon they were pushing their lifestyle. Almost every couple we associated with fell for their lines of bullshit, including my wife. It went from talking to flirting to a little fooling around until everyone wanted to try to relive the past, or, in the case of Bonny and a couple of others, try it for the first time. We fought over it for months. I shut it down the first few times, but then came the hot tub incident. It upset me bad enough to just leave for a few days."
I told them in detail about it, while Bonny blushed furiously and kept her head down.
"After that, it was quiet for a while and I thought we were over it. Then she pretty much gave me an ultimatum, go along with the program or she would do it without me. I was between a rock and a hard place. If I didn't go along and she did it anyway it would definitely destroy our marriage. If I went along with it, I could possibly salvage something, even if it would never be the same. In the end, I just couldn't do it. I begged her to stop and leave with me, but she told me she was going through with it and I would just have to suck it up. That may not be the right wording, but that was gist of it. She made her decision and I left. Now she expects me to just, as she put it, get over it and continue our relationship like nothing happened. She told me she was sorry she hurt my feelings, but not sorry she did it. Recently she flat out told me if I didn't resume my husbandly duties and get back in her bed, she was going to invite someone else into it. That pretty much sealed the deal as far as I was concerned. It comes down to trust, and how do I do that? Every time she's gone, I'll have it in the back of my mind that she's slipped off for a quick rendezvous with one of her swinger friends. How do I know that when we're making love, she's not replaying it's someone else in her head instead of being in the moment with me? And that, counselors, is why I want this divorce. There's just not enough love in me to pretend it never happened."
They nodded, seeing my point. I spoke a little longer about the way my life was heading now. "There were always things I wanted to try, things I wanted to do that I ignored because I was a married man with responsibilities. Now, for the first time ever, I can put myself first for at least some of the time."
I stopped, laughing while they all stared at me. "Sorry. It just occurred to me I'm doing now what Bonny's been doing all along."
They called time and I got up grinning. They tried mightily to hide their grins, and Bonny almost had steam coming out of her ears as I left.
The next few sessions were predictable to the point of boring. It would never happen again. We could get over it in time and our marriage could be better than ever.
I thought about it a lot and talked to some experts, including to the lawyer I'd hired to handle the divorce. At the next session, I showed up with a briefcase. "I've thought about this quite a bit. Bonny, I think I found a way to resolve this and get back together. You'd have to meet certain guidelines, though. Things you may not like."
Bonny looked happy for the first time while the counselors eyed me warily. She wanted to agree instantly, but I told her to wait until we had gone over them first.
"Item number one. You will never again in this life consort with Will, Grace, or Booger. You can have limited contact with the rest of the group because they were just in it for fun and open about everything. Never means never, Bonny. If you're in a coffeeshop, a restaurant, or any other public venue and any of them show up you leave immediately, unless I'm with you. No phone calls, no emails, texts, or Facebook. Not even smoke signals. Understand?"
She agreed way too quickly for my taste, so I reinforced it. "I mean it, Bonny. I catch you saying so much as hi to any of them and the divorce restarts."
"I understand, Jimmy. I promise."
"All right then. Next item. I want a clean bill of health from our doctor. I know you've been with different men even if it was only once. I need to know you're clean before I ever touch you again."
She seemed a little angry but agreed. "They were clean, honey. We all had to show a medical report before we went."
"How far ahead of the trip did you share your results?"
"Two or three weeks? I'm not sure, but that seems right."
"And in those two or three weeks, did everyone stay celibate or stick to just one partner? Will and Grace belong to a swing club a few towns over, and go twice a month on average, and please, don't ask me how I know. I figure by now he would have tried to recruit you guys."
Bonny shifted uncomfortably. "Well, he did suggest we might like to visit a club he belonged to right after we got home. No one took him up on it. What's next on your list."
"How noble of you all."
"Really, Jimmy? You can stop with the sarcasm. I fucked up. I admit it. Can we move on here?"
"Well, I didn't write this down, but if you bring up swinging or swapping to me again in our marriage, it will be over at that exact moment."
Bonny was losing patience, I could tell. "I think I've learned my lesson on that. Next."
I pulled out the papers I'd been carrying. "Have your lawyer look these over. It's a postnuptial agreement. Basically, it says if one of us ever again has sexual intercourse with anyone outside the marriage and is discovered, they forfeit everything accumulated in the marriage without contest and leave without protest. No slips, no exceptions, we just pack our bags and go."
I grinned. "I got this from a story I read on one of those free erotic sites. Guess it wasn't the monumental waste of time you thought it was, huh?"
Bonny didn't like it. Bonny fussed and argued. Bonny... surprised the shit out of me by agreeing to sign on the dotted line. She wanted me to move back into our home right after the last counseling session, in five week's time. Then she would sign the papers.
I was shocked beyond words. Never in a million years did I think she would sign an agreement that draconian. The counselors suggested we go on a few dates and just generally spend time together during the workday.
*****
It was odd, dating Bonny. The first one was incredibly awkward but by the third week we were together quite a bit. We still hadn't had sex, by common agreement, but the petting got pretty heavy. She pulled back one night, giggling and sliding her shirt on. "Two more weeks, honey. I want you to rest, take vitamins, maybe invest in a few of those blue pills. We got a lot of loving to catch up on."



I drove away grinning. Maybe this would work out after all. Bonny finally apologized, saying she was wrong and she should have never gone through with it, and I kind of believed her. I knew, though, that at some level she would enjoy her memories for a long time.
Modern technology is a wonderful thing. I personally find security cameras on every corner invasive, but it's the world we live in now. Every commercial piece of property we owned has security cameras, all feeding to our office or home computer. In addition, we had a security company check the feed hourly. It was expensive, but it had stopped several break-ins from happening, and once stopped an arsonist who was going to torch a section of storage facility as revenge over his divorce.
I got the call the day after my last date. It was the manager of our security service. We exchanged pleasantries before he got down to why he made the call. "It's probably nothing, but there have been several gaps in the security tapes at your event hall. They only last about an hour, going off and them coming back on. There is no set schedule, once it was nine until ten in the morning, the next was in the early afternoon, and a couple have been at night, all before ten. We feel confident someone is turning them off and then back on. It has to be someone with access to the codes. What do you want us to do?"
"You can override the controls, can't you? Turn it on from your command center?"
"Yes."
"Well then, the next time it happens you do that and call me. Make sure you're recording; I may need the footage."
It bothered me enough to go check out the hall. I walked the grounds and through the building, smiling like I always did at the memories, not finding a thing missing or out of place. I was going to tell Bonny about it on our date, see if she could think of a reason the cameras would go off at random times. The security company had sent a technician out and he examined the whole system, finding nothing wrong. I went to lunch and forgot about it.
Ten minutes into lunch I got a text from the security company. "Urgent situation. Respond immediately."
I didn't text but called. The Captain on duty seemed to be flustered. "Sir, at 12:55 the cameras went down. We reactivated per your instructions and have a delicate situation on our hands."
"What sort of situation?"
"If you have your laptop with you log in and we'll send you the feed. After you see what's happening, we will need some direction on how to proceed."
That was clear as mud. I walked back to the truck, pulled the laptop out and logged in. I was glad I was sitting in the truck, what I saw really wasn't fit for mixed viewing. There were six people in the building, Bonny, Will, Grace, Booger, and two guys I didn't recognize. They were mostly naked and Bonny had her lips wrapped around a strange man's cock while Will plowed her from behind. Grace was being double-teamed by Booger and the other stranger. I stopped watching after ten minutes. I instructed the security guys to keep recording and to be sure and turn them off again in thirty minutes, sooner if they acted like they were leaving.
So much for promises, I thought, as I almost logged out. Then I decided to listen to the audio, so I pulled it up again.
Bonny was talking as the sound went active. "I'm telling you guys; this is the last time. Grunt and I are almost back together and I won't jeopardize my progress by continuing. If we do, we're bound to get caught sooner or later."
Will smirked. "You been riding as many cocks as I could get you since we got back. Hell, the whole male part of our swing club has fucked you at least once. Not to mention the three women. You're hooked, Bonny. Now get over here and suck my dick. If it's going to be the last time, which I don't believe for a minute, let's make it special."
Bonny walked over grinning and started stroking his dick. "I'm serious, Will. This will be the last time, for a long time, maybe forever. I've loved it, but I want my husband back more than I want a bunch of strange cocks. Don't even think about trying to blackmail me. If it gets out, I'll make sure Jimmy goes after you and the whole swing club. We got money, Will, and he could make your life a living hell. Plus, at the very least he would beat the fuck out of you. Remember how long it took for the swelling to go down in your balls? Imagine that ten times worse because he wouldn't just kick you and walk off. He'd stomp those balls to mush next time."
Will actually wilted for a minute. "He attacked me from behind! It would be a lot different if we were face to face!"
Bonny grinned. "Really? You're a good-looking man, Will, but you're soft. Jimmy still works with his crews and is rock-solid. He learned a lot about fighting working construction. He's no black belt, but my money would be on him every time. Forget about that for now. Let's get to the business at hand. You know the rule. One hour and the security system is back on. I'm surprised the security company hasn't questioned us about the gaps."
With that she bent down and swallowed him to the root. Will was smirking as he continued talking. "How about this. Let the swing club "rent" this place for a party. You'd have to be here, and chances are Grunt doesn't care much for this business. We could decorate the place so there would be gaps in the coverage. We could even make a glory hole in back. Remember how much you enjoyed that when I took you to the book store?"
She pulled off and looked up. "It was a thrill, but that was a one-time thing and I told you I'd never do that again."
"That was a bunch of strangers. This would be the club. We're all clean."
Bonny grinned. "I'll think about it. Now, the clock is ticking." In fifty minutes, she had fucked three of the four, gave the other a blow job, and ended the festivities by going down on Grace, licking her clean. They cleaned up a little and Bonny sprayed almost a whole can of air freshener.
"I'll miss this."
"Maybe not. Remember the group wants to book a party here. You're hooked now, girl; plain old vanilla sex with your husband won't keep you satisfied."
"Yes, it will! I'll make sure of that. Let me think about the party, all right? If we do it, it has to be months down the road. I'll have other priorities until then." She kissed everyone as they left: a simple gesture of friendship. After they were gone, she took a long look around. There was a sad look on her face. Then she pulled out her phone and called me. I'd heard the phone ring but had let it go to voicemail. Sighing, she shut the door on the building and our life together.
I begged off our date for that night, telling her I was working on something and was on a deadline. She asked if we could have dinner after our counseling session. I told her we would, if she still felt like it after the session. I didn't elaborate even when she asked.
I walked into the counseling session carrying a manila envelope. I'm sure Bonny thought it was the postnuptial, so she didn't seem concerned. I started talking as soon as we were seated.
"Bonny, you were always lucky. If this had been seen a few weeks down the road you would have been screwed. Legally that is. Instead I found out now, and since you haven't signed it will be 50/50. I've found I can live with that. You were as instrumental in our successes as I was, so it's only right you get half."
"Honey, I have no idea what you're talking about."
I looked into her eyes for a minute before she shifted her gaze. I think at that moment she knew that I knew. "They say a picture is worth a thousand words, so instead of talking I'll let you look at these."
I handed her envelope and she took it with shaky hands. She pulled the first picture out, took one look, and fainted. When she did the photos fluttered across the floor, some landing face up. Jane was down on her knees checking on Bonny and Josh picked up a picture and studied it for a minute. "I know this is upsetting, Jimmy. We have no idea when these were taken or where. It might have been right after the incident, at the resort."
"They have time stamps, Josh. Three days ago, at the events hall we own. I'd say we're officially done with the sessions, wouldn't you? Even if you don't think so, I'm never coming back. Tell her when she revives not to fight the divorce or it will get ugly really fast, and I'll drag every one of her fuck buddies down with her."
I was almost to the truck when I heard the scream. Apparently, she had revived.
Of course, she fought it, throwing roadblocks up one after another. It was only after I had my lawyer serve all her fuck buddies, requiring them to show up in court, that she stopped. Four months later, I was divorced.
It did not go well for Will. Grace wanted to know why he got summoned, and when she found out she was pissed. Rumors started flying (not from me. I had what I wanted and I was done with them) and Will was let go for poor job performance. No one would touch him and he had to leave town. Everyone was surprised when Grace stayed behind. She'd landed a really good job and liked it enough to go to the CEO and tell him the whole story and offered him incentives to let her stay. The man was single and he decided blowjobs at lunch offset the rumors. He was single, and two months later she moved in with him. Part of her new job required her to travel with him, and gossip had it she adds extra incentives to customers for contracts. They seem happy together.
It took six additional months to separate the money and business responsibilities. Bonny still ran the office, I handled the crews, Jules ran the real estate arm, and profits after costs were split down the middle. It required very little interaction between us.
In a move that surprised her, I insisted since the Love Shack was assigned to me, I retained sole ownership, giving up the equivalent worth in other assets. When her lease came up, I refused to renew, effectively shutting the business down. Her rant was epic, and I recorded as much of it as I could on my phone. She tried to take me back to court. When that didn't work, she wanted to buy me out. I sent her a voicemail.
"I'll burn it to the ground first."
That ended that.
*****
I woke up when she slid in bed and spooned. When I reached around and cupped her large breasts my eyes popped open. "Mornin' Vickie. How long have you been here?"
She wriggled her ample ass against my groin, and my cock liked the feeling. One more wriggle and she had me inside her. Then she giggled.
"We just got here. So, you and Jen? This is the fifth time we've been here that's she beat us. You guys living together again or what?"
I thought of lean, lithe Jen, twelve years younger and light years sexier. After the divorce I took an extended holiday, went back to the lake I liked so much, looked around and bought a houseboat. It wasn't one of those little forty-footer, one-bedroom jobs, but a 72-foot floating home. I'd been alone for a week when she showed up.
How'd you find me?"
She grinned. "I'm not telling. I might need to use it if you run again. Now invite me on board."
I did, turned around, went to a secluded cove, and dropped anchor. It was the middle of the week so almost no one was about. I got her a soft drink and a lemonade for me, and we sat and watched the lake. "I wasn't running," I said, after about thirty minutes. "I just wanted to get away from all the drama for a while. Relax, and not overthink things."
"How's that working for you?"
"Look around, Jen. No people to speak of, a lot of nature, a situation made to relax. Why are you here?"
Her grin was kind of wicked. "Would you believe I was worried about you? I was, you know, but you seem fine. The real reason I came all the way up here is because of a promise."
"Which promise?"
"The one we made to each other that if you did get a divorce, I was to be your very first post-marriage lover. I believe we've established the prerequisites."
I was kind of staring at her when she giggled. "How warm is this water?"
"It's the middle of August. The lake temperature is about eighty. Why?"
She stood, undid the straps of her short sundress and let it hit the deck. She had on a pair of tiny panties that she quickly shimmied out of. Her wicked grin was back as she split the water smoothly, coming up twenty feet away, floating on her back, her breasts just out of the water. "Coming in?"
It took about fifteen seconds to remember I was single and had made no promises to anyone. Fifteen seconds after that, I dropped my board-shorts and jocks, and dove in. The water felt great. I came up sputtering and she floated over to me, grabbing me by the neck and sinking down until she was behind me, those firm mounds pressing against my back. I could feel her hard nipples as she rubbed against me.
"That was a pretty nice package, hon, what I got to see of it. When we get back on your boat, I'll need to examine it a little more closely, maybe stress-test it to see if we're a good fit. What do you think?"
"I think we should swim back to the boat right now."
She reached around me, grasping me by now straining erection. "Ooh. That feels so nice." She squeezed me and pushed off. We spent another thirty minutes floating around, exploring each other as we made contact. Finally, after I had three fingers buried in a very hot, very snug pussy, she grunted and pushed me back. "Time, honey."
We swam back and I let her climb the ladder first, nipping her firm cheek when it was face level. She let out a little squeal and wriggled suggestively for a second. "I got better uses for that mouth. Come on."
We barely made it over the rail before we were all over each other. She didn't get to use my mouth until later; I flipped her on her back and buried myself to the hilt. She squeaked and then started moaning as I pounded her. Soon her legs were locked behind my back.
It had been a while for me so in less than five minutes I felt the eruption coming. "Honey, I'm about to come."
"I already have," she said, gripping me tighter with her legs. "Let it go, honey."
It had been a long dry spell. It felt like buckets, and it was pretty messy. We both lay there panting like we had run a marathon for a minute, and then she giggled. "Been saving that a while?"
"It felt like years. I think I got caught up, though."
"Oh no you didn't. We're not moving until this happens again, and you better take your time, baby. I was as horny as you were, but now that the edge has been taken off, I expect the full experience."
We got up, cleaned up a little, and went into the lounge, settling on the sofa. Twenty minutes later she was on my lap, and ten minutes after that she was gently riding me while I played with her nipples. We managed a respectable twenty minutes, that time. She got off three times before I exploded for the second time in an hour. I rolled off gasping.
"Honey, you need to take it easy on an old man."
"When I find one I will. Right now, though, I'm hungry. Got anything to eat on this tub?"
She padded through the galley and the bedrooms, making little approving noises as I fixed sandwiches. She frowned at the bathroom. "The shower isn't big enough for both of us."
"Boat, remember? Limited space. You want the shower experience we'll have to go home."
"Oh no. You're stuck with me for the next two weeks. We'll figure a way to improvise."
We put together a small meal and ate it at the stern, watching the light fade and the moon rise. "This is a beautiful view."
"It is indeed." She looked over to see me looking at her and smirked.
"Was I worth the wait?"
"You're worth the wait and your weight in gold to me this very second."
"Good answer, honey. You've fucked me, fed me, and now I'm ready to clean up and go to the bedroom. There better not be a chintzy little bed in there."
I was very happy I'd picked the model with the queen-sized bed at that moment. She showered, then turned it over to me. I came out and realized I needed to buy more towels when we got back to the marina.
We snuggled, naked, and she was right in the middle of telling me what great things she was going to do to me when she stopped talking and let out a little snore. I grinned into the darkness and cuddled her closer.
I woke to a very pleasant feeling, watching the sheet move up and down. I threw it back and she giggled. "I'm glad part of you wakes up pretty quick. Good morning, honey. We'll fix breakfast later. I'm a little busy right now."
She gasped in surprise as I pulled her around and buried my face between her thighs. Jen quickly forgot what she was doing as I brought her to two orgasms before she slid off me.
"Enough! Now you keep your hands and that wonderful mouth to yourself while I finish what I was trying to do before you interrupted me."
Ten minutes later I exploded. Jen choked a little and giggled when she recovered. "Still running on backlog, I see. We'll get you down to a normal flow in no time at all."
She jumped up, ran into the bathroom. Soon I heard the shower running so I got up and made coffee. She walked in, still naked. I tried to kiss her but she pushed me away. "Shower! And you have pussy breath, so scrub those gums."
I showered, shaved, and brushed my teeth. She was still naked when I came out. "We need to go back to the marina to get my suitcase. Then we need to go grocery shopping."
We motored back, and I fetched her suitcase. I took her to a little mom and pop place and she loved the food. Then we hit the grocery store. I was pushing the buggy, watching as she inspected every piece of produce before she added it to the cart, and had a flashback of doing the same thing with Bonny when July was about nine. I remembered the happy chatter from my child as Bonny gave me a small smile, remembering the great sex we'd had that morning. It made me incredibly sad for a moment.
"Earth to Jimmy. Where did you go?"
I smiled at her concerned face, thinking how lucky I must look to the other patrons to have such a hotter, younger woman as my companion. "A little trip down memory lane, hon. A good trip. Let's check out the steak selection."
We fucked like monkeys the first week, both of us making up for lost time. By the second week we'd slowed down and talked a lot more. Booger was still swinging but he was having troubles. "He has to have a partner or he can't participate. He's approached me twice, wanting to restart our relationship. Both times I asked him if he was still swinging and he admitted he did. "Do you expect me to participate? If you do you can leave now. In the right circumstances that island trip could have been awesome, but you and Will managed to turn it in to something sleazy."
She stopped for a minute lost in thought before resuming. "Did you know he fought the divorce until I took a page from your book and threatened to make his habits public? He backed down pretty fast. Now I look at him and feel sad. He's gained about thirty pounds, and started combing his hair to hide his bald spot. If we were still together and swinging, he'd be the consolation prize. I shudder to think what his group looks like judging from him."
"You know, I've tried pretty hard to not judge people who choose that lifestyle. If it works for them, and if BOTH partners agree without reservation, I can see the appeal. I've read the data. Swingers make up a very tiny number of married couples, and their probability to divorce is like 90% higher than standard couples. All in all, a pretty dangerous lifestyle if you want to remain in a committed relationship. Still, some people aren't made to be faithful to a single person, and this is a viable alternative."
I sighed. "I didn't divorce Bonny because she wanted to experiment. I thought we were on the way back until I saw those tapes. I divorced her because she chose that path and consistently lied about it, knowing how I felt. It was pretty obvious she preferred that lifestyle over her old one, and I couldn't live with that."



Jen hesitated for a second. "I might as well tell you. You'd find out sooner or later anyway. Bonny is into that lifestyle in a big way now. She partners up with Booger to attend the events and isn't particularly discreet about it. She says now that she's single it shouldn't matter what anyone thinks. Your kids aren't particularly happy with her right now."
I'd tried to shield the kids from the fallout of our divorce, but they were adults and pretty sharp, so it didn't take long for them to find the truth. They still had a relationship with their mother, but it was strained right now. Our baby, July, took it hardest and hasn't really spoken to her in months. Bonny blames me, even though I've refused to discuss our breakup with them.
We spent the last couple of days together mostly talking and cuddling. I was leaving with her, breaking my self-imposed exile. Time to rejoin the living. We had a pretty frank talk just before we left.
"I don't know about you, but I'd like to continue seeing you when we get home. Maybe we're just rebound lovers, but I'd like to see if there's more."
I kissed her. "I'll be seeing you until you find someone else or tell me to stop." I groped her a little to make my point, pinching a nipple lightly. She jumped, grinned, and locked down on my crotch.
"I'm not looking for anyone else."
*****
So, if I was in a committed relationship, why was I in bed with Vickie?
Jen and I were pretty much an established couple after a few months. She wanted to move in and I was seriously considering it. We both agreed we didn't want a marriage right now, but we did want a partner. Jen and I were at a restaurant when Vickie and Rhonda came in. They saw us and looked uncertain until I waved them over. By now it had been over a year since the infamous island trip.
We stood, hugging and insisting they join us. We made a little small talk and then Vickie grinned. "So, you and Jen? I figured that might happen. Jen's had the hots for you for a long time."
Jen flamed red and the grins got wider. "I knew if you got to him first, we were out of luck. I ought to be pissed but I'm happy for you both. Still, it doesn't mean we regret not hooking up with both of you."
Curiosity got the better of me. "Have you taken more little vacations since the islands?"
Rhonda chimed in. "You mean have we tried swinging again? No. The last time wasn't exactly memorable, except for Jason and Annette."
She hadn't gotten it out of her mouth before the happy couple walked in. They were looking around for a table, saw us, had a quick discussion, and walked back out the door.
"Jason! Wait! I'd like to talk to you for a minute, if you would. Annette too. Will you come back in and join us? I promise there will be no fireworks."
He looked at her and she nodded slightly. Annette had dyed her hair and let it grow out. The almost platinum tresses contrasted nicely with the creamy tone of her skin. "Nice do, girl. You're going to show Beyonce up if you're not careful. Do the carpets match the drapes now?"
She stiffened and then giggled. "I thought you would remember, Grunt. The carpet is gone."
"How could I forget? Then again, that was a year ago and things could have changed by now."
By now we were back inside and three anxious women watched us approach. Annette pulled Jen up and hugged her, then she looked at Vickie. "Damn girl, help me out here. I don't think I'm strong enough to pull those big ol' titties up. Give me a hug."
Vickie bounced up; Rhonda right behind. Annette hugged both, and all the girls hugged Jason. We pushed two tables together and it was just like old times, as long as no one brought up the recent past.
Jason was uneasy so I brought it up to clear the air. "Jason, I just want you and 'Nette to know I bear you no ill will. I don't think either of you fooled around with Bonny but if you did, well, that's what we were there for. Everybody that stayed after Jen and I left had to follow their own conscience."
Jason said he would be more comfortable talking in private, and no more was spoken of it. We'd been there an hour when I realized how much I had missed this. Finally, the wait staff was giving us pointed looks, so we paid the bill and left a big tip. We all stood outside, not wanting to lose the feelings of rekindled friendship. I had an inspiration.
I grabbed Jen's hand and called over my shoulder. "You guys follow us!"
I wondered if they would do it but every car fell into line. I'm sure they were shocked when I pulled into the parking lot of our old Love Shack. Even though I didn't renew the lease, I let Bonny and Jules use it until their last customer was gone. That had been two weeks ago. I changed the locks and video surveillance and no one got in without keys. I called the security office on the way over, telling them it was me about to go in and I was going to cut the cameras on the inside off for a while, and would notify them when I switched them back on.
I had my own selection of spirits in a lock box, so I pulled it out and set the bottles on the bar. Jen would want a cosmo, so I fixed her one, then doing mine, three fingers of bourbon and two ice cubes with water on the side. I proposed a toast when everyone had their choice of drink in their hand. "Here's to the two people who haven't had sex in this room. To you, Jason and Jen."
Everybody laughed. We relaxed and talked for two hours before we called it a night, just enjoying the company. I'd only had the one drink and Annette had only two, so she drove Jason home while I piled Vickie and Rhonda in ours and took them home with us. Vickie could walk, barely, but I had to carry Rhonda in. I took their shoes off and Jen loosened their clothes and we left them. We had just settled down when we heard the giggles that rapidly turned to grunts and squeals. Jen thought it was an excellent idea for us of make our own noise, so we did.
Working construction for thirty years makes you an early riser whether you want it or not, so I was up fixing everyone breakfast at eight. Thirty minutes later Vickie stumbled out completely naked, those glorious breasts wobbling enticingly. I grinned. "Vic, don't get close to the stove. I don't want bacon grease to splatter on you."
She looked down; saw she was nude. Coloring a little she started back towards the bedroom, then turned around. "It's nothing you haven't seen before, and I'm dying for a cup of coffee." She fixed a cup, then sat down while I finished breakfast like it was the most normal thing in the world to be sitting at my kitchen table naked. Rhonda walked in twenty minutes later, took one look at Vickie and grinned, sliding the tee shirt she'd borrowed from Jen off. Then she got a cup of coffee, slid in besides Vickie, and asked if her head hurt. They were both a little hung over, but not as much as they thought they would be.
Jen came out last, in a gown. She stopped for a minute and stared, then whipped it off, and I had the pleasure of serving breakfast to three naked women.
They stayed most of the morning, then left with hugs and kisses. I grinned at Jen as she loaded the dishwasher. "I believe we're all friends again."
She gave a quiet little laugh. "They'd like to be even more friendly. They told me the worst thing about the island trip was missing their chance at you. And me."
I was a little surprised. Jen had never expressed any interest in women. "Would you have done it?"
She paused, thinking. "I think I would have, given the time and place. I've always been curious and that would have been a safe place to explore it. I still have a vision of all of us rolling around and wrecking a bed together."
Something to think about.
*****
Jason called me the next day, asking me to come out to the studio. "I may have to expand. I've added more staff, a couple of really good producers and engineers. Gerry is trying to talk me in to forming my own label to maximize profits. I'm thinking about it. I'd like your opinion on a remodel."
His business must be booming. The building was not quite two years old. I know he used Jules to house the artists there to record. They only stayed two to four weeks, usually, and she had set a couple of houses aside just for Jason. If anything was damaged beyond normal wear and tear, it was in the contract that they were responsible for repairs. One rock group got wild and trashed a house, but the management paid for repairs with no complaint. They wouldn't be housed by us again.
I agreed to come over late the next afternoon. I was surprised to see the place packed. Jason grinned at me. "Musicians aren't exactly early risers. Some, if the juices are flowing, record until dawn. We make adjustments, and if the producer and engineer are agreeable, they stay. Got some pretty good product out of those midnight sessions." He pointed to a gold record on his wall. It was from the first country artist he'd worked with, and the title was Midnight Sessions.
He led me to his office, and I stopped for a second in front of Earl's bass. "I just left it there. I figured sooner or later you'd want it back; all you have to do is say the word."
"I think it's happier here, among the music."
Jason nodded, the understanding between one musician and another. "Still play?"
I did. My equipment was currently being stored at the Love Shack, but I kept an old Martin with me, and sometimes, especially right after the island, I played, trying to fill the hole in my heart. It didn't of course, but it still made me feel better.
Jason grabbed a couple of guitars. "Let me play you something. Tell me what you think."
He played in a finger picking, easy jazz style, the notes soaring up and dropping down. I thought it was one of the most impressive things I'd ever heard and told him so when he finished. He laughed.
"It is pretty good, even if I wrote it. Now I have to find words for it. Earl was the lyricist in our partnership and I struggle with it. It took me four months to finish 'Daughter'. Earl always told me you were the best lyric writer he'd ever seen."
That surprised me no end. Earl and I had tried writing a few times, when no one else showed up for practice. I thought the shit was pretty juvenile even back then, and told Jason so.
He just laughed and handed me the other guitar. "Think about it." Then we played for almost an hour, old Out Cold songs, a couple of Tom Petty including 'Wildflowers", and a Bob Segar song I'd always liked. Jason had a good if not strong voice, and I thought it all sounded great.
We put the guitars away and talked about his expansion. "You'll have to go vertical, Jason; you don't have enough property to go out."
You could tell that had not occurred to him. "A second story?"
"You're zoned multilevel. I'd go three at least, to leave room for expansion if it becomes necessary in the future. If you don't need it, you can always rent it out and generate a little income, to help defray the cost of the expansion."
Jason was really excited about the idea. "Will you do it? I was going to ask you a couple of months ago, but we haven't spoken since the trip, and I thought it best to let sleeping dogs lie. Man, you were my best friend since back before Earl died. It hurt to not talk to you for so long."
I was surprised but then I thought about it. He was right. Maybe because of the connection through Earl, I had bonded with Jason. More so than my old friends. I missed his wit and Annette's razor-sharp sarcasm more than I cared to admit. "Wanna talk about it now?"
"I knew you were against it at first. I told 'Nette that I didn't think you could do it. Bonny kept insisting you were fine with it, and when you agreed I figured you were. I gotta tell you, 'Nette and I laughed our butts off when you put the no Will proviso in the plans. We watched you on the plane down, and we both agreed you didn't look happy. She told me when it came down to it, she didn't think you could handle it, and she was right."
"So, what happened after Jen and I left?"
Jason grinned. "Well, Will and Grace showed up. It coupled with you leaving gave me a bad feeling. He was out of action, though, his balls were swollen to the size of baseballs and he sat around with an ice pack on it for two days."
"Booger and Bonny kept insisting everything was fine but we weren't buying it. Vickie and Rhonda had decided they weren't going to fuck Booger. Man, he was really pissed when they told him. Insisted they were breaking the rules."
Vick laughed. "What fuckin' rules? The agreement was to have sex with anyone you felt comfortable with, and Rhonda and I have decided you creep us out a little, so no pussy for you."
He stopped, remembering, a small smile on his face. They locked their doors after Annette and I got there. We had our own little party. It's a good thing all the girls were bi or they would have been disappointed. It was still a good time and I did manage at least once with all of them. It wore me out."
Then he frowned. "Before we go any farther, I need to tell you this. The girls left me sleeping and went out to get breakfast. I woke up with someone riding my cock and wailing. By the time I realized it was Bonny I was already halfway there so I let it happen. When we got ourselves off, I got out of bed and ranted a little, but she just smirked and suggested we do it again. About that time the girls got back and they sent her away."
"This is the hard part. Later on, we decided to go to the beach one last time before we left. We went around the bay and found Bonny with Booger and two strangers. They were really into it and didn't even see us. We went back, packed up, and left. I think it took Bonny two days before she returned."
Curiosity got the best of me. "I wonder what made her do that? Go from a faithful loving wife to a dick seeking missile in less than a year? She never explained it in our sessions other than saying she was feeling old and unattractive and wanted to try other men before she got too old."
"Shallow as it sounds, Jim, that's probably true. She had to have been thinking about it before Will came back into your lives. He found the spark and threw gas on it, until she had stopped thinking with her logical brain and started using her lizard brain. On some level she had to know doing it might cost her you, but whether it was a conscious decision or not, she made it. I think everything that's happened afterwards was because she knew she never had a real shot at getting you back. A love the one you're with mentality. You should talk to Annette; she has probably got more insight into it than I do. Most of what I'm telling you came from her."
He was probably right. Annette was a high school guidance counselor, with appropriate degrees. I made a note to take her to lunch. Jason changed the subject. "So, you and Jen? Cradle robber!"
He was grinning as he said it and I grinned back. "Yeah. Me and Jen. I don't know for how long, the age gap is pretty big, but for right now I think we both need this. We make each other happy and more importantly we trust each other."
We made plans to bring the architect we used for the original building in for a consult, to see if upper stories were viable and I left, feeling a lot better.
*****
I did take Annette to lunch to talk about what happened. "Believe it or not, she did what many women do when they start feeling old and undesirable. It doesn't matter if their spouses still love them and find them attractive, they feel like they need outside validation. Most don't take it to the extreme Bonny did, but it happens. Plus, the atmosphere of these times is a lot about women empowerment. Read any major women's magazine and there will be at least one article on it. Many, while not actually condoning it, hint that affairs can be good things and enrich their relationships. Look at Ashley Madison and the scores of others that are out there promoting extramarital sex. It's big business right now."
"Shouldn't they have realized at some level how dangerous this could be?"
"Most do, but they minimize it. Most situations weren't like ours, usually it's one spouse going behind the back of the other and trying to keep it secret. A lot, of course, get caught. Many more don't. The latest data show that women who cheat, even if they do it for years, rarely get caught. More than three quarters get away with it and take their secrets to the grave. It's the same for men. The numbers are a little lower, but not by a lot. It's estimated that in 70% of all marriages, at least one of the partners strays."
"Those are pretty depressing numbers, 'Nette."
She sighed. "Depressing but true. Say your child starts kindergarten today. By the time they graduate high school, 54% of their classmates will be children of divorces. I can't tell you how many times I've had a crying teen in my office trying to figure it out."
"I couldn't do your job."
"That's because you're more or less a black and white world type of man. My job has me behaving like I'm colorblind. It's all shades of gray, but every once in a while, I help a kid out, and that's what keeps me going."
We ended lunch with a sincere promise to reconnect.
And we did. I started playing golf with Jason and Rhonda again, even though she kicked both our asses on a regular basis. Jen and Vickie would lounge around the pool and then meet us at the nineteenth hole, for a few drinks and a light meal. Jason brought one of his new engineers into our group so we would have a foursome and we disliked him immediately because he beats us all without even trying. Other than golf, he was a hell of a guy, and his wife was a sweetie.
I'd been wrestling with what to do with the Love Shack. I didn't want it so much as I didn't want Bonny to have it, especially when I saw what she was using it for. The alarm had gone off one Saturday just after we had played a round, so we jumped in the cars and went to look. It was nothing, a dead branch on one of the oaks that surrounded the place had finally let go, landing on the deck and up against a glass, triggering the alarm.
The cops came by and satisfied themselves that we should be there, told me I needed a tree service to check those old oaks, and left. Ed and Sandy had never been inside of it, never knew it existed. They were enchanted with the place, and Sandy demanded to know why it wasn't in use any more. Jason shut her down pretty fast, telling her there was a lot of history to the place and he would fill her in later.
Three days later she chased me down to the construction site I was on. I was surprised to see her and she told me it wasn't a social call. She insisted on taking me to lunch while she made her pitch. She had a degree in hospitality management and hadn't found anything she liked since they moved. "I'd like you to reopen the Hall and let me run it. We'll go 50/50 on costs and profits Let's sign a contract for six months, just to see if we can make it."
The idea appealed to me. I wasn't losing anything on the building, but I wasn't making anything either. This would be a good way of keeping the building from falling into disrepair or becoming a vandal magnet. I agreed on the spot, telling her I'd get Gerry to draw up the papers. Sandy expressed concern that since she wasn't local it may be harder to get business. I laughed and told her until we had closed, we basically had a monopoly on the market.
Fate must have had a sense of humor, because at that exact moment Jules walked into the diner. She saw me and started to turn around. We hadn't talked much since the split. I'm guessing she thought her loyalty should be with her sister, and to be honest there was a little resentment on my part. I felt she should have known me well enough to talk Bonny out of bringing up swapping. Water under the bridge now.



"Jules! Where were you going? Please, come back inside. I have someone I want you to meet, and I think afterwards it's time for us to talk, don't you? I won't rant and rave, I promise, and if I get loud shut me down. I've loved you as a friend too long not to try and bury the hatchet. Once again, I'm asking politely."
She held a little debate in her head before smiling. It was a little tentative, but she agreed. Both to going back inside and to talking later. I brought her back in, and after she gave her order to the waitress, I introduced her to Sandy. "Jules, this is Sandy Reynolds. She's a friend of Jason's, her husband is one of his engineers. She's also one of my friends, and she has some definite ideas about the Love Shack. It's time for it to open again."
Jules had an odd expression on her face. "Before we discuss it, I need to tell you Bonny and I are building the same type of venue on part of the old Johnson farm. I got the contract to subdivide it, and it's zoned mix use, so we bought three lots, got an architect to draw up the plans, got the permits, and the foundation is already in. We plan to open in six to eight months."
I was a little surprised and Jules sighed. "Bonny loved that place, Grunt. It was something she had done on her own, and she was very proud of the way she and I had built the business. It hit us hard when you took it away from us. Bonny is going to be furious when I tell her."
"When you tell her, tell her if she hadn't resurrected it into her own little Love Shack, we could have continued on. I was not going to let her have it as a place to swing, and I heard enough on the surveillance video to know it would have happened. Think how much business would have been lost if word had gotten out. This is a pretty conservative little town, Jules. The place would have gone belly up in six months. You might want to make it clear in the operating agreement that it not happen there."
Sandy was listening wide eyed. Jules put her hand on mine. "Please Jimmy, this is not the place to air dirty laundry. We'll take it up later, I promise. Now, in the situation we're in, I won't be able to help you. Bonny would take it as betrayal, and our relationship is a little rocky right now."
She did fill Sandy in on a few things while we ate. Then she rose to left, surprising me by kissing my cheek. "I've missed you, Jimmy. Call me at the office when you want to talk."
Sandy watched as she walked out. "Wow, that sure opened a can of worms, huh? I don't know, and it's none of my business. We'll just have to make do without her advice."
"The next time you're over at Jason's, tell him I said it was all right if he wants to tell the tale. He may not, and if he doesn't then that will be the end of that discussion."
*****
It was ridiculously easy to get the permits, and we were fortunate to get most of the old staff back. We were booked solid almost from the first day. Sandy knew it would help us to be up and running before Bonny and Jules opened, so she worked extra hard to drum up business. She worked two 65-hour weeks back to back before I put a stop to it. "No more than fifty hours, and I mean it. You've got a husband and a little girl at home, remember? Besides, I don't want you to burn out, so delegate some things. Take a day off once in a while. You'll like yourself better, your husband will like you better, me and your staff will like you better. You understand what I'm saying?"
I could tell she understood, but I knew I'd have to watch her. I knew well how consumed one could get trying to make something happen. Bonny had to have the same talk with me when we were in our mid-thirties.
Jules must have told Bonny about the reopening. I hadn't talked to her for almost four months and she calls me up, going into a screaming rant that must have lasted five minutes. When she finally stopped for breath, she sounded defeated. "Do you hate me that much? The one thing I did mostly on my own, the one thing I could point to as a measure of my worth, and you took it from me. Now you're giving it to a total stranger."
"I took it from you because I was pissed. All those platitudes you were spouting about us getting back together, the whole-time fucking strangers like rabid monkeys, and using the Shack to do it in? At the time, I did hate you. Everything you'd told me after the island was total bullshit. You'll excuse me if I don't get too broken up, but you brought this on yourself. Why, Bonny? You still haven't told me why you decided to destroy everything. Not and make sense anyway. Now's your chance, girl. Speak up."
There were maybe eight sobs and the line went dead.
Jen was working a job she didn't particularly like and one day her company was bought out and everyone was let go. She was despondent for a couple of days, wondering what she was going to do. "Come to work for Sandy. She needs an assistant and you have the skill set. You'll make more than you were making at your old job, and you might like it better. Even if you don't, it will look good on you resume."
"I'll feel kind off awkward working for the man I'm living with."
"You won't be working for me; you'll be working with Sandy. I have very little to do with the business, especially the day to day operation. If you don't want it, take some time off and look for something you'd really like to do. I'm pretty sure your boyfriend would keep you up for a month or two."
She grinned and started the next week.
Jason and Annette told Ed and Sandy about the swinging fiasco. They weren't as shocked as we thought they'd be. Ed laughed. "I came from California for this job, remember? One of the main reasons why was to get away from lifestyles like that. I have nothing against it, but it almost always gets out of control, and it's hard to work with an artist when that shit is going on, while he or she is trying to write or record. We know one or two couples who live like that and have been for years, so some people can make it work. Most can't."
*****
It was the middle of summer, and Jason had us over for a barbeque, and by barbeque, I mean the real thing. He was kind of a fanatic about it after Earl introduced him to it. He had three large grills and one small one, and his favorite, despite the ones he gave thousands for, was an old converted 250-gallon oil drum. The guy who built it for him was a master. It was mounted on an axle and had a hitch, so it could be hauled anywhere. We had borrowed it a couple of times for family reunions held at the Shack, and Jason cooked. It gave him a kick and he was pretty good at it. The customers thought so, anyway.
We were lying around in the lounge chairs, happily full, when Annette declared it tub time. Jason asked me if I objected, knowing I had bad memories. "As long as everyone keeps their suits on and nobody is groping someone that isn't with them, I have no problem."
The women stripped out of their shirts and tops, their bathing suits already on. Jason, Ed, and I already had on board shorts so we lost our shirts. I was between Jen and Rhonda, then it was Jason and Annette, then Vickie, then Sandy, and finally Ed. We relaxed and joked for about an hour and I found it a very pleasant experience. I'd always wanted a hot tub for the house, but Bonny always shot it down. I never knew why.
The girls went into the house to change and dry their hair. We watched them, admiring their bikini clad bottoms as they bounced into the house. Jen was the youngest and prettiest, but Annette was still a hottie. Vickie and Rhonda were still good looking, and Sandy was petite and cute, looking like the ultimate soccer mom.
Jason grinned as they disappeared into the house. "It's a good life."
Ed and I both agreed.
*****
I couldn't get the melody Jason had played for me out of my head, and found myself thinking about it often. Words began to form. I ignored them for a while but they kept coming back so I started writing them down. It still took me a month to give them to Jason. I sent them in an email and he called me two hours later. "Get your ass down here!"
We sat down with the guitars and he played it back for me. Sounded a lot better with him doing it. I'd been thinking about a piano line, so we got out a keyboard and I played it. Annette and Jen showed up five hours later to fetch us. It was after midnight. They wanted to know what was so important and Jason played back the tracks we'd laid, my piano a muted understatement to his guitar. They surprised the shit out of us by crying.
Jason got one of his country artists to record it, his gravelly baritone perfect for the song. 'Old Friends and New Lovers' was a bittersweet journey through a divorce into a new relationship. Yes, it was about Bonny and me, and Jen and me, and anyone else who had their heart broken and then recovered to find love again. When it came out it shot to number one in four weeks. One reviewer called it the country equivalent to 'Somebody Like You', by Adele.
I didn't really want anyone to know I helped write it for some reason I couldn't define. Deep down I think if Bonny knew she'd use it against me somehow. So, I used a pen name Jason suggested. L. Shack. I thought it was funny as hell. That was my one foray into songwriting. Jason begged me to continue, but my heart wasn't in it.
Jen and I had been living together for over six months. It was fun and we both needed it, I don't think either one of us expected to last, but it did. Her youth made me feel young again, and my maturity grounded her, so we were perfect for each other. We'd still see Booger from time to time and I always got a great deal of satisfaction from the stares he would give us. If Jen saw him first, she would shower me with little PDA's, just to get his goat. We were at a nightclub one night, a rarity for us. We were basically homebodies, but it was Will and Annette's' anniversary, and the whole group was there celebrating.
It must have killed him to see us together. The ladies were dressed to the nines and over the course of the evening we all danced with each other. Rhonda and Vickie got slow dances from all the girls, as did Ed, Jason, and me. Vickie was terrible tease, and she ground those impressive boobs into me, making sure I could feel her hard nipples. I responded like any man would, and she giggled, dancing over to a dark corner and grabbing my crotch. "I'm still pissed I missed my shot at this. Now, I've got you all primed up, so I'll take you back to Jen."
Jen thought it was hilarious, and then I saw them dancing together and Vick was doing to her what she did to me, down to dancing her to a dark corner. Jen came back with a glazed look on her face and it was my turn to grin. All the guys opted out of the fast tunes after a couple, but the girls stayed on the floor dancing up a storm. There was no twerking or grinding, the place was for more mature couples and upscale, but they still drew an audience pretty quick.
We were having a ball until Booger staggered up. "You bastard! You fucked everything up! It could have been good." He was drunk on his ass, the woman he was with trying to pull him back to the table. I noticed a ring on her finger, so I was guessing she was one of his swing partners.
Before I could react, he turned to Jen. "You cunt! You think I miss you? I'm getting all the pussy I can handle, and they're all better than you were!"
He made a grab for Jen and I reacted out of instinct, knocking him on his ass. I was sitting so I didn't think there was much force behind it, but Booger always did have a glass jaw. He was out cold. The manager and one of the bartenders were already on their way over before I threw the punch. I stood, apologizing and telling him we'd leave.
"Why? You defended your lady. We're the ones who need to apologize for allowing such a disgraceful scene. Alcohol does strange things sometimes, and I'm guessing you have a history."
Jen smiled at him. "He's my ex and he didn't take the breakup well. Then I found Jimmy, and I've definitely traded up."
The bartender was getting him to his feet and Booger was still belligerent. I don't know what he whispered in his ear, but he shut right up. In classic Booger behavior he left his date standing. "I don't have a way home," she said forlornly. We sat her at the table and the ladies comforted her while I called a cab.
"I thought he was a nice guy. I'm only here because my husband had the hots for his partner. It was a sympathy date, pure and simple. This isn't the first time this has happened. I have a feeling he's going to be expelled from the club." I got the feeling she was starting to regret her lifestyle. What kind of man would pimp his wife out to a person like Booger?
When the cab arrived, she thanked us for helping her and I walked her outside. She kissed my cheek right before she got in. "He hates you, you know. I've heard him talk about you before. He has a name for you, The Man That Fucked Everything Up."
I put her in the cab, and paid the driver before I went back inside. I leaned in a little before I shut the door. "Not my business, but you might want to rethink your lifestyle. You don't seem particularly happy, and this will only make it worse."
She sent me an email to my business account, telling me she had took my advice to heart and she and her husband had quit the group. She said that Booger had lost it when they told the group, blaming me for screwing up his life yet again.
Booger sent me his own email, a picture of Bonny with his dick buried in her ass. I started to delete it as soon as I saw it. Instead I forwarded it to Bonny, asking her if she thought it was a good idea to let her lovers photograph her and send them out on the internet. Jules told me later she confronted him, told the group, and they banned him. Privacy was of utmost importance to a group like that. Booger started to slap Bonny but she beat him to the punch. Literally. Knocked him cold. He needed to stop leading with that glass jaw.
*****
It was the fourth of July, and I was on my way to my old home. All my kids were there and almost begged me to come and be together once again. I emailed Bonny and asked if she thought we could get along for a few hours. I did not want to walk into an ambush.
She emailed me back almost instantly. "We got along for 25 years. I'm sure if we both make the effort; we can be civil for a few hours. You bringing a date?"
It was a jab at Jen. She was deeply resentful we were living together. We actually talked one day when I was at the office getting the check stubs for the crews. It was all direct deposit these days, but they still got a weekly stub for their records. Normally I let someone else do it, but we were incredibly busy and I hated pulling anyone away from their job. Bonny was surprised to see me, even pleasant. Then she made a snide remark about Jen. "Bonny, what is your problem? We weren't seeing each other socially until after our divorce. You've probably been out with ten or twelve guys, and probably slept with twice that many through your swing club, and you're pissed because I'm seeing one woman?"
"She's too young!"
"Be truthful here. In your adventures, do you fuck younger men?"
She wouldn't answer, which was answer enough. "Enough! I didn't come here so we could sling shit at each other. I'll see you at the picnic."
We were congenial at first, but bonny had a few beers and started getting snide. I worked her away from the kids and unloaded on her. "You need to stop this shit before I get pissed enough to leave. I don't make jabs at you for being a dick seeking slut, so lay off about the ONE woman I have."
I don't think she spoke more than four words to me the rest of the afternoon. I looked her over when her attention was elsewhere, wondering if her lifestyle was wearing on her. I was surprised to note she looked at least fifteen pounds slimmer, her hair had been lightened and she had allowed it to grow out, and the sundress she was wearing was pretty flattering. The only difference was her eyes. They were harder, and the humor was much less evident. I wondered if her new lifestyle brought her the joy we used to share. She caught me looking and smirked, swaying her hips a little more than normal. Still didn't make me want to jump her bones. All I saw when she wriggled her ass was Booger buried in it.
The kids were happy but careful. I took for it a little while before I told them if they were going to continue, I was leaving. After that they were almost back to normal. The grandchildren were all over us. The smallest had just learned to walk and she was doing her best to try and keep up with her cousins. She tired quickly, climbed up on my lap, and took a nap.
Bonny quietly came up and sat down on the glider swing, being careful to keep as much distance as possible between us. She looked down at the baby and smiled but didn't speak. Soon the next youngest toddled over and Bonny scooped him up, snuggling. He was asleep in seconds. I head the click and looked up to see July snapping like crazy.
She bent down and kissed my cheek, whispering in my ear. "I wish this was real." Then she kissed her mother but I don't know if she said anything.
She had to have a parting shot. "Give your little tramp my best."
"I'd rather give her my best. You know, making love to Jen reminds me of the times we had together.... fifteen years ago."
She wanted to go off so bad she nearly exploded. I grinned all the way home.
I thought a lot about Jen on the way home. I'd gotten quite comfortable with her, comfortable enough to start thinking long term. I was still in good health, my gym buddy did some tests and declared me to have the same physiology as someone in their thirties. Maybe I had enough good years left to have a nice long relationship.
Jen had gone to a party with Sandy and some of her friends from the record company and the staff of the Shack, mostly people her age or younger. She seemed flushed and tense when I got home, barely kissing me and putting distance between us. I waited a bit before asking her what was wrong.
"All right, something is obviously bothering you. You've never had a problem talking to me before, so spit it out."
"I want... I... uh... I think I should move out."
Well, that was the last thing I expected. I remained calm. "That's your choice. I don't own you, we haven't made long range plans, so if you think you need to go, then by all means, leave."
She went from being almost passive to shocked. "That's it? Go ahead? Happy Trails? Don't let the door hit me in the ass?"
"Did you expect me to beg you to stay? Sounds like you've reached a decision to me. I'd like to thank you for telling me to my face. Can you be out by the weekend?"
"You...you're not even going to ask me why, or try fighting for me?"
"You're sending mixed signals here Jen. I don't really need to know why. If we were solid enough, I shouldn't have to fight. Especially since I don't know who or why I'm fighting. I would like to thank you for the time we've had. I consider you the only reason I didn't go off the deep end right after the island. That being said, my head is on a lot straighter now, so I won't be getting depressed. Doesn't mean I won't miss you or what we had. It just means I can deal with the disappointment much better now."
She wanted to talk about it. I didn't. I left her on the couch crying. I wondered why as I drove away.
And despite what I said, it did hurt me. Deeply and truly. My second chance blew up right in front of me. I decided to steer away from any type of commitment in the future. I might be ready in ten years or so, when I was in my sixties. In the meantime, I was still in good shape, still had my hair, and was pretty set financially. I'd be a magnet to women my age and younger. The fact is once the word got out, I could get laid every day if I felt like it.



I took off for the lake, fired up my houseboat, made sure I was stocked for a few days, and disappeared into the coves and the mist. If anyone wanted to look for me, this would probably be the first place they would come, but it was a really big lake, and I stayed away from my favorite places.
It was no surprise to me to find Vickie and Rhonda parked beside my truck when I pulled back into the marina for more beer. They saw me walk into the little convenience store and were waiting when I came out, a case of beer in my hands. They started to talk and I walked right by them.
"We need to talk to you, Grunt."
I looked over at Vickie. "Part of the appeal of coming here to be alone is being alone. Is that a hard concept to grasp? Why are you here, anyway? You don't have a dog in this fight."
"Yes, we do. You. Don't you even want to know why Jen was talking about moving out?"
"Kindasortamaybe. I thought we had a pretty good relationship. And I don't fault her. We both agreed going in if things changed, we would tell each other upfront. It just caught me by surprise at a bad time and I needed to process some things. I'll be back soon enough. I still have a life I need to live and I've spent some time thinking of the direction I want to take. I'm leaving now. Wanna ride?"
There was no hesitation at all. We cruised for a while and then stopped in a small cove I really liked. I was getting a round of drinks when I heard a splash. Just as I came on deck, I got a glimpse of Rhonda's ass as it went over the side. I picked their clothes up and laid them on a deck chair, and looked over the rail.
They were splashing around happily, enjoying the warm water. Vickie looked up and saw me. "We haven't skinny dipped since...well, for a while now. I feel like I'm eighteen again! Come in and play with us, Jimmy. Please."
Rhonda had come up behind her and was holding her, stroking a breast and nibbling on her ear. I really admired their love for each other. I tossed the ladder over the side so we could get back on the boat, stripped off, and dived in. They screamed with laughter as I hit the water. We spent a good hour just relaxing, although there was a good bit of grab-ass going on, from all of us. They both made sure they gave me a couple of really good kisses. They groped me a couple of times and I remained hard almost the entire we were in the water. At one time I was hugging both of them, fondling their breasts.
Finally, we got out of the water and back into our clothes. Well, mostly. Both girls skipped their tops and asked me to rub suntan lotion into them. I declined, they pouted a little, and proceeded to oil each other up. I got another erection from just watching. Finally covered, they relaxed into the loungers with a drink close by.
"Can we talk about it?"
"Could I stop you?"
"No, but it would be really fun to see you try," grinned Rhonda.
Vickie took over the conversation. "You know Jen was a little upset that you spent the afternoon with your old family."
"This was the first time in over a year I was with all of my kids at the same time. If the price for it was putting up with Bonny for a few hours I was willing to pay it. I didn't ask her to go because it would have been ugly. Bonny hates Jen because she's with me now, and the first cross word Bonny would have said to her would have had me leaving. I fully intended to make it up when I got home. She never gave me a chance, hitting me with the leaving speech almost as soon as I walked in. To be honest, I never expected it to last. The age difference is..."
"I'm too far away, honey. Will you slap him for me?"
Vickie grinned and did just that, rising up and landing a good one. Then she got off her lounger. "Get between us, Grunt. That way we can both reach you when you say something stupid."
"Or I could just toss your asses over the rail. It's only about four miles to the marina. I hope you're good swimmers, because we're right in the middle of the bear reserve, and you do not want to be walking the shore here."
They both looked stunned. "Jesus, Grunt! Ever since the Disaster, which is what we call it because that's what it was, you've been an asshole. Okay, Bonny shit on you and your friends, us included, and ambushed you. We thought you would like it because of your past, another example of how badly one can miscalculate and misjudge their friends. You don't think we live with regret over what we did? It destroyed a group that had been together for decades. One stupid mistake and you and Bonny are divorced, Jen and Booger are divorced, Jules lost her boyfriend, and Jason and 'Nette walked on eggshells for a month over the fallout. Even Rhonda and I had a few tense weeks. It was supposed to be fun, damn it!"
She sighed. "Sorry. Had to get that out. What we came to tell you is Jen is pretty much destroyed. She went to the party, pissed because you were with your old family. She tried to have a good time. She danced, flirted, got pretty wasted and almost fucked a guy. Sandy reeled her in and when she sobered up, she felt terrible, physically and emotionally. Then she remembered the kisses, the touch, and decided that maybe it was time to declare your intentions. Apparently, she was still a little buzzed and started off the discussion all wrong. You lost your shit and left her, just like that. I think maybe in her addled state she thought she would shock you first, then discuss your future together. Shock and Awe, but she was the one that got shocked."
"Why are you telling me this?"
"So you can go home and make it right!"
"I didn't make it wrong. That's all Jen. To tell you the truth, I went home with the intention of making our situation more permanent, but she knocked that in the dust, didn't she? Stop talking about me and Jen, or you and Rhonda, or anybody and anybody. I think I'm gonna sit out the square dance for a while because I'm tired of changing partners."
*****
That statement did it. Bells rang, lights went on, a choir sang, a... well, you get it. I had my epiphany.
I had been so wrapped up in missing my old life that I hadn't really tried to get a new one. I just stumbled along, going with the flow, wallowing in misery and self-doubt. Fuck that! It was high time I started living again, on terms I dictated.
Oddly, it occurred to me that I actually loved Jen. She was sweet and bubbly even as she put up with an old grouch that couldn't get out of the past. It also occurred to me that she deserved better and even as much as I cared for her I probably was never going to be her life mate. And, that was all right by me.
I stood, roaring with laughter, and dove cleanly into the water. Both women were stunned and panicked. They had no idea how to drive the boat. I managed to grab the ladder as it went by me, climbing back on board. They were about to bitch at my behavior when I grabbed Vickie, giving her a kiss with a lot of tongue. Letting go, I grabbed Rhonda and repeated the process.
"What the hell, Grunt?"
I reached out, grabbing one of Vickie's fat nipples and rolled it gently. It popped out instantly.
"Exactly. What the hell!"
They didn't get it. I grinned and kissed them again. "I've had a change of heart! I'm rejoining the dance post haste! To celebrate I intend to do the horizontal mambo with two lovely ladies, if I can find them."
"Huh?"
I sighed. "If I had crayons, I'd draw you a picture."
"Oh, we get the physical part. What we don't get is the shift in attitude. Why now?"
"Why not now? I'm not married and my relationship with Jen is probably over. I don't owe anyone anything. We're adults. What we do is no one's business but our own. If I decide I'd like to show physical affection for two people I've known and loved all my life and they agree, I see no harm done to anyone."
They stared at me for a few minutes before both grinned.
"You're back! Welcome to the land of the living. That being said, there will be no playtime today. Not until you talk to Jen. If you decide jointly to go separate ways, we're on. If you decide to stay together and want to play, even better. We've both had the hots for Jen for a long time. So has Annette and Jason. Annette opened up to us one night over multiple bottles of wine, talking about the crush she's always had on you. Nothing would please her more than getting together with you."
They both gave me kisses with lots of tongue before telling me to take them back to the marina and secure my boat. I followed them home and Jen's car was in the garage when I pulled in.
*****
She was sitting on the sofa, the lights out, no television, no music, just sitting in the twilight. Jen turned and saw me, then turned back around. I just sat down beside her, waiting.
"You were right to leave."
"Care to explain?"
"I got nothing to lose here, Jim, not anymore. I was starting to think we would be together for the long haul. I know I loved, no, love you. But if I loved you that much, how could I take something I knew meant a lot to you and use it as a justification to do what I did? I never intended to fuck him, but the kisses felt good and it just escalated. I think I'm glad for my own sake I got enough sense back to stop it. It wasn't right, even though we never declared our intentions it would have been cheating."
"I'm struggling here, Jen. You love me but you were ready to fuck someone else? I give that you were angry and smashed, but I've been pissed at you a few times, and I never once thought about screwing someone else because of it. My ex and our kids will remain part of my life for as long as I live. I could live without ever seeing Bonnie again, but not my children or grandchildren. They're part and parcel of who I am."
She turned to me, looking horrified. "I would never come between you and your family. I know how much you were looking forward to seeing them, I was just hurt you couldn't share your time with them."
"Some information for you honey. My kids like you. They know you did nothing to destroy my marriage and they bear you no ill will. Bonnie, on the other hand, hates your guts. She's got it in her head you engineered the whole swapping fiasco as a way to get to me. She thinks our divorce is your fault."
"That's just bullshit! The mess was her fault from the beginning. When you objected the first time, she should have let it drop and never mentioned it again. I feel I got the best out of it, but it wasn't my fault."
"I know that, you know that, and deep down she knows that. However, Bonnie has never liked to take responsibility when things go wrong. She always looks for something or someone she can blame to lessen her guilt. I'm pretty sure that if she knew what would happen, if she knew what that weekend would have cost her, she would have reconsidered her decision. Hindsight is 20/20."
Jen looked at me, determination etched into her face. "I'm not her. If I fuck up, I'll always tell you, no matter what it costs me. And believe me, I know I fucked up. Big time. So, that being said, do we have any kind of a relationship left?"
"I like to think we do. But getting smashed and almost having sex with someone else is not exactly cementing our relationship, now was it? What happens down the road if I piss you off somehow? I'm old and a man. I'm bound to make mistakes."
"You're not old. At least part of you isn't," she said, giggling. "And contrary to your opinion, I'm not THAT young. So cut out the old shit, all right? Plus, you're not the only one to make mistakes. I think last week proves that point. Just so you know, if I would have had sex with him, I would have left because I'd never be able to look you in the eye again. You deserve better, especially after Bonny. So, let's summarize here. I fucked up and you reacted badly, and I deserved it. I really, really want you to come back to me, Jim. I love...having you around."
I knew what she was going to say, she knew what she was going to say, and it hung in the air. Then she started crying. I pulled her to me. "Damn, you're going to use the crying card? You know I'm a sucker for that. I really, really want to be with you. I love...having you around as well."
She knew what I was saying. The crying got heavier for another minute before she jumped up and started shedding clothes. "If you love having me around, show me! Take me to bed, take me here, just take me! I'm yours forever, Jimmy. Forever."
It was quite the statement but I was a little distracted by the sight of her body, even though I had seen it hundreds of times before. She was 34, at the height of her sexuality, and she seemed to just glow. I really, really felt like an old man the next morning.
Jen went into full on nesting mode. She had been hesitant to suggest changes in our little house before, but now all kinds of ideas were flowing. She wanted the backyard redone, and insisted on helping. It took us three months before she declared it done. There was no pool, but there was a top of the line hot tub capable of holding ten, sitting on the edge of a brick patio across from the outdoor kitchen. We removed two trees that were aged and diseased, and planted a few new ones I grinned while we did, telling Jen the true definition of an optimist was someone who planted trees he'd never live to sit in the shade of. She punched me pretty hard.
"You got a lot of years left, old man. We'll string a swing from this one so you can push your great grandchildren in it when they come for a visit. Of course, you'll be old and decrepit, but I'll still be hot. Everyone in the universe will wonder how you got so lucky."
Old Man was her pet name for me now. I picked her up and swung her around before kissing her soundly. Once our relationship centered, I wasn't the least bit surprised to come home to see July sitting on the patio talking to Jen, while Jen held the baby. Well, she wasn't quite a baby anymore, she was almost two years old. Jen and July had bonded somehow, meeting by accident and ending up lunching together.
July admitted to me later she liked Jen and understood she had nothing to do with our breakup. Bonnie still hated her, but it seemed nowadays she hated most everything. If she knew what was coming, she would have really been pissed.
*****
When our backyard remodel was done, we had our friends over for the evening. Jason and Annette, Sandy and Ed, Vickie and Rhonda, and us. We let Jason christen the new grill and were soon at the table with T-bones done to perfection. He'd grilled some corn on the cob, and Jen had made some potato salad and coleslaw. It was one of the best meals we'd ever had.
The alcohol flowed as the night wore on. Jen and Vickie were drinking wine, Annette and Rhonda we working on a pitcher of Long Island Iced Tea, Jason and I were sipping our favorite craft brew. Ed and Sandy were hooked on hard cider and had brought a twelve pack.
They finally notice our huge hot tub, and they semi-walked over to look at it. I pulled the tarp and turned it on, admiring the size and the bubbles. "Why didn't you tell us? We'd have brought our suits."
I looked at Rhonda and grinned. "When did lack of a suit stop you girls. If you want in, get in."
One thing about those girls, they were not shy. Vickie was down to her panties and bra almost instantly. Rhonda just grinned and dropped her skirt, making a production of pulling her tee over her head. She hadn't worn a bra. Vickie whooped, pulling hers off and flinging it. Unfortunately for me, it landed on me, one of the huge cups sitting atop my head like a cap. We all lost it, screaming in laughter while cell phones came out to record the event for history.
Annette grinned, looking askance at Jason. He nodded his head and soon her shirt, skirt, and bra were on the patio table. She was wearing a thong, one so tiny I almost asked her why she bothered putting it on. Every male eye in the place followed that ass until it disappeared under the bubbles.
Sandy and Jen were looking at each other, having an unspoken conversation. They must have reached some kind of agreement because soon their own clothes were piled in chairs, running and giggling to get to the tub. Five definitely different and attractive sets of breasts were on full display. They looked at us. "You guys coming or not?"
We headed towards the tub but they stopped us. "This is an underwear only tub. If you want in, take them off."
Jason just grinned as he dropped his shorts. We all laughed at his pink boxers with the red hearts. "Hey, 'Nette bought these for me! How was I supposed to know I'd be showing them tonight?"
Ed grinned and went down to his BVD's. They all looked at me and I laughed, dropping the board shorts, showing the world I had gone commando tonight. The guys laughed while the girls screamed.
Soon we were all settled in, and as the evening progressed the girls decided if anyone needed to get out to fetch anything it would be me. They would always whoop and laugh, watching my ass going out and my crotch going in.
Did it devolve into a no holds barred orgy? No. It was just a group of slightly stoned friends having a good time. There was flirting, banter, lewd suggestions, but that was as far as it went. After an hour or so we got out before we did a prune imitation. Rhonda grinned before she dropped her panties. "Not putting clothes on over wet drawers," she said giggling. Sandy lost it.
"Did you actually say drawers?" she asked, after she caught her breath.
"Yeah, drawers. What do you call them, California girl?"
"Well, I've never called them drawers. But you're right." She turned around until her ass faced Ed and shimmied out of the wet underwear before putting on her shorts. That opened the gates. The next morning, I walked out to see five pair of panties laid out on the table. Jen came up behind me, grinning.
"We need to get these back to their owners." She held up the pink thong Annette had been wearing. "She is really pretty, isn't she? Got a great butt too."
I sensed a little insecurity so I wrapped her in my arms. "She does. But in case you're wondering, so do you. Just the right shape, round, firm, and very squeezable." To drive the point home I grabbed her butt, lifting her off the ground for a kiss. She giggled and squealed before kissing me back.
We talked about the evening over breakfast. "Are you all right with what we did? I don't want it to bring back certain memories."
"Honey, what we did was just some goofing off among friends. We didn't plan it, there was no secret agenda, it was just fun. It never went past looking."
She grinned again. "I noticed. You guys looked a lot."
"What can I say? We're guys. We're going to look. It's hardwired into us at birth. Five pairs of breasts on five attractive women almost sent us into sensory overload."
"It would make a pretty good title for a porn flick. 'Ten Tits In A Hot Tub', coming soon."
I think I blew half my scrambled eggs out of my nose, I laughed so hard.
*****
I sat back, grinning. Life was good. My five-year-old twins were screaming in laughter, going off the side of the houseboat on the slide I'd ordered and had installed. It could be swung out, and when you hit the bottom you were going pretty fast. It flared outward a little, launching you across the water. If you could get up enough speed, you could actually skip across the water once or twice.
Of course, they had on lifejackets and were under the watchful eyes of their mother, sister, and two nieces. July and her two daughters were with us. It was kind of funny that two five year olds would have nieces that were ten and seven, but that's just the way it worked out.
Jason and Annette were beside me, watching their granddaughter roar down the slide. Ed and Sandy had their two and they were almost foaming at the mouth to ride the slide. Vickie and Rhonda were there, the lure of their favorite honorary nieces altogether too good to pass up. As I watched the glint of their matching diamonds made me smile. After a twenty-five-year relationship, they decided to get married.



My Jen was sitting on a jet ski, in case the kids needed rescuing. She caught me looking and smiled. She could still rock a bathing suit at 41.
The kids played until they were exhausted. Then we went back to the marina and settled into the park/playground, where Jason and I grilled and the ladies lounged, keeping a careful eye on the kids who seemed to regenerate at the sight of the swings and slides.
After eating, July packed all the kids into her minivan and took off. They were having a sleepover. They were all out before she left the parking lot. I hoped they just napped, if they slept too long, she was in for a long night.
The 'old folks' went back to the boat and we cast off, heading for our favorite cove. There was good fishing there and we intended to wet a few hooks, drink a few beers, with mostly wine for the ladies, and just relax. We needed it. Jason had gotten really big, national artists lining up and begging to book studio time. Ed had several attractive offers and was thinking about going out on his own when Jason offered to sell him 25% of his studio. They came to terms and hired some really talented people so they decided to take a few days off. Annette had enough time in with the school system to retire so she did, going to work for Jason. Her guidance counselor training stood her in good stead as she helped a few artists through some meltdowns.
Sandy still ran the Love Shack and it was still doing very good business. We had been around so long we were getting second generation business, kids and younger relatives of those who had used us in the past. We even talked about opening a second location that Jen would run, but then the kids came along (quite by accident, she'd say, trying to keep a straight face) and she wasn't willing to be away from her babies that long. In fact, she gave up working altogether so she could be a full-time mother.
We could afford it, my business was still going strong although I had retired at 50, turning it over to my kids. They paid me 20% of everything the company made so I was doing all right. I'd bought a house on the lake we loved so much, and I built a workshop on the back of the property. To keep myself from turning into a fat slob I made outdoor furniture and sold it at the local farmer's market, surprised they would let me. The coordinator explained they allowed all kinds of crafters and I fell into that category. I worked it every other Saturday, most of my business coming from word of mouth advertising. It kept me busy without being stressed and we were all happy with it. Oddly enough, it was fairly profitable.
My first set of kids had a ball at my expense when they found out Jen was pregnant and joked about the fact that my grandkids would be older than their new brother and sister. They liked Jen and the kids and were frequent visitors especially in the summer months.
We had fished for an hour before we gave it up. Sometimes they just don't bite. We cleaned up, grabbed a fresh beer, and joined the girls. They had their heads together whispering and separated quickly. "What mayhem are you girls plotting?"
Vickie grinned, holding up a bottle of vegetable oil. "Not plotting, remembering." It hit about that time they were all topless. Age had gotten to some of us, but they wore the sag and wrinkles with pride and style. I grinned while the guys laughed.
*****
To this day I couldn't tell you what made us decide to do it.
It started out as a joke. Vickie, Rhonda, and Annette were telling tales about our misspent youth to Jen and Sandy on one of their nights out, or in this case in, as they were all At Vickie and Rhonda's, drinking wine, a girl's night in. They had gone to see a male review and were more than a little drunk and 'horned up' as Vickie like to say.
Sandy was the one who got the ball rolling. "You know, when we lived in California and Ed worked with all those artists, more than one had a 'relaxed' lifestyle. One would only work with Ed, saying he was the only one who understood her. Ed said it was because she was right in the middle of a 'drama queen' moment when he snapped."
"Fine," he said, "Blow the session off. You're still going to pay for it. You're a great singer honey, but in the end it's just a job, like a butcher or a tax account. If you make a mistake on their taxes, or give them a ribeye instead of a T-bone, how likely do you think it is they'll use you again? You keep trying to grind out the crap efforts you're giving me now, and soon enough you'll see you CD's in the five-dollar bin at Walmart. Your choice."
"She calmed right down and while he worked with her, she was an ultimate professional. She got another reputation for being hard to work with because she demanded the best out of the musicians, singers, and technical people. Anyway, she became friends with us, and one night after a few Long Island Iced Teas confessed that she and her husband sometimes 'dabbled' outside the marriage. Always together, in very tightly controlled circumstances. Then she invited us for an evening in with them. We seriously thought about it but before anything happened her husband left her for a man and it left a sour taste in our mouths. I still think about it from time to time, wondering if I missed anything."
Vickie, Rhonda, and Annette smirked. "You did,' said Annette. "of course, we were little better than teenagers at the time and had no relationship commitments, but that's what made it fun. Most of us were already fond of each other anyway so there was a good amount of trust in place. I still remember sliding from body to body, being pulled at random and fucking for a few minutes before someone else slid into us and we coupled with someone else."
Jen sat there quietly for a bit. "You know what I hate most about that island trip? I never got to experience any of that. Of course, my then husband was a jerk and the thought of letting any of his friends touch me rolled my stomach. Jimmy was the only reason I went. I was already regretting it when it blew up and we flew home."
"It wasn't all that great, honey. Booger kind of creeped me out but Jules' boyfriend was downright slimy. It's a world of difference with someone you love and trust."
They drifted off to other subjects but the conversation stayed with all of them. Four weeks later we were all in my hot tub. The rule now was completely naked, for everybody. The flirting and touching had been getting a little heavier and Annette must have decided the time was right. She had already talked it over with Jason, and Sandy had clued Ed in.
They were dancing on egg shells around me and Jen but 'Nette had just the right amount of alcohol in her to bring it up. "We've been thinking about this a lot. All of us except you guys have agreed to have an old-fashioned Mazola party. It's up to you but we'd like you to join us. It can be a onetime thing or a tradition, we'll just have to see how it goes. Grunt, I know Jen wonders what would have happened if you'd have stayed on the island and face it, you got good memories of us except for Sandy. Unlike the other time, us you can trust. Nobody is going to leave anybody over it, nobody is going to love anyone any less. It will just be fun. You guys think about it."
Then they changed the subject to the antics of one of the artists they were producing.
I thought about this for a few days before sitting Jen down. "Do you really want to do this?"
She stuttered around for a minute before I stopped her. "Jen! Stop trying to edit yourself down to what you think I want to hear. I'll ask one more time and if I don't get an honest answer this will be the last time we discuss this, ever. Understand?"
She nodded her head. "Yes, I'd like to try it, just once. You all have shared memories that I'm not a part of, and I want my own memories. That being said, if you have the least bit of reservation, the whole thing is off and will never be discussed again."
I thanked her for her honesty. I spent the rest of that day and part of the next talking to everyone individually to gauge their desire. All wanted to but all were hesitant remembering how badly the last attempt went. I had them all over to the house the next evening, ordering pizza so we could concentrate. The tension was almost knife thick when I sat down on the couch beside Jen and took her hand.
"I'm in, on conditions. One, no matter how much fun we have this is to be a one off, never to be repeated. I'd like to make a good memory here so everyone has to agree it stays in the group. The last thing I need is Bonnie and Jules finding out. Not because I care about their feelings although I do but because I don't want to hear any shit from them, especially Bonnie. Lastly, I set it up. You want to go down memory lane? Mazola Party! We'll do it at the Shack on a day they're closed. Questions or comments?"
They all looked at each other before grinning and all trying to talk at the same time. The upshot was after consulting schedules it would happen in two weeks.
Jason and Ed helped me build the frame. Twenty-four feet long, ten wide, two feet deep. Triple lined with tearproof, waterproof plastic, padded bumpers all the way around the perimeter to avoid bruises, filled with foam rubber to a height of eighteen inches, to avoid spillage. The top was double layers of shrink wrap that once heated held the form intact, assuring no lumps or valleys. Our very own adult version of a Slip'n'Slide.
Instead of cooking oil I'd gone on line and bought eight gallons of massage oil. I didn't think I would need that much but better prepared than sorry.
Ed and I assembled it the night before the event, testing to make sure everything was secure. Once it was assembled, we sat at the bar and had a couple of beers.
"You sure about this?"
Ed grinned. "Yeah. You?"
"Yeah. I feel like Jen needs this. Oddly enough I think she's doing it to prove she loves me. Don't understand the reasoning, but I understand the importance. I just hope I can keep up. I'm far from my teenage years. Five women is a tall order."
Ed blushed and looked a little sheepish. "Jason and I worried about the same thing. We both went to our doctors and told a little lie about our ability to perform. We both got samples of the little blue pill. There's two for each of us if we need them."
Well then. Looks like all options were covered.
*****
Suddenly it was time. They all stood watching as Jason and I emptied five-gallon containers of massage oil on the pad. The tension was evident, each having second thoughts. I solved that by stripping naked, then helping Jen. The others quickly followed suit.
As they were undressing, I grabbed Jen and threw her on the pad, her scream following her all the way to the other end. Then I dove on and joined her. Her scream had turned into laughter as she pushed off the bumper pad and shot to the other side.
I was just turning around when a body slammed into me and I was face to butt with a pretty impressive ass. It was Sandy and she let out a scream when I did what I thought was natural. I bit her on her ass, leaving a pretty good hicky. I was going to town on her when someone else slammed into me. I turned and there was Annette. I latched on to a breast, sucking mightily while she cradled my head. I felt something warm and wet and looked down to see Vickie, trying her best to get me down her throat. She almost bit me when someone else slammed into her, then let out a little squeal as Jason grabbed her hips and pushed in to the hilt. I looked back, surprised to see Jen with her hands tangled in Rhonda's hair as she dove between Jen's legs. Ed had slid into Vickie so I grabbed Sandy. She held on to the rail as I slid in, hissing as I bottomed out. I enjoyed about five minutes with her and was pretty close when a body dislodged me and I turned. Annette was grinning.
"Hey, that holding on to the rail was a pretty good idea."
I dove between her legs, tasting her as she cooed. I managed to get her off just before I was knocked off again. Ed slid right into my place, sliding his well-greased cock into Annette without missing a beat. I slid over to Jen as she went down on Rhonda. I was a little surprised but went with it, managing to get a grip on her hips and sliding in. Jen looked around, grinned, and went back to work. I was suddenly very glad I'd agreed to take the blue pill.
We'd all worn condoms because we knew there would be a lot of oral and nobody wanted to taste another man, but it really didn't work in the oil rich environment. The girls solved that by having us pull out and come on their bodies, which they immediately lapped up. It was definitely strange to see Jason splash a load across Jen's breasts, to seeing Vickie immediately lick and suck until it was gone.
Sandy had always wanted to be double-teamed so halfway through the evening she was on her knees, me slamming into her while Jason held her head as she sucked. As soon as I was spent Ed slid in, giving her another dimension to her experience. Jen tasted every woman, fulfilling her bi-curious fantasies. Of course, every woman returned the favor. We went for two hours before we finally said enough.
Finally, we were just a mass of tangled bodies in the middle of our playground, caressing each other lazily as we rested. Everyone laughed at my attempts to get out. Finally, I just slid up to the bumpers and rolled out into the towels we had laid around the outside. I think the ladies had brought every towel they owned, and we needed them all.
Jason and Ed followed my example, and soon we were helping the girls out. There was a lot of brisk rubbing and we did the best we could but we knew we would all head straight to the shower when we got home. We spread fresh towels over the barstools and I played bartender, getting everyone a drink. We were all a little quiet, digesting what we had done, when I raised a glass.
"To the memories."
They all raised their glasses, smiles breaking out for the first time. "To the memories!"
After that we laughed and chatted like the close group we were.
"I can't believe you bit me on the ass!"
I grinned at Sandy. "You have a delicious looking ass. I've always wanted to bite it."
She turned a little red and cooed as Ed slid off his stool and raised her up, biting her other cheek. "Ow!"
Ed slid up and gave her a kiss. "You looked unbalanced. Now you have a matched set."
We dressed, slowly, basking in the afterglow of a memorable experience. Then we drifted off, everyone promising to come back the next day to clean up the mess.
*****
Jen and I showered together when we got home, a slow, gentle affair. I could tell she was a little stiff. Finally, she blurted it out.
"Do you still love me?"
I was still running on the after effects of the pill, and rubbed my erection on her bottom. "More than ever."
It must have been the right thing to say, because she turned around and jumped into my arms, wiggling around until she sank down. I held her until I couldn't, then she turned around and leaned over. I think she wanted this as reclaiming sex, reaffirming that we would still be together. We both climaxed at the same time, something rare, then we finished cleaning each other off and went to bed. I think both of us were asleep before our heads hit our pillows.
I woke with morning wood, firmly planted between her cheeks. She wriggled and groaned. "Not today, honey. I'm pretty sore."
"I am too. I feel like I wore the first layer of skin off last night. No more blue pills for me."
She giggled before going quiet. Then she said in a voice so soft I almost didn't hear her, "are we all right?"
I kissed the back of her neck. "We're fine, honey, unless you want to do it again."
"Not in this lifetime. Once was enough. You?"
"I like what I got right here just fine. So the answer is no, never again."
We spooned for a bit before someone was banging on the door. I looked at the security monitor to see the whole group on our doorstep. I kissed Jen's neck and answered the door, forgetting I was naked.
Vickie arched an eye. "Casual Tuesday?"
I looked down and grinned. "More like forgetful Tuesday. Why are you here?"
"We brought you breakfast. When you've eaten, we're going to help you clean up. Sandy has an event planned for Thursday and it needs to be spotless."
I smiled. "You know, none of us can ever go back there again without looking at the floor and grinning."
Jason smiled back. "Good memories always make you grin."
That set the tone for the day. We joked as we cleaned. It took six hours to clean and disassembled our playground. In the end it looked just as it did before. Ed and Sandy went home to their kids but the rest went back to our house. We grilled a late lunch and Vickie eyed the hot tub the whole time.
Finally, she stood and removed her clothes. "I need to soak. Anybody else sore?"
Soon all of us were in the tub, groaning as the jets soothed us. An hour later we were all out and dressed. With kisses and hugs they were gone.
I thought it might be awkward at first but we all went back to our lives. Oh, we'd look at each other and laugh once in a while, but that was it.
Four months later I found Jen on the couch, crying, every woman in our circle surrounding her. I thought maybe someone died. "What's going on?"
They all went out on the deck, leaving us alone. I sat down and grabbed her, hugging her tight. "Are you all right?"
"No. Yes. Maybe. I have to tell you something you may not like."
Thoughts of her leaving me ran through my head. I was starting to tense up when she blurted out. "I'm pregnant!"
"What?"
"I said I'm pregnant! I'm going to have a child. Your child. What do you want me to do?"
Never in a hundred years did I suspect I'd be a new parent this late in life. I thought about that, for about three seconds. I'd seen Jen look wistfully at Sandy and July's children and the thought made me grin.
"First, we have to get married. Then we need to get you a good doctor. I want the best for our baby. Oh, and we'll probably have to move. This little love nest is fine for two, but I want a bigger house with a bigger yard, that has a swing set and an inground pool. You all right with that? I don't mean to sound unromantic; you know I love you and I'll do the knee/ring thing as soon as possible; I'm just being practical here. Are you with me?"
She started crying harder but with the death grip she had on me I figured they weren't tears of sadness. The others were peeking through the patio door and seeing her actions they charged back in, smiling and crying.
"You leave everything to us. You'll be married at the Shack. It will be the best wedding we've ever had." Sandy was grinning like crazy.
"We got the flowers, napkins, that sort of thing," Rhonda chimed in. I was glad she and Vickie owned a florist shop and did event planning. Sandy used them exclusively for any wedding at the Love Shack.
I leaned back and watched them chatter, enjoying the look of happiness on Jen's face. I rose and they all looked at me. "Excuse me, girls, but I have to go find a ring. Then I have to corral Jason and Ed to make sure we have matching tuxes."
I left to admonitions to not be a cheapskate.
When the planning was over, I had Jason as Best Man, with Ed and Vickie as groomsmen. She and Rhonda had a ball with it, and Rhonda was a bridesmaid. Vickie wore a slightly feminine version of our tuxes, and she and Rhonda looked great in the pictures. I believe that was the night Vickie finally asked Rhonda to be her wife.
I didn't try to keep the wedding a secret but I didn't really advertise it. All my kids showed up and July's daughter was the flower girl, while my youngest grandson was the ringbearer. I didn't invite Bonnie because to be honest I didn't want her there. This was Jen's day, and she didn't need ghosts of the past hovering around her.



July told me she didn't take the news well, disappearing for three days and looking like warmed-over shit when she returned. She also told me she went into a screaming rant at the announcement of the twins' birth.
I really didn't understand why, it had been years and I was long past it. She remarried about a year later, to a small, meek man who she ruled with an iron fist. July said they still went to swinger's parties, but there was an added wrinkle as both wore bruises every time they returned from one. She was clearly upset. I bit the bullet and called her.
Bonnie was surprised to hear my voice. I hadn't spoken to her in almost a year and a half. Never saw the need. After her hello she quickly went into bitch mode. "You sure you got time to talk to me? Don't you have twins to wrangle? Is she cheating on you old, wore out ass yet?"
"Not that I know of," I said grinning. "You'll alert me if she shows up to any of your parties, won't you? How are those going? You're getting kind of long in the tooth for that sort of thing, don't you think?"
I heard the sharp intake of her breath and jumped in before she could get started. "The reason I called is July says you're getting into some kinky stuff. She says you come back bruised and sore and have stripes on your body. This isn't my business, but you need to rethink what you're doing. Our kids are afraid to have the grandbabies around you. Suzie asked July if you been bad, because you looked like you'd had a spanking. That's all I wanted to say. Well, there is this. Despite what happened between us you deserve happiness and I don't think you're happy. Slay your demons, Bonnie, before you lose everyone you care about."
I think she was crying when I hung up.
July told me a couple of months later Bonnie and her new husband had separated, and six months after that she was divorced. Since we were still technically in business together, I had Jen sign a prenup and insisted she have her new husband do the same. I heard there was a pretty big fight about that but he eventually signed. When the divorce started, he tried to break his but it went nowhere fast thanks to her lawyer.
When the twins were six, she married for the last time. He was a couple years older and a big, no nonsense type of guy. I liked him immediately. He sought me out, wanting to know our history. I told him we had been married for over twenty mostly happy years when our priorities changed and we took different life paths. He just grunted.
"She said you were too nice to tell the truth. She told me everything, why you broke up, her lifestyle afterwards. She says she's been out of the lifestyle for three years and is willing to sign a prenup that puts her in a very awkward place if she cheats. I think I'm willing to take a chance on her. It seems like you landed on your feet."
We were sitting at my kitchen table and he was staring out the patio door at Jen and the kids. I grinned. "I got lucky. At least that what she tells me every day. I'm starting to think there might be something to it. If you love her, marry her. Just keep your eyes open. Before what happened, she was a really good wife. I wish you the best."
Six months later July gave us a rundown of the wedding. Luckily her youngest was available as flower girl, and one of his grandsons was the ringbearer. She said it was a simple, beautiful service and they both stressed the words 'cleave only unto each other'.
Jen smiled and said she was truly glad her mother was happy, then went back to the wedding plans for Vickie and Rhonda. I was best man and Jen was Matron of Honor. Vick wore a nice tux and Rhonda had a very nice gown. It was a beautiful service. I don't think there was a dry eye in the house after they exchanged vows. Later, at the reception, I danced Vickie over the very spot of our adventure. I leaned down and whispered in her ear. "I can still smell the body lotion. She burst out into a laugh and snuggled tighter.
*****
Annette asked me a few months later why I agreed to the Mazola Party.
"I did it for Jen. She was always the one left out when we went down memory lane. I think she wanted this so she would be on equal footing with me and the rest of you guys. Shared common memories tend to bond people closer together."
I sighed. "I also did it because of Bonnie. She was in the same situation Jen was in, she just handled it very badly. If it had been just you guys, I could have lived with it and probably had a good time just like we did with Jen. Instead, she plotted and connived behind my back, setting up what was essentially a gangbang with mostly strangers. There was no respect, no mutual decision, she just decided and bulled through, draggin me along. You ever think about doing it again?"
"With you guys? No. Ed and Sandy have spent a weekend with us here and there. Nothing preplanned, nothing all consuming, just friends sharing a more intimate relationship. I asked Jen once at a girl's night out if she would consider doing it again, and she shut me down fast."
"I can hear her now."
"I got a good man, and a beautiful set of babies. It was fun but it will never happen again. To be honest, the thought of having sex with anyone else makes me a little queasy now. It was fun and fulfilled my desires, but it's not something I want to repeat."
Then she smirked. "Sometimes we tease each other on our nights out, dancing and grinding on each other. I bet there's been a few times when she came home with hard nipples and wet panties and proceeded to fuck your brains out."
I leaned in and kissed her. For some reason she flamed red before thanking me and promising to keep it up.
We still have Naked Hot Tub nights, but not as often. We live farther away now and all the rest have careers and responsibilities, so we don't see them as often as we'd like. We hold our private hot tub nights once in a while and make out like teenagers before taking it to the bedroom. Life is good.
*****
Thanks for reading. I mentioned it on another site, I'm getting older and don't want any unfinished stories left in my file. I have roughly a hundred in some form of completion and I promised myself I'd try to get as many as possible done before I started something else.
Lately I've been looking at the Brother Love series, and I intend to do as many Rocky Raccoon stories as I can put out. Time will tell how successful I am.
As always, I appreciate votes and comments and thank you for both. Until next time,
Q
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This is my submission to the Wine and Old Lace event. I went a bit back farther than most, but it still fit the parameters. I hope you enjoy.
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I watched the settlement for six days, amazed at how inept the people were at the simple task of living. They were oblivious to their surroundings, the men stomping about self-importantly while the women, for the most part, kept their heads down and remained silent.
They didn't even know I was there, even though I had been close enough many times to touch them. The place was so far removed from my norm I had no comparison for it at all, so I basically gawked at them from the shadows.
I was in 'New England', far from my home in the South, driven up here by wanderlust and trading opportunities. My companions were seven Cherokee Indians, one of them my brother.
He was a brother by choice. My father was a famous trader who wasn't home much, and my mother died from a fever I was eight years old. Old enough, in his opinion, to join him. I spent the next six years wandering the Trader's Path up and down the backbone of the East Coast. Our wandering stopped when my father met Falling Sunshine, a young widow with an eleven-year-old son and nine-year-old daughter. Her husband had fallen in a skirmish with another tribe and her situation was desperate. She was about to be forced into a marriage she did not want by the Chief when my father stepped in, offering to marry her instead.
A deal was struck and suddenly he had a new wife, a new home, and another set of children.
Her village became our base of operations. We'd still go on trading missions, but he would return to his new bride as quickly as possible. She tilled the fields and kept the hearth, giving him three more children, two girls, and a boy. Falling Sunshine went from being destitute to an important woman, the wife of a trader who favored his home village. The Cherokee were matriarchal society, and her newfound status got her a seat on the Women's Council, a powerful arm of their society. Not a lot happened in a Cherokee town without their blessing. They controlled the home life, owned the land, and could even divorce a husband with cause.
Despite being from different cultures, she was an excellent wife to my father and a great mother to us. By then I barely remembered my real mother and I bonded to her. Her son followed me like a shadow and to this day if you saw one it was guaranteed the other was not far away.
My Cherokee name was Long Walker, given to me by the tribe for my habit of going on rambles. Starting at fifteen, I would take off on longer and longer trips. When I was sixteen my little brother joined me and sometimes we would be gone for months. We both carried a heavy pack of trade goods to help ensure our safety. Traders were a different class, some tribes welcomed us, some treated us like a necessary evil, but usually, all granted us safe passage.
Not that it was all smooth sailing. I ran into three Shawnee once on my way to their village. They were as young as I was, one even younger, and they looked at my pack with greed in their eyes. We spent the night together and I didn't sleep a wink. The next morning I was up and packed, telling them I'd be at their village in a couple of days and looked forward to the trading.
One just grinned at me and I knew. He pulled out his knife and with a yell, lunged at me. I hit him in the face with my ninety-pound pack. He dropped and I immediately started running. Three to one odds were just a little too steep for my liking. The other two were after me instantly, and the third joined us before we'd gone a mile. Besides walking great distances I was also a pretty decent runner and managed to pull away. Knowing they would eventually catch me, I started looking.
My opportunity was a small river, swollen and muddy from recent rains. I dove in, swam to the other side, made sure I left plenty of tracks, running until I came to some bare rock that led back to the river. I dove in, praying I didn't find a tree limb at the end of the dive. I got a few scratches but was otherwise unhurt. I immediately drifted downstream to where I dove in and hooked on to the branches of a large tree that had fallen in the water.
I lay there, waiting. My plan was to wait until they crossed the river and went into the woods, then get out, grab my pack, and put as much space between me and my pursuers as I could.
They appeared at the river bank and started arguing. I could understand their language so I listened. "He's gone. Let's go back, grab his pack, and leave."
The leader spoke up. "No! We have to finish him. If we don't he'll come back, with friends. Do you think our people want a full-scale war because we had stolen a trader's pack? We have to find him, kill him, and hide his goods until we can bring them out a little at a time. Little Buck, you stay here, in case he tries to come back. Tall Pine, come with me."
They crossed the river and disappeared into the woods. I figured I had about twenty or thirty minutes before they figured out what I'd done. My plan was to let go of the tree and drift down the river and get out once I was out of sight. Just as I was about to let go I felt the log shake and Little Buck appeared, walking out and using the log for a clear view of the river.
I froze. After a few minutes, he turned to go back and looked down, right into my face. I saw the shock in his eyes. Then he drew in a breath, getting ready to yell for his friends. I rose up out of the water and grabbed him, falling back. He didn't have time to use his bow and I felt his hand go to his waist, searching for his knife. I jammed a finger into his eye, and when he opened his mouth to scream I pulled him under. I'd seen an alligator pull a deer into the water the same way, watching as he rolled the deer a few times before sinking under. I did the same thing, grabbing his jaw and drawing him down. He tried to bite me but I just held him until he stopped struggling. I rose up, gasping for breath, before diving under again, pulling him under the tree and tying him to a branch by his hair. I had just disappeared into the woods when I heard the others calling for him. I managed to get back to my pack, pulling it into the brush and opening it.
They came back into the clearing and saw my pack gone. The leader began ranting when he felt a bee sting to his back. He reached around and looked at the slender dart, trying to figure out what it was. I managed to get another one into his friend. The Cherokee were famous for using blowguns to hunt small prey. The darts were tipped in the toxins of the canebreak frog. If you licked on it gave you hallucinations, and in a concentrated dose would cause temporary paralysis. It affects the victim very quickly and it was only a moment before they started feeling the poison. I managed to get another dart in each before I stepped out of the brush. The leader, who died unnamed, was still coordinated enough to pull his knife and charge me. I slapped his hand, making the blade go by me, and buried mine in his stomach, ripping upwards with all the strength I had, until the blade hit the breastbone. He fell down, his entrails out. I'm pretty sure he wanted to scream in pain, but the toxin had taken effect. He lay there quivering and gurgling until he died. I sat beside him, whispering in his ear.
"I'm going to cut out your heart and burn it, along with your balls and your hands. You'll have a horrible afterlife, wandering around with no heart, balls, or hands. Hell of a way to spend eternity."
His eyes flared in panic, then he let out a gurgling breath that ended in his death rattle. I had no intention of doing any of what I told him, but he went to his death believing I was going to. I left him laying, picked up his companion and walked back to the river, wading out to my waist. He was just starting to come around when I pushed him under. When he was dead I dove down and tied him beside his friend. They'd stay there until they started rotting. The hair would pull out and what was left would probably rise to the top because of the bloat. If anyone found them they would think they drowned. Then again, it the catfish got to them there would be nothing left.
I took the leader, pushed his guts back in and added as many rocks as I could find, binding it closed with his loincloth, took him out until it was neck-deep on me, and let him go. There must have been some residual air in his lungs because a few bubbles rose to the top.
I gathered my pack, breaking their bows and throwing them and the arrows into the river as I crossed it for the last time. It had started raining as I walked away, getting heavier as I traveled. Any sign of us being by the river would be long gone by the time anyone started looking. It could be a while; young men were prone to go off for days, hunting or looking for glory. It wasn't all that rare that some never came back.
I walked until late afternoon, stopping when I found a small cave. There were some dry wood and pine cones at the entrance, so I got out my flint and steel and started a fire, fashioning a torch out of a piece of heart pine heavy with sap. I checked the cave out, finding three rattlesnakes and a couple of mice nests. I could get along with the mice but killed the snakes, dressing them out and roasting them for my dinner. I didn't particularly like rattlesnake but I didn't hate it, and they were handy. I cut a big piece of bark off a poplar tree, stripped out the inner bark and used it to lace up the outer bark, forming a bowl capable of holding water. I filled it, and set it above the fire. As long as the flames didn't go higher than the water, the bowl would not catch fire. When the water was steaming I dropped a ball of tea in it, dipping it out with a pewter cup when it was done. I enjoyed the tea, thinking about the day. I didn't enjoy killing, but if it was me or him, well, he was in a world of shite. I liked to think I was a civilized man in this Year Of Our Lord 1725, but I lived among uncivilized men. Often the word for stranger and enemy was the same for these people and they were never hesitant to take advantage.
My father was fond of remembering his days as a sailor, saying it's what got him the money to start his trading business. I read between the lines later, realizing my father had been a pirate and had not parted with his crew on the friendliest of terms. I always felt like that was why he went as far inland as he could when he came ashore. He'd "served" with all kinds of men and had learned sword techniques from a Moor. He always carried one on his travels, and he taught me and my little brother that style of fighting. I always carried a short twenty-inch sword, slung over my shoulder in the Moorish style. Most Indians and white men of the interior had no use for or skill with them, preferring knives. Father had also taught us a lot about knife fighting, using wooden ones he'd carved on the long winter nights. We learned to use and throw them with either hand, another skill that came in handy over the years. He also taught us staff fighting techniques.
The next morning I checked my snares, delighted to find a fat hare. I skinned him with my hands as I had been taught and soon had him turning on a spit. When it was falling off the bone tender, I sprinkled it with salt and some of my precious pepper and had a fine breakfast. Washing up in a little spring, I shouldered my pack and went West, deviating from the northerly path I had been following.
*****
Nine days later I was hidden in a screen of brush, watching the daily workings of a Shawnee settlement. I'd watched for two days, inordinately proud no one had spotted me. I waited until noon before hoisting my pack and stepping on to the path to the village. I caused quite the stir, appearing out of nowhere. I made sure my hands were away from my weapons, calling out in their language. "Trader! Trader! I come in peace!"
I was soon surrounded by warriors and escorted to the center of their town to stand before the Chief and his Council. After a short interrogation, I found myself seated with the leaders, passing the pipe. Of course, we used my tobacco. I had twenty pounds wrapped in oilcloth, sure I'd walk away with none. I took a draw on the pipe and passed it on. I never cared for smoking because it dulled your sense of smell and the scent of tobacco tended to hang heavily in the air, a dangerous thing for a trader and traveler. Also in my pack were knives, needles, thimbles, threads, beads, and a few odds and ends I thought they would find interesting. I had ten pounds of seashells, the mother of pearl insides gleaming. It was one of the first things to go.
They offered me a woman to share my blankets while I was their guest, a custom among some tribes, but I gently declined, saying the white man's religion forbade such activity. I gifted the woman with a bundle of mixed colored beads as an apology and everyone seemed well pleased.
When I left two days later my pack was ten pounds heavier and contained none of what I came with except my salt and pepper. The trade goods would sell well to the whites of my home area. I had an escort of warriors for two days but when they reached the acknowledged end of their territory they bade me farewell. Twenty-five days later I was home. I spread the goods I'd bartered for on the kitchen table. My father allowed as how I'd done 'tolerable', as about as much praise as one was apt to get from him. We sold the goods slowly to keep the prices up. It was fall by then and I would make no more trips until spring.
I didn't sit idle. My brother was thirteen now, so I took him on extended hunting trips. I'd taken some of my trade money and bought a nice musket. We used that to hunt elk and bear, carefully preserving the hides, making sure the fur stayed on the skins of the bears. Pigs were rare but my mother had learned to make bacon, cured hams, and sausage out of the bear meat. We kept enough to make sure our family had meat for the winter and sold the rest. Mother got a third, I got a third, and Flows Easy got a third. He'd gotten his adult name from the way he moved. He just seemed to flow along slowly, but he was really quite fast.
We'd go with our father down to the white settlements to sell the furs because we got the best prices there. We didn't really like the towns. To us, they all stank of defecation, rotten food, and unwashed bodies. Their money was still good though, so we sold, then bought trade goods for the coming spring. There again, Father got a third of the prices of the furs and Flows Easy and I got the rest.
We traded in Charlottetown, a large town on the banks of a major river. There was a new shop from the last time we were there and I went in, amazed that it was a gunshop. Guns were scarce in our area at the time. Most preferred bows, as did I, but a rifle could come in quite handy at times. There was an assortment of old weapons, but the centerpieces of the shop were the new "Pennsylvania" style rifles, long-barreled, lightweight weapons with twice the range of most muskets at the time. The gunsmith took the time to explain how the grooves cut into the interior of the barrel, the "rifling", made the bullet fly straighter than if it traveled down the old smoothbores, basically just tumbling out the end of the barrel.
They were horribly expensive, but I bought one, in .40 caliber, with all the accessories, including five pounds of powder and ten pounds of lead. The only thing I didn't buy were English flints. There was plenty of flint lying around at my home that would do just fine.
I was just about to leave the shop when he showed me a recent trade, a shotgun with double barrels. He was having a hard time getting rid of it because it had been a ladies' weapon, in 20 gauge and was considered too lightweight for anything but birds.
"Too bad, really. It's just as deadly as a musket if you put solid lead balls in it, and buckshot can knock down just as many deer as any rifle, if you get close enough."
I traded in my musket and got it and all the molds I would need. The shotgun was for Flows Easy. I knew they would never sell such a weapon to an Indian, but when we were in the backcountry no one would know, and if they did chances are they wouldn't be around long enough to tell.
My father thought I was foolish to spend so much on weaponry until he fired the rifle. I was sure he would be trading for one the next trip.
*****
Flows Easy and I hunted throughout the rest of the fall and the winter, sharing the meat with the village. When the weather broke I got ready to go out again. This year Flows Easy was going with me. Our mother sighed, sad that her son was growing up, but she had four other children to finish rearing. My sister Dawn Bird was turning thirteen, developing into a young woman, and many of the young men expressed interest in courting her. Most of the girls in the village married around the time they were fifteen. People matured pretty fast then and usually died fairly early. It was worse in the white settlements; they had an aversion to bathing or taking care of their bodies, unlike the Cherokee. Many barely made it to their mid-thirties, looking sixty when they died. Many of the women died in childbirth, the filthy conditions leading to infections and disease.
Mother watched the young men like a hawk and I knew my sister had plenty of time before she was ready to take a husband.
We shouldered our packs, kissed our mother, hugged our siblings, shook hands with our father, and walked away. Because it was his first time out, we didn't go far, into another Cherokee village deeper into the interior, near the shared hunting grounds of "Cain-tukke", a mass of canebreaks, meadows, and forests that teemed with game. It was shared uneasily by several tribes and disputes sometimes erupted over hunting rights, but mostly they kept the peace.
I'd started calling my brother Jacob, his 'Christian' name because it was easier. He mostly watched this time, learning his craft. In another few years, he'd be out on his own so it was important he established contacts and struck up friendships now. We became quite popular when we went on a hunting expedition and shot a woods Buffalo with my rifle, a breed that was getting harder and harder to find. We gave the meat to the tribe but kept the hide, even though it was very heavy. It would fetch a very good price. Jacob impressed them by killing a large bear with the shotgun, standing steady as it charged, waiting until it was close enough for a kill shot. He put one ball into the chest and another into the head when it was only about twenty feet away. It slid almost to his feet before it died, swiping in reflex. I'd kept my rifle on it, just in case.
We sold out fast, so I went back for another load while Jacob stayed, coming back to find him heavily involved in a girl two years older. He never made promises and she cried when we left, but he had been honorable in his conduct and there were no hard feelings.
We went out one more time, going South and West, trading at a village that had seen better days. The white men were encroaching on their lands and they were debating pulling up stakes and moving farther west or staying to stick it out. By now most of the conflicts between the settlers and Indians in the area had been resolved, the Indians losing every time. By the time we left they had decided to move on while it was early enough in the year to establish somewhere else. We watched them pack up with sadness. Just because they were leaving did not make it safer for them. Most likely any lands they found were already claimed by other tribes, and unless they could buy or ally themselves, they could be forced to move on.
That fall when we sold, we made enough off the Buffalo hide to buy another weapon. It was a 'boarding' pistol, a double-barrel in .50 caliber, with an eight-inch blade sticking out between the barrels. It was for close-quarters combat on a ship. You fired both barrels and then wielded it like a short sword. My father was delighted when he saw it, bringing back memories, no doubt, and it was in my sash when we went out the next year. Between the rifle, shotgun, and pistol we had five shots we could use rapidly.



It proved it's worth when we were on the way to the village of Jacob's sweetheart and came upon a raiding party from the Shawnee. You could tell it was a raiding party because they had stopped to put on paint. If they were there to trade there would have been none.
We made a quick plan. Jacob would stay and watch them, and I would run to warn the village. I dropped my pack and took off immediately. It took a day and a half of steady running before I reached the village, shouting the alarm as I entered. A council was convened, and after they heard my report, they debated how to respond. Most of the men were on a hunting trip, not due back for a week. There were a dozen warriors available and almost thirty in the raiding party. They asked my opinion. "Go out and meet them in a spot of your choosing. If they get to the village they could do much harm. They outnumber us, but with my weapons, we can eliminate many before they close with us."
I rested the remainder of the day and we left the next morning. Jacob stepped out onto the trail later in the day and a hurried plan was made. There was a large creek they had to cross, chest-deep and wide. I remembered using the river to my advantage before, so we decided to attack when most were in the creek and unable to mount a defense. Jacob and six of the warriors were going to hide on the other side, and I would take the rest and wait until they were in the river before opening fire. When I shot it would be the signal for Jacob to attack.
They had a scout out but a well-placed arrow dispatched him to the halls of his ancestors. We caught him just as he exited the creek, so the others would see his tracks and assume he was already across and scouting the other side.
They appeared, clustered, and talked a bit before starting to cross. I waited until about twenty were in deep water before I shot the leader, his head disappearing in a red spray, coating his companions. There was a panic, some trying to get back while others pressed forward. Arrows took care of another seven. When I shot, Jacob stepped forward and shot into the ones still clustered on the far bank. Two were killed instantly and four more were wounded, two fatally. With a scream, he dropped the shotgun, pulled his short sword and filled his left with a tomahawk. He charged forward, the six braves following after they loosed their own arrows. Of the ten still on the bank, there were only four left to fight back and they were eliminated quickly. The rest made it to the bank and we closed.
I shot one warrior in the chest with the pistol, hit another in the leg near the hip. He went down, unable to get up. By then I'd switched the pistol to the left and pulled my sword. They had no experience with such a weapon and I killed two before they learned to respect it. The others were fighting and suddenly it went quiet.
I stood, chest heaving. I'd taken a pretty deep cut on my left arm, two of our warriors were dead and three wounded slightly but the raiding party, all of them except the warrior I'd wounded in the leg, were dead. I looked across the creek to grin at Jacob, to see him on the ground and the others clustered around him. I charged through the stream to find he'd taking a serious wound to the thigh and was bleeding heavily. Knowing what to do, I got a fire going while the braves held pressure. When the knife blade was glowing red, I gave him a stick to bite down on and slapped the blade to his wound. His eyes went wide and he gave a strangled grunt, before lapsing into unconsciousness.
I rubbed some grease our mother had rendered from bear fat and infused with healing herbs to cover his wound. I recharged all the weapons and a warrior helped me get him back to the village, after I made the rest swear he'd get his share of the loot. They were busily stripping and mutilating the bodies as we left. All that would be left when they got through would be a pile of body parts left for the scavengers. The weapons, clothing, and contents of their packs would be shared alike by the defenders. The one I'd shot in the hip was still alive, and he would no doubt be experiencing a slow and painful death very soon. It was the way of their world.
Jacob ended up wintering with the tribe and I fully expected he'd be a married man by the time I returned.
*****
Two years later he kissed his wife and small son goodbye. We were going on our biggest trip ever, going up the backbone of the country as far North as we could. He teased me on the way, about taking a wife, something our mother was pressuring me to do. I'd lost my virginity when I came of age and now enjoyed the women offered by the tribes I traded with, but I had found no one I wanted for a mate.
The girls at home and in the villages I visited were more than willing, and despite my long hair and leather-clad body, there were a few of the girls in Charlottetown who seemed open to a courtship. None of them struck my fancy except as short term playmates. I was five feet eleven inches tall, a virtual giant at a time when the average male was six inches shorter, and thanks to my lifestyle I was lean and fit. My hair was down past my shoulders, not unusual for the times, jet black and glossy. I preferred to be cleanshaven, perhaps because of my companions, in an age when most frontiersmen wore beards. From a distance, I was often mistaken as an Indian until the saw my grey eyes, and was once targeted by a bunch of drunks who assumed as an Indian I wouldn't want trouble. I broke the arm of one, flattened the nose of another, and the last would go through the rest of his life with his front teeth missing.
They tried getting a constable but when he found out I was of the same race there was little he could do, laughing when they said I attacked them. "In the future, boys, you better make sure of who you target. Even if it was an Injun, it was still three to one. Take your lumps and learn from it."
They mumbled after he left, fingering their daggers. I sighed. "All right then. Pick who goes first and whip the knife out. It better taste good because I'll push it down your throat." I pulled my short sword and the fight went out of them. Still watched my back the rest of the time I was there.
I was a pretty good fighter but my father always pounded in our heads there was always someone out that who was better or luckier than us and to avoid confrontations if possible. "Then again," He said with a grin, "if they keep pushin', push back hard."
There were no rules for fighting in our world. You used every advantage to win and worried about the correctness of your actions later.
We traveled up the country, stopping to trade here and there, venturing into a big town about halfway into our journey to get rid of some of what we had traded for and to lay in a new supply. Most had never seen anything but a 'tame' Indian, and were nervous over Jacob's weapons and demeanor. He looked them in the eyes and didn't bow his head. We found a merchant who gave us a reasonable if low price for our goods, bought what we thought would do well, and left as quickly as possible. A few enterprising souls tried to follow us, and we laughed as we led them around in circles, ending when we slipped into their camp while they slept and taking everything down to the rifles they held in their hands, dropping it all off at the next town, telling them we had found them on the trail.
We faded back into the woods and continued on our way. We had picked up a few friends and they went with us for adventure and a share of the goods they carried. One was the brother of Jacob's wife and most were cousins somehow or another. That technically made them my brother-in-law and cousins, and who could you trust more than family? It also gave us a little more leverage in confrontational situations. Two of the things I'd manage to trade for before we left were more pistols, one a small single shot in .30 caliber that I carried, and another double in the same caliber as my rifle that Jacob wore in his sash. For two people it was a lot of firepower.
We had been away from home for eighty days, so far north we didn't recognize some of the trees or wildlife, when we came across a band of Mohawks, fiercesome looking people with wicked-looking weapons. Every brave carried a warclub, made from a dense wood. They had a round ball in front and a sharp point carved in the back and they were quite competent with them.
After a brief consultation, they took us to their town. It was pretty large, the longhouses standing in rows just underneath a ridge. We traded and hunted with them for two weeks. It was fall by then and they were about to embark on a moose hunt. Jacob and I went along, amazed at the size of the beasts when we first saw them. A well-aimed shot proved they weren't bulletproof and we ended up killing five over two days, three cows and two bulls. I looked at the antlers and wished I had some way to carry them back but it would be too impractical.
They're the ones who told me of the white settlement eight days journey to the East. They avoided any contact and tried their best to describe them and their habits to me but I had a hard time believing them, so I decided to see for myself. Jacob decided to go with me. On the sixth day, we started seeing signs and on the seventh, we observed a "hunter." He had an old blunderbuss that looked like it might fly apart if he shot it, made enough noise as half a village and was hunting in the middle of the day, the absolute worst time to find game. We followed him back to his town, amusing ourselves by brushing his back as he walked through the forest. He never once realized we were there.
There were probably twenty-five homes that were better described as shacks, a large for the settlement church, and another building I learned served as an armory and jail. Seems these people were big on punishment. They had cleared fields and though they worked diligently their harvest was poor. I was amazed at the difference between here and home, where the fields overflowed with abundance most years. The Cherokee were big fans of The Three Sisters. They would plant a hill of corn and when it was about kneehigh they'd plant pole beans to run up the stalk. When they were established they would then plant a squash or pumpkin, to provide shade to help keep the water on the plant longer. The corn was planted over a large fish, there to act as fertilizer as it decayed. It was a system that worked quite well.
I was watching the second day when a new woman arrived to work the fields. She had on the apparent uniform for these women, a heavy dress, big bonnet, and clunky shoes. I hoped they had better footwear for the coming winter. I was just about to turn to leave when a child came running through the field, her golden curls creating a halo around her head. She ran to her mother with a dipper.
The woman paused, pushing her bonnet back and wiping her brow. Suddenly, I found it hard to breathe. Her thick blond hair hung in a thick braid down to the bottom of the bonnet. Her high forehead and clear blue eyes rose above a perfect mouth, cute and well-formed.
"Momma, this is for you!"
The girl couldn't have been more than seven or eight, an almost carbon copy of her mother. The woman took the dipper gratefully, drinking the water down.
She reached down and ruffled the child's hair. "Thank you, sweetie."
They talked for a minute before a large man strode up, his whole manner conveying anger. "Mistress Smith, why do you tarry?"
Her disdain was plain on her face. "I do not, as you put it, tarry. I was here an hour before your sister and she has already stopped for water three times. Perhaps you should encourage her to bend more willingly to her tasks."
He went about three shades of red as the others watched, many of them smiling. "You are impertinent, Mistress Smith!"
She barely held her amusement in. "I prefer to say I am honest, Reverend Harkness. However, I am quite refreshed now, and bend willingly to my task."
She turned in an obviously dismissive way and resumed hoeing. He stood, flaming red, trying to decide what to do, before stomping off, avoiding eye contact with his followers. An older woman was hoeing close by and cautioned the younger woman. "You must be more circumspect, friend Hope. Remember, you are widowed and at the mercy of the settlement."
"As are you, my friend. I think our husbands were the best of the lot. These men have no idea how to survive in this land. My husband taught me much, and if we do not lay in a supply of meat soon things will be desperate by the end of the winter. It is a shame I did not learn to hunt."
The older woman seemed shocked. "That borders on blasphemy, child. It is not our place to hunt."
"I prefer to think it is not our place or God's will for us to starve, Temperance. A definite possibility, in my opinion."
I drifted back into the trees, thinking. I went out that afternoon and killed a buck fat on the mast of fall. I cleaned it, and that night Jacob and I slipped into the village. I hung a hindquarter by the woman's door, a shoulder by the door of her older friend. The rest we distributed through the village, to the homes I thought needed it most.
I watched in the early morning light as doors opened to gasps of surprise. There were calls back and forth but the meat disappeared into homes, and soon the smell of sizzling meat filled the air. Later, as the older men and the women worked the field, I listened to the chatter.
"Where do you think it comes from?"
There was a lot of discussions until they got to the older woman. She just smiled. "It came from God. Oh, maybe he didn't kill or dress the animal, but He directed the hands that did. I'm going to ask Him to bless those hands tonight in my prayers."
People became quiet as the Reverend strode through the field. He stood in the middle and commanded everyone to give him their attention. "Which one of you shirked your duties yesterday and went hunting?"
Everyone, of course, denied shirking. Hope spoke after the hubbub died down. "We thought perhaps it was one of your mighty hunters, Reverend Harkness. If they didn't down the beast then perhaps there is a guardian angel watching over us. And if it was one of us, perhaps you would do best by reassigning him to hunting duties. Our hunters have been out every day except the Sabbath this week, and all they have to show for it is three rabbits and a lone squirrel. We will not make the winter unless they bag enough deer, elk, perhaps a bear of moose, to preserve for the cold times. Our crops have yielded little this season. Maybe a trading expedition to the local natives would help."
"We will not accept help from heathens! They are a plague on this land and should be removed!"
Temperance smiled. "How? We do not have the men or arms to engage in battle. Even if it's bow against muskets, when it's twenty bows to a single musket the outcome can be foretold. I think we should make overtures, see if they can help us."
"Know your place, old woman. You live at my sufferance."
"Ah yes, your sufferance. If it wasn't for the fact I have a son due to return soon, you would already have me off my land. You always talk about judgment, Reverend. Perhaps one day someone will judge you."
The man went about eight shades of red before he turned to Hope. "This is your doing!"
Hope barely kept from laughing at him. "My fault? The woman is scared we might not survive the winter. We're all scared we might not survive the winter, but instead of doing anything about it you bluster and judge. You claim to know God's will, is it His will we die? Do something Woolsey Harkness, before we do!"
There was a lot of muttering and he strode forward angrily, his arm raised. My rifle was up, tracking his movement. If he hit her, he'd wear a ball through his shoulder. He stopped, amazed that instead of cowering she stood straight, looking him in the eye. He stood for a moment, then angrily ordered everyone back to work, his feet stomping huge tracks in the soil as he left. The older woman looked at her disapprovingly.
"You go too far, Sister Hope. You know he's aching for a reason to take your holdings or perhaps marry you off to his advantage."
"I'll leave this place before I let that happen, Sister Temperance! It is in my heart this place is doomed."
I faded back into the woods, thinking she was most likely right.
*****
I watched for another two days. Jacob was urging me to leave. We'd done our trading and he was anxious to go home to his family. I made a light pack of trade goods I thought I would need and told him to go home and I'd be behind him in a couple of weeks. Flows Easy was no fool.
"She is not of our kind, and I do not mean skin color. Her world is smaller, meaner, and without joy. She would not be happy married to a Trader who is gone most of the time."
He gave up trying to dissuade me and was gone with our men the next day.
I had noticed the child shivering. The cold was seeping in and their clothes were not designed for winter wear. I went back to the Mohawk, trading for a buckskin dress and warm leggings, a bear cape, and moosehide moccasins in what I hoped would fit the child. It was a big risk but even if it didn't work out, she would still be warm this winter.
There was a well, but most preferred drinking water from a small spring a few feet into the woods. She usually came by just before noon to fetch a bucket of water for her mother and the other workers. I stepped out behind her as she bent to fill her pail. She must have heard something and turned around, dropping the bucket in terror. I smiled and put my finger to my lips, hoping she would understand. She did not, letting out a small squeak and running like the devil was after her.
Unfortunately, she ran away from the settlement instead of towards it. I followed slowly, not wanting her to think I was chasing her. She was surprisingly fit, running over a mile before she slowed to a walk. I drifted through the trees behind her, letting her calm down while keeping an eye on her. She finally stopped at a stream, unsure of which way to go. I spoke from the shadows.
"Be calm, child. I am not an Indian. I'm a trader, traveling through this land. I will not harm you. You may run away again if you like, but if you do I'll disappear and you'll never see me again. Oh, and you're running the wrong way. Your home is in the opposite direction. You should always be aware of your surroundings and where safety lies. What if I really been an Indian or a mean man?" I took another chance and stepped into the clearing.
She looked into my eyes, her expression solemn. Finally she spoke. "What do you want?"
"I want to trade, child. Look at these."
I'd done pretty well guessing the sizes. Everything would be a little large, but what child stops growing? I laid everything at her feet, explaining how to wear the leggings and moccasins and latch the cape. Her eyes were huge.
"We do not have much, Mother and I. What is the cost, and could you get some for mother?"
"The cost is your smile, child. And an introduction to your village so I can trade. Now gather these and return. If you stay longer they will come looking for you. If your mother would like clothes like this, tomorrow, when she takes a drink of water, if her bonnet falls down and she smiles at the wood, something can be arranged."
We had been walking while we talked and we were soon back at the spring. She looked down at her treasure and I took the opportunity to fade into the forest. She looked up, her eyes going wide at my disappearance. She was gathering up the clothing when her mother strode up. "Charity! What is taking so long? I was very worried a savage had abducted you!"
She showed her mother the clothes and explained our meeting. "I thought he was an Indian, Momma, but he said he was a trader. Look at this!"



Hope stood stunned as her daughter showed her the outfit I had brought. Her eyes darted everywhere, but I was hidden, and if I didn't move, I was safe. It was the first lesson for a traveler, or anyone in the wilderness for that matter. He who moves first usually dies. Patience had been bred into me.
Her mother even called out but I remained still. Charity finally noticed the bag on the ground. Before her mother could stop her, she tossed the flap back. Her squeals and giggles made it worth what I had traded to get the contents. There were black walnuts, already cracked and shelled, roasted chestnuts, dried blueberries, cranberries, and raisins all mixed together, and at the bottom was a jug filled with maple syrup. Both mother and child tasted it, and the child laughed. The mother reacted by crying.
When she calmed she faced the woods in the opposite direction from me. "I don't know if you can hear me, but thank you for the kindness you displayed to my daughter. There hasn't been a lot of joy in the past year."
She waited for a response but when none came she took her child by the hand. "Come along, baby. And put the stopper back in that jug! You'll get it all over your new clothes."
She picked up the pail and most of the clothes, and Charity followed behind, wearing the bear cape and licking her hands industriously.
*****
There was a lot of talking and hand waving when they got back to town. The settlers were casting wary eyes towards the trees. If they knew how easily they could be overcome, they wouldn't have been able to sleep. I could have taken the seven men Jacob and I had traveled with and taken the whole town without a single death, well, on our side, anyway.
Charity really didn't help when she was questioned by the Reverend and told him I was a giant and never touched the ground when I walked. There was a muttering among the people and whispers of sorcery and witchcraft. I almost laughed out loud until I saw how serious they were. I'd have to tread really carefully here. Despite professing to be children of an enlightened religion, they were really narrow-minded and superstitious.
"The child may not keep these things!"
"Well then, Reverend, I'll get rid of them. Just as soon as you bring me winter clothes that will be just as warm and durable. Until then, she'll keep them. I'll not have my only child shivering and sick because you didn't like the source of her clothes. You need to face reality, Woolsey. We're in real danger here. We don't have enough food for the winter, probably don't have enough firewood, and this man may be our salvation. I for one think that God sent him to help us. We should at least hear him out."
"And how do you propose to do that, Sister Hope? Has anyone but the child ever seen this man?"
"I have a feeling he's about, and will be making contact soon." She said it with a smile, stroking her daughter's hair.
The crowd broke up and the Reverend gathered his men about him, speaking urgently. Shortly afterward, they all took their muskets and bows and went into the forest, going in different directions. I could have touched two as they walked past.
They came back just before dark, tired and empty-handed. I'd been off hunting and got lucky, finding a bear gorging on acorns before she went into hibernation. One shot through the head dropped her, and I bent to the arduous task of skinning her and preparing the meat. I felt eyes and grinned. "Greetings, brother."
Jacob strolled out of the shadows, grinning. "You're getting too white. I'd been there for five minutes."
I grinned back. "You came out of the East and circled around. I didn't know you were trying to be quiet."
We clasped each others' arms. "Why did you come back?"
"I do not trust these people. They are not like the whites from home. Besides, you said you were going to trade. I brought a pack back with me. Maybe we can profit."
We talked as we worked the bear, agreeing he would remain out of sight to keep them calm. He did help me carry the meat to the town. We put half of it at the church and spread the rest, giving Hope and her daughter a ham, her elderly friend a big piece of the loin, and gave the rest to two older couples. Jacob left, going back to the Mohawk village with a mission. I stayed to see the reaction.
There were shouts of surprise and joy, especially among the ones who got personal packages. The Reverend suggested the meat may be poisoned, but a piece was cooked and a man ate it happily. When he was still alive two hours later, fires sprang up and every piece was roasted.
That afternoon Hope paused when her daughter brought her water, letting the bonnet slide off and shading her eyes as she looked towards the spring, a small smile playing around her lips. I'd met Charity at the spring again, telling her I would bring trade goods with me into the village tomorrow morning if her mother gave me the sign.
We decided Jacob would remain in the woods, in case my reception was not warm. I waited until midmorning, when everyone was busy with their chores. Walking out of the wood and standing on their common before I was noticed. Charity squealed and ran to me, trying to stop but misjudging her momentum. I caught her before she could fall, pulling her into my arms. I was surprised when I tried to let her go but she latched on to me and refused to let go.
I carried her over to her mother. "I believe this is yours."
She gave me a warm smile. "Aye, she is, but I hear you're a trader. Perhaps there's something of value in your back that we could trade for."
Charity's eyes got big until she saw her mother's grin. I grinned at both. "I'd have to carry ten packs to come close to the value of this child. Perhaps we can come to some other agreement for the things I carry."
The others were clustered around me in awe and a little fear. They parted when the Reverend came into view, followed by three men with muskets. I had my rifle and both pistols, as well as my bow, knives, and sword so I felt no fear. I also knew somewhere out there Jacob was tracking the Reverend with his shotgun. I sat Charity down gently and she ran giggling to her mother. The whole settlement was waiting with bated breath as he stopped before me.
"Who are you and what do you want here?"
Well, it was as much welcome as I expected. "My name is Henry Philip Morgan, of Carolina. I am a trader seeking to sell my wares."
"Carolina? Are you running from something, the law perhaps?"
I let the smile slip and gave them a brief glimpse of my war face. The last nine men who had seen it died. There was blood on my back trail, but it was honest blood, shed in defense of myself or family. "I go where I want, when I want, at my decision and no one else's. There are no warrants, no constable with my name on his lips. How about you? This is really a desolate place, far from your people. Are you running from something?"
The men took a step back, while the Reverend purpled in anger. "Begone, you Godless heathen, before He strikes you down for the audacity of trying to consort with decent folk!"
I looked at him calmly, steadily, then turned away. "You, I will not deal with. You are nothing or less than nothing, a pompous fool who has let a little power go to his head. The loving God I follow is probably laughing at you. I ought to leave, then come back in the spring and pick up what I want from your dead bodies. Are there any among you who are willing to trade? To learn how to live in this harsh land? If so, step forward."
They milled about while the preacher glowered. I was just about to leave when I felt a tug on my leggings. I looked down to see Charity. "Will you show me where to find more of these?"
I smiled and she smiled back. "Yes, I will, if your mother and others will come along. It is a good thing to know. Gather baskets."
She immediately ran to her home, coming back with two big and one small basket, looking expectantly at her mother. Half a dozen couples and their children decided to join us. I took them about half a mile out, into a stand of chestnut trees. The season was just about over but there were enough still on the ground to make it fairly easy to fill the baskets. I took a couple of leather strings I kept in my pack and fashioned some shoulder straps for the small basket Charity carried, and the big one her mother had. I even put head straps on them, explaining as I went along how much easier to bear the weight they made. Three hours later we were heading home. Charity made me proud when she told her mother this wasn't the way we had come.
"You are right, child. I have one more thing I would show you."
It was a hazelnut thicket, the limbs still heavy with their treasure. Breaking a couple open, I had them taste the meat of the nuts. They both smiled at the flavor. I smiled back. "These are just the things to lay by the fire on a cold winter's night, slowly roasting. They are also very sustaining."
They knew they couldn't pick many, but they crammed as many as they could into the already full containers and filled the pockets of their coats. I talked to the women as we walked in a loud enough voice for all to hear. "Store these safely. They attract mice and squirrels, as well as opossums and raccoons, who would happily take everything you worked for. Then again, opossum is mighty tasted if it's cooked right. At home, we roast them with a sweet potato in their mouths."
"I wouldn't eat anything like that."
I looked at the woman who made the statement and smiled. "Madame, the difference between what you will eat or won't eat depends greatly on the last time you ate. If it were opossum or starvation, that 'possum would look mighty tasty."
She shook her head in disagreement, but the look in her eyes made me know I was making her think. I watched as the rest of the settlement gathered around those brave enough to face the forest, exclaiming over the bounty. I caught Charity watching me, so I winked and faded back into the woods. It took them a few minutes to realize I was gone.
I was back the next morning, and after making sure they were safely filling baskets with hazelnuts, I put the men to guard the workers, taking a young man with a musket and going hunting. We'd gone about four miles when we got lucky, finding a large moose, female, wading knee-deep in a lake, her head reaching up to grasp a branch. I shot her just behind the skull, going through her spinal cord and killing her instantly. The young man helped me drag her to shore, going on about how lucky the shot was. "A lesson to remember, Ezekiel, luck is often just careful planning done right. We waited as long as we did for just that shot, one that killed instantly while doing minimal damage to the meat." I slit her throat, and we watched the lifeblood drain away.
"Zeke, we can't possibly carry all this meat back. If we leave any, the wolves and buzzards will be at it before we're out of earshot. You have to stay here and guard it. Use your bow instead of your musket, so no one can find you. Keep your eyes open."
I took my tomahawk and cut down two saplings, stripping them while he watched. "Cut about a dozen more this size while you wait. It will help us get the meat back. I'll return in about three hours with help."
He was looking mighty uncertain when I left, whipping his head around at any movement or sound. I hadn't gone three hundred yards when a Mohawk brave fell into step with me. They knew I knew they were following me and weren't being particularly stealthy, but Zeke never knew they were there.
"Your new friends are like children. Why do you not just leave and let them die? Then they would never be a bother again."
"Best to let them live. If you don't the next bunch might be more capable and will find a way to blame your people for their deaths. That is trouble you do not need."
Bear Man didn't like it but he understood the logic. Even up here the threat of the white man's encroachment was well-documented. I'd struck a deal with the tribe when I started this, having them tally up every large animal we took and I would give them the value in trade goods the next summer. They thought me foolish for game was plentiful but agreed. He grinned. "I think the woman with the golden hair has much to do with it. Why woo her? You know there are many maidens in my village that would be a fine wife to one such as you. She is useless in your world."
"You are right, Bear Man, but she is the one I seek. And she is made of sterner stuff than you think. Of them all, she and her daughter are the most willing to learn. Besides, when I offer, she may refuse me."
"Just take her. If she is as you say, you could train her."
"I'd rather it be her choice, my friend. It will be simpler that way."
He just shrugged and turned off the path. I found the nut gatherers resting in the shade, their baskets full. They were talking about returning the next day when I appeared among them.
"I wish you'd stop doing that!"
I looked at the man. "I wish you were more aware. What if I had been someone who meant you harm? Your blood would be running across the ground before you knew I was here."
He looked distinctly uneasy until I grinned. "Come, I would teach you woodcraft. I need you and two more men to come with me. Zeke and I took a moose, and we cannot carry all the meat. It will feed the village for days."
He seemed eager, but the others not as much. I shrugged. "As you wish. But I tell you this. Those that do not share in the work do not get a share of the food. You must always work together for the common good."
Charity tugged my sleeve. "May I come? We do not have a man, my father has passed, but we are willing to share the work."
I looked at Hope and how proud she was of her daughter. I felt the need to get them away from here even stronger, before her society ground the independence out of her. "You may, little dove, if your mother also comes. It would not be proper otherwise."
Hope grinned. "I can think of no safer place she could be than under your protection. I would be happy to go, I have lived in the confines of my little community forever. I am eager to see new things, even if they are just trees."
We took the trail, and Charity almost skipped with excitement. I started showing her things, the tracks of a deer, the bare spot on a sapling where he had rubbed the velvet off his antlers, common things to me but amazing to her. She spotted some tracks and asked what they were. "Wolf, Little Dove. It looks to be a pack of about twenty, and the tracks aren't an hour old. No doubt they smell the moose and the blood draws them in. Stay close, just in case."
That news was not received well by anyone. Charity and Hope stayed really close. I let the others get a bit ahead before I reached under my shirt and gave her the little single-shot pistol. "Know how to use this? Good. Don't unless you have to. Don't worry about hitting anything, the noise and the smoke will drive them away."
We never saw a wolf. That many people would make them stay away. They might worry over the offal, but they were welcome to it. It was a shame to waste so much. I told them that almost all of the animal was either edible or useful in other ways. "You can use the brain and the urine to soften hides for tanning. The sewins can be used to make bowstrings. You just have to know how."
Most looked at me like they thought I was making it up. I stopped suddenly, looking around. Charity immediately asked why. "You see those trees there? The ones with the three-toed leaves? That's sassafras. You use the roots for tea. It's good for fever, digestion, and a lot of other things. You should always use the roots from the smallest trees you can find, the older ones are not as beneficial."
We had to immediately dig some. I took my knife and scraped away the dirt from some of the small roots and let her use my tomahawk to chop them out of the ground, cringing as she hit rocks. I'd have to sharpen it tonight. "Can we have some when we get home?"
"First we have to wash and roast them. Then we pound them and toss the pulp into boiling water and let it steep. For extra flavor, you can add a bit of sugar or ginger, even a spoonful of maple syrup."
I showed the people how to lash two poles together and lay the meat on them, making it easy for one person to pull the weight of what three people could carry. I knew from the look on their faces they would remember. I marveled again at how unprepared for life in the woods they were.
*****
The Reverend ran up to us when we got back, fuming. "Why have you led these people away? They have jobs to do to ensure our survival this winter and roaming about in the woods is not going to help!"
Hope looked at him and grinned. "Well, Woolsey, how much work did you do today? Harvest anything; cut any hay, chop any wood? We gathered over three hundred pounds of nuts and brought home over five hundredweight of meat. A pretty productive day, in my opinion."
"You! You need to learn your place! I must see you married at the first opportunity, that should bring you back into the fold."
She looked him up and down in a measuring way. "Who do you suggest I marry? There are only three unmarried men here, and one of them is barely fifteen. The only man my age is you and let me tell you now in front of all these witnesses, you would be the last man on earth I would consider matrimony with."
He was so angry he went red, purple, and then pale. He was about to lash out when Charity spoke. "You're wrong, Momma. Mr. Henry isn't married. He told me so."
I think I blushed as deeply as Hope then before the preacher started again. "He is a heathen, a half step above the savages he associates with! I refuse to permit any such foolishness.."
He stopped talking when he saw the expression on my face, turned abruptly, and left. We cut the meat up, distributing a fair share to every household. I talked as we worked. "In an Indian village, they all work together to make sure the tribe survives. If one brave should kill a deer, he shares the meat with the village. If another is a better fisherman, he shares the catch. If one woman is a better farmer than another, she shares. They not only share, they teach, so that all may benefit. Most of this meat is not ready yet, you should let it hang for two days. It will let most of the blood seep away and the meat will be more tender."
I slipped away while they worked the meat, grinning at Charity. She grinned back. I looked up to see her mother grinning, too, so I gave a small wave and disappeared. I had a good camp, easily defended, and I did not trust these people enough to sleep under their roof.
The next morning, I showed up to see some had decided to gather hazelnuts while the others worked the land. The only thing not meager in the fields were the pumpkins. I mentioned it to Hope and she sighed.
"Yes, it's too bad we have no way of keeping them all winter. They start to rot in late January and there's nothing left by the middle of February."
I marveled again how unprepared for life in the wilderness these people were. I took a ripe pumpkin, peeled it, took the seeds out, and sliced it in thin rings, hanging them over a fire, drying them slowly. It took most of the day, but by suppertime, the rings had dehydrated into what my people called pumpkin leather. I handed them to her while the others watched.
"Here. Now you can have pumpkin all winter. You simply soak them for a few hours and they make a fine soup. Do not throw away the seeds! when they are dry you can roast them. They're very good."
Hope and Charity invited me to share a meal and were surprised when I declined. "All due respect, but I don't like confined spaces when I'm among strangers. I'm sure you mean me no harm, but can you vouch for the others? I'm a stranger among you, with a full pack of trade goods and some fine weaponry."



Hope understood right away, and Charity was disappointed but cheered up when Hope said we could have the meal outside, and it would be ready in three to four hours. I smiled and walked away, thinking about the gift I could bring them for the meal.
I'd found a large pond where a few geese still lingered. It was mid-September and most had already gone South for the winter but they remained. It would be a fine gift for Hope, and there were some ribbons in the pack I'm sure Charity would approve of. I slipped silently to the edge of the pond and waited for them to fly in for the night. There was a slight rustling beside me and Jacob appeared. "It grows colder brother. Convince your new woman to leave soon or it will be a difficult journey."
"She's not my woman. Yet. I'm not completely convinced she'll go when the time comes."
"Then she'll never be your woman. I would not fret, brother, there are many fine maidens among our people who would be happy to share your blankets. Maybe more than one."
"Perhaps, but I want this one, and I want her to come willingly. Let me take two more weeks. If she is not convinced by then we'll start the path for home."
The geese appeared and I was about to raise my rifle when Jacob stood up and let go with both barrels. Three fell from the sky and one landed clumsily with one wing broken. The rest gave frightened honks and disappeared into the setting sun. Jacob gathered the two on the ground while I stripped off and swam out to the one floating in the water, then diving down and coming up beside the wounded one, quickly snapping its neck. I was shaking with cold by the time I redressed. Jacob pushed his point. "It's getting colder every day. Part of our path will be covered in snow as it is."
I just nodded and rubbed my hands, before tying three of the geese together and slinging them over my back. Jacob clasped my arm and turned away to present some fine young Mohawk girl with a gift for dinner.
Hope was delighted with the geese, promising to roast one the next day and share it with me. We ate outside on a little table she had set up out of the wind. I found her an excellent cook, praising her for the meal. She glowed with pride before reminding me that Charity had helped. It was the opportunity I was looking for.
"Well, then, I think I may have something here to express my gratitude if you'll allow it."
Curiosity got the better of her and she nodded her head. I pulled the ribbons out of my pack, giving some to both mother and daughter. Charity surprised me by crying and her mother's eyes were a little damp. Right after dinner she took Charity's hair down and wove the ribbons into it. When she was finished Charity ran inside to look in a mirror, We could hear her delighted giggles through the door.
"That was a very nice thing you did."
I smiled. "It was a little thing. No one here but you have made me welcome. I find that baffling. Most settlements are more than happy to see a trader arrive. It breaks the monotony of routine and saves them time by not having to travel to have their needs satisfied. May I ask you some questions?"
She nodded, interested to know where I was going. "Winter is coming and your village cannot survive as it stands now. Why aren't you more prepared?"
"We all had hopes and dreams when we moved here. I know you've seen the empty cabins. Many became disillusioned and left. It was not the idyllic setting we had been led to believe. I think we were all swayed by the large tracts of land the Governor granted us in order to expand his territory."
I had to interrupt. "You know he had no authority to do that. This land belongs to the Mohawk. They would have attacked already but after watching they decided to let nature eliminate you. When they find your starved and frozen bodies next spring it cannot be laid at the feet of the tribes."
"My husband was killed by the Mohawks!"
I looked at her sadly. "Do you have proof? I have talked to all three villages in the area and they have sworn that no settlers have died by their hands."
"But Reverend Harkness says..."
I couldn't help interrupting her. "I would take everything he says with a grain of salt. I think he is untrustworthy and arrogant, and he looks at you with naked lust every time he sees you."
"I have zero interest in the Reverend. He has no appeal to me at all. As far as that goes, without being vain, I know I am an attractive woman, and every man in the village has had the same look of lust in their eyes. Even you!"
I could not deny it so I grinned. "I admire your spirit as well as your physical beauty. I have no problem telling you that I find you very comely, but have I ever made a lewd comment or an advance? I will not, and I have no respect for men who exhibit lewd behavior. Let me change the subject. How did your husband die?"
"They found him dead on a trail when he went hunting and never returned, with an Indian arrow sticking out of his back."
"Do you still have the arrow?"
"I never saw it. He was brought back after the arrow was removed."
"Then how do you know it was an Indian arrow?"
"Because Reverend Hark....oh."
"Yes, oh. Let's change the subject for a moment. How come you haven't laid in supplies for the winter?"
"We sent four men with a wagon out about six weeks ago with what money we had to purchase staples to see us through the winter. They should have returned a week ago. I tried to get the Reverend to send a couple of men to look for them but he declined, saying everyone was needed here."
Charity returned and we changed the subject. I left shortly after. The next morning I took Zeke out and taught him the basics of hunting and woodcraft. He was a quick study and was inordinately proud when he stalked a deer, getting close enough to kill it with his bow. I guided him through how to skin and dress it. He even cut and built the travois we used to haul the meat and hide back.
His young wife was very impressed and it pleased him immensely. I told her Zeke should be made the permanent hunter for the settlement and she glowed even more. I helped him distribute the meat before cleaning up and joining my ladies for the evening meal.
Hope had been busy, roasting all three and giving the other two to the elderly of the settlement. It was a fine meal, until Woolsey (I had a hard time thinking of him as a preacher) marred it. He stormed up with two of his lackeys.
"Where did these birds come from?"
Hope grinned. "Henry got them. I'm sorry there is little left to share. They were quite tasty. The Emersons or the Douglases may have some left. They were very big birds and they are only four people. Then again, they probably need to keep the meat left over for another couple of meals. They have no one to hunt for them."
One of his flunkies spoke up. "I hunt for them!"
She smiled. "Yes you do, Miles, and I have every confidence you try very hard. However, there has not been much game acquired lately. Perhaps you should go out with Brother Zeke. He seems to have gotten a grasp on what it takes to be a successful hunter."
The Preacher glowered while Miles look thoughtful. The next morning, I noted that when Zeke went out, Miles went with him.
*****
I told my ladies I would not be around for the next few days because I had some things to attend to. They both looked at me like they were afraid I would not return, so I asked Charity if she would watch my pack while I was gone. That reassured them, but they both seemed a little tearful when I left.
I decided to state my intentions more forcefully when I returned. There was not a lot of finesse in courtship in this day and time. I'd read an advertisement in a Charlottetown paper the last time I was there and there was a large ad in the back asking ladies to consider being frontier brides. There were few requirements. They must have a pleasing personality, be disease-free, and of breeding age. Looks were not important. Most found more than one suitor waiting for them when they stepped off the coach.
It turns out I was gone six days. It took that long to find what was left of the wagon and the hastily buried bodies of the men. The wagon had been burned and all I found was a partial hub and some hardware. The four men lay in a shallow grave and the scavengers of the forest had gotten to some of them. Judging by the decomposition they had lain here for about two weeks. I found a gold cross and chain, and a lapel button. Other than that, nothing. The bodies had been stripped. Bear Man stepped out of the shadows.
"It was not us."
"I agree. If it had been your tribe or another, the bodies wouldn't have been buried or the wagon burned so thoroughly. Do you know of the livestock?"
He shook his head. "One of our young braves found this five days ago. He made sure he didn't leave any sign, rushing back to us to tell of this. We came to the white village to share this with you, but you had already gone. I saw from the sign you left that this was your direction, so we followed along. What should we do?"
"Go back home and say nothing. Instruct your village to do the same. Once this is found out, white men will come looking for someone to blame. The less you are associated with this the better."
I didn't have to tell them to destroy any sign they had been here, so I started back to the village using a different route. I had to wade a large stream a day out and looked down to see fat pike sitting in an eddy. I made four quick shots with my bow and got three. The other swam away with my arrow in his tail. They were huge fish, twenty to thirty pounds apiece. They lost a third of their weight but it was still a lot. I stopped and smoked them a little before continuing my journey. I was surprised at how glad I was when the little settlement came into view.
Charity was standing in the shadows looking up the trail when I came into view and she immediately ran to me. "Where have you been? You were supposed to be back days ago! I thought something had happened to you."
Then the tears started. I had a little experience with this from my youngest sisters, so I picked her up and petted her while I walked. She had recovered from her sniffles but seemed disinclined to leave my arms. As soon as I was on the common she slid down, yelling at the top of her lungs. "Momma! Mr. Henry is back!"
She walked up to me with a slow smile breaking. "So he is, daughter. Perhaps you'd like to get down now so we can offer him food and rest."
Charity blushed but took her own sweet time sliding out of my arms. One of her hands got entangled with mine and she seemed disinclined to move it.
"Aye, I could use some water. I haven't eaten since lunch but before I break my fast again I think you should tell everyone to gather in your meeting hall. I have news of some import that concerns you all."
Charity brought me a cool dipper of water and I unwrapped the fish, telling her to soak them in cold water and we'd have them for dinner. People started gathering and the preacher came up in a huff. "What is the meaning of this! You have no right to call a meeting and defile our house of worship with your heathen presence! Begone from this place."
I eyed him until he flushed deeper in nervousness. "Were you not a man of the cloth, and I find it hard to make that distinction, I'd have you dead at my feet before another word drips from your venomous mouth. The meeting was the only way I could tell everyone of my news at the same time. However, I am more than willing to be standing on a stump in five minutes to share my news. I'll probably breathe better."
I strode towards the stump, felling the heat of his hate on my back. When most of them were gathered round I raised my hands while MIles and Zeke called for quiet.
I looked over the people, scant sixty strong, and knew my news would hurt more than others. Every man I found murdered had relatives here; wives, children, parents, and my words would wound them greatly.
"A week ago, I went on a search for your overdue supply wagon. I found it."
Cheers burst out and many demanded to know how soon they were arriving. "They are never arriving. I found the men three days hence, murdered and buried in a shallow grave. All I could find of the wagon was this." I held out the partial hub and harness harware to wails and cries of despair. Then I held up the button and the small cross. "Are these familiar to anyone?"
One woman screamed and collapsed, and an older couple supported each other while they sobbed. The cross had belonged to the young woman's husband, and the button was one the older woman had found in a shop and lovingly sewed to her son's new jacket.
"It was Indians! Murderous scum! We should mount an offensive and wipe them from the face of God's earth!" The Reverend went into a full rant until he was literally foaming at the mouth. He worked his followers into a frenzy, while at least half of the others looked doubtful.
"Would you guide us, Brother Henry?"
"I would not, friend Miles."
"Do you see? Do you understand now? He is in league with the savages. He is probably helping plan our massacre! "
"I would not lead you, because I would be guiding you to sure death, mine included. How many men have you, Reverend? Twenty, maybe thirty if we include a few of the older ones? The last village I was in had eighty-three warriors that I could count, and that's not including the two score more who were out hunting or traveling. Think you they would take it kindly if we killed a few? They'd come after you with everything they had, maybe even invite a few sister villages in for the fun and the bounty. Your women would be slaves, the children would be adopted into the tribe. The younger ones will never remember anything but village life, the boys raised in the way of the warrior, the girl groomed by their adopted mothers to marry well."
"What of the men?"
I looked at the young man. "Most of you would end up with a war club buried in your skull, dismembered and mutilated so you would not be a threat in the afterlife. Some of the wounded would be tortured slowly to test their bravery. I've seen them raise a post, lead a prisoner out with his hands tied behind his back, and slice his stomach open, tying his entrails to the post and making him walk in a circle until his insides are wrapped around the pole. It is a particularly painful way to die. I've seen some last hours before they breathe their last. The youngest they would castrate and remove their fingers, making them slaves and beasts of burden until they die from starvation, the elements, or abuse. If they're fortunate they will not last long."
The young man was a definite shade of green by now. I smiled. "But, to be safe, all you have to do is not bother the villages. Besides, as I said before, I don't think it was Indians."
The Reverend had gathered his wits again. "What makes you so sure?"
"Well, first, they wouldn't have burned the wagon, nor would they have buried the bodies. They would have left them in a pile as a warning. But most of all, I think it wasn't the locals because two of the four had been killed by musket. They were shot from behind at close range. Indians with muskets are pretty scarce, I've only seen one while I've been up here. Last but not least is the missing supplies. They would have taken what they wanted and left the rest to rot. And before I forget, I could find no sign of the oxen. They would have been slaughtered and eaten on the spot. I found no remains or bones, and there would have been some left."
Everyone was looking thoughtful when the supposed man of God spoke again. "Or maybe the heathens were led by a renegade white man, someone who has become familiar with our ways and lay in wait."
Everyone got very quiet. The ones I hadn't associated with much were looking at me fearfully, and the ones I'd befriended, even Hope, looked uncertain. The place got quiet as they stared at my face.
"Do you suspect me, Preacher? Perhaps you're right. I came in peace and friendship and have gotten precious little returned. I'll be gone in a week, but in the meantime, if you have something to say, look me in the eye and say it, if you're man enough to face the consequences."
"I would not lower myself to your level. If you wish to stay, surrender your rifle!"
"Why don't you take it, preacher? I guarantee you'll get the ball first, and if you still have any energy left you can have it."
He stood, uncertain and redfaced. I laughed. "As I thought. You're a small man with a small mind and no courage. As for the rest of you, if any are willing to listen, I have advice. Leave this place before the snow flies. Report the murders and theft to the constabulary and let them deal with it. Flee before you die."
*****
I turned to walk away when I heard steps and felt a tug on my sleeve. "Are you going to have supper with us? Momma needs you because she isn't sure how to fix the fish."
I looked back at Hope and she was smiling. Zeke and his wife, as well as Miles and one of the younger women, joined us. I showed them how to roast the fish over the coals until they were about to fall apart, then sprinkled them with my secret ingredient, red sumac berries that had been powdered. I explained what it was and promised to show them some the next day. I also warned them to be careful, because while the red was beneficial, white sumac was poisonous and could kill you if you consumed it. Hope had roasted some potatoes and carrots to accompany the fish and they complimented the meat well. I praised her cooking. She blushed a little.
"Well, vanity is a sin, but it isn't vanity if it's the truth. I'm a good cook. My mother taught me well, and I've learned from others."
We were relaxing around the fire when I gave them a warning. "Perhaps it would be best if you kept some distance from me. I'll be leaving soon, but you still have to live here. I do not think Reverend Harkness is a forgiving person, despite his religion."
Miles sighed. "You are right. He has warned me several times not to associate with you lest you lead me down a path of sin and debauchery."
Zeke and his wife agreed. "I'm sure he cannot wait for your departure. Tread carefully, he would to have you in the stocks if he could."
I'd seen the stocks, a crude affair that looked damned uncomfortable. They were almost unheard of at home.
"He would have to catch me unawares and have a lot of help. I would not willingly submit, nor forgive when I was released."
We all agreed to be as circumspect as possible. They left, leaving Hope and I, with Temperance as chaperone. Charity had long since fallen asleep and had been put to bed. They asked, so I told them of my home, my family and part of my travels, leaving out the women who'd shared my blankets and glossing over the lives I'd had to take.
Hope sighed. "I thought it would be better here. We were free to worship as we saw fit without interference, but my mother told me she feared our faith was growing as intolerant of those that do not follow our ways as our former overlords."
Temperance looked at her like she had spoken of devil worship and her lips tightened. "Well, maybe as time goes by it will get better. I'm off to bed now, I will see you on the morrow. Good evening."
Hope shocked Temperance by taking my hand. "I and a certain little girl I know are very glad you came. Tell me, before you go, do you really think we'll starve if we don't abandon our settlement?"
"Maybe not all. The old and weak, the very young, those are at the most risk. I'm not telling you to give up, but I am telling you your people need to look to their families. You can overwinter somewhere else and return in the spring with a better plan."
"I will take that under advisement. Perhaps I'll try to convince them to try a warmer clime. I hear the Carolinas are quite nice."



Temperance gasped as Hope turned. "Good Morrow, Mistress Temperance. God willing, tomorrow will be a better day."
The next day was their Sabbath and Hope prevailed on me to go to their church. I thought the preacher was going to have some kind of attack when he saw me on the pew with Hope, Charity tucked between us. His whole sermon was on the perils of outside influence pulling the people from the true way. It got kind of personal a couple of times, but I kept a bland expression on my face. I thought the air outside once it was over was some of the sweetest I'd ever breathed.
I declined to dine with my friends and disappeared into the brush. Jacon materialized by my side. "You waste time brother. Sunhair will not come with you."
"Perhaps you are right. I've given myself one more week. If she is not mine by then we will leave this place."
"The sooner the better, Long Walker. The very air stinks of death yet to come."
We spent the day weaving fish traps. I was going to show Miles and Zeke how to use them, as well as make them. It might help in the coming winter.
*****
I quietly told Hope to send Zeke and Miles out in the opposite direction that I took. I would find them.
I scared them when I emerged from the brush right in front of them. "I was followed, as were you. I lost mine, and the ones watching you decided you really were just hunting and turned back. Follow me and try to move as I do."
They had improved. They no longer sounded like a herd of moose moving through the forest. Now they sounded like a herd of deer. I stopped at a large creek, showed them the rope I'd tied to the tree and told them to pull. When the fish trap rose from the water packed with fish, they were stunned. I showed then how to string the fish on sticks to carry between them. The small pole was sagging after the third one so they returned to the settlement, welcomed like heroes when they saw the catch. I'd taken a couple of small ones, lit a small fire, and taught them the basics of smoking them. "Smoke them until they're dry, then hang them. They won't hold together well when you cook them in a couple of months, but they'll make an excellent fish stew. Move the traps from pool to pool and do not fish a pool again for a few weeks to allow the fish to return. Pull the traps out and store them when the creeks start to freeze over and store them. If you get desperate, hack a hole in the ice and drop one in. The catch won't be as bountiful as it is now, but there will be a few."
I went hunting, bagging a small doe that I field dressed and carried across my shoulders back to the settlement, hanging the carcass and giving anyone willing instructions on how to properly butcher it. While I did, the ones watching me told me of the great catch the two hunters had brought in. Fires were going as we spoke, smoking the fish over oak and hickory fires. I made sure I bragged them up, saying perhaps it would not be a bad thing if they were designated permanent hunters. Just a suggestion. I divided up the meat among those who had helped butcher, saving a ham for Hope.
She seemed reticent when she greeted me. Charity didn't notice, chattering away about her day. They had gone to the hazelnut thicket, determined to take my words to heart and gather as much food as they could. Miles had killed two raccoons that were trying to get to the stored nuts with his bow and she wanted to know if they were good to eat.
"They're edible but I've never cared for the taste. I'd rather use their hides. They make a great winter hat."
"Will you make one for me?"
"I'll skin them out and prepare the hides, but it will be a while before they're useable."
I didn't have to say it. I could tell by the look in Hope's eyes. She knew I would be long gone before the hides were ready.
Charity got droopy and Hope put her to bed, coming back outside and warming her hands by the fire. "Getting colder."
"The snow will fly in the next couple of weeks."
"How do you know that?"
I didn't tell her it was because the Mohawk told me. "It's the way the air feels."
She sat down and wrapped a blanket around her. "This would be easier if you'd just come in."
"I would really like that, but I don't like closed spaces when I feel like I'm in a hostile place."
"You think we're hostile?"
"I don't think you or a few others are, but by and large, this settlement will be glad to see me go."
I looked at her, her blond hair shining in the flickering light. "May I speak frankly?"
There was a hint of amusement in her face. "When have you not?"
"I mean about you and me."
She nodded with an odd expression in her eyes. "Please."
"You have to know by now the only reason I've tarried here is because of you. Well, Charity, too. The point I'm trying to make is when I leave, I'd like to take you both with me, as wife and daughter. You have attracted me like no other. You are brave, strong and forthright. You and I would make fine babies."
She blushed and then smiled. "So then, you need a brood sow?"
"No. I need a woman who can walk beside me, someone who will keep the hearth but be willing to defend it if need be. A bonus is you are quite comely. I could see worse fates than watching you as we grow old, surrounded by more sons and daughters."
She was glowing now, from happiness I hoped.
"You are not of my faith."
"I am not. You would have to leave this behind; there are none of your kind at my home. We do have men of the cloth. Real ones who seek nothing but the good of their flock."
I rose. "Please think on this. Once again, if you choose not to go with me as a mate, at least let me guide you and Charity to safety. Death is going to live here in a couple of months."
She was thoughtful as I left, but her smile was warm and she gently brushed my hand. An unexpected intimacy.
I was distracted, but not enough to be unaware that there was someone in the shadows, watching. I think he thought I would be night-blind from gazing into the fire. I'd learned early from my father to avoid that. I walked slowly, listening to him stumble behind me. I thought it was amusing until he progressed past the settlement. I simply stopped behind a tree, waiting patiently for him to blunder by me. He did a minute later, stopping to listen. He was almost beside me so I thumped him on the head a little. Not enough to kill him, but enough to addle his brains for a bit. I took his shoes and his weapons, tossing them into the bushes. He was crawling around on the ground feeling for them as I passed out of earshot.
*****
Things progressed nicely for the next few days. I took my noon and evening meals with my girls. Our conversations after Charity retired became deeper and more personal. I told her of my father, my Cherokee stepmother, my siblings by blood and marriage. I told her of my plans to settle in a fertile valley I'd found on the edge of Cain-tukke, away from the predispositions of men, with the intent to farm and trade to support my family.
"How many children do you want?" She asked when I told her of my dreams.
"As many as God blesses me with."
She told me of her childhood, how they had boarded a ship when she was three and journeyed to the New World, of growing up in one of the larger towns. She spoke with sadness of her husband, gone these two years, and how excited they were to move here and create a new place for others to follow. Then she spoke of the drudgery of trying to live, how resources dwindled, how desperate they were becoming, all while the Revere3nd promised them lives of milk and honey if they stayed the course. She spoke of her tears late at night, sick from worry about keeping her child warm and fed.
Then she spoke of my impact on their lives, how my knowledge of how to live in the wilderness helped brighten their hopes. Then she spoke of the anguish she and the rest of the settlement felt when she learned the supplies they so desperately needed would never arrive and the ones they had put faith in had come to a horrible end.
The next night she surprised me with a request. "Henry, may I ask a Boon of you?"
"You certainly can, my Hope. If it is in my power to grant it it will be yours."
She giggled like a teenager. "It is not that difficult. I am strongly leaning towards taking your offer to guide us out of this place. What I want to ask will go a long way towards determining my travel as a mate or friend."
Intrigued, I nodded for her to continue.
"Are you aware if the tradition of bundling? A maid and the man of her choice lie down together for the night. Sometimes there is a board placed between them. Sometimes there is nothing. In my case, we would lie down together and Temperance would sew the blankets together so nothing untoward happens. Then again, Mistress Temperance is a terrible seamstress. I'm sure there will be gaps and weak stitches along the seam. In fact, I will make sure of it. She will also be our chaperone, but she is almost deaf and falls asleep quickly."
She laughed at the expression on my face. "You must remember I had been married for six years. I'm not a maiden, but a mature woman, knowledgeable of a man. I'm sure you would find the night activities quite bonding."
I guess it was desire that beat out my common sense. I ignored the warning in my head and agreed. The next night I was in her house. Charity was spending the night with Zeke and his wife. Hope was wrapped in a blanket and just as soon as I entered, she dropped it, revealing a modest nightdress. "You must strip to your underthings too, Henry."
I hemmed and hawed around for a second before I told her the only thing under my buckskins was a loincloth. She smiled and sighed. "Well then, we'll just have to make do. Temperance will be here any minute, so I suggest you hurry before she sees too much."
I shed my clothes quickly. Hope had turned around for modesty but when I stood, she was looking right at me, grinning. "Well then, come to bed."
The blankets had been sewn together in the middle. I had just got into my side when Temperance entered. Her look was not loving, but more like she was doing a chore she found distasteful. It had started raining, a cold September rain, and she shivered as she stood in front of the fire.
She then bent to the task, quickly sewing me into my side. She sewed all the way up to my neck, trapping my hands inside. Just where I wanted them. She turned without a word, rolled up in her blankets on the pallet we had made. After a few minutes we heard her deep, steady breathing. I turned towards her to speak but she put her finger to my lips. She traced them for a minute before replacing it whit her mouth. It was slow and sweet at first, then grew demanding and forceful. I felt a hand on my chest and she slowly stroked it.
She whispered. "I was surprised at how well sewn it was. It was almost like she didn't want us to have any contact at all. It's a good thing I'm a pretty good seamstress myself. Somehow, a few of the stitches have become undone. Feel."
She pulled my hand through the gap and placed it firmly on her breast. I instinctively squeezed and found the nipple, rolling it slightly. She responded by moaning into the quilt, trying to stay as quiet as possible. Her hand that was on my chest drifted downward until she was caressing my erection through my loincloth. She let go and threw the blanket over our heads.
"I have need of you. Move your loincloth to the side and I'll raise my nightdress. We must be quiet! Be gentle, go slow. We will have time for more proper coupling when we reach your home, the new home for our daughter and your wife."
She had agreed to be my wife! I was never as happy as I was in that moment. She rolled over and I felt her wiggle, and then she moved my hand until I could feel the smoothness of her bottom. She was pushing back and I was moving forward when the door burst open.
"BLASPHEMERS! FORNICATORS! YOU'LL BURN IN HELL!"
It was the Reverend and six of his men. Three jumped atop me, pinning me to the bed. The covers on her side was ripped back and luckily, she had dropped her gown so all they saw was quite a bit of leg as they dragged her out. Hope was screaming at the top of her lungs and one hit her. Hard. I saw her sag, and started raving I was going to kill them all when I got loose.
I never got the chance. Even if they weren't trained fighters, my arms were pinned and they pounded me with abandon. I couldn't tell how long it went on, but eventually the pain went away.
I was finally dragged from the bed and outside. The rain felt harsh on my naked skin. I saw Hope shiver in her light nightgown.
The Reverend was strutting back and forth in front of as many of the settlers who were willing to brave the cold and rain.
"This man is a demon! The Devil sent him here to corrupt us all, starting with our sweet sister Hope. We must pray for her!"
He walked up to her, grabbing her chin and raising it until she looked him in the eye. Actually, he had to look up as she was almost two inches taller. "Repent, sweet sister. Tell us how this devil seduced you with his silver tongue, tempting you into pleasures of the flesh, bribing you with food and gifts."
Hope mumbled something, and he leaned in to listen. She seized the opportunity to lunge forward, latching on to his lip and biting down as hard as she could. He danced and screamed before one of his henchmen hit her on the side of the head, stunning her. He was screaming as blood poured down his face.
She recovered enough to laugh. "He is no devil! He is a good man, compassionate enough to try to save us. You, on the other hand, are a slimy snake, spreading lies to gain allies, trying to slip unseen into the houses of the widows and unmarried women in the dead of night. You have tried my door five times, and have been refused every time. At least this man spoke earnestly of marriage, while you made vague references to something happening in the future. My People! Do not listen to him! Ask yourself what he has to gain by keeping you here in the face of sure starvation or frozen death. No reasonable man would dispute these facts. He..."
Woolsey cuffed her again, hard. "Do not listen to her! She has obviously been seduced into believing the lies of the heathen. I would not lead you astray! God will provide for us if you follow me! Guards! Take them to the stocks!"
Hope blanched while a red haze descended on me. I'd noticed the stocks the first day there and when I was told their purpose I recoiled in distaste. I stumbled along between two guards and pretended to lose my footing, dropping to a knee. When they tried to haul me up I headbutted one right in the crotch, and when he let go, I rose, kicking the other in the knee. He went down, howling in pain, but they swarmed me again and I was no match with my hands tied behind my back. Hope bit one, and they gagged her.
Finally, we were before the device and the preacher's smile was truly horrible to see. It took four men, but they finally got my head and hands in, locking me down Then they locked Hope in beside me.
"Sister Hope, it is my belief that a night in the stocks will show you the error of your ways. However, that will not absolve you of your attacks on me, your religious leader, and your brothers who were only doing God's will. I suspect ten lashes will go a long way towards mending your ways."
She could do nothing because she was still gagged, but her screams were plain to all every time he lashed her. I simmered with a red-hot hate. This man would die by my hands, I swore it on all things I held sacred. When he was done and she was a sobbing wreck, he started on me.
"You, heathen, will not be treated with such compassion. You have disrupted our lives, led some of us astray. I shall whip you until you beg for mercy and recant your evil ways. It is the only way I will stop."
The whip sang ten times, wielded with all his might. Blood flowed freely, but I didn't even grunt. Even he was impressed. "The devil must have a deeper hold on you than I suspected. Ah well, God's work is never done."
He lashed me five more times, ten lashes at a time. After about the third set my mind wandered off as I remembered the teachings of the warrior of my village. After each set he asked me if I was ready to beg him for mercy. I refused to answer. Finally, Miles and Zeke arrived.
"Enough, Reverend! The man has been suitably punished for any sins you may perceive he has committed. It is time to show mercy."
Woolsey was consumed with bloodlust, but both men had brought their muskets. He dropped the whip."
"Very well. We will leave both here the rest of the night to ponder the error of their ways. Perhaps by daybreak they will understand and ask for clemency. I will leave a guard in case he has friends lurking about. Friend William, you will take the first watch. In three hours, Friend Cotton will relieve you. Return to your beds, my followers, and sleep the sleep of the just, knowing that I look out for your interests as you rest."
The crowd slowly dispersed, until just the guard was left, standing in the lee of the barn, out of the weather. It still rained hard and Hope started shivering uncontrollably. "Hope, please, remain calm. Think of Charity, remain strong for her, and believe me when I tell you this matter will not go unsettled." I spoke low and soft, telling her what her life in my village would be like, how Charity would grow strong and tall and learn to walk beside a man instead of behind. I talked about the little brothers and sisters she was sure to have. Most of all, I could strain my hand far enough to grasp one of hers, willing strentgh and warmth into her. The Reverend came out again after everyone left, standing before us with an evil smile.
"You will not live to see the morrow. I will try to make your death as slow and painful as possible." He slapped my face a few tines as hard as he could. The guard started to come out of shelter but he waved him back. "It is nothing, my friend. He was taking God's name in vain and I corrected him. Wrap up, stay warm, your relief will be here soon."
He turned to Hope. I felt her gasp as his hand dipped and roughly fondled a breast. "And you, harlot, you will be trained. By the time I'm done you will not even breathe unless I give you permission. I was going to take you to wife, but your behavior has made you an unfit mate for a man of the cloth. Instead, I will have articles of indenture prepared, service in lieu of the debt you have accrued. Five years sounds about right, don't you agree? By then your daughter will be of breeding age, and I will train her to be the perfect wife. Of course, the tract of land your husband was granted will revert to me for unpaid loans. I will own you, your daughter, and all that you ever had."
He brought his bare hand down on her backside, the smack loud in the dark and the rain. She screamed again into the gag as he rubbed her bottom. I didn't see it coming, so when he kicked me between my legs it caught me completely by surprise. Luckily, his aim was not as true as he would have liked, catching mostly thigh. It was still painful and unexpected enough to drop me to my knees, where the pressure of the stocks made it impossible to breathe, so I painfully struggled to my feet.
When I had sagged, I felt the stocks move. The recent rains had loosened the posts, and the current rain helped undermine them even more. I gently rocked back and forth, feeling them give a little more each time. I whispered to Hope what I was trying to accomplish and she began helping. In another hour I was sure I could pull the posts up, and when the guard went to sleep, wrapped in warm blankets out of the rain, I gave a mighty push. It moved but did not come loose. Hope pushed as hard as I did, and eight tries later it came out of the ground with a sucking noise. The guard didn't stir.



We moved as quietly as we could and the pouring rain masked our movement. We were both barefoot so we moved slowly until we were out of the settlement and on the way to the Mohawk village. I talked to Hope the whole time.
"Have faith, my love. I have friends about who will save us. We will not abandon Charity. The price these men pay will be great for what they have done to you."
*****
I didn't get the words out of my mouth before Jason stood before me, wearing his 'war face'. He looked very upset. Hope was terrified.
Without speaking he pulled his tomahawk out and chopped around the lock until we were free. The first thing I did was pull the gag out of Hope's mouth and wrap her in my arms. "Hush now. Things are going to be all right. This is my brother, Jacob, and he is here to help us."
She had just about calmed down when ten Mohawks appeared. Jacob had been at their village visiting and they wanted to come along to observe the settlement and make sure it was no threat to them, using the rain as cover and to obscure their tracks.
Jacob spoke at length and one of them took off his waterproof moose-hide cape and wrapped it around Hope. Another gave me his and I was so much taller it only went just past my knees, but I was suddenly dry and warm. They took a deer hide they had brought along as trade goods, and formed a crude pair of moccasins for Hope and short boots for me.
I was pushing them to go back with me when Jacob stepped in. "Enough! You need to rest and your wounds need to be treated. We must find clothes for both of you."
He looked at Hope. "Hear me, woman of my brother. You will get your child back, and those who abused you will pay and be punished for their deeds. I am Jacob Morgan, brother to Henry Morgan, and I give you this as my solemn vow."
Hope smiled for the first time. "Thank you, Jacob, future brother-in-law. I am Hope Emily Hobson, and I am most pleased to meet you."
We journeyed back to the village and spent six days recovering. My lashes were sore and tender but my rage burned hot enough to dispel any discomfort. Hope was frantic with worry, despite my assurances. "She is a child, and despite how unbalanced the man, he would not harm her. It would undermine his power base and he can't afford that."
Jacob had tarried at the settlement for a bit to observe the reaction to our disappearance. He said the preacher ranted until he lost his voice, ordering the men out to search immediately. When they found the empty stock and brought it back, they betrayed their unease. "He has allies, Reverend. Perhaps we should let them go with good riddance."
"They will not leave. Not as long as I have the child. We must be ever vigilant against an attack."
That night, Jacob and I slipped into the compound and fired the barns, after letting the livestock loose. Besides the shelter for their animals, the barns held a lot of their foodstuffs. It made a bad situation even more grave. We also replaced the stocks, and I wrote the name of the Reverend across them. There was precious little sleep gotten the rest of that night, and when they discovered the stocks the next morning, it was bedlam for a while.
"We must attack!"
"Attack who, Reverend? They seem to be able to slip in and out with ease. We did not even know they were among us until we saw the fires. How can we combat that?"
"We could attack the Indian village! That would flush them out."
For the first time Miles spoke up. "What if we're wrong and the Indians have nothing to do with this? If what he told us is true, their numbers are far greater and they would not be in a forgiving mood. It could sentence us all to death."
There was a muttering of agreement among the people, so he abandoned that idea. Instead he sent three of his men out to patrol the perimeter. They stumbled back late that afternoon, naked and whipped. We'd captured them one by one, knocking them out from behind. They never saw anyone but me when they woke.
I took the leather I had fashioned into a three-foot braid and swung it before them. "I came as your friend, tried to help you survive the winter." I slipped the hunting shirt off, showing them the still healing lashes. "You allowed this to happen to me, so I'm going to return the favor in kind."
The screams would have been pitiful if they hadn't been gagged. When I was done, their backs were a mass of welts. They slumped against their bindings with tears flowing down their faces. I lifted a face.
"Look at me. I am the face of justice. I condemn your settlement to death unless you leave this place. I want the child back and the preacher in the stocks before you go. If you refuse, it will only get worse. If I find the child has been harmed, I will kill all the men, and sell the women and children to tribes far away from here. Theirs will be a life of misery, your children being raised as Indians trained to hate the white man. You have three days."
I led them, tied together, to the edge of the settlement. "Go. Remember I let you live, and that I may not be so kind the next time. Tell them all that I said. I will be listening, so do not lie. If you do, there will be an arrow through your heart before you finish."
They stumbled into the common, hands tied behind them and a leather rope around their necks. The screams of the women were first, then the men gathered around, looking grim, many white-faced with fear. The preacher almost foamed at the mouth.
"I know you can hear me! Surrender to us or the child will suffer!"
I didn't move. Soon Temperance came out, dragging Charity behind her. I frowned when I saw the bruise on her face. She had a stick in her hand.
"Behold the results of your actions! This is just a taste of what is to come unless you do as I say."
Temperance raised the stick, and I shot her through the hand, immediately running sideways so my position would not be betrayed. I was using Jacob's shotgun and I still had one barrel left before I needed to reload.
Everyone scattered at the shot while Temperance screamed and held her ruined hand. Charity took advantage of the situation and ran as fast as she could towards the woods. The Reverend cried for someone to stop her, and the first person who reached for her got a ball through the leg. No one made any further effort as she disappeared into the trees.
I called out from the trees. "We're almost done here. Leave my rifle, my pistols, and other belongings by the spring and withdraw. If I get these things, I will leave. If not, winter is coming, and I will not allow anyone to hunt. How long can you hold out with the foodstuffs you have before starvation becomes your companion."
"Do this, leave the Preacher in the stocks, and I will let you live. Resist, and watch your children starve or freeze to death. You have two days."
When I went looking for Charity, I found her holding Jacob's hand. She rushed to me and leapt into my arms, letting the fear and terror of the last weeks flow out. I took her to the village, leaving Jacob to watch.
The reunion between mother and daughter was heartwarming. When they calmed, Charity told us what happened after we escaped. There was a lot of division in the town. Most all wanted to leave before the snows fell, but the preacher would not allow them to. His men held most of the weapons, so they had no choice but to obey. She told us of how Temperance bragged about what she'd done, sewing me tight and then pulling the latch to the door. It seems Temperance was to rewarded with half of Hope's tract of land and assured a place at the right hand of the Reverend. I passed a look to Hope, and she nodded. Temperance would hold her position until Woolsey didn't need her anymore, then she would be tossed aside like yesterday's chamber-pot contents.
I returned to watch the town. Very few people ventured outside the houses. Jacob grinned and said he may have aided their decision by firing his shotgun every time someone stepped outside. That afternoon, I burned Temperance's house down, shooting fire arrows into the roof. She stood outside and screamed as everything she owned went up in smoke.
Woolsey flung his door open, demanding the people fight the fire, and got an arrow in his doorjamb. He slammed the door shut and it was still possible to hear his screams.
As twilight gathered, a door opened and a man stepped out, hands held high. It was Miles, and as he walked into he woods I spoke. "So, friend, what is your decision?"
"Zeke and I want to join with you, at least long enough to overthrow the Reverend. There are others among us who feel the same way but are too afraid of his men to act. After we are done, all we ask is that you allow us to leave this place in peace."
We talked into the night and made plans. The next day there were two deer hanging from a tree, ready to be butchered. I called from the wood. "I would not have children starve. You may come out and divide the deer. No muskets, just knives. If anyone tries me, they will get a ball for their troubles. And the Reverend or Temperance do not get a share. I'll be watching."
Miles and Zeke came out first, then Zeke's wife, Emily. Soon most of the women were out, the men deciding to stay indoors. Every time the Preacher tried to step out another arrow thudded into the door. That night, Miles came out accompanied by Zeke.
"We have decided to help you. Most are with us. Some are too afraid to help, but will not interfere. There are five men that must be dealt with, all with muskets."
It was decided that the next day I would act. I called their names from the forest. "Lay down your arms and leave freely. If you do not, your death will slow and terribly painful. I've learned a lot in my travels, and the most painful way to die is to be strung up head down over a fire and slowly have your brains baked. The screams are horrible to hear, the pain tremendous and the smell, well, it's something you never forget."
No one moved, so that night Jacob and I slipped in and caught two of the men asleep in their homes. We'd chosen two of the single men, and the next morning they found themselves strung up over a fire, in full view of the settlement. The fire was close enough to be very uncomfortable, but not close enough to do any real damage. The screams started as soon as they woke. One man released his bladder as he begged for mercy.
"Behold the fate of any who resist me! I want this to last a long time, so I'll be swinging them over the fire. It takes twice as long to die if I do it that way." I pulled the cords I'd attached to the arms, and they started swinging."
Door flew open and people streamed out, many begging at the top of their lungs to have mercy.
"Where was my mercy? Where was Hope's? Who stood against the Reverend when it was us being lashed? Think about this. You have a woman with a maimed hand, a man who will walk with a limp the rest of his life, men wo cannot wear shirts because of their lashes, and now you are watching two of your own being roasted to death. Next, I'll fire your homes, leave you defenseless against the weather without provision or weapons. Maybe your leader can pray away your situation. If you want this to end, throw down your arms and bring the preacher out."
I continued to swing the men as they argued. Miles and Zeke looked to the woods, trying to hide their grins. "We surrender. Who among us agrees?"
It seems three quarters of them did, and they quickly subdued the ones who wanted to resist. They had to chop the door of the Reverend's house to get him out, standing to the side as it splintered. There was a boom and a bullet flew through the door, but they were on him before he could fire another shot. Temperance had holed-up with him, and soon they were both in the stocks, her screaming for mercy and him ranting what he was going to do to all of them when he was released.
Miles and Zeke had taken up their muskets and were standing guard when I came out of the woods. The first thing I did was go in and retrieve my clothes and weapons. Being dressed, and with my weapons in hand, made me feel tremendously better.
I wasn't surprised to see Hope standing there, but I was surprised to see Charity. "I think she needs to see this. If it's too much I'll take her away. Regardless, I needed to see this. I need to see them punished so I can sleep better at night."
Yes, I thought, this woman would do, do very well indeed. "All right. We need to make them confess, make them reveal their true nature and plans to the settlement. It may take a while."
She held out her hand, taking the whip I'd gotten when I exited the preachers' house. "Let's start with Temperance."
The woman had been wailing and protesting her innocence, but went quiet when Hope stood before her, showing her the whip. "I was ever your friend, Temperance. I held you in your grief when your husband died and your son never returned. I fed you when food was scarce and we were all suffering. And how do you repay me? By betraying me and a man who never had a bad word for you, a man who gave you food, hides to make warm clothing. I think you must confess to all, Mistress Temperance. Tell us why you thought it was a good idea to turn on people who were honestly trying to help you. You can make it easy or confess now, but I would you prefer you be a little stubborn, at least at first."
The woman was wildly proclaiming she had done nothing wrong, that she was trying to lead her back into the fold and away from my bad influence when the first lash came. Her scream could be heard for miles it was so loud. By the fourth lash she was confessing but Hope continued until there were ten welts on her back, the same number she had received.
The people stood stunned as she told of how Woolsey had approached her, offering her land and prestige if she would help him. She told of his plans to fake an indenture for Hope and Charity, to seize her lands, making him the largest landholder in the area. We left her hanging until she confessed all, then Hope passed the whip to me.
He was raving about the lies she was telling until I hit his jaw with the butt of the whip. "You will confess your sin, preacher. But first you will need a little prompting."
I'd had him stripped naked before he was placed in the stocks, so he could feel the full effect of every lash. The first ten lashes were to his thighs and buttocks. I was not holding back and the lashes went deep until his backside was a bloody mess. He screamed until he lost his voice and sagged. I had a bucket of water thrown on his face to revive him and as soon as he awakened, he got ten more across his lower back. He had almost lost his voice from screaming and he was down to deep grunts when I stopped.
"Bare your soul, Preacher, and the pain will stop."
He refused, but broke after the next five lashes. He told of his plan to get the settlement so weak from cold and starvation they would jump at his offer to sell their lands for a pittance so they could return to the coast. I had Miles and two women search his belongings, and they found the papers and quite a bit of gold. A thought occurred to me.
"Was it your work to attack the supply wagon?"
He denied it, but after another ten lashes the story came out. They were not supposed to kill anyone, but they resisted and he had no choice. He told us where the supplies were hidden and his plan to bring them out once he had control of the land. One of the wives of a man killed in the attack went white with fury, I silently handed her the whip, and when she was done the mother of another took her place, until all the families were satisfied. He was a blubbering hulk now, very little skin left on his back or legs. One woman, who hadn't got to whip him, grabbed a handful of salt and threw it on his back. It seems he had one more scream left in him.
I looked at those assembled. "Leave them both until I say they can be released. Miles, form a company and go retrieve the supplies. The rest of you, when the supplies get here, there should be enough for you to make the winter if you eat sparingly. My suggestion is still that you return to the coast, leaving a few men to guard your holdings, and tell your story to the Governor. I also suggest you distribute the gold found in his house to the families who lost loved ones when he killed the supply guards and driver. It would help start a new life."
Charity had watched with horrified fascination as we whipped Temperance, but allowed Jacob to lead her away to some of the Indians who had returned with us. He came back, wanting to watch as I extracted revenge on our enemy.
I had Hope bundle everything she wanted out of her house, then had her get the gold and distribute it, making sure she got a share herself for the suffering he had caused her. Some didn't want to take it, but the rest accepted it easily. While this was going on, one of the Mohawks appeared at the edge of the woods, motioning to me.
I walked away and listened while he relayed his news. There was a company of Militia thirty strong headed this way, thanks to the letter I had written about the supply train and had one of the Indians pass along until it had been through five hands before it reached the Governor. He had sent them out to investigate. They were less than a day away, and should arrive by midmorning tomorrow.
I told the settlers of the news when I returned. They agreed to hold the Reverend for the authorities, Hope told the ones she liked goodbye, and we were gone, never to return.
*****
We'd been on the trail for four days. Hope and Charity were dressed warmly in buckskins, with fur hats on their head. From a distance, we looked like a band of Indians. The Mohawks had escorted us to the limits of their lands, and we had parted warmly. I warned them the Militia might appear, but there was no evidence they were involved in anything. They would admit that I traded with them, but had left days before I was actually gone. Miles and Zeke both pledged to make sure no one mentioned any Indians in context with what had happened, because it was the truth. All the settlers ever saw was me, though they knew I had help.
On the fifth day Jacob faded back, then returned with a grin on his face. Miles, Zeke, and his wife were right behind us. We let them pass before stepping out of the woods. They were startled, of course, but were soon grinning.
"The Reverend escaped. Three of the men who were in on the killings turned him loose and they slipped away. Temperance went with them, but the Militia found her half a day later. She had been stabbed to death. Apparently, she was slowing them down. They lost the trail but were unworried. They had little in the way of supplies and the Captain told me he would warn the Indians to be on watch for them when he talked to them. We took your advice, and five men volunteered to stay and watch the settlement with the newly found supplies. The Reverend's house is now being used to house the livestock."
For the first time they looked sad. "We talked it over. This experience has saddened us, making us ask if we still wanted to belong to a religion that had become as intolerant as the ones we fled from back in England. We decided we were having a crisis of faith and decided to join you, if you will have us. We would love to see this Cain-tukke you speak of, maybe settle nearby. Will you have us?"
In answer, both Hope and Charity hugged everyone, wishing them welcome. I clasped each in the traders' way, and Emily surprised me by hugging us. For once, I was glad I hadn't actually gotten around to trading and still had a full pack. We used some of the gold to purchase suitable clothing at the next village we stopped at.
Four months later, with the first hints of spring in the air, we arrived home. I introduced Hope and Charity to my family as Hope anxiously rubbed her belly. She was three months pregnant, not at all unusual for the day and the time. Almost half the brides in the country were already pregnant when wed, and no one made note unless the man failed to do the right thing. Then it became incumbent on the relatives of the jilted woman to force amends. Many men were literally dragged to the altar.



Emily, it seems, was two months along when they joined us, and now she moved slowly, her heavy belly evident to all.
My mother took them in hand, and they learned firsthand of the power a Cherokee woman held, especially one with a seat on the Women's Council. Hope and I were married in a traditional Cherokee service, and later by an itinerant preacher traveling through the area. It really didn't matter, we had consummated our love for each other in the Mohawk village, and many never bothered with services at all, declaring themselves married to anyone who wanted to know.
Charity had bonded closely with her new grandmother, and in six months wore native dress almost exclusively and could speak passable Cherokee. While she learned the traditional ways of a Cherokee woman, I taught her how to draw a bow, read sign, how to hunt and how to use firearms.
My father was also taken with my girls. He even took them into Charlottetown once. Hope got eight marriage proposals in three hours. She'd just grin and show them her ring. I was on a short trading mission, missing them terribly and deciding this would be my last. I'd saved up quite a bit and it was time. Time to move to the valley I wanted.
I was surprised when the whole family decided to go with me. My mother organized the move with the help of my sister, Dawn Bird, now a married woman, Hope and Charity. My youngest sister was the same age as Charity, and they were best friends. If you saw one, the other was close.
It was quite a caravan when we moved. We were walking, but had horses and mules to carry the contents of five households. Jacob had decided to come with us so his family was along as well.
We settled in the valley, worked out an agreement with the tribes who hunted there and settled down to work the land. My father, with our help, opened a trading post, and one of us was always traveling to get supplies. Four years went by.
Charity was growing into a beautiful young woman, as was my sister, June. There was always a young man of either race hanging around the trading post. Miles had married a maiden from our old village, and he and Zeke had settled with us. Emily had given him three children, so far. Hope used to tease me we needed to keep up, but our son and daughter kept us quite busy as it was.
On the fifth year, Miles came to me with concerns. He'd gotten a letter from his sister that contained disturbing news. The Governor had declared the Reverend and his friends outlaws, and a price was put on their heads. The preacher had survived, and now led a gag of outlaws who numbered about twenty. He wreaked so much mayhem the Governor had sent a company of Milita to hunt him down and either kill or capture him, with death being the first choice. They had closed in battle twice and Woolsey saw the writing on the wall, fleeing the area and going South. Woolsey was often heard to say he had a score to settle with someone and the time was coming. She thought we should know.
I wasn't really worried, because we had a network of friends who kept us apprised of things going on outside our valley. Six months later there was an attack on a farm a few valleys over, the man killing everyone before he moved on. A month after that, there was another report of an attack a little closer. Again, everyone was killed.
Even if it wasn't our old enemy, this needed to dealt with. Jacob, Miles, Zeke, my father, three Shawnee who had settled nearby, Jacob's brother-in-law and two of his cousins decided to join me as we tried to track these killers down.
It took a month, but we found a band that had just raided a farm, killing the man and his sons and taking his wife and daughters. They weren't being particularly careful, but they did post a guard. One of the Shawnees dispatched him quickly, plunging a knife up under his chin and into his brain. The man died without a sound. We got there just as they were raping the women, one girl just barely past puberty. We shot the ones trying to rut first, then fell on the rest in a rage. There were two left when we stopped. They talked, trying to save themselves.
Their leader was indeed Woolsey Harkness, though now he carried a sword and went by Captain Black. He was with the main group, about eighteen men including three Indians, and they were headed towards our valley.
We rode our horses to exhaustion, then abandoned them and proceeded on foot. As we went, we passed two homesteads, the people lying dead. One was a brother to one of the Shawnees, and he stopped long enough to put on his paint. The rest thought it was a good idea, and we spent twenty minutes before moving on, the war paint heavy on our faces.
The trading post was under siege when we arrived. It seems someone had seen them and warned the settlement, this was the only place big enough to hold everyone and had a very good defensive position. It sat atop a small hill, the fields around it completely bare of cover. The attackers were milling around out of range when we heard the bark of a rifle and one slumped to the ground. I smiled. My youngest brother, twelve now, was the best shot I ever saw and he carried a Kentucky rifle, as they were now called, that was six-and-a-half feet long. It was built for long range shots and half again the range of a regular rifle. The rifle was a foot taller than he was.
They turned to retreat farther, and we rose out of the woods. Each had picked a target and they fell immediately. There were still eight left. I dropped the rifle and pulled the boarding pistol in one hand and the .40 caliber in the other. Jacob had given it back to me when he found another pair he liked better. They were .30 caliber, so between us we had eight shots, not counting the pistols of my father and our friends.
It was clear they were not counting on that much firepower. Some had their own pistols but most were single shot. The Cherokee beside me went down, a small hole appearing in his forehead. I saw my father drop, but couldn't stop.
I hit two, one a kill shot. I dropped the empty pistols and pulled the Mohawk war club from my belt, wading into them. The rest had tomahawks and knifes. It was a bloody business as we fought back and forth across the meadow. I saw Jacob's brother-in-law drop, as well as another of the Shawnee. I swung the backside of the club into the belly of an enemy, the three-inch spike puncturing his stomach. I pulled it out and blood flew as he gripped his belly and dropped to the ground.
I heard the shot and felt a searing pain. A bullet had gone through my left shoulder and I dropped the club, pulling my short sword and surging to the forefront of the fight.
Their leader was wielding a broadsword with devastating effect. I got a glimpse of his face and even if it was covered with a beard, I recognized him. "Harkness!" I screamed, as I surged forward.
The other dropped back from the sword until it was justt him and me. "I've looked forward to this moment with a lot of pleasure," he yelled, startled when I smiled.
"And I, Reverend, will look back on it with the same."
He saw my short-sword and laughed, lunging. He was surprised to find me no longer in front of him. I had dropped and rolled forward, slashing a calf as I moved past him. He screamed with pain and surprise. It was my turn to grin.
"I was taught to fight with a sword by a man who recognized no rules, just to kill as quickly as possible. That could have easily been your belly, but I want the pleasure of hanging you."
He never said another word and we fought back and forth across the meadow. He was good and had a lot of skill, nicking me twice. They were shallow, but they were bleeding. I needed to end this soon.
He swung and I stepped inside, pulling my sword down his left arm, opening it from the shoulder to the elbow. That arm would be useless now. The broadsword was a little harder to handle with just one hand, and I nicked him a few more times, watching him weaken. He lunged suddenly, catching me in the left side, the sword sliding along my rips before exiting. He twisted sideways and split the skin, immediately soaking my left side. It needed to end now, before one of us passed out. I dropped but he jumped the blade like a rope, taking advantage by turning and running.
Sadly, for him, he ran directly towards the trading post, stopping as the door swung open and two women stepped out. The last thing he saw in this life was Hope and Charity, followed by the smoke of their pistols. The two balls hit a finger apart in his chest and he dropped, dead from a blown-out heart.
People immediately flew out of the post and I felt hands lift me up. I woke in my bed five hours later, my shoulder aching and my chest bound tightly. Charity jumped up when I opened my eyes. "Mother! Father is awake!"
The she started crying and hugging me, before realizing she must be causing me pain. Hope came in smiling. "Well, husband mine, it appears the good Reverend will bother us no more. I'd like to hear him try to talk God out of sending him to hell."
"He's probably sitting at the right hand of the Devil as we speak. What happened?"
Two Shawnees and your brother-in-law, Miles, are hit, and we still don't know if he'll survive. Your father was hit in the knee and it will be a while, if ever, that he doesn't walk with a limp."
She paused. "All the outlaws are dead, to a man. We hung four. One tried to bargain with us, telling us where they had buried all their loot. Zeke took a couple of men and packhorses to retrieve it. We'll probably split most of it with the relatives of the slain. I'd like to keep the unclaimed horses, there are three mighty fine mares I'd like to breed with our jack. Mules are more valuable than horses."
I loafed around the post with my father until I healed. It looked like there may be new additions to our family. Hope told me we would be even with Emily and Zeke in six months or less. Miles recovered slowly but was in good enough shape to get his wife with their fourth child.
I asked Hope once if she missed her old life, before the Reverend. She sighed. "Some of it. But living with you has taught me that our church will eventually fail. You can only stifle people into servitude for so long before they rebel. Besides, now that Preacher Jones is here, I have a spiritual leader I can respect."
I grinned, thinking back to Preacher wielding a tomahawk as we defended our settlement. "As do I. Now, wife, it is time to fulfill your wifely duties."
She smirked. "I already have, remember. Still, it's better not to get out of practice." She blew out the candles, shedding clothes in front of every one before she finally came to bed naked. I rubbed down her side, across the growing baby bump, and smiled the smile of a truly contented man.
*****
Thanks for reading. I know it was a bit violent in places, but it reflected the times and everything I used has been well documented.
"Bundling" was a pretty common practice for a couple of centuries, as were the parameters for desirable wives. Pleasant personality and ability to breed were pretty much it. It has been estimated that 30 to 40% of all women at the time were pregnant when they married. As I said, no one made note unless the man refused to do the right thing. Then it could get unpleasant.
I won't go into the de-evolution of the Puritans; it's been pretty well documented. Comment if you want, vote if you like. They're always appreciated.
Q



        You Don't Have To Be Coy, Roy

        She had it all, but it wasn't enough.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/you-dont-have-to-be-coy-roy-1

Title: You Don't Have To Be Coy, Roy

Author: qhml1

Category: Loving Wives

Description: She had it all, but it wasn't enough.

Tags: cheating, karma, 50 ways, theatre, revenge




Everyone thinks I'm a human version of a bulldog. I'm pretty direct and when I latch on to something, they compare it to a bulldog's fangs around a throat. I don't let go and I don't give up. I follow every action to its logical end. Many think I'm the luckiest son of a bitch in the world when all I really am is prepared.
In everything I do, I make sure I'm as ready as possible to make it a pleasant ending for me. I'm more of a wolf in a bulldog's skin, because I sniff around things from every angle I can think of to ascertain any weaknesses in the business or person. Never underestimate the value of research. Personally or professionally, I exhaust every avenue available to me before I decide on a plan of action. It's one of the many reasons I have a successful business. If I have a new vendor or new customer, I find out all there is about them and don't take anything at face value.
They may look good on paper but if I dig deeper, I may find out they're right in the middle of an ugly divorce where their company may be compromised, or maybe they declared bankruptcy three years ago in another state. Some may be involved in affairs with either sex and not be particularly discreet, or associate with people of questionable character who may negatively impact their business, in turn, impacting mine.
I'm sort of like a venture capitalist, which can be a kind of term for legal loan-shark, if you wanted to get nasty about it. I've accumulated a little money over my life and managed to increase it substantially by investing wisely with people in whom I had a high degree of confidence. I'm not infallible. Some things don't work out, but my success ratio is about 80%, so I'm able to absorb a loss and move on. Often, it's a learning experience that gives me better insight into the next deal.
Widely diversified, I have a finger in a lot of things. I had a friend who was a hell of a trainer with several degrees in physical therapy and sports medicine. She was very good at what she did, but she had no business sense at all. When she approached me about opening her own business, I researched it with my usual fanaticism and dragged her along. She learned a great deal in a short time about how her industry worked and in the end, we agreed it was a viable opportunity so I set her up. I owned 60% starting out but wasn't actively involved, except for the business aspects, and there was a standard buyout clause I put in every contract that allows the minority owner to buy me out over a five to ten year term. There's also a clause in the contract that if the business starts failing, I step in, analyze the data and decide whether to take over management or shut it down. I've had to do that three times, and I took it as a personal affront every time.
I had invested in an advertising agency early on, and it was very, very, successful. They were approached by some heavy hitters who wanted to buy them out and have them work for their organization. Bob and Jan called me for help and we went over the offer. It was attractive, but I showed them that as their reputation grew they could be bigger than the company trying to buy them out in fifteen years. They declined the offer and over the years it's been very profitable to me. I still own 20% through the structured buyout program we'd agreed to, and in four years they'd be completely independent.
My usual practice was to use who I had worked with earlier to help make my newer investments successful. Bob did a carefully crafted campaign for Jodie's rehabilitation clinic, and in two years she franchised and now has offices in every Southern state and parts of the Midwest. I own just a bit of each one because she insisted it made her feel safer.
The guy who started me down the path I was on was an old-time wheeler-dealer who liked to fly under the radar. Over his lifetime he probably paid about twenty per cent of the taxes he really owed and got away with it. I wasn't quite that brave, and my deals were pretty straightforward and transparent. Besides, with the advent of computers it was a lot harder to slip anything by the tax man. It was the reason Great uncle Harry avoided technology like the plague.
There had been a scandal at an accounting firm in my town. It seems no one was watching them watch other peoples' money and they had taken advantage, to the tune of twelve million. They got caught and the owners went to jail. The money was never found.
It piqued my interest, so I bought the business for a song. The old owners were desperate to pay their lawyers, so they didn't profit from it. I kept three of the junior accountants who weren't involved and built the business slowly. Their core business came from making sure the companies I invested in were on the straight and narrow and provided expert advice when they needed it, and usually, they meant me. I had changed the name and the guys I had were good, managing to get about 25% of their old customers who hadn't been stolen from back so it was starting to show a pretty decent increase in revenue stream.
I offered the three originals a buyout deal that they jumped all over: six per cent a year for ten years. They had seven more years to go.
......................................................................................
By then, I was 32 and pretty happy with all aspects of my life but one. I was lonely. I dated a good bit but had never found 'the one'. Harry's wife had gotten tired of his many affairs and had raped him in the divorce. Seems she knew a good bit more about his business than he thought. When she got done with him, the I.R.S. came knocking. The only thing that kept him from jail was me. It was a near thing, but he had to pay an estimated amount of two hundred and fourteen thousand in penalties and taxes. If he could do that, they'd let him off with three years of probation. He had the money but couldn't explain where it came from, so I loaned it to him. That put me under the microscope, but my transparent ways paid off. Harry was paying me back at a pre-agreed rate from his salary as one of my warehouse managers, plus twice the amount under the table. He'd be out of my debt by the time the probation was over.
My great-aunt was acting out of anger and pain, but it made me appreciate the need to get things out in the open should I ever find a woman I loved enough to marry. A prenuptial was a given, and I would make sure there were some pretty stringent penalties in the case of infidelity from either spouse. I'd even talked to my lawyer about it and he gave me the groundwork, with the details to be worked out when the time came.
An only child of parents who never had any deep family ties, I was pretty much alone in the world. It made me want a family, a large family, pretty badly. I wanted a minimum of three children and if one of them came with the mother I'd consider it a bonus. I was young, not unattractive and had enough money to make the dates high-end. There had been two pretty serious relationships in my life. One was going along fine and she was hinting for a commitment when I explained the prenup she'd have to sign. She balked, saying we were in love and would be together forever. When that didn't work, she turned into a shrew of an epic magnitude. We just gradually drifted apart.
Six months later she married an up and coming businessman who came from old money. Six months later they were in divorce court, and she was trying to squeeze every dime possible out of him. She partially succeeded, getting almost everything he'd accumulated, but the family money was locked up in a trust and there was no way she could get to it. He almost lost his little company until I stepped in. Three years later he's worth far more than he was when he was married, is engaged to a very nice young lady with a child from a previous marriage who seemed to love him more than her mother, and they were house shopping. I set it up with one of the two real estate offices in which I had an interest.
In the same time frame his first wife had married and divorced twice more, getting very little out of each failed marriage. I saw her at lunch one day and she blamed me for everything. I just grinned. "I'm not the cause of all your problems, honey. Just the big ones. All the rest is on you."
It was bullshit, of course, but she believed it.
*****
I had gotten frustrated looking for love, so I backed off. Love ran into me in the hallway of the advertising agency. I was a pretty big guy and she was a waif of a woman. I found out later she was five foot even and weighed ninety pounds when I met her. After I helped her up, admiring her legs, I apologized and introduced myself.
"Hi. I'm Roy. A pleasure to run into you."
She bit back the sharp retort that was on her lips and looked at me more closely. I was giving her my most "I mean you no harm" grin, and she sighed.
"I should watch where I'm going. Sorry."
"No harm done. Are you all right?"
"As good as one can get when they bounce off a stone wall. Let me guess; you work out a lot."
I had to admit I was in pretty good shape, thanks to Jodie. She mapped out my meals, my exercise routine and would frown at me when I went off course. Then again, I had a thing for craft brews. Most were terrible, as brewers made the most common of mistakes: thinking higher alcohol percentage meant better beer. A lot of them figured it out, but some didn't and they didn't last. I financed the startup of my favorite brewer after he gave me some samples of what he did at home. He was a little afraid at first, but we guided him along. The accountants looked after his finances, the ad guys did a viral campaign, plus billboards, and ads in local and state magazines. His demand was higher than his production, but he was ruled by some pretty draconian restrictions, the result of the powerful lobby sponsored by the big boys. A few even tried to pass off some of their product as microbrews but were outed pretty quickly. I was one of his focus group and he thought a lot of my opinion.
I grinned at her. "A little. I wouldn't classify myself as stone."
She absently rubbed her bottom. The term "knocked on her ass: wasn't just an expression any longer. "Sure felt like it from my end. As interesting as it is to meet you, I have to go back to work."
We parted and I wondered what she did there. Jan told me she was a new associate, fresh from college with a Master's degree and unbounded enthusiasm.
I saw her a few more times when I had to visit the office. When we got around to exchanging names it was all we could do not to laugh. My name was Roy McCoy, and hers was Jimi Chu. "Not related," she told me, "and I don't think his shoes are worth the price."
We had coffee twice, followed by a few lunches before going on a real date. We got a few looks from other diners at the really nice restaurant I'd taken her for our date. I was over six feet tall and pretty thick, thanks to Jody, and she was a tiny little oriental beauty over a foot shorter. I never told her I'd bankrolled the restaurant and it was doing very well.
Jimmie was half Korean and half Japanese, and in my opinion, inherited the best physical traits of both. She told me there was a lot of resentment between the two, going all the way prior to World War II, because of the many atrocities the Japanese had inflicted on the Koreans, and it was what prompted her parents to come to North America. She was raised mostly in Canada and had only moved there four years previously. You could still hear the Canadian influence in the way she pronounced certain words and it was kind of cute.
I told her my story. Born and raised locally. One year of community college before I dropped out. An inheritance from a great grandmother I never knew existed gave me the seed money to start my business. I could tell she was impressed. "Wow! You must be really smart."
"I grinned. "Not really. I just got some good advice from a really successful man. He told me you didn't have to be the smartest man in the room. You just had to be smart enough to figure out who was and harness their intelligence. Most geniuses aren't very business savvy. That's where I fit in."
"You must be very successful."
I thought back on my failures. "Sometimes. There's been a few times when I've fallen on my ass, but I consider each failure a learning experience." I then put her in tears laughing over tales of a few of my failures.
"You really thought that was a good idea?"
"Not now, but at the time I thought it made sense."
We had an enjoyable evening just getting comfortable with each other. After the meal I took her to a performance by our local amateur theatre group. They were pretty good and were doing the stage version of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. The plants in the audience kept things lively, calling the guy who played Brad 'asshole' at different times, and when the scene where Dr. Frank-n-Furter asked Brad if he had tattoos rolled around one of the plants yelled out "Assholes don't have tattoos!"
The man playing the Dr. looked at the audience and grinned. "Mine does!" Jimi lost it, laughing so hard she gave herself hiccups. I was a sponsor and talked to everyone at the meet-and-greet after the show, and Jimi got into all kinds of conversations with the actors. The woman who played Janet appeared still in her bra and half-slip and struck up a conversation with her.
"Aren't you uncomfortable wearing just your underwear?"
Celeste, the actress, grinned. "No, honey. I kind of get off on it. I got a pretty good rack (she reached up and hefted her breasts, which got EVERYBODY'S attention) and I like to show it off. You should see our vacation pictures."
"What does your husband say?"
About that time her husband, Jack, appeared at her side, still in his jockeys. He'd played Brad in the production. I grinned when I saw Jimi's eyes go to his groin. Let's just say Jack didn't have to stuff his shorts.
Celeste jumped a little and I knew he'd grabbed her ass. They had been married-five years and were devoted to each other, although after a late night and two bottles of wine they both told me they were 'adventurous' and not adverse to playing with discrete partners. Celeste was looking at me with naked lust, but what freaked me was her husband had the same gleam in his eye while he stared at my crotch. I left shortly after. Just as I reached the door her bra flew by me. I didn't turn around.
I took Jimi home and she asked me to wait in the hall for a minute. When she called me in, she was standing on a stepstool, wearing a robe. As soon as I closed the door, she dropped the robe and stood before me in a white bra and half-slip. "Toucha-toacha-touch me, I wanna be dirty," she sang as she motioned me closer. It was a very prolonged goodnight kiss that involved a lot of light touches until she finally pushed me away. "That's a really good start, baby. It's too soon to go farther, but time will take care of that, if you continue to ask me out."
Later on, I found out to my surprise that when we were horizontal we were exactly the same height. I tried to be gentle because of her size but she was having none of it. "I won't break, baby, but I'd like you to try."
After that, I tossed her around like a rag doll, rolling her into one position after another until she screamed, orgasmed, and passed out. I stopped, not sure what to do. She came to her senses a few seconds later and started back like we'd never stopped. She was purring with happiness as she lay on top of me after we were done, going to sleep instantly.
After that we were joined at the hip. Three months later she was living with me. Six months after that she was wearing my ring.
It was her birthday and I gave her the first of her gifts, a pair of Jimmy Chu's with a four-inch heel. Jimi grinned and told me I'd wasted my money, but tried them on anyway. "Ouch! There's something in the toe of this one!"
She shook it into her hand and a ring fell out.
She just stared at it for a few seconds. Then she looked at me. "Is this..."
By then I was on my knee. She was pretty strong to be as small as she was, knocking me on my ass when she launched into my arms. I noticed by the time I managed to get us off the floor she had the ring on her finger.
*****
We married with the correct amount of pomp and circumstance in front of friends and family the next June, went somewhere warm and mostly clothes optional for our honeymoon, and settled into domestic bliss.
I was truly happy. Jimi loved her job; one she was very good at and I muddled along in my usual fashion. I invested heavily in a security firm when the principal owner caught his wife fooling around and handled it badly. Ruined genitals for the lover, permanent limp for the wife, off for five years as a guest of the state. It had been fairly successful and I got it at a huge discount because he needed all the money he could raise to pay off his ex and criminal lawyers. He'd had a prenup or she would have taken the business.
The guy I got to run it was retired Army with fifteen years as a CID inspector. I was surprised that there was very little actual detective work. It was the digital age and he assembled a group of geeks with very good skills, so most of what they did required very little leg work. He trained them all, anyway, and they were perfect. Who's gonna think a geek with a laptop is any threat? I worked with them setting it up and it made me paranoid as hell. If you had any digital presence at all you were toast, not mentioning cameras. By the time all the changes had been made there were only three original employees left. They did mostly corporate work. I had them do a once over of all the businesses I had a hand in.
Jimi was not happy when I presented the prenuptial agreement to her. We almost didn't get married over it until my lawyer and hers worked out a compromise. I put a quarter of a million in a trust and had to add five percent a year to it. If the marriage broke up because I cheated, she got the money and that was it. If she was caught cheating then she walked away with nothing other than what we accrued jointly, excepting my business. It seemed to me there at the end it was more of a business transaction than a marriage, but I knew neither of us would ever cheat so it was just so many words written on a paper both of us would forget about over time.
Apparently, I was wrong.
*****
We'd been married a little over four years. I thought life was good. We were both fit active people with a good circle of friends. A cousin got me hooked on whitewater kayaking. Jimi went a few times before deciding it was not for her and urging me to be careful. My cousin drove the point home. "You're not indestructible and you can't breathe water. Every time we go out you push the envelope a little farther, wanting to shoot rapids that are frankly just a little too dangerous, and that need portaged around. There's a reason water has classifications. And you don't need to go out alone; who knows what you're liable to do without calmer minds around. You keep taking stupid chances and I'm not going out with you, any more. I don't want to be the one to tell Jimi you died doing something you knew was dangerous."
Jimi got hooked on the local theater guild productions, we got season passes and often took friends along to enjoy something a little different. Three of the companies I was involved with were patrons, as well as my company and Jimi and I individually. I worked summers in construction growing up and I often helped with set construction. Jimi came along, painting, sanding, everything she could do to help out.
One night a few hours before opening curtain on a new production, one of the actresses called. She'd been in an accident and was in the hospital with a broken leg, in traction. The director was about to panic when his eyes fell on Jimi.



"It's two lines and very little movement. Help me out here."
She was scared to death the first night. You could tell by the look on her face. By the time the curtains closed on the final performance she was hooked. Everyone said she was a natural and as she gained experience, her skills improved until she was often in second lead rolls.
The time commitment was a lot larger than I expected, but she loved it so I didn't complain. Much. I finally expressed how much I missed our time together and she cut back, roughly skipping every third production. She bonded with a lot of the actors and they were frequent guests in our home. Celeste and Jack became good friends and while the flirting and innuendo flew when we were alone, they were careful to respect boundaries.
That didn't stop us all from getting naked one night in the hot tub. Four bottles of wine and almost constant sexual bantering all night set the scene. When the girls wanted to lose their tops, I shocked the hell out of them by saying we should all just get naked. Even Jack turned red when I stood casually and threw my suit on the deck. I wasn't porn star size, but I wasn't ashamed and I was secretly a little pleased that I was longer than Jack. Celeste all but tried to hump me in the tub and Jack was getting really close to Jimi when I put a stop to all of it, declaring the night done, rising out of the water and slinging a very surprised Jimi over my shoulder. They got a great view of her ass as I walked away.
"Stay as long as you like. Jimi and I have things that need doing. Do not fuck in the tub! I just cleaned it."
We made it into the kitchen and I dropped her on the counter. It was exactly the right height and we were soon going at it like rutting animals. I kept noticing that as much as she got into it she kept glancing outside. I turned her sideways and there were Jack and Celeste, banging like bunnies on one of our loungers. She was riding him and he had his hands firmly locked on her boobs. She let out a small shriek and went limp. Jack just dragged her up and grabbed her ass, pounding her so hard it looked like it hurt.
Jimi took advantage of the distraction to slide off the counter, going around behind it and wiggling her ass. They were facing us and we watched each other until everyone had a big finish. Jimi almost passed out. Celeste stood up, grabbed a towel and wiped herself and Jack down, turned around and grinned at me while she tugged on her nipples. "'Night Jimi, Roy! Thanks for a pleasant evening." She led him to the car, carrying their clothes. I guess it was a nude ride home. I carried Jimi to bed and we were out within minutes.
We woke a little hung-over, but grinned at each other. We showered together, and we while we played a little grab-ass that was as far as it went.
Jimi sat sipping her coffee, a faraway look on her face. "Last night was... interesting. I've never seen live sex before. It was hot, wasn't it?"
"It was. I think it will be awhile before we invite them back to the hot tub, though. I know them, and they'll take it as an invitation to push the limits. To reinforce my stand on sex outside the marriage I'll say this. If you want to play, we'll play. Just be prepared to move out right afterwards. There will be no coming back from it, you understand?"
Jimi started a little like she was coming out of a dream. "Of course, honey. There was no need to say that. Still, it was fun to watch and be watched, wasn't it?"
"It was, but there again it's not something I think we should repeat. What happened was a too much wine and heat of the moment type thing."
She agreed but I could see in her eyes she was a little disappointed.
*****
Jimi came home from a theatre guild meeting a few weeks later looking starry-eyed. "I got the lead!"
I knew she was excited and gave her a big hug and kiss. "You'll kill it! Celeste better watch her ass!"
She giggled. "Jack and Philip are taking care of that."
"Well, good for them, then. I like them but I can't help but think they'll push it too far one day and it will be the end of them. One or the other will do something they just can't come back from."
"They're totally in love! I know it's not our lifestyle, but it seems to work for them and from what they tell me it keeps things exciting in the bedroom."
I grinned at the way she gushed. "Not rethinking this whole monogamy thing, are you?"
She blushed and grinned. "Never. I like what we have just fine. In fact, why don't we go into the bedroom and I'll remind you of that."
"One problem."
"What's that honey?"
"The bedroom's too far away."
I was on her before she could react. Maybe I got a little too excited when I ripped off her panties but I made it up the next day with a trip to the local high-end lingerie shop. That place had been in business before anyone knew who Vicky was, and their selection put the national chain to shame. It was a lot of fun and I almost laughed out loud when the grandmotherly woman who waited on us gave Jimi a tour of the fetish room, barely containing her excitement as she showed her the floggers. Jimi did pick up something from the room, a chainmail bra that looked great on her perky little boobs. She told me she was going for something I couldn't tear.
We were rocking right along and had even started talking about children. Jimi didn't have any siblings, either, and she would waffle between three children one day and four the next. I was onboard whatever number she picked.
I had another project going. Our favorite restaurant went out of business due to poor management. The chef came to me with a proposal. We'd buy the defunct restaurant, furniture and all, remodel a bit, line up really good staff to help in the kitchen and an experienced host or hostess to manage the dining-room. I'd invested in a restaurant early on and had turned a pretty good profit on it. It folded about a year after I got out; with no one there to oversee the finances or keep the ego of the chef in check, it went downhill fast. He called, trying to get me to reinvest, but I declined. He'd already damaged the reputation of the place too badly to come back.
Restaurants on the whole have a horrific failure rate, and my accountants were dead-set against it, this time. The security guys checked the chef out and he came out squeaky clean with a really good reputation. He'd already turned down two lucrative job offers because his wife didn't want to relocate, and I knew he was pitching his idea to two more investment groups.
In the end, I decided to go for it. I could write most of it off if it failed, but I believed in my heart it would last. I got the business for a song; the owner trying to make just enough to keep from declaring bankruptcy. I held a 60% stake in it, the chef putting up a little cash and his reputation to make his 40%. As usual, I wrote a buyout clause into the agreement, 5% a year after two years.
The real estate company lined us up with some very good construction contractors, the refurbish looked even better than we thought it would and came in under budget. Maybe it was time to look into the construction business.
Jimi put together a very good ad campaign, including viral, and the first night we were open we were at full capacity. The meal was free and the diners were selected at random through a lottery, online. We reserved a few tables for food critics and writers. They got a sampling of the best dishes, and the articles and word of mouth were amazing.
I made it a point to be there. Jack and Celeste were our guests, mainly because Celeste ran a food blog. They brought their friend Philip along and I thought he was a little conceited and thought way too much of himself as an actor. He'd been in a few local commercials, some bit parts in films being made in the area, and had done a six-week guest run on a daytime soap. He just couldn't seem to understand why Hollywood wasn't knocking on his door. Despite that, he seemed harmless and was actually a bit funny. It occurred to me maybe he'd missed his calling as a standup comic.
His date was Cynthia, one of the board members and main director. She was about ten years older than Philip and obviously smitten. She was also very married, to a man with an unforgiving nature. I wondered if he knew where she was.
She knew me, and more importantly, knew my ethics. "I'm so glad when Celeste called and asked if I'd fill in so Philip wouldn't be a fifth wheel. With Jim being gone for a week and not getting home for another four days, I was climbing the walls. It's so good to get out with friends!"
She was selling, but it smelled like snake oil to me. I wasn't buying it, but maintained a neutral demeanor. Not my problem, but if what I suspected was true and Jim ever found out, Philip wouldn't be auditioning for leading man roles, anymore. His facial modifications would put him in 'the quirky sidekick' zone, and he'd deserve every lump he was going to get.
Celeste looked at me and grinned. She knew what I was thinking. We'd become good friends, better friends than Jack and I would ever be, and she lived her life by her own standards, openly, so I had nothing to judge.
The food was excellent and the conversation was stellar, except for Philip's contributions. Celeste would deliberately say things he couldn't understand and then grin when he floundered. It was mean, but enjoyable. If looks could kill, Cynthia would have had Celeste on the ground. Oddly, it seemed to upset Jimi, as well, although she tried hard not to show it. It made me wonder how long it took before he was able to remember his lines.
After a decadent dessert served with really, really rich coffee, Jack and Philip suggested we go to a club to work off some of the calories.
"I can't. I have to stay and press the flesh, remember? Jean would have a fit if I threw him to the wolves. He can cook with the best of them, but he can't network for shit. We're working on that."
Celeste said the same. "I have to stay, as well. I have to interview the chef and get patron reaction. Then I have to come back tomorrow and photograph some of the dishes and take casual shots of the diners. I would have done it tonight, but I wanted to enjoy the meal from a customer's viewpoint."
"Do you mind if we go ahead? You guys can catch up with us when you're done."
Celeste frowned at Jack while Philip grinned. Jimi chimed in. "Would you mind? This way I can get all the fast ones out of the way and when you get there we can just grind on each other until we can't take it anymore."
We watched them go and Celeste turned to me, placing a hand on my arm. "It'll be fine, Roy. Nothing will happen."
I just grinned. "Who are you trying to reassure, honey? Me or you?"
She sighed. "Jack's been pushing the envelope a bit lately. I thought we were really in tune with each other and our relationship, but now I'm starting to worry."
"Your life, Celeste. If you want my opinion, if it bothers you, get it out in the open. I think lifestyle aside, you're a fine woman and Jack is a fool if he jeopardizes your relationship. You could replace him in a heartbeat, but he'll never again find anyone like you."
Tears came to her eyes and she hugged me pretty hard. Collecting herself, she grinned at me. "If it all falls to shit and I'm a free agent I'm going to watch Jimi like a hawk waiting for her to fuck up. It will never happen but if it ever does, I'll be all over you. And Roy, it would be just you for as long as you'd have me."
I kissed her cheek and told her she would be the first I'd turn to. We did our jobs until we'd fulfilled our obligations.
Jack and Philip looked like they'd run a marathon when we got to the club. Jimi and Cynthia were still on the floor grinding on each other with abandon. I was amazed because I'd never seen her like that. She twirled, saw me, and let out a happy little scream, almost knocking me over when she jumped into my arms and gave me one scorcher of a kiss. "Honey! Come on!"
A slow song started playing and she molded to me as much as she could with the height difference. She looked into my eyes the whole time. By the time the song was over she was subtly humping me, grinding her mound into my leg. I was afraid to look down because it felt like she left a wet spot.
She sat while the rest danced, holding my hand until Celeste came up. "Give him up, honey. If he wants a good review he's going to have to dance with the blogger."
Jimi giggled and pushed me to her. We danced for about a minute before the music changed and a slow song came on. Celeste didn't miss a beat, snuggling to me and putting her head on my shoulder. This went on for a couple of minutes until her head came up and she had a frown on her face. Jack had Jimi on the floor and was all over her, and she didn't look like she was fighting it that hard. She danced us over and grabbed Jimi, shoving her into my arms.
"Don't be a fool, honey. Dance with your husband."
She grabbed Jack and they didn't look like a happy couple.
*****
We left when the song was over. Celeste and Jack seemed to be arguing, while Cynthia appeared to be trying to grind Philip's cock off on the floor.
Jimi was quiet on the way home and was asleep when I parked the car. I debated leaving her in the car, but love overcame anger so I picked her up gently and put her to bed like a child. I was too keyed up to lie down, so I tried watching Curiosity Stream until I dozed off in my recliner.
I woke up at 6:30 and knew I wouldn't go back to sleep, so I put coffee on and took a shower. Two hours later Jimi crept into the kitchen and grabbed a cup. We sat for a while before she asked in a timid voice "Did I do anything stupid last night?"
"Define stupid."
"Let me rephrase that. Did I do anything that could cause trouble in our relationship?"
I frowned while I organized my reaction. "Not really, but you were close enough to the line that the least little nudge would have pushed you over it. More than borderline inappropriate action, at least once. If you want out of the marriage tell me now, because I won't last much longer if you continue."
Her reaction surprised me. She went pale and threw up all over the kitchen table, moaning "no," over and over. I cleaned the table up, pushed Jimi into the shower and cleaned both of us and put her back to bed. She didn't get up until five in the afternoon. She found me dressed in a suit and was surprised.
"I have to go back to the restaurant, remember? Celeste is coming over to finish her pictures for her blog post. You were supposed to go with me, but I don't think you're up to it. I should be back by eight at the latest."
I didn't give her a chance to argue, walking by her and leaving. Jean was nervous as this was his official opening. Yesterday had been by invitation only, and the menu was a bit more limited. This time, he featured a full menu and had been booked solid by ten that morning. The kitchen was a madhouse, so I stayed out of the way as Celeste followed chefs, waiters, and prep workers around. After an hour she was back at my table, sighing as she sat down. She grinned at me.
"You still have your touch, honey. This place is going to be another gold mine for you."
I relaxed as I sipped my coffee. The machine the resident barista insisted we have was worth its weight in gold. I grinned back. "I hope so. This is just the first step. Next year we'll be opening two new venues, one in Atlanta and another in Jacksonville. If those work out, we'll be nationwide and in Canada in three years. The ad guys are working on the tie-ins, the cookbooks, the personal appearances, television exposure, the whole enchilada. Jean may have to give up chef status before too much longer."
Her eyes widened before she smiled. "You always play the long game, don't you? Your choices in investments always seemed random to me. It took a couple of years before I saw the method to your madness. How many facilities does Jodi have now?"
"Nineteen, and two more on tap before the end of the year."
"And you own a chunk of all of them."
I couldn't help grinning. "Yep. Very small, but very profitable chunks."
"Got anything else up your sleeve?"
"I'm looking at a couple of more opportunities. Things I don't want to discuss until they're a done deal."
Her grin was wider. "I'm sure I'll read about it in the paper."
Then she changed gears. "Wanna talk about last night?"
"A little. I haven't talked to Jimi yet. What makes me wonder is if we'd been an hour later what would we have found?"
Celeste took my hand. "Don't rush into judgment. You know Jimi loves you. I think she just had a bit too much to drink and it clouded her judgement. Besides, you saw happy she was when we showed up."
I had to admit she was right, but I didn't think it completely absolved Jimi.
I took my last sip of coffee. "I'm going home now. We'll see what she says."
Jimi was all over me when I got home, the apologies coming fast and furious. I finally got her to calm down. "I know you were drunk. That doesn't bother me that much. What does bother me is the fact that you got drunk in the company of two assholes. Philip was all over a married woman and Jack will fuck anything that moves. He's the type who would see you being drunk as an opportunity. I want your word there will be no repeat of this situation. Do you understand?"
She swore on the lives of our unborn children it would never happen again. We went to bed and when she touched me, I shut her down gently. "You're still not 100%, honey. I don't want a makeup fuck that you're really not into. We'll play tomorrow."
She sighed and snuggled into me. "Promise?"
"Promise."
We did play the next night and Jimi put every ounce of love she had into it. For the next few months when we went out, she limited her alcohol intake quite a bit. The only time she would get the slightest bit tipsy was when it was just us and she knew I'd take care of her. Jimi was a sexual dynamo under normal circumstances, but after a bit of alcohol she took it to a whole new level. I suspect that had quite a bit to do with her actions that night and she agreed, promising me it would never happen again.
*****
There is a lot of effort that goes into staging a live play. There were endless rehearsals, costume fittings if the production was a period or fantasy piece, mild rewrites to adjust to the players' potential. Add the sound checks, the lighting adjustments, the blocking of the positions on stage that the audience could not see, staging the props and prepping the backdrops in a short period of time kept the guild jumping until show time.
I was extremely busy with a few projects, so I had no time to volunteer. They all made me promise on pain of death to be at the opening, so I rearranged my schedule. Jimi grinned like mad when I showed her the t-shirt I'd had made to wear to the premier. It was a picture of her looking sexy, and the logo read: "I'm Married To A Thespian!"
I walked into the auditorium to be greeted by a very nervous looking Celeste. She wasn't involved in the play. Her blog had taken off and she was spending a lot of time on it. Sponrsorship had picked up, especially from the food industry, and she had started doing remotes from organic farms, huge meat processing plants, small dairies, and then followed the food from farm and plant to the consumers, including grocery stores, farmer's markets, and restaurants. My ad team helped her out and she was now in the planning stages of a show we were going to pitch to food networks and PBS. One of my new projects was a video studio. Celeste had introduced me and I toured the facility, meeting with the management team.
They were transparent in their needs. "We're doing really well and need to expand. Unfortunately, we've reached our credit limit and the banks don't want to fund the expansion. We can make great videos and short films, but we have only minimal business experience. Celeste thinks we could be very beneficial to each other."



I did my due diligence and liked what I saw. The two owners were pouring every dime of their personal money into a short animated film that showed a great deal of promise. Sadly, they were turning away business because they didn't have the capabilities.
In the end I bought a sixty per cent stake in their business, paying off existing loans and getting them the funding they needed to expand. I explained the buyout clause I always offered, and they surprised me, asking me to wait two years before we discussed it again. "That will give us time to look for a person to run the business end. In the meantime, we think you'll do quite well."
The business was fascinating. If Celeste got her show, I was going to be executive producer, even if I wasn't really sure what that was.
I grinned when I kissed her cheek. She was under a lot of stress trying to launch her show and she and Jack weren't getting along that great. "It's like he doesn't even miss me. We haven't played with each other, let along with anyone else, in quite a while. It's like he could care less if I'm around."
That set alarm bells ringing. Jack was the ultimate horndog. If he wasn't getting it at home...
I commiserated with her. "Jimi and I aren't getting the quality time we need either. I'm gone a lot and she's either working and tied up in rehearsals. I'm going to ask her to take a break and concentrate on us for a while. I'm almost done traveling and I'd like to revisit the children conversation. I'm 36 and I want to be able to chase them around when they come."
Celeste smiled sadly. Early on, she and Jack had decided not to have children. He'd been snipped and wanted her to have her tubes tied but she resisted.
"Great news," I said, thinking I could cheer her up. "PBS and Home and Garden Network are interested, plus The Food Network called and wants a meeting with us. Looks like you're going to be a star, honey."

She smiled but wasn't as happy as I expected. I didn't get to explain Home and Garden wanted a separate show focusing on farms and the food industry while PBS leaned more towards restaurants. She might end up doing two shows, crossing over materials where possible.
"Look, Roy, I need to prepare you. The show is about adultery, and originally included a bedroom scene about the cheaters' first time in bed together. I fought to have it cut, and thought I was successful until Cynthia told me she'd put it back in, just now. Please remember it's just a play and everyone is pretending."
Just the way she said made me realize this wasn't going to be a pleasant experience.
*****
I was more than correct. The production was well written, you could follow the angst, the weakening of wills. There were a few scenes where the man and woman were each on opposite sides of a darkened stage texting while the messages flashed up on an eight-foot screen behind them. Then came the secret lunches, the touches, the increased passion of their kisses.
The lead male was Philip, and he played well off Jimi. I had to wonder as I watched how hard it was for him, because it seemed to flow naturally.
The final scene was them consummating their relationship. As a cheap motel sign flashed at the end of the stage, the spotlight hit a king-sized bed in the middle of the room. The players entered from different sides of the bed. Philip, in his arrogance, wore a male thong. I don't think any women in the audience were impressed with his size.
Jimi strode onstage. For all practical purposes she may as well have been naked. She had on a sheer lacy red nightgown that just made it to her waist, and her ass, the ass I loved so much, was barely encased in a matching thong. You could see her nipples, and when she slid into the bed you got a great shot of her ass, the string disappearing between her cheeks. The lights went out as they reached for each other.
If they were expecting a huge round of applause they were mistaken. There had been a few gasps and then silence, before a few tentative patrons applauded.
Celeste had locked down on my hand and refused to let go. The lights went up and the people that knew me had a hard time looking at me. Jimi didn't even put on a robe as they took their bows, her nipples plainly visible every time she bent. I was beyond furious.
I looked at Celeste. "You can let me go now."
She held on tighter. "Calm down. Please, Roy. It was just a play. It doesn't mean anything."
"Did you see the same things I did? Let me go, Celeste."
She tried to hold on and I gently reached down and grabbed her little finger, bending it backwards until she had to either let go or hear her finger snap. She finally let go with a gasp, and I turned and headed for the reception area where the players made a point of mingling with the patrons.
Jimi was between Philip and Jack, still in her gown and smiling hugely. The women were either not looking at her or with barely concealed contempt. The men were just staring.
Jack had directed and they were basking in accolades when I stood in front of them. Jimi's smile faded when she saw the look on my face. "Get some goddamned clothes on!"
She ran backstage, leaving Philip and Jack. They were both smirking to beat the band. "Your wife is one hot..."
Whatever else Philip was going to say got swallowed when my fist met his jaw. I was big, pissed, and pretty strong thanks to Jodie, and I knocked him cold. Jack turned to run but I grabbed him by his long hair and dragged him backwards. "You asshole! You thought I would stand still for this shit?"
The smirk was back. "I don't give a fuck what you stand still for, asshole. Jimi was all for it, especially the extra 'rehearsal' time we put in to make it convincing."
He joined Philip on the floor. Everyone was standing around horrified, and I locked on to two of the Board of Directors. "You approved this shit? Fuck all of you. You'll get a letter Monday notifying the Board that I'm withdrawing my patronage, and that of any of the companies I'm involved with."
That shocked them. Between my personal patronage and my company's, it amounted to about 40% of their budget. They'd have to scramble to secure new patrons or the season would be in jeopardy.
They were trying to do damage control, saying the rehearsal they saw didn't have the bedroom scene in it, when Cynthia stormed up, screaming at the top of her lungs. "IT WAS A PLAY! NONE OF IT WAS REAL, YOU TROGLODITE!"
"So, it was a pretend version of my wife swapping spit and parading around practically naked? Gee, that makes everything all right. Just because you slut around you think every woman around you has to? Grow the fuck up and stick those worn out tits back in your dress. I don't think they impress guys like they did when you were thirty."
She went pale. Her breasts were obviously supported by a very good bra that practically shoved them in your face. You could just barely make out the edge of a nipple. Worse than the insult was the shocked look on her husband's face.
Celeste came up, gently reaching out. "Roy, please! Calm down."
I shook her hand away. "I thought you were my friend. You could have warned me, given me a chance to stop this mess. But you didn't. You think Jack is dicking her, don't you? Looks like ol' Jack wants to play solo now and leave your...."
I stopped, seeing the look of horror on her face. It was a pretty open secret in the guild, but the general public didn't know about their lifestyle and I almost outed them.
"Sorry, C..."
That was all I got out before I got tackled to the ground by a huge woman. She was easily six feet or more and had to weigh about 250. The way she felt as she took me to the ground made me think very little of it was fat. It turned out Philip had a wife. What a clusterfuck the night had turned into!
She popped me a couple of times and I'm here to tell you she did not hit like a girl. By then, the cops had arrived and she and I ended up in handcuffs. The EMT's were looking over Philip and Jack. Jack ended up with just a fat lip but it seemed Philip wouldn't be getting any speaking roles for a while because I'd given him a hairline jaw fracture.
It took them an hour to sort everything out. I was a local and supported the cops any way I could, and Philip was an outsider, so I got the benefit of the doubt. They got his wife to say they wouldn't press charges if I'd let her attack on me go. Celeste had left, supporting Jack as slow tears rolled down her cheeks. She was the only one I felt bad for in the whole sorry mess.
Jimi had first appeared in a robe, took in the scene and scurried away, coming back later in jeans and a tee. Her theatrical makeup was still on and she looked a right mess. I think raccoons would have been offended to be compared to her. I looked her dead in the eyes as soon as the handcuffs were off, yanking my shirt off and spitting on it before I threw it to the ground. She ran out of the hall crying and I didn't see her until the next day.
*****
I looked pretty odd walking into the all night Walmart in just a suit jacket and jeans, but it was really late at night and it was Walmart. I'm sure they've seen worse. I grabbed a couple of shirts and a pair of jeans, some underwear and socks. I had no intention of going home, so I crashed at a motel the next town over. My phone had been ringing constantly, so I put it on silent mode and didn't look at it until midmorning the next day. Thirty calls from Jimi, five from different board members, one, oddly enough, from Philip's wife, and two from Celeste. I listened to a few from Jimi. They were what I expected. It was just a play. Nothing had happened. I was blowing this all out of proportion and I needed to come home so she could explain it to me. I listened closely, but I never once heard an apology for what she'd done. I stopped after eight and deleted the rest.
The Board members all echoed the same sentiment. It was just a play. They had no idea the bedroom scene had been reinserted. Jack and Philip were banned from the rest of the season. Cynthia had been asked to resign. It seemed to me they were trying to make it right, so I might give them the benefit of the doubt.
The one from the asshole's wife was interesting. "Look, I don't know who needs to apologize here. You shouldn't have hit him so hard. I shouldn't have jumped you. I don't think anything happened, but if it did and you have proof, I would ask that you share it. I agree the bedroom scene was in mighty poor taste, but I think Jack and my husband feed off each other and your wife got caught in the middle. That won't be a problem in the future. I've told him in no uncertain terms he's done with the guild and if he can't generate some decent income from acting within the next six months, he's going to have to get a real job. He only started with the guild to gather a little more exposure."
Well, it seemed at least one of the bunch had some character. I called back and we had a lengthy conversation. We didn't part friends exactly, but we weren't sworn enemies.
It was a little more difficult to talk to Celeste. When she answered I started talking so she didn't have a chance. "Look, I'm sorry about last night. I was pretty upset and I may have overreacted. Your lifestyle is your business as long as it doesn't bleed over to mine. I like you a lot, honey, but you have some decisions to make, decisions I don't think will include Jack in the long run. If I see him again anytime soon, he'll probably have another fat lip. I would prefer you not cut me out of your life but if you have to, I'll understand."

When I ran out of breath there was silence. Then she started. "You hurt me, Roy. In all the time I've known you you've never said anything directly negative about my lifestyle. Jack can be an asshole and at times he can go too far. He should have never put that bedroom scene back in. I suspect he did it just to piss you off. He feels threatened by you, Roy. You're smarter than he is, way more successful, but most of all you have a much larger cock and nothing threatens him more. He's firmly convinced you and I are screwing because we're together so much. He's sure, and I'm using his words, 'that one day you'll fuck me with that big cock and I'll be ruined'. "
I couldn't help laughing. "I don't want to hurt your feelings, honey, but I'm not that large. Jack isn't that small. And just so you know, I'd never fuck you if we were to ever get together. I'd make love to you like you deserve. Later on down the road if we continued, then we'd fuck. I cannot imagine it would be anything less than spectacular."
I could almost feel her blush. "I... I have to go now, honey. Call me later on when you want to go over the show options."
Well, at least one bridge mended.
Jimi was a different story. I called her and didn't give her a chance to speak. "The house. Six o'clock. You better have your head on straight and not lie. The first time I catch you I'm out the door and we're done. If I find out you were fucking around on me, the prenup kicks in. I'll show no mercy. None."
She was sitting on the couch when I got there. I was happy to see she wasn't drinking. We'd both need a clear head to get through this.
"Honey, I..."
I held up my hand. "I'd like to speak first and ask some questions, if you don't mind." Knowing how organized she was and how her mind worked, I'm sure she'd formulated a plan and had it all worked out on how to present it. Spin doctors don't like being put in a reactive role. Me doing this threw the script out the window.
"Who picked the play you were presenting?"
"Jack did, but..."
"When you read it, especially the bedroom scene at the end, did you feel it was appropriate for a small-town audience?"
She was a little flustered now. "Jack said it would do the town good, get them out of their comfort zone and broaden their horizons."
"And you agreed?"
"Not at first, but Jack and Philip said..."
"Ah, words from the fount of knowledge and morality."
Jimi was glowing now. "Can I say something? Yes, it was incredibly stupid and totally inexcusable. The Guild has gotten a lot of phone calls since that night, and none have been flattering. So far, seventeen season ticket holders have demanded their money back. Two more corporate sponsors have cancelled their support. This may be the end of local theatre."
"You'll excuse me if I can't work up a lot of empathy for them."
"Please, Roy. You don't have to forgive Jack or Philip or even me, but you loved that theatre. Think carefully before you destroy them. They may never come back."
She was right, but I didn't care at the time.
"Did you fuck them?"
"NO!"
"Did you think about it? Did your rehearsals ever get a bit out of hand? Look me in the eye and tell me nothing inappropriate happened. Most of all, tell me why you thought it would be all right with me if you got practically naked on stage and then did the curtain call without dressing."
There was a lot of sobbing, and instead of comforting her I just waited until she composed herself. "Jack didn't tell me until just before the curtain went up that the bedroom scene was back in. He and Philip gave me the nighty and promised me no one would see it because they would dim the lights before I went on. Then Jack just shoved me onstage and I had no choice."
"I get it. The play must go on. Let me ask you, when he said the bedroom scene was back on, why didn't you tell them to go fuck themselves and refuse to do it? When Jack pushed you, you could have just ducked back. Know what I think? I think you were excited and just a little horned up and you decided 'why not', even though you knew, YOU KNEW, it would embarrass me and piss me off no end. Even then, if you'd put on a robe for curtain call and the mixer, I might have let it go. Did you do any of that? Fuck no you didn't. You strutted out there practically buck naked. No one in town has to wonder if you shave your pussy or if you have a piercing in one nipple any more, do they?"
Exhausted, I stopped. "I think we're done here, Jimi. I..."
The scream was primal and she launched herself at me, begging and crying at the same time. I just held her until she passed out. I sat for a while, feeling her snuggle down deeper in my arms, her grip never loosening. Did I still love her? Yes, I did. Did I think I could get over what she did? Maybe.
The next morning, she woke smelling coffee. I was at the table when she came in wearing one of my old t-shirts, her silky black hair a tousled mess. She never looked prettier to me. She got a cup and started talking. She talked half the morning and a lot of things came out. She was scared of having children. She was jealous of Celeste, and Jack preyed on that jealousy, telling her it was all right by him if I slept with his wife and he'd be happy to return the favor. Philip had joined in, telling her how sexy she was and how she deserved better. She swore there had never been any sex between them, but did admit there was a lot of wandering hands. I was shocked when she said ever since we fell in love she always woke up wondering if this was the day I realized I was married to a little foreign half-breed with the chest of a little girl and almost no butt that I needed to get rid of.
*****
It was a long road back. We went to counseling, together and Jimi went to another therapist on her own. In the end I could kind of see how it could have happened, given her mindset and falling into the hands of a couple of successful predators, but I still thought her love for me and common sense would have won out.
Needless to say, the theatre guild almost collapsed. There were no more performances that season; the last three plays cancelled. Cynthia got divorced. It was pretty ugly and Philip was named in an alienation of affection suit. He didn't have shit and Cynthia's husband told him if he'd testify he'd had sex with Cynthia, he'd drop the charges. Being the gentleman he was, he threw her under the bus and sang like a canary, even mentioning a couple of threesomes with their buddy Jack.
Philip's wife, Anne, embarrassed no end and sick of her husband's philandering, divorced him. He had the nerve to ask for support because he was unemployed. The Judge they had laughed when his lawyer brought it up. "You have a degree and some experience, Mr. Lawson. The job market is hot right now, so I have no doubt you'll land on your feet. Motion denied."
It took almost a year before I got a visit from Celeste and the new Board of Directors from the old theatre guild. If Celeste hadn't asked personally, I'd have told them to kiss my ass. I wasn't much for harboring grudges, and there were a lot of promises made about oversight of both the material and personnel, and they almost begged me to accept a seat on the board. Celeste appealed to me personally, so I agreed and helped get it geared up for a new season, one that was heavy on plays for children. I was even in one, playing the cow in the juvenile version of "Into the Woods." I had a ball and the local critic said I stole every scene I was in. That was the extent of my thespian activities, though, because work was pretty demanding in that time period. Celeste was named Artistic Director, and she chose the productions with care and directed most of them. It made her happy.
Celeste tried for a few months before she just gave up and divorced Jack. He did not take it well and it got to the point she had to threaten to get a restraining order if he didn't leave her alone. She and I were together a lot due to business, and Jimi and I tried our best to console her. I insisted Jimi spend more time with me and she often went with me when I traveled on projects, especially when it involved Celeste. I think it was half jealousy and half fascination with how television worked.



Celeste had signed on with The Food Network for a thirteen-episode run, visiting restaurants mostly in the Southeast. One episode had her in California, and another in Vancouver. We didn't go with her to California but turned the Canada trip into a vacation. Celeste was dating one of the production team, a senior producer, and the four of us had a really good time.
We had two suites in one of the better hotels and ours had a hot tub. After a few drinks one night we shocked the hell out of her new man by stripping off and getting in the tub. Celeste had always had a good body, but thanks to working with Jodie it was amazing. Jimi, despite being so petite, was very well proportioned. By the time got his eyes back in his head and his tongue in his mouth we were teasing him gently. It took him about twenty minutes but I saw the look in his eyes. Jimi gasped when he shed his clothes. He wasn't porn star huge but he still had the biggest dick I'd ever seen live. Not that I make it a point of looking at dicks live or on video, but he had nothing to be ashamed of. I looked at Celeste and she just smirked. Well then, good for her.
We stayed in for another twenty minutes before we got out. Celeste and George didn't seem to be in a hurry and I grinned, remembering the last time we'd been in a tub together. "Christen it if you like. I'm not the one who has to clean it."
Once again, they got a very good view of Jimi's ass as I carried her into the bedroom.
Jimi was a tiger than night. I teased her the next morning. "Something sure inspired you last night. Do I need to get you a giant vibrator you can name George?"
She flushed but grinned. "Maybe. You're not exactly tiny, you know, but his seemed... unreal. I wonder how Celeste handles it."
I knew then there would be an episode of girl talk in the near future.
Jimi got to travel with Celeste because she was the ad executive in charge of her career, and she was doing a stellar job. Home and Garden came knocking about the other show we'd pitched and we worked out a deal. She'd do ten shows a year for them and twenty for The Food Network, leaving her roughly ten weeks a year for vacation and personal appearances. The remaining weeks would be her decompression time. There was even talks about a book or two as companion pieces.
The production company was thriving. The guys finished the animated short they had been working on for a couple of years, and it was nominated for an Oscar. It didn't come close to winning, but it got them a lot of recognition and job offers.
Deciding I'd done all I could do for them, I looked around for another project.
*****
Jimi came to me a few months later looking as nervous as a Scoutmaster/Priest going before a DA.
"Can I ask you something?"
"No."
She seemed startled. "What?"
"Well, it was a stupid question so I thought I'd give a stupid answer. What's on your mind?"
"Please hear me out before you say anything. I'd like to act in amateur productions again. Not in our town. God knows they don't even like me being in the audience. No, Jensenville is starting a theatre guild and I'd like to be part of it."
Jensenville was a tiny town about fifteen miles away. I think the whole town was less than 5,000 people. I thought about it for a minute. "I'm not too keen on that idea."
"Please, honey. They only plan on staging three plays this year. They're desperate for anyone with any experience at all. You could join, too; you don't seem to be that busy right now. It could be fun for both of us."
"Do they know about the last production you were in?"
She was a little pink when she answered. "No. And I'd rather it not come up in conversation. Please, Roy. I miss it."
I missed the peace of mind I used to have, but I didn't say it out loud. "Let me meet them. We'll go from there."
Sher expressed her gratitude three times that night. It had been a while since that had happened. It was a good thing I didn't have any meetings the next morning.
We did a meet and greet. They seemed nervous and out of their depth. Their leader was the local Senior High School English teacher and Drama Coach. He had majored in Drama, but had to take what he could get when he got out of college. He'd even been in a few off-Broadway productions and had spent a summer touring with a road company doing "Oklahoma".
He sighed. "It's kind of a pipedream for me. I lived in a large town before I moved here and was deeply involved with the theatre guild there. I talked to some of my old friends there and they encouraged me to do this, they even offered to give me a few of their old sets. My school kids are eager and a few of us have a drama background, but the rest are just housewives, production workers or office types who have no idea what they're getting into. Some will quit when they see how much time they'll have to commit; some will quit because it's not what they thought it would be. The rest of us will just carry on."
I appreciated his honesty. I also appreciated that they seemed to be mostly moral people and were adverse to doing anything risqué.
"You ever see a production of An Illicit Affair?"
Bob, the teacher, had a look of disgust on his face. "I have. It was pretty bad and the audience wasn't keen on it. Distasteful subject was the most common comment garnered. They only did one performance and shut it down."
"Did it have the bedroom scene in it?"
"Hell, no. I've never heard of anyone who had the balls to leave it in. If you're asking if that's something we're leaning towards, then the answer is an emphatic no. These are small town people: farmers, tradesmen, factory workers, and it wouldn't be something they would approve of."
I liked the guy.
Jimi immersed herself in the group, dragging me along when I wasn't tied up. They were all scared to death doing their first ever production. Jimi wasn't in it, listed on the playbill as assistant director. There weren't a lot of people in the audience the first time, and I think they were disappointed. I promised them things would be better next time.
They did the juvenile version of "Into the Woods," next. Jimi told them what a great cow I made, and I was drafted into playing the part. The lead was a sixteen-year-old girl who stole the show because she was that good. The place was packed because one of the corporate sponsors, McCoy Investing, Inc. bought all the tickets and gave them away to the community.
The applause at the final curtain went on for fifteen minutes, and I made sure every woman in the production, including the ones behind the scenes, got a bouquet of roses. They all had their costumes on during the after-show mingle. I wore the cow head. One little girl of about seven ran up and poked me. "Moo!" she giggled.
I mooed back which made her and her friends giggle harder. Since Jimi was in the production, I invited Celeste to the play. She was home from filming one of her shows and I figured the normalcy would do her good. She was escorted by some network executive and he was right in the middle of making fun of the production when she hit him in the stomach. Hard. He got the hint and behaved. The after party was held at an ice cream parlor in deference to the kids in the production.
The local paper made a big deal of it and they had to extend the run another week. I don't think there was an empty seat in the house and they all paid for the tickets.
I came in from a meeting on something that might be my next project to find Jimi and Celeste at our kitchen table, most of a bottle of wine gone. They were giggling about her date for the play. She saw me and grinned. "It was our first and last date. He should have gone in costume. He could have been the ass."
After they stopped laughing, she told us the only reason he came with her was to try and lure her away from our production company, promising her fame and fortune beyond measure if she'd sign with him. Jimi asked her what she told him.
"I told him if he'd kiss my ass at high noon in the food court of our biggest mall and gave me time to advertise, I'd think about it. He left that night."
*****
Jodie got me involved in my next venture. She frequented a bar that had been a landmark for years in her home city, and the owner had died. His widow didn't have the drive or skill to keep it going, so she put it up for sale. Jodie wanted me to partner with her and revitalize the place. I didn't have a lot going on and bar owner wasn't on my resume yet, so I agreed to look it over.
Jimi and Celeste went with me and were laughing hysterically in fifteen minutes. It turns out it was an Alternate Lifestyle bar, a mix of gays and lesbians, but mostly transgendered. Despite Jodie and the manager, we all got hit on within thirty minutes.
The place was huge but it had seen better days. I could see potential but not necessarily in the current incarnation. After talking it over with the owner in her office, we went looking for Jimi and Celeste. Jimi was on the dance floor with a very attractive transgender woman while Celsete was at a table full of guys doing shots. They recognized her from her shows and were determined to show her a good time.
Jodie took the opportunity to introduce me around and I ended up at a table with three T-girls. One was a very attractive blonde smaller than Jimi. Another was a really hot 'person of color' as she identified herself. Whoever did her work was a genius, because her breasts looked really natural and there was a lot of them on display. The third was a Latina with a classic bubble butt with hair down to her waist and a small bust. She saw me looking and laughed. "I know I got itty bitty titties compared to these bitches, but I'm on hormones. Don't worry baby, they'll grow on you."
We were far enough from the DJ to hold a conversation and they did a good job of persuasion, talking about the potential the place had, how much a facelift would help, but most of all they wanted to turn it into something that was more than a bar and hookup factory. They were talking about having fashion experts come in, book exotic dancers who catered to their niche in every three months. They even talked about sponsored sports teams.
"We're a perfect target. All of us, gay, trans, lesbian, we almost always have decent jobs, very rarely do any of us have children, so we have a lot more disposable income than most. If we had a place we felt safe and comfortable, think how much of that disposable income could be in your pocket?"
The little blonde did most of the talking and I found out she was an accountant, which made me pay closer attention to her. All three had skills and contributed to the conversation. We were so deep into it we didn't see the girls come up.
Jimi plopped down and grinned. "Give it up girls. He's mine and I'm not about to let him start experimenting." The Latina grinned.
"Don't automatically turn this opportunity down, sugar. I play on both teams and we could have a very good time together. I'd love to get this white boy into a Latina/Asian sandwich."
I didn't have time to blush before Desiree (really? She couldn't have been a little more original?) jumped in. "Count me in girls!"
Amy, the blond, piped up. "What am I, chopped liver? Include me in that little pile."
I was glowing and Celeste was pounding the table she was laughing so hard. One of the gay guys who had followed jumped in, rubbing my arm. "Forget those hoes, sugar. Let me show you what a real blowjob is like."
In the end we had three tables piled together and made it a party. The DJ cranked it up and I ended up dancing with all of them, even the guy. They must have bribed the DJ because every time I hit the floor a slow song would start a minute later. I just rolled with it; It would make a great story someday.
Thank goodness we didn't have to drive back to the hotel. I just barely remember getting into bed.
We all straggled out of our bedrooms and just stared at each other.
"Not a word. You hear me? Not a word about last night."
The ladies grinned. Jodie grinned widest. "I won't say anything. Besides, I got lots of pictures."
Celeste was holding her laptop. "I wouldn't worry Jodie. The place has a Facebook and we're all over it as possible owners. There's a really nice picture of Roy dancing with Chuck. He looks just adorable snuggled up to Roy, doesn't he girls?"
We all crowded around and she wasn't lying. There were pictures of all of us. Jimi dancing cheek to cheek with Desiree, Celeste at the guy's table while they all tried to kiss her cheek at the same time. Jodie in a lip-lock with the Latina. We all agreed it was a good thing we were out of town and doubted that any of our friends were friends of the club.
After breakfast, Jodie asked me what I thought. "It's got definite potential. You know, you're well off enough to buy the place yourself. Why do you need me?"
"I want your knowledge. This could be a gold mine. Mostly though, I want your luck."
"I'm not always lucky."
"I'll take my chances based on your track record. I'd really like to do this but I won't go forward on my own."
In the end we formed an LLC, JR Enterprises, and bought the place.
*****
Getting the bar remodeled and off the ground was more labor intensive than we thought, and for a while we were there once or twice a week. It was too far away to commute, so we always spent the night. I asked Jimi if she would be jealous because I spent so much time with Jodie. She was getting dressed for work and was still in her underwear. "If you had a set of these," she hefted her perky little breasts, "Or one of these," she ran her hand over the front of her panties, "there would be no way in hell I'd leave you alone with her. I think you're safe, honey."
"You ever think she might just be a switch hitter?"
"I think before you start playing the field you better think about the grand slam you have at home." By then she was taking her panties off and she ended up being late for work.
Four weeks later and we were almost done. The grand reopening would be held in two weeks. We kept a small part of the club open so our patrons wouldn't forget us. Most of the regulars showed up every Thursday for an update tour. I got lucky when we found out Desiree was an interior designer in real life, and we hired her as a consultant. I said as much to Jodie and she just grunted. "I told you. You're the type of guy who could fall into a barrel of dicks and come up with a pussy in both hands and one in your mouth." Wow, that was a analogy I would never have thought of.
Jimi and I were having a hard time getting quality time together. If I wasn't tied up, she was with the theatre group. The new season was coming up and she was neck deep helping them decide which plays they wanted to do. Jimi wanted to do Rocky Horror but got shot down pretty quickly because of the conservative nature of the community.
Celeste was going to have a limited presence in the old group because she was off filming her next set of shows for Home and Garden. They were on a tight schedule, trying to get all ten shows in in five weeks.
The club finally opened to a packed crowd. They were turning people away pretty early, giving those who couldn't get in a gold pass that ensured they would be the first in line the next time they came. The pass came with a complimentary first drink. We had hired Tina, the Latina trans who I had met the first night, to be manager. It seems she had a degree in hospitality management, but had a hard time finding a position in her field.
I insisted on a security team. Five guys and three women, all trained in their fields Two worked the club, two patrolled the parking lot, and one watched everything on monitors in their cubbyhole of an office. All were wired and could converge in moments in case of an incident. Tina thought it was a bit of overkill until I trotted out the facts about how vulnerable people with alternate lifestyles were. When two of the bouncers turned away two car loads of men intent on making an example of someone, she never said another word. The club was also on good terms with the local law enforcement. Two of the security team were retired policemen and there was always a pot of coffee and snacks in the office, usually homemade by one of the customers. As time passed and the incident rate of calls all but disappeared, everyone relaxed.
Jodie and I made it a point of visiting every month, to address any concerns and look after our investments. The last time we visited they were having a drag queen contest and Amy told me they were fielding a softball team in the mixed leagues. She laughed. "Gays, lesbians, and trans, we got all the bases covered."
They went on to win the championship that year and the trophy resides in a display case near the front door with a team picture over it. Owners in other towns often visited and came away with new ideas. Sometimes they left a few.
I stopped at my accountants for a yearly review. I was worth roughly four million, but it was mostly invested in different ventures. They estimated my worth would double in four years and triple in ten. I thought about it for a few days and decided to take some time off. My thinking was now would be an excellent time to start a family.
Jimi surprised me in a couple of ways. She was not as happy as I thought she would that I would pretty much be home full time for a while, and didn't seem too keen about starting a family. She was 34 and I was 38 and I could see our window closing.
My world started unravelling a month later when I attended a performance and saw a familiar face in the crowd. It looked a lot like Jack, but the guy disappeared before I could get close. Then I was looking at the playbill and saw another familiar face. Philip. His bio said he was a local businessman and former professional actor who enjoyed participating in amateur theatrics.
My stomach was rolling when I joined Jimi in their post production mingle. She read my mood and stayed quiet and never moved unless I did. It wasn't until we were on the way home that I brought it up. "So, when were you going to tell me Philip had joined your troop?"
"He hasn't been with us long, honey, and he and I never cross paths. If I find out he's in a production, I skip it and work on the next one. I need to remind you nothing actually happened those years ago, and nothing will happen now. I didn't tell you because I knew it would upset you."
"You know, I think I saw Jack in the audience."  "You may have. He and Philip moved in together to save money when they got got divorced, and they seem to enjoy living together. Similar lifestyles I suppose. I've only spoken to him once and told him to keep his distance and we'd get along fine. Please don't worry. I'm a big girl and can handle myself and I make sure I'm never alone with either one of them. Too many bad memories."
She sounded convincing and even though we had some of the best sex we'd had in a while, I couldn't get them off my mind.
She started spending more time at work. I asked Bob and Jan and they both said the firm was right in the middle of pitching a client with nationwide implications and everyone was doing all they could to be successful. I got to noticing she never left her phone laying around and seemed to guard it like it was gold. If you added it all up and topped it with the inordinate amount of time she was spending getting ready for the new play, it gave me a very uneasy feeling.
I stopped in at the investigative agency and talked to the Major. That had been his rank in the Army, and since a lot of employees were vets, the title stuck. We spent a little private time in his office and he sighed. "You sure you want to go down this road, Roy? Everything you told me seemed to have a reasonable explanation and if it's all paranoia on your part and she finds out she's not going to be a very happy wife."



"There was a lot of soul searching before I made the decision, Major. Look into it if you have time."
"All right. The easiest way would be to hack her phone if you can get it to me. We'll probably subcontract most of this because she knows me and a lot of staff from your parties. Remember, she interviewed most of us when they did that murder mystery. You got a time frame?"
"A week or two should do it. You don't know how much I hope you tell me I told you so."
He sighed. "I'll start tomorrow. When can I get access to her phone?"
I had to think about it. The only time it wasn't on her person was when she was charging it. "Can you send a guy around after midnight? It will probably be the only time I can access it."
"Tomorrow night. He can do it from his van, it'll be a lot quicker that way."
Feeling like an asshole, I made sure we had a pretty spirited session that night. She snuggled to me afterwards and was asleep instantly. I waited an hour until she turned over, slipped out of bed, eased her phone off the charger and went out the patio door. It kind of freaked me out he was sitting there in the shadows.
He didn't even go back to the van, hooking the phone up to his laptop and working off the patio table. Almost immediately he said "Shit!" softly.
"What?"
"She's got an anti-hack encryption installed. Pretty sophisticated stuff. Can you get me her laptop?"
I found myself creeping softly back into the house to retrieve it. He took it to the van, hooked a couple of cables to it and worked like crazy before sitting back and sighing. "Got it. I caught it and reprogrammed it so it will never show up. I need your phone."
I handed it to him and he did a few things before handing it back. "You got a tracker app and a remote viewing program."
"What does that mean exactly?"
"It means you need another phone. Someone had cloned yours and everything you text, everything you say, every business transaction you make over your phone is reported to someone else."
Damn! This could be really bad. I ran most of my businesses over the phone. "Don't touch yours and keep anything confidential to a minimum. Use it just enough to not get made. I'll have you one up and running at the office tomorrow afternoon that will be as bulletproof as I can make it. By then, I should be able to tell who's getting your information."
"What do I do now?"
He shrugged. "Put everything back like you got it and go back to bed. Try to get some sleep. If you can, don't vary your routine. If she wants to cuddle, cuddle. If she wants to play, play. If she ignores you don't get antagonistic. Just roll with it. Remember, we don't know what we're dealing with here. She might be into something shady but might still be faithful to you. We need to find the players and figure out what the game is. If I can't be done tomorrow, I will be by the next day. Don't call us. We'll call you. You're still part owner and it won't be unusual. We can say we need you to come down to look at some spreadsheets and kick around an idea about branching out.
Surprisingly, I slept like a baby. I didn't succeed in business by hesitating. If I found a problem in something, I was investing in I faced it head on. I was deeply saddened to think the most important investment in my life was about to be proven worthless.
They called two days Later. Jimi heard me answer the phone and asked what I was talking about. "The Major wants me to come by and talk about branching out.
She smirked. "Let me guess, he's found a new way of peeking in windows to get the goods."
I grinned and watched her squirm at my reply. "Nobody does that much anymore unless the client wants live pictures. Pretty much everything now is done by computer and social media. Most agencies worth a damn have one or two geeks working for them who can overcome security codes and get past firewalls faster than a squirrel can crack a pecan. No, the Major doesn't need help in that area. He wants me to consider letting him add a personal security division. You know, bodyguards, escorts when a man or a woman doesn't feel safe in public, extra club security if a lot of famous names are present, that sort of thing. It could be very profitable. They've got their pitch together and want to present it. Knowing Jason, there'll probably be a PowerPoint presentation. Wanna come?"
She wrinkled her nose. "No. It sounds boring as hell. Besides, I have a guild meeting. I'll probably be late."
I surprised her with my answer. "Aren't you always lately? I won't wait up."
"What?"
I was out the door before she could go further.
*****
The Major met me at the door and he wasn't smiling. Jason had his headphones on and when he looked up and saw me, he handed me a pair.
The first thing I heard was Jimi. "No fun and games tonight boys. Roy is a little ticked about the time I'm spending here. I can only justify so much."
A male voice, later identified as Jack, started whining. "Damn it! I was looking for a little fun tonight."
I still remembered Philip's voice as he spoke. "Calm down Jack. We can wait. We're almost in. When we get there, we all disappear to the Caymans for a very enjoyable life."
Jimi giggled. "At least you two can console each other. I'm horny as well, and I intend to rock Roy's world tonight. In fact, I'm going to ramp it up a bit. Keep him calm and relaxed. Besides, he's a pretty good lover and I need to get all that I can."
Jack wanted to whine but she cut him off. "Get over yourself Jack. Go home and fuck Philip."
Philip laughed. "He was so horned up knowing we were going to see you today he did that before the play. Come on, honey, give Jimi a kiss and when we get home, I'll fuck you. Better yet you can blow me while I ream your cunt with Big Ben."
Jimi giggled. "You lucky boy. He used it on me the other night and it was almost more than I could take. You'll be walking funny tomorrow."
Jason switched off the headphones. "How..."
"I cloned her phone and have total access. Every time she speaks, live or on the phone, it's recorded." He grimaced. "She talks a lot. I had to put a filter on it so it only activates after key words. Then she revealed some of their plans and I had to remove it. Now we have to listen to every word. My ears hurt. I'll let the Major take over."
I knew the man wouldn't sugar coat it and I was right. "She's fucking both those assholes, at least one more guy and two women. We have names and bios on all of them but the last male lover, and we'll have that by tomorrow."
I was rocked. "How....Why....I thought she loved me."
"She did. I think she still does just a little. From what I heard she doesn't want to ruin you, but she does want all your ready cash, including the prenup trust fund you established."
Well then. There was 300 grand in it now, plus about forty thousand in our checking account. My investment capital was a little over 600,000, so if she got it all it came up just shy of a million. A million was a lot of money, but in the grand scheme of things but not something that would last her a lifetime. I said as much to the Major.
"It seems you've rubbed off on her. She wants to invest the money in a doughnut franchise. She intercepted a call from the owner wanting you to invest and checked him out. She even went to see him in her capacity as an ad executive and your wife. She and her lovers seem to think the place could be a gold mine."
"She's throwing our life away for donuts? Really? Why?"
Jason rejoined the conversation. "Her lovers seemed to have convinced her that you're having affairs."
"With who?"
"With Celeste Richards, Jodie Hathaway, and Amy Rogers. They even say you all have sex together."
I sighed. "Damn, I'm a busy little beaver. I've never slept with Celeste and I haven't talked to her except on the phone in five weeks. Jodie is a hardcore lesbian who has no use for a man, sexually, and Amy's a transvestite and the accountant for the club I invested in. And before you ask, I don't swing that way."
"What do I do now?"
The Major smiled, a smile that probably struck terror into anyone he was interrogating. "Now we get irrefutable truth. The conversations we've obtained are illegal and can never be used. What we can use them for is to track their movements and be there when they get together. Then we get pictures and audio and your prenup is upheld. I don't think it'll take us long. You need to go on a trip for a couple of days real soon. We also need to wire your house with audio and video recorders. I don't think they're dumb enough to do it in your house, but you never know."
"Tomorrow is Thursday. You can do it while she's at work. I'll tell her tonight that I have to be out of town Friday and may not get back until Sunday. She's already got the motive, this will just give her the opportunity."
*****
I went home. What else was I gonna do? Luckily, I was there long enough to take a sleep aid I used occasionally when I traveled and was almost out of it when she got home. Jimi slid into bed naked and rubbed up against me but gave up pretty quickly when I didn't respond. I laid there wondering how many more nights we would sleep together as husband and wife.
I told her that I'd be leaving about noon to travel to Cleveland.
"What the hell is in Cleveland?"
"A security service that's going out of business due to poor management. The Major is going with me to evaluate the personnel. We should get through the interviews by tomorrow, but it may take until Sunday."
There was a little resentment in her voice. "And you're just now telling me?
I shrugged. "I didn't know about it until last night. It came up in the meeting we had. It could be quite lucrative and it's just two days. I tell you what, let's make a plan to go on vacation week after next. Somewhere warm, sandy, and private. I've heard the Caymans are nice this time of year and we've never been there. I've had the feeling we're slipping away from each other lately and I want to make sure you know how much I love you."
She flinched at the Caymans reference but recovered quickly. Jimi either had developed far more as an actress than I knew or she was genuinely moved. There were tears in her eyes when she kissed me. "I'd love that, honey. Let's go to that place in Belize, instead; maybe we can get the same bungalow, and just forget about the world for a few days."
Looking her in her eyes knowing it was never going to happen, and lying about it was one of the hardest things I'd ever had to do. After she left, I packed for Cleveland.
The Major, Jim, met me at the airport. He'd already planned on going pending my agreement, so I really was going to Cleveland. We arrived and got the business part done pretty early, putting three men and a woman on contract for a year. They didn't even have to move if they liked Cleveland; we could just email them details and they could show up at the appointed time and place.
When we got to the hotel Jim grinned. "Put your phone in the hotel room. You're not staying, but your phone will make it look like it if anyone checks. One of the new operatives is going to come by and get it about seven and take it with him while he dines at a very nice restaurant courtesy of us. Then he's going to walk around aimlessly downtown for an hour before returning it to your room. If she calls it will automatically forward to your new phone and she'll never know."
I shuddered; glad he was on my side. We ended up at a very nice resort in the country. When we went down to dine, I was beyond surprised to find Celeste, Jodie, Bob and Jan from the ad agency, Rick from the production company, and Chef Jean. Pretty much everyone I was in business with was at the table. I looked at the Major.
"We're all tied to you through business, but more importantly friendship. This is a show of solidarity, Roy. You invest in more than businesses, son. Your strong suit is your ability to invest in people. We're all with you whatever you deccide to do."
I was overcome. Up until the time I went into business I was a pretty private person without a lot of friends. I could look around this table and know that even if we were tied to each other through business, they were there as my friends.
Celeste had locked down on one hand and Jodie had the other. After a few minutes Jodie cleared her throat. "What do you need us to do?"
"Well, I'd sure appreciate some empty shoulders to cry on later. As for the rest, Jim has it covered." They all looked at him.
"They're planning a big after play party tomorrow, according to the chatter we're hearing. They don't know it, but there's going to be a slightly larger number in the audience than normal. We'll mingle with the patrons at the post production mingle. Anything they say there can be used because it's a public place and there's no right to privacy there. We already know where they're going and have that covered. We can't legally put anything in the suite they will be using, but there are lots of listening devices out there that can record through walls. Plus, if say a curtain malfunctions and doesn't close all the way and one happens to be in a position to see through it, then it's perfectly legal to look and film through the window. The whole group will be filmed continuously from the start of the play until the end of their evening. There is no doubt there will be enough for Roy to divorce for cause and uphold the prenup."
He sighed. "There's going to be collateral damage. The other man and both women are married, and not to any of the players. Tell us, Roy, how bad do you want it to be? Do you want her to go away quietly or do you want to burn her and her friends down? Either way works for me. Oh, and I booked an appointment with who I consider the best divorce lawyer in the state, Monday morning at ten. She emailed me a list of things you'll need to bring, most importantly the copy of the prenuptial."
I had to think about it. Most of my friends didn't know because they'd never had cause to see it, but when I'm wronged, I can turn into a vicious and vindictive bastard. One of my first investments folded because my partner fooled around with the money and bankrupted the business on purpose. I recovered and followed him for a while. Every time he was about to get something good going, something would happen that would put him farther behind. I did it for four years before I figured I had my pound of flesh.
I was still thinking when Jodie piped up. "Don't waffle, Roy. Be as decisive as you always have been. Put an end to it and get on with your life."
Jim added his input. "That's right. You don't have to be coy, Roy. Just get yourself free."
His statement broke the tension and everyone grinned. The drinking began. I went to bed as they were singing "Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover" at the top of their lungs. Some even got the words right.
I was a bit hung over when the phone rang the next morning. It seems my new ring tone was "Fifty Ways To Leave Your Lover." I suspected Jason. Still, it made me grin.
"Hello."
Jimi seemed happy. "Good morning, Honey! How's Cleveland?"
"It's actually a lot better than I thought. It's clean, lots of parks and greenways, and the people are friendly. Still, it's Cleveland. I'll be glad to get home."
"I'll be glad when you're home too, honey."
"Well the good news is I got an early flight in the morning. I can probably be home by eight." That put a little kink in her plans. She was going to have to cut her fun short in able to be home when I arrived. I hoped she showered first.
She faltered a bit but recovered. "That's great. Remember my play is tonight. I might be a little grumpy in the morning."
The play started at 8 and would be over before 10. Even if you factored in the mingle, she could be home by 11:30 easily. I couldn't resist a little jab. "Well, don't get carried away. I know how pumped you are after a performance."
"I promise to be a good girl. I should be in bed by midnight."
Yes, but with who? That's what went through my head as I disconnected. Jim came in grinning. "Got her! She wasn't alone last night. While she was talking to you, she was in bed with a woman and the missing man from the group. Your bed. He's one of the Board members. A married Board member. The woman is married to a DA in another county. Depending how you want to play, this it could get very sticky very fast."
Well, there it was. I didn't have to wait. I decided on the spot to pull the trigger right after the play, during the mingle. "How much would it cost to get that lawyer to draw up divorce papers for adultery and get alienation of affections actions for all the players? I know they won't be legal, but they will declare intent."
He looked startled. "Jesus! Once you make a decision you don't fuck around. Pun intended. It'll cost you some coins, but I can get it done."
"Move on it while I tell the group my plans." I called Celeste and Jodie and met them for breakfast. Jodie seemed a little shocked, but Celeste just smiled. "Poor Jimi. All this time and she still doesn't know who she was married to. This will destroy all of them and probably the guild. I doubt they can come back from a second scandal."
"After the chips fall, I'll help them get started up again, but I'll make damn sure they know it's the last time."
Most of us flew home together and by the time we landed they had their own plan. All were going to be there for moral support. Jim was bringing in a few of the new bodyguards to keep just to keep it as civil as possible.
I hung out at the agency, listening to the phone chatter. Jimi seemed to be having last minute doubts. "I think I'll skip tonight. Roy's coming home early and I can't afford to raise his suspicions. We're too close to the end to screw up now."
That led to a flurry of calls between the conspirators. Most wanted her to come. The DA's wife urged her not to. "You're showing good sense girl. No need to screw up our playtimes. We'll have plenty of times later." Then she giggled. "Besides, it'll be more for me and Janice. Break a leg tonight."
None of the group were aware of her plans except Philip and Jack. Still going to burn them all. You play, you pay.
Jason stopped by, grinning. "Found you, hacker. It seems your pal Philip has a degree in Computer Science and works for an IT company. When it comes out what he did he'll probably be unemployed. Wanna have some fun?"
Jason spent an hour cross-hacking all of Philip's accounts. He even put the conversation about he and Jack being lovers, carefully editing out any reference to Jimi, on his Facebook page, declaring his love for Jack could not be denied and that they would be soulmates forever. It also seems he wasn't as good as he thought, because Jason followed his electronic trail and recovered every dime they had taken so far.
"He's gonna shit when this hits. I'd love to see his face."
I just smiled. "Come to the play. You can watch his face when I tell him I got all my money back."
*****
"Showtime," in more ways than one, I thought as I sat in the van that night. We were waiting until the very last minute to enter, waiting for the lights to go down and the curtain was up.
I was a little surprised at my 'date' for the night. It was Anne, the ex-wife of Philip. I didn't recognize her and she had to remind me who she was. She was fifty pounds lighter and her hair was now blond and flowed halfway down her back. It seems while she was married to the asshole she was at the end of her career as an MMA fighter. Her fighting name was Catherine the Great because of her size. She fought in heavyweight class and though she was never champion, she made a good bit of money before she retired. Unfortunately, Philip siphoned a lot of it off before she discovered it. It was right after the confrontation and she decided if he could cheat in marriage maybe it would be a good idea to see if he was up to anything else. She caught him just in time to preserve a little over half of her assets. It weas the main reason she didn't have to pay him alimony. Seems he'd taken his half of the assets early.



Anne was a stunningly attractive woman, far more attractive than I remembered. Then again, about all I saw of her was he body as she slammed into me. I still remembered what her fist felt like. As we talked, I found out she held three black belts in different styles and was proficient in two more. She held a degree in Criminal Justice and had worked as a cop until she got tired of the politics and harassment. Until now, she had freelanced as a bodyguard and was happy to work for Jim, telling me she wouldn't mind a permanent position.
It occurred to me as we talked that all my investments and the friends I had made over the years were unintentionally geared towards this situation. Not something I had in mind as I said "I do." I remembered Jodi's crack about my luck and grinned. Maybe she had something there.
Five minutes after the curtain opened, I handed Anne out of the van, getting a glimpse of her four inch heels. "How can you fight wearing those?"
She grinned. "I don't wear anything with a strap. These are slip on and I can be out of them in a second. Sometimes, if I'm not in a hurry, I leave them on. You'd be amazed how a four-inch heel buried in your crotch will take the fight out of someone."
Well then, good to know. Her heels meant she towered over me by a good three inches, but I didn't care. I doubted seriously anyone would notice me beside her and she laughed. "I'm usually dressed in business attire. It feels good to glam up now and then. You seem to thinks so, anyway."
I told her I heartily approved of her outfit, basically eye to eye with her cleavage. Her little black dress was what she called a 'high-low," high on the thigh and low on the cleavage. It got my vote.
It got the vote of everyone else who noticed us slip into our balcony seats. I looked around as the play carried on. It had been a decision of my friends to go all out, every guy in a tux, every woman 'dolled to the nines', as they put it. Jim was with his wife and at forty-five, she still had a killer body and her silver hair seemed to glow. Jason was with his new bride, his 'little nerdette', as he liked to call her. She had on a very nice dress. The purple dress matched her hair perfectly. Celeste and Jodie escorted each other. If Jodie had her way it would have been a full date. I think this was the first time I'd ever seen her in a dress. A dress designed to show off her hard body to its full potential. Celeste was as stunning as usual.
Jimi's bosses at the agency didn't attend at my request. They were pretty surprised when I asked them not to fire her. "She didn't steal from you. I'm pretty sure she does a good job, so I'd like it if you would keep her on at least until the divorce is over. It would be hard for her to ask for support when she has a good paying job."
They admitted she did a good job. One wanted to fire her on general principles but the other, cooler headed, partner talked her out of it. It all depended on how much publicity and fallout occurred.
The play was pretty good, a scaled down version of "My Fair Lady." I watched Jimi onstage and she seemed to glow. It hurt me to see how happy she looked. I wondered what her expression would be like in about ninety minutes. Jack and Philip were the male leads and they ate up the applause. The curtain calls lasted fifteen minutes. They disappeared backstage before going out to the lobby to receive the adulation of their fans. I had two off duty cops present to make sure nothing got out of hand and three of the bodyguards were acting as process servers. Each carried a dozen red roses. Jimi was thanking a fan when she saw me and she really seemed happy to see me. When I didn't approach, she frowned and tried to work her way to me.
One of the process servers stopped her, saying the roses were from an admirer. "Your name is Jimi McCoy, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is."
"Well then, this is also for you." She handed her aa big manila envelope and snapped a picture of Jimi holding it. "You've been served. Goodnight."
She stood for a minute trying to process what was happening, glancing over at me before opening the package. There were several pictures of the action from the night before, the top one of her between the legs of the DA's wife while Philip plowed her from the back. Jack was on his knees blowing the other guy, and the woman Janice was blowing him.
Jimi didn't say a thing. She looked at me for a second, then her eyes rolled up and she fainted. When she did some of the photos scattered and the friends trying to give her aid got an eye-full.
Jack looked like he wanted faint when he got his photo of him with the married Janice riding his face while the DA's wife was riding him reverse cowboy. Maybe the million I was asking for in the alienation suit helped his distress.
The DA's wife, to this day I can't remember her name, just rocked back and forth going "No, no, no" over and over. Janice screamed and ran from the building.
Philip's reaction was the most interesting. Besides the papers for the lawsuit there was a note telling him the DA, the one with the wife he was banging, was due a package detailing all his illegal activities. He dropped the envelope and looked around wildly before settling on me.
"I'M GONNA FUCKING' KILL YOU!"
He charged full speed, only to be met by Anne's heel to his groin. Damn, that looked every bit as painful as she said. He was on the ground whimpering and holding his groin when she reached down, grabbed a handful of hair, and dragged him half upright. She grinned in his face. "Hi, honey. Miss me?"" Then she gave him an elbow strike to the face. It was a little overboard but our lawyer made a case it was just the adrenalin of the moment and she thought he made a threatening move towards her client.
The cops came. The EMT's showed up. It was Deja-vu all over again. The exception being this was the last time. Upon the advice of my lawyer I made myself unavailable for a few days, long enough for the real papers to be served. I never returned to the house, I'd bought it for Jimi and I didn't want it anymore.
In the end I gave her fifty grand, the exact amount I'd added to the infidelity fund while we were married. I also gave her the house, but she also got the last ten years of payments. I did give her the car because I'd bought it for her birthday the year before. All told, she netted about 175,000 in assets. A good number, but it compared poorly with what she had lost. I found it hard to understand why she tried to rob the bank when she already had the combination to the safe. All she had to do was remain faithful.
Of course, she tried to spin it. I wasn't buying anything she had to sell. In one of our few conversations I asked why she had swallowed every lie, why she never once checked to see if any of it was true. She had the money to hire a private investigator, or, God forbid, talk to me. She had no definitive answer. A week before the divorce she gave up and signed the papers.
They did keep her on at the agency, but the warm working relationship was gone and it was pretty evident she would never rise higher than she was at the time it all went down. It was no surprise when she resigned and took a position out of town.
All right, this is where I talk about all about the hot sex with multiple partners who were all just aching to console me. It was a year or more before I even looked at other women. It took me that long to get my head back together.
*****
All my friends and business associates stayed close, especially Celeste and Jodie. After six months they decided I was going to be all right and left me to my own devices. I still woke up reaching across the bed for Jimi. It takes a long time for years of love to fade away.
The whole episode made me a little nervous, so I eased off on investing for a while, consolidating cash inflow. It would put me in a better position should something lucrative came along.
I did make one more investment before I scaled back. The guy that had reached out about the doughnut franchise called to see if any progress was being made. He seemed destroyed when I gave him an abridged version of what had happened. His response was to express ship eight different flavors of his doughnuts, three dozen of each, to my office. They were piled in front of the door when I arrived.
I got as many people as I could together for a taste test and they all agreed. They were the best they'd ever tasted. Even Jodie, health Nazi that she was, tried to sneak a dozen out as she left. My favorite was a molasses doughnut. It had to have instant artery hardening capabilities and contain at least two million calories, but I couldn't stop eating them.
The guy was from Louisiana, so I flew down to look over his operation. He had one shop in a small town and it took me forty minutes to get in the door because of the customers. I got a doughnut and a surprisingly good cup of coffee, another Louisianan product heavily blended with chicory. When things eased up I introduced myself. The counter manager turned out to be his daughter and she yelled into the back.
"Pops! The Money Man is here!"
The guy bustled from the back, soaked in sweat with a collapsed paper hat on his head. He was about five-three in any direction you wanted to measure. A Cajun from a small parish no one had ever heard of, his speech was hard to follow but he beamed with enthusiasm and was impossible not to like.
I tried to talk business but he stopped me. "I make the doughnuts. My daughter handles the business end. She thinks we could go statewide, maybe four or five more shops. You should talk to her. If she says okay we do business. Gotta go back to work!"
I set up an appointment for six o'clock that night, snagged another molasses doughnut and left.
The appointment turned out to be at her home. She fed me an authentic Cajun dinner, most of the dishes really good if exceptionally spicy. Her husband was there, home from a job on an oil rig. She had three children from the age of three to thirteen, all girls.
After the dishes were cleared and we all had cups of the coffee that I was getting addicted to, we hashed things out. The first thing I wanted to know was how he came up with the recipes and what made them taste so much better.
"Pops makes his own flavorings, from vanilla on up. He makes most of it in fifty-gallon food grade drums and they have to sit at least a year. If we go into business together, we'll have to find somewhere to produce in volume."
"That could be a problem with the startup."
"We have enough to run three stores for a year, besides ours, right now. How many did you have in mind?"
She nearly fainted when I told her. "Three will do for a test market, but you have no idea how original your doughnuts taste. My vision is to have one in every city in the state with a population of over 20,000. I thought we'd branch out to Texas, Alabama, Georgia, until we cover the South. I figure in ten years we can be nationwide, maybe even international in select markets. How does that sound?"
"It sounds like too much. I don't know if my Dad will go for that. We can talk to him and see."
It took about a month to convince him to go with my proposal. Since I was shouldering the burden financially, I got the lion's share of the profits. He finally agreed when I told him I'd put a buyout clause in the contract, five per cent a year until he owned it totally. The startup deal was 70/30, and I exempted his original shop. He retained sole ownership of that one.
Then it was a struggle to get him to focus on making enough flavorings to support the stores. I had to bring in experts to explain how it worked, and that we had to legally protect the recipes to thwart imitators. I put a clause in the contract that stated at some time in the future we consider bottling and selling the flavors as a secondary business.
Eight months after we signed the contract, we opened a shop in New Orleans. When the locals discovered how good they were they tried to keep it a secret, but the ad agency killed that. Soon they were so swamped we had to add a second location just to make doughnuts. Then we opened in Shreveport and Baton Rouge. Word had gotten out, especially when a Food Network star did a show on them. Celeste did a disclaimer at the start of the show, saying she was a personal friend and though I owned the majority of the stock I had little to do with the making of the doughnuts. Gaston was a big fan and could not believe she was doing a show on his little enterprise.
We had the flavor factory running three shifts and they barely kept up. Gaston insisted that they age at least six months and if they didn't pass his personal test they had to remain in barrels.
After we got established, I hired a well-respected CEO and made Gaston's daughter his second in command. He had come out of retirement to train her and just as soon as he felt comfortable with her progress, he'd go back into retirement with a significantly larger retirement fund.
Then I kind of just vegged out. Oh, I kept up my exercise regimen or Jodie would have killed me. I took a lot of trips to remote places, sleeping under the stars and enjoying nature. One trip impressed me so much I had an agent looking for some land in the area, thinking I may eventually build a vacation home that could become a retirement one, later on.
I still checked on everything I invested in, took meetings, but everything was running smoothly so I didn't worry. I was checking on the bar. The Terrible Three: Amy, Desiree, and Tina wanted a meeting. Amy laid it out for me. "This place is a gold mine for you. We think it's time for you to branch out. Other towns could benefit from what we've achieved here. Our community is crying out for places like this, places where we can feel safe. We've done a little research and found a good spot. The location is great, it's in a low crime progressive area, so we think we'll be accepted with a minimum of protest. Would you consider it?"
We did. Jodie decided she didn't want to participate except as a limited investor. I wasn't really interested either so I laid it out for them. "I'll invest 30%, Jodie is good for another 20. The rest you have to raise on your own."
"We can't raise that kind of money."
"No, but you can borrow it."
"We don't have credit for that."
I grinned. "Yes, you do. I'll loan it to you. I'll keep the payments low and the interest rate will be prime plus one per cent. You can call on me if you need help, but this will be your business."
When the crying and hugging stopped, I pulled the papers out of my case and gave them to Amy. "Look them over, then get a lawyer to do a follow-up. Sign them and you're in business."
The buyout clause was in: five per cent a year until they owned it all.
*****
I was getting ready to leave and it was just Tina and I in the office.
"Roy, can I ask a favor?"
"Depends. How big is the strap-on?"
Tina giggled. "Don't say that too loud! My boyfriend can be one jealous bitch and he loves my strap-on. Ten inches."
"Too much information. What's the favor?"
"We're have a Prom next month. It's for all our people who for obvious reasons never got to attend one in high school. It's turned into a big deal. We had to rent the local college's gym and we've reached capacity. Well, almost. There is one set of tickets left."
"And?"
"And we want you to take Amy. She's crushed on you since the first time she saw you. Her boyfriend just dumped her for a real girl. he said some pretty hurtful things to her as he left. She was really looking forward to the Prom, and now she won't go."
"Tina, I..."
"Stop right there. We know you're not attracted to girls like us. If you ever were, we'd smother you. But you like Amy as a friend, and lots of friends go to events together. Give her a nice memory."
I thought about it that night before I turned in. The next morning, I surprised Amy by showing up at her business. She'd gone out on her own and since she was sole owner, she dressed full time. Most of her customers never knew. She rose from her desk. "Roy? Is something wrong at the club?"
I took her hand. "Nothing wrong. Miss Amy, would you consider allowing me to be your escort to the Prom? I happen to think I look pretty good in a tux and I'm sure you'll be beautiful. Well?"
She went pale and I thought she might faint but she recovered nicely. She had her door open and all six of her employees could hear us. "My, this is so sudden. Let me think. Yes!"
She threw her arms around my neck and I felt the tears on her cheek. I let her hold me for a long time before she turned me loose. "I expect fine dining and a really nice corsage."
"Noted. Until then." I think her whole group charged into her office as I left. I had a feeling it was going to be an unproductive day.
I showed up in a limo at the appointed time, corsage in hand. She was absolutely beautiful. Shining blonde hair in an elaborate braid, strapless black evening gown that she seemed poured into with a high slit on her right thigh. I got a glimpse of black garters when I handed her into the limo.
We turned heads at the most expensive restaurant in town when we entered. The guys stared in undisguised lust and the women stared in admiration. After an excellent but light meal, we arrived at the venue. The decorations were perfect, the refreshments top drawer. We had a table with Desiree and her new husband, Tina and her boyfriend, and in a surprise, with Celeste and Aaron, one of the first people we'd met at the first time we visited the bar.
We had our pictures taken, first as couples, second as a group, and finally with each other individually. The highlight was Amy and I getting voted King and Queen of the prom. We shared the spotlight dance and she cried the whole song. When it was over, she pulled back and looked me in the eye. "I love you."
She saw the concern on my face. "Not like that. Well, maybe like that. if you liked girls like me, I'd have your ring on my finger before you knew what was going on. No, I love you for being the friend I needed when I needed one most, the friend who believes in me enough to loan me money for a business, and for making me believe it was all right to be who I am."
I kissed her. Bet she didn't see that coming. When we broke I grinned. "If I did like girls like you, you'd be my choice."
I saw a guy watching us like a hawk, a hungry look in his eyes. Painfully shy, he worked up enough nerve to come over and ask if he could have a dance with Amy. I told him to ask the lady and she surprised him by agreeing. We watched them on the floor. "That's Robbie. He's still finding his way, trying to come to grips with being attracted to girls like us. He's got a major crush on Amy but is scared to death to do anything about it. Looks like he finally found some backbone."
They danced two more dances and I saw them get their phones out. The night ended with a buzz. Many would remember this as the best night of their lives. Robbie came over and stumbled through an invitation to an after party. The whole crowd was going but I bowed out. "I'm leaving pretty early tomorrow. I wouldn't mind Amy going if she had someone to look over her. Could you do that for her, Robbie? Understand that if she gets hurt you'll be the one I come looking for."
He stuttered through his assurances as I looked at Amy.
"You sure?"
"Remember, we came as friends. You go have fun. I expect to hear good things about the rest of the night."
She jumped into my arms for a bone-crushing hug before locking down on Robbie's hand. Celeste surprised me by asking if I'd drop her off. Her date had found another after-party and an escort to go with.
We got into the limo. If the driver noticed I left with someone different than who I came with he didn't express it. "Where are you staying?"



"With you. I didn't make any reservations; I was going to stay with Desiree and her husband. Guess you're stuck with me."
"I can think of worse fates."
She responded by sliding under my arm. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and she sighed.
*****
We were naked and in bed in minutes. It was one of the best nights of my life. Celeste was eager, willing, and at times aggressive. Over the night I was told I ate pussy better than most girls (good information to have, I guess), that I had a dick of steel, and that she loved reverse cowboy but only if I'd smack her ass as she rode me. Three times for me; I have no idea how many she had, before we collapsed in exhausted sleep.
I woke up to find her sitting on the sofa of the suite, drinking room service coffee. All she had on was one of my dress shirts. She looked uncertain but I gave her a pretty good kiss and she relaxed. "There better be some coffee for me."
She smiled and poured me a cup from the carafe I hadn't noticed before. We sat in easy silence until our cups were empty. Then the questions started.
"What happened last night?"
She grinned. "Destiny."
You can go ahead and call me pussy boy for my next statement. "What are your feelings?"
When she got done laughing, she told me I'd spent too much time with the T-girls. "My feeling, honey, is that we're good together. I have no reservations telling you I've wanted you for years. I've also seen the way you look at me when you think I'm not paying attention. Admit it. There's good chemistry between us."
"I don't want to screw up our friendship."
"Fuck a bunch of friendship. I'm looking for something deeper and we both know it. I ain't gettin' any younger here, and my window is closing. I want two children, three if the first two are the same sex. Then I'm done. You need to think about this. I don't need an answer right now. We need to get used to each other. Last night was a pretty good start and I expect at least one encore before I have to catch my plane. Now kiss me!" That sounded better than conversation, so I did.
Her shirt came off pretty fast. She managed to rip the one I was wearing past repair trying to get it off. "Kitchen sex," she yelled as she bent over the small table in the dining nook. It wasn't as steady as it looked and we managed to break it, riding it down as we both came.
After we got done panting, she smirked. "Glad the suite is in your name and not mine. Now let's go shower together." We broke a shower rod. You would have thought a rock band had spent the night when I got the bill. I just grinned and paid it.
*****
The courtship lasted four months. I wasn't doing much of anything at the time but watching the money roll in. She was still filming her shows and doing a tour to support her book. I tagged along a few times until I found out when Celeste worked, she worked. She'd spend five hours signing books and posing for pictures, refusing to leave until the last book was closed and everyone was satisfied. She introduced me a couple of times as her partner. I knew she meant business partner, at least I think she did, but everyone just assumed we were life partners. The little PDA's may have altered their perceptions a bit.
We had sex. A lot. We fucked. A lot. We did everything we could think of and by we, I mean her. Most of it was pretty enjoyable. Some I wouldn't even try. We had a lot of talks about our pasts. Hers was much more colorful than mine. We spent about an hour talking about her swinging days.
"I'm sure you know that it was 90% Jack, but he's a persuasive bastard and after a while I started to enjoy it. Deep down, though, I knew the moment I let another man touch me that the clock was ticking. We would never last. 90% of swingers divorce fairly early and I believe in my heart it was because we gave up the intimacy, the ownership for lack of a better word, of a committed couple. It ended up being just physical functions. Sometimes they were enjoyable physical functions but when we were done, we were done. Rarely did anyone want to snuggle when it was over, not even the spouses. Jack was usually so drained he was asleep in minutes, afterwards. It sounds like fun and games but it can be a pretty lonely life."
She took another deep breath. "All that being said, the past is the past. The relationships post-Jack were always monogamous. If a partner even hinted about swinging, and a few did because I told them up front about my past, we were through. Pretty much right then. And a couple of relationships were with women. It was one of the few pleasant things to come out of the period."
Then she snuggled to me. "I won't promise you this, I will guarantee it. If we end up together permanently, it will be just that, together permanently. No others. Till death do us part, and I mean it."
I was still on the fence. I was pretty sure I'd always been a bit in love with Celeste. Her past intimidated me a little, and I wondered when we were together sometimes if she was thinking of past lovers. I never had that issue. If I was with a woman I was totally into the now of the act. I didn't think of anyone in the past. I did my absolute best to give my partner everything she desired. Admittedly, at odd times I would think of what we did and think about when I did the same thing with someone else and how it was always better with her.
My hesitation was starting to put a strain on our relationship. She'd thrown a lot of hints the last time we'd been together and I hadn't responded as well as I could have. She left suddenly and I didn't see her for two weeks. Then one night I saw headlights coming up my drive.
*****
I'd bought a few acres at the lake I liked so much. I couldn't get lakefront, but I did get lake access. I had a power boat I rarely used, preferring to go out in the still of the early morning in my kayak. I'd get a good paddle in and be off the lake before the big boats made it too choppy.
My house was a four-bedroom cedar ranch style house with a lot of amenities that included a pool, hot tub (Celeste called it a 'hoe tub' because she couldn't help getting trashy in it. Usually that only happened after the right ingestion of alcohol), really nice patio with a gas grill, a charcoal grill, a fire pit, and a clay oven; it was off the beaten path but I'd made one of the bedrooms an office and with the internet, most of my business could be done at home.
I was about to get into the hot tub so I put a robe on and went round to see who it was. My heart jumped a little when I saw it was Celeste, then I realized she had someone with her.
It was Anne. She'd used her a couple of times on book tours because she had acquired a stalker. They bonded and became friends.
Celeste had been drinking, I could taste it when she tried to swallow my tongue. Anne just smilled and said they happened to be in the neighborhood and thought they'd stop by. Celeste giggled when she saw my robe and realized I was naked underneath. I was alone so I never thought about it.
"Oh goody! Naked hoe tub. Come on, Annie."
She was shedding clothes as she walked and I followed behind picking them up. She slid her magnificent body into the tub slowly, sighing. "Oh! This feels so good. Come on in guys."
I turned around to apologize to Anne and my jaw hit the patio. Anne had been taking her clothes off as fast as Celeste, but was behind me and I didn't know. She was a rock-hard specimen of a woman. Perfectly sculpted and toned, her muscles rippling as she walked towards me. I had a stray thought Jodie would love her. As she passed, she grabbed my hand and all but dragged me into the tub.
I didn't get a chance to take the robe off and soon it felt like I was wearing weights so I stood and shrugged it off. Celeste giggled while Anne commented. "You're right, C. It looks like the perfect size."
They were up against me so tight it felt like we'd been vacuum sealed. Celeste grabbed my face and pulled me into a kiss. As soon as she let go Anne did the same. When she let go, I pulled back. "What..."
Celeste stopped giggling. She looked me dead in the eye. "This is my last attempt to get you to commit. Since you haven't given me a commitment, I'm still a free agent. This is it. If you commit it will be my last time with a woman. If you don't it will be my last time with you. Either way, I want us all to have a good time. Stop thinking and start loving."  I thought about it: anyway for about two seconds. Celeste was right. We hadn't officially declared ourselves exclusive. If we wanted to play with someone else we were all single and wouldn't be hurting anyone.
I take that back. I was so sore the next day I could barely move. We did every combination we could think of. I remember Celeste riding me cowgirl while Anne faced her and rode my face. I barely heard her scream when she came on my tongue but it went something like. "Oh My God! He does eat pussy like a woman!" Celeste had an orgasm immediately afterward, and they changed places. When I was spent, they played with each other until they got off again, then they tag-teamed a blow job until I was hard as a rock. I was doing Anne missionary while Celeste feasted on her breasts, then doing Celeste doggie while she had her head between Anne's legs. I finally collapsed with exhaustion while they were still at each other.
I woke with Celeste's head on my chest, her body pressed against mine. Anne was standing at the foot of the bed, showered and dressed. "Thanks Roy. I always wondered what you and Celeste would be like in the sack and now I know."
She smiled wistfully. "This was her last hurrah, Roy. If you can't commit or if you don't love her, turn her loose. As hot and loving as she is she'll find someone pretty quick."
I got up forgetting I was naked, easing out of bed so Celeste wouldn't wake. I looked down at myself and grinned. Nothing there Anne hadn't seen up close before. "Be right back."

I walked over to my wall safe, keyed in the combination and pulled a little box out.
I popped it open and Anne's eyes got huge. "Celeste, honey, wake up and tell Anne 'bye."
She grumbled as she popped an eye open. I hoped the ring looked huge that close to her face. "I've reached a decision, honey. If you'll have me, I'd like...."
She was on me so fast we hit the floor in a tangle of covers while Anne took pictures with her phone. She posted the decent ones immediately, and in thirty minutes the phones were lighting up.
*****
I was going through the wedding cards and found one with no name on it.
"I always knew you and Celeste would end up together. It is my hope she makes you happy.
Best Wishes, Jimi."
Jimi had disappeared for a while after she left the agency. One day she was back with a new man. They were swingers and it lasted about six months. She disappeared again and when she came back, she started her own agency. Her old bosses would farm out small jobs to her, and she brought them in to help on projects that took more resources than she could muster. She married a guy she met while working on his campaign and after they dated a year they married. I gave them a wedding present. One per cent ownership in the doughnut franchise. It doesn't sound like much, but it was a nice bit of extra change every year. She found it, it was my hottest moneymaker, and I felt a little guilty for taking it from her. They have a little girl now.
Jack just disappeared after being served for alienation of affection, and even Anne doesn't know where he is. She could find out if she wanted to, she just never had a reason to want that.
Philip fared the worst. I didn't press charges because I would have had to charge Jimi, too. She was never the mastermind, just a gullible and insecure woman. They only managed to get about twenty grand, and I got all of it back. I did send his bosses a detailed account of how he'd used company computers and resources for an illegal activity and they canned him instantly and let the reason for his termination become common knowledge. No reputable firm would touch him. He went dark web for a while, seizing unprotected computers and ransoming them back until he messed up and hacked a major writer. His publishing house put every resource thy had towards finding him, and when they did, they turned him over to the feds. He got seven years and was a month from parole when he got into an altercation with another inmate. He ended up having to do his whole sentence, plus eighteen months. I wondered every once in a while how he was faring in prison with his slight form and pretty face. I bet he immersed himself in whatever role he was asked to play.
Celeste saw me with the card and asked who it was from. I tossed it into the trash. "An old business associate. You're grinning that "I know something you don't' grin. What's up?"
"I'm ten days late. I'll be getting one of those home kits tomorrow."
Well then. Good for us.
*****
I got done with this kind of late so I don't know if Randi will have time to edit. Either way, all mistakes are mine.
I'd like to thank The Cabal for taking time out from their plans for world domination to give me advice and support. You guys are the best, and only about fifty per cent of that is fear talking.
Q
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Skunk sat back against the tree, looking down at the camp. Rocky had gradually gotten better to the point he could finally ride again. They'd ridden up to the top of the knoll and the whole encampment was spread out below them. It was a pretty fair-sized village for the time and Rocky thought the people looked like a swarm of bees flitting about looking for honey.
"So, mon ami, how is it you did not perish when your home burned down?"
"I had an escape route. When I put a root cellar in my barn, I ended up digging farther than I expected and ended up under my cabin. I fixed up a little hatch, thinking it would come in handy when I didn't want to go out into a blizzard to get provisions. I hadn't used it or thought to tell my wife about it, so she never knew. It saved my life, but it was still a close thing."
He rolled up his shirtsleeve and showed Skunk the burn scar on his wrist. "I was pretty banged up and had breathed a lot of smoke when I threw the door open and collapsed in the barn. I was in and out, listening to my men cuss and scream as they tried to stop the fire. They found our cook's body, and it was so badly burned they couldn't tell who it was, so they thought it was me. It wasn't until the next day they found me, and two more days until I was up and about."
Then what did you do?"
"I went huntin'."
.......................................
It was two weeks before I was in good enough shape to go after them. I decided I didn't ever want Nancy back. I was gonna kill that bastard Bradshaw, and leave her where I found her.
My crew tried to talk me out of It. "Let her go. No good will come of you chasing her. People like her and her new man usually come to a bad end, anyway. You got other things to think about right now."
I just looked at Tex and he sighed. "I knew you wouldn't buy it, but I had to try. When are we leaving?"
"I'll be going alone. This is between me and him."
"And I won't interfere when you find him. I'm just going to trail along and make sure you have a fair shake. You already know he's enough of a snake not to fight you fair and square."
Spuds also thought it was a good idea. "Let him go with you, Rocky. It'll make me sleep better. I'd go myself, but somebody has to run the place while you're gone."
I had to agree with them, but I had a different plan. "You need to go on back to your place. I'm going to have my family come out. Their place is about played out and they need a fresh start. I'll let them run this side of the operation while I'm gone, and maybe they can find a piece of land that suits them."
"You gonna put your Pa in charge?"
"Not a chance. I love him but he ain't the best businessman I ever saw. I'm gonna put my mother in charge. He'll just relay her orders."
"He gonna let a woman boss him around?"
"He has for thirty-odd years. I don't see him fighting it now. Besides, my brothers and my sister will be coming with them. Between them all they ought to be able to manage it."
I'd already written them before all this happened and sent them some money. They were due to arrive in two weeks, but I didn't know if I'd be back in time. I left everyone a letter outlining what I wanted done. They'd all draw a nice wage and it would give them time to find places of their own. I was sure I'd use my old railroad connections to help them out.
We made inquiries when we got to town. Most recognized Nancy and were surprised to see her with another man. She explained it off as her brother who came to take her back to Georgia for family business. They loaded their horses and bought a ticket for Dodge City. We were on the next train out.
We missed them in Dodge, but some local gamblers remembered them. "The bastard was cheatin' and it didn't take us long to figure it out. The only games he could get up were with suckers and fools, and he usually cleaned them out. One man accused him of cheating and went for his gun, but Bradshaw was quicker. That's when the local law suggested he'd be happier somewhere else. They got their horses and took off south, I think. Of course, they could have just said that to throw people off their trail. I'd check in Weaverville. It's about forty miles southwest of here. If they went that way they would have probably at least stopped for the night."
Tex and I were gone the next day and made Weaverville just after dark, ridin' some pretty wore out horses. They were there for two days while he tried to drum up a high-stakes game, but most of the town and locals were living pretty close to the edge, so it didn't work out. The barkeep remembered them.
"When she come in, I told them I didn't allow ladies in the place but he just laughed and said she was no lady. She pretty much sat by herself while he played and didn't drink anything to speak of. He beat the shit out of a cowpoke who tried to get fresh with her. Broke his arm. After that, folks left her alone. I couldn't tell you which way they headed, but they were talking about Abilene a lot."
We rode to the nearest train station and booked passage to Abilene. It was a pretty wide-open town, but the local law kept a good lid on it. Tex met some old friends of his and he sat and talked with them while I walked the town.
It was early on a Saturday night and there were a good many people about. I'd stopped by an emporium right before it closed for some ammunition, and I asked about it. "Big dance tonight. It's in the opera house right past the hotel. Fine young feller like yourself should go. We got some right pert fillies in these parts."
Ever since I could afford it, I always dressed as well as I could. Tex and I usually wore range gear, but we each had a suit. Sometimes that impresses people enough to start talking about things they usually wouldn't share with some rider off the range. I went back by the saloon and told him about the dance.
"Get your suit. Let's enjoy ourselves a little and I may be able to get some leads on my errant wife and the bastard."
Our hair was slicked back, our boots shined and we'd beat the wrinkles out of our suits. We couldn't wear our rigs, but we each had a pistol shoved in the waistband of our pants behind our backs. We got there, paid the admission and I was surprised how packed it was. The dance was a fundraiser for a local church, so I didn't mind forking over the money. I gave a little extra, which got me some recognition. Admission was fifty cents, and I gave them fifty dollars.
Tex, despite his size, had the confidence of a giant and he turned out to be quite a hit with the ladies. I was talking to the local banker while I watched him twirl the prettiest girl in the room around the floor and having a pretty good time when they walked in. Bradshaw and Nancy. They were dressed to the nines in clothes far above what the average rancher or merchant could afford and were smiling at everyone. I stepped out away from the banker and yelled. "Nancy! You cheating bitch!"
She blushed and covered her face while I turned to Bradshaw. "You bastard! I guess your plan of killin' me didn't work out. My plan for you..."
That was all I got out before he twisted his wrist and a derringer popped out. I saw the flame and the powder fly, then everything went black.
Tex told me about it later. "There was a big flap. You hit the ground and everybody includin' me thought you were dead. Blood was pouring out of your head and you were face down on the floor. The town Doc was at the bar sucking down drinks, and they dragged him away from his bottle. He looked down at you with bloodshot eyes and said 'the boy's a goner.' I'd rolled you over and saw you weren't dead, but you had a pretty good groove down the side of your head.
"He ain't dead. Help me to get him to his room and bring the Doc along."
........................
I flicked the hair back on my left side and he saw the groove. "It was a pretty good shot for a derringer. The Sheriff was there and he began questioning people. When he got to Bradshaw, he was a little angry. "Who are you and what's this about?"
Bradshaw did one of the things he was good at. He lied his ass off. "I think it was a case of mistaken identity, Sheriff. He called me by a name I didn't recognize and came towards me. I think he had a gun under his coat and I know he had murder in his eyes. What was I supposed to do? Get into a gun battle in a room crowded with people? I only used the derringer because it's a pretty small caliber and I keep the powder light in case I have to use to try and prevent hurting anyone else."
"Anybody else see this gun?"
One of the men who carried me out was back. "He had a pistol tucked behind his back but I never saw him go for it."
He turned back to Bradshaw. "Who are you, mister?"
Bradshaw tried turning on the charm. "I'm Walter Jennings. This is my wife, Lillith. I'm a cattle buyer by trade."
The hotel clerk was there. "That's right, Sheriff. They checked in this morning."
The Sheriff was thinking anybody could write any name down for any number of reasons. The derringer and the way the man dressed had him thinking gambler. The wife was dressed a little flashy, but within the confines of decency.
He looked at the woman. "Is what he said accurate, Nancy?"
She flushed but held to the story. "I think so. He came in here and called us names that aren't ours. I suspect he was drinking."
"So your name's not Nancy?"
Nancy must have become a pretty good liar while she was with Bradshaw. "No sir. It's Lillith. He called me Nancy. I have no idea why."
He looked the couple over and made a decision. "Well, I'm going to ask you to stay in town until the other feller wakes up. I'm curious to hear his side of the story."
"Absolutely. I'll probably be here a couple of weeks minimum."
They were gone within the hour.
.......................................
"Did you go after them?" I sighed and Skunk shifted to watch a few braves coming up the hill.
"No. I was on my back for four days. I thought my head was going to fall off it hurt so bad. The Doc saw me a couple of times but he was pretty much useless. He told me that perhaps I needed to rethink what I was doing because it appeared I'd met my match. I told him Bradshaw was uncommon lucky, but all gamblers run out of luck sooner or later. I told him it was just a scratch and I'd be better when I was able and be on their trail again soon."
"So you went after him as soon as you recovered?"
"No. Being flat on your back gives you time to think. My anger was still there, but it wasn't as white hot as it had been. I was doin' nothin' but wastin' time chasing them. There was a Pinkerton office in Abilene, so I went to see them, gave them descriptions of both and a fat retainer. They won't actively look, but they will have their agents in all the towns keep an eye out. The West is a big place, but there just ain't that many people in it. They'll pop up eventually. In fact, that's what I was doing in this territory. Tex and I were on our way down to Mexico to pick up our new herd. I checked with the telegraph office of every town I'm in and the Pinks sent word they'd been seen them in Brattonville. I gave Tex most of the money and told him to go on, secure the herd and I'd see him in a few days. That was three weeks ago. I bet he's wondering where I am."
"If you write a letter, I'll see it gets posted so he'll know you're still alive."
The braves got to us and while I wasn't fluent, I knew enough to understand it was time to prepare for the wedding. We were going to the sweat lodge for a purification ritual. Eight of us crowded into the small hut. it was almost too hot to breathe and when one of the braves threw some water on the hot rocks, steam went everywhere. I was just beginning to enjoy it when everybody jumped up. Skunk grabbed my arm. "Come on Rocky! This will feel great."
We ended up running down to the river naked and jumped in while all the women in the village watched, tittering behind their hands. Even in the summertime that water was cold! Afterwards, we got out and laid on some rocks to dry. I could have gone to sleep, but Skunk got me up.
"Boy, if you don't want to go to your weddin' blankets sunburned, you'd best get up and dress."
I never thought about it, but I probably stood out with my pale skin. When we got to the tipi there was a set of buckskins laid out. "My weddin' present to you. Now get dressed."
I had to admit I looked pretty fancy in the outfit. In the late afternoon sun in front of the whole village I went through the ceremony, doing what Skunk told me to when he told me to do it. Doe Eyes had on a white bucksin dress with fancy beadwork and was smiling to beat the band. When it was over, the whole village walked us back. "Get in, boy. They're gonna sew the flap shut. You better make your bride squeal because everybody will be listening."
...............................
She did squeal. And she cried and moaned. I did a lot of grunting myself, and we must have done good judging by the grins when they let us out.
Two weeks later, Skunk said it was time to go to the closest town for supplies. I went along with my new bride and a few braves. They stayed out of sight while we filled out the list. I had to buy another pack mule to haul everything I bought. I filled that pack with needles, thread, thimbles and as much cloth as I could lay hands on.
"You a tailor?" I guess the store owner had never seen a man buy that much cloth.
"Nope. The wife likes to sew. I figure it'll give her something to do come winter time." The merchant's wife was there and she made some suggestions, so I added ribbons and a few more odds and ends. Then I saw the beads.
"What are those for?"
"We do some trade with the local Indians. They love this stuff."
I bought every jar they had, saying it might come in handy for trade as I traveled.
We filled up three more pack mules with food. Sugar, coffee, flour, as much as we could get. Salt, pepper, anything that was on our list. I also filled one half of one pack with different candies. I never saw a people that had a bigger sweet tooth.
On a whim I went into a jewelry store and bought a wedding band with a small diamond and some dangly earrings they had on display. She cried when I gave them to her and showed me just how much she liked them most of the night. I know it caused a wave of jealously among the other wives, and the braves were a little ticked at me.
Little Big Man, come to find out his real name was Dark Horse, stayed pretty close to me and we became about as good friends as we could for how we started off. He insisted I show him how to punch so we spent a few afternoons in a quiet draw while I showed him some simple boxing and a few dirty tricks. He started using them in contests with the other braves and won more than he lost.
He even picked up an admirer. Cottonwood was the youngest daughter of the War Chief and cute as a button. He told me he was going to try to marry her as soon as he got a better stake up. The Indian Gods must have heard him because we went on a little huntin' expedition, hopin' to maybe get a nice deer or two or even better a few young buffalo for the tribe.
Skunk saw them first. I always thought I had good eyes until I ran in to him. He could see an ant crawl across a twig at a hundred yards and notice it had a leg missing.
"Pull up boys. Somethin' ain't right out there and I want to study on it."
We stopped just under a ridge so we weren't sky-lined, and it felt like we sat there forever. We were smart enough not to worry about it and after about an hour he spoke. "There, by that broke-down oak at the top of that draw."
We looked as eight riders came out of the draw. They were ridin' light and watchin' careful, and all of us could see the paint on their faces. This was a raidin' party, usually some young bucks out to make a name for themselves like Dark Horse had done. My mind flashed back to Doe Eyes and her friends gathering roots and herbs in the valley near the camp. They'd make a mighty interesting target.
For just three of us we were pretty well-heeled. I had my Winchester and Remington. Skunk had the brand-new model of the same weapon and a Peacemaker I'd gifted him with when we were trading. Dark Horse was carrying my old Dragoon and Skunk's old single shot rifle and had turned into a pretty good shot.
They were about halfway to our position and we were trying to figure out the best way to handle them when Dark Horse jumped his pony and went charging out, yellin' at the top of his lungs. They were caught flatfooted and hesitated. Dark Horse didn't, raising his rifle and popping what he thought was the leader right between the eyes. He turned around and went by us at a full gallop, sliding off as he reached us and pulling the Dragoon. They come charging over that hill madder than hell and I bet they thought they ran into a buzz-saw.
We emptied both rifles and Dark Horse blew some pretty big holes in a couple with that Dragoon. By the time Skunk and I went to pistols there were only two left and they decided to make a run for it. They almost made it but I managed to knock one out of the saddle and the other rolled like a stone going downhill when Skunk hit his horse.
The brave jumped up and started running, but Dark Horse was back in the saddle charging after him. He rode into the brave and while he was tumbling, the boy was off his horse with knife in hand. The other brave was older and more experienced, but Dark Horse put the lessons we gave him to good use, catching his opponent with a wicked left that sent him sprawling. The brave ended up on his back with Dark Horse straddling him. He grabbed the warrior's braids and lifted his head up. It gave him easy access to his throat, and blood flew as the blade flashed.
The shots had brought other warriors to our location and they got there just in time to watch Dark Horse beat an older bigger enemy in hand-to-hand combat. His stock rose considerably as they watched. They went out and gathered the horses and dragged the bodies into the shade. Judging by the holes we could tell Dark Horse had killed three with his weapons and the fourth with his knife. We split the spoils of war up leaning heavily in his favor. He got the possessions of four warriors and three horses. Skunk and I split the rest. I didn't care for any of it, but we had to follow tradition.
He was the conquering hero at the feast that night. We may have exaggerated a little, but in the end it seemed Dark Horse carried the battle and we were just along for the leavings. Cottonwood was looking at him like he hung the moon and the War Chief was being real friendly. It would be good to have such a mighty warrior in the family.
Two days later all the leaders, Skunk, me, and Dark Horse sat around a fire. We passed the pipe and got the blessings out of the way before we started plotting our revenge. Several scouts had back-trailed the bunch and found their village. It was a two-week journey farther north and was a good-sized village.
I wondered what my family would think as I sat there and plotted the deaths of these people's enemies. Then again, I had 'married' into the tribe, had fought for them and the thought of me riding away leaving a possible threat hanging over them didn't set well.
It took us four days to prepare before we started out. Half the warriors went with us, as well as a few of the youngsters who were allowed to go along to prove themselves. The rest were to stay in case there were any more raiding parties about. Thirty braves and youngsters, Skunk and I set out.



The Scouts had done a good job and we talked it over. Traditional wisdom said attack at dawn while people were half-asleep. We were going the other way. We were going to attack an hour before sunset. We figured they would be relaxed, thinking they had made it through the day, eating their suppers, without weapons at the ready.
They put Dark Horse in charge of any stray warriors and guards. They were to be killed as quickly and quietly as possible. I decided to go along in case it got hot and they needed the backup of my rifle. We did catch a few warriors riding in late. They all got multiple arrows through their chest and heads and died with a minimum of noise. Then we took out the horse herd guards, boys too young to be warriors but were old enough to be guards. They weren't supposed to engage, but high-tail it back to the village and raise the alarm. We managed to get all of them but one.
We hazed the herd in the general direction of the village. The hoses didn't like our smell, knowing we were strangers, and were more than willing to move away from us.
One boy who couldn't have been more than thirteen or fourteen popped up from behind a log and put an arrow through one of ours before turning and running for the village screaming his head off. That was the signal and I fired a few rounds into the air while our group started screaming and yelling. The horses took off at a gallop, catching up to the boy about halfway down the hill. I saw him go down under the hooves. There wasn't much left when we rode by.
The herd hit the village with the force of an avalanche. Women and children were screaming while the warriors tried to get their weapons and the horses they'd kept in camp. A few succeeded, but were no match for our firepower. Tipis toppled and a few caught fire. The chaos was hard to describe. A few warriors managed to get mounted, but they were swept away by the crush of the herd.
The rest of our group were off in pursuit while Skunk, Dark Horse, me, and a warrior named Walks Badly (he had a limp) stayed behind. We found a few dead and wounded warriors and they scalped them all, killing the ones who were wounded. We were about to turn when I heard what sounded like a baby crying. I followed the sound to a creek bank and there, crowded in a slight depression, five women and about six children ranging from six down to the baby I heard crying were hiding.
They looked up at us terrified, thinking they were going to die. If the rest of the band had been there it would have been a foregone conclusion, but I guess they were lucky in that they got us. We ordered them to come out and they did, singing the squaw and children's version of a death song.
All but one. She was looking at us with pure hatred in her eyes, holding a big butcher knife in one hand and a baby in the other. I tried to reason with her, but she either didn't understand me or she wasn't buying it and took a swipe at me.
I stopped talking and popped her on the side of the head and she almost dropped the baby. I grabbed it and the knife at the same time and got out carrying the baby. She had no choice but to follow because of her child.
We had no idea how many we'd killed or how fast the remaining warriors could regroup, so we set about pulling useable stuff out of the fallen tipis and mounding it into a pile. Skunk finally got them to understand they needed to grab as many things as they could as fast as they could. By the time they were done, they looked like pack animals. Walks Badly rounded up a few horses and fashioned simple bridles for them. We put them on horses, one adult and child per horse. We had one left over, a little girl of about three, so I put her in front of me. We had them tied to the horses so they wouldn't get cute.
We made a slow sweep around the horses that had scattered after the stampede and tried our best to judge them in the dark. We were pushing about forty head when we left.
After about two or three hours, we stopped for the night. The prisoners were given food and water and I gave the kids a bit of candy I carried in my bags. They were all too young to understand they were supposed to hate us, so they settled down pretty quick. The squaws were restrained after they had eaten, but still managed to form a ring around the children as they slept. Each of us took a couple of hours of watch duty.
I got the shift right before dawn. The prisoners seemed to be sleeping well and I did cover the little girl up. The woman with the knife popped an eye open and stared but didn't move. An hour later they started stirring. The little girl stood up, recognized me and toddled over. I was sitting on a rock watching our back trail and when she reached, I picked her up. Soon she was snuggled into my arms singing in her little girl voice. It was soft and low so I let her, thinking it might give her comfort.
After everyone was up, we turned the women loose to attend to their needs and start breakfast. if they were ashamed to urinate in front of Walks Badly, their need got them over it. There wasn't a lot and I made sure the children ate first. The squaws were looking at me strangely as the little girl played with my blond hair.
The main group caught up with us the next day, pushing about a hundred head of horses, loaded down with loot and scalps. The War Chief told us what happened after we left.
"It was a good raid. We killed forty warriors and have no idea how many got wounded. The rest ran for the hills and we didn't have enough warriors to take the time to hunt for them, so we pulled back to the village and burned everything that wasn't worth taking. We would have sported with the women that returned but we didn't have time. Instead, we got them to understand if they didn't leave our village alone, the next time we showed up no one would survive."
"What'll happen to them?"
Skunk looked sad. "It's high summer. They'll have to scramble to get as much as they can put back for winter and build new tipis. They'll have to hunt and tan the hides for the tipi coverings and sleeping robes. I don't think there's enough game in the area to sustain them through the winter. At best, there will be a starving time before spring comes and some will probably freeze. Add to that we probably killed or took most of their horses, and without horses out here you ain't diddly. This bunch is lucky. Most will find a man to take in them and the kids. Braves are always looking for new wives. Some may end up being slaves, but they will be taken care of if they work good and mind their manners. You get two."
"What?!"
"We found them so we each get one with another left over. We've talked it over and decided you get the extra and whatever kids are attached to them because you found them and can probably afford them better than us. Just so you know, the mean one was the extra. Better break her in good, boy, or you'll have to sleep with one eye open."
"The same goes for the horses and the stuff we salvaged. It comes to about twelve horses apiece."
Curiosity got me. "How will we divvy them up?"
Dark Horse and Walks Badly are going to put one rock in a bag, two in another and so on until we have enough bags. Then me or you will have our back turned and Dark Horse will point at a bag and ask you who gets that one until we all have a bag. If you get one rock you go first and if you get four rocks you go last. Each picks one horse at a time in order until they're gone. It's fair and no one can be accused of playing favorites."
"How would we do the women?"
"Same thing. If you get four rocks, you're probably not going to get the cream of the crop. When it's over there will probably be a little trading, but you get what you get in the end. I'm gonna pick Walks Slow. She got good lines and the little boy proves she's a good breeder. Besides, all my wives have given me so far is girls. It will be nice to have a son."
"And the women are all right with this?"
Skunk looked a little sad. "It's the way of their world. It could have been a lot worse. We could have killed them out of hand. We could have made them community property and all the bucks could sample them anytime they want for as often as they want and their future would be uncertain, at best. This way is best and they understand that, especially the ones with children. A woman will sacrifice a lot to keep her children safe."
I thought about that as we rode. Wonder what Doe Eyes was going to think of me showing up with at least two women and a child or two? Would she accept it? I knew the braves ruled the roost but every man knows regardless of culture that if their woman isn't happy, no one is happy.
The day before we got back to our village, we did the choosing. I was lucky in that my bag had two rocks. That meant I went second so I got some pretty good horses. I chose a middle-aged woman who seemed willing and compliant, thinking she would be a good helper to Doe Eyes.
Of course, I got Mean Woman and her infant. I looked her over, judging her like I would a horse. She had good lines, seemed strong, and had a lot of spirit. Her teeth were good and she was attractive, high cheekbones, straight nose, dark eyes, and long flowing hair.
I got Skunk to help me talk to her. "All right, I'm not gonna fool around. You give me any grief at all and I'll sell you to the highest bidder. I don't know if they will want the child or not, and if they don't you know what will happen to it. You behave yourself, obey me when I tell you something and we'll get along fine. There won't be any second chances. Or I'll give you a choice. If you can't follow these rules, I'll make your death swift and try to find the baby a home."
I wasn't smiling and I saw the growing terror in her eyes. It was one thing to act defiant, but it was another entirely to risk the life of her child. Mother's instinct trumps anger, I guess, because she nodded and sank to her knees before me, signifying her agreement.
I also got the little girl that had attached herself to me, because none of the women was her mother. The other woman, Smiles A Lot, was almost beside herself trying to please me, throwing off her dress to let me inspect her body. She looked pretty good for her age. She had a little boy of about seven who was part of the package. My life was getting a lot more complicated.
Wanting them to make a good impression, I took them down to the river and found a little pool that gave us some privacy. I pulled out the soap and comb I carried and made them understand I wanted them to take a bath by stripping off and wading into the river and soaping up. Smiles A Lot tittered behind her hand as she inspected me. Mean Woman didn't say anything, but her eyes gave her away.
Smiles a lot and the boy were out of their clothes in a flash. I took the soap and washed Smiles A Lots' hair. She must have liked it the way she kept grinding back against me. I naturally responded to her and was standing at full mast when she was done. Looking at Mean Woman she said something and tugged me by my erection around a little curve. She had me sit on a rock and she leaned over and took me into her mouth. I hadn't had a woman do that to me since I was robbed when I first started out and saved Vivian. Nancy absolutely refused to do it, declaring it 'nasty', but she wanted me to do her. She stayed pissed for days when I refused.
When I thought I couldn't take anymore, she rose up and turned around, sinking me into her in slow thrusts. She was hot and tight, which made me think she didn't do it much before. Soon she was bouncing up and down faster and faster and her whimpers went to moans and then small screams. I think she came twice before I could stand no more, gripping her hips and pulling her onto me as deep as I could. She gave another little shriek and collapsed against me. She may have been in her late thirties (not as old as I first thought) but she was a hell of a lover.
After a bit she got off me and giggled as my essence started running down her leg. She squatted down in the water and cleaned herself up, using the opportunity to take me in her mouth again. I was almost hard again when she stopped and tugged me back around the bend.
Mean Woman had taken advantage of our absence to get into the water. Her physical beauty was a sight to behold. She cringed a little when she saw me, then straightened her shoulders and looked me in the eye. Smiles took her son and baby and disappeared back towards camp.
I took the soap out of her hands and washed her hair, making her stay still with small swats to her bottom. When it was clean and rinsed, I made her stand still while I washed her back and bottom. She was stiff as a board before relaxing. There at the end I think she thrust her ass back while I rubbed it. She surprised me by turning around and thrusting her impressive chest out. I took the challenge and washed them thoroughly, taking a nipple in my mouth and nipping it slightly. Her breath caught in her throat and she leaned forward. When I changed nipples, her hand went to my head, pulling me into her gently. Then she took my hand and guided it down to her sex. I immediately explored it, rubbing the little nub at the front and making her squeal. The squeal turned into a moan when I slid three fingers inside her. I was a little startled when she reached down and grabbed my cock, but she was exploring instead of hurting. Finally, she pushed me back and waded out of the stream, lying down on some moss and spreading her legs.
We may have had communication problems, but I knew what she wanted. Thanks to Smiles I was able to last a long time, and I think she appreciated it. When I was finally spent, I slid to her side and she immediately snaked a leg over me and placed my hand on her breast. We lay for a while before rinsing off again and walking back to the camp.
The warriors were grinning to beat the band and Skunk laughed. "Well, mon ami, it looks like you figured a way to keep them in line."
I blushed furiously but grinned back.
........................
We came back to the camp hailed as heroes. The villagers exclaimed over the horses and the loot and watched keenly as the women were paraded down the path.
Doe Eyes came running out to meet me with joy in her eyes. Then she saw the captives and her face fell. She looked up a few seconds later and her smile was back but I saw the fear and uncertainty in her face. Was I replacing her? Would she still be the Number One wife?
I jumped from the saddle and embraced her, sweeping her off her feet and twirling her around. Then I kissed every square inch of her I could reach. In the end she was giggling and pounding me to let her go, but not too hard.
That evening after everything settled, I took Doe Eyes to Skunk so she could be sure of what I was saying. "These women will not be sister wives and I have no use for slaves. I have all the woman I can handle with you. I thought we'd keep Smiles A Lot for you as a helper. We need to get Mean Woman married off as quickly as possible. I will depend on you, your brother and Skunk to guide me along. Do you understand?"
It started out a small smile but ended up a full-blown grin by the time I was done. "I hear and obey, husband. Smiles will be a good companion in the winter while you are off doing white man business. Her name is not Mean Woman, it is Bluebird, and I do not like the way she looks at you. She is already plotting to become your primary wife. We should get rid of her as quickly as possible."
That told me two things. Doe Eyes was a lot smarter than I gave her credit for and she knew I would be leaving soon. That, and she understood the complexities of village life far better than I ever would.
Doe Eyes and a few of the wives took Bluebird and Smiles with them to gather berries, and by the time they returned I think all parties knew the situation. It still didn't stop Bluebird from trying to seduce me again. She'd strip at the slightest opportunity, and I'd look at her and remember the delights she had given me. Then I looked at Doe Eyes and all thoughts of other women went away.
I stayed another three weeks. I figured Tex would be moving the herd back to the Dakotas and I'd tarried long enough. When I told Doe Eyes I wanted her to come with me, she refused. "I don't think I can live in your world. This village is all I've ever known. You will come back in the spring and fall and that will be enough. I know you left money with Skunk and have made half the village promise to watch over me. Now, husband, love me hard enough to last until you come back."
I tried. I tried to the point it was a little painful sitting in the saddle. I left all the horses except the little black stallion. He would be all I needed and my friends assured me they would keep them safe for me.
Surprising me, half the braves decided to escort me a ways when I left. Doe Eyes came along and I had her sitting in front of me, her favorite horse trailing along. When we were a days' ride from a small town, they stopped. I took advantage of the situation by getting Skunk to ride into town with me.
I checked with the telegraph operator to see if I had any messages. There were two from the Pinkertons. The ex and her lover were seen in two towns and seemed to be heading west. They would update me when they had more information. Another was from Tex, saying where he'd be in three weeks. He was about three days away.
The telegrams established me as a man of means and I took advantage, laying in as many supplies as I could get. I let them think it was for the trail drive so it didn't generate much attention. I justified the candy by saying my crew had a notorious sweet tooth. I turned it all over to Doe Eyes, making sure nothing was distributed without her agreement. The braves mumbled until Dark Horse laughed. "Do you really think she would let our people want for anything? This just make sure it isn't all used up quickly."
I spent one more night with my wife and friends. I was gone before the sun peaked over the horizon the next morning with the memory of Doe Eyes' tears seared into my brain.
Dark Horse rode with me for a couple of hours before pulling up just below a ridge. "I leave you now. I wonder what my life would have been like if I had been a little quieter or a little faster? I think it would not have been a good thing. Fighting beside you I gained honor and status. I have become well off enough to support more than one wife, and Cottonwood thinks Bluebird will be a good addition."
He had been struck by her beauty from the beginning, and Doe Eyes was shrewd enough to know it would be a good thing to get her out of our tipi as quickly as possible. She sang her brother's praises to Bluebird as often as possible and kept pointing out to Dark Horse what a good worker and fine-looking woman she was. Pretty soon they began sitting together at meals, and he took her for a ride once. No one thought she would run back to her tribe. For one thing, they'd catch her in less than a day's ride. Even if she made it back there was a pretty good chance her husband was dead and the rest of the tribe would think her damaged goods. She faced a life of being passed from brave to brave until they tired of her and then she'd have to scavenge to try to feed herself, much less her baby. She wasn't going anywhere.
Bluebird talked to Doe Eyes, ashamed she had no family to provide a dowry for her. Doe Eyes laughed. "You think my husband would allow shame to come to our home? You will go to your husband with everything a good wife needs to care for her husband, plus enough horses to make you very valuable."
Dark Horse was getting a wife and eight horses. It was a really good deal, although I think when he looked at Bluebird he rarely thought of horses.
Just before we parted I gave him a final gift: the ten-gauge shotgun I'd picked up along with four boxes of shells. It was a single barrel because the merchant didn't have any doubles, but it was still an impressive weapon. With the Dragoon and the old rifle, he was pretty well heeled for an Indian. I hoped he never had to use them except to feed his family.



He gripped my arm in a clasp. "From this day forward, you are brother to Dark Horse. I will see you in the spring."
He trotted away with wet eyes. It was pretty dusty.
.............................
I found Tex and the crew ten days later, and was happily surprised to find Juan Carlos with him. He was going to ride up with us and take the train back. That way he'd know the trail and could bring another herd up the next spring. I figured that and one more would be enough, giving me just a hair less than five thousand. Tex had letters from Spuds and my family.
I read them that evening as the sun went down. Mom loved the ranch and she had it operating like a machine in no time. Between my mother's cooking and Helga's looks, we had some very happy hands. Dad spent most of his time with Spuds. He would always be a farmer at heart. Yellow Flower and her husband took them out to meet my other set of parents. Apparently, Mom and Swallow hit it off, talking about me no doubt. One of my younger brothers was so impressed he spent most of the spring and summer in the village, living with Long Horse and Swallow until the tribe considered him another son.
My other brother spent most of his time with Dad and Spuds. Spuds had written me telling me how successful the fall had been, and he'd extended our acreage significantly. He also told me he'd bought another failing ranch because of its bottom land and it was in both our names as equal partners. He was well enough off now to buy it outright, but he considered me his partner and good luck. He was putting Dad and my brother in charge of it, but would watch them closely.
I never said much about where I'd been, but Tex noticed the fresh set of scars and sighed. "You have the luck of a cat, Rocky, but I figure you've burned through at least three of the nine lives, so you might want to be a little more careful in the future."
It was advice I never got to take.
..............
It was good to be home. My family were very happy to see me. I walked into my new house and looked around before grinning. It had the stamp of my mother all over it.
Of course, it was brand new and wasn't even built on the same site, but it was a nice house. This version had six bedrooms and was a two-story affair. I was a little surprised because I had told Spuds to build my mother anything she wanted, and apparently, she'd wanted a big house. There was even a piano in the parlor.
My father was off with Spuds and my youngest brother was with Long Horse, but the middle brother and Helga were with mother. Helga had matured into a very handsome woman, her Irish features and almost platinum blond hair setting her above the crowd. After dinner we settled in the parlor, and Ma pulled out a set of books and gave me detailed reports of how the ranch had prospered in my absence. I grinned at her.
"Maybe I should stay gone longer next time."
"Nein. You stay here like good son."
"You know that won't be possible. I have business needs I have to travel to attend to. Foremost is the herd coming up next year. That, plus there are some things I need to look into. There's an engineering firm in New Orleans that's doing some interesting things with steam engines, and they've adapted it to farm implements. One machine could do the work of six horse teams and all you have to feed it is wood and water."
Though I never shared it, I wanted to get back to Doe Eyes. Over the winter I'd think of her often, especially during the periodic blizzards we'd get. I wondered if she was safe and warm, if she had everything she needed, if the tribe was faring well.
One thing the blizzards taught me is you can never be too prepared for them. There was no way I could protect four thousand cattle from the elements but I could do my best. I built three huge barns in protected draws, open sided affairs the cattle could shelter in as needed, and had the haylofts filled to the brim. In between snowstorms, we'd toss huge pitchforks-full down or we'd open up a few of the many haystacks we'd scattered around and protected with fences. My little brother Joshua was really talented at designing and building structures, so I put him in charge with orders to build six more shelters when the weather broke. He was also in charge of hay production. I made plans to hire him a crew come spring; he'd need at least ten men, more if we couldn't find skilled workers.
Juan Carlos stayed with us until right before Christmas before the need for his family called him home. I caught Helga and he together in deep talks several times, and she rode around the ranch with him as often as possible. Ma liked the match and Helga couldn't do any better.
Pa would pop in every week or so and we learned to ignore the noise they made in their bedroom. He'd stay for three or four days and take off again. Ma seemed all right with that. He got to finally sate his wanderlust and she got long periods of peace and quiet. I paid my family, far more than their jobs warranted, but they were family and I could afford it. Ma and Helga were surprised when I paid them, but didn't argue much.
Spring finally came and I planned on leaving the last week of March. My brother was going to meet me in New Orleans in three months to observe the machinery and see if it would work for us. If it did, I planned on a pretty substantial purchase. He was going to be there a few weeks before I arrived and I hoped he'd have a good idea of what we needed.
My younger brother would pop in from time to time. Wilhelm had pretty much gone native and wintered with my Sioux parents. I think he may have taken a wife, but he didn't talk about it and I didn't press. I warned him to be careful because more settlers were coming into the area and were encroaching past the treaty line. "I know you've been with them long enough to see the gold. The tribe knows not to show it to whites, ever, and you need to do the same." I also told him if things went bad to grab Long Horse and Swallow and bring them to the ranch for protection.
I let everybody know I'd be stopping to look at some horses on the way down to cover for my visit to 'my' village.
In the third week of March, I left. A week later, I was as close as I could get by train so I unloaded the black, and seven days later I topped the rise, seeing the village. By then they knew I was coming and I had an honor guard for the last two days.
Dark Horse had been grinning like crazy for the last mile and wouldn't let on why. I stopped in front of our tipi and stood, drinking in the sight. Then I got the biggest surprise of my life. Doe Eyes came out smiling through her tears, hugging me like she was never going to let me go. Then Smiles Slowly came out holding a bundle and handing it off to my wife.
I'll never forget her smile or the words she spoke. She held the bundle out. "Come my husband. Greet your son."
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I had a son! I looked down at his tiny face and marveled. Doe Eyes was three quarters white, with auburn hair. It was too soon to tell, but he looked like he'd end up being a dark blond.
Smiles A Lot was grinning and a little girl of about four rushed out and straight into my arms. It was the girl from the raid on the village. She had nowhere else to go and Doe Eyes kept her. She'd been told all winter her father was returning, and she took it to heart.
A young boy came out shyly. Smile's son, he was a little over eight now, and had decided since everyone else in the tipi had a father I was his, too. Doe Eyes explained the whole dynamic to me later. Much later. Everyone but her and our son vacated the place for two days to let us get reacquainted.
I watched later as the children tussled and played with the others and wondered what I was going to do.
Dark Horse was well on his way to being the right-hand man of his father-in-law. The War Chief consulted him on upcoming raids and he was a natural planner. Cottonwood looked like she was about to pop and Bluebird was about a month behind her. You couldn't slap the grin off his face.
Skunk had found another wife for a total of four, considered a lucky number, and exactly the right amount to have. His prowess with his weapons marked him as a top provider, and he was a big man in the tribe.
Two days afterwards, Skunk got thrown from a horse he was training and hit his head. He immediately went unconscious and didn't wake up for three days. I thought he might die until on the third day his eyes popped his open and he grinned. "How long?"
"What?"
"How long was I out?"
"Three days."
He sat up. "Not bad. Usually I'm out for a week."
He told me that afternoon he thought it was from the wound that turned part of his hair white. "Bastard caught me with a hatchet. Mon ami, I have never felt a worse pain. Ever since, if I hit my head wrong, it puts me out for days. I'm usually a lot more careful. One of these days I might not wake up."
I talked to a doctor friend about it thirty years later and he said it was most likely a skull fragment pressing on his brain. As long as it was stable, he would be fine but if it got jiggled or pressed it would cause him to pass out and stay unconscious until it went away.
I stayed for six weeks before I had to leave to meet the herd. Again, I tried to get Doe Eyes to go with me and she refused. "One of these days I'm going to invoke my husbandly right and insist."
She looked sad. "And on that day I will obey you. But for right now, let me raise our children in the way of the People. Our time is passing. Only the foolish, the delusional, the very old and the very young don't see it. The whites grow closer every day. When they overrun us, nothing will be the same, and on that day I will be ready to go. I think we may have a few more summers left to enjoy life as it should be. If things get bad, I know you have plans in place and between Skunk and my brother, we will survive."
The aching sadness in her face swayed me. The baby had no idea I was leaving, but the little girl and boy did and were inconsolable. I talked to Tall Spirit, a medicine man, and he set up a ceremony where I officially adopted both children. To pull it off I had to make Smiles a second wife. I had no intention of consummating the marriage, but Doe Eyes was the one who sewed the flap shut with admonitions to do as good as I did with her on our marriage night. Smiles was older and a little thicker but the woman knew her way around a blanket! She was very talented with her mouth and seemed to enjoy sucking me to completion. She made me understand it would be the special thing we shared.
I was really surprised when Doe Eyes did me the next night. I'd never brought it up and she'd never offered, but there was nothing like a little competition to bring out the extra effort. Between them, I never slept through a whole night in all the time I was there. The last night I found them both in my robes, and I was so exhausted I could just barely stay in the saddle the next morning.
Skunk and I took a trip into a new town and stocked up before I left, making sure to include all the sewing supplies we could get our hands on. It was my mission that the tribe never feel hunger during the snows and that all of them were warm. I also made sure they had plenty of ammunition for their weapons. Might made right among warring tribes, and I wanted to make sure mine always had an edge.
Bluebird and Cottonwood had their children and they were both boys. Dark Horse was pleased as punch and his stock rose once again. A few more successful raids and he'd be a subchief for sure.
In a surprise to most of us, Tall Spirit had a vision and named Doe Eyes as the new Peace Chief. It was not uncommon to give the position to a ranking female, and Doe Eyes fit the bill. Her primary responsibility was keeping the tribe out of a war they couldn't win, so she sat in on most of the plans the warriors concocted and vetoed many. Unless she was absolutely sure, she didn't put her seal of approval on anything.
Thanks to me, she was a woman of substance and thanks to her new job, she was a woman of power. Not bad for someone just barely out of her teens.
*****
I met up with Juan Carlos and rode with the herd for a month. We stopped at a small town to resupply and force of habit made me check the telegraph office. I got a reply pretty quickly from the Pinkertons. There was a confirmed sighting and records indicated they were bound for New Orleans and maybe a steamboat ride up the river to stop at noted gambling towns, especially Natchez.
I was supposed to meet my brother there, anyway, so I decided to arrive early. I broke off from the cattle drive and went Southeast until I hit a town with a train station and booked passage to New Orleans. I had to change trains three times, but I arrived less than a week after I got the message. I booked into a nice room in the French Quarter, thinking it was near enough to the gambling dens I might get lucky and spot them, then took my black and rode out to the steam engine factory.
It was on the site of an old plantation, and I could see the remains of a grand house as I rode up the carefully manicured road. I looked out at a field and realized it was being ploughed by a steam tractor. It looked enormous to me, and I stopped for a minute and watched. I didn't even hear the carriage come up behind me on the smooth road before someone spoke.
"Quite a sight if you're seeing it for the first time, is it not?"
I turned to see a man not much taller than Tex sitting on the seat, wearing an immaculate suit. His hair was mostly white, but it was full and he sported waxed mustaches and a Van Dyke beard.
"It is indeed. If you could be so kind, would you direct me to the offices? I have an appointment with the managing director, Mr. Gaston Dupree."
"And you must be the young gentleman from the Wyoming territories. I am Gaston Dupree, and I am most pleased to meet you."
I got off Blackie and shook his hand, giving him my full name but telling him I preferred to be called Rocky. He grinned. "Ah. Just so. You may call me Gaston, young man. Tie your mount to the back and we'll ride up together."
The drive was another half-mile long before buildings hove into sight. There was a large frame structure that had to be the offices, and a huge cavernous building that had to easily be five hundred feet long, a hundred feet wide, and thirty feet high. Smoke was coming out the top in a series of chimneys, and you could hear the cries of men and the clanging of metal.
"The foundry," My host said. "You may tour it tomorrow if you like. First, come into my office and tell me what you have on your mind."
We settled into very comfortable leather chairs and he poured us drinks from a crystal decanter. "Bourbon, from the distillery of a friend of mine in Tennessee. I was one of several who financed his startup and he's been paid in full for many years, but he still sends me a couple of cases a year, usually one of my favorites and something new he's been working on. Should you ever get up that way I'll furnish you with a letter of introduction. It would be well worth your time to tour his facility."
It was some of the smoothest liquor I'd ever tasted. I grinned, thinking what my father would think when he tasted it. I resolved to order ten cases to be delivered to the ranch with strict instructions to leave the boxes crated until I got home. That would drive him crazy, no doubt.
We talked and I explained what I wanted. Something a little lighter in weight than what I had seen, to be used in our potato fields and maybe other things like grain harvesting. He smiled and told me he'd been working on that exact thing to varying degrees of success. I left an hour later with a very good feeling.
Back at the hotel I changed suits, going for something darker to suit the night and gently inquired where I might find a 'gentleman's quiet game of cards'. The concierge directed me to several high-profile places and gave me a note of introduction on hotel stationary.
The first place was a club of quiet elegance. The men were friendly and I did play a little, losing fifty dollars before I said goodnight. This was definitely not the place Bradshaw would frequent.
The club the next night was a little less well-appointed, but the men were friendly and joked as they played. I'd played enough at the end of tracks to think no one was cheating, and I ended up the night eighty dollars ahead. I spent a good bit of my winnings buying rounds for the bar and got backslaps and handshakes when I left. That club would be about as high-end as Bradshaw would get, but no one remembered him playing there.
The venue the next night wasn't a club. It was a bar in a less than desirable part of town, held in the backroom. I had dressed down a little, but they had pegged me right away and tried their mightiest to fleece me. I avoided most of their traps, although I did blunder into enough to keep them guessing. I hit the jackpot when one started talking about a flashy guy from Chicago. "Big sucker with a little blonde woman. She's a looker but a little too hard around the eyes for my taste. If you run into him watch out. He's got the patter down and she'll flash an ankle or bend over letting you get a glimpse of her cleavage, and when you look up, he's got all the cards and you're left holding the bag."
They discussed the guy, trying to look like fine upstanding citizens just interested in watching out for me. I waited until the night was almost over, watching carefully as the man tried to run the deck up. I'd caught him flicking a little finger, sliding a card off the bottom with ease. I don't think they were working together, although the two that were big winners always dropped out if the other raised.
He was about to deal when I stopped him. "That bottom card is bent. It won't be long until we all know what it is. How about a new deck?"
They knew better than to refuse, and I took the old deck and flipped it over, showing the King of Spades with a definite crease in it. There wasn't time to get familiar with the new deck, so it was a straight deal. I got pocket queens with a seven showing and bet. Two dropped out, two called and one raised. I just called. The next card up was a queen and I slow played it. The raiser bet, and we all called. The next card was a seven making me a full house. I bet and everyone thought I had another seven in the hole. I still got three calls and a raise. I raised back and another caller dropped.
The next card was the fourth queen. Everyone assumed I had sevens full, but I still got a call and a raise. The raiser had to have kings or aces full, maybe four of a kind, but the odds of two four of a kinds in one hand were astronomical. I called and raised again. He raised back and the last player folded, leaving just me and the dealer.
I had two pair up and bet. We raised each other until we hit the limit. The gambler grinned and flipped up his cards and it was indeed a king high full house. I pretended to be sad until I looked at my last card. I had deliberately not looked at it and I grinned, tossing the other two queens down. He was shocked beyond words, but he had dealt it so he knew it was square.
It was the biggest pot of the night and I went on a hot streak. By the time the game broke up, I was nine hundred ahead. A pretty good haul, roughly the equivalent of three years wages for a cowboy. To their credit they didn't bitch or complain. Instead they shook my hand and invited me back, sure they would get their money back into their pockets. I declined the invitation for the next night stating I had a pressing social engagement. The way I phrased it made them think it was a woman, and when I declared I'd be back the night afterwards, we were all friends. Needless to say, I never went back.
I did have a dinner engagement, with Mr. Dupree, his lovely wife, and several of his business partners and associates and their wives. The meal was excellent, the wine top notch and the conversation lively. After a time, the ladies retired to the parlor while the men gathered in the library. There was idle conversation until Mr. Dupree turned to me.
"What are you after, Rocky?"
"Sir?"
"For three nights you've been haunting gambling establishments, each progressively less gentlemanly. You do not strike me as gambler, mon ami. More the hunter. Who, or what, are you looking for?"
Besides wanting to do business with this man I wanted his friendship, so I told him and his three companions the whole story. When I mentioned the name Dan Bradshaw, one of the gentlemen went red and rushed out of the room.
Gaston looked pretty stern and I thought maybe I'd made a mistake until he smiled. "Thank you for sharing that, Rocky. I know the memories were unpleasant. Mr Templeton (the man who rushed out) also has a vested interest in Mr. Bradshaw. If he finds him first your quest will be for nothing. Let me tell you the story."
It was very familiar. Bradshaw had shown up flush, but he was dressed far better than his usual attire, was friendly with the men and polite and charming to the ladies. He gave his profession as cotton merchant in town to seek new suppliers for the mills in Chicago.
"We fell for it," said a man sitting to the left of Gaston. "It wasn't until he was gone that we did a little research. At the time there were no cotton mills in Chicago. It was all a carefully constructed plan to scam us of thousands by investing in his nonexistent business. I got cheated out of five thousand, as were most of us in this room. Only Gaston held out, saying he needed to do a bit more research. We should have followed his lead."
Another spoke. "We should have listened to him. Still, while the loss hurt it wasn't enough to make any difference in our lifestyles. Poor Templeton's brother, though, he lost more than money."
They all looked uncomfortable until Gaston spoke again. "Robert Templeton had a nice business and an attractive wife, and Bradshaw tried to take both. He succeeded with the woman and if Robert hadn't found out and confronted him, he would probably had gotten the business, too. As it was, he was no match for Bradshaw and the man beat him so badly he crippled him and blinded him in one eye. The man is in a wheelchair and will never walk again.
Bradshaw and the wife grabbed everything they could of value and left him lying on the floor to die. He was supposed to go shooting the next day, and when he didn't show his brother went to check on him. He almost didn't survive and often says he wished he hadn't.
Reginald moved him into his home and arranged care for him. It took almost a year before he started coming back around. He started drinking and Reginald finally told his staff that the next one that got him a bottle would be dismissed without reference. When Robert sobered up, he started doing the one thing he could still do. Make money. He's quite wealthy now, but still bitter and very few things give him pleasure. I shall arrange for you to meet him tomorrow so you can compare stories. I'm sure he'd like to work together for mutual benefit."
I wasn't sure I wanted to share my hate, but it might be worthwhile to compare notes. The talk turned to my wife. "When you find him, what of your woman?"
"She isn't my woman anymore, and looking back, I'm not sure she ever was. She left me to die on two different floors and my thoughts towards her are not warm and friendly. I'll most likely leave her where I find her, regardless of her circumstance. I want her last vision of me to be my back as I walk away."
That seemed harsh to a couple, and lenient to others. We talked for another hour before the ladies came and collected their husbands. Gaston bid them goodnight and grinned. "Rocky, you will stay with me tonight. There are things yet to be discussed and I'd prefer to do it in private."
"I wouldn't want to..."
"Young man, you may shut that mouth now! It's been a long time since there's been anyone younger than a grandfather sleeping under this roof. The matter is closed."
I looked at his wife, the tiny woman who was all sweetness and light moments before. She giggled and Gaston laughed. "Two things you should know about my wife. She ALWAYS gets what she wants and she doesn't tolerate a lot of backtalk. Besides, she's quite taken with you. Take it as a compliment, most of the younger generation here bore her to tears. She often tells me I should use my engineering degree to manufacture backbones, something she considers poorly lacking in this city. Now say yes ma'am."
I bowed to her. "Yes ma'am."
She giggled again. "A backbone and manners! I may never let you go. Now let's all retire for the evening to digest our thoughts. I will see you at breakfast and you should know I do not tolerate tardiness. Seven O'clock. On the dot."
"Yes ma'am."
One of the servants showed me to my room and I wasn't really surprised to see my luggage from the hotel stacked by the bed. I laid out the suit I intended to wear in the morning to relieve the wrinkles and turned in.
*****
I woke up to giggles, disoriented. Opening my eyes, I saw a very red-faced maid with her hand over her mouth. "I'm sorry sir. I knocked and no one answered so I thought the room was unoccupied."
I wondered why she was blushing until I looked down. I'd gotten into the habit of sleeping naked while I was with Doe Eyes and continued the practice. The sheet had slipped of somewhere during the night and there were no secrets in that bedroom.
She'd already gotten an eyeful so I stood. Her eyes got even bigger. "It's quite all right, miss. I think, however, that this should be our little secret. Agreed?"
She flinched suddenly realizing she was staring before she found her voice and the door handle. "Agreed, sir. When you're dressed for the day I will return and tidy up."
I thanked her and grinned as she shut the door, her eyes on my nethers the whole time. I believed she'd be quiet about this episode about as much as I believed it would snow today. In New Orleans. In late August.
Making myself presentable, I made my appearance at breakfast. Mrs. Dupree (please call me Aunt Aggie) gave me an approving look for being on time. After breakfast, we adjourned to the factory to go over our plans for two small tractors. The price was steep but affordable, and if our projections were correct, they would pay for themselves in three seasons. We discussed what kind of accessories we might need, including the design of a smooth bladed plough that looked a lot like a giant shovel, for harvesting potatoes.
Business done, Gaston insisted we go to his club for lunch and I agreed, knowing we were actually going to meet Robert Templeton.



My first opinion was of a man defeated. He was frail to the point of skin and bones, with a large eyepatch prominent on his face. About the only time he got animated was when we were discussing Bradshaw.
"We've missed him once again. My men say he boarded a boat bound for Natchez and points North two days ago. I still cannot get over the fact that he had the nerve to return to New Orleans."
"Was he traveling with a companion?"
"If you mean his blond whore, she was along. This one must be more skilled than my wife. He dumped her in a whorehouse in Memphis after five months. As far as I know, she is still there."
Gaston seemed surprised. "Have you thought about bringing her back?"
"No reason to. There's plenty of whores here, already. Besides, she stood there and laughed as he broke my back and gouged out my eye with his thumb. I think she's getting what she deserves. Poetic justice and all that."
He sighed and went quiet for a minute before he slid some papers to me. "Here. This is all I've managed to compile on the man and his movements and any other details my men could glean. He seems to be a creature of habit and works a loop. He'll move on from Natchez, hit Memphis, travel to St. Louis and then go either East to Baltimore, New York, and some of the other major cities before dropping by his old haunts in Chicago, and then head for the West Coast. It's all in the papers. My only request is that if you do find him and have the opportunity you make his death as slow and lingering as possible. Also, there are other in the papers he's wronged, stolen from, led their wives astray, both, in many cases. It seems to give him pleasure. I'm sure those gentlemen will be more than willing to assist you in your quest. Several letters of introduction will be sent to you soon. I wish you the best of luck."
He seemed exhausted, so his attendant took him home. I looked at Gaston. "What will become of him?"
"He most likely will be dead in less than a year. He simply no longer wants to live. A shame, the man has a brilliant mind and was one of the best engineers I've ever met. We even discussed him joining me in my business."
"You should press that. It might give him a reason to carry on. He could manage your office and even though he couldn't get out and about much, he can still sit at a drafting table."
Gaston's eyes were shining. "An excellent suggestion my young friend. Perhaps I'll send him some drawings and ask if he'll consult, looking them over for flaws and suggestions to make them better. I'll ask it as personal favor to appeal to his sense of honor."
We ate the rest of the meal in silence, and he surprised me yet again by taking me along a road seldom used until we appeared in front of an aging mansion. I figured it was for his business and it was if his business was me. There were four older gentlemen there and they were sitting in the parlor at a card table. "It has occurred to me if you are going to pursue this fellow into his environment that you need to know much about that environment. These gentlemen were the best card players of the last generation. All retired now, they live on their investments and look for things to keep them amused. In this case, it is you."
He made the introductions and left me, saying he'd have my horse brought to me when I wished to leave. They eyed me with amusement until one man broke open a deck of cards. "Let's play."
We each started out with five hundred pennies and in forty-five minutes I was broke. They stopped and redistributed the coins and we started again. It only took half an hour until I was literally penniless again. They grinned. The oldest spoke.
"We cheated, Rocky. Every one of us. You may have suspected but you couldn't see how. That is what we will teach you. How to spot a cheater, and more importantly how to outcheat him. Are you willing to learn?"
Of course I was. I spent three to four hours a day with them for the rest of my visit and was often amazed and astounded at what they taught me. After about three weeks, one asked me how well I fought. I'd learned my skills from my father and the crews at the end of tracks and thought I was pretty good. It didn't take them long to disabuse me of that notion.
We traveled to a gym and I was surprised to see it was owned by one of the largest blackest men I'd ever seen. He had a thick Creole accent and was friendly.
"So. Mister Braxton says you want to learn how to fight."
I was still young enough to be offended. "I know how to fight."
"Really? Then you wouldn't mind sparring a few rounds with me, would you? I want you to make your best effort and not worry. I know how to defend myself."
I agreed, and soon we were in tights with leather headgear on. I'd never had occasion to use them, but after two rounds I was very grateful I had one.
Peirre was eight inches taller and had to outweigh me by eighty pounds. You could see his muscles, but he had a slight roll around his stomach so I decided to attack the body. I also knew that with the reach advantage he expected me to close, so I stayed outside, dancing in and out with jabs and hooks. I made contact, but not as often as I hoped. He landed several good blows but I had the feeling he was pulling his punches.
I said as much when we stopped the round.
"I was a professional fighter for years. I do not wish to hurt you."
"Don't worry about that. I can defend myself, and push comes to shove I can take a punch."
He grinned. "As you wish."
Three seconds into the third round I was flat on my back, out cold. He had just stood there with his hands down and I thought it a bit arrogant, so I threw a huge right. I had no idea where the fist came from until it landed on the side of my head. I was out before I fell.
I woke to cool cloths on my head and one of my sponsors, a retired doctor was looking me over. "You're going to have quite the headache for a few days. I suggest at least a week before you resume your training. Oh, and do be a bit more careful, all right?"
I agreed without reservation. Since I couldn't fight, I listened to my trainer.
"You're not bad. In an average scrap you would probably do pretty well, but from what I understand the man you're seeking is not average. I've fought a few of those types and they have one thing in common: an instinct to kill or maim. They will use every part of their body, head butts, teeth, feet, sharpened fingernails soaked in brine to toughen the nail and then file it to a point, any advantage they can find and they always tend to go for the soft and venerable parts first. The eyes, the throat, the ears, kidneys, kneecaps, groin, any spot that will disable and inflict maximum pain. There are no rules and if they get you down, they will destroy you. Do you understand?"
I remembered the brass knuckles and nodded. "Good. Come around tomorrow and we'll start your conditioning."
I thought I was in pretty good shape until Pierre started training me. I was reduced to a quivering wreck every day for two weeks before developing stamina enough not to just collapse after a workout. He started teaching me the dirty tricks, the holds, the throws, the unexpected strikes designed to incapacitate. He talked about his boxing and bare knuckles career. He was a very good boxer and had toured the country twice and worked out of England doing the European circuit for almost two years. I recognized his professional name when he told me, and I got the sense he hated it: The Black Bull of New Orleans. His first manager had cheated him horribly, but once he got free of him, he started to prosper and had people around him that made sure he made wise investments. After Europe, he fought less and less until retiring for good and opening his gym. Many fighters, both black and white, were on a waiting list to train with him.
When I found out how successful he was, my first question was would why he was wasting his time on me. He grinned. "Dr. Payton was one of my first backers after I got rid of my first agent. He often traveled with me as a corner man, specializing in cuts. Then he became one of my financial advisors. Mr. DuPree was instrumental in freeing me from my old contract and he. Too, took an interest in my financial wellbeing. I usually don't share this, but the gymnasium is basically a hobby to keep people from being too interested in my finances. I own one cotton warehouse outright and have stakes in two others, a rice plantation and two trading ships. They're all handled by factors and registered as private corporations, so their true ownership is next to impossible to find."
I added it up later and Pierre was one of the most well to do men in town. He took a page from his mentors and invested in businesses that were mostly owned by blacks. One was a large store in a small parish in the backwaters of a bayou, another was in a horse farm where championship racers were bred and trained. There were others, but he didn't elaborate and I didn't ask.
I asked him about his bare knuckles career and he grimaced. "It was profitable, but I hated it with a passion. There were no rules, and I could have had a career ending injury all too easily. Look at this."
He pulled his tight exercise shirt to the side and pointed. He had a nipple missing. "Bitten off in one of my first matches. I was winning fairly easily when he got me in a clinch. I was not expecting it and when he bit down with the tenacity of a pitbull, I felt some of the worst pain in my life. He jumped back and spit the nipple in the dirt. I was in shock and he took advantage, knocking me cold. He was all set to put the boots to me but my handlers surrounded me."
"What did you do about it?"
The grin he had on his lips was feral. "I healed. I trained. Then I challenged him to a rematch, offering a purse he couldn't pass up. He had to borrow and mortgage everything he owned to come up with his part. He didn't get the money from the bank and his investors were very interested in making sure he won.
I didn't eat or drink anything but what I'd brought with me and prepared for a week prior to the fight. I only drank water that my trainers got from different sources. They were approached several times and we set up a scam. One agreed to poison me and bet heavily on my opponent. Instead, he and my team bet on me. It was a staggering sum and if they hadn't known the fix was in they would have never covered it."
He was lost in a savored memory for just a moment.
"How did the fight go?"
"It was a slaughter. I stumbled around and pretended to be unfocused. His backers were ringing the perimeter of the corral we were fighting in. I knew if I got too close, they would be striking blows using brass knuckles and blackjacks. In this fight a round didn't end until someone was knocked down, and if he couldn't continue the fight was over. He tried to work me against the ropes but I always managed to stagger back to the center. Finally, he gave me the opportunity I was looking for. He tried to crowd me into a corner and just when he thought he had me I grabbed his arm and twirled him around. He went right into the crowd and his cronies were so wired up they hit him several times before they could stop themselves. They shoved him out of the corner and right into my arms. I broke his right arm and everyone heard the crunch when I shattered his left kneecap. I nailed him as he was falling, breaking his nose and knocking out some teeth. I put the boots to him twice before the crowd pulled me back. Needless to say, he couldn't toe the line for the next round."
"Whatever happened to him?"
Pierrre shrugged. "He disappeared. He owed the backers and the bookies big time and had promised them a steep return on their money. He couldn't pay them because he'd bet everything he owned and could borrow on himself. Me and my backers made more off that one fight than I did in my entire legitimate boxing career. A few bookies went out of business permanently when they couldn't pay the book, and their property was seized. A few of the criminals were set back years while they tried to regain their territories. I had a price on my head, but the fight was in St. Louis and I was gone the same night. Mr. Dupree knows a lot of people from all walks of life and he asked politely for the bounty to be rescinded. It was, but I was uneasy for a long time afterwards."
Just as we finished our cool down walk a woman approached us. She was dressed in the height of fashion for the day, twirling a lace umbrella to keep the sun from beating down on her flaming red hair. It caught me by surprise when she pulled Pierre down and gave him a kiss on the cheek. He reached for her but she danced back. "You know the rules, darling. No snuggling until you're clean and don't smell like old gym clothes piled up in the corner for a week. Is this him?"
Pierre nodded and her small hand surrounded mine. "It is a pleasure to meet you, sir. You do not know it but we have a common enemy. You must come to dinner soon. Pierre, arrange it."
He was grinning at the look on my face. "My wife can be a bit overwhelming at times. Still, if you would honor us Thursday next, it would make my life considerably easier. I'm sure you're wondering how a man like me ended up with a woman like her. Come to dinner and all will be explained."
I asked Gaston about it later and his wife giggled. "Monique is quite the whirlwind, is she not? I urge you to go. Their house is exquisite and their table is the envy of New Orleans."
So, I found myself in front of a small mansion in the country a week later with a bouquet of flowers Aunt Aggie assured me would be appropriate, two bottles of a very good vintage French red wine, and two bottles of bourbon, each distilled for a different flavor.
The door opened before I could knock and a very pretty girl in her early teens and stood grinning. She had the grace and frame of her mother but I could see some of Pierre in her face. "Mama! Papa! He is here!"
Pierre came to the door wearing a very nice suit. All I'd ever seen him in was gym outfits, and I had to admit he wore it well. He put his hand on his daughter's shoulder and grinned at me. "I see you've met our daughter. Celeste can be a bit intense at times. Too much of her mother in her, I fear. Please come in and I'll introduce the rest of my family."
Celeste held my arm and chattered a mile a minute as we passed through the house to the dining room. Her brother, Jacque, was 18, as tall as his father but not quite as muscular. I found out he was due to leave for France in a month to study, specializing in finance. Their younger son, DuPree ,was ten and full of questions about the West. It was a lively dinner conversation.
Marie accepted the gifts I had brought graciously, and Pierre eyed the bourbon with anticipation. At the last second, I presented the bouquet to Celeste. She turned about four shades of red before grinning and rushing off to place them in a vase. Monique grinned at me. "Her first flowers from a man. She'll remember this for rest of her life. Thank you for your unexpected kindness."
"I'm honored to be her first." It hit me and it was my turn to turn red as Pierre and Monique laughed.
Jacque questioned me about business opportunities in the West so I told him about my ranch and farms, my contracts with the military and the railroad and with the addition of my herd, I now included beef. He was impressed.
DuPree, and to a lesser extent Cleste, peppered me with questions. I described the harshness of a Dakota winter, hard for them to understand living in such a temperate climate. I described the plains of the Indian Territories, the sprawling ranches in Texas and Mexico. When I told them about the barren wastes of the deserts we'd crossed building the railroad, they seemed stunned. They wanted to know if I had ever met any Indians. I smiled and gave them an abridged version of my first summer with the People. DuPree wanted to know if I'd ever killed any Indians or outlaws. I skirted the question by telling him there were bad people in all races known to men and I did my best to avoid them. Monique approved of my answer and Pierre just smiled. I think Gaston had done a little checking up on me so he had to know a little.
Celeste asked if most men in the West wore their hair so long. My hair was probably my one vanity. I'd always worn it long and had let it grow even longer in my time with the tribe. It hung just past my shoulders. While most men sported some type of facial hair, I had just a small moustache that was so blond it was almost unnoticeable.
I told them hairstyles varied wildly, depending on the wants of the man. Hitchcock wore his hair long, as did Billy Dixon, two men famous in the West. I'd heard there was an officer stationed near my ranch who had long blond hair, but I had never met him. All reports said he was a vain and ambitious man, a perfect combination for getting men killed.
After the meal the children were excused. I formally shook the hand of Dupree and Jacque. I took Celeste's hand and bent over meaning to kiss it when her other hand snaked out and she grabbed my hair. When I was close enough, she put a very nice kiss on my cheek, then gasped and fled the room. Marie was smiling. "Seems you have an admirer."
"Alas, fortune has dealt me a low blow by having me be born in the wrong generation. Pierre, I suspect there will be some sleepless nights when she matures."
We retired to the living room and got settled with coffee and pastries. I was seriously addicted to the coffee of the region. I always thought cow camp coffee was good until I tasted the beans there. Most was blended with the roasted roots of the chicory plant, giving it a sharpened taste. It made me want to go back and throw rocks at every coffeepot in the West. Aunt Aggie assured me a proper supply would be sent to my ranch regularly. It made me kiss her cheek and she giggled.
Coffee cups empty and pastries consumed Monique sat back on the couch and gave me a hooded expression. "Tell me, Mr. McGill, what do you know of Dan Bradshaw?"
I thought it an odd question, but answered honestly. By the time I was done she had a grin for just a minute before her face changed. She took a picture off the mantle and showed it to me. "My sister Celeste, and yes our daughter was named for her. Celeste was just eighteen and a bit rebellious. Sound familiar? Bradshaw met her on the streets and filled her head with nonsense before taking her and disappearing. If she hadn't left a goodbye letter, we might not have been able to rescue her."
She stopped and looked incredibly sad. "We went to the police, but they said there was nothing they could do. My family is one eighth Negro, Mr. McGill, and that puts us into the same class with even the blackest of our brethren. There would be plenty of whites willing to slip into our back door after dark, but none would walk down the street with us in broad daylight. I was seeing Pierre at the time and I turned Bradshaw down. I fear that's when he targeted Celeste."
Pierre took up the narrative. "There is a shadow class in New Orleans, merchants and businessmen who are of mixed race. Many are as wealthy as our white counterparts, but we cannot show it because they would immediately start scheming to take it from us. We have our own 'unofficial' organizations to take care of problems like this so, I gathered eight of the toughest from the groups and took off in pursuit. Shall I go on my love?"
Monique was openly weeping now. "Yes. Tell him everything."
The man sighed, not wanting to put his wife through the pain over again. I stood. "I feel the need for some air. Pierre, will you join me on the veranda?"
Monique shot me a grateful look as we stood. Once on the porch, Pierre began the sad tale. "He kidnapped her, Rocky. Once they started traveling, she tried to return. Hr raped her for her effort. We tracked them all the way through Texas to Brownsville and found one of his henchmen. Just before we hanged him, he told us she was in a whorehouse on the other side of the border and Bradshaw had been selling her favors in every town or village they stopped in.



It was easy for us to get in the whorehouse. There are few pleasure houses here for black men, but once across the border anything was possible if the money is there. I asked for Celeste and got her. She sighed and fainted dead away when she saw me. The owner was starting to get nervous so I beat him to death in five blows and there was very little noise. I opened the back door and we slaughtered everyone involved in the scheme with clubs and knives, including a woman who said he'd delivered three others in the last two years. We killed them, threw them and what little they had in a wagon and were forty miles over the border before we stopped. We could still see the flames from the whorehouse on the American side of the river far into the night."
The poor girls were pretty much destroyed. We gave each back to their families. One refused to take her back, so we found her a place to live and an occupation. She is bookkeeper to a rich merchant and he's very protective of her. They've fallen in love but have to be really discrete because their skin tones do not match.
Celeste never recovered from her ordeal. She was terrified of any man outside the family, and after four months she disappeared into a cloister and joined the Sisters of St. Claire. She seems happy there and refuses to leave the grounds. The sisters are kind to her and I saw her smile the last time we visited. Her first smile in two years."
He drew a long breath before finishing. "So you see, Rocky, there are many here who were shocked to find he'd been back among us and slipped away. Besides us, there are three more families who would pay dearly for a few minutes of Mr. Bradshaw's time."
I stood against the porch railing lost in thought. How could one man wreak so much misery on so many people and still be lucky enough to breathe? Pierre broke my mood by slapping me on the back. "And that, my friend, is why I was so willing to train you. If you get a chance make his death as slow, miserable and painful as possible."
I was never happier to make a promise in my whole life.
*****
My brother arrived and was immediately enthralled with the steam engines. He spent every spare minute he had in the foundry. Gaston and Aunt Aggie were taken with him and when they brought up the idea of getting a degree in engineering, I knew it would be a long time before he saw a Dakota winter again. By the time I left he was enrolled in college and living permanently with the Duprees. Besides the education he was receiving, he was very much taken with the social scene and the beauty of the locals.
Speaking of manners, Gaston took me to the side one day and handed me a card, suggesting I visit soon. It came to pass that at six one evening I was standing at the door of a modest but well-appointed cottage. The lawn and gardens were immaculately kept and the whole thing had a fairy tale feel.
I was prepared for a lot of things and inordinately proud of my ability not to be shaken and remaining calm in all situations. What I was not prepared for was the absolute vision that opened the door.
She had raven locks that tumbled down her back, sparkling green eyes set in a dusky ivory face, and a smile that would melt the heart of the most miserable of men. Her dress was fashionable, aside from a neckline that allowed plenty of cleavage to be on display.
The vision giggled at my expression and extended a delicate hand. "I'm most pleased to meet you Mr. McGill. I am Marie Delacroix."
Still not understanding exactly what was going on I took her hand and bowed to kiss it. After a quick peck she slid her hand across my face, lingering on my jawline. "You have a good face. Strong without being harsh, open without being gullible and your eyes are mesmerizing."
I had been told a lot of things in my life but never once had anyone said my eyes were mesmerizing. "Madame, at the risk of being rude, why am I here?"
"Please, come in. All will be revealed shortly and I believe you will be pleased. Before we go farther, I must tell you this is not a forgone conclusion. Only after lengthy conversation will I decide."
By now, we were in a very comfortably designed parlor and she sat me on the sofa, offered me a choice of whiskeys and approved when I asked for dark rum, instead.
Miss Delacroix sat on a small chair she had drawn up so we were face to face. She stared at me before smiling again. "You have no idea why you're here, do you?"
"None at all, madame, but you are very pleasant company so I hope I like the reasons."
That made her smile brighter. "Good, good. You think on your feet and can be quite charming when you apply yourself. I have a very specialized profession, Mr. McGill. I am a courtesan. Please do not confuse my profession with prostitution, it is far from the same and I would be insulted if you did. I do not take on anyone who knocks on my door. There are criteria.
First, they must be clean and presentable and have at least the rudiments of manners. They must not be prone to violence and they must always behave like a gentleman unless the situation demands otherwise. And the most important thing is they must be discreet. My business is just that, my business. I only take on clients by word of mouth from respectable people I can trust, and you come highly recommended. Any questions?"
"Just the one. Why am I here again?"
"You are here, Mr. Mcgill, to improve your social skills as well as your skills as a lover. When our association is over you will go from a rough-cut diamond to a polished gem. And understand this. I only take on one client at a time and they must remain faithful to our arrangement. For the time we share I will be your only lover, as I yours. Understood and accepted?"
I didn't say anything for so long she was starting to get nervous.
"Has a mistake been made here? You were aware of the arrangement, weren't you?"
"Ma'am, I have no idea what you're talking about."
"This is most unusual! I was assured you had full knowledge of my services and were most willing to avail yourself of them. I must apologize, sir."
I sighed and leaned back against the sofa. "Does the name Gaston DuPree, Dr. Adam Peyton, or James Templeton mean anything to you?"
"They are three of my oldest patrons. They are also part of a group paying for this experience. I think, sir, that they have played a joke on us. I'm sure our next conversation will be most awkward."
I smiled and stood. "Please do no judge them harshly. I'm sure they meant well. Regardless of how we came to be here, it was one of the great pleasures of my life to meet you madame. I wish you continued success."
Somehow, I think I offended her. Not personally, but professionally.
"Do you not think I'm attractive? Intelligent? Witty?""
"Ma'am, you're one of the most beautiful women I've ever seen. You're probably smarter right now than I would ever be if I attended university for the next ten years, and while I can't prove it, I'm sure you have a razor-sharp wit capable of many things."
She preened a little under the compliment. "Then why not avail yourself of my services? I'm sure you could afford my fees, but they have already been paid. Consider it a continuing of your education?"
"What education?"
"Why, the ways of women, chere. I'm sure if they gave degrees for sexual education, I would be a PhD or even a Professor Emeritus."
She stood, shrugged and the gown slid down her body, leaving her in very racy underthings. I don't think I'd ever seen that much lace and that many ribbons in my whole life. She smirked. "I see I have your attention, Mr. McGill. This ensemble was made for me by the most prominent lingerie designer in Paris. There is a trick to it. Pull on the right ribbon and the whole thing unravels. Care to further your education?"
*****
Surprisingly the first two nights were spent in conversation. Marie was obviously well educated, could speak four languages and was surprised that I spoke German, enough Spanish to get me by, Sioux and Cheyenne. It also impressed her that while I had no formal education, I was well read and knowledgeable on many subjects.
The second night she probed me about my sexual experiences. I think she was a little surprised at some of my answers. When she asked if I had ever bedded two women at once I grinned.
"Yes, I have."
She wanted to know what kinds of positions I'd experienced and was again impressed. When she asked how many women I had been with, I had to think a bit. There was Vivian, the widow from the railroad, Nancy, Doe Eyes, Smiles and Bluebird. Six in total. Next was about the usage of tongues and fingers, and I admitted I'd given and received oral and enjoyed it. She smirked when she asked if I had ever experienced a woman's back passage and I admitted I'd never even thought about it.
The next few nights I was taught the proper way to kiss to give the woman a good experience with and without the use of tongue. On Friday I got to see her naked for the first time and was awed. I was surprised that we did not engage in any sexual activity, even though I really, really wanted to. Instead, she taught me about erogenous zones and how to listen to the breathing and body responses to different stimuli. I probably kissed every part of her body a dozen times and when I stopped, she asked me what I had noticed.
"You seemed to appreciate almost everything, but I noticed that when my tongue hit the back of your knees you quivered. You also responded to light nibbles on your ears and shoulders. and to a more minor degree, to my tongue going down your spine all the way to your bottom."
"Very good! Most men would have said nipples and breasts, and while most women do enjoy the attention, it's the secret spots that gets their blood going."
I, in turn, learned that when she nibbled the back of my neck or lightly bit a nipple it provoked a response every time. We performed oral on each other and she said I needed training but had real talent. Words could not describe her talents, and any feeble attempt I made would fall far short. She knew how to control a man, how to bring him to the brink and back off leaving him frustrated and almost delirious with want before becoming aggressive and bringing him off quickly.
Saturday, we made love. It wasn't sex the first time; it was about learning your partner. She seemed pleased with my equipment, saying I had more to work with than most and guiding me into reaching my potential several times over the course of the night.
Three weeks later I used a woman's back passage for the first time. I wasn't keen on trying it, but Marie insisted I round out my education. It involved lots of lotion and it was an experience I really enjoyed, but probably wouldn't pursue. Marie grinned at my profuse thanks.
"Do not expect it from your partners. Many think it disgusting, as they do oral. Every once in a while, you find a woman that is adventurous and willing to try new things. If you do, you must be a gentleman and never speak of it out of respect for your partner. Treat her as a queen, unless she wants something else."
I was lectured constantly on sexual techniques and different responses. "All women like to be taken by their man as long as he's not too rough, but some like it a bit more intense. I have a competitor whose specialty is just that. Not to my taste and she is constantly bruised, but she loves it that way. Even she has limits, and there has been occasion where she's had to terminate her contracts early."
"Men are strange creatures. They are chameleons, changing with the environment to blend in. The man you hate so much is one. As was your wife to a lesser degree. Should you catch them, do not make her suffer overmuch. She was probably overwhelmed and was in too deep before she realized it."
She knew of Bradshaw. She met once at a party, but wise in the ways of the world, she had him pegged in less than a minute. "I think he recognized that and the look he gave me made me very glad we were around a lot of people. It is my opinion that he thinks of himself as a special person, above the masses, and that makes him very dangerous. I suggest you have friends with you when you confront him."
I hadn't thought of that, but it was probably very good advice. While I did not pay her, I did present her with a token of my esteem at the end of the contract. She had a fondness for pearls and I had a choker made with matching earrings. The pearls were specially chosen because their dusky hues matched her skin tone perfectly. It was fairly costly, but I considered her worth it. It was very surprising to see her cry. She'd cried once early on in our sessions and it broke my heart.
By then we were frank with each other and spoke of many things. I asked her how she avoided pregnancies and she went still and quiet. "I cannot have children, Rocky. Something happened to me in the past that makes it impossible."
I could tell I hit a sensitive subject so I tried changing the subject. She seemed to want to talk about it. "I was eleven years old when the war started. My mother and I were owned by a very bad man and she died right after the commencement of hostilities. Master was an intelligent person and knew his way of life was doomed if his side lost. He had a plantation in Cuba and it was his intent to move his residence there, taking all his slaves with him. The blockades thwarted his plans by boat, so he decided to smuggle us to Mexico and embark from there."
"Mother had died and she was his choice of a bedwarmer. He tried some of his other female slaves, but none possessed the beauty of my mother so it was unsatisfying to him. I was growing up by the, and another woman took me into her cabin and hid me for a while. He found out, somehow, and nearly beat the woman to death, then dragged me to his mansion and bed. I was dry, a virgin and he took me repeatedly. I suffered as if being tortured, and he damaged me quite badly. The doctors I consulted later said I had extensive scarring that would not allow any children."
Slow soft tears were drifting down her cheeks so I picked her up and put her on my lap and she seemed to appreciate it. I burned with anger for a monster I had never met and she told me later things like that were quite common at the time, though most girls were older than she was when they were taken.
"Where is this man now?"
She saw the rage on my face and it made her smile through her tears. "If what the priests taught us is true, he has a very special place in hell right now. Two more years went by. The South was losing the war and everyone could see the writing on the wall. I was kept almost like a pet. He even had a leash and collar he liked to put on me. One night he got drunk and bragged how he had finally arranged for some smugglers to take us away through the bayous, making it impossible to find us. He laughed and told me he'd probably sell me down the line somewhere because he wanted more cash.
"He was drinking wine and had a cheese platter by the bed. The knife wasn't the sharpest, but I had built up a lot of rage and it was easy for me to put it through his eye. He floundered around like a drunk and every time he got close to me, I stabbed another body part. The last was to his crotch and he collapsed like a balloon. I stabbed him several more times before burying it to the hilt in the other eye.
"It took him twenty minutes to die and I've always hoped he thought he was going to live, even though he was blind and would never bother another woman again. I was young, but wise before my time.
"I gathered the slaves that were left and explained what I had done. They were terrified, but I told them all we had to do was stick to his plan. Everyone thought we were leaving, anyway, so that is what we did. I gave each a little money and wished them the best of luck. I kept the woman who sheltered me and her husband. We loaded most of the furniture, silverware, dishes and anything else we thought might be useful onto wagons and hid them.
"I knew where his safe was and it took us several hours to break into it. There was quite a bit of money, some deeds, some other papers, and a few items of jewelry from his late wife. We took everything and then burned the mansion down."
"Weren't you afraid you'd get caught?"
"Terrified. I don't think I slept twelve hours in a month. When nothing happened and there was no hue and cry, I relaxed. Then I got to thinking and contacted someone I thought could help me. For a goodly sum of money, he took the deed to the Cuban plantation and advertised it for sale with him as proxy. We used to laugh when we got replies but after a month, we sold it. I got half and my agent got half.
"When the war was over, his son returned, looked at the burned-out shell of his house and decided he would leave the country and settle on the Cuban estate. Imagine his surprise when he got off the boat and found someone else living there. He tried to sue, but the locals weren't giving him much to work with and the forger my factor had found had duplicated the signature to the point that the courts declared it genuine. Add to that the fact that his father was missing and couldn't verify one way or another, and he didn't have much of a case. He came back here to discover the plantation had also been sold, ostensibly to finance the move to Cuba. Again, the signature was perfect. He found himself destitute and penniless and disappeared into the West."
Wow. It really wouldn't do to anger this sweet looking little woman. "That gives me your background. If you don't mind my asking, how did you end up choosing this profession?"
She shrugged. "After I recovered and the trauma faded, I learned that sex could be downright enjoyable. I still drifted a little until I made the acquaintance of Madame Meloncohn. She recognized a similar creature and cultivated our friendship. We ended up going to the Continent for two years where I refined my craft. The French are particularly good teachers because few have inhibitions. After a year, I agreed to be a companion to a French equivalent to a Count and we spent nine months traveling. I saw Switzerland, Germany, Belgium. Finland and Sweden. He had business interests in those countries and I learned a lot about finance and business from him.
"Finally, it became time to return to his wife so he sent her a letter telling her when to expect him so she could get any lovers she had out of the house. The French are very understanding people when it comes to sexual liaisons."
"Forgive me for asking, but doesn't it get old? You have no permanent relationships, no close friends, no family. Does it not get lonely at times?"
"Yes, it does but I won't be doing this forever. I plan to retire from the business in three years and find a widower with small children. Someone to love and dote on. He will be a very lucky man and I intend to keep him realizing that. It will be far from here where no one will know my past. I'll tell everyone I'm a widow just wanting to get away from my past, and it won't be much of a lie."
I held her a little longer and wished her the best of luck. That was on Thursday, and by Sunday, she was gone from my life.
By then it was almost October, and I had long overstayed my estimated time there. Gaston held a small party for me and I was surprised to see the guests were mixed, racially. Pierre and Monique were there as well as some of their business partners. My poker instructors were there, as were the Templeton brothers. Gaston had enticed the elder out of wallowing in self-pity, and currently he was designing more tool applications for steam, including one whose only function was to carry passengers from place to place.
"It will be like a land locomotive, a horseless carriage capable of carrying people great distances in a very short amount of time."



I thought it laudable and my travels had taught me the terrain would have to be almost perfect to make it workable. Still, if he could get past that...
Most surprising of all was Marie showing up on the arm of DuPree. I looked at Pierre and he grinned. "Monique and I thought it would be a good idea for him to learn the ways of women, and who better to teach him? He's almost nineteen now, but not very experienced. It will prepare him for the French and their ways."
She smiled prettily at me as I kissed her hand, the fingers of her other hand gently touching the pearl choker she wore.
*****
I was saddled up and ready to go right after breakfast. Aunt Aggie hugged me while showering my cheek with kisses. "If I did not have your brother, I would not let you go. You must return as often as possible. Promise me!"
I did, knowing I could never live there full time. Their ways were strange to me, customs and situations being handed down for generations, intrigues and rumors abounding. I said as much to Gaston the night before as we had one last drink in his library. "You are right, mon ami. You would never fit in here. I don't doubt that you could intrigue with the best of us, but it is not your style. You are a product of the West: honest and direct and without a lot of nuances."
I asked him to give a letter to Marie and he smiled. "I will see she gets it."
I couldn't help but ask how he knew her. He sat for a minute; his eyes clouded with pain. "I have told no one this before. I suspect that Marie Delacriox may be my granddaughter. Believe me when I tell you that if I had the slightest inkling of the hell she went through I would have stopped it. Her grandmother served at our plantation as an apprentice maid, and sparks flew. This was all well before I met Aggie and I've never breathed a word of it to anyone. I was young and foolish and believed I loved her grandmother. I probably did, but for the place and time there was no future. I've often wondered what would have happened if I just ran away with her? But that's just foolish thoughts of a young man from generations ago.
I decided New Orleans was like quicksand. It dragged you down gently until you were stuck and couldn't get out.
I didn't get home right away. I rode back to my village and spent another month with my wives and children. Sometime soon I was going to take them with me, and damn anyone who judged me. Either that or stay in the village, but I knew I'd never do that. Too much world out there.
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I arrived home in November, happy to see my family and the ranch again. There were new buildings up on various parts of the property, a testament to what my brother had started before he left for New Orleans.
Juan Carlos was there, just about to go back home. He and Helga were practically joined at the hip and when he asked me to take a ride with him I was pretty sure what we would be talking about. We had stopped in a draw, looking down at the cattle sheltering there around the massive haystacks Tex had ordered for the coming winter. They wouldn't be opened until January unless the weather turned really bad. It would only feed the cattle there for a week or so, but it would help.
"Next year will be my last drive unless I choose to make it a profession. I have been asked many times to gather herds and drive them to different locations. It would be profitable but with the risks associated with such ventures I do not think I will do it. I think it is a dying business anyway"

I knew what he was talking about. Between the Indians, rustlers, and owners, crooked trail towns and law enforcement, and the vagaries of Mother Nature the risks could be tremendous. Plus drives had been going on for years now and would hit saturation point soon. "I've been thinking, Juan Carlos, that perhaps we should subcontract the herd for next year. I'm sure you could recommend enough good men to get the job done. Besides, your father is more than ready for you to settle down and commence the next generation."
"You are right my amigo but I'm afraid my sister has already seen to that. I just got a letter last week and she just had her second child. Two boys now. I think, brother, that you missed a golden opportunity there."
I thought about his sister with her ebony locks and flashing eyes and agreed. "I agree but morally and emotionally I was not ready for a true relationship. It will be one of my great regrets in life but I think perhaps she has done well for herself."
She had married a red haired giant that would have been better suited to the Highlands of Ireland than the plains of Mexico, one of the Wild Geese that had fled when the potato blight hit. He'd been a small boy then but he vividly remembered the hunger and vowed no child of his would ever repeat that experience. He came from nothing but he studied, worked, and applied himself, stalking the wild herds of horses that dotted the West, capturing and selling them, keeping only the very best for himself. When he could afford it he imported breeds to strengthen his herds and became very successful.
He sold a few selected head to Don Carlos, saw the daughter, and sparks flew. He pursued the courting process diligently before asking for a private talk with the Don. He showed him his records, his success and financial statement, and asked for her hand.
Don Carlos approved, knowing that if he refused he'd have to keep her under lock and key. His one requirement was that he moved part of his operation to the home ranch so he could see his daughter on a regular basis. They married, a major social event for the local gentry, and built a nice home in a valley five days ride from the main house. Juan says they are very happy and very much in love. I would be meeting him the next summer when I visited. Finally Juan got around to the subject at hand.
"I know it comes as no surprise to you that Helga and I have fallen in love. I intend to ask your father for her hand before I leave. What is more important than his blessing is yours. You are a good friend and I want you to know I will honor her my whole life. Could you see me as a possible brother-in-law?"
It shook him when I answered. "I'm sorry, Juan, but I could never see you as a brother-in-law. I can't because I consider you a brother and that is more important to me. I wish you and Helga the best."
I think the statement moved him but I meant it. Often over the last few years I marveled about my path in life. I came from modest beginnings to achieve things I never thought possible. I had the home ranch and co owned two more with Spuds and all our businesses were thriving.
While I was in New Orleans Gaston and Pierre had come to me with an opportunity. A cotton brokerage and warehouse was going up for sale. The owner was a compulsive gambler with limited skills and had amassed debts he could not reasonably pay off. This sale was a last ditch effort to save something for his family.
We bought the business and kept the owner as the manager. His business skills were not lacking, it was his hobbies that were his undoing. We met him and made it very clear that if he amassed debt again he was on his own, we would fire him immediately and eviction proceedings would begin. Part of the deal was allowing him to stay in his home rent free. We did it more for his wife and two sons than him and the wife promised us faithfully if she found him slipping she would inform us immediately. It was already starting to generate dividends.
Pierre also introduced me to a man of color who had a great skill. The man could raise anything. He talked to me about crop rotation, allowing fields to rest every four years by not planting them that season and all kinds of other things I'd never known to make crops grow better. He also showed me his recipe for homemade fertilizer.
When he opened the door to the shed it almost took my head off. He used horse manure from his own operation plus the stables that Pierre owned, and he mixed it about seventy-thirty with rotten fish. The fish was provided by two local fishermen who sold him their catch every day instead of journeying to the markets of New Orleans. Phillipe wanted to expand but didn't have the capital. Pierre, me, and one more partner bought eight hundred acres near him at a rock bottom price because the soil was worn out. Our other partner was Marie. Pierre grinned when he told me.
"Her services are by no means cheap and she is very conservative with her money. Her clients usually give her a gift when they part ways and over the years she has received some very nice pieces of jewelry that she sells after a proper amount of time. The only exception I've ever seen her make is your gift. Marie says it will be written into her will that she be buried with them around her neck."
Phillipe promised that within five years all the acreage would be restored and be productive again. He wanted to raise cotton, corn, and rice, rotating as needed. He got fifty per cent of all profits after expenditures and the rest was split between us. It would probably be two years before he would turn a profit but he had an account to draw on if anything was needed and to pay living expenses. Marie assured me our faith would be rewarded.
She was being escorted everywhere by a young man just barely out of his teens and it was evident to all he was smitten. "Poor Charles. He had a very strict upbringing and came to me a virgin. His father passed and his grandfather gained guardianship until he turns 21 in two more years. Wanting him skilled in all things he came to me. His size is a bit smaller than the norm but he has great enthusiasm, excellent recovery time, and a willingness to learn. The girl he marries will be very lucky. Plus the broken heart he gets when the contract is up will make him grow up a little. Unfortunately he's making the classic mistake of youth, confusing lust for love."
New Orleans. Quicksand. I was sad and glad in equal measure to get out. The day I left she showed up wearing the pearls and gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek. Then she whispered in my ear. "My next client is your brother. I hope he lives up to your legacy."
I grinned all the way to the train station.
While I was in New Orleans I received periodic updates on Bradshaw. He did go to Natchez where apparently he had a run of bad luck. His luck was so bad he took to selling Nancy's favors for living money. She acquired a new nickname, Backdoor Lil. Seems I wasn't the only one who had been educated in the pleasures of anal sex. I wondered if she still liked her glamourous life.
From Natchez he went to St. Louis, working the poker room on the paddlewheeler. His luck must have turned because he was in new clothes and flashing cash when they landed. From there they went to Baltimore before heading West again. The Pinks thought he was heading for Chicago.
Juan brought me back to the present by pointing out a line of Sioux that were coming over the ridge. I'd visited Long Horse and Swallow as soon as I returned. My youngest brother had almost gone totally native, his hair in two long braids down his back. His Indian wife was four months pregnant and glowed when he introduced her.
Once the reunion was over he suggested we take a ride. We stopped just under a ridge looking down on the camp. Thanks to our enterprises the tribe was flourishing and they were more than willing to help any other village who needed it.
"I need a wagon. Will you send some supplies out? Make it a big one because I bet we've got more than a thousand pounds of gold stashed away."
That really shocked me. A thousand pounds of gold was a fortune in this day and time. He continued his explanation.
"Despite me telling them not to the tribe continued to bring me gold nuggets when they found them. One weighed eight pounds. They all knew the dangers of showing it to anyone and it's probably the best kept secret in the territories."
A thousand pounds. That was a lot of gold. It looked like my friend would return to his mine in the spring. My brother made a request. "I need some of that gold to buy land. We both know it's only a matter of time before word of the gold gets out and when it does it will be the end of peace. I want to buy enough land to put up a buffer between the tribe and any outsiders who may come looking. The Sioux can't really do anything without starting a war, but if it's my land they can't say shit if I run them off."
It wasn't foolproof but it was still a pretty decent plan. I promised to contact my old railroad friends and get the process started. I left after a week but the night before I would be gone I got the headmen together and gave them some straight talk.
"The yellow rock will not stay hidden forever. When it becomes common knowledge men will come looking and the fact that this is your land will not stop them. You must be prepared. Short Horse has a plan and you must follow his advice on this. I need your agreement."
Short Horse was my brother's Indian name, a variation on his adopted father Long Horse. There was a lot of grumbling, especially from the younger ones, but the old ones had enough dealings with the whites to know not to trust them. I warned them to think of their families before they went on the warpath. Time would tell if my advice got taken. I knew it wouldn't because the Sioux were prideful people and excellent fighters but that didn't matter. They may beat the men but they couldn't beat the pen. Thier lands would be taken and the survivors herded onto a reservation somewhere to die of starvation and abuse.
I was a little concerned over the presence of the Calvary in the area. It seems there was a hot headed officer looking to make a name for himself because he had political aspirations. He was in the Civil War and knew the quickest way to be recognized was to win a battle. Unfortunately right now there were no enemies to battle but that could change very quickly, especially if it were pushed along. Another reason not to talk about the gold.
Juan and I talked about the political situation as we rode and I was concerned about how things would go. I hinted that maybe he should take Helga and my mother with him when he left. She would see first hand the place she would be living and the people she would be surrounded with. I'm sure his family would welcome her with open arms and I was going to make sure she had an adequate dowry, one suitable to the culture.
.........................................................................................................
Juan proposed and Helga enthusiastically accepted. We had our Christmas celebration on Thanksgiving. The gifts I had picked up in my travels were well received. I felt a twinge of sadness when I gave Mother and Helga the pearls thinking of Marie. Then I thought of my brother, still in New Orleans and smiled. No doubt he had a very nice early Christmas present as well.
My father was impressed with the walking stick I gave him. I'd had two made when Gaston showed me his. It was a stout cane but with a twist of the handle it was a sword. Gaston was very impressive with it and I took a few lessons from a swordmaster, enough to learn the basics and a few tricks. He also appreciated the Tennessee whisky. I gave Spuds, Tex, and Short Horse(all he would answer to now) a pair of pistols each. Smith &Wesson Model 2 in .44 caliber to match their Winchester carbines. They were extremely reliable and much easier to load thanks to the top break design. It was what I carried now.
Every hand that worked for us down to the cook we had to hire got a bonus. A month's pay. It was unheard of at the time but it wasn't much in the grand scheme of things and it bound them to us even tighter. I got a feeling we would be losing the cook soon. She was a widow and close in age to Spuds. They hit it off and he was a frequent visitor.
I rattled around in the big house for a few weeks. Then I got to thinking. Spuds had someone. Tex told me he was courting the widow of one of his old enemies when he was in Texas and I suspected thaat one day they would marry. I wondered if Tex would move back or remain here. He was segundo now, in charge of the cattle operation, and making over twice what a normal hand made. Short Horse had his Indian maiden. I had Doe Eyes and Smiles, yet here I was alone. It was not hard for me to make the decision. This spring when I saw them they would be coming home with me.
I knew it would be a big scandal when I showed with not one but two Indian wives and a passel of kids but I did not care. The Army and the railroad most likely wouldn't care and if they did it wouldn't be enough for them to break their contracts.
On the next supply run into town I picked up the mail, surprised to see a large packet from the Pinkertons. I know it galled them no end that I hadn't moved on my enemy and had discretely offered to 'take care of my problem' but I held them back. Honestly I was in no hurry. I wanted them to forget all about me while I systematically destroyed their lives.
There was a report saying he had returned to the East, and seen regularly in the Memphis and Lexington areas. He seemed interested in race horses. Nancy was still with him, for some reason he considered her his good luck charm and the increased financial position meant she hadn't had to sell her charms lately, although the Pinkertons reported she did have a dalliance with one of their business partners, which Bradshaw used against him for a better deal. The man was from a prominent family, married to an heiress and with three children. If his affair came to light it could be very bad for him financially and socially. I toyed with the idea of exposing him but let it go. He was just collateral damage and riuning him would bring me no closer to my goal.
Instead, I packed a bag and a case, and left for the East in late January. Spuds sighed when I told him. I was in a poker game with him, Tex, and my father. We were playing for pennies and I was amusing myself by running up the cards and making sure they all won at least one big pot. "I fear, Rocky, that until you put this to rest you will never be content. Finish it, find a nice woman, and settle down. You were a lot happier married."
I grinned at him. Spuds had finally proposed and Mary had accepted. Tex was leaving in March to meet Juan and the herd and I had a feeling he would not be returning alone. Dad and Mother were still happily married even though they spent considerable amounts of time away from each other. I envied them all, then thought about Doe Eyes and grinned wider. Boy were they in for a surprise.
............................................................................................
I stepped off the ferry in Memphis feeling overdressed in my buffalo hide coat. It had been twenty below and a blizzard brewing when I left home and now I was here in the susnshine while the temperarture hovered in the mid-forties.
I hired a handsome cab and soon me and my luggage were deposited in front of the Commodore Hotel. It was supposedly one of the top three in the city and judging by the grand lobby it was quite opulent. I had she the heavy coat and was in a suit. A siut suitable for the praire where formal clothes were the exception instead of the rule but that practically screamed 'countyr bumpkin'. I could see the look of disdain in theclerk's face as I approached the counter.
He didn't give me a chance to speak. "I'm sorry, sir. We have no rooms available."
I grinned. So this was how it was going to be. I gave my best country drawl. "Well it's a damn good thing I booked and paid in advance. I'm Liam McGill. If you check your registry you'll see I was due today. I need a bell captain to take my luggage to my suite, and I'll require a bath in one hour. Hurry along please."
He did not like my tone, he did not like my look, and he hated my attitude. He pretended to look over the registry. "I'm sorry sir but I have no listing for you. I'm afraid we will have to help you find other accomodations."
I stopped the first bell hop that came by and gave him a twenty. It was an unheard of amount of money for a tip but I wanted to make a statement. "Son, this is yours if you'll fetch the manager. THE manager, understand?" Not looking at the desk clerk he nodded quickly and rushed off. Three minutes later he came back with a very agitated man in tow.
I addressed him. "Sir, are you the mananger here?"
"I am."
"Then as manager could you tell me how my reservation, that was made and paid for three weeks ago, has somehow disappeared off the books? If you would, will you check again? If it helps I have a letter of introduction from Congressman Tarlton, and a few others, most noticeably Judge Fairbanks, James Winston, and Mrs. Hanna Jones."
The man paled a little. I'd just named of three of the most prominent citizens of the city. I got the letters courtesy of Gaston and his friends, with instructions on who to call on. He stepped behind the desk and almost yanked the ledger out of the clerk's hand. You could see the hasty eraser marks that didn't quite obscure my name. He glared at the clerk who wilted before him before turning to me.
"I apologise, Mr. McGill. The error has been corrected. If you will allow, I will have your luggage taken to your suite and make sure you get anything you need as promptly as possible."
I shocked him by grinning and shaking his hand. "Thank you sir. it's nice to meet a professional of your caliber. I was just telling your man I'd need bath water drawn in an hour."
The man beamed under the praise. "I have a better suggestion. Please avail yourself of the bath house and steam rooms next door. I will put you on the registry and you may bathe at your liesure."
"That is beyond kind of you. I won't sully your position by offering you a gratuity but I will not hesitate to sing the praises of your establishment and mention you by name to anyone I associate with while I'm in your fair city."
That shocked him. If I was in the company of the movers and shakers of the city and state, word of mouth to those people was advertising that couldn't be bought. He practically fawned over me. "Will you be dining with us tonight sir?"
"After reading the reviews you would have to lock the doors to keep me out. I've actually met your chef once, when we were both in New Orleans. He was visiting his father's restaurant and we struck up a conversation. I promised him I would dine with him at the first opportunity. I'd like an early seating. The trip was not physically demanding but mentally exhuasting."



He took my hint and had the bellhop who fetched him get my bags. As I was being led away I heard he demand in a cold voice that the clerk join him in his office. I saw him the next day with the pillbox hat the bellhops wore on his head, unloading luggage from a cab. He glanced up and if looks would kill I'd have been dead on the floor in seconds.
The bath was refreshing and I blended in much better with the bespoke suit I'd had tailored for me in New Orleans. Anton remembered me, coming out to visit after I was seated, promising we'd have a coffee when the diners wound down. Then he produced a five course meal that was probably the best food I'd ever eaten.
Over a cup of rich coffee and an almond torte that melted in my mouth we caught up. When I told him I'd have a guest tomorrow night, Mrs. Hanna Jones, I really think he almost swooned. She was the grand doyen of Memphis society. Just the fact that she dined there would raise the reputation of the hotel immensely. Anton told me later he didn't sleep a wink all night and was up at six to hit the markets for the very best ingredients.
No one knew it but Mrs. Jones and I had someone in common. Dan Bradshaw. He had seduced her daughter several years back and tried to talk her into taking as much of value as she could and leaving with him. Sarah was in love but she wasn't quite that gullible. Instead she told her mother she had strong feelings for the man and would be leaving with him. She was 19. Mrs. Jones to her credit didn't have a fit or scream at her daughter. She called some friends, friends who had other friends more than capable of handling the situation. Bradshaw managed to escape on a stolen horse, beaten badly and shot twice. Most assumed he would die and no one went looking for him.
Two years afterward Sarah received a letter from Bradshaw in which he stated he was the victim of a random and senseless act and had to flee to save his life. He was recovered now and would very much like to see her. He suggested a time and place and she dutifully showed up. With six armed guards. Bradshaw, lurking in the shadows, fled. Enraged he sent her a very nasty letter, pomising her a fate worth than death when he caught her. The letter described in great detail the things that would be inflicted on her. She read it and got violently sick. Her mother contacted the police and they put out a warrant for him but until he was caught in their jurisdiction there was little they could do.
Mrs. Jones was a handsome woman in her forties, a widow of fifteen years. Her husband had been one of the richest men in the state and she was not destitute when they married. Her wealth had expanded exponentially and she was probably one of the most wealthy and influential women in the state and the East Coast. She had friends among the elite of the South and was on a first name basis with all the politicians from the mayor to the President.
She was also friends with my patrons in New Orleans, drawn into their orbit by their mutual hatred of Bradshaw. Once they became acquainted they ventured into mutually beneficial business deals. Gaston had custom built and helped set up a sawmill for her. It seemed she owned large tracts of timber in three states and needless to say the sawmill gave her a distinct advantage over her competitors.
I bowed and kissed her hand in my best New Orleans trained fashion. She was not expecting it and giggled before she caught herself. "One can tell you are a disciple of Gaston Dupree and his band of miscreants. Tell me, did they send you to that special finishing school run by Marie Delacriox? I see by your blush that you attended. I hope she gave you good marks."
I ressponded by saying I took advantage of every educational situation I found myself in and had learned many things. The giggle returned.
Hanna Jones may be in her mid forties but looked much younger until you got a closer view. Her body was trim and well proportioned but one could never tell just how much of her figure was beholden to a corset. The tiny little wrinkles around her eyes were visible even with her makeup, and her hands were the hands of a woman her age, not those of a debutant. Despite all that for any age she was an attractive woman. She bore my examination grinning.
"Gaston told me you noticed everything and I see he was right. I'm well aware of how much my age shows but I'll let you in on a secret. I don't care. Of course I have the vanity of every woman over her appearance so I take good care and work with what God gives me."
"Aggie also told me how handsome you were. I thought them prone to exxageration until we met. You are devilishly good looking Mr. McGill. Everyone ever tell you that? Ooh! I see by your blush no one has ever put it in those words. Well, I have no reason to lie to you. And your hair! Women around the world would kill for a mane like that!"
By now I had a deep blush and she thought it amusing. "Modest as well I see. I'm going to enjoy your company very much. At least I hope so."
I tried to stay on subject but she continued to flirt and I gave up knowing she would give me the information she had in her own good time. Then I surprised her by flirting back. I had two bourbons while she polished off a bottle of sherry.
It got late and I rose. Instead of leading me to the door she led me to her bedroom. "I will not be able to sleep until I run my fingers through that delicious hair."
She kissed me with abandon, one hand fondling my locks the whole time. Then she grabbed me by my tie and pulled me inside, slamming the door. Her corset was indeed laced very tightly, hiding surprisingly large breasts and a slight bulge around her waistline. Her pubic hair was a mass of red curls, soft and inviting. Her hips were round, her thighs a little thick and as I discovered tremendously muscled as she wrapped them around me. I gave my best effort using every trick Marie taught me. When my tongue hit her little nub she screamed and arched so high I thought she may have sprang my neck. I nibbled and stroked her through two more before turning loose, rising up and entering her in one smooth motion. Hanna let out a tremendous grunt that truned into a continual sound, getting higher and higher pitched as she got closer to release. He scream had she not hidden it in a pillow would have waken dogs for a mile radius. She flopped down bonelessly while I continued to pound.
I stopped, flipped her over on to her knees and continued with renewed purpose. She was making unintelligible sounds as I tried my best to drive her through the mattress. When I finally reached my climax I flooded her. It had been a while for me and I guess it built up.
Slipping off I lay beside her, stroking her smooth bottom while she came down. She gasped. "That...that was most excellent, sir! Your tutors are to be commended."
"I prefer to think your charms inspired me to do my best. And if I may saw, your skills exceed anytrhing I've ever encountereed."
She wriggled against me and smiled. "Years of diligent practice. I know my nickname among the masses is 'The Old Whore Of High Street' but I do not care. I'm financially stable and need not be beholden to anyone so if I want to indulge my hobby I will. Some paint. Some collect. I fuck. Everyone has to be good at something, right?"
"I believe Madame, that you qualify as expert in your field."
She cooed and started stroking my cock. It did not take me long to respond and she surprised me by getting into the doggy position again. "Before we start, I have something to ask. I took the Grand Tour a few years ago and spent some time in Greece. They are very relaxed about sex and very inventive. Have you ever enjoyed a woman's bottom before, Mr. McGill? If it offends you we....Ooomph!"
She stopped talking and started moaning as I slid one, then two fingers in her bottom using our fluids from before as lubricant. She was soon moaning and swaying her hip as she gasped. "Night stand. Lotion." I found the small bottle of scented lotion and poured a liberal amount on my cock. She was tighter than I expected and it took ten minutes before I was fully inside her and she moaned the whole time. I almost pulled out once but she must have sensed it and reached around to grab my hip and urge me on. Thanks to the first round I lasted a respectable time while she moaned and wailed into her pillow, I could feel her hand underneath us furiously rubbing her sex. Hanna had at least three orgasms before I could hold back no longer.
We fell back in mutual exhaustion lying side by side. After a respectable recovery time she got me out of bed and took water and soap from a basin, cleaaning me thoroughly. She even licked it after she was done to make sure , suprised when I lurched. She pulled back laughing. "I promise that will happen the next time we're together. Now, I need for you to leave. Appearances and all that. I will see you again at dinner this evening. Thank you for a lovely time."
Her kiss was soft and tender at the door. I grinned all the way back to the hotel.
.........................................................................................
I rose later than normal for me, ate a quick breakfast in the dining room and asked for the nearest livery. I had some people I wanted to see and I preferred a horse over cabs. I was directed to a stable that had a relationship with the hotel and chose a grey gelding with clean lines. He looked fit for anything I had in mind. The hostler warned me he could be a 'little frisky' so I was ready when he tired his tricks. I stayed in the saddle and gave him a couple of whacks with the reins between his ears and he relaxed.
I rode the streets, familiarizing myself with the layout of the town. I already knew where the gambling dens were clustered along the river, and the more semi-resapectable ones along the side streets. The Gentlemen's Clubs on the more prominent thoroughfares were private and available only though membership or fromal invitation. I found myself in the business district and in front of the office I sought. I was expected so I was shown right in and seated in a very well appointed room resembling more of a parlour than a business setting. In less than a minute a tall man entered briskly. His whole demeanor spoke of barely contained energy but he was not unfriendly. "Mr. McGill. A pleasure to meet you. Your friends speak well of you. Since you asked for this appointment I surmise that you require something from me. How may I be of service?"
I rose and returned his firm handshake. "Mr. McIntyre, I beleive we have a mutual acquantance. Dan Bradshaw."
The pleasant look slipped off of his face, revealing the grim contenance that made him so successful in business. "I am assuming you do not count Bradshaw as a friend?"
"I do not."
"Good. Come into my office. Becker, have coffee brought in and leave us. Make sure no one disturbs us until we are done. Understand?"
Becker looked stricken. "Sir, you have a meeting in twenty minutes."
"Tell them I am unavoidably detained and should be along shortly. If they can't wait give them my apologies and try to reschedule."
"Sir, I do not wish to disturb your business. Perhaps I could come..."
"That won't be necessary. The conversation won't take long."
When we had the cups in our hands and were comfortable he asked for my story. I told him leaving nothing out. He sighed. "Your wife makes four in the last six years that he has lured away from their husbands. He killed two, wounded you, and has turned the women into whores and sells them to the highest bidders. There are at least two more factions besides yourself who are tracking them. The man is slippery as an eel, slithering and wiggling away just when you think you have him.
As for my interest, my son was engaged to Miss Jones until Bradshaw came along. They met art the theater and within four months had captivated her. When Hanna started looking into him he knew he was in danger so he fled. Before he did, he met my son, taunted him about how much he had taught Miss Jones in the bedroom and how there was no need to thank him. An altercation ensued and my son was blinded in one eye, his right arm broken, and his nose smashed. He had henchmen with him who held revovlers on everyone as he made his escape."
It hurt when I told him Bradshaw had recently been in town and he swore like a drunk sailor. "So damn close. Despite his evil ways the man has a set of balls! He knows what will happen if we catch him! The sheer ego is appaling."
I told him I had the Pinkertons watching out for him and promised to send all their reports to him. In turn he agreed to share his information with me and wanted to know if I'd like to share the expense of the Pinkertons. "Not necessary sir. I have the means and it will keep them more focused on the task at hand if they don't have to answer to two masters. I will see you get everything as it comes in." His offer to assist any way he could was sincere and he promised to see me again in a more relaxed setting.
I thought about the situation that afternoon while I sat at the hotel bar. The way the man operated told me he didn't fear much. It was like he was protected by the Gods or something. Then it hit me. What if he was protected? Not by any Gods but by men. I'd found out enough about Bradshaw to know he'd come up through the slums of Chicago working his way up to chief shoulder striker of a major politician/crime boss. He probably learned a lot and made like minded friends on the way. What if the criminal element of most of the cities he frequented were protecting him, warning him when his pursuit got too close? It was worth investigating. I thought about wiring the Pinkertons but anyone can listen in on a telegraph, so I wrote them a long detailed letter and asked them to pursue my new suspicions. It wouldn't happen quickly but prying ears would not be privy to anything. I also requested they come up with a code so when we did use the telegraph no one listening would know the true conversation. Then i had the letter couriered to the mail boat, catching it just as it left. It would be a couple of weeks before I got a response but I was patient.
Hanna was an enjoyable dinner companion and regardless of what people thought of her private life they never hesitated to fawn over her in public. I could tell she enjoyed it greatly and introduced me to everyone as a friend up from New Orleans pursuing business interests. She called Anton out from the kitchen and gave him a glowing report on an excellent meal. She was a little louder than normal and there was no doubt in my mind it would be next to impossible to get a reservation before the week was out.
We concluded the dinner a little early and she told me she had a previous committment before introducing me to a man over coffee. "This is James Madison and before you ask he is a direct descendant. He's big in the construction business and my lumberyards do quite a lot of business with him. He would like for you to join him at his club for some conversation and a friendly game of cards. You do know how to play cards, do you not?"
I'm sure she knew about my lessons but I just grinned. "Oh, I've played some while I was out West but never seriously. This will be just a friendly game, right?"
Madison was almost salivating and I saw the twinkle in Hanna's eye. "James, you must be gentle with my friend. Let him win once in a while. All right?"
He bowed and said he could not predict the fall of the cards. We proceeded to his club. It was nicely appointed but had an air of faded elegance. I had a feeling it was not a top tier club but the drinks were generous, the servants polite, and the patrons were friendly. They managed to get three stiff drinks in me before mentioning a game, something to kill a couple hours on before retiring for the evening.
I blundered through the first dozen or so hands and managed to win twice. I estimated that besides Mr. Madison there were two more professionals at the table. Myself and the other three were meant to be the suckers. After about an hour I started screwing with them, dealing a winning hand to the biggest loser and giving the professionals enough to keep them in. The man dragged in a big enough pot that he was almost even again. The next time it was my deal the second biggest loser won. A more modest pot but it kept the cardsharps' winnings much lower than they expected by this time of night.
We all decided that three more hands and we would call it a night. Two of the sharps dealt themselves a winning hand but all but two dropped out early on the first so the pot was small. I got a full house in the first five cards and shocked the dealer by folding. He still managed to manipulate the cards and won a decent pot. Then it was my turn. "Last hand, gentlemen. Want to make it intersting and double the stakes?"
The hustlers were all for it but two of the regulars decided just to call it a night. I offered to return to the regular stakes but one of the brothers quitting grinned. "That's quite all right. The cards have run more oddly tonight than in any other game I've ever played in. I would like to stay and watch if you don't mind."
Nobody objected. I gave each of the sharks a big pair in the hole and a nothing card up. I dealt myself the ace of diamonds up and bet. Every shark raaised and the other man folded. The fourth card I dealt gave them all three of a kind and they all raised the limit. I dealt myself the four of diamonds. The next card was a nothing for everyone but the raises still flew fast and furious. I gave one four of a kind, another a full house, and the other got a trash card. I got the duece of diamonds. Everyone put me on having a flush and bet like mad. On the last down card I gave the other two four of a kind. The betting was fast and furious and by the time it was done there was almost five thousand dollars in the pot. The first flipped his cards and showed four tens and reached for the pot. The second told him to stop and flipped over four jacks. Madison hooted and dropped his four kings and reached to drag the money in.
"Don't you want to see what I have?"
He must have felt magnanomous because he pulled back. I carefully laid down a ace through five straight flush, beating them all. There was stunned silence around the table and the man who sat out grinned. "Glad I wasn't in that mess. That's the damdest run of cards I've ever seen."
By now the hustlers knew they had been outsharked and were trying to figure out a way to expose me without exposing themselves. Before they could come up with anything I had the money bagged up. I bought the house two rounds of drinks and tipped the staff well. The sharks were watching for me to leave and came rushing out behind me. I think they were surprised to see me standing under a street light grinning. They charged me and I could see the short club in one's hand, the glint of brass knuckles on another, and Madison was holding his hand low. I suspected he had a knife. They came rushing up screaming about what they were going to do to me. I let them get about fifteen feet away before I cocked the No. 2 S&W I'd had modified into a snubnose and wore in a custom holster hooked to the waistband of my pants just before my suspender button.
They were smart enough to stop when they heard the clicks. I imagine the barrel of that .44 looked pretty big in the gaslight. "What were you boys saying?"
One turned to run and I aimed my pistol. "Move another step and I'll shoot you in the leg. Then I'll stand over you and put a bullet in both hands. Think you could continue your profession then?"
They started begging and I shushed them. "I tell you what. I'll not kill you if you tell me who protects Dan Bradshaw while he's in town. Lie and say you don't know and I'll shoot you anyway."



It took a bit of arguing but they came up with the names of a local politician and a crime boss. I thanked them and told them they had one more task before they left. "You with the club. Hit Mr. Knife here in the stomach as hard as you can with that club. Don't do it and I'll hit you both with a .44. "
Ther was a little whining until I stepped closer and leveled the revovler at his head.
"Sorry man," he told Madison as he swung. The solid thud and the whoosing of air escaping his lungs told me he'd done a pretty good job. The man was on the ground rolling around moaning.
I pointed the gun at the man with the brass knuckles. "you, Knuckles. Get over here and pop your friend a good one. Right in the mouth. I want to hear teeth crunch, you hear me?"
"You can kiss my ass! I ain't doin' it. I think I'm just going to walk away. What you think of that?"
"I think I'll shoot you first, then Club here, then the knife expert. What do you think the cops are gonna say when they get here? You're all armed and have your weapons out. I'm pretty sure if it comes to it the cops know who you are and what you do for a living. I'm just an out of town, lawabiding citizen defending myself from robbery and bodily harm. Tell you what, I'll pay for your funerals. It's the least I can do."
He held my eyes for a scond before turning and landing a high, whistling right straight to his partners mouth. "Sonofabitch!," I thought, "You CAN hear his teeth crunch." The man dropped, out cold. I grinned at the last one standing.
"Go on now. Run away."
The man turned to run and I brought my revovler down across the top of his head. He too was out like a light. Straightening my tie I reached down to the one still conscious, pulling him up by his hair. "I think that will be all, don't you? If I hear one word or if the police get involved you'll end up catfish bait, you understand me? I got my own set of friends here in high and low places. A little wink, a a little nod, a little money changes hand and you're at the bottom of the Mississippi."
I dropped his head and walked away. A block away I ran across a policeman making his rounds. I greeted him pleasantly and he touched his hat in recognition. Just before I passed I stopped.
"It isn't my business really. I'm just a visitor to your fair city, but I saw three men get into an altercation a block back. They seemed to have weapons and they all ended up down. I have no idea what they fell out about, I moved to the other side of the street and walked on."
The policeman frowned. This was a fairly quiet area and men brawling in the street in front of out of town guests was not good for the city. He touched his hat again and began walking rapidly down the street.
...............................................................
There was a note waiting for me at the desk the next day at noon. Hanna requested my presence at four. I knew request was a polite word for demand so I showed up with a suitable bouquet of flowers, hard to get this time of year.
I rang the bell and Hanna opened the door herself. She grinned when I noticed and told me the servants were either off today or on errands that would take several hours. "We need to talk. But first..."
Her robe came off exposing her body. Apparently the robe was all she'd bothered to don. I figured we'd end up in the bedroom but she bent over the arm of her sofa. "In me. NOW!"
Two hours later she told me I'd been around the world. I'd had her in her mouth and it was as excellent as I thought it would be, from behind on the sofa, pounding her to the point she gushed all over her expensive horsehair sofa. I'd never had a woman that produced so much fluid. We ended up with me in her bottom while she wailed like a banshee and cursed like a sailor. I think she may have passed out when we were done but she roused herself and dragged me to the biggest tub I'd ever seen, I sat leaned back against the rim while she sat between my legs. After we were clean we just cuddled.
"What did you do to poor Jimmy?"
"I can truthfully tell you I never laid a hand on him. I understand one of his compatriots hit him in the mouth with a set of brass knuckles. That must have hurt."
"The poor boy has his jaw wired shut. AFTER they removed the stumps of four of his teeth."
"Well then, perhaps he'd be better served to pick his companions more wisely. Another thing to consider would be not to try to cheat strangers at a card table. You don't know what the stranger knows or what he might be capable of if he feels he's been cheated."
She giggled. I loved that giggle. It made her sound like she was ten. "Oh, I can assure that's a lesson learned. His father owns the company but rarely appears in public and needless to say he's sorely disappointed in him today. His companions did not fare well eigher. One will pass blood in his urine for a few days and can barely walk. The other is still unconscious and the physicians say he'll have a tremendous headache for a while when he does wake up. I think you made your point, Rocky. What sparked everything?"
I told her of the crooked card game and how I'd cheated them every time I dealt, and how I really stuck it to them on the last hand. I also told her my theory and what I'd learned. She sat straight up in the tub and it looked like her huge breasts were floating. Not distracting, even after three rounds, not at all. She apparently felt my reaction and giggled again. "Not now. We don't have time and besides, we need to talk about what you've learned."
We dressed and when her servants returned fro their 'errands', she sent three out with notes, then told me I'd be dining with her and a few guests tonight. I went back to the hotel to freshen up and write a few letters, my mistrust with the telegraph at an all time high. I tipped the bell man on duty a five to make sure the letters posted. He tucked then into his tunic with a grin. "I end my shift in an hour. I'll go directly to the mail boat. The one going South leaves every other day at four."
The postal service found it easy to send mail by boat. They could hold a tremendous amount of volume and the mail arrived much quicker. They would stop at every major town on the way down to deliver and again on the way back up. Mail could move from St. louis to New Orleans in seven days, quite a feat for the time. The mail ships were sleek little numbers built for speed. They did not ferry passengers unless it was government business or someone of note needed to be somewhere else quickly. They ran twice weekly both ways and I resolved to try and book passage when it was time to leave.
The dinner was subdued that night and after our coffee and brandy Hanna got right to the point. "All of you know by now that Mr. McGill shares an enemy with us. He has found out some disturbing information that I felt needed to be heard. Mr. McGill, you have the floor."
I told them who I was, what I had gone through at the hands of Bradshaw. Then I told them I kept wondering how he always seemed to be a step ahead of everyone. "I thought he must have a guardian angel, but then I considered that he may have guardian demons."
I told them my theory and brought up the information I'd gathered including the names. One man swore bitterly. "And to think I used my influence and a good bit of my money to help get him elected, thinking how refreshing it would be to have an honest man on the job. He'll never hold office in this state or city again!"
"Don't be so hasty, Jerome. Remember what you kept pounding in my head when I worked for you? Knowledge is power. Now that we know he's dirty we can use him to discover who else may have a finger in the pie."
The man named Jerome grunted. "More like how many hogs are at the trought. Still, it will be that much sweeter when they all appear in front of me. If it gets that far. Usually problems like this have a way of solving themselves before they reached the judiciary."
Seems Jerome was a Judge. The senoir judge in the town. The young man who addressed him brought another subject up. "What about Jimmy?"
Hanna chimed in. "Ah yes, our errant Mr. Madison. We need to tread carefully here, his Daddy is quite powerful and already furious about the arrest. He'll get it reduced to public brawling and pass it off as the drunken misadventure of a young man. It'll be expensive but it will be swept under the table. Poor Jimmy will wear false teeth the rest of his life. Hopefully something to remember should he ever consider anything so foolish again."
She turned to me. "Rocky, I've enjoyed your company but perhaps now would be a good time to leave our fair city. I'm sure you can handle yourself but any General will tell you they never win every battle."
She was right. I'd discovered more than I thought I would and made some good contacts. Time to move on to Lexington. I had one more little detail to finish but it could wait a week or so. I'd pass back through on the way West.
.......................................................................................
I got to Lexington in late February. The weather hadn't broken yet but it still looked like beautiful country. Letters of introduction in hand I visited a few horse farms. I admired the thoruoughbreds but couldn't help wondering how they would hold up to a Dakota winter.
Despite that I bought three studs from two different farms. All were retired race horses, none of them top tier but I wasn't buying them for that. I was hoping they would pass the best characteristics of the breed on through the mares I bred them with while the mares would help them retain the ruggedness required for the country.
I was wined, dined, introduced to some pretty important people. It made me come to the conclusion that the lessons my mother had taught me along with the time I'd spent with Don Carlos, Gaston and the gentlemen from New Orleans, even the lessons Marie had taught me now stood me in good stead. I knew the proper ways to conducct myself, which cutlery to use at a formal dinner, and most importantly how to make them consider me an equal. Pretty good for a farm boy from Minnesota.
I visited a distillery and the man had a most excellent bourbon recipe. His business wasn't failing but he couldn't generate enough capital to expand as he wished to. I spent three days with him before offering to go into a limited partnership. I'd put up the capital to expand for 25% of the business and I remain a silent partner. The business was under his name and had become his brand. There was no use to muddy the waters.
We met at the lawyer's office and formalized the argeement and I gave him a letter of credit for Wells Fargo. After the business was concluded the lawyer gave us all a healthy pour of his whiskey and we relaxed for a bit.
I sighed as I swirled the whiskey around my throat before allowing it to trickle down my throat. "It's too bad there isn't something brewed out West to compare to this."
Eric, my new partner, grinned. "If I could find a place to duplicate the limestone water around here it would be easy."
I laughed, before suddenly sitting up so quickly the chair legs thudded on the floor. "Seriously? Limestone water? That's all you need?"
"Well, that and a good supply of the corn and grain I'd need."
I grinned at the lawyer. "Put your professional hat back on, Henry. We've got some details to work out."
An hour and ten minutes later we had working partnership papers. Eric was to get the business up to speed here and come out West next year. There was plenty of quality limestone springs in Colorado and by the time he got there I'd have the acreage and water source we needed. I would grow and supply the grains and corn and we'd either buy or raise anything else we needed. Eric warned me that it would be three years before we'd be selling, the minimum amount of time requiired to age the product. We'd also have to find a barrel maker and a good supply of oak but we could address that in the future. We agreed to split all profits fifty/fifty after expenses. He would stay a minimum of two years to properly train the staff and then he could go back to Kentucky if he desired. There would also be twice yearly trips back home to make sure the orignal distillery was being run correctly.
"What will we name it?"
I didn't really think about it. "We got three years to think of something."
"Rocky Mountain Distillery! It will be a word play on your name and the location. I can even see the logo, a waterfall tumbling downthe side of a mountain."
"That will work for me."
By now it was mid March and I was anxious to get back to Doe Eyes. I began to realize the reason I rambled so much was because I had no one to come home to. This time she was coming home with me, as well as the children and Smiles. I thought about how to explain them but in the end I didn't care. They were mine and I was wealthy enough not to have to worry about gossip.
.......................................................................................................................
I made a brief stop in Memphis to pick up some papers the Pinkertons had sent me via Hanna. That way anyone watching could not trace it to me. I met her wayward daughter for the first time at dinner that night. The woman was very attractive. She was also loud, crude, and vulgar, trying to shock me. I laughed and Hanna grinned. "Give it up, daughter. He was raised out West and spent a lot of time at the end of tracks with his railroad, and has been on a few trail drives. I doubt there's much you could say that he hasn't heard, so do stop before it becomes annoying."
She halted looking a little put out before changing tactics. She looked at her mother and smirked. "So, mother, is he a good fuck?"
Hanna shocked her into silence with her answer. "One of the best I've ever had. He's well equipped, has a good bit of stamina, and a vivid imagination. I can tell you now he taught this old bitch a few things."
I grinned at the expression on her face before raising my glass to Hanna. "Any you, madame, are rare and extraordinary and I've had the pleasure of meeting others of you caliber so I deem myself knowledgeable on the subject. And as for age, I think you're just now hitting your prime. If I were any older you would have killed me."
"You are a rogue, and I've always had a soft spot for rogues. If you're tyring to get into my unmentionables you should stop now. I'm not wearing any in honor of tonight."
"And I dear Hanna am a firm adherant to the 'seeing is believing' school of thought."
"Men! Always so visual. Cora, be a dear and lock up. I'm going to be occupied for..." She looked at the grandfather clock in the parlour, "about three hours give or take. If you're a good girl I'll share some tidbits in the morning. Come along, Rocky."
"Yes ma'am."
"Aren't his manners so sweet Cora? You should find someone like this. Maybe he could tame you down, bring out the sweet girl you were before puberty hit. Good night, dear."
After we were in my bedroom and divested of clothes, I asked about her daughter. Between nibbling on her nipples while one hand diddled her little nub and sinking two fingers of the other into her rectum, that is.
"She was a bit headstrong to start with, but her contact with Bradshaw scrambled her brains a little in my opinion. She went through a period of depression and low self worth. She decided the one thing she was really good at was sex, so she became very promiscious. It came to a head when she broke up two engagements at almost the same time. My friends were giving me a lot of grief abother so I shipped her off to Europe for the Grand Tour. I think the plan did not work out as well as I hoped. She screwed everything she could get her hands on from England to Spain and gained quite the reputation. I let her run wild for almost a year before I brought her home and laid out my expectations. Behave in public and keep your dalliances to controllable levels. No one engaged, no one married, no one who could harm us. If you can't follow directions then I will no longer support you. No money, no clothes, no baubles, no travel, no dining at the top restautants. So far she's behaved but I recognize the signs. If she goes off the rail again I'll have her hospitalized and get the best I can find to treat her for mental disorders. Now shut up and fuck me!"
So I did. She screamed and thrashed a little more than normal and I had to wonder if it was a performance for her daughter. After we calmed down I'm pretty sure I heard movement outside the door but it could have been a servant on some errand or another. Hanna left me for her own bed a little later. "I have no doubt that sometime during the night my daughter will visit you. Play with her if you want but I would prefer if you didn't. I'd like to keep my memories of you intact knowing you were mine alone, just for the time you were here. If I were fifteen years younger, hell even ten years younger, I'd have you wrapped up so tight you wouldn't know what hit you. But I'm past child bearing age and you definnitely need to pass on those beautiful genes. God help the boys if you have a girl. Goodnight lover. I'll see you at breakfast."
Sure enough there was a knocking at my door later. I roused and looked at the clock on the mantle. Three in the morning. I just rolled over and went back to sleep. The knocking lasted twenty minutes before it stopped.
Cora had a surly look on here face during breakfast and Hanna smirked like the cat that ate the canary. Hanna asked if I slept well. "Like a rock. I was so worn out the house would have to have moved to wake me up. How about you, Cora? Did you get a good rest, dreaming the dreams of the innocent?"
Her face would have soured milk. I gave Hanna a resounding kiss just before I opened the door to leave. "I'll never forget you."
"You better not. You also better make sure and visit us from time to time."
"Oh, I'm sure our mutual friend will keep us in contact."
She stroked my cheek. "When you find him, kill him. Don't try anything fancy. Blow his brains out and walk away."
"When I have him down I'll shoot him in the balls in your honor."
She gave me one more giggle. "You men! Always saying the most romantic things! Until we see each other again!"
She kissed me again and literally shoved me out the door but not before I saw the tears on her cheek. I doubted I would ever forget Hanna Jones.
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I decided not to travel south when I left Memphis. Instead, I took the ferry across the river and rode through Arkansas. It was a place I'd never seen and it was basically on the way. The best I can describe the state is that it was raw and muddy. The people had a lot of energy and worked hard for the most part, but the place seemed a magnet for outlaws.
I was accosted twice as I traveled across the state. One was a minor shooting scrape where no one got killed, although I did plug a couple of them. They returned the favor by giving me a new scar across the right side of my chest, a bullet burn from what I later learned was a 50/90 Sharps, just about the most powerful rifle in the country. Half an inch farther in and I would have been blown out of the saddle. They dropped it and I decided to keep it as a souvenir.
The second time looked like it would end badly for me. They hadn't caught me unaware, but they came pretty close. As it was, I couldn't get to my Winchester so I faced them with a pair of Smith & Wessons. There were seven facing me and I could see a few more moving about in the brush.
The leader sat his horse and grinned. "Give it up pilgrim. You ain't got a chance. Turn loose of those shooters and we'll let you walk away. We'll take everything, but at least you won't be dead."
My pistols never wavered. "You'll forgive me if I have a hard time believing that. You got me for sure, but just so you know I'll only be shooting at you when the ball starts. I suggest you try a softer target somewhere else."
His eyes tightened but his grin never wavered. "Nope. We watched you last night when you paid for your room. You turned around and kind of hunched over, a sure sign of a money belt. As well set up as you are, I bet the belt isn't for show. Now give it up or we start shooting. I'd hate to get blood on that money."
I sighed. Here it was. The last thing I ever expected was to be gunned down in a pine thicket on the back side of Arkansas. It was what it was. I decided to open the ball but before I could reach a deep rumbling voice came out of the brush.
"Ever'body just stand still. Taylor, don't count on your boys out here. They're a mite indisposed at the moment. I need you boys to put your hands up. You too, stranger. I'd feel loads better if ya'll had your hands as far away from your weapons as possible."
To his credit, Taylor didn't flinch. "That you, Bass?"
"It is."
"Well it looks like you finally caught up with me. You got to admit I led you on a pretty good chase. The thing is, Bass, you and me both know if me and my boys give up these guns Parker will hang us sure. There's still a lot more of us than there are you, so I think I'll take my chances."
After he said that he slid from the saddle. he didn't jump, it was more like he just collapsed and it caught us by surprise. I think my bullet and the one from the man in the brush went by each other over an empty saddle.
I jumped behind the log I'd been sitting on when it started and felt the slugs slam into it. I scooted down to the end and peeked out. A large black man was standing in the clearing with a pistol in his hand, selecting targets like it was a gallery. A man behind him raised a rifle and my bullet center punched him, sending him flying backwards. The man didn't even look around as he kept firing. Another outlaw screamed and stood up, an arrow sticking out of his belly. The firing kept on for a couple of minutes and then just stopped. We could hear the thudding of the hooves as four got away. Three were dead, including the one I'd nailed, and three were wounded. One was gutshot, and we knew he wouldn't make the night.
The other two had non-life-threatening wounds. Taylor had been shot through the right forearm, breaking both bones and rendering his shooting hand useless. I looked at the entry wound and figured the trajectory and knew it came from my gun. The other man had been hit in the shoulder and it broke his collar bone.
The black man stepped forward and I stood up, catching the glimpse of the star on his chest in the evening sun. I knew who he was, but he introduced himself anyway.
"Bass Reeves, U.S. Marshall."
I shook his hand. "Rocky McGill, of the Dakota Territory. I'm most pleased to meet you."
He grinned, speaking in the tongue of my tribe. "Greetings, Northern Sun. Your tribe speaks highly of you."
I had found out the tribe had changed my name while I was gone. Dark Horse explained it to me. "You always come from the North, the sun reflecting off your hair. It seemed fitting."
"They speak of your fairness as well, Dark Warrior."
That was his name. They had never seen a black man so adept at weapons or so fearless.
His Indian friend appeared out of the gathering darkness, speaking to Bass in a language with which I was not familiar. "This is Antonio, of the Cherokee Tribal Police. He's been my companion on this journey. Most of the crimes Taylor and his gang committed are against his people. He helped me track them down."
I greeted him, he nodded and disappeared into the brush. Bass smiled. "He'll watch to make sure their friends don't return. I doubt they will, but better safe than sorry."
We doctored as best we could on the two men, fed them supper and tied them up for the night. Everyone from Texas to Colorado had heard of Bass Reeves, the black U.S. Marshall appointed by Judge Parker. His arrest rate was the best of all the deputies, and he was like a bloodhound on your trail. Most times he worked alone or with one Indian from different tribes, and he would go up against five as quick as he would one.
I traveled with him the three days it took us to reach Fort Smith. He turned over his prisoners along with their warrants, got a new set of papers, and was gone by the afternoon. I met Judge Parker at a reception that night and he spoke highly of his deputy. "He's the best I ever had. If it weren't for his race, he'd be my Chief Deputy. Despite his color I once offered him the job and he turned me down, saying he'd better serve me out hunting down criminals than he would be in an office shuffling papers. I had to agree."
I stayed two days in the town, long enough to see Taylor and his friend hanging from the gallows as I left. Justice was swift and certain with Judge Parker at the helm.
*****
I rode out of the Indian Territory into Texas, anxious to see my family. I'd had a nagging feeling for a few days, my mind trying to tell me something wasn't right. It hit me what it was two days before I was to reach the village. I'd seen no sign of my people and there should have been plenty this close to camp. Maybe they moved it. It sometimes happened, but this had been their favorite spot, good graze, plenty of water, good ridges to keep lookout for enemies. Something wasn't right.
I crested a ridge ten miles from the village to see Skunk, Dark Horse, Walks Slowly and two braves whose names escaped me waiting for me. My heart went cold when I saw none of them were smiling. Skunk rode forward.
"Rocky, mon ami, I have bad news. You cannot go to the village. No one can."
"Why?"
"Because there is no more village. Everyone is gone."
"Where did they go?" I was figuring they got attacked by a superior force and were scattered, but Doe Eyes was too wily a Peace Chief to let that happen.
Skunk had tears in his eyes. "They died, Rocky. Everyone in the village. Smallpox broke out and it killed them all. I was down with one of my fits and when I woke up, I was in my tipi with my wives. One was still alive and she told me what happened. Comancheros had come, wanting trade. We were low on a few things so we rode out and made some purchases. Three of the braves bought brightly colored blankets for their wives. They practically gave them to us. On the way back my horse shied at a snake and bucked me off. I landed on my head and was out for ten days. When I woke up it was too late."
"Why didn't you die?"
He pulled his hair back and I could see the pockmarks on his forehead. "It's worse on my face. It's why I keep my beard. I had it as a child and I survived, so I'm immune. The tribe was susceptible and it spread within two days."
"Doe Eyes? Smiles? All my children?"
"Everybody, Rocky. Everyone but me. If I'd been awake, I would have recognized the signs and we might have saved some, but by the time I woke up there was maybe ten or twelve still alive and they went quick."
"I have to see."
"Don't! It's been a month, so there's nothing to see. I couldn't give everyone the funeral they deserved so I made pyres and burned everyone. I burned everything in the village and made black flags. The People will never use that space again."
I put the spurs to the gray I'd bought while I was in Memphis and he jumped before taking off like a runaway train. I could hear the shouts of my friends fading as I galloped. It took me two hours to top the rise over the village, and by then my anguish had calmed a little. I drew up and looked down on the desolation. Everything was black and burned, little lumps of tipis remained here and there. The prairie was already starting to reclaim the village and I knew this time next year all that would be left were some grass covered lumps.
Guilt consumed me and I cried like a baby. I should have made them leave earlier. I should have returned sooner. I should have done a million little things, but in the end, I knew none of it would have mattered. Dark Horse trotted up beside me, making it a point to look everywhere but the village.
"The only reason the rest of us are still alive is because Doe Eyes brokered a peace between us and Bluebird's village. We were there visiting her family and making plans for mutual defense. The white man is moving in, Brother, and we wanted to be able to defend our land.
When we came back, we met Skunk and he warned us to stay away from the village and him. We dropped what food we had and returned to the other village where we got Skunk new clothes. He had us build him a sweat lodge and spent a couple of days purifying himself before he took the new clothes and joined us. I had a little of the gold you gave us left and he went to the nearest town and bought new weapons."
He paused, uncertain. "Spit it out my brother. What else are you not telling me?"
"Skunk heard some talk while he was there. He seems to think the blankets were deliberately given to the tribe to purposely wipe us out. It's a lot easier to claim land no one is living on than going to war. Some of the men wanting the land arranged for the blankets to be brought and got together enough smallpox survivors to deliver them."
I reeled at the news. There had been close to three hundred people in the village. All killed for a patch of land? My thoughts centered and my mind became focused. I'd find and kill everyone involved. I would show no mercy. Dark Horse must have been reading my mind.
"We know where they are. They have a little ranch down in Mexico from which they operate. The only thing stopping us was waiting on your arrival."
He left me alone then, and I sat on the ridge as the moon came up, casting a pale glow over the remains of the camp. I closed my eyes, listening to the children shout and play, and Doe Eyes murmuring softly as she laid me in our robes before rubbing her body all over me. I felt Smile's tongue as she licked my body, working slowly downwards. I shook my head, and it seemed I could hear the wails of grief as one after another succumbed to the plague the Comancheros had brought among them. I could hear my children calling my name, begging me to come and save them, and the sad whispered goodbyes as Doe Eyes and Smiles breathed their last.
I was still sitting there when Skunk rode up the next morning. "Rest," he said gently. Then he took a more forceful tone. "And when you wake up, we'll wait while you put your paint on. Then we ride!"
They woke me up in the early afternoon and fed me. I had no idea what I ate, I just knew I had to maintain my strength. Then we held a war council.
There were five of us, and we had no idea how many we faced. After some discussion, one of the braves I barely knew, Tall Dog, volunteered to ride ahead and scout. If he was caught, he'd say he was running from the white man and they would probably let him go.
We rode South, as well, angling for a little town. Skunk and I rode in, hitting the dry goods store for supplies. He had a selection of weapons and I purchased a ten gauge with double barrels and a Yellow Boy that was beat up some, but still had a good firm action.
I walked down the street to the gun shop. I bought four more double barrels in twelve gauge, an old Henry he had reworked until it felt and worked like new, and two more Winchesters. I'd been traveling through he area for years, so I was known. I told the gunsmith I'd gotten word from the men bringing up my last herd that they'd gotten caught in a flash flood and had lost the chuckwagon and most of their gear, so I was getting what I could to bring to them. He bought it and offered advice about ammunition before showing me a rifle he'd had a while. "It's a Mauser in 11mm. That's just a hair less than a .45. This is the sniper version. It has a longer barrel, better sights and can hold five rounds. With a little practice you can reach a long way." He told me the optimum range was 1600 meters. That's a little better than 1700 yards. "I got it from a German over for an adventure until he ran into some cardsharks who took everything him and his group had. They tried to fight and got killed, all but two men. They sold this and some other stuff to me just to get traveling money. A shame, really, they were pretty decent folks until they ran into Bradshaw and his bunch."
The hairs rose on the back of my neck and I asked the gunsmith to describe this Bradshaw. "Pretty big feller. He dressed like a dandy, but was hell on wheels in a fist fight. He beat two of the Germans to death on his own, at the same time. Had a blond with him. She was a pretty decent looking woman in the lamplight, but in the light of day she had that 'rode hard put up wet' look to her. Know what I mean?"
I did.
I bought the rifle and was out the door when he called for me to hold up. He came out holding what looked like a long knife but it turned out to be a bayonet that went with the rifle. "It goes with the gun and I got no use for it. I doubt you do but it will look wicked hanging over a mantle. Luck to you mister."
*****
It was a well-armed band of Indians that splashed across the Rio Grande three weeks later. Skunk was so taken with the rifle I knew I'd never get it back, and he'd shoot a few rounds every chance he got, going for longer distances as he got better until he was shooting at targets I couldn't even see. My Indian companions started talking about it like it was alive, hoping it would help us on our quest. Walks Badly had gone ahead and he met us a day later.
We brewed coffee and made plans. "There's twenty-two on a regular basis, with more floating in and out. They seem to move a load at least once a week, and it's usually five or six wagons and ten men. We'll be there day after tomorrow, and a load left day before yesterday. I rode a lot faster, but they'll be cresting that ridge in about two hours. It is my thought we destroy them here and improve our odds at the ranch."
It was a good plan so we lay in wait. The plan was to let them get almost by us before we attacked, Dark Horse and myself on one side, Limps Badly and the other brave on the other, with Skunk keeping overwatch just over the crest of a small hill in case some tried to get away. He was going to take the first shot to distract them, and then we'd open up. Walks Badly said about half had Winchesters and the rest had a collection of single shot rifles, Sharps predominantly.
We were in no mood to play fair and intended to open up with the shotguns, then go to the pistols. I had my two S&W's on my hips and the snub-nose under my belt. The rest had an assortment of Peacemakers, Remingtons and one more S&W.
They weren't pilgrims and had a scout about half a mile ahead checking for sign. Dark Horse rose up, put an arrow in his brisket and was on him before he could hit the ground, knife in hand. He was still gurgling when we broke cover to drag him out of sight. Dark Horse took his shirt and horse, sitting on a hill and waving them forward before dropping out of sight.
They must have been concentrating on the trail, because we weren't more than twenty feet from them when we rose up. My first shot took a driver and his companion off their seat. The second hit a rider and I dropped the scattergun, pulling both pistols. Seven died instantly and the rest fell before they could get off more than two shots. One was only slightly wounded and they brought him to me.
I had started a fire under a pretty decent oak, and when it was roaring, I had him hoisted up feet first. He was over the fire and had to feel the heat. He'd lost his sombrero and his bald head was slick with sweat. I grabbed him by the ears. "You got one chance. You tell us what we want to know and we kill you quick. You don't, then we roast your brains a little at a time. I hear it hurts like hell and you lose your voice from screaming pretty quick. I've only seen it done one time and they controlled the fire and his contact. The man lasted four hours but I'm pretty sure he was out of his mind after the first hour. At the end they'd swing him back and forth through the flames until he finally stopped jerking. Then they walked off and left him. Awfullest stink I've ever smelled. Now then, you wanna go out fast or slow?"
He had sand but it wasn't ten minutes until his cussing turned into begging. We kept him over the fire another ten minutes just to get his attention. When we cut him down his scalp was just a huge mass of blisters. Walks Badly amused himself by lancing them with a dull knife.
We gave him a cold drink of water and told him to start talking. At first, he denied they knew anything about the infected blankets, but when we started hoisting him again he suddenly remembered. "Some guy named Dan brought them to us. Five of us had had smallpox when we were little, so we were chosen to go to the village. We had our orders. Some man named Willis, Williams, something like that was the man behind it. He gave us all a hundred apiece to do it."
I had him describe the men, and knew it was Bradshaw and a land speculator by the name of Bret Wilson. When we got all we could out of him, we hoisted hm back up. He started screaming. "I thought you were going to make it quick!"
Skunk grinned but it looked like a death mask to me. "Oh we are, mon ami. We're going to put you right over the fire. You shouldn't last over ten minutes."
We rode away to him still twitching and jerking, his face a charred mess and his clothes on fire. Four arrows were in his gut, the sign of our tribe on them. If anyone found him, they'd get the message.
*****
I looked through the spyglass before passing it on to Dark Horse and he gave it to Skunk.
As near as we could tell there were eight men, four women and five kids on the ranch, and we decided to hit them just as they were sitting down to supper. Dark Horse took the hat and coat from one of the Comancheros and rode the man's horse down from the ridge. We were already in position and were waiting. They were smart enough to put out sentries, but we'd found them. One went easy but the other put up a good scrap, trying to yank his piece the whole time. I knocked him cold with a right cross and Skunk finished him with a knife across the throat.
Skunk was up on the ridge, the big Mauser tracking a target. The place was no shack, a board house with windows and a wraparound porch. They were open with the curtains drawn back. Foolish, but most people feel relaxed when they're home. Skunk drew a bead at the man who sat at the head of the table and blew his brains out right when he was reaching for a biscuit.



The others boiled out of the house, almost ignoring Dark Horse until he let go with both barrels. It took about fifteen minutes but all the men were down as well as two of the women who were foolish enough to snatch up weapons. None got back up.
Walks Badly had a hole in his leg, and Dog caught a bullet right in the face, but the rest of us weren't hit. We gathered the other women and kids in the yard after letting them get some clothing and food. We burned the house, the bunkhouse, the cookshack, the barn and we even fired the outhouse. We left the shed that had the infected blankets in them. Skunk pulled them out with a stick and onto some tarps, rolling them tightly and putting them on a pack mule. We had a need for them.
We had the women turn the children and we scalped everyone, including the fallen women.
*****
Five days later we were looking at the home of Bret Wilson. It wasn't quite a mansion, but it was definitely more upscale than the normal house. It was two story, with columns across the front and reminded me greatly of the architecture of New Orleans. The man had gotten away with so much for so long it made him arrogant. He felt safe on his ranch and only had about four hands near the house. Two were asleep, and the other two were splitting a bottle of whiskey when we found them. We didn't kill anyone and the Indians kept in the darkness so they thought it was just Skunk and me.
We left them tied to their bunks. The knots weren't that tight and I figured they could get loose in an hour or so. That would be more than enough time for what we had planned. Pulling the bandanas over our faces, we broke through the front door, catching Wilson and his wife by surprise. He was game enough, but a bullet through the shoulder stopped any further attempts to reach for a weapon. He was outraged.
"Do you know who I am? I'll have you hanged for this!"
I stood before him. "I know who you are. You're a backstabbin' thievin' bastard. A man who would kill people wholesale if it meant he got what he wanted. I thought about what I wanted to do to you for a long time, how I could make your death as slow and miserable as possible. My friend here had an idea that beat anything I could think of. You look a mite chilly, Mr. Wilson. Let's get you a blanket."
Skunk had unwrapped the blankets and gone through the house. He put one on their bed, one on the dining room table, one on their fancy horsehide settee in the parlor. We wanted to contaminate the house so bad he'd be forced to burn it down. While Skunk was doing that, I tied Wilson up and put a gag in his mouth. Skunk came in and wrapped the last blanket around him tightly, tying it on. Then he took the blindfold off.
Wilson looked mad enough to bite the heads of snakes until he looked down. His face lost color when he realized what he was seeing.
I grinned at him. "That's right. We got you a special blanket like the ones you gave to that Indian village a while back. I thought if anyone could appreciate the gesture it would be you. We'll be goin' now. You have a short, very painful life ahead of you, Wilson. You think about this while you die. All your schemin', all your backstabbin', and the people who helped you ruin or kill to get what you want can't do a damn thing for you now. You'll die screaming and crying and I want you to have my name on your lips when you die. I'm Rocky McGill, but you would probably know me by my Indian name. I am North Sun of the Comanche. Husband to Doe Eyes, husband to Smiles Slowly, father to Little Dove, father to Big Buck, father to Little Sun. All killed because of you. I intend to buy everything you have at auction. Your widow won't have a pot to piss in when I'm done. Let's hope she has family to take her in. Too bad it won't include this house, but it'll have to be burned to the ground. "
His wife was in the front yard kickin' up a hell of a fuss. I came out and tipped my hat to her. "You should have hitched your wagon to a different star, ma'am. Your husband is in there, alive, but you can't go to him. He's wrapped in a blanket that's contaminated with the smallpox. There are other blankets through every room of your house. You can't go back in. The gold, the jewelry, your wardrobe, everything is contaminated. You literally have just the clothes on your back."
I paused, thinking. "Consider yourself lucky. I could have done to him what he did to me. I could have killed you, your son and his wife and daughters, your daughters and their husbands and children. The difference is, while it destroyed me, he would have tried to use it to his advantage and probably not lost a minute of sleep over it. If I were you, I'd get to the bank as fast as I could and hope there's money in the account. Your husband leveraged everything he had for this deal, and owes some very bad people a lot of money."
Skunk came out, naked. He'd left his clothes inside and would change into new buckskins after he'd purified himself. He must have saw it before I did, the woman had a little madness in her eyes. Everything she had was gone and never be recovered, so she had nothing to lose. She held her hand out and I was surprised to see a derringer in it. Skunk pushed me and caught both bullets. Dark Horse didn't hesitate, gave her both barrels at ten feet and it literally blew her in two.
I reached for him and he staggered back. "NO! Do not touch me. I'm contaminated!"
He leaned against the door jamb wheezing. "I think I'll go sit down on that fancy furniture in their parlor. Give me a few minutes and then do me a favor. Burn the place to the ground so no one gets sick."
He shut his eyes for a second before pushing off the jamb. "It was a pleasure to ride with you Rocky. Dark Horse, Walks Slowly, I'll meet you in the happy hunting grounds. I bet they have buffalo the size of elephants, and I'll scout them out for you."
Even though I didn't think he had the strength, he grabbed Mrs. Wilson and started dragging her inside. "Burn it, boys."
He shut the door and we stood for a few minutes trying to work up the nerve to do as he asked when we saw the flames. Apparently, he'd taken things in hand and started the fire himself. As it grew, we suddenly heard a scream. We'd forgotten Wilson, all trussed up in the parlor. The screams and howls lasted about a minute before they stopped.
We rode away and didn't look back.
*****
A week later we were on the ridge above the remains of our village. Dark Horse and Walks Slowly had two lances stuck in the ground, festooned with the scalps of the Comancheros. I hoped it put their spirit at peace. There was another lance a little higher on the ridge with long blond hair fluttering in the breeze.
Dark Horse had cut it off for me. I rubbed my stubble as I turned away. Northern Sun of the Comanche would ride no more.
I suspected this would be the last time I saw Dark Horse, but I made him promise me if things got bad to gather as many as he could and flee north to my ranch. He agreed, but I knew he would die on these plains.
I watched until they were specks on the plains before I turned South for Mexico. I was going to see Don Carlos and his family, see if I could get some peace before I returned home.
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"She's cheating on us."
It was a pretty somber group sitting around my kitchen table. My three 'wives,' Amber, Kathy and Heather, along with their two 'husbands' Mark and Jeff. The only one missing was our other wife, Claire. She also happened to be my legal wife.
If it sounds complicated it's because it was. Polyamory wasn't as shadowy as it once was, but we were still very careful. Careers could be ruined, familial relationships strained or broken, because they couldn't or wouldn't understand. That's why we were so careful, and if one of us was involved with someone outside the group it could damage the infrastructure to the point of complete breakdown. We had rules; one of the main ones was if you wanted to bring another into the group, he/she had to be carefully vetted and the others needed to see if there was a fit. And you absolutely, under no circumstances, had sex with anyone outside the group. There were all kinds of considerations to be dealt with, one of the primary being the health of the group. Since we were all sleeping with each other in one combination or another, if one got infected with something, we all did sooner or later.
Our marriage didn't begin this way. Claire and I were married for about a year before she started talking about a polyamorous lifestyle. She left articles laying around and one day I came home to see a copy of "The Ethical Slut" on the coffee table. I read it. The woman was intelligent and articulate, extolling the virtues of that lifestyle. Then Mark, Heather, Jeff and Katie started coming around. Claire wasn't exactly pushing it, but she was hinting pretty strongly. It still took almost two years before they wore me down. I went into it with a promise from Claire that at any time I said "stop," it was over and we'd go back to being monogamous.
Jeff and Mark were bi, as were Kathy and Claire. Amber and Heather were straight, as I was, although I think Heather was thinking about it. Amber lived with us, while Kathy lived with Jeff and Mark lived with Heather. It was all mostly for appearances; bed partners were swapped weekly. Sometimes it would be Amber in my bed, sometimes Heather, occasionally Kathy, and of course my wife, Claire. I now seriously doubted she could go back.
In some ways, it was pretty good. If you wanted to do something, you knew who to call. Amber and I really liked being outdoors and we made sure we went somewhere and camped at least three times a year. She also loved to kayak and fish. We got Mark into fishing, but he decided he liked fly-fishing the best, while Amber and I would fish for anything and everything that would bite a hook. She and Mark even hunted, but I'd had my fill of that when I was young. I still enjoyed going to the range, though, for skeet and target practice.
Amber went on and on about skeet shooting, so most of the others tried it. Now it was Amber, Mark, Heather and me. They even bought their own shotguns, two over/unders in 28 gauge for the ladies, my 1100 pump, and Mark had picked up a very ornate side by side double in 20 gauge, complete with
rabbit ear" hammers. The weapons were stored at my house.
Heather was the most urbane, and she was the one who knew the trendy restaurants, where the latest gallery opening was and anything that was hot right that second. If you felt like a black-tie type of night, Heather was your girl.
Jeff loved woodworking and trade shows. I think his Lowe's card was banded with gold. I had the biggest house and property, thanks to a late grandmother, and I gave him the use of one shed dedicated to hobby and to storing his tools. The man had a lot of tools. I would help him from time to time if he needed heavy lifting. He built my dining room set, the bedroom suite for the guest room of my house and a huge armoire for Amber. I tried several times to talk him into doing it as a business, but he wasn't sure he could make a living so he wouldn't.
My wife was not the adventurous type unless it was somewhere in the tropics and included a five-star resort. Then she was all in. We did take a vacation the previous year as a group, to one of those resorts that were clothing optional and had a pretty good time. There were a few rough spots. Claire got a little buzzed and flirted so heavily with a stranger he was sure she was going to spend the night in his suite. He was a little pissed when the group swooped in and took her back to the villa.
She was hungover and apologetic. I didn't talk to her for a while and the rest of the ladies gave her hell.
"You nearly fucked up last night, girl. It took two years to talk your husband round and you nearly destroyed everything. If you need strange, then find some. Be aware if you do and we find out, you're out. No second chances. And as pissed as we would be, you better think about your husband. He'd drop you in a minute and there would go the group, so we got a stake in your behavior. Don't mess up a good thing."
She must have seen the writing on the wall and she stayed exclusively with me the rest of the trip. She apologized, I may my position clear and we put it in the past, I thought. Now it seems she hadn't.
The guy had wanted to object, but Mark is like six-three and a gym junkie, and Jeff has his own set of muscles from his hobby. I doubt either one had ever fought with anybody in their lives. I, on the other hand, was a wild-child other side of the tracks scrapper who knew when you fought the only rule was to win. I was five-eleven and 170 and none of it was fat. He kind of ignored them, but recognized something in me and backed off. I took Claire back to the room and dumped her on the bed. She was out in minutes.
I had very little to say to her for most of the next day, and the girls gave her hell for getting drunk and stupid. She never actually apologized to me, but she tried to show she was contrite. I don't think she drank more than two drinks at a time the rest of the vacation.
And now Heather thought she was cheating.
*****
"How sure are you?" She looked at me sadly.
"Not 100%, but pretty close. She's gone missing on a couple of girl's nights out. Then she started missing work, a long lunch here, leaving a couple hours early there. I checked and she wasn't with any of us. Have you noticed anything?"
"Not really, but then again she's not here that much, or with any of us for long at a time, so it could have been pretty easy for her."
Jeff asked what I wanted to do.
"Remember the last time she pulled this shit? She didn't go all the way and have sex with him but that was because we found out early enough. I think I'll call a few friends that do surveillance work. I will tell you this: if she's screwing someone on the side, I'm leaving her, and that means I'll be leaving the group. You've been her friends since long before she was with me and I won't mess up that dynamic. Besides, the lifestyle is starting to wane on me. I would have probably left before too much longer, anyway."
That shocked them into silence. It had taken them a long time to talk me into trying it, and I personally thought I was a fool for ever agreeing. I was desperately afraid I was going to lose her, anyway, and I thought maybe if we experimented for a while she'd get tired of it and it would be just us again. I was wanting to start a family and she wasn't really keen on the idea. It might be time to cut my loses.
"Don't go anything rash, Jake. We don't know anything yet."
"Her physical unfaithfulness really hasn't got much to do with it. How come any of you don't have kids yet?"
There was an uncomfortable silence before Heather spoke up. "We made a pact. None of us were going to have children until our early thirties. It made things simpler."
"I want each of you to look me in the eye and tell me why that didn't come up in conversation while you were trying to talk me into this. Did any of you ask me what I thought of waiting at least four more years before starting a family?"
The silence stretched before Jeff started. "We were afraid it would kill your acceptance of our lifestyle. Besides, Claire told us she had finally told you and you were okay with it."
"Once again, Claire lied to the group."
An odd thought struck me and I had to ask. "Tell me something. When you girls decided it was time to have children, was it going to be with your spouse, or was it just going to be luck of the draw?"
There was a very long, very uncomfortable silence that did my attitude no good at all. Finally, Heather spoke up. "We girls talked about that and decided the first one would be with our husbands. Then we thought we might share, to bring us closer together."
They all kind of drew up waiting for the explosion and I did not disappoint them. "MOTHERFUCK! SONOFABITCH! GODDAMNIT! OUT! RIGHT FUCKING NOW!"
Heather and Kathy were already halfway to the door. Mark acted like he wanted to say something but hesitated. I'd always liked Jeff best, and he thought I'd be kinder to him. "Jake, man, calm down. I didn't know you weren't in on the plan. I don't think Mark was and I know I wasn't, but I'm guessing the girls knew judging by their faces. We'll leave now and come back when you calm down."
"Yeah, I don't think so. Don't come. Don't call me. If I want, I'll call you. I'll be staying this weekend at MY house, alone. Tell Claire to carry on, I know she was supposed to be with Mark this week. When she drags her ass in, let her know the dynamic has changed. IF she comes back to me, she comes back to me. No one else. Make sure she understands. And make sure she understands that ain't written in stone."
There were a couple of gasps. I'm thinking this didn't go anywhere near like they planned. I was ready to give up the lifestyle anyway. Everybody has to live according to their own moral compass, and mine was pointing less and less towards the life I was living.
Amber didn't leave, but she made sure she stayed out of sight. I grabbed a couple of ciders and walked out back to the bench underneath the pecan tree and sat down. I was still there when it got dark and Amber opened the kitchen door, spilling light into the back yard.
"Jake? You still out there? I made dinner, honey. Please come in and eat something."
Amber was the youngest, at 22. when most of were 28 or 29. She was as sweet as could be, but she didn't graduate top of the class. In fact, she didn't graduate at all. When I found out, I didn't give her an option and put her in Adult High School. I didn't want her to have a GED, I thought it was important she have the real thing. I coached and mentored her, and the rest of the group got behind her to help out.
She was Valedictorian of her class and she thanked me by name in her speech. Her diploma hung in a frame Jeff made for her of cherry wood.
I decided I was hungry and we ate in silence. When I was done, I thanked her for the meal and asked one question. "You're the only one who isn't married in the group. Where did you stand in the Paternity Lottery?"
She looked down for a second, then gave me the look of innocence I loved about her. "I was only going to have one baby. Yours. I knew no matter what happened down the road, whether the group stayed together or not, whether you and Claire stayed together, you would never abandon your child. Or her mother."
"Why me?"
"Because you're the best of us, Jake. You're the one that looks after everybody. All the rest of the girls told me when we had girl's night that after the first baby by their husbands, you were next."
"You know if I ever sleep with any one of them again it will be with protection, right?"
A tear dripped down her cheek. "I thought as much. Let me tell you this. If you and I do share a bed again you won't have to worry. I'd never try to trap you like that. Never, do you understand?"
"Well, since we're having true confessions, I think you're the best of us. You never have a cross word to say about anyone, and even if you're the youngest you're the mother of the group. That says to me that when you do have a child that child will never have to worry about their mother taking care of them. You'll be a sabretooth among kittens when it comes to your children."
For the first time she smiled, then she got serious. "If you're the father-figure and I'm the mother-figure, we have to figure out what to do with those unruly kids."
I smiled back. "Personally, I'm all for kicking them out of their nest and see if they're able to fly on their own. I'm serious about being done with the group. I'm tired of having all of some of some things and none of one. I don't think this lifestyle appeals to me anymore. Goodnight, Amber."
I left her at the table as tears slid down her cheek. About midnight, I felt her slide into my bed. "This might be the last time I get to share this bed, honey. Will you just hold me for a while?" She went to sleep spooned to me and I lay there wishing just a little that I had met her first. Then I smiled. When Claire and I got married she was 16.
*****
I woke up to the sound of someone rattling around in the kitchen. Amber was still in my arms so it could only be one person. It was her week with Mark; why would she be here? I knew the answer as soon as I asked myself that question. She was here to do damage control.
I wondered what she would think when she found me gone. I dressed and went down the back stairs of the old farmhouse as quietly as possible, easing the door open and quietly leaving. Old houses took a lot of maintenance and I could never stand a squeaky door, so I kept them all oiled and in good repair.
I grabbed my bike, an old Triumph Mark had been helping me restore, and pushed it down my long driveway, firing it up when I hit the highway. As I rode away, I decided to take a ride on the boat, and maybe do a little fishing. We'd all gone in together and bought a big pontoon boat. It wasn't really that practical to pull it back and forth, so we rented a slip at the local marina. I topped off the tanks, checked the fishing gear to see if I needed anything, bought some fresh bait, stocked the cooler and motored off. I was going to the headwaters of the lake. There were never a lot of people there, which surprised me because the fishing was really good there.
Usually, we kept the fish until we had enough for a fish fry, but even though they were biting, this was a catch and release day for me. I stayed on the water until noon before heading back, and the first person I saw when I got back to the dock was Claire.
She was smiling, but looked scared as she tried to hug me.
"Don't."
"What?"
"Don't touch me right now."
"But you're my husband! I need to touch you."
The laugh was short and bitter. "Am I? Really? Or am I just another cock in your rotation of fuck buddies? I'm really tired of this lifestyle and I need to think. In the meantime, the best thing you could do would be give me enough space to make a decision. Please."
Yeah, that worked. Instead of giving me space she was all over me. Crying and begging didn't seem to work and I just stood there with my arms at my side until she finally stopped.
When she finally backed away, she blurted out the classic line. "We need to talk."
"About what? It's bad enough I'm sharing you with two other men and a woman, sexually, now you're out recruiting strange cock? Just how much sex do you need to feel fulfilled? Obviously, you're not getting enough at home. Or with Jeff, or Mark. Wait, maybe it's a girl you're hooking up with. It never occurred to me but it's entirely possible. Cock or Cunt? With you, the possibilities are endless."
She was reeling. I had never talked so bluntly to her or had so little regard for her feelings. She was also getting nervous. There were people around. "Please, Jake. Let's go home to talk. I'll explain everything when we get there."
I surprised her by agreeing and hopped on the bike, but instead of turning right and following her, I turned left and opened the bike up. By the time she turned around I was out of sight and I could have turned on any number of roads, so she went home to wait.
I rode for two hours and ended up in front of my great uncle's house. He was in his seventies but still pretty sharp, and he always had good advice. He came to the door, grinned when he saw me, motioned me in, grabbed a couple of beers and headed out to the back deck.
We talked in generalities for a while and then I admitted I was having marriage problems. I didn't let him in on our lifestyle, but did say I think she was cheating on me. He rocked for a minute as he thought.
"You need to find out. If she is, try to find out if it was a spur of the moment thing or a planned action. That will tell the tale. Sometimes people make bad decisions on the spur of the moment and regret their actions. And sometimes people make deliberate decisions and take chances. You need to find out if there was an affair, is it still going on, and does the cheater feel any remorse when you confront them. The trick is to find out if they're sorry they had the affair, or just sorry they got caught."
"When did you get so smart?"
He grinned. "With age comes wisdom. That and years of experience. I'm just glad you got old enough to see that."
We sat for a few more minutes in silence before he spoke again. "You know, I was married to someone else before I married your Aunt Clara. She was slipping around with two different men when I caught her, and I kicked her to the curb. Not because I didn't love her, but because what she did was deliberate. It took planning.
"I was single again for four years before I met Clara. I thought the sun and the moon rose and set because of her. Then she cheated."
That shook me. Clara had been the most loving and honest woman I had ever met. He continued.
"I guess you're wondering given my history why we stayed together. It was a drunken one-time mistake. She went with her sister to a bar for 'one drink' once while I was away. Her sister kept staying, they kept drinking and she ended up on the backseat of some asshole's car. When she realized what she was doing she tried to get him off her, but he held on until he finished and then threw her out of the car. I can't imagine the pain it must have cost her to tell me, but she did. She left and went back to her mother's house. We were separated for five months before we got back together. Like I said, it was one time, she was drunk and she told me as soon as I got home. It was rough for a while and she never had another drop of alcohol.
"She never spoke to her sister again. It seems that was a hobby for her, taking her friends out and getting them drunk enough to end up on somebody's back seat. About a month after the incident, three women jumped her and beat the hell out of her. Broke her nose, knocked out teeth, split her scalp. When she healed up, she was nowhere near as pretty as she had been before. She moved away after she healed and no one knows where she ended up."
I thanked him for the beer and the conversation, and rode home.
*****
It didn't surprise me much to see all the cars in the driveway. She must have sounded the "all-hands-on-deck" alarm. I wasn't in the mood and then realized I never would be, so I decided now was as good as any.
The only one who would look me in the eye was Amber. She gave me a sad smile and made coffee.
Heather decided to start. "Jake, we..."
"Can stop right there. You guys being here highlights the root of my problem. This was supposed to be a serious discussion between me and my wife, not between me, her and all her fuck buddies."
There was a collective gasp. Kathy looked indignant. "You don't have to be so crude; you know. We're not just fuck buddies; we're so much more. We're companions, lovers, sisters, brothers. We're there for each other."



"That's just it. You're there for each other. No one is there just for their mate. Face it, you're all doing this because you're afraid of being alone together. You don't have much in the way of a solid base. It's just shifting sands while you bounce from one to the other."
I sighed. "I know I don't have any right to judge you. After all, I was one of you. But I made my decision as I rode back here and realized it had been coming for a long time. I'm not happy, and I won't be happy until it's just me and one other person. Someone who can't run off to someone else if I get on her nerves. That's part of it, in my opinion, getting on each other's nerves but knowing you had to stay and deal with it."
"You can't mean that!"
I looked at Claire. "Claire, how many nights have you spent in our bed this month?"
"Enough."
Enough for who? Not me. You've been home, or what should be your home, eight days so far this month, and today's the 27th. Even if you spent the rest of the month with me it would only be 11. Eleven out of thirty. That's not a marriage. Not to me anyway."
"But we had commitments!"
"We had commitments to each other, first. You remember those? Maybe standing in front of your friends and family with me and a preacher might ring some bells."
"We've already discussed this! That type of marriage is obsolete. Before too many more years, marriages like ours will be mainstream and no one will judge."
"They probably will. But even if it is mainstream, it still comes down to choice. What happens when couples refuse the lifestyle? You gonna force them? All of you know that will never happen. Maybe some time in the future, when dinosaurs like me become extinct. I suspect that will be a very, very long time from now."
Heather offered her opinion. "We all love each other, Jake. I love you, just like I love Mark and Jeff. It makes us stronger."
"Ever hear the expression divide and conquer? That's exactly what we've been doing, dividing out time with other people and conquering none of the obstacles that couples have to deal with. Did you ever once think 'I'd really like to be in my own bed with my own spouse tonight' as you lay with your lovers? And despite all the fancy descriptions, that's all we are. We're lovers. We might have fondness for each other, but deep down we don't love each other, at least not my description of love."
There were immediate protests. I just let them babble until they ran out of steam. When they wound down, I changed directions. "Mark, Jeff, this is for you. If your wives came to you right now, today, and told you they were tired and wanted to be exclusive again, could you? I ask because you're a little different from me and enjoy sex with each other. Could you lie beside your wife every night and not fantasize about a good hard cock, knowing you would never have one again? Kathy, how about you? Could you sleep with your husband exclusively and not dream about a woman's touch, knowing it was denied from you for the rest of your lives?"
The silence stretched until Mark finally said "But we don't have to. I'm happy with the way things are. Everybody gets what they want and everybody's happy."
Heather looked like she was deep in thought. I think I was throwing out things she had never considered before. I turned to Amber. "Where do you stand in all this?"
"I'm just a plus one. I don't have a dog in this fight. I drifted into this because I was alone and confused and you guys befriended me. I've been thinking about leaving for months now. I'd like to find a man who wants just me, maybe have kids. My clock isn't ticking, but I think motherhood would be good for me."
I think I was the only one who wasn't surprised. Amber was young, but she wasn't an idiot.
"None of this would have happened if your wife could have kept her legs closed!"
Heather had a point. I looked at Claire and she looked a little pale. "What about that, honey? Have you been out recruiting? If you lie and I find out we will never again be man and wife. If you have any hopes of staying with me you better tell us the truth."
She fidgeted for a minute. "It was nothing! A stupid fling that I thought wouldn't harm anyone. I'll end the affair!"
"You had three men and a woman available to you and you still had to go looking? How many people do you need?" This was from Mark and he seemed really pissed. "You've exposed all of us. What happens if you've picked up a little something and have to reveal everyone you've been sleeping with to health professionals? This is a small town, one of the reasons we're discreet when we're out as a group. We can explain everything anyone sees away as just a group of old friends having fun and flirting harmlessly. If we were to show up en masse to be tested, how long do you think it will take for someone to start wondering? You've really fucked things up here. Needless to say, you need to stay home until we're sure we're safe."
Heather was a little pissed as well. "Why were you doing this, Claire? We've got years invested in each other and that's in danger now. If the group implodes, I'm laying it on your doorstep!"
Everybody quieted down and I gave them a few minutes to gather themselves.
"Claire, you were right about it being the end of the affair. Not what you did now, but in general. This has been one big long affair. I like all of you, but I'm out. From now on I'll only sleep with my wife, and if she can't do the same, we'll part ways. Please don't make this difficult, you guys. I'm not judging your lifestyle, and I still want to be your friend. That will be up to you. It's just not for me anymore."
There wasn't really a lot more to say. Everybody left, even Amber, and she made it clear that all she needed was a place to sleep, alone. Claire just sat there for a minute.
"Can you do it?"
She came out of her self-contemplation and looked at me. "Do what?"
"Be monogamous. One partner for the rest of your life, no exceptions."
"I... I don't want to. Can't we..."
"We can't. When we started on this journey, I knew in my heart that it would end this way. I tried, though, because I really loved you. But even with as many partners as you had, it just wasn't enough. Oh, I'm sure you'll try and probably last for a while, but the temptation will just be too strong and you'll be back to your old ways. And just so you know, I don't judge the others, but I am judging you. There isn't a faithful bone in your body. I have a feeling you were playing around even before we joined the group. Let's spare ourselves the misery of trying and just declare it done."
She was having a hard time processing what I was saying. I thought for a minute she might hyperventilate, but she got her breathing under control. Claire tried off and on for the rest of the evening to talk me around, but by bedtime she realized I was done.
We didn't sleep together that night. She slept in Amber's room. I lay there trying to figure out how my life had gotten to this point before exhaustion finally forced me into sleep.
She was up the next morning preparing breakfast and I started helping. Old habits are hard to break, and it kind of gave me comfort. We ate pretty much in silence, and she said she had some errands and left right afterwards. I found out later she went to see everyone, looking for support. She apparently didn't get much.
I wasn't really surprised when I got home the next day to see her stuff gone. There was a note on the kitchen table.
"You were right. We're too far apart to ever be together again. I'm sorry it turned out this way. I thought we had the perfect life. I talked to the group yesterday and the general consensus is that if you're out, I'm out. They're still pretty pissed over me going outside the group, and while they didn't say it outright, they don't trust me any longer.
"I took exactly half the money in our accounts. I have no desire to cheat you out of anything (except our marriage, I thought), and I know you owned the house before we got married so it's yours. I would ask you let me take some of the furniture when I get a place, as well as a few mementos that I didn't have room for today.
"I'll always love you. Who knows? Maybe someday, huh? I won't count on it but it's a nice fantasy.
Claire."
The group arrived on Wednesday. They had called ahead to okay it. They were still my friends and none of this mess was their making other than the obvious, so I welcomed them. We talked for a while and everyone expressed their regret. Jeff told me he'd have his tools out by the weekend.
"Why? You're still welcome any time. All of you are. Just as friends without benefits."
I think that relaxed all of them. We ended up cooking a meal together and Amber sat with me at the table. "Can I come home now?"
"Yes, you can. We won't be sleeping together, though. I'm still processing."
"I figured as much, but I want to be in my own bed. If you want me, call me, even if it's just to snuggle."
She stayed four more months and we never had sex once. Oddly enough, I felt like I would be cheating if I slept with anyone before I was completely divorced. Amber found a nice little apartment and thought she would be happy there. Jeff and Mark came by to help move her bedroom suite. Her only regret was having to leave the armoire Jeff had made for her. It was just too big to fit into the apartment. I made her a promise that as soon as she got a bigger place, or got married, or even lived with someone, we would make sure she got it.
I got the divorce degree in five months. It was all very civilized: no screaming rants, no drama, no fights over assets. Just sign here, sign here, sign here, congratulations, you're divorced.
The group, of course, exiled her and I idly wondered what she was doing for sex, but then I remembered how beautiful she was and how she was fooling around even before the divorce, so I doubt she lacked for male companionship. Or female, for that matter.
Mark and Kathy divorced a year later for reasons unknown, at least to me. I asked Jeff one day if he had found anyone else to join with or they were alone now in forced monogamy. He grinned. "This isn't as small a town as you would think. Heather and I are with two more couples right now, and there's another that has expressed interest in our lifestyle. We're taking it very slowly, being very careful, but things look promising."
Well, good for them. Everyone deserves happiness and fulfillment, no matter what path they chose.
When Mark left Jeff and I bought out his share of the boat. He and I were scheduled to go fishing one morning and he called ahead, wanting to know if he could bring a couple of friends along. I knew they were part of his new group and had no objection.
Bill and Fred were nice guys, but couldn't fish worth a damn. I took Bill and Jeff took Fred, we gave them a Fishing 101 tutorial and by the afternoon they were holding their own. Jeff had told them a little of my history and they hinted around, but I told them I had left that lifestyle, and besides, I didn't have a partner. The way Fred was looking at me I had a feeling he was willing to make an exception.
They became fishing buddies, and then they came out to the farm, if you can call the fifteen acres that were left from the original tract a farm. I tended to think of it as a very large lawn with a few trees. My cousins owned about sixty acres behind it and lived out of state, so I pretty much had the run of the place. I owned the barn, but not the pastures behind it, but could use them if I wanted. I never wanted until Fred begged me to let him put his horses there, willing to pay rent. He had four, and I thought it would be good to keep the pastures grazed so they didn't turn into scrub brush. I told him he could and I wouldn't charge him, but I wasn't taking care of them.
Fred came out with two horse trailers and a flat-bed full of hay. He brought his family with him and they all pitched in to store the feed and get the horses settled. The rest of their group tagged along and I got to meet them all. Besides Jeff and Kathy, the wives of Fred and Bill were there, as well as another couple who had joined them about four months before.
They appeared to be good people and we got along pretty well. The ladies went down to the local supermarket and I fired up the brick barbeque my grandfather had built sixty years before for occasions just like this. There was alcohol, but they drank little and as the day wound down, we were all lazing around. Fred's wife Sarah ended up beside me and after some small talk, she asked me if I knew a Claire Wilson.
"I was married to a woman named Claire, but it only lasted six years. Last I heard she had moved away."
"Did you know why?"
"Not really. I didn't even know she moved until someone told me afterwards."
"If it's the same person, and I think it is, would you like to know why she moved?"
"Not if it's going to depress me. I hope she's doing well despite us going separate ways. There wasn't any hate there at the end. At least on my part, we had just reached a fork in the road and she went left and I went right."
"She remarried after you, and she and her new husband were part of a group I was in. They didn't last a year before they were gone. They weren't really like us; I'd classify them more as swingers than polyamorists. It got out of hand when they gave us a little gift, if you know what I mean. It wasn't particularly nasty and easily cured with a couple of shots, but the indignity of going through it made us vote them out. They didn't take it particularly well. The group fell apart after that.
"Then we met Jeff and Kathy a few months later and they brought in Bill and Martha. We've been together for eighteen months. Stan and Chloe are our newbies. Tell me, do you ever miss it?"
"Believe it or not, sometimes I do. Not necessarily the sex, although for the most part it was great, but the feeling of belonging to a close-knit group of people you knew would have your back. You guys seem to have that and I'm happy for you. It's just not for me anymore."
She grinned. "Well, if you ever change your mind, I have a sister."
"You'll be the first one I call."
As they were leaving that night, she gave me some more information. "Something else about Claire I need to tell you. I wasn't sure until I found out what kind of guy you seem to be. Claire and her husband joined a group of swingers. A large group. It got out of hand when a new woman showed up, without her husband. He was not happy when he caught her and burned the group to the ground. He had pictures and recordings he posted on the internet. There were some pretty heavy hitters in the group and when they got outed, it cost a couple their careers. Claire's new husband was the one that brought her in and it got very uncomfortable for them. The pressure got so bad they divorced.
"You need to know Claire has moved back home. I talked to her and she's in intensive therapy, private sessions and in a group. Sex addicts. She seems to be improving. Just thought you should know in case you see her."
I thought about that after they left. Claire was a sex addict. I looked it up and the profile fit. I don't know if it's possible to recover, but I wished her the best.
*****
Amber came by to see me with the same news. We had kept in touch and she called me one day, wanting to ask me an important question. Would I walk her down the aisle?
She looked absolutely amazing in her gown, and I wondered as I looked at her where the shy and insecure child I had known went, to be replaced by a competent young woman of sparkling beauty. Her husband seemed a good guy and totally devoted to her. They had the little girl not long after they married, and she was a cute, well behaved baby. They came out one day so she could show him her armoire and see if it would fit in her house. We measured it, and from the way he talked I doubted it would fit.
The baby had seen the horses and had a fit, so I carried her down and when they crowded the fence, she shrank back against me pretty tight. I think after she figured out they weren't going to eat her, she relaxed, rubbing their noses and giggling. I took her into the pasture and put her on the back of Molly, an old mare with the gentlest disposition I had ever seen on an animal. I got her to walk a few steps while she giggled. Amber tried to frown when we came out.
"Now all I'm going to hear from now on is that she wants a horse."
"Well, I got plenty of pasture." Her husband Bob laughed and said they'd get back with me in eight or ten years.
When baby Belle went down for a nap, she told me about seeing Claire.
"I almost didn't recognize her, Jake. She must have put on thirty pounds and she wasn't wearing it well. I invited her to the house and we had coffee while she played with Belle.
"You know, if we had stuck to the plan, I'd have one almost that old now."
"She asked if I had kept in touch with everyone, and I told her I saw Jeff and Kathy every once in a while. I had no idea where Mark and Heather were. She asked me if I ever saw you and I told her we were still close, that you walked me down the aisle and was the godfather of my child. She had tears in her eyes when I told her you were doing well and that she should come and see you. She wasn't sure of her welcome."
I don't know if she was fishing or not, but I told her she should give you a call and gave her your new number. Have you heard from her?"
"No, but she has no reason to be scared. I don't hate her, although I did hate what she became. It's water under the bridge now. I have no intention of ever starting a relationship with her again, but I can tolerate her socially. If you see her again tell her to drop by. Make sure you tell her what I said, I don't want her coming by with expectations."
Three weeks later they were back, and Claire was with them. Amber was right, although she told me before they arrived, she had lost some weight and was smiling more. There were still a lot of lines around her eyes. I carried Belle down to the barn and she had a fit when she saw the small pony.
Amber didn't know whether to grin or complain.
"I didn't go out looking for a pony, if you're thinking that. Jeff had a friend who was moving out of state and had to get rid of her and his horses. He called me wanting to know if he could bring them here and give him a chance to find a place to board them. He'd moved to New York City, and when he found out it cost almost as much to board a horse as it did to rent an apartment, he asked Fred if he would find them good homes. The white mare and the gray gelding are the new additions. You guys want a horse?"
Claire was petting the white mare and I saw the first smile since she'd gotten here. Amber and Bob carried Belle back to the house and left us alone.
"How come you haven't remarried?"
"Haven't found anyone I wanted to marry yet. How about you? I heard you and your new husband split up. I'm sorry to hear that. Have you dated anyone since you've moved back?"
"No. I think I'm going to stay out of relationships for a while until I get my head in the right space. I know Amber told you I was in counseling, and what I was receiving help for. It's kind of odd, the woman who wanted to have sex with almost everybody is now celibate. I stay out of bars and compromising situations because I know how easy it would be to slip back. The rush of bedding a new person is every bit as strong as an alcoholic craving a drink or a junkie looking for a fresh fix."
She was silent for a second and as we were waking back, she hit me with the question I knew was coming. "Jake, do you think we could spend time together again? Just so you know if we do you won't be getting any, at least for a while."
I gave it a minute. "It's not a good idea, Claire. Too much baggage. I don't think we could get past ghosts of the past, and I don't see a good ending."



A small tear trickled down her cheek but she was smiling. "I thought as much, but I had to ask. One thing, though. Since you seem to have extra horses, can I come up and ride sometimes? I rode on trails where we moved, and it was one of the few times I wasn't thinking about sex."
"Take the white mare. She's well trained and has a good temperament."
I lay in my empty bed that night and thought about it, remembering the wild nights we'd had together. Then I remembered the wild nights she'd undoubtably had with the rest of the group and outsiders.
*****
She surprised me by coming out the next week. I didn't even know she was there until I saw her car by the barn. She rode for about an hour and then left. After a couple weeks if I wasn't busy, I'd saddle up the gray and ride with her.
The gray had been skittish when he first got there. Jeff said his friend hadn't had him long and he had very little training. I read books and watched YouTube tutorials and made him my project. I made mistakes, but learned from them and pretty soon we were pals. He still had a hard time letting anyone else ride him, so most left him alone.
We talked more on those rides than we did the whole time we were married. We would never again be lovers, but we became pretty good friends.
One day she came out with another woman. She was a little older and was stiff around me, but after she watched the interaction between us, she relaxed. Her name was Polly, and a month after we met, she showed up alone.
"I want to talk to you about something. Claire and I have started developing feelings for each other. Do you think it might go anywhere?"
"I think you ask her and not me. I know she really likes you. Do you know her history?"
"Most of it. She says she's changed."
"The question is, do you think she's changed and are you willing to risk it and find out?"
"I think she has, and I'm willing to invest myself enough to find out. Believe it or not, this isn't why I came out. How many empty stalls do you have? Can I rent one? I know we can ride yours and you gave the mare to Claire, but I want one of my own. If you're willing, will you help me find one?"
I thought about it for a minute. My house and property had been part of a huge dairy farm 75 years before, and my barn was enormous. I had a local historian come out once and he told me it was the biggest in the county. An empty stall was not going to be an issue.
"No, but only because I'm not the expert you need. Let me introduce you to my buddy, Jeff."
I called Jeff and explained the situation. He didn't know whether to laugh or flip out. "Let me get this straight. You want me to find your ex-wife's lover a horse she can keep in your barn so they can come up and ride? You're one cool dude, brother. Count me in."
Jeff and Kathy met Polly and they hit it off. Pretty soon they were part of our group, but only in a social sense. Everyone almost always ended up at my house on Saturday mornings to clean stalls and take a quick ride before dispersing to pursue their own plans. Amber and Bob would come out once in a while and the ladies would drool over Belle. I think it triggered their own nesting instincts, because in six months Kathy and Holly were pregnant.
I was seeing a woman I really liked, and she came over when they were there sometimes. We hadn't told her anything about the dynamics of the group but she didn't seem to like anyone, especially Claire and Amber. What made me unsettled is the horses didn't like her, including Molly, and that old girl liked everybody. We lasted about four months before we agreed our life goals weren't the same and went separate ways.
By then, Belle was four and had her own little saddle. I absolutely would not let her mount up unless she wore the helmet I'd gotten her, complete with neck guard. Bob was looking into one of those equestrian air bags, but couldn't find one small enough. We'd let her ride with us if we went slow, one of us always holding a lead-rope in case of emergency. She almost always ended up asleep in front of someone halfway through the ride, usually me. If it wasn't me it was Polly, which surprised her no end. Now, on the nightstand beside their bed, there's a picture of Bell, Claire and Polly, hugged up together in a hammock. The child has enough aunts and uncles to field a team in almost any sport you can name.
*****
Fast forward twelve years. I was sitting in the stands with my wife, watching our child participate in her given equestrian event. In reality, all of them were her favorite events. The only ones I didn't care for were the ones involving jumps, especially in steeplechase. She might be seventeen, but she inherited her mother's slight frame, and the thoughts of tons of horseflesh thundering around her as she took jumps scared the shit out of me.
Her events over, she came into the stands to root for her eleven-year-old sister. She hugged Amber before she jumped into my lap for a big kiss. "I think I did pretty good, Dad."
"I think you did, too, Belle. Let's hope the judges think so."
So then, how did that happen?
About a year after everyone started riding, Amber came to me and said she thought Bob was acting a little funny. Nothing she could put a finger on. I tried to assure her it was nothing, but promised I'd talk to him. She left and I walked down to the barn. I'd gotten into the habit of checking them at night after a stray dog got after them. He met an untimely demise at the muzzle of a twelve gauge, but I still kept an eye out.
You ever feel like you're being watched? The hairs on the back of my neck were standing on end and my own dog, a Pyrenees I'd gotten to kept an eye on the horses, seemed stiff. I walked back up to the house, got the shotgun, went out the front door and slipped around the side away from the barn. Halfway down the access, road I came upon two cars and recognized them instantly. My blood pressure went through the roof and I decided to just wait by their cars. Thirty minutes later they came down the lane giggling and holding hands.
They shared a big kiss at their vehicles and were about to go their separate ways when I spoke from the darkness. "Bob, Haley, nice night, huh?"
Haley screamed
*****
She was the wife of Lester, the last addition to their group. I thought they were getting a little too unwieldy, but it wasn't my business. Every new addition exponentially increased the chances of them getting exposed. Jeff's wife was a school teacher and Bill's wife was a nurse, and they really couldn't afford to let their private business become public.
Lester was a cop, a shift sergeant with the State Troopers. He was on an upward trajectory and something like this could ruin his career.
Haley started babbling, while Bob remained quiet. I let her ramble a little before stopping her.
"You know you guys are right on the edge of fucking up a lot of lives, right? If this gets out, the whole group will be in danger. Bob, you're an asshole. Amber doesn't deserve this. How could you do it to her?"
"It's her own fault! I've been trying to get her to join the group for almost a year. She'd say she'd been there, done that, and didn't care to repeat it. Even if she didn't want the experience, I did. She's just being selfish."
"You're full of shit, without a doubt. You'd risk your family for this? Believe me, when Amber finds out, she'll dump your ass in a second. You really want that?"
"Maybe we should part company. I'm ready to expand my horizons and if she isn't along for the ride, I'll find someone else."
I hit him. He didn't see it coming in the dark and I nailed him right in the jaw. He dropped like a rock. Haley screamed again.
"You might not want to be so loud. Someone might come along to see what's going on."
There would be nobody, I was at the end of a long drive and didn't have neighbors to speak of, but she didn't know that. It shut her right up.
"Go home, Haley. Go home and think about what you did. It's bad enough in a normal marriage, but in your case, it's much worse. You didn't just betray a husband tonight, you betrayed four. What do you think Lester would do if he finds out? If I so much as suspect you doing this again, I will destroy your world. Understand? This is it. No more. Say it!"
"No more, Jake. I promise."
"Right now, your promises don't hold much weight. One more thing, was this the first time? Don't lie."
She admitted this had been the fifth time, three of them in the barn. Then she threw gravel all over Bob as she left.
As for Bob, I left him lying. Let him spin some tale about how he got hurt to Amber. Maybe she'd see through him. I meant what I'd told her all those years ago. She was the best of us. I was happy to see at least one of us got their happily ever after, and now, it was a lie.
Amber called me the next day with bad news. Bob had been mugged outside the sports bar he'd been at watching the game. He'd been doing that a lot lately, saying he knew how much she hated baseball and he didn't want to inflict it on her. He had a big screen television on his man cave, but Amber let him go, thinking it would be good for him to be out with his friends once in a while.
"How bad did he get hurt? Do the cops have any suspects?"
"He didn't call the cops. They were gone when he came to and he had no idea what they looked like. Something must have spooked them, because they didn't even take his wallet. He's got a bunch of scratches and a swollen jaw. I told him he had to watch the next game at home."
"Sounds like a good plan. Keep an eye on him, just in case. He may be concussed or something."
"I tried to get him to go to the hospital, but you know how stubborn he is."
"I know. Maybe this will be a wakeup call for him."
"What's that mean?"
"It means he needs to align his priorities. What would have happened to you and Belle if he got killed?"
"He's not going to get killed. Besides, we have you. You'll take care of us."
"I would and you know it. Let's don't let that happen. Tell him what I said. He's got a lot to live for."
"Thanks, Jake. Love you."
"Love you too, baby. See you soon."
I brooded about it and everyone noticed. About the only time I had a real smile on my face was if Belle was climbing all over me. Kathy put what everyone was thinking into words. "Jesus, Jake, you act like someone ran over your dog! What's wrong with you? Never mind. You have a date Saturday. She's my cousin and she doesn't know about our lifestyle. She's just moved here and is staying with us until she finds a place. Take her out, wine her, dine her, maybe you'll get lucky. If you take her out, I know we will. Try to get her to stay over."
She grinned. "Don't think of this as a sacrifice. The girl is hot."
I had nothing else to do, so I took her out, and surprisingly, had a good time. She did stay the night and we dated a few more times before we realized the spark just wasn't there. Amber got on my case pretty hard. "Why can't you find a good girl?"
I gave her a kiss. "I have, and she's married to someone else."
She grinned and poked me. "That ship's sailed. You had your shot. It took me a long time to get over you. We'll be looking, won't we Bob?"
He wouldn't look me in the eye when he responded. "You got it babe. The quicker we get him married off the quicker I won't have to worry about you two."
She giggled but if looks could kill she'd have been a widow on the spot.
*****
It was bound to happen. Nature, Karma, stupidity, they all likely played a part. They had slipped back to the barn again because they knew I was on a date, and spent two hours together. They dressed, made themselves as presentable as possible and left. She slipped out first and he waited ten minutes, grinning as he got into the car. He pulled onto the road, idly wondering if he could seduce his secretary. There had been signals, and he was more than happy to receive them. Bob was wondering how hard it would be to talk the secretary into a threesome, and he already knew Haley was down for it.
The police lights went on behind him and like a good citizen he pulled off the road, wondering what made them stop him. Maybe he had a taillight out. He thought it odd he was ordered to put his hands outside of the car but he did. The trooper came up, his flashlight in Bob's face."
"Could you shine that away from my eyes? I can't see."
"Of course, sir." His eyes, still blinded by the flashlight beam, he never saw the stun gun. The voltage hit him hard and he lost control of his bladder. Humiliation was the least of his worries, because he was dragged out of the car and worked over by an asp, a wicked piece of highly flexible metal wrapped in leather. Bob could hear his bones crunch as the man worked it in a professional manner, knowing where to strike to inflict the maximum amount of pain. Finally, he was pulled up by the hair and he nearly passed out from shock, the pain forgotten. Trooper Sergeant Lester put his face down to Bob's and in a very controlled voice told him how bad his choices had been lately. The man laughed as he let go of Bob's head and it bounced off the pavement. Then the asp flashed in his hand, landing squarely on his balls, rupturing one. He immediately went unconscious.
He had no idea how long he laid there. It was a hardly traveled road, especially at night, but finally someone came along. The local sheriff's deputy took one look and called the EMT's.
The ambulance driver was shocked at the sight. He'd been in Afghanistan and had seen firsthand how they interrogated prisoners, so he knew this man had been worked over by a professional. His left hand was broken and his right had two fingers smashed to pulp. His right elbow was smashed, his left leg was broken, as well as his right ankle. Whoever had done this knew how to bring the pain. Oddly enough, whoever did it didn't touch the face with the asp, although one eye was swollen shut, the glove print still on his face.
Hardened as he was, when they saw the blood between his legs and cut his pants off, he almost lost his dinner. This guy wouldn't be getting frisky again for a long, long time, if ever.
They took him to the hospital where he was worked on for three hours. He lost one testicle and a finger, but they managed to patch everything else up. They also found an injury they hadn't noticed in the field because of his hair. Someone had kicked him in the head. Hard. They put him in a coma until the brain swelling went down, not sure if there was any permanent damage.
He was identified from his wallet. Damn, thought the cop as he went through it, looking at the pictures of a pretty young woman and a little girl. He hoped the dude had good insurance.
The police investigated the scene when daybreak came, but there was nothing to see. The only tire tracks on the side of the road belonged to the victim's car. With no evidence the case went cold pretty quickly, and when the man regained consciousness forty days later, he said he remembered nothing. The detective in charge could easily see he was lying, but he refused to change the story. It smelled like something personal to the detective. Maybe he was banging the wrong wife and she had a husband who took it seriously. Maybe he was into things he shouldn't have been doing. Either way, with no testimony from the victim and no physical evidence, it was written up as a random act of violence by a person or persons unknown.
Amber called me in a panic that morning, crying uncontrollably and rambling incoherently. I left work immediately and drove to the hospital. When I saw the shape Bob was in, it made me almost sick to my stomach. As time dragged by it became clear no one had any idea why he'd been assaulted, and when he finally woke up, he said he couldn't remember any of it.
He had good insurance and Amber made sure she paid it every week to keep it active. Her finances were strained to the breaking point, so I moved them out of the apartment they'd been living in and took her and Belle home. I noticed everyone in our social circle except Haley came offering help. I asked Jeff one day where she was, and he looked at me like he was weighing what he wanted to tell me. "They're not here anymore. Lester got a promotion that took them to the other side of the state."
That told me everything I wanted to know.
It took him almost a year to be well enough to work again. When they got back on their feet and found an apartment, Belle didn't want to leave. It took all of us to calm her enough.
I went back to my life, still unattached. The group was subdued for a while but gradually regained their good spirits. I asked Kathy one day if they were auditioning anyone else for the group and she seemed guarded. "We're going to keep the group where it is now. It's safer that way."
The only bright spot in that dismal time was the marriage of Claire and Polly. I walked them down the aisle and wondered if they would make it. I hoped so, they really seemed happy. They had a plan. In three years, they were going to find a child to adopt. They seemed to be really looking forward to it and kept 'borrowing' Belle to practice parenting.
Amber was back with me in three months. It seemed Haley was back in town and the first time she saw Amber she spilled her guts. Amber slapped her hard enough to knock her down and went to confront Bob at work. It turned into a really crappy day pretty fast, because she slammed into his office only to find Bob and his secretary in a compromising position. The secretary was on her knees giving him a blowjob and Amber slapped her on the back of her head so hard she almost bit it off. They were both lying on the floor moaning when she left, leaving the door open. Everyone on the floor heard the yells and screams and a few went to investigate. One of them was the Vice President and Bob's bad day got a lot worse.
Amber grabbed Belle and fled to me. I put them back in their old rooms.
Bob's day got progressively worse. The VP was going to fire both of them until the secretary claimed coercion and sexually predatorial behavior, which pretty much made her bulletproof, so Bob went and she stayed.
He tried to apologize to Amber, but she wasn't in a forgiving frame of mind. He finally snapped and said if she'd just gone back to the way she was during our time together it wouldn't have been a problem. He gave her an ultimatum. Find a group to join or he was leaving her. She laughed so hard she almost cried. "How can you leave me? I've already left you, in the dust, figuratively speaking. Good luck finding someone who'll take you. Most groups have their own underground to communicate things that may be important. By the end of the week there won't be a group in the state that hasn't heard of you. Besides, you usually have to have a partner to join and you don't. I'm filing under irreconcilable differences. Don't be a jerk, sign the papers."
He threatened to make noise, but a quiet word from Jeff, speaking for the group, calmed him. The divorce went through, but it didn't stop him from being an ass. It came to a head when he tried to grab Belle and run. I just happened to find him first.
"Let her go, man. Stick to your visitation. If you run with her it violates the custody order and when they catch you, they'll send you to jail. I still have Sargent Lester's number. I bet if I called him and told him where you'd do time, he could arrange a suitable welcome, and a pleasant stay."
The wind went out of his sails and he just sat and cried as Belle ran into my arms. She had loved him, but the beatdown and the direction his life had taken had changed him, and she could sense it. He left town without a forwarding address. I had investigators find him before the wedding, offering to let him out of child support if he'd surrender parental rights. He tried to hold me up and I grinned. "If you can't catch up your arrears there's a chance you'll spend a little time in jail and the payment will just get higher. I could probably get a Judge to strip your rights if you're sent to jail for any length of time. Take the deal."



He took the deal. I tried to hate him for what he'd done to his family, but all I felt was sadness for all of them.
So, what led us down the aisle?
It started with Belle. She would have nightmares and run into my room and climb into bed. I'd just snuggle her and go back to sleep. The first time Amber saw us she smiled, and about the fourth time she decided she deserved snuggle time, too. They ended up in my bed about four nights out of seven.
Nothing happened between us. She was still mourning her marriage and I didn't have those feelings then. It took about five months before they settled down enough to sleep in their beds all night.
I was self-employed and could make my own hours, while Amber had very rigid hours. It came to fall to me a lot to make sure Belle got to school on time, fix her breakfast, and pick her up in the afternoon. If something happened and I couldn't, one of our friends would do it, mostly Claire or Polly, but usually both. That didn't work out so well because they'd hold her hostage until almost bedtime. We finally had to set rules and stick to them.
I didn't realize I'd been promoted until she came out front with a little friend to be picked up. It was warm and I had the windows down so I could listen for her. I heard the girls talking. "Which one is your Daddy?"
She pointed at my SUV. "That one."
I made a big production out of getting out and helping her in, holding her up and giving her a big kiss on her cheek. She giggled but hugged me back.
I told Amber that night after she was down for the night what she'd said. She just smiled and patted my arm.
Later I felt someone slip in my bed. I rolled over to snuggle her and realized it was Amber. A naked Amber.
"Shhh," she said, as she tugged down my pajamas.
"What are you doing?"
"Getting a little Daddy time. Now be quiet or we'll have another little girl in here."
Trying to remain quiet while you make love for the first time in five months is not as easy as one would think. I think there at the end we were both biting pillows. I knew from memory how good she was, but there was a world of difference between young Amber and mature Amber. Neither of us lasted long the first time. It had been even longer for her, so we were both on hair-triggers. Two hours later it lasted much longer, long enough for us to fall into an exhausted sleep.
We woke to the sun streaming in and Belle standing at the foot of the bed. She crawled up and sat between us. "No fair, Mommy. I want snuggle time, too."
"Tonight, I promise." That made Belle happy and she started talking about breakfast. It was Saturday, and that meant waffles. I sent her down to get out the waffle iron and it gave us a chance to scramble into our clothes. Belle and Amber made the batter and I was the cook. Amber did fry some bacon to go with it. When we were done, we put the dishes in the washer and walked down to the stable. We usually groomed our horses first thing after cleaning the stalls.
Jeff told me most ponies had uncertain temperaments but Blackie was as gentle as a lamb and Belle took currying seriously, not stopping until her coat was shining. Sometimes Amber would braid Belle's hair, and then they would weave the same braids in Blackie's hair.
I would do my gray and Amber would do her horse, a pinto she saw and just had to have. She was a little pricey, but I bought her anyway. Jeff grinned all the way back as we brought her home in the trailer.
"What?"
"Nothing. I'm guessing the horse isn't the only thing she'll be training."
"You're crazy, she's too young for me. And besides, she doesn't think of me like that anymore."
"If you say so."
We grilled out that night and they all admired her horse while they grinned at me. Claire grinned widest. "You're a dumbass for wasting all the years you could have had with her."
Her smile slipped a little with my answer. "There was just too much going on back then. I was afraid she'd be a rebound girl and I'd end up hurting both of us."
"That was then. This is now. Lord knows I'd love to see you happy again. You're a good man and if my head wasn't stuck up my ass back then we'd have three or four kids by now. Don't hesitate at this chance, Jake."
Kathy and the rest of the ladies chimed in at different times. When they weren't on me, they had Amber surrounded. I caught up with her as we ate. "Well, are we married with three kids yet?"
"No. We're at the stage where we have Belle and Jessica, and Jake Jr is on the way."
That was a mental picture that made me feel all warm and fuzzy.
*****
Belle could be pretty serious for a seven-year-old, and she came to me one day while I was down at the barn. I knew Amber was watching her all the way from the house. I lived in a quiet area, but I'd read enough horror stories that she was never out of sight. She climbed up on the stall wall and watched as I checked a wound the white mare had gotten somewhere. I'd put antibiotic on it, and if I didn't see an improvement by overmorrow, the vet would be coming by.
"Is she all right?"
"I think so, baby. I just did to her what I do to you when you get a scratch. I put medicine and a band-aid on it."
She grinned. "Did you kiss her boo-boo.?"
"No. If she ever turns into a cute little girl I might. Until then, you're the only one who gets their boo-boos kissed."
"Not even Mommy?"
"Well, maybe. She's not as little as you, but she's awfully cute."
I didn't know it, but Amber had walked down to the barn and we didn't see her, but she heard everything we said.
"You kiss Mommy a lot. You really like Mommy?"
"I really like your Mommy. A lot."
"Can I ask you something?" She looked about as serious as a seven-year-old child could.
"Go ahead, baby."
I want to call you Daddy. My friends all say you already are. If that's true, why can't I call you Daddy?"
Well, it sure was dusty in here. Must be why my eyes started watering. "You can call me Daddy if you want, sweetheart. I'd love to be your Daddy. But being Daddy is a lot more than just being called that. It means I have to love and protect you until you're all grown up. I can handle that, but it requires you love me back."
Her face lit up in one of those radiant smiles I loved so much. "Silly Daddy, I already love you. Does that mean you have to love Mommy, too?"
"Absolutely. Mommies and Daddies who have cute girls have to love each other. It's a law. But I won't be loving her because I have to. It will because I want to. For the rest of our lives."
That's when we heard the sob and looked behind us. Amber was on her knees, tears running down her cheeks. Belle ran to her, scared to death. "Mommy! Are you all right?"
When she could get her voice back, she told her she was more than all right, she was very happy. "Why are you crying because you're happy?"
"It's a big girl thing, sweetie. You'll understand one day. Would you like to spend the night with Aunt Claire and Aunt Polly?"
"Uh-huh. Why?"
"So Mommy can do big girl stuff with Daddy. All right?"
"Okay."
*****
Big girl stuff included ring shopping on the way back from dropping off Belle. We went to five different stores, from the big chains to a couple of small independent shops, before she found the one that was just right. Fate must have been with us, because it was the right size and she wore it out of the store.
I'd asked her to marry me in the barn, not the most romantic place, but I dropped to the floor beside her and asked anyway, with Belle as our only witness. Then there was some big three-way hugs and kisses from my girls. Lots and lots of kisses.
We were up most of the night doing big girl and big boy stuff with each other, and were a little slow getting out to the barn. Belle had told Polly and Claire about what had happened, and they smoked the phone lines. By seven, the party was in full swing. Jeff was manning the grill with me, grinning. "What?"
"Nothing. I'm happy for you. I've got some good news of my own. Kathy's pregnant, three months along."
"Well good for you. Learn all you can and you can guide me a couple of years down the road."
That sparked a trend, and in the next four months the other two ladies were pregnant. They had all coordinated it and they only slept with their husbands until they were sure they were with child. Jeff also told me no woman would bear any children that weren't their husbands'. They had all agreed.
The first one to a child wasn't any of them, because Claire and Polly adopted a four-week-old boy. They'd been qualified for 18 months, and they said it was pretty fast for the system. They told the guys it was up to us to teach them how to fish and ride, and anything else a young boy should know.
Amber decided that I was getting a little long in the tooth and she didn't waste any time, throwing out her birth control the day I gave her the ring. She must have been physic, because it was another girl, Jessica, then two years later, a boy, Jake Jr.
We had plenty of mainstream friends besides Claire and the group, but we rarely mixed them. Twenty years later we were at the barn watching my daughter Belle introduce her son to horses. He was giggling and reaching out for them just like she did, so I think he'll be fine.
We took a ride and I found myself besides Jeff, with a good little gap between us and the other riders. We were sharing memories and just general topics and I asked him if thought he would be living his lifestyle when he was in his seventies. "Absolutely. We've haven't had a new couple in our group for sixteen years, and I think we'll all be together until we die. Changes are coming, Jake. People are already more relaxed. I suspect in another twenty years it will be pretty common and multiple partner marriages will be legal."
"You really think so?"
"Think about it. Thirty-five years ago, you never thought gays would be mainstream to the point no one cared what their sexual orientation is, or that they would be allowed to legally marry. There's not one valid reason for multiple partner relationships being condemned other than some religious beliefs and long-standing custom. Do you care how many partners I have? if I get one more will I go over a quota you've set in your head that means we can't be friends anymore? I know you really didn't like it when you were in the lifestyle, and that was your choice; all the same, you didn't judge us for our choice."
I thought about that as we rode, remembering. If Claire hadn't cheated outside the group, would I have stayed in it? No, I would have eventually left. When Claire said it was the end of her affair it triggered something in me. No matter how you explained it, I got to feeling like I was in one long-running affair, cheating myself more than others out of the life I wanted. So, I ended the affair and lived my life, and I have few regrets.
*****
Another end of the affair story. I've known a few swingers in my life but it wasn't until recently I encountered a permanent multi-person lifestyle, and it was by accident. She's still a nice woman and once she knew I knew she relaxed and told me a little about her life. She even introduced me to her husbands. I'm too old, I think, to really understand the lifestyle, but if it doesn't hurt anybody it's their lie. She's the one that told me her lifestyle would be mainstream soon, using the same analogy I did in the story. I doubt it happens in my lifetime, but you never know.
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It was a game we played at almost every new bar or restaurant we visited. It was a lot of fun and gave me a lot of ideas for my books.
I was a writer, mostly B novels, action-adventures mostly. I was really big in paperbacks but never quite cracked the top tier. I had an editor once sum up what she thought the problem was. "You're a pretty decent writer, but every book has the same plot. Hero defeats bad guys and saves the world. It's made you pretty good money but I'd bet very few readers make it past the third book before they go looking for someone with more imagination. If you really want to succeed, you need to break out of your comfort zone. Write a romance, a historical piece, maybe some sci-fi. Good guys don't always win, and many die."
Well, I did ask. I even tried, but never got anything far enough along to finish.
The man I was with was retired from some alphabet agency or another, had a wealth of stories and insights, and I used him from time to time as a consultant if I wanted a broader perspective. This guy had been around the world, and some of the stories he told would scare the hell out of you. Then he'd grin and tell you he made it up. Then he'd stop grinning and say it had better never, ever, show up in one of my books
After a couple of meetings our game started. "Who's the most dangerous man in the room?" His answers almost always surprised me. Today he casually glanced around the room, never staying on anyone more than a second.
"It's the guy in the black turtleneck."
"Really?"
"Really. Look where he's sitting, back to the thickest wall in here with ready access to the kitchen exit and the front door."
"He seems too relaxed, and besides, he's got gray hair and a beard."
He rolled his eyes. "People dye their hair all the time to achieve a certain result. Who's gonna worry about some old guy? He's dressed comfortably in clothes that don't draw attention. They're loose, but you can see muscles under there when he moves certain ways. Plus, his eyes haven't stopped moving for more than a second or two since we've been her. As far as being relaxed, you don't think someone who was jittery and nervous wouldn't draw attention? Even a bartender or waitress would flag it. Nervous people make lousy customers."
"How come he hasn't made you yet?"
My friend smiled. "He made me the moment he laid eyes on me. If he viewed me as a threat, he would be more watchful, but he senses I'm not interested. After all, this is a pretty popular bar and restaurant. He probably thinks I just want a meal and a drink to wind down for a bit. If I made the slightest remotely hostile move he'd notice."
"He doesn't look dangerous. He isn't that big or particularly mean looking."
"All the best ones seem harmless. One usually doesn't notice the kitten turning into a tiger until he's sank his fangs deep into your throat. Remember, the most dangerous is not always the most fit. There are power brokers out there who weigh 300 pounds and can barely lift a pencil, but if you piss them off it can end very, very, badly. They can go after your money, your wife, anything at all that you hold in value will disappear right before your eyes and there would be nothing you can do about it. They were called 'bad men' in the old West, but it doesn't mean what most thought it meant. If you were labelled a bad man, it didn't mean you were evil or an outlaw; you could be a rancher or a shopkeeper. It meant you were a bad man to cross.
"I'm getting the impression he's watching you. You haven't gone anything stupid, robbed anybody, stolen secrets, or slept with someone's wife, things like that, have you?"
He laughed out loud at my silence. "You don't strike me as a thief, so it must be a woman. Or is it women? I've met your wife and she is attractive and has a lovely personality. She had no clue, does she?"
I felt like I needed to defend my lifestyle. "It doesn't mean anything. You know I'm on the road a lot doing research and book signings. Sometimes you get lonely."
"Yes, and sometimes you get stupid. Please tell me it's just one-night stands and they all happened far away."
My silence made him frown. "I'd advise you to be careful, but it's too late. Is she married? What does her husband do? Is he connected to people or agencies that could make you very miserable?"
"Her husband is a clueless wimp. The only one dangerous in my world is my father-in-law. Dan Lunsford."
He didn't say anything for a second. Then it all came tumbling out. " You're married to Christy Lunsford? I never realized how much of an idiot you were. Jesus Christ! You got a death wish? Because if the General ever finds out, you'd vanish without a trace. Don't call me again. Never. I'm leaving now."
I stared after him, wondering what the hell happened. Nobody was ever going to catch me. I was super careful, always played far from home, rarely with the same woman twice, although there was one woman in Seattle of whom I was quite fond. She looked great and was hotter than hell in the sack. I'd been with her five times now, and it seemed like every time was better than the last. She was also married and we were discreet, our get togethers timed to coincide with his regular business trips. As much as we wanted to, we never spent the night together, limiting ourselves to three hours at the most. We didn't even use motels. Her friend had a cabin on one of the local lakes. It was at the end of a lane and was the ultimate in private and secluded. I had spent the night there twice, and it made me want to look for something like it. If my popularity kept going up, I'd be able to afford one in a few years.
If Christy would do it, we could buy one now. Her family was loaded: old money that had been shrewdly built on over the generations. Christy got a degree in finance and went into money management, something she tried to explain a couple of times, once when we got married and once when I used her as a source for a book. I understood very little, but knew she was very good at it. Besides the family money and the trust funds she had, three of them, she made four times what I did just off her salary, and never had to use any of it.
As a matter of fact, I'd asked her about maybe investing in a little cabin somewhere and got shot down pretty fast. Somehow or other, she'd gotten pissed and I immediately dropped it.
Her father was a retired General, now working for a D.C. thinktank. I knew he didn't like me but he never opposed the marriage; the one barb he hurled was telling Christy she was old enough to make her own mistakes and learn to deal with the results.
So yeah, my wife was hot, rich and from a very old and respected family. Then why did I fuck around?
Because I could. My police sources would describe it as motive and opportunity. Minimized risk and all those other terms. And somehow, every time I banged a woman, especially if she was married, it gave me a thrill knowing I was probably sticking it to some fat cat lawyer or politician who looked down on me. Sometimes I felt like I was sticking it to my snobby wife if she'd managed to piss me off over something.
It all fairness I'd never seen her act snobby, but it had to be in there somewhere. Her family background had to include a sense of entitlement. All rich bitches were alike.
Why did I marry her? Money and position. She was the only one working while I wrote my first book, and I had to suck up my pride when she used family connections to give me a boost. Her cousin owned the only publishing house that would offer me a deal, but only for epublishing and paperbacks. The option was in the contract for hardbacks, if I met a certain standard that I never seemed able to attain. Oddly enough, I was never once approached about video rights. Maybe with this one.
I sighed, paid the check and went home.
*****
Christy seemed to be uncommonly busy the next week, something about big money and a family scandal. She and her team were doing damage control and she was in bed late and left early every day. I tried being intimate and she begged off, promising me a night I'd never forget once she had everything straightened out. I made sure to be up the next Monday before she left for work. She had dressed in the standard power suit of her class, matching skirt and jacket, silk blouse and pearls. No-nonsense two-inch heels. The only thing different was her hose. They didn't look like pantyhose, but it didn't mean anything; she often wore sexy underthings to important meetings. She said it gave her an extra boost of confidence, knowing she was in a thong and stockings while reducing heavy hitters to whiney little boys who would do anything to please her.
"I'll be gone when you get back. I have to go back to Seattle for one more consultation with those experts I told you about. This one is going to be a best seller; I can just feel it."
She gave me a kiss on the cheek with no body contact. "That's good dear. I hope you learn interesting things while you're gone."
"What does that mean?"
"It means I hope you learn something interesting enough to put in the book to make it a better read. What did you think I meant?"
Her green eyes glowed with innocence. I relaxed. "Sorry, honey, but this one has me really wound tight. This should be my last research trip for a while. Miss me?"
"Not if he's a good shot."
"What?"
She smiled. "Just seeing if you were listening to me. Travel safe honey. My car is here."
Her father insisted she not drive herself. "Image," he kept pounding into her. "Your clients are the top of the food chain. You have to look and act like you belong there."
She had that down pat. I'd been to several functions with her and was miserable. It was like even the language was different. "Why am I here?"
Her smile got a little tight. "Because you're my husband and want to support me. Would it kill you to look proud of me?"
Gradually it became less and less. If I knew she had anything coming up, I'd make sure I had a research trip planned. In all honesty they made an effort to make me comfortable, and looking back I should have cultivated them a bit. I bet every story some of them told would make interesting novels.
"I am proud of you. You're the whole deal honey, beauty, brains, business and social skills beyond compare. Have I missed anything?"
I got my first genuine smile in days. "You left out a wildcat in bed, but I guess your memory is fading."
"What?"
"Gotta go. See you when you get back."
Well then, I thought, as the town car drove away, no "I love you?" I determined I'd better take care of my homework when I get back.
*****
We were in a nice restaurant, candles, soft music, the perfect atmosphere for seduction. She had outdone herself, and every man in the place turned when we walked in. Her little black dress was perfect, the diamond earrings I'd just given her glittering in her ears. She was twirling her hair and I'd learned that was a tell for a night of hot sex. I was proud to be seen in her company but my spook friend had gotten to me and I checked out the place.
It looked like a normal group of people, although there was a blond guy there that gave me a bad feeling. He noticed, looked at my date and grinned. It was enough to make me relax.
We were giving each other little touches, warming ourselves up, enjoying an after-dinner drink before we drove to the cabin. I felt a change in atmosphere in the room and looked towards the door.
IT COULDN'T BE! But there she was, dressed to the nines and looking absolutely stunning. What the hell was my wife doing there? She was supposed to be on the other side of the continent.
It seemed she was looking for someone and the blond guy stood up, walking over and giving her a brief hug before escorting her to the table, getting a small kiss on the cheek when he pulled out her chair.
I was off in the corner and tried to will myself into invisibility. They never once looked my way, engrossed in a conversation that looked anything but serious. I heard her laugh peal out over something as she put her hand on his arm. Sonofabitch! She was sitting right in front of me flirting with a man, all the way across the country from home, and I can't do shit about it without giving myself away.
Then I had a flash of inspiration. She didn't know I was with anyone and the last thing my date needed was exposure. I quietly explained the situation and she couldn't leave fast enough. I was supposed to be there, after all. I gave Rose a few minutes to clear before I went over. Jasmine looked up, and instead of being shocked she smiled.
"There you are honey! I thought you might be here! I couldn't find any hotel registration or I'd have come there. You mentioned this place a few times so I thought I'd take a chance. And before I forget, turn your phone on."
I pulled it out and restarted it, to see the texts and messages she'd left. I was home free. Maybe.
"I'm glad to see you, but why are you here?"
"Remember the account I was working on, the one that included old money and scandal? It brought me here. Surprise!"
I looked at her companion and he smiled, rising to shake my hand. "James Rogers. I'm her contact point here."
I breathed a big sigh of relief. I had already eaten, so I sat while they finished, making small talk. I explained to Jasmine I was staying at a cabin owned by my contact, for better access. She bought it instantly.
A new waitress brought over the bill for my meal. Jasmine, always money conscious, told me to pay it because of expense accounts so I gave her a card. She looked at it closely.
"James Morris?"
"Yes, that's me."
"Could I see some ID please? Your name is on a watch list for stolen Identification. I'm so sorry for this, sir. I'm just following instructions. You may want to call your card company and make sure you're safe."
Sonofabitch! Now I was going to spend hours on the phone. I fished my driver's license out and she looked at it closely. "Yep. It's you. James Morris, you have been served."
She snapped a picture of me holding the documents she thrust into my hands and walked away. I looked at Jasmine and felt pure terror. She didn't seem upset at all. The blond guy was grinning.
Jasmine's expression changed and I got the feeling it was the look she gave miscreants in her professional dealings. It was kind of a cross between loathing and disgust. "There you go, Jimmy. In about five months, unless you prove difficult, you'll be the owner of a shiny new divorce. Then you can fuck all the road whores you can get your hands on with a clear conscience. Then again, you probably don't own one of those, do you? Don't worry, you'll come out like bandit. You can't touch anything but my salary. The trusts, the cars (she had a 66 Mustang convertible, an Austin-Healy 3000, and a 77 Firebird, all in mint condition, that I never got to drive), the boat and the Ski-doos, even the houses. Still and all, I'm going to have to pay you alimony for three years because of the wide gap between what I make and you make. I think I'll give you a lump sum and write it off as a lesson learned. In case you haven't figured it out, you were the project I was working on, you know, the one about family and scandal? Do us all a favor and go quietly.
"It's sad, Jimmy. If you had remained faithful, you'd still be enjoying an easy life and most of the toys. I was thinking about giving you the Firebird for an anniversary gift. Screwed that up, huh?
"I'm sure it will be a nice learning experience for you, having to pay your own way."
She had steel in her voice but a tear in her eye. She was holding on to the blond and I got a feeling it was for security. "Jas, is there any..."
"Nope. No. Nyet. Non. No in any form of any language you can think of. I know about the cowgirl in Tulsa, and your Sothern Belle in Georgia. Now you've got a steady here in the Northwest. Does she know about your other conquests? If she didn't, she will any minute now. Her husband is not pleased about you, Jimmy, and he's in a position to give you a lot of grief.
"It was pure coincidence, the way I found out. Your new honey's husband is pretty high up in the West Coast Branch of an alphabet agency. He thought something was off between them so he had her watched. When he got the pictures, he ran you through facial recognition software and had you in minutes. He hasn't been out here long and thought you looked familiar. He had a quiet word with Daddy and the rest, as they say, is history. You can look forward to a very uncomfortable conversation with him, soon.
"Your stuff has been packed and placed in storage. Here's the key. I'm not kidding, Jimmy; you need to run as far away as you can as quickly as you can. It won't help, but it might make you feel better. And this guy won't just storm up to you. He'll make your life hell and then reach out of the darkness one night and you'll disappear. Run!"
I did, my face burning with shame as I fled the restaurant to their laughter.
*****
Jasmine looked at her companion sadly. "Think he bought it?"
"You saw his face; the man is terrified."
"I know you have the right, James, but you're not going to hurt him too badly, are you?"
"Not really. Abby could have said no, so it's just as much her fault. I am gonna screw with him and keep him terrified for quite a while. He'll never get a full night's sleep the rest of his life. When he gets to the airport, he'll find out he's on the no-fly list and there won't be a rental agency at the airport willing to give him a car. He'll have to take the bus to get anywhere, and it'll be a while before he figures that out. His cards will be temporarily suspended because of the stolen card report, but it will only be for a day or two. Does he have a good bank account?"
"Not really. He liked his toys and liked to travel in style. After all, he didn't have to pay any bills now, did he?"
"I almost told him who I was just to see how he would react."
"He'd have pissed his pants. I'm tired, will you take me to the hotel?"
The blond man rose with a grace that belied his size and helped her out of her chair, driving her to the most expensive hotel in town and seeing her safely inside her suite. He looked at her with pure regret and marveled at how stupid her husband was. This one was solid gold. Unlike his wife.
"Goodbye, Jasmine. Sleep well. My grandmother once told me any problem was more easily solved after a good night's sleep. I'm sorry we met like this."
She reached up and pulled him down so she could kiss his cheek. Damn it, where was he three years ago, she thought. Then she smiled sadly. He'd been with his wife for six years, three longer than she had with Jimmy. Surprisingly sleep came well and she actually smiled when he got up. Wonder how uncomfortable Jimmy's night was?
*****
The short answer to that was damned uncomfortable. I almost lost it when I found out I'd been flagged and couldn't fly. This smelled of my father-in-law. I stopped complaining when men in uniforms with guns came towards me.
A few tried to hide the grins. They worked very closely with the agency who'd given them a heads up. They had a code for when things were personal, and a separate one for cheating with the spouse of someone in law enforcement and he had both out against him. A couple followed me to the car counters and got to listen to me as I ranted. They approached me after the third attempt.
"Sir, you're causing a disturbance. You have been placed on the no-fly list and now you don't seem to be able to rent a car. I suggest you leave before we arrest you for vagrancy and creating a disturbance."
They escorted me out of the airport and gave me directions to the bus terminal. I had just enough cash to get halfway home and by then I should be able to get my cards straightened out. I spent an uncomfortable three hours on a hard bench waiting, and the seat of the bus felt like heaven to me. I slept all the way to Tulsa and made a call.



Instead of getting help I got an earful. "Someone called me last night and them emailed some pictures. If I help you in any way, my husband gets the pictures. Good luck, asshole!"
It suddenly occurred to me to try my debit card, so I went to an ATM, sure my account was frozen. Surprised to see it intact and available, I withdrew enough money for food, a couple of changes of clothes and a cheap suitcase. It took me two days to get back to Arlington, and the first thing I did was go to the storage facility, relieved to see all my clothes and my car.
Maybe things were getting better. I got new cards the next day. There was a voicemail telling me to pick them up at my old house by the end of the day or they would be tossed. It broke my heart to walk up the steps of that old brick mansion. There was a note with the cards. "This is our last interaction until we sign the final decree. If you come back again, you'll get a restraining order served on you."
When the paperwork arrived at my new apartment, I took them to the lawyer I'd retained. He looked them over. "You need to sign these before she changes her mind. You're never going to do better than this."
"What if I don't want a divorce? Can we get counseling."
He stopped smiling. "There's a separate note in here from your wife. She says to tell you if you give her the slightest bit of grief, she'll turn the whole law office loose on you. Even with the money she'll give you, the legal fees would bankrupt you. Don't be an idiot, sign the papers."
I did. Five months later I got the decree. Seems we didn't have to be present or interact at all.
Arlington was a suburb of Washington, and a lot of government guys live in the better higher end or the gated communities. I lived far from that affluence, but one night I walked out of a bar and three guys grabbed me, putting a sack over my face. Whatever they put on it had me out in seconds. I woke up naked, strapped on a horse, my head inches from its ass. One of them pulled my head up and whispered in my ear. "This is just a reminder. We haven't forgotten you."
He led the horse somewhere and then gave a tremendous swat. On my ass, not on the horse. I wore a handprint for two months. He'd let the horse go in a pasture beside the road. A road that saw a lot of school bus traffic. A lot of photos were taken before the bus driver called the locals. The pictures were on the local news that evening, but luckily, I still had the bag over my face, they pixilated my ass, and they didn't release my name.
I was given a jail sweatsuit, filled out a report and was driven home. They promised me they would investigate my story, but I never heard back. I decided it was time for a change, moved farther south and flinched every time I heard a loud noise.
Oddly enough, my novel generated a lot of sales. I made enough off it in the first six months to live comfortably for two years. Then my publisher sent me a letter saying the book was the last on the contract and they had no intention of offering me another one.
It took a few months before I found another publisher in Florida willing to work with me, if I signed a two-book deal that paid me peanuts. I took it, giving them a book, I'd already written. I had another done, but I just didn't want to give them both at the same time. They published the books and they did well. They were surprised when I refused another contract. I found a well-connected agent who negotiated a pretty good deal with a more mainstream house. My first book with the new publisher hit the best seller list at the bottom and stayed for two weeks, but it was enough. We bought the rights to my previous two back and one ended up as a streaming movie.
I bought a small house in the interior of Florida and kept a low profile. Then I met a local doing research. She was younger, brash, and hunted pythons in the Everglades for a living. Seems the state paid a pretty good bounty on them. She was impressed I was a writer and I was impressed with her marksmanship. When we got serious, I sat her down and told her my whole history, including the cheating. I promised her if we were exclusive I would never more than look at another woman. She thought about that and the next morning she took me out in her airboat. We were in the middle of nowhere, tall grasses all around us, and I was nervous. "I thought about what you said last night," she said before throwing her rifle on her shoulder and losing a shot, then taking a long-handled hook and pulling a 16-foot python into the boat, grinning.
"That's worth 200. Like I was sayin', I'm not gonna worry about you being faithful. If we get hitched and you fuck around, Pappy will give you a ride to where we are now, but he won't give you a ride back. Still want me?"
I looked at her in her cutoff jeans, so high her ass was almost hanging out, the shirt tied up under her braless breasts, wearing a cap over her long ponytail, and thought she was the hottest thing in Florida. "I can live with that."
We sealed the deal when we got back to firm ground. The marriage took place four months later, and she was already starting to show. My next book, about betrayal and revenge in the Florida Everglades, did really, really well. The lead character was a woman: a very confident, skilled woman.
I had to go back to my old haunts to talk to a producer who was going to be on the East Coast for a limited time. He was really keen to get the video rights, saying the visuals would be amazing. I grinned, thinking about a film crew in the 'glades getting eaten alive. I'd lived there two years by then, and still had to coat every exposed bit of skin with repellant. They didn't seem to bother my wife, which she thought was no end of hilarious.
I started not to go, but my agent and my wife threatened to kick my ass. Carly was pregnant again and said we needed a bigger house.
*****
I made her go with me. When we first got together, I thought she would be uncomfortable away from home, but she surprised me. Add that to the fact that she cleaned up very, very well, and it left me nervous and jittery when we had to attend functions related to my work. She would see me and grin, licking her lips in a way she knew drove me crazy, then go back to talking to some slick corporate type who didn't have a snowball's chance in hell of scoring.
Jeremy was two and she insisted we take him along. She made us visit a few places in DC, and I thought I was going to have to drag her out of the Smithsonian. My agent had flown up with us, and she spent a little time before we met with the producer and his team. She was grinning when we walked in.
There was a little give and take, but in the end, they signed an option on the book and gave me a check for a hundred grand, which meant that when they made it, I would get almost a million before taxes and expenses. Carly was grinning and I knew she was planning the new house on the two hundred acres she had her eye on ever since it went up for sale. It had been on the market for a year, very few people wanted to live there and she was sure we'd get a good price.
She wanted to see my old neighborhood, and while I was uncomfortable, if Carly wanted something, she usually got it. Her Dad told me once she'd beat the crap out of two girls at the same time when they expressed interest in me. "You never had a chance, son," he said as he grinned.
We got out the stroller for Jeremy and walked around the shaded streets with their opulent homes. I thought about our home in Florida with the blazing heat and torrential rains and wished I was there. Jeremy was fussing and we stopped so I could carry him. I saw the couple coming towards us, but never paid any attention until they were right on us.
I looked up, right into the eyes of Jasmine. The blond man with her looked familiar and I couldn't place him. They had a little girl of about three who was chattering away to Jeremy and he was smiling. She looked confused for a second before smiling. "Hello, Jimmy."
"Jasmine."
I was on guard until Carly poked me in the ribs. "Darlin', aren't you going to introduce me to your friends?" I noted she put her hand on mine and her look said 'don't touch'.
"Jasmine, this is my wife, Carly, and my son, Jeremy. Carly, this is my ex-wife, Jasmine. I'm sorry but I don't know the name of..."
"My husband, James. This little beauty is Tiffany."
He didn't offer to shake my hand and it hit me who he was. The guy from the restaurant, the husband I'd cuckolded. Seems like flocked to like. He was old money and was still working, but he didn't travel and had joined his father-in-law at the thinktank he had helped found.
I took a step back and Carly stepped in front of me, the message in her eyes clear. He just smiled and told her she had a beautiful child. Just as I walked away Jasmine grinned. "Believe it or not, I read your books. You've gotten a lot better. I particularly liked your last."
"Thanks," I said surprised. "I think I finally grew up. I'd like to say I wished I'd done it earlier but then I wouldn't have Carly. I think in the end it worked out well for all of us."
She laughed. "Spoken like a true writer. Goodbye, Jimmy."
*****
Jasmine and her new husband stood on the sidewalk watching them walk away.
"Think they'll stay together?"
Her husband grinned. "I think so. I doubt he would be stupid enough to jeopardize what he has now. Besides, if I read her right, if he tried anything, he'd be gator bait before a week was out. It looks like he landed on his feet."
She rubbed his arm. "At least she got him quick. I had to chase you for eighteen months to get you to go out with me."
"You know I felt something. But I didn't want to be rebound guy. I wanted enough time to go by until you were sure."
"To be in a top notch thinktank, you're not too smart. I told Daddy before six months was up you were going to be mine."
"Well, all good things to those who wait. What's it going to be, a boy or a girl?"
She put her hand to her stomach. "I wanted to surprise you! How did you know?"
"You had the exact same smile when you were carrying Tiffany, and you rub your tummy a lot. Not bad for the dumbest guy in the tank, huh?"
"You have your moments," she said as he bent down to pick up their daughter. Then she giggled. "Strapping him to a horse, naked and backwards, you really think that was necessary?"
"What makes you think it was me? You know he had four women on a string. My vote is the Tulsa cowboy. Besides, I would have strapped him under the animal, so he could enjoy whatever came out of its backside. Tiffany, what do you say to an ice cream cone?"
"Yaah! Come on, Mommy."
She smiled as she followed them down the sidewalk, listening to her daughter's excited chatter. He could deflect all he wanted; she'd seen the look in his eyes when he saw her ex.
*****
I'd like to thank my friends, and all the writers who have helped me over the years. There were a lot, and I thank you all. And of course, to Randi and her mad editing skills.
This is an end of the affair story. Yes, he was a cheating asshole. Did he redeem himself? That's your call. A lot of people get happily ever after whether they deserve it or not. Most people don't get it right the first time. I didn't. Or the second. But I struck gold on the third, 38 years and counting. If you're interested, I wasn't the cheat in the practice runs. Where do you think my stories come from?
Thanks for reading,
Q
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Just Plain Bob is one of the best and most popular writers on Literotica. He has been around forever, writing great stories and creating memorable characters. Pauline French is one of those great creations. She is someone we have grown to love, hate and just envy, as we have followed her character down through the years. This is my tribute to Just Plain Bob and his great character, Pauline French. He was gracious enough to give me permission to use her, and I thank him for that. Thanks to Randi for editing. Q.
"Man, don't even think about it."
"About what?"
"Her."
"Well since we're on the subject, who is 'her,' and what makes you say something like that?"
My new buddy Lucas just sat back and grinned. "Her name is Pauline French. You know, like the name of the company you're working for? Her Dad owns our company and three more."
"Why would that matter?"
He sighed. "Look, I went to school with her. Her boobs sprouted out in the seventh grade and when you add that to who her daddy is, every kid from middle school on fought like cats and dogs over her. The combination of being incredibly hot and her family being very rich kind of warped her attitude towards life. She became the poster girl for entitlement and strung guys along until she had gotten what she wanted or was tired of them, and moved on to someone else. My wife went to college with her and said she basically did the same thing there."
"Well then. Still a stone-cold fox."
His wife had joined us and caught the last of the conversation. "She is, indeed. She's single, too."
We were all about the same age: 28 to 30. If she had been single that long there had to be a reason. I said as much and Chloe grinned. "You remember meeting Bob, the Receiving Manager? She was engaged to him for a while, then right before the wedding she went on a trip to meet clients, found one that interested her a lot, came home and dumped him. Then she flew back to her lover, only to find he was married with kids. He offered her an apartment as a love nest and she told him to go to hell. He lost his job when his company lost her father's business over the whole mess. She was too ashamed to go home so she got a job and stayed for a couple of years. I hear her father went up and practically dragged her home. She's his only kid, so she gets the whole ball of wax when he goes. Even if she weighed 300 pounds and looked like a bucket of frogs, that alone would guarantee she won't lack for male companionship."
"How come Bob still works there?"
"Because he went to work for her father, not her, way before they started dating, and he does a good job. Word is he thought about moving on, but her father talked him into staying. Besides, he's married now and they seem very happy. Got one kid a couple of years old, and rumor has it there will be another in a few months."
I looked at her again. The woman was tall, even without heels. Despite her dark hair being up in a complicated bun, it was obvious it was a pretty healthy mane. She chose that time to turn, saw me, gave a little smirk, and turned back to her companion. From just that look I could tell she was beautiful and very well endowed. If I hadn't heard the things about her, it would have been hard to believe she was a bitch, but that smirk gave it away. I'd seen that exact same smirk many times.
I put her out of my mind and tried to remember all the names of the people I'd been introduced to and what their titles and relationships were within the company were. You can never have too much knowledge. After another hour I made my excuses and left.
*****
I found a local park and went for a run the next day. I used to hate running until I got used to it, and now I found it a pleasant pastime, just clear your head and pay attention to the terrain. Nothing else mattered, although lately, running had become second nature to me, and sometimes I found myself thinking about different things as I moved.
Although not a fanatic about it, I was in pretty good shape. Back home they had an event called the Three Mile Run, based on a military run that had something similar. It was three miles to the mountain, three miles up the mountain, three miles down the mountain and three miles back to the finish line. It was considered an accomplishment to just finish the course, much less be competitive. I didn't finish the first time I tried, conking out after I came back down the mountain. I was pretty good at setting goals and accomplishing them, and four years later I won by about three minutes and set a course record.
How did I do it? I looked up the original run on YouTube, and was astounded to find that not only did the soldiers run it, they ran it wearing a sixty pound pack and carrying their weapons, singing the whole way!
I ran until I could finish the course, then bought a backpack and started carrying weight. The first was ten pounds and I thought I was going to die. When I got used to that I added another five pounds at a time until I could do it wearing 25 pounds and singing the whole way. By the time I was done there was no spare weight on my body at all.
That fall the organizers brought in a squad of the soldiers who ran their course for a demonstration. They were a bunch of hardbodies who had the attitude they were invincible and bragged running the course without a backpack was like a walk in the park.
We started out in the same group, but by the time we were to the mountain they had a two-hundred-yard lead. I gave a little push and passed them about two thirds of the way up. There was a lot of yelling and kidding as I did, but one guy took it personally and tried to push me.
I saw it coming and when he made his move I stopped as fast as I could. His momentum took him to the ground and he tumbled about ten feet down the side of the trail. I noted no one stopped to help him.
If people imagine running up a steep hill is hard, they should try running at the same pace back down. By the time I hit the bottom, I was so far ahead of them there was no way they could catch up. Like I said, it was three minutes before the next runner crossed the finish line, one of the soldiers. By then I had my breath back and I handed him a water.
"Thanks, man." Then he looked up and saw who I was. "Sorry about the mountain. Jimmy's always been an asshole. The Lieutenant who runs with us isn't happy about his behavior."
"He missed, so I'm not worried about it." We continued to talk and the upshot was I showed them some of the local sites, mostly bars where it was easy to hook up. Jimmy didn't get to come.
*****
I thought I'd do about ten miles before I stopped and I was two miles in, running along at a moderate pace when I heard someone coming. Many people ran with headphones on, but I'd always found it prudent to be aware of my surroundings. I had a friend who got caught in a thunderstorm he didn't know was coming because of his earphones, and was trying to find a place to shelter when lightning hit a tree right as he passed it. Though he wasn't hit directly, the secondary shock of electricity gave him a concussion and put him into a coma for 36 hours.
I automatically moved to my left and she passed me, running at a pretty good clip. As she passed, I saw her smirk and recognized her. She didn't acknowledge me, something that didn't bother me. We hadn't been introduced, so she had no reason to know who I was. Pauline was in a sports bra and tight leggings and I didn't mind the view as we ran. Unconsciously I had picked up my own pace and stayed about twenty feet behind her.
She must have thought she left me in the dust and seemed really surprised to look back and see me. Picking up the pace she moved a little farther ahead so I did as well, staying about forty feet behind this time. She glanced behind, saw me again, and stopped, blocking the path.
"Are you following me, asshole?"
I don't think she expected the grin. "Of course I am."
That startled her and she snarled. "Stop!"
"Not gonna happen in this part of the park. This is the only trail on this side, so if you're running and I'm running and I'm behind you, I'm following you. If you don't like it run faster or let me pass."
"Like you could keep up with me."
"Coffee says I can run as fast and as far as you can. First one to stop loses."
I heard her yell at me as I ran past her. I was keeping a moderate pace and about five hundred yards later she passed me. I fell in behind her again and it probably didn't take her long to realize she'd fallen in her own trap and I was looking at her ass as she ran. She slowed and I sprinted by her, kicking it up a notch. She was game but after two miles she started flagging and after another mile she just stopped at the parking lot. I kept right on going.
I made another lap and she was on the trail waiting. "You won. Starbucks on Tenth and Madison."
"Sorry, got three more miles to do. Maybe next time."
I got my end of race second wind and kept a blistering pace, finally stopping as sweat poured off me and I bent over to catch my breath. A hand holding a towel hovered just under my face and I looked up.
"Do you this every time you run?"
"Most days. Sometimes I do my long runs."
I could tell by her eyes she didn't know if she believed me or not. "Still on for coffee?"
Well, I did make the bet. "Sure."
I wiped off, cleaned up as much as I could, pulled a fresh shirt out of my bag and was ready to go.
"Where did you park? You can follow me."
"I didn't. My apartment isn't that far away and I ran here."
"Of course you did. Okay, I'll drive."
It was only six blocks. She ordered some kind of drink that looked like a quart of sugar, with whipped cream and sprinkles, and it made me wonder how she stayed so slim. She saw the look and grinned. "I work out a lot, and I've always had a high metabolism."
She looked at my beverage of choice. A medium coffee with just a hint of creamer. Grinning back, I told her I didn't.
We talked in generalities for a few minutes before she asked if I knew who she was, surprised I did.
"How did you know?"
"I was at your father's event last night. You were pointed out to me. In case you haven't figured it out, I work for your father."
The smirk was back. "Good. You'll probably be working for me in five years when Dad retires."
"Five years is a long time, Miss French. I've been a nomad since college and I don't know if I have a settling down gene in my body."
"Why did you take your job then?"
"Because your father can be very persuasive when he wants something, and he wanted me."
"It's a trait I share," she said, and the smirk was back.
I kept a neutral face as I answered. "A good trait to have in business, I'm sure. Thank you for the coffee, Miss French. Maybe I'll see you at work."
I don't think she wanted the conversation to end, but didn't have a choice. It hit me I'd kind of issued a challenge and I hoped she didn't take me up on it.
When she dropped me off, she looked at my building. I'd said apartment but it was actually condos. Very expensive condos. "Dad must pay you pretty good."
I didn't tell her I was using a unit that belonged to friends who were going to be out of town for a few months, for free. They said it did the place good to be lived in and I don't think they trusted the neighbors all that much.
"He does, Miss French. You have a good afternoon."
She waited until I hit the code to enter the building, more to see if I actually lived there than courtesy, and drove away. I really liked her car, an F style Jaguar. I had one a lot like it.
*****
A couple of weeks went by and I settled into my work. It was soon evident there wasn't a lot of challenges to the job and I usually got everything done in half a day, which left me four or five hours to bounce off the walls. I stood it as long as I could before I asked to see Mr. French.
He scheduled me in that afternoon and seemed surprised to see me. We got the pleasantries out of the way and he asked if I was enjoying my job.
"No."
It seemed the man didn't get surprised often. "Why? Did I put too much on you? I can delegate a few things if you want. I went to a lot of trouble to find you."
"Quite the opposite, sir. The work only keeps me busy half a day. Have you got anything else I can help with?"
He looked at me kind of stunned for a minute before laughing and holding up his hand. "Give me a second. You're the first person since I've started the business who has come to me complaining he doesn't have enough work. Let me savor that for a bit."
He thought for a minute and grinned. "I may have something for you, something new I've been wanting to get into. Give me a few days and get back to me. And Jason, I think I was right to hire you. You're going to add a lot to our team."
"Thank you, Mr. French. You have a good day."
My new assistant had an anxious look on her face when I returned. She was really happy when I picked her over the other eleven candidates they had sent me. She wasn't chosen for looks, although she was very attractive in a kind of exotic way; she was chosen for her imitative and drive. Of all the candidates, she was the only one who had researched me, asked the right questions about my methods and understood. A few of them complained privately I'd chosen her for her looks, but when I asked a few technical questions about what the department was trying to accomplish, Marta was the only one who answered them correctly.
I smiled at her. "Relax, Marta, our lives are about to be much more complicated."
"Good show, sir. When do we begin?"
"I'm afraid we're going to have to fight boredom for a few more days yet. Have you got those charts I asked for?"
"Sorted, correlated and annotated on the key issues."
"You madam, are looking at an increase in salary when we get our new assignments."
She glowed under the praise and turned back to her work.
Four days later I got an email from the boss. "Come by my office when you can spare a minute."
I'd been in the corporate culture long enough to know when it said when you get a minute, the minute better be damn soon, so I went on up. He was grinning when I walked in.
"Have a seat, Jason. I think I have just what you need to keep boredom away." He paused until I was comfortable.
"For a long time now, we've contributed to various charities as we could. The results have been mixed. A few turned out really well. We investigated another and found out 85 cents out of every dollar was going to 'administration' and we dropped them like a rock. Another we supported, the Go Deep Children's' Fund, was really doing well until last year. The player that founded it and was the public face got into a scandal over an affair with a married woman. It came to light he was a serial seducer, and preferred married ladies. He got by with it for years before he chose the wrong woman, or more importantly the wrong husband. The husband waged a war that pretty much destroyed his career and cost him millions. He's out west with some team or another now and is absolutely radioactive. No one wants a thing to do with him. The Charity tried to carry on, but the negative exposure just got to be too much and they folded. Shame, really."
He paused, gathering his thoughts with a disgusted look on his face. "All that being said, I have been thinking about consolidating all of my companies' contributions through one outlet. You're the outlet. Think you can do it?"
I answered carefully. "This isn't exactly what I had in mind and it's a little outside my comfort zone, but I'd really like to try. If I think I'm not doing it the justice it deserves, you'll be the first to know."
He smiled and filled me in on a few more details and just before he left, he gave me news that almost broke the deal.
"I hear you've met my daughter. The reason I bring her up is she's asked about you and any event attended will require both of you. I want her to be the new face of this company and any exposure she can get will help. Will that be a problem?"
"Not that I know of. I've only spoken to her once and it was outside the office. I'm sure we can get along."
He stood and shook my hand, wrestling with what he was going to say next. "I need to tell you, Jason, that Pauline can be a little... intense, and she's very single-minded when she sees something she thinks she wants. The woman has been engaged twice, to good men both times, and the relationships fell apart over her actions, not theirs. You have been warned."
"I have no ambitions toward your daughter, Mr. French. I'm sure we'll get along famously."
He couldn't keep the grin off his face as he ushered me out.
*****
I went back to my office, calling Marta to follow me. She had a small office just outside of mine, kind of like a gatekeeper. No one went in unless she was sure I wanted to see them. She trailed along behind me with her ever-present tablet.
"We've been given a new opportunity, Marta. It will require a few more hours and some of it will be past normal office hours, so effective immediately, your salary has been increased by 10% and you will be comped for any time over and above. Satisfactory?"
She was still trying to wrap her head around the 10%, so I gave her a minute. She grinned. "What do we do?"
"We research. Set up on the conference table. We don't need to be running back and forth to share information or yell questions. I'm making coffee. Want some?"
It was a foolish question. Marta was as big a coffee junky as I was. I belonged to several clubs and hardly a week went by that a bag didn't show up. We had a regular percolator, a drip machine, a pour through and a French press, used according to our moods. There was also a selection of teas, sent by friends in England.
When I first brought up coffee, Marta seemed surprised. "I thought being British, you'd rather have tea."
"Who says I'm British?"
"Your accent."
"Honeychile, I don't have an accent."
She stared at me wide eyed and I laughed. "You're half right. I was born and raised in North Carolina. I was fifteen when my father died and Mom moved us back to England. I discovered life was a lot easier if you sound like those around you, so I practiced. I have dual citizenship, American and British."
She laughed and said, "Well cheerio, ya'll."
We went to work. I'd look over every once in a while, and see her head bobbing, her riot of short curls bouncing everywhere. It made me smile.
Marta Martinique was Haitian. Her mother was a local, her father was a tourist, German she suspected. It was a drunken, one night hookup that didn't involve protection, and nine months later Marta was born. Marta's mother had a husband. A very dark husband. Her mother was half white and that made Marta three quarters white. There was no denying it and when she confessed, he left her. Her mother wound up in several long-term relationships but never remarried. Her last relationship was still going and he liked Marta, a lot. He was an ex-pat who went there looking for marijuana and found Gezelle, instead. He was also a degreed expert in plant propagation. He and a few select growers became friends and they set him up with a small lab.
Others were working with the plant around the world, and one came out with a strain that had such a high content of THC it could and did kill people. Her 'stepfather' did research and came to the conclusion that anything that had a higher content than 11% could have long term health issues, and since many drug companies were experimenting with the plant as a possible revenue source, he developed a strain of Sativa that maxed out at 9.5%.
His friends sold it on the open market and they went to a country where it was legal, got international patents and sold the seeds to a lot of places. He used part of the money to give Marta a good education. There was a picture of him and her mother on her desk, as well as one of her with each individually. Sadly, they were flying back from an investor's meeting when the small plane crashed. They were killed on impact.



It seemed charity was a very tricky business with an abundance of agents with predatory instincts. They would fight each other like feral animals over major donors, and often offered them sweeteners above and beyond things one would normally expect.
Marta and I must have gone through eighty foundations, narrowing the short list to seven. Five were local, and when they found out who we were and what we could offer them they were like a pack of starving hounds chasing a slow rabbit. Miss French hadn't graced us with her presence, although we sent her regular updates and when the hounds started closing in, I sent them to her as the public face of our business.
A couple of days later I heard Marta arguing with someone. "Stop right there! You don't just burst in on my boss without an appointment!"
"Girl, do you know who I am?"
"Of course I do, Miss French. What's your point?"
Sensing it would be prudent to make an appearance before it came to blows, I stepped through the door. "Thank you, Marta. Miss French, is there something I can do for you?"
She whirled around, glaring at Marta. "Who does this woman think she is?"
"She thinks she's my assistant, and doing her job. Who do you think you are, Miss French?"
Marta looked like she was strangling trying to keep from laughing and Pauline knew it. It didn't help her attitude any. To distract her I asked again if there was anything she wanted.
"You can get those assholes off me! They're driving me crazy!"
"You're going to have to deal with it, Miss French. Your father designated you the public face of his charity work, and it's a cross you'll have to bear. Don't worry, we minions will keep you well informed. You do read the reports we send you, don't you? If you want my opinion, get a better assistant that can field your calls and make your appointments. Meet them on your field of battle, not theirs. I doubt I have to tell you how to say no. I'm sure you're a past master at it."
She was so angry she couldn't talk. Her face went interesting shades for a few seconds and then... she grinned. The shark from Jaws would have been afraid of that grin. "I concede your point, Mr. Halston. By the way, there is a gala being held Saturday night by one of the charities you suggested we take a look at. It's to commence at eight, and I expect the limo to pick me up at half past seven. Do get fitted for a tux. I'd hate for us to look anything but stellar on our debut. Until then."
Marta watched as she went down the hall, her four-inch heels clacking and making her ass sway in interesting ways. "What just happened?"
"I believe, dear Marta, that the Queen has commanded my services for the evening. Spot of tea?"
We sipped the tea while Marta reviewed the charity. "Should I arrange a tux for you?"
"Not necessary. I have my own."
"One day, boss, you're going to tell me who you were in a past life. You live in a million-dollar condo, drive a brand-new Jaguar and you have a tux or two just hanging in the closet? Why are you even here?"
"Terminal boredom and a chance to see how the other half lives. Make sure you have a nice gown and a date."
"Why?"
"Because I'm going to need a spy. No one will know who you are and you're quite attractive. Men of all ages make fools of themselves over a pretty woman. Learn what you can."
I handed her a card and a note. "Go there. They will take care of you. I expect you to eclipse the other women at the gala."
*****
Marta put quite the dent on my account. She walked in the next morning, plopped on my lap and gave me a scorcher of a kiss before giggling and hopping off. "Well, if I wasn't intrigued before, I definitely am now. That was the snobbiest set of bitches I'd ever seen until I showed them your note. Then they got in line to kiss my ass and pump me for information. The kiss was a thank you. The dress is fabulous. I've never owned a pair of Louboutins before, and the lingerie! Wanna see?"
She stopped grinning and flamed red at my reply. "More than you could possibly imagine, but let's not go there. Decorum, Miss Marta."
She was grinning as she walked out, only to turn. "Sir, Miss French is here. Shall I let her in?"
I heard the sharp intake of breath and the giggle Marta tried to hide with a cough. She slammed the door behind her.
"You need to fire that bitch!"
"Why, for doing her job? Good assistants are worth their weight in gold and she's the best I've ever had. What do you require, Miss French?"
"I read the dossier you had on the CEO and the Board. How did you find all that out?"
I shrugged. "Friends in low places. Not the most attractive picture, is it? Still, the charity has merit if it can contain upper management. Those dossiers are going to land on the majority of the Board's desks Monday. Let's see what happens from there."
"Did you rent a tux?"
"No, I did not. I intend to wear the one hanging in my closet. Men can get away with wearing the same thing to events. Have you a new dress? Wouldn't be seemly to show up in something you've worn before."
She took a deep breath. "I do. I assure you we will be remembered."
She started out and paused. "Have lunch with me."
"Why?"
"So we can get to know each other a little better. It wouldn't do to appear stiff before the crowds."
I grinned. "As you wish. When?"
"Today. Meet me at Amaretto's at noon."
Amaretto's was one of the hardest places in town to get a reservation. I hoped the food lives up to the reputation.
*****
Marta grinned as I grabbed my suit jacket. "Do you know what a Black Widow Spider is and where the term came from? Once they mate the female kills the male and sucks him dry. Watch out for webs, Jason."
"You would be amazed at the traps I've successfully avoided in the past, Marta. Suffice to say if she thinks she going to get a virgin sacrifice, she will be most disappointed. Enjoy lunch."
We pulled up at the same time and she looked my car over, grinning. "Good choice. Where did you get yours?"
"England."
For the first time she noticed the right hand drive. We were seated immediately and the waitstaff fawned like she was a Queen. It was an Italian restaurant, so I spoke to the waiter in Italian and he had no idea what I was saying. The owner, however, did. He was on his way over to the table to kiss the ring and he addressed me in his native tongue, happy to hear it spoken again. After a few moments I could see Pauline frowning.
"Please excuse us, Miss French. I take it you don't speak Italian?"
"No. It sounds like a beautiful language, though."
Giuseppe smiled. "It is the language of love, Miss French. Now please, what could I offer you? I have few things worthy of such a handsome couple. "
Before she could speak, I ordered for us, in Italian. He smiled and walked away.
"He hasn't taken my order yet."
"I ordered for both of us. He has a dish that was my favorite when I was in Milan, and I would like you to try it. Please?"
Did the frost just thaw a little? "So then, you lived in Italy after England?"
"I did, as part of my last job. I've also lived in Madrid, and of course I was raised in London. I got my CV at Eaton and an advanced degree from the University of Seville."
"Do you speak the languages?"
"Yes, both French and Spanish, with a bit of Portuguese. Languages seem to come easily to me. Are you multilingual?"
She smiled. "Yes, in fashion and food. Everything else requires English."
The food arrived and we ate. Giuseppe hovered until I assured him it was the best version of the dish I'd ever tasted. He beamed and disappeared, and when the main course was over, dessert and very rich coffee appeared. Lunch lasted ninety minutes.
I waited with her as the valets brought up our cars. "I got a call from the Chairman of the Board just before lunch. He is most anxious to meet with us tomorrow to discuss the results of our investigation. Will you be available?"
"If you wish me to be available, I'm available."
I opened the car door for her and she surprised me by kissing my cheek. "Thank you for joining me. It was very enjoyable. Shall we say two, tomorrow?"
"I'll be there. Have a good afternoon, Miss French."
"Call me Pauline," she said, as she pulled away.
*****
Marta eyed me suspiciously when I returned. Satisfied I still had all my fingers and toes, she relaxed. "How did it go?"
"Much better than expected. Apparently, the woman can disguise herself as a normal human being when she has to."
"Still, I'd watch out for those fangs. Your messages are on your desk."
We worked through the afternoon and as I entered the condo the doorman smirked. I wondered what that was about until I unlocked the door and saw what was on the other side. She was tall, blond, blue eyed, tanned, and best of all, naked.
"Hi honey, I'm home."
That was all I got out before she dissolved into a fit of giggles. "I always wondered what it would be like to say that. A bit overrated, in my opinion."
I kissed her cheek and she drew me into a full kiss. After she was satisfied, she pulled back. "Be a dear and pour us a drink, would you?"
She plopped down on the sofa with her legs splayed. As I was fixing the drinks, another woman appeared out of the bedroom. She was also naked, her perfect dark hued skin seeming to glow. Looking over at the woman on the couch she laughed. "Slut! Close those legs. You're like a dog chasing a car. You'd have no idea what to do with it if you caught it."
Leslie, the blonde, and Carmella, the Hispanic, were confirmed lesbians, and they were married. I was living in their condo. Carmella told me once she had never been with a man and had no desire to experiment. Leslie had also never been with a man, although once, on a tropical island in the middle of nowhere, she asked if she could touch my penis. We had been drinking and were all naked. They had been together two years by then, she was 22 and Leslie was 19, old hands in the modeling business. Carmella almost fell off the recliner laughing, then knelt down beside her as she tentatively took it into her hands. I was already half hard, and I flexed it. She let go like it was on fire and we all laughed. Then she literally grabbed it again, rolling it around as much as she could in its stiffened condition. She gave Carmella a running commentary.
"You should feel this love. It's both hard and soft at the same time. And it's throbbing. It's ugly but fascinating. What's that on the head?"
"It's lubricant a man generates when he's excited, to make it easier to slide into a woman. Surely you remember your biology lessons?"
"Yes, dear, but that was in the abstract. It's something altogether different to see and touch one."
It was getting painful so I gently removed her hand. "I think you've satisfied your curiosity."
She grabbed me again. "Not yet. I want to see it shoot!"
"And just how do purpose we make that happen?"
"You could do it."
"Ah, but I won't."
"I... I'll do it!"
"And just how do you think your wife will react to that?"
She looked at Carmella. "Please, Baby? I'll just use my hands and nothing else."
Carmella looked at her like she'd lost her mind. Then she laughed. "Just once. And by once, I mean once in your lifetime, and that's only if Jason agrees. If you ever touch another man sexually, I'll put you out on your ass. Understand?"
I ended up experiencing one of the clumsiest hand-jobs in the history of the world. It was painful at times and ridiculous at others, but we got through it. I don't know what Leslie was expecting when I erupted and she squealed as I splattered her impressive chest. Carmella was still beside her and was laughing hysterically until Leslie turned me and I splattered her, as well.
After they got their breath back, Les asked me if all men produced that much. "I have no idea. I know that the more often you have sex the less the volume is. As you can deduce, it has been a while for me."
"Why? You're young, great looking, and while I don't have a lot to compare yours to. I have watched my share of porn. While not in that league, you have nothing to be ashamed of. You should be getting laid on a regular basis."
"I can be, if I want. Right now, I'm taking a break."
"It's Victoria, isn't it? What a bitch! I can tell you from first-hand knowledge she realizes what a mistake she made."
"Well, with knowledge comes wisdom. It's just too bad she gained hers afterwards."
Victoria was another in my circle of friends. Anyone who had seen the cover of a glamour magazine in the previous five years had seen her face. I really didn't want to get into a relationship with a model, but she was determined and I didn't fight it very hard. We progressed to the point that we made promises, then I flew down for a shoot and caught her with the photographer and a production assistant. The photographer was female, the assistant male.
She tried to say she was drunk, but if she was it was from the night before. I caught them at nine in the morning. Then she said they drugged her, which offended the photographer so badly she quit. I was in charge of the shoot, so I had to get a replacement. We met at the airport, me leaving and him arriving. He told me later it was one of the hardest shoots of his life because she would cry at random times, messing up her makeup and losing the light he wanted. A two-day shoot ended up taking a week.
She tried several times to reconnect when she got home, but I was done with her. Her career lasted another three or four years before she faded away. Last I heard she was doing catalogue work as a plus size model. I saw her a time or two, and despite the weight she still looked good. I made it a point to never date a model again. I had a few hookups, but that's all it was. Ships passing in the night and all that.
I finally got tired of the constant traveling, temper tantrums from staff, vendors, governmental flunkies, models and dealing with the corporate bullshit, so I left it behind me. I still got calls, and if I happened to like the person, I'd consult, but that's as far as it goes.
That's how I ended up in the condo.
*****
Leslie and Carmella were going to be home for two weeks before going off to different shoots, and they just wanted to decompress. I babied them and promised them a fishing trip on Sunday. I'd gotten them into fly fishing, and they loved it. They bought all the necessary gear, and in their own way, every outing looked like a fashion shoot. I thought about that one day while watching Les pull in a thirteen-inch brook trout. I made some calls, and suddenly they were on the cover of Fly Fishing Magazine. The article followed them as they fished a private stream in the Smoky Mountains. It was their idea to wear bikini tops with their waders. They told the magazine it was to work on their tans. I had to laugh, but because most of the times I went with them they were topless. Both hated tan lines, for professional reasons.
It became a recurring gig; The magazine would ask them back about twice a year to "test and evaluate" equipment. They didn't pay them anything, but they always got to go to some remote or exotic locations for the magazine, like New Zealand, Colorado and the Swiss Alps. Seems they had imported North American trout when their native trout population was decimated by war and mismanagement. It had an odd side effect because the native trout and the imports were genetically compatible and they had crossbred, creating trout that could weigh up to thirty pounds in a few years. It was the bestselling issue of the magazine in their history. One of their stipulations in doing those segments was I had to accompany them if I had time. I even got featured in a couple of issues as their fishing guru, even though by then they were far more competent than I was. The Swiss segment was filmed and appeared as a documentary on their national television service, and was picked up by Netflix. It remained one of their most popular documentaries. Hot women in bikinis, spectacular scenery, great fishing, it was almost impossible to screw up something like that.
They also became active in conservation efforts, often attending fundraisers when their schedules permitted. Then they bought about five hundred acres int the mountains of North Carolina that had two good sized trout streams. It was going to be where they built their retirement home.
It seemed Mr. French was an avid fly fisherman, and saw me in the magazines, did a little research, and when I walked away from the modeling industry, he recruited me, heavily. We did one of our first interviews on the banks of a stream, fishing as we talked. He said a man's character could be measured by the way he fished. I didn't really think that was correct, but it was the way he thought.
Leslie found out where I landed and called me. "If you haven't found a house or apartment yet, stop looking. We happen to live in this town and we're gone a lot. Use our condo. Even though it's famed for their security, someone got into our place, took pictures, and rifled through all our stuff. We had surveillance and they arrested the guy as he left the building. He had a backpack filled with almost every item of lingerie we owned. He said he was going to sell them on the internet, especially the ones that were in the laundry hamper. Worn supermodel panties go for big bucks."
"Damn! I was sitting on a gold mine when I worked with you guys. Who knew?"
"Stalkers and break-in artists, apparently. I'm sending you the codes and a letter of introduction to management. A lot of people who live there travel, and they're used to house sitters. Stay out of our laundry hamper!"
"I think I'm too late, but okay."
They found out about the charity fundraiser and Googled it. And Miss French.
"She's a hottie!"
"Yes, and she knows it."
"You gonna nail that?"
"What is this, the guy's locker room in high school? I have no intention of 'nailing that.' I have a feeling the baggage she carries would weigh us down."
I told them of the history I'd learned. Leslie was looking at her picture on the company Facebook page. "I'd do her."
Carmella was giving her the evil eye and she tried to back up. "That is, if I was a horny guy and not a stone-cold lesbian who's desperately in love with her wife. Jace should fuck her just on general principles."
Carmella grinned at the save. "You hit that on the head. Jace has too many principles to just 'do her.' For God's sake, he works for her father. If he just banged her and dumped her, she'd be crying on Daddy's shoulder until he had to address the issue."
They bantered back and forth leading up to the event. I should have known by the way they grinned they were up to something, but Miss French was taking up way too much of my time. We'd met with the Chairman and a couple of Board members he'd vetted. He hadn't liked the information we'd given him. He held an emergency meeting and when it came time for the gala, he was down a CEO, a CFO, a lawyer and two board members. He kept it as quiet as he could before the event, but it would definitely hit the fan come Monday.
My friends hovered over me like they were my mothers before sending me out to the limo. Pauline was living in a three-bedroom apartment over her father's five car garage. She had a private entrance so her parents couldn't see when she came and went, or if she was entertaining anyone. I expected to meet her there, but she texted me to meet her at her parents', so I rang the bell on the really ornate door, promptly at 7:30.
You would have thought we were sixteen and going to our first prom the way they fussed over us. Mr. French had called me one day with a problem. He was supposed to take his wife to lunch but had a situation that needed resolved with a vendor, right away. Would I take her?



I took her to Giuseppe's, and he again fawned over us like we were royalty. It helped his opinion of me quite a bit when I took Carmella and Leslie there for dinner once. He had pictures of us hanging behind his bar, a sort of hall of fame for him. There was even one of him between them while both girls were kissing his cheek. Giuseppe was in his late 60's and I was afraid he was going to have a heart attack.
Mrs. French took notice. "You know these women?"
"They're old friends."
"But they're..."
"Old friends," I said again, grinning. "I've known them since Leslie was 17 and Carmella was 20. We met through a job I held at the time, and I helped them out of an ugly situation once. After that they kind of adopted me."
"Is it true they're lovers? You don't have to tell me, but they seem so happy every time you see them on television."
"They're not lovers. They're spouses. I was best man to both at their wedding in Crete. They're very much in love and I can easily see them growing old together."
"Have you ever, er, known any models?"
I grinned and gave my answer in my best Eaton accent. "Why, Mrs. French, are you asking me to kiss and tell? That would be unseemly, don't you think?"
She giggled like a schoolgirl. "I think, dear Jason, that there's even more to you than my husband knows. Please excuse an old woman and her fantasies."
"Old? Have you not noticed the way Giuseppe stares at you and hovers over the table? He looks at you like you're the last bit of chocolate mousse in the universe."
The woman dimpled when she smiled and I found it very charming, but I wasn't kidding. She was very attractive for her age and he was infatuated. I think I broke his heart when I told him she was happily married to one of the richest men in the state.
After that, every time she was in the building she would stop in and say hello. She even took Marta to lunch once and worked her like an old handpump, trying to find out more about me. Sadly, she knew very little and she wasn't about to divulge what she did. A very frustrated Mrs. French dropped her off.
Mrs. French was snapping pictures with a very nice camera, talking a mile a minute. "Don't they look nice, Robert? Such a handsome couple. I bet they will turn heads when they appear on the floor."
She prattled on a bit in excitement before Mr. French gently stopped her. "Dear, let them go. You can amuse yourself thinking about the flowers for their wedding while they're out. You two play nice and don't embarrass the company. I expect a report by Monday afternoon. Off you go."
Mrs. French went bright red over the comment about the flowers before she giggled. "White and pink, and I know just where to shop for the gown! You need to think about the next generation they'll be giving us."
It was his turn to glow red. It was a bit of a bone of contention between Pauline and her father. He wanted grandchildren he could pass his legacy on to, and she was being particularly stubborn about it. Add in the two failed engagements, and it looked like he would be waiting a while longer.
*****
The limo dropped us out front, and I thought it odd they had a red carpet. The local news outlet was there in force, cameras recording while shutters snapped at the speed of light. We got our share of attention; her father was one of the biggest employers in the state and carried a lot of weight in the town. They knew immediately who Pauline was, and speculation over me was rampant.
She was greeted like the local royalty she was. Pauline loved the attention, the adulation of the masses as it were, and I knew then my original assessment of her was spot on. Miss French was more than a little narcissistic. I just smiled a lot and blended into the background as much as I could. Her father wanted her to be the face; she needed to be the face.
Pauline caught on after about a half an hour. "What are you doing?"
"Making sure you get your moment in the sun."
"Why?"
"Because your father wants you to be the new face of his company. I don't want to detract from that."
"You should be by my side. WE'RE the new face of the company."
"Right now, we are. Years down the road, long after I'm gone, I don't want them wondering what happened to me. Best to keep the focus on you."
I could tell she was frustrated. "Why do you keep talking about leaving? You just barely got here."
I shrugged. "It isn't my company, and sooner or later I'll go back to what I used to do."
"What exactly was that?"
"Not this."
Her eyes tightened in anger. I would hazard a guess she wasn't used to people talking to her like I did. She was just going to have to learn to deal with life's little disappointments.
Her smile remained fixed, though, we were introduced to new people, and in between she spoke to old friends. Some stuck me as frenemies, smiling as they patted her on the back, looking for a soft spot to sink the knife. One woman gushed cordiality, but her eyes gave the impression she'd rather kiss a snake. I grinned as she walked away.
"She doesn't like you very much, does she?"
Pauline shrugged before grinning. "That's Nancy Wilde. We went to high school and college together. I stole a boyfriend from her, well, two actually, one in high school and one in college."
"Did you steal them because you wanted them, or just to piss her off?"
Pauline blushed and I had my answer.
Miss Wilde took every opportunity she could to flirt with me, much to the growing irritation of Miss French. "You know what she's doing, right?"
I held up the card she had given me with her numbers on it. "I'm guessing her actions follow the tenants of payback being a bitch, but I could be mistaken."
It didn't surprise me much when she snatched the card out of my hands and tore it into little pieces. "She said you would do that. It's why she gave me two cards. Wine?"
Pauline stormed off towards the ladies' room and I wandered up to the bar. Two glasses of a very good vintage of red wine in hand I scanned the crowd to find her talking to a man I didn't know. She was flirting heavily, giving him all kinds of signals, when I walked up. "Ah, here you are, dear."
She stiffened as I handed her her glass. I smiled. "Well, you seem to be busy. Please excuse me while I mingle."
I hadn't gone twenty steps before Leslie appeared in the crowd, latching down on my arm and giving me a big kiss on the cheek. Carmella appeared an instant later, taking the other arm. They had gone all out, and comparing to how they shined in the room would be like comparing the light from a lantern against two comets blazing across the sky. Men, and a few women, were basically tripping over their tongues.
"We've been watching. She's very beautiful. See how she's trying to make you jealous? How very high school of her. Are you sure you're interested in her?"
"I don't know if I am or not. Like you said, she's behaving like a sixteen-year-old. Perhaps she had an event in her life that left her emotionally stunted."
"Oh my, she just noticed us. I can see the steam coming out of her ears from here. And now she's heading towards us."
It didn't take long before she was standing before us, a quizzical look in her eyes. "I see you finished your conversation with your friend. Please allow me to introduce Leslie O'Brian-Valdez and Carmella Valdez, two very old friends of mine. Ladies, this is Miss Pauline French."
Leslie smiled and shook her hand. Carmella was a little cooler towards her, just to keep her off balance. "Good evening, Miss French. How is it you know our Jason?"
She put a little stress on the word 'our' and smiled when she tensed up. "He's my date for the night!"
Leslie got a dig in. "Really? We thought by your actions the man you were talking to was your date. More than your date, actually. Old friend?"
I could tell the pot was about to boil over. "Yes, an old friend. A very intimate friend at one time. He's married now, to a very lovely woman."
"You threw him back?"
"No, we just had different goals and drifted apart. Jason, Honey, we should mingle. Remember our purpose here."
Carmella gripped me a little tighter when she called me honey. She was having a ball.
"Yes, dear. Ladies, it was lovely to see you here, a very pleasant surprise. Can I take it you support the charity?"
"It seems worthwhile, but we've thought that before. We shall have to do a little research before we commit. I'll call Jason with our decision within a week. Have a pleasant evening." They both made a production out of kissing me on the cheek again before they walked off.
Pauline was struggling with containing her curiosity. That, and she hardly ever had to deal with women as beautiful as she was who treated her with indifference. It was throwing her off her game.
"How well do you know them?"
"Very well. In fact, right now I'm living with them. They're quite lovely, don't you agree?"
She yanked me out on a terrace with a determined look on her face. "You drive a luxury car, I recognize the designer who made your tux and I know he's one of the most expensive in the world, and you live with supermodels? Who the hell are you?"
I bowed. "Jason Halston, at your service. The tux wasn't really that expensive, in fact Alberto gave it to me as a gift for doing him a good turn once. My car was a bit pricey because I had some upgrades done. Herr Hauptman says it's one of a kind. I'm actually housesitting for the girls and they're between assignments at the moment."
Her eyes rolled. "So, you're close enough of a friend to a world class designer that he gives you clothes and you know the second-in-command of Mercedes-Benz well enough to talk about your custom designed luxury car? Friends with anyone else I would know?"
Maybe. If you counted half the clothing designers in the world, business magnates on four continents, assorted film stars, and most of the hottest models on the planet. I didn't say that of course, I just told her my former business brought me in contact with a lot of people.
We mingled, we danced when the orchestra started playing. She sighed as we glided across the floor. "Of course you would dance as well as Fred Astaire. Is there anything you can't do?"
"I can't draw a crooked line. My cliff diving techniques suck and I never could rap worth a damn, but aside from that, I'm almost perfect."
She stiffened before she started giggling. "Well, it seems you're not perfect after all. In the spirit of confession, if I'm ever shooting at you, stand still. I can't hit shit. Don't let me drive angry or we may not get where we're going. And never, under any circumstances, allow me to show you my Irish step dancing skills. I look like all my limbs are trying to leave my body at the same time, all going in different directions."
"That's an interesting mental image. So then, since we're merely human, we should carry on."
I found Pauline to be a bit territorial. She danced with a few of the dignitaries, the movers and shakers of the city. She frowned when I in turn danced with their wives and girlfriends, as well as Les and Carmella, and the icing on the cake happened when they played the tango, by request. Her frenemy, Nancy, had given the orchestra leader five hundred to play it, and she swooped down on me before anyone knew what was going on. I had been taught the dance in Argentina and Brazil and knew what I was doing. She almost didn't keep up. I put all the best moves I'd learned into the routine and in the end, it looked like we were having sex with our clothes on in the middle of the dance floor. I left her on the floor at my feet, gasping from exertion and passion.
I straightened my tux as I walked back to Pauline and my friends. Leslie looked like she was choking while Carmella had a tight little smile. Pauline looked like she wanted to kill me or mount me, maybe at the same time. I smiled. "Miss me?"
She tried several times to form words, so I just swept her back out on the dance floor. As we sedately twirled through a slow waltz she relaxed and molded herself to me as much as possible and still dance. I had to admit she felt really nice.
When we broke she stroked my cheek. "You're going to be hard to handle, aren't you?"
"Ask the girls what happened to the last woman that tried to handle me. If you're in an honest relationship you don't handle people, you share with them towards a common goal."
I saw her talking to the girls while the Chairman cornered me. "Do you think we can depend on your company for support?"
"I can't answer that because I don't have the deciding vote. Miss French does, and she's already told me we'd evaluate our position after a discussion Monday."
He dropped me like I was toxic and made a beeline for Pauline. I saw her shake her head a couple of times and the dejected expression of the man. Things might not work out exactly like he'd hoped.
The hour grew late and we made our excuses. Les got one last dig in, asking if they should wait up for me. Pauline's frown deepened, but she was smiling by the time we got in the car. "You have interesting friends."
"I do. Ignorant or boring people aren't worth the time it takes to know them, so I tend to avoid them and concentrate on the people I find stimulating."
She had slowly closed the gap between us as we traveled. "Do you find me stimulating?"
"Oh, very much, Miss French."
By now we were snuggled together and I jumped when she nipped my ear. "Don't be flip. If you do, you'll need surgery to replace pieces of your ears. And if you call me Miss French one more time, I'll consider it the ultimate in flippancy. Understand?"
"What would you prefer I call you?"
"Well, honey would be nice. Dear wouldn't be unwelcome, either."
"Duly noted, honey dear."
"Oh goody! You already have a pet name for me. You have one other flaw we need to rectify as soon as possible."
"What would that be, dear honey?"
"You talk too much," she said just before her mouth covered mine.
*****
It was a pretty intense fifteen minutes as our tongues dueled and body parts stiffened. Her nipples were crinkled and tight and I was having a hard time getting comfortable with my erection. Pauline didn't help things by stroking it through my pants. I was inching her dress up and she was trying to undo my pants when we heard the crunch on gravel and knew we were on the ornate driveway of her father's house. We just barely got ourselves under control when the car came to a stop.
We might have made it upstairs to her apartment if her mother hadn't been waiting under the columns flanking her front door. I handed her out of the limo and walked her to the portico.
"Thank you, Miss French. It was a most pleasant experience."
"It was indeed, Mr. Halston. We must do something like this again soon."
She was grinning, her mother was staring at me before breaking out in a huge smile. I kissed both on the cheek and took the car home. I walked in the door to find the girls in dressing gowns, drinking wine. They stared at me for a second before the giggles broke out. "What?"
"Go look in the mirror."
It seemed Pauline had a very distinctive color of lipstick, a color that showed up well on my lips and cheek. No wonder her mother was laughing. I now knew what the gleam in Pauline's eye was about.
"Did you nail her? She got any skills that's not fit for genteel conversation? Did..."
"We swapped a little saliva, Les. That was it."
"Really? She looked like she was ready to do you on the dance floor in front of everyone assembled. Why didn't you seal the deal?"
I looked at Carmella and she grinned. "I'm afraid she watches too much television, especially soft porn romances on cable. Seriously, I know she's very attractive, and she probably has plenty of experience, but I got an odd vibe off her. Nothing I can put my finger on without knowing her a little better, but it was there."
"She's led an interesting life." I told them what I knew about her past life, including the boyfriend stealing, the affair with a married man, and her two broken engagements.
"It sounds like she's a conqueror of sorts. It's not about the person, it's about winning, scaling the heights, planting the flag, and moving to the next challenge. I'm sure you've ran into the same thing when you were working in the trade. And I'm sure you know it never ends well."
Carmella, besides being drop dead gorgeous and worth millions, also held a Master's in Psychology and was intent on getting her PhD when she retired. She was at the top of her form, would have many years left, and once told me she was going to ride the train until it ran out of tracks. Les wasn't nearly as worldly-wiseIf it wasn't for me and Carmella, she would be broke. She believed every sob story and every get-rich scheme she heard. It took Carmella demanding to be put in charge of her finances before they would marry to bring her around. Her fortune wasn't as big as her Carmella's, but she could live the rest of her life on what she had very comfortably. Carmella had her on a strict allowance, if you can call ten thousand a month strict. Les was almost always broke before the month was out.
"I think you may be right. Her old classmates have warned me about her ways and I can see it in her from time to time. I may date her, after all she looks almost as good as you ladies, but it will be just for fun."
"And sex." Leslie chimed in.
"Yes, Leslie, and for the sex. That's the fun part."
*****
I ran the next morning to shake off the effects of the rich food and the alcohol from the night before. Feeling worlds better, I ran home, showered and dressed.
Mrs. French, who insisted I call her Monica, called to invite me to lunch on Sunday, and was surprised when I declined.
"I would love to, Monica, but my friends are leaving Monday and I promised I'd spend the day with them."
"That would be those two supermodel friends of yours? Are you sure they're gay?"
"I'm positive, to my deep regret."
I could see her dimples when she replied. "No, Honey, that's a good thing. It allows you to see what's out there. We grow some pretty nice girls locally, you know."
"I very much know. Perhaps next week. We'll go to Giuseppe's Friday, if you think it will be safe to let your husband see how much he desires you."
"Oh, Jason, I'd say you had a silver tongue but that would be a lie. It's solid gold, or maybe even platinum. See you Friday."
A thought hit me. "Monica, may I talk to your husband?"
"Of course, dear. Hold on just a second."
He came on the line pretty quickly. He must have been right beside her. "Hello, Jason."
"Good morning sir. Let me ask you, have you ever fished Holloway Mountain?"
"Are you kidding? Your rods have to be gold plated just to get past the gates. I'd love to fish those streams, but I've never seen a trout worth that price."
"And that's one of the reasons you're so successful. I have an opportunity to fish there Sunday. Would you like to come? It wouldn't cost you a dime and I'm sure my friends would enjoy fishing with someone new. They say I irritate them. I think it's because I don't take it as seriously as they do. I call it their Fish Head mode and it irritates them no end."
"Seriously? When I hang up, I'm going to slap Monica for not giving birth to you. What time?
"We need to meet at the resort no later than six to get as much time in as possible. Can you do that? Oh, and I think Monica has plans for me that would be illegal if we were related, so give her a big kiss instead."
" I bow to your wisdom. My tongue will be massaging her tonsils as soon as we disconnect. I'll be there with bells on."
"Don't. It would scare the fish."
I heard her giggle and his laughter as they disconnected.
Two hours later, I got another call. "I hear you sabotaged my plans for Sunday."



"Sorry, honey dear. Previous commitment."
Her tone softened. 'All right. But after this I expect a lot of commitments to be with me. Are you positive they're gay?"
"As a matter of fact, they've invited me to help broaden their horizons. It should be very educational."
I heard her sharp breath. "You're a bit of an ass; anyone ever tell you that? If I thought for one minute the least little bit of what you just said was true it would mean I'd have three asses to whip. I doubt seriously you need further lessons, but if you do, they will come from me. Understand?"
"You don't own me."
Her laughter went on for a minute. When she got her breath back, I could hear the smirk. "You keep on thinking that. It'll make the chase that much more fun."
"Yes, honey dear."
"Good. I'll see you Monday."
Rob insisted I call him by his given name, since we were off the clock. He met us at the resort and I thought his eyes would pop out of his head when he saw who got out of the Range Rover. The ladies were in tight jeans and long-sleeved tops because the weather was still a bit cool, but even in their waders they would have turned heads.
They got him over his nervousness by talking about fishing and particular flies they were fond of using while I pulled the equipment out of the boot. The guide we were using introduced himself and got us into some little off-road vehicles. I grinned when I noticed he had the girls in his cart while Rob and I followed in another.
It took almost an hour to get to the stretch of stream we had been assigned, and another twenty to rig up. In a move that disappointed the guide greatly, Carmella decided I would be her partner and Les would fish with Rob. We fished until eleven, then broke for lunch. We'd all caught fish and some were a decent size, but this stretch was designated catch-and-release so we didn't get to keep them.
Rob became even more impressed when we were taken to a little shelter twenty minutes up the trail that had full amenities. Lunch was an impressive choice of rack of lamb or roast duck, both with veggies designed to complement the meat. There was even a small dessert.
We all ate sparingly, not wanting to carry a heavy load as we balanced on rocks, but it was hard. We stayed for about twenty minutes after the meal, enjoying a coffee and relaxing. When it was time, they took us to another, larger stream, with a lot of deep pools and impressive runs. I partnered with Leslie while Carmella took Rob.
We talked as best we could while we fished. "He really likes you, Jason. I think he has a lot of plans for you, even if you and his daughter don't click. He's worried about her and he thinks someone like you would be good for her. She's used to being the biggest fish in the pond and she's never been exposed to anyone who swims with the sharks. He thinks you scare her a little and he loves it."
"He's a good man. I think a lot of him. I think I make him a little nervous, as well."
The shadows were getting long and we were about to pack it in when we heard the shouting and whooping going on. Les and I walked down the stream to find Rob grinning like an idiot. He'd caught a 25-inch, 14-pound trout: according to the tape and scales, the stream record. Most would have taken it home and mounted it on a wall, but after the pictures were taken, he gently put it back in the stream.
"It was the catch of a lifetime," he said as he let it go. "I want another fisherman to experience the same emotions I felt when he hit."
They later printed out the pictures for him on professional quality paper. One went on the lodge wall. He framed the one of him holding the fish flanked by two supermodels and knew better than to hang it at home, so it hung on the wall behind his desk. It was the first thing anyone saw when entering his office..
He got about fifteen seconds of fame when he was featured in the big catch section of Fly Fishing Magazine, the same phot,o of course, with a glowing commendation for releasing it back into the wild. He kept a couple copies in his office for years and if he needed a calming moment, he would pull one out and look at it.
Monica seemed a little left out, and I had a thought that next time the girls were home, there would be a spa adventure in her future. Pauline didn't know what to think but in the end, she decided to be happy for her father.
You would think that when supermodels travel they would have mountains of bags but for the majority of them, that just wasn't true. There wasn't really any reason for them to bring a lot because they knew everything they needed would be provided. They were fashion models, after all, and they often kept the clothes they wore, in essence becoming walking billboards for the designer. Les and Carmella carried an overhead bag each, and that was it. I took them to the airport and after kisses and hugs, they were off. It would be five weeks before they were home again.
As they were going through security, Les looked back and grinned. "Stay out of our laundry hamper! Besides, we sent it all to our service this morning. Be a dear and put away our bras and panties when they get back, will you? And don't you dare wear them, it stretches them horribly."
Carmilla smirked as an old lady beside me looked shocked. I tried to comfort her. " I can assure you, madame, I do not wear their lingerie. They're too tight and mine are much sexier. Have a pleasant trip."
*****
Marta and I caught up Monday morning.
She told me how handsome I looked, and I grinned.
"I'm glad I wasn't your date. I can fight a little, but I don't think I could have beaten the horde back by myself."
She glowed a little and giggled. "I had a lot of fun. Mark was just a friend and he was impressed when I asked him to go with me. It led to expectations, expectations that led to disappointment. Still, I was asked a dozen times for my number. I even gave it to three who seemed like nice men. I have a date Friday and one Sunday. The third had to go out of town, but we'll be spending time together when he returns. Enough about me. How was your date with the Princess?"
"It went surprisingly well. I'm starting to think somewhere under that mantle of entitlement may be a person worth knowing, but the jury is still out. Did you manage to pick up any interesting tidbits?"
She frowned. "I think there may be a little trouble in Charityland. I talked to the second tier, mostly, and they all seem unhappy. I talked to a junior accountant and he told me in so many words he felt like they were due to be investigated soon. He was a little tipsy when he told me and as soon as he started talking, he was whisked away."
"That fits into what I've managed to dig up. I think my suggestion would be to seek another charity."
"And that's why they pay you the big bucks."
Marta was a little surprised when I told her she would be going to my meeting with Pauline that afternoon. Pauline seemed a little miffed I had brought her along, as well, but by the time the meeting was over, they seemed to be getting on well. Pauline and I came to an agreement and contacted the Chairman. I suggested it might be best if I take the lead.
"Why?"
"You still have to live here and he wasn't involved in any of the shenanigans that went on at the lower levels. He was; however, supposed to be keeping an eye on things and dropped the ball. He may be useful later, so I'll be the bad guy and you'll still have an opportunity to build a bridge down the road when he may be useful."
Pauline was looking at me oddly. "How far ahead do you think? Are there any more like Marta out there: eyes and ears for you?"
I grinned. "Honey Dear, that's a need-to-know situation. I always set my goals, analyze the best way to get there and gather as much information as I can before I act. A system that has stood me in good stead."
She grinned at the title. "I have my own plans, you know. I can't reveal the details, but you'll know soon enough what they are. Let's make the call."
We set it up in her office on a conference call. We got the pleasantries out of the way quickly.
"Mr. Wells, I am sorry to inform you that we will not be supporting your charity. We do wish you luck, and there may a specific action your charity takes that we may participate in, but for now, that's all we're willing to do."
"I'm struggling here. Can you share anything, any way we can work together?"
"Mr. Wells, how much did last Friday's event cost the charity?"
"I don't have those exact numbers."
"I do. Counting the venue, the caterers, the valet parking, the orchestra and the bar, it took roughly $150,000 and you hold two such events a year. According to my sources you netted roughly $225,000 in contributions, roughly half of what it cost you to stage it. That's not a very good return for investment. Your operating costs for your charity is $3,000,000 a year, and two thirds of that are in salaries. Your CEO was pulling in close to a million, the lawyer was billing a quarter million in hours, and the CF0 was approving the amounts and set his salary at $359,000. Two of the Board members profit from contracts with your organization. Roughly 80% of donations went to operating costs. That left very little for the thing the charity was funded for, helping people who need it."
There was a little silence as he gathered his thoughts. "I would ask if your numbers are correct but I believe they are. I've asked for an outside audit that I'm sure will reveal a lot of misdeeds. The thing that sticks in my craw is the lawyer put parachutes in, just in case they were ever caught. According to their contracts, if we fire them, they get a year's salary in separation agreements."
"I would advise you to take legal action, but I doubt you would get very far. You cannot beat them in court, sir, so I suggest you take it to the people. Expose the bad actors for what they are. It will make it more difficult to get similar positions elsewhere and it might gain you a bit of sympathy with your contributors. Take a full page out in the local paper, apologize to everyone, and list the ones who damaged the reputation of the charity. Reorganize, sir, and in a year, we'll revisit this discussion."
We rang off, and Pauline looked at me. "Think he'll take your advice?"
"I think in the end he's going to get a lot of advice and a few legal opinions, but he will have to do something along the lines I laid out or the charity will cease to exist."
We kicked around the possibilities of other worthwhile endeavors, and Marta made a suggestion.
"You should look into literacy projects, both here and abroad. I think it would astound you how many people in this world cannot read or write. I didn't learn to read and write until my mother moved us to America. I was nine years old. The overheads are fairly low on projects like this, and the exposure is very positive."
Pauline surprised me by agreeing with the idea, then asked Marta to spearhead the research. "There's still a few more we have made commitments to evaluate. If there is to be an event, I agree with Jason's opinion that you should also attend. Do not mingle with us, because it they even suspect you are employed by the company they may not be as free in their opinions. Agreed? Oh, and make sure to get a few more gowns. You need to look like you belong there. God knows you're pretty enough to garner attention, and the company will defray the costs. We'll fund it under research. No more Louboutins, though. That's a bit much."
Marta couldn't hide the smile on her face as she left and I think her opinion of Miss French went up considerably. I wasn't thinking when I spoke. "Miss French, I..."
She lunged across the table and grabbed my head. I thought she ws going to kiss me until she zeroed in on an ear and bit down. Hard.
"Ow! What was that for?"
"I don't think your memory is that bad. I think we need to establish a policy here. Every time you don't call me by my name it'll be a bite or three kisses, whichever you decide is less painful. AND I WILL COLLECT! Every time, no exceptions. This is not negotiable."
I let the silence linger a little before answering. "Yes, Honey Dear."
"Better, and use your imagination. A sweetie or other kind of endearment would be nice occasionally."
"Noted. Sweetie. Sugar. Baby. I'll work on a list. Now it's time to go back to work."
We stood and she instituted another rule. Every time we were in private, I was to kiss her hello and goodbye.
"I'm starting to think I'm going to need a manual."
"I'll print one up for you. Study it. There will be tests."
"Yes, sweetie pie."
That got another kiss and a shove out the door. "Go to work. Make my Daddy money. See you Friday."
"Friday?"
"If I could reach you, I'd bite you. Yes, Friday. Did you seriously think I would let you take my parents out to dinner without me being there? You might say something stupid like, 'we're not serious' and I would end up doing damage control."
Marta was busy, no doubt setting up shopping trips, and barely acknowledged me when I got back to the office. I sat staring out the window and grinning. Miss French was about to find out that making me do something I didn't want would be only slightly less difficult than herding rabid cats.
*****
I dressed for the occasion. After all, it was the boss and his wife. A certain amount of ass-kissing would be required, and I wanted to be dressed for it. The suit I chose was one I'd had made in London just before I left, and I hadn't had occasion to wear it yet.
We met at the restaurant. Giuseppe made a beeline for Monica before he saw Rob and peeled away. Pauline wore an understated little black dress that was simple and elegant, but at the same time sexy. I recognized the designer. In fact, now that I thought about it I'd seen that exact dress on Leslie at a shoot.
"You look lovely, Miss Pauline. Very fetching indeed."
Monica stood grinning while Rob suggested we get our table. It was the Chef's table, for VIPs and special guests.
We talked in generalities and I commented on the dish we were having, saying that it was very good but there was a little bistro on the smaller streets of Milan that was even better.
"I'd love to taste it," said Pauline.
"Perhaps I'll take you to lunch there one day."
Her eyes widened and I noticed for the first time she shared her mother's dimples. "It's a date."
Rob wanted to talk about our fishing expedition, but Monica shut him down pretty quickly. "Dear, if you mention fish one more time during the evening, tonight you'll be sleeping with them."
So then, that's where Pauline got it.
He immediately changed the subject, talking about the charity search. So far, every effort had been disappointing. Pauline brought up the literacy project, and he liked it, complimenting her. She was honest, and he was surprised when she told him the credit should go to Marta because it was her suggestion.
We were having a really good time, lingering over our coffee, and then it turned to trash. One of the men Pauline had dated and dumped was at the restaurant with a date, and when he saw her sitting with her parents and a stranger and having a good time, it offended him.
Pauline let out a little gasp when she saw him. I was on the opposite side of the table and was out of my chair before he made it to the table. He'd obviously had a lot to drink because he was weaving, but his tongue still worked.
"Hello, cunt! I see you've got a new sucker on the line. How long will he last? A week, a month? Long enough to fall in love with you so you can break his heart? You're a heartless bitch, but you know that, don't you? You'll end up fucking everyone who'll pay attention to you and die old and alone! You..."
Luckily, he wasn't loud but people were starting to stare. By then, I was around the table with my hands held up. "Sir, please do not make a scene. I think you should go back to your table. Miss French obviously doesn't care for your company."
He turned his bloodshot eyes to me, something new for the focus of his anger. He opened his mouth and I put my left hand in it, poking as hard as I could. He immediately started choking and gagging and I had him by the shoulders walking him away from the table. Giuseppe intercepted me with two waiters and walked him outside, tossing him on the sidewalk. He immediately starting vomiting, my hand and the alcohol not agreeing with each other. Then he passed out. Giuseppe immediately called the police; passed out drunks on the sidewalk of his restaurant was really bad for business.
His date was crying, and Giuseppe ordered her a car. We were at the end of the meal so we left just in time to see her getting into the vehicle and him still lying on the sidewalk. Before anyone could stop her Pauline walked over and stomped his crotch with the stiletto heel of her designer shoes. Even from where her mother was standing you could hear the high-pitched whine. I took her arm and led her away, giving her my handkerchief for her tears.
"I'm sorry our night got ruined. If you don't mind, I'll see your daughter home."
Rob shook my hand with passion while Monica covered my cheeks with kisses. I didn't ask, I just drove to the condo and brought her in. I gave her a brandy to help her get composed, and we talked. I think she told me things about herself she'd never told anyone and I just petted her and let her get it out. An hour later she dozed off snuggled under my arm, so I picked her up and carried her to bed, taking off her shoes and unzipping her dress. I stripped down to my shorts and crawled in beside her. She snuggled in and I was asleep in a matter of seconds.
I felt her eyes on me and woke up. "Good Morning! Breakfast?"
"Coffee."
I dressed and set up the pot while she freshened up. She was a bit despondent and quiet as she sipped. Putting it aside she looked at me. "I had a first last night. It was the only time in my adult life that I slept with a man and still woke up clothed. That wasn't very good for my ego."
"Probably not, but it was good for your spirit. You were with a man who thought enough of you to not take advantage when you were emotionally unstable. Tell me that doesn't mean anything."
She started crying and it took me a while to calm her down. She went to wash her face and came back giggling. "I'm going to have to do the 'walk of shame' and have nothing to be ashamed of. It's a bit depressing."
"Maybe not." I went into the girl's bedroom and looked through their closets, picking out cream colored linen pants and a pale-yellow top. I grinned as I thought about what Leslie said as I went through their lingerie drawers, picking a brand-new bra and panty set. Manufacturers were always sending them things, hoping to get them to wear and perhaps model them. These were from a high-end lingerie maker in France, hand cut and stitched.
I carried them out and gave them to her. "These should fit. I'm sure they won't mind loaning them to you. The underwear is brand new. The panties should fit, but the bra is probably a size to small. It may be optional."
She read the labels. "How did you know?"
"Years of experience. You're on your own as far as makeup and hair. When you get dressed, I'll take you to brunch."
I was used to the speed models got ready and knew it would be a while with her, but she was back in twenty minutes. Apparently, she had a kit in her purse because she had on understated eye shadow, light pink lipstick and her hair was up in a high ponytail that told me her hair was as long as I had suspected.
The outfit combined with the ponytail made her look younger and a bit innocent. I quite enjoyed it.
"Do you have any idea what these clothes would cost retail?"
"No, but your look would make it worth the cost."




I thought her tongue was going to come out my ear the way she was wriggling it in my mouth. She pulled back, pulled a tissue out of her purse and gently dabbed my lips. "I ought to leave it on there just so everyone knew you were claimed. Come on, I'm suddenly famished."
She knew the restaurant, and between the French Toast, the omelets, and the three blood orange Mimosas we had, we were quite full. She went into full pout mode when I took her home. I laughed and kissed her cheek. "Rest. You have a big day tomorrow. Wear jeans or canvas if you own any, and a comfortable pair of shoes, and by comfortable I don't mean high heels or sandals. We'll be outdoors most of the day. I'll be by at seven. if you're not up or ready, I'll go without you. Understand, Sugar Pumpkin?"
She tried really hard not to smile, but failed. I waved to Monica as she made a beeline for the apartment, wondering how disappointed she would be that we didn't have a lust filled night of passion.
She was out front when I pulled up, surprised at the vehicle. I was using the Range Rover, the girls asked me to drive it from time to time to keep it functional. She got into the SUV without a word. Rob met me as I was pulling out. "Are you taking her where I think you're taking her? If you are, good luck. She's fought me tooth and nail over the years about it."
"Well then, I hope she keeps her claws retracted. If not, we'll be back early."
She eyed me as I pulled onto the highway. "What was that about?"
"Nothing, Sugar Dumpling."
She tried to stop the smile, but it came through. When we pulled through the gates of Holloway Mountain she tensed up. "Why are we here?"
"Well, I intend to do a little fishing and hoped to enjoy the pleasure of your company. If the thought is so appalling to you, they have a very nice spa here. I'm sure you'll enjoy it."
She thought for a minute before deciding. "I'll spend the morning with you, but if this sucks as bad as I think it's going to, then my afternoon will be spent enjoying the amenities. All of them."
"Good enough. Breakfast first."
The restaurant at the spa was rated at four Michelin stars, and I think they underrated it. Tempted as I was, I ate light and Pauline noticed, following my example.
Chastity was to be our guide today. I thought Pauline would be more receptive with a woman around. Her threat assessment radar clicked on, and it wasn't until I asked about her new baby that it shut down. Chas showed her how to don the waders and the basics of how to use the rod. She looked up and saw me filming with my phone. "What are you doing?"
"Recording this for your father. He made me promise under threat of immediate termination if I didn't. Try not to fall in the water."
We were on what the guides called Novice Creek, a medium stream with soft flowing curves with little overhang. Pauline was a very determined woman and she saw this as a test, so she really paid attention and concentrated. Chastity had to talk her into relaxing, telling her if she was too tense, she wouldn't be able to cast well.
I was very glad I was able to record her first fish, a little eight-inch rainbow trout. The way she laughed and whooped, you'd have thought she had landed Moby Dick in a rowboat. I had to take about ten pictures of her before Chastity showed her how to remove the hook and release her catch. I thought, if anything, this would break the deal, but she was very gentle with the fish. Of course, she whipped out some wet wipes and cleaned her hands afterwards.
She almost didn't want to break for lunch because she was having so much fun. "How many did you catch?"
"None, Honeybunch. I was here today for you to enjoy this. I may cast a few after lunch, but this morning was all about you."
I had to show her the highlights of the morning and she got excited all over again. Chastity came into the dining room ringing a bell. "Ladies and gentlemen, I present Pauline French, a virgin no more! She's one of us now."
There were television screens in the room because it doubled as a sports bar on the weekends, and they all lit up, showing her catch her first fish. Her smile as she posed was brighter than sunshine. There was a round of applause and many came by to congratulate her. She talked about it on the way to the new stream. "I think most of the important people in the state were in that room. Do you have any idea how gratifying it was to have a State Supreme Court Judge give you a fist bump and say, 'You go girl'?"
"So that's what he does. I always wondered about that."
"Those people don't awe you at all, do they?"
"Not really. When we're at the lodge, we try to leave our day jobs behind. I'm sure they network with people they meet here, but they keep it away as much as possible. They're here for the fish. And the spa. And the pool and tennis courts. Maybe the championship golf course. The state amateur championship was held here last year. Do you golf?"
She kind of swelled. "I was on the golf team with Rosie Chu at college. We won all the way through regionals before an Ivy League team killed us in the semis."
Rosie Chu was the hottest thing in women's golf this year, winning three tournaments so far, and the season wasn't half over. "We must play sometime. It's been a while."
"Where did you play last?"
"St. Andrews."
Pauline just rolled her eyes and changed the subject.
This stream was a little trickier, and she managed to hang up twice before she got the right rhythm down. We were almost done for the day when it happened. Pauline had hooked what could only be described as a lunker. The reel sang as both Chastity and I hovered and coached. Then she took a misstep and dropped into a pool about three and a half feet deep. She went all the way under, well, except for the hand that held the rod. It stuck straight up from the pool as Pauline popped up, shaking her head like a wet spaniel with the fish still on the line. It took another five minutes to get it in. It looked suspiciously like the fish her father caught, except it was three inches longer and four pounds heavier. It broke the club record and after we verified everything, she gently put it back in the water, after she insisted I take one more photo, of her kissing the fish.
The clubhouse had heard the news and they were roaring. I signaled the bartenders and the spirits flowed.
"What's going on?"
"Every time a record is set, the angler has to buy a round for the house, kind of like when a golfer gets a hole in one."
"I didn't bring my purse in."
"You couldn't buy anyway. You're a guest. In this case the sponsor pays, and that would be me. Between you and your father, these trips are costing me a fortune."
She downed two shots of brandy and disappeared into the back with Chastity, coming out thirty minutes later in a club polo and freshly dried jeans. Her catch was being played on a loop and she got to relive it one more time.
I tried to give Chastity the tip she deserved, but she smiled. "Miss French took care of it."
I gave her a generous tip anyway; she was a college girl with a small child trying to work her way through school. She surprised both of us by hugging me. Then she grinned. "I have no right to ask, but I want an invitation to the wedding."
"What wedding?"
"Why yours and Pauline's, of course. You make a very nice couple."
"It hasn't gotten that far. It might not. I do enjoy her company."
"If you say so. You have a good week, Mr. Halston."
We got back to her parents' and I didn't get in park before her father burst out of the house. "How did it go?"
Pauline giggled as she hugged her mother. "I have video."
We linked up to the monster television he had in the den and he watched openmouthed as the girl who fought him for years whooped and yelled as she caught fish. When he got to the end he couldn't get over the fish she had caught.
"I'm so angry with you right now. We could have been doing this together since you were young."
She hugged him, kissed his cheek and giggled. "I'll make it up to you. Don't plan anything for after work Monday. You're taking me to the sporting goods store to get me kitted up with everything I need. Next Saturday, we fish!"
He couldn't hide his emotions. "Shouldn't you get your boyfriend to take you?"
"No! This is a father/daughter trip twenty years in the coming."
I saw Monica tear up a little. "Monica, next week, you're with me."
"What?"
"Let them have their playtime. I have something much better in mind for you. Saturday, eight AM on the dot. Be ready."
I turned to Rob. "You wouldn't mind if I entertained your wife for a little while, would you?"
Monica went bright red and it was all they could do to not laugh. "Only if you promise to be gentle."
"Not a hair out of place when she gets home, sir. I give you my word."
"Well, all right then."
We had a light dinner and Pauline stood. "We're going to go to my apartment, and if you knock on my door before noon tomorrow the place better be on fire, understand?"
I know I glowed, which made her parents smile. Pauline practically dragged me up the stairs. The apartment was easily eighteen hundred square feet and very tastefully decorated. I complimented her and she grinned. "Wait until you see the bedroom."
A month of built-up lust exploded like a nuclear device. I explored every square inch of her body from the top of her head to the bottoms of her feet. Pauline was a moaner until she got close, then she was a screamer. I'm happy to say I made her scream four times before dawn, and she got two massive eruptions out of me. We lay gasping for breath around three in the morning. When we recovered our breath, she asked me, "Where did you learn to do that?"
I smiled in the muted light. "You've heard the expression around the world? I have literally been around the world, Honey, and tried to pick up something new everywhere I went. I had a thought that when I do settle down, I want to be the best lover I can be so she never strays."
Her voice was soft on my shoulder. "A girl would be a fool to walk away from what you just did to me, and I'm proud to say my father didn't raise a fool. I know you don't love me right now, but you will before too much longer."
"I don't know. Maybe I need to play hard to get. That would keep you on your toes."
I thought she was going to snuggle deeper when the teeth came out. "Ow! Sorry, Honeybunch. I'll try to not let that happen again."
"Good. You wouldn't look nearly as handsome without those cute ears. Sleep, Honey, we'll continue this discussion in the morning."
She was asleep in a few seconds, and I discovered she was a snorer. Thankfully it was cute little rumblings and I fell to sleep listening to them.
Ten o'clock the next morning there was a knock at the door. Pauline came out of the bed like she was fired from a cannon.
"I'm going to kill them!"
Maybe storming to the door naked wasn't the most thought out course of action. Maybe me charging after her, naked as well, also wasn't a good idea. When she yanked the door open, Monica got a good look at both of us before she flamed red. Then she grinned and handed Pauline the tray she was carrying. "Here. I thought you might need some nutrition. Carry on, children. Pauline, Honey, it looks like you have a lot to work with."
I think I experienced my first body flush ever while Pauline giggled hysterically. "Thanks, Mom! I'll get back to work as soon as breakfast is over."
After she closed the door, we just grinned at each other.
"Well, that was embarrassing."
"It'll make a great story down the line. And how many future mothers-in-laws can tell her friends she knows everything to know about her son-in-law."
I froze up. The wheels had just come off the tracks and she could see it in my face. "Don't get upset, Honey. I should have said potential mother-in-law. Maybe I shouldn't have spoken so soon but you're everything I'm looking for in a man. Strong, confident, not scared of my father or his wealth. Somebody who can keep me in check when I start to do something stupid. And Honey, I've done a lot of stupid things in the past."
I was looking for my clothes as I talked. "We've known each other for a month. I don't even know how well I like you yet, much less if I could spend the rest of my life with you. I think power and affluence have gone to your head, Miss French. I'll be taking my leave now."
"No! Calm down. Please stay."
"I think not. Have a pleasant day, Miss French."
*****
Rob called me to his office Monday morning. "I ought to fire you! my daughter cried all weekend over you!"
Then he grinned. "You never heard me say this, but good for you. Pauline has led men and boys around by their nose since she hit puberty. It's about time she experienced the feeling that you don't always get what you want. Aside from that, you've been really good for her. Even her mother had commented on the different attitude. I myself think you have definite potential as a son-in-law. I know I'd sleep better after I retire if I knew you were by her side. That is not up to me and I'll do my best to leave you two alone. I'll make sure Monica does the same, as hard as that will be. She's already thinking about redecorating a couple of bedrooms for children.
"Watch out for her son, she's coming for you with all guns blazing. I only ask if it doesn't work out that you be decent about it."
"Noted, sir."
"Well then. Carry on."
Marta noticed my mood instantly. "Trouble in Paradise?"
"If Miss French calls, take a message. Do not put her through. If she tells you she's coming down, give me enough warning that I can be out of the office. If you think I'm avoiding her, you are as perceptive as always. I'm not running from her, I'm just afraid if she pushes my buttons right now, she'll find the one that says 'Detonate' and she does not want to do that. I don't want to do that because there would be no going back. I need a little time and space before I talk to her again."
Her eyes widened. This was a side of me she'd never seen. I didn't raise my voice, didn't say disparaging things, but she knew I meant every word of what I was telling her. She grinned. "Yes sir, boss. Ain't love grand?"
"I wouldn't know. If I ever find out I'll describe it to you in excruciating detail. It may take days."
She was smiling as she went back into her office. I heard the phone ring several times and at lunch she poked her head in the office. "Lunch?"
" I've learned your language, Marta. What you mean is you're hungry and want me to take you to something better than a pizza place. Let's go."
She almost got into the car on the wrong side before remembering. "If she kills you, can I have your car?"
"Do you even know how to drive?"
"No. If I had this thing, I'd definitely learn." she was saying as she sank into the soft leather, fiddling with the controls until she had them just right.
I'd found a little Creole restaurant one day while I was out just driving, familiarizing myself with the streets of my new home. It was small, with no decor, no soft lighting or fawning waiters. You walked up to the counter, read the list of what was available that day, and ordered. If you were eating there, an ancient waitress led you to a table. Usually, the table had someone already there. The first time I looked at the waitress and she grinned.
"Ain't got the space to put one guy at a table. You eat where we set ya or ya'll gettin' it to go."
I came to enjoy the random tablemates. Some were in construction, some secretaries or cubicle drones, some were doctors, lawyers or other professional people. I played a game. If I was with the regular people, I'd let my Carolina accent come out. If it was a bunch of suits and ties, I sometimes used my English to impress them.
I almost got banned once for bringing Carmella and Leslie with me. They were dressed in jeans and cute tops and almost makeup free. They still turned heads, but no one recognized them. Not too many fashionistas in a place like that. They went on and on about the food, and mentioned it one day on one of those fluff television shows as one of their favorite restaurants in their home town.
Business picked up until there was a line out the door by noon every day. Somehow the owner found out I was responsible for their free advertising and she thanked me and chewed me out at the same time. Since then, most of the time I got it to go.
The owner grinned when she saw us and made a beeline to my table. "You show up with another beautiful woman, eh? Cher, you gonna kill me, yes you are."
She was laughing when she said it and Marta surprised her by speaking to her in French. or rather, in Haitian Creole. I spoke fluent French, but the dialect made it hard to keep up. I think they would have still been talking if we hadn't had to go back to work. She said a few more things to Marta as we left and Marta blushed a deep red.
"What did she say to you?"
"Nothing."
"Seriously, what could she say to Miss Calm and Collected that could make her blush?"
Marta went quiet until we got to our parking lot. Just before we exited the car she spoke. "She says you're going to be my man. Said she had the sight and knew it to be true. Mona also said she was going to have her cousin work a spell and make me a potion to make it happen."
I thought about that for a second before I grinned. "Well then. I'll be making the tea and coffee from now on. Wouldn't want a little something special added to the cream, would we?"
Her spirit was back and she grinned "If I wanted you bad enough, I wouldn't need a potion. I'd have the keys to your heart before you knew there was a thief in the house."
With that, she flounced back into the building, putting a little extra sway in her tiny, but very well defined, ass. I followed, wondering if all this was really worth it.
A couple of days went by. I heard Marta in hushed conversations several times and on the third day, she walked into my office. "Lunch time. You're dining at Amaretto's. And you're dining with a companion. Please do this, and resolve things before it drives me crazy. I've talked to her three times and she says she'll behave. If she doesn't, walk out."
She turned and started out, stopping just before she went through the door. "Remember, you're to be mine. She's just a place holder until I can get your full attention. In case you're wondering, my love potion came. Did your coffee taste a little funny this morning?"
"It was fine, but tell me something. How come I've never noticed your halo of stars and bluebirds before now?"
Her laugh floated through the door with a parting shot. "Maybe you haven't been looking at me in the right light. Enjoy lunch."
*****
It was, in a word, tense.
I stood when she came in, and seated her. I was drinking a really nice tea and she wanted wine. She started to talk and I stopped her. "Not now. After we're done with lunch we'll talk. Let's not ruin a good meal."
We ate in mostly silence and when we were through, we settled down with coffee and another decadent dessert. "Is it all right to talk now? If it is, let me apologize. I've always been intense, always gotten what I wanted, and it just never occurred to me you might object to the agenda."
"Therein lies the difference in us, Miss French. You've always gotten what you wanted until you didn't want it anymore. I'm well aware of your failed relationships, especially your two failed engagements. It may surprise you, but you're not as universally loved as you think. I had people lining up telling me to avoid you like the plague."
I really think no one had spoken to her like that before. The shock was plain on her face and tears were starting to trickle down her cheeks. The confusion when I took her hand and smiled was also evident.



"That being said, I find you enjoyable to be around as long as the Princess is held in check. You're beautiful, mentally stimulating, and smoking hot in bed. All qualities I admire. Let me tell you about myself. First and foremost, I don't play games. You ask me what I think and I'll tell you, even if you don't like it. Up until I took this job, my life was one long example of dramatics and I'm happy to say it's behind me now.
"Now then, if you can stop planning the rest of my life and let things develop naturally, I would like to see you again. You've been warned, Miss French. Any game playing at all will result in a permanent split, and should we develop feelings and then you decide you'd like to take a better offer, you look me in the eye and tell me. BEFORE you act on it. Do you understand?"
She wrapped her arms around me and the smirk was back. "I think I can safely say that will never happen. Let's go dancing Friday. I'd say Saturday but thanks to what you did, I have to get up at 5 Sunday so we can be on the streams at daylight."
"Your father has had a grin on his face all week. I hope you give him the dream he's always wanted."
She got really quiet for a minute. "I don't think I'll ever forgive myself for not fishing with him when I was a child. Even if it doesn't live up to last week, we'll still have the memories."
"Good for you, then. I'm sure you'll tell me all about it Monday while we're 'in conference'."
"In mind-numbing detail. I'll probably have pictures."
"Even better."
I was smiling when I got back to the office. I think Marta frowned a bit, but soon the smile was back. Over afternoon tea she did a little teasing. "Jason Jr. and Maria."
"I beg your pardon?"
"Jason Jr. and Maria. That's to be the names of our first two children."
I had to wonder how serious she was taking this. "The first two? How many are we going to have?"
"We're going to have babies until you tell me to stop. I think four is a good number, but five is even better."
I looked at Marta and smiled. She was barely five feet tall and probably didn't weigh a hundred pounds. The vision of her nine months pregnant was very pleasant.
"I concede the two. We'll negotiate the others."
Her smile was dazzling. "No, we won't. The only way we would stop would be for us to stop making love. And I know for a fact after you sample this Island Goddess that will never happen. Back to work."
"Your halo is getting bigger!"
She looked over her shoulder, grinning. "I know. I gave you a second dose."
*****
Pauline picked the venue, an old-time ballroom with an orchestra of at least twenty. The atmosphere was perfect, muted lighting with small lamps on the table. There was even a girl dressed in a short uniform walking around with a strap across her shoulders holding a large tray. I hadn't noticed anyone smoking, and grinned when she came to the table. Her tray was filled with fresh cut flowers.
I bought a red rose and put it in a vase that was on the table for just that purpose. I didn't ask the price. The place was upscale to the point that asking prices would have been bad form. I probably paid her twice what she would have normally gotten as a tip and asked a question. "Who came up with this?"
The girl couldn't be much past her teens and her outfit was both sexy and demure at the same time. "Mine," she said as she smiled. "My uncle owns the place and offered me a job as a waitress, but I pitched this idea and he loved it. He doesn't have to pay me and I keep all the profits. I work Friday, Saturday, and Sunday and make more than many with regular jobs. It helps pay my college expenses."
"I hope you're pursuing a business degree," Pauline said as she held the rose.
"Marketing and Small Business," the girl replied as she moved away to another customer. By the end of the night there were half a dozen roses on our table and the young lady wrapped them for her to take home as we left.
We drank a little, one bottle of champagne between us. It was a good year. My mother was close friends with the owners. We spent most of the night dancing. The band had a good variety in their playbook, going from sedate waltzes to the jitterbug, the foxtrot, and other pieces. I knew most and we faked the rest, laughing as we made mistakes.
They had a vocalist I thought was woefully underutilized. Her range and depth were something you didn't run across every day, and she got everything she could out of every song.
At the end of the night, Pauline went home with me and we made love, a gentler coupling than our last encounter. It was just as good but different. She was responsive to everything we did. I learned her erogenous zones and surprised her when I licked her ankles. It seemed that really turned her on, as well as sliding my tongue down her spine, and lightly, very lightly, nibbling on her nipples, my tongue as soft and as feathery as I could make it.
When we were done, she snuggled into me crying lightly as she drifted off to sleep. Sometime in the middle of the night the beast came roaring back, and I thought for a minute we might break the bed but it seemed made of sturdy stuff and resisted all our efforts. We woke up as daylight streamed in, snuggled for a minute, then decided to shower together. It took two showers before we were clean.
"What would you like to do tonight?"
"Sleep," I said as I grinned at her. "We both have to get up very early so we're going to have to go to bed early. I'd like you to stay again tonight. If that's all right, we'll have to run by your house sometime and get the stuff you'll need. And by going to bed early, I mean early to sleep."
"In that case, I vote we go to be extra early, and not for sleep."
"Eight o'clock bedtime for us, then."
"I was thinking maybe seven."
"Maybe."
We managed to miss her parents while she picked up her gear. She sent her father a text telling him she'd be up and waiting by six, and we were off. We goofed off all day, going to a matinee movie and then window shopping at the high-end mall in which the theater was located.
She was looking through a window at something and smiling when the smile froze on her face. I looked around to see a man and woman with a small child, and the woman was very pregnant. Their eyes met and held for a second, and then they looked away. When I got closer it hit me who it was. Bob, her first fiancé, and his family.
Earlier in the week I had a visitor. It was Bob. I kind of remembered meeting him, but couldn't place him. He introduced himself as Bob. I looked at him and he laughed. "No nicknames, no titles, just plain Bob. Talk to you a minute?"
Marta got him a coffee and shut the door. He got right to the point. "I don't know if you remember me. I'm the Receiving Manager here, but I just got a promotion. Effective next week I'll be the Receiving Coordinator for all the plants."
He seemed really proud, so I congratulated him. He thanked me and got to the point of his visit. "I used to be engaged to your girlfriend. We were pretty close through the last of high school and most of college but she was kind of flighty, even back then. She'd be all over you for a week and then move on to someone else. The last time we were together I thought she had grown up and we were making all kinds of plans when she came back from a business trip, told me she had found her soulmate and moved away to be with him. I'm sure you've heard the story of what happened then.
"I wasn't particularly keen on talking to you, but her father asked me to. He's a good man and I'd do just about anything for him, but I'm uncomfortable with this."
He shrugged. "Maybe she's finally grown up. If you two get as serious as Rob seems to want, just be careful. She's a loving and wonderful woman when she wants to be. When she's not, well, she's just not. I wish you the best, but tread carefully and keep your eyes on her. That's probably the not the best way to start a relationship, but it is what it is and her track record is really not the greatest."
I sat and thought for a while after he left. Everyone from her father on down seemed to have faith that she was going to hurt me if we continued. And now he was in front of us.
"Jason, Pauline, how are you? Jason, I don't think you've met my wife." He introduced his wife and child as he fondly touched her stomach. "And this is Emma, when she decides to get here. I think it's going to be pretty soon."
His wife giggled. "He keeps saying that but in reality, I have another six to seven weeks to go. If she's like our first, the time will seem like a year."
They talked for just a second before leaving. Pauline had little to say and when we stopped for a coffee, I asked her about it. I was surprised at how honest she was.
"I was kind of in love with him for most of my teen years and college. When we finally got serious, I was the happiest woman in the world. We weren't that far from the wedding when I went on that business trip. When you get down to it, I think it was just pure lust taking over when I met Jamison. He was pretty, easy to talk to, and built like a Greek god. I have a feeling that some part of me realized all he wanted out of me was a roll in the hay, but I fell for it anyway. He was in my bed by the second day, and didn't leave until it was time for me to go home. It came out later that his pregnant wife was on a trip and that's how he had time to shack up with me."
She took a minute, a tear rolling down her cheek. "I'll never forget the look on Bob's face when I told him we were over. I think it was part sadness and part resignation. He once told me that deep down he knew it was never going to last. That hurt.
"Of course, when I got back and declared my love for Jamison, he panicked. Then he told me he was married and offered to put me in a love nest, so I'd be available whenever he could slip away.
"I was mortified and deeply ashamed. I couldn't face going home to my father and seeing Bob's face when the story got out, so I found a job a hundred miles farther north and stayed until Dad came and dragged me home. And there's the sad tale of what happened."
"What happened to Jamison?"
For the first time she smiled, and it was not a pleasant one. "When Daddy found out what I'd done with the man he was furious. If you're a company, it's financial suicide to piss off your biggest customer. When his boss found out why he lost his business, the guy was toast. Even though he lied to me, I asked Dad to show a little mercy; the guy had a wife and two small children. He didn't totally destroy him, but he did set back his career by years. The last I heard, and this has been years ago, the wife is the main breadwinner now. They stayed together, but she didn't trust him and life has been pretty miserable for him."
"We all pay for lapses of judgement." I saw her flinch and took her hand. "I wasn't speaking about you. There have been times in my past when I did things that on reflection weren't the most thought-out courses of action. Most normal people regret decisions they made in anger or pain, and there's a few instances when I would have loved to have a 'do over.' But in the real world you live with your actions, be they good or bad. Then you try not to make those mistakes again."
"That was very well put, Honey. There have been many, many times when I wished I'd done something different. But if we're smart, we try not to repeat the bad decisions we've made. I could be the poster child for bad decisions. I just want you to know that I HAVE learned and I don't want to look back on my mistakes. I prefer to look forward to my successes. And while I know you don't want to hear it yet, I'm going to count you as my greatest success, proof that I beat the odds. Don't dwell on it, but I speak the truth."
It was an impressive speech and almost had me convinced, but experience had taught me time was the best judge of promises.
We went home, and were naked within minutes and exhausted by nine, asleep before ten. I mused as I held her snuggled to me that life could be very pleasant with her.
The alarm went off at 4:45 and Pauline groaned, slapped her phone, and rolled back over. She would have gone right back to sleep but I jumped up, yanked the covers off her and swatted her very well-formed ass. She jumped up with fire in her eyes and then grinned. "Thanks, Honey. I'm guessing you'll be the official getter-upper in the family. Gotta fly."
She was showered and dressed in twenty minutes, her equipment gathered and in the boot of her car. "Wish me luck."
"You used up all your luck the first time you fished. People go their whole lives and never land a fish like you did your very first try. Have a good time."
She grabbed my ass, gave me a very nice kiss, and was gone. I showered and dressed, getting ready for my "date."
*****
Monica was ready when I got there, we put her clubs in the boot beside mine and were off. We had an 9:00 tee time, which gave us just enough time for a light breakfast before we hit the course. She hadn't golfed in almost a year; she loved it but Rob would rather fish, and she thoroughly enjoyed the eighteen holes. We paired up with a Judge and his wife, and they were fast friends by the fourth green.
Bonnie laughed as I bent over for a putt. "I know who you're married to, Monica. Is this fine young man your boytoy?"
"I wish," she said, enjoying the flinch just as I struck the ball. "He looks absolutely delicious naked. Fortunately, I have hopes he'll end up as a son-in-law. I'm going to do everything in my power to make it so."
They giggled and then Bonnie looked at her husband. "Well, if it doesn't work out, call me. We'll share."
I missed my second putt and looked up grinning. "Hasn't anyone ever told you it's poor manners to talk while a person is concentrating on a putt?"
"Perhaps you'd like to come over here so I could make better use of my mouth." As she said it she licked her lips. Her husband was trying miserably not to laugh while Monica went red. Bonnie was 67, I found out later, but she was a very well preserved, very hot 67. I'd have guess she was close to Monica in age, and she was 51.
"So that's the way it's going to be. All right then."
At the next tee, when she bent over, I whispered to Monica who burst out laughing just as she swung. "What the hell was that?"
"Oh, Jason just observed as you bent over to put your ball on the tee that you have a very nice rump, and he wondered what it would look like with bite marks all over it?"
"That's not true, Monica. I said nice ass, not rump."
The Judge shanked his tee shot and pretended to glare at us. "Do I have to issue a gag order here? And Jason, I can tell you that her ass looks very nice with teeth marks across it. I think I have pictures if you're interested."
None of us scored particularly well, but we had more fun than anyone on the course. At the end of the round the ladies went to freshen up and the Judge grinned at me. "You know, I watched you play once, on television. It was that Pro-Am Invitational in the Caymans three years ago, some sort of tie in with a modeling event. If I remember correctly, you and your partner came in second, losing by two strokes to the best golfer in the world at the time. Care for a serious round after lunch?"
"You of all people know the course is booked months in advance, and it will be impossible to get an opportunity to play this afternoon. Besides, the only reason we came in second is because my partner was the number one female golfer at the time."
He just grinned and called a couple of men from two tables over, asking if they'd like to make it a foursome. Besides being a Judge, he was also the President of the Board Of Directors for the Club. There was absolutely zero chance they would refuse.
We enjoyed a nice lunch and I grinned at Monica. "This is where we part ways. If you would follow this nice young lady, she'll tell you what you're going to do for the next few hours. I'll be back to pick you up at 4:30."
I didn't give her a chance to say anything, getting up and leaving her in the hands of her personal attendant. She was to be given every service the spa offered while I golfed with the Judge. I managed to get his wife included at the last minute, warning her I better not hear about any fresh bite marks when she was through.
I could hear their voices getting louder and more animated as we left.
These guys were serious golfers, very low handicaps and completely immersed in the game. We chatted some on the first nine, but it got serious on the turn.
Jay and Derrick grinned. "Usual terms?"
"Absolutely."
He turned to me so they couldn't see the smirk on his face. "We play for a hundred a hole. Two teams, no Captain's choice, you play your ball where it falls. You in?"
They beat us the first two holes before we hit stride. Between us, we had three birdies, three pars, and a hole in one, winning six of the holes and three hundred apiece.
The last hole was a par three, 120 yards from the box to the hole, and the green had a 12 degree slant away from the box. It was very easy to overshoot. I took a wedge, just trying to get close. The ball hit the edge of the green and very, very slowly rolled to the hole, teetering a second before falling in. The other guys were giving the Judge grief for bringing in a ringer, but were grinning the whole time. In the history of the course, there had only been five before me to ace it.
I reflected as we sat in the clubhouse how much being a member here was costing me. I had to stand rounds over the fish, and now over the hole in one. The place was pretty loud, and then suddenly got quiet. Monica and Bonnie had returned from their afternoon and I reflected that they were worth every dime I'd spent. They may have been mature ladies, but they rocked!
Bonnie had gone pure white with her hair, washing out the color. It hung in shiny ropes on her shoulders, touching the light grey silk sheath she had on. Her shoes were a matching gray, her eyes done in a smoky hue that set them off.
Monica had on a wraparound dress that was a vivid red with tiny white polka dots. It just barely reached her knees and the style left the front a little open, giving glimpses of very impressive cleavage and a flash of thigh now and again as she walked towards us. Her hair was three shades lighter, with highlights that glimmered like reflected sun. Her makeup was perfect, as well.
She threw her arms around my neck and I had to try and stop her from crying so she wouldn't ruin her makeup. Bonnie just grinned, and when Monica let go, she jumped into my arms and the kiss she gave me wouldn't pass a grandmother test. The Judge laughed as she dabbed my face to get the lipstick off. Then she leaned in and whispered, "I got my very first wax today and for the first time in my life I'm wearing a thong. Bloody thing is as uncomfortable as hell, but it makes my ass look damn good. All I need is a couple of bite marks and it would be perfect."
"I'm sure the Judge will rectify that as soon as you show him what's under that dress."
"Damn right he will. He may have to take two little blue pills tonight. If Monica's daughter doesn't work out, I have two granddaughters. They're almost as hot as me. Say the word and I'll introduce you."
"Can I have them both?"
She giggled. "If you can handle them. They're twins."
I grinned, wondering what she'd think if she knew it wouldn't be the first time I'd had twins in my bed.
*****
Monica smiled all the way to her house. "Thank you, Jason. I needed today. Things have been a little stale lately for me and Rob."
"Too much information, Monica. One look at you now should wake him up. Did you notice how many looks you got?"
She smiled. "Yes, I did. All from men like the Judge."



"You obviously weren't paying attention. I had two men who I'm pretty sure weren't in their forties yet ask me if you were single, or if you and I were in a serious relationship. And when that caddy came in to collect his foursome, he was so distracted looking at you and Bonnie the men had to push him out the door."
She flushed and then laughed. "I feel so alive! Rob better take some vitamins tonight."
"He was up early. Don't wait. Jump him as soon as you hit the door. When was the last time you enjoyed a romantic interlude in the middle of the day?"
"Not since Pauline was two. This empty nest thing might just work out."
Then she grinned. "That does not mean I'm opposed to grandchildren. The beauty of grandchildren is you can spoil them rotten, pour sugar into them, and then call Mom and Dad to pick them up. I'm hoping I get to do that soon. I'm not getting any younger here."
"You couldn't prove it by me. And here we are."
Rob and Pauline were waiting by the door when we arrived, no doubt to regale us with fish stories, but when Monica got out of the car and seemed to glide across the driveway, both of them lost their train of thought. She kissed Pauline on the cheek and laid a lip lock on Rob. Then she pushed him back.
"You smell like a fish, honey. Run on up to the shower while I say goodbye to the children. Then I'll be up to wash your back."
He stood for a minute before bolting through the door, calling his goodbyes out over his shoulder. Monica hugged us both and pushed us out the door.
Pauline had little to say for most of the drive. Then she grinned. "All right, what did you do to Mom?"
"I played a round of golf with her, then played another round with Judge Adler while she took advantage of the amenities of the spa. I think she needed reminding that she was still a beautiful and desirable woman. A fact your father is rediscovering just about now, unless I miss my guess. If the old saying about how you can tell how your wife will look in twenty years by looking at their mother is true, you're going to be one very hot grandmother."
She positively glowed.
*****
Marta was not smiling when I showed up for work Monday.
"You sure about this, boss?"
"Sure about what, my little Island Goddess?"
She colored up nicely and almost giggled before composing her face again. "Pauline. Are you sure she's a good choice? I'm not just saying that because you're supposed to be mine. I'm saying it because of her history. She's already bragging about the house you two will live in. Plus, she's getting someone to investigate you."
"You know this how?"
"The PAN."
"Sounds like some sort of secret organization."
"It is. It stands for the Personal Assistant Network. We talk, you know, and a lot of it has been about you. Before you say it, we never betray the trust of our bosses, but everybody is pretty much fair game and most of what we talk about is public knowledge. A couple of the girls really do not like her. At all."
"Good information to have. Do they know about our future?"
"Of course they do. Beverly and Shannon have gotten spells and potions as well. Management better watch out."
"Noted. Now, can we get some actual work done?"
We spent most of the day planning for a trade show we were attending. We were going to roll out some new products and do a lot of networking. The team I had put together were going to go down two days before to set up. Marta and I were flying in the night before, and between all of us the booth would be manned while Marta and I networked the big boys.
Just before we left for the day, she took my hands in hers and she had tears in her eyes. "Mona told me you were going to marry her, that she was going to break your heart, and that after you'd cleared your head, fate would put us together again. I want you to know I think you're worth waiting for, even if it does break my heart."
Then she cheered up. "Angelique."
"What?"
"Our second daughter. We'll call her Angel, for short."
I hugged her sadly. "You are a very complex woman, Marta. You tell me I'm going to marry a woman who will break my heart, then tell me the name of our second daughter. It just occurred to me; would I even get any say in their names?"
Her dazzling smile showed through. "Not the first three. Cybil has already seen them. She says Angel will be a blond and look a lot like her grandmother. She says you get to name the next two."
"Well thank you for that consideration. How did you know my mother was a blond?"
"I didn't until she told me about the hair. Then I looked her up. She's a very lovely woman."
That gave me a lot to think about on the drive home.
Three weeks later, after a rousing round of sex, as we lay in post sexual bliss, I asked Pauline a question.
"Did the investigators find anything interesting in my background? Anything you want to ask me about?"
She stiffened and sat up. "How did you know?"
I wasn't about to expose Marta. "Most of the people you talked to are still my friends. It didn't occur to you one might let me know someone was poking around?"
That part was true. Five different people had called, including Leslie and Carmella. Even more had been concerned and passed their thoughts along through the others. I'd called the girls right after Marta had told me and they warned everyone else, so the investigators learned very little that wasn't public knowledge.
"Your friends seem to be very loyal. I think the whole thing became a game to them. They'd tell the investigators all kinds of wild tales about you, or just smile and walk away. Even in bars and restaurants, they seemed to know who the investigators were. Then they started playing games, having their rental cars towed, using computers to check them out of their lodgings, reporting their credit cards as being stolen. The whole thing was very frustrating for them. Two gave up in disgust and quit."
Then she smiled. "They did talk to one model who was very unflattering to you. A little digging brought to light it was just sour grapes after you dumped her. What did she do that would make you get rid of someone that smoking hot?"
"Beauty isn't always just on the outside. We made promises and she broke them. Very few people ever get second chances with me."
She stiffened a little. "Are you angry with me?"
"Not really. You could have just asked your father. He had me checked out pretty thoroughly and I told my friends to be honest with him."
"You know he would never have shared that. There are lines he won't cross, and business is kept completely apart from personal matters. I've decided it doesn't matter and that we each have to take each other at face value."
"Good thinking. If one of us does something, the truth always finds a way to come out. All that being said, I think we should go to the next level. I haven't been seeing anyone else but if you have, we need to make this exclusive. Do you agree?"
She nearly threw me out of the bed the way she swarmed me. "I've haven't been with a man since three months before we met, and you're the only one for me. How exclusive? Dating exclusive or cohabitating exclusive?"
I smiled at her enthusiasm. "Dating for now. If we don't get derailed, the next will come shortly."
"This train ain't comin' off the tracks."
*****
French Enterprises was starting to get a lot of attention, thanks to my public relations work, our trade show booths, and our charitable enterprises. I had worked out a deal with Rob that had him sending his more promising employees to community college, paid for by the company. We had eight in the program, and twenty more applications.
In the months that followed, Pauline and I drew closer. Leslie and Carmella were still cautious, but accepting. I had moved out of their condo and gotten one of my own. Pauline was living with me full time by then and we were very happy.
On our one-year anniversary, she surprised me by dropping to her knee and proposing. "It's been a year since we moved in together. If I haven't proven myself by now, we have no future. If that's true, it will break my heart, but I'll move out immediately."
I grinned and pulled the box out of my pocket. "Well then, it looks like I need to seal the deal. Pauline Amanda French, will..."
"Absolutely. Yes. Hell Yes. Now put that ring on my finger."
When we made the announcement, her parents seemed happier than we did.
Marta had been getting more and more withdrawn and when the announcement came out, she put in her notice. I tried to talk her out of it but she was adamant.
"I can't stay here and watch you get hurt, no matter how much I love you. You remember this, Jason Grant Halston. Even if you don't see it now, I'm still destined to be your soulmate. You won't hear from me, but I'll be keeping an eye on you. I really hope it lasts and you find happiness."
She was gone.
*****
We'd been married a year and a half. Pauline was 32, not in the danger zone but the window was closing, so I brought up the subject of children. I was surprised when she hesitated. "We're still young. Let's enjoy a few more years before we settle down."
"As far as I'm concerned, we are settled down. Your clock might not be ticking, but mine is. Think about it, will you?"
Things were a little uneasy for a while before we fell back into our patterns. Pauline had to travel a few days a month, usually just day trips and back before bedtime. Once a month she was at the facility four states away, so she stayed overnight and packed as much work as she could into the two days. I would go with her when I could, but I had my own set of responsibilities and I gradually just let her go on her own.
I'd catch her staring vacantly out the window and wonder if she was thinking about children. It seemed high time to revisit that discussion.
*****
Then I ran into Bob's wife at a restaurant. I really didn't remember her, but when she introduced herself I invited her to share my table. Her husband had streamlined the supply chains in all the plants and his cost saving methods did not go unnoticed.
Rob had given him a car as a bonus. It was a Cadillac SUV with all the bells and whistles. Gina immediately took it away from him, declaring it the perfect mommymobile. We talked about her husband, the car, she showed me pictures of her three kids and I told her I hoped that soon I'd have a photo or two to share.
She looked at me oddly. "That's good, Jason. It seems you're recovering very well. When I heard you were separated, I thought your marriage was over. I'm glad you worked out your problems."
My instincts kicked in and I kept my voice neutral. "Thank you, Gina. Not many people knew about the separation. How did you find out?"
"I'm sorry, but it's pretty common knowledge at the Jefferson plant, especially after she dated Robert Sinclair. They were pretty hot and heavy for a while, but then it cooled. I'm glad, he was a bit of a player."
We ended lunch and she caught my mood. "I'm sorry if I brought up old hurts, Jason. Bob thinks the world of you and says you're one of the best things to happen to the company in a long while."
I kissed her cheek. "Don't upset yourself, Gina. It's all water under the bridge now. Tell Bob I said hi."
I thought about it for a little, then I decided to investigate. If it was all rumors and gossip, I'd let it go. If there was the least amount of truth in what Gina had said, my future with Pauline would be over.
Looking through my old contacts, I found the number I wanted. Fred Johnson wasn't a private detective, he was a security consultant with a global company I had used time to time in my old career. I gave him a call and we caught up for a minute.
"Freddie, this isn't a social call. I have a target I need investigated and it's hot. I'll send a dossier and photos within the hour. Spare no effort on this and take a month. She travels and I want a full picture. Can you do it?"
"Of course I can, my friend. She'll have four people on her round the clock starting next week. How dirty do you want this? Should we hack her electronics?"
"Absolutely. I want everything: phone calls, emails, texts, the works. Take a lot of pictures, especially if she seems to be up to something."
"I have to ask, if this business or personal?"
"Personal."
There was a long silence. "All right. I'm sorry, my friend."
"Don't be. There may be nothing to worry about, but I'd rather know than not know. Thanks, Fred."
The next month was difficult for me. Pauling caught on and asked me if I was all right. I put it off on stress from work and she stayed pretty close to me.
Neville called at the end of the month. "There's really nothing to report. She went to work, then home or her hotel room. She never spent any inappropriate time with anyone."
The tone of his voice knew he had something else. "But..."
"Well, she seems to have had a romance at one of the plants she called on a few months ago. It went hot and heavy for three months and then stopped. It's all hearsay and we have no proof, just what we overheard form the office workers. That and her lover bragged about bagging the wife of a hotshot from the home plant."
"Mostly though, I'm concerned about what my operatives heard in a restaurant, at a meal she had with a coworker. Let me play you the conversation."
An unknown voice came on, a woman. "So, Hon, how's the love life?"
Pauline was instantly recognizable. "As good as it gets, with the hubby. He really is a good lover."
"That's it. You're not playing anymore?"
"I didn't say that. Jason was giving me a strange vibe this month so I've been a good girl, just in case he suspects anything. I doubt he'd have me investigated, but better safe than sorry. I'll give it another month to cool down. Then I think I'll play until January. That's when I'm going off the pill and start our family."
That was all I needed to hear. The investigation was costing me roughly a hundred and fifty thousand a month, but I considered it money well spent and I could afford it.
She lasted another five weeks. Then she seduced a customer on one of her day trips. working until noon and then playing until it was time to come home. I had video and audio and should have pulled the trigger then, but morbid curiosity got the best of me. She played with an employee of the company on another trip, and picked up a random stranger at a bar on her overnight, screwing him until just before check out.
I thought about how to handle it and decided a picture was worth a thousand words, printing out a still from every one of her trysts, and added a few texts and emails that were particularly raunchy. I laid a note on top of it.
"Don't fight the divorce. I know you chose lovers that were married so they wouldn't talk. Their wives will be getting these pictures and more tomorrow. Let's not let it get to be too much of a public spectacle. Think about your parents and the company and don't let the mud splatter on any of them.
"I'll be gone when you get back. I'm not running away, but I think it might be a spectacularly bad idea if we're in close proximity right now. Don't call, don't text, you'll be wasting your time."
I popped in to see Rob, telling him I had a family emergency and was going back to England for a week or so. He was a good man and immediately offered his help if I needed it. I handed him the report on Pauline and asked him to read it after I left. It was just a document without pictures, I didn't want him or Monica see something they couldn't forget.
I realized as I boarded the plane that the one I regretted most getting hurt was Monica. We had become very close and she was always over at the condo. Pauline used to laugh and remind her mother I was married to her, not the other way around. Monica always laughed and said she'd better be glad Pauline saw me first. She spent a lot of time talking about baby names, and had already decorated a nursery in her house, painting it a neutral color.
Pauline looked at it with both parents. "Really, Mom?"
Monica grinned. "You're not getting any younger, you know. Best to be prepared."
And now I was on a plane out of their lives.
*****
It wasn't like the shit hit the fan, more along the lines of a waste treatment plant exploding.
Pauline got home from her day trip and after we landed in New York to transfer I watched her on video as she came through the door. "Jason, Honey, where are you. What a day I've had! I just want to relax, sip some wine and snuggle. We'll order in. Jason?"
I saw her looking puzzled because my Jag was still in the garage. She went to the living room first, then the bedroom, then the kitchen. When she got to the dining room, she saw the packages and idly picked one up. Her scream must have been really loud as well as it came through. Then she surprised me by fainting dead away.
I sent a text to Monica saying she needed to get over as quickly as she could and twenty minutes later, she came through the door. It wasn't locked, but even if it had been she had a set of keys.
By then Pauline was sitting on the sofa, staring at space. She wasn't even crying, just sitting there totally blank. Monica tried several times to get her to talk before calling 911. While she waited, she reached down and picked up some papers. Then she gasped and her own tears started.
Rob showed up a few minutes later with a look of thunder on his face. One look at his daughter changed that to one of concern.
Pauline spent three days in the hospital being evaluated and treated for shock. I felt bad when I found out about it, but not much. She had to try calling me every opportunity she had, and I let it all go to voicemail. I also didn't answer texts or emails. Then Monica called.
"HI, Mom."
"Jason? Jason Honey, I'm so sorry. Pauline had a breakdown and spent three days at the hospital. She's with us now so we can watch her. Is there any way..."
Her voice trailed off, realizing the futility of the question she was going to ask.
"No. None. This wasn't a onetime slip. She's been with at least five different men in the last fourteen months, all while I was begging her to start a family. That means she was unfaithful to me less than a year after being married. This goes a lot deeper than I think any of us realize, and I urge you to get her a counselor."
She was crying brokenly and I felt really sad for her. I tried to sooth her from four thousand miles away and she finally stopped. "Tell Rob I'm sorry. I'll be resigning within the month, and I'll be back in a few days to wrap some projects up and hopefully spend some time with my successor. Make it clear to Pauline she is not to contact me, speak to me, not come anywhere near me. If she does the resignation will become immediate and I'll leave."
"I... I understand. We're really going to miss you."
"I'm going to miss you, as well. It was like having a second set of parents and I loved every minute of it. Monica, I don't want you or Rob to take any blame for this. I'm pretty sure you didn't do anything wrong in bringing up Pauline. She needs to find out what triggers this behavior and overcome it. I have to go now. I'll see you in a few days.
When I spilled my tale of woe to my mother at her country estate, she tried to be sympathetic, but I had the feeling she had never liked Pauline and wasn't terribly upset that we had parted.
I spent two days with her before moving to a villa in Tuscany owned by Mom's new significant other. No one knew the connection, and it would be the perfect place to isolate for a few days. That was my plan until Leslie and Carmella showed up two days later and I got the same feeling from then as I did from my mother. I asked them to tell me the truth.
Carmella sighed. "There was something inherently unstable in her makeup. You weren't trained to notice, but I got glimpses of it from time to time. I had a long talk with her on your opinion of monogamy and she said she was in total agreement, but the way she moved her eyes and her body language said she wasn't quite sure about it. You say she may go into counseling. That's an excellent idea. I hope whoever her counselor is they dig until they find the root cause of her instability. If they do, they can move forward."



Leslie was a little more blunt. "I never liked the bitch. Never. I knew she would break your heart."
Instead of offending me, it made me smile. If your friends ever reached the point that they couldn't tell you the truth then that friendship was in deep trouble. Looking back, I can see how everyone close to me had tried gently to see what they saw but I was so in love I didn't understand.
"You know, you're one of the most intuitive people I've ever met until it come to romantic entanglements. I suggest if there is a next time, you be a bit more pragmatic."
"Sage advice, Carmella. I probably won't take it; some sort of character flaw I guess, but I'll work on it."
"What are you going to do now?"
I don't know. I probably won't stay in Ohio, but beyond that everything is up in the air."
"There's nothing wrong with Ohio."
"Spoken like a true Buckeye, Les."
"You could go back to your old company. It's yours after all. Michael is on the verge of a breakdown. The stress he has to deal with is getting to him."
"Only because he hasn't learned to tell those bitches to shut up and do their jobs. Models are like doctors, they're mostly narcissistic and have a god complex."
Leslie exploded with laughter and Carmella frowned. I strove to correct my mistake. "The exception is you, soon to be Dr. Carmella."
"Nice semi-save, Jas. I know what you meant. To a great degree it's true. That's why you're so good at what you did. You know exactly when to lend a sympathetic ear, or give a sharp kick in the ass. They listen to you, know you keep their best interests at heart. They know they can trust you with their secrets and their life, if it came to it. There's been a bit of a vacuum since you moved on. Time to come back and fill it. You have to admit, it would keep you from getting bored."
"I wasn't bored with what I was doing. It felt good to have average people around me for a change. Know what I discovered the difference was? Nothing. Really. They had their own set of traumas and hardships, the same dreams and ambitions. They may have been more modest and muted, but they were there. They were just as prone to jealousy, anger, retribution, infidelity or any other emotion as supermodels, business magnates or artists, but they mostly had a better grounding. A five thousand dollar raise meant just as much as a five million contract in their eyes, and some would do anything to get it."
"So you're saying everybody sucks?"
"Yes, and no. What I'm saying is we're all pretty much the same creatures of habit and environment."
"Damn, Jas, maybe you should get your own PhD. Not bad for someone who's specialty used to make the beautiful look even more so."
I shrugged and opened another bottle of Andre's excellent wine.
*****
I got back ten days later and cabbed back to my condo, wondering if it would be empty.
It was. On the same dining table I'd left my evidence, there was a simple letter. "I don't know if you're coming back, or if you'll ever read this, if you do, but I want to tell you a few things.
"First, I'm sorry I betrayed you. I really do love you, as much as I can grasp the concept of love. I know on a basic level why I did the things I did, I just can't understand why I keep repeating them. I have a feeling you were my last chance at happiness and I destroyed that pretty thoroughly. I've had a session a day for the last week with a really expensive counselor, thanks to my parents, and he seems to think I'm afraid of real life. His words, not mine. Me, the pampered princess, daughter of one of the richest men in the state, who has almost always gotten what she wanted since she was six, afraid of common things like commitment and children. Especially children. He said in our last session that I was probably the most spoiled person he's ever met.
"I told him about you and he looked you up. I saw most of what he had, and he must have had better investigators or your friends thought it really didn't matter now, but he had quite a different opinion of you. He said your reputation as a hardnosed businessman was well known in the business, as well as your efforts to do the absolute best for whoever you worked with, and your generosity with your friends.
I know you'll never forgive me, and I if I thought I had any chance at all of getting you back, I'd beg on my knees in front of everyone for you to take me back. Instead of the drama, I'm giving you a gift. Get a lawyer, write up a fair divorce, and I'll sign it when my lawyer looks it over. You keep what's yours, I'll keep what's mine, and we'll join the ranks of the once married. I will tell you I took a few things that had meaning to me from the condo. Nothing valuable, just the things that held fond memories for me. If you see something missing that you wanted, just let my lawyer know. I won't fight over whatever it is and return it.
"I know it isn't much, but that's all I can say. I'll always love you, always regret what I did, and wish you a happy life. Think of me from time to time, happy memories, and smile. I will."
She didn't sign it. She didn't have to.
I was in Rob's office the next day and he had a look of profound sadness. "I was really hoping this was the one. Monica and I have grown to love you like the son we always wanted. She's still crying. Maybe you can take her to lunch, or better yet have dinner with us. I know you want to leave, but please, reconsider. I had visions of turning the business over to you and Pauline in five years or so and retiring early, taking Monica on a world cruise or long vacation, then coming home to spoil the grandkids. You would have made an excellent CEO. I doubt Pauline will ever be ready to take the reins. I'll probably sell the businesses when I'm tired of running them."
"Rob, I'll always be grateful for the job you gave me and the trust you had in me, but it's time to move on. I'm sure you knew my answers and are already looking. I hope I'm around long enough to help you, but in thirty days I'm moving to Europe, at least for a while."
I looked up at his fish photo and smiled. "The girls aren't moving, and they'll need a fishing buddy, so I'm sure they'll stay in touch. Make sure Monica keeps playing golf, and make sure you pay the attention to her she deserves. She's stood by you during the long hours and missed celebrations while you built your business, and now it's time to pay it back."
Monica cried when I came over for dinner, almost constantly, but both Rob and I were gentle and understanding, and she actually smiled there at the end. I took her to lunch a couple of times and teased her as Giuseppe drooled over her from afar. Rob and I fished twice more on Holloway Mountain before I left.
I sat on the plane and wondered how he would like my goodbye gift. I'd stood them for membership to the club, paying five years in advance when they were approved. They should be getting the acceptance letter any time now.
I had a visitor two days before I left. I'd already gotten my PA reassigned to a good man, and was just tidying up when I heard the knock.
It was Bob, just plain Bob, and he had a sad smile on his face. "I wanted to talk to you before you left. I'm probably the only one in Ohio who can understand how you feel. She broke my heart and I didn't make it to the marriage. Gina says I shouldn't hold a grudge, but I still have unresolved issues I keep buried. That's not what I wanted to talk about. I want to talk about Gina. She brought me around, showed me that true love was still possible. Seven years in and I'm still convinced she walks on water. You're a good man, Jason. Your Gina is out there somewhere. May good luck follow you in your life from now on."
And just like that he was gone. It did make me feel better.
*****
Eighteen months went by. I spent a month at the Tuscan villa, soaking up solitude and healing. I started out small, but soon I was back in the driver's seat of my old company. I never sold it, just turned the day-to-day operations to my subordinates while I went off and played at being a middle manager.
I dated after a few months, and with my looks, wealth and business connections, I had women throwing themselves at me. It was fun, and getting all sweaty with models and heiresses can never be underrated, but usually by the fourth date they realized I wasn't ready to commit. The ones who wanted substance faded away, the ones that just wanted to have a good time stayed in my orbit. Still, empty fun is better than no fun.
Carmella came to me about with a business deal. She wanted to buy a minority share of my business and give it to Leslie, something she was a bit familiar with and hopefully not take a lot of training. I thought about it and agreed, selling her ten percent with an option to buy fifteen percent more over the next five years.
After that, whenever we did a shoot together, Leslie wore two hats: model and businesswoman. Carmella and I had coached her and she had developed far beyond the shy beauty she had been when she first started.
We contracted with a sports magazine to do a swimsuit spread. Pretty run of the mill stuff until we ran into a problem. There was a young model, just eighteen, who found out she wasn't getting the cover and became a big problem. She disrupted two days of shooting, and in most businesses and especially ours, time is money. Leslie was handling it and she called me, outlining what she was going to do. it sounded like so much fun I dropped what I was doing and flew out to the island location.
I got there just in time to make the meeting between Leslie, the model and her agent. I carried a manila envelope with me, sliding it over to Les. She peeked in and grinned.
The agent started the meeting with the hope that we could work this out. Her stunning natural beauty should assure her the cover and he couldn't understand why we were being so difficult.
Leslie exploded. "Natural beauty? There's hardly a thing natural about your client. She's had a nose job, a hair line adjustment to take out a very pronounced widow's peak, her cheekbones have been shaved, and her lips thinned. I understand she's due some chin work after this shoot. So tell me, where is this natural beauty you go on about?"
She opened the envelope and a photo spilled out of the model when she was thirteen, her mouth full of braces, wearing thick glasses, her thick hair going almost to her eyebrows, with a pronounced hook to her nose, and a chubby face. The model took one look and fainted. She was South American, and there were several countries there where beauty was big business. If you ever see a flawless woman from one of those countries glide across a stage it's a pretty safe assumption that how she looked now was a bit different from her early years.
Les drove her point home. "Regardless of how your client got her beauty, she is still an exceptionally attractive woman. This shoot will be good for her career and maybe in a year or two she'll have a cover. It won't be this year. When your client wakes up tell her that. And tell her that if she isn't on that beach ready to work by noon today, not to bother. I'll replace her in a second. I already have two on standby hoping she stays difficult. You should also tell her that her misbehavior will get around, and good shoots will be a little harder for her to come by, particularly with this company. Is this matter settled?"
I thought the agent was going to break his head off the way it was bobbing. We walked out while he woke her and explained how the real world worked. Models were commodities, like wheat or corn. If it's molded or unfit for use, the price and availability goes way down. The sooner the guys and girls learn this, the better off they are. I do have to say the newer models are a lot savvier and better educated than ten or fifteen years ago, probably because they viewed it as what it was. A business.
Leslie grinned when I told her how well she did. "I didn't even have to mention the vision surgery or the ear tacks. There's probably not one thing that's original equipment on that girl. Can you hang around for a day or so? I have a surprise for you."
"I can stay until tomorrow afternoon. Then I have to meet the crew for some snow shots in the Artic Circle."
Leslie shivered. "I remember my first one. I nearly froze to death. You got the sauna room set up yet?"
"It'll be right behind the cameras. We'll shoot a minute, tops, before we hustle them into the warmth. Nothing motivates you to get it right quite like subfreezing temperatures."
Carmella flew in and I entertained her with stories about what a tough little bitch her lover had turned into. She just smiled and hugged her tighter. We shared the suite Les had rented and spent a nice night talking about old times.
"We went fishing with Rob the last time we were home. Monica still tears up at the mention of you. They can't get over you giving them a membership."
"They deserved it."
"It was also a nice thing you did flying them over to visit you and you mother, as well as her new husband, at his villa. He seems a good man."
"He is. He lost his son in Afghanistan early in the war when the English were still heavily involved, and his daughter died of an accidental overdose at a party. He was pretty lonely until he met Mom."
"I've seen the pictures. You're the closest thing he has to a son left. You should have heard Monica when she talked about how impatient they were getting for grandchildren."
"It's still a bit early to walk that road again. I still have faith the right one will show up."
I thought about their grins as I dropped off to sleep. They were up to something.
*****
Something turned out to be about five feet nothing of Island Goddess. Marta came up behind me, wondering why the girls had wanted her to come here. She had become friends with them and they supported the literary project she headed on her home island. They had five schools going and they all existed solely on donations. I sent a hefty sum twice a year, and I knew the girls had talked their friends into helping out. Thanks to the combined efforts, 220 children got an education, enough to eat for them and their families and clean clothes to wear. Marta hired the best of the parents for support roles, cooking the meals, maintaining the buildings, providing transportation, everything it took to keep the schools running. They hired the very best teachers and paid them well. Their second set of high school seniors were going to graduate soon.
She saw who was sitting with them, let out a shriek that let everyone on the island know she was there, and plowed into me so hard we both went down in the sand. The girls had huge grins on their faces as they helped us up. When I sat down, she sat in my lap and refused to move. After about the fortieth kiss I managed to pry her lips off me to tell her how happy I was to see her.
"I've missed you, my little Island Goddess."
"I know. The priest keeps me informed. Oh, before I forget."
She pulled out a little vial and dusted it across my hair and shoulders.
"What was that?"
"The remainder of the love potion I've been carrying for almost four years. You'll never get away now."
I looked down in her beautiful face and had the thought that maybe I wouldn't try so hard this time.
*****
A year later I was standing under a bower in a garden in Tuscany, waiting for my bride. There was a preponderance of models there, most friends, and a few who wanted to see what kind of woman finally captured my heart.
The string quartet started playing Canon in D and she appeared in a lace and satin gown, a wreath of pearls and lace around her face. She held tightly to the arm of the man escorting her. I had invited Rob and Monica and they surprised me by coming. They had become friends with Mom and my new stepfather, and visited each other twice a year. When Monica met Marta and found out her parents had passed in a plane crash, she stepped in, performing mother of the bride duties. Rob decided if Monica was doing that, it was his duty to present the bride.
When the priest asked who gave the bride, his voice could be heard clearly. "Monica and I do."
My best man grinned hugely. Carmella had on an elegant tux that matched mine ,but left no doubt a woman was wearing it. Leslie was dolled up in a pink creation, standing for Marta as Maid of Honor.
As the sun set on a glorious Tuscan day, with the scent of fresh grapes and new mown hay hanging in the air, Marta and I became one. I lifted the sheer veil from her beautiful face and shared our first kiss as husband and wife. I felt her tiny body against me and imagined I could feel a baby bump, but she was only two months along.
The reception lasted long into the night. The last sight I saw as I took my bride upstairs was of Carmella and Leslie snugged together in a slow dance. Mom and Nigel was just past them, then Rob and Monica.
Everyone was hungover a bit the next morning and a little slow, but when Marta announced that our first child would be arriving sometime in late March, the mood got festive again. I'd flown in two uncles from my father's side, along with their wives, two cousins and their husbands. My grandfather wanted to come, but his health wasn't that good. Marta promised him we would visit within the month.
Six weeks later we were in the mountains of North Carolina, in a big farmhouse. My grandfather was quite taken with the little Goddess. The cousins, uncles, and aunts didn't know quite what to make of us, but they warmed up pretty quick. I took Marta on a few walks along the streams and fields of my childhood. She surprised me with a request.
"Will you buy us a vacation home here?"
I showed her the eighty acres I'd inherited from my father. There was a modest house there and I had a cousin living in it and taking care of the property. Marta wasn't interested in it, she pointed to a bench halfway up a mountain. "There. I want a log cabin there."
Her idea of a log cabin and my idea of a log cabin were completely different. Mine had an open floor plan and hers had two stories and six bedrooms. Guess which one got built. The first time we spent the night in it I knew one of these days we'd come and never leave.
Marta traveled with me in her old position as personal assistant until she got close to her due date. I purposely handed off all my business to my partner Leslie, starting two weeks before the expected date and a month afterwards.
Jason Halston Jr. was an easy birth, according to the doctor and nurses, but I still shudder when I saw how much pain it caused Marta. I wasn't sure I wanted her to experience that again. When I told her my thoughts she stood as tall as her four foot eleven and a half inches would let her and gave me an earful. I never brought it up again.
Two years later Maria joined us, and the year after that it was Angelique. I was ready to stop, but Marta got that expression on her face that told me we'd stop when she was ready to stop.
The next year the twins arrived and Marta finally said enough and closed the baby factory. I got to help name then. The boy was named Andre Robert, for my stepfather and Rob. Tiny little Ashley Monica, after my mother and Monica, would grow up to be an almost exact duplicate of Marta, down to the size. She'd always be the baby of the family and her size may have had something to do with it.
Both sets of "grandparents" doted over the children. Monica picked out a small villa, near my mother, and they bought it. An event had happened that made Rob reexamine his life goals and he sold his businesses for a nice piece of change, and they retired. They lived in Ohio for a bit before relocating to Tuscany. I walked in one day to see them holding the twins while my mother and stepfather grinned at me.



"What?" Monica said when she caught me staring. "Your children are the closest we're ever going to get to being grandparents. Get used to having us around."
Both sets of grandparents went house shopping and found them a property less than ten miles away. They moved in over the next few months after the repairs and modifications they wanted to the house were done.
I came by one day to find Monica sitting in a rocking chair, holding my youngest daughter, with tears in her eyes. She was looking at a photo of Pauline.
*****
Rob called me one night in a panic. "Jason, can you come? Something's happened."
I heard a great deal of pain in is voice and my first thoughts were of Monica. "Is everything all right?"
"No. Pauline died last night."
They would tell me snippets about her life from time to time. She continued to see her therapist regularly and seemed much improved. Three years later, she remarried and was very happy for a couple of years. There was even talk of trying for a child even though she was almost forty. Then she caught him cheating. Twice. The third time she started divorce proceedings. The man thought he was going to get a gold mine in the split, but everything important was still in Rob's name. They ended up selling the house and splitting the proceeds, and Pauline had to pay alimony for three years.
The day after the divorce was final, Rob fired him. He tried to take Pauline back to court, but his lawyer told him it would go nowhere fast and cost him a good bit. He left the area and no one cared where he went.
Pauline went into a downward spiral of depression. She told Monica it was cosmic revenge for what she'd done to most of the men in her life and she'd just have to accept it. A year later she seemed to be coming around, and then she didn't show up for work for two days. Monica couldn't get her on the phone so she went to her house and found her on the floor.
There were no drugs in her system other than the normal amount of her prescriptions and the autopsy showed it to be a heart attack. No one could explain it because she was in fairly good health.
Marta and I helped make the arrangements. There were a lot of people at her funeral, many from the charity organizations she had sponsored. Most were there to express their condolences, but a couple wanted to make sure the money kept flowing. By the look in Rob's eyes, I had the feeling the company sponsorship for those organizations would be coming to an end shortly.
Bob and his wife Gina were there and we talked a bit at the wake.
"It's a shame," he said. "She was rich, beautiful and had a charmed life except for her romantic struggles. I talked to her about six months ago and she seemed to be on the mend, talking about a new program I'd started to allow materials to flow more freely. She seemed really upbeat. I hope she was happy, there at the end."
So did I. She was only forty-three when she passed. I wondered what her last thoughts were, if she had time. What did she regret? What had given her joy?
Rob and Monica carried on for a while, but the joy was out of their lives. Then we had the twins and the decision was made.
Ten years later, when Rob was almost seventy-five, he and Monica invited us over for a talk.
"We're getting old, son. Our time on this earth is about over. We've talked it over. Our will has been updated and I don't want to hear any arguments. The kids will get half our estate, with Marta as executor. Between your parents and your businesses, they'll never want for money, but we want them to have it. The rest will be in a charitable trust, The Pauline French Foundation. You two will be on the board of directors."
What could we say?
Monica went first, two years later, and Rob puttered around like an old engine slowly running out of gas before he followed her in nine months. We flew back to Ohio to lay him to rest beside his wife, in the same cemetery that held both their parents and Pauline in a family plot.
Andre and Mom went shortly afterwards. Andre had left us a letter saying how much he'd enjoyed having a family again after his children had passed, and how the kids had kept them alive. I did part of his eulogy and talked about how lucky I was to have two excellent fathers over the course of my life when so many never got to experience that joy, while Mom wept softly in Marta's arms.
When Mom passed and the will was read, we were stunned. We had no idea what Andre was worth, and Mom had an estate worth three million. We got the estate in England and the villa in Tuscany, as well as some very valuable commercial property in four countries. After the proper taxes were paid, we still had an amount in the tens of millions, so Marta and I retired.
We still kept busy. Marta still sponsored her schools but now that she had serious money, she expanded it to three times the former size. I took over the administration of the Foundation.
There's a large painting of Pauline in her thirties, elegant and smiling, that hangs in the entranceway of the building that houses the charity, along with lesser portraits of Rob, Monica, Andre, and Mom. I'd commissioned the paintings as a tribute to them.
May they all rest in peace.
We lived in Tuscany another two years, but with everyone gone, the place was haunted with too many memories, so we moved to our cabin. Their cousins go crazy listening to the kids talk. One minute they're speaking perfect French or Italian, the next it will be Oxford inflected English, and the next they'll be slinging "ya'lls" around. And if they start speaking Haitian Creole, they just walk off.
*****
I'm pushing sixty now and look it, while Marta has that ageless beauty that defies time, looking as hot at 54 than she was at 34. I bet people wonder why she's with the old geezer. She says it's because I may as well be made of money, and my equipment still works. Very well.
I contracted a famous painter that had specialized in animals through most of his career to paint portraits of Carmella, Leslie, Marta, and me, after we pass, so we can hang in the little gallery at the charity headquarters. He painted a portrait of two children sledding, seconds before their senseless death, as a favor for a friend. It's not publicly shown, but I had an opportunity to see it. It will leave you with tears in your eyes when you realize the joy on their faces are just a few seconds away of being gone forever. He also painted a picture of his future wife, a successful writer specializing in children's literature, that is so well done it's like she's about to step off the canvas.
His fee is pretty steep but worth it, and I just wrote him a check when he quoted a price.
I organized my desk and left for the weekend. The kids were at the cabin. All of them, along with our five grandchildren, so far, and their spouses or lovers. It'll be a pretty full house. They're all there for our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, and I have a special surprise for Marta. I'd gone by the Creole restaurant, now run by the children, with a request, that resulted in a small vial of white powder. It looked a lot like cocaine, but was more than likely baking soda or something along those lines. Whatever it was, it would be all over my wife by the end of the night. I considered it to be a booster shot. It'll make her halo of stars shine a little brighter.
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This is a prequel to Split Trails Ranch
Chapter 1
It was hot. Godawful hot. I thought Colorado would be cooler. What I get for thinking, I reckon. I wondered for the hundredth time why we were here.
I grinned at the thought. We were here because my brother Zeke and I got a hankering to go 'yondering' as our Pa liked to put it. I'm pretty sure he had no idea what was going to happen, or that I would be hiding from my enemies in a cave while they searched for me.
Zeke was the third son and I was the fifth in our family. Our father had a pretty big spread down in Texas, right on the Rio Grande, but it wouldn't amount to much if it had to be split between five sons and a daughter. Our two oldest brothers had already left the nest. One was in Arizona. He had a horse ranch and was in the Arizona Rangers. The other was a County Sheriff in the Hill Country of Texas, with a ranch/farm. They were both carrying on a family tradition of service in law enforcement. My father was also a Captain in the Texas Rangers.
Zeke was 23 and I was a month shy of my eighteenth birthday when he started talking about heading for Colorado to try and get in on the gold strikes happening there. We were pretty much partners around the ranch. We worked well together and folks tended to leave us alone. Most of it had to do with who we were but some of it was because of our reputation.
Zeke was the most direct fellow I ever met. He didn't believe in beating around the bush and if he had something to say he came out with it good or bad. I was the quieter one until I got riled. Even then I didn't talk much, preferring to let my pistol, knife, or fists carry the conversation. Without bragging I was hell on wheels with a six gun. The only one even close was Zeke. He wasn't quite as fast but deadly accurate and didn't stop until everybody he was up against died or gave up.
We never much talked about it and people didn't realize how we were until the spring before we left. We were going out to a line camp next to the border to relieve the hands who had wintered over. I laughed, telling Zeke the lure of cold beer and hot women would have Jose and Dan ramped up and ready to go when we got there.
Chapter 2
Something was wrong. We could read the sign and feel it. There were no horse and cattle tracks around the springs and creeks we crossed newer than last week or longer. Dan and Jose might be a lot of things but slackers weren't among them. They were excellent stockmen, the main reason Pa had sent them out. If the tracks were off there had to be a reason and it wouldn't be good.
We came up on the line cabin and sat back a ways, sizing it up. We could see through the field glasses Zeke carried that the door was wide open. Without discussing it I angled one way and Zeke went the other, approaching under as much cover as possible. We may as well have ridden right on in. I stepped through the door first going to the right, Zeke going left.
We found Jose on the cabin floor. He'd been dead two weeks or better and the critturs had been at him something fierce. We rolled him in a blanket as best we could and carried him outside. It took us a few hours to find Dan, hunkered down in a buffalo wallow a couple miles out. His weapons were gone, but judging by the spent shells we found he'd put up a pretty good scrap. There wasn't much to move so we brought out the shovels, carried Jose with us, and buried them both in the wallow. We put up two crosses we knew would be gone by next spring, read from the Book, and said our farewells.
Neither of us were inclined to sleep in the shack so we rolled up in our blankets under the moon. The next morning we hit the trail. It had been a while but there hadn't been that much rain and 500 cows left a lot of tracks. They went straight to the river and Zeke didn't hesitate in following.
We rode in Mexico about as often as we did at home and both spoke pretty good Mexican. In fact, our stepmother was Mexican from one of the better families in the region. I was a little better with the language because I had a weak spot for the exotic looking, raven haired senoritas. A hankering that led to a couple of scraps over the locals objecting to a Gringo sparkin' their women. It never got out of hand because the family on our mothers' side made it plain they wouldn't interfere if it was one on one. Gang up on us, though, and they'd lend a hand.
It only happened once. I thought I was a goner, holed up in a cantina, down to three shells in my pistol when Zeke showed up with Uncle Miguel and cousin Santos and a few of their riders. The got behind the boys, disarmed them, and called me outside.
Uncle Miguel asked who I had the trouble with, cut him out of the herd and gave him his pistol back. "Face him like a man puta, or we kill you. You wanted him, there he is."
He had sand but I hadn't had a meal in two days or slept for 36 hours, so I had a little anger built up. I gave him all three shells as he tried to bring his pistol to bear. After that I was mostly much left alone.
We followed the tracks for three days until they ended in a pretty good sized town. Most of our cattle were in the pens, bound no doubt to the slaughterhouse as food for the military. We barely glanced at the cattle as we rode in. We didn't stand out being as close as they were to the border so people mostly ignored us.
Two riders in a hurry can travel a lot faster than a herd so we weren't much more than two hours behind them when we hit town. We knew they probably hadn't finished the sale of the cattle and were still in town somewhere. As near as we could figure from the tracks they were no more than five or six riders. That few vaqueros pushing that many cattle that fast would leave them pretty wore out.
We stopped in front of the best looking cantina, beat as much dust as we could off us, and stepped inside. It was afternoon so there wasn't a large crowd. We bellied up to the bar and ordered the dark Mexican beer we were partial to, thanking the bartender in his language. We let the first two slide down to give them time to get used to us, then started talking to the bartender and one of the patrons at the bar.
We introduced ourselves by first names only, bought a round, and started talking about range conditions and general business. "Our Pa sent us down to see about maybe selling some beef to the Army. We heard they were having a hard time fulfilling their quotas," said Zeke. "He'd sure like to get in, business is a little slow in the States right now."
What he was talking about was common knowledge. Central and Western Mexico had been in a hard drought for a couple of years and the cows responded, losing weight and not dropping calves as often. Good beef was hard to find right now. Mexico bought from border ranches when they could, as did the U.S. when opportunity came up.
They were full of information and directed us to the local Quartermaster, who happened to be in town to purchase a small herd. We bought them another round, chatted for a few more minutes, and left.
Chapter 3
The quartermaster was a middleaged man who wore his years on his face. Despite his droopy appearance and his massive mustaches he was a pretty sharp cookie.
Zeke introduced us as potential business associates, asking about prices, delivery dates, and numbers. The man knew of our ranch and was pleased we had expressed interest. His prices were fair, even a bit higher than what the US was paying. Zeke set the hook.
"Can you handle about five hundred head now, maybe 500 more in a few weeks?"
"We can, Senor. More if you have them."
"Well good then. Those cows that just came in are ours. They carry our brand. Now we can handle this a few ways. You can take my word for it and pay us, we can get the Federales involved, or better yet your commanding officer. I don't give a damn who drove them in or what kind of deal you struck those are our cows. How you handle this will bear on any further business we do. One thing you may want to think about. They killed two of our hands in cold blood and we will be looking them up as soon as our business is over. After we meet one group or another won't be your problem anymore. Maybe both. Just in case I'll post a letter to our father saying you acted in good faith and he should honor the deal I made with you. I would ask that if this ends badly for us you contact Miguel Vasquez and hold our bodies for him. He's our uncle and will fetch us home.Your decision, Major."
Talk about a rock and a hard place! The Major had a hell of a decision to make. I think the opportunity to purchase more beef swayed him and the fact that we claimed Miguel as our uncle sealed the deal. He was a pretty big deal in that part of Mexico. "All right. I'll pay you the agreed upon price right now, in gold as requested. The men you are looking for are the Montoya Brothers. They have three men with them and right about now they'll be at Marias' Cantina. I have to warn you they do not like Americans there and they won't be happy when you show up."
"Thanks, amigo. They'll be even more upset when we leave. It should take us about an hour to conclude our business. We'll stop by for payment on the way out of town. A pleasure doing business with you, sir."
We shook his hand and he surprised us by offering to send a few troopers with us to the cantina.
"No need to bother the Military. They got their own problems. We'll handle it."
By now it was gettin' pretty late in the evening. We checked our weapons and took a liesurely stroll down the boardwalk. I nearly stopped and went in when we passed a restaurant, it smelled that good. Zeke's stomach growled and I grinned.
Maria's Cantina was not a first tier place. It was smaller than I hoped and the locals eyed us with displeasure when we walked through the door. We scanned the room looking for men that matched the descriptions the Major had given us. It was pretty easy to spot the Montoya brothers because of their beards and better cut of clothes. They were at a table by themselves and everyone gave them a wide berth. The other three were at a table about halfway across the bar looking nervous. Probably waiting for their bosses to pay them.
We eased on up to the bar. I didn't trust the glasses so I asked for a bottle of mescal. That would kill any germ in the universe. The bartender took his own sweet time getting the bottle down. I reached into my vest pocket but instead of money I came out with a little two shot derringer. It was about a foot from his belly button. I started talking softly in Spanish.
"You be calm and you will live to see another day. We're here for the Montoya brothers. That them to the right?"
He nodded slightly, sweat popping out on his brow. "Gracias. Now to avoid any misunderstanding I want you to ease to the end of the bar. I wouldn't want you gettin' hit by a stray bullet. As a gesture of good faith I'd like you to bring that scattergun out from under the counter and lay it on the bar. That will keep bad thoughts out of your head. Understand? Good. Now do it real slow."
He made damn sure his fingers were nowhere near the triggers as he slid it on the bar top. "Both barrels loaded? With what?"
"Buckshot, nails, glass, anything I thought might do damage, senor."
I looked down. Ther shotgun was an old muzzleloader. I hoped that if I had to use it it didn't blow up in my face. "Good man. It always pays to be prepared. Now ease on over."
While I was having my conversation Zeke was facing the room, arms on the bar, looking all relaxed. He was even grinning. When the bar man was out of the way I slid the derringer back into my vest and grabbed the scattergun.
"Which of you sombitches are the Montoyas?"
He said it in English but they understood just fine. The older one leaped to his feet while the younger got up more slowly, wobbling a little. Too much cervaza if I had to guess.
"Who wants to know?" He said it in Spanish so we answered in kind.
"The men whose hands you killed and own the cattle you stole. Bad news about I'm afraid. The Major has seem fit to deal with us so we'll get the money. All you did was half kill yourselves getting them here. Thanks for that but it's not enough to atone for your sins. You got a choice. Surrender and face the Federales or buck up and face us. Which one you think you'd like best, a rope or a bullet?"
The other three were easing out of their chairs, along with what probably were a few of their friends. The sound of both hammers going back on the shotgun stilled them mighty fast. I spoke for the first time.
"You boys are fine where you are. You start things rolling and I'll turn loose with both barrels. I might not kill all of you but I'll make you damn uncomfortable. You think about that."
A twelve guage shotgun barrel looks pretty big when you're on the wrong end of it so they stopped where they were. I thought we might get out without shootin' anybody but the younger Montoya obviosly thought alcohol made him faster. He screamed and started grabbin' so I swung over and let go with both barrels. The thing was mighty old, percussion powered, and damn near broke my wrist. Seems the bartender hadn't lied about the extras he'd shoved into the barrel. Nails, broken bits of metal, even a few marbles. They both went sailin' backwards. The older one was almost cut in half and the younger had caugt a few nails to the face. They were both dead before they hit the ground.
Zeke had palmed his left hand pistol and shot the three at the table. When the barrel swung away they figured they had a chance. Not against Zeke. He had one pistol on his right hip, another in a crossdraw facing right, and a third in a crossdraw pointed left. He was the only truly ambidexterous man I'd ever seen, good with both hands at anything he tried, but he was more lethal lefthanded. The trick stood him in good stead over the years. He put seven bullets into them, the last three from his righthand gun. They twitched a little but not much.
Everyone else was frozen, hands as high as they could reach. I talked to them gently. "That's a good idea boys. You keep them hands up. Bartender, this is a hell of a shotgun. Thanks for the loan. You take what them boys have on them for your trouble." I pulled out a handful of silver dollars and laid them on the bar. "This is for the undertaker. See they get a proper burial. It was more than the boys they killed got. Leave enough to buy everybody in here a drink, our way of aplogising for disturbin' their afternoon. We'll be leavin' now. You boys stay put for a few minutes."
Zeke walked over to the Montoyas, reaching dowm and pulling out a fancy knife and four mighty fine lookin' pistols in hand tooled holsters and belts. He looked over the bar. "You tell anyone who objects to me takin' this stuff to look me up."
I backed out while Zeke faced the street. It was like a ghost town. the doors were shut and there wasn't a soul on the boardwalk. We took the five horses standin' at the rail, three had our brand and the other two were fine animals with fancy rigs. We figured them belonging to the Montoyas and they wouldn't be in need of them any longer. I stayed outside with the horses while Zeke collected the money from the Quartermaster, then we got the hell out of town. We had seven horses saddled and ready to go so we switched off every two hours and rode for fourteen hours before we stopped. Anybody chasin' us better have a remuda with them.
The horses were worn out as we were when we stopped. Zeke took the first watch and I slept three hours before rolling out and giving Zeke a rest. I had coffee made and bacon fried when he woke up. We shoved the bacon in some stale biscuits, swallowed as much as the hot coffee as we could, and took off again. Two days later we rode through the gates of our ranch.
Pa took one look at us and told us to get some rest and we'd talk over dinner. Mother gave us hell for being so dirty and we had to have baths right away. I know it isn't right, but I was proud of the fact that even though she denied it Zeke and I were her favorite sons. Maybe it was because we were little when she married Pa and bonded more easily. Zeke remembered our birth mother better than I did. All I remember is a lot of blond hair and a good smell and singing. Dolores sang to me too, in Spanish. I think that's when I learned to love the language.
Zeke was our sister's favorite brother and she had a way of wrapping him around her finger. She was the only child of Pa and Dolores and was extremely upset when she found out we weren't full brothers and sister. Zeke made her happy.
"Hear that Brad? She's only our half sister. That means that I can tickle this half and you can tickle that half." Her eyes got wide and she tried to run but I caught her. After we stopped, exhausted on the ground, she snuggled up between us. "So you're not mad I'm only a half sister?"
Zeke grinned and snuggled her tighter. "Silly girl. You're our ONLY sister. It don't matter that we had different mothers. you're a Walters, and one of us. We'll never love you less."
They told us later she cried for two days after we left.
That night at dinner I told them the whole story of finding Jose and Dan, our trip to Mexico, recovering and selling the cattle, and the contract we had struck to deliver more. "What about the rustlers?'
Zeke just grinned. "Oh, we came to an accomodation. They won't be bothering us anymore."
Ma had seen the groove the bullet left on my arm, and the hole through Zeke's leg. I thought about it later, wondering if I was tough enough to ride that far that fast with a bullet hole in my leg. Zeke never let on. I guess he didn't like the alternative all that much.
Chapter 4
Three weeks later we were on the range moving some cattle to keep the grass in shape, when we told Pa we were leaving soon. He just grinned. "I figured. You boys been kind of antsy lately. Got any idea where you're going?"
"We think we might like to see Colorado, see if every creek up there is really filled with gold."
He frowned a little but didn't say anything. He paid us wages just like the regular hands and we'd saved a mite up. Almost three hundred each. That was more than most cowboys make in a year. Pa bought the two horses we had brought back, and we sold the fancy pistols for eighty dollars. There was a silver mounted saddle on one of the horses and we both thought it was a bit too gaudy for a regular puncher. We got another forty out of that.
Two weeks later we were saddled up and the pack mule we were taking was loaded down. Little sister and Mother cried. The men of the family just gave us a firm handshake, and Pa told us to watch out for each other.
We took our time, looking over the new country, going steadily North and West. Zeke spotted a small herd of wild horses led by a mighty fine looking stallion. We studied on them for a while and decided it would be a good thing if we had a few extra mounts, so we set a brush wall in a little box canyon and waited until they were close. We rode up slowly, the stallion snortin' and pawin' the ground, easing them before us.
When we got close we pulled our revolvers and charged the herd. The stallion was no fool but we managed to split up the herd and drove about a dozen into the canyon, dragging brush in to block them off.
If we would have had time, we'd have spent all summer gentling the horses down, but time was of the essence. We picked out the four best mares and a little dun stallion that looked to be no more than two years old. The rest we turned loose to rejoin their herd.
Over the next two days we got beat up pretty bad. Zeke had a black eye and a bloody nose where the stallion rared up on him, slamming his head backwards into his face. I had a scraped arm and a bruise the size of Dallas on my back but we topped them, working with them every day for a week before going on. Zeke took an old cinch ring and put a brand on them, BZW, our initials.



Three weeks before we got into gold country we stopped at a pretty fair sized town. Picking the best looking livery barn in town, we turned our horses into the corral. We had to hobble the stallion as he was still thinking he'd rather be back home but the mares were fine.
The owner came out and looked them over. "Fine looking animals. If you're interested in selling them talk to me first."
We told him we'd think about it and loafed around for two days before we got down to trading. I let Zeke handle that because if I'm honest here, I was a born sucker. All I needed was to hear a sob story and I'd give you the shirt off my back. Zeke didn't give a damn (well, he did really, but he projected being a hardass really well) if your wife was sick and you had seven kids you couldn't feed, he was going to get his price or he'd move on. In the end both parties allowed as they had both gotten something out of the deal and shook hands. I kind of hated letting that little stallion go but I didn't have the time to train him the way he needed so I let it be.
We idled along, and two days later we heard shots. It's odd, but most Westerners can tell a lot by listening to shots. A few shots popped off during a wild night in town won't register as much as the same amount of shots during a gunfight. There is a difference between a single hunter's shot and a volley loosed by a group of buffalo hunters. The shots we heard were fighting shots, a brief flurry, silence for a minute or two, then a single shot followed by another flurry. It sounded like two or three against one.
The landscape had changed as we'd ridden. Gone were the plains, replaced by verdant meadows and hills not quite big enough to be called a mountain, covered with trees and brush. We decided not to go into the situation blind so we secured the horses and donned the knee high moccasins Dolores had a squaw make for us. They were made by the Mountain Apache of Mexico, people who knew the value of sturdy footwear that didn't make any noise if it brushed against a branch. Seems Ma was kin from way back.
We took our time, easing over the ridge. There was a wagon there but I didn't see any horses. What I did see was a lone man lying under the wagon trying to keep up with three others as they closed in on him. I could see two more lying on the ground behind them. It was a pretty safe bet they wouldn't be gettin' up.
We got a little closer and could hear the yellin'.
"Give it up Yankee Boy. We got your hosses and before it's over we'll have the wagon. Stop shootin' and walk off and we'll let you go."
I could hear the grim humor in his voice as he spoke. "I got a better idea. You boys turn my horses loose, gather up your dead and leave before there's more."
That led to a round of cussing before the leader shouted back. "The hell with you. We'll just wait you out. You gotta sleep sometime."
"You can bet your ass I'll take at least one of you with me before I go. Which one of you wants to be the lucky feller? Step on up and let's get this over with."
He might have been talkin' to one but he was watching all of them. One got a mite brave and exposed himself. The rifle boomed, knocking him backwards. He didn't get up.
"Now it's down to fifty/fifty. Who's next?"
There was a lot of cussin' when they realized they were another man down. I looked at Zeke and grinned. That ol' boy had sand. He went left while I went right. Zeke eased along and it took him half an hour to get behind his man. He rose up like a ghost and put the butt of his rifle to the back of his neck. He dropped like a rock and Zeke tied him up.
By now I was behind the leader, less than ten feet away. He flinched when he heard the hammer go back. "You got a choice here. You can turn around and take your chances or you can drop that rifle in the dirt. You decide, but I ain't waitin' long."
He dropped the rifle and I made him toss his pistols beside of it. I raised up and hailed the wagon. "Hello the wagon! This is Brad Walters. My brother Zeke is out here too. It looks like you had a mite of trouble so we decided to step in. I'm comin' out of the brush now. I got the feller who was shootin' at you. Do not shoot!"
There was a minute of silence before he spoke. "Come out unarmed! Keep your hands where I can see them!"
"I'm comin' out but I'll be keepin' my weapons. I give up my guns, what's to keep this fool from runnin'?"
The man was hesitating, wondering if he could trust us, when Zeke spoke up. "You need to pay better attention mister. I walked right up behind you and you didn't notice a thing. Now to make us all happy how about you prop that rifle up against that wagon wheel. I'm going to call out and my brother is comin' in."
The man didn't look much older than Zeke but he was smart enough to know he'd been boxed. He sighed and slid the rifle against the wagon. Zeke hollered and I marched my captive out and tied him to a wagon wheel. Then we dragged the other feller Zeke had knocked out in and tied him to the same wheel.
Once he decided we weren't going to rob or kill him he warned up pretty fast. "I can't thank you enough. I was down to five shells and it was looking pretty bad. These boys came up on us at daylight, spooking our horses before we had them hitched up. It didn't take long until we were trading shots."
"Who's we?"
His eyes grew dim. "Me and my partner. He died in the wagon. Even though he was gut shot he hung on long enough to send one more of them to hell."
We helped him pull his partner out of the wagon. He didn't say another word, just grabbed a shovel and started diggin'. When he started movin' slow I took the shovel out of his hands and Zeke fed him coffee and got a plate of beans and biscuits into him.
It was about an hour before dark when we laid the man to rest. The man, Bob Cline, didn't have any words so Zeke said a few things. He'd pretty much memorized the whole Bible and could pull a piece of scripture out for just about any occasion. Satisfied, we went back to the men tied to the wagon.
The man Zeke had knocked cold came around and asked what we were going to do with them. Zeke grunted.
"Let's see, you attacked two innocent men and stole their horses, killed one and was workin' pretty hard on killin' the other when we showed up. Murderers and horse thieves, what usually happens to men who commit those crimes? You really have to ask?"
The leader went pale while I went to their horses and got their ropes. Only fitting I thought, as I fashioned the nooses, that they be hung from their own ropes. They started trying to bargain, promising anything to us if we'd let them go. He may as well have been talking to someone who didn't speak the language.
I asked Bob if he had a problem with what we were about to do.
"I haven't been out West long but I been here long enough. I don't intend to backtrack and waste weeks while they have the trial. I'll do it."
Well, it was his right. We asked them if there was anyone they needed to write to or if they couldn't write we'd do it for them. Neither said another thing so we carried them kicking and screaming to their horses.
"Any last words? No? Then I hope hell lives up to it's reputation!" Bob slapped the horses with his hat and they jumped forward, trotting a few feet before stopping. The heavier man got the best of the deal because his neck snapped immediately. The other man was a lot lighter and his horse didn't move as fast so he danced on air while he strangled.
We rolled into our blankets, taking turns at guard. We didn't know if they had friends that would come lookin'.
Bob was up before us, mixing up dough. He tossed it into some bacon grease. Fried bread ain't as good as biscuits, but it was mighty tasty right there on the trail. He'd bought a few dozen eggs back in town and he fried about a dozen up, then cooked up a pan of taters and onions. Mighty fine fare for the trail. We talked as we ate.
Bob and his partner were going to try looking for gold but were smart enough not to go into it blind. They'd bought the wagon and pooled their money, buying supplies the miners would need. Pickaxes, shovels, gold pans, that sort of thing. I looked in the wagon and it was only half full.
"Why didn't you fill it up?"
"Ran out of money. It don't go as far as you'd think out here. It was enough to give us a decent start and a cushion for supplies we might need later."
I looked at Zeke and knew what he was thinkin'. We had plenty of money relatively speaking, but it might be a good idea to add to our pile. The thought of makin' money before we panned our first dirt appealed to me.
First thing after breakfast we swept the area, dragging the dead in and laying them out under the men swinging on the ropes. There had been six of them but they didn't have over ten dollars between them. Bob and his partner made a mighty temptin' target. They did have six pretty good horses and three mules, each with almost empty pack saddles. Most of the pistols were decent, and two had almost brand new Winchesters, the '73 model. The rest were Yellowboys and one old Henry.
"What are we gonna do with their stuff?"
Zeke just grinned. "It ain't their stuff anymore, Bob. It's ours. A man tries to rob and kill you and loses, you're entitled to everything he leaves behind. I claim one of the newer Winchesters for my brother and if their weapons are better than yours you need to help yourself. I notice you ain't got a belt gun and this is the best of the lot. Strap it on and get used to it. You're probably going to need it."
Two matching Smith & Wessons that looked almost brand new were soon settled on his hips. Bob didn't argue and took the other '73 as well. "What do we do with the rest?"
"Sell it first chance we get. You might want to pick out the best horse and saddle. You won't be on that wagon seat forever."
There was a dun mare with good lines and a sweet disposition and on our advice he tied it to his wagon. He stood, not sure what to do next. Zeke grinned at him. "Bob, we don't know each other but we got a proposition for you. Your wagon is half empty and we got three pack mules with empty packs. What say we partner up and slide on back into town. We sell the horses and what guns we don't want and split the money. You take yours and buy what you want. When you're done we'll finish loadin' the wagon up and pay you to freight it for us. We'll also load the pack mules down, but that will be all ours. We'll travel together for safety and we'd have a vested interest in makin' sure you get to where you're going. Sound reasonable?"
He looked back and forth between us for a minute before stickin' out his hand. "Deal!"
We turned around and rode back the way we came. The town had a railroad stop and it was a lot cheaper to buy it there off the train than it would be in the gold fields. The railroad had agents on the train for this. They'd discharge the freight that had been prepaid, then open for business to try and get rid of the rest.
The first thing we did was go by to see the Sheriff. We told him about the robbery attempt and gave him a couple of letters we'd found. It identified three of them but as for the others, people went West and disappeared all the time. Maybe some mother somewhere in her old age would wonder what happened to her boy. Indians, stampedes, drunken brawls, flash floods, avalanches, rattlesnakes, or in their case criminal activity, all caused deaths that were never discovered or recorded. In our case, the men had tried to run a pat hand only to find they'd been holdin' a busted flush.
We were surprised when the Sheriff told us it was a shame we hadn't brought them in because there were rewards on two of them. Without proof he couldn't pay us. We didn't worry about it, going back to the livery where we'd sold our horses and offering the five from the outlaws to the owner. They weren't as good as what we had brought him the first time but with the tack we got a pretty decent price. Bob took his cut and bought more supplies and when he was done we finished it with picks, shovels, and plain pick heads. We bought as many of those as we could. The miners could make their own handles. We also added four barrels of flour.
We picked some pretty unusual items to load on the mules. One held dried apples, cinnamon, lard, and sugar. The other held ammunition. The last was carryin' mining supplies. We'd held on to the guns, knowing we could get twice the price in the fields as we could here.
It took three days before we were ready to travel. Once we got started though we made good time. We'd traveled six days seein' nothing but the land and each other when we ran into a group moving about fifty head of cattle. It wasn't much of a herd so we pulled up to let them pass.
One of the 'pokes broke from the herd and rode over to us. I was surprised to see it was a woman. I judged her to be in her forties but she looked and acted much younger, with a whipcord body and a direct way.
"Ya'll wouldn't be interested in buyin' some cows, would you?"
Zeke smiled as he doffed his hat. Bob and I quickly followed suit. "Not presently ma'am. You might try the town six days days back."
"Well then. Thank you kindly for your time." She turned to leave and something made me speak up.
"Ma'am, it's gettin' on towards dark. Why don't we camp close together? We'll even throw in dinner."
She looked me up and down before she grinned. "I believe I'll take you up on that. We're runnin' a bit short on rations and any meal we don't have to cook is a bonus. Let me bed the herd down."
Zeke grinned at me and offered to help. She did the same once over to him and nodded. "You look like you know which end of a cow is which. I'd appreciated the help."
Bob had remained silent until they drove away. Then he grinned. "You know how to cook?"
"A little. Drop that tailgate and get a fire goin'."
We'd had a Dutch oven full of beans goin' in the morning, and we wrapped it tightly and dropped it in to a box so it wouldn't tip over. They were mostly done. I hung them over the fire and got them going again, adding a couple of dried peppers for a little punch. I greased another smaller oven and tossed a few potatoes in it, sitting it on the edge of the fire and turning it every ten minutes or so. Halfway through I pulled it off the fire and checked for doneness. Then I added onions and carrots, a big chunk of beef jerky I'd shaved down, and filled it with water, sitting it directly on the fire. I got out the grill and set it over another fire, mixed up the dough, sprinkled it with cinammon, and took the apples I'd stewed that morning and made fried pies. It was all smellin' mighty tasty when Zeke and the woman's crew came in.
Bob kind of had his mouth hangin' open when I looked up. Her crew was all female, girls ranging from seventeen to fifteen to thirteen. All very pretty clones of her mother. Only one had her red hair, another was blond and the other had curly auburn locks. They seemed mighty embarrassed to be caught out in men's clothing but we never let on. I bowed to each as we were introduced. The youngest giggled and blurted out "I'm mighty pleased to meet you Mr. Walters. What smells so good?"
"You girls wash up and I'll show you."
All of them including the mother rode off about twenty yards to a little creek and disappeared behind some bushes. One stayed on guard, and when another finished they took over until they were all bathed and much more presentable.
They tried to nibble but I had the feeling they had missed a few suppers. "You girls eat up or you don't get dessert. I didn't cook all this food to let it go to waste."
They allowed as that the beans were the best they'd ever tasted and the stew really hit the spot. It looked like they had tears in their eyes when I brought out the pies. "Two each for all of us and three left over. You're guests so you get the extras but one of you is going to go without."
I was wrong about that. They practically inhaled the pies then carefully cut a fourth off each the excess, giving all the same amount. It made me feel good to watch such a closeknit family. I took the first watch with the redhead, the oldest daughter. We'd circle the small herd from opposite directions stopping to talk every time we crossed paths. It took several rotations before I got their story out of them.
Their father had passed over the winter from a fever and rustlers had hit them two months ago, taking the majority of their cattle. They'd worked the brush to find what was left and came up with almost three hundred head. Needing supplies in the worst way, they cut the fifty least desirable out and were making for town, to sell them for enough supplies to last the winter, maybe hire a hand or two to watch the herd while they built it up again.
Zeke rode with the youngest and Bob, despite having no idea what he was doing took the third watch with the middle daughter. Their mother was upset they let her sleep the night through but got over it.
Zeke and I rode out and had a little discussion. When we got back we laid it out for the ladies. "You can get three times the price you'd get in town at the gold fields. Ride along with us, we're going anyway. If your ranch isn't too far away swing by and pick up another fifty head. That should give you a cushion and maybe you'll pick up a few hands on the way back. Not everybody gets rich and some will be broke. I advise you to choose wisely, they obviously left somewhere to chase gold so they might be prone to do it again after they build a little stake up."
The ladies took their own ride and were gone for almost an hour before coming back in. "It's a deal. We expect to pay for your help though. We'll give you the price we get for ten of the steers in exchange for your help. Make that fifteen, five for each of you."
I knew we would have done it for free but Zeke knew he had to let them keep their pride, intending to keep the cattle instead of selling them. It would be our own source of food when the snows hit and we could freeze the beef.
We left Bob and the youngest with the wagon and herd. They had a pretty place, probably about five thousand acres with good water and graze with the house in the middle of a little valley. It didn't take us long to gather up some cattle. Another 75 head would give the ladies a lot of breathing room. On our advice she gathered up a dozen more horses, to use as a remuda and hopefully to sell when we got to the diggin's.
I rode with the mother on the way back and she talked about their life. "My husband dearly wanted sons but all I threw were girls. He loved them but couldn't hide his disappointment. We tried for more children, but I think my body had had enough. Still we had a nice little spread and were doing so well when the girls got old enough we let the hands go to increase our profit.
I don't know where he got the fever but it took him quick. The girls and I kept a fire going for four days, thawing the ground so we could lay him to rest. We grieved but held on, planning a little drive to earn enough money for winter supplies and maybe hire a hand or two. I guess we were just too easy a target for the rustlers. They were gone three days before we went out ot check on that herd. I had three girls, Mr. Walters. I couldn't very well go after them. It still galls me but there's nothing I can do about it now. We only had the shotgun, a rifle, and one pistol so even if we could have found them we couldn't have put up much of a fight."
"For what it's worth, Miz Parsons, you made the right choice. You couldn't expose your girls to danger. Most all out here respect women, but who knows what an outlaw might do?"
She smiled, touching the almost new Peacemaker at her hip. The outlaws we'd killed had fourteen pistols, two shotguns, and eight rifles between them. Out here, you could never have too many in case you didn't have time to reload. Bob got the two Smith & Wessons and one '73. I got the other but it left plenty to choose from.



We noted their lack of firepower and brought it up the third day we traveled together. Zeke made his point quietly but with firmness. "We're on this road together. We have to depend on each other to defend what's ours. We got weapons, ma'am. You need to take enough to feel safe. If you don't want to buy them we can loan them to you until we hit the end of the trail."
She blushed but didn't argue, and the next morning we laid what we had out. She picked a Peacemaker and a Yellow Boy, as did her oldest. The middle one took the Henry and a Remington. The baby grinned. "I'm a terrible shot with a rifle," she said as she picked up a shortened 10 gauge shotgun. I figured it would knock her clean out of the saddle if she shot it but it made her happy. There was an old Navy Colt that had been reworked for cartridges, so she took that one, saying it fit her hand best.
In return we got more cows until we owned forty of the roughly 130 we were driving. We made good time since most of the herd were already trail broke. The only thing that marred the drive was the minor stampede caused by a cow almost steppin' on a rattler. When the snake shook his tail, the herd took off. Five of them went over a bank. One broke his neck, and the others had broken legs. Once we contained the herd we slaughtered them on the spot, hanging them in the shade and gathering firewood. We put them over a fire that had enough green wood to keep a good smoke going, keeping the flies away. Then we built drying racks and made jerky. It took another two days but we had close to seven hundred pounds. Zeke, Bob, and I took the meat from two cows, and the Parsons ladies took the rest. We were going to hang on to ours for the coming winter, but the ladies were going to sell theirs for profit.
Zeke and I couldn't help grinning when we noticed the oldest girl riding in the wagon with Bob when she didn't have to wrangle the herd. Bob was from Maine and his accent took a little getting used to. Her family was originally from South Caroline and her accent was pretty thick. I had a stray thought of what their kids would sound like and laughed.
Miz Parsons seemed all right with the sparkin'. Bob was a good man and her daughter could do a lot worse.
Chapter 5
Two and a half weeks later we rode into Carver's Gulch, about fifty miles south of Cherry Creek. It was a boom town, tents as numerous as buildings and construction going on everywhere. Bob and the girls held the herd back while we rode in with Miz Parsons. She'd taken the time to primp a little, wearing a divided riding skirt and a nice blouse and jacket. It caused a little stir because women, beside the occasional prostitute, were pretty scarce. If she'd ridden in with her daughters she would have caused a riot. We were in town for three hours and she got four marriage proposals. She politely declined them all.
It didn't take us long to decide the town was not for us. One family seemed to own everything. The prices in their store was outrageous, as well as in the butcher shop. We decided to skip trying to trade there and move on to the next town twenty miles away. Somebody had seen our herd though, and word was out.
He was about fifty and looked like he thought a lot of city living. He was overweight, wearing a tight suit and sporting a derby. He stomped up to us as we were trying to digest the food in what passed for a restaurant. "You the outfit with the cows?"
I could tell by the way Zeke smiled this wasn't going to end cordially. "If we are?"
"I'll take 'em. How many you got?"
We told him and he offered about a third of what they were worth. Miz Parsons smiled. "I undertand you've lived away from civilization for a while sir but you have to know our beef is conservatively worth over twice as much. I think we will decline your generous offer and try our luck in the next town."
He was appaled we turned him down and let a woman speak for us. He looked over at Zeke. "This your woman?"
"She is not sir. What she is is a business associate and owner of those cattle. It's up to her to make a deal but she's a pretty shrewd woman and will not be taken advantage."
"If she ain't your woman you got no say in this. I'll be out to pick up them cows tomorrow morning. You'll take what I offer and be glad to get it."
Miz Parsons just sat there smiling.
"I don't think you understood us fat man. She's a business partner and we have a vested interest in those animals. So pull them short horns in and run along."
He finally noticed me for the first time. I don't think he was impressed until he saw the double barreled shotgun. It wasn't pointed directly at him but in his general direction. His face got redder and somebody laughed. It triggered him off.
"God Damn It! You listen to me youngster. We're getting them cows if we have to take them so just shut up and go along. I'll kill you if you mouth off one more time."
The shot gun was definitely pointed at him now. Zeke had rose up and shifted over to the side. Miz Parsons had casually stood, bringing the Peacemaker out of the folds of her skirt. We'd seen her shoot when she first got the pistol and she was damned good. I grinned.
"Know what? I'm going to lay this shotgun down. Then me and you are going out in to the street. You threatened to kill me mister, and I got the right to defend myself. Now shuffle your fat ass outside so we can get this over with."
He was between a rock and a hard place and knew it. Suddenly he wasn't so loud. "Boy, you got no idea who I am."
"I don't. Don't really care but why don't you tell me so I can put it on your grave marker?"
He had two men with him, also dressed in city clothes. One was sliding his pistol out. The sound of the hammer going back was loud in the little diner and he froze. Miz Parsons spoke quietly but everybody heard her. "Don't get foolish son. You don't want YOUR tombstone to say 'shot by a woman while trying to rob her ', now do you? Why don't you and your friend slide those pistols out and lay them on the table? I think everyone would be a lot more comfortable if you did. Oh, and if case you're wondering what would happen if you don't I'll tell you. I'll kill you before you clear leather and no one will say a thing. They'll think you deserve it for drawing on a woman. Your choice."
He didn't look anybody in the eye as he slid his pistol across the table. His friend did the same a few seconds later. She smiled. "Good. Don't you feel a lot better? We can..."
That was all she got out before the derringer popped out of his sleeve. Two shots rang out and he slumped to the table, lying over it slowly as a red stain covered the tablecloth. Only one was for him. She shot the other man as he grabbed for his pistol. "Oh dear. I'm sorry about the tablecloth, Ma'am. We'll pay for it, I assure you."
Zeke, never the most tolerant of people, finally had enough. Two pistols came out like they had a mind of their own. "Miz Parsons please excuse my language but this shit has gone on long enough. We come here in peace to trade and run into this? Not what I had in mind. I think after Brad concludes his business with Mr. Chubby here we should leave. You, out the door now or I'll shoot you down myself."
The fat man in the derby was startin' to sweat a mite. Seems he didn't like the direction this thing was going at all. "Now hold on there! I got sixteen men who'll..."
"Not give a damn once your fat ass is dead. Who's gonna pay 'em? I bet they ain't about to fight for free. Outside, now!"
"My sons will make your pay."
"Your sons best leave things be. We didn't ask for this. You reap what you sow asshole and I'm thinkin' it's harvest time."
I'd walked up and pushed him, hard. He shot out the door into the street landing on his ass in a cloud of dust. Nobody lifted a finger to help. I took it to mean he wasn't real popular.
"You gonna get up or do you want shot while you're on your fat ass?"
Sweat was running down his face, cutting ruts in the dust that coated it until he looked kinda striped. He heaved himself up slowly holding his hands out. "What can I do to avoid this?"
"Not a damn thing. I let you go you'll have to gather your people and come after us to save face. Zeke here has a saying he favors from our Pa. Never leave a live rattlesnake behind you. In case you don't follow you're the snake."
I saw it in his eyes. He was dead, knew it, and wanted to take me with him. He was still trying to talk us out of it when he drew. I was a little surprised at how fast he was but he made a mistake. He cleared leather first, but his aim was way off. While his bullet kicked up dust twenty feet from me I shot him twice in the chest and once in the gut. He collapsed like a ballon when the air is let out slow. He'd dropped his gun but he was still alive when I got to him. He was tryin' to say something but nothing came out of his mouth but blood. Finally he just rolled over on his side and shut his eyes.
I stood there thumbin' fresh shells into my pistol looking at the crowd that had gathered. "Somebody get the undertaker. I'd pay for the funeral but it looks like he had enough coins to handle it. You tell his friends and sons if he weren't lyin' to leave it be. He made his play and lost. We'll be leavin' now."
Miz Parsons spoke up. She picked out a young boy and called him over. She gave him three silver dollars. "Here, son. Take two of these dollars to the undertaker. I'm paying for the markers on the ones inside. You keep the other for your trouble. You tell him he better put 'shot by a woman he was tryin' to rob' on those markers. You tell him I'll be back this way one day. and if I go to boot hill and don't see those markers I'll be looking him up. You understand me?"
"Yes'm."
She patted his cheek. "Good boy. Well, off you go."
I stood until Zeke was in the saddle, then mounted up, waiting on Miz Parsons. I had the shotgun in my hand and they both had their Winchesters shucked. "We'll be leavin' now. It would not be a good idea for anybody to follow us but you're more than welcome to take your chances." We backed our horses about halfway down the the street until we turned one by one and cantered away.
It didn't take us long to tell the camp what happened and we pulled stakes and were rolling in 30 minutes. Three weeks later we pulled up outside a town that was a little bigger and a lot more organized than the one we left. Still kept an eye out as we traveled.
Bob and the oldest daughter were now joined at the hip. I told Miz Parsons it was lookin' like she was losin' a hand and she grinned. "Maybe not. Bob's a good man. If it comes to a choice between Chastity and a warm bed to sleepin' alone after freezin' his butt off in a cold creek all day, I'm pretty sure he'd be smart enough to make the right choice."
The middle girl had set her hat for me and I stopped her as gently as I could. She didn't take it well at first but after a couple of days she calmed down and we were friends again. If the littlest was of age she would have Zeke roped and tied after three days. I'm pretty sure she reminded him of our sister. It seemed she was never far from him no matter where he was.
The biggest event of the trail drive, for me anyway, was one night when me and Miz Parsons were doing our night watch. She'd been actin' funny for the last few days, brushin' up against me, giving me little gestures of affection. It all came out when she stopped me when we met on our rounds.
"Brad, can I trust you?"
"You know you can Miz Parsons."
"Please Brad, for tonight at least, call me Emily."
"All right. What's on your mind, Emily?"
"I'll tell you on the next rotation."
We made our circle and met on the far side of the camp.
"Brad, do you think I'm attractive?"
"Miz...Emily, you're a fine figure of a woman."
"I'm glad you think so. I have a favor to ask. I know it's incredibly forward of me but I know I can trust you. I haven't lain with a man in almost two years. I've watched Chastity with Bob, and Annie try to seduce Zeke, and it's stirred things in me that I haven't felt in a very long time. After our watch is over let's ride back to that little ridge we passed just before we made camp. We can go up top and pleasure each other. I'm safe, I can't get with child and the need to feel a man inside me has become almost overwhelming. Please? We'll do it once and never speak of it."
She'd undone her shirt and pulled it open, her impressive breasts spilling out in the moonlight. I couldn't help it and reached out, caressing a nipple, keenly aware of the tight feeling in my pants. She moaned and I pulled back. "After the watch, then." We passed twice more and she insisted we kiss both times.
I thought Zeke and Annie would never relieve us. We spoke for a few minutes. "I'm gonna ride back a ways, top that ridge, and see what I can see. I still don't feel good about that town back there."
Zeke just nodded and I was glad he couldn't see my face. I rode slowly and half a mile later Emily fell in beside me. We didn't talk, tying the horses at the base of the ridge, taking both blanket rolls and ground sheets. We found a clear level spot at the top and rolled out the blankets.
I turned. "Are you sure about..."
I don't know how she got naked so fast. She told me later she took off her underthings before catching up to me. She was indeed a fine figure of a woman. "Do me now Bradley Walters, before I chicken out!"
All right, it had been a while for me. The little raven haired beauty down in Mexico was a hot little minx but compared to a mature woman in her prime she was a little girl. For two hours we rolled around on those blankets doing everything we could think of together. I finally had to cry Uncle and she giggled as she stroked me.
"Not a chance, Emily. I think you broke it."
"Don't worry honey. It'll work just fine in an hour or so. Too bad we don't have the time to wait. I want to thank you, Brad. That was the best lovin' I've ever had. Where were you when I was eighteen?"
Before I could answer she slapped my thigh. "Up! We need to get dressed and I need to get back to camp. You wait a while, and try to come in from the other side. My daughters would never understand this. Seriously Brad, as much as I enjoyed this it can never happen again."
I stood and pulled her up, enjoying a full body hug for just a second. Emily pulled back and brushed my cheek. Then she started gatherin' her clothes. Something made her look up. "What's that?"
It was a campfire about a half mile away. It was a wonder they didn't hear the grunts and squeals we generated. Emily went to her horse and pulled out the spyglass she carried. As near as we could tell there were six or eight of them and it was the middle of the night. There was no reason in the world for them to be awake right now unless they were up to no good.
"You ride on back to camp. I'm goin' to stay here a bit, see what them boys got on their mind. If I ain't back by daylight Zeke will come lookin' He already thinks I'm up here watchin'."
"I'll stay..."
"Emily you go on now. I don't want you explaining to your girls how you happened to be up here. Don't fret any, my mother and father raised five sons and none of them could be described as foolish. I'll just watch them for a bit."
She didn't want to but reason won out. I watched for another hour and them boys never bedded down. The did wrap up in their blankets when it got cool. Just before daylight Zeke came trottin' up. I filled him in and we decided to pay our friends a visit. We eased down until we were close and the first thing I noticed was the derby one of the men was wearin'. The last time I'd seen that it was rollin' in dust beside a dead man.
We watched for a few minutes, and even though they weren't fully asleep, they weren't awake yet either. There was no formal guard, just seven men huddled close to the fire. Zeke made a motion and we faded back.
"What you reckon?"
"I'm thinkin' those boys are up to no good. It seems to me if they lost their horses for a while it will slow them down considerable. I got an idea." He rustled around until he found what he wanted, a slender sapling about seven feet long. Now, Zeke hated rattlesnakes. He'd had a bad experience with one when he was ten and he never forgot it. He felt duty bound to kill ever rattler he come across. If he found one he'd cut a forked stick, poke it 'til it curled up, then trap the head. Then he'd take the razor sharp bowie he had and cut the head off. If it was big enough he'd skin it for the hide. Big or little he always kept the rattles. He fetched about four sets out of his saddle bags and took a piggin' string and bound them to the stick. It'd make a hell of a noise.
We slid on back to the camp, wigglin' through the brush until we were practically under the hooves of their horses. Zeke reached up and loosened the picket line. The horses started gettin' restless. One of the men noticed.
"Carl, go see what's got them hosses all riled."
Before Carl could get to his feet Zeke put the stick under the closest horse and commenced to shakin'. Four sets of rattles make a hell of a noise. The horse reared up, the line broke loose, and them animals took off like the devil was after them.
The camp came to life. We slid a little farther back in the brush, trying not to laugh. There was a lot of cussin' and finger pointin'. Finally the leader told one of them to check the rope. "Like hell I will. You heard that snake. It's got to be huge. You'll excuse me if I wait until it's good and daylight before I do."
They squabbled back and forth before two of them started walking. It would take them half the mornin' to wrangle the mounts and get them back.
Chapter 6
We were on our own horses as soon as they walked off skinnin' back to camp. They were up and ready to travel so we left right away, rolling into town just before lunch. This town was a pretty good burg. We drove the cattle right down main street and into a couple of corrals.
Merchants were all over us before we could dismount. The livery owner hit us first, giving us the charge for feeding and holdin' the cattle. Zeke grinned. "I wouldn't worry too much about it. I suspect they'll be sold in an hour and then it'll be someone esle's responsibility. In good faith, pick one out and take it for your fee."
He thought that was a pretty good idea and had his helper give him a hand pulling five heifers at random and moving them to a smaller corral. He grinned at me. "I'll be buyin' these at market price if you agree. I got ten cows and a pretty good bull. This will increase my herd substantially."
I couldn't fault that logic.
Bob surprised us all when he hopped up on the corral and yelled to get attention. Seems one of the things he did before coming west was work for an auctioneer. "Ya'll look then over. The sale starts in an hour, in lots of 10 each."
Bob might be a Yankee but he was no fool. Selling them in small lots should drive the price up. We hoped. The ladies took the opportunity to freshen up in the 'hotel', little more than hard sided tents. They wore their best when they showed up for the auction, hoping to distract the buyers enough they wouldn't realize how high the bidding would go.
It worked pretty well because most of the male population was paying attention to them and not the cattle. The serious buyers were not to be deterred and beef was at a premium now. In fact everything was at a premium here. We got about three dollars more a head than we hoped for.
We sold ours, keeping four for winter rations. If we were lucky we wouldn't have time to hunt and that beef would come in mighty handy. Our orginal packhorse was loaded down with flour, sugar, coffee, beans, rice, salt, pepper, a few odds and ends of spices, and a few cans of things like peaches. It probably would last until just before cold weather and then we could make a trip for more. Zeke was right in saying it would be a whole lot cheaper to go back and buy in bulk than pay gold camp prices.



Bob sold his stock as fast as he could pull it out of the wagon, keeping good records so he could send his dead partner's family his share. Most out here would have just shrugged and kept it all. Chastity was making a good choice landing him. We talked it over our last night together and sent most of the money we made on our investments back with him. He was going to live on Emily's ranch and next spring they was going to the railhead to buy everything he could. Then they were going to make a spring roundup and drive back to us.
Emily managed to find two hands, one her age who decided there wasn't enough gold in the world worth spending another winter at the gold camps. The other was a youngster who'd lost his family and wanted something stable to do. Plus it wasn't two days until he was mooning over the middle daughter something fierce.
We watched them drive away. It was sad, watching them go. Then the thirteen year old came galloping back, leapt off her horse into Zeke's arms and gave him a tremendous kiss! Before he could recover she slid down, grabbed the reins of her horse and mounted at a full gallop, whooping until she was out of sight. I just grinned. "You better hope you're not single when she comes of age. You won't stand a chance."
He rubbed his lips lightly and grinned. "If she can kiss that good now maybe I'll hang around until she does."
We left the town the next day heading for fortune and fame.
Chapter 7
After five weeks of ambling higher and higher into the mountains we still hadn't found a decent spot to file a claim. We stopped at a few likely looking spots, panned and dug for a couple of days and would have very little to show for it. I think we were both getting discouraged when fate took a hand.
We sat our horses, looking at where the trail used to be. It had rained for almost ten days straight a couple of weeks before we entered the country, and a mudslide had completely wiped the trail out.
Zeke sighed. "Well, we ain't going that way. Guess we're turning around."
I was lookin' at a big blue spruce that was lying sideways across the trail. It just didn't look right. I jumped down and walked up to it. The left side was completely blocked with trees and boulders, but the right looked a little softer. I slid under a branch and found myself standing on a trail that went over the ridge. By the looks of it, the only ones using it were wild horses. If a wild horse could travel it, so could we.
We sat down and made coffee while we talked it over. In the end neither of us favored backtrackin', so we eased our animals around the branch. We tried not to disturb things too much because the last thing we were lookin' for right then was company.
It was steep and downright scary in a couple of places but we were over the ridge, lookin' down at a little hanging valley, probably no more than three thousand acres. There was a big stream runnin' right down the center and a few branches fed it along the way. It looked like it had never been touched by human hands.
We found a likely place to camp, against a rock wall that had a little spring gushing out of it. There was also a cave that looked like it would be a decent place to shelter in with a little work, eliminating the need to build a cabin. Just around a bend was a larger cave that looked like a good place for the horses to get in out of the weather.
The first week was spent checking out the valley. There were plenty of deer tracks, some elk, and at least one bear. We didn't see any tracks, but we did spot a few bighorn sheep on the rocks so it looked like we could suppliment our food pretty easily. There was also a small horse herd, maybe sixty, at the far end of the valley. The way we came in seemed the only way in and out, so they would have to go by us if they wanted to leave. We didn't get close not wanting to spook them, but I knew we would be lookin' soon.
After we explored we took out a pan and each of us hit a section of the big creek. I went upstream and he headed down. We met at camp at the end of the day. Zeke was pretty bad disappointed. He'd found color but nothing to brag about. I just grinned and handed him a small pebble.
It looked like any other rock until he rubbed it and a dull yellow gleam appeared. He looked up. "This is the real deal?"
"Yep. I found quite a few flakes too. Wherever the source is, it's up top. We just need to hunt it down. I vote we pan all we can get before the cold weather hits while we scout for the source. Then when it gets too cold to be in the water, we start diggin'."
Zeke allowed as how that would be a fine idea so the next day we started the systematic exploration of the stream. We started at the point I found the pebble and worked our way downstream until gold started gettin' scarce. It took a week, but by the end of that time we had what we estimated to be at least five hundred in dust, flakes, and pebbles. That was damn good money for a weeks' worth of effort, almost two years wages for a cowpoke.
We made sure we rested one day a week, spending the day tending to equipment, hunting, and we made it a point to ride back up on the ridge to check things out. So far we hadn't seen any sign of anything but horses but this was gold country and it didn't pay to get lax. Men were murdered for claims a whole lot less than what ours was worth.
The next two weeks we worked our way upstream. The gold got thicker and chunkier as we progressed, suddenly stopping about a third of the way to the headwaters. We then backtracked until it started again and looked around. By now the valley walls were quite narrow so it didn't take us long to find where we thought the source was. The same rain that had destroyed the trail had caused a new fissure to open on the south wall. It opened a little spring and caused a twenty foot waterfall to form. The nearer we got to the falls the thicker the gold, until one day I picked up a three pound chunk of white quartz that was literally seamed with fissures of gleaming gold.
We carried the rock back to camp and admired it for a bit before Zeke got a hammer out and tapped it. It split into three pieces. One chunk was almost pure gold. Zeke and I just stared at each other. That rock alone netted a pound of gold. We could be sitting on a real bonanza.
We didn't work the next day, studying the gap from all angles and trying to decide where to start digging. In the end we sank a bunch of holes before we found the vein. The quartz seam was two feet wide and who knows how deep, glittering with gold. It kind of took our breath. We were looking at enough gold to buy anything we wanted, the spreads we had dreamed of but knew we couldn't afford.
One side effect was making us nervous as hell. We went from checking for sign once a week to every three days. Deciding the sensible thing to do was keep panning, we worked until the water started freezing. That would be the gold we took back with us to the closest claims office. It we showed up with 'jewelry' rock we'd start a stampede and our little valley would be overrun.
The first snow was coming in a couple of months and we decided it would be a good idea to get out and renew some of our supplies and formally stake our claim. Carefully loading two of the mules we slipped back up the trail, stopping to cover our tracks as best we could. We rode for two weeks, one of us awake at all times, until we hit a camp that hadn't been there when we left.
It was a rough place and by the looks of most wasn't real profitable. I stayed with the mules while Zeke went into the assay office with samples. The man running it got all excited because it was the best stuff he'd ever seen.
"Where'd you get this?"
"That don't matter right now. What's it worth?"
"This is almost pure boy. I'd say you got about six hundred here."
"Good, because we brought a little more."
The man almost fainted when we unloaded everything. After weighing and grading we had eleven thousand dollars worth. There was a Wells Fargo office up the street so new it was still in a tent so we took the written estimate into the office along with the gold.
The banker looked pale when we asked if we could deposit the gold with him. He took the estimate and the gold putting it into a huge safe, one of three in the tent. There were four armed guards, two with shotguns and two with rifles, around the clock. They would let the gold accumulate until they had enough to transport,then call for a convoy of wagons and guards. He filled out our papers. We had him make duplicates and put a set in an envelope addressed to our father's ranch just in case, naming our mother as the owner if some bad luck befell us.
We kept three hundred out for supplies getting the Wells Fargo man to give it to us in paper money, and slept in a bed for the first time in months and ate food we didn't have to cook, drank some beer and had a few shots of bourbon.
Zeke and I had talked it over and we had backtrailed our route until we found a good stream. We panned and got a few flakes and decided this was the spot. We seeded about a hundred yards of the stream with flakes and dust and dug a ten foot shaft into a side hill.
This would be our official claim. We decided early on to buy the whole valley as a homestead, circumventing anyone trying to mine on it.
We noticed there were a few fellas about that seemed pretty interested in us as we registered the claim and the valley. Word of our strike had gotten out but we refused to talk about it. We rode farther back a ways until we found a town with a land office and filed our claim and bought the valley from the government. The manager grinned. "You're gonna ranch in the middle of gold country?"
"That's a mighty likely valley. It's got good water and graze and a couple bottoms that will be good for puttin' in food patches. Them fools can grub in the dirt and freeze their butts off in the winter while we just work our range and sleep in a nice warm cabin. Besides, we'll get more gold for the beef we'll be sellin' than most of them can take out of the ground in a year."
Just to feel better we bought two thousand acres around the valley, to keep neighbors away. He took our money and gave us a deed and just like that we owned a Colorado ranch.
Chapter 8
A week later we were a good ways down the trail. I eased up on Zeke. "Seen 'em yet?"
"Maybe five of them, tryin' to stay out of sight. They don't look too salty."
"The four riders on the ridge do. They look like they mean business."
"Yep, those boys act serious. Maybe we need to let the fools catch up with us get lost in the crowd a bit."
An hour later we found what we wanted, a little draw just off the trail. We eased into it and waited. We heard them for a good while before we saw them, five riders on pretty poor horses with no pack mules. They lost our tracks and drew up confused.
"Where'd they go?"
One youngster was off his horse casting about. "Don't worry. I'll find them directly."
Another snorted and the voice was definitely female. "Gal, you couldn't find your ass with both hands if you had a map and a detailed list of instructions, even if it was on your shoulders."
"Sissy, I'm about tired of your mouth. Think you can do any better?"
She swung down off her horse and we could hear the laughter in her voice. "Couldn't do no worse." The woman cast around for a little while before she found some tracks. "I think they went this way. Hold on and let me look."
We sat and watched her approach. She rounded the brush we were sitting behind and froze. The muzzles of a rifle and a shotgun will make you go still. The youngsters' voice called out. "You see any sign?"
To her credit, she didn't faint or start screaming. Her voice was none too steady though when she answered. "I found them."
They came pounding around the bend, drawing up short when they saw us. None had weapons out and we had them cold.
"Howdy." Zeke said, trying not to laugh.
"How do you do? Please, allow me to introduce myself and my companions. I'm Elsa Monahan. The older gentleman is my Pa, Eion. The two to the right are my brothers Murphy and Gallison. The man on the gray horse is my intended, William Munford. You have us at a disadvantage, sir."
Zeke grinned. "Under normal circumstances I'd be pleased to meet you. However I don't much cotton to people follerin' us. It makes us unsure of their intentions."
Elsa was a tall woman with long auburn hair and green eyes. She had too much character in her face to be beautiful but she was a damned handsome woman with a figure that left no doubt that she was all woman. Her father was a bit shorter with long silver hair and an enormous mustache. Gallison must have been the youngest of the group, standing about 5'5" and if he weighed over a hundred pounds I'd be surprised. His gun looked full growed though and he looked like he'd stand hitched if it got rough. Murphy was almost as tall as Elsa, a little thick around the middle, and had a shifty cast on his face. I had a feeling he'd bear watching.
Munford was the one that got a second look. He was taller than I was and I was almost six feet in socks. He was thick but it didn't look like lard and he had a cold calculating look in his eyes. I think Zeke shared my opinion of him and it was not good. Mr. Munford was slowly easing his horse away, his right hand very near the big Colt in the saddle holster. I spoke up for the first time. "I'm Bradley Walters and this is my brother Zeke. Mr. Munford it appears you have a restless animal there. Why don't you gentle him down some?"
Miss Elsa spoke up. "Willie, do not be foolish! It would not be good if these men believed we mean them harm. I will freely admit we were following you. Word has it you made a pretty big strike. We thought we might follow along and stake claims near you. As you can see," she said, pointing to their wornout clothes, "our ventures thus far have not been too successful."
Zeke spoke. "You hooked up with the riders on the ridge?"
The surprise was evident on their faces, all but Mr. Munford. He just looked uncomfortable.
"I didn't even know there were others in the area."
"How about you Mr. Munford?"
All eyes turned to him and he shifted uncomfortably. "I seen some sign but figgered if they left us alone we wouldn't bother with them."
Elsa's Pa spoke for the first time. "You didn't think that would have been good information to share?"
"It won't be no matter if they leave us alone. If they looked like they were gettin' close I'da told you."
It was pretty plain they were havin' a hard time believin' him. Zeke spoke again. "We'll be ridin' on now. You want to follow it's a free country. Just don't crowd us. We would be very unappreciative if you do. Why don't you turn those mounts around and ride back to the trail. We'll be right behind you."
It galled Munford but the rest didn't have an issue with it. They were armed, but everything was holstered. I was startin' to be a firm believer in shotguns. It took a lot of debate out of situations.
We parted ways on the trail. Zeke told them where we were going which surprised me, and we left them.
"You think that was a good idea, telling them where we'd be?"
He just grinned. "Think about it. Nothin' better'n hidin' in plain sight. This way it'll look more legitimate and when the gold plays out we can pull up stakes and nobody will think a thing about it. We'll idle on over to our valley and get some real work done."
That's why he's the older brother I reckon. I would have never thought about that.
We still had the other riders to contend with. We made sure we didn't skyline ourselves and were wary of traps as we traveled. They were still with us but weren't makin' any moves so we let them be.
We got to our 'fake' claim', set up camp and went to work. We made sure we worked the salted part first to get our gold back.
The Monahans staked out claims farther down the creek. We heard one of the boys whoop and grinned. Good luck to them.
Just for the sake of our cover we worked the stream for three weeks. It pleasantly surprised us to find there really was gold in it. Not like our claim but enough to justify panning it.
It was steadily getting colder and we knew we needed to move before the snows flew in earnest. The riders were still around so one of us made it a point to stop several times a day and scout around. It's how we knew they were coming.
I had slid back into the brush with my shotgun. Zeke was working the creek when they rode in and he didn't stop for a minute. Then he rose and and looked at them.
"Nice claim."
Zeke shrugged at the speaker. "It's all right. Not gettin' rich but still making more than punchin' cows."
"Wouldn't want to sell it would you?"
"Not particularly. Ain't just mine. I got a partner."
It bothered them they couldn't see me. "Where's your partner?"
Zeke grinned. "He's around. The man is kind of notional. He'll just take off for a few hours and then come back and start workin' like he never left. Little hard gettin' used to."
One man started to swing off his horse and Zeke stopped him. "No need to get down. I ain't got time for socializing. You're more than welcome to stake a claim farther on down the creek."
"What if we want this one?"
"You ain't got the money to buy this one."
"Well then mebbe we'll just take it."
Zeke grinned. He was wearin' waders, a new fangled rig that was popular with fishermen back east. They hid his pistols pretty well but were plenty loose to get to if he had to.
"There ain't but four of you. You want to do that, you might want to go get some help."
Boy did that piss the speaker off. He started to talk but Zeke cut him off. "No I don't know who you are. No I ain't seen none of your graveyards. And no I don't give a shit. You want to start somethin' now's the time."
Well there it was, laid out all neat and proper. Two were lookin' mighty pissed. Another was lookin' around trying to figure out where I was. He'd be the one I took out first. The other one looked kind of green around the gills. He'd be the last we'd have to worry about.
I was just about ready to open the ball when the leader grinned. "Plain enough. We'll be ridin' on. Maybe we'll come back, you might just change your mind."
Zeke grinned back. "Do that anytime you have a mind too. We may not even be here when you get back. I think we're about played out here."
You could tell they didn't believe him for a second, but they reined around and trotted off. "Reckon they're gone?" I'd risen up from behind the berm we'd built with tailin's from our shaft. It was hopefully the last place they'd be looking for someone to be, out in the open like it was.
"Naw, they firmly believe we're sittin' on a bonanza. They'll be back."
Truth was we had to leave and soon or we'd not make it before the big snows fell. Neither of us were real sure we'd be able to get in or out once that happened.
Chapter 9
That night we talked to the Monahans. They'd worked hard, all but Murdock, and lucked out. They found a little vein that was about eight feet long and three deep before it petered out to nothing. After that what the netted a day wasn't worth the effort and time they put in to it. Still they'd found about two thousand dollars worth. Many a ranch had been bought for a lot less.
"We'll be headin' out day after tomorrow. Our claim has played out and it ain't worth stayin' the winter for. We're going on to the valley we claimed, hole up there, and start work on the ranch as soon as the weather breaks. My advice to you is to do the same before the weather gets bad. Go on down, bank your gold, and try to find work for the winter. When spring comes take a look around, find you some land with good water and places sheltered from the weather. Build a nice ranch. After that if you still got gold fever come back."



Miss Elsa and her father thought it was an excellent idea. They didn't have the provisions necessary for the winter to come. We'd drop them off game from time to time, a deer once, half a bighorn sheep, even part of a bear that had come out of hibernation during a warm spell. I'm pretty sure it was the only times they got meat.
We'd already had some snows that mostly melted in a few days but we all knew there would come a time when that wouldn't happen. One of her brothers was undecided, but Murphy and Munford were determined to stay. In the end they agreed to split, leaving the ones staying most of the supplies and a fourth of the gold. Munford bitched, saying they deserved more but Elsa shut them down pretty fast, telling them they were lucky they were getting that for the work they had done.
"I was hunting!," Munford protested.
"That you were, the key word being hunting. You almost never shot anything and rabbits won't keep you alive during the winter."
Elsa ended up breaking her engagement to Munford calling him a lazy, undisciplined person who was scared to death of work. "I need a man who'll step up and do what needs to be done to provide for his family and that ain't you."
We didn't hear any of this until later when they stopped by to say goodbye. We shook and Elsa hugged us both, asking us to keep an eye on her brother. She told us about the falling out they had and how she no longer trusted her ex. "I want you to watch out for my brother and watch Willie. He's become a bit more untrustworty lately."
It was good advice. The day before we left I did some hunting, coming on to a herd of deer wintering in a draw. I got three, field dressed them, fixed a travois, and hauled them to their camp. "You hang these, smoke 'em a little. The cold should keep them, and you'll have meat for a good while."
I helped Murphy hang them high enough to keep predators from getting them, shook his hand and left. We were gone before dawn the next morning
We took our time and wandered around for a little to confuse any trackers until we came up on our little trail. After we passed we hitched all the mules to the blue spruce and drug it until it blocked the trail. They'd have to do the same to unblock it and it bought us a little time. It was snowing a little and we figured it would wipe out our tracks and any earth we had disturbed.
There was a blanket of snow permanently now, but it wasn't deep. A lot of the valley was sheltered which explained why the horse herd was still here. So were three of our cows. We cast around for the fourth but found no sign. When the thaw hit we found her and it looked like a cougar had gotten her.
We put our stock in the big cave, putting a rope across the front so they would get used to staying there. We'd let them out the next day but keep our horses close just in case. We worked on the little cave, putting a door in just far enough back that at a glance it would look empty. It was pretty deep and branched a couple of times. I followed one branch and stopped. I could hear our horses stomping around. That wall had to be mighty thin and when I told Zeke he agreed, so over the next few days we worked on it until we broke through.
It made us feel a whole lot better, even a rabbit won't go into a hole that only has one way in and out. There was also a chimney at the very back just wide enough to wriggle through that popped you out on the ridge. We put in a really sturdy door in the stable, then we mixed up mortar and mud, plastering the door to the point it couldn't be seen. It was thin enough to break through if the need was there but thick enough to fool anyone looking for a door.
We had dragged up a bunch of deadfalls before we left and we took turns chopping and sawing until we had a supply that would hopefully last us the rest of the winter. Then we built another door halfway back to cut down on the area we had to heat and give us a storage space. There was a crack in the ceiling that would let the smoke out, dissapating it through a couple of trees. It was cold enough at the very back to hang meat, so we slaughtered one of the steers. The other two looked mighty mournful but it was just the way life worked.
All this took about two weeks. We'd hunkered down, not movin' around much. We'd check for sign from time to time but it was like we were the only people in the world.
The next day we packed up our tools and went to our mine. It was getting colder but the farther we dug the warmer it was on us and easier to work the shaft. We'd work for two weeks straight then take a few days off, pounding the rock to separate the gold from the quartz as much as possible. After a month we had six bags packed with almost pure gold, every bag weighing just over ten pounds.
Then we went through a two week period where the vein looked like it was playing out. We were getting about two hundred dollars worth of gold a week. That was still pretty good yield but we had gotten used to picking up big nuggets.
Zek and I talked it over and decided we'd do the same thing we did at the cave to the shaft, so while I chipped away Zeke started going sideways and up a little, to give us another way out. He was swinging his pick in a smooth regular motion and then he just stopped. "Brad, you need to come see this."
His voice was a little shaky and I was afraid he'd gotten hurt so I hustled into the shaft he was cutting. I didn't see anything unusual except his grin. "What?"
"Look up."
I've heard about passing out from excitement but never thought it could happen until now. I didn't but it was a close thing. The roof of the shaft was one huge vein, easily spanning the four foot width of the tunnel. And it was literally gleaming with gold. There was barely enough quartz to hold it together.
When I got my voice back I asked him how big it was. He shrugged. "No idea, but I'm betting it's pretty big. This changes everything. When word of this gets out they'll overrun us. We won't be able to stop them."
"But we own this valley."
"Think they'll give a damn about that? Their first move would be to try and get rid of us. Then they could do what they want. You think that crowd we braced at the old claim would hold back? Hell no, they'd hire a hundred guns and make sure the job got done. This is going to be too big for us. We need to do some thinking."
We stopped working and went back to the cave when Zeke suddenly grinned. "Know what day this is?"
I knew he made a mark in his book so we'd know but I hadn't thought much about it. "No, not really. What day is it?"
"It's Christmas."
Well then, a very Merry Christmas to us. We made a good meal and broke out a couple of cans of peaches to celebrate. I gave Zeke one of those stockman knives I'd seen him admire back in one of the towns we went through. It was a folding knife with three blades that could fit in his vest pocket. He was most pleased. Then he pulled out a silver pocket watch he'd seen me admire, a pretty elaborate model. I immediately wound it, listening to the comforting ticks. It was nicely engraved and when I opened it I saw my initials on the back of the cover.
Zeke pulled out his Bible and read the passage of the birth of Christ by the light of the fire, the brightness changing as the fire reflected off the cave walls, his measured baritone a comfort to hear. We went to sleep, dreaming of nice ranches. Mine had a dark haired Latin beauty in it. Maybe I could entice a nice girl of quality to take an interest in me, now that I was a moneyed man.
Chapter 10
We slowly enlarged the vein up to twelve feet wide with no end in sight. We also had no idea how long it ran and we stopped after twenty feet.
We sat on the floor of the shaft looking up. I could tell Zeke had something on his mind.
"You know it could take years to fully mine this vein. I for one don't want to put that much of my life into it. We got money now Brad, enough to buy and stock a pretty large spread."
"Are you saying we should walk away?"
He snorted. "Hell no. I think we should go back to civilization and get hold of one of those syndicates that will mine it for us on a percentage. I think a 60/40 split, with us getting the 60. That way we can walk away and still make good money."
We'd both heard the stories about gold fever, how once it got in your veins you were hooked for life. That wasn't us. We really didn't expect to find much gold when we started. It was supposed to be just an adventure to us. Boy, that sure changed in a hurry. There was no way I was spending years in a hole when I could be riding the range on my own spread. It sounded like a hell of an idea.
We talked it to death over the next few weeks while waiting for the weather to break. We finally decided one of us should go while the other stayed to protect our interests. We still had claim to the valley but if we left whoever moved in could claim abandonment. We didn't even discuss who was going. Zeke was the best bargainer I'd ever seen and I was a born sucker.
"We'll have to find a town to get you resupplied. Cherry Creek would be my choice. It's far enough away to keep curiosity down. We could take some gold and bank it with Wells Fargo, something to show the investors we're legitimate. Then you can come on back. I don't expect you to mine too much. You just need to keep an eye on the place."
The weather broke and the thaw was in full swing when we left. It was going to be about a three week trip if we made good time. We had our pack mules loaded down with as much gold as they could safely carry. We'd took to scouting the rim of our canyon and hadn't seen any sign of man so we felt pretty safe.
The blue spruce was still in place, so we moved it to get out, then moved it back. No need to make our place any easier to find. We rode as quickly as the animals could handle, and eighteen days later we rode into Cherry Creek. By now it was a pretty good sized town, most of the tents gone and wooden structures dotted the main street. There were two hotels, both pretty nice, and we booked rooms for three days. That was after we rode down to the Wells Fargo office. Zeke showed the man in charge the paperwork from our previous deposit and he looked scared to death we were going to withdraw it. When he understood we were wanting to make another deposit he was all smiles. When he saw how much we had he looked faint.
"This goes no farther than us," Zeke warned. "There's a lot more if we're right about our claim, and if I find out you been talking we'll take our business elsewhere."
He seemed offended but then he grinned. "Just so you know, I can keep secrets better than a priest. I can also hold a grudge better than a nun. If it gets out it won't come from me and I'll be really upset to find out who talked."
We had the assayer come to the office to judge the value, and it looked like it was a 40,000 dollar deposit. Most people would never see that much money in three lifetimes. It finally sank in how rich we could potentially be. We got three hundred in gold coins from the banker, not wanting to use dust or nuggets that would draw attention to us, and went shopping.
First we got baths, then haircuts, then went shopping for new clothes. Things were outrageously expensive but we paid because we didn't want to travel farther away. That reminded us to check the post office for mail. We'd told Bob and Emily to send mail to there and two other towns so we'd be sure to get it. There were four letters each dated about a month apart.
Bob had married Emily's daughter and they were expecting their first in a few months. One of the hands had worked out and one hadn't, but between the girls and Bob they kept the ranch running. Bob had ordered as much as he could with the money from our last venture, saying he wished he'd had a little more capital. Zeke grinned when he heard that and I knew a new partnership was in the offing. Bob also said the older hand that had stayed was sweet on Emily and she seemed to like him.
Emily said much the same thing, leaving out her romance. She wanted to know if we would be coming back soon as they had gathered up about 350 head to drive to the gold camps and would need our help. She closed the letter by telling Zeke her youngest sent her love and was waiting anxiously to see him again. I just grinned and Zeke got a little red. "She's getting a little older brother. You might have to leave the country if she comes after you."
He grinned, saying he wasn't afraid of a fourteen year old girl. "Might ought to be," I told him grinning back. I mentally added if she was as hot as her mother he might want to consider her in a couple of years. I think Zeke kind of suspected what happened on that ridge but he never mentioned it. He said he'd stop by the ranch on his way to Denver to discuss future business ventures.
We drank, found the best whorehouse (best meaning cleanest) and let off a little steam, ate rich food, and generally had a good time until it was time to go back to the real world. We did stop at the local gunsmith, just to see what he had. We'd bought ammo at the general store but decided we'd like a little more plus we just liked to look at the weapons.
Zeke spotted it first. A Colt Revolving Shotgun built in 1863. The gunsmith was a technical wizard, and he had conpletely reworked it, converting it to brass shells. he explained that paper shells weren't as reliable and if they got damp they swelled, making it hard to load. It was in ten gauge and the cylinder held five rounds. This was a weapon that could do some serious damage at close quarters. He bought it and five boxes of shells, not even arguing over the price. I bought an old LeMat he'd also reconditioned. It was big and bulky, but it held nine rounds plus a twenty gauge shotgun round. Another weapon that could do serious damage.
When I was loaded up to go back, he surprised me by handing me the shotgun. "I got a feelin' you might need it a little more than me, brother. You watch your back trail."
Chapter 11
I was about halfway back when I spotted them. They were camped in a little hollow but it offered little in the way of concealment or defense. There was a low ridge right above it and a man could ease on top of it and it would be like shootin' fish in a barrel.
In fact, that's just what I did. I could see the whole camp from the ridge and it looked pretty rundown. Whoever these people were they weren't really equipped for the trail. When the woman spoke I knew who they were. Grinning, I stood where they could see me.
"Hello the camp!"
It was kind of funny watch them scramble around for weapons and places to take cover.
"Who are you and what do you want?"
It was Elsa that spoke.
"Well a cup of coffee would be nice, maybe some talk with some old friends would be a bonus."
Elsa stood, peering up the ridge. "Bradley Walters! As I live and breathe. I though I'd never see you again."
"And I thought you'd all be on a ranch in New Mexico by now."
She sighed. "Yes, well, our situation has changed. Come on in and we'll tell you all about it."
I rode back down from the ridge and swung into their camp. It was a pretty sorry affair. They were extremely embarrassed when they admitted they had no coffee, and I just grinned and pulled a bag out of one of the packs along with the grinder. "Elsa, make sure you grind enough for breakfast. It'll save us some time in the morning."
Once everyone had a full cup, they told me their tale of woe.
"We were the happiest we'd been in a long time. The gold we found would buy us a nice spread and leave enough for some cattle and a few horses, enough to make a start. We were just full of plans."
She sighed, thinking. "They showed up a week later, just appearing around us. We had no idea anyone else was even in the same territory. They took every bit of gold we had, our pack animals, even our mining tools."
"Wow."
Elsa sighed. "Yeah, wow. We've thought about it since then. They knew we had gold, even knew exactly which pack animal it was on. Then a couple of weeks later we got word Murphy was found at the claim, shot in the back. Twice. There was nothing left of the camp and even his boots and coat were missing. There was no sign of Willie so I'm thinking the worst, that he decided to take it all and then track us down for the rest of it."
We made it back to a town. Dad took a job as a swamper at a saloon. It was all he could find. Gallison chopped wood and I worked at a waitress but it just barely gave us a living. We left when Dad lost his job defending a drunk customer from the owner's son. His sister owned the diner so I lost my job, and Gallison ran out of work. We took what little we'd managed to scrape together, bought what gear and food we could, and left. We're about out of food so we thought we'd hit the next town and look for work, enough to buy some more supplies and start again."
I thought about that for a while after everyone bedded down. It came to me I had a opportunity here. I could hire them to help me mine and pay them a good wage, enough for them to get a stake. They would be set by the time Zeke got back and it would be that much more gold we wouldn't have to split with any syndicate.
I hit them with it after breakfast, cooked mostly from my supplies. "I got an offer for you. We found a little gold. Zeke is going to be gone for a while on personal business and I could use some help. We'll pay a good wage, furnish everything, tools, supplies, that sort of thing. Interested?"
I rode ahead and let them talk it over. An hour later Elsa trotted up. "We'll do it. It solves our short term problems, gives us a chance to get a decent stake so we can go out on our own. How long we talking here?"
"Two to four months, dependin'. That'll give you plenty of time before winter hits to get set up on your own claim. Zeke and I may even help you look for a good spot before we leave."
"You think your claim will be played out by then?"
I grinned, thinking of that big seam in the tunnel. "Maybe. We'll have to see."
We talked it over the next night and decided to send Gallison back to the nearest town to pick up more supplies. I wasn't counting on feeding three more people so what I bought would not last. We parted ways the next morning, after I gave him sixty dollars in coins and paper. It would be more than enough. I told him to buy what we needed and anything that caught his fancy, warning him to keep a low profile. I looked them over and took him aside, giving him another sixty dollars. "You use this to get some warm coats. We can't have any of you getting sick. I'm thinkin' leather with sheepskin linin'. Might want to get some new boots if you know everyone's size. I suggest engineer boots. They'll be a lot more suited to what you'll be doing than regular ridin' boots. Get anything else you think you guys might need. Consider this a signing bonus. You don't have to pay me back." He had tears in his eyes and was struggling to say something when I walked off.
I'd given him directions to our valley, telling him to make sure no one was tracking him on the way back. I think they thought I was being a little obsessive over a claim that may play out in a couple of months.
Eight days later we came to our cutoff and I had them help pull the big blue spruce over enough to let us pass. It was still alive, a lot of the roots still in the ground, so it covered the trail quite well.
We topped the rise, looking down into the little valley. I was glad to see it undisturbed, no tracks of anything but wildlife. The horse herd was still there, but I could see sign that they had been in and out. I thought it was a good thing because it helped hide our tracks.
We got to the cave, stored our supplies, and then Eion and I rode a circuit. I was happy to see our two steers were still there. We got as close to the horses as we dared without spooking them and I looked them over with my spyglass. Most were scrubs but there were maybe ten that looked good. Eion remarked we should catch a few to spell our mounts. Mine was in pretty good shape but theirs were not much to look at. I agreed, saying we should take a day or two and try to cull the good ones out.



Elsa was the camp cook and had a good meal waiting on us when we got back. I got the livestock settled and we called it a night.
I took them to the mine the next day, grinning at the shock on their faces. "You're going to ride away from this?"
I told them of our plan to have a syndicate take over, paying us a premium, leaving us free to go home and find ranches of our own. They understood but were really quiet the rest of the day.
I figured it would be just Eion and I working the mine, but Elsa went with us. "What am I gonna do? Sit around camp all day? I need to stay busy, and it will be that much more we can take out."
She helped us for a week before starting another job, separating the gold from the quartz. Pretty soon we had a pile of white quartz about waist high that stuck out like a sore thumb, a sure sign of a mining operation. We stopped mining long enough to dig a pretty good sized pit, and Elsa would throw the tailin's in every day, then throw a few shovels full of dirt over it.
We worked six days straight before resting. I got out the scales we'd bought and had them measure out 14 ounces of gold, telling them it was their pay. They were shocked, the value of the gold far and above what they would have normally earned. It was runnin' about twenty dollars an ounce at the time. If they stayed four months and added what Gallison would make, they would have a pretty nice grubstake by the time we worked a deal with whoever Zeke settled on. Maybe they could continue to work for them but I doubt the pay would be as good.
Esla cried and shocked us all by giving me a big kiss. I turned about eight shades of red while her dad laughed. Gallison showed up the next day saying he took extra time and wandered a bit to make sure no one was following. I hoped he was right but his trailcraft was limited. I decided I'd ride his back trail just for peace of mind.
They showed him the gold and he was shocked. Then they told him the wage he'd be getting and he was speechless. I left the next morning knowing the mine was in good hands, packing enough food for two days.
Chapter 12
I saw nothing the first day, and decided to turn around about noon the next day. As it was, I'd be eating jerky before I got back.
The first couple of hours were uneventful but just before ten my scalp started tingling and my horse seemed uneasy. I'd learned long ago to trust my instincts, so I loosened my shotgun so I could drag it out easier, and made sure the strap was off my pistol.
My horse saved my life. I was on a narrow trail, steep drops on both sides. It made me so nervous I pulled the shotgun out, holding it across the saddle. Blackie shied suddenly, and the bullet meant for me went through his neck and still managed to hit me in the shoulder. Blackie was falling so I kicked out of the stirrups and went over a bank, landing about twenty feet down in a clump of brush.
The fall knocked the wind out of me and it took a minute to recover. I realized I could hear voices. "Reckon he's dead?"
"If he ain't he will be. He's hit, you can see by the blood. He's down in that holler, and I don't see a good way out. All we have to do is ride off and leave him."
I could barely see the riders through the brush. I saw one wearing a derby. A derby I had seen before. There was nothing I could do, wishing I'd grabbed the rifle instead of the shotgun.
Derby spoke. "You'll excuse me if I want to be sure. Hank, you and Ben find a way in there. Drag his body out. I want to piss on it before the day's out."
The other rider spoke. "You want to waste time, it's your business. Me and my boys are ridin' on. That claim has to be close and my cousin says it's probably going to be the richest in a long time. Still don't think it was a good idea for him to get a job as a guard for Wells Fargo? We've already managed to jump two claims but nothing like this."
You could hear the anger in Derby's voice. "Don't go gettin' no ideas. Fifty-fifty, remember? We'll ride on with you but Ben and Hank will stay long enough to find that body. Cut his head off when you find him boys. I'll enjoy pissing in his face even if he can't feel it. Let's ride."
There had to be over a dozen in that bunch. I hoped they didn't catch Elsa and the boys unaware. I'd pounded it into them before I left to keep a constant check, just in case of something like this. In the meantime I had my own problems. The two after me had ridden off, looking for an easier way into the ravine. My shoulder hurt like the devil but I still had my pistols and the shotgun. If I was gonna die they were gonna die. I crawled as best I could downhill knowing that was the direction they'd be coming from.
It took them almost two hours before they came into view. They were walking, trying to be quiet. It wasn't working. These boys had never spent much time in the woods. If things worked out right they'd never get the chance to improve.
They came by me not twenty feet away, one about a foot in front of the other. I gave them as much chance as they gave me, opening up with the shotgun and firing three times before I stopped. At that distance it blew them apart. They died without a word.
I walked over slowly just to make sure they were dead. Yep, dead all right. They had nothing of interest exept for a really nice Bowie knife. I took it and the best looking hat. Mine had come off in the tumble down the ravine.
I walked back, finding their horses half a mile along at the entrance to the ravine. They were better horses than I figured but then again, men who rode outside the law couldn't really afford a slow horse. I took them, stopping on the trail to remove my saddle and bridle from Blackie. It hurt me to see him layin' there. He'd been a good hoss, carrying me all the way from Texas without complaint. They'd taken my rifle and emptied my saddlebags. There were a few shotgun shells scattered on the ground and I reloaded immediately. There were a couple of Winchesters on the outlaw's horses and they seemed in good shape.
It was kind of awkward, but I bound up my shoulder as best I could, grateful the bullet hadn't hit bone. The pain made my attitude towards those who had done it less than forgiving. I pointed the horses towards our claim, letting them walk to favor my shoulder. I was in no hurry. I knew where they were going and the ground they had to cover, and if they were planning on backtrailing me it would confuse the shit out of them.
Deliberately I had changed directions half a dozen times and even rode back over my own tracks twice. They better have a damn good tracker or it was going to take them a while to get to the claim. I pointed the horse along the quickest route, confident that if I didn't beat them I wouldn't be far behind them.
Darkness stopped me. Checking the saddlebags I was grateful to find a small bag of coffee and a battered old pot, and a bit of jerky. I'd be all right until I got back to the claim. Thinking of Elsa's cooking made the jerky even less flavorful.
There was nothing for breakfast so I was packed and ready to go as soon as daylight hit. I cussed a little when I got to the blue spruce. Apparently they had a pretty good tracker and my rambling hadn't fooled him any. They had figured it out and dragged it to the side, leaving the trail for anyone to see. Judging by the tracks I couldn't be more than an hour behind them.
I caught up to them just as they were topping the ridge and they had pulled up to scope out the valley. No time like the present I thought as I hunkered down behind a couple of downed trees. Both rifles were completely full and I lay them and my shotgun out knowing it might be a while before I could reload.
Derby had half turned, talking to the other leader, and I was damned tired of that hat. I should have gone for a safer shot, but it was only 75 yards and I was pissed. I was more than happy to give them the same chance they had given me, none at all. My shot blew the derby off his head, and most of his head off his shoulders. Levering the rifle as fast I could I nailed a couple more but couldn't say for sure they were kill shots, and dropped three horses. There was a lot of yellin' and cussin' as they dropped over the ridge and into cover. I immediately ran forward, stopping behind a nest of rocks far to the left of where I had been.
I gave them about half an hour before I slid around the rocks, working my way to the left. There was a goat path there and while it was scary as hell in a couple of places a man could walk it if he was careful. Apparently I'd made a believer out of them because no one took a look before I made it to the path. Forty minutes later I was below them, watching as they hunkered down. There were still eight of them but you could tell by the way they left him sprawling one was a goner. Another had a sling over his right arm so I figured he was out of the fight. I was just about to dust them when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I rolled over bringing the rifle to my shoulder before I realized it was Gallison. They heard the shooting and he came to scout around. He still hadn't seen me so I took a chance, slinging a pebble that hit him on the arm.
He looked over swinging his rifle, then realized who I was and started towards me. I held up my finger and shook my head no. When he nodded I moved my hand in a circle before pointing left. He understood, grinned, and slid farther over. I was going to try to box them if I could.
I gave him fifteen minutes. I'd already lined up my first target, hoping Gallison understood I wanted him to start on the left. After the first shot I was going to continue working left while he worked right until there were no targets, I got shot, or they got away.
My first shot him the man square in the back and severed his spine. I got the second one before they figured out the bullets were coming from behind them. Gal had opened up by then and a man stood up, then flopped over backwards down the slope. Eleven men had started out to kill us and jump the claim. Three managed to make the ridge and ride off.
Elsa and Eion had come running after the shooting was over, pistols in hand. I was pretty tired so I eased back against a rock. I woke up three hours later in the late evening. They had a fire going and I could smell the stew simmering. Elsa made damn good stew.
After they fed me they heated water and bathed my wound. It was red and puffy and hurt like hell. "Looks infected son. We don't take care of it, you'll lose that arm and if it spreads inside you're a goner. Want us to try and fix it?"
Did I have a choice? Eion sat me up and they placed hot cloths on both sides of the wound. He'd whittled a tree branch down into as straight a shaft as possible. They had carried several jugs of corn whiskey with them, partially to sip but mostly to treat wounds with.
"I ain't gonna lie to you Brad. This is gonna hurt like hell. The hole is a lot bigger on the back side and we think that's where the infection started. You take about four good slugs off that bottle, then Gal and I will hold you as still as possible while Elsa runs this through the wound. The whiskey soaked rag should clear up the infection. We're gonna let it bleed a little to finish it off. That's the easy part. After it's bled a little we're gonna slap a red hot knife blade to the exit wound, to seal it up and make it heal faster. Now drink up and tell us when you're ready."
I'd never be ready but realized there was no choice. I killed half the bottle in three gulps, waited until it hit, and nodded. It was a damn good thing the men holding me were miners with well developed arm and shoulder muscle or I would have thrown them both off. That stick hurt like hell! When it was done I kind of hung between them huffing and puffing, mightily glad I could not see the knife coming. I let out a yell they could have heard in Cherry Creek when it hit, the stench of buring flesh filling the air. I must have passed out again. It was just breaking daylight when I opened my eyes again.
My shoulder was almighty sore but didn't feel as bad as I thought it was until I tried to move my arm. "Easy," said Elsa, "Give it time to heal. You won't be swinging no pick for a good while. Let me get you a cup of coffee and some flapjacks. It'll make you feel better."
Elsa made the best sourdough flapjacks in the world. They would have been good plain but Gal had found a bee tree a couple weeks back. We smoked it and robbed about two thirds, leaving the rest so they wouldn't go away. The honey made them twice as good. We didn't waste anything, using the comb to make candles for the mine.
She grinned when I finally stopped. "Well, at least they didn't kill your appetite. We're gonna go gather the bodies and see what we can find."
"There should be a derby lying around. I'd be most pleased if you'd fetch it to me."
Four of the horses had stayed near, so they gathered them up and dragged the bodies to the ridgeline. The horses were good animals, there again outlaws couldn't afford bad ones. Their pistols were mostly Peacemakers with one Remington and a pistol I didn't recognize. I found out later it was British. They must have been expecting a fight, because they'd brought plenty of ammo. The rifles were all Winchesters of varying ages and one Sharps in 45/70. Eion and Gal upgraded their weapons, taking the better ones. Eion found an old .22 pepperbox on one of them and Elsa took that one because it would fit into the pockets of her skirts.
"It ain't much but if I have to use it they'll be up close and I won't miss." She wasn't grinning when she said it.
We also found their pack mule loaded down with supplies. They must have planned on moving in and staying a while. More for us.
We talked everything over that night. "Zeke won't be back for at least a month, maybe longer. I got a feeling them boys won't give up so easy so I expect they'll give it another try as quick as they can get more men. I can't use a shovel right now, so I'll do guard duty. if there is a bunch of them we'll probably get overrun. We need to make plans now for if that happens."
"We need rallying points. We also need to stash a few weapons and supplies in different places in case we need to cut and run. And it wouldn't hurt to find another way out of this valley."
It seemed Elsa was the brain of the family and we went along with her ideas. We halted mining and made our plans.
Chapter 13
Since I couldn't do much real work I spent the next week scouting and watching the trail. We'd made the stashes we talked about, weapons, ammo, a little grub and coffee, some rags for bandages, that sort of thing.
I wasn't just ridin' around. There were a few choke points on the trail in, and I had Gal and Eion help me loosen the base of a couple of big boulders, and rig a deadfall out of some mighty impressive logs. It probably wouldn't hurt them but it would clog the trail and make them jumpy.
They hit three days later and I almost missed them. They'd gotten smart and hired three renegade Indians. I was watching from the ridge, staring at a cloud of dust and wondering how many they were when I felt more than heard something. I didn't stop to think and rolled to the left. An arrow hit the rock where I was lying and the archer, seeing he missed, had dropped his bow and was trying to get his rifle to bear. I hit him three times the last in his head as he was falling. Another rose up almost in front of me, shocked beyond believing when I dropped the rifle and went for my shotgun. He was literally on top of me before I could get it to bear, the barrel almost against his chest. The shot knocked him backwards and he remained standing for a few seconds, looking down. I could see the woods behind him through the three inch hole.
The last fired as I was rising to my feet, nearly ripping my holster in two and knocking me down again. The brave must have thought he got me, because he rose up, his war cry echoing off the rocks. He stopped in mid yell, because I blew most of his jaw off. The next round took the rest of his head.
The sudden stillness was deafening and it took me a minute to recover. I was going to have a hellacious bruise on my hip where he'd hit my holster. I also had a shallow groove I didn't remember getting on my left arm, right beside the one I got in Mexico.
Scrambling back to the ridge I dusted off my binoculars and focused on the dust cloud. Son of a bitch, there had to be thirty of them! Eion was coming across the valley and I waved a yellow scarf, the all clear signal.
He dropped beside me and I let him get a look. "That's a lot of riders."
"It is. Way more than we can handle alone. I don't want any of us getting hurt, so we may have to give it up for a while. We'll worry about getting it back when Zeke shows up. I need you to help me spring the traps, then we'll dust them a bit and get the hell out. They'll take this valley but it's gonna cost them.
We slipped down to the first trap, a huge boulder standing right over a sharp rise in the trail. I always meant to push it back because it made me nervous, but now I wanted it there. We had dug carefully, undermining it until it was barely hanging on. It took them almost an hour to get close but as soon as most of them were in the gap we pushed. The sonofabtich didn't move! We tried two more times and they were less than twenty feet away before it finally gave.
Oddly, it didn't make any noise until it hit the trail below. Then there was all kinds of noise as the boulder hit, dragging smaller stones with it. There was a lot of shouting and a few screams when it hit the tightly packed group. Seeing as how they were a mite distacted, I emptied the shotgun while Eion gave them every shell his rifle had. Horses were bucking, rocks were rolling, and there was no way they could return fire and precious little place they could hide. We aimed for men and horses alike. It galled me to kill a good horse but the less mounts they had the better. They were just starting to look for something to shoot at when we pulled back.
I watched through the glasses as the dust cleared. There were four horses down and another hobbling around, with at least three men on the ground, obviously dead. When they pulled the boulder baclk far enough to pass, I saw another dead horse, the rider still on it. I guess he rode that gelding straight into hell.
Eion had brought the buffalo gun along, and as soon as the first rider appeared he blew him out of the saddle. There was a lot of cussing as I emptied another rifle in their direction and Eion got a couple more shots off with the big gun.
They were down five or six men and horses, and they hadn't even made the valley yet. Still way too many of them. We watched as it took them an hour to creep through the gap, waiting until they made it to the next trap. A pile of logs, many with broken branches, piled up between two trees. We had carefully sawn the trees until they were just barely standing, so the only thing holding them was the bottom piece. It was partially sawn through as well so when they started to move it wouldn't hold much back.
The trail was clear and wide and the logs far enough away to not look like much of a threat. We waited until the front riders had passed before we blew the bottom log. I wasn't a fan of dynamite but Zeke picked up a dozen sticks just in case. I would have to tell him how much I appreciated his foresight when he got back.
Horses started bucking and the men were scrambling to get them under control when the logs hit. Four went down under the logs and rocks that had dislodged in the blast. We managed to hit the three on this side of the jam. Two dropped from their saddlles but the third came off his horse and rolled behind a boulder. We fell back yet again, the force before us reduced by a third. It still left us badly outnumbered.



I grinned when we hit the ridge. If nothing else that might give them pause. The corpses were still more or less laying in a line, body parts scattered as scavengers discovered the remains. Above them on a stick pounded into a cracked rock was a derby. I learned years later the place was marked on Colorado maps as Derby Ridge.
Chapter 14
After the logs our enemies decided to retreat back down the trail for a good camping spot. Darby went among his men, assessing their wounds. Two were hurt bad enough that their figtht was over. He promised them their fair share of the gold when they had it. Five more were hurt, ranging from lumpy noggins to broken arms. Worse, eleven of their men and fourteen horses were dead. Maybe his father should have been a little more careful. They'd had a good thing going until his father had jumped three strangers, one of them a woman. He died in the dirt for his actions, as well as his brother when they went after their killers. Darby had seen the derby nailed to the stick and recognized it for what it was. It had been on his brothers' head the last time he saw it. Maybe revenge wasn't such a good idea because it hadn't worked out well so far.
If he was wavering Bart Hill, the leader of the other half of the group, was even more determined. "We're still too many for them boys. He can't have more than two or three helping him. We'll get him soon and the gold will be ours."
One of his followers asked what everyone else was thinking. "What do we do when his brother shows up?"
"Kill him. We'll have possession by then and we'll call for more men. He won't have a choice but to ride away and when he does we'll follow."
I grinned in the darkness. I'd slipped down to check them out, ghosting past their sentry. I'd heard it all. I had another little surprise for them. After they retreated, Eion and I spent an hour and a half gathering rattlesnakes. The rocks and logs we had dislodged were their hiding places, and they lay on the ground stunned and sluggish, the hot sun making them very uncomfortable.. We'd pin their heads down and throw them into a burlap bag we'd been soaking in a stream. They immediately went quiet in the dark and the cool. We caught nine before we stopped. The saddles were stacked near the picket line and I managed to get five into saddlebags. The horses could smell the snakes and got pretty restless. They sent a man to see what was bothering them.
I had the biggest rattler by the head, his mouth forced open, his fangs fully extended. When the man passed me I rose up and jammed the fangs into his ass as hard as I could. He screamed and ran back into camp, the snake still dangling. There was a lot of steppin' and fetchin' until they got the snake off and killed it. By then it was too late for their man and he died in agony later on in the night.
While they were distracted I got the last three snakes out, holding their heads in one hand, twirling them like a lasso before letting go. They landed in the clump of men, madder than hell and happy to have something to lash out at. Two more got bit before they killed one and the others slithered away. I slipped back up the trail, knifing the guard as I passed. He shoulda been better at his job. I bet they didn't sleep much that night.
We settled down to sleep a few hours. When I woke up Elsa and Gallison were there fixing breakfast.
"Don't complain. You're gonna need our help."
Gal just grinned and after breakfast we laid up in the rocks. Every one of us with two rifles, our pistols, and I had the shotgun. Every hiding place had a clear path behind for a quick retreat. We all knew we weren't going to be staying long.
They must have been late risers, because the yellin' and cussin' didn't start until almost nine. Well, they'd found the rest of the rattlesnakes. Thirty minutes later they came into sight, twelve riders looking anxiously about. They must want that gold pretty bad knowing we had high ground and weeks to prepare for something like this. The number of riders bothered me, there should be four or five more. Course the snakes might have took care of some of them, but not all.
It hit me they were trying to flank us so I waved to everybody telling them to watch the sides and behind them. Elsa elected herself watcher, keeping eyes behind us as we let them have it one more time. Eion was a pretty canny old man, and he waited until they hit a patch of trail that had them riding single file. He let loose with the buffalo gun, the big slug going through one man and into the body of another. Both fell from their saddles dead before they hit the ground. Gal and I opened up. He scored a hit but the rider stayed in the saddle and I had a clean miss, the horse jerking slightly just as I squeezed the trigger. It killed the horse, though, and it tumbled back down the trail, the rider trying to kick his feet out of the stirrups. He managed to ride it out but when he stood up one leg was at an odd angle. He was a little dazed and made a perfect target for the buffalo gun. The shot literally lifted him off his feet. We all knew when he fell he was never getting back up.
Elsa let out a yell and started shooting. We had talked about it and Eion kept his eyes forward while Gal and I turned. One was still out in the open and his last view was the barrel of my shotgun. It almost cut him in two. Elsa had gotten another one but there was still two or three out there. Time to retreat. I counted as I ran and figured there were at least twelve to fourteen out there.
We almost made it to our second position when a rifle barked. Eion threw the buffalo gun up in the air and dropped like a rock. Elsa screamed and tried to go back but Gal had her, pushing her forward. The outlaws were shooting at them and forgotten about me. I nailed one and put a hole through the leg of another before they realized I was still alive. I made it over to Eion but one look told me all I needed to know. I grabbed the buffalo gun and the cartridge belt and started running.
I made it to our rallying point. Elsa was sobbing into Gal's chest. He had a little mist in his own eyes. I knew I should let them grieve but if I didn't get them focused soon there would be no one to grieve for any of us.
"Elsa! Elsa!" Yellin' didn't work so I grabbed her and shook her pretty hard. She stopped crying, eyes wide in shock.
"Listen to me! I'm sorry about your Pa. We'll make sure he gets a good funeral and a proper resting place when this is done. Right now I need you to focus or you'll be crying for all of us. They're still coming. Hear me? The bastards who killed your father are still coming. We need to do something about that."
Her eyes cleared some and her jaw jutted out. "Here's what we do. We kill them. All of them."
"That's the plan."
We ran a little farther until we were in a little ravine that gradually opened up into a meadow. Gal and Elsa took their positions and I eased back up the ravine, waiting. There were twelve or thirteen left, still way too many. I knew that I would end up giving them the mine rather than have Gal and Elsa hurt. Well, not giving it to them. They would have to earn it and they wouldn't enjoy it long. I just needed to keep everybody alive until Zeke got here.
It took them two hours. Apparently the first two were their best woodsmen and they weren't bad but I had been trained by one of the best guerilla fighters to ever live, an Apache who was one of Geronimo's lieutenants. He and my father had a history and he turned up on the ranch one day basically seeking asylum for him and his family. Pa had given him a cabin on a remote part of the ranch and hired him to hunt any wolves and cougars who killed our livestock. Pa had him take each of his sons into the hills for four months when we hit fourteen, and he taught us quite a bit about woodcraft. His best lessons were on warfare, how to manipulate an enemy into a position of vunerability, how to engineer hit and run skimishes for maximum damage to an enemy without risking your own people. He taught us how to move like a ghost, how to kill with a knife, a stone, stick, how to turn anything into a weapon and most importantly, with bare hands. He taught us control of the battlefield was half a victory. So far his teachings had held true. We'd used terrain, traps, and ambush, reducing the enemy force by almost two thirds while losing only one combatant.
The odds were still heavily in their favor but we still had a few tricks up our sleeve. I waited patiently until one gave me a clear shot. His back was turned so he never saw the arrow coming. I was pretty good with a bow, again thanks to our Apache teacher, and the arrow hit him right at the base of the skull. He went down without a sound, dead before he hit the ground. The other man heard him fall and stuck his head out of the brush. The arrow went through his left eye. He kicked and gurgled for a few minutes before he sighed and stopped breathing. Time to move.
I thought I was far enough away when bullets started kicking up dust all around me. I heard the buffalo gun boom and a scream. One more down. I slid into the ditch we'd cut and we all took off, emerging behind a clump of trees.
"There's still too many of them. We're going to have to run. They can have the mine. We'll get it back later."
It galled them no end but they didn't argue. We hit a cache and grabbed more ammunition, some food, and four sticks of dynamite. If they took the mine I wasn't going to make it easy. They'd have to work to get the gold out.
Elsa and Gal didn't want to do it but we split up. They were going down to the end of the valley to a safe location. There was a trail there, a path made by mountain goats. It was steep and a little scary in places but we'd worked on it. A half a mile along and about three hundred yards down was a little cave. We'd stashed more guns and food there so they could fort up and hold out a good while. If they didn't stir they would be hard to find.
"What about you?"
"It's my mine. I intend to hang around and make life interesting for them until Zeke gets back. You lay low. I'll come and fetch you when it's safe. Here."
I handed them a note. It was my last will and testament. If I died, Zeke inherited everything apart from the valley. It was my wish that he give it to Elsa and Gal, minus the gold mine. I also left them ten percent of my half of the mine.
Elsa read it and cried. "We can't take this."
"You can and you will. You stood by me. Your father died defending this place. You deserve it. Now leave before they get any closer. I'll dust them enough to kep their heads down."
Gal had tears in his eyes and Elsa wrapped me up in a hug. Then she gave me a kiss that shook me to my feet. "You're a hell of a man, Brad Walters. We get out of this alive and I'm coming after you. I'd be a good woman for you. You think about that."
She kissed me one more time and turned. She didn't look back. I watched them until they were out of sight. I gave it a little thought. Elsa was a handsome woman. She had too much character in her face to be beautiful but I'd take character over beauty any day. She was tough and determined, a women who would walk beside you instead of behind you. She wasn't the dusky senorita I'd always dreamed of but dreams could change.
Chapter 15
I got a couple of more, then I became a ghost. I didn't make a move for six days, watching, waiting. There knew I was still out there, so they kept looking. Once or twice I was close enough to touch one, but I let them go. I wanted them relaxed and comfortable.
They found our cave and moved in. Then they found the mine. I was watching from behind a rise, heard them whoop and holler, saw them comin' out with bags of ore we'd already mined. Still I waited. When they started mining in earnest, I struck. There were probably eight inside when I set off the dynamite I had planted, all high in the roof of the tunnel. The mine collapsed with a roar, smoke billowing out of what was left of the entrance. No one came out.
I'd learned the name of their leaders. Darby something and Bart Hill. Hill I'd heard of. He was thoroughly dangerous and wanted for several killings. He'd made a living robbing and killing miners leaving the gold fields, taking their gold. He thought about it for a while and decided it was easier to jump claims. He got away with it a couple of times before he ran in to somebody who wouldn't give up. Him and his two partners turned the tables, ambushing Hill's gang and killing most of them before they got away just ahead of a lynch mob. He'd laid pretty low and most thought he'd left Colorado but here he was back and up to his old tricks.
I watched as they rode up, Darby cussing a blue streak. Besides losing his men, it would take days to reopen the mine and shore up the shafts. Hill never said a word, scanning the ridges.
"Walters! I know you can hear me! I got fifty men coming. Twenty are miners. The rest I hired just to kill you. Leave before you die!"
I lined up a shot but just as I pulled the trigger he moved and it was a clean miss. Darby was behind him a little and the bullet went through his leg and into the horse. The horse went wild, bucking like mad for a minute before it collapsed, taking Darby with it to the ground. They had to take his leg that night.
I think Hill would have killed him but he was in charge of the miners.
Five days later I watched as a column of riders came over the ridge. Seems Hill wasn't kidding about the number of men he'd sent for. I was worried that Zeke would ride into a trap, but those boys left plenty of sign and Zeke was no fool. I hadn't heard from Elsa and Gal and couldn't go near them for fear of leaving sign so I had to hope for the best.
The next few days were nip and tuck. They found me twice and it was a close thing getting away. I got a burn across the cheek and a pretty good gash across my side. Them boys had some pretty good trackers. I knew if Zeke didn't show up soon I was a goner.
Tired and exhausted, I burrowed down into some oak leaves and was out in a second. I felt rather than heard something and came out of the leaves with my knife in my hand. The knife was moving forward at at the last second I realized it was Elsa and jerked my hand sideways, burying the blade in the ground beside her head. Her eyes were wide and she would have screamed if I hadn't had my other hand around her throat.
I let go of her and she drew in a big gulp of air. "Jesus, Brad, you scared the hell out of me."
"You did the same to me. You guys all right? Where's Gal?"
"He's out scoutin'. We were gettin' low on food and I decided to hit one of our hideouts. I saw you getting into the leaves. You just seemed to melt into nothingness. Where did you learn that?"
"Old Indian taught me. You best be gettin' back."
She was about to move when we heard them. Five riders, moving slow. Casting for sign no doubt. It was almost dark and I doubted they could see anything but I grabbed Elsa and we sank back into the leaves. We could hear them talking as they rode by.
"I'm startin' to think they ain't here in the valley no more."
"Don't get too comfortable, Shorty. That boy don't seem the type to just give up and go away."
"If he's here we'll get him soon or late. There's still thirty of us not countin' the miners.
The other man laughed. "Keep your eyes open anyway. I don't want him to make it twenty-nine."
We waited until we were sure they were gone before we came out. "Give it a little time before you go back. I don't want them catching you or have you lead them to Gal."
In answer she tugged at the pack she had on and took the blankets she had and putting them on the leaves. "There now. We can sleep comfortable without the leaves sticking us.
It was better than any idea I had so we did just that. The blankets were small so we huddled together for a few minutes. I thought she was asleep when I felt her hand in mine. "Brad, can I ask a favor?"
"Sure. Anything I can give you or can do for you I will."
"Don't be so hasty until you hear me out. I'm scared, Brad. Real scared that we may not make it out of this valley alive. No, don't try to comfort me, just hear me out."
She went quiet for a second. "I'm nineteen years old, Brad. Most gals my age have been married by now and most got a young'un or two. I've never known a man. If I die, I don't want it to be as a virgin. Just once I want to feel what it's like to have a lover. Will you do it?"
I didn't know what to say and before I could gather my thoughts she was on me, her lips on mine and her tongue trying to get into my mouth. She reached down and grabbed the front of my pants with one hand and my other hand with the other, putting it firmly into her full breast.
It might have been the desperation of our circumstances but I soon gave up pretending to fight. I got her shirt open and was mauling her while she wiggled out of her pants. She rolled me over on top of her and nature took it's course. There was a sharp hiss when her hymen broke but it didn't take her long to start moaning. Realizing she was making a lot of noise she grabbed her shirt and bit down on it as I pumped. I tried to last as long as possible but she was steaming hot and tight as a vise. She peaked right before I unloaded, letting out a long moan. We fell apart gasping for breath.
Later as she snuggled to me she asked if she did all right. I kissed her and told her honestly she was the best woman I'd ever bedded. I could feel her smile on my neck. Two hours later she woke me up ready to go again. I got up and checked first and then I grinned. If I was going to die doing it while I was making love to a woman wasn't a bad way to go.
The second round was as intense as the first. When it was over I tried to talk but she put her put her fingers to my lips. "Now's not the time to talk. If we survive this we'll be having a serious discussion. I want you to know I have feelings for you Brad Walters. I don't know how you feel and I don't want to right now. You can tell me when it's over."
I woke up just before daylight and she was gone. "Thank you" was scratched in the dirt.
Running out of options, I decided to hide in plain sight. I slipped into the cave we'd used as shelter for the horses when we first got there and eased through the door we'd built into our cave, trying not to dislodge too much of the mud. I came out in the storage room, slipping through the back door and into the general cave. We'd explored it several times and there was a little alcove about eighty yards back that had an airhole and a little spring trickling out of the rocks. There was also a narrow shaft that went to the top of the ridge just above the entrance to the cave. It was tight, but I could get through it if I had to.
I hid for eight days. Sometimes I'd slip into the storeroom and listen. They had reopened the mine and had a crew of 24 mining nonstop. The gold was piling up and Hill was anxious to take it out but knew he had to take care of the other Walters brother before he could. One of his new men was a little skeptical.
"You forget I'm from Texas, Bart. I know these people. Their father is a Captain in the Texas Rangers. One of their brothers is an Arizona Ranger. Another is a county sheriff. His mother has family im Mexico and Bradley Walters is one of her brothers' favorite nephews. A very rich and powerful uncle. When they find out they're gone and the circumstances of their death they could have a few hundred riders descend on us like Angels Of Death. You need to keep that in mind. Might want to hire a few more boys if you can get them."
Hill wasn't impressed. "They're just men. They can die like everyone else."
"Think so? Brad's the baby of bunch besides his sister. How many men have you lost so far? Twenty? Thirty? And you still ain't real sure the Walters boy is dead."



"He's dead. We found the blood."
"You didn't find no body and that's what it'll take before I believe he's dead."
"If he ain't dead he will be soon. We got men combing every inch of this valley. If he's still alive and here we'll find him."
"It's been over a week and we ain't found hide nor hair. If he's still alive, when and if we do find him he won't go easy."
"Ain't that your job? To bring me the body? Maybe you need to work more and stop jawin' so much."
"I just stopped by for more supplies. Don't go gettin' all jumpy Hill, we'll find him."
"See you do!," were his parting words. I eyed the Texan through a crack, marking him. He was tall and blond and had a swagger to his walk. We'd meet before too much longer, I was sure of that.
One thing I didn't worry about was food. I could take anything I wanted from the supply closet but I ate mostly hot meals, waiting until everybody left for the day and helping myself to whatever they cooked. There were a few boys that popped in time to time and they always ate so I figured they'd think they ate the grub. Still, I only did it once a day, grabbing some jerky to chew on if I couldn't get out.
Another four days went by and I was gettin' edgy. Zeke should be along any day now and I didn't want him to wander in to a trap. I heard a commotion the next day and slipped out to taake a peek. They had hold of somebody I couldn't make out until the crowd parted.
Elsa! Damn it straight to hell. I eased the shotgun up. I'd probably get killed but they were not going to harm her. They were laughing while Elsa stood and glowered, her face a mass of briuses. One eye was swelled completely shut but her one green eye blazed with anger. Her auburn hair hung in tangles. I was amazed at how long it was, I'd never seen her without her braid.
"She says she don't know where he is boss. I think she's tellin' the truth. There warn't none of his sign around and they'd been there for a while. Put up a pretty good scrap too. I brought four horses back with empty saddles and another she rode. We got the boy though. I'm sure I hit him, and he went over the cliff. Even if I didn't kill him the fall would."
It was the Texan. His sleeve was bloody and he had claw marks on his face, so Elsa didn't go easy. Hill walked up, yanking her hair until she was face to face. "Where is he, bitch? You tell me and I'll go easy on you. I'll keep you for my private stock and not let them have a turn at you. You'll learn to say "Yessir!" when I snap my fingers. Be real nice and you'll last a good while."
She spat in his face and he slapped her down, yanking her back up. "We're gonna have to work on that attitude. Now, WHERE THE HELL IS HE?"
She grinned. "He's right behind you."
He fell for it like they all did, all looking back at the door. When they turned around she'd fetched the little pepperbox out of her skirt pocket. She shot Hill first, the bullet pulling a furrow across his cheek and clipping an eye. The next shot hit Darby, going through his remaining leg. She lined up on Hill again before a pistol barked. Elsa fell, shot through the head.
I nearly lost it, getting ready to charge them, when I heard Zeke's voice. "Don't do it, boy. They'll kill you and dead men can't extract revenge. Wait 'til I get there." I faded back into the cave shaking with anger and grief. I vowed on Elsa's memory that Mr. Texas was going to reach a bad end.
The rage was all consuming. I'd been running and hiding long enough. Now it was time for war. I went huntin' that night, slipping out of the cave and casting around until I located three of them. They were on a ridge, keeping an eye out for Zeke. Two were asleep while the other stood watch. He must have felt my presence or heard something and I caught him in midturn, sliding that big Bowie in just above his groin and bringing it up until it hit his breastbone. His guts fell on the ground and he screamed.
I figured he'd be busy for a while so I turned to his friends, blowing a ten gauge hole right in the middle of their bedrolls. The guard was sitting spraddlelegged, trying to stuff his guts back inside. I hoped he lived long enough to give them a message. "You tell them this is for Elsa and Gallison and the bill ain't near paid yet. You tell your buddies if they got any sense they need to run. Now!"
I faded back into the brush and waited. Pretty soon four more showed up. I heard the curses and one man puked at the sight of his friend with his guts hangin' out. He wiped his mouth and started rantin'. "I'm gonna kill that bastard. When I get hold of him I'm..."
I guess he had to tell the Devil the rest of what he was goin' to say. They were bunched pretty tight and I emptied the shotgun. Two died instantly, one would soon, but the other wouldn't, if his friends got to him quick enough. My last round hit his shootin' hand, mangling it. He had three fingers left but they were all pointing in different directions and his thumb was layin' in the dirt at his feet. He was holdin' it to stop the bleedin' and screaming his head off. Time to leave.
I caught another couple coming towards the shooting. I had no sympathic at all. As soon as they got close enough that I was sure I couldn't miss I cut them in two, emptying the shotgun. Literally. I tied the top halves to the saddle of the horse I hadn't killed and slapped him on the rump. He'd amble on home and I wondered how they'd like what they found. Satisfied I'd stirred the hornet's nest enough I slipped back into the cave.
Chapter 16
It was a mighty pissed off bunch in the cave the next morning. Mr. Texas wasn't smiling. "This has got a bad feel to it, boss. You've lost twenty two men so far, all killed by Brad Walters, an old man, a kid, and a girl. What you think would happen if the whole Walters clan showed up?"
Bart Hill was consumed with rage. He was blind in his left eye, his partner had lost a leg and might lose another if infection got into his wound. Two of his best men were down. One had a hand missing, the other eight broken ribs. This mine better be as good as they say. It wouldn't give him an eye back or fix his ruined face, but people can forget a lot when money gets in their eyes. He could give a shit whether Darby lived or died. It was an association of convenience and he was getting downright inconveinent. He'd figure a way to get rid of him later. Right now he needed what few guns he had left and all his miners.
"We got 'em all but Walters. He's out there alone. We'll get him before his brother gets here."
Texas had his doubts. Walters was proving to be one hard sonofabitch to kill. He was thinkin' about cuttin' his losses and just driftin' off when two riders came in.
"Riders comin!"
"Good. Now we can end this. Check your guns boys. It's time to get rich."
"Uh, boss, there's a lot of riders comin'. Four or five wagons at the cutoff, with at least thirty outriders, and twenty Calvarymen."
Hill cursed inwardly. You could do a lot with a gun, but one thing you couldn't was mess with the military. Kill a trooper and they'd send a thousand men and turn over every rock in the West until they found you.
"Go get the miners. Make sure they're heeled. If push comes to shove we'll need them. You be sure and tell them that if we go down they're next. Walters won't give a damn whether you pulled a trigger or not."
I skinned back into the cave, stopping to get the three remaining sticks of dynamite, setting them with a short fuse, about thirty seconds by my calculation. I ran along the ridge as fast as I could go, stopping just above the mine entrance. I was wheezing like mad, cursing myself for being in such bad shape. Then again, you get chased, miss a lot of meals, get shot more than once, and see if you felt up to running hard.
I'd taken the time to rig the dynamite into bombs, a sack of shells around each one. I had no idea if they would go off when the stick blew, but even unfired it would be a chunk of metal coming in fast.
They were yellin' at the miners, telling them to hurry up and make sure they grabbed their weapons. The first were just coming out when I tossed the dynamite. I mistimed by about three seconds and instead of going off in front of the mine it hit the ground before exploding. The bullets, most of them anyway, did fire, slinging lead in all directions. Two riders and their horses went down and there were a couple of screams from the mine.
I yelled out. "I got a bunch more of these and I'm dug in pretty good. You boys stick your nose out of that mine and I'll blow it off, you hear me?"
There was a bunch of cussin' so I waited until it died down and tossed the second and third stick. There were a couple of yells and then it went quiet. I think I made believers out of them.
I scooted back to the cave as fast as I could, arriving just in time to watch as Zeke and his riders lined up in front of the cave. Hill had sand, I'll give him that. He grinned and asked why they were trespassing on private property.
"Last I heard, me and my brother had legal claim to this valley and all the gold in it. Where is Brad?" Zeke was smiling but it wasn't reaching his eyes.
"Yeah, about that. He sold this place to us saying he was sole owner. You could ask him I suppose, if you could find him. Last I saw of him he was headed for parts unknown with a gal and her kin."
"That a fact?"
"Gospel truth."
They didn't know it but I had stepped out of the cave right behind them. I was ragged, rail thin, with a six week old beard and hair in tangles. My hat was long gone. Zeke saw me and his eyes widened slightly before he grinned. I grinned back, right after I threw the hammer back on my shotgun. Texas looked behind and almost fainted.
"That ain't necessarily how it happened brother. These assholes tried to jump the claim. They killed Eion, Elsa, and I don't know what happened to Gal. They put up a good showin' though. A lot of them lost their lives before they got them."
Bart Hill finally glanced back and paled. No! He was supposed to be dead or gone!
Now he was standing between them and shelter, a big shotgun pointed right at him. In front of him was his very pissed looking brother, twenty Calvarymen, and an assortment of hands, all holding weapons at the ready. He blanched when he saw four of the group were women and they all held shotguns and wore pistols on their hips.
He tried to grin. "Maybe I made a mistake here. That don't look anywhere near like the feller that sold us this claim."
"You made your first mistake the day you took this trail, Hill. I don't intend to shoot you if it makes any difference. I intend to hang every one of you. That's what you do to murderers and thieves ain't it? And I intend to personally put the noose around the neck of Mr. Texas here. He was the one who shot Elsa. In the head. She was dead before she hit the ground."
I paused for a minute. "Or you can take your chances and raise those weapons. That would be a lot quicker for ever'body. Either way this is your last day on earth."
The Calvary hadn't raised their weapons but held them in their hands. All the other riders had theirs leveled right at Hill and his bunch. Hill was almost blind with fury. The biggest score ever and now it was dust. By God, he'd not go down without taking a few with him!
He reached for his gun but never made it. Something grabbed his arm and tugged. He looked down to see the end of a bullwhip wrapped around his arm, following it back to a grinning woman just as the pain hit.
I laughed when I recognized Emily and her daughters, laughed even harder when she spoke. "I'm kind of partial to these boys. They were good friends to me in a time of need and business partners as well. I am not predisposed to view you kindly if you hurt one of them. Now stay still!"
She yanked the whip and it came off his arm, leaving bloody gouges around his wrist. She grinned at me. "I am most pleased to see you Bradley Walters."
I grinned back. "I forgot how good you are with that whip Miss Emily. The feeling is mutual. Right now you look just like an angel."
She grinned bigger, lost in a memory. None of the guns had wavered and now the troopers had their own pistols out. Their Captain spoke. "Boys, this seems to be a civil matter. This man has all the neccesary paperwork to prove this valley and the claim belongs to him and his brother. May I see yours?"
"Our what?"
"Your paperwork sir. If you have a bill of sale as you say you do I wish to see it."
Hill squirmed. No such paperwork existed. "Uh, I don't know exactly where it is. I'd have to look."
The Captian grinned. "If you'll tell us where you think it is, I'll have my troopers look for it. Let me tell you what I think. I think you jumped this claim and killed those people. I also think that it was all for nothing. Now unless you drag us into it the Government will consider this a private matter. If Mr. Walters wants to haul you to the territorial capitol to face charges he can. Otherwise it can be handled on site. Understand?"
Hill realized he had just been handed a death sentence for him and his men. This time no one stopped them when they reached and when the powdersmoke cleared most were on the ground. Hill was still alive, as was Mr. Texas and Darby. I had stepped to the side so my friends and family would not get any stray buckshot and fired three times, killing four. Maybe half a dozen were still standing with their hands in the air.
The Captain took his troopers and withdrew. He was only there as a favor to a well connected patron of their territorial governor. The well connected individual was sitting on a ridge, watching as events unfolded. After the shooting was over he and his fellows rode down.
"Mr. Walters, it seems your slight problem had been cleared up. As soon as my engineers can look over the mine we can sign the contracts."
"Best give us a day, sir. We have a few odds and ends to clean up."
The man smiled grimly. This was not the first claim jump gone wrong he'd witnessed. "Finish your business Mr. Walters. Another day or so won't make the gold wander off. Come to us when you're finished."
Zeke explained who they were after they rode off. They were part of the group that wanted to partner with us. He'd negotiated a pretty good deal all things considered. They would do all the work and we'd get 50% of the gold. They would get the rest. Operating expenses were all on them. It would be a good deal for everyone concerned.
We had a couple of things to clear up before the deal went through. First we hanged everyone at the cave. Hill was crying and begging when we threw him on a horse but it did him no good. Texas was an asshole but he had sand. He grinned at me, asking if he could write a letter before he swung. We gave him a pencil and paper and he wrote a letter to his mother.
"I ain't in no position to ask but will you send my saddlebags back home? The money in there didn't come from any of your gold so I'd take it kindly if you let her have that too. It might make her think a little better of me, if she ever thinks of me at all."
I just nodded as they hoisted him on his horse. He looked me in the eye. "I knew I should have cut and run when I got that bad feelin'." I thought about poor choices as I slapped his horse with my hat and it trotted off, leaving him swinging.
Darby begged and cried but got nowhere fast. We had him on the horse, two men holding him on because of the missing leg, when a thought hit me. "You got any more brothers?"
"No. I'm the last of my line."
"Good. The line ends right here, right now. Tell your Pa and brother I said hello Darby." We left them all swinging and rode up to the mine.
Chapter 17
We eased around the corner in case the miners had gotten brave. Shocked doesn't come close to what I felt when Gal rose up from behind a rock. We looked at each other and grinned saying the same thing to each other. "I thought you was dead!"
When he went over the cliff he dropped eight feet onto a ledge, knocked cold on the rocks. It took him ten hours to wake up. It took him another day to figure out how to get off the ledge. Finally he took his gunbelt and jumped, flipping it over the base of a little windblown pine that was a lot stouter than it looked. Once he got on top of that all he had to do was flop back onto the ridge. He hit one of the drops we'd set up, getting some much needed food and a fresh set of weapons, hoping to find Elsa.
He worked his way towards the mine and was settled in watching when I dropped the dynamite. It took the miners about an hour to poke their heads out and when Gal shot one off they scurried back.
Gal was bruised up, with torn clothes and a scraggly beard. I didn't look much better. He looked at me with hope in his eyes. "Elsa?"
I hung my head and he knew instantly. "Sorry, Gal. She was a scrapper though and went out fighting to the end."
His eyes dimmed and then blazed. "Let's go get them sombitches!"
"Already done. If I had known you were still alive, I'd have waited and let you hang the one that shot her. He died dancing on the end of a rope as they all did. All that's left are the miners."
He was still processing everything when I called out. "Hello the mine! Hill's dead. Darby's dead. All the rest, every lowlife sonofabitch in the lot, is dead. Most of them hung. Now if it was up to me I'd blow the entrance and ride away. But then we'd just have to dig it out again and the thought of havin' to move all your rotten, stinkin' corpses don't appeal to me. So take your chances and come out unarmed or come out heeled. If any of you fought against me or helped kill my friends you're dead. The rest we'll probably let go. Your choice but in about five minutes we're going to start pouring fire into the entrance. I know for a fact the walls are mostly rock, so they'll be a lot of riccochets. That's a pretty ugly way to die but it don't matter much to me. You got four minutes left."
We could hear them jawin' and three minutes later three rifles and about half a dozen pistols got tossed out of the mine. "We're comin' out with our hands up! Don't shoot!"
Thirteen men came out hands held high. I singled one out. "Any more? If I find out you're lyin' I'll hang the whole bunch."
He shakily admitted there were three more inside. I thought about it for about thirty seconds and started shooting into the mine. Gal joined me and soon our whole group was pouring lead into the entrance. We heard a man scream and another yellin' for us to stop, they were coming out. I knew them immediately, I'd had one in the sights of my Winchester about three weeks ago. The only reason he was still livin' was because the group was just too large to take on by myself.
I asked the two standin' in front of me where their friend was. "Inside, gutshot. He ain't got long, mister."
"Too bad for him. Gal, these two are part of the bunch that was huntin' you and Elsa. I watched them a few times through my spyglass. There was either too many of them or to far away to get a shot but here they are. You want a little justice?"
"I don't know how to make a hangman's knot."
One of the riders with my brother spoke up. "I'll do it. Watch me kid, this might come in handy sometime down the line."
Gal watched and asked questions as the noose being made. Then he did the second one himself, picking a big oak and tossing the ropes over a couple of strong limbs. The miners started to beg.
"Now hold on here! I just rode along to get out of workin' in the mine. I never shot nobody!"
I looked him in the eyes 'til they dropped. "You never shot anybody because you're a terrible shot. You were in a pack that chased me twice and you were shootin' your rifle like everybody else."
We hoisted them up and Gal never gave them a chance at any last words. "Burn in hell!" he cried as he slapped the horses on the rump. One took off at a full gallop and damned near snatched the man's head off. The other just kind of trotted forward and left the second man swingin', feet kicking the air.



I turned back to the miners and they were all looking mighty peaked. I pointed at two. "You two! Go back in there and drag that asshole out."
They could tell I was serious so they went back in, coming out a few minutes later with a man danglin' between them. I knew him instantly. He was one of the orginal bunch with Hill and Darby.
He was holding his gut and crying in pain. "I need a doctor! You have to help me! I had nothin' to do with the killin' that went on here."
I looked at him noting the empty gunbelt. It was mounted with little silver stars. The last time I saw it Eion was wearin' it, along with the two Peacemakers we'd taken from the first bunch that tried to attack us. "Gal, the last time I saw that holster was around you Pa's waist. You want to hang him?"
Gal tried to grin but it looked more like a wolf snarl. "No. We hang him and he dies quick. We'll let the bullet kill him. He might last a day or more, hurtin something fierce."
The man started beggin' and Zeke started to say something, thought better of it, and shrugged. We tied his hands and feet and when he cried for water we set him up about ten feet from the stream and left him. If he wanted water he could crawl for it. Gal and three hands stayed behind while we marched the miners back to the tents they had been stayin' in.
They held them back while three of our men emptied the tents, throwing everything they found on a couple of blankets. Then we made them empty their pockets and strip down to their longjohns. It was a pretty dejected bunch when we were done.
"Who's the foreman? Lie or refuse to answer and I'll go down the line killin' you one at a time until somebody tells me."
The youngest miner was at the front of the line and knew he'd be first to go and fingered the man immediately. I had him pulled forward.
"You knew it was a claim jump, right? You knew your bosses were gonna kill us and take the gold. What did they promise you?"
He was pretty stubborn, but when he saw us heatin' up the knife with the eye that wasn't swole shut he started talking. "Darby said he'd give us triple wages and we wouldn't have to fight anybody. All we had to do was mine."
I sighed, holding up the red hot blade. "It didn't bother you they were going to kill peaceful, upstanding people that were just trying to have a better life?"
"I tried not to think about it."
"Well I want you to think about it a lot, Murphy. Good people died while you and your men stood by and did nothing. I figure by the time you've walked back to civilization you'll start to understand the error of your ways. Had they paid you anything yet?"
"No, we just kept account. It waren't like we could go to town or nothin' and it'd be a bigger poke when we did. What do you mean by walkin' back? It's over three weeks by horse to the nearest settlement. It would take twice that long to walk. You wouldn't do that to a feller, now would you?"
"I'm sendin' you off on foot, unarmed, and I'll have to think about giving you any food. I think the long walk, for those who make it anyway, will be good for your souls. You can do a lot of soul searchin' when the scenery goes by real slow. Mybe you'll come to understand the error of your ways and that if you're engaged in anything illegal it always comes back to you."
There was a lot of squalin' and hollerin' before Zeke and his men tied them up and tossed them under a tree.
I was startin' to wind down. The weeks of runnin' and hidin' and not eatin' regular, not to mention getting shot a few times was finally catching up to me. I was safe now, I could relax and maybe sleep the night through. Zeke eyed me. "Get some rest, brother. I'm sure you'll have a tale to tell when you wake up." I was out before my head hit the pillow Emily had put on the bedding.
I woke up hungry enough to eat a whole cow, but was grateful for the country ham, biscuits, and eggs. Seems Emily had brought a dozen hens and two roosters with her in one of the wagons.
After I couldn't eat another bite, they helped me down to the creek and handed me a bar of soap and some towels. "Lay there and soak. We'll be back directly." Emily had put a mirror in front of me and if I hadn't known it was me looking back I'd have said it was a stranger. My hair was past my shoulders and I hadn't shaved in five weeks. I scrubbed until the cloth was so dirty I had to change it. I was wincing every time I hit a groove from a bullet or a cut from brush or rock, but I finally got clean. I thought about things while I soaked, the trail of dead men behind me that I had no sympathy for, and of Eion, picturing Elsa smiling at something I'd said while she cooked supper. The emotions welled up in me and I ducked my head under water. It waren't manly to cry but no one could see the tears under water. I cried for both of them, struggling all their lives looking for a better future and finding death. I stayed under as long as I could and rose from the pool a new man. The past was done. I'd avenged them, killing every man involved. It didn't bring them back but I hoped they knew somehow and it gave them a little peace.
I was asleep again when they came back. I colored up when I saw Emily. She just grinned and whispered in my ear when she was lookin' at my wounds. "Relax. It ain't nothin' I haven't seen before. Still looks mighty temptin'."
I was as red as the blood that flowed out of my cleaned wounds. She put some salve on the worst and bound them up. Then she left and the boys helped me into new clothes. They literally hung off my frame and Zeke frowned. Then he grinned. "Don't worry. A few days of eating the cooking of Em and her girls will fatten you right up."
I limped back to camp and grinned when I saw Gal. He'd gotten cleaned up and had on good clothes and Emily's youngest was fussin' over him. She was almost fifteen then, already with her woman's shape. I wondered if Zeke wished he'd been a little more receptive to her now.
We rested for a week. I made Gal stay in camp and took a couple of men and went to Elsa's grave. It was really shallow and the varmits were already starting to dig. We put bandanas over our noses and gently opened the grave, putting the remains in a blanket and taking it to a little knoll that overlooked the lower half of the valley. It was a place she favored of an evenin' to watch the sun go down. We dug a proper grave and lowered her in while our whole group watched. Then Zeke read from The Book and Emily and her girls sang a couple of hymns. I had already promised Gal I'd get her a proper headstone as quickly as possible.
Gal and I rode the part of the valley where his Pa had fallen but couldn't find anything. In the end we agreed the best thing we could do was get a marker and put it beside Elsa.
The next day we put the miners up on outlaw horses and took them out of the valley and two days down the trail before making them get off. "This is it boys. You're on your own from now on. I suggest you go South, there's a a new camp set up there and it's the closest to civilization you'll find. "
We tossed down two pounds of salt, ten pounds of flour, and five pounds of coffee. We gave them two pots, a fryin' pan, a coffeepot, four cups, a couple of knives, some tin plates, and a few spoons and forks. I threw down a couple of rashers of bacon and a big bag of beef jerky.
"There you go boys. I suggest you make it last."
"No way in hell that'll last until we get somewhere!"
I looked at the speaker.
"Well then you better be real good at rationing. Besides, we're going to give you two Winchesters, fully loaded, but we ain't giving you any extra ammo. I'd make damn sure I had a good shot before I pulled the trigger. We're also giving you a shotgun and ten shells, and two Colts fully loaded. How you divvy them out is up to you. I'd give the rifles to the best shots and maybe you'll eat regular. Maybe not. I don't care. You'll find the weapons an hour up the trail. There's a new settlement to the Southeast of here. It's closest. If you keep a good pace you could probably make it in about three weeks on foot. I'd make for that but I don't really give a damn as long as it's away from here."
I let 'em calm down a little before I spoke again. "I need you to know if I see you again around here or at Cherry Creek or any other settlement I'll kill you on the spot. Now get to steppin'!"
I hadn't given them any bedrolls and took their hats. It was a mighty dejected bunch that straggled off. A couple of the men Zeke had brought were pretty decent woodsmen, so I gave them the task of followin' them to make sure they didn't waylay any innocents they may run into. They came back just as we were fixin' to leave for good and gave us a report.
"The bunch fell out after three days, fussin' and fightin'. Of the thirteen that walked away seven made it to the settlement. We killed two when they tried to ambush some travelers and the rest took the hint and didn't bother anyone else. They might have starved but they ran into a bunch of missionaries and they fed them, offering them rides to where they were going. Before they could accept I stepped out of the woods, told them the story of why they happened to be in the straits they were in, and told them we had orders to see they finished their journey on their own. The main preacher objected until he heard the lever go back on a rifle.
"You've done your good deed and Christian duty, Preacher. Now wish them the best of luck and send them on their way or you'll all end up walking."
They didn't like it one bit but they left them on the trail. They did give them a little food but not enough to last . They were pretty gaunted up when they hit the town. We came in right behind them, telling the tale of how they happened to be in their predicament. I bet it would take them a while to find jobs. What honest operation would hire them?"
They also told of the battle to save the valley and how one man, a boy, a woman, and their elderly father fought an organized gang almost to a standstill, dying until only the man and the boy was left, and between them being directly responsible for the deaths of thirty-two outlaws, counting the ones we hung.
"It just ain't a good idea to mess with those Walters brothers or anyone they call friend."
Chapter 18
Zeke and I were sitting in our saddles taking one last look at the valley. The new road had been cut and graded and as we sat on Derby Ridge I could see the green lushness of the valley, marred only by the mud of the mine and the surrounding settlement being built. Despite being the scene of so much suffering it was still a beautiful place. Em and her oldest daughter were traveling a ways with us to round up some more cattle. They had a contract to sell and deliver supplies to the miners, including beef. Her oldests' husband, our friend Bob, would freight the supplies bought through our partnership. Zeke and I tried to give it to them but Em had a fit. "It was mostly your money that got us here. You're good luck boys and I want to hang on to that. If you like I can plough your shares back into the company and send you financial statements twice a year, but I ain't lettin' you pull out."
Her second oldest daughter and her youngest were staying to cook for the camp. The older one was being wooed by one of the engineers and the youngest had locked down on Gal to the point he couldn't see anything but her.
Gal was so overcome when we gave him the valley minus the mine of course, that he couldn't talk. He deserved it. He and Emily had worked out a deal where she was bringing in a herd of young stuff to run in the valley. They would sell the beef to the miners and the small settlement that was bound to spring up around it. The older girl and her engineer had already picked a spot and laid out lots.
We pitched in and built him a cabin close to the resting place of his sister. He and Em's daughter were already planning how many bedrooms they would need to add. She was just shy of fifteen and he had just turned seventeen so they didn't need to be in no hurry. Gal was already a man to ride beside despite his age and I remembered Julie sitting on her horse in front of the outlaws, emptying both barrels of her ten gauge before she dropped it and grabbed her pistol. I had no doubt they would be just fine.
I looked at Zeke. "Ready to go home, brother?"
"I am," he said as he turned his horse. I looked back one more time on the trail out to see the derby still on the ridgeline. I always thought it foolish headwear. I turned back around, looking forward, smiling when we passed the sign pointing to the mine. "Elsa Mining Company, Monahan, Colorado." was there for all to see in big bold letters. It was my last way of honoring her and Eion.
We had money now and somewhere down Texas/Mexico way was a ranch with my name on it, and a pretty senorita just waiting to be wooed and won. She just doesn't know it yet.
........................................................................
Thanks for reading. There is another novel planned about Bradley J. Walters as he starts his new life in Texas with his Latin bride, but that's down the road a bit.
Let me know what you think of the story. Until next time.
Q
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There was no reason to be there. It was just handy and I really needed a drink. The place was small and I noticed the fire rating: 120 people. I hoped the guy wasn't trying to make a living.
I was in a suit, something I wore maybe three times a year. It was a pretty nice suit because one of my customers was the same size, he had to wear them and I told him once he really looked good in them. He had to upgrade every year, to, as he put it "Keep up with the pretty petty people." I asked him if he meant pretty, petty people and he grinned.
"No, I said it right. They're all as nice looking as money can buy, and the rich, especially the super-rich, can be as petty as third graders squabbling over a kickball."
He went on to tell me he put up with their whining because they made him rich. "You'd be amazed at what you can put up with for the right amount of money."
Every time he upgraded, he'd give me a couple of old suits. "Keep what you want; give the rest away. I write them off as a business expense anyway."
The upshot of that was I owned about half a dozen really nice suits, along with shirts, ties, and shoes. If I had to dress up, I could look really professional. The suit was to meet one of his asshole clients. The guy was worth twenty mil, and he tried to nickel and dime me. I told him I didn't think I could fit him into my schedule for six months and he got huffy.
"Drop somebody."
"That's not good business."
"Do you know who I am?"
By now he had pissed me off. "Some entitled asshole? I'm sorry Mr. Jeffreys, after reviewing my schedule I won't be able to do business with you. Best of luck finding someone else." He was still ranting as I got into my truck.
I was on the phone to all my friends in my line of work as I drove away, warning them. Mr. Jeffreys was about to discover there was a dearth of carpenters in this city.
The drink was excellent and I complimented the bartender.
"Thanks. I pride myself in giving a good pour."
"I wasn't referencing the alcohol, but the way it was blended. It has exactly the right balance. May I have just one more?"
She served it with a flourish and I revised my initial assessment. The place was very elegant. Understated, was the word that came to mind.
I noticed people as they filtered in. Mr. Jeffreys insisted we meet on his schedule, so it was just after eight. One woman sat beside me and smiled. "Are you here for the poetry?"
"Sorry, no. I just stopped in for a quick drink."
She eyed my suit and grinned. "You should stay, maybe slum a little. Some nights are quite good. Others, well, I apologize in advance."
I started to tell her this place was several cuts above what I usually frequented when the lights went on over a little stage. A guy fumbled with the microphone for a few minutes before he declared it ready. The crowd was mixed, a lot of what looked like college students, a few middle-aged professionals, judging by their dress, and a good few retirees. They all seemed to know each other and the banter flowed.
The MC stepped up to the mike. "Good evening! It's nice to see all of you! For those who may not be familiar with our system, let me explain. We are primarily interested in original poetry, but we allow those who want to read a piece from others that have meaning to them. Remember, it takes a lot of courage to stand up here and basically bare your soul, so be polite. And if you're new, and you feel the urge, tell the bartender or waitress, and we'll find a spot for you. Enjoy."
A young woman got up. She had to be in her teens and she fumbled the first poem, then found her cadence, shutting her eyes and letting the words roll off her tongue. Her last poem, about the death of a pet, moved many to tears. The applause was much more than polite when she was finished.
The ones who followed were a mixed bag. Some needed to seriously consider another hobby; others definitely needed a wider audience. My new friend got up and I felt the temperature rise in the room. She recited a poem I later found was called 'epic,' after the sagas of peoples before the written word. It was about love found, love lost, the lyrical joy of falling in love replaced by the raging sorrow of love lost, before ending on a hopeful note of love still to come.
Tears were in her eyes when she finished, and the applause rocked the room. She smiled and did a little head bob, before walking away from the spotlight. She came up later for a drink and I noticed it was coffee. I had seen more than a few cups so I asked the bartender and she grinned. "This is primarily a coffee shop. I'm a better barista than bartender. Usually, poetry night is the only time we serve alcohol in any quantity. "
I immediately switched over to coffee with just a little cream. She just smiled and called me a Neanderthal as she turned. It was really, really good coffee. I'd never noticed the place before, even though I passed it often in my travels. When I found out they opened at six, I knew my coffeemaker would last me forever because it would rarely be used.
I turned to the woman as she waited for her coffee. "May I buy this cup as a thank you for your words? It was one of the most moving things I've ever heard. It brought out a lot of emotions, and there at the end I wanted to beat the shit out of whoever hurt you."
I realized what I said and turned red, but before I could apologize, she touched my arm and smiled. "Thank you for your kind words, and truth be told, at the end of that relationship I really wished I had someone around who could beat the shit out of him."
Instead of going back to her table, she stayed. I enjoyed the conversation and just before she left, she asked me a question. "I'm sure this is not what you were expecting when you came in. Did it impress you enough to come back?"
I stood when she did. "Probably. It beats sitting at home alone or going to a bar. Are you a regular?"
"Almost every Thursday night. Are you by chance a poet?"
I laughed. "Hardly. I'm famous among my friends for corrupting nursery rhymes, but that's about it."
"Tell me one."
I had to think for a minute, wanting one that was semi-clean. "Jack kissed Jill and it was such a thrill they took it even farther. They lay down and fooled around and now they've got a daughter."
I figured I had insulted her until she giggled. She was still giggling when she went back to her table. It wasn't until I was halfway home that I realized we hadn't exchanged names.
*****
Thursday night found me back again. I got there early and was drinking coffee when she arrived. When she saw me, she came straight to me. "Hello, Handsome Stranger. I'm happy to see you again."
"Hello, Woman of Exotic Beauty. You know, it would save a lot of time if you'd just call me Jack."
Her lyrical giggle came back. I could listen to her just do that into a microphone. "And you may call me Jill. Get it?"
Jack and Jill. I got it. She insisted I sit at her table. There were three more women and a man there. The man did not look happy to see me. I found they were all middle school teachers. Jill taught English, like that was a surprise. Two taught math, another history, and the man was a gym teacher and football coach. None were married, and I got the feeling as the night went by that Mr. Physical Education had hit on all of them. Jill even moved a little closer to me at one point and I saw his frown.
She was the prettiest of the bunch, and the others were almost as attractive. I couldn't remember teachers looking like that when I was in middle school. The youngest teacher I had was forty-five, and the gym teacher was so out of shape that he got winded blowing his whistle. At least this guy had a little definition.
The poetry started, and we sat and let the words wash over us. Again, it was a mixed bag. One guy was pretty bad until he switched from his stuff to a litany of seventeenth-century poems about love. He really shined at that. Jill got up and did a short poem, about the resilience of hope against adversity that was both moving and on point. The night was about over when she whispered something to the MC.
"Ladies, gentlemen, it has come to my attention we have a satirist here tonight, a man who can turn even nursery rhymes into adult content. He's not expecting this, but Jack, will you give us a couple? It'll be a great counterpoint to the night and maybe everyone can leave with a smile."
Jill was grinning as she pulled me up. "Yes, I ambushed you. If you do a couple, I would be very grateful."
"It'll cost you a kiss. Not on the cheek either. I'm not expecting tongue, but if you kiss as well as I think you do, it will still be outstanding."
She went several shades of red because almost everybody heard me. They applauded and cheered when she nodded her head yes.
I just stood for a few seconds, gathering courage. I did the Jack and Jill bit first, then went through a few more. Little Miss Muffet had them laughing hard, and I was on a roll so I thought I'd throw in a limerick or two.
"There was a girl from Nantucket, whose favorite expression was f...."
The MC grabbed the mic. "That's all we have time for tonight. Thank all of you for coming and participating, especially Jack. We'll never quite look at a nursery rhyme the same again. Good night."
The lights came up and some stood to leave when the chant began. "Kiss, kiss, kiss..."
Jill grinned and grabbed my head to pull me down to her level. The kiss was unexpectedly hot and I lost myself in it for a few seconds. I didn't realize my eyes were closed until I felt her tongue swipe against my teeth. Then my eyes flew open and she stood back smiling.
"There you go."
"Pick somebody you want gone and he'll disappear, for another kiss."
Her eyes flicked towards the gym teacher, who stood glowering at us. I leaned in and whispered. "I'll do him for free. Pick someone worth it."
The giggle came back as her friends dragged her away. I found myself looking up poetry and reading everything I could. I researched nursery rhymes for new material.
Jill always gave me a kiss on the cheek when she got there, and a small one on the mouth goodbye. The math teacher kissed my cheek once and her eyes tightened. Maybe there was a little something there.
That was when I got an opportunity of a lifetime. I was doing work for the man who gave me the suits, and he was complaining to his wife. "I hate to let these tickets go. We may never get the chance to see her again. Why don't you take your sister?"
"Because when your business trip was booked, we decided to spend a weekend at the spa. It's too expensive to pass on."
"She's the future of poetry in America. How often do you think one would get the chance to say I saw Amanda Gorman when she was young?"
I knew who Amanda Gorman was. We all heard her at the inauguration a couple of years ago. It was an uplifting experience in some very troubling times.
I caught him as I was preparing to leave. "Mr. Hastings, can I ask a favor?"
He looked at me quizzically. In the three years I'd worked for him I'd never asked for anything, He had to almost force me to take the suits, at first.
"If I can help you, I will."
"Can I buy those tickets from you? I know a poet and she would really like to see Miss Gorman."
"This poet, is she special to you?"
"I'd like her to be."
"Well, Son, these tickets will earn you a lot of brownie points. You can have them. They didn't cost me anything, and it would make me happy to think someone who truly appreciates it could use them."
I was so happy I couldn't form words. He clapped me on the shoulder. "Tell me how it goes."
Then he gave me another suit to wear for the occasion.
*****
The event was in three weeks' time. That Thursday as she kissed my cheek, she noticed my nervous grin. We'd known each other for five weeks, but had never been on a date.
"What?"
"I have something to ask you."
She grabbed my hand. "Ask me at the table."
"No. I'd rather do it here."
Her smile kind of faded. "What is it?"
"I got these tickets to an event, and you're the reason why. It would be a great honor if you would accompany me."
"What kind of event?"
"A reading and conversation with a noted poet."
"Who?"
"Amanda Gorman."
For a minute I thought she was going to faint. "Seriously? You know this has been sold out for eight months."
"Seriously. I got them from a friend of mine who couldn't go because of business. I told him about you and he gave me the tickets."
Her scream shook the rafters. Everyone turned to see what was going on. What was going on was Jill dancing, crying, and kissing me every once in a while. When what caused her celebration went round the room there was a lot of congratulations and a few hard stares, especially from Mr. Physically Fit. I just grinned.
I don't think she let go of my hand the rest of the night, almost dragging me up on stage with her. When it came time to leave, she smiled. "I sent the others ahead. You need to know where to pick me up, so you're taking me home."
I was a little worried about my vehicle, a twelve-year-old Sport Trac, but she smiled when she saw it. It was the last year they made them, and I got a really good bargain when I bought it. I kept it looking like it just rolled off the showroom floor.
"My uncle had one of these. I always said I would get one when I grew up, but reality made me purchase a little jellybean of a car. It's a good vehicle, but it can't hold a candle to this. It made me sad when they decided not to make them anymore."
"They thought about bringing it back, but decided to concentrate on the new Ranger and Bronco designs. They're nice vehicles, but not in the same league with this."
She shared an apartment with another teacher and she didn't invite me in. I still got enough kisses to steam the windows before she got out.
*****
I showed her a photo of the suit Mr. Hastings had given me, surprised it was a tuxedo.
"This is a formal event. I needed a tux."
After I showed it to Jill, she shopped for two weeks straight before she found the "perfect dress." It fit her petite frame like a glove and the four-inch heels made her closer to my height. The event was all inclusive, including a buffet and wine reception after the readings.
The poet appeared. She had matured in the two-plus years since the inauguration, but she wore it well, giving her a "stateliness" that was plain to see. By now a past master at the meet and greet portion of the night, she was especially gracious when I told her Jill was a pretty good poet in her own right.
Jill blushed to her roots and told Miss Gorman it was just a hobby, explaining the Thursday night poetry readings at the club. She smiled, saying she remembered her college days when she did much the same thing. She was whisked away by her handlers and we didn't see her until she did the reading and answered questions. The light buffet was very nice. I tasted foods I couldn't even pronounce, and had certainly never eaten. I tired caviar for the first time and was not impressed. The escargot was excellent, though. I drank one glass of wine and stuck to water after that.
Jill drank enough to make her a little giggly, and I was not happy with the attention she was getting. One guy thought he was being discreet, but after his hand brushed her butt the second time, I was ready. When he went south, I grabbed his hand, forcing the fingers back.
"You like this hand, asshole? Because if you try touching her ass again, I'm going to break every finger on it. Twice. It'll be quite a while before you try to grope another woman. We communicating here?"
I said it in a soft hiss, and his eye went wide when he saw my expression. He nodded like a bobble=head doll and when I turned him loose, he suddenly remembered someone he wanted to talk with all the way across the hall. I turned to see a woman his age with a smirk on her face.
That quickly turned to anger. "I can assure you the lesson you just taught my husband will stay with him because I intend to reinforce it from time to time. I hope you and your wife have a pleasant evening."
With that, she stalked across the room. Her husband looked like a trapped rat, his eyes darting around for a way out. She didn't scream at him, but whatever she said to him in a whisper made him turn pale. He didn't get out of arm's reach of her the rest of the night. He may as well have worn a leash.
Jill finally figured out it wasn't me touching her, and she went kind of pale and started apologizing. I gave her a peck on the lips and she locked down on my hand, not letting go until we were in our vehicle.
*****
Two days later she called me, bubbling over. "Guess what?"
"You've decided you can't live without me and are about to pledge your eternal love?"
There was a little silence. "That'll be later. No, Amanda Gorman called and asked a favor."
"What did she ask for?"
"I'll tell you tonight. Come pick me up early tonight. We have to stop somewhere on the way to the club. Lo... see you tonight."
That put a grin on my face for the rest of the day. Mr. Hastings asked and I told him about the night, minus the bottom gropes. He sighed. "I really wanted to see her, but I liked seeing my bank account grow more. I landed a whale that week, so it was worth it."
I had no idea what he did or what he was even talking about, but I knew he was very successful. I finished the restoration of his staircase, reproducing the rotted spindles on the lathe I had in my workshop. He'd bought an old Sears kit house from 1912, mostly because his wife demanded it. It was one of the biggest they offered, a two-story monster. I think he said it cost three thousand dollars at the time, and that was a fortune. His wife was the one who fell in love with it, even though it needed major work. I'd been at it off and on for two years and wasn't anywhere close to being done.
I was a carpenter, specializing in restorative work. I can repair or remake just about everything wooden or plaster, so I was in high demand. I charged seventy dollars an hour, twenty dollars higher than the norm for a regular carpenter, and I had to turn down work. I firmly believed that compared to most other trades, carpenters were woefully undervalued. That was why there were so few entering the field. That was going to bite a lot of people in the next twenty years.
Jill had no idea what I did, only that I owned my own company and was fairly successful. I made just under 200,000 the previous year, before taxes. I was single, and thanks to my dad, fairly cautious with my money. My investment portfolio already rivaled many of those in their fifties, and was only getting fatter. It was my plan to emulate my father and retire at 50, hopefully without bad knees.
I picked Jill up early and we drove to the most exclusive hotel in town. Jill sent a text, and minutes later someone appeared beside the vehicle. Jill got out and hugged this person before they both got into the truck. The slight woman pulled her hoodie back and Jill grinned at my expression.
It was Angela Gorman! Frustrated with the rigid structure of her life, she decided to take a few days off and spend it any way she wished, and what she wished for was a night with ordinary people who loved poetry just for the sake of poetry. She was going to the club with us.
Most average people didn't know who she was or would recognize her on the streets. Jill just introduced her as a friend in town for the night, and they welcomed her with open arms. I was amused when the gym rat tried to impress her, and she instinctively moved closer to me. Jill saw what was going on, glared at the guy, then got up and put Angela between us.
The readings started. I begged Jill to recite the first poem I'd ever heard her do, the saga of love. It was an eighteen-minute piece, and when it was over the applause was just as loud as the first time. Then she surprised everyone by asking her friend Angie to recite something. Miss Gorman got up and did a few new ones that weren't published yet, to great acclaim. I thought the night was over when the crowd started clamoring for Naughty Nursery Rhymes and I was almost shoved onstage. I did the Jack and Jill one, and a few I hadn't done yet.



"Jack be nimble, Jack be quick, Jack jumped over the candlestick.
My oh my he should have jumped higher, good God Almighty, great balls of fire.
They were still giggling when I launched into the next one.
"Old Mother Hubbard went to the cupboard to fetch her poor dog a bone
When she bent over Rover took over and gave her one of his own."
I rolled into another one.
Little Jack Horner was off in a corner, eating Miss Christmas Pie.
He stuck in a thumb that caused her to come and thought I'm a lucky guy."
There were screams of laughter as I left the stage and Jill was grinning. Amanda was looking at me like I had two heads. "I read my nieces those rhymes. It's gonna be a while before I can keep a straight face when I do."
This led us into a discussion about nursery rhymes and fairy tales, and how they were often about serious things disguised as a chlid's rhyme. Four and Twenty Blackbirds was about pirates and hangings, Little Jack Horner was based on greed and betrayal at a royal level. Jill, it seems, knew none of that and listened to us spellbound. We were saddened when closing time came around.
She hugged us both when she got back to her hotel, and we walked her to her room. I didn't know it, but she had a very popular blog and a million or better Twitter followers, and when she mentioned her friends, poet Jill Parker and her husband Jack showing her a good time while she was in our town, we were floored. When she suggested people come the club to hear us, especially my 'Naughty Nursery Rhymes," the place was packed for a month.
We did one week before deciding to let it blow over, and stayed away from the place.
Jill and I were an "item" by then. We'd go on about two dates a week. She asked to see my place a few weeks later and I brought her home, grinning as she explored the two-bedroom cottage, touching what she thought were antiques and gushing over the stained-glass accents on the windows. Her eyes widened when she saw my bedroom, the massive four poster bed my father had built for me almost overwhelming the room.
Without warning she got a running start and belly flopped onto it, bouncing instead of sinking into the double thick mattress with pillow toppers and giggling like mad. "I love it!"
"So do I. And it's firmer than it looks and feels. If you were beside me, despite the difference in our height and weight, it wouldn't pull you in. I'd have to use my arms for that."
Her eyes grew huge and I thought I'd made a mistake until she grinned. "I don't believe that. You'll have to prove it to me. Come here."
She patted the bed and I kicked my shoes off, beside her in an instant. We lay facing each other for a second before I pulled her gently to me. She snuggled instantly, kissing my neck as I stroked her hair and back.
She moved up until she was over me. "I hope we get to the point that I spend a lot of time on this bed, without clothes and snuggled to you as we drift off to sleep after a bout of love making. It won't be tonight, but I really want to cuddle. I trust you, Honey, but I'm getting over a really, really bad relationship and I'm a little nervous. Can you do that for me?"
For answer I pulled up a playlist on my phone: soft songs, some in languages I couldn't understand but really loved. It was my sleep program. I synched it to the speakers in the house and it seemed to waft over us from everywhere. I dimmed the lights until you could barely see and laid back down.
She was in my arms instantly. We shared our most intimate kisses in our relationship, our tongues exploring and remembering. By this time, she was on top of me and lay her head on my chest. I ran my fingers through her hair gently, and a few minutes later I heard her breathing change and knew she was asleep. I tried to wake her but she snuggled tighter.
I let her sleep for a little while and eased out from under her, gently pulling the covers back. Jill was wearing a lightweight summer dress and it had ridden up, showing a pair of lavender bikini panties that just barely covered an outstanding bottom. I tried and failed miserably not to look as I slipped her sandals off, then covered her gently. Easing into my side, she was against me in a second, snuggling until every inch that could be was melded to me. I went to sleep feeling her breath on my cheek.
*****
I woke to see sunshine streaming in. She was still against me, but sometime during the night her dress had bunched up and I had my hand on a very nice feeling rump. I tried to pull back and she giggled, letting me know she was awake. "That hand is just fine where it is. I think it spent the night there, and my butt liked it."
She was pressed against me hard enough to feel my erection, and I was afraid to move as she ground against me. She slid up on my chest and we spent a few moments kissing. She pulled back when my hand started wandering.
"None of that, Mister. I want breakfast. You can start it while I shower. Do you have an extra toothbrush?"
"There's a four-pack under the sink. They were on sale. What would you like?"
"First I'd like a shirt to wear after the shower while the wrinkles in my dress relax. After that, whatever you have is fine."
She grabbed a company tee out of a drawer and dashed into the bathroom. I got up and used the half bath, splashing my face and wishing I could get to my toothbrush. Going into the kitchen I got out my waffle maker and started my batter, getting eggs ready to scramble, and starting the sausage on low.
I could hear her singing as she showered and it sounded very domestic, which gave me a good feeling. The eggs were scrambled, the sausage almost done and I was pouring the first set of waffles into the maker when she came into the kitchen. My shirt never looked that good on me. It hung to just above her knees and I could make out the hard little points of her nipples. I tried not to look.
She grinned and gave me a kiss on the cheek before plopping down at the table. "Coffee. Now." Then she giggled.
"You pamper me this time and I'll do you next. I make excellent crepes. Now feed me."
I watched as she destroyed three waffles and a plate of eggs. She told me she didn't eat a lot of meat, and just nibbled on one piece of sausage. After she was stuffed, she talked about how good the eggs were.
"Free-range chickens. I get them at the Farmer's Market, as well as most of my food. I'm a local businessman and I'm a firm believer in shopping local. Besides, it almost just as cheap and I know where my food comes from. I was gonna go today but..."
"Ooh! I'd love to go! Hurry, take me home so I can change!"
We left the dishes, something that irritated me normally, but I'd take her smile over a clean plate anytime. She yelled for me to wait as she dove out of the car once we go to her apartment, impressing me with her speed as she came back out, wearing tight little shorts and a cute top. Her hair was held back by a scrunchie (I know because she told me) and the curls were going everywhere.
*****
The Market was in full swing by the time we got there. I think she talked to every vendor there, putting vegetables into the basket I carried, promising me a home-cooked meal. I grinned when she met Vickie, the woman who sold me eggs. She was a throwback to another generation when the term 'free spirit' was in vogue. She had on a vintage dress that flattered her figure and a matching scarf, holding her almost waist-length red hair back.
She was in her forties, but you had to look close to tell. I'd met her before I knew about the market, helping a friend of mine build her an "arts and crafts" chicken house. It was some of my best work, including gables with gingerbread trim.
It cost far more than any return on eggs she'd get, but her husband was very rich and he indulged her hobby. He had another hobby, watching his wife being serviced by younger men, two and three at a time, if possible.
When they offered, I abstained, which disappointed her greatly, and she vowed to seduce me eventually. She tried hard and it was very tempting, but there are just some lines I would not cross. Finally, she decided to be my friend and champion, touting me to her rich friends. I'd gotten several very lucrative jobs because of it.
As a thank you, I got my friend to help me precut everything and while she was at the market, we put up a custom shed to hold her gardening tools. It looked just like an old-time outhouse, right down to the crescent moon on the door. I read about it somewhere and looked them up. Her husband grinned and let her discover it on her own, filming it. She let out a scream and then examined it in detail, insisting he film her sitting on the fake seat, which was in reality a chest for her smaller tools.
They posted it on her vlog and it was one of her highest rated ones. People even started sending her videos of their own versions, and some were quite creative.
Vickie looked at Jill, then me, and sighed. "Damn, there went any chance I was ever gonna have. Who's your honey, Honey?"
I introduced them and they seemed in no hurry, so I wandered over to a table that held birdhouses: very elaborate, intricate birdhouses. I admired the workmanship and detail when the little girl behind the table started talking. "Hi, Mister! Wanna buy a bird house? Daddy makes them and we sell them for, for what again, Daddy?"
A guy who looked a little old to be having a daughter that young finished with the customer and grinned at her. "Ari, Honey, it's for the Hillary House, remember?"
He reached out and I shook his hand. "Dave Waxman. This little bundle of energy is my daughter, Ari. We come here once a month, which is about as long as it takes me to build enough to sell, and the money goes to a shelter for women and children in bad situations."
"That's admirable. These are excellent. Your eye for detail is quite good."
"You work with wood?"
I gave him my card. He took it and smiled. "I've heard of you. I own an old house myself, and it's a constant struggle to keep it up and looking original. Right now, I need to replace some gingerbread but can't find anything in that particular pattern."
He showed me a picture. "You'll have a hard time finding that. If you do, it'll be original and cost you a fortune. Your best bet would to find someone like me to build the replacements."
"Could you do it?"
"Not right now. I'm buried for at least the next five months. If you can wait until it turns cold, things calm down and I could do it then. Give me your email, and I'll send you links to other guys I know who can handle this sort of thing. Any one of them would do a good job for you or I wouldn't recommend them."
Jill had come over by then and the little girl had her in a serious discussion as she showed her the birdhouses. She looked over at me and smiled. "Ari says this one would be perfect for our backyard, maybe by the fence. It kind of looks like our house. What do you think?"
"I think Ari is a pretty smart girl, as well as being a good salesperson. We'll take it and put it up after lunch, unless you'd rather have another?"
I was still trying to come to the implications of her saying 'our house' as I paid. Mr. Waxman grinned. He glanced at Ari as she helped Jill box the birdhouse, leaning in a little closer.
"Thanks for buying that one. It's been overlooked twice because of the price. I have a personal stake in this. Ari and her big sister aren't mine by birth. They were both in a situation like the one Hillary House deals with. God gave me two beautiful daughters, so I do what I can to help someone else find theirs. It literally saved my marriage."
I thought that was a story worth listening to sometime. He held up the card. "I can wait. I'll give you a call in October."
We put the birdhouse and the vegetables in the back seat. Jill was a little quiet on the way back to the house. I made her walk around with me until she declared a spot perfect for the birdhouse. By then, she was smiling and went in to make the lunch she promised me while I got out the tools necessary to install the house.
I was under strict orders not to do it by myself, so I went in, washed up, and asked what I could do to help. Apparently, a man offering to help was outside of her experience but soon she had me wrapping corn to put into the oven. We'd stopped at a market, a real butcher's market, not a chain store, and I thought I was going to have to drag her out. She and the butcher would still be talking if I had stood still. She chose four really nice pork chops, two chicken breasts and deboned thighs, and a pack of homemade pork sausage.
While I was outside, she had rubbed the chops, and we grilled them on the patio while she brought out the sides. It seemed she was as good around a kitchen as she was around words. We ate too much and ended up asleep on the couch for an hour when the heat drove us in.
I woke up on the couch and she was on top of me. Maybe this could become a habit. I eased her off gently, and she popped one eye open. "I was perfectly fine where I was."
"Yes, you were, but the tea is telling me it needs to be recycled. I'll be right back."
She was up by the time I got back, taking her turn with the bathroom, giving me a kiss and a grin when she got back. "Let's go put up the birdhouse."
Jill discovered my anal-retentive side, especially where wood was concerned. I wouldn't let go until the house was exactly level. How did I know when it was level? Easy. I used my two-foot level, lining it up until all the bubbles were dead center. She didn't know whether to admire my attention to detail or find a therapist.
"I wish I could be here to see a family move in."
"It's pretty late in the nesting season, Honey. We may not get residents this year." She smiled slightly when I said 'honey' and 'we.'
In the end, I bought one of the next-gen trail cams, one that linked to your phone. I set it for her phone and two weeks later she nearly blew my eardrums out when she called. "We got bluebirds!"
"Well good for us. Coming over?"
"I'm already here. Dinner in an hour. You be on time, Buster. I mean it."
She had fixed me a meal and I got wrapped up with a fussy customer, trying to finish a project before I left. It put me two hours late coming home and she was PISSED! She also wasn't there, my food was in the trash can, and I didn't see her until poetry night. I took her hand and calmy apologized, saying it was thoughtles of me not to call. Then I made her tear up.
"It'll probably happen again, Honey. I promise I'll call from now on. So, no more storming off, okay? Besides it'll be kind of hard to storm off when you live there."
It caught me by surprise when it came out and I tried to backtrack. Jill let me stutter for a minute before stopping me with a kiss. "I heard what you said. You can't take it back and I think we need to discuss it at greater length soon. Now come on, I have a new poem I want you to hear."
The poem was about the power of love, especially at the beginning of a relationship. It was emotionally moving, as most of her stuff was, and she looked at no one but me as she recited it.
We had become intimate a week before. I'd like to describe it, but I couldn't do it justice. She was about as perfect as a young, 26-year-old woman could be. Soft in the right spots, firm where she should be, responsive, passive one second and demanding the next. She was self-conscious about her breasts, because she could really fill out a bra, but I thought they were perfect. Absolutely perfect. When she confessed her insecurities to me, I made her smile when I told her I was going to compose a poem in honor of her boobs. "Knowing you, it will be sick and disgusting. I can't wait to hear it."
I thought about that for a while. I'd said it in jest but now it was a challenge. I was working on it.
We went to my house after the readings, and she wanted to snuggle instead of play. She laid until I thought she was asleep, then she raised her head off my chest. "You really think we should live together?"
I wanted more than just living together, but instinct told me I should go slow. "You know I do. We need to get to know each other, see where the triggers and the hot spots are, then learn to deescalate and share. I won't beat around the bush, I'm interested in a permanent relationship, but willing to go at your pace. If it looks like it won't work, I'd rather we look each other in the eye and part with dignity and respect. I warn you now, I'll do everything in my power to make sure it never comes to that."
She lay back down for a few minutes before popping back up. "Saturday. We'll need your truck. The apartment is rented and I have to make sure to pay my share until my roommate can replace me. One load will suffice, maybe two."
Then she started kissing me, and I had a feeling the snuggle part of the evening was over.
*****
Two weeks after we moved her in her math teacher friend called and asked if I'd have coffee with her, at Starbucks rather than the club. She asked me not to tell Jill until after I had talked to her. I was a little uncomfortable about that, but she promised to call Jill from the coffe-shop as soon as the conversation was over, to let her know what she'd done and how reluctant I was to do it.
Cindy was sitting, fidgeting with her cup when I arrived. She let the silence stretch for a second before speaking. "Jill is going to kill me for telling you this, but you need to know it. She was engaged before you two met. They had been parted for about nine months when she started going out with you. She'd dated a couple of guys once or twice, maybe a month beore you met, but they went nowhere. You, you're different. You make her laugh, something we hadn't heard a lot of from her, and she smiles a lot more.
"The parting was not... amicable. In fact, it was intense and bitter, ending with him beating the hell out of her and trying to rape her. Fortunately, the screams were so loud the neighbors called the cops. He'd knocked her out, but she woke up and immediately started screaming again. He was punching her in the mouth when the cops broke down the door. He was arrested for domestic abuse, aggravated assault and given 48 hours in jail, standard for a case like that. Then he was charged and had to bond out, which took another two days. There was a shiny new restraining order waiting for him, and his lawyer told him whatever he did, do not violate it.
"He immediately violated it, first by calling her all times of the night and day, then stalking her. She got fed up, took the recordings she'd made, with short videos of him following her, and they arrested him again, raising his bail three times over the original. The man was from a wealthy family and his father tried to get her to drop the charges, indirectly offering her money and hinting how close he was to the head of the school board. She sent him away.
"The next week she got a call wanting her to appear before the school board, to answer claims against her. She showed up, played the recorded conversation before they could speak, and told them in harsh terms he was off limits, and if anything happened to her career, even if it couldn't be traced, she was getting a lawyer and playing the tape on the evening news. Then she walked out.
"He didn't go to jail, but was ordered into anger management and counseling, and he had to pay her medical bills and her counseling. He also had to pay her fifteen thousand dollars, or rather Daddy did. She has two dental implants and that's where the tiny scar on her bottom lip came from.
"Jill thought it was over until he came out from behind a car in the parking lot of the club after poetry night. I can still hear her screams. He was drunk and drugged up or he would have never done anything so stupid. Bad for him. Mr. Marks, you know, the old guy with the oriental wife? He owns a dojo and is one of three people in the U.S. to hold the advanced degree he has. That 68-year-old man kicked his ass. He was out when the police arrived and Mr. Marks was gone. He never saw who kicked his ass and everyone in the parking lot seemed to be suffering from memory loss when they were interviewed.



"Her ex violated probation, Jill had the bruises on her wrists and arms documented, and off he went. Even Daddy's money couldn't save him, even if he was inclined to help him. I hope someone made him their bitch and beats the hell out of him on a regular basis."
She stopped for breath and a sip of her drink. "So, there it is. Jill's going to be really pissed at me but you needed to know, because she will not speak of it to anyone, except her counselor. I'd really like to see you guys make it; she deserves to be happy."
What could I say? I thanked her, kissed her on the cheek and left. Jill was late getting home that night. Almost two hours. I thought about giving her hell, but her face stopped me. "I know Cindy told you! Even though she had no right, I'm glad she did. Now it's out in the open and maybe it'll make you understand why I get withdrawn and moody. I just got out of an emergency session with my counselor. She wants me to bring you along next session. Will you go? I..."
She was babbling, from fear and nervous energy. I pulled her into my arms and gave her a kiss. It seemed to be just the ticket to calming her down, but she still bounced around until we went to bed. I knew instinctively she didn't need love making. She needed love reaffirmation, so I cuddled her, stroking her body and hair. She lay rigid for about twenty minutes before she relaxed, crawled on top of me, and went to sleep. It was a good thing she wasn't a heavy woman.
I went with her to two sessions before she told me I didn't need to come back. Her therapist called me, telling me what a positive effect I was having on her, and whatever I was doing, keep doing it.
"I'm not doing anything but loving her."
"And that is exactly what she's been needing. Keep it up. When you get around to getting married, I expect an invitation."
I promised with a solemn voice that I would try my best. She was laughing when she hung up.
We were regulars at the Farmer's Market now, and whenever Mr. Waxman was there with her daughter, Jill made sure we bought a birdhouse. We didn't need any more, but when she found out about the charity he was supporting, she had to help. She usually gave them away to her friends and posted a note at the club. Soon, he couldn't build them fast enough.
I was in a builder's association, mostly guys at my level, although there were one or two big contractors. It started it out as a way of networking, but then one of the builders dragged most of us into helping with Habitat for Humanity. Usually, once a month we'd spend a Saturday helping someone who needed it, and it was amazing how much you could get done if a lot of it was prefabbed before we got there. Jill insisted in coming along, so I got her a tool belt and a hardhat. The hardhat was pink, and she giggled when she saw it. She started out just making sure the materials were handy for the workers, but by the third time, she was hammering nails with the rough carpenters. We had to watch her with the nail guns, because if it needed three nails, she'd shoot six.
Then she came to me with an idea. She and I were going to build an art deco playhouse and donate it to Hillary House. It would be raffled off and they would keep the proceeds. I thought it was a great idea and talked to Dave, Mr. Waxman, and he was very happy with the idea, and almost begged to help. The builder's association got in on it and by Halloween it was done. We may have gotten carried away. Two hundred square feet, cedar shingles, small porch, gingerbread on the eaves, and the windows had a stained-glass accent, fake because it was appliques, but very nice looking. It was wired and had hardwood floors. So yeah, carried away.
We tried to calculate how much it would cost if someone asked for one. Not counting labor, the material along ran over five grand, and since labor was roughly half the price of most projects, it was a ten thousand dollar playhouse. Some kid was going to be very, very lucky.
When we finished it, we got Dave's little girl to stress test it and she was almost overcome the first time she saw it. She rambled around inside before coming out and sitting in the child sized rocker on the front porch. She had tears in her eyes as she looked at her father and I knew his project time was about to be limited. I told him we'd help when the time came.
Ari was nine, and Dave told me he and his wife had gotten her when she was four, so they were all she could ever remember. We met his other daughter, surprised she was so much older. She was 23, had just graduated from college, and worked for his wife, a CEO of a good-sized branch of her company. Looking at her, I realized what a stunner Ari would be. I think Jill got a little jealous, because she stuck to me like glue every time she was around.
*****
Jill almost never had nightmares by then. We were so synched now we couldn't stay in the bed if one of us got up. No matter what time, and I had to get up really early on occasion depending on travel time, she was always up before I left.
We always kissed each other before going off for work and I never knew how much it meant to her until she thought I missed it. I was up at four, she was sleeping so well I didn't want to wake her, so I brushed her lips and left.
She was one seriously pissed off female when she called me at six. "You left without kissing me! Why didn't you wake me?"
"Because there was no need for you to get up three hours early on a work day. And I did kiss you, you were still asleep."
That mollified her a bit. "All right. In the future, it doesn't count if I don't know about it. I could care less what time it is, you don't wake me for a kiss, you'll be very, very sorry."
"Noted. I'll just kiss you twice as much when I get home as an apology. Gotta go. Be home late tonight."
"Call me when you're on the way home, that way dinner will still be fresh when you get here. Love you."
Hearing those words meant a lot to me. They were hard for her to say, after her last experience. Of course, I was saying it to her for a while before she said it back. "Love you, too, Babe."
I looked at the jewelry box I had hidden in the toolbox of my truck. She never went into it and it was the safest place. "Soon," I thought, as I pulled out my power tools.
I was replacing some gingerbread on an old Federal style house, gingerbread I had to fabricate because the pattern wasn't commercially available any longer. I got the paint company I used to match the composition and color and it blended in well with the original. The homeowners were very happy with the project, then asked me if I could replaster the dining room ceiling. The pattern was pretty intricate and had deteriorated in several places, mostly above the sideboard, the result of too many hot dishes steaming it over the years. I told them I could, gave them the estimate, and said it would be about two months because I was so far behind. They agreed instantly, which pleased me, because I liked inside jobs in cold weather.
There was a very nice meal waiting for me when I got home. We caught each other up on our day, and she told me Dave had called. We'd printed a thousand tickets at five dollars apiece and they were all sold and people were asking if there were still some available. The charity decided to print up another thousand. If they sold them all it would be enough to keep the house going for almost a year, maybe even branch out and lease another. He said it was heartbreaking to turn desperate women and children away because they were full. The charity would try to place them with others, but they usually operated at maximum capacity, as well. I hoped they all sold. The association was already talking about the style we would build next year. There was even talk about building an adult "tiny house," which had gotten very popular in recent years. It seemed an interesting project and I was sure it would be debated at the next several meetings, but my instinct told me we'd be doing it. The proceeds off that would probably keep two houses going for a year.
Jill talked about how much Ari's parents loved her and it was the opening I was looking for.
"Do you think you'll ever want kids?"
She got really quiet for a minute, and I figured I'd done something wrong. Then she snuggled tighter. "I want children. Two, sex is not important. If it's two girls we... er I will love them just as much as if they were boys. How about you?"
"I want children and how many doesn't matter, one or five, it wouldn't make any difference. Let me get just a little more specific here. I want you to have our children. I don't think it's possible to love you any more, but kids change things, and I think before we get ahead of ourselves we need to get married. So, Jill Parker, love of my life, mother to our future children, will you marry me?"
She let out a little sigh and passed out. Not what I was expecting. I took advantage of the situation and slipped the ring on her finger. She woke with a start and sat up. "I must have dozed off, honey. I had the strangest dream..."
Then she looked down and saw the ring. If we would have had close neighbors, they would probably have called the cops because the scream was so loud. When she finally calmed down and quit snuffling, I reminded her she had never really answered me.
She grinned. "I'll think about it."
"Well then, give me back the ring, and when you say yes, I'll give it back."
She covered her ring finger with her other hand. "Try to take it off. It will be really hard for you to make a living with broken fingers. I've thought about it long enough. Yes, Honey, I 'll marry you. Just so you know, the only way you'll ever get out of this marriage is when the 'death do us part' option happens, so you're stuck with me for the next forty or fifty years."
"I guess I can put up with you that long, if I have to."
Her head jerked up and she saw my smile. She smiled back. "Just to clarify, you do. Get ready for the road ahead, my love. We'll probably need a couple more bedrooms in the not so distance future. I do not want to leave this house. It's the first place I've felt at home in quite a few years, and our yard is big enough for the sandboxes, swing sets, and playhouses that will be coming."
She didn't wave the ring around, but at lunch the next day, the kids in the cafeteria were surprised by a scream. Jill's friend noticed the ring and let out a shriek. Word spread through the school like wildfire and she had lots of stories to tell when she got home. We hadn't been to the club for a while, but she insisted we go the next Thursday. There were a lot of hugs, partly from seeing her again, partly from our news.
She surprised everyone by getting on stage and reciting an epic poem about love that put moisture in a lot of eyes. The club had a habit of recording the better poets, and I got a copy of that night. I posted it on YouTube and was surprised at the reception. It went from a few hundred hits in three days to over ten thousand in a month. Jill didn't know about it until one of her friends congratulated her on the new channel.
She was a little pissed at me for doing it without her permission, but got over it, especially when people begged for more in the comment section. I built her a shed and set it up as a recording studio. Sometimes she would sit on the sofa we'd put there, and sometimes she would stand at a little podium. I insisted she recite the very first one I ever heard her do, her epic saga on love. It was her fourth episode, and when Amanda Gorman commented on it, it exploded. I had no idea poetry was so popular. She was getting on average 75,000 hits an episode, and it was climbing.
Then again, there weren't a lot of platforms out there for poets. There were groups on the internet, but not a lot of what Jill was doing.
Amanda showed up unexpectedly, and instead of poetry they sat on the sofa and talked about the craft, and any other subject they could think of, for almost an hour. With her permission, I got an expert to come in and chop it into three segments. They averaged over a quarter of a million hits each.
She brought in guests, friends from the club mostly, to do a reading or two. Then she got comments wondering why she didn't let her husband do his Naughty Nursery Rhymes. It got to the point that every other broadcast had me doing a couple at the very end. Her popularity swelled. Our friends gave me a hard time about being a star and I would just grin. "Jill's the star. I'm just comic relief from time to time."
The guy I called in asked how much we were making off YouTube. I told him we had no idea what he was talking about.
That got to him, and after a quick tutorial on the value of a successful channel, he set it up to where they could do two short advertisements an episode. Jill's eyes almost bugged out when she got the first payment. It was more than she was making as a teacher.
She spent the whole next segment thanking her subscribers, then announced a new feature, Once every six weeks, she would feature a new poem, sent in and read by a viewer. That got so popular we had to launch a whole new channel.
Then people started sending in really rough satires of poems, limericks, and nursery rhymes. Some were disgusting, some were hilarious, and most were somewhere in the middle. That led to yet another channel that we named the Perverted Poets Society, that I hosted. It was a once-a-month post because it usually took us that long to wade through the offerings and pick out the ones fit to air.
We didn't let it consume us. I still had my business, and she still taught, and we had no interest in giving up our careers. The friend I'd called in to help me set things up became a partner, filming and editing so we didn't have to tie up any more of our time.
He talked me into letting him film me working, and the response was so great that Josh set up another channel, where I talked about restoration and carpentry in general once a month.
We managed to get married while all this was going on. Dad really liked her, and Mom, who only had boys, embraced her like the daughter she never had. Her parents approved of me, and when I had her father over, we went into my shop and I talked him through building a birdhouse. He had no experience at all in working with his hands. His parents were professionals, accountants, and he was a high-level manager in a manufacturing company. He was so proud when he was done, you'd have thought he built the Taj Mahal.
Her mother was a dentist, and as she walked through our house, I could almost see her making notes. They were thinking about buying some vacation property and building a cabin or simple house. They told me part of marrying their daughter included being the contractor when it came time to build. I grinned and told them I'd give them the family discount, which meant free. They retaliated by telling me I'd never have a dental bill for the rest of my life.
I got to noticing Jill spending time in the shop with my father and asked her about it.
"He's teaching me how to use the wood lathe. I've been fascinated with it ever since I watched you turn spindles for a staircase. You're not mad, are you?"
"No. Dad's a good teacher. Just be careful."
Ours was what writers call a straight-line romance. We went from strangers to friends to lovers to spouses without any drama at all.
Except...
For some reason, Jackson, the P.E. teacher, got it in his head I'd stolen Jill from him. We noticed how surly he'd become and it got so bad we wouldn't sit with him anymore. That only added fuel to the fire. When the other teachers in their clique moved away from him, something snapped. He got so erratic at school the principal called him in and warned him to tone it down. Jill never told me and held it in for as long as she could. She realized later how much of a mistake that was when he flipped out one night and grabbed her as she went to our car. She immediately flashed back to her ex and started screaming. I was late coming out when I got distracted by a friend asking for a recommendation for a plumber. I was giving him names when Sarah came in screaming for me to get to the parking lot.
I was out like a shot, just in time to see him try to drag her to his car. Two women were beating him with purses and another friend was on the ground, knocked out.
I didn't think. I acted like an alpha silverback when someone was trying to steal his mate. I tried to kill him. When you work construction, especially when you work mostly alone, you develop some pretty good muscles. I tried to use every one of them. He was drunk and I was in a rage, so he didn't come off too well. I broke his nose. I knocked out three teeth.
Still, he had kept himself in shape and he managed a couple of pretty good blows. I had a black eye and a sore rib the next day.
I woke up in my bed the next day. He woke up handcuffed to a hospital bed. They had to tase me to get me to stop beating him.
He got charged with assault, attempted kidnapping, drunk and disorderly and resisting arrest. His blood alcohol was .12, and they found a substance in his blood they hadn't identified right away. It turned out to be fentanyl, one of the most dangerous drugs in existence. One dose could have killed him. That explained his erratic behavior.
I was charged with simple assault, but it was dropped as part of his plea bargain. He was convicted on three cases of assault and resisting arrest and possessing illegal substances. They dropped the kidnapping charge in exchange for my charges being dismissed.
The school board found out and he was quietly let go. He lost his certificate when the drug charges came to light and could never teach again. He got into a program and landed a job as a personal trainer, and when his probation was up, he moved out of state.
Jill had to go back into therapy for six months. Then one day I noticed a change. She smiled more and seemed a lot happier. We hadn't been to Thursday night poetry in a while, and she suddenly wanted to go.
She flinched a little in the parking lot when we passed the spot where he grabbed her. I asked her if she'd like to leave, and she smiled. "No. It's just asphalt. It has no responsibility for the assholes who have walked on it."
Our, mostly her, old friends spent a lot of time hugging her. At the very end of the night, she got on stage. "I have a short poem, dedicated to my husband."
She stood for a minute as everyone waited. Then she shocked us all by doing a variation on a nursery rhyme.
Jack and Jill went up the hill to the place where they found love
They didn't tarry, they chose to marry, and thanked their God above.
What once was two will soon be three, with our daughter on the way.
The first of three, a must for me, if he lets me have my say.
There was a silence after she stopped, and you could see her tears in the spotlight. "That's right, Honey. I'm ten weeks along. Congratulations, Daddy."
The place erupted. I suddenly understood why she wasn't drinking. I was on the stage before I thought, picking her up and showering her with kisses. She put the whole thing in her next broadcast. It got three hundred thousand views in the first two weeks.
*****
Epilogue:
I was working for my old friend again, repairing some wainscotting in his kitchen. He and his wife were having a conversation that had my ears perked up.
"She's the hottest thing on YouTube. We're not the only publishing company after her, but she's very private. No one knows where she broadcasts from and there's no way past her comment section to get a message to her. It's driving the publishing trade crazy. On top of that, she knows Amanda Gorman, but Amanda refuses to talk about her."
I finished the repair, looking at it with a critical eye. Making new parts wasn't that hard for me. Matching the stain exactly is where it got tricky. I could detect no variation and was pleased. So were the customers when I showed it to them.



While Mrs. Hastings was in their office writing the check, I asked Mr. Hastings what he did.
He seemed surprised. "I'm a publisher. I work for Simon and Shuster. Why would you ask?"
"Just wondering. I heard you talking about a poet a few minutes ago."
He sighed. "I was, Jill Parker. She's like a ghost, and no one can find her."
"Probably because her name is Jill Montgomery now."
The look on his face was priceless. "You know her?"
"Fairly well. Tell me, who do you make my checks out to?
"Jack Montgomery... wait, are you related to her?"
"Only in the sense that I had the name before she did."
"SHE'S YOUR WIFE? WHY DIDN'T YOU SAY SOMETHING?"
His wife came out to see what the yelling was about.
I shrugged. "It never came up in conversation."
His wife had caught up and suddenly smiled. "So, if she's your wife, that makes you the Naughty Nursery Rhyme Guy."
"Please don't spread that around."
He begged and pleaded, and I talked Jill into meeting him. They wanted to offer her a two-book deal. One immediately, on what she already had, and one in 18 months for new stuff. It was a ridiculous amount of money, so she took it, with reservations. She would never make what a good novelist could because it was basically a niche market, but it was still a pretty good chunk of change.
"I won't give up teaching. It's what I trained for my whole life and it's what I love. If you have book tours and signings as part of your deal, then it's off. I will agree to a limited number during school holidays, and I'm off all summer. I'll give up half of that. Not negotiable."
He went back and talked to his company and they agreed to her terms. When her book came out, it got a lot of really good reviews and I never knew poetry paid so well. Amanda Gorman praised it publicly, and sales soared. During the summer she went with her on a four-week speaking tour, to packed houses. Jill told me later she felt like a warmup act to someone like Beyonce, but she still got a lot of attention. She told me it surprised her that so many people knew she was married to the Naughty Nursery Rhymes guy. Mr. Hastings hinted about a book of them but I said no. I was a carpenter and that was enough.
By the fall, she was back in the classroom like nothing had happened. Our club became famous as the home of Jill Montgomery, and the place was always packed. Every once in a while, we'd show up and word would spread.
Years later, after four successful books, I asked her what her greatest accomplishment was.
"Marrying you and having our daughters."
That right, daughters: three to be precise.
"How odd, that's exactly what I say when people ask me."
She snuggled to me and whispered in my ear. "You know, it's not too late. Wanna try for a boy this time?"
THE END
Many thanks to the Special Iguanas for the contribution of some of the nursery rhymes. You should have seen the ones I didn't include. I don't know whether to be impressed or disturbed. Edited by Randi, of course. Thanks for reading.
Q
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Condensed down to the essentials.
* * * * *
It was a Barbeque hosted by my daughter and her life partner. I was a little surprised when she introduced Alison as the love of her life. Jeanine was a wild child in college and had at least one pregnancy scare. It seemed that changing teams made her a better, calmer person. They had been married for three years and were shocked beyond words when I started pushing for grandchildren.
Alison grinned. "Have you been conspiring with my mother? She said the same a month ago when we flew down to visit. You know enough about anatomy to know it would be kind of impossible."
"There are ways. If it isn't homemade storebought is an option. Just a suggestion here, I'd like a grandson."
Jeannie grinned. "We'll get back to you in a year or so."
Two years went by. I was pleased when the girls bought a house, partially funded by me and Alison's mother. We each kicked in ten grand. Money well spent in my opinion. The party was their housewarming.
I could see it coming. Bets, Alison's mother could as well. We were the only ones there over forty, the only unmatched pair in the group.
We settled at a small table off to the side. "They're about as subtle as sledgehammers, aren't they?"
I grinned. "I'm sure they mean well. We're both single, we're both important to them, if they could get us together it would make their lives much simpler."
She smiled back. I had to admit she was a fine looking woman. Her hair was still mostly red and had two silver streaks in the front, that tended to droop over her eyes a lot. I'm not sure what color her eyes were but they looked a very pale brown, large and expressive. Her body wasn't bad for someone who was 43, she still had a very nice shape and anything that bulged was a part that was supposed to.
"Yes, it would simplify where to spend the holidays, wouldn't it? We'd have to live here because your house is much closer to theirs. It would make grandparent duties much simpler, wouldn't you agree?"
"You'd move to be with me?"
"I'd move to be with my family," she corrected gently.
"You'd be a hard woman to court. You have too much character to put up with a lot of foolishness. I'm pretty sure your ex found that out the hard way."
"And you're a man of strong beliefs, if your divorce is any indication. I'm sure any 'discussions' we would have would be spirited and intense."
"As they should be. Just because one says it doesn't make it right, and the other partner should be able to express their opinions and state their position while the other listens with respect."
"I agree totally."
I shrugged. "No other way to be. You don't strike me as shy and retiring and Alison has told me a bit about your deeper 'discussions' with your ex. You're not afraid to make a point. Did you really break his finger?"
She grinned. "He should have gotten it out of my face when I asked him to. I also have a soft side, and enjoy flowers for no reason and little unexpected gifts from time to time."
"Obviously. If flowers and chocolates were the cost of your smiles the house would look like a florist shop and you'd have a serious problem controlling your weight."
She gave me one of those radient smiles and I reflected a man could do a lot worse. Her smiles would be worth a lot, especially if they were directed at me.
Then she suddenly became serious. "I hate country music." She knew I was a fan.
"I despise horror movies." She loved them, according to Alison.
"You could go to the shows with your friends, and I'd take mine to the movies. Nothing wrong with having different interests, as long as you remember where your primary one lies."
"Absolutely. Your significant other should be just that. The most important priority in your life."
"Doesn't mean we can't try new things together. It would make us grow as a couple."
We stopped and stared at each other. We'd only seen each other five or six times and hadn't had more than a handful of conversations and suddenly we were in very deep waters. Jeanine chose that moment to check on us.
"You guys all right?"
"Just peachy honey. We're doing the RDG version of a romance."
"What?"
"The Readers Digest version. They used to put out shortened and condensed versions of popular novels to make it easier and less time consuming. That was way before your time, but I remember seeing them."
"Uh, okay. How's it going then?"
Bets chimed in. "Pretty well. We've progressed past the getting to know each other phase and we're in the awkward stage that comes just before we get intimate. Dan just put some soft music on and I've lit the scented candles. Wanna hang around and see how that works out?"
"I don't think so. I should be able to look at your faces and tell. Carry on then."
She scurried back to Alison and they had a hurried, whispered conversation with a lot of pointed looks.
"That got their attention didn't it?"
I grinned. "It did indeed. Now, you were saying something about getting intimate?"
"We're both adults so I don't see a lot of awkwardness. You're not bad looking and in pretty good shape."
"It's always awkward the first time. We're not just baring our bodies, we're bearing our souls. Beisdes, compared to me you're a Goddess. Maybe you have a human side and that makes you what, a demi-Goddess? You're sharing the most intimate thing one can with another person. We'd be self-conscious, nervous, and hopeful. If we've gone this far we both would want their partner to have a happy ending. Just so you know, when I'm intimate with a woman, I'm intimate with every part of her. Sooner rather than later I will have kissed and nibbled on every square inch of your body, looking for your triggers and filing them away. In my opinion, it's never about seeing stars right away but about finding comfort with what the act conveys. And just so you know, I have a very talented tongue and I'm not afraid to use it. Stars are on the menu for later."
It seemed her eyes were a bit dialated and her breathing was a little deeper. I found it odd, since we were just playing. Besides, we were right in the middle of about forty people, at two on a sunny Saturday afternoon.
When she found her voice it was a little huskier than normal. "I don't nibble. I consume. The first time with me would wipe out any experience you've ever had before me."
"Good to know. Eventually we'd move on to considering cohabitation. A trial run of sorts. We'd get the joy of discovering each others' annoying habits. You may hate my laugh, your snoring may get on my nerves."
"You have a lovely laugh and I don't snore."
"How do you know? You wouldn't be awake to know."
"If I did I'm sure it would be an adorable little rumble."
This time it was Alison's turn to check on us. "You guys getting along?"
"Other than the snoring issue we're fine."
Bets laughed. "Well, that and his inability to pick up his socks. I'm wondering if he's housebroken at all."
"I haven't wet the rugs yet, if that tells you anything."
Bets looked at her daughter. "I'm afraid the honeymoon phase is over, baby. Now the real work begins."
"Well, all right then. Call me if you need a referee." Al was switching from face to face, like she was following a tennis match.
"WE WILL NOT involve our children in our domestic disputes. We're mature adults perfectly capable of ironing out our differences in a peaceful manner."
She was giggling as she walked off, no doubt to fill Jeanine's head with our banter.
"My ex wasn't."
"Wasn't what?"
"Capable of ironing out our differences in a peaceful manner. She went for the jugular, both in confrontations and court."
"So we're talking about the ex's now? Mine avoided confrontation at all costs, almost as much as he dodged responsibility. If it hadn't been for me we would never have accumulated anything, but it was all him according to the divorce papers. He squaled like a cat with its' tail caught under a rocker when the judge gave his ruling on the division of assets. He's living in a one bedroom apartment now and just barely making it because of his lack of budgeting skills and problems with impulse control. It seems he can't afford his new girlfriend now."
"Mine thought she had a perfect marriage. She was a taker and I was a giver. Anything in my power to give her she got. Her sense of entitlement got a little too big when she thought it was perfectly all right for her to take a series of lovers. After all, didn't she always get what she wanted? When I found out she showed remorse over getting caught but not about doing it. It shocked her no end when I filed, naming two men, two married men, in the complaint.
She tried the reconciliation route but when she saw I wasn't budging she went nuclear. She went into a rage when she found out I had already separated the money fifty fifty and she wasn't going to get any more. I thought her head was going to explde when the judge told her the house was exempt from the settlement. Her honeys dropped her like a rock and the wives took a dim view of the whole sordid mess. One divorced her husband and the other is holding on to his marriage by a thread. A thin thread."
Betsy sighed. "Apparently the longer you're married the less fidelity matters to some."
"It mattered to me. It seems it mattered to you as well. Perhaps we're out of touch with the real world."
"Maybe just slightly out of step. I'm sure the vast majority of couples out there are just like us and thinks committments mean something."
"If we were committed, I'd never stray."
"I know. Neither would I. Too much pride I guess. When I make a promise I keep it."
"As do I. We should have met each other first."
"Then we'd have two daughters and no in laws. I think it's better this way. We've been through the fires and though we bear the scars we can hold our heads up."
I smiled until she smiled back. "So then, it seems we're soul mates. Maybe we should invest a little time into getting to know each other."
Before she could answer the girls came back.
"Where are you now?"
Bets shocked them by taking my hand. "We're in the process of planning our golden years. I can see a shiny new RV and a few grandkids to fill it with. You girls run along now and leave us to it."
* * * * *
We did. Invest the time, I mean and found that we were as close to soul mates as two mature people could get. And she was right, she did consume me.
Gotta go now, The kids are bringing the twins by for a weekend. This will give them a break from a pair of energetic seven year olds and us some treasured grandparent experiences. Bets is the planner though she does nothing without my agreement, and we're taking out the new RV and heading for two days at a water park. I'm looking forward to it, even at 51 she looks damn good in a bathing suit. Every time she puts one on she smirks at my expression and most times she's gracious enough to let me help remove it. There won't be any play this weekend, and the pressure will build until we can't wait to get the kids back home. It happens every time.
The Readers Digest version didn't pan out. Instead we're involved in an epic saga that should take many volumes to complete. We get excited turning every page.
* * * * *
I wrote this in two hours, thinking about a friend of mine. I hope she likes it. As always, thanks for reading.
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I heard her before I saw her. She stood for a minute in the doorway, waiting for me to acknowledge me. Ignoring her, I shut down my laptop, and packed it away. The desktop, the printer, all the things I need from the file cabinet were already gone. All that was left was the anger.
"Are we over?" She said it so quietly I almost didn't hear her.
"Oh yes," I said, still not turning.
She waited a few more seconds before starting again. "Please, have the courtesy to at least look at me while we talk."
Still not turning around, I answered her. "Oh, you want to talk? Now? Why? I tried to talk to you before you left for your 'girls' weekend at the spa last Thursday. Didn't go so well. Your exact words were 'I don't have time to listen to your whining, it's just a few days away, get over it. It'll do us both good.' You hurt my feelings pretty bad there, I wasn't aware I whined. I was trying to present a reasonable argument, and maybe, just maybe, my emotions got away from me for a second or two."
I sighed, "But you're right, it seems, you being gone was like a fog lifting, and I could see again. Of course, I saw a lot of things I wasn't happy about, but at least I was clear eyed when I saw them. Thanks for that."
"Why are you so upset? All right, maybe I was wrong to go when I knew you felt so strongly about the trip. I knew you didn't really like Ashley or Gloria, but they've always been nice to you, and I've known them since college. Nothing happened except for the consumption of mass quantities of alcohol and some pretty randy girl talk. In fact, I'm still fired up thinking about it. Care to follow me to the bedroom, and help me quench those fires?"
"Odd, that. You went to a spa in the Catskills, when you said you'd be in Nashville. Gloria was at a wedding in San Diego. Ashley was in Miami with her sister and her family. It's amazing how they can bend the rules of time and space, and be in different places at the same time. Really convenient how they were both out of town when you wanted a weekend away. Too bad when I pushed them they wouldn't lie for you. Ashley had no idea what was going on. Gloria hung up when I told her what I knew. So I'm figuring she knew and Ashley didn't. It took me a bit, but then I realized why. Gloria couldn't say anything because of her affair with that trainer. Oh yeah, I know about that, It's actually a pretty open secret at the gym. I finally emailed her with a picture of her and her trainer locking lips, with his hands all over her ass, one of them pulling her thong above the waistband of her yoga pants. Bet Bill would not be happy if he saw that. She called me right back and spilled her guts. I gave her grace, telling her to drop the trainer and change gyms, and if I heard the least whisper of her doing anything like that ever again, all the pictures I had were going straight to Bill. She was still making promises when I hung up."
Don't be surprised if she doesn't take your calls, texts, or emails, because I told her any contact she had with you negated any deal we'd made. Tell me, were you screwing around first and she got sucked in, or was it her telling you how hot having affairs could be? The hopefully great sex, the power of having a naughty little secret, of laughing at your poor foolish husband, plodding along, thinking life was great?
And Ashley, well, when her husband cheated on her it gave her a low opinion of anyone who would disrespect their marriage like that. Good news, I had a pretty long conversation with her, and she seems to be recovering. Told me she actually went on her first date last week."
"And one more thing, if they could actually be in two places at the same time, it stands to reason they would also have the power to assume other forms. It must have taken both their combined powers to morph into a six two bald guy with a goatee and an eight or nine inch dick. I'm just guessing on the size, but it looked pretty big in the pictures."
"And if I turn around, I'm pretty sure you won't be there, just a gaping hole where my wife used to be. So, yes indeed, we are done. Everything is spelled out in black and white on the papers you signed, so there shouldn't be much of a fuss. You'll land well, with enough money to keep you in style for the rest of your life if you manage it correctly. So let it go, Jan. Let's go out with a little dignity. You go fuck anyone who catches your eye, and I'll heal and start looking for another soulmate. It will probably take a long time. After all, I'll have massive trust issues, but I'm hoping I'll eventually get over it."
The gasps came as I talked, then the sobs, as I systematically deconstructed our life together. I finally turned around.
She was a mess. The perfect makeup ruined from the tears, her posture slumped. If I had to guess, I would say this is the last thing she expected. Too bad, it would appear she never knew me at all. A lesson too late for the learning, I'd say.
"I took everything I needed for awhile. Two weeks from now I'll be back, and I need you and all things that remind me of you out of here. And don't get any ideas. This was my house first, and I intend to keep it. Two weeks, Jan."
She wailed and dropped to her knees, grabbing at me as I started to leave.
"Please, Jackie, please. Stay. Let's talk about this."
I not so gently pulled her hands away. "Like I said before, the time to have talked was before this weekend. Surely, somewhere deep in that little brain of yours, you had to know if I ever found out we were done. Was the sex worth it? Was a big dick worth your marriage? You better hope so, because that's all you have left."
She was on her knees sobbing when I closed the door on our life. I figuratively squared my shoulders, ready to venture into the great wide open, and walked away.
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]"Let me tell you a story," she said, as she slipped into the chair opposite.
"Do I know you?"
"Not at all. But I know you, quite well. You're me, in a past life."
I wondered as she stared where I had run across her. She looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place her. Well, no matter, I was waiting on someone.
"I'm sorry, but I don't know you. I'm expecting someone so would you please leave me in peace?"
She flagged a waiter and ordered a drink and grinned at me. "Honey, you got plenty of time. Lover boy isn't coming. It seems his other girlfriends' husband wasn't much on expanding his horizons except for maybe the clear and uncluttered view of a single man."
"What in the world are you talking about?"
"James Matheson. That is who you're meeting tonight isn't it? Surely you wouldn't get all dolled up like this for your husband. Where did you tell him you were? Tupperware, Book Club, Ladie's Night Out? It doesn't matter. All that matters is that you lied to him to spend time with someone besides him. If you're bored or tired of the marriage, why not do him the dignity of leaving him before cheating? It would make life a lot easier and just to be honest he's not as stupid as you think he is. You don't think men can't tell when the lying start and the affections cool down? They may be dense but most have a modicum of brain matter. Some are pretty sharp and many, many are unforgiving. It's a good thing you don't have kids yet, but seriously, it's only been three years since your wedding. Kind of rushing that seven-year itch thing a bit, huh?"
My face was surely getting paler. "How do... why are you...what do you want?"
"Not a damn thing, sugar. I got what I want. I got a man that thinks the sun shines because I'm in his life and I fully intend to keep it that way. Before I got that, I was married to someone else and I loved him as well. Not enough apparently, because when the snake slithered into the garden, I took him to my breast and he bit me. The poison killed my marriage and almost killed me. My husband found out and left me the same day. I never saw him again except for a meeting with the lawyers. He didn't even come to court. And that's my story. Yours hasn't been finished yet but honestly, I don't see a happy ending."
She stood to leave and looked down grinning. "Don't you think for one second I'm doing this for you. If you're stupid enough to keep going you'll deserve everything that happens to you. Now you got a choice. You can sit here and wait for the destruction of your marriage to happen or you can get your ass home and see if there's anything left to salvage. And like I said, he's not coming. He's over at Mercy. Apparently, whore number two's husband has a violent temper. If you think he's worth it you should rush over there. Your choice."
The waiter arrived with her drink and she swallowed it down in one long gulp. "Thanks for the drink, honey."
Then she was gone.
................................................
I sat for a minute, mentally reeling from what the stranger had said. Out of curiosity I called the hospital and told them I was his mother and asked about his condition. All the nurse would tell me is that he had been admitted but I would have to appear in person or prove who I was to administration during office hours the next day before his condition could be revealed.
An unease was quietly growing in my head. This had been a mistake. At least I hadn't slept with him yet. Then I realized what an ambiguous term that was. I'd performed oral sex on him several times and his fingers and once his tongue had intimate knowledge of my sex. Then I grinned to myself. I was 32 years old and still couldn't say blowjob or pussy. I couldn't say those things but I was willing to give them away? I called my husband.
"Hi, honey. I'm on my way home. I'm not feeling all that well and personally I despise the book we're reading. If you haven't had dinner yet, would you like me to pick something up for you?"
"I'm sorry you don't feel well, dear. Your friend Mona just stopped by. She found it odd that you were supposed to be at her place for book club since she didn't belong to one and even if she had they'd never been a meeting at her house. Frankly, I also find it a bit odd. Take your time getting home. I'm not sure I'll be here anyway."
She tried to get him to stay on but he was gone. Maybe he took her marriage with him when he left. The woman jumped to her feet, threw money on the table for the tab, and ran out of the restaurant.
.........................................................................
The woman who secretly called herself the Angel of Doom or Salvation slipped into the passenger seat of the luxury SUV her husband had bought her, and sighed. He looked over at her.
"Well?"
"I don't know. Maybe she'll see the light. Personally, I think the marriage is too far gone and she's too stupid to see it."
He sat for a moment marshalling his thoughts. "Remember what the therapist talked about? You know I love you with all my heart, honey, but you can't save all the stupid women of the world from predatory men. I knew going into the marriage you carried a lot of baggage, but it's time. You need to put this behind you and look to the future. You owe me a girl honey, and I don't want to add to our family until you're truly past your demons."
She smiled happily, thinking about her two 'stepsons', age four and six. They were one and three when she met their father. He had divorced his first wife when the smallest was three months old over a series of affairs that got exposed when one of the wives of her lover filed for divorce, named her in the complaint, and sent him the pictures she had. They were still fighting over custody when another jealous wife with a history of mental instability killed her in the office where she worked. Her family had a good lawyer and she spent two and a half years in a mental institution before being declared cured and released back into society.
The Angel of Doom, otherwise known as SuperMom, was the only mother they had ever had and it made her eyes damp at how much they loved each other. When they married, they discussed more children and he expressed his desire for a daughter.
"I threw my pills away last week. This was my swansong, my very last attempt at saving the world. From now on the only mistakes I'm going to try to rectify will be my own."
He pulled her across the seat and almost crushed her with his hug. They were about to pull out when they saw the woman she'd talked to rush out of the place and jump into her car. She swerved around them and went speeding into the night.
"Good luck," she thought to herself, sadly wishing she had been smart enough to stay faithful when she was presented with the same challenges. She still had a hard time believing her new husband loved her and she made sure he knew she was never going to disappoint him.
"Let's go home. Send Amy home early and let's snuggle the kids and watch Frozen for the five hundredth time."
She traced his arm as they traveled, thinking of giving him a private movie after everyone was asleep and the name of it would be anything but Frozen.
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Edited by blackrandl1958
*****
You never forget the first time. They stay milestones in your mind, and no matter how much time and distance has passed by, they're still as bright in your memory as the day it happened.
I got my very first real boy/girl kiss on the back of a church bus, late at night. I was sure I was going to burn in hell for doing it, but at the time I considered it worth it. I think that's when I realized the power the opposite sex had on each other. If I was going to hell, at least half a dozen more were going with me. I saw two other young couples locked in a tight embrace, him with his hand under her shirt, hers down the front of his pants.
I also got my first puppy love broken heart when my girlfriend threw me over for a boy with a car. I think it may have shaped my attitude towards promise breakers in my adult life.
Later, the first time I had sex, it was the same. It was a wonder and a miracle, and I had a hard time processing it, but I knew one thing for sure: I really, really liked it. My buddy, not so much. We'd done it in his mothers' brand new Mercury Marquis, the weekend after high school graduation. My buddy was allowed to drive it because he had graduated with honors, and it took us four hours of frenzied scrubbing to get it smelling "new" again.
We banged like bunnies for the rest of the summer, pretending we were adults and knew what we were doing, until she went off to college. I never dated her again; she had found a rich boyfriend at school and I was something in the rearview mirror.
Forty years later, every time we met, even if she was with her(third)husband, we'd end up locking eyes and grinning. You never forget.
Then I fell in love. Naturally, I never saw it coming; it started out just fooling around and having a good time, them "BAM," she was all I could think about. In retrospect, we were way too young, I was nineteen and she was twenty, but the attraction burned like the fires of hell: hot, bright, and all consuming.
I was a tall, lanky guy with wild hair and glasses. She was tall, as well, but rounded and lush, with long blond hair and bright blue eyes that seemed to look right through you. On the experience meter when it came to sex, I was a 1 while she was an 11.
She'd just smile and teach me something I had no idea how to do, but was damn happy to try. We fucked in every imaginable place in every imaginable position, as well as some that defied reason, as often as we could.
Suddenly it came to be more than the sex. We enjoyed each other's company, and were together so much she suggested we move in together. Forty years ago, that wasn't as common as it was now, but it happened often enough no one thought much about it.
We found a tiny little three-room apartment we could afford, and the owner cut us a break on the rent. She was a townie and didn't know much of anything, but I'd been raised on a farm and that forces you to be a jack of all trades. One thing, though, if I was patient enough with her, once she understood something, she usually became pretty good at it. I proposed one night as she was trying her best to get me up for the third time. Her hands tightened on my equipment before she let out a giggle.
"You're really a romantic, aren't you? Try it again when we're not horizontal and I'm not leaking like a broken faucet."
Then she put me in her mouth and all conversation ceased. I asked her again, three days later, while we were at her parents' house. Her dad wasn't home, but her mom almost fainted from happiness. The ring was tiny, but that didn't seem to bother her, and plans were made.
We married in a simple ceremony because her parents had almost no money. Then it was off for three days at Myrtle Beach, where she modeled a bikini so tiny I wondered if it was allowed on the beach. It seems it was, and most were damn happy with her choice. She got hit on right in front of me, and I almost blew a gasket because she didn't shut him down fast enough. Eventually, she saw the look on my face, waved her ring at him and told him he was a year too late. I think she realized pretty quickly I was not happy, so we cut our beach time short and she was all over me when we hit the room.
"Just you, honey. Always."
*****
We got home and started life as a couple. We had pretty decent jobs, but I got an opportunity to work for one of the top three employers in the county, at about a third more than I was making then. The catch was they operated rotational shifts, first one week, second the next, third the week after. It was a little disconcerting for the first couple of months, because I'd wake up at random times and wonder if I was supposed to be at work, but I adapted.
Things were fine for about nine months, but then I got an uneasy feeling. I'd call home when I was on second and no one answered the phone. Then there was a power outage and we all went home early, and she wasn't there. She came rolling in thirty minutes before my shift was supposed to end and almost fainted when she saw me.
"Where the hell you been?" She always told me she loved my eyes, but at that particular moment I don't think she liked what she saw in them. She stuttered around for a second before saying she was with her best friend Holly, just cruising. Believe it or not, back then, cruising was a thing. Gas cost like a quarter a gallon and the kids had a circuit. You started out at the court square, idled down main street for about two miles before you came to the hottest drive-in grill in town, made a loop, and cruised back. Kids would stop in parking lots to talk and hook up, and the cops were pretty cool, as long as there was no drinking and nothing got vandalized.
"You're a married woman now, Bets. You don't need to cruise."
Her temper flared. "I got bored. "There's only so much television you can watch, and I never was much for long conversations on the phone. For fucks sake, I'm on Main Street in front of hundreds of people. You don't think that if I hooked up ten people wouldn't tell you about it?"
We ranted at each other for another hour before we calmed down. I had to admit I was jealous, and she had to admit she enjoyed the attention when guys talked to them at the drive-in or at a parking lot while guys talked Holly up.
"They don't try to talk you up?"
She had a fleeting grin before she put her bland face back on. "Of course they do, honey. Just because I married you didn't suddenly make me ugly, but I make sure they don't do anything."
It was an uneasy weekend, but by the time it was over we had reached an understanding. She could go with Holly but the first whiff I got anything was not what it should be, we were over. I think that shook her up because she never in her wildest dreams thought I'd ever leave her.
Things went well until summertime hit. Then the lake parties started. I left for work at two thirty on the weeks I worked second, and she'd be in her bikini waiting for Holly to pick her up by three. If you mix hormones, weed, and booze in the correct ratio, shit happens, and it started rumors, rumors that got back to me. Instead of confronting her, I switched shifts with a guy, and Friday afternoon I was sitting at the quick stop in a borrowed car and waited until Holly's van went past. I followed them right to the party spot on the lake, parked at a boat landing half a mile past, and walked back.
I sat in the bushes and watched as she flirted and drank. In an hour, everyone was buzzed and Holly stood up. "Skinny dippin' time!"
Her top flew right by where I was hiding and soon the bottoms followed. Bets was right behind her. There were five women and six guys and soon they were all naked. It was just after dark, so I gathered up as many bathing suits and clothes as I could and walked to the other side of the bay. bundling everything with rocks and wading out until I was chest deep before slinging them as far as I could. I watched them sinking for a minute before swimming back to where they were. I found Bets wrapped up with a guy, one hand on a boob and the other under the water and she was moaning.
I grabbed him by his long hair and sank down, dragging him with me. Bets stood there stunned as my face appeared above the surface. The water was roiling around me as the panicked guy tried to breathe. "Don't come home, bitch! I'm sure fuck buddy will let you stay with him, until he gets bored, then you'll be on the street like just another whore. Maybe I'll cruise by sometime. You always gave good head, and I bet you've improved now that you've had extra practice."
It didn't come out as smoothly as that, but she got the sentiment. The next thing I knew Holly was on my back, digging grooves with her long nails. I let go of dickhead and he rose up, spitting water and gasping. I pulled the bitch off me and slammed a fist into her stomach. The air went out of her like a punctured balloon and she sank like a rock.
"One of you dickheads better pull her up or you'll be short one whore."
Bets was trying to talk, but I just dove under again, halfway across the small bay before I resurfaced.
*****
She stayed gone three weeks, living with her parents. She went straight to work, and straight home. I got a few indirect threats over chunking their clothes, and I'd bet it was a pretty interesting ride home for some. Nobody got in my face about it because I was known to be a pretty good scrapper, but more importantly, I didn't know how to quit. If I fought someone all I could think about was killing them. It led to some pretty interesting situations and I almost went to jail a couple of times, but word got out. If you fought against me, you'd better be sure you won. If you didn't...
She begged, she cried, she apologized. I stopped her cold one day when I asked her a question.
"How many?"
"How many what?"
"How many dudes did you fuck while I was at work busting my ass to give us a better life?"
She went really quiet and I grinned. "Too many to remember?"
"NO! Three, all right? Three."
"There you go then. You fucked three guys not me, and that tells me you'll never quit. Why stick to the menu when you can have the buffet? Look, we don't own shit, we ain't been together long enough for alimony, you take your shit, I'll take mine and we'll call it quits."
She fainted. Her mother, who I was always fond of, came to the apartment to beg me to take her back. "She's learned her lesson, son. Give her another chance, you won't regret it." Her father was old school, and he told me to beat the hell out of her and get over it.
It took three months before we got back together, after a lot of promises and a few threats. By then, my company had expanded their building to twice the size it was before, doubling their capacity to produce. A side effect was that they didn't need three shifts to get everything done any longer, so they cut out third.
I also got a promotion, becoming a lead/set up man in the finishing department. We were on production, and when my group started earning more, they investigated to see why.
It was mostly women on my crew, and I had to set up the various machines for the orders, so I always did a box or two to make sure everything was to spec and in good working order. My counterpart would set a machine up, run two or three products through it, and go back to the office, if he was doing the second shift. I stayed on the floor, helping the packaging man seal and set the boxes on the correct pallet, and as we got better, I taught him a couple of the simpler changeovers. Sometimes we'd have two or more machines set up and running so the ladies just moved from one to another with no downtime.
The packaging guy and I got paid on an average of what the line produced, and we were making a dollar more an hour than our counterparts. It got so bad that if an opening came up the women on the other shift would put in for a transfer.
It came to a head when the other guy confronted me. "You're making me look bad!"
I grinned. "Nope. You're doing that all on your own. You and Jesse need to keep your asses out on the floor, help the girls out a little. Then you'd be making money."
It got so bad management got involved, asking me to take his packaging guy for a couple of weeks to learn my system. I figured it would be a fight, but Jesse was more than willing to learn and really didn't want to go back to his shift when training was over.
John all but kissed me when he got back. "Eric is a jerk and a joke. The women despise him, but they loved me. Their pay went up by fifty cents an hour and they begged me to stay with them."
Fifty cents and a dollar doesn't sound like much now, but forty-five years ago, that was a lot.
*****
Then Eric did something monumentally stupid: he hit on a married woman with a jealous husband, to the point of threatening her job if she didn't do what he wanted. For some reason, she came to me and I sent her to our manager, who promised to fix it.
He didn't. He and Eric were drinking buddies from way back, so he hid the situation from upper management. It all came apart when the husband came to the plant, threatening to kick ass if something wasn't done about it. It was right at shift change, and I sent John to get the production manager while I tried to talk him down.
Then his wife showed up, looking scared to death. She'd held it in, but when Eric grabbed her so hard she had bruises on one breast, she left in the middle of her shift and told her husband everything.
Eric came in, saw us talking to the production manager, and went pale. Then he tried to bluff it out. "What's she doing here? I fired her last night for being insubordinate and poor job performance."
The production manager was a guy in his forties, and he'd seen this type of things before. "Eric, you're a lead man. You don't have the authority to fire anyone, all you can do is document a situation and take it to your manager. I think we all need to go into the conference room and talk this over."
He got our manager, the plant manager, and they all left. Her husband was still standing there. They had promised him they would get to the bottom opf the situation and he could take his wife home for the night, with no impact on her job. I went on to my job.
The next day Eric was no longer with us and the finishing manager was on probation. The production manager called me into his office. "Sabrina said she told you about the situation and you went through channels, referring her to the finishing manager. This true?"
"Yes."
He sighed. "All right. I want to ask for your help. You've got John trained pretty well, so we're going to offer him Eric's job. You've also worked with Jesse, but he doesn't have the experience we need. We need you to work with both of them and train someone for John's old job. Will you help? I'm thinking maybe a split shift to start, for at least two months. We'll make it worth your while."
What does Bill think about this?"
Bill was the finishing manager. The production manager smiled. "Oh, he's on board with it. Will you do it?"
It was two more dollars an hour. I couldn't wait to tell Bets.
*****
Bets seemed impressed. "So, you're getting a raise and working a split shift. Is this some kind of promotion?"
"Sort of. It'll make me look good to management. Who knows?"
"Well, all right, then. It'll be nice to have you home every evening."
For two weeks I worked twelve hours or more a day. Things were coming together when another incident occurred. The finishing manager was not happy about being on probation and tried taking it out on me. It came to a head when I was underneath a machine, working on a breakdown. I'd already shifted the crew to another job I had set up, but this order was time sensitive. I had it taken apart when he called me to the office. Our office was little more than an eight-by-eight cubicle with glass looking out over the floor. He could literally see me from where he was.
I kept working. He called me again, then did something incredibly stupid. He whistled into the PA and said, "My office, now!"
I had finished the repair and motioned for the new guy to get the ladies back to the machine and stormed into the office. He was all ready with a rant and I stopped him cold, getting right in his face. "Let me tell you something. If you want something that comes when you whistle, you need to get a damn dog. We clear here? Now, what did you need?"
"You can't disrespect me like that! I'll fire your ass!"
"You want respect, you need to earn it. Let's keep this professional here. Again, what did you need?"
He ranted for five minutes, forgetting the PA was on. The whole plant heard it, not just my group. "You're fired! Get the fuck outta here!"
He was about to go into another rant when the door opened and the production manager came in, followed by the plant manager. The plant manager reached over and switched the PA off. Then he turned to face the finishing manager.
"You should really make sure things like this are off before you go into a rant. Want to tell me what went on here?"
"I called him on the PA to come to my office. I gave him a direct order and he disobeyed it, then came in and gave me attitude."
He looked at me. "Did he call you?"
"Yes, he did?"
"Did you come?"
"I was under Number 1, realigning the shaft. I was right in front of him and he could see me from the office. I only had about five minutes before it was fixed, so I stayed on it. It's a Mira order, sir, and they need it by in the morning. As soon as I was done, I came in to see him, and I did tell him I didn't like being called like a dog. You most likely heard what I said and I'm not retracting it."
Mira was by far our biggest customer and incredibly fussy, but we made a ton of money off them and we weren't about to upset them. He looked at the manager. "Did you know why he was working on it so hard?"
"It doesn't matter. He disrespected me and I want something done about it!"
"You don't think whistling for him like a pet wasn't disrespectful? Grow up, Bill. This is the real world."
He turned to me. "You, get back to work. Come by my office in the morning."
Then he looked at the manager. "And you, leave him alone so he can do his job. Another confrontation and one or both of you will have to go. Understand?"
He didn't like it, not at all, but he shook his head.
"I need to hear you say it out loud."
"No more confrontations."
He looked between us. "Good enough. Now, it's time for us to go home. Jeff, make sure that Mira order is completed before you leave, all right?"
"Yes sir."
If looks could kill I'd have been dead before I'd taken six steps out of the office. I got with my packager, and we helped the women finish the order, running it slightly faster than normal because we had the manpower to do it.
*****
I went in a little early the next day and waited outside the plant managers' office for a few minutes before he called me in. He sat back in the chair for a minute, just looking at me, before he broke into a grin.
"I had an interesting morning. I talked to the ladies on duty and they all told the same story, that Eric propositioned all of them and Bill did nothing, he even propositioned a couple himself. When I confronted him, he went into a rage, threatened to resign, so I let him. He tried to take it back but I told him we'd launch a formal investigation, maybe get the cops involved, so he left. That puts me in a bit of a bind. For the foreseeable future, you're the temporary finishing manager. I still want you to work the split shift and get everybody trained, but from now on you have to attend the staff meetings every afternoon. Do a good job, Jeff, and you may have the job permanently. Interested?"
Well, hell yeah, I was interested. My pay got bumped up another three dollars, putting me way above average for the time.



Bets seemed thrilled, especially since it meant that we could, sometime in the future, buy a home. Three months later a friend called me. Barry ran a loan company, one of those not quite predatory operations who were usually five percent or higher than banks.
"Hey man, still looking for a house?"
"Not really. I don't have near the down payment I need."
"How much you got?"
I told him and I could feel the grin over the phone. "Come see me. I might have something you'll be interested in."
"Something," turned out to be a four year old single wide on a half-acre of land. The owners had moved and defaulted on the loan, and I could get it for payoff. Bets and I talked about it, and while it wasn't exactly what we were looking for, we agreed we had to start somewhere and maybe a few years down the road we could find a real house.
It was one of the proudest days of my life when I carried Bets over the threshold, her giggling the whole time.
Since I had been raised on a farm, I immediately started upgrading. I started with the yard, reseeding it, setting a small space apart for a garden. Dad came over and helped me build a twelve-by-twelve building and fence in the backyard. Bets went out and bought enough tomato plants to cover the yard, and more, so we planted what we could and gave the rest away. I can still see her smile when she picked her first tomato.
Bets was doing well on her job, going from a general assistant to an inventory specialist, and our future couldn't look any brighter.
*****
I was still working thirteen-hour days, but now I was on salary so I got no overtime. Bets kind of resented it until I told her I estimated before the month was out, I'd be back to regular hours. John was doing really well, and while Jesse might not be as bright, he learned. The new guy we hired to do packaging was his cousin and was thrilled to get the job. Soon enough, production was 8% higher than it had ever been. They even sent guys from corporate to observe the operation.
It was summer and I was getting home at seven or eight every evening, six days a week. Then it happened, I got home and she was gone. She stumbled in drunk about eleven after, Holly dropped her off. I didn't say a word as she stumbled around getting ready for bed. Even after her shower I could smell the weed on her.
She was still out cold, late for work, when I got up. I left her in bed and went to work. She was very subdued when I got home that night. She'd made a good supper, some of my favorites, and never said a word. After the dishes were washed we sat down and grabbed the television remote. I snatched it out of her hands.
"So, you're not even going to talk about last night?"
"It was a mistake. I shouldn't have stayed so long, but I was having a good time."
"You shouldn't have been there to stay in the first place. You know how I feel about Holly, but off you went. Fuck the old man, I wanna have fun! He'll get over it. That about right?"
I could tell by her blush I was pretty close. "Here's the deal. We're not going to talk about it. If you fucked some random guy, it will come out sooner or later. If you did, we're done. There won't be any more chances. Understand?"
She paled a little and promised never again, but I saw the resentment in her eyes.
*****
Things were cool for a while. Holly came to see me at work, wanting a job, and to apologize. I couldn't wait to do the interview. I let her ramble on about how good a worker she'd be for a little before I stopped her. "Holly, you've been fired from three jobs in the last nine months, all for attendance. You know how strict this company is about this and I seriously doubt you would last two months."
"This is because you're still pissed about me and Bets! You asshole! She's not ninety, she needs to go out and have fun once in a while. You need to lighten up and let her breathe."
"She can draw all the breaths she wants as long as they're with me. I know my schedule has been crazy, but it's back to normal now. If she wants to do it with someone else, she's free to leave. Personal issue aside, I'm afraid we won't be offering you a position, Ms. Walton. Better luck next time."
She went straight to the plant manager and he called me in after she left. "I take it you don't like the woman?"
"I'd spit on the ground she walks on, but I'd be dehydrated in less than an hour. She and I have issues over my wife, but that's not why I didn't hire her. Look at her work history."
That was the end of that discussion.
It was October before she slipped again. My company had sent me to the home plant two states away for a training seminar. I was thrilled and nervous, but despite that, it was a productive three days. My mind was kind of numb when I got home. It was to an empty house and a note on the kitchen table. "I tried, I really did, but I met somebody. I've already moved my things, so don't try to find me. I'll always love you, just not like I should any longer."
Sadly, it didn't upset me as much as I thought. Instead of mourning, I went to bed and slept ten hours. I looked around after I'd gotten up and she had removed every trace of her presence except for a photo of us together she'd left on my nightstand. That went straight into the trash.
Weeks went by, and I think she was surprised I didn't file. My opinion was that she wanted it, she should get to pay for it. I was too old and tired to cruise, but one night I went through town and saw her and Holly, in Holly's customized van. Holly made sure she was ringing a little bell hanging from her rearview mirror when she passed. I thought it sounded stupid.
I was headed to the drive-in to get a triple burger with onion rings, their specialty. A little while later Holly ran through, alone, ringing the bell. By the time I finished, Bets came around with no sign of Holly, also ringing the bell. One of the guys beside me laughed.
"I see the horny bell is ringing."
Curiosity got the better of me, and I asked, "Those two girls are the craziest, horniest women I've ever seen. They'll cruise, hook up with a guy, and one will drive while the other gets busy in the van. Then they change guys and drivers. They call that little bell the horny bell, and it rings a lot. I've gotten a ride from both of them in the last month."
I thought about it for a little and had to admit it did hurt me more than I thought it would. It wasn't my problem anymore, so I finished my burger and went home.
*****
It didn't take long for it to spread that Bets and I were through. I wasn't unattractive, in good shape, owned a really nice car and my own home, even if it was a singlewide, so the sharks started circling. I went out with two and heard through the grapevine that Bets bitched one out pretty good. I had to wonder what difference it made to her that I could get laid as easily as she could.
The week before Thanksgiving, she hooked up with a guy and they were joined at the hip for almost a month before he dumped her. She called me at work a few days before Christmas, asking if I would come by her apartment in the next couple of days. It seemed she had gotten me a Christmas present.
Wondering what she was up to, I agreed. She collected little dove figurines, so I splurged and bought her a really nice one, trying to rub it in her face that I had money for such things.
She met me at the door, in a tight little minidress, her hair done the way I liked. Signal flares started immediately, because I knew this had to mean she wanted something. She sat me down and brought me a beer, leaning down enough to put her chest in my face and give me a good look at her boobs all the way to the nipples. Very nice boobs with incredibly sensitive nipples, if I remembered right. We talked for a minute before she gave me the present: a pretty nice watch.
When she saw the dove, she started crying, jumping into my lap and kissing me, hard. It was a spectacularly bad idea, but I hadn't been laid in a month, and despite all her other faults, she was a terrific fuck. We ended up rolling around in her bed for two hours, and every time I got soft, she did a bicycle pump imitation and get me hard again. She had a couple moves that she must have learned after we split. Since I was just in it for the pussy, I appreciated it.
When I finally surrendered, she asked if I could spend the night.
"Why? Evidently being married wasn't for you. Why should I waste my time beating a dead horse? Better to just bury it and move on."
Bets started crying, huge tears with wracking sobs. There were a lot of apologies and begging and you can call me pussy boy now, because she was getting to me. I promised her I'd think about it and we drifted off to sleep.
I woke up the next morning to the feel of her mouth on my cock. Yes indeed, she had learned a few tricks in the last seven weeks, or she had them all along and never showed them to me. Then she cried and told me she was so sorry for what she had done to me, that she still loved me and she was going to do everything in her power to get us back together.
She bounced up to take a shower, bitching because it wasn't big enough for both of us. I lay back, dozing off. The phone ringing woke me, and I lay there and listened to her end of the conversation.
"A Christmas party? Then another one on New Years at the Radisson? You already got a room? I'd love to go!"
She was quiet for a minute and then she giggled. "Yeah, I hooked him last night, but I'll tell him we should wait until the first of the year to get back together. Until then it's party, party, party!"
I got up as quietly as I could and dressed. When I came into the living room she squeaked "Gotta go. Talk to you later?"
"Who was that?"
"Holly. You know how she likes to babble on."
If it had been Holly on the other end, her voice had sure gotten deeper. Bets had a towel wrapped around her hair and her body, and as she stood it fell off. I looked at her, the long sleek legs, the great ass and magnificent rack and sighed, knowing this would be the last time I saw them.
Deciding to make it easy for her, I told her I had already made plans for Christmas and maybe we should wait a bit before we got back together. She pretended to be sad, but didn't pull it off very well.
I thought about it as I drove, her scent still on me, and realized I had just experienced another first time in my life: the first time my heart was truly broken. Up until then some irrational part of my brain really believed we would eventually get back together and live happily ever after.
*****
Christmas and New Years' came and went. I never called, and heard through the grapevine her new flame had dropped her like a rock the second of January, so I wasn't too surprised when she called me at work. I deliberately didn't answer the phone at home and let the answering machine pick up. There seemed to be a bit of desperation in her voice after the fifth message.
"Hey Bets. What's up?"
"You and me, I hope. I seemed to remember some promises when I saw you last."
"Well, I've been really busy at work. One of my setup guys and I've been working ungodly hours, so romance has kind of been on the back burner."
There was a bit of silence and I plowed on before she could talk. "Oops! Gotta go. Emergency on the line. I'll call you later."
We played phone tag for the next two weeks. One night she called and seemed really down. "You're not coming back, are you?"
"No, I'm not. I got tired of being treated like a pinball that you could bounce in and out of your life. When you blew me off at Christmas to go out and party I realized even if we got together, you'd eventually start again. This is it. Goodbye. I'm sorry it came to this and I'm willing to take a little of the blame because of my work schedule, but most of this is on you. Every time you had a choice, you made the wrong one. Goodbye, Bets. Maybe down the line you'll find a guy who lets you play around."
She was crying and trying to talk when I hung up.
There was one more chapter to this little story. On the day after Valentine's, she came in and woke me up, yanking me awake by my long hair and raising all kinds of hell.
I finally woke up enough to get her off me. "What the fuck is wrong with you? You need to give me my key back before you leave, which will be just shortly. What do you want?"
It came out that no one took her out for Valentine's Day, and I should have stepped up.
"I'm sorry you're dating such a cheap bastard that he would break up with you two days before the big night, but really, Bets, we're not together anymore, so why should I give a damn? Give him a week and he'll come back sniffing around. Now would be a good time for you to leave."
She had gotten quiet and was looking down beside the bed. There lay a red bra, about two cup sizes bigger than she wore. If she looked under the bed, she'd find the bikini panties that matched.
It was cruel but I couldn't help myself. "Yeah, I had a REALLY good Valentine's Day. Now shoo, she's gonna be back any minute and I don't want an awkward situation."
I walked her to the car, grinning as another pulled in while she was pulling out. "Who was that and why was she crying?"
"My soon to be ex-wife. It seems her Valentine's wasn't as good as ours."
Crystal knew the story and grinned, then pulled me back into the house.
*****
Why was I thinking about all this? My granddaughter was in the arms of her grandmother, crying her eyes out with a broken heart.
I looked at them and grinned. You know what's even better than your first love? Your last. I had forty years with this woman and I prayed I'd have that many more.
*****
This was based on my first marriage and that of two more couples I was around when I was young. My first wife recently passed of Covid. She straightened up and married a good man, after going through three more between me and him. She married six times, if you include one guy she married twice, before she got it right.
Rest in peace, Deb.
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Chapter 1
Usually, I didn't hit the meat markets, but I was with a friend who wanted to go out to celebrate his divorce. It made me think back to mine. That was a petty, bitter situation that developed into a slugfest pretty quickly. She cheated, got caught, and didn't want to face the consequences. When her lawyer told her there was no way she could get the prenuptial agreement thrown out, she went into a rant of epic proportions. I still have a recording of it on an old phone that I purposely kept, and I would listen to it on the anniversary of the divorce, just to remind me I'd made the right decision.
There was no celebration for my divorce. A divorce was an admission of failure, of promises made and broken, and I didn't celebrate failures.
I noted there seemed to be a preponderance of "mature" women at the club, and it suddenly hit me that Rex was cougar hunting. Maybe he had Mommy issues. Maybe he was a bit of a perv. It didn't matter because there we were. He had just turned forty, and I was just past my forty-fourth birthday. Sometimes I felt like I was ninety. A pretty active lifestyle and a gym addiction kept me in excellent shape, but there were mornings when I creaked and popped when I got out of bed. My doctor once told me I might be 44, but condition-wise, I had the body of someone in his early thirties. In the mornings, my back said that wasn't necessarily true.
Well, it wasn't for me to judge, so I made the best of it. I danced a lot, and some of the women I danced with had to be in their sixties, but they damn near wore me out. One really hot one told me she was 67, then grinned. "I much prefer 69. There are things I could show you honey, things that would rock your world."
I had no doubt she was right, and while I was trying to come up with an exit strategy, Rex blundered up, grinning like mad and drunk on his ass. "Who's the hottie?"
Pretty soon they were cheek to cheek with his hand firmly latched onto her ass while she had her hand between them and you could see it moving. They disappeared 20 minutes later, and I didn't see him again until Monday.
Deciding I'd had enough fun for the night, I started towards the door. Then she walked in. Her flaming red hair went almost to her waist. Her skirt was seriously short, to the point a wardrobe malfunction would occur if she moved the wrong way. The white silk blouse was unbuttoned to the point that it was pretty evident there was no bra. Her face was round, with a cute nose and killer blue eyes.
The woman was exactly what I was looking for. IF I was looking for sex without strings. Sadly, she did nothing for me. The mercenary look on her face confirmed my opinion. She was looking across the club like it was a buffet, trying to find the perfect morsel. Her eyes went across me and then flicked back for a second look. I was pretty sure I was on the short list.
Now the woman who she was with was a completely different matter. She carried an air of understated elegance, the clothes, the accessories, the style of her platinum blond hair didn't scream money; it said she had it and it wasn't worth talking about. She was perfect, in the quietest of ways.
You could also tell this wasn't her natural habitat. She didn't look uncomfortable, she looked more...unimpressed. She sipped on one martini while her friend gulped down three drinks, in between dance partners. Several men, young men, asked her to dance, but she refused them with a haughty stare.
She intrigued me, so I walked over as a slow waltz was being played. "May I have this dance?"
She looked me over, judging, dismissing me with her eyes.
"I' m 51."
"Congratulations. Does your age preclude you from dancing?"
"Not if the guy is in his thirties!"
"Well then, perhaps we should find one here and warn him not to ask. I'm a lot closer to your age than you think, and I'm certainly well past my thirties. You have a pleasant evening, madame."
I was halfway across the hall when I felt her arm. "I'm sorry. It's pretty obvious I don't want to be here, but I am. I may as well have a dance with a handsome man and make the best of it. That is, if you'd still like to..."
She was light as a feather and a really good dancer. I commented on it and she smiled with a tinge of sadness. "My husband and I took lessons as a form of exercise. I enjoyed it, but not as much as he did, especially when he started doing the horizontal mambo with one of the instructors. The girl was 25 and got her claws into him. We divorced so he could marry her."
"That had to sting."
"Oh, it did. At first anyway. But on the other hand, we had a really successful business and didn't have a prenuptial, so I ended up owning half of it, plus our investments had grown nicely. She bled him dry in three years and I ended up buying half his share of the business just so he could pay her off. He's still the President, because when it comes to business he has a good head on his shoulders, but it galls him no end to have to answer to me. I bet if he could have a do-over, he'd have never signed up for those lessons."
By then we'd moved off the dance floor and had found a quiet corner. I grinned. "So then, you're hot, rich, own a business, why isn't there a second Mister Angela?"
She grimaced. "There's been one or two who applied for the position. Unfortunately, their qualifications didn't meet my standards. How about you?"
It was my turn to grimace. "She got a better offer from someone a lot like your ex. I don't think it's the ideal life she wanted, word has it he made her sign a pretty rigid prenuptial and watches her like a hawk. After what she did to me, he has to know under the right circumstances she'd not hesitate to do it to him."
"Is there a little hottie out there anywhere practicing writing "Mrs. Reggie"?"
"There was one two years ago. Let's just say our life goals were different and we didn't part on the best of terms."
"Love sucks."
"Personally, I think love is a grand thing, if you have the right person."
I raised my glass. "To love when you get it right."
She raised hers. "To knowing when it's right."
We talked for another hour. I was surprised time went by so quickly. I looked behind her and grinned. "I think your friend found the guys in their thirties."
Her smile evaporated as she watched her friend approach. She hesitated when she saw me, but kept grinning. "Look what I found, Angie! I brought you one, but it looks like you already have a stud. I think I'll keep them both. I'll see you tomorrow."
She looked back over her shoulder as they walked away, both guys fighting to grab her ass. "Maybe!"
Angela looked disgusted. "It hit her hard when her husband dumped her. She had a boob job and a few wrinkles removed, hoping to get him back. He wouldn't have anything to do with her, and now she's on a pretty destructive path, trying to prove herself as an attractive woman. All she's been attracting lately are leaches cashing in on the free sex and her bank account. I hope she comes to her senses. It's so sad, she really is a nice woman and quite attractive for her age. There are three more close friends in our circle, all of us going back to college, and we take turns trying to babysit her and keep her safe until she comes around. I'm about to lose hope."
"I have no doubt she'll wake up someday with a massive hangover, in bed with a man 25 or 30 years her junior, try to remember what his name is and it will hit her. 'I'm too old to be this stupid anymore.' Then she'll start coming back. One should always remember that the first person you have to make happy is yourself, and she's obviously not happy."
Her face slowly lit up. "Thank you, Reggie, for that excellent bit of advice. I think in the near future I will be worrying more about my happiness than that of others."
Her phone chimed and she checked it. "My Uber is here. Will you walk me out?"
I took her arm, we strolled along, and she suddenly started giggling.
"What?"
"Don't look, but those platinum plated bitches are staring holes in me."
"Why would they do that?"
"Because they think I won the grand prize. You. You're the most handsome, fit man in here. Plus, they think just like I did, that you can't be out of your thirties. They have in their heads I'm going to whisk you away for a night of lust, where you pound me for hours while I go crazy, having orgasm after orgasm until I pass out from exhaustion, only to wake later and find you still pounding away. I won't be able to walk the next day, but you'll spring out of bed ready to run a marathon, if you can get your raging erection to go down. Then you look at me and we're off to the races again."
I grinned. "I vote for that plan."
"Not in this lifetime, honey. I'm afraid you really would do some damage."
We were beside the Uber. "I think, sweet Angie, that you sell yourself short. I have a feeling you would be like a volcano, ready to erupt any minute and lay waste to those in front of you. I think it would be a good way to die. Goodnight, Angela, it was a pleasure to meet a woman of your quality."
I meant to kiss her on her cheek but she grabbed my head and put a full on, lots of tongue and promise kiss, then stepped back flushed. Then she grinned. "Seismic shifts, honey. Don't get too close."
"I'm already too close," I said as I grabbed her shiny mane and dragged her head up for a serious kiss. We were both almost gasping when we broke. The Uber driver looked at us and grinned.
"Do I need to leave?"
"No. You need to convey this treasure to her vault. Goodnight, Angela."
She was still trying to form words when I shut the door and he accelerated away.
Chapter 2
Three weeks went by. I thought about the blond goddess a couple of times before filing it away as a treasured memory.
Rex had a hard time looking me in the eye until I told him what happens in the Cougar Cave stayed in the Cougar Cave. Then he relaxed and grinned. "She nearly killed me! The woman couldn't get enough, then she passed out for ten hours. I was starting to get worried, but she woke up, looked at the time, and dashed to the shower. She looked back and asked me if I was coming. She said we didn't have time to fuck because she was about to be late for a family function, but there might be enough time for a quick blowjob.
When we were done, she showed me pictures of her grandchildren, saying she was going to have four of them for the day. I asked about seeing her again and she grinned."
"I doubt it. I'm too old to limit my experiences and I usually don't do repeats. You're a good fuck, honey, but you're just one in a long line of good fucks. Thanks for the night."
"So the cougar chewed you up like a piece of meat and now she's ready to go hunting again? That's kind of cold."
Rex just grinned. "There's lots of cougars out there, buddy. Up for another hunt? Rumor has it you left with one seriously hot GILF."
"I didn't leave with her, we just walked out together. And truth be told she was a lot hotter than I was expecting to see in a place like that."
"Your loss, dude. You should have nailed her."
"Dude? Nailed? What are you, sixteen? Maybe you do need to spend time with the older ladies. Maybe they'll help you grow up."
"Ain't never gonna happen. I tried the whole responsible adult thing with the wife. We all remember how that worked out. I ain't taking any woman seriously ever again. "
"You'll be married again before two years go by."
"Bet you a case of beer I won't."
"If you win, I'll throw you a party. If I win, you have to hand me the beer and tell me how right I always am."
"You do have an annoying habit of being right, but not this time. That case will be the sweetest beer I'll ever drink."
Rex walked away laughing while I grinned. We'd see.
Chapter 3
Two weeks later I met him for tennis, and he was grinning like the cat that ate the canary.
"What the hell's up with you?"
"Nothing. I just made some unexpected money over the weekend, and it's put me in a good mood."
We volleyed for serve. He was younger and faster, but he'd spent way too many nights in the bars while I spent them in the gym. Conditioning won over talent, and I beat him in straight sets. My knee was telling me just how costly the victory was when we stopped.
We were wiping down before heading for the showers when his grin came back. "Remember that extra money I talked about? I made it off you."
"Me? What did I do?"
"You made a serious impression on Grandma Hottie. She showed up at the club looking for you. When they told her I knew how to find you she grabbed me. I thought I was going to get lucky, but she shot that down pretty fast."
She made me a proposition. "I'll give you 200 dollars if you'll tell me how to get in touch with Reggie. Better yet, give him this card and tell him to call me. I'd like to talk to him."
"Man, I thought it would be funny, so I asked her if she was knocked-up. Word of wisdom here. Don't piss her off. Her slap still has my jaw a little tender. Anyway, I promised her on all I held holy that I would give you the message and her card. Here."
When I was home, I looked at the card. It was her business card, Angela Bassett, CEO of Bassett Enterprises, and her cell was written on the back. It was only 7:30 so I called.
"Hello?" She seemed a little cautious and I realized she didn't recognize the number.
"Hi. Am I speaking to Angela Bassett, the one voted Hottest Grandmother in the state two years running? It's Reggie Wilkes."
You could hear the humor in her voice "The same Reggie Wilkes rumored to be the successor to Dorian Gray? How old do you look now? Thirty-three, thirty?"
"I'm old enough to look damn good having you on my arm. How are you, Angie? I hear you put a bounty out on me."
"Just a little one. I did wonder how much it would take to have you delivered to my door, but after I thought about it, I decided to try the old-fashioned way. What are you doing next Saturday."?
"I have no pressing social engagements."
"Excellent. My company is having an awards ceremony, and as the big cheese I have to be there. The ex is bringing his bubble gum aged flavor of the month, and I'd like to show him up."
"So you'd be using me for my body? How mercenary, Angie."
"Let me put it to you like this. You come to this thing with me, and maybe I'll let you do some light, pleasurable things to my body."
"What time should I pick you up?"
Her laugh sounded like verbal sunshine. "I'll be picking you up, in the limo. I'm going in with guns blazing. I'm telling you now, look for unexpected PDAs throughout the night."
"I think we should have dinner and strategize. I don't want to be unprepared if he asks me which thong is your favorite."
There was silence for a little bit before she giggled. "I'm not a fan of thongs, but if he asks, say light green."
"I will not. I will tell him that your new favorite is the black one I took off you in the limo on the way over and put in my pocket. Gotta love those privacy panels."
There was a bit of silence that turned into a snicker. "This is going to be so much fun!"
We went to dinner Sunday. She had a very nice home. Not overly large, not gaudy, more simple clean lines and elegance. Looking it over with a builder's eye, I told her how much I liked it.
She frowned for a second. "You should have seen the McMansion he talked me into buying. Why do two people need six bedrooms? This one has three, but my square footage is about the same. I gave it to him in our divorce, and he lost it in the next one. He lives in a one-bedroom condo now, and can barely afford it."
"Sucks to be him, huh? First, he lost the quality, then he lost the quantity. His next will probably be more of a pay-as-you-go type deal."
She shot me a sharp glance as she choked back her laugh. "Do not make me start bellowing at the dinner table. It wouldn't be seemly. And thank you, Reggie."
I shrugged. "Sometimes all one has to do is speak the truth. That lobster sounds really appealing, doesn't it?"
We had a nice, leisurely dinner, and our conversation bounced all over the place. We talked about places we'd been, places we'd like to go back to, and places that if we saw them again in a thousand years it would be too soon.
Soon dinner was over, and we both seemed not to want it to end, so I took her to a little place most never knew about. It was a roots music venue. One week it might be folk singers, the next country or bluegrass. Some weeks they have African groups that only played percussion, and some weeks it was blues or acoustic jazz.
She sat enthralled at the act for the night, a blues duo consisting of a woman in her thirties and a man pushing fifty. He played guitar and keyboards, other songs he'd be on bass and doubling on harmonica. She was a very good guitarist, as well. They had a kick drum and a high hat and sometimes you wouldn't believe there was only two people on stage if you hadn't seen it with your own eyes.
When they were on break, the others would glance at us sideways. I had on a very nice suit and Angie was dolled to the nines in a copper-colored silk sheath with diamonds literally dripping off her. Most were in jeans and tees. She broke the ice with the woman sitting beside her, and soon she had her phone out punching in acts she suggested she sample if she liked what she heard that night. Soon, she had a crowd around her at the snack bar. This was a family venue, so alcohol was never served. We'd caught the second show and most of the kids were home and in bed.
Angie was still high on adrenaline when we left, talking a mile a minute. I walked her to her door, and she sighed. "I want very, very much to invite you in for breakfast tomorrow, but it's too soon. We'll just put it on an IOU and a promise that if you're a good boy very, very nice things will be happening soon. In the meantime, here."
It was about as hot a make-out session as a couple of mature people could make it, acting like horny teenagers who hadn't figured out exactly what sex was, yet. We both broke, gasping and giggling, before going back to it for another five minutes. She finally shoved me away.
"Enough! Any more, and we're going to break the PG rating for this front door. Goodnight, Reg."
"Goodnight, my hot little GILF. Look it up if you don't know what it means. I'll see you Saturday.
Chapter 4
If I thought she was outstanding on her dinner date, the dress she had on for the event was nothing short of spectacular: floor length black in some shiny fabric, with a high slit and a neckline that plunged deeply enough to let you know there was a very nice pair of breasts just aching to get out. Her well-shaped legs were enhanced by what had to be four-inch heels. She grinned at my reaction.
"Close your mouth, honey. I told you I was going all out. Do you like how the girls look? I have on a very impressive bra."
"You have a very impressive chest. Now I'm going to wonder all night how the bra looks."
She giggled, then she handed me something. "Here. A little present to commemorate the night."
I looked down at a very tiny thong, lace, black, and moist. Her grin got wider. "Yes, I wore it for a bit. Wouldn't do for him to see it and it be unauthentic. Just so you know, it matched the bra."
It took every bit of willpower I had not to sniff it in front of her.
We arrived at the hotel, and I guessed her business must be pretty big, judging by the turnout. There were almost two hundred people there, and most of them were lining up to kiss her ass. A lot of them were looking me over, trying to figure where I fit in the grand scheme of things. Angie was gracious and friendly, in just the right combination.
We mixed, we mingled, and about forty-five minutes later I felt her stiffen. "That's the ex," she whispered. I looked to see an average, slightly overweight man with a woman who looked barely out of her teens on his arm. It looked sad and vulgar at the same time. He approached us.



"Angie." It was said flatly, with no emotion at all.
She, on the other hand, was all smiles. "Hello Ben. Let me introduce my date. This is Reggie Wilkes. Reggie, my ex-husband, Ben."
He had a limp handshake, the type that would immediately make you not trust him, but then again, maybe my first impression was colored by what she had told me about him.
He barely spoke, but the girl he was with chattered away. She had the act down pat, but her eyes gave her away. She was looking at me like she was gauging my net worth. I had accumulated a good bit with my business, but I doubted I was in the same tax bracket as Angie, I wasn't foolish with my money and lived reasonably well.
Angie was polite and looked like she was trying to choke back her laughter. We dined, a surprisingly good meal, and Angie made her speech to a good round of applause. Then her ex made a speech that was boring and uninspired, promising as long as he was at the helm the company was in safe hands. I got the feeling that wasn't a widely held opinion. The applause seemed lukewarm at best.
Then the orchestra started. Angie was an excellent dancer, and I was no slouch, so we stayed on the floor for a while. Then she had to do her obligatory dances with people in the company. I danced with the wives and girlfriends.
The most common topic was an inquiry into how serious we were. I had a stock answer. "I'm just arm candy. She'll take me home tonight and drain me to an empty husk, then banish me until she has need of my services again."
Some thought I was serious, but most of the ladies giggled and said she'd made a good choice. I kind of laid it on thick when I danced with the ex's girlfriend, telling her we were going to go on a grand tour of Europe in the late summer, and would be staying at my villa in France and my condo in London, then maybe jet off to the islands. I thought I was going to have to pry her off me.
Angie noticed my distress and rescued me, gently pulling her hands off me. "Mine, darling. Mine. Cheer up, you got the consolation prize. Another dance, honey?"
I told her what I'd said, and she went into gales of laughter. Her ex came up to me as I was refreshing our drinks.
"Are you guys serious?"
"If I have my way there may be a new name for the business."
He exploded. "The company is mine! There will be no name changes."
"The company was yours, and from what I've been told, you literally fucked it away. Surely you understand by now that the little head tends to make poor business decisions. From what I understand, you better be careful with Bimbo No. 2, or you'll end up owning twelve and a half percent."
"You sonofabitch. I'm gonna..."
"You're gonna what, Ben? Look at Reggie. That suit isn't padded. It's plain he does a little more than twelve-ounce curls, and he'd take you apart. I'm more than willing to watch, so go ahead. I'll make sure no one interferes until you're done. No? Wise choice."
Angie turned to me with a wicked gleam in her eyes. "Honey, I seemed to have misplaced an article of clothing. Have you seen..."
"This?" I was holding the thong in my hand. "Sorry honey. The limo didn't take as long as we thought, and you didn't have time to put it back on, remember?"
She took the thong out of my hand, grinning at her ex the whole time. "Thanks for taking care of it honey. I'd put it on again, but it would be a waste of time; you'd have it off again before we got out of the parking lot. I suddenly have a strong urge to call it a night. Shall we go?"
A ripple went round the room as snatches of the conversation were repeated, and many of the ladies and a few of the men hugged her as we left. Her husband was really not very well liked.
Chapter 5
She was still giggling when we got into the limo.
"Did you see his face? I thought he was going to melt through the floor. And his little honey was looking at him with entirely new eyes. If she thought she could have gotten away with it, she would have mounted you on the floor in front of the whole crowd. Of course, if she tried anything with you, I'd have slapped those silicone bags right out of her fake boobs."
"Wow. Remind me to never get on your bad side. The evening was fun. Some parts were better than others, though."
"Which parts?"
"The parts where I had you to myself and snuggled up on the dance floor. You really are an attractive woman, and I noticed."
The giggle was back. "Believe me, honey, when we were snuggled together, I noticed that you noticed. It was very flattering."
If it hadn't been dark in the car, she would have seen my blush. "I'm not apologizing."
"I'd be offended if you did."
We were gradually sliding towards each other and soon we were doing some pretty serious kissing. Hands wandered and I had to wonder just how much her bra had to do with how firm her breasts felt as I stroked them.
Her hands wandered south, and I heard the gasp and giggle as she latched on to the front of my pants. It was just getting interesting when the car delivered us to her door. We straightened our clothes a little, but we both saw the driver's smirk. He should be used to behavior like that.
We stood in her entranceway, grinning like idiots. She gave me a look I couldn't decode and kissed me hard, then shoving me away. "I'd like nothing better than dragging you inside and fucking your brains out, but it's too soon. You're the first man I've taken seriously in ages, but it's just too soon. We need to build on this gradually. That being said, it's time for you to ask me out on a real date."
I pretended to be angry. "As far as I'm concerned, this was a real date. A real date that ended in a lot of discomfort for the man when the woman ramped him up and then sent him home. Have you no compassion?"
She smirked and ran her hands across the front of my pants again. "Does this thing ever deflate? Take it home, honey, and keep it safe and ready. You never know when It's going to be needed."
I sighed dramatically and gave her a chaste peck on the cheek. As I got into my car, she pressed something in my hands. "Here. This is what I really wore beneath the dress."
I looked as she shut her door. A pair of red lace boy shorts. Wet boy shorts. I had no shame at all as I held them to my nose and inhaled deeply.
I sent flowers to her office Monday, with a card. "Please accept this as a token of my great affection for you. Would you honor me with your company Friday at 7?"
I knew her personal assistant would read the note and share it. She carried the flowers into the office. "Boytoy sent these and asked for a date Friday. If you're not interested, can I have him?"
"Joanne, honey, you know I love you, but say something like that again and I'll transfer you. My ex needs a new assistant."
"Noted. If I beg on my knees, will you keep me?"
"You're worth your weight in gold. But say something that stupid again..."
"Got it boss. Where do you think he'll take you?"
"I'll let you know Monday."
Chapter 6
We had a couple of very pleasant phone conversations during the week. I told her to dress down, jeans and a comfortable top, as the activities I'd planned were very informal. I found out later she took her personal assistant shopping with her to make sure she got the perfect pair. I didn't know it. but up until then, there were no jeans in her closets.
When I picked her up, I heartily approved of her choice. They weren't skintight, but they were very, very snug, and she filled them out perfectly. She had on a light green top that had a bit of scoop to the neckline, and it was very enticing. She grinned when she saw me and ran her hands over my chest.
"Do you manscape?"
"My, that's a very personal question. I think I'll wait and let you find out for yourself. By the same token, do you prefer the smooth look?"
She went three shades of red and laughed. "I'm going to return in kind. You'll just have to find out for yourself. Now, where are we going?"
I took her to a little buffet restaurant I'd discovered. The menu for the evening was posted by the kitchen door and was served family style. There were no individual tables, just several long ones that almost ran the length of the place. The food was served in large bowls, and if you wanted more mashed potatoes or meatloaf you had to ask the person beside you to pass it along. It was rude not to talk, and soon you'd find yourself in conversation with the person across the table or the one beside you. Once Angie got used to the idea, she talked almost the whole time. She shared dessert recipes with the little old lady across from her, makeup tips with the young wife beside her. I talked sports, cars, and avoided politics. Once she held a baby while the mother could use the restroom and beamed the whole time. She had told me she had two small grandchildren of her own, but they lived in California, and she barely got to see them.
She was very happy and when we pulled into the parking lot of the roots venue, she just plain grinned. There was an acoustic jazz quartet playing that night. A guitar, upright bass, violin, and accordion. The guitar player was a woman, she and the bass player shared lead vocals and the others joined in on choruses. They played a lot of instrumentals that showcased their skills. Some we recognized, but most were brand new to us. They were selling old-fashioned CDs, and Angie bought three.
They played some slow pieces and invited those who wished to get up and dance. We were on the floor for three songs.
This time I got as far as her couch, and we were just millimeters away from putting a serious stain on it when she stopped us. "I want this very, very badly. The trouble is I think If I get it, I'll want it on a consistent basis. Please, let me set the pace. I promise that if we stay the course the destination will be worth the journey."
"It's already worth the journey, honey. I can wait, but I don't know if I can restrain myself much longer."
"Soon, my sweet."
"My sweet?"
I loved her giggle. It made her sound so young. "Yes, MY Sweet. I've always wanted to say that to a man and mean it."
Two frustrating weeks later she called me and asked if I liked boats.
"I suppose," I said. "I owned canoes and kayaks when I was younger, and my dad had a bass boat when I was a kid."
"Will you take me boating Saturday? I own a boat, well actually, my ex owned a boat. I made sure I got it in the divorce. I did it just to piss him off, and it worked. I've got it at a marina, and they keep it maintained for me, but I've never actually used it. In all the time he owned it he never took me out on it. I want to know if it's a pleasurable enough experience that I'll want to keep it or put it up for sale."
"Sure. If I remember right, they can be a lot of fun. Give me directions."
"Thank you, honey. Don't worry about bringing anything, I'll have that covered. Eight o'clock too early?"
"It would be perfect. It will still be cool and comfortable then. The afternoon sun reflecting off the water in the summer can be very intense."
"We'll time the trip to stay cool. See you then."
It was a high-end marina, and I had a feeling her 'boat' would be a luxury model. After I got my breath back over the outfit she was wearing, genuine Daisy Duke shorts and a man's white dress shirt tied under her breasts exposing her toned tummy, unbuttoned enough to see the bikini top under it, she led me out to the slips. We were heading for an obviously restored mahogany Chris-Craft, and I couldn't help but admire it. I was surprised she walked right past it and to the very end of the slips.
I think I might have actually gawked. It wasn't a boat. It was an RV on floats, 45 feet long, it was almost completely enclosed, with an almost full-length upper deck, complete with canopy.
"This is his boat?"
"No honey. This is my boat. It's fully fueled, everything is charged and all we need to do is cast off. Ready?"
There was a set of controls up top, as well as on the foredeck below. I felt better on top because I could see better, and I wouldn't let her talk as I concentrated on getting the boat away from the dock. Once we were clear of the marina, we opened it up a little and we were both surprised at the speed it could muster.
Getting out into the main channel, we cut the speed and puttered along. Angie handed me a craft cider she knew I loved. I reached for it; suddenly glad I wasn't driving a car. I'd have wrecked it. She'd stripped down to her bikini while I was concentrating. Even for her age she had a very tight body and was wearing a very flattering bikini, yellow with white polka dots. The top made her breasts stand out high and proud, and her bottom was about two fingers' width shy of a thong. I knew that ass would be killer, and I was right.
She giggled again. "Eyes on the lake, big guy."
"Yeah, that's gonna happen."
"It better. I have good things planned, things that do not include running aground. I have a map the marina operator gave me, honey. He said the landmarks would be easy to find and besides, we have GPS on our phones and the nav system. Another hour or so should get us there."
'There,' turned out to be a little cove between one of the larger of the lake islands and a smaller one barely covering two acres. This was a mountain lake, the first of a chain of lakes that went all the way through the low country, each progressively getting more and more polluted. Here, the water was clear and almost pristine, allowing you to see into the depths.
It was the kind of water you wanted to be splashing around on a hot summer day. As soon as the boat was securely anchored, Angie suggested we swim for a bit.
"I told you I would supply everything," she said with a wicked gleam in her eye. "I got you a swimsuit. It's on the bed. Why don't you go get changed?"
I hadn't realized how big the interior was on this thing. The lounge/gallery was pretty impressive. There was even a fairly large television mounted to the wall. The bedroom was smaller, just barely containing the enormous bed. The tiny scrap of fabric looked even smaller lying on it. I picked it up, grinning. It was a Speedo, light blue and even for that style it was small. It was an experience getting into it, and I had a brief thought about pushing two bowling balls into a marble bag as I shimmied it up my legs. Looking into the full-length mirror in the bathroom, I thought how glad I was of the time I'd spent in the gym. I didn't rock it like a twentysomething, but I had nothing to be embarrassed about.
I walked back on deck with a towel wrapped around my waist, mostly for effect. She was about to ask me if I'd put it on when I let it slip to the floor. Her hand flew to her mouth, and she reddened a little before the grin came back. "You look good enough to eat."
"You've been looking tasty since we left the dock. Shall we?"
The water was cold! At least at first. Then we got used to it and it felt great. Angie seemed in her natural habitat, swimming with the grace of an otter. We'd play, snuggle, we even indulged in a little grab-ass and she shrieked when I unsnapped her top. The glimpse of her twin peaks in their natural glory was very enticing. She retaliated by diving under, grabbing the band of the Speedo and pushing down.
She had a hungry look on her face when she came back to the top. She snuggled up to me, rubbing those hard nipples across my chest. "I think we better get undercover before this goes past playing. There's not a lot of people around, but it's still a public lake."
I let her go up the ladder before me, and when that mouthwatering rump got level I grabbed her, biting it while she squealed, then I slid the bottoms down and licked those firm globes for a minute. Angie moaned as I did, pinned against the steps and unable to move.
When she got her breath, she told me to either take them off and finish the job or let her get up the ladder. I let go and she didn't bother to pull them back in place.
We were on each other with a hunger that belied our age. Apparently, her ex wasn't much on oral, while I loved it, especially with an appreciative partner. She screamed through her first orgasm, then moaned through the second. I kissed my way up and she tried to wriggle me off to return the deed, but I couldn't wait. She was soaked and I slid in easily, amazed at how tight she was. Angie let out a low moan that turned into a high keening as I sped up. Pretty soon, I was slamming into her as hard and fast as I could go while she wrapped her legs around me and lunged up to meet my thrusts. It had been a while and I didn't last as long as I would have liked to, but I think I gave a good accounting of myself.
I held myself above her as I went rigid and spewed inside her. She gave a little moan as she ran her fingers through my chest hair. I was going to slide to the side, but she pulled me down on her and wouldn't let go until it became too much. When I eased down beside her, I thought I saw tears in her eyes.
"Are you all right, honey?"
She just tugged my chest hairs. "I'm beyond all right. I'm just, just... dandy! For some reason, that's the only word that comes to mind. It had been a while and I wondered if it would be as good as I remembered. This was so far beyond that good just isn't an adequate word. You are by far the best lover I've ever had."
"Don't sell yourself short. You are the first woman I've even been with to display so much passion. You, we, were in the glory of the moment far beyond anything thing I've experienced. It's the first time the words 'as one' ever meant anything to me."
Then she started crying, but she kept a death grip on me as she did. When she recovered, she just lay there, tracing small movements across my chest.
"I'm glad you don't shave, honey. The ex does, and he doesn't have the body for it. It just makes him look pudgy and soft. You would probably look good, but I much prefer the feel of your hair. It reminds me that I'm with a real man."
I stroked her well-trimmed pubic hair. "The same here. You're a grown woman, and should feel like one."
"It's shorter and smaller than it's ever been. The bikini was the tiniest thing I've ever worn in public, and I had to adjust my trim line or it would have looked funny."
"It's just right," I said, as I let my fingers wander lower. She started squirming and five minutes later she was on top, riding me with intensity. Angie told me it was the first time she'd ever done it. Her husband had been a straight missionary, rarely doggie, type of lover. It seemed to make him feel more dominant.
I played with her magnificent mammary glands until she turned around, then I rubbed that tight butt and ran a finger across her rosebud. When I did, she slammed down on me hard. By the time she had reached her climax I had a finger worked in to the knuckle and she was pushing back.
When we were snuggling again, she told me it was the first time anyone had ever done anything like that to her. "You know, I'd see porn from time to time and that would happen, and I always wondered what it was like. Have you ever done it?"
"Yes, a few times. The trick is getting your partner prepared. If you don't, it just ends up painful and unpleasant."
"Could we maybe try that sometime? Promise me that if I say no, you'll stop."
I almost got another erection thinking about it and promised her faithfully when the time was right, we would. We fell asleep entwined and by the time we woke we were starving and it was dark.
She slipped into a robe, I put the Speedo back on and we puttered around in the gallery putting a light meal together. "You don't have to do that," she told me, as I helped.
"I don't. Sometimes I won't if we expand this relationship, but sometimes I'll make you sit at the counter with a glass of wine while I impress you with my culinary skills. It's called a partnership, honey."



Tears came to her eyes and I thought I'd done something wrong. Then she grinned. "I'll try my best to pretend to enjoy it when you do. What would you like as an appetizer?"
"This," I said as I slipped her robe open and latched down on a nipple. She tried to push me away but stopped and moaned as I gave them both a good and proper seeing to. She finally pushed me away.
"Stop, or we won't finish dinner. They'll be right here for you later, I promise."
We ate the simple meal and cleaned up, separately, because the shower just wasn't big enough. I put on a pair of boxers and she had on a silk robe that just barely hid her teddy. She put on a jazz CD she had gotten at the roots venue, fixed a couple of drinks and we snuggled on the amazingly comfortable sofa.
She suddenly started laughing. "He bought this thing thinking he was being clever. Now there would be no trail of motel receipts and all he had to do was take it out and meet his little bimbo at the next marina. I would never find out."
How long did that last?"
"Until the first time I saw it. It was titled in both our names and it cost very little to have it wired for video and sound. I let him go three times to get enough footage, then used it to get a more favorable settlement. I made damn sure he knew I was going to take it and gave him a Corvette worth half as much in return. The first bimbo took it when she divorced him."
"Please excuse me for asking, but why did you marry such an idiot?"
I could hear the sadness in her voice. "Hue was a good man when we got together. As we got more successful, he got more arrogant, thinking his success should justify anything. Age became a factor and honestly, I think she was the physical equivalent of a sports car during a midlife crisis. She wasn't smart, but she was very savvy and had him tied up pretty quick, asking him why he was still with a tired old woman when he could be seen around town with her on his arm? When I caught them, it played right into her hands. By then, I didn't care. She was welcome to him.
"Instead of everyone admiring him for what he did and who he did it with, most thought him foolish and many actually pitied him. I think when he realized that, it crushed what little ego he had left for a while. Then she screwed around on him and he was left with nothing to show for his bad decisions. For all practical purposes, I owned the company and he just had to deal with it."
"That pretty much mirrors what happened to us. I thought I was doing great but she had tastes for finer things and it didn't take her long to find somebody, once she decided to trade up. It killed me for a long time before I got over it, and made me really gun shy about relationships. I think I told you before, but it didn't work out quite like she had in mind. It's one thing to indulge a hot young lover, quite another to give her the keys to the vault after you marry. The prenuptial was pretty draconian, and by then she had burned her bridges, so she went along. I hear she has an allowance, and if she goes over that she's broke for the rest of the month. I look for it to end badly in the next couple of years. After all, he's proven he doesn't mind playing with people in relationships."
"Maybe yours and mine will find each other after their next divorces. That would be hilarious. Time for bed."
She slipped off the robe and twirled a time or two before getting in to bed. We had visions of great things but she was asleep as soon as we snuggled. I grinned in the dark as I felt her breath. Quality over quantity. A lifestyle I could live with.
Chapter 7
We jumped in and out of the bed and the water for the rest of the weekend, getting back to the marina just before dark Sunday night.
I asked her as we motored back if we were exclusive. Even in the waning light I could see her eyes glitter. " I've got a good notion to throw you overboard. I haven't been with another man in almost a year, and I'm pretty happy with the one I got now. Any more stupid questions?"
"No dear."
"Good. How about you?"
"Mine isn't quite as long, but I will tell you I hadn't been with anyone else since two weeks before I saw you at the club for the first time. I can assure you I like what we have just fine and have no intention of ever screwing it up. So then, we're officially a couple?"
"Shall I have a contract drawn up?"
I just hugged her tighter to me. "No. I think in matters like this verbal commitments work best, don't you?"
"Absolutely."
We stood on the dock for a few minutes before I mustered my words. "What now?"
"Now we go to our separate homes and think about this weekend and what it means to us individually. After a couple of days of deliberation, you're to pack a few changes of clothes that you can keep at my house, move them in Wednesday or Thursday and we see where it goes."
"How about Monday or Tuesday?"
"Don't push it. I need to process. I've gone a long time without being half of a couple. I need to ease into it."
That's what we did. I showed up Thursday and she practically dragged me into the house. I left Sunday night and returned Wednesday. It took almost two months before she sat me down for a talk. Her version of a talk usually meant she was the one talking and I was the one agreeing.
She asked me once why I did as much as I could for her. "Because I... like pleasing you. It gives me pleasure to give you pleasure. Over time, if I truly believe you're making a bad decision or if I plain don't like what I'm hearing, you'll know it. I believe you're smart enough to know the line between lo... affection and weakness."
She was glowing. "Well then. I've decided I like you enough to see if I can stand you on a regular basis. When can you get everything over here and move in permanently?"
"Gee, this is so sudden. I don't know how lo...tomorrow! Most of my stuff is already here. I'll put a few things in storage I want to hold on to, and maybe a few months down the road I'll get hold of a leasing agent. It does a house no good to stand empty.'
I took her hands. "Now then, to brass tacks. You own your home and I own mine, so there are no house payments to contend with. I insist we split the domestic bills down the middle. I can't stand the thought of being considered a kept man, and you know the rumors are going to fly. That goes for the household chores, as well. I'm sure we'll agree you're better with laundry but I'm pretty handy with everything else so I'll handle more than my share of that. And if you can't stand to be pampered, now would be a good time to back out."
"I know how much you like to work outside. The lawn service will be cancelled next week and we'll consider that a trade off with the laundry. Everything else is 50/50. Shall we seal it with a kiss?"
"No. Let's seal it with this." I had her over my shoulder and she was screaming and laughing, pounding my back as I carried her to the bedroom.
Word got around at her company. Angie just grinned when the ex tried to warn her about me being a gold digger and put up pictures of us together on her desk and wall. Bimbo no. 2 was making hard hints about a ring, and he had his own problems so he let it go.
After six months, we had our schedule down pat. I was more of a morning person, so I was usually the first up, getting the coffee going and maybe fixing a light breakfast. She usually did dinner. I mowed the grass and came to her with an idea, an idea I would pay for. In the end, we split the costs and I put in an outdoor kitchen and patio. Angie would get into sweats and help when she could, even when I told her she didn't have to.
"This is OUR home, and I will not be left out of any projects we do to improve it."
t took almost three months, and we were inordinately proud when we finished. The little covered enclosure held a really nice gas grill, a charcoal grill, a four-burner gas range top built into the granite countertops, along with a small refrigerator and a deep sink. We could have easily have contracted it out, but that wasn't the point. The point was we did it together and it was a labor of love.
We'd have friends over from time to time, especially after we redid the outdoor area. Angie would sometimes entertain clients. I had to talk her into that.
"It's far more effective to invite them to your home instead of some sterile restaurant. It makes a connection on a more personal level. This is your home. You live here. You're showing them parts of you they normally would never get to see, and usually that alters their perception of you, often for the better. They'll relax and be far more open to any negotiation you enter into. DO NOT allow them to talk business while they're here unless it's in the most general of terms."
Her business associates were impressed. It was pretty easy to see. They were used to dealing with her ex, and with him it was all business and sometimes included hard drinking and strip clubs. He offended one vendor so badly Angie had him come over so she could apologize and insisted he bring his wife. They were supposed to book a hotel, but she got hold of his wife and insisted they stay the night. It became a quarterly thing and he reciprocated, inviting us up every six months or so. That usually degenerated into shopping trips for the ladies and sporting events for us, but it was in good fun. We took them out on the boat once, and it impressed them so much they got their own.
Angie invariably introduced me as her life partner. At first it was gratifying, but now it was starting to grate on my nerves.
Chapter 8
Almost a year after I moved in, I got to meet her son and his family. They lived on the other coast and she rarely got to see them. When he called and asked if he could come out, she was over the moon, cleaning until I made her stop.
"Do I need to disappear so you can spend quality time?"
She slapped me. "You're part of my life now. They know about you and I've sent them pictures. So no, just... no."
He looked a great deal like his mother, but I could see traces of his father in him, especially in some of his attitudes. Still, if he wasn't really friendly, he wasn't snarling at me.
His wife and children were a whole other matter. The little boy was nine and the little girl was seven. Heather was a California blond, a true beauty, and was as warm as fresh apple pie. When she and the kids saw the garden, they were excited because it was as close to real food as they'd ever come. Before I thought, I promised them a trip to the farmer's market Saturday.
Angie had bought the house and three acres of undeveloped land at a time when there were no close neighbors. I'd wanted a garden, but the woman that ran the HOA saw me tilling and stormed across the yard, yelling for me to stop. She then proceeded to tell me how many association bylaws I'd violated and she was going to make sure we got fined.
The drawback to that plan was Angie and her property weren't in her development. It was already there and the development grew up on two sides of her. I just laughed and broke ground, making sure I was very neat. When I had the land prepped, Angie helped me put a white picket fence around it. You couldn't tell what it was from the street. She promptly took over the garden, telling me to go heavy on tomatoes, lettuces, and green beans.
She searched websites relentlessly and ordered enough to plant ten acres. I made her pick and choose based on footage available, and she immediately wanted to expand the garden.
The HOA President went on a screaming rant and threatened to tear the fence down. I just grinned and told her it might not be the best idea she ever had, so she decided to take me to court.
Angie took the day off to be with me. The President pulled out charts, graphs, the bylaws, and pressed a fairly convincing argument. Then it was our turn. Angie showed the judge her property deed and when she read it, she laughed and rapped her gavel.
"Case dismissed!"
We thought the woman was going to stroke out when the Judge explained to her since our property wasn't in her development, we were free to do whatever we wanted with it, within reasonable bounds. The Judge had to threaten her with a weekend in jail to shut her up.
Angie had a wicked gleam in her eyes when she asked me to build her a scarecrow frame the next month. While I did that, she went shopping. When the scarecrow was done, it was dressed in the same clothes the HOA President favored, down to the big straw hat she liked to wear in the summertime. Maybe Angie slightly exaggerated how big her ass was. It took two bales of hay to stuff those stretch pants. She grinned. "I read about a guy in a similar situation, and that's what he did. I couldn't think of a better way to thumb our noses at her."
Every time she drove by our house to get to hers, she saw it. The other owners had quite a laugh over it but made damn sure she didn't see them. She lost when her term was up, and the new guy is a lot more lenient with the owners. He even put it to a vote to allow small gardens in the back yard, if they were properly fenced. Suddenly we got to know our neighbors a lot better as they sought us out for advice.
I'd gone a little overboard and had purchased a huge rear-tined tiller that had pretty much sat idle after I had prepped our ground, so I volunteered to help. Angie would come along and she would sit with the wives on the patio or in the airconditioned house while the husband and I struggled in the hot sun. Pretty soon they had a Facebook group to exchange tips and show the veggies they wanted to brag about. If they had more than they needed, they offered it to the group. Very little went to waste.
Heather showed up Saturday without Jr. When I asked, she said he wanted to talk to his mother, alone. Something wasn't right.
We piled into her rental car because it already had the car seats in it. She seemed to really enjoy the market, although she didn't smile much. The kids ran themselves ragged trying to see everything. Besides offering fresh vegetables, there was a subgroup of artisans present. Potters, painters, jewelry makers, there was even a guy there who would compose a whole poem just for his customer for ten bucks and print it out on his laptop gear. I thought it foolish, but he told me he made two to three hundred a day; not bad for a starving literature major.
The kids ran into a face painter and practically begged to have it done. Heather hesitated, but I grinned and pointed at the kids. "He's a lion and she's a tiger. Full face."
I walked off and was talking to one of the artisans when Heather joined me with the kids. The elaborate face paintings made me smile.
He grinned. "Does Angie know you're gallivantin' about with this hottie?"
Heather blushed and then gave one of her rare smiles. "Mom knows, but if a girl can't trust her father -in-law, who can she trust?"
That caught me off guard and I had to blink a couple of times. The kids were wanting some crystals, and she looked embarrassed but Bob grinned. "Now you're about to learn how handy it is to have a loaded father-in-law. If he's true to type, he'll buy his grandkids anything they want."
Damn this dust. I forgot how bad it got this time of year. Before Heather could object, Lynette had picked out a pair of earrings, small fairies holding a tiny sliver of crystal. Jeremiah got a necklace with a perfectly formed crystal. It was supposed to bring good luck and protection.
Lynette had heard what Bob said, and she wrapped her little arms around my knees. "Thank you, Grandpa."
Jeremiah thought he was too old to hug, but he grinned. "Thanks, Gramps."
I had Lynette in my arms now and she seemed to be quite comfortable. Bob was showing Heather a ring, a crystal with wrought rings of gold around it to form a flower. I bought it for her without a thought, not recoiling at all when Bob told me how much I owed him.
"I can't take this!"
I grinned at her. "I know you haven't been around us much, but it's not smart to piss off Grandfathers. It looks right on you. Bob told me it had been sitting in his case for a year, just waiting for the right finger to come along. Don't fight the magic."
I still held Lynette, except now she was asleep. Heather locked on to a hand and Jeremiah took her other one as we walked. I was so proud I don't think my feet hit the ground until we got back to the car.
The kids went out before we made the highway. I let a few minutes go by before I started talking. "I'm a pretty astute man, something you might want to bear in mind for the future, and I can tell something is wrong. Why don't you tell me what's happening so Angie and I can help you out?"
She tried to protest but it died on her lips. Then she started talking. "We're broke. It took every dime we had to get us here!"
I wondered what Jr. was telling Angie as she spilled her tale of woe. Jr. had been fired under less-than-ideal circumstances, and was having a hard time finding a position. They had always lived a high-end lifestyle and the money evaporated fast. It made him sound a lot like his father, but I let it pass. They lost their house, her leased car, and they had to take the kids out of private school.
"It killed him to his soul to come here, but we have no choice. We asked his father first, but thanks to his personal choices..." she gave a snort of disgust, "he couldn't. Mom is our last hope."
"You shouldn't worry too much about Angie. She isn't going to let her grandbabies go without. Neither am I, for that matter. What's he asking for?"
"I have no idea. A short-term loan, I guess. Something to get us by until we can find work. He doesn't want me to have a job, but if I get one before he does it'll be tough tomatoes for him."
I knew Angie. She would not let her child and his family starve. I also knew she wouldn't just blindly hand Jr. money, not if he was anywhere near like his dad. He'd get something, but there would be hooks in it.
When I asked Heather how much cash they had, she blushed and wouldn't answer. I made her pull into the parking lot of a branch of the bank I did business with and pulled a thousand in cash out, giving her the envelope.
"Don't fuss, don't argue, just put it in your purse and use it as you see fit. And if you ever say the first word about paying me back, I will be deeply, deeply offended. You'll lose your favorite daughter-in-law status pretty quickly, you understand?"
I decided to drive to give her time to cry it out. She was composed by the time we got back to the house. Angie and Jr. were waiting in the living room. Lynette came charging in and jumped on her lap. "Grandma! I'm a tiger! See what Grandpa got me? Aren't they cute?"
I saw him tighten up, but Angie just grinned as she cuddled the child. "They're adorable! Grandpa has never gotten me something this nice."
That wasn't necessarily true if you counted the ring I had hidden in the garden shed. I just hadn't had the right opportunity to present it to her yet.
"It's because I'm the youngest and a girl. Grandpas are 'sposed to do stuff like that. That what Jenny says, anyway."
"Well then. Your friend Jenny seems to be very smart. Jeremiah, did you get anything?"
He grinned and pulled the necklace out from under his tee shirt. "Grandpa's friend said it was supposed to protect me from evil spirits. Mommy got something, too."
She hesitantly showed Angie the ring. She looked at me in surprise before tears leaked down her cheeks. "From now on I'm going to have to watch your grandfather pretty close or you'll be swimming in bling. Lynnie, would you and Jere like to help me make cupcakes?"
Soon they each had a hand, dragging her to the kitchen. Jr. stared at me for a minute. "You're not their grandfather!"
Heather gasped. I just looked at him calmly. "No, I'm not, not by blood. Think that makes any difference to them? Does it hurt a child to think they there are more people out there who love them? Where's your father at, Benny? Is he too busy to see his only grandchildren, his testament to immortality? Do you have any idea how precious that is? Probably not, but you better learn."



I kissed Heather on the cheek and walked out.
Chapter 9
I went out to the garden shed and sharpened tools for forty minutes. My father had taught me early on that hoes, shovels, mattocks, they were all just like a knife. They were cutters, in this case, soil. If they had a sharp edge, they did their job better. After I finished, I started on the pruners and by the time I was done you could have cut hair with them.
There was a little knock and Heather asked if she could come in. I just nodded and she stood uncertainly. "Please don't hold it against him. He's facing the worst failure a man can, the inability to provide for his family."
"I understand that, honey, but that especially means you don't snap at the hand that's trying to help. His father made poor choices in life. That's not Jr.'s fault. It's his fault. His shining bright future with a woman of exceptional quality disappeared one day between the legs of a slut, and he'll never get it back. He needs to make peace with his choices and try not to repeat them a second time.
"His son also needs to make some choices. Angie has told me many times how much she misses you guys, especially her grandchildren. Heather, she will take care of her family, I know her well enough for that. But I also know she won't just blindly give him money and hope for the best. She's wanted you to live here for years, and this is her chance. I'll bet you as sure as that ring on your finger that she offers him a job. He's her heir. Not me. I've already told her I wanted no part of her company. It's not mine to direct.
"Changing the subject, where are you staying?"
"We're at the Marriot, for the night. After that I have no idea."
"I think I may, but I have to talk to your mother-in-law first. Come on, it's getting close to dinner time and I'm pretty sure Jeremiah doesn't like missing meals."
She gave me a big hug. "I wish they WERE your grandchildren. I'd sleep a lot better at night."
I looked at the kitchen, noticing the debris from letting small children try their hands at baking, and made a decision. "Tonight, we grill."
I asked Heather what their favorite foods were, and sent her in my car to the market. Junior went with her. I wondered what kind of conversation they were going to have. Angie had put the kids down for a nap after getting them cleaned up and we took advantage to spruce up the kitchen.
"Was it fun?"
Her face glowed. "I wished I had filmed it. Heather helped until she went looking for you. Junior went to see his father for a bit."
Her tears leaked down. "I wish we could keep them. Lynette is a big fan, honey. She told me Grandpa Reggie was going to cook the corn you picked up for her tonight. Do you mind them calling you Grandpa?"
"About as much as I hate it when you call me honey. Gee, how disgusting!"
She giggled. "Uh-huh. Maybe I need to call you something else. How's sweetie sound?"
"Ugh. Stick to honey."
"All right," she said, just before she wrapped herself around me. We were in the middle of a serious kiss when we heard the giggles. Lynnie had woken up. Before she could move, I snatched her up and we both showered her with kisses for a minute.
"Grandpa, are we going to cook the corn?"
"Yes, we are. Come with me."
I had put the ears of corn in ice water earlier, and they were ready. I stood Lynnie on a big chair behind the prep table, and showed her how to pull the shucks back enough to put the butter inside, then close them tightly. I tied them snugly with fire-proof ties and they were ready. By then, Jere was up and helping. Their mom came in and they rushed her, wanting to know if she had got their favorites, hot dogs and burgers. She had indeed, as well as steaks, chops, and a few chicken breasts. Jere helped me rub the chicken thoroughly and wrap it in foil. Mom rubbed the steaks and chops, letting them rest and get up to room temperature.
Angie nabbed her after that to help with the sides: coleslaw. big fat steak fries, and sliced zucchini that had been marinated, ready to hit the grill. The cupcakes sat proudly on display, our dessert for the evening. Junior had opted to stay with his father, and I think Heather was relieved about it.
I grilled enough for three big meals, knowing they would want a little bit of everything. Lynnie ate three bites of chicken, three bites of steak, a few fries, and a whole ear of corn, giggling as she removed the charred husks. Jere managed a hot dog and half a chop and steak, skipping everything else except for an ear of corn.
Then we had to have a cupcake. Lynnie brought one to me, so proud she was about to burst. The icing was about two inches tall. "I made this one for you, Grandpa."
She was beaming with pride as I kissed her cheek. "Thank you, baby. It looks great."
She watched anxiously until I ate every bite.
They actually looked happy when Heather told them they would all be spending the night and baths were drawn. After they were in their pajamas, I held Lynnie while Angie held Jere, gently rocking him until he was asleep. They roused when we put them in their beds and insisted that we take turns reading them a story. Angie had a death grip on my hand the whole time, looking like she was going to explode from simple happiness.
Heather was in the living room with a glass of wine. "Thank you. You don't know what it's like to get a chance to relax."
"I remember," Angie said. "Jr. was a hyperactive child and demanded a lot of attention. Well, as long as you're here you have built in babysitters. You may get tired of having to come over and rescue them."
"That might take a while, and I'd love to get to that point. It all depends on your son."
Angie sat beside her and gave her a cuddle. "I know, honey. I'm working on it."
That night as we lay in bed, we had a pretty intense conversation. "You know their situation?" I asked.
"Most of it. I got so angry when I found out. They should have come home then. We would have taken care of them."
"I think your son has as much misplaced pride as your ex. What did you talk about while I had Heather and the kids?"
"He has this get rich scheme he wants me to invest in. One million! I have money, I have that kind of money, but it isn't just laying around and even if it was, I wouldn't let go of it until I investigated. I told him to let me look into it before I committed and he got angry. They're broke, this is their last night in that hotel. They can come here, but he hates that idea."
"Mind if I offer you a solution?"
"I'm all ears."
"The tenants in my house moved out last week. I knew it was only going to be six months, but they checked out and the only reason they needed a house was to have some place to live while theirs got finished. Let them live there rent free. It will give them some privacy while they come to grips with their situation. Maybe we can find Heather something to do while he gets his head right."
"I love you!"
It came out with force and it made me smile. It was like pulling teeth sometimes getting her to say it. Every time I got close to talking about marriage, she would put me off, citing the age difference. It really started getting on my nerves, and one day she said it one time too many.
"But honey, I'm seven years ol..."
I snapped. Before she knew it, I had her over my lap. I took a minute to admire her well-shaped ass before my hand came down. She was writhing and raising all kind of hell.
"Ow! Damn it, that hurts. Who do you..."
Her words stopped as she shrieked and I'm kind of embarrassed that I took quite a bit of frustration out on her bottom. Still, I only paddled her exactly seven times, something I reminded her off as she slid to the floor whimpering. "That's gonna happen every time you bring that up, you hear me? And I'm gonna add a stroke every time. Get your head out of your ass and come to grips with the fact that I don't give a flying fuck how old you are. You're the one I chose. Maybe this is your way of telling me we're not going to last. if that's the case I might as well leave now."
She was still on the sofa snuffling when I went by with the suitcase. Her eyes got wide and I had a feeling she hadn't believed me. "Honey, wait. We..."
"I'll call you, but not for a while. Give me a little breathing room while I decide whether I'm wasting my time or not."
She was begging when I went out the door.
I was third owner of a construction company, and one of the field managers if there was an emergency. I decided there was an emergency and spent a week out of town, getting an office complex off the ground. The unions were giving us a hard time and some of the suppliers were bending to their 'suggestion' that our materials become a little scarce.
I was not in the mood, so I called all our company employees off the job and sent them to other projects. Two days later a realty sign went up in front of the property, shocking everyone. The unions threatened, but I was within my rights and told the papers and local television stations the truth, backing it up with facts and figures.
The unions suddenly started getting pressure from members who didn't have a job to go to, and the politicians were making noises about permits and investigations. The suppliers had a heart attack when I canceled almost two million dollars' worth of orders.
"We have a contract!"
"You do indeed. And in the fine print of that contract, it states if you're late on deliveries over three times in a month, we are free to find other suppliers. Y'all have a good day."
Everybody tried to make me out to be the bad guy, but the public wasn't fooled. A month later we were back with more favorable contracts from the suppliers, and the unions were a lot more flexible in making sure they met their new goals. Both my partners thought I was a genius, but I was just pissed and needed someone to take it out on.
Nine days after I'd left, I walked out of the trailer that housed the construction office to see Angie, sitting in her Mercedes. She looked scared to death, but determined. As I approached her, she got out and I think both our hearts were in our throats. When she got to me, she stood, trying to talk, before letting out a small scream and jumping into my arms, trying to kiss me and talk at the same time. I finally gave up and carried her into the office. I looked at the engineers and production assistants, and they all suddenly had an urge for coffee at the diner next door. I locked up behind them.
"I'm sorry I spanked you. There was a lot of frustration built up and I just kind of snapped. I'm asking you, if we stay together, that you just stop. By now I hope you know how little that number means to me."
She unconsciously rubbed her bottom. "I think I finally got it. I forgive you, as long as you never do it again."
"All I'll promise is that you get dangerously close to saying it again I'll remind you how it ended the last time."
"Fair enough. Now come home. You need to kiss this butt seven times, for every time you hurt it. Good kisses, not little pecks. You do that, and I may let you kiss other places."
I couldn't help but grin. I liked kissing her butt, as well as the rest of her body. "I'll make it a two for one, to apologize for my transgression."
We sat and talked, and kissed, until the crew got brave enough to come back. I looked at my assistant. "You're on your own for the rest of the project, Mark. You've shown promise, so consider this a test. If you do well, we can always use another project manager. And Mark, no shit from anyone, understand? They'll test you, hard. Stomp on it as hard as you can the first instance and absolutely refuse to back down, got it? Good. See you at the home office."
He came in a week ahead of schedule and 20,000 under budget. He had ten of our people involved, and I told him to give everyone a thousand as a bonus, and to make sure he was the one to hand them the money. I gave him three.
Angie and I had gradually gotten back to where we were, but I wasn't as happy as I should have been. The fact that she shied from discussing marriage really bothered me. If she wanted to wait, that was fine, as long as I could see a happy ending. I remembered my first marriage, before the bad stuff, and realized I liked being married, of having a pledge and document to prove to the world we were as one.
Now her son was there and she was really tense.
Chapter 10
Two weeks later, she gave her son the bad news. She had checked his opportunity out, and it appeared to be little more than a Ponzi scheme.
Angie insisted he go to work for her in the short term, just to generate a little money. He resisted at first, until Heather lost patience and got a job of her own. She went to work for a construction company as a general office assistant. The pay was better than average, and it wasn't because of who she was. It was because my partners and I decided early on to recruit the best and pay them accordingly. Sarah was in charge of all office functions, and one of the first things she did was to pitch a daycare for our employees, free of charge.
"You're guys, and you have no idea what a strain childcare costs can be, especially to a single mother. We do this, and we'll have employees for life." She was a single mother herself. and her part of the startup was covered by an inheritance from her grandmother. David and I had been talking about going out on our own, but it was mostly talk. She was office manager for our old firm and she basically got us off our asses and into business. We were so grateful we named the business SDR Construction, for Sarah, David, and Reggie. David was an engineer, and I was the construction end. We had very good personal reputations and some of our corporate customers weren't happy with management, so they gave us a chance. In ten years. we were a multimillion-dollar construction company known for excellent quality at a reasonable cost.
Our old company was so pissed when we left and cherry picked a few to come with us they threatened legal action. Our lawyer told us they might try something like that while he worked out all the paperwork, and to tell them to kiss our collective asses. We let Sarah tell them, because she had had to put up with a lot of shit and office politics during her years there. She said it was one of the best times she'd ever had in her life.
If I got there before Heather, she was required to bring the kids by before they went to daycare. I got hugs and kisses and really liked the idea of starting out the day that way. Heather always kissed my cheek. A month later I came in and noticed that everyone was grinning at me. On my desk was a huge mug with the pictures of Lynnie and Jeremiah on the side. The other side said, "Best Grandfather Ever!"
The one that got me hardest was the smaller one beside it, with a picture of Heather and the words "Best Father-In-Law Ever!" I put them on a shelf where they would be the first thing I saw every morning, right beside the picture of Angie and me.
Heather was called into Sarah's office and told her position had changed. She would now be running errands for the company, she had to have good transportation and she was to pick out a suitable SUV to make sure it could hold everything. After she got done crying, she made me go with her to the Ford dealership, where she picked the same model I drove, a four-door sports model with a small truck bed. Angie just grinned while she went on about it.
The closer I got to Heather and the kids, the more distant her husband became. Ben Sr. came to see me one day, apparently to threaten me. "Stay away from my grandchildren! They're not yours."
I think I made him nervous when I grinned. "Have you told them that yet? Oh yeah, to do that you would actually have to spend time with them, wouldn't you? How much time have you spent with them since they've been here? Have you taken them anywhere or hung out at home just to watch them play? According to them you haven't, and whether I stay on the scene or not, you need to change that. If you want them in your life the best way to accomplish that is to include them in your life."
The aggression went out of him like air from a balloon. "KayCee doesn't care for them much."
"Then you need to make a choice. Bimbo Barbie, or your grandchildren. That ought to be a no-brainer but I don't know your priorities. Just to be clear, I'll stay out of their lives if Angie or the children's parents say so, but I don't think that's likely. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a play set to put together. Wanna help?"
I must have made an impression because he followed me to the house. You could have knocked Angie and Heather over with a feather when he got out and the kids swarmed both of us. It was a pretty elaborate set, but I was a construction company owner and once Benny caught on, he wasn't half bad. An hour later he was pushing Jeremiah while I pushed Lynnie.
The ladies took over and we had a beer while we watched. He had tears in his eyes. "I've made so many stupid choices in my life."
"From what I hear I have to agree with you. We don't know each other that well, but today has cast you in a different light. The thing about stupid choices is that eventually we learn from them. So, wanna come to our weekly cookout Sunday?"
Heather had taken a lot of pictures and they hit her Facebook page later that evening. It showed Benny and I tightening bolts while the kids waited anxiously. Some of the last were of us each pushing a child and had a caption. "Grandpas Rule!"
Angie was all over me after everyone left. "You are gonna get some really good loving tonight! How did you do it?"
"I didn't do anything unusual. Honey, you know by now if something needs said I don't hesitate much. He deserves to be in their lives if he can. I know it would break my heart if I lost them."
Damn it, then she started crying and almost ruined the mood. Luckily, she had recovered by bedtime.
Chapter 11
A sort of truce existed between us and Benny. He'd come over about every other Sunday for grilling. Sometime he helped, but mostly he played with the kids.
Bubblegum Barbie saw him slipping away and issued an ultimatum, but he didn't respond very well. She moved out of the townhouse within two weeks. She got to take all her clothes and jewelry, but had a meltdown when he told her she couldn't have the sports car he'd leased for her. He finally told her when she wouldn't shut up about it, she could have it, and the 27 payments left on the lease.
Heather was happy and enjoying her job. They treated her like any other employee, even if their father-in-law was one of the owners. That only happened a very few times, early on, and she dealt with it. After that, everyone bitched at her just like the other worker drones, and she just smiled and shoveled it back at them.
I looked at my life and realized there were only two things that would make it perfect. One would be the day Angie and I walked down the aisle. The other would be when Junior finally settled down and accepted his life. For some reason, he decided all his troubles were directly tied to me.
Angie and I had some tense discussions about the way he tried to treat me, and when Heather tried talking to him about it things went downhill. It developed into a full-on, don't hold anything back discourse with the upshot being if he didn't like his life here, he had two options. Make it better through his own efforts, or leave, but she and the kids were staying.
He rode his dad's couch for a few nights before he got tired of it and threw him out, telling him to man up and go back to his family.
He did go home, but he was surly and snapped at his kids quite a bit. Heather was just about at the end of her rope and suddenly it got worse. Angie fired him. It almost killed her and she spent quite a few nights clinging to me while she cried herself to sleep.



She had started to trust him and he was doing a lot better at the position she'd given him, but he still harbored resentment and wanted to move back to California. Heather was not really receptive to the idea. "Why would we do that? I've had to uproot this family once and start over. I don't care to ever do it again."
She sighed. "You need to think about this. You're making more right now than your best year in California, and unless you've devolved into a screaming idiot, surely you understand both your parents are hoping you'll take over the business in a few years. I've got a job I really love, we don't have a house payment, we don't have car payments, basically all we have are living expenses, and we're living pretty well. The most important thing, though, is the children. They absolutely love it here; they adore your mother and think both grandfathers could change the world if they wanted to. Think about how they would feel if we up and left."
"They've only got one Grandfather! The other guy is just a loser Mom's shacked up with."
Heather slapped him. Hard. "Don't you ever say that in front of me again, not in this lifetime. In case you haven't noticed, we're living cost free in the 'loser's' house, I'm driving a car that he got for me, and if I picked up the phone and said 'I need' whatever it was would be here in no time. Lynette told me the other day she was going to build houses when she grew up, just like her grandpa. I think Jeremiah is going to be the next business magnate; he loves to go to the office with Grandpa Benny. We've got a very bright future here, honey."
He brooded on that for a few days and then used his job to tap into the company funds and 'borrowed' two hundred grand to invest in the scheme he'd wanted to, all along. The plan was to jump in, make a killing, jump back out and replace the money, and let the profits ride until he had enough to return to California in style. It failed when there were no profits and the scheme fizzled out, leaving a lot of investors holding the bag. The accountants caught it three weeks later.
Angie fainted when she found out, and her assistant called me and Ben. They called the EMT's and they took her to the hospital for observation. We met at the ER, the doctor told us she was being treated for severe shock and they wanted to keep her overnight. Ben and I walked the floor for four hours and he only went home when his new girlfriend came and got him. She was still a younger model, but only by about eight years. She wouldn't let him by with much, kept him on the straight and narrow, and the grandkids loved her. He wouldn't admit it yet, but he was so in love with her he couldn't see straight. He told me one day as we were manning the grill, while Angie and Vicky watched the kids in our new pool, that he was tired of condo living and was looking for a house. Vicky was actively helping him, just for a woman's opinion, he explained. What he was really saying was he that he'd buy the one she picked out.
I had the stray thought he would actually be married before I was, and it made me feel bad. I never left the hospital, sleeping in a chair by her bed. She woke up about three and I spent another two hours holding her while she cried before the day shift came in and gave her another sedative.
She got discharged that afternoon and Heather was there to take her home. When they wheeled her out, Heather noted how frail she looked and burst into tears. I ended up driving while they sat in the back hugged up to each other.
We got her settled in at the house and Heather told me what was happening in her world. "He's gone, Dad. I came home and the bedroom was wrecked. He'd packed as many clothes as he could and disappeared. I don't know if he's coming back."
She'd started calling Angie Mom after six months. Her parents had retired to Portugal and if she was lucky, she got to see them every four years, so we became Mom and Dad, the ones she could go to with a problem. She grinned when she called me Dad for the first time. "I call Angie Mom, and you're the best father figure I ever had, so unless you object, it's Dad."
I had no objections.
Chapter 12
Heather checked the bank accounts and he had emptied them. There had been a pretty nice figure in the savings. She told me once that sooner or later I would probably kick them out and they needed a fallback plan. Angie clued me in that what they were really doing was saving up enough for a down payment for a house that I would be building for them on an acre of her land.
Heather was beyond angry and she spent most of a week with us. The kids loved it, but eventually they wanted to go home.
After two weeks, Angie had gotten angry enough to activate the GPS on his car: a car that belonged to her company. According to what the app showed, he was in a little town in Texas. Ben and I flew down to get him.
We found him in a little hole in the wall bar, holding court with the barflies about what a great businessman he was. As long as he was buyin' they were agreein'.
Ben tapped him on the shoulder. "Son, it's time to come home."
He twirled around on the bar stool; eyes wide. Then he saw me. "Come to gloat, asshole? You took my family away from me, you bastard! I Just about puked every time Heather says 'Reggie did this' or 'You have to see what Reggie got the kids.'"
Then he turned to his dad. "And you! You just stood by and let him take it all! What kind of man are you?"
Benny gave him a long look. "Know what Reggie took away from me? Not a damn thing! Everything I had, I threw away long before I ever heard his name. It took me a while to get my head out of my ass, but I have. I'm actually closer to your mother now than I was when we were married. She's a friend now, and for a long time I didn't have any friends.
"But you know what? This isn't about Reggie, or your mother, or even me. It's about you and what you've done. Now man up, get your ass off that stool, and come home to face the music!"
I didn't see it coming or I would have reacted. He jumped off the barstool and plowed his dad, right in the face. He went down, out like a light. He stood there grinning, weaving slightly. "Want some of this, old man?"
I grinned. "Why yes, as a matter of fact I do."
I'd like to say it was an epic struggle and we fought up and down the bar until we stumbled outside to continue, but it wasn't to be. Jr. knew diddly about fighting. I did. My father was an amateur champion when he boxed Golden Gloves as a teenager, and was on the elite boxing team while he was in the Navy. The military taught him a whole new perspective about fighting, and he passed it on to me. I didn't box, but I wrestled in college, and he made it a point to train me, just in case. It stood me in good stead during my early construction days. Sometimes you just can't reason with a guy. Sometimes you just had to make a point.
With Junior, I felt like I needed to make a point. He swung a clumsy right cross, and I grabbed his arm as it went by, yanking and throwing my hip out. It sent him sailing across the floor. He had grit, so he got up and charged again. Again, I evaded him, using his momentum to slam his face into the bar. I could have done this all day, but a deputy tapped me on the shoulder.
"You can stop now. We'll take it from here."
The bartender had called when he knocked his father out. Another deputy pulled Jr. up across the bar to get the cuffs on while the EMT's checked on Benny. He'd taken a pretty good lick and was sent to the local hospital for concussion evaluation. We didn't have to press charges. The bartender and the cops were happy to do it for us. Disturbing the peace, damage to personal property (technically that was on me; when I threw him across the room he landed on a chair and it collapsed under him), two counts of assault, and one count of assault on a law enforcement official, when he kicked the deputy cuffing him. She put her baton between his legs and tapped. He instantly became much more cooperative. His bond was set at $25,000 and neither Benny or I were inclined to post it.
He spent three weeks in jail before he had his first hearing. On the advice of the public defender, he pled guilty to lesser charges, was found guilty, sentenced to a year, and let out for time served and probation. He also had to pay damages to the bartender for the chair and a five thousand dollar fine.
Angie flew down and paid it, on the condition that the state allowed him to serve his probation at home. This basically trapped him, which didn't help his attitude. Three weeks after he got home, Heather asked him to leave.
"You're not the man I married anymore. Why aren't you happy? You had it all and you were too stupid to appreciate it."
They were at home and the kids were with us. He drew back to hit her and she laughed in his face. "Go ahead, but as soon as you stop swinging, you'd better start running. Dad will come after you if he has to track you to the ends of the earth, and I'd would love to be there when he finds you."
He was gone in three hours, but was back two days later because Angie called and told him if his ass wasn't back by the time he was supposed to check in with his parole officer, then he was on his own.
Benny had found a house by then and he let him live in his condo until the sale went through. Heather wasn't kidding around, and when she hit him with divorce papers and filed for temporary child support, he flipped out. Angie had made it clear he could no longer work at the company, and he was unemployed. If he didn't get a job soon, he'd violate his probation terms.
I thought about the whole situation as Heather cried on my shoulder and Angie petted her from the other side. Angie had been depressed for almost two months, Heather's nerves were raw, and even the children were starting to feel the strain. It made them lock down on all of us even more.
After we had Heather in bed, I told Angie I needed to go out.
"Out? Now? It's kind of late."
"This won't take long. You better not have all the covers wrapped around you when I get back." Angie was a notorious blanket hog. Many times, I'd awakened uncovered and she'd be wrapped up like a cocoon. I tried several times and took to keeping a spare blanket by the bed. She would always apologize the next morning, but it was hard for her to keep a smile off her face.
"Shall I get the heating pad? I won't be gone long, and I'll snuggle you until you're purring like a kitten when I get back."
She just kissed me and rolled over, asleep before I had the car in drive.
I drove straight over to Benny's condo and beat on the door. Junior opened it a crack, saw me, and tried to slam it. I kicked it open so hard it sent him sprawling. I shut the door and took a chair while he tried to get up.
"If you wanna swing, swing. There's no one here to save you and I'll stomp your ass into mush and enjoy the hell out of it."
"I'll call the cops!"
"Try. I'll be on you before you can hit 9. We're going to have a little discussion about your future. Let's do a little recapping first. You went broke in California and moved back home. Your mother was over the moon, already planning her retirement in a few years and gave you a pretty responsible position. We gave you a place to live, vehicles to drive, and watched the kids as often as you would let us. You should have thought you'd died and gone to heaven. Heather said it was the happiest time of her marriage.
"You literally fell into the flames and discovered you were fireproof. Was that enough for you? Fuck no, it wasn't, so you stole from your parents and got into some harebrained scheme to prove you were smarter than the rest of us, when in fact you were the dumbest son of a bitch on the East Coast. You threw away a successful company worth more than you could ever accumulate in your lifetime. It looks like you've given up on a woman worth three of anyone else you can find and two really great kids. That sum it up?
"So then, having said that, what is it you want, Jr.? What's it gonna take to make you happy? The misery of everyone around you? If that's your goal, you're doing pretty well. This is a one-time offer, refuse and I'll walk away. Just so you know, a woman like Heather won't be single for very long, even with two kids. Some good man will realize what a prize she is and make it his lifelong ambition to get her to love him.
"Maybe you want to go to jail. That would be a real eye opener for you. I'll clue you in, boy, you're a pussy, and there is nothing lifers like more than fresh pussy."
I was on a roll, letting go of things I'd held in because of my love for his family, but now it was time for the gloves to come off. I was up pacing by then while he sat on the sofa and cringed. Finally, I stopped in front of him. "Well, what are you gonna do? You gonna man up, or prove you really are a bitch?"
Well, damn, he started crying. I thought it was entertaining and sat while he cried it out. "I got no job, and no one in this area would touch me with a ten-foot pole. I can't leave the state or I violate probation, if I don't get a job soon, I violate, if I even get a traffic ticket I violate. I'll never get my family back, my parents despise me, and you must be enjoying the hell out of it."
I slapped him. Really hard. "Done with the pity party? I'm going to do something for you even though it grits my teeth. Rest assured I'm not really doing it for you, I'm doing it for the family I love."
I threw one of my business cards down. "You be at that address Monday at eight. If you're not, I wash my hands of you. Don't wear a suit. It may be a long time before you need one, if ever. Wear tough jeans, good boots and a work shirt. You just went into the construction business. You'll work your ass off and you won't complain, whine or cry. You'll man up and do what you're told. I'll know if you don't."
I walked to the door. "By the way, 25% of your pay will be deducted weekly and sent to Heather. You still have children to support and if you have any hope of winning your family back, that's a good place to start."
I wondered as I drove home if anything I said connected. We'd see Monday. I grinned when I saw Angie wrapped like a mummy. I told her once she must have been a lizard in a past life, because I'd never met anyone so coldblooded. She just grinned.
"Lizards like to lie on warn rocks, I understand that, I like to lie cuddled up to a man who'll keep me warm."
Chapter 13
No one was more surprised than I was to see him in the office Monday. I assigned him to a crew working locally and told the supervisor and leads not to coddle him, but to take it easy on him. "Give him a chance. He has a lot riding on this job."
I found out later he went home and cried the first day because his body ached so badly. He could barely function the next day, but he showed up. A month later, his body had adjusted and he had real muscles for the first time in his life. They tried him on every job and he seemed to have a real aptitude for hanging and finishing sheetrock. I'd see him from my office sometimes as he got out of a work truck, looking like a ghost from being covered with sheetrock dust.
Heather had moved to payroll so she saw his name, and his first check. Then the support hit her account. She charged into my office. "This your doing, Dad?"
"Somebody had to give him a job, and I didn't want you to have to take the kids to the county jail to visit. I paid him a visit and asked politely."
"I bet. More likely you beat the hell out of him and made him show up."
"I did no such thing!"
"If you didn't, it was because he was more afraid of you than I thought. Think he'll last?"
"Time will tell, baby girl. Now go get the kids out of daycare so I can get my goodbye kisses."
"Only if the big girl gets to kiss him first."
They would pass each other in the hallways from time to time, and they barely spoke. Then one day he begged her to let him have lunch with his children on the picnic tables outside the day care. She almost didn't, giving him a pretty strict lecture about how to behave. She decided to eat with them, just to be sure.
They were doing good until Lynnie crawled into his lap and showed him the little hard hat I'd gotten her. "Look, Daddy, I got a hard hat, too. We're both going to be builders, just like Grandpa."
Fat tears coursed down his cheeks as he hugged her, then Jeremiah, turning and thanking Heather in a choked voice for being so kind to him. A few tears trickled down her cheeks, as well.
He made it a point if he was working locally to stop by for lunch as often as possible. He always asked Heather to eat with them if she had time. She made time.
He left his father's townhouse and got a little studio apartment close to the office. I let him drive one of the company trucks for transportation, and he was very careful to drive it only when necessary. It was a four-door model, so he could take the kids when Heather would let him.
Six months went by and Heather came into my office and shut the door. "Daddy, can I talk to you for a minute?"
"Sure, hon. What's on your mind?"
"Benny."
I knew she meant her Benny, so I nodded. "We've been talking a lot lately. He comes by the house at least twice a week to have dinner with us. He's changing, I can see it happening. I need to ask a favor. He really wants to talk to his parents; can I bring him Sunday?"
His parents had written him off. Angie didn't know I had given him a job, and I made sure not to bring it up in conversation. I'd warned Heather, and she just said in passing that he'd gotten a new job and was paying support for the kids.
"Let me talk to your mother first. I will not ambush her. I'll see which way the winds blow and get back to you."
Chapter 14
Angie and Ben weren't keen on the idea, but they agreed to try for Heather and the kids. He came by, looking scared to death. The kids were all over him, showing him the new pool complete with waterslide and talking a mile a minute. We left them alone and after the meal he asked his parents if he could talk to them. I gathered the kids and Heather and we went out for ice cream, back in forty-five minutes.
He had left. Angie had tears in her eyes and Ben looked a little troubled. "He apologized and I think he meant it. He swore he would pay us back, but we told him if that's really how he felt to pay it forward to the babies. We made it clear we could never let him work for us again, or at least until enough years had gone by to make us think him reliable. He said he didn't expect that much forgiveness and he'd never let us down again. I hope he's sincere."
Angie surprised me by being a bit more forceful. "I listened to him, then told him words were easy. He wants our forgiveness, our respect? Then he needs to start earning it, both with us and to his family. Benny has a lot of failures to overcome, and I hope he mans up and does it."
Later, while we were cuddled in bed, she surprised me with a few more tidbits. "He had nothing to say about you but good things. You've really made an impression on him and you may be his role model right now. Then to my surprise, he gave ME advice."
"He told me I needed to get your ring on my finger and quit stalling. If I was that afraid of permanent commitment maybe I should let you go so you could find somebody else."
"I'm starting to like that boy."
She poked me. "Shut up! This is serious!"
"Yes, it is, and while we're on the subject, do you ever intend to marry me?"
She froze up and I sighed, turning my back to her. A few seconds later she snuggled up to me. "Honey, I've been so scared. You couldn't prove it now, but back when Ben was Junior's age, he was a lot like him. I put up with things that I shouldn't have for years. I still sometimes have nightmares about what kind of person I was back then. I swore it would never happen again, that I would never again allow a man that much power over me."



I would have gotten up but she clung to me tightly. "I'll leave tomorrow."
I never saw the slap coming, but it was a doozy. Lights flashed and my jaw stung. "You will not! What I'm trying to tell you is that I've changed. You have more power over me right now than anyone in my whole life. Your smile, your touch, the way you light up when you've done something special for me and see I like it, the way you almost glow when Heather brings the kids by, I've started living for that. So then, in the clumsiest way ever, I'm telling you if you asked a certain question, you might like the answer this time."
I could see her holding her breath in her mind and I shrugged. "Let me think about it. I'll get back to you tomorrow, Monday at the latest."
She went rigid and I heard her deep breath. I rolled back over as quickly as I could and smothered her with kisses. When I let her up for breath, I jumped out of bed. "Stay right here!"
It's a good thing Heather and the kids weren't there or they might have seen me by the light of the full moon as I streaked by the window naked. I charged into the garden shed and fumbled around until I found the box behind a bag of bone meal. I knew if I hid it there, she would never find it. Angie was scared to death of spiders, saw a writing spider on the wall once, and wouldn't set foot in the building again unless I was with her.
She was up, sitting in bed with her knees up and her arms wrapped around them. She looked like a teen, not like a woman with two grandchildren.
I slid up to the bed and jumped her, rolling her in the covers. Then I kissed her until she calmed down. "Honey, I have something for you. There's a secret word you have to say to get it. Would you like to see it?"
She nodded and I grinned, showing her the box and opening it. I knew she would never have picked that particular ring out, but I thought it was perfect and she wasn't paying for it anyway. Her eyes got huge and she tried to get out from under the covers.
"You don't want it? I thought you would like it. I can always take it back."
By then she had her left hand out and was thumping on my chest. "Give it to me!"
"No, no, you haven't said the magic word. Wanna try again?"
"You suck at this! Yes. All right? Yes, with all my heart I'm ready to be Mrs. Reginald Wilkes. That being said, I believe you have something that belongs to me, something that I will cherish for the rest of my days. Now give!"
I made her kiss me first, then I gently slid the symbol of my love on her dainty little finger. She sighed. Then she held me and cried. I held her and cried. When we were done crying, we started kissing. After about five minutes of that she jumped out of bed and grabbed her phone. "I need to call Heather! And Vicky, Barb, Alice, and..."
I eased the phone out of her hands. "You can't."
"Why?"
"Because it's 1:30 in the morning. They will all be thrilled to find out, but not as much as you'd think if you called them now. Let's go back to bed."
This time she was the one that knocked me to the bed. I laughed. "State GILF Of The Year, two years running and still undefeated!" It went through my mind as she grabbed me. By then, I was 48 and she was 54 (She was only 6 &1/2 years older, she sometimes reminded me), but you would have thought there were two teenagers in bed that night. We didn't wake up until nine, when Heather came by.
Angie stumbled out of bed, yanked the door open and instead of talking she just stuck her hand in Heather's face. Then Heather screamed, which triggered Angie so I got up and made coffee. I was halfway through making breakfast before they calmed down enough for coherent conversation. As soon as they ate, their phones came out. I beat a hasty retreat, called Ben, and we took the boat out.
I told him about the night before as we fished off the platform designed just for that, and after he reeled in a bass he grinned and held his hand out. "Congratulations, you won a hell of a woman. However, if you ever treat her the way I did, well, I can't kick your ass but I'm a damn good shot."
"Keep your guns in the safe. I think I can handle it."
He called from the boat to wish her the best. He hung up laughing. "I'm to be your best man, Heather and Vicky will be bridesmaids, and while they're a little old for it, Jere and Lynnie will be the ringbearer and flower girl. Think you can get away with moving out until after the wedding?"
"I'll grit my teeth and deal with it."
Chapter 15
Sixteen years later, Angie and I, along with Ben and Vickie, watched with pride as Lynette was awarded her Master's in Construction Management and Engineering, a double major earned at the same time. Her thesis for the management degree was entitled "Building A Box." She used part of her thesis for her commencement speech.
She explained her progress from the time when she was nine and built her own keepsake box, complete with hinges and a handle. She still had it. She went on to describe how she built a birdhouse, then a doghouse, then a playhouse, a few small sheds, and then oversaw and built a vacation bungalow she had been designing in her spare time. It was built for the family to use.
"My Grandfather Wilkes taught me building, guiding me through the progress from keepsake box to bungalow. He taught me anything one built was basically a box, they just got bigger and more complicated, so you needed to build the best box you could.
"Then my Grandfather Ben Bassett Sr. taught me how to build business relationships, how to always deal fairly and honor your word, and if you did that you would always be successful whether you made money or not. I've found the same to hold true in relationships of any kind. You build a strong box and repair any weaknesses or flaws you discover. My grandfathers, my grandmothers, and my mother always made sure my box was strong. When I marry and start my life with another, you can rest assured a box will be built around our love, and there will be no weaknesses in it."
It was very moving. So why didn't she thank her dad in the speech? He had moved back in a few months after he came for the cookout, and it took another month before they slept together. I made him a lead man because he deserved it and by the time a year had passed, I thought they were over their problems.
One day he just disappeared. No warning, he just missed work, packed his stuff in his truck, and left. He did leave a brief note, saying he was going back to California, that he was sorry, and he'd send support for the kids.
Heather was devastated again. We had to get her and the children into therapy to deal with the abandonment. Ben and I stepped up to try and fill the void and it worked, a little.
Of course, we put detectives on his trail and they found him two months later. He was working with a construction company as a subcontractor on a major apartment contract, and was living with one of his old girlfriends. It seemed she was the reason he wanted to get back to the West Coast. She moved on and married when he came home. It didn't last a year. They had stayed in touch by email, emails on an account Heather didn't know he had, and when she told him she was single again and really missed him, he was gone the next day.
Heather mourned him for a little, then got on with her life. She didn't have the luxury of riding off into the sunset and leaving the children behind. She filed for divorce three months after he left and had him served on his jobsite. In the paperwork was a provision for child support, but she gave him an out. Sign over parental rights and he was free. His new woman was not happy about having to give up that much of his income and pressured him until he signed.
Two years later, Heather was assistant head of Payroll and HR, and had to deal with every employee in one capacity or another. I had sent her to school to finish her degree, letting her work half days so she could attend classes. She returned to full time with a vengeance, storming into my office and jumping into my lap. "Why are you being so good to me?"
"I never told you, but my first wife was a selfish b... person and lied to me about being able to have children. She fought me on adoption, and after we separated it came out she'd had her tubes tied to avoid pregnancy. I was destined to be a dead end, biologically, dying unloved and unmoored, and then I met Angie. I knew we could never have children, but her love was worth it to me. Then you came along and gave me a do over. You and the kids were in my heart from the first weekend, and my feelings just kept getting stronger. Heather, you're the closest I'll ever have to a daughter, so I've decided to adopt you. Not in the legal sense, you're too old for that, but in the emotional sense. And as my child, that automatically makes you my heir. It's why I pushed you to get your degree. When I retire my part of the business goes to you. I've talked to Sarah and David, and they think it a good idea to keep it in the family. The paperwork has already been done and all you have to do is step up when I step down."
She got so emotional I had to call Angie to help calm her down. She petted her until she stopped snuffling and smiled. "Did you really not see this coming? You've been his pride and joy since you arrived. Honor his love and do a good job. You've got about ten to twelve years to be prepared."
Then David's son came by to do some insurance paperwork and met Heather. Sparks flew and fifteen months later I had the honor of giving her away. Talk about keeping it in the family! Sarah was David's sister, and her son was a career military man, so Heather and DJ, David Jr, were going to get it all. They were in their mid-thirties by then, and no one was surprised when they had a son they named David Reginald. Heather had to warn us. "Mine! You got the two older ones almost all the time now, let me have this one."
It was really, really hard, but we restrained ourselves.
Jeremiah took after Benny, working summers and school breaks at the company while both grandparents mentored him. Lynette did the same at my firm; she even worked with the construction crews for two summers before going into the office to learn from her mother and Sarah. Jeremiah got his business degree and after two years, it was apparent he would be running the family business in a few years. His grandparents couldn't wait. By the time Lynette got her degrees, Angie was 70 and I was 64. Angie had retired three years earlier and this was my last year before Heather stepped up.
We planned to stay active, travel and watch over the next generation. Jeremiah had already married with a small son and had his second on the way. Lynnie wasn't ready to settle down just yet, but we knew it would only be a short time before she would be snatched up by someone who didn't deserve her.
Fourteen years after he left, we got notification that Benny Jr. had passed away due to a construction accident. He was trying to unload a full hack of fourteen by four and a half sheetrock, 32 sheets, with an electric winch. Safety protocols stated there had to be two winches used at the same time with a safety spotter present, but he was in a hurry. He had it nine feet into the air when the weight shifted and it came down on him. According to the accident report, it crushed him on impact.
We didn't get the notification until three weeks after the funeral, when the state was going through the paperwork looking for a next of kin. It seems his new wife had run off three years before and left him with two daughters to care for. The mother could not be found, and California wanted to know what to do with them. Ben, Vickie, Angie, and I all flew out right away.
The children were both girls, one eleven and the other nine, and they were the rudest, most disrespectful children I'd ever run across. The oldest snarled at us. "If you our grandparents, how come we never seen you, huh?"
"Because until a few days ago we never knew you existed. If we had you'd know a lot more about us now."
"I ain't going nowhere with any of you."
Angie and Vicky were tearing up so I took over. "If they can't find your mother, you might not have a choice. If it comes to wealthy grandparents taking you off the state's hands, of putting you in foster care and pay for raising you, the state is going to look out for themselves. I suggest that if you don't have anything important keeping you here, if they can't find your mother, you come back with us and check the situation out. Think about it."
The older one looked defiant, but the little one just looked scared so I targeted her. "How about it, Princess? New clothes, big house, an older brother and sister to help keep an eye on you if you need it, and rumor has it I can be a heck of a grandparent. I have references, if you're interested."
Benny echoed me, saying we sometimes competed to see who could spoil grandkids more, and then we backed off and let the ladies go after them. Angie finally got through to them when she started showing them pictures of their older siblings, remarking how similar they looked, and how we had plenty of room at either house, showing them pictures including the outdoor kitchen and pool, plus a few of our boats. Benny and Vicky bought themselves a streamlined runabout as a retirement present, but we still used the big boat, the third one, when everyone wanted to ride. The house Vicky had chosen was out in the country and had some acreage. They had an assortment of animals, including three horses.
We never felt any inclination to ride, but Jere and Lynnie loved to, so they were there as often as they were at our house. Despite the massive efforts to spoil them, we also tempered our excesses with life lessons, and they were a pretty well-balanced set of youngsters.
It hit a nerve with the little one, Vanessa. "I never been on a horse."
Vicky grinned. She was like me and never had kids, and this was a golden opportunity for her. "Come home with us, baby. I'll have you riding in no time."
Charlene was obsessed with the boats. "I've never been fishing."
"Well, if you come home with us you'll spend so much time on the water you'll feel like a duck."
We stayed two weeks while they finished their search for their mother. We took advantage and got permission to take them places, so we went to an amusement park, a 'dude ranch' where we took them riding for the first time, but mostly we just spent time with them, convincing them we weren't ogres who roasted children for breakfast.
Vanessa bonded with Benny and Vickie, and Charlie seemed to like us better. In the end they went home with us, and since Vanessa insisted, they lived with Benny and Vickie. Charlie went with them, as well. We were a little disappointed, but realized they were going to need breaks and we usually had them on weekends. It was a rough first year as we had to get them out of some pretty bad habits, but by the second year, they relaxed enough to feel safe and loved, and they calmed down and were integrated into the family.
Heather and her husband mentored them, and Jere wanted them to spend time with him and his wife, a woman he'd met through business. They dated for a year before he brought her to a cookout, scared to death because she was Indian. None of ever found out where that came from and welcomed her with open arms. She cemented her place in the family when she started bringing dishes for the cookouts. Once she brought an enormous pan of curry, and we emptied it, ignoring the steaks and chicken.
He told his little sisters they were going to use them as training tools for when theirs came along. They were so enthralled with Mary, her Americanized name, that they insisted on saris to wear to a wedding of one of her friends. The pictures hold a place of honor on our wall.
I think they kept us young. Angie made it to Vanessa's high school graduation but it was her last public appearance. She was two months shy of being 80 when she fell and shattered her hip, dying from complications two weeks later. It was sudden and left me desolate, but after I mourned her for six months, I came to realize we had a pretty good run. From the day we met we were never with anyone else. No dates, no flings, no other relationships, we just joined at the hip and never let go. Even for the second time around, that was unusual.
Every night I'd look at the plaque I'd gotten her a couple of years after we got married. It was an award plague that proudly proclaimed: "Hottest GILF," with the name of our state and the date in a little insert in the bottom. Every year I'd take it back to the award shop I got it from and have another insert added for the current year. When Lynette had her first child, I got a new plague that read "Hottest GGILF Of The Year" and started adding inserts. She'd giggle every time I added a year, and turned bright red when Vanessa asked her what a GILF was one day. I told it stood for Grandmother I'll Love Forever, which made her glow even brighter.
I had talked it over with Angie, and we agreed after we'd gone if Vanessa didn't already have a house, she would get ours. Benny and Vickie agreed that Charlie would get theirs.
The next year, Benny passed in his sleep. I held Vicky and made all the necessary arrangements; I developed a habit of keeping her at my house a couple of times a week just to make sure she was all right and a year later she moved in. We were never in a relationship, although we loved each other as friends, we were just two old people that didn't want to be alone. The kids all grinned, and I bet Angie and Benny were laughing their asses off.
Sometimes we'd sit on the veranda in rockers, watching the sunset as we talked about our departed loved ones, and we both agreed that no matter how we started out, our golden years were about as shiny as they get and we were damned lucky in who we chose to love. One night we talked until well past dark about everything, and when I got up to go in, she told me she wanted to sit a bit, to enjoy the coolness. I left her for about forty-five minutes, wondering about the tears in her eyes, and then decided to take her a blanket if she was going to stay, or help her inside if she was ready.
It seemed she would never need a blanket again. She had passed, still warm, and with a smile on her face. I'd be willing to bet that right about now she and Benny were hugging like crazy while Angie smiled.
I sat down beside her and waited for the ambulance, talking to her. "Vicky, it may have come a little late in your life, but you got your heart's desire. A good man to love, children to raise, surrounded by a big family that loved you for who you are. Not a lot of people that leave this life can say that. If you can hear me, I want you to give a message to Angie. You tell her I'll be along soon enough with a brand-new plaque. It'll say 'Hottest GGILF In Eternity" and will be the absolute truth."
The EMT's showed up and I kissed her cheek, wishing her a safe journey, before they gently laid her on the gurney. Sighing, I started the round of calls, knowing the house would be full shortly. I thought about the girls, who stopped calling her Grandmother in less than a year, and called her Mom. She told us that was the second biggest moment in her life, right behind marrying Benny. They would be devastated and we'd have to be strong for them. Honestly, I didn't know how much strength was left in me.
I looked up at the stars and smiled. "Soon, baby, soon."
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My therapist told me writing this would help me heal, so I'm putting it into words and posting this on an anonymous site, even though many years have passed since it happened. I have no idea if anyone will read it, but then it's written for me, and not a general audience. If you do read it and learn something from it, then maybe it was worth it.
..........................................................................
I had an affair.
I cheated on my husband three times before my lover and I got careless and were caught. He didn't catch us, thank God. It would have destroyed him. Well, it would have destroyed him even more. It ended up destroying our marriage anyway, but at least he had no visual.
No, we got caught by a coworker. One who resented our success and didn't hesitate to knock us off our pedestals.
It wasn't like I went looking for it to happen. My therapist has finally gotten me to understand nothing 'just happens'. You make choices every day of your life and the consequences alter your life from that point on. She taught me one makes choices, whether or not one consciously recognizes them.
So I had an affair. I'd like to say I was drunk or drugged, but the first time I'd had three glasses of wine the whole evening. He was very nice looking, and we had flirted lightly back and forth for almost a year. It evolved that we were on the same team, often doing projects together. We even joked about being 'work spouses' to our significant others when we were all together and everyone laughed.
My husband grinned. "Good. As official work husband, I pass the expense of her shoe fetish on to you."
His wife got into the banter with us. "Yes, and I pass the training of learning to leave the toilet seat down to you. We expect regular progress reports."
We all laughed and hugged before we left the party. Hubby told me how much he liked them on the way home, and maybe we should invite them into our circle. They had just moved here and were eager to make friends, and we subsequently spent many pleasant evenings with them and our other friends, who accepted them without reservation.
I will not bore you with physical descriptions like how big my breasts are or how well hung he was. What does it really matter? We were young, in good shape, fairly attractive, and let it go at that. And I will absolutely not talk about the sex. My husband was the oldest at thirty, the rest of us in our late twenties.
I had a good job, getting it straight out of college and working my way up. Over the years, I'd had several promotions, and the old man (he was 70) who owned the company often told me I was the daughter he wished he'd had.
I became a team leader, something that required one night away on the average of every two months. I hated it, but hubby said it wasn't a big deal. I left on Thursday morning, spent the afternoon and the next morning in meetings, and was usually home by four. We used to make love like we'd been apart for weeks when I got home, but as it became routine, it cooled.
It wasn't like we were bored with each other. We were young and enjoyed making love three to four times a week, on average. Sometimes if we were really busy, it may go down to once a week, but as soon as we had the opportunity, we tried to catch up. We dated for eight months and lived together for almost a year before we married. We were together for three and a half years as a married couple.
The sex came about after a pretty intense round of meetings, and we were both keyed up. We had dinner together and split a bottle a wine. Oddly enough, the chief topic was about how much we missed our spouses and some of the future activities we had planned together as couples. A comment was made, and agreed with on how that when we were as keyed up as we were, sex with our spouses was the preferred means of decompression. I remember it being said, but I can't remember whether it was me or him that said it.
Then it turned to light flirting, innuendos, and small touches. He joked that as work spouses, we should take up the slack of our real spouses. I admit it; he was handsome and always had the right words, something which made him invaluable on my team. We ramped it up, but in the end we went to our rooms alone.
I was thinking about him as I lay in bed touching myself, using him for fantasy fodder, when there was a knock on my door. I put on my robe and opened it to find him standing there with a bottle of wine and two glasses. We never finished the first glass before we were all over each other. In short order, we were on my bed, coupling frantically. Neither of us lasted long, but we lay there and caressed and cuddled until it was time for round two. He left me at three in the morning. I collapsed back into bed and slept like a rock.
I woke up at seven feeling like I was suffocating, literally gasping for breath. I had cheated on my husband! Shoved my vows into a dark corner of my mind and rutted like an animal. I probably took the longest shower of my life, trying to wash what I'd done away.
He was subdued as well, barely meeting my eyes in our morning round of meetings. We were seriously ineffective that day. We didn't even sit together on the plane home.
We danced around each other for two weeks before he came into my office and shut the door. We talked for forty-five minutes. He apologised for coming on to me, and I apologised for taking him up on his offer. We agreed it was a one off and we would take the secret to our graves.
That lasted for six months. We had put the past behind us; I thought. I know I felt as low as humanly possible for about a month until hubby asked me point blank what was bothering me. Almost fainting, I recovered and told him it was work related (not technically a lie) but I had resolved it, and the problem was a thing of the past. He frowned and then almost broke my heart. "I'm going to call X and tell him to keep a closer eye on you. After all, if it was his wife and I could, I'd do the same."
Six months later it was Christmas time, and we were stuck for two days in a Northern town because of one of their biggest blizzards in history. Hubby and I talked a couple times a day, and he told me to let my work husband keep me entertained. He told me he and Mrs. X were going to the theater together to see the show I had been waiting for all year. He could tell I was upset. "If it bothers you, we won't go. I'll give the tickets to her. Maybe her sister can go."
I recovered enough to tell him it was fine, but he owed me a big surprise for next Christmas. He agreed and said he was already working on it. X and I commiserated, and he complained about how much his wife liked my husband. "It's always 'Look how considerate he is. It must be nice to be treated like a queen. Did I tell you about the delicate necklace he bought her just because he saw it and thought how good it looked on her?' "
I unconsciously rubbed the necklace, smiling at the joy it had given me. It was a total surprise, not my birthday, not Christmas, just because "A neck as sensuous as yours deserves this. It will highlight the smoothness and perfection of your skin."
He was not perfect and had minor flaws that aggravated me to no end. Then I would see other couples in our group, how the women envied me and the men either admired him or were disgusted because he kept the bar so high. Then I'd just smile and hold his arm a little tighter.
The upshot was we got drunk and ended up screwing for two days. We were still at it when they called my room to tell us the airport was now open and we could go home. We showered together, sat together on the plane, and swore that while we enjoyed it immensely, it would absolutely never ever happen again. Four months later, we got caught.
I know you want to know about the sex. It was sex between two young, healthy adults. Yes, it was good. Was it worth the price? No.
....................................................
Without going into detail, the fallout was tremendous. My boss called us both in separately. He was almost in tears when he saw me. "I can't tell you how disappointed I am in you. You were the best of the best. I always admired your marriage. I thought it looked a lot like mine when the wife and I first started our journey together. Do you still have a husband?"
I nodded, not bothering to hide my tears. Yes, I was still married, even if I hadn't seen my husband in two weeks.
"Good. He was a fine man. I hope he has in his heart to forgive you. I have to protect my business, and cannot be as forgiving. You still have your job, but your days as team leader are over. You will never travel representing this company again, or represent it publicly. Do you understand?"
I nodded, grateful I still had a job. I knew, though, that my days were numbered at his company. My star would never rise higher than I was right now. Somewhere down the road, I would have to dust off my resume, and hope he gave me a reasonable recommendation.
X didn't fare so well. He left quietly in return for a reasonable recommendation. I was sure it was carefully written, "Mr. X has excellent communication skills, works well with others, blah, blah, blah." I knew, though, that if any of my boss's friends considered hiring him, a quiet word would pass and the old boy network would kick in. I sincerely believed that if we'd spoke, we would both have apologised for ruining each other's lives. We didn't, though, our boss and spouses made sure of that. My husband, who I never heard raise his voice, told X in no uncertain terms that when he finally found him, he would wish he had killed him, because it would be a miserable, painful life from then on. X believed him and left for parts unknown as soon as his divorce was final.
He left behind a devastated wife and five-year-old son. I think it took her years to recover. Eight years went by before she married again, to an older man who dotes on her and her son. He asked the son what kind of car he would like for his sixteenth birthday and broke down when the boy told him that what he would value more than a car would be the use of his last name. So with a stroke of a pen X was removed from his life forever, and his new dad got him a top of the line sports car, despite his mother's objections. X never saw his son again after he left, even though his wife tried to find him to remind him she had divorced him, but their son hadn't.
I found my life suddenly divided into segments; eras, if you will. There was my life BTA (Before The Affair) and ATA (After The Affair). I remember BTA being full of light and happiness, and ATA being filled with grayness and despair. Mercifully, ATA didn't span near the time BTA did.
Then it became time to choose sides. Other couples had broken up in our normally tight little circle, and the remaining couples didn't know how to handle it. Who do we invite to the BBQ, the nights out, and the nights in? Gone were the casual flirtations and innuendoes, afraid it would trigger terrible memories for the ones who were still around. I was kind of glad when we sold the house and went in different directions. I'm sure the other couples gave a sigh of relief, just not in front of us.
The women in the circle were sympathetic to my plight, offering me support while making sure I didn't get close to their husbands. After all, I had already broken up one marriage that was happy, and there was no need to tempt fate. X fared even worse, the men were supportive while making damn sure he never ever came close to an intimate setting with their wives.
There was a lot more support for hubby and Mrs. X. After all, they were the wronged ones, right? It wasn't their fault they found themselves in the mess their lives had become.
Then I had to move to the TTP/FF phase. Tell The Parents, Friends, and Family. I disappointed both sets, but both forgave me even though my marriage didn't survive. I still send his parents' Christmas cards and a gift on their birthdays. They always send cards back to me, and after a few years, his parents would ask me to visit them if I came into town. I never went, but thanked them warmly for their kindness.
The first casualty in the ATA era was our love life. We used to tease, tantalize, make slow languid love or rut like animals as the mood took us. It took three weeks for hubby to move back in, and another six before we attempted any intimacy. It was a total disaster. We were both afraid, him of being compared to X and be found lacking, me of doing the wrong thing and triggering terrible memories.
As the months passed, it got better, mostly. We would try to pleasure each other when I would feel his body just shut down. I understood at first but grew to resent it towards the end. Couldn't he see how hard I was trying? How much I loved him?
We went through counseling, and it helped. It helped us to realize we were over. I'd broken his trust, and no matter how hard I tried, how much I worked to mend his heart, the wound was just too great.
So in the year 1.5 ATA, we were no more. The divorce wasn't contentious, just a straight split right down the middle. I didn't even cry when I got the final papers. We would see each other from time to time because our town wasn't very large. We would always greet each other and be civil, but that was it. I remember how heartbroken I was in the year 4 ATA when I glanced through a cafe window downtown and saw him with a woman. She was smiling, sitting close, giving him intimate touches that every woman recognizes as ones reserved for a lover. I went home and cried my eyes out for the last time.
I cast resumes far and wide and got an offer from a firm two states away. It was a good sized step up and just what I needed. I told the friends I had left goodbye, kissed my parents, and moved on.
Chapter 3
Now I moved into the ATD (After The Divorce) era.
I thought about the counselor I'd seen for a few months after the divorce. She really helped me. Not by being sympathetic or casting blame, mostly just listening. On our next-to-last session, she surprised me by lifting her blouse out of her skirt and pulling it down a little. There was a pretty big scar on the side of her hip. She straightened her clothes and sighed.
"We were young, sixteen and seventeen thereabouts, and my friend had gotten her older brother to get us some booze. It was mostly liquor, so it wasted us pretty fast. We had gone deep into the woods to keep out of sight and started a fire when it got dark. Not that big, and one thing led to another and then to dares, so one boy jumped the fire. Soon we were egging each other on and we were all doing it. I was on my fifth jump when I stumbled and landed on the embers on my side. I was in the hospital for three weeks and this scar will never go away."
"I realized after I got my degree that it was a conscious decision I made to jump the fire. The more I did it, the easier it got until I got careless. This scar is my price. The point I'm trying to make here is that you made a conscious decision to have sex with a man outside your marriage, and when nothing happened, when you realized you could get away with it, you did it again and again until you got caught."
She paused a little before continuing, repeating herself. "You did it again and again until you got careless and got caught. Understand? You can't rationalize it away as a spur-of-the-moment situation. You choice to continue meant that even though you had jumped the fire a few times and felt safe, eventually you stumbled and fell. The scars you carry are on the inside, and they will never go away, but they will fade as time goes by. The next time you have to make a choice, remember to scratch your scars."
I thought about that a lot over the next week before realizing she was right. I could have blamed it on X. He showed up at my door, but he didn't force his way in and everything that happened once the door closed behind him was a mutual decision. Just as the subsequent times were a simple decision on my part.
So here I was. Divorced for four years now. I heard through family that hubby had found someone new. They had been married for a year and have a brand new son.
I started dating about six months after the divorce, but there was no spark with any of them. I admit I did occasionally take one to bed, just to get my needs met. Right after the last one left, I lay in my bed looking back on my life and realized I had to let the past go if I was ever going to be happy again. I got out of the bars and the meat markets, joined a gym, got involved in community activities. As soon as I was fit enough, I did 5 and 10k races. I never once finished in the top ten, but I made a lot of friends.
One fellow runner and I got along so well we trained together. Training led to coffee afterwards, then lunches, then dinners. We had dated four months before he let me into his bed. He was so attentive and caring that I cried after the first time. We were going strong four months later, and he was hinting about going up a level when I told him why I was single.
I wanted him to see me as I had been, and how I was now. I assured him I had been faithful to him from the first date, that the mistakes I'd made in my past were just that, mistakes. Mistakes I had had no intention of repeating. I didn't know it, but he had been married before, and divorced when he caught her having multiple affairs. In his head 'once a cheater always a cheater' was written in stone, and the relationship died. I mourned for a while but moved on.
I found out the next year that God did indeed forgive us for our sins. More importantly, I found a man who could forgive mine. He was older by seven years, but was lean and fit. We met at a race, both crossing the finish line at the same time. I was so happy I had finished I did a little victory dance, lost my footing on the uneven pavement, plowed into him, and we both went down.
Instead of being upset, he laughed! I landed on top of him, and we were nose to nose for a minute. I tried to apologise, and he grinned. "You know, if you wanted my attention, you could have smiled, maybe flirted a little. Tackling was a bit much. However, I will forgive you over dinner tomorrow night. I hope you like French food. "
He handed me a card out of his gym bag. "Call me and tell what time works best for you. It's a bit of an upper end establishment, so wear a nice dress." I was still trying to form coherent words when he cupped my face in his hands and gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. Then he was gone.
My running buddies were laughing hysterically. "That didn't take long, did it? If I knew tackling a man would get him interested, I'd have given that hunky vendor a beat-down the first time he stopped by. Good going, girl. Did you know he's ranked the fourth highest desirable bachelor in the city? No? Well, good luck."
The restaurant lived up to its billing. He was casually but sharply dressed in what had to be very expensive clothes, and the tie had to be pure silk. I had on my best dress, one that I had gotten at a tremendous discount because they ripped the hem. One of my hobbies was sewing, so I removed the tear by cutting it out and raising the hemline by a little better than an inch. I thought it enhanced my legs and I must have been right the way my date was looking at them.
The date went well, and so did the next ones spanning an eight-month period. He was fit, attractive, and I had lustful thoughts I hadn't felt in years. It was more than lust; it was turning into love. I hadn't felt so happy after making love since before BTA. It broke my heart, but I was truthful. He heard me out, handing me tissues and rubbing my shoulders as I cried. I tried to gauge his expression, and he seemed...amused a bit.
"I'll understand if you don't want to see me. I'm not above telling you I've developed powerful feelings for you, and that if you continue to see me and it goes farther, I will sign any document, accept any prenuptial agreement you offer, if it means being with you."



He hugged me gently. "I know all about your former marriage and affair. Yes, I investigated you, invaded your privacy. Understand, I was falling in love with you and couldn't comprehend why such a beautiful and desirable woman was still single. So, you made a horrible mistake. But it seems you accepted responsibility and the price that goes with it, and that counts for a lot with me."
He got up, going into his home office, coming back with a small box and a large envelope. He handed the envelope first. "Read this. If you don't object after you're through, open the box."
Before I asked for a pen, I read the papers inside the envelope twice. I signed on all the designated places and gave them back to him. I had just signed an agreement stating that I was on a twenty year probationary period, but if I fulfilled the requirements, it would be void at the end of the term. The contract had only one clause. That I be a loyal and faithful wife. I dropped the box on the coffee table twice before I got it open, crying as I slipped the ring on my finger.
So then, I entered my HEA era. Happily Ever After. I didn't deserve it, but I learned to live with it, and made damn sure over the years he knew I would never let him down.
I went back home for a school reunion recently and ended up sitting with my ex and his wife. At first it was strained, but it had been fifteen years. We ended up talking openly. I apologized one last time. He accepted it and told me he had long ago forgiven me because the anger and pain were just too much to carry around. I told him it had taken more than a few years to forgive myself, but I finally accomplished it. We spent the rest of the evening talking and showing pictures of our children. We had two, both girls, and they had three boys.
This is the moral of the story. Sometimes good people do stupid things. Even if they didn't mean to, even if they don't get caught, it will follow them for the rest of their lives. There will always be a little voice in the back of their brain that whispers, "What if this is the day they find out?" I was arrogant because I truly believed in the back of my lizard brain that if I got caught, Hubby would forgive me. You all see how well that worked.
I watch my girls like a hawk, and when they get old enough to understand, I'm going to tell them about my past, and hope they have the maturity to learn from it and forgive me. I'm also going to tell them a story about scars.
That's it. My therapist was right. It feels good to get it off my chest. Thanks for reading, and if I helped you made a decision that will stop you from creating a life-altering event, then good. If I didn't, well, that's all on you. If you consider it, think about how well you'll be able to carry the scars.
............................................................
Like the lady said, that's it. I wrote this after reading an essay written by a woman and posted anonymously on the web. You could feel her pain, and it left an impression on me. Some of the story, like the division of friends, the responsibility of telling the parents, and the breaking the relationship into eras came from her. If she had given a name, I would have given her credit. I wrestled with publishing this, but it's a story worth telling. If she should read it, I would thank her for her honesty and inspiration.
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Some people can't handle money
*****
Sometimes I just stop and think about how it happened.
It was a hobby more than anything else, a chance to escape into fantasy, where anything was possible, and not the daily grind to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table. I wasn't a white-collar guy, not a lawyer, or accountant, a tech mogul, a special ops military guy who could kill you with a paperclip, or maybe a doctor. But in my mind and in my stories, I could be all that and more.
I started out self-publishing on Amazon and I'm ashamed now how crude some of them were. As I got better and could pay for professional help, I pulled them, reworked them into something readable, and reposted.
The money I made the first year was a joke. I didn't break even; it was costing me more than I made to publish. I was about to give up when the income stream improved as I began to get noticed. Then I wrote a four-book action/adventure series that really took off. Suddenly publishers who wouldn't give me the time of day were wanting to be my new best friend. I signed with one on the advice of my shiny new agent and intellectual rights lawyer. No advance, but the money coming in was enough that I could quit my regular job and concentrate on my newest effort. It was a Western and fared pretty well. Then I branched out and wrote a romance that went up the lists like a rocket, ending up in the top twenty lists of several papers. Sunday Morning did a review and sales went up yet again.
Then the movie people got involved, and my agent worked out a deal with Amazon for the action/adventure, to be filmed in three segments. I was to receive roughly two hundred fifty thousand per segment. My agent grinned at the look on my face and told me that Netflix was looking at my Western, and Hollywood was watching the progress of my romance, and that if it got any hotter the offer would be in the low seven figure range.
Darla and I went from making seventy thousand a year combined to a seven-figure income that kept going up. It didn't take much for me to convince her to quit her job and become one of the idle rich, or maybe just one of the idle nearly rich.
We bought toys. She got a convertible BMW. I got a new Jeep truck and a motorcycle. Then an opportunity came up and we bought a lake house. It was a distress sale and we got a hell of a deal. The owners had legal problems and needed the cash as quickly as they could get it. It was valued at four hundred and fifty grand, and we got it for three. Then Darla wanted a sailboat even though she had no idea how to sail one. I bought a decent size model for a lake and she joined the local yacht club, taking lessons twice a week.
I still kept the work ethic ingrained from years of manual labor. I tried to write six hours a day, five and six days a week. Sometimes all I accomplished was wasting a day, other times it flowed from my fingers on to the keyboard. If I was really on a roll, I'd write twelve hours straight.
It might look like I was slinging money around like a drunken sailor, but I wasn't quite so reckless. I paid cash for the lake house. Even if we never used it the deal was too good to pass up. I knew in today's market I could almost double my money if I had to sell. I paid cash for the vehicles, knowing I would take a beating in depreciation. A new car is one of the worst investments in the world, they did nothing but lose value from the time they left the lot, but we had never owned anything newer than six years old and we splurged. I and was surprised at how unimpressed the dealers were. People who paid cash were bad for their business because they made money off the banks, finance companies, even the insurance companies for steering a customer in their direction.
My motorcycle wasn't new but it was worth a lot more than I paid for it and it was a damn good ride, and scary fast.
.........................................................................................
So, there I was, thinking I had the world by the tail. Then it all came apart. We still lived in our little house because we had too much tied up in it emotionally to let it go. It took us five years to save up the down payment and we got really lucky, buying it when the recession hit in the early two thousands and the housing market collapsed. We paid probably 60% of what it was actually worth and we worked on it relentlessly, pouring every extra dime we had into it. Since we had money now, we were talking about expanding it, adding a bedroom or two and hopefully filling them before too much longer. I was 33 and Darla was 31, and the clock was ticking.
I worked from the house, in a shed I built expressly for that purpose. It was well appointed and comfortable and had all the amenities of a working office. I told Bobbi I needed a private space and it was true. I tried to work in the house but she was always wandering in and talking, seriously interrupting my flow at times.
I particularly got a lot done on sailboat days, which happened to be today. When we spent time at the lake house I still worked, and had a small office on the ground floor. I used the internet almost exclusively for research, but there was a small collection of books that had helped me tremendously, and I held on to them. It seemed I needed one for a story I had been developing, and after searching the office and part of the house it hit that I'd left it at the lake house. Since I was just going to run over and get it and come straight back, I took the bike, tearing up the twenty-five miles in a remarkably short time. Of all my toys, this was probably my favorite.
There were no vehicles in the driveway but then I didn't expect any. I parked the bike and dashed in, running by the bedroom on the way to the office. Something I saw made me stop and back up.
She was standing at the patio door, gazing out at the lake. She had on one of my tee shirts, and one side was falling off her shoulder, exposing the straps of her black bra. The matching panties were lying on the sofa, and the light made it very clear there was nothing under the shirt.
"I just love this view."
She'd obviously heard me.
"So, did I. Now, not so much."
She screamed and twirled around, letting the hem ride up and show her luscious bottom.
"Miles! What are you doing here?!"
"A better question would be what are you doing here, almost naked, when you're supposed to be on a sailboat in the lake. I know that look, I used to love giving it to you. Who is he?"
She started stuttering excuses when the door flew open and her sailing instructor breezed in. "Damn, hot sex sure works up an appetite, doesn't it babe? I got what you wanted, and..."
His voice just stopped when he saw me, then panic set in. "Mr. Molson! It's not what it looks like! I..."
"What it looks like is you two not out on the lake doing what I was paying you to do. It looks like it was more about sex than learning, but then again maybe you were teaching her new things. Don't blow smoke, don't lie, just get the fuck out. And it goes without saying your services are no longer required, a fact I'll explain in great detail to your boss. Go!"
"Uh..., I don't have transportation."
"Then walk. You got just enough time to get out before I get to you, but if I make it all you'll be able to do is crawl. Your choice."
He was a slender guy about five nine, with the deep tan of someone who spent a lot of time on the water, good cheekbones, and pretty boy eyes. I was intending to shut them both, maybe punch that dimple off his chin, and he saw it. He was two jumps ahead of me when he hit the door and I stood and watched as he ran down the drive.
When I turned around, she was standing behind me. "Honey, I..."
"Just stop, Darla. It is what it is. You couldn't be happy, could you? You wanted it all and you almost had it. Now you'll get a little, but it won't be what it could have been. You'll never have to waitress again, but you may have to go back to work. I want you to think of me from time to time, when your feet hurt or your latest lover walks away, and realize what you lost."
She gave a little strangled cry and reached for me. "Don't touch me! I'm not sure how I'll react. Go sit on the sofa. Now!"
Darla jumped at the loudness in my voice and scurried to the couch. I took the opportunity to walk out the door, stopping long enough to take out the knife I'd carried since I was twelve and stab two of her tires. Knowing it would take a while for her to get her tires replaced, I took my time going home. Driving a motorcycle while filled with rage is not a good combination, and I willed myself to remain calm. When I got home, I packed a small backpack, jumped back on the bike, and rode for six hours before stopping in a little town in Virginia. I checked into a small independent motel, paying cash. I did have to furnish a credit card for security purposes, but unless they had to use it there would be no record of me being there.
The owners recommended a small restaurant within walking distance, and the simple food was well prepared and seasoned, and on the whole very satisfying. I filed everything away in my writers' mind, knowing I was going to be using it to set a scene in a future novel. By the time I left I was an old friend, and two different couples offered to drive me back to the motel. I thanked them but told them I needed to walk to get the kinks of six hours on a motorcycle worked out.
I ended up staying another night, taking a short trip to a local mall for a change of clothing, opting for jeans and a tee shirt. I got back to the motel and the sixty-year-old woman that ran it was waiting for me. "Miles Molson! I knew there was something familiar about you! Will you sign my book?"
She had three of them. One was for her, two were for friends of hers. "Wait until the girls in my book club see this. A real live author, staying in my motel. I wish they could meet you."
The lady had been very kind in the short time I'd known her and I grinned. "When do you meet?"
"Tonight. Why?"
"How'd you like to have a writer address your club? It would be good to talk to real people for a change."
I seriously thought for a moment she was going to faint. "You'd do that for me?"
"It beats staring at the walls and boob tube tonight. I will require one thing though."
She insisted on driving me to the local book store. I was amazed independent book stores still existed, and I bought every copy of my latest novel they had in stock. Before I left, I posed for a few pictures, including one of me standing in front of the store, the logo prominently displayed. The only thing I asked was that it not be posted for at least 24 hours. By then I'd be well away.
All twelve of the book club ladies were in awe, but that only lasted for forty-five minutes. Then with the directness of small town and rural people, the questions, while not insulting, were thought provoking. Why did this character go in that direction while another chose not to? What made me reconcile the lovers in the end? Shouldn't she have been punished more for her indiscretions? That's when it hit me. I didn't need to punish Darla. I just needed to remove her from my life. Yes, she'd probably end up with a few million dollars, but how long would that last her? I had seven new novels already plotted out, and there was no need to work on any of them until after the divorce. Then she'd have no rights at all to any profit I made. My money would hopefully continue to roll in and increase, while hers would eventually dwindle to nothing. In the end I thanked the ladies for hosting me and after about a million photos we were done.
Marge insisted I have breakfast with her and her family before I left the next morning, and her husband got me to autograph the action adventure he had, telling me how much he enjoyed it. I promised them copies of my newest as soon as they came out, and pointed the bike south.
................................................................................
Just before I left, I turned my phone on, listened to the almost constant pinging as all the messages and texts rolled in, and dialed my lawyer. He seemed happy to hear from me. After he ran out of steam, I asked him some questions.
"I know it's not your end of the universe so I want you to find me a really good divorce attorney, and I need your input on how to protect any future profits from ending up in my soon to be ex's pockets. Tell me what I need to do and help make it happen. When you get one, have her served as soon as possible. It doesn't matter why you divorce in our state, so just make it irreconcilable differences and urge her not to be difficult. If she is, tell her I'm more than willing to let it drag out forever, but any cost she incurs will be on her dime out of her part of the settlement."
The man had been an intellectual rights lawyer for thirty years and he had faced this situation many times, so he called an old friend who had a reputation of being the biggest shark in the state, and she agreed to represent me. He also told me to stop working on anything I had, and if I couldn't, not to speak of it.
At his urging I called the lawyer and explained the situation. She asked me some very pointed questions about my fidelity and breathed a sigh of relief at my answers. "What's out there is out there and we can't deny it, or avoid giving her what she deserves. I'm really glad you have no problem with that. I have to ask, if you're that generous with her, is there any chance of a reconciliation? If there is, you can save a lot of money by stopping now."
"I have no problem giving her what she's due. She stood by me when a lot of people made fun of or dismissed my writing as foolishness, then laughed at the same people who tried to suck up when I got successful. She deserves part of that money, but not what I make going forward. How hard will that be?"
"Not hard at all, as long as you don't publish anything until at least three months after the divorce."
"I can wait six, if I have to. Then I have to turn something over to the publisher or I'll be in breach of contract."
"Do you think she'll fight it?
"I have no idea, but then I didn't think she'd cheat either. If she does or tries for counseling, I'll become unavailable. I may have to do a little research that takes me out of the country for a while."
"That might work. Then again it might not. A lot depends on the Judge we get. Do you have your assets protected?"
I hadn't even thought of that, but then again, we didn't really keep a lot of cash in the bank, maybe twenty-five to thirty grand. I checked when I hung up and the account had ten dollars in it. It hit me we had five credit cards and I hurriedly cancelled all of them. I called the lawyer back and she told me not to sweat it unless I needed it and we'd deduct it from the settlement.
She had me get hold of the bank and my investment advisor, and he liquidated a couple of things and put fifty thousand in a new account with just my name on it. Then he froze everything until the divorce was settled.
....................................................................
I got a new credit card the next day, and used it as I traveled. Before I continued on my journey, I rode my bike back to the yacht club and asked for the manager.
He appeared, all smiles, and asked me if my wife enjoyed learning to sail.
"I have no idea. As far as I can tell, all her instructor is doing is teaching her to be a better fuck. I just wanted to tell you to your face what your employee was up to, and to let you know any further lessons will not be funded by me. You might want to make sure the check clears if she does. I could pursue legal action; I wouldn't get anything but I would make sure it embarrassed the hell out of you personally and cost the club money in a bunch of legal fees. Or, you could fire the bastard immediately and this will all go away."
The manager didn't bat an eye. "I apologize, deeply. It is not the intent of this Club to break up marriages. He's due back from a lesson in about fifteen minutes. Would you like to witness his termination?"
"Well, since you asked nicely."
In twenty minutes, the asshole eased the boat up to the moorings, and secured it to the slip. The woman he was instructing had to be in her late forties and looked like an average suburban housewife, but he was stroking her bottom and whispering in her ear. She started and rebuttoned her top, just as the manager arrived.
"A good lesson, Mrs. Martin? Alvin teach you anything new today?"
Alvin. Really? I suddenly got a mental image of him as a chipmunk and it made me grin.
Mrs. Martin was very flustered and stumbled through an answer. The manager smiled and nodded. "I'm afraid this is going to be your last lesson for a while, unless you can find another instructor. My other three are booked solid all the way into cold weather. Alvin will be leaving us shortly."
Alvin seemed surprised and just as soon as the woman scurried off, the manager lit into him. "I had a very interesting conversation this morning, Alvin. Does the name Miles Molson ring a bell?"
He went pale. "He... I... his wife is one of my students."
"Ah, yes. A student. Mr. Molson tells me you have been teaching her all kinds of interesting things. I warned you about this the last time a husband complained. You have to go, Alvin. Clean out your locker and leave. You're barred from the premises."
"My Dad will..."
"Be in complete agreement when I discuss it with him over dinner this evening. Remember, he's one of the founding members of this club and Chairman of the Board. He will be very upset if rumors were to spread about your indiscretions. I hope you know how disappointed he is in you. Five years of college and you're not even close to a degree? I'm giving you some free advice here, you might consider keeping your lips firmly planted on his backside for the next two months or you might find out how cold the world can be, especially if you're paying your own bills. Go on now, get your things and leave."
He sighed as his shoulders slumped and turned around, looking directly into my grinning face. "You! I ought to kick your ass!"
"You could try. We'll see how any training you have matches up to Redneck Fu."
The Commodore, as he was called by all who knew him, laughed. "Alvin, get your ass kicked on your own time, preferably far from here. Leave!"
"Fuck you, old man. I'll kick your ass first."
His eyes darted back to me as I laughed. "Can I watch you try? The Commodore is retired Special Boat Service and the veteran of two wars, plus I happen to know he holds advanced belts in two martial arts. Do you mind if I film it? It'll look great on Instagram; I can see the title now: 'Young Punk Gets Ass Kicked by Seventy-Year-Old Man!' You'll go viral in no time."
He was looking back and forth at our grinning faces. The Commodore spoke in a quiet but humor filled voice. "That isn't exactly true, Mr. Molson. I'm actually 71."
"I'll make sure I correct that when I post."
Alvin could see no upside in the situation so he stormed by us, muttering and making unspecific threats. The Commodore sighed and offered his hand. "Square?"
"Square. You might ask my wife if she intends to pay the dock fees for her boat. I believe it's due in three days."
"I'll discuss it with her. I'm truly sorry for your situation, Mr. Molson"
"Thanks. So am I."
We shook again and I left, wondering what kind of reception Darla would get when she showed up for the next lesson. Then again, by now Alvin will have called her and spilled the beans. I'd like to hear that conversation.
........................................................................................
I spent the next four months off the grid. I worked my way South, paying in cash and staying off the radar. When I got to Florida I hopped a plane to Belize, rented a small bungalow, hooked up WIFI, and worked. I'd call my lawyer once a month for updates.



The second month we had a long talk. "She's been to see me twice. I had to turn her away both times, citing ethics. Then she made an appointment, bringing a lawyer when she came. She was very disappointed when I refused to give her your contact information. Any more instructions?"
"No. Carry on. When will it appear in court?"
"In about another month and a half, maybe a little later. You coming?"
"Do I have to?"
"It would be better if you did, but I can quote obligations outside the country and the Judge might buy it. Maybe not. We'll see."
"Let me know."
.............................................................................
Just so my lawyer wouldn't be a liar, I got my agent to book a few talk shows in Europe, including the Graham Norton show. It was one of his highest rated shows as I talked about my upbringing, and he lost it when I described a snipe hunt to him. The actors on the couch with me laughed so hard they had to have tissues, and the French starlet gave a very unladylike snort, which set everyone off again. I got a couple of invitations to spend time on a yacht or country estate, but I turned them down as gracefully as I could, citing legal obligations. I had made up my mind to wear my ring until the divorce degree was final, and I waved it like a shield when the Frenchwoman suggested a few days on the Riviera. She seemed confused that marriage vows would matter.
I showed up in Germany, Sweden, and Italy in successive weeks, running my frequent flyer miles up. The movies on Amazon came out, and were very well received. My publisher was trying to move my timeline up, but I had the lawyer and agent stick to their guns, promising them I would deliver on the agreed upon date.
I called my divorce lawyer and she had an update. "You're on the docket. Monday next. You don't have to be there but I suggest you show. She's fighting the settlement but once the Judge sees it, I have no doubt he will approve it."
Well, he better. I was giving her half of everything we'd accumulated so far and it came up to almost three million dollars. I was giving her our little house and insisting the lake house be sold. That was a sticking point because she wanted it badly. Never going to happen. I'd burn the place to the ground before I gave her the place she'd turned into a love nest to betray me in. She would also get half the proceeds from the Netflix deal. My business lawyer told me if I delayed long enough on the movie deal for the romance, she may end up getting nothing. Without that, she would still net about five million. She got to keep her car, our little house, and I kept my truck and bike, and we walked away. How hard could it be?
Very, it seems. I came into town on the court date, not showing up until the docket was called. Darla's eyes widened when she saw me and she tried to rise but her lawyer pulled her back down. She looked well put together but it would appear she'd lost a little weight. She ought to be happy about that, she always said she wished she was ten pounds lighter.
The Judge was an older woman with a no-nonsense attitude and she commended me for being so transparent on our financial situation. "Most men, especially with your wealth level, would be fighting her tooth and nail."
"Up until I caught her sleeping with someone else, we were full partners in everything we did. She deserves what she's getting and I don't begrudge it."
"Your wife is being very insistent about counseling. How do you feel about that?"
"Ma'am, Your Honor, we come from very modest beginnings. I was raised in a Baptist church and I'm very old school where fidelity is concerned. So, while I don't mind splitting our assets, I see no need to continue our marriage. She's violated my trust in her, and she'll never get it back. In my opinion, trust ranks as high as love in a marriage commitment. No amount of counseling in the world would convince me otherwise so I feel we'd be wasting everyone's time."
She looked at me for a minute and sighed. "All right. This marriage is hereby dissolved. Mr. Molson, Mrs. Molson, you are no longer man and wife. Try to have good lives and not end up in front of me again. Next case."
Darla's lawyer flew off his chair in outrage. "That's it? No chance at reconciliation?"
"Not if one of the partners doesn't want it. She's getting a really good deal here. She's young, still attractive, getting a pretty hefty chunk of change so she won't be destitute, so she should have no problem starting over. Maybe she'll learn from her mistakes. Maybe not. I don't need to remind you this is a no-fault state counselor, and if one doesn't want to be married, they don't even have to give a reason. Let it lie."
And just like that, I was no longer married. She did try to get the financial settlement amended twice, once when my new book came out and once when the movie deal was finalized, but my lawyers came through for me and it went nowhere. Her final cut of our worth was a little over six million. It would seem my fortunes accumulated during our separation. Most people live their whole lives without accumulating that much. She should have been happy.
It took her about a year and a half and blowing in a little over a million to get back on an even keel. I figure somewhere along the line she woke up and had a moment of clarity, kicked whoever was sharing her bed out, and took stock of her life. Darla put the house up for sale and moved to a bigger city, buying a condo and enrolling in college. She was good in school and it always bothered her that we couldn't afford college. I had no idea what her major was, and the only reason I knew anything at all was because her sister was still a Facebook friend.
.........................................................................................
I found that I enjoyed the time I rambled on my bike, so once every couple of months I'd take off for a week or so, point the bike in a direction, and just ride. I'd always liked long hair and now that I had independent means I let it grow. Beards didn't appeal to me much so I stayed cleanshaven, I always wore good clothes, and was almost never harassed by cops on my rambles. One cop in South Carolina clocked me going four miles an hour over the limit. I guess the small town needed the revenue and he kept adding things to the ticket. I didn't complain, even though he was pushing me too, hoping for a chance to send me to jail.
It shocked the shit out of him when I showed up on my court date and asked that the body cam footage be shown. He spit and stuttered before finally admitting it was off, saying he shut it off when he went to the bathroom and forgot to switch it back on. What he didn't know was I had filmed the whole thing on my phone, tucked into a breast pocket of my jacket and not readily seen. There was a big discussion over whether it was admissible, and I just shrugged and had my lawyer let them know if they denied it would be on social media before I left the parking lot.
The judge viewed the footage in chambers, came out, dismissed all charges except the speeding ticket, fined me a hundred bucks and sent me on my way. The cop and the DA were in a deep discussion with the Judge as I left. I got out of town as fast as I could.
I did get my ass beat in a little bar in the middle of Nowhere Tennessee, in a fight I didn't start and had no stake in, but when the whole bar broke out fighting, they must have decided I was with the other guys. When the cops sorted us out, they wanted to know what my connection was.
"I don't have one. I just stopped to have a beer."
The deputy grinned as she handed my license back. "Wrong place wrong time, huh? At least you can put it in a book down the road."
She had recognized the name, and before they left, we had to have pictures taken, with both sets of cops. The owner's wife wanted a photo, as well as some of the patrons. I ended up drinking a few more beers with all of them, before Cop Hottie followed me to my hotel, then came back by after she got off work. We spent most of a weekend in bed, only coming out to eat. She was the first black woman I'd ever been with and despite the wild stories I heard as a child in the South, they felt, smelled, and tasted like every other woman I'd had the pleasure of bedding. Which meant really, really good. She follows me on Facebook and other social media, and I send her a book now and then. Wanda invited me to her wedding, to the biggest, whitest, most redneck looking guy in the universe. They seemed very happy together.
One of the reasons I liked to hang out in bars and little diners was for the stories I'd hear. A lot of them would show up in some modified version or another in my work, and I'd grin when I got messages saying they had seen almost the exact same thing or had had an event in the book really happen to them. It was probably them I was writing about.
During the next three years I came out with another Western, a Romance, and a Fantasy about a postapocalyptic world. They all sold well but the most successful was the Fantasy, which surprised me no end. All were optioned to production companies.
I was invited to tour the set of the Fantasy production and I spent two days fascinated, learning tricks from makeup artists and special effects experts. I met the stars, briefly, but they weren't the ones I spent time with. I found I'd rather watch the magic being made than watch the magicians pulling off the tricks.
The people doing the Western found out and they invited me. I even got to appear on film, as Outlaw #3, where I got hanged. It was kind of creepy but the rig was safe and the noose wasn't secured to anything, just in case. They told me not to shave for four or five days, then I went into the makeup chair where they greased my hair, rubbed dirt onto my face, and stained my teeth. I was definitely not leading man material when they were done. I asked them not to name me in the film because it was just a lark and they smiled, saying most writers wanted it out there.
I didn't go near the Romance, although when I saw the bedroom scene at the premiere, I wished I had. They almost didn't get their R rating.
.......................................................
I traveled, I dated, I even had two fairly long-term relationships but they fizzled out. Darla graduated from college with a degree in Interior Design and sent me an invitation. I didn't attend but I sent her a very nice graduation present and steered a couple of people to the firm she worked at.
I was at my publisher's' office, going over some contract details, when I met Helene. She was medium height and could have stood to lose about fifteen pounds, but she carried them well, overall being very shapely. Lush is the word that came to mind. She had a cute little mouth, a pixie nose, jet black hair and very blue eyes. I kept wondering where I'd seen her and my agent noticed.
"That's Helene Montoya, the host of one of the hottest cooking shows on television. She's here to negotiate for her third cookbook. She doesn't sell like you do, but she makes very good money."
I knew then why she looked familiar. I had one of her cookbooks. I caught her glancing at me a couple of times so she probably knew who I was. She often talked about the perils of cooking for one because she was recently divorced, and it was the theme of her show's last season.
Working up a little courage, I approached her. "If you could eat anywhere in the world, where would your next meal come from?"
She seemed a little startled before smiling. "That's one of the most original come on lines I've ever heard. My choice might surprise you. It would be Yommy's Drive In, in my old hometown. I'd kill for one of his Yommy burgers with the works, piled high on the sides with French fries and onion rings."
It shocked her when I said I knew of it, and had eaten there twice in my travels. That led to a discussion of road food. I told her about a Chinese restaurant in Boone, North Carolina, that was in an old farmhouse and all the rooms had been converted into private little dining rooms. Then I told her about a fatback plate I'd once gotten in a little diner in Greer, South Carolina.
She talked about crab cakes in a seafood restaurant in Maryland, and barbecued mutton she'd had once in a little Tennessee town. That led to a discussion on Barbeque in general, from all the Southern states and a few Western ones.
"Damn, now I'm hungry!"
I looked down at my watch and grinned. When I signed my last contract, my publisher had made a big deal of presenting me with a Rolex. I accepted gracefully, letting him have his moment, then I met with him a week later and gave it back. He seemed shocked beyond words. "Don't think I don't appreciate it, because I do. It's just that, well, I can't in good conscience own something that valuable when all it does is tell me what time it is. You want to do something for me? Sell it and give it to aspiring writers, maybe high school kids who could use a little encouragement. Think of it as training your next bunch of suckers to make you even richer."
I think he liked that idea. He announced the scholarship in the local paper and social media, saying it was my suggestion. He even hit other writers for help and was surprised at the response. A camp was organized and four writers, me included, taught seminars. They were mostly questions about how to write, and more importantly what to write.
"The technical aspects are pretty easy, for some anyway. I want you to understand there's a difference between writers and storytellers. Writers do the serious stuff. Storytellers just want to entertain you with a good read. And the advice to write about what you know? Bullshit. You guys are fifteen and sixteen, and while you probably know more about real life now than I ever will, it doesn't mean you know everything.
I'll let you in on one of my secrets, and I'll admit I stole it from another writer. Dick Francis was a professional jockey. He rode for the Queen of England for a while and he was very successful. Then he got hurt in a steeplechase and couldn't ride anymore, so he turned to journalism, writing about what he knew, horses and racing.
Then he started writing mysteries, and if you read any he did, it will have some sort of horse theme. Something he knew, but it often branched out into something totally unrelated, and usually featured another profession. Pilot, transport driver, wine merchant, all on the fringes of horse racing.
So that's what I do. I take a central theme, then branch out. If it's about a doctor I do my research and stay as far away from the technical aspects as I can while still putting bits in that convince you he really is a doctor. Research cannot be overrated. Same with soldiers, accountants, rock stars, tell their stories with their professions as a backdrop."
Besides the writing seminars we did fun things. They were old enough to enjoy canoeing, riding, hiking, and other outdoor activities. I'd grin at them, knowing they would be filing their experiences away for future use.
My publisher did give me another watch which only ran about two grand, and I still felt like it was too much. My overpriced watch told me it was eleven in the morning.
"You know, if we leave now, we can avoid the rush. I know a little burger place that will knock your socks off. It's not Yommy's, but it's damn close."
Ten minutes later we were in my truck. Fifteen minutes after that we pulled into a real drive in, complete with skating waitresses. "The grill they use was made in 1947, and it's never been washed with soap. The seasoning is worked in so deep it'll never come out. The milkshake machines were made between 1960 and '65, totally refurbished. They have twelve flavors of shakes, all made with ice cream churned on premise. Their one gimmick is their fries. They mix up different kinds, so an order might have seasoned fries, regular fries, shoestring, all mixed together with an onion ring or two thrown in."
Helene's eyes were shining with excitement and she actually applauded when our waitress brought out our orders, skating up and doing a 360, stopping right at our window. I gave her a hundred to split with the other two and they showed off, weaving and twisting as they passed each other with millimeters to spare, finishing up by jumping a picnic table in tandem.
We managed to eat all the third pound burgers but most of the fries stayed on the tray. Helene did manage to winnow out the onion rings and dispose of them. The shakes we got almost finished us off and we were right on the verge of a food coma.
Helene surprised me by getting out and following a girl into the building, turning around to wave me in. She spent fifteen minutes talking with the owner and grill master. He told her his cousin in Louisiana had a similar operation and he had always admired it when he visited, so when he came into some money, he opened one of his own. I had to take a picture of the entire crew with Helene in front of the building. The owner had it blown up and hung over the door.
Then one of the waitresses recognized me and Helene grinned as she fawned over me. We both had to sign their ticket books and a bunch of menus before we left.
She moaned as we pulled into the parking garage. "I'm gonna have to spend the rest of the afternoon in the gym or that food will go right to my ass."
"Well, lucky food then. I'm gonna take a nap."
She glanced up and saw me grinning, so she relaxed. I held the door as we reentered the office. "It was nice to meet you, Helene. I've got one of your cookbooks, and I watch your show from time to time. It inspired me to put a little garden in, and I have one section just for herbs. I took your advice and put them in boxes and pots, and even then, the oregano seems to try to creep out every time I'm gone."
"I've read your books, most of them, and watched a couple of movies. High Noon at The End of The Universe is one of my favorite movies of all time."
"That one was a lot of fun to write, space westerns seem to do well."
We talked for a few minutes before she had to go into the office.
.......................................................................
Three weeks later I was watching her show and she shared pictures of the diner I'd taken her to, telling her audience what a good time she'd had and how good the burgers were. There were a couple of pictures of us together and she grinned at the screen.
"In case you're wondering, my companion was Miles Molson. We share the same publishing company and met there. He took me to Mel's' Drive-in when I told him how much I missed the burgers I used to get from a place a lot like this in my hometown. He's a lot of fun to be around. I wonder why he hasn't called me yet? Miles, if you're watching, I'm still single, hint, hint."
She was laughing. While most in her genre wore professional chef type clothes, she always looked like she was on a fashion shoot rather than in a kitchen. She favored flowing dresses that showed a hint of cleavage and I'm sure a lot of guys watched for that as well as the recipes. Her hair was always piled in a sexy bun with stray tendrils floating around. Her style of dress was like fifties housewife meets high fashion diva, and she pulled it off well.
Getting the phone number for the show from my publisher, I called and left a message. She must have been on set because she called back less than two hours later. "I'm guessing you watched the show yesterday. Is there something you'd like to ask me?"
"Direct and to the point, I see. Helene, would you like..."
"Yes, I would. I'll text you my address. Be there at seven, and wear a suit. We're going to one of my favorite places. I'm sure you'll enjoy it."
We talked a little more until she had to go back in front of the cameras, and several times before we went out.



I put on one of my suits I'd picked up while I was in England, and drove my Cadillac. Her dress was understated but stunning, custom made to her measurements by a top fashion designer. We fit right in to the crowd at the five-star restaurant. I recognized a few of the patrons, high profile politicians, actors of the stage and screen, and a few sports figures.
It seemed everyone knew who everyone else was and by unspoken agreement left each other in peace other than an occasional friendly greeting. Some of the things she insisted I try didn't appeal at all, but a lot did. We ate as lightly as we could, but it was a five-course meal, not counting dessert.
The privacy agreement went out the window when we emerged. There were several paparazzi hanging around, taking photos of everyone who entered or left. "Ignore them," she said, as she walked to our vehicle. She looked around when she got there and I was gone, talking to them. They were really surprised and when Helene came back, we even posed for a few pictures together. She was not happy with me when we left.
"Why did you do that?"
"Research for one of my next books. I've always wanted to do a murder mystery, and I bet those guys have some tales to tell. Besides, we'll be all over the rags tomorrow. What did the actor from the past used to say? Any publicity is good publicity? Besides, we're just B list at best, the first time a big name pops up we'll be toast."
I didn't know it at the time, but I'd offended her. She considered herself an 'A Lister' of the highest order.
...........................................................
She was every bit as hot in bed as I thought she'd be and despite her dimensions she was incredible athletic and flexible. People got used to seeing us at events and she mentioned me often on her show. She giggled once while she fixed a dish, saying "Miles hates this. Not plebian enough, I guess."
Plebian? Well, maybe. I found out pretty quick we were from different worlds. She took me home to Texas, for her parent's thirtieth anniversary. It looked like an English manor house had been dropped right in the middle of a cattle ranch. Seriously, the grounds had to be fenced in to keep the longhorns from eating the landscaping.
Her father was big, commanding, and incredibly overbearing. He had me in his library, and after his third brandy and second cigar I kind of lost it. "Let me be clear here. If we ever get serious and marry, I'm marrying her, not the family, especially not you. It would be in your best interests to leave us alone."
He went about five shades of red and was still trying to form words when I walked out. Helene found me at a fountain in one of the elaborate gardens on the grounds.
"What did you tell Daddy?"
"I told him to mind his own fucking business."
I saw her jump a little in the moonlight, then she started giggling. "What did he say?"
"I don't know. I didn't wait around for him to regain speech. I think the shock of someone not giving a shit about his opinions rendered him speechless."
"He'll have it in for you now."
"And that should bother me, why?"
"Well, if we remain together, it'll be incredibly awkward at family gatherings."
"No, it won't. If he remains calm and civil, so will I. If he gets on his pompous high horse, I'll make it a point to slap him out of the saddle."
She was quiet for a minute. "Do you have any idea who my father is?"
"Not really. We never really talked about our parents."
"He's Emilio Montoya. He owns, among other things, Montoya Avionics. He's developed stuff that's in every plane that flies in the air. Daddy's thinking about joining with another tech giant to develop a rocket ship geared towards space tourism. He's about three years away from being a trillionaire."
"Good for him. Wait, I thought your husband was a Montoya."
She giggled again. "No, Daddy made me promise to never change my name, and that all children I ever have carry his."
"Every man I'd ever met, unless they were lowlife gold-diggers, would never give their naming rights away. He really thinks he can get away with that?"
"He's Emilio Montoya. Of course, he can."
She didn't know it at the time, but that was the beginning of the end for us. I told her in no uncertain terms that any children I sired would carry my name. No negotiation. There wasn't a reason in the world that I would change my mind.
"Daddy said he'd see I never got a cent of his money if I didn't follow his wishes."
"Well then, when you marry it better be to someone you can control, because that wouldn't fly with most men. Besides, if you value money more than any prospective mate, your relationships are doomed from the start. I bet there'd be a pretty harsh prenup attached to all of this, wouldn't there?"
She refused to answer and left. I was about to go in when I felt a presence. It was her mother, a true Southern Belle in every sense of the world.
"Helene told me what you said to my husband. I just wanted to thank you. It's been a while since he ran into someone whose agenda didn't include kissing his butt. Maybe it'll give him the reality check he needs."
"I didn't do anything anyone else would have done."
"That's not necessarily true. Our wealth seems to intimidate most people, especially men romantically linked to our daughter."
We talked for about an hour. She urged me to be patient with Helene, that being away from the influence of her father seemed to be doing her good. I told her what she'd said about children and by her face I think it was news to her. She sighed.
"He wasn't this way when we married. Success, the massive success he's achieved, has gone to his head and given him an overblown sense of entitlement."
"How do you stand him?"
Her teeth gleamed in the moonlight. "We had nothing when we started out, so there was no need for a prenup. As he got more successful, he had the gall to present me with a postnuptial. I'll never forget the look in his eyes when I tore it up in front of him and his lawyer. Now he treats me like gold, knowing I'm the goose that could break the golden egg. If we split and I get 50% of his stake in the company, anyone I align with could take over and force him out of his position. I think that keeps him up at night sometimes."
Looking at her, I wondered if I could live like that, but luckily it wasn't my life.
She showed me to an empty bedroom and I crashed for the night. Helene had little to say to me the next morning and her father didn't dine with us. Her Mom was in good humor and teased her a little, getting me to smile.
The ride back to the airport was a little chilly.
..................................................................
We'd kissed and made up after a week, but the conversation was always in the back of my mind. We each maintained separate houses but for all intents and purposes we lived together. She tended to visit her family once a month, and I always seemed to be immersed in research so I skipped most of them.
Eight months later Helene was hinting strongly about a ring. I decided to be blunt. "I have deep feelings for you, Helene. I could love you very easily, but let me ask you something. Would you marry me even if I insist that any children we have bear my name? And I'd insist you bear it as well. I'm a man who needs total commitment from a mate, and I'd never ask for a prenuptial agreement. Look me in the eye and tell me you can do this, and I'll be ring shopping before the week is out."
She left, and she never came back. I talked to her twice afterwards, and she was cool towards me both times. I wrote it off as a lesson learned and let it go, but she couldn't. She announced on her show we were no longer a couple because I lacked vision and was a very shallow person. Then she started dropping tidbits in gossip rags and shows like TMZ that I was also lacking in the bedroom. I never responded to anything until she showed up at the Emmys drunk on her ass with a country singer barely out of his teens, telling everyone she was glad she found a real man who knew how to use his equipment, unlike me.
I got my revenge the only way a writer can. I wrote her and her father into my next novel, and both characters came off as shallow, petty people, people to avoid if at all possible. I also hinted around their relationship might not be as traditional as one would think. It sold very, very well. When a reviewer asked about it, I admitted they inspired my characters, giving the old saw about writing what you know.
That sparked off threatening letters from multiple lawyers, but I had been at the game long enough to know how close I could skate to the line, and had a pretty spiffy set of lawyers as well.
I also had a secret weapon. Two paparazzi I had befriended for my research became if not friends, then close acquaintances. One even warned me about Helene before I got in too deep. "You need to be careful with her, man. Her daddy fucks up everyone who says a bad word about her. There's been a few incidences as well as interesting photos that have been squashed or bought off in the last few years. One guy that wouldn't stop got beat pretty bad. Bone breaking, organ damaging bad."
When the Grammys happened, he was one of the photographers and he followed them to an after party, sneaking into a building across the street and shooting everything from the third floor. He called me first, offering the photos. I gave him above what he asked and sent one to both her and her father. It showed her stoned out of her mind, her gown down to her waist, with a man attached to each nipple. The picture came with a note. "It's over, we're over, and I won't tolerate another disparaging comment or innuendo from either of you. The first one, even if it's mild, and this picture shows up on the internet. Never speak my name in public again."
Emilio was smart enough not to approach me, so he sent a team of lawyers, offering stupidly high amounts of money for rights to what I had. I sent another back with them, showing her sitting on a bench, still topless, with a man on his knees, his head under her flowing dress, with a clear message. "NO. Leave me alone and this never sees the light of day."
I saw the cover of the Wall Street Journal eighteen months later, showing Emilio and his wife in separate photos. She'd filed for divorce citing infidelity. She had obviously been planning it for quite a while, because prior to the split she had managed to accumulate enough stock on her own to make her the majority stockholder after she got half his shares. He'd be working for her, if she let him stay. I smiled all day.
Helene married and divorced three times in the next six years and never had children, so there was no argument over naming rights. Her mother married a man richer than she was three years after her divorce. I saw her and her new husband in Monaco, while I was there for the release of my eighth movie. We had a pleasant dinner and she told me she had hoped I would be the one for her daughter. I told her I wished I'd been on the scene thirty years before because she'd be my wife now.
She flamed red and her new husband tried his best not to laugh. She whirled around and told him if I had he'd just be a passing acquaintance. Then she laughed and gave him a big kiss. They invited me for a few days of cruising on their yacht and I had to decline, but promised faithfully to go with them the next time if I had enough notice. They made me promise so I think they were sincere.
Helene's show had been cancelled despite Daddy's money. She wrote a few more cookbooks and posted a YouTube channel but she didn't have a lot of followers and she quietly drifted into obscurity. Myra told me she'd moved back in with her father when she left and I could see by the look on her face it troubled her. I got the vibe that there was nothing inappropriate between them, just an extreme case of Daddy worship. Then again, who knew. I certainly didn't want to.
.................................................................
I thought about how my life was going as I lay down that night. I'd just spent the day and evening hobnobbing with some of the richest people in the world and they seemed to accept me as one of their own. Quite a jump for the redneck who never went to college. I think a lot of it had to do with the fact that I wasn't intimidated or awed by who they were. It didn't matter if a woman had on a fifty-thousand-dollar designer dress or a fifteen dollar one from Walmart, they were the same creatures underneath. The same for the men, a bespoke tux and a pocket full of money didn't make you any different from the guy in jeans and a tee. Every one of them had their own dreams, triumphs, and miserable failures, just of different magnitudes.
I got just as many story ideas from them as I got from the people in the little bars, coffeeshops, and diners I frequented, in very small differences. My latest was a romance, a semi-Cinderella story, the woman rich beyond the mans' wildest imaginings, gleaned from my ability to walk in both worlds. The bidding for the movie rights was already heating up and it had only been out for three weeks.
The premiere over, obligations fulfilled, I went home. Now home meant my four-bedroom house on the same lake as my old one. Darla had been furious when I insisted it be sold and neither of us got it, but my lawyer had a nice chat with her lawyer and made him aware of how costly and prolonged the divorce would be if she didn't concede. It still took three months to get her to agree.
It didn't really matter, she had her own money now and could buy anything she wanted, so she bought a house five doors down from our old one. When I bought mine, I made sure it was as far away as possible and still share the same shoreline. She finally got around to learning to sail and I'd see her from time to time on the lake. I'd bought a pontoon and a speedboat, use depending on how many I had with me. Helene and I were out one day when I saw her boat and I pointed it out to her.
She grinned and had me get close, dropping her top. I hailed her and she looked down and smiled, until she saw Helene sunbathing on the bow. She heeled around so fast she almost capsized and hit us, screaming as she sailed away. I wasn't as impressed with the stunt as Helene was, and she crowed about it until I told her to stop.
I had a new female in my life now, and she demanded a lot of attention. Brenda, named because she was a brindle, was an American Bully, a breed that looked like a pit bull on steroids. My editor's wife raised them and was all excited about showing off her newest litter. They were about seven weeks old, and when I petted them, Brenda refused to share and hogged my attention. I tried to buy her and Joan laughed. "See this new house? You helped pay for it, by using Tim and steering new writers his way. You pay for her papers and the rest of her shots and we'll call it even."
Joan also trained Brenda to obey simple commands and behave. She offered guard training but it made me uneasy so I refused. "All right, but understand this. These dogs are very good natured but they're territorial, and if they or someone they consider part of their pack gets threatened, they may react badly."
Brenda loved two things, besides me I hoped, riding and kids. She would let toddlers crawl all over her, tug her skin and ears, and shimmy happily the whole time. I was at my parents, along with my sister, my brothers, their families, friends, and about ten kids from ten to eighteen months. Brenda was in heaven as they chased each other around the yard and rolled in the grass. Their neighbor had a pit bull he kept chained and he often made fun of Brenda, saying she was a blow-up doll version of a real dog.
I just grinned. "Maybe in your mind. But think on this. My dog has a large, fenced in back yard to play in and sleeps in my house, and goes everywhere I go if I let her. You keep yours chained and maybe pet him once or twice a day. I bet if he had the choice, he'd be at my house in a second. Brenda could use a boyfriend, but then again she'd probably make him her bitch."
He took a deep breath the start his rant, thought about it, and stomped off. He'd beaten me up in grade school, but I kicked his ass every year from junior high on. He had a really good start on a beer belly while I was still lean and fit. He knew instinctively any confrontation would not end well for him.
The afternoon went well until Mom had to get her obligatory 'why don't you get married and give me grandchildren yet' speech. "Really? You've got seven grandchildren running around in this yard and you're complaining? Looks like you're above the quota to me."
"You're missing the point. I'll give you an analogy here. You know Brett is a gun nut, and I once told him he had too many weapons. He puffed up and told me you could never have too many guns. Guns were important to him. Well, I can never have too many grandchildren."
"I'll give it serious consideration, but I still need to meet someone who I actually care enough about to marry. That could take a while, my track record isn't the greatest."
She grinned sadly. Mom had really liked Darla. Then she perked up. "I can wait, but you need to step up."
It took promising to make her happy and I grinned as I rode home, listening to Brenda pant. She'd had a hard day, rolling around with a bunch of kids can take a lot out of you.
It wasn't that I didn't date, and I had met some interesting women along the way. They came from all walks of life and social station. I dated a waitress I met in a little Texas diner for three months, before she broke it off, saying I was a bit much for her. It made me wonder, she had a college degree and I didn't, but despite that I was worth more than she would probably ever make in her lifetime. She was only waitressing to have something to do, her parents were wealthy and she had no money worries. I found the whole thing odd and was kind of relieved when she gave her little speech.
Then I dated a singer from Detroit that had dropped out of school in the ninth grade, but by sheer will and exceptional talent made it to the top of the music charts. I thought we were getting closer when she broke it off, saying demographics showed I was too white for her and it was hurting her sales. Guess it told me where her priorities lay.
.............................................................................................................
Sometimes I thought I'd never be a fit mate for anyone any more, because I had developed a habit of completely isolating when I started writing, disappearing into my office for weeks at a time. Then again, if I had a family, I could adjust my priorities. I often feared I would run out of ideas, then a news article, an overheard conversation at a diner or bar, would have me off and running again.
I ran into Darla at the Yacht Club, there to celebrate the Commodore's retirement. He was 75 and the Board would have been more than happy to let him die at his post, but he wanted to retire to the 'islands', which was very unspecific, so they had to let him go.
I had become if not a friend, then a warm acquaintance. When I had a nautical question for one of my novels, he was the first one I thought of, so I took him to dinner and picked his brain. When I needed some input for my novel on a retired military man, his years of service provided me with all I needed. I paid him a consultancy fee for that and credited his input in my foreword.
He was a big history buff, especially nautical history, and he often talked about his fascination for the failed attempt to find the fabled 'Northwest Passage', leading to the deaths of Admiral Franklin and the crews of both his ship. Oddly, it seemed more succumbed to lead poisoning that the elements, the result of the canned food they carried being sealed with lead. I had a custom-made replica of the HMS Terror, the Admiral's flagship, as a retirement gift. It was built inside a large bottle, and you could tell he was touched when he opened it.



As we mingled, I came face to face with my ex. She seemed a little startled but when I didn't try to decapitate her on the spot she relaxed. It was actually a pretty civil conversation and we talked about safe subjects. She showed me her engagement ring.
"He's a good man, Miles, pretty successful, and I know without a doubt he loves me."
She waited me to say something so I congratulated her. Then I grinned. "Got him to sign the prenup yet?"
She laughed. "He's a lawyer in his fathers' firm, so a prenup is a given, more to protect him than me. I met him when I had to get rid of Boytoy."
I remembered reading about it in the local paper. She'd lived with the guy for two years when she caught him with someone else and had thrown him out. He tried to beg his way to forgiveness but when she refused the lawsuit happened. He was suing her for alimony, saying she needed to keep him in the lifestyle he'd become accustomed to.
The whole thing was hilarious. His lawyer told him he had no chance, but he persevered, and when they appeared before an old-style law and order judge, he was eviscerated. After hearing the evidence, the Judge didn't even go to chambers to deliberate. He rapped his gavel, hard.
"The suit is dismissed for among other things, lack of legal standing. Sir, you have to cohabitate with someone for seven years as man and wife to qualify, and you lived with her for 26 months. You didn't work the whole time you were together and she supported you, so I consider any debt she had to you paid in full. You're young, healthy, and have a college education, and with the labor market like it is now you should have no trouble finding gainful employment. Case dismissed."
Her lawyer stopped the Judge. "Your Honor, my client would like her property returned to her. The man is driving a vehicle she paid for, and it's in her name."
Her ex had a fit. "She gave me that car! It's mine!"
The Judge looked at Darla. She grinned, enjoying the whole thing immensely. "Your honor, I bought the car because he needed transportation. I paid for it, it's in my name, and I never once said it was his. But he can have it if it means that much to him. He just has to put it in his name and make the last seventeen payments."
"So ordered. I understand it's a convertible Camaro and cost over seventy grand new, so you're getting a hell of a deal. Have the paperwork finished in no more than two weeks, and if you can't find financing it goes back to her immediately. Understood?"
His lawyer spoke up before he could mouth off. "Understood, your honor."
The lawyer told him he'd help and paid off the loan, and as soon as it was transferred into his name the lawyer took it for not paying his bill.
I was grinning about it when Darla had a thought. "Don't you dare put that in a book!"
"It's already half written. You'll be pleased to know your character came out smelling like a rose, met her Prince Charming, and lives happily ever after. It would seem life is mirroring fiction."
She got really quiet for a minute. "I let it get to me, you know? Living tight for all those years and then having all that money warped my reality. What was it your uncle used to say at tax time when all those people got earned income credit? That they all got Redneck Rich? Well, that was me. I just took it to extremes. If it means anything I'll regret it to my dying day, but I know you'll never forgive me so I've been forced to move on. For what it's worth now, I'm really sorry."
Before I could respond her new man walked up. I took in the suit, the perfect haircut and gleaming teeth, the hint of the God complex so common in doctors and lawyers in his eyes, and wondered if she was making a mistake. Then he looked at her and got all tongue-tied when she pulled him down for a kiss, so I knew she'd be all right.
We spoke for a few minutes and I got the feeling I made him nervous, so I moved on. I shook the Commodore's hand, and told him not to forget me because when I ran into a subject that I needed expert advice on, he'd be the first I'd call, even after he moved back to Scotland. He really appreciated the gift and told me what his retirement present to himself was.
"I'm joining a crew that's going to retrace Admiral Franklin's route, and with global warming taking such a toll on the Artic, we could very well get through the fabled passage."
I wished him well, told him to keep a video log and post it for the world to see. The idea pleased him.
Just as I turned to leave, he put a hand on my arm. "Let me introduce you to my granddaughter. She flew over to help me close out my life here, something I never knew I needed so badly. Miles Molson, I'd like to introduce you to Fiona Wallace, my second oldest granddaughter."
If I'd been expecting a flame haired Scottish sprite with green eyes and a galaxy of freckles, I'd have been badly disappointed. Fiona had naturally light blond hair, blue eyes, and stood just over six feet tall. She looked like a Nordic princess, maybe Freya of Viking mythology. Her eyes bubbled with mirth as she shook my hand. "Not what you were expecting?"
"I wasn't expecting anything, but if I had you wouldn't be it. I have a feeling there may be Viking ancestry in your bloodline."
"There is, but it's not ancient. My father is Swedish and I definitely got his looks."
"Your father must be a very pretty man, then."
As soon as it left my mouth, I realized what I'd said. She burst out laughing and the Commodore tried mightily to hide his smile. "Not how I'd describe him, son. She got his physical traits, but the beauty comes straight from her mother."
"Well then, they must make a very striking couple. I'd like to meet them sometime."
We talked for a few minutes before someone led the Commodore off for yet another round of goodbye toasts. I was captivated by the woman, but she lived on a different continent, so I wrote it off as a pleasant experience. She was definitely showing up in a book somewhere down the line.
After a few minutes, I made my exit. "It's been a pleasure, but I have to go. I'm off to Chile tomorrow, for some research. Tell your grandfather I'll call him when he's settled in."
"If you're looking for your wife, she's over there."
I looked in the direction she'd indicated, to see Darla staring at us and she didn't look happy. "That's not my wife, at least not anymore. We've been divorced for over four years now."
"Does she know that?"
"See that handsome man coming towards her? They're to be married in four months."
She shrugged. "I give it maybe a year. I know his type, and they love themselves far more than they could love anyone else, and it makes them feel entitled."
"You're very astute. He's a lawyer."
"Ah." The way she uttered the single syllable spoke volumes.
"Well, let's hope for the best."
"That's very generous considering who you're talking about. Still carrying a bit of a flame?"
"NO. I mean I remember what we had sometimes and it makes me sad, but not enough to go back to her. In case you're wondering, she's the one who cheated. I'm a bit rigid about some things and fidelity is at the top of the list. You either are faithful, or you're not. And if you're not, as far as I'm concerned, we're not. That simple."
She sighed. "It's interesting to see someone who views life in such a black and white frame. No shades of gray in your life?"
"Not that I can remember. Well, as enlightening as this conversation is, I need to go. Early flight tomorrow. It has been a pleasure talking to you. Give the Commodore my best."
To quote the British, the Commodore was 'in his cups.' It was a good thing Fiona was a large woman, I had a feeling she might have to use some of those muscles before the night was out. She surprised me with a hug, and I found her card when I removed my jacket. Well now.
...........................................................................................................................
I spent a couple of very relaxing and interesting weeks down in South America. I was researching privateering along the coast, and it had a rich history going all the way back to the 1500's. I hired a local professor to guide me, and we went places I'm sure the tourists never saw. Most of the people were open and friendly, but we did go to one remote village that could only be reached by foot or muleback, and to say they were suspicious of strangers would have been an understatement. They kind of warmed up after the second day, especially after I got drunk on their style of beer and sang them songs as we danced in a circle. I played my harmonica for them and the head man liked it so much I gave it to him as a parting gift.
The professor was amazed when they showed us a few of their treasures, coins from Portugal, Spain, and Britain, most all in gold. We talked on the way back down the mountain and he swore me to secrecy. I agreed, knowing the horde of treasure hunters such news would unleash. I never told him about the Spanish doubloon in my pocket, a gift from the family I stayed with. I had found that in remote areas, candy was worth more than money, especially if you gave it to the children. I handed the bag to the wife, telling her to dole it out wisely. They smiled like mad and I wondered as we negotiated the steep trail if it would be shared.
I emailed the Commodore, but Fiona answered and said he was off to find the Northwest Passage and wasn't expected back for several months. I hoped he enjoyed his adventure and would be sure to contact him when he got back. He was a walking encyclopedia (what an antiquated term, I reflected) of British sea lore going back to the Middle Ages. I introduced him to a film crew and they ended up using him as an historical consultant, going as far as giving him a mention in the credits. Word got out and he often gave advice, advice film companies were willing to pay for. It was a very profitable sideline. I wondered what he would think when he found out the BBC/Netflix documentary of his expedition was funded by me, through my shiny new production company. Both my agent and my lawyer had been pushing me to start it, saying it would give me even more control over my work. And bigger fees for them.
I rested for a week, then locked myself in my office and started working. I had to stop from time to time to make notes, to give to the Commodore for verification. It wasn't necessary, but when I wrote about a certain time period I wanted to be as accurate as possible.
Two months later Fiona called. "Grandfather is back, but his adventure took a toll on him." I could hear her as she moved, until she thought she was safe from being overheard. "He looks bad, Miles. I think he should never have gone, but it was his lifelong dream and he got to realize it. There aren't a lot of people walking the planet who can say that. The first thing I made him do when he returned home was to see a doctor. He's on bed rest right now, going stir crazy, and if you can give him something to do, it might help."
I had her put him on, and after a few pleasantries and a brief description of his voyage I asked him to verify my research and offer ideas to make the work more accurate. He brightened up considerably and made me promise to send him my notes, saying he would get back to me as soon as possible.
"Don't rush it, Commodore. I have a feeling this will be my best in a while and I want it as close to perfect as possible." He laughed, knowing firsthand how anal retentive I could be at times, and we rang off. I stared at the phone for a second and decided to go see him as soon as possible.
I grinned, thinking about the anal-retentive part. I was known to get obsessive from time to time. I had a writer friend I would visit whenever I was in her town, most always dinner with her family although we did go out once in a while. Her husband was big, moved with the grace of a cat, and had eyes that roved constantly. Constance saw me watching him one night and grinned. "I know it's killing you, but don't ask. He wouldn't tell you anything anyway. Let's just say he works for the government and leave it there. And don't you dare try to mind mine him, where do you think I get a lot of my storylines?"
I didn't realize how sharp he was until we were sitting around after dinner, drinking a glass of wine, when he looked at me and grinned. "Mozart!"
"What?"
"You're like Mozart. Everyone was amazed at the way he could pen a piece of music without revisions, when the fact was he'd written and rewritten it in his head so many times that when it was put down it was almost perfect. Connie told me how you once wrote a whole novel on a book signing tour with her and how it seemed effortless for you. You know she struggles with everything she writes and second guesses everything, while you just let it out and do minor revisions. Tell me, how long has your latest been written in your head before you touched a keyboard?"
Grinning, I told him it was at least nine months. "It's not always like that. Sometimes when I sit down, I have no idea what a character will say next and it leads me down all kinds of rabbit holes. The end product sometimes isn't anywhere near how I envisioned it would go."
"How many are rattling around in your head now?"
"Five. Two are almost ready to put to paper so to speak. Another should take no more than two months."
Connie rolled her eyes. "Aargh! I hate you."
"No, you don't. You just hate my method. Yours works well for you; you have the most well thought out plotlines I've ever seen. Your vision of where a book should go is usually spot on, yet you manage to surprise the reader along the way."
We often thought about writing together but I think we both knew our styles would never mesh. Still fun to talk about, and we did sometimes bounce ideas off each other. They usually spent a week with me every summer. She had a minor meltdown when Grant and I hid her laptop after the first day, but then she relaxed and had a great time. Her boys were nine and eleven, and we spent a lot of time out on the lake. It made me miss kids but I had come to the conclusion my future may not include a happily ever after with the kids and the picket fence.
.....................................................................
A month later I was on the coast of Scotland, in a place of rolling hills and little bays. Smuggling had been a big business in the area going back a thousand years, and still sometimes happened. Unfortunately, the contraband now was mostly drugs.
The Commodore had a small estate that had been in his family for generations. The death of his wife had hit him hard and he'd relocated to America so there wouldn't be constant reminders of her everywhere. Fiona and her husband had used it while he lived in the states, and right before he returned home, they separated for unspecified reasons, leaving her with her son while he moved to Portugal.
Ian was twelve, a flame haired bundle of energy that never seemed to unwind. He'd take me for walks on the ridges overlooking the ocean in between sessions with his grandfather, and for his age he knew a lot of the history of the area. In fact, he gave me the nucleus for my next novel.
"There," he said, pointing down to a small bay. "That's where the Vikings landed in 940. They sacked the local village and carried most of the women away. Three years later a flotilla was launched against them in retaliation and they brought back the women willing, as well as a lot of Viking girls. I think they thought it was some sort of payback. That led to raids and small wars, and now most of the locals have at least some Viking DNA in them, and red hair became common in parts of Scandinavia."
Ian was pretty sharp for a twelve-year-old and Fiona encouraged him at every turn. One night we were sitting on their patio, using the brand new firepit the Commodore had installed, just talking. I complimented her on her son. She beamed. "Aye, he's a likely lad, sharp as a tack in my opinion. He really likes you."
"I like him as well. Sometimes when we talk, I almost forget he's a child."
"If he'd been born two centuries back, he'd have been a corsair. I suspect the Commodore had a great deal to do with that."
"The Commodore would have made a great privateer."
"I have no doubt. His military career gave him lots of chances to pretend to be one, I'm sure. He usually doesn't talk about it much, but sometimes, if he's mellow enough and had a few, he'll tell stories that make the hairs on your neck stand on end."
I knew. Many times when I 'consulted' with him, it was just a chance to have a few drinks and hang out with him. I'm pretty sure he's told me stories no one else had ever heard, after giving me strong warnings not to use any of them until after he'd passed.
Shifting the conversation, she talked a bit about her ex. "Gustav hated the sea, surprising for a Norwegian raised on the coast. I'm sure Viking blood ran thick in his veins."
"Are you a sailor?"
"I sail when I can. We have a small boat and if it was up to my son, we'd live on it. There's nothing like being on the open ocean, living by the wind and currents."
"I fear I'd never make a good sailor; I get a little queasy out of the sight of land. My ancestry leans more towards mountains and prairies."
She commented on my ex, so I took a chance and asked about her marriage. She sighed.
"I know it sounds trite to say it, but we just drifted apart. He gradually became less and less interested in his family, and became obsessive over his career. There at the end, he practically lived at his office, when he wasn't sharing his not-so-secret apartment with his companion of the month. I finally grew tired of the farce and confronted him. When I offered a way out, he was almost pathetic in his haste to agree. I was given a lump sum that would ensure I could live comfortably for the rest of my life, and Ian's education is assured all the way to grad school."
She looked into the fire, lost for a minute. Then she continued. "I know it sounds civilized and emotionless, but it hurt. I never let anyone see it, but there were many nights when I cried myself to sleep. Not so much over him, but over what we had lost."
"How did Ian take it?"
"I don't think it hurt him as much as it did me. His father was always a bit distant and spent hardly any time at all with him, so when he left it barely registered. I think perhaps that was a good thing."
I took a chance and leaned over, hugging her. To my surprise she returned it so strongly we almost fell out of our chairs. "Come," she said, rising and guiding me to the wicker settee.
She snuggled against me, murmuring into my chest. "There, doesn't that feel better?"
"It feels better than better. It feels... spectacular."
She giggled, still not letting go. After about twenty minutes she pushed away and stood. "Thank you, Miles. It's been a really long time since I've been in the arms of a man I could trust."
"No, don't thank me. It's been a very long time when I felt this happy holding a woman. Maybe we should snuggle together tomorrow, just to make sure this isn't a one off."
Her laugh was deep and rich. "I'll take that under consideration. Now, it's off to bed, separately. I'll see you in the morning."
She turned to leave, then whirled around and plopped into my lap, kissing me with passion and abandon. It probably lasted two minutes or less before she jumped up and fled into the house, her giggle hanging in the air.
She barely spoke to me the next morning, and I spent five hours with the Commodore, recording exploits of a long and varied career in the service of Her Majesty. We finally broke when he said he was tired, and I wandered out on the deck, pondering the things he had told me.
I looked up to see Ian grinning at me. "Come with me. Mum has something she wants to show you."



He led me around the house to meet up with Fiona. She was wearing black leggings, sturdy hiking boots, and a thick cable knit sweater that dropped below what had to be an outstanding rump. She smiled and took my hand, and with Ian ranging in front of us led me across the moors to the cliffs above the sea.
She stopped and looked into my eyes. "I want to show you something. Before I do, you have to promise on all you hold dear to never write or talk about it. It's a secret born here that needs to stay here. It's sacred to the locals and some would be very upset I let an outsider see it. Promise me, Miles."
I thought about it for a minute. "I promise. I promise on my affection of you and your son, on the deep respect I have for your grandfather, and most of all, on my personal honor."
She gave me a hard stare before nodding. Then she smiled. "Ian, prepare the rope."
I wondered what he had in his pack and now I knew. He attached the rope to a windswept tree and tossed it over the edge. He grinned at me. "Relax, there's a trail, but it's very steep and you can't afford a misstep. Just hold the rope as we descend and you'll be fine."
Fiona went first, and it was indeed rough going. I followed as best I could and Ian brought up the rear. We descended about eighty feet before stopping on a ledge, probably ten feet above the sea. It wasn't a tranquil bay, but high waves crashing over jagged rocks. Fiona walked to the edge of the ledge and just seemed to disappear. I walked over and discovered an opening just large enough to walk through, the shape of the rock making it almost invisible. When Ian was inside, she lit two torches and grinned.
"We could use electric torches (flashlights) but it seems sacrilege. Follow me."
We walked about thirty feet before the passage opened into an enormous cavern. I could hear water falling in the background. Fiona lifted the torch above her head and it lit it up a little before disappearing into inky darkness. "Here we are, the last refuge of Garioch. We're across from the town proper, and this land has been in my family for centuries. No one knows who discovered it, but it became quite handy when Viking raiders appeared. The men would bundle the women and children down the cliff and they would shelter here. Then the men would fight enough of a skirmish to get their attention and disappear into the interior. The raiders usually looted everything worth taking and would fire the village before leaving. Look to your left."
There was writing on the wall, layer upon layer of names and dates carved into the rock. The oldest I saw was 1103, some were written in languages I couldn't understand. Fiona looked on grimly. "This is a tradition going back, well, you saw the dates. It's the name of every woman and child who lived because they could hide here. There's a spring in the back, a good supply of clean, sweet water, and they would keep enough supplies cached to last for a month. They wouldn't leave until the supplies were gone or the men called them out of hiding. Look here."
She led me to another portion of wall. again, covered by names and dates. "These are the men and women who died defending their families. Come along."
She led me to a back corner and I marveled over how big the cavern was. There was a stone couch there, and lying on it were the skeletal remains of a woman, her bones calcified into her resting place. "This is Agnes of Garioch. She died leading the defense of this place the only time the Vikings discovered it. They always kept sentries and they heard them coming. You saw how narrow the entrance is and they kept them fended off with bows for five days before they ran out of arrows. Then they fought their way in, to be met with women and children from 12 on up, armed with claymores, daggers, and spears. Forty-three women and nineteen children fought Viking warriors to a standstill. The men had returned from leading off a portion of the raiding party, came down the cliffs, and attacked them from behind. Not one raider made it out of Scotland. The village seized their two ships and the treasure they had plundered before they came here. They took the ships out into the ocean and burned them, and the people threw all the bodies into the bay in front of the cave. If you were to dive it, you could probably find an artifact or two, but the sea is so treacherous you'd be risking life and limb to do so.
Agnes was the last to die, taking two raiders with her. They built this chair, and placed necklaces and rings claimed from their enemies to decorate it. The local legend is she watches over us now. The treasure is still intact, under the sediment that settled on it. No one would risk her wrath to steal it."
"When did this occur?"
"As near as we can tell, around 1096. It still has uses, when the Luftwaffe bombed nearby air bases and towns, many sheltered here. Look at this."
She raised her torch again and I saw it. Agnes Wallace, Jane Wallace, and Harold Wallace, 1944. "My grandmother, mother, and brother."
I stood amazed, trying to let the history of the place seep into my bones. If these walls could talk. Then I realized they did, through the names and dates. Ian was standing there, enjoying the look on my face. "Look here."
"Ian, don't..." was she got out before he held his torch up. It was a wall of names, a woman's followed by a man's.
"What is this?"
"When a woman of the area wants to marry or declare her intentions, she write her name and the name of her interest on this wall. The other women would see it and know a man was claimed. I can show you Great-grandmothers going back three hundred years, all the way down to my grandmother."
Fiona looked a little embarrassed when I asked where her name was. "It's not on there. Maybe that tells me I knew what we had wasn't going to last. If I ever write my name on the wall with the name of my intended, it may as well be written in blood, because it will be for life."
I marveled at the place for a few more minutes before we left. When we got back to the top she asked for my assurance once again that I would keep her secret. "You don't know me all that well, Fiona, but I never betray a confidence or share a secret. If people ever find out about this place, it won't be from me."
She looked into my eyes. "Good enough. Just so you know, the cavern is strictly a woman's place. Men of our area usually only get to see it once. They respect the custom and the cavern is held in reverence for the brave men and women over the centuries, many who died keeping the secret."
I grinned. "I'll honor my word, but you know it's going to kill me, thinking of all the books I could write about this place and the times it's seen."
.........................................................................................
Ian ranged ahead of us, stopping now and then when something caught his interest. We talked about him, about how proud she was of him, how she hoped to get him into a prestigious boarding school. She saw my frown and asked. I shrugged. "Different cultures, I guess. In my country boarding schools are few and far between and mostly military academies. If I ever have children, I'll be wanting them as close to me as possible while they grow."
She looked thoughtful for a minute before she changed the subject. "I'm worried about my grandfather."
"So am I. But we need to face facts here. He's almost eighty and his dream took a lot out of him. Still, it was the completion of a lifelong dream. How many can say they actually sailed through the Northwest Passage? When we get back, there are some things I'd like to show you. I'll make the same request you did of me and ask you to keep it confidential. I think you'll enjoy what you see."
That night, after everyone was settled down, she knocked on my door. I already had my laptop set up and sat her in front of it. It wasn't long before she was sniffling, and when the clip ended, she was weeping, huge tears. She settled into my arms and had what can only be described as a 'good cry', before snuggling down and becoming quiet.
I'd shown her some of the footage from the voyage. Some of the images were very powerful. One in particular set her off. It was her grandfather, at the helm, during a gale, singing "The Northwest Passage" as the rain and snow lashed him and the winds rattled the sails.
The voyage was done in a sailing ship patterned after the ones in use at the time. Beside sails, it had an engine, but then so did Franklin's ships, even if theirs was steam and this was diesel. Global warming had melted the ice to the point that the voyage was now possible, and many had already taken advantage of the passage. It still took ten weeks for the voyage to be complete. There were stops along the route to visit historic sites, including the island Franklin was supposed to be buried on, though no one knew exactly where. Historically the failure of the voyage had been covered many times, countless expeditions launched to determine the fate of the crew, so the producers touched on it very lightly, just enough to set the stage.
I spent another three weeks before I had to leave. The Commodore was almost bed bound by then and we had many, many talks, most of which I recorded. Fiona and I drew closer though we never crossed the line. It was very hard for me to leave, and I was surprised at the intensity of the hug I got from Ian. He had become my 'ramble' buddy, and we took many long trecks across the cliffs and moors. He and Fiona accompanied me on a few short trips for research and I reveled in his wonder at the things he saw, in the museums as well as in the field.
Fiona seemed to cling to me a little longer than normal. I made them promise faithfully to come see me during the summer and they made me promise in return to come back often as possible.
I went home, but I would often find myself looking over the lake from my office window, watching the boats, especially the sailboats.
I finished the novel, and gave a lot of credit to the Commodore in my foreword for his historical insights. The book went on to be my most successful so far, and the video rights fight almost made my agent swoon, to use the old-fashioned term. Fiona and Ian gave me a very nice phone call, especially over the dedication. It was to them and read: "This book is dedicated to Fiona and Ian Wallace (I used his mother's name; she had taken it back after the divorce) for their input and support. Fiona could well have been the mother of modern corsairs, and Ian would have been a sailor of note in another time. The tradition lives on."
................................................................
Winter was just breaking when I got another call from Fiona. She was crying so hard she couldn't talk, and Ian took over. "Grandfather's passed. We need you to come home."
I didn't note it at the time, but reflected on the plane his words "come home." We talked at least twice a week and he became a minor celebrity when the book came out and the dedication became common knowledge.
They met me at the plane, hugging me like their lives depended on it. We went back to the estate, and I began the calls to honor his final wish.
He wanted to be buried at sea, with full naval honors. He also wanted the traditional burial, his unembalmed corpse sewn into a shroud with weights and consigned to the depths. The morgue had frozen his body per his instructions, awaiting instructions.
The Commodore was actually a Captain and the Admiralty did a stellar job. He was taken to sea on a small naval vessel, with an honor guard, a few old veterans that had served with him, and his family. There were no reporters, no film crews, just sailors and family, and he went to the deep in his dress uniform, complete with the medals he'd been awarded, sewn into a deep blue shroud with yellow stars. Three symbolic cannonballs weighed the shroud down.
After the chaplain concluded the ceremony with the traditional 'we now commend your soul to the deep', the board he was on slowly tilted, and he slid to his final resting place. Fiona and Ian tossed a wreath into the water as the 'cannons' of the ship fired, the traditional salute to a sailor.
He was buried in the bay of his home, and if you looked up you could see his estate from the water. The whole town and many from the countryside lined the streets as the procession wove it's way to the harbor, and the boats were so thick you could almost walk across them to the shore. The Commodore was well liked and considered a national hero.
When his will was read, he'd left everything to Fiona and Ian, the house, his holdings, and his money, which was a lot more than was expected. He left Ian all his naval memorabilia, except for one thing. A naval saber that had belonged to his great-grandfather, an officer in the mid 1800's, which was worn into many famous sea battles. He left it to me. He left me a little note. "I never had a son, but if I had I'd like to think he would be a man like you, so take it with my gratitude. I would request that on your passing if you don't have any sons that Ian get it. It should stay in the family."
I protested but it fell on deaf ears. "Keep it. It meant a lot to him for you to have it, and I'm sure it will stay in the family."
They seemed at loose ends, so after arrangements were made to take care of his holdings, I took them home with me.
....................................................................
A few days turned into weeks. Something had to be done about Ian's schooling, so I put him into a private academy that was very highly regarded. It took him a while but he acclimated to the point that I seemed to have a lot of boys, and quite a few girls underfoot on the weekends. Even at thirteen, his flaming red hair, natural good looks, and instinctive charm had all the girls following him around like lovestruck puppies. It was very amusing at times, exasperating at others.
Fiona moped for a bit, but having all the kids underfoot brought her out of it. She soon made friends with the mothers and became involved in school activities. I was writing something new, something that was going to require a little travel, but it could wait until summer.
We settled into semi-domestic bliss and meshed as a family. I was required to attend all of Ian's school functions, and when one of the mothers seemed to get a bit too close Fiona would lock my hand in hers, sending a message. A month after I brought them home, we were sitting by the fire, watching the frozen lake. Ian was off to the movies with friends and was spending the night, so we had the house to ourself.
Fiona fidgeted around for a minute before speaking. "Miles, I have to know, do you have any feelings for me? Feelings a man has for a woman? Because I find myself falling in love with you, something I never thought I'd experience again. But you've given me no sign, so if you don't I think Ian and I will go back home."
"Where are your passports?"
"What?"
"Where are your passports?"
"They're in my room, in a dresser drawer."
"Would you get them, please."
All kinds of things must have been running through her head but she fetched them.
"Follow me."
I took her to my bedroom and put them into my safe. "There. Now you can't leave, at least until you go through the process of getting new ones. I'm holding you and Ian hostage."
It took her a second but the grin spread over her face. Then she tackled me to the bed. Didn't see that coming. Didn't see her clothes coming off in record time either. Fiona was a Nordic goddess, standing an inch taller than I did, and I was six feet even. We were going to one of Ian's school functions, one that required a suit and dress, and she shocked me with how good she looked. I took her in and then frowned.
"Where are your heels? A dress like that requires heels."
"I didn't want to..."
She trailed off. "Didn't want to what? Be taller than me? That ship's sailed, honey. Now go get your highest pair and let's impress the shit out of some people."
Her heels were only three inches, but it made her stand head and shoulders, pun intended, above the rest of the women there. A few of the men tried to impress her, but she'd just smile down at them until they got nervous and left. If a woman got close to me her expression should have had them thinking of Valkyries.
All that flashed through my mind when we hit the bed. I'd gotten a pretty sharp smack on the back of my head when she expressed her concerns and I grinned. "Believe me, honey, they're all wondering how tall you'd be if you were horizontal."
I realized as she was on top of me, kissing and yanking on clothes, that we were exactly the same height. We mated like she was a Viking shield maiden and I was a pagan she was trying to best in combat. When we were done, we were both bruised, tired, and I was pretty sure the scratches were going to require medical attention. Once she was sated though, she turned into the biggest kitten on the planet, purring with happiness as her fingers traced designs over whatever skin she happened to touch. We passed out wrapped in each other's arms.
We woke at the same time and proceeded to reaffirm we were sexually compatible, to the point we were still at it when we heard the door open. Ian had come home early. Fiona came off the bed like it was on fire, scrambling for her clothes. I slipped into jogging pants and a tee shirt and met him in the hallway.
"You're home early."
"Yeah, Brady got sick and his mom thought it might be a good idea to bring me home. She said she called, but you guys never answered."
"Probably still on the charger. So, is it contagious?" Brady was the younger brother of Mike, the friend he had spent the night with.
"She didn't think so, but she thought it better to be safe than sorry. Where's Mum?"
I waved my hand in the air. "Oh, she's out and about somewhere. Why don't you go see if she's on the deck?"
His eyes got wide and he grinned. "The deck. Yeah, I'll do that." I turned to see Fiona standing there, looking horrified. She preferred dresses, and hers hung dangerously low and even if she hadn't been holding her bra it would have been obvious, she wasn't wearing one. I walked up as she started stuttering and gave her a kiss and a swat on her well-toned ass.
"Go take a shower and get dressed. I'll talk to him."
"What would you say?"
"I'd say you're thirteen now and I'm pretty sure you know how things work. I'd also tell him that I hold you in the highest regard and won't tolerate any disrespect. He'll either accept it or he won't, but you saw the grin. I think he's onboard."
She disappeared into her room while I walked out on deck. Ian was sitting there watching the boats and he turned and grinned. "So, you and Mum..."
"Yes. Me and your Mum. Will that be a problem for you?"
He couldn't keep the grin off his face. "Not if it works out the way I think it will. It'll cost you, though. Mum and I want a sailboat."
They had been talking about it in general terms. I think part of it was a way to gauge how badly I wanted them to stay. "We'll have lunch at the Club and I'll put out some feelers."
He whooped and broke out into the Hornpipe, something the Commodore had taught him. What Ian didn't know was he'd also taught me. We were right in the middle of doing the high kicks, arms on our hips, and as we twirled there was Fiona, filming the dance on her phone. We didn't miss a beat, snapping to attention at the end and saluting smartly.
She was laughing and crying in equal measure as she held her arms wide, and we hugged her as tightly as we could. When we let each other go and collapsed into the outdoor furniture Ian burst out. "Mum! Da... Miles is going to buy us a sailboat!"
"I said we'd look at sailboats. We'll see." I corrected gently. Fiona's face lit up with pleasure.



"Ye'll learn, my darlin' boy, that when a man tells his woman and his child 'we'll see', it means it's practically a done deal."
Pleasure shot through me like a bolt of lightning.
................................................................................
The next day found us at the yacht club for Sunday brunch. I wasn't a member but I knew a lot of them and it was easy to wrangle an invitation, especially when I told them I was looking for a boat. Fiona looked...regal, for lack of a better word, Ian standing tall beside her. I had a feeling if we stayed together, I'd be elevated to the background but that was just fine with me.
We sat at the Governor's table, at his insistence, after he found out who Fiona was. "Your grandfather was well liked, Miss Wallace. He was and is sorely missed."
She thanked him and they started a discussion of her grandfather's last adventure, sailing the Northwest Passage. I smiled, thinking about the documentary due to be released the following month. A large part of it featured her grandfather. The closing scenes were of him, standing at the helm in the gale, his long white hair and beard being whipped by the wind. You could barely make out his words before they were overlayed by a version commissioned just for the film. It was by Fiddler's Green, a very popular Irish band. We asked several groups to submit a version, and the producers (me) liked theirs best. The final scene was a back view of him fighting the helm, keeping her steady on course. The vocals rose powerfully as the screen faded to black, showing his name and date of passing.
After brunch, we walked the harbor, as he showed us several vessels up for sale. I could tell Fiona was not impressed. Then we went into his office and he showed her a few that were for sale locally, and across the Southeast. He showed her one and started to flip past it.
"This one."
I wasn't a boat person but the Governor told me later it was the best of the lot, a 38-footer with clean lines. It even came with a cabin and the couch could be converted into a bed as well. It was a little more grandiose than what I was expecting, but while I owned the bank, it seemed Fiona had the keys to the vault. We looked at it and I wrote a check.
Summer was in by then, and we spent an inordinate amount of time on the water. The sails could be raised with electric motors, but they were hardly ever used. I became a decent fair-weather sailor, but if it got rough Fiona or Ian took the helm.
Fiona and I often went out alone, and one of my fondest memories is making love while a thunderstorm raged and the boat rocked. We were at anchor in a sheltered cove, so we were fine. I wondered later if the explosions I heard that night came out of the storm or the bedroom. It happened that that was the night I gave her a ring. She went pale for a second, then the explosions started happening.
....................................
Before that happened, we went to Canada, for the premiere of the documentary. It was a private showing, mostly for the cast and crew and their families, as well as a few invited guests. I never expected it to be over four hundred people. Before the film started, we were all given a small book, chronicling the voyage and identifying everyone involved in the project, from the crew to all the technical people it took to make the film. The Commodore was on the cover. There was also a flyer asking that if you liked the film to join the cast and crew in standing 'final watch' for Captain Wallace at the end of the film.
I deliberately hadn't said anything about the film to Fiona and Ian because I wanted their earnest reaction. That may have been a mistake. As the film progressed, she got quieter and more still, holding on to our hands so hard I felt the blood stop circulating. When the final credits hit, she collapsed into huge sobs.
The theater went quiet, then a man stood up and started singing along in a high, clear tenor. Others got up in twos and threes and those that knew the lyrics sang along. The military veterans in the crowd stood at attention and all saluted, holding it until the very end. I was holding Fiona up, and looked to see Ian standing railroad straight, holding his own salute even as the tears flowed. The cameras zoomed in to him as the song ended.
When the lights came up every person in the theater passed by Fiona and Ian, sharing hugs, pats on the back, and words of condolence. One tiny woman who had to be in her eighties really got to her when she gave her a hug and stepped back. "Old seadogs never die honey, they just go on a new voyage. You'll see him one day, standing at the helm, waiting to welcome you aboard."
The production company had set up video cameras and recording equipment to film it as a memento to Fiona and Ian, but then begged for permission to release it on YouTube, partially as a tribute, and partially to promote the film. When it came out the BBC and most American channels showed clips of people in theaters where it was showing, standing and singing along. It was especially huge in Canada when they discovered that Nathan Rogers was part of the crew. His father Stan wrote Northwest Passage, and it was so popular in Canada it was considered a second national anthem. He went along on a short leg of the voyage and still talks about it in his live performances. There was a segment where he sat with a lot of the crew, singing old sea shanties.
Captain Wallace was the subject of a Channel 4 documentary, and I was listed as biographer. The film featured a lot of conversations I had recorded, all carefully screened before permission was given, and a year later there was a movement dedicated to getting his likeness on a stamp.
..................................................................
When we finally got back to our suite she was barely out of her clothes before falling into a deep sleep. Ian and I sat for a bit and I asked him what he thought.
"I think I wish I had been with him. Because he lived in the States, I didn't get to spend nearly enough time with him as I would have liked, but when I was around him, I barely left his side. He was quite a man, wasn't he?"
"He's the stuff legends are made of, son. You have a great legacy ahead of you."
Fiona got up before us the next morning and I found her sipping tea on the terrace. "Are you all right?"
She smiled, but it was wan. "Yes. Just a bit overwhelmed. It seems I didn't mourn him nearly enough. My father was absent often, and he's the man I consider my true parent."
Then she sat on my lap and snuggled. "I need to thank you. You never said, but the documentary crew let me know you financed the expedition, saying you wanted it filmed, and most are firmly convinced it was just to give Grandfather his dream. Words can't express my gratitude."
"I did it because I could, and because I knew how much it meant to him. He'd been trying to organize it for years, I just happened to be in the right place at the right time."
"You thought enough of him to spend twelve million dollars on his dream. I'll never forget."
I really didn't like her knowing how much I spent. I could well afford it, and projected numbers indicated I'd make a handsome return. But truth be told, even if it had been a flop, I would have done it.
We spent three weeks at the estate before returning home. Ian slipped back into the joys of youth, with doting parents and a bright future. Thanks to my net worth he'd never have to work if he didn't want to, but I knew he would have some kind of career. He just wasn't programmed to be idle.
Money was finally discussed when she got the ring. "I don't want your money. I've got my own income so I'll never be destitute."
I just grinned. "Don't want my money, honey? Well, I'm afraid I'll have to invoke the TFB clause."
"What in bloody hell does that mean?"
"It stands for Too Fucking Bad. You'll get the money whether you want it or not, and then it goes to Ian. The subject is not up for discussion."
She was still trying to make sounds when I walked away.
My parents and siblings loved Fiona and Ian. Once they became familiar, Mom started with the hints. Fi and I had talked it over. I was 39 and she was 36, and we both thought it would be better if we didn't have children. She'd had a difficult birth with Ian and her doctors urged her not to have any more, saying she could but it would really be dangerous. She cried a little over it. "I always wanted a daughter, and I would have loved one with you."
I waited a year before I offered her an alternative.
In the meantime, we got married. Twice. Once in the States, and once in Scotland. It was important to her, so I had no problem.
Three days later she disappeared for a while and came back grinning like crazy. That night she showed me a picture, taken in the secret cave, showing her name and mine, right beside that of her grandmother and grandfather. "You're mine for life now, my darling."
"You didn't need it carved in stone for that to come true, but I admit it's a nice touch."
....................................................................
My next book was something out of the ordinary for me. It was a biography of Sir Winston Stone Wallace, Captain. That's right, the Commodore was a Lord in the Scottish aristocracy. He laughed about it to me once.
"Back when my ancestors ascended you could practically qualify for a lordship just for putting your pants on correctly and having a few pounds to donate to whatever war was raging at the time. Still, to their credit, my forebears were bonny scrappers."
It was a slim book at 185 pages, but I felt I'd covered the important points. It did reasonably well and sold much better in the U.K. and Canada than the domestic market, but I wasn't concerned with the profit, just the message. I dedicated it to Ian and his mother.
"To my son, Ian Wallace-Molson, and his mother, the love of my life, Fiona Wallace-Molson, honorable descendants of a proud and noble line."
Ian had come to us soon after the wedding, wanting to know if I'd adopt him so all our names would be the same. He was surprised at my answer. "I need you to understand nothing would make me prouder, but I have to remind you that you're the last of the Wallace line. If you take mine the line ceases to exist. If you still want to, we'll start the paperwork tomorrow."
Fiona hugged me fiercely and her finely tuned brain came up with a solution. "Since I married you, my name is Fiona Wallace Molson. I've decided to have my name legally changed to Wallace-Molson, to honor my grandfather. Ian could do the same."
That's exactly what we did, though he goes by Molson at school.
That winter, the Yacht Club organized a Christmas flotilla. Every boat participating had to have working seasonal lights. It was tied into one of their charities and you didn't have to be a member to join in, but you had to pay a fee. Fi and Ian got into it in a big way. They even ran lights up the mast, and had a full-sized Christmas tree at the top. We would be using the engine, so the sails remained furled. Then they were pressed into service to help others, and one of them was Darla.
We saw each other at club functions because my family insisted we join. She and her husband had joined and despite being a lawyer he seemed like a decent man, and had developed a fondness for sailing. He gave her a new boat on their third anniversary that was almost a copy of ours.
They had been married for four years now and Darla had just given him a son. She was a little old for a child but they monitored her health closely and she gave birth to a healthy little boy. That's why Fi and Ian were helping, she was still recovering from birthing. They were a little standoffish at first until Darla got her to sit down for a cup of coffee.
"Look, you know who I am, I know who you are. I know he met you years after we split, so you aren't a replacement. You're his wife now. A good wife, by all accounts. We were just young and dumb, well I was anyway, and when Miles got successful, I let it go to my head. Do I wish I hadn't done it? You bet, for a very long time, before I finally realized I couldn't go back in time and had to look to the future. I dated some pretty bad losers for a while and had just about given up when I met Rick.
I told him everything about our breakup, and he told me the actions of a foolish young girl shouldn't reflect on a mature woman, and if he felt he couldn't trust me we wouldn't be dating. I couldn't get his ring on my finger fast enough after that. I'm happy now and I'm sure you are as well."
Then she giggled. "Is he still like a kid in a candy shop in the sack?"
"Worse."
"You love it, though. Am I right?"
"Very much. He keeps everything fresh and I have no idea from one day to the next what he's up to. It gives me a lot to look forward to."
"So then, I'm his past. You're his future. We never intersected; think you might be interested in being friends?"
Fi hugged her. "I see definite possibilities."
She told me about it later, fifteen minutes before Darla knocked on our door.
"You sure you don't mind? It'll only be for a few hours and I can't tell you how much I'm looking forward to this. A chance to get to talk to grownups without keeping one ear open for his crying will be heaven. Oh, hi, Miles. I was just leaving."
She shoved the baby carrier into my hands, gave Fi a kiss on the cheek, and was gone.
I looked down at the sleeping infant. "What was that all about?"
She grinned. "Oh, I didn't tell you? We're babysitting so Darla and hubby can attend his company Christmas party. They'll be back by midnight at the latest. Give him to me."
It was a command so I obeyed. Ian and I grinned a she rocked the child, cooing to him in a soft voice. Then she made Ian hold him while she warmed a bottle, and made me feed him. "Practice for our grandchildren and learn from this."
it was fun, but when he was done, I handed him to Fi, and she walked him, rubbing his back until he burped, then curled up her nose. "Typical. What goes in, comes out. Grab the diaper bag, luv."
Ian took one whiff and bolted. It kind of smelled like toxic waste, but Fi just smiled as she changed him, then told me to get rid of the used diaper. I held it gingerly by one corner all the way to the trash, while Fi giggled.
They came back a few hours later and Darla was giggling like crazy. Fi took one look, grinned, and told me to go make coffee. Rick wandered along behind me and looked back to see them on the sofa together, whispering and smiling.
"Wonder what they're talking about?"
"You're a lawyer, right? How long you been married? Surely by now you know the first thing married women talk about is their husbands, followed by their children. When those are exhausted, they turn to the next thing that's always on their mind. Sex. I have memories of that giggle Darla uses. You're getting laid tonight."
He seemed kind of shocked before grinning. "She just got cleared to resume her 'wifely duties' as she puts it. I only hope Junior stays asleep long enough to let us get reacquainted."
I had to smile. "Leave him here. Darla brought a bag with enough formula and diapers to last a month. I'd be in the dark here but Fi is an excellent mother and she'd kill for the chance to keep him."
"Really?"
"Yes, Counselor, really. Go home and try to break the bed."
It would seem that the ladies were discussing the same subject, and after about twenty-seven kisses to her son, she kissed both of us and whispered. "I'd never admit it to Rick, but I think you traded up."
He was grabbing her ass all the way to the car.
I don't think Fi slept that much, constantly up checking on the baby. I got up once to see her staring down, rubbing his cheek, with tears in her eyes. Time to have the discussion.
They came back the next morning, Darla looking a little worse for wear, little bites visible under her top. Rick just looked exhausted, with a pretty good scratch on his neck. It didn't matter how far behind you got, I speculated, you can pretty much get caught up in one night.
Fi moped around for a few days but got distracted by the Christmas Flotilla. A lot of money was raised to make Christmas better for a lot of disadvantaged families. We got to have a good time.
Ian was fifteen now, and he had a 'date' with him. I don't remember fifteen-year-olds ever looking like her, the way she filled out that sweater was kind of hard to believe. She was a good kid though, even if they did spend most of the flotilla snuggled under a blanket, necking when they thought we weren't looking.
She seemed depressed after we got home. We left the young lovebirds in front of the large fireplace and retreated to the den, with instructions to not leave the room. "He's growing up so fast! Soon he'll be off to Uni and we'll have an empty nest."
I grinned. "I've been meaning to talk to you about that. I know we decided to forgo having children naturally, but they don't have to be homemade. There's a lot of kids out there that need a loving home. I'd like a daughter if we decide to adopt, I don't think a boy could measure up after Ian."
Her eyes glittered with tears. "If we got a boy, you'd love him every bit as deeply as you do Ian. But I like your idea of a little girl. Are you sure? How young should we go? I'm fine with a newborn or even a teen, but I'd like to keep them a little longer. Do you think..."
I put my fingers to her lips. "I think I should have brought this up sooner. I vote for the smaller the better. I've even put some feelers out. We'll look into it after the holidays."
I think it was one of the finest holidays on memory.
.............................................................................
Then Ian came to us, wanting to talk. "I've thought about this a lot. I want to follow in the footsteps of my grandfather, and become a naval man. I'd like to go into the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth as soon as I get an undergraduate degree. To do that I have to go to school there, so I guess what I'm trying to ask is if you'll send me to boarding school so I can be in place to proceed."
"This is really what you want?"
"I've thought about it a lot. This is really what I want. I really, really don't want to go to boarding school but I see no option."
"Let me see if I can't work something out." Fi was crying quietly, mourning her nest being empty too soon. There was no doubt we were going to do what was right.
What was right was moving back to Scotland. Fi wasn't attached to any career, and all I needed was a quiet space and a laptop, and I could work anywhere. We went over for a farewell dinner with my folks and there were quite a few tears. Then one of the nieces asked if I was leaving Brenda behind.
She had immediately overthrown me for Fiona as the one who she loved most, and Fi would laugh about it while she stroked under her chin and whispered to her. The fickle bitch ate it up. Ian was higher on the affection meter than I was, and we almost changed her name to Sea Dog because of the way she seemed to like the boat. She'd stand on the bow, the spray soaking her, her lips in the rictus of a doggie grin, for as long as we stayed out.
"Sorry Chrissie, but she's going with us."
There was a big going away party for us at the yacht club, even though I explained we would definitely be spending most of our summers here. Darlene and Fi had become good friends and they cried all over each other as they said goodbye.
Two days after the party we closed up our lake house and jumped the pond.
........................................................................................
Ian got into a premiere school that he could attend while still living at home, and soon the bonny young lassies were smitten by the tanned, muscled teen. A few parents pushed their daughters towards him, hoping for an advantageous marriage. Fi laughed at my outrage. "It's a worldwide habit, I'm afraid. Arranged marriage in one form of another still exists. I guess some customs never die." He and the three girls made peace with it and flaunted their friendship in their parent's faces.



I worked, putting out one novel and plotting another. I'd fallen into writing about every other novel with nautical themes that people responded well to. I got the taste for it from my book about piracy and profiteering along the South American coast. One critic called me a more refined Clive Cussler, which was kind of funny and completely inaccurate. I'd met Mr. Cussler, and his love for the sea was miles above anything I could conceive. We hit it off to the point he invited me to go on an historical research expedition through his foundation. He'd discovered and raised several shipwrecks and I could think of only one man who could match his knowledge. The Commodore would have loved him. I think he considered his finest achievement to be raising the Hunley, the first Confederate submarine. I was on a deadline and couldn't go and several months later I read about him finding and recovering four historic cannons used in the defense of New Orleans in 1812. I sent a nice wreath when he passed and gave serious thought to doing a book based on some of his exploits but decided to shelve it until a bit more time had passed.
We had been looking into adoption while we were in the States, and now we were repeating the process here. I was beginning to become dispirited about the whole process, then Fi came home from town with two cars in tow. Three people got out in clothes that screamed 'Government Official" in any language. Two more casually dressed ladies got out of the other, opening the back doors and getting out two bundles.
The bundles turned out to be twin girls, just past two years old. They seemed bewildered and frightened and not at all happy. Fi ushered everyone in the drawing room, a place we rarely used, more to impress them than to be comfortable. I had come out of the office and her smile would have powered half of Scotland.
"Ah, here he is. I'd like to introduce my husband, Miles."
I got the name of everyone and shook hands, still wondering what was going on. By now Fi had both girls in her lap, hugging them to her. "Honey, these precious darlings are Cara and Florence. Their parents were involved in a nasty accident and they're alone in this world. I'd like to correct that."
They were there for three hours as we filled out a myriad of paperwork. Finally, the woman in charge shook my hands. "Congratulations. You're a father, on a temporary basis. These girls are placed in your care with future provisions for full adoption. We'll be by to check on them regularly, to make sure they're cared for properly. I have no doubt this will turn out to be a happy day in the lives of these children. Both Lady Fiona and you have a stellar reputation in the community, but protocols must be followed. You'll be under the microscope, so to speak, but there is no doubt in our minds you are up to the challenge. Best of luck and all that."
Then they were gone. Fi looked at me and grinned. "Congratulations honey, it's a girl, or in this case girls."
Then her face turned serious. "I know this is sudden and a bit of a shock, but it was an opportunity I seized. Their parents were killed in a boating mishap, they have no close relatives, and they were about to go into foster care. When I heard the news, I was at their office immediately. For the first time in my life, I used my Ladyship position for something other than charitable work. Please don't be angry."
By now I was holding Cara, rocking her softly as I felt the fear melt from her little body. Fiona was rocking Florence as tears dripped down her cheeks.
"This is sudden, but perfect. So, buck up, old girl. We're in for a long ride."
By now the girls were asleep and we lay them down gently. Then she melted into my arms as tears of happiness streamed down her face.
Ian came home and heard the story. By then the girls were up, wandering around the room, and soon they were quite taken by him, wanting to follow him wherever her went in the house. I thought it was hilarious and he loved it. It took about six months before they understood he was their big brother and they would be waiting at the door when he came home from class and they would be all over each other for fifteen or twenty minutes. They couldn't quite enunciate 'brother', so it became Bubby.
It was another year before Cara came screaming into my office. "Da! Spider! Spider!"
Florence was right behind her, her own eyes huge, grabbing my hand. The 'big' spider was tiny, but it was in their toy box and had to go. Fiona laughed as I scooped it up and carried it outside. I talked to the girls as I did, telling them we shouldn't hurt them and that spiders had a role to play in life. They calmed down but still wouldn't come near it. After they settled back into their playroom, Fiona came to me. "I love seeing you smile when they call you Da."
"They were calling you Mummy inside of two months. It took them five with me. Tells me where I stand."
"You know when she has a choice, Cara prefers your lap. She'll be the Daddy's girl of the set. Florence seems to prefer me, unless she's scared. Then it's all you, Vanquisher of Spiders."
Almost a year after we got them, they officially became Florence and Cara Wallace-Molson.
Ian graduated and entered the University of Edinburgh in the engineering program. His admission was easier that I suspected, the college was ranked sixteenth in the world, but he was a legacy going back two and a half centuries. The course of study was in Sustainable Energy, and he usually got very high marks. Over the course of his studies, he converted almost every building on the estate to solar and wind, always available because of living by the sea.
He graduated with honors and almost immediately went into the Royal Naval College. Once again, he was a legacy. It usually took 39 weeks to complete the course, but he went for some advanced classes that put it to fifty. When he walked across the stage as a commissioned officer, he was carrying the sword the Commodore had given me all those years ago. It got pretty emotional when I gave it to him.
"I can't take that!"
"You can and you will. It deserves to be on your side, to carry the legacy forward. You don't think the Commodore gave it to me to keep, did you? He gave it to me in trust, to be handed over when this minute came. It will be a burden to carry, the history will weigh on you, and I'm sure when it's time to give it to your son and daughter, the weight will be greater."
The highly polished hilt gleamed in the sun. He came home for a short leave before his first posting, on a ship that patrolled the North Sea. Part of his duties were fitting solar panels and small wind turbines on the ship, to ease energy consumption. His designs did so well he got passed from ship to ship, installing systems.
The girls were eight now, and they clung to his legs when it came time to report to duty. He'd sent them postcards from exotic places, along with little gifts. They would write him long letters, detailing every single thing that had happened since their last missive.
I thought things would calm down a little when they hit their teens. Was I ever an idiot. Teenage angst, periods, boyfriends, dates that made me stay awake until they got home, drivers' licenses, I seriously considered sending them to a convent.
Then there would be the good times. The snuggles, the adventures, the travels, made it all worthwhile. My father passed unexpectedly and left my mother at loose ends, so we brought her back home for a visit.
She's been back to the states four times in the last six years, for major family events, mostly marriages for her grandchildren. She did spirit the girls off for the summer, staying in our old lake house. Fi and I enjoyed the freedom, for about a week. By the time they were home I bet they thought we were going to kill them with kisses and hugs.
Mom loved being considered the grand dame of the estate, and picked up the local customs and speech patterns fairly quickly. The only time the veneer slipped was when she and the girls came up on a woman abusing a small child. Her heritage came roaring back and the woman had no counter for Redneck Fu. Mom literally kicked her ass and it took the girls and two constables to get her off the woman. She got charged with assault and public disruption, whatever that was. The woman got charged with child abuse, and she turned around and sued Mom for damages. It's a bit different in Scotland and at first Mom laughed and told her to go ahead, she had nothing of value to take away. Then I got the woman to settle out of court for a small sum, which she immediately spent at the pub and other places, becoming broke quickly.
They took her child, and Fiona stepped in, so the girls had a little sister for about eighteen months. During that time her mother went through counseling for reckless behavior, anger management, good parenting techniques, and alcohol abuse. When she completed the courses, she got Alicia back.
Alicia really didn't want to go back but we had no choice, and both my mother and Fiona drummed it into her to call immediately if things reverted back. Three months later she called Mom sniffling. Her mother had flown into a drunken rage and beaten her pretty badly, and she was hiding at a friend's house, leaving after she passed out. We were in the Land Rover instantly, calling emergency services as we traveled. They got there the same time we did, as well as her mother, who was standing outside screaming in a drunken rage.
Emergency services took one look at Alicia and arrested her mother. Since we were foster parents of record, they released the child to us and we took her home. She left when she went off to university, after she had gone through the courts to have her name changed to Alicia Agnes Wallace-Molson. Her mother had refused to give permission for the name change, but when she reached legal age, there was nothing she could do about it.
It was an estrogen driven environment with two women, two teens, and a preteen in the house and I chose to stay in my office as much as possible. That plan never worked because one or the other always had some issue that required my presence. About the only family member who wasn't demanding was Angus, my Smooth Collie.
Brenda, the mighty sea dog, passed at thirteen, a good age for her breed. Ian was most upset because she had definitely become his dog. We got her a nice stone and interred her on the heights above the sea, so the salt wind would always be in her face.
Six months went by before we decided to adopt another dog and we visited the pounds and top breeders of the area. The girls fell in love with Highland Terriers and got one each. Ian found a Deer Hound at a pound and instantly bonded with him. I found Angus at another shelter. He was 3/4 Smooth Collie, out of a registered dog by a half collie, half mutt and as such was ruined for the breeder, so he donated the litter to the shelter. Fiona found a female Golden Retriever she just had to have, so there was always a dog underfoot.
Fiona was a skilled trainer, and she soon had 'the pack' whipped into shape. All the dogs loved the outdoors and needed a good deal of exercise, so once during the week and every weekend found us on the trails as the dogs ran back and forth, besides the times the kids would spend with them. Angus was more than happy to live in my office, while the terriers would sleep with the girls if we'd let them. The deer hound preferred to sleep outside in his box, even in the worst of weather. The retriever slept at the foot of our bed. No one ever sneaked up on us because Stag, the Deer Hound, let everyone know we had visitors.
When Alicia and Mom came along, the pack got a couple of additions, a Border Collie for Alicia, while Mom got what can only be generously described as a mutt. He was huge, and even the Deer Hound recognized him as the leader of the pack, and God help you if he thought you meant Mom any harm.
The twins finished the Scottish equivalent of high school and opted to attend different universities. Cara chose St. Andrews. Florence chose Aberdeen, pursuing a medical degree.
Five years later it was Alicia's time to go. She surprised us all by choosing Oxford.
Right before Alicia left, I started seeing changes in Fiona, odd personality quirks I'd never noticed before. I think she controlled herself for Alicia, but when she left Fi seemed to go off the rails. She began having temper tantrums of epic magnitude and became violent a couple of times.
I think Mom's passing may have helped trigger it. She died quietly, in her sleep, at seventy-six. Fi found her when she didn't come down for breakfast. We took her home, placing her ashes beside Dad, then we flew back home and placed the small bit we kept in the family plot, so part of her would always be with us. It was her wish and it pleased Fiona no end.
I tried talking to her, tried reasoning with her, but as the months went by it became worse. When she went into a rage and I caught her with a shotgun I'd had enough. I made one last attempt to get her to see a doctor, but the profanity laced tirade made me drop it. She looked at me with venom in her eyes. "I'll be going to the Cavern tomorrow, to gouge out your name. I want no more to do with you!"
It broke my heart but I took her at her word and was gone the next day.
....................................................................
Fiona called after two days, railing at me for not being home and demanding I return immediately.
"Not gonna happen. I love you more than words can express, but I refuse to sleep with one eye open, waiting for you to snap. Not if, but when you agree to get a physical and do a couple of counseling sessions, I'll be on the first plane back. Until then, I'm fine where I am."
She was screaming at me when I disconnected. I called all the kids individually, letting them know what was going on. They had all noticed the changes in their mother but never realized it had gotten that bad. The deputized Florence, as a physician, to visit Fiona and see if she could get some insight into what was going on.
I stopped by the lake house for a couple of days. Then I bought an Indian Chief set up for touring, and hit the road. I'd called the kids to tell them what was going on. Then they told me what was happening on the home front.
Ian got emergency leave and the girls met him at the airport. Florence had found her on the floor of our bedroom, holding our wedding portrait, out cold. My face had been ripped to shreds and a big knife was lying beside her. She called emergency services and they took her to the local hospital, before transferring her to a larger facility. All the kids immediately dropped what they were doing and converged at the hospital.
When Cara called me to say she was in hospital, I was on the next plane back.
It seemed my darling wife had a combination of issues that all seemed to be triggered by menopause. I talked to the specialists at length. "She has a severe hormonal imbalance, and she needs thyroid surgery as soon as can be scheduled. She also has breast cancer, but it's in the very early stages and we'll probably just have to remove a few lumps, then monitor her closely. We're also recommending intense therapy, from what your daughter told us she may pose a threat to herself as well as others."
I was reeling. She was under sedation when I got there, and I stayed by her side for twenty hours, before Cara and Florence took over. I got a suite and crashed for seven hours. Ian was there with Alicia when I returned.
"They're going to bring her out of sedation, and they want us there when she wakes."
She came out slowly, her eyes unfocused. When she could make me out, she whimpered and held out her arms and I cuddled her while the kids clustered around, touching her as often as possible.
Fiona got the supplements she needed to keep her hormones in balance, had the thyroid surgery, and went into counseling. Cara was a little angry at me for leaving but her mother put her straight quickly.
"I was out of control, baby. I seriously considered murdering your father there at the end. He was right to leave, and it was the shock I needed. His leaving probably saved us all."
A few months later she had the cancer surgery and is checked every six months like clockwork, but nothing else has shown up. The counseling helped tremendously and I went with her almost every time, something she seemed to need.
The years went by. Ian married a Spanish woman he'd met when he was stationed there, attached to the embassy. It would seem his seafaring days were behind him. She was more than relieved he was on land now, there had been a minor flareup in Africa and he was assigned to a smaller ship to patrol the border. They were attacked by what was later proved to be pirates and the pirates found out pretty quickly it was one thing to attack an unarmed freighter and something completely different to fight someone with superior firepower and more than happy to use it. They blew the pirate ship out of the water, literally. Out of a crew of twenty-six, there was one survivor.
Ian did the interrogation and when the man admitted they were state sponsored, having to give fifty per cent of their gains to the government, things got interesting. The man gave up names, and suddenly the little country was facing the full wrath of the British government, to the extent they were informed as far as Britain was concerned, they were at war.
The branches of the Special Forces converged and launched several successful raids on pirate strongholds, totally destroying three, and then burning any ships in harbor. The Navy blockaded the shoreline and no commerce was allowed through. The country had been a thorn in the side of a lot of countries for a long time and the U.S. offered support, escorting freighters past the coast. Two raids were attempted and both were dealt with extreme force, and they didn't offer to check for survivors.
There was a plan being discussed to invade and riots started in the larger cities, calling for changes in the government. Faced with internal and external pressures, the country folded. The regime was replaced immediately and monitored by an international committee.
In recognition of his part in unraveling the dictatorship Ian was assigned as military liaison to the committee, and when he thwarted an assignation attempt on both the U.S. and British Ambassadors, he was promoted and given medals from both countries. There was a U.S. Captain who did as much as Ian, and they received their medals together and became lifelong friends. Sometimes their friendship was utilized by both countries on issues that wouldn't benefit from public scrutiny. As my family watched Ian receive his medals, his arm still in a sling, I thought about the Commodore. He would have been very proud of his grandson.
The incident led to his new posting, and when the Ambassador was promoted to Spain, Ian went along at his request. He met his wife at a ball hosting by the Embassy. She was minor royalty as well so they found common ground, and soon dinner dates turned into a quiet breakfast. When he proposed he brought her to the estate, and she bonded with all the girls.
The service was conducted by the Ambassador, a retired Naval officer as well, using some obscure law that allowed him to officiate at weddings. There was also a Spanish Bishop present just to make sure things were legal in her father's mind.
They honeymooned at the lake house, and the Yacht Club arranged a reception for them. They considered Ian one of their own, and the opportunity to flaunt a couple from two different Royal houses made sure it was over the top.
He took her to meet my side of the family and although she wasn't sure how to take them at first, they got along famously. She took all the female cousins her age and younger on a shopping spree in New York and they would have killed for her by the time it was over.



I'm sure Conchita enjoyed Ian being home all the time. He was a big help with their two sons. When they were old enough, we would take them for a few weeks every summer and they enjoyed the time with their cousins.
Florence works at the local hospital and we fear she's married to her career, although she's been bringing this really cute nurse along to family dinners. Cara got her degree but doesn't use it. She spends her time chasing her three children.
Alicia surprised us by moving to the States to pursue her post graduate degree and lives in the lake house, but she flies home as often as possible. She's involved with another PhD candidate but I don't see a future there. I think her telling him if they ever got together, he'd have to move to Scotland has kind of nipped their relationship in the bud.
I still write even though I'm in my seventies. Most of my books do well, even if I don't enjoy the same amount of success I used to have. The grandkids insist I tell them stories, and I wrote one children's book for the under ten set, and another for early teens, both of which did really well.
Fiona is the Grand Dame of the estate, and even at her age she is still involved in village life, as an advisor to children's services. We even do short term foster care but we're too old to get another child permanently.
I decided to donate the ship I had outfitted for the documentary, the Terror 2, to the Royal Navy. It's now berthed at the local naval yard, and is a tourist attraction. We go down from time to time, to feel the swell of the waves and remember. They renamed the ship with my permission and it's now referred to as the Captain W. S. Wallace.
Two summers ago, we leased a large cabin cruiser in Maryland, and followed the Intercoastal Waterway all the way to Florida, with our two oldest grandchildren as crew, meeting up at Disneyland with the rest of the family for a week before heading home.
All the children and grandchildren were at the house to celebrate Grandmama turning seventy. We had a tradition of watching the documentary of their great-grandfather at least once every time we're all together.
Then we'd show clips of Cara and Florence when they were in their teens, dressed in sailor outfits and dancing the Hornpipe during different Highland games. They have a cabinet full of trophies for it and sword dancing.
All the grandchildren had learned it, and we always danced it together at some point in our family gatherings. Then Ian would lead them in sea shanties. If we were a bit in our cups, they would get a little daring towards the end. The kids would giggle and sing at the top of their lungs. Fi had gone in, and when she returned, we were right in the middle of What Do You Do With a Drunken Sailor.
"Shave his balls with a rusty razor, SHAVE HIS BALLS WITH A RUSTY RAZOR, SHAVE HIS BALLS WITH A RUSTY RAZOR, EARLIAH IN THE MORNING!"
"Miles!"
I grinned and grabbed the love of my life, twirling her around in the light of the fire until she laughed. Then she joined in, singing at the top of her lungs. "HEY HO AND UP SHE RISES, HEY HO AND UP SHE RISES, HEY HO AND UP SHE RISES, EARLIAH IN THE MORNING!"
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*****
"Bubble baths."
"Merlot."
Starbucks"
"Ice Cream."
Netflix."
"Sex."
"With our husbands."
That sent us into a fit of giggles. The other passengers on the plane smiled, the sight of two attractive women obviously very happy sparking a positive response. I was a doctor, a surgeon, and Solange was an emergency room nurse when she was home. When we were in some shithole African country, she and I were whatever was needed at the time. We delivered babies, set bones, we even assisted the resident dentist if he needed someone. It was my second and her third time with Doctors Without Borders.
The first time was very hard on me physically and mentally. I lost 20 pounds that I really couldn't spare and almost went out of my mind from depression. I literally counted the seconds before I got home, falling into my husband's arms and crying hysterically for ten minutes. Then I gathered myself and grabbed my then seven-year-old son, hugging and kissing him until he was almost fighting me to be turned loose.
I soon discovered my husband was a bit cool towards me for the first few days after I returned. It seemed he harbored a lot of resentment about me going in the first place. I still remember the not quite arguments we had over it.
"Let someone else save the world, honey. You have people who need you more right here at home."
"People are dying. People I could save."
"You save plenty of lives right here at home, and you get to sleep in our own bed without fear of being raped or murdered."
"It isn't that bad. I could save a lot more people there than I could here. We're protected and I'll make sure I'm in a safe place."
"Shall I pull up stats for you?"
Sometimes I hated his job. He was a freelance writer, taking assignments on any number of subjects from anyone willing to pay him. He was meticulous in his research, and if he quoted something it could be verified quickly. He'd started out small, doing it part time, mostly as a hobby, but now he wrote for major newspapers and magazines. He'd even won a couple of awards for excellence.
Then one of his friends set him up with his own YouTube channel, where he did short opinion pieces about anything that interested him. In three years, he had almost two million subscribers and his yearly revenue from advertisers was almost a hundred grand a year, after fees. All in all, he made as much, and sometimes more, a year than I did. Just before I left, he'd been invited to be a contributor to CNN, mostly puff pieces to dispel the relentless seriousness of the service.
Our niece told him he was an influencer now, and he had no idea what she was talking about. She defined it for him, and naturally he researched it. Then he did a piece on his channel, warning people to make sure what they were told was accurate, no matter how successful the person sharing the information was. "We all have agendas, even if we don't consciously realize it. It's why I strive to be so impartial in my work. Just because I believe in something doesn't mean you have to. It doesn't mean I'm right, or I'm wrong. It means you take everything with a grain of salt. Don't blindly take anything I or anyone else says for gospel, and use your own judgment. In other words, think for yourself. Sadly, that's a habit that has been declining in recent years."
It took five months before he accepted I was going. Then it took another three months before I left. I was on an emotional high, and he was still chilly. "I'll be home before you know it."
The incredible sadness in his eyes still stays with me today. "You realize nothing will ever be the same? I'll no longer trust you to place the interests of your family first. I'm telling you this now, not asking. This is the only time. You run away from your family again and you won't have one when you get back." I was still reeling from what he said when he pulled my crying baby from my arms and walked away without looking back.
I was sent to an African country that was about as backwards as you could get once you got outside the urban areas. My operating theatre was a tent: a not so securely set up tent. In the summer months the winds blew relentlessly and it was nothing to be in the middle of an operation when a corner of the tent would fly up, covering everything with dust. it's a wonder they didn't all die of infections. Still, we saved a lot of people.
I delivered four babies while I was there, one to a mother that was just past puberty herself. The pregnancy was from rape. She lived in an unsafe area and her village was overrun by insurgents. Every female in the village was raped, many multiple times. She managed to flee when the man assaulting her passed out. She put his knife through his throat, took everything that was valuable off him, including his rifle and pistol, and ran. They chased her for six days before they reached their limits. She managed to shoot two while she escaped, and as soon as she was fit for travel, she left the baby, took up her rifle, and disappeared.
Rumors started abounding about an avenging angel, then a group of angels. The insurgents left the area.
In three months, I was climbing the walls. The fear and anxiety never let up. I was bunking with Solange for the first time and I asked her one day why she was so calm while I was a wreck.
"I can tell you the cure. You need a good fucking. One of those bed breaking, I can't count the orgasms because they come so fast poundings."
"That would probably work with single women like you. I'm married."
She grinned and pulled up some pictures on her phone. There was a couple of little girls and a very handsome man in the frame. "My husband and children."
"But you sleep with Jean-Luc!"
"Yes, and if he isn't available, I share a bed with Eric. Look at everyone's hand, honey. There are no rings allowed here. Kind of symbolic, really. No one is married here, and what happens in country stays in country. We go back to our husbands and wives and devote ourselves to them, until we come back again. I make a point of giving my rings to my husband when I leave, and the first thing he does when I get home is put them back on me. A reclaiming."
"Doesn't anyone get caught?"
"One of the doctors did, a couple of years back. We're medical professionals and she forgot her birth control. Then there was a condom shortage, and she tried different methods but was two months pregnant when she got home. Her husband was pretty good with math and the truth came out. They divorced, and the organization paid him off not to go public with it. The doctor was never allowed to serve again."
"What about diseases?"
She rolled her eyes. "Medical professionals, remember? We test at least once a month, and if something slips through, we handle it quickly. Think about it, hon. No one will ever know."
I made it for five months, then I lost a mother and her child to an IED. They were mostly in pieces when they brought them in and I tried everything in my power but they were just too damaged. The woman died in my arms begging me to save her baby. The child had been gone ten minutes by then.
I was a mess and ended up drinking most of a bottle of bourbon, waking up in a strange bed with one of the male nurses. Before I could say anything, he got on top of me again, and I just gave up and let the release wash over me. Rodrigo never left my bed until his rotation was up and I had a doctor replace him in four days. He lasted the rest of our tour.
I knew my husband would know the first time he looked at me, but he was too busy still working through his anger at me leaving to notice. It took four months to get back into his bed and I have to admit many times as my husband and I had sex I'd think back to the staying power of Rodrigo or the sheer size of Michel. I tried to keep those memories tamped down, but every once in a while, I'd be alone in the house and I'd get the really large vibrator out of the secret hiding place and really work myself over, crying out both of my lovers' names at different times.
A year went by and we were back to normal. Then the organization called me, asking me to be an emergency fill in for three months. I was replacing a woman who'd been involved in an auto accident. I never told my husband it was from a mortar hitting too close.
We had a terrible fight that lasted three days. Finally, he threw his hands up. "You do whatever you have a mind to do. Just don't expect us to be waiting when you get home. I'll try to keep this civil if you will. I intend to ask for custody. It will be hard for you to get it, being subject to just taking off for months or a year at a time. No judge in his or her right mind is going to let Tommy live with you."
Well, I never saw that coming. It was only 13 weeks and I'd be right back. I tried to reason with him. He stayed in the house for Tommy, but he barely spoke to me until I left.
I didn't think he would, but he took me to the airport. "I didn't do it for you. I did it for me. The sight of you walking away knowing what you'll lose if you do is something I need to see to sustain me over the next few months. Things will be totally different when you get back. No need to rush. If they need you for a month, a year, or the rest of your life, that's just fine."
He turned without another word and left me standing there. I knew he meant it. I knew if I wanted my family I needed to hurry after him. I resolved to fix this as soon as I got home, and turned to the ticket line.
Solange greeted me with a hug when I got to the site. If possible, it was even shittier than the last place. "I'm glad you're here! Don't bother unpacking. Gear up, we need you pretty bad."
There had been a mortar attack on a village forty miles away, and I was surprised at the number who survived long enough to make it to the clinic. My team worked eleven hours without a break. About half our patients would survive, pretty good considering everything. Five died on my table. After the fourth, I just turned to the new table and started working while they removed the body and set the table up for the next patient. One I lost was a nine-year-old girl. Her heart stopped as she cried for her mother.
I was beyond numb. Solange guided me into the communal shower and helped me clean up. Modesty was burned out of you pretty quickly; there wasn't a lot of time so the shower was coed. It stopped being shocking to walk in on shower sex after three or four times; you just moved to the other side and tried to ignore them.
Then she crawled into the bunk and held me while I cried myself to sleep.
By the next week, I was acclimated. We talked about our last rotation and our return. Solange glowed when she talked about the catch-up sex, and how she almost didn't come this time.
"He's starting to lose his patience and I can't fault him. He let me do three tours and I think this is it for me. How's your husband handling it? I remember he wasn't too happy with the last time."
"He says he's going to file for divorce and go for custody, using my service here against me. I'm hoping I can mend fences when I get home, but it took him forever to warm up to me again last time."
"I wouldn't worry, hon. It's probably his fear about your safety talking. He'll probably keep you on a very short leash for a while, but he'll forgive you and get over it eventually. I wouldn't push your luck, though. The organization appreciates everything you've done, but eventually you have to put yourself first."
"I hope you're right. I'm going to do my very best to make it up to him when I get home, and I absolutely won't serve another tour. Time for someone else to save the world."
Then I grinned. "So then, who's warming your bed now?"
She giggled like a school girl. "Gerard. He's from Algiers and very talented as a doctor, among his other attributes. You gonna hook up?"
"No. It's only a few weeks. I can handle it."
Two weeks later I was screaming in orgasm as Gerard's tongue lashed my clit repeatedly. When I stopped quivering, he slid up and plunged into my pussy for the third time in 24 hours.
How did that happen? Jean-Luc came back and Solange immediately threw Gerard over for her old lover. I was starting to get the itch again and one thing led to another. We humped like bunnies for four weeks, and I cried when we parted.
I sat on the plane, planning. There was no way I was ever going back and I had to really push this to Brian, make him understand it was out of my system and I'd be a good little wife from now on. Solange told me to work my way back into his heart through our son, then she laughed.
"Remember, you may have been scratching your itch, but he hasn't. He has to be horny as hell. Wear revealing things around him, rub up against him as much as possible. Reroute his blood flow from the big head to the little head and let things happen. He'll be back in the fold in no time."
That turned out to be a little more difficult than I thought. He wasn't there when I got home. My mother had our child and said he told her it was too good an opportunity to pass up and he'd be gone for ten more days. That was a blessing because it gave me a lot of time to concentrate on my son. If I could get him back the rest would be easy.
*****
While I was plotting the resurrection of my family, I was later to learn that Brian was sitting in the corporate offices of the organization, talking to the head psychiatrist.
"Thank you for your interest in our charity, Mr. Oliver. We can use all the publicity we can get. We are, after all, funded by donations."
"It seems a worthwhile cause, giving services badly needed where they are least expected. I know you understate it, but your organization has lost people over the years, and it has to figure in the mind of any volunteer you get."
"It does. It's why we do a full profile of their mental state before we accept them. Sadly, it's a noble cause, but it isn't for the weak of heart. Some have breakdowns from the stress and there have been more than a few in recent years to suffer from PTSD. We offer them full support for as long as they need it."
"It seems like you try and take good care of your people. Do many do more than one rotation?"
"There are some, but we put a cap on four tours and we don't encourage those. Two is the norm."
"With all that happens around them, how do they deal with the stress while they're serving?"
"It's difficult, but they offer each other support, to bolster their spirits and lessen their fears."
"I must confess something to you, Dr. Parkins. I did a little research on the number of divorces and relationship failures of people that have served two or more terms, and it's unusually high. Care to share an opinion?"
The doctor went quiet for a bit. "Some people don't deal well with the situations they find themselves in and look for any comfort, as misplaced as it may be, where they can find it. We strive to help repair any relationship that's damaged."
"So then, you consider the failed marriages and broken relationships acceptable collateral damage? The needs of the many versus the needs of the few? Would that argument fly with spouse of doctors, nurses, and technicians about to be left behind, wondering if they would have a marriage when they returned?"
"I don't like where you're going with this interview. Stories like this would have a negative impact on the organization."
"Yes, my research has shown that you like to sweep these things under the rug and keep them in the shadows. I've found at least three instances when considerable money changed hands to keep it out of the public eye. Do your donors have any idea they're funding that?"
The doctor stood. "I believe this interview is over, Mr. Oliver. I urge you to consider what you write. People lose jobs reporting such trash."
The man grinned, which unsettled the Doctor. "I also found that in my background checks. It's one of the reasons I enjoy being independent. I don't have to yield to pressure."
He walked to the door and turned. "Just for general information, you should look up Dr. Hope Oliver. I believe she has done work for you."
He turned and walked out the door. As soon as it shut the doctor held his head in his hands. It seemed this was personal to the man, and being independent meant there might be little pressure they could put on him. He checked up on Brian Oliver, astounded at the number of followers he had. Then he remembered seeing him on CNN. The situation could get ugly fairly quickly. He called his assistant. "Get me the dossier on Dr. Hope Oliver. She may still be in country somewhere. If she's home I need her contact information. This is a priority one, Benjamin."
He stared at the phone for a second after his assistant disconnected, took a breath, and called the CEO.
*****
I got a phone call that surprised me. It was the charity, and the man calling was very high up in the hierarchy. "Dr. Oliver, we need you to come to our headquarters as soon as possible. It's very urgent."
"Why? Now is not a good time for me to leave home. My husband is off on an assignment and I'm the primary caregiver for our son right now. Plus, I've resumed my duties at the hospital and I have surgeries scheduled. And in case you haven't read my file, you should. I won't be serving again. It was a very gratifying experience, but it's time for me to be with my family. My husband wasn't very supportive of my service."
"Your husband is exactly the reason we're calling. He was here yesterday and said some very disturbing things. Things that could hurt us badly in the public eye. We're trying to get a handle on it and it would be in your best interests to come see us."
I felt like the blood was draining from my body. Brian was like a bloodhound; once he struck a scent, he'd chase it to the ends of the earth if he thought it was worth it. Doctors and nurses are by nature a pretty gossipy bunch, and if some of them talked about what happened overseas it could be very, very bad for a whole lot of people.
The first thing I did after I hung up was call Solange and tell her what the man said. I'd bragged to her what a good journalist Brian was, and we got to watch him one night in France, as we were flying out, when he was on CNN.
"Jesus Christ! This could be disastrous! My husband is not a forgiving man and he'd leave me in a heartbeat. You need to get hold of your husband, Hope. Beg, promise him anything to keep him from doing this. Think of the others; almost all of us are married. This thing could blow up over three continents."
I called Brian a dozen times and they all went to voicemail. He didn't respond to any email or texts, and I was at a loss. I had no idea where he was or how to get a message to him. I rearranged my schedule, citing a family emergency because for me this qualified, and flew to New York. I got there at nine in the morning and went straight to their headquarters.
Dr. Parkins, who'd done my evaluation before I could join, met me at reception and took me straight to his office. After the standard pleasantries he got down to why I was there.
"Your husband seems to be quite the angry man, Doctor. I'm going to ask you some hard questions that I assure you will never be discussed outside this building and you MUST be honest if any of us are to survive this. Are you ready?"
I nodded, knowing what was coming. "Did you have sex with any of the other personnel in your assignments? If so, who? Were you careful, did you discourage public displays of attention, talk out of turn to anyone outside the organization?"
I named my two long term lovers and two more I'd had a "lost weekend" with. Dr. Parkins kept his face neutral and I wondered what he thought of me when I was done.



"Thank you for your honesty. To be truthful, although this happens a good bit, the figures are no higher than for health care professionals in their regular life. It's just more concentrated and intense in these situations. I've probably helped dozens who have wrestled with this problem, and my advice is always the same. Do what your conscience dictates. Ninety-five percent take it to their graves and it rarely works out for the ones who confess."
He looked thoughtful for a few seconds before resuming. "This, however, is not a normal situation. I can say with reasonable certainty from talking to your husband that he knows you strayed both times you were abroad and he's very angry. Angry people are not prone to being reasonable. In the few instances anything remotely like this has occurred, we have been able to contain it. That won't be the case here. We can put considerable pressure on CNN, but on his personal site, we are without resources. He can be explicit as he wants and there isn't much we can do about it. It could hurt us tremendously. How many spouses will be as supporting as before the story comes out? We need these people to exist. If you have any influence at all over your husband, now is the time to exert it."
My answer didn't make him very happy. "Sir, right now I have no idea where my husband is or what he's up to. He's refused all contact with me. Who knows what he's liable to do?"
We found out the next day. It was splattered all over the New York newspapers and picked up globally. Four dozen spouses presented a class action lawsuit against the charity for the demise of their marriages and long-term relationships over the last six years. They were asking millions in compensation. The suit was international, presented in French, English, Italian, and Algerian courts, besides the U.S. and Canada.
The charity found him determined and very, very angry, and in no mood to cooperate. They tried to reason with him until he told them he'd recorded every meeting or phone call he'd done since he'd started investigating. He knew he was covered by the laws of our state and two more, and even if he didn't use them in court, he could on his channel. Wives and husbands of those who recently served were demanding the truth from their spouses and most didn't believe what they heard.
The less reputable papers got hold of it and had a field day. Sex and scandal sells for these rags, and it looked like there was no lack of material. The social media had dubbed us #Doctors Without Morals and the media picked it up and it became the official mantra.
They featured Brian as the one who broke the story and it led directly to me. I was bombarded by every media outlet in the world for an interview and steadfastly refused until it occurred to me since Brian wouldn't speak to me, it might be a way to get a message to him, but I never got the chance.
*****
He eventually came home, totally ignoring me and spending a lot of time with our son. When I told him I needed a way to get hold of him for emergencies, he showed me a burner phone and gave me the number. "If you ever call for anything other than my son, I'll throw it away."
The first time he came by Mom's to pick up Tommy, I was waiting on the steps. "Brian, we have to talk. You need to let me explain things and help you understand. What I did over there is completely different from us. It never intruded on our lives and meant nothing once I was home."
He just looked at me for a second. "Let me ask you something. While you were over there merrily fucking away, did it ever occur to you what your actions would do to the marriage? Would you be forgiving if you came home and found I'd had a series of affairs while you were gone and I told you they didn't mean anything because you weren't here?"
"It's not the same!"
"Bullshit. This conversation is over. Bring Tommy out so I can leave; something around here is making me sick to my stomach." After that, he stopped talking to me. If I tried to initiate dialog, he just stared at me until our son came out. Tommy was back living full time with his dad now. The courts had decided to leave him there since it was what he was used to and most comfortable with. The Judge also ruled he could live in our house until the matter was settled because he was the primary care giver.
I got a small apartment near the hospital. It was just a basic box, far different from the house with the big yard we'd bought five years before. Brian didn't have to work nearly as many hours as I did, so he became a semi-househusband. He'd work when Tommy took naps, and later, it was while he was at school. He relandscaped the backyard, putting a fence around it when he was done, along with a sandbox, a swing set, and a very large above ground pool that they spent hours in during the summer. I think I may have gotten into it twice in five years.
I came home one day to see three late-teen girls in bikinis frolicking in our pool. I was really pissed, but Brian grinned at me. "I still have to work, you know. I could probably work at night while you took care of him, but do you really want to come home to the demands of a six-year-old after a long day? This way is better. Kimberly, that's the one in the red bikini, is highly qualified as a sitter, so I hired her. The other two are just friends. Part of the employment agreement was use of the pool a couple of days a week. She can have two friends at a time with her and no more, and no boys. Tommy loves her, she's really good with him and I get to work. She's never in the pool while she's working, unless it's with Tommy. She's teaching him to swim, isn't that great?"
I saw the validity of his point, but it still rankled. "You can work with half-naked, no, mostly naked little sprites right in front of you?"
" Sprites? What have you been reading lately? My office is on the other corner of the house. I could see them, I suppose, if I got up from my desk and strained my neck at the window. Or I could come out here like I am now, to tell them it's getting late and they need to be home."
Tommy woke up from his nap and came charging into my arms, then he dragged me over to the girls so I could meet Miss Kimmy. As I talked to them, I relaxed, and when Kim told me she was going into a nursing program in the fall, we found common ground. I got her a volunteer spot at the hospital and mentored her as much as I could, and wrote her a glowing recommendation letter for college.
Kim was in her second year and doing well. Her replacement was her younger sister Alexis, "Miss Lexy", that Tommy loved almost as much as he did Kim. I had the feeling they did a lot of mothering while I was gone. And Miss Lexy could really, really fill out a bikini.
The charity wanted to settle the class action as long as there was an enforceable nondisclosure clause in the agreement. They related the encounter to me. Brian laughed, which gave their lawyers heartburn. "Everyone else has agreed! Why can't you let it go and move on?" one of the attorneys had asked.
"I've moved on," Brian had said. "What I haven't done is forgiven her or your organization. I know how hard you recruited her, telling her how good it would look on her record, and may lead to consultancy opportunities later on. I'm still digging, getting an understanding on how you operate. In every other instance, the wronged have been bought off, sometimes with cash, sometimes with business relationships. I don't need the money and there's no way I'd get into bed with you assholes. Now I'm right in the middle of my second piece about your organization and I'm on a self-imposed deadline, so FUCK OFF!"
They got up to leave, and just before they went out the door the youngest lawyer, a woman three years out of law school, asked him a question. "Isn't your anger a little misdirected? After all, it was your wife that caused this. She cheated on you. I get it and I'm sorry. Shouldn't you be making her life a living hell instead of ours?"
He smiled at her, which made her nervous. Then he showed her a picture of his son. "This is my son. He's the reason I haven't gone scorched earth on my wife. Without him, she would have been an eviscerated corpse that rats started feasting on fifteen minutes after she got off that last plane. Maybe my anger is misdirected but over the years your organization must have realized things like this were happening. Hell, you even have written protocols on how to handle an angry spouse. You judged the impact it would have on your organization and decided a little collateral damage was acceptable.
"Apparently it was, until I came along. I must be your organization's worst nightmare. I have an independent livelihood so you can't pressure me over my job, I make good money so you can't starve me out, and I have enough rage in me to ignore veiled threats. You can go now."
She was a little pale when she walked away; the raw anger coming off the man in waves was enough to disconcert her.
*****
I wasn't surprised when I got the divorce papers. Every course I took ended in frustration. I made it a point to come by his house so many times he had a restraining order taken out. If I came within a hundred feet of him or the house, I could be arrested.
My employers were not pleased with the circus my life had become. I hadn't done anything improper at home, and so far, all that was put forth was allegations, but the administrator called me into his office anyway.
"I'm speaking to you on behalf of the board. Your personal life is becoming a distraction and we cannot allow it to disrupt normal routines. You're a brilliant surgeon and we have a lot of respect for you. This isn't anything official, it's just a friendly request for you to see if you can get your husband to tone it down a little. Please, Sarah."
I promised I'd do my very best, knowing I couldn't even speak to him at the momen. He did tell me I could send emails if it was absolutely necessary, so that night I sat in front of my laptop, writing for five hours before I thought I had it right. I hit send and went to bed, hoping for a reply.
*****
I cringed when I read the response the next morning. "I could care less about your professional reputation, your relationship with the hospital, or any collateral damage I cause, unless it involves our son. If you catch me in a lie, send me a message and I'll retract it and issue a full apology. Four nurses, five technicians, and two more doctors from your hospital have been on missions for the organization. Wonder what I'd find if I back trailed them? Might want to warn them."
Well, that didn't work. I showed the Administrator the email. He just sighed. He closed the door and exploded. "Shit! Fuck! Damn it Sarah! This is really bad. You know I'm going to have to bring all these people in and warn them. They may not take it very well and you have to work with them, so it may get a little tense. The hospital can't compromise the quality of the care our patients get under any circumstances, so I want you to finish the day and then clear your schedule. Take a week off to see if you can resolve this somehow. Good luck, Sarah."
Well, that was pretty clear. Fix this fuck up or start looking for a new hospital.
The boss did the interviews and I got some pretty interesting phone calls. Three technicians, two nurses, and a doctor had hooked up while on mission. Two had hooked up with each other and brought it home with them. All were married or in serious relationships. Now six people were sweating a decision. Should they confess now and hope for the best, or ride it down and deny everything? I hoped they all stayed silent, because if one broke and confessed it could domino across to all of them.
That was all news I found out later. At the moment, I was on a mission. I got my lawyer to ask his for a conference, and if they agreed, I'd sign the divorce papers. I had finally realized my marriage was broken and nothing could fix it if only one was willing to try. I was surprised they agreed.
Three days before we were to meet, Brian came out with a scathing essay on doctors and "the God complex." As usual, he had done extensive research, talked to a lot of experts, so he was on point and accurate. One noted psychologist said it existed to some degree in almost all successful people, regardless of their field, if they had risen far enough, but it was more pronounced in the medical profession because it was often a matter of life or death. He talked about the sense of entitlement it sometimes generated and gave me pause.
I recognized a lot of my behavior in the essay. Had I really become that arrogant? Did I think my calling and position made me assume normal rules didn't apply to me? Had I compartmentalized my life to the point of justifying my behavior? The short answer was yes, yes, and yes.
I was frustrated while I was on those missions, but I could have kept my legs closed if I had chosen to. Or, I could have just stayed home. Instead, I rationalized that what I was doing was just stress relief that would in no way impact my marriage, that I deserved this if it kept me sane and what happened in the field stayed in the field. I gave it a lot of thought, and realized I missed the random sex, the thrill of a new partner, and would probably have cheated again here at home, if I felt safe and had the opportunity. It was a sobering assessment.
*****
The meeting went surprisingly well. There were a few little issues that needed to be resolved, but were dealt with quickly. Brian would have primary care of our son, something that had already been in place since he was born, but I would have liberal visitation rights. Our incomes were pretty close, so there would be no alimony on either side, and instead of child support, I would provide a college fund, putting regular deposits in an account Brian would set up. All in all, it was very fair.
Brian wanted the house, but instead of selling him my half I signed it over, telling him to put what he would have paid me into the college fund. He thought that very kind of me.
I felt a twinge of regret when I looked at him. We had been good together. Sure, we had our squabbles and outright fights, but we never held grudges and resolved our issues, and we never, ever, fought in front of our child. Right up until I decided to go on those missions. My therapist (yes, I had a therapist who was trying to make sure I never repeated my mistakes if I found another partner, and it seemed like a good idea) got me to admit that was the beginnings of when I stopped being part of a couple and became a kingdom of one.
Brian was not completely blameless; he could be distant and moody, especially if he was working on something that upset him, but he did his best to minimize it. Up until I went on that first mission, he was very supportive of my career, but it seemed after I got home, he could have cared less. I had a scheduling conflict? Not his problem. I think that's the time period when he sensed things were not going to end well and he was already going into self-protection mode.
After the I's were dotted and the T's were crossed, the lawyers left, and we sat in the conference room and talked, really talked, like we used to before my first mission. It had occurred to me that we hadn't had a conversation like this since the first time I left.
"This will be the last time I apologize to you, Brian. If I knew then what I know now I would have never boarded that plane. But at the time, I had become so self-absorbed, so entitled that I realize now I was starting to make decisions with little or no regard for you and our son. Sadly, now any decision I make will be without either of you."
"Not necessarily. We still have a son together and he'll bind us together for at least the next fifteen years, all the way through college. Then we'll have a wedding to plan, and fights over who gets the grandbabies when, so we'll pretty much be a constant in each other's lives."
That made me smile through the tears, but it was too much to handle, so I gave what would probably be my last kiss to him, and left.
*****
I don't know if the divorce or our talk calmed him, but he backed off on the organization. I know money changed hands from the class action, and Tommy's college education fund swelled significantly.
The pressure got to be too much and I changed hospitals, going across town to our biggest rival. Management made the right noises, but I know they were relieved to see me go. All the people on past missions had marriage issues, but thankfully, there was only one divorce, even if a few of their remaining relationships are on fragile ground.
I didn't date for almost a year. Even when I did start going out, I was very cautious and didn't have a serious relationship for another year. It cratered when I found out he didn't want kids and couldn't stand to be around them. Another eighteen months went by and I found love. He was also a doctor, a pediatrician, and he loved kids.
We took it slowly; both of us were divorced and they were still fresh enough to make us proceed cautiously. It was a good thing in a way, because we really got to know each other before we got serious.
Brian had remained single, as well, although he was seeing a producer from his work with CNN and it had the earmarks of becoming serious. Tommy liked her and she had two adorable little girls who followed him around like puppies when they were around each other.
The network was pressuring him to commit to them totally. He wasn't keen on the idea, and I knew if they didn't back off, he'd leave the network when his contract was up in four months. MSNBC and Fox were both sending out overtures, so he wouldn't be off the air long.
I was passing through the neighborhood one afternoon and decided to pop in and see if Tommy wanted to go to the ice cream parlor with me. It was an independent little shop and they made all their own ice cream. You couldn't get fifty flavors, they had about a dozen at a time and rotated according to the season, using local fruit when they could get it. It was peach season, and that was my favorite. They sold it in quarts, and when I knew I was going to be there I'd bring a small ice chest and buy three or four for home.
I almost didn't stop when I saw the car in the driveway, but I was already signaling and Tommy saw me. He bounded off the front porch grinning, with his two shadows right behind. Brian and Alicia were sitting in the swing and they waved.
I bent down and hugged him. Then the tiny little four-year-old held her arms open. I could have backed away, but I grinned, grabbing her and her six-year-old sister at the same time and wrapping them in a hug. When I got done the little one stayed in my arms so I carried her with me.
Brian had a little grin on his face and the mother didn't know what to say. "Hi! I'm Sarah. Let's make a deal. I'll trade you a ten-year-old boy, slightly used, for these cuties. I might even be persuaded to throw in a pony."
The woman grinned back. "A pony you say? Let me think about it. Martha, but everybody calls me Martie."
"Sarah. I can't really tell you what they call me in mixed company but it rhymes with witch."
"Sarah will have to do then."
I turned and hugged Tommy. "Gotta go, Honey. I was just passing by and thought about going for ice cream but I can see you're busy. We'll do it another time."
I forgot I had the four-year-old in my arms and she started pulling on my hair. "Want ice cream!"
"You'll have to talk to Mommy for that."
I tried to put her down, but she wasn't going for it. "Want Ice Cream!"
"It seems I'm stuck, Martie. Wanna go for an ice cream? It's right down the street and they have the best homemade you've ever tasted. Right now, it's peach season and that's my favorite. My treat?"



She grinned and got up, giving Brian a little peck on the cheek. "I'll be back in about forty-five minutes. Why don't you get everything ready for the grill?"
We opted to walk, the image of Brian with his mouth hanging open making me grin as we made our way to the shop. Taylor refused to let go and I forgot how much work it was carrying a little one around. We told them to behave or they couldn't have any and they fell in line. Taylor changed her mind three times before settling on blueberry. Tanya looked over the selections with a gravity that put other six-year-olds to shame before deciding on banana. I got a peach and after the server gave her a sample, Martie got peach as well.
Tommy knew all the flavors and opted for vanilla. The girls had to taste what everyone else had and decided peach was really good and that's what they would have next time. They stayed surprisingly neat and clean under the circumstances, and it was a happy group of kids walking back. Martie took Taylor even though she fussed, so Tanya locked down on my hand.
We arrived and I told them I had to go. I got nice little sticky kisses and a good hug from my son and I left, smiling. Martie would be good for Brian, and he had always wanted more kids. Looked like he was trading up.
*****
Martie called me out of the blue, wanting to have lunch. I had to think on that for a minute, knowing she wanted to talk about Brian. Then I made my decision.
"Can you come by the hospital around noon? We'll have to use the cafeteria, but they have surprisingly good food."
"That will be fine. Noon all right?"
"I'll see you here."
Martie was a lot smaller than I was but she had the self-assured manner of someone who was successful in her field. We made our selections and sat, making small talk as we ate. Pushing her tray back, she grinned.
"Brian and I are getting married. I wanted to be the one to tell you. Not to gloat or anything, your past is your past and has nothing to do with me, but you are still a big part of his life through Tommy. I just thought it would be better if we were face to face. If you don't mind, and you're under no compunction to answer me, what went wrong in your marriage? I know Brian can be a bit self-absorbed at times when he's on a deadline or chasing something important, but he's still the sweetest man I've ever met."
Glad now for the years of therapy, I was able to be honest. "Basically, in my mind I got a little more important than Brian. Oh, I knew he was brilliant at what he did, but I was a doctor. People lived or died by my skills, and I became a bit arrogant. Besides that, Brian was always a homebody, and I loved going out and all the attention I got when people fawned over me because of my looks or my skills. I started making unilateral decisions, thinking I was much better at making family decisions than he was. In the end, it wasn't family decisions, it was the "what did Sarah want" decisions. I made a lot of bad ones. Doctors International was just the straw that broke the camel's back, but even as he told me he'd divorce me if I left again, I knew I could get him back before that happened. You know how that worked. Would I have changed anything at that time if I knew what I knew now? Probably, but it wouldn't have lasted.
"The bottom line was, I left knowing the consequences, had sex with two partners while I was gone, and then expected everything to be fine when I got home. It was a shock and an eyeopener when it wasn't. I know it pretty much destroyed my opinion of myself as someone exalted and above the constraints of society. In the end, I had to change jobs, lost my son and husband and nothing I did was worth the cost I paid."
She sat for a minute, absorbing what I'd told her, then she sighed. "I have a little experience with your situation. Not me personally, but I've had to work with a lot of big-name talking heads and got to experience their arrogance firsthand. One insisted I give him "favors," right before airtime. We were in his office and he dropped his pants. "Nothing makes me appear relaxed onscreen like a nice blowjob," he said.
"I grinned, reached out, fondled his balls, and once I got hold of then I yanked as hard as I could. He screamed like a little girl. I brought him to his knees and leaned over, whispering.
"You try this again with me, or any other females here and I'll come back and finish the job. Nod if you understand.
"He gave me a weak nod, and just as he thought I was going to let go I yanked down, hard, then slapped his face as hard as I could. My handprint stayed on his face for four hours. They had to scramble to get an emergency host for the show. Upper management threatened me but I had recorded the conversation and a little footage of the incident, and told them if it affected my career negatively in any way at all, I'd sell the story to their biggest competitor. They chose not to renew his contract six months later."
She looked down at her fingernails before looking up, grinning. "So you see, I know well what a God complex is. More importantly, I know how to avoid people who have it and deal with the ones I'm forced into contact with. I'm glad you learned the error of your ways and I'm sorry you ended up divorced, but glad it resulted in me getting my dream man. Does that make sense?"
It did.
*****
I told my new man about the conversation that night as we prepared dinner together. It was kind of our thing. If one or the other got there far earlier than the other we would do it alone, but we really didn't like to. We would use the time to decompress, talk about our day and let the stress of our professional lives slip away. That left time for the important things, like snuggling while we watched movies, or snuggling while we listened to music, and if push came to shove, just snuggling.
My relationship with the pediatrician ended badly after I found out he liked children just a little too much. That happened when my laptop went down and I used his to send an important email about a proposed surgery. I saw a folder marked Sarah, and I opened it, thinking it would be candid pictures of me.
There were a lot of pictures, but I was naked in most of them. Sometimes I was sleeping but mostly it was while we were making love. He had cameras (three, I found out later, so he could achieve a perfect blend for his homemade porno) recording our most intimate moments. There were also a lot of shots of me in the shower and even using the bathroom.
I was pretty disgusted, so I looked a bit more and found a file labeled Candyland. It was child pornography. Really rough, disgusting pornography. I just barely made it to the kitchen sink before I spewed dinner. I rinsed my mouth, brushed my teeth, and took the laptop straight to the closest police station.
I got two detectives, one male, one female, to look at the file. They looked for about thirty seconds before shutting it down and pulling the DA away from his dinner. He listened, then gave directions.
I was to take the laptop back to his house while they got a warrant. Then I had to make a phone call saying what I found so an investigation could be launched. I made the call on the way back.
He was pacing the floor when I returned. He saw his laptop in my hands, realized in an instant what I had seen, and punched me in the nose so hard it broke and knocked me unconscious. With great timing, I heard the doorbell ring as I collapsed.
He ran out the back door, the laptop in his arms, straight into two policemen. Two huge policemen, both of whom were married with children. It seems they considered his running into them resisting arrest and they "subdued" him, which resulted in a few deep bruises and taser burns.
When the trial was over, he got fifteen years. They found a segment where he was enticing one of his patients. Her parents sued him for everything he had and he went to jail broke. Pedophiles traditionally do not do well in prison, and he was no exception to the rule. He was blind in one eye and had a permanent limp before his first year was out.
I had to go back to my therapist and she helped me see I couldn't have known. He never spoke of any type of porn, or any attraction he had to children except he'd like to father a couple someday. That filled me with hope when he said it, now I look back and cringe. "He was pretty successful, Sarah, and kept it hidden for years. Everyone was shocked when the story came out. Think how many children you may have saved, and look on it as fate or God taking a hand and guiding you to that computer. And remember, honey, there are plenty of good men out there. One day one will find you. I'm certain of it."
"I had a good man," I thought, "and I blew it. Maybe I was meant to be single as an atonement for my transgressions."
Nine months later, I met Jeremiah. He was tall, broad shouldered, had a killer smile, and the gentlest eyes I'd ever gazed into. There was a touch of grey around his temples and beard hair, but the muscles that rippled under his shirt belied the color of his hair.
I was at a convention, sent by my hospital to network and recruit. My past had receded, I had done some outstanding work for my new hospital and they were touting me as one of their faces in the community. There is a standard process when it comes to where a graduate can apply, based on a number of concerns, but nothing is written in stone in the beginning and we were looking for fresh faces. At 35, I was the youngest surgeon on staff and it was time for new blood.
The symposium covered a broad band of subjects related to the medical field, and I looked Jeremiah up. I was a little surprised. He owned an insurance company specializing in the medical field, was a Certified Public Accountant and a registered Nurse Practitioner. He held five degrees in various disciplines and had an IQ that was off the charts.
His workshop on malpractice scared all of us shitless until he led us through steps to prevent lawsuits. He was witty, concise, quick with a joke when the subject got too bleak, but his closing statements made all of us take notice.
"Sometimes, mistakes happen. When they do, own them. If you try to get in front of it and do damage control, but it comes out later you were really at fault, it's much worse in the public eye and juries will be very unsympathetic Plus, public opinion will brand all doctors as inept sleazeballs who are only in it for the money. There's a concerted push to cap malpractice awards, and some states are considering it based on a pretty complex algorithm, an algorithm I helped develop. Until it's passed, remember, the higher the sleaze factor, the more massive the payout. I'll be available for individual questions for the rest of the conference. Thank you."
There was a lot of positive response and doctors seemed to be three deep around him. I gave up trying to talk to him and rushed to my next seminar. I didn't see him until later that night, when I ducked into what I thought was an empty conference room, trying to dodge another doctor who'd had the magic drink, the one that makes all men think they are a gift to all women and should be worshipped accordingly. It was either hide or slap the hell out of him, and that just wasn't good business.
I nearly jumped out of my skin when his voice came out of the darkness. "Let me guess, hiding from your demons?"
I recognized him and smiled. "Just one, I'm afraid. You?"
"I needed a break. For the amount of time doctors spend in school, some of them can be woefully ignorant of how the real-world works."
'You don't have to repeat that. As a doctor, I can tell you I've made a lot of stupid decisions in my life, but I'm proud to say none of those decisions included a patient."
"Well then, that puts you ahead of the curve."
We spent the next fifteen minutes having a pleasant conversation. Then the door flew open and there he was. Dr. Dick. "There you are! What are you doing?"
"Well, I was about to have hot and kinky sex with this hunk, but you've blundered in and screwed that up. Go away, I was almost to the fun part."
He swayed a little as his alcohol-soaked brain tried to comprehend what I'd said. He was about to smart off when Jeremiah stood up, looming over him. "Go away now, unless you want to watch. Maybe you can jerk off as I pound the shit out of this hottie."
He opened and closed his mouth several times before he muttered "cunt," and staggered out. We looked at each before dissolving into laughter. When we stopped, we started talking, just a pleasant conversation over safe topics. I ended up giving him a kiss on the cheek as we parted and he gave me a very nice hug.
The next morning, I saw him at breakfast and he stood, motioning for me to join him. I went off to my seminars and he conducted his workshops, after we had agreed to have lunch. Dinner was nice, he took me to a restaurant away from the conference where we could relax, then to a little club where the music wasn't too loud, and we danced a few slow songs. I was a tall girl, but I felt tiny in his arms.
Back at the hotel, he walked me to my room and gave me a very nice kiss. Not overpowering and without tongue, but it held a lot of promise. It made me want more.
We discovered we were from the same city and our relationship developed quickly. He'd been married, but she tragically died in childbirth from a condition no one knew she had. They managed to save the baby, even though she spent almost two months in the hospital. She was seven.
I told him my story about three months after we started dating and just after we became intimate. He listened without interruption, then just hugged me while I cried, scared to death he would want to stop seeing me. My heart melted when he spoke.
"You can't change the past. It sounds like you made a series of mistakes, but you've learned from them. If I didn't think I could trust you we wouldn't be where we're at right now."
I tried to love him to death. Luckily, it didn't work but he was pretty lethargic by the end of the weekend. We still took it slowly, but gradually I was spending more and more time at his house. I was as nervous as could be when I introduced him to my son, but they got along famously. Jere was a really good archer and he got Tommy into it, after talking to my ex. He wouldn't say anything about their meeting beyond saying he seemed a decent guy.
Then one day I came home to a house full of kids. Tommy and his little sisters. All three of them. Brian and Martie had a child together, a precocious little thing who seemed scary smart. I raised an eyebrow and he flushed a little before grinning. "We're wrangling this herd for two days while Martie goes to New York to accept an award. Her star seems to be rising now that she's the executive producer of Brian's new show."
CNN had talked Brian into hosting a one hour show three days a week, in rotation with another show. The ratings were solid and rising. His only demand in the negotiations was that his wife run the show and the network agreed instantly. Martie did so well the show won an Emmy, and Brian couldn't contain his pride in his wife. He even waxed eloquent about how much he loved her in one of his shows, embarrassing her no end. I couldn't help it and watched his show, feeling a twinge of regret when I realized if things had been different, if I had managed to stay faithful and deflate my ego enough, he would have been raving about me on his show.
Then I looked at Jere and realized maybe he was the destination at which I was fated to arrive.
The two days turned into three when they asked for an extra day. Jere was over the moon, the big girls wanted to shoot Terry's bow, but he was a teenager and the bow was physically too big for them. Jere solved that with a trip to Academy, buying them small bows and all the accessories. Taylor was a natural and Tanya was pretty good. Lucy, Jere's daughter, was a big help. Then Tina wanted a bow and I came to the rescue, buying her one of those toy bows with suction cups on the end of the arrows instead of points. She was pretty good for a three-year-old, and I regretted my decision every time I had to pull an arrow off the television screen, the patio door or a car window. Jeremiah and the kids thought it was hilarious.
I was both exhausted and exhilarated. Lucy had been kind of skittish at first, not wanting to share Daddy with anyone, but gradually she accepted me and we grew close. I lavished all the love I didn't get to give to my son on her, and she thrived. To have girls near her age around for days lifted her spirits, and there were a lot of hugs and kisses between everyone as they left.
We were sitting on the sofa, vegging out, when Lucy crawled on top of us. After she wriggled around until she was comfortable, she said something that exploded my world.
"Mom, can I have a little sister?"
It was the first time she had ever called me Mom, and tears flowed as I hugged her. When I could talk, I kissed the top of her head. "That depends, baby. What does Daddy think of the idea?"
Daddy was grinning holding up a small box. "Daddy thinks it's the best idea he's heard in a long time."
I cried for thirty minutes, kissing and hugging both of them the whole time.
*****
I was a little long in the tooth for a baby, but sheer will won out and I delivered an eight-pound boy two weeks before my thirty-eighth birthday.
The waiting room was filled to capacity. I was a well-liked doctor and the nurses fussed over me constantly. I wasn't surprised to see Brian, Martie, and their brood. I was surprised to see his mother. She had moved out of state for a while and I hadn't known she was back. I couldn't see for the tears when she asked to hold her newest granddaughter. Jeremiah's mother and she were soon huddled, plotting out the futures of all the children assembled.
Lucy made sure that she was the first to hold her brother after her parents. She was a little disappointed he was a boy, but got over it as soon as she looked at his face. When he was five and she was thirteen, if he got fussy, she'd pick him up and rain kisses all over him. Soon he'd be giggling and trying to wipe them off as fast as she planted them. One of the biggest pictures on her night stand is the one of her holding her brother for the first time.
*****
I was fifty-three, the grande dame of the surgical unit. Knowing that in a few years my hands wouldn't be up to the task, I was planning my retirement. I was the mother figure to the younger doctors and nurses, and they often confided in me. One of the prettier nurses came to me for an opinion.
"I heard you worked with Doctors International. I've been offered a chance to serve. Do you have any advice?"
I didn't sugarcoat it, relaying my experiences and what it had cost me. She was newly married and I asked if her husband was on board. "He doesn't know yet."
"Then you should talk about it. Are you willing to be away from him that long? Will he be willing to wait on you to come home? The organization has done some tremendously good work, but there's always a cost and a downside. You should weigh your decision carefully before you commit."
In the end, she didn't go, and a single one went in her place. She broke up with her boyfriend before she left and he was engaged by the time she got back, dashing any hopes she had of a reconciliation. We thought she did it deliberately, just in case she decided to have a fling or two while she was gone and never once thought he would replace her so quickly. She was pretty subdued for about four months, and when they offered her another assignment, she turned it down.
Tommy graduated with a Master's in journalism and took a job as an associate producer for Fox. Lucy was a junior in a premed program. Tanya is in the same program and they are roommates. Taylor is a senior and has a full ride scholarship for volleyball. Tina is a freshman in high school and seems to be majoring in boys. At fourteen, she looks twenty and men and boys alike make fools of themselves over her. She has a good head on her shoulders, and if they push hard, she shows them pictures of her and her sisters, brother, her cousins Lucy and JJ, all holding ribbons and trophies for archery and karate. Tommy was an alternate for the Olympic team last year and JJ is already a second-degree black belt, at fifteen. Lucy was State Champion in archery for her age group two years ago, barely beating out her cousin Taylor.



I ran into Brian at a coffee shop one day, and we sat down. I apologized once again for my behavior, but he waved it off. "It's in the past. Let's keep it there."
Instead, we mock complained about our children and spouses for half an hour, shared a small kiss, and went our separate ways.
I thought about it as I watched him receding down the sidewalk. The old adage about cheaters never prospering came to mind, and I knew it was false, at least in my case. Yes, I did a terrible thing, flush with self-entitlement and arrogance, and I did suffer for quite a while. But in the end, I think the pain I endured helped me to be a better person. I like to think it reflected in my marriage and my relationships to all the people I held dear. I used the experience when counseling the younger people I worked with, hoping my story would make a difference.
I grinned as I felt the envelope in my pocket. My gift to my husband for our upcoming anniversary, two weeks at one of the most exclusive resorts in Thailand. Sun, sand, clothing optional. I didn't have the rock-hard body of my thirties, but I worked out and was voted one of the top three MILFs at my hospital. Jeremiah still looked at me like I was a hot young thing and I wanted that never to go away, so I endured the pain and tried to ignore the ravages of time and nature, as long as some of the ravaging was by him.
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How do you really know when someone loves you? I mean really, deep down, without hesitation or qualifiers, loves you? This is the story of how I found out.
*****
I met him at a bar. Already sounds a little seedy, doesn't it? But he wasn't there cruising, or looking for Miss Right Now. He was in the band, a local country band with serious rock overtones. They had a pretty big following, and the place was packed for a Thursday night.
My friends practically dragged me there, and my mother all but threw me out the door. "Go. Have fun. You used to love to dance, so dance. Let yourself go and just move to the music. You don't even need a partner, and the girls have sworn to me they'll watch over you. It's time honey, time to go back to the woman you used to be."
I refused to wear a dress, but had enough pride in my appearance to wear a really snug pair of jeans and a red silk blouse that showed a hint of cleavage. Looking myself over, I decided I needed just a hint of makeup, a light lip gloss, did my hair up a little, topping the outfit off with my red cowboy boots. The girls looked me over and started smiling. Melody declared in a singsong, breathy voice, "She's back!"
They all hugged me before bundling me into Autumn's monster SUV. Six women and we were still comfortable. We were bound for a new place, Silver Spurs, and the reviews I'd read were favorable.
Freezing up when we hit the parking lot, it took them ten minutes to get me out of the vehicle. Autumn, the 'mama' of the group at 39, put her arm around me. "We got your back, honey. Your asshole ex still has about six months to a year to go, and if any of his lowlife buddies are around, we'll put a bug in the owner's ear. That should send them packing."
After a while I started relaxing. At first, I just danced in a group with the girls, but by the second set I'd danced with two men, guys I'd known since high school. One hugged me and I froze up, then relaxed. He was my friend, and genuinely happy to see me. I never danced a single slow dance.
Line dancing was almost a thing of the past, but the band did a couple of numbers for the old patrons, and I remembered the steps, so I swayed and twirled on the dance floor. I was flushed and happy when it was over, dying for a drink, so I made it back to the table and killed my ginger ale, before asking the waitress for a glass of ice water.
I was catching my breath when the band, still in the country groove, did a modern Western Swing song. "Moonlight In Tennessee," by Freddy Johnson. I had the album and was surprised by how well they did. The lead singer didn't do it, turning the mic over to another band member, and his high tenor did an outstanding job. He was playing a short little guitar lying on a stand, using a steel slide, and the sounds he could produce was amazing. I learned later it was called a lap steel. An older couple waltzed by us, cheek to cheek, and it made me sad, wondering if I'd ever find a love like that.
The band took a break, and when they came back, they announced it was their last set, and asked if there were any requests. Half the bar was screaming for a song I'd never heard of, "Green Grass and High Tides." The band grinned and said they would save it for last. There were a few others, and they played as many as they could, before announcing last song. They had two really good guitarists, and the bass player treated his instrument like a lead guitar. When you added the steel player, it was a pretty impressive wall of sound.
The song started slowly, with a lot of finger picking for the intro. Then the steel player joined in, doing a nice counterpoint, followed by the other guitarist. Soon the song was being played at breakneck speed, propelled along by the drummer and the bassist, and I was fascinated, watching the steel players' fingers fly across the strings. There was a tight three-piece harmony in a couple of places, and by the time it was over the people were on their feet cheering, while the band bowed, bathed in sweat.
The lights came up long before the cheering stopped.
*****
I got a good look at the band when the lights went up, thinking they must grind those guys out on a 3D printer in Nashville. All with medium long hair and full beards or goatees, wearing some version of a cowboy hat. Only the steel player and the drummer were cleanshaven, and the steel player had shaggy but short sandy brown hair.
They walked by us and the drummer stopped. "Hi, Katie. Enjoy the show?"
Our friend Katie gave him a hug, laughing. "You guys were on fire tonight! That new guy really sets your sound apart, where did you get him?"
His grin got bigger. "At church. Momma made me go to Easter service and he was there, and I found out he played with the church musicians sometimes. When he told me what he played I begged him to jam with us. It took two months, then another three to get him to play in public with us. Ah, here he is now."
Kyle had joined him by then, and Billy introduced him to everyone. Normally I didn't say a lot, but I did compliment him on his skill. "What made you decide to take up that particular instrument?"
I thought he wasn't going to answer me for a minute. "I was in a car wreck a few years ago, and it damaged my left hand. I can still play guitar, but my fingers give out after about thirty minutes. This way I can still play, and I really enjoy it."
"Well, you do a really good job. I'm glad you overcame your adversity."
"Thanks. You know the old saying. When a door closes, jump out the window, or something along those lines. It was nice to meet all of you."
*****
"Kyle's cute."
I looked at Katie as she grinned. We were on the way home, tired but happy.
"He'll do."
"Stop! He has those killer brown eyes and hair that just begs to have a woman's fingers running through it."
"Why don't you do it, then?"
She held up her ring finger. "I've already got my man so I'm set for life."
"I'd do him." We both looked at Nannete as she grinned.
"And then you'd do someone else the next weekend," said Katie as she giggled.
"Hopefully."
Nan was the youngest, still sampling life, not quite ready for the responsibility of a relationship. I hoped I was around long enough to see her fall in love. I bet it would terrify her.
"How come he doesn't have someone? He seems the serious type, and he's pretty enough to attract about anyone he wanted."
Katie was quiet for a few minutes. "He could go home with a different woman every night if he wanted, but he's not built like that. He would kill me if I told you this, but he was married once. It ended badly."
"Who cheated?"
"Nobody. They were together for five years, married for four, when the accident happened. It wasn't their fault, a logging truck didn't have their load properly secured, and it shifted as they passed. It killed her instantly and messed him up pretty good. It's the reason why his hand is the way it is. As far as I know, he hasn't dated since she passed, and it's been three years. The worst part was they were on their way to her parents, to tell them they would be grandparents in five more months."
The car got quiet as we processed what she had said. I couldn't imagine the pain he must have felt. Then again, maybe I could.
*****
I'd been married once. To say it ended badly was the understatement of the century. The first yea was bliss, and then I got pregnant. I didn't mean to, I was on the pill, but it failed me. Beau was not happy, being quite content to receive all my attention. He even made me an appointment at an abortion clinic, and when we pulled up, I immediately called an Uber and left him standing.
Carrie Ann was a beautiful baby, at least both sets of parents agreed, with enthusiasm. Beau refused to touch her, which got him an earful from his mother.
His attitude didn't change and even though I was in pain, everything fell to me. If the grandparents hadn't helped, I wouldn't have made it. As Carrie grew, he became more distant. We had many a fight after she was asleep over it, but he refused to interact with her at all. Eventually she learned to ignore him, but I could tell she was hurting. When she entered school, it got worse.
By the time she was five he started hitting me. I look back now and for the life of me can't figure out why I didn't leave him the first time, but I still harbored hopes we could eventually be a family, and held on.
Then he went too far, and smacked Carrie Ann so hard he knocked her unconscious. I went into full momma bear mode, and jumped him. He managed to beat the hell out of me before the cops showed up. They took one look at Carrie's eye, my bruises and scratches, and arrested him. My daughter and I got a trip to the emergency room, and after we were checked over and photographed, we talked to a counselor.
By then I'd had enough, and got a lawyer. It took him three weeks to get out of jail because his parents and none of his friends would post bail. He got hit with divorce papers and a restraining order when he processed out of county, and he responded by coming over, breaking the door down, and cracking my jaw, breaking my nose, and bruising my ribs. As soon as he showed up, I called the police, and they were probably the only thing that kept me from dying. I remember grinning through the pain at the gentleness they used as they arrested him. He took a swing at a female officer and she tased him. Her male counterpart 'gently' threw him in the car, missing the door the first time and smacking his head on the fender.
The Judge was not happy with him for violating the restraining order as quickly as he did, denied him bail and ordered a mental evaluation. They determined he had anger issues. What a surprise. He stayed inside for four months, going through therapy until they felt he was fit to rejoin society. By then, his parents, encouraged by his counseling, paid his bail and got him a lawyer. He ended up getting released for time served, with probation, and he had to continue his counseling.
I knew he was out but never saw him, and I gradually relaxed. Six months later I was having dinner with a friend from work, a male friend, helping him plan his wife's surprise birthday party. Angela and Tim were on their way, but we got there early and were having a drink when someone grabbed my ponytail and yanked me backwards out of the chair.
It was Beau. He came in, saw me with a man, and jumped to conclusions. He was ranting, slapping me, when Barry tried to help. Turning his rage to him, Beau was well on the way to beating the hell out of him when Tim and two of the waiters piled on him, pressing him to the floor until the cops came once again. Barry and I went to the hospital, where I got six stitches and Barry had his jaw wired.
Beau was refused bail again, his sentence went active, and he was charged yet again with violating a restraining order, and two counts of aggravated assault, resulting in serious bodily harm. He drew the same Judge, and he threw the book at him after the jury found him guilty on all counts. He was going away for a minimum of four years and five months, if he behaved. Knowing Beau, I found that unlikely. Carrie Ann was nine now, and he still had almost a year to go.
He wrote me from jail, long letters of apology, professing his love for me and the hope we would be reunited when he got released. After the first three I stopped reading them, but on the advice of my divorce attorney, I kept them all, stacking them in boxes. He averaged eight letters a week.
I was still close to his parents, and they were so shocked by his behavior they didn't visit him for almost two years. His mother told me after the second visit how much he'd changed, and how she worried what would happen when he got out. I kept the restraining order current, just in case.
As you could see, I had a hard time letting a man get close to me again.
*****
Things change, life goes on, and sometimes you just have to deal with it. Mom worked, not that she needed it, but because she wanted to. She often said she'd go crazy in a month if all she had to do was rattle around in our big house. Dad had died suddenly, without warning, but he was always the planner, and he had enough life insurance to set Mom up for life. He had payoff insurance on the house and cars, three different life insurance policies (one that we had no idea about), he even had a small policy that named me beneficiary. Clever man that he was, he had it set up in trust if I was still married, to be paid out when Carrie was eighteen. If nothing else it would help with her college. If I was single, I got it immediately, and I had been divorced for five months when he passed.
Word got out and the ex called, demanding his half. "I'll send you a check," I promised, and I did. For ten cents, with a note. "It's more than you're worth but my banker told me it wasn't cashable for any amount smaller. Try not to spend it foolishly."
His rant, which I recorded, set a record, even for him. I gave it to my lawyer, who gave it to the Judge, who shared it with Beau's lawyer, with a warning. "No contact. No phone calls, Facebook, Instagram, any means of communication down to smoke signals, if he breaks it, he gets a bigger sentence. A much bigger sentence. Make him understand." He didn't, and that got him even more jail time.
Because Mom worked, I had to have someone watch Carrie Ann from the time she got off the bus until I got off work, roughly two hours. One of Mom's older friends had been doing it, she lived on a fixed income and the extra money, as small as it was, helped. Now, she suddenly was without afterschool care. Mrs. Rosemund had died in her sleep, holding a picture of her husband, with a smile on her face.
My boss liked me, so he let me leave early to meet the bus for two weeks, until I could arrange another caregiver. A week went by and I hadn't found anyone, and I was getting panicky. Then one day I found Mom at home, without Carrie. "Where's Carrie?"
"She's with her new sitter, getting acquainted. I think they like each other and I feel good about it. Give it another hour and we'll pick her up."
We talked as we prepped dinner, and I realized how much I enjoyed it. Mom was always teaching me new things, things that came in handy when I reached adulthood, things I had come to appreciate more and more as they years passed. Finally, she dusted her hands and decided it was time to go.
We walked outside and past her car, and she grinned. "Come on, it's just a block away and it's a beautiful day. I think you'll really like Mrs. Pike."
It was a pretty house, with a lot of flower beds, perfectly maintained, and I wondered who her lawn service was. Mom didn't stop at the front door, instead going around the side to the kitchen rapping lightly. Carrie Ann yanked it open, her smile nearly splitting her face. "Mom, Grandma! I made cookies!"
There was a really nice smell coming out. Carrie was in an apron that fitted her surprisingly well, and I expected the kitchen to look like a bomb went off, but it was neat as a pin and if I hadn't been able to smell the cookies baking, I would never believe the kitchen had been used lately. Carrie dragged me over to a woman not much bigger than she was, but she was perfectly proportioned for her frame, and really attractive for her age, which I guessed would be late forties. She smiled pleasantly and extended a hand.
"Hi, Rosalyn Pike. You have a lovely daughter, very well mannered. I suspect we'll get along famously, and it's been so long since I had a child this size in my house. My son is long grown, and so far, he hasn't provided us with grandchildren. I have an order in for four, but we'll see."
Mom grinned as she trailed behind. "Cookies, Ros?"
"I was going to make them anyway, and Carrie wanted to learn. She did all the mixing, and I handled the baking. They're about ready to come out. Coffee while we wait?
We settled down at the kitchen table as Carrie watched the timer anxiously. Three minutes later it dinged and Mrs. Pike put on mitts and brought them out, placing them on a cooling rack. The smell was mouthwatering.
"What kind of cookie is it?"
"It's M&M cookies, with coconut flakes. It was, is rather, my son's favorite. I think he can smell them from a mile away."
We finished the coffee, and even though we hadn't had dinner, we had one cookie each. They melted in your mouth, still warm and gooey. The coconut flakes were a nice touch. They had made two dozen, and Mrs. Pike insisted Carrie take a dozen home. Mom grinned, knowing we'd have to guard them like Ft. Knox, or they'd be gone in two days.
I asked how much she would charge to watch Carrie and she hugged me. "I ought to be paying you, your daughter is a lovely child. How does fifty a week sound to you?"
"Terribly inadequate. You obviously have no idea how much daycare costs these days."
"It's only a couple of hours, and I enjoy the company. When Henry meets her, you may not get her back. He always wanted a girl, but one was it for us."
There was a shadow on her face, and I knew there was more to the story. She shrugged. "Anyway, that's my offer. Take it or leave it, as the businessmen say."
I took it.
*****
Carrie chattered all the way home, about as happy as I'd seen her lately. "Grandma Pike is going to let me help in her garden! We're going to plant squash, cucumbers, and four different kinds of tomato! Can we have a garden?"
I cringed. One of the things I inherited from my mother was a black thumb. We tried for years, and we just weren't good at it. Maybe Carrie would break the chain. We discussed it, looked up some things on the internet, and decided container gardens were the way to go. Mom said she'd pick up five or six, and we debated for hours before deciding on two tomatoes, two cucumbers with trellises, and two squash.
That plan fell to pieces when she informed me Grandpa Henry was coming over Saturday to build us some boxes.
She wore me down until I agreed, and she ran to the computer, to look at ideas for the boxes. I looked at Mom and she grinned. "He was almost as excited as she was. I don't you know if you remember Ros telling about how they missed not having a daughter, and he feels like it was a gift from God, his words, that she came into their lives. Instead of getting a daughter he gets a de facto granddaughter, but he says it's even better. This way he can sugar her up, get her all hyper, and send her home to us when she gets on his nerves, but I doubt that will ever happen."
"This is going a little fast, don't you think?"
"I do, but it's the way the whole family is. If they're in, they're in all the way, and it would probably be good for Carrie to have a positive male model in her life."
She had me there. After her father, Carrie had a hard time dealing with any man, even the ones that meant her no harm. I took her to therapy for almost two years, and it helped, but she was still wary.
Seven came way too early Saturday morning, and Carrie practically dragged me out of bed. "Get up, Mom! They'll be here soon." I stumbled into the kitchen and Mom smirked at me, pointing to the coffeepot.
I was about halfway through the cup when I heard the truck. Carrie dashed to the door and we followed more slowly. There was a big pickup in the driveway, with a load of planks sticking out of the bed. One of the biggest men I'd ever seen got out of the drivers' seat. I found out later he was six feet six inches tall, and he weighed around two eighty, which didn't make him look fat on that large frame. He had a beard, a ball cap, and looked like a redneck on growth hormones.
Carrie squealed and jumped into his arms, surprising me no end. She was on his hip when he walked up the driveway, and his grin was as big as hers. He stuck out his huge paw.



"Hi, I'm Henry Pike, Rosalyn's husband. You must be Abigale."
"Abbie," I said automatically as my hand disappeared into his huge paw. I smiled, because he just radiated with good feelings, then smiled a little bigger when I thought of the old adage, 'big hands, big feet, big penis', and wondered how tiny Ros could take him. He smiled when I heard another door slam. A man who looked slightly familiar came around the truck, and as he got close, I recognized him. It was Kyle, and I instantly made the connection. Ros and Henry were his parents.
"Hi, Kyle. You're up awfully early." I knew he played last night, and the bar didn't close until one.
"Yeah," he grinned, "something about planter boxes and a pushy little girl got me up early."
I was about to apologize to him when I saw Carrie grinning. They declined coffee, wanting to get done before it got hot. Kyle had already measured and cut everything, and once we decided where to best put them, they went together easily. I couldn't help grinning when I saw Carrie, a look of concentration on her face, as she ran a screw gun, fastening the boxes together under Henry's watchful eye. There were four of them, a pretty good amount of space. Thanking them when they finished, I promised I'd get compost and topsoil at the garden center, to finish them off.
"No, you won't," said Kyle, as Ros came up in another pickup truck, "it would cost you a fortune. We got it handled."
The bed of the truck was full of woods dirt, composted cow manure, and topsoil. He and Henry started pulling branches of a tree we'd had cut years ago, layering the bottom of a bed with it. Then came a layer of leaves, really thick. Then came the soil mix.
"It's called huglekulture. It's a technique that utilizes whatever is available. The wood and leaves will rot down over time, providing more compost, and it holds water much better than a standard bed. We don't use chemical fertilizers or pesticides, but that would be your choice. We only have enough soil for two beds, but we'll bring another load tomorrow, after church."
"You got to church?"
He looked surprised. "Don't you?"
I hadn't gone in years. After Beau, I kind of lost my faith. Carrie was listening to everything, and before she thought she blurted out "can we go with you?"
"That's up to your mother, baby. If she doesn't want to go and gives permission, we'll stop by and get you."
She did her puppy dog eyes imitation. "Please, Mom?"
He saw the reluctance in my eyes and gave me an out. "You guys think about it. I need to go; us old guys need a nap before going to work tonight. You got the list of plants I gave you?"
Her eyes lit up. "Uh-huh. Mom and Grandma are going to take me to get them this afternoon."
Well, that was news to me and Mom, and I thought about it as she gave them all hugs, kissing Ros. She looked like she was going to burst from happiness. Carrie waved until they were out of sight and Mom grinned at me. "He's single, you know."
"Mom, stop, just... stop. Please?"
She hugged me and promised. I think now she may have had her fingers crossed behind my back.
*****
Carrie went a little crazy at the garden center, talking the ears off the man helping us. He was older, maybe a retiree who wanted a little extra cash or just to get out of the house, and he was really patient with her. We'd done the math, and she could put six tomato plants in one bed, but he talked her out of it, suggesting she put three in one bed and three in another, along with companion plants that tomato pests didn't like. She ended up with a six pepper plants, three hot, three mild, and marigolds, another natural pest deterrent and pollinator attractant. Carrie also got three zucchini and three cucumber plants for another bed. The last one was reserved for green beans, and her helper recommended a stringless bush type, and sold her a quarter pound of Tenderettes, more than enough for her little bed.
Her enthusiasm far overreached her skill, but finally they were planted, watered in, and ready to grow. Her pride in her accomplishment was heartwarming to watch, and when she asked if she could use the computer, not to play games like usual, but to watch gardening tips, I was really impressed.
The first thing she did after she got home every day was check her garden. Then she researched cucumber trellises, and I wasn't really surprised to see Henry and Kyle show up with a half a truck bed of bamboo and a roll of twine. Meticulous as always, he had precut the supports, and after anchoring the uprights to the bed, they let Carrie place the crossbars, and Kyle showed her how to affix the twine, teaching her some simple knots. Two weeks later she was excited to watch the vines climb towards the sun.
Carrie was going to church with Ros and Henry every Sunday now, waking me at eight to help her get ready. She made new friends in Sunday School, and would talk about them constantly. So far, I hadn't gone with her, but then she hit me with a special request.
"The church picnic is next Sunday, Mom. Would you and Grandma please go with me?"
How do you say no to a request like that? To honor the occasion both Mom and myself got new dresses, and Carrie got a new short set that she wanted to wear all the time, but I wouldn't let her put it on until Sunday. We were about ready to leave when a big SUV pulled into the driveway. Carrie smirked. "I forgot to tell you, but we'll be riding with Uncle Kyle. That's all right, isn't it?"
There was no way to refuse gracefully, and Kyle had on a nice suit, so we got in. There was little talk as we drove, but Kyle seemed content with that. We had gone early enough to catch Sunday School, and I found myself with a group of people our age or younger, and the discussion for the day was about forgiveness. Kyle got a turn, and he talked about how hard it was to forgive the man who killed his wife. He had come to terms with it, knowing it was just a random accident. Then he shocked them all when he talked about how long it took him to forgive God for taking his wife.
The leader turned to me and asked if there was anything I'd like to share. "My ex-husband was an abuser who put me in the hospital three times, and knocked out then five-year-old daughter unconscious before I finally found the courage to walk away. He's due to get out of jail in less than a year and I spend a lot of time terrified for that time to come. Tell me, if you have any words of wisdom, how I could possibly forgive him?"
There was a moment of stunned silence while the woman tried to think of something to say. To everyone's' surprise, Kyle spoke up. "You can't forgive him, not yet. Your heart isn't ready, but you'll know when the time comes. I can't even pretend to understand the hell you went through, but you must be strong to have survived it and raised such a great daughter. For those of you who don't know, Carrie is Abby's daughter. Would it be possible for us to hug you?"
I got a hug from all eighteen men and women in the group. Many of the women were crying for me, and they all promised they would pray for me and my family. Kyle hugged me last, wrapping me gently in his arms. It felt really, really good.
Then it was off to preaching, and I was not surprised to see Mom, Ros, and Henry in one pew, with Kyle and Carrie in the one in front. The intent was obvious, so I sat down beside my daughter. The reverend was a gentle man with a homespun manner, that made you want to be good just to please him. He ended the sermon with a warning to be careful out in the world, and if you got a chance to help someone lost, to do it. I glanced down during the final prayer, to see Carrie with her head bowed, holding tightly to my hand. And Kyles'.
She almost skipped out of the church when it was over. The preacher, in the time-honored Southern tradition, stood at the door and shook the hand of everyone old enough to understand the gesture. Carrie was bubbling, telling him she had to go help Grandma Pike set up the dessert table.
"I made M&M cookies!"
He grinned. "You make sure you save me one, all right?"
I'll save you two," she said giggling, before running into the annex.
"She's a lovely girl."
"Thank you, Reverend, I think church has been good for her."
"It' not church, he said, surprising me. It's family. This is a place where she feels she belongs, where she's safe. A church is just a building, but what's inside is what makes all the difference."
He was grinning as he said it, and it occurred to me the man was a lot more than he appeared. He talked to Kyle and Henry for a second, before Carrie came rushing back to me. "Come on, Mom. I need help."
She had me by my hand, practically dragging me along, and I waved bye as left. The annex was a hotbed of activity, women going to and fro with a determined look. The meal was going to be outside, under the trees, but the ladies wanted it as fresh as possible, and potato salad does not do well in the bright sun.
When Carrie told me we were expected to donate a dish, her earnest face made me want to do something a little better than normal. I made a casserole every once in a while, with a lot of chilies, onions, tomatoes, and hot sauce, with fresco and pepper jack cheese, that Carrie loved. I made two versions, one with chicken, and one with tiny strips of beef, in the biggest casserole dishes we had. Mom decided to make something as well, buying ten pounds of chicken breasts that she cut into strips, fried lightly in a spice blend, then putting them into a pot with butter and wing sauce. I hoped no one had sensitive stomachs.
I was tasked with helping put disposable table cloths on the tables, and prepping the drink table. My friend Katie was helping me, grinning in happiness. "So then, you and Kyle?"
"No, no me and Kyle. I like him, he seems a good man, but he's never expressed any interest in me, and I'm just not ready for a man in my life right now."
Katie really wanted us to get together for some reason. I think the main thing is her husband Doug and Kyle were really good friends, and married people don't like singles in their circle. It disturbs their sense of order.
"Don't sell the man short, honey. He may not say much, but when you're together his eyes seem to follow you. Maybe you need to bump him a little."
I looked up suddenly and noticed his eyes were on me. Of course, Carrie had him by the hand, dragging him forward. "Come on, Mom, it's time to eat."
The tables seemed to groan under the weight of the food, and the chatter weas a dull roar. Kids of all ages swirled around, and most were eyeing the food, especially the dessert table.
The Reverend called us together, giving a short prayer, thanks for the food and fellowship, hopes for the future, but it was short and to the point. The ladies had an informal agreement, and we made sure the kids were served first. I was going to help Carrie but Mom and Ros had swooped in, putting her between them. I had warned Carrie not to let her eyes overload her stomach, but her plate was still heaped pretty high. Then we assisted any of the elderly who weren't quite up to standing in line, getting their preferences and bring it to them. The eighty-year-old I assisted cried a little, and I got the impression she didn't get enough companionship in her life. She gave me a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.
I got a plate and Katie waved me over. Kyle got up and moved so I could sit between them. I looked up to see Carrie literally shoveling food into her mouth, but Mom and Ros were grinning as they watched us. Kyle must have seen it to because he leaned close to me, a slight grin on his face. "Am I being paranoid, or do you suspect a conspiracy as well?"
"Your mother is wondering what kind of wedding dress to make, mine is mentally measuring you for the tux."
He chuckled, a warm little laugh that brought a grin to my face. "Mom is a big fan of lace and pearls."
"Mine has a fixation for the old Bond movies, so I imagine she'll have you in a tuxedo out of the sixties, down to the bowtie and the gleaming white shirt."
"We'll make what they call a handsome couple. Even flaws I have will be eclipsed by your beauty."
I flushed to my roots, wondering about the smooth words coming out of his mouth. Katie derailed the conversation by going on about my casserole. She'd tried a small portion of both. Her husband had a large serving of the beef. "I need to find out who made this and get the recipe."
"I'll email it to you."
"You made this?"
"Please don't look so shocked Katie. Yes, I made it."
"Well, you did good, hon. Right, Doug?"
Doug made approving noises; his mouth full. We hit the dessert table afterwards. I thought I'd be so full that desert wasn't an option until I got there. It took me forever to decide between black walnut or fresh coconut cake, but coconut won. Kyle got a slice of the black walnut, as well as two of Carrie's cookies. Carrie grinned when she saw them. I guiltily got one as well, so I wouldn't disappoint her.
She abandoned the parents and sat between us, holding a plate that had a slice of lemon pie, as well as a slice of chocolate. I thought it was a lot for a little girl, but she surprised me by insisting we share everything. My coconut cake was excellent. Then I tasted the black walnut and reconsidered my choice. Carrie was shoving forks full of pie at us, and I really loved the chocolate, but Kyle preferred the lemon. Carrie managed to get chocolate on her cheek, and Kyle wiped it off with his finger, then licked it clean. It had her giggling, so I leaned over and licked the remainder off. She squealed with laughter, and it occurred to me this was the happiest I'd ever seen her.
I was surprised when it was over to see the men cleaning the tables and picking up trash. The ladies handled the left-over food and Tupperware seemed to blossom like flowers after a rain. Mom had come prepared, and we got two of food, and two of desserts. We wouldn't have to cook for a couple of days. It seemed that a lot of care went into packaging for the elderly, making sure they got to enjoy the food for days to come. I think I was hugged more that day, mostly from people I'd never met, than any other time in my life.
.............................................
Later, at home, I thought about the day. I had mixed feelings about religion, and my husband had taught me that it didn't matter how much you prayed for help, sometimes you didn't get it. It made me wonder if God didn't care about me, why should I bother with Him? It kind of shocked me when I thought about it, how cynical and distrusting I had gotten. Maybe Beau had beaten my faith out of me. Maybe I didn't have much to begin with. On the other hand, Carrie was blossoming like I always hoped she would.
She spent her days with Ros now. It helped her with her own garden, which she took meticulous care of, not letting a weed or blade of grass invade her kingdom. I have a picture of her in raggedy old cut offs, and a worn tee. It was her 'getting in the dirt' uniform, and she was holding the first cucumber of the season, the very first thing she'd ever grown.
I tripled what I was giving Rosalyn, ignoring her complaints. I knew she didn't need the money, but fair was fair. Mom would often go over when she got off, spend an hour or so with them, and would have her home by the time I got home. When Henry was home, she followed him around, helping him with projects. She brought home a very nice birdhouse, which she had helped build, and waited anxiously while Henry dug the hole and set it.
She told me if birds were around, they would eat the insects that might harm her garden. I suspected they would eat the beneficial ones as well, but held my tongue. Henry warned her as late in the mating season as it was, she might not get anything nesting in it, but six days later a pair of little brown birds had taken up residence. Henry brought over a camera that could feed directly to your phone, and she had it set up as a screensaver on the computer, and we'd watch them often. When one appeared with a worm in its mouth, we knew they had babies.
Henry warned her that if she got too close, they would abandon the nest, so she kept her distance. They got used to her working her little garden, and would sit on the tomato stakes and chirp at her, diving down once in a while to snatch a worm she had dug up and put far enough away they felt comfortable getting.
I still went out on Thursdays with the girls, and we often went to a club where our friends played. Kyle and Billy made it a point to sit with us on breaks, for two reasons. One, they liked us, and two, if they sat with us instead of the band table, the ladies looking to hit on them got shot down. There was a pretty good debate over which one of us belonged to which, but they left them alone.
Then one night, they played a line dance and I was out there twirling and kicking, when I noticed Kyle was beside me, grinning. The band often spelled each other, playing something, one could sit out, to give them a chance to share a dance or two with their wives and girlfriends. He was a pretty good dancer and we were enjoying ourselves, then suddenly the band shifted and started playing a slow waltz. He looked up to see all the guys grinning, as well as the girls at my table. I suspected collusion. Never mind, he was there, I was there, and soon I was in his arms while he gently twirled me around the dance floor. They stretched a four-minute song into eight, and I was lost in the dance, only coming back to myself to find me standing on the dance floor, the song long over. I flushed red and scurried back to the table, while the band whooped and started a fast song.
"That was just adorable, hon. Look!"
Autumn had filmed us on her phone. I looked blissful as I lay my head on his chest and snuggled into him, and he was holding me tighter than necessary, that little half smile on his face. I had been around him long enough to know that was one of his tells that showed he was happy. What shocked me was the way my face was heading towards his when the music stopped. I was almost there when I realized the music had stopped and jerked back. Kyle looked a little disappointed before he smiled again.
*****
I was thinking about the almost kiss the next Tuesday after I got home. Carrie had harvested three zucchini and Ros gave her a recipe. She was in the kitchen with Mom, making lasagna, using wafer thin slices of the vegetable for noodles. Mom let her use the slicer, making sure her fingers never got close. Mom had made the sauce, and she let Carrie ladle the mixture, along with a lot of ricotta cheese, baking it until the cheese on top was brown and bubbling. There was also a dessert, banana pudding. They were both grinning and I knew I was being buttered up. After cleaning up the kitchen, she snuggled between us on the couch
When she thought I was in a really good mood and relaxed, she hit me with her plan. "Mom, church camp is coming up in two weeks. One week, Monday through Sunday. It's on a lake, and there will be four churches worth of kids there. Can I go, please please, please? Maria's going."
"Let's talk about this. Have you got any literature, maybe a website I can look over? What does it cost? How well supervised will you guys be?"
Carrie grinned and handed me some pamphlets, and while I read them, she found the website. The campground was beautiful, looked very well maintained, and had a very high satisfaction rating. I thought the cost was a little high, and wondered how Maria's mom could handle it. They had officially lived below the poverty line, the husband long gone, back to Honduras, leaving her struggling, with a small child. She caught the attention at the church, and suddenly new programs opened up for her mother. They got her into a rent assisted apartment, various members of the church either donated furniture or pooled together to buy it. One of the parishioners was horrified at her job, with its long hours and poor wages, and hired to work at his factory, at almost twice the salary. It helped, but not that much.



Carrie and Maria became good friends, and Ros volunteered child care, refusing any money. Mom would walk over and get them, and she was often at our house. She was a sweet girl but terribly shy. It took four months before she came out of her shell, and she had the sweetest smile.
"It looks good, honey. Let me see if I can find the money."
Both Mom and Carrie went silent. "What?"
"Ros and I split the cost, as a birthday present. We did get a discount, but it came with a catch. We have to contribute a counselor."
"I had a real bad feeling. "And?"
"I can't get off work, I checked, and Ros can't go. If you don't do it, we'll have to get someone else."
The thought of a bunch of strangers surrounding my child for days did not sit well. "All right. I'll go."
I tried to look happy while Mom smirked and Carrie squealed and hugged me. After everything settled down and she got off the phone with Maria, Mom cleared her throat.
"Is there something else?"
"Yes, honey, there is. The camp requires two chaperones per church, one male and one female."
"Who did I get stuck with? If it's that assistant pastor, then I'm staying home. When I catch him staring at me, I doubt very seriously his thoughts are pure, and he creeps me out."
"You didn't hear? He's been reassigned to the missions. I think he volunteered."
I didn't say it, but I thought it. If he volunteered it was to get his ass out of town quick. I suspected a really angry husband of father somewhere in the background. Instead, I just said I hoped he found his true calling. "So, who am I stuck with?"
"Kyle." Mom couldn't hide the smirk or Carrie the grin, but I let it go. At least he was a nice guy.
*****
Suddenly I had a list, and to me, the item at the top was a good bathing suit. Something demure, although I wasn't a fan of a one piece. I shopped, taking most of the girls and telling them what I was looking for. They giggled and everywhere I went they all had to try something on and critique everything I chose.
Autumn went online and found what she said was the perfect suit. The top was conservative, and the bottom was high waisted, a style that seemed to be in vogue. I tried it on and loved it, until I turned around. It was also high in the back, exposing a lot of cheek, but I had to admit it was a good look, and by tugging it down slightly, I thought I could pass the conservative test. Katie laughed and yanked, which made it look like a thong. "There you go. You're welcome."
Monday morning came way too soon, and Kyle drove up in his big SUV at seven. It was five hours to the camp, and we wanted to be there early enough to settle in. He had already picked up Maria, and she flew out of the vehicle, all jet-black hair and shining white teeth. They hugged and danced around for a few minutes while Kyle and I loaded up. He grinned when he saw two suitcases. "You know this is only for a week, right?"
"Shut up. Let's go."
We made good time, although we did stop for breakfast at one of those all you can eat places. The girls gorged on waffles and bacon. Kyle went with sausage and egg, hashbrowns, gravy and biscuits. I looked at the food and decided this was a vacation after all, and got the same, with ham on the side. We were stuffed when we got back in to the vehicle, and the girls were asleep, slumped against each other, before we had gone ten miles. Kyle and I were talking quietly, and the next thing I knew he was shaking my shoulder. "Wake up. We're here. Time to get out."
I realized I was snuggled up to him, but instead of flipping out I just snuggled closer. "Aw, do I have to?"
"Yes, you do!" came from the back, and I turned around to see both girls with big grins.
"Well okay then! Out we go."
We were there an hour before official check in, but the place was already swarming with little girls and boys, some packing up to leave with sad faces, but most had just arrived, and were bouncing all over the place, my two included.
The coordinators gave us an overview of what was expected. "We want these kids to have a good time. Some of them are from the inner city or disadvantaged neighborhoods, and this much nature is entirely new to them, so they'll be a little nervous. The girls and the boys from the suburbs will be more relaxed, and easier to work with. There are few rules, but they are strictly enforced. No fighting, ever. That will get you a trip home quickly. Be kind. Be courteous. No leaving the bunkhouses after curfew unless it's a declared emergency from the senior resident. They're fourteen to fifteen and are very well trained. We also counsel the twelve- and thirteen-year-olds about summer time romance. Your age group won't require the same amount of scrutiny, but still, watch them closely."
There were six bunkhouses for girls, and the same for the boys, divided by age. Eight kids bunked together, and there was a smaller room for the advisor, that was right beside the door. The men and women were also housed bunkhouse style, four to a building.
They outlined the activities available to them, what problems to look for, including homesickness. "Usually, we keep them so busy they don't have the time, but sometimes separation anxiety raises its' head. We have a certified counselor on staff to help them, but some can't take it and their parents have to come and get them. That is very, very rare, usually two per summer. It hurts us every time."
Once everyone arrived, the lined the girls and boys up in no particular order for bunk assignments. It came down to luck of the draw. A child stepped up and pulled a colored disc out of a bucket until they were all gone. The they lined up and called out the colors.
"Blue, to the front! Yellow, line up behind them. Red, line up by the canoes. Green, by the office steps. Black by..." it went on until the kids were sorted out and led to their bunkhouses. I admired their system, and there was a reason for it. Some kids, like Maria and Carrie, would have preferred to stay together, but this way they were introduced to new people, and learned to get along with them. The girls were a little disappointed they didn't draw the same color, but they were soon bouncing with excitement as they went to stow their things. The adults were shown to their accommodations, and though they were smaller than I liked, they looked very comfortable.
It surprised me that they didn't have a cooking staff. Each color was assigned breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and they rotated, so most had to do it only every third day. And the kids had to help with the cooking, and make sure the dining hall and kitchen was clean and in good shape for the next team.
"This will teach them responsibility, as well as how to work as a team. It works well unless a bunkhouse has a princess. It's up to the team to make her pull her weight. That doesn't usually happen at the age you'll be monitoring."
I look at Kyle and grinned, knowing the adults and counselors would be doing most of the cooking. A bunch of ten-year-olds around a hot stove was not a good idea.
We split up then, going to our bunkhouse and unpacking. My roommates seemed nice for the small amount of time I got to talk to them. Dee was a shorter woman, no more than five feet tall, and at 48, the oldest of us. Vicky was exactly the opposite, six feet tall and weighing 260 lbs. She was my age, just past 30, and seemed to just bubble with happiness. Carole was the quiet one, but seemed nice, and the youngest at 27. If she had a ten-year-old here, she had started really young.
No one had to cook that night, the staff took care of it, allowing us to adjust.
Carrie and Maria were happy to be there, but sad they weren't bunkmates. I tried to prop them up, telling them it would be a good experience for them. They hugged Kyle, as the groups divided up by ages and gathered around their campfires, the marshmallows came out. Carrie and Maria had insisted Kyle bring a guitar, and asked him to play a few songs before bedtime. That set the tone for the rest of the week, they'd play, learn, form new friendships, then gather around the campfire, and sing. The first night they were a little hesitant, until they heard another group of older campers singing, and determined they would be louder. It was pretty wide open after that. He would play about five or six, then it was off to showers and bed.
I checked every bunkhouse to make sure everyone was accounted for, and ended up mothering a couple of girls who were homesick. They were over it by the third day, wrapped up in all the activities. The second day, all the girls and boys from our bunkhouse were gathered around tables in the dining hall, beads and small polished stones in trays on the table. They were to build necklaces, reflecting their colors. Our group was blue, so there was a lot of blue and neutral beads for them to work with. Instead of each doing it alone, the girls worked together, picking the design they liked best, and made them all matching, except each had a small stone of a different color, to mark their individuality. The centerpiece of each was a small silver cross.
The boys looked at the design, and a couple of them offered suggestions that they incorporated, and they were split into groups of four, building their 'totem' as they called it. I noted with pride that theirs looked the best of all the groups, because most of the rest were just random groupings of beads.
All the counselors were pressed into serving. I knew how to pilot a canoe, so I led that activity, with the senior counselors. A few tipped over, but they all had to wear life vests, and by the third day they had it down.
Kyle led the woodshop, cutting patterns for birdhouses the campers could assemble. Then Carole watched over them as they painted them, making it individual as possible. It would seem Carole was an artist, and gave them a lot of helpful hints.
One of the other male adults was a retired Park Ranger, so he led the nature hikes, showing them some edible wild foods, including a couple of blueberry patches. He marked those for when our group had to cook, and we got stuck with breakfast. He had the campers gather as many as he could the day before, for pancakes.
Everybody had to get up early to prepare the meal, and dragging a bunch of ten-year-olds up at six in the morning is not as easy as one would think. Some were tasked with setting the table, while six of the boys broke eggs for scrambling. Six of the girls mixed the pancake batter, laughing while they mixed in the blueberries. Others served, putting the plates of pancakes, eggs, and bacon on the table. I thought we'd made too many pancakes, but there were none left afterwards, and it averaged out to three apiece. The ones not involved in prep had to clean up, getting the hall ready for the next set of campers.
Despite all the activities, the kids were allowed two hours in the afternoon to do what they wanted. Most chose to swim in the lake, and there were at least three certified lifeguards on duty at all times. Other than a few cases of poison ivy and infected insect bites, no one came to harm.
On the fourth night, after making sure my charges were settled in for the night, I headed for my quarters. It was a three-quarter moon, bright enough to see without a flashlight, and I noticed someone sitting in a chair by the lake. Wondering who it was, I investigated.
It was Kyle, and he sat slumped down, and his shoulders seemed to be shaking. I gently touched his shoulder and he jumped, looking back to see who it was. I could see the tear tracks on his face. "Are you all right?"
"I'm fine."
It was a big double chair, so I sat down beside him. "No, you're not. What's going on?"
He waved his arm around. "This. Please don't misunderstand, because I love being here. But sometimes, when the kids are laughing, playing in the water, or trying to learn something new, I think about the family I lost. Molly would be just past four now if she was alive, and I wonder if I'll ever find the happiness I had with my wife again. All these years, and I still miss her like she was just here yesterday."
I followed my instincts and hugged him, trying to wrap a cocoon of love around him. We stayed locked together for a bit, before he sat up straight.
"Thank you."
"You're welcome. You and I, we're from opposite parts of the spectrum. You had a close-knit family, and added a loving wife. I was raised by a single mother and married a jerk of epic proportions. I look at you and envy the time you had with your wife. There's an old song about wondering what love is, and needing to be shown. I envy you because you had it, so you know exactly what it is. I sometimes think that I'll never experience that. I don't know which is worse, having it and losing it, or never having known it at all."
He smiled, his teeth flashing in the moonlight. "You'll find it. You have too much going for you not to. You're attractive, kind, and have a beautiful daughter. It'll probably happen when you least expect it, from someone who totally surprises you. I hope I'm around to see it."
He reached out and stroked my cheek, and I leaned forward until our foreheads were touching, may hand sliding around to the back of his neck. Then it happened! He shifted slightly, and I kissed him! I didn't see it coming, but neither did he. His lips were softer than I would have thought, his scent clean and strong. His arm came around me, pulling me tighter to him, and I just surrendered and let it flow.
I don't know where it came from or how long it would have lasted, but when the giggle came out of the night, we separated quickly. Looking up, I saw Carole, and she was grinning. "I thought you got lost, honey, so I decided to check on you. I don't think you need any assistance though. Carry on."
She strode off, another giggle floating behind her, leaving us embarrassed and tongue-tied. He finally spoke. "Abbie, I..."
"Don't you dare spoil this! We both needed this, and I for one will not forget. If I ever feel down and need a good memory, this one will be at the top of the list. So don't overthink this, honey, and give me one more kiss."
It was a very good kiss, lasting long enough for his tongue to swipe my lips. I finally pulled back, gasping a little at the emotions going through me. Then I grinned and did my own giggle as I stood up. "Good night, honey. Sweet dreams!"
He was still sitting there as I went up the steps to my cabin, to see every woman peeking out the windows. I pulled the door open, still smiling. "Shows over, girls. Back to bed."
Yeah, that happened. Instead, we sat and talked for two hours. They asked me if Kyle was my boyfriend. When I said "not yet", they giggled. We talked about hopes and dreams, frustration and heartache, like a bunch of the thirteen-year-olds in one of the cabins below us. As I drifted off to sleep it was to a pair of gentle eyes and a soft smile.
*****
There were a lot of tears and hugs as we packed up, promises to Zoom and text flowing as the goodbyes were made. Carrie and Maria hugged like they had been separated for a month, going over all the good times they had. I knew there would be tons of pictures on their phones, ready to be shared. Maria didn't have a phone, her mother couldn't afford it, so I made sure I bought an inexpensive one from my provider and put her on my plan, just so she could save the memories. They had their heads together scrolling as we rolled, oohing and ahhing from time to time, then they went quiet. When ten-year-old girls go quiet, you check.
"You girls all right?"
Giggles erupted. "We're fine Mom. Look!"
It was a picture of me and Kyle as we chaperoned the singalongs, and we were holding hands. I don't even remember it happening but I was fine with it. He glanced over, saw it, and went a little red, while I just said it was a nice picture.
He dropped the girls and I at the house, running to Mom with their phones out. She herded them inside as we unpacked. Kyle looked as uncomfortable as I'd ever seen him, and it made me smile.
"Got something to say, Kyle?"
He went red, then grinned. "I haven't asked a woman out is six years, so I'm a little out of practice. Would you like to go dinner with me, or a movie? I'll understand if you don't."
"I'm as far out of practice as you are, hon. It's been years since I thought about a man romantically. Okay, having said that, I vote for both. Dinner, and a movie. When would you like to pick me up?"
"Thursday. We'll go to an early dinner, and then you pick the movie, anything but horror. Is that all right?"
"Don't you have to play Thursday?"
"They can do without me for a night. Besides, I told them going in not to expect a long-term commitment. I might have better things to do with my life."
That he would pick me over his band made me glow a little. "We'll go to dinner at 6:30, so we can catch an earlier movie. No place fancy, a buffet or pizza will be just fine. I hope you can stand romances, because there's one I've been dying to see."
When he left, I grabbed him and gave him a big kiss, wanting him to think about the upcoming date. I turned around to two ten-year-olds and a grandmother grinning. "Not a word," I said, as I carried my suitcase into the house. Didn't stop them from grinning.
*****
Thursday finally came, and I must have agonized over what to wear for two hours before Carrie laid my prettiest sundress on my bed. "Wear this, it's his favorite."
"How in the world would you know that?"
She rolled her eyes. "I'm ten, Mom, not two. Now listen to me. Do not screw this up. I've got as much invested here as you do and you don't have to guess how I want this to turn out."
"Are you sure you're ten?"
She just grinned and left me to get dressed. It was easy to admit I was scared, but I took comfort in the thought that he was more probably more nervous than I was.
I was right. After a couple of stuttering starts, he relaxed, and we talked on the way to the restaurant. He took me to a nice steakhouse, and I remember the food being great, barely. When I told him the movie I wanted to see, he smiled slightly, but went and got the tickets. I declined popcorn and a drink, confessing I had a bottle of water in my purse. Movie snack prices were astronomical, and I had no intention of having him spend twenty bucks for a popcorn and a soda.
The movie was a romance from a bestselling book, and I was happy to see whoever did the screenplay kept faithfully to the plot. I couldn't see it being better any other way. Even though I knew what was going to happen, I was still crying at the end, hugged up under Kyle's arm. It felt...right, and safe. It hit me this was the first time I had ever felt safe in the arms of a man. As the credits rolled, he looked down at me, and I grabbed his head and kissed him. Hard. Hard enough he started responding. It wasn't until I heard the late teen girls behind me giggling that I broke it off.
I had his hand as we walked out, and it would have taken dynamite or an act of God to make me let go. He seemed happy with it, so after we got buckled in and were on the road, I grabbed it again.
We sat in the car and talked for twenty minutes after we pulled into my drive, before the law of attraction pulled us inexorably together. This time there was tongue. Lots of tongue. Hands roamed, just a little. He brushed the bottom of my breasts and my hand slid across the front of his pants briefly. I felt him start and instinctively stopped and pulled back, grinning.
"Well, aren't we the teenagers. I haven't made out like this in a car since I was sixteen. It was just as nice as I remembered. Next time, I want a nice comfy sofa, with candlelight and maybe a bottle of wine. Sensual music would be nice. I may let you have your wicked way with me, a little."



I wasn't prepared for the seriousness in his eyes. "It won't be wicked. It would be magic. Let me walk you to the door."
I was still trying to process when we reached it, grabbing him and locking lips. We kissed so long the front porch light flickered. "MOM!"
Kyle just laughed and kissed me one more time before walking away. I came through the door to a laughing mother. "Did you have to do that?"
"No, but it sure was fun. A good date, I take it?"
"Very."
She hugged me. "You know, I never liked Beau, or for that matter any of your other boyfriends. Kyle now, Kyle has 'excellent son-in-law' practically tattooed on his forehead. Carrie will be grown soon, and I could sure use a couple more grandchildren."
I'd never heard her talk so positively about a man. "I'm going to bed. Try not to stay up too late picking out baby names."
"KJ, for Kyle Jr. if it's a boy. Rosalyn Violet for the girl. Ros and I talked it over."
She giggled about the look on my face as she walked to her bedroom.
*****
So, we dated, and grew closer. Much closer. He took me to his house on the seventh date, and I was impressed. An old, rambling farmhouse with four bedrooms, and it was in excellent condition, from the brand-new tin roof to the refinished hardwood on the floors. I wandered around, looking at pictures. I grew still when I got to the one of his wives. She seemed to radiate love, and was very attractive. One photo was of her and Kyle sitting on a porch swing, snuggled together. I got a vision of Beau and compared it to what I was seeing. Kyle definitely the winner of that comparison.
He stood behind me in the hall, wrapping an arm around my waist. "She was very pretty."
"She was, and her inner beauty outshone her physical appearance. Part of me will probably always miss her. But enough of that. Wine?"
Much later I found out he hardly ever drank, and had called Mom to ask for a recommendation. It was an excellent wine and I complimented him. He shrugged, smiling.
"I don't drink enough to know the difference, but your mom helped, and I have a friend that owns a winery, and a separate wine shop, and he said it was a good choice. If you'd like, I can take you to the winery some time. In October he has haunted wagon rides. I bet Carrie would like that."
This was August. The fact that he was hoping for things in October put a glow inside. I looked at several awards hanging on his wall, from his company. "Kyle, I never asked what you did for a living."
"I'm the production manager at the tube plant. Textiles are about gone, but there is still a pretty good demand for them. We make a lot of toilet rolls, as well as for paper towels. My plant specializes in industrial applications, tubes up to three inches thick and up to 36 inches wide. Most are used to pour forms for buildings, especially pillars. "
He grinned suddenly. "It's a lot more interesting than you would think. How about you, do you like your job?"
"I like it, but I'm basically just a worker drone. I don't get to help make decisions; I just follow orders. It can be mind-numbingly boring at times."
"Sounds like you need a career move."
I grinned. "To what? Another boring job? I didn't get to finish community college, much less chase a four-year degree, so my options are limited."
"You can always go back to school. I'm sure between your mom, my mom and dad, and me, Carrie would be taken care of. Think about it."
I vowed to myself to seriously consider it, but not right now. Right now, I had more important things to do, like verify Kyle still had his tonsils. I couldn't get my tongue that far down his throat, but I tried. After an intense bout of tongue wrestling, his mouth sought other avenues to explore. My neck, the back of my ears, and by now my shirt was unbuttoned and pushed past my shoulders, so he spent time kissing them as well.
We broke long enough for me to pull his shirt over his head, and I got to admire his muscular arms and chest. He might be a middle manager, but he was a very firm, toned middle manager. My shirt was completely unbuttoned and I was surprised Kyle was so adept at unfastening a front clasp bra one handed. The girls sprang free and I rubbed my chest over his firm one, feeling my nipples get rock hard. He took hold of my ponytail, gently pulling me forward.
I freaked. That was Beau's favorite power move, to grab my ponytail and yank viciously. I didn't wear a ponytail for three years after he got put in jail, but int he last year or so, I had relaxed. Now it all came roaring back. I was crying and hyperventilating, beating his chest to make him let me go. Kyle backed up instantly, eyes wide, while I curled into the tiniest ball I could, and cried my eyes out. It took me twenty minutes to relax. At some point Kyle had gotten up and brought me some ice water, sitting as far away as he could and still be with me.
When I calmed down, I launched into his arms, still crying, and begged him to hold me. He probably thought I was bipolar or something, but he held me and stroked my back as I gradually calmed down. When I was rational, I told him everything, how Beau had treated me and Carrie, the way he beat and demeaned me, showed him scars my mother didn't know about.
I looked up expecting to find compassion, not anger. He was rigidly still, his eyes glittering. Anyone looking into those eyes surely saw death. I drew back but he cuddled me closer, saying the one thing that would break my final wall.
"I love you, Abbie. And I would die protecting you, if I had to. You're safe with me."
Then the waterworks really started, great wailing sobs that seemed to last forever, gradually subsiding to whimpers, and then I went to sleep.
*****
I woke with a start, in a strange bed, spooned into the arms of a man. He was holding me tightly but gently, like he was afraid I was fragile, but with no intention of letting go. Looking at the clock I was shocked that it showed 4:30. I jumped out of his arms and out of bed, discovering I had on panties and nothing else. Kyle woke with a start, grinned sleepily at me, and pulled the covers back. "Come back to bed, honey. It's cold when you're not snuggled up."
"What, how, did we...Carrie! I have to call home!"
He sat up, the covers falling to his waist. Even as shocked as I was, I still admired him. "You don't have to call, baby. When I couldn't wake you, I called your mother and told her what happened. She told me the best thing I could do was put you in bed and be sure I was what you saw when you woke up."
"Did we..."
"Don't worry, your virtue is intact, even if you did do a massive amount of wiggling through the night. Now come to bed."
It was a gentle command, and I found myself sliding in, instantly snuggling against him. He petted me, stroked my arms and face, putting gentle kisses everywhere he could reach. I fell asleep trying to capture his tongue again.
Only the urgent need to go to the bathroom got me out of bed. I'd woken to feel Kyle pressing against me, his erection feeling enormous nestled between my cheeks. Then again, it had been years since I had a basis for comparison, but I thought it was as big as it felt. Slipping out of the bed, I watched his hand try to find me again before he drifted off to sleep.
Wide awake, I decided to have a shower, rinsing my panties and putting them on the shower door for him to find. Finding a long tee in his closet I put it on, debating whether to put one of his dress shirts on instead, before deciding to save it for later.
I found his coffee and started a pot, looking through his fridge to see if there was anything to fix for breakfast, when he came into the room. It occurred to me I was bent over with my butt stuck out, so I wiggled a little as I looked. His hands were suddenly on my ass, rubbing it softly before pulling me upright and kissing my ear. That triggered off a pretty intensive round of kissing, before we finally broke. I could see the bulge in his sweatpants, and my nipples felt like they were an inch long, and rock hard.
"Soon," I whispered, running my hand along his bulge.
He grinned and pinched a nipple, and I nearly lost it.
We fixed a simple breakfast, then he rinsed the dishes before putting them in the washer. It was so domestic I half expected Carrie to come bursting, calling out to Mom and Dad. That had me tingling all over.
After breakfast we talked. I recounted the fear I had lived in so long, and he talked about how hard it was to leave his wife behind him. "We're a couple of damaged souls, hon. Let's see if we can heal each other."
That melted me completely, but I got dressed and he drove me home. I don't know who was grinning harder, Mom or Carrie. Kyle seemed a little embarrassed, but I pulled him down for a full kiss, telling him in a voice loud enough for them to hear: "I had a really good time last night, honey. We're going to do a lot of that in the future."
I grinned at their open mouths and walked inside. Mom kind of grilled me but I shut her down, gently. "Right now, Mom, what happens between me and Kyle stays between us. Let this relationship grow at its own pace."
Still didn't stop Mom, Ros, and Carrie from sticking their heads together at every opportunity, but they were quiet about it. I made it a point to spend at least one night a weekend with Kyle. wearing a nice gown, one night, a thin tee shirt the next, and finally I came to bed naked. He just stared as I slipped into bed. I kissed him for a little while before asking him a question.
"Kyle, are you ever going to make love to me? I need to know because I'm tired of waiting. I see how parts of your body respond, so I know it isn't an equipment problem, so what's holding you back?"
He went really quiet, and started talking in a quiet voice. "My wife. I loved her with my heart and soul, and we made promises I'm having a hard time letting go of. I'm sorry, I want you more than you could possibly imagine, but I feel like I'm betraying her."
I held his hand and looked him in the eye. "That's one of the reasons I love you. Your loyalty to whatever you believe in is unquestionable. But she's gone, and I'm here. I don't know if I can ever achieve that brand of love from you, but I'd like to spend my life trying. Besides, if I remember the standard vows correctly, 'until death do you part' is pretty self-explanatory."
He started slightly, before smothering me with kisses. Then his hands started roaming, followed by his tongue, and I found something unexpected. Kyle was a tiger in bed, easily moving me from one position to another, taking his pleasure in pleasing me. I had a brief flash of my ex, but where he handled me in lust and anger, Kyle handled me with love. It was pretty easy to tell the difference. I had three orgasms before he finally unloaded, and we cuddled, still coupled. It surprised me that he never lost his erection, and a few minutes later he started again.
"Kyle, honey, I don't know if I can...OOOH!"
This time lasted a lot longer, and the first round wasn't short. I gave up counting orgasms and just let the pleasure wash over me, but by the end of that round, I was truly done. We cleaned up a little and slipped into sleep, but four hours later he was pushing into me. I was too tired to object and thought I'd just let him have his pleasure, but my body had other ideas. We collapsed apart and slept like logs, finally.
The next morning, he insisted on showering together, and after he had me squeaky clean, he proved once again what a talented tongue he had. When I got done screaming, he reached down and helped me up. I grabbed him, but he pulled my fingers off.
"You didn't get yours."
"But I did, honey. I got the joy of listening to you as I gave you pleasure. That's as good as it gets."
"I have to tie this one down," I thought. "I'll never find anyone who gives me more pleasure and loves me more completely."
*****
The next weekend Carrie came along. I was against it at first, but he explained it to me. "She is rightfully your first priority, so it's important we learn to get along."
"Please," I said grinning. "If it came down to me or you, it would be a coinflip. That girl loves you, baby."
Carrie inspected the house, before designating the bedroom with attached bath 'her room'. It was also the farthest away from ours, so maybe that was a win/win for both of us.
It was a great weekend, Carrie followed Kyle around, making him show her every inch of his property, all twenty some acres, including the pond. Carrie grinned when she saw it. "Maria and I will be having a camping party soon. Us two, Heather, Mackinzie, Jo, and maybe Carlita will get to come. Please, parental units?"
Kyle grinned at the designation. "You'll learn, baby, that in situations like this my first response will be 'ask your mother'. If she's all right with it we'll set it up."
Carrie chattered happily all the way back to the house, and I looked down to realize she was between us, holding both our hands.
The next couple of weekends I caught her and all the grandparents in hushed conversations. I said something to Kyle and he grinned. "I'm sure it's nothing."
Of course, that meant it was something, and it was driving me crazy.
Sunday Carrie insisted I go to church, so I dressed to impress Kyle, and showed up. The men and women in the Sunday school class were grinning like idiots, and even the preacher had a bigger smile than normal. The whole thing was making me very nervous.
His sermon that day was on love, between men and women, parents and children, and the love of God. "God's love flows through everything, even the love between a man and a woman. Marriage is the cornerstone of family, even the larger family of God. It's the reaffirming of everything holy and good."
Well then. When he finally wound down, he made an announcement. "Before we go forth this morning, one of our members has a special song he has asked to sing. Please stay in your seats for a few moments.
There was a stage behind the pulpit, darkened during the service, and a light came on, showing Kyle with his little guitar. He checked the microphone, adjusting it before speaking. "This song has a lot of special meaning, but even more so now that ever."
I learned later the song, Any Day Now, was part hymn, part lament. Most thought it was about a man just about to be released from prison, others thought it was about being released for the prison of their body, so they could ascend to heaven. Either way, it was beautiful and moving.
"Any day now, any day now, I shall be released."
As their notes lingered the lights came up, showing part of the choir, and Carrie, sitting at the organ, playing beautifully. Mom grinned at her. "Ros has been giving her lessons since before school let out for the summer. Pretty good, wouldn't you say? When she found out what Kyle was going to do, she insisted on playing with him."
The music stopped, but nobody moved as Kyle started talking. "This song has a lot of meaning for me. I thought about it as I fell in love. I was worried I was betraying my late wife by finding love again, but now I feel released. I loved her dearly, but I'm not breaking any vow I gave to her, because I was released by her death, however hard it was on me.
The woman that I love also told me that most people can go through life and never really know what love was. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt what it is, because I had it. In a way, that made it easier to recognize it the second time around. Abbie, will you join me for a moment?" By now, everyone including me knew what was going to happen. I made my way forward like a zombie, while he dropped to his knees and held out a box.
Abbie Gleason, will you marry me? Be my life partner until..."
I'm sure it was a wonderful, moving proposal, but I ruined it by screaming "YES!" and tackling him to the ground.
They finally got us up, almost forcing me to let go of Kyle. Carrie cried and hugged me, then Kyle. Mom cried and did the same. I think Ros cried hardest of all, hugging me until I felt like I might get bruises. Even Henry, as he dangled me almost a foot off the ground in his hug, looked a little glassy eyed.
It took almost an hour to get out of the church. The last to hug me was the preacher, and after he got done, he handed me a piece of paper.
"What's this?"
"A list of dates of when I'll be available to do the service. You're not the only ones who fell in love this summer."
I grinned and kissed his cheek.
*****
There were lots of things to do before the wedding, and one of the hardest was telling Beau's parents. I think they expected it, his mother more perhaps than his father. I reassured them they were still Carrie's grandparents, and would still be regularly spending time with her. I think it made them accept the situation a little better. He had them over for a grilled meal, along with Ros, Henry, Mom, and her new man. Ralph was a gentle seeming man, and he was smitten with Mom. I was glad for her when I found out he had spent the night on a weekend I was with Kyle. Carrie had stayed the night with Ros and Henry,
Carrie bounced from one set to another, then, while she was following Kyle around, I saw all the grandmothers in an animated discussion. They were all smiling, and I felt like they were picking weekends with Carrie.
We were two months from the wedding when we got disturbing news. Beau was being released early for good behavior. His mother tried to reassure me, telling me how he had changed and was a good man now. I held judgement, because I was still getting three or four letters a week. Looking back, I think I should have read one every once in a while.
The first thing he did was ask if we could spend a little time together. When I said no, he grimaced. Then he demanded visitation with Carrie. She didn't think much of the idea, but agreed to see him, in the presence of a social worker.
It didn't go well, and it didn't go bad. Carrie was kind of indifferent about the whole thing, which upset him. "Don't you want to have a family again?"
"I've got a family. Three sets of grandparents, a mother that loves me, and a father who dotes on me."
His whole demeanor changed. "What are you talking about? What father?"
"Well, he's not really my dad yet, but he will be in two weeks, when he and Mom get married."
He stood up and stormed out thirty minutes early, and Carrie was pretty shaken up by the exchange. "Did I do something wrong, Mom?"
"No honey. Grandma Juliette was going to tell him this weekend, but it's not a big deal. You can still see your father if you want."
"That's just it, Mom. I don't want to see him again. All I can remember from when we were with him was screaming, shouting, and pain. I'm afraid of him, Mom."
"We'll talk to Social Services, baby, but you might have to see him if he pushes it. I think I'm going to dangle forgiving his child support if he'll let us go."
It would seem, in our state at least, going to prison does not absolve one of child support. It had been building up for over four years, and was a pretty good chunk of change. I was hoping I could leverage it to get him to give up any rights to Carrie. She was already lobbying to have her name match ours, and Kyle was all for it.
That plan, to state it mildly, did not go well. I asked for a few minutes after the next visitation, and laid it out for him.
"I don't want to be cruel, Beau, but you're the past. Kyle is our future. I will never be with you again, and next week, I'm getting married again. Carrie loves him. She's scared of you. Let us go, please Beau. Find another woman, start another family. Maybe later she can spend time with you if she wants, but right now, all she sees when she's with you is fear and anger. Do what's right for your daughter."



His rant was so bad the Social Worker hit a panic button. It seems that Probation and Parole Officers shared the office spaces, and two came through the door. He was threatening to kill Kyle, me, and anyone who tried to keep us apart. As soon as the officers showed up, the woman grabbed Carrie and hustled her out. They ended up wrestling him to the ground and arresting him, while I looked on in horror.
His parents were devastated, and he swore it was just the heat of the moment, and the Judge let him go into their custody.
The day came. All the mothers fussed over me as they settled my dress on me, all with tears in her eyes. I think it must have been hard on Juliette, watching me while her son faced probation violations, but she smiled and cried as we recited our vows. Autumn, Katie, even Nanette were bridesmaids, and Mom was Matron of Honor.
The preacher was beaming when he said "I now pronounce you man and wife," and Kyle lifted the veil to kiss me.
Suddenly, a scream that was almost primal ripped through the chapel. It was Beau, drunk, angry, and most importantly, with a pistol in his hand.
"She's mine! You won't take her away from me! I'll kill you if I have to, now let her go."
Kyle reacted by pushing me behind him and spoke calmly. "It's over, Beau. We're married now. Please, let it go. This isn't helping you any."
"She's about to be a widow, asshole. Then nothing will stand in our way. Abbie, if you want to see him stay alive, get Carrie and let's go."
He was only focused on me, so he never heard or felt Autumn creep up behind him. Most had fled the church, or were cowering in the pews. Among other things, Autumn was a police officer, a detective captain with the county. She had snatched up one of the heavy hymnals, the first thing to come to mind, and hit him as hard as she could on the back of the neck. It stunned him, and the pistol didn't quite leave his hand, but it was pointing at the ground. Before he could recover, Kyle, Henry, and the preacher tackled him, holding him as he thrashed and screamed. Two of his groomsmen joined in, and 911 had already been called. When they burst through the door, Autumn gave them a summary, and they cuffed him, dragging him down the aisle I had just walked so joyfully.
Juliette was in tears, Bob almost in shock, so the family descended on them while Kyle held a sobbing Carrie. In light of the event, the reception was postponed until after we got back from our honeymoon, and a somber group ended up at Kyle's, our house, I reminded myself.
We spent our time consoling his parents, but they knew he was going back to prison for a long, long time. The list of things he was charged with turned out to be very long, and his lawyer suggested he throw himself on the mercy of the court, citing the marriage of me and the loss of his daughter as being too much to bear. Instead, he stood up, told the Judge that he loved me and I loved him, that we wrote daily letters and I went to see him every week, and we'd be together again as soon as this misunderstanding was behind us. The Judge looked at the DA, who showed him the visitor log for the time frame he was in jail, and I never appeared once. Then he showed him the four boxes of unopened letters, as well as a statement that there had never been a letter delivered to him with my address on it. Juliette was weeping into Bob's arms when we heard the sentence. Four years in a psychiatric institution, and if there was any trouble the twenty-year sentence would come into effect.
He lasted a year before flipping out on a doctor and assaulting him, breaking his leg. His sentence went active, and he'd be 48 when he got out, if he stayed out of trouble. He died twelve years later, stabbed to death.
*****
Eight years later, the whole family watched as our daughters walked across the stage for their high school diploma. That's right, daughters. When Maria was fourteen, her mother remarried. Maria liked him well enough, but when they decided to move back to Honduras, she refused to go. Maria wanted her to keep her American citizenship, so we agreed to take custody of her until she graduated. She even started using our name, and soon every boy in high school learned not to mess with our girls. They were going to different colleges, Maria on a scholarship, while we paid for Carrie. We sent them money every month until they graduated. Maria went on to become a nurse practitioner, while Carrie got an MBA and landed a job at a Fortune 500 company, rising through the ranks at a good pace. Both worked locally, so we got to see them often. Maria would fly down to see her mother three times a year, and was being lobbied to go to work in their health care system. I had a feeling she was considering it.
Our son was thirteen, and was a star baseball player. His coach told us even now college scouts were watching him. Our twelve-year-old daughter was too young to consider anything right now, except an interest in boys. Usually, one look at dad or Grandpa Henry stilled any untoward attention. She was developing into quite a stunner, combining the best features of Ros and Mom, with a little of me and Kyle thrown in.
Mom's romance sizzled out, and the thought of her rattling around in her house alone bothered Kyle, so about a year after we got married Kyle had Henry and Bob help him on a project, as well as a few professionals, then invited Mom over, to show her the thousand square foot apartment they had remodeled for her. It was above the three-car garage, a holdover from the original owners. There was a really nice bathroom and bedroom, with a combination kitchen/living room.
Kyle told her the thought of her in that house alone worried us, so we built it for her, hoping she would live with us but still have her privacy. After she got done crying and kissing everyone involved, she moved in, only leaving seven years later when she finally found someone she considered Mr. Right. Maria and Carrie immediately moved in, using it their senior year and when they visited from college. We talked about it and decided it would be good practice for college life.
All the grandparents are still alive, though they're all in their seventies now. We dread the time when they start passing.
I heard Carrie and Maria talking to one of their friends who had been dumped by her boyfriend. "I thought he loved me," she wailed. They smiled and showed them the film of Kyle's proposal. The church was wired for video, so the preacher could reach those who couldn't attend, streaming it on the 'net, and he had made sure it was on, thinking we might want to keep it. We played it in our bedroom on our anniversary, and I still cry every time.
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A variation on "February Sucks," authorized by GeorgeAnderson (the original writer) and edited by blackrandl1958. This should be somewhere around the 100th version published on Literotica, so this is a milestone, of sorts. This version starts right after he learns she's left with another man. And it's set in North Carolina, for a reason that's pretty obvious.
*****
I looked at the bitch that helped my wife slip off with her fuck buddy. "What the hell is wrong with you, Dee? I thought you were our friend. We talked about what it would mean if a spouse cheated, we were all in agreement, and now this? 'Oh, he's famous.' That makes it all right then. 'You'll be fine and over it in no time.' I always thought you were a little ditzy, but I underestimated your idiocy. By a large margin. I want you to do one thing for me. Never talk to me again. Ever. You won't like it if you do. If I'm in the water and going down for my third time and you walk by, keep going. I'd rather be dead. Now get the fuck away from me."
It was easy to tell she was reeling. I'd never come close to talking to anyone in our circle like that. I turned and started walking to the door when this huge bouncer intercepted me. "Night done already?"
"Get out of my way."
He grinned. "Oh, drunk and belligerent. I think for the sake of everyone you should just turn around and go back to your table. Have a few drinks, I'll make sure they're on the house."
I stared at him until he looked a little nervous. "How much is he paying you to run interference? It better be a lot, because if you don't get out of my way right this fucking minute you're going to need every dime of it."
His eyes widened and he puffed up a little. "You can't take me. I'd wipe the floor with your sorry ass and not break a sweat."
"More than likely, but you need to know something. I don't fight fair and I don't forgive. I'll brain you with a beer bottle, or break it and cut your throat the first time your back is turned. Say you do give me a beat down, make sure you kill me because when I heal up, I'll come after you. You'll have to look twice before you go out in the dark for the rest of your life. Maybe I'll just hire a couple of guys and be a thousand miles away when it happens. I might pay them a little extra to make sure your career as club security is over. If I can't get to you, I'll go after your family. You married? Got kids? Parents? You'll puke every time you look at them when I'm done. Now then, you got a choice. Move!"
He didn't realize he was backing up. Kind of funny, really, he was at least six five and had to weigh close to three hundred. I was five eleven and one eighty, and I bet his fat to muscle ratio was far better than mine. I had one thing he didn't: pure, unadulterated, nuclear-hot rage. You couldn't defeat that. I was almost to the door when someone grabbed my arm.
I locked down on the arm and twirled, dragging whoever had me along. When I realized it was Janey, I let go, and she landed on her ass with her skirt up and her legs spread. I never pegged her for the commando type. I was about to walk away when she grabbed my leg.
"Don't do it! Think of your children!"
I looked at her with all the contempt I could muster. "You mean like she did when she slipped out the back door with that asshole? As far as family, I don't have one anymore. I'll do right by my children, always, unlike the bitch formerly known as my wife. Maybe I'll sue for custody in the divorce. After all, her actions tonight go a long way towards proving her an unfit mother."
She let go and put her hand over her mouth. I actually got to the elevator before another salvo was launched. "Bob! Think about this. Are you really going to throw away ten years over one night?"
I looked at my former friend and his posse. "I didn't throw shit away. She did. Look me in the eye and tell me you think what she did was acceptable. Every fucking one of you assholes, look at me! I want you each to say you think what she did isn't that bad and that if your wife did it, it would be all right. Oops, sorry, Harry. That ship has already sailed. You know she's seeing him again, don't you? Do you like sloppy seconds? Eric, apparently Janey comes dressed or rather undressed for action. I had no idea she shaved her pussy. It that some kind of slut signal?"
Harry glared at Erica and she hung her head before walking back into the club. The others were shouting, mostly at each other, and I took the opportunity to slip into the elevator. It didn't take me long to pack up. I left Linda's shit where it was. If she wanted it, she could come and get it. I found the sexy lingerie and my first thought was to piss on it, but in the end, I just threw them into the wastebasket. It felt kind of symbolic. I was checked out in thirty minutes and got to the parking lot when I heard them. Apparently my 'friends' were watching for me. They started in on their arguments and Eric stood in front of the door to my car.
"You have until I put this thing in gear to get out of my way. Anyone who doesn't will be a parking lot smear. Move! Now!"
"You're gonna listen to us..."
That's all he got out before I buried my fist in his guts. None of them were fighters or had any training in how to defend themselves. I did, because I had a notoriously hot temper when I was a teen and got into a lot of fights. It got me into trouble with the law a couple of times, and when it came down to counseling or juvie, I went to a few sessions. It helped me tremendously with my anger control issues. I still got pissed, but I rarely lost control. Right then, I didn't give a shit. I stepped over him and unlocked my door, glancing back at them.
I threw the car into gear and hit the gas, surging forwards as the tires squealed. They scattered like quail.
I had no idea where I was going or what I was going to do when I got there. By this time, she had been gone almost an hour so she had more than likely fucked him already. My first inclination was to find them and leave them both in a puddle of blood, but I doubted that would happen for a variety of reasons. The guy was the number one tight end for the local pro football team, and they pinned their hopes of bringing home a winning season this year, maybe taking them to the championship, on his ability. He'd just signed a three-year contract for one hundred and six million dollars, on top of the millions he'd already made. His house would probably be locked up tighter than Fort Knox. Besides, I wasn't a martial arts expert or former Navy Seal. I was just a guy. A guy in decent shape, but still just a guy. I didn't have access to unlimited wealth, didn't have friends in high or low places.
I was sitting at a stoplight when it hit me. There was something I could do, and now was the time to start doing it. I realized if I went forward with this there would be no way back. I pulled over in front of an all-night diner advertising free WIFI.
Before starting, I considered my plan. If I wanted revenge and a little payback, social media was the way to go. Linda had every account imaginable, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, even something called TikTok. I wasn't an IT nerd; I could barely get on the internet, but I knew someone who could: my niece. She had just turned eighteen and had four scholarship offers, two from ivy League schools and two from tech colleges on both coasts. I gave her a call and she was very surprised to hear from me so late, but when I told her I'd give her 500 dollars if she'd come and help me, she was very interested. I was about to tell her where I was when I heard a ping. "Got you, Unk. We'll be there in seven minutes." I wonder who 'we' were but as long as she was coming, I didn't care.
While I was waiting, I went in, asked the waitress for a quiet booth as far from people as possible. Then I surprised her. "You close at midnight, right?"
She nodded. "Tell me how many customers you expect to have from now to closing and how much their tips will be. While you're thinking, let me tell you two of my friends will be arriving soon and I'd like the place to ourselves as much as possible. Tell the owner I'll make good on any lost revenue if he lets us sit here and work for an hour or so. And there's two hundred in it for you if you keep the sodas and coffee coming."
She grinned. "It's the end of February and freakin' freezing outside. Everyone connected is off somewhere partying or home snuggling. I'll close right now. I can get away with it since I own the place. Give me four hundred, three for me and one for my cook. You need anything before I send him home?"
My niece came in just then and she had a guy with her. She was pretty hot for a geek. I almost didn't recognize her; it seems she really cleaned up nice once she took off her ripped jeans and gamer tees and put on a dress. It was bright red club dress and barely covered her very nicely shaped ass. I wondered briefly if my sister knew she had clothes like that. She sure didn't look like the little tomboy I remembered.
I apologized immediately. "I'm sorry guys. If I had known you had plans, I would have never asked you to come. I'm sure you'll think what I want is crazy, but hear me out. First, let me tell you what happened."
By the time I was done they were staring at me slack jawed. Nanette sputtered in outrage. "Let me review here. Your wife, my aunt, left you standing alone in a club to spend the night with some superstar jock and your friends covered for her while she slipped off? What kind of assholes do you hang out with?"
"This is unchartered water for me. They're actually her friends, the posse she ran with in high school and college. She was thrilled beyond words when my company wanted to promote me to this location. She was giving Chicago the finger in the rearview mirror as we drove away. I've been around them for a while and thought we were on the same page in our outlook on life. I can assure you that we are no longer friends. Let me tell you what I want and then you tell me what a spectacularly bad idea it is and how much trouble I'll be in if I go through with it."
I outlined what I wanted and both Eric and Nannette looked at each other before dissolving into laughter. When they recovered, Nannette asked Eric to get the "black box" out of his car.
The black box turned out to be an unregistered laptop that she "modified slightly." "No one can trace this. I'll ping off stations all over the world and never stay on one more than half a second. It's something I've been working on since I was thirteen, and I've kept it under wraps until I became of legal age so I could file for patents on it. It has a lot to do with why all those schools want me, and the military has offered me a very sweet deal to skip college and go straight to work for them."
Nannette asked all kinds of questions while she set it up. "Got it!" she exclaimed, showing me my wife's Facebook screen. "I'm in. Let the mayhem begin."
They scrolled through her posts, stopping to ask who different people were while Nannette made notes on her phone. When it showed a picture of her best friend and strange cock facilitator, I almost lost it. Then I had a thought and told her the names of my so-called friends who were with us. She snagged every account in minutes.
Nannette grinned, looking at Dee. "That bitch needs fucking up. You ready?"
"Make it as disgusting as possible."
Eric had been kind of quiet. "You sure about this? Once we start, there's no going back. You're dropping a grenade on your marriage."
"I'm sure. I've thought about nothing else since this started. No way in hell can I ever live with her again. She dropped the grenade. I'm countering by going to DefCon 4 and considering nuclear options. Begin."
Nannette started typing, pretending to be my wife. "Exciting update! I'm proud to announce that I've officially joined the CCC, the Celebrity Cock Club! (Her invention. It sounded sleazy and kind of cool at the same time.) I'm with Marc! I'm happy to say he really does have a tight end and can really ram it home when he finds a hole to slip into! I'm just so proud he picked me out of all the women in the club. Shout out to my bestie for running interference with hubby while I slipped away! I'd say I owe you, but I've done the same before for her. Remember the girl's weekend to Atlantic City, Dee? You scored a hockey player and according to you he really knows how to puck! Ha-Ha." Nannette followed it with a bunch of smiley faces.
Then she started again. "We're resting right now, halftime so to speak. We'll start the second half soon. I hope it goes into overtime!"
She then faked messages from every woman that was at the club, giving her literal high fives and saying they couldn't wait until it was their time with a stud. Janey slammed her husband for being a needle-dicked asshole and saying she was climbing the walls needing a real cock. He didn't have to be rich, he just needed to be hung and last more than five minutes.
She found some pictures of the asshole and posted them, as well as some of Linda in the really tiny bikini she'd been too shy to wear at home but wore exclusively while we were on vacation. "Just want you to know what we're bringing to the game!"
By then it was almost midnight, but her notifications were lighting up as people viewed the posts. I'm sure phones were ringing in her social circle, despite the late hour. Then Nanette lit up Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok. I didn't have to worry about her getting any calls because I was sure she'd shut her phone off, so I couldn't interfere with her plans. The comments starting pouring in.
"Is this some kind of joke? I bet your husband doesn't think it's funny. What the hell is the matter with you?"
This was from her favorite aunt. I idly wondered why she was still up. Nannette responded. "This is no joke! I saw an opportunity and took it. How many people get to brag they fucked somebody famous? If you don't believe me, come by his house about ten tomorrow. 130 Windham Circle. It's a freakin' mansion. The rich really are different! We may be up by then and you can see my "walk of shame" as I leave his house. Then again, maybe it's the "walk of fame!"
Another person joined the thread. I didn't know her but it didn't matter. She had over 700 friends and they were all getting an earful. "Really? You're proud of leaving your husband standing and going off to screw somebody else? You really think your marriage will survive this?"
"I love my husband! He's the best thing that ever happened to me. And he loves me so I know he'll get over it. There might be a little rough patch, but I'll do my best to keep him spoiled and eventually he'll forgive me. It doesn't mean anything. It's just one night and I'll never repeat it."
"Seriously? Are you drunk? Did he drug you? As far as never doing it again, did you ever think you'd do it the first time? You're delusional. I'm dropping you as a friend. Don't try to contact me. I hope in the cold light of day you still think it was worth it. It may be all you have left to hold on to."
I finally recognized the name. It was her boss's wife. That gave me another idea and Nannette posted everything on the company page. Bet she'd have some interesting conversations come Monday.
Another chimed in. "This is all just bull, isn't it? If you think this is funny, you're way off."
"Every word is true. We'll be all right. I have faith in my husband."
"Like the faith he had in you? I think the only explanation is you got hit by the Martian Slut Ray. It reroutes all the blood in your system to your crotch and renders you incapable of reasonable behavior. I've seen some stupid decisions before but this tops them all. It's almost Darwin Award level, but that usually ends in death. Then again, maybe the death of your marriage will qualify you. I'm with Rosalind. I'm dropping you. Don't try to respond, because you'll be blocked. God help you."
That was from her first cousin. She lived in another state and I wondered how long it would take before the extended family would have the details.
Nannette looked sad. She'd always liked Linda. "You're destroying her, pulling the very foundations of her life out from under her. You sure you don't want to stop now?"
"Not quite yet. I have a few more things and then I'll be done with her. Literally."
We sent the posts to the team website, the NFL offices, the offices of his charities, the mayor, the city council, all on their official websites and anyone we could think of. Nannette flooded Instagram and Twitter. It was going nuclear, posts and comments pouring in as fast as possible. Then she found his accounts and did the same thing.
He was considered a poster child for a community involved athlete. He had two charities and was always volunteering for one thing or another. The team and the league loved him. Time to bring a little pain. Eric fished around and got a name and number for a sports writer who hated the guy for some unknown reason. He was a little pissed off over being pulled from his bed, but got over it when I told him what I had. Eric had put a voice scrambler on the phone and I sounded like a woman.
"Quit whining! I'm giving you an opportunity. Marc is screwing a married woman in his bed right now. He knew she was married because she was with her husband when he pulled her out of the Shadow Lounge tonight. It seems this isn't the first time he's done it. Talk to the bouncer if you don't believe me. Her name is Linda Hamilton and she's been married ten years and has two small children. So much for the poster boy of the NFL, huh?"
We found out later that he was pissed because he'd pulled the same stunt on him. He and his wife were separated for almost a year before reconciling, and she was still on shaky ground. It was also the off season, there wasn't a lot going on in local sports and that probably made the story more appealing.
Just to be fair, we dropped emails to the local television stations and newspapers. I doubted if much would come out of it, but Marc was well known and very popular and the sharks would smell blood on the water. By six AM, there were two vans and one regular reporter, along with the paparazzi parked outside the gates of his exclusive neighborhood.
By eight, someone on the team or the central office had a man beating on his door. He opened it in his robe and the cameras zoomed in from the vantage points the videographers had found. Luck was not with them, because it plainly showed Linda behind him, also in a robe. The frenzied click of cameras could be heard plainly. His eyes widened when he saw the reporters while the man stepped inside and slammed the door. The man must have given him the full story, and Linda instantly opened her Facebook page.
That house was a mansion of solid brick and timbers, but you could plainly hear the scream even from outside the gates. It was the sound of a mortally wounded animal. She tried furiously to shut her account down, only to discover she had been locked out. Nannette counted them later and there were over three thousand comments spread over all the media platforms, just in the first six hours. Linda had never been so popular.
At ten, they finally emerged from the house. Linda had her head covered but everyone knew who she was. I had a hard time believing the coverage, but then again, he was a popular figure and it was a weekend, so news was slow.
She got into the unidentified man's car and he circled the house, going out the delivery entrance. This wasn't their first rodeo and the paparazzi had that entrance staked out, too. They even got a clear shot of Linda as she went by.
The man drove her home and I wondered what she thought when she found herself alone. I'd collected the kids from the babysitter and taken them to my parents' house. I wasn't surprised to see her parents there, because we were all really close. Both mothers were Facebook friends, so they got to see everything.



Then again, she wasn't alone. Four cars had followed her home and now they had her address. She exited the car and ran for the front door while questions were hurled at her. Was she his girlfriend now? Had she left her husband for him? Does your husband approve of this? That was a particularly stupid question, but it got asked a lot over the next few weeks.
It was a little tense when I talked to her folks. "We know what she did. Everybody in the southern half of the country knows. We also know it wasn't her on Facebook. Judging by her actions she isn't that smart, but she was never suicidal. How could you do that to her?"
"Ask her the same question and get back to me."
I had no intention of keeping the kids from her, but I wanted a couple of days to go by for things to settle down. I was staying where Linda was least likely to look for me: the room we'd rented for our romantic interlude. The desk clerk looked at me funny when he checked the records, but he gave me the room for three days.
It was kind of funny to run into my former friends checking out as I was headed to my room to crash. I'd been running on adrenaline and rage and had been awake thirty hours by then.
Dee rushed up to me. "You bastard! Do you have any idea how badly you hurt Linda? All for nothing, just a fantasy she wanted to fulfill. She'd have been just the same when she got home."
"Nope. She was damaged and when I have something damaged, I have two choices. I need to decide whether it's worth fixing and if I think the cost is too high, or get rid of it. Linda damaged our marriage past resurrecting, and it's not worth the emotional cost to repair it."
"I never fucked that hockey player!"
"So then, you admit you met him? I understood you had dinner with him and then went dancing. Even if you didn't fuck him, it was a chance to fulfill a fantasy, wasn't it? Hubby would be upset if you ever told him, but hey, you can get him to forgive you, can't you?"
The rest of her posse was hanging back, but at the mention of the hockey player her husband surged forward. "I'm gonna kick your..."
As I told the bouncer, I don't fight fair. I fight to win. I went for his kneecap and missed but I caught him right where it joined his thigh bone and as he lay writhing in pain, I looked down, then I pointed at the cameras in the hall. "It's all on tape, dude. Your attempt to assault me and my move to defend myself. Mark it as a life lesson and concentrate on what you're going to do with your bitch."
I looked over at my former friends. "I want you to remember this for the rest of your lives. I'll probably be divorced soon, but I'll bet good money I won't be the only one. You need to think about that and make some decisions. I'd wish you luck but honestly I hope your lives blow up as badly as you helped blow up mine."
*****
Despite pleas and then demands, I never spent another night in my old house. Linda was really pissed at first, unable to understand why I was responding the way I did. It just wasn't that big a deal. Yeah, she might have dumped me in about the worst way possible and then spent the night fucking a total stranger, but it was all in the past and it was time to move on. He was famous, for God's sake! It was over now, so why not go back to life as normal?
Truthfully, she had a crush on the asshole that went back to when we lived in Chicago and he played there. I watched the Bears occasionally, and Linda would watch with me. When a charity poster came out with him on the cover, wearing long knit underwear and nothing else, she bought one. It must have been a dream come true when he asked her to dance.
When she figured out I wasn't just going to trot on home like a good boy, she got bitchy. When she got served for divorce, stating adultery as the cause, she went ballistic. Linda ended up making every threat she could think of, but I persevered.
Linda threw herself on my mercy and was surprised I didn't have any. She just barely held on to her job. It was a close thing and it was a long time before her boss said no more than was necessary to her, and it took even longer for his wife to even acknowledge she was in the room.
We were just average people and it would have faded away if it hadn't been for who she fucked. The paparazzi got to the bouncer and waved enough green under his nose until he sang like a canary. There had been at least three more incidents just at that club alone. Mark liked to party. A lot.
I'd be willing to wager that he soon wished he had signed with another team when he left Chicago. The Panthers were a Carolina team, and North Carolina was an Alienation of Affection state. He should have picked a home over the state line. My lawyer advised me to not go after him until the divorce was through, but he, his team and the NFL went into full protection mode.
I answered the door to my new apartment one evening to see a man holding a briefcase. "Sir, I'd like to talk to..."
"Go away." I slammed the door and slid the safety latches into place. He pounded on the door so much I called the cops and they politely asked him to leave. He looked up at the security camera I'd installed and shook his fist before leaving.
Then I got a call from the new owner of the team. He introduced himself and before he could go farther, I stopped him. "Four people in the world have my number. How did you get it?"
He sighed. "Does it really matter? I'd...."
I hung up and went straight to my phone store and demanded a new number. That lasted eight days before I got another call. "Sir, I represent the Go Deep Children's Charity. May I have a moment of your time?"
"I'm sorry, but I already support three charities and don't have the means to get involved with another. You have a good day now."
"Wait, wait! I'm not asking you for a donation. In fact, it's just the opposite. I'm prepared to offer you a goodly sum."
"Why would you want to give me money?"
"Sir, the founder and principal donor is Marc La..."
I hung up again and blocked his number. They got hold of my new email address and sent me long missives about how my actions had hurt the charity and how deeply donations had dropped. I couldn't help but reply, and called them.
"So it's my fault the charity is suffering? How, exactly?"
"Your allegations against Marc have tarnished his reputation and are causing him undue duress. If you would publicly say you forgive him and your wife for their momentary lapse of judgement and allow him to make amends, it would drop off the public's interest."
"Let me get this straight. The man seduced my wife. In front of me and about fifty witnesses, and a low-level thug he was paying off tried to stop me when I tried to go after them. She stayed the night, and while she won't admit she had sex with him, we all know that's what happened. I tell you what, have him make a public statement saying he had sex with my wife even though he knew she was married, and I'll think about it."
"That would be in no one's best interest. Can't we persuade you to let sleeping dogs lie?"
"This ol' hound ain't sleepin'. He's snarling and foaming at the mouth, just dyin' to take a hunk out of somebody's ass. Tell you what, get him to donate all his money to a scientist to make a form of time travel, go back and unfuck my wife and we'll talk. In the meantime, if he thinks it's bad now, wait a few days. Don't ever contact me again."
"What do you..."
I talked to Eric and Nannette, bitching about the inability to slam a cellphone down. It gave them an idea and they invented an app that allowed you to do just that. It was the sound of an old-fashioned phone crashing down and could be used when you wanted to hang up on someone. I bet a lot of telemarketers got an unpleasant surprise over the next few months. They trademarked it or patented it, or whatever it was you do to keep other people making money off it. They charged a dollar to download, it and they included me in the paperwork saying that while it was their expertise it was my idea. Thirty-three cents isn't much until you multiply it fifty thousand times just in the first two months. Then it turned into serious money.
I used it to get an actual house instead of the apartment I was living in, and the kids were happy about that. It broke my heart to leave them, but every time I looked at her it was all I could do not to kill her on the spot.
The poor woman was delusional, seriously delusional. She thought I'd just accept what she did and go on with our lives. Her favorite refrain was: "It was one night!"
"Yes, it was. One night too many. Tell me the truth; you knew I would never allow it to happen if I found out early enough, that's why you had your slut friends run interference, so you could slip away with your man-whore like a thief in the night, because that was what you were. A thief. You stole our future that night, Linda. And you have no one to blame but yourself and your celebrity cock. Think he's hurting? Fuck no he isn't hurting. He's probably laughing about it as we speak. He didn't give a damn if he destroyed a family as long as he got some free pussy, pussy you were more than willing to supply."
She was reeling. I hardly ever raised my voice in anger, certainly never to or in front of the kids. Looking back, I don't think I ever did it to her either. Maybe that was the problem. She thought I was weak and would be terrified she'd leave me. If push came to shove, she'd use the kids to keep me in line.
The children did not take it well. Eventually I put them into therapy and it started helping. The therapist was careful to not denigrate their mother. She did tell them their mother had made a very bad error in judgement and was reaping the consequences. She invited us to take part in a couple of sessions separately, and since I was paying, I got a summation of the sessions.
"She's still in denial and is telling the children that while she did do something, it wasn't bad enough for you to divorce her over. Your little girl asked her point blank what she did and she told her it was an adult thing and she would understand in a few years. Your son is only four, but he remembers what he sees and hears on media outlets. She never directly answered his questions, just telling him she had made a terrible mistake and she was trying her best to fix it. I don't think he bought it and has a lot of hostility towards his mother."
I was asked the same questions in my session and I answered them as honestly as I could. "Yes son, I'm divorcing your mother because of what you heard. She broke a promise and a commitment by doing that. You know when you promise something, you should keep it. It goes a little deeper when you're an adult. She made those promises in front of 200 people and in a legally and spiritually binding way, and she knew well what would happen if she broke them. She did it anyway. I still love your mother but I no longer trust her, and trust is the key issue here. Say I promised to pick you up from school on Wednesdays and did for a year. Then I missed one and left you standing. I knew I was supposed to pick you up but decided I wanted to do something else more? How many times would you stand there waiting for me before you realized you couldn't trust me to pick you up? Would you trust me when I told you it would never happen again?"
I think I got through to them a bit and followed the therapist's instruction to the letter. I didn't say bad things about their mother, told them even though our relationship had changed, we both loved them very much. Other than that, I didn't talk about their mother unless they brought it up.
Linda did the exact opposite. She told the kids that yes, she had made a bad mistake, but it wasn't bad enough to end the marriage. She told them I was just being stubborn and things would work out.
The therapist was beyond angry and confronted her is a meeting. "How could you do that to your children? Your husband shows no inclination to reconcile. In fact, in one of our sessions he talked to the kids about divorce. They have had enough classmates in the same situation to get a basic understanding of how things work. They've also watched enough parents remarry to know sometime in the future there may be someone new in their life. Your children believe, rightly I might add, that your relationship with your husband is over. I know you've talked a few times, but it hasn't worked and I think I understand why. You still refuse to think you did anything wrong, at least wrong enough to get divorced over. I strongly suggest couples counseling. I don't believe it will help you reconcile, but maybe it will lead to a place where you can accept how things are and move on. I won't be seeing you for any more sessions. Thank you for attending the ones I asked for."
It didn't make a dent in Linda's world, except the remark about counseling. Her lawyer was pretty good and the judge mandated eight sessions. If the therapist thought after four sessions there was no way forward, she could terminate any further sessions. On the other hand, if she saw progress, she could add more sessions. My lawyer tried to shut me up, but I stood and asked the judge if I could speak. He nodded, warning me to keep it civil.
"Your Honor, I need to be clear here. I have zero interest in any further relationship with my wife beyond that of coparents to our children. That being said, I will participate in the sessions. What I absolutely refuse to do is attend more than eight. That should be the sufficient number to resolve any issues we have. I'm serious, Your Honor. Yes, you can put me in jail or fine me, or both if I refuse, but you need to think about this. This divorce is getting a lot of media attention and I'm sure you don't want it to turn into a quagmire of mudslinging, and I for one am more than happy to talk to the press. One more thing, Your Honor. I want her lover to attend one session and explain why he thinks sleeping with married women is such a good idea and why he thinks it shouldn't affect my marriage. Thank you, sir."
My lawyer was looking at me like I had grown two heads and the Judge looked like he didn't know whether to laugh or throw me under the bus. Linda looked like she was going to be physically ill any second, and her lawyer seemed to be trying to find something to object to. Finally, he rapped his gavel twice. "I don't have the authority to send him to a marital counseling session if it isn't his marriage. I will draft a letter asking him to consider it, but I wouldn't hold out much hope. What your lawyer can tell you is it is perfectly legal to require him to appear here in court, but that is totally up to you. Counselors, submit a list of therapists or get one from the court, but I want all parties agreed and the sessions to commence in two weeks. I will also require that there be two sessions a week. That way this can be over much sooner than later. If either of your clients miss a session, I won't threaten them with jail. I'll just declare the session valid and they won't be able to reschedule. So ordered. Bailiff, let's begin the next case."
Linda was not pleased. Not at all. She was waiting for me at my car with a determined look on her face. "This has to stop! Please! This wasn't what I intended to happen at all."
I felt like it was a bad idea without our lawyers present to talk to her, but curiosity got the better of me. "Just for the sake of conversation, what did you think was going to happen?"
"I thought you'd be pissed but love me enough to get over it. It was one night! All the years we were together, our family, our kids, it wasn't worth throwing away for one night!"
"It wasn't just one night. It was every night for the rest of our lives after that night. What you did was cold, calculated and the ultimate in disrespect. You left me looking like a fool in front of our supposed friends, and some of them even helped you slip out the back like a slut. I would have bet my life on your love for me and our children before that night, Linda. Not any more. We're done, and all the counseling in the world won't fix it. I'll see you at the first session."
"Wait! I need a favor."
"What possible favor could you ask of me?"
It's about Marc. Could you please let up on him a little? It's starting to affect his charities. Think of the children!"
"You mean like you and he thought of ours that night? I could give a fuck less about his charities and I promise you very soon his charities will be the least of his problems. Mind telling me how you know this?"
She had enough guilt to look down. "He called me."
"Really? How did he get your number?"
Her face got redder and it hit me. "You gave it to him that night, didn't you Why? In case he wanted a repeat performance?"
"That's not so. I don't know why I gave it to him; I just did. I should have known you wouldn't help."
I just laughed and got into my car, marveling how stupid she had become. Maybe he had a magic cock after all, one long enough to reach all the way up and scramble her brains.
While all this was going on I was subject to a pressure campaign, trying to force me to be 'reasonable'. The league, the team, every organization aligned with football, his charities, a few sports talk shows, all pressured me to let it drop. Even my boss, a big fan of the team, pushed me a little. I responded by getting another job. I think he realized too late how I would probably react and how it would look to everyone else in our organization and the public. He tried to backpedal and keep me in the fold, but it was too late. I wonder how pissed he was over the complaint I lodged with corporate HR. I had a feeling his future was toast there and decided it couldn't happen to a more deserving individual.
It got so bad I started recording every conversation I had. I didn't tell the first few, but after that I did and that led to some pretty short conversations. The sportscaster we'd called the night the whole mess started had me on his radio show. It was his top ranked show in terms of listenership, and I dropped a few bombs, snippets of conversation I'd had with various people. The one with the team owner was a big hit. He called in, outraged and threatening to sue me. The sportscaster had all he could do to refrain from laughing.
"You can't see him, but my guest is nodding his head yes. He even seems a little eager. Anything you'd like to say?"
He nodded when the mike was on and the first thing I did was laugh. "What are you going to sue me for? Telling the truth? I checked, and in this state, it is perfectly legal to record your conversations without informing the person to whom you're speaking. It's called "one party consent." Plus, it is not my intent to use the conversation in any legal matter, unless you push it. My lawyer says we have a good case against you, the team in general, and the national league for harassment and undue mental anguish. Still got something you need to say?"
He hung up. The show got picked up by several syndicated programs and briefly made the national news. I never heard another word from them.
Mr. Marc found himself being ignored by the press unless someone wanted to ask about the divorce. He was used to being treated like a hero and being in the limelight, and it frustrated him badly. Even though his lawyers told him to say nothing and be careful, he finally snapped and did something stupid. He came after me at my home.
The first thing I had done was put a state-of-the-art security system in when I got my new house. Ironically, it was one he touted in ads for the company and he was right, it was worth the cost.
There was a knock on the door one night, and when I looked on my phone, the doorbell camera showing three really large men standing on my porch. They did not look happy. I had my children with me, so I hit the silent alarm fob that automatically alerted the police. They called immediately. You'd be amazed how many people trigger it by accident.



"Sir this is 911. Did you send an alert?"
"I did. There are three very large men standing on my porch. Three men I do not know, three men that do not look happy. I haven't answered the door and now they're pounding on it demanding I let them in."
"Sir, we have a car four minutes away. If you fear for your safety, do not open your door."
I thanked them and waited three and a half minutes before I opened the door, making sure the storm door was locked.
"Can I help you?"
"Marc sent us to reason with you. You are going to drop any legal actions you have against him immediately."
"And if I don't?"
"Then we give you a lesson in cooperation."
"Gentlemen, you are trespassing. Please leave immediately."
The biggest one sighed. "Well boys, it looks like the man needs some convincing."
The storm door might as well have been made of Styrofoam the way he yanked it off the hinges. They were about to come in when a voice rang out behind them.
"Police. Stop immediately and turn around with your hands up."
If looks could kill, they wouldn't have had to touch me to get what Marc wanted. The big one looked like he was considering coming in when his buddies talked him out of it.
Pretty soon they were all on the ground with their hands in cuffs. The sergeant took my report and after watching the tapes charged them all with felony trespassing. I found out later felony trespassing has a much steeper penalty. The difference was that regular trespassing was usually a spur of the moment decision, and there was usually no serious criminal intent. If you come on to someone's property specifically to do them harm, it's a whole other category.
It turns out one was a groundskeeper at the stadium, and one was just a friend of the third. He was on the practice squad for the team and got bounced immediately. It seems Marc had promised him a spot on the team if he did him this favor, even though he had no authority to do so. The others were getting a grand apiece. It cost Marc a lot more than that, because he had to foot the lawyer bills. I don't know how much it cost him, but they all plead guilty and got a huge fine which Marc had to pay. He had to go to court for setting it up and even his hero status couldn't save him. His lawyers got it down to a misdemeanor. He had to pay a five thousand dollar fine and do 200 hours of community service. TMZ got a clip of him in an orange vest picking up trash on the highway. It hit YouTube and got six hundred thousand hits in the first week.
Linda was rapidly turning in to the most expensive piece of pussy he'd ever chased. Some of the fans turned against him, and though you didn't see it on television there were signs in the stands when the new season started. It was affecting his play and one group held up a big banner. "Put someone's wife on the goal line! That'll make him focus!"
Of course, stadium security made them take it down, but it was too late. It went viral in three hours and that got three quarters of a million hits the first two days. Marc was going from a franchise player to one that saw little playing time, and one of his sponsors pulled a campaign they had in the works, "just until things settle down," which meant never.
The law of averages caught up with me one night. They came out of nowhere, four of them. I got the shit beat out of me, ending up with two broken fingers from where they had stomped on my hand, a broken leg, a cracked cheekbone, and bruised ribs. These guys knew what they were doing, because this all happened in about ninety seconds. I don't know how much damage they would have done if it hadn't been for a coworker who came out of the office right after me. When he yelled, they showed their professionalism by immediately running away. In ten minutes, I was in an ambulance and in an hour, I was in a room, being held overnight in for monitoring due to the concussion.
My head was pounding and I was going in and out of consciousness. Once I woke and thought I saw Linda sitting there, but drifted off immediately for a short while. When I woke up again, I was alone.
It was seven days before I could return to work. The cops got some images off the security cameras from a couple of businesses across the street, but there was nothing identifiable about any of them. The cop that took my statement gave me some advice.
"If you've pissed anybody off lately, you need to tell me. These guys were pros. They avoided the cameras as much as possible, wore big hats and loose clothing so we got no faces or anything recognizable like tattoos or scars."
I told him my sad story. They told me he laughed when they questioned him and he admitted he didn't like me but had nothing to do with the assault. They didn't believe it for a minute, but they had no evidence.
I had to give up my weekend with the kids. I wasn't up to it physically, and I didn't want them to see me until some of the bruises went away. Linda was horrified at what had happened, but agreed. She even offered to come over and help. I declined politely.
*****
The counseling sessions dragged along as things, like that are wont to do. It was a wash, rinse, repeat cycle that went on for four sessions before even the therapist was sick of it. On the fifth session, she asked us to not interrupt as she had her say. "We're at an impasse here, and frankly I don't think we'll ever get past it. Linda, you refuse to admit what you did was wrong by normal standards and refuse to think it should stop your marriage. Really? You left your husband standing in the middle of a club you had gone to as a prelude to a romantic weekend. You had new lingerie, were very intimate before and during the visit to the club and then, poof, you left to spend the night with another man. You did it completely without warning and used your friends to keep him from stopping you. Tell me, if he had done this to you, left you standing in the middle of a public place surrounded by your so-called friends who were in on the deception, would you be understanding? Judging from your actions and communications here, I highly doubt it. Wait. Don't talk. Think while I talk to your husband."
She turned to me with a look of sadness on her face. "You are never going to take her back, it's plain as the nose on your face. From all interaction with you, that's a given. I understand, I really do, but let me ask you this. Up until the moment she left the club with another man, you loved her. She had been faithful and steadfast for all those years. Your wife says it was a onetime thing, something even she doesn't understand, but it was important enough to jeopardize her marriage to do. She swears it's out of her system and she'll never do anything like that again. Is there anything left inside you willing to try again? I'm going to let your wife speak first. Please don't interrupt. You will get your say afterwards. Agreed?"
She nodded to Linda and we waited a minute as she gathered her thoughts. "You know, you've made a big thing about how little remorse I've shown for my actions. I do have remorse, tremendous remorse. I never once thought it would damage our marriage to the point of divorce. I knew I had hurt you badly and I knew you would have anger, but really? I never thought you would react like you did. I'm terribly sorry my actions have hurt you and I can assure you in the strongest of terms I'll never do anything like that again, especially now that I know the cost of such actions. I'm begging you to please, even if you don't forgive me completely, come home and let me make it right."
She seemed satisfied with her speech and looked at me expectantly. "You can say all you want, Linda, but you knew on some level how badly what you did would hurt us. You knew I was not some passive guy who would just roll over and say, well, it's just this once and she says she'll never do it again. Bullshit. If I had, you'd have lost all respect for me and maybe you wouldn't actively look for it, but if another opportunity like that came along, you'd be off like a shot, knowing I'd forgive. I don't now and would never allow myself to be in a situation like this again to have to forgive. Besides the blatant disrespect you showed, the destruction of the trust in my marriage sealed the deal. Even before I left, if you were gone for more than thirty minutes I'd have wondered if you were off fucking him or someone else. Let me make this as clear as possible for you. We are not going to stay married. I AM divorcing you. You can stall it, use every delaying tactic you can, but eventually the court will get tired of the whole thing and it will happen. Please, don't drag this out any longer."
I looked over at the counselor. "Are we done here?"
She sighed. "Yes. I'll give my report to the court no later than Wednesday, telling them the marriage is irreversibly damaged and recommend they let the divorce proceed."
"No! I'm not giving up. Please, honey, think of the kids."
"I do think of the kids. I think about them every damn day when I don't have them. Tell me, Linda, if the kids were so important to you, how many times did you think of them while he was banging the shit out of you in his mansion? Was the ride worth the cost? For you, probably. For the rest of your family who still had to live in the real world, not so much.
"Face it Linda, you fucked up. Pun intended. See you in court."
I think, there at the end, that the consequences of what she'd done was finally filtering in.
*****
At the end, everyone was just plain tired. Her lawyer was tired. My lawyer was tired. The Judge was exhausted. One of the bailiffs looked like he'd aged five years since it started. After the therapists' report the Judge blocked yet another attempt to stall and declared us divorced. Linda walked out of the court without a word, and my lawyer just grinned when I asked a question.
"Now?"
He gave a feral grin worthy of a rabid mountain lion. "Yeah. Now."
Mr. Marc was hit the next day with an alienation of affection suit. Shouldn't have signed with the Panthers or bought a house in North Carolina. I was told his rant was epic.
"He can't do that!"
His lawyer sighed. "Unfortunately, he can. It's still very much in force in North Carolina. Before you start, yes, it's archaic, a law that should have been abolished years ago. Most states have. Unfortunately, this isn't one of them. My advice is to settle as quickly as possible and get it behind you. The bad publicity could cost you more than the settlement."
Everyone in his orbit called. His lawyers called; his charities' CEO's called. The team called, even the NFL Commissioner called, all begging me to settle out of court. The offers kept going up and even my lawyer told me I should settle, but I refused. It didn't matter if I didn't get diddly as long as I got to drag him through the mud.
The investigators my lawyer hired had gotten the bouncer and the band leader to admit they were paid to help him secure his targets. Marc tried to get out of appearing in court, but since he had to testify several times, he had no choice. One appearance was on a Friday afternoon and he tried to get out of it by saying he had to fly to another city that day to prepare for a rare Saturday game. The judge was not a football fan. "Take a later flight and be in this courtroom tomorrow." I think he put us on the docket as late as possible just to irritate him.
The man had charm, and his lawyers tried to load the jury with women but my lawyer was smart enough to outmaneuver them several times. They got seven women, but three were over fifty and happily married, one was a lesbian, two were young and single, and the last was a blond who had just recently got divorced. Two of the men were young and single, but the other three were married and middle aged.
At first, he said he never saw her before and they trotted out the walk and ride of shame, so he had to admit she was in his house. Then he denied they had sex, saying he was trying to protect her from an abusive husband. Linda thought if she chronicled her experience in a letter, I would understand her mindset better, and since it was written to me and in my possession, we were able to introduce it into court. Nobody really believed the abusive husband gambit. The final nail in the coffin was Linda on the stand. She told them everything, including how many sex sessions they had. I had no idea; she'd said in her letter it was three or four, but in fact, it was five.
The jury was out less than an hour before coming back with a verdict. Part of the proceedings was full financial disclosure and I think everyone in the courtroom was amazed at how much he was worth. He had been in the NFL for seven years and had amassed a fortune of ninety-six million dollars. I thought my lawyer was going to pass out when they awarded me roughly a third, 30,000,000 dollars. It was the highest award in the history of the state, but in line with what other spouses had gotten. The biggest award previously had been 8.8 million. The laws had been modified recently, but still allowed a settlement of up to one third the defendant's assets. Of course, when that was passed, I doubt anyone thought there would ever be a case with that many millions involved.
There had been a concerted push in the state legislature to get the law abolished, but it didn't make it through committee. Lucky me.
His lawyers blustered and tried to appeal, while secretly telling him to take the deal and get it behind him. They filed notice of intent to appeal but dropped it a month later and accepted the judgement. It seemed there was a loophole in the law that if the defendant's wealth rose during the appeal and he still lost, the settlement would be adjusted accordingly. He was in line for a huge payout from his contract in a couple of months.
The day after I got the award, my lawyer hit him with four more suits for the couples and divorced men and women who had come forward. Of the four, two were divorced, one marriage was still on shaky ground, and the other couple turned out to be swingers and thought it was a hoot he had chosen her, but when the gravy train was about to leave the station, they jumped on board. The divorced wives, Linda included, filed separate suits.
I'd already gotten the big piece of the pie and some of the seductions had happened years ago, and they settled quickly out of court at four million apiece. It still left the sonofabitch with tens of millions.
The saga was not quite over. It seems he had been having an affair with the wife of a teammate and had a one-night stand with another. That was a little fact the investigators discovered and I was more than willing to share. During the next game a couple of players either fell down or blocked in the wrong direction and he got creamed three times, the last putting him out of the game under concussion protocol. There was plausible deniability, but everyone knew his continued play with the Panthers was not a viable option. They traded him to Green Bay where he did well but was not spectacular. His income took a tremendous hit when the Panthers refused to pay out his contract, citing the morals clause. He had to settle for 20% of what he would have made.
The Green Bay trade was a one-year contract, and when it was up, they refused to pay what he wanted and he ended up with Denver with another one-year deal for four million dollars. He played his best, and after the contract was up some teams were interested enough to offer him contracts, but at a much-reduced salary. He finally signed with Cincinnati; a two-year deal worth 2.5 million. It had strict morals clauses in it including forfeiture of everything he'd earned to date if he was caught in any compromising conditions. While his play was solid, it wasn't on par with his heyday and they didn't offer another contract when the current one expired. He was 34 now, beat up and with recurring injuries, so he retired, doing radio play by play for two years with the Bengals. After that, no one wanted him.
Bastard still had a fortune of close to fifty mil, about a third or less of what he could have had if it hadn't been for the lawsuits and the bad publicity. The last anyone heard of him he'd bought two car dealerships in California and was back to his old ways. One husband took it really personally and Marc walks with a pronounced limp. I doubt he's learned anything. I saw a photo of him in a sports magazine, a kind of 'where are they now; piece and showed him at the opening of a third dealership. He had a pretty good spare tire going and he'd shaved his head when male pattern baldness set in. Still, all those millions and his glory days would probably still pull the ladies in. I thought about forwarding the article to Linda.
Linda got half of everything we had accumulated and got to keep the house until the last child was eighteen. Then she could buy it or we'd sell it and split the profits. She also got child support based on my old salary. They were still my kids, so if they needed anything extra, they got it. I did buy her a new SUV because hers was shot and she hadn't gotten her payout yet. My kids needed reliable and safe transportation. I often wondered if the fact that I got all those millions just because she got fucked and she had no access to any of it preyed on her mind.
Linda wasn't exactly destitute. She eventually got the settlement from her lover, and since Nanette and Eric had come up with the app based on my idea while we were still married, she got half my cut. It was very popular for years, especially when they added an option that allowed you to speak as it was slammed down. Go to hell, kiss my ass and never fucking call me again were the most popular. Those cost five apiece. Her cut was roughly $30,000 a year for about three years before it fell out of favor and the payouts were a lot less. I didn't need to, but I put my share in a college fund for the kids, telling them when they were bigger that every time they heard it their college fund got larger.
I figured it out once as closely as I could. Between the settlements, the loss of his lucrative contract and endorsements, his smaller payouts, and the shortening of his career, Marc probably lost about 110 to a 170 million, making Linda one of the most expensive fucks in history. Everybody has to be famous for something, I guess.
Dee got divorced less than a year after we did. Janey and her husband lasted another eighteen months before going separate ways. The one where the wife was already cheating got their divorce before mine was final. As far as I know the rest survived as couples. I really didn't know or care. I never spoke to them again after that last morning.
Six years had gone by and every once in a while, I would wake up and reach for Linda, usually after I'd had a dream about how we were before the "incident." I haven't remarried, I'm still a little shy around women, but I did start dating. I was surprised at the number of women who wanted a deeper relationship until I realized they meant with my money. It made me extremely wary.
Both kids are big into soccer now. My son does it for friends and fun mostly, but my daughter is very serious about it and she has a good bit of talent. Her BFF is a little better than she is, and I got to know her and her mother because of all the sleepovers. Her Mom was a cute little blond with a slender figure and great legs. She was small on top, something that had never mattered much to me, and her firm little breasts fit her frame perfectly.
Scarlett was skittish and had little confidence because of the head job her psycho ex had done on her. I found out from her daughter that money was tight because her ex had disappeared and stopped paying child support. Without telling her, I had him located and he got arrested for delinquent child support. He had a good job and the judge ordered him to catch up all arrears within two years or go to jail. It amounted to double the payments every month, and they started breathing easier. I never told her it was me who had found him.



Scarlett started smiling more, stopped slumping and got a new wardrobe. The change was amazing, and guys were hitting on her pretty hard, especially after she started wearing those tight little shorts to games and practices. By then, she was comfortable with me so I became her shield. The girls were constantly throwing us together. I don't know when it happened, but we'd often hold hands while the girls dragged us to their activities. They ended up spending the night often, the girls sharing a room while Scarlett used the guest room. My money had made it easy to afford a really nice house. It sat on forty acres of rolling hills and bottoms, had a pond, a ten-acre pasture, and a six-stall barn. The previous owners had been horse fanciers. It didn't take long for the push for horses to happen. I was a little leery of the idea. I hadn't been around horses much and their size, as well as their large teeth, intimidated me.
Scarlett gently laughed at me. She had been raised on a farm and always had a horse when she was young. Five months later, I capitulated and put her in charge of finding mounts for the kids, including hers, as well as one for herself. I would pay all costs; all she had to do was teach the kids how to ride and care for them. I'd pay, but be damned if I was shoveling horseshit.
There was a lot of grumbling, but Scarlett stood firm. They either cared for their animals or we'd get rid of them. I'm not sure exactly when we started making joint decisions about the children, Scarlett just assumed the lead and I followed.
That Christmas, Scarlett bought me a horse, a large pinto with a wicked gleam in her eye. It took a lot of pleading, and finally Scarlett said if I didn't start riding with them, she'd stop spending time with me. That put the kids in a panic. The girls had reached the age where their bodies were starting to change and they told her all their fears and concerns. My son apparently missed a mother figure quite a bit. He'd had a lot of trouble during the divorce and Scarlett seemed to be a calming influence. I learned to ride and ended up shoveling horse shit after all. Scarlett made us pile the waste up, and after it aged, she used it for compost for her garden.
There again, not sure exactly when I agreed to a garden, but then one day we were shopping for a tiller and hand tools. She tried to run the tiller, but the big machine bounced her all over the place. When I got done laughing, which pissed her off no end, I took over. After the plots were cultivated and smooth, she could run it, but if she wanted the plot expanded, twice so far, I was drafted back into service. The kids helped because she told them if they didn't, they didn't get to eat anything that came out of it. Then she told them the story of The Little Red Hen. They thought it was funny, but they got the point.
We had just dropped off the girls at soccer camp when I asked her if she thought she'd ever start dating again. Wasn't she tired of being alone? Her face went red and she had that "you're really not like what's coming" look on her face, but then she started laughing.
"I am dating. He's a pretty good guy, even if he is oblivious to the world around him most of the time."
Jealousy shot through me like a bolt of lightning and she saw it and grinned. "I'm dating you, doofus. How many times have we been out to eat, or the movies, or gone on day trips with the kids? I don't know why I even keep an apartment anymore, we're with you five days a week as is."
"But that's just family stuff."
"You're exactly right. I'd draw you a picture but I'm afraid you'd wreck trying to figure it out. It's family stuff because we've become a family. Your kids already call me Mom when you're not around, and Kelsey plans on taking you to school on Father/Daughter Day. It's a good thing she's in a different school right now or there would be a serious scheduling conflict."
She was holding my hand by then. "It's a good thing your son is off to science camp. I'm in love with you, honey. I have been for a long time. I've respected your pace because I know your ex did a lot of damage but tell me, when was the last time you were with another woman? You can't, can you? Maybe because you have feelings for someone but were afraid to tell her? That changes today. Time to come to a decision. If you want me all you have to do is turn right towards your house. If not, turn left and take me to my apartment. Your choice."
Just about then we pulled up to the intersection. I fiddled with the signal for a moment and grinned. "Would you look at that? The left turn signal seems to be broken. I'd better turn right then. Wouldn't want to cause a collision."
Her smile eclipsed the sun. "Oh, there is going to be a collision. A big one. The kids might hear all the way from their camps. Now hurry. Let's get home."
Just before we turned into our driveway, I grinned. "It's a good thing I got a house with extra bedrooms. Kelsey needs to pick one out."
Her grip on my arm almost cut the circulation off. "That won't be necessary. The girls have already decided to share a room, at least for a while. I'm sure they'll want their own bedrooms later, but right now they're joined at the hip. And who knows? Sometime down the line we may need that extra bedroom."
As soon as the garage door closed, we were all over each other for a few minutes. When we finally drew back, she took my face in her hands and looked me in the eye. "You don't talk about it, but I know what happened with your first wife. I just want you to know that I'm not much on the club scene and when I'm committed, I'm totally committed. I don't have much, but I do have my honor and I swear to you on the relationship going forward I will never do anything remotely like that. Ever. I promise. Good enough?"
I looked into those soulful, loving eyes and smiled. "Good enough."
She offered later to sign a prenup, but after my explosion she just grinned and never brought it up again.
*****
Linda had a pretty rough go for a while. The aftermath of what she had done to me so publicly, and the Alienation of Affection suit splashed all over the headlines for weeks, followed her around like a stray dog begging for a handout. She gave up her old job, saying the baggage was too heavy to drag around every day. She was in good shape financially, thanks to her slice of the Marc pie, so she took her time and was out of the workforce for almost a year. Then she took a job with a small firm just starting out. She had done her research and invested a million in the startup, giving her a 10% stake in the company. In a year she had been promoted and the company was trying to expand.
I researched them out of idle curiosity more than anything else, and while they had a good product and a good business plan, they were seriously underfunded. I had a lengthy discussion with my investment managers and when they went public, I quietly invested five million in the names of our children and gave Linda the voting proxies. Despite what she had done to me, she would always have the best interests of her children at heart. The buy made her controlling partner.
When the business reached the point of having to compartmentalize, she ended up with a VP position over sales and manufacturing. Linda worked a fifty-hour week or better, but seemed to thrive and besides, the kids were at my house a lot, fawning over their baby brother. Scarlet was six years younger and told me one of the conditions of marrying was we have at least one child. Daniel Brock, the names of his grandfathers, was almost two, and I was kind of glad the older kids liked him so much, because it gave Scarlett a break now and then. The first thing she did was change careers at my insistence and become a stay-at-home Mom. It was a full-time job with three early teens and a two-year-old to keep up with.
I'm still a light sleeper and sometimes in the middle of the night my eyes will pop open and I think about where I would be now if Linda hadn't cheated. Then I noticed something. If I got up to get a drink or use the bathroom, Scarlett would be restless when I got back, but as soon as I lay down and touched her, she went right back into deep sleep. I'd often wake with her almost on top of me. It was like she wasn't happy or secure until we had physical contact.
I also realized we held hands a lot when we walked or shopped unless one of us had to attend to one of the kids. Then her hand was back in mine. I searched my memory. Linda usually slept as far as she could away from me, claiming I made her too hot to be comfortable, and though we did share intimate touches they were usually a prelude to sex.
*****
We were at our son's high school graduation. Scarlett had gone to get some pictures of him with his friends. Linda's new husband went with her because his son and ours were great buddies and that's what originally threw them together, much like me and Scarlett. They had been married three years and seemed happy. She looked over at me with sad eyes. "Can we talk for a minute?"
"Sure. What about?"
"I need to give you something twelve years too late. An apology. It took me about four years and a little therapy to truly understand what I had done to you and the pain you went through. For what it's worth, I am sorry. Even today I can't tell you why I did it and thought it would be all right. And that's after a few years of counseling. I was so terribly angry with you for years for divorcing me, I couldn't' think straight. In my warped view of reality, it was not a big deal. I had a chance to sleep with someone famous and I took it without a thought. You should have been proud of me."
I gave a look and she smiled. "I know. Reality took a long time coming. Then about two years into my therapy, my counselor asked me who was on your celebrity bucket list. You remember? All the people we'd sleep with if we were single and got the chance. I immediately thought of Anne Hathaway. Still got the hots for her?"
I grinned. "Yes, I do. I think she's gotten even better looking with age."
"Then my counselor asked me how I would have felt if we were at a premiere or something and you had a chance to sleep with her, got someone to distract me, and then left with her. Then coming home and acting like it was nothing and wondering why I was so upset.
"First, I laughed. He would never do something like that to me, I told her. Then she made me think of it like it really happened and the whole world knew about it. I shut my eyes and ran it through my head. I was almost in a rage imagining it. That's when the breakthrough happened. As angry as I was at you in the fantasy, I'd actually done the same thing to you in reality, and nothing could change that.
So this is my apology. I was wrong to do what I did and you had every justification to divorce me. If you had gone with Anne, I would have never trusted you again no matter how many times you professed your love for me and swearing it would never happen again. If I knew then what I know now, I would have laughed in his face when he asked me to dance."
I thought about that for a minute. "Thank you, Linda. In some way that makes me feel a little better."
I thought about it as I walked away. Water over the dam doesn't recycle. Burned bridges are really hard to rebuild. You take what life throws at you and do the best you can with what you have. I had a lot with Linda, but I have it all with Scarlett.
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"Claudette is off the rails again."
"Well, shit. How bad?"
"Pretty bad. She's 'In the Mood' and on tour with her band, and I think she's in Sydney now, banging her way across Australia. We've tried to keep a lid on it, but word is leaking out. It's doubly hard, because the sex of her lovers doesn't matter to her. She's equal opportunity. Round numbers, about eighty men and over a hundred women, and the tour has only been going for eight months, and she hasn't hit the U.S. or Canada yet. If she keeps going, she'll be branded whore of the century, and we don't need people looking at her too closely. There are still pictures floating around of her as a flapper in the twenties, and a few more in the late seventies. Sooner or later someone will wonder why women almost a hundred years apart look exactly the same."
"I'll be there as quickly as I can charter a jet. I'll go up the coast, grab Quinn, and maybe Jane. I'll probably need their help."
"Good enough. In the meantime, I'll grab Ronnie, and Joy, if they're available."
"Thanks, Jimmy. Try to keep a lid on it until we get there."
"You got it, John."
...............................................................................................
I sat back and reflected. It had been pretty easy to blend in before technology boomed, but we had no one to blame but ourselves. Most of the tech coming out from the eighties until about a decade ago was ours to begin with. Some more mundane inventions stretched all the way back to the forties. Four of the scientists and engineers were at Oak Ridge, gently leading the others to discover atomic energy. It wasn't the only time we interfered. Basically, every major conflict and advanced weapons of destruction had been thwarted by us, although lately that was becoming a harder task.
Still, we took the lessons we had learned when we destroyed our own planet. It's what forced us to move.
If you haven't guessed by now. we "ain't from around here." We were honest to goodness Martians. Our own planet dying, our population dropping sharply, we abandoned ship and started leaving, to come here. Hey, it was the closest, although four megaships went to different galaxies, each carrying two hundred thousand of us to what were considered habitable planets. They had left when we did, a hundred years ago, and traveling at light speed, it would be another two hundred and eighty before the first arrived at their destination. They were to establish colonies, and if things went bad here, we all board our own transport vessels and join them. Our children will get there, the rest of us long gone. Still most Martians could live a hundred and fifty to two hundred twenty earth years, so there may be a few originals who get to see it as they get nearer before they die.
There were still almost a million of us still on Mars, mostly older people unwilling to leave, even though the projected demise of the planet was less than three centuries away. At the projected rate, there would be less than three hundred thousand still there in a hundred years.
..........................................................
When the Council decided a mass exodus was our only hope, fifty thousand were chosen, and we spent ten years learning the cultures and languages of Earth, their political processes, their code of laws, anything to help us blend in. The last three years of our training, we lived in pressurized pods to acclimate living in much denser gravity, breathing much richer air. It was literately the Martian version of hell, without the flames. Our lungs burned, our muscles ached, our appearances were altered slightly to blend in. Most of us had to have height reduction procedures. We settled for physiques on the large size of earth normal, but that meant losing a foot or better of our stature. It hurt like hell.
Oddly enough, our mating rituals resembled Earth couplings. Most of us were monogamous, though polygamy and polyamory were not uncommon and common enough not to be commented on, and our 'divorce' rate was very, very low, so it surprised me when my mate petitioned for us to be separated, a month before we were due to leave. I can't say it didn't hurt, but at the last minute she decided she wanted to go to one of the more distant galaxies, with one of the scientists working on the project. Just like Earth husbands, I never saw it coming. We didn't have children, so when we launched, I was alone, while many of my fellow passengers cried, hugged, and waved farewell.
Physically, we were quite compatible to humans, after some slight modifications, including sexually. Our people arrived in 1921, just before the Great Depression. It made some of us rethink our decision, but it never really hurt us. Mars had many of the same aspects of Earth, so we came well supplied with gold, platinum, and precious jewels. A big plus was how much farther along we were technologically, so we slowly introduced technology that was obsolete in our time, but cutting edge here on earth that earned us boatloads of money. We slowly bought our way into most of the cultures of the world, laying a false trail of our provenance. It was much easier to do back then, just some scribbles carefully inserted into various record repositories, and we were locals.
We thrived in our new home. Most of us came with mates, but no children. The few children in our species had been taken on the longer voyages, just in case it became a generational trip. It seemed the atmosphere here was more conducive to breeding, and we had a raft off babies. I think, as a species, we were never happier.
Others of us took mates from the locals. That's when we discovered something unexpected. Our pheromones were probably twenty times the volume of the natives, and it took us a while to control it. A long while. Things got interesting. When we discovered it, we made efforts to keep it contained, but sometimes it slipped out.
Some reveled in it. Mata Hari was one of ours. So was Marilyn Monroe. Michelle Phillips of the musical group The Mommas and The Pappas became notorious in the music industry for her sexual appetite. Most movie stars of the thirties through the fifties were ours, and they reveled in the lifestyle. Men like Errol Flynn, Clark Gable, Cary Grant, Rock Hudson, the list goes on and on. Because they were performers known for Bohemian lifestyles, it was mostly overlooked, especially in the early years when media was much more primitive and easier to control. Hedda Hopper and most of the old-style gossip columnists were ours, which made it easier.
The fact that about 30% of us were bisexual didn't help. There again, it was a lot easier to control back then. It wasn't until years later, when a lot of tell all books were released, that the general public got an inkling of their adventures.
The problem was the ones of us who chose normal lives, that would slip once in a while. In the seventies, Quinn got divorced, and it hit him badly, so he set a goal to have sex with as many women as he could in the part of the state, he lived in. 138 before we got him calmed down. It was sheer luck that only ten got pregnant, and we handled them with utmost discretion, all but two. Compensation was dispensed, and the whole thing was brushed under the rug as an example of the 'free love movement'. He's forbidden from ever joining a DNA webpage.
Then he met a woman, fell in love, and has been monogamous for almost fifty years. She was entering the end of her lifespan, and Quinn had carefully modified his appearance to match hers. When she passed, he would reinvent himself, but I doubted he would ever have a life mate again. His gift assured that he could have all the sex he wanted, but it would take a while for him to recover from mourning his wife.
We assimilated into the world. Most of us chose to be white, but some went for black, or ethnic identities, like Asian or Pacific Islander. I sighed as I called Quinn. I hadn't talked to him in almost twenty years, but that was like last week to us.
"Can you get away?"
"What's happened?"
"Claudette."
"Shit. How bad?"
"Bad. She's drawing a lot of attention. We need to talk her down before it gets any farther along. I'm calling Milly next. Paul is in New Zealand, and Ronnie is in the South Pacific somewhere, so maybe we can call on them. I'll apprise Mark, Scott, George, and Steve. They're in Europe, they'll probably meet us there."
"Have you talked to Wilson?"
"I left a message, but he's on the course this time of day, and you know he won't even look at his phone until he's on the nineteenth hole. He may call back before I can get to you. I'll pick you up at your local airport in five hours. Is that enough time?"
"No, but it will do. See you then."
I looked at the picture on the phone and grinned. Without bragging, we styled all of our new bodies to attract mates, and Quinn must have missed the memo. He matched our height, but that was about it. He was about forty pounds above average weight, and was bald. I can't think of a single one of us who didn't have a full head of hair except him, and his features were about as average as possible. Still, his particular repository of our pheromones was off the charts, even for us Claudette came the closest to matching it, but obviously Quinn had learned to manage it. He also had the gift of gab, so all he had to do was chat someone up, give her a tiny blast, and she was hooked.
We talked one night, four or five of us, the first time were we're together in almost thirty years. Ronnie was the smartest of the group, with five doctorates, and she kept an eye on our people, and after a few strong drinks, she gave us her thoughts. "I think we're regressing. I think we've brought back 'The Mood.' If it has, it won't end well."
The Mood was what our historians called one of the sexual cycles our people went through in our history. The closest comparison to earth would be when the females of most of the species went into what was called heat, a sexual explosion that led every specie to mate vigorously. It also made them stupid. Think of the deer, elk, and most other antlered species on the planet. For eleven months of the year, they were elusive as ghosts, but when the rut hit, they would literally run out into traffic, almost as if all sense of survival was gone. It was kind of the way earth men and women were a lot of the time, except it was year-round now.
We had weeded it out, the last case on our home planet was almost two centuries ago. Oddly, something about earth made us regress, especially in the children who shared only half our heredity. Even though we would never admit it, our children formed the basis of the free love movement in the early 1970's.
And now it appeared The Mood was being manifested way too often.
................
One of the things we had to get used to here was working. Oh, back home, we all had tasks, but there were no social strata to speak of. No one was keeping up with the Jones, clawing their way to the top of the pyramid. We all had duties, but money was nonexistent. All our needs were taken care of, we all lived extremely well by Earth standards. If you needed something, you put a request in and got it.
We took jobs on all levels, but inexorably rose through the ranks. Some, like Quinn, lived a simple life as a farmer. Farming was all done in hydroponic chambers at home, so the idea of sticking a seed into the local dirt and seeing it grow into something that could feed us was a novel concept.
Even more novel was the idea of owning tracts of land large and small, that no one else would be allowed to use. Real estate was a foreign concept to us, and I enjoyed it so much I became a really successful realtor, selling land in five states. Another concept we had a hard time grasping was war. We'd battled ourselves to the brink of destruction centuries ago before we finally realized the ones of us left better stop, or there would be no one left.
There were a lot of warriors among us, and with better reflexes and superior brains, our ratio of casualties for our species vs native born was only about ten per cent of the total.
Another big field for us was medicine and teaching, though that career path had waned quite a bit in the last three decades. Of course, there were a lot of techies because of our past. One or two had gone power mad with the vast amounts of money they were accumulating, and using our old technology where they could, were building their own personal rockets. It made me wonder why, then the squabbles came about over the valuable resources on our red ball of dirt, and we knew what the end game was. If it were up to them, the whole planet would be one big mining operation. The Council was watching closely, but so far hadn't interfered. I'm sure that would be an interesting meeting when the time came.
.......................................................
Quinn hadn't changed much, except his beard was white now, and he had started shaving his fringe of hair off, leaving him bald. He threw his carryall in the jet, and we were away. We caught up, and I was surprised that so many of us had passed.
"Think about it," Quinn said. "At home we had eliminated almost all our natural enemies, but down here the stupidest thing can get you killed. Wild animals, snakes, natural poisons, car crashes, plane crashes, even some plants and trees can do you in. Australia is the absolute worst. I'm surprised so many of us settled there."
"I think because the desert reminds them of home. I like things green, myself. And you forgot the apex predator, the beast at the top of the food chain. Humans."
"You're right, Weapons are getting progressively more complex and deadly, and we found out pretty fast we aren't bulletproof. The sad thing is it isn't just us. They seem to take joy in killing."
"Don't be so quick to judge. Look how many of us went into service in the countries we settled. If you get right down to it, we're kind of vicious."
He was right about that. Our kind held a disproportionate number of medals and decorations in the various branches of service they were in. I often wondered why, and Terry once clued us in.
"We hadn't fought each other in almost seven hundred earth years. There was no need. By then, the wars we had before had put us into where we ended up. There was just too few of us to make it viable or productive. Then we came here, and the emotions, the raw adrenaline spikes, the thrill of actually dying drew us in like moths to a flame. I think we regressed a thousand years in a span of decades."
I thought about that for a while, and realized he was right. We spent hundreds of years just living, without feeling really alive. Then we came here, got exposed to all kinds of human conditions and situations we weren't really prepared for, despite our research and training.
....................................................................................................
Milly was her bubbly self when we picked her up, updating us on her life. She was married now, which surprised us, because for almost a century she hadn't chosen a mate, but she gushed over him like a thirteen-year-old with her first crush.
"Ours?" I asked.
"Half, but he doesn't know it. He's pretty smart, though, and suspects there's something different about him. I just hope he doesn't put it together."
Quinn grinned. "What could he do? Announce there's been aliens among them for a hundred years? It would sound like a bad sci-fi movie. He'd have to have hard evidence, and as far as I know everything that could out us has been erased. "
It turned out there were a lot of us who chose writing as a career. Besides those who did it professionally, many dabbled on the multitude of free sites available. Asimov was one of ours, and sometimes he skated a little close to the line. In one of his novels from the late forties he described satellites, and they were still decades away. If you look closely, there were a lot of tells in his work about us, and when some of the things he wrote about happened, he smiled and shrugged his shoulders. "If you want to know what the future is like in twenty years, read the science fiction of the day. We research our books, well, I do at least, and most of what I write is based on actual progress or the research currently going on. Besides, if I had known satellites were going to be real, don't you think I would have protected the idea? I'd be worth a lot of millions now if I had."
He had enough salient points that they accepted what he said. We got on to him for it, but he'd just grin. "Maybe I should write a chronicle of us. No one would believe it, and it would make great fiction."
Ray Bradbury took it up a notch with The Martian Chronicles.
Then comic books graduated from something mostly 13-year-old boys read, and went mainstream. And yes, Stan Lee was one of ours. He was actually 210 years old when he died, a record, even for us. He was also a sly jokester, and when the rumors about a silver suited alien riding a surfboard through space started, it was just him in his suit, coming back from one of the supply ships with some material he needed for research. It would have been easier just to get it electronically, but where was the fun in that?
Most of the guys in comics were ours at the beginning, but soon recruited a really talented bunch of writers and illustrators, and it became the multibillion-dollar business it is today, especially after they started making the movies. Except for those actually involved in the business, none of us made money off it.
.....................................................................................................................
We picked up the others, or met the ones coming from other locales, in New Zealand, for a strategy session before we did our 'intervention' with Claudette. Most of us hadn't seen each other in decades, so there was a lot of catching up. One of the subjects was over how increasingly hard it was to remain hidden.
Ronnie and Steve offered a new opinion they had obviously been discussing for a while.
"Why don't we just out ourselves? What can they do? Deport us? We've been here a hundred years, intermarried, had children, assimilated into their cultures, been good citizens, well, mostly, and contributed to their advancement. If we had wanted to take over, we would have done it long ago."
Quinn snorted. "I'm sure they would be ecstatic about the revelation. I can see world leaders now, working out how to use us for their advantage, and the corporate types would immediately plot on how to exploit our technology, if they ever got a look at our ships. And the militaries, they would lose their minds, drooling about the weapons of mass destruction they could construct from our materials and knowledge. I say leave it alone."
"We've developed contingencies for every scenario."
"Even Murphy's Law?"
In the end, after endless debate, we decided to convene The Council, our governing body here on Earth, present the arguments, and let them decide. There were forty-three surviving members, and we would, as always, abide by their ruling. Then we turned to focus on more pressing things, like Jet, Claudette's stage name.
Our people were very gifted, musically. Gershwin was one of us, as well as two of the Beatles. I'll let you guess which two. That's right, Ringo and George. Taylor Swift was a child of two of us, so her lineage was pure Martian, but she would never know. So was Ed Sheeran, Dave Grohl, the list was pretty extensive. Coolio was ours, as well as Snoop Dog.
"I think we should talk to her, then leave her alone. So, what if she gets branded Slut of The Century? It's still rock and roll. Maybe the conservatives will burn her cd's and albums, but that would only generate more sales than before. She's still not as bad as some."



Jagger and Joplin popped into mind, and I couldn't help grinning. "Probably not, but with the technology of today, nothing stays hidden for long."
We finally drifted off to our rooms, bound for Sydney in the morning.
It was a short trip, and we were at her hotel by ten in the morning. It wasn't as hard to get into her suite as one would think, a little flirting from Ronnie and Jane, a few flexes from Steve, and we were in, moonstruck security and assistants following us. Quinn grinned and turned the juice up, and all three of her backup singers were hanging on him like bad fashion.
She was on the huge bed, with four or five more, and we had to pry them off gently to get to her. The pace smell of pure, high-octane sex. Her 'Mood' enhanced pheromones hung in the air like thick fog, and all of us could feel it. Most of us grinned, having long ago learned to control the effect on us. I think when Quinn's hit her the eyes popped open, and she grinned, rising from the bed in all her glory.
"Quinn! Guys! It's really good to see you."
Quinn opened his arms and she flew into them, before bouncing around to all of us. All the pheromones bouncing around had the natives wandering around in a trance, so they were paying no attention at all to us. Jet grabbed a robe and wrapped it around her, stepping over and around the writhing couples and groups as she led us to her to the living room. She sat and grinned, before sighing. "I know, I got out of control. Again. Sorry guys, it never used to hit me like this when we were home. Something about the atmosphere here seems to trigger it off, and when it takes over... well, you know."
"We know. We've talked it over, and decided what you do is up to you. Just be careful who you seduce, a bullet from the gun of an enraged spouse, male or female, will kill you just as dead as a local. Remember Bobby."
Bobby was a crooner from the fifties who had women swooning all over the world. He was good, no doubt, but the massive dose of pheromones he released at the beginning of every show had a lot to do it. He was entertaining two women after a show, not knowing they were the daughter and wife of a mobster. The enraged husbands burst into the room, one unloading the contents of a drum magazine on a Thompson submachine gun, while the other emptied his shotgun. Then he reloaded and emptied it again. There was nothing identifiable left, and it took the coroners two days to separate the pieces.
She showered, dressed, and I saw Quinn sigh when she came out with clothes on. He hadn't had sex in almost twenty years because of his wife's ailments, and though he would stay true to her until she passed, he was only hu...Martian, and the atmosphere was charged with left over pheromones.
"We're thinking about outing ourselves."
Jet gasped. "You think that's a good idea?"
"Well, we're warming up to it. It's been over a century, and by now they'll understand we mean them no harm."
"What about them harming us?"
It's a possibility they may try, and while we know all they know, they don't know much about us. We could use that to keep it peaceable."
"Well, it's good that the President is one of ours."
Quinn spoke up. "Not a good idea. Even though she was born here, a lot of people will be uneasy if they perceive an alien is leading the country. She's pretty good, but some from the past are flaming failures."
We mulled that over. Mussolini had been one of ours. Hitler, however, was home grown. Ho Chi Min, ours. Not a good example of leadership when it came to people and their rights, but he got things done. A couple of Mideastern sheiks were ours. One was a bit power mad and I didn't see a good ending, but he had already lasted longer than I thought he would, despite at least five assassinations attempts. Putin? Half, and a bitter disappointment to all of us. We were watching him closely because he was at the end of his lifespan and was showing signs of instability. We were scattered out in almost every governing body in the world.
In the end, we slept on it. Jet slept alone for the first time in over a year.
In the morning, it was decided the four Council members present would ask for a summit, and assemble everyone. The requests were sent out, and 38, a majority, would appear. Most of the others were at the end of their lifespan and couldn't attend, and sent word that we should be considering candidates to replace them.
As we left, Claudette promised she would tone it down, and Quinn surprised all of us by hugging her. Then he gave her his opinion. "Honey, do what you want to do. Most people on this world could care less who your bed partners are. Polygamy, polyandry, they're making a comeback. Remember, same sex unions were mostly illegal in the past, now most people accept it as being normal. Civilization is expanding and contracting all the time, so do what makes you happy and don't worry about it."
Wow, pretty deep for a self-professed simple farmer.
..............................................................
A year went by before the Council meeting. Some things had changed. Quinn's wife had been living in a facility for dementia patients, her mind slowly eroding from the relentless disease. He had left his farm and moved into an apartment on the grounds of the facility, and spent most of his days with her. She was slowly losing grip with reality, but every month or so she would have a remarkably clear day, and they would talk about their life together until she slipped away again. One day, she talked for two hours, telling him how much his love had meant to her and how blessed she was to have him in her life.
Then she stopped suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, and never spoke again. Death took her in a relatively short time. A lot of us showed up for the funeral, and it gave him a lot of comfort. Just as I left, I told him he'd been elected to the council, and gave him the time and place of the meeting.
"I don't want to be on the Council."
"Most of us don't, Quinn, it reminds us too much of the home we had to give up. But there's too many here just to fade into oblivion. Some have to be held in check, accountable for their actions. Others, especially the children who have come after us and accidentally discover the truth, need to be guided as they learn about their heritage. It's a heavy burden but a great honor. Your calming voice could be just what we need. The needs of the many..."
We laughed. Roddenberry was one of us, and while some of the props on the original series were hilarious, the later movies and multiple television series were pretty close. It was addictive, and we watched every minute of all of them. He finally agreed to attend at least this one meeting.
.......................................................
We met on a remote island in the Pacific, close to Fiji. The Council owned the island, and had turned into a resort for us, somewhere we could go and relax without worrying about the real world. For this week, it was closed to vacationers, so we had the run of the island.
There was a lot to be discussed, and the conversations were confrontational at times, but never out of order. We reasoned through every concern, and after due consideration, we decided to out ourselves to the world. One sticking point was what to do with the few who were developing their own rockets, to exploit our home world and a few selected meteors.
The world governments had an accord where no one country or private individual could own a planet, all the while leaving enough loopholes to get away with it.
That's when I got to go home. There was a dozen with me, including Quinn, Ronnie, and Millie. It was really strange watching our planet come into view. It had been ninety-five years since we last saw it.
................................................................................
We were reminded that while we were Martians, we could never live there again, because of our changed physiology. No longer able to breathe the air, we lived in pressurized compartments and had to wear oxygen tanks when we went outside. All of us walked the planet one last time, knowing we would never again see it in our lifetimes. We went to flag hill, a ridge dedicated to all that left, to add our personal flags to the millions already there.
After three days of discussion a plan was made to prevent a land rush on our planet. We would contact Earth, and show up in a ship, to open diplomatic relations. As a sovereign world, people couldn't touch it, and we had made sure enough weapons were brought and demonstrated to really enforce that moving against us would be a spectacularly bad idea.
First contact dominated world news for weeks, and the planet waited breathlessly for the arrival. The ship stopped just past the moon to keep it out of reach, and smaller transports finished the journey, landing just outside New York City, and arriving at the United Nations via a long procession of limousines. The hall was packed by representatives of all the countries with membership, and some that didn't but were invited anyway.
The representatives all were air masks, filtering the air into levels they could tolerate. Left without masks, they would literally suffocate from too much oxygen, a feeling akin to drowning. I think what surprised most people was how normal they looked; the most marked difference was stature. Our people average seven feet tall, and while their bodies were proportional, they tended to be on the slender side.
Several leading scientists from both worlds got together after the introductions, to share information. The earth doctors were most interested in how we had managed to remove disease from our species, and were thoroughly unsatisfied by the answers. If they had known how much our technology had already helped them with the eradication of many diseases, polio for instance, they would have been astounded.
There was a brief discussion about the recent covid epidemic, and were surprised by their answer. Most knew the disease was manmade, developed in China and got out through a leak in procedures. "Your species have a way of managing to find and manufacture your own doom. Ebola, AIDS, the list goes on. Venereal disease is constantly a real problem, with new strains emerging all the time. We fear one day you will manage to find something that will doom your species, making you extinct."
There were several warnings about their management of natural resources. "You should learn from us. We destroyed our planet to the point we nearly became extinct ourselves, and you are heading in that direction at an alarming rate. It may be too late, but you need to change course, and do what is good for your people. You Americans tout yourself as the most successful on the planet, but you've fallen behind on education, science, every major discipline in your world, and seem to be controlled by greed, kowtowing to the few and leaving the masses to fend for themselves. We've studied your forms of government, and while yours was a noble experiment, it is in great peril of collapsing. That is all we intend to say on the matter."
There were a lot of protests over what we'd said, but it was the truth and they couldn't deny it. The world made vague promises they had no way or intention of keeping, and after six months, they left, promising constant communication, leaving a few gadgets they were going to invent on their own eventually.
One of our engineers made an observation about satellites. "You've got to get rid of the obsolete ones, improve the models you're developing now. You don't and the clutter will be so much it will lead to disaster."
A few years later it did. A satellite from the sixties malfunctioned and crashed into an eighties model from Russia, and a chunk of metal the size of a basketball ripped through the space station, killing everyone aboard. One of our ships arrived, and helped them rebuild it into a self-sustaining operation, which included a ten-acre hydroponic farm. Then we strongarmed them into letting us do a salvage operation, pulling about half of the satellites circling the globe. We immediately towed them out to where they could do no harm and destroyed them, so any information they contained could not be harvested. Then we disappeared again.
..............................................................................................
Twenty years went by. Things were changing on our planet, and not for the better. The climate had gotten wildly unpredictable, and superstorms of epic damage was ravaging the world. A major ice shelf in Antarctica had finally broken loose, drifted into warmer waters, and coastlines had shrunk back on an average of twenty miles. Many islands were completely eradicated. Then years long droughts would hit, turning fertile farmland into desert. The North Pole had all but disappeared, and farms had sprung up on what were once glaciers.
Three major powers were at the brink of war, not over ideological difference, but for land. India had absorbed Pakistan after a very bitter war which reduced the male population of both countries by about a third. China was making noise about invading them and Russia. Russia had never quite recovered from the Ukraine war years ago, and many satellite countries had thrown off their yoke, but the people running the country were throwbacks to the time when they basically ruled most of Europe, and yearned to return to it. There was no chance short of nuclear intervention that they could survive a war with China. America had descended to a second-tier country, and it seems nobody took them seriously any more.
That rankled a lot of people, and they yearned to regain their status as the number one country in the world, and agents of the government actively fed information to all sides, hoping that if they all went to war, they would all be weakened or destroyed, leaving them to reclaim power.
We did what we could, trying to avert the war to end all wars. Projections were if it got bad, the nuclear options would come into play, turning vast tracts of everyone involved, as well as some of others, into a nuclear wasteland.
The council was convened, and the debates were prolonged and heated. Some were for us just taking over and putting the barbarians in their place. Others urged caution, citing it was their world and if they wanted to end it, they would.
The consensus was that if it got bad enough, we'd leave. Besides the megaship we had arrived on, four more had been assembled and were waiting, ready to carry us away. The original settlers were incredibly sad, and that included me and my friends. We'd committed to this world, and it pained us for it to end like this. We were also pragmatic enough to know when it was time to go, we'd be on the ship.
Oddly enough, with the reduced pressure of not having to stretch resources, Mars began to rebound. Births went up by 60% in the last 20 years, and the home scientists had found ways to partially restore our surface, and our people were living as we had five hundred years ago.
One of our deluded pioneers finally reached the engineering capacity to build a couple of ships capable of coming to the planet, though it took a very long time. By the time he reached the home planet, our people had built them a habitat, and soon enough disillusionment set in. He'd promised them untold riches and subservience, and had brought enough guns and ammunition to try and stage a coup.
When they attempted it, they discover our latent abilities of violence and retribution. Instead of fighting them, we blew up their ships, leaving them stranded on our planet. Then we withdrew, meeting each foray with withering assaults that decimated what troops they had left. Then we would leave them alone, and they slowly ran out of resources. In the end, they begged us to save them. We felt compassion, and spared their lives.
Then we sedated them and dropped them off on Earth. Everyone except their leader. He got left behind, stuck in his habitat, given ample food and water, leaving him to slowly go mad.
It was made worse by him looking out portals and seeing us walk the planet, knowing he couldn't come outside because his engineered genetics wouldn't allow it. He spent his time sending desperate messages to Earth, offering massive rewards if someone would rescue him. Those messages never made it, because we blocked them. The authorities were kind enough to let him view what was happening back on his home, the wars, the destruction, his empire crumbling slowly, and after the span of five earth years, he destroyed his own air system, and suffocated.
....................................................
Back on Earth, the situation was getting more dire as the years passed. Our people formed an informal militia, thwarting wars with quiet negotiation and occasionally, public assignation. Resources were dwindling, population out of control, the plutocrats still active in trying to destroy everything in the name of profits.
The Council now met three times a year, instead of just when the situation called for it. The vote wasn't unanimous, but the majority implemented a plan for an exodus. New ships were built and sat quietly, waiting to take us away.
By now most of the originals had died off, leaving second generation through fourth generations. A small minority were of pure Martian legacy, the rest from half to eighth our blood.
In the end, faced with extinction, the ones who were at least a fourth Martian were offered the chance to leave. The extra ships weren't needed, because most opted to stay to the end, especially when they were told they would probably die before another habitual planet was reached. To fill the other ships, we carefully recruited pure earth born, giving them an option to preserve their species. Those offered were sworn to secrecy, but humans were even more prone to gossip than Martians, and information got out.
It almost came to war between the planets as politicians, oligarchs, and militaries vied to seize the ships, even if they didn't know exactly where they were or how to board them. Anyone suspected of having Martian blood was detained and interrogated, usually interrogation by torture. The ones born here could tell them nothing even if they wanted to, but enough information was gleaned to arrest a few of the original settlers. That caused things to get...tense. They grabbed Milly and a few others, and were well on their way to torturing to death when we struck back. We grabbed most of the civilian leaders, and as many of the upper officers of their military as we could get to, and executed them one by one. They still refused to surrender them, so we killed everyone, then progressed to anyone even remotely related to the leadership. The economy was in chaos, the food supplies low, and the populace rioted, until anything bearing any semblance to government was eradicated. The few left bartered what remained of our people for safe passage, which we gave them. Then we hunted them to extinction all over the world.
.................................................................
In the end, we left for a brave new world. Three ships bound for three different planets. Our technology had advanced and space travel was much quicker, our research drones located planets much closer but still inhabitable. One was passed by because it already had a humanoid/Martian race that were in what equivalated to mid-sixteen century earth technological advancement. We left a couple of satellites to keep abreast of their progress and traveled on.
Most all on board were a new breed of humanoid, half Martian, half human. "Earthians" was what they called themselves. They exhibited the best of both species, as well as the worse. It was going to be a very interesting experience. Each ship had a council, a governing body to keep things on target.



I traveled with them to the ships, making sure I got one more goodbye from my friends. After deliberation, I decided to stay on Earth. My wife was getting on in years and I wanted to spend as many as I could with her, and my children and grandchildren had opted not to leave, and I refused to abandon them. My life, and eventual death, was on this planet now. Besides, I was a hundred and twenty-five now, and my time would end soon after my wife. I bet you never thought Martians would be such suckers for love.
I got a lot of hugs, and it still surprised me Martians could cry. It was an emotion that was rare on the home planet, but it didn't take us long to embrace once we got to Earth. I save the ship going to the most distant planet until last, because six of the Council were on it, all dear friends.
I grinned when I saw Quinn. When we visited our home planet for the last time, their advances in technology and the biology of our species made it possible to extend our lifespans considerably, and they were surprised how few of us took that option. Quinn did, and now he was a rock-hard chunk of muscle, with a thick head of hair that flowed below his shoulders. He and Claudette came together, and decided that they wanted a lifelong commitment. None of us saw that coming. Even stranger, they had taken Milly as a shared spouse. When she was tortured, it took our best doctors and scientists to put her back together, even younger and sexier than before. Combined, their pheromone count was off any measurable chart, and they occasionally 'entertained visitors'.
I found them in a farewell to the lovers they were leaving behind, in a pile of writhing bodies in all sorts of combinations. They were winding down, so I waited. They all hugged me, and the stray pheromones almost overcame me, so I stepped back. Claudette grinned.
"Just once, for old times' sake?"
I gently declined, which disappointed her a little, then she was back to her bubbly self.
I watched, from Earth, as the ships departed, each a blazing fireball headed off in different directions. They would communicate with us until they got too far away, but I would probably be gone by then.
Besides, I was busy trying to save my world to worry about their new ones. Every government had a plan to save the best and brightest of their people, and the few Martians among them had already made their own plans. Just before I knew my time was coming to an end, the world imploded as we suspected it would, and we found ourselves living in underground cities, much like we did when we left Mars, An endless circle of stupidity, regardless of the species. I hoped the next generations would know better. Projections were a return to the surface would be viable in about 120 years.
The last missive I got just before we abandoned the surface twenty years later was from Quinn and his 'wives', surrounded by their brood, seven children so far. Maybe there's hope for us after all.
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Learning To Fly
.........................................................................................
I thought I had left it behind me, but there she was, big as life. Before I could speak she shot by me into my new living room.
"Nice couch."
"Get the fuck out."
"Please Jake, don't be ugly. I'm here to make peace."
"You want peace? Move to Siberia. You couldn't do that, could you? Far less married couples there for you to fuck up. Leave."
"It was supposed to be an adventure! We were sure you'd be into it, especially after you knew Janie and Deke were already fucking! We had no idea how badly you would take it."
"You could have fuckin' asked first? Then there would be no misunderstanding and maybe one more marriage still in the world. Know why I think you sprang it like you did? Because you knew there would be no way I'd go for it and the deed would already be done. Did I ever once say I'd be into swapping? I seem to remember a discussion about that very thing a few weeks before what happened. I think I was pretty emphatic with my opinion then."
"You were. But we'd done this a lot, and we were sure we could sway you. Janie was ready to go the first time we brought it up with her, but she didn't want to put her marriage at risk."
"A lot, huh? How many marriages have you two destroyed?"
The bitch flushed. "One or two, and they were just like this, miscalculations. And we always try to fix our fuckups. We'll pay for counseling, even a nice vacation to somewhere exotic. Fiji is really nice."
"So now you're offering blood money. Or is it payment for services rendered? Maybe it's because I'm naming you as codefendants in the divorce. I don't think your reputation in the community will be quite as stellar as it once was. After all, I've got a police report as backup. Should have gotten me farther away before you spilled the beans. You should have seen you face when I threw your phone out the window."
I paused, remembering. Now, I could appreciate the humor. "I think the last thing the cops expected when they showed up were two naked people running for their lives. Make no mistake, Jewel, if I could have gotten to Zeke that night, there would be no more swapping incidents."
For the first time she showed a little fear. "You were going after his junk, weren't you?"
I'm sure my laugh gave her a little fear. "Don't worry, I wasn't going to stomp on his balls. I was going to cut them off and shove them down his throat. Then I was going to cut that cock he's so proud of off and shove it up his ass. Or maybe hers. I didn't have the plan completely formulated when the cops showed up."
She looked a little green, realizing for the first time she was alone in an apartment with a very large man with proven violent tendencies. I stood at the open door.
"Leave."
Jewel took a few deep breaths and got centered. "You know, we could finish the exchange, make us all even. I'm very good in bed. I could show you things, do things you've no idea about."
She held up the front of her dress, revealing a bald, dripping pussy. It looked like I wasn't her first stop of the night.
"I have a feeling the things you would want to show me belong in a freak show, or maybe an alien abduction. Tell me, Jewel, do you know how to fly?"
Jewel seemed surprised with the question. "No."
"Well then. Here's your first lesson."
I snatched up her five foot even frame and threw her so hard she hit the opposite hall wall three feet off the ground. She slid down in a daze, her dress sticking to the sheetrock and slowly rising, until she was sitting with her legs spread wide, showing everyone her lack of underwear. There were five or six people in the hall, and before Jewel got her wits back I exploded in a shout.
"Five hundred dollars? For that wornout...?" I hammed it up a little for the benefit of my neighbors. "I wouldn't even be the first tonight! You need to go back down to Trade Street and see if you can sucker some old guy out of a fifty. Now get out of here! I'm calling the cops and giving them your description, telling them there's a whore here going door to door drumming up business. Go!"
She jumped up and ran out screaming. A couple of the residents apologized to me, saying something like this had never happened before, and how shocked they were. I made them think Jewel was probably lost and high, and picked the wrong apartment complex. I don't know who called, but the cops came out and took a report. I was vague enough on the description until I described her pussy. "It was gaped, and leaking, and ugly as hell. She had tattoos. Her vaginal lips were fringed with jagged looking teeth. On top of her mound was 'I love cock', or something along those lines. There was also an ace of spades on her upper thigh."
The cops grinned as they promised to put out an alert and a description.
I went back in and finished my pizza.
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Sweet Hitchhiker
Are you gonna go my way?
..............................................................................................
It was 1975, and I was 22 years old. I had spent my time between 19 and 20 on a tropical vacation courtesy of my uncle. When you're that young, the things you see never leave you. It took me a year of mostly hiding out at my uncle's farm before I could stand to be around a large group of people. PTSD and counseling were almost unheard of back then, so you either dealt with the problems yourself or it consumed you. I freely admit part of my therapy included a lot of pot, that I grew on National Park land near my house. If you got caught growing on private property, that property could be seized, but if you grew it on federally owned land, who were they going to seize it from? Themselves? I sold what I didn't need and was making good money, until the Feds did a crackdown and raided seven plots up and down the river, my field included. They interviewed me, but had nothing to tie me to the field, so they left me alone and went after bigger fish.
It kind of left me at loose ends, and my uncle pushed me to go to school on the G.I. bill. He knew about my pot farm, but he was a retired moonshiner and his opinion was if the government didn't catch you, it was free money.
He even gave me his old 'shine runner, a 1965 Plymouth Fury Three. It was a unmarked state partol car and my uncle found it no end of funny what he used it for. It had a 383 interceptor engine, that he had rebuilt and 'modified slightly'. It was so quiet you almost couldn't hear it run, but if you put your foot in the four barrel it took off like a scalded cat. I used to make money of street races, 'dragging' from stoplight to stoplight, but stopped because I was getting a little too much attention.
I talked to my VA man, and he told me he agreed with my uncle. So I enrolled at the local community college first, just to see if I could handle it. I surprised everyone including myself with how well I did, and I was going to transfer to a four year school as soon as possible.
While I was In Country, I made a friend. Leroy Barnette was as country as they come, and he could play anything with strings, but his instrument of choice was his fiddle. We bonded because of our similar background, and he introduced me to bluegrass. Up until then I'd been a straight rock and roller, but I learned to love the music. Right after I got out I started going to fiddler's conventions, the forerunner to festivals like Merlefest. I still had Leroy's bow.
Three weeks before we were to go home, we got caught in a pretty intense firefight. It was one of those night fights, lit up with tracers, flares, and grenades going off. One particular Charley would have made a fine pitcher, because he threw a grenade that curved around the tree and went off while it was still head level. We had to identify Leroy by the dogtag in his boot. A few days later the sargeant and I packed up his stuff to go home, and found his beloved fiddle missing. We were really pissed, but it was long gone, and Sarge gave me the bow to remember him by.
Six months after I got home, I drove a state over and met his folks. I gave them a few photos I had, and after they fed me some of the best smoked chicken I'd ever eaten, and we sat on the porch for hours, remembering. Just before I drove away I gave his momma the bow, and it set her to crying like she'd just found out he was gone. I got a lot of hugs and vows to keep in touch, but we all knew it would be too painful. I never saw them again.
............................................................................
There was a Fiddler's Convention, as they were called back then, at Union Grove. It was probably the oldest event in the state, and was always sold out. I didn't bother trying to get tickets because I was scheduled to work that week, but there had been a death in the owner's family, and they were going out of state for the funeral, so they gave the rest of the guys four days off. The job was only temporary, to cover for my 'tax free' money, so I thought about it and decided I'd go down to the convention, and try to get in.
The place was packed, congestion bringing traffic to a standstill on every road into the venue. I hung around for a while, but it was obvious they weren't going to let anyone else in, so I sighed and decided to go home. There weren't a lot of interstates in the area, so it was mostly country roads all the way home.
I was driving along on a road I'd never been on, enjoying the scenery. I did that a lot when I got stressed, just jump into the car and go, always taking roads I wasn't familiar with. In less than two hours I'd be relaxed and ready to go home. I found a lot of neat stuff like that, and saw some pretty disgusting things. I came around a curve once and a man was beating his dog with a strap, as well as kicking her. I damn near hit him sliding to a stop, and he was so surprised he just stood there. I yanked the strap out of his hand and whomped on him pretty good, and when he went down I gave him a boot to the ribs. Then I yanked him up by his tee shirt. "Hurts like a motherfucker, don't it? At least you had the option to fight back."
I threw him down and looked at the cowering animal, then I opened the back door. "Well, get in if you're coming."
The dog dove in and we left the asshole lying in the road, cussin' a blue streak. When I got home the dog took off like I'd lit her tail on fire, and I didn't see her for two days. I left food out for her, just in case. On the third day I was dozing on the porch when I felt a cold nose on my arm, and looked up. She looked ready to bolt and I talked to her in a calm, quiet voice, and eventually she relaxed and started licking my arm. Three weeks later if I moved, she moved, and she'd whine like crazy if I got in the car and left. I took to leaving a quilt on the backseat, and if I was just going to ride she came along.
As near as I could tell she was part hound, part bulldog, and maybe a little retriever. I know she had a hell of a nose, and when my brothers' kids were around one of them would take off running. I'd give them about a half hour head start, wave something of theirs under her nose, and say "Belle, find." She'd take off like she was shot from a gun, and a little while later she'd stroll back, tail wagging, while the kid she'd went looking for came along behind her. I never told anybody about her talent, because I damn sure didn't want the law borryin' her.
Thinking how unusual it was that I hadn't seen a single car in almost an hour, I rounded a curve and there she was, thumb out.
She was tall, wearing a crocheted halter top, a pair of jean shorts that barely covered the bottom of her ass, and flipflops. The sun glinted off her midlength Afro, her cream colored skin almost glowing. I couldn't stop fast enough.
She sauntered, the only way I could describe it, over to the car, leaning in the passenger side, putting her impressive rack on display. There was a glint in her eye and a smile flitting across her lips.
The first thing I thought to say was "How in the world did you end up here?"
She shrugged as she showed her bright teeth. "Caught a ride with a guy, as the farther we got the more insistent he was I pay, with my body. I objected and he slowed long enough for me to jump out. You're the first person who's been by in an hour. Can I hook a ride?"
"Sure, and just so you know, all I'll ask for is your company. Conversation would be nice, but not necessary. Where you headed?"
"Charlotte."
"I can get you as close as Gastonia." That was another town about twenty miles away.
"That would be great. I can get a ride from there."
She slid in, and put her oversize bag in the floorboard. I rolled the windows up and cranked up the AC. It was hotter than hell outside.
"How come you didn't melt out there?"
"I stayed in the shade until I heard a car coming. You were the first, and I sure appreciate the ride."
We talked, mostly about music. It surprised her I liked a lot of the music she did, and she said as much. "There's not a lot out there I don't like."
"Me too, except hard core country and bluegrass. Not my culture."
"You should keep an open mind. I wasn't real keen at first, but now I listen to bluegrass as much as anything else."
"Different stroke for different folks, baby."
We'd traveled about another hour when she looked over at me. "I love your hair."
After I got out, I let it grow. It was probably a year before I even allowed it to be trimmed. It was shoulder length now, and my time in the sun lightened my blond hair even more.
"Thanks. I like yours too, the style looks good on you."
She patted her head. "It takes a lot more than I thought to keep it this way, but even I think I look damn good."
"Your opinion is dead on, I think."
She giggled and slid over. "Thanks sugar. Now, there's something you can do for me."
"What?"
I felt a sharp pain, and looked down to see a knife in her hand, pressed into my stomach just below my ribs. Her smile was still in place. "Pull over. I'll be taking your ride. Damn, you couldn't be driving a Mustang, or Camero? It seems to run good, so maybe I can get decent bucks for it. Go on now, sugar, and don't try getting cute. I'll gut you like a pig and leave you bleedin' out. You hear me, white boy?"
There was a pull off under some trees just ahead, so soon we were off the road. "Good boy," she purred, "now hop on out and I'll be on my way."
I opened the door, looking her in the eye. "You sure you want to do this?"
"You're a cutie, and were nice to me, but yeah. A girl's got to turn coin when she can."
I sighed. "Well, at least you didn't try to rob me."
"Did I forget to mention that? Hand it over, baby."
By now I was out of the car, so I reached into my pocket and jumped back. It pissed her off and she came out of the car. "Motherfucker, I'm gonna..."
At that particular time she noticed the small pistol in my hand. It was a.32 Colt five shot revolver, and pointed right at her. My uncle gave it to me. "You gonna need this, boy, if you keep going with your growing plan. Sooner or later some asshole is going to figure out it easier to raid fields instead of growing them. Don't use it unless you have to. It's a throwaway, and can't be traced. Just make sure no one catches you with it."
Her eyes went wide and she started backing up. "Calm down now, brother. I made my play and missed. I wouldn't have hurt you. Why don't you just hop back in and leave me in the dust. It'll be a cool story to tell sometime down the line."
Then the bitch grinned. My side was hurting like hell and had I had a big red spot on my tee shirt. The grin flew all over me.
"Fuck you. If I was to pop you and toss you in that pond behind you, gut you and weigh you down with rocks, nobody would ever find you."
She went as pale as someone with that skin tone could, and tears started. For some reason, that pissed me off even worse, and I decided to fuck with her. "Know what calms me down, bitch? Tits. Why don't you drop that top?"
She started bawling in earnest, and I shot into the gravel at her feet, rocks pelted her as she screamed, and a big stain appeared on the front of her shorts. The top hit the ground.
"Nice jugs. I wouldn't mind playing with them, but that ain't gonna happen. Your shorts were gonna be next, but I think I'll let you keep them. I don't want the smell in my car."
She was crying hard, and I felt kind of bad for her, but I got over it.
"Gimme the flops. Try arguing with me over it and I'll go for a toe."
I picked them up after she kicked them towards me. "I'll be leaving now. If I were you I'd stay here in the shade and think about the poor life chioces you've made lately."
She was begging, her arms wrapped across her chest, when I pulled off. A hundred yards down the road I threw her top out the window, sitting there until I saw her stumbling towards it. I went another hundred yards, and tossed out a flop, then a little farther on, another. I grabbed the oversized bag to toss it, then decided to see what was in it. Damn, that was the biggest brick of weed I'd ever seen, and beside it was a roll of bills! I took the rubber band off and fast counted. Over five bills! I kept the smoke and all but fifty or so of the roll, and dropped it beside the car. Just as I topped the hill I looked back. She was holding her pocketbook and shaking her fist at me. I grinned all the way home.
..............................................
I had also kept her knife, a pretty expensive looking switchblade. They were illegal as shit but it became my knife of choice to carry. I told my uncle about my interesting interlude and he grinned, then turned serious. "Did she get your name?"
I shrugged. "It never went that far. She could probably trace me from my tag, but when you're standing there with your tits out and barefoot, I doubt she thought about writing it down."
"Well, you might want to think about skipping any trips to Charlotte for a while."
I snorted. "Been there twice since I got home, and I doubt we travel in the same circles. Still, I'll walk quiet and keep my eyes open if I find myself in that direction."
Another year went by. I was going to transfer to a four year university, and the area I wanted to study was best represented at, believe it or not, UNC Charlotte. I got in with no problem and was due to start in the fall. The school was eighty miles from home, so I knew I'd have to find a place to stay. I thought about a dorm room, but I was on average four years older than my classmates, and I had outgrown juvenile shit, so a small apartment on my agenda.
I was in pretty good shape financially, because I'd gone back to 'farming', three fields tucked back in stray meadows in the mountains. I never grew a plot too large, because I didn't want the attention. Not to brag, but I was damn good at growing pot. I'd picked up a little in Nam, and there was an informal group scattered across the country that shared information and techniques. I met a man from Michigan that grew in his basement, and he gave me a lot of tips.
"Never grow on something you own. All my houses have been rentals, so if I get busted, and I was once, all I lose are my plants. I took being in jail for six months to network, and when I got out I set up three guys, explaining the ins and outs of grow lights and drip irrigation. In return for setting them up, I got a fourth of everything they made for two years, then they were on their own and got to keep the equipment.
Another thing is to always have a job, so people won't wonder where you're getting your money. I have a pretty good job, work every overtime hour I can. My needs are minimal, and I'm actually saving money. My 'side business' nets me about 35 grand a year, and I been doing this for fifteen years. I figure in another five I'll have enough to 'retire' to somewhere that has a lot of sun and beaches, I'm getting damn tired of Michigan winters."
He was serious about his craft, and once every three years he would go to a convention in the Netherlands, where it was legal, and sample new strains. Then he would buy the seeds he wanted, they would be shipped to Mexico, where the supplier was an owner of a mail order seed company. He'd get packages of Mexican sunflowers, marigolds, and other flowers, and on average there would be five to ten marijuana seeds in them, small enough portions to not set off drug sniffing dogs. The man had amazing flower beds.
He would talk to me about the exciting new flowers he had found, and maybe a week or two later I'd get a few packets in the mail. My uncle laughed his ass off when he found out what we were doing.
My training kept up my level of 'situational awareness', and I had one ugly episode with a field. Some asshole had found it, and claimed it for himself. He'd even set booby traps. fishing line with hooks and razor blades, set face and chest high. I developed a pattern of floating by my plots, beaching my canoe maybe half a mile downstream and hiding it, walking into the woods and coming out on the backside of the field. Most assumed if anyone showed up, it would be from the river, and they'd beach in front of the field.
I made it a point to just sit and watch for awhile before going in. That day I took about four steps in when I noticed the fishing line. I walked backwards until I was clear, then scouted the perimeter. There was one guy, in a blind, watching. It was time to harvest and I knew time was short, so I consulted my uncle, and made a plan.
I had a few 'toys' I'd picked up on my rambles, an M16 and an AK47, and both were fully automatic if I choose that option. We were there before dawn, waiting. They showed up just before daylight, and started cutting down plants immediately. I noted one had a shotgun and another had a pistol shoved in his waistband. I'd come in the day before and rerouted all the booby traps, and added a few little surprises of my own. We let them cut a few of the plants, saving us a little labor, then my uncle Buck opened up with the AK, making sure that while he was in the general area, he was nowhere close to hitting them.
One screamed "FUCK!", dropped his plants, and took off in my direction. The other guy, the one with the shotgun, shot a few times before Buck opened up again. Then he started running. I rose up when the first was about twenty feet away, dropping a whole mag right at his feet, before flipping it over and jamming the other one in.
They did a ninety and took off through the patch, running full tilt into the booby traps. Besides the lines with hooks and razor blades, I'd buried a few pungie sticks, they barely stuck out of the ground, but they were all sharp. I almost rubbed them in cowshit, an old Cong trick to increase infection, but made myself not do it. The screaming got louder when they hit the pungies, and I thougth they better be glad I didn't dig pits. Finally they faded into the woods, the bullets cutting leaves above their head.
I stood guard while Buck policed his brass, then he did the same for me. They had thoughtfully left their canoe, so we packed the plants into them, floating a mile down the river to our takeout point. A creek ran into the river, and we turned into it, unloading the weed on the bank. Then Buck took off to get his truck, and I took their canoe about a mile farther downstream. The river was pretty wide there but still shallow, so I jumped out into the knee deep water and pushed it into the middle of the river, watching as it floated around a bend. We had worn gloves so there was no fingerprints, and I had thoughtfully put a few of the plants in the bottom. The game warden often went this far up, and I wondered how long it would take them to find it. I also dropped the 9mm that had fallen out of the guy's waistband in with the pot. Somebody was going to have a lot of explaining to do.
Buck and I put the plants in a drying shed and had a beer.
.....................................................
A few days later I was in the local general store, when two guys came in looking like shit. One had a bad limp and both looked like they'd landed face first in a brair patch. Oh well, when the stitches healed they could make up some good stories about the scars.
Bob, the owner, knew a little about the farming done in the area, and I heard him talking to them. "I don't know what you boys did, but the county mounties are lookin' for ya. Something about a canoeload of pot and an unregistered weapon, so my suggestion to you would be to disappear for a few months and hope they forget about you. I ain't seen ya, talked to you, and if you weren't my cousins, I'd deny I ever heard of ya. Best get to steppin'."



He looked at me as they ran out and jumped into their truck, slinging dust in the air as they took off down a dirt road. "Family, you know?"
I just grinned. "Yeah, I know."
Technically, I worked on the farm. Buck paid me in cash, and gave me a 1099 form, saying I was responsible for my own taxes. I grinned as I paid it at tax time, knowing what kind of farming paid the bills.
My farming had netted me about sixty grand, pretty good money in 1976. I put fifteen grand in the bank, claiming it as my farm pay, but I'd be spending cash on most things. Buck got a third before I took my cut, twenty grand, and he was pretty tickled.
August had rolled around, and I'd found a pretty decent apartment close to college. The courses weren't as challenging as I thought, which suited me fine. I was older than the average student and I tended to keep to myself, but one Friday I got bored and a guy in my accounting class invited me to a party. I rolled up about half a dozen pretty good joints from stuff I'd raised, bought a case of beer, and showed up.
The beer flowed, and I'd passed around three of my joints. My stuff was pretty potent, far more than what they were used to, and pretty soon there was about seven really wasted college students around me. I grinned, wriggled out from under the girl that had passed out on top of me, and headed for the keg.
The lights were down low, but there was enough for me to admire the body in front of me. Long blond hair flowed down to a very nice ass, and as I got closer I realized she was black. It never mattered to me, a pretty ass was a pretty ass, no matter what kind of skin was wrapped around it. Billy grinned when I walked up.
"Here he is now! Matt, this is Angel. She wants to know where you get your bud, it really is some primo stuff."
Angel turned around grinning, until she saw who I was. Her snarl was loud and I think almost every one there heard her light into me. "You assshole! I want my money back, and the price of the weed you took! I got friends who would be happy to kick your ass for me. When they do I want to watch, maybe get a few kicks in when you're down."
I just grinned and leaned in close. "You really want these guys to hear the story of how we met? You deserve everything that happened to you, trying to roll a guy helping you out. I sometimes regret giving you your top back. You have an outstanding rack, by the way. Great nipples."
Then I shocked the shit out of her by snatching her up and putting a really strong liplock on her. She was so surprised she didn't fight it, and I put her down. "There. Now we've kissed and made up. See you, Angel."
I walked off with my beer, and Billy followed me. "Fuck dude! That was intense. Why's she so pissed off at you? And in all the time I've been around her, I've never see her kiss anybody."
"Let's just say we started out on the wrong foot. And truth be told, I kissed her. Is she a student?"
He shrugged. "Naw, she's our hookup, but her shit ain't near as good as yours. I was tellin' her about it and she wanted to meet you."
Well now. She was their dealer? Stood to reason. A girl has to make a living, I guess.
I felt her eyes on me almost the whole time I was there. Once I caught her coming out of the bathroom. "Hey, Angel!"
"What, asshole?"
"Here!" she jumped at the knife that was suddenly embedded in the doorframe an inch from her cheek. "I thought you might like that back, it might have sentimental value to you. It is a really good knife. I'm leaving now, wanna give me a kiss goodnight?"
There for a second it looked like she wanted give the knife back an inch at a time, and then, she....grinned. She had a nice smile.
"The only time your lips will ever touch my body again will be when you kiss my ass."
"That doesn't sound bad."
I loved watching her blush, as she pushed by me and stormed out.
.................................................................
Two weeks later I found her standing in the student union, grinning. "Buy a girl a coke?"
"For the pleasure of your company? Sure. I doubt you'd shank me in front of all these witnesses."
She smirked back. "No, I'll lure you in somewhere dark and do it then."
We sat down with our drinks. She got right to the point. "Where do you get your smoke? Billy gave me a joint, and man, that is some really good shit. It's way above anything that's floating around now. You and I could make some serious money here."
I acted disappointed. "And I thought you wanted me for my body. Sorry, Angel. That's some private stuff I get from home, and while I know the grower, he just raises enough for family and friends."
She rubbed her hands down her tight top. "Introduce me. I could be his friend."
"Sorry, honey. He likes white meat."
"You never know. Once you go black..."
"Give me a picture. Maybe he'll be tempted. As stimulating as this conversation is, I need to go. Sorry I couldn't hook you up."
She shocked the shit out of me when she asked if I wanted to go to a party Saturday. "With you? No thanks, that would be like walking into the lions' den, and I don't have that many eyes."
Angel reached out and grabbed my hand. "I deserved it, all right? I got the shit beat out of me over you, when I showed up without the money or the product. Look," she flipped up her hair and I saw the scar, "a little something to remind me not to fuck up again."
I felt a little bad. "I'm sorry you got hurt, but you brought it on yourself. What made you think it was a good idea?"
"I didn't think. I was a little buzzed and was tired of guys trying to make me put out for a ride. You seemed kind and really gentle, and I thought you'd be easy. You sure fucked that plan up."
"I hope it made you a little more cautious. See you around."
The smirk was back. "I'm sure you will." Then I watched that great ass sway all the way out of the building.
.....................................................................
I saw her again a month later, at the Double Door Inn, a local blues bar that was right across from the college. They had been around forever, and had hosted many of the legends of blues. Eric Clapton played there, sitting in after a show. I usually went in the afternoon, when it was quiet and I could enjoy a beer. I had another buddy in Nam who exposed me to the blues, and I liked it almost as good as bluegrass.
I was on my second beer when someone plopped down beside me. "I'll have the most expensive thing you have, in a bottle. He's paying."
"Hello Angel."
"Hi, Asshole. Watcha doing?"
"Well, I was trying to enjoy a quiet beer or two, but that plan just got shot to hell. What are you up to?"
"I'm here to get Koko Taylor tickets."
The bartender grinned. "Sorry honey, that's been sold out for a few days now. We're trying to get her to do a second show, but I don't think that's going to happen. Get your boyfriend here to take you, that's probably why he bought two."
She said "He's not...." the same time I said "I'm not...." Then I grinned.
"Good way to screw up a surprise, Heather. Thanks a lot."
She just grinned and started washing mugs. We sat for a second, drinking our beer, before Angel got impatient. "You gonna ask me or what?"
"Probably what. I'd like to enjoy the show, without wondering when the shiv would go into my back."
"I'll make you a deal. I won't shiv you if you promise not to leave me half naked on the side of the road."
Heather looked up grinning. "You guys got a strange style of foreplay. Tell me, are there chains and leather? Can I come? In case no one's pointed it out to you, I run AC/DC. I'd love a chance to eat you up, and I have a really big bed."
I swear, I think Heather licked her eyebrow while she grinned. Honey went that odd shade she gets when she flushes, and I laughed. Heather was hispanic, I think she told me once she was from Honduras, with the lush body that goes with her racial profile.
"As much as the thought of being a white boy sandwich intrigues me, I think I'll pass. I probably couldn't handle one of you, two would put me into mental overload."
"I'm sure we can talk her into taking it easy on you, honey. Besides, we'd have each other to fall back on." Angel was giving me an evil grin, and it looked like her tongue touched her earlobe. I took my last swallow of beer and stood up.
"As great as that sounds, I think I'll leave now, while I still have enough blood flow to the brain to operate a motor vehicle. Thanks for the beer, Heather, and the interesting conversation. You," I said, pointing at Angel, "meet me at the Open Kitchen. Seven on the dot. It's right down the street and we won't have to hurry. See you then."
I walked out as their heads went together. Conspiring against me, no doubt.
..........................................
I have no problem saying Angel looked like hot sex in four inch heels when we met at the restaurant. Her ivory dress was a perfect compliment to her skin tone, her hem line was seriously high, and her cleavage looked like it could put your eye out if you got too close. For the first time since she had her afro, her hair wasn't flowing down her back, but up in a messy bum that made you want to just grab it and drag her to the nearest flat surface.
Her eyes grew wide as I finished my appraisal. "Damn girl, you clean up GOOD!"
"You don't look to bad either, for a white boy. Now feed me, I'm starving here."
"Surely you're not going to try to eat in that dress, are you? I seriously doubt those seams could handle much more pressure."
She giggled, and it sounded like a little girl's giggle, which made me smile. I felt the electricity when she latched down on my hand, strutting into the place like she owned it. We got a few looks, this WAS the South, in the mid-seventies, and interracial couples were the exception and not the norm. There were even disapproving looks from several of the black couples. Angel missed it all, and I guess looking at my face made them think now would not be the best time to say anything disparaging.
She ate a salad, a pasta dish, and most of our pizza. I just grinned and watched. She looked up and flushed. "What, I got food on me or something?"
"More the or something, I've never seen anyone enjoy food so much." I picked up a napkin and gently dabbed at her jaw, getting the red sauce across it off.
She had one of the saddest expressions I'd ever seen on another human. She almost whispered "You should try not eating fro a couple of days, often, when you're a kid."
I almost lost it. I'd grown up in the sticks, with sisters and brothers, with a mother and father that was always there for us. There were a few times we didn't eat high on the hog, but there was always something on the table. I flashed back to a few villages while I was In Country, huts bombed out of existence, crops laid waste, and the villagers almost all banded together and pooled their food, invariably feeding the children first. To let a human semi-starve in their childhood was almost beyond my comprehension. I didn't even realize it, but I had her hand, pulling her to me. She allowed the hug for a moment before pushing me back.
"That's in the past! I'm healthy enough now, don't you think?"
"Absolutely, although a few of your jeans may wish you weren't. I bet they scream when you stuff yourself in them."
She giggled, her good mood back. "You don't like the way they make my ass look?"
I like the way your ass looks whatever you're wearing. That dress is doing wonders for it. Or is the ass making the dress look good? Whatever. Ready?"
We had high hopes for the evening and were badly disappointed. Koko arrived late, did a forty-five minute set, and left. That was it, no mingling with the crowd, no autographs, nothing. One of her flunkies was hawking her latest record, but I was so pissed I passed. The Observer, the local paper, had their music reporter there and his review was polite but savage at the same time when the paper came out Sunday, and I couldn't have agreed more.
Angel was very sad, so I took her to a little club I knew. There were a few looks as we came in, but then they ignored us. I wanted to hear the band, a three piece outfit, keyboards, drums, and guitar. They were all very proficient, playing with skill and passion. The drummer and the keyboard player took turns singing lead, and the guitar player let his instrument do his singing.
We had left the city, and the club was on the shore of Lake Norman, so there were a good many vacationers there. The drinks flowed, and the sentiment 'nobody knows me here' kicked in. Ther were four couples who stayed out for every dance, and as it got later they got a little wilder. The woman beside us was dancing with abandon, and suddenly she pulled her spaghetti strap tank top down. It seemed she had alread removed her bra, and she had a very impressive set of mammary glands. She giggled when she saw me looking, and cupped them, pushing them higher on her chest. Her husband was laughing so hard he had to stop dancing.
One of her friends was not about to be outdone, so she inched her skirt up until she was holding it up waist high, revealing very small, neon pink bikini panties. We were in a dark corner of the dance floor, and soon the other two women were flashing their boobs or ass. One had on hose and a garter belt, the other was in jeans and she just yanked off her top and twirled it as she moved.
I looked over at Angel. She had a pretty good buzz going. She grinned, and pulled the front of her dress down. Her breasts stood high, firm, and full, and her nipples were hard as rocks. By then the crowd was roaring, and the management decided to see what was going on. Two bartenders were headed our way, but by the time they got there everyone was covered. The place was still rocking, because when they got past Angel and the first woman to show her chest, their boobs were out. All of us suddenly found ourselves outside in the parking lot, laughing like crazy.
We exchanged names, and when one of the women said she was starving, we took them a few miles up the road to an all night diner. It was an independent, with large tables. We pushed two together and talked as we waited for our food. Two couples were from Knoxville, one was from Asheville, and the last from Johnson City. They were flirty and giggly, and when all the ladies returned from a bathroom trip, Angel had a strange expression on her face.
They invited us to a private marina the next morning. One couple owned a huge pontoon they kept there and wanted to cruise. We never firmly agreed, and there were a lot of hugs in the parking lot as we parted. Angel waited until they were almost to their cars before calling out. They turned to see her with her back to them, her dress pulled up to her waist. She must have taken her panties off in the bathroom. As good as it must have looked across the parking lot, it looked spectacular in person. I ran a hand over her cheeks, and she squealed, yanking her dress back down.
It was three in the morning by then, and she'd had a few drinks, so she was asleep before we got a mile, snuggled up to me as tightly as she could with a seatbelt on. We always met somewhere, I had no idea where she lived, so I took her to my place and got her cogzinant enough to semi-stagger through the door.
I eased her into the bedroom propping her on the bed. "Time to sleep, baby."
She stretched, which did interesting things to the front of her dress, giggled drunkenly, and raised her arms. "Help me."
I unzipped her and slowly eased the dress off her. She was every bit as stunning naked as I expected, maybe more. And she was completely naked, her panties still in her pocketbook. As hot as she was, she was stoned from all the drinking and the three joints we'd shared with our new friends, and was asleep before her head hit the pillow. I went down to my briefs, sighing as she immediately spooned to me, her firm ass grinding slightly against me. That didn't help the massive boner that had popped up as soon as her dress came off, not at all. She wriggled around (again, not helping my erection) until her head was nestled on my arm, taking my hand and holding it to her, up against one surprisingly firm breast.
I slowly relaxed as she turned over, snuggling with her head on my chest, her hair surprisingly soft. Pretty ignorant when it came to black women, I expected it to be coarser for some reason. Comtemplating that, I was soon asleep.
..................................................
Waking up to a screaming woman is not exactly pleasant, and with my fight or flight training kicking in, it ended badly because I immediately threw her out of the bed, coming after her on the way down. By then I had my hand on her throat, ready to take her out. Her eyes were bugging out by then so I let go, and she lay gasping, obviously terrified. Calming down but still pissed, I lit into her.
"What the fuck is your problem!? A word of advice here. Don't wake me up like that again, it will never end well for you."
By now, realizing that I wasn't going to kill her, her attitude came roaring back. "Damn you. Just couldn't wait to get a taste of nigger pussy, could you? I hope I was a dead fuck! Did I mention I had the clap?"
"Just get out, Angel. And if you ever see me again, don't speak or acknowledge me in any way. If I'm going down the sidewalk, cross to the other side. Go on now, get to steppin' before you piss me off any more."
I jumped up and went into the kitchen. I needed coffee in the worst way, and it would give her some privacy. I set the pot, and sat at the table, wondering what her life was like. She crept in the room like she was a small child afraid of her daddy.
"Can I have a cup?"
"Don't you have somewhere to be? Away from me, for instance?"
"Did we fuck last night?"
"If we did, I must have been spectacularly bad at it if you don't remember."
"I don't think we did. My pussy doesn't feel like it, and nothing was leaking out of me. What happened? More importantly, where's my panties?"
"If I had to guess, they're either inside your pocketbook or in the bathroom at the diner. Looks like you'll be going out of here commando. You need to call someone, because you can bet your black, VD infested ass I'm not hauling you anywhere."
Well shit, she started crying. I got up, fixed her a cup of coffee, and left her, walking to the park across the parking lot from my apartment. Forty-five minutes later she found me on a bench. She'd showered and dressed, and I idly wondered if she found her drawers.
She sat for ten or fifteen minutes before she spoke. "I'm sorry, all right? You have to admit I was pretty fucked up last night, and I'm remembering parts of it in snatches here and there. My track record with men is pretty miserable and I figured you were like all the rest of them, just after a little pussy."
I grinned. "Well, it is a pretty little pussy. And if I was with you, I'd expect a LOT of pussy."
"Shut up! I already feel like shit, you take care of me and in return I hand you a load of trash. I mean it when I say you're one of the good guys."
"If I'm one of the good guys, can I ask you a question? Did you find your drawers?"
I could get used to watching her blush, then she grinned. "As a matter of fact I did. They're hanging on your shower rod drying out right now."
You don't mind if I verify that, do you?"
She giggled. "I take it back. You're an asshole."
"I'm a hungry asshole then. Breakfast?"
"You know how to cook?"
"I can burn toast and scorch eggs. If you're lucky I'll overfry the bacon."
"You make it all sound so delicious."
.............................................................................................
She sat on a stool and chattered while I made the ham and cheese omelettes, with home fries and sliced tomatoes on the side. It was easy to tell she was impressed, and after she cleaned her plate, she sat back and sighed.



"Damn. You're kind of pretty for a white boy, you're respectful to women, and you can cook! If you're any good in the bedroom, you'll be quite the catch for some lucky woman."
"I can give you references, if you like."
The giggle was back. "That won't be necessary. Karen says you're pretty good."
Karen was a woman at school I had hooked up with. We fucked like monkeys for two days, until she let it slip she was engaged to a guy in her hometown. I dropped her as politely as I could, wondering if her boyfriend would ever consider where she obtained her new bedroom skills.
"Just pretty good?"
"She said you'd do, then she walked off, wobbling a little. It hurt her pretty bad when you stopped."
"It would have hurt her boyfriend back home more if we continued. She can fuck up her own relationships without me."
"Judgemental?"
"Sometimes. Would you be okay screwing around with somebody's relationship?"
She didn't blush, more went red to her roots. "Ouch, hit a hot button there?"
"It was a while back. If it means anything, I do regret it. Still do, but there was a lot of stuff going on at the time. Stuff I don't want to talk about."
"Nobody wants to talk about something they're ashamed of. If they did, I could bore you to tears for hours on end."
She snorted. "I have a hard time imagining a Boy Scout like you doing something you're ashamed of."
"Which is the way I like it. Let the world think I'm just a good ol' boy and they won't look too deep."
That unsettled her a little, then she grinned and helped me do the dishes. "What are we gonna do the rest of the day?"
"I hadn't thought about it. I figured you'd just scurry away to wherever you go and forget about me until I see you again."
......................................
She didn't scurry off. Instead she asked me to take her shopping for a change of outfit. It was fairly evident she didn't want me to know where she lived, but I didn't push the issue. Angel would either tell me or she wouldn't, and it wasn't worth fretting about because I saw us going exactly nowhere. She bought a nice, really tight pair of jeans and a little off the shoulder top that enhanced her bust and the creaminess of her shoulders.
We were going by a local ice cream parlor and she insisted we stop. It was the first time I came up on blatant racism on a personal level. It was a family place, but there were a couple of assholes that couldn't help making crude comments about her body and us as a couple. Angel looked like she wanted to melt through the floor but I just grinned, walked over, and plopped down beside them.
I was grinning, but I don't think they expected what came out of my mouth. "You boys got big mouths. Did you get them from sucking dicks in prison? Look, my girl and I are just trying to enjoy a banana split in peace. You can think anything you like, but you spout off about her again, and I'll teach you how to breathe ice cream. We good here?"
One went red and stayed quiet, but the other one swelled up and took in a big lungful of air. Just before he said anything I stomped hard on his foot. He had on sandals and I bet he'd have some nice bruises from my boots. He let out a little squeal and went dead quiet because I'd reached under the table and grabbed his balls. "Mouth off, motherfucker. I'll rip your balls off and feed them to you, maybe put some chocolate sauce and sprinkles on them, for you to enjoy. I'm going back to my girlfriend now. One word and I'll be back, and I won't be so polite."
I gave him a savage twist before I let go. He sat and moaned for a minute before they got up and left, the other guy helping him stand. I sat down just as our banana split arrived. Angel was looking like her eyes were gonna bug out of her head.
"What? I could never stand people without manners. It makes me forget mine sometimes. Just so you know, if we're together and someone disrespects you, a variation of what happened here will happen again, even if I get my ass stomped. We good?"
Angel just nodded slowly and then giggled when I dabbed whipped cream on her nose, then licked it off.
She made me take her to a movie, picking an action adventure, which surprised me no end. When we got back to the apartment her clothes went flying, until she was naked and heaving, excited as could be. "I've been wantin' to get naked with you since the ice cream parlor. I've never been with a white guy before, so impress me."
I tried my best. I kissed and licked every part of her body. After the second orgasm from my tongue and fingers, I slid into to her easily, burying myself to the hilt while she grunted and thrashed, before screaming in the middle of her third orgasm. I was surprised I lasted as loing as I did, but she seemed to enjoy every second of it. When I collapsed beside her she immediately drew me into a hug, her mouth kissing everything she could reach.
We lay cuddled for about an hour, before she initiated round two. This one was a bit softer and slower, exploring as much as possible. In the end though, it was hot monkey sex as we pounded together. She'd ended up on top, doing reverse cowgirl, and watching her ass bounce up and down was too much for me and I swatted it. She squealed and went faster, so I did it again. Her bottom was pretty rosy by the time we were finished.
Angel wanted to stay the night so I pulled the blanket over us, and as soon as she got comfortable she was out. I lay awake a while thinking how much I'd liked the weekend.
I got her up and fed her breakfast before going to class. "You gonna be here when I get back?"
She sighed. "No. I got shit to do today. I'll see you tomorrow night if you want."
"I want." She gave me a scorcher of a kiss when I left. Angel had cleaned the apartment, done a load of laundry, and fixed a casserole before I got back, leaving a note on the table for the temperature and time for the cassserole. The bed felt pretty empty that night.
End of Part 1
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That established the pattern for the next few months. I'd get home from school and Angel would be plopped up on my couch, wearing her 'house uniform', as she called it. Really tiny bikini panties and nothing else, and she made sure she went through some pretty elaborate stretching before giving me a kiss. "Hey, baby. "
"Hey yourself, you sexy devil. What smells so good?"
"Me, I hope. I been in heat for about three hours now, waiting on you. Oh, and there's a cassserole in the oven."
"Turn it off so it don't burn."
Every time I thought it couldn't get more intense she would surprise me. We'd collapse into a puddle when we stopped, and snuggle. Then she'd giggle and bounce to the bathroom, clean up a little, and go turn supper back on. When she was in the kitchen I insisted she wear an apron so nothing interesting got burned. She'd found a frilly little red and white gingham number that looked sexy as hell on her. It was not grandma's apron.
She'd spend two or three days and then disappear. It was getting old, but she deflected everytime I brought it up. I finally put an end to it after six months, when a friend told me she was dealin' over at Central Piedmont, the local community college. She was often seen with this huge black guy, and while they weren't affectionate, they were linked together somehow.
She was there on Tuesday afternoon, all smiles and sexy as hell. Her smile turned to a frown when I told her I wanted her key back.
"What's wrong, sugar? Why you like this all of a sudden?"
"If you don't know how I feel about you by now, you never will, but I don't need a part time woman. I need you in my bed, in my life, a hundred per cent. If you can't do it, and something makes me think you can't, then we're quits. I know you're dealing at Central. I also know who your supplier is. Big Ollie. Really? Couldn't he find a more ganster name? I'm not gonna go through life wondering when I'm going to get a call wanting me to bail you out, or watch you go to jail, because of your lifestyle. Or worse yet, get a call form the hospital or morgue wanting me to claim your body. Walk away from it. You know by now I got money and you'd be safe with me."
Honey broke into tears, that turned into wails, that went to snuffling. I tried to be strong but when she started wailing I opened my arms, and she flew into them. When she finally stopped she looked at me with the saddest eyes I'd ever seen.
"It ain't that simple. If it was you couldn't run me off with a stick. But I owe him, and Big Ollie always gets his money. Until I get him paid off, I have to keep dealin'"
"How much?"
"How much what?"
I snorted. "How much do you owe him?"
"Six grand."
"Why so much?"
"My momma was sick, and then she died. She didn't get the medical attention she needed because she couldn't pay, and who cared about a brokeass old nigger woman? He helped with the bills, then paid for the funeral. I owed him fifteen grand, and I been working for him for two years. He was willing to take it out in trade, but I didn't want to be one of his bitches on Trade Street, so he made me deal."
"Well then, we'll just go see him, give him the money, and tell him to leave you alone."
"Even if you got that kind of money, he won't let me go."
"I think he will, especially if I ask him nicely. Set it up for Friday, and if you leave before then, don't come back."
She went to the bedroom and didn't come back out. I made supper and knocked, telling her it was ready. It was pretty easy to see the tear tracks on her face. Honey was quiet while she ate, then did the dishes and tidyed up before coming into the living room and snuggling beside me.
"Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why you doin' this for me. You're white and i'm just a ni..."
My hand was over her mouth so fast she didn't have time to blink. "I know what you were going to say. You're just a nice girl. And you're right. You know why I'm doing it, nd if you don't you're a bigger idiot than I thought possible. And just so you know, I won't allow anyone to disrespect you, even yourself. You say something stupid and see how quick that hot little ass gets warmed up."
"But..."
I cut her off again. "Why don't we both stop talking? I can think of way better things to do with our mouths."
Everytime she tried to speak for the rest of the night ended up with my tongue in her mouth. Pretty soon she stopped trying, and we went to bed. We just snuggled, instead of our usual habit of trying to break the bed. We'd already broken one, and I didn't think this one would make another month.
She was really quiet when I got home the next day. Finally, she asked me how it could happen. "You go to him, you give him the cash, wish him the best of luck, and leave. It's that simple. What's he gonna say? I don't want the money?"
"More than likely. With him, it's more about the the power than the money, and he still wants me to be one of his girls. I've dodged it by being one of his best dealers, but sooner or later he would have forced the issue. That's why I carry my knife. He might get me, but he's gonna get gaped up a little if he does."
"He ain't takin' you. When we get done he'll be so much dust under your shoes. Believe me?"
"I want to."
......................................................................
The next day, after class, I asked a guy to have a beer with me. We went to the Double Door and got a table off by ourselves. Nat was like me, a vet, but he was a bit different. Nat was about 5'7" tall, and might weigh a hundred twenty. He'd been a tunnel rat in 'Nam, and that took a whole different level of balls, crawling into the tunnels, dodging poison snakes while looking for Charlie, carrying just a pistol and a knife. I'd seen his scars once in a pickup basketball game.
He was having troubles adjusting, and I'd been sharing my homegrown with him from time to time, to keep him on an even keel. We never talked about our service, except in general terms, and I had to talk him down from killing some asshole that called him 'babykiller'. He had the guy against a wall, a Kabar to his neck, and the guy was crying, begging, and had already pissed his pants.
Once I got Nat to let him go, I gently suggest the best thing he could do was keep as much space between him and Nate as possible, and he took it to heart. If they were passing each other on the sidewalk, he walked across the street. Word got out, and most avoided him like the plague.
I laid my problem out to him. He liked Angel, a lot. Said he reminded him of his sister. A sister who'd overdosed on heroin. Except for the occasional weed, he hated drugs with a passion.
Once I was done, I asked for suggestions.
"You don't want to go in there without backup. You could probably beat the shit out of him or anyone he sends, but you can't whip them all at the same time. I'll go."
"All I was askin' for was advice."
"And I'm givin' it to you. If I'm there it might not go sideways, but if it does I got your back."
He wouldn't let it go, so I listened to his advice.
That Friday, a very nervous Angel, Nat, and I took a little trip to the projects on the south side of the city. Ollie was laid up in an apartment, and there were guys hanging around outside, his enforcers, according to Angel. They kind of grouped around us. Nat and Angel were cool, but I was a white guy and stood out.
"What you want?"
I grinned at the guy, which surprised him. The fact that I looked kinda bored didn't make him any happier. "I got business with Ollie. Now, I could go in, or you could have him come out. It don't matter as long as I get to talk to him."
Most were lookin' at me, but a few were payin' attention to Nat. Before it could get ugly I heard a booming voice. "Where the fuck you been, bitch?"
Well now, Ollie was a big dude, six five or better, and had to weigh over three hundred pounds. Not a lot of it was fat, either. Angel had instinctively stepped behind me. He didn't like my grin.
"Call her a bitch again. See what it gets you. She's here to pay you the money she owes you, and when she does you and her are quits. Understand? She won't be working for you any more, and you won't bother her. She's kicked in an extra grand, as a thank you for your help. Take the money. We'll all be better off."
Ollie was beyond pissed. "Fuck that! I own this bitch. She'll do what I tell her."
I sighed. "I asked you not to call her that again."
"What ya gonna do, white boy? I'll kick your ass all over this yard and take your scratch just to teach you a lesson! I'll..."
That was all he got out before I knocked him on his ass. His boys rose up until the heard the slide rack, and looked to see Nat holding a .45. "You boys stay out of it. This will all be over soon."
While Nat had been a tunnel rat, I had been a Marine. A long range recon Marine, and I had my own set of skills. The big man was game and knew a little about fighting, but when it was over he was on the ground, his ass thoroughly kicked. I looked down on him as I spilled the bills, seven grand, over his body.
"Don't come around us no more. If you do, next time I won't stop. You hearin' me?"
The hundred dollar bills were spreading out in the breeze, and his boys were scrambling around to pick them up when we left. I looked at Nat and Angel. "Think it's over?'
Nat grinned. "Nope. You just kicked his ass in front of his home boys. He has to get back at you to save face. Watch your back, brother."
.................................................................
I had two more weeks of class, then I was takin' the summer off. I took Angel straight home, so she would be safe while I finished school. Uncle Buck kind of grinned when he met her. He'd married a Korean when he was there, and knew a little about mixed race relationships. Aunt Kim took to Angel immediately. They never had kids and suddenly she had someone to mother. Angel fit in just fine.
She cried when I left, scared to death for me. I grinned and told her I'd be just fine, but promised to be careful.
When I got back to Charlotte my apartment had been broken into and trashed. Everything I owned was either gone or in pieces. The upside was the landlord saw them and the cops got there in time to arrest two of them. Ollie's boys. He bonded them out, and they ended up with the shit beaten out of them. I had the perfect alibi, at home with witnesses, eighty miles away. Nat just grinned when I asked him about it. "I have no idea what you're talkin' about."
I did my last two weeks living out of a hotel room, and tried my best to get Nat to come back home with me. He declined, heading South to his family, tellin' me he'd see me in the fall.
"No you won't. I can't do school while I'm watching my back. Appalachian State has a similar program, and I'll finish my degree closer to home. You could come up, you know. It ain't that far from my house, and you could live with me."
"You already got a roommate. Best of luck, brother."
I knew I would probably never see him again, and it saddened me. I didn't make friends easily.
It seemed Ollie didn't want to leave it alone, and Nat, tired of him, did something no one suspected. He dropped dime on him, and he got caught receiving five pounds of skunkweed a week later. Ollie got free rent from the state for three to five years. He went to jail swearing he would kill me and Angel, but I didn't have to worry about him for a while.
By now school was over, and Nat came up to visit. We lazed around, smoked some very good weed, and relaxed. The second day he hit me with an idea. "Since your close freind has taken up residence in Raleigh, a supply vacuum has come up. It occurs to me that if you could set me up, we could both make a good bit of coin."
"You sure about that? I'd hate to have to visit you in jail, or you visit me."
"Unlike Ollie, I know how to run a tight ship. There won't be any loose ends. I've already recruited four dealers and I'll only sell to them. That way, if anybody rolls over on me, I'll know who to kill."
Honey was all for it, offering to courier the product. I didn't like thta idea at all. I called a few friends I knew I could trust, who also grew, and ran it by them. In the end, they were all for it. The weed would go far away, and be hard to trace back to them. For lack of better descriptions, we formed a co-op. Nat would get about three hundred pounds or better from five guys every year, and if he controlled distribution, it would last him. The profit would be enough to keep him in money while he finished school. Between us, we had about two hundred pounds left over from last season, so he took that to start his business. I made sure everyone involved knew I would guarantee their money if something went wrong.
By then it was late spring, so I started out the seeds in moist paper towels, then to small cups, then to pots. Probably sixty per cent of the plants never made it to the field, but I had the best shit in the area, so I made sure there were enough to supply my partners.
I took Angel with me to plant the fields, showing her the process. Every field we planted was only about a third of an acre and we planted close to the treeline to avoid detection. Angel really liked the canoe, so every third week or so our friends would join us and we'd float a river, stopping on sandbars to relax and maybe grill. The women all wore nice bathing suits, but Honey rocked the bikini she always wore.
It came in handy once, when a game warden stopped us to see if we were fishing. All we had in our coolers was beer and soft drinks, but most all of us had a joint or two. Honey started fooling with her top, saying it had become untied, and had one of the girls help her adjust it. The warden couldn't keep his eyes off the girls, and he wished us a good day and let us go. They giggled for miles.
Fall came, and we harvested our crop. It had been a good year, damn near perfect growing conditions, and we ended up with almost twelve hundred pounds. I had almost four just off my fields. I wouldn't get rich, but it was a nice chunk of change.
We dealt exclusive with Nat, although we shared a little with family and friends like we always did. I netted about sixty grand after Nat's cut. We decided to hide the money in plain sight. Buck got fifteen grand, and we decided to expand the farm. Sixty acres came up for sale just down the road, and we used his property as collateral and bought it, knowing we could pay the loan off anytime. He put it in both our names, just in case.
I was going back to school, and we decided to put a house on the land. I told Honey she was in charge of that, and after two months of looking we bought the biggest singlewide trailer we could find. It was brand new, and I let her furnish it, surprised at her conservative taste. She laughed. "You think the living room suite was going to be in purple crushed velvet or something? We're gonna raise kids in here, and I..."
It suddenly hit her what she said and she ran out of the house. I caught her at the end of the driveway and scooped her up, carrying her back to the house while she cried and tried to apologize. "You need to go on and hush now. I know we ain't said the words yet, but I'm carryin' you back in to our house, just like I will when we say the words. In case you miss my meaning, Angel Patrice Cunningham, will you marry me? I already got the ring, I was just waitin' for the right time to ask, and now seems good."
Angel was cryin' so hard I set her on the couch and walked into the bedroom, getting the box out of the sock drawer. I turned around just in time to catch her in full leap, knocking us back on the bed. We didn't leave it for four hours, but when we did the ring was on her finger.
After we calmed down, she asked questions. "Are you sure? A lot of people around here are still trying to get over the fact that you got a black girlfriend. How they gonna feel when we get married?"
"I don't give a fuck what other people think. If they can't handle it they don't need to associate with us anymore, because I damn sure I don't want to be friends with them. You already got a set of friends that will be happy for us, who gives a fuck about anyone else."
The wives and girlfriends of the guys we grew with had already accepted her as one of their own. She babysat for them a lot, because she volunteered to. We kept Jim's baby when he and his wife wanted a weekend away, and the way she doted over the little girl made me sure she'd be the perfect mother. If the girls were out somewhere and Honey was disrespected, the rants were epic. The community soon learned to leave them alone.
When Honey showed them the ring, the planning started. She wanted to be a spring bride, so we sat the date for early April. I had gone back to school and breezing through my classes. I was studying accounting, because I had always been good with numbers, able to solve complex problems in my head, and it was like I could just see it. I spent a lot of time from January until April working four nights a week for H & R Block, and they loved me. Between that and the farm, I could declare ligitimate income and keep the tax man from snooping around.
Nat came up over Christmas. He didn't have a family to speak of, much like Honey, so she declared him a brother. She often introduced him that way, and her nickname for him was "Bro". All our grow friends knew who he was, and they included him in any festivities they had planned.
I messed up and got him drunk from home brew Buck had made. He still had his still, and once or twice a year he would fire it up and run a batch, just to make sure he remembered how. It was smooth as silk but would knock you on your ass fast. We had all learned to pace ourselves.
I liked his peach brandy. He would let a peach get almost rotten, then toss it in a quart bottle and leave it for four or five months. Then he'd strain the pulp out, and it tasted so good you almost forgot how strong it was. It took Nat two days to recover, and when he left he had two quarts, as well as a gallon of the straight stuff. We nearly laughed our asses off over the story he told of taking two quarts of the straight stuff to a New Year's eve party, and how many got sick before the night was over. When they recovered they begged him to get them a bottle, but the business days were over for Buck, so he couldn't help them out.
I came home one day to see Honey and Buck in a field behind the house, talking and waving. "What are you guys doing?"
"Laying out a field. I'm figuring two acres ought to do it."
"And what are we supposed tro do with a two acre field, Uncle Buck?"
Honey spoke up. "We're going to grow tomatoes. I like tomatoes, and we need another income revenue in case anyone gets to wonderin' where our money comes from."
"You know anything about growing tomatoes?"
"Not a damn thing, but Buck is gonna teach me."
That led us to a new adventure. We had to build a greenhouse to start the plants, and after deliberation and a lot of consulting, we went with Rutgers, Yellow Boys, and Beefsteaks, proven commercial brands. A bonus to the greenhouse was I could start my pot plants in among the tomatoes. Then we had to transplant them, stake them, keep them weeded and free of pests, and make sure they had enough water to produce. It took all four of us, but we had a good crop, and made some money. Good money. They were already talking about doing two more acres of tomatoes, and maybe an acre apiece of of squash, cucumbers, and green beans.
We kept up our fields of pot, but it was getting a little more difficult. The river had grown in popularity for people canoeing and camping, and a couple of fields had been found by accident. One was raided, the other discovered by a citizen that turned it in, which led to the park service getting interested.



The decision was made to harvest a little early, which turned out to be a good thing, because a couple more fields were found. Nat was a little disappointed with the harvest, but not every year was a banner year. Still managed to net about thirty-five grand off our plots.
We even got a visit from the local sheriff. I remembered him from school, he was a senior the year I was a freshman, and he always seemed to keep a level head. I even voted for him when he ran. I was surprised when he remembered me, glad it was the wrong season, and my green house was empty.
We shot the breeze, and Honey got us a round of tea. While she was gone he changed subjects. "Look, what happens on public federal lands ain't none of my business, but there seems to be a few pot farmers in the area. I have to tell you I don't care, as long as it doesn't bleed over into my county. If you know any of those boys, you might want to tell them next year might not be the best time for a crop. Push comes to shove, I'll bust their ass and not lose sleep over it."
Honey returned with the tea, and he took a few vegetables home to his wife. When Honey offered he grinned. "Ma'am, are you trying to bribe a public official?" Then he laughed, and she loaded him down, giving him two watermelons and three cantalopes, besides the green beans and tomatoes.
"you guys ought to think about doing the local farmers markets. You got three within drivin' distance, and you could make a killin'."
So far, we'd been hauling everything to Asheville, to the commercial market set up by the state. I liked it because we dealt in bulk and didn't have to tie up a lot of time. Honey got all enthused and I figured my Saturdays were shot next year. I got the guys together and told them what the sheriff said. Two were all for not growing the next year, but the other two were hooked on the money.
............................
I was out of school now, with my own part time accounting business I ran from a building on the farm. I mostly did income taxes, but lately I'd been getting a lot of farm business, so I studied up on it. It helped our own farm when I learned what the benefits were.
When the next spring rolled around, we decided to do two small plots, far from or usual grounds, just for Nat. He'd got his own degree, becoming of all things, a history teacher. We had passed on what the sheriff had said, and he kept his visits to a minimum during the growing season.
That year we only made fifteen grand, but by now we were mostly legitmate and making good money from my business and the farm. Buck had added six acres on his place, and we hired neighborhood kids to help us in the summer. The parents were all for it and the kids liked the money. Honey made sure they had cold drinks, snacks, and lunch, and they adored her. It made her 'broody', and when she started hinting I told her to throw her pills away. She cried for an hour.
By now she was fully integrated into the community, and most people forgot she was half black, and they got really upset if a stranger used a slur. When she got pregnant they redecorated the small bedroom as a nursery, and the baby shower included almost everybody in the community. It was a small, rural community and we tended to be a bit clannish at times. We'd talk all the shit we wanted about each other, but let a stranger say something. It got so big they had to hold it in a church auxillary building.
Pregnancy did strange things to Honey's mental balance. Twice I caught her crying and when I asked her why she said it was because she was so happy. After having almost no family life or support, she couldn't get over how loved she was now.
We had a girl, and between Honey, Kim, and her friends she almost never hit the ground. I made sure I got plenty of daddy time, and when I told Honey we needed a couple of more of these, she giggled and said she wanted them spaced about two years apart.
....................................................
After talking about it over the winter, we decided this year would be our last in the pot business. Nat agreed, knowing if it ever got out his career would be over. He'd gotten married, and his wife liked our area, so he had feelers out with the local schools. Both he and his wife were black, and they couldn't get over how kind everyone was to them. I couldn't help thinking everyone knew that were associated with us might have something to do with it.
That spring, Nat gave us a heads up. "Ollie just got out of prison, and he's put the word out he thinks you narced him off. He's made new friends while he was inside, and it's a whole rougher crew than before. He hasn't done anything since he got out, but I thought you should know."
I wasn't really worried. The man could talk shit from 80 miles away, but he was a creature of the urban jungles, and he would be out of his element out here in the sticks. Besides that, he and any crew he could organize would stick out like a sore thumb, and the first time he spoke my name someone would let me know. He had no idea where I was, so I didn't worry much about it.
Nat and Brenda found a house and moved into our town. Brenda was also an accountant, and we were talking about opening a full operation as soon as our summertime adventures were finally over. He and I got into the peach brandy a little too heavily when they found out she was three months pregnant, and the girls laughed, then babied our sore heads and weak stomachs the next day. Honey brought her into our circle, and the Five, as we called ourselves, morphed into the Six. They all knew Nat had been our dealer, and they knew we had been his supplier.
There had been six of us before, but one grower got a little ambitious and grew way more than we considered safe, and when Nat wouldn't handle him he sought out other vendors. He got away with it the first year and made a mint, but got rolled over on by his new partners the next, and ended up in the state prison in Dallas. Much later, it was revealed he spent six months with Ollie, and when they talked about mutual business he mentioned my name, so Ollie knew coming out of prison where I was. He still had about a year to go, but gave Ollie some contacts.
It started out slow, by after a month we knew something was up. There were entirely too many strangers around and our names had come up in conversation. These strangers looked rough, and even though they were in cars for the most part, they had 'biker' written all over them. One of my friends recognized a few tats and called a meeting.
"These guys are part of the Zebras. Odd name, but they're some mean sonsofbitches. They all met in prison, all coming from different gangs, and merged after most of them got out. They get their name because it's about equally black and white membership, and they thought it was funny. No one ever laughed about it more than once. It would seem they're into a little bit of everything, drugs, girls, money laundering, robbery, muscle for heavy hitters, even murder, if the rumors are true. No one knows for sure because the cops never found anybody willin' to testify."
Of the Six, four were veterans and we all had family we could call on. We'd helped people plenty over the years so we felt we could count on them. It became routine to do daily checkins, and if one of us had to go check a field, they had backup that for the most part anyone looking would never see. We found a few footprints, and we redid some booby traps to inflict more than a little pain. We saw a man later on in town, sporting a really dark black eye and walking with a limp. He must have been the one who triggered the deadfall, a oak trunk about ten feet long and two feet around. He's lucky it didn't hurt him worse. He saw me grin and was halfway across the street when somebody grabbed him and pulled him back. I didn't get a good look but it was a big black guy that might have been Ollie.
..........................................................
Then I got a visit from the new Sheriff. Honey got us a glass of tea and went back to the baby. She had just learned to walk and was a handful. We watched as Honey pushed her on the swingset we'd put up, listening to the laughter and shrieks.
"You got a nicve family there, brother."
"I think so. Honey tells me you got a little boy and a newborn girl. Congratulations."
"Thanks. I moved here from Charleston for the slower pace and better weather. Crime is real low, and I make sure it stays that way. Been noticing some strangers lately, and it seems your name is on their lips a lot. Do we have a problem here?"
"Nothing that would concern you professionally. I'll handle it."
"I looked you up. Saw your service record. Then I checked your friends out. Lot of veterans in the group. Nat was a tunnel rat? Proves you never can tell, he looks just like the history teacher he's going to be soon. Consider this a courtesy visit from one veteran to another. Keep it out of the county. If it comes apart, everybody gets arrested, whether you're friends or not. We understand each other?"
"Sure do, Tim. Take some produce home to your family, all right?"
Her grinned for the first time. "Emily gave me a list of what Honey promised her." He left with a backseat full of tomatoes, squash, watermelons, and cantalopes. Honey had made me start taking her to church, which is where she met the Sheriffs' wife. Most of my buddies went as well, after all it was still a small town in the South.
We had a cookout (not a barbeque. Totally different thing in the South) after church, and I told them what Tim had said. It was getting close to harvest time, and we agreed that would be it for most of us. We all had families now and the thought of being dead or in jail didn't really appeal to us.
This year we grew farther away from home than we normally did, still on government land, but off a totally different river. It wasn't actually a river, but a large tributary of the one we normally grew along. We planted a few small patches in our old locations, as a distraction more than anything else. If they were looking here, they wouldn't be looking there. We'd put up a camoflaged dear stand over one field, and kept an overwatch just to see if anyone was paying attention. All three plots got hit the same week, and we recognized a few of the raiders, all Zebras. While they were doing that, we harvested our real fields, moving in late afternoon and loading up at night. One of our guys had an uncle who had old tobacco barns, and we 'leased' one short term. He said if anyone asked he hadn't been around it in a year and had no idea how the pot got there.
...............................................................................
We thought we were through with the Zebras and relaxed a bit. Nat had contacted a man he trusted, who bought everything we had for a very good price. Since it was our last year, we planted a lot more than ever, and my cut was almost a hundred grand, the most we'd ever made. Brenda and I were keeping ourselves awake at night trying to figure out how to bleed the money into legitimate accounts.
The raids had netted the Zebras about thirty pounds of pot. It was worth some money but not nearly the big payday they were expecting, so Ollie came up with a plan. He was going to shake us down, make us pay him to leave us alone. He overplayed his hand, letting his intentions be known earlier than they planned.
Honey had our little girl while I was off dealing with the buyer, so she decided to walk over to Buck's, to see Kim. Kim had become grandma to our baby, and would keep her every time she could get her hands on her. Buck had a soft spot for her as well, judging by the pony he bought her. Shelly would coo and reach for him, and he'd turn to mush. She was two, and I thought the pony a bit much.
There wer two motorcycles in the yard, and Honey immediately pulled back to the barn. She distracted Shelley with the pony, and slipped out the back, coming in through the kitchen door. What she saw chilled her blood. Buck was on the floor out cold, and one big guy had Kim down, pulling at her clothes. Honey didn't think, she acted.
We had a corn crop that year, and the squirrels were wreaking havoc with it, climbing the stalk and eating the ears. Honey took it personally, and declared war. I picked up a little twenty guage shotgun that had been cut down almost to the point of being useless as a hunting weapon, but made an excellent squirrel killer. She would hang them on the pasture fence beside the field, hoping it would discourage them from coming over. Squirrels don't have much of a survival instinct, it would seem, and there would be as many as twenty at any given time hanging there. She started cutting the tails off for a friend who made fishing lures with them. He finally told her to stop because he had a five year supply.
Honey had checked the cornfield before coming over, and had the shotgun dangling from a strap across her back. She immediately pulled the gun around and let the guy trying to get his pants down have a load of bird shot right in his ass. The boom, and the scream, distracted the other biker, who got the other barrel in the crotch. They were rolling around screaming and bleeding while she calmly reloaded.
Buck came to when the shotgun went off and came up madder than hell. When he saw Kim's ripped clothes, he went quiet. Honey told me later it was like all the sounds in the house and yard had been sucked out of existence. He kicked the guy with the ruined crotch in the head, knocking him out. Kim, being an old fashioned woman, grabbed a rolling pin she had been using to roll out the crusts for the pies she was making when she got interrupted, and slammed it into the head of the guy with the raw ass so hard we all heard the crunch. His days of rape and mayhem were permanently over.
Honey and Kim helped Buck load them into the back of his truck. Honey was going with him, but he told her no. "You stay with Kim and tell your husband and I'll handle this. If you don't know you can't say, and besides, a lady shouldn't witness what's going to happen to these assholes."
Three weeks later a fisherman found them in the river, or more correctly, what was left of them. The catfish and carp had been at them pretty good, and when they noticed there was no sexual equipment present, they just assumed the fish ate it. They probably did, after Buck cut it off the still living assholes and tossed them in the creek. He then gutted them, filled the stomach cavity with rocks, and sank them in a deep hole.
The authorities found the birdshot, and the location of the wounds made them believe it was mountian justice gone wrong. Birdshot doesn't leave traceable ballistic evidence, there were no witnesses, no rumors on the streets, so there was no trail to follow. It took them another month to identify them, and when they discovered what kind of people they were dealing with, they didn't pursue it, privately thinking it was good riddance to bad people.Tim came to see me as soon as they discovered the bodies.
"I thought I told you not in my county?"
"First, I don't know what you're talking about. If it's about those two bodies that got found the other day, they were two counties away from here. I didn't do it, and really don't care who did."
"If you say so. There was a few bikers in town, asking about some missing friends. What little was found over in Rutherford kinda matches the description of the guys they were looking for. They pulled out right after the announcement was made. I'm going to tell you this once. I don't care what you do out of my jurisdiction, but if you bring it to me everybody involved will go down. I'll make it my mission in life, you understand?"
"I do."
He was so pissed he left before Honey could give him his basket. As he got into his car he had a few final words. "I don't know why I'm telling you this, but the Zebras have rented some private land the next county over. The sheriff checked them out, and they told him they were going to turn it into a campground for their friends and family. They haven't broken any laws, but it looks like they're not leaving. Word has it the Feds are going to be here next week. Get your ducks in a row, I'd hate for Honey and your baby to visit you in jail, or worse, put flowers on your grave."
He left in a spray of gravel. I immediately got on the phone, calling my friends and telling them to meet me at Buck's. The women all knew what we did, so they showed up as well and soon started putting a meal together, the older kids watching out for the smaller ones. It was a typical gathering of close friends except for the seriousness of the situation. Billy's wife gathered up the kids and took them outside to catch fireflies as we talked. I laid out everything Tim had said, and while I didn't admit anything, they knew the recent killings fell at my door. They also knew it wouldn't have happened if it weren't a life or death situatiton.
I finished up and left it to them. "What do want to do about it?"
A couple voted for all out war but the rest calmed them down. In the end, we decided to pay the Zebras a social call, to see if we couldn't come to some kind of accomodation.
.......................................................................
I rolled up the dirt road in my truck, stopping when I came to the end. They might be bikers, but they had a nice layout, grass cut, plenty of shade trees, three portajohns, and an old fashioned hand pump for water. There was about a dozen laying around, but they all drifted over in my direction.
One seemed to be the spokesman. "What you want?"
His eyes went wide when I told him my name, and pretty soon they were hollerin' in front of a tent, and the big man himself came out. Prison may have fucked him up, but all that time with nothing to do except work out made him look hard as a rock, muscles bulging out of his wifebeater. He stood for a minute sneering before he grinned.
"You got a lot of balls for a white boy. What makes you think you're going to walk out of here?"
"Oh, I don't think that will be a problem."
One reached for a pistol and Buck dropped a full thirty round magazine right behind them, close enough to kick dust up on them. Most of them whirled around and paled. Buck was seating another magazine. Billy was grinning, the M16 pointed in their general directions. The rest had pump or automatic shotguns, except Jake. He had al old double barreled goose gun in 10 gauge, and when he pointed it at you the barrel looked big enough to walk into. They had weapons, a few pistols, a shotgun ot two, but they weren't to hand.
"Got your attention yet? These are the boys you're trying to steal from. They looked like they're worried to you? We walked right up on you, the next time we'll be in the bushes and you'll never see it coming. Why don't we have a seat?"
We made them sit at a couple of picnic tables and explained how life worked. "You wanna camp here? Camp here. It ain't our business, just like ours is none of yours. Your fearless leader is carrying a grudge that could get you killed if he don't draw his horns in."
There was a guy there who looked really nervous. He was dressed a lot better and you could tell he wasn't a biker. "You! Who are you?"
He admitted he was their buyer, come up to look at his product. I spelled it out for him. "All this man has is what he showed you. If he gets any more it will cost him a pretty high price, and we'll be very, very upset. Understand?"
I'd made him show his drivers license. "We know who you are now. Shit goes south, you'll be one of the first ones we look up, and we won't be happy."
He waved his hands. "I'm a businessman. I'll buy what I can, where I can. I'm hoping to establish some good business relationships while I'm here. It looks like I might be dealing with the wrong people, so I'll get out of the way. You boys settle this between you and I'll deal with whoever wins."



"Thank you for your interest, but we have no idea what you're talking about. We have a few friends, though, who might be interested in a business relationship. Give us a way we can contact you."
He gave us a phone number and looked at a very pissed off looking Ollie. "I'm leaving now. Let me know when you work out your differences. You know how to contact me."
We watched him get into a '79 Caddy and drive off. I had wondered who it belonged to. Turning, I grinned at Ollie. "This is your only warning. Pack your shit and disappear for a while. Come back next spring, it's really pretty around here then."
"If you didn't have us boxed I'd kill you."
I grinned "You might. If you remember, things didn't go so well the last time we tangled. You pack a mean punch, though, and I don't want to go home with bruises. You made your play, man. Let it go."
I turned around to the bikers. "Well, there it is, all layed out. Think hard before you do something stupid. We'll be going now."
I backed up and turned around, and the boys faded back into the woods. I hoped we'd made our point, but you can't expect much when greed and pride were involved.
...............................
Things were quiet for two weeks. Most of the bikers pulled up stakes and left Ollie, but a week later another half dozen showed up. It was easy to see these were the badasses of the group.
Then Jeremiah went missing. He was the only single one among us, and there was a honkytonk he liked to hang out at. They found his pickup there four days later when people started asking about him, and his body was found three days after that. He'd been beaten to death, in as vicious a manner as possible and it was almost impossible to recognize him because every bone on his face had been smashed. It took some restraint, but we didn't go after who we knew did it. Oh, we would eventually, but our guy was going to get his product, and we wanted it gone first. I knew Tim and his deputies were watching, but we went about our business, farming, working, going to church. The only variation in our routine was to know where everyone was at all times and that our families were watched over.
Two days before the pickup was going to be made, Billy's cousin came out to the farm, walking out to the tomato fields. I greeted him and offered a cool drink, wanting him out of the field and away from the half dozen teenagers we had helping us. After we got our drinks, tea for me and a beer for him, he gave me his news.
"You have to promise me that no one knows what I'm about to say. Remember Josh?"
Josh was one of our original growers but had broken off with us a couple of years ago, wanting to farm on a grander scale. He'd managed to get busted the next year, but they didn't catch him with much, and he did six months in county. He swore one of us had ratted him out, and we didn't get along that great. I nodded.
"Well, my cousin Jenny dated him for a while. She saw him the other day and he was high as kite. He was bragging about something, a big shipment he was going to help jack. A biker came up and dragged him away, after he told Jenny not to listen to the bragging of a drunk, but she didn't believe it. She managed to hear him talking about a tobacco barn and Tuesday morning. I thought you should know. I won't ask, but if you get a chance, make them pay for Jeremiah. He was my favorite cousin."
This was on a Thursday. I talked to the group, and we came up with a plan.
I thought about it Monday night. The little hobby we'd started for a steady supply and a little pocket change had gotten way out of hand. We all swore this was the end of it. The only thing that let me get some sleep was Honey snuggled up against me. I absently rubbed her three month baby bump that was just beginning to show, and knew I had to do it, or we'd never be safe again.
We met on the dirt road leading to the barn before daylight and got into position. I looked at every one of them. "We have to end this or we'll never sleep safe. No survivors, agreed?"
Buck was a Korea Conflict vet, and he'd been in some pretty hairy stuff. Nat was a tunnel rat, slight of frame with balls the size of King Kong's. Alvin was the oldest of us at fifty-four, but he'd been on the beach in Normandy and fought in the Battle of the Bulge. Billy had done a tour as a gunner for Hueys'. We knew how to kill, had killed, and knew that today we weren't in some far off lands fighting for grand principles. We were just miles from our homes, fighting for our families. These assholes were here to rob and kill us, all to stroke one man's ego. Well that, and to make a bunch of cash. There would be no mercy.
None of them looked comfortable, but all looked determined and nodded. There were three of us in the bushes on one side of the road, four on the other. Our weapon of choice were shotguns, loaded with buckshot. No ballistics, we'd pick up all the empties, and we'd just disappear.
The spot was perfect. It was a dead end dirt road with no houses close, only one way in or out. If things went according to plans, it would be easy. It almost went off the rails when Honey and two more of the wives showed up, including Kim. I had forgotten that Honey was a child of the streets and knew about fighting for survival, and Kim came from a wartorn country where survival could be downright iffy at times. The third woman was Billy's wife, pale as a ghost but determined to defend her family.
Honey grinned. "Don't even think about trying to talk us out of this. If we let them continue, and they got desperate, how long do you think it would take them to go after our kids. We have decided that is unacceptable. Just so you know, Lynne is back at the house with her med kit, in case her services are needed."
Lynne was a wife, and a nurse practitioner, a handy skill to have. We positioned them just past us, with instructions to stop anyone trying to get away. I grinned when I saw Honey had my old 870, a twelve guage pump. She also had her little double barrel slung across her back.
I was carrying a police model Bennelli, holding ten in the tube and one in the chamber. I had super hot loads in it, and I could blow a hole through a truck with it. We lay in the bushes in the hot sun, and I reflected that I never thought my life would ever come to this, but it had, and if I had to defend my family from a mad dog, I was willing to be far more rabid than anything these assholes had ever encountered.
We heard them coming, the rumble of the bikes announcing them. They had three big box trucks, two guys in both trucks, four bikes in front, four behind. Ollie was riding in the passenger side of the first truck. We agreed to hit the bikes first, so I led one and fired. He and the bike went over instantly. It was the signal, and for the next five minutes the shotguns boomed. The guys in the trucks managed to get a few shots off, but they had nothing to shoot at. One biker in the rear managed to turn around, and Nat jumped on a bike that hadn't been hit and took off after him. I didn't even know he knew how to ride a motorcycle.
Buck and I walked the road, looking for survivors. There were two, and Buck slid his Kabar in their throats so there would be no noises. Seven dead bikers, five guys in the truck. I looked for Ollie and didn't see him, then found a trail of blood coming from ther passenger side of the second truck. Honey was beyond pissed.
"I had him, and just when I pulled the trigger one of the bikers stumbled in front of him. I managed to put some in him, and he was cussin' a blue streak when he took off. Track him down, honey, and end that motherfucker!"
I was pretty good at reading tracks, so I called to Buck and started after him. Ollie didn't know the land, and he ran in the wrong direction, towards the river and away from roads. I tracked him to the river from blood splatter, flashing back to my service. This wasn't the first time I'd tracked a wounded enemy. The trail ended at a deep pool in the river, a favorite swimming spot for teens, and seemed to stop. I wondered if he fell in when I heard a whisper of sound behind me. It was enough to make me drop and turn, and the knife swiped where I'd been standing a second before. His momentum took him by me, and I tackled him. Soon we were rolling around in the dirt. He was a lot stronger than me, but he'd been wounded and he didn't have the will to live that I did. I barely felt the blade slide along my ribs before I grabbed his hand and throat.
He kneed me in the balls, and I let go. Rising up, he grinned, sure he had me.
"Hey asshole!"
He turned to see Honey in a full rage. She stuck her switchblade in his neck, and I dragged him backwards into the pool. We thrashed around for a few minutes and I felt him drop the knife, so I put my hands around his throat and squeezed, shoving his head under water. His eyes were burning with hate as he went under, and I held him down long enough for the bubbles to stop.
He floated back to the top as I fell back, his sightless eyes staring into the sun. I heard a sound and looked up to see Buck and Billy on the bank. They pulled me out, then pulled Ollie out. Buck slapped a field dressing on my ribs and helped me back to the road. Honey smiled, the smile of the Angel of Death, pulling her knife out of his neck and wiping it on his clothes before returning it to her pocket.
"Ready to clean this mess up, Honey?"
The rest of the guys looked a little sick as they loaded bikes and bodies into the trucks. We stashed them in the barn, and I grinned at the empty space. We'd sent the product on two days before, so even if they hit the barn, all they'd have to show for it would be molded hay.
......................................................................................
That night, under a full moon, I took the backhoe and dug a deep hole on federal land, and we tossed the bodies and the bikes in, replacing the carefully cut sod back over the scar in the land. They were found, ten years later, and it was a big thing for a while, but we'd poured some farm chemicals over them before closing the hole up, and there wasn't much left. If it weren't for the serial numbers on the bike they would have never known who they were. The trucks were driven a hundred miles away and dumped over a bank on a lonely mountain road. We'd wiped them clean, then set them on fire before pushing them over. The burned out hulks were found three days later.
A week after that Tim came by.
He got out of the car, grinning at the way I moved. "You all right?"
Lynne had put twenty stitches in me. I waved a hand. "Slipped gettin' off the tractor. I'll be fine in a day or so."
"Was out this way, and Emily wanted me to get some stuff Honey had promised her. I heard you're gonna be a daddy again."
"Five more months," I said, grinning with pride.
Honey came out and hugged him. "I hear he's not the only one."
It was his turn to grin. "We're about a month behind you. She wants a girl this time."
"Yeah, that's what she said. We already got a Princess, so I'd like it to be a boy, but we'll see."
She fillted around, geting the veggies ready, while we sat on the porch.
"Hear about them burned out trucks?"
"The ones in Tennessee?"
"Yeah. They tracked them back to the place that rented them, and guess whose name came up? Your old friend Ollie. They suspect it was part of a drug deal went wrong. There were more than a few bullet holes in them."
"He'll get what's coming to him one of these days."
"I'm sure he will. You know the whole crew disappeared? Just pulled up stakes and left."
"Good."
He sighed. "Yeah, I'm glad they set up in someone else's back yard. Maybe things will be quieter now."
He paused for a minute before asking. "It will, won't it? Get quieter?"
"Probably, but how the hell would I know? To quote Max Yasgar, I'm just a farmer."
He grinned every time he saw me, and retired after thirty years. The man who took his place wasn't half the sheriff he was. He was by the book, while Tim was able to adjust to the situation, and if no one one was getting hurt, he was much more relaxed.
....................................................................................................
No one ever spoke of that year again. All of us stopped growing, except for a few plants for personal use. Pot growing was still big business, there was even a Time cover of a man wearing overalls, a ball cap, and a bandana over his face, holding an M16. The title was "North Carolina Farmer." At the time, we were the fourth largest grower in the country. The Feds got used to people using Park land to grow on, and were much more aggressive, using planes, helicopters, and ATV's, and a lot of people got caught. A lot more got by, so the trade continued.
I laugh about it now, thinking it will probably be legal before I pass. Our kids, all three of them, were grown now. Shelley inherited Buck and Kim's farm. Our son Walter will probably take over for us when we fully retire. Little Nat followed his godfather's footsteps and became a teacher. Nat' son would be taking over the accounting office in the next few years. I'm 63 now, and my long blond hair is mostly white now. I started to cut it a bunch of times, but Honey threatened to whip my ass every time I bring it up.
Honey was 59, looking 35, in my eyes anyway. She's a mainstay at the Farmers Market, but lets Walter handle the commercial market in Asheville. If you want to launder money a little bit at a time, farmers markets are the way to do it. It's a cash business, and no one would hold out on Uncle Sam, right?
We're going out, down to Charlotte to spend the night and go to the Double Door. We'd go about once a year, if someone we really wanted to see was there. It had been a mainstay in Charlotte for over 40 years, and rumor had it they were closing next year. It saddened us, but all things pass, I guess.
We were giggling when we came through the doors, I'd brought along a couple of fat joints, and we'd smoked them on the way down. I watched as Honey shook her ass to the music, grinning at guys half her age trying to hit on her. The girls there would seek me out, asking if I was an old hippie. I'd just laugh and ask who they were calling old.
We looked exactly what we were, a harmless old couple out for a night, reliving memories. If asked, Honey would tell you not to let the clothes fool you, I wasn't always a farmer. There were fourteen bodies lying in an unmarked hole on Federal lands who could attest to that. It also meant she wasn't the kindly grandmother everyone thought she was. Oh, she doted on them, but try to touch one and the street girl would come out, knife flashing. But if you left us alone and respected us, we'd do anything we could for you.
We fell in bed at the hotel that night, and for a brief time we were the wounded vet and the smartass street hustler who saved each other. After we'd exhausted each other, she draped herself across me and went to sleep, her hands locked around my arm.
Looking back, I thought I was the luckiest man alive the day she tried to jack me. Honey still brought up how we met once in a while, grinning. In the annals of love, it was a most unsual start.
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What were the odds?
.........................................................................................................................................
I was in a pretty good mood. I had just acquired a business I'd been after for a while, and it took a bit of doing. Some of the things I did were sneaky, underhanded, and borderline illegal, but I got away with it. That should impress Dad.
I was still riding my high when I got to the office the next day. and when I entered my office, my PA went over the day with me. It was nothing out of the ordinary until I came to an email from my lawyer, asking me to contact him immediately, with an attachment. Curiosity got to me and I opened it.
IT'S OFFICIAL! HELL HAS FROZEN OVER!
"Today, the town of Hell, Idaho, is completely frozen over. A freak ice storm hit the area last night, and everything is covered in a thick layer of ice. Nothing can move in the streets unless you have a large four-wheel drive with a good set of chains, and the mayor has declared an emergency. Only the police or emergency vehicles are allowed on the streets until further notice, and if you require emergency assistance, please call the hotline we've established. Emergency shelters have been opened at the local schools, and anyone needing to find shelter should call the police department.
"The predicted highs for the next few days are in the low twenties, and the nights could get down to zero, so there won't be a thaw for at least a week. Stay tuned to KRBX for further instructions."
I called Ben. "I read the article. Do we need to give a donation to a relief fund?"
"That's always a good idea, public relations wise, but that's not why I called. Remember your divorce?"
Wow, that brought back memories. The asshole had the nerve to cheat on me! It would seem he didn't care if he got caught, and he didn't try to hide it. We hadn't been getting along, and looking back, I knew I spent way too much time in the office and not enough on the marriage, but it didn't justify cheating. I went scorched earth in the divorce, and surprisingly, given my worth, he didn't particularly try to fight it. I ended up giving him the house, his cars, half the checking and savings at the time, and he got a chunk of my trust fund. We came from old money and were acquiring more as hard as we could go, so it was substantial. Due to a prenup with a cheating clause, he could only get ten per cent, but it was still a good many millions.
The only thing he asked for at all was a chance to speak to me for an hour, but I was so pissed I fought it tooth and nail. Finally, I gave his lawyer a notarized contract, saying I would speak to him when hell froze over, and not a minute before. In the end, he stopped trying, but he kept the paperwork.
Now, five years later, it seems it had come back to bite me on the ass. "Seriously? He knows that's not enforceable, and that I was never talking about a physical place."
"Anybody with any sense would know that, but the fact that you didn't specify which hell, even though you were speaking metaphorically, negates that outlet. He has a pretty good lawyer and he's pushing it. His lawyer told me it would be in your best interest to talk to him, saying he could make it very uncomfortable if you renege."
"It's been five years, and it's done and dusted. What can he do?"
"Well for starters, he can sue you for breach of contract. He may or may not win, but it'll splash your name all over the news for days. The media will have a field day with it. Paparazzi will hound the hell out of you, much less what mainstream media will do. There's a lot of streaming news services out there that don't like your father very much; think they'll let a golden opportunity like that slip away? They'll be so far up your company's ass you'll feel them in the back of your throat."
I thought about that for a minute. We weren't really popular right now, and this could hurt business. "Throw a couple of million at him, Ben, and make it go away."
He sighed. "All right, but you need to remember that money doesn't seem to matter much to him. He could have taken a much harder stance during the divorce, and you'd have ended up paying him a lot more than you did."
"Try."
"All right, you're the one paying me, but you also pay for my advice and I'm telling you, it might not go the way you think. 'Bye, Jasmine."
"'Bye, Uncle Ben. Tell Alice I expect her next month for the shopping trip."
He chuckled, but it was a dry chuckle. "Shopping spree is a better term. I think she spends half our annual income on those trips."
"Well then, it's a damn good thing you're a hotshot lawyer worth millions. Bring me good news."
"I'll talk to you soon, Pumpkin. Have fun on the trip."
................................................................................................
"He's filed a suit for breach of contract. Fifty million. I'd normally laugh at that, but he's hired Aubrey Melton. If you want a shark, I'm pretty good. If you want a megalodon, you hire her. This could get really ugly really fast."
I didn't get it for a minute. "What in the world are you talking about, Uncle Ben?"
"Your ex. He filed suit in his local jurisdiction. You're gonna have to go down there and appear."
"Not that I'm about to dignify this bullshit, but where is 'down there'?
"North Carolina."
I let out a big exhale. "The land of NASCAR, tobacco, and cousin loving? No way in hell."
He was silent for a minute. "Not to put too fine a point on it, but you don't have a choice. I can fight it, delay it as long as I can, but sooner or later we're going to run into some old school, Foghorn Leghorn judge, and then it gets ugly."
"Who's Foghorn Leghorn?"
There was another long silence. "Jesus, I'm getting old. Never mind, honey. The point is you're going have to woman up, put on the big girl drawers, and talk to him."
I giggled. "Big girl drawers? You really are getting old. Delay it as long as you can, and he might just give up."
"The odds of that happening are about as likely as me suddenly sprouting a full head of hair after 40 years of baldness. He waited five years before he caught you on a technicality. You really think he's gonna give up?"
I knew my ex, or at least I thought I did. One thing I remembered most about him was his tenacity, especially if he thought he was right. With that in mind, I came to a decision. "Jerk him around for three more months, then set it up."
That didn't happen. What did was he finally get hold of an old school Judge, who told Ben, in his words, "Make sure she knows I ain't foolin' around anymore. Her butt ain't in that seat in three weeks, I'll issue a bench warrant for failure to appear and have her extradited. Make sure she understands, counselor."
I dug my heels in and blew off the court date. Two days later an embarrassed policeman came to the office, and gave me a choice. I could walk out willingly, or he would cuff me and perp walk me out of the building. I got my PA to call Ben, and got in his car. He apologized about a dozen times because my company was a big deal in this town, and I finally told him to relax. "I get it, it's your job. You've treated me very fairly, and I hold no ill will towards you." He even held the doors for me when we walked into the city jail.
I never got locked up, they put me in their best interrogation room, and offered me all kinds of refreshments. Ben showed up twenty minutes later, looking grim.
"Thank God," I said, standing up, "Let's collect my stuff and get out of here."
He looked at me for just a minute, his expression saying it all. "You might as well sit down, honey, we're going to be here for a while. You failed to appear in court, and you're on remand for extradition. It usually takes three or four days for the representatives of whatever jurisdiction wants you to show up, sometimes a week. They usually don't let people in your situation loose before trial. After all, if you were already supposed to appear and didn't, there's a good likelihood you won't again."
I started to panic. Damn my stubborn ex-husband to hell! He never lets up, especially when he thinks it's right. "Set the date and fly him up here."
He shook his head. "That might have worked nine months ago. Now it ain't gonna fly. You've pissed the wrong people off, rural area people who never heard of you and don't give a damn about your wealth. This time Mountain, you have to go to Mohamed, at a time of his choosing. You have to appear before a Judge tomorrow for arraignment, and you better make sure you play for sympathy, and make promises you can keep when you talk to him. I'm pretty sure I can get you sprung, but it'll cost you. Have you told your father what's been going on?"
I cringed, remembering the conversation. My father hated my husband while we were together, mostly because he wasn't suitably impressed with the family, and made it plain he didn't give a shit about his opinions. He once told him he was just plain stupid if he went ahead with plans to acquire a competitor of the company he was involved with, and Daddy bought it out of spite. It turned out to be the worst decision of his career, and cost him a bundle. Eric never said anything, but he'd grin every time it was on the news or in the papers, which ended up pissing me off. That didn't seem to bother him as much as I thought it should, which made me rethink the whole dynamic of our relationship. It was very, very hard for me not to be the dominant one in any relationship, and while he didn't bully me, he made it damn clear to me that ours was a partnership, and if I didn't feel the same way I should take steps to dissolve it. That scared the shit out of me because I did love him, all the way to when I found out he cheated.
It's funny how I went from loving wife to raging bitch so fast, but it just flew all over me that he had the balls to cheat on me. I was THE PACKAGE, built like a Greek goddess, brains off the charts, and my face might not have launched ships, but it managed to get a few noses damaged when guys walked into doors and walls. Plus, the woman he cheated with, despite having a very good body, was average at best, lookswise. I gave him everything, nothing sexual was off the table, and I was pretty insistent we make love or just plain fuck at least four times a week. Of course, it was kind of scripted around my schedule and it irritated him no end that when he initiated it, I shut him down four times out of five.
I did that, one, because my schedule kept me hopping and I had to manage my time closely, and two, to reaffirm who had the upper hand in the relationship. I sometimes wondered if me micromanaging our sex lives drove him into the arms of another, but she was a NOBODY! She had no money, no prospects, no... nothing, but he still threw his marriage away for her. Even odder to me, he never pursued her once the divorce was over. Instead, he sold the house and disappeared for about four months.
He reemerged with a position in a new startup, located in the Research Triangle, doing who knows what. It must have been successful, though, because he and his partners got featured in a regional magazine for their success. Not that I kept up with him. I heard a couple of years later he remarried. I thought about sending her the transcripts of our divorce and maybe a picture or two, but decided to let it go. Besides, I was engaged to a nice young man my father heartily approved of. He worshipped the ground I walked on and had absolutely no spine. It was a match made in heaven.
....................................................................................................................................
I stayed at the police department that night, and one of the wives brought over some thick comforters and overstuffed pillows. The door wasn't locked, and they gave me my laptop in case I wanted to work. They even offered me an interrogation room as an office. The next morning, I thanked them graciously for their kindness and donated ten grand to their summer sports program.
I appeared before a judge, and while he was kind, he made it clear I had to comply with the order or I'd be back in jail, over at county in the general population area, until he saw fit to turn me loose. "You have one week to resolve this or you're back before me. Understand?"
Ben heartily assured him I would comply, and just to be sure, he made me put up a $250,000 cash bond, which I would lose immediately if I didn't comply. I shivered as we walked out of court, and Uncle Ben kissed me, and told me to make damn sure I made that appointment.
"You don't even have to be civil to him, but you do have to spend an hour in conversation. Try to keep it light and the shouting matches to a minimum. Don't make me come down to the sunny South to get you."
.....................................................................................................................
I took the smallest company jet down, arriving at the Raleigh airport at nine AM, an ungodly hour for a Saturday. I had my personal assistant, a makeup artist, and my personal hairdresser along, wanting to rub in his face what he lost. It was a ninety-minute drive to his house, and it galled me no end I had to go to him. I'd tried to book a small conference room at one of the local convention centers, but he flatly refused, and the judge concurred. "It took him over five years and an act of God and nature to get you here, so we're gonna do it how he wants."
At least I got to enjoy my ride. I'd made sure I got a Mustang convertible, and if not for mussing my impeccably perfect hair, I'd have had the top down the whole way. Maybe on the way back. The city streets gave way to countryside after forty minutes, and it was rolling farmland and wooded hills for the most part. It was very pastoral and calming, and I couldn't help but comparing it to my twenty-fifth, top floor condo. Yes, the views were spectacular, but you were so far above everything it was like the view from an airplane.
GPS directed me into a long and winding driveway, ending at a large house, old by the looks of it, with a huge front and back porch. I was surprised to find out it was quite modern, barely four years old. No one met me as I got out, and the first thing I noticed was the smell. It was clear, scented with the flowers and plants in the beds around the porch and it reminded me of my grandmother's house when I was five or six.
I didn't really have a firm appointment, he'd just specified sometime after noon, so I wasn't surprised when no one met me at the door. I was about to ring the bell again when I heard voices and two people came around the house. One was a girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, I have no interactions with kids past talking to them at company picnics, or the child friendly Christmas party we have every year, so I had no basis to judge. I could tell she was pretty, past the gangling puppy stage, and starting to develop a woman's body, with big green eyes and blond hair so light it was almost white.
What shocked me was her companion. It was Shane, and he was wearing overalls! He had always been immaculately dressed, either casually in crisp jeans and a pullover, or in a designer suit tailored to his exact specifications. I wondered if he was a farmer now?
He and the girl stopped and stared for a second, and then he grinned. "Ah, there you are."
I glared at him, a lot of emotions bubbling up. "Not because I want to be. That was a pretty sneaky thing you did, Shane. Can we please get this over with so I can go back to my life and forget you ever existed?"
His grin never wavered, and I suddenly remembered how cool he could be under pressure. "Of course."
Then he looked at the child, "Missy, will you get us a couple of iced teas? I think we'll sit on the veranda, to enjoy the breeze."
"Yes, Daddy."
Daddy? When the hell had that happened? He saw my confusion and smiled. "I got the bonus package when I remarried. Please, sit."
He was up on the porch by then, indicating the deeply padded wicker furniture. It was surprisingly comfortable. The girl came out with a tray. "Cookies." She grinned. "I made them myself."
She gave Shane a hug and started down the steps, calling back over her shoulder that she was going to go to the barn. Then she stopped and looked me in the eye. "I'm sorry about Grandma Laurel, I loved her a lot."
Laurel was my mothers' name. I glared at Shane. "What was that about?"
His eyes got tight and I knew I had struck a nerve. "You don't get to talk about that, unless it's off the clock. Shall we begin?"
He made a show out of setting the timer on his phone.
.....................................................................................................................
"Did you ever love me? Or did you love the idea of me, the faithful and loyal husband, always available as arm candy for your events, who you could boss around with impunity?"
"What the hell! Of course, I loved you. That's why it pissed me off so bad when you cheated on me. You knew that was a deal breaker. I couldn't let you get away with that!"
"I wasn't trying to get away with anything. It was pretty easy to spread the word, to make sure it got back to you."
I thought my blood pressure was gonna blow my head off. "You did it deliberately? You motherfucker! Did I mean that little to you?"
He looked incredibly sad for a second, before the small grin reappeared. "You meant the world to me the whole of our marriage, until the last few months. Do you ever know the name of the woman?"
"Claire Houston! I'll never forget the name of that slut!"
"And that name didn't ring a bell with you?"
"No, why the fuck should it?"
"Let me backtrack for a second. How about Nelson Houston? Is it coming back to you? Tall, blond, good looking, and according to you, the ability to fuck like a robot? He was her husband."
There was a sudden roaring in my ears. No one knew, and we were extremely careful. I recovered and took the offense, even though I knew I was going to lose. "What the hell are you talking about? The name isn't familiar to me."
He reached around the table and pulled out a folder. Flipping through until he found what he was looking for, then looked at me and... grinned. "Maybe the term Fuck Monkey will jar your memory. I have you calling him that on tape, and I can play it for you if you give me a second."
Tears leaked from my eyes. No one was ever supposed to know. I thought we covered our tracks well. I sighed. "I take it she was his wife?"
"Yes, and I'd still be the blind fool in love with you if she hadn't approached me. You were really slick, him, not so much. He fuckin' bragged about banging you, like it would improve his reputation among his business associates! Nobody believed him at first, so he took pictures. There's probably still a video of you blowing him floating around the internet somewhere. Might want to have Uncle Ben look into that; you can clearly see your face in it. Again, I have a copy, if you want to relive it."
I didn't exactly faint, but I lost all cognizance for a few seconds. When I could focus, it was on his face. He didn't look triumphant, or happy, in fact he looked really depressed. Then he shook himself, and despite my brain screaming at me not to, I started babbling.
"It's not what you think! I never meant to hurt you, and I tried my best to keep it away from us. It was only once or twice, and then I came to my senses! I almost confessed because the guilt was so strong, but even though I knew you would forgive me, but I didn't want to be the cause of your pain."
He looked at the folder again. "It was a minimum of nine months, if the reports are accurate, and I used your money to get the very best. And yet, while you knew I would forgive you, you didn't extend the same courtesy to me when my affair was exposed."



He was not supposed to know. Never. Then he pulled out another folder and glanced through it. "You took up with him less than three months after you ended it with Charles Goodnight. He claimed he was a direct descendant of the legendary cowboy, even wore that stupid cowboy hat everywhere. What was your favorite position with him? Cowboy? Reverse cowboy, or maybe he did you doggie and rode you like a mare in heat. What ended that affair? It's a little murky there at the end, and I found I didn't care enough to find out."
I felt faint. How much did he know?
He opened yet another folder. "You fucked Yoshi Yamato for the entire time you were in Japan sealing that deal for your fathers' company. It brought international relations to a whole new level. Before that it was Barkley Hughes, but that was the first since we married, so I had the investigators stop looking. no telling how many you fucked while we were dating."
I finally got a spark back. "So then, you only brought me down here to rub my face in my affairs? maybe you hoped we could reconcile?"
His face changed and he looked like he was about to hurl. "Honestly, I don't think that would ever happen, even if hell froze over again. No, now I just feel sorry for you. You've never had a true relationship with anybody except for maybe your father, never known the true love between a man and his wife. Honestly, I don't think you're capable of it. You lied to me, Jasmine, our whole time together, and kept telling me everything was all right. In fact, I made the song by Johnny Lang my ringtone when your number popped up, just to remind me. No, this is a clumsy attempt on my part on an intervention, to maybe, just maybe, see yourself for what you are for the very first time. I don't think it would work, but I made a promise to try."
He paused, and just as I was about to talk, he started again. "I head you're engaged again, to a man you rule unmercifully. Are you fucking around on him yet, or do you have him trained enough not to care? Words to ponder here. Every person has a limit, though sometimes it takes decades to reach it. Sooner or later, he will have had enough and leave you in the dust, not caring whether he gets to touch your money or not. Remember, even bunnies will scratch and claw when they're trapped with no other way out."
His words hit me unexpectedly hard, but I rallied. "Well then, you can write off your promise to yourself. You've talked to me, made your opinion clear of me, given me advice you know I won't take. Can I go now?"
He looked at his phone and sighed. "You still owe me eight minutes, but you're right, we're done. I'd advise you to be a better person, but I'd be wasting my breath. Go back to yourself indulgent world, where only what you wants matters, and enjoy it."
He stood, shoving the folders over to me. "Here, you can have these. I only kept them so you'd know I wasn't quite the mushroom you took me for. One more thing. The promise wasn't to myself, but to someone who meant the world to me. I'd given you up for the lost cause you were a long time ago. If it hadn't been for that, I'd have been more than happy to forget you ever existed."
"Who was the promise to, then?"
His eyes went cold. "Times up. You can go away now."
He turned and walked into the house, leaving me on the porch. It took me a few minutes to gather myself, then I stood, grabbing the folders on the table, and going to my car.
I was halfway to the highway when I saw the young girl in the pasture, riding a horse that looked familiar somehow. I stopped and waited, and she trotted up to me. She just sat, and I finally broke the silence. "That horse looks familiar."
She smiled, lost in a thought. "It should. Sir Prance A Lot was your mother's last horse, and she sent him down here five months before she passed, because she wanted me to have him."
"How did you kn..."
She flicked the reins, and the silver Arabian responded, cantering off instantly. Her parting words were "Don't come back!"
And then she was gone, I watched her fading figure for a second before I got back in my car. Later, on the plane, I was unusually quiet and my entourage left me alone, lost in thought. Mom had loved Shane, and was heartbroken when it came to light he cheated on me. She was very bitter towards him while the divorce was going through, but sometime after the divorce she just stopped talking about him, except to express sadness over the lack of grandchildren.
Now I find she gave a horse to his apparent stepdaughter? The more I pondered it the more I felt I needed to know. When I got home, I found I didn't have his email address, but it was fairly simple to find it for his business, and I sent him a message that we needed another talk.
His lawyer sent me a message, saying his client agreed under the same conditions as the last. "What does that mean, exactly?"
Ben just gave a sad smile. "It means, honey, that you need to wait until hell freezes over again."
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Bob and Phil
A bromance
..............................................................................................................
I was pissed. No, I was ROYALLY pissed. My divorce finally got finished yesterday, and of course, being the man, I got fucked. She really, really tried to get everything, but luckily, there were no kids, so child support was out, and her job was comparable to mine. Still got beat down for maintenance for two years, but it was very minimal. Happily for me, I had a really good lawyer who happened to hate my ex with a passion, because she was the one who led his ex-wife down the rosy path of infidelity, and being a lawyer, he got the shaft worse than I did.
I had evidence of at least three different times she had sex outside the marriage, each time with a different partner. No fault, so it didn't matter. Her lawyer happened to be the Judge's second cousin's wife, and they were close. My lawyer brought that up, petitioning that one or the other should remove themselves from the case, which go a resounding no from the Judge, and I think he held it against me.
As a result, he gave her way more than she could have gotten. I'd bought the house, paid every payment, her contributing nothing, but I still had to give her 35% of the value. She wanted it, so I insisted it be sold, and this was right before inflation and high interest rates, so it netted about fifteen per cent more than it was worth. She tried to buy it using her 35% as a down payment, but the little credit history she had was bad, so she couldn't get a loan.
Then she tried to get her new boyfriend to buy it, but I told the realtor I'd sign nothing his name was near. This led to them both attacking me. I slapped the shit out of him, and she jumped on my back, nails trying to rake my face. She must have sailed a good ten feet when I threw her off, landing on her head, so nothing important was damaged.
By the time the cops got there, they said I'd jumped them, so I was arrested. As luck would have it, there was an ATM right across the street, and it was all captured on security camera. This happened on a Friday, so I didn't get out until Tuesday. I got fired when the charges came out, and when I finally found the footage, it was clear who got attacked. When they reviewed it, all charges were dropped, but they were afraid of the Judge network, so they weren't charged until my lawyer pushed it. It took most of the house money she'd gotten to keep them out of jail.
My lawyer made unlawful termination sounds to my old company, and in the end, I was paid $29,000, and they paid my lawyer, and I got a glowing letter of commendation.
I was unemployed, mad at the world, and wanted to get as far away from humanity as I could. So, I did what I'd always wanted to do. I went on the run, disappearing without telling anybody. Honestly, there wasn't anybody to tell. I wasn't from the area, and all the friends I'd had I met through my wife. While they didn't shun me, it got pretty uncomfortable, so I let them drift off.
The perfect solution was the Gaines National Forest, two hours away, completely remote, with primitive campsites you could either pack into, or use an ATV for more accessible facilities. I was going to stay for three weeks, the maximum time allowable by the Park Service. Since I was staying that long and had no desire to hump that much gear up steep trails, I chose the most accessible by vehicle, packed my stuff, stopped to buy a little UTV truck, loaded it on a new trailer, and off I went.
The campsite I chose was the most remote they had, and even the little four-wheel drive truck had a little trouble a couple of times. I had the truck bed and backseats loaded to the gills, and still had to make another trip. The Ranger at the check in station grinned.
"Runnin' away from home?"
"Nope, just my life. I've had a rough year, and I just want to relax and recharge, as far away from people as I can."
He looked off into the distance, before grinning. "There's been a time or two I've wished I could do that. I'm betting you don't have kids; they have a way of changing priorities."
"Luckily my life went to shit before we had any."
"Well, you're all checked in. Remember, you're alone, and pretty far out, so be careful. It might be a while before someone comes looking for you if you don't come back on time. Watch your fires, and the bears aren't really active in that area, but you need to use the bearproof containers at the site."
I wondered how serious he was that night as I settled in.
.....................................................................................
The first couple of days were spent decompressing. I hiked a few of the trails, fished a few streams, and slept a lot. I'd brought a couple of cases of beer, more than I thought I needed, as well as a couple of fifths of booze.
The third day I was hiking through a patch of woods when something stuck out at me. I looked a little closer and grinned. Magic mushrooms. I recognized them from hanging out with an older cousin, walking pastures and woods around my grandparents' home. They were pretty abundant at the time, but as usage grew, they got rarer. This place was loaded, and I couldn't help myself, gathering a couple dozen and stashing them in my pack. I briefly wondered what would happen if a Ranger caught me, but I hadn't seen one in the five days since I'd arrived.
After I washed them, I cut them into strips and laid them on the picnic table to dry. I'd reserved four, which I finely chopped and steeped in a pint of water, drinking three beers before I could work up the nerve to drink the concoction. It tasted as awful as I remembered, but it didn't take long before it started kicking in. I was really starting to have a warm, rosy feeling, when I heard something in the woods.
Even as fucked up as I was, my first thought was bears, and when something appeared at the edge of the firelight, I realized it was the biggest thing I'd ever seen. The Rangers would be lucky to find a body part big enough to identify. All this was going through my head when it came into the light.
It wasn't a bear. It was about seven feet tall, extremely hairy, and a genuine Bigfoot. Yeah, Bigfoot. He stared. I stared. Then he walked over to the cooler and snagged a few beers, sitting on a log on the other side of the fire.
I stared at him for a while, then blinked my eyes, to see if he would disappear. Nope. "You ain't real."
He grinned, the large teeth flashing in the firelight. He spoke, a low rumbling bass, the words plain. "Well good then. But even if I was, who would believe you?"
We stared at each other for a while. For an imaginary creature, he could drink the hell out of beer, getting another three out of the cooler. He slammed one down, crumbled the can into a little ball.
"Bob."
"Phil," I answered back.
"Why you out here like this?"
I grunted. "Don't want to talk about it."
He gave his semblance of a grin again. "Woman troubles, huh? I know the feeling."
"You ever been married?"
"My kind don't have marriage in your sense of the word, but we do mate, establish monogamous relationships, but sometimes one partner or another gets a better offer. Our form of divorce can be a bit rough. I was in a relationship once."
I could hear it in his tone. He'd been cheated on at some time in the past. I held my beer out. "Sucks, huh?"
He clinked his can with mine, and I got an idea of how large his hands were. "Yeah, it does."
He looked sad for a minute, then the grin was back. "I can't believe how easy you're taking this."
"It's because I'm stoned on my ass and you're not real. I'll wake up in the morning with a hell of a hangover, with some pretty wild, vaguely remembered images in my brain. Want something stronger than that beer?"
"Hell yeah!"
I got the bottle of blended out and we took turns swigging from it. I finally passed out, barely remembering Bob picking me up and laying me on my sleeping bag.
............................................................................................
I woke up well after daylight, feeling like shit. I stumbled out of the tent and the first thing I saw was Bob, sprawled out against the log, my bush hat over his face. I screamed.
It woke him up, flailing around. One big hand caught me, sending me sprawling. He came to his senses, and walked over, reaching out to help me up. I started to slide away, but decided the hell with it, and took his hand. Bob helped dust me off, chiding me a little. "Damn Phil, you scared the shit out of me."
"Fuck that, I'm standing next to a real-life Bigfoot! No one will believe me."
"You're right, they won't, so I'd appreciate it if you kept it to yourself. Now talk a little quieter, I have a hangover from hell."
I noticed he still had my hat on his head, and for some reason that struck me as funny. I started laughing, and soon enough he joined in. When I could catch my breath, I explained I wasn't laughing at him, but the situation. This wasn't what I had in mind when I came up here.
We finally slumped back down, me in a camp chair, him on the log. "Want some coffee?"
"You're damn right I want coffee. A lot of coffee, maybe it will make my head feel better."
I didn't think to ask him how he knew about coffee, but I grinned. "It ought to feel like falling off. Judging by the crumbled-up cans, you had between fifteen and eighteen beers, most of a fifth of liquor, and I see you found the rum after I went out."
"Sorry," he said, not looking a damn bit sorry. "I don't get to drink much."
I had an old-fashioned percolator coffeepot that had belonged to my grandfather, that held 12 cups. I drank four and Bob had the rest. I cooked up a dozen eggs and made pancakes, and he poured maple syrup over all of it, eating as fast as I could dish it up.
He glanced up, maple syrup dripping down his hairy face. "You seem awful calm about this."
I shrugged. "I figure I'm still fucked up. I'll blink my eyes directly and you'll disappear, and I'll be hugged up to a tree trunk or something."
He laughed, a pleasant, rumbling sound. "Those must be some damn good 'shrooms. You should try the ones in North Canyon. Those things will really kick your ass."
"Do you do them?"
He shrugged. "Naw, they have no effect on my people. We could have them in an omelet and not blink."
"We? How many of you are there?"
He seemed reticent. "More than you would suspect."
"Really? Why doesn't the world know?"
"Oh, they know. Where do you think all the wild stories come from? Back in the day, they thought we were monsters and did their best to kill us. It took a long time before we even came close to humans again, but you guys are like a virus, and you spread like one. We decided it was best to avoid humans as much as possible, so we sought out the wildest, most remote places we could. Last night was a fluke. I decided since you were high, I'd just pop in, and be gone before you woke up. That didn't go to plan."
"So what now? You just gonna fade back into the bush, making me wonder?"
"That was the plan. Thanks for the beer."
He rumbled off, disappearing so fast I thought maybe it was really a hallucination, until I realized he still had my bush hat.
...........................................................................................
Deciding I needed to replenish my supplies, I drove the little truck back to the parking lot, getting into my regular vehicle and headed for the nearest town. I resupplied at the grocery store, including three more cases of beer and two half gallons of alcohol, one rum, the other blended. I stopped at a little roadside stand and bought a small bag of apples, some grapes, and a couple of pears. I loved fruit over processed sugars, so I intended to eat everything over the next two weeks. I'd bought a large bunch of bananas as well.
The Ranger was in the parking lot as I transferred my supplies, talking to another camper, so he ambled over. "Enjoying the solitude?"
I grinned, flashing back to last night. "Not as much as I thought I would, but it's very relaxing."
"Well, the season's winding down now. Six or eight weeks at best. We close when the cold weather hits, for safety reasons. Enjoy it while you can."
I thanked him, fired up, and left. Back at the camp, I took my favorite rod and walked to the river, looking for a good spot. Bob just seemed to materialize beside me, no sound at all. I jumped a little. "Jesus Bob, are you trying to give me a heart attack?"
"Sorry, dude. I'm pretty good at sneaking up on people. This place is fished out, come with me and I'll show you a better spot."
I followed him, scrambling through brush and over rocks, until we came to a stream about a third of the size of the river. I was skeptical, but Bob told me to toss out into a pool that eddied around a rock. My line hadn't hit the water until one of the nicest trout I'd ever see swallowed my hook. I whooped and yelled as he ran with the line, Bob grinning the whole time.
I caught my limit in less than half an hour, disappointed it was so quick, when Bob told me to keep going. "I've got my limit."
"Game laws don't apply to my kind. They won't go to waste, so keep fishing."
An hour later, I had fifteen fish, the smallest eighteen inches in length. Bob picked one of the smaller ones and ate it, raw. He grinned at my expression. "We don't cook much; it draws too much attention."
He led me out a different way, showing me the mushrooms he'd talked about last night. As messed up as I'd gotten the night before I was a little reluctant to pick any, but Bob talked me into harvesting a dozen really large specimens. He walked back to camp with me, both of us asking questions.
"How come you can speak English?"
The question seemed to offend him. "I watched, I listened, and my parents taught me. I can speak French and Spanish as well. Don't be comparing us to your Neanderthal ancestors, although they were pretty canny people."
"So you're intelligent, educated, and yet you still shun societal interaction. Why is that?"
I didn't notice he'd stopped. When I turned around, I had the feeling he was really sad. "Your people don't have a good record for interacting with someone that does not look like you. Look at the American Indians, the blacks of Africa, indigenous people of the South American rain forests, and the subjugation of the Indian continent. They'd tear us apart like we were circus freaks. Scientists would want to study us, even do autopsies, draw blood, study our habits, like they would every other form of what they consider wildlife when they encounter one. Thanks, but no thanks."
There wasn't much I could say to refute that. By then we were at the campsite and it was getting late, so we prepped the fish for grilling. He reached into a little pouch I hadn't noticed before, pulling out a powder and sprinkling it over the fish. Bob caught my look and made a facial expression I had learned to recognize as a smile. "It's sumac, and it tastes a lot like lemon pepper. If you want to try to use it, always make sure to harvest the red, and never the gray. Gray kills."
While he was working on the fish, I got out the big cast iron pan, tossed lard into it, and mixed cornbread pancakes, pouring more lard into my big pot, and fried five pounds of potatoes. We ate like pigs, throwing the bones into the fire to discourage bear visits. Well, I did, Bob just chomped them down, bones and all. I think he was almost full when he stopped.
Then he noticed the apples and bananas. "Shit! I love bananas!" He grabbed the whole bunch, happily munching through them all, when he noticed me grinning. "One fuckin' monkey joke and I'm putting you on the top of the highest tree I can find, and let you figure out on your own how to get down."
That broke it and I started laughing. He eventually started laughing along, smacking me on the shoulder, which sent me rolling. Bob helped me up. "Sorry, dude, I'm just keep forgetting how puny humans are."
I rubbed my shoulder, wondering how big the bruise was gonna be. When suddenly his head popped up and he sniffed the air. "Shit!"
.....................................................................................................................
"Be cool," he warned, as they materialized out of the darkness. I realized suddenly that Bob was not a true representative of his people. There were four of them, and they were all half a foot to a foot taller, and one was massive, he had to be at least eight feet tall, and he didn't look happy.
There was a lot of fast talking and arm waving, in a language that seemed to use short, clipped off words that made no sense. Bob sighed and turned to me. "Phil, this is my brother, Marc."
Marc was the next smallest to Bob. "And this is my mother, Ara." I'd been too freaked to notice before, but she was definitely feminine, with longer, curlier hair, curves, and the largest breasts I'd ever seen. Her nipples poked through her fur, enormous compared to human women. She wasn't smiling.
"This is my father, Pops." He was the really massive one, and it almost hurt my neck to look up at him. He wasn't smiling either.
"And this is my 'little' sister, Angel."
Angel was a slimmer, younger version of her mother. As I got to know her, I realized even though she was older, she was in the teen years of her people.
I tried to recover as best I could. "Hi, it's nice to meet you. Would you care for something to drink?"
Ara spoke, surprising me with her higher, feminine voice. "I'd love a coffee, it it's not too much trouble."
I put the pot on. The males elected for beer, and I was suddenly glad I'd replenished my stock. Angel wanted soda, but I didn't have any, so she took a carton of orange juice instead and seemed happy.
Pops drank a couple of beers before speaking. I realized as he talked that I'd never felt so small before, and I was six one. "We mean you no harm, but you've presented us with a problem. Are you discreet? Can we trust you not to blab? If word gets out, we'll have to move out of the area, and winter is coming."
Marc grinned, baring his teeth. "We can take steps to keep you from talking. Campers have disappeared in this area before."
Ara chided him. "Marc! Behave! Sorry, Phil, Marc's had a couple of bad experiences with your kind before."
"He's just a big ol' butthole!" Apparently, Angel didn't idolize her big brother.
"I can understand his attitude. Humans can be the worst assholes on the planet. I don't trust them, and I'm one of them. The stories I could tell."
That relaxed them some, and then Angel saw the apples. "Ooh! Apples!"
It seemed Bigfoot (Bigfeet?) loved fresh fruit. I gave her the whole bag, glad I went for the peck, and she took it with her as they left. She thumped Bob pretty hard when she found out I'd had bananas, and he'd eaten them all. Marc and Pops didn't warm up to me, but Ara gave me a big hug that left me dangling at least a foot off the ground, my face between her massive boobs. I was lucky to be able to breath. Angel was suddenly shy, but she gave me a hug as well. Thankfully she left my feet on the ground.
After a short discussion with Bob in their language, they left, Angel chattering happily until they were out of earshot. Other than her voice, it was like they just disappeared. Bob seemed a little embarrassed at first, but after a couple of beers he cheered up. An hour later, after drinking about a twelve pack, he left. It seemed awful quiet as I went to sleep.
They popped in and out for the next two weeks, Bob mostly, but Angel visited a lot. I made another supply run, buying bananas in quantity, and two bushels of apples. Bob told me his mother liked sweet wines, so I picked up four of the really big jugs, and four cases of beer. It seemed that without a party permit, that was the limit. I also picked up a dozen two-liter sodas in different flavors for Angel. Oddly, Marc had a big sweet tooth, so I got six big bags of assorted candies. It took me three trips with the little UTV, and I was glad the Ranger wasn't around. It was quite a party that night. They ate fifty hotdogs with all the trimmings, then hit the booze.



Ara got giggly after the first jug of wine, and Angel laughed at all of them for being tipsy. She tried a beer but made a face, and managed to drink a whole two-liter soda instead. I hadn't bought any liquor, because Bob told me Pops didn't handle it well. I looked around the fire and grinned, thinking except for size it was just like family camping trips I remembered as a child.
I went to bed as soon as they left, and slept like a rock. Bob woke me up, wanting breakfast. He really didn't eat a lot of meat, but told me his kind did eat it, usually in winter months when nothing else was available. He could put away pancakes like nobody's business, and I guess the smell hung in the air long enough to bring Angel in. I must have made pancakes for an hour, and they used up a large bottle of syrup.
They took me on a trail I didn't know existed, a long trail up a cliff, but when we got to the top, it was breathtaking. It was like you were on top of the world. I broke out the four boxes of trail snacks, and we had a little picnic. They were fanatical about making sure there was no trash on the ground. Angel told me the less evidence anyone had ever been there, the better. I told them a little about my life, including the bitter breakup, and they talked in generalities about their lifestyle.
Divorce was unheard of, but then so was marriage. They did have a mating ritual they went through, but if a partner wanted out, they had one for that also. In the warm months they mostly lived outdoors, with shelters built to keep the rain off them, but in the cold months they mostly lived in caves. They didn't use fire much, preferring to sleep together in family units for warmth, and if was really cold, they had robes woven from tree fibers that were rainproof and natural insulators. They used the same fibers to make bags for food storage.
I asked a few times about population densities, and they became really vague, so I dropped it. Pops and Marc showed up one day, insisting I go with them. We hiked to a high mountain meadow that was thick with wild blueberries, and spent most of the day filling baskets. Pops told me they'd dry them for winter, the compounds in the berries necessary for their health. I saved about a gallon to put in pancakes. The next day, Ara and Angel had me, and we spent the day picking up nuts, mostly hickory, but they did show me a mature chestnut tree, unusual because they had almost been wiped out a century earlier.
Finally, my time was up, so I packed my gear. Bob helped me, and the rest of the family showed up, looking sad.
The males shook my hand, and I marveled about how tiny my hands looked in their large digits. Ara and Angel gave me bone crushing hugs. Bob said he was really happy to know me, glad we got to spend time together. I grinned.
"Don't get to missing me too much. In a week I can come back. The only reason I'm leaving now is because park management won't let me stay. I'll be back soon."
.................................................................................................
I went home and tried to live my life. I had about two hundred twenty grand in the bank, and I was living in a garage apartment the parents of one of my remaining friends let me use. They didn't want me to pay rent, but I gave them seven hundred a month, and that included power. I could take my time finding another job, and I wasn't in any hurry. Eventually, I'd buy another house, but the market was overheated right now and interest rates were the highest they'd been in years. I could wait for the market to cool down, maybe find a bargain.
I didn't unpack my camping gear, and left it on the back of the truck. I had the little truck and trailer at a storage facility, tarped. It was behind a chain link fence, with motion detection lights and alarms, so very few attempts had been made to steal anything. People kept spare cars, pontoon boats, RV's, and anything that took a lot of space up was relegated to the lot.
I waited a week and a half before going back. Ranger Rick met me when I signed in. "I can let you have two weeks. After that, we're closed down for the winter. I hope you brought a thick sleeping bag; it might get down in the thirties at night by the time you leave."
I hauled a large load up the mountain, waiting until just before dark before coming back for another one. I'd pick the rest up in the morning. It took stopping at four grocery stores and a produce stand, but I had forty pounds of bananas, two bushels of apples, oranges, tangerines, and ten pounds of grapes. My new friends better show up, or I'd be stuck with a lot of wasted food.
Turns out that wasn't a worry. The fire was going and the coffee pot was percolating when I pulled in. Bob made his version of a grin, and he and Angel helped me unload. I'd bought a gift basket of fruits and candies just for her, and when I gave it to her I could almost feel my ribs break from the hug.
It was another hot dog feast, with potatoes roasted in the fire. Their mouths were extremely tough, because Ara practically drank the coffee straight from the pot, and Bob picked a potato up out of the embers, stripping the aluminum foil away and almost swallowing it whole. Bob, Pops, and I got into the beer, while Ara and Angel drank grape soda, her favorite.
They didn't even bother to leave, falling asleep where they wanted, Pops, Ara, and Angel in a pile, while Bob slept next to the fire. Marc had just disappeared, and Angel said he did that a lot.
I woke before they did, and had the pancakes going before they stirred. Angel helped me cook, flipping pancakes like a pro. After we were all full, they dragged me along, climbing until we were as high in the mountains as we could get. Pops pointed to a mountain in the distance, telling me their caves were located there, and if I ever needed refuge, to come there. It touched me deeply, and I realized my new best friends weren't even my species.
We sat on a ridge, watching the changing leaves spread across the mountains, and had a strange conversation. Ara asked how I could afford to buy the things I'd brought for them, so I explained my current status, sad, but leaving me with a lot (to me) of money. Bob asked me if I would be willing to bring them things during the winter months, telling me we could set up a spot where no one would see us. Then he told me money was no object.
"You have money?"
There was a little muttering before Ara told me the story. "Three years ago, two men jumped out of a plane back in the high ridges. They were too low, and hit a mountaintop before the chutes fully opened. When we found them, they looked like road kill, and the animals had been chewing on them. One had an enormous backpack full of money. The other had a smaller pack of money, and a huge pack of the white powder that makes your species so crazy. A few skunks had gnawed into it, and they were scattered in a circle around him. We dropped them and the powder in a deep crevice, and carried the money home. It's been stashed in our cave ever since."
It had to have been a drug drop gone wrong. "Nobody ever come looking? They would have wanted the money back, and the drugs even more."
"Three groups, all of them searching miles from where it happened. They gave up after a couple of years, and haven't been back. We still stay vigilant."
Bob was the only one to stay with me that night, though Pops took a case of beer, Ara two jugs of wine, and Angel carried off three of the sodas, as well as a bunch of chips I thought they might like.
...........................................................................................................................
We were a little slow out of the blocks the next morning. I'd chewed two of the dried mushrooms from the North Ridge and drank a six pack, and Bob had killed eighteen of the high alcohol content beers I'd brought along.
While we were eating breakfast, I asked him if it was just me trippin' or were his folks back last night. I heard a lot of moving around, and part of the food was missing. I know for a fact there were twenty boxes of pancake mix left, but there was only twelve when I looked this morning. Bob frowned, got up and walked off into the woods, coming back fifteen minutes later frowning.
"Somebody was here, but it wasn't us. Let me check on that. I'll see you tonight."
And just like that he was gone. I puttered around the camp, inventoried the food, and knew I'd have to make another supply run by Saturday. I was mentally making lists of what I needed, tailoring it to the likes of my new 'family', when Bob strolled back into the clearing, as usual, completely silent. It still scared the shit out of me to turn around to see him and Marc, especially since Marc didn't look happy.
They wanted coffee for a change, which should have sent warning signals. Usually, Marc only drank beer. After two cups straight from the pot, he started talking. "You're going to have visitors tonight. They won't be our people, and Bob will be here with you. I'll be around in case things get interesting."
I was trying to define what a Bigfoot deemed interesting, and nothing good came to mind. He drifted off, and Bob told me I should start making pancakes so I did, using eight of the remaining boxes. He also had me lay out the remaining fruit, and a couple bags of candy. I grilled six chicken breasts for me and Bob. I ate two.
A little after dark, Bob stood up and started sniffing. I almost grinned, but then remembered why he was sniffing.
There was four of them. All I got was glimpses of long black hair until they stepped into the light. Fuck! They were all women, smaller than Bob, but still pretty tall. with jet black hair that fell to their waists, wearing a skirt that fell just below their knees, in a muted brown.
The biggest was obviously their leader, with features that were someplace between me and Bob. The two middle sized ones looked more like my kind, but the youngest looked completely human except for her size.
"These are Mosogo," Bob said, by way of introduction. "Their lineage goes back as far as ours, and as you can see, they kind of bridge the gap between my people and yours. The tall one is Elena, the elder of the tribe and leader. The two younger ones are Billie and Berta, her daughters, and the youngest is Jade. She's probably a little older than you, but not much."
I tried to put on a winning smile. "Ladies, welcome to my camp. Any friend of Bob's (that got a side eye from Elena and Bob) is more than welcome here. May I offer you a snack?"
They had been eyeing the stack of pancakes, and I served them, piling the stacks high, and giving them the bottles of syrup that had been warming by the fire. Though shy, they weren't averse to enjoying the meal, until the last stack was gone and they were sitting with coffee in their hands.
Elana started the conversation. "When word filtered back to us, we were deeply concerned. Any interaction with your kind almost always ends badly. My friend Ara, however, assured me you have no problem with our peoples. I think I must give youth the benefit of the doubt. Tell me, when you leave here, will you be back? Or will your interaction with us become a treasured secret?"
I was just starting to realize the beings I was dealing with had a depth of knowledge and an intellect they seemed to try to hide. I sighed.
"Look, I had just gotten out of a bad marriage, betrayed by friends, unlawfully discharged from my job, and the last thing I wanted was to be around people. Bob and his family were a complete surprise, but in all honesty, I'm far more comfortable with them than I am with my own kind at the moment. And no, even if I can't stay here again until next spring, I'm sure I can work out some kind of plan to check in once in a while, maybe drop off supplies while I'm at it. I know you don't need me to survive, but I'd like to think I can improve your quality of life, if you would let me. All I want in return is their friendship."
The ladies looked at each other, having a hurried discussion in their own tongue. I was sure Bob could understand, but he kept his face bland, though I noticed his lips start to quirk into a grin once or twice. Elana resumed our conversation.
"In the history of our peoples, we have had human friends before. The instances are few and far between, but they were valued. We've also had a few betrayals, and I warn you, they did not end well. We are willing to offer you conditional friendship, if you will help us as well."
"I'd be glad to, but the question is, how? What can I do for you?"
She hesitated for a second. "My kind is not as well equipped to deal with the cold as Bob and his kind. This can be traced back to our ability to breed with your kind. There are very few pure Mosogo left. Most of us have human ancestry. My daughters ae half, and my granddaughter is three fourths. She's almost human, and I'd wager she could walk among you with very little notice."
I looked more closely at Jade, noting the green eyes and fine features. She could very well pass for human, even though she was much taller than the average female. She blushed under my inspection, especially when my eyes went to her breasts. They were all topless, and I learned later they had only put on the skirts as a gesture to me. Jade's breasts looked almost too perfect, reminding me a lot of implants you saw, but I knew they were natural. I tried to hide my grin when her nipples hardened under my inspection.
Getting my blood to flow back to my brain, I noticed their amusement. I shrugged. "I don't know how you judge beauty, but Jade is an exceptional woman. She would definitely be noticed if she were among us, but not for racial differences." The older women grinned while she blushed furiously, refusing to look me in the eye.
"Getting back to the subject, how can I help you?"
"Most pressing would be blankets or other warm coverings. Our dwellings are dry, but without heat."
That was something I could easily do. "How many would you need?"
I could see the unwillingness to let me know their numbers, and she finally answered, saying as many as I could get. I was thinking thermal sleeping bags, and decided to go to town tomorrow.
"I think I know just the thing. I'll pick a few up for you tomorrow, so you can see if it meets your needs. Anything else?"
"Foods already prepared, especially fruit and nuts, dried, but we would take fresh. Again, as much as you can bring."
I frowned. "We need a meeting place that's both private and accessible for me. The park will close next week, and the gates will be locked."
Bob finally joined the conversation. "I know such a place, and it's not far from here. It's an abandoned homestead, the people thinking they wanted to live close to the land. It's off the road, down a long private lane. We'd sit in the dark and listen to them, laughing when they complained about missing air conditioning and microwaves. It took them all of four months to run back to your civilization. It has a for sale sign up, but as far as we know, less than a handful have looked at it and none have wanted it. There's even a gate on the driveway."
I saw Jade eyeing a bag of snickers, and I gifted them to her as they left. Elana frowned. "We're well aware of what happens if you turn someone into a sugar eater, and there are no dentists who make house calls. I will make sure this lasts no more than two a week."
Jade looked crestfallen, but perked up when I gave her a bag of oranges. They walked away slowly, with great dignity, but I heard the excited chatter as soon as they thought they were out of earshot. Bob had a longing look in his eyes as they departed.
"Say Bob, do your species ever...get together?"
He had a sad smile. "We do, but unfortunately we cannot produce offspring. If we could, there would only be one species for you to deal with. I've been with Bertha, even spent a winter with her. Her people were not welcoming, wanting her to take a mate that could provide more of the next generation. My people are the same, but it doesn't stop us."
"You're still together?"
He shrugged. "Sort of."
"You're going to have to tell me what that means."
I could sense he really didn't like to talk about it. "It means we're not a couple but we still get together from time to time."
I pressed. "Define time to time."
"Maybe once or twice a week." Wow, Bigfoot booty calls.
I laughed and he looked a little pissed. "Dude! Twice a week isn't time to time. I was married and there were a lot of weeks when we weren't together in that way twice, or even once, a week. What happens if it gets too much and you have to choose?"
"They'll throw us both out of our tribes! We'd have to leave and find another place. Family might not mean much to your people, but to ours, it's almost everything."
Feeling bad for him, I said no more.
......................................................................................
The next morning, I left bright and early, taking the road Bob had pointed out to me. It led right by the abandoned homestead. I had to say, it wasn't much to look at, but the log cabin looked pretty stout.
I went to three different towns, hitting two grocery stores at each, glad I had the lockable tonneau top on the bed. No one could see what I had under it. I also stopped at two sporting goods stores, buying two sleeping bags at each, along with several solar blankets I noticed on a rack. Walking by a scarf display, I bought six long ones. Angel had told me the only thing that ever got cold for her in winter was her throat, so I figured all the females would appreciate them. The colors I chose were all muted, so they would blend in. There was a trend, a really good marketing idea, of putting General Dollar stores out in the middle of rural areas, so I stopped at a few of them, getting chips and canned fruit. My truck was stuffed to the gills when I got back, noticing the gate standing open at the homestead. I heard it creak when I pulled through as Marc and Bob closed it.
The driveway went around the cabin, so I pulled out of sight, and opened up. Bertha and Jade were there as well, and there was a lot of excited female chatter as they went through the stuff. They were particularly impressed with the scarfs and sleeping bags. There was no way they could carry it all at the same time, so we put it in a little shed that wasn't locked. By dark, it would be empty.
I spent the time looking at the property, thinking, and I wrote down the number for the real estate company. When it came time to leave, we made arrangements for me to deliver a load once a month, to the cabin.
I checked the real estate description out. The property consisted of seventeen acres, ten cleared, with a small barn and two outbuildings besides the cabin. It was in the middle of nowhere, butted against park land, and they had it listed for a hundred twenty-five. No one had looked at it in a year, and when I called, they were more than happy to give me a tour.
I already knew the property, so I didn't seem too excited as they showed me around. After the tour, we negotiated. The seller was desperate, so I got it for ninety thousand, leaving me a little over a hundred grand in my bank account. I spent another few grand getting it insulated and wired, but by November it was livable. I decided to keep my little apartment for a few more months, and told the folks I was renting from I'd be in and out over the next few months while I fixed my new place up.
My first night there we had a little housewarming. Marc was there with a female. It seemed they had gone through the mating ritual, and she was his new 'bride'. He was as proud as he could be, and I went into my storage building, pulling out a nice scarf for her, and a box of chocolates for both. She kissed me, surprising the heck out of me. It wasn't nasty, and she smelled like fall leaves. It hit her what she had done and you could almost see her blush. I just gave her a hug and slapped Marc on the back. His hug took the breath out of me.



Angel wasn't with them, it seemed she was doing some courting of her own. Ara smiled as she said it, but looked a little sad that her baby had grown up. Bob was there with Bertha, and no one commented on it. Jade was along as well, sitting in a corner, trying to become invisible.
I sat beside her, giving her a mug of spiced cider and a plate of cookies. She lit up when she tasted the cider, and smiled when she ate her first chocolate chip cookie. Jade didn't say much, but she squeezed my hand before she left for the night. Ara smiled at me.
"She likes you."
"How could you tell? She never talks."
Ara suddenly looked old as the hills. "She had a bad experience with your kind four summers ago. She was just a child, and he almost forced her to have sex when he found her by the river. Good thing she has a good set of lungs. Bob was close and heard her. They man had long greasy hair, and he smelled bad, even to us. He never saw Bob, and my son threw him into the river. He landed hard, and drifted down the river. The Rangers found him, with his pack full of mushrooms, barely alive. He told them what happened, but they thought he was high, and they ignored him."
I idly wondered what had happened to him, before I hugged them all goodbye. Ara was clutching something more precious than gold to her, my old coffeepot, with eight pounds of different coffee in her pack. I'd given her a two-burner butane stove, and taught her how to operate it. That amount of coffee wouldn't last them a week, but they could always get more.
They had left me a gift as well, thirteen thousand dollars stuffed into a box. It was old money, in denominations ranging from tens to hundreds. I took some of the smaller bills and cautiously spent them, one bill each at different places, breathing easy when there were no reports of dirty money surfacing. Bob told me that what he gave me was very little of it. Cautioning Bob not to bring anymore until I had spent what I had, I bought more supplies.
By now there were well worn paths leading to my back lot, but I could pass them off as game trails, especially if they saw the deer tracks. I baited them in using corn and apples, with a salt block or two here and there. When the tribes saw the bags of deer apples, suddenly the deer was getting just corn. There were definite plans for an apple orchard to be planted when spring came.
I developed a habit of never leaving my door locked. It was February, and twelve degrees outside, and I was freezing, so I decided to warm up with a hot shower. I heard the door open and thought it was Bob, so I walked out of the shower face to face with Jade. She grinned and I flamed red, and then she got distracted by the warmth of the water. She had a broad knowledge of what showers were, and she got all excited. Before I knew it, I was showing her how it worked, and when I turned around, she was naked and smiling. The woman had a stunning figure, had very little body hair, and I instantly popped a boner. She noticed and grinned, which made me glow even more.
She insisted I help her get the temperature just right, and she stayed in until the warm water ran out. I'd left her a lot of towels, putting more wood into my insert, turning the blowers up so it would be toasty when she came out. I waited awhile, then went to check on her. She was on my bed, asleep. I smiled at how enticing yet innocent she looked, and draped a quilt over her.
Twenty minutes later there was a knock at the door, which startled me. It turned out to be my best human friend. "You go native or something, brother? It's been three months, and I got elected to come check on you. It's colder than a witches' tit out there. How do you stand it?"
I grinned at him. It was 75 in the house. "Does it feel cold to you? I manage not to freeze to death. Want a beer, or something warm?"
"Coffee now, beer later. Now let me stand close to that heater."
I laughed and made the coffee, telling him how much I liked my newfound solitude, but promising to come to town next week, for a burger and a couple of beers. Jade was forgotten, until she woke up smelling coffee, and came out of the bedroom. Naked. Chad's eyes nearly left his head, as I rushed to cover her with a blanket draped over the back of the sofa.
She thought it was funny, and asked to be introduced. "Chad, this is Jade. She's..."
"I'm his girlfriend," she laughed, reaching out to shake and exposing a magnificent mammary. She giggled and pulled the blanket back around her. Chad was in awe.
"Now I see why he doesn't come to town much. You guys been together long?"
"Since the summer. He's really sweet, isn't he?"
Chad remembered my recent anger and grinned. "A big teddy bear."
Before I could stop her, she invited him to dinner. I was almost grinding my teeth, and he was eating out of her hand. I fixed some pasta, without meat, and a big salad, and he commented on it.
"You a vegan now?"
"Naw, I forgot to thaw the burger out and was too hungry to wait. Can you excuse us a minute?"
I dragged Jade into the bedroom. "What are you doing?"
"Giving your friend a reason why you stay here. I think he thinks I'm pretty."
"You're not pretty. You're drop dead gorgeous and he's going to go back to town and brag about it. I'll have assholes coming out of the woodwork." I don't think she heard past 'drop dead gorgeous' before she broke out in a big smile. I had her put her 'winter dress' on, a short sleeveless tunic that did nothing to hide her charms.
Chad peppered her with questions. "That's an odd accent you've got. Are you from around here?"
Jade was to prove good at thinking on her feet. "I was born and raised here, but my parents weren't. I guess I've adopted their speech patterns."
I thought the night was over, and he opened the door, to be met with a full-blown blizzard. "Looks like I ain't going nowhere tonight."
Jade graciously invited him to use the couch, going into the bedroom and returning with a couple of quilts and a pillow. "This ought to do it, Chad. It stays pretty warm in here, and we'll load the stove down to make sure it lasts through the night. Sweet dreams."
We walked back into the bedroom, and the dress came off. Then she turned the covers down. "I'm the guest here, so I'm taking the right side. Ready for bed, honey?"
She was slipping her dress off, and I got a good look at a perfect rump. "Wait," I said, pulling out my biggest tee shirt. "Put this on, in case you have to get up during the night."
She laughed but put it on. It went just past her butt. "Happy now? Come to bed."
"Won't your family wonder where you are?"
She snuggled deeper into my pillowtop mattress. "They know exactly where I am. Momma told me if it got bad before I left to stay where I was. She also said to tell you if you hurt her little girl, it could be very bad."
I had turned the light off, but could hear the smirk in her voice. It would be very bad if I offended her. Bertha could break me in two and not breath hard. It was a long night. As soon as I hit the mattress she pulled me into a spoon, her butt against my straining erection. She sighed and snuggled harder. "Not tonight. But soon, baby, soon."
It was a whisper, and I wondered if I'd heard right before I drifted off. I woke up a few hours later, to find my hand firmly latched on her breast. I let go, but she whimpered and put it back. I didn't have the most restful sleep.
My eyes popped open and I realized I was alone, and there were voices in the kitchen. I stumbled out, to see them cooking pancakes and bacon. She almost took my breath away, having found a set of my thermals and slipping into them. They fit like a glove and were a little short. I thought Chad was going to burn his tongue on the stove it was hanging out so far.
"Oh, You're up, sleepy head. Good morning."
The kiss was intense and hotter than the wood heater. Chad just stared. The snow had stopped, and the snowplow had been by, so he left right after breakfast. Jade gave him a big squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. His smile looked permanent. "Wait'll I get back home and tell everybody why you're not around. You know you have to bring her next weekend, don't you?"
I sort of halfway promised and sent him home. Jade was standing behind me as we watched him leave, pressed against me. "You can stop selling it, he's gone." She just snuggled tighter, then bounced off for another long shower. Bertha showed up while she was showering, went into check on her, and I heard the whispering. Then Jade came out, still naked, before slipping the big shirt on again. "Where's your mother?"
"In the shower. When we tell my aunt, look for her to show up."
I realized two things right away. I needed to get a bigger water heater and a lot more towels. Bertha came out toweling her hair, also naked, and grinned. "You need to get used to us being naked. It's out way, and we're not changing generations of custom just for you. Now, pancakes would be nice."
"Jade will make them. She learned how to this morning. I'm going to bring more wood in."
I went to the woodshed, surprised to see Bob. "When did you get here? Better yet, why didn't you come in?"
"I came with Bertha to check on Jade. You keep it too hot in there, I can barely breath sometimes."
I shrugged. "That's too bad. Jade's making pancakes."
He was gone like a shot, after picking up wood that would take me three trips to carry in. I grabbed a big arm full and followed. He and Bertha were sitting at the table, and I wondered if the chairs would hold up. Jade was still in the tee shirt, flitting around, serving her mom and de facto stepfather, chattering like mad in her language. They stopped when they saw me.
"We've been talking about it, and you need to shop for some clothes for me, suitable in case your friends come around."
Well, that was unexpected. "I can't possibly pick out clothes for you. I have no idea what your sizes are."
"Measure her," said Bob, around a huge mouthful of pancakes. Bertha nodded, smiling. That afternoon, I got my tape measure out, writing down dimensions. I nearly lost it when I had to measure her for a bra. Then I went onto the computer and found the right sizes. I wouldn't let any of them around me when I used the computer, and made sure there was no television in the house. I had the feeling I had corrupted them beyond repair as it was.
Bob told me he had brought more money right before I left. I still had six grand of what he bought the first time, so I told him to hide it somewhere close, in case of emergency. Jade stood and waved to them as they walked into the forest, loaded down with supplies. Then she turned to me. "Go! And you better get stuff that looks good on me, understand?"
I grinned and said "Yes, dear." She didn't know exactly what that signified, but she was a pretty sharp female, and she'd figure it out sooner or later. I didn't intend to buy much, just enough to make sure the sizes were right. The rest we could order.
I picked out two pair of jeans, a couple of sweaters, a few tees, some flannel outer shirts, and soft boots, Despite the cold, she rarely wore her versions of shoes, waterproof reed that were lumpy and unshapely. It was a style developed over the centuries, because while the footprints looked vaguely human, there wasn't enough shape for definitive proof. I was about to walk out the store, when I saw a shimmering green dress, and I could see Jade in it. I bought it and a full-length jacket, sturdy material trimmed in fur, with a hood. I also bought some bras and an assorted pack of panties, plus a few individual ones that I thought would look hot on her.
............................................................................................................
She practically dragged me inside, grabbing the bags from my hands. I gave her the underwear first. The bras were just a shade tight, but showcased her breasts. She didn't need support, but it enhanced her bustline. I gave her the plain cotton panties first, and she clapped like a child when she saw how they looked on her, then immediately tossed them aside when I showed her the sexier things I'd gotten. She insisted she model every pair, and I stayed achingly hard the whole time.
The little minx knew what she was doing, and she wanted me to do a rub test, to get my opinion on how they felt. She loved the shirts and sweaters, and the jeans fit her like a second skin. While she was changing, I went back to the truck, fetching the dress, boots, and coat. She cried for twenty minutes, and when I zipped her up and put her in front of a mirror, she went pale. The coat fit like it had been custom made for her, her riot of shiny black curls spilling out of the hood. The soft, supple boots went to mid-calf, zipped tight.
She twirled, watching the hem flow out and settle back against her legs. Then she grinned. "I'm wearing this when we see your friends next week. Chad called while you were gone, telling us to be at someplace called The Pub, at seven. I told him we'd be there."
So that was where my phone was. I tried to talk her out of it, but she insisted. She sat me down and we had a long talk, about a lot of things. "I need to integrate into your society. The plain truth is our kind is dwindling. Our males are rare, and most seem sterile. I think that had a lot to do with us breeding with your kind. I'm three quarters human, and the fact is it's hard for me out in the wild. I don't have the traits I need to survive the cold winters any more. I nearly froze to death last year, and was miserable until spring came. It's kind of why we approached you this fall. Bob and his family vouched for you, so we took the risk."
Then she giggled, which was always unbearably cute. "We watch your kind, you know. Sometimes you can be so sweet, other times incredibly cruel. What I find most interesting is your mating habits. My kind has never done some of the things your kind takes for granted, but see the joy on your faces. My curiosity almost got me raped. If Bob hadn't saved me, I would have a whole different attitude towards humans. It scared me so badly that I'm still unmated, and have never been touched sexually."
I was surprised she was a virgin. Her kind seemed to have a very relaxed attitude towards sex. I grinned, wondering how many people had ever witnessed a Bigfoot and a Mosogo in the throes of passion. I'd seen Bertha and Bob, one night, literally rolling around on the pine needles.
"Last night, when I woke and felt your hand on my chest, it felt so good I almost couldn't breathe. I felt your hardness on my butt. Why didn't you do anything?"
That was a tricky question, and I had to think of a good explanation. "Because you hadn't given me any indication, you'd be receptive. My kind often mates randomly, just for the pleasure. I tend not to, because the act is much more intimate and satisfying if it's someone you have feelings for. And I would never, ever, try to mate with someone who wasn't receptive."
"Is that why you rejected your first mate?"
I sighed, remembering. "Yes. We have ceremonies where we pledge to love only the one we're with, and most take betrayal of those vows seriously. If you fall out of love with a mate, there are... unjoining ceremonies. My wife decided she wanted to mate another, and do so while still bound to me, then tried to take everything I had accumulated when I threw her out. It was pretty ugly for a long time. I lost my livelihood, was at loose ends, and decided to hide from the world. That's why I was in your area, camping."
She kissed me, hard. "Then you found us. You're a lucky man, Phil."
...........................................................................................................................
There was a bit of a warm snap, and Jade went to spend some time with her people. I took the opportunity to make another supply run. I also used the internet a lot, and Amazon could drive to my place blindfolded. One asked me why I had so many deliveries. I told him I did a lot of reselling, and he nodded, never bringing it up again.
I finally got the Mosogo supplied with sleeping bags and blankets, and judging by that, put the local population at around fifty. I still had no idea how large the Bigfoot population was, but they took a lot of food. Bob grinned once and told me his tribe as well as the Mosogo were getting fat. It would seem they lost weight in the winter, using the energy to stay warm.
They tended to eat with the season, so I bought a lot of pumpkins, butternut squash, and sweet potatoes. That was easier to fly under the radar because I bought from local farmers, telling them I was putting up big Halloween displays, and had family coming that loved sweet potatoes. They could last a long time without refrigeration, another plus. I bought a lot of bananas from a little independent grocery store I'd found. I know they wondered why I bought so many, but a sale was a sale and they were happy to get it. They also loved cabbage, it seemed to give them a nutrient they needed. I intended to do research, but never seemed to get around to it.
There was a lot of little apple orchards in the area, so I bought from them, usually a bushel at a time. Some apples, Granny Smith for example, had a long shelf life. I'd come back from the supply run, pulled the truck into the shed, and leave the door open. That was the signal, and I knew the supplies would be on their way before daylight.
I made an impulse buy, stopping at a high-end department store and buying two pair of pantyhose and three pair of lace topped thigh highs. Just the thought of Jade in the sexy lingerie and thigh highs kept me hard as a rock all the way home.
Jade came home, wait, home? Yes, Jade came home with her mom and Aunt, and headed straight for the shower. I took the opportunity to whip up dinner, a hearty vegetarian style stew, with just enough beef broth to give it flavor, along with a large pan of biscuits, and I turned my coffee urn on, brewing what would amount to thirty regular cups. They all came out naked and giggling, and it barely registered at first. Maybe I was getting used to it. We had a great supper, with a lot of smiles and innuendoes from the sisters. Jade actually blushed a couple of times, while I glowed red.
The meal done, I pulled out the dozen doughnuts I'd hidden and made a fresh pot of coffee. I'd insisted on getting Jade a toothbrush and teaching her how to use it. I didn't need to persuade her, many of her people had missing teeth, and she didn't want it happening to her. She insisted I buy a couple dozen more, along with several large tubes of paste, and took them back to her winter quarters. Billie and Bertha had their own here, and they used them religiously.
Finally sated, I turned the stereo on. They loved music, and would flit through radio stations until they found something they liked. Billie liked country, and Bertha loved classical, so you'd hear Garth Brooks, followed by Mozart, back and forth until they got sleepy. I thought several times about getting them something battery operated, but held off, concerned I was corrupting them too much.
I knew they would stay up and talk half the night, so I excused myself and got ready for bed. I'd been asleep about an hour when I felt Jade snuggle up to me, automatically spooning. I woke up with an aching erection, with her bare chest on mine, the nipples feeling like little diamonds. I groaned and she giggled. Then she rose up and kissed me, hard.
"I'm running out of patience, honey. I'm your woman. I'll be your woman forever if you let me. It's time for you to make it official. Tonight. Got it?"
I stroked her smooth back. "Do I have a vote? Because if I do, I'm ready. Tonight, we join our houses."
She didn't react the way I thought. She jumped up screaming and ran into the living room, waking her mother and aunt up. They were talking a mile a minute when I finally came out, then they tackled me to the couch and smothering me with kisses while Jade laughed. When they finally let me up., the interrogation began. "This isn't casual. If you join with her, we expect it to be for life. If you have any doubts at all, don't do it."



I kissed Bertha's cheek. "Don't worry about that. I'm scared to death of her mother."
Billie thumped me on the back. "Don't forget her aunt and grandmother. It could be very bad for you if you hurt her."
Jade finally pushed them off me. "Stop! If I had any doubt, this would not be happening. Now go home, and tell my grandmother you're losing the baby of the family. I expect you all here tomorrow afternoon, so we can discuss the ceremony. Go!"
They walked out giggling, clutching bags of supplies.
...........................................................................................................
Jade stood, suddenly very shy. "You sure?"
"Come here, woman!"
She'd never heard me use that tone and jumped a little, walking to me, looking like she was going to flee any second. I took her hand and sat her beside me. "I'm sure, honey. Absolutely. I don't know how fast your kind falls in love, but in my culture, it can take a long time, so I'm as little surprised at how much I love you after five months. And when we mate, I intend it to be for life. Understand?"
Jade cried like a little girl for a few minutes, before wiping her eyes and nose. "For life," she said solemnly. Then she grabbed my hand.
"I was going to wait until tonight, but my need is too strong. I want you to make me your woman. Now!"
Her grip cut off the circulation in my wrist. Mosogo weren't as strong as Bigfeet, but they were still stronger than humans. She tore my shirt in her haste, and soon I was as naked as she was. She pushed me onto the bed and dove beside me. Then she went quiet.
"What if I'm not good at this? Will you still love me?"
"Oh, honey, I have no doubt you will be spectacular. Besides, there's a learning curve, which means you'll just get better and better. Ready to start practicing?"
After I got my breath back from the kiss, she grinned. "Just so you know, I intend to practice a lot. A whole lot."
I had taught her how humans kissed, so I had that covered. What I hadn't taught her is how humans used everything they had when they made love to each other. Her breathing got heavier when I kissed her neck, and she gasped when I took a nipple in my mouth. When I slid down between her legs and licked around her vulva, she screamed, and when I found her clit, she screamed and held my head against her, moaning and thrashing until she stiffened and screamed again. It seemed there was going to be a lot of screaming in my future. I managed to pry her legs apart and slid up until my hardness was against her really wet opening. "Ready, honey?"
For answer she thrust up, and I sank into the hilt. She told me later it hurt, but not as much as she expected, and soon enough we were doing the age-old mating dance. I didn't last nearly as long as I wanted to, but she still erupted in orgasm when I released. I lay her on her for a second before sliding off and cuddling.
She tried to speak but was having trouble making words, so I kissed her. She lay there, holding me tightly, and when she got her reason back, she grinned. Her only question was "How quick before we can do that again?"
"Give me a little time, hon. It takes human males a bit to recharge."
It didn't take as long as I expected because she latched down, stroking and playing until I stood at attention. This time was slower and gentler until the need for release couldn't be denied. She'd already climaxed twice when I let go. This led to more cuddling, then she insisted we get a shower. I was about to introduce her to the joy of shower sex, when Bob opened the door, sticking his head in and announcing his presence.
His smile took up most of his face when he saw Jade's glowing expression. "So, you finally mated! About damn time, we were beginning to think you were a little slow. How was it?"
"Damn Bob, a man doesn't kiss and tell."
"A woman does, and it was great! We've already mated twice, and were the edge of doing it again until you showed up. Leave!"
We all laughed, but she was more than half serious. She made coffee while he ate a box of granola bars, chatting about nothing, when Bertha, Elena, and Billie burst through the door. I just sighed and made more coffee. Then Ara and Angel showed up, and the chattering began again. I looked at Bob. "I need some air."
We walked out to a shed that had been a workshop, that had a small stove in it. I got it going while Bob opened two of the beers he'd brought along. He sat against the side of the building while I sat on the workbench, sipping our beers in silence, before he grinned.
"You know, we're not much on knocking. You want any kind of privacy, you might want to start locking your doors."
"Thanks for the advice. When do you think it will be safe to go in?"
"Give it a while. They'll let you know."
An hour later Bertha came for me, staying in the shop with Bob. "We're sleeping here tonight. In fact, " she said, looking the building over, "we might just finish the winter out right here. What do you think?"
"I think we'll have to make or find you a bed."
"Well, I brought a couple of blankets out, so we'll be fine for right now. Go and cuddle your mate."
Then she kissed me on the cheek while Bob grinned.
.......................................................................................
We didn't make love because her aunt was on our couch, but as soon as they left the next morning, she dragged me back to bed, and we only got up to shower and eat for the rest of the day. During dinner, she asked if we were still going out Friday.
"That's up to you, honey. Do you think you can be comfortable among my people?"
"I'll probably be scared to death, but I need to learn how sooner or later. Keep an eye on me, because I will no doubt be looking to you for clues."
We spent the next two days practicing her story. She was from Canada, had been home schooled, and their community was really small, so she didn't get out much before she came to visit family and met me. We met at the grocery store a couple of times and I asked her to join me for a coffee. I had to ask three times before she said yes, then we started dating, and one thing led to another, and here we were.
I made her dress in jeans and flannel, and took her out, going to the grocery store, and a sporting supply outlet. I told her people would stare and I was right. "Are they staring at me because I'm so big?"
"No honey, they're staring at you because you're so hot. You'll have to get used to that."
She kept her hand in mine the whole time, scared to death. She wandered the sporting goods store oohing and ahhing, and I wondered what would happen the first time I took her to a mall. Before we went home, I took her to a small jewelry store in the village we were at, explaining on the way men gave their women rings to signify commitment. The selection was limited, but there were a few outstanding pieces. She naturally picked out the most expensive set they had. The engagement ring fit, but the bands had to be sized. Ther jeweler never said a word when her finger was two sizes bigger than mine. She stared at it all the way home.
....................................................................................................
I gave her the hose right before we left on our first date, and she opted for the dark pantyhose, because it hid her hairy legs. She'd noticed a few women on our shopping trip, appalled when I told her women shaved their legs.
"They do? Really? I just thought they were naturally hairless."
No, though it's not as dark as yours on average."
Then she wanted to know if they shaved everywhere else, shocked beyond words when I told her they regularly shaved under their arms, and some women shaved everywhere.
Her eyes got huge. "Even down there?"
She was pointing at her bottom. "Yes. It's quite common. Some have procedures done to make it permanent."
It took her a minute to digest that, and she asked in a timid voice if I'd like her to shave. "I don't want you to do what you don't feel good about. I love you just the way you are."
I helped her dress, because she wanted to be perfect. It was kind of erotic to watch her shimmy into the pantyhose. Jade didn't see the sense in wearing panties if she was wearing pantyhose, so that was it. The dress was long-sleeved, so she didn't shave the underarm hair. If it was ever noticed and remarked on, I'd just tell them it was the custom where she came from, and it didn't matter to me.
Jade was nervous as a cat at a dog show when we pulled up to the pub. The forecast was for heavy snow tonight, so we planned to stay just long enough to make an appearance, and head back out. It was Friday night, and the place was packed. Chad saw us, calling to us as he waved us over. Everybody looked at the tall woman by my side, completely covered by the long coat.
When we got to the table, I helped her out of her coat, smiling as she shook her curly hair. The whole place went quiet, then Chad grinned. "I told you guys."
The volume gradually went back to normal, but we felt the stares from all corners of the dining room. Chad had already ordered, and Vivian, his future wife, was fussing at him, telling him to wait until we ordered our meal. "Stop it Viv. Let him eat it while it's hot."
We ordered coffee and they stared. "What? You've been here long enough to warm up, while we're still freezing. Honey, what are you going to order?"
She stared at the menu, knowing she didn't read. She finally put it down. "It all sounds good, but I think I'll have chicken. Which dish is best?"
I ordered her a large meal, hand cut breast strips, with fries, onion rings, coleslaw, and hush puppies, getting her a variety of dipping sauces. I got their custom bacon burger, almost half a pound of meat, covered with cheese and bacon. It came with fries so I'd be good. When they sat the large platter down, she just stared, picked up a hot piece, slathered it in the hottest sauce they had put out, and popped it into her mouth. Vivian was trying to tell her the chicken was too hot, Chad that the sauce would burn her mouth, but she just chewed happily.
She eyed what I was having, and when I sat it down to grab fries, she picked it up and took a big bite, then declared that the next time we were back, she was having that. She ate every bite with gusto, cleaned her plate, and wanted dessert. I ordered their homemade chocolate cake for me, and cheesecake for her. The face she made when she tasted it looked a lot like the face she made during an orgasm, so I knew she liked it. Then she helped me eat my cake.
Vivian had been pumping her since she got there, and Jade told her as much of the truth as she could. She was an only child, lived with her mother, aunt, and grandmother before she moved in with me. They were originally from Canada, and had some First Nations blood, accounting for her skin tone. Then Vivian got up and announced she needed the restroom. I'd schooled Jade, so she stood up as well.
I didn't see them when we arrived, but my ex and her new man were also there. Ex saw the opportunity and went into the room, intent on making trouble. Jade and Vivian were talking happily while they washed their hands when she came up behind them. "Vivian! Who's your friend?"
Vivian was plainly uncomfortable, but made the introductions. "Deana, this is Jade Mosogo. She's Jeremy's girlfriend."
"A bit more than a girlfriend, " Jade grinned, as she waved her hand about. Vivian grabbed her hand, looking at the ring. "That's an enormous diamond! He must love you a lot."
Jade couldn't stop smiling. "He does, but then again, I love him just as much. I have to slow him down some, because he's always buying me presents. It was nice to meet you, Deana."
They started to walk out. There were other women in the bathroom, and they knew the history, so there were a lot of grins at the look on Deana's face. That seemed to trigger her off, and she ranted about me spending the money she should have gotten, on a tramp. Jade wasn't exactly sure what she meant, but she knew it for an insult. To her credit, she remained calm, walking over to Deana and looming over her.
Then she grinned. "I can see why he didn't mind giving up a shrimp like you. One of my boobs is bigger than both of yours together, and judging by the lines in your face, you must be a lot older (we were the same age). You probably couldn't give him babies, and I expect to become a factory. Five is the number I had in mind. Let me tell you this in simple words, speaking slowly. NEVER, EVER, disrespect my man or me again. If you do, I'll demonstrate what happens to little loudmouths where I come from. Never, understood? If you do, when I'm done what little looks you have will be gone, permanently. Got it, sweetie?"
She actually patted her cheek like she was a child. "Good to meet you, honey. Don't forget what I said. Coming, Viv?'
They walked off, Vivian trying to hold her laughter in. I could attest that Deana wasn't that smart, but I didn't think she was suicidal. She screamed and launched herself at Jade, fingers extended like claws. Jade turned around and punched her right between the eyes, and she dropped to the floor, knocked out. Jade just smiled at the women and opened the door for Vivian. As they were walking towards the table, she wondered if Deana was all right. Jade shrugged, not caring in the least.
One of the ladies in the pub was an off duty EMT, and they got her to check on Dee. She went outside and got her pack, coming back and putting smelling salts under her nose. She woke up coughing, and the woman told her she needed to go to the hospital for concussion evaluation. She also told her the bruises would fade in time, and when Deana finally looked in the mirror, there were three bruises across her forehead, knuckle marks.
Jade told me after we left, she really didn't hit her hard, but she really, really wanted to. I was glad she was able to control herself. That is, until we came outside to a raging snowstorm, and three flat tires. "Asshole!" I raged, knowing it could only be the boyfriend. I knew since I kicked his ass the last time we met, he'd never have the nerve to face me again, but this was just...chickenshit. It seemed the only word that fit.
Jade was standing beside me hugged up tight, almost in tears. I brought her back inside and petted her, waiting for here to warm up. "You forget, I have an apartment here in town. It's six blocks away. It's not as cozy as home, but it's shelter from the storm." Chad and Vivian drove us over in their brand-new Jeep truck. I bet he was glad now he went for the cold weather package.
They dropped us, and I knocked on the door, to let the Smiths know it was me. They immediately grabbed Jade and took her inside, telling me to go turn the thermostat up in the apartment. When I wasn't there, I kept it around fifty, just warm enough that the pipes wouldn't freeze. I turned it up to seventy-five, listening to make sure it came on. By the time I got back, they had Jade on the sofa, with a large cup of hot chocolate in her hands. Mrs. Smith looked up at me and smiled. "I can see why you don't stay here much. When will you be moving out? Our grandson is graduating college soon, and he can use cheap housing."
"I'll be out by the last of March. I can't thank you guys enough for renting it to me."
Mr. Smith snorted. "It had been sitting empty for over two years, doing nobody any good, and the extra money came in handy, and we like having you around. We both think you got done dirty, and was glad to rent it to you. Ever see Deana?"
Jade grinned. "I got introduced to her at the restaurant. I have to say I was unimpressed."
Mrs. Smith snorted. "Girl thought entirely too much of herself, and it burnt her. She went from a loving relationship with a future, to being a slut, and it cost her everything. Her new man doesn't have the income Jeremy had, and she no longer has the lovely home, or the new car. She got it in the settlement, but she had to sell it to pay for lawyers after the assault. They're a toxic couple, and they deserve each other. Just my opinion, mind you."
"Well said, Mrs. Smith, but thanks to Jade that's all behind me, and I see nothing but love and happiness going forward. Now if you'll excuse us, it's been a tiring day."
.........................................................................................................................
The clothes flew off as we walked into the apartment, and Jade sighed. "I'm so glad to shed these clothes. How can you stand it all the time.?"
"Most aren't blessed with your constitution, baby. However, every time I see you naked, I want to get naked too. Come here, my woman!"
Jade giggled and threw ME on the bed. It's hard to handle a woman who's much stronger, but I tried to do my best. We're just lucky the bed didn't break.
We met the cops in the parking lot the next morning, and the deputy looked my truck over. "Wonder why they only stabbed three tires? Never mind, I'm guessing someone must have gotten close and they didn't want to get caught. I've already looked at the parking lot video, and it was snowing so hard, and all you can make out is two people, bundled up because of the cold. We'll probably never find who did it, but I promise I'll investigate, and I know who I'm going to talk to first."
He looked disgusted as he took in the damage. Jade was walking around the truck, looking for sign, but there had been too many people in the parking lot. Then she grinned and pointed down. "Will this help?"
The deputy looked where she was pointing and smiled. The handle of the knife was just barely visible, sticking out of the snow, still imbedded in the tire. He got another deputy with a high-resolution camera to help, and he carefully snapped away as the first deputy gently brushed the snow away. When it was completely exposed. He pulled a thick plastic bag out of his car and slid it over the knife, pulling gently to get it out of the tire, grinning. When he had it bagged and tagged, he promised they would send it to the state for fingerprinting and DNA.
"You got lucky, Jeremy. This should tell us exactly who to look for. I'll let you know when the results get back. Ma'am," he said, tipping his hat as he walked back to his cruiser.
I called the only tire shop in town, and they had it towed. I told him what I wanted, and he called me back, saying they were one tire short, but it would be there in the morning. With my undamaged tire, I could drive it safely. We spent the day shopping, because Jade needed a change of clothes. She bought two pair of insulated pants, some waterproof boots, warm socks, a thick turtleneck sweater, then thought about it and bought three more in the largest size they had.
Suitably dressed, we walked through the business district. I thought she was still beside me, but when I looked back, she was looking through a shop window. It was the only beauty shop in town. Jade stood watching for a few minutes before opening the door and dragging me inside. The shop was owned and run by Mrs. Smith, and she grinned as she hugged Jade. "Oh, honey, I've wanted to tame that mane since I saw you. What would you like?"
"I was thinking about a trim, maybe a couple of inches off. What do you think?"
"Honey, I think you came to the right place. You come with me." She looked at me and grinned. "You go off and do man stuff, son. Come back in an hour. Shoo."
She practically shoved me out the door. I walked down to the hardware store and bought a few things I'd been meaning to get, and after we loaded it on the truck, I accepted a cup of coffee from the pot that probably hadn't been turned off since November, and shot shit for thirty minutes, then I wandered back to the beauty shop.
I stood inside with my mouth hanging open. Mrs. Smith had taken a rare diamond and polished it to a shine. While they had only taken a couple of inches, her hair was fuller than I ever remembered seeing it, with a deep luster that seemed to make it shine. I looked again, noticing her nails were trimmed and painted a muted red, but the biggest change was her face. Her lipstick matched her nails, and her eyes were made up, making them smoky and sultry.



One of the hairdressers laughed and reached over, closing my mouth. "I think he likes our work, Jade."
She had taken advantage of every service they had to offer. She even got a pedicure. Jade twirled nervously, before she asked if I approved. I grabbed her in a big kiss, and held it until Mrs. Smith started slapping the back of my head. "Ease up, junior. It's like you're trying to vandalize a work of art. Here," she said, handing me a tissue, "wipe your mouth. Sit back down, honey, and let Karen fix the damage."
Jade almost gasped when she heard how much the makeover had cost, but I paid it with a smile, and included a twenty-dollar tip for each of the four ladies in the shop, a tip that they rarely saw. Mrs. Smith walked us out of the shop, reminding Jade of her appointment three weeks away. She also handed me a list. "Here, it's a list of things she'll need, products she used today. You can get a lot of it at the drugstore, and the rest you can get online."
After a hundred fifty dollar stop at the drugstore, which included a hair dryer, we went back to the apartment. She just stood in front of the mirror for about thirty minutes, before turning to me and grinning. "I don't look like the same person!"
I smiled as I kissed her cheek. "You look exactly the same, except hotter. You're turning into an expensive hobby, honey."
She immediately started obsessing about money, until I put my fingers on her lips. "I don't want you to ever worry about money. I still have a good bit, plus Bob seems to want to hand me money every time I turn around. Sooner or later, I'll want to find a job, but that's probably a year or better in the future. So then, money is the least of our problems."
She was quiet for a while before she suddenly grinned. "My people have money that's accumulated over the years. I'll tell them I need some. They haven't used it in forever."
I tried to reassure her but she didn't let it rest. We went back to the pub for dinner, because she wanted to take full advantage of our time in town, and, I think, to show off her new look. If she got stared at before, it seemed to triple this time. She wanted a burger, but I opted for a pizza, forgetting she'd never had anything like it. She took one bite, shoved her burger at me, and almost inhaled it. She wanted me to promise we'd stop at a grocery store on the way home to pick up some when I told her they came frozen.
"I have a better Idea, hon. Let's pick up the supplies to make them ourselves. That way we control how much cheese, pepperoni, or anything else we want on it." Half our buggy was pizza material.
Saturday night was dance night at The Pub, and a little four-piece band was warming up while we finished our dinner. Her head came up at the first guitar chord sounded. "What's that?"
"It's a guitar. The band's about to start."
"Can we stay and listen?"
Of course we stayed, and she sat enthralled, especially after people started dancing. She was wriggling in her seat, mimicking the moves on the floor. When a slow song started, I startled her by pulling her to the floor. "I don't know how to do this!"
I grinned. "This is really simple, Jade. You just snuggle up and sway to the music."
Jade was stiff at first, but soon her head was on my shoulder as we swayed in a circle. When the music stopped, she grabbed me and gave me a hard kiss. "Best mate ever! I love you!" People watched the kiss and heard the declaration, and smiles went around the room.
I talked her into a fast dance, marveling how instinctively graceful she was. After we were done, Chad asked her for a dance, and I partnered with Vivian. After that, others would ask her to dance and she always looked askance at me. She danced with several men, and then Vivian pulled her onto the floor to dance with several other women in a familiar song that had moves long established. Jade was slow at first, then began swaying with the rest, her hair flying across her face while she let herself go. Then the guys joined in, and one jerk grabbed her ass, grinding into her. She tried to separate but he wouldn't let go, so she knocked him on his ass.
The crowd gasped and pulled back. I had already jumped up when he grabbed her, and I let loose on him. "You asshole! I ought to stand back and let her stomp the shit out of you, just for the pleasure of watching it happen! That's my woman, understand? Mine! Now get the fuck out of here."
Jade was actually holding me back, trying to get me to calm down. The place didn't have a bouncer, because almost all of them had grown up together and policed themselves. Pretty soon a couple of hefty guys helped him find the door, with a stern warning from the owners to behave from now on, or he'd be barred.
Vivian hugged her as soon as she let me go. "You're my hero! We've all been bothered by him before, and our boyfriends and husbands have warned him, but you did what all of wished we could. Thank you."
She blushed, not knowing how to handle the praise. Then they went back to dancing. I thought she'd be worn out when we got home, but she kept me up half the night. It was noon when we picked up the truck and headed home. I'd told the Smiths we would be back in three weeks to clean out the apartment, and they could keep the furniture. I'd bought most of it used, but it was still good, especially to a college graduate just starting out. Mrs. Smith kissed and hugged Jade, whispering in her ear, and then reminded her of her appointment in three weeks.
...........................................................................................
It had been enjoyable, but we were happy to be home. Bertha took in her looks and smiled, with tears in her eyes. "You've become human, baby, soon you'll forget all about us." Jade started crying, hard, and that caught us all by surprise. "How can I forget my family? I might live in a house now, but I'm still Mosogo at heart. Don't you want to see your grandchildren, teach them about their heritage?"
That led to a cuddle session of epic magnitude. Bob and I quietly left, going out to the shed. I noticed there was a fire, and a big bed in the corner. He grinned. "I think we need a bigger building. While you were gone, Billie and Elana stayed in your house. I hope you went grocery shopping on the way home."
"Bob, have you ever had pizza?"
Pizza was a big hit, and became a once weekly event. Ara really liked it, and Angel would have lived on it if she could. When it warmed up, I had a man come out and build us a clay oven, and taught Jade how to use it. The ladies would prepare the pizzas, mostly cheese and vegetables with a few slices of pepperoni. As they got comfortable with me, more of both tribes would show up, until twenty or more would be swirling around the yard.
Elena came in a couple of weeks after we'd been to town, grinning, and gave me a box. "Here, Jade said this might come in handy for you."
I opened it, and stood gawking. It was about half full of coins. Old coins. Really old coins. Large pennies from the 1700's, Spanish reals, silver dollars, and gold, including double eagles from the 1870's. I estimate it was over ten pounds.
"Where did you get this?"
She shrugged. "Our people have collected it over the years. Some we found, and some we took from people who had gotten too close to us. We know what it is, but we've never needed to use it. Take it, and buy us a better life."
I put in a safe place, wondering how I could use it. We were sailing along, everybody was happy, and then something unexpected happened, well, for me anyway. Jade wanted it really bad. She got pregnant. I've never seen a more scared woman when she told me, afraid I'd reject her and the child. That kind of got to me, and I chewed her out, making her cry with shame, then happiness. "You know, there are a lot of foolish human females in this world, but I was hoping your Mosogo blood would make you a little less likely, but it's obvious that the human part has dominated. You've made me a very happy man, why in the world would I reject you?"
After she stopped sobbing, she told me of a few instances where a man had impregnated one of her kind, and then deserted them, including her father. By now she was on my lap, in the big oversized rocker, swaying gently back and forth. I had a vision of her doing the same thing with our child. The only description I could come up with was 'warm and fuzzy'.
Then we ran into problems. I wanted her to go to the doctors, but in my world, she didn't exist. No birth certificate, no social security number, no school transcripts, no vaccination records, nothing. Jade said she'd have it the traditional way, which I immediately shot down. "You're too human, baby. It might be more than you can handle."
I expressed my fear to the tribes, and a few weeks later a big shiny SUV pulled into my driveway. A man in a suit and tie got out, and Jade opened the door before he could knock. He immediately went into a long speech, in her native tongue! When she calmed down, she invited him in and called me. I'd been putting out as many apple trees as I could fit reasonably on the cleared acreage, as well as pear, fig, and peach, and had a grape arbor almost finished alongside the southern border. To anyone looking on, it would seem I had embraced the homesteader life wholeheartedly, but I was just trying to provide for my families.
She gave me a big kiss while she poured the coffee, then introduced me. "Honey, this is Fred Williams. He's Mosogo, and he had the solutions to our problems."
He reached out, grinning at my discomfiture. "I'm only an eighth Mosogo, but I had a mostly traditional childhood, living in the forests until I was ten. Then we turned to normal life. I had a mentor that helped us, and he sponsored my law school education. Since then, mostly under the radar, I help my people and others in similar situations. I can arrange a birth certificate, get her a social security number, everything she needs for life as a human. Will you let me help?"
Of course we would let him help, and he made several trips over the next couple of months. His car was tagged for three states over, and he didn't like to talk about his tribe. We had him out for pizza night, and he mixed and mingled with my family with ease. He had excellent references from tribes ours knew of, so we accepted him. I was a little nervous about the cost, but he told me it was pro bono. "I work from a trust fund, set up by my tribe and others, so my expenses are taken care of. All we ask is, if sometime in the future if we need you, you will return the favor."
When he was finished, I gave him a gift of gratitude, half the box of coins Alena had given me. I'd researched the value, and it contained over $200,000 worth, at current value. His eyes widened, before he grinned. "Thanks for the contribution to the trust. We'll make sure it's used for the good of our peoples. Your name has reached the lips of others, and everyone knows if they need help, all they have to do is say "any friend of the Mosogo is a friend of mine", and you'll help them. That's all the payment we'll ever need."
The doctor was a whole new experience for her, and when she saw the stirrups, she almost lost it. I thought it funny, the woman who ran around naked most of the time was suddenly shy. She felt a little insulted, and let me know it. "He's looking at parts of me that that only you should see, let alone touch!"
I explained as best I could, that it was just a professional necessity. I'm glad the doctor congratulated me for having such a spectacular wife, but I had to agree. He gave her a clean bill of health, telling whatever she was doing, she needed to keep it up.
We went back to The Pub for a meal we didn't have to cook, and when Viv saw her bulge she screamed, and she was soon surrounded by babbling women. The decided to give her a baby shower in two weeks, and I'd better make sure she was there. Chad sighed. "You just made my life harder. Vivian's been after me for a kid, and the fact that you went first is not going to go down well."
I grinned. "Let it happen, brother. It'll be the best thing for both of you."
I don't think he liked my advice, but I had learned when a woman wanted something, if you loved her, she would probably get it sooner or later.
.....................................................................................
Jade had a phone by now, and a network of friends. It was frustrating for her to not be able to drive, so I decided to teach her. It did not go well at first, and after two dents to the truck, I stopped and switched her to the little UTV, which made her a lot calmer. It didn't go any more than 30 miles an hour, and while it didn't have air bags, it did have a restraining harness. As she got bigger, it became more difficult, and I finally talked her into stopping until the baby was born.
Bob and Bertha were fixtures now, and had fixed the little shed into a proper home, with heat, a small stove, and a refrigerator. I grinned at how domesticated they had gotten. They still went on long rambles that kept them away for days, visiting their people, but thy always came back. We ran into a problem with toilet facilities, because they were just too big for a standard toilet. We finally solved it by building an old fashion outhouse, supersized of course. Until then there was never a necessity, because they emulated bears, or maybe bears emulated them, and went into the woods. I was happy, you always knew when Bob had Mexican, and I'd stepped in it once. Jade made me throw that pair of sneakers away.
Both Bigfoot and Mosogo had gotten so comfortable around me they didn't bother to remain in the shadows, though it still scared the shit out of me when they just appeared. I tried to learn to be quiet when I moved, and Billie commended me. "You used to sound like a herd of elk. Now you just sound like one or two, tops."
Jade was three weeks from her due date, and Elena was a permanent guest. They'd taken a page from Bob and Bertha, and I had to fix up another building for her and Billie. Privacy was a thing of the past.
She woke me with a death grip on my arm. I carried bruises for three weeks afterwards, but I got her to the hospital on time. She held on to me in fear and desperation, cussing the whole time, but it was mostly in Mosoga, so the nurses didn't know. I had everyone around speak to me exclusively in their language, a sort of immersion technique. It seemed to be working, especially when I caught a couple talking about me, and I confronted them. It embarrassed them so much the ran away, and I didn't see them for two weeks. When they came back, they called me an asshole in their language, and grinned.
Sometimes, when I was getting claustrophobic, I'd leave Jade in the hands of her family and take long walks in the woods. Sometimes Angel and her boyfriend Sam would join me, and pepper me with all kinds of questions. Sometimes it would be someone I didn't even know. I got the feeling they were guarding me.
I took a shine to an old Bigfoot, who would join me, leaning on a carved limb, for slow rambles as he told me the history of his people. One day he gifted me with an old Spanish helmet from the fifteen hundreds, telling me of an expedition to seek wealth that did not end well for them.
Then one day he stopped coming, and asked about him. Ara bowed her head. "He passed, two weeks ago. He always spoke fondly of you, and wanted you to have this." It was a silver medallion, very old, on a matching silver chain. It got to me, and I kind of chewed them out for not telling me sooner, or let me attend his funeral. Jade had to calm me. "Our rituals are different, and no human has ever witnessed them. We also never speak of the dead, because to talk of them means they are not still among us, and we want their spirits to walk the paths we tread alongside of us."
I thought about that, kind of seeing the sense of it. Still took Bob, Elana, her daughters, and Bob's family off into the woods, where I lit a bonfire, and made them share a drink with me, raising my cup and toasting him and others, referring to them only as the ones who went before. It moved them I think, and Jade snuggled as we helped her back to the UTV. She told me later Tom was Bob's maternal grandfather. Now it made sense why his family stayed behind.
Thankfully the labor was short, and suddenly we had a son. Jade said it would be a girl, because male births were rare. It looked like the human genes had overcome this time. She was shocked beyond words when they put him on her breast, but the joy of the day triumphed. He weighed ten pounds, above average, but he was perfectly formed, and I was sure he was going to look like Jade.
I'd gotten a cell for Bertha, an oversized model designed for people with bad hands, and called her right away. There was silence for a second, before the whoops and cheers started. She'd put it on speaker, and there must have been a lot of people there, judging by the noise.
Jade wanted to go home right after giving birth, but the hospital talked me into getting her to stay two days, before she told me if I didn't take her home right his minute, she was walking. Vivian came, dragging Chad along. She cooed over the baby, admiring his size, and Jade let her hold him, which surprised me. She'd told me they were very protective of their young. She rocked back and forth, giving pointed looks at Chad, and he seemed to be getting the message. Mrs. Smith came by, and a few more of the friends she'd made in town. Jade was quite popular because of her loving nature and willingness not to back down in a confrontation.
We didn't have to worry about Ex and the Asshole, when the prints came back on the knife, they both went to jail, because they were on probation from the last episode. They'd be guests of the state for fifteen months.
...........................................................................................
The celebration when we got home was epic, by any cultures' measure. I think most of both tribes were there, admiring Tommy. I'd named him for Bob's grandfather, the one who went before. It must have got to them, because I got to see a Bigfoot cry for the first time when Ara held him. As he was passed from Elena, to Ara, to Billie, to Angel, and most of the females in attendance, I wondered if he would ever realize what he was looking at.
I'd gotten two kegs, twelve cases, and ten gallons of wine, scattered through different stores. No liquor. I don't remember how many soft drinks I got, twenty cases, maybe, and had four tables laden down with snacks, from pastries, to chips, massive amounts of fruits, and anything else I thought they might like. The party was still going on when I put Jade and Tommy to bed, and I followed them an hour later.
I was glad the next morning that I lived in isolation, on a road that had almost no traffic. There were six Bigfeet passed out in the front yard, and Marc was almost lying in the road. There were just as many Mosogo, some in very unladylike positions, and judging by fluids, some of them had a better time than others. I got Bob and Bertha up and made them help me get the others up and under cover.
Most were moaning and holding their heads, but Elena showed no mercy, laughing while we fixed pancakes. I'd purchased a large, gas-powered griddle, and the ladies were mixing pancake batter in giant tubs. I think the aroma brought most of them back to life. I'd learned they also loved grits, and had two large pots simmering, which most of them spooned over their pancakes.
We fed the younger ones first, because they weren't hung over. I'd built huge benches and a couple of tables out of split oak logs, carefully planing and sanding the seats, and every space was full, while others sat wherever there was a spot. Ara banished me from my host duties so I could have breakfast with my bride, and I held Tonny while she ate, giving me a big syrupy kiss when she finished, then taking him back so I could have my breakfast. They all passed by to pay respects to the baby, and thank us for the party, then they silently filtered into the woods, until it was just family.



I tried not to be obvious, but I counted the guests. There were 39 Mosogo women, but only three males. One was a purebred, and the other two were half human. There were seven children, three of them passable as human, the others looked to be half.
The Bigfoot contingent seemed to be about sixty/forty female to male. There was, as best I could estimate with everyone moving, about eighty adults. There were a lot more children, again slightly favoring female.
Things drifted along, when an opportunity came up. The apple orchard just up the road came up for sale, twenty-eight acres of mostly young trees, three acres in peaches, and four in Asian pears. There was another six acres in pasture, and a large garden spot. The house was an old two story, and a little rundown. I was down to a little over sixty thousand 'legal' money, and had thirty-seven from the Bigfoot stash, and Bob told me they hadn't even touched the big pack, still using out of the little, and maybe half of it was left. Elena heard about the contribution I'd made to the nonprofit, and brought enough to fill the box back up.
I'd talk to the lawyer on ideas to move the money to where it was available. He had several ideas, and we used one of them. I buried the box in the apple orchard in an empty spot where a tree should be, and let it for almost a year, 'accidentally' discovering it when I started to plant a tree. We followed form, contacted the authorities and a good lawyer, and waited.
The opinion was the treasure had been buried sometime in the eighteen hundreds by a former owner, on land that had been farmed since 1757, and belonged to the current owner. The value, both in real currency and historical significance, came to just over 800,000.
I bought the apple farm for three twenty, which left a big chunk we could use later, as we saw fit. It wasn't as remote as the cabin, but it was a lot bigger. There were woods butting against the back of the property, park land as well, so they had an undercover route to come see us. The first thing I did was build a fence around the farm, making sure they knew which gate would be unlocked.
I also put an eight-foot, steel link fence with wire across the top around the seventeen acres at the cabin. I explained it away as trying to keep treasure hunters out. That proved to be true, as people with metal detectors would try to sneak onto the property. When I electrified the fence, they finally got the point. The back entrance was carefully hidden, so visitors could slip in and out at will. Bertha and Bob took over the cabin, and Elena moved in with Billie, moving out again when she found a new man. I tried to move her in with us, but she was too afraid of exposure. Still, she did spend a lot of nights with us, doting over her great grandson.
Tommy was growing up with their family, and didn't know what he was witnessing. I dreaded the day we would have to explain it to him.
.....................................................................................
That got decision got taken away from me when I woke up to find my place swarming with cops trying to get inside my gate. They came before dawn, but I had a pretty good alarm system, and it lit up the night like it was Times Square on Christmas. I got on the speaker installed beside the gate.
"Who are you, and what do you want?"
"We have a warrant!"
"That didn't answer the question. Unless you can identify yourselves, that warrant is worthless. Just so you know, this whole interaction is being broadcast live on YouTube." That was a lie, although I did have that capability if it was necessary. There was a hurried conversation, and one man stepped forward.
"May we talk?"
"About what?"
"It's a delicate subject."
I grinned. "Enlighten me."
He threw up his arms. "Not like this. This turned out all wrong. I was just wanting to talk, but got outvoted."
I had a really bad feeling about all of this. Jade was scared to death, holding Tommy, and Elena looked like she was ready to rip heads off. This could get very ugly very fast. I remember the counseling from the lawyer who made Jade 'legal', and Jade pulled his number up on the phone. He answered on the fifth ring, groggy and unhappy. "You got any idea what time it is?"
"Sorry, but you said call if I had a situation. This is Jeremy, by the way. You helped my wife Jade out with some paperwork about 20 months ago. I got a bunch of guys outside my fence. There are no identifying marks on their vehicles, and the got a Man in Black vibe. They tried to bluff their way in, saying they had a warrant, but I called them on that, and now they want to just talk. What should I do?"
He was awake instantly. "Nothing. Don't let them in, and film everything. Give them my name, tell them I'm on the way, and clam up. Anybody else in the house?"
I knew what he was asking. Were any of the tribes in the house? "Yes. My wife's grandmother is visiting."
He sighed. "Tell her to stay out of sight. They probably got thermal imaging, but all they can see is heat signatures. Hold on, the calvary is on the way."
I got back on the speaker, telling them on advice of my lawyer, I would not speak to them without him present. There was a lot of muttering, and it looked like they were about to breach, when a county car stopped, asking what was going on. I took a chance and went outside.
The deputy was pissed. No one had informed the sheriff they were in the area, or that they were mounting a raid on a citizen of some standing in the community. Pretty soon three more deputies showed up, and it looked like a standoff, especially when they wouldn't show identification. One of them smarted off to the deputy, telling him he was messing with something way above his pay grade. The deputy responded by arresting him. It got tense, but the other deputies had their shotguns out. The Sheriff arrived just in time, pissed because he had to get up so early. He immediately told them if they didn't identify, he would arrest the whole lot. I was just inside the fence, filming the whole thing, even though they had ordered me not too.
The apparent leader got the Sheriff off to the side, showing credentials and having a pretty intense conversation, before he ordered his men back into their cars, and eight big black SUVs were soon spreading gravel as they sped away. I let the Sheriff and the deputies in for coffee and breakfast.
While Jade flitted around nervously, the Sheriff laid it out. "They were feds, from some organization I never heard of, and they were a tight-lipped bunch. When they couldn't show cause, I told them to go home. I got a card he wanted to give to you."
"Thanks, Barry. I'll give it to my lawyer when he gets here. Think they'll be back?"
"Probably, but not like that. They overstepped and know it. I take you got it all recorded?"
He'd been the one to recommend the security company that installed my equipment. I think he was a brother-in-law. It didn't matter, he was good at what he did, even suggested things I'd never thought of, like automatic Cloud uploads.
They left, and Elena came into the kitchen. "I think it's about us."
Jade and I stared at her. "I recognize the head man from ten years ago. He was snooping around in the mountains, taking pictures with a team of four. They got on our nerves and we messed with them a little, you know, stole some of their food, messed up their vehicle, did a lot of howling in the woods to keep them awake. It was pretty funny then. Now, maybe not so much."
Fred showed up two hours later, and frowned when he saw the tape.
...........................................
"It's the Freak Squad. They're kind of shadowy, but they have standing. They mostly stay to the Northwest. Something tipped them off and they're here. They'll turn over every rock for twenty square miles. Better tell the families."
Elena grinned. "I'll do it. Honey, get me into the back of your car and drop me off close to Hawks Point."
Hawks Point was on a dirt road, one not really car worthy, but Jade had picked out the biggest four-wheel drive SUV she could buy, to give them some room. Her mother and aunt loved to ride, and she would take them on midnight rambles. One she took them through the little village, when everyone was in bed. The cops knew her, and if she was by herself, she would stop and talk, maybe buy them breakfast at the all-night diner. She told them she sometimes had sleep problems, and driving helped relax her, so they got used to seeing her on the roads at all hours. Once she came up on a wreck right after it happened. It was upside down in a small stream and sinking, so she called 911, while Bob and Bertha flipped the small car upright and away from the water. The guy was past the legal limit, and he told them about mystic creatures coming to his aid and hauling him to safety. The deputies grinned.
Of course, Jade lied, saying the car was still rolling when she got there, and landed in that position. His blood alcohol was .11, so they didn't take anything he said too seriously.
They slipped into the garage, and Elena hunkered down as much as they could as they left. They picked up a tail before going a mile, but when Jade turned off on the dirt track, they couldn't follow. They knew about drones, so she parked under thick trees, and Elena was gone in a second. Jade took the time to pick some wild grapes before she came back, and another car dropped in behind her. She made a point of parking outside the garage, calling for me to help her carry the baskets. I don't know whether they bought it, but they left us alone.
I was a little surprised when Bob and Bertha showed up that night. He grinned. "You got watchers, three of them, but we distracted them when our families started howling in the dark. Those guys are idiots, charging into the dark with shotguns and nervous fingers. Let's hope they don't shoot each other. When they get back, every one of them will have at least one flat tire."
I pulled out the cakes and pies had been baking all day, put on the coffee, while Tommy played with his grandparents. He had just learned to walk, and he had absolutely no fear. I would marvel how tiny he looked in their hands, and it pissed Bertha off a little he preferred for Bob to hold him.
After the snacks and the small talk, Fred ran an idea by us. "I've talked to five other groups, and they have the same concern. Except for some really wild places, like Idaho or Alaska, your kind are creeping up on us. There have been too many sightings to ignore, and thanks to technology like thermal imaging and drones, it become increasingly difficult, so we've decided to quit hiding. We're coming out of the shadows, but we want to do it in a controlled situation, so people don't get nervous or trigger happy. A lot of time and thought have gone into this, and I breached it with your peoples when I was here last. Do you want to join us?"
I had learned their tongues, but they held the discussion in English, before taking it to both tribes, for their thoughts, but Bertha and Bob were for it.
It was a tense few weeks that followed. They searched my old property, breaching the fence and going through the house and all the buildings. My alarms went off, and the cops showed up. They had gotten smarter and had a warrant, but they hadn't served it. They had destroyed my gate, broke my door, and it was three in the morning, so they all went down to the county jail, where they were booked in.
It looked like a cop/lawyer convention outside the station the next morning, and two television stations had shown up, along with some major newspapers. They refused to answer questions, covering their heads with jackets as they got into the vans provided, and sped away. The Sheriff graciously gave them the mug shots, knowing they could file paperwork to get it released. He knew those guys would try to suppress it, and now it was too late.
An undersecretary of something contacted Fred, wanting to get a handle on it before it exploded any more. The rags were running Men in Black articles, along with photos of the men they could identify, and it was getting uncomfortable for the government. Fred and the tribes talked, and Fred agreed to meet him at my farm. He showed up with a whole group, including twelve men in full riot gear. When I refused to open the gate for anyone but him and two assistants, there was a heated discussion. They'd have to blow the fence to get in, and they knew I was filming everything, including people in the bushes, just in case.
He snapped and ordered three swat guys to find a way into the fence. Fred strongly objected, saying we had our own security and that wasn't needed. Twenty minutes later there was a sound and they came flying out of the darkness, wearing their shirts, vests, and helmets, naked from the waist down. Their weapons and clothes were right behind them.
I grinned. "You know, it's not the best idea to wander around in the dark in terrain unfamiliar to you. " I was still filming as they scrambled into their clothes, some of their group even laughed, and I thought for a minute he was gonna shoot me, when a howl that would raise the hairs on your arm came off the ridge behind us. By now three county cars were parked down the road, and the situation was escalating badly.
Before it got out of hand Fred handed his phone to the Undersecretary through the fence. "It's for you."
He took it, as soon as he answered you could hear someone yelling. There were a lot of 'yes sirs' on his end, and after about two minutes he handed the phone back. "Is the invitation to the three of us still extended?"
Fred opened the gate, locking it back as soon as they were through. Jade made sure she was filming, and I still pull it up once in a while when I need to laugh. It was the expression on his face when he walked into the living room, to see Bob, Pops, and Ara on a couch (the biggest, sturdiest I could get custom built, the frame was made out of four by fours), with Bertha, Billie, and Elana on another. Tommy was on her knees, giggling as she bounced him.
One of the assistants passed out. Jade and I got her up and into a chair, while Billie made tea. She sat just as far away as she could. The undersecretary would have made a fine flycatcher, the way his mouth hung open. It was exactly the effect Fred was going for.
"I know you knew we existed, you just didn't have proof, and now you do. This is not going to turn into a dog and pony show, none of us are going with you when you leave, you're just here to take a message. As of today, we are declaring our sovereignty as full citizens of this country. There are far more of us than you realize, so you need to discard any notion of muffling us. You stop this group, and if none of our people hear from us, two more will pop up. We want land put aside, similar to what you did with the First Peoples of this country, since we fall into the same category. We will also want access to health care, but you should welcome that because it gives you a chance to study us. Some limited social interaction will be unavoidable, but we wish to put limits on it at first. I foresee a time in the future when a person sees us, and just waves, or better yet, has a conversation before they part. You take the message back, and get back to us, but just so you know, you don't work with us, it'll all come out anyway. Maybe we'll hold a press conference. Two weeks ought to be long enough to get the ball rolling. Have a nice evening."
The undersecretary was surprisingly understanding, but the head of the Freak Squad was having none of it. His idea was to round them up, including any human that helped them.
....................................................................
It took four months of pretty intense negotiations. Fred, Jade, and I ended up in Washington, along with delegations from across the country, for a private audience with the President. There were official photographers, and the few photos they let out caused. My favorite hangs in our living room, the President shaking hands with Bob, towering over her five-foot four height. She looked a little unsettled, but in the end, she relaxed. When the treaty was signed, there was a formal dinner. Elena looked as elegant as she could in the formal gown, and it took tailors three days to sew Bob's suit. Bertha was on his arm the whole time, acutely uncomfortable. All refused to wear shoes, so there were very few photos taken picturing them from the knees down.
Jade shined, in a designer gown and elegant high heels. She had to practice walking in them an hour a day in the time leading to the event. There were also representatives of the other tribes. There were minor differences, one group of Mosogo were almost completely redheads, and the Bigfoot tribe from Idaho were jet black, and their leader was easily nine feet tall.
We were having our reception, Canada and Mexico were having theirs. The tribes had coordinated everything as closely to our event as possible. There were rumors about Siberians, but Russia just wasn't ready yet, so they remained hidden. Same with the Chinese, but the few scattered tribes in Europe came forward.
Of course, it was international news, the biggest story of the last century. It also came at a price. The Freak Squad had powerful political allies, and they fought everything tooth and nail. They especially opposed setting aside large swaths of federal land.
It was debated hotly in the halls of Congress, and state assemblies. The ultra far right were the worse, one senator calling them abominations of God, insisted all be rounded up and put in camps. Thankfully, that never really got traction. Besides, the tribe made it known they would just fade back into the woods if things got bad, and it wouldn't be a good idea to launch sorties against them.
In the end, even though we all knew it had happened over time, there was no evidence the tribes had ever hurt a human. Fred and I got a surprising number of vicious emails and letters, which we kept in a data base. There were also threats of violence against the tribes, our families especially.
In a way, it was a good thing we lived in a rural community with small towns. We could talk junk about each other, but let a stranger come in insulting us, even if it was the tribes, could get your ass kicked.
Jade invited her human friends out to the orchard, to meet her family. I was surprised at the number that came, but they showed up. She introduced them to her mother, grandmother, and aunt. Things were really weird at first, and Tommy felt the unease and clung to Elena. I think seeing the little boy hold on to her eased the tensions. Before the afternoon was over, Bertha was holding Vivians little girl on her lap, rocking her to sleep as they talked. Mrs. Smith invited them to her salon, and they made appointments, even Elena.
There was a little procession into town, including a few cars of security Fred had hired, and half the town watched them get out and go into the salon. I think when the local paper covered it, post pictures of them in the salon chairs, Elena's hair up in curlers while her daughters were photographed while their hair was cut humanized them quite a bit. The ladies even posed for before and after photos. Mrs. Smith framed them, prominently displaying them on the walls of her shop. They had a little entourage as Jade guided them down the street, including a few shops that they entered. There was a definite boost to the local economy that day. The diner had a record day, as they sampled different dishes. Their homemade cheesecake was a massive hit. They carried out every slice they hadn't eaten on the spot.
It took them a little longer to get used to the Bigfoot, because of all the scary stories people had been raised on. They didn't come into town that often, usually only with a trusted human, though they became a common sight to see on walking down a rural road. They always waved, and people waved in return. The humans felt a lot better when a couple of young kids got lost int he Gaines wilderness, and they were found within twelve hours, by the Bigfoot.



There was a big sigh of relief when Marc came to the command center, a child in each arm. Their mother hugged him for five minutes, crying all over him. After that, they got called on every time someone got lost.
When two men escaped the local prison and fled into the forest, the police showed up in force, with two SWAT team personnel and a Bigfoot working as a team. They caught the men quickly, and one had a gun, shooting at the police. They were about to return fire when a rock smacked into the shooter, hard. They treated him for four broken ribs in the infirmary when they got him back in jail.
.........................................................................................................
Two hate groups were especially vicious, a large one in Idaho, where 400,000 acres of wilderness were ceded to the tribes became their first 'reservation". They were quasi-military in organization, and had a lot of guns. The FBI had them on a watch list. When ten of them murdered a Bigfoot family, things got ugly. Four were literally torn apart before the others escaped. The survivors were charged with hate crimes, and most got ten to twenty years in a federal prison, meaning there would be no parole. The Bigfeet responsible owned up the killings, and after a lengthy trail, were absolved.
The process took three years. I was at the official signing ceremony when they ceded the land over to the tribes. Bob and his family were there, as well as mine. Jade looked radiant in her dress, but she was six months, pregnant, so she would have looked radiant in a sack. It was our third. The first two were sons, and her family is really hoping this one is a girl. Elenas and Bob accepted the paperwork, to applause and massive media exposure.
The tribes traveled freely now. They had a National Association, and Fred was the President. Jade and Berhta were on the Council, as well as Ara, and surprisingly, Angel. The woman was a born politician, something none of us saw coming. They rotated the quarterly meeting sites. The home office was in Idaho, where the largest populations lived. We visited Idaho, Louisiana, and Oregon, and made an appearance at the Canadian coalition. The European populations were much smaller, and some immigration occurred as their people sought more opportunities.
Our tribes had a collective, and owned four major apple orchards in the area, and were planting more on their reservation. It would seem they had a knack for it, and harvest season was a big event. Many people paid a premium, just to pick apples with a genuine Bigfoot. Elena's tribe helped, and packaged shipping orders. There were a lot orders, and they always came with a note, thanking them for their business, with pictures of them picking the exact apples they were shipping, many signed the cards. Bob wasn't very good, but Ara had developed a fine penmanship. Often her notes look like calligraphy.
There were also pictures of our human employees, and the assemble children playing as they worked, in the daycare we had built. It was mostly run by Mosogo, but there were some of every people as well. The pictures of children running around, all mixed together, laughing with pleasure, made good PR.
All together, they integrated into society well enough that people mostly ignored them if they went to town to shop. The town and county got a lot of tourist trade, and Fred likened it to how most viewed the Amish. The tribes were schooled to be polite, and answer generic questions, but not about their private lives. Pops was a big hit, his hair almost silver now, and made a killer living just posing for pictures. Because he was nine feet tall, it was always a distance shot, so they could grasp the proportions.
I think in a way they were ruined. They lived in houses now, used modern conveniences, some even drove. Still, once a quarter, they would all disappear in into the forests, for a week, and not talk about it, ever. Jade would kiss me, and say "it's not for you to know."
It saddened me a little, but I knew our children would learn when they came of age, and it cheered me up.
..................................................................................................
Twelve years went by. Pops passed, and we had a human funeral, that was very well attended. A lot of people got to know him over the years, and they were genuinely saddened by his death. After the funeral, his people bore him back to his roots, and had their own service. Elena's hair is almost pure white now, but she's ion good health. She lives with us permanently, unable to move away from her greatgrandchildren, five now, the last three being girls. Even their two older brothers have their striking features, but the girls are gorgeous as their mother, so I see sleepless nights ahead.
I was working in the orchard, pruning branches to make the trees more productive, when my oldest came up behind me, looking up the ladder. "Dad, can my new friend come to dinner
I said sure as I turned around to meet him, surprised to see my whole family. I didn't see anyone new until they separated. He stood just under four feet, but had a thick body and long red, curly hair.
Fuck! A Gnome! I fell off the ladder and Bob barely caught me, laughing so hard she almost dropped me.
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Revenge?
Expending useless energy.
..........................................................................................
John looked at me with a grin that only five beers can produce.
"So, you're gonna let them run you out of town without gettin' even?"
"Nobody's running me out of town, brother. This promotion has been in the works for nine months. It's just timing that I got it after we split up. How cold is it out there now, fifteen? Ten? I'm going to be living in the sunny South, and it looks like my house will be on a lake if they take my offer. While you're freezing your ass off up here I'll be sittin' on a dock waitin' for Mr. Big."
"Asshole."
I laughed. John loved to fish but he hated ice fishing. I really wish I could take him and his wife Adele with me. He was the closest thing I'd ever have to a brother and his wife was an angel.
His angel appeared just then, ordering a glass of wine and taking off her coat. "Jeez, I froze my ass off out there!"
It came out before I thought. "God, I hope not."
She colored up and giggled. I once told her in an alcoholic fog that her ass was the gold standard all women should be judged by. Her hug told me she wasn't angry but she still brought it up from time to time. She was especially bad to do it when we were out at a restaurant or a club.
"How about her?"
I looked at the attractive woman and grinned. "Naw. A bit flat to be perfect. Still hot, though."
It was a running joke with us. If she wasn't bringing it up John was, just to watch me flame red.
John kissed her and told her we were planning my revenge. She frowned and I laughed. "You need to keep him off those websites. It gives him peculiar ideas. I'm not doing anything stupid enough to put me in jail or run me broke. In two more months I'll be living the high life and she'll still be in this tundra with Bubba. I mean really, Bubba. Could it get anymore cliched?"
Then I laughed. "Besides, I think I got them pretty good already, don't you?"
.................................................................................................................
It was as sad and stereotypical as it could get. I came home in the middle of the day and caught them in bed. I will admit I had murder in my eyes for a minute but then I calmed and pulled out my phone. They were in their own little world and had no idea I was there. When I had enough pictures, it hit me. Martha hated being cold and wet more than anything in the world.
It was snowing lightly, and the temperature was in the low twenties. I pulled the weather proof cover off the spigot in the garage and hooked the hose to it. We were outside the city limits and still had a well, and this time of year that water was close to freezing!
I had just enough hose to reach the doorway of the bedroom, and I waited until he announced he was about to come before I hit him full blast. He screamed and rolled off Martha. To this day I don't think he got his rocks off. When he moved I gave her a good shot as well.
They were screaming and rolling around. Bubba tried to grab his clothes but I kept hosing him. It got to be too much for him so he ran out of the house. Into the snowstorm, stark naked. He tried to open the door to his truck but I had thoughtfully locked it before I hosed him. I was standing just inside the garage, dousing him every time he exposed himself. He was screaming and begging and the neighbors came out to see what was going on. One of the wives wanted me to stop, but my next door neighbor, a retired cop, just grinned and got his hose out. We took turns dousing him until the police arrived. They threw his ass in the car and if weren't for my neighbor I would have been in a world of trouble. He told them Bubba was threatening me (which was true. The whole time he was steppin' and jumpin' he was screaming about how bad he was gonna kick my ass) and I was using nonlethal force to try to keep him away. The sargeant just grinned and asked if I wanted to press charges. I declined and even let him go in and get his clothes. My darling wife was on the sofa huddling under every blanket we had and was still shivering. The cop's grin got bigger.
Bubba got a free trip to the hospital to be treated for exposure.
Everyone in our small town knew about the incident before night fell. I stayed over with my mother and called Martha, telling her to be out of the house in three days. She balked but my mother called the cops again, and since the house was in her name she was forced to leave.
The divorce wasn't pretty and she almost had a nervous breakdown when she found out we didn't own the house. In the end I gave her the car she just had to have, and half of everything we accumulated, and by we I mean me. She ended up in a small apartment, living on the lump sum I'd paid instead of alimony, trying to find a job before it ran out.
.......................................
John grinned at the memory. "Yeah, he'll never live that down. And what your mother did, man that was priceless."
Bubba became a joke. Every time he mouthed off where he worked they threatened to douse him with buckets of water. Women would look at him and giggle. One asked him in front of a bunch of people at the bar where the crew hung out at if he was still suffering from shrinkage, or was it always that small?
He started to slap her and ended up wearing half a dozen mugs of cold beer, and the owners banned him.
He brooded for a while, and after enough alcohol he came up with a brilliant plan. He'd go to my mother's house and whip my ass just to prove how bad he was. He pounded on the front door, and started yelling at Mom to make me come out and face him or he'd take it out on her. The drawback to that plan was I'd already moved back into my old house.
She calmly told him to wait by the door and like the dumbass he was he did. A few minutes later she came around the side of the house with her own garden hose, and nailed him. She'd already called the law and when they got there he was screaming and chasing her down the street, finally collapsing as she darted inside the door of a neighbor, who slammed it. Mom was laughing hysterically. "Jesus is that guy out of shape! I was almost walking there at the end so he could keep up. Tammy, I bet it'll be a while before you make fun of me running 5K's again."
The police picked him up and slammed him into the back of the car. He begged for a blanket, or for them to turn the heater on, but they left it stopped while they interviewed everyone. It seemed to take forever to get everyone' statement and he started turning blue, so they called the EMT's, who wrapped him in a space blanket and took him to the hospital. He was again treated for hypothermia and the cops that interviewed him made it very clear that if anything like this every happened again, they would be very, very slow to respond. Then they arrested him for communicating threats, trespassing, attempted assault, and public intoxication. He was three points above the legal level when they checked him at the hospital.
It took him three weeks to get out of lockup and by then he'd lost his job. On the other hand, he'd gained a new nickname. Bubba was gone forever. His new name was Hoser.
He did it all to himself and I couldn't have asked for a better ending. He left town in the middle of the night and no one ever knew where he went.
With Hoser gone, Martha was facing the prospect of fending for herself and tried everything to force a reconciliation. But it was too little too late. Besides, I was already gone, firmly in place learning my new position. Mom told me she was engaged again a week after the divorce became final. She never did like paying her own bills.
It must have really galled her when our old house went up for sale. She tried to get her new honey to make an offer but he refused. Mom got a good price out of it, and gave the money to me, for a house at the new location. It was almost enough for me to buy the place on the lake I had looked at, and I owed less than the price of a used car when the paperwork was done. I had a plan to pay it off in three years.
A few weeks later there was a knock at my door and there stood Mom, with three suitcases. "Carry these in. I'll be staying here until I find a new house. What? You think I was going to stay in that frozen wasteland while you were down here in the sun? Besides, you're my only child and I refuse to be five hundred miles away when the grandbabies start coming."
My grandparents had passed and left her their home, a two thousand square foot brick two story on a two acre lot. She'd gotten our house in the divorce settlement with my Dad, who disappeared before the first child support payment was due. Mom was a pretty smart cookie and kept the paperwork current. When they found him four years later he owed a bundle. The judge made him pay it all back, adding fifteen per cent a month to the child support he now had to pay or go to jail. When I graduated college he still owed her for two years and she wouldn't forgive it. I guess maybe I get my vindictiveness from her. When my grandmother passed she moved into the house, giving me her old one. I'm glad now we never got around to doing the paperwork.
There was a new subdivision on the ridge above the lake, and she found a nice two bedroom 'retirement' cottage that just happened to look directly down on me. I saw her expensive pair of binoculars on her deck and she blushed, saying she'd taken up birdwatching.
I was still the Yankee that moved into the old Smith place five months later, but Mom was just one of the girls. In less than three months she knew all the gossip in the county. She got her new friends involved and all of a sudden I was getting invitations to meet Mom's new friends, and by sheer coincidence there just happened to be a sweet young thing there who was between relationships at the moment. Most of the time they were as embarrassed as I was, but I did get a couple of good friends out of it. Friends that didn't mind showing up in bikinis and staying the night.
.....................................................................
A year later a woman came by searching for her sister. I hadn't been with her in months, but she had disappeared and the family was looking. She got out of the car and I was surprised to see she had two children with her, twin boys who had just turned six.
She had a judgemental look on her face, but a quick conversation relaxed her. I was keeping a pretty sharp eye on the kids and they were looking hard at the dock.
"Would you like to go out on it?"
They grabbed my hands and were tugging me along. Mom called out. "Hey! Did I give you permission to get near the water?"
I looked back over my shoulder. "It would seem you've been outvoted. You take one and I'll take the other, for safety. Let them have a look around. What could it hurt?"
"They could fall in!"
"We'll fish them out."
"They can't swim."
"Then it would be the perfect time to learn."
I laughed at the expression on her face. "Relax, I was a certified lifeguard when I was young and my first aid certificate is current. Let's just make sure we don't have to use it."
They ran up and down the dock under our watchful eye and she cringed every time they got close to the edge. After they burned a little energy they started noticing things, like the schools of small fish that swarmed around the dock. I had a habit of feeding them, and the big catfish that lurked below. I'd get a cheap can of dog food and punch several decent holes in it, use one to tie off a strong line, and drop it in. In a few days it would be empty and I'd pull the can up and add another. I don't know if it was legal but it was effective.
"Fish!"
"Yeah. Get your Dad to bring you sometime and you can fish."
One looked at me with really sad eyes for a six year old. "Ain't got no Dad."
The way he said it made me think the man had passed so I offered my sympathy. She snorted. "You're offering sympathy to the devil. He didn't die, he just ran off for parts unknown. They haven't seen him since they were two."
I didn't know what to say to that but I made the offer again, saying she could bring them. Her look gave me the idea that wouldn't happen in this lifetime but I let it go. We were just about to the deck when Mom came around the house.
"Hi honey! Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't know you had company."
I just sighed. I was pretty sure her binoculars told her I did. "It's fine Mom. This is Annabelle's sister, sorry, I didn't get her name. She stopped by looking for her. How about kicking the Mom Network in gear and see if you hear something. Apparently she's been gone long enough to cause worry."
"I'll get right on that. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mrs..."
"Juliette. If you hear anything I would greatly appreciate it."
"I'll try, dear, and who are these fine young men?"
She smiled for the first time and it made her look worlds different. "The one on the left is Tony, to the right is Mark."
Mark was eyeing the platter Mom was holding. She smiled. "I was just bringing my son cookies. They never get too old to refuse cookies. Would you guys like one? Maybe a lemonade?"
Juliette looked embarrassed and tried to decline. "Nonsense. One cookie won't kill them. If it did Al would have died in his early teens."
I got the lemonade while everyone made themselves comfortable on the deck. Mom had her phone to her ear going 'uh-huh" a lot. Juliette seemed to be in a much better mood. Mom got off the phone and grinned.
"Betty talked to Irma, who talked to Gloria, who talked to Jade, who told her that her cousin saw your sister two towns over at the Traveler's Rest with Joe Morgan. You know that man's married, right? Sweet girl too. This will kill her."
Juliette collapsed into tears and Mom cuddled her. The next thing I knew they were in her minivan headed out of town, leaving the kids with me. We eyed each other for a few minutes.
"Wanna fish?"
Why yes they did, very much. I got a couple of lightweight rods out and grabbed a few worms out of my worm farm, a plastic tub I kept stocked with nightcrawlers and fed with compost. Then I went to my boat and got two life jackets. "There's only one of me and I want you to be safe. This way if you fall in you'll pop right back up like a cork and be fine. Now pay attention."
They tried as hard as six year olds could and did fairly well. Mark even caught a two pound catfish. He wanted to keep it but when I asked if he was going to skin and cook it, he let it go, after I took his picture. Tony felt a little left out until he caught a really good sized crappie and got his picture taken as well. After an hour they started to flag so we put everything up. I dropped the worms that had survived back into the tub and took them to clean up. They smelled like fish and bait pretty bad. They wanted to take a bath to get the stink off, so I put them in my whirlpool tub and turned the jets on. They were squealing and laughing as I took their clothes to the washer. They would be clean and dry soon. So would the boys, I hoped.
Their clothes had just started drying when they got out, so I helped dry them as best I could and they put on a couple of my teeshirts. They hung past their knees. Once I got them on the sofa and the bigscreen on the Cartoon Channel, I went to check on their clothes. By the time I got back they were snuggled against each other, sound asleep.
Not knowing what else to do, I started dinner, making pork chops on the grill with charred corn, one of my favorites. I had some baked beans left over so I heated that up as well. I was so wrapped up in what I was doing I didn't hear the car pull in.
Juliette came on the deck so mad she was flaming, and Mom trailed behind grinning. Before she could explode Mom asked what happened. The movement woke the boys and they flew out, climbing on their Mom and telling her all about fishing and getting ucky and taking a bath in my swimming pool. Mom had faded back and retrieved their clothes, taking them in and dressing them.
I tried to distract her. "Did you find Annabelle?"
Tears came to her eyes. "She's using again and that asshole married boyfriend is her dealer. It got pretty intense, especially when I called his wife and told her where he was. She was only a minute behind us and raised hell until the cops came. When they found drugs in the room Annabelle and Asshole got a free ride to jail, and his wife said she was going to use the time it takes him to get out to get a lawyer.
We're going to try and raise her bail but I don't know if we can."
"She didn't do drugs when I knew her. What happened?"
"She met and fell in love with the wrong man. He got her started and she never looked back."
"Talk to the DA, see if he can get her to take a deal and go into rehab. If there was enough in the room she could be looking at a felony."
"There was plenty of drugs in the room. It was why they were there, to meet their connection."
I saw Mom and the boys heading out the patio door. "Here come your kids. Put a brave face on and enjoy the meal. I'm fairly certain cooking is the last thing on your mind right now."
I lit candles to keep the misquitoes away. The boys gorged, their clean clothes dotted with barbeque sauce and butter, and Mom never once complained, smiling at seeing them so happy. We lit a fire later and I let them roast marshmallows, Mom helping Mark while Juliette helped Tony. I grinned, thinking the boats passing would think it was just another happy family in suburbia.
Worn out again, I had to carry them to the car, strapping them in and promising they could come back anytime Mommy said they could, as long as she came as well.
She smiled and gave me and Mom kisses on the cheek. When their tailights disappeared over the hill we went back in and started coffee.
"She's pretty."
"Yes she is."
"Those boys, they're just adorable."
"They are."
"She's had it rough since her husband disappeared."
"Mom."
"What?"
"Stop, all right? Yes she was lovely and the kids were great, but she's carrying around a lot of anger, and until she lets it go she won't be a fit for anyone. I'm not in the mood to try to rehabilitate anyone."
"Might be worth the effort."
"Then you do it."
I wish I hadn't said that.
....................................................................
Mom 'adopted ' Juliette and soon the boys called her grandma. She practically ate their adoration with a spoon. It wasn't long before they were trooping down the hill to spend time sunning on my deck, leaving me to wrangle the boys. I put up with it twice and the next time they came by I grinned.
"Enjoy yourself. I have things to do and I'll be gone until tomorrow. Lock up when you leave, all right?"
I had a date with a little hottie for some simple, uncommitted, no expectations past a good time sex. We went to a hotel sixty miles away, got a room, hit the restaurant, then the lounge, where we partied until the wee hours. Then we fell back into the room ripping clothes and playing with body parts until we were naked. The first time was fast and furious but we still both got off, then we cuddled and slept for a couple of hours before we had a more relaxed round two. We got up late, showered, and then went back to bed to impress each other with our oral skills. I think I won, bringing her to three climaxes to my one. We showered and checked out, and I made it a point to stop by an upscale boutique on the way home to buy her a new dress. The old one was in pieces in her suitcase.
I dropped her off with a lingering kiss at the door, and then I went home. If we saw each other again it would be fun, but there was no spark past the sex and we both knew it, so I doubted a repeat.



Mom was at my door an hour later. "Did you have a good time?":
"I had an excellent time, Mom. Thanks for asking."
"Juliette was a little upset when you left."
"Why? Because she had to watch her own kids for a change? You adopted them, not me. You raise them. And I'm talking about the Mom more than the kids."
Mom was more than a little hot. "That was uncalled for! I know how stubborn you are. I was just hoping to nudge you a little. She's a very nice woman."
"How would I know? Every time I see her she has you and the kids, and we don't get to have a lot of conversation except over wrangling the boys. Mom, you're not nudging. You're pushing. Let it be."
That made her go quiet and she left shortly afterwards.
.............................................................................
Two weeks later Juliette pulled into my driveway. I was surprised to see her alone. I gave her a quick hug. "Where are the boys?"
"They're having a sleepover at your Mom's, along with Jan's two. They put up a tent in the yard but I'm willing to bet the first time an owl hoots they'll make a beeline for the house. I came to ask if you'd take me out on your boat. It would be really nice to have a little adult time on the water. That is, if you're not busy."
"I'll have to check my social calendar. Well would you look at that! I happen to be free this afternoon and evening. I'll go get it ready and we'll put a cooler together. I won't drink while I operate the boat, but there's almost a full bottle of that red you like in the fridge. Grab it and a few waters, a little finger food, and we'll be good to go."
I had a pretty good sized boat, halfway between a cabin cruiser and a runabout, with a really powerful engine capable of pulling waterskiers with ease. She already had the cooler ready and had changed into a really nice bikini and wrap. She grinned when she saw my look. "I'm going to get a little sun while we're out. Keep your eyes on the water!"
"I make no promises."
I took the time to slip into my shorts and grab a few beach towels.
.....................................
I have to say we had a really good time. She was more relaxed than I'd ever seen her. I tried teaching her how to drive the boat but she wasn't interested. We were running at a pretty good clip and she was watching the water go past. "I bet you could easily pull a skier with this thing. I used to love that."
I slowed the boat down to idle and reached in a locker, pulling out a pair of skis and a floatation belt. She was saying no and shaking her head but her body was ready to go. It took her a couple of attempts to stand, but in thirty minutes she was having a ball. I noticed a couple of boats go by and the guys were whooping but I put it down to a pretty woman in a little bikini, until I reached down to help her into the boat. Her bikini was tiny and she was pretty well endowed, and the friction of the water and the wind had dragged her top down below her nipples. Very nice, very erect nipples.
I grinned and told her she might want to make a wardrobe adjustment. She looked down but instead of screaming she giggled. "That explains the guys going by me. I guess I gave them a show, huh?"
Just as she said it a boatload of kids, high school and college guys, motored by. One was leaning almost off the boat.
"SHOW YOUR TITS!"
He screamed it to wild laughter, and instead of getting mad she stepped to the side of the boat and jerked her top off, twirling it around over her head. Then she turned around and grabbed her bottoms, tugging them unitl they were just a band between her cheeks, and bent over. They almost hit another boat.
They she skipped back under the canopy out of their sight, and I hit the throttle, going wide open until they were completely out of sight.
"So you're an exhibitionist now?"
"You complaining?"
"Not in the least. Feel free to exhibit everything you're comfortable with around me. I'll never complain."
She was about to put her top on, grinned, and tossed it down. "I'm gonna get some sun. Don't let me burn."
"How am I supposed to do that?"
Juliette rolled her eyes. "You can start by making sure I have on enough sunblock."
I killed the engines and dropped the anchor in a small cove. "I can do that for you."
There was a little platform on the front of the boat specifically for situations like this. It was below the deck line and you couldn't be seen by passing boats. She lay down and I noted she hadn't pulled her bikini back into place. In the mood to tease, I started at her toes and went up to just short of her ass, turning her over and doing the same thing. Then I did her neck, back, and all of her front except for the peaks that stood high and proud. Her nipples were distended and she was panting with frustration.
"Why didn't you do the good parts?"
"Because I hate the taste of suntan oil," I said, as I sucked the right nipple into my mouth quickly, putting a lot of pressure on it and biting down gently. She shrieked and came almost all the way off the platform. For the next thirty minutes we rolled on and off the platform, and at the end I had Juliette up on her knees with her breasts hanging off the side of the boat. If anyone had passed by they would have gotten an eyeful, as well as a lesson in dirty talk. I finished and dragged her back down with me to cuddle.
We stayed on the lake for another couple of hours before having round two on my bed. She dozed off and I called Mom to make sure she had the boys. She giggled and told me she did, and I told her Juliette was taking a nap. Then I asked her to give us a couple of hours before bringing the boys down for dinner.
I did all the prep, made the sides, let the steaks marinade and rest until it was time to get her up. I kissed her awake and once she got conscious she lunged off the bed.
"The boys! I'm late..."
I stopped her by giving her a kiss. "They're just fine. Mom is bringing them down in about thirty minutes, so I suggest you hit the shower and get presentable. I'm going to start the coals.
By the time Mom and the boys arrived Juliette was dressed in her shorts and one of my tees, her hair up in a wet ponytail. Mom grinned at her and she flamed red. Then they locked down on each other in a big hug. I took the boys outside with me so they could have 'the talk'. They both came out grinning and sat at the table sipping tea until I plated the food. Then Mom pulled out the banana pudding she had slipped down and hidden in the fridge while we were on the lake.
Mom and I both got nice hugs from Juliette and the boys, as well as a few kisses from her when the boys weren't paying attention. We watched as the taillights disappeared around the bend. Mom grinned at me.
"Not now. Let me process this for a day or two."
She kissed me on the cheek and left, practically skipping up the hill.
............................................................................................................................
Juliette and I started dating. She was a bit unpredictable at first, and it took her a few months to adjust to a man that treated her with respect. She lived with me on the weekends, while the boys spent their time between us and Mom's house.
I'd turned them into pretty good fishermen and deck hands. On their birthday, we had a party for them. They seemed popular because I had about twenty kids and their parents swarming my house, while Mom and Juliette played hostess. Mom baked two kinds of cakes, saying evey child should have his own cake, and while Tony liked Red Velvet, Mark liked lemon. The kids all took a small slice of each, and the parents with us weren't shy about accepting a slice.
I met some pretty nice people, and a few couples were invited to a day on the lake, sans kids, in a couple of weeks. I'd gotten the boys really nice, lightweight rods, short enough for them to handle, and soon the fathers that were along were helping me wrangle kids on the dock while they beat the water. All my baiting played off, and they all caught little bream or crappie.
As the afternoon wore on, we lit the grills and had a meal, dogs, burgers, brats, a bunch of pork chops and some chicken breasts, while Juliette and Mom laid out the sides. The baked beans were a big hit, and I knew a few tee shirts weren't going to survive the stains, but nobody seemed to mind. Then we built a fire in my pit and they got to roast marshmallows and make s'mores. Most of them had to be carried when they left.
Mom took the boys in for their baths, and Jules and I finally got a chance to sit. We both sighed as we kicked off our shoes. Mom came out forty-five minutes later and woke us up, telling us she was leaving. We barely made it through showers before we collapsed into bed.
I was surprised when Mom joined us on the boat with the other couples we'd invited, and she wasn't alone. Hiram seemed like a nice guy, and it was plain he was smitten with Mom, so I relaxed. We rode around for a couple hours before pulling up to a small island, building a fire in the ring provided, and ate a leisurely meal. They wouldn't let me do anything, saying I was due to be pampered. Jules, Mom, and the other wives and girlfriends waited on me hand and foot.
The beer and wine came out, and soon the girls were off to themselves, laughing and giggling, when one shrieked. "You didn't!" and the all burst out laughing. I was wondering if I was going to have to issue life vests as we helped a couple onto the boat.
Jules had a pretty nice bikini, as well as Jenny and a woman named Charisma. Alice had on a modest but high cut yellow one piece, and I wondered if there was a bikini top ever made that could hold her breasts in. 44D, her husband bragged later.
They were all sitting up front, at the sunken sunbathing spot, when a bunch of college age or better men went by. They noticed the women and the guy driving the boat almost laid it over turning around.
They cruised back slowly, whistling and howling, before one stood up, wobbling wildly. "SHOW YOUR TITS!"
They were laughing, we were laughing, and suddenly Jules and Jenny stood, whipping of their tops and spinning them above their heads. Charisma jumped up next, then Alice looked at her husband and grinned, standing up and pulling her top down, spilling one impressive set of mammary glands. The boys were screaming, and then came the icing on the cake. Mom shocked us all when jumped up and popped her top.
"Nice boobs, Grandma!," nne screamed. By then we were by them and I sped up before they could turn. It took a couple of miles before the girls all had their tops back on. The husbands were laughing, which relaxed me. You never knew when you would find a jealous asshole. That incident was laughed about for years.
I made a couple of good friends, fishing and golfing buddies. Usually the wives or girlfriends would show up at my house and sunbathe, keeping an eye on the kids as they swarmed around.
Summer finally ended, and we took a couple of cruises to enjoy the fall foliage. Jules was still just spending the weekend with me, while the boys and I were hoping they would all move in permanently. The first few times I brought it up, she brushed me off, saying she just wasn't ready.
.................................................................................................................
Then the rumors started. She was seen with the same man three times, once in a restaurant in the next town over, and twice in local clubs. Mom was the one who told me. She had tears in her eyes.
"It might be nothing, son, but I felt you deserved to know."
A firm believer in seeing is believing, I dropped by the four clubs in our town. They weren't at any of them, but I saw her car at the third after I decided to go home. She must have gotten there late.
They were cheek to cheek on the floor, no space between them, and he was rubbing her ass through those tight jeans. I watched for half an hour, until they went outside. I gave it a few minutes and walked out, stopping by her car. It was hard to tell if they were doing anything serious but the windows were steamed up. I didn't hesitate, knocking on the window until he rolled it down. I could see her bra lying on his lap.
"What you want, asshole?"
"Oh, nothing. Just wanted to say hello to Juliette. I'll be on my way now. You two have fun."
Her eyes went wide when she heard me speak, but by then I was walking away, I heard a car door open and a scream, but by then I was to my truck, slinging gravel as I went out of the parking lot.
It took her two weeks to work up the nerve to come by, without the boys. "Can I talk to you?"
"Sure, come on in. It's a little nippy out here now."
Because of the season I offered her a cup of coffee, and when it was poured we sat down at the kitchen table. She took a few sips before she started speaking. "Want me to tell you about it?"
"Not particularly, but if you feel the need to unburden yourself, go ahead."
I think the answer surprised her. "I never promised we were exclusive."
"You're right. On the other hand, you never told me you were seeing someone else, of is it elses?"
"It's just Gary."
"Well, that'll make me sleep better. I had myself tested the Friday afterwards, just got the results back. I'm clean."
"He's clean! Why are you being nasty?"
"You haven't seen the edge of nasty yet. Do you have feelings for him?"
"Yes. No. I'm confused!"
"Good thing I'm not. I won't be your fallback plan, Jules. You can't sleep with him during the week and then drag your leftovers to me on the weekend. You knew I wanted to take our relationship deeper. Boy, that would have been a mistake. I think, Juliette, that you should stay away from me for a while, until you get unconfused. It won't make any difference, I could never trust you again, so let's agree it was fun and move on with our lives. Bring the boys around, don't keep them from my mother, or me for that matter. None of this is their fault."
She spent almost an hour trying to get me to go along with the situation, before she sighed, gave me a hug, and left. Mom was devastated. She had become really attached to the boys. She called Jules a couple of weeks later, telling her she wanted to see the boys, insisting she bring them by for a visit. She didn't stay, dropping them off and saying she'd be back in three hours.
Mom said they were really sad that I wasn't seeing their mom any more, and asked if she thought I was mad at them. She immediately called me, and I had two happy boys climbing all over me thirty minutes later. I told them they were always welcome, whether I was with their mom or not, and promised them we'd fish as soon as it was warm again.
.......................................................................................................................
Winter passed, with one snow the whole season. Back home, it snowed just after Thanksgiving and the ground stayed white until late March. That was a little harsh, even for there.
I talked John and Adele into coming to visit me in February. They stayed a week and we even got a little fishing in. Adele spent time with Mom while I took John golfing, and the week went by quickly. They talked about how much they hated going back, so I made my pitch. "Move down here. I can get John a job where I work, probably for more than he's making now, and the cost of living is pretty low. Both your parents are retired and living even farther South, so you probably would get to see them more. I got plenty of room, so you can stay with me until you find something you like. Think about it."
I didn't tell them I'd gotten a promotion and was now the asssistant plant manager, with a good raise and some nice perks. They promised to think about it, but I knew John wouldn't come. He liked his job and had a big network of friends. Adele would have moved in a heartbeat.
They had married right after she graduated from high school, eight years ago. I wondered why they didn't have kids yet, she was 26 and John was a few years older, and the clock had to be ticking. I asked Mom about it about a week after they left. A look of sadness crossed her face. "They can't have kids, honey. Some kind of disease caused John not to be able to father children. Adele wants to adopt, but he's not too keen on it."
"Why? If it was me, I'd be all for it, especially if my wife wanted it."
She shrugged. "Men are different, honey. He might think that every time he looks at an adopted child it would remind him he couldn't give her one. You never know."
I guess you didn't.
I dated pretty regularly, being one of the most eligible batchelors in the area helped, I guess. And even though at least three had wanted to take the relationship deeper, there wasn't enough spark to make me consider it. Mom was getting desperate.
Then something happened that changed my life. I got a call in the middle of the night, not understanding a thing the woman was trying to say. She finally calmed down and told me I needed to get up there. John was sick. I tired to soothe Adele as much as I could over the phone, then called Mom.
She was with me on the plane. Mom had always been fond of John and Adele, calling him her second son, and Adele the daughter she never had. We rented a car at the airport, and an hour later we were pulling into their drive. Adele met us at the door, melting into Mom's arms, sobbing. I found John propped up on the couch.
I knew looking at him he wasn't long for this world. Always a little chunky but with plenty of muscles, he looked like he might weigh a hundred and fifty or less. His skin was kind of gray, and his breathing was labored. He still grinned when he saw me. "I know, I look like shit."
He had cancer, and it had spread fast. He resisted going to the doctor until it was too late, and there was nothing they could do for him but send him home and write a prescription for pain medications. They gave him three months, five months ago. I sat by his bed and we talked all night, remembering things we'd done, places we'd gone, friends we never saw any more, rambling from one subject to the next, laughing at times, quietly weeping at others.
Towards morning he grabbed my hand. "Take care of her, dude. Promise me."
I gave him my solemn pledge and he relaxed. Later the next day he gave me a folder. "Everything she's gonna need. Insurance information, banking, I paid for the funeral the week after I found out. She's not going to be thinking clearly so you need to guide her."
I tried to brush it off. "We got plenty of time for that. You need to hold on."
By then he was in a hospital bed in the den, and he grinned. "You always were an optomist."
That night he passed, in his sleep, with his wife holding his hands. He was 33, and she was 27.
.............................................................................................................
The rest was a blur. I notified the funeral home, and they sent someone to collect the body. The police were called out, and the coroner looked him over in the morgue, before rubberstamping the death certificate. We followed his instructions to the letter, and I was surprised at the turnout. Then again, everybody that knew him loved him. I sat on one side of her during the funeral, and her father sat on the other. Mom was beside me, and Adele's mother was beside her.
I used up all the vacation time I had, guiding her through the paperwork that always follows a death. I gave a copy of the death certificate to their insurance agent, and she got the check in a week. The agent was a friend and it was pretty cut and dried. I finally had to go back to work, and Mom promised to stay with her for a while.
She stayed three weeks, and when she came home, Adele was with her. Mom said she wanted to get her away from the memories that kept popping up with every turn. Adele was a zombie for another month before she came to me.



"I need a job. Your mother is wonderful, but I need to get out and at least try to be productive again. Between the insurance and selling the house, I've got about four hundred thousand, so I need to go house hunting. "
I was overjoyed she was going to stay down here. I told her how happy I was and she gave me a rare smile. "I'd have moved down here when you offered. John was the stubborn one. I don't think I could have faced another winter there, especially alone."
My company hired her on my recommendation. We didn't work together, but we did eat lunch together three or four times a week. It turns out she was very good at the job she got, improving our efficiency in that department by 4%, and while that doesn't sound like much, the owners were estactic.
She made friends, and found a small apartment. "It's all I need for right now. I think I'd like to live on the lake, so maybe we could go see some properties after I'm settled in. I'd like your opinion."
I saw her once, at one of the clubs, at a girls' night out. She was laughing and on the dance floor almost constantly, but I noted she never slow danced with anyone, and never accepted drinks.
She and John had been joined at the hip from the time she was fifteen, so I imagine the club scene and her dating skills were a little rusty. We talked about it the next Monday during lunch. "I saw you Saturday. You still got your moves, girl."
Adele blushed before grinning. "Why didn't you come over? I'd have loved to dance with you."
"I was in the pool room, in the darts tournament. Did pretty good until this Brit showed up. I don't know if they invented the game, but they sure know how to throw. Besides, I didn't want old memories overshadowing new."
Her face was somber. "I did have a good time, but when I got home I felt guilty."
"You shouldn't. It's been almost a year since we lost him, and you had a lot of good years. I'd kill to have a woman love me like you loved him, but he's gone, and you're still here, still young, and you deserve happiness. He was probably laughing his ass off, watching."
"Why haven't you found someone else? You're not repulsive, have a good job and a house on the lake, I figured some local would have snapped you up any minute."
"I came close a couple of times, but they didn't work out. I have to believe she's out there somewhere, but she's doing a pretty good job of hiding right now."
"I wouldn't worry much. As soon as you stop looking you'll find her. She was probably right under your nose the whole time."
"If she is the military needs to hire her immediately, as a camoflage expert."
We talked of other things, and then went back to work.
.............................................................
Winter came again, and Adele thought she found her second Mr. Right. He was personable, always ready with a joke, and pretty good looking, according to Mom. Something about him set my teeth on edge, but she seemed happy and I marked it up to misplaced loyalty to my old friend.
They started dating in the fall, and by February he was living in her apartment, and she confided to Mom she was expecting a ring soon. I wasn't thrilled with the news, but if she was happy, then I was glad for her. Then the cracks started appearing. He lost his job and was in no hurry to find another. After all, Adele had plenty of money for both of them. At first it was gas money while he searched for work, then she put him on her phone plan and paid that bill. If they wanted to go out, it was always on her dime.
She was down one day at work, and I asked her why. The story came out, then she dropped the bombshell. "He says we can't have lunch together any more. Said it didn't look good for a woman in a committed relationship to spend so much time with another man."
I took a deep breath and made sure I didn't blurt out what I was thinking, but I was pretty sharp. "We've been friends for fifteen years, long before he came on the scene. If you want to give that friendship up I have no choice but to go along, but I have to tell you it would suck. I've kept my nose out of your relationship but I need to tell you this. The guy's a loser, Adele. Tell him if he doesn't want you going out to lunch with friends he should do something, like maybe get a job and pay his own bills, then take any extra money and spend it on you. Maybe take you to lunch himself a few times a week, on his dime. I'm sorry honey, but the gloves are off, and truth be told I can't stand him. You're a fool if you marry him, and if you do don't expect to see me at the wedding. Good luck, you're gonna need it."
I got up and left in the middle of the meal, and the last thing I saw was her sitting at the table, bright red, with her mouth hanging open. The next couple of times she called me for lunch I made sure I was too busy to go. She looked like she was going to cry every time she saw me at work.
Then it happened. We were experiencing one of our rare snowstorms, and I was sitting in front of my fireplace, alternating looking at the flames or the snow coming down outside, when a car pulled into my drive. I idly wondered who would be out in this storm, there was easily three inches on the ground, and Southerners weren't known for their snow driving expertise. I made it a point to stay off the roads, not because I didn't know how to drive in conditions like this, but because ninety per cent of my neighbors didn't.
I'd laugh my ass off after a snowfall, seeing all the vehicles in the ditch. Sometimes I'd grab the tow strap, put my truck in four wheel drive, and ride around pulling people out. I wouldn't take money, but I never turned down cookies or a cake from grateful wives.
I opened my door to see Adele getting out of the car, but instead of rushing in out of the storm, she was moving slow. I pulled her into the house, shocked when she raised her head. Her left eye was swollen shut, and was already turning purple. She was walking slow because she had a tremendous bruise on her ribs that was making it hard to breathe.
I got her sat down by the fire, taking her soaked trainers and sweater off, and wrapping her in blankets, and giving her a towel for her hair. Then I cuddled her until she calmed down.
"What happened?"
"I finally got fed up and told Trey to leave. I gave him an ultimatum, get a job and start contributing, or we were over. I told him I wanted kids, but not one that was 34 years old. It started when he found a truck he just had to have, and he wanted me to make a five thousand dollar downpayment and put it in my name. He was really pissed when I told him no, if he wanted it, earn the money to buy it. Things went downhill from there.
He stormed off, and came back three hours later driving the truck, telling me I needed to get my ass down to the dealership in the morning to give them the check and fill out the paperwork. When I told him not no, but hell no, he went apeshit."
"I bet if your Yankee honey asked, you'd do it for him!"
"Absolutely, but it wouldn't matter. In the first place Al has too much pride to pull a stunt like that, and he's always had a job, going back to when he was fifteen years old. He'd die of embarrassment before he'd ask a girlfriend something like that."
She cried for a second before calming down. "That's when he punched me in the ribs. I went down, but came up with that brass lamp you always thought was so ugly. He got my eye before I hit him as hard as I could in his tiny balls. He was on the floor moaning when I left."
I immediately called one of my fishing buddies, who happened to be a cop, and told him what happened. "She needs to file a complaint. We're running our four wheel drive vehicles right now, and the storm's got them with their hands full, but first thing tomorrow she needs to come in, if she can, and do the paperwork. I'm going to tell them you did a phone report because of the storm, and to keep an eye out for him. She's gonna stay with you, right?"
"She's not going anywhere."
"Good. I doubt he'll try to come after her in this weather, but keep an eye out. It might be a good idea to take a couple of pictures and send them to us, while the marks are fresh."
"Surely he's not that stupid. Thanks, Hank, we'll be in as soon as the roads clear. I'll send the pictures in a few minutes."
..............................................................................
It turns out he was that stupid, and all the alcohol he'd consumed lowered his IQ even farther. Like I said, I live right on the lake, and my backyard slants towards it. He came roaring in, driving the new truck, and clipped my truck because he couldn't get stopped. That sent him into a spin, sliding towards the water, and by the time he got stopped the rear end was in the lake, and it didn't matter how hard he gunned it, it wasn't moving.
I didn't believe in guns, which amused my new friends no end, and right them I was thinking I should have listened to them. He came staggering up the hill, slipping, sliding, and falling down three times before he made it to the door. Addie had called the cops,and they told us not to answer the door, so we ignored his screaming and pounding. Then he got smart and walked into my open garage and pounded on that door, screaming about what he was going to do to both of us.
We would have let him rant, but he got smart and pulled a hammer out of my tool box and started smashing in the door. I didn't have a baseball bat or anything like that, but I had a pair of brand new Ugly Sticks, a type of rod noted for it's strength and flexibility. I grabbed one up and Adele yanked the door open. I swung with all I had, and it put a pretty good whelp on his cheek. He screamed and dropped the hammer, covering his face, when Adele laid it across his legs. His scream sounded primal, and he staggered back into the garage, followed by both of us. He was curled up in a ball and moaning as we went to town on him. I don't know when we would have stopped, but a cop got there.
He took in the damage to my truck, the other truck in the water, and came in with his gun drawn. The hammer was on the floor, the dents were on the door, and he yelled for us to stop. I did, throwing the rod down, but Addie got about three good licks in before she dropped hers. The deputy had him in handcuffs in no time, as he lay on the floor.
He gave the guy a look of disgust. "Dude, are you crying? What a pussy! I'd say grow a set but the woman in there would probably beat them off of you. Sir, you are under arrest for tresspassing, damaging personal property, attempted breaking and entering, assault on a female, general assault, and whatever else I can come up with between here and the jail. Your life just turned to shit. Now don't say a goddamned thing between here and the jail, to protect your rights. You understand?"
He left him lying in the cold garage while he took our statements, then I had to help pick him up to get him into the back of the SUV.
I got Adele into the shower to warm up, leaving her one of my tees and a thick robe. She slept with me that night, for security. Still, it felt mighty fine to have her snuggled up to me. I woke before her the next morning to see Mom in our kitchen, grinning like crazy. The grin went away when I told her what happened. "Put some coffee on, and start breakfast. I've got some major mothering to do."
They didn't come out until breakfast was done, and I was surprised that Adele ate as much as she did. They had scraped most of the roads by the afternoon, and Mom took her home in my truck, to gather a few things. She was going to stay with her for a while, until she felt safe.
They came home with glum looks. Mom gave me the news. "He trashed the apartment, broke up the furniture, and threw most of her clothes out in the snow. We sorted what was salvagable, and both our washers and dryers are going to be going for a while. She reported it to the apartment managers, telling them who did it. They're looking at charging him for the damage to the walls and kitchen sinks, but it looks like Adele's security deposit won't be refunded at the end of the lease."
...........................................................
The attack happened on Friday, so asshole didn't get in front of a judge until Monday, and when he did he almost fainted when they read the charges. The car dealership he'd gotten the truck from was after him, because over the course of the two days it took for a wrecker to come out, it had slipped all the way under the water, totally ruining the engine and the value of the truck. Even if they fixed it, it would have to be sold under a salvage title and most banks wouldn't loan money on a salvage title. The truck was three years old and valued at $34,000.
The trespassing charge was upgraded to felony tresspass, a much more serious charge. The damage to my truck came to six thousand, and because the truck he was driving had dealer tags on it, the dealership was forced to pay for the repairs, which they immediately added to their suit. The damage to the apartment came to 4,000 for structural repairs, and her furniture and personal belongings were priced at three grand.
Then there were the assault charges, assault on a female being a really serious thing in this state. Add to that the two attempted assault charges, the attempted breaking and entering, and he was up the creek without even a boat, let along paddle. His bail was set at $200,000, something he had no way of raising, even the 10% a bail bondsman would require.
The judge asked him why he was covered in purple stripes, and when he found out the reason he almost didn't hold in his laughter. "Fishing rods? Boy, your face looks like it went through a grinder. I hope they fade over time."
A lot didn't. When he went to trial five months later, there were still marks on his face and arms, and a lot more on his body that the clothes hid. He couldn't afford a lawyer, and his public defender told him his best option was to make a plea deal. The DA lumped everything serious together and dropped some of the lesser charges, but he'll have to do four years before he's eligible for a parole hearing. When everyone involved hit him with civil suits, there were a lot of judgements against him. When he gets out, he'll be about $120,000 in debt.
No one involved figured they'd never see a dime unless he won a lottery or inherited a bunch of money, but it would keep him from getting anything that requires payments for at least seven years.
Adele had to go into therapy over her fear. It took almost a year before she was anything close to back to normal, and she bought a gun, went through safety courses and conceal carry classes, and goes armed just about everywhere. She even bought special pocketbooks that allowed her to shoot without removing the weapon.
Mom kept her for six months, and she spent a lot of time with me, sleeping in the guest room. That usually lasted until about midnight before she would slip into bed and snuggle. It always made me happy and sad at the same time.
It got a little awkward one night when I had the woman I was seeing over and Adele showed up unannounced. By then she had her own key so she just unlocked the door and walked in. Banty ( a nickname she got from being so small, like a Bantam chicken) and I were in the preliminaries of what I hoped was going to be a very nice night. I had her top off and her arms pinned at her side, biting gently on her tiny breast. I could get the whole boob in my mouth if I sucked hard enough, something I practiced dilligently. She was screaming and threatening to do bad things to me, but that reduced to a coo once I got her in my mouth.
Adele yelled something to me as she came in, took one look at us, turned around,and ran out. I had to close the door behind her. Banty was giving me the evil eye, wanting to know why that bitch had a key to my house.
She calmed down when I told her the story of my long relationship with Adele, all the way back to grade school, and how her husband had been my best friend. I finished with the incident that led to her having a key, so she would always have a safe place to go. She giggled.
"My hero! Who knew a fishing rod could be such a vicious weapon?"
"If her ex didn't, he does now. The cops told me some of the whelps we raised were permanent. For the rest of his life, inside prison and out, every time he thinks about doing something foolish I hope they hurt."
"Call her and tell her to get her ass back here. I wanna meet your sister."
It took an hour to coax her back to the house. Banty met her at the door with a big hug and a kiss on the cheek, and whispered in her ear. "He might be a little grumpy. You coming back derailed all his plans. Well, I hear delayed gratification makes it sweeter. A lesson he'll have to learn."
Addie flamed red before giggling, and when they came in arm and arm, I knew I was in for a long night. They were still giggling, sharing secrets, starting on their third bottle of wine, when I gave up and went to bed.
I was up bright and early, so I put on a pot of coffee, then woke Banty with a big kiss and a smack on the ass. "Get up, lazybones. Breakfast will be ready in thirty."
She moaned and tried to hide her head, and I snatched the comforter off the bed, admiring that tight little body in her tiny panties and camisole. She snarled, but I grabbed her up and gave her another kiss, then pointed to the three ibuprofen and the glass of water on her nightstand.
She swallowed the pills and drank the water. "Give me an hour before breakfast. I'm going to go get your other girlfriend up. I hope she feels as bad as I do."
I piddled around, drank the coffee, then set another pot. I heard the shower start and a few moans. The they strutted into the kitchen. Banty was in a new camisole panty combo, and as far as I could tell all Addie had on was one of my tee shirts. They giggled at the look on my face and teased me without mercy while they ate breakfast.
"We're going out on the boat this afternoon. Get it ready." Then they threw on shorts and tees, jumped into Addie's car, and took off. A little while later I saw the car in my mother's driveway, and I idly wondered if they would leave poor Hiram alone. He'd moved in a few months back and just last week I noted Mom's new ring. It was a rock. Hiram was pretty successful, and was prone to spoil Mom if she'd let him.
They came in laughing a couple of hours later. "Mom's getting married!"
I grinned at Adele. "What gave it away? The fact that her left hand practically drags the ground from the weight of the rock on her finger? The really good mood she's been in lately? Can't get anything by you girls, huh?"
They rolled their eyes, and started talking about wedding plans. Mom and Hiram came down and announced they were coming along, so we cast off with high hopes and a cooler full of wine and beer. Hiram drank as much as I'd ever seen him do, and we talked.
"Nervous?"
"Absolutely. Your mother is a lot of woman and I hope I can make her happy in the furure."
"Too late for that, you've already succeeded in making her as happy as I've seen her since before Dad passed. I can hear her now, sighing and looking at me with big eyes."
"You know, it's just a shame your poor mother is getting married before you do. It looks like I'll have to depend on Lisa and Jerry for grandchildren." They were Hiram's children from his first marriage.
He grinned. "Yeah, well, she's already highjacked Lisa's two. She spent most of yesterday baking with them and teaching them to call her Grandma, smiling every time they said it. That being said, there's two fine women up front. Either one would make an excellent daughter-in-law. Think about it."
"Damn, you too? I'm doomed."
......................................................................



Banty and Adele became best friends. In fact, I found myself a little jealous of the time they spent together. They made quite the pair. Adeld was a big girl with long blond hair, and Banty was tiny at five feet even, and weight ninety-eight pounds. She wore her jet black hair short, which showed off the diamond studs I'd gotten her for her birthday.
We'd met at a company event. She was a vendor but they were invited, and she got chosen as the one to show the flag. I thought she was a kid at first until she turned around, and I got a good look at her body, clad in a simple top and shorts, and the first thing that popped into my mind was now I knew what a Goddess left in the dryer too long looked like. The image made me grin and she smiled back.
My PA, who was a good buddy of my Mom, introduced us. Mom had included her in the quest to marry me off, and I had to set boundaries from time to time, which she promptly stepped over. She would grin. "You won't fire me, you told me just the other day I was the best you ever saw at what I do. Besides, if you did, your mother would make your life miserable until you got me back. She thinks I need a raise, you might want to talk that over with her. Now, like I was saying, young Seirra, the new hire in accounting, she's as cute as a bug. Single too. I'd bet she'd love it if someone showed her around."
"Then arrange it, just not with me. She doesn't work for me, but her boss does and if we hit it off and then split, bad things could happen. I won't do any fishing in the company pond."
She sighed. "Bev said you were stubborn. Forget Seirra, there's a lot of women in this town looking for you."
"Me?"
"Yes, you, or someone like you. Young, professional, established in a good career, with a nice house and paycheck. You're not too bad on the eyes either. Overall you're a pretty good breeding prospect. You lose a few points for being a Yankee, but I'm sure they would be willing to put in the effort to train you."
With that in mind, I still wanted to meet this pint sized sexpot. She seemed delighted to meet me, then she turned to Gladys. "Am I twenty-three, or four?"
Gladys turned red, which I thought a novel look. "Twenty-Six, but I feel good about this."
Alicia, Banty's real name, smiled at my confusion. "That's the number of times you've been introduced to eligible young ladies. There's a pool going in your company, well several, in fact. What the lucky number will be, how soon you'll marry, the time and sex of your first child..."
"Jesus! You guys are easily amused."
She shrugged. "It's a small town. There's not a lot going on. We'll cut to the chase. I'm 27, never been married, have three brothers and one sister, a good job, and of course, I'm smokin' hot in the sack."
"Good information to have. I'm sure you know everything about me down to the size of my underwear, but I'll hit the high spots. I'm 34, been married once and it didn't end well, own my own home at the lake, love to fish and spend time on the water, and if we get together I'll determine your level of hotness firsthand."
"You prefer knit boxers, in a 34 waist. Lake fishing is boring. Give me a stream and a fly rod any time. I prefer to hunt my fish, not sit in a boat swillin' beer and hoping something commits suicide on my hook."
"Well then, we shall agree to disagree. There's something soothing about sitting in the middle of the night and listening to the sounds of nature under a full moon. If you're a stalker, I'm more of an ambush predator, knowing the nature and habits of my prey, silently waiting for the opportunity to strike without warning."
"Then I'll keep a close eye on you, wouldn't want to fall into traps. Let's get a water and find a shady spot, and discuss it further."
I grinned. "Typical Southerner, choosing the shade to conduct business when it's hot, and in the sun when it's cold."
"Practicality developed over the ages."
I turned around to speak to Gladys, and found her gone. "Where did Gladys go?"
I can still see her smirk. "Probably to tell whoever took 26 they're about to be a good bit richer."
And that was the beginning of our relationship. We talked for another hour, until she had to leave. I stood to tell her goodbye and she jumped into my arms, laying a really nice kiss on me. She wriggled loose and grinned. "Just a sample! Are you lips tingling? I tried to keep it down, wouldn't want you burnt on first contact."
I was still trying to form words when she ran off.
I turned around to see Gladys and six of the office ladies grinning at me."Not the first word, Gladys," I said, as I strode away. I heard the laughter and looked to see her with her phone out. Mom would have a full report before I was in my truck.
........................................................
Banty showed up the next Wednesday. I looked up to see her standing in my doorway. Her grin made me feel good. "Come on, you're taking me to lunch. Somewhere nice, I know you can afford it. Oh, and when we pass Gladys expect a big smooch. Might as well start marking my territory now.'
It was indeed a big smooch, and I grinned at Gladys when she let go. "I'll be a little late coming back. Gladys. Take a message if anything comes up."
She mumbled, "yes, boss," while she was trying to get her phone out.
"Gladys? I'll be at the Honey Hog, if my mother needs to reach me."
Alicia was still laughing when we went out the door.
Lunch led to dinner. I took her to the closest city, the entertainment options in town were limited to say the least. I think she enjoyed the Dinner theater, and we walked a bit before going home. She felt really good on my arm, despite the height difference.
We talked and texted a lot over the next few weeks. I felt like we hit some kind of milestone when she invited me to Sunday dinner (lunch, to us non-Southereners), to meet her family.
I think they liked me. Her Dad had his cooking rig out, and five boston butts were on the grill, as well as three chickens and a brisket. "Ain't worth firin' up for just a couple of butts," he told me, as I shoveled coals in while he tended the meat. I watched and learned, because I wanted to be able to replicate what he'd done. We talked about rubs and favorite sauces. He was surprised I favored the vinegar/pepper flake version over the sugary Piedmont sauces.
I'd been with him for forty-five minutes before we were both confronted by a very pissed off woman. "That's enough Daddy. Let him loose, Mom hasn't had her chance yet."
He kissed her cheek and grinned. "He ain't bad, honey, for a Yankee."
I wondered if that was a seal of approval.
Alicia's mother was almost as diminuative as her, but she had blond hair. She was sweet, and unassuming, but when we were done talking I kind of understood Gesatpo interrogation techniques. She gave me a sweet smile and kissed my cheek, telling me to go help her husband while they got the sides ready.
I grabbed a couple of Bear Claws and started shredding, while he sliced the brisket. He left the chickens alone, and when her brothers showed up it reminded me of nature documentaries of hyenas savaging a carcass.
Finally sated, everyone took to rockers and chairs on the front porch. Banty led me to the swing, where she could snuggle against me. We talked about everything under the sun, and fishing came up. Suddenly it appeared her brothers, wives, and in the case of one, girlfriend, were going out on 'our' boat the next Saturday. Dad and Mom were going out with us the next.
Later, as I took her home, I couldn't help giving her a little dig. "Our boat?"
"Yes, you silly man, our boat. I need you to get used to the fact that I've got my claws in you now, and I ain't letting go."
"Do I have any say in this?"
"Yes. You need to learn to say 'Yes, dear' pretty often. But if you can't feel what I feel, take me home. If not, we'll be sleeping at your old house, my 'new house' tonight. Her's a hint of what I'm offering."
I don't know when she lost her bra, but she yanked her blouse open, to show as perky a pair of breasts as I'ever seen. The boobs might have been small, but the nipples looked enormous, sticking out at least an inch. (They really didn't. It was 3/4th. I measured.) Grabbing one of my hands, she covered her closest with it. I was firmly latched to a nipple as she purred, rubbing my erection through my shorts. It felt hard enough to drive nails with.
Her clothes never made it inside. I had to go out and pick them up the next morning and run them through the dryer to warm up. She might be small, but she was extremely flexible, and tied me up in knots. The beauty of a small woman is you can handle her like a doll, and Banty urged me on.
"That's it. Use me, take what you want! Don't you ever ask me for pussy! It belongs to you now, and if you're not man enough to take it, you don't deserve it."
I tested that theory the next morning, waking her with a nipple in my mouth. "Honey, I need a showe..."
"What you need is to stop talking while I fuck you." I smacked her tiny ass for emphasis.
She locked down on me. "That ain't never gonna happen. If you're doing it right I scream like a banshee, and if you don't like to hear me talk dirty, you need to gag me."
It was a pretty lengthy session, and she knew words that would make a lumberjack blush, but she was cooing at the end, and when we finished she gave a big sigh before cuddling. "Love you, babe."
It hit her what she said and she shrieked, running into the bathroom. I was right behind her and she tried to hide in the shower.
"Say it again!"
"I..I didn't mean..."
I smacked her ass and she squealed, and it wasn't with pleasure. "Unless you want a red ass, say it again!"
"I...sob..love you. I'm sorry."
"I ought to beat your ass blue for saying sorry. If it wasn't so fine and I didn't like it so much, I'd do that very thing. Now listen to me. You're going to repeat that to me at least every half hour until I take you home, understand? When I think you mean it, I'll say it back."
She was full on crying by then, so I started the shower and bathed her gently as she snuffled, kissing various parts, just to insure cleanliness. Banty had recovered by the time we were done and her grin was back. She put on one of my dress shirts and it went to her knees. I noted there was only one button fastened. Her phone dinged and she grinned. "I love you."
"Better. Now then, breakfast?"
She giggled and flitted around the kitchen, getting familiar with it as I finished cooking.
She grinned at her plate. "Grits?"
"I've acquired the taste. Shut up and eat."
We were washing up when the doorbell rang. "I'll get it!"
She was off like a shot, me right behind her. At least she had buttoned up the shirt. There stood Mom, looking at us quizically before grinning. "Introduce me, honey."
I didn't get the chance. Banty grabbed her hand. "Hi, Mom. I'm Alicia, but most called me Banty because of my size. I'm your future daughter-in-law, when your son gets smart enough to ask me."
Mom's smile split her face. as she hugged her. "He's a little slow sometimes honey, but he usually gets to where he needs to go."
She stopped long enough to kiss my cheek. "Make us a fresh pot of coffee, hon. Alicia and I may be a while. I'm sure you have something pressing you need to do outside for an hour or so, right?"
Shit. Banished from my own house, but every good general knows that when he's outnumbered and outgunned, his best option is to quit the field, so I put the pot on and went out to wash the boat down.
Mom was walking out the door when I came up from the dock. She was smiling, and she kissed my cheek. Then she gave me a warning. "Don't screw this up."
Banty was grinning but before she could speak her phone chimed again. "I love you."
I picked her up, kissing her cheek. "I love you too, baby. You and Mom set a date yet?"
When she stopped crying she gave me another smirk. "No. We have to get my Mom on board. I'll be calling her now. We'll be at your mothers' house until this evening, so order takeout and we'll all be over by six."
Then she was out the door and gone. I went out on the boat, cruising along and thinking about life. Then I decided fate was giving me a golden opportunity at happiness, and I needed to make sure it went well.
The Chinese food arrived just after I got back and they were walking through the door five minutes later. Binoculars. They had reinforcements, Banty's older sister and Adele. She was the first child and Alicia was the last, so there was eight years between them. She was also about five ten. I grinned at Alicia. "Maybe they should have nicknamed you Runty."
I'm hoping the palm print on my jaw will fade before I have to go to work.
..............................................................
The word was out by the time I got to work. There was an email from one of the floor managers, thanking me for being so stubborn. Seems like he picked 26 in the pool.
Gladys gave me a big kiss. "Remember to tell everyone I was the one who introduced you. When's the wedding?"
"I don't know. Didn't the girls call you last night for an opinion? I'll just show up when they tell me to."
She preened a little. "We're thinking the last weekend in June. It'll be a little warm by then, but we can work with it. Here's your messages."
Well, I apparently no longer had control of my life. It kind of ate at me, and it didn't help the way they pushed their agenda. It was two weeks later and I was once again being subjected to yet another round of wedding plans from the Moms, the sister, Adele, Gladys, and a couple more I wasn't sure I knew. They'd ask my opinion twice and then laughed as they overrode me, and I'd suddenly had enough. I walked to the door.
"Wher are you going? We're not done yet."
"First, I don't know where I'm going, just away from here. And we're a lot closer to being done than any of you realize. Alicia, where's your ring? Have I ever once said, 'Alicia, will you marry me?' Let's take the guesswork out, shall we. No you don't have a ring, and no, I've never really asked. You just assumed and took off. Then you all run over me like a penny on a train track and expect me to just nod my head and say 'yes, ma'am?' Not gonna happen. Not now. Not ever. You need to think about that for a few days and get back to me. Think hard."
Their eyes had gotten progressively wider and both mothers and Alicia looked like they were about to faint. I was out the door and gone, cutting ruts through my grass because they had blocked me in. I bet when they tried to call they felt mighty foolish when it rang from the coffee table.
I stayed away four days, calling out from work and taking two vacation days before I went back. It took hitting the ATM three times to pay for a new wardrobe and a couple of motel rooms. I went North, figuring they would never look in that direction. It surprised me whan a state trooper pulled me over on the third day, checking my registration and license.
"Sir, do you know you've been reported missing?"
"No, not at all. What am I missing? I'm of legal age, have no attachments, why should it matter to anyone where I am? My company knows because I requested vacation time, but they're the only ones I have to answer to."
She kind of stepped back at the irritation in my voice, then she gave me the paperwork back. "Very well, sir. I'll cancel the missing person bulletin. I don't know what's going on in your life and frankly it's none of the state's business, but someone was concerned enough to fill out the report. Might be a good idea to call home, but that's your choice. Drive carefully, and have a good day."
She was on the radio when I pulled away, so I turned around at the next overpass, going back the way I came.
The look on Gladys' face was priceless when I came through the office doors Wednesday. "My office, now. Leave your cellphone in your desk drawer, if you want to continue working here, Gladys."
I watched as she picked it up and slid it into her desk. She looked like she was going to an execution when I had her sit. "A few new rules, Gladys. I like you, you're excellent at your job and it would be hard to replace you. But if you don't stay out of my private business, if you keep telling Mom and Alicia my every move, that's what will happen. Do you understand?"
She looked absloutely miserable but she nodded her head.
"Not good enough. I need you to say it out loud."
"I promise. What happens in the office stays in the office, and I won't meddle in your personal life ever again."
"Thank you Gladys. Now catch me up on what I missed."
She relaxed as we talked business, and went on to address the small fires that broke out while I was gone. An hour later she buzzed me. "Reggie want's to see you when you have the time."
Reggie was the plant manager, and 'when you have the time' was code for right now.
He asked how my vacation went, offered me coffee, then seemed unusually nervous.
"Look Al, I don't want to interfere in..."
"Which one got to you? Mom? Alicia? Gladys?"
"None of them. Hiram dropped me a line about how upset...."
He stopped, surprised, when I stood up. "You know Reggie, I like you, and I like it here. This was a dream job for me. But I made a promise to myself that if my personal and professional life ever became entangled, I'd walk away from both. Two weeks be enough notice? If not, I can give you a month, but that's it. I'll send you and HR an email just as soon as I get back to my desk. Goodbye, Reggie."
His eyes were wide and he was stuttering as I walked out. He called me as soon as I got back to my office, and I put him on speaker as I went through my files, boxing anything personal.
He went from pleading to demanding and I laughed. "What have you got to threaten me with, Reg? My job? That ship sailed thirty minutes ago. Push me and I go to corporate, and ask them when an employees' personal life became of interest to a Vice President. How do you think that would fly?"
He hung up on me.
Gladys was crying when I walked out at the end of the day. Then she started apologizing. "You can stop, Gladys. I know you meant me no harm, and I'm not holding anything you did against you because I think you really thought you had my best interests at heart, but take a lesson from this. No matter who it is, think hard before you interefere in their lives. See you tomorrow."
I knew Mom would be watching for me, but it was two hours before she worked up the nerve to come over. She seemed as tentative as I'd ever seen her, her forceful character muted for once.
"Hi. Mom," I said as I opened the door and kissed her on the cheek. "Want some coffee?"
The tears started falling before it was finished brewing. "Did we screw everything up?"
"Not quite, but you did a bang up job of a start. Did you really think I'd be bulldozed along?"
"I keep forgetting you're just like your father. Quite, accomodating, until something goes against your beliefs. It never occurred to any of us you might react like you did. Poor Alicia is devastated. She hasn't worked all week because all she can do is cry. Do you still love her?"
"Yes, but it seems she loved her ego a bit more than me."
"Don't say that! That girl loves you heart and soul. Right now, if you'd tell her you wanted her to wear a burlap sack and cover her face with mud at the altar, she'd do it, if it meant getting married."
"Interesting imagery. Let me think about it for a minute. Nope, doesn't appeal to me. Got anything else?"
"Just this."
The slap had my ears ringing and my eyes blurred. "If she leaves you, you deserve it. Act with your heart for a change, and not your logic. Yes, we all got carried away, but I think you gave us a reality check none of us will ever forget. I love you, son, but right this minute I don't like you very much."



I was still trying to clear my eyes when she slammed the door, thinking I agreed with her. Right this minute I didn't like her very much either.
Twenty minutes later I called Banty. I heard her gasp as she realized it was me. "My house. Now. If you want to save this relationship, that is."
...................................................................
It took her fifteen minutes and I could see her on the phone as she got out. Getting an update from Mom, no doubt.
Her hair was was listless, her eyes were dull, and her clothes just seemed to hang there. I opened the door and it suddenly occurred to me I was tired of seeing fear in a woman's eyes when they talked to me. I pointed at the sofa and tears sprang in her eyes as I took the recliner.
"So what have we learned from this mess, Alicia?" That hit her hard. I never called her by her real name unless it was something serious.
"I don't know about you, but I've learned a lot in the last few days. I learned you have a line I'd better not cross, and I need to know where it is a little better, to keep this from happening again. I've also learned my attitude that helps me so much with business won't work in a personal situation. I never meant to push you away, honey, but the more you let me run, the more I took you for granted. That will never happen again."
She ran out of steam so I started. "Know what I learned? I learned that I'm a little too easy when it comes to love. I just wanted you to be happy, but not when it comes to making me sad. Or angry, especially angry. I apologise if this blindsided you, but really, did you think I'd just keep rolling over? Know what I think? I think we need to learn to communicate a little better, or we're doomed from the start. I fully intend to invest the rest of my life with you and..."
It's hard to talk with a tongue that isn't yours in your mouth, so I stopped trying. We didn't immediately fall into bed and have wild makeup sex. That happened the next morning. We mostly snuggled and talked. Children came up and I told her I'd like at least two, and she laughed. "I'm the youngest of five. Mom is the third oldest of seven, and Dad has four brothers and three sisters. I don't think I want that many, but four is a nice round number."
...........................................................
She moved in the next week, so we were basically an established couple by the time the wedding rolled around. I went back to work after an Executive Vice President from the home office called. "I expect you back to work Monday. Reggie told me what happened, sort of, and I read between the lines a bit. I can give my utmost assurances that your private life will remain private from now on. You're the future, Al. Reggie is retiring in two years and we've already decided you're taking his place. I'm also giving you a five percent raise, to show how serious I am. Now get your ass back to work."
My relationship with Reggie never really recovered, but we got along.
Reggie got a big sendoff when he retired, and I was just settling into my new office when Gladys came in grinning. I'd brought her with me, giving her a raise because of her new responsibilties. I knew that grin by now. She knew something I didn't, and was about to burst.
"Your wife is here. Shall I send her in?"
"Just for the fun of it I ought to tell you to keep her out, but that wouldn't end well for anyone."
I wondered what that was about. If Banty wanted to see me she usually just walked in. She came in, and had both mothers with her, and it scared me. She grinned. "Relax honey, this is good news, I hope. I just got back from the doctor. We're going to have a baby! Seven months from now you'll be holding your son or daughter, or maybe both. Twins do run in the family."
I almost fainted. We'd been trying for a year, and after eight months we went for tests. Her doctor gave us the news. "Your swimmers could qualify for the Olympics, Al. Alicia, if you were any more fertile you could raise crops in your womb. You guys need to relax. Your first will come along any time now."
And now they were here.
Yes, they. Twins really did run in her family, and we had one each. The moms were over the moon, and Addie cried her eyes out when we passed them to her. She could still have children, but the window was closing and after the abusive asshole she was a lot more cautious about relationships.
Banty used as much of her maternity leaves as she could, and when it ran out she just never went back. We could well afford it and it seemed to work best all the way round. If it got too much, and if she felt overwhelmed at times, one of the Moms would swoop in and give her some breathing room.
We ran into Juliette on the street one day, when the twins were almost one. I was pushing the top of the line double stroller Mom had gifted us, and Banty was strolling along, holding my arm. She looked at Banty, the babies, and me, then burst into tears. Regretting missed opportunities, I suspect. Banty asked me who she was and then smiled sadly. "You snooze, you lose. I'm guessing right about now she's wishing she'd made better choices, but that window has passed. You're mine now, and nothing would ever change that."
Mom was still close to Juliette, and doted on Tony and Mark. She would keep them for a weekend occasionally, and they always ended up at my house. And if it was weather fit, we almost always went fishing. I still hosted their birthday parties, starting again after the second year Juliette and I had parted company. As they got older, they and their friends would spend the night, and it always included a round of catfishing. Juliette would come for the party, and then disappear as soon as it was over. She had relationships, she'd even married the guy she was seeing during the week, but it fizzled out after about eighteen months, and she seemed to stop looking.
Though still based at home, I'd gotten a promotion, and was now a regional manager in charge of four facilities. The pay raise was pretty good, and we banked most of it, using some to fuel college funds. I'd had just got my first yearly bonus for my new position and it was enough to shock me. I sheduled a vacation for the first week of February, one that included both mothers, Hiram, and Addie, in Bermuda. We enjoyed the sun and sand, playing with the babies on the beach, helping them build sandcastles and holding them while the warm waves lapped at their feet. The Moms stayed in while Banty, Addie, and I hit a couple of clubs. Motherhood had been good to Banty, upgrading her breasts from a "mouthful", to "more than a mouthful", although I always tried to get the whole thing in my mouth.
Adele was 31 by then, still lean, still beautiful, and still had that killer ass. She got hit on a lot and she'd smile, dance with the guy if she liked him, but shot the majority of them down. One got a little aggressive and wouldn't let go of her arm. I think the look on my face told him it was a bad idea, but he really should have been watching Banty. Her feet were tiny but I bet it still hurt like hell when she planted the sharp toe of her high heel right between his balls.
He sank down like a balloon losing air, while Banty and Addie watched him, with a big grin on their faces. We left shortly after, and he was still on the floor. It would seen he didn't have a lot of friends.
The ladies surprised me, leaving me and Hiram the babies while they had a day shopping, dining, and a short stay at a topless beach. This was after a four drink lunch, and they forgot sunblock. They stumbled in giggling and holding on to each other, gave me a bunch of kisses, and went straight to bed. I noticed the next day they seemed uncomfortable, and found out they were all a little sunburned. Our rental had a bit of a private beach, so the first thing they did after lunch was lose their tops and grab the sunblock. They laughed at the look on my face, then turned red when I told the Moms they still had it, and Adele was as impressive as I always thought she'd be. Banty looked a little grumpy until I snatched her up, and latched down, swallowing one breast, sucking hard, and coming off with a loud pop. The rest of the ladies screamed as she ran into the ocean, them right behind her. I'm sure there was talk at the Country Club. Hiram just stood with his mouth hanging open.
I bet the girls at the Country Club got an earful, and word of their tans circulated. A lot of ladies ended up demanding a vacation somewhere sunny, preferrably clothing optional.
......................................................................................
The kids had just turned three, and were trying to prove perpetual motion was more than a theory. I was on an overnight trip to one of the production facilities because they were having a few problems and it was starting to show up in production. The problem was management, and I ended up staying another night to put out fires, firing the assistant manager for among other things, "inappropriate actions and conversations" with his employees, both male and female. A few knew if it came down to complaining it would be their word against his, and they taped some of them. I listened to one, then I escorted him out of the building and banned him from the property, bumped a floor manager and a lead person up, and left.
I always called home every day, and I called the morning I left, to tell Banty when I'd be home, but it went to voicemail. That happened once in a while so it didn't bother me too much. What did bother me was the amount of cars in my driveway. I ended up parking on the street. The place was full of friends and relatives, and I wondered if this was some kind of surprise party. Then Mom and Addie appeared, redeyed and crying.
It was stupid, senseless, and it took me a long time to accept it. Mom came by and got the kids, taking them shopping with her. She mostly did it to give Banty a little break in the day.
We'd gotten a new boat, and she decided to take the time to clean it while she had an opportunity. It was early March, warm that day, though the wind was pretty gusty. Mom found her floating face down in the water by the pier. When she pulled her to shore she knew by looking it was too late, but she called 911 instantly, doing chest compression until they got there. The EMT's tried everything, but it was too late. Her official cause of death was drowning. There was a good sized bruise on her forehead, and the authorities speculated that a gust of wind had caused her to fall from the boat, hitting her head on it or the dock, and drowned while unconscious.
I barely remember that time. The funeral was packed, Banty was well liked in the community, and I was a prominent figure in the business community. I don't think anyone attended for business reasons, more to show their support. She was 30 years old when she passed.
It was two weeks before I returned to work, and probably three months before I was back to speed, but upper management never said a word. The Vice President who had so much faith in me begged me to go to counseling, telling me the company would pay for it. Addie practically dragged me to the sessions, but after five I was coming to grips with everything. Both Moms took turns caring for Johnny and Carole, and Adele came by every day. I ended up decorating a bedroom for her, because she stayed over three or four times a week, both to keep an eye on me and to spend time with the kids. I asked her once after almost a year if she was tired of us, and she surprised me by breaking into tears. Mom seemed pretty ticked as well.
Two years later, I surprised Addie by telling her we were going to the Christmas dance at the Country Club. She seemed hesitant, asking if maybe I wanted to go with someone that might interest me romantically. The expression on her face was priceless when I told her that was precisely why I was taking her.
She burst into tears and ran into her bedroom, slamming the door. I sat on the couch and tried to figure out how I misread her so badly, miserable. The door opened and she was almost timid when she sat down beside me.
"You sure?"
"Absolutely. I've always admired you, Addie, and I don't mean just physically. You're one of the kindest people I've ever met. You help friends, family, even total strangers if you think they deserve it. We always loved each other as friends. It was just bad timing and a serious lack of confidence on my part that kept us from getting together."
She had a small smile playing on her lips as she asked, "lack of confidence?"
"You've always intimidated me a little. Your brains, never mind your beauty, put you out of my league. I felt like I could never be enough for you, but like the Brits say, 'he who dares, wins', so I finally screwed up the nerve to tell you how I feel. I loved my first wife, and I loved Banty much more, but she's gone, and I'm past mourning. You're here. You're the only mom the kids have ever known, and they love you, maybe more than I do. I can't see life going forwards without you. Will you consider it?"
The kiss nearly knocked me unconscious, it was that intense. When she let me up for air she grinned. "On reflection, I think you may be right, so I have a proposal for you. When it comes to us, let me do the thinking. Yes, we will go to the Christmas Ball, and Grandma will be keeping our babies for the night. We will not be sleeping in separate beds, ever again. Understand? Now's a good time to start practicing saying 'Yes honey' ".
"Yes honey."
"Good boy. Let's practice some more, shall we? You are, somewhere down the line, going to give me a ring, right?"
"Yes honey."
"Soon?"
"Yes honey."
"One last thing before we end this session. We're not getting any younger, and while we love the twins, I think we should add another child, soon."
"Yes honey."
"You're such a good boy! Now, before I call your mother and give her the news she's been wanting to hear for a year, I think you should practice your kissing. Agreed?"
"YES HONEY!"
.................................................................................................................................
Mom was over the moon, and plans began immediately. I thought it would be a little awkward with Banty's parents, so I called her mother. I could hear the grin over the phone.
"I already know, dummy. We're happy for you, and it's what our daughter would have wanted, to see you with someone you love. Your mom and I have it under control, so don't worry. I know Addie's parents have passed away so we decided to adopt her. I'll be handling the mother of the bride responsibilities, and hubby will be walking her down the aisle. Your babies will be the flower girl and ring bearer."
Well then. Two of Banty's brothers were groomsmen, and as I stood at the altar that May afternoon and watched Addie float down the aisle, our kids in front, dolled up in a nice dress and a little suit, and knew I'd never be happier than I was right this minute. What made it even better was the two month bulge under the dress. The doctor thought it might be twins.
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I never liked her at all. She was a bitch of the highest magnitude, the local princess, daughter of the richest man in town. That wasn't saying that much, we lived in a small rural county, many miles from any town of significance. The county seat held about 25,000, and there were two hamlets of 5.000 and 8,000.
We never went to school together, she went to the big high school in town, I went to the one out in the sticks. I did well in school, top of my class of sixty-seven, and went to junior college while she went to some ivy league university.
I first ran across her the summer after our first year at university, at a party. I had made friends with a few guys, and they invited me over for a party, so I went. We were having a good time until she showed up with her new 'old money' boyfriend, trying to lord it over everyone there, bragging about the wealth of her boyfriend and how she hated 'coming back to the sticks' at the order of her father.
Her boyfriend seemed like a nice enough guy, but was obviously out of his element, and didn't seem too pleased with the remarks and behavior she was exhibiting. He ended up beside me later on, and asked if she had always been like this. I shrugged. "No clue, dude. I didn't go to school with her or run in her circles. I think this is the first time we've crossed paths. From what I've heard, this is her usual attitude."
"She wasn't like that at college, she was kind of shy and quiet. It's what drew me to her."
"Probably the result of going from a big fish in a little pond to swimming with sharks. Best of luck with her."
Just looking into his eyes, I knew their days as a couple were numbered. He left halfway through summer break. I was at the last party before going back to school, when she showed up with a different guy. When she saw me, she stormed up, aiming a slap at me. I just moved my head and the hand went by. Grabbing it, I held on while she struggled. "I don't know what your problem is. You don't even know me. I will tell you this, I let go and you try it again, I'll slap the piss out of you, and you won't be able to do shit about it. Self-defense is self-defense, it doesn't matter what gender you are."
I let go of her and she glared at me. "What did you tell Jeffrey about me?"
"If Jeffrey is the guy from the last time I saw you, I didn't tell him anything. He did ask about you, and I told the truth, we traveled in different circles and I didn't know you. That was it. Whatever happened between you two had nothing to do with me."
Her new man seemed to want to prove status as an alpha male. "You're pretty brave when it comes to a woman. You'd probably piss your pants if you had to face a real man."
I grinned, watching his reaction. "I might. Know any real men? I'd admire to see one, this little town doesn't seem to be well supplied."
People were listening and laughed, which puffed him up even more. "I can kick your ass any day of the week!"
"Well, it's Saturday, is that suitable? I don't want to break anything, so let's go out in the backyard and measure dicks, see who the real man is."
He swelled any harder, he'd bust. The host grinned and intervened. "As entertaining as that might be, save it for another day. My mother is really picky about her flower garden, you tear something up and we'll all get our asses kicked. Cool?"
I smiled. "Sure. Another day."
Alice, seeing the tide turn, pulled him away. She must have kept at him, because as the party broke up, he followed me outside. There was maybe ten people leaving and they were shocked when he came roaring out the door, Alice behind him grinning. "I'm gonna kick..."
I turned around and plowed him right in the ribs. He dropped like a rock, gasping and wheezing. Bob came out and tried not to laugh as he helped get him into her car, cordially inviting him to never come back. We found out later he had two cracked ribs, and almost lost his football scholarship because he had to sit out preseason and the first three regular games while he healed.
........................................................................
I didn't see her the next year, but ran into her before my senior year, at another party. I'd met a girl at school and we hit it off, and when I told her how rural we were she wanted to come and see, because she was raised in a fifth-floor condo in a major city. We stayed with my parents, and did not share a bed. It didn't matter because I had the run of our property and knew where the best places were to skinny-dip, and roll around on an air mattress. She was every bit as hot as Alice, maybe a little hotter, though she didn't flaunt it. My friends were fascinated with her, and the girls flocked to her because she was so open and friendly. I came home one day to see my mom grinning, with eight young women scattered across the living room. Sasha was conducting tutorials in makeup. Her mother owned three beauty shops and a day spa, so if anyone was qualified, she was.
I immediately retreated out the back door, jumping on an ATV, and yelling back for Mom to call me when it was safe to come home.
Word got around, and it seemed Alice was replaced as Queen Bee for the duration of our stay. That did not sit well. At the next party, Alice showed up, with a different guy, of course, dolled up way too much for a summer party where most were in shorts and tees. She had on a seriously short skirt, four-inch heels, lots of bling, and a skintight shimmery top that showed a lot of boob. I grinned when I watched her try to keep her balance as she walked across the back lawn, her heels sinking at least an inch at every step.
Everybody watched her entrance, then turned back to the conversations that were going on. My girlfriend Sasha just grinned. "That her? Bit overdressed for the occasion, wouldn't you say?"
I'd told her about Alice but I think she thought my description of her personality a little harsh. Most of the girls glanced at her, then turned back to Sasha, laughing at tales of her spa experiences. She was right in the middle of a story about an extremely hairy guy who got a full body wax to please his girlfriend, and how he passed out twice and cried like a baby, but still continued. "He must have really cared for her to go through that pain, but I had no sympathy. The ladies who frequent us and every other spa in the universe go through similar pain almost daily for their men and they have no idea."
Alice walked up, looking her over. "Hi, Mark. Who's your friend?"
It was the first time she'd used my name, usually it was just asshole. I wondered if it was her idea of an endearment. Before I could speak Sasha stuck out her hand. "Hi. I'm Sasha, and Mark here is a bit more than a friend. Isn't that right, honey?"
I knew she was doing it to bait her, so I joined in. "That's right, much more. If she wasn't so rich I'd trying to put a ring on her finger, but she can do better than a country boy like me."
She looked over and licked her lips and I almost instantly popped a boner. "Money isn't everything, honey. You bring a lot to the table."
Alice hung around for a few minutes, but she wasn't the center of attention, and she stomped off. Sasha asked me how much her family had. I shrugged. "Don't know. I was never interested in finding out. I don't think there's enough money in the world to make her appealing."
"I think she likes you."
I almost couldn't stop laughing. "Honey, I think you've been sniffing too much perfume. I've only seen her four times, and she's been rude and hateful every time."
"You make her nervous. I doubt no one has ever been unimpressed with her as you are. She doesn't know how to handle it, it's kinda like little boys pulling pigtails to get a girl to notice him."
I grabbed her into a big hug. "We need to stop talking about her, and why would I want chicken when I have steak?"
Apparently, somebody heard me and couldn't wait to tell Alice. She drank, she sulked, schemed, and finally came after me just as the party was breaking up. She tapped my shoulder and just as soon as I turned, she punched me in the nose. A real punch, not some girly flailing. I nearly passed out and the blood flew. No one knew it, but I'd been in a pickup baseball game, and long story short I lost a line drive in the sun, and my nose was smashed flat. I had two black eyes and all kind of bruising, and it was a month before I could breathe without difficulty.
Alice had just rebroken it. None of that was on my mind when the blow came, and I reacted by instinct. I broke her nose in return, standing over her raging while she cried, flailing her legs and giving us all views of her thong. Blood poured out of her nose as they helped up, holding a wad of paper towels to it. She screamed at the guy she was with.
"Aren't you going to do anything?!"
He laughed. "Yeah, I'm taking you to the ER. I told you to stop doing your entitled shit, but you wouldn't listen. This is the last straw. I'll make sure you're all right, get you home, but that's it. I won't be seeing you anymore. Now get enough towels that you don't mess up my upholstery, and let's go."
Sasha insisted on taking me as well. My nose had stopped bleeding, and the ER doc grinned. "It's broke, and looks like it was broken recently, before this, so you know the drill. Don't bump it, and it'll heal with time."
..................................................
Foolish me, I thought it was over until the next morning when the cops showed up, with a warrant for my arrest for aggravated assault. The two deputies looked abashed as my mother tore into them, and my father looked grim. "You boys be careful here, before you open yourself up to false arrest. And before you say it, yes, I know who her father is. I'm going to follow you to the station, and he'll be coming home with me without a bond. Don't push me on this."
It could have gotten really bad, but one of the girls there had been taking a video of Sasha giving makeup tips, and had the whole thing on video. She sent it to me, and at the preliminary hearing, which I had to leave school to attend, I had blood in my eyes. Her lawyer paled when she saw who was representing me, and he petitioned the judge to have an in chambers interview before we proceeded. He looked at the tape, her lawyer looked at the tape and turned red, then pale, and motioned to dismiss. The Judge agreed. Alice was staring openmouthed. Her nose was still a red lump, and she had to have reconstructive surgery to return it to the former shape.
She literally passed out when she was arrested for assault. Her lawyer tried to talk me out of it, and I told her it would be a cold day in hell when that happened, asking the Judge if she could also be charged with filing a false report. The Judge was pissed over the whole thing, and agreed. The rant her father went on was epic, and they threw him out of court.
She left the courtroom in handcuffs.
...........................................................................................
Daddy ranted and raved at first, threatening to ruin me and my family. Dad just grinned and told him he wasn't the only one with access to good lawyers, and if he didn't "shut the fuck up," he'd be glad to introduce them.
I had no intention of letting her go to jail, but I wanted to yank her chain a little. In the end, she had to pay my medical and legal bills, agree to go to anger management counseling for three months, twice a week, and $30,000 dollars, which Daddy immediately forked over. I used it the money as a down payment on a new truck, and I'd smile and wave at them every time I saw them.
We all graduated. Sasha bid me a tearful farewell and departed for the West Coast and I never saw her again. I went to work for the family business, Cranston Consolidated Timber. Hardly anyone knew the family owned it, and we let them think we were just employees. We owned over forty-four thousand acres in five counties and two states, and held long term leases on eight thousand more.
We didn't just cut trees, we managed forests. It was a multi-generational business. In a few years I'd be harvesting trees my grandfather planted, huge trees worth a lot of money as lumber. Every business has it's up and downs, and we'd seen some lean years, especially when the housing market crashed in the early two thousands, and again when Covid hit. Even then we supplied markets, because building was considered an essential business. It had been a family business, but over the years we bought other family members out, so now the sole heirs would be me and my sister.
Amy was still in school, majoring in business, with two years to go. She was going to manage the office when Mom retired, and I was to manage the timber. I'd been working since I was old enough to follow my dad around so I slid into my position easily. Dad cut back to managing just our property, and turned over all the lease land to me.
................................................................................
A year after I graduated, I was walking the Hasting Holdings, 2400 acres of ridges and bottoms. My Dad had leased it six years ago from the old woman who owned it. She needed the money, but she was a shrewd old bird and a pretty good businesswoman. The lease was set up with graduated payments, $500 dollars per acre per year, to be deducted from her share when the lumber was harvested, and she got 15%. It was a chunk of money, but there were very few pines on the property, running to very old and massive oaks mostly on the ridges, and one tract was covered with black walnuts, the biggest I'd ever seen. Walnut was one of the most expensive woods on the market, and these were probably worth half-a-million or better. There were also a lot of scattered hickory trees large enough for boards, another expensive wood.
Those trees were from a hundred to a hundred and fifty years old, standing more through luck than planning, and we had four more years on our lease, so it was time to start harvesting. I was walking an upper portion of the land, going up the small river that flowed through the acreage. Close by was Hopper's Hole, a swimming spot popular for decades, until pools came along and it fell out of favor. Most didn't know it was there anymore. It was a big pool, thirty feet wide and forty long, running four to seven feet deep, flowing down from a rock bed worn smooth by water and time. We'd come out and picnic a couple of times a year, and Amy and I would slide down the long rock into the pool. You could build up a pretty good head of steam, and if you hit it right, you'd skip a time or two before sinking into the deep part of the pool.
It had been four years since I'd been there, and I grinned, thinking about all the girls I'd brought up when I got old enough, to 'skinny-dip', which loosely translated to ending up on thick blankets, banging our brains out. I felt my cock flex at the memory. I'd been in a bit of a dry spell, the dating pool was a little shallow in these parts, and all the women at my age were husband hunting. The solution was going to the largest city a hundred miles away every third weekend and find one of the meat markets to hook up. It usually didn't take long, I was considered attractive by the ladies, and I seemed to have money, so I rarely went back to the hotel alone.
It was pointless, meaningless sex, but it satisfied my needs.
..........................................................................................................
The flash of pink drew my attention. When you spend as much time in the woods as I do, things not normally found in nature catch your eye. There were pink flowers of course, but none grew on a tree limb, shaped like a bra, with matching panties beside it. I'd learn to move pretty quiet and watch where I stepped, because the area was famous for rattlesnakes and copperheads, both highly venomous. They didn't like us either, and most would quietly glide away, but every once in a while, you'd get surprised. It was why I carried a pistol that held shotgun shells, loaded with buckshot, just in case.
The sound of her voice made me think it was a teenager. I had no desire to perv on someone underage, so I'd take a quick peek, and if they were young, I'd find another route, and they would never know anyone was around.
I looked through the foliage, knowing I couldn't be seen.
I thought my jaw was going to fall off. Alice was in the pool. She was naked, standing in the shallow end of the pool slashing water over her head as she sang. I might despise her, but I couldn't argue over the beauty of her body. She was toned to perfection, large breasts standing straight out, her nipples hard because of the water, slipping down to a narrow waist, before widening out to a killer butt. She twisted as she splashed, and while she wasn't smooth, she was closely trimmed. I don't think I ever lusted over a woman like I did right that minute.
Then I grinned, slipping out of my clothes, bundling them up with hers and hiding them. Then I slipped out of my shoes and lay down on the rock, shutting my eyes. It probably took two or three minutes for her brain to register what her eyes were seeing, and she screamed, hard. It was loud enough I sat up, pretending to wake.
"WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING HERE!?"
She was moving her hands wildly, trying to hide body parts, when all that did was give me a show of jiggling boobs and butt cheeks. I grinned, and she got even redder that she was before.
"I own this place. Let me rephrase that. The company I work for owns the lease to this property, and I'm pretty sure it's posted. You did see the No Trespassing signs at the gate, right? Maybe some kid tore them down, but the fence and the locked gate should have given you a clue."
She just stared, eyes blazing in anger. I tried to match her stare, but my eyes kept drifting down to her prefect breasts and fabulous nipples. She realized it and stuck them out even farther. "Get a good look, perv! It'll be the last in this lifetime."
I sighed, grinning. "It's a damn shame such a perfect body is wired to such a disgusting brain. You never did answer my question. Why are you here? And my eyes are up here."
She was staring, and my dick was liking it, rising up to salute her. She almost turned purple.
"I come here to think."
"So, every two or three years then, right?"
I don't think she could get any redder and her blue eyes had turned dangerously dark. She came out of the water, stalking up to me, hurling insults as she came. I was giving as good as I got, until we were nose to nose, close enough for spit to splatter, screaming. That stopped when she latched on to my head and slammed her lips to mine so hard they were swollen the next day.
It was totally unexpected, totally confusing, and absolutely perfect! We probably kissed each other for five minutes. I think she touched my tonsils once or twice. We finally broke for air, her hand wrapped around my raging erection. I was so hard it physically hurt. Of course, I had a whole handful of perfect boob, squeezing the nipple lightly.
"You know how to use this? I bet I can't even feel it, you bastard!"
"You're probably right, you arrogant bitch. I've never fucked anything as big as the Grand Canyon! Promise me if I fall in, you'll get help."
"Asshole!" "Cunt!" "Bastard!" "Bitch!" We were at it again when I picked her up and twirled her around, bending her over so far she had to grab a tree limb for balance. I rubbed her a couple of times, and she was so wet it felt like gel. I lined up as she twisted and yelled. "Hold on! Go slow!"
Her next vocalization was a scream as I slammed into her, sinking to the hilt. I felt a gush of moisture and thought, "Damn, did she just squirt?"
She was screaming and cussin', but she was slamming back into me. Then the bitch reached around and raked those claws she calls nails across my thigh, bringing blood. I let go of her hip and gave her a tremendous swat on her ass. It was hard enough to leave a print on her ass and her scream reached a new decibel level. It was a good thing we were out in the middle of nowhere.



Just to reinforce the thought, I gave her a matching handprint on the other cheek... There were no words of endearment, no soft sighs, this was a classic grudge fuck, plain and simple, on both sides.
Her legs were starting to tremble, and I knew she'd fall soon, so I pitoned in and out mercilessly. She had one more orgasm and I came so hard it felt like I was exploding. I eased her down on the soft grass, and watched her cry for a minute, before lying down and cuddling her. wondering the whole time why.
We went to sleep, and it was late afternoon. Alice was still semi-asleep, but her hand was locked down on my erection, I eased her off and on to her back. She became fully awake just as I was at her entrance. "Wait Mark! I'm sore!"
By then I had passed the gates of heaven, and she surrendered. It was hard or furious, just steady motion that became faster and faster. She had two orgasms before I lost another torrent inside her. Alice lay still for a minute before looking up, and giving me a smile. "I need to clean up before I leave. Will you help me?"
Alice was a tall woman, lean, slender, while I was six one and weighed 195 pounds. You don't get fat in the lumber trade, and I picked her up like she was a baby and walked into the water, setting her down in about four feet, and sluiced water over her with my hands, washing away twigs, grass, and small leaves. I might have paid a little extra attention to her ass, softly tracing my handprints. She was busy with the front, including scrubbing her pubes as well as she could.
"I need to get clean, or I'll leak your seed out of me all the way home, you bastard."
It was said softly, with no malice and I grinned into her hair. "I'm not washing off. I like your smell on me, bitch."
Alice turned around and kissed me again, rubbing her body over me until she felt me start to stiffen. "Damn Mark, does that thing ever rest? We're standing in cold water, for God's sake!"
"You got me plenty warm, Alice, but you're right, we need to get out."
............................................................................
I had forgotten I had hidden her clothes, and she had a mild case of panic. "Relax, I know I laid them around her somewhere."
I grabbed my jeans and boots, slipping into them. I came out of the bushes with just her trainers. "Well, at least I found your shoes. Now your feet won't hurt on the way to the road."
"That shit ain't funny, honey. Please give me my clothes."
I don't know what shocked me more, that she knew the word please, or that she called me honey. "I will, babe, when we get to your car."
"Somebody might see me!"
"If they do, it'll ruin them for regular women. Come on, I'll walk you. I'll even hold your hand."
She slipped her hand in mine. "If anybody sees me, you bastard, I'll make your life miserable."
"Well, at least it's something your good at." I said it flippantly, and she surprised me by bursting into tears. I cuddled her again, thinking maybe she really had ruined me for other women.
"Come on, bitch, or I'll freshen up the prints on your ass." Alice unconsciously rubbed her butt, wincing slightly, and molded tightly, and mostly behind me. I grinned when we reached her clothes, and pretended to be surprised. "Well look here."
"Bastard," she said as she scrambled to get into her clothes. "Where are my panties?"
"In my pocket. You won't be getting them back; I'm going to print your name in big letters and hang them on my rearview mirror."
Alice looked horrified for a second, then grinned. "No, you won't. But go ahead and keep them. Maybe sniff then when you get to missing me. Now give me your phone."
I handed it to her and she texted herself, grinning when she heard the ding. I had unlocked the gate and we were standing by her car door. "Now, open the door for me, and give me a proper kiss. Not a I'm gonna suck your tongue out kiss, a man likes woman kiss"
I kissed her gently before nipping her lip, walking off laughing while she ranted.
.............................................................................
I went to my parent's house for dinner, and Mom noticed my mood. "Good day?"
"Very good day. Dad, I think it's time to harvest most of the black walnuts on the Hastings' west tract. The lease will be up soon, relatively speaking, and the price is soaring right now."
He just nodded. "Your section, your decision. Full equipment, or selected cutting?"
"Selected. I want to disturb the smaller trees as little as possible. Two cutters, two dozers to drag them to the loading point, three big rigs. We'll put out the word, and start taking bids. That section alone will pay back everything we had invested. We get done with that, we'll harvest the bigger oaks off the ridges, some of them are monsters. I'll line them up for the end of next week, tell Miz Hastings the time has finally come. She'll be sad to see them go, and she probably won't live long enough to see them all fall, but she'll have the money for her kids and grandkids."
Miz Hastings had a family that she very rarely saw. I think the only reason they came by at all was to stay in her graces long enough to make sure they were in her will. She was 89 years old and lived alone, so one of my family would check on her two or three days a week. Mom would bring her a cake or a pie, and the old woman would talk happily for an hour or better.
Then she fell, landing on her arm and the brittle bones shattered on impact. Mom was on her speed dial and she called, crying in pain. Mom got there just before the ambulance and rode with her to the hospital. After the surgeon had set her bones as best he could, he talked to Mom outside her room. "She can no longer live alone. Does she have family that can step up?"
"She has family, but I doubt any of them would provide care for her."
"Then I recommend assisted living, or a home caregiver. I have a list of certified assistants available, if you'd like to get her to think about it."
We visited every day, and it took Mom a lot of talking, but she agreed to a live in caregiver. Once she was home, they interviewed a couple of dozen before they made a decision. Ava was fifty, widowed, her family living on the other coast, so she took care of her four days a week. Geraldine was a licensed practical nurse who stayed with her the other three days, and monitored her health. She thrived under the attention, and was as spry as I'd ever seen her.
I left one of the company UTVs at her house, and they would take it out in the woods and fields once or twice a week if the weather was good. She took them to a spot, a mostly empty field dominated by a big oak, and told them it was in her will to be buried there. Ava knew a lawyer, and he prepared papers designating four acres as a registered cemetery, which meant it didn't matter who owned the land in the future, they could never bother it.
I made it a point to come by and tell her we were going to cut. She sighed. "I knew it was coming, and I know your company is renowned for ethical practices, but I'm sad to see them go.
We took her on a picnic the Sunday before we started cutting, so she could remember it as it was. She cried a little and pointed out a large holly tree. "My husband carved our initials in that tree in 1959. I wonder if it's still there."
I looked later and they were, stretched by time and growth until they covered half the trunk and you could barely make them out. It would never survive the logging, so before they started, I cut it down, preserving it as best I could. Mom gave it to her and said she cried so hard Geraldine got concerned.
......................................................................................
As I was taking items out of my shorts I found her panties, grinning as I put them in a drawer. Instead of calling her the next day, I sent her a text, which pissed her off. She called me, fussing, so I hung up. I hung up the next three times before she was civil.
In a quiet voice she asked if I was interested in her. I was honest. "I don't know, Alice. I've only regarded you as human since yesterday. You're the best fuck I've ever had, and you seem sweet when you don't have your bitch persona going. If I were to ask you for a date, who would show up?"
There was a bit of silence. "I would. All of me. When I get out of control, call me down. If I do something extra sweet, give me a kiss. That's the best I can do."
I had to think for a minute. "All right then, fair enough. I'll pick you up at seven, Wear a dress."
"Why?"
"Because I said to," I told her as I hung up.
I showed up at ten to seven, wanting to be punctual. They literally lived in the house on the hill, a brick monstrosity that looked neither attractive or efficient, just big. I rang the bell on the ten-foot-tall door, and her mother answered. I don't think I'd ever seen her before, and as I looked into her mirthful eyes, I thought whoever ended up with Alice would be very happy in twenty-five years.
She ignored my hand and hugged me, whispering in my ear. "I'm very happy to finally meet you. This moment has been ten years in the making."
I didn't have time to process or asked as she dragged me into the living room. I met her dad, and sparks flew immediately. He was a condescending prick. I think Alice got a lot of her attitude from him. He immediately went into a list of demands, including what time to bring her home, how I should act, and that this was probably the only time I'd ever see her.
Then he started on my family, and the gloves came off. "You need to shut the hell up and leave my family out of this. One more disrespectful word and I'll slap that smirk off that pompous ass. We understand each other?"
By then I was standing over him, five inches taller, thirty years younger, and not smiling.
"You can't speak to me like that in my own house!"
"You're absolutely right. Ma'am, it was a pleasure to meet you."
She was smiling, which pissed him off. "It was a pleasure to meet someone who doesn't try to kiss Harold's butt. You come back any time, and I'll welcome you with open arms."
Just then Alice came down the stairs, wearing a shimmering tan dress that set off her blond hair and blue eyes. I stopped talking. Her giggle floated down before her. "I see you met Mom and Dad."
"I did. Your mother is a lovely woman. Your father is an asshole of epic magnitude. Shall we go?"
Her father was still in the living room. "I expect you home by one!"
She smiled sweetly. "Daddy, you're 51, so you know by now you don't always get what you expect. Mom, I'll see you tomorrow afternoon."
Alice picked up a small case sitting by the door. "Shall we?"
Mom hugged me again. "Be good to her. I don't think he's ever experienced a good man she can't bend to her will. Tell you mother to call me."
"Why?"
She waved a hand. "Oh, I suspect we'll have plenty to talk about. Have a good time, Baby."
"I plan to, Mom," she said as she kissed her cheek before leading me out of her house. Her father was ranting in the background, and just as she closed the door, I heard her tell him to shut the hell up.
.........................................................................................................................
Alice laughed happily when she saw my car. It was a '66 Mustang. I found it in one of Miz Hastings outbuildings and begged her to sell it to me. She laughed, lost in memories. "My husband bought that for me. It was my first car, and I drove the wheels off it. It hasn't been cranked in twenty years or better. Think you can get it to run?"
"Absolutely not, Miz Hastings, but I have a friend that can."
She wanted to give it to me but I insisted on paying her five grand for it, and a promise she'd be the first person I took for a ride. The ragtop was in ribbons, the engine was seized up, we had no idea about the transmission, the upholstery desperately needed changing, and the bumpers needed re-chroming. Bill laughed, then made it a priority. When the engine was redone, and the transmission gone through, he immediately took it to the body shop, where it was repainted the original color, a new top was installed, the upholstery and carpet replaced, all it needed was the chrome bumpers and other assorted pieces, and they were being redone by an out-of-state company that specialized in that.
I'd already done the title, insurance, and inspection, so when Bill called me, I stopped work that day. It sat there, gleaming, sparkling like brand new. Bill warned me about trying to hotrod it. "That's an inline six cylinder and an automatic transmission, so it's not gonna tear the roads up. You might not get there fast, but you'll get there in style."
I drove it straight to Miz Hastings, and she immediately burst into tears, then got in while I held the door for her. "This is your ride. I'm in no hurry, so you tell me where you want to go."
It was a forty-mile round trip. We went through the small hamlet she'd lived beside her whole life, and she gave me the history of the place. "That empty field is where Emmet's Grocery stood. It was two stories, and huge. You could get everything from cradles to coffins there. The family lived on the top floor, and it was as grand as any mansion. It burned down forty years ago."
She showed me the building that once held the school, five rooms with multiple grades in each one. The old dilapidated brick building was once the home of the volunteer fire department. "I can still remember when they moved into the new building with the electric sirens. It used to go off every day at noon, to call the farmers in for lunch."
She would point out old houses and empty fields, with a story for each. She was asleep by the time I got her home, and Geraldine helped me get her into the house. Miz Hastings was telling her of her adventure when I left.
Amy was tremendously jealous, and didn't let up until Dad found a '72 Camero in one of the barns on the property we'd contracted to cut. He gave more than he wanted, and restored it from the wheels up. It was Z something, the hot rod model, and when we found ourselves on the same road, she made it a point to zoom by me, the big engine roaring, grinning like crazy.
.........................................................................
Alice was bubbling along until she noticed the decoration I'd hung from the rearview mirror. It was her panties, with her name across the back in big letters. She was near tears when she asked if I was gonna leave it there. She was about to cry, so I took them down. "No, but I am keeping them. I just hung them up to yank your chain, so don't ruin your mascara. I promise this to you now. I will never embarrass you in public, if you do the same for me. The teasing probably won't stop in private though. You'll have to learn to deal with it."
She blinked and grinned. "Two-way street, bastard."
I just laughed, then laughed louder at her expression when we pulled up to the restaurant. It was a huge place, out in the middle of nowhere. It was call Baccus, after the god of the grape and debauchery.
It was rumored to live up to the name on alternate Saturdays, but I made it a point not to be around for that. It seemed Alice had heard of it, and her grip almost cut the circulation off in my hand. I grinned. "You can relax. It's not Saturday. It's just a meal, but we have to dress for it."
She looked down at her dress. "This isn't suitable?"
"Nope. It's Roman night." Another thing about the place. They had costume nights once a month. Roman was the most popular, but they varied. China, India, Polynesian Island, and so on. You could come in costume, or wear one provided, but you had to dress, and the menu fitted the theme. It was private, and wildly successful. The owner was a French woman who brought the idea with her from her past.
We separated at the entrance, each going to private dressing room. I wore the costume of a Centurion, minus the elaborate helmet and cloak. I wondered what she would choose, and I know my jaw dropped to the floor when she joined me. She was Cleopatra, with the elaborate makeup, wearing a black wig, her gown form fitting and almost translucent, and it was pretty obvious she wasn't wearing her bra. I rubbed her side as she sat, and noted she wasn't wearing panties either.
She giggled nervously. "I feel like everybody's watching me!"
"They are, hon. You're dripping so much sex appeal it's left a trail to the table."
Her smile lit up her face. We dined in opulent decadence, she even had a male waiter in a very skimpy costume feeding her grapes, while the waitress assigned to me was as naked as you could get and still claim clothing. The man whispered something to her, and when I asked her about it later, she said he invited her to the Saturday event. I frowned and she giggled, demanding we buy our own costumes for next time.
It was outrageously expensive, but worth every dime. She was relaxed in the seat as we drove, and I asked her if she wanted to go dancing. "Yes. I want to do the horizontal monbo at your house."
She had never seen my house, and seemed impressed. When you make you living with wood, you don't live in a brick house. It was a two-story log structure, four bedrooms, three bath. state of the art kitchen, two fireplaces, with a stone patio complete with hot tub. She wandered around, touching the granite countertops in the kitchen, admiring the mantlepiece over the fireplace, a solid hunk of black walnut that was 16 x16. "Wow, your job must pay you pretty good. How can you afford the payments on this place?"
There was no mortgage. I'd paid cash, using materials from the properties mostly. The oak logs had been dried naturally for two years before construction started, the stones for the fireplace and the patio coming from an old quarry on one of the leased properties. The shingles on the roof were also oak, hand split, treated, and laid using brass screws over a thick, waterproof underlayment. Once done, it was valuated at $675, 000 for insurance purposes.
Finaly, she started upstairs, shedding her dress and panties on the stairs. Alice never donned her bra as she changed back from the restaurant. She looked down at me. "Coming?"
"I will be," I growled, as I rushed after her, catching her at my bedroom door and throwing her on my massive four poster bed. Alice bounced a couple of times, before glaring at me. "Fuck me hard, Bastard!"
I was notoriously bad at following directions, so instead of just slamming her, I made it a point to kiss every part of her body. She was screaming during the first orgasm courtesy of my tongue, and whimpered at the second, smaller one. I rose up, and she twirled landing on top of me and grinding viciously. She was screaming curses at me as she pounded. I grinned the next morning as she sat for breakfast, easing on to the seat. She saw me watching and grinned, before calling me a bastard as I poured her coffee. "It'll be a while before you get any of this again!"
"It'll be as soon as you finish your coffee." We christened the dining room table, and I had to admit I was a little sore at the end. She slumped back into her seat. "You better get all you want wherever you want it, because when the kids come, we'll have to be more careful."
What?
...........................................................................................................
It took about six months for her to talk me around, but I finally agreed. Her mother and mine had been planning the wedding since the second week we'd been dating. Her parents came to dinner a month after that, and it gave Dad a great deal of satisfaction for him to finally understand we owned the corporation, a multimillion-dollar operation that was still growing.
I cut the black walnuts, getting $860, 000 for an acre and a half. Miz Hastings got a nice check for $139,000. She lived to be 93, leaving an estate worth fourteen million and change, counting the value of the property. Her heirs were falling all over themselves with anticipation when the will was read. It surprised them no end when she left $150,000 each to her caretakers, the antique furniture to Amy, and 20 acres of land to me, that surrounded the swimming hole.



She was really taken with Alice, and left her some very nice jewelry. When we married, she was sitting on the groom's side of the church. The heirs hinted at contesting the will but the lawyers explained the cost and delayed execution, so they let it pass. We had managed to concentrate on her land, so we added another 4.5 million to her coffers before she passed. I had no doubt the money would be frittered away.
In a last expression of respect, we built a really nice road to the hill she wanted to be put to rest on, and a wrought iron fence around the burial plot. She had already picked the stone she wanted, in black granite, and had made arrangements to have her husband moved to rest beside her. I hoped they enjoyed the view.
We married, and it's been twenty years. At least once every summer we park the kids at one of the grandparents, and reenact our first coupling at the swimming' hole. I looked at her floating across the pool, her breasts still sitting high and firm, and grinned.
I never really liked Alice, but she was pretty easy to love.
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Chapter 1
Fuck!
Here I was trying to get people out of the house, and this asshole decides to bed down? Seriously? He needs to go, now! Sis just told me the owner sent her a message he was coming home, and the last thing he needed to walk into was a party in progress. Plus, I need to seriously clean this place up!
It was an easy gig, and solved a lot of my problems. I'd just broke up with my lover of seven months, and it wasn't a particularly amicable parting. It was, in fact, a clusterfuck. He caught me in bed with his best friend and lost his shit. This from the guy who had been banging a waitress at a strip joint for five months?
Mud got slung, and it stuck to everybody involved. His friend never once let on he was married. I found out she was back home, finishing out her school year, before coming down to join him. It got particularly ugly when she let me know she'd be naming me in the divorce. When the ex went on his higher moral ground rant, I cut his legs out from under him by throwing his stripper honey in his face.
It couldn't go downhill much farther, but when we hit bottom and the smoke cleared, I was picking up my clothes off the pavement and dumptser diving to find the rest. My sister came to my rescue, after she slapped me and told me to grow the fuck up. She had a friend who needed a housesitter for a few months, and she persuaded him to let me do it. I got a pretty good lecture about not damaging anything, keeping the place clean, and above all not letting other people in the house.
I was a good little girl for the first six weeks, then I had a few of my girlfriends over for a night in. They were really impressed as they wandered around, the place was a nine bedroom mansion on a five acre lot in the middle of the sticks. They found the eight person hot tub and were soon naked and giggling. I tried to get them out, but gave up after a few minutes, stripped off, and joined them.
I regretted inviting them when I had to get up at the crack of noon and clean up after them. I piled bras, panties, a corset, leather boots and a riding crop (?) into a pile. They could sort them out later. I woke the ones who were too trashed to go inside, hoping the summer sun hadn't burned them too badly. After gallons of gourmet coffee the guy had in his pantry, we started sorting out clothes. Arika couldn't find her bra and was freaking out. She was one of the three married ones, and Arika had a very impressive set of mammary glands, 46D. She also had a very jealous husband.
Bonnie stumbled in. "I found your bra, hon."
"Where's it at? Did you bring it?"
"I couldn't. It's up at the top of the flagpole, and somehow we managed to break the rope, so we can't get it down."
That was just before my sister came storming in, screaming at the top of her lungs. We scattered like quail, the girls suddenly finding themselves sober enought to drive, although a few missed the massive drive and cut grooves in the grass. I was left alone to face her wrath, and I bet my ass looked like hamburger after the chewing she gave it.
Then we spent four hours cleaning up. When she saw we'd gotten into the bottles behind the bar in the game room, she went ballistic, pulling empty bottles together and giving me a running total. Apparently the dude had very expensive taste, and we had drunk or spilled about six hundred dollars worth. Over all, it took two grand to replace and repair everything.
That was two grand out of my sister's pocket. The bitch was rich, so I didn't worry about it too much. Alison had always loved music, taking piano lessons from the age of six, learning guitar by eleven, and voice lessons for seven years. Alison could sing opera fairly well, but her heart was in rock.
She was in her first band at fifteen, formed an all girl band at eighteen, and played the bar circuit for a few years,until she got the right combination of talent and a record deal. Rolling Stone called them the twenty-first century Fanny, one of the pioneering all female band from the '60s, and they rode high through three albums. Al partied, but she was smart and half of everything she made went into investments, managed by a top of the line firm.
So when the fall came and they broke up, she was in good shape. It ended bitterly, because the other three women lived the rock and roll lifestyle, spending like mad and depending on the next album to keep them afloat. Al got tired of the constant touring, and wanted to cut back. She was married and wanted to start a family, but when she came off the road her husband filed for a divorce, because he'd been banging a woman on the side for two years, and they decided they were in love. They planned on taking Al to the cleaners, but she had incorporated herself and he'd signed a prenupt. He ended up getting two hundred fifty grand, which nearly killed her to part with, but she had the last laugh. Three months after the lovers married, she left him, and he hadn't signed a prenupt. To top it off she was pregnant and the DNA test proved it was his, so he had to hand her almost all the money he'd gotten off Al, and pay pretty steep child support.
As far as he old band went, they reformed with another singer/guitarist, and toured, singing their old hits. Alison wrote twenty-eight of the thirty-three songs they had recorded, and cowrote three more, so they had to pay her royalties every time they performed one of her songs. As a bonus, she owned the band name, and they had to pay her a fee to use it. She told me once it came to about half of what she made while she was still with the band, all for no effort at all.
Between the band breaking up and her marriage cratering, Alison was a pretty bitter person for a while. It had been eighteen months, and the only musical project she worked on was with an up and coming country star, writing two songs for her. She played on most of the album and was acknowledged as the musical director. So far, two hits had come from the recording, one by Al and the other by a well respected country writer. The first was basically a duet with Al, the second a classic country song that had you dreaming of cheating on your dog and truck. As far as I know she hadn't worked on anything since.
The house I was crashing in belonged to one of her friends in the music business, and she never said who he it was. It didn't matter to me, I had the run of a mansion with all the amenities, and was happy as a pig in slop. It would seem I had a problem with responsibility, content to drift wherever the currents took me. Oddly, I was disciplined enough to graduate college with a degree in multimedia, meaning anything to do with films, television, music, or theater. I landed a pretty good job as a production assistant for a film, but screwed it up when I fucked the costar. When it blew up I was suddenly out in the cold. Loverboy neglected to inform me he was married, or that his older wife was the executive producer.
It wasn't the first time she caught him, but it was the last. He had a little money from his film work, but she was worth tens of millions, had a pretty good prenupt, and he went from living in a mansion to a two bedroom condo, which his wife bought him in lieu of any alimony she would have to pay. He also got a million and a half and a brand new luxury car. Two years later he was in a studio apartment, driving a little Kia, broke, and the only roles he could get were in soap operas and indie films. Hollywood never took him seriously again. Of course, I was fired immediately and named in the divorce, but it didn't bother me that much. I told his wife I'd be glad to appear in court, and she lightened up on me. Her husband knew he was not going to come out of it well, so he never denied anything and went quietly.
I was in 'between jobs' right now because no one would hire me. I suppose I could have gotten a real job in corporate America, work nine to five in some little cubicle and save my pennies for girl's nights out, but the whole idea made me a little queasy. Besides that, I was smokin' hot, and if I wanted to go out, there was always a man ready to take me. Usually it was a successful man with money, so it was always top tier, and I never fucked them until the fourth date. A lot of them lost interest after they slept with me, but there was always someone else waiting in the wings. My lifestyle disgusted Alison no end.
"Word's getting around, baby, and it isn't good. The word is you're a guaranteed great fuck, but not relationship material. You need to stop and straighten out if you ever want a serious relationship."
"Why would I stop? These guys are just dildos with money. I use them, they use me, we all get something out of the exchange."
I realized I had really pissed her off when she almost snarled at me. "Ther's a word for women like you."
"Cocktease? Hot piece of ass?"
"No, slut."
That actually hurt me a little, and I sniffled. Al just grunted and left, and I didn't talk to her again until I got thrown out of the apartment I had been sharing, because I was three months late on my share of the rent. I called her crying, and she came over, threw my clothes in her trunk and backseat, and hauled me home. She made it clear I needed to have a job in two weeks and working, or I was out on my ass.
I really looked, but everything I was offered paid peanuts. Then she came in telling me about her friend who was looking for a housesitter for a couple of months. "It's a good opportunity for you Sasha, you can take the time to look for a better job. Remember, it's only for a few months, maybe less, and you better not fuck up, or fuck anyting else up. I'm going out on a limb for you here, so, seriously, don't fuck up."
I gave her a faithful promise, and kept it until I dragged my friends home from the bar. Now I had about a month left, Al told me I couldn't move back in with her, and no one would hire me. I did have one opportunity, but when I showed up to interview I found out it was a porn company. The job was legit, but I saw how the owner looked at me and it wouldn't be long until he was offering better opportunities. I turned his offer down, which pissed him off no end. The odds were getting longer that I would have to move and pay my own bills, my version of a living hell.
It took three more weeks before I fucked up, again. There were supposed to be only six of us, but one look at the mansion and phones came out, and six became thirty, then sixty. It got way out of hand really quickly. I realized how bad I fucked up when I caught two guys and three girls fucking in the hot tub, two more in the lounge, and one enjoying a little solo sex while she watched porn on his giant screen television in the media room. I wondered how hard it would be to get the stains out of a leather sofa, when Sis called.
"I hope you have the place in good shape. The owner just called me and he's coming home early, tomorrow or the next day. So polish and dust everything, and have it ready."
Fuckfuckfuck! I ran around like a maniac, prying people apart and tossing clothes at them, screaming for them to get the fuck out! The partiers grumbled, and I saw four walking out with bottles, so I checked the bar. Sonofabitch! They'd even tried to take the keg! I was so fucked.
Chapter 2
I worked until three in the morning, and finally gave up from exhaustion. I did a running total of what I had to replace, and it was about five hundred more than what he was gonna pay me. I hope Al is in a giving mood. My ears were already burning.
I was making one more sweep when I heard music coming through the door of the master bedroom, the one room in the whole house that was absolutely off limits, and now some asshole was in it. I threw the door open, and saw a mass of white hair. Shit! It's a woman. I grabbed a double handful of hair and yanked, hard. "Get up Bitch, and get your ass out of here!"
The 'bitch' came up with a roar, throwing me across the room. He was on me before I hit the wall, one hand locked in my hair, the other cocked back into a fist. I got a glimpse of a muscled chest and tremendous arms, before he suddenly let go. His hair was swirled around his face, and he had a drooping mustache, with a separate goatee that had to be at least six inches long, waxed into an upturned point. I imagined he was what the devil would look like, if he was an albino.
I screamed, and some of the madness went out of his eyes and he realized what he was holding, and jumped back. "Who the fuck are you!"
"Who the fuck are you, asshole?! Man, the owner off this place is going to be really pissed when he finds you in his bed. You need to get the fuck out of here, if you know what's good for you."
He looked at me, and suddenly...grinned. "Do I know you?"
I shook my head no. "We related some how?"
Again with a head shake. "Are we fucking?"
I finally got my voice back. "Hell no!"
"Well, if we ain't related, don't know each other, and aren't fuckbuddies, why the hell are you in my house?"
"Your house?"
"Am I goin' too fast for you? Do I need to use simpler words? Yes, it's my house, and you're a phone call away from getting a free ride to jail if you don't start talking."
I sat up, about to tell him who I was, when I noticed he was naked. The man was ripped, and when he turned around and I got a good look at his junk. Very nice, very large junk.
"You mind putting clothes on?"
"I do mind. This is my fucking house and I'll dress or not dress the way I want. I'm dialing now."
"I'M YOUR HOUSE SITTER!"
He looked like he didn't believe me. "You're Al's little sister?"
"Yes, yes! Call her, she'll verify."
"It's three in the morning, and I have no intention of waking her up. Get your ass out of my room and make yourself scarce until tomorrow. Don't bother me again!"
I jumped up, and he turned to open the door. I don't think I'd ever seen a tighter ass on a man. Holding the door open, he glared at me. "Out, now!"
I shot out the door like a scared teenager, not stopping until I hit the bedroom I had been using. He looked familiar, somehow, but I couldn't place him.
Chapter 3
I sat straight up in the bed, remembering who he was. The sun was streaming through the windows and I looked at my phone. Shit! It was almost ten. So much for getting up early and finishing the cleanup. I wondered how pissed he'd be when he saw his depleted bar.
The house belonged to Mason Eldridge. Yes, that Mason Eldridge. Founder, songwriter, and lead singer for Gutwrench, the most popular metal band of the last decade. They'd been a force on the scene for seven years, before the accident. Alison had told me a little about it, the story that never hit the papers.
Mason was married, and his wife was one of his backup singers, so when he toured, she was with him. Besides being the driving force behind the band he was also a songwriter of note, able to write a song to fit anyone's style. He was also a producer with his own label. There were four gold and two platinum albums on his office wall, just with his band. There were three more gold and another platinum for songs he had written for other people. If he gave you a song, it was almost guaranteed to go gold.
Then the accident happened. He'd started suspecting his wife and his guitar player of having an affair, and had the money to get the goods quickly. Maybe it wasn't the best idea to confront them in a luxury Mercedes van while doing ninety on an interstate, but Al thinks something must have triggered him and he went off on them. As part of the screaming match that followed he'd told them he was serving her with divorce papers, and firing his best friend for years from the band. Mason was smart enough to get a good lawyer when the band took off, and he insisted she sign a prenupt exempting any proceeds from the music in case of a divorce.
She would have still made out all right, he was still filthy rich, but something broke when he told her about being served. His former friend was also screaming, saying he'd drop the bitch if he let him stay in the band. His wife was high, the guitar player was high, his drummer, who was sitting in the back seat with Mason, was also stoned. The only ones straight were Mason and his road manager, who was driving the van.
There was speculation later that she realized her life of luxury was about to end, and there was a shoving match betwen her and the guitar player that resulted in her slamming into the driver, forcing the van off the road. He tried to control it, but the van flipped, rolled three times, and slammed into an overpass support. When the EMT's got them sorted out, Mason's wife was dead, his guitar player was dead, as well as his drummer. Only Mason and Robbie, the road manager survived, because they were still buckled in.
The van literally broke apart, and Mason got scalped by a piece of metal, taking most of the skin off his head. If it had been half an inch lower, it would have killed him. Robbie was the only one who walked away with just minor injuries. That had been eighteen months ago, and he disappeared from the public eye, showing up briefly in Europe and Australia, before falling off the face of the earth.
I could hear them talking as I neared the kitchen. "I can't believe your hair."
He laughed. "Well, there for a while it looked like I was going to be permanently bald, but when you got a shitload of money you'd be amazed at the results you can get. Part of it isn't even mine, I had no idea they could do scalp transplants. The doctors speculate it's white because of the trauma or the experimental drugs they used, but it'll never darken back up." The conversation died when I walked in. Alison frowned but Mason seemed slightly amused, and it sent shivers up my back.
"We were just talking about you."
I looked at him nervously. "Saying good things, I hope."
Al snorted "More like giving him the story of your fucked up life. We did a little inspection while you were asleep. Did you know there's a hole in the hot tub? And the bar, as near as Mase can figure you managed to drink or lose about twelve hundred dollars in fine whiskey. There's a rip in the pool table. Probably more, but that's all we found for now. If you deduct what he would have paid you, you still owe him about 2800 in replacement and repair. You got any way to pay him that kind of money?"
I was a littled pale and shaken by the inventory. Al knew there was no way in hell I could come up with that kind of money, and if he felt like pressing charges, I was done. Time for the tears.
"Al, do you think..."
"Nope. Nyet, non, I wish I knew more ways of saying no. It's time to cut the cord, baby. It's all you from now on."
That wasn't what I hoped for, at all. For the first time, I felt true panic. "You know I don't have that kind of money. I don't even have a place to stay anymore. Is there anything I can do to make this right?"
It occurred to me later Al had a grin that would have put a feral wolf to shame, and Mason just looked amused and enigmatic in equal measure.
"There is, but you won't like it."
I looked at him, trying to appear scared and apologetic, exactly right on the first, ambivialant on the second. He probably didn't even know how rich he was, what was a few grand to this asshole? He probably made as much as I owed him while we sat at the table.
"Ill do it."
"I haven't explained what I want yet."
"It doesn't matter to me at this point, but what exactly do you want?"
"I need a bitch."
"WHAT!"
Al was laughing her ass off while Mason just smiled. "Not like that, honey. I mean, come on, have you really looked at him? He's a hunk, got some pretty good equipment, and word is he knows how to use it. Plus, he's rich. Not just rich, but absolutely rotten stinking filthy truly offensive rolling in the money rich."



"That's not exactly true, Al. I think you could leave out the stinking part and be accurate."
She shrugged. "I stand corrected."
"If you don't want me for sex, what do you want?"
"A flunky, a gofer, if you like you can call yourself my assistant. I find it hard to believe, but Al says you got a degree and everything, almost like an adult. She also tells me your an entitled, narcisstic, gold digging bitch, and the best thing I can do is write you off and get somebody with brains."
"I am not a gold digger!"
"Well then, two out of three. You won't pull that shit with me, if you do I'll leave you wherever you happen to be standing. You work when I say, where I say, do what I say, and not argue about it. It won't be a nine to five, you'll be on call 24/7. I was paying my old assistant a little more than two grand a week, but until you can prove yourself you'll be getting a grand, and half of it will go to repay me. It's not that bad of a deal if you look at it objectively, you can live here and that will save you the cost of an apartment. You'll have to run erramds for me so I'll supply transportation. What do you say?"
Free car, living in a mansion, and not having to pay diddly for bills? Hell yeah, sign my ass up!
I thought maybe I could squeeze him for a few more bucks so I pretended to hesitate. He just shrugged and turned to Al. "It would seem she's not as smart as you gave her credit for. I'll call my lawyer and..."
"Wait! I'll take it!"
"Too late now, sweetcheeks. The offer is off the table."
"Please!"
He looked at Al, and she just rolled her eyes and sighed. Mason turned, rubbing his goatee and grinning. "Nine a week. You quit before you pay me back and very unpleasant things will happen."
"I won't, I promise."
"Al tells me your promises are worth about as much as a politicians' oath of honor. Whatever. I'm bringing in a cleaning service tomorrow to straighten up the pigpen, but in the meantime you need to do as much as you can. I'll be adding the cleaning bill to your debt. You made the mess, so you get to pay for the cleanup. The man is coming after noon to fix my hot tub, so watch out for him as well. Let's hope the damage is repairable."
"What will you be doing?"
"That doesn't matter. I may sit and have a beer while I watch everyone. Now, shoo. Get to work!"
Fuckin' asshole! Arrogant son of a BITCH! Who does he think he is? Then it hit me. He was Mason Fucking Eldridge. He could afford to be arrogant, and I couldn't afford to bitch about it. I spent the rest of the day wondering how I never noticed before what slobs my friends were. Then again, they weren't really friends. They were just party buddies, as long as they weren't paying for the party.
Al came by just as she was leaving. "This is the very last time you'll hear this phrase pass my lips as far as you're concerned. DON'T FUCK THIS UP! This is it, the last stand and you're Custer. You screw up and Mason will toss you out so fast your head will spin. I think this might be good for you. You've finally put yourself in a situation you can't charm or fuck your way out of. The man is a hardass, honey, a perfectionist in the studio, and he doesn't tolerate unprofessional people or slackers. Personally, I give it two weeks. Prove me wrong!"
I grumbled to myself for three hours as I picked up trash, vacuumed floors, and mopped bathrooms. I looked at the huge hole in the hottub and wondered what had caused it, then checked the bar/gameroom and nearly threw up. Seems somebody had lost lunch in there, and it was a big meal. I gagged and dry heaved, but I managed to clean it up.
By now it was dinnertime and really good smells were wafting through the house. I followed the scent to the kitchen, to see Mason sitting at the bar, eating an enormous steak. He grinned when I asked if there was one for me. "Nope. I think there may be some balogna in the fridge, and maybe some cheese. Knock yourself out."
He laughed at the expression on my face and told me to check the oven. A steak every bit the size of his, along with a baked potato that had to weigh two pounds were warming, so I got out a plate and utensils, looking for something to drink, finding water, tea, milk, and lemonade. "Got any beer?"
"Your asshole buddies drank it all, down to draining the keg. No alcohol for you. The lemonade is really good."
He was almost done when I wandered in and stood just as I was sitting. "Since I cooked, you get to clean. Make sure the kitchen is spotless before you go to bed."
I almost choked on my steak because of how pissed I was. He just gave me that lopsisded grin he was famous for. "Good night, Bitch. I'll see you in the morning."
I almost didn't enjoy the steak, my mood was so bad. Bitch? I could show him bitch! Then reason kicked in and reminded me of why I was in this situation.
Chapter 4.
Fuck, how much worse could it get? The cleaning service arrived early and spent the whole day. It was a crew of five and it seemed I was always in range of a disapproving stare. The bill was twelve hundred, that got added to my debt.
When the guy to fix the hot tub came by, I almost fainted. The damage was so severe it would have cost more to repair it than replace it, and when he told Mason I shrank back from the glare. Then he grinned and ordered a new one, even bigger than the one he had. He didn't make me pay for the whole thing, just the price of the old one, but it was still almost ten grand. It had been a very nice tub.
The old one could hold eight, but the new one held twelve, and had an option that made it into a resistance pool.
His pool table was a high end model from Italy, and they pulled the old felt off and replaced it. Another two grand. It looked like I was going to be his bitch for a while. Then the landscapers came out to repair the grooves my friends had cut in the yard. He hadn't told me how much that would be.
By Friday I was exhausted. Mason paid me in cash, four fifty after the deduction, and gave me a printout of how much more I owed. I'd be working for him at least a year just to pay him back.
"I won't need you for anything tomorrow, if you want to make plans. One thing though, if you party, and hook up, DO NOT bring them here. If you do I'll throw you both out. Understand?"
He gave me a four year old Mustang to drive. It had belonged to his wife, and she wouldn't be needing it anymore. I loved it, but it got shit for gas mileage, so I tried to bundle trips. He'd sent me to the music store twice, the dry cleaners, and gave me a grocery list. He also gave me a debit card, with limits. "You can buy stuff for yourself, but when the statement comes you pay me back, or it goes on the tab."
He also told me that if I drank and drove, I'd lose it.
After the cleaning crew left, He made it clear I had to do light housework, so I usually spent about three hours a day dusting and vacuuming. He'd watch me and grinned. "Maybe I need to get you some French maid outfits," he said. "It wouldn't make anything neater but it would be a lot of fun to see you in them."
He was still laughing when he walked out of the room, so I stopped screaming at him.
A few weeks later I decided to stress test the new hot tub. I hadn't seen Mason all day, so he had to be off somewhere. Sometimes I wouldn't see him for a couple of days, then he'd appear, usually sneaking up on me and screaming out "HI HONEY! I'M HOME!", then laugh his ass off as I freaked.
It was surprising to see him in the tub. He had a home gym, with about every piece of machinery a commercial operation would have. I used it myself from time to time, if I knew he wasn't around. He had the tub in resistance mode, swimming into the strong current with an overhand stroke. I watched him for about ten minutes before he switched it off, noticing me.
"Hi, Bitch."
I ignored him as he got out of the hot tub, before blushing to my roots. He was naked, and not the least self conscious about it. I eyed his junk pretty hard while he dried his hair, keeping a bland face when he looked up. Then I noticed the scars. One ran from under his scalp and down the back of his neck. There were two jagged streaks on his back, and deep scars on both legs. He noticed where I was looking.
"Yeah, the 'lucky to walk away' expression should have me as the poster boy. It took almost nine months of surgeries and even more months of rehab before I looked and felt even remotely human."
"You're a lot tougher than you seem."
"It's easy to be tough when you don't have any other options. You learn to live with pain on a daily basis, and take meds just so you can rest. Once I got over that, the rest was easy."
He lay down on a lounger, pulling on sunglasses. I decided to needle him a little. "Nice junk."
He grinned and tipped up the glasses. "Nice tits, from what I can see of them. We're here all alone, you know, you could just go topless."
He expected me to screech and blush, and I just undid my top and tossed it. His smile got wider. "I was right. Nice tits."
"Fuck you. Don't even think about helping me with the lotion."
I lay there for a little before I got restless, then I thought I'd tease him for a while. Getting up, I stretched a lot, shoving my boobs out, before turning around and bending over slightly, letting have a view of my exceptional ass, barely covered in my tiny thong. Hearing nothing, no laugh, no lewd comment, I turned and stared.
He was asleep! Shit! I hope his dick burns! Instead of getting into the hot tub, I did a belly flop into the pool, splashing cool water all over him. Mason came straight up off the lounger, sunglasses flying, only to see me floating on my back, my tits sticking out of the water. "Sorry," I grinned. "Didn't think I'd make a splash."
He stared at me for a minute before breaking out in a grin. "I think, Bitch, that you make a splash in everything you do. Play as much as you want. Call for some food about seven, Italian. Get enough for three, I have a guest coming over."
Chapter 5
By now I knew which restaurants he favored and what dishes he liked best, so ordering wasn't much of a task. The front door opened just before the food arrived, and Al walked in, grinning.
"I see you're still his bitch."
"Like I have much of a choice? It'll be nine months before my debt is paid, and I'm outta here."
She grinned. "Move out of a rent free mansion where you can enjoy all the perks the lifestyle offers, from what I see for doing very little work, find a job and an apartment you can afford? Pay bills again, worry about the rent and the power, save up for a car, get stuck in a nine to five job you'll probably hate? Yeah, I can see the attraction. By all means, baby, be your own person."
It galled me no end, but she had a point. I got used to the luxurious house, the hot tub, the hotter car, the pool, and everything that went with my situation. Still, the thought of being anybody's bitch, even in a nonsexual way, irritated me no end.
"You'll see!"
"I imagine I will."
The discussion got shelved by the arrival of the food, and while I got out the dinnerware, Alison went to fetch Mason. He was in his 'music room', a large space that held a grand piano, a few guitars and small amps, a few keyboards, and a drum set. The room was soundproofed, so I had no idea what he was doing when the door was shut. He was very clear in his instructions concerning his sanctum. If the door is closed, stay away. "Unless the house is on fire, or any other life threatening shit happens, leave me alone. Understand?"
I did. Al banged on the door bold as brass, yelling. "Food's here! Get your ass out here or I'm gonna eat it all!"
The door flew open and he swept her up in a big hug, giving her a twirl before putting her down. She gave him a big kiss and was holding his hand when they walked into the dining room. Had I missed something? They noticed my look but said nothing, focusing on the food. Alison had a seafood pasta dish, Mason had something that looked like lasange but wasn't, and I'd opted for a small, loaded pizza. The place was famed for it's deep dish pies. He let me have a slice of his once, and it became my go to when it was Italian night.
There was very little talking as we enjoyed our meal, then he and Al stood, walking to his music room. Just before he shut the door he grinned. "That's all for tonight, Bitch. Sleep well."
I could hear Al laughing as he closed the door and I was instantly in a bad mood. What were they doing in there? What was with the kiss? Al never told me she was friends with one of the most popular musicians in the last decade, or even hinted they might have a relationship. I stood at the door fuming for a second. Then stomped off. I just wished he could have heard me clomping down the hall.
A couple of hours later I was still awake, tossing and turning. It was an impulse decision, but I jumped out of bed and creeped from my room to his music room, and put my ear to the door. Nothing. Not a damn thing. What the hell were they doing in there at two in the morning? My imagination was running wild as I walked back to my bedroom. What did he see in her? Anybody could see that even though she was an attractive woman, I was twice as hot.
I crawled out of bed at nine thirty, bleary eyed from lack of sleep. It didn't help my attitude any that they were in the kitchen, fixing breakfast together, and that she was wearing one of his band tee shirts, and as far as I could tell, nothing else.
She grinned when she saw me. "Hi, Sasha. Sleep well? I didn't, Mase kept me up most of the night and I'm exhausted. Where do you get the energy, honey?"
His smile was as wild as hers. "Let's try and recall the night. It seems like you were the one so hyped up you wouldn't let go. I think me finally falling asleep on the piano stool clued you in. Wanna do it some more?"
"Damn right I do, but after I get some food in me. I think I'm getting in the hot tub for awhile. I'm not as flexible as I used to be."
"I'll join you. But first, food!"
Whatever they were doing, and my imagination was running wild, must have depleted their energy levels tremendously. The omelettes looked as high as the stack of pancakes. They prepared enough for me, and though I wanted to refuse and flounce out, I was hungry as well. When we finally finished, Mason stood and grinned.
"Be a doll, Bitch, and clean up the kitchen. Remember to get the drycleaning this morning, and the yard service will be here any minute, so make sure and pay them, all right? We'll be back in the music room by the time you get back, so order Chinese tonight. See you later."
I fumed as I cleaned up, listening to the lawn service mow the grass and weedeat, then trim the hedges. I gave the leader the card and he thanked me. "See you next week, Mrs. Eldridge."
"I'm not...sure I'll be here next week when you come. If not, a check will be in the mailbox. Have a good weekend." I was grinning as I got into the Mustang. Let him think I was the queen of the manor.
I didn't go out the first weekend I started working for Mason, but by the second week I was climbing the walls and had a little expendable income, so I went out with the girls. I drove the Mustang and they made a fuss over it, but I made it clear there would be no drinking, smoking, or anything else in the vehicle.
Darla snickered. "What the hell! Sash, has this man got you dickwhipped?"
My reply shocked them. "I wish. It would make things a lot easier. As it is now, he treats me like furniture. I barely register in his thoughts."
"Bring out the big guns, baby."
"I tried. I think he's seen my tits more than any man I've ever been around, and it seems to not bother him at all. Too bad, he likes to be naked and I'm here to tell you, he's hung like a mule. Know what I mean?"
Arika grinned as the laughter died down. "Can't say I do, hon. I'm not really versed in mule dicks, but I hope you mean he's huge. I'll google it when I get home, or when I get sober. You need to step up your game, maybe get him hooked. He's got more money than Ft. Knox, according to fan magazines and Forbes. It seem like I read he'd probably hit the top fifty in music stars next year. That would mean he's worth over a thirty million. Think about that, baby. Would it be so hard to be the trophy wife of a multimillionaire who just happens to have a large cock? The sacrifices we're sometimes forced to endure for love."
We hit the club, and I danced my ass off. The men were lined up at our table almost before we sat down. Marika and Jel were married so they danced, ground a little, but left them when the song ended. The rest of us were fair game, we were all good looking, so we were a very busy table. For the first time in my memory I turned down drinks, vowing to Uber the next time I went out.
We danced in a group, grinding against each other, occasionally giving glimpses of a thong or two, and erections sprang up in all directions. One fine young man got a little insistent. He was pretty, and judging by the dances we had pretty well equipped, but he seemed to be a little too insistent, and the later it got the more annoying he became.
When I finally told him he had no chance at all, he got bitchy. "Come on, baby. We'll go to my condo, maybe fuck on the patio while we look over the lake. I live on the top floor so no one could see us. It's probably more luxurious than anything you've ever seen."
My laugh pissed him off. "Really? I guess that makes it all right then, you being rich and all. Just so you know, I live in a nine bedroom mansion on a large acreage. Ther driveway and landscaping, the pool, the hot tub, probably cost more than your whole building. Plus, the man I live with has a little over thirty million. You're at best a hundred thousandaire, so as hard as it is, I think I'll pass."
The girls were grinning or outright laughing, and that really pissed him off. He grabbed my arm and I just grinned. Then he let out a little moan as Arika, who was sitting to his left, jammed a four inch heel into his crotch. Hard. He moaned and slowly slid off his seat, as the rest of the girls showed him their fancy footwear. Bet he'd have some interesting bruises tomorrow.
The bouncers showed up and helped him into his seat, telling him to stay there until we left. We all bought him a round as a parting gift, to ease the pain.
Jen had hooked up and left fairly early, so it was just Jelly ( Darla's nickname, she never told any of us how she got it), Arika, and me. Jelly was starving so we stopped at an all night breakfast place, and gorged on high calorie, high cholesterol food we'd regret the next time we stepped on a set of scales, and talked.
"So how is the famous and infamous Mason Eldreidge in real life? Got any bad habits?"
"He's insufferably overbearing, opinionated, stubborn, and set in his ways, for a start."
Arika laughed. "It sounds like every husband to have ever breathed air."
Jelly giggled along. "Work on him honey. You may not be able to lead a horse to water, but I've never met a woman yet who couldn't lead a man to pussy. You're gorgeous, not too slow, so come up with a plan. We got your back."
I drifted home, almost sober and alone, for the first time in recent memory. Mason was up when I came in, carrying my heels in one hand and my bra in the other. It displayed my charms perfectly, but wasn't comfortable after about two hours. In the past, that was never a problem.
He was in the party room/bar, sipping a draft while soft jazz played. The tune sounded familiar somehow, but I couldn't place it. He held up his mug in salute. "Home already? I didn't expect to see you until late tomorrow evening. Nightcap?"
Her grinned when I came in, looking at my bra and shoes. I grinned back. "It really makes the girls stand tall, but damned uncomfortable."



"Please feel free to go braless as often as you want while you're home. I don't mind."
"Pig," I said, grinning, "make me something smooth."
He walked behind the bar and started blending, then handed me a dark concoction that went down smooth but kicked like a mule. "Damn! People actually drink this?"
"It gets smoother, and I suspect one is all you need. Have fun?"
"In all honesty, not as much as I expected. I must be getting old."
"How old are you?"
"26."
"Damn, your best years are behind you. Shoot yourself now, before the wrinkles and bags show up."
"Thanks for the friendly advice."
He gives that cute little grin again. "Always willing to help." Then he stood up, stretching to get the kinks out. "Well, I'm off to bed. I think I have one more good session with Al tomorrow, then she'll be off. I'm going to have to travel as well, unfinished business."
While dying to ask exactly what kind of sessions he was having with my sister, I stuck to the travel comment. "What do you want me to do while you're gone?"
"Oh, you'll be going with me, my little Bitch. I'll have all kinds of things to keep you busy."
My ears perked up but the hour was late, and he left me to finish my drink.
Chapter 6
Al gave me a big kiss and a hug when she left. "You seem to be good for him, Sash. He's a lot brighter now than he's been going back to before the accident. I know, somehow or another you'll fuck this up, but try to put it off as long as possible. Love you, bye."
"He's probably happier because he gets to make my life miserable," I thought as I watched her taillights go around the curve, then turned to see him behind me, grinning.
"Your sister is a really great person, successful, motivated, disciplined, knows what she wants and takes step to achieve her goals. It must not be genetic." Then he walked away, humming under his breath, locked himself in the music room, and except to eat and sleep, I didn't see him again for three days.
Takeout isn't the best thing as far as healty eating, so I took over the cooking duties. Mason was really surprised I could cook, and cook well. We'd just finished a grilled chicken salad, a really healthy entree, which I totally negated by pulling out a homemade cheesecake, and by homemade I meant from scratch. We each had a big piece, and deciding we couldn't possibly have another whole piece, we decided to split one. The next morning he surprised me by getting out his big SUV and telling me to get in.
It was Saturday, and he took me to a farmer's market, and told me to get what I thought we would need for the next week. Then he handed me two hundred dollars in cash. I bought organic eggs, broccoli, spring onions, Swiss Chard, cheddar cheese made just down the road, and then hit the meat stall, buying a couple of really nice steaks, a pork loin, and two fresh chickens before I ran out of money. He'd been trailing along, holding the basket, and laughed, before handing me a couple more hundred. I bought bacon and country ham. Then we hit the dessert stalls, getting a cherry, peach, and apple pie. I had to make myself walk away or it would have been more.
He grinned when we got into his vehicle. "Now you know where this place is. Part of your new duties will be shopping for us. I'll come along when I can because I enjoy it, but the burden will be on you. Take this when you shop, it'll be much easier to get everything in and out. Now then, on to the regular grocer, to get what we couldn't here."
It was a surreal experience, shopping while a world famous and massively rich musician pushed the buggy. The shoppers were all local, and some knew him. There was a lot of speculation about me and he grinned as he introduced me. "She's my new assistant and roommate. You'll see her around for at least a year."
There were speculative glances, especially from the women, wondering just how personal my assistance was. I smirked and took his arm. "He's lucky to have me. If left on his own, the man couldn't find his butt, even with detailed maps and GPS. Somebody has to make sure he doesn't wander off and start playing in traffic."
The woman frowned and I wondered if I'd gone too far, before turning to Mason and seeing him smirk. "Yes, she often has her hand on my butt, to guide me along."
There were giggles while I turned a bright pink.
We got home...wait, did I just call this home? We got back to his place and he helped me put everything away, then disappeared. I found him later at the pool, naked and snoring. I rolled a towel up after wetting it, and popped him on his ass. He came up like the lounge was on fire while I shrieked in laughter and dove into the pool, swimming rapidly. The man must be part otter, because he caught me before I made the length, amazing me with his strength as he pushed me up on the side of the pool and gave me two swats on my glowing ass. Maybe I should have put a bathing suit on first. The blows stinged, but it was a good sting, if you know what I mean. Then he dunked me and swam away.
I joined him and we lay in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. Then he started talking. "We're going to have house guests next month. Two people, separate bedrooms. I promised them home cooked meals, so make sure to buy extra when you shop next week. I assure you they are not picky eaters, so buy what you normally do. I have to go out of town Tuesday and won't be back until late Thursday."
"Anything special you want me to do while you're gone?"
Mason grinned and I suddenly felt like I wasn't going to like what he said next. "Sorry, that came out wrong. WE are going on a trip, and you're finally going to start earning personal assistant pay. We'll be in conference for most of both days, and I'll need you to take notes and bear witness. Go out tomorrow and buy a top of the line laptop with every feature that can be loaded on it. I've already ordered your new phone, and it has a lot of features, so I need you to get familiar with in the next few days. If you don't think your clothes are up to the situation, go get at least two new outfits that say professional. If they say sexy professional, it would be even better. Nothing is as distracting during negotiations as a pretty woman. Make sure you have shoes to match."
Wow. This must be some big deal. Then I grinned. New clothes! "How much should I spend?"
"Enough to look top of the line. No designer clothes, well, none too outrageously expensive. Get your hair done as well. We'll be in the air by seven, so don't stay up to late the night before." The next day he gave me a black card. "I forgot, get some evening clothes as well, for both nights, tasteful but sexy. Can you do that?"
"Give me that card!"
He laughed and went back into the music room. I teased him a little when I returned, refusing to show him what I'd gotten, but assuring him I followed his directions. Besides everything else, I got some new lingerie, and I did pop into his party room the night before we left, in garter belt, hose, and the four inch heels I'd picked up for any social situation. The bra and panty set were the tiniest wisps of material you could sew into anything remotely resembling lingerie, setting off my skin tone perfectly. His eyes went wide when I told him he'd gotten it for me, then he grinned. "Damn, I have good taste. Let me have a closer look." I laughed and ran from the room, kind of disappointed he didn't follow me.
Mason had given me a raise to compensate for the extra duties I'd taken on, so I was ahead of schedule on my payments. I had gotten to the point where I was sort of hoping he'd keep me on after my debt was settled. I always grinned when I went to the farmer's market, because they'd all started calling me Mrs. Eldridge, or Mrs. E., and I stopped correcting them.
Then of course, me being me, I had to fuck it up.
Chapter 7
We went to L.A. for his meeting, and I was excited because I'd never been to the West Coast. I figured we'd fly commercial, and was really surprised that Mason had a jet. He explained that he didn't own it outright, he was in partnership with three other people, and had to give at least two weeks notice to schedule it. It was an entirely different kind of air travel, and I decided it would be very easy to get used to. Because we didn't have to jump through airport hoops, the flight was a lot quicker and hassle free.
A limo was waiting for us, whisking us away to the suite he'd rented. It was really upscale, with every feature one could think of available. I'd caught Mason checking me out a couple of times. I was wearing a power suit, with black tailored slacks and matching jacket, and a white silk blouse. MY hair was up in a semibun, and people stopped to look when we entered the lobby.
A lot of it was for me, but Mason got looks as well. He was wearing a blue suit, with a black tee shirt that clung to his muscles. His hair flowed down his back, and his mustache and goatee were groomed and waxed. A few even recognized him, and one teen girl gawked, tugging on her parents' sleeves and announcing who he was. Mason heard it and grinned, walking over.
Her introduced us, thanked her for being a fan, and handed me her phone, so I could take a dozen different pictures, of him with his arm over her shoulders, him with her and her parents, one with just her mother, and one where he bent down and kissed her cheek. She was crying with happiness when we left them. The girl insisted on one of me and Mason, with her sandwiched in between. Her Twitter account was about to blow up.
After we settled in, we had dinner in a five star restaurant with his lawyer. She was a blonde bombshell, looking more like a starlet than a lawyer, but she was one of the top ranked intellectual rights experts in the country and missed nothing. I didn't like the familiar flirting, and had a feeling they had history. Then she pulled out the baby pictures and I recognized her husband, one of the top actors in the business.
That's when I found out why we were in town. Mason couldn't get record sales and royalties to match up, and brought her on board. She had forensic accountants come in and they discovered systematic account mainpulating, equaling between fifteen and twenty per cent. Over a five year contract, the number was in the low millions. Mason had been in a band for two years before founding Gutwrench, and the first label had really screwed them, so he knew what to look for, plus he used his lawyer to help negotiate the deal, so there wasn't a lot of wriggle room when Gutwrench signed. He had them dead to rights, and they had no idea what was coming. The label thought he was in town to sign a new contract. They were going to get their feelings hurt.
Mason explained it all to me back in the room after dinner, so I would know what was coming, and to record the discussions.
Chapter 8
The next morning found us in the main conference room of the label. Mason walked in wearing a black suit, with a gleaming white shirt and a blue silk tie, his hair back in a ponytail, Gwen the lawyer on one side and me on the other. I had on a grey A line skirt that ended just below my knees, a matching gray jacket, and a lighter gray blouse. Gwen had what had to be a designer dress on, in muted blue. To match my look I had on a pair of catseye glasses, with just a few rhinestones.
"How do I look?," I asked, as I twirled around.
"You look like the hottest librarian to walk the planet."
"Good, shall we?"
The label had their lawyer there as well, in their opinion to vet any contract negotiation. There were also half a dozen scattered around the table whose function was anybody's guess. There were introductions and handshakes all round, and after the pleasantries were over the vice president got down to brass tacks.
"So, Mason, I hear you've been doing some writing, working with a few musicians who may be in your new band. What have you got for us?"
Gwen spoke up. "What we have, Mr. Montrose, is a document listing your less than legal accounting practices, with a pretty accurate estimate of how much you owe my client. Your law firm should be receiving a packet any second now, reviewing the findings. We will give you the rest of the day and until noon tomorrow to ascertain the validity of the claims, then tomorrow we will determine the proper amount of damages my client has suffered from your misconduct. I expect you to balk, even refuse to negotiate, but I warn you now, Mr. Eldridge is quite happy to go to court, even if it takes years to settle. We'll just be adding the interest on the money to the settlement, and will be happy to make sure everything is splashed all over the trades and national papers. Your legal advisors will tell you there is no chance of you coming out unscathed, to the point of criminal charges if this isn't resolved expediently. We'll leave you to it and be back here at one tomorrow, and I tell you now blowing us off would not be in your best interests. Your call."
We rose as a unit to leave, and inwardly I was laughing my ass off. Gwen was smirking, Mason was grinning, their lawyer looked like he was about to fill his pants, and Montrose waffled between rage and terror. I was hoping terror won out.
Two of his flunkies followed us down the hall on orders from the lawyer, hoping to get us back into the room. One even grabbed Mason's arm. He looked like he literally swelled up, his muscles threatening to rip the seams of his suit jacket. I put my hand over his. "I'm sure Gwen here would advise you to let go of her client, but I think you should keep it on him, just for the entertainment value of watching him kick your ass. If he does, we call both testify that you tried to unlawfully restrain him when it gets to court, and he won't be paying your medical bills. Want to reassess the situation?"
He looked at me for maybe half a second before letting go of his arm like it was on fire. No one else bothered us on the way to the elevators. "How do you think it went?," I asked Gwen just as soon as we were in the elevator. She just put her fingers to her lips and no one spoke until we were in our limo. "Whatever we say in there, even in the elevators and bathrooms, we must assume is being recorded. That being said, I doubt anyone is going to lunch today at the label's law firm, and I doubt if they go home until late tonight. Same for the management of the label. Mason, if you really want to push it, we can turn our information over to the DA. It's pretty clearcut, but music is big business in this town, almost as much as film, and they will do just about anything to stay out of the headlines. I see good things in the future."
Chapter 9
"Was what he said true? Are you putting a new band together?"
He shrugged. "I've been working on some things with a friend. I miss it, you know? The adrenalin rush I get on stage, the emotional high when a song comes together that you know is going to be one of your best, all the good parts. What I don't miss is endless touring, so if I do go out, it will be on my schedule, not a label's or promoters, and I'll have complete control of everything, or I'll stay home. If I decide, I'll give you a call so you can help me achieve my ends."
That seemed to please Gwen no end. We had dinner with her that night, along with her husband. The paparazzi in this town were relentless, but her husband had worked out a routine. He'd greet some by name, stand for a few photos, then tell them he was going to dinner with his wife, and he'd be back out in an hour or so. It mostly satisfied them, and most of the places they dined were very fussy over the experience they wanted their patrons to have, so interrutions were not tolerated. They always got a few pictures of him with Gwen, she was eye candy to the masses, and they loved her.
When we got to the place we were dining, the press were waiting for us. They recognized Mason instantly, and the shutters clicked like machine gun fire. The next day we were in a few dailies, and one of the subjects was who the hottie with Mason was.
He laughed his ass off when he showed them to me. "Get used to it if you stay around me. That's why I like my home to be on the other coast. Besides, when you live in a small town in the mountains, it's a little hard to sneak up on anyone. It's been tried three times, and locals made them instantly. All three times the local cops were waiting for them when they came out of the woods. It surprised them no end when they were arrested and thrown in jail for felony tresspass. That's a pretty serious charge, and two of them were arrested on Friday evening, which meant they got to be guests of the county for two days.
When they went in front of the Judge they got the shit scared out of them. He wanted to put bail at a million, because they were from out of state and he said they were a flight risk. It took a couple of hours of pretty intense conversation, but in the end he fined the hell out of them and turned them loose on the condition they never visit that part of Virginia ever again. They couldn't sign the papers quick enough. Word got out, and I've been out of the public eye for almost two years, so I'm old news. I haven't been bothered in over a year."
Then he gave me a warning, a warning I didn't heed. "We need to be careful out here, Sasha. Everybody out here seems to want something, and most will use any means available to get it. Gwen was slipped a date rape drug a while back at a dinner with a client. What he didn't know was the bartender was a personal friend who did most of the bar duties at their parties was watching them, and when he saw him slip her something, he called Ray. He got there just in time, because they were headed towards the door. The bartender had already called the cops but Ray got there first. He holds three belts in different forms, training he took to make his action films easier, and he nearly beat the man to death before the cops got there. They took statements, and Ray was lucky enough to get the sleaze to swing first and he didn't kill him, so he skated. The other guy got searched, then arrested, then taken to the hospital and handcuffed to a bed. Gwen was already there having blood work done, and the amount of drugs in her system made them keep her overnight, to make sure there were no side effects."
"What happened to the guy?"
"He was charged with possession, intent to commit rape, and causing grevious bodily harm for the drugs he put in her system. The man has another year to go on his sentence, and Ray arranged for his stay to be less than pleasant. He was an actor, but I doubt he resumes that profession when he gets out, especially if he tries to audition for leading man roles."
I shuddered. "Damn, that's intense. I'll never look at either one of them quite the same again."
"They're nice people in a not so nice environment, but this is where the money is, for them. It's why I like being a musician, I can just disappear if I want, and it doesn't hurt my income stream."
I thought about that over the next few days. Our short visit turned into a week and a half filled with negotiations and veiled threats, and after an appropriate amount of scrambling, followed by two days of ass kissing, Mason settled. 6.3 million. My eyes bulged. If he was owed that from past royalties, I wondered what he was really worth. The money didn't seem to impress him, and when they pushed for nondisclosure he laughed. "Word's already out, boys. I'm sure you'll be getting visits from lawyers for years to come."
The label was a subsidiary of a major label, and they took a dim view of the proceedings. There was a big article in Rolling Stone six months later about the firing of the entire upper management, and the demise of the label, citing it as an example to all musicians that no matter what their level was, make sure you knew what you were signing, and after you signed, make sure you kept track of the money.



Chapter 10
I know I was only a minor part of it, but I felt like celebrating, so I grabbed my club gear and went to a place one of the junior executives at the label told me about before things got tense. It was glitzy, loud, a line of beautiful people wannabes stretching around the corner. I thought I was wasting my time, when Paul appeared at my side. "Come on," he said, as he pulled me to the door. The doorman didn't bat an eye, moving the rope to let us in, past the angry glares of those in line.
It was loud, the beat throbbing, and soon I was on the floor gyrating like mad. I got grabbed a couple of times, had people grinding into my ass from behind, and I loved it. Paul decided the night needed champagne, and the table we were out ran through six bottles. Then one broke out some weed and lit up, right inside the bar. We passed four blunts the size of cigars around, and at some time I disconnected with reality.
I woke up at noon, in bed with Paul, while several naked people lay around on the floor or furniture. My head hurt, my bottom hurt, and I had hickeys the size of quarters on both tits, my thighs, and my mound. Wow, that must have been some night. I disentangled as gently as I could, walking through the apartment naked, looking for my clothes. I found my dress and shoes, and gave up the underwear as a lost cause. My purse was spilled out in the hallway, but there didn't seem to be anything missing. I called for an Uber and waited in the lobby of the building for it to arrive. The doorman smiled and was courteous as he helped me into the car, and I grinned. I bet it wasn't the first hungover female doing a walk of shame he'd ever encountered.
Mason was with Gwen and her husband, so I got a chance to shower. put on some panties, and crash. I heard them talking when I woke up, and after I got dressed I walked into the living room. Conversation stopped for a second, before Gwen grinned. "It looks like you had a lot more fun last night than we did, honey. I know just the foundation to cover those love bites."
Her husband and Mason were grinning, while I blushed a deep red. "Yes, it was quite a night, but I think that's the extent of my partying for this visit."
I lay around and recovered Sunday. Mason had a few friends come by with guitars, and I got treated to an impromtu concert from some of the most famous musicians on the planet. They laughed, joking like the old friends they apparently were. One British singer, well known for her blues albums, plopped onto the couch beside me.
"I love this, and it's just not as much fun without Mason." She went on to list three hits from different singers, telling me they were all written in motel suites like this. "Mason has a gift for shaping a song perfectly for the singer and their style, rare at any level. If he never performed again, his songwriting skills would make his wealth increase dramatically. Lucky for us, though, he's working on something with friends he says may be exceptional. Care to clue me in?"
"I'd love to, but he keeps me locked out while he's working, and doesn't talk about it."
"That must be quite frustrating."
I laughed. "It wasn't until you brought it up, now I'll have a glass against the door trying to hear."
Somebody handed Mason a shiny steelbodied guitar, which he retuned, put a glass slide on his little finger, and played as Samantha sang Come On Into My Kitchen, while the rest clapped or stomped their feet in time, and one pulled a harmonica out and played a few fills. It was one of those moments that happens once or twice in a lifetime, and I got to see it. I filmed it on my phone, and with permission we posted it the next day. It went viral, getting a million and a half views in ten days. Reading the comments, I was surprised at the comments demanding Mason return to the stage. He hadn't recorded anything since the accident, and that had been almost two years ago.
Chapter 11
The next day it came off the rails. The label, despite their history, were trying to get him to sign a new contract. It took him a few minutes to stop laughing. "In what universe do you think that's a viable idea?"
Paul passed him his phone, grinning. "The universe where you'd do anything to spare your girlfriend embarrassment."
Mason stared at the phone for a few minutes. Then he grinned. "Let me get this straight. You want to blackmail me into signing a contract by showing me nude photos of my girlfriend in compromising sexual positions?"
The man had the nerve to smirk. "Blackmail is such a strong word. Let's say I'm offering you incentives to sign the contract."
He tossed the phone and I nearly fainted. It was me, stoned after the club, fucking Paul and another guy, then one of me and another woman. I didn't remember that incident at all but she had her mouth on a nipple and I looked like I was enraptured. I screamed and threw the phone across the room, smashing it through a computer screen.
"Bitch, you're gonna pay for that! I'm gonna..."
That was all he got out before Mason's fist connected with his ear, and he dropped like a rock, out cold. He glowered at the executives, who were cowering away from him. He looked at me. "You get that?"
I was so shaken I could just nod. He turned back to the men in front of him. "There you go then. You guys are so fucked on so many levels it's hard to decide where to begin. Attempted blackmail? Illegally filming my assistant? If we dig deep enough, and I intend to, will we find date rape drugs invovled? It seem pretty plain from the look on her face she doesn't remember any of it. We'll be calling the authorities on the way out the door. Sash, grab his phone."
I pried it out of the computer screen as quickly as I could. One man threatened to call security if we didn't return the phone. It took Mason about five minutes to stop laughing. "What security? You bunch of cheapskates don't have security. Bet you will rethink that decision. You want the phone back, call the DA. He might give it back when he's done with it."
They were yelling or begging as we walked out the door. I started to speak when he held up his hand. "Not a word."
I shut up, and he was on the phone to Gwen before we cleared the building and he had the driver take us to her office. She cleared her schedule and called in her IT consultants and handed them the phone. "Take it apart! Everything going back to the moment he bought it, understand?"
The woman nodded eagerly, reminding me of a bloodhound just striking a scent. She had me recall the whole evening, all the way to me waking up. Then she sat back and sighed. "If we can prove anything, we'll sue the man, and the label, until we bleed them dry. If we find nothing it will be deemed consentual and we'll drop the whole thing. Give me 24 hours."
Mason left the next day. I spent the next three days with Gwen and her team. My little friend Paul had been a very naughty boy. We had transcripts of him ordering hits of Molly, and him admitting the label was footing the bills for the evening. One of the men in the video was a convicted drug dealer, and he was probably the connection. The rest were just window dressing out for a good time.
Gwen sat back and sighed. "Without blood work, it'll be hard to prove it wasn't consentual, so a criminal case is out. However, with the evidence we do have, a civil case is a good bet. We'll settle of course, to keep it from being a drawn out process. They'll make an offer, desperate to avoid the exposure. How does half a mil sound? I could probably get more if we were willing to drag it out, but not a lot. Want me to push them?"
I did. The next day I left LA on a commercial flight, surprised I wasn't in first class. I called Al, and she picked me up, without saying a word for the first part of the drive. Then she starteds talking. "I'm sorry you got drugged, honey. You have the worst luck I've ever seen, aided by your poor choices in life. With your luck, you could fall into a barrel of hundred dollar bills and come up with a bounced check and a handful of IOU's. What are you going to do now?"
"Go back to Mason's. I still owe him about six grand."
"Not an option. He told me you could pay him back when you got your settlement, but until then he doesn't want to see you."
I was so shocked I couldn't speak for a minute. "Why?"
"Because you pissed him off. He was just starting to like you. Then you put him into a situation that could have cost him. A lot. I bet there are a few executives back in LA who are still shitting themselves."
"What do I do now?"
"You get an apartment, a job, and go back to real life. I'll front you the money to get you started, then you're on your own. You WILL pay me back when the money comes in. I give it a year or less before you're broke and scrambling to make it again."
This wasn't what I had in mind at all. Surely he could see I was the victim here, why was he being such a dick? I figured he'd welcome me back with open arms, pet me a little, and then it would be business as usual. I really loved living in that mansion and enyoying his lifestle, even if it was by proxy.
I tried calling, only to find out I was blocked. Next I went by his house but the gate code had been changed and I couldn't get in, and he wouldn't answer the intertcom. Al called. "Knock it off! You keep that shit up and he'll file a restraining order! Leave the dude alone and get on with your life."
Gwen called me a couple of days later. "We did the best we could, honey. If you okay it, $280,000 will hit your account in two days, and that's after our fees. Can you live with that?"
"Yes I can! Thanks, Gwen. How's the hubby?"
"He's off in Costa Rico, filming. He won't be back for three months, but either I fly down or he comes home almost every weekend. We're making do."
"Wanna keep him home? Have a baby. If that doesn't work, nothing will."
"Honey, I'm four months along with our second now. His contract ends the month before I'm due, and he's told his management not to offer him anything that isn't local for at least a year. It might hurt his career, but he refuses to budge. Your money will arrive day after tomorrow."
"Thanks again. And Gwen, congratulations, I'm really happy for you two."
"Thanks, Sash. How are you and Mason doing?"
"I don't work for Mason anymore. He fired me right after he got back from our trip."
"Really? Why? I thougth he liked you."
"I did too, but apparently he doesn't approve of my habits. I mean really, I'm young, and just wanted to have a good time. I don't see what the big deal is."
Ther was a bit of hesitation before she spoke. "He's still a little scrambled over the death of his wife and band, and the things leading up to it. Mason has a lot of trust issues. The main thing he values now is loyalty. You know what he did with the money he got from the label? He gave two million to his drummers' mother, and two million to the guitarists' wife. Yeah, he was married. That's how his mind works, honey. He could have kept it all but the label cheated the whole band, and he wouldn't keep the survivors away from their share."
"That sounds like him. Maybe I'll give it one more try."
"I hope it works out for you, Sasha. Remember, figuratively speaking, the check is in the mail."
Chapter 12
Al was still a regular at his house, so I hatched a plan. A few days later, while she was asleep, I 'borrowed' her car, drove out to his house, and pushed the buzzer at the gate. He must have seen her car on camera, and there was a click, followed by the gates swinging open. I was in. Now what?
I knew exactly where he would be this time of the afternoon, by the pool, sprawled out on a lounger after finishing his laps. Sure enough, when I peeked out the patio door, I could see his tight ass sticking up.Immediately I shed all my clothes except a tiny thong, and walked out. Well, I did more of a strut, but it was wasted effort. I could hear him snoring.
Then I did something really, really stupid, or something really, really smart, dpending on your interpretation. I grabbed one of the wet towels lying beside the pool, rolled it up, and slapped his ass! Hard!
He came up with a bellow and I immediately rethought the idea as I dove into the pool, trying to swim away from him. I didn't get half the length of the pool before I felt his big paw grab my hair, dragging me backwards. I was trying to talk but he kept ducking me under, so I kept my mouth shut until we got to the shallow end.
Mason dragged me out of the pool, never letting me quite get to my feet. Then he threw me down on a lounger, face down. I started to get up when snarled. "Don't you fucking move!"
I didn't move.
After his breathing slowed he started on me. "In what universe did you think that stunt was a good idea? Jesus, I could have killed you!"
I couldn't help it, and he probably heard the smirk in my voice. "You wouldn't haved hurt me. I know you too well."
"You don't know shit about me. In my younger days, I wasn't the nicest of people, and some of my old personality has been reemerging lately. I was a violent person for a few years, until age and common sense kicked in."
"You're a big pussy, Mase. If you were any nicer it would grit my teeth."
His laugh wasn't pleasant. "You keep thinking that. How the fuck did you get in?"
"I was driving Al's car and you let me in."
"Note to self: make sure who's at my fuckin' door from now on. Well, you got in, now why the hell don't you get out?"
"Why are you so pissed at me? I didn't do anything wrong!"
The grunt was loud. "Everything you do is wrong, don't you get that yet? You coast from situation to situation without a care in the world, convinced if the shit gets deep someone will come along and save you. I don't really know when you got your senes of entitlement, but you need to let it go. I've met ten year olds who have more common sense and direction than you do."
I popped off the lounger in a rage. "You arrogant sonofabitch! What right do you have to judge me?"
"What right makes you think I can't."
The fist I swung would have knocked him for a loop, if it had landed. He just grinned and leaned back, and it sailed by him. Then I got stupid and came back, raking his cheek with my fingernails.
Suddenly I wasn't standing anymore, I was across his lap, and a huge hand came down on my ass! He spanked the shit out of me! I have no idea how many times, but it was a lot. I went from screaming to begging, begging to crying, crying to whimpering, then to just moaning.
I don't know when the switch flipped, but I was starting to enjoy it, wriggling around on his lap, the tiny wisp of cloth that was my thong was doing nothing to prevent me from feeling the huge erection under me. He suddenly stopped and laughed.
"Damn, bitch, you like this shit, don't you?"
Before I could answer he ran his hand across my ass and under my thong. I was soaking wet, extremely aroused, and when he hit my opening and slid two fingers across my clit, I lost it and had a massive, massive orgasm, screaming and passing out.
Chapter 13
I don't know how long it took me to come to my senses, but when I did I was alone. My ass was throbbing like a toothache, and I was sure there would be bruises later, but the rememberance of what happened put a glow on my face and I wondered why. I would never willingly let any man do what he did to me, but for some reason it didn't bother me like I thought it would.
He met me at the patio door, his eyes still dark and flashing. "I tell you to get up?"
"But...but..."
"Get your ass back outside."
He took my hand and while he didn't drag me, it was close. He sat down and put me over his lap again. I started crying, thinking I couldn't endure that pain again, but he hushed me, rubbing my butt with aloe lotion. It's what he had gone into the house to get. It felt like heaven, the cool jel spreading across my ass as he gently rubbed, talking to me like I was a baby. Finally he was done, but he didn't let me up, idly rubbing my lower back and legs, everywhere but my ass.
I finally worked up the nerve to ask him why he'd done it.
"Because you needed it. I think your past behavior may have been some kind of cry for help. You obviously have a hard time keeping your life in order, doing one stupid thing after another. I think mentally you stopped maturing at about ten. What you need is a firm hand who keeps you from doing stupid shit. I've decided to be that hand. I'd ask you if you had any questions, but I don't give a fuck. You can tell me to go to hell, or you can move back in tonight."
I didn't know how insulted I should be. "And what led yout to this hypothesis, Professor?"
"You didn't know it, but I went to college and everything. I have a Masters in Pschology. I can give you examples of your behavior and their technical names if you like." I hated his smirk.
Shit! It never occurred to me he may have had an education. After all, I don't think any institution of higher learning offers degrees in how to be a rock star. He still had me over his lap, still running little circles across my skin, and that made it hard to think clearly. Suddenly he stood up, dumping me by the pool. It hurt when my sore ass met the concrete.
"If you need to think it over that much, then you've already made a decision. I'll still be cordial to you, because of my association with Al I'm sure we'll see each other from time to time. Make sure the gate is locked when you leave."
"WAIT! I want to stay!"
The grin sent chills up my back. "Do you now? All right, but there are rules. Pretty stringent rules. You follow them and we'll get along fine. Now go get your shit and hurry back. You're on a clock. Consider it a test of your committment. Hurry now!"
I was almost to the front door when his shout stopped me. "Sasha! You might want to put your clothes back on. Or not. Your choice."
He was still laughing when he shut the door. I had to curb myself from speeding, too much anyway. Al met me at the door, pissed because I'd snuck out with her car. I held up my hand.
"You're right! I'm a bitch! A bitch that needs a big favor."
She was laughing as she helped me pack the minimum of what I needed. I'd get the rest later. Forty minutes later I was running through the front door with suitcases in hand. He nodded, then ignored me, pulling Al into the music room.
I put my stuff away, happy to be home. Then I realized what I'd just felt. Home? Home, with a psychotic rock star who may or not beat my ass on a regular basis? Then I grinned. Yep, home.
....................................................................................................................
It's been a while since I wrote a rock band story, so I thought I'd bring this out. Chapter 2 next week.
Thanks for reading
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Chapter 14
I was back, but I found out I really wasn't back. Mason had issues with trust, and viewed what happened in LA as a violation. He did talk to me about it a couple of weeks later, asking my feelings about what happened.
Over the weeks I had thought about it a lot. "Basically, I was raped. The saving grace is I don't remember any of it, so I don't have the trauma associated with such a violation of my body or mind. Still creeps me out, and I wish I could do something to pay them back."
Mason got an enigmatic look on his face and said he was glad I wasn't traumatized by the experience. Al filled me in later when I brought it up. "What's the expression I'm looking for from those old movies? Ah, right. 'You have been avenged.'"
"What does that mean?"
"It means the players in your little drama got payback. Everyone invovled, from the drug dealer to the lowlife who set you up. Bad things happened to them, things that in no way can be traced back to you. The drug dealer got caught holding, and it violated his probation, so he's back in jail and won't see the light of day for four more years. Slimeball got blacklisted, so he'll have a hard time finding gainful employment in his chosen profession. The woman got popped for solicitation and it's on her record now. Interestingly enough, they all claim they were set up."
"Wow."
"Wow is right. The moral of the story? Don't piss Mason off, or harm anybody close to him. He doesn't react well."
In the weeks afterward, I found myself being very careful around him, trying not to piss him off. Which, of course, pissed him off. "What the fuck are you doing with the Little Miss Goody Two Shoes act? I miss the Bitch, bitch."
Then he told me being naked would go a long way towards calming him down. I smarted off and refused, and the next thing I know my ass was in the air. He 'only' gave me twenty swats, and they weren't really hard, but they got my attention. After that, I would carry what I wanted to wear that day to him for approval. If he nodded yes I put it on, if he shook his head no I was naked the rest of the day. It didn't bother me much at all.
Chapter 15
I still went to the farmers market and he came along about every third time. I went one day and there was a young girl, busking on the little stage they provided. It was just her and an old beatup acoustic, but she had a really good voice, sweet and pure, and sang mostly love songs. I always put a five in her tip jar, and she got to me with one particular song, so I gave her a twenty. It was the biggest tip she'd ever got.
It shocked her no end and she thanked me about a dozen times. I just smiled and patted her arm. "Put it towards a new guitar."
She had a look of sadness on her face. "It's just me and my mom, and she's having a hard time making ends meet. Most of the vendors give me produce to take home, and I use the money to buy school clothes. it's one expense she won't have to bear."
"How old are you?"
"Sixteen."
I thought about that for a while. Now that I had money, I resolved to give her a twenty every time I came, but the season was winding down. I wondered what she would do when it was over. Then I came up with a plan.
I asked Mason to go with me the next week, telling him about the girl and how I'd like him to listen to her. He shrugged, but he was in the car with me Saturday. The little stage was right in the center of the market, and when we came up she waved at me and broke into my favorite song. Mason just stopped and listened with a look of pleasure on his face. I knew he wouldn't move for a while, so I picked up a few more veggies. When I got back he was gone.
I was wondering where he went when he appeared out of the crowd with a guitar in his hand. He hadn't brought one with him, and I wondered where it came from. He walked up behind her and tapped her shoulder. She looked up at this huge man who dwarfed her, taking in the hair, the goatee, and the handlebar mustache, and shrank back a little.
Mason gave her a gentle smile and held up the guitar. "Mind if I play a few with you?"
She stuttered through a yes, and they spent a couple of minutes syncing their instruments. She sang mostly standards, songs most everybody knew, and he had no problem playing along, adding a little fill in now and then. Then she started a song and Mason almost faltered. It was one of his, from the first Gutwrench album, the only ballad on the album. He played while she sang, and then joined her on the chorus, keeping his voice muted so he wouldn't overpower her. She jumped a little when she heard his voice, then sang even more powerfully.
By then a good crowd had gathered and she was glowing with the attention. About twenty people applauded while the last chords lingered, and one woman asked if Mason was her father. "No, he's..."
She turned around, and Mason was gone. What was still there was the guitar, lying on it's case. Madison looked at me with something like panic. "Do you know who that was?"
I shrugged. "Just a guy who liked your music, I guess. You two looked really good together."
"He left his guitar. What should I do?"
"Take it home and keep it safe. He'll probably be around next week to get it."
The whole thing had her shaken. "You know what this is? It's a Taylor. They're like two grand minimum. I can't keep this!"
"You're not keeping it for you. Watch over it, play it while you have it. He'll be along one of these days to take it back."
She walked with me to my car, pointing across the street. There was a music store right across from the market. "See that red guitar? I'm going to own it, someday." I walked over after she left and snapped a picture of it, so Mason could tell me what it was.
Mason was sitting in the car, the black out windows hiding him from view. I shocked the shit out of him by kissing his cheek. "You're a big softie, Mase."
"Shut the fuck up and drive."
Chapter 16
I showed the video I'd made to Al, and she insisted I link it to his monster television, then brought their friends in to look at it. Mason and Al had been working on some songs, and they brought in two players that finished the band. Titi, pronouced Teetee, was a tiny blond, when it wasn't dyed some exotic color. Right now it was purple in the back, fading into a vibrant pink in the front. She was almost flatchested, and never wore a bra. Her old band made a joke out of it, calling her Titty instead of Titi, and she ran with it. It was all she'd respond to now.
Al told me she was one of the best drummers around. Her old band had broken up, much like Al's. Al had wanted her when she put together her old band, but she was on contract for another eighteen months to the band she was with, and the window closed. Now she mostly did session work, doing an odd tour or two for other musicians. Her anger sometimes showed in her playing. She had also been in a long term relationship with another woman and a man, and after two years they decided they wanted to be exclusive, and forced Titty out.
Jon-Luc was Morrocan, almost as tall as Mason, jet black, and he didn't have a hair on his body. He was primarily a keyboardist, but could play anything with strings as well, and had played with a jazz-fusion outfit based in France for four years, until they broke up. It was also a bitter dissolution, when the saxophonist left he took Jon's boyfriend of six years with him. He'd come to America to shed the past, and like Titty had been doing session work to make ends meet.
Al and Mason brought them in as just that, session players, but as they gelled Mason got with Al, and they offered them a full partnership. They could all sing, and when they sat around harmonizing on a song they were writing it sent chills up your spine. They both agreed instantly, recognizing the potential in the partnership.
They were all there, and Al got them to watch. They grinned, all lost in memories of when they were young and aspiring. Titty laughed. "Know what she needs? A backup band."
It snowballed from there. In the end they decided to do it, to see how people reacted to them live. I had Maddie on Twitter, and contacted her, telling her a half truth. "The old guy (what she called Mason, which bothered him. But when you're sixteen, 33 looks pretty old) got in touch with me. He wants to play with you again. This Saturday good?"
She immediately replied, excited. Then sad. She'd gotten used to the Taylor, and the old beat up Harmony she owned was a good guitar, but nowhere near the quality of the Taylor.
We showed up two hours before the market opened. Titty had a stripped down kit, three cymbals, snare, one tom tom, and a bass. Usually her kit were so elaborate they reminded me of Neil Perth, the deceased drummer from Rush. I'd look at the videos and wonder how he managed to get into his setup.
Mason showed up with his Schecter five string and a Gibson EBO. Al carried her vintage SG, and a newer Les Paul. Jon had two keyboards, and all their amps were 30 watts or less. I showed Mason the guitar Maddy wanted, and he grinned. "A Fender Telecaster. Excellent guitar for a young girl." Somehow I wasn't surprised to see a red Tele hooked up to a 20 watt amp, right in the middle of the stage.
Maddie came early, all excited to see Mason again. She nearly fainted when she saw the set up, and all the people that were going to play with her. Mason took advantage of the time to get her familiar with her instrument, running through a couple of songs with the volume turned way down. At nine o'clock, they started playing. Maddie was shaky through the first two songs, then hit her stride. Everyone had on black tee shirts the said UBB in small letters on the front, and Unknown Backup Band across the back. It drew a crowd almost instantly, and as the morning wore on the middle of the market was blocked, but no one complained. I could hear some of the comments, and laughed.
"Man, that bass player looks a lot like Mason Eldridge."
"Yeah, and that guitar player bears a strong resemblance to Alison Sanchez."
"That drummer looks a lot like the woman that played drums for Bad Hair Day. "
"Yeah, must be deliberate, no way in hell does the girl know stars like that."
No one really placed Jon, he was more famous in France and Europe. His old band had been based in Paris.
They played until the market closed, and half hour beyond before winding it down. Maddie was walking on air, and I do believe she would have fainted if I hadn't been holding her when Al told her the guitar and amp were hers, along with the small sound system, payment for letting them play with her. Every one of them got huge hugs and kisses, and she didn't want to let Mason go. There was no sexual element inolved, she was just a happy little girl expressing gratitude. Her Mom showed up after someone called, and saw the last few songs, tears streaming as she heard her baby sing. I had run it by Mason, and we had three videographers in the crowd, using cameras not much bigger than a tablet. The sound was piped into a van in the parking lot and recorded by two engineers, for mixing.
Then I fell back on my training and started a viral campaign on social media, dropping hints and eventually naming names. Her hits exploded, and when she went on You Tube the sponsors couldn't line up fast enough. She made enough off the ads and the number of hits to pay for her clothes and a small van, to haul her equipment. She also got requests to play at outdoor festivals coming up, and she recruited a bass player and drummer, school friends. She had to buy her friend a bass and amp, but the drummer already had a good kit. They practiced relentlesly, until their sets were tight and spot on. Every once in a while. Mason or Al would show up, and she would explode on social media again.
Mason had her and her mother over for a cookout, and after they ate he took them into his office and offered a contract to Maddie, for one album. If it was successful, there would be a multi record deal. She fainted. Her mother fainted. Mason looked at me and grinned. "I'll leave you to pick up the pieces."
"What?! Why me?"
"Because I won't sign her unless she agrees to let you manage her."
"I don't know anything about that."
"But you do, my sweet little bitch. You found her, promoted her, got her name out in public. And don't worry, between me and Al, we'll keep you from fucking up." I patted them with cool towels until they came around, then I had to wait until they cried themselves out before going over the plan. She would record on Mason's label. I would manage her career, along with the lawyers and accountants she would have to hire.
Then I laid down the ground rules. "The contract becomes null and void if you quit school. Mason is not going to release anything until you have your diploma, and strongly suggests you enroll in college. If you do, we'll work around your classes to make sure you can concentrate. Now, here's the card of the best intellectual rights lawyer I know, and a really good accounting firm. I'll set up virtual meetings for the lawyer, she's in LA, and here's the number of the local accounting firm Al uses. She says it's one of the best and they'll treat you like a baby, and woe be to those that try to cheat you. I'll handle the retainer for the lawyer and any other expenses that may occur. When you become successful, you pay me back. My fees will be 18%, and the lawyer will tell you that's on the low side of average. If you don't listen to what I say, if you fight me, I'll let the one year contract run out and not renew. I don't want you to say you understand right now, because you don't. Once you understand and all the legal work is done, we'll start your career. Come back in two weeks and we'll finalize everything."
She floated out of the room.
Chapter 17
As the months passed Mason and I got comfortable with each other. I came in one day to find some packages on my bed. Three French Maid oufits, and a paddle. There was a note. "Choose, the outfits or a spanking. Or both."
I felt my panties dampen. I squeezed into one of the outfits, just to see how I looked, of course. What I looked was hot, sexy, and just a bit slutty. It took me a while to get the little lace cap at precisely the right angle, and adjust the skirt so that the tops of the stockings and the garters showed. I grinned at my image in the mirror. Yeah, I'd fuck me.
So would Mason, judging by the boner that popped out when he saw me. Some things are hard to hide when you're naked. He ran his hand up my leg, rubbed where my garter belt hit my hose, even rubbed my ass in those frilly panties. He had to smell my arousal, but he just patted my ass one more time and went off to his music room, calling out maybe I needed to take care of my problem. Did he just tell me to fuck myself?
Thast's precisely who was fucking me now. Since LA, I had trust issues concerning men. Before it was nothing. I used the 3F method. Find "em, fuck 'em, forget 'em." Now it seemed I couldn't pull the trigger. I still went out with my friends occasionally, and they noticed the change. Jelly laughed. "You must be getting enough at home. Before, there was no way that man candy would have gotten away from you. He that good in the sack?"
"If I ever find out, you'll be the first to know." In retrospect, I shouldn't have said that. The next weekend, I had the girls out for a hot tub experience. Just the six of them, and I did ask permission first. Mason grinned. "They break it, you buy it."
Mason wasn't home when they arrived. I made a point to keep them out of the house as much as possible, and of course, it didn't take long for us to lose the suits. We were having a great time, talking trash and telling wild stories, when Mason walked out.
"Honey, I'm home!"
The girls squealed and sank under the water, all but me, and Jelly. She sat up straighter and stuck her chest out. Her well formed, large chest, replete with some of the longest nipples I'd ever seen. Not that I spent a lot of time looking at nipples mind you, but still, when they're right in front of you they're hard to miss. I didn't like that much and gave her a little glare. She just smirked. I introduced everyone and Mason put on his charming rock star persona, which practically had them drooling.
He graciously offered to fetch us a round of drinks, and the girls couldn't tell him what they wanted fast enough. They invited him into the tub, which had me glowing, knowing they were just doing it to fuck with me. Well, all except Jelly. If he would have let her, she'd have mounted him right there. "I don't think so, girls. Too much temptation, and I'm trying to be true to Sash."
Dids he really just say that? The girls looked at me in envy, and Jelly looked pissed. "Ask her, she may share. We have in the past."
That little statement assured Jelly would not be invited back. "No. Absolutely not. True, I used to share my toys, but not this one. So hands off girls, or I'll hold you under until you learn to breathe water."
The girls had never seen this side of me, and it broke them up, all except Jelly. She shoved her tits out even harder. "Maybe, but he may like other toys. Let's ask him."
"Let's not, and pretend we did and he said no. Mason honey, don't you have somewhere you have to be?" It was all he could do to hold in the laughter, both at the situation and my jealous reaction. Instead he just nodded. "Yes dear. You girls have fun now."
Jelly watched his ass all the way back to the house., then looked at me and grinned. "Can't blame a girl for trying. I've never fucked a rock star."
"I'll introduce you to some." I said it lightly, but the message was clear, and she got it.
Chapter 18
After a couple of hours we got out, sitting in the party room and cooling down. The girls wandered around admiring things. Jelly wanted to go into the music room, which got an almost violent reaction from me. "He won't even let me in there alone. So it's off limits."
She grinned. "I mean it Jelly. Don't go there! You won't like what happens if you do." Sadly, she took it as a challenge, and when she said she had to go to the bathroom and went missing, I knew instantly where she was. I texted Mason as I headed in that direction. He beat me to the room, and I could hear the loud voices as I got to the door. Mason was basically screaming at her, telling her to get out of his house, now! He didn't chase her out the door, but it was close.
That cut the visit short. Mason was gracious to the rest of them, telling them to come back anytime I invited them, but Jelly was banned. They picked her up on the way out, and I learned later they bitched her out the whole way back to her house for screwing up a good thing. It took me a year just to be civil to her, and only after she apologized to all of us and sent Mason a registered letter begging him not to be angry at me. I asked him about it.
"If you have guests here, they're your responsibilty. You did the right thing when she went missing and you texted me, but from now on be damn careful who you let into this house. Another incident and you may find yourself with a new address and a sore ass, understand?"
I did.
Then he grinned. "Sore ass and a new address. There's a song lyric you've never heard before."
Chapter 19
He and the band went into the studio, taking me with them. I ran errands, organized the food, and made sure they were all taken care of. I didn't have to worry about booze and drugs, both Jon and Titty were recovering addicts, and the hardest thing they drank was a craft root beer Mason had found. They went through cases of that while they made the album. They had four songs in the can, and still hadn't come up with a name. I was with them in the lounge while they ate, and snorted at some of the names bandied around. "You can't possibly be considering that. It'll make you sound like you're all dumb as a box of rocks. Think of something else."



Mason thought about it, ran it by the others, and Box Of Rocks was official. They were all still suffering from betrayals and failed relationships, and it showed in their writing. Al and Mason wrote as song, "If Your Tongue Was On Fire." You can guess the start of the phrase. It was a duet that seemed to devolve into a screaming match set to music. It was great! The guy that did the video was pretty old, and he remembered the Spy vs Spy shorts in Mad Magazine, and the video was them doing two acts each of stupid revenge that backfired, leaving them with blackened faces and wildly disarrayed hair.
They named the album "Defecation Occurs," and it went platinum. Rolling Stone had them on the cover that month, with a big article about how they came together, and what may be in their future. I was along for the interview, and there was a picture of me, saying I was Alison's sister, and Mason's love interest. I was really happy, because it was finally true. It took months, but I won him over.
Actually, I kind of got drunk and went flipped shit on him after nine months, storming into his bedroom naked, screaming at the top of my lungs. I'd just finished an article in a gossip rag from LA, showing pictures of Mason and some bimbo blond starlet locking lips. The article quoted her as saying they were in love and he would be moving to LA to be near her. She also hinted that he would probably do the soundtrack to her next movie. He'd been asleep but my screams woke him pretty fast. I threw the pages at him, ranting. He hopped out of bed, naked of course, and threw me down, smacking my ass, hard. "What the fuck are you talking about?"
"You and Miss Bimbo Vixen 2024! It's all over the news out there."
He made me lay still while he gathered the papers and read them. I could see his frown deepening as he scrolled throught he article. Then... he grinned. "Why should it matter? Just for the record though, none of that shit is true. She ambushed me at a reception, and laid a liplock on me before I knew what was going on. If they had kept clicking, they would have got me pushing her away. She probably had it set up with a local bottomfeeder out to sell more rags.
Why should it bother you, anyway?"
"You're not that big of an idiot! You know why it bothers me! I've waited for months for you to really see me, but all you can see is a toy you can spank once in a while. Do you care for me at all?"
He pretended to think. "Well, let's see. You have a good job and the money from your settlement, and could have left anytime in the last six months, but I've kept you with me. That new Mercedes you're driving, who paid for that? Who buys most of your clothes, and I'm not talking about the fantasy outfits? I've decided you're mine, Bitch. Learn to live with it!"
"Fuck you, Mason!"
At times I hated his grin. "Isn't that what you came in here to do?"
There is no other way to describe it. I attacked him with nails and fists. He was really strong and fast, but when I scratched his arm he tried to lock down on me. It seemed I was slippery as an eel, because he had a hard time trying to control me, and somehow he had wrestled me on to the big bed.
Shit happened. He bit my right boob so hard it was still bruised two weeks later. I gave him a matching bruise. Somehow he ended up on top of me, and I could feel his massive erection on my thigh. I sneered at him. "You even know how to use that thing? I bet you pop in seconds. A real woman would destroy you!"
I was leaking like a faucet by then and he knew it. Mason slid up my body, and the only word I can think of is impalement, because he buried himself to the hilt in one thrust. I screamed, he grunted, and then I wrapped my legs around him. Every time I started to smart off he would thrust harder, and all I could do was grunt. I screamed out my first orgasm, afraid I blew out his eardrum. He just pounded me harder, then tightened up. I had my second orgasm as he unloaded, groaning. He held himself into me for what felt like hours before he disengaged and flopped down besides me. I instantly snuggled as he stroked the overloaded nerve endings in my body.
"Bitch," he said softly.
"Asshole," I whispered just before I kissed him. Then we both went to sleep, not waking until the sun streamed throught he window. I woke with a start, to the sensation of a nipple vacuumed into a mouth. I recommend it as a way to start the day to anyone. We weren't in a hurry, not in attack mode, so it was a lot gentler than last night, and just as intense. We lay, finally sated, as I traced his scars across his chest, kisssing their length, before lying back.
"What do we now?"
He hopped out of bed and swatted my ass. "We have breakfast!"
It took me longer to get up, and by the time I got to the kitchen breakfast was almost ready. I got a cup of coffee from his machine, one that was probably designed by a rocket engineer. It had so many variables you could program into it that the controls were larger than the pot, but it made damn fine coffee. It held three reservoirs of beans, and you could program the blend in the proportion you chose. Then it automatically ground them and loaded into the drip. You never had to add water, it was on a dedicated line and would measure the amount you needed for the beans automatically. It probably cost as much as a small car.
We were quiet during the meal, and I wondered where we were going. It seemed we were going to bathe, in his six head wall of water shower, that was almost as large as my bedroom. I'd had shower sex many times, but not at this level. It was like fucking in a warm rainshower, and after we finished what was our sixth round of sex in fourteen hours, he sat me on a seat built into the shower, and gently cleaned me. When he held a showerhead up to my pussy I automatically spread my legs. Then he twisted the controls and the spray turned into short, hard bursts that pummeled my clit. He held me down as I tried to wriggle away, only letting go until I screamed out yet another orgasm. Then he petted me a little before turning me loose.
"No clothes today, it would just be a waste of time. I'm feeling inspired, so I'm going to work on a couple of things. Come and get me at lunch time, and make me take a break."
"Since when have I ever been capable of making you do anything?"
"Since last night. See you at lunch."
I watched as he toweled off, admiring that tight ass, seeing his junk dangle as he walked away. I almost followed him. When lunch rolled around, I made his favorite sandwich and went to fetch him. Ever been nailed while bent over a baby grand piano? You should try it sometime.
Chapter 20
The only time I was in my bedroom now was to get fresh clothes. The rest of the time we spent rolling around in the monstrosity he called a bed. I asked him once how many it would hold. "Six, just to sleep. Twelve if you're getting busy."
Shit, TMI. He only spanked me once in the next four months. I probably deserved it. Then he'd rub lotion on interesting areas, and we'd end up fucking. Again. We were hot and heavy for about three months before easing back to anything remotely normal for a couple. Maybe he saw how gingerly I walked. Maybe I noticed how raw his dick looked at times. Al and Titty came in the next week after we'd sealed the deal, so to speak, took one look, and grinned.
"So, is he a good fuck?" Titty was obviously looking at the bruise on my boob.
"Ask Al, she should know."
Al grinned. "He's a great fuck, you can't beat the combination of experience, training, and imagination. We fucked like bunnies a few years ago, but we were both alpha personalities, and it didn't work. It was two pretty intense months, and though I don't mean to, I've measured every man since against him, and they usually lose."
Then she smiled, softly. "Well, except for Juan. He's got the imagination, and I'm working on the training."
Juan was a new man in her life. They had met when they were recording, and his band had the studio after they left. His band was a fusion of TexMex, mariachi, punk, with overtones of straight rock. They sang in both languages, and had a big following. This was their second album, and I listened to some of it. It was not impressive and I said so once. Al sighed. "You're not alone on that. I had Mason listen to the first four tracks, and he said there wasn't a single among them and that it sounded like album filler. I suspect it will flop if they can't reanimate the energy of their live shows."
"Have you told him that?"
"No. I don't know how he would handle it." I thought to myself that there was only one way to find out, and when the opportunity came along, I gave him my thoughts. He was deeply offended for about a week, before he realized I was right. Then he talked to his band and they were offended. Juan started to realize this might be the last album they make, and considered other options.
Al got permission from Mason, and had him out to the house for a few sessions. He'd come out pumped to the max, adrenalin running high. He hit the band with the new song he had written with Mase and Al, and it became the only hit on the record. They would part ways about a year later.
Then Titty grinned. "Jon ain't half bad, for primarily playing on the other team."
"You two?"
"Yep. It won't last, we both know it, but right now it's fun and gets our needs met. We'll know when it runs its course, and I'm pretty sure it won't hurt our friendship, or the band." I tried to get a mental image. Jon was like six two or three, and Titty was five even. Then I grinned. When we're horizontal, we're all pretty much the same height.
Chaptrer 21
Things hummed along for about a year. The band had started their second album, tentatively named Over It Now, about their healing from failed relationships and looking forward to the future. They had three really good tunes in the can, but had hit a wall on their writing. Since they could work on their own timeline, they just stopped, not even practicing for a month. Jon went back to France and took Titty with him. Juan and Al went down to Belize to soak up some sun and work on their line free tans.
Mason took me to LA for a week, for business. I was super careful, and hated being out of Mason's sight. Things went pretty smoothly, and then we were off for... I didn't know. Mase booked the tickets, and when we touched ground we were in New Zealand. Hobbit Land!
We rented a car, and drifted across the islands. The country had a small but talented music scene. Mase even joined a few bands for songs in several bars and music halls. The first two never made the connection, but the third group was on the beach before their show, and saw his infamous tattoo. It came out of his stomach, a graphic, bloody wound. A muscular arm, holding a pipe wrench dripping with blood up in the air, the name "Gutwrench" prominently displayed over it.
It was an attention getter, and Mason had gotten used to it. He'd stopped shaving his chest years ago, but it was still seeable through the light fur. He grinned when I traced it across his chest. "I was 21, buzzed out of my mind on success and good drugs. The whole band got it, even my... Angela. Now it's just me." He didn't talk about that period of his life, and I didn't ask. As he got more familiar with me, as we spent time together, bits and pieces would come out at random. I'm sure if we were together long enough I'd know his whole history.
"Gutwrench!", she screamed, when she saw it. "You must have been a hell of a fan."
Mase grinned. "Something like that."
One of the men was looking a little more closely, and suddenly grinned. "He's not a bloody fan, Molly. HE is Gutwrench. Mason Eldridge?"
Mason shook his hand. "I am, but please don't broadcast it."
Molly was looking harder at me. "You're Sasha Sanchez. You manage that dolly, what's her name again?"
"Her name is Maddie Taylor. She has an album coming out in three months, so you'll be seeing her a lot on You Tube and the usual music outlets. There's at least four hits on it, so she'll be a household name by this time next year." I was kind of proud of her accomplishments, and what I had done to help.
The other woman with them was kind of dispondent. "I wish we had the luck she has. We're good at what we play, tight as hell vocally, but can't seem to get noticed. Any advice?"
"Play as hard as you can, give it your all when you play live, and build a fan base. That's what I did with Gutwrench."
"And that led to Box Of Rocks. You guys rock!"
She needed to learn some new terminology. They made us promise to come see them, and they were playing at the hotel we were staying in. It was a top tier place, so they had to have a little talent. Mason dressed in his usual black tee, pants, with a brighter suit jacket, but made me dress to impress. Little black dress halfway to my ass, low scoop in front, my shining black hair held back with a silver band, the hair stopping just above my ass. Hose and garters, and four inch heels. I looked nuclear hot. Mason grinned, then told me to put on the necklace and matching earrings. A gift for my birthday, white gold and sapphries. They set off my skin tone perfectly.
"You look good enough to eat. I won't have to worry about assholes bothering me, because if you're there I won't get a second look. You'll have to beat them off with a stick."
"That's you department remember? Try to stay calm, I don't know anything about the legal system here."
We'd been at a club as guests of the label trying to get distribution rights, and one asshole took it a little too far. I was already skittish from my last encounter, and when the jerk grabbed my boob I jerked back and screamed. Both breasts popped out of the tight top and he made it worse by making a crude remark as he reached out with both hands. Mason swooped in with some kind of martial arts move, grabbing his hands and twisting his body, resulting in two dislocated elbows for the jerk. It was all on video, so Mason got off with a warning thanks to Gwen, but it came with a strong warning from the police. After that, word got around and people were very respectful the rest of the visit. I asked him about it. "You hurt him pretty bad."
"I should have killed him. Nobody touches what's mine, especially you." He realized what he'd said and shut up, and I grinned for three days.
The band was very good. They had two more guys with them that weren't on the beach and they knew what their insruments were for. One of the women sang, the other was the bassist. One guitarist, the keyboardist, and the drummer finished out their sound. They were tight as only people who'd played together for a long time could be, and had the crowd moving in no time. Mason was a pretty good dancer, and I was sex on a stick on the dance floor. People just stopped and watched us. Mason, of course, joined the band for two songs, dueting with the woman on one song, playing guitar on the other. His solo brought the house down, and word started spreading before he slipped off stage and faded back to the table.
"What did you think?," I asked as we got ready for bed.
"They're good, and make a killer bar band. If they can write, they may have a future."
We met them at breakfast the next morning and Mason told them the same thing, after they asked. The bassist told him she had a few things written, but she hadn't let anyone hear them. She almost fainted when Mason gave her his contact information, and told her to send one or two to him, and he'd let the band listen to it and offer advice.
We toured the part of the country where the movies were filmed, and they were as lush and beautiful as they looked in the films. I bet I made Mason take three or four hundred pictures, and got other tourists to snap both of us. What really set the vacation off was going to an area that taught traditional Maori ways, and the tattoos of both the men and women kind of freaked me out. They got Mason to take off his shirt and don a traditional wrap, painted him with fake tattoos, and taught him the haka. I filmed the whole thing as he stomped and waved his arms, making faces and sticking his tongue out. I knew from experience how talented his tongue was, and he looked like he was about to lick his eyebrows. A few of the female preformers noticed it as well, which pissed me off. I got my own makeover. With my Mexican heritage, hair, and skin tone, I looked a lot like a native. I helped perform the female version of the dance, fake tattoos on my chin and forehead. I watched the film later, and thought I looked quite fierce.
We kept the costumes and the fake tattoos on, and rushed back to the hotel, which flipped out a lot of the conservative patrons of the five star hotel, and fucked like maniacs, trying to impress ourselves with our tongues. The next day, before we flew out, we met a woman named Mihirangi. Mason had seen her in a Playing For A Change video, and was impressed by her voice. She stopped by the suite, and after some conversation, Mason pulled out a guitar and tuned it for his slide, and they did a couple of old blues songs. Mason pitched his voice low and rough, and it was a perfect counterpoint for what he said was one of the purest voices he'd ever heard. I recorded it and copied it to her phone. It showed up on Twitter before we cleared national airspace, and boosted an already rising career.
We laughed hysterically the next day on the plane, talking about the old couple we'd shared an elevator with. Mason stuck his tongue out at her, and my top 'slipped'. The poor old man stared at my tits for five floors before his wife slapped him. They couldn't get out of the elevator fast enough.
We all got home with within a few days of each other, and met at our house, not to rehearse, but to share travel stories. Al and Juan had enjoyed Belize so much they were looking for some property off the beaten path. Jon had led Titty through a tour of smoky jazz clubs from Paris to Montruex, with videos of them sitting in with various bands, mostly famous ones in European jazz circles. They also shared a few of them enjoying the coast of France, especially the nude beaches. Titty was all smooth skin and muscle, but still attractive. Jon was without a doubt one sexy piece of man meat, and they both got hit on relentlessy. Though they didn't come right out and say it, I suspect they seduced a husband and wife on vacation, and opened their eyes to all kinds of possibilities. After a night of catching up, they agreed to show up in two weeks, ready to work.
End of Part 2
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Chapter 22
Mason had scribbled a few things down while we were on holiday, and shut himself in the music room for a couple of days after we got back.
I had things to do as well. Maddie was a senior in high school now, with an eye to the college she wanted to attend. Her scores were in the top 5% of her class, so she could probably get into any university she choose. Mason and the rest of the band had worked with her during school breaks and holidays, and she and her mom were out to the house at least twice a month. Her record was in the can, six originals mostly written or cowritten by Mason or one of the others in the band. Alison was involved in crafting two, and Jon really helped her with adding the correct set of keyboards to her work. She was so impressed she started taking piano lessons. She did three covers, two rearranged by the band, the other one exactly as the original artist had recorded it.
We were all giving her tutorials about the lifestyle she was about to embrace. Mason was especially brutal, giving example after example of artists who'd come to a bad end professionally and personally. He once listed nine performers that had committed suicide, and five that had died of accidental overdoses. His degree helped him tremendously as he walked her through the pitfalls of being a recording artist.
"Do you know what the leading contributing factor to their suicides was? Stress. Exhaustion plays a role as well. In this day and age, you're not gonna make a living off of records. It's too easy to get it free off the internet, and the only ones who get rich off streaming and radio play are sites like Spotify and IHeart Radio., Even the biggest names only get pennies for every download.
So, then, artists have to tour to make money. The more they tour the more they make, so some bands have ridiculous schedules, performing up to 300 dates a year. The constant travels, the isolation from their families and friends, the people who suck up to them, all having their own interests, rather than the artists' foremost. It all grinds you down to nothing if you're not careful, or have good people around you. A lot have turned to booze and drugs, and that's not a rosy path. Ultimately, you're your own woman, or will be by the time your first tour date, so it comes down to you and whether you can take it."
He paused to gauge her reaction. She seemed stunned. Then he smiled and hugged her. "We're all telling you this for a reason. We're gonna watch over you as best we can. You'll tour this summer, no more than two dates a week, with every fourth one off. You won't be a headliner, not for a couple more tours, but you'll make good money, enough to cover your colleges expenses and help your mother out. And you will never, ever, tour without your mother, Sasha, or one of us with you. You're young, really beautiful, and they'll circle you like vultures over a fresh kill. They'll make all kinds of promises, mostly that they have no means to keep, find your insecurities and exploit the shit out of you."
She spent face time with Gwen, who pounded her relentlessly about how to act, what to say, and what she should do if something seems wrong. "First, tell Sasha. She'll be like a momma bear whose cub is in danger. Then tell me. I won't be as direct as Sasha, but I have my skills and like to strike from the shadows, like an alpha ambush predator, they won't know what hits them beore they're down and bleeding. If all else fails, get Mason. He won't be like either of us, he'll be like a Viking beserker, killing everything in front of him in a blood coated rage. He's quite fond of you."
Mason had a soft spot for her, and she had a full blown case of hero worship where he was concerned. He kept it under control, leading her gently. I grinned, absently rubbing my ass. He'd reestablished the heirachy in our relationship a couple of days ago. I couldn't understand it, but every once in a while the urge would overtake me, and I'd goad him until my ass was across his lap and my panties, if I had any on, were at my knees. We were both much calmer afterwards. Of course, the sessions of hot monkey sex that invariably followed may have had something to do with our attitudes.
Maddie had been approached by several acts as a possible opener, and Mason and I had vetted them all. There were some that would be good for her, and more that would be absolutely toxic if she accepted. One singer was especially persistent, but the guy had a bad reputation and was known for his appetite for barely legal young girls. I tried to be diplomatic, but in the last meeting Mason snapped at him. "Fuck off, you perve! I wouldn't be comfortable with a young woman like Maddie being in the same state with you. How many times have you had to pay someone off to keep from going to jail? One of these days you're going to run into someone you can't buy off, like a father with a penchant for violence. Just so you know, if it's Maddie, you don't have enough money to keep me away. I'll cut your pathetic junk off, maybe bronze it so Maddie can use it as a paperweight or something. One more thing, if I catch you trashing Maddie in any way, I'll look under every rock, dig up as many skeletons as I can find, and make your life a living hell. You won't have a career any longer, and not much of a life. Bad things will happen. Very bad things. Understand?"
By then Mason had him backed into a wall, their faces close enough to kiss, but it was a given Mason didn't have romance in mind. The slime scurried away as fast as he could crawl, and we never heard another word from him. I grinned at him as the door hit the guy in the ass. "Jesus! If we ever have a daughter, I'll have to medicate you when she hits puberty."
It hit me what I said and I did the right thing, I ran out right behind the slimeball. He didn't chase me, but when I was around him for the next few days I'd catch him grinning when he thought I wasn't looking.
Chapter23
When they got back into the studio and bounced their songs off each other, it was easy to tell the break did them a lot of good. They worked exclusively on two songs per week, running through them until they were sick of them, but carried on until they felt they had it. Then they recorded several takes, tweaking and combining them at times, until they were satisfied. Then it was on to the next.
They brought Maddie in to do some backup singing, and one work turned into a trio with Al and Titty. I can close my eyes and remember the goose bumps I got when I watched them lay down the vocals, sitting on stools around one microphone, while Mason and Jon were in the booth, working the consoles constantly. It was the first hit off the record. They kicked around a title before looking at me, because I had given them their name and title of their first. I thought about it for a few minutes and grinned. "Well, you all seem to be over your issues, and seem a lot more relaxed. This one doesn't have the anger of the first, but overtones of happiness and contentment. You guys are growing up!"
Over It Now hit the billboards at twenty-three, climbing to number one in three weeks. We went on tour, and by then I had learned enough to be an assistant tour manager. It was probably the hardest I've worked in my life. There was always one more detail, one more crisis, one more problem to solve to keep everything rolling and on time.
Maddie opened for them three times with her own band, which she named Carton Of Pebbles, a tongue in cheek nod to her mentors. She was absolutely terrified the first night she hit the stage. Mason told me later it was because she never paid her dues, working in dives, moving from one bar to the next constantly, fighting to get paid, worrying about equipment. All she'd ever done was busking at the market, then performing in street festivals and small auditoriums, and now suddenly she was in front of seventy thousand people. He did his best to put her at ease. "Relax, baby. You won't be able to see them because of the stage lights, and the noise will be muted from your earbuds. I'll play the first couple with you, and the rest of us will rotate in and out, so we won't let you fail. You get nervous, you look at one of us, and you'll know it will all be okay."
She stumbled throught he first two songs, gradually getting more self assured, and had the people screaming through her last two songs. They yelled so much she had to come back out and do an encore. Then she fell exhausted into the arms of me and her mother, recovering enough to join the band for a couple of songs at the end.
When she opened for a country rock act two weeks later, I went with her. Between me, her mom, and the two big security guys Mason had hired, she was always safe. The drummer for the headliner was only 21, and they formed a friendship. Instead of partying with fans, he and Maddie would slip into a room and play video games, gorging on pizza, egg rolls, or other junk food. Always under the watchful eye of her mother, me, or a security guard.
I was a romantic at heart, so I let the little kisses I saw go. They were growing fond of each other, and I cautioned Maddie. "Road romances rarely last, honey. What happens when the tour is over and you go separate ways? He's still part of the band and lives in Nashville. You'll still live with your mother. Long distance romances have a habit of not working out."
She surprised me with her maturity. I still saw her as the sixteen year old busking at the farmer's market, when she was in fact an adult, legally anyway, and capable of making her own decisions. "I don't want to marry him, Sasha. I just want to have a little fun, let my hair down, and enjoy life. Even though it's none of your business, I'm still a virgin, but if I decide to change that status, it will be my decision, understand? Mine, not the committee of overprotective parents I seem to have now. Jaime and I are going out this Saturday, without chaperones or bodyguards, and I advise you not to stay up. Understand?"
What was I going to say? No, you can't?
Of course, April (Mom) and I stayed up anyway. She came through the door giggling, her hair a little mussed and her makeup a bit askew, and laughed at our faces. "Relax, mothers mine. My status hasn't changed, but I thought about it. I'm just not ready yet. If I am, I'll let you know."
Then she kissed us both and went to bed. I looked at April. "Is she protected?"
"I got her on the pill last year, when I saw what her career path was turning out to be. She's got a good head on her shoulders, but I was eighteen once. I"ll keep worrying."
"So will I."
She had her own giggle, we'd gone through a bottle and a half of wine while we were waiting up. "You need to get Mason to knock you up! Then you'll really know what it's like."
"I shall take that under advisement, but it's kind of hard when he's in Chicago and I'm here in Florida."
Honestly, I was really missing him. This was the longest we'd been apart in over a year, and I didn't like it at all. We made do with some pretty steamy phone sex, and I sent him a lot of selfies of various body parts, all displayed in imaginative ways. I was shocked when he sent a few back. I wondered if pictures exaggerated length like they added weight, because I don't remember it being that long. I was really, really horny. Really.
Chapter 24
Maddie and her band fulfilled their committments, and April took her home for a week. I caught up with Mason in LA, and we just barely made it into the room before I was completely naked. I lost a really expensive bra somewhere between the elevator and the room. Oh well, I'd flutter my eyes at Mason and he'd buy me a dozen as long as he was the one removing them. Titty, Al, and Jon came to the suite for breakfast, looked at us, and grinned. We were both in robes because we were still at it when they knocked on the door.
Al kissed me. "All caught up now?"
"Hell no. I figure he owes me at least seventeen more orgasms, so why don't you guys fuck off for a day or so."
"Let him rest, baby. We got a show tomorrow."
"I bought him vitamins."
She grinned again and started talking about the show. It was the last of the tour, and they were starting to show a little roadwear. It was one of the reasons they toured like they did. They would do twelve shows in ten weeks, which wasn't nearly as many as some groups did in the same timeframe, take a month off, then do another mini tour. That was usually it for the year, twenty four dates, and then they went back into the studio for a few months before venturing out with new music.
Mason had been writing at a furious pace, and he grinned when I said something. "You weren't here, so I had to have something to occupy my time." Then he switched gears and asked how Maddie's tour went.
"It went really well, aside from her showing signs of growing up." I told him about her little rebellion over the drummer. "She goes to college this fall. God help us all." I remembered my college experience. Barely. The first couple of years were a blur, until Al came down and jerked a knot in my ass. "You better start doing better, right now. One more set of bad grades and you're on your own. Better start practicing the phrase "would you like fires with that," it might help your career choices."
My parents had died in a car crash. They were hit by a company vehicle operated by a driver over the legal limit, at one in the afternoon. Al and I got a pretty good settlement, and since Al was of age she got to administer the funds. She turned it over to financial advisors who made sure the money made money, and went back to her band. I went to college to major in partying. When my grades came out next, and were awful once again, she cut me off, saying she would give me half of the money when I turned 21, and not a dime before then. That meant I would have to get a job and support myself for fifteen months, something I wasn't looking forward to.
She realized I was sincere when I begged, so she gave me one more semester to prove myself. The fact was I liked what I was studying, and seemed to have a knack for it. My grades went up 30%, and I got to finish school. When I turned 21 I got my half of the estate, $230,000, and I partied for three years before the money ran out. I grinned, thinking how conservative I was now. I still had all my settlement money, and almost everything I made went into my stock portfolio. Mason paid for everything, so I didn't need money. I was closing in on half a million. I thought about investing in real estate, but Mason and Al talked me out of it.
"The market is way overvalued, and the Feds are trying to slow growth down by raising interests rates, which will spark inflation, which will result in people not being able to afford homes, which will drive the market down. Wait a couple of years, and you'll be able to buy 35% more house for the same money."
I saw one of Mason's financial statements. After everything, the tours, the writing royalties, his production fees, he made a little over seven million for the year. Al made almost as much, Jon and Titty brought in a little under four, but they didn't write as prolifically as Mason and Al. Not bad.
The average cost of a ticket to see a major act was around $120.00. They charged a hundred, a bit under average, and sold out ninety per cent of the time. Most of the venues they played held 40 to 60,000, so if they averaged 50,000, after paying the venue 20% ( a bit high, most only paid 15%, but it made the major stadiums book us over other acts, then paying the locals we had to hire at every site, our tour management team ( where I got my salary), the roadies, the guitar and drum techs, they netted roughly three million each. Not a bad sum for a half year of touring.
It astounded me that I made 800,000, a lot of it from managing Maddie, the rest from assistant tour manager duties and the salary Mason paid me. I almost told him to forget about money, then realized he would fuss at me if I did. I kept socking it away, figuring it would come in handy one day.
We were home, alone, on a Saturday night, and we'd had BBQ catered in from his favorite spot. There was probably enough to feed five people, but we made a serious dent in it, storing the rest for lunch tomorrow. We were sprawled out on the huge sectional couch in the media room, watching movies. Mason decided we needed popcorn, and I knew he'd be a bit, because he didn't like microwave popcorn. Truthfully, he didn't like microwaves much at all. His range was a top of the line induction model, and the burners could go from 0 to 500 degrees in about six seconds. He was also a little anal retentive about his cookware, and he had a dedicated popcorn pot, and you better not use it for anything else. I did, once. After my ass stopped burning he told me to go out and get him another one, and you can bet I never touch it.
I did a little channel surfing. Mason had every streaming service and cable channel known to man, and I stumbled on to a soft porn channel. I was sprawled out, admiring the guy's junk, when the handcuffs came out. I sat straight up, watching as the guy shackled the woman to the bed. I changed it as soon as I heard Mason coming, and he asked why I was so flushed.
"Just thinkin' about what's gonna happen at the end of the movie."
I was all over him later, and he noticed when I grabbed to headboard and held on to it. What I didn't know was his television had a memory feature, and he checked the history the next day. A week later UPS delivered a package, addressed to me. I tried to remember what I'd ordered as I opened it, and it fell out on the carpet. Wrist and leg shackles. Butt plugs and vibrators, and a few things I had no idea what they were used for. There were also three sets of handcuffs, and a note from Mason.
"You want to play? Great. Have the shackles on when I get home."
I tried everything with everything, except the toys. He was due home in an hour, so I showered, and made sure I was smooth all over. I thougth about makeup, and decided to darken my eyes and put on bright red lipstick. All I wore were the shackles, a garter belt and fishnet hose. I looked at myself, deciding I was just almost exactly right with my outfit. When I heard the alarm chirp I ran to the bedroom and sprawled across the bed, face down.
He immediately headed for the bedroom. I guess he knew me too well. He took his time, admiring me. When I started to speak he smacked my ass. "No talking." Then I found out what one of the toys was. A ball gag. He had it strapped on, my hands shackled to the headboard, and then he spanked me. Not hard enough to leave bruises, but enough that I could feel every smack. I was squirming all over the place, whimpering through my gag when I heard the buzzing. He lubed it, so the vibrator slid in easily, even though it stretched me.
Then he started playing with my ass. We'd never done that before and I thought he wasn't into it, but soon enough he had three fingers in and I was thrashing around so hard he had to shackle my feet. Then, when I thought I couldn't take anymore, he slid the buttplug in. It seemed it also vibrated, and when he had them both going I felt something slip around my waist. It was a harness, designed to hold the toys in. Mason rubbed my ass for a second, and then, he left!
I was soon having a massive orgasm, and since the vibrations never stopped, a second one started building. I was moaning when he returned, the bed was soaked, and I was almost comatose. He took the toys out, slid his cock in, and fucked the shit out of me, ending up squirting in my ass. I was screaming my head off inside, but all that came out were grunts. Mason held himself inside me until he started going soft, and I moaned when it slid out.



Then he carefully took the restraints off, picked me up, and carried me to the shower, where he gently bathed me, then dried me with those huge fluffy towels he favored, and carried me to bed, in my old bedroom. "We'll change the sheets tomorrow," he said with a big smile. I was going to show him how grateful I was, but fell asleep while I was fondling him to erection.
I woke up the next morning with my hand wrapped around his erection, which I promply took advantage of. When he woke, he rolled me over and made soft, gentle love to me until I begged him to pound me. He did. I barely had the energy to crawl out of bed later, but the full breakfast he'd made me helped restore my energy.
"Wanna talk about it?"
I grinned. "I'm not sure. Did I like it? Way more than I thought I would. Up until you, there was never a man I would trust to do that with. I've always been independent minded, and the thought of being totally helpless and completely at your mercy turns me on. I'm getting hot now, thinking about it. Would I want it all the time? No. But every once in a while, I expect you to take me and treat me like a piece of meat. Understand?"
"I do," he smirked. "It will be totally random and you'll never see it coming. First thing in the morning, the middle of the night, early afternoon in the media room, wherever and whenever I feel like doing it. You are not allowed to say no, ever."
"That's exactly how we started, remember? I can live with it, although if I come to you with the cuffs on, I expect to be indulged. All right?"
"We'll see," he said, and left it at that.
Chapter 25
We took another vacation, and we all went to France. Jon showed us around, proud of his adopted country. I confess I didn't like Paris all that much, but a couple of the little towns charmed me tremendously, and when we hit the coast, I was in heaven. The top went first, then when we stayed at the clothing optional resort for two weeks, none of us went home sporting tan lines. I can safely say we all knew way more about each other than we ever thought we would.
They individually and collectively sat in with some of Jon's friends, which gave them a tremendous boost in popularity. I could see the wheels turning in all their heads, noticed them constantly typing on their phones, and knew a new songwriting binge would happen when we got home. Juan had joined us for part of the vacation, and jealousy reared its' head when we hit the resort. He blustered, and almost threatened, until Alison finally had enough. "What in the world is the matter with you? Do I need to hang a sign around my neck saying Private Property? Not gonna happen. Besides, I notice you don't mind eyeing us or any of the other women here, so give it a rest."
I noticed he also eyed a lot of the guys, but I didn't bring it up in conversation with Al. I had a feeling their relationship had just about run it's course. One of the things that bothered him was they took him on tour with them as an extra musician, introduced him at every concert, but he wanted full membership, and that would never happen. He got paid really well, and he needed the money, so he held quiet about it.
His band broke up three months later, and suddenly he was giving tell all interviews to all the gossip rags and television shows, hinting that we were all in a relationship with each other, in a polymoric way. Al turned Gwen loose on him, and soon he was giving printed retractions and follow up interviews denying his former claims.
They really didn't care, they didn't exactly have that wholesome family vibe, more like a wide open rock band that didn't give a shit. Then CBS wanted interviews, together and separately. Gwen pushed us to do it, saying the publicity would be good.
They did a segment of them all together, then each in different settings. Jon and Titty were living together still, and make no moves to hide the relationship. They did Al at her new home, a horse farm she had just acquired about ten miles from our house. Then they did Mason, at home. I tried to make myself scarce but he made me sit through the last half of the interview with him. The interviewer asked about our relationship.
"She's my love slave," he said with a straight face, before dissolving in laughter at the expression on her face. When he caught his breath he told her part of what he said was true. I was his lover, and I lived here with him.
She turned the charm on to me. "So what's life like with a rock star?
"It's all right, after I made him get the snakes out of the bedroom and cut the orgies down to no more than two a month."
Then it was my turn to laugh. "The truth is, we're terribly domestic. If it weren't for Mason's looks and his money, if people saw us out grocery shopping, they'd think we were just another couple in suburbia. His work ethic is probably on par with any CEO, and sometimes I have to threaten him to get him to slow down. Other times, I just start taking off my clothes. That tends to distract him really well."
Mason blushed, and the camera person caught it. It stayed in the piece.
They did a little side interview with Maddie, calling her the heir apparent to the music.
Chaptrer 26
Maddie was working on her second album, and Mason was determined it wouldn't suffer from the sophomore jinx. It's what happens to a lot of performers who have years to work on the material for their fist effort, and then rush through the second, just to get something out. They carefully wrote and vetted every song, and Maddie had turned into a pretty decent songwriter.
Her drummer left her band to concentrate on college, and in a move that surprised everyone, the drummer for the country rock band she had toured with last summer joined her. His band had broken up, egos getting out of hand, and she snatched him up. It turned out he also wrote most of the lyrics and several of the songs outright for his old band. I looked for collaborations on many different levels in the future.
He was almost tonguetied the first time we had him over, but he gradually relaxed. He and Titty hit it off, although he would never call her by her nickname, mostly it was just "Ma'am." It amused her no end. He was a natural drummer, and she taught him a lot of the technical aspects of their craft. You could tell it in the later tracks of the sessions.
Chapter 27
They were all writing, but at a much more relaxed pace. It didn't take them long to realize that if they weren't stupid with their money, they could live in style for the rest of their lives just on what they had earned so far, and it reflected in their attitudes. Jon was dabbling with a jazz band he had formed, mostly with a few members from his old band. Mason produced their album, on his label, and it was very well received, peaking at number nine on the jazz charts.
Al was working with people she had met through Juan, and came out with a Spanish language record that stormed up the Latin charts. She sang on about a third of the songs, they had two male vocalists who were very good, and were certifiable hunks, making the young girls swoon. One song had them lying on a beach, in speedos, while Al was in a thong. A very small thong. It blew the top of the charts off, and the video was the most played for eight months in South American markets. It must have really steamed Juan, because he was not invited to join.
Titty had formed another all woman power trio, and the guitarist was almost as good as Al and Mason. Their sound was raw, driving, and mesmerizing. Al produced their record, and Mason engineered it, making sure it held to the cutting edge of the genre, and it was probably the most successful of all the side projects.
What did Mason do? He built a state of the art studio on a few acres he'd bought, that joined the house property, and was well on his way to being one of the most preeminent producers in the business. The artists he worked with knew they couldn't bullshit him, and if you got stupid he'd sever the relationship, wish them the best of luck, and send them on their way. Due to how his old band had disintegrated, he had an extreme aversion to drugs, and drinking, if they were around him.
Some were veterans of the business, and didn't mind arguing with him over the way they wanted their songs to go. Often they would take a break, have lunch or dinner, grin at each other, and go back to work. The new ones in the business were often so meek it irritated him, but he tried to bring them along.
Then he surprised me by bringing me a young man. He was certifiable eye candy, brilliant teeth, wavy blonde hair, shining blue eyes, with the physique of a bodybuilder. I wasn't really all that surprised when I learned he had been a professional fighter. He fought in MMA, and I realized I had watched him with Mason. He was an absolute terror in the ring, and was well on the way to being champion when another fighter gave him a cheap shot that ended his career. Kicked him in the head between rounds, as his back was turned, listening to his trainer. It put him in a coma for six weeks, and when he woke the doctors told him he could never take a head shot again. It could result in instant death.
The other fighter was banned from the ring for life, although he did fight in a few foreign countries where the ban wasn't recognized. Then it was his turn, and karma kicked his ass. Well, it was Karma dressed like an asian gang. It seems he was supposed to take a fall and decided to win instead. They smashed his knees and elbows, and broke one ankle. He could walk in a slow shuffling way, and had limited mobility in his arms for the rest of his life. He was killed by the police of the country he was in when a robbery went wrong. He died at 32.
Aaron, it seemed, had been careful with his winnings, and had a very good portfolio, so he was financially secure. He always wanted to sing, and decided it would be his post fight career. He connected with Mason through a mutual friend, and sent him some tapes. Mason immediately invited him to the studio and worked with him on a few songs. Then he brought him to me.
"I'll be producing his album, but I told him we couldn't start until he had legal protection. He's all yours, if you two hit it off."
Gwen agreed to take him on, and Mason made it plain I was to manage him. He seemed to be a genuinely nice guy, but life in general and this business in particular had taught me the hard way that looks could be deceiving. After the pleasantries were out of the way, I asked him what he expected.
"I really have no idea. I've had a little experience with the spotlight, and that doesn't mean as much to me as you'd think. I always concentrated on what was going to happen inside the ring, not the circus outside it. Would I like to be successful? Of course. Will I be? That in large part will depend on the people I trust to give me direction. People like you, if we come to terms. The word is you did a pretty good job with Maddie Taylor, and your association with Box Of Rocks gives you quite a bit of street cred, for lack of a better word. Wanna help me achieve a goal?"
We signed the standard forms, and Mason let me listen to what he'd done. The man was an old style crooner, in the late 50's early 60's style. I could hear the lush arrangements Mason had devised, and they fit his style perfectly. I had visions of him touring with a small orchestra, always impeccably dressed in a suit. The women would pelt him with so many panties he'd be able to open a lingerie shop after he'd gained a little exposure. Surpisingly, he could write pretty good lyrics, he just needed a little polishing.
After we told him what we thought was the direction he should take, he broke out into a grin. "Thank God! I was afraid you were going to push me towards country or something! When do we start?"
Mason smiled at his enthusiasm. "Soon. My suggestion is we do a few old standards, to set the scene. I want Jon to be your arranger, because he has the strongest background in this type of music. We need to find original songs as well, to establish you in your own right. I'm telling you now, this is going to be some hard work."
Aaron still had the silly grin on his face. "If I can go through the training it takes to fight at a championship level, this will be a piece of cake."
He had a few moments in the next eight months when he reevaluated that statement, but he persevered. When his debut recording, A Night We'll Never Forget, came out, he flew up the adult contemporary charts to number one in twenty-two weeks, and peaked at 33 on the top 100 regular chart. Jon did arrange the music, and when he went on a limited tour Jon was there with his jazz band and a few extras, to fill out the lush sound. We'd dropped a few videos of him in the months prior to the tour, and he had no problem filling the small halls we'd booked him into. The film crews were able to capture the intimacies of the venues. All of Box of Rocks and Maddie could be seen floating in and out of his videos. Mason was a big hit, playing the stand up bass as he backed him. Jon did one where it was just him on a grand piano as Aaron leaned against it, Mason on bass, and Jaime on drums as he crooned to the cameras.
We managed to get Maddie to do a duet with him, even though she didn't particularly care for that type of music, and it hit the chart at number five, shooting to number one in nine days. They planned a few more collaborations, which seemed to bother Jaime, her boyfriend/slash drummer, until they included him in the band. His lessons with Titty paid dividends when he did brush work on a couple of numbers, and in one eight minute long song he got a ninety second solo. Jimmy watched old shows featuring drummers from the forties and fifties, especially Buddy Rich, and styled it after his work. Then Vegas wanted him, one of the best resorts offering him an impressive deal for a four month engagment.
He rejected the offer out of hand, because they wanted him to do two performances a day, and three on the weekends. I managed a compromise, one performace daily during the week and two on the weekends, with Mondays off. The resort balked until they understood Aaron didn't care, then they couldn't sign fast enough. I would fly out twice a month to make sure things were going smoothly, and Mason was almost always with me. I think he liked Vegas, and he often joked it was where old performers went to die.
The band did a four month tour, and I had learned a lot about what it takes to keep a band on the road and on schedule. The band had all been doing it for years and had learned a trick or two. We set their tour up where they only played twice a week, Thursdays and Saturdays, mostly. That gave the crew plenty of time to set everything up and tweak it if the venue wasn't being used on Fridays. If it was, our crew were there at seven in the morning Saturday, ready to go.
They decided not to fly because of their relaxed scedules, and we leased four buses and three big rigs, to haul the equipment. One bus held the band, and me. The next one hauled the support personnel, the equipment techs, and the other two road managers. They divided their efforts, handling storage rooms, dressing rooms, player lounges, the meet and greets they usually did after a show. They recruited and supervised the local crews it took to put on a quality show, as well. The last two held the roadies, the buses lined with bunk beds.
I worked with the venue management, security consultants, and any other management personnel necessary. The band was not picky, but if the venue tried to slip something by us, or be a little cute, I put all kinds of things in the contracts, a personal massuese in one, a specific type of candy in another, to be kept at an exact temperature, a certain brand of water, or beer, or wine. They would grin and pretend to be unsatisfied, just to yank their chain.
The massages were a hit, Titty was usally pretty sore after a performance, and Al and Mason tended to move a lot. Jon strained the least, mostly sitting at his keyboard, but he found them very relaxing as well. Maddie, Jaime, and Aaron, when they toured with us, it got to the point that we had to have two and sometimes three techs. We paid them double rates, with tips, and they got a lot of photos to keep. When the trade found out where we were touring, there was now a flood of studios competing for the business. I found myself in the line, and we all slept like babies, our buses in a secured and patrolled lot.
I had been having the sniffles for a couple of days, and we were in Detroit, then St. Paul, Denver, and Salt Lake City. It was early winter, but when we hit Chicago, a blizzard blew across the Great Lakes and dumped a ton of snow. I still had meetings to attend, so they got me a four wheel drive vehicle as well as a local driver, but it was miserable getting from the car to the offices. My sniffles turned into a raging cold, and Mason was surprised to find me missing after the show, and found me in the bus, soaked in sweat and running a fever of 103 degrees. He immediately had me rushed to the closest hospital. I was there for three days while they got me stabilized, waiting for the fever to break.
I was on a lot of meds and weak as a kitten. I'd never been sick a day in my life and it scared me. I would cling to Mason and he would hold me tightly, stroking my sweaty hair and telling me it would be all right. He chartered a private plane to take me home, and waited on me hand and foot until it was time for another show. I insisted he go a day early, just to go through the playlist a time or two, well knowing what kind of profectionist he could be.
I moped around the house for a week. April and Maddie came over and stayed with me, petting me relentlessly. By the time he got home, I was feeling a lot better, and aching to feel him against me while I slept. He cuddled me the first night, but I was aggresive the second. It wasn't the hard physical mating we were both used to, but a slower, gentler love, that seemed to go on forever. I drifted off with a satisfied smile. My life was perfect.
Chapter 28
Then suddenly, it wasn't. Two months went by, and I started having nausea and upset stomach, especially in the mornings. Mason was upset and forced me to go to the doctor. He ran me through some tests, and came in looking at a paper, grinning.
"I've found the problem," he said with a smile. "It's nothing a little time won't fix."
We had a tour scheduled in six months, something the band was really excited about. When I told him he frowned. "You might have a scheduling conflict. It would be better if they waited because I doubt you could travel with them."
"Why not?"
"Because in six months you will be a little less than a month from giving birth."
I fainted.
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Chapter 29
"Pregnant?! How did that happen?"
The doctor grinned. "Well when the male of the species inserts his pe..."
I cut him off. "I'm well aware of the mechanics, Doctor. I was on the pill!"
"Contraceptives aren't always effective. Sometimes it just happens. Sometimes other medications will nullify it. Have you been sick lately?"
"I had a bad case of the flu a while back. I spent three days in the hospital."
"I suspect that might be it. Something they gave you interfered with your pill, or maybe you forgot to take it. You need to discontinue taking them, by the way."
"What am I going to do?"
"Well, you have options, even though they're becoming increasingly limited. I'd like to see you keep your child, raise it to be a happy, productive member of society, but that decision will be yours, with the father. Either way you decide to go, I can help." He gave me a list of things I should and shouldn't do, vitamins I should get, books I should read, and set me up to see him in thirty days.
I drove home in a fog. This was a total surprise, and I hadn't even considered children at this stage of my life. More importantly to me was how Mason would react. He'd never really said how he felt about children. Would this be the end of us? The more I thought about it, the more determined I was to have the child. I'd saved my money, and I still managed Aaron and Maddie, plus I had others who wanted me to represent them. So then, I was financially stable, and could give the child a good life. The big question loomed, did I want to go through this alone?
Chapter 30
Mason met me at the door, giving me a kiss on the cheek and a swat on the ass. Normally this would have made me giggle, but not today. He noticed it right away.
"You ok, Sash?"
"Yeah, just a little distracted."
By then we were in the media room. He was going to get me my favorite beer, but I begged off, telling my stomach didn't feel all that good. He got his beer, and we flopped back on a loveseat, a double recliner we'd spent a few nights on when we went to sleep watching a movie.
The movie we chose was a new romance, and quite compelling. The two lovers were separated before they found out she was pregnant, and it was a long, difficult journey for them to find each other again. The reunion was epic, and when he met his three year old son for the first time, the tears looked real. I was crying uncontrollably as the credits rolled, and Mason cuddled me, wrapping me up in his arms.
"Are you all right, babe?"
I rubbed my eyes. "Yeah, for some reason it just hit me hard. Mason, have you ever thought about children?"
He looked inward, remembering. "Yeah. I brought it up with Marie (his dead wife) a few times, but she kept saying we were too young. Then when the accident happened, and they did the autopsy, it came out she was two months pregnant with Derrick's child. It was a boy."
I was so stunned I didn't know what to say for a moment. The first thing I asked when I found my voice was how he knew it was his guitar players' child.
"Because it was a black fetus."
Derrick was the only black member of the band. He literally shook himself. "So then, even if they hadn't had that fight that killed them, the band was doomed as soon as she delivered. Then again, she may not have known. If she didn't and found out early enough, I'm sure she would have aborted it. The woman was never what I considered prime mother material."
"I'm sorry I brought it up, honey, but what about now? Do you see kids in your future?"
He grinned, really grinned. It looked like his face would split any minute. "How far along are you?"
"What? What do you mean, I..."
"Give it up, Sash. You can fool most people, but not me. Now, again, how long?"
I was crying. "About ten weeks. What do you want me to do? I can have a 'procedure' if you want, or we can give it up for adopt..."
"You need to stop talking. For some reason your condition has made you prone to saying stupid things. I've a good mind to spank you, but it will have to wait until after you're over childbirth." He picked me up, gently, and draped me over him. We lay, as he idly played with my hair, and eventually he asked.
"Boy or girl?"
"I don't know. I was too shocked to ask, so I guess I'll know when I go in for the next scheduled visit."
"We'll know," he corrected me. "Just so you know, we're in this together. You think I would abandon my child and the love of my life? I'm going to put it down to scrambled hormones."
The 'love of my life' caught me off guard, and suddenly all the fears and insecurities I had melted away like dew on a hot morning.
"Really?"
"Jez, Sash, you don't have to sound so surprised. You think I let you hang around because you're amazing in bed?" Then he grinned. " Well, that's part of it, for sure. But the rest of the time it's having someone I can depend on no matter what. I'm not going to lie, this is totally out of the blue, but the more it's sinking in the more I like it. When's the next appointment?"
"Three weeks, at nine."
"I'll drive."
I was about to tell him I could do it myself but something in his eyes told me that was a bad idea. He went off to work in his studio, he was recording a new wave, Americana/bluegrass band. I didn't really like that kind of music, and Mason wasn't a big fan of bluegrass, but he loved the roots aspects of their music, and was trying to steer them in that direction.
Everybody was willing to listen to him except the banjo player, a bluegrass purist at heart. They'd had several heated discussions about it in the last few weeks, and Mason finally hit his limit. "You know what, I'll record every track you want to lay down and not argue. You are paying me, after all, so I'll stick to the technical side of things and stop giving you advice and suggestions. You guys are on your own now. I'll just roll tape and polish the sound."
The other five members thought that was a really bad idea, and two weeks later the banjo player was kicked out, replaced by a multi instrumentalist with a high tenor voice who was really good. He brought a couple of songs with him, that he and Mason worked on before he presented it to the group. When they played them, the group really liked them, even more when the new guy suggested one as a duet with the mandolin player, and her smoky alto voice meshed perfectly. They made it their lead single, and when it came out it crept slowly up the Americana/Roots chart until it hit number three, four months later.
By now Mason was having to turn down work, and it gave him the advantage to pick and choose who he wanted to work with, and it was a ratio of 40% established artists, and 60% new, because he loved the challenge so much, the rush of watching an unknown artist or group climb the charts almost addictive.
Chapter 31
Box Of Rocks was still a viable group. They stayed in touch while Al worked with her Latin band, Titty was in the final stages of a new album with her power trio, and Jon's jazz group were dominating the charts in Europe. About once a month they would practice together if they could get everyone there at the same time, and share whatever they were working on with the rest. A tour was discussed, and Mason told them he wasn't going anywhere until at least two months after our baby was born. That worked out well for everyone, because Al could headline a couple of festivals, one in Brazil, the other in Argentina. Titty was going to do a three month tour with her side band, and Jon was off to Spain to work with some new players.
Aaron, who his fans dubbed Mr. Smooth, which he liked so much it became the name of his second album, was working on his next recording, a mix of old standards, as well as five new songs, three his own, the other two collaborations with Mason. He'd filled the contract with the hotel in Vegas, and they threw a lot of money at him trying to get him to stay, but he took six months off to work on the record and tour. I asked if he had any panty throwers, and he grinned. "It averages between two dozen and a hundred a night, depending on the size of the venue. For every tiny little thong that hits the stage, there's a dozen pair of granny panties. Some of them are pretty used. We pay one of the roadies extra to put on a pair of gloves and pick them up every night."
He recorded a duet with Michael Buble, wo jokingly called him his biggest threat. They debuted it on his annual Christmas special, and it was the highest rated episode since he'd started doing them. Mason got a cameo in it, not as a musician, but as a new age Santa. The audience loved it.
Maddie was working on some stuff, and while they weren't touring Mason hired Jaime as a studio musician, working with whoever needed a drummer. He'd developed a really good reputation as a serious musician who showed up on time, worked hard, and was easy to get along with.
Mason was working with a young woman, a soul singer, and Zelda was one of the best I had heard in ages. I was kind of in awe of her, because her voice was so good. Deep powerful, capable of a mighty roar or a tiny whimper, and Mason brought the best out in her. Jaime laid down all the percussion tracks, and she took a shine to him, wanting him to join the band she was putting together for her tour, and was upset when he turned her down. She offered him a lot of personal incentives, and when Maddie found out she was beyond pissed. It took Mason and me two hours to calm her down when she came over to beat the other woman's ass. That told me a lot of how their relationship was going.
Mason roped Aaron into doing a duet with her, and it sounded like what would happen if you could have sex with just your voice. It was gonna blow the charts up when her record hit. I was getting bigger by the week, and Mason petted me relentlessly, until, feeling smothered, I snapped at him. "Goddamnit! Mason, I'm pregnant, I'm not sick. Treat me like a human being, not a piece of glass! Women have babies all the time, I'll be all right."
He just grinned, which pissed me off even more, and basically ignored what I said. If I sneezed, off we went to the doctor. I fell down once in my sixth month, landing on my ass. The only thing hurt was my pride, but he nearly had a heart attack. I did promise to be more careful. Being big as a whale was new to me, and I was used to being lean and supple, so it took some adjusting.
Al sneaked behind my back and planned a baby shower, and I was surprised over the turnout. Gwen made a rare East Coast appearance, while Maddie, Al, Titty, April, and even Zelda conspired. Besides our group, there were a few singers there, Mason was working on recording them, and they wanted to come. The men spent the time in his media room, drinking beer, after each gave me a hug and wished me well. At my insistence, the gifts were kept simple, diapers, wipes, bottles, two diaper bags, and enough clothes to outfit a maternity ward.
The best gift of all was a cradle built by Jaime. His hobby was woodworking, and he outfitted a little shop. He made mostly small stuff, although he did make a four guitar carousel, that Mason kept at the studio. It held his Schecter five string bass, his EB0 bass, his Fender Precision, and a Rickenbacker short scale. Jaime had to make another to hold his favorite guitars, and they sat in the studio office.
The cradle was made out of black walnut, oiled to a high gloss, and was traditional, with one runner being much longer than the rest. That was so you could place the baby in the cradle and rock it with your foot, while you sat in a rocker and timed the movements, leaving your hands free to work on whatever was required on a pioneer homestead. I looked at it an had a vision of several babies spaced out over the years, and it brought tears to my eyes.
Zelda wanted me to manage her, but I was a little leery because of the interpersonal relationships. Once Maddie was convinced Jaime was not going to leave her, she calmed down and told me I should do it. Mason thought it was a good idea, and so did Al, so she became my third act.
Jaime grinned, and made a big production of public displays of affection when she came to the studio, and Maddie finally calmed down.
Mason was working on something, something he never talked about, and it made me wonder. Most times he talked about everything, but he told me this was special, and he wanted to polish it before anyone heard it.
The day arrived. I was sitting on a chair beside Mason while he worked on some overdubbing, trying to smooth the sound of the act was working on, when I stopped him.
"Roll tape!"
"What? Why?"
"Because I have a feeling if you don't get me to the hospital pretty quick, you can record the birth of your son. My water just broke."
He pulled me outside and into the SUV so fast he didn't shut off his eqipment. He didn't listen when I told him to slow down, and we weren't that far from the hospital, so I was in a room being checked in less than thirty minutes. Mason called Al to let her know, and she called everyone else. Maddie and Jaime, her mom April, Aaron, Titty and the guitarist for her band, Glenda, everybody that was close enough to drive was there, flooding the waiting room. The others there didn't exactly know how to take it, having that much star power in the room with them. I was in labor for three hours, really quick, according to the doctor.
Maddy and Jaime were sitting beside a young husband with two small children, his wife in labor with his third. Jaime and Maddie offered to watch the kids, and he was off like a shot. Another expectant father was there, and he filmed Maddie and Jaime, each with a small child on their laps, singing lullabys to them. It went viral, and everyone who saw it recognized the expression on Maddie's face, realizing it wouldn't be that much longer before she was having one of her own.
Mason held my hand as I pushed and screamed. After the birth, I saw the bruises on his arm and realized how hard I was gripping him. When the baby came and I heard it's cries, I passed out. By the time I came around, Mason was holding our son, tears leaking down his cheeks as he smiled. When he put him in my arms my own tears started. Soon he was nursing happily.
Three weeks later I was home recovering. April had come over to help me, and fuss over her unofficial grandchild. I was dozing when I heard her scream. "Sasha, turn on Youtube!"
Chapter 32
She flicked the big screen on, and pulled up what she wanted me to watch. It was Mason, sitting behind a grand piano, on a sound stage that was totally blacked out. He had on a tux, the black and whites mixing well with the presentation. He played a long, slow intro, then started singing. I was sobbing hysterically in moments. It was a love song. To me. As the words rolled off his tongue and the music hit a cresendo, a picture of me, holding our baby right after the birth, scrolled across the screen and faded as the music stopped. The last sceen was a shot of the piano, and the videographer zoomed in, showing a small box, open, on top. The ring looked huge, a large ruby surrounded by diamonds. Then Mason's voice came out of the darkness. "Sasha, will you marry me?"
When I could finally see again, Mason was standing there. I may not have leapt in my condition, but I still covered the space between me and his arms pretty fast. I sat and rocked Robbie later, admiring the weight of the ring on my finger, remembering a song from the Grateful Dead. It was indeed a long strange trip to get me to this point in my life.
Chapter 33
Everyone was done with their side projects, and anxious to get back into the studio. They brought what they'd written, and worked a lot of hours refining them, until they had their next album in the can. To relax, they started playing old songs that had influenced them at some point, changing the arranging here and there. Some of the stuff they did was amazing. "You should do it!"
"Do what, Sash?"
"Record them, as a separate project. Release it just for fun, and I bet your fans will eat it up."
They just sat and grinned at each other and me, and started talking songs. They all voted they should bring songs in they wanted to record, and three from each would be chosen. Some of the songs were over forty years old, some quite recent. Aaron came by the studio to work on a track and heard them, and asked Mason to help him on a doo-wop song from the early fifties, for his next album. Maddie agreed to help on background vocals, if she got one for her new project. Al's band found out, and wanted to do a Tito Fuentes song for their next offering. Zelda, fresh off a very successful tour, asked Al, Titty, and Maddie to help her with an old Martha and the Vandellas song, for her next project. Jon wanted to bring his jazz band in and do some tunes from the thirties and forties, including In The Mood, and maybe one with the ladies fronting them in an Andrews Sisters song. I thought it was getting out of hand, but they were having a ball. They asked me for a name and album design, and I thought about it for a while. The whole project was covers of other people's work, and it hit me. 'Covered Up', with a picture of them all in the same bed, sheets pulled up to their chins.
The picture was taken in our kingsized bed. It was odd, the camera crew, the light techs, all in front of our bed as the photo was taken. Of course, Titty and Al were topless, and though you couldn't see anything, their nipples were standing proud under the sheets, and Jon was sporting an erection, caused by Titty rubbing him vigorously.
"Wait!" I yelled, running everyone out of the room, letting them back in five mintues later. They all noticed the bulge in Mason's boxers, and everyone including the technicians laughed, barely keeping it together for a good shot.
Chapter 34
I was rocking Robbie, thinking about how perfect life was, when Maddie burst into the house, in a panic, crying. "Mom's sick! She has cancer!"
I put a sleeping Robbie in his crib and got another child I was fond of in my lap, petting her as she cried her heart out. Mason was in the studio, but he wasn't working with anyone, so I told him he needed to get home as fast as he could.
By the time he got there I had her calmed down a little, and she told us what she knew. April had met one of the engineers Mason hired. He was about her age, a widower, and they hit it off, so much so that they married nine months later. Maddie and Jaime had been sharing an apartment for over two years by then, so he moved into the house Maddie had gotten for her mom. They seemed really happy, and everyone liked him. The way his eyes followed her when we were all together showed us how much he loved her. Then she got to feeling tired all the time and went to her doctor. He examined her, listened to her as she explained why she came, and ordered tests, including an MRI and X-rays.
Three days later she and her husband listened as he told her she had cancer. It was in the middle stages, so there was hope, but she was going to have to go through a lot of treatments, some of them unpleasant. April fainted, waking in the arms of her husband as tears rolled down his cheeks.
His absolute promise that they would always be together gave her strength, but it was still going to be rough. Once again, I was proud of how good a businessman Mason was. He'd incorporated years ago, and as he expanded, with the studio and my management company, he worked with providers to put together a pretty good insurance package. Aaron, Maddie, Titty, Jon, Jaime, members of Al's band, all the engineers and producers, as well as support personnel, all were covered.



The bills were going to be far more than the insurance coverage, even though they were generous, and Neil was worried. Then Mason stepped in. "You don't need to worry about any of this. We got it. You're on paid leave as of right now, and your job is to take care of your wife, If you guys need anything, anything at all, tell us. We'll cover you."
"Why would you do that?"
"Because Maddie is like a daughter to me. I've had her since she was sixteen, and even though she's grown up now, all I see every time I see her is the cute kid with so much potential, busking with an old beat up guitar. April's a good mother, and she deserves every chance at a good life."
Neil was sobbing by then, and everyone in the studio clustered around him, giving him hugs and support. The local hospital soon got used to seeing famous people in their waiting rooms. She was going through a treatment one day, and when I got there the whole band was there. Sometimes the treatments took hours, and they never wavered. Word got out, and total strangers would show up to wish her well. The bass player for the Avett Brothers showed up one day, completely out of the blue. They were in town and he had read the newspaper, and it touched him. He almost lost his daughter at an early age, and he remembered the support he had gotten. "I won't say it gets easier," he told Maddie, "But hope, and prayers, will get you through."
Before he left, he asked that he not be recognized on social media. "This is one person to another who has been through what you'e experiencing. Please don't trivialize it."
Over the weeks, whoever was in town seemed to show up. Derek Trucks came one day with his wife Susan. Joe Bonomassa was a complete shock, as was Chad Smith. Eric Church and Chris Stapleton were just two of the country people that showed. I think the biggest surprise was Two Chains and Eminem. It seemed no matter how rich you were, cancer had a habit of affecting everyone. The hospital was considering a bigger security presence.
Chapter 35
I came out of my office one day to find Mason with his head in his hands, looking like the weight of the whole world was bearing down on him. We'd just talked to Maddy, and she was near hysterics because the cancer was getting worse, not better. I immediately snuggled him and then thrust his son into his arms, knowing that would calm and cheer him at the same time. "What's wrong, honey?"
"This disease! Do you have any idea how many women lose their lives to this? Even with the best doctors in the world, there is no guarantee April will survive. I need to do something."
"Like what? Money?"
"Oh, we'll give them money, I just wish it could be more."
"Do a benefit."
"What?"
"Do a benefit. Entertainers have been doing that for years. The Concert for Bangladesh, Farm Aid, Live Aid, the list is pretty long. With the star power we have in our organization, we could sell a ton of tickets, and make some serious money for their cause."
He put Robbie down, and picked me up, swirling me around. "I keep forgetting you're more than a hot piece of ass, honey. Let's make some phone calls."
They planned three concerts. One in Chicago, one in France, and one in Brazil. Each country would get the proceeds for cancer related research. Each venue they would use could hold a minimum of 50,000 people, and all were sold out in under four hours.
It took three months to put together, and at the last minute we added a pay per view stream, again, all profits going to research.
Gwen and I set them up on talks shows, individually and as a group, to promote the concerts. They added another show, to be held in England, because of intense public demand. They made sure they knew the theme. The playlists were all covers, from the Covered Up project, as well as some they hadn't recorded. Titty, with her normal over the top attitude, pushed it hard. "It may be covers, but we might as well call it : Box Of Rocks, Uncovered, Uncensored, And Uninhibited. You'll look at us in a whole new light when this is over."
When we did the announcements, other acts offered to participate, but we wanted to keep it inhouse, with just the acts in our sphere. As it was, the logistics would be a nightmare. The stage would have to be enormous to hold all the musicians.
The amount of equipment we'd be using would be staggering, and it would have to be leased everywhere but at home. They would be shipping their guitars, drums, and keyboards, everything else would be leased on site. They could have leased the instruments as well, but choose what they were comfortable with. Between all the bands, they were shipping 58 guitars, 36 basses, six drum kits, and 40 keyboards. Add in the horns, the extra percussion like congas, timbales, and roto-toms, Jon's full size xylophone, and it filled a big rig.
Weeks of planning were necessary. I wasn't going to get involved because of our baby, but they insisted, and Mason solved the problem by hiring a full time nanny. Inga was a complete professional, from Sweden, a country with a reputation for producing top flight nannys and au pairs. She had a college degree in Child Care, and was studying, in between assisgnments, for a degree in Child Psychology. Mason never revealed what he paid her, and I suspect it was probably twice the going rate.
When he told me, my mind flashed to a platinum haired, big breasted siren, intent on stealing my husband, but that disappeared when I met her. She was a little older than us, slender, with dark hair and breasts that it would be generous to call a B cup. Still, she was attractive, but more importantly, she was one of the smartest people I'd ever met. Our first interview lasted almost two hours, and we agreed almost on the spot to hire her.
It took a few days to get used to her being around, but Robbie responded well to her, and after a while I relaxed. She had a room in the house, a car we leased for her to use, a top of the line cell phone, everything we thought would help her do her job we gave her. Her phone was satellite capable, making it easy and inexpensive to keep in contact with her friends and family at home. She told me after three months it was the best job she ever had.
I think a lot of it was the way we treated her like family. It took her a while to get used to dining with us, especially since we cooked. She started doing breakfast once in a while, even though she didn't have to. We told her that and she grinned. "So then, no more crepes?"
We never brought it up again.
I started spending six hours a day in my office. There is a lot more to managing talent of any kind than the average person would suspect, and I was almost out of the loop thanks to my pregnancy and the birth of our son. Both Mason and I had a hard and fast rule. It didn't matter what we were doing, we always had lunch together, and it was usually a long one. I would stop a little early and nurse Robbie, then we'd put together a simple meal and talk about our day so far, then back to work.
Aaron was hot enough now to be filling any venue he was booked into, but he took our lessons to heart and chose the ones he thought would enhance his career, with our advice. Zelda was on a tour with one of the biggest name singers in her genre, and it wasn't going as well as hoped, because the headliner was jealous of the attention she was getting. I'd sent someone with her, a personal assistant/bodyguard, and I gave him instructions, then called her manager. I got straight to the point.
"This shit stops now, understand? Zelda can't be threatened, abused, or ignored. Either you stick to the terms of the contract or I pull her from the tour. Don't think I can do it? Look at her contract, asshole. You tell that bitch to stop, because if you don't, it'll be really bad. Zelda is on a upward trajectory, and your client hasn't had a hit in a year. Pretty soon, if we let her, she'll be opening for Zelda. Fix it!"
I hung up and grinned. Our whole group had a reputation in the business. Fuck with us, and bad things happened. Mason engineered and produced a recording for a client, including writing him the biggest song on the album. It revitalized his career, but instead of being grateful, he turned into a jerk, taking credit for everything, hinting he should have gotten cowriter credit for the song. Mason just smiled, and never worked with him again. His manager tried to do damage control, and called me.
"It's just business, you know? Greg hadn't had a hit lately, and two years is a pretty big drought. He's just trying to get back on track. Can you guys cut him some slack?"
"Then Greg shouldn't have talked shit and lied. I'm afraid he's burned that bridge, Jack. Right now, as pissed as Mason is, he wouldn't give him the time of day if he owned a clock factory. His contract was just for the record they did together, and Mason is uninclined to sign another. Good luck, Jack. I think you're gonna need it."
The singer crashed and burned after that. He made two more albums, and there were no hits on either, and he was currently on the 'has been' circuit, bundled with a couple more artists who were famous in the past, playing small venues and not filling them that well. I figure he'll end up in Vegas.
Chapter 36
The songlists were as varied as I suspected, with a few surprises. They praticed a lot of songs, so no concert would be exactly the same, and as I listened to them in the studio, playing with small amps, I knew that when they hit the stadium, it would be intense.
The PR blitz was enormous, and the first venue, in France, sold out in three hours, crashing their computers for a while. The tickets were high, the equivalent of $150, but it didn't stop the frenzy, and all 76,000 sold, with people clamoring for more. After paying everything, the net would be just over 11 million, the pay per view bumping it up to an estimated 24 million. Not bad for three and a half hours of work, if you don't count the massive amount of effort and long hours that went into preplanning.
Titty came in grinning a few weeks before the concert. She had been working with a famous designer and had outfits she wanted them to wear. When she handed them out, they looked at them for a second before laughing so hard they were crying.
"Seriously?"
"You want to make a splash, right? I think this fits the bill."
Titty had been listening to a group out of Italy, Maneskin, and one of their trademarks was the woman playing bass being topless, with stars covering her nipples. The three men in the group went mostly shirtless. Not hunks, but not unattractive. She'd played with them on Lollapalooza, with her side band.
The outfits were in shiny spandex, with fringes that looked slightly sixtyish across the vests and pants. The tops were held together with silver looking chains, giving plenty of shots of the starcovered nipples of Al and Titty. The cherry on top of the flash show were the pants. They weren't pants, they were chaps, with speedos for the men and tiny panties for the women. Yeah, that would get their attention.
They immediately put them on, laughing hysterically. I still marveled at how comfortable we all were naked with each other, but it was like we were all in tune with each other, and while we admired each others' bodies, nothing would ever come of it. Once Al asked if Mason was as good as she remembered, so apparently they had a past, and all I could tell her was he was the best lover I'd ever had. She grinned. "Mine too, well, so far anyway."
The time came, and we all went to Europe. Inga came along, planning on going home for a few days in between the concert in France and England. While all the artists involved practiced separately, Mason rented a huge hall and they held two practices a day for three days, refinining the sound.
The day of the concert was insane. I was up at four in the morning, armed with a laptop and a multitude of lists, and was working by six. I took a break at one to have lunch with my family, then it was back to the grind. I had three veteran road managers helping, and we still barely got everything squared away before show time.
Chapter 37
Ther hall was packed, the sound all ready a low roar, and when the lights went up the decibels went way up. They started playing as soon as the lights hit. Maddie was on stage with Aaron and Titty. Al and Maddie were burning their guitars up with the riff to Blow, the Ed Sheeran, Chris Stapleton, Bruno Mars compilation. Titty roared out her best scream and they were off to the races, their blazing guitar work supported by Mason on bass, and Jaime on drums, Jon playing an organ, while the women took turn with the lead vocals. They had turned it into an eight minute jam, and even I was breathless when it was over.
They just barely stopped when the next song launched. this was from the '70s, I'm A Man, by Chicago. Aaron came out, in the same outfit as the rest of us, and shared the vocals with Mason and Jon. It was thirteen minutes long, with every person on stage playing some kind of percussive instrument, congas, maracas, wood blocks, cowbells, tamborines, whatever could be used. Then the horns kicked in. They weren't in the orginal version but they sounded damn good.
Zelda strutted out, and they did Heat Wave, by Martha and the Vandellas. Titty had gone back to her drums, while Maddie and Al handled the background vocals.
Then they had a little mercy on the crowd, and Aaron did Dream A Little Dream Of Me, with the full big band treatment. The panties started flying onto the stage, and I looked over to see Mason grinning. I hoped they wouldn't be a tripping hazard.
Most of the audience understood English, but since we were in France, they did four songs in French. Jon played us some music by The Avalon Jazz Band, an acoustic outfit with an amazing singer, and we covered their version of Somewhere Beyond The Sea, to a roaring audience. Zelda did the lead on that one, then a few songs later Aaron came on and they did Aisha, with Jon singing the Arabic parts. It was an old song but it seemed everyone knew it, because they were singing when the intro was played.
They went wide open the whole four hours. It was supposed to be just over three, but they had to do three encores. The final song had everyone who participated on stage, While Mason sang lead, everyone with a microphone helped out. Uncle Johns Band, the Indigo Girls version. It was sweet, mellow, and left the crowd floating out of the venue on a wave of happiness.
I had three massage stations set up, four technicians at every station, and most got one before retiring for the night. Inga had Robbie in her bedroom on the bus, so we crashed, sleeping until ten. Then, while I held Robbie, they gathered to do a post morten of the performance. Youtube had exploded, the songs were the top draw of the following week. All the proceeds we got from advertising and fees went to the cancer fund. The pay per view was a huge success, three million people worldwide had tuned in to watch, at $12.95 apiece. Once it was tallied, the band presented a big mockup check to the French foundation that was picked. The outpouring of donations went up quite a bit for about a month, before going back to normal levels.
Five days later, we were off to London.
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Box Of Rocks, Part 5
Chapter 38
The day before we did the show in England, there was a fierce debate, and extra practice. Since it was England, they were going to do entirely British songs, ones from almost every act in the last fifty years. Everybody had their favorites, and if they had done them all the show would have lasted seven hours, so the horsetrading started. In the end, everyone lost, but still got to keep their favorites.
Following the tradition started in France, Titty started the show off screaming "Now listen here!" before breaking into Beast Of Burden, a Rolling Stones classic that instantly had the crowd roaring with approval. That was followed by Badge, the great Cream song, featuring Jon on piano and Mason on vocals, going straight from that to Obla De, Obla Da, using an arrangement that featured the horns from the jazz band.
After that we paused so everyone, performers and audience alike, could breathe. Mason thanked every one of them for coming, reminding them of why they were there, and asking for prayers for April. Her face appeared on the big screens, wearing a turban and looking frail, but with a huge smile on her face. The crowd roared, reminded of the reason we were here, and donations spiked the next day.
Aaron came out and did a fantastic rendition of Moondance, Mason playing a standup bass while Jon tickled the ivories, and when he sang, 'with you, my love,' the panties sailed like colorful raindrops onto the stage. Somebody took it upon themselves to count them later. 9,000, and they estimated at least 2500 more left on the field. A lot of them had personal messages and phone numbers.
They should have waited, because a few songs later, when he did Sex Bomb, by Tom Jones, most of them threw their bras because they'd already tossed their panties.
Zelda came out and did a duet with Maddy, a version of Perfect, by Fairgrounds Attraction. It was a light, bubbly pop song from the early eighties, and the crowd loved it. Al followed with Someone Like You, and when the cameras panned there were a lot of teary faces.
Then Mason sang Whiter Shade of Pale, playing the piano while Jon did the iconic organ part. Mason's voice soared as he sang, and the crowd stayed quiet. We woke them up again when we played Wild Thing, Maddie hamming it up on the kazoo part, leaving them with grins and laughter.
A little while later, just before the end of the set, they did Let It Be, again with Mason on a grand piano while Jon played organ. Al sang it as April's face floated on the big screens, and there were tears in the eyes of most of the audience.
That was the pattern, one quiet, serious or romantic song, followed by four or five upbeat numbers that got the crowd pumped up. Theer was a nod to Rockpile, doing Girls Talk, and Cruel To Be Kind. And we made sure the last song they performed was nice and mellow, leaving a good feeling as the show came to an end. It was the song they started with, Beast Of Burden, except now it was done with acoustic guitars, everyone harmonizing as we played.
We gave a nod to almost every major British act we could think of. Rod Stewart, The Kinks, Led Zeppelin, and more. We did Traffic's Can't Find My Way Back Home, and Jaime did a really good job on vocals. Maddie did a haunting song by Amy Winehouse, and the crowd screamed when the ladies did Spice Girls, all trading vocals on Tell Me What You Want as they bounced around the stage in the red outfits, the color of the concert. They hadn't decided what the color for the States was going to be, but were leaning towards white.
What no one expected was the star power we collected. Ron Wood showed up, so of course we let him hang around backstage. Then it was Sam Smith, and in a real surprise, Adele. A few more noteworthy performers showed up, and most promised a big contribution. I still have the clip I filmed on my phone during the after party, with Adele and Sam singing a song, while Ron played acoustic guitar, and Mason played an acoustic bass. Most everyone in the room joined in on the chorus, and there was a lot of happy smiles when it was over.
The Internet exploded the next day, with videos breaking records. We sighed, the band was bone tired, so we collected Inga and went home. If you're good at it, and we were, rock and roll is an exhausting proposition.
I was more than happy to be in our house, overjoyed to just play with our son and relax. We all visited with April, and we all knew her time was short. She was almost a skeleton now, completely bald, and shaking uncontrollably. Maddie and Jaime were with her almost constantly, and one day when I visited April had the first real smile I'd seen in a long time. It turns out Maddie was almost two months pregnant, and she wanted to get married as soon as possible, so April could witness it.
It was probably the most quickly organized wedding in history. Four days later April, in a very nice dress with matching turban, was rolled into the church and parked beside the front pew. The string quartet played Canon in D as Neil escorted Maddie down the aisle. Mason, Jon, Al, and a couple of Jaime's friends from his old band were groomsmen, while me, Al, Titty, and Zelda, and a few of her friends were bridesmaids. They had bought new bands for the ceremony, and Maddie was wearing her grandmother's diamond. She had given it to her before she passed, saying she hoped it brought her as much happiness as it had her. They were together for 53 years before he passed.
The reception was joyous but muted, and there wasn't a dry eye in the house when Jaime rolled April out on the dance floor for the groom/mother-in-law dance, turning her in slow circles and gently kissing her cheek when the song ended.
They were getting ready for the next show, and Madie was surprised when Mason banned her and Jaime from practice. "Music is music. It'll be there long after all of us are gone, but your mother is here now, and you should spend every minute you can with her. It will be here for you when you come back."
Eleven days later, April passed in her sleep, surrounded by her family, and her family included all of us. I cried with a broken heart into Mason's chest, and felt his tears hit my forehead. He, Jaime, Al, Jon, Titty, and I were the pallbearers, and I couldn't help but notice how light the coffin was, holding the wasted body of a once vibrant woman struck down too soon. April asked them not to sing at the funeral, not wanting it to be turned into a circus, so we didn't, holding the service in the funeral chapel, with security guards to keep the press out.
Earlier, though, behind closed doors, they gathered around her with acoustic guitars, and sang her a few hymns we knew she liked. Maddie tried, but soon gave up and just cried into my shoulder.
The concert was supposed to be held the day she was buried, but Mason made sure we had written a clause into the contract saying it could be delayed if there was a death in the family. Mason did a video, apologizing, saying we needed time to grieve and to be patient with us, and we would reschedule at the earliest opportunity. That calmed a lot of the nasty comments down.
Chapter 39
Three weeks later Maddie showed up at the studio with Neil. "I brought Pops back to work. He needs to focus on the future and positive things, and this will be good for him."
She had lunch with us, and we talked for just a minute about April, before focusing on the music and future plans. Maddie was three tracks into her latest project, Aaron was about three quarters into his, and Zelda was just getting started. Mason was working with the Americana band he had produced before, and really liked the songs they were recording. All had tentative tours scheduled in about nine months. Aaron and Zelda were kicking around the idea of touring together.
We talked briefly about the Grammy nominations. The Americana group were up for two, Best New Group, and Best New Album in their genre. Box Of Rocks were up for a couple, as were Aaron and Zelda. Jon's jazz band was nominated for their latest work, and Titty's trio were up for Single Of The Year. Mason was nominated twice for best producer. There was a lot of talk on entertainment media about the new dynasty, but we took it all with a grain of salt. Mason said it best. "Can any of you remember what the song of the year was three years ago, or the artist or group? Fame is fickle in most all medias, but especially true when it comes to music."
We set the date for the American concert, and it coincided with the awards show, so we sent our apologies, and a few of their musician friends agreed to accept for them, if they won anything. Mason won for Producer Of The Year. Americana, their official name, won best new group in their category. All the rest barely lost out, and Mason thought a lot of it was just a backlash against their fame and ability.
The concert was held in The Glen Ellen Ampitheatre, in San Bernadino, capacity 65,000, and it was packed. There had been so many fights over what to cover we decided to do two shows, one there, and one on the East Coast, to try to be fair to the fans. We still had to do the one in South America, and Australia was having a fit, wanting us down there. They were considering it. It looked like the tour was going to comsume most of the summer and into the fall. Mason grinned, because now Maddie was four months pregnant, and said it would be a race to the finish. He gave her strict orders, with the backing of Neil. If she had the least bit of trouble, she was off the tour, no negotiations. She could still come along if she was able, but she couldn't perform. To put it mildly, she accepted the decision with bad grace. Mason picked her up and twirled her, saying he wasn't taking chances with his first 'unofficial' grandchild, and she just needed to suck it up. She melted and promised to be a good girl.
They finally fought out a play list, and proceeded to tear the house down. They started it out with an intense redition of a Lou Reed classis, Sweet Jane, based on a performance from the eighties, while he toured Europe. Al started it out with a blistering guitar solo that was four minutes long, before Mason ripped into the chords that told you what the song was. Mason sang the first verse, then Al sang the second, switching to rythm as Mason did his own explosive lead section. The horns from the jazz band kicked in halfway through the twelve minute performance, as Al and Mason switched vocals. The power of the song stunned everyone into silence, before they shook the field with the applause, as they got their breath back. They paid tribute to most every famous American act of the last fifty years, as least the ones they could fit into the performance.They would finish the playlist at the East Coast venue.
Chills washed over everyone as Zelda did the classic Etta James song, I'd Rather Go Blind, and the ladies paid tribute to The Supremes with Where Did Our Love Go, and You Can't Hurry love, interspersed with the Jimi Hendrix version of Bob Dylan's All Along The Watchtower. Mixed in were a song from Tom Petty, and Bob Segers' Night Moves.
They gave a nod to the blues, doing The Thrill Is Gone, an eleven minute version with blistering guitar work from Mason. Aaron sang I'll Sing The Blues Just For You, with Al on lead, and the horns came in strong for Sweet Home Chicago. Maddie did a version of Different Drum, using a ukelele as the main instrument. The guitar techs were earning their money tonight, because as soon as a song would end they would rotate another guitar in so they could retune, and in a couple of instances, replace strings. Mason broke a bass string, something really hard to do, when he was slapping it on a funk song.
Jaime sang Bang On The Drum by Todd Rudgren, just him on drums, Mason on bass, and Jon on organ. Mason did a bass solo far longer than the record, swirling around as he played, the tassels of his pants and vest standing out. Aaron came back out and sang Crimson And Clover, an old Tommy James classic. The women did My Lips Are Sealed, then jumped straight into Walk Like An Egyptian, the crowd screaming out "Way oh, Way oh," at the top of their lungs. Mason had broken the bass string when they did Word Up, but grabbed another when they went into September, by Earth, Wind, and Fire.
I think the biggest surprize of the night was a version of Get Ready, by Rare Earth. Jon had watched a live performance tape where there was a long, jazzy intro before they broke out into the real song. Jaime sang it, sitting up front behind a set of congas and bongo drums up front. Jon was a really good saxophone player, so Mason played the organ and Maddy was on bass. They gave a nod to the Eagles, doing Victim Of Love, Al tearing it up on slide.
After the show and the first encore, they played their final song, an acoustic version of the song they started with, Sweet Jane. It was kind of in a bluegrass style, and Jamie played the mandolin, something he had been practicing in secret for almost a year. It left everyone feeling mellow as they drifted away.
I had three groups of massuesses going, and it was still almost four before we left for bed. Before they got their massages, there was a meet and greet backstage. Dave Grohl, Joe Bonamassa, the guitarist and singer for Green Day, Billie Jo Armstrong, and the place went quiet when three big security guys came in, escorting Rhianna. She chatted for a minute before they started singing, doing some blues standards I'd never heard of, Come On Into My Kitchen, Keys To The Highway, Let It Slide, and a couple more. They would have played all night I believe, if I hadn't tapped Mason on the shoulder and pointed at a picture of our baby.
He thanked everyone and left, but Al, Maddie, Jon, and Jaime stayed for over three hours. They had one of the videographers tape it, then released it in pieces on Youtube, all proceeds of the advertising going to a cancer foundation. It dominated the site or a week.
We took a three week break, and they used the time to go over the playlist for the Brazillian show. It ended up being heavy on Latin songs. Al was bilungual, and Mason could hold his own in Spanish. Jon, a native French speaker, could do pretty well in Portuguese. The rest weren't, but practiced the songs they wanted to do relentlessly, until they were flawless as possible.
Chapter 40
Maddie was going into her seventh month, so we fussed over her constantly. She wasn't allowed to move or dance around during the show, and spent most of her time sitting on a stool. It didn't affect the way she played or sang, though.
The band did an interview with Rolling Stone. The guy was kind of fawning on them, praising the way we were going out of our way with the concerts, instead of focusing on our individual careers. Mason got a little pissed and it showed in his answer. "We're doing this in honor of a woman we all loved, in the hopes that somewhere down the road, when another woman gets the same diagnosis, it isn't automatically a death sentence, that she will live a long and productive life with people she loves. How do you think that stacks up compared to the adulation of the masses?"
He really didn't have anything else to say, switching subjects. "You guys haven't put out anything in over two years. Have you broken up? Is this your swansong before you go separate ways?"
Al said it best. "We've already got one album in the can, and enough material written to fill another. We were all independent performers when we got together, but from the first time we played together we realized that as talented as we are individually, it's nothing to compare to the energy we produce together."
Mason, Jon, and Titty reaffirmed it. Mason told him Box Of Rocks, as far as he was concerned, were always going to be a band, regardless of what they did with others. The others confirmed his statements.
They also interviewed Maddie, Jaime, Aaron, and Zelda, and they echoed the sentiment. "It's hard to imagine them not playing together. We've been to each other's shows, and they're nothing compared to one of their live performances. We all consider ourselves extremely lucky to be associated with them, because their very presence makes us all better. If you ever worked with any of them, you learn pretty quick good enough is not in their vocabulary. Mason can be relentless in the studio, and you might be chewing him out in your head, but you can't argue with the results."
They wanted them on the cover, but Mason had a different idea. It was a total shock, but the cover was April, at her last public appearance before she died. It was one from the wedding, her bright smile belying the disease ravaging her. The caption read: April, the reason behind the Box Of Rocks World Tour. Donations to various cancer causes spiked once again.
Chapter 41
We arrived in Brazil, going through the blazing heat of their summer straight to the cool hotel rooms. We were lodged in an upscale resort hotel, and between the support staff and the band, we basically filled it. Mason and I had a small suite with Inga, and the balcony oerlooked the beach. It was depressing to see, though, because both the water and the beach was thick with garbage, the water an ugly grayish brown. I was definitely not letting my baby anywhere near it.
They did the obligatory press conferences, with Al taking the lead. Her band had just released a single that was well on its' way to the top ten. so she talked a little about that before bringing the attention back to the reason we were there.
I put Mason on Dad patrol, threatening him with dire consequences if he let our son anywhere near that nasty water, grabbed all the ladies, and went on a shopping spree. Rio had some very good stores, designer labels, with enough local product to make for interesting purchases. We had a security detail with us, three huge guys and a petite woman who oozed charm but was the the boss of the group, and they obeyed her without question. I bought her a handbag she was eyeing, and she flamed red when I gave it to her, trying to protest. I guess I was exceptionally persuausive that day, because it was under her arm when we got back. Maddie got a couple of really nice maternity dresses, and a few for when she lost the baby weight.
The next day Mason, Jon, and Jaime disappeared, staying out until dark. We tracked them down to an open air cantina, finding them playing with the locals. Jaime was so inspired he and Titty went to a local music shop the next day and bought all kinds of exotic drums.
I wondered the night of the show how a country that had so much poverty in it could find the money for the expensive tickets, but they sold out, as always. They played a lot of songs in English, but with Al taking the lead, they did a lot in Spanish and Portuguese. Aaron probably would have set a record for flying panties if anyone had bothered to count. When he did 'Nossa' in perfect Portugese, I made a note of the many interesting choices in panties flying through the air, deciding the girls and I were going lingerie shopping before we left.
They nearly shook the stadium down whe Al did 'Gasolina', the Yankee Daddy song, in the style of Robin Adele Anderson, with flamenco tinted guitar work and horns. Then Aaron and Jon did another Yankee Daddy collaboration with Luis Fonsi, 'Despacito' that was one of the best performances of the song I'd ever heard by anybody. Jaime was also featured, front and center playing congas and singing. I wondered as the panties soared again if the women rotated from front to back, to keep a fresh supply of underwear flying.
Then Zelda came on, singing in that sexy, sensual voice, and boxers of all color and descriptions, flew up in the air. There were also quite a few male thongs, and my business mind kicked in, after I stopped laughing, of course, and I wondered if there was a used underwear market. We could make a fortune.



They reached back and did a couple of Miami Sound Machine songs, which pleased the older audience. Back in the day they had been really huge there. which the crowd ate up. It was the usual four song encore, and they were still screaming half an hour later. It wasn't as difficult as I thought to line up the massage companies, and the usual stars fro the Latin scene wandered around backstage, the guys jamming with every one.
We did an exit interview the next day, did PSAs for the local cancer institutes, and flew home.
Chapter 42
Maddie was getting close, so they stopped touring until after the birth. Mason had been approached by almost everyone, and was turning work down in his studio, picking the ones he thought fit his style and approach to music. He was also getting visits from other independent record companies.
It was all hush hush, but they were trying to form a loose coalition for distribution rights. A studio out of LA was the first on board. The guy was an up and coming star, with an uncanny ability to find new performers. He was the West Coast version of Mason. Then Fifth Avenue of Philadelpia, Sweet Peach out of Atlanta, Gatorbait from Jacksonville, Bowery Records out of New York, St. Louis came on board with Archway Studios, until they had fifteen labels joined together. The governing board was made up mostly of the owners, current and exmusicians that knew how the industry worked and were trying to introduce new practices
The sad fact was the record companies had refined their practice over the decades until contracts were basically involuntary slavery, with the artist having little control of the process and less of the profit. They had their fingers in every aspect of an artist's career, and they rarely kept the needs of the artist to the forefront. The coalition knew there would be a tremendous backlash when the big companies found out the details, and had their lawyers, spearheaded by Gwen, gearing up for the fight.
They made the announcement via social media, all of the record company executives together in the same room. Mason did a lot of the talking, to keep the heat on him as much as possible, but the others wouldn't let him take the fall. The guy from LA ( which stood for Lost Artists) was the most vocal behind Mason, and the guy from Gatorbait was next.
We talked about it during the planning stages, and he looked really depressed. "No matter how it all started, the recording industry is a dirty business. The lead singer of Midnight Oil once did an interview where he said the purpose of the music business as it exists today has one function, to take as much as possible from the performer.
In the early days, some of the contracts mirrored slavery, allowing this but not that, and holding you in breach of contract if you tried to fight it. Then the 360 clause came about, that meant no matter what else you did, like act, for instance, the record company got a percentage.This plan will get a lot of performers out from under their thumbs, and they're not going to tolerate it happening."
As a personal manager, I fought for the very best terms I could get for every performer, and operating under the umbrella of the Box Of Rocks gave me a little clout. It got me a reputation, and they seemed to be lined up out the door, begging me to represent them.
Chapter 43
The backlash was enormous. The big companies did an all out assault, threatening them with lawsuits and denying venues for their artists to perform. Mason laughed at the group of lawyers they sent. "Boys, go back home. Do you think we didn't get our ducks in a row before we started? Tell them we're not bending. Between all of us, we've set up our own distribution network, and Ticketmaster doesn't own all the venues. Besides, for them it's just like for you, it's all about the money. Seven of the top ten acts in the country right now are with us, you don't think it's going to hurt their bottom line when the tour season hits? They'll look at the lost revenue and reach out to us, to make an accord. In the end, it's all about the Benjamins."
Gwen had to hire extra staff just to handle the lawsuits, and she hired the best. Half of them never went to trial, and no one settled at a loss. Of all the rest, only two were in favor of the establishment, for minor financial gain. Gwen calculated that between every action, it was costing them roughly a million a month, and that's not a good return on investments. Then they turned to negotiation, with their artists and with us. Many performers got much better terms on their contracts, but as contracts ran out, one by one, the artists expressed interest in signing with one of us. 360 contracts dropped drastically, to roughly 29% of what they were paying, and most of that went for legitimate expenses that could actually help their careers.
The big companies called a truce, and worked on each member of the coalition, offering them extravagant paydays if they joined them. All but one turned them down, but he was on the edge of bankruptcy and had no choice. Three more studios begged to take their place, and the group accepted all of them.
They tried squeezing Mason, hinting that the venue we'd booked might suddenly become unavailable. He laughed. "Go ahead, but if you do we're going to splatter why over every media outlet we can find. You can also expect to be served with breach of contract papers, and we may get the RICO people to take a closer look. If it comes down to it, we'll do the show from a WalMart parking lot."
That backed them off pretty quick. The last thing these guys wanted was to have the Feds crawling all over them.
I had hired two agents to help me keep up with the new acts clamoring to sign up with me. I interviewed every performer, usually with a full dossier of their life to that point lying on my desk in plain sight. High profile drug use and alcohol consumption, a messy personal life, especially if there were paternity suits floating around, and you never got your foot in the door. If you were locked in with the big labels, you weren't considered until your contracts were fulfilled. Mason explained it best. "We have our own set of standards, and we don't operate like the big guys do. You need to recognize that while a certain artistic ability may have led you to your career, this is a business, and will be operated by business guidelines. You want hookers, drugs, bullshit like that, you'll never make it with us." Then he grinned. "A certain type of water, M&Ms with the green ones picked out, a certain type of sandwich, that we can do."
It made it necessary for me to find office space, so with Mason helping, we built a two story office complex. Gwen rented a suite, housing the branch she opened here, and was there at least once a week. She often had her husband along, and they liked the area, so she was thinking about a home here, to retire when she escaped the Land Of The Fruits And Nuts. I believe the shine of L.A. was rapidly fading.
Between all that, they actually got to make some music. Al's group had the number one album in South American right now. Titty's trio were burning up the charts, as were Zelda and Aaron.
Maddie was in mommy mode right now, doting over her daughter. It made me broody, and I threw hints at Mason. He just twirled me and told me to time it so it happened after the last performance.
Just before we left, I threw away my birth control pills.
.............................................................................
Sorry this chapter took so long, but real life happened. The last two segments will come quickly as possible. Thanks for reading.
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It's Just A Fantasy
.......................................................................................................
Looking back, I still find it hard to believe how my life changed because I was targeted by a delusional madman who was wrapped up in a fantasy. Custer, my ass!
...........................................................................................................................................
I sighed when the blue lights came on, and turned into a parking lot. I pulled my wallet out and grabbed my license, making sure he could see the motorcycle endorsement. Idly wondering why he pulled me, I noticed the pissed off look on his face. Some just don't like bikers.
My helmet was off, to make sure he could match the face to the license. I was pulling it out when I looked up, just in time to see the fist coming. He hit me right between my eyes and it knocked me completely off the motorcycle, and when I hit the ground he put the boots to me. I was unconscious in five minutes.
I woke up in a jail cell, aching all over. When I got cognizant, I asked a jailer why I was there. He looked through his computer and came back to me.
"Driving while impaired. Speeding. Resisting arrest. What were you thinking?"
"I'm thinking I need a phone call." It took a little convincing, but when I told him I was a lawyer, well versed in my rights, and that anyone who denied them to me was in a world of shit, he called his supervisor and they couldn't get me a phone quick enough.
I got to call my boss. "Hey Glen, what's up?"
"I'm in jail, facing a shit load of charges, none of which I've done. I need help fast."
I heard his feet hit the floor with a thump. He tended to lay back in his recliner when he was relaxing. "Where are you?"
"At the city jail. I'd tell you what happened, but I don't know. I've been unconscious for two hours. I've also been beaten. My head hurts, my body hurts, and I'm not thinkin' too good right now. I need you in a major way."
"Unconscious? Why? Never mind. I'll be there in thirty minutes."
He was true to his word, and he didn't show up alone. All of the partners were there, and none of them looked happy. Harry went to the desk captian, and soon I was in one of the interview rooms. I told them all I knew, that I had been pulled over and the cop started beating on me as soon as he got out of the car.
Harry grunted, made about six phone calls, got me released, and took me straight to the hospital for blood work. I had zero percentage of alcohol in my system, and if I had been drunk three hours ago, there would have still been traces in my system. Monday we met with the DA. Harry didn't give him a chance to say hello. "We need the arrest report, a copy of the breathalyzer test, and most importantly, the body cam footage. Somebody stepped in shit, Bill, and they're about to splatter it all over you."
Bill, the DA, looked a little pale. "I have the report in front of me. It says your client was combative and uncooperative, and had to be subdued by force for the protection of the officer."
"My client has a hairline fracture of the jaw, a broken rib, two bruised ribs, a black eye, and assorted bruises and contusions. If he hadn't had that heavy leather jacket with kidney pads, it would have been a lot worse. I see nowhere in the arrest record where he was seen by a medical professional or offered assistance. He was in the hospital overnight to treat his injuries, and placed on concussion protocol. Bodycam footage, Bill, within 24 hours."
We got up and walked out, and Bill spent a couple hours scrambling before calling back and saying there was no footage. The officer had forgotten to turn it back on after using the restroom. We had expected something like that, and Harry had our investigators going along the route I took, looking for security footage. The parking lot I was pulled over at belonged to one of those 24 hour medical clinics, and they had excellent footage of the incident. It was pretty obvious what had happened.
I was fairly calm until I asked where my bike was, and they told me it had been stolen before the impound wrecker could get to it. I shouldn't have left the keys in it. The clinic footage showed the bike sitting there for seven hours before it was stolen. A guy just walked up, turned on the ignition, and rode away. It was later determined a wrecker was never dispatched.
I had an alarm and antitheft software, neither mattering if the keys were in the switch, but it did have GPS on it. It was traced to a local bike club, and after a warrant was served, they found most of the pieces. The rest had been stripped and shipped away. That bike was a custom job, and I'd sunk a ton of money into it. Somebody was going to pay.
Four days went by, and Harry told them if we didn't reach resolution by Friday, we were going public with the footage, along with a press conference asking pointed questions about the police department and DA office. I wondered what the stall tactics were about, it would seem the department would have wanted this settled as soon as possible, until one of our investigators walked in, grinning.
"Do you have any idea who the arresting officer is?"
"An asshole, sadist, powermad jerk?"
"Probably all that and more. Officer Jenkins is the son of Senator Horace Jenkins, and daddy is up for reelection. This might get a little tricky."
Well now, this put a whole new spin on it. My family were at the forefront of the opposite party. This was getting stranger by the second. I saw the name on the report, but didn't make the connection. Harry called me, telling me to drop by his house. I was home, recovering.
There was a man with Harry that I didn't know. He introduced me. "Glen, I'd like you to meet Morris Adsolum of Adsolum, Frazier, and Harris. He is going to represent you in any preceedings related to your arrest. One of his junior partners will be representing you in the civil suit. You cooperate in any way they tell you, and don't argue. You hear me?"
Know what's worse than having your father be your boss? Work for your uncle. He'll love you, but not enough to let you by with anything. Still, I grinned, shook hands, and signed the paperwork. I asked how I should address him, and he grinned. "Address me as Morris, Mr. A, or use my full name, in the respectful tone I would expect from a man whose ass I'm saving."
"Mr. A it is then."
He had me go over the events of the night. It was pretty simple. I had taken my girlfriend out to dinner, and had the video evidence of what time we came and left. Then it was off to a club, also fully covered by video, where we danced for three hours. It also shows me drinking nothing but mineral water, backed up by the receipts when I closed out my tab.
"What did you do then?"
I grinned. "I spent all evening wining and dining an attractive woman, then I took her home. What do you think happened?"
He tried to hide his smirk and asked if she could co-oberate my movements of the night. "I would, if I could find her. She's disappeared. I've called, texted, and messenged her, but she appears to have ghosted me. The investigators said she left town just after I was arrested."
"If you got her into bed, why didn't she spend the night?"
"She had to be home to take care of her father. Her family has a shift system in place, and Saturday morning was her turn. That's why I was on the bike so late at night. Avery loved to ride it, she said it got her own motor running."
"Have you met any of her family?"
"Just her mother. An unfriendly woman, but if my husband was slowly dying, I wouldn't be happy either."
"How long had you known her?"
"Four weeks. That last night was the only time we had sex, other than that if was kisses and a few light gropes."
"Do you know the officer that arrested you?"
"Never saw him before, and I couldn't pick him out a lineup if I had to. I only saw his face for a few seconds before he started kicking the hell out of me."
Mr. A showed me a photo. He looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place why. Then it hit me I'd seen him in the papers, af his father's rallies. He often wore his unifrom, and nothing appeals to the law and order base like a cop for a son. I joked when I said it must be politically motivated. Mr. A's ears perked up. "What do you mean?"
I told him who his father was, and he went pale. Then he stood up and snapped his briefcase shut, and looked at my uncle. "Sorry, Harry, but the firm can't represent him. We do a lot of work for Jenkin's family, and this would be a conflict of interest."
Harry got it immediately. Adoslum was their fixer. "Sorry you feel that way, Morris. I would remind you that everything here has been said in confidence and can never be repeated. I want your word."
He held out his hand. "You have it," he said as he shook, then he said something to Harry and left.
"What was that all about?"
"It would seem politics run in their family. Daddy was grooming his son for a run at public office. When what he did hits the paper it could ruin any chance he has of ever achieving that. Buckle up, boy, it might get bumpy. Daddy will do anything in his power to get this to go away."
.......................................................................................................
Monday afternoon he walked into my office and handed me a card. "Your appointment is for six, they're giving you special consideration by staying late. They got a really good reputation son, and best of all they're not local. Carla will be driving you."
Carla was his administration assistant, a warm woman of forty three. They had been together almost from the time my father started the partnership. That's right, I was a lawyer, but we specialized in business law and rarely saw the inside of a courtroom. Our roles were more of negotiators and arbitrators, specializing in contracts for multinational corporations. It paid very very well, often millions were at stake, and you got what you paid for. We were the guys you hired to make sure nothing ever went to civil or criminal courts.
I apologized to Carla for taking away from her family and she laughed. "I'll get home to empty soda bottles and beer cans, with pizza and dirty dishes all over the kitchen and living room. They consider this a gift, because I prepare healthy meals most of the time. Don't worry about it."
We pulled into a small office building and found what we were looking for on the second floor. One small sign, "Watson & Watson, Attorneys At Law."
There was a young girl at the reception desk, looking bored out of her mind. I saw her shut a book and put it away. I recognized it, an English textbook I had used as a a high school student. She smiled brightly and said, "Hi! I'm Emily, my Dad is expecting you. Right this way."
She led me to a small office, opening the door to see a middleaged man with a cluttered desk. He rose and shook my hand. "Hi, you must be Glen. Harry sent you here via Mr. Adsolum. Interesting trail, that. I asked not to be told the specifics of what you need, so why don't you fill me in."
I still had the remnants of the black eye, and while my bruised and broken ribs were healing, I moved cautiously. I only had to bump them once to teach me not to ever do that again. I started my tale, and he held up his hand. "Before you go any farther, I'd like my partner to sit in."
His partner was a woman. A much younger, attractive woman with a nice smile and the ability to look you in the eye like she was a human lie detector. If she was married, I bet her husband didn't get away with diddly. I shook her hand and started from the beginning, telling them everything, including the political ramifications. Then I provided the video, and watched them as they watched it. The man frowned, the woman looked horrified. When it was over they sat for a second.
"This wasn't a random act of a psycho cop. It was either personal, or political, or both. You sure you don't know this guy?"
"I'd never seen him before that night. Even though my folks are shakers and movers in their party, I stay away from politics. It makes my job easier and to be honest, the events bore me to tears."
The woman asked me about my girlfriend. "That's a bit strange. My firm's investigators traced the video trail of that night back to the restaurant, and they pulled a pretty good photo. They have resources, so we should know something in a day or two."
"What name did she give you?"
"Avery Dixon, why?"
The male lawyer chimed in. "Because it sounds fake, which makes me think she was either setting you up, or hiding something. We have our own resources, so we'll follow up as well."
I signed the forms, gave them a substantial deposit, and shook their hands. They gave me a warning. "Look, we don't know what's going on here, so you need to stay away from dark alleys and keep situational awareness at all times. If something doesn't look or feel right, call someone immediately. Understand?"
"You don't have to worry about that. I've kept a pretty low profile since all this started. I also have a carry conceal permit, but I've never used it, didn't think it was neccesary until now."
Paige, the female lawyer, frowned. "If it's legal and makes you feel safer, carry it. Just so you know, if you shoot somebody, even if you're in the right, it will be a monumental pain in the ass. You'll get charged, have to go to court, and the trial could drag on for months, while your lawyer, and I assume it will be us, can run up some pretty hefty billable hours."
I grinned. "I bought one of those special insurance policies. If I shoot somebody, the insurance company jumps in and handles everything up to a million dollar limit."
"Please don't take that as a get out of jail free card."
I laughed. "Remember, I'm a lawyer as well. I'd rather talk them out of something than shoot them."
Carla was sitting with Emily, who had her algebra book open, helping her with her homework. She looked up at us and grinned. "What? You think I was just gonna sit here bored out of my mind? I saw her book and told her my son went through the same class last year, and she asked for help. It managed to make the hour go by pretty quick."
Emily hugged her, and with handshakes all around, we left.
.....................................................................
I had a meeting with the partners and our lead investigator the next morning. Our investigative arm was pretty talented, but when you dealt with millions at stake, you wanted to be thorough. If one client had done something a little shady, or had a lover on the side, an illigitimate child they was secretly paying support on, or any other skeletons in the closet we wanted to know about them going in. Sometimes it was the difference between taking a client or wishing him the best of luck. Jim, the ex something or other, started it off. A slide of Avery popped up on screen. "Avery Dixon doesn't exist."
He let me digest that before continuing. "However, Andrea Doughtery is alive and well, and living two states over. Currently she's unemployed, but lives in a luxury apartment and seems not to need money. There are a few misemeanors on her record, the product of growing up rich and being something of a wild child. We haven't made contact yet, but we will when the time comes for testimony, if necessary."
It would seem her parents were very active politically, and were close associates of the Jenkins. "Do you think she set me up?"
He grunted. "We can't find motivation. Her parents give her a living allowance, mostly to keep her away from them. Though her parents are very political, she seems to care little for it. Our agents will stay on her."
"This is costing me a fortune, isn't it?"
"The numbers are rolling up, but we'll recoup that and more in the civil suit. Besides, you have the money."
Well, he was right there. My grandparents on both sides were quite wealthy, and Dad wasn't broke when he had the heart attack. It would take a lot to run me bankrupt. I sent all the information we had garnered to the Watson's, and scheduled another meeting with the DA.
.....................................................................................
Bill looked like he had aged ten years in the three weeks since I'd seen him last. After the pleasantries were made, Ms Watson got right to the point. "Why haven't the charges been dismissed? There is clear evidence our client was attacked without cause."
"He still has the DWI against him."
"What proof to you have? There was no breathalyzer, no bloodwork, because he wasn't taken to a hospital. All you have is the opinion of the aresting officer. You've seen the evidence, sir. We can bury this office and the police department. We still can't reach a decision in how much to ask for in the civil case, but we assure you the number will be in the seven figures. This is a career killing case, Mr. Adderholt, why are you pursuing it?"
He told us, without coming out right and saying it, that he owed a lot to the Jenkins for support in winning his election, and he was handling it with kid gloves, trying to get it settled as discretely as possible. My anger had been building, and when he stopped talking and looked at us with hope on his face, I gave him the bad news.
"Officer Jenkins attacked me without provocation, caused grevious bodily harm, had me jailed without cause, and managed to let my motorcycle get stolen because he never notified anyone to pick it up. Honestly, fuck discrete. He gets his ass fired without ever being able to hold a job in law enforcement again, I get a full and very public apology from you as DA, and another from The Chief of Police, the replacement value of my motorcycle, all medical bills stemming from this paid in full, double my loss of revenue from this, or the video goes viral in 24 hours. Then I'll hold a press conference and announce my fifty million dollar lawsuit, your reputation will be ruined, making reelection virtually impossible for you, as well as the Chief's badge. I'll also present my evidence to the State Bureau of Investigation, who have whole divisions for situations like this. Since he's white and I'm Native American, I'll get the Feds invovled for hate crimes. You'll drown in the shitstorm coming. Twenty-four hours Bill, and the clock starts when I walk out of this office."
I strode out, leaving a shocked Ms. Watson behind me. She told me later about the brief conversation she had with Bill before she followed me.
"He's pissed, Mr. Adderholt, with good reason. I'm not from this town or county, one of the contributing factors in hiring our firm, so I have no dog in this fight politically. It's evident you're going to do everything in your power to bury this, so I'm going to urge him to go public immediately."
Then she grinned and shared her parting comment to the DA. "I'd tell you to have a good day, but I have a feeling your good days are about to be few and far between. You're holding an empty gun, Mr. DA, while he's got a missile system he can't wait to trigger. Might want to dust off you resume, I have a feeling you'll need it soon."
When she got to the car she chewed on me a little, then grinned. "If I know the DA, he's on the phone right now trying to get that video surpressed. If you can, release it now."
I had it cued up on my phone, and posted it to all the local news outlets, Facebook, Youtube, and Twitter. They could probably get it shut down, but by the time there will be so many copy and paste jobs it will stay viral for days.
.........................................................
The blowback was enormous. His father denounced it, saying it was all lies. The DA said they were still investigating, and the Chief of Police said the incident was being 'reviewed'.



I countered by showing my medical report, as well as a picture of me with my bruises and contusions. People were starting to comment, and most of it was unflattering to Officer Jenkins. He'd been reviewed five times for police brutality, the last resulting in a demotion and a warning. Do it again, and it won't matter who your father is.
When I hit him, the police department, the DA, and Officer Jenkins personally with a $75,000,000 lawsuit, things happened. I had gone back to carrying my pistol, and spent a lot of time at the range. It came in handy when a couple of men tried to 'mug' me one night in my driveway. I had the pistol out before they could get closer, and had them on their knees when the police got there. I gave them a copy of my surveillance video, telling them I wanted a copy of their report, and if the men were let go, I would add another lawsuit. I was not exactly popular with the city police department, but I had enough pull to make them cautious.
Since I was a lawyer, I knew I'd never see seventy-five million, but I knew if I kept the pressure on they would have to fight or fold, and if they fought everything would be in the public domain, and the press could report on it. No, with the Senator facing an election next year, as well as the DA, not to mention Jr or the Chief of Police, they were going to want this to go away as quietly as possible, but I had told the Watsons I wanted at least five million and Jr. barred from law enforcement.
Paige grinned. "Gee, you think small for a lawyer. We should get double to triple that, after our fees. Let me share a little information with you. Jr. has been taken off patrol duties, but he's still with the police on a desk job. He's trying to get his union involved, and probably will, even if they know it's a disaster waiting to happen. They can't afford not to at least appear to back him up or their reputation will be damaged."
Her brother joined in. "The criminal case is stalled, thanks to the DA. We have every right to demand a speedy trial, and they don't have a leg to stand on if they deny it. If they don't drop the charges soon, they face another set of lawsuits, and the DA and police can be charged with all kinds of crimes, false arrest and obstructing justice, just for starters. It looks like it might get really ugly really quickly."
"That already happened when he beat the shit out of me without provocation. What are the plans going forward?"
Page grimaced. "We have a friend in the FBI, and she looked the case over. She says if we go with a hate crime, it'll be pretty cut and dried, especially with his past interactions with minorities. If convicted, there won't be community service, he'll do time in a federal prison. A lot of time. That will be the sword we hold over their heads if they don't fold soon. Thanks to the video, there is a lot of pressure on the DA's office and the Police Chief, but so far they're not commenting except to say it's an ongoing investigation. I don't know what's motivating them, or more importantly who, but the pressure they're under must be tremendous. Eventually, one will fold and try to throw the other under the bus. That's when they find out it isn't a bus coming, it's a train. A train with a lot of steam."
They changed the subject. "Has it impacted your career? We can use that in the civil suit we file, if it has."
I grinned. "Surprisingly, very little. My family has been in this area for centuries. We were here when the first Europeans showed up. If we knew then what we know now, we would have probably killed them, or at the very least run them out. Most of our business is with First Nation clients, oil rights, casinos, startups in the technology sectors is a growing part of our business now. We're representing a group now that has developed new software to pinpoint possible oil deposits, as well as minerals like silver. It'll give whoever uses it a tremendous advantage all over the world. The big boys are sniffing around, but if they acquire rights they'll probably shelve it to maintain the status quo. The owners want to make sure it's actually used, so it might develop into a fight. It might impact my grandfather's ranch, so I have a personal interest. So no, what a crazy white guy does won't impact my company in the grand scheme of things."
"They don't need to know that. You still have emotional trauma from the assault, right? Surely it makes it hard to concentrate or focus on your clients." Paige was grinning while she said it, and I laughed.
"Well, now that you mention it, I have been a little off since the attack. Maybe I should take a sabbatical until a doctor examines me."
"That's a very good idea, Bent Feather. You should do that as quickly as possible."
I had to wonder how they found my First Nations name, but it didn't really matter. What friends I had called me a variety of names, many not as complimentary as one would think, given my wonderful personality and giving nature. Two days later all charges were dismissed, and any mention of it expunged from the records. I insisted the DA and Chief of Police make a formal apology, on the air, and they did, while admitting no wrongdoing in the case.
Jr., of course, got fired, and the odds of him ever holding a job in law enforcement disappeared forever. The formal story was that he resigned to pursue other opportunities with his fathers' campaign. Paige got hold of the termination paperwork and published it online, to clear up any doubt. The Senator, usually a media hog, went silent for a month.
Then the civil trial started. Jr., the DA, and the Police Department were all served separately, meaning each would be tried independently of the others. The DA folded quickly, resigning from his position as a condition of settlement, and not wanting to go to trial, we settled out of court for 2.8 million. The Police Department had already fired Jr., but the evidence was overwheling, and I got 3 million for my pain and suffering, plus an extra 55,000 for my customized motorcycle.
The trial of Jr. was time consuming, and I had a pretty good idea his legal bill was over a million dollars. Paige got me a judgement for 11 million, which Jr. claimed he couldn't pay "You're right, you can't, not now, but in four months your trust fund comes in, and that will only take two thirds of it." He tried to file bankruptcy, and there was a lot of legal posturing, but in the end, he was denied.
Then it got much worse for him. The state dropped all charges, outraging the public as well as us, and the Feds stepped in and charged him with a hate crime. His lawyers tried to claim double jeapordy, but since charges were dropped, he hadn't been prosecuted for anything, so the way was clear.
..........................................................................................
Jr. was so incensed he called my office, and really lit into me. "You sonofabitch! I'm gonna scalp your Injun ass and hang it on my rearview mirror, as a reminder of what happens to people who fuck with me."
"What the hell is your problem? Do you just pick someone out of thin air and kick the shit out of him, or is it just minorities? I'd never seen you before in my life. I've never spoken to you or had any interaction at all with you before that night. Why did you pick me?"
"Don't fucking lie to me! You show up with your fancy bike and your long hair, flashing a wallet full of money, and my finacee just up and fucks you without a backwards glance. I'm just sorry I didn't fuck your junk up."
"What in the world are you talking about? I make it a habit to avoid women in relationships, and I've never been out with someone engaged."
"You not only went out with her, you fucked her. Andrea Dougherty is her name."
Everything clicked into place. "She told me her name was Avery Dixon, and didn't say a damn thing about being engaged. It sounds like you got problems that have nothing to do with me."
"Oh, I'm done with the bitch, so that problem is solved. Now call off those lawdogs if you know what's good for you."
"I have no control over federal agents. They charged you only when the state made it clear they weren't going to. Hate crimes carry pretty stiff penalties, so if I were you I'd have your lawyers try to reach a compromise, give you a lighter charge. Still probably going to do time though."
He was still screaming when I hung up, glad we had a policy of recording all calls, in case a client develops a faulty memory. I gave the recording to the Watsons, who turned it over to the FBI.
The trial stretched out for four months. I only had to be there for three days, and it was a foregone conclusion he would do time. The woman had to testify, his lawyers thinking it would get him sympathy, but she was pretty harsh on him, letting the court know she had broken the engagement three weeks before we dated, because he had gotten abusive, and she suspected drug use. Jr. came off his chair railing at her, which didn't help him any. In the end, with a harsh sentence on the horizon, he folded and took a plea deal of seven years, minimum, if he stayed out of trouble. I made it a point to attend the sentencing. His eyes were wild as he stood for the judgement, pure hate oozing out of every pore, but he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut and save his parole. The judge made it very clear what he expected.
"Mr. Jenkins, you are luckier than you know. Make sure you keep that lucky streak going, because the least bit of trouble, and you do a lot more than seven years, double that or maybe more, depending how badly you screw up. You hear me, son?"
It took everything he had to remain calm and say "yes sir" to the judge.
"So ordered. You will have two weeks to get your affairs in order and present yourself to the federal correctional service on the specified date. I strongly advise you not to be late."
.................................................................................
Paige and I went out to lunch after the sentencing. She grinned at me, flipping her long blond hair out of her eyes. She had taken it down from her professional bun after we left the courthouse.
"You know, this ends our professional relationship, so, say, if you asked me something personal it would not be a conflict of interest."
"You forget I'm a lawyer as well. I made reservations last night. Seven Saturday work?"
She fanned her face. "Oh my! This is so sudden! Let me thi... make it seven-thirty. I expect you to impress me, so nowhere fancy. Show up on your bike, in jeans. I've had all the business attire and demure dresses I can handle."
Then she surprised me with a quick kiss and swayed out of the bistro.
............................................................
I told my uncle about my date, and he thought it wa hilarious. Then he got a sober look on his face. "Take her somewhere safe, all right? You're not the most popular person to the local police force right now."
I thought about it for a while, deciding on somewhere out of town that was known to me. My new Indian (what else did you think I'd get?) purred as I rolled along, and I'd had enough modifications done to it I knew if I twisted the throttle it would take off like like a scalded cat. It was one of my Uncle's favorite expressions, and I always wondered how much experience he'd had with scalded cats.
There is no other way to describe it, she strutted out of her apartment door. Skin tight jeans, little crop under a jean jacket, and high heeled boots with three inch heels, her hair back in a ponytail. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and looked surprised when I handed her a helmet. "You don't need a helmet in this state."
"You do if you ride with me."
She put it on reluctantly, but she grinned as I revved the engine. I didn't burn rubber when I took off, but it was pretty close. Her arms locked around my chest as squealed in excitement, followed by a laugh. The helmets had built in radios, so we could talk as we rode. "Wow," she said, when we got to our destination.
It was a barbeque place, a 'joint' would be a generous description. It was an old house in the middle of nowhere that looked like it would fall down any minute, but it had stood there for at least a hundred years. They did pork, but they also did beef, chicken, sheep, and goat. The din inside was outrageous, you almost had to shout to be heard. She looked at the menu, and decided on a sample platter, choosing beef, chicken, and mutton. You could get fries, rolls, hushpuppies, vinegar slaw, and baked beans as sides, and she chose all but hushpuppies. I grinned, wondering how she would like riding a bike on a full stomach.
I chose goat. It was tender, moist, well seasoned, and I really liked it. Paige was a little tentative about the goat, but when we were done I noted there were still a few bites of beef on her plate, but the goat was gone. She rubbed her tummy before she got on the bike. "How come I've never heard of this place?"
"It's a tribal secret. If I had told you about it beforehand, I would have had to scalp you."
Paige was wide eyed for a second before smacking me on the arm. "You better adopt me into the tribe, then, because I plan on coming back."
I grinned. "It's only a secret because they're usually sold out by the end of the night. If they advertised, they couldn't keep up."
Paige changed the subject. "Where are you taking me now?"
"I'd thought we'd ride a little, let the food digest. Can you dance?"
The look she gave me made me think I had insulted her. "Take me somewhere with music, and you'll see."
We rode for about an hour, the interstate for a while, but the rest on twisty little backroads. Paige would whoop every once in a while as we hung a tight turn. It made me grin, most women would have squeaked and complained. Finally we pulled into a saloon/dancehall on the Reservation. The parking lot was full of old cars and trucks, and quite a few bikes. We walked in and were greeted with shouts and grins. These were my people. I had grown up with most of them, and had been coming here for so long I'd been thrown out three times for underage drinking. The day I turned legal, the crowd got me so drunk I thought I was going to die the next morning. I hadn't drunk that much since.
............................................................................................................
Paige immediately went into the bathroom to fix her hair, and my friends pushed a few tables together so we could join them. Paige came out with Wild Feather, a woman I went to high school with. If anyone could tell Paige stories about me, Brenda, her white woman name, was it. We exchanged virginities just after we had both turned eighteen, in the back of a '68 Chevy truck, under a full moon. Every time I see her I flash back to her in the moonlight, naked and writhing under me as we tried to figure out what we were doing. We were an item all that summer, breaking up when I went to college. Her decision, not mine. She said I'd be surrounded by college girls away from home for the first time, ready to experiment, and I'd be like catnip to hungry pussies. She was grinning, but she had a tear in her eye.
By the time I got home from my first year, she was engaged. It didn't work out, and as far as I knew she had been married twice. I asked her one night, and she said she kept trying to find another me. Brenda and I did date after her first cratered, but the magic was gone and we both knew it. She decided we'd be friends and we were both happier.
Paige looked a little uncertain when she saw my friends. The Warriors weren't exactly a gang, but they weren't above mixing it up if they were pushed. I was a member, though I didn't ride with them as much as I used to. In the early days, if there was fighting, I was usually right there with them.
My grandfather had a long talk with me when I passed the bar, stressing my need to take my responsibilities seriously, and stop fighting. I still had my vest, and every once in a while, if they had a poker run or charity event, I wore it.
Those vests caused a lot of fights. Where most clubs were raggedy denim vests, ours were finely tanned leather, with intricate beadwork. All it took was someone making fun of their vests for the fight to start. Most weren't as pristine as they once were because blood is really hard to get out of leather, but eventually they were left alone. I was also their lawyer of record, after I lay down some ground rules. I wouldn't defend them on drug cases high enough to rate a felony charge, but I did a lot of DWI, damage to personal property (mostly from bar fights), and assaults charges. They had a reputation with law enforcement, and they came to a mutual decision not to fuck with each other.
Paige was a little nervous at first, but soon was joking and laughing as they told her stories of my misspent youth. She had a pretty good buzz going, while I limited myself to three beers, over a two hour period. We all left together, and Paige got to see what riding with a group was like. She giggled into the radio.
"I like your friends."
"They said you weren't too bad for a white girl."
"Brenda said you had a thing for old pickup trucks, especially if there's a naked girl in the back."
"It's really cool when you're a horny eighteen-year-old. Now I prefer big comfy beds."
"I'd like to try it sometime."
"I'll see what I can do." She was still laughing when we pulled up in front of her apartment. She stood, taking her helmet off wistfully.
"I had a rea... " was all I got out before her mouth smashed into mine. I don't know how long we kissed, long enough for one of her neighbors to come by and giggle. "Jesus, Paige, take it inside."
She jumped back like her lips were on fire and even in the semi-darkness I could see her flush. When she got her breath back, she smirked. "I'd ask you in, but if I did that I might not let you out. Goodnight, honey. You better call me tomorrow."
I watched her sway all the way to her door, then she turned, waved, and disappeared inside. Normally I love riding, but it was pretty uncomfortable because my erection wouldn't go down.
.................................................................................................................
I called her early the next day. "You like country music?"
"Not so much. You?"
"Not really, but there are a couple of acts that will be performing tonight at the casino. Not big names, yet, but on their way. They're more country rock than country."
I gave her names and she perked up. "Ohh! I love one of their songs. Married But Not Stupid is hilarious. What time?"
"We'll dine at the casino. Seven too early?"
"I'll be ready."
Grinning as I pulled up, I wondered how she would like our ride. It was a '68 Chevy stepside. More importantly, it was THE stepside. I'd borrowed it that night, and when the owner passed away his son drove it until it died, then pulled it into a field and left it. I got it for practically nothing, but the restoration cost me fifteen grand. Now it looked brand new inside and out.
Paige laughed when she saw it. "Is this just like the one you lost your virginity in?"
"No not like it. This is it."
She turned a little pink and giggled. "Really?"
"Yes. Really."
She slid over next to me. Thinking about her being able to snuggle up to me, I wondered when and why bench seats fell out of favor. She kissed my cheek as she snuggled. "Well then, if our relationship progesses, maybe we will get a chance to rewrite history."
My pants suddenly got very tight as I imagined it. She grinned, knowing what she had caused. We got to the casino, and were treated like royalty. I was one of their attorneys of record, and most of my time was spent on casino business, so I was in and out a lot. The manager greeted us, the chef greeted us, even the valet who parked the truck was on a first name basis.



"Jesus, do you know everyone here?"
"Not all of them, but a lot. It comes with the territory."
We were seated at the most upscale of the three restaurants in the casino, and the food was of top quality. We talked and flirted lightly, then walked over to the concert hall. It held about 2500 people, and it was packed. Of course, I'd called ahead and reserved one of the tables up front, with an excellent view of the stage. Our waitress was my cousin, and she looked every bit the Indian Princess she was. Tall, lean, her jet black hair hung almost to her waist in two braids. Her breasts were a little bigger than normal in our race, and the tight dress she was wearing hid little of her charms. She kissed me on the cheek, shook hands with Paige, then leaned in and whispered something to her. Paige went a little pale and after she walked off to get our order, I asked what she'd said to her.
"She said you were a good guy, one of the best, and I was lucky you chose me. Then she said if I ever broke your heart, she would scalp me. Alive."
I tried not to grin. "I wish she had never said that. I almost didn't get her off the last time she got charged. In case you're interested, her tribal name is Sharp Knife."
She jerked and stared at me until I grinned. Then she laughed and slapped my shoulder. "Sometimes your sense of humor is a bit off."
I just smiled, remembering when a guest had tried to rape her and she did go after him with a kitchen knife. Security got to him quickly, and was holding him when I showed up. After she got done crying, I asked if she wanted to press charges, or do it the Indian way.
Her grin was evil. "Go Dog Soldier on his ass." I went to the holding room they had him locked in.
"Here's the deal. This place is covered by cameras in every public place, everything except the bathrooms, and it falls under tribal jurisdiction, and not the local police departments. We even have our own court system. You're on tape attempting the assault, so it will probably be one of the fastest trials in tribal history. A background check was done, and it seems you have a drinking as well as a gambling problem. You also have a very pretty wife and a small child. Wonder how she's going to take you being tried for attempted rape?"
By then he was starting to sober up, and soon he was begging. I let him go for a minute before holding up my hand. "I'll give you a choice. We can handle it the white man's way, do the whole court thing, or we can do it the First Nations way. There won't be any permanent harm, but you'll remember the lesson the rest of your life. What's it gonna be?"
"I can't let this get out. My boss is very conservative and I'd be out of a job so fast it'll look like warp speed. My wife would divorce me without hesitation. What will happen to me if I pick this way?
"Not telling. You either do this or you don't. Just remember this: there's a lot of us spread through the prison system, people who have nothing to lose. Pretty little blond white boy like you, you'll end up being some buck's squaw before a month's out. That is if they don't kill you when they find out why you're there. You got two minutes."
We never touched him. What we did do is tie him up and take him for a ride through the desert. After ten miles of being thrown around in the back of the truck, we took him back to the casino. His lip was split, and two of his teeth were still in the truckbed the next morning. His nose was broken, his scalp was gashed so badly it took nine stitches to close the wound, he had two broken ribs, and a dislocated wrist.
He told the doctor we had on call he had been mugged and had no idea what happened after the first blow. They called the tribal police, who nodded sympathetically, filled out a report, and told them if they found anything they would be in touch, then disappeared the paperwork before he was out of the parking lot the next morning.
.......................................................
The first band was almost pure country and didn't impress us much, but when the second hit the stage the energy went through the roof. It was six piece outfit who could play so many instruments we lost count. There were a few pure country songs, but their best work was the harddriving, rock tinged compositions.. They did a cover of an Allman Brothers Band, One Way Out, and another of Sweet Jane, that the lead guitarist shredded for about six minutes. They closed the set with their biggest hit, a soft ballad called Everything You Hoped Would Happen. They got a standing ovation and had to do two encores.
Paige and I had backstage passes, and they were a pretty articulate group of people. The woman who did most of their keyboard work and Paige talked a lot, sharing a beer or two. It surprised her to find we were both lawyers, and I asked the singer about a 360 contract, and he frowned.
"That's a sticking point for us. We self produced our album, under our own label, but with our success the big boys have come calling. We need a distrubution contract, and they want us to sign a two record deal. None of us really understand the contract, and they're pressuring us to sign before we let a lawyer look at it."
"That ought to tell you something. I'll give you some free legal advice. Do not sign a contract or agree to anything verbatim. They probably record conversations in their offices. Get a good intellectual rights lawyer and let him handle it. We have one in our firm, because of all the entertainment facets of the casino. If you'd like, I'm sure he'd consult, at the very least. I'll make sure he doesn't cost you anything for the consultation, and he's a good guy, so listen to him."
They couldn't thank us enough, and we were on an emotional high as we left. She snuggled up to me. "Let's go look at the stars."
I took her to the top of a mesa thirty miles from anywhere. There was virtually no light pollution, and it seemed like you could touch the stars. We got out and sat on the tailgate, just looking.
"I wish you'd brought blankets. I'd like to lay back as we look at the sky."
I grinned and pulled two thick blankets out from behind the truck seats. She sighed as we lay back, snuggling into me. After a few minutes the kissing started, then the caresses. It didn't take us long to get worked up, and then she pushed me away, sitting up, her chest heaving.
"That... that was intense, honey, but it's too soon. I really like you, and if this continues one day in the future we'll revisit this. When we do, make sure there's an air mattress available. I'd like to spend the night. Okay?"
It was all I could do to keep from dragging her down, but I sat up and hugged her. "I'll let you set the pace, baby, and follow as long as you want me to."
That led to another twenty minutes of kissing. It was almost daybreak by the time I got her home. After a few more flaming hot kisses, she went into her apartment, smiling as she shut the door, leaving me very happy with the night, and an erection that had been coming and going since she first got into the truck.
........................................................................
After a month of steadily increasing intimate touches, I took her to meet my grandparents. My grandmother wore modern dresses most of the time, but my grandfather wore traditional clothes our ancestors had worn for a hundred years or better. Despite looking like an extra in a B movie Western, he was exceptionally sharp and a good businessman. He owned a five thousand acre ranch and made a good living off sheep and cattle, one good enough to send his son to law school, and to foot half the bill when it was my turn.
Grandma welcomed her with open arms, but it took a while for my grandfather to warm up. He admired the fact that she was a lawyer, and when she started talking about how much she wanted children after she got married, he warmed up considerably. Grandma just grinned and pulled out the photo albums, showing her a lot of pictures of me when I was small. They giggled together over them while the old man grinned.
That all changed when she told him she'd never ridden, and was afraid of horses. "Nonsense, girl. Have Glen bring you out next weekend, and plan on spending it with us. We've got plenty of bedrooms, but I want to make it clear, we're a little old fashioned, so it better be just you in your bed. I got just the horse for you. Annie's a little old, has a gentle disposition, and a smooth gait. You and her should get along just fine."
Paige promised she'd think about it, and was pretty quiet when we left. "Is it important to you for me to learn to ride horses?"
"You're important to me, so if you don't want to ride, I could care less. I don't want you doing things just because you don't want to disappoint me. If you never even pet a horse for the rest of your life, it's fine with me."
That cheered her up a lot. We had made it to the point fo being invited in, and we'd had some pretty intense sessions, but had yet to stress test her bed. This time I had her shirt and bra off, sucking on her puffy nipples while she cooed and moaned. Her hand was locked down on my erection, and I thought this would be the night, but at the last minute she stopped. "Not yet, baby, but soon. Now would be a good time to leave."
I gave her a couple more kisses and started for the door.
"Glen?"
I turned, jaw falling open. She had slipped her jeans and panties off, standing there in all her glory. I noticed she wasn't smooth, but well trimmed. "Just a preview to let you know I'm worth the wait. Goodnight, honey."
She laughed as she turned and shook her well toned ass at me. It was another long night for me.
..............................................................
Paige decided to spend the weekend at the ranch, which made my grandparents happy. Then she called, almost in tears, saying her brothers' mother in law had fallen in the bathroom and fractured her hip, and he and his wife were flying out, leaving Emily with her for the weekend. She felt so bad she called my grandma to tell her how much she regretted it. Grandma sympathized with her for a minute before asking a question.
"How old is your niece?"
"Sixteen."
"Well then, just bring her along. It doesn't matter where she sleeps if she's safe and comfortable, does it? She can even learn to ride if she likes."
Emily was over the moon. They lived in a bigger city with very little open spaces, and was super excited (her words) to spend the weekend on a real ranch.
I got hung up in litigation that afternoon, but Paige had taken a half day, and she and Emily were at the ranch well before I got there. I wondered how the girl would do, but I found her following my grandfather around as he tended to the horses, while Paige was in the house with grandma, helping cook the meal.
They made the sides, and when it came suppertime, we grilled bison steaks. Bison is a lot richer tasting than beef, with more subtle flavor. I didn't know where she put it, but Emily ate two, so stuffed she went to sleep cuddled up to Grandma on the porch swing. Paige and I were on the other swing and Pops was in his rocker, humming quietly. We didn't talk much, just enjoying the night, and at ten Paige gently got Emily up to get to bed. She shocked my grandfather when she kissed his cheek, gave grandma a full hug, and snuggled into me. "Thanks, Uncle Glen. Goodnight."
Paige gave me the most intense kiss of our time together at her bedroom door, and went inside. I was a little unsettled, so I grabbed a beer and went back outside. My grandparents were still there, but now they were snuggled together, a light blanket over them. They rocked in silence for a while, before they spoke. "We like her, Glen, and her niece is a little doll. Try not to screw this up."
I agreed with their assessment, and told them I'd try my best.
..................................................................
It seems my head had just hit the pillow before Emily was banging on my door. "Uncle Glen! Breakfast is ready, so get dressed. The quicker we eat, the quicker we can ride."
Paige was looking nervous and just nibbled, while Emily was bouncing off the walls. After breakfast, I helped saddle up the horses, while Emily hovered over us, trying to see what we were doing, Pops promised her he'd teach her to to saddle them herself later on.
Paige seemed agitated when I brought Alice over to her. Alice was a bay, and despite her age she was a really pretty horse. "Pet her for a minute, honey, lead her around a bit while we saddle the others, get her used to you."
Soon she was leading Alice around the corral, stopping to pet her once in a while. Alice liked being fussed over, and she was prancing by the time we were ready to ride. Grandma was on her black, a stallion with a lot of spirit, but gentle as a baby when it came to her. Nobody else liked to ride him. Pops was on his gray gelding, and Emily was thrilled when they showed her the white mare she'd be riding.
Pops was famous for the way he trained his horses, and they were all well behaved. He led off, taking us down an easy trail. Emily was behind him, then Grandma, then Paige, and me. Paige and Emily seemed to be concentrating too hard, but we worked with them, and they gradually relaxed.
We would ride for a while, then get off and lead them a bit. It was more for the benefit of the girls than the animals. If you'd never ridden before you would be sore as hell if you stayed in the saddle too long, and we wanted them to have good memories. Our destination was a stream that meandered through the trees, creating small pools at every turn. Pops, Grandma, and I carried small soft sided coolers, with our lunch and drinks.
We found a good pool and spread out our lunch, relaxing in the shade and enjoying the breeze. I took a small camera with better resolution than our phones, making sure I had plenty of pictures of Emily and Paige, before turning it over to Emily. She must have snapped two hundred photos.
We walked the bank of the stream, just looking, when I stopped the girls. We were in the shade, and there were bare rocks on the other side of the deep pool.
"Do you see that?"
"What?"
"There's a big rattler laying on that rock. See him? See how's he's lying? He's waiting for a fat trout to swim by."
Emily was snapping pictures when a trout got a little too close to the rock. The snake uncoiled, coming up with a ten inch fish in his jaws, backing away from the stream and waiting for it to stop flopping. We looked later, and she had caught the whole sequence on film, including watching the jaws unhinge as it swallowed the fish. Paige took it to a photo shop, where they cleared it up a little and framed it in a sequence, from the strike to the swallowing. Her school had a photography contest, so she entered the sequence, and it gathered a lot of attention. She came in first in her age group and second overall. The local paper put it up on their website, to a lot of acclaim.
It turns out that both Paige and Emily loved horses, and when they hugged my grandmother, she whispered something in her ears that had them in tears. They were quiet on the way home, but Emily had a hard time letting go of me when we hugged. Then she hugged Paige almost as hard and bounced into the house.
Her parents were smiling. "Why do we see horses in our future? I'll have to see about boarding costs and a hundred other things."
Paige grinned at her brother. "No, you won't. We have an open invitation to the ranch, and instructions to make frequent visits. You better be careful or your daughter will go native on you."
He grinned and kissed her cheek. "I think she may be following an example. Thanks again for taking care of her."
We talked a bit about his mother-in-law. "It's going to take a while for her to recover. She lives alone, and she's going to need care. We're moving her in with us. She doesn't really want to, saying she doesn't want to be a burden, but she really has no choice. I don't mind, I really like the old girl. Emily loves her grandma, so that shouldn't be a problem. Paige, I'm sorry honey, but I'll probably have to scale back a little in the near future. Can you handle that?"
Paige smiled and hugged him. "Doesn't look like I have a choice, does it? Relax, I'll be fine. Keep your priorities aligned, Dan. Trust me, it'll all be there when you get back."
She did have to work harder, and it cut down on our time. She apologised repeatedly until I stopped her. "Baby, my heritage is big on family. You do what you have to do to keep your family going. Of course, I miss you, but you're doing the right thing. We'll just make the most of what we have. It'll get better, I promise."
She sagged into my arms, sniffling, and was asleep in minutes. I lay her down gently and put a pillow under her head, then went and cleaned the kitchen. I looked at her an hour later and decided enough was enough. I roused her and led her to the bedroom. She was barely cognizant and seemed not to mind when I undressed her to her panties, and put her in my bed. I went down to my boxers and slid in besidse her. She immediately grabbed my arm and pulled me into a spoon position, snoring slightly. After my erection went down, I decided I liked it very much.
I had set the clock, but I was an early riser by habit, so I was up before the alarm went off. I may have left the sheet up a little longer than normal, drinking in her beauty. After I had prepped breakfast, I woke her up, as gently as possible. Surprisingly, she didn't flip out, pulling up the sheet a little and looking down, then looked up grinning.
"So, what did you think of the goodies?"
"I think your 'goodies' are very nice, but I'd have to spend more time looking at them to make absolutely certain. Now, get up, take your shower, get dressed, and come down to breakfast."
I had the meal all laid out, but had to pause for a moment. She had grabbed one of my tee shirts, and that was all she had on. She was tall, so it showed a good bit of leg. Paige giggled like a little girl at the way I was gawking. "This is Saturday. Let's relax, enjoy our breakfast, then you can take me home so I can change. We have to pick Emily up at ten, so we don't need to goof around. I bet she calls before we finish breakfast."
She did, bubbling with excitement. "Are you coming yet?"
"Emily, it's only eight. Give us time to have breakfast and we'll be right over."
If she was excited before, she was absolutely bubbling now. "Breakfast? We? Is Aunt Paige there?"
I had the phone on speaker and Paige joined in. "I am, Em. Now don't be a Nosy Nellie and calm yourself. We'll be there soon."
We could hear her giggling and calling out to her mother. They met us at the door, Em shooting by us to get in the car. Her parents just grinned and told us to have a good time.
Unfortunately, I wasn't going to ride. Pops had hired a ranch manager to handle stuff while he eased into retirement, and discovered after a few months that the man had an afflicition all too common in our race. A low tolerance for alcohol that was starting to affect his decisions. Besides the manager, there were five regular ranch hands living in a modular version of a bunkhouse.
Pops had hired the wife of the manager as a cook, to take the burden off Grandma, and the woman did a very good job. She made sure there was always enough for my grandparents, and about all grandma cooked now was breakfast. It was the wife that brought his condition to our attention, afraid they would lose their jobs. They lived in a three bedroom modular Pops had bought, tearing down the old house to make room for it. They had a daughter a little younger than Em, and she often came over to help Grandma clean the house. She was surprised when they gave her fifty dollars a week, and Pop explained it to her. "You live on the ranch, you work on the ranch, you get paid by the ranch."



It surprised them no end when she asked them to keep half her pay and put it up so when school started she could buy clothes. It made them wonder what the man did with his money. It all came to a head when two of his hands, men who had worked for him for twenty years, told them they were quitting because it was impossible to work for a drunk. He talked them into staying, saying he would handle the problem.
I was coming to either talk him into straightening out, maybe get him in a program, and if he resisted we would let him go. His wife and daughter knew something like this was coming, and were terrified. My grandparents assured them that no matter the outcome, they had a place with them.
Em and the daughter were very close in age, and they hit it off immediately. They bonded over horses and whatever else drives teen girls, giggling as Rodrigo taught them how to properly saddle a horse, making them put it on and take it off the horse four times before he was satisfied. Then he told them they were to pick a horse, and it would become theirs, while they were there. In exchange, they had to take care of the feeding, cleaning the stall, and currying their mounts. I would have loved to have seen his face when the girls jumped into his arms, hugging and crying at the same time.
Em picked the white mare, and Sarah chose a little pinto gelding with a wicked gleam in his eyes, but after a month he behaved like a puppy around her, and they got along fine.
Grandma took Paige, Grace, and the girls out riding, for a 'little girl time', while Pops and I rode out with the manager. It was barely noon and we could already smell the whisky. He tried to put us off, but Pops insisted, and we rode out to a remote part of the ranch to check fencing. We stopped on a little hill, under some trees for the shade, and Pops laid it out.
"Here's the thing, Bob. You've been slipping steadily for about three months now. Things aren't getting done, the hands are ready to quit, and your wife and daughter are afraid I'm going to fire you. I have to tell you that I will, and very soon, unless you come around. I know it's alcohol related, hell, you're pretty close ot being drunk now and it's just barely past noon. I'm pretty sure you have a bottle in your saddlebag, and you've been falling behind a few times, no doubt taking a nip when we're out of sight. If you need help, we can get you help. If you're strong enough to overcome it by yourself, we'll be there for you, but either way, it stops today. If I smell alcohol on you after today, or suspect you've been drinking or drunk, my hands will be more than willing to help you pack. You understand what I'm telling you? I can't have you falling off your horse, or make a bad decision with a bull. You think about that while we ride home, and I'm going to need to know what you intend to do when we get back to the ranch."
Pops wasn't loud, or threatening, but Bob got the point. He rode in front of us the whole way, so he had no chance to slip anything out of his saddlebag, and he was jumpy when we got back. We tended to our horses, and while we were in the barn alone Pops asked for his decision.
"I'll stop. I promise."
For the first time, I stepped in. "Promises won't do it, Bob. You need help, and they are several programs out there that would fit and still let you do your job. I'll send the information, and you pick the one that you think will help you best.'
"I ain't no alky!"
"If you're not, you're getting there. If you don't get help, your days here are numbered, and that's all I'm gonna say about it." Pops turned and walked out, with me right behind him.
..............................................................
I asked him as we walked to the house what he thought was going to happen. He sighed. "You can't help those that won't help themselves. I believe he really will try, but in a month he'll be back to his old ways, and I'll get rid of him. I'm going to try to keep Wanda and Sarah, but Wanda is one of those women who will stick by him no matter what. I don't see a good end to this."
The ladies weren't home, and we read the note. "Had to pick up some things in town, and took the girls with me. You have sandwiches in the fridge, some potato salad, and cold tea. I've laid out steaks, so get the grill ready."
We opened the door, surprised to see our sandwiches labeled. Pops grinned. "Wanda is probably the most attentive woman I've ever met, almost as good as your grandmother. If you ask the hands, they'll tell you that she knows what each like on their sandwiches, and makes every one to suit the person eating it. The men love her, as do we, so we're going to do everything in our power to keep her with us. Standing Rain (Grandma's native name) treats Sarah likes the granddaughter she never had, It shouldn't surprise you she treats Emily the same way. I bet she's having a ball right now. I hope she doesn't break the bank on them."
I laughed. My grandparents were loaded. Grandma would have to spend a million to make a serious dent in their finances. After we ate, and cleaned up the kitchen, we took a little Polarus off road truck to the wood pile, loading it three quarters with white oak, topping the load with seasoned mesquite. Pops didn't believe in charcoal. It seemed like a lot, but we weren't just feeding ourselves, we were feeding everyone on the ranch, and judging by the steaks, a few visitors. We got everything prepped and ready, then made ten pounds of coleslaw. We found four dozen ears of corn, and there must have been twenty pounds of potato salad in the refrigerator. Best of all there were three cakes and four pies on the formal dining room table. We knew better than to touch them, but it was a strain.
The ladies returned around five, laughing. Em and Sarah were giggling like mad, holding hands as they rushed up to us. "Look! Grandma said we had to have proper boots to ride, wearing trainers could be dangerous."
They both had on roping boots, cowboy boots that laced up instead of slip ons. They were very comfortable. I had three pair. I looked at the brand, and knew they were the best money can buy. Maybe Grandma broke the bank after all. They also got three pair of Wranglers, three 'western' shirts, with mother of pearl buttons and fancy embroidery. The girls also got working shirts suitable for the range, and a vest apiece. In the 1800's, pants didn't have pockets, so men wore vests that did. Even after pockets became popular, most range men still wore vests, because it was a lot easier to get into a vest pocket than a pants pocket while you were sitting on a horse. The finishing touch were a hat for each, narrow brimmed Stetsons in black.
Paige was grinning as the girls excitedly showed us what they got. "Your Grandmother got me close to the same things, and wouldn't let me pay for them. I think they're trying to convert me, honey."
I hugged her. "It's part of the plan, Babe."
....................................................
The big brick grill was going, the red hot coals shoveled in when needed. My grandfather was particular in the way he cooked steaks, they had to be marinaded for a minimum of four hours at room temperature, and you couldn't touch it once it came off the grill until it had rested enough to suck all the juices back in. A woman from town once asked my grandfather to make hers extra well done, and he refused. "I'll not ruin a good steak by turning it into a piece of leather. Try it the way I got it cooked, and it might surprise you."
The woman sniffed, but sampled a little bite. Then she grinned and finished the whole sixteen ouce T-bone, and taking two with her on her way home.
There were several neighbors over, along with a few of their hands. Most were old like my grandparents, but there were a few sons and daughters along, as well as their children, ranging from a six month old baby to a couple of teen boys the age of Sarah and Emily. The girls were decked out in their new duds, hair in pigtails under their hats, wearing matching shirts and tight fitting jeans, and I wondered how I never noticed how good girls look at that age. They didn't look like that when I was that age. If they did, I was officially the biggest fool in the world for missing it.
The teens gravitated towards each other, but there were a lot of parents and grandparents around, so they had pretty good eyes on them. They sat together as we ate, giggling and laughing like crazy. Paige and I were sitting at a table with two more sets of parents close to our age, and Paige had locked down on the baby so Mommy could eat in peace. She looked at the baby, then over at the girls and boys, and grinned. "I have a feeling we're in for a very long ride."
Then it hit her what she said and she flushed to the roots. I just hugged her and grinned.
It was almost eleven when the last guest left. My grandparents had already gone to bed, so we and the girls cleaned everything up before we retired. Sarah was staying with Emily in her room, and I got a feeling they would be up for a while. We were pretty beat, so we showered and hit the bed. I woke an hour later when the door opened, seeing Paige. "I can't get to sleep," she said, sliding into the bed,and snuggled up to me as we drifted off. Morning found us wrapped around each other, her hand locked down on an almost painful erection, while I had one hand gripping her tight ass and the other filled with firm breast. We woke with a start but didn't immediately let go.
....................................................................................................
Suddenly there was a loud pounding on the door. "Uncle Glen! Aunt Paige! Get up!"
I flew to the door, and two teens girls rushed in, falling on the bed crying. It took us a few minutes to get them coherent enough to find out what was going on. Bob, despite his promises, got quietly drunk at the party, then finished the bender when he got home. Wanda jumped him, and he slapped her so hard it knocked her out, then stormed out and jumped into his beat up old pickup, tearing out.
It took Wanda almost an hour to get up, and she woke my grandparents. Pops immediately called the tribal police, who notified the state patrol. They found him half way to town, his truck nose down in a ditch. He got banged up pretty bad, one broken leg, one broken arm, a broken nose because the truck was so old it didn't have airbags, and three teeth knocked out.
They got him in an ambulance and soon he was at the tribal hospital, a state of the art facility thanks to casino money, in traction over his leg. He was off tribal land, so the state police had jurisdiction. His blood alcohol level was almost twice the legal limit despite not being found for almost two hours, so they charged him with DWI, telling him later how lucky he was he didn't hit somebody else.
The truck was totaled, so they hauled it off for scrap. Wanda was almost hysterical, and it took all Grandma and Paige could do to calm her down. We took her and Sarah to the hospital, and I was glad he was still out, so he couldn't see the shame on their faces.
We took them home, and Grandma insisted they stay in the ranch house. Pops went over later in the day to check the house out, and he had trashed it in a drunken rage. The damages cost six grand to repair.
Bob spent sixteen days in the hospital, and when his trial came up four months later he was found guilty, and immediately put in involuntary rehab, at a state facility, for four months. He came out sober and remorseful, and Pops let him come back to work, not as a manager, but as a regular hand. He'd already found a new manager, recommended by Paige. The woman was in her thirties, single, with a degree in animal husbandry, specializing in herd animals.
She didn't talk much for three weeks, riding the range on a horse and our little four wheel drive trucks, before presenting Pops with a list of suggestions. He spent the evening reading it, and gave it back to her the next morning, with instructions. "Do it. You need me to let go of some money, you tell me, and you'll get it." Then he gave her a 2500 dollar bonus.
Wanda and Sarah were still living in the house, and grandma was dead set against them moving out. We put Bob in a line cabin to keep him away from temptation, with all the amenities he'd need, and Wanda would often spend the night, trying to see if they could salvage the marriage. We all thought they were going to make it when Bob literally went off the reservation, riding six hours on horseback to the closest market and picking up two gallons of bourbon. He tried to hide it, but Wanda caught him. I don't think she said another word to him, and Paige handled the divorce. I was a little worried about Sarah, but she was firmly embedded with grandma, her mother, Emily, and Paige, and she was all right.
Em was at the ranch three weekends out of four, and when school was over for the year she moved in with my grandparents, as a working cowhand, going home every third week for four days. Her senior year was coming up and she was thinking about college. Both her Dad and Paige assumed she would go into the family business, but every time I saw her on a horse, it looked less and less likely. Sarah was usally right beside her.
They worked with the regular hands for two weeks before the new manager, Cherry, took them under her wing, using them on the special projects she had started. She used five hundred acres, subdivided into hundred acre enclosures, so they spent a lot of time building fences. Then she bought the cows she wanted, and started experimenting. She put Belted Galloways in one pasture, a heavy breed famous for eating almost anything in front of them, and Simmetals in another. One enclosure was for the thirty Longhorns she'd bought, huge fierce looking creatures with enormous horns. Cherry was very careful working around them beause of their uncertain tempers and hardly ever let the girls close to the enclosure with them. One of the other pastures had cattle from Mexico, an old breed that ran small but could survive on almost anything. In the other she put ten cows from each breed, along with a Simmertal bull, to see if she could breed the best of all breeds into them. It was estimated to be at least a five year project, and Pops would look them over every week.
I rode with him a couple of times before grinning. "Give it up, Pops, you're not gonna know anything until next spring at the earliest."
He grinned, pushing his hat back. "I know. Still fun to watch, though."
.....................................................................................................................
There was a tribal celebraton coming up. A once a year, early fall celebration of our heritage. It was originally a celebration of the autumn hunt and the accumulation of the roots and dried vegetables that would feed us during the winter. But, like Buffy Saint-Marie sang, it was a new world now that the buffalo was gone. Now we were celebrating the fact that our heritage was still intact and thriving.
The white man had made three serious miscalculations about us. One, the land they gave us as a reservation was mineral and oil rich. If they had known, they would have found another patch of poor land. As it was, the owners of the land were wealthy in their own right, and they made sure the tribe's coffers were filled, at first. Then the wave of casinos hit the First People, thanks to clever manouvering by lawyers like my father, and later on, me. Third was the sheer determination of will to remain a nation, despite all the attempts to amalgamate us into white society.
My grandmother, Wanda, and the girls were flitting about in excitement. When I showed up at the ranch to escort the girls to the celebration, I found out why. Em and Sarah were dressed in traditional dress, the beads and feathers of their buckskin dresses standing out against the tan from their summer working the ranch. Their hair was in matching braids, and from a distance they could have been twins.
I heard someome clear their throat, and turned to see Paige, dressed the same as the girls, her blond hair also in braids, and the dress was almost white, stopping at the knees and showing off a lot of tan leg. I literally couldn't speak, and my grandmother was laughing her butt off as she snapped pictures. By the time I recovered, I had all the women under my arms as Pops snapped more pictures. Then it was his turn and he glowed red as the women kissed him.
Grandma pulled back and grinned. "Your clothes are in your bedroom. Now go get dressed. I do not want to be late!"
After I donned the buckskin shirt, I put on the lioncloth and leggings, finishing it off with kneehigh moccasins. Paige knocked, saying she had to do my hair. She braided it, weaving in bits of leather and beads. She grinned as I looked into the mirror, snuggling up behind me.
"Did you mind what I'm wearing? I was a little nervous, but your grandmother insisted, and it's really hard to tell her no."
"Everybody has a hard time telling her no if she really wants something. You know what your dress signifies? It's the wedding outfit of my people."
She went about eight shades of red while I thought about the box in the glove compartment of my truck. This could work out really well for me.
"I didn't know! No wonder your grandmother and the girls were giggling when they saw your look. I can change, so people won't... "
"No you won't. Would it be so bad to be my wife?"
Paige went a little pale, then her spirit came back. "I could probably live with it, if I had a choice."
.....................................................................................................
Grandma and the girls rode with Pops, in his shiny new SUV. His pickup had done until recently, then he suddenly acquired two granddaughters and a new daughter, and possibly a granddaughter-in-law, and Grandma deemed it a necessity.
We got to the powwow, and Paige was astounded at the people. She was shocked when we pulled up besides Grace and Rodrigo, there with our horses. It took Grace a little time to get over her divorce, but when she did she and Rodrigo started spending time together, until now it seemed when they weren't working they were joined at the hip. Sarah really liked him, telling me once Grandma had told her you could tell a lot about a man by the way he treated horses. He was our resident blacksmith and wrangler, and spent a lot of time with the girls to make sure they were safe on the horses.
Paige had Annie, Pops was on his gelding, the girls had their horses, matching pintos, Grandma was on her big black, and Grace was on a chestnut mare, an exact match to the one Rodrigo rode. We fell in two by two. My grandparents were in front, followed by Paige and I, then the girls, with Rod and Grace bringing up the rear. Quickly finding our place in the procession, we made a complete circle around the 'camp'. I could sense the excited whispers as they saw Paige and the girls, and I think it was almost possible to see the grin on Grandma's face, even from behind. There were more than a few admiring glances at Grace, that had Rod bristling. I had to hand it to her, Grandma knew how to make an entrance.
After the procession, the horses were handed over to the wranglers hired for the event. I was quickly surrounded by friends, and Grandma had Paige by the hand, tugging her towards the women. I smiled at the look on her face.
I caught sight of her from time to time, the girls in tow, showing them off, no doubt. Dad had died before they had a chance for more children, so I was it. Mom moved away about two years later, to live in Chicago with her new husband. They lasted three years before they split, and he was sorely disappointed when he tried to get some of her money. It was all tied up in a trust fund for me, to protect them.



......................................................................................................
She came home for a few months, then went to California, marrying again. This husband seemed to be the one, and they had been together ten years. He seemed like a good guy when they visited, scared to death he was going to say something to offend us. We finally had a discussion, and Pops told him it was his right as my stepfather to give me shit. Albert grinned, then turned, and asked how soon they could expect grandchildren. Both his daughters were gay, and the odds of them giving him any were mighty slim.
Pops told him he was going to fit right in. Mom came to me later, hugging me as she smiled. "Al and I talked it over. We'd like three, sex doesn't matter, although both of us would really like a grandson. Help us out here."
I loved my mother, and was fourteen when Dad died. When she married again, I told her point blank I was not leaving. My life was here, and besides, I didn't like the guy all that much. She didn't argue, much, and she made sure we kept in touch. I'd usually see her three to four times a year. Al was a big hit, and got his First Nations name on his second visit. He had practiced it, and asked Mom what it meant. It took most of her will to keep from laughing when she told him it meant "Man Afraid Of His Horse," because of his inability to ride. He thought it was hilarious, and very accurate.
They were there, and it was the first time she had met Paige. She looked like she was appraising a brood mare for a minute, then looked at me and smiled. "Three, remember" she whispered when we got close. She took off with Grandma and the girls, leaving Al with us. He was happy to see us, and when he saw Paige he also grinned, turning around to speak. "Don't start," I said. "Mom's already planning the wedding. In fact between Mom and Grandma, they should have it finalized by the time you guys go home."
He and Pops wandered off while I got ready for the events. When my turn came, I was stripped down to my loincloth, my body and face painted, looking like I would have fit right in two centuries ago. I was riding my favorite horse, a zebra dun with excellent cutting skills. In my event, I had to snatch up a spear while riding at a full gallop, make a long turn back, and toss the spear into a straw figure as I thundered past.
My first toss was right through the heart, and the crowd cheered. I had practiced this for ten years, and it showed. Eight others had their turn, and six managed to get their spears to seat, so it was down to seven. My second run was wasn't as clean as the first, but I still hit the target. One guy missed his spear grab, and that was automatic elimination. Three managed to hit their targets. In this competition, it didn't have specific rounds, you threw until one won. Eight rounds later it was down to me and one other, a persistent bastard that was really good. Finally, he missed, and as I thundered up to the target I deliberately threw my spear into the ground, in honor of his efforts.
The crowd appreciated the gesture, and my opponent and I did the traditional arm grasp, before talking. He seemed nice, and had a beautiful Choctaw wife he'd met on a business trip. She and Paige hit it off, and Grandma added one more to her retinue.
Lester, I found out, was a dentist, and was just setting up his practice here. He would have plenty of work, most in the outlying areas equating dental care to mean extractions, and he wanted to change that. I wished him luck.
The meal was served, traditional dishes mixed with burgers and steaks, the kids swirling around, the teens clustered together, awkwardly flirting, the young couples married and single grouped together. The middle aged and the Elders were in their own group, discussing weightier things no doubt, but there was still laughter, gentle teasing as the widowers and widows, and the divorced forged new connections. Rodrigo was hovering over Grace as others tried hitting on her, until she giggled and plopped down in his lap, giving him a big kiss that declared her relationship status, and the guys left them alone afterwards. I had a feeling Pops was going to be buying another modular soon.
The meal over, the preparations for dancing began. While that was going on, the presentations were made, introducing the tribe to new members through marriage or birth. My grandmother stood tall as she presented Grace, Small Bird, declaring her a daughter.
She burst into tears and Paige held her. To be introduced like that in council was roughly the equivalent of adoption papers. Thereafter, in tribal circles, she would be known as Grace Small Bird, daughter of Morning Light and Small Bear, brother to Bent Feather and Sunglow.
I was a little confused until she pulled Paige into her circle, introducing her as Sunglow, daughter and mate of Bent Feather. Paige had been learning our language, and she burst into tears as Grandma made the announcement, before collapsing in my arms. I petted her as Grandma introduced her granddaughters, Likes Horses (Emily), and Blue Flower (Sarah).
They clung to her tightly, tears streaming down their faces. It was a pretty emotional scene, and then I stepped up and put it over the top. Dropping to my knee, in front of most of my tribe, I held up the box to Paige. "Paige Sunglow Watson, will you... "
"YES!" The scream was so loud everyone that wasn't paying attention before was now. Grandma and Grace were crying, while the girls were screaming and jumping up and down. They tackled Paige and led her away, but not before I got a few very nice kisses.
The men, including all the ranch hands, my grandfather, and two of my uncles and cousins, gathered around me. We all took a drink from the small flask Grandpa had brought, a toast to my happiness. I think he knew this was coming, and was prepared. One drink was all we had, honoring an unwritten rule of the celebration to keep alcohol to a minimum.
Late that night, on an air mattress in the back of a '68 Chevy truck, high upon a mesa, we sealed our union, under a full moon, while coyotes sang, from joy I hoped.
.............................................................................
Six years later, I was in my office, when my daughter came running in giggling, her mother right behind her. I picked her up and gave my wife a cuddle, wondering about the look in her eyes.
"Honey, Suzette has something to tell you."
Joy of Spring, her real name, spoke up. "Guess what, Daddy?"
"What, pumpkin?"
"I'm getting a little brother! Does that make you happy?"
What it made me was speechless. We'd been trying for a year, and I was about to think maybe our daughter would be all we ever had, and I was suddenly very glad I was wrong. We must have kissed and cuddled for an hour before they left.
Of course, we had to announce it to the family. My grandmother was getting frail, and I was saddened to think she might not be with us much longer, but very glad she would know. She was barely coping with the death of Grandpa, and maybe this would make her hold on a little longer.
Cherry had moved on, to manage a massive ranch in Texas, and they had promoted Rodrigo. He did an excellent job, but he didn't have the knowledge or foresight of his predecessor. His biggest asset was his wife and daughter. Grace ran the nonranch business, while Sarah used her degree to help her stepfather.
Emily surprised us by going into the family business, and had just passed the bar. She shocked her father by going to work for me, immersed in tribal business. She has a boyfriend, but I don't think it was serious, because he absolutely refused to get on a horse, and didn't like the area much. One of the tribal police is around her often due to business, and I think there may be a little spark there, both both are honorable enough to stay off that path while she's still in a relationship. I'm pretty sure that there will soon come a time when she finds herself unattached, and we'll have to see what happens.
..................................................................
Our investigators are a pretty thorough bunch, and they're like elephants, they never forget anything. They had flagged my old nemesis, and when he got paroled, it triggered a notification.
Bill, the new security chief, came to see me, bringing a folder. "Some light reading," he said with a grin. "I thought you might like to know what's going on with an old friend."
Time and prison had not been good to Horace Jenkins Junior. I barely recognized him, his nose was misshapened, there was a scar on one cheek, and he now walked with a limp. The most notable thing was the tattoo of crossed tomahawks on his other cheek. I looked up at Bill with raised eyes.
"It's a bitch patch. You know what that is, right? It's a prison gang called the Dog Soldiers, mostly Cheyenne with a few Sioux and Crow. It seems he belonged to them for the last three years. I understand they were sad to see him go."
I sat for a minute, trying to imagine the hell he must have suffered, being a sex slave for years to people he despised. "Where is he now?"
"His Daddy has him, in Washington, after he spent three months in psychological rehab. They took the facial tattoo off, as well as a few in other places. They left scars, and he tell people a version of the truth, he got them in jail."
"Well, thanks, I guess. I'd feel bad for him, but he brought it all on himself by being a racist jerk. As long as he says in Washington, as far away as possible, we'll be fine."
Bill frowned. "We'll still do a spotcheck now and again. He made a lot of threats, both before he went to prison and all through his stay, saying once he got out he'd settle the score."
"Surely he can't be that stupid. Any move he makes against me will put him back in jail. The same statutes remain, it would be a hate crime, a second offense, so the sentence would be harsher."
Bill sighed. "The old adage about prison changing people is still true. If you spent years in prison, being abused by a race you hated, your thought processes might get a little flawed. Just thought you should know."
I thought about it after he left. The Senator hated First Nations in general, and me in particular. The tribe had spent a lot of money fighting some of the measures he wanted to impose on us. Most of what he tried to sponsor was so toxic no one would touch it, but he had a growing power base, and was watched closely.
.................................................................................
I told Paige after dinner and Joy's bath was over, her story read, and kisses were rained down on her head. She mumurred just before she went out, "love you Daddy, love you Mommy, love you, little brother."
We smiled all the way back to the living room, and as we snuggled, I told her what Bill had told me. She stiffened in my arms, and I had to explain that he was 1500 miles away, and was being watched. I also told her a short version of his prison experiences. She almost laughed when I decribed the Dog Soldier mark, but restrained herself.
"I know part of your beliefs is to be forgiving, but I think it was karma, repaying him for all the bad stuff he'd done up until then. I doubt he learned anything except how to hate harder. Maybe Daddy can control him."
......................................................................
Three weeks later the Senator came home, on the campaign trail, way earler than usual, but his ratings were drooping, and he thought he needed all the head start he could get. I wasn't going to tell Paige, but I forgot the lawyer network, and another lawyer told Dan. He immediately called Paige, and she was not the happiest to see me that night. She held it in unitl we had our daughter down, and then she quietly unloaded on me. We had never kept secrets from each other before, and she wasn't about to let me start now. After I groveled for the proper amount of time, she grinned.
"Well, glad we cleared the air. Just so you know, I sent your best suit to the cleaners, and I'm getting a new dress. We're going to the town hall meeting, and I'll make sure we're sitting front and center, so don't make a fuss. I want them to know we're not scared of them or their little dreams of grandeur. Understand? Oh, and I mentioned it to Morning Mist, and she said she'd make sure Melvin knew."
Of course I understood. Melvin's wife worked for Dan, as a paralegal, starting just after she graduated. Her husband was a friend, the newly elected leader of the Warriors. They had cleaned their reputation up, with a little help from us, and were considered a little more than a social club now. We often rode with them on poker runs, and sometimes just for fun. Still, they never forgot their beginnings, and every once in a while, one of them needed our help. That usually fell to Paige, being closer to her end of the universe. She was like a mother wolf with them, and I had no doubt that if anyone ever harmed her, by the time they found the scalpless body, it would be so eaten and torn by coyotes they might never find all of it.
The event was well touted on the news media, and was held on the campus of the local college, so as many people as possible could attend. Word went out among the Nation, and the Senator was surprised to see a packed, standing room only crowd.
He was all smiles as he walked to the podium, grinning and waving to the crowd, until he saw how many of us were in attendance. He recovered with a politician's skill, and made a few remarks, touting what he'd done for the community, before opening the floor for questions. The head of the local county commission was the moderator, and people threw him enough softballs to make him comfortable. Then it was my turn.
"Senator, could you tell me why you're opposed to the Wind River Reservoir, especially in light of the droughts we've experienced in the last few years? Farmers, ranchers, even average citizens are suffering. You know many of the people you represent depend on water to make the difference from being successful to be barely surviving, don't you think the reservoir, with the ability to release water wisely when the time comes, would be a good thing? That doesn't even count the electricity it could generate, supplying pretty close to half of the needed power of the area, especially as the population grows."
He was sweating by the time I was done. There were a lot of factors in play here, one of the biggest being the reduction in revenue the power company that existed would have. They were one of the Senator's biggest donors, on and off the books, and they expected a return on their investment. Another factor was the plans made by the company to build another reservoir right on the edge of the state, a local one would make theirs unnecessary and redundant.
He stuttered through as best he could, spouting platitudes and halftruths without committing to anything, until my time ran out. He thought he'd have room to breathe, but the second speaker behind me went back to it. He was a former reporter and now county commissioner, and he knew how to ask questions. "Senator, I'd like to share some information, all legally obtained and in the public records. Grantville Power was your largest contributor to your last campaign, and the CEO, as well as the rest of the board, gave the maximum allowed by law. It totals," he paused to check his notes, "almost two million, and that doesn't counts the money PACs under their control donated, three point one million if you add it all together. Your opponent only raised eight hundred thousand, and you won handily. My question is, how much of your decisions are for the good of the people you represent, and how much of it is a nod to your donors?"
The Senator spit and sputtered, shooting glares in my direction. In the end, the ex-reporter told him this was too serious a subject for a three minute soundbite, and he would be pleased if he would respond in writing, giving him a time limit. He thought he'd dodged the bullet, but there were more surprises. Guillermo Santos, a local rancher, asked him some pointed questions about his track record among people of his ancestory, citing examples, followed by the President of our tribal council, giving a record of his actions towards the tribe, which included fighting almost everything proposed that would help them.
The ex-reporter had dropped hints to a few of his former collegues, and there were two television stations, half a dozen radio reporters, and five print journalists. The town meeting was suddenly canceled when the Senator took ill. There were quite a few jeers as he left the podium. The local politicians loyal to his party stayed around to do damage control, until the crowd started asking embarrassing questions, and they shut the meeting down.
It made the national news, and a few streaming news outlets locked down on the situation like rabid dogs, and his popularity hit an all time low. There were rumors that the federal authorities were looking into 'alledged' improprities.
We all saw Junior, sitting off to the side. Even from where we were sitting you could see the smooth patch of skin where his tat had been, and when I caught him staring once I rubbed my cheek and grinned. He went red, then pale, and scowled at me the whole time.
While his postion was sinking, the oppositon party in the area he represented were looking around desperately for someone who had even the remote possibility of beating him. I was surprised a month later when a contingent of Elders summomed me to a conference room at the casino hotel. Nerves made my back crawl when I saw who was there. My uncles, the Elders, the power players of the Latino community, Dan, and a few county officials from the party. I was a registered Independent, but I still had a bad feeling. Paige was there as well, grinning like crazy.
They grinned, listing the reasons I should run. I was honest, I was dependable, I had a good reputation in the community, everybody liked me, yada, yada, yada. Best of all, they grinned, was the fact that I was backed by both the opposition party and the Independents, a growing number in our area and the whole country. It would show unity and the willingness to work together for the common good.
"I always thougth I'd look damn good on the arm of a politician," Paige whispered as she snuggled up against me. They hemmed and hawed until I lost my patience and told them to spit it out.
"You ever thought about politics?," one of the commissioners asked.
"You mean without revulsion?"
Not the answer they were looking for. The Elders tried a different track. "We, and I'm talking about the whole area here, need someone like you in Washington. Not the fact that you're First Nation, but the fact that you're a solid part of the community who can be fair and make sure we're represented. We've asked around, discretely, and think you have a real chance."
"Even if I wanted to go, where would we get the money to run a campaign? We're talking millions here, and if we lose, that's like tossing it away."
My uncles grinned. "You let us worry about the money. We'll be running that, and we'll make sure every contribution is above board and open to public inspection. Every T will be crossed and I will be dotted. You have our word."
"What about my family? My whole life is here, and I'm not happy about being away from them, or dragging them with me."
Paige squeezed my hand. "I've heard enough about hot little interns and porn stars to ever let you out of my sight. Try it for one term, honey. If you can't stand it we'll come home when the term is over."
It took them a month to convince me, and even then I had my doubts. There was a lot of backroom meetings, and privacy was protected fanatically, but when the summer break came for Washington, billboards, print ads, and television spots popped up, touting me as both the past and the future of our district.



The Senator was said to have trashed his office when he found out, screaming that no red bastard would ever take his seat. Unfortunately, his door was open and a couple people filmed parts of it. It was on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook before he ran out of furniture and breath.
Nobody ran against me from my party in the primary, but they went to the polls and voted anyway, running three to two over the amount the Senator got.
Three debates were scheduled, but he refused to do any more after the first one, where he dropped four points in the polls. His campaign was interesting, doing ads saying that I was 'woke', and a bad idea. That bit him in the debate.
"Senator, would you define 'woke' for me?"
"What?"
"You've said in print and television that I'm 'woke', and I'm not sure what you mean, so I'm asking you to define it for me."
He couldn't do it, and I was amazed his handlers hadn't prepared him for the question. He made several more blunders, one large and many small, until it was almost neck and neck coming down to the wire. Then Jr. stepped in, and tanked his campaign.
He had picked up a habit after he got out of prison, or maybe while he was there, and he was always some level of high while he was awake. Feeling like daddy was going to lose, he decided the best thing to do was take me out of the race, permanently. Melvin and a former tribal policeman ran my security, which I thought was unnecessary, until it wasn't.
We were coming back from a four day campaign trip, and I was exhausted. Paige was with me, and we were in the back seat while Melvin drove, making out like teenagers. It had been a while and we knew we were finally going to get a few days in our own bed, and not all of it was going to be sleeping.
Melvin was grinning until the big SUV came barreling up behind us, lights on bright. Melvin didn't like it much, and warned us, just before we were rear ended. In a feat of driving skill I'd never be able to match, Melvin kept us on the road, while Paige lit up the phone. Two county cops were close, as well as a state trooper. Their estimated time of contact was three minutes.
Unfortunately, we only had two before he roared up beside us and hit our back quarter panel, sending us into a spin, going off the road and flipping over. The tires screamed as the SUV stopped and backed up. Paige was unconscious, with blood running down her face. Melvin was dangling upside down, one arm hanging at an angle, but he took his good hand and passed me his weapon, a.44 magnum revolver. I'd grin every time I saw it, thinking it was overkill, but right then I was glad to have it.
Junior ran up yellling incoherently, waving a shot gun. I shot through the door panel, hitting him hard enough to send him sideways. He stopped, raising his weapon,and I didn't have an angle to return fire. I thought we were done for and bitter regret coursed through me, when amazingly bright lights bathed the scene and we heard the shouted commands.
"County Sheriff! Drop your weapon and raise your hands! Do it NOW!"
Junior didn't look around, bringing the shotgun to bear. If he'd had another half second Paige and I would both have been gone. I was trying to cover her when three pistol shots rang out and Junior dropped like a rock. We ended up staring at each other through the window. Then the cops were on him, rolling him over and cuffing him, while other cops were trying to get us out of the car to assess our wounds. Five minutes later three ambulances were on scene. Melvin went first, then Paige and I, and finally Junior, who surprisingly wasn't dead, was loaded into the last.
It made national news and sank Daddy's campaign completely. We were interviewed relentlessly, and it made good media when the pictures showed Melvin, his arm in a sling, Paige with a huge bandage on her cheek, and me. I didn't escape unscathed, not discovering until the adrenalin had worn off that the wreck had broken my ankle. What the press didn't say because they didn't know is his first wound was from the gun I had been holding. It hit him just above the crotch, and messed him up so badly he lived the rest of his life wearing a bag on his side to pass his urine.
The trial was held without fanfare. His lawyers tried to get him off by saying he was under the influence of the drugs he took, and was mentally unstable stemming from his prison experiences, citing his diagnosis of paranoia and disasociative behavior, and recurring hallucinations. There was more than a bit of truth to that. He kept insisting he was the reincarnation of Custer, sent to avenge his death. It didn't matter that we weren't one of the tribes that did him in, we were to blame. We nearly lost our lives for something that was just the fantasy of an unhinged lunatic.
His conditions were probably all true, but he still got sentenced to seventeen years, the first three in a medical institution, where they got him off drugs and gave him counseling. He died in his fifteenth year of natural causes. His father never visited, and didn't claim the body.
He had his own problems while the trial was going on, a reporter had uncovered a string of emails that led to him and several of his campaign donors, including the CEO of the power company, being indicted in a basic 'votes for sale' agreement.
He went to jail for two years, in a camp cupcake facility. I think the CEO was his bunkmate. He'd resigned from the Senate, and his replacement was in a word, pathetic. His party didn't even offer him support for the next election, and he faded away. I won by such a wide margin the pundits called it by noon on election day.
When he got out he found his career was over, and tried being a lobbyist for a while, but once you've been caugth at something, everyone was leery of using you ever again.
Paige and I went to Washington, and were miserable the whole time. We missed wide open spaces, people who didn't have hidden agendas while offering you friendship, and when our time was up we couldn't get out of that snakepit fast enough. I really disappointed the party because I was a lock to win reelection, but honestly, I never wanted it in the first place. Emily had come with us, and lasted eighteen months before the climate, physically and emotionally, took a toll, and she went home.
I'll be remembered as the long haired Indian who didn't take a lot of shit, and on the wall in my office is a picture of me in just a loincloth and high mocassins, in full paint, carrying my spear and stalking through the halls of government while shocked onlookers gawked. I did it to make a point, and it worked.
...............................................................................
I had just retired, and was sitting on the veranda of the ranch house, enjoying the breeze, when a chestnut pony streaked by me, carrying an eight year old with hair that went to his waist. He was yelling out a war cry, brandishing a stick that was supposed to be a spear. Right on his heels was a small white horse, carrying his older sister with war cries of her own. Our two oldest grandchildren by my daughter. My two youngest were with their grandmother, inside. The were from my son. Our youngest daughter is eight months pregnant, another girl. She and her husband are due in the afternoon, for the family gathering to celebrate my retirement. Paige stopped working at forty, declaring wrangling wild little Indians a full time profession.
Paige came out with the little ones in tow, her long hair in plaits, the silver mixing with the blond, and grinned. "Get up, husband! We have two little warriors here that need a ride, so saddle up!" We rode up the trail we'd taken so long ago, me holding a three year old grandson in front of me while Paige had the five year old granddaughter. I could hear her lobbying Grandma for her own horse, as the two oldest trotted in front of us.
I felt the breeze ruffling my own gray braids, and closed my eyes, breathing in the smell of horse, sage, and grass, thinking I could hear the call of ancestors generations gone before.
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I watched and waited in the woods for that perfect moment. It came when they did doggie, and his ass was bouncing back and forth like a reciprocating saw. I was a carpenters' daughter, and that was the way my mind worked. Trying to time it on the outstroke, I swung like I was going after a low fastball, and even on flesh, over the tremendously loud smack, you could hear the aluminum ping.
It drove into him so hard he slammed into his little honey, knocking them both to the blanket. She figured out pretty quick something was wrong, and while they were trying to extricate themselves from each other, I grabbed their clothes and tossed them over the bluff, listening to them splash into the lake below. I had to admit, if I was going to screw in nature, this would be a really pretty spot.
Turning around I grinned. "Hi, honey. Gee, this doesn't look like golf, or the sports bar. I don't even see a television. Too bad, I would have loved to have seen your face when you saw the score, and realized the five hundred you bet was going up in smoke. They were behind by thirteen points, according to the radio when I shut the car off. No, don't try to get up. Lie there and breathe, and in about ten minutes you should be able to get up with a minimum of pain. Right now, it's too severe, the fact of the matter is your muscles won't respond until they process the pain. Trust me, remember I'm a nurse."
His girlfriend was backed up against a tree. I grinned at her and she flushed, her eyes glittering with anger. "I'm gonna tear y.... "
I swung the bat, making it swish. "Honey, if I were you, I'd sit down and shut up. If you were to come at me I might think you mean me harm and defend myself. Don't worry, I won't kill you, but if you come after me, that little button nose that looks so cute will look like a stomped grape, and your smile will never be bright again, unless your dentist is a genius with implants. We clear here?"
Her hands instinctively went to her face, and she slowly slid back down to the blanket. I yanked hubby's head up by his hair. "Well, if you had to fuck around, at least you picked a pretty one. I bet her husband thinks so to, wanna call him and ask?"
He tried his best to shake his head no, and I slammed it back to the ground again. "I won't tell him. I won't have to, her name will come up in the court records pertaining to the divorce, and that's public record. You know how people like to read those things and I'm betting it won't take long until somebody asks him about it."
Her eyes grew progressively wider, and she suddenly leaned over, puking her guts out. It was just a bonus that she leaned towards him, and he got splattered. He always did have a weak stomach, and soon he was spilling right beside her.
"Whew! What did you two have for lunch? That stinks!" I took a couple of steps back, I definitely didn't want it splattering on my white trainers. They were brand new and expensive, and I didn't want them soiled.
I grinned. "well, as pleasant as it is to talk, I have to go. My divorce attorney is meeting me at noon, to get the pictures of you two together. This is the fifth time that I know of that you've been here. Believe it or not, I caught you using trail cams! You can buy two high resolution cameras off Amazon for a couple of hundred bucks. You never even saw them, and the images go straight to my phone. Funny enough, you're not the only ones who use this little love nest. I don't know their names, but it's plain they're cheating just like you. I think I'll blow up some photos and post them in the park bathrooms. They've been here often enough someone will recognize them."
I turned to my soon to be ex. "Just before I came over, I packed you a few bags and delivered them to the suite your company uses for visiting clients. I know you have a key, because you used it when it rained. I bet you enjoyed that novelty, actually fucking on a bed for a change. Don't you dare try to come back to the house, you hear me?"
I turned to her. "Okay sweetie, time to get off the blanket."
She knew that was the only thing she could cover herself when I left, and she pulled it tighter. I lifted the bat. "Well then, bat it is. Rub your nose one more time and try to burn into your brain what it felt like, because it never will again."
She shrieked and jumped off the blanket. I held it gingerly by one corner, not wanting the smell, and tossed it out into the lake, admiring the way it fluttered as it sailed down to he water. I turned to them. "Well, I think we're done here. Remember where your clothes are, Bob. I can have you served there if you like. Otherwise I'll do it at work. It's a straight 50/50 split, so don't get cute and fight it. If you do I'll burn you to the ground. Wonder what grandma would say if she saw you licking her ass?"
I gave his honey some free advice. "The best thing you can do is go home and confess. I was just gonna ignore you until I found out you were planning a kid. Who's was it going to be? Don't answer, but if it was me I'd want to know."
............................................................................
I grinned through the pain as I trotted back down the trail. I was kind enough to leave their shoes, but nothing else. Those rocks were sharp! Three minutes later I was at the ball fields. The county was having a regional tournament, all four ballfields were full, 24 teams competing. There was a big crowd, and it had been perfect cover. I bought a team hat that completely covered my hair, put the bat over my shoulders, and walked around like I owned the place, and nobody noticed me. Well, a few guys did, because I had on my red biker shorts, that clung to my body and stopped just short of a camel toe. Besides, there were lots of women there dressed more provocatively than me, so I got lost in the crowd.
If any guy was ever asked if he saw a hot woman in tight red shorts, his probable answer would have been "Which one?" so I changed the shirt to a bright pink one that showed a little tummy, wrapping a red plaid skirt over my shorts, fluffed out my short bob, and now looked nothing like the bat toting jock at the park. I dressed this way to make people remember me when I stopped to get groceries.
I dropped the bat beside a team SUV, even if it wasn't theirs, I'm sure they wouldn't let a good bat go to waste, and it would be in their bag by the end of the day. I had found it on the ground, and impulsively picked it up, thinking it might come in handy if he got agressive. I had no intention of harming them, I just wanted to bust them and get it over with. The ball cap was thrown in the trash as soon as I got away from the fields, and two blocks later I got in my minivan, glad Mom had left it for me when she moved South. "It might come in handy," she said, with a grin on her face. I only drove it once a week, to do my weekend running, just to keep it in shape. The blacked out rear windows made it a perfect place to change.
Just before I started the engine I got the burner phone out, and put the scrambler on I'd bought from Amazon. It let you use three women and four men voices. Some had accents. It was bought with the intention of telling her husband in a way that wouldn't get back to me, so I could ambush her with the divorce. This should work as well. I went for one that sounded like an older man with a thick Southern accent. "Hello, is this 911?" Smart question, right? I was trying to set the tone.
"It is sir. State your emergency."
"Wal, they's a woman and a man arunnin' around in the woods out at Reynolds Park, butt nekked. They's young'uns around, can you get someone out to tell 'em to put their clothes back on? It's a tall guy with black hair and an itty bitty redhead with big ti..er, breasts."
"Sir, we have officers in the park for crowd control. We'll send someone immediately. Could you tell me your..."
I hung up, pulled the battery out, and dropped it in a trash can. I drove four blocks over and parked at the local doughnut shop, dumping the phone in the dumpster between the shop and the grocery store.
I made sure I chatted up Bev, the counter girl, and treated myself to a molasses doughnut with maple icing. It should have been a horrible combination, but it was probably the best sweet I'd ever eaten. I took my time, enjoying the Cajun style coffee they served, laced with chicory root. It gave it a bit of a bite, and went well with the doughnut. I made sure I called out a goodbye as I walked out of the shop and into the grocery store, dropping the scrambler into the trash can at the entrance, shoved down into the coffee cup.
Then I shopped, gossiped with the wives of the neighborhood, then Beryl (I'd never heard that name before, it seemed like it had to do with semiprecious rocks or something) and I gently teased Jimmy, her nephew, about his crush on the new cashier. She was cute as a button, but while he was a blond who would look comfortable on a beach in California with his long, surfer looking locks, she was black. She was also cute as a button, with green eyes and a killer smile. It seemed she was also interested in him, given the sly looks and sweet smile every time she looked at him.
"Honey, just ask. The worst she can do is say no. Don't worry about her color, her social status, or her parents, ask her out. I have a feeling it might end well for you." Beryl grinned and echoed my advice.
When we checked out, they were gone, but then we saw them outside, at the picnic table the store provided for smokers. They were sixteen and I knew for a fact his Mom would kill him if she caught him with a cigarette, but they weren't smoking. They were talking softly and she had her hand in his, playing with his fingers, her long curls feathering across her face.
I couldn't help it and snapped a picture. I smiled as I walked away, but it gave way to desolate sadness. I remembered when my husband used to look at me like that.
...............................................................................................................................................
I wasn't even moderately surprised to see two cops on my porch as I pulled in. I went in the garage, to unload my groceries. They stood there not exactly knowing what to do, until finally one of them spoke. "Ma'am, are you Brittany Porter?"
"I am." I think they expected more from me and were surprised when I said no more.
"Can we ask you some questions?"
"Sure, but I have to get these groceries into the house. I have ice cream."
They started to follow but I held up my hand. "I haven't invited you in."
That pissed the older one off. "You need to talk to us."
"Am I being detained? Arrested?"
"No, not at this time."
"Well then, you'll please excuse me while I attend to these groceries. I'll be back out shortly."
I was pretty sure it was not the behavior they expected. I took my time, and to mollify them a bit, I fixed three glasses of ice water, putting them on the table by the porch swing, and inviting them to sit. The female took the water and thanked me. The older, male cop just glowered. It suddenly hit me who he was, a relative of my husband, but I couldn't remember exactly how. I read his nametag as he stated talking.
"Are you Brittany Porter?"
"Don't you remember me from the family reunion two months ago? Yes, that is my name."
"Your husband is John Porter?"
"Not for much longer. He's being served Tuesday. If you want his new address, it's business suite 36 at the Embassy."
The woman kind of grinned. I think she liked my lack of deference. "Does the name Amanda Burns mean anything to you?"
"Yes. It's the slut he's been banging for the last four months, that I'm sure of, maybe longer. You don't have to show me a picture. I have lots of them. Unfortunately, she is naked in most of them. Still, she is an attractive woman, so maybe you'll enjoy them. Now, I've been nice to you, but if you don't tell right now why you're here, you may leave."
"Your husband was assaulted this morning."
"Did you come by here to tell me that to cheer me up? Which husband got hold of him? Is he bruised, contused, maimed, or neutered maybe?"
My cheerful demeanor seemed to startle him, and the woman grinned, behind his back.
"He was only struck once, with a baseball bat."
"Did he get hit in the head? Did it knock some sense into him? Where was he struck? Did it break his ribs, kneecap, ego?"
The woman spoke up, opening a note pad. "Apparently, he was hit across the buttocks, quite hard."
"Oh, so someone spanked him."
The senior cop had had enough. "You need to take this seriously. He says you assaulted him. Do you have an alibi?"
"When did this happen?"
"Just over an hour ago."
"Well then, as far as an alibi, how many people wake up one day and say,"Hey, I bet I need an alibi today. I better document my every movement for the rest of the day? Fuck no, I don't have an alibi. I can tell you where I've been, though. Brace yourself for the excitement, I... went to the grocery store. I also got a doughnut at Sugar Rush, the molasses one with the maple topping. God, I could live on those, at least until my arteries closed. I guesss they got cameras, but I really don't know. I did talk to friends while I shopped, and the woman at the doughnut shop could probably vouch for me as well. You'd have to ask them about the timeline, because I have no idea. Then I came home to you guys on my front porch."
The woman grinned. "They do have killer doughnuts, don't they?"
"The best. Now, you've talked to me, I gave you my movements for the day, so why don't you go check up on me? Have a nice day."
He puffed up. "We're not done with you yet!"
"Yes, you are. If I'm not being detained, or arrested, you got nothing. In fact, if you have any more questions, put them in writing and give them to my lawyer. I just happen to have his card in my purse." I fished out the card and gave it to him.
"You've done nothing wrong but you have a lawyer on retainer. Don't you think that's a little suspicious?"
"The guy is handling my divorce, Dudley Doright, but he does other things as well. Why wouldn't I have his card?"
He was getting his ass handed to him and it pissed him off. "I still have questions!"
"And you've got the card of the man who can answer them. Let me ask you something. I have on a pretty distinctive outfit, wouldn't you agree? It was a statement, I'm going to be back on the market and I wanted to do a little advertising. Did they describe what their assailant wore? I'm pretty sure someone at the park would remember a woman wearing a pink belly shirt with a vivid red short skirt walking through the park. Why don't you go interview someone? Ther must be five or six hundred here, I'm sure someone would remember me. You've taken their statements, you've taken mine, so maybe it's time for you to fuck off."
He was almost beyond speech. "You can't talk to police like that!"
"Sure I can. Barney Fife. It's called the First Amendment. I can speak any way I like including the use of profanity. Look it up."
"We need to search your vehicle and house!"
"Gee, is everything you say like some pronouncement or something? You can search the car, and the house, if you want, as soon as you bring me a warrant. I can wait."
I turned around to the woman. "Talk some sense into him, before he escalates this to the lawsuit level."
She looked nervous. "Bob, maybe we need..."
"We need what I say we need!"
"What you need is to get off my porch. I've been patient with you, but you have no evidence I did what you're accusing me of, and it's a he said/she said senario, and I ain't saying shit. Now, you have no reasonable cause to arrest me, we've talked past the limit of reasonable detainment, so I'm going in now."
"You'll go when I say you can go!"
"Then you better fucking say it, because we're done. Go home, take your free time and fuck up someone else's marriage. That's why your own wife divorced you, if the family stories are true. You're just like my husband, so it must run in the family. Your line obviously comes from a long history of losers. Now it's hot, I've cooperated, but it's time to end this. Ma'am, have a nice day. Fuck off loser, and don't ever come back."
I didn't see the taser because my back was turned. It felt like every nerve in my body short circuited, and I dropped to the porch in convulsions. By the time I was cognizant, I was in cuffs, and the female officer was raging at him. "Jesus Christ, Bob. What was that for?"
"She resisted arrest. You saw it with your own eyes, now help me get her in the car." They half carried, half dragged me to the car, and by the time they arrived at the station, I was internally screaming, but I didn't say a word. When they booked me, I automatically asked for my lawyer, and the desk sargeant, ignoring Bob, let me call. He was there in thirty minutes, screaming at the cops.
Then he got hold of a captian, who reviewed the arrest, and released me on my promise to appear in court.
"You don't have to worry about that. She'll be there with bells on, and we're going to insist the body cam footage be played. According to my client, she was tased from behind with no warning, not given her Miranda rights, and illegally arrested. We intend to fry somebody's ass over this."
The captain went kind of pale and ordered the officers into his office as we left. Before we left he made the police take pictures of my scraped knees and bruised arms.
When we were outside, I grinned. "With bells on?"
He turned a little pink. "I always wanted to say that. Listen, if it went down as you described, this is a civil lawsuit waiting to happen. You're looking at big bucks."
I think I broke his heart when I said I didn't care about the money, I just wanted the guy fired. It got even better when we got home. My house had been ransacked, my clothes in rags, my collectibles smashed. My lawyer immediately called the police, asking for a different set of officers. They came out, took pictures, and asked who I thought did it.
"My soon to be exhusband. I don't understand how he got in, I had the locks changed two hours before my arrest, and there's no sign of forced entry. Let's check the video."
While the locks were being changed, two of his associates were wiring up my house, sending everything to the Cloud. I wasn't really surprised to see Corporal Idiot unlocking my doors before he hauled me off, and forty minutes later seeing my ex tear the place to shreds, then carefully locking up when he left. He got to be the guest of the county when they caught him at the Embassy four hours later.
..................................................................................................
It seemed the bodycam footage disappeared, both officers saying they had been turned off at lunch and they neglected to turn them back on. The DA took one look at the report and dropped all charges, and the department was off the hook. I asked for a formal apology and the department refused. I asked the Chief if he really wanted to play it that way, and he threw us out of his office. My lawyer grinned. "Now can we sue them?"
The corporal and the officer were hit with a civil rights lawsuit for one million each the next day. and the Chief, as well as the whole department and city were popped with lawsuits for seven million. They scrambled their lawyers, and they sent us a letter, saying there was no documentation to prove the suit. That's when the video from the Ring, my security cameras, and the audio record from my phone, which I had hidden with the tray and towel when I gave them water, almost caused the city lawyers to have heart attacks. They wanted to exclude the tapes, but there were clear security camera labels, one right by the front door, brand shiny new at the time. As for the phone, we were in a state where one party could tape without consent on public property, or on you own property.



...........................................................................................................
While the civil case wound through the courts, my divorce went through. Since I had filmed them on public property, the photos got submitted as evidence of adultery. For some reason he fought the divorce, claiming he still loved me. I claimed I no longer loved him. The Judge ordered four sessions of counseling, which was an epic waste of time, but he was paying. The counselor pulled the plug when they were over, and I toyed with the idea of leading him on so he'd schedule more since he was paying, but he gave up. We ended up with the 50/50 split I had proposed originally, minus his part of the legal fees, the replacement cost of my clothes, and the damages to the house. That ate up a lot of his part of the split. We sold the house, because I didn't want it anymore, and he couldn't afford it.
While that drama wound through the family court system, my civil suit was creeping through at a snails pace, mostly because of the city attorneys. They tried to settle once or twice, but my civil rights lawyer laughed at their attempts. The best they could do was half a million and no admission of wrongdoing. Corporal Asshole was fired almost the day the suit hit them, for among other things, 'excessive force'. No department would touch him and he ended up in private security, which I though was another lawsuit waiting to happen. The woman was demoted to base pay and taken off patrol work, working a desk while the trial wound through the system, making her a secretary in a uniform. I tried to feel bad for her, but once he tased me she participated, I got over it.
There was never a criminal case. They had no evidence linking me to the crime, they looked over my timeline, talked to the counterwoman at the doughnut shop. They didn't have cameras, and she estimated I was in the shop half an hour earlier than I was. It was down to eyewitnesses, and since they couldn't definitively tie me to the scene, it turned into a they said/I said, and I wasn't talking. They shelved the investigation after a week and never reopened it. So yes, I got away with a crime. I couldn't believe how lucky I got, and it made me realize the term 'crime of passion' was a real thing. It always seemed kind of made up by some slick defense lawyer to me.
Red's divorce was wending through the system almost parallel to ours. He was going for the throat, and there had been some ugly confrontations. His lawyer wanted me to testify, but I could never admit I saw them live, so he settled for the trail cam footage, laughing at my low tech solution. She confronted me once in the hallway, and I let her have it. "If he wasn't such a cheap bastard, and you weren't such an exhibitonist, you probably wouldn't have gotten caught. Eight blocks from his house, in a public place? Really? What did you think was going to happen when you got caught?"
"We weren't supposed to get caught! It was just some fun!"
"Odd, your husband and I didn't think it that funny. You play, you pay. Mark it up as a lesson learned and start over."
She looked a little crazed for a second. "I'm going to kick your ass!"
I just leaned over to her and grinned. "Ping!"
Her head shot back and I saw the fear. She never spoke to me again.
..........................................................................................................
After negotiation and lawyer fees, I got just over three million from the city, and there was a judgement against Corporal Asshole for one million, but we all knew I'd never see any money. Besides, he was in jail for assaulting a guy at a concert, putting him in the hospital with a broken nose and three broken ribs. He was doing nine months at a minimum security unit half a state away. Still, the judgement would follow him around like a stray dog fo the rest of his life.
I bought a small bungalow that I just loved, with a big yard, and furnished it exactly how I wanted, and took a year off from work. My investment councilor told me I could clear about fifty grand a year, so I was happy, kind of. My best friend and her husband were members of a country club and talked me into joining. I didn't know single women could join country clubs, but it seemed if you were a single woman with money exceptions could be made.
I took tennis lessons and absolutely sucked at it, even though I thought I looked great in the outfits. Then I tried golf, and lasted eight holes before I drove the cart back to the clubhouse. I did enjoy the pool and sauna, and the well equipped gym. I got a personal trainer and I was sure she hated bitches with money, but she was just doing her job.
All the training really toned my body up, and it showed when I wore my bikinis. That got me a lot of attention from the lotharios all clubs seem to attract, but I shut them down pretty fast. That seemed to give me credibility with the wives, in an enviroment like this there were always one or two women hanging around, husband hunting for a rich guy, and being married wasn't a detractor for them. I did date, but now I had to temper any relationship with wondering how much it had to do with my money, and not me.
Melody and her husband took a shine to me, and often included me in events they were part of, and it was fun, for a while. Then she came to me grinning. "Do you know how to play softball?"
"No, never even held a bat (except for that one time) before. Why?"
"Because Eddie is putting a mixed team together and I want you to play with us. It'll be fun."
Those were famous last words in many situations, but I was bored and she nagged me. I showed up for practice not knowing what to expect. They assigned me a mentor, and we spent the practice throwing the ball back and forth, gradually getting harder and faster. She was encouraging me, then she started taunting me. "You throw like a girl! Put some power on it, and don't worry about whether I'll be able to catch it! If I miss it I deserve the bruise!" Soon the ball was popping into the glove.
"That's it! Now you understand. Sometimes speed wins or loses a game, so always throw it like you mean to knock her hand off!" Then she started throwing me grounders, gently at first, then gradually harder, making them more erractic and harder to catch. One took a hop and went over my glove, popping me on the shin. That hurt, but I just tossed the ball back and told Marian to throw harder. We took a break and she put some ice on my shin, to keep the bruising down.
Then we practiced batting. It felt weird holding a bat again, and it was aluminum, just like the one I had used. All my gym training paid off, and when they threw a slow soft pitch across the plate, I hit it so hard it was still twenty feet in the air when it went over the outfield fence. Everyone just stopped when they heard the ping. and stared as the ball sailed away. No one was more impressed than I was.
Eddie was the pitcher, and he had me swing ten more times, varying the speed and angles of the pitch. I missed three outright, popped two up into easy fly balls, put three in the outfield that would have been base hits, and drove two more out of the park. Suddenly, I was a very popular girl, as the team flocked around me, many asked me where I had played before, amazed when I told them I'd never been on a ballfield.
The season started in three weeks, and I spent four days of every week practicing with various members of the team, working on my hitting and weaknesses in fielding. Though I didn't work full time, I still filled in at the hospital on an emergency basis when they were short staffed. It kept my certification current and I knew I would be returning to work full time soon.
I also volunteered one day a week as an EMT, getting my certification was just a formality, and I worked with the volunteer fire department of the small town I had moved to after the split. It was eye opening, because past my required training I was never an ER nurse. Now I never knew what I had to deal with, anything from horrible car crashes, to picking up an obscenely obese woman with diabetes, who had fallen and couldn't get up, to delivering a baby in the back of the wagon as we flew to the hospital. That was an education you never got in nursing school.
Our first game came and I struck out twice, but the third time she threw in the sweet spot and they stood helplessly as it sailed away. There had been a runner on second and we trotted around the bases, and when I touched home base the whole team was there. It sadly wasn't enough to salvage the game, but as the season progressed we got good enough to make the playoffs.
We made it all the way to the quarterfinals. The game was close at first, but then they started piling on the runs. I was in right field, and a lefty came up, smashing one to the fence. I scrambled and got there just as it went over the fence, snagging it before it got away. They couldn't believe I caught it. I batted fifth, and it was the ninth inning, we were down by two outs, and didn't have a snowball's chance in hell of winning. They had started trash talking, and made a mistake putting a puff ball over the plate, low and outside. I made a crossfield hit, burning it down the right field line. The fielder got caught flatfooted, and we all heard the thunk as it caught him in his right eye. He dropped like a rock.
I tagged first, yelling to the umpire "I'm a nurse!" as I kept running down the line. When I got there he was out cold, but his breathing was regular. I checked his eyes and they weren't dialated, so probably the worse he would have was a concussion. The EMT's that are present at games got there right behind me, so I shared knowledge, as we put him in a neck brace and loaded him onto a guerney. He came too as we carted him off the field, and he tried to smile. "If you wanted me to notice you, you could have just flirted, you know."
I smiled, glad he seemed all right. "Where was the fun in that? Now, when the grandchildren ask how we met, you can tell them I knocked you cold."
"Wha...?"
I grinned and returned to the game. After a discussion between the umpires, I was awarded second base, because I'd have had to make it, maybe even third. It didn't matter in the long run, the batter behind me fanned three in a row, and the game was over.
......................................................................
We were at the pool, relaxing and reliving the season, when the manager sent a waitress out and told me I had a package at the reception desk. Melody was right behind me, curious as ever. It was a very nice flower arrangement, with a note.
"Thanks for helping me out with the EMT's. Thanks also for the street cred I got from the guys at the office when I told them I got the shiner in a bar brawl. I'd never live it down if they knew a woman gave it to me. Greg Morrison."
Melody was all over it. "Oh My God! That had to cost a chunk! You need to call him, thank him, and get him to ask you out."
"Mel, calm down. It's just a thank you gesture."
"Get over yourself! He tracked you to here, sent a really nice bouquet. He's interested in you, honey."
"If he was so interested, why didn't he leave a number?"
That stumped her, but then she grinned, and led me back to the pool. Then she kicked the wives network into gear, and a week later she handed me a sheet of paper.
"What's this?"
"It's the phone number for Greg Morrison. Also, his address, where he works, his age, and his marital status. He's single, baby. Never been married. Engaged once two years ago, but caught her cheating and cancelled the wedding."
I stared at the sheet. Well now. "Thanks, Mel, I think."
"He looks like a good guy."
"So did the last three you suggested. One turned out to be married, the second was gay, and the third, well, I felt like I needed to shower three times a day for a week because of the shit he suggested."
She looked a little embarassed, but got over it. "Well, for what it's worth, I didn't pick him."
I thought about it and called him out of the blue, asking about his eye. He seemed pleased and we talked for a moment, and he asked how I got his number. "Oh, I have friends in low as well as high places. Eddie, our pitcher in that game, owns Preston Bearings. The left fielder is an investment specialist at a major bank. The woman on first? She owns a string of flower shops throughout the state."
"What about low places?"
"The woman on third base is a cop. The centerfielder is a divorce lawyer, so he has a foot in both camps. The catcher is a convicted felon who has straightened up and works for Eddie, and as for the left fielder, I've been told not to ask."
"Wow. What about you?"
I wasn't about to tell him about my money, so I told him I was a registered nurse, and we made good money, but not as much as the doctors made.
"Nurse, huh? Tell me, if I can get an appointment, could you look at my eye? It hasn't worked right since the accident. It's a shame, because they said the person who first rendered aid was a very attractive woman, but I have no idea if that's true."
"I've been told by biased people that's true, but you need to judge for yourself. It just so happens I have an opening Saturday at 1:00. My office on weekends is the Brairwood Country Club."
"The country club. Really? I would love to see you, but I wonder if I can afford the treatments."
"Not a problem, I take most major insurance. Just come to the desk and ask for the nurse on duty. I'll come by and collect you. Don't be late!"
Mel was beside me when I made the call and couldn't stop giggling. Then she told the rest of the members around the pool, which led to a long discussion as to what I should wear, how I should do my hair, how long I should wait to take him to bed, the proper length of the engagement, and where to hold the baby shower. It was funny but it got redundant, so I left to cheers and catcalls. These people needed to get a life. Then I realized they had a life, a lifestyle of wealth and indolence mostly, and anything out of the ordinary would be of enormous interest. I really needed to go back to work.
...........................................................
I watched from a vestibule as he arrived. He was handsome, with jet black hair and blues eyes. He looked like a rougher, smaller version of one of the actors in a Superman movie, but I couldn't recall which one. They paged me and I walked out, smiling. I'd gone with a nice summer dress, lightweight, pale yellow, that showed off my tanned shoulders and legs, a matching band in my hair, and white sandals with a one inch lift. Judging by the smile he had as I approached, he approved.
I held out my hand. "Greg?"
His smile was sweet and a bit innocent, as he lightly shook his hand. "A pleasure, Ms Porter."
Taking his arm I led him to the dining room. "Brittany, please. It's nice to see you conscious and upright."
"It's very nice to see you as well, with both eyes open and without blurred vision."
His eye was still festooned with yellowing bruises and swelled slightly. "Does it still hurt?"
"A little, " he shrugged, "especially around the eye socket. You cracked it."
I held my hand to my mouth in shock. "I'm so sorry!"
"Why? I should have been paying attention. Besides, I'm not a very good player, and I think the only reason I was there was their need for a body. You're a right handed power batter with a history of hitting deep left, no one expected you to hit a frozen rope down the right field line."
Then he smiled, a delightful little lopsided half grin. "Personally, I think you did it on purpose, just to get to know me. Now you have to prove if the pain you caused me was worth it."
We bantered back and forth, the diners at the closer tables straining to hear. I was surprised when he ordered sweetened ice tea to go with his sandwich. He noticed. "I'm from the South. Drinking tea without sugar where I come from is sacreligious, and it has to be cane sugar, preferrably Dixie Crystals. None of that heathen beet root junk for us! Up here, though, I have to take what I can get."
"You could have ordered a beer, you know."
"I don't believe much in day drinking, or drinking in general. I'll have the random beer, especially if I find myself in a brewhaus. Rarely do I touch hard liquor. And I can't stand bourbon, almost had to turn in my Southern card over that one."
Then we talked about food, and I told him my likes and dislikes. I asked him if he had a signature dish. "You ain't lived until you've had my biscuits and gravy. Of course, you can only get that at breakfast, at my house, after.."
He suddenly stopped and flamed red, while I giggled.
Lunch over, he tried to pay. "No, I invited you. Besides, you're not a member, so you can't. Don't worry about it, because part of the membership package is eating four meals a month here. If you don't, they charge you anyway, so you're saving me money. Wanna take a walk?"
"Well then, I have to get you neutral ground for dinner, so I can treat you." He realized what he'd said and blushed a little. It was adorable.
"We'll have to revisit this conversation, soon."
I showed him as much of the golf course as one could see from the clubhouse, and he seemed impressed, asking if I played, and I told him I'd tried but it didn't take. He seemed surprised. "You seem like a natural, and the way you swing a bat makes me think your drives could be things of beauty."
"Do you play?"
His smile threatened to break his face. "I went to school on a partial golf scholarship. My senior year we made it to the round of eight before Stanford crushed us. Now, I play every once in a while, when I can find the time."
I showed him the tennis courts and of course, he could play and had been good at it. By then it was three, and I walked him to his car. He wasn't brave enough to go for a kiss, but he held my hand warmly, for more than was probably proper. I didn't mind a bit.
He hemmed and hawed as we said goodbye, and I finally put him out of his misery. "I really liked lunch with you, Greg, and I believe you mentioned neutral ground for dinner?"
Greg went that adorable red again and stuttered out an invitation, for Sunday evening. I held out my hand. "Phone."
He handed it to me and I texted myself. "There, call me early tomorrow and tell me where and when."
Mel told me later he must have stood in the parking lot for five minutes, holding his cheek.
Dinner turned into a date the next week to a professional baseball game, something that thanks to my new knowledge of the sport I could really enjoy. When the seventh inning stretch came, and as the 'love kiss' cameras panned the stands, I watched the big board until I knew our section would be next, then I grabbed him, still locking lips with him long after the camera had moved on.
His Dad was a big fan of the team and watched it on television. His mother said he was so shocked he fell off the couch. I got to meet them on the sixth date, and his mother and I clicked instantly. His Dad was tounguetied around me, but finally relaxed enough to tell me his son 'had done good'. I grinned and agreed with his assessment.
Our only argument came when I told him how much money I had. He tried to quit dating me, and I grinned. "You need to think this through. I've got a ball bat and I know how to use it."
He finally smiled and never mentioned the money again, until one day he slipped up and said when we married there would be an ironclad prenupt that protected my money. Then he realized what he said and tried to backtrack, but my tongue was so far down his throat he couldn't talk.
We had one talk about our old partners, and wholly agreed that one and done would be the rule. Then it finally happened. I stayed the night, and the passion was off the charts. All I'm going to say about it is I was shocked about how strong and flexible he was. I woke up the next morning to the sun shining through the shades, me sprawling all over him while he slept. I loved how innocent his face looked, then snuggled down and went back to sleep.



Has he asked me yet? No, but it's coming.
And by the way, his biscuits and gravy are extremely good. They may put the pounds on me, but I plan to keep the weight off with a lot of bedroom gymnastics.
......................................................................................................
Oh. and I did buy a nice four bedroom house in an upper middle class neighborhood. We must have looked at over two dozen, before we chose, and by we, I mean me. Men usually don't care about houses, but this one had a nice patio with an outdoor kitchen, and it got his vote.
"Why'd we pick this one?," he asked as we signed the paperwork.
"Because this one is in the best school district in the area, and I figure I'm about ten weeks pregnant."
"Oh." Then I heard a thump. It seems my brave and confident new husband had fainted
A year went by, and we were pushing little Andrew through the Farmers Market. By we I meant my husband, I think sometimes he doesn't even trust me when it comes to his child. A woman walked up, and started admiring our child. "I just love babies! I want at least two, as soon as I can sell the idea to my husband. Here he is now. Honey, isn't he the cutest thing ever?"
I looked up and straight into the eyes of my ex. He'd let himself go, probably heavier by thirty pouds or more, and had shaved his head. It was easy to see the line of male pattern baldness. He and his little redhead had hooked up after the divorces, but it didn't last past six months. It seemed the thrill was gone after they were caught, and they never got it back. I automatically looked to their hands, seeing the bands. We exchanged bland pleasntries, and just before we left she snapped her fingers.
"I know you two! Your husband has won the club championship twice, beating my Dad both times. He still thinks you married him for his golf skills, but I think looking at your baby negates that. Your house seems nice, I go by it on the way to Dad's house and he's pointed it out. That thing must be close to three thousand square feet, I'd bet my realtor's license on it."
Then she waved and walked off, with a parting shot about getting busy and filling those bedrooms out. I felt Greg's hand tighten whe I told her as soon as our baby hit one year, we were going for another.
As we walked away, I explained who we'd just met. He was silent for a few minutes, then grinned. "At the risk of sounding a bit egotistical, I think you may have traded up."
"I did, honey. Now then, are there any girl names you're partial to?"
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I Owe HIm
A debt she'll never settle.
..............................................................................................
Beverly sat in front of the window looking out on the street, seeing her sister pull up. She was surprised to see her husband with her, and almost shocked to see her give him a firm kiss. His smile was a mile wide as she handed him his cane, and he shuffled up the street.
Marge came bustling into the coffee shop, keeping the longstanding tradition of Saturday morning coffee going back fifteen years, calling out greetings to the owner and server, before taking her double expresso and heading towards the table. The coffee shop had been around for forty years, surviving depressions, the pandemic, and whatever else life threw at them, and was still standing.
They were worried when a Starbucks opened a kiosk in one of the grocery stores, but most found their coffees weak and almost tasteless. If you wanted some fruity, sugar laden concoction, they were the place to go, but if you wanted real coffee, you went to Strands. They made their own blends from fifty pound sacks of beans they kept in the storeroom, and would never divulge the formula for their grinds.
Marge leaned over for a quick hug, surprising her with a quick kiss to the cheek. Marge was infamous for her lack of emotion, and Bev had often wondered how she'd managed to get married. Still, they had been together through thirty-six years, so they must have common ground.
They caught up with the goings on for the week, talking about their children, their friends, and mostly, their spouses. Bev often thought of the old country song, "old men sit and talk about the weather, while old women sit and talk about old men. Or in Her case, woman."
"Marge, not being nosy, but what's up with the big smooch you laid on Hank? You have to admit, that was unusual for you."
Marge sat for a minute, and Beverly thought she might be crying, until she smiled. "You know, when something life altering happens, it makes you think. When Hank had his stroke eight months ago, I thought I lost him. I admit it, I was terified for a while, thinking what it would be like if he went.
You weren't there to see his struggles, but it was a week before he could get out of bed by himself, and he fell once. If Jr. hadn't come by and picked him up, who knows how long he would have lay there? I couldn't have gotten him up.
Then he spent the next three weeks with a walker, barely moving, before graduating to a cane. It was another month before He was strong enough to go to physical therapy. You know how determined he can get, and he pushed himself hard. Too hard. I would sit in the living room at night, and listen to him try to muffle his groans and sobs. It tore me up."
Marge had to stop, and she sipped her expresso for a minute. "Anyway, he was always the kisser in our marriage. He stopped kissing me so much after the stroke, and I didn't even notice. Then it hit me one day, and I asked how come he stopped."
"Tears welled up in his eyes. 'Honey, it's not because I don't want to, it's just that my balance is so bad I'm afraid I'll fall on you, especially when you're sitting down.'"
"It hit me like a ton of brick, Bev. He'd always been so strong, so dependable, and I took advantage. You remember that bout of vertigo I had four years ago? He carried me everywhere because I couldn't stand, from bed to the bathroom, to the couch, and fed me, pampered me as best he could. When the doctor suggested sleeping in a recliner for a week, Hank went out and bought that huge, overstuffed monstrosity, big enough for two, and slept with me, until I got better.
I thought about that for a while. How can you possibly repay a love that strong? After he went to bed, I sat up and went over our lives. Thirty-six years together, three kids raised and off on their own, four grandkids. I worried over it for a while, then I added it up the kiss ratio and divided it by our years together as best I could. In all that time, I only gave him six years of kisses, while he gave me thirty.
He was asleep when I went to bed, but he was up early as usual, had my coffee ready to pour, as he had for as many years as I could remember. He must have had bad dreams, because he told me he was glad he'd probably pass before me, as he couldn't bear the thought of losing me."
She teared up again, and Bev hugged her, rocking her gently as she snuffled. Soon enough, she had her emotions in check, and she sat back.
"That was two weeks ago, and I had my ephipany. For every kiss he gave me, I made sure I gave him four or five back. I don't think I'll catch up before one of us goes, but I'm going to balance the scales as much as possible. I owe him that. You won't believe how much happier he is now. Or me."
Just then her phone chimed, and she checked it. "He's on his way back. He loves how much he can walk now, and he went to the butcher shop on Main to get us a couple of steaks. He's going to grill them for us tonight. Let me go order his coffee."
Bev grinned when Hank walked in the shop to a big kiss and a large cup of coffee. Marge was still snuggled to him when they walked out later, opening his car door and giving him another kiss before she got behind the wheel. Marge said he'd be driving soon, one more step to freedom from the results of his stroke. She waved at Bev before she pulled away.
Bev watched them drive away, not even aware she was doodling in her journal. She'd started the habit as a young teen, and now she carried one with her at all times. One whole shelf in the bookcase was dedicated to them, and as she looked down, she realized she was drawing hearts.
She finished her drink, and waved to Charlotte, the owner, getting into her own vehicle and going home to her wife. They had been together years before it became legal to marry, and they were the third couple to apply for their license when it was. Her family had been reserved at first, except for Hank, who welcomed Nadia with open arms. Eventually they became the favorite babysitters for both sides of the family when a parent needed a break, and a lot of that had to do with Hank's acceptance. He was the first man to hold their daughter after Nadia delivered, even helped pay for the IVF treatments.
She walked into her house, dropped her bag and coat, finding Nadia in the kitchen, stirring something that smelled great. She wrapped her arms around her, twirling her around and giving her a huge kiss. Nadia fell back when she let go, her face red.
"What was that for?"
"That was me not getting behind. Expect more of this after dinner." Nadia smiled the smile that had made Bev fall in love with her the first time it was directed at her, when they were in college, fumbling their way towards each other.
She thought about her big sister as she snuggled down with her wife for the night. "I hope you don't catch up, Marge. I hope you get ahead."
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Blaster
A tale of pest control
................................................................................................................
I grinned as I parked my truck, wondering if Angie would be surprised that I was home early. I wasn't done with the repair, but it needed parts, parts I had in stock in my shed. The job was seventy-five miles away, and normally I would have stayed until finish, but when I ordered the part I needed, I found it would be a three day wait. The farmer couldn't let his threshing machine stand idle that long, and I made repairs like this often, so I fabricated a few at a time.
If I went and got it the owner saved at least two days, and when you're farming, and it comes to harvest, time was money, and he offered another two hundred when I told him I knew where I could get the part. I never told him I made it because technically, while it wasn't illegal, it was frowned on, and I had a good relationship with my suppliers.
I had come in off the farm road, pulling up to my service building. Smiling, I parked my truck, but it turned to a frown when I saw the vehicles. A flashy vintage Mercedes convertable with the top down, and a black suv. Just as I turned my key the door flew open, and a huge black guy stood in it, a large automatic in his hands. Immediately fearing the worst for my wife, I raised my hands as he ushered me inside. I got a good look at his weapon, and though I had never seen one before, I recognized the silencer.
Fear turned to terror when he ushered me to the dining room, and I saw Angie splayed out on the table, stark naked. A small man was there, also naked, her juices still glistening on his cock. He grinned. "You're not supposed to be here, but now's as good a time as any to share the news. The bitch loves my cock, and I'm taking her home with me. We been fucking for about eight months now, it was damn covenient you traveled so much."
"Wha...why? Angie?"
She sat up, grinning. "You spoiled the plan, damn it! I was letting his come slid out right in front of where you sit, so even though I'm gone and you'd never know, you'd be eating over his cumstains. The why? He's rich and powerful, and gives me anything I want. Of course, I had to leave most of it at his house, but now that you know. Expect to see me in designer dresses in court, maybe even a fur coat depending how long it takes. "
Small Man was grinning. "Here's the deal. This is a nice place, so she gets it in the divorce. In return, you get to keep your business and whatever pennies you got saved up. It don't matter if you agree or not, it'll happen."
My house sat on thirty-five acres, all that was left of the big farm my great-great-grandfather had purchased before there was even a state here. I finally found my tounge. "Over my dead body!"
"Oh, you've chosen Plan B. I'll give you one more chance. Jerome, convince the man."
Jerome was probably six five of bulging muscles, and he was grinning. "Gotcha, boss. I won't break anything on his right hand, so he can sign."
"Good idea. If he gives you any kind of fight, shoot him. Widowhood will work just as good, it might even be better."
Jerome had laid his weapon on the table so he could kick ass. I had backed up behind the table, right in front of the old fashioned picture window my loving wife refused to let me replace. I held the opinion it raised our heating and colling costs, but Angie loved the view. He wasn't expecting it, and I threw one of the heavy oak chairs at him, catching him by surprise and knocking him down. The other guy raised his weapon and the boss was screaming to him to shoot me, so I snatched up another chair and threw it through the window, with me right behind it.
I hit the ground and bounced up running. Jerome had grabbed his weapon and jumped through the window right behind me, shooting as he ran. I could hear it make sounds kinda like compressed air, and could see the dirt gouges flying up in the light of the full moon. Then it felt like somebody ran a hot bar across my arm and it made me run faster. My tool shed was to my right so I darted in and slammed the door, turning the lock. Jerome was cussin' a mile a minute. "You little shit! Come out or I'll kill you slow!"
I was looking around desperately for a defensive weapon when I saw it. We lived in an area right on the edge of Kudzu range, and I'd bought one of those weed burners to keep them at bay. Angie loved it, but complained about carrying around the heavy propane tank. Then one day she showed me a couple of sites on Youtube. Elon Musk actually sold flamethrowers that looked like water blasters kids use, but they were sold out. There was another site called The Hack Brothers that copied it, using a kids' toy as a base.
Being a welder, a machinist, and a mechanic, it didn't take me long to figure something out. I used an old .410 shotgun that a friend gave me because it was damaged, and no good. I bought the parts, running a metal pipe up the barrel, then installing a burner head I'd modified until with a twist, it could go from a flame about six inches around to one a fourth that. A side effect was when it was turned down it shot three times as far. It was rated at 3400 degrees at full volume, and I figured it did about four thousand when it was choked down. I put an adapter on to convert it to be able to run off the small cylinders campers used for stoves and lanterns. A full tank would last about fifteen minutes, and I removed the trigger and replaced it with a high powered igniter, because the standard would choke down if you tried to ignite it with the valve wide open. The valve was right in front of the trigger guard, a flick of a finger opened it.
Angie loved it, named it The Blaster, and here it was. I managed to screw a new cylinder on while he beat on the door, then reached up and unlocked it, just as he slammed it with his shoulder. He fell inside, scrambling up, pistol in hand, looking for me.
When he saw me, the blaster was about eighteen inches from his face. His last vision on this earth was the flame blossoming. When you get hit in the face with three thousand degrees of heat at that range, bad things happen. Your eyeballs melt instantly, and your nose is charred down to cartilege. Your lips are burned off, and your tongue looks like a bratwurst left on the grill too long. The flame travels down your throat, searing your lungs. You flop on the ground making strangled 'gakking' noises, in extreme pain I imagine, until you die.
Not that I cared, but I dragged him out of the shed because his clothes were on fire. I looked at the misshapen lump on top of his shoulders, and remembered the sneer on his face as he was going to attack me. Fuck him! He probably got what he deserved, and I wondered how many other husbands had excperienced pain at his hand.
My adrenalin was still pumping, and now I was angry. Very angry. I picked up the Blaster, and the pistol, checking the magazine. Three bullets left. Then it occurred to me he would not travel without a reload, and found two magazines in his belt. I slammed a full one in, racking the slide as I walked towards the house. I didn't have a plan, but as I went by the little sports car, I had an idea. One long spray with the blaster had it on fire, even the tires were burning. I waited by the door, waiting for them to notice. Three minutes later there were shouts and screams, and his other goon opened the door, and was immediately shot in the face twice before he fell, deader tham my marriage. I shoved the pistol in my belt, and walked into the dining room.
Angie must have embraced a nudist lifestyle, because she was still naked, as was asshole. He had a small automatic in his hand, but before he could bring it to bear, I gave him a shot with the Blaster. Right in the groin. He was incinerated from the top of his thighs to the bottom of his stomach. I'd never heard anyone scream that loud, and he twirled around, looking for... I have no idea. He still had hold of the pistol, and was emptying the magazine randomly. Two rounds managed to find Angie. One to the head, the other to her crotch. She was dead before she hit the ground.
This wasn't what I had in mind at all, but I didn't have time to deal with it. Instead I focused on the asshole. He still held the pistol, more from instinct from anything else, but it was empty. The last thing he saw in this world was the bloom of fire as I gave him a three second blast to the face. It took him about five minutes to die. Exhuasted, I started to sit down, when I realized the house was on fire! It seemed I hit the curtains, and they went up in flames. My old house had interior boards made of heart pine, that I had sanded down and stained. My insurance agent told me it added five thousand dollars in value, but that wasn't the point. The stained wood caught fire pretty quick.
I realized this could solve a lot of my problems, and I ran out past the burning car, threw the dead guy in a wheelbarrow, and rolled him up to the door, tilting it and dumping him beside his partner. I ran back to the shed, shut the door, jumped in my truck, and drove away, slowly, going out the same way I came in. Just before I got out of sight there was an explosion and a ball of fire shot into the sky, so the fire must have reached the gas tank of the car. As soon as I hit the main highway I sped up, without passing a soul for ten miles. An hour and a half later I pulled into the little mom and pop motel I was staying at, and went into my room.
Then the shakes hit, as well as the regrets. I'd killed three people, and was responsible for the death of my wife. I didn't sleep the rest of the night, but when dawn broke, I showered, walked to the diner next door, and managed a small breakfast. The farmer was surprised to find me in the field so early, and I told him I discovered I already had the part in the truck. Two hours later it was up and running, and I watched for half an hour to see if it was going to hold up.
............................................................................
I knew it would be bad, but it was still a shock. All that was left of my home were two chimneys and a third of my backporch wall. The cops, the coroner, and people who showed no uniform but had 'cop' written all over them watched me pull up. One deputy walked up slowly. I'd gone to school with Hal, we'd got drunk together for the first time when we were sixteen, double dated, I was even an usher at his wedding.
"What the hell happened?"
"I'm sorry dude. It was almost gone when we got here and there was nothing the fire department could do."
"Where's Angie?"
He put his hand on my shoulder. "She was inside. We're waiting for the hot spots to go away so we can recover the bodies."
"Bodies?"
"Yeah, she wasn't alone. At least three more, and before you ask, we have no idea what's going on."
I looked past him, noticing the two burned out husks in the front, and two more behind in what was the living room. It all caught up with me, the deaths, the betrayal, being awake for forty hours straight, and I passed out. I came to on a guerney, with an IV in my arm. The EMT's were also friends, it was hard not to know everyone in a small community, and Cherry put her hand on my chest. "Lay still, honey. You went into shock, so we're taking you to the hospital for observation, and they'll probably keep you overnight."
"What happened?"
Sherry grimaced. "I don't know. We've never worked a scene like this and I hope I never do again. The only reason we were here to start with was to haul the bodies to the morgue." She realised what she had said, and put her hand to her mouth. "I'm so sorry, Johnny. Let's get you on the bus."
I was admitted, checked over pretty thoroughly, and given a small shot, that knocked me out for eleven hours. When I woke some kind of alarm went off, and a pair of nurses and a doctor came in immediately. They put me through a set of small physical and mental exercises and declared me fit. "How soon can I get out of here?"
The doctor grinned. "In a hurry? The kitchen is featuring meatloaf tonight, and I know you don't want to miss that. Seriously, we'll check you again in five more hours, and unless something unforseen comes to light, you can leave then."
The nurse stayed behind. "Do you feel up to visitors?"
"Who knows I'm here?"
"Everybody in the county, and probably the state. A burned down house with four dead bodies tends to make the news. Hal (the deputy), three guys from the SBI, and two guys who won't say but have 'fed' written all over them, and your family."
I might as well get it over with. "Send in the cops first."
Hal made the introductions. One homicide investigator and two arson experts from the state, and two Homeland Security special agents. The state boys started to ball rolling. "First, let us convey our condolences for your wife. I know this is hard, but do you feel up to talking?"
"Sure, but I don't know what to tell you. I left day before yesterday with a kiss from my wife and a nice house, and I come home to find my home burned to the ground with her in it. I probably got more questions for you than you do for me."
"Let's start with your timeline. I understand you have a business that requires you to travel from time to time, correct?"
I gave them the reader's digest explanation of my business, and that travel was required two or three times a month, but most of my business was local and I worked from home, traveling as little as half a mile to thirty miles for clients. That was my whole business, you couldn't come to me, so I came to you, for a very good rate. "I'm assuming you can verify your whereabouts?"
I gave them the number of the farmer I'd worked for. I also gave them the numbers to the motel, as well as the name of the diner I'd eaten at. They wanted more detail. "How am I supposed to do that? I went to the job. I did the job, ate at the diner, slept at the motel. I'm sure they can give you a better timeline than I can. Do I need a lawyer? Am I accused of anything? My wife is lying in the morgue, for God's sake!"
One of the Feds spoke up. "No one is suspecting you of anything, as yet. If you feel you need a lawyer we'll stop, and make it more formal. Judging from your reaction, there's a lot more at play here than you realize. We'll have all the bodies identified by tomorrow, but we got a lot of information from running the tags. Once we get verification, we'll proceed." My blood pressure spiked, alarms went off, and the nurse threw them all out.
Hal showed up by himself the next morning, picking me up and taking me to the station, where I was interviewed again. The Feds were asking random, unconnected questions, and I felt like they were fishing. My temper finally got the best of me.
"Know what? Fuck you guys! You're handy with questions, but don't like to give answers. So charge me with something, or cut me loose. I'm done talking now. Keep it up, and lawyers get involved. I may release a statement to the press, expressing my disappointment over the harassment I'm getting from authorities while my wife is laying in the morgue."
There was a few minutes and a lot of side eye glances. I finally got up, and one ot the Feds asked me to sit back down. "We've identified all the bodies. One, unfortunately, is your wife. It appears she was shot, as was one of the men in the hallway. The other, and the man in the living room, seems to have died in the fire. None of this makes sense. If two weren't shot, why didn't they exit the house?"
One of the SBI took over. "Your house was deliberately set on fire, and the living room was ground zero. We're pretty sure they used some type of accelerant, but the anaylsis isn't complete yet. Do you know who Zeb Burns is?"
"He's the Senator, isn't he? The one that's under investigation?"
"Correct. The man in the living room with your wife was his son, Brad. We suspect he was Daddy's bagman, and they were mixed up with some really shady people, with millions in play. The two men were the bodyguards he traveled with, Jerome Styles and Henderson Franks. This may be a tying up loose ends type of deal. The Senator is sweating bullets right now."
"They weren't very good bodyguards if they all ended up dead, were they? Now that you know who they are, can you find out why they were at my house? I never heard of any of them except the politician."
The Fed grimaced. "It seems your wife was having an affair with Brad Burns. We have a few surveillance photos of them together from two weeks ago, at the Excelsior."
I sighed. "I'd say that's a damn lie but you got proof so I'll accept that. Any idea how it started?"
"No, but your wife is, sorry was, a very pretty woman, and he seemed to have a knack with the ladies. As far as them being at your house, it could have been just a tryst, or something more serious."
"Describe serious."
"We have the Senator's personal assistant and his son discussing looking for somewhere away from prying eyes, and you're about as isolated as it gets. No close neighbors, surrounded by woodland and fields, with limited avenues of access."
A thought hit me. "Do you suspect me of being in on something with them?"
"That's an open question. Were you?"
I stood up. "I'm done talking now. I don't want to deal with this shit right now. How soon can I claim the body of my wife for burial?"
Hal looked uncertian bit one of the state guys said they'd be done with their examination by tomorrow. They asked me to stay and continue the conversation but I had all I could stand. "I'm leaving now. I don't like where these discussions are going, and while I've done nothing wrong, I think going forward there will be legal representation, and you can coordinate with whoever I chose on how and when further interviews are scheduled."
I walked out to see Angie's sister and mother waiting for me. Mom launched herself into my arms and sobbed, while Gail held back. I needed to have a private conversation with her, soon. I consoled her, not crying, putting it off to numbness, but after discovering her cheating, I found I had no feelings for Angie, not anymore.
We rode to the funeral home, and I let Mom pick out the coffin, and the flowers, telling them we'd call when they collect the body. The casket would be closed, becuase there would be nothing to view except for a charred piece of meat. They wouldn't be able to embalm her, and the director got me to the side and explained they would be keeping her frozen until right before the service, and specially seal the casket due to possible smell. I nodded, signed what I needed to sign, and left. I had a friend in real estate, and she found me a little garage apartment that would suit my needs. I'd still work out of the farm, none of the buildings burned. They put the car fire as caused by the heat of the house. The SUV had the paint scorched off the entire front end, so it was a reasonable assumption.
................................................................................................
We had the funeral on Sunday, and there was a large turnout. I played the numb, grieving widower as they lowered her into her grave.
Monday I called on my insurance agent, and got some bad news. And a little good news. "I can't release the money for the house because it's still a crime scene. As soon as it clears we'll start the paperwork. What we can do is release the life insurance, her cause of death has been determined, and you'll have the check by the end of the week. I think once the paperworks is over, we can cut you a check for the property. I'm really sorry about Angie, John. Any idea what happened?"
"Thanks, Fred. It's still an ongoing investigation and I've been told not to discuss it. Call me when the money can be released."
Then I went to see Gail. I looked her in the eye. "Tell me the truth, Gail. Angie's gone and you don't have to protect her any longer. Did you know?"



To her credit, she told me the truth. "I found out a week before she died, by accident. When I confronted her, we had a strange conversation. She told me she had found her true soulmate, and she was going to leave you before the month was out. Angie told me she was trying to find a way to keep the house, and for the first time in the conversation I laughed, telling her no judge in the state would give it to her, and besides, I reminded her of the prenuptial agreeing to split everything down the middle, except the property. She looked at me and almost grinned, telling me she had a way. We didn't talk again, and now she's dead. What's going on?"
"All I can say is she may have gotten tangled up in something she couldn't control, and it bit her on the ass. I've always liked you and Mom, and I'd like to stay in your lives somehow, but if it's too difficult..."
She jumped into my arms, kissing me hard. Didn't look for that today. "Mom will lean on you even harder, now. It was just me and Angie, and now it's just me. And if want my opinion, you married the wrong sister."
"What!? You were fifteen when we met!"
She giggled. "Shoulda waited. Anyway, I'm all growed up and everything now. I know you need to mourn and come to terms with what Angie did, but when I'm sure you're in your right mind, you're taking me to dinner."
She laughed at the shocked look on my face. "Okay, with that out of the way, Mom doesn't know about Angie. I think the way she died makes her suspect, but we need to let her keep the image of her a good daughter intact. It would serve no purpose to tell her."
"Agreed. I like your Mom too much to cause her pain."
The cops released the body two weeks later, determining she expired from a gunshot to the head, from the .380 automatic found on the scene. It was burned pretty badly, but they ejected the magazine and found Brad Burn's fingerprints on the shells, despite all the rounds exploding from the heat. The week after that I got the life insurance. I felt bad for taking it, but rationized the whole fiasco was not of my making. If she'd stayed faithful it wouldn't have mattered and she'd still be alive. I never meant for her to die, I wanted her to live a long, regretful life, but it was not to be.
It took almost a year before I got the check for the house. It was enough to build a really nice one back, on the other side of the property. I kept the buildings intact, using it for my business address. I had it wired for security, something I was glad I hadn't done before.
They dropped the investigation six months after the incident, writing it off as a criminal enterprise gone wrong. They had no evidence I was there, and I had a solid alibi between the motel management, the farmer, and the waitress at the diner, so I was off their list.
.....................................................................................
So then, I got away with murder. Well, not quite murder except for the asshole. The security guards could be put down to self defense, but incinerating Brad Burns' junk would have gotten me a prison sentence. As for Angie, I felt bad she had been killed. I'll always wonder what made her decide she had a better offer, I had a feeling from what I learned about the family it would have ended badly.
The Senator finally got caught with his finger in the cookie jar. He resigned, leaving his party to scramble to find a replacement four months before the election. His party lost the seat by a big margin.
Hal came by one day to tell me a bunch of teens in the area were creating mischief, telling me to keep an eye out, and keep the cameras on since I was gone a lot. He caught me on weed patrol. I had managed to beat the Kudzu back to my property line, and I checked it every two weeks. My Dad used to say "Rust never sleeps, Kudzu always creeps."
He admired the Blaster. I'd made a few improvements, the biggest being a spare trigger in front. If you pulled it the gas came on instantly, without having to turn a valve. I'd also refined the nozzle until it could reduce to a three quarter inch beam. It would go through a piece of quarter inch metal if it were close enough in about thirty seconds. If it was steel, it took longer. Of course, Dale had to use it, grinning as the flames leapt out. "Man! You could sure fu..."
He stopped, stared at me, and grinned before he handed it back to me. "You ought to get that patented. You could make a lick. Remember to keep those cameras on."
I did, and he caught the kids vandalizing my tool shed. I thought about what he said a lot over the next few days. Then I redesigned the Blaster, strenghtening it to it resembled a flame thrower more than a weed burner, and then applied through the lawyer I'd hired. After six months I was notified it was pending, meaning I could manufacture them, so I produced a hundred, and tested the market.
They sold so well it was time to open a factory, so I rented an industrial building, hired twelve people for the line, and two office staff, and we were off to the races. We were assembling roughly thirty-five a day, and had a eight month long backlog. I was exhausted, and went into the office, complaining.
My office staff grinned. "I told you it was gonna happen. It's time to turn your lawyers loose and talk to some of the big boys that have been sniffing around. You don't need to sell it, just make a licensing agreement to protect yourself."
Gail laughed. "Mom's right. Want me to call Jack?"
"Yeah."
Nine months later we had a deal worked out where I got a pretty hefty percentage off every one manufactured. We covered our asses, marking every box with a warning: "Intended for home and agricultural use only." It was a really detailed disclaimer, in print large enough to read easily. Production took off as the interest grew, and now you could find it in every home improvement store, hardware store, and online. The company that leased the rights asked us to keep the small factory, as an experimental shop. The people we'd hired were happy to keep their jobs, as well as the office staff.
Now that I had money, I looked around and found a bigger house on sixty acres, with barns, shops, pasture, and woods. The house was four bedroom, really big bedrooms, and came with a three car garage that had an apartment over it. It took eight months and a ring, but Gail moved in with me, then spent some money sprucing up the apartment. I was onboard with moving Mom in, she was getting older and we really didn't like the idea of her living by herself.
..................................................................................
Our baby's cries woke me. I was in a cold sweat, dreaming about Angie. I never told anyone, especially Gail and Mom. That secret would go to my grave.
Gail just mumbled while I got up and changed our son, feeding him, burping him, and rocking him back to sleep. smiling the whole time. Gail had told me earlier that he was going to get a little sister in about seven months, which made me very happy. I couldn't help thinking they would have been Angie's if she hadn't got tangled up with the asshole. I'd searched my brain for years, trrying to see if I'd missed any clues, but I had been completely blindsided. We'd made love the night before I left, twice. It occurred to me it was probably a goodbye fuck, to ease her conscience.
I was awake now, so I set the coffeemaker and turned on the computer. I'd sold my old business, and about as far as I traveled now was the three miles to our shop, although I had to attend biyearly meetings with the company that held my licenses. Gail always went with me until the baby came, and now she split it between her and Mom. Mom was pretty sharp and more trained in business, and she caught things I would have missed totally.
A few years ago I'd discovered reading sites, many featuring cheating wife stories. One had a subgenre, "Burn The Bitch," about unrealistic forms of revenge against cheating spouses. I grinned, even though it was totally by accident, I had literally burnt the bitch Then the coffemaker beeped, and I poured a couple of cups while Gail stumbled out of the bedroom in a ragged tee and panties, her baby bump just beginning to show. She never looked more beautiful.
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Poker Bet: Tables Turned
This is a different take on a tired cliche. I hope you like it.
...........................................................................................................................
"You did what?"
I think he was surprised that I wasn't screaming. "Uh, well, you see....it was a sure thing! There was no way he could beat four aces!"
"And yet it appears he did. What did he have?"
"A six high straight flush."
"How big was the pot?" He hemmed and hawed for a second before he told me. "Five thousand."
That's when I lost it. "FIVE GRAND! WHAT THE HELL WERE YOU DOING PLAYING IN A GAME WITH SUCH HIGH STAKES?"
He was bright red. "It was just the last few hands, honey. Up until then we stuck to the standard stakes. I was winning big so I went along with it."
"How long did it take them to strip you of your winnings?"
He was bright red, embarrassed beyond words. "About six hands."
"And after the third hand it didn't occur to you to take what you had left and call it a night? Ever once consider the fix was in? You apparently couldn't lose when the stakes were low, but when they went up you couldn't find your ass with both hands, a flashlight, and a GPS app. Sucker, much?"
By now hubby was pissed and bright red, but he still looked a little guilty. "What else aren't you telling me?"
"I played one more hand. It was a way to get my money back plus another three grand."
"Did you win?"
I doubted his face could get any redder sort of exploding. "No."
"Dumbass! What did that cost us?"
"You."
...........................................................................................................
I had to stop for a minute, to try and get my head around it. I knew what he meant, but I wanted him to spell it out. "What do you mean, me?"
"I bet the guy three nights with you where you'd do every thing he told you, without complaint. He would bring you back Monday morning."
"Slight miscalculation, soon to be ex. You better come up with a way to pay that debt. There is no way in hell what you bet will ever happen."
"He's a pretty powerful guy, honey. It might not be that simple."
I finally laughed. "Have him pop around, honey" I put as much sarcasm as I could in 'honey'. "I'll be glad to explain how the real world works." He was still blustering and begging two hours later as I locked the bedroom door behind me. Ex, my new nickname for him, begged for a week. I found out the man's name and looked him up. He was the heir apparent to a business empire worth a lot of millions. Oddly he had a good standing in the community, but here he was in a poker game, gambling for people. I briefly wondered how my husband came to know him before deciding it didn't matter. He wasn't the only one who knew people.
My second cousin were the same age and we grew up together, and we were very close. I was extremely proud when he passed the bar after graduation from one of the top law schools in the country, even prouder when he went into public service. In eight years he worked his was up to District Attorney of our county, after beating his corrupt boss in a landslide. A bonus was he never liked my husband. I told him the story, including the players involved. He leaned back against his sofa, closing his eyes, while his wife left his side and snuggled me. Two minutes later he opened his eyes. "Two things. You said he was to pick you up Friday afternoon? I'll be there, with a couple of plainsclothes officers waiting if I need them. We'll clear everything up and he'll never bother you again. Next, I want your faithful promise you'll lose that idiot husband before he does something like this again and you don't have time to get help."
He got up, walked to his gun safe, and opened it. "Here," he said, handing me an automatic and two extra magazines. It was a little.380, easy to conceal but still very effective at close quarters. My family had shot for years so I was familiar with it. "Keep this in your purse, and do not hesitate if you have to use it. I'll make sure you have the best defense lawyer possible. I'll be there at five Friday. Do not tell anyone I'm coming. If possible, leave the back door unlocked so no one will know I'm there."
......................................................................
Friday rolled around way too soon. Darrin, my cousin, was sitting at the counter having a beer, while hubby sulked somewhere else. As soon as he saw Darrin he paled, made an excuse, and left. At six exactly there was a knock at the door. I answered, and the man seemed surprised to see me wearing sweat pants and a baggy shirt, my hair put up in a messy ponytail. He was wearing an expensive suit and was amazingly attractive. I had a fleeting regret that this was how we were meeting, but it is what it was. "Can I help you?"
He seemed to be a person that was in control at all times, but I had him a little flustered. "Um, I'm here to pick up Holly."
"I'm Holly, and I have no idea who you are or why you're here. Pick me up to go where, exactly?"
He didn't know what to say, and I felt a little pity for him. "I know exactly why you're here, Mr. Hansen, to collect on a bet from my husband. First, I'm not property, chattel, or any other term that means I have no free will. I fear you have wasted your time. But, come on in, I'm sure you have a story worth hearing."
He drew up short when he saw Darrin. "Let me introduce you. Darrin, this is Mr. Hansen, an associate of my husband. Mr. Hansen, this is Darrin Grooms, the local DA and my cousin."
Darrin rose and offered a hand, and Mr. Hansen didn't hesitate to shake it. "Well," he said, grinning, "this wasn't what I was expecting at all. I think I may have wasted everyone's time."
"Would you give us a few minutes? Coffee?"
He took a cup, a half smile on his face. A very handsome face, I decided. "Look, I know what my husband promised you, but that's never going to happen. Why did you accept the bet?"
"Because he showed me a picture of you. You're a very attractive woman, Mrs. Howard. On top of that, you're husband is a bit of a jerk, and I wanted to put him in his place."
"Well, that worked. He's off hiding somewhere, scared to death. Out of curiosity, what did you bet against me?"
"If I remember correctly, there was eight thousand in the pot."
It shocked me. "Wow! I was really worth that much?"
"Let me put it like this. If the pot had been twice that, I would have still taken the bet." I didn't know what to say. He finished his coffee and stood.
"Let me ask you something. You seem to be a very successful person, and quite handsome. Why would you need to gamble to get a woman?"
His smile showed his perfect teeth. "I have no trouble attracting women, Mrs. Howard. I didn't need to gamble on you. I wanted to. Well, it's just as best. If you had come, I wouldn't have respected you. Oh, I would have still spent all weekend trying to pound you through the mattress and into the floor, but it would have been just sex. Really good sex, no doubt, but that would have been all. I'd have brought you back and never given you another thought. Now, I'll have fantasies about you for years to come. The one that got away. You have a nice life, and tell your husband he needs to call me as soon as possible. Soon, understand?"
He gave me a card before he left, telling me if I ever needed something to call him first. He shook Darrin's hand again, and turned to leave. I don't know why I did it, but as he reached to shake my hand I grabbed him, pulling him into me and locking lips. He tasted really good, and after initial shock, he kissed back. We probably kissed for thirty seconds before I let him go. "What was that for?," He asked as he gently touched his lips.
"That was fuel for your fantasies, Mr. Hansen. Good night. I'm sorry you wasted your time."
He laughed. "The kiss made it worth my time, Mrs. Howard. If I may be so bold, you should get your husband to stop gambling. He's not nearly as good as he thinks he is. The group I normally play with would have eaten him alive. Sooner or later it will cause you real trouble."
"I totally agree with you. Most might not be as reasonable as you seem to be."
Something shifted in his eyes, making me suddenly unsure. "I agree I'm a reasonable man, Mrs. Howard, and in some cases quite forgiving, but if you slight me, I can be most disagreeable. Your husband will pay me what he owes, rest assured, and you can also rest assured that I will find a way for it not to be a burden on you. Good night. It really was a pleasure to meet you."
We watched as he walked down the drive and got into a really expensive looking vehicle.
..........................................................
Darrin grinned at me. "Well, that was interesting, as well as being a little creepy at times. I checked him out and he doesn't seem to be in the same line of business as some of his cousins. In fact, he came out squeaky clean, not even a traffic ticket. He is also a certified genius, graduating from MIT with a degree in engineering, then Harvard, with a Masters in Business, all before he was 22. He went to work for his father, and the companies he managed seemed to explode when he took them over. Oh yeah, what was that kiss about? I thought I was going to have to throw cold water on you for a while there."
I flamed red before I giggled. "I just wanted him to know what kind of merchandise he was missing out on. He's a pretty good kisser."
"Judging by the arm candy he's been seen with, he's probably practiced a lot. Just because he's clean doesn't mean he's not dangerous."
"I'll probably never see him again. Thanks, cousin, for helping us out."
"I did it for you, not him. He's a loser, Holly, dead weight that will drag you down if you're not careful. Think about it, I have to get home to Heather. I'm sure she'll squeeze every detail out of me." I gave him a big hug, glad I had family.
...............................................................................................................
Mike finally came home in the middle of the night, to an empty house. I'd gone to see a college friend two towns over, staying the weekend. I had a pretty good time catching up with old friends, and he spent a miserable couple of days wondering how hard Hansen was fucking me.
I pulled into a gas station just before I got home, going into the bathroom, mussing my hair and smearing my lipstick. Then I ripped the top two buttons off my almost transparent blouse, one I had neglected to put a bra on under it. You could just barely make out the two huge hickeys, one on each boob. To finish the job I pulled my already short skirt up until it just barely covered the tops of my torn stockings. I was very satisfied with my 'just fucked, hard' look, and made a dash to my car. I did manage to give a teen boy a thrill, and I drove away, laughing hysterically.
So where did the hickeys come from? My friend Vick and her wife Jaime gave them to me in a fit of drunken genius. They were helping me with my 'slut uniform', and grinned when I was done. Jaime grinned "I'd do you."
"Me too." Then Vick got that grin that had gotten us into so many wild situations in college. "You know what you need to top it off?"
"What?"
"Hickeys."
"I'm not going into work Monday with hickeys on my neck."
"Who said they had to be on your neck?" Before I could move, Vick dove down and latched onto my boob through my shirt. Jaime whooped and locked down on the other one. Then they both took a nipple in their mouth and bit down gently, then fell back, laughing hysterically. "Look at your nipples, girl! I think we got you halfway persuaded to change teams."
I didn't have to look down to know my nipples were hard as rocks. Laughing, I said, "Thanks. I think."
"Anytime you need a touchup, you let us know. We're always glad to help a friend."
"I'll keep you in mind." Then we trashed two more bottles of wine and passed out piled together on the sofa.
...............................................
I made a production of staggering into the house, carrying the five inch heels I'd bought for the occassion. Hubby's eyes went wide as he took me in. "Where the hell have you been!"
Easing down on the sofa, I pretended to wince as I sat. "Paying a bill. Now, I'm tired, sore, and I need to soak for awhile, and put lotion on a few spots. Then I'm off for bed. I'm going to call out tomorrow, I need to rest." I pulled the top off and his eyes went wide at the hickeys. I would have really like to have seen his face as I staggered up the stairs, the short skirt letting him know I was commando. I quietly giggled as I bathed, then crawled in bed and crashed. I don't know if he came to bed or not.
He was on me the next morning. "What happened?"
"Happened to what?"
His eyes rolled in exasperation. "This weekend! What did you do? Where did you go? Why did you come in last night looking like the guest of honor at a gangbang?"
"Let's refresh here. You are so addicted to gambling that you were willing to wager your wife and your marriage, sending me off like a whore to a total stranger. It's none of your business where I was or what I did. Whatever I did is on your head, so don't get all pissy with me." He was advancing and I shocked the shit out of him by punching him, hard, twisting as my fist made contact like my teacher taught me. He staggered back in surprise, blood pouring out of his mouth. As he staggered back I tossed a box of tissues. "That's for bartering my ass like a slut. We will never discuss this weekend, so don't ever ask. This is your last call, Mike. You either straighten your ass out and quit gambling or we're through. And until I say different you're sleeping in the guestroom. And don't even ask me about sex! It's going to take a while to recover, and your behavior will determine if you ever get back in bed with me. You understand that, Mike?"
Well, he could have done a lot of things. He could have hit me. He could have raised hell. What he did was break down and cry like a baby. In the end we agreed if he'd start going to Gamblers Anonymous and stay out of the bars, we could rebuild our life.
.......................................
Six months went by. Mike finally found out I hadn't been with Mr. Hansen, and was relieved, right up until Mr. Hansen paid him a visit. He went to his meetings, and had to call his sponsor twice, but as far as I know he wouldn't even get into a football pool. Our finances straightened out and we were finally starting to save for a house. I was cautiously happy for the first time in a long time. I still hadn't told him where I really was that weekend, hoping he would remember and stay on the straight and narrow.
At ten months remembering it was like remembering a bad TV show. Then Wesley called. Wesley was Mr. Hansen. How did I get to be on a first name basis? While he was forgiving, he always collected what was owed. He had a private discussion with Mike, and the upshot was he went to work for him part time. Mike had been a bartender in college, so Wesley used him when he had parties for business or pleasure, paying him 25 bucks an hour and deducting it from what he owed him. He usually worked fifteen hours a weekend, sometimes every weekend for a month. It was a bit irritating at first but I knew why he was doing it, and sometimes he came home with tips equalling what he would have been paid.
Five months before, he told Mike he would need him at the lake house for three days, for a Fourth of July party. We were on vacation for the week, even if we couldn't afford to go anywhere. It would be enough hours to finally pay off his debt, and he would be free again. I resigned myself to a long, lonely weekend. Mike left Thursday morning, and Thursday night Mr. Hansen called.
"Mrs. Howard, I feel I owe you an apology. I didn't know this was your vacation, or I'd never have booked Mike for the weekend."
"It's all right, Mr. Hansen. This will get us out of your debt and we can go back to living regular lives. I'll just rest here, sleep in, maybe do in a few bottles of wine and some steamy romance novels."
I could feel his grin over the phone. "As exciting as that sounds, I have a better idea. Come out and stay with me. I've got a guestroom you can use, and Mike doesn't work mornings or early afternoons. You could relax, take one of the boats out, fish, ski, or just ride around. Think of it as my apology for taking your husband away from you most weekends."
"That's a very enticing offer, but wouldn't it be awkward, me being a guest and him being hired help? Besides, let's not forget why he's working for you."
"Most of my guests don't wake up until noon, and nobody has to know you're husband and wife. If they see you together, well, you wouldn't be the first good looking guest that sampled the hired help."
I had a very bad thought. "Has Mike ever been sampled?"
"If he has, it hasn't been at one of my functions. I won't even let him drink, told him if I caught alcohol on his breath I was docking half his wages."
I thought that odd, because he often came home half in the bag. If Mr. Hansen didn't let him drink, where was he drinking? Wesley could be very charming when he wanted something, and it seemed important to him that I come. "All right, I'll come, but if it gets the least bit weird I'll turn around and go right back home. Understand?"
"Absolutely. We'll be having a cocktail hour tomorrow and Saturday, so be sure and bring a couple of nice dresses. I promise no harm will come to you, and if one of my other guests tries to get amourous, which happens when you mix alcohol with beautiful women, I'll handle it before it becomes embarrassing."
.........................................................................
I debated going right up until I packed my cases. I figured it might be a little weird with me being a guest and Mike being hired help, and I was right. Mike met me when I pulled into the parking lot of the 'house'. That's right, parking lot. The place looked more like a lodge than a home. He didn't look happy, hissing at me while he took the suitcases. "What the hell are you doing here?"
I was a little taken aback. "Well, I thought I'd come up and spend a little time with my husband, relax a little, maybe take a boat ride. Why did you think I was here?"
"I figured you were here to fuck Hansen."
If I'd connected he'd probably would have had a pretty good shiner, but he managed to duck back. "You know what, forget about it. I'm going home. And Mike, if Hansen wanted me, he'd push a lot harder than offering me a weekend with my husband. "
Mike realized he'd screwed up, and started apologising, something he seem to be doing a lot over the last year. It was getting tiresome. "I'm sorry, okay? The man's like super rich, and can afford anything he wants. How could I compete with that? He's let me off until eight tonight, so let's get you settled, and then I'll show you the lake."
I was still a little ticked. "Let it go, Mike. This isn't a cock measuring contest, this is a result of bad decisions on your part, and it's almost over. This weekend will make you square, and we can go back to a normal life."
My room was very well appointed, with a large shower and a whirlpool bath in the ensuite. So this is the life of the rich and famous. I was impressed. Then I noticed none of Mike's things were in the room. "Where's your stuff?"
I don't think he could have gotten any redder. "I'm in one of the guest cottages, with the rest of the servants." I realized this must be really chipping away at his ego.
"Well, if anyone thinks I'm not sleeping with my husband while I'm here, they will be very disappointed. You get your butt in here tonight, understand?"
After changing into shorts and a halter top, we strolled towards the boathouse. There were five boats, and three jet skis. Wow. We had to check the tag on the keys to see which we were using, and it turned out to be a fully restored 1962 mahogany Chriscraft, the brass gleaming in the sun. I knew more about boats than Mike, so I piloted us out of the boathouse, and once we got into the channel I opened the large outboard up, and that baby could fly. I laughed in sheer joy, before throttling down and turning it over to my husband. He was a lot more conservative, and fequently check the GPS in the cockpit, befoe pulling into a cove, and dropping anchor.



For the first time in forever we were alone, without distraction. The warm sun, the rocking boat, put us in a very relaxed mood. Mike pulled out a couple of bottles of wine. "Mike! It's ten in the morning! Plus, I didn't think you could drink when you work?"
He frowned a little at that, before he flashed that naughty, little boy grin that first attracted me to him. "It's just wine, and I don't have to work until seven, so we're good. Whatever little effects we get from this will be long gone before evening."
We ended up drinking both bottles, and made love on the sunning deck, like there was no one else in the world, even though we could have been spotted by anyone passing by. I think the naughtiness factor amped up our hunger for each other. I reflected later it was the best bout of lovemaking we'd ever experienced. After going twice, we were sated. Jumping into the cool water to clean up made me shriek and then giggle, and we weren't in very long, lying in the sun to dry ourselves before finding our clothes and reluctantly returning to the house. I grew pensive as we docked. "Is this going to be hard for you, serving drinks while I mingle? It will definitely be weird for me."
"I think after this morning I'll be all right with it, as long as you aren't hanging on the arm of some megarich asshole trying to steal you away from me."
He sounded slightly bitter, but I remembered when he set me up to hang onto the arm of a megarich asshole. I got just a little dig in before returning to the house. "Noted. Avoid the megarich assholes. Maybe I can find just a merely rich asshole, what do you think?"
He didn't think it was nearly as clever as I did.
............................................................
Dinner was at seven, and I was wearing a red version of an LBD, that stopped just above my knees, with a bit of a plunge in the neckline. Not enough to really show anything, more to give hints. I kept my hair down, enjoying the way it flowed across my bare shoulders.
Wesley saw me and I could tell he approved of my appearance. He approached me with an older gentleman, smiling as he chatted his way across the room. Counting me, there were nine women and fourteen men there as guests. Most of the women were wives or girlfriends, but two were single women there because of their businesses.
"Good evening, Mrs. Howard. You look quite stunning tonight. I'm sure most of the men here will share my sentiment, so let me present my father. He will be your dining companion tonight, as well as your escort during the mixer to follow. I thought he would be guarding you from the wolves, but after he's seen you, I wonder at the wisdom of letting an old fox guard the henhouse. Make him behave, Mrs. Howard."
He looked like how I pictured Wesley looking in twenty-five years, and it was not an unappealing visual. He smiled as he took my hand. "A pleasure, Mrs. Howard. Please call me Allen."
"It's just Holly, sir. This is a lovely place. Wesley must be very proud."
Allen laughed a short laugh. "He is, but this is my house. Well, it's more of a family lodge. We use it for business meetings, but mostly for family vacations. If it interests you, his house is just the other side of the cove. It's less than half the size of this, but realistically, other than the purpose it's used for, who needs twelve bedrooms and two guest cottages? I must confess none of us actually live here. To be honest, my wife despises the place now that our children are grown, and is hardly ever here."
"Will she be joining us tonight?"
He smiled and showed me a picture of an attractive silver haired lady that had 'rich dowager' written all over it. "No, she is currently in Europe with my daughter and daughter-in-law. She's expecting her first child, and they're doing a little shopping before the birth. Mirabella isn't due for three more months, and I will be joining them in two months. It's a girl."
"Your first grandchild?"
"Third," he said, swiping his phone to show me two young boys, three and five.
"My daughter's children."
I couldn't help asking. "Wesley given you any yet?"
His look of sadness made me regret the question. "No, and the odds are growing slimmer. I had hopes when he married, but that cratered after three years, when they split up. I always thought she married him for his money, but he had her sign a prenupt to protect the family businesses. She walked away with two expensive cars, her extended wardrobe of designer clothes, her mostly custom made jewelry, and 500 thousand cash. The value all together was about a million five. If she had been conservative it would have lasted her a good while, but she got a taste of the high life with my son, and it only took her two years to burn through the money. Then she sold her jewelry and went husband hunting. She landed one about a year later, but he was a good businessman and I hear the prenuptial is pretty draconian, and he has her on an allowance."
That saddened me a little. Wesley SHOULD be married, and have a start on a family by now. I said as much to Allen. He grinned. "Well, I know he has a soft spot for you. I also know you're married and faithful to your husband. Wes told me a bit about your circumstances. Has he beaten his gambling habit?"
"So far, and it's been almost a year. We're finally in a good spot, and I think house hunting will be in our future in a year or so."
"Well then, good for you. If you'd like some unsolicited advice, you should wait for another two years. The housing market is finally starting to show cracks, interest rates are going up, and by the time you buy,the market will be a lot softer, and you should be able to get a good deal if you're discerning. I happen to own a real estate company, so I watch the markets closely. Give us a call when the time comes, and we'll find you a bargain."
I couldn't help asking. "Is real estate your business?"
He chuckled. "No, I own seventeen companies in a lot of different markets. Wes manages three of them, and has two of his own up and running. I figure in another four years I'll be looking for a good set of managers."
Dinner was called and a five course meal was served. It was some of the best food I'd ever eaten, and the dessert was so good I wanted to cry. Many had wine, but I stuck to water and really rich coffee, so I could taste everything better and keep a clear head. My dinner companions for the most part were gracious, and Allen introduced me as the wife of one of Wesley's business associates, here to relax because he had business to take care of. It was borderline true, and most accepted it.
By ten the serious drinking had begun. I sipped an excellent rye, nursing two drinks in two hours. It was the drink of choice for my father and I inherited the fondness. I spent most of my time in conversation with two women close to my age. They were nice, included me in their conversations, even though I had no idea what they were talking about most of the time it was still interesting. Allen felt I was safe so he went off to have a business conversation with two men who seemed desperate to talk.
......................................................
Then God's Gift To Women arrived. I'm pretty sure no one else shared that view, but it was his firm conviction, and he zeroed in on me. Probably in his forties, he had the classic midlife mood going. Belly just starting to lap his belt, hair showing signs of thinning and receding, he was nothing to brag about. He did have that entitled rich thing going, and I must have looked like low hanging fruit. We were having a good time, gossiping about men, but when they saw him approaching they clammed up. Then Betsy said "Incoming sleeze alert, ten o'clock high! Watch out, Holly, he targets new women like a Stinger missile."
"Yeah," said Aggie, smirking, "But he's packing a.22 long, at best."
I got the caliber reference, coming from a family of gun owners, and then he was on us. "Aggie, Bets! Who's your new friend?
Betsy gritted her teeth but made the introduction. "Jerome, this is Holly. She's the wife of a CLOSE friend of Wesley. He thinks a lot of them."
That didn't even slow him down. He tried the trite and true pickup lines, before trying to cut me out of the herd. "Holly, have you seen the lake from the balcony? The lights reflecting off it is quite a sight. If the lights are out, the stars are amazing."
"We're ten steps from the deck, wouldn't the view be just as good from there?"
He didn't bat an eye. "No, there's too much light pollution."
"Well then, I'll look out my window before I go to bed tonight. I'm sure the view is quite lovely."
Jerome was getting a little irritated. The girls were smiling as I shot down every approach."Come on now, a woman looking like you coming to something like this alone? We all know what you're after."
I laughed. "As smooth as that offer is, I promised to keep myself unsullied until the orgy starts at midnight. You are coming, right? Only the top tier is invited, but a mover and shaker such as yourself should be the first one through the door."
Aggie lost it, laughing hysterically. Betsy chimed in. "I'm afraid Jerome's never attended. He must not make the cut. Wait until you ride the bucking bull with the Sybian attached, the newbies all start on it. That will really get you in the mood. Good thing the walls of the orgy chambers are soundproof."
Aggie got a cut in. "I think I know why we've never seen him there, Bets. Remember the seven inch rule. Poor Jerome must not measure up." By then people were looking, we were laughing so hard. Jerome turned so red he was almost purple, and we could tell he was going to explode. Just as soon as he drew in a deep breath, someone slapped him on the back, hard. Wesley grinned at him.
"I see you've met Holly, Jerome. She and her husband are really close to me, and I think a lot of them. I would hate for her to have a less than excellent time with us, and so would her husband. It's a shame he's not here, but the millions won't make themselves, well, until you learn how. Then you just sit back and watch it roll in. Know what I mean?
Wesley was smiling, oozing good cheer, until you looked into his eyes. His eyes looked like death. Jerome suddenly remembered he just had to talk business with someone across the room, and was gone.
"Are you all right?"
I laughed and the girls joined in. "I'm fine, honey. This isn't the first time some would be Lothario made me aware of what a gift from the Gods he was. As attractive as his offer was, I declined."
He smiled, talked to us for a few more minutes, before striding off. "If I had a chance, I'd fuck him blind!"
Betsy looked at Aggie and giggled. "How do you think Matt would feel about that?"
"He'd put my ass on the street faster than you could say 'Prenupt'. All I get is fantasy, you've sampled the real thing."
Betsy went pensive. "Yeah, I missed my shot. You don't know how many times I've regretted it, but then my four year old tugs my hand, and all the fantasies vanish."
It wasn't until I was lying in bed that night that I remembered calling him honey.
...............................................
Mike staggered in at two in the morning, almost completely drunk. He pawed me awake, and I pushed him off. "What are you doing, MIke? Jesus, you smell like a distillery, how much have you had to drink? I thought you had to stay sober to work?"
"Af...after party for the workers. We d..drink as much of their booze as we can while we clean up. Good stuff."
He was slurring, a bad sign. "You're gonna feel awful tomorrow, honey. Snuggle up and get some sleep."
He was protesting, grabbing my breasts so hard I thought he was going to leave bruises. We struggled for a few minutes before he passed out. I was so angry I wanted to scream, but instead I shoved until he rolled off the bed, landing with a thud. I left him lying there, and he was still on the floor the next morning. I showered, put on a nice sundress, and met the guests for brunch. I sat between Wesley and his father, and it looked to be a place of honor. Most of the women grinned, and the men seemed extra differential.
Then we broke up, the ladies planning a short excursion into town, to a small boutique they had discovered. I tried to demur, knowing I couldn't afford to do more than look, until Wesley spoke up. "That's an excellent idea, ladies. I'm sure Holly would love to go. I'll have someone drive you. Holly, could you spare a moment before you go? My father has a question about your husband, your opinion on a business matter. Ladies, go easy on the Mimosas."
They giggled as I walked over to his father. He grinned and kissed my cheek, sliding something into my hand. It was a credit card, AmEx black. "Wesley says you're to get a new dress for tonight, as well as a casual outfit, with appropriate shoes. He also you may have two sets of intimates that the store is famous for. This is a gift, and you owe us nothing, well, except the pleasure of seeing you in a new dress."
Then he stopped smiling. "My son is tremendously attracted to you, Holly. He would never do anything to jeapordize your marriage, he's just not built that way. But fair warning here, if you suddenly become single, be it soon or years from now, he will pursue you relentlessly. And I would approve it. Now, off you go, spend our money foolishly and have a good time."
..................................................................................
A few ladies opted to be driven in the Rolls, but Aggie and Bets pulled up behind them in a classic converible that was a mile long. I learned later it was the same model they used on the Lincoln Lawyer tv series, and it had been in Wesley's family since his grandfather bought it new. There was another woman about our age sitting in the back.
"Get in! Let the dowagers have their fun, while the young gals party!"
They introduced the new woman, Andrea, but she preferred Andi. We were cackling like a bunch of hens in an egglaying competiton after our third Mimosa, not intoxicated by alcohol, but by the company. Boutique was a bit of a misnomer for the place, it was huge, sprawling over two floors, and held things I'd never heard of, much less seen.
The selections seemed endless, but 'the girls' took me in hand. I must have modeled twenty dresses. Even the dowagers got in on it. I loved almost every one of them, but they all had objections to every one. Then I put on the burgundy silk sheath. It had a modest hem line, but a dangerously high slit on the side, and was strapless. I felt a little naked in it, but there was a collective intake of breath when I came out of the dressing room. Millie, the oldest of us, smiled.
"You better really be married, honey. One look at you will have every man in there drooling like sheepdogs. If they thought you were available, they'd be on you so fast your head wouldn't have time to swim. A few won't care if you're married, but we'll watch over you."
Then it was on to shoes, where I got an elegant pair of sandals, and four inch heels the same color as my dress. When we hit the lingerie department, I just stopped and stared. This wasn't what you'd find in any high end lingerie store, these were works of art in lace, silk, satin, even leather. The manager asked about our purchases, and proceeded to match them color for color.
Millie, the dowager, smiled. "It has to be a thong, honey. Anything else would stand out and disrupt the lines." Then she sighed. "Where were these things forty years ago? Cedric would have his heart attack twenty years earlier."
The older ones laughed. "You didn't need these things, Millie, you did that to him with the sex."
She became wistful. "God, what I wouldn't give to be with him again. My only solace is at my age, I'll be joining him soon."
The ladies clustered around her. "You were together for forty-three years, honey. How many marriages today last forty-three months? In all that time, your devotion to each other never wavered. He was still bragging how lucky he was to have you on the day he died."
I stared at her, wishing in my soul I had a love like hers. It made me think about my marriage. Was I truly happy, did I see myself with Mike in our golden years? I was feeling confused and shook it off. Of course I would still be with him. We'd have three children and eight grandchildren and I would spoil them all unmercifully. Then I had another thought. In the four years we'd been married, we'd never seriously discussed children. I resolved to remedy that as quickly as possible. Mike and I would have a serious talk in the very near future.
I got the thong, and a velvet bustier in the same color. It fit me like a glove and added just the right accents to the dress. The other outfit was a pair of linen pants and offwhite blouse that just seemed to drape my body with elegance. I had to ride back in the Rolls, so my freshly coiffed hair and perfectly applied makeup would remain intact.
Wesley and his father was standing with a group of men when we ladies came rolling in, and as we got out conversation came to a standstill. I had on the linen outfit, and when I got out I heard someone gasp. It wasn't Wesley because I was looking in his eyes, and the raw want he was radiating was immensely satisfying. He nodded at me and strode off.
His father was ebullient in his praise of me as I gave him back his card. "My Lord, talk about money well spent! If I got a return on investment like this in my business dealings, I'd be the richest man in the world."
I flamed red. "Please stop, it's embarrassing. I'm just a woman in nice clothes, nothing special. I'm sure you've encountered many women more beautiful in your lifetime."
"Other than my wife, not one comes to mind. I know you've managed to impress Wesley."
"Where did he go so abruptly?"
He sighed. "Truth be told, I don't think he could control his attraction to you. It's very uncharacteristic, I've never seen a man more in control of his emotions. Shame, really. You'd probably be very good for him. Unfortunately, his honor, and ultimately your honor, judging from what I've learned about you, will preclude that possibility. I think he realizes the mistake he made bringing you here. Before you object, you're very welcome and he had honorable intentions, but you can only dangle steak in front of a starving wolf for so long. Come along now, it's time for tea."
"Tea?"
"Yes, a habit I picked up from my wife, she's British you know. She insists on afternoon tea and I honor her custom, even if she isn't here."
..............................................................
'High Tea' was everything I always thought it would be from the old movies I'd watched as a kid. There were nine kinds of tea, and I chose Earl Grey, because I'd had it before and liked it, with a wedge of lemon. There were finger sandwiches, and I ate a cucumber sandwich for the first time, surprised at how much I liked it. I sat with Andi, Millicent, Betsy, and Agatha. Millie insisted I try a scone, then a couple of petit fours, and a lemon/coconut cookie that literally melted in my mouth. Millie asked where my husband was and I was glad I didn't have to lie.
"He had some work scheduled, and I was at loose ends, so Wesley suggested I spend the weekend with him." I blushed at what I had said and kind of stammered. "I mean, not with him, just as a guest."
Aggie patted my hand. "We know, honey. Wes is one of the last of the good guys, one a woman can feel safe with no matter where they are. He takes a dim view of cheaters, his exwife can verify that. It was an ugly divorce, and she accused him of cheating first. Of course, she could find no one to cooborate her suspicions, and many offered to testify in his behalf. She was caught on film, live and in color, with two different men, and had a snowball's chance of breaking the prenupt."



Millie chimed in. "She was a dreadful girl, vain and deceitful her whole life. Her parents were good and decent people, and I know she was raised better. What surprises me is he's many times richer than what she threw him over for, much better looking, and supposedly a monster in bed. He loved her deeply, yet she threw it all away for nothing. I would wager she's had a serious case of buyer's remorse over how things turned out."
Aggie grinned. "He's still available, honey, if you ever want to trade up."
I grinned back, knowing she wasn't serious. "If I wasn't already married, I have him locked up so tight Fort Knox would come to me, wanting instructions. Sadly, all I can do is rape him with my eyes every time I see him. He's been fantasy fodder for quite a while now."
They all laughed and the conversation turned to other things. I excused myself to dress for dinner, and MIke fell in beside me. He pracrtically snarled at me. "Having a good time, playing lady of the manor? Have you seem his etchings yet?"
I sighed. "I knew this was a mistake. I've been in plain sight all day, you jerk, except for an excursion with the women. And I'm pretty sure if I was to ever be in his bedroom, the last thing I would be worried about was art. You don't have to worry, I'll be gone in the morning first thing. And if you want this night to be special, try coming to bed sober. Now you'll excuse me while I dress."
He stomped off, raging under his breath. I took my time, touching up my makeup and hair, laying out the dress and shoes. The bustier had a built in garter, so I splurged, spending a little more of Wesley's money, on a high end pair of silk hose. They felt really good sliding up my legs, and I looked at myself in the mirror, in just the thong, bustier, and garters. Damn! I looked really hot.
Then Mike spoiled it by coming into the room. He took one look and was speechless. Then he exploded. "Getting all dressed up for your date? You gonna let him slide those stockings off with his teeth? Tell me when you do it, and I'll ask what fucking twenty million dollars feels like."
"What the hell is wrong with you? I bought this, thinking it might be fun if you did exactly what you're talking about! I couldn't wait to show you, but you managed to kill that surprise. And what's the crack about twenty million over?"
"That's how much your boyfriend is worth, at the very least. Some estimates double that."
"You know this for a fact?"
"Hey, I listen when those drunk assholes talk. Their money is the measuring stick."
I sighed. "Screw this! It's not worth the bullshit I'm going through. I'm going home tonight, as soon as I can pack. I thought maybe we'd reconnect, build our lovelife up a bit. The first day here was so amazing, and I'm not talking about hobnobbing with the rich. I'll see you at home, and I'm telling you now, we're going to have a long talk about our future."
He stomped out in obvious disgust, and I started packing. Then I looked at the dress, and made a decision. Drop Kick Murphys was playing in my head, Going Out In Style. I put the dress on, touched up my makeup, and went down for dinner. Talk seemed to just stop when I made my entrance. Millie grinned and strode over. "Ah, there you are, my little Cinderella."
"What?"
She grinned as she kissed my cheek. "What? You don't think everyone here hasn't wondered who you are? Out of nowhere a beautiful woman pops up, one that obviously has our Wesley enthralled. Nobody loves a mystery more than rich people, and at least half a dozen of us have checked up on you."
"I... "
"Don't worry about it. No one is classless enough to say anything, and all reports have been favorable." Then she frowned. "Everyone knows Wes is besotted by you, and everyone knows you're married. After all, you made it plain, and I'm sure you have enough honor not to seduce him. Not that it would take much effort on your part."
Aggie had joined us by then, and I told them I intended to leave right after dinner. "Nothing good has come from me being here, and I feel like a brass spoon tossed among the silverware, so as soon as dinner is over, I'll be gone."
Andi and Bets had wandered over and made a few observations. "Perhaps it's for the best. I know Wesley will be terribly disappointed, but he needs to put you out of his mind. And you're wrong in your analogy, you belong with the good china." Bets handed me a card, as did Millie and Agatha. "Here, these are our addresses and phone numbers. Stay in touch. We'll make it a point to do lunch every couple of weeks."
"Why?," I asked in shock.
"Because, silly girl, we like you. Your unpretentiousness appeals to us, it's like a breath of fresh air." I didn't know what to say, but I liked the warm feeling that washed over me.
...................................................
The dinner was just as grand as the night before. Instead of Allen, my dining companion for the night was one of their cousins. I could see the family resemblence, but Tony was far more compact and muscled. I asked him, after a couple of drinks, what his fat to muscle ratio was. He smiled happily and handed me a card. It seemed he owned a series of gyms, up and down the east coast. "In my business it wouldn't look good if the owner is a fat slob, and besides, my wife is manager and a personal trainer at our flagship location. Funny enough, I didn't meet her at a gym, but at a formal charity event. Sparks flew the first time we looked at each other, and I knew. We were married nine months later. We had a son last year." He fumbled through his phone, before showing me a few pictures. One was of her in formal wear, and she looked like a Greek goddess. The next was one of her in a sports bra and yoga pants, an eight month baby bulge hanging over. The next was a family portrait, and she looked even slimmer than she did before the pregnancy.
"She and your child are beautiful. You must love them very much."
"They're the sun and the moon to me, and I love her dearly, except at the gym. She insists on training me and there's been a couple of times when I thought she was trying to kill me for the insurance money."
Then he laughed. "If she saw what I ate tonight, she really would kill me. The only reason she's not here was a family crisis. Her younger sister had disappeared, and then last month she showed up, eight months pregnant and on drugs. She's having the baby now, and we're all scared to death something will be wrong with it."
"Where's the father?"
"He took almost all her trust fund money and disappeared. Not to worry, all the branches of the family have people looking for him. Those guys could find a ghost hiding under a rock in Mongolia. When he's found, there will be a reckoning."
His eyes went flat and reminded me of a rattlesnake I'd seen once, and I suddenly remembered Darrin telling me some of the branches of their family weren't pure as others, and had a very bad feeling."I have a feeling she's going to have a good support system. You look like a man who knows the value of family."
He seemed surprised for a second, and then grinned. "You're right. In my family, in ALL my family, loyalty is supreme, followed only by love."
Then he surprised me by kissing my cheek, and whispering into my ear. "It's no wonder Wes is so attracted to you. I know you're married, but if that ever changes, trust me when I tell you'll he'll know, and act on it as soon as possible. Now, I'm going to have a big slice of that Missisppi Mud cake. And if get's back to my wife, I'll know who ratted me out."
I just grinned and joined him, and had to admit, it was very good cake.
...............................................................................
After dinner it was drinks and conversation, just as before. My new friend Andi had taken me in hand, making introductions of what I felt were serious and influential people, but just seemed like nice guys to me. The talk might have been on a slightly different level, but it was just friends relaxing, much like the myriad of suburban parties Mike and I had attended. Andi's husband came and dragged her away to meet somebody, and I wandered out on the balcony. I grinned, thinking of the sleaziod last night. He was right about one thing, the night sky full of stars, the big fat moon that seemed to float lazily over the lake, the lights of the houses reflecting off the lake was very pretty.
I guess thinking of the devil really does make him appear, because Jerome apppeared at my side. He was obviously high on something, but he didn't seem drunk. "There you are! And all alone! Let's enjoy each others' company." He had his hand on my wrist, and I almost had to pry it off.
"I was just going inside. Andi wants to introduce me to some of her friends."
His hand locked down on my wrists so hard I knew there would be bruises in the morning. "Let me go!"
"Not until I get what I want. You been parading around in that excuse for a dress all night, cockteasing all the men. I think it's time to show me what's under that dress."
He had his hand on the top of my dress, trying hard to pull it down. I think I surprised him with my scream, even more so when I punched him in the nose, and he staggered back. When no one came he snarled at me, and tried to grab me. All of a sudden, he just... wasn't there. I heard a grunt and a thud, and Tony was looking over the balcony.
"Oh my," he said with a straight face, "It appears poor Jerome has fallen over the railing. Straighten up your dress please, I'm not the only one who heard your scream."
I was working on autopilot, but I made adjustments just before Wesley and half a dozen others showed up. "What happened?"
Tony grinned. "It would seem Jerome has fallen off the balcony. Jasmine screamed and tried to warn him, but it was too late. Lucky those rosebushes were so thick where he landed, I'm sure they broke his fall. Then again, he was fairly drunk. May want someone to check on him."
Tony was adjusting his cufflinks as he spoke, and people rushed to the railing to see Jerome sprawled out in the bushes. Several women giggled and got their phones out, recording his instance of infamy. Wesley slowly grinned, and shock Tony's hand. "Thank you, cousin."
"What's family for if not to look out for each other? If you'll excuse me, I'm going to see if there's any cake left."
Wes grinned. "When Maggie has you panting like a dog in the sun, remember, it's your own fault." Then he turned to me.
"Are you sure you're all right?"
"I'm fine, shaken a little, but fine."
"I think perhaps a long talk over acceptable behavior as one of my guests will be In Jerome's future tomorrow. A rather strong talk."
It occurred to me to tell him to be careful, but I remembered him pawing at me like an animal. "When you talk to him, be firm."
He smiled. "I intend to."
.....................................................................................
The mood was spoiled, and I made my excuses before going to my room. As I was walking out, they dragged Jerome in, emphasis on dragging. I was wondering how he managed to get two black eyes and split lips from a fall, and grinned. He was also covered head to foot with scratches and bruises. A man and his wife, both physicians, looked him over in a drawing room and pronounced him fit to travel. He was gone before I was.
I sighed when I got to my room. Mike had torn everything out of the drawers and my suitcase, looking for signs of cheating, I would guess. The lovely linen pants from this afternoon lay in two pieces on the floor. Muttering dark things under my breath, I picked everything up. With one last look around the luxurious room, I opened the door.
There he was, Wesley, still in his tux. "I was just about to check on you. You're leaving?"
"Yes, this was a mistake. Not coming here, exactly. Your guests, with one glaring exception, have been gracious and friendly. You've been the perfect gentleman, but admit it, all we end up doing is looking at each other and wondering. You seem to be a man of honor, and I intend to remain faithful to my vows, so let's put ourselves out of our misery and walk away. MIke will be square with you after this weekend, so we'll probably never see each other again."
Wesley looked incredibly sad. "As much as it pains me, you are correct. Continued contact will do neither of us any good. I refuse to be the reason a marriage fails, so this is probably the last time we see each other again. Have a nice life, Holly, and if you ever, for any reason, need anything, do not hesitate to call."
He turned to leave and I stopped him, putting my hand on his arm. "Thank you Wesley. For the compassion you've shown. Before we part, I have something I need to do."
"What?"
Instead of answering him I jumped into his arms and gave him a deep, soul sharing kiss. I don't know how long it lasted, but it was sweet and tender, and tears were cascading down my cheeks when I finally pulled away. He stood speechless as I grabbed my case and walked out of his life.
End of part one.
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Tables Turned, Part 2
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I didn't see Wesley for two years. Not in person, at any rate. He was often in the business and society sections of our online newspaper
I wasn't surprised to see his engagement announcement ten months later. I had no doubt she was gorgeous in person, if her photos were any indication. She had a pedigree going back to the Mayflower, and her parents were old money. I doubt if they could keep up with Wesley's family, but they were rich enough.
I gave myself about three minutes to wonder what if, before I shelved the sentiment and looked over the real estate brochures. Mike and I had a terrible row when he finally got home, and ended up separated for three months. He finally talked me into counselling, and a lot came out. He was diagnosed with an addictive personality. Not in alcohol per se, but in anything that took his interest. The counselor used golf as a way to get him to see it.
"I understand you play golf?"
He beamed. "Yes, a minimum of twice a week."
Do you have a good set of clubs? My husband uses Magnum Force, and those clubs cost a fortune."
"That's what I use. They're expensive but worth it."
"So then, you're good at it? What's your handicap?"
He stuttered. His golfing buddies told me he sucked at golf. He'd been playing for over a year and had yet to break 100, despite lessons. "I'm a work in progress."
"I see. What does Holly do while you play golf?"
"What? I donno, stay around the house, I guess."
"If she suddenly found an interest in tennis, joined a club, bought a top of the line racquet or two, designer tennis outfits, and signed up for lessons, limiting to just the time you play golf, would that be all right with you?"
"We couldn't afford that! We're saving for a house."
The therapist sighed. "No Mike, Holly is saving for a house. You're taking what would be your contribution and using it as play money. Do you think that's fair?"
One of our biggest bones of contention was his spending habits. I was tired of renting, and longed for a house filled with love, laughter, and children. I make sure he knew what my long term goals were when we married, but he never quite bought into it.
While right in the middle of trying to formulate a response, the therapist changed tactics. "Mike, I understand you know Wesley Henson."
Mike flushed a deep red. "Yeah. I did some side work for him, as a bartender for some parties he hosted."
"Did you like him?"
"He was a pretty straight up guy when it came to business, but no, I didn't like him."
"Why?"
"Because I felt like he was trying to steal my wife."
"How did he do that? Did they ever have secret meetings, inappropriate interactions, lingering touches, that sort of thing?"
"Not that I saw. But he wanted her, you could tell by the look in his eyes!"
"Yet nothing ever came of it, right? By your own admission neither of you have had contact with him for a couple of years. I understand he's engaged. But tell me, Mike. if he wasn't honorable, and you spent more time on your hobbies than you do on Holly, wouldn't she be ripe for the picking? After all, she sits home, bored most likely. If someone swooped in and started working her, you'd never know. Well, you wouldn't until it's too late."
He stared at her, slackjawed. I don't think it had ever occurred to him before, and you could see it bothered him. The therapist gave him some instructions. "Mike, next week, I want you to limit yourself to once on the course, and take the money you would have spent and use it for something that makes Holly happy. Can you do that?"
To my surprise, he did, and instead of going ahead and planning something, he actually asked me if there was something I wanted to do. I was dying to go to a pottery show at the fairgrounds, and he took me, handing me money just before we entered. "What's this?"
It's the money I would have spent on golf today. I want you to spend it on something you want. Please?"
I don't know which surprised me more, that he was giving me the money, or that he really meant what he said. I dragged him from booth to booth, exclaiming over this piece or that, and in the end I bought a frog that almost looked alive. The potter had formed it into a planter, and the display he had was planted in moss that looked like miniscule ferns. "It's great, there's almost nothing to tend to, I think the fern lives off oxygen and a spoonful of water a month."
It came home with us, and I placed on a side table beside the front door, going out to a place the woman told me about to buy the fern. Poor Mike got dragged around again for hours as I examined almost every plant they offered.
Two more weeks and we were done with counseling. "I think you guys got it. Just remember to place each other at the top of your priorities, and you'll be fine. You can call if you need an appointment, but I have every expectation that I'll never see you again. Good luck."
..........................................................................................................................
Things were pretty good for about six months. When Mike played golf on Saturdays, I usually went to lunch, every two weeks ( I would have gone every week but she refused to let me pay) with Millie. The first time surprised me, but I accepted because I really wanted to see her again. She reminded me a lot of my deceased grandmother.
The second time she had Betsy with her, and we spent an hour in pleasant conversation. The next time Aggie and Andi were along. It felt really weird, and as I sat there I wondered how much money was sitting at the table. We always dined at the Rose Room, a female only private club that catered to the really rich. It was members only, and I often wondered what the dues were. I asked Millie once if she thought anyone minded if I was there, and she laughed. "Honey, you fit right in. You may not have money, but you look like money. Besides, I own controlling interest."
That surprised me, but what surprised me more was her giving me a membership card. "This isn't just me. The board of directors have to vote on every member, and it has to be unanimous before it's official. Of course, all of us are on the board, and no woman in her right mind would fight us, but still, they seemed happy with the decision. Come as often as you like, you have an open account and it'll be taken care of."
As I looked at their grinning faces I knew better than to fight it, but I never went unless they were there. Millie knew I wanted a family, and they asked pointed questions about those plans. I was happy to report that since Mike and I were back on track, and saving for a house. "As soon as we find something we can afford, I'm throwing away my pills."
Millie grinned. "When you're ready, be sure to call Allen. He still asks about you on occasion, and he would be offended if you don't go to him when you're ready."
I never asked about Wesley, and generally they didn't bring him up, but every once in a while a snippet would come out. It was apparent Millie and Alice didn't like his intended. They never said why, and changed the subject.
One day Mike came to me, really excited. "Honey, remember Allen Hansen?"
An odd question. "Yes, he's Wesley's father."
"Well, he contacted me today, wanting to know if I was interested in working an event for him. His regular company bowed out at the last minute, some sort of family crisis. It will be fifty guests, and I'll need another bartender and maybe one waitress. I can get Bill and his wife to help me. It's a great opportunity to help with the house fund, but I won't do it unless you agree."
I was touched with his concern, and we were both frustrated with the amount we needed to save. "I see no problem with it. Do you need help?"
No, Margie can handle that amount of guests. If I ever do one bigger, I'll need you then. It'll be about eight hundred after I pay my helpers. Who knows, maybe it'll lead to more work."
He didn't get in until three in the morning, and didn't have the scent of booze on him. "Way too busy to even sip a beer. Here," he said, handing me a wad of bills. "This is what we made, and I didn't count the tips. I'm beat honey, so I'm going to shower and hit the bed."
I was awake, so I counted. Almost eleven hundred! Wow! I put the money up and snuggled down, glowing with happiness. I let him sleep until eleven, then woke him up in a special way. After the best sex we'd had in months, we talked about it.
"It was a lot of work, but it was worth it. It makes me wish I could do more. Allen paid me in cash, and gave my helpers a hundred each. He said he always paid cash when he could, because he knew well the pain of paying taxes. I told him if he ever needed me again, just call."
......................................................................................................
We thought it was just a one off, but two weeks later one of Allens' friends called, asking if he could work Saturday. Twenty guests, so he could handle it himself, and he made five hundred.
After that, he seemed to work three weekends of the month, but he always kept the fourth free, and we would use it as a date night. He invested in professional clothes, black pants, crisp white shirts, bowties, shiny black shoes, even a red and then a black vest, depending on the occassion. He took a bartending class at the local community college, and became certified. He was even talking about quitting his day job and going into business.
I was thrilled with the money, and helped him out once or twice on big events. At the first one, the drunks thought I was fair game, until he leapt over the bar and pinned one man's hand back. "All I need is about six more pounds of pressure and every finger on your hand snaps. Now, I expect you to apologize immediately, and then leave. Can you do that for me? Three more pounds."
He'd kept pushing slowly. The man was crying, apologising and blubbering at the same time. Mike let him go, and he scurried out the door. The man hosting the party was staring at him with awe. Mike apologized, but the man grinned and shook his hand. "I only invited the asshole because of business. His boss is here as well, and finally saw his true colors. Think nothing of it, and you can be sure if I need services, you'll be the first one I call." When the night was over, both he and the jerk's boss gave me a hundred apiece, and apologize again.
Mike and I laughed about it all the way home, but I remembered how he came over the bar in my defense, even if it meant losing business. He could barely walk the next morning. Our house account grew by eight thousand in ten months, so it was worth the lost time.He was really wanting to quit his job, but I made him see reason.
"Honey, this is a good gig, but think about it. Our health insurance is through your job, and while we could change it to my company, our plan is higher and doesn't pay nearly the percentage yours does. You get three weeks of paid vacation, ten sick days. and a yearly bonus.
Now, if you quit, our insurance would go up, you automatically lose 35 free paid days a year, and your 401 is doing really well, and you'd lose the fifty per cent match you have because of you seniority. You'd have to get business licenses, pay tax, meet a payroll, and self fund your own retirement plan. You'd only be clearing about 60% of what you are now, plus you'd really have to hustle to drum up enough business to come close to what you were making.
And the big thing is, we'd have very little time together. I'd have to hold on to my job just for the insurance, and your prime times are weekends. Besides, it would make it harder to get a house loan until you've been in business for at least a year, maybe more."
I could tell I had rained on his parade, and I hated it, but we had to look to the future. He thought about it for a day or two and agreed not to quit for right now, but to revisit it a few years down the road.
...................................................................................
Then he called one night, just before he was supposed to get home. "I've got an opportunity, honey. Five of the men here are starting a poker game, and they'll pay me a hundred an hour to stay with them for four hours. What do you think? I wanted to be honest with you, and I promise I won't touch the cards. Four hundred. What do you think?"
I thought about it for a second. "Be really careful, honey, and call me if you're too tired to drive home."
"You're the best! If I'm too tired to drive, I'll call. Love you!"
He shambled in at eight in the morning. I'd just gotten up and was reaching for the phone. He looked a little sheepish. "Sorry honey. I dozed off during the last hour and they left me until their game broke up. I freaked when I saw the time, but in the end it was probably a good thing. It meant I could function on the drive." He started pulling bills out of pockets, spilling them on the kitchen table. It was a lot of bills. He always tried to get paid in cash, to avoid taxes.
"I need you to tell me you still love me, and let me sleep for another four hours."
I hugged him, and he didn't smell good. It was the scent of stale air and cigars, not perfume and booze. I pushed him back, grinning. "You stink! Don't you dare lay down until you've showered. I'll wake you in five hours."
He crashed within seconds of his head hitting his pillow. I let him sleep for six, waking him to shower and get dressed. "You should have woken me!"
"Why, so you could drag ass around all day and then go right back to bed? I wanted you coherent enough to hold a conversation. Now get dressed. I know it's a little early, but I've made dinner. You must be starved."
He was, almost all he'd had since lunch the day before were appetizers, and few of those. I'd made his favorites, pork chops, creamed fresh corn, mashed potatoes, and green beans. It was impressive to see him take in that much food. Afterwards we cuddled on the sofa. I asked if he wanted wine and he refused, saying he'd seen enough alcohol fof a while.
"I counted the money, fifteen hundred and thirty dollars. I'm impressed."
"Put a grand in the home account. Keep the rest, to pay for a couple of days at the cottage."
The cottage was the place we'd spent our honeymoom, while we were still poor. It was small, cute, and was right beside the headwaters of a river. It was also close to things we liked, like a community theater and two arts and crafts centers. We had a ball, watched a play, dined at a buffet style restaurant famed in the area, and the next day we hit the arts centers. I saw a glass vase that I absolutely loved until I looked at the price tag, and when we got home it was in my bag. I cried for thirty minutes.
After that, about once a month, he'd pull an allnighter. I didn't like it but the money was nice, and we were getting close to our target, enough for the downpayment as soon as we saw something we liked. I even asked MIllie if she would tell Allen we were seriously looking. Two days later invitations from three real estate companies showed up in the mailbox, urging me to log on for virtual views. I found two that looked really good, and more importantly, in our price range. Both were near good schools, something to look at for the future. My ultimate goal was to be in my own home and become pregnant within two years.
It wasn't noticeable at first, but Mike began to work odder hours than usual, sometimes two days in a row. He always brought home good money, but something was off and I could feel it. To make it worse, he was a bit evasive, saying he had an opportunity he was checking, that may result in some serious money. Then he assured me it was legal, and not to worry about it. Naturally I worried about it.
He got vague and evasive when I'd ask him who he was working for. "I've got new people I'm working with. The pay is much better than what I'd been getting before, so I'll be going with them for a while longer. We're almost there, babe. Let me do my thing and you'll be griping at me to mow the lawn at our new house in no time."
That was my Kryptonite and he knew it.
Things went along nicely for a few weeks, and then one day he came home broke. "The asshole stiffed me! Said he'd had some setbacks and wouldn't be able to pay me. I'm not just out the pay, I bought the booze and snacks! Two grand! He promised he'd have it this weekend, and I told him if he didn't I'd kick his ass."
I was naturally upset, but I tried to calm him down. "Don't fret it, honey. I can't believe a regular customer doing this to you."
"It wasn't one of the regulars, it was someone new, but the guys vouched for him. Bad mistake on my part."
He finally got calmed down, and worked another job the next weekend. When he came home he had money literally dripping out of his pockets. Three grand. "The guy showed up and paid me, giving me three hundred extra, and the guy I worked for had sixty guests. I bitched him out a little because I couldn't handle that myself, so I got Bob and Margie last minute, having to pay them more to get them to come. I was going to call you, but you and your friends had been looking forward to catching up for six weeks, and I didn't want to ruin it for you."
We were getting close to our goal, and I told him I wanted to go looking at houses next weekend. "Can't," he said. "I already committed to a two day gig on Lake Lundy. Why don't you go yourself, and if you like it we'll go together next week, with the checkbook."
So I did go, by myself. The realtor was a friend of the Hansen family, not directly working for Allen, but did a lot of sub work for them, helping each other find the right fit for the client. It was a mutually satisfying arrangement that benefitted both.
"So then, a friend of the Hansens. Know them well?"
"Not really. It's more of a friend of a friend type of thing. I've been to a couple of their parties, and I'm friends with Millie Fountain, Andrea Melton, Betsy Cromwell, and Agatha Mortonsen."
I'd just name dropped four of the richest women in the area, and she immediately perked up. "Good people to have as friends. I sold Andi her house, did you know that? Well, technically I sold it to her husband, but you know as well as I that when women say 'I want', they usually get, at least at that level."
We toured four homes in my price range, and I really liked one. In the suburbs but easy access to the city, half a block away from one of the top elementary schools in the state, and crime in the area was almost nonexistent. I almost wrote her a good faith check on the spot, but stopped, deciding to let Mike see it. "I love this one. It has everything I'm looking for, quiet neighborhood, a big yard, easy access to everything. Unfortunately, my husband is working this weekend, so can we get together on Tuesday?"
"Of course, if it's still on the market. This one should sell fast, but if we miss it, we'll find you something just as good. And when you go for financing, Allen said to be sure and use his bank, and that he would see you got a good deal."
I was so excited when I got home I could barely sleep, moving the dozens of photos to the computer so Mike could see them better. I couldn't wait for him to get home.
......................................................................................................................
Then Mike didn't come home. Not Sunday night, not Monday night, nor the rest of the week. I made a missing persons report after 48 hours, and the detective took the details and a recent picture.
"It's probably nothing. Were you guys getting along? Any drama? Sometimes one of the spouses just takes a break to get their head on straight, then come back home. Have there been any unusual withdrawals from your bank accounts? I hate to say it, but sometimes they just take the money and run."



I pulled up the checking account on my phone, and it was fine. No major withdrawals, none at all since he'd disappeared. Then I checked our house fund and fainted, right there in the police department. They had to get the EMT's from next door to check on me, but by then I had recovered. There was a thousand dollars in it, and the last time I checked there had been $46,480 there, every dime we had saved for years, gone.
The cop looked at me with sad eyes. "It was a joint account, so there's really nothing we can do. I would suggest that you remove whatever you have left to another account in your name only, just in case he tries to go to the well one more time."
I did that just as soon as I got to the bank, asking the manager helping me if he knew what branch he'd taken the money from. He was kind enough to look it up, and looked at me in surprise. "He withdrew it in Madison. That's eight hundred miles away."
So then, he was officially in the wind. His boss called me on Thursday, asking me what was wrong. I told him as far as I knew he was gone and I had no way of contacting him, because his phone was turned off. "Well, tell him if he isn't in by Monday, I'll have to let him go. See if you can find him, he's been with us six years and has been a good employee, but if I don't hear from him soon my hands are tied"
Great, I thought. If he loses that job it would be really hard to get another with that degree of pay and benefits, and would set us back even farther in buying a house. The I let out a pained snort. We were never buying a house. Then people started calling me, asking for him. I told them the truth, that by now I hadn't seen him in a week. They seemed very unhappy, asking me to have him call them. They never left a number, just their names.
I thought maybe lunch with Millie and the girls would cheer me up so I went. They took one look at me and demanded to know what happened. I broke down for the first time, crying hysterically, and told them everything. Millie immediately put me in her car and had us driven to her house. Millie had never had a drivers' license, but then she'd never needed one. The girls followed, and by the time we got there Millie had a wet shoulder and I was a little more composed. After they heard me out, I rediscovered what it was like to have rich friends.
"Honey, you're staying with me a few days while we sort this out. Don't try to argue with me, you don't need to be alone right now, and the thought of you by yourself in this unsettled situation makes me very uneasy." Millie was in her full Grande Dame mode, with a little concerned mothering coming through, and I knew better than to fight her. She sent her driver along, just to watch over me, insisting it was for her peace of mind.
It was a good thing she did, because when I got home there was a strange car in the driveway, and the two men didn't look friendly. They were looking for Mike, unsatisfied I couldn't tell them anything. One leaned in, invading my space, making me very uncomfortable. "If you see him or if he contacts you, tell him his friends are looking for their money, and we don't hear from him soon, we'll be taking the collateral he put up to cover it."
By that time Millie's driver had gotten out of his car. Jay was six feet five, a thirty year old with muscles of a gym rat, and he carried a gun. He was very polite, but the implication was clear. Back off. "Ma'am, are you ready to go?"
I handed him one of my bags. "I am, Jay, thank you. Gentlemen, once again I haven't seen my husband, I have no idea what debt he has to you, but I will tell you the only collateral value he has is his car, and it's with him, if you can find him. Good luck with that."
While they respected Jay, they weren't scared. It was more along the line of two predators eyeing each other before deciding the fight for territory wasn't worth it. The one doing the talking smiled thinly. "There are other forms of collateral, ma'am. Tell him if you see him."
Jay made sure he got the license plate number. He'd been a cop before he got married, and after he got shot his wife threatened to leave him if he didn't quit. She was also Millie's secretary, so the introductions were made, her old driver retired, and he suddenly had an easier job at a lot more pay.
We told MIllie what had occurred, an she looked troubled. "Honey, if you have any vacation time coming, take it, at least a week. Let me ask some friends to help us out."
.................................................................................................................................
Two days later Darrin walked in, and he had Tony Hansen with him. I hadn't seen him in a couple of years, but I knew his wife. He gave me a gift card the night at the party, and I tossed in the drawer and forgot about it, until my gym raised my rates, for the third time in eighteen months. Maggie's gym was all of half a mile farther away, so I visited.
Maggie looked at me and smiled. "Mike was right,you are beautiful, at least you will be when I polish you up a little. You up for it?"
I had many times regretting that decision for the next year, as she worked me like a dog, but when she was done I was in the best shape of my life. I was really sad when the year was over, and promised her I'd try to keep my regimen up. She laughed. "Honey, that gift card is for life, now get your workout gear on, and go out there and bust your ass."
It got to the point I helped her run a class when I could, my feeble way of her paying her back. I had always been able to turn heads, but with my now toned body, in a sports bras and yoga pants I had them walking into walls. It was a great ego boost, I just wished my Mike appreciated it more. I asked him several times to go with me, and he did a time or two, but I noted he watched the ladies more than he worked out. He hadn't broke a sweat, and I was always drenched by the time my routine was over.
"Tony! Darrin! What are you guys doing here?"
They hugged me, then Darrin spoke. ""Holly, we need to talk." That, of course, struck terror in me. Nothing good ever comes after those words. My first thoughts were about MIke. I soon found out it was, but he was healthy enough, for now at any rate.
"Have you heard from your husband?" Tony looked really sad when he asked.
"Not a word since he left. Is he all right?"
Darrin took over. "As far as we know, he's physically fine. Tell us, the last month or two, did you notice anything odd about him, anything different about his side job?"
"Yeah, for the last month he was erratic and jumpy, and the pay never seemed to be quite right. Has he done something wrong?"
Darrin started again. "Yes he has. For the last two months, he hasn't done parties. He opened a poker house. One that attracted some pretty high rollers. Before you ask, yes, that's illegal activity. Operating a building for the purposes af gambling is a felony, treated the same as a crack house, a brothel, or a bootleg bar. From what I've gathered, he didn't gamble for the first three or four times, but I think looking at that amount of money day after day got to him, and he started playing again."
He paused for a moment, "And losing. His skill was never that good and these guys were professionals. I doubt they needed to cheat, he was that bad. Then he got in over his head, and there went the house money. Then he got even deeper, didn't have the money to pay, and had to barter."
"What could he use as barter? Our house is a rental, and our cars are nice, but we still owe on both of them, and even if they were paid off, the couldn't be worth more than twenty-five grand."
"He used the greatest asset he had. You."
I felt like it was deja vu all over again. "That's all well and good, but he had to know how that scenario would end from the last time."
Darrin looked mighty uncomfortable. "That worked because he lost you to Wesley, and he's a standup guy. These people aren't. They're mostly professional criminals and bodies are just a commodity to them. They'll take you in the middle of the night, and you'll just disappear, maybe somewhere in South America or the Middle East, wherever they could get the most money for you. Or they may decide to keep you, and have you work off the debt, except the debt will never be paid until you're completely used up."
I felt a moment of sheer terror. "What am I supposed to do? I have to work to pay my bills."
For the first time, Millie spoke. I was still at her house. "No you don't. You'll be living with me until I'm absolutely sure you're safe. No one is stupid enough to try something here, and besides, this place has better security than a prison, and I have Jay."
She said it in that strong, 'don't backtalk me' voice my grandmother used to use. Both men nodded, and I sighed. "All right, but I need to tell you now I want my life back."
"And you'll get it, just not right now. I have contacts I've reserved for an emergency, and this quailifies." I looked into Tony's eyes as he spoke, and instead of being the warm brown they always were, they looked black. Then Darrin chimed in.
"I'm not without resources, and I'll put the word out. In the meantime, you stay safe."
......................................................................................
The whole thing left me shaken. I didn't return to work for three weeks because Millie had Andi's husband, a doctor, examine and write me out for possibly a month, depending on therapy for stress and mental exhaustion. The company knew about the disappearance of Mike, so they bought it. Then Aggie and her husband stopped to check on me and visit. Before they left, she asked me if I had a dollar. I dug a five out of my purse and she grinned when I took it, handing me a form and having me sign it. I was then the official client of the Miller, Miller, and Jonas, Attorneys at Law. "Just in case you find you need a divorce." Betsy's husband was an unnamed partner.
Two weeks later it came to a head. I gave them the number one had given me, and they arranged a sit down, in a conference room of a convention center three towns over. I was escorted by Jay and two off duty police officers, and they walked me to the door, telling me they'd be in the lobby, and giving me a key fob. "I doubt very seriously you need this, but if it goes sideways and looks like it may get out of control, push the button. We can be here in three minutes."
I walked in scared to death, and then I grinned. Darrin, Tony, three guys I didn't know, and there, sitting at the head of the table, was Wesley. They all smiled and shook my hand, while Darrin and Tony hugged me. I lingered over Wesley's hand, because it felt so good. He placed me at the table right beside him.
Ten minutes later four other men walked in, two I recognized from seeing at my house, but the other two were strangers. They gravely shook hands and sat down. Wesley started the conversation. "I think we all know who each other are, just by reputation."
Everyone nodded. "Good, then you know we're serious. It would seem you have our friend here in a bit of a bind, insisting she pay a debt not incurred by her, but her husband, correct?"
They nodded. "Good. We're here to resolve this. How much does our friend's husband owe you gentlemen?"
They all looked at the older guy, and he spoke. "The current amount is fifty-five thousand, and it grows daily with interest."
"Done. Tony, give the gentleman his money." He stood and pulled a briefcase out from under the table, popped it open, and it was filled to the brim with neatly stacked hundred dollar bills, still in bank wrappers, gave them six bundles, with ten thousand dollars in each.
"Gentlemen, the extra five grand is for you trouble of coming to meet us. Is the amount agreeable?"
"It is. Now we need to settle the intangible portion of his debt. The woman."
Wes's eyes hardened. "She is not on the table. Give me a dollar amount."
"That will be hard to determine, depending on what we do with the asset."
"Guess."
They conferred for a moment before one of the younger ones spoke. "Two hundred fifty thousand."
Wesley stared at them coldly. "Guess again."
"That's my offer. Take it or leave it."
A man on the left side of Wesley spoke. "We all know the value of family, correct?" There were a few headbobs, and he spoke again.
"You may know me by reputation. I'm your counterpart in this part of the state. My cousins came to me for advice, and I urged him to meet with you, assuring him you were all reasonable men and an accommodation could be reached. Did I overestimate your intelligence? I think not, once you see the full picture. The woman is close to my family, which makes her close to me. Do not let one woman bring about the financial inconvenience your organization would suffer if a mutually satisfying conclusion can not be met."
"Is that a threat?"
"No sir, that is a foregone conclusion. I would consider it a favor, a favor you may call at any time, if you work with us."
It would seem a favor from this man was worth considering. They whispered to each other for a few minutes. "In light of your interest, I believe we can settle this amicably."
There was a bit of dickering, mostly just to save face, but they agreed to an amount.
Wesley spoke again. "The matter is settled then? This woman no longer holds interest to you?"
"No, the debt has been settled." Then he surprised all of us by handing me a card.
"Madam, I can assure you my organization no longer has an issue with you. The debt has been collected. If anyone from my organization calls on you again, call me. I will take care of it."
It felt odd thanking a man who moments before was intent on taking me as a sex slave, but I did. Wesley looked at me and smiled. "Holly, would you please leave? There is another matter I need to discuss, and it does not concern you."
I knew I was being dismissed and though I would have dearly loved to have been a fly on the wall, I left.
....................................................................................................................
Tony and his men walked me to the limo, where the girls, all of them, were waiting. After we pulled out in traffic, the questions came. I was as honest as I could be, without going into specifics. At the end, Millie grinned. "You know Wesley put up the money. He bought you, and I expect him to claim his property in the near future."
I knew they were kidding, so I joined in, sighing dramatically. "Oh, the crosses I have to bear. To be the side piece to such a rich and handsome man. Too bad he's going to be married soon."
Millie didn't look like the cat that ate the canary, more like the lion that swallowed an ostrich. "Oh, didn't I tell you? The engagement is off. Caught the silly girl in Vegas with an old beau. Better now than after the marriage, I say. It would have been quite the scandal, her parents were incensed, until he offered to share the video, then it was quietly hushed up."
...................................................................
Betsy's husband started my divorce, using abandonment as grounds. It would take a year, but I wasn't in a hurry. I never went home, moving in with Millie, at her insistence. Her son, his wife, and two daughters were killed in an interstate pile up. Her husband long gone, and all she had were a few nieces and nephews who never came around unless they wanted something. She treated Jay and his wife Emily like a son and daughter, and me as a favored granddaughter. After a while rumor started that I was her granddaughter, from an affair that was not to be talked about.
It upset me enough that I went to her with it, and she laughed. "Baby, who do you think started those rumors? If they think you're mine, they'll make sure they stay polite to you. You move in these circles now, learn the jungle, and how to survive."
I didn't know what to make of it, but I left it alone. I saw Wesley and Tony four months later, at a charity event. Millie took advantage immediately, homing in on them, making small talk. Then she dropped the bomb. "Wesley my dear, will you humor an old foolish woman and escort Holly for the night? She, like you, is alone and it would help balance the seating."
Wes stood for a moment lost in thought, then he grinned. "Millie, if you'll point out a foolish old woman, I would be honored to help. All I see before me is a silver fox whose mind is like a steel trap, waiting for the right moment to be sprung. Nevertheless, it isn't exactly onerous to be seen in the company of a beautiful woman. Holly, please accompany me as we make the inevitable rounds incumbent at these events. Maybe we can get the rumor mill started up."
He offered his arm, and I took it automatically, in a bit of a daze. We hobnobbed with the rich, and it suddenly hit me that I was comfortable with it. Most of them already knew me, and if they were surprised to see Wesley and I together, they didn't remark on it.
The event went as those things are wont to go, speeches from people who didn't care the first thing about what they were supporting, but willing to part with a nice check for publicity. Millie told me long ago it really didn't matter why they contributed, as long as the did. After the meal we mingled some more, until we found ourselves in a secluded little nook. "I never got to thank you."
He seemed surprised. "For what?"
"For saving my life."
"I think you exaggerate. Those men would never have harmed you."
"You and I both know that's a lie. How did you find out?"
"Millie called and asked for my help."
"And you came."
"Yes, I came."
There was a bit of a lull and I told him I was sorry his engagement had been called off. He grinned. "Better to catch her before the marriage. It made it less messy, but it wouldn't have mattered. The prenup was ironclad." Then he changed the subject to me.
"How are things on your homefront? Have you heard from your husband?"
I grimaced. "Make that soon to be exhusband. No, and I have no idea where he is."
"He's in Reno, working as a dealer at one of the smaller casinos."
"You know this how?"
He shrugged. "I have money and a long memory. I wanted to be sure he couldn't hurt you again." I kissed him, hard, suddenly, and as thoroughly as I could. He didn't even pretend to fight it. I finally let him go and leaned away from him, breathing heavily.
He was having a little trouble breathing as well. "What was that for?"
"Don't be obtuse. It doesn't become you. Why haven't you asked me out yet?"
"You're a married woman."
"Not for much longer. You just told me how to find him. Betsy's husband will smother him like a wet blanket, making his life very uncomfortable until he signs the papers. I expect it'll take less than three months, and when I'm single, you better be first in line, do you understand me?"
He gave me that boyish smile that made me almost rape him on the spot, and said "I intend to make sure I'm the ONLY one in the line." I locked down on his hand and almost dragged him across the floor, people taking one look at me and getting out of the way, until we got got to Bets and her husband. If her grin had gotten any wider it would have looked cartoonish. "Wesley knows where my ex is. Tell them honey, so we can get this ugly episode of my life over with."
All of them got the 'honey,' and I just grinned. Wesley promised to send the information Monday morning. Jasck asked if he could send it to him tomorrow, so she could have him served Monday.
.............................................................................
She said Mike nearly had a heart attack when he was served, then he got angry. Someone must have told him whose money was behind me, and he tried to leverage it to his advantage, demanding $10,000 to sign the papers. I'm not sure exactly what happened, but a few locals seemed to take an interest, and he suddenly dropped the counter offer, especially when Jack told him through the firm he'd hired in Reno that she would see he came back for the divorce, and was sure he could use the time to reconnect with old friends.



He didn't know his debts had been settled, and he had absolutely no desire to come back East, so he signed what he was told to, and in two to three months I'd be a free woman. I determined to use the time wisely, and focus on what I wanted, and I wanted Wesley Hansen. I felt the connection back when I was married, but we were both honorable people and behaved ourselves, but it was different now. He was single, and I was soon to be without the encumberance of a husband, so I called him. He seemed happy to speak to me.
"Look, let's stop beating around the bush here. I want to explore my feelings for you, to really get to know you past your veneer of social detachment. I think there's a passionate man lurking beneath that cool exterior, and I think I should be the one to find it. How do you propose to do this?"
There was a bit of silence before he answered. "Well, I suppose the best way is to spend time together. There's a party at the lodge Saturday if you'd like to be my plus one. I intended to ask you tomorrow anyway. Just know, I want to take it slow. I've been around pretty, plastic divas all my life. I'd like to experience a real woman for a change. Shall we meet there?"
I hoped he could feel my grin through the phone. "Absolutely not. I expect you to call for me like a gentleman. Make sure I get a room because I want maximum time with you. Understood?"
"Clearly. I shall arrive at seven, plenty of time to get you there and get you settled into a room and freshen up."
Of course Millie heard everything, and she smoked her own phone, and suddenly we were off to the boutique, girls in tow.
.....................................................................................................
It was deja vu all over again, except where I tried on twenty dresses before, now it seemed like a hundred, and according to my review board, none were quite right. In desperation I tried an oriental style dress with a high neck, in grey silk. There were nods all round. "This one."
Then it was off to get shoes to match, and 'suitable' undergarments. I sincerely believe Millie was a stripper in a past life because of some of her suggestions. That was followed by a trip to the salon, where I was professionally made up, and my hair styled into an elaborate bun, held in place by two ebony hair pins.
The limo showed at seven on the dot, Wesley ringing the doorbell with a smile on his face. It slipped a little when he took my appearance in, then the smile was back. "You look lovely. Quite stunning, really."
He was resplendent in his tux, and I had to resist the urge to run my hands through his perfectly groomed hair. I took the proffered arm, and as we left he looked back over his shoulder at Millie.
"I'll have her back from the prom before midnight, I promise."
Millie had a huge smile on her face. "See you do, Jr. And there better not be a hair out of place. I'll leave the porch light on for you. If you take too long saying goodnight, I'll flick it a few times to get your attention. Have a good time."
Her laughter floated out as she closed the door. I'd see her and all the girls later at the function, but first it was an intimate dinner at a five star restaurant. All eyes seemed to be on us as we entered and I liked to think it was because we made such a handsome couple. The meal was light, and intimate, in a softly lit private booth. Touches were made, hands were briefly held, and as soon as we got back in the limo he pulled me firmly over, and kissed me. It was a firm, passionate, claiming kiss, and I wasn't fighting it.
We finally broke, breathing heavily. "I've been wanting to do that since the first time I saw you."
I grinned. "It took you long enough."
His reply startled me. "I disagree. I think it took exactly as much time as we needed, you to get over your husband, and me to be smart enough when the time came. Any sooner would have made it less."
"Anyone ever comment on your annoying habit of being right all the time?"
His smile was happy, content. "It's been mentioned a time or two in passing, but if you spend enough time with me you'll realize that's not always the case."
............................................
We walked in to stares and knowing grins. It seemed his perfect hair was a bit mussed and sticking out in a couple of places. I thought his father was going to break his face grinning, and after a brief greeting, he was off to repair his grooming.
"You coulds have told me, you know." He had noticed the lipstick, then.
"Oh no! I wanted everyone there, especially the single women on the hunt, to know that you were taken. I think I made my point." It got a little tense when I was finally introduced to his mother. She was polite and friendly, but I knew a risk assessment when I saw one. She chatted, insisted we have lunch tomorrow, and then circulated, leaving me with Allen and Wesley."
Alan smiled. "I apologize in advance for the grilling you'll be getting tomorrow. Rest assured, by now she knows everything about you, from who your first crush was to the size of your underwear. Prepare yourself."
I watched her in a deep conversation with Millie, and smiled. "Oh, I'm sure we'll get along famously. If I have to, I'll play the grandchildren card."
Allen suddenly excused himself, trying to get away before laughing at the expression on Wesley's face. "Grandchildren?"
"Absolutely. Three, bare minimum, not negotiable."
He smirked. "Oh, honey, everything is negotiable, and I was thinking more like four or five, but I'm sure we can reach an accommodation."
Well, it seemed to be my turn to blush. Then I smiled sweetly. "Absolutely. And I think the best time would be right after I've reduced you to a quivering mess in the bedroom. You'll be most agreeable then, I believe."
I decided I liked watching him blush.
.....................................................................................................
That night, the culmination of years of wanting could not be denied. Instead of staying at the lodge, we went to his house. It was a sprawling, six bedroom monstrosity that was awesome. He'd give me the grand tour tomorrow, right now the only part of it I wanted to see was his bedroom.
It was dark and masculine. I had about three seconds to start planning changes when I found myself airborne, landing in the middle of the largest bed I'd ever seen, followed by him landing beside me. Our lips smashed together as our tongues wrestled for dominance, and after three or four minutes I called a draw and disengaged, slipping off the bed before he could catch me.
"I'm not ruining this dress. It going to be very special to me, and I want to wear it again on important occasions." Like our first anniversary, I thought to myself. "Wanna unzip me?"
I've never thought about the speed a zipper going down, but this one had to set a record, for slowness. He'd go a few inches, then stop and nibble or lick the new spot before proceeding. Finally it puddled at my feet, and I stepped out of it, giving him a show in my thigh highs, thong, and shelf bra. I managed to get out of the bra and panties, but the hose stayed on. By then I was past the point of caring, our hands and mouths constantly moving and exploring. I think we did everything a man and a woman could do sexually. The man had a golden tongue, and very nice equipment, far better than anyone I'd ever been with before, and he was quite skilled.
I managed over a dozen orgasms, while he managed four times. A record for him, he told me later. We didn't drop off to sleep before the sun was shining, slept five hours, went at it again, then showered together. I would have loved to experience shower sex with him, but we were both sore and exhausted. Still played around.
Later still, we sat around in his plush robes, enjoying brunch that he'd ordered in while I was trying to repair my makeup, thinking about it before I wiped it all off. He needed to see what he'd be waking up to for the rest of his life.
.................................................................................................................
We were quiet, conversation at a minimum while we spoke with our hands, until I dressed and did the 'ride of shame,' going home in the same clothes as last night. Millie met us at the door, her grin so wide I thought her face would crack. She hugged Wes, gave him a big kiss, and told him to go away. "We got woman talk to do, no men allowed. You can have her back in an hour or two."
The rest of the girls were waiting in the living room, and while I didn't give them blow for blow, they got the gist. Millie was happy and sad at the same time. "I'm glad you finally got what you deserve, baby, I'm just sad I'm losing you."
"You're not losing me. You and the girls need to help plan the wedding, and you'll have responsibilities as mother of the bride. My real Mom passed a couple of years ago, and I can't think of a better substitute."
When she finally got control of her emotions, she told me that when he got around to looking for a ring, to send him to her. I promised as we wept in each other's arms.
.......................................................................................
The lunch with his mother went surprisingly well. Of course, she had every detail of my life at her fingertips. I saw her first smile when I talked about children. "Well, aren't you the ambitious one!"
"My biological clock isn't ticking, and I want to get it done before the alarm goes off. Besides, the quicker I deliver, the sooner Grandma can start spoiling them."
Right answer. We briefly brushed over money, and I showed her the prenupt I'd already had Jack prepare. If we separated for anything except infidelity, I'd get a reasonable amount, enough to establish me until I got a job. If it was due to infidelity on my part, I got absolutely zero, and he got custody of any children. If it was on his part, I got half a million, commensurate support, and full custody. She looked it over.
"Do you know how much my son is worth?"
"Not really. It doesn't matter past his ability to raise his children in comfort. Everything else is inconsequential."
She grinned. "Well then, I think you'll find my son a bit less draconian."
"It doesn't matter. In this case it's my way or no deal."
She studied me for a bit. "Well dear, it seems you are quite the impressive woman. I have one requirement, then I give you my blessing. The first girl you have must go to my old school. It's a tradition going back a hundred and twenty years, counting my other grandchildren, and I would like the tradition to stay intact."
"I have no problem, but ultimately it will be up to her. She may have other plans. You may have to wait for the second. We'll have longer to persuade her."
"Deal."
I shook her proffered hand. "Deal."
She went home and told Allen she thought I was a lovely girl and would fit in quite nicely. Allen grinned, knowing it wouldn't matter if I didn't, as long as I fitted their son.
........................................................................................................
It was at a small dinner with just family and a few intimate friends that he proposed, catching me by surprise. Oh, I knew it was coming, I just didn't expect it this soon. I'm sure his words were memorable, but all I heard was "Marry" and I was all over him. The ring was a stunner, a genuine rock that looked really familiar, when it hit me. This was MIllie's ring, and I never saw it off her finger.
She smiled at me. "I wanted you to have it. The descendents would have squabbled over it relentlessly otherwise."
Six years later, when she passed, I was holding her hands, crying desperately as my second mother left. She got to see my first child, a girl named Millicent, and my second, Andrea, before she passed.
Then I had to attend the reading of the will. MIllie had left my daughters enough money to see them through college all the way to Ph.D. level, if they wanted to pursue it. She left Andi, Betsy, and Aggie most of her jewelry, which pissed the nieces off no end. She left them and the nephews substantial amounts, gave a generous amount to Jay and Emily, and left me the bulk of the estate, sixteen million in investments and property. The family wanted to sue, but she had put a flyer in that if anyone tried to break the will and failed, any portion they inherited was put back, so they accepted it with poor grace.
I asked my husband what I should do with the money, and he told me it was mine and I should do with it as I wished, but we didn't need it, so maybe I should become active in good works. The first thing I did was establish the Millicent Rhodes Memorial Scholarship, for young women in need. The foundation sent two girls through college all expenses paid every year.
That ended up with me sitting on three different charitable boards, making time kind of a precious commodity with three children, all girls, at home, but we made sure we didn't neglect them.
.......................................................................................................
Two weeks before my divorce was final, I made a request of my future husband and his cousins, a sort of wedding present. It made them all grin and they made plans. A week later, I was in Reno, at a private poker game, one with very high stakes. We'd hired a private bartender, and the look on his face was priceless when Mike walked into the room. The time had not been good to him, and he looked kind of haggard.
He watched dumbfounded as I raked in pots, building a substantial pile of chips. I made sure I slipped him a hundred dollar chip every time he brought me a wine, and while it might have shamed him, he took it. I caught him staring at the rock on my finger and grinned as he blushed, knowing I had traded up.
Then in the second hour, my winnings started dwindling, until I was down to almost nothing. Sitting at the table were two of the men Mike had run out on, two of Wesley's cousins from the 'dark' side of the family, as well as Tony. Wesley had wandered in about half an hour after the game started, and bought a hundred thousand dollars worth of chips, the minimum for the game.
Mike was looking definitely ill, between Wesley, Tony, and the 'thugs' at the table. I think he would have bolted if the door wasn't locked. I looked at my hand. Three aces and a king, in four cards. I bet conservatively and kept everyone one in the game, then I hit another king on the sixth, and bet like crazy, until it was just me and one of the thugs, and when he looked at his hole card and grinned. I didn't like it and decided to check. He made a production out of counting his chips, then thrust eighty thousand in.
"I don't have the money to call that."
The thug grinned. "Then it looks like I win."
"Wait! Maybe I can offer you something else!"
The man leered at me. Even knowing it was a con, it still made me nervous. "I'll take you. A year should work off the debt."
"You misunderstand. Not me, I'm private property and let's just say the owner isn't into sharing. How about somebody else? There's a guy here who owes me. It took a hundred and twenty-five thousand to pay off his debts, and I need retribution."
"Who?"
"The bartender."
Mike tried to bolt, but found Tony and two cousins between him and the door. The cousins grabbed his arms, immobilizing him.
The guy looked at him. "Please allow me a moment to confer with my associate."
They stepped to the corner of the room, talking in whispers, before coming back. "We'd like to inspect the product."
I waved a negligent hand at him. "Feel free."
By now four of the men held him in a deathgrip. The men felt his muscles, pried his mouth open and looked at his teeth, and then systematically stripped him until he was cowering naked in the middle of the room. He started to speak and got a vicious slap in the mouth. A bit of blood trickled out of the corner of the mouth.
"First rule, bitch. Never speak unless spoken to. You say another word and my friend here will beat your ass. Literally. Nod if you understand." Mike stood like a statue for a minute, until he reached his hand back. Then he nodded like a bobble doll.
"Stand up straight, arms behind your back."
MIke snuffled but obeyed. Then they had him twirl in a circle. The leader shrugged. "If we take him, it'll definitely be as a bottom. He ain't gonna impress nobody with that."
I grinned, but to be fair, he was scared shitless and it made him look miniscule. It was definitely smaller than I remember, and then it occurred to me I'd gotten an upgrade and I doubted if he would ever satisfy me again, but that would never happen. They talked while they inspected. "I dunno, man."
"I admit it ain't much, but we have a clientele that would appreciate a brand new sissy. Get him shaved up, some D sized implants, and a cute little cage, and we might make some money."
He sat back down. "I accept the call."
I grinned at Mike. "Well honey, this must be your lucky day."
I turned over my aces full and you could see the relief on his face.
"Good hand," the man grinned as he lay his cards out one by one, "but if memory serves me right, this beats it."
It was a six high club flush, the exact same hand he lost me with. I think the irony escaped him, because after he recognized the hand, he peed himself and passed out in it. Everybody in the room laughed except me. I just felt sad. But I also felt vindicated. We left, as the thugs were tying him up and putting a bag over his face. They were to keep him a day or so, before letting him go.
.................................................................................
Of course the game was rigged, there were three mechanics at the table, and they did a convincing job of spreading the winnings out until it was time to pull the trigger. Everyone in on it thought it was a hoot, and with handshakes and hugs we left, spending a couple of days in Vegas, seeing the shows and enjoying the dining. Wes gave me a thousand dollars for the lowstakes blackjack table, and I surprised everyone by winning a couple of grand. We used it for tip money, making some waitresses and bartenders very happy.
We found out later that the thugs kept him for two days. They didn't touch him, but had a couple of men come in and inspect him, before making offers. It was all fake, of course, but he didn't know that. Then they drugged him, and put him out naked, except for three inch heels, a pink collar, a buttplug, with expertly applied makeup, in the gay district. It was planned, and a cop immediately saw him stumble down the street, and arrested him for indecent exposure and soliciting. He was let out the next day, and disappeared. No one has seen him since, but then again, no one was looking.
I may have been harsh in my revenge, but I rationalize it by saying everything that happened after we left wasn't my intention, and I didn't dwell on it.
......................................................................................................
Seven years have gone by since that night. I paused as I walked by our wedding photo, remembering it with a big smile. Grandma was with me, wrangling our three little divas into the Mercedes SUV. There was a school play tonight and the oldest was in it, while the babies pouted. I promised them their times would come. Wes was hung up in a business meeting, but I had every confidence he would be there before the curtain went up. He never missed an event one of his children was in, not a one. It was a vow he made to me when out first daughter came along, and he holds his word sacred.
Grandma was taking the kids for the weekend, to give us some rare alone time. I intended to pound him into the mattress for a change, and when he was all mellow, I was going to spring my news on him. I was three months pregnant, and it was a boy this time. It had been my goal to give him a son, and now the circle was complete.
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Man, I loved Halloween. I loved it as a kid and a teenager, and now, even in my mid-twenties, it still has a place in my heart.
I was usually a pretty happy guy, always quick with a joke, and the elaborate pranks I'd pulled for Halloween were talked about for years. Most of them were planned like military campaigns, and some were happy accidents, like the night I fell through the ceiling of an old house dressed as an axe murderer, complete with a double-headed ax, right into the middle of a group of teenagers. I landed with a scream because it scared the shit out of me, but the sight of a man dressed in a long coat with a white face holding an ax dropping out of the sky among them made their screams a lot louder.
We were in an old abandoned house that had to be a hundred years old, so it wasn't in the greatest shape, hence the fall. My partner in crime almost got trampled as they ran down the stairs and out the door. He came up to see me sitting on the floor, laughing my ass off.
Then, I got married and drifted away from my old crowd. We were too young to be married and too dumb to realize it, and it cratered when I took my niece's trick or treating, and my wife took the opportunity to start the party a little early. Her costume for that night was as a Can-Can girl, complete with fishnet stockings. That and a feather boa was all she had on when I found her underneath one of my friends. I could have gotten over that, but I beat the shit out of the guy, and he made sure I knew he'd been 'bangin' the bitch' for two months.
We didn't have shit to divide, and we walked away as broke as we were when we got married. Bev tried to get back together for a few months but gave up when I refused all contact. She ended up marrying the asshole as soon as the divorce came through. I thought she used abysmal judgment; if he wasn't above having sex with her while she was married, what was going to stop him from having sex with some other married slut? It didn't last a year.
I was sitting at McDonalds with my nieces, treating them to happy meals and milkshakes, as they rambled on about the route they wanted to take Halloween night, still three weeks away. The plan was to get them at five and have them home by seven. We discussed it when I heard a voice I hadn't heard in a few years.
"Flash?"
Nobody had called me that in four years or more, and I looked up into the grinning face of Jake, one of my best friends and partner in crimes from my late teens until I was about twenty. He always liked to push the envelope, and one day, when he was nineteen, he went a little too far, got caught, convicted, and sentenced to eighteen months in prison across the state. I drove out to see him twice before he told me he was getting out next month, so not to bother. Five more months before they let him out, and he disappeared. I hadn't seen him since I last visited him in jail.
I stood up and hugged him. "Man, it's good to see you. How long have you been back?"
His cocky grin was still there. "About four months. I was going to look you up soon. It took a little while to get my feet back under me. These your kids?"
He knew they weren't but wanted to needle me a little because he knew I always wanted a big family. "They might as well be, the way they saw 'I want' so much."
That got a few angry looks from the girls, but I grinned at them, and they relaxed. Jake and I exchanged phone numbers, and he left with his friends.
....................................................
"Guess who I saw?"
"Santa Claus, The Easter Bunny, an honest politician, a billionaire that pays taxes? You realize none of them are real, right?"
"Worse. Jake."
Camille's face darkened. She'd never liked him and made no pretense about it. "Really? The low life is out of jail?"
"He's been out, he just hasn't been around."
She shrugged. "Well, he's your friend. Just be careful around him. I remember how you used to egg each other on."
"Gee, Cam, I'm like all growed up and ever'thin'. I can find my way to work and back every day.
She grinned. "Yes, the wonders of GPS. Seriously, brother, be careful."
I kissed her and the girls. "I will. Promise."
.......................................................................................................
A few days later, he called me, wanting me to meet him at the bar where we used to hang out. It wasn't a dive, and it didn't get glowing reviews from the local paper either. However, the beer was cold, and the staff was friendly primarily after they got to know you. I hadn't been there in two years, but Gail grinned and poured my draft.
"Long time no see. How have you been?"
"I'm Divorced and pining away for you. That's why I haven't been around; it hurts too much to see you."
Gail was ten years or better older, but she was still a good-looking woman in the prime of her life. She and her husband owned the bar. She was trying to figure out if I was yanking her chain when her husband grinned. "He's lying, honey. You can always tell when he looks you in the eyes, acting all sincere; you know nothing coming out of his mouth is true. If he fidgets, he won't look you in the eye; he's telling the truth."
"You have been behind that bar too long, Benny. You should give it up and take up psychology. You'd be good at it."
Gail surprised me. "He's got three more semesters before he gets his degree in Sociology. His minor is psychology."
"Well then, Dr. Benny, pencil me in when you get your degree. I got some things I need to get off my chest. It is covered under doctor/client privilege, right?"
Benny laughed. "I don't think I could bear your secrets. It's good to see you in here again."
"I should have come back sooner, but the ex and her asshole like to hang here, and I don't need to be barred for life for kicking his ass every time I saw him."
Gail's face darkened. "No worries there, Chan. We barred them better than a year ago. Their behavior was getting out of hand."
Wow. This place was pretty liberal. It had to be bad if they did something that warranted throwing them out. "Good to know. I'm here to meet with an old friend. You remember Jake?"
A mask descended over Benny's face. "Damn, Flash, I thought you had better sense."
"You're just pissed because his fake ID fooled you enough to serve him beer. I had no idea he'd get into a fight, and the cops would have to come out."
"Damn, near lost my license over that. I hope jail straightened his ass out. When you start stupid, it can go either way." We talked for a few more minutes between customers until Jake showed up. I hustled him to a booth as fast as possible, ordering a pitcher to minimize contact between him and Gail.
He drank most of the pitcher and noticed it. "Drink up, Flash!"
"I'm fine. I got stupid when I and the wife split up and got pulled over, almost knee-walking drunk. The only thing that saved me from driving while impaired ticket was that the cop was my brother-in-law. He shoved me in his cruiser and drove me home, ranting the whole way. I promised him and my sister I'd never do it again."
"Pussy."
"Maybe, but I'm a pussy with a license."
I didn't know it, but that one stung. He still had three years before being eligible for a driver's license again. As we left that night, I thought about that as I watched him get behind the wheel of a beat-up old truck.
I mulled things over as I went home. Most of us have had a 'toxic' friend at one time or another, someone who could talk us into doing things we usually wouldn't. Sometimes, it was symbiotic; you seemed to feed off each other as things spiraled out of control. That was me and Jake.
By the time I reached twenty, I had tired of the whole adventure and was looking for stability. That led me to get married, and that was a screaming disaster. She would have been better suited to Jake than me. He called a week later, needing a favor. He needed a job, or he'd violate probation.
"I thought you had a job?"
"Didn't work out."
"By that, you mean you didn't go to work or mouthed off one too many times and got fired. If I helped you, how would it end up any different?"
"Man, I need a job. Please."
After I hung up, I thought about it, noting that he never answered my questions. One of my newer friends was a construction company foreman who always complained about being shorthanded. I gave him a call and made my pitch.
"I remember he used to help his uncle Derrick during the summers by doing remodeling jobs. He needs the job. Can I send him over?"
"Sure, brother. I'll likely hire him because we're shorthanded. If he doesn't work out, I'll send him down the road and not bring it up in conversation. If he does, I'll buy the beer next time."
"I owe you."
He grinned. "I'll collect one day."
Jake seemed happy when I told him to see Eric, and Eric called after a week and thanked me. Jake seemed good at what he had him doing. We got together at the end of the second week. He was grinning and waving his check. "I'm buying!"
"I'll let you. Eric says you're doing good."
"You know me, I can't stand small spaces or many people; it's why I was never good in factories. Or prison. We're spread out, and a lot of time, I work by myself, so I'm not wound tight at the end of the day."
We started talking about our childhood, especially our childhood adventures. I reminded him of when we were twelve, and he got caught trying to blow up a pumpkin with a Cherry Bomb. The woman opened the door with a shotgun just as he put his hand in.
"Were you going to blow up my pumpkin?" I didn't know it, but this was the third year he had done it.
"N..No ma'am. My lighter died, and I just wanted to light my firecracker."
"I suggest you go somewhere else to light your fireworks. NOW GET OFF MY PORCH!"
Jake was shaking so badly that he dropped the firecracker into the pumpkin. He took one look at the woman and started running. I was pretty young but old enough to realize she was mad at him, not me. I was probably safe if I ran in a different direction because the shotgun was an old single shot.
Jake went one way, and I went the other. We were beating feet when the shotgun went off, and I heard Jake scream. I thought she had killed him. We hooked up later, and I found out she had loaded the shell with rock salt and bacon. It went through his tee shirt, and he had a couple of minor burns and more than a few dimples. I didn't get a scratch, and we never went near that woman again. He was laughing as he said. "It ain't funny, dude! I still got scars."
"At least she didn't hit your ass." We talked some more, and I left feeling pretty good. It seemed he was finally turning his life around.
.............................................................................................
The next day, Saturday, he was at my door. "Man, come on! You have to see this."
He came over in his old truck, and I got on him for driving without a license. "One license check, and you're screwed."
"I'm careful, and I hardly ever drive on weekends and mostly go straight to work and back during the week."
"And yet here you are."
He got a little red and then even redder when I wouldn't let him drive. We drove to his grandmother's house, which was now his house. His grandmother had to go into assisted living, and she let Jake live there rent-free. To his credit, the yard was freshly mown and neat, and while you could tell a single guy lived there, it wasn't a pigpen.
The house sat on thirty acres, most of it wooded. He led me into a thick stand of old pines, about as deep into the woods as you could go and still be on the property. We stopped in a clearing, and the first thing I saw was the tombstone. It was the only one in the graveyard, but seven large rocks were grouped in a semicircle in front of it. Most people couldn't afford grave markers back then, so they'd put up a wooden cross with their names and an enormous rock they could move for when the cross rotted. Her name was Elizabeth Ferrer, and she died at twenty in 1859.
Jake was bubbling. "I never knew this existed until the other day. I was getting a little stir-crazy, so I decided to walk through the woods and found it."
"Well, it's neat. Is she an ancestor?"
"Fuck if I know. Look here." We were in a pine thicket, but the clearing was ringed with old oaks, and the leaves were pretty thick. He brushed away most of the leaves from her grave, and I noticed the indentation. "What's that?"
"I had to look it up. Back then, there was no vault. You got a plain pine box or something fancier if you had a little money, and over time, as the body rotted, so did the wood, leaving this indentation. Let me tell you what I got in mind."
Just before we left, I brushed a few more leaves back to see how deep it was and saw a glint of something shining. A few brushes later, I held a medium-sized medallion in my hand. It was gold; from that time, gold had no other metals mixed with it, so it would wear away as time passed. It had indescribable writing at one time, but it was mostly smooth and shaped like a sun. I showed it to Jake, then laid it back down and covered it. "What did you do that for?"
I shrugged. "It wasn't mine. It probably belonged to the poor girl lying here. She might have set store by it, at least enough to be buried with it. Let's leave it here out of respect."
He wasn't keen on the idea but didn't fight me. Then, as we returned to his house, he laid out his grand plan. As Halloween pranks went, this was exceptional.
He would get a group of our old friends together and invite them down to the graveyard at midnight on Halloween for a seance. He and Bud, another old partner in crime, would make sure they had the only flashlights, and they were going to record some screams on an old boom box he had, after fifteen minutes of silence, timing it to go off at the height of the seance. That would be my cue to sit out of the grave in dark clothes, a white face, and a wig. All I had to do was lie down in the indention, let Jake cover me in leaves, and listen for the screams.
In the end, fourteen would be there, including two fourteen-year-olds and a sixteen-year-old, and the rest would be nineteen and up to mid-thirties. I wasn't keen on the kids, but they'd be with their parents.
Out of curiosity, I looked Elizabeth Ferrer up. I was surprised there were such good records, but she was young and died under mysterious circumstances. Her parents were wealthy, and there was even a picture of a portrait done weeks before she passed. Elizabeth was a beautiful woman. I wondered why she hadn't married. It was the norm in that period to marry early, especially women.
The writer of the book on local history said the speculation ran rampant over her death. Some said she died of betrayal and a broken heart from a jilted lover; others thought she might have been poisoned, but there was no evidence pointing to any one cause. The writer did find it odd that even though her parents were huge supporters of the local church, going as far as donating land for it, they opted to bury her in a new family graveyard, and as far as he could ascertain, she was the only one buried there and no one was quite sure where it was. It made me wonder who was buried under the seven stones.
..............................................................................................................
Just on a whim, I drove out to Jake's house. He wasn't home, which made me revisit his whole 'I don't drive unless it's essential' resolution. I decided to walk down into the woods to visit the future scene of the crime. I thought about it as I walked. Yes, it would be a hoot. And yes, we'd probably scare some people, but that was the point, and most of them had been around Jake long enough to suspect something would happen.
Ultimately, we were walking on the ground, which should have been avoided. I stood for a moment, looking at her tombstone. As I walked, I'd picked some wildflowers from the fields and laid them on her tombstone. "Hello, Elizabeth. I'm Chandler Mathews, but most people call me Chan or Flash. I hope you like the flowers. I looked you up, and excuse me for saying so, but you were gorgeous, and pretty girls deserve flowers occasionally for no reason whatsoever. You're long gone and have no idea what we're about to do, but I have to tell you I'm not all warm and fuzzy thinking about it. It seems... disrespectful somehow."
Something about the atmosphere where I was made me nervous, but as I talked, it seemed the sun was a little brighter, and the wildflowers were much more fragrant than I remembered. At least while I was standing by her grave, the perimeter seemed shrouded and disapproving. Man, I needed to stop binging on horror movies.
I sat beside her headstone and talked to a woman long dead, surprised at how easy it was to bare my soul once I got started. Forty-five minutes later, I stood, dusting my pants. "Sorry, Liz, I didn't mean to get carried away. I bet you would be bored to tears if you could hear me. I'll have to rethink the prank, but if I do go through with it and lay down, it'll be the closest I've been to a woman in months. I hope you still respect me when it's over."
I did so from behind her grave, away from the others when I left. I couldn't tell you why I did it.
I visited twice before the following weekend, talking the whole time there. "Did you ever want kids? I know you died single and never experienced motherhood. I bet you would have been a good mother. If I ever find another woman I care enough to marry, I will clarify that I want children. The world has changed a lot since you left it; Lizzy and many women have decided never to start a family. It makes me sad sometimes, but then I think, if that's how they feel, maybe they were right. Let their line end with them. I think it's wrong. A child is the only type of immortality parents will ever experience."
Another time, I talked about mortality. "I know, the old joke about how no one gets out of life alive is pretty on point. Most people, especially my age, don't think about it much. But in the end, death gets us all. I've considered it a few times, once when I nearly died in a car crash and another when I almost drowned. Both those experiences taught me that you never know if your next breath will be your last, so enjoy life while you're still in it and hope when you go, people will think highly of you for leading a good life. I'm truly sorry your life was so short, Lizzy. I bet you had a lot to offer."
This time felt a little different as if someone was uneasy, and the vibe from the rocks seemed harder. I stood up and touched the top of the tombstone, which felt warm. It was odd since it was in the mid-forties and threatening rain, a rare cold spell for our part of the world this time of year.
Jake seemed to be acting 'off,' even for him. I asked him what was happening, and he laughed it off. "Nothin' man, just going through some shit. Cassie's back and wants to get back together."
"You think that's a good idea? She almost got you hooked the last time you guys were together. I believe that going to jail saved you; you might have ended up just another skeletal meth head with rotten teeth if you hadn't."
He snorted. "Yeah, tough love and all that shit. I did go to some sessions and admit they helped, and it's one of the reasons I'm getting my life back on track."
I didn't believe him as I looked at his pale, sweaty face and jerky movements.
Eric called me on Thursday and got right to the point. "Ain't seen your boy in three days. No call, no show. Normally, I'd fire him right away, but up until last week, he was doing well. You get hold of him and tell him, I don't hear from him by nine tomorrow mornin', I'll mail him his last check."



I promised to relay the message, ensuring he knew I had no idea what was happening. Jake answered but tried to play it down: " I've been sick and couldn't find my phone. I feel better now, and I'll call him as soon as you hang up. I like that job."
I could imagine his face and knew he was lying. It suddenly occurred to me no one would ever save him but himself, and I'd done almost all I could for him. He'd either make it or not, but I wouldn't be there to prop him up either way. "If you were that sick, let's give up the Halloween plan. There's a chance of rain Saturday, and stomping around in wet woods won't do you any good."
His voice was full of panic. "No! We're already committed. It won't last an hour, so everyone should be all right."
"Jake, It's not a big deal. There will be other Halloweens. Let's sit this one out."
His voice had risen an octave and sounded more than a bit desperate. "Fine! I'll get Bud to do it!" That told me two things. There was more to this prank than met the eye, and without me, things could go south pretty fast.
"Calm down, brother. I'm in. Let's not get too over the top. After all, there are going to be kids there."
His relief flowed along the cell towers like water across a burst dam. "Excellent! This is going to be epic."
He hung up and left me uneasy in my stomach, so I called Gary, one of the guys that was going. "Hey, man, still on for Halloween, right? I can't tell you the details, but it's probably our best gag yet."
Gary was surprised. "Didn't Jake tell you? He called it off yesterday, saying it had fallen apart on him. I have to tell you, I was thinking about not going anyway. I wouldn't say I liked how Jake and Bud looked at Lindsay and Logan. They're fourteen, and they weren't looking at them as kids. He's changed, Flash. Something's off about him and getting worse. You be careful around him."
I talked a little longer and hung up, the feeling in the pit of my stomach getting worse. I decided to go through with the prank to see what would happen.
.......................................................................................................
I took the niece's trick or treating, a tradition that started three years ago. My sister's husband was a deputy sheriff, and he both dreaded and hated Halloween with a passion because it was one long night of drunks and vandals. Camille usually stayed home with her mother-in-law because she loved handing out candy to the kids, and they didn't feel right leaving her alone. When I was married, the ex went with me once and then opted to stay home to get ready for the 'adult' parties. That proved to be her downfall and the end of our marriage. It had started dying a few months before, but being a typical man, I missed the clues.
This was the first year past the pandemic, and Halloween had been canceled the previous year. Judging by the bags of candy the girls got, people tried to make up for the missed time. Mom would have to watch them closely for a day or two, or they'd stay in a sugar rush.
I got my rush when our friend met us at her door dressed in an adorable witch costume. I didn't realize witches were so proud of their cleavage, and hers put a spell on me. She giggled, bounced up on her toes, making things jiggle, and before my eyes had stopped going up and down, she pulled my head to her level and gave me a scorcher of a kiss! I never saw that coming. Others were out and caught it. The adults laughed, and the children snickered as she turned to another group of kids.
Making a mental note to return later to see if I could get a treat, I walked the girls home. While I helped Camille sort the candy, looking for miswrapped pieces, I talked about Jake. She never said a lot, but when I left, she grabbed me, looking into my eyes. "You be careful, Chan. I never trusted him."
I didn't spout platitudes but answered thoughtfully, telling her I'd be watching out.
...........................................................................................
I waited until about 11:30 to show up. I had hoped for rain, but the clouds had broken, and a fat, warm-looking full moon floated across the sky, illuminating things in unworldly beauty.
I could hear the party going on and peeked in, surprised by what I saw. Most of the crowd were teenagers, and some looked pretty young. That alone was surprising, but what shocked me was that they all seemed to be drinking! Jake, Bud, and another man who looked to be in his thirties were circulating, smiling, keeping cups filled, and encouraging them to 'party harder.' There were seven girls and two boys.
Jake slipped out the back door to meet me, grinning. I was all over him before he could speak. "What the hell, Jake! There are kids in there. Kids are drinking, and I can smell the weed from out here! You wanna go back to prison?"
He kept grinning, handing me a beer. "Chill, brother, we're just showing them a good time. You'll probably scare them sober anyway, and they all will stay over. I'll have them bright-eyed and bushy-tailed before I send them home. Drink your beer so we can get you ready. We don't have much time."
Every instinct told me to run as far and fast as possible. This had disaster written all over it, and I felt the guys there had less-than-honorable intentions with those girls. A big part of me, the decent part I hoped, decided to see it through and break the party up if I had to call the cops and parents to get it done.
I drank the beer on the way to the graveyard, dressed in a long black trenchcoat. Camille had painted my face white and put a few drops of fake blood on my chin, giggling as she did it. "You'll scare the shit out of those guys."
I just wanted to get it over with. We raked the leaves back, and just before I lay down, I grabbed his arms. "When this is over, we're getting those kids home. I don't know what kind of shit you're into, but something's not right about it. Me and you, we're going to talk."
Jake just grinned and promised. I lay down, and he covered me with leaves. I could see his sad expression in the moonlight just before he covered my face. I could have sworn I heard him say, "Sorry, brother," but it might have been my imagination.
I lay there for a second before I started talking. "Alone and together at last, huh, Lizzie? I hope it's as good for you as it will be for me. Oh, I almost forgot. I saw it hanging on Jake's mirror when I came in. He had no right to take it."
'It' was the medallion we'd found in the grave the first day, and I saw it twinkling with a chain as I got out of the car. I moved my hand behind me, placing the medallion under me. Soon enough, I heard them stumbling down the trail, the girls giggling while the boys tried to act cool. I suddenly felt out of my body, looking down at the scene. They were all sitting in a semicircle facing the graves, candles lit on the tombstone and the ground facing it.
Some giggled, but they started chanting as it got close to midnight. "Elizabeth Ferrer, come back!" They chanted it about a dozen times, and when the scream came, I felt myself being projected out of the grave and hovering ten feet above them.
There was a lot of screaming and running, and four blurry figures exploded out of the ground. I dropped back down, and the leaves seemed to pile around me. When I tried to get up, it felt like I was wrapped in someone's arms. For some reason, they didn't frighten me; I felt safe and loved. Then I heard the voice.
"Lie still, my love. This will all be over soon. I'm going to have to leave you for a moment. You'll be protected as long as you stay here."
I wanted to move, but I couldn't control my body. I faintly heard screams and cries of pain. Then I felt myself released and sat up. Five people lay unconscious around the tombstone, and I couldn't tell if they were breathing or not. Three of the mounds under the rock markers were glowing red, and there seemed to be a powerful bright light behind me. I turned, and there she stood. Elizabeth Ferrer.
Her smile was soft as she looked at me. "All will be explained in good time. There are choices to be made here tonight, and I will leave most of them up to you. First and foremost, your 'friend' was never your friend. For some reason, he hated you, even though you were always kind to him, as far as I can tell.
He intended to leave you to die in this grave tonight, the poison in the beer he gave you, killing you slowly. The older man lying to your right was his friend in prison. However, it was more of an enslaver/slave type of arrangement, and they were going to kidnap all these young people into sexual slavery, scattering them across the country and even beyond in the next day or so. Your friend Bud was as expendable as you were. He's already passed; the fentanyl is too much for his body to stand."
My mind was reeling, but I felt she was telling me the truth. "Why?"
She seemed to shrug. "I couldn't see that far into his mind. It seems he was always jealous of you, and his emotional problems, coupled with his drug dependence, warped his mind. His master/lover helped him along. It seems that while he was in prison, bad things happened to him, and he agreed to be this man's 'bitch' for protection. I'm having a hard time with the realities of this world. Much has changed, and very little of it seems good."
"Is everything all right?"
Her smile faltered. "Yes and no. You already know Bud died. The young lady lying to your right has also passed. It would seem she had a heart condition, and the shock of what happened triggered a massive heart attack."
"Did I kill her?"
"No. She was already dying when she came here; the drugs she'd been slipped already made her heart fail. The events of the night just accelerated it a bit."
"What happened to everyone else?"
"Scattered across the woods. Most will be fine, but it will be long before they forget this night."
"Where's Jake?" For the first time, I saw no compassion in her eyes.
"He's close. What happens to him is kind of up to you. I can let him die and face his consequences, or we can let him live and face his consequences. I don't know how the law works in your time, but he'd be hung for his deeds in mine."
I thought about it for a minute. "Executions have gotten rare in our society. He would probably go to prison for life. What happens if he dies?"
"He'd face something far worse than prison. If we let him live, maybe that would be a good thing. He'd have years to repent and atone for his actions, which may help his final judgment."
It occurred to me that this discussion with a ghost was delving into things far more profound than my knowledge. "You seemed to be a good girl according to what I've read. Why are you here?"
It was interesting to watch a ghost blush. "I'm here to atone for mistakes I've made, destined to watch over those buried with me. I've lain here for one hundred sixty years, doing my penance. For my servitude and atonement, I have been given a choice. I can ascend, or I can return to earth. The choice is mine. Or, more to the point, yours."
"Me? What have I got to do with it?"
"I will need a guide in this world. If you agree, you will be my teacher. I've looked into your mind, Chan. I know men and women live together out of wedlock without society condemning them. I'd have to stay with you until I learn the ways of this modern time. Are you willing?"
I thought about it for a minute. "How will this work? Will you come back as yourself?"
"No. I would come back in this body," she said, pointing at the woman at our feet. "She's already ascended and is rejoicing in a life without pain. She has no wish to return."
I looked closer at the girl lying at our feet. She was pretty, but she was small and appeared frail. "Would you come back without the heart condition?"
"No, I would have to accept the body as it is. But surely there are things in your world that could help?"
"It depends on the defect. Heart transplants are routine now if you live long enough to qualify for one, and they can find a donor. Are you willing to take that chance?"
"Yes! One thing you need to know before it happens. I would be completely dependent on you for a good while. For everything. What do you think?"
I was quiet for a moment. "You're a good person, and everyone deserves a second chance. I could never comprehend the forces at work here so that I won't try. So yes, I'll help you."
The small clearing glowed with the noonday sun's light. "Thank you," she said, tears streaming down her heavenly face. You will never regret this."
"What happens now? What is all this?" I was pointing at the glowing mounds.
"I will explain all later. Right now, you need to leave."
"Why?'
"Because you do not need to be associated with anything that happened here tonight. Jake is the only one who knows you are here, and his memory will be crowded. When I assume this body, I will call 911 and report this. I will come to you tomorrow after everything is settled. Do you trust me?"
"I do. I'd already be dead if it weren't for you."
"Thank you. Please stay long enough for me to assimilate into this body, then leave as fast as possible."
I stood and watched as her spirit settled into the body at my feet. Suddenly, there was no glow, and the woman drew a shuddering breath. I propped her against the tombstone, and her eyes opened. Then she smiled, and the smile was warm and loving. "Thank you, Chandler. Now, one last thing before you go. You have to kiss me."
"Is that part of the assimilation?"
"No. It's because I've not been kissed in a very long time, and I've wanted to do it since you first visited me."
So we kissed. It was warm and gentle and promised great things. Then she had me leave. I was about a mile down the road when the ambulances and cop cars passed me.
.........................................................................
It was all over the news the next day. Jake and his cohort were alive and in intensive care. It seems the drugs they gave everyone else somehow got into their systems as well. The few adults and the teens there were questioned, and they all said the same thing. All they'd done was drink a little beer, and none of them had done the drugs in their system.
The cops analyzed a few of the half-full bottles and charged Jake and Carstairs, the name of the other man, for a laundry list of complaints that included third-degree murder for the death of Bud.
Jake fingered me and told them I was in on it. I told them I wasn't there because, as far as I knew, it had been called off. Then, I had them call Gary and verify that Jake had canceled. They never talked to me again.
It got worse when they confiscated Carstair's computer and read the messages he'd gotten from the people who had agreed to buy the children. Arrests were made in over seven states, and a lot of predators were taken off the streets.
I didn't have to, but I went to the last day of Jake's trial. Carstairs had some money and a team of lawyers who laid it all at Jake's feet, but his computer transcripts doomed him. They both got life without hope of parole. Jake was 25. He locked eyes with me as they led him out and exploded into a rant that no one could figure out. It saddened me, but nothing was left of my old friend in that body.
Lizzy asked me about it as soon as I got home. "He'll be in jail for the rest of his life. I have no idea how he turned into what he became. When we were young, he was a hellion, but he never hurt people aside from our practical jokes. Most just accepted him for what he was. It seems after I got married and stopped hanging out with him, he went to the dark side."
She hugged me. "I saw into him, honey. He was always on the dark side; he just learned to hide it well."
Her hug made me feel worlds better.
....................................................................
The day after the incident, there was a knock on my door, and there she stood--Lizzy/Holly, the name of the person she'd become. "I need you," she said before collapsing into my arms. I held her for a while and then carried her to the sofa. I couldn't get over how light and frail she felt.
After that night, she never left, staying home and rarely going out. Some thought it was because she was sick, but I knew it was because she was learning the ways of the world. I taught her how to use a computer, and she'd spend hours on it, making a list of things to discuss when I got home. There were intense conversations, and some of the things she talked about amazed me.
Eventually, we got around to relationships and sex. The concept of birth control was strange to her, but when she understood it, she insisted I take her to get a prescription. We hadn't done more than cuddle because, frankly, her health was not good. If she didn't get a transplant in the next year, she would die. It was frustrating for her; her past life had been very active, and she hated her frailty. I had to remind her once or twice that she knew what she was getting into, which usually calmed her.
The conversation about sex was kind of cute and wild at the same time. I came home to find her watching porn, and she had a thousand questions. One of the first was about pubic hair.
"Do mature women shave it all off?"
"A lot of them do. It's become trendy in the last twenty or so years."
"Would you like me to shave for you?"
The thought appealed to me, and I grinned. "No, if you decide to shave, it will be for you, not me. You might like it. Then again, you might not."
She thought about it and asked me to get her some razors the next day, then did her research. I had yet to learn they had tutorials on YouTube. Lizzie tried it for a week before telling me it felt unnatural, but she didn't want to go full bush again, so she kept it carefully trimmed.
"Do same-sex couples get married?"
"It's fairly common now. Our neighbors, Jim and Andy? They just celebrated their fourth anniversary."
This led to a discussion about anal sex. I admitted I'd done it a time or two, and she wanted to know what it felt like. "I have no idea what it feels like for a woman. When you've had your transplant and get healthy again, we can try it if you want."
She surprised me no end when she said she'd like to experience it at least once. Then, we got into deep discussions about swinging and polyamorous relationships. "How do they keep up with who's supposed to be with who and when?"
"I have no idea. They may have a flow chart. It doesn't seem very easy to me. It's all I can do to keep up with you, and we haven't made love yet."
She sat for a second, gathering her thoughts. "Despite being in this body, and Holly seems to have had her share of experiences, I'm a virgin, and I'll react like a virgin the first few times. Be gentle with me."
Then she grinned. "Then, to quote the internet, we'll fuck like monkeys!"
Lizzy's spirit was doing wonders for Holly's body. She had gained weight, and when Lizzy discovered Holly dyed her hair, the roots of which were the same as her old body's hair color, she let the coloring grow out. She still tired quickly and tried to do too much, and I would fuss at her. Lizzy had a bit of a temper and unloaded on me one night. "I hate this! I can't even do my womanly duty and keep our house clean! And we can't even fuck! I've still got some of Holly's memories, and she was a bit of a slut. I need, to quote her memories, a good hard dick! Specifically, I need your hard dick."
I had to pet her a little. "Believe me, honey, I would love to give you my hard dick as often as you'll let me. But you know what the doctor said, so no dick for you until you're better."
We were starting to despair. I made good money, and when we were married, she'd be on my insurance, but it wouldn't be enough to move her up the list.



.....................................................................
Then Jake's grandmother died and left him her house and property. It didn't do a lifer any good, but when Lizzy discovered it, she was over the moon. "We have to buy it! It would solve all our problems."
I had been saving for a house, but this was more than I bargained for. Besides, the owner was in prison for life and didn't like me very well. I'm sure Jake would have no interest in selling to me. When I told Lizzy that, she sighed, then perked up.
"We have to go see him! I can convince him. If I can't, we'll have to find another way. Maybe back taxes? Our neighbor couldn't pay taxes when I was little, and Papa got his farm for practically nothing."
"We'll have to check on that, but it may take a few years before it would go up for auction. Let's see what the tax value is."
I pulled it up on the computer and frowned. The house was old and in good shape, and when you added the 33 acres, it was worth a lot of money. I'd saved as much as possible and had some inheritance money from policies our parents had taken out, so I barely had the downpayment. It would all come down to convincing Jake.
That was a challenging task. He refused to see us for two months before he agreed.
......................................................
Prison did not agree with Jake. He was unhealthily thin, and he sported a few new tattoos. I recognized one, a sign of sexual servitude to a gang, and sighed.
He shuffled in, and they shackled him to a table, then we sat opposite. I didn't know what to say to break the ice, so I asked him how he was doing. The snort sounded loud in the room.
"How the fuck do you think I'm doing? I'm 26, and I'll never leave this place alive. As it is now, I'm suckin' dick to stay alive. Why the hell are you here? Come to gloat? What could you possibly want?"
He went into gales of laughter when we found out we wanted to buy his farm. "Fuck you! Go away."
Lizzie stared at him, and he went quiet. "Listen to me, Jake. This money could do you good. You could hire good attorneys to help you. You'll never get out, but money makes things easier, even in prison. Besides, I know things that could be very bad for you if they came to be known. There's still DNA lingering in that rape kit on file at the state capital. You're in the system now, so if someone gave them a heads-up, they would know it was you. She was fifteen, Jake, and you drugged her out of her mind and then raped her. Luckily, she never got your name and couldn't remember much about the night. That girl's grandfather is an inmate here. Wonder how warm and fuzzy he'd feel knowing his granddaughter's rapist was in here with him?"
It would have been a death sentence, and he knew it. It still didn't help his anger, though. He glared at me. "How the hell are you still alive, asshole? There was enough fentanyl in that beer to kill an elephant."
"It wasn't hell that kept him alive, Jake. The help came from the other side. Look into my eyes, Jake, and I'll show you your future. Sell us that farm and live a life of atonement, and maybe you'll escape your fate."
He stared at Lizzie for a moment before he fainted. There was nothing more to be done, so we left. I asked her about it on the way home. "I'm still connected to the afterlife, honey. I gave him a glimpse of hell."
A cold shiver went down my spine, and she giggled, holding my hand. "That's just one of his possible outcomes, and even if he does atonement for the next fifty years, I doubt it will save him, but I gave him hope."
Three weeks later, a lawyer showed up. Jake had contacted their office, and they agreed to facilitate the sale and represent him in a retrial. Sixty days later, we owned a small farm. Lizzie was over the moon. It seemed this land was part of her original homestead. She tried to roam it, but her body couldn't take the stress, so I found a small, used four-wheeler and taught her how to ride it. Soon, there were little trails all over the property. One spot she never visited was her old grave. She promised to tell me why one day.
She let three months pass before she told me the whole story of her life and why she wanted the property so badly. "My father was Lorenzo Ferrer. If you look him up, you'll see all the legends and speculation about who he was. Jean Laffitte."
Every school kid knew Jean Lafitte, a notorious pirate rumored to have been killed in Louisana. The man known as Lorenzo Ferrer came to our area in 1839, married, and had a family. He was also rumored to be one of the ten wealthiest men in the world at the time, and no one knew what happened to his money. Rumors and incidents almost from the time he came here linked him to Lafitte.
"Wow."
"Indeed. My father was a cruel and demanding man to most, but to his friends, he was kind and giving, especially to the two families that brought him here. He had a pretty decent standing in the community, but to those under him, especially his slaves, he could be quite cruel. I had a half-brother by one of his prettier slaves. I remember playing with him when we were children; one day, he disappeared. It seems my father was upset about how much the boy resembled him, got drunk, and pushed his face into a fire to destroy any similarities. Then he sold him. That marked the beginning of my demise."
She sat for a second, gathering her thoughts. "I was attractive and well off, and the boys flocked to me in droves. Father drove most of them away, deeming none suitable for his daughter. There was one boy I liked, but he was afraid of my father."
"I had a personal maid and an older lady from Jamaica, or maybe Haiti; I can't remember exactly, and I was pretty fond of her. She told me she was a practitioner of the old ways and if I wanted, she could help me. I didn't realize at the time, but she was a High Priestess of her country's form of VooDoo, and she had been kidnapped into slavery ten years ago, ending up here. My father had raped her a few times when he first bought her, just as he put it, to break her and get her to accept her fate.
I was a vain and foolish young woman, so I willingly agreed to do all she asked. I won't go into what she had me do because it's too painful, but it was truly disgusting. Ultimately, she told me to meet her at midnight in the glen where my grave is. She started a small fire, cast a few spells, sacrificed a chicken, and asked me if I was ready. Then, she had me drink a terrible-tasting concoction.
It was poison, and as I lay dying, she had people come out of the shadows and dance with her. She grabbed my head, exposing my neck, and was about to slit my throat when my father arrived. His men killed all nine of the people with her, and she cackled and laughed as he prepared to slit her throat." She said a few phrases in some unknown language, and the ones he'd killed rose. "I unleash these demons upon thee. You will suffer their mayhem from now to eternity!"
They ran into the woods, and he slit her throat, laughing as she gurgled her last.
Lizzy was exhausted, so I cuddled her for about an hour before she started again.
"They buried me where I fell. For a few months afterward, all kinds of incidents occurred throughout the community: livestock were killed, and single travelers disappeared. My father consulted a priest, one familiar with the type of magic the old woman wove. On his advice, he brought a few of his old pirate crew in, and they roamed the countryside, capturing the undead and burying them in front of me in the ground consecrated by the priest. I lay in limbo, wondering what would happen when I had a revelation. My only crime was being young and foolish. Still, I was directly responsible for the deaths of twenty people until they contained the demons, so I was tasked to watch over the demons and not allow them to escape until it was determined my time of servitude was over. That appears to be about the time you came into the picture.
The amulet you found was one the priest lay in my grave to aid me, and when Jake took it, my control steadily declined. Then you brought it back, but I was weak enough that four escaped. They have been caught and placed back into their graves, but my time was over, and they were dispatched to their fate. All that remains are the skeletons of nine slaves, as well as mine."
"What happened to the woman?"
"The priest had him dig her up and burn her until there was nothing left but fine ash, then put the ashes in a jug. It's buried at a local Catholic church, on hallowed ground her essence can never escape from."
She sighed as she snuggled closer. "That's why we needed to buy this property. My father's treasure, a lot of it anyway, is buried here. Tomorrow I'll show you where. It will be enough to pay for my transplant and maybe get us moved up the list a little."
I thought about it all as she drifted into sleep. The unreality of the situation was immense. I'd lived through some of it and still found it way outside my comfort zone. Lizzy sighed and wrapped her arms around me, and I quit worrying about it.
..........................................................................................................
We made international news when we revealed the treasure buried in the side of a hill on the back of the property. When it was all taken out and valued, it contained over twenty million in gold and jewels. We told the story that recent rains had caused a boulder to shift, and we saw a bit of what was under it during one of our walks.
The law was clear, and the money was ours. We sold much of it and kept the rest in a secured bank vault. Two boarding pistols had been carefully wrapped in oil-infused layers of leather and placed in a brass-bound box that we donated to the local museum, along with a few gold coins from different countries. Our little county became a tourist location, and Lafitte's grave was visited so often that the church had to put up a privacy fence after someone tried to dig it up. The rumor of treasure was too much to ignore. The state came out with devices capable of looking into the ground, and all they saw was a skeleton, so the interest dropped off.
We had to put up a fence around our property to stop the treasure hunters, and I asked Lizzy if there was any more lying about it. "A little. There's also a Bayou branch in Louisana that holds what we have here many more times, but we should let it be unless we need it. It would be hard to explain how we knew where to look, and I'm not sure what the laws are. It could all be taken away from us."
Lizzy got her transplant the following year. We consummated our marriage, and it was worth the wait. She insisted we do everything she wanted to try, and I was more than willing. Most people who receive transplants live shortened lives. Some die within three years, but it was getting more common for them to live longer, although the medium seemed to be ten. We decided to treasure whatever time we had together. Even though I feared how it would affect her lifespan, she insisted on children. We had one of each before I convinced her to stop. She laughed. "In my original time, big families were the norm. If we lived then, you could expect six or more."
Lizzie beat the odds and lived another twenty-five years. She was 47 years old when she passed away. Before she passed, she saw her children grow up and met her first grandchild. We had many long talks when her health started fading.
"I don't regret choosing this body. It gave me children and a chance at a man who loved me. My time may have been shorter than most, but it was filled with love and laughter. Mourn me, honey, but don't stop living. Find someone else who can fill your golden years, and remember me with love."
When I woke up one morning, I knew she was gone. I remembered her sigh as she snuggled, and we went to sleep. Her words were: "Love you, honey."
I kissed her cold lips. "Love you too, babe."
..............................................................................................................................
I was fifty when she passed. The turnout at her funeral was amazing, but then again, she'd taken part of our wealth and spent much of it on the community. Seventeen young girls got to college because of her, and she was quick to lend a helping hand if someone was in need. She read about the concept of 'paying it forward,' which became her mantra.
A few years passed, and I found myself herding a group of kids as they attended a trunk-or-treat event at the local church. Three were my grandchildren, two were Camille's, and two were from a friend who couldn't make it. The kids had a ball, and I relaxed, sipping coffee from the church kitchen, when I felt a presence beside me.
"Thanks for watching the girls, Chan."
I turned to see Betsy. All those years ago, she'd kissed me and promised a treat if I came to see her later. We relaxed and talked as the kids climbed all over me, and before I knew it, I had a dinner date the following week. We were living together in six months, and we married six months after that.
She was up before I was, but after we moved in together, she sat at the table with a cup of coffee. "I had a strange dream last night, honey. Holly came to see me, but she called herself Lizzy. She told me to love you with all my heart because you were a good man and deserved it. She also told me to tell you it was all right and she was happy for us. It seemed so real, honey."
I just hugged her, then took her ring shopping.
................................................................................
I'm seventy-five now. Bets went last year, and I'm probably a hot topic of conversation between her and Lizzy. We had been good with the money, so all the kids would be well off when I passed, and all nine grandkids, including the three from Betsy, had college funds that should take them as far as they wanted to go.
Before she passed, Lizzy told me of another small cache on the property. There was no telling how much was in it because we never looked. My safety deposit box contained a map and a letter to my children.
Years ago, after Lizzie passed, I negotiated with the state of Louisiana. After signing a binding contract, I told them where the treasure was in the bayou. I got 25% as a finder's fee.
It took them two months to recover everything, including four cannons. My cut was twice what Lizzy and I got from the original treasure. There's a display at a state museum, jewels, money, and one of the cannons, along with a rare photograph of the man himself, made in 1871. He didn't look impressive; he looked like a little old man surrounded by family. Connecting the picture to the dread pirate who ruled the seas then was hard. It was even more challenging to believe he was the father of one of the sweetest women the world ever knew.
Postscript
I got the news from the state last week. Jake had passed after being imprisoned for sixty years. His hatred of us never lessened, and once or twice a year, we'd get a disjointed, rambling letter about what he was going to do to us when he got out. It upset Lizzie, but I just laughed. "We'll probably both be gone before him. If, by some miracle, he was released, all he could do would be to use his walker to visit our graves. He may even piss on them if he can get his adult diaper down. It won't matter to us, honey. We will have lived good lives by then, and nothing he could do will change that or how much love we shared."
The mental image I conjured up made her giggle.
I paid for his funeral and lay him to rest in a plot beside his grandmother. I think she was the only person he ever truly loved. The only people present at the funeral were the preacher and the undertakers. They placed his urn and left after a short prayer. I'd say God rest his soul, but I'm pretty sure that wouldn't happen.
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Sister Mary Elizabeth
Warning: this is a story about a transsexual. No one is forced feminised, kidnapped into sexual slavery, submission, or blackmailed into being a sissy maid, no worshipping of BBC, no gang bangs. If that doesn't appeal to you, stop now. There is also absolutely no sex in the story. Otherwise, enjoy.
Oh, and the story is based entirely on a joke a former friend shared with me and a request from one of my followers. Thank you, Illustrator.
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I'll admit it. I was nervous. It was my first time ever being dressed. No wait, that wasn't right. It was the first time I'd be out in public dressed. The few evenings I spent with my elderly neighbors didn't count, I think.
I was dressed as a nun covered from head to toe except for my face. My neighbors didn't recognize me as I stood waiting for my Uber, impatient and nervous because he was three minutes late. They smiled and wished me a good night, wondering what a nun was doing in the neighborhood. A couple did a double take when they saw my face. I'd gotten pretty good at applying makeup and felt this was my best effort ever, the mascara and eyeliner did a good job of highlighting my big blue eyes and the lip gloss seemed to bring out the cupid's bow in my mouth.
The name tag that came with the costume said 'Sister Mary Elizabeth' but it may as well said 'Cliche' because that's how I felt. I was five feet five inches tall and the most I ever weighed in my life was 135, and I was at 120 now. No muscle mass at all. I was once described as willowy, a term I hated. The icing on the cake was my eyes, huge and vibrant blue. Couple that with a mouth any woman would kill for and an ass that put most genetic women to shame and you can imagine what my life had been like in high school and college.
I sighed as I felt the stockings rub my legs. Patterned, seamed hose that had belonged to my twin sister. She had died in a car accident, the victim of a drunk driver. The driver was her boyfriend. I was her sole living relative and beneficiary of her will. I inherited her clothes, jewelry, a surprisingly large savings account for a twenty-three year old, got fifty grand from the car insurance company and another hundred grand from a personal policy.
I socked it away thinking I'd like to buy a home somewhere down the line. Someplace away from here. I just didn't fit in. I hated sports and wasn't good at any of the ones I tried. Guys tended to ignore me after a while, those that didn't try to bully me.
You could forget about women, I either got ignored, stuck in the friend zone, or worst of all, treated like one of the girls. What guy wants to hear about periods or the night their boyfriends took their ass for the first time? Or worse yet, saying they were sure I knew exactly what they were talking about, right?
As far as I knew I wasn't gay although I'd look at a hunky guy as quick as I would a hot woman. I convinced myself I just liked a well porportioned human form.
I had no friends. I did have a good job even if I didn't like the company I was with. They seemed to attract the ex-jock/cheerleader crowd who skated through school and got an unearned degree, then being slapped in the mouth by reality when they were expected to actual produce to earn their paycheck. I was the shining star, the one my manager held up to the others. That did nothing at all to enhance my popularity. It all came to a head when one of the old jocks just barely hanging on to his job by a thread cornered me in the bathroom. Before I could react he grabbed me, almost holding me off the floor by the throat.
"Here's the deal, Mr. Hotshot. You're going to do the Perkins file for me and do a damn good job. Do it or I'll kick your little fag ass." I agreed instantly, then made sure I put so many mistakes in it it looked like a joke. The manager called Asshole into the office, holding the papers.
"This your work?"
The guy preened thinking he was going to get praise, maybe even the line manager job that was rumored to be open soon. "You bet, Boss. Worked my ass off on it too. Lots of late nights on this baby but it was worth every hour."
"You really think so?"
"Absolutely."
The Boss sighed. "This is the biggest pile of shit I've ever seen, Barker. It reads like it was written by an idiot. An idiot whose first language isn't English. Were you drunk, or stoned, or are you really just an idiot? Or maybe you're just plain stupid. This is the last straw. I want you out of the building in an hour. Don't look for a reference. One hour, understand?"
He ranted, he raved, he blamed the whole thing on me. The cops had to come and escort him out. I grinned as he went by. He looked at me and knew. "You bastard! You did this deliberately! I'm gonna kick your ass."
"For what? That was your work, not mine. At least that's what you told everybody. Only an idoit wouldn't proof read a report before turning it in. Good luck on your next job."
He lunged at me, which got him escorted out in handcuffs. The whole office watched the perp walk. I declined to press charges and they let him go with a warning. If any harm fell to me in the near future regardless of who did it, they would be looking for him.
The Boss called me into the office and let me sit for awhile before speaking. "I got a feeling that if I dig deep enough I could come up with some examples of bad blood between you and Barker. I also have a hunch it wouldn't do to fuck with you. If you can fix the Perkins deal you get the line manager job. I have to tell you it won't be easy and most everyone is going to resent you getting it but I don't want popularity. I want results. Think you can get it for me?"
I grinned and handed him the real work I'd done on the Perkins account. He gave me a tight smile and warned me. "This is the last time you pull anything like this, you understand? I'll be watching you like a hawk. After all if you'd do something like that to a coworker even if he was a dickhead, nobody in the company would be safe. Good Luck."
I saw the writing on the wall. They needed me badly right now, but as soon as they felt they could get along without me I'd be gone.
................................
I sighed, looking at my watch. Or rather my sister's watch. The isolation and lonliness I felt overwhelmed me sometimes and I'd go into the spare bedroom where I kept my sister's stuff and lie on the bed and talk to her. It made me feel better. I got into wearing her clothes almost by accident, a case of not doing laundry until everything I had was either at the cleaners or in the laundry hamper.
I sorted everything out and realized I was going to have to wear dirty clothes to the laundromat. I was a bit obsessive about cleanliness, one of many traits that made it impossible to have a roommate. Then I remembered Annie's clothes. I found a pair of skinny jeans I could fit into even if they were tight. I was about to go commando until I noticed a pair of yellow boyshort panties. Deciding nobody would ever know I shimmied into them, amazed at how good they felt on my ass. I threw on a purple tee, put my long hair up into a ponytail, and walked downstairs to the basement.
I had three washers going wanting to get done fast, and as soon as one finished I threw everything into a dryer. The first load was done so I dropped them on a table and started sorting. One of my elderly neighbors came in and I noticed she was having trouble so I helped her sort and load her machines. She patted my cheek and thanked me, telling me I was going to make a good wife someday. She thought I was a woman! I didn't contradict her and she chattered as she worked, telling me to hold out for the perfect boy and not get carried away because my boyfriend might be good in bed.
"I remember it pretty well, child. Sex is wonderful but it won't sustain a relationship. It doesn't matter how good he is at ringing your chimes if he can't support you and the kids or if he drinks too much or God forbid gets into drugs or even runs around on you. Go for the nice ones dear, and stay away from the bad boys. They're good to play with but not good as life partners. I know from experience. My first was a thug. But my Walter, that man has a heart of gold and he lives for me and our children. And believe it or not he was a better lover. Thirty-nine years and he's still smiles when he sees me."
My laundry was finished but I stayed, chatting and helping. I even carried her stuff up to her apartment on the floor above mine. She insisted I come for tea and I told her I traveled a lot but if I was in town I'd call. She gave me a big hug as she thanked me.
I felt even lonlier when I got home. Where was my Walter? Wait, what? I wore the clothes until bedtime and slept in the panties. After that I experimented. Dresses, skirts and sweaters, frilly blouses. Then I got into trying the different styles of panties she had, then pantyhose, thigh highs, and stockings. Even her shoes fit me and I learned how to walk in heels. I remember the first time I wore pantyhose to the office, scared to death but so excited I couldn't work. Then I tried her bras. Poor Annie was as flatchested as I was so many were padded. They became standard attire in the evenings. I couldn't explain it if I had to but I felt...safe...free maybe...in her clothes.
Did I worry about a friend popping by unexpectedly? No. I had no friends.
......................................................
I talked to Annie a lot. We were identical twins and almost inseperable our whole lives. Mom noticed that we would get nervous and agitated if we were away from each other for extended periods and be almost manically happy when we saw each other.
I was her best friend and she was mine. We talked about everything. When puberty hit us we helped each other through it, not the least bit embarrassed to talk about the changes in our bodies. It was in that time period that Annie became really popular, her beauty making her stand out. She was getting hit on, sometimes by adults, from the age of fourteen. I got my ass kicked when I was fifteen when I heard a senior talking shit about her. Still managed to get some pretty good hits in and the jock caught hell for letting a five five nothing of a guy give him two black eyes. It was nothing to what Annie did to him when she found out why we fought. She jumped him in the cafeteria in front of all his jock and cheerleader friends.
She smiled at him and he was so happy he was smiled back.
His smile disappeared when she lashed out. "So you'd like to fuck me in front of all your friends? Make me do a gangbang when you got tired of me? Seriously, have you ever talked a girl into something like that before? Where would you find someone with so little self worth that she would agree to that?"
There was dead silence and one of the girls turned red and started sobbing. Annie just sighed. "You poor girl! Get up, you're coming with us."
She leaned over until she was inches from the jock's face. "You're a pathetic piece of shit, you know that right? I hear you're dumb as a stump and the only way you're passing is because the team needs you. Ever think about what's gonna happen when high school ends? You may get lucky enough to get a ride from a cut rate college, but as soon as that's over you'll be on the street with no skills at all. Think an employer will be impressed that you scored the winning touchdown in the state championship five years ago? Fuck no he won't. All he's going to be worried about is can you the job he may hire you for. I predict a long and miserable life for you. I can see you now sitting in some dive bar when you're in your forties with your beer gut hanging over the table, telling all the other losers you hang with tales about your glory days. I kind of feel sorry for you but mostly I feel you're going to get what you deserve."
His mouth was hanging open and she was pretty loud so most of the cafeteria heard what she said. "Back to the present. You ever talk junk about me again or hurt my brother, well, it wouldn't do to walk in dark hallways for awhile. A baseball bat to the knee will end your glory days before they get started. You understand? It may not be me, it may not be my brother, BUT IT WILL HAPPEN! Never speak to me or about me again loser. You won't like what happens if you do. We clear here?"
He was past red and I was pretty sure he'd never been talked to like that ever. Better get used to it was my thought. He tried to stand up but his buddies held him down. He went into a rant but stopped when he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was the assistant principal.
"I heard most of what was said. I suggest you follow the young ladie's advice and stop while you're losing. If you do we'll consider the situation resolved. If not, well, you're already on shaky ground academically. One slip and you lose you eligibility and will have to sit out the next few games until your grades come up. Clear enough? And Mr. Williams, I would be very disappointed to hear you've treated any of these young ladies with any kind of disrespect in the future. Very. Continue your lunch."
He turned to Annie trying not to grin. "You, young lady, need to watch how you verbalize while on school property."
"Yes sir. It will never happen again."
Annie pretty much destroyed his confidence and it showed on the football field. By the end of the season he was riding the bench and never went to college. The last I heard he was working for an oil change business.
Annie befriended the girl and they became close. When she was a Junior Beth talked her into trying cheerleading, and she was such a natural she got a cheerleading scholarship from a major school. She tried to get them to give me a ride but I had already been accepted an academic scholarship to an Ivy League school, one of the less famous ones known for their ability to turn out successful businessmen. We texted constantly and spent every vacation and holiday together.
Beth gave me a graduation gift and took my virginity. I found it unsatisfying emotionally, and I could tell she was less than impressed with my performance. She hooked up with me twice more before giving up and giving me some advice before I left for college.
"Man up, Kevin. I felt like the guy in the relationship. Be a little assertive once in a while, girls appreciate that more than you realize. Otherwise you're going to end up a submissive little thing and your favorite words will be 'Yes, Dear.' Good luck with school."
It was four years of misery. I didn't date once, didn't get hit on, at least by girls. A few of the gay guys did and one basically stalked me. He was big, blunt, and arrogant. He reminded me a lot of my high school bully. He even told me he was going to break me in right and I'd be his bitch for as long as he was there. I kicked him in the nuts. Hard. He never approached me again.
I wanted to hate her boyfriend but he seemed nice and really loved Annie. They went to one party too many that Christmas, ran a red light and got creamed by a big SUV. I still miss her.
............................................................................................
My coworkers deeply resented the way I handled their friend and it galled them no end to have to report to me. It took me firing two to bring them to their senses. Upper management took a hands off approach, waiting for the situation to get out of hand so they could fire me.
Then a month ago there was a thaw. One of the cheerleaders types sat with me at lunch one day. "Look, Bobby kind of deserved what you did to him but you could have handled it differently. You treat us fairly, you even help us when we need it and we've all gotten a raise we know you're responsible for. You're a pretty decent boss, and I've been appointed to bridge the gap. Just so you know the animosity ends today. If we have something to say we'll say it to your face. Doesn't mean you're our new best friend but it does mean we'll treat you with a little more warmth and respect."
Of course, I suspected everything. But they did try to be nicer and I even went out to drinks with them one night after work. I was having a decent time until I glanced in the mirror, seeing the exchange of smirks between Melissa and John. When I turned their faces were bland and friendly.
The next week Melissa came up to me. "The guys and girls are going to a party the Saturday before Halloween. It's a big deal and supposed to be a blast. We'd really like for you to come. One thing though, the theme will be guys have to dress as girls and the girls have to dress as guys. I've already got my costume. A zoot suit and big fedora. I'm even going to get a fake mustache. They're giving prizes to the ones that look the most convincing. With your size and body shape you could win, especially if you play up those gorgeous eyes. Think about it."
They played up the party for weeks. Josh bragged he was going to go as a sexy librarian, said he had a wig he was going to put up in a bun and some catseye glasses to finsih off the look. Dale grinned. "I'm going as a hooker. Ordered a set of 44Ds and the skirt will be very high. I even got fishnets and a garter belt. It's amazing what you can get off the internet these days."
They talked it to death and the smirks got bigger as the time went by. They nagged me and one day something in my head said "Fuck it. They want crossdressed, I'll give them crossdressed", so I told them I would go. They pestered me for days about my costume and I'd just smile and tell them they'd just have to wait.
I agonized for a few days over what to wear. I got a few of Annie's club dresses out and tried them on. They made me look hot but I wasn't really comfortable in them. Then I found the nun costume and smiled, remembering when she wore it. She looked demure until you noticed the over the top makeup. "How do I look?"
"Like a hooker trying to disguise herself as a nun."
She grinned. "I got it right then."
That was going to be my costume. The people at work kept trying to get me to tell them what I would be wearing and I'd grin. "Let's just say when you see it it'll be like a religious experience."
The smirks got bigger and the whispers came more often the days leading up to the party.
......................................................................
I was deeply into dressing now, changing as soon as I got home every evening into 'something more comfortable'. I watched crossdressing tutorials on Youtube religiously, learning the tricks of my obsession. I got really good at makeup and started an exercize regimen designed to give me more of a woman's shape. When I felt comfortable enough I put on a pair of skinny jeans and a frilly top and went to see Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins, the old couple that lived the next floor up. I brought a big pizza and a couple of bottles of wine and spent a pleasant evening listening to stories of how they fell in love and lived a full life. A couple parts were so tender and romantic I sniffled and had to repair my makeup. After the second time I just washed it off. I got hugs and Mr. Jenkins kissed me on the cheek in gratitude for making an old couple feel more connected to life.
After that it was a once a month event. They were on a fixed income so I always furnished dinner. Chinese seemed to be a favorite. Mrs. Jenkins caught me outside my apartment in boy clothes once and smiled. "Hello, Annie. Still coming by tomorrow?"
I went about eight shades of red while she giggled. "It was hard. You're extremely passable. You might want to look into some type of restraint or form device, sometimes you have a bulge where you shouldn't have."
I sputtered. "You knew? But your husband kisses my cheek every time we're together."



"It's because he likes you. You remind him of our late granddaughter."
I tried going as Kevin one night but it was so uncomfortable I ran back down and changed. Mr. Jenkins kissed me on the cheek when I got back. "Ah, Annie. There you are. We've missed you."
I cried all over them.
I even drove by the T-bar in our town a few times, parking and watching as the people went in. Some were pretty obvious but most looked like normal girls. I stopped when one pecked on my glass and grinned. "It's a lot more fun if you go inside, love. Don't worry, no one will bite you." Then she giggled, "Well, unless you want them to."
I flamed red and drove away.
........................................................................
Annie and I had always loved Halloween. Like she said, it was the one time a year where you could be anyone or anything you wanted to be. We'd had a lot of fun as kids and we even dressed alike. When we were nine we both went as Raggedy Anne's and one lady said she'd never seen a prettier pair of sisters.
I laid out the habit and decided to go slutty underneath. After all, no one would ever see it. I picked the raciest bra she owned, one with built in cleavage, that had a thong and garter belt to match. The thong definitely felt odd but not unpleasant. I'd been using hair removal products for a few months now and I was as smooth as a baby from the neck down. Thanks to my practice the hose went up easily and I attached them to the garter belt. I'd styled and gelled my long hair and felt a little sad no one would see it. The mirror told me I was definitely a pretty woman and it's a known fact mirrors don't lie. I finished the outfit with black three inch heels, the highest I felt comfortable with. Redid my makeup six times before I had the wide eyed sexy but innocent look I wanted, and walked out the door.
I was about to lose my nerve when the Uber pulled up and Superman got out of the car. I'm not kidding. Superman. He was easily six three or better and the costume fit his hard body perfectly down to the large bulge in his tights. He even looked like the actors that played Superman in the movies, with jet black hair gelled down except for one lock that drooped over his forehead and blue eyes that were almost a match for mine.
"Sorry I'm late, miss, um, Sister Mary Elizabeth. My last fare was so drunk I had to help his wife carry him into his apartment. Oh, and about the costume, you're my last ride of the night and I'm going to a party afterwards. I thought it would be fun, being Halloween and all."
He had a deep, gentle voice and I couldn't help smiling. I purposely pitched my voice a little higher. "That's fine. My arrival isn't time sensitive. Do you mind?"
I snapped a picture pretending it was for my protection. I'd already checked out his tag and it matched my text. He held the door open and took my arm as I got into the car. I gave him the address and he pulled away. We chatted a bit. I asked what kind of car he had and he told me it was a Cadillac. It rode like a magic carpet. I caught him looking in the mirror fairly often and I finally asked why. He flushed, looking young and shy, before grinning.
"Ma'am, don't get me wrong, but I've always had a fantasy about making out with a young, hot nun and you match my fantasy exactly." His eyes were gentle, and coupled with that quirkly little smile made me feel all warm and fuzzy. Well, that and the four shots of tequila I'd downed just before I left my apartment. Liquid courage.
I grinned. At least he was honest. I don't know why but my answer surprised even me. "Well, if you were a good Irish Catholic boy I might consider it."
His eyes almost disappeared in his smile. "I'm Liam, and Irish Catolic to the core."
"Really? You don't look Irish."
"My mother was Greek. I got my looks from her."
"She must have been really attractive." As soon as I realized what I said I covered my mouth in shock.
"She still is, still turning heads a 52."
"Pull over at that park, Liam." What the hell was I doing? Too late, he'd already found a secluded parking spot.
"Rules, Liam. Two minutes. No roaming hands and no trying to take it farther. Agreed?" He was in the backseat faster than I would have believed possible. He took my head in his hands and gently pulled me forward. Before I could blink his lips were on mine. I was stiff at first but finally surrendered to his tongue. It was very intense and I was totally lost in the moment. I don't know where it would have gone if we hadn't heard a rap on the window. I looked up and almost died when I saw the policeman standing there.
Luckily we were still fully clothed. Liam rolled down the window and apologised. "Sorry, officer. First date. She was just so gorgeous I couldn't help myself."
"Really? Shouldn't you be out fighting for truth, justice, and the American way? And you, Sister, I'm pretty sure your priest is not going to expect your next confession, not at all."
I was almost glowing I was so red but sighed happily when I saw the officer grin. "She's very pretty, son. But you can't keep going or it would have passed the PG stage pretty quick. It's Halloween and I got more important things to do than hassle a couple of lovebirds, so you need to drive away. All right? In the immortal words of someone I can't remember: Get a room!"
He was still chuckling when he walked away.
I was aghast. What had I done? I looked at my watch and was stunned that we'd been at it for over ten minutes. I seemed to remember his hands on both cups of the padded bra and my hand drifting down over those great abs and toned tummy. My face reddened when I realized I had really, really, REALLY liked what we were doing. My lips still tingled five minutes later. I tried to talk but he stopped me.
"Please don't talk, let's just savor the moment."
So I did, riding in companionable silence for the next ten minutes. It didn't occur to me until we were almost there that I'd gotten into the front seat with him. We pulled up to the club and I knew then my suspicions were correct. The whole department including my boss were standing outside dressed in regular clothes. I groaned.
"What's wrong?"
"I've been pranked. This was supposed to be a costume party but everyone is dressed in street clothes. This is just another attempt to humiliate me."
I was looking at him when I said it and I did not like the expression in his eyes. "These are supposed to be your friends?"
"They were never my friends. One of them is my boss. Drive away."
I was shocked to my toes by his answer. "No. Fuck them! Nobody deserves to be treated like this, especially someone as sweet as you."
"You don't understand! I have a confession to make. I'm not a woman! My name is Kevin." I cringed waiting for the howl of outrage, the ranting about how I had misled him. I expected him to toss me out on my ass and drive away. His grin just got wider.
"Oh, you're definitely a woman. And I knew your secret when I kissed you. You need to shave a little closer if you're going to make out with guys unless they know. And if you ever were a Kevin, when you're wearing something like this you're definitely Mary Elizabeth. "
I couldn't help it. My voice came out as a high pitched squeal. "You knew? And you kept kissing me?"
"I've got a confession too. My real name is Bernie and I'm Jewish. I also happen to be partial to 'girls' like you. Plus you're a pretty good kisser. The party I'm going to is largely made up of girls like you and their boyfriends. You should come. I'll introduce you to people who could become real friends once they get over being jealous."
"Jealous? Of what?"
He grinned again. "Of how much hotter you'll look than them, and the fact that you snagged me before they got a chance."
He suddenly got out of the car and opened my door. "But first you need to march up to those jerks and tell them to kiss your hot little ass. You need to learn to be proud of who you are. I'll be right beside you."
I sat there shaking for a minute and then thought about what Annie would do in this situation and realized it was time for me to live on my terms and be happy in my own skin. A skin, I decided suddenly, that was going to be covered in lingerie and dresses full time. I'd struggled long enough and it was time to admit the truth to myself. I had never been a man, I'd never be a man, and I was what I was. At the same time I realized I wanted a man. A man that would treat me with respect and protect me from the cruelty of the world. If I found one I vowed I'd make him the happiest man on earth. As I locked down on his hand I thought about a story I had read once about another transformation and the mantra he repeated as he changed. "If you can't get the girlfriend, be the girlfriend." A mantra I intended to make my own.
I'd already been thinking about opening my own office and I was pretty sure I could raid the firm and get the best clients once they realized I wouldn't be handling them anymore. The company really needed to put a non-competitive clause in their paperwork. I had the insurance money to fall back on so I didn't have to worry about being profitable for a while. They wanted to fuck me over? The hell with them. It was my intention to fuck them all in the ass, financially at least and hope it hurt like hell. I let him help me out of the car, showing a lot of leg. He went with me holding my hand. When I stopped in front of my boss his eyes went wide because until then he didn't know who I was.
"Consider this my resignation you asshole! You can be sure I'll be turning one in to our bosses, explaining tonight and the hostile work environment I had to face everyday. I wouldn't hold on to that dream of ever making V.P. if I were you. As for the rest of you, well, the best punishment ever is leaving you alone to lead your pathetic little lives. You all deserve each other."
They all turned red, then Dale got angry. "I'm gonna stomp your..."
He looked down at his arm and followed the hand clamped around it up until he was looking at Superman, a very angry looking Superman, in the face. "What you're gonna do is shut the fuck up unless you have a pocketful of Kryptonite. If you don't I'll be giving you flying lessons. You'll have to learn to land on your own, though. Think about it. The lady is leaving now." When he let go Dale immediately stepped back and fled into the club.
He gently guided me back to the car. "Where to now?"
I looked at his face, making a decision. "You said something about a party? I think I'd really like to go with you."
His perfect teeth dazzled in the dark. "I'd love that. There is a cost, though. You come as my date and you pull that habit up high enough I can get a good look at those legs of yours. And those heels."
I gasped and he grinned. "What can I say? I've always been a leg man and from what I've seen yours are very attractive. Now, heels."
I smiled, happier that I had ever been in my life. " Turn around."
""What?"
"Turn around. Trust me when I say you won't regret it."
He turned, grinning. The beauty of the costume Annie bought was that if you took off the headress there was a squarecut bodice underneath, and a zipper around the dress that removed most of the habit, leaving me in a 'little black dress' that stopped three inches above my knee. I fluffed my hair out as well as I could without a mirror and stepped around the car. His eyes got huge and there was a hunger in them that almost made me step back. Then he grinned and I almost melted.
I honest to gosh giggled. "Like it? That's all the leg you're going to get to see unless we're somewhere a lot more private."
What? Did I really say that?
I twirled, flaring the hem out a little, enjoying the look on his face. I glanced over to see everyone still outside staring at us. I turned around and bent over, flipping the short skirt high enough they could see my stocking covered legs and thong clad ass, and screamed out "Kiss it, you bastards!"
Their mouths were still hanging open in shock and I was giggling like mad when I got into the car making sure my dress stayed down. Still, there was a lot of leg showing. He put his hand on my knee and I thrilled at the touch. "Are you sure, Mary Elizabeth?"
I grabbed his hand and held on to it. "Never more sure of anything in my life. And please call me Annie. It has a lot of meaning to me."
"My pleasure, Annie."
Then he started the car, and drove me into my future.
......................................................................
Well, I hope those of you who read it liked it. As always, comments are welcome and votes appreciated. I'd like to thank my friends for their support and encouragement, it helps a lot.
Oh, this is for Bobbi, and Vickie, and all the other special ladies who follow my stories, and especially M in Montreal. The story was your idea. Thanks for the support. I hope the story met your expectations.
Q
Quick story about my first transexual kiss. He/she was my wife's hairdresser(cliche as hell but true) and I took her once when she broke two toes on her foot and didn't feel comfortable driving. And if you think men talk junk at the barbershop, it doesn't hold a candle to a dozen women in a hair salon. They were teasing him relentlessly because he looked like he had aluminum foil on his head with hair sticking out at odd intervals. He was 'frosting' his hair. It was a hairstyle popular in the early eighties when this took place. He just said he wanted to look extra sexy for his man. Before we left he showed us a glamour shot he'd had made, showing him in a little black dress with dark stockings and four inch heels, his teased hair towering above him. For the time and the style he looked pretty hot.
Two months later the big city we lived near was having a Jazz/Blues festival in a large park. It was an annual event and drew a large crowd. I went for the blues and we spent very little time at the jazz stages. You couldn't bring alcohol but you could buy twelve ounce cups from beer trucks dotted over the park. The lines were always long and they let you buy no more than two at a time so me, my wife, and my brother had just started back to our chairs with one in each hand when we heard the squeals. It was the hair dresser, trotting at us and screaming our names. I found out later she had already made several trips to the beer truck. Hot pink sneakers, red shorts so short the bottom of her ass was almost out, and a little white tank shirt showing a good bit of cleavage, teased blond hair bouncing. The girl looked hot and everybody was watching that ass bounce as she came to us.
I was wondering where the boobs came from as he grabbed up the wife and gave her a big hug and kiss. Then he grabbed me. You know, you look back on your life and remember important decisions you'd made. I had options. I could drop the beer, catch her before she got too close and just give her a nice hug. I could make a scene and embarass us all, or I could save the beer. It's an unwritten law among rednecks you never waste beer. It was an alignment of priorities and the beer came in first. So in front of about two thousand people I got a big smooch. Looking back I think there may have been some tongue but it's been forty years so I really don't remember. My wife still grins when we see him.
She let go of me and reached for my brother but seeing what was going on he chugged a beer and held a hand up but she went right through it and gave him a hug. She was about as blasted as we were and hung with us for about an hour, holding both our hands. We had a ball.
And that boys and girls was how I got my first kiss from a transsexual. The last? Well, that's a whole other story.
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The Wedding
Assumptions.
...
It was a top of the line venue, but both parents had money, so they went with the best. I was best man for Chet, and Megan stood for Leslie. We all wore tuxedos. Megan and I were in traditional black, Leslie was in white, and Chet had on the first pink tuxedo I'd ever seen.
Yes, it was a gay wedding, but they were very much in love, and had lived together for three years, until Chet got sick. It took a year to recover, and Leslie insisted they get married so he could carry him on his insurance. He was a well paid professional with a good benefits package, while Chet bounced from job to job. Les told me he intended to make him a housewife after the honeymoon. I thought Chet would love it, he was the type that needed taken care of, and Les was naturally dominant.
The staff acted as ushers, and all their friends played a trick on them, saying they were all for the groom and sitting on one side of the aisle. It was only about sixty people, and they laughed when they saw us.
The ceremony went off without a hitch. Chet's mother gave him away because his father had long since disappeared from their lives. It was a nice reception, toasts were made, and I made Chet cry with mine. I'd grown up with both of them, and it was clear by their junior year in high school they were going to end up a couple. They weren't harrassed much, because they had a tight bunch of friends and wouldn't tolerate it. Chet played football, as a wide receiver. He was small but fast, and had a habit of getting lost on the field until he suddenly showed up, alone, catching the ball and taking off. We won county our junior and senior year.
It was a little awkward at first in the locker room and showers, until I broke the tension. "Chet! Quit staring at my dick or I'm gonna tell Leslie!"
We were all underage, and there was no sexual contact until the senior prom, and by then they were eighteen, but he laughed. "I'm gonna tell him first! Maybe not, he might dump me!"
We were shocked into silence, until the center started laughing. Then we all joined in, and things were all right, though they made a point of having him evaluate their equipment. He told us we were all hung like horses and somebody would be a very lucky boy. We were in a playoff game, and the other team tried to rattle him and we closed around him. "I'm gonna pound that sissy ass into the ground tonight!"
We all howled when he answered back. "It's a date! But first, let's finish this silly little football game."
Even his teammates laughed, and Chet upped the challenge. "Let's make a bet! Your team wins, and I'll blow you on the fifty yard line while the crowd is still here."
"What will I have to do if I lose?"
"The same thing. It'll raise hearing a crowd cheer you on to a whole new level."
He went after Chet hard, but he was harder to hold on to as a politicians promise. He gave a late hit in frustration, and the penalty put us in range for a field goal that would tie the game. The kicker lined up, and in a move we practiced, faked the kick, tossing the ball to Chet, who sprinted to the end zone. Suddenly we were ahead by four points. In a rage, the player grabbed Chet by the faceguard, twisting his neck and throwing him to the ground. He got ejected, and we went on to win by two touchdowns.
...
Leslie went on to get a degree and a good job. Chet went from one low paying job to another, until Leslie, fed up with him, gave him an ultimatum. That's how we ended up at the wedding chapel.
Of the guests, seventy-five percent were gay and lesbian. The rest were old friends here to help them celebrate. I went to the bar to get a drink, and watched them do their first dance as spouses. The woman behind the bar was dressed professionally, but you could see the tatts on her arm and neck, the heavy, borderline Goth makeup. She had a great body, her boobs straining her white shirt while the black pants molded to her ass tightly.
"Thay look nice, don't they?"
I didn't turn around. "They do."
"Well, maybe you'll find a nice boy and settle down."
That made me turn around and grin. I could see the challenge in her eyes. "One can only hope."
There was a flicker of disdappointment for a second, then more like a challenge. "You ever think about switching teams?"
I told her the truth. "No, I've never been tempted. You?"
Her eyes challenged me. "Let me put it like this. I rarely go home alone."
"Then you have the advantage of twice the dating pool."
She leaned over the bar putting her breasts on display. She had her shirt unbuttoned past what one would expect, so I got a good look at cleavage and a pink bra. "You should try it. You might like it."
I threw up my hands. "Heaven's no! I wouldn't know where to start." The whole time I kept staring, hoping to get a glimpse of nipple. She was practically purring.
"Would you like to see them? Maybe touch them a little?"
I recoiled with mock revulsion, which spurred her on. She was starting to make her pitch when someone asked for a drink, and I slipped away. A few minutes later I told the happy couple about her trying to seduce someone into being straight. Les went up to the bar for another wine.
"I saw you talking to Harris. Give it up girl, he don't swing that way. Too bad, he's hung like a horse. His boyfriend told me he wasn't really comfortable giving him head until he had his tonsils out. I told him I had a hard time swallowing that. He laughed and said he had the same problem."
He came back grinning and kissed my cheek. "I put out the bait honey, now go set the hook."
I wandered up a few minutes later, pretending not to stare at her boobs. She kept her shoulders back, practically shoving them in my face. She asked if I had changed my mind and I acted flustered. "I've always been curious, and never seen a live set. How do you walk? Are they soft? The nipples are usually huge in the porn I've watched. Is that true for all women?"
"There's one way to find out. Jerry, I'm getting a few more bottles of wine. Back ina minute."
She whispered as she walked by. "Give it a minute and follow me." I glimpsed Chet and Leslie watching, as well as half the guests, all of them laughing.
I walked into the storeroom, whispering her name. Caroline stepped out from behind some decorations, completely topless. I didn't have to fake my amazed expression. They looked great! There were vines climbing across her chest just under them, and one nipple was pierced, the other ring in her navel. She took my hand and raised it to a breast. "Feel it! Squeeze them!"
Three minutes later I was kneading them like dough, sucking one nipple and then the other. She was starting to get into it when I pulled back. "This is just...wrong! I have a boyfriend."
"Now you can have a girlfriend too! Wait 'til you see the rest of my treasures." She slid those impossibly tight pants down, practically drooling. The thong was pink to match the bra, and she shoved it aside, showing her perfectly smooth pussy. "Kiss it!"
I made a face. "I don't think so."
By then she was totally naked, spread out on an event table, and she grabbed my head. "Eat my cunt, you bitch! Now!"
I fumbled around and made faces, but she directed me until she started moaning, writhing around on the table. She came, and it was almost a squirt. Insteaad of coming up, I doubled down, keeping my lips on her clip and shoving three finger in her twat. She weakly tried to push me away, until she gave in and started keening. This time she did squirt.
I didn't give her time to recover, pulling her to the edge of the table and slamming into her, sticking my tongue in her mouth to keep the screaming down. It was ten minutes of furious pounding until we collapsed together. I pulled out, leaving a slime trail of combined juices. I pulled up my pants. then put my hands to my face. "Oh my God! What have I done, Jerome is gonna be so pissed!"
Then I ran out of the back room while she weakly pleaded with me to stay. I hit the bathroom, cleaned up, and went back to my friends. They looked like they had swallowed a whole flock of canaries when Caroline slinked out, hair barely put togehter and most of her makeup gone. I managed to avoid her until the end of the night, when she caught me in the hall, jumping into my arms and giving me a tremendous kiss. Then she stepped back, grinned, and slipped me a card. "Don't overthink it, babe. Call me."
...
Three days later Ginger called, giggling like mad. "I know somebody pissed at you!"
"What did I do?"
"You banged and bailed on the bartender the other night. I checked the venue Facebook page to see if they had any pictures of the wedding. They usually do, to attract business. They showed the waitstaff, and I looked the bartender up. She's bragging on Twitter and Facebook she rescued someone from the dark side, and turned him into a man."
"Good for her."
"Oh, it gets better. I Tweeted back. If you're talking about Harris, he doesn't have a gay bone in his body. He plays for the home team, and I speak from experience. Did he tell you he was gay?"
"Not exactly. But he...sonofabitch! He played me!"
She went silent, then private messaged me yesterday. "Tell Harris to call me. Here's something to encourage him."
It was a video of her in a bar, deepthroating a beer tap. She had it all the way down her throat, and it seemed like it took forever for her to come up for air. She gasped for a second and licked her lips. "Call me!"
It's been a week and I haven't hit her phone, but I'm thinking about it.
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Chapter 1
Alisa Amy Anderson got off the train, hugging herself in her jacket, which was too light for the time of year. But it was the newest and best she owned, and she needed to project an image. Underneath the jacket was a thick turtleneck sweater, and she wore her best pair of jeans. The jacket pocket had a stocking cap, but she'd worked too long on her hair to mess it up. Then again, the way the wind was whipping it was probably a moot point. She clutched her battered portfolio case, a legacy from her father, tightly to her, knowing she had to keep the papers inside safe. The weather matched her mood: gray, overcast, dark clouds threatening the season's first big snow. Damn these Northern winters! It had been pretty mild the last couple of years, and she thought global warming wasn't bad, but long-range forecasters predicted the worst winter in forty years. Thank you, El Nino.
She had checked the bus schedule and knew she had time to make it to the office she was seeking, so she got a coffee and tried to relax. She would need her wits about her for this, the most important meeting of her life. Alamy, her mother's nickname for her, a combination of her first and middle names, walked the half block to the address and looked up, unable to see the top floor. The town she came from had one skyscraper if you counted five floors as a skyscraper.
The doorman held the door open, wished her a nice day, and gave her directions, pointing her to the 48th floor. The elevator seemed to take forever, but it opened to an expensively decorated lobby and eventually led to a receptionist's desk. The woman was attractive and friendly but the ultimate professional, checking her appointment information and smiling.
"Please take a seat, ma'am. He'll be able to see you in fifteen minutes. Would you like some tea? Coffee perhaps, or water?"
Alamy took an expensive brand of water, sipping it slowly while she marshaled her thoughts, trying to find a calm place in her mind, and the fifteen minutes passed soon. A young, well-dressed man in his early twenties fetched her, and she thought he looked way too young to be a senior Vice President of a national bank. Then he stopped before a door and knocked, motioning her forward. She paused just long enough to read the doorplate. Winston (of course, it would be Winston, a name like Bob wouldn't be pretentious enough), Warrenton Jr., Vice President, Amalgamated Holdings, Trustee Bank, and Trust.
Expecting to see a stuffed shirt, balding and overweight, but when she got into his inner office, she was so shocked she hesitated before speaking. He was in shirtsleeves, his jacket draped casually on a chair. His longer-than-normal hair was jet black, and one stubborn curl, drooping over his forehead, refused to be tamed. He stood as she approached, and she was shocked by the intensity of his blue eyes. "He's Superman," she thought. She saw the definition of his muscles rippling under his shirt. His hand was out, and when she shook it, she was amazed at how firm and warm it was.
"Good afternoon, Mrs. Anderson. Thank you for coming all this way to speak to me. Please, sit."
Instead of returning to his desk, he picked up his laptop and guided her to a comfortable loveseat, sitting on the armchair opposite. "It's Miss, Mr. Warrenton. Thank you for seeing me."
He sighed. She was a very persistent woman, hammering at the walls of corporate shielding until one crumbled. Winnie (only his close friends called him that) was not looking forward to this conversation. Nobody else in the company was, but he drew the short straw, so to speak. "Very well, Miss. I'm more relaxed myself. Winston is fine. What have you got for me today?"
"I've updated the information your bank requested, and you will see that I should receive that loan extension. If next season succeeds, I can discharge most of my debt and be solvent again."
He watched her as she made her pitch, noting the stray tendrils of her hair as the blond locks floated around her face, and she absently flipped them back, probably unaware of it. Her body seemed lean and fit, and from what he'd seen, she had an exceptional ass, and her turtleneck did nothing to hide the firm breasts that seemed to stand straight out. Winston sighed, thinking of his current girlfriend and how unpleasant she had been lately. She was pushing for a ring, and he knew eventually he would have to disappoint her, but he was holding off. Nobody needs to be dumped during the holiday season.
He got up and made a coffee using his single-cup device. It looked like some kind of evil monster, but it could make just about every coffee drink you could think of, although he mostly used it to make plain coffee. After hesitating, his guest asked for black coffee. He was so used to his girlfriend ordering the most outrageous, sugar-laden, fruity concoction popular at the time that he found it refreshing.
He read through the paperwork twice before laying it down and sighing. "I was excited when we acquired this small string of banks in rural areas. I had grand visions of helping farmers and ranchers navigate the pitfalls of modern finance, but in reality, most of the older ones are so stubborn and set in their ways I fear nothing will help them. 'That's The Way We've Always Done It' doesn't work anymore, especially if a chain swallows up a small community bank. We didn't grow up together, our kids didn't go to school or play sports together, and we haven't intermarried. Sadly, all we are is a faceless entity that does what's in its' mission statement: make money for its shareholders. The fact that Gary's your uncle or you were Maid Of Honor at Jenny's wedding doesn't mean anything to us. Our main concern is ensuring the payments are made and the institution stays solvent. I know it sounds cold and cruel, but that's the nature of business these days."
He sat, gathering his thoughts, before speaking again. "You inherited nine hundred acres of valuable land, two hundred bordering a lake. Your father refused to see the writing on the wall, but you must face reality. You can't make a living farming anymore. I'm surprised real estate companies haven't started eminent domain proceedings to latch on to the lakefront property. I'm sure they've made offers, and now they can smell blood on the water. You're a month over our foreclosure policy and almost two years behind on your property taxes. I'm surprised the county hasn't already started proceedings against you, and I only allowed you to come here today to help you try to salvage something. I can give you another month if you let us help you. If you don't, you'll lose the farm, and the best you can hope for is to be clear enough to start a new life, and we'll try to keep your house off the table."
Then he paused, watching the slow tears roll down her cheeks despite her stoic face. She knew he was offering her a lifeline and wondered if she had the courage to take it. Luke would be furious, but it was partially his fault for her dwindling fortunes. He assumed they'd be married by now, but lately, judging from things he'd said or didn't say, she wondered how much he loved her and how much he loved the property.
She felt slightly sad over his apparent distaste for making her face reality. She composed herself and rose, shaking his hand. "Thank you for the truth, Mr. Warrenton, as unpleasant as it was. Truth has become a rare commodity, don't you agree?"
His hand was still warm and gentle, and she had to fight the urge to hug him. He looked incredibly sad before smiling. "Thank you, Miss Anderson. Usually, they shoot the messenger. I'll get your parking sorted out."
"I didn't drive. I took the train into town and then bussed over here. I'll cut it close because the conversation took longer than anticipated, even though I knew the answer. Have a good Thanksgiving, Mr. Warrenton."
"You as well. If you'll wait a minute, I'll arrange a car for you."
"You don't have to do that!"
"You're right. I don't have to, but I want to. I think Dad's limo is available; he's out of town at the moment. Give me just a minute." Over her protests, he made a call, and the same young man who escorted her in accompanied her down, handing her off to the driver in the parking garage. He wished her a pleasant holiday as well. Alamy looked at the driver, noticing his smile. "What kind of car is this?"
"It's a Bently, ma'am, a classic. It's Mr. Winston's favorite means of travel unless he drives himself."
Alamy was still determining what a Bently was, but she assumed it meant luxury. The driver opened the back door, and she hesitated. "Can I sit in the front? I have a touch of car sickness every time I ride in the back." The driver never hesitated, closing the back door and opening the front. She had to admit she enjoyed the ride and the admiring glances as they stopped for lights. "They must like this car," she thought. She would have been more surprised to learn at least half of the admiring glances were for her. Alamy was handed out of the car like a queen, the driver thanking her for letting him serve her. She smiled at him. "Thank you, Mr. Smith. I must say I've enjoyed the ride and the conversation."
He beamed. "You're entirely welcome, ma'am. Perhaps I could drive you on your next visit."
She assured him she would ask, knowing she would probably never be back.
Chapter 2
It was spitting snow, and as usual, Luke wasn't there to pick her up. She got out her phone and made a call. "Bull Shop." The Shop, short for Bullshit Shop, was a little hole-in-the-wall dive bar big enough for twenty stools, two pool tables, and three pizza-size tables. Still, it did a good business for the size.
"Rusty, you tell Luke to get his ass to the train station, or I'll get somebody to drive me over and take the truck home. He can fuckin' walk. Now, Rusty."
Rusty was a good friend. He was a couple of years ahead of her in high school, huge, and didn't like bullies. He saved her from some jerks once and put the word out. She was to be left alone. A couple tried to test that theory as she grew into her looks, but one broken nose and a few black eyes did the trick. He was the brother she always wanted.
Alamy returned the favors and taught him how to dance and how to talk to girls. At the following high school dance, she grabbed him and practically dragged him across the floor, as much as a five-four, hundred-pound gangly girl could drag a six-four giant, shoved him in front of the girl he'd dreamed of, and commanded them to dance. After a stunned few seconds, they did. Then, three years later, they danced at their wedding.
Three years after that, she sat beside him at the grave while they lowered her. Cancer hit her before they could have kids. Rusty took a long time to come back. Then his dad passed and left him the bar, and he ran it to have something to do. A side effect was that it became much less rowdy, and a woman could now enter and leave unaccosted and uninsulted. It took six months before his patrons understood the new rules.
She heard him sigh. "It's best he not drive, Al. He's been here a while. I'll send Jack and Barney over with your truck."
"Thanks, Rusty. Please do me a favor and make sure when the truck gets back to me, he's not in it. He still runnin' a tab?"
Alamy could hear in his voice that he didn't want to talk about it, but he had bills like everybody else. "Yeah. Look, he didn't pay last month's bill yet. What do you want me to do?"
"Tell me how much it is, and I'll dock his pay. I also want you to cut him off and make him pay as he goes. Hear me good, Rusty. I'm never paying another tab for him. If he can't afford to drink by the third week of the month, he'll appreciate that beer even more in the first of the next."She hung up, walking back into the station, wondering how her life had gone to hell.
Chapter 3
Luke showed up the next day, hungover, contrite, and hopeful. "How did it go with the banker?"
"Not great. He did give some good advice, though. Sell out before it gets taken."
Luke looked up, genuinely alarmed. "You can't do that!"
Alamy reminded him it wasn't his choice, and he wasn't helping the situation. He'd been the football and basketball star in school, and she'd been Homecoming Queen. Though they didn't verbalize it, both felt they were fated to be together. On graduation day, he'd proposed, shocked when she turned him down. Alamy tried to reason with him, telling him they were still kids and she wanted to go to college and get a degree. She didn't tell him she wanted out of their one-horse town so bad she felt suffocated. Finally, she told him to ask her again in a few years. It took a long time to get back to where they were before.
She went to community college, dreaming of going to a full university full of people who didn't know she had farted loudly during a fourth-grade play. She still flushed every time the memory came back. Alamy had gotten her associate degree and had qualified for some partial scholarships, trying to choose which university had the best program for her proposed major when her father had a significant accident. He flipped a big tractor that didn't come equipped with a roll bar.
She thought back over the years about how he preached never to drive a tractor without some piece of equipment attached to the rear to prevent rollover on a hill. When it flipped backward, there was nothing on the back. It broke a lot of bones and damaged his spine. His days of strenuous work were over. He lasted another three years, and Alamy thought he just gave up and lay down to die.
A year before he passed, he had hired Luke to help on the farm. Luke did pretty good until her father passed, but he'd gradually been slipping. Machines weren't maintained, fields weren't prepped for the next crop or it was planted late. He'd managed to piss off their neighbor, the owner of the biggest diary farm in the county, and he no longer gave them the liquified manure they used to fertilize their fields. Commercial fertilizer was expensive and bad for the land, but she was trapped, so she paid.
The return on the crops planted were slim this year, the fields producing 40% less yield than last year, and there were still outstanding debts to be paid. Every dime that came in immediately went back out to whatever bill she was most behind on. She'd started paying her vendors first, hoping Old Man Jones at the bank wouldn't press her too much. Then the bank was sold, surprising everyone. There wasn't much of a profit line on small, rural banks, so the emphasis shifted to online banking. Suddenly you didn't have money you could touch, just numbers in an account statement.
Luke turned, sulking out with a scowl. He'd have a cow when he got his bank statement, and see she'd deducted eighty-six dollars it took to settle his bar bill. Sure enough, the next day, he came into her home office, ranting. "What the hell is this?"
She smiled, sort of enjoying his rage. "This is me forcing you to grow up. Pay your debts, Luke, or you may not be able to incur more."
It came out in a snarl before he thought. "You mean like you're doing?" He knew instantly he'd screwed up, and she felt the words like a physical blow.
'Honey, I..."
"Out!" she screamed. "Right damn now! Sleep in the manager's house tonight, and don't speak to me. I'll call the cops and have them remove you if you don't."
He knew she was serious, knew he'd screwed up with his words. But he also knew he'd pushed her into one of her 'moods', as he called it inside his head. There would be no reasoning with her until she calmed down. He also knew he had to stay in her good graces, wait for the moment when she was most desperate, and spring the deal he and his uncle had worked out. His uncle owned a real estate office the next county over, and he'd already done the research, figuring he could make a million, maybe two if he could broker a deal once he acquired the rights to the land.
All Luke had to do was hang in there, pet her a little, convince her he had found a way to save her, and they'd be home free. He was going to enjoy seeing her homeless while he lived in her old home, with Kathy Sue. He'd been seeing her on the sly, and she knew his plans. It's what kept her from getting upset when he spent a night in Alamy's bed. She'd figure out she wasn't the one getting screwed.
Alamy sat at the massive rolltop her great grandfather had built with his own hands, putting her head on the desk and crying, huge sobs of the beaten down and desperate. When she finished, she sighed. She had at most three weeks left, so she started making plans.
Chapter 4
Winston Warrenton was sitting behind his desk, a gleaming stainless steel edifice to modernism, also in deep thought. Things were getting progressively worse between him and Madison. They'd had a blowout last night, and she had stormed out, screaming she was going home to her mother, trying her best to slam the door. The doors were as modern as his townhouse and didn't slam, which infuriated her even more. He had one of the penthouses, buying it before it was finished, and the contractor gave him a hell of a deal, in thanks for arranging the financing necessary to build them.
He looked down as Madison's little sportscar tore out of the underground parking, almost hitting a pedestrian. He'd warned her several times. Just because you're angry didn't permit you to disobey traffic laws. It had gotten so bad if they went anywhere together, he drove or they used a service. Winston grinned when he saw the blue lights come on at the end of the block. One more conviction, and she would lose her license for a year, regardless of her daddy's high-priced lawyers.
It surprised him how relaxing it was to have the bed to himself, and he slept like a log.
Madison, when she saw he wasn't rushing to get in touch with him, called him, even though she hated it. When he didn't respond after the fourth time she started text bombing him. His phone dinged almost constantly all the way to work, where he shut off his personal phone, pulling his professional phone out of the desk. Unfortunately, she also knew that number, and after twenty minutes he shut it off, tossing it back in the drawer.
He was told he had a visitor just before lunch, and he sighed, knowing it was her, pleasantly surprised when his dad strolled in, grinning. "You're too busy to answer your phone now?"
"No, just hiding. Madison is driving me crazy."
That brought a frown. "I know, she and her mother have been calling your mom nonstop, and now they're on me. You know they're already talking about the flower colors and the date? She's even planning the honeymoon, someplace I've never heard of."
He was smiling slightly as he relayed the information. Winston stood up, stretching his muscles. "I haven't popped a question, and I want you to be the first to know," Winston paused while his father tried to compose his face, "that I'm not going to. She doesn't have a serious thought in her brain, and the thought of her holding a job would probably make her faint."
Winston Senior smiled in relief. "That's good to know, and I know your mother will be relieved. She can't stand Madison's mother, and wasn't too keen on Madison."
Junior smiled, the world looking brighter for the first time as a burden slid off his shoulders. "Lunch?"
"Absolutely. Something greasy and delicious. Mexican or burgers?"
"Fats. I hear he's trying out a new-fangled restaurant addition. Paper napkins."
His dad grinned. "No way! It'll never be the same." Fats was a blue collar diner they had found by accident. It was only fifteen blocks away, and noise went to a standstill when they walked in the first time. An older waitress seated them, asking if they need a menu. "Nope," said Winston, "I hear if you're looking for the greasiest, nastiest cheeseburger in town, loaded down with onions and chili, this is the place. I hope your reputation is justified."



Fats himself heard them, coming out from behind the counter. "You're in the right place. If you ain't got heartburn in an hour, and if your ass doesn't remind you not to eat onions for a week, I ain't done my job. Think you pretty boys can handle it?"
"Probably not. Better make it a double patty, just in case. Maybe it'll kill us."
"One can only hope," he snorted, as he went back into the kitchen. The burgers were enormous when they came out, almost overflowing the paper plate. Senior managed half before throwing in the towel, but Winston ate every bite, surprised he didn't explode as they left. They tipped the waitress the price of the meal, thanked Fats, telling him he was a genius with a spatula. He just grunted, and almost hid the smile.
They made a habit of eating there once a month, because they didn't think their constitutions would take any more, and one day, when Winston was interviewed by a financial podcaster, the woman asked how he managed to stay in such good shape stuck behind the desk. Winston explained it was part gym addiction, and part good diet. She asked him for recommendations, and he laughed.
"I can tell you what not to eat. A burger from a place called Fats, over on Melrose. Eat one, and it makes you want to hunt Ronald McDonald and the Burger King down and slap the hell out of them."
He never thougth any more about it until the next time he went, and Fats practically exploded out of the kitchen, large spatula in hand. "You asshole! Who told you to blab about us?"
He saw the confused look on his face. "That damn podcast you did! Now, I'm having a hard time fitting the regulars in. I'm working myself to death here."
"Hire more people."
"It wouldn't help, dumbass. I still have the same size dining room."
Winston felt a flash of inspiration. The storefront next door had been empty for a year, "Lease it and expand."
He could tell Fats hadn't thought of that, so when he went back to the office he did a little research, and showed up back at the restaurant with a sheaf of papers in his hand. "Here you go. I got them to go down forty percent on the rent, but you'd do better buying it. The payments would be a little cheaper."
"I ain't got the money for all this!"
"Remember, dumbass, I work at a bank. I can fix you up." Fats didn't have the credit he needed, so a couple of private venture capitalists helped him. Warrentons, junior and senior. They walked him through the process, got him with the right people, and got out of the way. The burgers were still cooked on the 1947 griddle; they just cooked a lot more of them. Fats told them a couple of months after they expanded they would never pay for a burger again. Winston senior laughed. "That's not good business, Fats. The fact that you're here is. We'll pay just like we did before."
Winston decided a couple of days off would help clear his head, so he flew to Aspen and skied for two days, coming back rested and refreshed. At night, the snow bunnies could smell money wafting off him, and offered him all the companionship he could handle. He declined, wanting to break it off with Madison first, but when he got home, she'd left in a huff, spending the weeks before Christmas on an Italian beach with her mother. His father gave him a project, as a distraction more than anything else, inspecting the rural banks they'd acquired in the North to help decide their viability. Basically, he was the axe man. "Merry Christmas," he thought, "I'm taking your jobs.''
It reminded him of that hot blond, and he wondered if she was still in the area, still in control of her property. Maybe he'd check on her when he was at her bank.
Chapter 5
Alamy went over the paperwork for probably the hundredth time, and every time, they told the same tale. Then she grinned, thinking the definition of insanity truly fit her thinking. She had, at best, two months, then she would lose everything.
Luke was still sulking, and if he was doing any work, she couldn't see it. He nearly had a meltdown when she shut down the beef operation, but that was what would buy her the two months. He even tried to block the trailers when they showed up. "You can't do that!"
The driver grinned. He'd never liked Luke much. "Right here on the paperwork, buddy. This is the first load. One hundred fifty prime steers, so you'd best not get in the way. I won't kick your ass, as much as I'd like to, I'll call the cops. We know how much Sheriff Barnes likes you, so I'm sure he'd give you the benefit of the doubt. Oh, look! Here he is now!"
The big SUV rolled up, and the Sheriff got out. This one wasn't one of those old time, pot bellied, good ol' boy sheriffs, this was a rock hard man in his thirties who still fought amateur MMA matches, and he, without a doubt, despised Luke Hemsly for an incident with his younger sister, that happened while Alamy was in school. Plus, he was 6'4' and weighed 220, with a healthy fat to muscle ratio. Luke automatically stepped back. The Sheriff grinned. "Hey Barry, how's the livestock transport doing these days?
"Better'n average Scott. How's my sister? Has she had my niece yet?"
"You know damn well the ultrasounds show it's a boy. Three days, this is my last day on active duty for the next two weeks."
He glanced over at Luke, without a trace of emotion. "Howdy, Luke. What ya gonna do when the farm folds? I hear the grocery store is looking for a new bag boy. That ought to match your education and skill levels. I would hurry if I were you; I hear Bob looking hard at a fifteen-year-old girl. See you 'round Barry."
The Sheriff got into his car, and by the grins on Barry and his helpers' faces, the conversation would be all over the county by nightfall. He threw up his hands and stomped into Alamy's house, banging door when shut it. Alamy knew what was coming, so she gave a half smile. "That's right, Luke, I sold the herd. It'll give me enough capital to last until spring and time to figure something out. Anything else? The old McCormick needs an oil change and a good greasing, and since you don't have the cows to worry about, why don't you tend to it?"
When she got the transfer notification, she bundled up and went to beg for more time.
Chapter 6
The bank was busier than she'd ever seen, and everyone looked scared. She grabbed a teller walking past. "What's going on, Rosalee? I've seen a headless chicken with a better sense of direction."
"The big guns are here from Amalgamated! Rumor has it they're shutting us down. I don't know what I'm gonna do!"
"Well that's just ducky," she thought, "now I have to beg some corporate goon for help. This is not going to end well for me at any rate." Alamy hadn't made an appointment, so she had to sit for an hour and fifteen minutes before she was shown into a office on the second floor. She had never gone up those stairs in her whole life, and she looked around as she was guided down the hall. The offices looked like something out of a forties movie, faded elegance was the term that came to mind, and almost all the ones with open doors were empty.
Finally, Rosalee knocked on a door and swung it open, hearing someone tell her to enter. The man sitting at the desk had his back to the door, obviously on the phone. Even from where she was standing, she could hear the yelling on the other end of the line, and it wasn't on speaker. The man in the chair just held the phone away from his ear, and when the rant stopped, she'd never heard such disgust, and not a little menace in the answer.
"I've tried to be reasonable here, but you keep blowing off my emails and calls, so I don't give a damn what your problems are, not anymore. If you'd have worked with me, you could have salvaged it. Look for the papers to be served next Monday, shutting down your operations. You should have filed Chapter 11, like I told you nine months ago. It's too late now. If it means anything, I'm sorry about this, but it's all on you. Goodbye."
Alamy could hear the big sigh, before he turned around, surprised to see her standing there. He was as impeccably dressed as always. "The man must sleep in his suit," ran through her mind, as he rose, straightening tie.
He smiled, but it looked strained. "I'm sorry, I hadn't realized you were there. One thing you can say about this building, the aritechture and building methods make it rock solid. They have the best-balanced doors I've ever encountered. Please, sit, and give me a moment to compose myself. Coffee, tea. water?"
Alamy couldn't help but smile. "In this part of the country, sir, hot tea is for sissies. Black, please."
He stared for a moment, before grinning. "Miss Anderson, right? I should have remembered you by your beauty, instead of your drink preference." She couldn't help but flush slightly at the compliment. He didn't notice it, busy with the coffee pot. Alamy was composed when she accepted the cup. He did as before, leading her to a love seat and placing the pot on the coffee table, along with a plate of scones.
"My downfall, I'm afraid," he said, motioning to the pastries. "That and a serious cheeseburger addition from a place called Fats. Aptly named if you ask me. Do try one."
She picked one up, to be polite, amazed at how good it was. She ate it all as he smiled. "If you find yourself in the big city, you can find them at Angelina's on Michigan Street." Then he sighed. "I'm assuming this isn't a social call, Miss Anderson. What do you have for me?"
She showed him the paperwork, noticing him frown once or twice. She waited quietly so as not to distract him. He glanced up. "You do remember that the herd was considered mortgaged assets, right? Technically, you shouldn't have sold them, but since you're applying most of the sales to the note and your property taxes, I don't think this will be an issue. It's bought you a little breathing room, even though you're still in default. What are your goals here?"
"My goal is to save my farm. I'm asking, no, I'm begging you to use your financial wizard brain to help me."
Despite the seriousness of the situation, his lips quirked at her description. "Financial wizard? I don't think that title has ever been applied to me."
Alamy grinned a little as she pulled a magazine from her portfolio. Money Matters was a double entendre, but it was the magazine of choice for executives in the Midwest region. He was on the cover, with the description, "The financial wizard of his generation," and the article went on to laud his successes.
It was the first time he'd seen it, and she enjoyed how it flustered him, so it came out of her before she thought. "It's a good article, you're the poster boy of money right now. I must have got the misprint because it didn't have the centerfold pictures."
He blushes! She was still smiling when he lay the magazine down. "That's too bad. The thongs they had me in were quite tiny. It was almost like I had nothing on."
Alamy suddenly blushed furiously as he grinned, "Thank you, Miss Anderson. You've managed to brighten a pretty dismal week."
"Alamy," she said absently.
"Then you must call me Winston. Winnie to my friends, but you have to know me really well to use that. If I may, what does Alamy mean?"
"It means I had a loving mother who liked to combine names for her amusement. It's Alicia Amy, and she combined them."
"I think I'd like to meet your mother."
Alamy went silent, thinking of the mother she lost too early in her life. "She would have loved you, sadly, both parents have passed."
Winston had genuine sadness in his eyes. "I'm sorry. I didn't know."
She brushed the stray tear back, thinking her situation kept her emotions bubbling just under the surface. "Thank you. You had no way of knowing. As pleasant as this conversation is, shouldn't we return to business?"
He seemed shocked he'd been distracted and spent forty minutes reviewing her financials. She got more despondent by the minute. He closed her folder and sighed. "You're living an unsustainable lifestyle, Alamy. I may have some short term suggestions, if you care to listen." He waited until she nodded. "You're not going to like it, but the best solution is to sell part of the farm and use it to restructure. Put a good business plan together and keep to it. The land has been in your family for generations, but the sharks are circling. I'd hold on to the lakefront property as long as possible. It's the most valuable, and it comes down to it, you could realize quite a sum. I'm going out on a limb now, but the bank will help you put something together for the lawyers. It would go a long way if you catch up on your payments. If you do decide to sell part of the farm, we'd be involved anyway because we'd have to adjust the loan to reflect the change. Simply put, if you sell, we would have to approve."
He rose, offering her his hand. "Please, think about it, and get back to us as quickly as possible. I'll be here for the next two weeks and make time for you."
Alamy shook the warm hand, admiring the way confidence and raw power radiated out of him. Just before she went out the door, she asked a question. "Are you gonna close this bank?"
At least he was honest with her. "I don't know. I haven't accessed a lot of the information necessary to make that decision, and I'm not at liberty to speak on it. Good evening, Miss Anderson."
He was as honest as possible, but it didn't look good. She glanced out the window, surprised at the darkness. Night came early in the wintertime. She looked at her phone, surprised he'd spent two hours with her. She giggled over the scones he'd given her, saying they'd go stale before he ate them all. Deciding against cooking dinner, she strolled down to the local diner.
Rosalee and two other bank workers were at a table, and they waved her over. After her order was given, the interrogation started. They talked about the man first. "Isn't he just a hunk? I could eat him up, and I don't mean that in a figurative way."
The table laughed at Becky's statement. She was cute, twenty pounds overweight but it seemed to settle in her chest, and she was a little insecure about it. She was 28 and unmarried. The only other unmarried women in the county her age were Rosalee and Alamy.
"Honey, I think if he got hold of you, you'd never need to worry about your weight again. The sheer heat of him would melt the pounds away."
Becky snorted. "I wish! I almost put his eye out with one of my girls, and he didn't blink. God, I hope he's not gay."
"God, I hope he is!"
We all laughed. Robbie was the only man at the table, one of two gay men in town, and the other was seventy years old, so he spent a lot of nights out of town.
"I don't think he's gay. When I went to see him, there were a couple of photos of him with some redhead who looked like she had a stick so far up her butt it was hitting her tonsils. Still hot, though."
"You should seduce him away from the plastic bitch, marry him, and use all that money to solve our problems."
"That's a great plan, Rosalee. What would I get out of it?"
"Well, you'd keep your farm, for one thing. Besides, anyone who looks like he does and has money has to have lots of practice in the erotic arts, if you know what I mean."
She laughed at the terminology. "You've been reading those bodice rippers again. The odds of me landing someone like that are so astronomical I don't think it could be measured." The bantering over, everyone went quiet, considering the implications of his being in town. Twenty-three people worked at that bank, mostly with families and bills, in an already depressed part of the state. They were in real danger of losing everything they had worked for their whole lives.
Chapter 7
Winston Warrenton Jr. sat at his desk long after everyone else had left, looking at spreadsheets and wracking his brains, trying to find ways to revive the community. There was no industry in the area to speak of; most businesses were mom-and-pop operations and the rest owned farms. He had to admire Miss Anderson for her daring, even though he thought it was a lost cause.
Thinking of her led him to think of Madison. She didn't know it, but they had mutual friends on the same beaches as her and her mother, and they'd taken photos. Most of the beaches they attended were topless. He had to admire the pictures of her mother. She'd had work done, but it had been done by craftsmen who knew their business, and she worked out. Unfortunately, a lot of her exercise seemed to be rolling around in the throes of passion with much younger men. It would appear Madison had inherited her mother's interests, but she went in the opposite direction, targeting older, obviously rich men, probably looking for his replacement.
Even a continent away, money buys you the best services available. After a week, he emailed her a few select pictures of her and her mother, suggesting there be no drama when she removed her belongings from the townhouse, or it could be bad for both. Her frantic calls and denials fell on deaf ears, and his father had been at the townhouse when a service removed her belongings and changed the locks. He breathed a sigh of relief when it was done.
His thoughts wandered back to Miss Anderson. He contrasted her tanned cheeks to Madison's porcelain skin, Madison's impossibly soft and smooth hands compared to Miss Anderson's hard skin, hands that had known work and weren't ashamed of it.
He idly wondered what life with a cornfed, country beauty would be like, before shutting down his laptop and walking to the diner Amaly had just left. The cheeseburgers weren't on the level of Fats, but they were pretty good, and they grilled a very good streak. Then it was off to bed at what passed for a hotel, hoping there would be better news tomorrow.
Alamy stayed up half the night worrying. Luke was in her bed, snoring. He'd come in contrite and apologetic, and she'd fallen for it. She had to admit that most of the encounter was because she needed the release, but as her climax approached, visions of a dark-haired banker filled her mind. She smiled in the darkness. She'd have more success with a snowball franchise in Hell than attracting a man like that.
She knew she was attractive. She'd never really thought about it, never had any trouble attracting boys and then men, but she'd find herself wondering from time to time how much of their attraction was for her and how much for the 900 acres of prime land she would inherit. It was one of the reasons she'd chosen Luke, because he'd always known and it didn't seem to bother him. When his father lost their farm, a small, three hundred acre spread (over a gambling addition, if the truth was known), it didn't seem to upset him much. Now, she felt it was because he was planning on gaining hers through marriage. Alamy had thought about it a lot, and she was going to try to salvage what she could from the farm and let Luke go. She wondered how he'd take it.
Chapter 8
Winston rose, stretching his muscles to get the kinks out from sleeping on an uncomfortable mattress. He couldn't wait to get back home. If nothing else, he was leaving on the twenty-second to spend Christmas with his family. Now, he even looked forward to the gentle pressure from his mother for grandchildren. He'd spoken to her on the phone, and though she tried to hide it, he could tell she was glad he and Madison were no more. "She just wasn't right for you," was all she said.
He skipped breakfast with the usual bacon and eggs, thinking he'd kill for a couple of bagels from Goldberg's, making him wish he was home even more. He sighed as he turned the key to the bank door and reset the alarm. He made it a point to be there before the regular employees, and it seemed to irritate them. One asked if he wanted them there earlier as well.
"Becky, what are your hours now?"



"Eight-thirty until five, with thirty minutes off for lunch."
"So then, eight hours a day. Why would you commit more time to the bank and not get paid? I'm on salary, single, and away from home. On the other hand, you have family, and I'm sure they value the time you spend with them even more than the business does. Thank you for the offer, but normal hours are fine."
He thought about her as he entered his office. She was severely undervalued where she was; she could go to a bigger city and command a much better salary, but she would never leave. If he could find some way to keep the bank open, she would get a promotion.
That led him to think of the bank president. He was 69 years old and just too stubborn to retire. His methods and procedures were at least thirty years outdated, and Winston would bet a month's salary he hadn't opened a financial journal in decades. He would get a handshake, well wishes, and a copper parachute. His efforts weren't worth silver or gold.
The fact was the staff, probably necessary years ago, could be cut by half and still function without stress. If it was kept open at all. That was still up for debate.
That led to thoughts about the whole town. It seemed stuck in a time warp, not moving since the 1970s. If changes were made, it would lead to a 'swim or die' environment. The fact was the place had a lot to offer. It was situated close to a large lake and mountains, and the local scenery was breathtaking. It could be developed as a tourist destination easily, resulting in more money flowing into local coffers and a better quality of life.
Rosalee had become his part-time secretary. He enjoyed the big-breasted country girl trying to flirt with him, idly wondering if there was something in the water here because he had yet to see a small-chested woman, but you don't play where you work, even if it was temporarily. She buzzed his phone. "Miss Anderson is here to see you if you have time. If not, she'd like an appointment."
"Send her up, Rosie, I don't have anything pressing. Could you make some coffee? I usually do it, but besides me, you make the only coffee here that's fit to drink. Don't tell the others, okay? That will be our secret."
He could almost see her swelling with pride at the praise. The truth was her coffee was all right, but not exceptional. Every time he made a pot, he also made enough for her. It bonded her even more tightly. With a minimum of training, the girl would make a great secretary, or even a personal assistant. He knew she was unattached, so maybe he'd take her with him when he left and find her a place in his organization.
He rose, smiling, as Rosie ushered Alamy into the office, setting the coffee service out and closing the door. Alamy was impressed. "Rosalee gushed like a twelve-year-old with her first crush all the way up here."
"Rosalee has a lot more to offer than a pretty face and impressive body, which I wish she'd stop obsessing over. Breasts won't lead you to success in life or romance, and I bet the men she's been with around here couldn't tell you her eye color."
"Well, now, that's a pretty brutal assessment."
"It's not brutal if it's the truth. And don't think I'm talking out of turn here; we've talked about it. Did you notice the blouse she had on? When was she last wearing something that didn't flash cleavage?"
He grinned at the expression on her face. "What's on your mind, Alamy? Have you found a way to become solvent? I hope so, our investors are starting to make noise, and it's not a pleasant sound. I assure you it's not totally about you, though. There are a few more in precarious situations to be addressed."
He hated seeing the sad expression on her face. It looked like an absolute absence of hope. "I have not, Winston, and I've concluded I never will. I've come here to see if you can help me salvage something. I got this out of the mailbox on the way over here."
She handed him the document, and waited while he read through it. Some real estate company had finally filed to get the lakeshore property, citing eminent domain. If the suit was successful, she'd still get paid for the land at a much-reduced rate. Finished, he laid the paper down, nose wrinkling in distaste.
"Well, the vultures have finally started circling. What do you want to do?"
She almost screamed in frustration. "I want it all to go away! I want to run my farm in peace, just like my father did." Then she waved her hand when he started to speak. "I know, I know! It's too little too late. Please, help me salvage something of my life."
He sat, rocking back and forth in his chair, for five minutes before rising. "Are you busy this afternoon?"
"Nothing that can't wait. Why?"
"Because, Miss Anderson, you'll take me on a tour. Meet me out front at noon. I take it you have suitable transportation?"
She smirked, thinking of the '67 International truck that had belonged to her grandfather. It was a three quarter ton, four wheel drive beast that guzzled gas, but it would take you where you needed to go in just about any conditions. "I do, Mr. Warrenton. Please dress warmly. The temperature is already dropping, and the forecast is for heavy snow later tonight, and the wind chill factors will be below zero."
After she left, he walked down to the hardware store, getting a heavy 'duster style' coat, insulated pants, gloves, and a thick stocking cap. He already had waterproof and insulated boots. He'd probably look like an idiot, and she'd laugh her ass off, but he'd be warm.
Chapter 9
She didn't laugh, but she did grin. He was standing out front, waiting, and she loved the look of surprise over the transportation. "Is this thing even from this century?"
"No, it's 56 years old. It belonged to my grandfather, and it's in good shape. It's never once let me down. Now get in, and tell me where we're going."
"The first place I need to go is your farm. Or is it ranch? I'm never sure."
"I usually call it a farm, but with my beef operations, it would have qualified as a ranch." Alamy pointed out things as they traveled, an old Indian site that would be excavated the next summer unless the local native population objected. She didn't think they would, as long as they replaced everything just as it was after they examined it.
He seemed puzzled. "Isn't that just an invitation to loot the site? I'm sure there's a black market for that."
"It will be electronically protected, sound and motion monitors, and sensors buried underground. They wouldn't have the first shovelful up before the authorities would know and react. It's considered a regional treasure."
It took them 45 minutes to arrive at her house. It was old, built in the 1880s, of stone and brick, and solid. It was two stories and had five bedrooms because big families were the norm. Winston stood in the yard, taking it in. "This is very impressive."
She shrugged. "It's home, for now. Come in."
She gave him the tour, and they stopped at the kitchen for a cup of excellent coffee. Then she got out a big thermos and filled it, grabbing some snacks as they walked out. She grinned. "I don't know how long you want to spend on this, and sooner or later, the cold will get us."
They didn't know it, but somebody was watching through the curtains of the manager's house. He knew it was the 'money man', and he knew Alamay was trying to impress him. "Let's see how impressed he is to be stuck out in the cold."
He'd messed with the brake lines, so there was a slow leak. That old truck wouldn't go fast enough to hurt anyone and when the brakes failed, then he'd come to the rescue. That ought to impress her. When it rumbled to life, he faded back from the window, grinning. He'd give them about an hour.
Chapter 10
The wind picked up as they traveled, and the sky darkened. Keeping an eye to the weather, she gave him a tour of the parts of her property one could see from the road, as well as the surrounding area. He recognized half the names when she said them, all bank customers, all with varying degrees of financial problems. Finally, they turned down a secondary road, traveling six miles before she pulled over on a ridge. The lake was impressive, slate grey water with small whitecapped waves driven by the wind.
She pointed at another ridge. "My land starts at that ridge, then around the cove for almost half a mile."
He could envision the high end vacation homes and highrise condos, the coves dotted with boat landings. "Alamy, my advice is to establish a relationship with a high end realtor. You might as well be sitting on a gold mine. Why haven't you done something like this before? You could split off fifty acres, and as soon as it's developed, the value of the rest will skyrocket. We're talking seven figures here."
It took her a minute to find her voice. "I never realized—no wonder the local real estate companies have been hounding me. Dad was dead against it, and I just followed his example. Can you extend me enough time to get it off the ground?"
Then it hit her. "Oh God! I just guaranteed the loss of my land. When the bankers see this, the dollar signs will get in their eyes, and I'll be out on my ass!"
Winston grinned. "You keep forgetting, Alamy, I AM the bank. If you let me, I can work out a deal that leaves everybody happy. You may not get everything you want, but you get to keep most of your farm. It's too damn cold out here to talk business, so let's got back to the bank and my warm office, and brainstorm something I can take to the board of directors."
Alamy truly smiled for the first time in a long while. She knew she would probably lose a little, but it was a good exchange for not losing it all. "You're right. Besides, it looks like the snow is a little early. This road is too dangerous, covered in snow."
She put the truck in gear, slowly driving down the heights. The snow suddenly loosened in a fury, and the wind was whipping at gale-force speeds. The wipers, at their highest speed, barely moved enough snow for her to see well, and her foot was constantly on the brakes. They were almost to the bottom, about to turn on a major road, when the pedal went to the floor.
"Shit," she screamed as the truck gained speed. Her foot went to the clutch to downshift and slow down. The gear jammed, leaving them freewheeling until it crunched into position, but by then, it was too late. They slid off the road, rubbing against the bank and slowly stopping.
"What the hell happened?" Winston seemed concerned, but not panicked, which helped Alamy calm down.
"The brakes went out. Boy, am I gonna jump Hank. He did maintenance on this two months ago and put new shoes on. He must have not gotten something adjusted right. I hadn't done more than move it around the yard since I got it back."
He pulled out his phone, concerned about not being able to get service. "Is your phone working?"
She checked. "No. Service this way is spotty at best; The storm probably has a tower offline."
"What do we do then?"
She didn't want to tell him. "We have no choice but to sit tight. When the storm clears, and service is back, we can get a tow, but until then, we're stuck. It's way too dangerous to try to walk for help, you'd lose all sense of direction before a hundred feet. Even if we don't get service, we're close enough to a regular road for the snowplows to see us. Normally, we would tie something red to the antenna, the sign that tells the state troopers and snowplow operators someone is stranded."
The snow was still falling heavily and was almost eighteen inches deep. "Wouldn't they just see us?"
"It depends on how much snow falls. I have seen entire cars buried, but this ol' monster sits pretty high. The red draws their attention."
Winston was silent for a minute before speaking softly. "I,uh, I have something red on."
Alamy grinned, thinking it was an undershirt. "Well, get it off then, while we can still open the doors."
"Um, it's my boxers."
She couldn't help laughing. "This is just too precious! I'm stuck in a snowstorm with a hunk, and now I get to see his drawers. Get those pants off, baby."
Winston admonished her not to look, but she couldn't help herself. "Damn," she thought, as he shimmied out of his pants and boxers, "if he's suffering from shrinkage from the cold, how big is that sucker?" Finally, he thrust his boxers into her hand. They were still warm.
"Wow, silk. You'll have to model these for me when we get out of this. Now, hold on to me while I tie these off." She sat out the window with his hands around her hips as she made sure the boxers were tightly anchored, flapping in the gale. She was soaked and miserable by the time he pulled her back inside. She immediately turned the heat up as high as it would go, chattering and shivering.
"You need to get that wet jacket off and let it dry, or you'll never warm up."
She grunted, trying to form words around her chattering teeth. "I don't have another one. Either way, I'm going to be cold."
He started unzipping the large, duster-type jacket, glad it was the only one they had. "We can use this as a blanket and cuddle up. Shared body heat is supposed to be the best way to warm up."
"I ain't gettin' topless."
He almost snapped at her, drawing a breath before calming down. "As appealing as that mental picture is, that's not what I meant. Your shirt should be dry, and if we're both under this, you should warm right up. Don't let your health suffer for pride, Miss Anderson."
She saw the value of what he was saying, so she struggled out of her soaked coat and lay it in front of the heat vents. The big bench seat allowed her to slide out from under the wheel and snuggle tightly to him as he tucked the coat around her. "Damn, he smells nice," she thought as she gradually warmed up. Forty-five minutes later, she sat up and turned the engine off.
"What are you doing?"
"I didn't plan on staying out long, so I didn't gas up. We got about a quarter tank of gas, so we need to run it for about twenty minutes an hour, to keep it and us from freezing. Besides, you snuggle pretty good. That redhead I saw in the pictures on your desk must appreciate that."
She noted he didn't seem particularly sad when he told her they were no longer together. "You poor thing you! Whatever shall you do? If you were just rich, drop-dead gorgeous, and hung, maybe you could find a replacement."
Winston was glad she couldn't see his face, but he rose to the banter. "You may be right. Maybe I should set my sights on someone different. If I just knew some blond farm girls with beautiful faces and rock-hard bodies, I'd try something besides city girls for a change."
Alamy experienced a full-body flush before grinning. "I'll keep an eye out for you. Now, you need to get back to snuggling because I'm cold."
They stayed wrapped up in the coat until it was time to run the engine. Then Alamy remembered the thermos of coffee and snacks she packed, fishing them from behind the seat. The hot coffee and little cakes cheered them tremendously, and between the warm drink and the heat, they grew drowsy. They gradually collapsed into each other's arms, snuggling tightly as they dozed off.
Alamy woke up, trying to fight to stay in her dream of being wrapped in the arms of a lover. Then she realized someone was banging on the truck's door! She sat up, trying to unwrap herself from his arms, waking him up. "Winston, wake up! Someone is here!"
He sat up, rubbing his eyes. She managed to take in his tousled hair, sleepy eyes, and the shadow of beard on his face, wondering what it would be like to wake up to that every morning, before turning to the window. A man was wiping the snow off, trying to peer inside. His eyes widened when he saw them.
"Alamy! Is that you? What in the world are you doin' out here in the snow?"
She recognized him. "Wow! I'm sure glad to see you, Mr. Grove. Granddad's old truck conked out on us, and the brakes failed. Can you get someone to come get us?"
Mr. Grove was a snowplow driver. It was a really good job because they sometimes worked eighteen-hour days for a week at a time, and the overtime helped them make it through the summer. "I'll call Hank. This is his area, and he may be close. Sit tight."
He went back to his rig while Winston wondered if he thought they might wander off. It wasn't even daylight yet, and the snow was still falling heavily. A few minutes later, Groves came back, telling them the ETA of a county deputy in a heavy, four-wheel drive SUV was about an hour. They thanked him, watching as he drove off, slinging snow in waves. Alamy started the engine and left it on. They remembered the coffee and drank the last of it before Alamy declared herself cold and insisted they snuggle. By now the cab was pretty warm, but Winston decided it would be in his best interests not to object. Soon she was wrapped in his arms, snuggled to his chest.
Instead of whispering sweet nothings, and letting fingers and tongues wander, though both seriously thought about it, they distracted themselves making plans to save her farm. By the time their ride came, they had the beginnings of a solution.
The deputy took them to her home and filled out a report, promising her a wrecker would get to her truck as soon as they could and tow it back to the garage. She smirked. "Well, city boy, you're stuck in the sticks. Breakfast?"
Instead of just watching, he helped, scrambling the eggs, making the toast, while she did bacon and hash browns. They feasted, and she was shocked when he helped clean the dishes. Then they sat on the sofa, where they drifted off to sleep, and gravity pulled them towards each other.
Chapter 11
Luke peeked out the windows and freaked. The snowstorm got here a lot quicker than he thought, and there was no way he could get out now. His plans of a grand rescue went out the window, and he agonized over what to do. He could call the cops and say, what, exactly? "Hey, I sabotaged the brakes on my girlfriend's truck, and now she's missing in a blizzard?" Yeah, that would fly. Straight to jail. So, instead, he did nothing, wondering what he would do if she died in the storm. Play the role of the grieving lover while trying to find paperwork that would benefit his uncle's plans. Maybe that would work.
He didn't know if he was relieved or disappointed when a big SUV pulled into the yard just after daylight. He was upset to see that big city banker feller with her. Was he in the truck with her all night? What had they talked about, or worse, what had they done? He didn't bother going to the house for two hours, then wandered in, pretending he hadn't known she was gone.
Luk stopped dead when he saw them snuggled together on the couch, her practically on top of him. Then he noticed a flash of red sticking out of her pocket. Looking closely, it seemed like underwear, and it hit him. They were boxers!
"WHAT THE HELL!" he screamed, jolting them awake. Alamy fell off the couch in surprise while the man jumped up in confusion. Damn, he was a lot bigger than he looked lying down, so he discarded his plan of going to his ass.
Alamy hopped up, angry because she was right in the middle of a pleasant dream that included dining at a nice restaurant in a sleek, clingy gown across from a man in a distinguished suit. "Luke! What was that about?"
"Who's the asshole, and why were you snuggled up to him?"
"Well, let me start slow and speak in simple words so that you can understand. This is Mr. Winston Warrenton, a representative from Amalgamated Holdings, our bank's parent company. I was showing him the property when my brakes failed, leaving us stranded in the middle of a blizzard. We just barely survived the night, and we were exhausted, so we fell asleep. Tell me, did you notice I wasn't home last night? Did you have even the least concern for my whereabouts? Did you call the cops?"



"I, uh, no. I thought you were home and in bed. It ain't my fault you decided to go gallivantin' around with this city boy when you knew the weather was gonna turn bad." Luke looked over at the man, noting his posture. He wasn't in flight mode, didn't look scared, more amused as he watched HIS girlfriend take him to task. Deciding to take the offense, he snarled at the man.
"You need to leave! Go on now, run back to the big city; you ain't welcome here!"
He felt the sting before he saw her hand move. Alamy had just slapped the hell out of him! She stood for a second, poised to strike again, and he saw the man suddenly seem to flow to her side. "Luke, this man is my guest! Mine! You have no say over how I do my business or treat guests. I'd ask you to apologize, but it would be a waste of breath. What I will do, as your employer, is tell you to get out of my house and mind your own business. GO!"
Luke felt his anger rise. Who the hell was she to talk to him like this? When they were married, he'd straighten her ass out but good! "I'm your fiance, and you have to start listening to me! This asshole needs to go. Now!"
Alamy flushed as Winston looked at her with new eyes. Then she felt her anger rise. "Have I ever, once, said I intend to marry you? No, not once. I told you we needed to wait until we were a little more mature. Well, I'm more mature now, but I don't think you ever got past high school mentality. I'm not marrying you, Luke. Not now, not ever. All you've done since you moved here is stand by while the place went down. If you'd worked harder, and stood beside me, maybe it would be different, but now I get the feeling you're just waiting for me to fail. Well, guess what, Luke? Winnie and I had a lot of spare time while we sat in that truck, trying not to freeze to death, and we came up with a plan. I won't keep everything, but I'll get to keep a lot."
She stopped for breath, realizing she was saying things she had wanted to say for a while. "We're over, Luke. It would be best if you moved out, off this place. I'll give you a month's severance pay, but that's it. And Luke, if you don't leave on your own, I'm sure the Sheriff will be glad to help. Now, GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!"
Luke made a mistake and, in a rage, raised his hand to slap her when he suddenly found himself on his back, struggling to breathe. Banker man was standing over him, grinning. "Why don't you get back up? We can see what the difference between fighting a man is versus slapping a woman. Let me step back to give you room."
He stepped back to stand beside an astonished Alamy. Luke slowly got his breathing under control and lunged up, trying to tackle the man. If he could get him down, it would all be over. Instead, his nose smashed into an unexpected knee. He felt the cartilage give as he collapsed. By then, the banker had him up, yelling at Alamy to open the door. Luke felt himself leave the ground, sailing down the three steps of the porch to land face-first into two feet of snow. Nobody bothered to help him up, and he heard the door slam as laughter echoed off the walls.
Chapter 12
"I can't believe you did that!" She was trying to keep a straight face and failing miserably.
Winston grinned. "You know, you very possibly would have kicked his ass on your own, but that's not the way I was raised. Sorry if I offended you."
"I'll get over it."
Suddenly, he grinned. "Winnie?"
She grinned back. "I've slept with you twice now. I'd say that gives me a little leeway."
"Winnie it is then, but don't call me that at the bank. Since we're up, take me back to town so that we can get started on the paperwork. We have a farm to save."
She hurriedly showered and changed, and when they went out, Luke was gone. The only evidence he had ever been there was an indentation in the snow and a big red spot where his nose had been. She looked at it for a second. "Did you have to break his nose?"
Winston wasn't smiling when he shrugged. "No, that was just a happy side effect. If he'd left it alone, left you alone, he'd have been fine."
She fluttered her eyelashes and smirked. "My hero! Saving a damsel in distress."
Winston tried to keep the smirk off his face as he snorted. "Physically, I've never seen a damsel less in need of saving than you. I just handled it as a courtesy to a strong woman."
Alamy felt her face glow briefly, then she returned to reality. "You can still be my knight in shining armor, slaying the financial demon whose hot breath is breathing down my neck." The banter died as they both contemplated what was before them. She got her four-wheel drive SUV out of the garage, driving them back to town. The snow on the secondary roads hadn't been plowed, so it was slow.
After he went by the motel for a shower and change of clothes, they went to the bank. Rosalee met them at the door, relief on her face. "Where have you been? Your father has called half a dozen times, and some man named Blanchard is burning the lines up."
"In case you hadn't noticed, Rosie, there was a huge snowfall last night, and I got caught in it. Make us some coffee, and give me a minute."
Rosalee and Alamy talked while he handled his calls. "Man, am I glad he's back! Ol' man Hampton is trying to throw his weight around, bold because he was MIA. Winston hasn't said, but I think his days are numbered as President of this bank. Where were you guys?"
Her eyes got wide when she was told of their adventure. "Wow! You spent the whole night huddled together in a truck? Did you get to share body heat? Do you know what I mean? It wouldn't hurt if his girlfriend just happened to live here."
Alamy flashed back to him, removing his boxers. "Nope. Nothing happened, although I did get to see more of him than proper. He seems to be a good guy for a banker."
"I'm so jealous! I'd keep him warm if he'd just ask. He's the smartest man I've ever met. Do you know he's asked me about taking a job with his home office? Me, in the big city! What do you think?"
"If the offer comes, you'd be a fool not to jump all over it. You're pretty sharp, Rosalee, and face it, there's nothing for you here. Maybe you'll find a rich bachelor and live happily ever after."
Rosalee smiled. "I'd settle for a good man who loves me; money would just be a perk. Maybe I will move. I'm tired of fishing in a small pond. I want to see what it's like in a big lake."
Alamy smiled as well at her sincerity. "Remember, honey, practice catch and release until you find a keeper."
Winston called them into the office, and they gathered around the small conference table. Rosie had her laptop ready to do research or take notes. He told them of his conversation with his father. "He's interested in helping you, Alamy, if we can justify the expense. He's urged you to forgo the bank route and thinks you should form an LLC and find personal investors. I think it's a safe bet that Warrenton and Warrenton Venture Capital are interested in working with you. We'll need to travel, so clear your schedules, and we'll fly back on Tuesday of next week. Think that will be a problem?"
"What should I do while you're gone?"
"Oh, you'll be going with us, Rosie. I'm appointing you as a liaison between the new LLC and the bank. Think you can handle it?"
Rosalee tried to speak for a minute, before giving up and nodding her head. Winston rubbed his hands. "Good. Three tickets, first class. Handle that, all right? Now, do either of you know this Blanchard? He owns a real estate company in the town across the lake, and he specializies in vacation properties. He's the one trying to push eminent domain through, trying to circumvent you, Alamy, and buy up your debt to pressure you out. Don't worry to much about that, the partnership with the venture company will stop that, but just in case, do you have a lawyer on retainer?"
Both women laughed. "There's one lawyer in this town. Anyone else will be in the county seat, but I doubt any of them has any experience in this area. If they did, Blanchard has them sewed up."
"We'll use ours. Our firm has their fair share of sharks. The managing partners are certified Megladons, both of them. Here's what I need you to do."
The following week was a whirlwind of activity. Alamy noticed all of Luke's things were gone, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Winston had voiced concerns about her living alone, but she showed him the gun safe, holding a collection started by her greatgrandfather, each generation adding to it over the years. She showed him an orginal Colt Peacemaker manufactured it 1877, a 1911 .45, that was also from the first year they were issued to the U.S. Army. Then she showed him her personal weapon, a 9mm that held fifteen rounds. "I think I'll be all right," she grinned, before showing him the pump shotguns, and an old double barrel in ten gauge, strategically placed around the house. She figured he'd be afraid of guns, but he grinned. "My weapon of choice is is a S&W in 10mm. I'll have to have you out to the range."
Well, you never knew.
One night she called, pretty late for a social reason. "I just remembered! Blanchard is Luke's uncle on his mothers' side. Do you think that's got a bearing on anything?"
He didn't laugh. "It might. I had our investigators do a deep dive on him, and he's been attached to some pretty shady deals in the past. This isn't the first time he's used eminent domain, and the ones he's dealt with before were like you, in pretty dire straights. I can imagine his face when he finds out about the deal we've made. I understand he's even touted some presale deals on the sly. I hope no one gave him a deposit."
The day came, and they were at the airport. Winston told them to pack light, and they'd pick some things up when they got to town. Rosalee and Alamy both worried about the money to pay for what they got, but he assured them they could pay him back when the deal went through. They were surprised when he told them they would be staying with him, since he had spare bedrooms. "It'll make it a lot easier to get to the meetings on time."
Chapter 13
Though both tried , they couldn't help but gawk at the skyscrapers, and the bustle of the city. A driver had met them at the airport, and Alamy remembered, telling Rosalee it was a Bently, surprised she knew what it was immediatelty. She greeted the driver by name, surprising Winston. "It's good to see you, Mr. Smith. May I ride in the front again?"
Smith was delighted she remembered his name. Most people, rich people anyway, treated drivers like furniture. He'd been lucky to get the job he had now, driving one family. About the only one who used him regularly was Mrs. Warrenton, because she didn't hold a license, and that was maybe three times a week, at best. "Please, Miss Anderson, allow me to open your door."
Winston grinned. It seemed she had already charmed their driver. He had Smith deliver him to his townhouse and enjoyed the look on their faces as they explored his home. They especially liked the view when darkness came, the lights of the city seeming to stream endlessly into the night.
They wanted Chinese, so he ordered from his favorite. He ordered more than they would normally eat, but they were all hungry, and the ladies were impressed by the quality of the food, so it was nearly wholly consumed. Just a couple of small containers making it to the refrigerator. After that, they crashed, seeking their beds, He grinned, listening to them ooh and ahh over the pillowtop mattresses. Fairly soon, he heard a slight snore and wondered which one it was.
He had them up early, taking them out to breakfast, then had Smith drop them at his parents' house. He'd explained to his mother the young ladies might need a little fashion advice, telling her to make sure they got several outfits suitable for office work, and two dresses for evening activities. His mother was excited beyond words to help, and she secretly wondered if one of them could be a potential love interest. After the dreadful Madison, a normal woman that actually understood how the real world worked would be quite refreshing.
So, while Winston spent the day in endless meetings, she terrorized upscale shops, looking for the perfect attire for both.
Chapter 13
Alamy and Rosalee took in the house with wonder. It was not quite a mansion, but it was not quite a regular house either. Six bedrooms, seven bathrooms. When they first bought it, they intended to fill most of the bedrooms with children, but sadly, Winston was the only child she was ever going to bear.
Before Mr. Smith could knock, the door flew open. "You're here! James, I just put a pot of coffee on, and there's a plate of your favorite muffins on the sideboard. Why don't you take a break while I get to know our guests."
Smith smiled. "Yes ma'am." Then he walked off wondering if they would survive the interrogation.
Mrs. Warrenton was small, standing at best five foot two inches tall, but her personality made her a giant. She was also exceptionally attractive, her perfectly coiffed hair matching the color of Alamys' exactly. "Come on, girls, let's get comfortable."
She led them into a large room with ornate French doors that looked out onto an expansive yard and a covered, heated swimming pool. "It's how I keep in shape," she explained when she saw their interest. "My one nod to our success. Perhaps you'll have time to take a dip if your schedule allows. Now then, Winnie gave me explicit instructions, but I want to hear your side of this, business, is it, relationship?"
Seeing no value in varnishing the truth, they spent an hour explaining how they came to be in her home, leaving nothing out. Barb, as she insisted they call her, was a master at keeping her face bland, thanks to endless dinner meetings and business interactions with her husband and son, but she marveled at the lenghts her son was going to help them. "This is more than business," she thought, trying to surpress the grin. When they finished, she sat back. "Well, let's get to it then. Hopefully James won't be in a sugar stupor yet, he has a weakness for those mufins."
James did indeed have a weakness for the scones, but an even bigger one for Alexandra, their maid. They had been getting closer, and Barb privately thought that their small guest house would make them a charming cottage. They were both in their late forties, so children would be out of the picture, to her dismay. She'd not mind listening to the patter of little feet, even if they weren't of her blood.
She walked into the kitchen, calling out for him, and smirked when she saw them hastily pull apart. "We're ready to go, James. Morrison's first, them maybe Juanita's, if we have time. And James, do straighten your tie."
They both blushed furiously as she walked out grinning. Barb kept the conversation going, drawing even more of their history out in bits and pieces as they traveled. When they got to the store, a three-story affair filled with all sorts of designer items, they were speechless. Barb wasn't surprised when Mrs. Morrison greeted them personally.
"Barb! It's so good to see you! What have you brought for me? Such lovely creatures, we're going to have a lot of fun today!"
They spent two hours in the store, trying on outfits, until Alamy thought she was going to scream. They would have taken the first ones they offered, but Barb consistently found little flaws, maybe one out of five passed her standards. They ended up with one dress suitable for any occasion, and one business suit apiece, one in black for Rosalee, and one in navy blue for Alamy. Both had smart jackets, demure skirts that went just past their knees, and a silk blouse, light gray for Rosalee and white for Alamy. Then it was off to a hair salon, for the 'perfect 'do', according to Barb. Their first stop also included business shoes with modest two-inch heels.
They barely looked like themselves when they left the salon, and Barb felt like her face would split if the smile got any bigger. Then they went to lunch, almost embarrassed by the looks they were getting. "Get used to it, girls. You're hotter than ninety percent of the women in here, and I'm not bad for an old woman. Ignore them and enjoy your meal."
That proved more challenging than she thought because business and personal acquaintances almost constantly came by to say hello. It amused Barb to no end when she introduced Alamy as a business partner to her son and Rosalee as her assistant. A few smelled the opportunity and pried gently, but Barb shut them down, saying their agreement had a confidentiality clause.
Alamy asked her why she'd said that when they were back in the car. Barb looked down at her fingernails, trying not to grin. "Because it's at least partially true. You and my family are at least in the negotiation phase of a business deal. What I did will fuel all kinds of speculation. Plus, they're going to wonder what two attractive women have to do with it, and it'll drive them crazy."
They blushed and she grinned even wider. "You're going to have to deal with it if you continue in these circles. My only advice is to be careful in what you say and do. This business jungle has an overabundace of snakes."
Two shops later, they were done, and Barb told James to deliver them to the office. There were many speculative looks as they went through the building and into the elevator, and even more when they made their way through the office. Everyone knew the wife of the majority stockholder and CEO, but the women were a mystery.
Barb would savor the look on Winnie's face for the rest of her life when they walked into his office, his jaw all but hanging open. Then he grinned. "You always did good work, Mom." She cooed, kissed his cheek, and went off to fetch her husband.
Winston grinned at them. "I see you managed to survive Mom."
"Just barely. She's a force of nature." They were smiling widely as they said it, so it couldn't have been that bad.
Barb was in the office with her husband, describing the days' adventure. "I had a ball! They're such sweet girls, I hope the exposure to this world doesn't ruin that. I'm pretty sure the blond has feelings for our son, from her facial expressions when we talk about him. She might be good for him, a real woman, without the trappings of entitlement."
Senior grinned at her giddy revelations. It had been a while since she was that happy. "Well, they did sleep together."
Of course he had to explain how they survived a blizzard stuck in a truck. She thought it sounded like something out of a romance novel, and wondered if anything happened. Then she asked what kind of business dealings led to their presence. "Alamy owns a large farm, but it's techincally in foreclosure, and a real estate developer is sniffing around, already got eminent domain paperwork started. I don't think she knows how valuable the place is. Two hundred acres are lakefront, and it's the only property on that side that's never been developed. Potentially, that alone would be worth a few million. She has to move quickly, or she'll lose it all."
"You're not going to foreclose on that sweet girl, are you?"
"We already would have, but Winston blocked it. He has more than business feelings for her. I hope, like you, it develops into something. Care to sit in on a business meeting? I could use your input."
Barb had been a successful real estate agent, owning her own office, when she met her husband. She sold him the mansion, and he sold her on the idea of living it it as his wife. She hadn't worked in years, but she always kept her credentials current. She often said she might go back into it, but hadn't.
Chapter 14
The business meeting lasted until dinnertime. Each brought something to the table the others hadn't considered, but in the end, they hammered out a conditional agreement. A&W Holdings, LLC, would be chartered in the coming week, the initials standing for Anderson and Warrenton.



Barb came on board to handle the real estate, and Rosalee was named Alamy's Personal Assistant. Alamy was named President, Winston senior was CEO, and Winston junior was managing partner. Senior had to sell the idea to the bank, bring the payments up to current, and pay a steep fee to get the deal done, but by Thursday, it was finalized.
It hit Barb that if was the twenty-second of December, and after finding out the girls really had no reason to go home, insisted they spend the holiday with them. Barb had moved the girls in with her, mostly just to get her son missing them, so they suddenly spent the weekend shopping, and an enormous tree stood in the living room. She quietly instructed her son on the proper gifts, including matching earrings they had both admired on one of their shopping trips. Winnie wasn't stupid enough to ignore her advice, and the tree soon had presents piled high beneath it.
Barb explained the Winston family traditions to the girls. "We each give and receive one gift each on Christmas Eve. On Christmas day, we go to a shelter and help cook the meal. When we're finished, we go home and unwrap the rest of our gifts in the afternoon."
The women both insisted on helping continue their traditions, so Christmas Eve found them in front of the tree. Barb handed the gifts out, glowing with pleasure at the reactions. The young women were overwhelmed with their gifts. Winston had given them the matching earrings. They matched in style and shape, but Alamy's were emeralds surrounded with small diamonds, while Rosalee got sapphires. They were glad they had forgone makeup, knowing they would be crying.
He had put them in a larger box, that included business cards. Rosalee was probably more impressed with them than the diamonds. "Rosalee Adams, A&W Investments, Senior Administrative Assistant." Alamy's said "Alisa Amy Anderson, President, A&W Holdings." Both were embossed in gold.
One of her happiest moments of the season came when the President of the hometown bank called, demanding Rosalee return at once or face termination. She happily told him to shove the job where the sun didn't shine, and he told her he'd give her a bad reference when she tried to get another job. "I already have another job, old man, that pays three times what I was making at the bank. Tell your wife Merry Christmas, Scrooge, because she was always nice to me. She should be considered for sainthood for putting up with you for all these years."
Barb insisted they attend the midnight service at the Lutheran church they had belonged to for years. During the beautiful service, Alamy was suddenly overcome, snuggling into Winnie and holding his hand tightly. He put his arm around her, pulling her close, and they stayed that way the rest of the service. Barb noticed, thinking maybe one of her Christmas wishes was coming true.
She noted that even after the service she continued to hold his hand.
The following day, they were up at six in jeans and sweaters as they journeyed to the shelter, going down to tee shirts in the kitchen heat. Volunteers had been cooking for three days, and Alamy was stunned at the stacks of turkeys and hams. There were all the trimmings, as well as stacks of cakes and pies. She noticed some of the people eating like they hadn't had a meal lately and didn't know when they would eat again, but what pulled her heartstrings were watching the families, mostly young mothers and children.
When the meal finally wound down, the doors flew open, and seven Santas came in, each with bulging sacks. They were followed by people dressed as elves with boxes of clothes and toiletries.
The small children went wild, screaming in excitement, while the mothers wept quietly. Even the mothers got presents, mostly warm clothes and shoes. Each family left with full bags and hope on their faces. Alamy thought she handled her emotions well, even if she shed tears, until a small girl tugged her jeans, holding up a stuffed panda almost as big as she was.
"Look what Santa brought me!" She said it loudly, almost bursting with happiness.
She held the child and hugged her, the tears coming. She let her down and buried her face into Winston's chest, soaking him while he held her and whispered words of comfort. That triggered Barb and Rosie, and soon, Senior had his arms around crying women. He felt a stab in his heart, wishing they'd been blessed with a daughter, then smiled. Maybe he was about to get two.
Barb told her on the way home that their bank sponsored one house for mothers and their children, and their private investment company supported another. They bought an old hotel that was in foreclosure. After remodeling it completely, they turned it into fifteen two—and three-bedroom apartments, and they had a live-in manager who started as a recipient of their training.
"That must be a huge write-off."
The whole family looked appalled. "We don't list it as a writeoff. If we get the government to pay for it, it isn't charity. It's a business transaction. If it doesn't come from the heart, it's a useless gesture."
Barb seemed offended, which distressed her guests. They apologised all the way home until she made them stop.
Chapter15
It seemed to take them forever to open presents that afternoon. A good portion of the gifts were for the ladies, and they were both embarrassed and grateful in equal measure. Barb had gone back to the stores and picked out a few more outfits she had approved of, much to the delight of both. She then handed them a gift certificate each to a store they hadn't visited.
Barb grinned. "It's a lingerie store. It's like Victoria's Secret, but with far better quality."
Winston was staying in his old room, so everyone was in bed early, worn out with emotions. Two hours later, his eye snapped open when he felt the sheets open. "Shh," she whispered, "this is my gift to you."
It was Alamy, and she was naked. It didn't take him long to respond as hands and mouths wandered all over their bodies. When he finally entered her, she bit the pillow to keep from screaming out in pleasure, then bit it twice more when her orgasms hit. Winnie had to strangle his yell as he peaked, and when he collapsed, he rolled, pulling her on top of him. Then he wanted to talk, but she shushed him. "For once, let that big brain rest, and just enjoy the moment."
They mated again three hours later and again just as daylight hit the windows. "Mated," she thought as she fell back from the latest round, "like two primal animals," considering the description felt right.
Alamy was sore and Winston was exhuasted, so they drifted off again. Barb found them when she went to wake her son for breakfast, stopping for a moment before smiling hugely. Alamy was draped over him, her bare back and one leg peeking from the sheets. They looked so happy she quietly shut the door, telling her husband and Rosalee they were sleeping in.
The couple came out an hour later, barely looking the others in the eyes, noticing they were grinning hugely.
"Sleep well, son?"
"Not really. I tossed and turned all night. I only got a good nap this morning, and now I feel like I own the world."
Alamy just grinned and said it was the most comfortable night she'd ever had.
Later that day, as she held his hand, his arm over her shoulders, drawing her closer, they talked. They talked about everything: their backgrounds and childhood, their hopes and dreams, and how they hoped the business deal would resolve her problems.
She giggled and punched his arm. "If this goes as planned, you won't be dating a plain ol' country gal. You'll be dating a woman of substance and money."
"You're right. I'll be dating a woman with more substance than I've ever encountered. The fact that she's beautiful and should be wealthy is just a plus."
They agreed to slow down, move cautiously, and be levelheaded. That lasted until bedtime when she crept back into his bed and was still there the following day.
Chapter16
Barb was over the moon. It looked like she would finally have a daughter and possibly grandchildren to spoil. Then she looked at Rosalee and smiled as she followed her husband around, listening intently to everything he said and thinking maybe she would get a set.
Just before leaving to go home, they went to a New Year's celebration. It took them two hours to be coiffed, made up, and dressed, but they turned heads when they entered the ballroom. Rosalee was escorted by a young man from the office. They both knew nothing serious was going to happen, so they relaxed and enjoyed themselves. Alamy and Winnie only had eyes for each other, and danced every dance wrapped in each others' arms. A few men asked her, as did a few of the women did Winston, but they both declined. Most, recognizing love in its early stages, smiled. A few were mildly offended, but the family was too powerful to make a scene, so they left it.
Both women decided Cinderella had nothing on them, and the icing on the cake was the pictures that appeared in the social section of the Sunday paper, both women featured while rumors flew and speculation ran rampant. All Winston senior was say they were business partners in a new venture, which fueled imaginations even more.
The following Tuesday, they were on a plane home with packed portfolios and laptops of plans for their future. At the airport, he had two luxury SUVs rented because there had been another snowstorm just before they got back, and he wanted them safe. "Company cars," he said, grinning, "leased to A&W Holdings. Remember, we must keep this deal quiet for at least a week until the paperwork is complete. If anybody asks, you got new jobs that pay a lot better than what you were making, true for Rosalee and Alamy; if anybody asks, tell them you're just trying to look after yourself in case the farm fails. There's nothing going on at the farm, if you told me correctly, so they should buy it. After a week, it won't matter anyway."
They arrived in town, going straight to the bank. Eyes went wide and mouths flew open as they came through the lobby, heading upstairs. The President met them at the door, full of bluster.
"You!" he snarled, looking at Rosie. "I fired you! Get out of my bank!"
Rosalee smiled sweetly, enjoying the situation immensely. "Oh, didn't you get my resignation? I emailed it a week ago. Then again, I don't know if you ever read emails. I'm not here on any bank business. I'm here to go to my office."
She tried to walk past him, but he blocked the stairs. Winston had been behind them and caught the last of the exchange as he came to the door. "Ah, there you are, Barton. Did the workmen finish remodeling the office space I leased out? I know the new company is anxious to get started."
"It's done, against my wishes. This is bank property!"
"It is indeed. It is a bank property I control, and if I have a chance to add to the coffers using wasted space, it's my prerogative. Please move aside."
He blustered but got out of the way. They stopped in front of two offices with brand-new stenciling on the door. They had been covered by cardboard, and Winston removed them himself, enjoying the ladies' smiles. A new door interconnected the offices, making it easier for the occupants to go freely back and forth without going into the hall. The biggest bore the logo A&W Holdings, LLC, Alise Amy Anderson, President. The other, also in gold leaf but a bit smaller, announced the office of Rosalee Parks, Executive Administrator, A&W Holdings, LLC, along with their business hours and a placard that stated that business was conducted by appointment only.
Barton had been right behind them, and his eyes flew wide when he read the lettering. It did Alamy a world of good to dismiss the man who had made her grovel and beg to keep her home. "Thank you, Barton. That will be all."
He looked mad enough to bite the heads off snakes as he stomped off. It was an odd expression, but it had been used in the area, rooted in a folk tale about one of the original settlers. She turned the key, and the ladies walked in, trying not to laugh, wondering how he would take his dismissal. He'd be gone by the end of next week.
The dreaded shakeup happened, but it wasn't as bad as feared. Barton Hampton retired ungraciously. Winston promoted his vice president, a man in his forties, as his successor. Robby was promoted to head teller, Brenda became Winston's fulltime personal assistant. Rosalee wasn't replaced because her position was eliminated, and Robby felt there wasn't enough business to hire anyone else.
When it was over, he had fired only one person, a loan officer who was a little fast and loose with some of the businesses. He was given a month's severance pay and dismissed quietly. He stated to anyone who would listen that he had resigned, getting a better job in a bigger city. As far as Winston knew, that wasn't true, but he never commented on it past wishing him the best of luck.
Chapter 17
The Sheriff, on what he termed official business, was the first visitor to see Alamy. After he was seated in a comfortable chair, served premium coffee, and ate two scones, gossiping about what had happened while they were gone, he got down to business.
"Wayne towed your old truck in while you were gone and went over it. He was bad upset the brakes had failed because he knew they were brand new, and when he inspected them, he called me. The brakes failed, Alamy, because someone tampered with them. Before you ask, yes, we're sure. Wayne showed me where the fitting had been loosened. There were fresh wrench marks on the metal. That means someone wanted them to fail, and you have an enemy. Can you think of anyone out to get you?"
It shook her. "None I can think of, Scott. Have you asked Luke?"
"Luke's disappeared. No one has seen him since you fired him. Everybody knows because he came into the town and whined about it in the Bull Shop. Was it an amicable parting?"
"Not really. He was starting to make assumptions and pronouncements, so I both fired him and dumped him as a boyfriend at the same time. I can understand his ego being hurt, but I don't think he meant me harm. Besides, I didn't do that until after the brakes failed. Have you questioned him?"
"Can't find him, he just up and disappeared. Some say he's the next county over, working for his cousin, but I can't verify that. If you hear from him before I do, tell him he needs to see me. I don't have to tell you, but I will anyway. Be careful. Maybe you need to tell your rich boyfriend, see if he can do anything."
He left, and she thought about it. She wracked her brain but couldn't think of anyone mad at her enough to kill her. Still, she told Rosie and Winston about it at lunch. Rosalee's eyes got wide while Winston's narrowed. "That tears it! You're not staying out there alone anymore!"
She smiled the smile a woman smiles when her man falls into her trap. "You're right. That's why you will be moving in with me—both of you. I'd feel safer for all of us if we were together. Go back to the hotel and pack. Rosalee, pack a bag; you can get the rest of your stuff later. This isn't negotiable. Now go, I've got work to do." Amaly laughed to herself at the look on his face.
Finally, he grinned. "Yes, dear."
That night, they settled into the house. Rosalee had been there many times, but Winston had never been past the living room, so he explored a little. He asked why there were so many bedrooms when he got back.
"Back then, you needed large families to run the farm. It was cost-effective, and there was no birth control back then, except for saying no. Human nature being what it is, I don't imagine that happened a lot."
She was bending over, checking on a cake she had decided to bake, and Winston, admiring the view, grinned. "I bet it didn't."
She looked up and flushed when she saw him, then grinned and wiggled her butt seductively, she hoped. It seemed to her he moved across the room without taking more than a step, a hand one each cheek. She stood and leaned back against him. Rosie came in and grinned. "Stop! She needs to pay attention to the cake! The smell is making me drool."
They sat down to the meal, both praising her efforts. She looked both happy and sad, happy because the meal was so well received and sad that her mother didn't get to see the results of her cooking lessons. Relaxing over coffee in the living room, they talked in desultory fashion about business before calling it a night. Rosalee woke sometime around two, grinning at the thumping from down the hall.
She rose early and fixed breakfast before pounding on their door. "Up! Breakfast is ready, and we have to go to work. Lots to do today."
There was indeed a lot that needed doing. They had to meet with the lawyers. They had retained surveyors to get the exact dimensions of her property, no mean feet in snow, and the price reflected it. Still, when they were done, Alamy didn't own 900 acres; she owned 923—that added value. Regarding current farmland values, her estimated worth came to just under five million. Alamy was stunned when she found out because she nearly lost it for six hundred twenty thousand in debt.
She didn't own it anymore. It was owned by their corporation; all debts were absolved, and all taxes paid. Blanchard screamed in frustration when he found out she had sold it, but legally, there was nothing he could do. He blamed Luke, and there was bad blood between them.
The lawyers assured them every i was dotted, every t crossed, and she sighed with relief. There wasn't much they could do until the weather broke, probably in two months or less, but they laid out plots using computer models and figured out the infrastructure requirements to sustain them. The intent was to start with fifty acres of shoreline and go from there.
Alamy gifted Rosalee with a prime lot, enjoying the look on her face. "It isn't just from me; it was from all of us. Besides, I intend to build a home there and need my best friend close."
Their days were filled with endless details, contracting landscape designers, subcontractors, carpenters, and plumbers; the list seemed endless. There was always one more thing they hadn't considered. The plans had finally been announced in the local paper, and the town buzzed, thinking of the possibilities. Nearly every tradesman in town was guaranteed work for at least three years, and they knew they would have to hire. Real estate value immediately rose, and A&W bought many parcels, planning to use them after the lakeshore was established.
The town got used to seeing strangers coming and going and welcomed them and their money. The one hotel was continuously at full occupancy and went to the bank, wanting to expand. Winston counseled them to find another spot and build a new one closer to the lake. He found them twelve acres, and plans were registered, with construction to begin as soon as possible. They kept the old site open, pouring money in for improvements. A&W took one of the larger plots for their own, announcing plans for a six-story apartment building. All those workers would need a place to live, and since it was long-term employment, they would be bringing their families.
Chapter 18
Alamy looked up to see Winston grinning at her. They had been working twelve-hour days for weeks on end, and it was starting to show. "We're going on vacation starting Thursday. Mom is insisting on it, and she's already booked the resort. The question is, do you want to go, or will you risk your devilishly handsome boyfriend roaming around an area teeming with beach bunnies?"
Her response almost knocked him off his feet. "Can Rosalee come?"
"It's a company vacation, and Mom insists she is there. She can bring Evan if she wants."
Evan was the new man in her life, an architect from the construction firm they had hired in town to act as liaison for the contractors. He was a compact, solidly muscled man with green eyes and sandy blond hair, and he was smitten with her the first time they'd met in her office. After a month had passed, she often stayed in his room.



The difference between the snow-covered landscape at home and the pristine beaches of the Bahamas was startling, to say the least. The ladies suddenly realized why Winston had insisted on them visiting tanning booths; otherwise, they'd have been fried to a crisp the first day.
They were standing on the veranda of their cottage, her in his arms, watching the waves touch the sandy beach, just being. Several families were on the beach, the children playing in the waves and sand while harried mothers watched over them. Winston commented on it. "You'll never have to worry about that with ours. I intend to be deeply involved in their lives."
Alamy was quietly relaxing when she realized what he'd said. She stood bolt upright and twirled, her smile almost obscuring her face. "Ours?"
Winston realized what he said. He briefly toyed with trying to backtrack, then grinned. He was eventually going to ask her anyway; now would be just as good. He reached into his pocket for the ring he had picked up that morning, and dropped to a knee. "Yes, honey, ours. Alisa Amy An..."
That was all he got out before she swooped down on him, knocking him off the low porch onto the sand, landing on top of him, and smothering him with kisses. Barb was on the veranda of the neighboring cottage, having tea with Rosalee, and got to witness the exchange. Alamy paused her frantic kissing, yelling "YES!" at the top of her lungs.
They charged the couple, looking at Alamy, and she held up her hand, the large diamond glittering in the sun. They dove on both of them, wriggling around in a mass as they cried. When they finally got situated, they saw Winston Sr. smiling. He helped them up, shook Juniors' hand, and said, "Well done, son, simply well done."
Then the ladies tackled him, and soon Junior helped him up.
That night, his parents talked. "How many, you think?"
Barb grinned at her husband, "Oh, I'd say at least two."
He locked down on her hand as they swayed in the veranda swing, contemplating grandchildren for the first time. That night, there were sounds of passion from all the bungalows, Rosalee inspired by her friends' actions. They returned to the frozen north, tanned and relaxed. Even the snowstorm they arrived in couldn't dampen their spirits.
The women had flooded their social platforms with pictures, and many envious women got a chance to admire their tans. Most were happy for them, happy local women had made it, gaining positions of some wealth and influence in their male-dominated society.
Luke read the announcement of the engagement, fuming. That should have been him, his arms wrapped her around her, not some slick banker. His cousin read the business announcements and fumed as well. His business had suffered, losing almost a third to the new firm, run by that city woman who just showed up out of nowhere.
Barb had been busy opening the new office to serve the lakeshore development, but she grasped the area's potential almost immediately. To try and help the community, she helped found an economic development commission, getting the local leaders involved. They brought in experts in different fields and avenues they had never considered before opened up.
The snow finally gave way to spring, and it was vibrantly green. Alamy and Winston piled his mother, father, and Rosalee into the big SUV and toured the farm. Winston Sr. had always loved horses but had always been too busy to indulge, and he surprised everyone by 'retiring' from his position at Amalgamated, as well as the bank, though he still kept his stock and served on the board. Winnie also made some moves, and he and his father bought a small chain of local banks. They intended to be the backbone of development in that part of the country.
The lakeshore was surveyed, environmental impact studies were done, permits were issued, and work began. They divided the first section into thirty large lots, with a boat launch and a small lakeside park off to one side and open to the public. The residential lots were in gated communities, with security guards when they were occupied. The houses had to be a minimum of four thousand feet, with detached garages—average lot price: two hundred and seventy-five thousand. Twenty lots sold before the end of the first month, and Barb found herself swamped with customers, buying and selling. She soon had to take on two associates and support staff to meet demands.
By summertime, they were all exhausted. Rosalee had broken up with her architect (her choice), and a couple of months later, she started spending time with one of the contractors, the owner of the electrical company that had won the bid. He was well-recommended, had excellent reviews, and was a likable man. In his late thirties, he was recently divorced, with two small sons that he got custody of. All he would say about the situation was that his wife had made some really poor lifestyle and relationship decisions, and the children were better off with him. They had been together for five months, and it looked serious. Barb became the go-to babysitter when they wanted intimate time; she and the boys loved it.
The decision was made, plans executed, and the whole 'tribe', as Alamy called them, went on vacation. They decided to take Becky, her new husband, and Barb's two agents along, telling them it was a company function, their presence was required, and they were to consider it a bonus.
They looked like a traveling village when they deplaned to find vans and a limo waiting. They piled all the kids into the limo with Barb for the experience, and the rest of the families got into their vans. The company had rented most of a resort, two- and three-bedroom bungalows, with everything one could want at one's fingertips. Soon enough, kids were swarming up and down the private beach, having a ball, always under the watchful eyes of two or three parents.
Vincent's small sons were tugging Rosie towards the water, and Alamy noticed she wasn't quite as toned as she remembered, with a slight bulge around her waist. It hit her, and she turned to Winnie, eyes wide. "Is Rosie..."
He grinned. "I believe so. Looks like Mom has a wedding to arrange."
She got her off to the side immediately. "So, preggers, huh?"
Rosalee blushed to her roots before smiling. "I was going to tell you during the trip. Three months gone, and it's a girl. Vincent is so excited he's driving me crazy, and he wants us married. The sooner, the better. I need to talk to Mom."
Rosie's parents had split up, then both passed within three months of each other. She told Alamy once she thought they both died from broken hearts. Her mother had a torrid affair, her father found out, and in anger, had a revenge affair. Neither ever got over it, and the marriage died. Barb had assumed the role of mother to Rosalee, Becky, and Alamy and reveled in it. If either needed advice, she was the first one they called.
She took over when they told Barb about the pregnancy and their plans to marry. By the weekend, the paperwork was filled out, the church rented, and the reverend was ready to do the service. That Saturday morning, with all the company present and anyone who wanted to attend, they were married in a small but beautifully appointed church, the pastor in full robes of his faith. Barb served as Mother of the bride, and Winston Sr. walked her down the aisle. Alamy and Becky were bridesmaids, while Winnie and Miles, Becky's husband, were groomsmen. His sons each bore a ring apiece, and one of Barb's agents had a two-year-old daughter serve as flower girl, being pushed down the aisle in her stroller while she tossed flower petals randomly.
If Alamy ever needed a lesson in money getting you what you want, when you want, that wedding proved it. There was a section of upscale shops for tourists on the island, and Barb plundered it, the men in tuxedos, Alamy, Barb, and Becky in matching dresses, and even the children had dresses and suits to match. The jewel in the crown was Rosie's dress, hand-sewn by a local seamstress. She worked ten hours a day to finish it on time, and her efforts were appreciated. She floated down the aisle in an eye-catching, blindingly white creation of satin, lace, and pearls. Winnie thought he was going to have to hold Vincent up, but he recovered.
When the reverend came to the question of "who gives the Bride", Winston stood tall, and said firmly. "Her mother and I do." Rosie almost fainted, and when he lifted the veil, tears were streaming. She did manage to say I do.
Barb and Winston kept the boys for the night, and both newlyweds looked the worse for wear at breakfast. By Tuesday, the boys called Rosalee Mom, and she loved it. Then they called Barb Grandma, and she nearly hugged them to death. They had taken three weeks in July, and all were sad to leave.
Chapter 19
The construction site was a muddy mess, with huge pieces of construction equipment scattered about, men everywhere, looking at plans, shouting instructions, or working steadily at their professions, making mansions rise from the earth. The first being built would belong to Barb and Sr., a five thousand square foot edifice to showcase the possibilities of ownership in the community and a nod to their success. Alamy looked at it and grinned. In ten years, this would be Teen Central. Rosie's two new sons, Becky's brood, and she were going for at least three of her own. The teen angst, the drama, the broken hearts, all resolved under Barb's watchful eye. She was to enjoy witnessing it.
The project was going well when problems started popping up. An inspector failed a plumbing system that met requirements in every way, and another questioned another house over electrical concerns. The local concrete contractor was suddenly almost glacial with his deliveries. Things almost ground to a halt, and suddenly, two county commissioners were questioning whether the project was necessary. They all attended the next commisioners meeting, looking for clarification. Both commissioners seemed evasive, and when pressed, the 'is it really necessary' argument came out. Their lawyer almost laughed.
"Let's see, the project received unanimous support, and you were one of the most vocal. To answer this, the project is not necessary for the people; they want it. People who will pour a lot of money into county coffers with local purchases and taxes. Please explain the necessary train of thought to us, because we'd like to hear it."
"It'll cause congestion on the roads!"
He almost laughed, and Winston took over. "It might, especially if the county residents take advantage of the free park and boat ramp we constructed. Things we were going to donate to the county. That's on hold right now; we may end up fencing it in for exclusive residential use. Rest assured, the roads were designed to minimize congestion, though it may occasionally occur, during peak summer months. I'm sure the county residents won't mind driving the extra twenty-five miles to the next public boat ramp."
There was an explosion in the crowd, resulting in two pale-looking commissioners and six angry ones. The chairman rapped his gavel to restore order. "I would like to reassure the citizens of this county that the project will go forward without impediment. I will ask an independent state inspector to review the electrical inspector's decision. If he is found to be in error, he will come before us and explain his logic. The same will be held for the plumbing inspector.
Mrs. Warrenton, I assure you your company has full support from the county. Unemployment is down, the economy is up sharply, and people are seeing hope for the future, something they were uncertain about a year ago. We would like to thank you publicly."
Well, then. That was about as smooth an ass-kissing as could be accomplished. The electrical inspector never showed up for work the next week, disappearing for parts unknown. The plumbing inspector was reviewed, and his inspection was in error. He was immediately demoted and mostly inspected sewage systems now. The trail led to Blanchard, who denied anything to do with the project.
Winter came again, and construction slowed, confined to mostly indoor efforts. Another five lots had been sold, their house plans approved, and the new owners anxiously awaited the weather to break.
Alamy got her long-held wish of being a city girl. She and Winston mostly lived in his condo, and she reveled in it. She loved the nightlife, even though they rarely went out, the theatre, the symphony, and all that a big city had to offer. She often traveled in the Bently, driven by Mr. Smith.
He'd married their maid, and they lived in the guest cottage while she maintained the house in pristine condition. Winston Sr. and Barb had paid for the wedding and honeymoon, and as a wedding gift, they gave them the Bently, letting their lawyer do the paperwork to set them up in business. He had gotten so popular that Alamy had to schedule his services in advance, and he always prioritized her.
It was Christmas time again, and they did the traditional exchange of one gift on Christmas Eve with the whole family. Rosalee, Vincent, and her brood, Becky, and her family, the mansion was quite full. They had discussed it beforehand, and Rosalee, Becky, and their families were presented with paperwork giving them two percent ownership of the company. Given the value of their company now, it was a very extravagant gift. Becky, once she understood it, fainted.
The Alamy gave Winnie her present. She hoped he'd like it because a lot of thought went into it. It had no monetary value at all, but he kept it for the rest of his life, looking at it and smiling once in a while.
His gift was an empty birth control container. "I took the last one a month ago. We could very well have already started our family."
Speechless, he stared at her. Then the tears started, and he scooped her up in a very, very tight embrace before suddenly cuddling her softly. She laughed and told him to hug her like he meant it; it wouldn't hurt a thing. Word of the gift flamed through the family, and the celebration continued long after the children were put to bed.
Their wedding had been the event of the season and really well attended. It was standing room only at the country church Alamy had been baptized in and overflowed into the parking lot. She later suspected most of the county attended. They held the reception in the high school gymnasium, the only hall big enough to accommodate the crowd. No one could tell it was a gym; Barb had gone all out with lavish decorations. Winston Senior smiled when he got the bills and paid them happily.
They spent the week after New Year's at the resort in the Bahamas, as Alamy put it, to make sure the job got done. She had to admit to herself that if they didn't conceive, it wasn't from a lack of trying.
Chapter 20
Alamy sat in the padded deck chair, watching the people frolic at the park they had given the county. The lake was a beehive of activity during the summer, and even in the harsh winter months, there was always something going on. She and Winnie had built their house beside Barb and Winston Sr. It wasn't the massive mansion theirs was, but it was still a 4000-square-foot edifice to their success. Becky and Rosalee had the house on either side.
The development took five years before the last house was built. By then, she and Winnie had two small children, both girls. Alamy rubbed her tummy absently and grinned. This one was a boy, and after that, they closed the baby factory.
Winnie came in and grinned, bending down to kiss her and rub her stomach as well. He felt the baby kicked and grinned. "I think he's ready to join the world."
"Mom can't wait. I don't see why she's so excited; between all of us, she has eight 'grandchildren' already."
"Mom was born to be a grandmother, and though he won't admit it, Dad is also pleased with his role. How many horses and ponies does he have now?"
His father never really returned to the city. They ended up swapping; they took the house in the city, and Winston and Barb moved into her farmhouse, cutting out 250 acres for a horse ranch. He and Barb would rotate between the lake and 'the ranch,' as he put it, and when they had to come to the city, they stayed in Winnie's old condo.
They got into raising horses, picking a couple of rare breeds known for their gentle dispositions. The new manager of the ranch had a lot of input. He was a retired jockey who had won a Preakness and a Santa Anita Stakes in his career. His house was decorated with race photos, and he and his wife became good friends and excellent employees.
It was his suggestion to train a few of the horses as therapy animals, and soon enough, a nonprofit charity was established, and children, as well as some adults with various disabilities, became regular visitors on the designated days. Barb insisted her grandchildren help as soon as they came of age to teach them about life and how it was sometimes unfair. Winston was almost always there on therapy days, saying the hours he spent with them gave him far greater joy than his business successes ever did.
Alamy came back to the present and smiled. She was the country bumpkin that married the prince, and she was going to do everything in her power to make sure they lived happily ever after. She thought about her old boyfriend, Luke, sighing. He never held another steady job, bouncing from low-paying jobs to unemployment. Becky felt bad for him and got him a job with one of the construction companies, but he quit after a month, unable to stand seeing Alamy living in wealth and happiness, watching her hug kids that should have been his.
In one of the ironies of life, they found him frozen to death in a snowbank. His old truck had been covered by snow, and it was three days after they estimated he died before he was found. Alamy thought briefly about the grinning boy in high school and their first dance as Queen and King at their senior prom.
His truck was littered with liquor bottles, and they suspect he had been living in it, freezing when it ran out of gas. Alamy paid for the funeral, even though she didn't go. Neither did anyone else. He died alone and unmourned.
Blanchard got caught, finally, in a shady real estate deal that cost his investors a couple of million. He knew the walls were closing and disappeared, caught a couple of years later when his aunt passed and named him in the will. Greed overcame caution, and the local police watched the lawyers' office until he showed.
The money was gone, and he got eight years in a medium-security prison. It was said he didn't fare well in jail, and after six years, he was paroled and promptly disappeared.
The baby kicked again, and Alamy smiled as she heard her children by the lake, splashing on the white sand beach that cost her a bundle to have trucked in. She listened to Grandma telling them to get out of the water because it was time for dinner. Vincent and Becky were grilling for the tribe, something Vince really enjoyed. "Let's go help Mom wrangle the little monsters."
She awkwardly tried to get up, but her husband gently pushed her back into the seat. "I'll go. You sit right here and think about how lucky you are to be married to such a handsome and successful man. I know I'm lucky to be married to a beautiful woman who happens to be rich. Life is good."
Her eyes followed him down to the lake, watching him hoist their smallest daughter onto his shoulders, while he held the hand of their oldest. The rest of the tribe followed Barb like ducklings, and she grinned.
She thought about the art in their house's entranceway: a shadow box holding an empty birth control container and another containing a pair of red silk boxers.
Yes indeed, life was good.
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What You Mean We, Paleface? Part 1
By Qhml1
..........................................................................................................
It was the first of ten counseling sessions, and the only thing that made me endure listening to his blathering was that once the sessions were over, it was over. I was never so glad something would be over in my whole life.
I couldn't believe the counselor as she talked about forgiveness and how it could strengthen our marriage if we just used it as a learning experience. She and my soon-to-be ex were droning on and on about how WE could make it better, how if WE worked hard, it would soon be behind us. We, We, We! I finally snapped, jumping up and pacing back and forth.
"I've got to ask. Whatcha mean WE, Paleface?"
"WE didn't have an affair! We didn't lie and cheat for months! I can't believe that low-rent whore thought you'd divorce me and marry her. Then again, right now, that might be your best option.
"And most importantly, WE didn't knock the stupid bitch up! That was all you, and I don't remember ever being present when you banged her while she encouraged you to put a bun in the oven. More importantly, WE aren't on the hook for child support for the next eighteen years, Kemosabe. That's going to be all you all the time. Between what you're going to have to pay her and what it's gonna cost you in maintenance and child support for our two kids, your disposable income just took a big hit. Heads up, here, the appliance store on Madison sells huge refrigerators; maybe if you get down there early in the morning, you can score a box to put under the overpass. That's probably all you can afford, so I'd be quick if I were you."
I paused to catch my breath, enjoying the look on their faces immensely. The counselor must be horrible at her job to not see how I was reacting as they blathered on, the minimalist answers or participation. I was doing the bare minimum to get through, and this was the first session, so I had no qualms about sharing my opinions.
I whirled on the counselor. "And you, Joane, are probably the worst counselor in the history of counselors. You didn't care the least little bit about what kind of pain I'd been in; you just wanted to notch up another reconciliation to boost your percentage. Has anyone ever challenged you on your numbers? Do you have definitive proof to back your claims? I don't think so. Thank God this is almost over, and don't look for a good review. I'm leaving now. My Grease Monkey, as you disparage him, is at the 4,000-square-foot house he just bought, helping the kids pick and decorate their rooms. Believe it or not, Doctor Dick, owning a string of auto repair shops is far more lucrative than doing nose jobs. He no longer works on them; he's more of a CEO. Now it's just a hobby for him, and the boys go crazy when he lets them help."
I paused at the door, grinning. "I expect you to turn in your report before the door shuts on the last session, stating the marriage is beyond resurrecting, Joane. You hear me?" With that, I exited, the grin about to split my face. I got into my new car, a gift from my new and improved life partner, and drove off into the sunset.
...........................................................................................................
The divorce had been dragging on for almost three months when my car started making a funny noise as I left court, so I was not in the best of moods when I pulled into the first garage I came to.
I was crying because I couldn't help myself, not because of the vehicle but because of the situation. The service tech was young and out of his element with someone as distraught as I was, but he got me into the building and found me a seat in the waiting room. I sat there and sniffled for a while before I felt a presence and looked up. And up until I looked into the smokiest brown eyes I'd ever seen, just over a brilliant smile.
"Please don't cry, ma'am. It's just a car."
That made the tears flow once again. "It's not just a car! It's my whole life!"
"What's wrong with your life?"
I sniffled and tried to smile. "If you've got four or five hours, I'll tell you."
He smiled again and gently placed his hand on my arm. "Sorry, I don't have that kind of time. Why don't you come into the office and give me the abridged version? It's not a good look to see pretty women crying in the service lounge; they might think you're crying because I gave you your bill."
I smiled for the first time in about a month out of the presence of my boys. "Thanks, that would probably be for the best."
His office was more of a suite on the second floor. He grinned at my reaction. "Pretty opulent for a grease monkey, huh? I bought the building as it was, and this came with it. I removed all the old office equipment and furnished it to suit my taste. It even comes with a small suite; sometimes, I spend the night here."
"What does your wife think of that?"
"When I get another wife, I'll ask her. The last one would have welcomed it because it got me away from her so she could pursue her hobby of having sex with other men." He said it without emotion, so it had been a while, or he did a good job covering the pain.
"Ouch! Been there, doing that, right now. He knocked up his Barbie Bimbo and expects me to get over it. He's 33. She was 18."
He sighed as he poured me a glass of water. "Sucks. At least I've had a few years to recover, but I'm guessing it's all brand new for you. I'm not going to spout a bunch of platitudes here, and time doesn't erase the memories, but it does ease the pain. At least I didn't end up a part-time father."
"I've got two boys, twins. They're eight years old, and the divorce doesn't hurt them as much as I thought. Of course, he was mostly an absentee father anyway. Too busy doing nose jobs and boob enhancements to bother."
He looked off into the distance or the inside of his head. "I don't think I could have taken it if children were involved. I'm glad she refused to discuss it before she hit thirty. I'm still single, but I'm 36, and the window is closing. But enough, you sit here and relax, calm yourself. I'll be back when I know something about your car."
I watched as he walked away. Tall, well built, moving with a confident stride, he seemed to radiate power. I sat for a minute before I got restless and roamed around. I opened a door that led to that suite he told me about. If he stayed there often, he was either a neat freak or had a cleaning service. His desk was massive, and I examined the photos, one of an older couple draped over each other in a way that made me suspect you'd never know when one stopped and the other began. A photo of an attractive younger woman on a beach, looking over her shoulder as the wind twirled her long hair. Love interest or relative? She looked a lot younger, but judging by my husband, it was not an insurmountable obstacle.
There was original art on the wall, mostly depicting Western themes. Well, we were in New Mexico. I was an East Coast girl, used to cityscapes, and where open spaces seemed to stretch to the horizon was still unnerving. I was looking at a ranch scene titled Roundup. It was a busy portrait of cowboys, cows, calves, dust, and horses. One man stood holding a branding iron, The tip glowing red, while another was holding up the leg of a struggling calf. I was so engrossed I didn't realize he was back.
"It's a Wallace from 1912. He's a famous artist of his genre. Not in the league of Remington or Russell, but he was still talented."
I jumped, surprised by his voice. "I can almost smell the dust and burnt hair. Are you a cowboy?"
He chuckled. "No, not at all. That kind of life has no appeal to me. I still like horses but don't want to make my living off them. Iron horses are just fine and a lot more lucrative."
"Did you fix my car?"
He frowned, and I knew it was bad news. "It won't be a matter of fixing, more of replacing. Your engine is shot. If it were a horse, we'd have to put her down."
............................................
That was not the news I expected. "I can't be without transportation! I have to work and transport my children! What am I going to do?"
He had me sit and take the other chair. "Well, there are few options. You can put a new engine in, which I don't recommend. If you do, it's still a six-year-old vehicle, and who knows what may go next. If you'll excuse me, your vehicle doesn't seem well cared for, making me suspect the transmission and one of your catalytic converters need replacing. The best option is to purchase a newer vehicle. If you buy used, try to find one with comprehensive service records."
I held my head in my hands. "This comes at a horrible time. My husband uses the starve her until she folds ploy, so money is tight."
"I don't know your situation or your husband, but I can't see a man putting his children in a precarious situation."
"You've never met my husband. Thank you for being honest with me. Do you know any reasonable rental agencies?"
"I do, but it's late in the day. If you would like, I can give you one of our loaners. We keep four or five for customers who have to leave their vehicles in the shop."
"I couldn't impose on you like that."
"Nonsense. After all, you're technically a customer. Just stop by the front desk and ask for Gloria. I'll call and tell her you're coming."
He rose, and I surprised him with a hug, feeling the firmness of his muscles. "Well, since we're in a professional relationship, we should introduce ourselves."
He grinned, disengaged, and held out his hand, bowing slightly. "Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Davenport. Your name was on the paperwork. Jim Johnstone, at your service."
I giggled. "My, such a charming introduction. Is this the part where you kiss my hand?"
Jim didn't bat an eye, doing a deeper bow and raising my fingers to his lips. The kiss was soft, gentle, and my fingers still tingled an hour later.
"Alison, but call me Allie. I'll bring the car back tomorrow."
He waved his hand. "In case you didn't notice, the sporting event of the season is happening now. Keep it until Tuesday; things will have calmed down by then."
.................................................
He escorted me to the service desk and disappeared into the bays of a massive operation. Gloria smiled and took me to another section. "This is yours."
It was a Mercedes SUV, gleaming brightly in the lights. "I can't take that!"
Gloria shrugged. "Boss said give you this, you get this. Go take it up with him, but you'll get nowhere. This is the last of the bunch, so I don't know what else he could give you." Twenty minutes later, I pulled into traffic, marveling at the smoothness of the ride. I got home, hugging my boys while they brought me up to speed on their fun with Aunt Simone. She had been my best friend since we'd moved here. More importantly, she had been in the same boat I was now. Her husband had also been a doctor and traded her for a newer model.
She came from New Mexican-style old money, and her Mexican heritage is plain for all to see. She was also beautiful and brilliant and had insisted on a prenuptial before marriage. When she threw him out for cheating, he tried to get her house and whatever alimony was called in the state. The Judge almost fell off the bench laughing.
"Three words, Dr. Halsey. Prenuptial, prenuptial, and oh, yeah, prenuptial. Every portion of your wife's wealth and property is well protected. Remember that you're a doctor with a good income stream, so you shouldn't need maintenance. Be glad you didn't have children, Doctor, or you'd be on child support as well. Next case."
He was still practicing in the area, but his lifestyle took a hit when he had to pay his own bills. He gained 25 pounds and was shunned by the social elite of the area, constantly seeing pictures of his ex-wife in stunning gowns or business attire on social media, the news, or print. She always had a handsome man attached to her. Simone eyed my new wheels. "Impressive. I thought hubby was squeezing you."
"He is. My car imploded right after court, and this is a loaner."
Her eyebrow arched. "You got an auto shop that gives you a Mercedes? What place would that be?" I showed her the card, and she was impressed. "I know that company. They have repair centers in every major city in the state and more than a few in Arizona. It's an LLC owned privately by James Johnstone. Nobody knows where he came from; he was just there one day, but he's rumored to be loaded. Bit of a recluse, though. No one knows what he looks like.
"He has brown eyes, sandy blond hair, is over six feet tall, and is built like a gym rat. He's the guy that loaned me the car."
She grinned. "I get the feeling he's pretty."
"Very, for a man. Well-mannered as well."
"Single?"
I blushed. "Yes."
"You found this out how?"
"He volunteered it when I gave him an overview of my current situation."
"You should pursue him. Your ex would have a fit if you married up."
I grinned, thinking about how he would react. " That would only happen in my wildest dreams. Rich and handsome, he'd be my Prince Charming. I ought to do that to piss him off, but it's way too soon to even think along those lines. I need time to be stable and not bring baggage when I start dating again. I need to figure out how I will afford a new car."
"No, you don't, sugar. Come by the house and pick one of mine. I've got four, so it's okay with me. That'll be one more thing you don't have to worry about."
I hugged her. "I wish I were a lesbian; I'd have my tongue so far up your vagina it would tickle your stomach." Simone had discovered she was bi on vacation to one of those islands that cater to the indolent rich, seduced by a tall Swiss woman with an incredible body. They overindulged and ended up in bed together. Simone had a minor meltdown when she woke up, and to her credit, Brit cuddled her, telling her not to stress over it; what happened there stayed there. It took two more days before Brit moved into her suite for the last eight days of her vacation.
When she got home, she didn't see anyone for a while, but she decided one day that it was no one's business but her own, and now she openly dates both sexes. "I'm going to find a couple one day, one secure enough to add another to the mix, and settle down." I wished her luck, but I couldn't hold on to one.
Simone grinned and rubbed my cheek. "One day, baby."
N
ever gonna happen, I thought, as she drove us to her mansion to take our pick of cars. There was a mid-sized Lincoln SUV that suited my needs. If I had to guess, it was north of a hundred grand. My boys and I hugged her, the boys kissing her cheeks. Her smile couldn't have gotten any bigger.
......................................
On Tuesday, I brought the Mercedes back to the garage, with Simone following to drive me home. We got out, and work almost stopped as they gawked at Simone and me, I hoped. I didn't resemble the wet, crying mess that had walked through their doors last time. I took a little extra care in my appearance. Simone noticed and grinned, but thankfully, she didn't comment. I turned in the keys, and Gloria made a call. Jim came through the door a few minutes later, grinning. "I see you made it home all right."
"Thanks to you," I said, taking his hand. I noted he didn't try to let go.
"It was nothing any other decent human being would have done."
"I'm afraid your experience with decent human beings is more recent than mine. It makes me happy there are still a few good men out there." Simone cleared her throat, and I suddenly remembered she was there, so I quickly introduced her. Anyone who had read the local paper's social section or went on Facebook, TikTok, or X knew who she was in this town at least.
"I hear you have a Wallace hanging in your office."
He smiled, "Yes, I do, and if I remember right, you have two Remington bronzes, a Russell painting, and a few more from noted Western artists."
Simone was pleased he'd heard about her collection and invited her to see the Wallace. She looked it over with the eye of an expert before congratulating him. He grinned. "Would you like to go into my bedroom and see my etchings?"
He laughed at the look on her face and led us into the living room. Simone gasped. It didn't mean anything to me then, but it impressed her. "Is that an Alfonso Pena Mural?"
He was happy someone recognized the artists. There was also an Anthony Thieme, a portrait of a village in the late afternoon, viewed through a patina of dust, but when she got to the last one, she just stopped and stared. "Is that..." It was a portrait of a stunningly attractive Mexican woman in her thirties or early forties, but the eyes drew your focus. Dark, smoky, with just a hint of a sensual smile playing on her lips.
"It is."
"I thought I knew her work, but I've never seen this one. How did you acquire it?"
"I had a great uncle who lived in Mexico for the last fifty years of his life, and he'd acquired them from his father, who was a bit of a collector. Of course, he got them for next to nothing in that time frame. My great uncle was gay and never had children, and I was the only member of his family who admired them, so he gave them to me, along with a Remington portrait and matching bronze statue, which disappeared shortly after he died. It was registered and documented, so they'll be flagged as stolen if they ever come on the open market."
Then she shocked me by inviting him to her home so he could admire hers. She had suddenly started batting for the home team again, and I didn't know how to feel about it. Besides, I had no interest in men right now other than getting rid of the one who became the bane of my existence. Then she iced the cake, and I knew what she was doing. "Have Allie come with you so you can find the house. Any time it's convenient for you."
He smiled bigger. "I'd love to see them whenever it suits you."
Then he turned to me. "Allie, what do you want me to do with your vehicle?"
"Sell it for what it is, junk, and apply the money to my bill. Then let me know the difference, and I'll cover it.
He waved his hand dismissively. "It took roughly twenty minutes to figure out it was beyond saving, so we'll waive the bill. I'll dispose of it and send you the salvage price."
"How about we do this instead? Take whatever money you can get and donate it to a good cause. I'm sure you know someone who can use the money."
"That is both generous and kind. I'll see it's donated in your name."
I waved my hand. "There is a hook in my generosity, Jim. I insist you call me Allie."
That pleased him. "Thank you, Allie. Please excuse me, but work calls. It was nice to meet you, Ms. Gomez."
"If you can call her Allie, I insist you call me Simone. Please come over and see my etchings quickly. Oops! Paintings, I meant paintings. Maybe."
Jim was still laughing as we walked away. I looked back, and you could almost see his eyeballs go up and down in synchronicity with Simone's cheeks moving. I put a little extra sway in my walk--a competitive thing, I guess.
...................................................................................
Simone couldn't contain herself as we pulled out. "A Frida Kahlo! He has an uncatalogued Frida Kahlo! I'd bet my Remington on it! We just saw something very few people ever aspire to."
I couldn't see the excitement. "It's just a picture of a pretty woman."
She snorted. "I ought to throw your ignorant ass out of the car! Look her up." I did and was suitably impressed. It would seem she had some pretty rough times in her life, but then again, so did most all painters of note. It must be a professional hazard.
I went to court the next week to see just his lawyer there. My very socially conscious husband had decided to volunteer for a six-month commitment in a third-world country. My lawyer tried to use his absence as a reason for a quick resolution, saying if he wasn't interested in trying to work on his marriage, the divorce should be granted.



His lawyer countered that it was unexpected, but he had already committed before the divorce was filed; he didn't realize he'd be called up so soon, and the divorce should be put on hold. The Judge was sharp enough to understand the ex wasn't dealing in good faith, but it hit close enough to the truth to let it go with a stern warning to his lawyer. "Anything like this occurs again; the divorce will be automatic, on her terms, understand?" Of course, the lawyer assured him it wouldn't, so I went into limbo for another six months.
The only positive aspect of the mess was that the judge ensured the temporary child support would continue. I was given two thousand a month as temporary maintenance, and he was still responsible for the mortgage. I bet he hated that. Maybe he'd continue his horn dog ways and mess with a local that would give him some new and exotic form of VD.
....................................................................
Simone stayed in contact with Jim, and I ran into him a couple of months later at an art gallery that had amassed a pretty impressive Western art exhibition over the last 150 years. It had his collection, without saying who owned it, and Simone had the Kahlo documented and verified, and it was displayed under strict conditions. She had two well-respected experts look it over, and they were both nearly speechless and pissed off that they couldn't show it to the world. She countered by refusing to let them see it until they signed a binding contract that would make violating it very expensive.
Word-of-mouth advertising paid off, and the crowd was so large that they worried about fire code violations. They also banned photography and collected phones at the doorway, and staff monitored guests closely. There were two violations, and they firmly escorted guests to the door after confiscating the camera and phone, deleting everything before giving them back.
Simone made me go shopping for the 'perfect' gown, and we settled on a variation of the standard little black dress that went almost to my ankles, with a demure front but plunged dangerously low in the back. Three tiny silver chains kept it from falling off me, and it made it impossible to wear a bra, but I was proud of my breasts, still standing tall and firm despite nursing twins. I smiled as I hefted them, watching my nipples pop out. I hadn't had any sex except with myself for almost a year, and to be honest, I yearned for the touch of a man. I had decided early on not to date until the divorce came through in case the soon-to-be ex tried to throw it against me. Then I thought, what the hell? I was sure he was bangin' little nurses and natives right and left, so if the opportunity arose, I'd seriously consider it.
I came out of the dressing room, and Simone whistled. "Damn baby, I'd fuck you in a heartbeat."
"Don't tempt me, honey; it's been a long dry spell." Her eyes lit up, and we laughed out to the car.
..............................................................
I arrived at the gallery, surprised at the crowd. There was an admission charge, as this was for some charity or another, and the cream of local society was out in force. I gave my name at the door and was ushered right in. Simone was there, hugging me before turning me loose and looking over her shoulder. "See, I told you she'd be here."
I turned to look, and there he stood. He reached out to shake hands, and I hugged him right through it. "How are you, Jim?"
I could get lost in that smile. "Better, now that I get to see you again. How are your boys?"
He must remember everything I'd told him. "Growing like weeds and getting harder to keep up with."
Simone was standing back, grinning, and then she took his hand. "Come along, honey. Time for the meet and greet with the snobs." Holding hands? Calling him honey? I should have been glad for her, but I was slightly angry. Why?
I followed along like a third wheel, wondering why it bothered me. It was probably because it was time to go back on the market after eight months, and Jim was a good prospect. He was handsome and rich, and most of all, he seemed kind and good. Simone was as perceptive as ever, and she grinned at me when he got dragged off by a couple gushing over the Thieme.
"What?"
She grinned wider. "We had a fling. He's pretty good in the sack and has remarkable staying power, but it's over now, so if you want a shot, now's the time. Besides, have you met Sylvia?"
A tall, ash-blond woman glided into the room, smiling when she saw Simone. The conversation stopped as the crowd took her in. Their kiss was more than friend-level, and they held hands while she introduced me. She was stunning, with emerald green eyes and a terrific body, displayed to perfection in her dress. I'd do her if I were gay. I got the impression this was a little deeper than a causal relationship. If so, good for them. Simone deserved happiness.
Jim finally escaped the clutches of the older couple and returned, smiling when he saw Sylvia. She kissed him on the cheek as he hugged her. "Damn it, Sylvia, I almost had her convinced to play exclusively on our side, and then you come along and screw it all up. Have you no shame, woman?"
She laughed and kissed him again. "Not when it comes to her. I'd bang her right here before everyone if she wanted."
"Don't even think about it, Simone. I see the sparkle in your eye."
She pouted. "All right, I'll be a good girl, at least in public, but this venue has a lot of little side galleries, so if we disappear, don't come looking."
I still tried to decide when he asked me if she was serious. "Looks like we're stuck with each other, Allie. Please stay with me to dispel any thoughts of me being a pathetic loser."
I took his arm possessively. "Well, all right then! To maintain the illusion, there may be little public displays of affection. Maybe we can find our little nook somewhere."
He turned pink, and Simone drew looks with her laugh. "Be careful, Jim. I know for a fact she hasn't been with a man in a very long time, and hormones may take over." It was my turn to turn pink, but we all smiled as I pulled him away.
.............................................................................................
We walked for a bit, inspecting the exhibit. Most of it left me unimpressed, but Jim seemed very happy. When we finally finished the tour, he snagged a couple of drinks: a white wine for me and a club soda for him. He grinned when he saw my reaction. "I don't drink, haven't for seven years now. The last time I drank, I was going through a contentious divorce, and my anger while drinking scared me. It scared the ex and her new man because they put restraining orders out on me. They didn't expire until two years ago, but they don't have to worry. They deserved each other. They married, and she made sure to send me the announcement. I sent them separate wedding presents, coupons for 15% off for their next divorce."
"That's cold and funny at the same time. Are they still together?"
"I didn't keep up with them, but my lawyer called me eighteen months ago, saying both had contacted him, wanting to know if the coupons were redeemable. He told them he wasn't taking new clients but sent them referrals to the two biggest sharks he knew. He told me it was a bloodbath about eight months ago, and they split very little after attorney fees. I had to think about it for a while, then decided while I thought it was funny, it didn't bring me joy. They destroyed two marriages in their lust for each other, and it all turned out to be for nothing."
He went still for a minute before giving me a sad smile. "Enough about ancient history. How's your divorce going, if you don't mind me asking?"
I sighed loudly. "It isn't. My highly moral husband decided it was his civic duty to serve humanity and took off for a third-world country with some charitable organization. It was supposed to be for six months, but his lawyer informed me last week he'd succumbed to the pressure they were putting on him and extended his tour by three months. I wasn't happy, my lawyer wasn't happy, and the Judge was a little exasperated, telling his lawyer that if he didn't show up at the appointed time agreed on, he'd allow the divorce in absentia. Word has it he's coming back as soon as he can arrange it."
"Well, maybe you can get some closure."
"It's been nine and a half months. I've already gotten closure. I want the paperwork now to get on with my life. I'm ready for some adult companionship. My kids are great, and Simone makes me do girls' night out, but I'd like to be wined and dined by a man with less than honorable intentions." What I said hit me, and I glowed for two minutes.
When I returned to normal, he grinned and took my hand. "Well, when that time comes, I'd like to be first in line."
I decided to take the bull by the horns. "Saturday night. Simone and Sylvia will watch my boys, so there will be no curfew. I expect to be impressed."
Simone came by then, so I kissed his cheek and told him to call me. She and Sylvia looked impressed, and they grilled me when we went for a post-event drink. I needed it. "It's just a date, you guys. It's too early to think about a serious relationship, especially before my old one officially ends."
Simone scoffed. "Your old one ended when you found out he was screwing around. It's time to end the drought, baby. You don't have to sleep with him, but it'll do you good to receive some manly attention."
Sylvia chimed in. "You could do a lot worse for a starter date. He's pretty, rich, and seems like a nice guy. If I played for your team, I'd definitely be interested."
Simone laughed and stroked her cheek. "Your death would be excruciating and prolonged if you ever try something like that. We're in the West, honey, and I intend to put my brand on you before too much longer. And out here, we take a dim view of rustlers." Sylvia devolved into a puddle of goo, so I left.
Eight months later, I was the best woman in their marriage. For a wedding gift, Sylvia had a Circle S tattooed on her ass.
................................................................
He showed up thirty minutes early. I fussed at him gently as I let him in, telling him I wasn't quite ready and he'd have to wait. Jim settled on the couch with a water bottle while I put the finishing touches on my makeup. When I returned, he stood before our 'family' wall, a collage of photos from when the boys were born. There were many of my ex, and I hastened to explain they were taking his absence hard, and I kept them on the wall to remind them he still existed.
As he looked at the pictures, I compared him to my soon-to-be husband. He was three inches taller, and while they weighed the same, his was muscle instead of flab. Jim was also much better looking and seemed to have a good attitude about life, contrasting sharply with the God complex the excellent doctor exhibited during our relationship last year.
"Good looking boys," was all he said as he turned. "They got their looks from you."
I flushed, thinking we were off to a good start, as I grabbed his hand and led him out the door. We had a lovely dinner in an intimate setting with muted lighting. Trying to get him to talk about himself, I asked him how he got into vehicle repair. "It looked like I stumbled into it, but I had a plan. My car needed repair once, and I was impressed when I asked if there was good money in being a mechanic. The guy told me it was a good-paying position, and while many went into business after training, most didn't make it because of their lack of business skills. That got me thinking, and I researched obsessively before opening my first location with thirty staff: twenty-one mechanics, a floor manager, an office manager, a custodian, and clerical help. I lost money for the first nine months before our reputation was established. After that, I became successful and did a lot of market research. My degree was in Finance, so I knew many pitfalls to avoid. One turned into eight, then twenty, until I own thirty-seven, nine of them in Arizona. It's quite lucrative; everyone except people in major cities with available mass transit needs a vehicle."
"So, you own the business but know nothing about cars?"
He grinned. "I never said that. It occurred to me I needed to learn to speak their language, so I went to trade school for two years. I have ASSE certification and can turn a wrench if necessary."
"Impressive."
He shrugged. "Practical. I've even made a hobby of it, buying a vintage car and restoring it. I've done three so far and almost done with the one I have now."
"Why haven't you remarried? You're a prime candidate, rich, good-looking, unless you have hidden faults, I haven't found out about yet; you should have remarried by now."
He paused, drawing in a breath. "My divorce was...quite painful, and it made me extremely wary of women for a long time. And while there were one or two, I dated that were sweet women, the spark wasn't there. The gold-diggers came out in droves, and I had a lot of fun sexually because they were almost maniacal in their efforts to please me. Still, I managed to avoid the traps despite a few interludes of unpleasant experiences. I know this is all new to you, but mark my words; someone will come along when you're ready, sweep you off your feet, get along with your kids, and you'll be a Mrs. again."
Almost grunting, I told him I had to get rid of my dead weight before I could even start thinking about that again. After dinner (in a very nice Mexican restaurant; we were in New Mexico, after all), we strolled through the open-air venues, teeming with nightlife, until we came to the college campus. We proceeded to the theater and enjoyed an excellent little production of My Fair Lady. Then, it was off to a premium ice cream emporium, where you could enjoy some of the exotic flavors they were famous for. He chose passion fruit, while I opted for something a little tamer. After tasting his, I was seriously regretting my choice.
"I never knew this place existed! My boys would love it."
I nearly choked when he grinned and said we should bring them on our fourth or fifth date to get them used to him in a neutral setting. "What makes you think we'll have a fourth or fifth date?"
"Because I intend to do everything I can to make it happen. I know you've got a situation to resolve; I want to be near you until you can make independent decisions. Yes, you have kids, and I have no experience with children, so if we get closer, it will be a learning curve for all of us. Just think about it."
He delivered me to my door by then, and I saw the shades flutter. Knowing Simone was peeking out the windows when he walked me to my door and leaned in to kiss my cheek, I grabbed his head and put a full lip lock on him. I don't know how long it lasted, but suddenly, the porch light came on.
"SIMONE!"
I heard her laughing as the light went off, and Jim looked stunned. I gave him another quick kiss and stormed through the door. "I'm gonna kick your ass!"
I tackled her, and we went down to the sofa; we giggled and hugged. When we caught our breath, she looked at me. "I take it the date went well?"
"It was okay."
(end of chapter one)
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A month and a half later, my loving husband was back in the States, and I immediately pressed for a court date, getting on the docket in two weeks' time.
He surprised me by wanting to set up mediation, which I almost refused, but my lawyer talked me into it. "It might save a ton of time if you can come to terms. You'll be able to tell in the first few minutes how it's probably gonna go, and I'll make sure they know if you think they're wasting your time, you can leave immediately."
She'd checked on him and found him living with his now 20-year-old baby momma. This pleased me, as it would make the divorce easier. What a foolish thought.
The first mediation evening set the tone for the rest of the divorce. He tried to kiss me as soon as I walked in, and I had to fight him off. "What the hell is wrong with you? Stay on your side of the table, or this proceeding is over." In response, he started crying and asking to come home, talking about how much he missed me and his children.
"The children? There was no contact with them before you left, and you never emailed or video-called them the whole time you were gone. I found out you'd been back three weeks, and still, no call, no show. I think you're overstating how badly you've missed your kids. You're living with Bimbo Barbie, so you see your new baby every day. I heard it was a girl. Congratulations. Now could we get on with it?"
He cried and sniffled, and I think the mediator was moved. "Is there any way you..."
"Nope. No. Not. Nein. Non, and every other foreign expression of the negative you can think of. Not a snowball's chance, not if he was the last man on earth; it filtering through yet?"
It went downhill from there. My lawyer finally stood. "We're accomplishing nothing here, and as much as I love billable hours, it's time to end this farce. Counselor, if you can get your client to listen to reason and act in a socially acceptable manner, reschedule. If not, see you in court."
He chose court. We drew the worst possible Judge, a sixty-something woman who wrote romance novels as a hobby, and before we knew it, we were hit with counseling. After a hurried conference, my lawyer addressed the court. "How many sessions?"
"As many as it..." I did a dumb thing and broke in on the Judge. "Eight sessions, and I'm done. If you promise that once it's over and I still want the divorce, you grant it immediately. Understood?"
Her face was so red I feared for her health. "Young lady, you don't get to..."
"And another thing. He pays, and he doesn't get to pick. Appoint one approved by the court and set it up."
There was a hurried conference at the bench, with death stares directed at me, until they stood back and returned to the table. "Ten sessions. When it's done, it's done, unless both agree to continue. If not, and an accord isn't reached, I'll grant the divorce. You'll get the counselor's name and a schedule in a few days. It will be bad for you if one is missed. So ordered!" She slammed the gavel down so hard it broke.
.................................................................
When it was over, Jim was waiting for me, immediately whisking Jan, my lawyer, and me off to a nice, intimate bistro with booths designed for privacy. "How did it go?"
Jan grinned. "Your little honey roared like a lion, taking the Judge head-on. I was wondering how long it would take to get her out of jail when the judge folded. It seems she's up for reelection, and her opponent has been looking into her record. Allie will still have to listen to ten hours of bullshit in counseling sessions, and then it's over."
I thought about the little honey crack after she'd left. Jim had to go out of state for a couple of weeks just after our first date, and Simone set me up with a couple of her friends. Neither of them triggered anything that remotely resembled a spark, but they were pleasant company. Jim had been back two weeks before I found out, and I called him. "Hey, stranger. I heard you were back in town. Wanna do something Saturday?"
"Sorry, Allie. I already have a date this weekend. Maybe sometime later. It was good to hear from you." And just like that, he was gone. I asked Simone about it, and she grinned.
"He's hooked up with a little native honey. Navajo, I think. He met her at a native celebration, looking for some silver and turquoise pieces. She's hot, and I ran into them at a bar a few weeks ago." She frowned. "I don't think it will last long. She likes to drink, and Jim doesn't. Sooner or later, there'll be a clash over lifestyles, and it'll be over. Besides, what happened to you and what his name, Pedro, Pancho, I don't remember."
I frowned, reliving the experience. "We dated four times. In retrospect, it was three times too many. He was a little too macho for me, and he and the boys had a mutually dislike relationship. He smarted off about me being his bitch when we ran into an old friend of mine, and he felt threatened. I found my way home and haven't spoken to him since."
"Ouch! Well, you never can tell." Then she giggled. "Maybe you can catch Jim on the rebound."
I laughed and put it out of my mind, but three weeks later, the Lincoln needed servicing, so I took it to his shop. He was on the floor and rushed right over. "Allie! It's good to see you! How have you been?"
I grinned. Sometimes, he had the enthusiasm of a twelve-year-old. "I'm fine. I just brought the car in for service."
"Come on upstairs, and we'll catch up." He didn't give me a chance to say no, not that I would have, practically dragging me up the stairs. I asked for water, and we sat.
"Opened any more franchises?"
His business advisor had talked him into franchising. An experiment that could have gone better. "No! I abandoned that plan pretty fast over service issues. My lawyer put performance clauses in, and I repurchased them all. I've got them and four more since we talked last. How about you? Still married?"
"Yes, unfortunately."
"Really? How long has it been?"
"My one-year anniversary is coming up. The way it's going, I could end up a widow before a divorcee.
I finally decided not to worry about it and moved on. I even got a new career. I now work for Simone at one of her agencies. I went to school and got my real estate license, and it works well for me because I can schedule appointments around my kids. I'm good at it.
"Congratulations."
I bit the bullet and asked, "How has life been treating you outside the business arena? I heard you were dating an Indian Princess. How's that going?"
He laughed. "That's been over for a while now. She had a problem with fire water. And fidelity. It came apart when I caught her at a bar with another guy and asked if he knew he was drinking with an Indian Princess. He asked her what nation she was in, and I jumped in."
He stopped for a minute, savoring the memory. "I told him she was Navajo. Or maybe Arapaho, I couldn't remember, but she was some hoe. "
I giggled. "Did she take it well?"
"Not really. I think she would have scalped me if she'd have been physically able. It was the last time I saw her." He paused. "Open to dating a grease monkey again?"
This was going very well. "I'll think about it, but mister, the first time you get grease on my sheets, it better be the right kind! Call me!" His mouth was still hanging open as I walked off. So, we dated. Often. He got to know my boys. It was a gradual process, but they learned to trust each other. I smiled and waved when they told me he was taking them to ride horses and no girls were allowed. When the door shut, I collapsed into tears, happy they had a father figure in their life.
They came back bearing a gift. He had gotten them cowboy hats, and they conspired to find one for me, a narrow-brimmed, flat-crowned Stetson in gleaming white. They fussed over me, positioning the hat at just the right angle. Jim stood behind me as I looked in the mirror, grinning. "Tell her, boys!"
"We're going to a dude ranch! We're going if you say we can, and you have to go with us! It'll be great! Please, Mom?"
"You guys go get cleaned up while I talk to Mr. Cowboy here." He looked crestfallen, and I tried to give him the evil eye, but it didn't last. "Tell me about it."
"It's five days at a real ranch. They'll even help herd cattle. The ranch has barbeques every night, and on Friday, they have a Western Swing Band for the adults. It also has an Olympic-sized pool if you'd rather sun yourself than eat dust. I'd like it if you'd say yes."
"You think I would have wanted to face the mutiny if I had told them no? What week, where is it, and most importantly, does it have a suite where we have a separate bedroom away from the boys? Because if I go, I expect you to keep me suitably entertained at night. Understand? Every night."
It took him two minutes to stutter out a reply, and I felt pity, so I kissed him. Hard, hard enough to distract him. If I'd learned anything from my soon-to-be ex, it was not to let them have too much time alone. Bad things could happen. Of course, comparing Jim to Dr. Dick was like comparing a standing rib roast to a McDonalds quarter pounder. Sure, they would both fill you up, but the burger would leave you unsatisfied. I dragged him over to the computer, called the boys in, and we looked over the website. I was all in when I discovered it came with a full-service spa for those less adventurous.
I practiced wearing my hat until it broke how I liked it. I even wore it to a few showings, explaining that my boyfriend was trying to turn me into a Westerner. One asked me if it was working. "The idea is creeping up on me."
..................................................................................
We hadn't made love; he was an old-style Western Gentleman with his moral code, and he hated that I was still technically attached to somebody else. I teased him gently, telling him that my feelings for my ex were long gone and that, as far as I was concerned, I was a free agent. "It's been almost a year, and I really, really want it to end. I'd never return to him, and world peace would have to be at stake for me to consider it. As far as it goes, I consider myself an unbranded maverick waiting for the right bull. I'm looking at you here, buddy. What do you have to say?"
He thought about it for a minute before answering. "Mooooo..."
Jim went with me to a few hearings in open court and developed a disgust for the good doctor, especially when he saw his baby mama. "She's a child herself! What kind of predatory asshole would go after someone almost half his age with no experience in the real world. He's a jerk, thinking with other parts of his anatomy besides his brain. How did they even meet?"
"They met when he gave her mother a boob job. He saw how pretty and how unworldly she was and zoomed in. I think he may have been her first. It's a sad world, honey."
"I hope she was worth his family. I can understand walking away from a mate, but his children? His face probably pops up when you Google fool." I giggled, kissed him, and returned to court while he returned to work. I always made sure he didn't sit anywhere near me, and if anyone noted his presence, they probably thought he was in the same boat, waiting for his marriage to die. It brought up bad memories for him, but he made it all about supporting me.
.........................................................................
I was on pins and needles leading up to the trip to the dude ranch. The boys counted the seconds, and I had to scold them a little to get them back off Jim. They were either on the phone with him or we were at his place. I apologized, and he looked pensive. "I never noticed this house's emptiness until you and the boys entered my life. They'd be here a lot if it were up to me."
"If they were over here any more than they are now, we'd be living with you."
He kissed me while the twins snickered. "That's probably the best idea I've heard...ever. You think about it, all right?"
I confided my fears to Simone and felt insulted slightly when she laughed. "Honey, I'll guarantee there won't be any sexual compatibility issues. I dated him, remember? He's pretty damn good for a man; I'd probably rank him the third-best man I've ever slept with.
"Just third?"
"The other two were hung like horses, and when I go after a guy, I'm a bit of a sized queen. Jim has nothing to be ashamed of, and he has the stamina of a robot. Oops! TMI, honey, but you'll be a pleased girl."
So, after much internal debate, we moved in with him. He sealed the deal at the dude ranch. We were both strung tight with anticipation, and there was a little fumbling at first. It had been over a year for me and seven months for Jim, and we tried to catch up in one night. The boys had to drag us out of bed the following day, and we moved mighty slow for someone in their thirties. I was 34, and Jim was 36, and he told me he didn't know if he could handle a child bride. Then he realized he said 'bride' and started stuttering, so I shut him up with a kiss.
..................................................................................
On the third day, Jim stood with the wrangler while he assessed the boys as they rode in anticipation of the cattle drive. The cattle drive was a little grandiose because they were only moving a hundred cows twenty-five miles, with an overnight camp halfway through.
I had just walked up when I heard the wrangler. "You got a couple of good boys there, Jim. They're smart, polite, and catch on quickly. You would not believe the number of spoiled crybabies we get."
"As much as I'd like to take credit, it's all due to their mother."
"Mebbe, but I see the way they listen to you. Their mother is a fine-lookin' woman, and you're one of the best families I've seen. You got something more precious than gold here, son; I hope it lasts a lifetime."
He melted my heart as if I hadn't been in love before. "They're a gift from God, Bob. I wake up every morning thinking I'm the luckiest man alive. Their mother is an absolute treasure, and you can bet every horse you've ever owned or trained there isn't enough explosives invented yet that would ever keep us apart. I want to be able to hold her on our thirtieth anniversary, surrounded by grandchildren, looking for thirty more. Anniversaries, not grandchildren."
Jim went about eight shades of red when he realized I was behind him, while Bob grinned. "Like I said, lucky feller. Ma'am." He tipped his hat and walked off whistling.
"Honey, I..."
The easiest way was my go-to of kissing him, so I did. "I heard every word. Now, I know some things need to be said, and a question and answer needs to be stated. I also know that you won't ask until I'm free and clear, and I'm telling you right now, that question better the first thing out of your mouth before the ink dries on the decree. Understand?"
He did, by the way; he swept me off my feet, literally dangling a foot off the ground until I finally pushed on him. The push was a long time coming, and when we broke, the boys sat their horses next to the fence, grinning. "Not a word," I told them as I flounced off.
The following day I was up before daylight, kissing all my men before they mounted up. The guests, especially the youngsters, wouldn't handle the cattle, but they would ride every inch of the trip beside an experienced rider who would let them do minor things. Jim had a high-resolution camera, and the photos and video lit up my phone from daylight to dark. When they bedded down that evening Jim slipped into the darkness for some adult time. I'd been to the spa, spending the day being pampered while they ate the dust of the trail, and just before we said goodnight, I sent him a photo. "A Brazilian wax. Never do that again, honey, and I'll need a lot of lotion. Do you think you can help me? Good night, babe. I love you."
I drove out to pick them up the next afternoon. They were dirty, Jim was unshaven for the first time I'd ever seen, and they all looked tired, but their smiles made light of it all. Max and Mitch had a lot of stories when they returned to school in the fall. I sent them to the shower as soon as they got back, dragging Jim inside and making sure he was squeaky clean. It took a while, and the boys were sitting there looking all smug when we came out. Jim had discussed his plans regarding all of us, answering as many questions as he could.
"I know I'm not your father, but if things go right, we will be together until you go to college in nine years. Think we can get along?"
Mitch tended to be the spokesman for the pair, and he was grinning. "We know you're not our biological father, but he wasn't around that much when he was still with us. We see you every day, and we're good with that. When you marry Mom, do we get to call you Dad?"
Jim got so choked up he couldn't talk for a second, and they got alarmed. "It would be one of the highest honors I could ever get." He made them shake hands as adults and then returned their hugs as children.
........................................................................
The next month, Simone called me. "I've got a showing at six, but I'm tied up in the condo contracts and can't make it. I know you hate not being on time for dinner with your family, but it shouldn't take long. The guy's supposed to be loaded; this is our most high-end listing. Help me out here, honey."
I didn't like it at all, enjoying the unwinding time where we made dinner as a family and decompressed from the day, but she was my boss, and more importantly, she was my friend, so I said I'd do it.
Driving up the long, winding driveway, I was impressed. It was a two-story with columns across the front, and single-story wings built to give it a U shape. Simone said it was Moorish, brought over from when the Spanish first settled the area, to mimic a courtyard. Over 4,000 feet, with six bedrooms. It had a new, state-of-the-art kitchen, three fireplaces in the master bedroom, and open beams on the ground floor. It had been built by a young investor who believed in Bitcoins a bit too much, and when the pyramid scheme he invested in collapsed, he lost it all.
It sat on seven hundred and fifty acres, part of the original ranch that had been broken up. Simone and an unnamed investor (Jim, I learned much later) bought the properties for pennies on the dollar and were just starting to develop them. Getting there early, I unlocked the massive double-door entrance and walked through it to get a feel for it. I passed through the great room, and noticed a painting on the wall. It seemed so familiar, so I went back and looked again. That was Jim's Kahlo! What was that doing there? Then I heard a noise and turned around to see Simone, Sylvia, and, just behind them, Jim and our children. Yes, I'd mentally dubbed them ours and no one else's.
Before I could speak, the kids rushed me. "Do you like it? It's so cool, Mom! You gotta see the swimming pool! And the barns! Can we get horses? Dad said it would be up to you, so please?"
"Wha..." Well, that was articulate enough. By them, Jim was beside me. "The boys love it, honey, but I bought it for you. Do you like it? It'll be our first and hopefully last house together."
"Ours? We..." Then, befitting the enormity of the situation, I fainted dead away, the first time in my life I had ever done so.
When I revived, I kissed Jim so hard he had bruised lips. He kept stuff like this up, and he was gonna need dentures. Mitch had one hand, Max the other, dragging me all over the house and the backyard while Jim, Simone, and Sylvia followed behind, not bothering to hide their grins. Later, after things had calmed down and we were back home, the questions started.



"Honey, I love the house. Never did I ever think I would live in something that grand. Can we afford it? How high are the payments?"
He teased me a little, telling me not to worry my silly head about it. As a man, he was responsible for providing a home for his family. It pushed all my buttons, and I started swelling up when he kissed me.
"The payments are affordable, honey. Zero dollars a month. I paid cash."
We had only discussed money in generalities. Then I found out Jim was rich. Very rich. The numbers staggered me. When I recovered, we had an earnest talk. "When you ask me the question I've been dying to hear, I want you to know I'm agreeable to a prenup."
He stared at me long enough to make me nervous. "You planning on cheating on me?"
"What! No! If I could reach you right now, I'd slap the hell out of you."
"Well, there you go then. No prenupt. As one, remember. And that, honey, is the end of that discussion. We will never have this conversation again, understand?"
I tried bringing it up twice more, but he just started kissing me and undoing buttons, and after a while, money didn't seem that important.
I snuggled into him later, listening to his quiet breathing as he slept. I thought I'd have a good life married to a doctor, but instead, I'd be married to a very wealthy man who doted on me and my children. This was a fairytale-level romance. Like I told Simone just after I met him, this was something out of my wildest dreams.
...............................................................................
I tried to take the counseling sessions seriously, and I did, but I'd get distracted thinking about the furnishings I wanted for my new house or the car I was getting as a wedding present, and I'd zone out. Joane would call me on it and I'd grin. "I'm fulfilling my obligation here. I was ordered to attend and I am, but no one made official mention about taking it seriously. Please, carry on."
He found out somehow about my new relationship with one of the wealthiest men in the state, and it offended him deeply. "Why are you so mad? Because I found somebody, or because I found a rich somebody? I have to admit it's a burden at times. I've learned to be careful of what I say because it shows up if he even thinks I want something. And my goodness, the fights we have over the boys! He's determined to spoil them, and I try to keep them grounded. Did I mention he bought me a house? He wants to put it in my name and everything so I'll feel more secure in the relationship, or at least he says he will as soon as the divorce is official. I told him not to bother because of his insistence we not have a prenuptial. Over 4,000 square feet, on a lot of acreage. You should see the master bedroom! It's got a fireplace, and there's nothing more romantic than making love in front of a fire. The way the flames flicker over body parts is very erotic! Why.... Oh, sorry. Where were we?"
He got so angry he stormed out. I grinned, looking at Joane. "Still counts," I said. "See you next week."
I went home and told Jim what I'd done, and he laughed until he cried. Then he lit the fireplace. "I'll not have the woman I love tell a lie. Let me help you with that dress." After a furiously intense bout of lovemaking, we relaxed with wine for me and beer for him. The Two Hottest Lesbians In New Mexico, as they called themselves, brought Mitch and Max home, and we enjoyed a very relaxed evening. They had taken the boys riding, and the push for horses was reaching a critical level. We had barns, we had pasture, and what we needed was knowledge. Simone solved that for us, and one day, a Mexican man in his late fifties showed up. He'd made a living off horses since he was a child, but age had caught up with him, and he couldn't handle the physical portion of commercial horse care anymore. After we'd talked for a while, we decided he was perfect. He'd only care for four horses, which wouldn't tax him.
There were a couple of cottages on the ranch, as he called it, and we had one spruced up for him, included with his salary. Our first order to him was to procure a truck big enough to haul a four-horse trailer. We had to stress that it was to be new, and he'd use the truck as his vehicle. Hermando was well-known and respected on both sides of the border, so we also tasked him with finding our horses.
Two weeks went by when he showed up at our door. "I have horses you must see! They are an excellent breed, even-tempered and intelligent. The man is desperate for money, so we must hurry!" The next day, we found ourselves across the border, about fifty miles into Mexico. We led a three-car escort, the trucks and SUV belonging to Hermando's family. "We are a tempting target, Dona Allison. Rich-looking gringos in a brand-new truck are a lot to ignore. My nephews and cousins will see you come to no harm." Two of his relatives were Federales, so the journey was uneventful until we came to the rundown ranch and saw the horses: Paso Fino, midsized horses known for their smooth gait, intelligence, and easy trainability. We'd looked them up on the way to the ranch, and they were beautiful animals with high, pointed ears. The pictures didn't give an inkling of their pure beauty. The Conquistadors had brought them from Spain to the islands, and they slowly spread through Latin America before coming to the States.
These were pedigreed, all the paperwork was in order, and the price was right. They ran from three to eight thousand back home, and these would go on the high end of the range. I was nervous around horses, something the boys teased me unmercifully about, but a little mare, light gray with a white mane, followed me around like a puppy, nuzzling my hand every time I stopped. I looked at Jim, who looked at Hermando, and she was the first one in the trailer. Hernando strongly suggested we pick up a young stallion, jet black and almost twice the size of the mare; then we picked another bay mare and a chestnut gelding the boys liked.
There was a furious exchange between Hermando and the owner. His eyes opened, and he cornered Jim for another intense conversation. Before Jim nodded, Hermando grinned and then turned with a scowl at the owner. Forty minutes passed before they shook hands. His wranglers had loaded our purchases, and after we crossed the border, I asked what all the furious back-and-forth was about.
"The rancher made bad decisions and got into debt with some less than scrupulous people, Senora. Patron bought the whole herd for 2400 dollars each. Most of those will go for as much as five thousand, some more."
"How many did we buy, sweetie?"
Jim looked uncomfortable for a second before taking a deep breath. "Thirty-seven. We also bought a small herd of thirty-five or forty Longhorns when they haze them out of the brush."
"Are we cattle barons now?"
He saw I wasn't angry and kissed my cheek. "No baby, we're not. We're opportunists. Our land will easily support many animals, most of which will be gone in six months."
There were way too many animals for Hermando, so we told him to advertise for temporary help. A week later, one of his younger cousins showed up, and things calmed down. As time passed, we had to hire a crew, all under Hermando's watchful eye.
...............................................................
I thought about how angry the ex had gotten when I told him about the fireplace and decided to make a game out of it. I waited until the session was almost two-thirds over, making a production of shifting uncomfortably every few minutes. Joane fell for the routine. "Are you all right?"
"I'm just a little sore." I looked at X, as I now thought of him, not just ex, but X. "I'm afraid my grease monkey finally got oil on the sheets."
He was smirking when I delivered the punch line. "Not to worry though, I hear Astroglide washes right out. That's right, last night, I conquered the final frontier. He's a lot bigger than you, X, and it hurt! Then it started feeling good. I had an orgasm from it. Is that normal?"
X used to joke about anal sex, calling it Ass, The Final Frontier. I firmly told him that it would never happen while we were married. And it didn't happen with Jim, either. He'd never expressed any interest in it. On reflection, if he'd wanted it, he could have had it because I knew him to be a considerate lover who would never give me pain.
X went into the expected rant, and Joane couldn't stop him before time ran out. I made sure he heard me ask Joane if I could bring a pillow to the next session as he stomped out. Even if it was Joane, she didn't want me to come to harm. "You need to be really careful antagonizing him, Allison. He's become more unstable, and even if he knows it's over, he's getting increasingly desperate."
"He's got his little honey. He'll be fine."
"But he doesn't. She moved out of the apartment and back in with her mother, and she'd be happy to see him burn so he doesn't go around them. He's alone now, and his psyche demands validation."
I grinned. "Sucks to be him, huh? Two more sessions and it won't be our problem anymore. Get your report ready."
She sighed. "It's already written. I'd stop now, but the Judge insisted on ten, so ten it is."
Jim made it a habit to drive me back and forth to the sessions, sitting in the parking garage until I texted him that I was coming down. I always waited at least fifteen minutes before I came out of the building and jumped into the car. X was watching one night but couldn't get to me in time.
He had barely sat down the next session before asking who had picked me up the last time. I looked him dead in the eyes and told him it was an Uber. He snorted. "I've never seen an Uber driver with a vintage Jaguar convertible."
"I guess the job pays well. As pleasant as this aside is, can we get back to boring me to tears while you beg and whine? If you'd tape it, look how much time we could save. I tell you what, I'll record my responses, and we can play them back while we play on our phones or something." Even dour-faced Joane cracked a smile at that.
"It would make my life easier, but why don't we pretend we're having a dialogue for a change."
I thought about it for a second and decided to give it a go. "Okay. I'll go first with my list. One: When did you decide fucking around on your family was acceptable behavior? Two: did you seriously think when your 'child bride' rolled up preggers, I'd take it calmly? Three: If you want back so badly, why haven't you tried to see your children? It might interest you to know they don't ask about you anymore and very little when we first split. Four: If for one second you think..."
Joane stopped me. "That's very good, Alison. Let's start with the first one. Why did you stray outside your marriage, Richard?"
He went bright red for a second before responding. "I didn't mean to! It just happened."
"I call bullshit on that. Hurricanes and earthquakes happen, and even then, there are warnings. No, this was a slow and steady seduction on your part. She didn't just show up naked one day and fall on your cock. There had to be a little flirting, innocent coffees, lunches, then dinners, making her feel more comfortable. You probably gave her a yard of bull about how your wife didn't understand you and ignored your feelings, and you'd be divorced soon. At least you got that right. If it 'just happened', why did it keep happening? By her own admission, she'd slept with you for over nine months before she got pregnant. How did you think this would turn out once the truth was out?"
Joane let the silence hang before prompting him. "Well, respond, Dick."
That was his name, Richard, but everyone at the hospital referred to him as Dr. Dick. The man was not universally loved, especially by the nurses. He slumped a little, starting to realize he was wasting his time. "I didn't think! I figured it would run its' course, and you would never know."
"So then, that would have been it when it was over? You'd have been true and faithful from then to the end?"
"Absolutely! I...."
I made a siren noise. "Sorry, X, my bullshit meter just went off. If you'd gotten away with it once, it would have been a matter of time until you found a new woman. Look, it's over. Why don't we call it now and skip next week? You live your life. I'll live with my rich new husband, on my new ranch, in my new house, happily ever after. I may even get a new car out of the deal."
He started ranting again, so Joane called it. It seems even she was tired of his bullshit.
......................................................
This was it, the final session. I hoped to be a free agent within a month. Jim drove in the car he'd restored for me. He gave me advice as we rode. "Don't say anything, honey. Answer him with platitudes and bullshit, and smile. It's just sixty minutes, and then you're free."
"You're wrong, my man. I'll never be free again; I'll be with the right partner."
He parked in an out-of-the-way spot in the garage, and we made out like demons until it was time to go in. I showed up with my hair mussed, my makeup smeared, and a top button missing from my blouse. Joane tried to hide a smile while Dr. Dick fumed.
It was a long hour. He cried, begged, and made promises he could never keep, but I just sat there and hummed the theme song to the old Roy Rogers show. "Happy trails to you..."
Then Joane called time. "I'll file my report tomorrow. Alison and Richard, you'll receive notification from the court when the papers are ready. I wish you both the best of luck in the future. If you need me going forward, make an appointment."
I shook her hand. Ultimately, she tried to prepare him for the inevitable, but it didn't take. "Goodbye, Joane."
I turned to Dr. Dick, grinning. "Happy trails, motherfucker."
He screamed at me while I dashed out the door, desperately looking for Jim. He'd moved closer, and as I approached the car, I saw him down on one knee, holding out what could only be described as a rock.
"Alison, will you..."
"I screamed out "YES," amazed at how it echoed off the walls. People looked and smiled as I knocked him to the ground, kissing everything I could reach. I finally jumped up and demanded the keys to my wedding present, a silver 1969 Camero Z28. I adjusted the seat, reaching into the back to grab my Stetson, putting it at precisely the right angle. He had on a matching black hat.
As I pulled to the exit, the engine rumbled and reverberated off the walls. God or Karma must have had a sense of humor because Dick and Joane had just come out. I hit the horn, screamed out, "Hi-yo, Silver, away!" just as I got level with them, raising my left hand so they could see the ring, even if it was slightly obscured by my middle finger, and fishtailed onto the pavement, right in front of a cop.
She must have thought we were on drugs over the way we were laughing. She grinned when she heard the story and wrote me a warning ticket, laughing as she returned to her cruiser.
..........................................................................................
And we lived happily ever after, right?
Of course, we did, but life had a few more curveballs for us. Simone's birthday came up, and we held a party at the ranch. There were about twenty people there, just her close circle of friends. It must have driven her crazy over the looks she was getting, and the boys giggled every time she looked at them. When it came time for presents, she got some very nice gifts, and the boys hovered, making sure their gift was last.
It was a big red bow. An empty red bow. They grabbed her up, tugging her to the barn. I gave her a big kiss and told her to pick a horse, and it was hers. She started crying and cried harder when I told her Sylvia had a bow as well, even though her birthday wasn't for another two months. It took them almost an hour to decide, the time filled with the guests giving their opinions. and there were some true horse people in attendance. Finally, they decided on a pair of matching Palamino mares.
They had to hold each other up as they returned to the house. We had one more thing to give them: keys to the house and the code for the gate so they could come and go as they pleased. Simone chose Max, so Sylvia grabbed Mitch, kissing them until they were covered in lipstick, which got them a lot of ribbing, but they refused to wash it off until everyone had left.
We had long ago designated a bedroom in one off the wings as theirs, because if there were two lovers more vocal than they were, I never wanted to hear them. I'd caught them in the barn a month ago, Sylvia splayed out on a blanket over a bed of hay, and she was screaming. "Get that long tongue of yours all the way up my cunt, you pussy lickin' bitch! Get those fingers working, my ass isn't going to ream itself. Damn, did you forget where the G spot is on a pussy? Work it, bitch, work it!"
I couldn't help up and started laughing, literally screaming. Both heads popped up, then Slyvia pushed Simone's head back down. "Hi Allison! We came over to ride and I decided to ride her tongue first. A little privacy please, unless you'd like to join us. Know what a Daisy chain is?"
"Thank you for that kind offer, Syl, but I have to go start dinner. It'll be about an hour; think you'll be done with your 'ride' by then? Steaks on the grill, if you're interested."
"I like mine like I like my pussy! Pink! We'll see you then!"
I walked out of the barn to run into Hermando. "I wouldn't go in there for a while, if I were you. Steaks tonight, Tio. Don't make me send the boys after you."
He grinned, so I had a feeling he knew what was happening in the barn, touched his hat brim, and assured me he would be there. I told Jim about the incident, and he grinned at them all during dinner.
"Have a nice ride?"
Simone went bright red while Sylvia smiled. "The best I've had in years. Must be because I was outdoors."
That's when they were moved to the wing. I didn't need Max and Mitch hearing that at such a young age.
...............................................
Just after our first anniversary, we got an unusual guest. There was a small sedan waiting outside our gate, and when I pulled up, a young woman got out, holding a little girl. It took a second before recognition dawned on me. It was my ex's baby mamma. She held up her hand before I started talking.
"Please know I only came here because I'm desperate. Do you know where your ex-husband is? He stopped paying support three months ago."
I sighed. It was a typical Dr. Dick move. He'd stopped paying me eight months ago. After the second month, I talked it over with Jim and he shrugged his shoulders. "My advice? Do nothing. Just because he's not paying doesn't mean he doesn't owe, it will just accumulate as past due, and if he ever decides to get cute somewhere down the line this can be your default. You certainly don't need the money, honey. Just in case, we'll ask Dave the next time he's over."
Dave was Superior Court Judge David Martin. He was also a neighbor, and we'd met him and his wife, Sue, after we'd bought the Paso Fino horses and cattle. He owned two thousand acres two parcels over from us and showed up on horseback, trotting up to the barn in a flannel shirt, jeans, and boots, with a real ten-gallon hat. His wife was dressed the same, but she wore a hat more like mine.
"Howdy, neighbors! I'm Dave. This is my wife, Sue. We heard you got some stock and thought we'd come over. We're looking for a horse for our daughter and heard good things about the breed. Have you got a minute to show some?"
We welcomed them with cold tea and warm cookies, visiting an hour before walking to the corral. We kept the best there, eight of the prettiest horses man had ever seen. Hermando and his helper kept them shining like new pennies, and I saw her eyes widen. Hermando came over and, after a brief conversation in Spanish, had the three he thought would best suit his needs brought out.



They conferred in hushed whispers, and he turned to us. "Can you hold the chestnut until this weekend? I think Chrissie will love him, but it will be her decision."
I answered for us, "Bring her by any time. We'll be here all weekend. Just out of curiosity, how did you get past the gate?"
Sue giggled. "We didn't come down the road, sugar; we took the Neighbor Trail."
Of course, we had no idea what she was talking about, and they urged us to saddle up. Then, they took us on a series of trails that skirted the properties of the broken-up ranch. It had been eighteen thousand acres at one time. Our tract was the smallest, and a couple had over 3,000 acres. They introduced us to people who were available, talking up our horses and the longhorns. That generated a lot of interest, and a few asked to come along when they picked out the horse.
Jim grinned, happy to meet new people. "Come over about four, and bring an appetite. We'll eat after you look over the livestock."
I obsessed the rest of the week, having a professional service scrub the place from top to bottom. Pestering Sue, I found out what most of them liked and took the easy way out: steaks and chicken on the grill, with fresh, in-season veggies and desserts featuring banana pudding and fresh coconut cakes.
They were my favorite growing up in Georgia, and I learned at the knees of both grandmothers.
The boys were excited to meet more kids as well. Chrissie turned out to be thirteen, and they were almost eleven by now and awed when they met her. She was a blond pixie with an already developing body, and she'd be a beauty when she filled out. There were a surprising number of children. Besides Chrissie, there were four more girls and three boys close to the same age, six more that looked to be seven or eight, and a four-year-old girl. Three babies were just under a year old, and the mothers arrived in a shining buggy with a fringed top.
I hoped they admired the horses, the house, and us a little. Sue had told them we had a pool, and the kids were in it almost immediately. Two younger couples stripped down to trunks and modest swimsuits and watched them like hawks. The meal was most enjoyable. Jim manned the grill with help from Dave, and the ladies plated the sides.
The babies never hit the ground, going from mother to mother until they were all down for naps. The four-year-old attached herself to me, and I carefully cut her steak, watching her like a hawk. Vivian was her mother, and she said she enjoyed the time off. A tear rose, and she noticed it.
"Jim wanted a daughter, but something happened when I had the boys, and I can't conceive anymore. It is the greatest regret of my life."
Viv and another mother, an older woman, cuddled me momentarily, and the older one grinned. "I sit on a couple of boards, and one concerns adoption. They don't have to be home-grown, you know."
I'd never considered adoption but decided on the spot to bring it up the next time Jim and I were alone.
Now, there are two hitching rails on the shady side of our barn and two more on the sunny side. Where the horses were hitched depended on the season. The boys ride almost every day, and it's nothing to get a call from a neighbor telling us they were feeding them. We returned the favor, and our table could sometimes be quite busy. Of course, we worried, but they were all level-headed kids and responsible adults. I was a little concerned when I found out Chrissie carried a 20-gauge pump shotgun in case of snakes or rabid animals. Mitch was keen on the idea, Max not so much, and Jim took them to the range several times. We promised that when they turned thirteen, we'd talk about it. Most would take a dim view, but this was the West, with wide open spaces. I didn't know, but Jim had gotten Rodrigo, Hermando's young cousin, to ghost them occasionally. He'd watched them, and so far, nothing had happened, But I was just glad for them to have a guardian angel, especially one that carried a rifle and a big automatic.
................................................................................
I just grunted, telling her to come up to the house. Her baby was almost three and cute as a button, but she was small for her age. I got her mom a glass of water, noting how the child looked at the fruit basket we kept on the counter. "Would you like some milk or fruit juice, honey?"
She looked at her mother, who nodded her head. I took her hand and led her to the fridge, letting her choose. Soon, she had a cold glass of milk and a leftover snack board from our last gathering. I told her she could have all she wanted but to go slow or no dessert. She looked at the offers solemnly before choosing some ham and cheese wedges.
While I watched her eat, I spoke to her mother. "I'm afraid I can't help you. It's been eight months since the last time I heard from him, and just sharing here, that's how far behind he is in my child support. As far as I can remember, he moved to Dallas. I have the address of the office he works out of here somewhere. Give me a second."
The tears fell again. "Don't bother. It's the same address I had, and when I called, they told me he had quit abruptly and left. They told me to send an address for his last check if he was in touch. The guy felt bad for me, and while he didn't outright tell me, he hinted there had been a pregnancy scandal, and the woman was married."
"That man should be on a poster in every doctor's office in the country, advertising vasectomies." I noticed the sheer desperation in her expression.
"Are you all right?"
That question broke the dam. She'd had a job, going to community college part-time while her mother watched the baby. Then, Mom met someone, and it got serious. She married him and moved to Colorado. Her husband made it plain she wasn't invited along. She had to quit school, but she was doing all right between child support and her job. Then, her plant closed and moved overseas; now, the child support was gone. She went on public assistance and was promised the next available apartment, and they were living in a shelter now. She was crying in my arms by the time she was done, and I petted her. I'd never really blamed her for the end of my marriage; she was just a gullible child in the hands of a predator, and now her life was in ruin.
The boys came home, wondering, and I took the bull by the horns. "Boys, this is your little sister, Emily. Emily, these are your big brothers." She had no idea what I was talking about, and the boys were stunned. They went into the living room to give us some privacy. Emily had gotten full by then, so she shuffled into the living room behind them. I could hear her little voice as we talked. I knew they would never be mean to her, and they had a little experience with children that age, thanks to our neighbors.
Making a decision I hoped I wouldn't regret; I turned to Abbie. "Look around you, Abbie. My husband has more money than many small countries, giving me everything I want without hesitation. I'm going to hire a firm to find our deadbeat parent and make his life miserable. He'll either catch up with child support or go to jail and still have to pay it."
Her tears fell again. "Thank you! Thanks for listening and helping. I must leave now to make it back to the shelter before they close the doors."
"You're staying here tonight and for the near future until we get you sorted out. I don't want to hurt your feelings, but I do it more for Emily than you. She is, after all, the sister to my sons. We'll look around, find you a decent apartment, and give you money until you're on your feet again. Please don't argue with me; you'll lose and waste time. Come along now, and I'll show you your room. The boys can watch their sister."
Abigail must have submissive tendencies because she followed along without a word. Sticking my head in the living room, I told them I'd return shortly. Max grinned. "Okay, Mom. We're going to take Emily to see the horses."
Abbie looked panicked, and I laughed. "All right then. Don't let King eat her, okay?" King was our black stallion.
"Will she be all right?"
"My sons are good boys. No harm will come to her. Here we are. Why don't you get your things and put them away?" Pausing, I looked over my shoulder at her. "Abbie, I, we, are not monsters. You don't have to worry about anything as long as you're with us. When you get settled, come to the kitchen and help me with supper."
Jim had gone to one of his shops to fire a manager. His accountants had caught him juggling the books. He was bringing over an assistant manager from another branch he thought deserved a shot at running it all, and he had to introduce him to the staff. He told me later no one seemed to be saddened by the sudden departure of their manager because he was a bit of an asshole.
He'd returned while I showed Abbie her room, and he and the kids came in, the little girl firmly in his arms. The boys had filled him in, and he looked at me with a raised eyebrow. "Later," I mouthed as I got out the ingredients for a pizza. Max had talked us into installing a pizza oven on the patio, and while the first few attempts differed from parlor quality, they had gotten progressively better. Mitch grinned. "Pizza night!"
He went out to get the oven going. It was gas-fueled, although we had seriously been considering the idea of a clay oven. A local company built them for you on-site. They even offered designs in the clay, and the boys were leaning hard towards a turtle. Jim grinned and showed me one shaped like a breast, including a nipple. "We should get a set." I shot that idea down pretty fast.
It had a side effect we hadn't counted on. The smell seemed to waft out in all directions, and soon, horses would be at our hitching racks. Tonight, it was Chrissie, Tim, and Alana. I laughed when they came in and told them to call their parents. They didn't know Abbie and were quiet around her, but they snatched Emily up. Alana and Chrissie helped Emily put together their pizza, giggling as she seemed to smear the ingredients on everything but the dough. Soon enough, she was gorged and out like a rock. I asked Chrissie to tell her dad to call us, so later that night, the phone rang, and I took it out on the patio so little ears couldn't hear.
He was a little stunned we sheltered her but told us he'd get an appointment with a firm that specialized in that sort of thing. Then he told me to keep an eye out for another horse. They were getting another child for the summer, their niece. I knew from talking to Sue they planned to keep her; her sister had passed in a car accident, and the father was struggling. Sue confided that he wasn't the most responsible of parents, and in her opinion, he'd never come back at the end of the summer. She was eleven, so she'd fit right in with the pack.
...........................................................................
Abbie stayed quiet initially, but Emily tried taking over the household, bossing her brothers relentlessly while they'd grin and tickle her. She would follow Jim and me around when we were home, asking questions relentlessly. Jim and I talked about her one night in bed: "The kid's smart. She needs to get tested. I bet her IQ is off the charts." I secretly thought her brains must have come from her grandparents.
At four months, Abbie was ready to move out. We had found Dr. Dick working out of a clinic in Tijuana. People flocked across the border for services because they were cheaper there, but Dr. Dick had found his niche and had developed high-end clientele, so he was making way more money than back home. Unfortunately, the U.S. and Mexico have a reciprocating agreement, and Dr. Dick was forced to pay up. The lawyer we hired said his rant was epic when he got the news. I had him representing Abbie, and I wasn't mentioned, or he would have been screaming louder. He had to pay back support with interest within three months, and the Judge made sure he knew the Mexican justice system was not happy with deadbeat fathers.
Abbie asked Jim and me to speak to her privately, and we knew what it was about. "I've had a lot of time to think and concluded I'm not a very good mother. I want the best for Emily, and I will never be able to give it to her. Do you think..."
I stopped her. Jim and I had discussed it, and while we liked Emily, there were no parental feelings for her. I tried to let her down easily, explaining that we felt we weren't ready for another child, but if she was interested, I had an alternative that ensured Emily would have the very best of lives. Simone and Sylvia spent about every third weekend with us to ride and relax, and they were very taken with the child, monopolizing her when she was around. Emily clicked with them, so she'd run to them first if they were around and cry when they left.
They had been married for over a year, and Sylvia confessed to me she had gotten 'broody' every time she played with Emily, so I hit them with my idea. "Abbie is never going to be the parent she needs to be; honestly, she's still a child. She's expressed how she regrets getting pregnant, not going to college, or finding the right man. There have been some pretty pointed hints about how much better off Emily would be with someone who could give her a stable life. Think about it."
I thought Simone would be a hard sell, but when I presented the proposition to them, she melted into Sylvia's arms and cried for ten minutes before sitting up. "I refuse to get my hopes up, but if it happens, she has to agree to terminate all parental rights and allow us to adopt her."
So, when Abbie brought it up, I brought them on, and they sat in our living room and hammered it out. Abbie was willing to give her up, and though she didn't ask for anything, they agreed to enroll her in college (a college across the state) and pay for her education and housing with a new car and a living allowance until she graduated. Sylvia strongly warned her this wasn't a blank check; she had to attend and get passing grades, or the agreement was voided, and she didn't get Emily back. She would also get $25,000 as a graduation present. I chimed in, trying to sweeten the pot.
"You'll never pay a dime for car service and maintenance. Take it to one of Jim's shops, and we'll handle the bill. We'll also agree to a matching graduation present if you keep your GPA over 2.5. This is the best outcome for all of us, Abbie. Think about it."
She did, and over the next few months, Em stayed with her aunties more and more until she was there four to five days a week. They'd let her pick a room in their condo and pored through furniture stores and online until they had just the right mix for a room that was a young girl's dream.
Dave helped Abbie get the right lawyer, and we paid. The day came, and Abbie sat with Emily, hugging her as tears threatened to leak. She told her Mommy was going off to college, and little girls couldn't go, so she would stay with Simone and Sylvia until college was over. Emily was confused and upset, but after a couple of weeks, she was firmly ensconced as a pampered daughter of two loving parents. In six months, she called Sylvia Mommy and Simone Mom. In another year, she was fluent in Spanish and English, tested and certified at a genius level, and proudly carried the name Gomez.
Abbie never came back.
.................................................
Max and Mitch were fourteen, and though they carried the genes of Dr. Dick, they carried Jim's heart. He taught them how to be honorable men as much as he could. They had finally gotten to carry his last name because I waited until it would have been impossible to catch up with his child support, tracked him down, and gave him an option. Pay up, not pay up and go to jail, or sign over parental rights, and all will be forgiven. He'd already done it for Emily and jumped at the offer. It didn't help him much; the woman from Dallas had him on the hook for the son he'd sired while he was there and two more children from Mexico, from different mothers. Why he never got the snip would always be a mystery to me.
We had a six-car garage/workshop built to hold Silver, as I called my Camaro, Jim's 64 Jag, a New Lincoln SUV for family transportation, and two '68 Fastback Mustangs that Jim and the boys worked on slowly because Jim wanted them to learn the value of sweat equity. The plan was to finish the mechanical elements before they turned sixteen and then turn them over to the upholsterer and paint shop. Max wanted red, and Mitch went with green.
The neighbors next to us decided to move back east and put their ranch up for sale. They never quite fit in, and although they came to the barbecues, they were standoffish and didn't like horses. It was 1200 acres, and we bought it because he gave us a really good price if we closed as quickly as possible.
We inspected the house and outbuildings for structural integrity. I took the lead because my real estate background taught me what to look for. I still kept my license and worked part-time. The buildings were sound and well-maintained, and they must have been minimalists because furniture was almost completely lacking in the house. One of the larger buildings was locked up, but I inspected the outside, and it passed muster, so we bought it.
They left the lawyer's office abruptly after the papers were signed and the transfer was complete. We paid in cash, another reason we got an outstanding deal: buying the property for about 60% of what was valued for taxes. A month later, the IRS called and asked if they could talk to us. The agent assured us it wasn't about our taxes, and they wanted to know if we knew where the former owners went. Over coffee, Jim and I explained we were like most of their neighbors; we knew them but didn't know them, describing their cold manner and refusal to join us in social gatherings. They asked if they could inspect the property, saying they could get a warrant if they had to, but again, explaining it had nothing to do with us.
It had sat empty since they left, so we had yet to learn what they were looking for, but I met them at nine the following day with all the keys. They looked the house over first, running wands over everything to see if electronics could be detected.
Then, they inspected the empty barn, the garage, and most of the outbuildings. We came to the one I hadn't been able to get into, and you could almost see their ears perk up.
I permitted them to break the locks, and they left me outside with an agent while the other three searched it. There was a lot of hushed conversation, and the lead agent came over. "Ma'am, we'll have to tape this building off until we get more technical experts to analyze what we've found."
I pushed the issue, and they let me inside, stressing I was to touch nothing. The interior had been redesigned into a mini film studio, and there were sex and dungeon-type items. There was a flogging horse, a couple of X-frames, one capable of rotating, a Sybian, a rack, chains fixed to the walls and ceiling, and all kinds of tools in cases and along one wall. I recognized a lot of the everyday things, vibrators, dildos, butt plugs, paddles, assorted types of handcuffs and shackles, whips, and a whole bunch of stuff I didn't recognize and had a feeling I didn't want to know the purpose of. There were also large mirrors that could be moved around, and in one corner, on a dais, was a chair that looked suspiciously like a throne.
There were also high-quality cameras in the room, one running on a track and able to be operated remotely, three more in the ceiling that gave a birds-eye view of the whole interior, and a lot of recording equipment with half-finished content still on it. The head of the IRS contingent looked grim.
"It's as we thought." This was a porn studio, and the content we've acquired is both gross and illegal. They'd grab girls off the street and bring them here. After ten or twelve films, they would disappear. These guys were very professional and made sure everyone they abducted was over 18 and without close family. Our tip came when a guy was sent to the Philippines by his company and went with his host to a bar where porn was playing in private rooms. He recognized one of the girls, the daughter of an acquaintance who had been missing for eight months.



Without raising suspicions, he managed to get a copy, sending it straight to the local police department. They saw what was happening and realized they didn't have the resources to pursue the investigation, and turned it over to the FBI because of possible kidnapping inclinations. It took them months to work through the shell companies to establish ownership of the videos.
They found fourteen more women had been reported missing over three years."
He paused to get over the revulsion he was feeling. "Anyway, someone must have tipped them off. We were snooping around, and they sold out and disappeared; the FBI is almost sure they've fled the country, which led to us chasing them for tax fraud, among other things. We want these guys. Most of the movies were extreme BDSM, just short of snuff films."
I walked out, stood in the shade of a tree, and heaved until nothing was left but air. These people had been neighbors! They'd been to my house and the houses of my friends! I tried to throw up again when I flashed back to a memory of Eric paying what I thought was too much attention to Chrissie at a pool party. His wife noticed, whispered to him, and he exited the pool. They left soon afterward. I always thought Lisa looked just a little too mercenary to me. Every conversation we had ended with money. I was very careful to talk in the broadest of terms and caught her looking at Jim's art.
"Do you like them? They're all reproductions Jim has picked up here and there. I don't think we could afford originals, even if we could find them."
She may have bought it, but she never mentioned it again.
.........................................................................................
The house had sat empty since we purchased it. They moved so fast they left their furniture, and looking back, that should have been a tell that something was off. It was tacky and cheap, and looking at it from a real estate perspective, I knew I would give it away to charity and have a professional bring in pieces and stage them before I showed it.
Their leader was a forty-ish-looking man named Stevens. He was in decent shape and good-looking, but he had troubled eyes. I had wondered about it since we'd been introduced. Now I knew why. When he told me he would be getting warrants to search the house, buildings, and grounds, I told him not to bother because we would give him permission in writing.
"You have no idea how refreshing that is to us, but we're going to get them anyway, just to make sure if we find anything, everything is kosher. Please instruct your family and friends to stay away."
I promised to tell Jim and Dave what was going on. Dave was really grim, but it seemed he already knew some of it through the judicial hotline. Then he asked a question that sent me into a minor panic:
"Wonder where his hands went?"
I immediately called Stevens, describing the two men. "The one called Reb is a blond guy, really tall and muscled. The black man was called Rhett. He shaved his head and seemed to be a bodybuilder."
"We found some recordings that indicate they were his male stars. The couple sometimes participated as well. The wife seemed to lean towards lesbianism, while the husband was bi-sexual. It's some pretty disgusting stuff. We've sent photos of the men to the FBI and the TSA for facial recognition. In the meantime, keep a good eye out; you may want to keep your kids closer. We'll contact you if I find anything I can tell you."
The next day, I found myself in the gun shop at the range we belonged to, shopping for defensive weapons. Mike walked me through a few choices he thought would be good for me, and I settled on a revolver chambered in.327. Basically, it was a little brother to the.357 and just as powerful at close range. They even had purses with special holsters available, and I bought two. Jim bought a little, barely legal shotgun with a pistol grip front and back. It only held four, but he bought a few different shells besides the standard buckshot. All were three-inch magnums with brass casings. He already had a big.45 automatic. Luckily, we only used them at the range.
I thought long and hard and ended up buying two Bond Arms. They specialized in derringers, but the ones I bought looked like small automatics. They only held two shells and could be loaded with.45s or.410 shotgun shells. I also bought two small holsters that had loops for four more shells.
I had the Rangemaster work with me, and after an adjustment, I could do well with my revolver. I shot the Bond Arms, and he gave me good advice: "This is called a belly gun, designed for very close range. Don't try to aim unless you put pistol shells in it. Let them get close and point. It would end very badly for them."
Jim seemed reluctant, but he finally agreed the boys could carry the pistols when they rode. They were responsible young men who had completed two gun-safety courses and belonged to the school shooting team. Hey, it was still New Mexico. Of course, the caliber of choice was.22s, small but accurate. And a competition rifle could cost a fortune.
Jim had taken them out of public school after a scandal broke in their junior high. It seems the principal had a 'rooster in the henhouse' mentality and had affairs with seven teachers in the last three years, and when one husband discovered it, the dominoes fell. Add to that a drug scandal that had one of the custodians dealing drugs to thirteen-year-olds, and the school almost closed. The private school was fifteen miles from our house, and a van picked up most of the kids in the neighborhood and delivered them home unless they had some after-school function scheduled. It costs $45,000 a year per student, and Jim didn't bat an eye when he wrote the checks.
There were probably 120 students total, so they didn't field regular sports teams, hence things like the shooting team. They also had golf teams, tennis teams, and things that didn't take large groups. Chrissie was a beast on the tennis court, and college scouts were already watching her. There were a couple of people on the golf teams who were being watched closely as well. The sore spot was the swim team until the twins hit the school. My boys could swim like otters and swam for a year before deciding it was too time-intensive and moving to the shooting team. Max was talking about playing golf if he could get a little better and was taking private lessons. We usually played as a family every two weeks, and the boys would go with Jim every chance they got.
The vans that picked students up had two adults, the driver and a guard. Most of the children, anyway, had very wealthy parents.
We gave them the pistols with the admonition, "This is for protection in case of rattlesnakes or rabid animals or anything else that poses a threat to you or to your friends. We expect you to show judgment."
They took the warnings to heart. They had been riding with Chrissie and Alana when Alana's horse stepped on a rattlesnake. He bit the horse, sending Alana flying out of the saddle and knocking her out. Chrissie slid off her saddle, pulled her shotgun out of the sheath, and blew the snake's head off. They got Alana up. Fortunately, all that happened was getting the wind knocked out of her, and she doubled up with Mitch while they trailed her horse. It was down when they caught up with it, and one leg was swollen. Mitch had been on the phone to us as soon as it happened, and we roared up in a big UTV while Rodrigo, hearing the shots, got there almost as fast. Alana was sobbing, knowing nothing could be done for her horse. A vet might have saved her if he got her in time, but she had blindly run over a bank, and her back left leg was hanging funny.
Rodrigo urged us to take Alana to the house, planning to wait until we left to end the suffering for the horse, but Alana was a Western girl to the end, so we backed up a little to give them privacy. She was petting her neck when Rod put a round through her heart, ending her pain. Then he helped Alana get the saddle and bridle off her mare, throwing them on the truck bed, and she sat staring into space all the way home.
Her parents were at the house ten minutes after we got there, and Alana melted into her mother's arms, wailing like her heart was broken because it was. They took her home an hour later, and the next week, her father trotted into the yard and asked Rodrigo to take a ride with him. They were gone for an hour before they shook hands, and he left. The man had offered him a reward for how he helped Alana, but he refused to take it. Three days later, a top-of-the-line vaquero saddle showed up, complete with a bridle encrusted in silver boss. It was a formal occasion saddle, not a working saddle, which impressed Hermano and Rodrigo tremendously.
Alana was Hispanic. Her parents had inherited money and built it carefully until they were the third wealthiest of all our neighbors. I thought about that for a bit. Another set of our neighbors was Hispanic, and Tim's parents were black, but I don't think any of us gave serious attention to their skin colors. They were just the kids; we all treated them like our own.
Anyway, the boys learned what a weapon could do that day.
..................................................
Jim got Rodrigo out at the barn and told him he was relieved of livestock duty. Instead, he was to spend the time patrolling the ranches. We'd had a meeting with the other parents, explaining the situation. They told Rodrigo to find two more people he could trust so they could patrol more areas, asking him to get men with sense and good temper. Over the next few days, I noticed that every time I saw Hernando, he wore an old single-action Colt in a cross-draw. I never said a word, asking him to find a couple more hands to help with the ranch work.
Our plan to get rid of the horses came to nothing. In fact, we added to the herd through shrewd purchases engineered by Hermando and natural increase. My little mare had a foal fathered by the big black we'd picked up at the same time, a grey colt with her coat and the promise of the size of his sire.
When we added the other ranch, we increased our Longhorn herd and added some modern breeds, carefully separated, although occasionally a bull would slip the paddocks, resulting in some interesting crossbreeds. Then we purchased some Scottish Highland cattle, small animals with shaggy coats.
Twelve cows and two bulls were split to take advantage of breeding possibilities.
I had tamed a few cows to the point they would stand still to be petted, and every time we had Emily, it was hard to keep her away from them. Simone and Sylvia were considering getting another child, a boy, if possible. They would both tease me about getting Jim to do it so they could have one naturally, just to watch me turn red.
"Two words. Sperm Bank. Discussion closed." They would laugh hysterically and pet me until I calmed down, saying the possibility of Jim going along with that was slightly less than finding Bigfoot, the Loch Ness monster, and an honest politician arriving together in a UFO.
I filled them in on our situation after Emily had passed out on top of Max, snoring a little. She loved tussling with her brothers. We walked down to the barn, and I told them everything. "Damn it! We were going to try to talk you into selling us the house and a couple hundred acres, but now, every time I pass the place, I get shivers."
"Well, if it makes any difference, I don't think anything went on in the house, and as soon as the feds leave and give me the all-clear, I'm having a demolition crew come in and raze it to ground. Then I'll plant grass where it stood and try to get it out of my memory."
"They have any clue where the girls they used are?"
"No, they just came, were around for about a month, and disappeared. I get sick of imagining what might have happened to them."
............................................................
Then I found out what happened to some of them, and I really got sick. Their audit had ended, and the house and grounds were thoroughly searched when one of the agents asked for a cadaver dog. They called me, telling me to ensure the kids were off the trails for at least four days, and I passed it on. The agent had found blood underneath the carpet they were using as soundproofing, pulling it back and seeing large splatters on the wall. Scientific analysis told them there were three different splatters from three different people. It was a lot of blood.
If our group had been concerned before, now we were downright terrified. The Sheriff's Department helped, following the dogs on horseback, systematically working small grids, when one of the dogs 'struck', freezing on a section of ground and refusing to move. Ten days of careful digging found the remains of eight different women. Most of them were identified by dental work, but one they exhumed had no teeth. Seemed they were systemically pulled with pliers over several days to increase the impact. Most clips and full movies they found on the dark web were brutal. By the time they were done with the girls, they were mindless shells, and they disposed of them, killing them and burying them on remote parts of the ranches.
Arrest warrants were issued for the couple and their helpers, but they had disappeared. Research pointed to Thailand, a non-extraditable nation.
When they finally released the house and grounds, we held a gathering, including the fire department and every one of the landowners. They watched as Jim and I set fire to the house, staying for hours to watch it burn. I lived up to what I told Simone and Sylvia, burning a million dollars' worth of construction to the ground. Two weeks later, all that remained were scars on the land, planted in grass and covered by straw.
No one knew what to do with the remains of the girls; they were all without family, something that made them easy targets, and no one claimed them. The whole group stepped in, having them cremated.
Jim donated three acres on our ranch, a knoll that faced the rising sun, and we buried them while a Rabbi, a Methodist minister, and a Catholic priest gave last rights according to their religion of record. It was a sunny summer morning, and I felt the sun on my back as the services were held. Our whole group attended, and almost everyone except the small children wept.
The knoll was very hard to get to, and we didn't advertise what we had done, trying to give them the dignity in death they never had in life. We would visit and lay flowers twice yearly, ensuring they were not forgotten. We suspected there were other graves, but they were never found.
...................................................................................................
A month after the funeral, a very grim group of adults were gathered in my living room. I looked around, realizing for the first time how much money was represented in the room. Dave was wealthy from a family trust that he added to diligently, and Sue probably had more than he did. Doc was a real doctor, but he didn't practice anymore, using his knowledge to hook up with a fledgling tech company testing robotic limb replacement with a great deal of success. They had even developed an exoskeleton that a quadriplegic could be strapped into, giving them mobility, hand and arm function, often for the first time in their lives. He was probably worth more than the rest of us put together. Despite our millions, we were paupers compared to those two. All the rest were very successful, monied and we had a common goal.
Dave started the meeting. "Do any of you feel violated? Sue and I do. We bought our property because we though the kids would be safe from the ugliness of the world. I'm sure you all felt the same way."
There were nods and a few 'hell eyes' from the room. He nodded. "Good. The fact that this evil was amongst us and we didn't realize it is probably going to jade the way we view life for years. I, for one, cannot let this stand! I find myself in an odd situation, a sworn officer of the court, for what I intend to do. Doc and I have discussed it, and we're posting a sizeable bounty on the dark web, for their live delivery to an extraditable location. We're also posting a substantial reward publicly, for any information of their whereabouts. We just wanted you to know."
I spoke up. "I'm sorry, my friends, but that is unacceptable behavior. You should have had the consideration to allow us to contribute to this cause. You can count on Jim and I for a sizable donation."
The others agreed, and the war chest grew to five million. Jim and I contributed $500,000, with the promise of more if needed. We also made a huge contribution to an organization dedicated to getting young women off the streets, collectively. Two million, most of the money to be spent in our state.
......................................................................................................
Simone and Sylvia bought 500 acres from us, building a new house as far away from the site of the old one as possible. It was a nice, single-story house of stone and log, four roomy bedrooms and a gleaming kitchen. They decided to go completely off the grid, installing a good quality solar system.
They also built a small, four stall barn, and a large storage shed. Once it was complete, they had a big housewarming, with all the neighbors, most of them already friends. Emily strutted around like the princess she was, her own little circle of friends her age as entourage, showing them the swimming pool and play equipment. Together they decided Sylvia would be a stay-at-home parent, so Simone got a big kiss every morning as she went off to increase her real estate empire. On the rare days she wouldn't be home in time for dinner, Sylvia and Emily would hop into their little off-road truck and dine with us. We were only 20 minutes away by trail.
One of the first thing Sylvia did after they moved was make me take her to the range, where she shot a variety of weapons. Mike patiently took her through the pros and cons of every weapon, and she selected a small 9mm automatic that was easy to carry, and a large.44 magnum that wasn't. She also bought a shotgun that looked like a military assault rifle, with ten, fifteen, and twenty round magazines.
The girl was ready. That, and the state-of-the-art security system, allowed them to sleep easier at night.
Emily couldn't wait for school to start, and she was going to be in kindergarten at the academy. Her friends got her excited about it, and I wondered how long it would take before she was skipping grades.
They worked with a very exclusive, expensive adoption agency looking for a baby boy. The agency was optimistic but warned them the process could be maddeningly slow and not to give up hope. As soon as they settled in, they brought Emily to our barn. Five-year-olds can scream pretty loud, and I'm sure the ears of every horse and most of the adults in the barn were ringing as she hugged her new pony.
A year later, we got some news. Eric and Lisa had been found, abducted from the country they were living in, and a U.S. embassy in Egypt got an alert that there were two wanted felons in a van parked right outside their door. They involved the Egyptian authorities, and the couple found themselves in jail, awaiting extradition. They hired costly lawyers from both countries, claiming the arrests weren't legal because they had been kidnapped. It took a while before the courts decided that even though they had been kidnapped, it hadn't been by agents of either country and since they had no idea who did, the fact that they were within jurisdiction now was all that counted.
When they returned to our country, they were formally charged with fifteen cases of kidnapping and unlawful restraint, eight counts of murder, tax evasions, and a myriad of other things it would have taken ten pages to list. Our state didn't have the death penalty, but they were both in their late thirties, so they could look forward to at least forty years of confinement, regardless of the federal charges.



They denied killing the women, and any knowledge of where the ones unaccounted for might be, but the case was tried quickly. The jury debated for less than ninety minutes before returning with the judgment: guilty on all charges.
Interestingly, they had the funds to hire top of the line law firms, and the IRS searched, seizing every dime they brought into the country. When the money stopped, the law firms stopped, and they ended up with public defenders for the last three months.
The couple tried to blame everything on their two employees, claiming they were the masterminds, and they just went along because they were broke. They denied any idea of their whereabouts. I didn't even try to be charitable to their plight, waking up beside my handsome husband, down the hall from my fine sons, in my mansion, the sun shining, and wondering if they had a good night with their prison spouses. Their prison experiences were less than pleasant; the inmates might be bad people, but even most of them drew the line at systemic torture and murder.
......................................
The boys were driving now, their Mustangs rolling up the miles as they went to school and town. Two more years, and they'd be off to college. The second generation of our Friendship Trail riders were now in their early teens, and they still stopped by, mainly for snacks, and we still watched out for them. We had seven regular hands now, watched over by Hermando. Rodrigo was still with us, living in another cottage on the property with his wife and small child. We insisted they come to our barbeques, and it took Theresa a bit to get used to how we swooped down on the baby. Most of us were past the baby stage now, and we'd hold him and relive our memories.
We would not be empty nesters. We'd used the agency Simone had used, and though it took eighteen months, we adopted a two-year-old girl. Her parents had been druggies, and she was taken by the state, ending up in the system before we got her.
Alisa was Daddy's girl. It took us almost a year to get her used to having a loving home, and she felt safe with Jim. I pretended to be jealous, but my heart swelled whenever I heard her yell, "Daddy's home!" and charge out the door to jump into his arms. She loved following her brothers around, and Emily declared her a little sister, which she was. Alisa still wanted me to rock her to sleep and read her a story, so there was more than enough love to go around. She became the unofficial grandchild to Sue and Dave, even though their daughters (they officially adopted her niece) were turning into grandchildren factories. Six so far.
Alisa was afraid of horses until Em got her up on hers, riding behind her as she let her hold the reins. By age five, she was pushing for her own, and we got her a small pony.
One of our older neighbors passed suddenly. His wife had died the year before, and although all of us made sure to visit often and include him in our activities, he quietly withered away, dying of a broken heart despite what the medical report said. None of the kids wanted his property, so Dave and Sue partnered with us and bought it. Dave planned to retire at 55, a plan Sue heartily endorsed. Despite his age, he captured Hernando, who was still the best judge of horseflesh any of us had ever seen, and they roamed most of the states and a large chunk of Mexico, seeking the best to be found. They once flew to Puerto Rico and returned with five mares and two stallions. Buying out of the country was always a hassle, waiting for quarantine to clear, so there was always an arrival. Out-of-town visitors were becoming more frequent, and we used the house on the property we bought as guest quarters.
When the boys, now six-footers who manhandled their mother relentlessly, picking her up and carrying her around while raining kisses on her, as her daughter would be held by her heartless husband, and helped with the kisses, were seventeen, I got a call from a coroner in Alabama.
He explained who he was and why he was calling. "Dr. Dick" was now deceased. He'd been in Alabama for four years and passed from a heart attack. An attack that happened when the husband of a woman he was fooling with caught them violating their wedding vows. "I know it ain't your responsibility, ma'am, but his last ex-wife refuses to claim the body, and from research, I know he has children with you. Would you like to make arrangements, or shall we just put him in Potters Field?"
I told him to give me a day. First, I talked it over with Jim, and then, I talked it over with the boys.
They weren't affected by the news in one way or another. The next day, I called the coroner back, telling him to release the body to a reputable funeral home and have him cremated. The funeral home called after they got the body, and I sent them payment on the spot, telling them we'd pick the ashes up in a week.
I told Simone and Sylvia. Emily had no memory of her father; he'd disappeared when she was nineteen months old. Then, I contacted one of the best detective agencies in the country to track down all the ex-wives and baby mamas they could. They almost instantly found the woman in Dallas and one baby mama in Mexico. The Mexican woman believed he had two more children with another woman but didn't have a name or address. On a whim, I invited them to attend the funeral on my dime, and I was surprised when they accepted.
It was probably one of the strangest funerals in history. It was held in the funeral home chapel, and they had the most recent picture of him they could find blown up and placed beside the urn. I looked at the fat, bloated face with a receding hairline and decided he didn't look happy. Emily's mothers decided to attend, mainly because Em wanted to see his appearance. Mike and I were with our family, and I watched my boys as they studied the picture and realized they were looking at a stranger.
The lady from Mexico showed up and relaxed when she discovered most of us knew enough of her language to converse. Her seven-year-old son just looked scared until Emily took him under his wing. The nine-year-old boy from Dallas seemed uninterested, and I realized that, as he held on to his stepfather's hand, he would be all right. The icing on the cake was his newest ex showing up with a nine-month-old girl. I counted four boys and three girls, which didn't take in the other child from Mexico. God knows how many others are scattered across two countries.
It was probably the shortest funeral on record because the reverend knew nothing about him, and none of his ex-wives and girlfriends had anything good to say about him. He struggled through a little mini-sermon about forgiveness and gave it up. His urn was sent to a cemetery and placed in a mini vault, and that was that. I wondered if anyone would ever come to see him, then realized I didn't care.
Emily had her brothers and little sister firmly behind her as she hit us with a strange request. It seemed the Mexican woman was in dire straits financially, and they wanted to help her and their new brother.
"What do you suggest?"
"Let's keep her!"
So then, when we went home, Serena and Miguel were with us. We got them papers to ensure they were legally protected and gave her a job as a guest housekeeper. They lived in one wing, scared to death over everything for six months. She finally calmed down when Rodrigo's wife took her under her wing, telling her while we were a bunch of crazy rich gringos, we were good people. When the next session of school started, Miguel was on the bus. She eventually married one of the hands, a quiet redhead named Sean, and they gave Miguel a little sister. Serena had finally gotten comfortable enough to threaten to hide the little girl to keep her from being kidnapped by a bunch of crazy old women every time she was around us.
"Won't work," we laughed as she giggled, "but you can try."
I thought about the strange family as I got older. Four half-siblings living in three different households, three white, one Hispanic, and the sister in Alabama was half-black, not including the white sibling in Houston and at least two more in Mexico. The thing I thought oddest was none of them bore his name. My boys took Jim's name. Emily was a Gomez, the black woman from Alabama who hadn't married him, so her child bore her maiden name. In the end, he died un-mourned, unloved, and quickly unremembered. It's not much of a legacy for the father of so many.
......................................................
I, on the other hand, reflected during our twentieth wedding anniversary that I'd had a fairy tale life. My boys were grown, and Max was married to Crissie. Mitch was still single but had a little Southern girl with him, a fellow Georgian who stayed as close to me as she did him. Our daughter was in college, going for a law degree. Emily followed her mom, the heir apparent to their real estate empire, and their son became a Catholic priest. Miguel wanted to be a vet and help his dad on the ranch.
Hernando passed at 72. He was considered the dean of Paso Fino culture in the Southwest. He served as the Director of the Paso Fino Organization for the Western District of America for years and as National Director for four. We didn't find out until he passed and read his will, but his daughter had been abducted, raped, forced into prostitution, and killed when she was nineteen. Because of that, he wanted to be put to rest at the little graveyard of lost girls we had maintained all these years. He said it was so he could protect them in the afterlife since no one did in this one. I found it interesting her rapist was found dead from a.45 caliber pistol, much like the one Hermando had. Very little effort was spent trying to find the killer, and it went into a cold case file. Now, I knew from time to time when I passed the little cemetery where the flowers came from.
The logistics of transporting everyone to the grave site would have been enormous, so we had the service at the local Catholic church, attended by an overflowing crowd on the grounds, and then a private burial afterward.
He was carried as far as they could go by four matched Paso Fino mares in a glass-paneled hearse, then handed down a line that stretched three hundred yards to the gravesite. Two hundred thirty horses followed the hearse. I kept a giant photo of him on the wall to remind us it didn't matter how much money you had, as long as you had the respect of your friends and family.
I briefly thought of X, lying cold and alone in an unvisited vault, and wondered if he had any regrets while he lay dying and knowing what I did of him, probably not.
The highlight of the party was when I gave Jim his gift. The Remington that had been stolen from his great uncle's estate. It had remained hidden for years until Jim's cousin took it to an art dealer, hoping to sell it. The dealer examined the provenance, and it came up flagged as stolen. He told the cousin the truth, that he would really like to have it, then gave him the estimated value of the piece and asked if he could wait while another dealer came, and they would split the price between them. The cousin denied all knowledge of the matching painting, and I figured it was hanging on the wall of some less-than-scrupulous collector.
What he got was a plainclothes state police detective who arrested him for felony possession of stolen property. The forms took three months to complete, but they were finally released to me. The dealer had called Simone, who had told him and every dealer in the state to notify her if it came to light.
I thought Jim would pass out when I gave it to him, something he thought he'd never see in his wildest dreams. He was constantly giving me mine, so it was nice to be able to return just a tiny fraction. Then he kissed me so hard I was worrying about my teeth. Then he kissed me again, a warm and gentle kiss that still held all the promise it did all those years ago.
And THEN we lived happily ever after.
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Enigma Jones
Chapter 1
You don't know me, and you wouldn't recognize me if I walked by you on the street, but you've heard my name. Well, not my name, but my 'professional' name.
Enigma Jones. Yeah, that Enigma Jones, lyricist on five of the top twenty songs published in the last four years, and three more in the top twenty, all sung by the fantastic duo Starshine. Oddly enough, Starr is her real name. Star Winston, to be exact. She told me once they added another R to the end of her name for effect. I didn't think it would really matter if her professional name were Bucket Of Toads With Huge Slimy Warts. She'd still be one of the hottest singers in the universe, but Starr suited her.
She and I went to college together, a very liberal arts college in the mountains of North Carolina. We were even required to do at least eight hours of physical work weekly. Starr and I met on a tree-planting crew. She was a light-skinned stunner with a fantastically sculpted body, and I was a tongue-tied, skinny white nerd of epic proportion. At least, that's the image I projected. I didn't speak a word the first three weeks we worked together.
One thing I never could get in check was being brutally honest, and on the fourth week, she confronted me. "Are you afraid of black women?"
The comment startled me, and then I surprised her by grinning. "Oddly enough, very little scares me except women. But tell me, what would I say to you? That I love your hair? That when you move, you exhibit lithe and grace unimagined? That even in ripped jeans, hair in that messy bun, and a dirty tee shirt, I think you're one of the most beautiful women I've ever seen, and we have nothing in common? All true, but that would be incredibly cheesy, wouldn't it? No, I prefer to bask in your presence and be happy for the little favor God did for me today." Our day was over by then, so I told her to have a good weekend and left her standing.
I may be young, but I learned early that the thing people hate most is a mystery. Deep down in our DNA, something profound makes us want to know. What are they doing? What are they thinking? Why are they attracted to this person but not that one? She was all over me the next time we were working. "You never did answer me the other day. Are you afraid of black women?"
"I'm afraid of all women, especially the beautiful ones. Once you get past the basics, your thought patterns are completely foreign to any man. I guess that makes me terrified of you."
Once again, she had to work it out in her head. "Let me rephrase that. Have you ever dated or been intimate with a black woman? Do you date at all? I never see you with anyone."
Now then, had she been checking up on me? "I have dated black women. I've also dated white women, a charming woman from Bombay, an Arabic princess from Dubai, and was briefly considering marriage with a woman from Taiwan."
"A real princess? Why didn't you marry the Chinese woman?"
"Miss Winston, where is this need to know coming from? And no, she was a metaphorical princess, and Miss Lee decided she loved her home country more than me. Have you dated men or women of other colors, if that's the case? And I could say the same about you. I haven't seen you in the company of others this semester."
She grinned. "You've watched me?"
"Don't be immodest. It doesn't suit you. Of course, I noticed. Every man and many women watch you and wonder what it would be like to be attached to you."
"I'm like you, concentrating on my career post-college. Romance and commitment are on the back burner, and I'm not a switch hitter." We worked for a while, me punching the holes while she dropped the seedlings in. We were the best team in the program, and we both liked the thought that if we returned to the college in later years, we could see a forest where we planted most of the trees.
Once the block was removed, we talked freely. "You're not nearly as shy and nerdy as you let on. Why?"
"Because it keeps me from being bothered. People look at me and think, no, he doesn't need to be at my party, and they let me be."
"That's important to you?"
I waved my arm. "Look around, Star. This is a liberal college, and half the people we're working with are at least partially high. Nine times out of ten, the education they get here won't help them in later life. I don't want that."
"So what do you want to do, then?"
I couldn't surprise her any more than I did. "I intend to be a potter. You know, coffee mugs, plates, whiskey jugs, pitchers, that sort of thing. I may do a little sculpting for my pleasure, but no face jugs. I hate those things."
She seemed amazed. "There's money in that?"
"More than enough for a good living, and if you get famous, like Burlon Craig or Sid Luck, you make really good money. I don't have to worry about clay; my uncle owns sixty acres in Catawba County, and there are enough clay deposits on it to last me a hundred lifetimes. I've been accumulating equipment since I was sixteen. I even got a mule-powered old-fashioned grinder, but I won't go that route. I'll put an electric motor on it instead. I've got several modern and antique pottery wheels, one that's foot-powered, scales, and shapers. I need a building when I graduate, and I'll be good to go."
"Are you any good?"
I showed her a series of photos of work I'd done. "Most of these are at the museum in the state capitol, part of an expo on up-and-coming state potters."
Star admired the jugs and liked the seasonal figurines I'd done of snowmen and Christmas trees. Then, I switched the conversation around to her.
"What's your major?"
She didn't seem that enthused when she said she was studying music, even though the college had one of the best programs in the region. The department chairman was a well-known roots musician with probably twenty albums to his credit and was a guest player on the recordings of many famous musicians. "Don't you like the program?"
"It's one of the best in the state, but I don't want to study music; I want to make music. I've got a perfect set of pipes; I could be a star with the right combination of management, production, and songs.
I grinned. "Star the star. Tell me, are you more interested in the songs or the stardom?"
"I want both. Good songs that will still be remembered in fifty years, and all the money to go with it."
"It's good to have a dream, but from everything I read, it's tough to achieve. I wish you luck."
Chapter 2
We drifted into an easy, uncomplicated friendship. She lived in the dorms, but I had a little money, so I rented a two-bedroom apartment right off campus. The bus ran right by my front door. I had a car, but this was just so much easier. She'd never been to my apartment, and I was surprised to find her at my door one evening. It was pouring rain, cold rain, and she was soaked.
"Star! What are you doing here?"
"Seeking shelter from the rain. Gonna let me in?"
"What? Oh, sure!"
It was a miserable October evening, the leaves long gone, leaving gray trunks against a background of gray rain. It was my least favorite time of the year. She came in shivering and couldn't seem to stop. After a few minutes, I showed her the shower, gave her a sweatsuit, and shut the door. I'd just about bet there was no hot water left when she was done. She looked great in the living room, still toweling her hair. "I guess a hair dryer is too much to ask?"
"Nope. Drip dry tonight." She laughed and wrapped her hair in yet another towel. Looked like I'd be doing laundry soon. While she was in the shower, I'd brewed a pot of tea made from dry marigold flowers, lemon thyme, and just a hint of peppermint. One of our friends was studying herbal medicine, and the college had the third-best program in the country, after a school in California and one of the Ivy League colleges. He, too, was a dorm rat, and he'd come by occasionally when he needed a private place to try out his concoctions. Some were bland, some were like this and quite good, and some I forbid him to ever make again in my house, but they all had medicinal properties.
She took a sip and smiled. "Julio's?"
"One of his better ones, and it keeps colds and cases of flu at bay. I figured you could use it. If you put honey in it, it's also supposed to be good for your voice."
"Got any honey?"
I did have a small jar of organic, courtesy of the school's apiary program. She put in half a teaspoon and grinned. "You should try it this way."
"I don't particularly like sweeteners; besides, I don't have a throat to protect. Pizza?"
"Who turns down pizza?"
While we waited for delivery, we took her soaked clothing to the dryer. She dropped her stuff, and I helped pick it up, grinning when her pink bra and matching panties fell out. I picked them up before she could react. "Well, now, 36C and size 7, I'm impressed. Now I know."
She snatched them back, glowing. "Now you do, but that is something you're never, ever going to share, understood?"
I smirked. "I'm sure your bra size has been a hot topic of debate since you showed up here. Now I can grin at them because I know."
The pizza came, and although it was oversized and overloaded with toppings, we ate it all. Star drank two craft ciders I had in the refrigerator, and they were pretty potent. Stuffed and buzzed, she fell asleep on one end of the sofa, and I quickly joined her at my end. I woke a few hours later to find we'd readjusted and were snuggled together. I looked at the clock. Three in the morning. I shook her awake and led her to the second bedroom, and I don't think she ever fully woke because she was snoring before I turned the lights off.
Chapter 3
I was up and fixing breakfast when she walked in. "Mornin'," she said as she poured coffee. "What happened?"
"We overate, you drank more than you should, and we crashed. I woke up at three and decided there was no way in hell I was going out in that cold rain to haul your butt home. You zombied your way to bed."
She looked horrified for a second. "Did I snore?"
I started to make up a story about three or four chainsaws going simultaneously but decided not to. "If you did, it wasn't loud enough to wake me. Over easy or scrambled?"
"Scrambled." She laughed when I gave her the plate. "Sausage and bacon. Do the resident vegans know you're a carnivore?"
"You'd be amazed at what the resident vegans and I don't have in common. Now then, why did you come by last night?"
"Angie."
Angie was her roommate and the resident slut. I usually didn't label people, but she seemed proud of it. She'd stated her aim was to fuck her way through college and then settle down when she graduated. I guess everyone has goals in life. Angie had been to the free clinic twice this year, and it was only October. Star didn't choose her as a roommate; that was done arbitrarily. Once the semester started, you could swap, but no one wanted her because she brought her lovers home.
"I was tired of hearing her scream 'Fuck me harder!' while some random guy pounded her. Sometimes, it wasn't just one; a few thought I was into what they did. I had to pepper spray one guy, and last night, I couldn't take it anymore. You were the safest person I could imagine, so I came here. Are you mad?"
I paused, making her nervous. "No, not about that. I'm a little ticked you called me safe. I have a reputation to uphold."
"Don't worry. I remember Becca from last year, and the word is Sabrina is a happy woman this semester. You'd never presume anything, which makes you safe."
"I'll work on that. Do you need to go back any time soon?"
She looked a bit sad. "Are you kicking me out?"
"Not at all, but I had something I wanted to do. There's a pottery expo at the Center today. It's a tour they organize this time of year that features a lot of potters, and I always go to steal ideas."
"I'd love to see what gets you excited. Do I need to change?"
"No, the jeans and top you wore yesterday will be fine."
I'd cleaned them, and she went to change, calling out from the bedroom. "I can't find my bra!"
"Oh, I'm keeping that as a memento."
"You are not!"
I grinned, picking it up where she'd dropped it. Opening the door a crack to toss it in, I managed to get a good glimpse at a LOT of boobs as she squealed. "Well, it's pretty obvious you don't need padding."
"Asshole!" Then she followed it by giggling, coming out in her bra, her top in her hand. "Go ahead, get a good look."
"I believe I'll do that very thing. This calls for a close inspection." I started towards her, and she shrieked before running back into the bedroom and slamming the door. A few minutes later, she was out, fully dressed. It was still slamming a cold, hard rain down, so I gave her a purple hoodie lined for warmth and waterproof. She looked like a little girl in it, and she liked it so much I never got it back.
It was gratifying to expose her to my world; she wandered the exhibit halls, oohing at some of the things she saw. It irritated me that she liked face jugs so much, but to each their own. We were winding down when she stopped in front of a booth. There were no face jugs, but it was still pretty eye-catching. Star was looking at a two-handled, oversized mug, glazed in a blue/green seafoam, with what looked like a little wave cresting along the top.
"I love that!" She picked it up carefully, examining every side, before she looked at the price. She sat it down sadly. "I could never afford this, even though it's worth it. Do you think you could do something like this for me?"
"Probably not exactly. What I love most about pottery is that every piece you throw is different. Pick a set of four cups or plates, and if you look closely, you'll see something just a bit different about every one of them. It's time to go; they'll be closing in a few minutes; let's use the bathroom and find some lunch."
I waited until she went into the bathroom and made a quick detour. Lunch was at a local Mexican place run by three real Mexicans and a woman from Guatemala. Everything they made was true to traditional recipes, all full-flavored and delicious. She finished her plate with a sigh. "Thanks for the day and the shelter last night. I guess it's time to face Slutzilla. You don't happen to have earplugs, do you?"
"You want to swing by and get a change of clothes? The bedroom is still available."
"Really?"
"No, not really. What man in his right man wants a beautiful woman in the same space? Forget I asked."
Giggling, she told me I'd already seen her doing a drowned rat imitation and with serious bedhead, so I should be safe. "This won't interfere with any plans, will it?"
"Well, I was going to have Sabrina over, and she's hinted several times she's bi, so a three-way would be a perfect ending to the day. Maybe she'll let us take pictures. Seriously, I had no plans. How about you?"
"You know I'm not dating anyone now."
"Well, okay then. Let's go home."
Chapter 4
We made dinner together, a soup I was partial to and suited to the season. It had potatoes, carrots, leeks, onions, and celery cooked in chicken broth with shredded chicken breasts. The spices I added made it that much more fragrant. I toasted some craftsman bread I'd picked up at the local bakery, slathering it with butter and garlic. The smell seeped out of the oven, and her stomach growled, making her glow red.
I grinned. "Time to eat."
The look on her face was worth it when she saw the mug she'd admired sitting on the table. "Where did this come from?"
"From me. Check the bottom."
She turned it over, seeing the initials D O and a crude outline of a bird. That was my signature, Darrin Osprey. I often wondered how I came to bear the name of a bird, but it was what it was.
"You made this?"
"I did. It's one of a series, and that was the last one left."
Star didn't even pretend not to accept it, giving me a toe-curling kiss in gratitude. We scooped our soup, covered it with cheese and bread chunks, and ate like pigs, finishing half the pot. She sighed and told me how stuffed she was, but her eyes widened when I pulled out the brownies the bakery was famous for. Rumor had it that if you were a good enough friend, the baker would make you a batch of 'special' brownies. She ate two.
We tried watching a chick flick on Netflix, but once again, she was out before the halfway point. I woke her up before sending her to bed, giving her a shirt to sleep in. She kissed me like a half-asleep little girl and shut the door.
Chapter 5
As luck would have it, Angie flunked out at the end of the semester, her grades so low that her parents snatched her up in a rage and took her home. Rumor has it that they put her in community college and told her she was on her own if she flunked out of that. It got too cold to plant trees, so we helped where we were assigned to get our mandatory hours in.
She hated what they had her doing, and I finagled around until she was assigned to my team. We maintained the ceramics department, inventorying materials, cleaning, and doing anything else that needed doing. She met most of the others in my field of study, which wasn't pottery per se but ceramic design, and widened her circle of friends.
She still came by and stayed the night every two weeks, and I always enjoyed her visits. She talked about a band she had been asked to join, and I grunted. I had heard them, and they weren't that talented. It offended her, but she joined, lasting a month before she got tired of them hitting on her or showing up for shows stoned.
She was complaining to me, and I grinned. She stopped in midrant, seeing my grin. "Fuck you! Go ahead and say it!"
"Say what?"
"Whatever's on your mind!"
"Okay then. Pizza or Chinese?"
"What?"
"What?"
She had her new roommate with her, and she was rolling around on the floor. "OMG! Could you guys not sound so married? I vote Chinese."
"So do I, Annie. Call up Ling Ho Fuks and order for us." You had to admire a man who named his place after the one in the song Werewolves Of London. He even had a pair of fake werewolf heads over the counter. I've eaten Chinese food worldwide, including Hong Kong and mainland China, in the years since, and I still prefer his. Annie and Star got into the wine, so I gave them my bed and slept in the second bedroom.
They didn't get trashed enough to get sick, but they moved mighty slow the following day, perking up at the pancakes, bacon, and ham. "If Star doesn't hook you, can I have you?"
Star and I colored, and she went to get dressed. Coming out of my bedroom later with a funny look, holding my little three-string guitar. "What is this?"
"It's a guitar."
"It looks like a cigar box with a stick up its butt. Can you play it?"
I took it from her and enjoyed how their mouths hung open when I ripped through Ain't No Rest For The Wicked, doing slide leads while I played along on harmonica.
"Why didn't you tell me you could play?" Star seemed a little angry.
"It never seemed relevant. Besides, it's just for fun, and I hardly touch them anymore."
Star might have missed it, but Annie honed in on the statement. "Them?"
I let out a breath of air. "Yes, them. I've also got a four-string, a resonator, and a bass."
They insisted they get to see them and dragged them out of the closet into the living room. Annie knew a little about instruments and was impressed with the bass. "What year?"
It was a 1965 Fender Precision. My grandfather bought it new, and when he passed, he put it in his will that I have it. It came with two amps: a little 25-watt for practice and a 60-watt he used when he played small clubs. Both were from the same year, but they performed just fine.
Then they found my 10-watt Vox Modeling amp, loaded with features, including a drum machine and looping.



Annie plugged in the bass, and I set the Vox up and started playing my four-string. It and the three-string were custom-built, and the four-string looked like a small Les Paul. We ripped through about a dozen old rock songs, and as we played, we synchronized well. Star was almost giddy, belting out the songs she knew the words to. She looked up the lyrics to Ain't No Rest For The Wicked on her phone and listened to it half a dozen times before she felt comfortable with the lyrics, and I switched back to the three-string. It was so good it sent chills up our spines.
"We gotta play somewhere."
"No, we don't," I said, putting everything back in their cases. "I just do this for fun."
"Yeah." Amy added, "I was in garage bands in high school and a pretty serious one the year before I transferred here, and it ain't as glamorous as it sounds."
We shelved the discussion, but I saw the stubborn glint in Star's eye. I went home on spring break, enjoyed my family, renewed old friendships, and had sex with an old girlfriend, for her, a case of not Mr. Right, but Mr. Right Now. We both enjoyed it, made no promises to each other, and parted friends.
I called, and the next night, they showed up, bearing subs and salads. They both snorted when I asked if they enjoyed spring break on the beach. "Not as much as you'd think. We went with Wanda and Howard and their buddies. All they did was stay fucked up, screwing each other when they were sober enough. They tried to get us involved, but it didn't go as planned. Wayne didn't get to fuck for the last three days, and Wanda has a bite mark on her tit that won't go away anytime soon. If they hadn't needed us for gas money for the trip back, they would have probably left us there."
They asked about my break, and I told them I had a good time. Annie grinned. "You got laid, didn't you?"
"All I can say is if I did, it was often, energetic, and I may have learned some things."
"Asshole. I'm on a beach for sun and fun and end up fighting dickheads all week, and you go back to Podunkville and get laid. What's wrong with this picture?"
I think she got a little pissed when I said, "Not a damn thing."
Then I told Annie to look at the new toys I had brought back. She giggled madly when she saw the ukelele bass shaped like a Thunderbird. She immediately hooked to the small amp, tuned it, and ignored us for about an hour. Their mouths dropped when I showed them my other toy, a five-string banjo shaped like a flying V. It was blond, hollow-bodied, with round holes of declining sizes going down the wings. Stars and moons were painted on it, and it seemed to glow. It also had two custom P90-style pickups and sounded great through an amp. I played claw hammer style because that's the course offered, and I enjoyed it.
I showed the girls old videos of the Carolina Chocolate Drops and newer ones of the female when she went solo. She had one of the purest voices I'd ever heard and was really popular. It wasn't long before Star was singing her songs when they came over, while we accompanied her. Annie could also play guitar and fell in love with the resonator. We'd swap, and I'd play bass.
Chapter6
Then it happened. I knew it was inevitable, so I accepted it gracefully. Honestly, I wouldn't have done it if it weren't for Annie joining the pleading.
We played a spring festival for the college. In a school known for its musicians, I figured no one would listen to us. Boy, was I wrong. Star had borrowed a little PA from school, set it up, and balanced it before I arrived. Annie had set the little Vox up, running through the PA for more sound. I had the Precision, the sixty-watt amp, and both cigar box guitars. Annie had finally brought her Jazz to school, and it was on a stand with my Precision, my resonator, and Annie's Tele.
We started with Ain't No Rest For The Wicked, and the chatter around the small bandstand dwindled. Star belted it out while Annie and I did backup. We followed with some old blues songs, and Annie sang lead on two. Then we took a little break, amazed at the people clustered around us. I'd never played in front of a crowd before, and I was surprised at how little it bothered me.
There were more people clustered around for the second set, and I took a turn at the lead, singing Pride And Joy as Annie ripped it up on the Telecaster. Star tore through a version of Hit'em Up Style, while Annie played a beatbox and I slammed a drum pedal into my resonator case. We ended it with a slow, bluesy version of Soulshine, harmonizing with Star as she sang lead.
Only good music could produce the high Annie and Star was experiencing , and I knew they would want more. The drawback was that I didn't, which would lead to discord.
We got more attention than I had thought because my professor presented me with a summons to report to the dean of the music program. I tossed it into the trash in front of him. He was appalled. "Do you know who that is?"
"Yeah, some asshole who thinks he's entitled to order me about. I'm not in the music program; I have no interest in it and don't want to fool with it. I've got another semester before I graduate, so I'll concentrate on my discipline, not worrying about the whims of someone who has no bearing on my life."
I laughed to myself at the expression on his face as I walked out the door.
Of course, that wasn't the end of it. My dean asked me for a few minutes, and I wondered what it was about. I hit the recording app on my phone just before entering his office. With the pleasantries out of the way, he got to why we were there: "Your advisor says you blew off a summons for the Dean of Music. Is this true?"
"I didn't blow anything off, sir; I just declined to visit."
He sighed, rubbing his eyes. "You know he's the dean of the biggest department here, right? He's the golden boy, and if he says he wants something, we try to be accommodating."
I stood up. "Sir, are you ordering me to see him? Will it affect my future here if I don't?"
He looked like a trapped rat. "Look, man, just go see him. It will be over soon, and we can all put it behind us. If you don't, he could make waves."
"Is the university okay with this? Better yet, are you okay with this? Is this some form of blackmail?"
"I never said that! I am saying it's in your best interest to follow suggestions."
I grinned. "All right then. Let's set up for 25 O'clock on the Thirty-fifth Of Juvember, 2525. It's the earliest opening on my schedule."
I sent the recording to my father's business computer for keeping and another one to the college president, telling him I would release it and bring suit if he didn't shut it down. I also told him I wanted a formal apology, in writing, or the suit would be filed anyway. I didn't have lawyers or even know if there was something we could legally sue them for, but I considered it fun to rattle them a bit.
They replied in a curt note, saying they regretted the misunderstanding and that it wouldn't happen again. I saw the Dean of Music from time to time before I graduated, and he always gave me a nasty look. On a different note, he contacted my father and demanded he make a Flying V banjo to his specifications. Dad declined.
Star seemed a little out of sorts over it. "You could have just talked to him!"
"Nope, never going to happen. I've heard others talk about how big a bully he is. Think he'll let it go? I have a little leverage if you need it. Tell him this: I still have my evidence if he gets too aggressive, and he'd best leave you alone."
Annie grinned. "Shit! You must have serious stuff if you can shut him up. The bastard hits on almost every woman in the program. I've had to slap him twice. He threatened to ruin me, and I laughed. I'm going to teach music, not make a career of performing."
It bothered me, and I was trying to find some way to put a spotlight on him when he screwed himself. Or rather, he screwed a nineteen-year-old, and she got pregnant. The girl didn't believe in abortion, and she sued him for child support, using in vitro DNA tests to prove it was his. His wife was not amused. The man suddenly retired, and the university made all the required sad noises about him leaving, but privately, they sighed with relief, knowing it could have gotten messy. They also gave the girl a free ride for the next three years, including a housing allowance and free daycare.
.......................................................................................................
Then, two things happened that altered my life—well, three things, actually. The first was taking Annie and Star home to meet my parents.
They were surprised to see him in a wheelchair, the result of being hit by a big rig. A major trucking firm owned it, and the driver was clearly at fault, and when they did a blood test, it contained a high volume of amphetamines and trace amounts of meth. He was arrested for driving while impaired, and the company was on the hook. It took two years before they settled, only then because the lawyers told them they would refile the suit and ask for three times the amount. Dad paid all his medical bills, got medical coverage for life, and three million after legal fees.
He lost one leg to the knee, and the other was so damaged he could only stand for minutes at a time. Part of the deal was making his house handicapped-friendly, and they even installed a lift for him to get to the second story. Dad had always piddled with wood and got into instrument-making by accident. Bored, he was surfing the net. He saw a video on cigar box guitars and ordered one. He was always good with instruments, so it took little time for him to master the basics, but he thought the instrument could be improved and set out to make one for himself. It took about six tries before he was satisfied, and the instrument was beautiful to look at and had a great tone.
Then, he made a three and four-string model for me. I showed it around, and soon, people asked him if he'd make them one, and Birdbox Instruments was born. It took off after a trade show, and soon pictures appeared with Reverend Peyton, of Reverend Peyton and his Big Damn Band, playing one and bragging about the quality. Then Samantha Fish bought one, as did Warren Haynes. Publicity like that couldn't be purchased; soon enough, he couldn't keep up.
Then he started experimenting, making my banjo, the little ukelele basses, and anything else that hit his fancy. Dad didn't need the money; he just wanted to stay busy, and it was very lucrative. A custom-made full-size Birdbox guitar could run six grand, depending on what was requested.
Mom loved the girls staying with us. I was an only child, and she had always wanted a daughter. She monopolized them during the day, but they would be at the shop with Dad at night, playing and singing, often old country songs they'd never heard of. When they heard Dad do Move It On Over, they insisted we play along. Dad played his four-string; I'd do slide on the three-string as Annie played the uke bass and Star sang. Mom recorded the whole thing and put it on YouTube. Star and Annie had a platform that showed clips from the shows. Then Mom put it on Dad's channel. They'd set it to boost sales, but it morphed into more. Sometimes, they'd talk about Dad's disability, and Mom did a whole segment about the struggles they went through adapting and how happy they were now. Dad did a series of tutorials on how to build cigar box guitars. They had 250,000 followers, and the clip went viral, generating some interest in Star and Annie.
Then Annie found my notebooks in the guestroom closet the girls shared. I heard a lot of excited whispering, and they went to the shop to talk to Dad. Mom grinned when I asked what was going on. "They found one of your notebooks."
Well, fuck me.
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I heard the excited chatter as I walked into Dad's workshop. They were sitting in his office, passing the notebook back and forth, while Dad grinned. "He's been writing poems since he was ten. He won awards in high school and even got published in a few magazines and literary reviews. One college in New York offered him a partial scholarship, that he turned down because he loves, as he puts it, 'to play in the mud.'"
Annie looked up, saw me standing there, and launched herself into my arms, Star right behind her. "Oh my God! This stuff is fabulous! Why aren't you doing this instead of pottery?"
"Because while I like to write, pottery feeds my soul. You can't beat the feeling of taking a lump of clay and turning it into a functional work of art, something that can be used for years."
Star wanted to challenge me. "Yes, but eventually, even the best pottery returns to dust. Words can live forever. They can bring people joy, and sadness, and hope, all in equal measure."
I shrugged. "There's not a lot of money in poetry."
Annie was quick to speak what was on their minds. "I sure there isn't, honey, but there is in songwriting. Almost every one of these could be put to music. The right singer, the right arrangement, and you'd be sitting on a gold mine. Just out of curiosity, how many notebooks like this fo you have?"
I shrugged, wondering how to let them down easy. "I don't know exactly. Four banker boxes worth at least."
I thought for a minute Star was going to faint. "If you're not going to do anything with them, can I have them? At least one or two? Annie and I picked out three that might be a hit, but they'll make solid songs at the very least. When can I see the rest of your stuff?"
I think she disliked my answer. "I didn't give you permission to see these, and have no interest at all in turning them into songs. Maybe you should put the notebooks back and forget the whole thing."
Annie clutched one of the notebooks tightly, like she was protecting a baby. "Please, please, let us do something with at least two of them. If they don't come out to suit you, we'll forget the whole thing."
I wanted to object, but my parents spoke up. "Let them play with them, honey. I always thought they deserved a wider audience."
Shit, Mom had spoken. It might as well be written in stone. "Pick three. And stay out of the rest of the notebooks, understand?"
They tried to look sincere and hide their smirks, and I knew right away I'd need to secure those boxes.
................................................................................
They ended up spending most of the summer with us. Mom and Dad were having a ball, and I have to admit between the girls and Dad, they polished the three poems until even I could see the potential in them.
I hid in my pottery shed during the day, doing what I loved, while the girls helped Mom with her garden and Dad in his business, but every night after dinner, we were in his shop. He'd set up the amps and PA, and Star would balance the sound. There were three microphones, one for Star, one for Annie, and the other for me, Dad, or Mom, to provide harmonies. They worked on the three songs relentlessly, changing arrangements, trying different keys, until they were satisfied.
Dad gave them a gift that had them crying for hours. He had a friend with a studio, and had built him three instruments. He'd been begging Dad to build him a guitar, and Dad called him up.
"Jack, you still interested in me building that guitar?"
"You know I am. You finally willing to do it? I'll pay what you ask and not bitch."
"How about we do a trade? Ten hours of studio time, with you as engineer, at times you chose, and it's yours?"
They dickered a bit, and he agreed, so on a stormy Monday afternoon, we showed up. As we set everything up, Jack and my Dad talked. "You're gonna love this, Jack. Three brand new songs, never heard by the public. They're outstanding, we just need you to polish them up."
Jack, apparently, was a certified genius with a knack for knowing what a song needed and, more importantly, didn't need. He threw one arrangement in the trash, patiently helping them reconstruct it until it was three times better when they did the last take. We used twelve hours, and when we wanted to pay the difference he just waved his hand. "Forget it. This was a lot of fun for me, getting to work on original songs with new artists, especially if they have good product. What's the name of the band?"
We grinned at him and told him we weren't a band, just college friends who enjoyed music. He grinned back, " Not anymore. Now you're serious recording artists, and when you release them, we have to call you something. Think about it. I'll have the masters to you in a week or two. One more thing: Who wrote the songs?"
The ladies couldn't wait to tell him all the lyrics were from me, and we all chipped in to write the music. His gaze sharpened, and he asked if I had any more. Annie laughed. "He's probably got enough material for twenty albums, but he won't let us see them."
"Why not?"
I kind of snapped at him. "Because they were written for my pleasure. Probably half of what I've got has never been seen or read. They're my own private thoughts, and I'm not inclined to share them."
He grinned. "Calm down, brother. Just asking, though I think you're missing a trick. There's good money in writing songs."
Annie and Star snuggled up to me, while Mom stood over us, wrapping her arms over all of us. "We have a trick we haven't played yet. We'll love them out of him."
I mentally said, 'Good luck with that,' but just smiled. It got so bad that I packed up and left, taking my newest pieces and going to an expo three states over. I didn't tell anybody, I didn't ask anybody, I just left. It took almost a day for Mom to call me. "Where are you?"
"I'm at the Greater Atlanta Pottery Expo. I have a booth, and sales are going pretty well."
There was a second of silence, and she must have had it on speaker, because Annie chimed in. "Can we come?"
I could almost see their shock when I told them no. "This is my dream, my vision of my life going forward. I want to savor the experience and not share it with anyone. It may be selfish, and in the future, if you're still interested, you'll be welcome, but right now, I think I need a little break. I'll be back on Tuesday."
The expo ran through Sunday, but I was sold out by Saturday night, and I figured I'd be taking pieces from other potters home. My work was in the midrange, I was recognized, but I hadn't gained status yet. Two galleries were interested in handling my work, and I promised both pieces when I had my next kiln opening. I just hung around Sunday, helping a couple of friends with their booths and generally having a good time, and spent Sunday night and Monday night as a guest of a local potter and her husband. We threw a few pieces in her shop Monday afternoon, just for fun. She grinned, knowing my aversion for face jugs, when I made a three-gallon jug that closely resembled her young daughter, complete with her tongue sticking out and the pigtails she always wore.
Heather almost cried when she saw it, then told me I was wasting my time on regular wares. "Jugs don't always have to be ugly caricatures with goofy expressions and broken teeth; sometimes, they can be art. Think about that the next time you throw mud."
She sent me a picture after she had glazed the jug and pulled it out of the kiln. I might be good with mud, but Heather was an artist when it came to glazing. Her pigtails were black, the bows were red, and her face was flesh-toned except for her lips, tongue, and blue eyes. It became a portrait in clay by the time she was done. It was featured in one of those country living type magazines, ending up on the cover when the writer did an overview of potters in the region.
The magazine gave us credit for the work. "Sissy, thrown by Darrin Osprey, Glazed by Heather Morris." She had some ridiculous offers, as high as five grand, but she would never sell it. It became a big display item when she worked the shows, and she begging me to collaborate with her. We were kicking around the idea.
.....................................................
The family was pretty quiet when I arrived, afraid to say the wrong thing, I suspect. Mom finally worked up the nerve to ask where my notebooks were. "They're in a safe place. Before you ask, I'm not telling you where. Respect me on this, or I'll leave."
That shook even my father. He looked into my eyes and finally grinned. "Ladies, you heard him. He wrote them, so he controls them. I have to say you're missing an opportunity here, but it's your life."
Later on, we talked in his shop, as I helped him put the finishing touches on the guitar he promised the studio owner. It was a fat-bodied jazz-style guitar with F holes, but it was never meant to be played acoustically. He struggled to find the right pickups and finally built them himself, hand-winding them for optimum performance. The sound was spectacular, and the man cried when he played it the first time. Some of the artists he recorded played it, and asked where they could get one. "It's a Birdbox, specificallly built for me, and it's one of a kind. Sorry, boys."
A woman he was recording begged for it and got quite angry when he said no, so she stole it. She didn't know, but a tracker was embedded under the pickguard. Jack called the police, gave them a statement, and showed them where the guitar was located. She nearly passed out when they knocked on her door with a warrant. Then she denied it was there. They followed the signal to a closet and found it in the back, the case covered with old clothes. The woman was arrested and taken to jail for felony theft, and her lawyers had to get her out. It made the entertainment news, where she denied everything, but the evidence was overwhelming. It cost her $150,000 to get Jack to drop the charges, and she was banned from his studio. One of the reasons she settled so fast is she had done the same thing twice before, getting caught once, and was still on probation. Thereafter, if she used a studio, there was a draconian contract, if she stole something, it was an automatic $100,000 penalty. She had a lot of problems getting top flight facilities to work in afterwards.
Time was running out for the girls. They were due back in college for their senior year while I had already graduated. They took over my old apartment, and I had a sneaking suspicion my parents were covering the rent.
Without me knowing, Mom planned and carried out a virtual campaign promoting Star and Annie, who were playing covers and old blues tunes. She teased a big announcement, waiting until their presence was established, and released one of the professionally recorded songs. I was surprised to see it, even more so when I saw it was copyright-protected under a company called Birdbox Publishing.
The song was a virtual hit. Dad had monetized it, and as the views soared, so did their revenue. They waited two months before releasing the next one, and in six months, it had 2.3 million views. The next one went even higher, and their fans were clamoring for more. Dad surprised me, telling me I got half the revenue as writer, and it was a bigger sum than I expected. Way bigger. Dad grinned at me. "I know you're saving money to get your own place, and I have to tell you this will help you. Give them enough works for an album, and if they hit like I think they will, you'll make a lick. Think about it."
When he stopped, Mom started, and eventually, they wore me down. I capitulated, wondering if I was selling my soul, and agreed. Star and Annie were graduating soon, coming straight to us to go through some of my work and try to find enough for an album. When Mom gave them the news, they could hardly talk in their excitement.
..................................................................................................
Heather and I had been collaborating quietly, me throwing the jugs and giving them to her for glazing and firing. Not exactly sure what I was doing, I looked at a lot of faces on the internet over the months, looking for ideas. I threw a jug of a Japanese beauty, highlighting her fine features and giving her a traditional hairstyle,including hair pins. Heather experimented until she had the skin tone as close as possible, empathizing her luminous eyes and demure expression, putting lotus pedals around the bottom. The results were terrific. I did an American Indian brave, a real Indian woman with Bollywood beauty, a Moorish warrior complete with turban, looking fierce, an Irish princess that jumped out at you, a dozen other nationalities, and quite a few children. I threw them all, numbering them and adding my trademark beside Heather's, and sent them to her for glazing. It took her five months to get the glazings to suit her, and then we fired them in her old groundhog kiln, monitored the heat closely, taking shifts to make sure the heat stayed within parameters, and then let them cool off naturally.
She had tears in her eyes as she brought them out. Breakage was always a possibility for a variety of reasons, but all of them made it, and they looked quite impressive when we lined them up in her studio. Her husband, who had resented the time she spent on them, swept her up in a big hug and then shook my hand with enthusiasm. "I'll never begrudge the time she spends with you again!"
I grinned, happy he was happy. "Yes, you will, but I think in the end, we'll learn a little balance."
Heather hadn't spoken to anyone about what we were doing, even though she was still hounded. She surprised everyone when she premiered them at a West Coast showing in a little town outside of San Francisco, famous for its annual pottery fair. Heather was overwhelmed by the response and hired security guards to keep a watch when the expo was closed. It paid off because he caught two different groups trying to break in.
The kicker was they weren't for sale. Heather was good friends with a gallery owner, one that had three galleries spread across the country. They were featured in Atlanta, Philadelphia, and Chicago, each piece to be auctioned off at events held every two months or so. Heather and I were at the gallery in Atlanta, warning the owner not to identify us so we could gauge honest responses. It was a high-end affair tied into a charity, and we'd donated a piece to them. David and I looked pretty spiffy in our tuxes, but Heather absolutely stole the show with her beauty. I was used to seeing her in jeans and stained, often ragged tees, and I told Dave she cleaned up really well.
He grunted, watching the men jockey to get her attention before ignoring them all and latching down on her husband's arm. That sent most of them away, but one persistent bastard hung around, whispering as he offered them ten grand for a night with her. Dave grinned and held out his hand, and the idiot took it. Dave was a mason, brick and stone, with powerful hands, and when he let go, the man and his entourage left, going straight to the E.R., where he was treated for one broken and two cracked fingers. Nothing was ever said of the incident.
They did the charity event first, and our piece was third to last. After some spirited bidding, it fetched $28, 000. We were so stunned we just stared. It seemed we had been promoted from potters to sculptors.
Then the gallery announced they had eleven more pieces, which could be viewed on their website for sale. The bidding would open at $8,000, and the auction would last 72 hours. In the end, between all the galleries, we made 62,000 dollars each, after taxes. Plus, we had tax credits for the pieces we had donated to charity auctions in every city.
When the money cleared, we stared at each other before Heather, Dave, and Molly, the little girl who started it all, grabbed hands and danced around in circles.
.............................................................................................................
With what I had already made off my pottery, I now had just a hair over a hundred grand, so it was time to house hunt. Five months later, I had twenty acres in a rural community just above Morganton, North Carolina. It was down a dead-end road, the remnants of a small farm. Best of all, it came with a barn, and several outbuildings, and a small log cabin only ten years old. The previous owner had visions of being a homesteader until he discovered how much energy it took to be self-sufficient. I still owed fifty thousand, but my mortgage payments were reasonable. Mom and Dad were both pleased and saddened when I showed them the property, happy because I had a successful career and sad that they now had an empty nest.
I was pretty close, half a day's driving, so it wasn't like I wouldn't see them often. One of the buildings was perfect for a studio, and I had already made arrangements for craftsmen skilled in old-time building to put in a groundhog kiln. My relative in Catawba County sent me three dump trucks of clay, which I carefully covered. That clay would last me a couple of years.
With all that was going on in my life, I had all but forgotten about the songwriting project. I'd given Annie three boxes, figuring there were four that could be crafted into songs. They had contacted Jack, and he agreed to produce and engineer them when they were ready. Mom called me, asking where I was in my pottery. "I just finished the last batch. They're in the drying shed now, and in three or four weeks, I'll have some for Heather to glaze. The rest is just utilitarian ware, cups, bowls, plates, things like that."
"Good. Come home. The girls are here and want your input. You committed to this, so be here long enough to finish it. We're waiting."
I'd put it off as long as I could, but it was time.
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Box Of Rocks 6
Australia
.......................................................................................
Chapter 44
We timed the performance for spring in their country, to enjoy the weather as much as anything. They did the normal press blitz, touting the reason they were there, did some meet and greets with politicians and doctors, then hired a rehearsal hall to fine tune the show.
Keeping to the theme from England and Brazil, they went big on Australian artists, going all the way back to the sixties, mixing it with songs leftover from the American performance. They always wanted to feature songs from whatever country they were in, the theory being the more comfortable the audience was with the music, the better their mood and looser their wallets. There was usually a spike in donations the day after a performance. A lot of song research seemed to fall to me, and I'd make recommendations, most of which was accepted. It broadened their appreciation of the music, and by now I knew way too much about international music.
There was also a scheduled week to enjoy the country. We were based out of Sydney, so we spent a few days on the beaches. The only one who stood out in a crowd not really familiar with them was Mason, because of his long white hair. Once again, I marveled at their relaxed attitude towards getting naked around each other. Most all the beaches were topless, some allowed full nudity, some required bathing suits. Even though they wore tiny outfits while performing, they were very careful around paparazzi, so the beaches we used were completely private, and security was tight. Even among the beachgoers, cellphones were prohibited, and if you were caught with one you'd had a good day, because you were bounced immediately, your cell confiscated and all photos deleted before it was given back. You also were never allowed on that beach again. Occasionally a few photos escaped, sent to the cloud before they were caught, but if they were found, between threats of legal action and sometimes buying the photos back, they never saw the light of day.
Inga was Swedish, and quite comfortable topless, and while she had modest breasts they were very well formed, and people noticed. She'd been approached a dozen times or better, offering large amounts of money for a tell all interview, and as many pictures as she could get. Inga immediately told us every time, and Mason would send some 'friends' from our security service and our lawyers, who convinced them it wasn't the most reasoned decision they had ever made. She also had her own TikTok account, with two hundred thousand followers, and we allowed her to post candid pictures of us at home, and on tour.
On this trip she had brought her younger sister, as a nanny to Maddie's daughter. Erika was taller, and a lot more full figured than Inga, and she drew a lot of attention on the beaches. Inga had threatened to kill her if she let pictures out or gave interviews, saying we would leave her wherever we were if anything happened, and she'd have to find her own way home, and pay for it.
We had to watch our son closely on the beach, because he loved water. He was four now, and he would dash for the waves as soon as we turned him loose. It earned him the nickname of Duck, but I called him Ducky. He also decided if he was around water, he was supposed to be naked. He'd only put on a suit if we told him if he didn't we wouldn't go.
While I was researching Australian singers, I discovered a group called Little Quirks, three women and two guys, all related except for the guitar player. They had really good harmonies, and had a large following. I showed them to Mason, and he was so impressed he shared it with the group. He also got VIP tickets for us at one of their shows during our vacation week, and we showed up en masse.
We didn't advertise who we were, but Aaron and Zelda were recognized, and then it went from there. The young group were professionals, but when word filtered up to the stage they got a little flustered. Mason eased their fears by jumping on stage, asking if maybe he could play with them. The bass player couldn't get his instrument to him fast enough. After that, Titty played drums on a few, Al did a little guitar work, and Zelda sang with them. The videos blew up on Youtube, and we invited them backstage for our show. Two of the women were crying. Mason had to sign the bass when he gave it back.
Chapter 45
The venue chosen was the biggest in the country, capable of holding 65,000. It was sold out within three hours of the announcement, and the press built it up relentlessly, and the place seemed to bulge as I looked on from backstage.
They had chosen black for this performance, and had a stage constructed that looked a lot like the one ACDC used in 2009 at the River Platte.
The first song was done totally in the dark, using acoustic guitars and an accordion, and everyone on stage sang 'Waltzing Mathilda.' Then the lights came up, and the opening chords of 'You Shook Me All Night Long" thundered out, hitting Mason in a spotlight. The color that night was black, and it shimmered and shook as he strutted down the runway. His white hair and beard made it pop out even more. He wasn't playing anything, Al was playing lead, Maddy was on rhythm, Jon was playing the bass. Titty and Jaime were at the drum station, high above the stage, slamming away.
The crowd went nuts. Mason growl suited the song perfectly, and Al strutted up the runway for her solo, using the moves of the original guitarist, a modified duckwalk. They segued right into 'Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap,' then switched to songs from other acts, pausing so the horn section could come on stage.
Then they did something that almost caused a riot. The ladies, Maddie, Al, Titty, and Zelda did an old Divinyls song, 'I Touch Myself,' giving it everything they had, swapping lead singing so that everyone got a verse. They had obviously practiced the little dance they did, and it must have been in secret, judging by the way the guys reacted. Fingers slid across bodies, breasts were fondled and lifted. They ground against each other in seeming abandon. It set a record for the venue, the highest decibel level ever, beating every act that came before, including ACDC. It took three or four minutes before the roars died down.
Then, totally changing pace, they did 'Hey There Georgie Girl,' a hit in the sixties for The Seekers, then did a slow, bittersweet song by the Waifs, 'Bridal Train.' That was followed by two Little Quirks numbers, 'All My Friends are Birds' and 'Someone To Hold.' Three of them were backstage, and two of them broke down crying, not believing some of the biggest names in the music business were covering their songs.
They took a breather while Mason thanked them for coming out to support such a worthy cause. At every concert we did, we reserved two hundred tickets for cancer survivors, and honored them every night by recognizing their achievements.
Then they rounded out the night with 'Are You Gonna Be My Girl' by Jet, "Don't Dream It's Over' by Crowded House, 'Never Tear Us Apart' by INXS, 'Working Class Man" by Jimmy Barnes, finishing the night with 'Beds Are Burning' by Midnight Oil, and 'Under The Milky Way' by The Church.
Per tradition, they ended with an acoustic version of the song they started with, 'All Night Long,' leaving the crowd with a good vibe.
It was the normal pandemonium backstage, complete with massage stations, then off to their guests. All the ladies from Little Quirks joined Zelda, Maddy, Al, and Titty in a rendition of 'Girls Talk,' and when it hit social media the next day it almost bogged their systems down.
They spent the next day doing interviews and presenting the proceeds of the concert to the charity of choice, Then our traveling circus hit New Zealand for a week. Parts of Australia was gorgeous, but most of New Zealand, outside the cities, was absolutely stunning. I told Mason I'd love to have a little cottage somewhere, our refuge when things got too stressed, and he just grinned, so I knew when he had time we'd return and go looking. I think our daughter was conceived there.
We flew home, and Mason banished everyone for two weeks, so they could return to a normal schedule. Our final benefit concert was to be in four weeks. It occurred to them it had taken almsot ten months from their lives, but not one begrudged it. When the lights went out for the final time, they would get their lives back and finish their own projects.
Box Of Rocks released their album two weeks before the final concert, to really good reviews, Titty's trio, Girl Cream, a nod to the classic band Cream as well as naughty connotations that were pure Titty, finished their project and were due to launch a two hundred date tour as soon as possible. Zelda and Aaron had their own releases, and decided to tour together, billed as 'the Z to A Tour' with no one headlining. Al's band was burning up the Latin charts, and were kicking around touring South America, thirty dates in sixty days. Jon was taking his band back to France, to do ten shows in small, three to five thousand seat venues, and the first three were sold out, even though they were months away. They were going to do one of their songs nominated for the French version of the Emmys during the show, for a song that was a recurring track in a romance, and then they were going to spend an entire week as the house band for the most popular late night talk show host in the country, as a favor.
Mason was going to work in his studio, and I intended to take it as easy as I could until our baby girl arrived.
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Enigma Jones 3
No good deed goes unpunished
......................................................................................................
There were a lot of hugs, especially from the girls. They were impressed by my beard and long hair. I told them I was trying to give a tortured artist vibe, but I got lazy. Mom frowned, and I knew I'd get a lecture about cleaning up, but she held her tongue. After a quick meal of grilled burgers and chicken breasts, with all the summertime side dishes one would expect, we all trooped out to the shop.
Annie handed me a list of ten songs, way more than enough for a full album. She blushed a little, saying it all came from the first box, and she wasn't entirely through it yet. "We're gonna pick six more for the second. I'm pretty sure there's more than enough material to flesh it out."
"Making long-range plans, are we?"
Star didn't even blush, looking me in the eye. "We're gonna be stars, baby. It would be so much better if you joined us. The chemistry we have is magical; everyone says so."
"I would ask who everyone is, but it doesn't matter; still not my dream."
Star looked stubborn and wanted to argue the point, but Annie laughed. "Give it up, hon. Darrin is a bonafide artiste now, with a big following. You and Heather are like me and Star. We're good separately, but together, we're so much more. I wanna mug like you gave Star, and don't dare think about charging me!"
"I'll think about it. Now, show me what you got."
They played three of them, and they had the bones down but lacked polish. I suggested a lick here and a chord change there, and they worked on the improvements. I stopped them after two hours. "I think we're getting stale here. Let's sleep on it and start fresh tomorrow."
I thought about it as I lay in bed. The songs were good, but they were raw. They needed professional input, and I resolved to book studio time and let Jack work his magic. Dad agreed when I floated the idea the next morning, and when we called Jack, he seemed excited. "I wondered when you would be back! The guy I was recording managed to get drunk, cause an accident and flee the scene, and when they checked his car, they found an ounce of cocaine and some meth. So it would appear he won't be able to record for a while. It was trash anyway, and if this makes him clean up his act, I'll reschedule. The point is I got three days where I don't have to work with anyone else, so get your butts over here."
He had them play everything they wanted to put on their record, no doubt making mental notes and chose three that showed the most promise, concentrating on those. He had made sure he had a drummer and a keyboard whiz available, and they ran through the songs and then played them raw. The keyboard player was a genius and worked part-time for Jack as an engineer. We left them, taking the drummer with us, and went to lunch, grabbing food to take back.
They had only worked on one song and played it back as they tore into their food. Star had her mouth hanging open, and Annie looked like she was about to burst into tears; it was that good. I thought they needed to replace us with professional musicians, and Jack agreed.
It upset the girls, so we stayed a couple more hours and added parts here and there. I played harmonica on one, Dad played slide on another, and I played bass on two more. That night, we told them we wouldn't be coming into the studio anymore. "If you want to make it, you don't need amateurs. You need pros good at their job, for their insight as well as their playing ability. Jack will take care of you."
By the end of the next day, they admitted that the songs were better. Jack would introduce them to some club owners, find a venue to debut their sound, and several record companies after he gave them some advice. "Get a lawyer, the best you can find. I know a couple that could guard your interests, and before you talk to anybody, make sure they know your lawyer will be present. They'll tell you the same thing I'm telling you: be careful what you say, or they can claim verbal commitment."
They ended up with a woman with thirty years of experience in entertainment law, concentrating on musicians.
...........................................................................................................
They signed a two-record deal. The company had a good reputation, and they also provided guidance. The label they signed with was one of four that showed interest, and Jack told them they had chosen the right one. The first order of business was a tour, both in high-end nightclubs and opening for regional acts within their label. Up until that point, all they'd played were small. Intimate places and festivals around campus. They assigned a tour manager to watch over them; finally, it was time.
I'd returned to my wheel, working with Heather on a few things and throwing three kilns worth of product. Mom called me, bubbling. "They're having a kick-off celebration to start the tour. We are commanded to be there. Annie says if that doesn't work, to tell you she'd beg. Neither would be where they are now without your words. So, get a nice suit, and be there!"
I sighed. "Yes, Mom. Can I wear my bells as well?"
Mom giggled, telling me this was to be a bell-free event.
I grinned as I hung up, turning to Heather. She was visiting for a few days to glaze the jugs we'd created. She usually worked from home, but uncured pottery didn't travel well, so she came to me. The deal was next time, I'd spend a few days at her house and throw there, so she wouldn't have to travel. "Looks like you're on your own next Saturday. I've been commanded to attend a musical event, the kick-off for Starshine. It's in Charlotte at the Neighborhood Theatre, and I'll probably stay the night."
"Oh! Can I come? What they've released on YouTube is sensational. I can't believe you're friends with them!"
Instead of going into detail, I'd told Heather we were friends from college, and I'd introduced them to cigar box guitars, and Dad had built some of their instruments. I didn't tell her I'd written the lyrics for every song on the album. When this started, I told them I didn't want my name anywhere near it, afraid it would affect my career. Jack grinned. "Use a fake name. Songwriters do it all the time."
"What would you suggest?"
He thought for a minute. "Well, some use bizarre names. My dad was a big fan of a band called Steppenwolf, and one of their songwriters went by Mars Bonfire. Most use some kind of enigmatic first name and something dirt common for the last, like Smith or Jones."
I smiled, catching my Mom's smirk when I gave him the name I wanted to use: Enigma Jones. Jack liked it: "It's simple but memorable. You need to make sure the label knows. If they let it leak who you are, then the girls can't use your poems anymore."
...................................................................................................................
Heather called home to tell her husband where she was going, and he grumbled a little. "Damn! I wanted to see them. You owe me. Hot sex and a promise that we'll see them when they come to town will go a long way."
She could hear the humor in his voice. "Done! I'm already almost a week behind, so get some rest and have one set, or the other grandparents keep Sissy the night I get home. Love you, honey."
We went down early and found the upscale hotel where my parents had made reservations. Then we all went out for dinner, arriving at the venue at eight. VIP passes were waiting, and we were ushered backstage. Annie and Star screamed and wrapped us all up in hugs that seemed to go on forever.
"Nervous?" Both nodded. "Well, don't be. Go out there and let the music carry you until you hit your groove. You'll do just fine."
They had picked the name Starshine as a play on their names. Annie had a nickname at college, Sunshine Annie, because she was so upbeat. They'd nabbed the keyboardist and drummer from Jack, found an outstanding guitar player who could swap to bass when Annie needed to play, and rehearsed until they were seamless. The crowd was loud from the start, but halfway through the show, the level had risen so high I wished for earplugs. They took a short break to introduce the band. Then Annie grabbed the microphone.
"We'd like to thank some people, people that if we hadn't met, we wouldn't be where we are. First, I want to introduce Darrin Osprey. We met in college, and he taught us cigar box guitar. We'd also like to thank his parents. We stayed with them while the record was being made, and they became surrogate parents. Thanks, Mom and Dad. Also, Dad is the owner of Birdbox Instruments. Most of the instruments I play he built for me."
Then she paused. "Finally, I want to thank Enigma Jones. He wrote all the songs on the album, as well as enough for our second. He's prolific and talented beyond words. He's also horribly shy, but we're working on it."
Heather was amazed when I got called onto the stage to play slide on Annie's four-string on the old blues classics Key To The Highway and Come On Into My Kitchen. Then I sang backup on Soulshine. Those were the only covers; the rest of the songs were originals. They played two encores, songs on the new album, and the crowd didn't want them to leave. The management had to shut things down due to liquor laws, and the girls stayed swamped until they managed to get away.
The next day, they did a post-concert review and got a rave from the local paper's music critic. She sang songs of praise for them, then closed with a footnote. "As talented as these women are, they would be lost without their lyricist. If I ever meet Enigma Jones in person, I think I'll kiss him, just for the lyrics on All I Ever Wanted. Keep an eye on Starshine because if their next efforts are the same quality as the first, they'll be headlining in two years."
........................................................................................................................................
They'd given Heather backstage passes when they passed through their area at the end of the tour. She talked about them at one of the expos we worked. "They were in fine voice, even tighter vocally than in Charlotte, but they looked tired. Annie told me they had two more dates, and it was home for two weeks before they started working on the next album. Star would have kept touring if she could talk Annie into it, but they'd already extended the tour by three weeks and four performances, and she said enough was enough."
I caught clips of their performances occasionally, and Annie looked tired. Star looked energized, and since she wasn't bound to an instrument, she could work the stage. She garnered most of the attention, and I wondered how Annie felt about that. They'd gone in as full partners; any change in dynamics might affect their relationship.
They came home, and Annie decompressed with Mom and Dad for a week. Then she came to see me, admiring my place, grinning. "You're entirely too comfortable, Dar. You need a woman to mess that up."
I laughed, but I had been thinking the same thing. At twenty-five, the urge for a life partner was beginning to surge. "Maybe I'll find one. Are you taking applications?"
It was cute to watch her blush, but one of the main reasons we were such great friends was because I never hit on her or Star. As our friendship grew, I knew dating one or the other would mess up the balance, so I walked a fine line. "Not at present, but if you leave your resume with my assistant, I may get back to you."
Then she laughed. "I don't have time for romance. I plan to have a nice little music career, maybe five years, and when it runs its course, have enough time and money to find a soulmate and live happily ever after."
"That sounds like a plan, but from my observations, when love comes, it arrives on its own schedule. In fact..." I pulled out my latest notebook and showed her the poem. Her eyes were shining when she finished. "Please, please, please, can we put it on the next album?"
"You can if you sing it."
"Why me?"
I wasn't about to tell her I wrote explicitly about her, so I told her I thought her voice was best suited to it and that unless she sang lead on it, she couldn't have it. She looked undecided. "As soon as she sees it, she'll want it."
"Star is old enough to realize you don't always get what you want. I've stated my terms. If she has a problem with it, she can call. Speaking of Star, how's she handling the success?"
Annie didn't look happy. "She's doing everything short of eating it like a drug. Instead of relaxing, she's doing interviews, hyping the new album when I can't get her into the studio. I saw her yesterday on a noon talk show, singing with their band."
"All I can say is, she better remember to 'dance with the one what brung her', as my greatuncle often remarked. Star is a great singer, but she's less without you, and she needs to remember that."
..............................................................................
Heather and I were getting our publicity, and when one of the most famous singers in the world showed up at her house, wanting a face jug of her baby, we were overwhelmed. I must have thrown and destroyed two dozen jugs before deciding I got it right and showed it to Heather. "She is going to flip when she sees it! I'll start glazing as soon as it cures."
I'd never seen her so nervous as she mixed the glazes to get the right skin, hair tone, or eye color. When we fired it, I don't think she slept for two days, and when it was finally cool enough to empty, she was the first one in. We cleaned it off, sitting it on the shelf and admiring it. "That's about as perfect a jug as I've seen, Heather. Well done."
"Glazing means diddly if the jug wasn't right. WE did good."
She showed up with her movie star husband, just them, no entourage. "You wouldn't believe how nice it is to go where no one knows who you are and talk to people who have no agenda. Will and I have admired the scenery here. We're considering getting a few acres and building a little getaway."
Their toddler was asleep, but when he woke up, he wanted to explore, so her husband and I walked him around to burn some energy off. He liked the small pond, with the ducks and the hound a neighbor had given me, tussling with her in the yard. "He'll get dirty," I warned.
"He's a kid. They wash off pretty easily, and he's having a ball. Let him play." When we walked back into the shop, they were hugging, and when we came in, they grabbed us as well. You rarely get a cuddle from people worth over a hundred million dollars, but it was nice.
Then, they had to have pictures. Her husband took one of us with her arms around us, then she took one of her husband, then set a timer and took one of us, Heather holding the child. I thought it was just a keepsake, and it was until an entertainment reporter was interviewing him about the new movie coming out. He interviewed in his mansion, his wife by his side. The reporter admired how well the home was decorated, and she noticed the jug, commenting on it. "Thank you. Of everything in this house, all the antiques, the art, if our house caught fire, this would be the first thing we grabbed. Darrin Osprey and Heather Thomas did it. He did the jug, and she did the glazing."
Then he pulled up the pictures they had taken. We didn't follow celebrities, so it was quite a surprise when our friends lit up our social profiles and phones, telling us to check them out. I tended to shun the limelight, and Heather became the face of our partnership. Requests flooded in from famous people, offering ridiculous amounts of money. We had enough work to last two years, and few argued over the timeline.
Heather was shrewd, insisting we make no more than twelve a year so we didn't flood the market and reduce the value.
The singer noticed pictures of Annie and Star, one from their debut album, most casually, us hugging and grinning. Heather explained we were old college friends and that my father had custom-built Annie's guitar and all the cigar box instruments. I was really glad I hadn't hung the gold record I'd gotten for the first album.
That excited her, and I called the folks. "Fire up the grill; you got company coming. They got a little boy just past two, so make sure there's something for him. We'll be there in a few hours."
If you'd touched Mom with a feather, it would have had the same effect as a sledge when she saw who her guests were, but after an hour, she had calmed down. Dad built for some of the top performers in the world, so he was a little more relaxed. They ate, and the toddler ended up in Mom's arms as she fed him the home-churned ice cream, smiling and giving me pointed looks.
Then we all trooped over to his new and improved shop, three times the size of the old one with state-of-the-art equipment. They were suitably impressed, and he showed them a new electric he was working on, using his hand-built pickups. It reminded one of a Telecaster, but Dad was smart enough to make small changes so that he couldn't be accused of patent infringement. It also had a half-size Bigsby-type tailpiece, which was later custom-fit to her hand, and the head was somewhere between a standard fender and a more square, traditional head with soft curves.
Monica Rose (her professional name, she had introduced herself as Maggie) begged him to sell it to her. "It's not done yet!"
"I can wait if I know I get it when it's done."
They haggled, not over the price, but over the delivery date, settling for no more than six months, and he promised it to her. Nine months later, she played it on stage. It had an Artic white finish, with a red rose carved into the body, and the fretboard was a long rose vine, with miniature roses in different colors denoting the key frets. It also had his logo, a small birdhouse with a tiny bluebird, on the headstock. She was asked about the guitar, and she couldn't wait to sing the praises of the instrument's tone, action, and beauty. All the hardware was plated in 24-carat gold. Her insurance company appraised it, considering that it was completely custom, who it was built by, and the provenance of being explicitly built for her, and putting a hundred thousand dollars' value on it.
Then she talked about Birdbox guitars, naming other artists who owned Birdbox instruments, including the fish-shaped four-string that Samanta Fish played on stage and the flying V-shaped banjo that Annie played. She didn't own it, but I did, and I knew she would take care of it, so I let her use it on tour. Dad didn't have time to answer the phone, so he hired Mom. She would prioritize custom orders and run them by Dad, and if he felt it was worth the effort, he'd discuss it with the potential buyer. Mom got used to big names popping in, and one shop wall was filled with photos of them hugging famous people.
..........................................................................................................
Jack worked with them on the second album and called me, complaining. "Annie's a dream to work with, but Star is getting to the point that she believes her publicity. To put it bluntly, she's becoming a diva, and her ego is starting to get out of control. I stressed to them when we started that I wouldn't put up with shit like that, and if she keeps it up, she's gonna learn the hard way. You got time to come over and straighten her out?"
I wasn't looking forward to it, but I felt I owed it to them, so I went. I took my new girlfriend along because she really wanted to meet them. Annie welcomed her with open arms, telling her to lock down on me. Sara giggled and told her she was trying. Star was cool to her, but for some reason, none of us understood.



"What's with her?"
"Nothing. I met her at a gallery, and we hit it off. She's fun, doesn't take things too seriously, she's perfect. Despite her sweet demeanor, she's an absolute hellcat in the sack. I got scars, wanna see 'em?"
Annie and Jack howled while Star frowned. Then she hit me with what she had in mind. "When you gonna turn over some more work to us? There are maybe three songs worth recording in what's left of the first two boxes; then, we'll need new material for the third. I'm thinking of a double album here. That would generate some coins."
"You're still working on the second one. After the tour, you've got plenty of time to sit down and dig some out."
"Why don't you just give what you've got to us and let us sift through them?"
I looked at her with a flat gaze until she averted her eyes. Annie was looking on horrified, and I saw a glint of humor in Jack's eye. He expected me to go off. "Not ever happening. I'm thinking hard about stopping the project and keeping my poems. I'm kinda famous in my own right now, so maybe I'll get a good editor and put out a book or two."
I never intended to do that, but they didn't know. Star went pale and stuttered, but Annie stepped in and calmed us. "Darrin's right, Star. Let's release the record, do the tour, take a break, and then we'll work on new material."
I stayed for two weeks before my own business called me away. My parents weren't overly optimistic. "I don't see them lasting more than one more album. Annie gets tired of fighting Star, and one day, it will just boil over, and that will be the end of it. I don't want to take sides because they're your friends, but it is what it is. If I had to choose, it would be Annie.'"
I suspected the same thing, but time would tell.
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Enigmas Jones 4
It all comes apart, and it all comes together
.............................................................................................
The second record went gold in six months and climbed towards platinum. On this tour, they headlined smaller venues that could hold up to fifteen thousand people. Star enjoyed her star persona, while Annie just tolerated it.
I gave Annie eight new poems I thought would do well, and they chose five. I sent them another ten, and they picked another five. Three were almost bound to be hits. By now, other acts were sniffing around, trying to find out who I was, and they were driving Jack crazy. He called me one day to vent. "Brother, they're getting close to discovering your identity. And no, they didn't get it from me. They have some pretty smart people working on it, and my bet is eventually, they'll track royalty payments and even run through those shell companies. Eventually, they'll peel enough layers back to find you. Be prepared."
"What do you think I should do, Jack?"
When the next set of songs goes into the can, they should have your name. Beat them to the punch, and make it as plain as possible that songwriting isn't your career choice, and anybody tracking you down will get their feelings hurt. It won't stop them, but slow them down and let you control the situation."
I thought about that for a while, then talked to the people closest to me. I'd broken up with the woman I was seeing because, past a bit of fun and terrific sex, there wasn't a spark. She realized it as well, so we parted as friends. Mom and Dad agreed with Jack. Heather thought I should delay as long as possible to protect our business. We were making excellent money for potters, and she wanted to protect that. If I were known as a famous songwriter, people would show up at the expos to see me and ignore the pottery. It was a legitimate concern, but we mostly sold through galleries and word of mouth, so the impact wouldn't be severe.
I tried to talk to Star, but she was too busy being famous. Annie agreed with Jack, so we followed his advice but went with D. Osprey and hoped no one made the connection.
Annie was at the house when the tour ended and nearly fell off the stool she was on, playing her guitar while she worked on a new poem I'd given her when Maggie and her family stopped by. They did buy a home nearby, in an upscale, gated community, and would get away when they could. She and Will tended to dress down when they went out, and she giggled when she talked about going to the grocery store, but no one recognized them. They went by their real names, and no one made the connection. Heather and I had been to their 'cabin,' a five-bedroom, two-story monstrosity. I asked why they bought such a large house, and they grinned, telling me they hoped the bedrooms wouldn't stay empty much longer. She had thrown away her birth control pills after her last tour, but it was a little early yet.
By now, their child was four, and when they came, we had to watch him like a hawk because he loved to ramble, my mixed-breed hound by his side.
Maggie recognized Annie right away. "You're half of Starshine, aren't you?"
Annie stuttered while I grinned before she said she was.
"I love your work. The lyrics are on a whole other level than many things, poems put to music. I'm warning you now: if I ever find out who Enigma Jones is, I'm stealing him!"
Annie grinned and told her good luck. Maggie had heard a little of what she was working on and asked her to play it. She listened, made a few chord change suggestions, and was talking about a new bridge when Will laughed. "Come on, Dar, we might as well go outside and start cooking. I know that look. She might remember where they are in an hour or two."
Will was there to learn to cook Boston butts over wood coals. They had already been cooking for two hours and needed at least one more, so we worked, and I showed him my sauce recipe. They still hadn't come out when the meat was ready, so I showed him how to shred it, mix the sauce, and put it back on the grill to let it sit while the coals died.
We watched Jr. like a hawk, but he was happily playing with the dog before he had us lay him down in the hammock. We weren't back to the grill before Sassy was in it with him, and they both went to sleep almost instantly. Will took pictures, telling me they were thinking about a small dog for his fifth birthday.
Annie and Maggie finally came out, grinning sheepishly, before jumping on the meal like they'd slaved in a steel mill for hours. Finally sated, Annie got her guitar, and they serenaded us. The song still had most of my lyrics, with just a few minor word changes that helped tremendously, and the music was beyond good. Maggie grinned. "There it is, the next Starshine hit. When I hear it on the radio, I'll grin every time, knowing I had a little to do with it."
Annie blushed like a twelve-year-old girl meeting her teen crush. Then I got my three-string out, and we played some old country and blues. I sang with them, but Will declined, saying his contribution to music was silence. He did record most of it, sharing the video on Annie's phone. "I expect to see this on social media tomorrow, Annie. The songs, especially how your voices blend, will blow up the internet."
Jr. even got into the video, helping them sing a kid's song. Maggie was right; social media lit up like Fourth of July fireworks. Maggie's fans kept wondering where she was and who her friends were, but she never commented except to say the woman was Annie of Starshine, and I was her boyfriend. That wasn't true, but it was simple enough to satisfy everybody.
One reaction we didn't expect was the rant Star went on, chewing us out for not including her. I held it as long as I could before finally going off. "You know, if you showed up as we begged you to, you would have shared the magic, but Star was too busy being the STAR to consort with the common folk. You better enjoy my words, girl, because they're the last you'll get from me. I'm done with the whole mess!"
Annie sat with her mouth hanging open. "Really?"
I tried to calm down before answering. "Maybe. I'm pretty pissed right now. Never in a million years did I think she would let this go to her head, but now I remember our conversations when we first met. Maybe this was always in her nature."
Annie, to her credit, tried to defend her friend. "This might be the wake-up call she'd been needing, Dar. I'll return home tomorrow and see if we can all calm down." She kissed me and went off to bed while I went out and sat on the porch, looking at the stars and reflecting on my life's strange journey. Then I decided I'd see my uncle after Annie left. I was running low on clay.
.....................................................................................
My uncle hugged me when I got to the farm, grinning. Then he got out the backhoe we'd rented and dug down until we hit the pure clay I used, piling it in a couple of rented dump trucks. Having them hauled home cost a pretty penny, and they'd make two trips, but when we were done, we'd have enough for a year. My uncle, Mom's brother, worried about what would happen when he passed, so he 'sold' me five acres, in the heart of the deposit, enough to last lifetimes.
I said we because Heather used the same clay. She and her husband showed up in their big pickup, filling the back with five-gallon buckets. I had an open-face shed where I stored mine, covering what was exposed with tarps while she just sat the buckets around in her shed.
Annie called me the next day. "We've made peace, sort of. I promised to be a little more accommodating, and she promised to drop the diva routine. I don't suspect it will last, but I hope it does long enough to get the songs in the can."
That lasted two weeks when she started her routine again with Jack. He'd finally had enough. "I know I'm contractually obligated to finish this project, but I'd remind you you're under the same contract. Annie, it's always a pleasure working with you, but Star, I won't be signing on to any more projects. I wish you the best of luck in future endeavors."
Star was shocked but refused to back down. Jack would call me occasionally, and the last time he called, he told me about their conversation. "What will she do when it comes time to record again?"
"Get another studio. She's also struggling with her label, and their contract runs out with this album. If she doesn't get an attitude adjustment, she'll have a new team and label, and they'll set terms, knowing she's not in a strong position to negotiate. Poor Annie is stuck in the middle, but their lawyer told me her contract also runs out, so they might split. If that happens, Annie needs to go it alone. She has more of a roots/country voice, and that's the route I'd recommend."
The project was finally finished, and they went into rehearsal before going out. The keyboard player got tired of all the drama, and since he wasn't on contract, he returned to working for Jack. Their new one wasn't up to speed and couldn't sing, so they lost some depth in their harmonies.
With three dates to go, it all came apart. Star put out a press release saying she was going solo with a new label as soon as the tour was over. She didn't have the decency to tell Annie before the announcement, and they had a pretty good row. They didn't speak to each other except over business for the three weeks left. Annie really got offended when Star wanted to hire her as a backing vocalist for practically nothing.
The night of the last concert, Annie bid the crowd a tearful farewell while Star hyped her new project. Annie had lost her parents, so she went 'home' to my parents. Mom called me concerned, and I showed up the following weekend. We went to the shop to talk, and she cried on my shoulder for an hour, regretting what was lost.
"What am I gonna do now?"
"Right now, nothing. Rest, get your balance back, and explore other opportunities. I'm sure something would come along." She didn't know that Jack was keen to record her as a solo performer; her old lawyer was set to represent her, and I had been going through my boxes, looking for the perfect lyrics.
Star had the nerve to call and demand new songs, and I took a deep breath before I answered. "Past the boxes I gave you, you'll get no more. Don't argue or try to negotiate. For right now, I'm out of the songwriting business."
Her rant was epic, including threatening to sue. "Sue me for what? I told you after the last record that I didn't want to participate anymore. You have nothing in writing, so you'd be pissing up a rope, but give it a try." She was still screaming when I hung up.
Where Star was living the rock and roll lifestyle, Annie had spent very little and was sitting on 1.3 million, most of it in investments, so she had no immediate worries. I wondered how much Star had left.
I left Annie to her own devices for a month, and then she called and said she'd like to come for a visit. Maggie and Will were at their mountain condo, so I invited them over for a meal the same weekend Annie was going to be there. Maggie was enthused to visit because, in a last act of revenge, Star outed me, even saying where I lived without giving a direct address.
Maggie called me, raising hell as friendly as she could. "I ought to kick your ass and Annie's as well. You must have been laughing your butt off when I was gushing about your songs. You're giving me at least one song for that alone!"
I told her I'd think about it. Annie showed up after Maggie and Will were already there, and she tensed up but gradually relaxed. Three glasses of wine helped a little. Jr. was at grandma's, so it was just adults. Then Maggie jumped Annie about how she talked about me when we were all together last, giggling when she finished her rant. "I forgive you! If you can talk him into giving me one of his songs!"
"I'll see what I can do." They commiserated over the ups and downs of the music business until Will and I were bored to tears. A little while later, the guitars came out. Annie let Maggie play hers while she played my resonator, and they made me get out the cigar boxes, three and four-string. Everyone was in a good mood when we packed it in for the night.
The following day, Annie talked to me. "Maggie wants me to help her with a song, more as a duet partner than a backup singer. What do you think?"
"I think it matters what you think, but I think it's a good idea. Speaking of ideas..." I laid it out for her, including the songs, Jack's willingness to record her, her old label, and management's desire to take her as a solo singer. She was stunned, then grinned. "What about Star?"
"What about her? She dumped you, so you have no obligation to her, just as I have no obligation to furnish her lyrics. Star is going to have to sink or swim on her own merits. If you want my opinion, you should do it. You already have a good stake, and two or three good albums would set you up for life, freeing you to do anything you want."
"I'll do it if you help me when I need you. Now that you, Maggie, and Will are past the casual friend stage, the world knows who you are, so we should find her a song from you.
She made sense, and I had been thinking about it. Having Maggie do one of mine made a lot of sense. "Okay. I'll let you call her and give you some of my better stuff you've never seen, and you two can pick three. Make sure she understands not to push it."
......................
She immediately called Maggie, and I could hear the high-pitched squeals, so I think she was agreeable. Annie left me, moving in with Maggie while they picked and polished the songs she wanted. Maggie was a good guitarist, played piano, and was a pretty good arranger. Will told me it was the most focused he'd ever seen her, but they had two down in a week, and I was amazed when they played them for me.
Then, they did demos for her label, using Jack to record them. When he got done, Maggie liked them so much that they just put them on the album as they were, giving Jack public praise for his work. That led to a surge in business, and Jack was booked solid for the next eight months. Maggie went back home and worked hard on her latest, and Annie flew out for four days to record the song Maggie wanted her to sing. While there, she sang background on the ones I had given her.
Then she came home to work with Jack. Most of the crew she first worked with were there, so it went smoothly. Nine tracks, all lyrics by me, and even though everyone knew who I was, writing credit went to Enigma Jones. Annie would pop by every once in a while to get my opinion. They all sounded great to me, but Jack had rubbed off on Annie, and she wanted everything to be perfect.
I was happy throwing pots and doing some plain pottery for a firing that didn't require Heather's assistance. She was working on her product, and we had plans to work together the next month for our specialty jugs. One prominent politician came to us with a request. For years, he'd had a 'politician jug,' a face on either side of the jug, talking out of one side of his mouth, then the other on the back. His jug got broken, and the man who threw it had passed, so he asked us to do one for him.
I looked up a bunch of politicians before I touched clay, and most of them were older, overweight, and had receded hairlines, so I threw a pot depicting an older man with jowls and a receding hairline, and what could only be described as "mean eyes," with an overall angry expression. Heather had a ball with the glazes, giving his large nose a reddish hue, his combover a mixture of gray and white, and the bushy eyebrows I'd given him. The rest of his face seemed lightly flushed, his squinty eyes dark. He looked totally disagreeable, which was precisely what we were aiming for; his mouth was almost sideways as I exaggerated his lips.
He was overjoyed when he got it, and it sat prominently on a secure shelf behind his desk for all to see. It was featured on a show, and he explained that he kept it there to remind himself that everyone, especially politicians, often only said what they thought you wanted to hear. There was a surge in demand for similar pieces, which we turned down.
.......................................................................................................
Five months after Maggie and Annie collaborated, Sunshine Annie was released. It harkened back to our roots, and Annie was on the cover in a flowing white dress with a flower-festooned straw hat, sitting on a porch swing. The work exceeded anything Starshine did, going platinum in four months and in heavy rotation on country and college stations nationwide. I'd see her on talk shows, sometimes with Maggie, because she had released her own work two months before, featuring the duet with Annie. They performed it on an awards show, and it won Song of the Year, beating out Annie's song. They got a standing ovation and were invited to all the after-parties. Annie insisted I come as her date, and I felt foolish sitting among a sea of cowboy hats, but it was an enjoyable experience.
They chose the best A-list party and dragged Will and me along. It was fun to see a bunch of country heroes, many blitzed out of their minds, flopping around like a fish out of water. I managed to get hit on by a very drunk, very married cougar, a fading star in the business. Maggie and Annie laughed for a few minutes before rescuing me. Will grinned. "Now you see why we don't go to many of these."
That night, we were all tipsy, and it happened. Annie walked me to my room, went in, and didn't return. We were both high enough that we thought it was a good idea. Annie was an excellent lover, far more athletic and vocal than I thought. We were all over each other for most of the night, finally collapsing into exhaustion. Waking about noon, we stared at each other, grinning, before we started again.
Our affair was intense and satisfying, but it was also brief. While we enjoyed each other, there was no forever spark, and we both knew it. We parted amicably, going back to being friends. I'd catch her looking at me, grinning occasionally, and I'd do the same.
While all this was going on, Star released her solo album. She got three hits out of it, all songs I left. She was decent enough to give me credit, and it went gold. Then she called me out of the blue, ranting. I hung up on her, then did it again when she called back. I didn't give her time to speak when it rang a third time. "You better have a civil tongue in that mouth before you speak. If you don't, I'll hang up again and block the number. Why are you calling me? It's been at least a year since we last spoke, and you were ranting then. Got anything you need to say because I have no reason to listen?"
There was silence, then sobs. Annie was with me, passing through, so I put it on the speaker. "Why won't you give me some songs?"
"Why? So you can get rich and famous? You've been there, done that."
"You gave Annie songs!"
I sighed. "I did. I've given her a lot of them. Why? Because she didn't betray me. She didn't out me to the world for a little publicity. The only one you have to blame for the mess your life has become is you. You let your ego get ahead of common sense. How's that working out for you? Was betraying your best friends worth it? Are you still the star you wanted to be?"
She hung up on me. I looked at Annie with a raised eyebrow.
"I'm still good friends with her drummer, and he's telling me she's about to hit rock bottom. Her label won't sign her to a new deal unless she can show them good songs, preferably some from you. If she loses her record deal, she'll ride her fame for a while, then start hittin' the has-been circuit."



"What do you think I should do?"
Her eyes looked incredibly sad. "I don't know. We both used to love her when we were younger. She threw us away, not the other way around. If we tell the truth, we still love her a little. Let's think about it and see what comes to mind."
We discussed it for a few days before deciding to help her on our terms. She records with Jack and listens to him, with his core of players backing her. One hissy fit, one half-ass effort, and she was out the door. Most importantly, and this was really going to stick in her craw, Annie would be the producer to keep her focused. I asked Jack if he thought it would work.
"I doubt it. The girl's a little prideful, and that's been her downfall all along. She firmly believes she knows best, and we're all just too damn dumb to realize it. That's what has kept her alienated from most. They drift away once they discover they're dealing with ego, not a person. We'll see."
..............................................................................
I had Annie call and dictate terms. Star went apeshit, so Annie hung up. "I guess that's that."
"Don't be so sure, common sense; if she has any left, she should kick in in a few days."
She called back nine days later, huffily agreeing. "Not good enough. Damn, Star, you used to live for the music. I want to hear you say you're completely on board and there will be no friction in the studio. Say it."
I thought she'd hung up before she yielded to our terms. I went along on the prescribed date, shocked when Star walked in. She was thirty pounds heavier and had the beginnings of a double chin. She seemed listless, with no energy. Annie made it three days before she snapped. "You need to get your shit together! Instead of hitting the bottle, hit the gym, sleep eight hours daily, and eat healthier. You're a cartoon of yourself; we want the old you back. "
Then Mom stepped in, taking her home. She made her go to bed at ten and rolled her out of bed at seven, feeding her a nutritious breakfast and then making her help garden and clean the house; she even had her wash the vehicles. She ate yogurt and fruit for lunch and a balanced dinner, careful of portion control. She snapped after two days and said she was going to get a beer. Mom smiled, handed her the packed suitcases, and wished her a good life and a warning never to return. My mother was among the sweetest people you ever met until you crossed her. Then you became a nonperson, and she never spoke to whoever offended her again.
Star knew this and devolved into a sobbing hulk while Mom cuddled her and rubbed her back until she calmed down. Then she swatted her ass pretty hard and told her to carry her cases back in, and if she talked foolishness again, she'd give her an old-fashioned ass whippin'. Star looked into her eyes and believed her, behaving like a good daughter for ten days when Mom decided to send her back.
She came in fifteen pounds lighter, with a much more professional demeanor, and listened when Annie or Jack gave her instructions. Annie sang backup on two songs and played bass on three. She played a resonator slide on the album's last track, perfect for the piece. Annie gave her five songs plus the two she had left over from the previous time. Star did two covers to round out the project.
Then it was mixing, overdubbing, getting musicians in to redo passages, and it was ready. Star thanked us on social media, singling out Annie, Jack, and my mother. She said the greatest regret she would ever have was losing her partners, Annie and me, and if she had it to do over again, we'd all be still together.
Sadly, that ship had sailed. Annie recorded seven albums over her career, all but three gold, and those were platinum. She did duets with almost every singer of our generation and won three Grammys as a solo and one for a collaboration late in her career. She and Star recorded an album, and I wrote all the songs. They titled it You Can't Go Back, for one of my poems with particularly poignant verses. Maggie was credited under her professional name as arranger and music director, and Jack won his fourth as Producer Of The Year with three different acts.
Annie probably couldn't tell you precisely what she was worth, but it was a lot. Star retired with a modest fortune, happily raising two boys with different fathers. After her fourth divorce, she swore off marriage.
My wife and I watched the show on television. Heather turned to me, smiling. "Do you ever regret not making that a career? We'd have been a lot richer if you had."
"We're rich now. Besides our business, I have forty-seven songs that still get airplay, and the coins roll in every time one's played. A music critic once said that at any time of the day, at least two of my songs are being aired, never mind the income from the streaming services or CD sales."
We snuggled, listening to her, now our daughter, snoring lightly as she snuggled her ten-year-old brother, thinking all was right with the universe.
.......................................................
So, how did Heather and I end up together? Heather didn't have a cheating bone in her body, and neither did her husband. He'd given up masonry when it became too hard on his back and was a big rig driver with a local route, home every night. That fateful day, he was driving uphill on a particularly steep mountain road when the distress call came over the radio. A rig going downhill lost its brakes and was freewheeling down the steep road, trying to make an emergency pull-off ramp provided by the state highway commission for these emergencies. It was a long pullout with deep sand, slowing a truck naturally. He had stopped when he heard the call, putting out emergency cones and urging everyone off the road when the runaway came around the curve, swaying. He would have probably survived if he'd stayed in his truck, but he was helping a woman and small child out of their car so they could seek shelter off the road. It clipped the back of his rig, toppling over and smashing him between the cab and the small car. Heather was assured he didn't suffer, and death came almost instantly.
There was so little of him left they had to have a closed casket ceremony; then he was cremated and placed into an urn Heather had designed, a jug with his face on it, showing his bushy beard and the little grin he habitually wore. He was placed beside his parents and one sister.
Life went on, and Heather stayed with me so long I enrolled Sissy in the local school. After five months, she decided to go home, but when she got there, she took one look and turned around. She got a reasonable price for the house and pottery shop and intended to build a house near me, working out of my shop until hers was built. Seven months later, she was still with me, so I bought the thirty acres beside me and built a bigger house.
We didn't immediately jump into a relationship. Heather mourned for a long time before gradually coming back. Mom, Annie, and Maggie helped, including her in activities, forcing her to shop and interact with the community. Gradually, she started smiling more and worked more in the shed to make up for the time we lost while she mourned. One day she came out to find me, Sissy, Will Jr., and one of his friends fishing in our small pond. She smiled and watched the affectionate interactions between me, her daughter, and the boys.
At thirteen months, I came home to find just Heather. "Molly (we called her Sissy, which she liked) is spending the night with her grandparents. They're going to teach her how to make cookies, and your Dad will give her a music lesson on the three-string he custom-built for her."
"What are we gonna do? Wanna go out?"
To answer, she kissed me, molding her body to mine. "No, honey. We'll spend the night in and won't sleep alone." She slid the robe she was wearing off nervously. That was unnecessary. She was a mature woman with a bit of a baby paunch but beautiful. I picked her up, carrying her to the bed while she rained kisses on me. It had been fifteen months since she had been with a man and almost as long for me. The first time was a little frenetic, but afterward, we lay and cuddled while I stroked her body.
She shivered and stopped me. She insisted we shower together, and she had to fight to keep my hands off her. "There will be plenty of times we run out of hot water in the future. Right now, let's get clean and go out to eat. I know I said I wanted to stay in, but I find myself starved, and I don't feel like cooking!"
She wore a dress, her hair up in an elaborate braid, her red locks shining. I immediately changed into a suit, and we went to one of the higher-end restaurants in Morganton; lucky we could get in. The pot I threw and she glazed that sat in the reception area helped us a little. They fawned all over Heather before they shook my hand. Some people knew us from our pottery and my songwriting career and were thrilled when we spoke to them.
One lady followed our business page on Facebook and talked to Heather about the lovely daughter we had. Heather smiled and thanked her for the compliment. A club owner and his wife were there, and they invited us to come and see the up-and-coming act they'd booked. We hadn't made plans, but Heather agreed instantly. The venue was one of the biggest in the town, relatively new and well-appointed, and we got a VIP table. The band was good, and we danced a few fast ones and all the slow ones. Others invited us, but we declined, telling them this night was all about us.
On the last break, Kyle told the band who I was, and they rushed over, wanting to talk about music. I grinned. "I know very little about the music business, just what I learned as a songwriter. You guys are a good cover band, but if you have any originals, you need to play them. Get your name out there. Send me some stuff on our business email, and if you're good enough, I'll introduce you to some people who can help you. No promises, but I'll see what I can do."
They had a female singer with some talent, and they did an old Starshine song before inviting me on stage to play resonator on another. Heather practically pushed me on the stage, and after we tuned up and balanced the sound, I borrowed a microphone. "This one is for the new love of my life. I hope I play it for her until my fingers stop working."
It was Starshine's most famous love song, and as I played, I kept my eyes on Heather. She looked like she would faint any minute, but she was smiling. When I got off stage, she jumped into my arms and soaked my shirt as the patrons cheered.
......................................................................................................
After we rose the following day, we talked about everything. Our hopes and aspirations going into the future, how Sissy might feel about the new relationship, everything we could think of.
"Don't worry about Sissy. When we went to pick her up from volleyball practice the other day, I went to find her, and I found her talking to Shelly, her BFF. Shelley asked if you were her Dad. I heard her say, "He is now," before she turned around and flamed red. I just hugged her, and she snuggled back to the truck."
Then, she seemed to gather her thoughts. "One thing I insist on, and this is non-negotiable. I want another baby. I want your baby. Yes, I'm 35, but mothers are having children now into their forties, and I'll monitor my health. I'm not asking here, honey."
She looked scared to death until I told her she needed to get off birth control as quickly as possible. Then she brought up money, and I put my hand over her mouth. "If you think our money needs to be protected, it sounds like you're going in this to fail. We'll talk later." It's been six years, and we have a five-year-old son, and we still haven't got around to the conversation.
Mom and Dad were thrilled. When Annie finds out, she and Maggie planned the bachelorette party. It was the talk of the town for a couple of years because they rented limos and descended onto the same club where the same band was playing. They'd coordinated with Kyle and Gloria, and a third of the floor was roped off.
The guitarist dropped his instrument when Maggie, Annie, and a couple more singers who were friends walked in, with another famous singer following behind. Star and Annie gradually became friendly again and saw each other a few times a year. Star had bought a small farm in the Georgia foothills to raise her sons away from cities, and except for private school, they were learning to be proper little rednecks. That, along with Heather's regular friends and her sisters, made it quite a crowd.
As the drinks flowed, it turned into a massive celebration. Annie, Maggie, and Star took the stage and sang two songs with the young woman. They had to carry most of the song because she wouldn't stop crying. Then they danced with every man in the room. Wild stories about that night would be told for years and get wilder as they aged. They had enough experience to hire four male and two female bodyguards to ensure no one got too close.
The male singer put down his guitar and stood before Heather, singing a love song. It was sweet and passionate and rang the right bells, and Heather wept when he was done. Then he leaned over and whispered in her ear, " Your future husband wrote this song specifically for you. He said he would give it to us if we sang it for you. I hope I love someone as much as he loves you."
Heather almost went comatose, and it took a while before she told them what he'd said. They had videographers taping the event, and while Heather nursed a massive hangover the next day, the ladies clustered around the television, playing the song continuously.
It launched the career of the band. Annie produced, Jack engineered, and Maggie helped with the arrangements. My only contribution was playing bass on four tracks because theirs broke his hand halfway through the session. I told them not to credit me, which surprised them. With the backing of Maggie and Annie and four of my songs, their first work went platinum.
They stayed together for three years, putting out another work that went gold, and when egos finally exploded, they broke up. Maggie produced a solo album for the woman, with Annie helping, that sold 400,000 copies and downloads. Then the girl formed another band with the remnants of two other groups that had imploded about the same time hers did, and it was much more talented. Jack has engineered and produced two albums, and they had a firm foothold in the genre.
..........................................................
I barely paid attention to the music scene, only what Annie and Maggie told me in bits and snippets of gossip between them. Heather and I still throw pots and probably will until our hands surrender to age. We had a long talk about it one night, which happened to be our tenth wedding anniversary. She said something that resonated. "Music barely survived until man gained the ability to record it. Even then, it fades away until it resides as memories or in some vault somewhere. But pottery will live forever. Long after we're gone, the face jugs, plates, cups, and bowls we've thrown will be passed down from generation to generation. Some will break, some will get lost, but enough will survive. There are examples of pottery that have survived when they didn't know what they were doing, almost prehistoric pieces found on every continent with a concentration of humans. I'd choose to be a potter over being a musician every time, and I'm sure in my soul that if it had ever come down to pottery or music, pottery would have won, regardless of the money."
Then she giggled. "Of course, the written word can be pretty powerful. Sissy has started writing poetry, and some of it shows promise. She's in a countywide competition, so be surprised when she tells you and wants your advice. Sometimes it's hard to be the daughter of one of the world's most famous songwriters and published poets."
That pleased me no end. Dad had passed, his life shortened by his physical disabilities, and Mom had moved into our old house to be close to her grandbabies. When she closed her old house, she rediscovered my boxes and carefully went through them after she moved, flagging the better ones. Then she parented me into cleaning them up for publishing. My fame as a songwriter got me an overview from several publishers, and once we picked one, I put out a book roughly every three years. They got critical acclaim, and the first was on a bestsellers list for months.
I had plenty of material because I never stopped writing. It was my way of keeping my life journals, so the boxes always seemed full. Heather had to get on me because all I could do for a while was write poems about her and our kids. I wrote one called Daughter that made Sissy cry for three days.
............................................................
My fortieth college reunion came up, and Heather insisted I go. We sponsored a college student for a year through four years, so four scholarships were open. The scholarships included allowances for food, lodging, and incidentals as long as the GPA stayed above 2.5. We also donated a piece of pottery now and then for fundraisers.
Heather had never gone to college, learning to pot at the knee of her grandfather. Her family was poor, but by the time she had married the first time, she was gaining a reputation for her work, and with his job, they lived a very comfortable middle-income life. She spoke in strong terms of her ambitions for Sissy and our son, and now she could afford to send them anywhere in the world when the time came.
I showed up and privately marveled at the changes in some of my classmates. Some had passed from accident or health issues, and some had changed so dramatically that I didn't recognize them. Slim Jorgens weighed over three hundred pounds. Sasquatch, nicknamed for his flowing beard and long hair, was bald and smooth-shaven. Some were successful, some not as much. Julio had developed his passion as a herbalist into a multinational business and traveled the world looking for new plants and their derivatives. His wife was from the Amazon, a dark-haired, petite beauty thirty years his junior, who happily showed us pictures of their five kids from her and the four from his other wife from the same tribe. She wasn't there because she was eight and a half months pregnant.
I looked at him, and he smirked, and I decided apart from being none of my business, if he was happy, it was fine. I thought about what it would be like to be married to two Heathers for a second and grinned. Two red-haired vixens would have made life for me downright interesting, but I still had a hard time keeping up with one. I'd be dead by now.
The college had grouped three classes because they were still small. Annie showed up with her second husband; she and her first disagreed on lifestyles and how they should spend their money, meaning hers. Her new one was an executive, an AR man with a major label, and she helped him by going to clubs and making assessments on bands and solo singers. He often deferred to her experience, though he was considered to have a 'golden ear' in the music community for his habit of discerning whether an act had a future.
Star showed up with her current partner, happily together for ten years, with no desire to marry. Inevitably, we got a table together and shared memories, highlighting the good ones. She and Star both sponsored a student each in the music department and had been as long as I had been sponsoring pottery students. The college loved us.
The next day, while our spouses packed up for the trip home, Star and Annie walked with me through the tall, majestic trees we had planted all those years ago. We were each quietly lost in our thoughts. At the edge of the woods, we hugged and went in different directions, returning to the lives we had forged for ourselves.
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Honey, Do You Love Me?
Not that much.
...
She had been acting nervous for a week, and it was starting to get on my nerves. Then she said we needed to talk, which rang all kinds of bells. "Do you love me?"
"Not that much."
She seemed surprised. "What?"
"You read the same stories that I do. When the woman asks a man if he loves her, she springs all kinds of nasty shit on him. So no, I don't love you enough to let you date, or take a lover/lovers, or explore your bi side. If that's the case, then no, I don't love you that much."
"What the hell is wrong with you? Do I need to put parental controls on the computer to limit your time on those sites? You know, 99% of those things are just pure bullshit. They're interesting on paper, but nobody in their right mind would put up with that shit. How many beers have you had today?'
"Uh, three."
"So then, does five beers (never could fool her) contain the fount of absolute knowledge? Are you a human lie detector or something? Can you physically divine my innermost thoughts? This is important, honey, so try to keep up."
I looked at her hard. My mellow mood had been shot to hell, and looking at her, I think she thought this was funny. She had that "I know something you don't" look on her face. Plus, my wife was sharp as a tack, so I could never get anything by her. Part of my attraction to her was realizing she was a lot smarter than I was. Her incredible figure, dazzling smile, overall beauty, and ability to wreck me in bed made up the rest. I always thought she'd trade up someday. It hit me. "Is there someone else?"
Instead of being earnest, she grinned again. Was this all a joke to her? "Well, yes, there is. And I'm pretty sure I will fall in love with them."
"What's the sonofabitch's name? I'm gonna kill him!"
"I don't know the name yet."
"So you just picked some random guy or woman, and it's going to be a zipless fuck? Then, you intend to fall in love with them. Have you lost your mind? We've been together for five years, and you spring this on me. I won't put up with that shit! I'll kick your ass right out the door!"
She started looking pissed. "The drawback to that plan, genius, is this is my family's house; it isn't ours. They let us use it to save for our own, so if anybody has to hit the boulevard, it'll be you. And you'd have to find another job. Do you think my uncle would keep you around after you broke the heart of his favorite niece? You'd be out of there so fast you'll think they strapped a rocket to your ass."
Tears started falling from me. I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and looked at her. "Why? I would have bet everything I owned that you loved me. Don't worry; I'll be gone by Thursday. My cousin said he could get me on in South Dakota, which should be far away enough for my heart to mend. I might find someone else eventually, but they'll never own my heart like you did."
Her face softened, and she reached out, stroking my cheek. Then she slapped me so hard I saw stars. That was going to leave a mark. "God! It's a good thing you're pretty and have a good cock, 'cause you ain't shit in the brains department. I'M PREGNANT, you idiot!"
I was so far into my misery that it didn't register immediately, but she had a big smile when I looked up. "You're pregnant?"
"Three months, and I swear, if you say something stupid like whose is it, I'll get my brothers and cousins over here to kick your ass."
"You're pregnant?"
"Did I slap you too hard? Yes, I am pregnant, with a child, and got a bun in the oven. Stop me when you understand."
I cried hard. She finally came over, snuggled me, and let me get it out. I went quiet, and she finally pulled my head up. "What are you thinking about?"
"I'm wondering what I can do to make this up to you. I see years of kissing your ass in my future."
"You got that right, years and years and years. You might get out of it in thirty or forty, but I'm sure you'll do something stupid to add to the balance by then. Tonight would be a good time to start."
I stayed quiet as I hugged her before pulling back. "We're gonna have a baby?"
Rolling her eyes, she grinned. "Yes honey, we're gonna have a baby."
Suddenly, I was off the couch and running for the front door. It was a Saturday afternoon, and people were out in their yards, doing whatever they always needed to do in suburbia. I screamed at the top of my lungs as I ran around the yard.
"WE'RE HAVING A BABY! WE'RE HAVING A BABY! JEN, MARK, WE'RE HAVING A BABY! BILL, DOTTIE WE'RE..."
Dottie walked over and hugged me. "Let me guess. You guys are having a baby?"
"YES!"
By then, Jen and Crystal were on the porch with her while the husbands pounded my back and gave advice. Jen grinned. "I see he took the news well."
"Not at first, but I think he's onboard."
Six months later, I stared at my son, watching him wiggle his toes. My life was damn near perfect, except for one thing. She did put parental controls on the computer. I can only read Lit once a day, for one hour. Then, it shuts down until the next day.
I'd read somewhere that you should start reading to your child as soon as possible for various reasons, so eight months later, I was rocking him as I read to him.
"But John knew something wasn't right, so one day, he slipped away from work and came home early to see his wife and five men rolling around on his bed. Her boss, and his boss, his brother, and two random black guys. They were rotating around, keeping her airtight. He took about four minutes of video, left the house, went to Walmart, picked up a burner phone, and called Juan, a friend from his sordid past his wife never knew about.
John was surprised and pleased over the price a white woman in her prime would bring in the South American market, and they formed a plan. He was going to deliver her to Juan after drugging her, and they were going to ship her off to her new life. John wasn't satisfied with that, so they sent both bosses and his brother away. First, they shaved off all their hair, pierced their ears, put them in cockcages, and inserted buttplugs. They also had tramp stamps tattooed on their lower backs and across their asses. John wondered if they would come to enjoy their new lives as concubines to wealthy and perverted drug lords. He was..."
I heard the front door open, and I hit a key on the computer. A website of fairy tales popped up.
"And so the handsome knight rescued the beautiful princess from the ogres. The King was so happy he let them marry, and she moved into his castle, where she had many children, while he got the coveted job of an official dragonslayer, and they lived happily ever after. The end."
I heard a "Hrrmp" behind me. "I catch you reading shit like that to him again; the closest you'll ever get to sex will be through those stories, you understand me?"
"Yes, dear."
"Okay then. I stopped for my appointment with the doctor on the way home. I'm pregnant again. I guess the pill failed. He said it happened about seven percent of the time, so you need to get ready."
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There Goes The Neighborhood.
Why did it have to be here?
....................................................................................................
I was walking Fluffy, one of our favorite pastimes. And before you start on me, I didn't name him. The little girl who had him before named him that. At the time, it was true. Then he grew up, and I mean grew UP. He weighed about 150 pounds when he stopped. His breeding was a little chaotic, but I'm sure he had some boxer and bully in him. The rest was just an amalgam of questionable ancestry. It seems his mother had gotten around. She had once hooked up with a Great Dane and maybe a mastiff. She reminded me of my ex-wife.
He had the barrel-chested body of a bulldog, big ears, the long nose of a hound, and a long tail that curled up, with curly, almost blond hair. Fluffy grew up to be too much of a dog for the family, and I got him by default.
We hit it off. I didn't date much, and he became my companion. I had a friend who worked for a security company training dogs, and he taught him for me. He'd transform into a slobbering monster if I said the right word or phrase. I let him because my ex's new boyfriend was a musclehead, and he thought he'd intimidate me into giving her more. Fluffy just about ate his ass up when he came over, making threats.
Two weeks afterward, Fluffy was shot, but it was in a shoulder muscle and wasn't fatal. A month after that, a bullet went through the window of my old living room, directly between them, as they sat on the couch. Coincidentally, it landed right between her eyes of the painting I'd done of her.
The house was in a rural area on the second day of hunting season, so they let the investigation die. They asked me about it, and I grinned. "Did anyone die?"
"No."
"Then it wasn't me."
She called me ranting, and I put the phone down while I went to get a beer. When I picked it up, she was still on it. "Livvy? Livvy? Are you still there?"
"Yeah. Listen, it sounds like no harm was done. I know the feeling, though, because some asshole shot my dog a while back. Luckily, he didn't die. People should know where their bullet is going before they squeeze the trigger. Any basic firearm class teaches that. As much as I'd like to chat, your voice grits my teeth and gives me bad thoughts. Talk to you later. Much, much later. Understand?" For some reason, she was crying when I hung up.
...........................................................
We started very much in love--four years of wedded bliss. Then the Asshole showed up, flexing muscles and hinting about how big his dick was. She ignored him for about six months but went for some after-work drinks with the office workers, and he was there. After a few stiff drinks, he got his first kiss.
It still took him three more months to nail her, but they were off to the races when he did. It went hot and heavy for about six months before his wife dropped the bomb on them. She sent an email from a computer at the public library to me and her father, leading them to the motel where they were currently fucking. I heard it got pretty loud, and the cops had to come. His father-in-law, cliche, cliche, was their boss. He didn't fire them until after the divorces to make it easier for his daughter to get a reasonable alimony and child support deal.
Then he fired both of them a month apart. They both knew why, but they could do nothing about it. She'd gotten the house in the divorce, coming up with half the appraised price to buy me out. The mortgage is pretty hefty. She had Asshole move in, and they lived in unwedded bliss until she forced the issue, and they married. I'm sure it will be a lasting and faithful relationship.
I took the money and looked around, buying a small house in the next town. It was 1300 feet, with two bedrooms and one bath, an 'arts and crafts' house built in 1930. The house needed work, and I got an excellent deal. It took me three years to restore it, about 75%, including cleaning what many thought could be leaded glass panels made by Tiffany. The hardwood floors gleamed after restoration, and the oak paneling and trim cleaned up very well. I even left the antique sink in the bathroom. I modernized the kitchen, but I left the slate floor.
It sat on a two-acre lot with large trees and a fenced-in backyard so Fluffy could amuse himself while I worked. He was a terror to the squirrels, and they liked to tease him from a distance. Then, one got a little overconfident. I found specks of gray fur for weeks. I'm sure he thought it was part of his guard duties.
He usually had a good head of steam built up when I got home, and I'd take him on long, rambling walks, more for my benefit than his. It was the way I got to know most of my neighbors. Their kids would be outside, and they'd be all over Fluffy. He'd be in heaven, playing with the children, letting them pile all over him. I'd grin, wondering what they would think if I put him in protective mode. After everyone got used to his looks, he became a favorite, and some of them would give him a treat or two.
We'd walk and talk across the neighborhood, making a wide circuit before getting home. He had a doghouse outside, but I had a doggie door put in, and he spent most of the time in the house with me, lying on his favorite rug.
We were going by the old Jenkins house. The couple had died in an accident the year before, and it sat on the market for six months before someone bought it. Fluffy suddenly went rigid, and his hackles rose. He sensed danger somehow. A moving van was in the driveway, and people were unloading it. I thought about offering a hand until I noticed Fluffy. I looked a little closer.
It couldn't be! There they were, larger than life. Ex and the Asshole! I was still trying to process it when she looked up and dropped the box in her hands, and I heard China break. Then Asshole came around the truck to see what happened, saw me, and glared. He started charging towards me, and Fluffy let out an enormously loud bark, showing all his teeth. I called it shark mode. He slid to a stop and started yelling. "Get that mutt outta here! He's a danger to the public!"
I just grinned at him. "Hello, neighbors. As far as the dog, sorry, but the sidewalk is public property. Fluffy and I walk by here every day."
Then I dropped the cheerful tone. "If you don't fucking like it, Asshole, leave. This was my neighborhood first. What happened to the 'dream' house she just had to have? We'll walk where we please, and as long as we don't cross property lines, there isn't jack shit you can do about it. Fucked any married women lately? You're a creature of habit, and sooner or later, you will. How about your honey? After all, she has a history of slipping around on her husband. Has she worked over lately? Have you been to any conferences? Girl's Nights Out? Weren't they the lies you two told to get together?"
I laughed. "You know what? You two deserve each other. I couldn't ask for a more perfect revenge. You'll never really trust each other for the rest of your lives; sooner or later, one of you will slip. I hope I hear about it when it happens. Ya'll have a good day now. Fluffy and I will be on our way. See you tomorrow."
I said the last in a loud voice so Mrs. Harkins could hear. I debated warning her about them, but she was the biggest busybody and gossip for blocks. She'd find out soon enough.
When I got back, the twins were home. They lived beside me with their mother and had formed a bond with Fluffy to the point where he'd hop the fence when they called him. I finally put a gate in after their mother agreed. She always had a piece of bacon or two for him. The gate stayed open most of the time.
She was a widow for a while and then remarried. Fluffy didn't like him, and I trusted his judgment. One of the first things he tried to do was remove the gate, but Maggie shot that down quickly. The twins never warmed to him; sometimes, I'd sit outside in the dark and listen to them argue. I had thoughts it wasn't going to end well. Then one night, he got drunk. He punched Maggie, and the twins, ten at the time, jumped on him. He threw Jack across the room and knocked him unconscious. Jill screamed as he came towards her, scared to death. Then 150 lbs of really pissed-off canine crashed through their picture window and went after his ass. He had to have nineteen stitches when he made it to the hospital.
I'd heard the screaming and was on my way over. It was all I could do to get Fluffy to stand down. Then I put him in guard mode over the jerk and called 911. They came out and took everyone's statement. Jill had the female detective almost in tears as she described the attack. He went to jail. Maggie had to go into the hospital overnight, so I ended up with the kids. I helped them gather clothes and pajamas, and they slept in my second bedroom, Fluffy lying between them. I think it was the only thing that let them rest.
I made them breakfast the following day and took them to see their mother. One eye was swelled wholly shut, and she had three stitches in her cheek. The kids paled, but she assured them she was all right and would be home soon. Then their grandmother showed up, and we thought we were going to have to have her looked at when she saw her daughter.
I left the hospital and met the installer to fix their window. My dog broke it, so I fixed it. When their grandmother got to the house, she wrapped me up in one of the hardest hugs I'd ever had, crying the whole time. Then she had to meet Fluffy, crying and hugging him just as hard. He responded by licking her face before running to the kids. Jill was especially tearful as she hugged him. I had dinner with them that night. When I got up to leave, I looked down at Fluffy. "Stay, boy. Guard."
He thumped his tail on the floor and knelt beside Jill. He had his badge of honor, ten stitches where he'd cut himself on the glass. Maggie hugged me hard and kissed me on the cheek. When I left, she was sitting in her rocker, petting Fluffy as he sat beside her.
..................................................................................
Most of the older ladies kept a close eye on Maggie after her mother left, and I habitually walked outside both houses before I went to bed. Fluffy started getting up in the middle of the night and going on patrol. If he barked, I'd immediately be out of bed, pistol in hand. Maggie's husband disappeared for parts unknown after the trial. He'd been in jail for four months before the trial because no one would bail his sorry ass out. He was ordered to pay restitution in hospital bills, given a restraining order, put on probation, and released for time served.
I was at his trial as a witness. To his surprise, I had Fluffy with me, and he gave the guy the evil eye the whole time. One of the reasons I was there was to explain Fluffy was a highly trained guard dog who only did what he was taught. I testified that I had told him to guard them and demonstrated it when I told him. "Fluffy, guard Maggie." He immediately trotted over to her, licked her hand, and lay beside her. The judge dismissed his suit against me for hospital bills and demanded that Fluffy be put down. As soon as he could, he left town, stiffing Maggie for the hospital bill. She was just happy he was gone.
Our turn to host the block party rolled around. Since Maggie and I were single and lived beside each other, we developed a habit of hosting them jointly. I would shut the gate and leave Fluffy in my yard, but that lasted for about three minutes the first time when the kids opened the gate, so we just let the party sprawl out over both. Most of the neighbors were there, even our newest ones. No one knew my connection to them; we were good neighbors by including them.
Ex got pale but worked up the nerve to talk to me. I shut her down pretty fast. "We have nothing to say to each other. I'll tolerate you as long as you stay away from me, but if Asshole gets anywhere near me, it could get ugly."
"Please don't. He's a lot bigger, and I don't want you getting hurt."
"Even after all these years, you still underestimate me. Tell him to try sometime. He might not like how it ends."
After that, they stayed away, but almost everybody caught the glares he threw my way. I'd grin and pet Fluffy. Maggie saw the undercurrent, and the twins stayed close to me. Fluffy was the undisputed King of Morton Street and was treated as such. The kids romped with him, and the parents petted him. Ultimately, he thought his name had been changed to Good Boy.
Maggie asked about it while we were cleaning up. Fluffy was inside, asleep between the kids on the living room floor. "I don't want to broadcast it, but the new neighbors are my ex-wife and the guy she cheated with. I want to keep peace in the neighborhood, and it shouldn't be a problem as long as they leave me alone."
She thought about that for a minute. "I don't think you have to worry about her. She seems scared to death of you. Him, I'd keep an eye on. He was trying to impress me and some other ladies with his muscles. He was talking a little trash about you, which got stopped immediately."
"One of these days, he's going to realize that muscles don't make a fighter, and I'll laugh in his face when he does. I'd love to see the look on my ex's face when I stomp his ass."
She surprised me with her grin. "So would I."
....................................................................
"Fluffy's got a girlfriend." I looked at Jill, eleven now and going through her puppy stage, long-legged and slender. It was easy to tell she would be a doll when she filled out. Jack hadn't hit his spurt yet and was half a head smaller, which irked him no end.
"Really?"
"Yeah. Mrs. Harper, on the block behind us, has a Great Dane. She and Fluffy seem to like each other."
"You know this how?"
She flamed red. Mrs. Harper had a 12-year-old son, and Jill was crushing on him, so she made it a point to walk the block almost daily and use any excuse to stop and talk. She always took Fluffy because the memory of her stepfather was still fresh. "Greg told me. He said he saw them together a couple of days ago in their backyard, and I saw them this morning in your yard."
"Well, it's good to have friends." She just grinned, old enough to know why boy dogs liked girl dogs once in a while. I thought about keeping him inside, but the damage had already been done.
Two days later, an angry woman knocked at my door. "You need to keep your dog home!"
"My dog is home."
"No, he's not, he's...." She stopped talking when she saw Fluffy and her Great Dane snuggled under my big oak, asleep.
"It would be best if you kept your dog home. I think she's seduced mine. The wiles of the female, no matter what species. It's been the undoing of many a male."
She stuttered for a few minutes before she let out a tremendously loud whistle. Fluffy came erect in complete protection mode while the Great Dane loped over to her owner, fawning like a puppy. She snapped her leash on her and almost dragged her down the street. A little while later, there was a blessed event, and four adorable puppies were born. Three looked like clones of Fluffy, and the other looked like her mother. I got a good earful; she would take them to the pound when they were weaned.
Jack and Jill showed up and begged her for a puppy. Maggie had been stopping by, and they had become pretty good friends. They had a conversation while the kids rolled around with the puppies. "I hope he keeps that randy bastard in his backyard. His owner needs to stay away as well. Something about him irritates me."
"I don't know. Have you looked at Liv? I wouldn't mind him jumping the fence some night when I'm in heat. I always liked doggy."
I heard about the conversation years later. Mrs. Harper went bright red and then nearly choked, trying not to laugh.
My name, thank you, Mom, was Livingston Stanley Herbert. I can't remember how many greats were involved, but we were direct descendants. Yeah, I heard all the jokes. I wanted to go by Stan, but the kids in school called me Liv, and it stuck. I didn't even cringe anymore when I heard it.
............................................................................................
When things went to shit, Musclehead used my name to bait me, calling me Livvy. I grinned.
"That name is reserved for women that are intimate with me. What do they call you? Lacking? Shorty? Bitch? I hope your dick is at least half as big as your ego. Maybe my ex will eventually shrink enough to feel you, but it might take a while."
He had confronted me at the neighborhood bar; most of them knew at least part of the story by now. I hadn't kept my voice down, and a few people heard the conversation. There were snickers and grins around the room, and he went bright red, jumping up and swinging a haymaker at my head. I just leaned back and held my empty mug up. He knocked it out of my hand, but not before I heard the crunch of his knuckles breaking on the thick glass. Dumbass.
He went from screaming about how hard he was going to kick my ass to lying on the floor moaning and holding his hand. The bartender looked at me, and I smiled. I held the empty mug up. "Janice, may I have another? Thank you, you may want to check on dumbass here. He may have broken something. You should call the cops. Too many assaults on innocent beer mugs go unreported. Damn shame, really. Unless they speak up, they'll never get justice."
The waitress was on her way to deliver a tray when she 'accidentally' tripped over Musclehead and dumped it on his head, as well as the heavy pitcher and three mugs. She had suffered through about four innuendoes and an ass grope before she dumped a mug on his head and told him off. After trying to get her fired resulted in him getting barred for thirty days, he seemed to calm down, but she still refused to serve him. He grunted every time one hit, and when the pitcher landed on his knuckles, he screamed.
Beth looked down in mock horror. "Oh! Please excuse me; I didn't see you lying on the floor! Do I need to get you anything?"
Janice had her phone in hand, and he staggered up, clutching his hand to his chest and almost running out of the place. She brought me another beer, still grinning. "You need to quit screwing with him. One day, he may try to take it too far."
"I keep pushing him for that, but the idiot's just too dumb to realize it. One of these days, he's going to give me an excuse to beat him to death. I'll try to ensure it isn't here, but I can't control his actions."
Janice half grinned, wondering if I was serious. I was. and one of these days...
..........................................................................................................
What happened? Reader's Digest version, they met, flirted, fucked around, got caught, and got divorced.
They worked together. She was in the office, and he was on the floor and had to bring her daily reports. They flirted lightly, which was good fun, but it progressed when they met during the group's weekly after-work drinks.
My ex was a good-looking woman. Not quite model quality, just superficial attractiveness. Maybe she was bored. Perhaps I wasn't paying enough attention. It had been going on for two months, and I was clueless. Then his wife figured it out, followed them, dragged her out of the motel room naked, and slapped her silly. She'd already nutted Musclehead pretty good, so he was in no position to protect her.
It happened at the Fuck Away Motel, a cut-rate spot notorious as a hookup site. The actual name was The Far Away Motel, and no one knew why. It was so bad that at least twice, a husband and wife caught each other by showing up simultaneously with their lovers.



I met his wife during the divorce. The woman was an Amazon, six feet tall, with no discernable body fat. She was a fitness and weight training instructor at a local gym and also helped teach a self-defense course the gym offered. She met her husband when she was assigned as his weight trainer. It made it easier to understand how the wife had gotten her ass beaten so easily.
The wife told me she'd been mugged leaving work, but there was no police report, and she was very vague about the whole incident. Then the truth came out. The divorce was pretty ugly and took longer than it should have. I got trapped in counseling, and the first statement I made when I got there pretty much set the tone.
"Why are we here, exactly?"
"You're here to see if you can work out your differences and get past them."
"So then, the whole point of this is to get me to accept her behavior and remain married?"
I had the feeling our counselor had little experience. "Let me rephrase that. We're here to see if there may be a chance of reconciliation."
"Good. Let me save you a lot of trouble and effort. No. Nada. Nyet. Not a chance in hell. I'm here because I don't want to spend weekends in jail, but if it gets to be too much, I'll take my chances. So you can shelve your techniques, exercises, and any plans you may have because I refuse to participate in them. And before you threaten me, the court knows exactly how I feel because I told them in great detail. That being said, I'm here for four sessions, so use it as a training tool. Are we ready?" She pulled the plug after three. Ex insisted we get another, but I refused, so we returned to court.
The Judge said, "I gave you your shot, ma'am. It wouldn't matter if I ordered another round with someone new; the results would be the same. Your husband no longer wants you as a wife. There are no children, the monetary issues have been worked out, and this is a no-fault state, even though the petition cites infidelity. The upshot is that he can get one if he wants a divorce. So ordered. Next case."
One of the sticking points had been the house. It was too big for a couple, but the market was soft when we bought it, and I had made many improvements over the years. It had appreciated significantly since, and when I told her we'd sell it and split the money, she had a cow. Ultimately, I told her that if she could come up with the money to buy my half out, she could have it.
She borrowed from her 401, her parents, and even sold some old jewelry her grandmother had left her, but she made it happen. I walked off for close to what we had paid for it initially, and I bet she regretted the nagging she had done trying to get me to fix it up.
When I finally found my house, I could put over 60% down and finance it for ten years with a reasonable payment. Then I went to work restoring instead of replacing it, and when I had it appraised last year, it was worth 35% more than I paid for it.
I liked the area; the neighbors were friendly and close-knit. I was young, 32, and single, so I became the go-to guy for my elderly neighbors and people like Maggie. My father had been a construction manager, working himself up from a laborer, and I worked for him during high school and college breaks, so I was pretty handy to have around. I never took money, but that didn't stop them from trying to give me something. It's a good thing I lived beside Maggie and the twins because they got to share in the bounty of cakes, pies, and casseroles that were always present. Once, when the neighbors were brainstorming about ways to raise money for a bike trail around the neighborhood, I suggested a community-wide bake sale.
I didn't bake but bought sugar, flour, and any flavorings needed and gave them to the neighbors on fixed budgets. One of our neighbors was a cameraman at one of the local news stations, and he got them to do a human interest story, coming out the Friday afternoon before the sale to film the women and men slaving away in the kitchens, as well as pictures of the products already done. They ran it that evening and again in the morning, and cars were lined up in front of the church auxiliary building at seven, even though it didn't start until eight.
The station sent one of the weekend anchors out to do a follow-up piece, a beautiful young blond who got caught trying to sneak a cupcake while the cameraman panned away. There was a tiny smear of chocolate on her face, and instead of flipping out, she just laughed and tried to finish the piece with the chocolate on her cheek. Her boyfriend had tagged along with orders of what to look for and buy, and he shocked her by walking up and saying, "Honey, let me help you with that."
Then he gave her a big kiss, trailing his tongue across her cheek when he was done. She was worried about the station, but it became one of the gag pieces they ran at all their social gatherings.
.......................................................................................
Time went by. The story got out about who our new neighbors were, and some of the older ladies commented on it. I would shrug and tell them it was in the past, and if they were civil, I would be too. It was September, and we were having our last outdoor gathering of the season. It was at Mrs. Harper's house, and she still had a bit of irritation over the true love romance of Fluffy and Dawn, her Great Dane. She'd had her fixed, saying I wasn't responsible enough to have Fluffy neutered.
"I'll pay," she once told me. "Maybe I can negotiate with the vet if you have the procedure done simultaneously."
"Gee, let me think about it. No. Not. Fluffy and I are happy as a constant danger to females everywhere. Let me know when you two go into heat, and we'll be right there."
Eve went about eight shades of red while her husband Reggie grinned. "I'll handle the breeding duties for my wife. Thanks, just the same. Dawn, though, she'll have to take her chances."
We had reached an uneasy truce. I ignored the ex and asshole, and they did the same. If we got near, she would nod, and I'd nod back, but all the asshole ever got was an icy stare. His true colors were revealed at a party, finally. We were doing what we always did, forming small groups before dissolving, only to form a different combination. Eve (Mrs. Harper) was looking disgusted because Dawn and Fluffy were snuggled together, Ed was talking to the Morgans about his new fishing boat, Judy and Vickie were exchanging chocolate cake recipes, and I was talking with Fred, Jerry, and a couple more guys about the old muscle car I'd found. It was in bad shape, but I could get it for almost nothing and was seriously considering it. The kids were swarming around, laughing, and playing some games.
There was a lull in the conversation, and we all heard the slap, followed by a bellow. "YOU BASTARD! STAY THE HELL AWAY FROM ME!" It was Maggie, and Fluffy was up instantly, charging in her direction, Junior at his heels. That's what the twins named their pup, Fluffy Jr. It looked like he was going to be as big or maybe a little bigger than his sire, and I'd already told Maggie when he got to a year, I'd send him to the same trainer Fluffy went to. There was a lot of growling from Fluffy while Junior barked at the top of his lungs.
We all went running to find Maggie struggling with a broken strap on the top she'd worn while Asshole was on top of the picnic table, Fluffy stalking around it, waiting for him to come down.
We stared for a minute before reason kicked in, and I pulled my tee shirt off, helping Maggie into it. Asshole looked at me when I turned and paled. It was probably the first time he had looked into the eyes of death. "Get your goddamned mutt away from me!"
"I'm sorry," I said as sarcastically as possible, with Maggie snuggled into me, crying. "He used to be a skunk hound, and old habits are hard to break. He usually trees every one he sees. What happened here?"
"Nothing! Just a little flirting that went too far, but the bitch led me on."
"LIAR!" Maggie screamed. "I told you I wanted nothing to do with you, and you tried to force it. It was why I was in the backyard, hiding from you. You have been sniffing around me like a hound all night, even after I repeatedly told you to leave me alone."
I handed Maggie off to some senior ladies, called Fluffy off, and invited him to get down. What I said was, 'Get your slimy ass down here, so I can kick it.' He moved even farther away on the table, it overbalanced, and he landed on his ass. The top of the table hit him in the face, and he lay stunned. I was reaching for him when Fred, his wife Ashley, and Robert intervened. "Leave it, Livvy. It's not worth it." Eve turned to Ex, who was standing there, horrified, red from embarrassment and anger in equal measures.
"Time to take your trash home, Laura. You seem reasonable, so you're welcome next time we have a gathering, but he is banned. I hate to tell you, honey, but this isn't the first time or even the first woman he tried something with. Consider a change in marital status."
To reinforce her statements, three of the neighbors walked him home. Ex looked at me with sadness and shame, with maybe a little guilt mixed in, and followed him.
................................................................................
The ladies hustled Maggie inside, taking a sewing kit and reattaching the spaghetti strap to her top. She came out with my shirt and grinned. "Thanks for the shirt, honey. I'm sure the ladies don't mind if you leave it off. I know I don't."
I worked out a little. I was single, and there was no one but Fluffy to come home to. He seemed to prefer the twins' company lately, so I filled my time with weights instead of beers. The ladies laughed, and I slipped it back on, embarrassed. Maggie stayed close the rest of the time we were there, but the good mood was broken, and we all called it an early night. We said our goodbyes, watching our neighbors walk down the street, and I looked down to notice she was holding my right hand while Jill held my left. Jack ranged before me, Fluffy by his side while Jr. trailed behind.
I got them inside and checked the doors and windows, ensuring everything was secure. I was about to leave when she gave me big eyes and asked if I could stay until she was calmer. Soon, I was on the couch between Maggie and Jill while Jack and Fluffy were sprawled out on the loveseat. I felt the tension go out of her body, and she snuggled tighter. This was new territory for me. I'd always liked her, and she was an attractive woman, but I'd never quite romantically thought of her. Maybe I had been too close to notice, but I was seeing now.
Jill was snuggled as tightly against me on the other side, a carbon copy of her mother. She would be a beauty in a couple of years. I needed to start Jr.'s training as soon as possible. I looked over at Jack, and he and Fluffy were sound asleep. I didn't know if the snores were from him or Fluffy. It was very domestic, very comfortable, and soon I nodded off.
I woke two hours later to a cold nose pressed against my cheek. Fluffy needed to go out, and he didn't have his door at Maggie's house. Jr. had gone to sleep on my feet, but when Fluffy moved, he stood beside Fluffy and looked distinctly uncomfortable. It took a minute to untangle myself from Maggie and Jill, but they snuggled into each other, still asleep.
Fluffy and Jr. took care of their needs and quickly patrolled both yards before returning. I almost took a picture of the ladies asleep on the sofa but refrained, gently waking Maggie. "Maggie, wake up, hon. You should get to bed, it's two in the morning."
When she finally got cognizant, she flamed red, realizing she had been asleep, and snuggled up to me for four hours. She pretended to pout. "But I was so comfortable!"
"Me too!" Jill piped up, grinning.
"Believe me, your body will thank you for going to bed. Jack, get up, buddy. Take Jr. and go to bed."
They were too old for hugs, but they gave me one anyway. Maggie grinned at the sight. "I'll walk you out."
She stood on the back porch in the full moon, and I could see her smile. "You deserve a reward."
"For what?"
"For being my knight in shining armor."
It wasn't firm or demanding but still a soft, lovely kiss. She finally pulled back, grinning. I needed some clarification. "Maggie, wha..."
She put her fingers to my lips. "Stop. Don't overthink it. Sleep on it, and I'm sure your mind will be clearer tomorrow."
She left me standing on her porch. I shook myself and went home. Fluffy came in for a while, then went out the door on patrol. I went to sleep with the pixie face of a buxom blonde grinning at me.
.................................................................................
I thought things would be a little awkward the next day, but Maggie sent Jack over to let me know we were grilling today, and by we, she meant me. Jack had clear instructions. "Mom says she's making the sides, so you just concentrate on not burning the meat. I hope you make chicken."
A shower and a pot of coffee cleared my brain, and I prepped the chicken, oiling it and rubbing it in the spices. I also had a pack of pork chops and got them ready. They would do it for supper.
They came through the gate at one, the smell of cooking leading them on. The kids wore summertime uniforms, ragged jean shorts, and simple tees, but Mom wore a lovely sundress. She grinned at my expression. "I hope you don't mind. In three weeks, it'll be too cold to wear them until next summer, and I want to enjoy them while I can."
After I assured her it was fine with me, she giggled and started laying out the sides: potato salad, baked beans, coleslaw, and cupcakes for dessert. I'd already plated the meat, letting it rest and reclaim the juices.
The meal was fun, with the kids trying to slip pieces of chicken and pork to the dogs. Finally, I told them to go lay down, and Fluffy led Jr. to the shade of the oak, and they were soon asleep, side by side. I'll say one thing for Maggie: She had raised some good kids. They started cleaning up without being asked, then woke the dogs and played, tossing them balls, laughing when they fell all over each other, trying to be the first to retrieve one.
Somehow, Maggie ended up with me on my glider, and we gently swayed while we watched the kids, not talking. Gravity must have taken over because we slowly eased together until she was under my arm. She seemed content, and it felt great. The kids would look up occasionally and grin, often in hushed conversation. I'd have loved to have listened in.
Then they decided to go for a walk and hooked the leashes on collars, and we were off. They were in front, the dogs leading the way, while Maggie and I followed. I don't know when we started holding hands, but it felt so good I was unwilling to let go. Some neighbors were out and about and grinned when they saw us. We stopped to chat for a minute before moving along. Mrs. Johanssen was a little hard of hearing, making her speak louder than usual.
"See, Harold, I told you. Don't they look cute together? He'll have to move in with her; her house had three bedrooms."
I saw Maggie grinning, so I took it; the thought had crossed her mind. We wandered along in a fog of happiness until the kids suddenly backed up to us, and both dogs were growling softly. We came back to reality and noticed we were in front of A&E, my nickname for the Asshole and the Ex. He was washing their car, and she had just exited the house.
He just stared until I grinned, and Maggie snuggled closer. My grin set him off, and he snarled at us. "So you conquered the Ice Queen? How's frosty pu...did your junk get frostbite?"
Maggie went white, and Ex gasped in shock. I was in his face so fast it surprised him. "You want me to beat you down in front of your wife? You seem to think you can take me, but I need to tell you that I never tangled with you because of a deep-seated fear that once I start, I won't be able to stop. I wouldn't want to. So, if you're smart, you'll choke on your next smart-ass comment. If you can't do that, step out on the sidewalk. It would be rude to stomp someone's ass in his yard. Although, if you insist, I suppose I could make an exception."
He went pale. I don't think I was ever so willing in his fantasy. Besides, it was all Jill could do to hold on to Fluffy, and Jr. was having a fit, almost pulling Jack off the sidewalk. The ex walked up and got in his face, and his day worsened. "Get your ass in the house, and I mean right now! If you don't, I'll permit Livvy to stomp your ass in front of the neighbors. Go!"
Suddenly unsure of himself, he half staggered through the front door. She turned her wrath on me. "You! Stop trying to piss him off. He sometimes does things without thinking them through. Some things we both may regret. Please."
"I'm not, as you eloquently put it, trying to piss him off. I fantasized for years about kicking the shit out of him, but lately, things have come to me that makes it seem childish. Still, it was my neighborhood first, and I'll walk anywhere I want as long as I don't trespass."
I was back on the sidewalk. Maggie had sent the kids and the dogs home so she could speak freely. "I feel you are having a bit of buyer's remorse, Laura. What's done is done, and you can't change the past. Right now, you have some hard choices. Even though it galls me to say it, I have a little experience with an abuser, and if he turns on you, run to me. I'll only help if you promise to leave the jerk in the dust. He comes around, you go back to him, and I'll probably never speak to you again. Remember this: I got good advice once, which stuck with me. No one deserves to be abused or demeaned, but if you stay and take it, that makes it your choice and responsibility and beyond help. Now, we will finish our walk and then go home to snuggle. Come on, honey."
I may as well have had my leash the way she grabbed my hand and almost dragged me away. She went quiet for a block or two before speaking. "She's an idiot, throwing a good man away for fun and games with another idiot, and the woman is in for some rocky times. I've seen it, and he's the type of man who can't take responsibility for anything other than success. It's why he lashes out at you whenever you get near him. The fact that you've verbally taken him down a few times while never actually touching him doesn't help. It's evident he's not sure he can take you, so to soothe his ego, he'll pick someone he's sure he can handle. I feel bad for Laura."
Then she stopped me. "When you came charging in when my ex went stupid, I honestly didn't know what scared me more, wondering if Fluffy was going to tear him to pieces or if you were going to shoot him. I'm pretty sure she's never seen that side of you and will probably be shocked beyond words if she ever does. The adage of never mistaking kindness for weakness comes to mind. Promise me, you'll take the high road."
I sighed. "You know, for a long time, I dreamed about ripping his head off, but I knew I had to be careful and make sure I never started it. Looking back, there have probably been half a dozen times that I've either embarrassed or taunted him, and I wondered if he was such a macho man as he proclaimed why he didn't go after me. Then it came to me one day. He never followed up because he was afraid he'd lose. And he would. I give you my word that I won't harm him unless he pushes it or does something like he did the other night. He touches you again, honey, and the gloves will come off." Her face went through some interesting emotions before she finally smiled and held my arm tighter.
..........................................................................................
We had been friends for years, but this new turn drew us closer. I had always admired her, and her job with her kids, raising them almost singlehandedly, made me greatly respect her. But after that weekend, until it became time for bed, they were always at my house or me at theirs. There were a lot of hugs and goodnight kisses that got progressively more intense. Then, at the end of September, I came home to a note on my kitchen table. "Mrs. Johanssen has the kids for the night. Pick me up at seven, and wear a suit!"



I showered, shaved, and dressed in my best suit: a grey pinstripe, light grey shirt, and dark grey tie. Instead of cutting through the backyard, I walked to her front door and rang the bell. She opened it with a smirk. "Good! You wore a grey suit! I was hoping, which was why I bought this dress."
The dress was silk, the same color as my tie. It stopped a couple of inches above the knees, and the front, though modest, left a glimpse of her well-endowed chest. Her hair had been fixed in a casual, upswept style, tendrils drifting down to caress her face. I just stood there, gawking, which made her smile wider. She closed the door and took my hand. "Come on, I don't want to be late."
I finally found my vocal cords still worked. "First, you look fantastic! Second, where are we going?"
"Paris, so let's get a move on."
Paris didn't mean the city; it meant the best French restaurant in the area. When we arrived, the valet took my keys. "I'll take good care of your baby, sir."
He grinned at my answer. "I'll take care of that. You need to make sure the car doesn't get scratched."
He smiled wider when I handed my date out of the vehicle, getting a glimpse of thigh-high stocking as she gracefully rose from the seat. We were a little early but got seated immediately. French was her favorite, so she gave me a commentary on the dishes listed. The waiter came over for our wine order, and I surprised him, telling him what we had decided to order and asking him for a good match. "I know nothing about wine, so I trust your judgment. And don't bother with the sniffed cork or the tasting; bring us the bottle."
"Honesty. How refreshing. Most pretend to peruse the wine list, pick one entirely inappropriate, and go through the whole ritual without knowing what they're doing. You'll like the one I bring; it's lower in alcohol and will help bring out the flavor of the food. I'll be right back."
The wine and service were excellent. We went through the bottle slowly, enjoying the four courses before finishing the meal with a superb dessert and rich, strong coffee.
She wanted to see a movie based on a mega-selling book. I'd read it and cringed a little. Movies don't always match the book, and I was afraid the production company would butcher it, but they stayed faithful to it as much as possible. It was thought-provoking, incredibly sad, and uplifting in equal measure. There were a lot of people with blurry eyes leaving the theater. Maggie had a death grip on my hand, and when we got to the car, she grabbed my head and dragged me down into a deep, soulful kiss. It took no time for me to respond, and when we broke, we just stood there grinning at each other.
The moment was broken by a couple of teenagers giggling. The girl was the bolder of the two, and she pulled his head down for a copy of our kiss. He was still stuttering and trying to make coherent words as we buckled up.
...................................................................
She was suddenly shy when we got to her door. "Livvy, we don't..."
That was all she got out before I picked her up and kicked the door open, carrying her to her bedroom and putting her gently on the bed. "You're wrong, honey. We do."
Then I started slowly undressing her, breaking for kisses often. Finally, she decided to get the show on the road, and her satin bra flew by my head. "Am I the only getting naked here?"
She sat up and helped me as much as she could, and soon I was naked, and all she had on were her stockings. I started to slide them down when she stopped me. "Leave them on!"
I won't tell you how long it lasted or how many times we did it, except to say it vacillated between slow and softly and firm and fierce. By the morning, we were intimately familiar with every inch of each other's bodies, and I knew a lot of her trigger spots while she learned what got my motor running.
I woke up to the smell of coffee and wandered into her kitchen to see her busy at the stove, wearing a tee shirt, tiny panties, and an apron. I didn't make a lot of noise, and she let out a little squeal as I pulled her body back into mine. She tapped me with the spatula before melting into a kiss. When we broke, she poured my coffee and swatted my hands away. "Later. Now, we need to get some fuel into us."
I tasted the omelets and pancakes and was impressed with the flavors. "Well then. You're officially in charge of breakfast, honey. I'll do lunches and dinners, all right?"
Then it hit me--the commitment I was implying--and I blushed. I stuttered a little until she quietened me down with another kiss. "Don't overthink this, Livvy. Just let it follow its course."
After breakfast, we snuggled a little, and our hands started wandering. She finally giggled and pushed me away. "I hope we have many opportunities to continue in the future, honey, but we have kids and dogs to pick up. Come on."
............................................................
It was only two blocks away, so we walked. It was the weekend, the first day of October, the air crisp and clear. I noticed the leaves falling at the Hennessy's and made a note to come and rake them. They were the neighborhood elders in their late seventies, and though they were in good health, we made sure their yard got mowed, their flowers weeded, the leaves raked, and the snow shoveled. It embarrassed them a little at the start. Still, after seeing we were happy to do it, they relaxed and became the unofficial grandparents to the neighborhood kids, always having cookies and, as time progressed, a sympathetic ear. Many a young girl poured her heart out to Grandma Angie, and 'Pops' taught many boys the intricacies of baseball. He had been a pro fifty years ago and still retained the knowledge. The local park had a mixed league, and our team won so much that it was embarrassing. Grandma and Pops were at all their games, and Pops was a coach the following year.
Of course, some people didn't like each other for some reason but made an effort to get along. Every child in the neighborhood knew that if they were in trouble, it didn't matter what door they knocked on; they would get help.
The kids and dogs were all over us for a few minutes, then wandered into their backyard. Mrs. J smiled and grabbed Maggie, dragging her to the kitchen to make coffee. Jack just grinned, patted me on the back, and started talking about the chances for the local pro football team to win anything this year. They'd been bad for three years running, but we were hopeful this year, with a new coach, many draft picks, and intelligent trades.
We wandered home an hour later, smiling and waving at neighbors we saw out, stopping to talk now and again. Lunch was pizza and ice cream, and they went home at four, but only after they told me dinner would be at 6:30, and I was expected to be there.
That set the pattern for the next few weeks. We went out more often, and half the time, we took the twins; even though they were past 12 now, they still liked spending time with us. Jack developed a passion for hiking, and he and I went to a state campground the last week before they closed for the winter, sleeping in thick bags and dressing warmly. Jill spent time with her mother, and a trip to a day spa was included. They put makeup on her as a treat, and when she showed me the 'glamor shots,' I was amazed at how much older she looked. I had a feeling that if things progressed at the rate they were now, I would be in for some sleepless nights in a few years.
Maggie and I had progressed to the point when a lot of conversation wasn't necessary. A word here, a gesture there, and we each knew what the other was thinking. The kids tried to play us off each other to get what they wanted, but that got shut down quickly. They still tried occasionally, grinning, knowing it probably wouldn't work.
They raked leaves around the neighborhood, taking them to another neighbor who mulched them for his garden. He had one of the larger lots, and his garden had grown over the years until it was almost an acre. He gave a lot away but would take it to a farmers' market when it piled up. "Seed money," he told me once.
Of course, they refused money if anyone offered it, especially the older ones. They got revenge by paying them with cookies and cakes. One week, we had accumulated five dozen cookies and three cakes. We knew it would offend them if we refused, and Jack had an idea: "Let's donate it to the local soup kitchen. I bet they don't get a lot of desserts."
So we packed everything up Saturday morning and went into town. I wouldn't say I liked the area. It wasn't seedy, but it was more rundown. The people running the place were happy to take what we had, promising Jill they would ensure the children got the first choice. By the time we left, they had talked Maggie into volunteering, and if she was, so was I. The kids wanted in on it, and Maggie smiled happily. "We'll make it our first family event."
Then she realized what she said and reddened, but I grabbed her hand and told her it was a great idea. It was coming. We both knew it, but we danced around it until one night, as they were getting ready for bed, Maggie gave me her big eyes, knowing I'd jump through hoops when that happened. "Go home...wait, that doesn't sound right. Go to your house and get your clothes for tomorrow. We're usually in bed by ten, so get a move on."
She was smiling, the kids were trying not to laugh, and I had the classic 'deer in headlights' look. Finally, when I could form words, I asked if she was sure. Maggie laughed. "If you were closer, I'd smack you for saying something stupid. Yes, I'm sure. Go on now; we'll all be ready for bed when you return.
I stumbled to my house, the dogs right behind me. I had a feeling they were in on the plan. "You could have warned me, you know." They licked my hand and stood guard at the door while I got my clothes together.
........................................................................
It wasn't official, but everyone in the neighborhood knew. Some ladies gently took me to task, telling me to man up and do the right thing. I realized I couldn't agree more, so one night in March, I dropped to a knee in front of the kids, holding a box. Maggie's eyes widened, and before I could speak, she was on her knees with me, yelling, "YES!"
After she had the ring on her finger, I grumbled at her. "You could have at least waited until I asked."
"Not a chance! I've been waiting forever for you to do it, and I wasn't about to let you mess it up."
Maggie suddenly jumped up and grabbed her phone; everyone in the neighborhood soon knew. The ladies gave her a bridal shower, and she showed me all the stuff she'd gotten and grinned. "Eve gave me this and said she wanted to get it out of the way."
It was a box of diapers. My smile was a mile wide, and Maggie had a sparkle in her eye. She was 33, marrying early, and having the twins right away, so while the window was closing, we still had time. I was astonished when she told me Laura was at the shower.
"It was sad in a way, honey. She's finally realized she traded down instead of up, but she seemed happy for me. Her husband drinks more, and I don't see a happy ending."
"Not my circus, not my monkeys, or in this case, clowns."
She grinned a little and didn't bring it up again. She asked me what I wanted in a wedding, and for once, my brain kicked in before my mouth. "I want exactly what you want. Just tell me when and where; the rest will be up to you."
She decided that the weekend school would be dismissed for the year in June. We talked about a honeymoon, but ultimately, we decided to take a family vacation instead and postpone it until the twins were older. The wedding was small, just our family and friends from work and the neighborhood, which matched my list.
Her father had passed, but her mother was thrilled when she found out. "I knew you were right for each other. I was about to give up when you two finally figured out what everyone around you knew: that you were perfect for each other. There's only one thing that bothers me: I want more grandchildren. You two need to help me out here."
My mother and father were also thrilled. As they were wholly deprived, they locked down on the twins pretty hard, asking for one weekend a month. They didn't know each other that well, but from the interaction I saw, it would be a good fit. Jill wanted to learn sewing from Mom, and Jack and my Dad were already planning a fishing weekend.
The wedding was perfect, and no one got too smashed at the reception, at least not while we were there. I was surprised to see Ex at the wedding, but she asked Maggie if she could come, promising not to bring Asshole. She cried through the wedding, and I wondered why. Remorse? Guilt? It didn't matter; my family was civil to her if they didn't actively seek her out. She never came to the reception.
After the reception, we were off to a family-oriented resort in Cancun. We ensured the kids had enough activities to tire them out at night, and we made the most of it after they slept. We made love once outside, under a full moon, while the waves crashed and a soft breeze blew across the white sands. I was mesmerized by the glow of her body in the moonlight, strands of her blond hair floating across her face. I knew then that no matter how long we were together, even if her hair was pure white, every time I looked at her, this was what I would see.
I'd been alone for quite a while, and it would take some adjustment to live in a full house, but it seemed that Maggie had been training me even before we moved in together, so it wasn't much more than usual.
It didn't take Jill long until she started calling me Dad. Jack took a few weeks longer but decided he liked it as well. I can't describe the feeling it gave me. I probably didn't stop smiling for weeks.
...................................................................................
Their birthday was coming up, and they started lobbying for a party. They were turning thirteen, and it was a big deal. They would be right on the edge of becoming adults and wanted the party to reflect it. Maggie finally gave in and drafted me to help. We had long ago torn down the fence between our houses, giving the dogs plenty of space to roam. We had yet to decide what to do about my house. I wanted to sell it because the housing market was overheated, and we could almost double our money. It would make an excellent addition to their college fund.
Maggie was leaning towards keeping it, possibly as a rental. I wasn't keen on that because I lived beside it; I would constantly be on call if something needed repair. Since we still had both, the party could be a sleepover. I'd wrangle the boys in my old house, and Maggie would shepherd the girls. Thirty-six were invited to the party, but only six each would stay over.
The kids helped string party lights across the vast backyard and put tables under canopies in case it rained. We hired a DJ, telling her she had to shut it down at ten because of the neighbors. I didn't have an exact idea of what they wanted, so I gave them the number for the DJ, and they spent half an hour reviewing the playlist they wanted.
I went to all the closest neighbors, telling them what we were doing and promising to keep the noise down. Most of them laughed at me. "You think you can keep that many teenagers quiet, especially if they're having a good time? Let them turn loose, Livvy. I don't think any of us would mind too much."
Still, I tried to do my best.
Finally, the night came. I had them come over at six for a cookout. With full bellies, they would be quieter. Foolish thought, that. Jill wanted my 'drunk chicken' marinated in tequila and pineapple juice for 24 hours, giving it an amazingly short cooking time and a golden glaze. Jack wanted 'drunk steak,' marinated in brandy and cooked in cast iron with a mushroom glaze. That was a pretty expensive menu, but you only turn 13 once. It took three grills to get everything done at the same time. Pops came over to help me, or I would have never made it. Angie came along and helped Maggie with the sides, bringing two enormous cakes, which were her gifts to them for their birthday. It looked like dessert was handled.
Greg was there, finally noticing Jill. She was outgrowing her coltish stage and was starting to get her woman's body. I couldn't decide whether I liked that or not. Most of the kids were paired up or quickly found a partner. A little redhead from outside the neighborhood had locked down on Jack, and soon he was holding her hand as they sat, the look on his face priceless. He had no clue what was going on. I was sure he'd figure it out in a few years. Or maybe, like me, he'd never figure it out.
We gave them forty-five minutes to digest their food before the DJ started, and they were up in a flash. Maggie had a death grip on me when she began a slow song, and the boys and girls snuggled up to each other, taking me out on the lawn as well, and that calmed me down.
We sat back down, and she grinned. "You're not going to like what's coming. They'll be grown before you know it, off to college, then on with their lives, with husbands or wives, but the silver lining is that means grandchildren."
I looked at the soft bulge showing under her sundress. Maggie had thrown her pills away on her thirty-fourth birthday, and three months later, the test strip showed positive little lines. I was terrified and beyond happy at the same time. She tried to comfort me. "You'll be a great father, honey. Ask our kids, and they'll tell you."
"I hope so, but they were already independent, functioning people by the time I got them. You're going to have to guide me when the baby comes."
"Don't worry. When she comes out and wraps her tiny hand around your little finger, you'll fall in love like never before. Besides, at least we'll have built-in babysitters for a few years."
The party went so well that we paid the DJ to add an hour and gave her a good tip. She knew her business well and kept the kids dancing until the end. The ones not staying left when their parents picked them up, giving a lot of hugs to each other and us. We were officially 'cool parents.' The boys got their sleeping bags organized and declared a gaming marathon. They went wide open for about ninety minutes before they started flagging. By one, they were all dead to the world, with several snorers.
I crashed as well; it had been a long day. Maggie told me the girls lasted until about 12:30 when they crashed. Some parents were concerned that many girls and boys were near until we showed them our two large balls of blonde fur deterrents. "They'll keep an eye out, and if one of them barks, Maggie and I will be out of bed and doing a headcount pretty quick. If we find someone, I'll take both home no matter the time."
Despite the late night, they were all up and hungry by eight. We fed them, and I suspected a couple would pop like a balloon if you poked them. The twins talked about that party for years. It opened the floodgates, and soon, social events followed. We deemed them old enough to go out in groups if they followed the rules. No leaving the group. No over-the-top public displays of affection, and if someone did something you knew was wrong, you told us immediately when you got home.
"I'm not asking you to rat anyone out, kids, but some of the stuff they may think is a good idea is best left to when you're older. Much older. Jill, if someone comes on too strong or touches you inappropriately, I expect you to tell us right away. Immediately. Call us if you have to. Jack, I expect you to treat the girl you're with with dignity and respect, and if you see anything, I expect you to address it, especially if it's your sister. We understand each other, kids?"



They did. I wasn't perturbed. Maggie had done an excellent job raising them, but I wasn't so old that I couldn't remember peer pressure. They gave us grave assurances that they would abide by the rules. Then, one night, Jack came home with a torn shirt and a black eye, and Jill had bruises and started crying the moment they were home. Before I could ask, Eve called, telling me she and Greg were coming to our house.
Greg came in with the remnants of a bloody nose and a big scratch across his cheek. Three older teens, seventeen and eighteen, had taken a shine to Jill and Heather (the redhead) while they were at the movies and tried to get them away from their group. They tried to be reasonable, but when one started dragging Jill away, both Jack and Greg jumped him. The other two teens jumped in, and it was going pretty hard until Heather kicked one where it hurt the most, and he went down. The rest of their group jumped in, getting the boys down while the girls kicked them everywhere they could. A mall cop broke them up, holding everyone in different offices while they reviewed tapes of the stores in the area where it happened. They immediately called the boys' parents, and Heather's mom showed up to pick the kids up in her minivan and went ballistic when she saw a tape.
The real cops showed up, took everyone's statement, got ID, and called the parents of the aggressors, telling them what happened and charges may be pending. Our group left then, but I heard the other parents were not happy when they saw their boys getting the hell beat out of them. One had the nerve to call me, and it was probably one of the shortest conversations they had ever had. "You need to teach those boys some manners. If one of them comes in contact with my daughter again, I'll make sure they're very sorry. Very. You understand?"
I must have impressed them enough that they believed me. The boys were permanently banned from the mall and put on probation. The cops told them that if they ever had to answer a call like that again, Daddy's money wouldn't mean a thing. They'd be arrested as adults. It scared them straight, but entitlement had been bred in from birth.
Jack and Greg were the neighborhood heroes. Jack grinned and told them Jill and Heather had done much more damage to them than they had.
.............................................
I was expecting Maggie to wake me up at three in the morning in a thunderstorm bordering on a tornado, but she looked over at me and smiled while we were eating dinner. "Honey, get the van."
"Why?"
"Because my water just broke." The scramble that ensued would have made the Keystone Cops proud. When we got home, I looked at the dining room and grinned. The only chair not knocked over was Maggies, which slid neatly against the table. Of course, the kids hit the phones, Twitter, and Facebook for the older folks, so the neighborhood knew within hours. Mrs. Hennesy showed up, grinning, and volunteered to watch the twins so I could return to the hospital. I accepted immediately, rushing back and telling Maggie the kids were OK. She nursed our new daughter, smiling as she passed her to me to be burped. She giggled at the way I was handling her. "She's not made of glass, you know. You can hold her tighter."
I discovered Maggie was right, as usual. The most substantial grip in the world is that of a newborn wrapping its tiny hand around a finger. I made Maggie cry when I told her I couldn't hold her tighter. My heart was wrapped around her so tight that I was amazed she could breathe.
...............................................................
Things got back to our new normal. The twins thrived, and Amanda was growing like a weed. We revisited the idea of selling my house, and Maggie just grinned. I always wondered how she made ends meet because she didn't work, but she told me the story when we got serious.
Her husband had learned a skill set in the military, not as a killer but as a skilled negotiator with a knack for languages. The Army called to know if he was interested in working as a contractor. They talked it over, but the money was so good they decided to try it for a year. If he had to travel too much or got into anything remotely dangerous, they would stop when his contract was up. He spent most of his time in an office at the nearby Army base, reading reports and making projections.
His first job was negotiating for the release of the daughter of a Sheik, kidnapped by dissidents who didn't like the way the country was going. It backfired on them instantly; the father had no connections to the government, so he had little influence. He had many connections to people in high and low places and a net worth of more than some countries.
He sent firm messages that if his daughter wasn't returned soon, unharmed and in good health, very, very bad things would happen. To them, their families, to anyone who had the slightest connection to the group. He even promised to kill their pets. Her husband got sent in at the government's request, and since he could speak the language and knew the customs, he brought her back after four days of intense discussion. Since she had no political value, the kidnappers decided the money would do and asked for five million. They settled on two, thinking the money would make it easy to disappear.
The father was so pleased he gave Jack (his son was named after him) a bonus of half a million. Jack tried to refuse it but was told by our government to take it to avoid offending him. Jack, in gratitude, gave him a little information he'd gleaned from the kidnappers while pretending not to understand their language, speaking only English. Almost all died violent deaths in the next six months.
They took the money and banked it. He went on two more successful missions but was killed on the third. They weren't even after him; he was just too close to the ones they were. They had a personal life insurance policy for $250,000, which doubled due to cause of death. The army, through the think tank he was assigned to, had a policy for two million that paid off almost instantly. Maggie got experts, invested the money, and lived off the proceeds.
I insisted on a prenuptial, which Maggie didn't want, making sure the money would go to her kids if she passed. She agreed, finally insisting I be the executor, and amended it later to include our daughter.
Then she hit me with her plan. "How's this? We sell both properties and buy a bigger house. We're going to need another bedroom." We talked it to death before deciding that would be our plan. The only caveat was that it had to be in this neighborhood. None of us wanted to move. There was an eight-acre property three blocks away, right on the edge of farmland, and we bought it. We met with homebuilders and architects, settling on a sprawling, single-story home with five bedrooms. I sold my house for a very nice profit, and we used it for a downpayment, living in hers until the house was done.
When hers sold, we applied the proceeds to the loan and some money from her investments, and she had a $700,000 home free and clear.
....................................................
The kids still walked the neighborhood, and the community was as tight-knit as ever. We still had block parties and would be the first hosts when the weather warmed up. Most everyone had been by at the housewarming, with the notable exception of Ex and the Asshole. Maggie finally found out why they moved into our community.
"You know she hocked everything she had to get the mortgage. It was in her name only because her new man had awful credit, and he couldn't qualify for a loan. They did all right for a while; both had good jobs, and the economy was booming. Suddenly, they had a little breathing room and could enjoy life. Then he lost his well-paying job, and the one he got paid about two-thirds of what they had been making, so it got tight again.
Then he lost that job, and things got really tight. They started getting behind, and she had to face hard choices. Keep fighting, or sell while the market is high and downsize? They listed it and got an excellent price. They found the house they had now through one of her cousins, and with the hefty downpayment, the mortgage was modest. She told me if she knew you lived here, she would have passed on it, but it was too late by the time she saw you."
I knew Ex sometimes joined the other ladies for coffee or wine, had a book club, and sometimes a night out. It wasn't a regular thing, but they sometimes went to an all-male review every nine months or so. Maggie had me rolling on the floor laughing about the first time Mrs. Hennessy went with them and how excited she got. The dancers teased her a little as the oldest lady in attendance, and one gave her a thong to remember them by. She keeps it in her sewing room.
We hosted the first weekend of April in our new home. We had worked our butts off getting ready, it had to be spotless, or Maggie would have killed us all. We had three acres fenced in, and in the back corner was a big pavilion facing a good-sized coy pond--Maggie's one extravagance. We had lights strung and tables and chairs scattered about. I hired a guy to do authentic Barbecue for us, twenty Boston butts slow-cooked over hickory coals in a traditional cooker made from an old fuel oil drum. He started a nine that morning, cooking them until they were perfect, then leaving them on the grill with just enough coals to keep them warm. You could smell it for blocks. He also showed me how to do real baked beans. I cooked them in aluminum pans and sat them on the cooker to warm up an hour before the neighbors arrived.
There may have been a time, but neighbors drifted in and out since noon. Mrs. Hennessy and two other ladies showed up around four, bearing desserts and helping Maggie and Jill finish the different sides. Jack and I made it a point to stay out of the kitchen, having had the forethought to stash a cooler outside. My parents came at five, and Mom immediately went into the kitchen. Dad hung out with me and Mr. Hennessy, sipping the beers I'd put in the cooler.
By six, the house and yard were full, and the women were congregating inside while the guys stayed on the patio. By now, there was a pretty good contingent of teens, and they stayed in the gazebo while the younger ones swirled through the yard, Fluffy and Junior right in the middle. Four babies got passed around all night.
We gathered at 6:30 and had the meal. One of our newest neighbors was a deacon in his church, and he asked to do a blessing. I liked it. He kept it short, asking God to bless the food and the people there and then declaring it was time to eat. The mothers with the younger children went first, fixing their plates and getting them seated. Next came the teens, and I wondered as they piled their plates high if there would be enough food by the time the line ended. There would be plenty of leftovers, but I knew the plastic containers would appear as people left. Our neighborhood was not wasteful.
I was bouncing Amanda on my knee after Maggie had cleaned her up. Barbecue is not a neat food. She was giggling and trying to keep hold of Fluffy's fur as he licked her hands. Junior was about, probably with Jack. Fluffy was still a beloved figure in the neighborhood. Sometimes, if they were bored, the dogs would jump the fence and walk around, getting petted and fed treats, then jump back and act like they hadn't been gone.
Later into the evening, I saw Ex, and she was holding Amanda. If things were different, I wondered how carrying a child who could have been hers felt. She was 31 now, and her window was getting narrower. It hit me that if she did have a child, she should find somebody better than Asshole to sire it.
By nine, most were leaving, bearing plates and bowls, carrying hugs and kisses from people who may as well have been family, and talking among themselves as they walked. The group drank little, but now and again, it would slip up on some, so some might walk slower than others. They would be driven home and helped inside if we thought it was too much.
I lost Maggie, looking around until I found her in the pavilion with Ex. She wrapped her up in her arms and waved me off with a nod. I wondered what it was about, but I knew Maggie would tell me later, so I made sure the kids were in bed, rocking Amanda until she drifted off. Then Maggie sent me a text. "Be back in half an hour. Wait up for me."
It was an hour before she returned, immediately snuggling into my lap and letting go of a big sigh. "She's in trouble, honey. Her stupid husband is drinking and not treating her well. I put her in a motel tonight to make sure she would be safe. I'll see the Henneseys tomorrow and ask them to take her in. She's not safe in her house anymore."
I was about to say something stupid but caught myself in time. "Why did she have to leave? It's her house, bought with her money, and she needs to kick him to the curb and be done with it."
"She will, honey. But he's twice her size and a mean drunk. She will do it the legal way and have him evicted."
"He'll trash the place if she doesn't move quickly."
"She's going to the police Monday after she sees a lawyer to advise her."
Then she snuggled to me and was asleep in no time.
.............................................................................
The Ex did go the legal route, and the explosion when the cops came got him free lodging in the city jail for two days. By the time he was out, all his stuff was in a storage locker, the locks had been changed, and he was served a restraining order, which he didn't take very well.
I only caught pieces of the story from the neighbors, Maggie knew I didn't have any sympathy, but it seemed Asshole had gotten stalkerish, always staying the required distance away but following her almost everywhere after work. She complained to the cops, and they told her that as long as he didn't make contact and stayed the legal distance away from her, they could do nothing.
A month later, we woke up to screams. Ex had run the three blocks to our house and was pounding on the door. We opened the door, and she wailed into Maggie's arms. Most of her top was gone, and she had an eye that was rapidly swelling, a split lip, and a lump on her forehead.
Asshole had the magic drink, the one that turns him into a complete idiot, and broke down her door, slapping her around and ranting that he was moving back in and she better not say shit about it. Ex held her hands up, backing away while agreeing to anything he said, until she found the fireplace poker and whacked him in the leg. He went down screaming, and she was out the door when he got up. Asshole didn't try to chase her. Instead, he started breaking everything in the house.
Maggie called 911, and I was out the door before she knew it, Fluffy and Jr. right on my heels. I could hear the screams and the shattering of glass when I got close and saw an occasional chair fly through one of the windows. I knew I had to distract him, to keep him from damaging more. I'd noticed porch lights across the street and on each side and people standing in the yard, wondering what was happening.
"Hey Asshole! You complete fucking moron! What makes you think this is a good idea, dumbass?"
Some of what I said must have gotten through to his cloudy mind because he stopped breaking things and started ranting at me. "This is all your fault! Things were fine until we moved here!"
"I don't think it was ever fine, you jerk." He was on the porch now, so I lowered my voice. "At least, between you two. She told me what a bad choice she made, marrying you. Did you know she's been coming to us for a year? Ever want to play and find her extra wet? That wasn't excitement. How do cream pies taste? Or the taste of my wife's juices on her tongue? She's a little wildcat when we double-team her."
His attempted scream came out as a strangled grunt, and he charged off the porch to be knocked sideways when Fluffy hit at a dead run. Jr. was fully trained by now, and he was right behind Fluffy, locking down on an arm and tugging. Fluffy was up and had Asshole's neck in his jaws. The asshole lay utterly still, afraid of what was going to happen. "One word, motherfucker. Say one word, and I'll give the command. Fluffy will rip your throat out, and you'll drown in your blood. Now be a good little boy and lay there until the cops arrive."
"We're already here, Livvy. Call your animals off so we can cuff him."
I didn't hear them come up because they were running silent, and I was concentrating on Asshole. He was Mirandized and tasered when he struggled against them and shoved into a patrol car. Jack was a captain of the local force and lived three doors down. He had called 911 before Maggie did, and once Ex ran from the house, he held back until help could arrive. Jack and I entered the house with another deputy, who immediately started taking photos. The sheetrock had gaping holes, light fixtures torn down, and furniture broken; he even tried to rip the carpet up in the corner. The glass door of her oven was smashed in, and they found her Kitchen Aid the following day in front of a smashed-out window. The patio door was nothing but crumbled glass, but luckily, that was as far as he got before I showed up.
Ex got a ride to the hospital, where they kept her under concussion protocol until the following day. Maggie picked her up and took her to the Hennessys, who petted her like a daughter. She stayed with them until her house was repaired, then sold it and moved away. "I can't stay here any longer," she told Maggie. "If I had known this was where Livvy lived, I would have never bought the house. It's just too painful, watching you two interact, knowing that would have been me if I hadn't screwed up. I love the neighborhood, but it's time to move on. I can't thank you enough for the shelter and support you've shown me, especially while married to my ex."
..........................................................................................................................
Asshole got eighteen months, minus the three months for time served while he waited for trial, and if he behaved, he could be out in six months. He didn't, stomping another inmate so hard he went to the hospital. After that, he had to serve the whole sentence and got another two years tacked on for the assault.
We didn't see Ex for two years until she returned for Mr. Hennessy's funeral. She had a man with her, and the diamond gleamed on her finger. We spoke but didn't talk until the funeral was over.
She introduced her new husband and surprised me with a request. She wanted a puppy, which resulted in Jr. and a bloodhound finding each other. Fluffy was eleven now, and big dogs have a shorter lifespan, so I figured, at best, a year, maybe two. He moved a lot slower these days, his muzzle a mix of blond and white, but he was still king of the neighborhood.
The lady who owned the bloodhound had bought her old house, and she let her take her pick, surprised when she took the runt, mostly because he looked the most like Fluffy. Amanda was seven and wanted a dog, so she also got one. She named it Flower.
...........................................................
Fluffy passed when he was twelve, as Maggie held him. Jack and Jill were in their freshman year at different colleges, and they came home for his 'funeral.' We buried him close to a big oak tree he liked to lie under, watching the squirrels scampering around in the trees, wishing he was a few years younger. Maggie insisted on buying him a small headstone to mark his grave. She insisted on a funeral, and I was surprised at the turnout. Maggie had spread the word, and people we'd not seen in years showed up. After the service, we all returned to the house, sharing memories of his exploits. Eve was there, sharing pictures of him, her Great Dane, and others snapped as he romped around with the neighborhood kids.



Jr. lay down on his grave and didn't move for two days before hunger drove him away. Two weeks later, I walked down to the tree, smiling at the inscription: "Here lies Fluffy, friend, faithful companion, and guardian. He was a Good Boy."
I returned, listening to Amanda giggle at Jr. and Flower's antics as they romped in the backyard. I wondered how many more stones would be added before Maggie and I passed.
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Chapter 46
Everyone took the two weeks off to catch up on their lives and separate careers, then came back to plan the last show.
The playlist was enormous, but since we'd concentrated on West Coast acts for the concert in California, we decided to do the rest of the country. Since it was the last show, they decided to make it last four hours, with a thirty-minute intermission in the middle of the performance.
Tom Petty made the list. So did The Allman Brothers, Bruce Springsteen, The Temptations, and The Dazz Band; the list seemed endless. Blacksnake, Molly Hatchett, and several other regional, hard-driving bands all made the list. Jaime had played as an opening act for a band called Wild Feathers while he was with his last band, and one of their songs stuck in his mind. after the rest listened to it, they agreed to do Left My Woman because it was made for all the guys to switch leads on. I listened to it in rehearsal, and it was powerful. Al insisted they do an old song covered by a lot of people, 'Hey Bulldog, ' as a nod to Fanny, one of the most successful all-woman rock bands of the seventies, and another song that switched lead vocals. They threw in some punk and grunge, but just a couple. They did a Mavericks song, Here Comes My Baby. We were going to do Locomotion, not the Grand Funk version, but the original. Zelda wanted to do an Etta James song, and Aaron would cover Mack The Knife by Bobby Darren.
Maddie insisted they do 'I Hope You Dance', by LeAnn Womack. It was April's favorite song, and she listened to it every day there at the last. There were so many songs they wanted to do, but time constraints held them in check. It got to them so badly that they decided to add a second show and do songs that had meaning to them, regardless of where they came from.
Mason took two weeks off, promising his artists he'd return to his studio after the last show. However, he and Jon spent a few days working on something they wouldn't discuss. I was the only one who wondered about it because everyone else had their projects and was scattered around the world.
Mason always left his projects behind when he came home unless he wanted to use me as a sounding board. When he did, I'd give him my opinion based on my knowledge, and I was always surprised when he listened. Americana was growing in popularity, but he feared their success was causing fiction. "You see it all the time: a band becomes successful, but by the third album, some take their press too seriously. I wrote 90% of Gutwrench's songs and handled most of the singing, but I always considered myself just part of the group. We would have broken up soon, not over the music but the relationships. Some people can't handle success. I try to help, be the voice of reason, but sometimes it's time to move on, so I give them the best advice I can."
I fully understood his concerns. Part of the time, my job title should be Mother Hen and not Manager. Zelda and Aaron were consummate professionals, primarily through our influence. Maddie seemed a bit erratic lately, but I put it down to the stress of losing her mother and took it easy on her. I knew sometime shortly, I would have to crack the whip and get her to focus. Jaime felt the unease as well, though he rarely talked about it. I was working with a new group, but all they did lately was squabble and trash hotel rooms, so their days were numbered. Even though I had spelled everything out to them, I figured it would still be a shock when I dropped them. It could be a wake-up call.
Everyone came back from their projects refreshed and ready to go. I had a big dinner catered the first night, and we met at the studio. The songs had more or less been hammered out, though there was still some debate. The second show would be an eclectic mix, but no one cared. They would figure out a way to make it flow.
Three weeks later, they were ready. Madison Square Garden was packed, and scalped tickets went for astronomical rates. We tried to short-circuit the counterfeiters, printing tickets with a discernable watermark that turned red to blue when torn. It helped a little, but there were still many steamed people when they found out their eight hundred-dollar tickets weren't real.
Chapter 47
The first show was what we had come to expect, and the crowd never stopped roaring the whole time they were on stage. We had broken a few rules, and Al's full band was with us, as well as the other two members of Titty's power trio and Jon's full ensemble. Three members of Americana were there, scared to death at the volume of people, but calmed down after they started playing. Despite the adrenalin, most of them were in a somewhat somber mood. They looked at each other and realized this was it. Most likely, this particular group of people would never play together again, all at the same time. They still rocked the crowd, having to play four encores, and they were still screaming for more as they left the stage. Backstage was the usual madhouse, with celebrities wandering around. Billy Joel was there, two of The Roots, the lead singer of Mumford and Sons, and a couple of rappers I didn't recognize who were friends with Jaime and Eric Church and many I didn't recognize. I heard they were still partying and playing at daybreak, but we were all in our rooms by then, dead to the world. We roused when our son jumped on the bed, followed by Inga, apologizing for letting him escape her.
We laughed and tussled with him for a few minutes, then ordered breakfast. Mason had noted a few glitches in the sound and the light show and went off to address them. Since we were in New York, the ladies decided that shopping should be a priority. We passed four pleasant hours being fawned on while we chose outfits. I bought some lingerie I thought Mason would appreciate after I got my post-pregnancy shape completely back. Zelda picked a few gowns for her tour, and I forced Inga to buy something her new boyfriend would appreciate. She'd been in the studio when Mason's newest engineer showed up, and sparks immediately flew. We watched the romance with interest, hoping she could find happiness and stay with us. Maddie looked a little listless, and Al wasn't enamored with anything she saw. There again, Zelda had a couple of designers chasing her and hinted they would like to gown the rest of us for public appearances.
Some of the sketches were terrible, but there was some quality. I was included as Mason's wife and manager of most of the talent. They even sent a few suit designs along for the guys. A gold sheath took me, and they already had my measurements, so I ordered it.
Surprisingly, they had it ready in four hours, trying to curry favor, knowing they would have a goldmine worth of free publicity if I got photographed tonight and it showed up on social media. I was four months along, so I got the new hose, a garter belt, and matching panties. The dress wouldn't look good with any bra, so my milk-laden udders floated freely. They still stood tall, so it was not a bad look. Judging by Mason's expression on his face when I made my appearance, he approved. I gently closed his mouth. "You be a good boy, and I'll show you the rest of the outfit when we get home."
I spent most of the limo drive fighting the octopus. He did get a glimpse of my stocking tops and garter straps, which inspired him, I hoped. I kissed him hard before he took the stage. "Knock 'em dead, honey."
Chapter 48
The crowd was at a fever pitch thirty minutes before they took the stage, and when the first chords rang out, the roar drowned out the music. This was nothing new to them; all had earbuds to hear each other and keep the noise out. All of the technicians and those backstage also had hearing protection. It was a safe wager that many attendees would say, "Huh?" often in the next week or so. There were even messages on social media urging them to protect their ears.
The first two songs had a fast tempo; then, they slowed it down with a rendition of Bob Dylan's 'Don't Think Twice,' which used an arrangement Maddie had found on YouTube, performed by the Rainbow Girls. It was Al on acoustic, Maddie on acoustic bass, Titty on snare drum with one cymbal, and Zelda on harmonica. She had to learn to play it for that particular number. Jaime got out from behind the drums to sing 'There Goes My Baby' by the Mavericks, using a full horn section, and then we switched to an instrumental, Hugh Masekala's Grazing In The Grass. They ambushed Mason, playing his greatest hit from Gutwrench, a power ballad he nailed.
To say the least, the mix that night was eclectic. The women's vocals ranged from 'Passionate Kisses' to' After The Show,' a work about life on the road for a female on the club circuit by Romi Mays. Then they did a blistering version of 'Cult Of Personality,' the old Living Color song. Mason growled the words while Maddie and Al did blazing guitar work, leaving everyone gasping.
The show was finally winding down. They had been onstage for three and a half hours, pouring their hearts out. Then they did 'I Hope You Dance' by Leanne Womack. It was April's favorite song. The male/female vocals mix was spot on, powerful, and bittersweet. Then, the stage went dark, and the stage manager told everyone to stand down for a second. This wasn't rehearsed, so no one knew what was happening. A face appeared on the jumbotron. It was April, recorded by Mason just days before she passed.
Her turban matched her gown, and she was propped up in a big chair. Underneath, on stage, was Jon at the grand piano, Mason holding a cello, and Amy from Americana with her violin. None of us knew Mason could play the cello; he learned while he was in the studio late in the evenings.
Using a modified version of the Brooklyn Duo treatment, Canon in D wafted over the speakers as April started speaking. The notes soared over her words in perfect balance.
"Hi, I'm April, and believe it or not, I'm the reason for all this. I still find it hard to believe that an average person, a single mother who worried about providing for her child, caused all this. I went from a struggling parent to the mother of a wildly successful international rock star, achieving heights I wouldn't have believed possible. We were blessed to fall into the company of people who believed in her and guided and helped us become what she is today. I'm particularly grateful to Mason Eldridge, who took her under his wing and guided her like she was a daughter, and for his wife Sasha, her professional mother, looking out for her best interests the way a mother lion would look after her cub.
She paused, obviously trying to draw her breath, before continuing. "I want to think the rest of the band, Alison, Jon, and Tete (she refused to call her Titty) for their guidance. It meant a lot. To my son-in-law Jaime, I want you to know you're a good man. I'm sure the granddaughter I'll never get to see will have the best father ever, and my daughter will be loved all her life.
Maddie, baby, you were my gift from God, my reason for being. I'm so proud of you. I don't know what else to say."
She lapsed back in the chair, then sat ramrod straight. "Most of all, I want to thank you. Your coming out and spending your money is everything. The research you help fund means that one day, a daughter won't lose a mother, a father won't lose a child, and a couple will get to celebrate their golden anniversary together surrounded by generations of family. God bless you all."
The notes faded softly as the screen went blank, but not before showing a picture of Mason at the cello, still playing as twin tear tracks flowed down his face. Maddie had collapsed, completely unconscious, as the cameras panned the crowd, revealing a tearfest of epic proportions.
Five minutes passed when the sounds of a soulful organ were heard. It had a churchlike feel, as the rest of the band joined in, Aaron sang the lead, putting emotion in every syllable. It was No Woman No Cry, a Bob Marley classic.
As they played, pictures slid across the screens. Photos of the roadies, the sound and lighting crews, management, and everyone involved throughout the concerts. Then candid shots of the musicians involved, from Box Of Rocks, Maddy, Jaime, Americana, Titty's trio, and the members of Jon's jazz band. They stretched it out to a ten-minute number, with an extended instrumental at the end featuring Al's guitar work.
As the notes faded, they bid the audience good night. They screamed and yelled for ten minutes before the lighting came back up, and the band started playing. The old Franky Goes To Hollywood song 'Relax' was done in the Moreno G remix. It was fun, poppy, fifteen minutes long, and had a tremendous light show.
It was two in the morning, and they had been on stage since nine. With one final group bow, they left the stage. Management took until four to clear the building. Despite all the musicians and celebrities who had shown up, there wasn't much mingling backstage, and most fell asleep during their massage.
April's message went viral the next day, getting four million hits in 36 hours, and donations continued to set records. They were on the cover of Rolling Stone for the fourth time. The magazine called the concert series the performances of the century, and the last one an achievement that could never be equaled. Mason shrugged it off, saying it was just people wanting to feel good and happened to be in the right place at the right time.
Chapter 49
We all went home and lived happily ever after.
Not really. Real life doesn't work like that. We have had our fair share of success and failure over the years, just like everyone on the planet.
Aaron and Zelda got married; it was almost inevitable. They stayed level-headed and landed in Vega, playing 22 weeks a year to sold-out crowds, using the rest of the time to record, do short tours, and relax. They always recorded with Mason, which turned into a family reunion. Maddy and Jaime would try to time their recording projects just before or after Aaron and Zelda so they could overlap and spend time together. Titty's new trio, Snarky Bitches, went on to record two platinum and one gold record before splitting, amicably, for other pursuits. Al's Latin band hung in for three years before disintegrating due to egos getting out of control. They didn't understand that Al wrote almost all the songs and handled most of the arrangements, and they flopped without her.
Box Of Rocks remained consistent, turning out a record roughly every two years, each guaranteed platinum. Jon had gone back to France, and when he wasn't recording or touring with Box Of Rocks, he and his group were the house band for France's most popular late-night talk show.
Two years after the concerts, Maddie announced she wanted to take a break from recording and do something else. She'd met a successful scriptwriter during her last tour, and he convinced her to come to Hollywood and audition for a film a friend directed. He told her he wrote the part he wanted her to audition for with her in mind. Jaime didn't know the guy well and wasn't keen about it.
He and his wife flew in, surprising Jaime, and talked to all of us. "Look, she doesn't need any more success, but this would be a feather in her cap. You guys can stay in the guesthouse, and even though I know you can afford it, this won't cost you a dime."
He was charismatic and confident, and they agreed. At the last minute, Maddie asked if she could go alone. "Look, it's only gonna be three days, and I know you're neck deep in the Americana recording. Look at it as a way to concentrate on your work."
Then she snuggled in and whispered. "We've never been apart that long before. Think about how horny we'll be when we get back. April will have to stay with her cousins that night, and I don't want her to wake up from me screaming!"
They'd named their daughter after April. She was a cute little thing, just over three now. My daughter was about eight months older, and they were besties. My son was six now, and they irritated him no end by following him around.
She went to Hollywood, read for the part, and did an audition tape. When she returned, she had tons of photos, some of them of famous people. She was renowned in her own right, and the fact that she didn't gush over them made them respect her.
Then, to everyone's surprise, she got the part—three weeks in Wyoming. Jaime wasn't happy. He was a producer for Mason now and had some serious clients that depended on him. Ultimately, she went alone, and when she returned, she was just... different, for lack of better words. They were two-thirds through her latest album, and her disinterest was evident. Mason finally lost patience and chewed her out, telling her to get her head wired to her ass and get on with it.
She responded by writing two songs without collaboration from anyone, one of which detailed an affair. She told us it was about one of her co-stars, and I don't think anyone bought it, especially Jaime. He refused to work on her project anymore, and she retaliated by threatening to fire him. That was the beginning of the end of her marriage. She got another acting offer and left us behind, including her four-year-old daughter.
Jaime was the sweetest, most even-natured man I'd ever met, but he turned to stone. He got hold of the scriptwriter, who didn't know she was in town. The man sighed. "I feel responsible for this; it's just that I thought she'd make a good actress and that she was grounded enough to keep her head. Look, I know people that can be trusted. Do you want me to have her checked out?"
Mason contacted him and told him to go ahead and send the bills to the production company.
Jaime didn't let any moss gather under his feet. He got the best lawyers in the area, with Gwen leading the team. Gwen had moved to our area, and she and her husband agreed that California was getting too strange for raising children. In addition to regular people shopping with rock stars, now there was a movie star in the mix. Her husband was friendly but guarded, so warming up to him took a little time. Finally, it got to the point where he knew most of the neighbors by name, and their son was a baseball standout at junior high and in the summer leagues, playing on the American Legion team. He was in the stands as often as he could be, and the parents finally accepted him as one of their own, to the point where they would warn him if paparazzi were around. She still had an office in L.A. and spent about a week a month there, so she got her contacts on it as well. In the meantime, she had Jaime start getting primary custody of his daughter. She missed her mother terribly, but Maddie never called the whole time she was gone.
The photos and video told a tale of seduction as old as Hollywood, including a video of her having sex with two men and snorting cocaine. Jaime filed the minute he had the evidence, having her served at the studio where she was filming. He recorded every conversation on the instructions of his legal team, and the woman ranting on the phone didn't remotely remember the one we had known for years.
When she saw he sought sole custody, she immediately flew a team of 'security' consultants to bring her baby to her. They were met with our own security detail and county deputies, with attendant paperwork denying them access to her. By then, we had our daycare on site for all our children, including the studio employees. Inga owned and ran the business; now, she also had two children. A newly erected chainlink fence surrounded it, and two full-time guards were on duty.
Maddie's rant was epic, and Hollywood's rags latched on to the story. It got really ugly, and a few photos of her dalliances got 'leaked.' The paparazzi chased her like a pack of dogs.



It got even uglier when the divorce terms were published. He wanted sole custody until it was resolved, and he wanted a 50/50 split of all their assets—no alimony and no child support. Since they never had a prenup, the amount was staggering, and she fought it tooth and nail. She claimed he had no right to the royalties to her catalog because he was just her drummer and contributed nothing. That was completely false because he wrote most of the lyrics.
After eight months of fighting, the ruling came in. He got fifty percent of everything she earned up to the time of the split. It wasn't as big a blow as one would think; he had money from his work with Mason, which was not insignificant. As part of the custody battle, both were surprised with drug tests to be done on the day of the order. Jaime came back clean, not even traces of alcohol.
Maddy didn't. The traces of pot were discounted because it was legal in the state of California, but the cocaine and traces of meth weren't. She had to present a clean drug screen every time she saw April, and if it was hot, visitation was denied. She fled to Hollywood and didn't talk to us for six months.
I could only imagine her surprise when she got new representation, and I sued her for breach of contract. She still had a year to go on the last one she had signed with me. It cost her half a million to get out of it, and Mason clarified that this record he was working on would be the last while the divorce happened. He would have abandoned it entirely if it hadn't already been in the can, and he didn't have to see her. That staggered her more than anything else.
"I'm glad your mother isn't here to see what you've become. I bet April is spinning in her grave now, wondering where she went wrong. Go back to California, Maddie. There's nothing here for you, not anymore."
The enormity of what she'd done registered in her brain for the first time. She made two more recordings and worked with good people, but the quality wasn't there. Her first went gold just on the coattails of her previous work, but the next one flopped, and her company dropped her. She continued to get bit parts in movies and was a second lead in a good B movie, but then the roles died up. Word had it that she was living off her residuals and about to join a has-been tour.
Chapter 50
Aaron and Zelda had married, and when they weren't at their condo in Vegas, they were with us in a regular three-bedroom house nearby. Aaron was right in the middle of a song when Zelda burst in, and after a hurried conversation with Mason, she stormed the floor. Mason thought something terrible had happened until she waved a square of paper with blue lines on it. She was pregnant!
They had been trying for almost a year and were getting discouraged. Of course, no more work got done that day or for the rest of the week as the celebrations flowed. We let Vogue photograph her baby shower, a veritable Who's Who of the recording industry. They announced Mason and I would be the godparents, and Jaime, Jon, Titty, and Al were to be considered aunts and uncles. I couldn't help but wonder what Maddy thought when she read the article.
They were the toast of Vegas for a while. Fans sent them so many baby gifts that they donated to mothers in difficult situations. They did an Inside Edition, showed the overflowing storage rooms, and thanked their fans for their generosity. They did keep a few, homemade clothes and baby quilts, and the cradle a woodworker of note wife's insisted he make. It led to them founding a charity, Mommas' Closet, where people could donate items or send donations to needy mothers. It was very successful in Vegas and other Western cities. They did a fundraiser, and the talent that showed up was staggering.
She was seven months pregnant, and they were finishing their last show in Vegas until after the baby was born. A woman was in the audience, a woman with deep mental problems. Her husband had left her; in her mind, he had left her for Zelda because he was such a big fan. She pulled out an ASP hidden under her jacket when they went out for a meet and greet after the show. Screaming about Zelda taking her man, she brought the full force of the weapon down on her twice before Aaron reacted and, harkening back to his former profession, knocked her across the floor, screaming for an ambulance.
He didn't knock the woman out; she bounced back, still screaming in rage. Aaron knew he was in the wrong position to fight back, on his knees and cradling Zelda, so he instinctively huddled over her. The woman hit him once, but it was on the spot of his old injury. It killed him instantly from a brain hemorrhage. Security had her in cuffs by then, but it was too late.
Zelda lived another three weeks, and it came down to saving the baby because her body was slowly shutting down. Since we were legally her next of kin, it fell to us to decide. After discussing the quality of life with her doctors, we permitted them to take the baby. By that time, all of us were there, Titty, Al, Jon, and Jaime. There was a lot of sobbing as we gathered around her bed, telling her goodbye. There were a lot of kisses and hand strokes until the doctor came in.
"It's time."
We watched as she was wheeled away, destined to take her last breaths as they tried to save her baby; then, we all gathered in the small hospital chapel, where their favorite ministers helped us pray for her soul and the life of the baby. Hours went by, and most of them had passed out from emotional exhaustion. Mason gently shook me awake a couple of hours later. "The doctor wants to see us."
He looked like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders, and I feared the worst. "The baby is alive and in premature ICU. She'll be there for about six weeks, but the prognosis looks good. If it means anything, her spirit didn't leave her body until after the baby was delivered, and I like to think Zelda lived long enough to hear her first cries."
The woman who attacked them got sentenced to a mental institution, where she stayed for twelve years before being declared rehabilitated. Nine months later, she was back in the institution for trying to kill her ex-husband. There are doubts she'll ever be released.
Chapter 51
We were exhausted, emotional wrecks. I don't know where he found the strength, but Mason held us together. He arranged the public memorial and the private funeral. They lay in state from eight in the morning until two in the afternoon in the auditorium they regularly performed in, and they estimate five thousand people filed by. Then, they were removed from the church for the private service. The church overflowed, the sermon was impassioned and laced with tears. We thought about singing for her but chose something else instead. They were all in the studio a few years ago, doing vocal exercises to loosen their throats. Zelda started it, but soon enough, everyone sang, and the words from 'I'll Fly Away' echoed around the church as their coffins were wheeled out. They were buried in Vegas, per their instructions.
After the service, I looked at the flowers, noting a large spread fashioned like musical notes, and read the card: "I always loved you guys."
There was no signature, but I had seen the handwriting many times before. It was Maddie.
I told Mason about it in the limo, and he shrugged. "She could have come. She should have come." Although he was only fifteen years older, he had loved her like a daughter, and her actions had hit him hard. He would barely acknowledge her existence; if one of her songs came on, he would change stations. It wasn't good for him, and I hoped he healed and overcame it as much as possible.
I reminded him of what I was like when we met. He grinned. "You were young, felt entitled, and you were a spoiled child. Despite that, you grew into a very nice package, and I'm proud of your accomplishments. That's a far cry from a woman already successful, married with a child, who threw it all away, and I bet if you asked her, she wouldn't be able to say why."
I decided to shelve the conversation for another time. We had more pressing things to worry about, like a premature child who wasn't out of the woods yet. They had already picked out a name, Joy Simone, so we sat by her side for nine weeks before she was declared healthy enough to take home. We had a family meeting, explaining to our kids they were about to get a new baby sister, and introduced her. They were smiling like crazy as they touched her, and as the years progressed, if Joy was ever threatened, she ran to her big brother and, to a degree, her big sister. They could be quite aggressive in their defense of her, and any attempts at bullying came to a grinding halt pretty fast.
Chapter 52
Jaime was morose and quiet for quite a while after Maddie's departure, but his daughter kept him grounded, and gradually, he started to smile more. A lot of that had to do with Amy of Americana. As Mason predicted, the band imploded under the weight of massive egos. The lead singer and the bass player formed a new band and informed the rest that they were out. Legal battles ensued, and neither fraction could use the name anymore. Amy and another bandmate, Jasmine, formed a new group. Jaime was brought in as producer/ drummer/ mandolin player. He urged them to a more aggressive style of roots music, and they rocked in a grassroots way. Jasmine played guitar and banjo, but her banjo gave the group their definitive sound. It almost sounded like metal guitar riffs at times. Amy was just as aggressive on her fiddle as Jasmine was on the banjo, and sometimes, it was hard for the guitar player to keep up. The bass player, though, was terrific. He played it like a lead, a six-string bass he sometimes used with a system of pedals, making it sound like something else altogether. Mason was impressed and used him on session work as time allowed. Jaime managed the perfect drum lines, from soft, jazz-like brushes to pounding like he was trying to burst the heads.
The guitar player lasted three songs, and then he and the band mutually parted ways. It wasn't the sound he wanted to play, and they needed something a little more hard-edged. Then Jaime played a few mandolin parts, using a slide on the strings. When he was done, they just looked at each other and grinned. They found a guitar player with a metal band past, and he fell in love with the sound immediately and fit right in.
After a lot of debate, they came up with the name Just Different. It fit. I created an ad campaign with a local agency, and we released little minute-long bits on media. Americana wore traditional clothes to the music, long flowing dresses for Amy and Jasmine, and tees and jeans for the guys. The album cover of Just Different had the women in short leather skirts and matching corsets. Dale, the guitar player, had a pair of red leather pants left over from his metal days and was shirtless, showing off his gym addiction. Jaime also showed his abs in an unbuttoned leather vest, wearing black cargo pants and engineer boots laced just below his knees. He had let his hair grow out while Dale shaved his head. The bass player had a strange, Gothlike look, appearing in a top hat, tails, and high boots. That was it; though the coat was buttoned up, you could tell he was naked beneath it. Jasmine and Amy had puffed-up eighties-style hairdos. Mason said it looked like they had teased it until they made it angry.
It went platinum in nine months and confused the critics because they couldn't figure out how to categorize it. One summed it up best. "Given the studio it came out of, it sounds like country put a full body slam on Gutwrench. It's a bastard child, but it damn sure gets your attention."
A side effect of the project was that Jaime and Amy grew close. She'd gone through a nasty divorce six months before Jaime's marriage imploded, so she held a lot of sympathy for him. She also had a two-year-old son, and they meshed over their kids. Their relationship moved at glacial speed, and everybody could see the attraction. It came out at a rare girls' night when I told her, "For God's sake, bang him already!" All the rest of the girls supported my statement, and while we were doing that, Mason and the other guys were out bowling, and when the subject came up, they echoed our sentiments.
The following weekend, Mason and I babysat April and Tommy while they spent the weekend at a mountain resort. They came back and joined at the hip, and eight months later, we hosted their wedding. A card showed up from Maddie. "Congratulations. You're too good a man to stay single. I hope she treats you better than I did."
Maddie had finally hit rock bottom, going into rehab three times before it stuck. She called me at six months drug-free, and we talked. It was more like sobbing about her long history of bad decisions since she left. It took about half an hour before I snapped. "Maddie! Stop apologizing. If you mean what you say, prove it! You've got a child who barely remembers you and an ex who's carried a lot of angst because of you. Talk to them, not me. I loved you, honey, but I've disliked you for a while now, and this might be your last chance with your daughter. She's got another strong female role model in her life right now, and if you don't try to establish any relationship now, you may never get to."
She was snuffling loudly by now, so I eased up on her. "Come on back, honey. I'll try to smooth the way. Maybe something good can come out of it."
"I...I'm broke, Sash. Right now, I couldn't afford a bus ticket, let alone a plane."
"Where did all that money go?! Never mind. I'll pay for everything, put you in a decent hotel, and rent you a car. Your ticket will be at the counter of the first airline I can book you on, so pack and get ready to go."
I didn't fly her first class because I didn't think she deserved it, and the car I rented was the smallest they had. Still, it was better than she probably deserved. I met her in town, at the coffee shop. If I had to sum up her appearance, pitiful was the only thing that comes to mind. She was way too skinny, and her clothes were old and worn.
I just looked at her while she cried, then I hugged her. She grabbed me like a person slowly going under quicksand, mouthing gibberish that mostly sounded like 'sorry.' After she cried out, she begged me for enough money for a decent pair of jeans and a tee shirt to look 'presentable' to her ex and her daughter. This is from a woman who was always dressed in designer clothes, with perfect hair, nails, and makeup.
"You need to hush now and let me think. First, we need to go to the bank."
I had millions, so getting her a card with a five thousand dollar limit was of little note. "Take this, and don't say a word about paying me back. Get a wardrobe, your hair groomed, everything you can to remind us of the old Maddie. Give it a week, try to fatten up some, and feel normal again." I'd gotten her a cheap phone. It didn't have a lot of bells and whistles, but you could text and call, and it was all she needed for the time being. I also got her an apartment in a good area.
The only number she had was mine, and we talked twice daily. On the third day, I asked her where her money went. She cited drugs and an extravagant lifestyle, but it didn't add up. Jaime was still receiving royalties from their work and should be receiving the same. I took Gwen into my confidence, and she had to meet Maddy first and make her assessment, but she started looking. Her new management team was the ones who had her committed to those treatment facilities, having got a court order to hold her earnings in trust until she was clean and sober. Then, they were to revert to her with whatever monies had accumulated. They never bothered to look for her, and when the lawsuit hit, they scrambled to keep out of jail. Within six months, she got it all back, at least what was left, and any interest that would have normally accrued. Plus, a settlement of two hundred thousand to keep her from pressing charges and complete release from her contacts.
Chapter 53
It took me a week to work up the nerve to tell him Maddie was back in town. His response surprised me. "I figured she'd come back eventually. If you want to befriend her, that's fine. Just keep a sharp eye on her. Does Jaime know?"
"Not yet. She wants to see April but is scared to ask."
"That's wise. I also think she needs to meet with Jaime first. I can't see him refusing to let her see her child, but he's carrying around a lot of hurt, even if he's past it. Old wounds always bleed the heaviest."
I've lived with Mason long enough to recognize the look on his face, and I knew that line was going in a song somewhere down the line.
Gwen, Al, and I met with Maddie once a week for three months at coffeehouses; the next night out was at a wine bar, and I stopped dead when I saw her sipping from a glass. She grinned. "Alcohol was never my problem. The drugs were. Still, when I drank, it was often a prelude to bigger problems. This is nonalcoholic grape juice. Wanna sip?"
Al did and wrinkled up her nose. "This tastes like what the babies drink!"
Maddie had a little smirk on her face. "It is. Anthony stocks it for me, and I sip a glass when I do my set."
Gwen was surprised. "You're playing again?"
"Fridays and Saturdays. Don't worry. I don't do any of our songs, mostly old folk and blues, with an occasional country song mixed in. No one has recognized me, and it fills up my weekends. You should stop and see me some night."
We did. Her old voice was gone, replaced by a deeper and more soulful sound. In honor of us being there, she did an original, 'Regrets Don't Mean A Thing,' that was almost heartbreaking. The crowd knew her by then, and we watched as she fended off drink offers and an occasional sexual offer.
Four months after she returned, she ran into Jaime, which was entirely accidental. It was early summer, and the farmers' market was in full swing. We went as a group, and as we walked through, I heard someone busking, and I grinned, thinking of old times.
When we got abreast of the singer, I realized it was Maddie. She had a sign saying all tips were going to the Crisis Center on Fourth Street, the local rehab facility. Jaime stopped so quickly that Amy walked into him. When Maddy opened her eyes and saw who was before her, she fainted.
Amy wanted to know what was happening, as all the kids stared, wondering what was happening. There was a fire station right across the square from the market, and they were there in less than five minutes. Maddy was slow getting up, and one of the EMTs was prepping a syringe, looking up in surprise when I locked down on his arm. "She's a recovering addict. Please be careful in what you give her."
He laid the syringe back in his bag and helped put her in the ambulance. They kept her at the hospital for two days. When she woke, Jaime was sitting beside her bed. Her hands flew to her mouth. "Oh God! Jaime! I... "
"You broke my heart," he said quietly.
If you count two hours of crying, that led to a four-hour discussion. They never discussed what they said, but it led to Maddie slowly coming back to us. Eight months later, we were all at the house for some grilling. Jon was in from France, and Titty had flown in from San Francisco, and memories were flying. At one point in the afternoon, we saw little April talking to Maddie. She told me about it a couple of days later.
Maddie was sitting on a bench off to the side, smiling as she watched the children swarm. April detached herself from the mob and stood before her, staring.
Finally, she said, "I know who you are. You're my birth mommy."
The tears were already leaking, but Maddie kept her voice even. "And I know who you are. You're my baby."



"Amy's my Mommy."
"She is, as it should be. I'm sure she loves you very much."
"Why didn't you love me?"
Maddie broke into sobs for a few minutes before she found her voice. "Baby, I developed bad habits, habits a Mommy shouldn't have. I knew your Daddy would care for you, so I let you go. Someday, years from now, you'll be an adult and understand it better. I got over those habits, honey, but it was hard. Real hard. It took me years to understand how I could have done what I did. I promise you, April, the past is in the past. I know you have a loving family, but I wish you would let me get to know you."
April stared at her for a minute, then reached out with her little hands. "Will you get me a cupcake?"
I'd been watching like a hawk, and when she broke down, I swooped in and calmed her. April took both our hands as we walked to the coolers. About an hour later, we saw Amy and Maddie sitting together. Amy had a determined look on her face, and Maddie nodded her head.
Two years later, Amy and Jaime were on tour. It was summertime, and they had let Maddie keep April for a month. She also kept Amy's child, and they had a ball.
It took Mason a long time to let her back into his life, but when he did, he did totally, but not before he made it clear that if she did anything remotely close to what she had, she was out of his life forever. It took another year before he agreed to work with her in the studio, producing, playing, and cowriting several songs. She was a country singer now, a departure from her former music, but it worked well.
Her first effort, 'A Lot Of Regrets,' topped out at 42 on the country charts. A year later, her second, 'Better Days Ahead,' was more upbeat and went to 17 on the charts, with one single that peaked at number three. She made one more album before she 'retired' to be a housewife with twin boys and a new husband, a local doctor.
Our family was whole again, and I was delighted. Box Of Rocks released two more albums before officially ending when Jon passed from cancer at 51, and it just wasn't the same. Two years later, they released a retrospective of what they considered their best work. They included three new songs on Precious Metals, and the cover featured an assortment of gold and silver nuggets in battered cardboard boxes.
Chapter 54
Mason continued to produce, and his studio was one of the most influential in the nation. He had a knack for finding new acts, and if he produced, there was a 78% probability it would be a success.
When the band stopped, I sold my business to my associates. It had started getting on my nerves, and the decline of professionalism among artists was marked.
Al married the Argentinian she'd had an on-again, off-again relationship with, and they have two homes, one here and one in his home country. Both are horse ranches, and they produce highly sought-after animals. One of her thoroughbreds made it to the Triple Crown, and we all attended the races, wearing the flowing dresses and the impossibly elaborate hats. Not to be outdone, Mason, Jaime, and the rest of our retinue wore mourning suits with matching top hats. Aside from the horse crowd, we were the most photographed at the events. Her colt came in second at the Derby and third at the Preakness but faded in the Belmont stakes. Still, his performances put him in high demand as a stud, and they retired him.
Our children, sneaky little devils they were, grew up. Our son went almost exclusively by Rocky, who was in the studio helping his Dad from age fourteen. By the time he was eighteen, he knew all there was to know about the technical end of the business. He was in his second year of college, double majoring in business and electrical engineering. Jenny was in her last year of high school, not sure yet what she wanted to study, and our 'baby,' Joy, Zelda and Aarons' biological child, had inherited the best features of both parents and was a heartbreaker at sixteen. We wouldn't let her date yet, but it would be soon, and the boys still swarmed around her like flies to honey. Most of them paused when they met Mason because he was fiercely protective. When they looked at me, I'm sure images of a momma bear protecting her cub flashed through their heads.
We loved her as our own but made sure she knew who her birth parents were. When she was ten, I caught her weeping while watching old videos of their performances. "I wish I'd gotten to know them."
"So do I, baby. They were good people, and you deserved to be with them. Unfortunately, they're gone now; Mason and I were blessed with another daughter because of it. You should always honor their memory, but you need to remember you've been our daughter since the day you were born. They could have loved you better but couldn't have loved you more."
Once a year, we would fly to Vegas to visit their graves, and as soon as Joy understood, she would lay the wreaths. I cried every single time.
Rocky got his sisters, Milly and Burke, and Jaime and Amy's second son, Eric, to work with him. They surprised us when they showed up on YouTube under the name SecondGen without revealing who they actually were. They had a Crosby, Stills, Nash/ Mommas, and Poppas style of harmony, and they were a bit of a sensation, gathering about two to three hundred thousand hits per video until the truth about who they were finally got out. Then they blew up the internet.
Mason and I protected them from all the offers they got from people wanting to capitalize from their ancestry, and they finally put out a video saying they were having fun. They were too young to take any of it seriously, and it was just a nod to their parents. Then they talked us into doing a song with them. Al, Titty, Jaime, Maddie, Mason, and Amy joined them in a song that he wrote. The Ones That Went Before was a bittersweet ballad that gave a nod to Jon, Zelda, and Aaron, and Joy did the solos in a pure voice that would rival an angel.
It was the last one they did. Rocky went back to school and then straight to the studio he runs now. The rest of the kids each went on to pursue what they loved. Joy became a lawyer, as did Milly, and they went into business together. Gwen had retired, and she gave them a lot of advice. Our middle daughter got a degree in political science, which she never pursued, and she became a very happy stay-at-home mom.
Mason and I went into the autumn of our lives happy and content, and we mostly put the past behind us while we watched our grandchildren. During their fundraising drives, PBS ran our benefit concerts for years, and I found our seven-year-old grandson watching with rapt attention.
"That man looks a lot like PawPaw!"
I grinned. "He does, doesn't he? Ready for cookies?"
The television was instantly forgotten as we went to the kitchen to join the rest of the grandkids to make chocolate chip and oatmeal raisin cookies.
.............................................................................................................................
There you go, my rock and roll opus. I thank all of you for reading, and I apologize to the ones who thought I was way too descriptive with the music. Many of us here on Lit have fans in many different countries, and I wanted to give a nod to all of them. Hopefully, some of you looked up some of the music and enjoyed it. As always, thank you for spending your time with me.
Thanks for reading.
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I was in a jam. It was a serious, life-altering situation that would end badly any way you looked at it.
I'd gotten drunk on a work trip and fell to a predator. He was handsome and witty and knew what to say and when to say it. I woke up in his bed the following day. I was mortified, but the silver-tongued devil that he was talked me through, saying it was just the heat of instant attraction, neither had meant to do it, and we would never speak of it again.
I spent the next three nights with him. He was a skilled lover, far past my husband, mainly because we were each other's firsts. We tried, read books, and watched porn, but it still ended up as regular, vanilla sex. And it was enough, right up until it wasn't. Dylan was larger, more demanding, telling instead of asking, and could last forever. It was a minimum of three orgasms every time, and I was lucky to get one with my husband.
I went home, scared and ashamed, knowing he would know just from looking at me. He didn't, wrapping me up in love and telling me how badly he had missed me. We made love that night, and I found myself wanting to scream at him to yank me around like a toy and do anything he wanted to me. I never came close to climaxing and waited until he started softly snoring before going into the bathroom and getting myself off thinking about Dylan.
Four months went by, and my affair faded into memory. As I returned to the old me, I had to attend another seminar. I almost didn't go, but I knew if I refused, I'd give up any hope of promotion, so I mentally girded my lions and determined if I ran into Dylan, it would be purely platonic. I registered at six. He had me screaming by seven-thirty. He just walked in, half ripped my clothes off and fucked the hell out of me. The conference turned into three nights and most mornings fuck-fest.
Again, Bobby was pleased to have me home, but I was so bored I almost went to sleep during the reunion sex. Four months later, the same scenario occurred. I seriously considered leaving Bobby when Dylan let it slip he was married.
I got my promotion and didn't have to go to the next convention, though I did warn the woman taking my place to watch for Convention Cassanovas, naming Dylan as an example. Six months passed, and I felt I was in a good place. I had a wake-up call when one of the women Robby worked with came on to him hard. It upset him so bad he told me about it, and I raged. How dare she! Conniving bitch! It never came to a confrontation because she got fired, but it scared me. If he had slept with her, I would have gone scorched earth. Then, it occurred to me that I had my closet full of skeletons and was mentally wiping my brow.
It made me value my marriage more, and I consciously tried to keep him happy. I introduced him to a few techniques I'd learned from Dylan, telling him I'd read about them, and they seemed like they might be fun. They were, even though they never reached the intensity of what I'd felt before.
He came home to find a candlelit dinner served while I wore sexy lingerie. He wondered if he'd missed an event, but I kissed his worries away. "What's going on?"
Suddenly, I felt self-conscious. "I... uh... I have something important I want to talk about. I never brought it up before because I had to travel, but with my promotion, it'll only be once, maybe twice a year. I want; I want..."
He was grinning. Damn him, he almost always knew what I was thinking, except for one glaring instance. "Yes. Throw your pills away."
The dinner I had fretted over grew cold but was good reheated. We sat around in robes, knowing it would be foolish to dress. I knew I was glowing. He seemed happy as well, and we knew it was too early, but we screwed like people possessed for a month. I'd never felt so loved.
................................................................
Four months went by, and I still wasn't pregnant. The doctor told us not to worry because sometimes it took longer for the drugs to clear my system than expected, and in no time, we'd be changing diapers at three in the morning and wondering what we'd been thinking.
Then, my manager called me in. "Did you hear about Julie? She was hit by a guy who blew through a red light, and she has a broken arm and a broken leg. I know you were happy you didn't have to travel, but I need you to step up. You're familiar with what's required, and Julie should be recovered by the next time."
I couldn't say no, so I went home and told Rob about my trip. He was disappointed but understood, and I ensured he was well-satisfied before I left. He fell back after the last time, grinning. "That was it! I'm sure you're pregnant now! Mark the calendar!"
We put a big red X on the calendar in his workshop before he took me to the airport.
I arrived, got settled in. and went to the afternoon sessions. It wasn't surprising to see Dylan there; his smirk when he saw me annoyed me no end. He tried to get close several times, but I kept people between us. He finally got close to me at dinner. "It's good to see you! Maybe we can spend a little time together later."
My reply shocked him. "I don't think so, Dylan. You're a fine lover and rocked my world, but it's in the past. Let's just let our interludes pass into fond memories. My husband and I are trying for a child, so there's no way I'd be intimate with you. I can't take the risk."
He seemed irritated. "We'll be careful, use condoms, and I know a pharmacist who could get you the morning-after pill. How's that work?"
"It won't. I might already be pregnant, so there's no way I'd take that pill. Condoms break. And frankly, the thought of sleeping with you makes me queasy. You're still in shape, good-looking, and have an excellent package, so you shouldn't have trouble finding a bed buddy."
He looked shocked, and the word he keyed in on was 'queasy.' He must have brooded on it because he got me to sit with him during the night's standard meet-and-greet mixer. Then he handed me his phone, and I almost fainted. It was a picture of me on my knees, right in the middle of blowing him. "YOU TOOK PICTURES? YOU ASSHOLE!"
Dylan smirked. "Lower your voice. I take pictures of all the women I fuck. Wanna see Julie while I'm doing her doggie? No? Then, let's cut to the chase. If you don't want this and the rest of my photos of us together getting out, you'll be in my room tomorrow night. I'd do you tonight, but I already got someone from the Cleveland office lined up."
He left me, looking down as he stood. "Tomorrow!"
I sat there shocked. Then the tears started. A hostess saw me weeping and got me into a smaller area that was not being used. She asked if I was okay, and once I started, I couldn't stop and poured the whole sordid story out to her. She frowned, then smiled. "Wait right here. I need you to talk to someone. It'll be just a minute and may solve your problem."
A few minutes later, she returned, followed by a man and a woman. They didn't mince words. The woman commanded me in a firm voice to tell them everything. I was mortified to confess but too terrified not to. Afterward, I saw a brief flash of disgust from the man while the woman remained stoic. She sighed and then introduced herself. "I'm Captain Dana Rogers of the SBI (State Bureau of Investigation), and this is Sgt. Mathews. What he's doing is a form of blackmail, more specifically called 'sextortion.' That's a Class F felony in this state. Conviction could result in steep fines and 10 to 41 months in jail. If we go that route, your failings will be revealed."
"That can't happen! I'd lose him for certain."
Mathews spoke for the first time. "It can go another way. Guys who do this rarely think about the consequences. Faced with criminal charges, they usually fold. We can work with you."
"Please!"
Captain Rogers sat, thinking. I felt like she was judging me, but I could live with that if it made my problem disappear. "All right. We'll set up a sting. It won't be an official action of our department, and I'll do it as a favor for my sister. However, if you find yourself in a similar situation, you'll have to press charges, or we won't be able to help you."
They left, and I looked at the hostess. She grinned. "Honey, I was in the same situation a while back. Dana helped me out, but the guy sent the photos to my husband out of spite and asked for nothing in return. We were separated for nine months. I just got back into our house, and I'm cautious not to get into situations where my marriage would be in jeopardy. I'm on a very short leash, but it's a price I'm willing to pay."
Dylan sat and grinned at me the next day. I was avoiding him as much as possible. He insisted I go to dinner with him, enjoying his power trip. I made a conscious effort to look as appealing as possible to ramp him up, showing a little cleavage and a flash of thigh as I sat. He grinned. "I'm glad you're making an effort. It'll be just like old times."
"No, it won't! This isn't consensual; you're forcing me to have sex with you."
"Force is such strong language. I prefer to say it's a reluctant encounter, but it'll be over soon."
"Like I believe that! Are you saying you won't try the same thing if we're ever in close proximity again?"
His grin unnerved me. "Probably, but you know you'll enjoy it. I remember how wild you are. It won't take you long to get into it."
That's when I set the hook. "Look me in the eye and tell me you know what you're doing is wrong. Tell me this isn't extortion."
Dylan laughed. "That's precisely what it is! It'll make it even more enjoyable for me."
He looked at me when I laughed, wondering what I was thinking. His eyes widened a bit when the two agents joined us. "Dylan Thomas Renner, you are under investigation for attempted extortion and intent to commit rape. Please come with us quietly. If you come with us willingly, we'll forego the cuffs. Run, you'll be tased and dragged out in cuffs in full view of your coworkers."
"You don't have any proof! My lawyer..."
"Will run away as fast as he can when he hears the recording."
Dylan glared at me. "You little bitch! You were wired? This will never stand up in court."
Captain Dana laughed. "Of course it will, dumbass. Besides being part of a criminal investigation, this is a one-consent state, which means as long as one of you knows, it's legal. Now, I advise you to shut up until we can Mirandize you. Regarding court, if you're found guilty, it's an automatic one to three years in prison, plus any fines the judge wants to impose."
He looked like he was about to pass out when they steered him into an empty room and let him stew under the watchful glare of Sgt. Matthews for about twenty minutes. Cpt. Rogers entered with me in tow. "Listen well. Mrs. Marshall has agreed to drop charges under certain conditions. Willing to listen?"
He couldn't nod fast enough. "Right then. She will drop charges if you delete any photos of her on your phone, home computer, Cloud, or any other device. You will delete those in our presence immediately. Clear?"
His glare said it all, but he agreed. Matthews opened a laptop, linked it, shoved it, and stood behind him. They were almost done when Matthews grabbed his arm. "Go back!"
Renner protested, but Matthews was insistent. There were more photos of three other women, and he had to delete all of them. Forty minutes later, it was done. Rogers stood. "We will keep the conversation of your attempted extortion of Mrs. Jones for our records, just in case something happens. As much as it pains me, you are free to leave. Mr. Renner, I suggest you reexamine your lifestyle and make changes. One day, you may encounter an aggrieved husband or professional repercussion. I see you have a wedding band, and from experience, debris can splatter in all directions when something explodes and becomes public knowledge. This conference ends in 48 hours, and I suggest you be on your best behavior."
I was behind her, smirking as she explained things, and the looks he gave me were pure murder.
...................................................................................................
I went home, trying to put the harrowing event behind me. My husband was surprised at the way I attacked him that night. It was my way of recommitting to our marriage. Despite what I'd done in the past, I truly loved him.
He must have been right about the date of my impregnation because eight and a half months later, I delivered a beautiful baby boy. Two years later, it was a girl, which completed our family.
Years later, I had to attend one more convention as a Vice President to receive an award. Because of the city's history, we made it a family trip. It was held on Thursday and Friday, and we'd booked Monday and Tuesday off as a mini vacation. Gayle was twelve, her body transitioning into womanhood. Mick was almost thirteen and already taller than either parent. My dad was six feet ten inches tall and took after my side of the family. They wanted him on the junior varsity basketball team, but he was a total klutz and never liked it. He enjoyed computers and built one from spare components, an amazing machine that did all kinds of things our factory machines couldn't.
We had our mixer, and I enjoyed talking to people I hadn't seen in years. Then I turned around, and there he was. Dylan. The years had not been kind to him. He was bald and was about thirty or forty-pounds overweight. I idly noticed he wasn't wearing his wedding ring and thought she had probably left him years ago.
"Dylan."
"Bitch."
"I prefer Aime. Should I call you Bastard? I see you're not wearing a ring. She catch you cheating?"
There was a brief flash of pain as he answered. "No, I caught her."
I considered it karmic revenge for all the wives he'd bedded but kept my expression neutral. "I'm truly sorry to hear that. Thanks to us, I almost lost my husband. Are there going to be any problems?"
He flushed, but his voice was steady. "No. You stay in your lane, and I'll stay in mine."
I nodded. "Best of luck, Dylan."
I turned and walked away, smiling as I approached my husband. He saw me talking to Dylan and was grinning. "Who's the older guy?"
"He's someone I met at my very first convention. He's also three years younger than us. When we first met, he had thick hair and was at least thirty pounds lighter. I don't think life has treated him kindly."
Rob eyed him more critically before grinning again. "If life mistreated him, it gave you the VIP treatment. You don't look any older than the day we met. Maybe he never had a good woman to begin with. Lucky me."
My eyes shimmered with unshed tears as I hugged him fiercely. I hated my affair now more than ever, wondering how I'd risked the love of a good man for a roll in the hay. "Lucky us. Speaking of luck, I hope the nanny wore the kids out tonight."
He grinned like an idiot, a very desirable, loving idiot, the rest of the night. I held his arm on the elevator, thanking God for his grace and renewing my dedication to my family.
..............................................................................................
Ten years later, I sat with my husband as I watched my son marry the love of his life. She had a career that would eventually include travel, and we would have a long talk soon.
Our company had a digital bulletin board to congratulate employees on their birthdays, marriages, and personal milestones. It included all the branches, and I saw a post announcing that Dylan had passed away at 46. It didn't give details, so I dug a little and found he'd been hit by a car as he ran across a street, fleeing the husband of the woman he'd been sleeping with. The vehicle was going fifty miles an hour, and it smashed him like a bug on a windshield.
I felt sad that he had wasted his life living as he did, but then I heard, "You may kiss the bride. " He disappeared from my memories, hopefully never to return.
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]"Let me tell you a story," she said, as she slipped into the chair opposite.
"Do I know you?"
"Not at all. But I know you, quite well. You're me, in a past life."
I wondered as she stared where I had run across her. She looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place her. Well, no matter, I was waiting on someone.
"I'm sorry, but I don't know you. I'm expecting someone so would you please leave me in peace?"
She flagged a waiter and ordered a drink and grinned at me. "Honey, you got plenty of time. Lover boy isn't coming. It seems his other girlfriends' husband wasn't much on expanding his horizons except for maybe the clear and uncluttered view of a single man."
"What in the world are you talking about?"
"James Matheson. That is who you're meeting tonight isn't it? Surely you wouldn't get all dolled up like this for your husband. Where did you tell him you were? Tupperware, Book Club, Ladie's Night Out? It doesn't matter. All that matters is that you lied to him to spend time with someone besides him. If you're bored or tired of the marriage, why not do him the dignity of leaving him before cheating? It would make life a lot easier and just to be honest he's not as stupid as you think he is. You don't think men can't tell when the lying start and the affections cool down? They may be dense but most have a modicum of brain matter. Some are pretty sharp and many, many are unforgiving. It's a good thing you don't have kids yet, but seriously, it's only been three years since your wedding. Kind of rushing that seven-year itch thing a bit, huh?"
My face was surely getting paler. "How do... why are you...what do you want?"
"Not a damn thing, sugar. I got what I want. I got a man that thinks the sun shines because I'm in his life and I fully intend to keep it that way. Before I got that, I was married to someone else and I loved him as well. Not enough apparently, because when the snake slithered into the garden, I took him to my breast and he bit me. The poison killed my marriage and almost killed me. My husband found out and left me the same day. I never saw him again except for a meeting with the lawyers. He didn't even come to court. And that's my story. Yours hasn't been finished yet but honestly, I don't see a happy ending."
She stood to leave and looked down grinning. "Don't you think for one second I'm doing this for you. If you're stupid enough to keep going you'll deserve everything that happens to you. Now you got a choice. You can sit here and wait for the destruction of your marriage to happen or you can get your ass home and see if there's anything left to salvage. And like I said, he's not coming. He's over at Mercy. Apparently, whore number two's husband has a violent temper. If you think he's worth it you should rush over there. Your choice."
The waiter arrived with her drink and she swallowed it down in one long gulp. "Thanks for the drink, honey."
Then she was gone.
................................................
I sat for a minute, mentally reeling from what the stranger had said. Out of curiosity I called the hospital and told them I was his mother and asked about his condition. All the nurse would tell me is that he had been admitted but I would have to appear in person or prove who I was to administration during office hours the next day before his condition could be revealed.
An unease was quietly growing in my head. This had been a mistake. At least I hadn't slept with him yet. Then I realized what an ambiguous term that was. I'd performed oral sex on him several times and his fingers and once his tongue had intimate knowledge of my sex. Then I grinned to myself. I was 32 years old and still couldn't say blowjob or pussy. I couldn't say those things but I was willing to give them away? I called my husband.
"Hi, honey. I'm on my way home. I'm not feeling all that well and personally I despise the book we're reading. If you haven't had dinner yet, would you like me to pick something up for you?"
"I'm sorry you don't feel well, dear. Your friend Mona just stopped by. She found it odd that you were supposed to be at her place for book club since she didn't belong to one and even if she had they'd never been a meeting at her house. Frankly, I also find it a bit odd. Take your time getting home. I'm not sure I'll be here anyway."
She tried to get him to stay on but he was gone. Maybe he took her marriage with him when he left. The woman jumped to her feet, threw money on the table for the tab, and ran out of the restaurant.
.........................................................................
The woman who secretly called herself the Angel of Doom or Salvation slipped into the passenger seat of the luxury SUV her husband had bought her, and sighed. He looked over at her.
"Well?"
"I don't know. Maybe she'll see the light. Personally, I think the marriage is too far gone and she's too stupid to see it."
He sat for a moment marshalling his thoughts. "Remember what the therapist talked about? You know I love you with all my heart, honey, but you can't save all the stupid women of the world from predatory men. I knew going into the marriage you carried a lot of baggage, but it's time. You need to put this behind you and look to the future. You owe me a girl honey, and I don't want to add to our family until you're truly past your demons."
She smiled happily, thinking about her two 'stepsons', age four and six. They were one and three when she met their father. He had divorced his first wife when the smallest was three months old over a series of affairs that got exposed when one of the wives of her lover filed for divorce, named her in the complaint, and sent him the pictures she had. They were still fighting over custody when another jealous wife with a history of mental instability killed her in the office where she worked. Her family had a good lawyer and she spent two and a half years in a mental institution before being declared cured and released back into society.
The Angel of Doom, otherwise known as SuperMom, was the only mother they had ever had and it made her eyes damp at how much they loved each other. When they married, they discussed more children and he expressed his desire for a daughter.
"I threw my pills away last week. This was my swansong, my very last attempt at saving the world. From now on the only mistakes I'm going to try to rectify will be my own."
He pulled her across the seat and almost crushed her with his hug. They were about to pull out when they saw the woman she'd talked to rush out of the place and jump into her car. She swerved around them and went speeding into the night.
"Good luck," she thought to herself, sadly wishing she had been smart enough to stay faithful when she was presented with the same challenges. She still had a hard time believing her new husband loved her and she made sure he knew she was never going to disappoint him.
"Let's go home. Send Amy home early and let's snuggle the kids and watch Frozen for the five hundredth time."
She traced his arm as they traveled, thinking of giving him a private movie after everyone was asleep and the name of it would be anything but Frozen.
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The Fragile Male Ego.
........................................................................................................
I left the job at noon on Friday, and my day was complete. I'd just finished a deal that would net the company a lot of money, and when the contract was signed, I sent my team home, telling them to enjoy the weekend. Mine certainly promised to be.
I sat in my favorite coffee shop, relaxing over a large coffee and a scone the shop owner's daughter had made. They were always delicious, always fresh, and sold out rapidly, and I managed to snatch up the last three. Then I heard the bell over the door and glanced up. There she was, the ex-wife, looking just as good as when we were married. The hand she held didn't belong to the man she was supposed to marry next month, and I wondered if there was trouble in paradise. Most likely, but it was none of my business, and I had long since passed the point where it affected me one way or another.
She stopped giggling when she saw me, said something to the man, and he walked out. Then she marched up and, without asking, plopped down, glaring at me. "I hope you're happy!"
My grin startled her. "I am, Dawn, happier than I have been in a long time. The last time I was this happy was the weekend before you so casually announced you were having affairs with two different men, and I was going to have to live with it or divorce you because you weren't going to stop. I think you were shocked I went the divorce route. It's been over three years, but I'm in a good place now. Why would my happiness be of interest to you anyway? Does it offend you that I'm not pining for you?"
"Damn you, Jax! I know you talked to Harry; he called the wedding off."
Well, that was news. I wondered if Harry realized how big a bullet he dodged. I laughed, which pissed her off even more. "If you and Harry split up, it wasn't because of me. When he ran into me that day and asked what had happened between us, I told him it was my fragile male ego and asked you to define that for him. That was the whole conversation. Sorry, it didn't work out. For you, not so much, but Harry, he's better off."
Her lips went back into a snarl. "And there it is! That pitiful ego of yours. If it wasn't so fragile, why did it take you more than eighteen months to even date anyone again?"
" No, I didn't date for a while, but it wasn't because of my ego. I did it because you shattered my trust in women. It doesn't matter how big the mountain is if you plant enough dynamite and pack enough into your actions to level Mt. Everest. You know you hurt me to my core, and it took a long time to recover. What it didn't do was make me pine for you. You made your choices, then got surprised when I made mine. What did you miss most about me, my affection or my money? You didn't get much, even though you tried as hard as humanly possible. I bet it made you grit your teeth when I started getting promotions. There have been two since we split up, and there'll be another in a year if I stay on track. I'll be making almost three times what I was making when we were together when it comes through. Aren't you proud of me?"
It occurred to me that she had been living with Harry and allowing him to pay the bills. That could have explained the new guy, another personal ATM. I knew from experience she preferred not to spend her own money. I changed subjects to keep her unbalanced. "So, what happened to Harry? I thought you guys were solid."
Her frown got deeper. "Someone told tales about my past!"
"Tales or the truth?"
"It doesn't matter! I don't do those things anymore."
I was intrigued. "Really? Why not? According to you, it was a brave new world out there, and men needed to learn their place in the grand scheme of things. That's still your opinion, right? Look, I know you did a lot of research and saw the change growing within you, but I thought it was just a phase you were going through. Looking at it in the cold light of day, you'd realize how unrealistic it was. I never thought you'd go along with that shit. Your friends probably helped with our demise. Are they still spouting that feminine-led propaganda? How many are still married to the ones they were when this all started? I'm guessing not many."
"My friends are none of your business!"
"Exactly, and that's how I'd like to keep it. I wouldn't give most of them air in a jug. Idle curiosity, mostly. How's Bets? Still into her black phase? I know one of the affairs you had was with a black man. Tell me, are they bigger, better, able to fuck all night? Inquiring minds want to know."
Snorting, she suddenly laughed. "And there it is, the fragile ego again."
It took her by surprise when I laughed along. "Remember when we watched Princess Bride over and over? When Fessick kept repeating 'inconceivable' until Andre the Giant and Ignacio asked if he knew what it meant. Well, when it comes to men and egos, you're Fessick."
"What does that mean?"
"Dawn, humor me here. Define ego."
"What?"
"It's just a simple question; you seem to know so much about a male ego, but what's the actual definition of ego? I'll wait." Two minutes later, I smiled. "You can't, can you? Let's Google it."
I pulled it up on my phone. "Here we go. Ego is a sense of self-worth, esteem, and importance. There it is, in a nutshell. How does having a decent value of your self-worth translate into being fragile? How could it be fragile if grounded in my core beliefs and solid? If it were, how could I have walked away? Here's another definition that seems to suit you better. Listen to this."
Dawn looked like she was struggling to keep up, so I gave her a minute. When she opened her mouth to talk, I started reading again. "The feeling of self as contrasted to another's, an inflated pride in your superiority to others. That's hitting close to home."
I grinned. "To summarize, my self-worth was inferior to yours. Yours was overinflated to the point you convinced yourself of your rightness and that others needed to follow along. When you realized life doesn't work like that, you didn't handle it well. Tell the truth now, did you, having known me for five years before that conversation, seriously think I would accept your expectations? Be honest here."
She started to speak, stopped, started again, and stopped before blurting out, "I was doing what I thought best for our relationship! You should have loved me enough to go along."
I grinned. "That's bullshit, and you know it. It was just a manifestation of Cake Eater Syndrome. Deep down, I think you wanted me to leave so you could explore your new reality and be ready to return. I was just a fallback plan in case the grand adventure didn't turn out to be what you thought it would be. Honestly, it's been three years, and you haven't found anyone dumb enough to buy into that reality, have you? We know the answer is no. Ultimately, my ego wasn't too fragile; yours was too big. How's it doing now? Are you still confident you did the right thing?"
She blustered for a bit before looking uneasy. "I may have adjusted my expectations somewhat. Maybe we should..."
I held up my hand. "You can stop right there, Dawn. If I wasn't going for it before, what makes you think I want to stand in line for your affection while you date others? If that had been the case, we would never have divorced."
I stopped for a second, wanting to make one more point. "I don't want you to think because of our situation, I fault all women. I'm sure, at this very second, some asshole is trying to convince his faithful, loving wife of the virtues of an open marriage or that his occasional dalliances ever hurt their relationship in any way. I'm also sure she's reacting the same way I did. Egos can be dangerous if left unchecked, regardless of the gender."
The barista came by just then, grinning as she put two cups on the table. Gillian must have sent her a text. Dawn was wondering about them when the door let in a cold blast of air. A twelve-year-old blond bundle of energy ran up to the table, hugging me. "It's freezing out there! Is that my Dutch chocolate cocoa and scone? It better be, or I'm revoking your temporary Dad status."
"Temporary?"
She grinned so hard that all you could see were dimples and eyelashes. "Yeah, at least until the wedding. Then I guess I'm stuck with you."
The woman walked up, shrugging out of her coat, her jet-black hair spilling under the mink-lined hood. It was a Christmas gift and matched her daughters' perfectly. I didn't want my ladies to get cold. She laughed as she ran her hand over her cheek. "Be nice, Andrea. Remember, someone has to fund your college education.
The child scoffed. "Like that would be a worry. Besides, you make more than he does, Dr. Jones. When we move into our new house, then I'll be a spoiled little princess." Then she grinned and stuck her tongue out.
I grinned back. "That would be a change; how exactly?"
The woman kissed me, not a peck, one just barely appropriate for a crowded coffeehouse. "Behave, you two. Honey, where are your manners? Who's your friend?"
I stood, pulling the chairs back for both girls. "This is Dawn. We've known each other for a long time and have discussed how lifestyle decisions can evolve. I'm glad I sought a professional opinion to better understand."
" Sounds boring! How could she stand it?"
"To be honest, it wasn't going very well. Dawn, this is Dr. Gillian Jones, Psy. D., soon-to-be wife, and this is her daughter, Andrea. I'm stuck with her if I want to marry Gillian, and I do, more than anything else. If she gets on my nerves, I can lock her in the basement."
"Daddy! We don't have a basement!"
I ruffled her hair. "Well then, I guess you'll just have to stay in the bedroom you decorated. Life's hard, huh?"
Gill offered her hand, and Dawn shook it as she rose, stone-faced and pale. Then, without a word, she left. Gill watched her as she walked away. "That's Dawn? I thought her fangs would be longer."
"She wore them down, chewing through men. How did the dress fittings go?"
I sighed as I listened in stereo about how 'darling' they were, thinking I would have to listen to things like this for at least the next four or five decades. I was hoping they went by slowly.
.........................................................................
I met Gillian at the public library, of all places. There was an event modeled after the European system of checking out people instead of books. It was some fundraiser, and Bob (mainly his wife Karen) thought it would be a good idea to get me out and about somewhere that didn't offer alcohol as a prominent draw. There were wine and craft brews available, so I picked out a mead that was quite good and wandered around. I'd always loved libraries, especially the smell. Libraries reeked of knowledge. I've attended two events like this before and found them both entertaining and often thought-provoking. After all, you only got twenty minutes, so you tried to stay focused.
Gillian had a long line waiting to talk to her, and reading the placard, I knew why. She was a psychologist, and I bet most people were trying to get a free session. I secured one of the few remaining slots and went to speak with a Buddhist priest, simply because I'd never met one before. He was a pretty sharp guy in his fifties, intelligent and well-educated, and he described his religion without going into much detail. After discovering he was a big fan, I surprised him by talking about baseball. He was passionate about the local pro team, and we discussed the upcoming season, which looked challenging, considering the trades and retirements. Then he went into a discourse about the zen nature of the game until our time ran out. He gave me his contact information, telling me to call him if I needed someone to attend a game with. I kept the card.
My time slot came up, and I slipped into the comfortable chair across from Gillian, taken by her natural beauty and, more importantly, her intelligence. She grinned and asked what I wanted to talk about. "Well, I just spent my time with the Buddhist monk talking about the zen of baseball. Why don't you surprise me, and let's talk about something you want to, for a change?"
That caught her by surprise. "You know I'm a psychologist. Do you know exactly what that is?"
"Probably, in the broadest of terms. What are your hobbies? Married? Children? Who are you when people don't have to address you as Doctor?"
"I'm not here to talk about my personal life, but I'll give you the broad strokes. I have a daughter six months shy of her twelfth birthday, and she already thinks she's smarter than I am. She's right in many instances. No husband, we parted ways years ago, and without going into details, we no longer shared life goals. I was a good softball player in college and still enjoy watching a baseball game occasionally. Now, it's time to share. I also enjoy old westerns, so quoting a John Wayne classic, Who might you be when you're at home?"
"Well, I ain't Court Evans. I'm Jackson Jarvis, but friends call me Jax. I have no kids, but I share the same statistical demographic as you, divorced, though not as long. Eighteen months now. It was surprising; in other ways, I could see it coming from miles away. She fell into a crowd that believed in female-led relationships and the ability to have as many lovers as she wanted while still legally attached to me. It surprised her when I refused her gracious offer. She tried to fight it while still clinging to her ideas, and when she tried to explain it to the judge, it went off the rails. He didn't even order counseling. I have a vague question about your line of work. Can you recommend a good, definitive book on the concept of ego? She kept talking about 'the fragile male ego,' and I've always wondered what she meant."
She seemed a little surprised, then smiled slightly. "Fragile male ego is a catchphrase right now. Try 'The Way Of Integrity,' by Martha Beck, or 'You Are Not What You Think,' by David Richo. Many others are out there, but a layperson best understands those two."
I shook her hand; my time was up. "Thank you so much. Maybe I can understand what was going through my ex's mind when she reached those conclusions."
She returned the smile. "As a qualified professional, I think it's safe to say no man can understand how a woman's mind works or a woman a man's. You tend to fumble along as best you can, and with each passing year, if you have a good, solid relationship, you understand just a tiny bit more. Best of luck and all that. Tell me, are you in a serious relationship now?"
My smile disappeared. "It's been eighteen months, and I've just started dating again. I don't think I'm damaged too badly, but I am exceedingly cautious."
"It took almost three years before I went out with a man, and though I sometimes enjoy the dates, I haven't connected with anyone on a level deep enough to consider a relationship. My first thought will always be my daughter, and she will always come first."
I nodded. "As it should be. Is her father still part of her life?"
The frown was pretty deep. "No, sadly, he divorced her as well. She was six when he left, and she wouldn't know him if he passed her on the street."
It was my turn to frown. "I have no children, but if I did, there is not a situation I could think of that would keep me away."
She showed me a picture of a young girl with blond braids and a big smile. "She's going to be as beautiful as her mother. Oops! I didn't mean to say that out loud, but I stand by it. I have to go now, but meeting a refreshingly honest woman in this day and age was excellent."
She shook my hand and frowned a little. "There are many honest, decent women out there; you're just now starting to come to terms with that reality. Email me if you need anything explained while reading the books."
She handed me her business card. I gave her mine, knowing we'd never talk to each other again.
.............................................................
Four months later, I thought about her when a vendor handed me four terrific seats at the Saturday ballgame. The team was in the chase for a pennant, and this could be a crucial game. None of my friends or colleagues were interested, so I used them.
Before I invited her, I thought about the monk I had spoken to, found his temple, and sent him an invitation. He called me, happily accepting. He didn't own a car, so I picked him up, surprised to see him in his robes.
Dr. Jones replied to my email, thanking me but saying she couldn't find a babysitter. My reply surprised her: "I had four tickets and assumed you'd take her since it's such short notice. Does she like baseball?"
She replied that her daughter was on a softball team and was really into it and would be over the moon to see a professional game. I met them in the parking lot, where we introduced ourselves to each other, and then we found our seats. She was going to sit beside me, but I insisted that the child be between us for safety. There wasn't much conversation due to the crowd noise, and soon we were cheering as well. Andrea, the girl, had impressive lungs and outshouted the whole section. The ump made a bad call, and she questioned everything from his eyesight to his intelligence and ancestry to the delight of the fans near us. None of us drank beer in deference to Han and Andrea, but she consumed hot dogs, nachos, popcorn, and peanuts and must have inhaled half a gallon of soda. I idly wondered when she'd explode. Gillian did in two dogs and a hot pretzel, while Han pigged out on items that didn't interfere with his religious practices. I insisted on paying since they were my guests, and it was the best $300 I'd ever spent.
The game went down to the wire. The home team was down at the bottom of the ninth, with two outs, and it didn't look good. Then the pitcher, with a.170 batting average, slapped a two-base hit to right field. This brought the top of the order, and the first baseman came up. The man was a solid chunk of granite and a deceptively fast runner. It went to a full count, then the pitch got away from the pitcher, and a puffball floated across the plate. He hit it so hard that it broke the bat. Off and running before the pieces hit the ground, the ball headed right towards us. I didn't think, worried it might hit Andrea, and caught it with my right hand. That stung. My left hand was still locked in hers as she chanted 'Hit, hit, hit' repeatedly, her right gripping her mother's. Her eyes opened when the ball hit my hand, inches from her face. It was almost touching her nose when my hand stopped moving.
I grinned and handed her the ball, telling her she needed to bring a glove next time. The crowd erupted as he trotted around the bases, ending the game with a 6 to 5 score. The cameras had captured the ball's flight, and we were all on the sports section of the nightly news as I handed the ball to her, and she leaped into my arms. The hitter said in an interview that if I brought the ball back, he'd autograph it for her.
That prompted a phone call, and we were in the bleachers the following Sunday. The first baseman proved true to his promise, signing the ball, taking pictures with her, and giving her a jersey with his number and a team cap. He gave all of us hats, and the cameras panned to us often to see Andrea and Han holding hands and jumping up and down after a home run. The jersey was about ten times too big on her, but she wore it and the cap throughout the game. The camera found her pretty quickly, and when he hit another home run, they did a split screen, showing him trotting around the bases while she screamed, jumping up and down.
Baseball players are a superstitious lot, and the manager decided that if they won twice while she was in attendance, she would come to more games. As a result, we became a fixture until they lost the chance to advance by one game. Han had become a good friend by then, and he and Gillian sometimes had deep discussions about his religion and her profession. They discussed the Western concept of ego versus the Buddhist view of zero ego. It was fascinating, but it quickly left Andrea and me behind, so we'd grab the gloves and toss balls in the backyard.



Andrea didn't like me at first. Some of it was due to her father's departure, and some was due to her protecting her mother. I understood it, mostly, so I just stayed polite to her. Gradually, she warmed up, especially when I told her every fourth date would be for her, and she could pick what we would do. Gillian would smile as she pored over activities, trying to decide.
I think I ruined her when she found my hobby. My grandfather would go out on the weekends with his metal detector, looking for artifacts, and I inherited his passion. We lived in Virginia, and the whole state seemed to be a battleground during the Civil War at one time or another. The bug had bitten me, and I planned to visit the site of a minor skirmish with some friends. It was on private property, but we had been permitted to detect it.
Kevin, our amateur historian, had researched everything he could about the fight and narrowed the site down to about thirty acres. Thirty acres is a lot of ground to cover when working in four-foot grids, but since we weren't under a time limit, we knew we could always come back, which made us thorough.
I'd shown the detector to Andrea and let her play with it in my backyard. She grasped the basics quickly, so Gillian and I would sit on the swing underneath the big pecan tree, rocking gently while she tore up my yard. My house was reasonably new, but it was the fourth on the plot, going back ninety years. She found horseshoes, tin cans, old-fashioned beer tabs, and every once in a while, she'd find something interesting. Sometimes, we'd have to look things up to see what they were, like the large harness bell typical for the early eighteen hundreds. It predated the property, but we assumed it had come into the owners' possession through inheritance. She found some coins, wheat head pennies, and two silver dimes.
Gillian had a little display case built to show her treasures. She rolled her eyes when I invited them to join me at the battle site and opted out, so I picked Andrea up at six in the morning on a Saturday. After a quick stop for a fast-food breakfast, we were on our way. It was a three-hour drive, and she'd dozed off halfway to our destination. Andrea was awake before the truck came to a stop, bouncing around the back to retrieve the equipment. Jim was there, along with his twelve-year-old son. Bob had his twins, both girls, and Miguel brought his eleven-year-old son.
We'd discussed it and decided today would be a training day for the next generation. All we were going to do was supervise and encourage. Bob had put this expedition together, and he gathered us around his truck, looking at the plats. "As near as I can determine, the Union cavalry came down this ridge, surprising a small force of about a hundred Southern infantrymen. The battle lasted less than two hours, and both sides suffered heavy casualties, each withdrawing as quickly as possible. As a result, they likely left a significant amount of gear and fallen men behind as they retreated. Let's start here at the base of the ridge and work our way across the bottom. We'll work the ridge, starting at the bottom and working upwards. The next weekend, we can get together and work the ridge. Everybody ready?"
On Friday, he and Jim had come up and placed flags. We each took a section and worked on it slowly. The kids were amazingly patient, though they seemed excited every time a detector signaled a hit. Miguel's son, Roberto, got the first artifact, a northern cavalry coat button. It was flagged on the map, and he moved on. Andrea was next, finding a Confederate belt buckle and three bullets. The others found things, and the hollow rang with the excited cries of children on an adventure. Tia and Mia had the first significant find, an infantry bayonet in excellent shape.
We worked about a third of the ground before daylight ran out. We had to pause for an hour because Andrea got a big hit. When she dug down with the small shovel and trowel I'd bought her, going very slowly, she uncovered a human skull. Part of his hat was intact, with the metal insignia still on it, identifying his troop. He was a Confederate. After everyone calmed down, we called the local Sheriff and reported it, asking what we should do.
"Cover him back up and put a flag where we can find it. It'll be treated as a grave. We won't put up markers because someone might decide to dig him up, but we'll put his pin on the map on the wall of our office. Bring the kids by someday, and we'll show it to them. Gray represents the Confederacy, blue represents the Union, and if we can't determine which, we place a white pin. You'll be surprised at the number, but this ground changed hands at least four times. Thanks for telling us." He ended the call by inviting us to the office to see the map if we were back in the area.
We'd invited the landowner. He was a little reticent when we first asked him, but Bob put him at ease. "We don't want anything except the joy of exploration, so you can have it all when we're done. We will have our children with us, and the one favor we would ask is that they keep their first find."
He agreed, and I think he regretted it when he saw the bayonet, but honored his word. We showed him a video of uncovering the skull and told him what the Sheriff told us. He nodded, not surprised at all. "Willis owns about three hundred acres on the other side of the county. He quit letting people metal detect because they kept finding bodies, sixteen before he made them stop. Said it felt like they were violating a graveyard."
He was pleased with the buttons, the iron stirrup we had found, the belt buckles, and, surprisingly, cannon balls. They were small, about the size of a softball. He looked closely at the cannonballs and went a little pale, making a phone call to the state police. "Yeah, we need the bomb squad out here. My friends found some Civil War mortar rounds, and I'm pretty sure they're fragmentary. Yes, we're away from the population, so we'll leave them alone and wait for you guys.
He was still waiting when we left, and the next time we were out, he told us they were filled with powder and.69 caliber minie balls, the forerunners of grenades. The bomb squad went over the area marked and found three more and told the landowner to put the area they'd marked off limits. I asked him if they were still viable after almost 170 years. These weren't, but a man on the other side of the state found a bunch of them in cannon size and took them home. He put them in the basement, dropping the last one. That was just conjecture because it sparked a chain reaction that blew the house off its foundations and vaporized the owner when it went off. I didn't share the information with Gillian.
We all took videos to remember the day, and Bob had a friend who worked at the local television station and did video editing on the side. So we sent all the footage we had to him, and he distilled it down to a 45-minute video. Every child got a copy. Andrea showed it to her history class, and when they found out she had discovered a body, her cool factor skyrocketed.
..................................................................................................................
Gill and I had gotten closer, but we hadn't been intimate. Yet. We both knew it was coming, but surprisingly, we were in no hurry. We both had baggage, and her profession made it difficult for us to open up to each other. We rarely spoke about past partners, but it seemed her ex was as big an asshole as mine was. We'd move to the stage where we could cuddle openly around Andrea. She thought it was cute unless she needed attention. Then she'd wriggle between us on the couch, and we'd watch a movie she wanted to see.
She'd cuddle with her mother if it were a romance, me if it were a horror. I had no experience with children, and now I had a tween girl imprinting on me. After one particularly dull movie, we drifted off to sleep. I woke up to Andrea cuddled up to me while Gill cuddled her with her arm across my chest. I thought it was one of the best feelings in the world and drifted off. A couple of hours later, Gill shook me gently. "Wake up, honey. We all went to sleep, and now it's 2:00 a.m. There's no way I'm driving back into the city at this time of night, so you have yourself two houseguests. Grab us a couple of tees to sleep in and help carry her to bed."
I was glad I was a gym rat because while Andrea was small, she was a solid chunk of muscle thanks to her sports background. Still, she wrapped her arms around my neck and sighed as she settled back in the bed. Gill had a strange look in her eyes. "I'll get her ready for bed, honey, then I'll come in and kiss you goodnight."
That sounded like an excellent plan, but it took her almost an hour before she came into my bedroom, wearing one of my dress shirts she'd sneaked out while I was in the bathroom. She giggled at my expression. "I don't like T-shirts. Andrea is snoring, and I can't get to sleep, so move over; you're getting a bed buddy tonight. Don't get any ideas; we're just going to cuddle."
It was hard, pun intended, to sleep with her because as soon as she drifted off, she draped herself over me and didn't let any space get between us. If I rolled over, she did as well. I woke up to her snuggled to my back, one hand on my painful erection. I don't know where it would have gone, but Andrea stood there, grinning. "I'm hungry. You need to get up and fix me pancakes if you have them. We'll let Mom sleep in."
She walked out grinning, so I slowly eased myself out of bed, threw on a shirt and shorts, brushed my teeth, and headed to the kitchen. Andrea was rummaging through the cabinets, wondering where the mix was. I didn't use mixes, so I walked her through how to make it from scratch. She thought it was the neatest thing she'd ever seen. After showing her how to flip them, I got the eggs and ham and chopped the potatoes for home fries. Soon enough, the ham and potatoes were sizzling, the pancakes layered with pats of butter waiting for the syrup, and I sent her to wake her mother. I heard the murmurs of conversation before they came out, and she was still wearing my shirt, though it was buttoned all the way up to the top. Andrea had on one of my band tees, and I grabbed my phone, getting off a dozen shots before they stopped me.
They liked their eggs over easy, and as I fried them, Andrea told her how to make pancakes from scratch. I got out the syrups, and they eyed them. I grinned. "Corn syrup is one of the worst things you can put in your body. Margarine is just seven points different from the recipe for plastic, so I only use real butter. The jug contains maple syrup, and the jar is filled with homemade black walnut syrup that I made this spring. You should try it."
I plated everything and grinned as they dug in. Andrea had two pancakes with maple syrup, then took a single pancake and poured some walnut syrup on it. After she tasted it, she grabbed another one and poured a healthy portion of it, forcing Mom to take a bite. They managed to finish their plates but were groaning as they sat back.
I let their food settle before I told Gill that, since Andrea and I had cooked, she was responsible for the dishes, according to the house rules. It surprised her, but she found herself laughing. "Fair enough. Andrea, help clean the table and get dressed while I load the dishwasher."
They insisted I sit and enjoy another cup of coffee. I used real cream, not the powdered stuff, and Gill smiled. "If we're not careful, you'll have a couple of fatties on your hands. I'll have to watch you like a hawk when it's your turn to cook dinner."
What she said hit her, and she blushed as Andrea laughed. "Mom, he's a better cook than you are, so you'll be cleaning up a lot in the future."
Andrea realized what she'd said and colored a little, so I hugged her. "Don't work like that, kiddo. You'll learn to cook so that we can take a break now and again.
Her dimples popped out. "The first thing you will teach me is how to make your fried chicken."
"Yeah, all that oil and breading isn't fattening at all. We should have it three times a week."
Gillian was shocked for a second. Then that sweet little smile crept onto her face."Just a hot minute, you guys! I should get the deciding vote. Chicken once a week for a while, and either steaks or barbecue on Sundays. We'll experiment with the rest of the time. And you're not going to get out of taking us to dinner a couple of times a month, buddy, and we pick the restaurant. Understood?"
They both laughed when I said, "Yes, dear! Whatever you want, dear!"
Andrea was grinning like crazy when they left.
...................................................................................
They came back with a small suitcase and a backpack. Andie ( I called her that once, and she thought it was cool) talked a mile a minute as we prepped the grill that afternoon. Gillian was in the kitchen prepping salads, and I was cleaning the grill, so it took me a minute to realize she'd gone quiet. I turned around, and she looked back through the patio door, watching her mother move about, her lips moving as she swayed. She turned around to me.
"Mom's dancing. She used to dance all the time when I was little, but when my father left, she just stopped." She thought about it for a minute. "I'm glad you're making her happy enough to dance. I'm glad you're in our lives. Do you think this might lead to permanent things?"
I didn't laugh or brush her off. We sat down at the picnic table and talked. "I think by now you know I'm giving it serious thought. How would you feel about it? You're part of the equation as well, and it's a package deal. Could you handle us all living together?
She frowned. "I think we could. When you started dating Mom, you didn't brush me off like the last man she saw. He didn't like me much, and Mom noticed, so he disappeared. Mom trusts you enough to let me go places with you, and I think I trust you, too."
"Well, that's good information to have. I could tolerate you. I'll lock you in the basement if you get on my nerves. You wouldn't have to stay long, three or four days at most.
She tried to see how serious I was and grinned. "You don't have a basement."
I sighed. "Well, there went a perfect plan shot to pieces. Look, Andie, it won't be just her if I marry your Mom. I'd be marrying you as well, as a daughter. And, if that happens, the first time I hear you say 'Stepfather' and not father, I'll dig that basement."
It started as little sniffles that morphed into full-out bawling as she clung to me. I just held her until she calmed down, and she started grinning. Gill carried the meat out and asked her why her eyes were so red. "I got smoke in my eyes. Da...Jax is teaching me how to cook a perfect steak, so please don't bother us for a while."
She started, then smiled, and a tear might have trickled out as she sat and watched as I walked Andie through how to grill a good steak. "Never, under any circumstances, think charcoal is a good idea. I primarily use oak, with hickory for variety. I have some apple and peach wood for a flavor variation. I also have cherry, but you need to be careful, or the scent will overpower the food."
I'd already gotten the wood down to the coals, so I let her (while I hovered) place the seasoned steaks on the grill with the oversized tongs I had. While they were cooking, I discussed the concept of hot side/cold side cooking and its potential impact on the taste of the meat. After the meat thermometer reached the desired temperature, we plated and covered them so the juices they expelled could be reabsorbed. Gill laughed when we sat down to eat, and Andie took the biggest one, a steak that had to weigh at least 20 ounces. She tried her best to eat it, but almost half was left because she had eaten so many side dishes.
Gill had her carry in the dirty dishes while I cleaned up outside, and by the time I got back inside, Andie had crashed on the couch, snoring lightly. I had a new dishwasher, but Gill said she found hand washing satisfying on a fundamental level. I joined her, drying and storing the dishes. Then we made a pot of coffee and sat at the kitchen table.
"You know you're the only one allowed to call her Andie?"
I reflected for a moment before grinning. "Andrea just seemed too formal. It surprised her the first time, but I think she's come to like it. We had an interesting discussion while we tended the grill. She wanted to know where this relationship was going."'
Gill took a moment. The question came in as meek a voice as I'd ever heard her use. "Where do you see it going?"
I looked into her eyes until she squirmed and looked down. "Well, it's probably a little early to say it out loud, but I'm leaning heavily towards the 'until death do you part' option, but much of that depends on you."
We sat beside each other, and both chairs hit the floor when she leaped at me. It made a big racket, and Andie came running in to see us on the floor while her mother alternated between laughing, crying, and trying to talk. "What happened?"
"I think I made your mother very happy, at least I hope so. Help us up."
Just as soon as she reached down, I pulled her on top of us and started tickling her. Both girls were highly ticklish, whereas I was not, which irritated them immensely.
She went to bed soon after, grinning as she told us goodnight. "Try not to make too much noise, okay?" She skipped out laughing while Gillian glowed red. Of course, nothing happened but a lot of groping, and we familiarized ourselves with the secrets of the other's body before slipping into a restless slumber. Andie had appointed herself our alarm clock and roused us early so I could teach her how to make biscuits. We made them with buttermilk, slathering them with butter as soon as they came out of the oven, enjoying them with strawberry jam.
She told me she wanted to learn to make my version of paella the next day, and I had to remind her they were going home that afternoon. That didn't sit too well with her, and she lobbied Mom until she got exasperated. "You have school tomorrow, young lady. How will you get there? And I have to work, and we need clothes. And more importantly, he didn't invite us to stay!"
I sensed more than school logistics at play here. "Wouldn't you like to stay?"
"That doesn't make any difference."
"That makes all the difference. You must know I would like nothing better. If you would like an official invitation, it is available here. Gillian Jones, would you and your daughter care to cohabitate with me? I would greatly appreciate it if you would. Wait for just a second before you answer. Miss Andrea Jones, would you like to live here under the supervision of two parental units? I warn you: I'll have that basement dug the first time you try to play us off each other. You may confer if you wish. I'll be outside, waiting for a decision."
I could hear her asking Andie what a basement had to do with anything as I went out the door. She was giggling as I closed it. I stayed outside for about half an hour before she opened the patio door and motioned me in. Andie was on the couch, grinning, so this might be a good conversation. "Mom and I have decided that it would be in our best interests to accept your offer, with certain conditions. My school is three blocks from your office, so you will be responsible for transporting me. You leave earlier at the end of the day, so you will pick me up. You will be required to attend any school functions that may occur. If asked, you will identify yourself as my Dad. Since your hours are more regular, you and I will be responsible for most meals. Mom will contribute on the weekends, and we will dine out occasionally. I get the bedroom at the end of the hall, and you'll help Mom decorate it to suit me."



"Wow. Is that it?"
She grinned like a little shark, which made me think she would be a good lawyer when it came time to consider a career. "No. My birthday is in three weeks, and we will have my party here because it will be our home. You will grill for us, and the menu is to be decided. As a gift, I would appreciate a full Detech 6000 kit. Do you agree?"
It was a top-of-the-line metal detector; a complete kit could cost around three grand. I had already ordered it to make sure the kit I wanted would be available. "Your mother and I will decide the gift. No steaks, I'll do pork and chicken, maybe burgers. School duties accepted. Now, what does Mom have to say about it?"
Gill was grinning as tears threatened to leak out. "I think it's a good plan if I can correct a few flaws concerning our daughter. You'll be a pushover where she's concerned, and I'll have to watch you closely. I'll have to accompany you to school for the afternoon pickup to get you registered so that they can release her to your custody. We'll address other issues as they arise. Get your truck and follow us back to the condo so we can start the move."
................................................................................................................
Andie chose to ride with me. She stayed quiet for a while before she started whispering. "I never really knew my father. I was six when I left, and I have a few fleeting memories of a big man holding me, but that's it. All I've ever known was my Mom, and even though I knew she loved me, I'd look at the other kids and their dads and wonder."
I reached out to hold her hand, and both latched onto me. "Well, in comparison, I've never had a daughter, either. I had a wife once, but we didn't stay together long enough for children. I regret not having any, but I'm grateful I didn't have any with her. So we're starting fresh here. It might be a bumpy ride."
She giggled. "It will be. In thirteen more months, I'll be a teenager."
"That basement addition is looking better every day." She held my hand the rest of the way. I stopped and picked up Chinese, and we got the stuff into the house before eating and declaring it a night. They could sort themselves out tomorrow afternoon. We had great intentions when we went to bed, but the day's emotions weighed heavily on us, and we were asleep in minutes.
.................................................
Andie was beating on the door. "Mom! Ja..Dad! Up! Up! I need to get ready for school and want pancakes for breakfast."
Mom looked like her face would split from the smile, and I just lay there basking in being called Dad. She slapped my ass, and I watched hers bounce to the bathroom. She looked back and grinned, wriggling with large swaying motions, before laughing and closing the door just before I got to it. I used the hall bathroom and joined Andy in the kitchen, helping her finish the pancakes and sausage. Mom joined us, then shooed me into the bedroom to shower and dress. I always wore suits, even though some of my contemporaries didn't. I thought it best to project a professional image with clients. It was one of the reasons I had the best team in the group. The two men and three women on my team followed my example, and although we were teased for looking old-school, they stopped teasing when it came time for the bonuses.
With breakfast served, Andie almost jumped into the truck. "I can't believe I'm being driven to school by my dad. This is going to be so cool!"
I grinned at the exuberance. "Technically, I'm not your dad yet."
She looked at me. "Say that again, and it could get ugly." She wasn't smiling.
"Noted, and here we are."
She made a production out of getting out of the truck, giving me a big smooch on the cheek, and yelling, "BYE, DAD!" so loud they probably heard her at the elementary school across the street. I was still smiling when I walked into the office. I had been alone for so long, and my team was having a ball now that I was in a relationship, but they were genuinely happy for me. After the usual weekend catch-up, it was business as usual. I tend to get wrapped up and would often stay over when I was alone, but now it seemed I had responsibilities, and I'd set my phone to chime when it was time to pick Andie up.
I was surprised at the line, thinking it would take forever to pick her up, but then I remembered and parked. I provided my name to the school resource officer, who checked his list and informed me of where to go. Gill was already there, talking to the principal, and was grinning. "Here he is now. Jax, this is Marty Malone, Principal. Marty, this is Jax, my future husband, when he asks me."
She was a middle-aged woman who knew her way to the gym with a warm smile and firm handshake. "I'm pleased to meet you, Jax. When we're alone, Marty is fine, but in the presence of students, please address me as Principal Malone, and I'll address you as Mr. Jarvis. You're about to discover what it's like to parent a tween. They all think they're twenty, and females are just as bad as males. Angst, drama, crushes, you'll run the gamut in a couple of years. You're most fortunate to have Gillian to guide you. Here is a list of rules for parents, an outline that you should become familiar with. The second page lists activities and scheduled conference dates. You've come along late in the year, so you've escaped this year's drama, but school vacation is shorter than one thinks."
"I think I'll run away now," I said with a grin.
"No, you won't! Besides what I'd do, Andrea will chase you down like a bounty hunter after a million-dollar fugitive." She was joking, of course. Maybe. I hoped so, anyway.
"Guess I'll just stick around then--a pleasure to meet you, Marty. I've got to get home and make dinner. She beats me when she gets home if it's not on the table."
"Yes, I noted your bruises and scratches when you came in. The black eye is a dead giveaway. There are resources available if you need them." It was all she could do not to burst out laughing. Gill brushed my cheek.
"They were necessary to establish hierarchy. He's mostly trained now, so the punishments should slow down." Then she laughed and kissed me. "Go! I want paella for dinner, accompanied by a nice salad.
"Yes, ma'am."
When I went to collect Andie, they were still giggling. She was sitting on a bench with some other kids under the watchful eyes of teachers and the resource officers--there were three. This was a private school--an expensive school, but the teachers were top-notch. The college placement rate was currently at 93%, and they worried about how to increase it. They used to wear uniforms, but did away with them because it made the kids stand out, and rich kids made good kidnapping targets.
I knew Gillian had money, but I never asked and shushed her when she tried to tell me. "Someday we'll talk about it if we need to make a significant purchase. Currently, money is not a priority."
I had some money; I lived alone with minimal bills and earned an excellent wage.
When Gill entered the door, the paella was simmering, the salad was tossed, and the tea was poured. She looked at us for a minute before snuffling and disappearing into the bedroom. She came out just as I was about to plate the food, grabbing Andie up in a bone-crushing hug before trying to pull my tonsils out of my mouth.
Andie finally had enough. "Mom! Children are trying to eat here! If you keep his lips covered, he can't get any food in his mouth, so save it for later."
Gill pulled back, blushing, and I kissed her again before serving her bowl. After clearing the dishes, Andie grabbed my detector and went outside to 'practice.' We sat where we could watch her, and I remarked that I would save a bunch of time mowing the grass this summer.
"Let her be. All she's known has been condos and parks. She's never had a yard of her own."
"I don't like condos and apartments. I grew up with a large yard, a thirty-acre field, and a patch of woods beyond that. This house is fine right now, but we'll need to look for a larger one later."
"Why?"
"Because I don't want to be a biological dead end. When, not if, we become husband and wife, I want one child out of the union. It's a bit early to bring this up, but it means a great deal. It's not a deal-breaker, but it would make me very happy.
"She sure cries a lot," I thought as she scrambled to the bedroom. It took her forty minutes to return, and she snuggled up to me.
"We'll start negotiations with one," she grinned. "I'm 34, and the factory will be closing soon."
We'd never discussed ages, but I was surprised to learn that she was four years older. She didn't look it. I thought she might have been a child bride; she looked much younger.
......................................................................................................................................
Andie's birthday came, and we hosted thirty tweens as they swirled around. Two more sets of parents were present to help wrangle them. The kids had a ball, the predominantly female crowd screaming as they whirled around. Gill seemed a little miffed when I gave her the detector. "Like I said, you're a pushover. You should never have spent that much on her."
"Look at her face and tell me that. Remember that this is the first child, so cut me a little slack here."
I had set the machine up, knowing she would want to try it out immediately. Her best friend Alma had spent the night the previous weekend, and her parents came out for a meal when they picked her up. Pat and his wife Shiri were of Indian descent, and both were attractive. I looked at Alma and thought she'd gotten the best of both parents. I said as much as she and Andie ran the detector over the backyard for about the hundredth time.
Shiri laughed, and Pat grinned. "Thank you for the compliment, but think about what you say. Your child is just as beautiful, and I think sleepless nights will be our future in a few years."
I hadn't thought about that, and it didn't sit well with me. I also knew I could do nothing about it except try to help her learn to make good decisions.
Of course, now that she had the new detector, she was keen to revisit the battle site. We had an open invitation now, but called him anyway, as a courtesy. He said he might stop by to see how it was done. This time, I was along as Bob marked out the grids. We were going to sweep up the ridge along what might have been a trail at one time. We talked as we set the flags. If it'd been just adults, we wouldn't have flagged anything, but with kids, you needed structure; otherwise, they'd scatter like fallen leaves in front of a big wind.
"I've been thinking about those mortar rounds. From the little I could find about the fight, there was no mention of a mortar, so it may still be lying somewhere. If anyone finds it, they should back away because there are probably more rounds nearby.
I hadn't thought much about it, but knew he was right. "I agree. We need to tell the kids first thing."
Gill was coming to watch us. When we left at five, she kissed us both and went back to sleep. She was coming out later and bringing lunch. She and the other wives had conferred, and each was getting a dish. We had already packed a cooler with water and snacks. Kids that age are always hungry.
I brought my old detector for one of the twins so they didn't have to share. We reviewed the rules again and stressed the actions that would have happened if we had found more shells. The state had set up markers covering about half an acre. It was on the field, so we didn't worry much because we concentrated on the ridge. Following the vestiges of the trail, we started getting hits almost immediately. It was primarily buckles, buttons, and bullets until Andie found a horse skull, with the bit and metal bridle pieces visible. We discussed it and agreed to take the metal and leave the horse head. Andie liked horses and said it wouldn't be right, so we covered it back up. Tia got a hard beep a couple of feet past, and when we moved the dirt, we found the remains of a McClellan saddle, with the rifle scabbard still attached, the rifle still in it. A couple of feet to the right, Mia found a cavalry sword. We never saw a body, so we conjectured that the horse got hit and the trooper had to get away fast.
Then Roberto's detector went off the charts; every inch within a ten-foot radius gave a strong response. The kids dug in, and after an hour, they had uncovered five horse skeletons and six human ones. That must have been a pretty intense confrontation. Miguel looked down the hill, mentally marking an area of the field we had yet to detect. The scene was chaotic. We found forty spent bullets, shapes smashed as they hit something solid. There were remains of saddles, several rifles, two revolvers, and three cavalry sabers. We never touched anything, making a video of the site and then covering it back up. We all agreed, even the kids, that it would be tantamount to grave robbing to remove anything.
The adults talked about it after our wives and girlfriends brought out lunch. Bob said it best. "It's obvious this land had never been investigated. I know people who would do nothing short of digging the whole area up, selling their finds for enormous prices. Let's come off the ridge, take a closer look at the field, and never return. In my opinion, we shouldn't tell the landowner. He seems like a good guy, but men often succumb to greed. This was a minor skirmish; it would still be undiscovered if I hadn't found a reference in an antique book I picked up at a yard sale. I vote we finish the day and not come back and never speak of what we found."
We all agreed, but Miguel asked what we were thinking. "Do you think the kids can keep a secret?"
"Andie can, especially when she knows the stakes. All of them are deeply invested in this and can remain quiet. They're all historians in the making, and I think they understand."
That afternoon, we found the mortar. It looked like a mini cannon with two skeletons beside it. We immediately called it a day and packed up. We talked while we watched the kids make one more sweep.
"This was a hotter confrontation than what little information gleaned indicated. We've found what, nine bodies? It must have been too dangerous for burial details, or maybe they had to rush off somewhere else immediately. Anyway, I've been thinking about not telling the landowner what we found. You see how he accepted it when we found the first skeleton; he seems like a private person, and we ought to tell him. Ultimately, it's his property and decision, but he'll do the right thing. Besides, if word gets out, he wouldn't have a respectful group like us out here; he'd have trespassers swarming around until the place is picked clean."
The others nodded, so we told him what we'd found when Mr. Lee (unrelated to the general) came out. I think it saddened him as he looked across the property that so much death had occurred here. We thanked him for the opportunity he'd given us and pledged to remain quiet. He was impressed when we gave him the musket, still in the scabbard. It brought a grin.
"How good a shape will it be in when we remove the scabbard? I know a man who specializes in restoring weapons from the conflict. I'll give it to him for examination."
He also took the saber after we explained it was found about three feet from the skeleton. Just as we were about to leave, he grinned. "I'd like to ask a favor. This is just a small parcel of the original plantation, and I own most of the original tract. The mansion burned down about 1900, and no one has been around it for nearly a hundred years. The local historical committee has been lobbying for an archaeological examination, and I have tentatively agreed to help select the crew. Wanna help?"
We spent the rest of the summer and part of the fall working there, often camping to avoid travel time. It was well-documented, and a film was produced for public television, so the kids got to be in a movie. They were praised for doing such a professional job and interviewed as part of the film. Andie summed it up best.
"We know we're young, and America is a new country in the grand scheme of things, but every time we find a comb, a button, pieces of a necklace, a suspender gallus, or a belt buckle, it reminds us we're not the first person to walk this ground, and if you count in the First Nations, they weren't either. Those things belonged to people who hoped for a brighter future, and we can have respect for those who went before.
Her speech was played as the credits rolled, making her a minor celebrity. When it came out, her school played it in every history class. Soon enough, the school had a Detecting Club, with me as Senior Advisor. We organized an outing at a spot Mr. Lee had selected and lectured them on the procedure to follow if they found human remains. Most parents were well-to-do, or their child wouldn't attend an expensive school. However, I recommended lower-end detectors, knowing this would be a fad for most of them. Gill and I purchased three more for the scholarship students to use.
We met at the school for three weekends to familiarize them with the equipment and procedures. They decided to practice on the school grounds, which had once housed a retirement home, so it was no surprise that they found a few items. A cufflink, a gold cross, buttons, an ornate snuff box, and other era-appropriate pieces that they carefully cleaned. The findings were displayed in a case in the lobby, featuring a picture of the retirement home and one of the club members.
..................................................................................
Our wedding was fast approaching. We took care of as much as possible, and the mothers handled the rest. I think her parents liked me. Her father questioned me a good bit before he seemed satisfied. Her mom hugged me all over, whispering in my ear.
"I hear we can expect another grandchild soon. I vote for two."
My mother was, as she was fond of saying, 'tickled pink,' especially about having a premade granddaughter. It was just my sister and me; her wife wasn't much on kids, so she was about to give up hope. She and Gill got along well. Mom was impressed with Gill's profession and intelligence, and Gill with Mom's common sense and life wisdom.
Dad also liked her, and Andie followed him when she could. He showed her some of the things he'd collected from his detecting days, including a fully restored 1860 Navy Colt revolver. He'd found it in the middle of a field, still in the flapped holster. Nobody was around it, and he surmised it was probably just lost. Getting it back to nearly new condition didn't require much effort. It could even be fired if you used the special black powder required for vintage weapons. As far as I know, he'd never discharged it.
They got along so well that Andie asked if she could spend a weekend with them so Grandma could teach her how to bake. Gill and I also used the weekend to bond.
She was a mature woman, but she maintained great shape. Her body showed evidence of childbirth. Her breasts sagged a little, and her stomach had that slight 'pooch,' as she called it, but in my eyes, she was perfect. She was equally fierce and timid in bed, which I loved. When she was feeling shy, we made love. We tried to slam each other through the mattress when she felt fierce.
................................................
The wedding day came with the proper amount of pomp and circumstance. Andie and Alma looked amazing as junior bridesmaids. I noted the boys swarming around them when the dancing began, but they were in full view and well-supervised. I danced with both mothers and surprised Andie when I insisted on one for us. She swirled around, crying and laughing in equal measure, and I knew in my heart that we'd recreate this dance at her wedding not too many years in the future.



Gillian was so beautiful it almost hurt my eyes to look at her. I remember the kiss after the vows as being the best I'd ever gotten in my life. Only Gill, I, both mothers, and her doctor knew she was estimated to be seven weeks pregnant. She decided to give me this as a wedding present, making sure she went off birth control early enough to make it happen.
We left for our honeymoon, knowing Andie would be safe, as she would be splitting her time between both sets of grandparents. When she was with my mother, she badgered her into showing her how to cook, as she put it, "Southern." When she was with Gill's mom, it was needlepoint lessons. Some of her efforts were almost tapestries and hung on our walls.
.................................................................
Well, that's my happily ever after, with one footnote. Our friendship with Han lasted until the day he passed away. He was our baseball buddy, Andrea's advisor, and, by extension, her friend. Han was one of my groomsmen, wearing his orange robes, and did a blessing for us at the end of our wedding ceremony.
He and Gill organized the "Check a Human Out" fundraisers for the library for many years. Andrea would also come with us as she got older and check out people. She spoke with Catholic priests, CEOs, and artists, including a potter and weaver, learning something from each of them. When Han stayed over, he and Gill often delved into things well beyond my understanding and attention span, but I loved listening.
Gill wrote several professional papers about some of their discussions, which led to an invitation to a regional TED Talk, where they discussed various aspects of the super-ego, the notion of non-ego, and the balance needed for emotional well-being. It was so successful that they were invited to the national stage, and judging by the attention they got at the end of the presentation, they did an excellent job.
The regional presentation was held in our hometown, and as I sat off to one side, I thought I saw someone familiar. I dismissed it as one of our friends, but when the lights went up, I got a full-on view and realized it was Dawn. It had been seven years since the coffee shop. She had gained the weight that middle age required; her hair was a shade lighter, but it was still her. She was holding the arm of a man who looked a little older, smiling at her. Gill kept her single name for her practice but insisted on being introduced everywhere else as Mrs. Jarvis.
I wondered what went through Dawn's mind when Gillian explained how we met and thanked her husband for the opportunity, calling me out by name. Dawn looked in my direction, recognizing me. Her eyes went wide as she made the connection, but then Andrea and Alma came up, hugging me as their boyfriends looked uncomfortable. Our son was with Grandma. When we managed to untangle, Dawn was gone. I never saw her again.
I told Gill about it as we drove home, and she smiled. "I would have liked to talk to her to see if her perception of ego has changed over the years."
That would have been a conversation I'd have loved to hear.
........................................................................................................
Footnote:
Andrea kept her love of metal detecting for the rest of her life and majored in History at the University of Virginia. Alma was her roommate, studying a different discipline, but they spent a lot of time poring over anything written about the region, especially the Civil War.
Alma found a set of letters often overlooked as trivial, and as they read, they became excited, for there was a mention of the Lost Major, a war myth of epic proportions. Major Smithson Longtree, two Captains, Weathers and Livingston, a Sergeant named Jones, and nine enlisted men vanished off the face of the earth while carrying the last known Confederate payroll, mainly in gold. They had used pack mules instead of wagons to disguise their cargo. Rumors persisted that they'd decided to take the money and abandon the cause, scattering across the American West.
One of the letters was from the sergeant to his wife, confessing that he feared they would not survive as they traveled, the area thick with deserters of both armies and bandits. He mentioned an obscure crossroads where they hoped to camp. Andrea pored over maps of the time and identified the crossroads and an account of an inn located at the junction. It was on private property, the roads now nothing but woodlands, and they narrowed it down to a two-mile square.
It took two years of negotiating before the landowners gave them access, and Andie was chosen to lead the research with academic advisors. They found the remains of the inn at the end of summer and had to wait until the next season to continue.
The first thing they did was excavate the remains of the inn, uncovering artifacts that dated back to before the Revolutionary War. They also found five gold coins indicative of what the pack train was carrying. They spread out in a radius around the inn, going almost a quarter of a mile before finding human remains identified as Confederate. They found the remains of five more men, three mules, and four empty packsaddles a hundred yards farther.
It took one more expedition, but they found the Major, one of his captains, the sergeant, and two troopers, the remains scattered across a small ridge. Judging by the spent bullets and holes in one skull, it seems this was a last stand. Carefully detecting down the ridge, the remains of three more men were found. They wore no uniforms and had no identifying markings, so they were believed to be bandits. No money was ever seen, and the ridge was designated a state historic landmark even though it's in the woods on private property.
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Cam Girl
I walked in to see her sitting at the kitchen table. She looked like she had a full head of steam, but that was her usual look, so I didn't give it much thought. I saw she'd made a fresh pot of coffee, so I poured us both a cup and sat down.
"Something on your mind, Claire?"
"You fucking pervert! What is this filth?"
Oh, she had printed out a few of my favorites. I made a note to get some transferred to photo stock, maybe blown up a size or two. There were a couple that I would love to have as full-size posters. I picked them up and eyed them critically, putting a few of the best to the side.
"Well, honey bunny (she detested me calling her that), it looks like pictures of naked women. Beautiful, young, hard-bodied women. I remember when you used to look like that."
That was a direct hit. At forty, she started developing her soccer mom body, exercising like hell to keep it at bay. It gave her a little pause, making her even redder in the face.
"You bastard! These are cam girls! Girls you're giving money to! Why would you do that?"
I sighed. She wasn't going to like what was coming. "Because every once in a while, I like to talk to a woman who isn't too busy pointing out my shortcomings to have an actual conversation. It's cheaper than a therapist, and I get to see boobs. And believe it or not, it isn't sex talk. They could talk all the junk they want, but it means diddly unless I was right there in front of them. China is a college student, and this is paying her way. Alex is a single mother of two with no job skills but a great body, so she does her best to provide for her children. They could both be lying to me, but I doubt it. I'm already giving them a little extra without them asking, so what would they have to lose?"
"You will stop this instant! There will be no more money spent foolishly!"
It shocked her when I agreed. "All righty then! No more foolishly spending money! This is going to work both ways, right? No more shopping sprees, spa trips, or nights out with the girls. All that combined is probably more than four times what I spend on the girls. We'll have money hanging out of every pocket. It's a great idea!"
"What? Now wait a minute, this isn't..."
"Yes, it is! It's exactly what's going to happen. I can't wait! Of course, since you can't stand the sight of me lately, it'll probably be uncomfortable for you at first, but you'll get used to it. It might even cause you to have a conversation with me once in a while."
"That's not fair! We talk."
"No, we don't. Making pronouncements about what will happen in our lives isn't a conversation but a lecture. I tell you what, let's separate our finances and split the bills down the middle. That way, you can spend anything you have left over in any foolish way. Of course, that leaves me free to do the same. I meant to tell you, but couldn't get you to stop talking long enough to listen, but I bought a kayak. I used to love those things, and I've met a group that goes out most every weekend. Think how much freedom that would give you to pursue your hobbies. Of course, your spendable cash will be much less, so the presents to Markie will be fewer and farther between. I'm sure he cares enough for you that it won't lessen his affections."
She was red in the face and sputtering. I think she was surprised I knew about Markie. I mean, he was 32 and still went by Markie? Didn't say much about his emotional maturity. I knew they hadn't had sex yet, but I knew it was coming and had my ducks in a row. She was fighting a battle she couldn't win, in a war she didn't realize had been declared.
I sighed and got up, coming in a little later with a manila envelope. "Here you go. It's just the preliminaries, and we can adjust it, but let me give you the finer points. You can't get the house because it's still held jointly with my parents. You can get half of everything else, and I won't make much of a fuss, but if you get nasty, the gloves come off. You don't know what I know, or have the pictures I have, so you'd look mighty foolish if they came to light. Your mother might lose her standing in the Country Club, and your father does a lot of business with my company. I don't own any of it, but the man that does happens to love me like a son, and if it gets out you broke my heart, he might not feel so warm and fuzzy about your family. I would never do anything to hurt Dad's business. I like the guy. It's his daughter I'm having trouble with. Don't drag the whole family down this rabbit hole, because it won't end well."
Oddly, her mouth was moving, but for once, no sounds were coming out. I stood up.
"I have to go now. I'm going on a two-day kayak trip. I can't wait! It's easy water, which is good because I don't have the skills I used to have, but I hope this starts me on the journey to get me back. Have a good weekend. Say hi to Markie for me. He should be over the moon, with me out of the picture, he can step it up."
I changed into shorts and a T-shirt while she sat at the table, grabbed my backpack, and started out the door. She suddenly came back to her senses and jumped up.
"Don't you dare leave! We need to talk!"
"We needed to talk eighteen months ago when I asked if you had a problem. It may be too late, and for once in our marriage, you don't get to dictate terms. I'll see you Sunday, if you're still here."
She came to the door and noticed my truck for the first time. I saw the frown and grinned. I'd mentioned I needed a new vehicle, and she went on a long rant, saying we couldn't afford anything right now. She had a two-year-old Rav Four, and I'd had a ten-year-old Chevy with 145,000 miles on it.
It wasn't new, but I got what I thought was a killer deal. It was four-wheel drive, and the tires were brand new. Everything worked on it. The man had just gotten too old to drive, and he let it go cheap, so I bought it. There was a shiny new kayak strapped to the back.
I waved as I backed out of the driveway, feeling very satisfied by her expression.
..............................................................................................................
I had a ball. The trip was mostly lake work, but there were a few river passages and enough fast water to make sure I knew what I was doing. We camped at a designated area, and I surprised the group with my cooking skills, so much that I had to do most of it. Garrett's girlfriend Melissa was also pretty good, and we made an efficient team. The beauty of cooking was that we didn't have to clean up, so we got to sip coffee and critique her boyfriend and the others.
They asked about my wife, and I told them she had no interest in kayaks and camping, and that she was probably at a spa as we spoke, covered in slime with cucumber slices over her eyes. They laughed and changed the subject, discussing the Canadian trip they planned for late summer, four days of intense paddling and interesting rapids. I hope my skill level was enough to be asked to join them by then.
We parted at the pickup point with hugs and backslaps, and my happy face morphed into a sad one the closer I got to my house. As expected, she wasn't there and didn't breeze in until almost ten. I'm sure she was loaded and primed for a confrontation, but I was beat and looking forward to sleeping in an actual bed. I'd used my time wisely and moved everything into a spare bedroom with the attached bathroom. Right before I went to sleep, I locked the door. Then I propped a chair up against it, just in case.
She made a point of slamming things around and making a lot of noise. I woke up briefly and grinned before rolling over and drifting off again.
........................................................................................................
I was up early, dressed for work, with a fresh pot of coffee on when she dragged up. Claire got a cup of coffee first, then sat down and sighed, while I grinned. "Have a good weekend?"
She looked about ready to explode, then seemed to deflate. "I had a horrible weekend. Thanks for asking. How was yours?"
"It was both exhilarating and exhausting. I'm out of shape for kayaking, but it's returning to me. I'd like to work myself into shape before the Canadian trip they're planning for late August. I'm sorry you had a bad weekend. Markie not entertain you? Did he measure up, so to speak, or was his size just water cooler bullshit and fantasy?"
"I wasn't with Markie!"
"Sorry, dear. Did he have a previous engagement with another of his married sluts? He could pencil you in for the weekend after next. I'll be on another kayak trip then."
She refused to rise to the bait. Instead, she talked about money. "You split our bank account? Really?"
"I did. It would be a good idea, especially when the divorce comes. Cheer up, I don't think any of the money was yours. I'd be careful with it because I won't be contributing to it anymore. I put a little thought into it while I was on the water. I'm perfectly fine with cohabitating, at least for the near future. Thanks to my parents, we don't have a house payment, so the bills are minimal. You pay the phone and internet bill, I'll pay everything else, and we'll split the groceries. You pay your car insurance, and I'll pay mine. I have a car payment now, but I got a good deal and put a bit down to pay it off in two years. Yours is paid for and has low miles, so you should be good for another four or five years, if you keep the maintenance up."
"You may have to contribute some to Chelsea's college, but she has enough right now to last her through to her junior year, and surely by then we'll be able to cover the rest. Good thing we only had one kid, huh?"
"Oh, I'll keep the insurance on her car, so she doesn't have to worry about that. Does this sound reasonable to you?"
I almost enjoyed how her mouth opened and closed, but it was still a little painful. I thought we'd be forever, and now we'd be a statistic.
I rose. "Well, think about it. We'll talk tonight."
...........................................................................
Once on the job, I called the guy I'd hired to keep an eye on her. He'd wired the house for sound and pictures on Thursday before she got home. I paid for a month, figuring it would all be over by then, one way or another. He also shadowed her all weekend.
"All she did was visit people, mostly her family and yours. I got snatches of the conversations with my devices, and heard some interesting things while she was on the phone at home. She made sure she never went near the other subject that you had us tail, but they talked on the phone. I'll give you the transcripts, or you can listen to all the conversations once you get home."
I opted to wait and sent him a money transfer to pay for his services up to date. It was one of the reasons I'd split the money. I didn't want her to know I was watching.
I talked to my boss to get him up to speed on what was happening. He listened, then leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. It was his 'thinking pose', and I'd seen him sit for hours like that, but when he was done, he was usually decisive. I knew not to rush him, so I waited. Twenty minutes later, he started and looked at me.
"Is it too late?"
"It might be. She hasn't had sex with anyone yet, but she's been on dates with three different men. I don't know if she's looking to trade up or wants out. I know the last eighteen months have been hell on me. I didn't get to draw a breath until we bundled Kelsey off to college.
I did what you suggested and separated our finances. She's always taken her salary for granted, and it's always been play money to her. She hasn't had to worry about a bill in seventeen years so that it will be a harsh reality check. I don't think she can handle it."
"She will if she has no choice. Does she know I want you to have the company when I retire?"
Dan had been a family man all his life, and when his wife and two sons were killed in a car accident eight years ago, I thought we lost him. I barely knew what I was doing, but I held the company together until he returned to the living. He looked around, saw what I'd done, and made me his right-hand man. Right now, I'm making many day-to-day decisions, and he is shifting more of the responsibility over to me.
He met a widow five years ago, ten years younger, looking twenty, and they hit it off. She had to chase him because he was so reticent, but she finally convinced him to give her a chance, and as far as I know, they never looked back. She never had children, and they latched onto Chelsea. She became their granddaughter, and Mom would laugh about it, before she finally called Megan, and they met. They planned out Chelsea's whole adolescence and tried to influence her choice of colleges.
Her high school graduation present was a new car from both of her grandmothers, and she had to promise to spend time with them every chance she got. They collectively cried for eight hours. Claire seemed a little miffed they had left her out, but I convinced her it was a grandparent thing, telling her she'd get her turn in a few more years. That depressed her instead of cheering her up.
Returning to the present, I told Dan no. "Every time I was going to bring it up, she would launch into one of her tirades, so I just gave up, figuring she'd know eventually."
"Well, I'm going to structure it so she can't get her hands on any part of the company. If you're still together and work out your differences, it won't matter, but if not, I'd like to think that when you sit in this chair, she regrets her life choices."
He ended the meeting with advice. "You've got nineteen years together, most of them happy. While she's done some idiotic things, she hasn't done anything you can't work out, even if you have to have therapy. It's your call, I'll support you either way. I'm glad your mother is in Florida, well away from what may come."
So am I, I thought, as I hugged the man who was like a second father to me.
....................................................
I left work just after lunch, beating Claire home by about three hours, and spent the time reading the transcripts of her time away from me. She visited her mother, her sister, three friends, and called my mother, talking for an hour. She didn't go out otherwise, ordering takeout both nights, and the lights were out by eleven. The phone calls were enlightening.
Her first was to her best friend. I could only hear her side of it, but it was interesting. "Bets, I think he knows about my dates with Jim and Eric, and he also knows about Markie. I think I've seriously fucked up here. I still can't understand why I let things get this far."
"What? No! I hadn't had the first thought about leaving him. I just wanted something different in my life. I felt like someone threw ice water on me when he told me he knew about Markie and left me for the weekend. No, not leave leave, just for a float trip with some new friends. No! Not friends with benefits, well, as far as I know. If he did, what can I say? I haven't fucked anybody yet, so I'd have the high ground. If he's gone far enough to sleep with someone else, my opinion will matter very little to him."
"I have no idea what to do. Should I throw in the towel and say we gave it a good run? That scares the shit out of me. He's been my rock since I was a freshman in college. How do I convince him I want to stay married? Lately, my attitude and actions haven't helped. In the end, all I can do is tell him how I feel, leave it up to him, and hope he loves me enough to get over my stupidity. Yes, Bets, I know I fucked up, and I know how much pleasure it gives you to say I told you so. I would be pissed if I didn't know I deserved it. I gotta go. Yes, I'll give you an update. Bye."
The conversation with her mother was a little heated, and at one time her mom called her a silly bitch who didn't deserve me. That made me smile. Claire was crying when she hung up.
Then came the one I was listening for, the conversation with 'Markie'.
"I know he's not here, but you still shouldn't call me. He knows, Markie, I've been seeing you, and I'm paying for everything when we go out. NO! ABSOLUTELY NOT! It would all be over if he came home and caught you here. And if we split, the gravy train would derail. The house is in his mother's name, and I can't touch it. Plus, he makes about four times what I do, and even if we split everything, it would be less than a hundred grand. No, dumbass, that's not a lot of money! Not in this economy. It would mean living in an apartment or a little crackerbox house in a not-so-good neighborhood. Yes, I would probably get a little maintenance for a few years, but it wouldn't let me live in the style I live in now. How about this, you get a job and come to me with a plan, and we'll talk. Don't call back until you do!"
She stared out the phone for a few minutes before walking into the kitchen, mumbling something that sounded a lot like 'stupid little bitch', and wiping her eyes. Sounded a lot like buyer's remorse to me.
................................................
Claire seemed shocked when she got home, and I had the grill going. Since I had the time off, I got a couple of really nice steaks, whipped up a salad, and even had a baked potato, something rare since we'd started the Keto life plan. I had to admit it was one of her best ideas. I'd already dropped 23 pounds, and while she wouldn't tell me, she had lost at least fifteen.
"Why are you home so early?"
"I had things to do and it was slow, so I took a few comp hours to take care of it."
She wanted badly to know what I had to take care of, but I think she was afraid of what I would tell her.
"Is one of those for me?"
"Of course, unless you don't want it. If that's so, or you have plans, I'll eat it tomorrow."
"NO! No plans, I mean. It smells great. Let me get out of these office clothes, and I'll make some lemonade."
Twenty minutes later, she came out bearing the pitcher and two glasses. I had to turn to hide my smile. She'd gone all out, wearing shorts she couldn't fit into last year and that were pretty tight on her now. She also had on a loose, sleeveless top and had lost her bra. I had a bland face when I turned back around.
"It's good to see you can fit in those shorts again. They always looked good on you. If you'll fix the salads, I'll plate the steaks and let them rest."
It was all so domestic it made me want to scream. For the last four months we'd barely spoken to each other, she ignored me, but now she was acting like the last year plus hadn't happened. I wasn't buying it.
She almost simpered over my semi-compliment. We ate, and she chattered away. Claire probably said more to me that evening than she had six months prior. I finally put down my fork and sighed.
"What is this, damage control? It's a bit late for that. What are you looking for here, Claire? I don't have a clue. You shut me out, spend money on things you want, including other men, and left me the burden of keeping things going. Then I throw what you're doing in your face, and suddenly I'm your bestest friend in the world?"
Her eyes were progressively getting wider, but I was on a roll. "Know what, I find your attempt at whatever this is sad and pathetic. If I thought for one second you were sincere and remorseful over what you've done, I might feel differently. The thing is, you're selling something I'm not buying. If you ever decide you want to talk, honestly and without bullshit, I'll listen. Not holding my breath, though. Tell you what, for just a few minutes, let's pretend it's like it used to be. I cooked it so that you can clean it up. Tomorrow, if you're here and I'm here and you fix dinner, I'll do the dishes and clean the kitchen."




I got up and walked away, hearing the sobs that started almost from the time my back was turned. They sounded real. Must suck to be her right now.
..................................................
A week went by. She came straight home from work every day and didn't venture back out. Claire walked around like she was on quicksand and was afraid to tread too hard.
I, on the other hand, found I didn't care. It was liberating not to weigh my words to avoid an explosion. I don't think she was pleased with my new attitude, but she could do nothing about it. There was no threat she could make, no action she could take, to get me back under her control, and it must have frustrated her incredibly.
I was packing up for my next kayak excursion when she appeared in the garage and watched me for a few minutes.
"Can we talk?"
"Do you remember how to hold a conversation? With me, I mean? What could you possibly say that would have any value to me?"
I knew it shook her, but she had that determined look I knew, so she carried on. "I want to talk about us."
"What us? It's been you talking for over a year, and I'd better listen. You haven't asked my opinion on one thing you've decided, so why would we discuss now? What could you possibly say to me?"
Her sigh sounded loud in the garage. "I don't know! If I did, I would have said it by now. You've tuned me out to the point I'm irrelevant to you. I know, I know, I did it first, but I've found it hurts. Was I that bad?"
"Absolutely. Nobody wants to start a conversation when the one you're trying to talk to is just waiting for you to shut up so they can tell you what will happen. I've thought hard, going back over the last couple of years, trying to pinpoint exactly when you stopped caring. I think it was about midway through Chelsea's senior year when you realized the nest would be empty. That should have been a great thing, because after 18 years, we could finally concentrate on each other. Man, I really got that wrong, huh?"
That's when the tears started, and I knew they were real tears, but really? A bit late. She was still standing there when I backed out.
The trip was easier this time, and I picked up a paddle buddy. Sara was a few years younger, and some asshole hit on her every trip, even though most of them were married. She was wearing a rock on her finger, making me wonder where her husband was.
"Do you mind? They won't approach me if I'm with you. Just so you know, I'm married, so don't expect anything."
I held up my ring. "Me too. Since we're not going to tear each other's clothes off in a bout of unrestrained lust, maybe we could talk."
She was 32 and had been married for ten years. Her husband was a lawyer, too busy with his career to start a family, so there were no children. Her voice sounded wistful when she said that, so I showed her a picture of Chelsea. "My one and only, all grown up and off to college."
"I would have loved to have a child."
"Then have one. You're not in the danger zone yet, but even if you were, there's always adoption or surrogacy."
"It's not that simple."
"It never is. It all comes down to what would make you happy, not anyone else. Believe me, I've had some experience with that in the last couple of months. Sometimes it doesn't matter what you do if they don't care."
"Sounds like a little in trouble in paradise."
"It hasn't been a paradise for a couple of years. I don't know what she wants, but it doesn't appear to be me. I threw in the towel a few weeks ago and told her how I felt."
"What did she say?"
"What could she say? Reality is stronger than hope. She's dated three guys so far, and while she hadn't 'sealed the deal', the fact that she's gone out with them speaks volumes."
"If she hasn't committed adultery yet, maybe there's hope."
"Thanks for the kind words, but I'm not holding my breath."
"It sounds like a confused woman, living in an alternate reality, to me. From what you told me, she never seriously considered the consequences of her actions, never thought through what she was doing. You forcing reality into her dream world may be the wake-up call she needed. Is it too late?"
I had to think before shrugging. "Probably. It's too hard to maintain a relationship when there's been only one in it for over a year and a half. She minimized me to the point of nonexistence, but when I pull the trigger to disappear, it seems that's not what she wanted. I don't see a way forward, I'd never trust her now, and I have a feeling if we did get back to even ground, she'd get complacent and drift away in six months or a year, then we'd be back to square one."
"Okay, but at least give her the benefit of listening to her. Hold at least one in-depth conversation before you walk away. That will tell you where she is now, not where she was then."
I sat for a minute, then splashed her with my paddle. "I hate it when women make sense."
She giggled and told me it came from living with a lawyer for so long. She'd have made a good one.
....................................................................................................
I came home and she seemed in an excellent mood. She didn't fuss, didn't rise to the bait I threw out a couple of times, even made my favorite dessert, chocolate silk pie. I almost asked her when she remembered she knew how to cook, but stopped, thinking of Sara and her advice. I even complimented her on the meal and the dessert. It was the first time she had grinned since it started. "I made three, but I'm not telling you where the other two are."
In the old days, I would have threatened to tickle the information out of her, then I wondered if she was still ticklish. Or even worse, how many other men had found her secret spots? It made me go quiet.
After she went to bed, I unlocked my laptop and reviewed the tapes. Besides going out to drinks with Beth and Jackie, her best friends since college, it seemed like another boring weekend. I heard the plan on the phone.
She called Beth first. They talked a bit before she asked if she'd be up for a drink with her and Jackie.
"No, he's not here. He's gotten a new hobby. One that doesn't include me, and he's gone this weekend. What? It feels shitty, all right. I don't know where he's at, who he's with, or what he's doing. It's driving me crazy. Let me beat you to it before you say I told you so."
There was more from the other end, and she sighed. "I know. I have no moral high ground. My opinion suddenly has no meaning to him, and yes, the shoe's on the other foot. Please don't lecture me! I know I fucked up; I don't need you to tell me that. I need my oldest friends to love me for a little while. Thanks, hon. See you at eight."
Jackie wasn't quite as blunt, but it must have been intense from Claire's end. I wondered why, she had divorced last year, for doing much the same thing Claire did, except she fucked all four of them. Hubby was not amused, and it could have gotten ugly until he threatened to plaster the pictures he had all over the internet. Jackie didn't come out well in the settlement.
She had tried to warn Claire about the hazards of playing with fire. "Yes, I know you warned me. I should have listened, but I would seem to be the stupid bitch everyone said I was being. No, I have no clue whether we'll stay together. I doubt it, by the way he's treating me. You're wrong, he's not being hateful, he's the opposite. He's polite, but I may as well be a piece of furniture now. He makes his plans and doesn't include me in any of them. What? I'd love to, as you put it, fuck him stupid, but the drawback to that plan is he isn't stupid, and he'd see right through me. I have no idea what to do."
Then Markie called. That conversation pleased me a little. "Listen, Markie, what part of leave me alone are you not getting? Do I need to use smaller words? I don't know what I was thinking, or what body part I used for brains, but the big head got a wakeup call. You talk a good line of shit, and you're pretty, but you're as shallow as a kiddie pool. Find yourself another sugar momma, one that will fuck you. It should be easy, there are a million women out there who are as stupid as I was."
He was loud enough that I could hear him over the phone, though I couldn't make out the words. She grinned as she held the phone away from her ear. When he calmed down, she lit into him again. "Why don't you do it instead of threatening. Come over here and straighten my ass out! My husband owns a lot of guns, and he taught me to use them. You darken my door and I'll take one of his shotguns and blow your pathetic dick off. That would solve a lot of future problems. Hello? Hello?"
She dropped the phone and grinned for a minute, then broke down and cried. And I mean, honestly cried. The last time I saw her do that, her grandmother had passed away. Maybe there was a little bit of the old Claire still in there.
I called the next day and cancelled the surveillance contract. I'd already learned everything I needed to know, and it would have been throwing good money after bad.
................................................................
I thought about it a lot over the next couple of days. I told my godfather about the conversations, and he smiled. "It looks like you had many more friends than you realized, son. I don't know what to tell you, other than don't rush things. Think it through. How does Chelsea feel about all of this? She doesn't know, does she? Keep it that way until you make a decision. "
Then Chelsea called me out of the blue, telling me she was coming home this weekend. "I would prefer you wait until next weekend. I have something planned this weekend, but I'll cancel it if you need to come. I suspect you've talked to your mother, haven't you?"
"She called. Why are you being so mean to her? Ignoring her, leaving her alone while you go off almost every weekend. She thinks you're getting ready to file for a divorce!"
I took a deep breath, hoping it would calm me. "I tell you what, baby, come on home. I won't be here, so you can take the time to do a little mother-daughter bonding, talk about all kinds of things, telling the truth, for instance. Maybe I'll see you next time."
She was still talking when I hung up, which hurt my feelings. I had always taught her to consider all sides of a situation before deciding, but she had rushed to judgment.
My darling wife knew immediately I was pissed about something, but she didn't say anything. We ate dinner in stony silence, refusing the pie for dessert. Claire cleaned the kitchen and sat down across from me. "You're angry, and I'm guessing it has something to do with me. What did I do this time?"
"Chelsea called me this afternoon. We had an interesting conversation."
Claire immediately paled. "I chickened out at the last minute. How do you tell your daughter her mom was about to become a cheating slut? I just wanted her to come home, and I swear I'll tell her the truth as soon as she gets here."
"Which version of the truth? Yours, mine, or the real truth?"
Claire rarely cried before the revolution, as I liked to think of it, but it seemed it was her go-to now. I didn't give her a shoulder or snuggle; I just pushed the box of tissues over. When she got done snuffling, she asked me what I wanted her to do.
"Tell her the truth. I was going to be gone this weekend, but I'll do a day trip and be home early. If you haven't cleared the air by then, I'll show her the PI report and all the pictures."
She seemed to sit there and deflate, looking about as small as I'd ever seen her. Claire got up with dull eyes and stopped just before she went to her bedroom. "I'll tell her. I'll tell her everything. Go out for the day, and I'll have it done before you get home."
She acted like she wanted to say more, but stopped and shuffled off.
...........................................................................
Sara could tell I wasn't concentrating, and that's not good when you're on the water. I slammed into rocks twice and flipped once. She forced me over into an eddy, holding steady with her paddle.
"Where the hell are you, because you're not on the river? You're gonna get hurt if you don't get your head out of your ass. I'm guessing it's your home situation. You wanna talk about it?"
We sat there for thirty minutes, and I told her what was happening.
She shook her head. "Here you go. Free Advice 101. Get your head straight and see a counselor, preferably as a couple. Air it all out, see if you can find a way forward. If you can, great. Suppose you can't, cut her loose and get on with your life. Either way, you'll eventually be a lot happier. Now get to paddling, before we miss lunch!"
I bumped enough to flip her, and pushed out into the current, laughing when she came up screaming my name. In admiration for my paddling skills, I hoped.
I apologized over lunch, giving her a lemonade from my insulated jug. It was ice cold, fresh-squeezed four hours ago, and mixed with lime basil for an extra kick. Sara loved it, insisting I share it with the group. Our unofficial leader was a county detective, a massive guy with a mild face and a razor-sharp mind.
"Do I have to go to the trouble of threatening you?"
"No, I'll keep it coming at least until the end of the season. Then the basil dies, but we won't be on the water much anyway by then."
Then we laughed, and I told them how it was made, which led me to promise them they could all have some live plants. If you grew one and let it seed, you had fifty the next year. Later, out on the water, Sara told me they would ask if I was interested in the Canadian trip. That made my day.
........................................................................................
My smile slipped away as I got closer to home. My daughter met me at the truck with a big hug. "Mom's an idiot. I hope I got my brains from you."
"She told you, then?"
"I suspect she left a few things out, but I got the high points. Or the low points. What are you gonna do?"
I shrugged. "I'm not sure yet, but I can tell you I'm not returning to how it was after you left. I'm still unsure where her sense of entitlement came from, but she knows I sent it away. You have no idea how liberating it is when you let something that bothers you go and get on with your life."
"You guys gonna stay together?"
"I couldn't tell you. I believe she's truly sorry, but is she sorry she did it? Sorry she got caught? Sorry she didn't get to seal the deal with Markie? Sometimes, I think it might be time to pull the plug; other times, I think the old Claire is still there and suddenly woke up. For what it's worth, I haven't had papers served on her. Wanna go for fish tonight?"
She giggled and hugged me. "Think carefully, Dad. Old people have a hard time accepting change and facing the possibility that their glory days may end. Yes, fish sounds lovely. Are you going to let Mom come?"
"I hadn't planned on it. We'll bring her a doggie bag and smack our lips about how fresh it was."
I laughed at the look on her face. "Go tell your Mom to be ready in thirty minutes if she wants to go. I'll put the kayak away later, and we'll take your car. I'll clean up."
Chelsea loved steak and BBQ, but what Chelsea loved more than anything else was a big seafood platter with crab legs. When she was younger, I barely got to eat because I was too busy cracking crab legs. When she finally had to do it herself, she complained, saying it was so much sweeter if someone else had to do it.
We established a tradition early on. If it was her birthday, we had to go out for seafood, and I had to crack all the crab legs she wanted. She tended to want a lot, especially if she wasn't having to work for it.
She looked at the kayak before she went in. "You're gonna take me out in that."
"Nope. That's a one-man kayak. I'll borrow a canoe sometime, and we'll hit the water. Now go get ready."
I heard her shouting as she entered the house, making her sound like she was twelve again. "Mom! Seafood tonight! Dad says we have thirty minutes to prepare, so chop chop!"
I was glad we had three bathrooms, or we never would have made it. I was ready after a shower, shave, nice jeans, and a pullover shirt. It took a little longer for the ladies, but it was worth it. Both had on very nice sundresses, hair back in a ponytail, and minimal makeup. I had a twinge looking at them, remembering how it used to be.
Claire was nervous and skittery, but as the meal progressed, she relaxed, ragging Chelsea about her crab leg addiction and gently teasing me because I didn't like catfish. I know catfish isn't exactly seafood, but going to a 'fish camp' in the South was always included. I thought they tasted like seasoned mud. Give me flounder and deviled crab any time. We traded like we always did. Claire goes to everyone's catfish, Chelsea hogged the crablegs, and I ended up with three deviled crabs on my plate. None of us offered to share our shrimp.
The good mood slowly seeped away on the ride home, and our daughter bolted inside as soon as the car was switched off. I'm sure it was preplanned, but I was left standing with Claire.
"Thank you for tonight. It was like she was a kid again, and we were happy."
It was the opening I was looking for. "It was terrific. And, since you brought it up, can you tell me exactly when you stopped being happy? Was it some quirk or habit I developed that drove you away? Or did you look up one day, conclude it wasn't working anymore, and start auditioning a replacement?"
"Can we go sit on the swing? It's where I've always felt most comfortable. I won't try to snuggle, but if I do, tell me, and I'll back off."
We bought a free-standing swing when Chelsea was three. It had an awning over it, and was just the thing for summer nights under the moon. I can still smell the citronella candles and feel Chelsea's tiny arms around us as she snuggled. I also remembered when we had taken a sleeping daughter inside to bed, and then did our version of snuggling. I had thought about replacing it many times, but my girls would have a fit, so I had it rebuilt twice. It wouldn't need a third reboot.
I stopped and thought for a second, then shrugged my shoulders. I want to get it over with. I held the gate for her, watching her walk in moonlight, thinking how well she had kept her shape when many of our male and female friends had let themselves go. I also knew how hard she had to work to do it, and I thought she might have decided she'd be back on the market soon, so she needed to present a good package.
She looked over her shoulder. "What are you thinking about so hard?"
"You wouldn't like the answer."
By then, we had settled on the swing, and she automatically started a gentle motion. "I probably won't, but we need to talk to each other. What was it?"
"I was admiring your body and appreciating what it took you to achieve it. Then I wondered who you did it for? You? Any potential lovers you may have? And seriously, don't say you did it for me."
There was a short period of silence before she started. "I did it for myself. I saw how Janey and Meg ballooned, and after your shot about my weight the night everything imploded, I decided it would never happen to me. It was important to me, validation, maybe. I can tell you it was for no one else."
"What else did you do for yourself? You were a bitch to me for months, was that some validation as well? Were you tired of life with me? Is that why you dated? And before you say anything, I know you didn't 'seal the deal', but eventually you would have. Then where would we have been? You know, I would have divorced you as soon as I found out. Was the danger of losing the relationship part of the thrill? You need to be honest here, after so long listening to your bullshit I think I can tell if you start bending the truth."



It took her a while to answer. "I guess it comes down to selfishness. I was bored. Bored with the regularity of our relationship, bored with you and myself. I bet I asked 'is that all there is' of myself a thousand times. I wanted to do new things, try new hobbies, maybe travel a little. Just occasionally, I wanted to forget I was a mother and wife, and just be."
I was steadily getting angrier. "Tell me, do you remember me saying the same things to you right after Chelsea left? There are a lot of adventures I wanted to go on that you dismissed as silly or dangerous, none of which were true, by the way. It wasn't that you didn't want them; you didn't want them with me. Answer me this. Were any of the three guys you 'dated' auditions to replace me? Were any of the coffees, lunches, dinners, or little petting sessions to see if they were a little better? Don't answer, I probably wouldn't believe you anyway."
Even in the moonlight, I could see how pale she'd gotten, "I've fucked it up completely, haven't I?"
"Maybe. If you have, were the little adventures worth it? Worth spiltting our resources, screwing up our retirement plans completely what you had in mind? Growing old apart? You're still an attractive woman, and you've already proven I can be replaced, but I'm not a frog. I bet a faithful woman out there would be more than happy to share my life. Think about that."
She fainted, sliding off the swing before I could catch her. I picked her up, marveling how light she was now, and when she woke up, she latched onto me like a tick on a fat cow. I pried her off me after a few minutes and stood her up.
"You all right?"
The tears started, slow and gentle, the tears of the resigned. "No. I'll probably never be all right again. I screwed up my perfect life to chase dreams of the glory days, before remembering the only reason they were the glory days was because they were with you. I'm begging here, honey. Is there anything I can do to heal this?"
I thought back to what my float buddy had advised me to do. "I'm not making any promises, but do you think you'd like to see a marriage counselor, maybe help deal with what your actions have caused? I'm willing to go to a few sessions to ensure our decision is the best for both of us."
The tears of resignation turned to tears of hope, and I could hear the tone in her snuffling. "Really? You promise? I'll search Monday, then run my choices by you and let you pick."
"No new age mumbo-jumbo, no female led relationship bullshit, get a person with some experience with good reviews, and we'll give it a go."
.......................................................................................................
Chelsea gave us both hugs when she left and asked me to walk her to the car. "Mom told me what you offered. I'm really happy, Dad. Try to be reasonable and control your emotions, and if it works, great. If it doesn't, well, you tried, and I'll respect you for it. And I still want you to take me out on the water."
Tuesday, she came to me after dinner. "I made a list. They all look reasonable, have been in practice for at least eight years, and have consistent reviews. Look it over and get back to me, and we'll discuss it. I'm leaning towards one in particular, but I won't say who until you've looked them over."
I spent the next two hours researching the counselors. I immediately discounted one for no reason other than I didn't like her looks, and I discounted one of the men for the same reason. I made notes and asked her to sit with me and go over my inclinations. She surprised me by agreeing instantly about the woman and admitting she wasn't overly enthused about the man. I asked what her first choice would be.
"The husband and wife team," she said without hesitation. "Eighteen years of experience, the perspective of both sexes, and they have a very high approval rating."
"We're on the same page, then. See if you can get an appointment."
"Thursday, at four?"
"You already knew which one I'd pick?"
She giggled, the first time I'd heard her do that in almost two years. "No, just a guess based on twenty years together. Besides, I made appointments with all of them, just in case I guessed wrong."
"Excellent foresight, honey. It reminds me of..."
I trailed off, thinking of happier times. She probably knew what I felt and quickly guided the discussion to a different subject. "They want us to take full physicals, including many tests not normally done in a general examination."
"Why in the world would they want that?"
"Mr. Jenkins says sometimes unrest in relationships can be attributed to physical stressors and conditions no one was aware of. Of course, you don't have to, but I've already made the appointment. I'm still on your insurance, right?"
"Of course you are. I might have changed my habits, but I haven't come to any life-altering decisions. Yet."
Claire didn't know whether to be happy or sad, and decided to focus on the positive.
..................................................
That night, she made chili pie. We used to have it quite a bit when we started out, and hamburger weren't considered gourmet food. Claire had honed it over the years until it had just the right amount of heat and flavor. She had developed the habit of serving it alongside a chilled cucumber salad with red onions and fresh dill. A bite after a particularly hot chili mouthful could instantly soothe the palate.
I was so impressed when she presented it, I kissed her without thinking. She went pale, and I grinned. "Don't overthink it, Claire. Just enjoy."
We talked about our life, staying on safe subjects that wouldn't stir up new experiences to the forefront. Claire was astounded when I washed the dishes. We had a dishwasher, but I never got the hang of it and always did them by hand. She watched for a while before grabbing a towel and drying.
She invited me back to our bed, stressing she just wanted the closeness and wasn't expecting anything else. I compromised and snuggled with her on the sofa until bedtime. When we separated, she seemed happier than she had in a long while.
We both got physicals. The doctor thought Claire had a few hormonal problems due to approaching menopause, but nothing that would cause any significant personality change. Then he commended her for her weight loss. Mine didn't turn out as well as I hoped. He told me he was a little concerned about a growth on my left breast.
"What do you think it is?"
"Without tests and a biopsy, I have no way of knowing, but here's something you need to remember. Women aren't the only ones who can get breast cancer. I want you back in two months, just for a check-in. There are many reasons you could have a lump there, none of them serious or fatal, but still, better to be safe than sorry."
He scheduled a biopsy, and it came back benign, and he insisted on yearly tests going forward.
We had our first session with clean bills of health. The couple was in their late forties, married for twenty-two years, and started their practice after two years of working with others. They struck me as a no-nonsense, practical type of people. It was odd that as the sessions progressed, he turned out to be the softer of the couple, while she was much more pragmatic, even abrasive if she thought the situation warranted it. They made an excellent team.
In the first session, they split us up. The woman took me, while her husband got Claire. We spent the hour talking about the path that brought us to their door, and she seemed pleased with my honesty, even when I told him I wasn't sure there was a relationship left to salvage. Then she told me next week I'd be with her husband for the hour, Claire would be with her, and they wouldn't discuss what we'd told them until after the second session. The rest of the sessions will be spent together. They had suggested ten sessions as a bare minimum, and then they would give us their opinion.
We were both quiet on the way home. "Want to hear about my session?"
I glanced at her, noticing her tears in the passing streetlamps. "No, and I won't tell you about mine. Let's wait until the third session, and see what the experts say."
Then I smiled. "Now dry your eyes. It's late, and I don't think either of us is up to fixing dinner. Mario's good?"
It was her favorite Italian restaurant. She'd found it while we were dating and made me take her. We were there six times a year until last year, and I couldn't remember going once. Claire sobbed once, then wiped her eyes and grinned. "I'm getting the eggplant parmesan and not sharing."
"Fine," said in mock aggravation. "I think I'll get the loaded pizza, and don't dare tell me to share."
Of course, I ordered the large, knowing she would snag at least one slice. She did offer to share hers, but I wasn't a big fan, so she ate half of it before diving into my pizza. When we left, we had two containers to take home. She'd gotten a wine, and I had one craft cider, but after that, we stuck to water.
It was the first time she had ridden in my truck, and she talked about how nice it was.
"The old man I bought it from got all the bells and whistles, and it was top of the line then. I still don't know what half the controls are for. It gets me from point A to point B and can haul what I need, so I'm happy. I would like to get a little better gas mileage. When I get it paid off, I'll get a little jellybean that gets forty miles to the gallon for a commuter."
She giggled, and I remembered how much I loved hearing it. "Yeah, because you have such a long commute."
We lived 2.3 miles from the company I worked for. She had a forty-minute drive, and I could be there in five, something she complained about. I gave up after telling her for years to change jobs and get something closer. If she hadn't figured it out by now, she never would.
We pulled into the garage, and she asked me to sit briefly. "I want to thank you for tonight. The meal was great, but I'm talking about going to counseling. It tells me you haven't quite given up on me, and I will build on that. I've made some pretty stupid mistakes, honey, but I got a wakeup call, and I can promise you I'll never let it happen again. I don't expect you to believe me, but I intend to show you through action and deed that you can. Before I go in, can we kiss?"
It was a bad idea, leading her to confusion and false assumptions. All that went through my head as she crashed her lips into mine, and I just stopped thinking and went with the flow. The windows were steamed when she pulled back. Then she gave me a peck on the cheek and jumped out. I sat for a few minutes, thinking. Then I got out, showered, and went to bed in the guest room.
.................................................................................................
I got home from a day trip the next week, really pleased with my progress. The water had been high due to the rains, and as a result, it was flowing faster. We negotiated some class three rapids, and not one of us spilled. That evening, as we were packing up, I was offered full membership in the club and an invitation to go on the Canadian trip.
When I got home, my smile was nowhere as full as Claire's, one of those 'I know something you don't' smiles. Usually, when she got them, she would surprise me.
"I talked to some friends of yours, and they're a little pissed at you."
"Who?"
"China and Alex."
It took me a minute, but I got it. My cam girls. "Why in the world would you talk to them?"
"Because I wanted to know what you talked to them about. They wouldn't tell me shit, and were really protective. Alex told me I was the stupidest woman on the planet if I lost you. China said that if we did separate, we should let them know. I don't like her as much as Alex. You need to contact them. It would seem they need the money."
Then she grinned. "Don't worry. I tipped them well. China needed fifty bucks for a new textbook, so I sent it to her. Alex's son is coming up for his third birthday, so I sent her a hundred and told her to get him something nice on us. She was crying when we disconnected, and had to go off air for a while until she got her emotions under control. Go on now, talk to them. I won't look over your shoulder."
So I sat down in front of my laptop and looked them up. China was offline, but I left a message, and Alex answered right away, moving us into private chat. She was grinning like crazy. "I like your wife! You need to forgive her. She told me everything, a little too much in my opinion, but then again, I'm a stranger and she has no idea where I am, so honesty costs her nothing. She knows she screwed up, and she's hurting. You gonna stay with her?"
"I don't honestly know. I like the new version of Claire, but will it last, or will she revert to what she was as soon as she thinks we're good again? We'll see."
She updated me on her life and told me that if she could find a good enough job, her cam days would be over. I wished her the best and told her to use me as a reference. There would be no reason to tell anyone how I met her. Just before I signed off, she grinned.
"Your wife said if you contacted me to give you this." Then she stood up and shrugged, and her dress pooled around her ankles. She was completely naked, and she turned, wiggled her ass for a minute, before turning around and lifting her breasts, pinching her nipples. They shot straight out, and she giggled as she pulled her dress up.
"Just for you, honey. Have a good night and keep me posted."
I knew she didn't do full nudes and rarely bared her breasts. I sent her another hundred, telling her not to forget her little girl when her birthday rolled around.
Then I sat back and thought about the last few months.
............................................
We finally had a session together, and it was a little rough. I didn't escape unscathed. The woman chastized me a little, saying she got the impression I'd taken Claire for granted a little and that I needed to listen a little more closely when we talked. That was nothing compared to what she gave Claire, letting her know her poor choices had brought us to their door.
"He just fell victim to the pattern of an evolving, middle-aged life. He was happy and satisfied with it. Of course, he wanted a little more excitement, especially when you nest was empty, but he sucked it up if you were happy with the way things were."
That was the man speaking. The woman took over, and I marveled at how smooth they were and seemed to always be in sync. "The thing is, Claire, that wasn't what you wanted. To be clear, I don't think you fully realized what you wanted, just different, for lack of better words. Did you think your husband would tolerate you going on dates with other men, even if nothing sexually happened? It would have, somewhere down the line, if you had continued on that path. I believe he still loves you, but no longer trusts you to put the marriage first. If you're done with the marriage, look him in the eye and tell him, try to part civilly."
Claire was shaking her head vehemently. "No! I want my marriage! I want my husband!"
The man spoke up. "Why? I didn't hear any certainty when you were making those statements. You weren't happy with him; you don't go out with three men if you are. I think, Claire, we're wasting time until you admit the real reasons you were doing it. Speaking of time, it's time to wrap this session up. I have an assignment for you, Claire. Please explain why you think this marriage should continue and what you intend to do to make sure that happens. Be honest, by now you know we have an excellent bullshit meter, and if one of us doesn't catch it the other will." Then he put his focus on me.
"You do the same thing! Be honest. Your opinion is the weightier one. You figuratively have the upper hand, the moral imperative, however you want to call it. I think, in the end, it will be your decision as to whether or not this marriage continues."
It was a very quiet ride home. We stopped to get Chinese, because neither of us felt like cooking. After we ate and cleaned up, I asked if she wanted to talk.
"Not tonight. I need to think more before I act, and tonight's a good place to start."
...............................................................................................................
I struggled with the list of reasons to stay married. She had negated everything I wanted our life to be. In the end, I wrote one sentence. It would have to do.
"Because I still love her."
When we got to their office, hers looked like a slightly longer sequel to War and Peace. They looked at her and grinned. "We'll do yours last."
The woman took my paper, read it, and grinned. "Read it."
I looked straight at her. I added a little, but it was still very short. "Because I still love you. I don't love what you've become, but the old Claire? I'm sure she may still be in there somewhere."
Claire fainted. The man got her up and looked her over while the woman grinned at me. When Claire recovered, she threw her list into the trash. "I had a lot of words and reasons for you to stay, but in the end, promises, especially from me, don't mean much right now. Instead, I need to let my actions speak for me. The only promise I will make is that I will never be this stupid again, and if I find myself slipping, I'll leave and give you any terms you want in the divorce. I don't know what else to say."
"That'll do to start."
When we left, she was hanging on to me like I was the last parachute on a falling plane. It still took two days before I returned to our bed, and four days after that to get intimate. It was everything I remembered and more. It was a long night, and we slept in the next day.
We also talked a lot about every topic that came up. She decided to look for another job for many reasons. She hated her commute every day, an hour and twenty minutes wasted. Claire didn't say it, but many of her ideas came from the people she worked with, and it became a toxic environment. It took a month before she found what she wanted.
It was a job at my company, and she would work for me indirectly since I was the manager. Dan was still CEO, but he rarely interfered with day-to-day operations, though we had meetings twice a week to make sure he knew what was happening. He had to approve her job because she would be a no-hire if he weren't comfortable with it.
He surprised me by grinning. "I've never interfered in day-to-day operations since I handed them off to you. There will be two levels of management between you and the department, which is pretty autonomous aside from the weekly meetings, so you'll rarely cross paths, unless you want to. If any drama develops, she'll have to go. Good luck."
We didn't ride together because her hours were standard, and mine were not. There was always a fire that needed to be put out, and customers and vendors had to deal with it, so sometimes there would be a two-hour gap between when she got home and when I finally broke free.
"How do you handle it?" she asked me after working there for a few weeks.
"Handle what?"
"The pressure. I bet I hear your name called fifty times a day."
I grinned. "Most of it is trivial and handled in minutes. I'd rather put out a brush fire early than have the forest ablaze. That's why I have good managers. Most problems are solved before I hear about them."
Then she asked me why I hadn't been in my kayak lately.
"I had more important things to do."
"Well, I think you've resolved all your 'things'. You need to get back out there before you lose your Canadian trip. Block out a weekend when you're not with your club and take Chelsea out. If she gives a good report, I'll give it a try. I'm not horning in on your hobby, honey. I want to see what it's all about."



Well, that was unexpected.
...............................................................................................................
Two weekends later, I took my daughter out in a borrowed canoe. Initially nervous, she relaxed and started enjoying herself after an hour. A few club members were on the water, and we drifted together.
Sara was out with a friend, trying to get her interested in the hobby. When we pulled up on a sandbar to stretch our legs, she grabbed me in a big hug. "Thanks."
"For what?"
"For telling me I had to make myself happy before I could make anyone else happy. I sat my husband down and told him I wanted a child before I got too old. He was against it initially, but after I impressed him with its importance to me, he gradually started to agree with the idea. The other day, he asked whether I wanted a boy or a girl, and I told him it didn't matter. He said he'd like to have a daughter, and maybe a son later. I cried for two hours. I threw my birth control away three weeks ago, and it takes a couple of months to clear my system. I'm hoping for a summer baby."
Chelsea listened to the exchange, frowning because another woman was hugging me, but she grinned by the end.
It turned out that Chelsea was a natural on the water, grasping the mechanics of piloting a canoe. It was a matter of nuances, a lean here, a paddle stroke there, and she had the basics mastered before we left the water. She hugged Sara when we got out of the water, thanking her for being my friend. "I've seen some of those girls in their tiny bikinis, watching Dad as he flexed his muscles as he paddled."
Sara grinned. "Your Dad isn't ancient, honey. He's in excellent shape and not unpleasant to look at. Since we've been out, a few have sent signals, but he's ignored them or changed the subject. If he and your mother divorce, plenty of women will apply for the job of stepmother."
That didn't go over well, and she was quiet the first part of the drive home, before opening up. "I want you to stay together, Dad. Mom may have had a hormone attack of something, but she's aware of what she stands to lose, and I think I can speak safely when I say she'll never be that stupid again."
I ruffled her hair as she got out of the truck. "You may be right, baby, but time will tell."
She grinned and blasted into the house, telling her mother she had a great time and should try it. Claire grinned while she looked at me. "I have to be invited first, and I'd like to see what it's like."
Three weeks later, I had Claire in a canoe. I chose a nineteen-footer so we could all fit reasonably well. Chelsea sat in the middle, giving Claire encouragement and advice, as limited as her knowledge was.
"Lean into it, Mom! Watch the rocks to the left!" I told Chelsea she wasn't helping, making Claire more nervous. She screamed the first time we bumped a rock in a small rapid. but after a while, she just grunted and kept paddling. She got good at reading the water. "Hard left!" she'd yell, then call out "straight down the middle!" or "Right! Right! Damn it, your other right!"Chelsea was laughing so hard she didn't even attempt to paddle.
We passed two guys from the club, and they took a second look at my girls. Chelsea had made a moderate attempt at a standard bikini, and Claire had gone all out, buying a new one-piece high on the hips and low in the top. Don's son caught up to us at a rest stop, and the next thing I knew, Chelsea finished the ride in his canoe. He was a decent kid, but it was my daughter, and no boy is decent enough, so we stayed close. When we landed, the phones came out, and this might not be the last ride they take together.
........................................
Chelsea asked her mom on the way home if she had enjoyed herself.
"It was great! I never knew it could be like that! We're getting a canoe, and next time your dad can ride in his kayak."
Then she thought about what she said. "That is, if your dad wants to." Two sets of puppy-dog eyes stared at me as we got out. "Dennis has an Old Towne he's trying to get rid of. It's a seventeen-footer set up for whitewater, which means it has extra buoyancy built in. I'll call him after supper, and if we can come to terms, Mom and I will pick it up Saturday. We'll take it out the next time you're home."
That night, after Chelsea was out with friends, Claire asked me timidly if I minded if they shared a hobby with me. "I've suggested doing something like this when the nest was first empty. Why didn't you check it out then? And no, I don't mind. Maybe you'll stop screaming like a little girl when we hit fast water and bounce off a rock if you're out long enough."
She giggled and grabbed my hand. "I'll learn. Maybe we can get Chelsea to tone down the bathing suit. I saw the looks she was getting."
"Momma got looks as well. You might want to modify your top just a little. There was a lot of nipple showing a couple of times."
She squeaked and instinctively put her hand to her breast. Then she laughed. "So, you let me ride the river giving boob shots? Did you like it?"
I grinned. "A little. You've always had a great body, and all the work you've been doing puts you down almost to the size you were when we got married. If anybody had said anything or made an inappropriate move, I would have taught them to breathe water."
She giggled, that happy sound from the past, hugged me, and went off to bed. When I got there, she was naked and waiting, biting the pillow at the end so she wouldn't wake our daughter with her screams.
Our sessions were over, and the counselors gave us a synopsis of our progress. "I think it's safe to say you'll be together for your fortieth wedding anniversary, maybe fifty if you're both in good shape. Here's what we want you to take away from this experience. Claire, speak up when something is bothering you. Don't let it fester inside you. Jerry, you need to be a little proactive. If you don't like the way things are going, vocalize. Make sure Claire knows how you feel. We're going to put you in our win column. Now get out of here, and don't come back."
.....................................................................................................................
I went on the Canadian trip. The natural beauty was incredible; it was in a wilderness area, and the scenery was amazing. Claire bought me a nice camera so that I could record the trip. She and Chelsea joined our group, going on safer trips until they got better, and they hit it off with the group. Chelsea and Morgan, the guy she'd shared a canoe with, would date when they were home, both in different colleges. They knew the relationship could only be casual, but they liked each other, so who knows what will happen?
Sara and Claire hit it off, so she and her husband joined our social circle. They talked almost incessantly about babies, so Greg and I talked sports. He was a gun enthusiast and talked me into going to the range with him. I hadn't shot in years, but I enjoyed it so much I bought a 20-gauge over/under and shot skeet a couple of times a month. Greg had a nickname at the gun club, 'Deadeye', because of his uncanny ability with a handgun. He was good enough to win about two out of three contests he entered.
He told me once that he carried concealed because of his career and some of the people he defended. It made me a little nervous, and he grinned. "It would have to be life or death before I resorted to using my weapon. Besides the emotional toll, even if you were completely in the right, the legal repercussions would be endless. I'd likely have to go to court, and as a lawyer, I can tell you, courts cost money."
"I hope you never have to experience that."
"Thanks. The odds are better than average, I won't. But I've had a few cases where the client didn't like the outcome, and the three years I spent as an assistant district attorney didn't win me many friends. Better safe than sorry."
A few weeks later, Sara burst through the door and went straight to Claire, yanking her up and into a bit of dance. "I'm pregnant! We're gonna have a baby!"
Greg came through the door grinning. "So much for waiting so we could tell them together, huh?"
They were giggling and talking about baby showers and nursery furniture, so Greg and I went into the kitchen and grabbed a beer.
He looked over at me. "Think I'm ready to be a Dad?"
It surprised him that I laughed so hard. "Hell no! But then again, no man in the universe was ever ready, including me. It will be a steep learning curve, but you'll be ready the first time they curl that tiny hand around one of your fingers."
.............................................................................................................
A few years later, I came home from work, noticing the small car in our driveway, idly wondering who it was. Claire had a big, smirky grin as she met me at the door with a big kiss.
"Hi, honey! We have a visitor, someone from our past, and she needs a job. I told her we'd help her out."
The woman rose as I entered, and she looked vaguely familiar. She grinned. "You don't remember me, do you?"
"Sorry. You look familiar, but I can't place you."
"Maybe this will trigger your memory." She grabbed her blouse, pulled it, and put the bra under it over her head. Her breasts were magnificent. Claire laughed so hard that she pounded the arm of the couch.
"China?"
She snorted. "Typical man. You can't remember my face or name, but you remember my boobs after four years. And my real name is Garnet."
She pulled her bra and blouse down, grinning.
I grinned back. "Well, they were impressive. I never thought I'd meet you in person."
Claire finally stopped laughing. "Garrie is what she goes by, honey. She just graduated with her MBA and needs a job. She reached out to me, and I told her to come here. Barbara is going to retire in nine months. Garrie would be a perfect fit. Check her resume, honey. You're not going to find anyone better. Think about it."
I checked her credentials, and Claire was right; she'd fit right in. I smiled. "Come to the office tomorrow, Garrie. Let me introduce you to the woman you'll replace, and we'll talk salary."
She had dinner with us, and as she left, she hugged Claire. Then she grinned at me. "To be clear, that was the last time you'll ever see the girls in all their glory. I wouldn't have done it today if Claire hadn't put me up to it. You got a good wife there."
"Don't think I don't know it. See you tomorrow."
I walked back in, and Claire stood up, yanking her top off. "They're not as pretty as hers, but you still like them, right?"
To answer I latched on to them, and alternated licking them and sucking on her nipples. We never made it to the bed, and she grinned as I upended her onto the couch. "Aren't you glad we went for stain-resistant fabric?"
The next morning, as we got ready for the office, I thought about Alex and wondered what had happened to her. Claire grinned. "She got married and just had a baby. Her husband owns his own remodeling business, and she works in his office."
"How do you know this?"
"I kept up with both your girls. You never knew it, but you helped them financially occasionally. Alex named her daughter after me. If it had been a boy, it would have been yours."
"Wasn't that a bit odd?"
"At first, but when we talked, she mostly asked for advice. She once told me I was the closest thing to a mother she'd probably ever have. They're coming out in July, on their way to the beach. Her husband wants us to take them on the water. Chelsea will watch the baby, and the oldest will be in the canoe with us."
"Does he know she was a cam girl?"
"I don't think so. She asked my advice, and I told her what was in the past should stay there. She hadn't been in front of a camera in years, and I doubt they'll ever encounter someone who recognises her."
.............................................................
They did come for a visit. Claire drooled over the kids, giving Chelsea pointed looks. She hadn't found anyone yet, but she was looking. Her job as a vet kept her busy, but we knew she was seeing a young man whose father owned one of the biggest farms in the area. She had her kayak by then, and pretty soon, he was a regular with the group.
By now, 'China' was a de facto daughter. She and her fiancé were at the cookout. I saw her and Alex off to the side, whispering, grinning, and shooting looks at me. Then Claire and Chelsea joined the group, and the way they talked and laughed made me think I had just gained another daughter. Our home soon had pictures of grandchildren on almost every wall.
Life was good.
..............................................
My godfather retired two years later, giving me 75% of the company, keeping the rest as extra retirement income. They moved to Florida and bought a condo in the same complex as my mother. When they told her about Garnet, she flew up for a week to inspect her. At the end of five days, she told her she'd passed the test and was now an unofficial granddaughter. Then, after she grilled her new husband, she told them she expected at least three grandchildren, and now would be a good time to start a family. Garrie's the production manager now, and I feel like if I ever decide to retire, she could handle it.
A year later, Mom, Megan, Claire, Chelsea, and Dan wore grooves on the floor while Garrie was in labor. Her Dad showed up and was as nervous as everyone else. Her Mom had passed years ago. I sat and grinned at the nervous energy in the room. When the nurse came out and told us it was a girl, the tears and laughter started, then the ladies went in two by two to see her. When it was my turn, Garrie wanted me to hold her, and as I looked into her eyes, I started thinking about a trust fund for her college.
My Mom and her Dad hit it off, having dinner a few days before she left. He was six years younger, and I teased her about it. She shrugged. "If we get together and he can't keep up, I'll trade him in for a younger model."
They talk on the phone at least once weekly, and he spends vacation time with her. Garrie giggled about it. "If they get together, my father will also be my step-grandfather." Then the girls collapsed into gales of laughter.
Chelsea ended up bearing three children. A daughter, followed two years later by twin boys. We've just about given up the water, though we sometimes take the families out on the lake. It takes eight canoes and four kayaks for everyone to be together.
...................................................................
About two years after we almost divorced, I was in a pool room on the other side of our town. My uncle had been a shark in his day and had a table in his basement. He taught all the nieces and nephews to play. I was pretty good, but my cousin Jenny was an absolute shark. My Uncle Clyde said she was better than he'd ever been. She almost entirely paid for her college degree with winnings from the pool tables. We used to play in doubles tournaments, but the opposition came to recognize us, and it got harder to get matches.
I hadn't played in years, but Jenny's husband invited us over, showing off his new table. Italian slate, marble, leather pockets, and cue sticks were custom-made of exotic wood and tipped with water buffalo hide. He was pretty good, and I wasn't trying hard, but he caught it, grinning. He was in a billiards league and told his friends. They brought me in as a ringer, and we wiped the competition out in the first season.
The room was several cuts beneath the places we usually played, just a glorified pool hall. Still, the people were friendly, and beer is beer whether you drink it from a bottle or a frosted mug. I was matched with a guy who should have been a pro, and he waxed my ass. My friends thought it hilarious. We were walking out after the match when a guy ran through the parking lot screaming, and a guy with a baseball bat was right behind him. I recognized the guy in front as they flashed through the parking lot lights. Markie was pulling away, terror gives you an edge.
When he came by us, I 'accidentally' pushed my stick between his legs, glad I hadn't broken it down yet. His feet flew out from under him, and he tumbled forward, resting under a light. It ruined the stick, but it was worth it. His pursuer was on him instantly, and several resounding "THWAKS!" echoed across the lot. The guy gave him about eight or nine solid hits, then pulled his head up by his long hair.
"If I ever catch you sniffing around my wife again, Markie, I'll beat on your balls until they're jello. Understand, asshole?"
He was nodding weakly, and just before he walked away, he gave him one more lick directly to his balls. Markie let out a little high pitched whine, pissed all over himself, and passed out. I stepped over him to get to my truck, marveling at him keeping the stupid nickname as a man over fifty.
Greg was staring at me. "Know this guy?"
"I know of him, and I can tell you without reservation he got what he deserved."
He never said another word, but he must have told Sara, who told Claire. She burst out laughing when she told her the name they had heard. "No wonder he's been smiling so much lately."
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Can I Talk To You For A Minute?
This is so fucked up.
......................................................
I once made a promise to a woman, someone I cared deeply about. It was the hardest promise I ever made, but I kept the secret locked inside me for years. I'd only told one person, my wife, and she kept my confidence.
Now, the woman was gone, and I wondered if the promise still bound me.
All this flashed through my head as she came in and sat quietly, her eyes down and her hands trembling. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"
I didn't want to meet her, and I didn't need the painful memories it dredged up. Her mother was the one, the true love of my life, the one I never got over losing. And now her daughter was before me, wanting a conversation that was eighteen years in the making.
"Are you my father?"
I sighed, looking down at the picture in my drawer. It was me and her mother from years ago, when we were still friends. "I think I might be, honey."
............................................................................................
Twenty-five years ago, I was an earnest 22-year-old trying to make my way through life. I'd grown up dirt poor, the child of a single mother who had never met my father. Mom had two more children, both girls, by different fathers, and we learned early that you didn't get much when Welfare determined your budget. I started working when I was twelve, determined to break the cycle of poverty for me and my sisters, even if I didn't understand it then. I never hung out after school, played sports, or dated until I got out of high school.
I denied myself sometimes, but my sisters lacked for nothing. They didn't get frivolous things a lot, but they got new clothes, food, shoes, Christmas presents, and had their birthdays celebrated. One became a cheerleader, and the other became a nerd, but she was a pretty sharp nerd and extremely attractive in her own right. They both got scholarships, the oldest for cheerleading, of all things, and I'd see her from time to time on television when the football team was featured.
Despite all that, she had a good brain, with a GPA of 3.7, and she didn't take puffball classes. She graduated summa cum laude and got a grant to pursue her Master's in Physical Therapy.
Three years later, my little sister graduated and was heavily recruited by almost every tech company worldwide. She decided to go with a little startup company that gave her an ownership option and soon was worth quite a bit on paper. It was quite a surprise to me when she made sure I got 5%, a thank you for helping her through school.
Two years after that, she called me: "Matt, listen to me. Sell your shares. Something is coming, something bad, and the company is going to be worthless in about a month. I can't say more, but get rid of it while you can."
She sold hers at the same time I did, and I was shocked beyond words when the check came in. $280,000, and that was after fees and taxes. That meant she netted a little over a million. Ninety days later, the company didn't exist, and she and a partner bought what was left and restarted it under a different business model.
Connie went on to become a business magnate worth almost a billion in thirty years, and Celeste became a licensed physical therapist with a thriving business concentrating on the rehabilitation of sports injuries. Most of her clients were big-name athletes, and she did quite well.
I eventually got my own business, and from a humble beginning, I managed to do pretty well.
......................................................................................................
I was an assistant foreman in a factory at the time this tale started, doing all right considering my beginnings. No one knew about the windfall from my sister, and I wasn't about to tell.
I had a girlfriend, and she didn't know it, but she was about to be a former girlfriend. She was big, blond, and outspoken, but the sex was breaking the bed level almost every time, so I decided to ride the train until it hit the station. She knew I had a good job, a nice little two-bedroom starter home, and decided I was her ticket out. She held a series of dead end jobs while we were together, never lasting more than a few months, and she was thinking being a stay at home wife was an excellent career choice. I was already planning an exit strategy when the incident happened.
We ran with a loose group of friends, some married, but most just coupled, and we'd get together every two weeks or so to party. They could get pretty wild depending on who attended, so I always kept an eye out, especially when they were at my house. That night, we were at Mike's house, a rented singlewide trailer. Mike was a competitive guy, five eight, stocky, and blond where most were darkhaired. Most of us were taller, which bothered him. I was the tallest in the bunch, 6'3", and he hated standing beside me. His wife was a little doll, a dark-haired beauty about 5'3", slightly built, but what she had looked good on her small frame.
There was an instant attraction between us and we would often sit and watch our friends get stoned and stupid, talking about everything. I often wondered how he managed to end up with Rhonda. Mike started noticing, and he picked up few fights with her, about me. I found out by accident and jumped him the next time we were together. "Stop giving your wife shit about me! All we've ever done is talk. Maybe you should get your face out of a beer can long enough to have a conversation with her. It might surprise you."
He went on a rant about staying away from his wife, or he'd fuck me up. He had a reputation as a scrapper and tried to intimidate everyone. Few of them bought it. My crowd was pretty rough, and I knew of at least two who would mop the floor with him if he pushed it. And if he would have listened, they would have told him to be careful about pissing me off.
Mike was always chasing get-rich schemes, one of the many reasons they lived in a trailer. Rhonda had a good job working for her stepfather and would eventually inherit his used car dealership. The man had a good reputation, and he was known to sometimes just loan a car to someone struggling for as much as two months if they were broke and hurting. It gave him a loyal customer base. Mike was a factory worker, and he told people he was a foreman, but I knew a few managers there, and they laughed when I told them what he'd said.
"He's a drone, brother, and barely hangs on to his job because of attendance issues."
I never brought it up in conversation and would just grin while he told someone else how he singlehandedly kept the place going. Then he found out about my promotion, and his attitude got worse. If it hadn't been for Rhonda I would have stopped hanging with him completely.
..............................................................................................................
Then came the night. Five couples were going to meet at their house and possibly go out to a club. Mike was grinning, talking about all the fun we would have, and handed me a drink. I had one more and decided to stop because I was driving. I noticed the looks Mike and my girlfriend were giving each other and wondered what it was about. Then I got sleepy.
I fought it for a while before I passed out.
I woke up later in bed with my girlfriend spooned against me. I had my hand on a breast and was stroking her ass. Even still half asleep, I thought it odd how small her breasts felt. Charlotte had a 38D chest and was a handful. But she was moaning and pushing back against me, so I stopped thinking about it and slid right into her. It felt better than usual, and she sighed as she thrust back. It took a little while to get off in that position, but it was worth it.
When we were done we passed out again. Two hours later, I woke up to find her on top, sliding up and down and moaning. I just grabbed her hips and started helping. When we were done this time, we were a sweaty, sticky mess. An hour later I had her on her knees, sliding in from behind while she moaned. Just before I got off, I realized it wasn't my girlfriend. It was Rhonda!
I sincerely tried to stop, but she kept pushing back, telling me how good it felt, so I just let it happen. When we were done this time, I gave her a few minutes before waking her up.
"Rhonda! Rhonda!"
She popped an eye open, looked at me, and screamed! I tried to comfort her, but she scrambled off the bed with the sheet wrapped around her. That left me naked, and when she saw me, she screamed again. She ran into the bathroom and locked the door. Thirty minutes later, I heard the shower start.
Rhonda came out wrapped in a towel. "You need to shower before they get back. I think I know what happened."
After the shower, she made coffee, and we sat at the table staring into space. "We were drugged."
She looked up from her cup, startled. "What?"
"We were drugged. I was in good shape when I got here and only had two drinks before I passed out. That would never have happened with just two drinks."
Rhonda was nodding. "I only had one. I remember thinking how nice of your girlfriend it was that she made it for me. We were set up."
"Do you think it was a practical joke?" Mike was notorious for those.
"Probably, but to what end?"
I had my suspicions. Mike and Charlotte had been too friendly lately. I kept that to myself. "I have no idea. What do we do now? You know, if we had our faculties, this would never have happened. It was just natural, and while I regret what happened, I have to say you're a very good lover."
She smiled in spite of herself. "Mike should have been a little more careful. I'm sure if he knew how big you were he would have picked someone else. What happened happened, and while it was very nice it can never, ever, happen again. Do you understand?"
I nodded, thinking that if they ever split up, I'd be on her so fast her head would spin. She had a good mind, was attractive, and had next-level love-making skills.
"What do we do now?"
She sighed. "We wait for them to come back. I don't know if we'll survive this."
"I can tell you, Charlotte and I are done. I believe she was in on it."
"She says you're getting married."
"Oddly enough, I don't remember ever asking her that particular question. She had been hinting, but to be honest, I don't love her, and right now, I don't particularly like her."
We sat and talked for two hours before they returned through the door. They looked at us and dissolved into laughter. Mike told Rhonda he now had pictures of her naked with another man, and it would be bad if she ever tried to divorce him. Then he turned to crow at me.
I hit him so hard he went all the way across their tiny living room, over their kitchen table, and slammed into the cabinets, out cold. Rhonda gave a little cry and knelt beside him. "You tell him when he wakes up every time I see him, I'm going to kick his ass. I don't care if it's at a club, a house, a store, or church. Every time. You tell him that."
I looked over at a wide-eyed Charlotte. "I'm leaving. If you want a ride, get in my truck, but I'm telling you now, the first time you open your mouth, you're walking."
She got in with me and I knew they had been in my truck. She probably drove it wherever they went. It stank of beer and used pussy. I just looked at her, and she turned her head. She drew in breath to speak twice, and I slowed down. She got the point. I pulled into her apartment driveway. "Get out."
I didn't say it loudly, but she scrambled out. "I'll call you when you c..."
I was already pulling away.
The next day, after the drug residue was out of my head, I packed up whatever I knew was hers, and after she went to work Monday, I took it over, leaving it in the living room with my apartment key on top. I wondered if she got the message.
Obviously, she didn't, pounding on my door that afternoon. I was not in the mood and decided the best thing to do was get it over quickly. I yanked it open so hard she almost fell in, stepping out and shutting the door behind us. When she started to speak, I raised my hand. "Listen, Bitch, the best thing you could do is stay the hell away from me. Think I'd stay with you after that shit? Fuck no, I wouldn't. I'd question every drink, every scrap of food; even if you gave me a candy bar, I'd check it out. Nobody who loves anybody does shit like that. We could have had a bad reaction and died, and you'd have been off fucking Mike and never known. I ought to charge you to get the smell of cheap cunt out of my truck. This is the last time you'll see me if you're lucky. Now get the fuck away from me!"
"It was just a joke!"
"Oh, my bad. HaHa. NOW get the fuck away from me."
She tried to tell anyone who would listen it was just a practical joke that got out of hand. I didn't say anything out of respect for Rhonda, but the story got out. People thought Mike was an idiot, but now they have proof. He was making threats to anyone who would listen that he was going to kick my ass the first time he saw me, so I baited him.
I showed up at the little diner where he liked to have lunch and sat waiting. I was eating a cheeseburger when he came in. He had his pack with him, which must have given him courage because he made a beeline towards me. I took another bite, sad because I wouldn't get to finish. It was a damn good burger.
"I'm gonna kick your ass!"
He took a swing, and I just shifted weight and let it sail by me. Then I proceeded to kick his ass. Three punches and a kick later, he was down. I looked at the waitress. "I apologize for the disturbance, ma'am, but he was clearly the aggressor. I'll leave now unless you want me to stay to make a statement to the police."
I figured she'd be horrified, but she was grinning. "We don't like to call the cops. I assure you nothing more is going to happen except for his friends dragging his sorry butt out the door. He better like sandwiches from home because he's never eating here again."
She even gave me another cheeseburger to eat later. I'd be back.
................................................................
That story made the rounds, but I didn't hear much about it. It seems the other couples weren't in on the scheme to drug us but made no effort to stop them. I refused to have anything to do with them after that.
I had gone to a lawyer when my sister told me to sell, and he advised me how to invest it, saying it would be a pretty good nest egg in another forty years. He was a business lawyer who wanted nothing to do with the court system except filing business papers and acting as an occasional expert witness. He called one day, wanting to know if I would stop by.
Aaron got right to the point. "Have you ever considered owning your own business?"
"Who hasn't? Until now, I've never had investment money, and I'm smart enough to leave it alone instead of taking a chance on something I know nothing about and blowing it."
"Pretty mature thinking for someone your age, but listen. I may have something you're interested in."
He had my attention. "Know much about convenience stores?"
"I get my gas there."
"Yes, and while at it, do you get a drink, maybe a snack or a twelve-pack? I'm sure you have. You do it knowing you could get a better price at a regular market, but what you're paying for is convenience. Thus, the name. Most are decently profitable, and some are very. It's the old mantra: location, location, location. What I have is a store that's going to close soon. The owner got into a little jam because of a gambling problem, and he hasn't paid sales tax or his mortgage in four months. The state's after him, the bank is after him, and now he's been charged with selling alcohol to minors. Four times in two days. It was his way of generating extra money. The word got out to the kids, parents, and cops. They yanked his alcohol permits, and his suppliers have cut him off for nonpayment. Things look bad for him."
"How do you know all this?"
"Because my brother does his books. He thought it might be a good investment, but I don't feel like fooling with it. You give me a tank of gas and a six-pack once in a while as a bonus over my legal fees, and I'll set you up. Wanna go over the numbers?"
I did, and three weeks later, I started the paperwork. I bought the building outright for less than half of its value, went through the course required by the state before I was allowed to sell alcohol, paid for the license and all the other licenses I needed, got the place restocked, and was ready for business. It all cost about 200,000, and I had no loans to pay off.
The former owner was pretty pissed, but I was the only offer he had, and he was desperate. It barely kept him out of jail and he was starting completely over at 51. Maybe he learned something but I had my doubts.
The only drawback I could see was that it was just outside a terrible area of town. The place had been robbed three times in the last fifteen months. That was information I didn't have when I made the deal. I decided early on not to hire kids, unless they were working with an adult, and tried to hire veterans if I could. I told them all the same thing.
"This place is wired to the gills, so if something goes south, it's all recorded. It's only money; if we have customers or if you're in danger, just let it go. I'm hiring you because you have combat experience and should know how to stay calm in a tense situation. The cashier's station has bulletproof glass under steel bars, so if you make it there, you're safe."
"Can I carry my weapon?"
"I'd prefer if you do it be concealed. If it comes to your life, don't hesitate. I'll back you 100%."
In all the time I've operated the store, there has only been one attempt. The guy came in at the end of the shift when Roger was alone, pulled a pistol, and demanded the money. He was in his booth, and he laughed. There was a little slot to slide cash through if needed, and he tried to get the pistol through. Roger waited until he had as much of his hand as he could inside, then smashed down with a hammer we kept in a toolbox for odds and ends. He broke three fingers and smashed his thumb underneath the pistol the guy had. He dropped it and ran screaming out of the store. The cops were there in ten minutes, saw the tape, and grinned. The officer in charge palmed his walkie. "All units, be on the lookout for Rashad Benson, aka Shawshank. He's wanted for questioning about an attempted armed robbery."
He told Roger before he left the man was out on bail for felony assault and battery, so when they caught him, it would be revoked, and that he wouldn't have to worry about the man for six to eight years.
I had been reading trade publications that came in the mail, and one story got me thinking. It was about a guy who became a multimillionaire by opening supermarkets in high-risk areas. I knew enough to understand a food desert and got hold of my suppliers. They came in and pulled one aisle out, replacing the candy bars with canned goods, especially soups, put in a pasta and rice section along with other odds and ends. Then I installed a new cooler, mainly for fruit, bananas, apples, grapes, strawberries, along with some lettuces, cabbages, and salad kits. My prices were between a bodega and a full-service grocery, and the impact was almost immediate. The fact that the place was often crowded helped discourage robbers, which was a nice bonus. I hired a kid just out of high school to stock and help run a register when it got crowded.
'Fig' Thorton came in one day. I knew him slightly, and I once bought a vehicle from him. He was also Rhonda's stepfather. No one knew where the name "Fig" came from, and he never said. It was a slow day, so we talked for a minute. Just as he was about to leave, he stopped. "Oh, I just thought about this. This town has a Small Business Alliance, and we meet every third Thursday. It wouldn't hurt you to join. There's a lot of good information from the speakers we bring in, and it lets you network with other business owners. The meeting is next week at the steakhouse. Come if you can."



I went and soon became a member. We networked, and if someone needed something, they sent the word out to those who could help. One guy wanted a good business lawyer, and I recommended mine. Aaron called me later and thanked me for the business, then laughed and said it didn't let me off the hook. I kept his favorite brand, Sam Addams, and always made sure there was a twelve-pack in reserve in case he stopped by.
It was my second meeting when it went off the rails. I had forgotten that Rhonda ran his office and was surprised to see her there. She was still married to Mike, and we didn't run in the same circles. On top of that, I probably worked sixty to seventy hours a week getting my business up and running.
I automatically walked over, smiling, happy to see her. She didn't look happy. In fact, she looked panicked. Then again, we did have sex three times the last time we saw each other, and she was married to someone else. I stopped in front of her. "Hi, Rhonda. I saw you and thought I'd speak to you for just a second. You look uncomfortable with me being here, so I'll leave now."
I turned and her hand latched down on mine. "I'm sorry, Matt. It just dredged a lot of stuff up to see you. Will you sit with me?"
Probably wants a buffer against the wolves, went through my mind as I sat. Then I really looked at her. "How far along?"
"Seven and a half months." She knew I was doing the math and once again put her hand on me.
"Don't. I'll save you the trouble. There's a good chance she's yours. I wasn't on any form of protection, and Mike used rubbers most of the time."
"What do you want to do about it?"
"Nothing. What we had was just a vague, fuzzy set of snapshots during the night. It wasn't your fault. It wasn't my fault. But I'm married, and I'm staying with Mike."
"You love him that much?"
She said yes, but her eyes said no. I let it slide. "Is there anything I can do for you?"
"You can promise me on the life of this unborn child that you will never tell anyone what happened that night, and you stay away from us and the child. It was a mistake that we didn't make but it happened. If it's any consolation to you, Mike's having a hard time with what he'd done. I think he apologizes three or four times a day."
Then she giggled. "You knocking him cold and then kicking his ass has helped him. He's a lot more humble now. Still, he hates you with a passion beyond words. Keep an eye on him if you ever find yourself around him."
"I don't think he's that stupid but I'll keep an eye out."
After that, we chatted, but it was hard for me to concentrate. She absolutely glowed in her pregnancy. I finally got around to asking where her stepfather was. He'd married her mother when she was six and was the only father she had ever had. And if you wanted to face two pissed-off people, try calling her his stepdaughter.
"He took Mom on a three-week cruise for their twenty-second anniversary. They were supposed to go on the tenth, but Mom was sick."
I remembered. Her mother had a bout with cancer and was one of the lucky ones. She beat it, but at the time she was going through treatment and could barely hold her head up. I was happy for them and told her so. "I hope they have a good time. Maybe they'll bring back a little brother or sister."
She gave a sad sigh. "That went out the window when she got sick the first time. They had to do a hysterectomy, and the cancer still came back ten years later. My father should be considered for sainthood for how he stood by her. And me. He took the time to cuddle a scared preteen girl and promise her her momma would be just fine. I looked into his eyes and never for a second doubted him. It's how I managed to stay calm during that time."
I was in deep thought, wondering if I would ever have a chance to stand tall for a daughter. She suddenly grabbed her stomach and grimaced. Then she smiled. "She's moving around, wanting to come out. Here."
Before I could stop her, she grabbed my hand and held it to her. It wasn't long before I felt her move. It was the only time I got to touch my daughter. Tears welled up, and I stood. "I'm not feeling very well all of a sudden. I'll be leaving now, Rhonda. It was good to see you."
I brooded for weeks. Then I tried to reach out and got shut down completely.
.................................................................
My lawyer called me with another opportunity, and I buried myself in work. I didn't date for almost two years. I pled my responsibilities as an excuse, but I had no urge to be with a woman.
Four years later, I had five stores, all doing very well. I'd had six, but I couldn't turn the corner on one and closed it, making a nice profit from a developer just wanting the lot. It hurt me to fail but as they say, you can't win them all. One day, I was working a shift at one of my stores three hours from home when a woman pulled into the lot. She helped a little girl out of her car seat and they came in. "Hi. I need gas, but my baby needs to go and I didn't want to tie up the pumps. Do you have a restroom?"
Rhonda looked up and straight into my eyes. Then glanced down at the child. She looked just like my baby sister at that age. Same auburn hair, the same deep brown eyes, and even the nose was the same. I pointed to the bathrooms. The child was chattering when she came out.
"Hello, Rhonda."
"Hi Matt. What are you doing way out here?"
"I own this store."
She smiled for the first time. "Daddy told me you were becoming a business magnate. I'm happy for you."
The girl was squirming. "I'm thirsty, Mommy."
Shit! She even sounded like my little sister. I asked the baby what she'd like, and she pointed at my slushy machine, and I got her a small watermelon. I hated that flavor. Rhonda fussed when I told her it was on the house and told the little girl to thank me. "Thank you, Mr..."
"Matt"
She giggled. "That's my name! Well, Mattie anyway."
I glanced sharply at Rhonda, and she blushed. "It's actually Matilda, but my dad shortened it."
She snatched the child up and put her in the car, pulling up to the pumps. I took a chance and walked outside. "Mattie? You named her after me?"
She had a steely look on her face I'd never seen before. "Yes. It was my form of revenge. Mike hates it, but there's nothing he can do about it. He knows she's yours but it hurts his pride too much to admit it."
"You don't sound much like a loving couple."
"That's none of your business."
"No." I pointed to the car. "But that is. Jesus Rhonda, how can you be so cold? Leave him. Even if we don't end up together, leave him. Be happy."
"My happiness is none of your concern. Goodbye, Matt. Don't try to contact me again." I watched until she was out of sight wondering what her life was like that would make her so cold. For the first time in my business career, I closed early, calling my manager and telling him I had a family emergency but to not worry about it. We'd make money tomorrow.
...........................................................
It hit me so hard that I moved across the state. By now, I had nine stores, so I stayed busy. Right before I left, I came by the car lot when I knew Rhonda would be at lunch. Fig took me into his office, and I saw the array of pictures he had of Matilda from babyhood until the present. We had become pretty good friends, and I knew he could be trusted.
"Fig, I'm moving. I don't know if I'm coming back, and you may not see me for a while. I thought about this, and it fell between you and my lawyer, and to be honest, he'd want too many details."
He let me talk, wondering where it was going. "I got a girl pregnant a while back. Before you say anything, I would have done the right thing but she was married. If it matters, we didn't deliberately cheat. Her husband thought it would be funny and drugged us, dumping us in a bed naked and leaving us. We were stoned and naked, and nature took its course. When we got sober enough to realize what had happened it was too late.
The thing is, she's still with her husband and wants nothing to do with me. I've decided to honor her wishes. I'm telling you all this because I need you to do something for me. I want to pay child support. I know she won't take it, so set up an account, and I'll have the money deposited every month. She might need it someday. Maybe she can use it for college funds. I helped create this life and want to contribute to it even if she doesn't know."
He sat and stared out the window. Then he stirred. "You gonna tell me who it is?"
"I swore to her I'd never tell anyone. I have a letter in a safe deposit box, and a letter from my lawyer to give you the key if I pass. It will explain everything."
"You don't have to do this. Whoever she is made it plain she wanted no contact with you."
"That's exactly what I intend to honor. No one will know about this account but you and me, and her, in the case of my death. Please Fig."
He looked at the pictures of Mattie and at me, a slow understanding in his eyes. "All right. I'll do it--for you and for the child."
It was a known fact that Fig hated touching people, but he hugged me as I got up to leave. "If it means anything to you, I think the woman made a mistake. Take care, son."
.................................................................
He set the account up with the money I left with him. It amounted to child support from when she was born until now, adjusted as my finances grew. My lawyer thought I was an idiot, but it wasn't his money.
Three years later, I saw an announcement on Rhonda's Mom's Facebook page. It was a full spread about Mattie winning a dance competition, complete with photos of her in various costumes and holding her trophy. She had my build, tall and slender, and my eyes crinkled as she smiled for the camera.
I'd made a mistake and looked at it on my phone as I left one of my stores. There was a pond beside the road I was traveling, with a spot to park cars and a picnic table. I pulled over and just sat under a tree, wiping my eyes and thinking. I don't know how long I was there until someone knocked on my window.
I jumped, so lost in my thoughts it startled me. There was a young girl and her mother standing there.
I rolled down the window. "You all right, mister?"
"Yeah. I had to stop and think for a minute."
The woman smiled. "You've been here two hours. We thought we better check on you."
"Thank you for your concern. I'll be on my way now."
"Best get out and stretch your legs, maybe get a drink before you go."
"Yeah! Mommy made lemonade!"
I looked them over as I got out. She was a tall blond dressed in cutoff jeans and a tee. She wasn't fat, but she was healthy. My mother always called girls like her big boned. Her hair was very curly and it surprised me. I thought all blonds were straight haired. Her daughter was a carbon copy right down to the way they were dressed. I noticed a pickup parked on the other side of the trees, and fishing rods propped up against the table.
"I'm obviously trespassing. I'll be leaving now."
"You're okay. You're not bothering anybody. I've never seen such a sad expression on anyone's face as I did on yours when we walked up. Want to talk about it?"
"Yes. Terribly. But I made promises so I won't."
She smiled, little lines appearing around her eyes. The woman obviously was outdoors a lot. "A man of honor. How unusual. Come on, sit and enjoy the lemonade. You'll never taste the like again."
She was right, grinning when she saw the expression on my face. "I have to ask, what's in this?"
She looked at her daughter. "Should we tell him the secret recipe?"
The child smiled. "It's made with lemons, lemon balm, and lime basil. That's what the green specks floating around in it is. I found it by accident and we love it!"
"So do I. Thank you very much for sharing it. Now, it looks like you've got some fishing to do and I'm holding you back. I'd like to give you something in gratitude.
I pulled out a pad and wrote a note. "Redeemable at any QwikCheck, two drinks and two snacks of their choosing. Good for eternity. Matt Davidson."
I gave it to the little girl. "Hold on to that. Use it as often as you like. You've managed to make a pretty bleak afternoon bearable. Catch a big one!"
For the first time in a good while I felt happy.
A few months passed, and I was at the same store, doing a quarterly review. I'd put a mini grocery in this store because it was so far away from anything. I sold more bread and milk than I did beer. There was another smaller building on the lot and I met a local farmer who had been a butcher by trade before he changed careers, and he wanted to open a butcher shop. It would take some work but it gave him an outlet for the pork and chickens he raised. He also knew other farmers who raised cattle. All their product was pasture-raised without shots or extra hormones, so it could be pretty pricey. I brought that up and he grinned.
"I'm not stupid enough to price my way into failure, and there's a good niche for businesses like this. Think of the extra trade it will bring in."
He was right. His first few months were pretty slow until I started carrying his sausage and beef hot dogs in all my stores. Then the parking lot started staying full, especially on the weekends. He had to hire extra help for heavy days. One of the people he hired was the woman I'd met at the pond. My manager grinned at me one day. "The kid is going to eat you out of business."
"What are you talking about?"
"Chloe's little girl. She's in and out of here three or more times a week. You need to write them a new note, and you can barely make out what the old one says. Too many slushies spilled on it is my guess, or the mustard from one of Jimmy's hot dogs. Putting those rotisseries in and featuring them was a goldmine. Now that he's making brats and sausages it'll only get bigger."
I walked over to the shop. The little girl was sitting at a small table and playing with a doll. Her mother was behind the counter waiting on customers. The little girl looked up and her eyes got wide. I grinned at her mother. "I hear I need to have your free pass laminated."
The little girl squealed and jumped so I had no choice but to catch her. She scrambled into my arms and grinned at her mother. "See, Mommy? I told you he'd come back."
Her Mom grinned when I spoke. "I had to. I heard we had a mouse problem. It seems one little mouse had been gobbling up all the profits."
"The little mouse would if I'd let her. I limit her to three times a week, and if she gets cavities from all those slushies, I'm sending you the bill."
"I'll pay it. Can't have a pretty little mouse with bad teeth, now can we."
The child's name was Sarah, and she seemed quite comfortable in my arms. "It's good to see you, Chloe. Ben told me your name. I always thought of you as the Blond Goddess Of Happiness, with a little fairy to help you spread cheer."
She blushed. I never saw that coming. "Mommy! He said I'm a fairy!"
"He doesn't know you honey, and doesn't know that looking like a fairy is the best disguise a goblin can have."
"MOMMY!"
I laughed long and hard as she sputtered before assuring her I knew the truth. She preened until I told her I knew she was a goblin all along. Chloe laughed as I tried to put her down. "I have to go back to work. It was very good to see you again."
"I'm going with him, Mommy. I'm on break!"
She rode across the lot in my arms. I sat her on the stool, and she told me it was lunchtime and she wanted a hot dog. Then she instructed me on exactly what she wanted on it, then had me get her a lemon-lime slushy. When I was done she grinned. "Now you have to fix Mommy's. She always eats two, with everything but catsup. She hates catsup. And she drinks water when she doesn't bring lemonade."
"Maybe I'll hold you hostage until she makes us a jug." She had just walked in and heard me.
"You ever read the Ransom Of Red Chief? I'll hold out until I get that fancy truck you're driving."
I sat with them in one of the three booths we had. Half a dozen picnic tables under a few shade trees, new since I'd been there last, were filled with customers eating hot dogs and sausages. I was making a fortune.
During lunch, I found out she and Jimmy were siblings and ran the farm their father had left to them. She specialized in chickens while Jimmy ran the hog business. She'd recently added two hundred layers to their operation, and the free-range eggs were sold as soon as they hit the coolers.
As they left, they asked when I would be back again, promising me a home-cooked meal if I gave them notice.
.............................................................................
I gave them a firm date, and when I showed up, they gave me a tour of the farm. I always figured hogs were nasty creatures and Jimmy grinned. "Given their choices, hogs are very clean animals. There's a reason you see them lying around in mud. They sunburn and the mud protects them. That's one of the reasons I raise a breed that has red hair and dark skin. Plus I have two barns they can retreat to in the heat of the day. My pigs live a very happy life right up to the end."
Surprisingly, the chickens smelled worse. "It's their waste. It's a very good fertilizer after it's aged. What you smell is their manure decomposing. It emits a lot of methane and ammonia and will burn up everything you put it on if you try to use it fresh."
We walked over and looked at some truly massive cows. "They're not ours. We lease this pasture and that small barn to a friend. There are usually only a few cows in here at a time. It's the breeding pen. When the cow is in heat, they bring the bull they want to breed with and let nature take its course. You should watch it sometime."
"As fascinating as it might be to watch bovines fornicate, I think I'll pass."
They laughed. Sarah talked a mile a minute the whole time. only stopping to eat. Jimmy had his girlfriend with us and by the way they made eyes at each other I figured it would be just a matter of time until she wasn't his girlfriend anymore.
After an excellent meal, we sat in rockers on the big front porch. The ceiling fans were mounted, and they kept the air circulating, which helped keep the bugs away. Sarah had put herself between me and Chloe, and in thirty minutes, she was out, her feet draped across me while her head was in Chloe's lap.
"She's a nice kid. You must be proud. If you don't mind asking, where's Mr. Chloe?"
She tousled Sarah's hair, lost in thought. "There never was a Mr. Chloe. Sarah's not mine biologically. She was my cousin's child. I babysat one night when she was three so her parents could have a night out. No one is really sure what happened; it appeared to be a single-car accident. They managed to go over a guard rail and dropped sixty feet into a creek. There was no alcohol or drugs in their system and the coroner ruled it death by misadventure, whatever that means.
The result was we had a little girl for whom we needed care. She had no other close relatives except for a grandmother on her father's side, and she was in assisted living. Jimmy and I talked it over and decided to raise her. She can barely remember her parents, and it took her about six months before she started calling me Mommy. She's been my little bundle of joy ever since."
"Wow. I bet that was a bit of an adjustment."
"It was. The first fatality was my social life. I used to be pretty active socially but now I had a child to care for so I cut back. On top of that, I went from a hot single to a woman with baggage. Anybody who wanted to get serious with me had to understand I was part of a package deal, and it scared a lot of guys off. You have children?"
She was sharp enough to hear the catch in my voice. "No."



"There's a story in there somewhere. Maybe someday you'll be comfortable enough to tell me."
I looked into her eyes and grinned. "I hope there's a time that I'm willing to tell you all my secrets. I have an idea on how to do that. Go out with me."
She flushed and was about to say no when she grinned. "Why not? I expect to be wined and dined, with suitable adult activities afterward. Are you free next Saturday?"
"I am now. Seven?"
"It's a date."
She gave me a sweet little kiss that felt great. Sarah woke up and demanded a goodbye kiss, and I walked away happier than I had in a long time.
........................................................
I was up to fourteen stores by then and while I plowed most of the profits back into the stores I had, I was always on the lookout for more. I didn't live like a monk, but I didn't need a lot, and traveling as much as I did made me maintain a minimalist lifestyle. It was easy to get dates, but it was hard to establish a relationship.
Chloe changed all that. I looked around, found a nice apartment nearby, and made it a point to be home as much as possible. Every spare minute I had seemed spent on the farm or out with my girls. Sarah started insisting we take her with us about every third date. We saw Pixar movies, went to zoos, and just generally did family stuff when we could. I still remember the first time I got a compliment on my family. The lady grinned and said I had two beautiful ladies and I must be very proud, although Sarah looked a lot more like Chloe. Before I could I could answer Chloe thanked her, telling her you couldn't tell by looking, but I was definitely in the mix.
We dated for five months before we got intimate. We'd gotten close a couple of times, but something always interrupted us. Chloe decided it was time to seal the deal, and she met me on Friday with a small case. "Throw a few things together and let's go. We have reservations at Elkville Lodge for two days. We're going to relax, I'm going to be pampered at the spa, and we're going to take long romantic walks that end at our bed. Understand the plan, honey?"
I did. The first time with someone is always special, but with Chloe it was epic. As I said, she was a big girl and farm-strong. And if you don't know the difference between farm strong and gym strong it's hard to describe. Her breasts were high, firm, and more than a handful. I was surprised at the amount of hair she had and she giggled. "I haven't had a reason to trim in a long time. You're going to need to help me tomorrow, or I'll look foolish in the little bikini brought. Think you can handle that?"
I assured her I would do my very best, and include a lick test for smoothness. She kind of got a glazed look in her eyes before she pushed me onto the bed and jumped astride me. "I'm usually not this aggressive, but it's been a really long time. Hold on!"
She rode me, twisting and grinding alternately when she wasn't rising up and down, going until I was almost out before slamming down. Her first orgasm washed over her, and she shrieked. Her second was a bit more subdued but seemed stronger. I couldn't hold out, so I warned her, and it made her go faster. I felt like I put buckets inside her. She grinned and kept going. I never fully deflated, and five minutes later, I managed to throw her off, grinning at her shocked face. "My turn to go for a ride."
Soon enough her legs were on my shoulders as she moaned and gave me encouragement. It seemed she was a very vocal lover, and the more intense it got, the words got racier. Soon she was begging me to 'pound her pussy', and 'fuck the hell out of her'. I did all right until she looked me in the eyes and told me to breed her. I lost it.
Afterward, we lay beside each other, and as I lazily traced her body's contours, trying to commit every nuance to memory, I looked into her eyes. "Mine."
She instantly knew that I wasn't talking about a particular body part and gave me a sweet smile. "Mine," she said, as she stroked my face.
Six months later, a very mature-looking, for an eight-year-old, Sarah crawled between us on the porch swing. "When are you going to marry, Mommy?"
Chloe jumped but I kept a tight grip on her. "As soon as she says she will. You can give it to her now."
Yes, it was an ambush. Jimmy, Carla, and Sarah were in on it. She grinned and pulled the box out of her jumper. "Daddy said to give you this so we can be a real family. Please say yes, Mommy."
It wasn't until afterward that she realized she'd called me Daddy. Sarah and I had discussed it in as much detail as an eight-year-old was capable of and had decided it was a fine idea.
I gently moved Sarah and knelt before Chloe. I opened the box and I'm happy to say I got the best I could afford and could afford something really nice. Her eyes went wide as I officially asked her to marry me. Then the tears started, but not before she squeaked out a "Yes".
....................................................
There was no way she would ever leave the farm, so I told her to pick out a nice spot to build a house on. "What kind do you want?"
"One with you and Sarah in it. The rest doesn't matter to me. And honey, we can afford something nice, so don't scrimp, all right?"
My lawyer wanted a prenupt and nealy had a heart attack when I told him I didn't need one. I did insist that papers be drawn up stating I had no right to any part of the farm. It had been in her family since the mid-1800s, and needed to stay that way. Carla signed the same thing when she and Jimmy got married.
The last thing I did before we married was take her for a weekend and explain the whole Rhonda/Matilda situation. Her eyes went wide, but when I told her about the bank account, she approved it. Then she hugged me tightly.
"I see how you are with Sarah. I can't imagine the pain you have when you see your real daughter."
"I would remind you that Sarah is my real daughter. Part of the deal is adoption papers, so she can carry our name. I want the world to recognize that she belongs to me. Well, us, but you know what I mean. Besides, when she has a little brother, sister, or both, the names must match. Understand?"
She started crying, so I held her. When she calmed down, I told her I had only seen Matilda once, and after that, I stayed away.
Domestic life suited me. I still had to travel, and I added about two or three more stores a year until I woke up one day and realized I owned 23 stores, five commercial properties, and a few well-producing investments. I started hating the travel more and more, so I hired two regional managers and opened an office. If an opportunity came up, I tried to schedule it so Chloe could go, and if she couldn't, I'd go alone, but I didn't like it.
Chloe and Jimmy had come to me about the farm beside them, sixty-eight acres of grazing and timber, and I bought it for Chloe as a tenth-anniversary present. By then, I was 39, and she was 33, still a fine-looking woman despite bearing two children, a boy now seven, and a girl who was nine. I think she was pregnant on our honeymoon but it didn't matter.
I had a good life and hardly thought of my old one anymore.
.......................................................
Then it came back to visit me. Fig got hold of me. He had my number and called, asking me to stop by. I saw him from time to time, I still had three stores in his town, and we'd catch dinner occasionally. I showed up the next day and, for the first time, noticed how old he looked. He seemed really tired. I met him at his office and couldn't help but notice the pictures of Mattie, now almost a grown woman. She was very pretty.
"Son, I got some news. Rhonda passed away three weeks ago. Cancer and they didn't catch it until it was too late. I don't think she was ever happy after you left. I tried several times to get her to leave Mike, he was an asshole to both her and her daughter, but she refused. We'll never know the dynamic about that relationship.
Mike asked me when I planned on retiring after the funeral so he could take over. He was really pissed when I told him it would never happen. 'I'll shut the place down first. You're not entitled to anything I have. When the time comes, If Mattie wants it, she can have it, as long as she knows you can't come anywhere near it.
That was the last discussion I ever had with him. Rhonda had a pretty good insurance policy, and he nearly had a heart attack when he found out Mattie was the beneficiary and I was the administrator until she came of age. I hear he's having a lot of trouble making the mortgage now. I'll step in if it comes close to default. They only owed a couple more years on it, and Rhonda made the lion's share of the payment every month.
I'm telling you all this because he's become a jerk to Mattie. She's living with us right now, until she graduates. She wants to go to college, and Rhonda provided for her, but she hasn't decided yet."
Then he dropped the bomb. "She wants to see you."
................................................................................
Well then. I had to think about that. "I have to talk to my wife, and maybe to my kids, especially the oldest. I don't want to have her drop by and say, 'Oh, by the way, this is your sister.'"
"I understand. But it will do you both good. She doesn't want anything I've provided; she just wants answers, answers Rhonda refused to give her."
"I'll tell her what I can."
Now, she was sitting in front of me. She still had her slender build, but her brown hair now had highlights worked in. She also had some of the saddest eyes I'd ever seen.
She sat and listened as I told her the whole story. She cried a couple of times, and I didn't know what to do. She was the flesh of my flesh, no matter how she came to be, so I got up and hugged her. Then the tears started. Fig had told her about the secret child support account. There was enough in it to pay for most of her college if she wanted.
She told me Mike had never really loved her, and she could tell. They ended up tolerating each other until her mother died. "He's a bitter man. Mom never had any kids with him, I don't know why. He never made any money other than his salary, and if it weren't for Mom, we would have had very little. He also resented that quite a bit.
Now he's getting old and will end up alone. I couldn't stand to be around him right now. When I marry and have kids, he won't be the one I'm introducing as a grandfather. I'm not really sure what I want here. I just needed to meet you and listen to how I came to be. I know you have a family, but can we stay in touch?"
"I do have a family. It means you have a brother, two sisters, and a stepmother. Would you like to meet them sometime?"
The tears came again, and I smiled, calling my assistant. "Send her in."
Sarah came bursting in, almost quivering with excitement. "Mattie, I'd like to introduce you to Sarah, your sister."
Mattie stood, not quite sure what to do, and Sarah swept her up in a bone-crushing hug. Then they cried. I stepped out of the office to give them some space before I came back with Sarah's favorite beverage, a lemon-line slushy. I'd had the assistant grab it for us. One of my stores was four doors down from the office. I had one for Mattie as well, wondering if she'd want it.
When I came back, they were giggling. "Daddy, we're going to the farm for a visit. Is that all right?"
I looked at the two. Sarah was tall, blond, thick like her mother, and with the same muscles. She was going to go into vet school this fall. Mattie was several inches shorter and probably weighed half what Sarah did. But they had arms around each other, and I suddenly felt very good about the future.
..................................................................
Four years later, I was at a college commencement, the first of four I would attend as a parent.
Mattie walked across the stage, and I was thrilled at the sound of her name being called. She had changed it to mine as soon as she turned legal age. She was a finance major, and it looked like she would be taking over the business when I retired.
Sarah had gotten her degree a couple of hours before. She was still determined to be a vet, so she wasn't done with schooling. Mattie had won a spot at Wharton and would go there in the fall to finish her education.
They had shared an apartment while going to school and were notorious for showing up at one of our stores with laminated cards, grabbing a few dogs and a drink, and grinning when the clerk read the note. I'd expanded it, adding gas for their cars when they needed it. They routinely sent the amounts to corporate and we paid them, just to keep the books balanced.
Fig and his new wife were there. He had retired the year before and sold his business for a nice profit. Chloe had adopted them as grandparents to our brood and they seemed to really enjoy it. Fig and my son had a '67 Barracuda in an old gas station I'd picked up and were restoring it. This was their third project. Mattie got the '66 Mustang convertible, and Sarah wanted the Studebaker Avanti, so it became hers. The Barracuda was going to be J.J.'s, and his little sister was about to get her license, so they were looking. They'd found a '74 Javelin, and if she liked it, it would be hers. If not, they'd keep looking. Brenda was the baby of the family, and everyone had a hard time saying no to her. She was entirely too interested in boys to suit me, but she had a good role model in her mother and older sisters, so I didn't worry much.
J.J. was already talking about automotive engineering as a major, and I had a thought that the garage would become his business. Brenda was heavily into art, and she had painted a sign they hung on the garage's wall. It was a fig tree, a nod to the man she considered her grandfather, and they had her paint a logo over it: "Fig and Grandson, Automotive Restoration."
I'd sometimes look at Mattie and wonder what went through Rhonda's head. If she had left Mike, I would have snatched her up in a heartbeat, but looking back, I think she may have been a little unbalanced, and we may not have lasted. I wondered if she ever saw a doctor.
No, I hit the jackpot with Chloe. And the only regret I ever had was missing Mattie's childhood.
Mike ended up a broken and bitter man. He always thought everyone was against him when the truth of the matter was most people just didn't give a damn about him or his life.
He almost lost the house, and Fig stepped in and made the last nine payments. He told Mike it was so Mattie would have a house when he passed. He remarried three years later, and when they split up in less than two years, he had to sell the home as part of the settlement. Fig was pissed, but then again, between both of us, Mattie could have any house she wanted, so he put it behind him.
Mike took the money and pissed it away chasing get rich quick schemes. The last we heard, he was living in a rented single in a not-so-nice neighborhood, so he would end his life in the same circumstances he started in. I wondered who would go to his funeral when he passed. I doubted he'd fill the church.
I'm sure he hated me until the day he died. I was everything he wasn't: successful, with a large and loving family, and well-liked. He sent a drunken rant to our corporate Facebook page when it posted pictures of me with my family during a company picnic, describing me as the founder and owner, with his wife, three daughters, and son.
In it, he calls everyone liars because he is Mattie's legitimate father. I was going to let it go, but Matilda saw it, got DNA tests done without knowing it, and posted the results. It proved beyond any doubt she was my daughter. It unexpectedly made Sarah sad, reminding me she wasn't my biological daughter. I straightened that out pretty fast.
"You're every bit the daughter the other two are, and more importantly, I consider you my firstborn. I've had you since you were eight, and I never truly met Mattie until she was ready for college. I love her, but I never sat up with her when she was sick, took her to games and recitals, helped her celebrate her victories and console her in her losses, kissed her boo-boos, or held her when some boy broke her heart. Chloe is the only mother you've ever had. Look me in the face and tell me you could have done better. You couldn't, and you'll always be the first daughter in her eyes. Celebrate the parents you have, baby. There was no luck of the draw with you; you get what you get, so make the best of it. You were chosen. Understand? Chosen. That alone makes you special. I love all my other kids with a passion beyond words, but you'll be my first child until the day I pass."
By the time I was done, she was soaking my shirt with tears. Chloe had been behind her in case she was needed, and recorded my little speech. Word got out about it, and when a charity dedicated to getting children into homes heard it, they played it on national television during their fundraiser. The MC, a famous actor and adoptee, had tears leaking down his cheeks as he spoke afterward. "And that, ladies and gentlemen, is why you should adopt a child. Give them the chance this girl had, to be raised and loved unconditionally despite what some squiggles on a paper signified. Just like her parents, you'll never regret it. If you ever get the chance, choose."
All those thoughts disappeared from my head when Chloe squeezed my hand. Fig and Maggie were on grandparent patrol for the weekend, and we were returning to where we first spent the night together. I made sure we got the same room. We were older now, and the flames may have been banked a little, but they still burned hot.
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Sweet Child Of Mine
There was a knock at the door.
I grinned. How many good and bad novels start with that sentence or have it figure prominently in the story? Well, it wasn't a 'dark and stormy night.' I didn't get a lot of visitors because I lived down a private dirt road, although there was one stubbornly persistent Brownie who made her mother bring her every year. I admired her spunk and determination. Whoever her lifemate turned out to be had better be made of stern stuff.
After the first trip, I bought ten boxes every time and gave them away at work. Usually, during the closing days of her drive, she'd appear again. "I need four more box sales to be number one. What kind you want, Mr. Grumpy?" If she needed four, I would buy eight. I'm responsible for the ten extra pounds my receptionist can't seem to lose.
She asked me my name, and I grimaced and said, "Grumpy." She giggled and called me Mr. Grumpy for the rest of the time I knew her. She was twelve now, a full-blown Girl Scout who couldn't wait until she joined with the boys to do what she called "cool stuff." God help those lads.
It wasn't my little Scout, but it was a little girl. Eleven, twelve, maybe? I was terrible at guessing children's ages, not around them enough. She was a bit disheveled and sweating, and I noticed a beat-up bike sitting at the edge of the porch. She was cute, with blond hair in a ponytail, a neat little top, and cut-off shorts with what looked like brand-new trainers on her feet. Oddly for a blonde, she had brown eyes and a cute little upturned nose. She reminded me of someone, but I couldn't quite put my finger on who. One of my friends, I suspect. She looked a little impatient, so I spoke.
"Something I can do for you, kid?"
"Yeah. If you're Kyle Masters, you can invite me in, give me a towel, and something cool to drink. And you need to spit in this tube."
"Who the heck are you, kid? Why are you botherin' me?"
She looked scared to death but determined as hell. "Well, you're probably my father. That's why I need you to spit in this cup. I need to know. My name is Kinsey."
It hit me then like a ton of bricks. I knew who she looked like.
.........................................................
"Kid, that's a hell of a way to show up at a man's doorstep. Tell me, what's your mother's name?"
"Alistar Smith, but you probably knew her as Alistar Snead when she was with you."
I looked around nervously. Ali was a psychotic bitch I'd lived with for six months thirteen years ago. I reached inside the house and flipped the switch, sighing as the porch fans came on. If she were anything like her mother, there wasn't a chance in hell I would let her in the house. Just to be sure, I hit the keypad beside the light switch and activated my security system. From this point forward, there would be a video and audio record of everything done and said.
I pointed at the rattan love seat. "Sit there. The cushions are in that cabinet against the wall. Lemonade, all right?"
She smiled for the first time--a very nice smile. "That would be great. I haven't had anything to eat since breakfast, so you need to feed me. Oh, and a bottle of water would be nice."
I left her and went into the kitchen, hitting speed dial. My best bud and personal lawyer answered after the first ring. "What?"
"Get your ass over here. I might need you."
He sighed. "Do I need to bring bail money?"
"I don't think so, but I really need you on this. I got a little surprise for you."
"Fine. See you in twenty. I'm going to charge your ass off for screwing up my Saturday, so that you know."
I was working while I talked, getting out the lemonade and glasses, some crackers, cheeses, cold cuts, and a few pieces of fruit. I threw a water bottle on the tray and picked up two big towels. I didn't want her sweating on my new cushions.
She had chosen the swing, piling the cushions and swaying back and forth. The kid was singing, doing pretty well until she heard the screen door slam. She sat up, and I placed the tray on the nearest table. She grabbed the water and chugged it down. Then she used the towels, tossing them down when she was done. She saw my expression and grinned. "Grandma said you were a neat freak."
"Your grandmother was such a stranger to cleaning equipment, she thought a vacuum cleaner was an air-assisted dil..., well, she wasn't very neat."
"Still isn't. Don't worry, I'll fold them when I'm done. Right now I'm starved." She took the platter, starting with the cheese and ending with an apple. The platter was almost empty when she finished. She burped and flushed a little before grinning.
"I figured you'd feed me some mystery meat that was red and still squirming. You're not gay, are you?"
I couldn't help smiling. Whatever was on this kid's mind came out of her mouth. No filters at all. "Does eating healthy equate to homosexuality? I'm not gay. If you were here later, I'd pile a plate full of the flesh of dead cows, pigs, and chickens, just for you. Your timing sucks."
I looked her over. "You're your mother made over."
"Gran says I have your nose."
I reached up and stroked my nose, feeling the bumps and lumps. It had been broken three times, and I'd survived a motorcycle wreck that ground the first half-inch off. That was a painful reconstruction. "I hope not. Mine seems to attract all kinds of pain."
Before the conversation could continue, my friend and lawyer Jason showed up, driving a Cadillac Escalade. I was pretty sure he got it with the money I'd paid him over the years. He eyed the situation warily. The last thing he expected was a kid sitting on my porch. I stood, grinning.
"Jason, let me introduce you to my guest. This is Kinsey... Masters?"
Jason blanched and looked more closely at Kinsey. He looked up at me, shaking his head. "Is she..."
"Alistar's daughter? She says she is, and she thinks I'm the sperm donor. She even has a tube she wants me to spit in. Should I?"
"You should not do anything I don't tell you to do. Miss Kinsey, what makes you think my friend is your father?"
"Gran says he is, and I badgered Mom until she said it could be, but she didn't think so. I want to know, you know? Every kid should know who their father is."
She seemed so earnest it hurt a little. "Listen, ki...Kinsey, you know you're a complete surprise, right? I never knew you existed. If I had, I'd have tracked your mother down and found out for sure. Gotta tell you, this brings back memories I had buried years ago. Not so good memories."
Kinsey sighed, looking so lost and alone, I wanted to hug her. Hug her? Where did that come from? I didn't even like kids. Well, I wasn't sure. The only children I had been around consistently were my niece and nephew, and that was only when my sister needed money. They were ill-mannered little brats who would take everything that wasn't nailed down if I didn't watch them. I know I didn't like them. I usually just gave her money so they would all go away.
"I don't want anything from you. I won't ask for money or anything like that. I want to know. I already talked to two possible fathers. One slammed the door on me, and the other wanted me to come inside. He gave off such a creepy vibe that I just ran. I'm hoping it wasn't one of them. I caught Gran one night when she'd had a few, crying on her shoulder, and that's when she told me about you. Mom had a duck when I asked about you. She really does not like you, but she wouldn't say why. She absolutely forbade me to look for you."
Jason was listening intently. "Does she know you're here? Will she kick up a fuss when she finds out? How far away do you live, anyway? Think she'll call the cops?"
Kinsey gave a bitter laugh. "She had a pretty late night. I think it was around four when she stumbled in. I left at seven, and she was snoring like mad. She won't be up for another two or three hours. I don't think she'll call the cops, she'll probably think I'm with Gran."
"Does she leave you by yourself a lot?" Jason had an innocent expression on his face when he asked.
She was pretty sharp for a youngster. "That would be none of your business. Besides, I'm twelve, and I can take care of myself. I'm pretty responsible."
"Yeah, knocking on the doors of strange men while you're alone seems pretty mature to me. Jesus kid, sh..stuff could have happened, you know." I couldn't resist throwing that out.
She grinned. "You cuss a lot, don't you? You can if you want. I hear it on a pretty regular basis. Besides, I can run pretty fast."
"Don't matter how fast you can run if you're in arm's reach. Never mind that now. You never did say where you lived."
"I live just the other side of Evansville."
"Evansville! That's what, thirty miles away? You rode that far?"
"I lived there, you lived here. What choice did I have? Mom or Gran wouldn't have brought me. I had to Google you to get your address. I'm here now. Would you please give me a sample?"
Jason jumped back in. "I have a better idea. Why don't you give a sample, and we'll compare it?"
She didn't like it that much. "Oh no, all you'd have to do would be lie about the results or not take the test. I'd much rather do it my way."
"As his lawyer, I advise him against it. Why open that can of worms?"
They argued back and forth for a few minutes before I made them stop. "Look, Jason, wouldn't you like to know if it were you? Her mother hasn't hit me with child support, so she doesn't want me to have anything to do with her. Besides, I'm not one of those deadbeat fathers you chase. If the kid's mine, I'll step up. I'm gonna do it, but I want my samples to be sent to a lab of our choosing. We'll go from there. Good enough, kid?"
She looked at me and started crying. Shit, what do I do now? I looked at Jason, and he grinned, indicating with his eyes that I should go to her. I sat awkwardly on the swing, and she was instantly on my lap, hugging me like she was afraid I'd disappear. It felt...good? Not unpleasant, at least. What the fuck had I gotten myself into?
.............................................
She finally stopped crying. Jason took the scene in with a massive grin on his face. "You're in it now, boy. You just don't know it yet. Let's get these samples sorted, a set for each. Kinsey, how were you going to pay for the tests?"
She got a stubborn set to her jaw. The expression reminded me of my mother. Oh hell! Mom! How was I gonna tell her about this? "I'll find the money."
Jason grinned. "I'm sure my client will pay. You get one lab and we'll choose another. Fair enough? You know your mother has to consent to this, right? It wouldn't be legal if we didn't. THAT would probably take a court order. In the meantime, if you were to leave a sample on a glass or something, and we did it without your consent, just for the heck of it, you would have no knowledge of that and can't be held responsible."
Kinsey was sharp on the uptake. She dumped the ice out of her lemonade glass and spit in it about six times before setting it back on the table. "You are gonna wash that after I leave, aren't you?"
"Absolutely. Now I think you should go home. Don't think I'm running you off, kid. We'll be seeing each other again. I need to digest this for a while."
Kinsey sighed. "You're right. It took me four and a half hours to get here. I'll be lucky if I get back before dark." She hugged Jason and thanked him for his advice. She turned to hug me, but I was gone. Two minutes later, I pulled the '71 Stingray out of the garage and got out, putting the top down. Her eyes were huge.
"That's your car?"
"One of 'em. Get in, I'm driving you home."
"How we gonna haul my bike?"
"We're not. Kid, that bike has seen better days. The tires are so thin I can see the air in them. I'm surprised you made it here."
She got that stubborn look again. "It's all I got, and I need it to get around. Mom doesn't exactly give me rides when I need them."
"Don't worry about it. I'll make sure you get your wheels. Look me in the eye and say you believe me."
She stared for a minute before lowering her eyes. "I believe you...Dad."
The words took me by surprise, but I liked hearing them. "Let's make that provisional Dad. We still have to have the tests done."
Her grin was back. "I'm your kid. You know it, I know it. I've been waiting to meet you all my life."
Damn, Jason must have stirred the dust up. It was gettin' in my eyes. "Kid, get in the car."
She slid in, and we took off. I like to drive fast, so I cranked it up when we hit the interstate. A trip that took her half a day by bike was completed in less than an hour in the Vette. She whooped and laughed, turned the radio to some shit station, and started singing along loudly. Luckily, she hadn't inherited my singing voice.
Kinsey got quiet when I stopped at the superstore a short distance from her house. "Get out, kid. I got to pick some things up."
She followed me to the sporting goods section. When we got to the bikes, I pointed. "Pick one out. My kid or not, you need a decent bike. Don't worry about the cost; get the one that suits you best. Consider it payment for an enlightening afternoon if nothing else."
I figured she'd go for one of the fancy eighteen-speed mountain bikes. Instead, she picked out an old-fashioned bike, pink with white tires. It was a five-speed bike and came with a set of canvas saddlebags and a big basket. If it's what she wanted, it was what she got.
I paid for it, got a manager, and had him put it in customer pickup for her, explaining we were in a car and couldn't haul it home. We were walking out when I asked her if she thought her Mom would mind if I called her. She hung her head and said she didn't have a cell. Fifteen minutes later, she was the proud owner of a new phone, one of those pay-monthly jobs that still had a lot of bells and whistles. I told her I'd foot the bills if it turned out we were related. She promised to keep it hidden from her mother. She didn't realize I'd stopped until she turned around.
"What?"
"You will not lie to your mother. I'm taking you home, and your Mom and I will have a nice talk. I'll explain that you need the phone, and I got it for you, and the bike. I'm sure she'll bi...complain, but I think we can come to an agreement."
Her expression seemed to say, 'Good luck with that.' As we got closer to her house, she became more and more nervous. I laid it out for her: "When we get there, you stay out of the discussion. This is between me and your Mom, you understand? If you are mine, and honestly, I think you are, she has a lot of explaining to do. We'll probably get loud, and there will most likely be words spoken not fit for a young girl."
She smirked. "I doubt if I hear anything new."
"You might be surprised. I can be a bit creative with words."
We turned into the driveway. The house was in a marginal neighborhood, but the yard was mowed, and no junkers were decorating the landscape. I looked at the fading paint, and memories I'd buried for years surged.
............................................................................
She was the hottest thing I'd ever seen. Long blond hair that she liked to whip around when she was dancing. Most never noticed though, being too busy watching her ass shake and her boobs fly around. She didn't like bras. Not much for wearing panties either, if she had a dress on. I didn't find that until later.
Usually, I wouldn't be in a club like this, but the guy who owed me money said if I wanted it tonight, he'd swing by the club and pay me. Normally, I would leave it to him, but I had a deal cooking and was sure I was going to need that money. The guy wasn't clubbing; he was working as a bouncer. It was his second job; he'd gotten in a bit of a financial jam when his wife ran off, cleaning the bank accounts and leaving him with two small girls. I liked the dude, he and I were never the closest of friends, but we knew each other.
I fronted him the money to get out from under and get a good lawyer so he didn't get raped in the divorce. The wife's lover got tired of her after four months and kicked her to the curb. She thought she could waltz back into his life like nothing happened, and was stunned to see how wrong she was. When she found he wouldn't take her back, she got nasty, demanding the house, support, and custody of the children. Dave laughed at her, and his lawyer ate her alive on the stand. She had to admit she'd abandoned the children, and her lawyer tried to spin it as her leaving them in a stable environment while she and her lover got established.
Then his lawyer made her admit that the primary reason she tried to return to the relationship was being thrown out by her lover. Things went on for about forty minutes when the Judge stopped everyone.
"It's clear to me that the children are best left in a stable home with their father. Mrs. Meekins, you basically abandoned your children for another man. Tell me, if he still wanted you, would you have returned? Don't answer that because I think we all know the truth. Mr. Meekins, I believe the marriage is, as you say, damaged beyond repair, and I won't burden you with the cost of counseling. That being said, Mrs. Meekins appears to have been a good wife up until last year, so I'm awarding her maintenance for three years. Don't smile too broadly, Mrs. Meekins, because the child support I'm ordering you to pay, since you are not the primary caregiver, takes three-quarters of it away. If you like, you can make arrangements to have it deducted from your maintenance check to make it easier on everyone. Mr. Meekins, the divorce is granted. Mrs. Meekins, you are a free woman. Try to make better choices in the future. Next case, bailiff."
Since he was a single parent, he qualified for the Earned Income Credit on his taxes and got over ten grand back from the IRS. He called me the day the deposit was made, telling me he had the money to pay me back. I knew it would take most of it to clear his debt, so I offered to defer half until next year, but he refused, saying he'd rather not have the debt hang over him.
I didn't know it, but Ali saw the chunk of bills change hands and zoomed in on me. She thought for about two months I was a drug dealer and was surprised that I wasn't. "Where does your money come from?"
I grinned. "I work for it. Strange concept, I know, but you get used to it."
She was a pure party girl, using her beauty and her ability to be a great sex partner to carry her along. We were doomed from the start. I resisted letting her move in with me for a good while until she told me she loved me, and if that wasn't enough, we needed to part ways. For six months, it was glorious. Then, the cliché of clichés, I came home early. She wasn't just in bed with another man; she was in bed with two men and a woman. I never knew she swung that way.
Let's just say the rant and the subsequent fight are still talked about in some circles. I didn't have much filter back then and just turned loose. One guy was on her, banging away, his balls swinging. I must have timed it right, catching him just as he reached the bottom. His balls had nowhere to swing when I nailed him. The pain knocked him out, and he collapsed with a grunt. Ali must have thought he'd come and giggled.
"Wow!" she giggled, "talk about a strong finish!"
He just lay there. She finally figured something was wrong when the other woman flew across the room and crashed into the wall. She slid down, out like a light. By now, the other guy was cowering in the corner, begging me not to kill him. I tried to kick him in the nuts a few times, but he was well covered. I did manage to crack a bone in his arm, and the bruises were still there five weeks later.
Ali finally figured out what was going on and jumped off the bed. The last I saw of her was her naked ass as it bounced down the sidewalk. I dragged the other three out and piled them on the steps. The guy conscious begged for their clothes.



"I'll be right back." I gathered their clothes in a pile and took a good long piss on them. Then I threw them out the door. His nose wrinkled, but people were starting to gather. The woman woke up with a huge knot on her head, and the man helped her into her jeans and T-shirt. The nutted guy came around, moaning and crying. They managed to get his shirt and boxers on, putting him between them and supporting him as they limped down the sidewalk to a van.
I found out later that they didn't report the incident because they were all married to someone else, and two were city employees. If word got out, they would all face divorce, and at least two of them would be out of a job.
The first thing I did was change the locks. Ali just knocked a window out, crawling in and gathering what stuff I hadn't already thrown on the lawn. They had been lying there for three days. I drank a lot of beer those nights, and when I had to go, I'd water one pile or another.
Her sister said she threw up twice but was too broke to replace them, so she gathered them into garbage bags and washed them at her mother's house. I got a pretty sharp phone call, and I didn't help when I told her it must be inherited. "You've been married what, four times? And you lived with at least three different guys. It seems they all left you because you couldn't keep your legs closed. I guess the apple doesn't fall far from the tree after all. You're getting a little long in the tooth for this shit Marie. There's nothing sadder an old whore." She was screaming when I hung up.
..................................................................................
Given our history, I figured my appearance back into their lives would be met with a less-than-cordial reception. That being said, it went surprisingly well.
Ali came to the door, shading her eyes in the sun to see who had pulled into her driveway. Her hair was back in a messy ponytail, wearing an old T-shirt with holes and tight jeans. At least she hasn't gone too fat, I thought, as I stepped out of the car.
It had been thirteen years, and I had changed. My hair was a lot shorter, and I had a full beard. I'd developed a gym addiction when I helped a friend set one up and got a free lifetime membership. I wasn't bodybuilder big, but I was well defined. I could tell she had no idea who I was. Her expression was neutral until Kinsey popped out of the passenger side. "Hi Mom!"
"Kinsey! Where have you been? And just who is this? What have I told you about getting into a car with strangers? Who the hell are you, mister?"
She rushed to the car and was close when I spoke. "Hi Ali, Long time no see. Who I might be is the father of this cute little girl--the one I didn't know about. Do you have anything you want to tell me?"
I expected a lot of things from our first meeting. I expected shouting, anger, maybe a threat or two. What I didn't expect was for her to faint dead away. I saw her eyes roll back and was just barely able to catch her before she hit the ground. I looked down at her, noticing the lines in her face. I did the math, and she was about thirty-three or maybe thirty-four, and it looked like time had not been kind to her.
Kinsey was dancing around, not knowing what to do. I got her focused. "Kinsey! Open the door! Let's get your Mom settled."
She snatched open the door, and I carried her into a surprisingly neat living room. Ali hadn't been much of a housekeeper in our brief time together.
"Go wet a washcloth with cold water, Kinsey. Rub her forehead gently." She rushed off, and I heard water running. I stepped back when she returned. "Good girl. Leave it on her head and rub her arms."
It took about a minute and a half before she started stirring. She opened her eyes and looked into her daughter's face. "What happened? I remember coming out to see who was here and..." She suddenly noticed me standing behind Kinsey.
"YOU, YOU....Get out of this house! Do it now, or I'll call the cops. Stay away from us!"
I sighed. I didn't expect it to go well. I just didn't think she hated me that much. "All right. I'll get in my car, pull it out of your driveway, and park on the side of the road. That's public property. Then I'm going to sit and wait for you to come out and talk to me. If you make me wait too long, I'll leave. Then I'll come back with lawyers and cops. We can do it the civil way or the hard way; the choice is yours. I urge you to make it as easy as possible for the child. Your choice."
It took her forty minutes. I had given up and was letting out the clutch when Kinsey came running out, waving frantically. "Wait! Please, she's coming out. You guys aren't going to scream at each other, are you?"
I grinned. "Relax, kid. I haven't screamed since I was nine and rarely even raise my voice now. I'm not the one you need to tell to keep a civil tongue."
Kinsey sighed. "Mom is probably going to yell. I'll ask her to keep it down, though. The neighbors are already wondering why a hotrod is parked in front of our house."
I'd seen the curtains ruffle, and a few came out on the porch. One old guy sat down in a rocker and stared. He must be easily amused. Ali came out slowly, looking like she was going to a gallows, not a conversation. "What do you want?"
She was just as direct and just as dumb as I remembered. "I'm looking for the meaning of life, some hot tips on good stocks, and the winning numbers for tonight's lottery. What do you think I want? I want to know if she's mine."
"She's not. You can go away now."
The discussion wasn't loud, but it was pretty heated.
"Surely you remember a little about me. You know I'm not going away. I've bit down now. I'm just like a big cooter, I won't let go until it thunders or you cut my head off." I knew she wouldn't like that. Cooters (snapping turtles) get pretty big around here. I once saw one that weighed over 75 pounds, and it was nowhere near the state record. Ali was scared to death of them when we were together, and I was guessing she still was. What I'd said was folklore about cooters.
"Leave now, or I'm going to call someone who can make you leave."
"Who you gonna call? Ghostbusters? The Mod Squad? Andy and Barney? Call the cops, and then it will be a matter of public record. Calm down, Ali. I don't have to associate with you. If she is mine, we can arrange for her to go to her grandmother's house when I pick her up. I'll need a sample before I leave, Ali. Make it hard and get lawyers involved, and it could get ugly. Let's try to be adults for the sake of the child."
Kinsey was sitting on the porch steps, knees drawn up to her chin, trying her best to listen. She looked scared to death. Ali let out something that sounded like "AArghh!" and stomped back to the porch, talking on her phone. I was just about to leave again when six motorcycles rolled up. They looked like a bunch of Hell's Angels rejects, flying colors that said Evil Revengers. Really? What evil were they seeking vengeance for?
I got out again and stood by the door as one of the biggest stomped towards me. I think it bothered him that I was grinning. "I've never met an Evil Revenger before. What evil exactly are you avenging? The high cost of living? The deplorable state of health care in America? Those pesky jaywalkers who refuse to obey crossing signs? My God, the list is endless! I bet you're a pretty busy bunch."
Kinsey was listening, and at first, she seemed alarmed. The more I talked, the more relaxed she got, and at one point, she giggled. His head snapped around, and instead of dropping her eyes, she grinned. "Careful there, T Rex. That's probably my father, and I don't think you've impressed him. The T in T Rex stands for Theodore, Daddy. Isn't that adorable?"
If there was ever any doubt that she was my daughter, it was just removed. "Well, Teddy, it's been nice talking to you, but we're trying to work out some unresolved family issues. Run along now."
Ali was starting to look uncomfortable. Memories she tried hard to suppress could be the cause. "T, I think maybe it was a mistake to call you. Let me figure this out, and I'll get back to you. Thanks for the support, honey."
Mr. T was not looking happy. I was pretty sure his lizard brain was trying to work out how badly he had been disrespected and minimized. I could tell by the widening of his eyes that he had finally figured out he was looking like a fool. "Fuck that! This asshole needs a lesson about bothering my bitch."
I looked at Ali and she went white when he said 'his bitch', so I'm thinking this was the first time she was aware of her status. Then she looked at me and grinned. "Well, I did warn him."
He turned to me, opening his mouth to spout more shit but I changed his mind by putting my fist in it. It knocked him backwards, but I moved with him, putting my left into his gut. He was a big guy, but surprisingly soft. I think I might have hit his backbone. He went down with an explosive 'Whuff!' and lay there.
I grinned, looking at his posse. They were standing with their mouths open, something I was sure was their natural expression. "Well, girls, the big alpha male is down. You bitches got a choice. You can try running with the big dogs, or lie on the porch and whimper. What's it going to be?"
Three looked like they wanted no part of me, but the other two got a little froggy. It had been a while since I'd fought, but it's like riding a bike; it all comes back to you. I kicked the first guy in the knee and popped the follower in the nuts. All's fair when it's one against many. They were lying on the ground, clutching body parts and moaning, when a cop pulled up.
The deputy was huge, black, and I wasn't sure if he had a sense of humor, but I gambled when he asked what happened. "I dunno. This is the clumsiest bunch I've ever seen. They tend to fall down a lot. Makes you wonder where they get the balance to ride their bikes. Maybe they got training wheels. In their defense, the ground here is pretty uneven."
He tried to keep it off, but I saw the briefest glimpse of a grin. He looked at the three still standing. They were definitely looking uncomfortable. "That right, boys? I think it might be. They kind of look like they were on the wrong end of a fight, but this is just one guy. Surely he didn't put three of the mighty Evil Revengers on their ass by himself. I bet a rival gang came by and you rumbled. Looks like you scared them off, though. I guess your reputation precedes you."
He paused. "Besides, if one guy did this to three of you and didn't get a scratch or is even breathing hard, that wouldn't do much for your reputation, would it? Wait until I tell this story down at the Red Lion."
He gave them a minute to think about it, then grinned. "Then again, if you leave these people in peace, maybe I'll forget the whole thing. Your choice."
The three uninjured helped their partners get on their bikes. The one I nutted rode away standing. The guy I knee-capped was riding with his leg stuck out at an odd angle, and the mighty dinosaur huffed and wheezed as he fired up. The deputy stood and watched as they disappeared around the curve.
I asked him how many of the gang there were and if I should be worried. He snickered. "Naw. Those six are it. We all went to school together, and they were losers even back then. Still, I'd watch my back for a while."
He looked over at Ali. "We good here Ali? You got anything you need to say? If not, I'd better not have to come back out here. And you need to thank Mr. Rogers for calling us. I'm glad I got the call. This story will sound great over a beer."
"I thought you weren't going to talk about this." Ali was not happy about this, or anything since I'd come on the scene.
"No, I told him I'd not tell the story at the Red Lion. I don't hang out there anyway. I said nothing about telling the story at the places I frequent. Can you tell I'm going to night school to be a lawyer?"
"Really?" I said it in mock surprise. "But you seem like such a straight-up guy! You might want to rethink that career choice, Deputy."
He grinned and held out his hand. "William T. Jones."
"Kyle Masters."
He sighed and went into official mode. "Anything I need to know before I leave? If you don't mind, Mr. Masters, would you tell me why you're here?"
"The Kid ( I think it was then I started putting it into capital letters in my head) shows up at my door and says she might be my daughter. I didn't even know she existed until then. I kind of believe her. I'm here to see about getting tests done to prove it one way or another. Ali here is not too receptive to the idea."
He looked at her, and she dropped her gaze. "Really? His child has been around this long, and you never told him? That's cold, Ali, even for you. As a law enforcement official, I can tell you he has rights, and one of them is knowing whether she's his. For what it's worth, you might as well agree. If he has to, I'm sure he'll get a lawyer, and if you fight him, you'll need one too. Can you afford that? You managed to keep her a secret for twelve years, but the cat's out of the bag now. I'll tell you what, I'm sure Mr. Masters here is willing to wait a reasonable amount of time for the tests. If I were you, I wouldn't wait too long, or it could get ugly."
She was defeated and knew it. It took all she had not to snarl when she spoke.
"All right. You win this round, asshole. Set it up. And just so you know, now that it's out, I'm gonna hit you for child support going all the way back to the day we got home from the hospital. OR, if you leave, I'll forget the whole thing."
I shrugged. "I'll have my lawyer figure it out and make a lump sum payment to a college fund. Then you'll get a check every month until she's of age. Just so you know, I'm going to want my rights as a parent also. That means things like every other weekend and weeks in the summer, plus alternating holidays. Don't fight me, Ali. You know well how determined I can be."
It finally got the best of her. "Fuck you! It'll be a cold day in hell before she spends time with you. We've done just fine without you! I see no reason to change things."
Well, so much for being diplomatic. "If you want it to be this way, fine. Things have changed, and you'd better learn to change with them. If not, I'll gladly turn my lawyers and investigators loose on you. I'm sure you've led a stellar life and don't have anything to be ashamed of or not want known, but these guys can find skeletons easier than a backhoe in a graveyard."
I looked over at Kinsey, her eyes big with unshed tears. "I'll call you, Kid. We'll get this worked out."
Despite her mother yelling at her to stop, she ran over and hugged me. It was a little awkward, but I put my arms around her and patted her back. After a few minutes, she let go and bolted into the house. I looked at her mother. "Soon, Ali. You hear me?"
She did her own version of bolting, running into the house and slamming the door. The deputy was still standing there, taking in the whole thing.
..........................................................
I looked at him. "You know them pretty well?"
He grinned. "I'm Kinsey's softball coach in the summer leagues. She's an excellent fielder and carries a mean bat. I've met her mother," he paused, trying to figure a way to phrase it gently, "in a 'professional setting' a few times. She does not choose her associates wisely. I think she has a thing for bad boys."
"Bad boys can make great lovers but poor companions. It looks like that would have sunk in after all these years."
"She was with you long enough to get pregnant and hate you. Were you a bad boy?"
I laughed. "I'm pure as the driven snow! A pillar of my community, a paragon of virtue and faith. Men want to be like me. Women want me, but I'm too much of a gentleman to take advantage. I have references if you're interested. But I probably was a bad boy to her, especially there at the end."
It was his turn to laugh. "I stand in awe of your greatness. Be sure to bring that with you every time you're in town, and we shouldn't have a problem. My advice to you is to be careful around Kinsey. She doesn't deserve any grief for being caught in the middle. You need to make a good impression on the child, and not being combative with her mother would be a good thing."
"I agree 100%, Deputy. It all hinges on Ali and how willing she is to cooperate."
"I'll have a chat with her. Maybe she'll see the wisdom of playing the hand dealt the best she can. Good luck."
On the way home, I thought a lot. I was a little surprised to see the pink Sportster sitting in my driveway. Then I remembered tonight was date night. Boy, was she going to be pissed that I was two hours late.
She was sitting on the porch even though she lived with me. I walked up the steps, eyeing her warily. Suzette had red hair and lived up to the reputation associated with her mane. I could almost see the sparks shooting out of her eyes.
I stopped in front of her. "You want to get the yelling over with before I talk, Suz? I'm sorry I was late, but unexpected things came up and I had to attend to them."
She was off the swing and standing on the top step, which almost made her tall enough to be eye-to-eye with me. The normal warmth and loving smile were gone from her face.
"I'm all ears, asshole. I'm sure there's a perfectly good reason for standing me up. I will probably think it's bullshit but give it your best shot."
"I found out today I have a daughter I never knew about."
"I can't believe you'd try that bull...wait, really?"
"Really."
She got mad all over again. "Who's the bitch you been sneaking around with? I can't believe you were dumb enough to knock her up. Tell me who the slut is and I'll kick her ass. I ain't taking care of no snot-nosed brat for you!"
I took several deep breaths before I calmed down. I think she may have realized she should have listened first instead of going off. "Suz, leave. Leave right now. I really like you and you're great in the sack but your people skills suck. So go away and leave me alone for a while, you understand? Now would be a good time."
"Hold on now. You know..."
"Leave! Right fucking now! You want me to escort you to your bike?"
She opened her mouth to protest again and I grabbed her, throwing all five two and hundred pounds of her over my shoulder. She tried to rake my neck with her fingers and I gave her a tremendous swat on the butt. You'd have thought I was killing her from the squalling she was doing. I plopped her sideways on the bike seat. "Want me to crank it for you?"
By now, she knew it would be hopeless to try to talk to me and left, slinging gravel all over the 'vette. I'd look and see if it needed a new paint job in the morning. Right now, I have a lot to think about. I popped open a beer, took a giant swallow, sat down on the porch swing, and immediately went to sleep. I woke three hours later to see the fallen can in my lap. I felt relief, for a minute there I thought I'd pissed myself. I went in, showered, and went straight to bed.
When I got up, I thought, " I'm glad it's Sunday." I lazed around for an hour before I got in the vette simply because it was outside. Then, I went down to a little cafe famous for its brunches. I was having a spinach and goat cheese omelet on the patio when I looked up to see Suzette standing at the railing.
"You need something?"
I could tell she was unsure of which way to go, but in the end, she nodded. "Can I join you?"
"Sure. But keep a civil tongue in your head, or I'll leave. I'm dealing with a lot of shit right now and I don't need you making the pile bigger."
........................................................................................................
She sat down gingerly, afraid of setting me off. The thing was, I was a pretty even-tempered guy. The outburst last night was a combination of many things, but the truth was that Suz often popped off before she thought things through or had all the facts. That had a lot to do with the fact that while she was really hot, she knew it and was really bad at relationships. I'd met her at a bar, noticing her right away. She had on jean shorts, a leather halter, and chaps. Her red mane was in a long braid and had a Harley cap on.



And she was reaming some guy a new asshole, I mean really letting him have it. I don't know what he'd done but it had pissed her off royally. He took it for a few minutes before casually flicking his arm and backhanding her. She went flying, the chair she was in hitting the ground. He was on her before she could get up, pulling her long braid and preparing to hit her again. He looked up, surprised when I caught his hand.
"She probably deserves it, but I think you made your point. She's not worth going to jail over. Let it go, brother."
He was young and apparently exceedingly stupid. "Fuck you! My bitch!"
It was just the distraction Kelsey needed because she reached up and grabbed his balls, trying her best to squeeze them off. He lost any enthusiasm he had to smack her around and started whining as he sank to the ground. "Who's the bitch now?," Kelsey crowed as he went to his knees. I grabbed her and pulled her away. It was like catching a wildcat, all teeth and sharp claws. I dropped her on top of her boyfriend.
"Fuck! You guys deserve each other."
I turned around and walked back to my friends. They were all grinning. "I see you've met the Hellcat," laughed Cindy, as she wiped blood off my arm from the scratches.
"Crazy little bitch! What's her story?"
She shrugged. "I dunno. She shows up once in a while. Always with a different guy. They usually get into some squabble, and she storms out. She's a cute kid, but picks the wrong kind of man. We've tried being friendly with her, but she blew us off."
The guy she was fighting with finally dragged himself up and stomped out. Red just sat at the table, staring at her beer for a while before she came over. "I, um, well, I'm sorry I scratched you. I had it handled!"
I grinned, assuming this was some type of apology. "Don't worry about it. I've had worse from my ol' tomcat. Yeah, I could tell you were winning. He would have been down for the count with a few more punches to his fist with your face."
She flamed red and was about to pop off when I got up. She was five two, I was six three. For the first time, she looked a little uncertain. I pulled a chair out for her. "Sit down, Red. Let me buy you a beer."
To the surprise of everyone at the table, she sat. I got her a beer and had the waitress bring her some ice. "Are you old enough to drink?" I asked as I rolled the ice in the bar towel. Her eyes blazed, but she held it.
"I'm 21!"
"Wow. You seem so mature for your age."
Cindy and the other girls giggled. Before she could smart off, I put the ice against her lip. "Hold it there. It'll keep the swelling down."
Surprisingly, she nodded and did as I said, moving it occasionally to sip her beer. She was surprised when the girls announced they needed the ladies' room and got up. Cindy looked down at her. "Well?"
Ah, the primal urge of females to urinate en masse. She got up and followed. When they finally returned, I noticed she'd fixed her braid and had a little makeup on. The eyeshadow really made her green eyes stand out. She smiled at me, and even with the split lip, it changed her face.
We sat there for another hour before we left. I didn't hang out at that bar much, but my friends wanted me to ride with them, and it was a really nice day. When we got up, she followed us outside. Everyone was on Harleys but her and me, and our eyes widened at the sight of my old Norton 850. "What kind of bike is that?"
The Norton was my favorite bike of the three I owned. As with everything else I got, I'd picked it up cheap with an eye towards reselling it, but I liked it so much I couldn't let it go. "It's a tea grinder with wheels. British, you know. I'd offer you a ride but..."
Before I could finish, she had hopped on. "All right. Once around the block, then I'll bring you back to your friends so you can get home."
Cindy grinned. "It looks like we're her friends, Kyle. I'm guessing you get to take her home. Good luck!"
I could hear them laughing as they rode off. She was still behind me on the bike, and I hadn't moved. "I'm ready. We can leave now."
"You're not ready, Suzette. You have to wear a helmet."
"Helmet laws suck! Besides, it's legal in this state to ride without one."
"Very true, my little red firecracker. But with me, you ride with a helmet or you ride with someone else. Your choice."
She bitched, she whined, she...put it on. "That didn't kill you, now did it? Where would you like me to drop you?"
"Your place would be great. I was living with the guy you helped run off, and I'm pretty sure he's not going to welcome me back with open arms."
I really didn't want to. I called every woman I knew. Those who didn't know Suzette said no, and the ones who knew her said hell no.
She wandered around my place, a huge two-story, almost a hundred years old. I owned it and thirty acres, all that was left of the original homestead. The previous owners had updated it occasionally, but it needed a lot of work when I got it. I replaced the windows, insulated the walls and the attic, replumbed all three bathrooms and the kitchen, and put in a massive heat pump. I didn't want the house, I wanted the land and all the outbuildings left over from the days when it was an operating farm. The house had been a little run down, but the barn and the other buildings were in really good shape.
I didn't even pretend to farm; I only kept the pastures mowed and cut up any fallen trees in the woods. The place had three fireplaces, so the wood wasn't wasted. I'd owned it for five years.
I gave her towels and a t-shirt to sleep in, and I put her in an upstairs bedroom. She seemed surprised I didn't expect her to sleep with me. We ate a simple dinner of burgers and a salad and crashed.
The next morning, I woke to the smell of bacon and followed my nose to the kitchen. She was at the stove, and just as I came in, she bent over to check the oven. She still had my shirt on and nothing under it. I knew because when she bent over the shirt rode up and revealed a very nice ass.
"Now this is the way to wake up in the morning!"
She squealed and stood upright, tugging the tee as far down as she could. "What the hell you looking at?"
"You. You're hot. You know it. I know it. Don't read anything into it."
That hurt her feelings a little, and I grinned. "If it makes you feel any better, you have one of the three nicest bottoms I've ever seen live and in person."
She colored again, then she grinned. "Just the top three?"
"As far as I can tell. I really didn't get a long enough look to rate you any higher."
She digested that information and finally grinned. "Well then, we'll keep it a mystery. It may make you want to look again. Before you interrupted me, I was checking on the biscuits."
She checked, one hand holding the shirt down. Announcing they were ready, she asked me to get them out and butter them up while she plated breakfast: bacon, eggs, hashbrowns, and toast. It was good, and I told her so. She smiled at the compliment and stood. "Leave the dishes. I'm going upstairs to dress. It's a good thing you have more than one bathroom, or you'd be navigating wet panties and clothes just to get to the john."
"I got a dryer, you know. If they're still damp, you can spin them dry."
"What kind of single man has a washer and dryer? You're not living with anyone, are you?"
"For right now, just you. You don't think single men can keep a clean house and wash their own clothes?"
"Not any, I know. Don't look when I go up the stairs." When she got to the top, I stood at the bottom, grinning.
"I revise my opinion. Top two."
While she was drying her clothes, I went to one of the sheds and got my tractor out. It was time to bush hog the pastures before trees started to grow. I did the smallest one and stopped by the house for a cold drink. She was grinning on the porch in her shorts and my shirt.
"So you're a farmer? Good. It's been a while, and I might need someone to plow my south 40. Just so you know, I like it plowed hard, the deeper the better."
I knew she was joking and grinned. "Maybe someday I will. Just so you know, I have a pretty good plow, and I like to take my time, make sure I don't miss anything, and make it as smooth as silk when I'm done. I don't consider it plowed if I don't go at least eight inches deep."
She flashed red and giggled. Then she got serious. "When you're done, will you take me to my sister's house? I talked to her and she said I could crash, at least for a little while."
"Anytime you're ready. I could use a break. Bouncing up and down, on a tractor at least, is just not that much fun."
She flushed again and told me she knew something that was soft and gave a smoother ride. I cleaned up a little, and she went out to the bike. I walked by her and pulled the truck out. A four-wheel drive I'd picked up for a song. It wasn't pretty, but it was dependable as hell.
It took about forty minutes to get her where she needed to go. Her sister was not as welcoming as one would think. "Are you the loser dumping her this time? She can do better, you know. A lot better."
"I'm not dumping her. She dumped me. So long, Suz. It could have been epic, but we'll never know."
She stood on her tiptoes, and the kiss she gave me was anything but a goodbye. "Thanks, Norton. I left you a little something to remember me by. Maybe we'll see each other again."
I grinned all the way home. When I checked the upstairs bathroom, a pair of white bikini panties was draped over the shower door.
We crossed paths again, so often that I felt she was stalking me. Finally, I asked her what was going on. She still called me Norton because of my bike, and she smiled with a touch of sadness. "I'm trying to show I'm interested in seeing you one-on-one and not hanging with a crowd. That bitch you're with isn't right for you. All I'm asking for is a chance."
"You're cute as can be, Suz. And as sweet as candy until your temper takes over. I'm eight years older and to the point where I can live without drama in my life. I can see great times punctuated by rough patches. I'm sure the makeup sex would be great, but I don't want to ride that ride. And the first time you tried to manipulate me by flirting with another man would be the day I leave you where you're standing. If you'd grown up some, we might stand a chance, but I haven't seen a lot of maturity yet."
She went pale, then bright red. I could see the struggle she was going through trying to hold her temper. Finally, she sighed. "I'm ready to change, but I've been told how pretty and special I am my whole life, and guys just seem to fall all over themselves to please me. It makes me lose respect pretty fast. You're the only man I've met who seems immune to my charms, and that may be what I'm looking for. I know I could never get away with the games I play if you were in my life. If you're interested, I'd like to try that for a while."
I was interested. The first night set the tone of our relationship. I showed up in an old Mach 1 Mustang I'd just picked up. I'd just had it painted a bright cherry red, and made appointments to have the interior redone and the engine gone through. I'd drive it until the new wore off and sell it. Suzette was suitably impressed. I took her to a nice restaurant and then to a club to dance. It wasn't like any club she'd ever been in. It was full without being crowded, and the music was muted away from the dance floor, so a conversation was possible.
I could dance, but I wasn't near her energy level. One of my friends came over and saw her squirming on her chair. "Wanna dance?"
She looked at me and I grinned. "Go ahead. This old man needs to rest for a minute."
She ended up keeping three guys busy all night, saving the slow dances for me. She kissed me while we were on the dance floor, just a quick peck on the lips. "Thanks. What was that for?"
By then, we had moved back to the table. "That's for being such a good guy. I've never been with a man before who wasn't possessive and jealous. Most would have started a fight when I danced with another man."
"It appears to me you have never dated a real man, just insecure little boys. If we continue to see each other, if this goes anywhere, it will be because I choose to trust you. If I didn't, I'd be wasting my time and energy. All I ask is that if you ever decide you want a change that you look me in the eye and tell me. Fair enough?"
She almost crawled over the table to get to me. This kiss was much longer and hotter than the one on the dance floor.
"Take me home! NO, take me to your home. Right freakin' now would be good!"
The girl had skills, especially for one so young. I never knew what a blowjob was until she got hold of me, and I'd never eaten a pussy so thoroughly in my life. My dick and my neck were both sore the next morning. She was and still is the most flexible woman I've ever been with. If I tried (and I did, a couple of times) the things she did, I'd be walking with a cane right now. She has never once told me no, most times because she starts the festivities.
But pussy, even the greatest pussy, cannot sustain a relationship. Her immaturity got on my nerves so bad that we broke up twice, once for over a year. But she always wormed her way back in, and I always took her back. The last time I sat her down and had a heart-to-heart.
"This is the last time, Suz. I mean it. If you can't grow up, then let's not waste our time this go round. I never liked roller coasters, and you've been one wild ride. If you want to be back in my life, you need to think about that. Don't answer me now, give it a day or two. Call me when you're ready."
It took her a week. I came home to her sitting on my porch with bags and suitcases around her. "I'm in," she said, "now open this door and help me haul this shit to our bedroom."
It wasn't all sunshine and roses. She was independent as hell and had a stubborn streak a mile wide. It also became apparent she had no filters at all. Whatever was on her mind came out of her mouth without any thought of consequences. It all came home to her at a friend's pool party one afternoon.
She'd insulted the host's wife pretty badly with a comment about her body and swimwear. Derrick went off. After his rant, he looked at me with almost pity in his eyes. "That must be some damn good pussy, brother. I can't see how you could put up with her otherwise."
"Sometimes I wonder," I said, as I looked at her. She went bright red. "And since she isn't mature enough to apologize for making such an insensitive remark, I will. What she said was uncalled for and untrue, Julie. You're a damn fine looking woman. I wonder what she'd look like two months after giving birth to twins. I remember how hard you worked to get into shape after the last baby, and I have no doubt you'll be back to your old shape and weight very soon. I think I'll leave now. And you don't have to worry, I'll not bring her back again."
Suzette was pissed but crawled on the back of the bike without comment, waiting for us to get home before unloading. "You embarrassed me!"
"No," I said calmly, "you embarrassed yourself. Julie is twelve years older than you and still a reasonably looking woman. She's a bit insecure because of the baby weight, and you just amplified every fear she had by sniping at her."
For the first time, she felt a bit of remorse. "I didn't know!"
"And you didn't bother to find out. I've come to understand you don't give a shit about anyone but yourself. I've reached my limit with you hurting feelings and me having to apologize for your behavior constantly. I don't see a good end here, Suz. Think about what I've said. I'm going for a ride now, maybe we can talk when I get back."
I surprised her by putting the Norton up and getting on my Harley. It was chopped out by a guy who knew what he was doing, and the engine had been beefed up a bit, so when I hit the gas, it took off like a scalded dog. I laid rubber for a hundred feet before she caught traction, and I was gone like a shot.
She was really quiet for a long time after I got back. Then she crawled into my lap and sighed. "I'm really sorry, Kyle. I called Julie and Derrick and apologized to both of them. I know you like to spend time with your friends, so I'll stay home when you visit them. Maybe after a month or two, if you let me, I'll come with you, but I promise I'll change on anything you hold dear. I want to be a better person. Not just for you but for me. Whatever happens between us in the future, I'm a better person than I was before. Just give me a chance to prove it."
I took her at her word. She had a dead end job that paid shit when she moved in and I made her quit and come to work for me. I owned a janitorial supply company, buying supplies by the trainload and reselling them to small companies. The business was expanding. I'd added three more box trucks to my fleet of nine, and they stayed busy every day. She was computer savvy, and most of our orders came off the internet. I'd make deliveries once or twice a month to make sure the customers were happy and see if they needed anything different. She processed the orders, sometimes helping load the trucks if she had time, to ensure everything was accounted for.
She did a little online advertising without my knowledge, and we got enough new clients that I was seriously considering another truck. She glowed under my praise and was overwhelmed when I gave her a bonus. She loved my bikes, and I taught her to ride on my 500cc Triumph Trophy Twin. It was small enough for her to handle and powerful enough to get her out of danger if she needed it. She practiced on our dirt road, and when she was ready, I took her for her test. She passed and had a motorcycle endorsement on her license now. She'd hinted that she wanted the Triumph, but it was my first motorcycle, and I was somewhat partial to it. I found a guy who needed money and bought her a little 883 Sportster. She cried like a baby when I gave it to her. A month later, she painted it pink, with small black lettering around the tank. It read: "Why yes, it is pussy pink." It was a hoot to watch people get close enough to read it.
We'd been doing really well since then. My friends had accepted her, and many women treated her like a little sister. Many were giving her advice on getting my ring on her finger. I was thinking about it until last night.
...............................................
Suzette started out by trying to apologise, but I stopped her. "I'm tired of hearing apologies. I do have one of my own. I was in a really strange mood last night. You know, if I had been thinking right, I would have called, but I got a lot of unexpected surprises, and I was having a hard time processing them."
She nodded, quiet for a minute. The waitress came by and she ordered. When she brought her coffee, she sipped it for a second before speaking again. "You really got a kid?"
"It looks like it. She's twelve, Suz, and I never knew she existed until yesterday. We're having tests done to be sure, but she's mine. I can feel it. I'm a little lost here, baby. I'm unsure how to handle it or what I should do. If she is mine, I want her in my life."
"Wow! Twelve? How old were you when she was born?"
"A lot younger than you are now. Back then, I did a lot of thinking with my little head. Her mom was one of the hottest women I'd ever seen but she was a cast iron bitch. It didn't take me long to find out and catch her in bed with two men and another woman. I ran her out of the house naked and hadn't seen her since until yesterday. She does not hold me in high regard and has made it plain she wants me to have nothing to do with the child. I'm pretty sure lawyers will be involved shortly."
Suz grinned. "She doesn't remember you very well, does she? I need to tell you something. Even if she were a baby, I would have been there for you. It just hit me hard. You were late and never called, and when you did get home, the first words out of your mouth were about a child by another woman. You know how insecure I can be, and it broke my heart. I wanted to be the first to have..."



She stopped abruptly, and I saw my little crimson-haired temptress nine months pregnant. It was a nice mental picture. I grinned and hugged her, feeling her tears on my cheek. I gave her a perfect kiss in public, and she relaxed.
"What are you gonna do now?"
"WE are going to have to make a few changes. If the tests confirm she's mine, we have to prepare a room for her when she's with us. I'll leave that for you if you will. I don't know what I'm responsible for, so I'll consult with Jason. I know he needs to figure out how much child support I should have been paying over the years. I'm not giving it to the bi...her mother, though. I'll put it into a college fund. If she chooses not to go to college, she'll get it when she turns 21."
I stopped suddenly. "That is, if you want to. If you can't handle it, we'll figure..."
She stopped me with a kiss. "You're in for a bumpy ride, buddy. A near-teen daughter and a hot girlfriend in the same house. It's going to get really expensive and drama-filled. Be prepared."
I suddenly felt very good about the future.
..................................................................................
Of course, Alistar fought the testing. It didn't matter because we had already done it from Kinsey's saliva. There was no doubt she was my daughter. Jason earned his money fighting the delaying tactics until we were in front of a judge. I don't know where Ali got the money, but she had a pretty good lawyer. She claimed I knew about Kinsey for years and ignored her. When they put Kinsey on the stand, something I fought to stop, she almost had a breakdown. "Please, Your Honor. I just want to know if he's my Daddy. I don't want anything from him except a little time."
The Judge was not happy seeing the child traumatized. He chewed her lawyer pretty good. Then the lawyer brought up back child support. Jason was well prepared.
"It's pretty hard to support a child you never knew existed and was then told wasn't yours, Your Honor. That said, my client had a forensic accountant go back to her birth, figure the normal amount for a child based on his income, then add to it as the years progressed and his financial situation improved. I'd like to present this deposit slip to the court. It covers all arrears plus interest, placed into a college fund account. The mother will receive child support checks starting on the first of the month until the child turns eighteen or her domestic situation changes. The child has survived this long without the money, and it's a pretty good start for her college education. The amount is not written in stone, Your Honor, my client will be happy to pay any amount deemed fair and reasonable."
The Judge reviewed the accountant's financial statement and found it very accurate. He noted that the college fund was for 25% more than owed and that the proposed child support would have been more than he ordered.
He rapped his gavel. "I've heard enough. Miss Snead, you will present your daughter for genetic testing no later than a week from today. If this man is found to be the father, we will meet back here to determine visitation. I urge you to be reasonable about this for the sake of the child. If you force me to make all decisions, you may not like them. Understood, Miss Snead, Mr. Masters, counselors? Good. Next case."
Of course, she dragged it out as long as she could until the Judge sent a deputy by with a message. "If the tests aren't completed by Friday next, you'll be a guest of the county for violating a court order, and it will be at my discretion as to when you leave. Your choice."
We met again two weeks later, and the Judge had the report in his hands. "Congratulations, Mr. Masters. It's a girl. Now, your attorney has submitted a visitation schedule, and I find it more than fair." He looked over at Ali and her lawyer and had the bailiff take them the papers. "Please review it, and I expect an answer after lunch. Court adjourned for one hour."
Ali tried to gut the plan, but the Judge shot it down. "The agreement as submitted will stand. Miss Snead, if he shows up to get the child and she isn't there, I will be very displeased. Very. Understand? Every other week until school starts, alternating weekends and holidays per the schedule. I hope to never see you again in this court. Next case."
I showed up the next Friday expecting a fight, but Kinsey was standing on the porch with a small case in her hand. She turned and yelled something into the house. There was no answer, and I sensed her depressed mood. "Mom not taking it very well?"
"She's done everything short of taking a hit out on you. Why does she hate you so much?"
"Well, I was kind of mean to her. I was very mean to her, but it was her fault, and I didn't control my anger very well back then. I didn't hit her or anything, but I embarrassed her pretty bad and did some childish things to her clothes. Seriously, though, I can't see her holding a grudge for something that happened so long ago. How do you like your bike?"
I needed to get her on a happier subject. "It rides like a dream, and I can pack a bunch of stuff in it. My friends are kind of jealous because they don't have one like it. Thank you again. I really like the phone. Mom tried to take it away from me, but Grandma talked her into letting me keep it. I can't call you with her in the room because she gets angry, so I wait until after dinner and talk to you on the porch."
"Kinsey, I don't want you to think your Mom is the bad guy here (even though I thought she was). I'm sure she had her reasons. I may not agree with her, but they were valid in her eyes. We don't need to cause any more friction than already exists, okay? I want to get to know you, hear about the childhood I missed. Please say you understand that if I had known you existed, I would have been in your life from the day you were born. We've got a lot to make up for, you may not even like me later, and I may think you're a brat. I don't think that is the case, but let's be prepared."
"I've never had a chance to be a brat. It might be fun." She was grinning, and I grinned back.
"And maybe it will be such an unpleasant experience that you'll never repeat it. We'll just have to see."
Suz offered to stay with her sister while we got acquainted, but I shot that down. "If she's going to be part of my life, she needs to be part of all my life. All I ask is that you play nice."
That wicked grin popped out. "When have I ever played nice? I'll try, but you never know what will happen."
"Look, Suz, you don't have to like each other, but you do need to get along. I plan on keeping you for a long time, and I don't need any extra grief."
I might have screwed up with that statement. Tears popped into her eyes, and she ran from the room. What the hell? Damn women anyway. You can't understand them and you can't fuck yourself. Well, not physically anyway.
I'd told Kinsey I was involved with someone, but I think she was surprised when she met Suzette. She looked at me and grinned. "Cradle rob much?"
Suzette burst out laughing and surprised both of us by hugging her. "I'm going to like you! Besides, I need help training your Dad. You in?"
Kinsey grinned bigger, and I suddenly felt like I had lost a battle I didn't know I was fighting. We spent the night just talking. Suzette told her to pick the bedroom she wanted, leading to a tour of the house.
"Why do you need such a big house?"
"I didn't when I bought it. I really didn't like the house. I bought it for the acreage. It's been growing on me lately. Besides, it looks like I just lost a bedroom, and I'm hoping there will be more occupants sometime in the future."
Suz grinned again. "You can make up your mind after dinner. Your Dad is going to fire up the grill. He said something about promising you a platter of red meat. You can help by sitting on the porch with me while we critique his ability to burn things."
That's exactly what they did, sitting on the back steps while I did my best NOT to burn anything. I got distracted by their conversation about decorating her room. Suz promised they would go furniture shopping in the morning. I was springing for a whole new bedroom suite. She realized she might be overstepping and tried to backtrack. "Of course, we need to talk to your father. It's up to him."
Kinsey looked at me and fluttered her eyelashes. "Please, Daddy? I've never had a bedroom I got to decorate."
"I'll think about it. Suz, you need to stop corrupting her."
"I'm just helping her train for womanhood. Lesson 101 is how to manipulate men."
"Well then, she's getting classes from a Ph.D. If you guys behave tonight, we'll see in the morning."
Suz giggled. "That's man code for 'Yes Dear', honey. We'll go online after dinner and see what's available."
I sighed, suddenly understanding why the Chinese symbol for trouble was two women in one house. After dinner, we watched a couple of movies on the big screen television Suz just had to have. She didn't ask, just bought it and had it delivered. I stayed through the comedy, but when the romance started, I promptly fell asleep. That led to some grumbling, but then they ignored me. We were all on our couch, Suz snuggled on one side, Kinsey on the other. After a few minutes, she reached out to hold my hand, so I pulled her in under my arm. She snuggled tightly and sighed.
I woke up giggling. Suz had my phone out snapping pictures like mad. "You were so adorable, I couldn't resist! Look!" She showed me the pictures of Kinsey and me snuggled together, asleep. She looked like a little angel, while I kind of looked like a bear. I made it one of my screensavers, and on the other side of the split screen, I had a picture of Suzette on her bike.
I carried her up to her bed, and Suz stayed behind to tuck her in. She came back with an odd expression on her face. "Do you ever think about having children? Well, more children?"
I grinned, glad she couldn't see my face because I had her snuggled under my arm. I kissed the top of her head. "Sure. I'm just looking for the right woman."
She stiffened, and I knew her temper was about to come out. I stopped that by telling her the perfect candidate had to have red hair, be extremely attractive, and have good mothering instincts. When I found her, I'd let her know. She giggled into my chest.
"I'll help you keep an eye out. I'm afraid in the meantime, you're stuck with me."
"I guess I'll just have to deal with it." I stood, taking her hand. "Come on, it's bedtime. We'll be exploring a whole new world tomorrow."
Suz almost always slept in just panties, but tonight she surprised me by coming out in a gown. She grinned at my expression. "What?"
"I've never seen a babydoll in a babydoll. It looks pretty damn good from here."
Suzette blushed. "Don't get used to it, Norton. As soon as she leaves, it's back to just me."
I knew she was in a good mood; she only called me Norton when she was happy. She snuggled in, and she stopped me as my hand trailed along her thigh. "Not tonight, dear, I have a headache." Then she giggled again. "I've always wanted to say that. Seriously, not tonight. I'm just a little weirded out with a child in the house and the last thing I want her to hear is me screaming and yelling for you to fuck me harder. Is that all right?"
I grinned into her hair again. The thought of her being shy about anything amused me. "Ok, but if you're gonna wear a babydoll, I'm going to call you Babydoll. Goodnight, Babydoll."
"Don't you fuckin' dare call me that in public!"
I pretended to snore. She thumped me. "I know you heard me. I mean it. If you do I'll think of something stupid to call you, like Poo Bear. How'd you like them apples?"
I still feigned sleep, and she finally stopped talking. It didn't take long until her steady breathing told me she was asleep. I stroked her red mane, thinking about the future. If I wanted more kids, I needed to start soon. I was eight years older than Suz and getting a little long in the tooth for children. I finally admitted that I loved her more than I cared for anyone else. Deciding I needed to test the waters, I dozed off.
I woke up alone, hearing noises from the kitchen. After I got myself together, I walked in, only to stop and stare. The Kid and Suz were cooking breakfast together, talking a mile a minute. Both were dressed in shorts and short tops that showed their tummies. Finally noticing me, Kinsey came over and hugged me. "More words I thought I'd never say: Mornin', Dad,"
It got away from me, and I hugged her harder until she wiggled, and I turned her loose. Suz was watching me with a knowing smile, her eyes moist. "Come on, honey. It's time to eat. Kins and I have some shopping to do. You have to drive us and fulfill a man's duty. Pay for stuff, carry stuff, and buy us lunch. Let's go, chop chop."
I couldn't resist. "Anything for The Kid and Babydoll."
She stiffened and then grinned. "Thanks, Poo Bear."
Kinsey was staring at us, grinning. We ate, and I insisted we do the dishes before we left. I was banished from the kitchen with orders to bring the truck around. I had a four-door, four-wheel-drive, long-bed Chevy. It was a bitch to park, so I only drove it if it snowed or I needed to haul something.
We went to three different furniture stores before the girls found what they called the perfect bedroom suite. I didn't recall agreeing to new furniture, but they just grinned and said it must be a sign of early senility. I was grumbling about hauling it home and setting it up. The saleswoman smirked. "You know, we deliver and set up for a hundred dollars."
I popped a C-note out and gave her the address, telling her to send the men around at three. Since we had plenty of time, I was required to stop by the mall. Seems Kinsey had packed light. By the look in her eyes, she didn't have a lot of clothes and had brought her best. By the time they were done, Kinsey had three new outfits, new underwear (I was surprised when Suz said she needed new bras. She was twelve!), a pair of sandals, and two new pairs of sneakers.
They went to a nail salon and got manicures, pedicures, and a hairdresser to get a trim. I was rethinking this whole marriage/parenthood thing, thinking I may have made a mistake by the time they came out. The glow on their faces, plus the hugs and kisses I got, made me think it was worth it.
We got home just before the deliverymen, and I stayed out of the way. Besides, I had an errand to run that couldn't wait. I had to tell my mother she had another granddaughter. Promising to bring home takeout, I left.
.......................................................................
There was a reason I hadn't told my mother. We really didn't get along that well. It seems she never expected me to amount to anything and resented my successes. She knew about the janitorial business, but I had my fingers in a lot of pies. I owned two warehouses that housed vintage and antique cars and motorcycles. I had minor partnerships in a dozen businesses, not including the gym. I owned 75% of that, and the manager owned the rest. Not many people I worked with were aware of my other ventures. I found it easier that way.
She also resented the fact that I didn't support my sister more than I did. I'd helped her plenty of times, and she got it in her head that it didn't matter what she did, I'd bail her out. I helped her move out from an abusive husband, one I ended up kicking the shit out of to convince him to leave her alone. I paid all her bills for six months before I made her take a job with me. She lasted four months before I had to let her go for absenteeism and pilfering of product she sold at a discount. I didn't press charges, but I made it plain I wasn't supporting her anymore. Two months later, she'd lost her apartment and moved in with a new boyfriend. They stayed together for four years and had two children before he got tired of the responsibility and left the area. Now she knows not to come around me unless it's an emergency. I ended up helping her twice more, even giving her the job back. History repeated itself, and I was done. I hadn't talked to her in fifteen months. Part of Mom's resentment was when I stopped helping her, and she leaned more on Mom.
She was surprised to see me. "Hello, Kyle. What do you want?"
"Do I need something to see my mother?"
She sighed. "No, it just seems here lately that you don't come around anymore unless it's something important. Amber and the kids get on your nerves, but your sister isn't as strong as you."
"Let's not go there. She'll never grow stronger if we don't stop bailing her out of everything she gets into. On general principles, how is she doing? Got a job yet?"
Mom just rolled her eyes. "No, and her unemployment is on its last waiver. She needs something soon, or she'll be back with me. You could give her a job, you know."
"I did give her a job. Twice. She stole from me the first time and just showed up when she wanted to the last. I have to have dependable people."
"You're little girlfriend works for you!"
"She does, and in two years, she's missed one day, and I had to make her stay home then. I'm not here to talk about Amber, but it is family business."
"Oh my God! You've knocked up your girlfriend. How could you let that happen? She's got her hooks in you now."
"Mom! Suzette isn't pregnant. If she were, it would be by choice. If you won't listen to me, I'm going."
There was a genuine look of contrition in her eyes. "I'm sorry, son. Amber has me a bit stressed out lately. What did you come over here to tell me?"
"Mom, do you remember my old girlfriend, Alistar Sneed?"
"Of course, I remember the little golddigger! Why in the world are you bringing her up?"
"Because, Mom, I knocked her up 13 years ago, and now you have a twelve-year-old granddaughter you've never met! And before you ask, I'm sure. The tests matched, and I took her to court for visitation. She's at my house now for the rest of the week. She's a really neat kid, Mom. She looks a little like you, and she inherited your stubborn streak. My question is, do you want to meet her?"
It was interesting to watch the emotions run across her face. Finally, she wiped a tear from her eye. "You got a picture of her?"
I showed her the picture of Kinsey snuggled under my arm while we were asleep, and then let her have my phone. I watched as she scrolled through the photos. When she saw the last one, I took it back. "Well, do you want to meet her?"
The sniffles started in earnest then. "She's got your eyes and nose, and my jawline and forehead. Of course, I want to meet her. Bring her over."
"I think it would be better if you came to my house. She's starting to get comfortable there and would be more relaxed. Come out on Tuesday, and I'll make you dinner. It's just you, Mom. Let's give her a while before dropping Amber and her kids into her life."
She surprised me by agreeing immediately: "I'll be there at six. That will give us a few hours. You know this changes everything--at least while she is with you. You are going to have to grow up a little."
That stung a little. She still thought of me as the irresponsible hellion I was when I was eighteen. Never mind that the house she lived in was bought and paid for by me, or that I paid the utility bills and kept gas in her car. She often forgot that when she was in mother mode.
"I'm as grown as I need to be. In case you've forgotten, I'm 34, own my own business and home, pay all my bills, and 90% of yours. Pretty adult of me, huh?"
She looked shocked for a second. Then she sighed. "I know, I know, it's just that I'll always think of you as that irresponsible kid I could never quite control. Now that you're a man, I have no control at all. I really am proud of you, you know that? You've grown into a hell of a man."



Wow. That was the highest praise I'd ever heard from her. My life was getting stranger and stranger.
After I left, I called home, and they told me they wanted Chinese, and they would call it in for me. When I got the order, I had to have help carrying it to the car. I wondered how many people we were feeding.
The short answer was four. Mom called as soon as I left and told Suzette she was on her way. She had reconsidered our discussion about meeting her later in the week. I just barely beat her into the house. The doorbell rang while we were plating the food, and before I could stop her, Kinsey rushed to answer it. Suzette and I were hot on her heels. I'd cautioned Kinsey that I wasn't sure how my mother would take another grandchild, one she knew nothing about.
They stood at the door and eyed each other for about a minute. Then Mom let out a wail and tried to smother the kid, kissing everything she could reach. Kins was definitely uncomfortable at first, but then she relaxed and started hugging her back. When they finally came up for air, Mom took her hand and led her to the sofa. "You're so adorable! Kyle said you were pretty, but I don't think he has the best judgment regarding women, so I was slightly suspicious. Turns out he was right. You don't know your father well enough yet, but he can exaggerate from time to time, especially about something he loves."
She hadn't let go of Kinsey's hand, and after a few moments of awkwardness, they started asking each other questions. I took Suzette's hand and led her back to the kitchen. "Let's give them some time, see who wears out first."
"It'll be a draw. Your Mom has years of experience, but Kinsey has the advantage of youth. Let's get the food ready."
We laid out the silverware and opened the boxes before calling them in. As we ate, I became aware that I was pretty much just an observer. The three women in my life were concentrating on each other. Mom was treating Suzette with a lot more respect, and Suz was returning it. They were all giggling about something when I rose.
"The estrogen is so high in here that I'm drowning in it. You ladies, carry on, and remember that just because you agree on something doesn't automatically mean I'm going to say yes."
They just grinned and continued talking like I wasn't there. I parked the truck, piddled around in the garage for a few minutes. It was time to let go of the 'Vette. I'd had it long enough. I had a 1974 AMX Javelin, red with black vinyl inserts on the roof, with a 401 I'd had rebuilt by experts. The thing could fly. It was going to be my next car.
I had just picked up another car, a little MG from the early seventies, that I was going to restore and give to Suzette. She knew nothing about it; it was stored in one of my two warehouses. Maybe I'd make it an engagement present. We'd seen an Austin-Healy at an auto show and she had loved it. The MG was the next generation. That got me to thinking about Kinsey, but I had three and a half years before I had to worry about that. My first instinct was to buy her a four-door four-cylinder with twenty airbags. I doubted that would fly.
Looking around the garage, I realized I had something she could drive now. A little four-wheel drive off-road mini-truck. It even had seatbelts. I'd picked it up for half its worth in a trade. I'd planned to sell it, but could hold off for a while. She could drive it up and down the dirt road and in the pastures. I doubted if we could both fit in it, but she and Suz could. She would have to show her how to drive it. I grinned, knowing that my field was soon going to be a torn-up mass of mud.
..................................................
Monday came around, and we were faced with a dilemma. Suz was willing to stay home, but ultimately, we took her to work with us. We'd set her up with a laptop, and she could amuse herself while we worked.
That lasted for about thirty minutes. Then she was following Suzette around as she did her job, soon holding a tablet and entering the items as Suz spot checked the contents of a few trucks. Then she followed me out to our receiving dock and watched as I unloaded two trucks and checked the delivery against the manifests. By then, it was lunch, so we took her to a little deli we frequented. It was within walking distance, so she almost skipped between us, chattering. We were greeted by most of the regulars, and they all looked at Kinsey. "She's my daughter. One I didn't know about until a couple of months ago."
That set off a lively round of conversation. We heard some of it while we ate, and Kinsey made a production of taking our hands when we left. My crew got a kick out of finding out I had a child and immediately started calling her Junior, which she was more than happy with.
Child care was solved when Mom called. "Air out a bedroom. I'll be staying with you until Friday, so Kinsey will have someone to watch her while you work. Don't argue with me, Suzette, Kinsey, and I have already discussed it. It will give me a chance to bond with her."
I looked over at my girls as I hung up. They were grinning and trying to hide it. My life was definitely getting out of control. It could be a good thing. Mom was certainly happy about it, and surprisingly so was Suzette. They hadn't actually disliked each other, but they had never been overly friendly.
...................................................................................
Mom arrived with a suitcase and immediately declared she would be staying in the bedroom next to Kinsey. "That way we'll be on the other side of the house from your bedroom, in case you and Suzette need to...talk about things, in private." Kinsey giggled, and Suz smirked.
"Thanks for the consideration, Mom. Suz can become quite involved in our discussions, sometimes. We may even get loud once in a while." Now it was my turn to smirk as the ladies glowed.
We ate dinner, and I sat and listened to the banter, suddenly feeling sad because I had missed so much of my child's life. We watched a movie later, Suz snuggled up to me while Mom and Kins were cuddled on a loveseat.
I woke to the smell of breakfast the next morning. Suz had gotten up early and walked out of the bathroom, naked, fresh from her shower. She saw the look in my eyes and grinned. "No way. Not with your daughter and mother right beneath us."
She saw the disappointed look on my face and hugged me, whispering in my ear. "I'll make it up to you tonight. Mom is taking Kinsey to meet her friends so she can brag about her. I don't plan to let you out of bed until they return."
Mom and Kinsey were in the kitchen plating the food when we walked in. Kins kissed both of us, and Mom hugged me. She then surprised Suz by hugging her. She whispered something in her ear, and she went red. I wonder what it was about?
They talked about their plans for the day. Mom was taking Kinsey shopping. "We've already taken her," I told her.
"Yes, you have, but I haven't. Besides, every young girl I've ever met has never said no to at least one more outfit. I promise not to get carried away. Much."
The Kid giggled. I worried we were spoiling her, too much, too fast. I talked about it with Suz as we drove to work.
"We'll get over it in time, honey. She's our brand new toy, and we want to dress her up. Besides, she hasn't had a lot of pampering in her life. Your Mom and I intend to make up for that."
Work went well. Suz and I reviewed the figures and came to the conclusion that we needed at least two more trucks to keep up with the new customers she'd secured. It surprised her no end when I told her to handle it. It surprised her even more when I gave her some new business cards. 'Suzette Flanders, Vice President, Masters Janitorial Supplies. "You're main duties will be marketing and sales. Since you have a title now, you'll need to join some civic organizations and network. I'm a little rough around the edges for that. I'm sure they'll respond much better to you, so you'll be our face to the public. You also get a raise to go with the title, honey. And, if you do well in six months, you'll get a bonus. It won't be money, but I'm sure you'll like it. One thing, though, you need to hire an assistant and train her to do some of your old duties. It's all on you; if you hire someone who isn't up to par, you'll have to terminate and replace. You deserve this, Suz. You know as much about this business as I do right now, and I expect you to improve."
She was so stunned she was speechless, no mean feat. I pushed her over the edge when I told her she would have to update her wardrobe to be more professional when meeting new clients or attending business functions. A clothing allowance was included in the deal. "As hot as you are in those tight jeans and tops, think how impressive you'll be in a dark blue power skirt jacket combo, with a silk blouse and three-inch heels. And honey, even though you're sleeping with the boss, this is about your business skills, not your bedroom skills."
She cried like a baby. Her life before me had not been the best, neglectful parents, bad friendships, abusive boyfriends, all had her convinced that, other than sexually, she was worthless. I had just told her she had value, high value, to me, and it had nothing to do with her performance in bed.
..........................................................................
After I loved on her a little I went out on the dock. I had a warehouse foreman, an ex-con I'd originally hired through a state-sponsored program. I didn't ask what he did, and he didn't tell me until two years after he'd started. He had become a Muslim while inside, and wore the skullcap always and robes on occasion. He even had his prayer rug; no one made fun of him when he rolled it out. Of course, he was six eight and weighed around three hundred, very little of it fat. When it came out, he'd killed three guys in a gang-related confrontation, and they were even more polite than before. He went inside at seventeen and came out at 38.
"I'm adding a couple of trucks, Mo. Put the word out."
He grinned and nodded. To our surprise, after three years with us, he invited us to his wedding, to a slim woman eleven years younger. They had two boys now, and he'd just told me they were expecting a third. He smiled widely. "Allah is gifting us with a girl. Suli says it didn't matter about the sex, but she smiles and rubs her tummy when she does."
After Mo worked with us for a year, he came to me and said, "My brother in Allah is being released next week. Will you consider him?"
I just grinned. Since then, eight of our drivers have been ex-cons, including two women. A few more hadn't worked out, but the ones who stayed were solid, and I didn't regret hiring them. They were intensely loyal to me because I trusted them, paid them a decent wage, and never judged them. "If you're talking to me, you've paid your debts. I don't expect to discuss your past again, unless you need to." I learned much later that one of the guys tried to start a scam, and the others politely asked him not to. After he got out of the hospital, he disappeared.
He grinned again when he heard what I'd told Suz. He'd always liked her. From that day forward, her title on the dock and among the drivers was Boss Lady, which embarrassed her for a while but which she now wore with honor. When one of our drivers came to her asking about a job for her sister when she got out, Suz hired her as an assistant.
....................................................................................
On the drive home, I wondered what Mom had said to her this morning. She flamed red again. "She said I shouldn't wait much longer before giving her a couple more grandchildren. I told her I'd love to, but we hadn't even discussed getting married, much less having children."
I grinned. "Well, then. When we take Kins back to her mother, you plan a little road trip--just two days in some romantic spot conducive to discussing our future together. You set it up. Surprise me."
Suzette surprised me by going silent. I let it go, and just before we got out of the car, she leaned over and kissed my cheek. "I know just the place."
Then she slid out of the 'vette and ran into the house. I parked the car and tarped it, even though it was inside. When I went into the house, it was to face two and a half grinning women. Kinsey hugged me tightly, and Mom stroked my cheek. I got the feeling I was outvoted on something, but decided it would be just fine.
Friday came way too soon. I'd put the 'Vette up for sale and brought out the AMX. All the ladies agreed it was much nicer than the Corvette, especially since I could get everyone into it. Kins left most of the stuff we'd gotten her in her room, taking just one new outfit and a pair of trainers. Suz said part of it was staking a claim, reminding us she'd be back, and part of it was so she wouldn't antagonize her mother.
.......................................
Alison was waiting on the porch, surprised at the car but grinning with joy when Kins bounced out. Suzette was with us because the destination she'd picked was in that direction, and riding along made sense. She hadn't gotten out yet, and Ali tensed up when Kinsey reached in and hugged her.
I heard noise and looked through the open door. There stood the indomitable T. Rex, smirking. I grinned. He may have gotten Ali, but it was at best a consolation prize compared to Suzette. Petty, I know, but I still felt like a winner.
The smirk left his face when Suz exited the back seat, fluffing her hair. Kins waved at us again and disappeared into the house, chattering a mile a minute, probably giving Ali a lot of information she didn't want to hear.
Suzette was grinning and refused to tell me where we were going. She wouldn't let me look at the GPS, giving me some directions at a time. We drove for two hours, ending up deep in the mountains in front of a cabin in the middle of nowhere. The drive was almost a mile long, and there were no neighbors. She got out, shedding clothes until she was naked.
"Lose the clothes. We're not getting dressed for the next two days. The only thing we will be wearing will be sunscreen, which I insist we apply often. We wouldn't have much fun if we got burned the first day, so here."
We lotioned each other right there in the driveway. She was wrong on one thing. We did wear sandals, the rocks a bit much on our tender feet. And we dressed once, driving to the nearest town, thirty minutes away, for bug spray. They didn't bother me much, but her tender skin looked like a buffet to the local mosquitoes.
We also developed a habit of carrying towels. Fifty yards behind the cabin, there was a path leading to a nice little stream. In a bend of the creek, there was a deep pool, and we splashed and played in the cold water before we retired to the towels to warm each other up. We probably made love more outside than at any other time in our lives. By the time we got to the bed, we were usually so worn out that we just used it for sleeping.
While we did play quite a bit, we mostly just talked. There was no television in the cabin, and we only used the laptop to play music. I was a little surprised at how rough her childhood had been, and she envied my growing up in a middle-class household with both parents.
It led me to talk about Kinsey. "In a way, I'm glad I just found out about her. I couldn't have tolerated being a part-time father when I was young. I would have resented missing her first steps, or her first words, the fact that I didn't get to take her to her very first kindergarten class, or any of the other normal passages in a child's life."
She spoke before she thought. "It's one of the things I love about you. You'll get to do all those things and more several times over with ours. You're going to be a great father."
It hit her what she said, and she bolted. I found her in the stream, collecting rocks. When I swept her up, I could see the tear tracks. "We need to talk."
I saw her tensing up, so I kissed her until she relaxed. I led her to a towel and snuggled with her. "Well, not really talk. I want you to listen. I love you. I probably don't tell you enough, but it's still true. I would have married you when we first got together, but you needed to grow up. It broke my heart every time we split up. I think you'll agree you're not a shallow little girl anymore. You're a fully grown woman who understands how life and relationships should work. Whether you think so or not, I do. If I didn't, I couldn't ask you to marry me."
She was listening intently, probably thinking I was going to break up with her. When I said, 'Marry me,' she went pale, and I thought she might faint. Then she pulled me into a kiss that felt like she was sucking my soul out--it was that intense. Then she let out a whoop that probably woke up every owl in a three-mile radius, jumped up, and dove into the water, popping up to howl some more.
A few minutes later, she charged out of the stream, knocking me backwards onto the towel. I was already semi-hard just watching her in the water, but I was a rock after a few minutes of our make-out session. She pushed me onto my back and mounted me.
"You need to get all of this tight little pussy you can, mister. In a year or so, it'll be loose as a tunnel after I push our first kid out."
I had a grip on her hips, pushing her along. I managed to talk between grunts. "It'll shrink. Then we'll stretch it a couple of more times."
She screamed when her climax hit her while I howled under her. I knew she was on the pill. I also knew it better be heavy duty or I'd have gotten her pregnant right then. She collapsed on top of me for a few minutes before rising up and grinning down at me. "Don't you dare consider our talk a proposal. Besides, I don't think you have a ring yet. I expect the full experience in the near future and remember I know what you're worth so that rock better be damned nice."
"Oh, you're probably worth a little something. I'll see what I can do."
.....................................................
It broke her heart to leave the next day. "I want to set a standing rental for this date every year. No matter when we get married, this will always be our anniversary."
I just grinned and wondered if the owner would be open to a sale.
When we got cell reception, the first thing she did was call Kinsey. After a bit of chit-chat, she explained why she had called: "Kinsey, honey, I know we haven't known each other very long, but I'd like to ask you a favor. It involves a wedding."
She had her on speaker, so I heard the reply. "I don't know, Suzette. I'm a little old to be a flower girl. Plus, I don't know these people, do I?"
"As well as you can know anyone in a week. The wedding is mine, baby. And no flower girl duties for you, you'll be a full-fledged bridesmaid."
It's a good thing the phone was on speaker, or Kinsey would have blown her eardrums out with the scream. "Oh my God, Oh my God, Oh my God! Daddy finally asked?"
"Not exactly, but he stated intent, and I'm not about to let him wriggle out of it. Think about it, and you can help me plan next week."
"Can Dad hear us?"
"I've got you on speaker."
"Listen up, Pops. DO NOT mess this up. There better be a ring on her finger when I get there, or I'll take her shopping myself, and we won't scrimp. You got that?"
"I hear you, Kid. Looks like I've gone from being single to having a child and a soon-to-be wife in just a matter of days. You sure stirred things up, baby."
"Oh, she'd have hooked you sooner or later. That's wrong; she's had you hooked for a long time. You're just a little slow. I hope I didn't inherit that gene."
"You inherited my mouth, that's for sure. Love you, Kid. See you Friday."



I looked over and Suz was crying. "What's wrong, baby?"
"Nothing. That was the first time you told your child you loved her. She was scared to death you wouldn't. Didn't you hear her sobbing when we disconnected? You better love on her pretty hard next week to make sure she understands you meant it."
I grinned. "I have no problem with that."
When we got home, we went to bed early. The weekend had worn us out, and we were asleep in minutes.
.............................................................................................
I called work the next morning, popped my head in Suzette's office, and let her know I was going to meet with a supplier and would be gone for a couple of hours. Then I told her that starting next week, she'd be with me on all calls.
I didn't lie to her because I was meeting a supplier. One who would supply me with wedding and engagement rings.
Flay had a small boutique jewelry shop, with very little on display because almost all of his stuff was custom-made to order. He wasn't cheap, but his stuff was top quality.
I told him I was getting married and needed rings. After he stopped laughing, he asked what Suzette's favorite jewels were. Did she like rubies, emeralds, citrines, or garnets? How big did I want the diamond? What shape did I want it in? What kind of budget did I have?
Of course, I was totally unprepared for any of those questions, so I called Mom. She was there in 30 minutes, and she and Flay huddled. Flay made notes and drew a couple of quick sketches before presenting me with options. I picked a two-carat diamond surrounded by garnets, the dark of those stones making the diamond seem to glow. It cost about a third more than I expected to spend, but you only get married once, you know? Well, I hoped that was true in my case.
After some prodding from Mom, I ordered a ring for Kinsey. As soon as she left, I ordered a matching one for Mom. They could wear them to our wedding. I looked at the bill and hoped I didn't come up on any deals because most of my ready cash had just disappeared.
Friday rolled around, and I was there at five on the dot to pick up Kinsey. She came bubbling out, case in hand. I was in the MG. My mechanic had finished going through it, and it purred like a kitten. I'd stopped and picked it up at the paint shop, the paint making it look brand new. All it needed now was the new convertible top, and it was due to be installed on Tuesday.
Suzette's birthday was next Thursday, and I planned on having it in the driveway with a big red bow by six. I knew she would like it. As a bonus, I also planned to leave the ring box on the driver's seat. Then I intended to get down on one knee in front of Kinsey and Mom and make it official.
Kinsey gave me a big kiss when she got in, and I heard the door to the house slam hard. "I take it your Mom is still a bit tiffed over this?"
"Not really. Gram told her to let it go; the truth was out now, and she could do nothing about it. She just grunts and rolls her eyes. This is a really cool car. What is it?"
"It's Suzette's birthday present, a 1973 MG Midget. All it needs is a new rag top and it'll look will be brand new. That's being put on Tuesday. DO NOT say anything. It's a surprise, all right?"
Kins giggled. "That'll get you points, not that I think you need them."
"I think I have all the points I need. Wanna see her other present?"
She did, and I handed her the box. She oohed and aahed for a minute before slipping it on her finger. "Look, Dad, it fits! You know my birthday is in three months, hint hint."
Well, now I didn't have to worry about getting her ring size.
"Okay, Dad, let's talk about what kind of cool car you're going to get me. And I want a motorcycle like Suzette's."
"I have over three years to figure that out. No motorcycle, not that soon. Maybe I'll get you a little off-road bike so you can practice being a responsible rider."
"This week?"
"Don't push it, Kid." I didn't let on, but a guy had come to me trying to sell a pair of almost brand-new 125 Yamahas at a really good price. I figured Suzette could ride with her and give her a little training. I was thinking about it. We dropped the car by the upholstery shop and got into mine.
"Just how many cars do you own?"
"How many do I own or how many do I have tagged?"
She looked
"Well, I got the AMX, the truck, and this 'family' car. The MG, but that will go in Suz's name soon enough. Plus my three motorcycles."
"What the heck is this anyway?"
"It's a 2017 Cadillac CTS. I got a good deal on it."
"I suspect you get a good deal on everything you buy. Are you ever gonna show me those warehouses that stepmother has told me about soon?"
"Maybe when you grow up a little. Now remember, not a word about her car." We pulled into the driveway, and Suzette was waiting on the steps. Kins rushed up to her and then stopped, uncertain. Suz seemed a little anxious.
"For God's sake, hug each other and get it over with."
They grinned and hugged each other, doing a little jiggly dance thing. It was kind of cute if you were into Public Displays of Affection. They went into the house talking a mile a minute. "Don't worry about your bag! I'll get it."
Mom showed up before I got in the house, getting out of the car and grinning before going inside without even saying hello. Told me where I stood in the hierarchy.
..............................................
The week went quickly, but they always do when you're happy. Kins and Mom went out on Tuesday in my truck and came back with an exact duplicate of the bike she had at home. She also came home with three new outfits. Mom explained she and Suz had discussed it and decided to stock a wardrobe for her to keep here so she wouldn't have to drag a big bag back and forth. It was also not to offend Ali over the clothes she had accumulated.
Kins and Mom were grinning like idiots around Suz most of the time, driving her crazy. They'd be deep in conversation and just stop when she entered the room. She was concerned enough to bring it up to me Wednesday night as we lay in bed.
"I wouldn't worry about it too much, babe. Consider it grandparent bonding. Besides, I know she tells you secrets you won't share with me. Do I need to be nervous?"
I felt rather than saw her grin. "Maybe. Good night, honey."
Thursday dawned overcast and gloomy, and I worried it would spoil the effect I was going for with her car. God must not have been too pissed at me because by noon it was sunny and clear. I had Suzette go home without me, telling her I had to stay over for a late delivery and I'd drive the company pickup home. It had happened before, but she seemed a little upset. I gave her a big hug. "It won't be long, I promise. I still need to get home in time to give a certain birthday girl her present."
She cheered up and threatened me with gruesome things if I wasn't home soon. Mo was waiting, and when she turned at the end of the block, we were in the truck and on our way to pick up her car. It looked brand new, with a large red bow sitting on the passenger seat.
It was up to Kinsey and Mom to keep her in the back of the house, and they did a good job because I made it inside without her seeing me. She had her back turned when I went into the kitchen, and I scooped her up, giving her a big kiss. I saw the cake on the dining room table along with a couple of brightly wrapped boxes. Kinsey and Mom had been shopping.
After a big kiss, I set her down. "Hi, honey. Would you like your present now, or would you like to wait until after dinner?"
"Dinner's a pizza. You seriously think I was going to cook on my birthday? Now would be a good time to show me how much you love me with an expensive present. It doesn't have to be big, about the circumference of my ring finger would be good."
I frowned. "I'm afraid it's a little bigger than that. It's outside."
Suz bolted for the door. The girl was not into delayed gratification. The scream echoed up and down my little private road. Then the tears started. She was climbing all over me, kissing whatever her lips came into contact with. When she calmed down, I grinned. "I take it you like your present. There's another on the passenger seat."
She was shaking with excitement as she reached for the box. When she came out with the ring box, she was silent before she looked at me, tears threatening to spill. "Is this..."
I was beside her now, down on one knee. "Yes, it is, baby. Suzette Persophone Flanders, will you marry me?"
I gently took the box out of her hand and opened it. The diamond caught the evening sun and seemed to glow. I slid it on her hand and admired how big it looked on her small finger. She suddenly remembered she knew how to talk and screamed "YES!" at earsplitting levels. Then she showed it to Mom and Kinsey, and they were in a three-way hug dancing around in the yard.
It took her almost an hour to calm down. The pizzas had been delivered and had grown cold on the table. The first thing she did when she recovered was grab Kinsey and hustle her into the car. They were gone about twenty minutes, and Kinsey got out grinning. Suz stayed in the car.
"Come on, Mom! Your turn!"
It kind of got to her that Suzette called her Mom. That didn't stop her from getting in the car, though. When they got back, they both had fresh tear tracks on their cheeks. Neither saw fit to share what they had discussed. Kinsey and Mom had filmed the whole thing on their phones and snapped dozens of pictures, and they all hit their Facebook and Twitter pages immediately.
.............................................................................
Later, Mom grinned at me. "You know, I have a birthday coming up."
"I thought you swore off birthdays?"
"Well, I think just this once we can resurrect the practice. I look good in red in case you have something shiny lying around."
"Really? I hadn't noticed. I'll see if I can find you a nice bathrobe."
"That would be lovely, dear, as long as you wrap it in a car."
Well, then, her car was starting to cost. It was old, and something always needed to be done. I knew because I paid for her repairs.
Mom wasn't destitute. When Dad passed, he left her in good shape, with the house paid for and a good life insurance payout. She had always been a stay-at-home mother and had very few marketable skills, so she was content to stay out of the workforce, volunteering at her church and for various civic organizations.
Then her house burned down. My sister was living with her and went to sleep with a lit cigarette, and the fire department ruled the fire accidental. The insurance hadn't been updated in years, and she got about half what it would cost to replace it. It also came to light that Mom had spent a good bit of her insurance money keeping Amber out of jail. She was an emotional wreck, and just when she needed support most, Amber moved in with her boyfriend of six months.
I brought Mom home with me while she looked for another house. I found her one in a good neighborhood, a distress sale, and I picked it up for about 60% of its value. Ultimately, I gave it to her, but kept it in my name because of Amber. It put a strain on me for about two years, but it was Mom. I was less than happy when she let Amber and her two kids move in with her, but it was her life. She made it perfectly clear to Amber there would be no smoking in the house, and if she caught her, she'd be out on the street. For once, Amber understood she meant it and quit smoking.
The next day, Kinsey was all over me. "What kind of car are you going to get for Grandma?"
"Who says I'm giving her a car?"
"No one. But you're a good son, and who knows what you have sitting around?"
"I might have something, but I'm kind of strapped for cash right now. I've taken up some very expensive hobbies lately."
"What kind of hobbies?"
"Raising a kid comes to my mind first. Then there's this marriage thing I've gotten myself into. Who knows what that's gonna cost me."
"You know it's going to be a never-ending cycle. I won't be by myself for long, then there'll be little brothers and sisters running around. You'll save some money babysitting because I'll give you a cut rate, sort of a family discount. Whatever you spend, we'll all be worth it."
I sighed while Suz grinned. "Got me there, dam..darn it. I guess I'll be stuck with you for about eight more years before I can ship you to college. Then I can concentrate on the ones behind. This marriage thing might be a little harder. It may take forty or fifty years."
The Kid sighed. "Yep, you're screwed."
"I hope so."
Then both collapsed into giggles.
..........................................
Mom got the Caddy. I already owned it, and like I said, my cash flow was a little low. It's time to go to the warehouse.
I had two warehouses full of stuff I'd accumulated over the years. One was my favorite. I'd 'inherited' it from my greatuncle, a man who lived and breathed to screw the government out of as much money as he could. The man literally despised paying tax on anything and had become quite creative. He'd let me work for him in the summers and taught me all of his tricks. I didn't use most of them because they had gotten increasingly harder in the digital age, but some still worked.
He taught me how to wheel and deal, spot a bargain, avoid hustlers, and most importantly, keep my mouth shut. "Nine times out of ten, people will never know your business unless you put it out there. If people knew what I did, they'd be after me for favors or to give them a deal, and pretty soon Uncle Sam's IRS goons would be all over me." Most who knew him thought he worked at a warehouse. No one knew he owned it, and one more.
When my great-aunt got sick and the doctor told him the humid climate they lived in was making her lungs worse, he promptly sold me everything in both warehouses for half price, and that was half the price he'd paid. Harry would grin at me when I asked if he was all right, telling me he had money with six zeros behind it, so he was doing okay. He even financed it to show the government that he was living within his means between the payments and their social security. On paper, I was paying four times what I owed a month, and every time I wrote a check, I'd get the difference back in cash within a week. It was technically money laundering, but neither of us cared.
I unlocked the door and was halfway in when a voice boomed out. "WHO THE HELL'S THERE?"
I yelled back because the old guy was a little deaf. He'd worked for my great-uncle most of his life and drew a minimum wage check and cash under the table to make up the difference. The only drawback was that his Social Security was on the low side when he retired. There was a little one-bedroom apartment attached to the warehouse that had been built by my great-uncle when he and his wife had gone through a rough patch. When Bob told me he was going to retire, he wondered out loud how he was going to make it. I figured out how much he could make without hurting his check and paid him a grand less a year, and he got to live in the apartment rent-free. His official job was "Security Guard", although he slept like a rock and it would take an earthquake to wake him. I had electronic security at the place that was wired to the local police department. Bob once slept through a break-in, the cops arriving with sirens blaring, and a couple of shotgun blasts. I never told him.
Bob more than made his salary by working on old vehicles. He wouldn't work on anything that had computers on it, but he was a genius with older cars and motorcycles. He'd take one of my project cars and have it purring like a kitten in a couple of weeks. He once did a total rebuild on a 1949 Indian Chief motorcycle without ever looking at a manual.
He was working on a 1963 Chevy 2 convertible I'd picked up for 3500. I'd put about twice the purchase price on it with new paint, a new top, and a redone interior. When it was done, I considered keeping it for a while, but knew I'd eventually sell it and get five or six times what I had invested. When he finished it, there was a 1967 Ford Falcon Prince to work on. It was the hot rod version of something that was basically a mini-Mustang, and came with the same 289 V8 the Mustang had.
There were four Harleys, two made in 1955, a BMW tour bike, a 1972 Triumph 750, and an '80s model 400 Kawasaki with eighty-three hundred miles on it.
The jewel in the crown was a 1969 Z28 Camaro. It had 31,000 original miles and hadn't been on the road since 1975. The owner kept it up on jack stands, cranked every week, let it run for five minutes, and had it completely covered in a thick coat of Vaseline inside and out down to the tires. He sold it to me when his wife got cancer for about 60% of what it was worth at the time. I would have given him more, but he set the price and wouldn't budge.
A separate climate-controlled room in the back held my guitar collection, about 120 grand's worth. It also held some vintage jukeboxes that still had the records from when they stopped. There was also a gun safe that held a lot of weapons, all legal and all gotten at a really good price. My favorite was a 1959 single-action Ruger chambered in.30 caliber. I'd never sell that one.
The other warehouse was smaller and held less valuable merchandise, mostly newer model used cars that didn't last long. I had an Independent Dealer license, insurance, and three dealer tags. I'd sometimes let really good friends drive one for a while if they were in need.
My janitorial company paid the bills, and the warehouses were more or less a hobby--a very profitable hobby most of the time.
I'd sold a guy one of the Harleys, and he was there to pick it up. I made about five grand on it, money the government would never see. Wilbur, my "Security Guard," was also a Notary Public and kept his credentials current, so signing here and affixing the seal was a simple matter. The bike wasn't in my name; I'd had the former owner sign the title and never processed it, so it would look like the former owner had sold it. An invisible deal, at least as far as I was concerned.
Wilbur spent most of his spare time working on his personal project, a 1946 Ford truck that had belonged to his uncle. They'd found it in the runway of an old barn, and he'd had to track down sixteen people and get them to sign off on it before he owned it. The engine had been redone, the interior restored, and all that was left was the paint. It took him eight months and three letters to Ford before he could get them to mix up three gallons of seafoam green using the exact formula used in 1946.
He had no family left, so I made sure he got out once in a while. Once a year, he'd go visit my great-uncle, usually in the dead of winter here. He'd spend two weeks in the sun of Arizona, play golf, and generally relax. I'd try to get him to dinner, but he always refused until Suz got hold of him. Now he came once a month like clockwork, and Suz usually made sure he had containers of leftovers to take home. The man had a McDonald's addiction that couldn't be good for him.
I showed him pictures of Kinsey, and they brought a rare smile to his face. I promised to bring her by before summer was over so he could meet her.
.......................................................................................................
Things settled into a rhythm over the summer. Kinsey missed playing softball, and her coach let her stay on the team, playing the weeks she was there. One of my drivers was a coach, and when he found out what a good player she was, he came out to meet her. They tossed the ball a few times, and he had her hit for him. Then, he told her she was welcome to play on his team the weeks she was with us. That led to shuttling her for practices, games, and fundraising activities, and we had to attend every game. Mom, used to the hellions my sister's kids were, was very happy to have a 'normal' granddaughter and attended every game. The team discovered what a good baker she was and were constantly on her for snacks or donations to the bake sales and other fundraisers they held.



Both teams made the playoffs, and she got to play in part of the games. I thought it was funny when she told me that if both teams won, they would be playing each other in the next round. Sad in a way, but one team didn't make it, but the other made it all the way to the state championships before losing.
Both coaches talked to me. Some girls in college don't have her arm, and with a little more intense coaching, she could become a very powerful hitter. It could be her ticket to college if she progresses as we think she will." I smiled and thanked them, knowing she would never need a scholarship. I put a lump sum of ten grand in a college fund, and Suzette ensured we deposited five hundred every month. It wouldn't be enough for four years, but it would last well into her third year if she went to a state college.
The wedding was planned for the last week Kinsey was with us. Mom had moved in, and the girls were thick as thieves, and I often felt like the odd man out, pun intended. Then they'd realize they were neglecting me and smother me with attention for a day or two before going back to whatever they were doing.
They were planning the wedding, and apparently, it was a full-time job for my mother at least. They could not show up at work and whisk Suzette away for a couple of hours.
Suzette had become the public face of our business. Her office clothes were conservative but often very sexy. She would attend meetings to network and come back to me with stories of the guys who had hit on her. She stopped when she saw I didn't find it amusing and gave me a big kiss. "You don't have anything to worry about. if it came to it and I felt you needed to clear the air, most of them would take one look and run."
I made it a point to attend some of the mixers, and Suzette would shower me with little PDAs while she smirked at the guys who had hit on her. They got the message.
She was stunned when she found out she had won the city Businesswoman Of The Year Award, citing her strides in raising my company into a regional power. We now had thirty-five trucks and were thinking about adding three more. We had also expanded into two more nearby cities. Mo had been promoted to Warehouse Manager and didn't get to drive much anymore.
When a few old companies tried to harass us, they suddenly discovered why everyone left us alone. Ex-cons had seen a lot; some of them had even used the tactics being used against them. It didn't take long to realize that competition was good for everyone and left us alone. One went out of business the next year, and we snatched up his customers, property, and vehicles for pennies on the dollar.
Before all that happened, we got married. The day came, sunny and pleasant, and we found ourselves standing at the altar. Kinsey was the only bridesmaid, looking far more mature than her thirteen years. Mom was beside her, serving as the mother of both the bride and the groom. I had Mo for my lone groomsman, surprised at how good he looked in his tux. The church Suzette chose was small and seemed to bulge once all the guests were seated.
Every bride is expected to be beautiful on her wedding day, and Suzette more than exceeded expectations. Her dress was form fitting and showed a little cleavage on top but flared out below the waist although it did give hints of what a great ass was under it. She would still have been the most beautiful thing in the world if she'd been in a burlap sack.
The service was solemn and stately, but the reception got a little wild. Suz had a lot of friends she had made from her business dealings, plus we had the old crowd we still saw socially. Mom had stayed for an hour before taking Kinsey home. She insisted she be there to watch the bouquet toss and was stunned when it landed in her hands. Mom and Suzette took it out of her hands, laughing at her expression.
"I think we'll put this up for about ten years, honey. Now kiss your parents and say goodnight."
She hugged me like she was trying to squeeze me in two, then did the same to Suzette, whispering in her ear. Suzette giggled and nodded as they both turned to look at me. Even Mom was grinning, 'I know something you don't' smile.
I found out what they were conspiring about two months after the honeymoon. We were at work when we heard the scream. I was on the dock and started running for the office when she charged out and jumped right into my arms, crying and laughing. When she had calmed down, she took us back to her office and closed the door, sitting us on the small loveseat. I grinned, remembering when we christened it, the desk, and the small conference table.
"I have great news, honey. Remember when you asked me what Kins, your Mom, and I were whispering about before we left for our honeymoon? I had told them I had stopped taking birth control a month ago. It took a little longer than I thought before the meds cleared my system. We're pregnant, honey!"
I suddenly had a vision of my petite firehaired wife with a nine-month bulge, and lost it. The tears flowed for a few minutes while she held me and murmured in my ear. Then it was my turn to scream. That brought everyone in the warehouse and office running. I charged out holding Suzette in my arms. "We're going to have a baby!"
That sure disrupted the supply flow. Most of our deliveries were late that day, but when we apologized, most smiled and sent congratulations.
She, Mom, and Kinsey did their three-way happy dance while the tears flowed that night. At that particular moment, I was happier than I had ever been in my life.
Four months later, when Suzette accepted her award from the city business leaders, she glowed, her tight green dress showing her growing bump. Kinsey had gotten permission from her mother to attend, as it was supposed to be her week, and didn't even complain.
Mom was also there in a pretty impressive evening gown, with a date. He was one of the local business leaders who had met her when she tagged along with Kinsey to a mixer. They had taken to each other immediately. He was a widower who never remarried and had no children. After about a dozen dates, Mom made him take her and Kinsey bowling, and she said he cried later after they'd taken her home. He told them he had no idea how much he missed not having children. It touched her, and now about every fourth date included Kinsey. She would tease him and call him Gramps, and he would glow. In the next year or so, he'll be her official grandfather. I was happy for them. They were both in their early fifties and had a lot of life left. And if Suzette got her way, he'd be a grandfather to a few more.
................................................................................................................
Three years flowed along. Suz was pregnant again with our second child. I hoped this one was a boy. Our daughter had her mother's flaming red hair and was destined to be as beautiful when she grew up. Kinsey was fifteen now and already hinting about a car for her next birthday. I'd traded for a six-year-old BMW convertible in pretty good shape, and I thought it would be a nice car for her, but she surprised me. Her new stepfather had a four-wheel drive Jeep, and he took her offroading once, and she fell in love, hinting strongly that something like his vehicle would be great. I was thinking about it.
Alistar had sent Dino the Dinosaur packing about eighteen months ago, and while she never told the story, I knew it had something to do with her new man. Grant seemed to be a genuinely nice guy, and both Suz and I liked him. Something I saw, something that settled just beneath the surface, had me convinced this could be a very dangerous man if crossed. Alistar and I had buried the hatchet (at Grant's insistence) to the point we sometimes went on bike rides together. He had a big Vulcan. I usually rode one of my Harleys with Kinsey on the back while Suzette rode her little Sportster. If Kinsey weren't with us, Suzette would be behind me.
Both ladies were attractive, and I got a glimpse of how dangerous Grant could be one night at a dive we had stopped out. It was a biker bar and was known as a neutral zone. Any biker was welcome as long as he behaved. Grant knew the owner, and she had kissed him and Ali on the cheek, so I figured we'd be safe. Then four assholes hit on our wives while we were at the bar getting drinks. The girls hid behind us and we asked them nicely, if you count "get the fuck away from our women" as politely. Suz had a bruise on her arm that had me seeing red. A little while later, Grant had to go. He stayed a long time and was a little flushed when he returned. "Long line. Let's go get something to eat."
The girls were more than willing to go, and the owner met us at the door and apologized. "I pride myself on operating a safe and decent place. Grant, if you had let me, I would have handled it. As it is, all I can do is clean up the trash. Please come back. The first two rounds will be on me."
We wondered what she was talking about. Halfway to the bikes, Suz remembered her gloves, so I returned to get them. I got back to the door just in time to see two bouncers dragging three of the four who had caused trouble from behind a dumpster. All were out cold, and I stopped to think. It had been over half an hour since Grant went to the bathroom. Who was this guy?
I looked at him when I got back, and he had a small grin on his face. A cold chill went through me, and I was suddenly glad he considered me a friend.
It was Thursday when I got the call. "Hey, Grant. What's up?"
There was a short silence, and then he spoke. His voice sounded like death. "You need to get over here. Kinsey's been kidnapped."
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I smiled to myself as I watched the guy strut around. He was big, loud, and obviously had an exaggerated opinion of his self-worth. He was holding court with three of his toadies, extolling the virtues of the rat bike Harley he owned.
Everyone who looked at it was surprised the thing even ran. Obviously, he had no idea what it took to maintain a motorcycle, especially an old Harley. He wasn't much on cosmetics either. I would have bet his next paycheck the chrome had never been polished as long as T. Rex had owned it.
The first time I heard him introduce himself, I had to turn around so he wouldn't see the grin on my face. T. Rex, really? He didn't look like any predator I'd ever seen, and I'd seen quite a few in my old life. The guy was big, at least six-four, but he was puffy and out of shape. It occurred to him he'd gotten away with a lot in his life because of his size. I suddenly remembered someone I hadn't thought of in years. His club name was Runt, but at five feet three, he was pound for pound the most effective killer I had ever seen. He was eventually sent to prison for two of his murders, but the government was reasonably sure he was responsible for the deaths of at least a dozen more. He was never prosecuted after the first two because there would have been too many secrets revealed, secrets that could get others killed. I heard he died after serving seven years at the hands of a couple of rival gang members serving in the same prison.
I looked past the Harley to my own ride--a brand new Vulcan with 1500 ccs of raw power. It had been years since I'd owned a bike, but I thought the past was far enough behind me now that it would be safe. Safe means a lot in my life.
Grant Whitcomb was not my real name. The U.S. Marshals, who coordinated my witness protection entry, chose it randomly.
..................................................................................
I went into the Army the day after I graduated. My parents were long dead, and I spent the whole of high school living in foster homes. No one wanted to adopt an older child, and I found it fine. I worked hard in school and got good grades. Not good enough for a scholarship, but good enough for the Army. The military agreed with me mentally and physically. I did so well that I got into the Rangers and was shipped to the sandbox. It was the early days of the war, and no one was sure what was going on. I saw a lot of conflict, earning a bronze star and two purple hearts. I did two tours and had just returned for the third when I blundered into a drug smuggling ring, one that included a lot of fellow soldiers. Not knowing how high the enterprise reached, I said nothing until I was sent to another province to help train local troops. It took a little effort, but I managed to get a message to the commanding officer, which led to a sit-down late at night in a secure location.
I told them everything I knew about the smuggling ring and left. Three days later, I was assigned to a visiting group of civilians as an escort. Once they were away from base, a man identified himself as C.I.D., the 'police' branch of the army. He wanted me to go undercover and discover as much as possible. It was dangerous and worth my life if found, but I had a deep-seated sense of justice and agreed.
Two years later, the ring was taken down. I had risen to a senior position within the group, and because of my testimony, 39 men went to Leavenworth. The C.I.D. colonel who had recruited me sought me out, taking me in for 'interrogation.'
He grinned at the young idealist I was. "Bobby, we got lucky. You were going to have to testify until Sgt. Dawson took a deal and spilled his guts. Your friends found out, and unfortunately, Sgt. Dawson had a terrible accident. He stepped on a land mine. You can walk away here, leave the Army, and enter civilian life. Or..."
So, Sgt. Bobby Travers got court-martialed and sent to Leavenworth to gather information on who was receiving the drugs. When the bust happened, they rolled up a bunch of lower-level dealers who either didn't know or were too afraid to say who was running the show.
I stayed in Leavenworth for eighteen months, gathering what I could. They finally got a break, and suddenly, my case was being reviewed. The Colonel grinned at me.
"We got them, but there's a glitch. The whole thing is fronted by a biker gang known for their expertise in the drug business. They control distribution in most of the Midwestern and a few of the Southern States. They're ruthless, destroying one rival group of bikers down to the last man. The Cartels are afraid of them and have chosen to work with them rather than expend the resources in a war. We need someone on the inside. Know how to ride a bike?"
I had no idea, but I was given a Harley and extensively trained. I was even sent through the certification process Harley requires from independent shops. As mechanically inclined as I was, I was soon able to take a motorcycle apart and put it back together again with just a few basic tools. I even became computer-certified to work on the newer models.
My hair had always been short by inclination and military standards, but now it flowed past my shoulders and matched with a full beard. No one in my past life would have recognized me if they walked right by me on the sidewalk.
Relentlessly drilled in biker language and codes, how to read tattoos like a road map, and how a biker would react in any given situation, they finally declared me ready. Then, they set me up in a small Midwestern town near a local chapter. The group's original name was High Plain Drifters, but as they expanded, they shortened it to the Drifters. They had a peace treaty of sorts with the other national clubs and even included them in a few deals to keep things cordial. They had very good law firms on retainer in most states, politicians and law enforcement on payroll, and contingency plans for just about every situation. It was very hard to get into the club; mostly, they put candidates in one of their subsidiary clubs for a year or more before offering them probationary membership if they deemed it worthwhile.
I got into a subsidiary club a little better than a year ago and, ten months later, was interviewed by the local leaders of the Drifters. Positive, they had carefully vetted me, and they knew about my time in Leavenworth for drug smuggling, so I figured I was exactly what they were looking for. They were impressed with my military background, and my club name became 'Sarge.' It took another year and a half to be a full club member. I did things I wasn't proud of, things that would probably haunt me to my grave, but I was really careful not to do anything too violent or stupid. What bothered me most was how they treated the club women like possessions and how little they could say about what they were told to do. I worked my ass off, and the task force built an airtight case, and when they had enough, the hammer came down. Three months later, the club was almost gone, all their leaders and most of the soldiers bound for prison. They managed to stay as a club for a few more years but were absorbed into a larger club via the 'patchover' method. It basically meant joining them, or nasty things could happen.
The bust went down in a way that put me in the hospital for an extended stay. While there, I was medically discharged from the army at the highest rank they could give me. If I had stayed in the regular service, I would have been six years away from retirement. They factored that into a medical pension, giving my assumed identity a record that showed he never served in the military, and the money was from a structured insurance settlement. The official story was that I died in the hospital and was cremated, the ashes buried in a pauper's field.
'Grant,' with his head almost shaved and beard gone, moved to the East Coast and went to school on the G.I. bill disguised as a scholarship, getting a degree in mechanical engineering and joining a company that put him in charge of three plants after three years. I was making excellent money and banking most of it.
I was considered prime husband material. I dated regularly, owned my home, had my vehicles paid for, and was considered, on average, a genuinely nice guy.
I didn't touch a bike for six years. Then, a terrific deal on an old Honda Goldwing came along. It was a long way from my chopped-out Harley, so it was chosen. It was fun to ride for a while, but eventually, it started feeling like I was riding my recliner down the road, and I decided it was time to get something more like what I had in the old days. Making it a point to stay away from Harleys, I found many big V-twins on the market. I almost bought a new Indian but opted at the last minute for the Vulcan. I had it for eight months, and it still looked like it had just rolled off the showroom floor.
...............................................................
All this went through my mind as I walked to the parking lot. My path took him right by 'T--Rex,' whose real name was Theodore. I had to stifle a laugh when I saw he was wearing colors. The Evil Revengers. What kind of bullshit name was that? You would have been safe betting your paycheck that Theodore had come up with. The Drifters would have had a ball, reducing him to a crying bitch in less than half an hour, taking his bike as they left.
Theodore stopped talking and watched as I fired up the Vulcan, and I couldn't resist letting it rip as I left, putting a black mark thirty feet down before easing up. I wondered how many miles had been taken off the back tire with that stunt.
As I was leaving the next day, I noticed Ted looking at his bike. He'd hop on it and try to kickstart it, but it wouldn't even catch. I knew what was wrong instantly. "Your half-moon starter gear is stripped. Use the electric start."
He admitted the starter didn't work. After looking it over, I twisted a couple of wires and hit the button. The starter whirred but wouldn't engage. "You need to get it down to the shop. It's a pretty simple repair and shouldn't take too long."
"Shit! I'm broke right now and'll have to wait until payday. How am I gonna get it home?"
That was easy enough. Grabbing one of his buddies, I had Ted put his bike in second gear and hold the clutch while we pushed him. I yelled for him to pop the clutch when we thought they were going fast enough. Ted did, and the bike sputtered for a minute before catching.
Two weeks later, the bike was fixed, and Ted kept asking me to stop for a beer so he could thank me. Against my better judgment, I did have a few beers with him, figuring it would shut him up. The more he talked, the more it became apparent what an asshole he was. He bragged about his bike, he bragged about how hot his 'bitch' was, he bragged about how fast his club was growing. Then he hit me up to join. Flashing back to the two years of shit I'd had to endure before the Drifters accepted me as a full member, I grinned. "I'm not much of a joiner, but thanks for asking."
By now, he had six buddies riding with him. Two had Harleys, one had an old Triumph, one had a nice-looking Road Star, an Indian, and the other had a bike so grime-encrusted no one knew the brand. He'd ask me to join him every couple of days, and I regularly turned him down.
It all came to a head one day at a local bar. A friend and I had been riding and stopped for a beer. My friend had one beer and left, but I ordered another, relaxing. Thirty-nine now, financially secure, with good friends, all that was missing from my life was a good woman. There had been a few over the years. I wasn't ugly, had good manners, and had enough disposable income to show a woman a good time, but there hadn't been enough spark for any of them to last. I did live with one girlfriend for about fifteen months before we parted. It seemed she was looking for a meal ticket, and when I caught her on my computer going over financial records, it brought it to a head.
Sandy decided that a good offense was a good defense, so she jumped me. "You got all that money and live in this tiny thing? And what's with that check you get once a month? There's no paper trail; it just shows up in your account every month. Are you an undercover cop or something, hiding from the mafia?"
That hit a little too close. "That money is from a structured settlement I got from an accident years ago. It was a pretty good sum, and they offered me a deal. If I took it in payments, they'd add ten percent. I didn't need to think about that. They got another eighteen months, and we're square. Let's discuss something else for a moment. Why were you snooping through my computer and my papers?"
She had enough shame to blush. "You never say anything about where you're from or what you did before you went to work for Jenkins Mechanical. I was trying to find out who you are."
"I can tell you who I am. I'm Grant Whitcomb. Wanna see my driver's license? If you search, I'll come back clean. There are no warrants or APBs out on me. I'm a mechanical engineer with a good job and a quiet life. I like it like that. I was never a big fan of drama."
We talked a bit more before I surprised her. "I think this relationship has just about run its course. I can't stay with someone who doesn't trust me or, worse yet, someone I can't trust. I won't live where I have to lock my computer or guard my papers from someone who likes to snoop. Take some time next week and look for an apartment. I'll even help you get set up. After that, you're on your own."
There were a few rounds of crying and yelling, but she was gone in three weeks.
....................................................................
I was thinking about my inability to find a permanent partner when T. Rex came up. "Hey, dude! How's it hangin'?"
A woman at the next table blushed, and she got up and moved, taking her girlfriends with her. I was a little disappointed because she'd been sending me signals, and I was about to buy a round for the table, hoping for an invitation to join them. That was out the window now.
Ted immediately started bragging about his club. "We're gettin' to be big time now. Got us a clubhouse we can throw down in any time we want."
"Well, good for you."
"You can still get in on the ground floor, be one of the officers. Think what it would do for your street cred."
What it would do was get my ass kicked at every biker bar around, AFTER they stopped laughing. It's not my idea of a good time. I declined again, which seemed to piss Ted off.
"Don't think you can run with us, huh? Don't worry; we can protect you."
Slowly and surely, I was getting tired of his bullshit. I hadn't fought anyone seriously in six years and would still put money that I could take at least four of them down without breathing hard. Runt had taught me the hard way that looks can be deceiving. I absently rubbed my upper right arm, remembering the break.
"I'll think about it and get back to you next week."
The next week, the mighty Evil Revengers were a little subdued. One walked with a limp, one couldn't sit down good, and the big T was movin' slow. I got the scoop from one of the club members. "We ran into Ali's ex-husband. She's T's girlfriend. The dude was there because he just found out her kid was his. Twelve years, and he had no idea. They were having a 'discussion', and she didn't like where it was going, so she called us over to scare him."
"Did you?"
"Fuck no, we didn't! That guy kicked T's ass, took out Skinny's kneecap, and popped Jasper right in the nuts before the cops showed up."
"Wow. How bad did the other guy get his ass beat?"
Jason grinned. "I don't think he was breathing hard, and none of them got a lick. I don't know where he learned it, but the dude could mix it up. It was the last straw with me. I thought it would be fun to ride with a group, but T had some fucked up ideas about how things should go. I left my colors on his front porch. I'm done."
I thought he must be the smart one in the bunch. Two days later, another of his minions told him to stick the colors up his ass. I don't know what it was about, but he was pretty pissed, and Ted had a pretty good shiner. The rest of the bunch must have been rethinking his leadership qualities, and I think he was desperate when he approached me again. Again, I told him no, and he almost begged. "Ride with us just once. See how it goes."
I agreed that I would pick the bar if they didn't fly their colors.
......................................................
Judging by the looks on their face when we pulled in, they were scared shitless. We were about to walk into the Split Pistons, THE biker bar in the area. It was big, always crowded, and nobody started anything. I looked at the markings on the door, the universal sign that bikers were welcome, and the logos of some local and national clubs scattered around the jambs and knew this was officially neutral territory. It was a safe place to drink and mingle, even a private room that could hold 24 people. The room was where the clubs negotiated business, defined territories, and agreed to keep the peace so no one drew unwanted attention. If one club wanted to send a message to another, they would put a bug in the owner's ear, and meetings would be arranged.
There were always a lot of independents there, people not affiliated with a club but experienced in the lifestyle. We got a lot of looks as we walked in.
"You guys need to be cool. This is not a place where you want to start any shit. If you do, you better hope there's enough left of you to get on your bikes when they throw you out. Understand?"
There were a lot of tense nods, and we took a seat at an empty table. There was a waitress, but she was working her ass off, so I walked to the bar. The woman got me the two pitchers I ordered and grinned at me. "Interesting company you're keeping."
I grinned. "Little boys playing at being men. They wanted to know what a true biker bar looked like, so I decided to give them a lesson. Without a doubt, they're about ready to piss their pants. I doubt you have to worry about any of them coming back."
I knew I was talking to the owner. She had to be close to fifty, but she was in good shape, wearing a leather vest that was unzipped quite a bit and a pair of ass-hugging shorts. I doubt if her flaming red hair was natural, but it still looked good. She grinned while I looked her over.
"Like what you see?"
I grinned. "Yes, Ma'am. I hope my girlfriend grows up to be just like you."
She laughed. "You're one of the good ones. I can always tell. If I were ever to offer you any advice, it would be to ditch the losers and come back anytime. I run a peaceful place, but there's only so much bullshit these guys can take."
"Advice noted."
I walked back to the table and set the pitchers down. "Drink up, boys."
Their heads were on swivels as they gulped down their beer. I felt terrible for them, but it was better to learn now than the hard way later.
The bar owner's nickname was Cyclops because she only had one eye. A violent altercation with her ex led to her eye being put out by a ring with a pronounced skull and crossbones logo. She passed out from pain, and when she woke, he was passed out as well. She picked up a fireplace poker and nearly beat him to death before she called 911. She lost an eye. He lost a thumb and one testicle, and his kneecap was so shattered he walked with a pronounced limp for the rest of his life. She decided to have a little fun and told some of the guys about what I was doing, and they would walk by and glower at us. I grinned when they weren't looking and caught one 300-pound biker winking at me. When the pitcher was empty, my guys were ready to go.



"Really? I was starting to have a good time, but if you're ready, let's go."
The walk to the door was probably the longest of their lives. Bikers kept 'accidentally' running into them, and Cyclops called out as we went.
"Hey, boys! Ya'll come back soon. I'll keep an eye out for you!" She flipped up her patch to show a horrific scar and an empty socket. They almost ran the rest of the way to the bikes. I could hear the laughter as the door closed.
Once outside, they calmed down and talked me into going to their clubhouse. Curiosity got the better of me, and I rode along. The clubhouse was a substantial block building in the middle of nowhere. I admired the building for its benefit, and they hit me one more time.
Just for the fun of it, I asked about the club's rules. "We all kick in seventy-five bucks a month to pay rent and keep the lights on. We meet at least once a week and ride at least three times a month. No one else is allowed in the club unless we decide to hold a party."
"That's it?"
Three of the guys looked uncomfortable, and Ted puffed up. "Well, there are a couple more things. The club president gets to fuck any ol' lady he wants. So if you get a girlfriend and I decide to fuck her, you can't bitch."
Just when you think a person couldn't be any more of an idiot, they invariably prove you wrong. "You're serious? You guys all good with this?"
They all blushed or looked down, and my respect for them was lost forever. Then it hit me. I was going to fuck with them in a major way.
"So then, if someone else becomes club president, they get to fuck all the women? How could that happen?"
You could tell Ted hadn't given that much thought. Then he pulled himself up to his full height and tried to look menacing. "If you can kick my ass, then you become president. That ain't never gonna happen. I'd....."
That's all he got out when I hit him in the belly. Hard. The breath exploded out of him, and as he fell forward, I caught him with an elbow to the cheek. I think we all heard the crack. He hit the ground and didn't move. I looked over and grinned. "Well then. Looks like I'm the new president."
Two stood and gawked, but one got pissed. "You sucker punched him!"
"No, I didn't. He should have seen that coming. I'm up for it if you still want to argue about it. You could be the next leader of this little group.
He had balls but no fighting sense. I caught him with a savage jab to his short ribs, and I knew from experience that it hurt like hell. He dropped his hands and never saw the foot until it was in his mouth. His dentist will get some work this week. I looked at the other two, but they held their hands up. I grinned.
"Open the door. I could use a beer."
"What about T and Ronnie?"
"Leave them. They'll wake up eventually. If they're still down when we leave, we'll throw some water or something on them. They'll wake up with aching bodies, and T might not talk so well for a while, but he'll be all right."
We drank a few beers as I looked closer at the clubhouse. It was a well-made building that didn't look old. "How did you guys happen to find this place?"
"It belongs to an uncle of mine. He built it intending to make it his workshop, but never got around to it. Now he's disabled, and the money comes in handy."
I looked at Slick, as he liked to be called, and asked him a question. "You okay with me taking over?"
He thought for a second. "Yeah, I think so. T was all right, but he was never what you'd call a leader."
The other guy shook his head to agree, and I zoned in on him. "The top dog fucking your woman still on the table?" He blushed but nodded quietly. Gary turned out to be submissive, and his girlfriend practically ran his life.
I had to think about that for a while. "Well then. Let's lock up. Meeting here Thursday night. Got it? Tell T and Ronnie that if they don't show, they're out of the club."
A hose was outside, so I soaked the sleeping beauties before leaving. The others helped them up as I pulled onto the highway.
.........................................................................
I was surprised to see them all there on Thursday. T had a swollen jaw, and Ronnie had two new crowns, so it was reasonable that they didn't talk much. First, I had them pile all their colors on the table.
"We won't need these anymore. If you decide you can't give them up, leave now."
Nobody bitched but Ted. He was halfway out the door when he stopped and came back. "This ain't over!" He hissed, trying to look menacing.
"All right. You should wait until you're healed up. Your boys think I sucker punched you. First, you must learn that guys like me, and bikers in general, are not much on rules. If and when you decide to try me again, have at it. If you catch me napping, that would be good for you. Just know next time, I won't go easy on you. You'll get the full ass-whuppin'. Make sure you understand that before you take the first swing."
He looked a little pissed but kept his mouth shut. I wasn't sure how far I would take things before walking away, but it was fun for now. Oddly enough, when I talked, they listened. I spent most of the night lecturing them about road rules both as a solo and as a group, what not to say to piss people off, and how to be respectful without looking like a pussy. Then I talked about bike maintenance and told them before we left that we were all meeting here to spruce up our rides on Saturday afternoon. I drank two beers and noticed we were drinking out of ice chests. No refrigerator.
I surprised them by showing up in my truck on Saturday with an almost new refrigerator. Slick asked me where my bike was. "I can't strap this to the back of a bike. Besides, have you ever seen a speck of dust on my ride? This is about you, not me."
We unloaded the fridge and got out the cleaning supplies. For three hours, they learned basic maintenance and how to clean a motorcycle properly. I have to admit they looked loads better when we were done. We were standing around having a beer when I saw Ronnie's eyes widen.
I immediately dropped down and saw the ax handle go across where my head had been seconds before. Teddy stood there looking, puzzled that he hadn't gotten me. I came off that ground mad as hell. It's one thing to fight, and another to try to kill someone, and I seriously doubted he had the control or sense to know the difference.
His eyes widened, and I grinned. "Remember what I told you if you ever tried again? You're about to get a lesson. I won't be too hard, but every part of your body will ache for days when I'm done."
He was game, but I showed him almost everything I'd learned in the Army, my time with the Drifters, and the karate studio I'd been going to as a way to keep in shape. I was never comfortable that somewhere, somehow, I'd run into someone who knew who I was, so I kept my skills up.
I kicked his thighs, stomped on his toes, worked his body, kicked him down, and beat his ass with the ax handle like I'd spank a child. He whimpered, he cried, he screamed like a little bitch until he lay there sobbing. I tossed the handle down and looked at the guys. "Lock up. Be here Thursday night. Might want to call somebody to get him. I doubt seriously he'll be able to ride home."
They were standing spellbound but snapped out of it pretty quickly. One was on the phone while the others helped him to a picnic table as I rode away.
.............................................................................................................
The Mighty Dinosaur missed three work days and showed up on Thursday, moving slowly. His cheeks were swollen, his nose was scraped raw, one eye still had the vestiges of a shiner, and he moaned a little every time he sat down. I just grinned at him every time I saw him.
I was surprised when everyone showed up on Thursday--even Ted, though he didn't ride. He was dropped off by a pissed-off-looking blonde who stayed just long enough for him to clear the car door. I wondered why she was with him from my brief glimpse of her.
We all got a beer and sat down outside at the picnic table. "All right then. It strikes me you guys are a bunch of pussies. While I have a fondness for pussy I have no desire to ride with them, so tonight, I'm going to give you a grounding in how to defend yourself. A few basic punches, a few throws, that sort of thing. Anyone not interested needs to hop on his bike and leave."
For the next ninety minutes, I had them punch, block, and kick a little and taught them a few dirty tricks. "If you get into a scrape as a biker, rules don't matter. What's important is that you fuck that asshole up before he fucks you up, and do it bad enough that he thinks twice before he tries it again."
We broke up just before dark, and Gary hung back. "Let me ask you something. You still gonna fuck our women?"
I sighed. "That's a bunch of bullshit. You know that, right?"
He nodded. "I thought as much, but I need a favor. I need you to take my girlfriend out and fuck the shit out of her."
"What?"
It all came out. She was spending his money as fast as he brought it in, fucking around on him, and lately, she was talking about them getting married so she'd get a share of everything. "I need you to keep her out of the house long enough for me to pack her shit up and change the locks. I know better than to try it while she's there. She'd call the cops and spin some shit about domestic abuse, and I'd spend the weekend in jail. I'm trying to eliminate the drama; got a cop friend who's helping me get a restraining order; all I need her to do is be gone while I get it done."
I stared at him until he dropped his eyes. "Have her here, Friday, by eight. I'll keep her occupied until at least one, and after that, you're on your own. Tell her to dress like a biker bitch that needs to be fucked, and tell her in exactly those words. Understand?"
It felt odd as hell when he hugged me.
I watched as she drove up to the clubhouse. I'd never seen her before, but everyone told me she was a looker, so I wasn't surprised when a woman with vivid red hair and a toned body unfolded from the driver's seat. For all her beauty, she was a little hesitant when she came inside. "Grant?"
I spoke from the shadows, and it made her jump. "Is that how you dress when you need to be fucked?"
"Wha...oh, I just assumed you were kidding." I walked out from behind the makeshift bar and didn't stop until we were nose to nose.
"Do I look like I'm kidding?"
She tried to say about four things, but couldn't get any out. I grabbed her and kissed her as hard as I could. It was rough and demanding, and I kept waiting for her to pull back and slap the hell out of me. Instead, she kissed me back harder. This went on for a moment or two before I broke it off. Before she could recover, I twirled her around and bent her over the ratty pool table one of the guys had dragged in. I had her by the neck, and she started to squirm when I brought my hand down on her ass. Hard. She squealed and gasped. I didn't give her time to recover as I brought my hand down on her other cheek.
Then I pulled her up by her hair. "Next time I tell you to do something, you fuckin' do it. Understand?"
She nodded with tears in her eyes. But her nipples had popped straight out, and her breath was coming in ragged gasps. I grabbed a nipple and pinched it, getting another squeal for my trouble, but she never tried to stop me.
I held her by her hair and pulled her back to her car, making her get behind the wheel. She thought I was rejecting her until I got in with her. I took her to a Harley dealership and bought her a pair of black leather chaps, then to a department store and got her a pair of black knee-high boots with a four-inch heel, a white female version of a wifebeater. I stopped on the way out and picked up a pair of scissors.
She was shaking like a leaf when we got back to the clubhouse. "Put these on."
She was bright red but slipped the dress off, showing me a push-up bra and a tiny thong. Well, at least part of her was dressed to get fucked. She had a good body, even though she was a little soft in the middle. When she had the shirt and jeans on, I made her turn around. I made a couple of marks and had her take them back off again. I cut the shirt and jeans on the lines and made her put them back on. The shirt was just below her boobs, and the now jean shorts showed a good bit of her ass. I helped her put the chaps on and frowned.
"Something isn't right. Ah, I got it. Lose the bra."
She moaned a little but did as I said. I didn't have to touch her nipples, but I did, and they were so hard I thought they would fall off. "Now, now you look like a bitch that needs to be fucked. Let's go."
I knew it would be a little cool for her to ride the bike, so I gave her a black leather vest. I fired up, and she scooted as tightly to me as possible. Her eyes got wide as we pulled into the Split Pistons. I helped her off and gave her instructions. "Stay close to me and do exactly what I tell you. Wander off, and some asshole will grab you, and I may never see you again. You got it?"
She had a death grip on my hand, and the volume dropped quite a bit when we walked in. It picked back up as we made it to the bar. Cyclops stood there grinning. "Hello Trouble."
I pretended to be hurt. "Why would you call me that?"
"Well, first you come in with a bunch of pussies and get out of here without a hair out of place, then you show back up with a prime piece like this."
I grinned at her. "Well, I do have a thing for redheads."
She laughed and swung her thick braid around the front. "What could you do with this?"
I leaned over and whispered to her. "I'd use it like the reins of a bridle while I rode your fine ass down."
It was her turn to flush, which I figured didn't happen often. Then she grabbed my shirt and halfway hauled me over the bar, and stuck her tongue down my throat. The woman had skills, and when she finally let me go, her nipples were standing tall and proud. She whispered back just before she let me go. "It would be the ride of your life, big boy."
She and I both smiled, knowing we would soon test that theory. I introduced her to Red, and she looked her over from head to toe. "She's a pretty piece of eye candy. Yours?"
"Just for tonight unless she impresses me."
"When you're done with her, send her over. Or better yet, bring her along when we go to my place." Cy slid her hand under her cut-off shirt and flicked a nipple. Red moaned while I grinned.
"I'm not a big fan of heart attacks, and that's exactly what would happen if we all got together. I figure you would take years off me."
"I'll be gentle on you the first time. Her, not so much. If ever a bitch was built for pleasure, it's her. When my tongue hits her clit she'll start screaming in no tongue known to man."
Being publicly touched and talked about like an object had Red practically dripping, and if I could smell her arousal, everybody could. I pulled her to a table in the corner, and we sat as practically every biker in the bar came by for a look. She was slumped down, and I slapped her thigh lightly. "Sit up! How does it feel knowing that every man in the place and many women want you? Not as a friend or girlfriend but as a piece of meat just to be used?"
As I asked, I slid my hand across the front of her shorts, not surprised to find them a little wet. "I could toss you over the table and fuck you in front of the whole bar, and you'd scream for more, wouldn't you?"
For an answer, she moaned a little. I felt someone and looked up. Cyclops was standing there grinning. "I need your bitch for a couple of minutes. Don't worry; I'll bring her back in one piece. Mostly."
She was winking and moving her eyes to make me look behind her. Well, tonight was wet t-shirt night. I grinned and told Red to go with her.
Thirty minutes later, the band stopped, and the stage went dark. When the lights came back on, ten women were standing there. Cyclops grabbed the mike. "Here it is, boys! Who wants to see some titties?"
The crowd roared as she picked a couple of random guys out of the audience and handed them a squirt bottle--bottles filled with ice-cold water. The first woman gave credence to the expression 'rode hard and put up wet'. She had to be in her early forties with a hard face and a vacant smile. I'd seen her a hundred times when I was with the club. Not her per se, but women like her who had been in life just a little too long. Still, she had a nice rack with impressive nipples, and the crowd gave her a big hand. The next woman was barely five feet tall and couldn't have weighed over a hundred pounds; fifty had to be breasts. It was almost all you could see when you looked at her. Despite the cold water, her nipples remained flaccid.
The next few were all right but not memorable. Then, an Amazon was up. She had to be six-five or better and proportional. The thin shirt displayed her assets quite well, and she twirled a couple of times, letting her short skirt flare out to expose her black thong. The crowd roared.
Then Red got onstage. While the other women had been wearing shirts furnished by the bar, Red still had on her wifebeater, and when the thin material got soaked, she may as well have been topless. She also did a twirl and bent over slightly, causing most of her ass to hang out. It came down to her or the Amazon, and Red won. The prize was five hundred dollars.
Cyclops, still in her wet shirt, led her back to me and handed me the money. She leaned down and whispered in my ear. "As soon as you're tired of her, I want her. It would be nice if you were along for the ride."
How about that? I was surprised at how easily I could slip back into my riding persona. A few guys wanted to get froggy but calmed down when Cyclops gave them the stinkeye. One fat biker was a little insistent, and I lost patience. "You want her? Fight me and win, and she's all yours."
The guy was a big sucker, and he was all for that until I asked him what he was going to put up if he lost. "You don't think you get her for nothing, do you? What you got worth her?"
"I don't need to put anything up! I can kick your ass and not break a sweat."
I couldn't help it and laughed. "Really? You look like you'd break a sweat lifting your beer mug. What size shoe do you wear?"
"What the hell's that got to do with anything?"
More people were listening to us now, so I kept crowding him. "Those engineer boots look brand new and close to my size. When I stomp your ass, I'm taking the boots and that wallet, and you ain't gonna say shit because you won't be able to talk."
By now, Red looked terrified, and I was on my feet. Cyclops and a bouncer were on their way when another biker stepped up. "Give it up, Tiny. This guy is just a little too eager to mix it up. Maybe you should stop a minute and wonder why."
Tiny stiffened and backed up. I knew then this guy was the leader of whatever club he may be in. I grinned at him. "Thanks. In a way, I'm a little disappointed I'm not going to get to kick lardass here into a Weight Watcher's meeting, but I don't think Cyclops is happy about it, and I like it here. Beer?"
He grinned back and pulled up a chair. Red started breathing again. We talked in general terms, and I knew he was fishing. No, I was not riding with anyone, and I wasn't interested in joining anybody. I just wanted to ride my bike in peace, have a few beers, and maybe make a friend, but that was it. He stood after his beer.
"Good enough. Maybe I'll see you around." He started walking off and looked back. "Oh, and if Tiny gets froggy, kick his ass. No one will interfere. It'll do him good to be brought down a little."
I looked at Red. "Well, honey, time to call it a night. Come on."



I stopped at the bar and bought a T-shirt. It would be cool riding in a soaked scrap of cloth. I gave it to her, and when we got to the parking lot, I told her to put it on.
"Right here?"
"Yeah, right here, right now."
She didn't hesitate, throwing the wifebeater on the ground. I admired her chest and realized she was a bit of an exhibitionist because she took her sweet time sliding the new shirt on. Tiny was outside, saw his opportunity, and charged towards me. I just had time to push her out of the way. The kick was one of my best, a high-spinning turn kick that caught him in the nose and smashed it flat. He was out cold before he hit the ground. I wasn't breathing hard, laughing when we got on the bike. She stuck to me like glue to my house.
I realized there was much more to her than Gary had let on, and I wanted to explore it a little. Before we got into the house, she was a wildcat out of her clothes. We did everything we could come up with and went to sleep exhausted at about four.
The next morning, I woke her with breakfast. She was mostly quiet, and when she was done, she took a shower, walking out in just a towel. "I guess you need to take me to my car. Gary must be wondering where I am."
"Gary couldn't care less where you are. He took the opportunity last night to move everything you own out of his house. Says he'll take legal action if you try to come back. You pussywhipped him to the point he had to get away from you."
She cried a little. "Where am I gonna go?"
"We're going to the clubhouse to get your car and stuff and bring them back here. I thought you were a screaming bitch, but you're just a scared woman wanting someone to look out for her. Someone who won't put up with shit but won't be mean to you either. That would be me. Know that going in this offer isn't permanent. When you get back on your feet, we'll find you a place."
She started talking, but I stopped her. "I'm not asking. Now get that hot ass in gear."
Her wicked grin came back. "All right. Just as soon as I say thank you." Then she dropped the towel. It was after three before we went to get her stuff.
............................................................................................
Gary was surprised to find out that Cheryl, her actual name, was living with me. "Be careful, dude. She'll take over your life."
"I don't think that'll be a problem."
When I got home that night, Red grinned at me. "When you gonna do it?"
"Do what?"
"Claim the other two women."
I sighed. "I'm not. I only took you out because you weren't married, and I hate controlling bitches. I never meant to like you."
She sat up, and the cover slipped down, giving a nice look at her boobs. She made it a habit never to wear clothes to bed. "You have to!"
"No, I don't."
She snuggled up to me. "No, you don't. Look, I'm not saying take them out and fuck them though you probably could. Take them to the Piston and show them the real biker life. Scare their little pussies straight so they'll forget all this biker bullshit. Those boys could get hurt badly trying to be something they're not."
I thought about that for a while. We were supposed to ride Saturday, and they were bringing their wives. I told Red to have her ass ready, and we were the first ones at the club. The others rode up, doing a double-take when they saw her. She wore a crop top, torn jeans, knee-high black boots, chaps, and a vest. Her hair was up in a thick braid, and she looked like a hot biker babe.
The mighty T. didn't make it, and I suspected he might not return. The other two wives were about as nervous as could be. One was a mousy brunette with a good figure, but she had no idea about clothes and makeup. The other wife was a dishwater blonde who wouldn't look me in the eye.
I explained the route to them: "We'll take route 40 up into the mountains, then go west on 19 until we come to Garrett. That will be the halfway point, so we'll stop there for lunch. Then we'll keep to 19 until we get to the parkway and take it until we get to Hillsville, then take Harris Road back until we get into town. Does anybody object?"
There wasn't, and as we got ready to go, I grabbed Blondie. "You're riding with me. Red, ride with Gary."
I saw Red smirking as she got on behind Gary. Blondie stood there uncertainly, and I just looked at her. "Get on. Now!"
She scurried over and got seated. Her husband, Slick, looked at us momentarily before pulling out. Since he was solo, he had been riding the lead. We were thirty minutes into the ride before she relaxed and settled down against my back. I was surprised at how firm her chest was. I knew she had three kids. Two hours later, we stopped for gas and stretched our legs. I asked Blondie what she'd like to drink and got it for her, sitting beside her at the picnic tables that were scattered around. When it came time to saddle up again, she was beside my bike waiting.
We hit Garret about 12:30 and pulled into a little pub someone had told me about. About half a dozen bikes were around, but twice that many cars. The food was everything I'd been told it would be, and I enjoyed a great roast beef sandwich with horseradish sauce and red onion jam. I told Blondie she could have anything she wanted, and she got a barbeque platter that was so big that she had to share some of it. Slick and Gary got a draft, but we stuck to tea or soft drinks. We were in the mountains, and I had no desire to kiss a granite bank or learn to fly off a thousand-foot cliff. I took the lead, winding around tight curves until we hit the parkway. Right past where we got off the parkway was a tourist trap, and we stopped for our last break. While some of us used the facilities, the rest of us browsed. I caught Blondie looking at a stuffed animal, an enormous duck. When she went to the restroom, I bought it and three smaller ones, one for each of her kids. She cried when I gave them to her.
That set off a flurry, and Red let Gary buy her a big zebra while Jasper bought his wife an enormous lion. It was so big that Slick had to strap it behind him. I put the little ducks in my saddlebags, and Blondie held the big one before me. Red did the same thing with her zebra. We must have looked quite the sight rolling down the highway.
We returned to the clubhouse and relaxed, drinking two beers before going our separate ways. Red grinned the whole way home.
"So when are you taking Blondie on her date?"
"I'm not. I took you because you weren't married, and I knew you were about to be out of a relationship. They have three kids, and I don't want to interfere in their lives."
"No! You have to do it. She told me she was scared to death but wanted to go. Take her to the Piston, show her a world she doesn't know existed. I'm not asking you to screw her although she would probably let you. Give her a memory she'll relive every time she sees a bike on the road."
"What about Slick?"
"What about him? He can't be much of a man if he agrees to this shit to start with. It'll give him a wake-up call, and he'll pay more attention to her.
The following Saturday night, I was waiting at the clubhouse when Blondie pulled in, driving her mommy mobile with the car seats in it. That gave me enough pause that I almost didn't go through it, but she seemed eager when she got out. I'd had Red go with her to get date clothes. They wouldn't be nearly as revealing as what Red wore, but I made sure to tell them to slut her up a little.
She was scared to death but determined. "Cheryl told me this is what I was to wear and that I'm to change in front of you to see if you like it."
"You do..." was all I got out before her top came off, showing me some pretty impressive boobs under an industrial-strength bra. She was flaming all kinds of red as she unhooked it and let it fall. Three kids had taken a toll, and they drooped a little but still looked firm and full. She pulled something out of the bag and handed it to me.
"You're gonna have to help me."
It took a minute. I was far more familiar with trying to get a corset off than on, but when we were done, she looked great. Her breasts stood high and firm, and you could make out the firm nipples trying to peek over the top.
I praised her, and it seemed to relax her a bit. Then she wriggled out of the jeans, revealing full-cut granny panties. Her nerves deserted her, and she asked me to turn around. I did, and when she said I could turn back around, she was in a thong. Her ass was full and round, and it framed it in all its glory.
She was beyond blushing as she pulled up her thigh-highs and put on a denim miniskirt, ankle boots, and a denim jacket. If you saw her on the street, you wouldn't recognize her.
It took her a minute to adjust the skirt so it didn't flare up while we rode.
Everyone outside stopped and looked when we pulled into the Piston parking lot. As she got off, she showed a lot of leg and a short glimpse of a thong. Then she grinned and took the braid out of her hair, fluffing it up until it looked like a wild mess. I took her arm, and she almost strutted into the bar.
Cyclops grinned when she saw us. "I thought I would be next when you kicked Red out."
"I haven't kicked her out. Besides, I'm a little afraid of you. You look like you could kill me; you'd be so hot."
Cyclops' grin got bigger. "There could be worse ways to go, and the morticians wouldn't be able to get the smile off your face. Introduce me to your arm candy."
"Blondie, this is Cyclops, sex goddess and club owner. Cyclops, Blondie, hot bitch in training."
Blondie blushed, and Cyclops thought it was cute. "When he gets to the part about expanding your horizons to include girls, put me on the top of the list. I got a ten-inch strapon and a tongue that will send you to heaven in a minute."
Blondie squeaked, and we laughed. I took her to a table and had a couple of beers. She was starting to relax when a man sat down with us. It was the guy who had tried to stop Tiny the last time I was there.
He grinned. "I just wanted to say hi and tell you there were no hard feelings about Tiny. I warned him, but he was never too smart. He's around here somewhere, so watch your back."
Cyclops had given me the lowdown on him. He was the chapter president of a national club but seemed brighter than the average biker. That might be why his club name was Brain. I'm sure they were into illegal shit, but they kept a low profile. The man kept tight control, and if one of his guys messed with a civilian or got caught doing something illegal, he'd be up their ass in a minute. He even got his guys involved in charities, and their Christmas poker run was one of the largest in the country. After we had become friends of a sort, he confided in me. "If you give them nothing to look at, they ain't lookin', and that's what you want."
He bought us a beer before he got up. "I'll leave you to your night. Is this gonna be your thing, parade a different hot bitch in front of us every time you show up?"
I couldn't help grinning. "Oh, I might have one or two more waiting. Right now, I'm concentrating on this one." Blondie was standing up, so I slid my hand up her skirt and pinched her thigh. She jumped about six inches and fled to the bathroom.
I saw Tiny about an hour later, and he still had vestiges of his black eyes. His nose was still pink and swollen, about twice its standard size. If looks could kill, Blondie would have been on her own.
I found out Blondie loved to dance, and once she got going, she could shake it. Every person in the bar saw her thong once in a while when she twirled. She surprised me by plopping down on my lap and kissing me after a dance.
"Thank you."
"For what?"
"For showing me that men could still want me, that I'm not just a worn-out housewife with three kids."
"I couldn't help smiling. "You keep wriggling around on me like this, and you might be a mother of four."
She blushed when she realized she had given me an erection, then wiggled around some more. Brain appeared just then and asked my permission to dance with Blondie. I didn't give her a choice, and soon they were on the floor, and she was shakin' it like she meant it. They danced again, and he brought her back as a slow song came on. I pulled her back onto the floor.
She didn't let any dead space get between us, and I felt as hard as a rock when the song ended. We had a beer, and another guy asked me if she could dance with her. She spent the rest of the night dancing with different guys. No slow dancing or touching, and if they pushed it, she returned to me and left them on the floor. One looked like he wanted to take exception until Brain said something to him, and he looked at Tiny. He decided there were others there who didn't come with baggage.
We left at midnight. I kept a close watch on her alcohol consumption. I'd had a few drunks on my bike before, and it wasn't a lot of fun. One passed out and fell. Luckily for me, we were still in the parking lot. I borrowed a few bungee cords, and some guys helped me strap her to the backrest. I almost left her strapped on when I took her home, but was afraid she'd damage my ride when she woke up. I left her on her front porch.
I figured she'd change in the clubhouse but opted to wear her 'club' clothes home. I walked her to her car, and before I knew it, she gave me a hell of a kiss. "You better like kids because if my old man kicks me out, I'll lock on to you like a leech."
Then she was gone. Red waited up for me and practically dragged me inside, wanting details. As I talked, she stripped, and she didn't have that much to start with. We slept in the following day. Slick showed up Thursday grinning, so he was all right with what had happened. He got me off alone, saying he needed me to look at his bike. "She did this when she got home and told me not to take it off until I showed you." It was her thong, stretched across the handles of his apehanger handlebars. He left it on until it rotted off.
........................................................................................................
We went for another ride two weeks later, and I had Mouse on the back of my bike. I called her Mouse because she was tiny and timid. She squeaked once when I barked at her, and it tickled me. She clung to me like she was scared to death and stayed almost silent the whole time. I noticed Jasper made her wait on him, so I made it a point to pamper her, asking what she wanted for lunch, opening doors, and holding chairs. When we returned to the clubhouse, she talked, which was unusual for her. Her eyes went wide when I told her to be at the clubhouse by seven the following Friday.
I told Red about it, and she smiled. "You need to give me some money."
"What for?"
"To buy her something nice for your date. Her ol' man controls the finances and hardly lets her touch their money. He's a control junky."
That might have something to do with her timid nature. I gave Red a card and told her not to go cheap, knowing there would be an outfit in it for her as well. I hoped it would be worth the cost. It was. She crept into the clubhouse, looking around for me. I was sitting in the darkness, and she didn't see me immediately. "Hello, Mouse."
She jumped and squeaked, looking around for me. I stepped out of the shadows and surprised her with a gentle hug. "You ready to go?"
She sighed and nodded. I held her at arm's length to see how she was dressed. Red had done well. Very well. I didn't know how good her body looked because she was always in baggy clothes. Those were gone. She had on impossibly tight jeans that displayed her ass in all its glory. Up top, she wore a tight sports bra that showed her breasts and her eraser-hard nipples. Over that, she had a denim vest. Her hair was swept back in a high ponytail that flowed down to the middle of her back. Finishing the look off were the stiletto-heeled boots, at least three inches. The heels probably explained the jut of her ass.
I held her face up by her chin. "One thing. Tonight, you're not a mouse. When you want to say something, speak up. You're as hot as any bitch you see in the club and hotter than most, so you need to stay close. Let's go." She molded to me, and I could easily feel her hard nipples against my back. I grinned, wondering if it was excitement or fear. Probably both.
When we walked into the club, Cyclops saw us, and she threw the bar towel in her hands up in the air. "Goddammit, Stud! How the hell am I supposed to seduce you if all you do is drag bitches in here that are hotter than hell? I can't get you drunk because you seem to have a three-beer limit. What do I have to do?"
She nicknamed me Stud because of the women I was bringing around, and in true biker style, it stuck. I'd been there a few times solo, and there were always one or two women all over me. They were curious as hell. I'd dance, flirt, buy them drinks, and then leave. It didn't do much for their egos. I was in an excellent mood, so I grabbed her and hauled her over the bar, locking lips with her for a while. Shocked at first, it didn't take her long before her tongue was in my mouth, and she was most enthusiastically returning it.
Everybody in the bar just held their breath. Cyclops might be a tiny woman, but she kept a lot of huge bouncers around, and it always ended badly if anyone touched her. I pulled back and put her down just as two of them arrived. She giggled, which shocked the crowd even more. "Mountain! Brock! I'm giving you an order right now. If he ever does that again, I want you to kick the shit out of anyone that tries to stop him. Hear me?"
The crowd roared and went back to what they were doing. There was actual lust in her eyes. "What was that for?"
"That was to show you that even though I play with little girls, I know a woman when I see one. One of these days, Cy..."
Her smile was about a mile wide. "Who's the honey of the week?"
"Cyclops, this is... Tiger."
Mouse wore black jeans, her sports bra was tiger-striped, and I noticed she wore matching earrings. Her eyes were wide, her mouth was slightly open, and I could hear jeans getting tight as the guys ogled her. Cyclops grinned. "She's a little cutie, but I'd expect no less from you. If you ever get bored, my door is always open. You can even bring her with you. Fair warning, though, my stripes only show when I'm naked and horny. And I'd eat this little kitten alive."
Everybody at the bar laughed. "Mo...er," Tiger said to Cyclops, "hello," her nerves made her voice deep and slightly breathless. It was hot as hell.
Brain was there, and he stopped by for a drink, eyeing Tiger like she was red meat and he was a hungry wolf. Later, he danced a couple of times with her, opening the gates. She stayed on the floor most of the night. Once again, all the slow ones were for me.
I saw Tiny from time to time with two buddies, and they all glared at me. They'd asked for a dance, and I looked at Tiger, and she shook her head, so I told them no.
Brain stopped me as I was leaving. "Tiny and his friends are outside waiting for you. Do you want a little backup?"
"I thought he rode with you."
"Not anymore. Every culture has rules, and he wasn't much for following them. That endangered everybody in the club, so we politely asked him to leave. It didn't improve his attitude any."
Wow. Members getting kicked out of a club of that level was rare. Usually, they disappear if they do something bad enough to warrant it. I looked at him, and he sighed. "He's family, but he knows better than to break oaths, or next time, we'll go for a more permanent solution."
I nodded and grinned. "Thank you for the offer, but there are only three of them. I would appreciate it if you'd do me a kindness and watch my little Tiger."



Brain and four more guys followed me out. Tiny and his cronies were standing by my bike. He was feeling brave with help. "Nice bike. I'm going to enjoy riding it when it's mine. Almost as much as me and my friends enjoy ridin' your little bitch."
I sighed. "Let me guess. Your parents dropped you on your head a couple of times when you were a child. Maybe you were just born stupid? Did you drop your bike without a brain bucket on? If you wanna have a go, then have it. So that you know, if I win, I'll get your bike and those of your friends. You try to weasel out, and I'll set them on fire while you're on them. Deal?"
Alcohol and the strength of numbers must make you think you're bulletproof. "Deal!"
He looked at his buddies. "Let's get him!"
One held his hand up. "I don't mind helpin' kick ass, but he seems a little too happy about it for me. I ain't riskin' my sled for shit like this. I'm out of it."
He looked at the other guy, and they must have been brothers. "We sell it and split the money, right?"
Tiny nodded and started forward. Brain and his crew stepped out of the shadows. "I heard it all. I have no doubt Stud will honor the deal. You two, I ain't sure of. If you lose, you bring both bikes to me at the house, and be sure to bring the titles. Understand?" They both looked a little queasy but didn't dare refuse.
It was short and bloody, and I wasn't playing around. I smacked Tiny to the ground immediately, but his buddy caught me right on the side of the head and sent me rolling. I stopped, and he swung a foot at me, so I rolled into his support leg, sweeping him off his feet and locking him in with a hold I never thought I would use. Everybody outside heard the leg break. Tiny was up by then and tried dropping on me. All he got was the pain of landing on the pavement on one knee. I closed, and he came up with a knife, cutting a shallow groove up my arm. I exploded all over him, taking the knife away from him and face-planting him on the pavement. His nose hadn't quite recovered from the first time, so it spread like peanut butter. I dropped onto his back and yanked his head back by his long braid. He howled when I took the knife and cut it off an inch from his scalp. Then I stood up and kicked him in the ear. The lights went out.
I was facing a crowd now, the braid in one hand and the knife in the other. Brain held up his hands. "Take a breath, brother. It's over. Let's return to the bar and get that arm looked at."
I looked down at the two I'd been fighting. "What about these two?"
He shrugged. "What about them? They got what they deserved. Still, Cy wouldn't like it if we left trash in her parking lot. I'll have it hauled off."
Cy was a little pissed at me. "I like you, Stud, and everybody knows I want to fuck you, but you gotta stop beatin' the shit out of people in my parking lot. It ain't good for business. Look me in the eye and promise me you'll behave from now on.
"I didn't start it."
"No, but at least get them on the road from now on. That ain't my property. Promise." I did, and she washed my arm and put four good-sized butterfly bandages on. Tiger sat with Brian, still wide-eyed. She still held on to me tightly and followed me into the clubhouse.
"Don't you need to go home?"
She swung her feet and sat on the new pool table we'd picked for cheap on Marketplace. "I'm not in any hurry. He'll probably beat the hell out of me when I get home, thoroughly convinced you've fucked the shit out of me."
"WHAT?"
Without another word, she slipped the sports bra off. The first thing I noticed was a lovely pair of tits. The next was a horrid set of bruises. Any lust went out of my mind. Then she unsnapped those incredibly tight jeans and dropped her tiny panties. There were several ugly bruises and a handprint on an otherwise very enticing ass. "This is what happened after I rode behind you last week."
"Why the hell did you come out with me tonight?"
"Because you won me. He has a very screwed-up sense of honor. When I get home, especially when he sees how I'm dressed, it's gonna get ugly."
I had a stray thought. "You still love him?"
"Not so much anymore, but I got no money and no relatives, so I'm stuck."
My voice must have scared her because she shrank when I started talking. "You don't need money and relatives. You got me. You'll come home with me if you're serious and want to escape him. If you don't tell him he's not welcome here anymore and that I'm going to stomp his ass the next time I see him, and every time after that, I'll put you out."
She started crying, and I held her until she calmed down. When she was fit, I had her follow me home. Red was still up when I arrived, and I explained things to her. She was so mad, I thought her hair was writhing in anger. She grabbed Mouse, stomped into the spare bedroom, and closed the door. I gave up after an hour and went to bed. Two hours later, I woke up to two bodies sliding in beside me. "She's scared, Grant. She needs to be with us."
I moved over, and she spooned up to me while Red hugged her like a child. We didn't wake up until ten, only then because the phone wouldn't stop ringing.
It was Jasper, and he was ranting. I put the phone down, took a piss, and picked it back up. He was still there. "Listen good, motherfucker. Mouse ain't comin' back. She's sick of gettin' beaten up and being scared all the time. She's going to find a place to stay, and she'll be here until she can afford a place. Then she's going to file for divorce and leave your loser ass in the dust. Oh, don't come back to the clubhouse. You're not welcome anymore."
He was still ranting when I hung up. I got the girls up, and we went out to breakfast. Red had a friend who had a sister who was a female cop, so she got hold of her, and she came out to the house. They went into the bedroom, and she told them the whole story. The cop took pictures of the bruises and told her she needed to file for a restraining order.
Jasper wouldn't let her back in the house, so Red took her out and bought her a few outfits and a couple of pairs of trainers. I got her a job, and she rode back and forth with me. Jasper was in the parking lot several times, but took off when he saw me. He did catch her at a fast food place and grabbed her, meaning to drag her outside. Red left a pretty good set of scratch marks on his cheeks right before the cops showed up, and they popped him for violating a restraining order and two charges of assault on a female. That got him sixty days in county.
Red screwed me one night like it was the last time it would ever happen, and then he snuggled into me. "I have to tell you something." I just stroked her hair and nodded. I knew what was coming. We'd been together for five months, and it had been good, but we both knew we had no future.
"Mouse and I are moving out Saturday. We're going to live in Mouse's old house. It's her house, or rather her grandmother's house. We'll pack up all of Jasper's shit and put it in storage."
"You think you'll be safe there?"
"Yeah. Mouse talked to her Grandmother, and she put a restraining order on him. He can't come into the yard. If he does, he'll violate his probation and go away for a year."
"You know he ain't real smart."
"Yeah, but we got her grandfather's shotguns and a pistol. It would not be good for him if he tried to enter the house. He wouldn't have to worry about probation ever again. Besides, if he comes, we'll call you. It'll give you another excuse to beat his ass." They used my truck to move, but it only took one trip since it was mostly clothes. They cried a little and kissed me as I left. I was glad for them, but the house suddenly seemed empty.
I made the Piston my hangout. I'd go once or twice a week. Most got friendly with me, and they knew what I'd done to Tiny and his friend. If they didn't, they could have looked at Tiny's braid. I made it into a handlebar decoration, and sometimes, I'd grin as I watched it flap in the wind. Everyone at the bar knew the story; most would smile as they walked past my bike. Two weeks after I 'scalped' Tiny, Brain dropped onto the barstool beside me and grinned. "When you gonna come and get your bikes?"
I was slow on the uptake. "What bikes?"
"The bikes you won when you kicked the shit out of Tiny and his buddy."
"You know, I wasn't serious about that. I just did it to keep them pissed off."
He grinned. "Regardless, a bet's a bet, and I made them bring them by. I already got the titles signed, and I have a notary guy who'll put his seal on with no questions asked."
"Well then. What do they look like?"
"Ride by tomorrow and see. Gotta go. Cy will tell you where I live."
Cy was grinning at me. We'd flirted hot and heavy, and I knew it was just a matter of opportunity. She was at least ten years older, and we knew we'd never be together, but we were both single, and sometimes the itch needs to be scratched. She gave me his address and then hit me up to go on a charity poker run. It was a benefit for a biker who'd been injured while riding. A woman backed out into the road right in front of him, and he hit her doing fifty.
Besides banging him up, both thumbs were broken, and he had to have surgery on his hands and physical therapy. He was a welder by trade; it would be a minimum of a year before he could work again. The woman was the wife of a wealthy man with a horrible driving record. When she caused the accident, her license was revoked for six months. Despite all that, they were fighting tooth and nail, and the insurance company was dragging things out. Brain hooked him up with one of his lawyers, and they were expecting a pretty good settlement, but in the meantime, he had a wife and small child, and bills needed paying.
I agreed, trying to think of who to bring. Cy took that problem away from me. She had a little Sportster and usually rode in these events, but she surprised me. "I'll be riding with you. Don't even think of saying no."
She was smiling when she said it.
I rolled up to the address he had given me, which was a garage. I was not surprised to see a couple of dozen bikes and quite a few cars. Brain came out grinning with a guy he introduced as Leroy. "Leroy will show you the bikes. You need to shoot him a couple of bucks. He's our mechanic, and he cleaned them up and got them running a little better."
Leroy didn't have much to say, walking off and expecting me to follow him. We walked around back, and he pulled the tarps back. One was an old '70s model Fat Boy, and the other was a Road King. They both looked decent, and cleaning them up took a lot.
"Which one is in better shape?" He pointed at the Road King.
"Okay, here's the deal. I didn't want the bikes to start with. I only made the bet to get them to back down. You keep the Road King and use it for a club backup or something. Sell the other one and have Brain give me the money when it's done. You could sell it back to Tiny.
For the first time, he grinned. "Tiny won't be needin' it for a while. When you kicked him in the ear, it fucked something up. His ears rang all the time, and he had a balance problem. Not a good thing when you're on two wheels doing seventy. The doctor said he might recover, but it'll take a while, maybe a couple of years." I thought about that. I meant to fuck him up, but I didn't mean to do permanent damage, but after some consideration, it didn't bother me too much. Leroy and I must have talked for an hour, and I ended up helping with a bike, my training kicking back in.
Saturday morning, we met at the bar to start our ride. Cy had a food truck there catering breakfast, so we sat and talked until it was time to saddle up. Brain had waited until we were alone to hand me an envelope with five grand: "Money for the bike. You made a friend; Leroy doesn't shine up to many folks. He's ridin' the Road King now; his old bike is the club spare. He wants you to ride with us."
I grinned. "I already told you I'm not much of a joiner. That being said, if you ever take a ride and don't fly colors, I'd be happy to ride along."
He got the message but didn't push it. Cy put the cash in a little safe in her office, and I'd pick it up after the ride.
I was shocked to see Red and Mouse. Mouse was riding with a guy that looked like an accountant but had a nice Indian, and Red was riding with Brain. They both gave me big hugs and a lot of kisses while everybody around grinned. They hammed up my legend of being a stud quite a bit. That was probably why most of the bar girls had made a run at me.
The run was a lot of fun. We joked and kidded around, and it reminded me of my club days when we weren't distributing drugs or beating the shit out of people and just ridin' for the fun of it. We got back to the Piston and went in for a beer. Cyclops gave me a big kiss and orders. "You can have one beer. I want you in good working order for later."
She disappeared into the crowd. Fifteen minutes later, Red came up grinning. "I have a message for you. Wanda wants you to come over now. She has something she wants to show you."
"Who the hell is Wanda?"
"Wanda is Cyclops. Go on now. I think you'll like what you find." Cy/Wanda lived three doors down from the bar, and I felt foolish riding over. However, it wasn't a good idea to leave my bike in the parking lot. After all, I wasn't universally loved there. I knocked on the door and heard her say, "It's open."
I found her in the living room with just a floor lamp for illumination. Her hair was down, and all she had on was a garter belt, stockings, and four-inch heels. She even had a new eyepatch on, in white, to match the stockings and belt. She looked much younger than her 48 years.
Surprisingly she looked shy and nervous, not at all like the take charge, 'do it because I fucking told you to' persona she had in the bar. I stood there until she got nervous. "What's wrong?"
"Not a damn thing. When you see a work of art, you stop and admire it if you have any sense. If you have a gourmet meal, you don't just scarf it down; you admire the presentation and eat slowly to enjoy every bite. So let me admire you a little before we start anything." She blushed, and I grinned, thinking the guys at the bar would never believe it. Then she took her hair and held it up on the top of her head and twirled slowly, giving me a lingering look at an ass that would have looked good on a twenty-year-old.
I surprised her even more when I gathered her up for a long, sensuous kiss, rubbing her body in appreciation. Then I reached up to remove her eyepatch, and she pulled away.
"Don't. I..."
I pulled her back. "I want to kiss you all over, and I don't need anything unnecessary. You're beautiful in my eyes, so let me do this."
I slid it up and off her face. Yes, the scar was horrific, and the empty eyesocket was disconcerting. She started crying softly as I kissed her scars and swept her up in my arms.
"Bedroom?"
She pointed with her jaw, and I carried her in. "I have a little present for you when we get in there. Just a little something I thought would enhance our night."
A small light clicked on to show Mouse lying on the bed in a pink teddy and blushing furiously. Wanda, I'd never call her anything else ever again, grinned. "She kept hoping you'd come after her, but you didn't. She was at the bar one night hoping you'd come in, and some asshole was giving her a hard time, so I had Brock remind him of his manners and fed her brandy to calm her down. She got way too calm, and I didn't know what to do with her, so I brought her home. I never expected anything to happen, but I suspect the alcohol kicked in, and she was all over me. She cried when she woke up naked in my bed, but after a nice soothing shower, she slid right back in, and we spent the day making love. She would have been behind me if I had ridden my bike today."
It was a long, exhausting, and incredibly satisfying night. I'd been with two or even three women before in my riding days, and I knew well that I'd never be able to keep up with them. They were kind and let me rest while they loved each other. We discovered Mouse was a screamer, and Wanda would watch her for signs she was about to come and lock her up in a kiss.
Wanda, well, Wanda needed a star on the Sexual Hall of Fame wall. I'd done many things with a woman, but she showed me things I had never dreamed of. I finally lost consciousness right before daylight. We woke up, twined together, and showered after some light petting. Mouse gave us a tremendous kiss and left, no doubt, to tell Red of her most excellent adventure. Wanda and I made a day of it, then showered again. She had to return to her bar, and I needed to go home. She hugged and kissed me before she went out the door.
"If you were five years older, I'd never let you out of bed. You're one of the good ones, Stud. When you find the right woman, she'll be delighted. I love you, but this is a one-and-done, understand? I just had to get you out of my system."
I grinned and swatted her butt. "You mean a four-and-done, don't you? You're a hell of a woman, Wanda. I hope the right man walks through your door someday soon." I watched her walk up the sidewalk before firing up and heading home.
............................................................................................................
Life settled into a routine. I kept the rent on the clubhouse even though there were just three of us. Slick and Gary paid the power bill. Then Slick brought a friend of his in, a huge black guy who happened to be a cop. I wasn't worried because even though we rode bikes, we were just average guys. Gary brought in a friend who was a dentist in real life. I brought in a lawyer I met at the dealership, and one thing led to another. Soon, we had twenty members. Blondie, her riding nickname, became the de facto leader of the wives and girlfriends.
The guys had Thursdays as an official meeting day. On that day, we were just like the Little Rascals. We were the Heman Woman Haters' Club, and no girls were allowed. This led to some rebellion, and the girls had Wednesday nights. They tended to get a little giggly and wild, and we didn't want them driving, so their man would drop them off and pick them up. When we arrived on Thursday, we knew how wild they had been the night before by the number of bras hanging behind the little bar one of the new members, a construction foreman, had built. The guys would grin and take them home. It got a little sticky every once in a while if the guy brought the wrong bra home. I avoided all that by staying unattached.
Pretty soon, when we rode, a spare woman always seemed to be around. I enjoyed it, but drew lines.
Then, one day, about eight months after I ran into Ted the Dinosaur, I came home to see a little Corolla in my driveway. A tall, slender blonde unfolded out of the car when I cut off my bike. "Hi. I'm Alistar, once considered 'his bitch' by the famous T.Rex. I left him in the dust a few months ago. You won me fair and square when you took over the club, and I'm here to collect the night you owe me. Saturday will be fine."
End of part 2
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Sweet Child 3
I stood and stared until she got nervous. "Maybe this was a mistake. I'll go now."
I walked up to her. "No, you won't. Come inside and I'll get you something to drink. Then we'll talk."
I turned around, wondering if she would follow me. I felt her footsteps on the deck as I unlocked the door and held it open for her. She gave the living room and kitchen the once-over. "You got a maid?"
"Why would I need a maid?"
"Because no single guy I ever met was ever this neat. I bet you make your bed every morning, don't you?" All my years in service had instilled a liking for having everything neat and organized. Besides, when you're single and keep up as you go, it's easy to be tidy.
"If it makes you feel any better, I'll dirty some dishes and throw them in the sink while I get you something to drink. Beer?"
"Tea, or a soft drink if you have it. I've got a kid at home, and I don't like to come home with alcohol on my breath."
She scored some points with that one. I poured two teas from the pitcher I always kept and carried them into the living room. She'd taken a seat in my rocker, so I handed her her drink and sat on the couch. She grinned. "Where are the coasters?"
I sighed and pulled them out. We stared at each other. She was about five eight, with almost platinum blond hair and cool green eyes. She was at least in her early thirties, but she hadn't gone too fat. There were little lines around her eyes that came out when she smiled. My first estimation of slender was right but she did have nice hips and a good ass as much as I could tell in the jeans she was wearing. Up top, she was on the small size, B cups or a small C, but they fit her body very well. She smiled. "Did I pass?"
"The final grade hasn't been tallied, but it looks good so far. You know, you seem like you have too much sense ever to be tangled up with someone like Theodore."
She sighed and squirmed. "Maybe one of these days I'll tell you about my life and my uncanny ability always to make the wrong choice. Let me hit some of the highlights. I did a lot of things I'm not exactly proud of. Ended up pregnant at 19. My relationship with my father ended badly, and I was just immature enough to keep her from me. By the time I'd wised up, I was afraid to tell him. When Kinsey turned twelve, she took things into her own hands and found her father. It was an ugly confrontation. Now he gets every other weekend, holiday, and week in the summer. She really loves him and his new wife. He tried to be as fair as he could be about all of it, even though I knew at times he could have happily killed me. The whole thing made me grow up just enough to take stock of my life and not like it. Being tied up with T ended up being the caboose on the stupid train, so I cut him loose. He did not take it well, but the.38 I got from my father made him reconsider. His parting shot was 'you'll never find anybody better than me'. I thought about it for a while.
Then I thought of you. I don't think there's anyone or anybody he hates more than you, except maybe my ex. The icing on his shit cake of a life would be me hooking up with you."
She stopped to take a sip of tea. "I'm still friends with the girls. I know them by their real names, but they go by Blondie, Mouse, and Red now, which is a badge of honor for them. Slick swears you're the most decent man he'd ever met. Gary has a case of hero worship where you're concerned, even if you did take his woman away. I've noticed a lack of decent men in my life, so I'd like to try a real one out. How about it? Just one date? After that, who knows, but maybe I'll have a good memory and hope for the future. Think about it. I have to go pick up my girl from softball practice. If nothing else, it was nice to meet you."
It seemed she had finally run out of things to say, but I was wrong. I walked her to the car, and she turned at the door. "If we go out, I want you to treat me like you treated the rest of the girls. It would be nice to be in the hands of a real man for a change."
I decided the only way to stop her was to occupy her mouth with something besides speech, so I kissed her. She pulled back, and I swatted her bottom before she could speak. "Saturday, seven, at the clubhouse. Talk to the girls, they'll tell you the appropriate attire for our night out. Bye, Allie." She was still standing by her car, trying to process when I shut the door.
..............................................................................................
Slick gave me a little background on her on Thursday. "I always thought she was a little too good for T. She must have been at a low spot when she hooked up with him. I've heard the girls talking, and it seems she was quite the party girl until a couple of years ago. I don't know what caused it, but she straightened out, started paying more attention to her little girl, and got a decent job. I remember when her ex came around. She was a mess for a while, but seems to have gotten over it. Talk to the girls, they would know more than I would."
Red called me the next day. "Allie called me. I can't believe she had the nerve to come and see you. Listen to me, Grant. Don't be mean to her even if you're playing. She doesn't need that right now. Take her to the Piston, show her off, show her a good time, and bring her back in one piece. It might lead to something."
I asked our cop about her Thursday, and he frowned again. "She was headed the wrong way for a while. I popped her a couple times for simple possession and figured it was a matter of time before I got her on something serious, but she changed a couple of years ago and seems to have gotten her shit together. At one time I was so pissed at her I threaten to have Social Services take her kid. That scared the hell out of her. At the time, she only cared about her little girl.
She might have slipped when she hooked up with Theodore. That guy's been an ass and a joke since high school. Her ex kicked the shit out of him a while back and I think she saw him for what he was, a poser and a loser. Then he ran into you. I believe that iced the cake for her. Give her a shot, brother. You've got nothing to lose and maybe a lot to gain."
All this got me curious, so I decided to show her a good time. I was waiting when she pulled up. Her hair was up in a nice bun, her jeans skin tight, a nice spaghetti strap top fighting a battle to keep her high sitting rack in. Sometimes it won. After she teased me a bit, she pulled a nice sweater on and grinned. "I want to feel my nipples when we get there."
I grinned. "I want to feel your nipples when we get there. Can't be too careful with nipple health. We should ensure they're all right before entering the bar. I might have to have Wanda get some hot towels for you. I'll gladly apply pressure until they're back to normal."
She looked at me for a moment before she rolled her eyes. "Well, the girls did warn me."
"Warn you about what?"
"They said you had a golden tongue. They also told me you were witty as well."
I was still trying to figure out what she meant exactly when she got on the bike. "Let's go. Those beers aren't going to drink themselves."
She snuggled up to me as we rode. Not a hard, push her chest into my back snuggle, but a comfortable, light contact snuggle. Her eyes widened when we pulled up, and then she grinned. "Ted would die if he knew I was here with you. He talked about this place all the time but was too much of a pussy ever to bring me here."
"He wouldn't have lasted five minutes after they got a look at you. I brought him once and it looked like he was going to piss his pants the whole time. He couldn't even talk the talk, much less walk the walk, for a place like this. Shall we?"
She locked down on my hand, and we went in. She started relaxing when people greeted me and grinning when they called me Stud. She asked me how I got the nickname. "I had to go piss the first night I was here, and a couple of guys wandered in and saw me at the urinal. After that, they called me Stud."
"That doesn't explain shit."
I tried to look embarrassed but ended up smirking. "They saw my cock and told everybody I was hung like a horse, so they called me Stud."
She colored and then laughed. "You're going to be a lot of fun! And as for the rest of it, I was born in Missouri, and we're a firm believer in seeing is believing."
"You don't know me that well."
"I will pretty soon. Now get me something to drink."
I was thinkin' about that as we made our way to the bar. Wanda was standing there grinning. "Damn Stud, don't you know any ugly bitches? Who's this hottie? It would be best if you slowed down a little. I'm not good at names."
"This is..." I stopped because I hadn't thought of a name. "This is Princess. Don't tell her the truth about me. Say nice things."
She leaned over, gave me a little kiss, and smiled at the expression on Allie's face. "Don't sweat it, Princess. We're just friends."
"Only because you keep turning me down."
Wanda smiled wickedly. "Well, if you promise to bring Princess along, I might let you get lucky."
I figured she'd get embarrassed, but Allie fell right into it. "If I ever came along, you'd quickly forget why he was there."
Her tongue snaked out, and from where I was standing, it looked like she licked her eyebrow. Even Wanda was speechless for a minute. Then she came around the bar and hugged her. "I believe Stud here may have met his match. What would you like to drink, honey?"
I never expected a whiskey sour to be her drink of choice. Wanda gave me a beer without asking. We found an empty table and sat. The band hadn't started yet, and we could have a conversation. We talked about general things. Allie told me about her daughter, and her eyes lit up. We talked about the guys she knew and some of the new members of our club. "Ted took all the old Evil Revengers vests when you threw him out. He's got a few more losers who have been lured into riding with him. Be careful if you're around him while he's got his crew. He's too scared to face you alone again, but numbers might make him stupid."
"It won't make him stupid. He's already stupid. Numbers might make him brave. Even if we got in a scuffle and I lost, he'd never be right again. I can promise that." She looked into my eyes and believed me. Brain stopped by with a babe on his arm and had a beer. Leroy came over later and asked me to come by his shop soon. He had something he wanted to show me. They all ended up sharing a table with us, and soon that table was too small, so they pushed another one over. Allie finally relaxed and bantered back, giving as much as she got.
The band started up. She was squirming in the chair, and I leaned over so she could hear me. "I've never told anyone here this, so promise me you can keep a confidence. I can't dance. It isn't that I don't know how. I was injured in an accident when I was younger, and dancing stressed me. That being said, you can dance all you want as long as I'm the only one who gets the slow ones."
Brain broke the ice by asking me first, then Allie. That got them lined up, and they all asked me first. I'd look at Allie, and she would nod yes or no. She said yes to everyone, and I said no to two. They were assholes who liked to maul everyone they danced with. One had got his ass kicked at a rally for grabbing another biker's woman but he never learned anything from it.
He looked pissed but I was sitting with Brain, Leroy, and half a dozen more bikers so he just stomped off.
The slow dances were delightful. Her body would mould to mine, almost full-body contact the whole time. She'd wriggle a certain way and brush certain body parts slowly, all subtle but effective. She'd grin every time we finished a dance.
We said our goodbyes and left about midnight. She held my hand on the way out, and it felt very comfortable. Back at the clubhouse, she didn't hesitate, going in and rummaging around behind the bar until she found the coffee machine. She made a small pot, and we sat and sipped as we talked. She told me a lot about her history, how she was into the 'recreational pharmaceuticals' available when she was younger, how she seemed to make one bad decision after another. Even having her child didn't slow her down for a while.
"Then one day I was sitting around in a bar with my current fuckbuddy and looked around at the other women in the place. They all looked worn down and defeated, clinging to any affection they could find. No one looked at them like a possible mate anymore. They were just meat to be used and then passed along. It shook me a bit, but I started going out less, paying more attention to my daughter. I got a good job that paid the bills, and I wasn't beholden to anyone and found I liked it.
It was petty of me to keep my baby from her father, but we didn't part on the best of terms. It was my fault; I held a grudge for years, thinking of what I'd lost. He owns a very successful business now and has a younger girlfriend who's hot. Kinsey says they'll probably get married. When he found out about her, he was surprisingly calm about everything but made it clear in no uncertain terms that he would be in her life from now on. I still fought, but eventually I learned to let it go. We can even tolerate holding a conversation now."
I told her as much as I could about my life--my parents dying at an early age and me finishing high school in a foster home--how I had no relatives that I knew about, that I went to college on scholarship, and that I liked the profession I had chosen. She asked me why I wasn't married, and I sighed. "I haven't found one I wanted yet."
She stood up, and I looked at the clock, surprised to see it was three in the morning. We'd talked for hours. We rinsed the cups and the coffee maker. "This is the first time I've been out with a guy for this long that hasn't ended up in a bed. Thank you for the evening. It was enjoyable, especially knowing the place could be quite dangerous if I hadn't been with you. I don't think anyone feared you, but most seemed to like you, and it made a difference."
I grinned. "It's not too late, you know. To end up in bed, I mean."
"I thank you for the offer, and I may take you up on that after we get to know each other better--one thing you need to know. If I'm in a relationship, it's the only one I'm in. And if I'm going to be loyal, I expect loyalty in return."
I kissed her softly before opening her car door. "Good enough. I feel the same. Good night, Princess."
She kissed me back a little harder. "Goodnight...Stud."
.............................................................................................................
So we started dating--once a week at first, maybe twice on the weeks that her daughter was with her father. The kisses got harder and longer, and hands wandered, but it was six weeks before things got serious. She showed up at my house right after I got off work.
I didn't remember a date, so I looked at her. "No, we don't have anything planned. Well, you don't. I've got an overnight bag in the car, and I don't have to be home until Sunday evening. How would you like to spend the time?"
"With you."
I took her out to eat at a nicer place than we usually frequent. She wore a very nice, enticing sundress, but not revealing, and I dressed a little better than normal. We looked like every other couple in the place, most of us out on a date night with our spouses. We were affectionate but not overt--little touches, a simple kiss now and then, nothing over the top.
Then we were off to a new place, a piano bar. There, a three-piece combo, piano, drums, and standup bass, played old standards. Allie smiled. "I brought you here so you could dance every dance with me."
That's what we did. Others asked her to dance a few times, but she refused with a smile. "This night is just for us. Maybe next time."
They all took it graciously and wished us a good night. After about an hour and a half of rubbing bodies, I'd reached my limit, and Allie knew it. She danced me over to a dark corner, and her hand slipped between us. She grabbed my erection and squeezed. "Are you ever gonna take me home so I can do something about this?"
I paid my tab and was out the door in record time. The sundress hit the floor as soon as the door closed. She posed in her strapless bra and thong for just a second before dropping both on the floor.
It was so incredible, and I had a hard time trying to describe it. She was fit and lean, muscled where she should be and soft as silk where she wasn't. I don't think there was more than a square inch of her body I didn't kiss, and that was scattered over a wide variety of places. We started with oral before she pulled me around and on top of her. "Now, honey, now!"
All the adjectives, hot, tight, silky, were nothing when describing how she felt. She felt...right. The first time was pretty quick because we were both backed up, but the second and the third lasted a long time. We both passed out with her spooned to me, my hand latched onto her breast. When I woke up, it was still there. I tweaked the nipple a little, and she moaned before pushing me away. "Get up! We need to shower, and I'm starved. Clothes will be optional today."
We tried to shower together, but hands kept wandering, so she shoved me out. I got done and found her in the kitchen wearing my grilling apron and nothing else. It was one with the goofy logo 'Kiss The Cook'. It was excellent advice and did just that. Allie responded hard and then shoved me back. "I'm making pancakes, and I don't want the first meal I cook for you burned. Get the syrup and a cup of coffee while I finish."
I keyed in on the 'first' statement, which made me warm and fuzzy. The pancakes were excellent, and I remarked that I didn't know I had pancake mix. "You don't, these are made from scratch. You'll find I'm not much on mixes."
As good as pancakes were, it wasn't nearly as good as licking maple syrup off an erect nipple.
We eventually took another shower and decided to go for a ride. We tooled around for a few hours without direction, going where the next turn took us. Then we rounded a curve, and I saw a place I'd read about in the state magazine. It talked a lot about how good the food was, so I stopped. There were a dozen bikes and three times that many cars in the lot.
The place was packed, but we got a table and ordered off the chalkboard. It listed the specials and credited the farmers who had provided the vegetables. The carrot soup was nothing like I'd ever tasted, smooth and buttery. I got braised pork on a bed of vegetables as an entree, and Allie went with the chicken. We were almost groaning when we asked for the check. The dark-haired teen waitress seemed surprised. "You don't want dessert? Mom made banana pudding, and it's been rated best in the state. There's not much left, so if you want it, you need to order now."
We were groaning when we got back on the bike. I knew we'd be returning soon.
We didn't go out that night and spent it snuggling and watching movies. The night was just as exhausting and glorious as the night before. It might have been better because we were familiar with each other's bodies and knew our triggers. Sunday was bittersweet. Allie had to go home to her child, and I had to rattle around in an empty house. We dated twice more, and she spent the following weekend with her child. The following weekend, she returned, and it was surprisingly comfortable to wake up beside her, and I think it hurt us both when she had to leave.
A month later, her mother fell and broke her ankle, so we didn't get to go out. The weekend after that, she had her daughter and couldn't go out. I thought about that for a bit and called her. "If we're gonna spend time together, I will have to meet her sooner or later. Why not now? I've been craving banana pudding and going to Sam's Grill. Why don't both of you come with me?"



There was a moment of silence before she said she'd call me back. I had just about given up when the phone rang.
"Hello?"
"Hi. I'm Kinsey. Your ol' lady's daughter."
"Huh?"
"Do you ride without a helmet much? I'm Kinsey, your girlfriend's daughter. Allie, remember? So tell me about this banana pudding."
I gave her a link to the article about the place, and she hung up. Five minutes later, she called me back. "Come and get us. That banana pudding better be something."
I think they were surprised when I pulled up in my 'weekend' car. It was an '86 Caddy, a proper land yacht. It looked brand new inside and out, and I'd picked it up at an estate sale. It wasn't listed, but I found it in a shed with other stuff for sale. It was tarped, but I peeked. I bought a few things and kind of hung around until the crowd thinned.
"Any chance the car is for sale?"
The two middle-aged women looked at each other for a minute before one spoke. "We hadn't even considered it. Our grandfather bought that new when he was seventy. I thought he'd never get much use out of it, but he lived to be 101 and drove it until he was 97. What will you give us for it?"
"Let's go look at it."
It had about an inch of dust on it, even under the tarp, but there was no rust, no body damage, and the interior looked shiny. I opened the door and wrinkled my nose. They grinned. "Pops coated everything with vaseline to keep the leather from cracking. He did the same thing to the exterior and tires. In the end, he thought he'd get well enough to drive it again. How does fifteen hundred sound?"
"Let's look it up." I pulled up the blue book price and was surprised to see the cost was on the low end of the value. I knew they were having the sale to pay for the expense of his funeral, so I made them a deal. If I put a battery in it and it ran, I'd give them two grand. If it didn't, I'd still give them the fifteen hundred.
I had it pulled to Leroy's garage, and he drooled over it. Then he grinned. "All you need now is a gold tooth, a purple derby, and a tag that says "Where's My Money, Bitch."
After he got done laughing, he told me to give him a week. When I returned to the garage, it shone like new and purring like a kitten. The ladies got their two grand, and I got a conversation starter. When I asked Leroy what I owed him, he asked me to come into the garage. It was odd that he locked the door, then took me to a smaller room. The guy before him used it as a paint room. After swearing me to secrecy, he pulled a tarp, and my mouth hung open. I was looking at a 1941 Indian Scout, the military version. It still had the leather saddlebags and the ammo tins on the front forks.
"I was my grandfather's. He bought at a surplus auction right after the war. He used to show me pictures of it, but couldn't remember what happened to it. He had dementia pretty bad there at the end, so none of us thought anything about it. Last year, Gram decided to sell what was left of the farm and had a guy out to clean the buildings and barn. Gramps was a packrat, and every stall was filled head high with junk. They found this buried in the last stall they cleaned out. Gram still had the title, and she decided I was the one who should have it. Boy did that lead to a bunch of pissed off cousins.
The engine is blown. You told me once you worked on a couple of old bikes, so I'll trade you what I had to spend on the Caddy if you'll help me rebuild her."
I was practically drooling. "Screw that. I'll pay for what you did on the Caddy and throw in helping you with the other bikes if you'll let me help you."
Back to the present, Allie and a little clone of her came out and looked over my ride. "Where did you get that?"
"Bought it at a yard sale. I nearly had to beat an old lady to death to get it but damn it, I was there first. Still got the scar where her dentures got stuck in my arm."
The Kid--the nickname her father gave her, and she liked it enough to want to use it- grinned. I was used to people with nicknames from the military and the biker community, so it was no problem. "My Dad would drool if he saw this. Come on, let's go. I'm hungry."
I was a little surprised when she made her Mom get in the back and jumped in beside me. She sure asked a lot of questions, and she had my life story, fabricated as it was, before we got to the restaurant. I saw Allie in the back, and she was smirking.
"You ever run out of steam?" I asked her when she stopped to draw a breath.
"Not often. Mom tells me you know how to work on bikes. Dad has three, and his wife has her own. I'm going to get a dirt bike for my next birthday."
By the breath intake in the back, I got the feeling this was news to Allie. "Well, that's good for you. Just remember to respect whatever you're riding. It could kill you if you don't."
"You sound just like Dad."
"No, I sound like everyone who's ridden for a while. I got road rash scars and a broken arm from not paying attention, so I know what I'm talking about.
She seemed down for a minute and then grinned. "Well, maybe you can help me out when I'm home. I'll need all the instructions I can get."
"We'll have to let your mother make that decision."
"Then it'll never happen. If it were up to her, I'd still have training wheels on my bicycle."
We pulled into the parking lot, and it was jammed. We had to wait ten minutes for a table. We got the same waitress as before, and she remembered us. "Hi," she said, handing us a printed menu with the night's choices. "If you don't see anything you like, you can order off the regular menu. We got banana pudding, but we've only got two pans left. If you want it, you'd better order now so I can reserve it."
We immediately ordered three servings for dessert. I chose a rack of lamb with mint sauce as a main dish, with braised asparagus and basil-roasted potatoes. The Kid got a steak with a baked purple sweet potato and an endive salad, while her mother got stuffed flounder and crab legs. Kinsey was so impressed that she took pictures of every meal. Then she insisted that her mother give her a taste of her flounder and looked longingly at my lamb. "Kinsey, would you like a..."
Her knife and fork flashed as she carved a piece of lamb, tasted it, and then carved another piece for her mother. We ended up tasting everything we each had on our plates. I thought the Kid would cry when she tasted the banana pudding.
We semi-waddled out to the car, and Kinsey was gracious enough to let Allie sit in the front. I thought the heavy meal would make her drowsy, but she was as chatty as ever. We were almost halfway home when she sat up straighter and said, "Look!"
It was a drive-in. Neither Allie nor I had been to a drive-in in years, and Kinsey had never been, and she wheedled us into turning around. There was a teen horror/slasher movie playing. It was not exactly what I liked to watch, but I figured I could endure it, and it made Kinsey happy, which, by extension, made Allie happy, which made me happy. We had to park towards the back because of the size of the car, and just as soon as we got settled in, Kinsey looked at me.
"I like chocolate stars, and Mom likes chocolate-covered raisins. We both like Coke, so make sure you get a large popcorn."
"You just ate! Thirty minutes ago, you were almost comatose. Where you gonna put all that?"
Allie smirked. "Welcome to the world of teenagers. Hurry, honey, before the movie starts."
I was halfway to the concession stand when it hit me she'd called me honey. There was a serious discussion when I returned, but I stopped immediately. Talking about me, no doubt. Kinsey decided to sit between us up front to see better, so I didn't get to snuggle with Allie, but it was all right. Kinsey did the typical teen thing of yelling at the screen when the actors did something stupid, warning them to turn around and not go into the creepy old house, knowing they wouldn't listen.
I had my arm across the back of the seat, playing with Allie's hair, and Kinsey got quieter and quieter until she slumped against me, out cold. I looked over at Allie and discovered she was asleep as well. Kinsey snuggled up to me tightly. Allie snuggled into her and started snoring.
One of the few times in my life, I had regrets about my life. I had done great good, but it had cost me, and I doubted I'd ever have children. I enjoyed the moment for a while before gently waking them. The final credits were rolling as they rubbed their eyes.
"Time to go home," I told them. Kinsey stayed in the front, and for once, I was glad of the bench seat and three seatbelts.
Kinsey asked me how the film ended. "It was disappointing. Right after you went to sleep, it turned into a gay musical. The killer didn't look nearly as scary in a pink tutu."
"What?"
"Nothing. You'll have to watch it on cable."
They invited me in, but I declined. "I have stuff to do tomorrow. You guys get some sleep. Allie, I'll call you sometime after lunch. Goodnight, honey. Goodnight, Kinsey the Kid. Ya'll sleep well."
Kinsey giggled when her Mom kissed me, surprised me with a hug, and went into the house laughing.
..............................................................
I spent most of the morning working with Leroy on the Indian. The engine was smaller than I thought it would be, only about 500cc, but these things were designed to be fast and agile, primarily used to carry messages and sensitive documents. This made them a prime target, and the mortality rates for the riders were pretty high.
We were taking the ammo boxes off when Leroy got quiet. "Look," he said, holding up the ammo can. There were two bullet holes in the right side box and a crease in the fender to match. We talked about it for a while, and he decided to leave them as an homage to the rider. By then, we had the engine stripped down and looked for original parts. There were some vintage Indian clubs in the country, and we contacted some of them, hoping they could help. One sent a man out to take pictures and document our progress. They had a little e-magazine going, and the following month featured Leroy and the bike on the cover. It said in the article that when the bike was finished, there would be another interview and a new set of pictures.
We got a lot of emails and leads on parts from the article. I made sure I was out of the frame when the pictures were taken. My past needed to stay there. I looked very little like I did back then, but there was no need to push it. The official story was I'd died from my wounds, but facial recognition could dispel that myth in a second.
The girls had their meeting the following Wednesday, and it had been one of those nights. One of the members found an old elk head and thought it would look cool hanging behind our little bar, and that's where they hung their bras. There were many hoots and cheers when we opened the doors on Thursday and saw seventeen bras hanging on the antlers. A leopard print bra was right in the middle taped to the nose, and I grinned. Allie is now an accepted member of the club.
Everybody took the bra that belonged to their women, often cross-checking and ensuring they had the right one. The embarrassment from the last time they mixed them up was fresh on their minds. I just grinned and took down the leopard print. "That one's mine."
There were a lot of hoots and jeers, but they all seemed happy I had somebody now. We were up to twenty-two members now, and any more would overrun our little building. Occasionally, someone would drop out, but another was always ready to take their place.
We had a lawyer, two cops, a doctor, two EMTs, a fast food restaurant manager, factory workers, construction owners, and personnel. It was split about half and half between really well-paid and average people. Our last addition was Leroy. He rode with us several times and came to me when another guy moved out of town. "You can't tell anyone what I'm about to say. I was in the culture for a long time and was even a one percenter for two years. My club was rough, and I progressively got into riskier things. I got lucky, when they popped the club, I was already in county doing ninety days for roughing up a civilian. I dodged the bullet on that one. They sniffed around but already had the big dogs, and I wasn't worth chasing. I took that as a sign and left that life behind me. It's been ten years since then. I own a business, pay taxes, got married, and stayed straight. There have been a lot of times when guys brought me bikes I knew were stolen, offering to sell them for ridiculous prices. I sent them down the road. You guys are the first people I've enjoyed riding with since those early days."
He was heartily welcomed. I think it wasn't all altruism, It can be damn handy to have a top bike and car mechanic available at times. We set rules, and if one needed work, they took it to his shop and paid his full rate.
We were just a bunch of guys goofing around. Two-thirds of them would have been scared to enter the Piston, and a couple didn't drink. It was funny when one of the wives decided we should do something for the community and volunteered us for a Habitat for Humanity project. We spent three weekends working on a house. The construction workers did the siding and the roof, with the rest of the guys helping where they could. I ran the wiring. I was certified by the state, so everything I did met code. The wives, girlfriends, and their older kids helped on the last weekend, cleaning up the floors and yard, washing windows, and vacuuming carpets. Kinsey the Kid ended up helping me run some last-minute wiring, and her small hands were a great help.
We had an understanding. Treat her mother like gold, and we would get along fine. "She's had enough assholes in her life to last two lifetimes. The last thing she needs is another one fucking it up."
"You learn that language from your mother?"
She grinned as she walked away. "Nope. I learned it from her boyfriends."
Allie and I had started doing something with Kinsey when she was home, usually on Sundays. This went on for about a month, and I got home from helping Leroy to find them sitting on the back deck. Kinsey jumped up, grinning. "We've decided you should reduce commuting, so we'll spend the night. Mom bought a bunch of steaks and pork chops. We made the sides, so you have to do the cooking. I saw your grills, so I'm guessing you can burn meat. We'll keep a close eye on you, just in case."
They set the table on the deck, turned on the muted lighting I'd strung, lit a bunch of citronella candles to keep the mosquitoes away, and watched me like a hawk while I grilled the steaks. The meal was easy and light, and I enjoyed it. Kinsey picked a pay-per-view movie for the big-screen television, and after we'd cleaned up, we sat down to watch it.
Kinsey sneakily grinned and sat between us. As the movie progressed, gravity got to her. She slept soundly with her feet across my lap and her head in Mom's lap.
"Does she ever make it through a whole movie?"
Allie smiled as she ruffled her hair. "Most of the time. So that you know, this was her idea. I keep forgetting she's twelve going on twenty. I hope you didn't mind."
It came out before I thought. "If it were up to me, I'd spend every minute with you, and Kinsey's just the cherry on top of the cake. She's a good kid, Allie. You did a great job with her."
I didn't mean to make her cry, but she did, quiet sniffles as she smiled through the tears. "I'm going to take that as an invitation, Grant. You need to step up here."
....................................................................................................
I thought about that for a while, and one Saturday morning, Allie ran to the store while Kinsey helped me with my bike. She'd polish it up, and I'd give her a twenty. It was worth it; my bike never looked as good as when she finished it. She was waxing the tank, and I had gone into the house for sodas. We sat on the deck, and I told her I had something to run by her.
I stumbled a couple of times before I got it out. "Here's the deal. Your mother has become very important to me in the last eight months. When she returns, I will ask her to move in. If she comes, so do you. Can you handle that?"
She got quiet for a minute and walked around the yard. When she came back, she had a grin on her face. "I'm in. There's a price, though. You have to spoil me something awful. I only met my real Dad less than a year ago, but I discovered I like having a father. So then, if I live with you, you'll need to step up. A girl can't have too many Dads."
I was expecting acceptance, but this took it to a new level. I did the only thing I could think of: I pulled her off her feet in a big hug. She hugged me back, and when I put her down, her smirk was huge. I shocked her with my following statement.
"I misspoke. I don't want her to live with me."
Her face clouded up, and it was my turn to smirk. "I meant to say I don't want her to just live with me. I want her to marry me."
That's when her tears started, and we ended up in another hug. Allie chose that moment to come around back and watch us with a smile on her face. "What's that about?"
You almost couldn't see Kinsey's eyes because her grin was that big. "You'll find out soon enough. Did you get the ice cream?"
She did, and she dipped us all in a bowl. Allie would look from one of us to the other with a frown, and we'd grin bigger. When we were done, I got up.
"I have to run to town to pick something up. You guys want to come?"
Allie had her back to me, and I looked at Kinsey, mimicking sliding a ring on a finger. The grin came back. "Sure. Come on, Mom."
I pulled into the parking lot of a jeweler I knew. He would be the next member of our club. I'd asked him about rings, and he said he had a great selection and would give me a deal. I didn't care about a deal, but I did care about the ring.
"Why are we here?"
"I need to pick up something for a woman I know. It won't take a minute."
She frowned, but Kinsey was pulling her out of the car. "Come on, Mom! We can look for suitable birthday presents for a thirteen-year-old."
I wasn't going to goof around. I pulled her right to the engagement rings and dropped to my knee. She was looking at the rings, and when she turned around, she went pale. "Allie Elizabeth Sneed, will you marry me? I know we have been together long enough for me to know you're it, the woman I've been looking for for a long time. So please, let's spend the rest of our lives together."
The paleness became more pronounced, and she swayed a little. I was getting up to catch her, but she stopped me. "Stay right where you are."
She dropped to her knees, grabbed my head, and gave me a kiss that was probably in the top three of all time. This continued as Kinsey danced around us, filming everything on her phone. When we finally drew back, Kinsey almost yelled, "Say yes, Mom!"
Allie looked at me through tear-stained makeup and smiled a serene smile. "Yes. Two billion, three hundred and eighty-five million, eight hundred and sixty-seven thousand, nine hundred and thirty times yes."
"That's an oddly specific number."
"I've always thought the expression 'a thousand times yes' was a little trite."
About a dozen customers were in the shop, and they applauded and cheered when we finally stood. Kinsey was still dancing around, so I grabbed her and pulled her into our hug. Then she started crying.
"Why are you crying?"
"Because I'm happy, dumbass. I spent many years without a Dad, and now I have two!"
That brought a fresh round of tears from Allie, and my eyes were a little blurry. Finally, I shook myself. "What are we doing here? Oh yeah, we're here to get a ring."
Allie tried on almost every ring in the store, and Kinsey tried a few along with her. I asked her what she was doing, and she grinned. "Practicing." I knew at that moment that my life would never be the same.



Allie picked a ring that didn't have to be sized and wore it home. We returned to the house and ordered takeout; there was no way we were cooking today. The day's emotions made us all sleepy, and I woke in what would be a very familiar position: Allie and I snuggled together, Kinsey draped across us.
We didn't make love that night; we just snuggled, falling asleep in minutes. Kinsey woke us. She'd made breakfast, and we told her we appreciated it. She grinned. "You're welcome. Now get your truck, D2. We got stuff that needs moving."
It didn't take very long, just clothes and keepsakes. She left all the furniture for her mother, who took over the lease. Allie's mom had the worn-out look of a woman who'd tried to live life all at once. Allie told me once it was one of the reasons she was like she was, and it took her a long time to change her ways. It seems Carrie had finally learned her lesson. Now she was big on her book club and quilter's guild and had mostly given up drinking. She had a low-paying job, and Allie clarified that she would keep paying the lease. I just smiled. My house was almost paid for, and I had the money in the bank to pay it off whenever I wanted. I wasn't rich, but I made good money, and the checks I got every month were mainly untouched and sitting in an investment account.
Of course, my house needed an update. They dragged me to a few stores until I gave them the keys to my truck and told them that as long as it wasn't too feminine, they could have what they wanted. Kinsey got a brand new bedroom, and we got new dining and living room furniture.
The wedding happened five months later. All my friends from work came, and all the club members and their wives. Brain and Wanda were there, and a few friends we'd made at the Piston. For such a diverse crowd, it went very well. We were wed in a little country church by a preacher who was one of the newest members of our club. He was a nice guy, and something about how he moved seemed familiar to me. Then one day I saw him at the club with his shirt off and saw the Ranger tattoo.
Kinsey was maid of honor, with Red, Mouse, Blondie, and Wanda as bridesmaids. Leroy was my best man, and Brain was one of the ushers. I grin every time I see the pictures of him in his tux and Wanda in her long dress. I took them to the Piston one night, and everyone liked them so much that I made a big copy and framed it. It hangs over the back of the bar.
Something happened after we left the reception. Brain and Wanda were dancing and lightly flirting, and then they just disappeared. Six months later, I was an usher at their wedding, and Allie was a bridesmaid. Forty-six motorcycles gave them an escort to the airport for the flight to Bali. It was a place Wanda always wanted to see. We asked about pictures, and Wanda blushed. Brain told us later they spent their time at topless and nude beaches, so there weren't a lot of family-friendly photos available.
Brain left his club. It was a complicated but amicable separation. He'd always honored his commitments and led them into profitable ventures. It was his plan to separate the 'management' team from the rank and file. They never flew colors except at club events in private. The management team hand-picked his replacement, and Brian worked with him for six months before he left. Actually, he never really left. Once you joined, you were a member for life, even if you were retired and inactive. They knew all they had to do was call, and he'd come back to help them solve any problem that might arise.
He also got a "retirement" account, a small slice of any venture he'd created and made successful. He always had an exit strategy and funneled a lot of his money into investments.
He laughed about it one night. "The truly successful clubs started polishing their profile and easing away from the illegal stuff long ago. They left that stuff to other clubs because when they were watching them, they weren't watching us. We own three bike dealerships, a winery, money in some very nice stock portfolios, and a very nice internet company specializing in aftermarket parts."
It sounded like a pretty good business model to me. I'd even ordered parts from them before.
..................................................................
I got to meet Kinsey's father and new stepmother the next time he came to pick her up. He was a big guy with a beard and looked me over pretty hard. From the way he carried himself, I could tell he wasn't afraid to mix it up but knew he wasn't in my league. That was a situation I didn't want. We talked while the younger redheaded wife got Kinsey in the car.
I chose safe topics: motorcycles and Kinsey. Once the bike talk was over, I asked about her birthday. She was going to be thirteen, and it didn't fall on his weekend. "You know her birthday is coming up, and I don't want to duplicate presents. I'm going to get her a leather riding jacket, custom-made by a guy I know. Her Mom gave me a list of the stuff she's gotten."
I paused before going on, making sure I got my words right. "I really like the kid, but I want to be clear here. I'm not her father. You are, and I'll never get between you two. She's gonna be a teenager, and their natural instinct is to play both sets against each other to get what she wants. If you say no, it means no. If I say no, I'll call you and tell you why. If we present a united front, I think it will be much better for everyone involved. I know it's not your week for her birthday, and while the holidays were decided, you forgot to consider that when you made the custody agreement, so Allie has agreed to let you have her Sunday of that weekend. That way, she can celebrate her birthday with everyone. I hope that will work for you."
He looked at me briefly and said, "I have to talk to Allie." He was inside for about twenty minutes, and when he came back outside, he was grinning. "That's the calmest conversation I've had with her in twelve years. I think you're good for her." Kyle held out his hand and I shook it. Then he grinned.
"You and I have no experience with a teen girl. God help us both."
I went back in after they left to find Allie sniffling. Then she dragged me to the bedroom. We're going to be all right.
She got more presents than one child should have, and two parties for her birthday. Kinsey had a lot of friends and for some reason they liked to hang out at my, correction, our house. It was nothing to come home from work and find three or four girls camped out in front of the big television, wanting me to grill for them. Most were kids of our motorcycle group, and before I knew what was happening, there was a father/daughter ride planned.
Seventeen bikes pulled away from the club that morning, all with a young girl on the back. Some had more than one child close to the same age, and a few of the single guys volunteered to help out.
We rode for three hours until we came to the amusement park. They stayed with us for a while, then darted off altogether while we followed at a distance. They were mainly early teen girls, and some, including 'mine', were very pretty. A few boys tried to cut some out of the herd and found themselves surrounded by irate and scary-looking fathers. One turned out to be eighteen, and I spoke quietly with him. There was a spreading stain on the front of his jeans when I allowed him to scurry off. Leroy looked at me and grinned, before holding the other up by his neck while he asked him politely to leave his fourteen-year-old daughter alone. As soon as Leroy let him go, he ran away. The girls weren't bothered the rest of the day.
The Moms were waiting anxiously at the clubhouse, happy to see their very tired and happy daughters. They were all babbling a mile a minute as they got into their cars. They all agreed the next outing would be with their sons. I was going to ride with the second son of the attorney. They wanted something different from the amusement park, and we'd have to get creative. We ended up at a paintball camp, and the mothers grinned, though they complained about getting the paint out of their clothes.
There were frequent cookouts and social gatherings, and we meshed as a collective. We automatically went to the lawyer if we had a legal issue. Leroy worked on all the vehicles unless it was warranty work. The doctor was a general practitioner, so he became the supplier of our medical needs. Need work done on your house? One of the contractors would give you a good deal unless it was something simple. Then three or four guys would just show up at your home, tools in hand, to take care of it. The county deputy or the city detective would alert us about scams and anything that could threaten the children. Once or twice, they would step in and help someone's relative if it was minor and the person had good character.
It was a good life.
.......................................................................
Kinsey's Dad and I would talk to the point that she would have to remind him they had to leave when he came over. I didn't ask, but he and Allie finally talked, and things became less tense between them. Most of the time, his wife would come along, and they would be in the house talking about kids while we wandered around the yard. He came to pick Kinsey up one day, riding a vintage Norton that looked like it had just rolled off the factory floor. I hadn't seen that type of bike in years.
I knew he owned a very successful janitorial supply business and that he wheeled and dealed in anything of value on the side. I'd lived with a foster family, and the man was much like that. Some of my fondest memories were of going with him while he hustled and got good deals. He gave me a bit of advice that sticks with me to this day. "Don't ever cheat anybody, boy. Word will get out, and no one will want to deal with you. If they offer you a great deal of their own volition, take it."
We kind of liked each other, but I know it bothered him that I got to spend more time with his daughter than he did. That ended in her fourteenth summer. She woke up not feeling well, so her grandmother came over to sit with her while we worked. I was easiest to reach because of my position with the company, so she would call me first if anything came up. Three hours later, she called in a panic.
"Grant! Come home! Something's wrong with Kinsey. She fell out of bed screaming and won't wake up."
I screamed "Family emergency" at my assistant and set a land speed record on that Vulcan. I lived only two miles away, so I was there within minutes.
Grandma was panicking, and I grabbed Kinsey up and loaded her on the backseat of the Caddy, got Grandma in the front, and threw her my phone, telling her to scroll down to the name of the deputy sheriff. His patrol area included my house. I told him what was happening, and he met me three miles out, falling in front of me with his lights on and siren wailing. He'd called the hospital, and they were waiting by the emergency room door. I got hold of Allie and told her to let Mouse drive her. They worked together. She got there just as the E.R. doctor came out.
"Our first estimation is that her appendix has either burst or is about to. We're prepping her for surgery as we speak. It's a fairly routine operation, so the risk is minimal, depending on whether or not the appendix bursts. We'll know once the surgeon gets in and has a look. It should take no more than an hour, and we'll let you know as soon as we can.
Allie was almost hysterical, and after I calmed her down and made sure she had friends around her, I went outside and called Kyle.
He was cheerful when he answered the phone, but got serious quickly when I told him the news. "Kyle, Kinsey is at County General. They're doing an emergency appendectomy as we speak. As far as we know, she's not in danger, but you and Suzette need to get here as soon as possible. I'm sure she's going to want to see the faces of the people who love her when she wakes up."
"On our way." It was about a fifty-minute drive from their house to the hospital, but they were there in 35. Allie grabbed Suzette and pulled her into the huddle while Kyle and I went to get coffee.
We stood, and I could tell he wanted to say something. "Thanks, man. I'm glad you were there for her. I owe you."
"You don't owe me diddly. It was just a matter of timing that it happened with me instead of you. She's a great kid, and I know she's yours, but I'm pretty fond of her, just like you. I'd do everything I can to ensure she's happy and healthy."
I expected a lot, but not what I got. It was one of the tightest hugs I've ever received. He almost had me up off the ground before he let go, grinning. "Let's head back in and see how our girl is doing."
Our girl was out of surgery and awake. She was also very uncomfortable, but she smiled when she saw us walk in. Kyle took one hand, and she grabbed mine with the other. She held on until the pain meds knocked her out again.
We took Suzette and Kyle to get some dinner, talking about Kinsey before the conversation turned to Suzette's pregnancy. She was five months along and glowing. Kinsey was going crazy waiting for her to come along. Yes, it was going to be a little sister. It saddened me, wishing Allie and I had gotten together early enough to have one of our own, but she was 34 and I was 41, so I doubted that it would ever happen.
They spent the night at our house, and Kyle and I woke to the smells of breakfast. Allie and Suzette had gotten up early to fix it.
When we got there, Kinsey was awake and in good spirits. Barring complications, she could go home the next day. It occurred to me that it was his weekend, but he waved it off when I brought it up. "She's not up to travelling right now. Give it a couple of weeks."
Allie countered by telling them to come over Saturday and spend the day with her. Kyle looked at me and grinned. Two years ago, Allie hated his guts and didn't have a thing nice to say about him. He wasn't all warm and fuzzy about her either. But time, maturity, and a little love can accomplish great things.
They came over on Saturday on their bikes. Suzette had a little chopped-down Sportster, and he was on a hog. We decided to give the girls a little alone time and rode over to see Leroy. The Indian was just about completed. The engine was rebuilt, and all the wiring was new, but everything else was original. Leroy decided not to repaint it but buffed and compounded until the finish looked almost new. He would be riding it in three weeks.
One of the Indian clubs took the serial numbers and ran them. The bike was built on contract for Britain and used in Italy and France. It ended its military career during the Battle Of The Bulge, abandoned when its rider was killed. Six months later, the Brits did an equipment salvage operation and found it in a barn. The Indian company apparently had some sort of lend/lease agreement, and it was shipped back to the States and sold at auction.
When the bike was done, they came back out for a photo shoot and wrote an article about the machine's history. Both Britain and France sent out overtures, wanting it for military museums, but Leroy refused.
Kyle was impressed both with the bike and with Leroy. He'd had a man who worked on vintage stuff for him, but he'd retired and moved to Arizona and asked if he might be interested in doing a little work for him from time to time. Leroy grinned. "Sure. You know, Grant is one of the best Harley mechanics I've ever seen, especially on old stuff, don't you? You should ask him. Maybe he'll give you a family rate."
Kyle couldn't hide the grin on his face.
I rode over one Saturday, and he showed me one of the two warehouses he owned. I was suitably impressed. There were currently five bikes there, none newer than 1964. There were probably a dozen cars there, most of them pre-1974. We drove two over to Leroy's shop, with Suzette and Allie following us, and I promised to help him with a bike the next week.
A year went by. We were feeling froggy one day and rode our bikes to the Piston. Wanda and Brain welcomed us back, warmed up to Kyle and Suzette, and we enjoyed ourselves. I saw Allie freeze and look at the door. There in the flesh stood Theodore. He had three big dudes with him, and they all looked a little rough around the edges. Wanda followed our gaze and frowned. Brain grinned.
"Look honey, it's the Asshole Gang."
Wanda snorted. "One of these days those jerks are gonna do something stupid enough to get their asses kicked and I'm not gonna do anything but watch. I might even give them a kick or two when the guys are done with them."
"If they're that big a bunch of jerks, why don't you bar them?"
"You know this place is famous for being a neutral zone. Everyone is welcome if you leave politics and business out of it and keep it civil. That being said, everyone also has the opportunity to get their ass kicked and barred if they cross the line. They're standing on that line but haven't crossed it yet."
Allie made a point of giving me a lot of PDA's that seemed to make T pissed off. It had been two years. Get over it. What did he have to be mad about anyway? Well, besides the fact that I ended up with the woman he wanted and basically kicked his ass not once but twice? Like I said, he needed to get over it.
Apparently, he didn't. The fact that he had three bigger, meaner-looking friends gave him enough confidence to be stupid. He came to the table. He ignored me and spoke directly to Allie.
"Hey, Al. I see you're still with this loser. Whenever you're ready to trade up, let me know. I might give you a shot."
I tensed up, and she squeezed my arm. "The only loser I see here is you, Theodore. My MAN has given me a good life. He has a career and not a job, owns our home, our cars are paid for, and we have a pretty nice nest egg built up for future things, like the college education our child is going to get. You probably still don't have a pot to piss in. He's got something else going for him. He's the guy who knocked me up. I'm guessing your little swimmers weren't smart enough to know which way to go when we were together. Then again those pitiful little squirts out of that tiny dick were probably blanks anyway. Shoo now, my nose is more sensitive since I got pregnant, and the smell is starting to get to me."
Yep. Two months before, Allie came to me from a doctor's appointment looking really upset. I immediately thought bad things and cuddled her. "Is something wrong? Are you sick?"
"I got a condition and it will be months before I'm recovered."
I was thinking the big C when she wailed it out. "I'm pregnant! I don't know how it happened. I've been on the pill forever. What are we gonna do?"
It took me a little while to talk, which made her really nervous. I never thought I would ever be a parent. I was 42 and she was 35. We were a little long in the tooth for babies. I'd be sixty when the child graduated from high school. Then I grinned. We were going to have a baby!
I held her tighter. "Well, my first thought is we're going to have a baby! This is going to change a lot of things, baby. We have to get a bigger house. I doubt Kinsey will want to share her room with a newborn. And I know you don't like your job, so I suggest you leave it and take the position of full-time mother to a teen and a baby. You know we can afford it. That is, if you want to."
That little speech made her cry harder, but she seemed to think it was a grand plan when she was coherent. Kinsey was over the moon that afternoon when we told her. Suzetted was two months along with their second, which meant the children would be born within weeks of each other. She'd be up to her knees in babies.
I asked the doctor how it had happened later. He shrugged. "Birth control isn't foolproof. I personally know of three times this has happened. Sometimes, over-the-counter medicines or herbal remedies neutralize it. And I like to think that sometimes it's the hand of God. Take your choice."



Everyone at the table and that part of the bar heard the way Allie dissed T, and he went pale, red, then redder when people started laughing. He was about to say something stupid. I could see it in his eyes, so I got up, Brian and Kyle right behind me. "I think this conversation is over. You say one stupid thing about my wife and the ass kickings I gave you before will seems like a love pat. I'm talkin' about the kind of beatdown you don't get up from. Like the lady said, move along."
One of his bros spoke up. "Hey asshole! You can't talk to him like that! We'll...."
"Shut the hell up and move along. I've already warned you guys. You smart off, and I'll let him take you to the parking lot. Maybe I'll call for an ambulance when he's done with you. Maybe not. Maybe I'll just have a couple of guys drag you out of the parking lot so you don't get run over when my patrons leave. Go back to your table and behave." Wanda was a little woman but when she was pissed off she looked a lot bigger and she was about as pissed off as I'd ever seen her. The guy wanted to argue, but they had at least one guy with smarts, and he pulled him away. They left mumbling. Dire threats, no doubt.
Brain did not like to see his bride upset. It made him upset, and when he was upset, bad things could happen. He had a quiet word with a few of his friends, who watched closely.
In the meantime, we relaxed and talked about the club. Allie had quit her job without a look back and taken on the role as denmother to all of us. If somebody needed something, usually one of the wives would tell her, she'd tell us, and we'd take care of it. For some reason, we got a reputation for being guys who could get things done. One guy had a grandparent in a nursing home, and when we found out he was about to get kicked out because he couldn't afford it anymore, we stepped up. We did a couple of fundraisers. Leroy and a couple more were combat vets, and they talked it up on social media. I probably had as much experience as they did, and it was the only time I regretted not being able to tell them about my past. Kyle found us a bike that we could restore, and we rebuilt it in three months, customizing it as much as we could. In the end, we had about five grand in it and auctioned it off in a charity event, getting twelve thousand for it. We used the whole amount to make sure the old guy was safe for another year.
He wouldn't be set for life with the other things we'd done, but he'd be okay for about three years. The old dude was in his nineties, and I didn't think he would last much longer. He told us tales of WW2, including stories about the Battle Of The Bulge that made your hair stand on end. Leroy took the Indian to the nursing home, and all the vets there came to look at it. We even got the old guy on it and took a bunch of pictures.
The women of the club took it on themselves to see that he had visitors at least twice a week until he passed. The funeral was talked about for years. Leroy led the funeral procession on the Indian.
Despite our good-guy reputation, quite a few of us still didn't mind mixing it up. Another group found that out at a swap meet/rally we were attending. They were drunk or high, and one of them made the mistake of grabbing the lawyer's wife late at night. Eric tried his best to knock him into next week. He didn't hit him hard enough to cause time travel, but the guy was out cold and didn't wake up for six hours. Fifteen of his brothers took offense and in the melee that followed most of them got their ass kicked. I took down three before I got a fist to the head, but I bounced up and got another down before we looked around and noticed there was no one left to fight.
Three or four were running away, and the rest lay on the ground in various forms of distress. We had three guys down. Doc checked them out first, then he checked out those who allowed it. One guy grinned. "You don't hit like no doctor!"
Doc rubbed his jaw. "Well, you hit like a biker. I think I'll be visiting the dentist if these teeth stay loose."
He actually looked ashamed. "Dog is just that, a dog, when it comes to women. This ain't the first mess he's got us into. Still, he's a bro."
"That bro might get you killed one day. You think about that."
Brain was laughing about the memory while the ladies were in the bathroom when one of the bouncers said, "You guys might want to come with me."
He led us past the restrooms and out the back door. Our wives were standing there looking scared and very angry at the same time. Two more of the bouncers and about five guys from the bar were holding T and his friends. I got a bad feeling.
"What happened?"
Allie was beside me, trying to calm me down. What she told me made that impossible: "They were waiting for us at the bathrooms. The bouncers noticed how long they had been standing there and were heading in their direction when they grabbed us. Barry and the guys showed up and gently persuaded them to leave us alone."
Barry was one of the biggest people I'd ever seen. I often think of the old joke of a man telling another how big and bad the other was. The guy wasn't buying it until the first pointed at a man standing in front of a black wall. "See that guy?"
The other guy shrugged. "Yeah. So what. He don't look that big."
"No, not him. See that black wall behind him?"
"Yeah."
"Well, he's the wall."
He held the mighty T, and his grip wasn't the gentlest. He had T bent over and whining about how bad his arm hurt. "Don't worry asshole. I'm about to let you go." Barry let the pressure off his arm enough that he could straighten out a little and see who was in front of him. The man looked like he was about to pass out when he saw me.
"I don't want any trouble."
I sneered at him. "Really? And you think the best way to do that is to grab someone else's woman? His pregnant woman?"
Wanda showed up just then. I noticed her hair was mussed and her top was torn. I looked over at Brain and realized I was looking into the eyes of death. I looked at Kyle. He didn't look like death. He looked like murder and mayhem waiting to happen. I had no idea how I looked but it was scaring the shit out of Theodore.
"Boys, you've finally done it. You're barred. Try showing up here again and your ass will get kicked every time. I suggest that if you go somewhere and you have to pass here, you take another route. Barry, would you escort these pieces of shit off my property? Once they're out on the streets, I'm sure our husbands will want to talk to them."
They had picked up another guy somewhere, and now there were five of them. There were three of us, and we grinned. They needed more guys. Brain and Kyle told me to share. A used car lot was across the street, and they frog-marched them to it.
Barry gave the word, and they turned them loose. T turned to flee and I caught him right behind his knee, driving him to the ground. He got up and turned, giving me the opportunity to grab his arm and turn him. His arm went backwards as I did a palm strike and broke it at his elbow. Then I let go and kicked him in the short ribs. I know for a fact that hurts like hell. The kick was so hard that two of his ribs broke completely. I figured he'd be down now, but he was still up, holding his ribs with his good hand and crying. I kicked like I was going for his face. I reached his balls, and the force lifted him off his feet. He let out a little squeak and hit the ground. All this took about ten seconds, and I turned to see one coming towards me with a chain in his hand. I faked a block and let the chain wrap around my arm, grabbing it and pulling him to me. He tried to let go of the chain, but it was too late. I used a jiu-jitsu move I'd learned and broke his cheekbone. I walloped him so hard he had a detached retina. He dropped to the ground and let go of the chain. I used it to rake across his face a couple of times. He could really make up some good lies about the scars he'd have for the rest of his life.
Kyle had his guy down kicking the shit out of him but Brain was trying to fight two at once and one moved like he knew what he was doing. He never saw the fist that hit him in the back of the neck, and he fell unconscious. That left the other guy for Brain, and he literally beat the hell out of him. None of them could get up when we walked across the street. The people parted for us to pass with awe in their eyes. Maybe a third of the bar had witnessed the beat down but the next day when one of them bitched out and whined to the cops no one in the bar had a clear recollection of us being there. They talked to all of us, and since we didn't have a mark on us and clammed up, they had no case. It was good that I had a jacket on because I had some pretty ugly bruises from the chain.
Theodore took months to recover. He had no insurance and couldn't work, so soon he didn't have a job or an apartment. He sofa surfed until people got tired of his whining, and then he spent two months at a shelter. He swore vengeance on anyone who would listen, and most laughed at him. "Dude, he's kicked your ass three times in a row. He damn near killed you the last time. I feel you'll try it again and won't walk away from it. Let it go."
He didn't ride anymore because he had to sell his bike to eat. Someone finally felt pity for him and gave him a job, but it still left him living hand to mouth.
............................................................................................................
Allie was seven months into her pregnancy, and Suzette was about a month ahead of her, so our riding got curtailed. I managed to ride maybe once a month, and Kyle even less. Kinsey was old enough now to stay on her own, but we didn't let her do it often because we didn't feel comfortable with it. Since Allie was home now, it wasn't a big deal anyway.
Allie had a doctor's appointment, and her mother was going to take her while I worked. Kinsey opted to stay home to finish a homework assignment due the next day. I'd be home in an hour, so she wouldn't be alone long.
I knew something was wrong the minute I pulled into the driveway. The door was open, and we had drummed it into her head not to leave it that way. The minute I walked in, I was filled with dread. A scuffle had definitely occurred, furniture and lamps had been knocked over, and some were broken. I ran through the house, calling her name, and found a note written by cutting and pasting letters from magazines.
GOT THE GIRL. COME UP WITH 100,000 BY TOMORROW. WILL TEXT FOR EXCHANGE. CALL COPS AND GIRL DIES! CALL ANYONE GIRL DIES!
I immediately called the cops, and they were there in record time. One was in our club, and a detective. They took my statement and asked if my wife and I had enemies. "I can save you a lot of trouble. I know who took her."
We'd installed video when some kids went on a vandalizing spree in the neighborhood, and it ran 24/7. It also uploaded everything and stored it for a month before deleting it. I pulled it up for them.
It showed Theodore knocking on the door. Kinsey answered, but was smart enough to leave the storm door locked. They argued for a few minutes, and I figured Kinsey was giving him an earful when the other guy popped up from where he was hiding with a hammer. Kinsey almost made it to the back door before they caught her, which explained the damage. They rolled her in a blanket and carried her to a van. The license plate was clearly in view.
Allie got home and fainted when I told her what happened. I held her head so she had no choice but to look into my eyes. "Listen to me. We're getting her back. They're idiots, but they're not stupid enough to harm her." I leaned in so that only she could hear and whispered to her. "When I catch them, you'll never again in this life worry about what T might do. He'll be on the other side of the ground. I'll make sure he's buried face down so he can see hell clearly."
She held my gaze for a minute and then gave me a little nod.
The detective could not believe how stupid and clumsy they were. "Nobody in their right mind asks for a cash drop anymore. It's always an electronic transfer. These guys are too dumb to breathe. We'll get them pretty soon. In the meantime, don't do anything stupid. Leave it to us."
I agreed and got on the phone as soon as they left. I called Brain first. There was dead silence for just a second before he exploded. His rant would have been funny if it hadn't been so serious. I knew as soon as he hung up, he'd reach out to every club he had good relations with to be watching for them.
After I hung up, I made the hardest call of my life.
"Kyle, I have some bad news. Kinsey's been kidnapped."
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Sweet Child 4
"Kyle, Kinsey's been kidnapped."
There was a little silence on the phone. "Kyle, you there?"
"Yeah. What did you say?"
"You need to get up here now. Kinsey had been kidnapped. I called the cops, and we caught them on security footage. We know the asshole that took her. I'm not waitin' on the cops, and I thought you might like to be with me when I run them to ground."
"I'll be right there."
He, Suzette, and their little girl showed up as quickly as I thought they would. Suzette immediately went into the house to comfort Allie while Kyle and I talked in the yard. I told him who took Kinsey, and he grunted.
"If you looked up idiot in the dictionary, his face would pop up. I wonder how much it's about her and how much it's about me and you?"
"Probably a combination. I've got eyes out, and he's a creature of habit, so I figure it won't be long until someone calls me. How do you want to handle it?"
"If we get to him first, I intend to make him realize what a horrible idea this was."
I nodded. "And I intend to make him realize he'd have been better off aborted."
Kyle looked sideways at me. "We don't know each other well, but I know that even if you're an engineer now, somewhere in your past, you were something else entirely. You're kind of like the berserker legends about the Vikings. Getting in front of you when you're pissed would be kin to suicide. Just don't kill him. Kinsey thinks a lot of you. So do I. As far as she's concerned, you're a big marshmallow. I'm sure Allie knows better, but none of us wants to visit you in prison."
"They'd have to find evidence of a crime. You'd be amazed how easy it is to disappear someone. Destroying the evidence and denying everything has stood me in good stead a time or two. Now, go in and talk to the detective. The big black patrolman you see is a friend and rides with me, and he knows me well enough to try to stop us; we need to make sure we don't make him make decisions he doesn't want to."
"I met him. Good guy. I'll go in and make nice, but just as soon as they're gone, we're going hunting."
Brain called me while he was inside. "They've been seen in Hooterville. My boys are going over there. They know not to put the kid in danger, but if they get a chance, there may not be much left of him when you get there. Most of my guys have a family."
"Hooterville" was a section of the nearest big town that was known for the sex trade. Hookers walked the street and there were ten strip joints in a five block radius along with seven adult bookstores. No one would think of looking for a kid there unless they thought she was in the trade, and even then, it was dangerous to let people see a kid that young. Kyle and I were on our bikes as soon as we hung up.
We rolled into a strip club parking lot and the hookers gravitated to us. They were careful to stay on the sidewalk because they knew they'd get the shit kicked out of them if they tried to ply their trade in the parking lot. Territorial disputes were frowned upon.
"Hi, honey? Looking for a girl?"
"We are, but not like you think. We'll give everyone a fifty if you talk to us."
A big blonde seemed to be the spokesperson for the five of them.
"You ain't cops, are you?"
"No. Not cops. We're fathers."
The blonde looked at Kyle, trying to figure out what he was talking about. He pulled out his phone and showed them a picture of Kinsey. "This child had been kidnapped and was last seen in this area this afternoon. I'll give five grand to the person who can tell me where she is and fifty even if you don't know a thing."
"Your kid?"
Kyle shocked the hell out of me with his answer. "She belongs to both of us. I'm her father, and he's her stepfather. Can you help us?"
They all looked. I know some did it just for the fifty, but some did it out of compassion. None had seen her, but all promised to keep a lookout and ask others in the trade to help. I think an early teen girl getting kidnapped may have hit a little close to home for a couple of them.
We were about to enter the club when six bikes rolled in and pretty much surrounded us. Four got off and ranged in front of us. I got a good look at their colors. They were Demons, a regional club known for being hard-nosed about their territory and businesses.
The leader looked us over. Kyle was big and probably tough, but he dismissed him at a glance and focused on me. Every leopard can see the spots of another. "Who are you?"
I shrugged. "I'm just a guy with no interest in you or your enterprises. We're only here because something that belonged to us was spotted nearby this afternoon. Something that means a great deal to us."
"He's looking for a kid, Shack. A girl who got grabbed. It's their daughter." Blondie was trying to keep things calm, an effort I appreciated.
"Why don't you give us the information and let us see what we can do?"
"Normally, that's exactly the thing we'd do, but the asshole who grabbed her ain't all there, and it's a little time sensitive. If you don't mind, we'll pass some pictures around and talk to anyone who will listen. The lady here can tell you about the reward we offered."
"Five grand, Shack. Five grand if we can find her. I asked. It will be cash. Come on, man, it's a kid." Blondie seemed more moved by us than anyone there.
Shack looked us over, and I continued talking. "If she's been seen, it's only a matter of time before someone tells the cops. Then they'll be down here in force poking around. We find her, and we never see each other again."
Shack was thinking about it when two more bikes pulled up. They were flying colors from a national organization not known for their retiring ways. Most clubs avoided each other's territories out of mutual respect, so this was unusual.
They hopped off and pulled their helmets. It was Brain and Leroy. It was my first time seeing Brian in his club gear.
Brain must have known Shack at least by reputation. "Be cool, Shack. These are good people, and all they want is their kid. You help them out and I'll consider it a favor."
That put a whole new spin on things. A favor from an outfit like Brain's was like money in the bank. Pretty soon, the bikers fanned out. We hit every strip club, talked to all the hookers and street people, every adult bookshop and bar in the area. Nobody had seen Kinsey, but they said they would keep an eye out. Five grand was a fortune to some of these people.
Kyle was silent for a while when we got back. Suzette was still with Allie, and Doc had ridden over to check on her. He gave her a mild, pregnancy-friendly sedative, and she finally went to sleep, still crying.
We grabbed coffee and sat on the porch for a while. It was almost daybreak, and we watched the sun come up. When he got up to get some sleep, he looked at me. "Who are you? You don't need to tell me, but I saw how those biker guys treated you. You were one of them once, and they recognized it."
"That's a story for another day. Right now, we need to grab a few hours of sleep. I want to be functioning if any news comes in."
I snuggled down beside Allie and laid my hand on her stomach. She spooned to me instantly, which helped me get to sleep.
They woke us at eleven, telling us the police were in the living room. We got ourselves together and went out to meet them. The detective was pretty pissed.
"I got a call from a detective in Walden. Two guys on bikes were seen in the red light district talking to even more bikers. Bikers who flew colors from two serious organizations. When Angels and Demons seem friendly, it makes law enforcement very nervous. Word is all over the street about the reward. One of your friends tripled whatever you offered. Every hooker and bum out there is looking under rocks."
I didn't back down. "When faced with a hard problem at work, I use every tool and resource available to solve it. I may have access to people you wouldn't necessarily talk to and wouldn't cooperate with you, even if they knew something. That's all I'm going to say about that."
"Well, let me tell you what we've been doing. We identified the other man in the video, a low-rent biker with a sheet about a mile long. Of the two, he's the most dangerous. It would be best not to alarm them too much before we find them. We found the van in an abandoned warehouse near Hooterville. It was stolen, and a witness said he saw a newer black van pulling out. We didn't get plates, but it matched the description of one stolen two days ago. The APB is out, and every law enforcement officer from town constables to the State Troopers is looking. The FBI will be here soon, and you need to cooperate with them. The Amber Alert went out yesterday with pictures of your daughter and the men in the video. The local media is using the footage in heavy rotation. And since you've been asleep, the reward has grown to 50,000. It seems you two have a lot of friends."
I got the details later. Brain had kicked in ten grand, and Leroy added five. Some of Kyle's friends and business associates had added another 7500. It seems Kinsey went to work with them occasionally and often attended family-friendly social functions, so they knew who she was. Kyle kicked in ten grand, so I added another five. Wanda had never had children, and she was fond of Kinsey, so she added five thousand, and my friends in the club and the bar came up with 3500. It was still growing, and we knew it would be considerably higher before this was over. I'd owe these people for the rest of my life, and I'd make sure any time anyone needed anything, they knew to ask me first.
...........................................................................................................................
The call was supposed to come in at 2:00, but by then, the FBI team had arrived and had everything set up to record when it did.
The FBI had a profiler come in, and once she had all the information she could get, she talked to us. "Theodore Beltski is below average in intelligence and was raised by abusive parents. He's got delusions of grandeur and an inflated sense of his self-worth. That being said, while he's been into a lot of stuff, he's never been overtly violent. He is probably doing this more for revenge than anything else. You two have a history with him, and he's never fared well with either of you. Ultimately, he's a weak man who always looks for the easy way out. He's been gambling, and it seems he's not good at it. He's in pretty deep with a bookie in Hooterville. Arm or leg breaking deep if he doesn't come up with some money soon. Desperation is pushing him."
She stopped to draw a breath. "His partner is another matter altogether. Harrison Beech has been convicted of strong-arm robbery, assault four times, aggravated assault twice, manslaughter, grand theft auto, and forgery in a counterfeit money scheme. From the time he was fourteen, he's spent more than two-thirds of his life in custody, juvie first and then the real deal when he turned eighteen. He's currently wanted for probation violations, and he knows if he's found, he'll go back to jail for another fourteen years. He's got a high IQ and can be logic-driven when it suits him. He's probably the planner of the two. His partner didn't give him any clue of who he was kidnapping or your connections to high and low friends. He's probably watched the news by now, and we're hoping his logical side kicks in and he runs before it gets any worse. He has no motivation to kill her, but he knows that besides the fourteen he owes, kidnapping is a federal crime, and that's an automatic seven years without other charges. He's the one we need to be most careful with. When the call comes, behave and agree to anything. We'll handle it."
When the call came, they were ready. You could hear the arrogance in his voice when he spoke. "Got the money together?"
"We do. You know you'll never get away with it, right, Theodore? The cops know who you are. They know who your partner is. How long do you think fifty grand is gonna last, especially split two ways? Let her go, Ted. Let her go, and I won't come after you."
"Fuck you Grant. You behave, or maybe we'll have a little fun with her before we let her go. She looks much like her mother, and we know how hot she is."
I wonder if he heard the sound of death in my voice. "You're not that stupid. You touch her, and you'll die a slow, miserable, excruciating death, even if you go to prison. You think about that."
The tech was grinning and gave his boss a thumbs up. They had located the signal and knew where he was. I kept him on as long as possible to help out. "I got the money, Ted. Tell me where you want me to drop it."
"I don't want you to drop it. I want your bitch to do it."
"Never gonna happen, Teddy boy. She's seven and a half months pregnant and not in the greatest emotional state. You get me, or you don't get the money."
"Fuck you. I'll...."
You could hear a struggle, and then a new voice came on. "He's not too smart, now is he? I found out how much you and her daddy are worth, so the price is going up. Two hundred grand and we'll text you a bank account number in a day or so. I'm sure the feds are listening, and you know a little about me. Don't get cute. Just wire the money and I'll let the kid go without a hair out of place. You don't, and I'll make sure she dies."
He disconnected, and I stared at the phone for a minute. The Profiler smiled at me. "We got them. They're forty-five minutes away, and we have four cars coming from different directions, all running silent."
The teams were ten minutes out when the phone started moving. They split up, half going to the location and the other half following the signal.
The location turned out to be an old boathouse in a closed-down area. No one was there. The other team was following the signal, but it seemed erratic and not confined to a highway. Then it went dead. They found an upside-down canoe below a set of rapids with the phone taped to it.
The feds looked at us. "Can you raise that kind of money?"
Kyle answered before I could speak. "We can. I'll put up half and Grant puts up the other. I can have mine tomorrow."
"I'll have mine by then." I was suddenly glad my house was paid for and worth considerably more than I needed to borrow. One of the guys in my group was an investment banker, and I called him. He knew what was going on and said he'd handle it.
"It'll take too long to set up a mortgage. Show up with your deed and we'll give you a personal loan with the house as collateral. I'll have my buddies start the paperwork now."
Kyle was on his phone, doing the same thing, only using his business assets as collateral. The feds cautioned us. "If things go wrong, you may not get the money back, and we may not catch them."
We agreed we could live with that if we got Kinsey back. I also made a promise to myself that I would hunt them down if it took decades, and they would die horrible deaths when I did.
I didn't realize I was morphing back into my biker persona. My club name had gone from Sarge to Grinder because, as one put it, "when you get done with a beatdown, it looks like their faces went through a meat grinder."
I made it a point to avoid civilians, but if another club or maybe a drug dealer tried to take a piece of what was ours, I was often sent to resolve the problem. In the end, my mind was starting to twist a little, and if I hadn't come out when I did, I may have gone over. As it was, a few people in this world were missing fingers or an eye due to me. Others walked with a limp the rest of their lives. Some didn't walk at all. There was only one instance where gunplay was involved, and when the smoke cleared, there were three bad guys who would never bother anybody again.
It was self-defense because they started shooting first. My handlers had digital recording devices that were so small they could be disguised as anything. I wore a skull and crossbones pin on my vest, which was a high-resolution camera. It would record and upload instantly, and the feds got a birdseye view of how it went down, how I had yanked on a shotgun, twisting it around until the sawed-off barrel was in his stomach. It showed the guy seemed to balloon backwards, a red mass where his stomach used to be. It showed the.45 I carried as I downed two more in the classic two-handed shooter's grip. I hit the panic button, one of my earrings, dropped it where they could find it, and rode away.
The cops showed up to tape the scene off, and the feds were waiting for them. It got written up in the papers as a suspected drug deal gone wrong, but there were no witnesses or video, so the case went cold quickly.
I'd lived a quiet life for years, keeping Grinder buried deep inside me. Now I could feel him trying to claw his way back out and had to admit I wasn't trying very hard to stop him.
..............................................................
The call came at five the following afternoon. Allie was climbing the walls, and it was all Suzette could do to keep Kyle together. I didn't show my emotions in front of others, but another mask slipped over my face when I was alone. Brain and Wanda had come by, and Wanda went to the girls while he talked to us. "I don't think they're close anymore. Someone would have found something by now. They probably ran until they felt safe and went to ground. Be strong, my brother. Kinsey is smart and'll find a way to let you know where she is if she can."
It was words meant to comfort, and they helped a little. All the women of our club and many from the bar, my job, and her old job were coming in and out, sitting with Allie, cooking, and keeping an eye on us. Every one of them sought me out and told me not to do anything stupid, but if I did, to make it count and make it very painful.
Finally, the text came. "Got the money?
We assured them we did.
They sent an account number and routing instructions.
We texted back immediately: " I need proof of life. She needs to speak to one of us."
"No."
"Then no money. Not negotiable. You got ten minutes."
It took eight minutes, but the call came. I could hear one in the background telling her to say she was all right and then hanging up. When she was given the phone, she screamed. "Docks at Madison!" before the phone was snatched away. We heard the slap and her cry before Beech spoke.
"Clever little bitch. Send the money in the next five minutes, or we'll text you where to find the body. When we get confirmation, we'll cut her loose."
We had no choice but to send the money. Thirty minutes later, we received confirmation from the Madison police that she had been found at a fast food place, dirty but unhurt. An hour later, she was escorted to the local station. There must have been two hundred people waiting for her, and cheers erupted as she stepped from the car.
She ran to Allie first. The reunion was joyful and emotional. The local television stations were there, and the film went national. The cops apologized but said they needed to interview her quickly before her memories faded. She agreed right away and sat in the interview between Kyle and me, her hands holding each of ours. She was articulate and had retained a lot. She was dropped off by motorcycle and described both. T had a ratty old Triumph that was mostly rust and faded black. The other had a Harley low rider in bright red and with ape hanger handlebars.
They'd had her blindfolded, but she snatched it off as soon as they stopped and got a partial plate on the Harley. We kept her front up until we got into the car. She sat between us and would cry on one shoulder for a while before switching. Doc had checked her out at the station, but other than being sleep-deprived and a little dehydrated, she was fine.
We had to put her in therapy, and she went for two years before she stopped. By then, she was a confident sixteen-year-old. Kyle and I got together and gave her a car. Both wives were jealous of it.



Leroy found it for us and called me one day, the excitement plain in his voice. "I found something you might be interested in for the Kid. You need to come now."
He gave me the GPS, and it took me to an old farm out in the country. Inside was a '66 Mustang convertible. The rag top was gone, the engine hadn't been turned over in twenty-six years, and the interior was shot, but the body was in perfect condition. The price was really reasonable because of the condition, and I bought it on the spot.
Leroy was doing a lot of work for Kyle now. The guy he'd been using finally retired to Arizona, and the first time Leroy saw his warehouse, he drooled. I called Kyle, told him what I'd bought, and asked if he thought that would be a suitable birthday present for Kinsey. Since I footed the purchase, he paid for most of the restoration work. When we were done, it looked and ran like it had just come off the showroom floor.
Kinsey cried and then tried to run the wheels off it. We didn't have to take her back and forth between houses anymore, and she would spend one night there, two nights home, then their weekend would come up. It also seemed there was a crowd of girls and sometimes boys, no matter where she was. It got to where we couldn't remember where she was supposed to be. For a while, she wouldn't drive alone at night. Kyle and I worked with her to build confidence. Kyle bought her a stun gun. I bought her an ASP and taught her how to use it. It would be terrible for the first boy who tried to draw attention.
Sometimes Kinsey would pile her little brother and sister from her Dad, and our twins, into Allie's van and take them for ice cream. Allie would fuss about how dirty it got her vehicle, but she sometimes went and it came back just as messy.
Kinsey was pushing us both to get her a dirt bike. We were for it, but the wives were not so much. They were too afraid she'd turn into a daredevil, but she promised and begged until we found her a little Kawasaki 125. Kyle would send me pictures of her tearing up one of his pastures. I sent him a photo of her airbourne, flying over a hump that had miraculously appeared on her trail one day.
.......................................................................................................................
So what happened to the money? Did the assholes get away with it?
No.
The feds had a system that automatically hacked any routing number sent. The software would take over and give the blackmailer confirmation of the transfer, while it never left the bank. They could keep up the pretense for 30 to 40 minutes, which was usually enough time to locate them. So T and Beech got away but broke.
Ted turned up three weeks later beaten to shit. He'd been tossed out of a van in front of the police station, and the van never stopped. They looked at the film and estimated the van was going between 25 and 30 miles per hour when he was tossed. Besides the beatdown he had been given, the cops found evidence of other trauma, including a badly set left leg and jaw. When he came to in the hospital, they thought he was delusional because he kept ranting about Demons and an Angel. Brain kept a straight face when he told me about it, twenty minutes before T was kicked out of the van.
The mighty T Rex did not have a pleasant stay in prison. It seems there were bikers or friends of bikers in every prison he was sent to. They moved him twice to stop the beatdowns before they gave up. A lot of canteen accounts were funded to the max the whole time that whoever beat him was in jail.
He was convicted of kidnapping, assault on a minor, and attempted wire fraud. His sentence called for him to serve fourteen years, but he got out in nine. When he got out he was heavily tattooed with bitch tags from the different gangs he'd serviced at his various prisons, walked with a limp, and was missing an eye. I made it a point to drop by his halfway house, sitting across the street, when he left for his minimum wage job.
He pissed his pants when he saw me. I just grinned and rode off.
...................................................................................................
Mr. Beech fared better or worse, depending on your perception. He went underground for three years before he was found by friends in low places. I told Kyle, and he was all for calling the cops, but I talked him into waiting. He was two states over living under an assumed name. He still rode, a pretty decent-looking ride. At least he took pride in something.
I watched him for a week before making my plan. He had to ride over a long bridge on the way to work, and he worked the night shift, so it was always dark. There was very little traffic on the road, and I made my plan. The next night, he was going over the bridge when a bike roared up beside him. He glanced over because the motorcycle was crowding him, and I'd bet his eyes went wide when he saw the muzzle flash. Three shots rang out in quick succession, and the bike sped off. Beech rammed into the guard rail at fifty miles an hour, and both went cartwheeling over it and falling an estimated fifty feet. Three days later, Fishermen found him after seeing his bike's front wheel in about two feet of water. It seems he was stuck on it when the motorcycle hit the mud. The autopsy showed the gunshots would have probably killed him, but he drowned first.
One of the peculiarities of getting hit with shotgun pellets, no matter how big, is that there is no way to do a forensic analysis. They surmrised he pissed someone off and they lay in wait beside the bridge with a shotgun. He was hit at least twice, judging by the number of shots in him, leading investigators to think it was a double-barreled weapon that did him in, because the shot was so concentrated, going from his stomach to his upper thigh.
It never made the local news, but I saw it online. There were no witnesses, no leads, and the police talked to the local criminal element about his habits, but nothing came of it, and it went into the cold case files.
I watched as I cleaned my newest weapon, the Heritage version of the Judge. I liked it because it held six rounds instead of five and could shoot.410 shells, although not the 3-inch magnums because of the cylinder size. Mine was kept loaded with a Winchester shell that held three discs and a dozen shots just slightly larger than a BB.
I bought it for Allie as a house gun. You didn't have to be dead on when you popped off with that thing, just somewhere close. She didn't like shooting it, but she said she could get over it in an emergency. I habitually named all my weapons, and this one was known as Grinder.
Kyle finally asked me one day, and I told him that before the cops could get to him, he had reached an untimely demise--probably from pissing the wrong guy off. He grinned and never brought it up again.
The police notified us he had been found when they ran his fingerprints at the morgue, and he was identified as a victim of foul play. I saw Kinsey looking at me a few times when she thought I wasn't, and she'd have a little half-grin on her face. It seems it's not always genetics; sometimes it's the environment.
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Exactly What I Needed,
exactly when I needed it
................................................................................................................................................
I saw him sitting at a little table in the back, a little half-amused look on his face.
He got noticed because he wasn't trying to be noticed. This bar was a meat market. It was a place people went to when they wanted to hook up, a place where no one was ever going to be looking for Mr. or Ms. Right. Instead, they were looking for Mr. or Ms. Right Now. So they dressed as flashily and, in the case of some of the women, as skimpily as possible. I was glad I had on my basic LBD. It was sexy but demure, the hemline just showing my knees(I always thought I had attractive knees)with just a bit of cleavage. It wouldn't have mattered if I were in a sack and barefoot; I was female, and someone would have hit on me.
I hadn't darkened the door in months. I met my soon-to-be ex here, and that should have told me something right off the bat. I was looking for him. I had something I wanted to give him. A strong right cross. Or a kick(or several)to his balls. I worked out, and part of my training regimen was kickboxing. It gave you great flexibility and a lot of confidence. I even participated in two matches as an amateur. I beat the first girl, but just barely. The other must have thought the ring needed cleaning, and I was a dustcloth. Only the top of my head and the soles of my feet were the parts of me that weren't sore the next day. I retired one and one and never regretted it. Bob had seen me fight and knew what I was capable of. What he'd never witnessed was how destructive I could be when I was pissed.
When I caught them in my bed (we weren't even living together, but each had a key to the others' apartment), I went off. Tiny Miss Wet Cunt, his description, not mine, bounced off the wall about three feet from the floor. It left a dent in my drywall. I would have replaced it anyway because she smeared blood down to the floor. Bitch had a glass jaw and was a bleeder. Boy, the landlord would be mad when she saw that.
I aimed a snap kick at Bob's family jewels, but either I miscalculated or he hunched down because I buried my foot in his soft belly. Then I dragged them both out and threw their clothes after them. I heard the neighbors talking as they scrambled to get into enough clothes to make their getaway.
When the adrenaline wore off, I slumped to the floor against the couch. I wanted to cry, but couldn't work up enough energy to make tears. Looking back after a couple of weeks, I think I knew there would never be a happily ever after, but I was so lonely, I tried anyway. I wouldn't be making that mistake again.
I saw a couple of cellphones pop out, and I figured his friends were giving him a heads-up, so I turned to leave. I had plenty of time. I was over being pissed about the slut, but I couldn't let go of the anger over his Facebook rants. He talked a lot of shit, and he almost got banned before he smartened up and made innuendos and little slights. On top of that, he'd gotten hold of one of my credit cards, and he owed me eight hundred dollars. If I couldn't collect the cash, I'd take it in trade. I'd trade forgiveness of his debt for a butt kicking every time I saw him.
I retaliated by showing footage of him and the bimbo scrambling to get dressed after I'd thrown him out. Thank God for nosy neighbors. Come to find out she was married and didn't need it getting out. It was the only thing that kept me out of jail. He disappeared from social media altogether.
As I turned, I looked into his eyes and something, ah, that undefined something, made me look again.
He was handsome, not muscular, although he didn't have anything hanging over his belt and had a hint of definition in his arms and chest. His brown hair was just a little long, tousled and curly. The kind of hair that was made to have hands running through it. You couldn't see their eye color from that distance and in that lighting, but it was dark.
I found myself walking over. The DJ hadn't started yet, and a conversation could still be held. He stood as I approached. Manners, how refreshing. I stood there feeling like an idiot all of a sudden before I remembered I had vocal cords.
"Hi."
The cute little half smile was back. "Hi."
His voice was smooth, well-modulated. I suspect he spoke a lot for whatever he did for a living. I just stood there trying to figure out what to say next when he pulled a chair back. "Would you like to sit?"
I hesitated just a second before sliding into the seat and wondered why. We were in a public place surrounded by people, and most of them were still sober. Plus, when it came to it, I could handle myself. "Marylin Winters."
"I'm Skye."
A man named Skye? I wondered how that happened. His grin showed he understood. "I was raised on a commune. My parents were new age hippies. They named me Skye, my sister Twilight. They named my little brother Earth, and he hated it so bad he got it changed as soon as it was legal. I think it might be because we gave him the nickname Dirt."
A commune! I wondered if they practiced free love. Once again, he was either reading my mind or he had been asked so many times it was second nature. "The commune had a very relaxed moral code. It was a little strange growing up to see another man or woman in my parents' bed, sometimes all of them at the same time. I think their logic backfired on them. Twilight became a devout Catholic, Dirt turned to Buddhism."
"What about you?"
"I took more of a middle-of-the-road approach and developed my own moral code. I don't judge the morals of others; I don't condemn the way they live, unless it deliberately hurts others, especially children. I don't involve myself with the ways of others any more than I have to, and I don't interfere with relationships or marriages, even if both partners say it's okay. And if I'm in a relationship, I expect to receive and give full fidelity. If you can't, why bother?"
Why indeed?
He changed the conversation to me. I told him a modified version of my life story. I'd been married once, and it lasted less than a year. I was more relieved than angry when I caught him cheating. He apologised when he got home, and we talked most of the night. I learned more about him in those five hours than I had in the whole of our relationship, going back to our courting days. By the time dawn broke, we both agreed the marriage should never have happened and vowed to end it peacefully. He went off to sleep in the guest room, and I crashed in the master bedroom, getting the best sleep I'd had in ages.
He didn't move out until the divorce was final. We were never intimate again, and he never brought anyone home. We didn't have a lot of money, so we agreed to cohabitate until the decree was final. When he moved out, many friends were shocked because there were no screaming matches or damaged property. We just kissed each other on the cheek and walked away.
He smiled when I was done. "Most civilized," was his only comment before he frowned deeply.
"I wish there were more stories like yours."
It had gotten intense, so I changed the subject. "Are you a local?"
"No. I live a couple of hundred miles away. I needed some time away, and the local museum has the traveling Monet exhibit on display. I already saw it in my hometown, but they rush you through so fast you don't get a chance to enjoy it."
I knew a little, so to make conversation, I asked if he liked the Haystacks series. He smiled because I knew enough to ask. "Believe it or not, they're not my favorites, although there are one or two of the stacks in the snow I like. I kind of like the portraits he did of his wife. They were very much in love, I hope. And some of his other landscapes are very impressive."
Well, that all shot by me pretty fast, so I asked when he was going. He sighed. "I went this afternoon. It was still pretty rushed, but it was still worth it. I'll be going home tomorrow. My hotel was near and I didn't feel like staring at the walls tonight, so I thought I'd find a quiet place and have a few drinks."
The bar was filling up by then. A few of my friends saw me and headed over, but my headshake waved them off. If he was leaving soon, I wanted all his time. He had one more round with me before he stood up. "I was never a fan of noise and big crowds, so I'll be leaving now. Thank you for an enjoyable conversation, I'm sure I'll remember it for a long time. Could you recommend a nice place nearby for a meal? Fast food leaves a bit to be desired, and I don't want anything formal."
I grinned. "You're in luck if you like Greek and Italian food. There's a small family restaurant less than two blocks away, and their food makes you think you're standing on the shores of a Greek isle or in the shadow of the Basilica."
"Will I be able to get in? If it's as good as you say it is, I can't see it being empty on a Friday night."
By then, I was standing beside him. "You will if you have a local with you."
He grinned at what I'd said. "Miss Winters, would you like to join me for dinner? A friend told me about a place I'd like to try."
"Let me check my social calendar," I said, as I pulled out my phone. He surprised me by taking it out of my hands. "What..."
He held his hand up and pulled his wallet out with the other. When he had his license, he took a picture. "Here. Text this to your blond friend in the corner. She's been staring at us for forty-five minutes. That way she'll know who you're with and it will make both of you feel better."
I was grinning while I did as he asked, texting it to her with a little note. "Sorry bitch. I found him first. Don't wait up for me." Then I filled it with a dozen different versions of smiling emojis, and dropped it into my purse. "Let's go."
It took ten minutes to walk to the restaurant, and I wasn't surprised to see a line at the door. It was rated the best local Italian and Greek restaurant in the city by the town's largest newspaper, and securing a reservation proved extremely difficult. Unless, of course, your best friend in high school had an uncle who owned it. He had given me my first job as a waitress. Vito didn't believe in throwing you to the wolves, so I spent a week training with a senior waitress before he let me serve alone. Betsy and I earned most of our spending money in high school and college by working weekends, holidays, and, of course, school breaks.
I walked to the front of the line, and Cousin Vinnie (boy, did he get a lot of grief because of the movie) hugged me before letting us in. Aunt Maria grabbed me up in another big hug before she looked my companion over like an intelligence officer analyzing a threat. She hadn't approved of the choices I had made lately. We had that in common. Looking back, I didn't approve either.
He gave her that boyish smile and spoke to her in Italian. She laughed. "I'm of Italian ancestry, not Italian. Speak English."
"This place smells incredible. I've eaten in Rome and Milan, and most of those places don't smell nearly as tempting. Do you have..."
I had never heard of the dish, but Auntie smiled. "We don't serve that here. Too complicated for this place. Good choice though. Now, let's get you a table so you can sample what we do have."
She gave me big eyes when he turned his back and was on me like a fox on a mouse. "He's pretty! Where did you find him?"
"At the Meet Market."
Her smile instantly turned to a frown. "Really? He doesn't look like a loser."
"He wasn't a loser. He was just lost. He's from out of town and came in by mistake. I was there looking for an asshole, but I found him instead. He's going back to wherever he's from tomorrow, so there is no romance. He seems to be a good guy and I wouldn't mind spending a little time with a good one for a while, all right?"
She sighed. "Sure, honey. Have a good time."
And that's precisely what I did. He had a fantastic depth and knew a little about a lot and a lot about a little. We talked about everything and really clicked over music. I told him my favorites and was surprised by how many we had in common, as well as some of the ones we didn't. He didn't like modern jazz or bluegrass because he thought it wasn't really aimed at an audience. He liked roots music quite a bit and was currently listening to a French combo. "They're old school jazz, violin, guitar, and bass with a really extraordinary vocalist. They have a guest or two now and then, but keep it simple. Their name is The Avalon Jazz Band. They sing in English but mostly in French. I don't understand a lot of it, but it puts me in a good mood. You should give them a listen."
I promised to look them up. We dawdled over coffee and dessert until closing time. He finally rose and offered me his hand. I accidentally overbalanced and fell into him. He smelled good, the scent I couldn't identify. He felt good too, a lot firmer than I suspected. His arm went around me, and I looked up into those magnetic eyes.
I held his hand on the way out, and he stopped to thank my aunt for a delicious meal. She beamed and looked at me with a bit of regret in her eyes. I could read the message. This one could be a keeper, too bad he wouldn't be available. He walked me the three blocks to my car, telling me he was staying in the Humbleton Inn just two more blocks past the club. It may have been on a different planet. The Humbleton was built in the 1920s, during the height of the Art Deco movement, and its opulence and grandeur were well-documented. It had fallen into disrepair in the early 2000s and was on the verge of demolition until a group of investors purchased it for a bargain and fully restored it. The building was only eight stories tall, and rooms were outrageously expensive; some were booked months or years in advance. I told him as much as we reached my car. He shrugged.
"It's comfortable and near the museum, and that's all I was after."
I blurted it out before I thought. "I'd love to see your room."
He assessed my statement slowly before nodding his head. "You know what's going to happen if I take you with me, right? You're a very desirable woman, and I'm very smitten by you, but let's face it, it would only be for one night, and then I would be gone from your life. It would be a memory I would cherish, but how would you feel afterwards?"
In answer, I grabbed him and dragged his head down. The kiss started slowly but got very passionate very quickly. I broke and pulled back. "It would make me feel wonderful--no expectations, no promises, just the night. We could relax and let it happen. It would be perfect, and truth be told, I need to feel desired and wanted again."
"Have you looked in a mirror lately? I can't imagine a red-blooded male under the age of seventy who wouldn't want you. Enough talk. Let's walk."
The building looked as impressive as I had thought it should, with all its cut glass and tile. Rumor had it that Tiffany himself designed the chandelier in the grand entrance. The lights were muted now because of the time, but it was still beautiful. We walked to the elevator, and I was surprised to see an operator waiting for us. "Which floor, sir?"
"Eight, please."
Eight? That was where the penthouses and suites were. It made me wonder how much money he had.
We exited the old-fashioned elevator, and I saw him slip the operator a bill and ask for an eight o'clock wakeup call. The suite was more luxurious than I'd ever imagined, and again I wondered how much he was worth. Then I decided it didn't matter. I wasn't after his money. I was after him. For a few hours, nothing would exist but the two of us, a cocoon that refused to let the real world in.
For a confident man, he seemed hesitant, almost unsure of himself. He even spoke about it. "Are you sure about this?"
"Very. Why? Am I unappealing, not your type, do you not like me?"
"I'm sure you know by now you're a beautiful woman. I'm also sure men and women have pounded it into your head. I don't have a type. I've always made it a practice to consider each individual rather than a profile someone has created about what a perfect woman should be. For me, it isn't so much about the wrapping but the quality of what's inside."
"So you'd still be with me if you considered me ugly?"
"First, you have no idea what my standard of ugly is. Ugliness is usually a state of mind more than physical appearance. I've known some spectacularly beautiful women over the years who completely turned me off because of the ugliness inside. It shows in their actions, the way they treat others and themselves. Some are naturally ugly, others have to be taught to be. They're the ones I feel sadness for. They could have been so much better if they had been removed from a toxic environment early in their development."
This was suddenly getting a whole lot deeper than a casual night of sex. "Are you some kind of psychologist or something?"
He laughed. "More of 'or something'."
Time to lighten up. "So then, I assume you find me appealing?"
"I'm in this room with you, am I not? Quit selling yourself short. Stop settling for what you think you deserve and go for what you want. You'll probably be amazed at how easy it can be."
"If this is some kind of foreplay," I thought, as I looked at him, "it's working. I'm hotter now than I would have ever been if he had just mauled me. Time to let it go." I turned my back on him. "A little help? Unzip me, please."
I felt him come closer, his breath on my shoulders, the light kisses on my neck as he held my hair up and away to get at the zipper. He pulled it down agonizingly slowly. I swear I could hear every tooth of the zipper letting go. The dress gapped open, and I took in a shuddering breath as his tongue traced my spine all the way to the bottom of my dress.
I was suddenly very anxious to be naked, so I shrugged, and the dress puddled at my feet. Looking back at him, I was happy I'd worn my favorite underwear, a black silk thong and matching satin bra, one that pushed my cleavage up in a very appealing manner. Thongs were not comfortable underwear, but if you were going for sexy, they were hard to beat, and honestly, if it was on for more than two hours, you hadn't achieved your goal. I didn't have sex in mind when I put it on; my thought was to flash the ex and remind him what he'd thrown away--a serendipitous decision.
I started to turn, but he stopped me in a soft, firm voice. "Stay still." It wasn't a shout, it wasn't said sternly or gruffly, but it rooted me to the spot. He loosened the clasps of my bra, and it too fell to my feet. Then his strong hands rubbed my butt, lightly tracing the outline of my panties. My breath was a little ragged by then, and if he couldn't smell my arousal, something was definitely wrong with his nose. I felt him squat as he tugged the thong down.
I was staying still but couldn't help but flinch as I felt his tongue on my butt, soft, gentle licks that felt like fire going across my cheeks, down my thighs, and the back of my knees. Then he traveled back up across my ass and again found the curvature of my spine, ending up between my shoulder blades.
When I thought I couldn't endure one more second, he had me step out of my dress and turn. The raw hunger in his eyes gave me pause, but before I could react, he had a nipple in his mouth, rolling it with his tongue and nipping it lightly. I thought I might pass out as he transferred his attention to my other nipple, then trailed his tongue down my tummy and explored my belly button lightly.
Suddenly, he pushed. Not hard, but insistently, and I found myself sprawled on the bed. He was between my legs, instantly nibbling my thighs as he worked his way up. I was humming like a wire strung too tight, and when his rough tongue swiped across my clit I lost it, coming instantly. He immediately went on the attack, locking down on my little nubbin firmly while his fingers found my opening and slid inside. I moaned as his fingers found the rough patch of my G-spot, circling insistently until I froze into another orgasm. This made him go faster, and I felt a finger tickling my anus as the assault continued. He barely got the tip in before I exploded so hard I bucked him off, holding his hair and moaning.



"Stop! I can't take any more."
He rose grinning. "Stop? Honey, we haven't begun yet."
He quickly stripped out of his clothes. He had a light dusting of hair on his chest, but I was pleased to see his pubes were trimmed very short. His erection seemed huge, but I think a lot of that was my excitement. Later, when we were calm, I looked again, and he wasn't much bigger than my last lover, but his skill level made all the difference. He used techniques I'd never heard of or experienced in my life, and the second time felt like it took hours. I made a mental note to look up tantric sex tomorrow, suspecting that it may be some of what I was experiencing.
He entered me slowly, even though I was wriggling my hips and trying to draw him in. He'd go halfway, then stop and withdraw slowly a few times, then ram it in to the hilt. I have no idea how long he lasted that first round, but it seemed like forever. I rarely climaxed during regular sex, but I exploded twice before we were done. A few days later, I tried to count the orgasms I had, but it was a little hazy at the end, but it was at least seven times. I hadn't come seven times in one night since, well, never.
We learned the bodies of each other intimately over the night and coupled twice more before we collapsed into exhaustion. I woke to the smell of coffee to see him sitting in a robe, freshly showered and looking like a million dollars. Well, to me anyway.
"Why didn't you wake me?"
"Because you seemed so peaceful. Besides, I wanted to see you wake. I love the quietness of the morning, the feeling that today is a fresh start, that it holds the possibility of being the best day of your life."
I saw the slight frown and wondered how many hopeful mornings he'd had lately. He pulled me to my feet, kissed me soundly, and then swatted my bottom lightly. "Shower. Breakfast is on the way up."
I tried to get him to join me, but when he declined, something told me to let it go. I walked out feeling refreshed, the plush towel tied loosely around my waist. Breakfast was on the table.
"I didn't know what you liked, so I ordered a bit of everything."
It was a big spread, and instead of overindulging, I nibbled a little bit of what was offered. He ate an omelette with spinach and three cheeses, accompanied by a few slices of fruit. I asked him if he was a vegetarian.
"I was raised as one, but when I got my first taste of hamburger, it went away. Not completely because I still don't eat a lot, but when I get the urge for a steak or some barbecue, I don't hesitate."
We dressed slowly, both of us quiet. When we were done, I looked at him sadly. "What now?"
"We go back to our lives. You to yours and me to mine. I wonder if my wife missed me while I was gone?"
"YOU'RE MARRIED!?"
He sighed. "Look, before you judge me, listen to what I have to say. Yes, I'm married. However, I doubt it will last much longer. We've been together for three years, and I thought we were good until the last month. That's when she approached me about an open marriage, on her end anyway. She had well-reasoned arguments, but in the end, I couldn't accept it. We had a contract. A verbal contract spoken in front of witnesses and administered by a person of faith. If she didn't agree, she should have spoken up then.
We didn't really fight, but we did argue about her decision a good bit. Then she dropped the bombshell on Wednesday. She was going away for a few days with not one but two guys, to 'explore' her sexuality. I told her in plain terms I disagreed with her plans, and she just smiled and kissed me on the cheek."
"You don't get a say in this," she told me. "You need to accept that this is the new normal. I refuse to let you give me up, but I need more. I'll always come home to you, and they will never get anything you don't. I would prefer you not sleep with anyone else because I can give you all you need, but if you do, I can't fairly object. Just don't fall in love with anyone. I won't stand for that."
"And just so you know, I never intended to have sex with anyone when I came here. I just wanted to be away for a while. Then I saw you at the club. You were beautiful but unhappy, your chi should have glowed brightly, but it barely emitted a spark. When you came over, I decided to let what happened happen. I don't regret it, and I hope you don't either. You were exactly what I needed, exactly when I needed it. I'll always be grateful to you for showing me there were good women left in the world. I'm sure there's a good man out there with your name on him; he just hasn't found you yet. It will be a while for me. Trust will be a long time coming, and to me, trust is much more important than lust.
The day she left, I packed everything I wanted to keep and moved. The process server will be waiting for her when she gets back. Her voyage of discovery will end with discovering that the price of her ticket was our marriage. Quite conservative views for someone raised on a commune, don't you think?"
I didn't know what to say. I believed what he told me. Yes, he was married, but it was more of a technicality than anything else. And honestly, I didn't ask, and after he explained it to me, I didn't care. He could have been feeding me a line of junk a mile long, but I didn't think so, and if he had, so what? It would have been my mistake.
So for the two hours before he had to check out, we sat and talked. The conversations bounced all over the place. We could tell each other everything because we'd never see each other again. Sometimes I cried. Sometimes he had tears on his cheeks. Finally, he looked at his watch and sighed.
"It's time. Come on, I'll walk you back to your car and catch a cab to the airport."
"No. Bring your things and I'll drive you."
"That's really not necessary."
"I know. But I'd do it for any other friend I have, and if nothing else, I'd like to part as friends."
He traveled light, just one case, and I held his hand as we walked. We didn't really talk on the way to the airport until I dropped him, and he seemed uncertain for the first time since I'd met him.
"Marylin, I..."
I stopped him with a kiss. When we broke, I caressed his cheek. "Don't talk. Just leave. I'll never forget you, Skye. You brought a little sunshine into my life."
He kissed my hand. "And you gave me hope in mine."
He turned and walked into the airport. I pulled into short-term parking and cried my eyes out for a few minutes. Then a ray of sunshine broke through the clouds and touched my cheek. Maybe Skye had also given me just what I needed, exactly when I needed it. I smiled, thinking how much brighter the future looked, and drove home.
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You're Just Pussy To Me Now
You wanted the truth
................................................................................................
She fell off the bed, gasping for breath. "God, where did you learn that?"
I almost said, "From your sister," but decided I wasn't that cruel. Instead, I didn't say anything, just reached down and pulled her back onto the bed. Soon, she was asleep, softly snoring as she lay draped over me. I used to think it was the best feeling in the world.
She was still asleep when I woke, so I eased out from under her, cleaned up, and started breakfast. She stumbled into the kitchen wearing one of my shirts and nothing else. I handed her a mug of coffee, adding the right amount of cream, then pulled the toasted bagels out of the oven and plated them next to the cream cheese and jams I knew she liked. Then, I put a plate with seven bacon pieces in front of her.
"I haven't had bagels since...." She tailed off, knowing she hadn't had them in almost eighteen months, when I made them for her last. "Thanks," she finished, diving into the bagel.
She ate in silence, obviously rolling something around in her head. "What are we doing tonight?"
I laughed. "I've got a date tonight. I'm guessing you'll scurry off to your flavor of the month. Gonna tell him you fucked the ex? Is he one of those guys who are into that shit?"
Her face paled and her lips quivered, her tell that she was going to cry. "I...I'm not seeing anyone at the moment."
That's too bad," I shrugged. "You're gorgeous, got a killer body, and are very good at sex. A trifecta, if you overlook your other shortcomings."
The sparks were starting to flash in her eyes, and I knew the explosion was coming. "What's that supposed to mean?"
"You know what it means."
"I fucked up, all right? I was a fool, and my actions have bitten me on the ass. Most of the people in our old circle hardly speak to me anymore."
"Can you blame them? You had sex with a husband who wasn't yours. Their marriage exploded. What woman in her right mind would let you get close to their man? You're fruit from a poison tree, Alicia."
"You should talk. I know you slept with Anna."
I shrugged. "So? Neither of us was married anymore, so no one was betrayed. It was fun while it lasted, but we were getting our itches scratched, and knew when we started it wasn't going anywhere."
"You always told me sex had to mean something to you. Word has it you've slept with four women in the last year."
"What? Are you keeping score? How many men have you been with besides Marty in the last two years, counting the six months you fucked him while we were still married? Want to compare body counts?"
She stamped her foot in frustration. "This isn't helping, Sean!"
"Helping what?"
"Our reconciliation, of course."
I stared at her until she dropped her eyes. "What reconciliation?"
"Ours, you idiot!"
"In what universe? Not this one. You show up on my doorstep, half drunk, wearing a skirt and nothing else, and jump me when I open the door. You're a good-looking woman, Alicia, and it had been a while, so I just went with it. It doesn't mean anything."
Her anger bubbled to the surface. This was not going the way she had envisioned. "What? So I'm just pussy to you now?"
I grinned. "That's an excellent way to put it. You fuck like a Chinese monkey (I always wondered about that expression, but it seemed apt), but monkeys carry disease. Not in the literal sense, of course, or I'd have never let you through the front door, but mentally."
"You're not making any sense!"
"I am to me, and in this case, that's all that matters. Let's recap, shall we? We fucked last night. It was good. It wasn't good enough for me to ever consider getting back together. That ship sailed, right onto the rocks, and sank. But if you ever need no-strings-attached sex, call me. We'll work something out."
She went into a rant and stormed out the door, screaming at me all the way to her car. It didn't hit her until she stopped, bent down to pick up her bra and top she'd left on the way to my door, and realized she was wearing one of my t-shirts. Her ass flashed the neighbors who had come out to see what the screaming was about. Alicia was so angry that she turned around and showed them a full moon, until the laughing and clapping started. Realizing what she'd done, she jumped into her car and flew out of the driveway, still screaming. Todd and Marta walked over. "Trouble in paradise?"
They were grinning as they said it. "Not really. That was the ex."
Marta seemed surprised. "What happened?"
"She showed up last night, and when I opened the door, all she had on was a skirt. Shit happened."
"Judging from her exit, defecation definitely occurred. Will this become a regular occurrence? Let me know next time, and I'll make popcorn."
"I think there won't be a next time, but I didn't know there would be a this time either, so I couldn't tell you."
I walked back inside, stopping to pick up her panties off the porch, wondering if she'd come back.
Placing her panties and skirt into a bag, I put it on the seat of the porch rocker. The girl I dated that night turned out to be a bit of a dud, but not in bed. In bed, she was a monster! And a screamer. I looked at the scratches on my back the next morning, cursing her long nails. Probably weren't real, but sharp as hell.
I drove her home, where she dragged me in for a quickie. I don't know if her roommates were used to her screams, but they just smiled as I left, and one had programmed her number into my phone.
That afternoon, I noticed the bag was gone, but a note had been left behind. "Friday, if you don't have plans. I'll bring Chinese, and we won't leave the house. Text me."
..............................................................................................................................
This could easily have been written from a woman's perspective. Maybe I'll do a follow-up. You're Just A Hard Cock To Me Now.
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Never Get Between A Man And His Porn
I mean it
.....................................................................
I was sitting in the living room with my girlfriend, and she wanted to check her messages, but she found that her phone's battery had died. It died regularly because one, she almost always forgot it until it died, and two, the thing was practically welded to her hand. I put it on the charger for her while she got us a fresh beer.
She seemed a little twitchy, and it was likely due to Gadget Deprivation Syndrome. "Why don't you use my computer to check your messages?"
"You won't mind?"
"No, go ahead."
"How do I get in?"
"You press any key."
Betty seemed shocked. "You don't have it protected?"
"From who, exactly? Or is it whom? I was not an English major in school."
She shot into the bedroom, and I heard the keys click away for a few minutes, and then silence. I thought about her as I sipped my beer. She was the one who didn't come on to me in the bar when we met. She was with a bunch of her girlfriends, and some asshole was hassling one of them. The dude didn't know where he was. If Bob had to come around the bar, he would not have had the happy ending he was hoping for. Bob would have walked him outside and beat the shit out of him with the cut-down baseball bat he carried. The place wasn't a biker bar, but many riders frequented it because it was neutral territory. They all knew how Bob kept the peace. It was rumored that Bob had been a one-percenter in his younger days and rode with a national motorcycle club. He walked with a pronounced limp now because a little old lady pulled out in front of him when he was running about sixty.
The funny thing was, even though I was there on my Harley, I wasn't a biker. I didn't run with a club or fly colors. Shit, in real life, I was an accountant. I owned my shop, so I could dress any way I liked, but since I was handling people's money, it was strictly a suit and tie while I worked. It was when I wasn't working that I let my hair down. That day, I wore a black tee, ripped jeans, and engineer boots, and my hair was down, flowing past my shoulders. I grinned at Bob. "I'll handle it."
I walked over, towering over the guy. Sometimes it's good to be six three. "Dude, the lady said no. Why don't you shut up and leave her alone? You're disturbing the peace and tranquility of the place, and it upsets me."
He was just drunk enough to want to argue. "Fuck off! I'm not scared."
"Good," I said, with a grin. "That means you're a little overconfident, and that will make it easier to kick your ass. I asked politely. Now, I'm telling you, you have a choice. Get your ass back to the bar and shut up, or get the hell out. I vote you get out."
The little secretary type he was scaring calmed down considerably and grinned. "Do I get a vote? I say you mouth off so you can get your ass kicked. How's it feel when somebody bigger comes along and scares you? Go for it! Show us the big bad man you claim to be. It'll be funny when he rips your fuckin' arm off and beats you to death with it. I'm going to ask him if I can kick you in the balls when you're down. I bet they're the size of marbles, so I'll have to kick you a bunch to make sure I hit them, but I'm pretty determined when I want something."
It hit him suddenly that he'd stepped knee deep in shit. The whole bar was watching, and the grins the bikers had were feral-looking. Reason must have filtered through his brain. "Fuck all of you! I don't need this shit." He stomped out the door with as much dignity as he could muster while most of the bar laughed, and I went back to my barstool.
A few minutes later, Bob came over. "Thanks, man. My leg's been hurting like shit, and I would have taken a lot of aggression out on the jerk if I had to handle it. Now, you've got a pitcher of free beer coming. The catch is it's at the table of the girl you defended, and you have to sit with them and drink. Care to help me out one more time?"
The sacrifices we make for friends. I sighed and walked over. A hole magically appeared between two of them, and I sat. They were fascinated and scared in equal measure. Seems they had all dared each other to come in. I looked them over. All were professionally dressed in what I guessed were their work clothes, and I was right. Some were cubicle clones, one was a receptionist, and one was a hair stylist.
They seemed scared to death at first, but as the beer flowed and they realized I wasn't going to hurt them, they became brave. One was looking at the tattoos on my arm and told me she admired them, asking if she could touch them. The girl must have been first in line when the tittie fairy came to visit because she had an awe-inspiring set of mammary glands. I grinned at her. "You know, I've been thinking the same thing about your chest. Mind if I touch them? Wanna trade?"
She snatched her arm back while the rest of the girls howled, then gave me a wicked grin. "Not in public. We'll have to go outside for that. If we do that, I get to touch all your tattoos. Do you have any hidden?"
"A few on my back, and one more in front."
"Where in front?"
"It's on my dick. It's a black widow spider, but if you rub it long enough, it turns into a tarantula. One of the big hairy ones."
Her eyes glazed over. "Really?"
"Maybe. Yes. No. You'll have to see for yourself. I don't feel like standing up and dropping trou right now. Let's save that for a later time."
One of the girls remained quiet. She was a cute little thing with a button nose, great eyes, and a pretty little chin with a dimple. I took advantage when all the rest went to the jukebox and slid beside her. She seemed to shrink even smaller.
"What's the matter, baby? Not having a good time?"
It came out almost as a squeak. "No. This place scares me. You scare me. And the girls will make fun of me when we leave for being scared."
"Why would I scare you, or anybody else in here, for that matter? You've not heard a person in here besides the asshole that had to leave say one thing out of line. You need to stop stereotyping people."
"You scared the guy you ran off. Would you have fought him?"
"I wouldn't have had to. It's one thing to intimidate little girls, quite another to be faced with someone who's bigger, meaner, and doesn't mind mixing it up. You saw how quickly he left."
"What would you have done if he had swung at you?"
"I'd have stomped his ass into a mudhole and let you girls make mudpies."
That made her giggle. She was kind of pretty when she wasn't looking scared to death. I made a decision. "Don't take this wrong, but I'm going to pay a lot of attention to you for the rest of the night. Piss your friends off when I focus on you. Let them talk about that! All right?"
The woman seemed stunned. "You'd do that?"
"You say it like it's a sacrifice. You're a pretty girl, who wouldn't want to pay attention to you? Don't worry, I won't bite you, that is, unless you want me to."
She colored before smiling. Then she took her mug and downed half of it before she slammed it down. "All right. I set the pace. If you do something I don't like, I'll tell you to stop. Okay?"
"Yes. Maybe. It depends on what we're doing. Clear enough?"
"We'll see. They're coming back now. I want to be sitting in your..."
That's all she got out before I picked her up and placed her in my lap. Her eyes were huge. Just as the girls got back, I spoke. "There now. As comfy as you thought? And control yourself. You've got hands that made me think you're part octopus. I can be had, but I'm not easy."
She laughed, enjoying the look on her friend's faces. "Oh, I bet you're pretty easy for the right one." Then she pulled my head down and kissed me. The girls gasped. The bikers hooted. Bob grinned and sent another pitcher of beer.
She stayed on my lap the rest of the night. After an hour, I had to go. "Let me up, baby. I need to use the restroom."
"I'll go with you."
"Sorry, you can't hold my hand while I piss."
"I was thinking of holding something else. You've had a few and your aim might not be the best."
I couldn't help but flush red. We were loud by then, and almost everybody heard us. The howls and hoots followed us down the hall. She did hold my hand. We parted, and I waited for her to come back out. A guy can piss in thirty seconds. It takes a woman five minutes. The difference in equipment. I noted she had refreshed her makeup, and it gave me an idea. First, I kissed her. She was shocked at first, but began to get into it when I stopped. Her cheeks were flushed, and she was breathing heavy. I ran a hand through her hair, mussing it a bit. Before she could object, I took a finger and smeared her lipstick a little.
"Now kiss my cheek and make sure some of your lipstick is on it when you're done."
After she did that, I unbuttoned her little business jacket and pulled one tail of her shirt out. Then I kissed her again and pulled her back towards the bar. Just before we got into sight, I grabbed her bottom and gave it a good feel. And it did. Feel good, I mean, but I did it to get her flush back. She jumped and gasped, but before she could recover, I was pulling her to the table. The other four looked at her flushed face, lipstick smeared, makeup smudged, hair a bit disheveled, jackets open, and half their shirts untucked, their mouths hanging open. She milked it for all it was worth.
"Sit!" she commanded. "It took me ten minutes to get back together after we...used the facilities, and the first thing you do is maul me when I'm done. Now I have to do it all over again. Girls?"
They scrambled to their feet and trooped after her. Just before she went into the hallway, she looked back. "Stay!"
It was all I could do to choke the grin back. "Yes, dear."
Bob grinned and came over. "What did you do to her? I fully expect you to be fuckin' on the table by last call. Tone it down a little, all right?"
I let him in on what was happening, and he agreed to help me. I gave her little public displays of affection for the rest of the night. At 11, I stood. "Sorry, my little Cinderellas, but it's time for me to leave before I turn into a pumpkin."
There were boos and pouts. The girls had a good time, dancing with almost every man in the place. The little busty blonde was all over one guy so bad I thought of the poster that used to hang in the bar. "Save a Harley, Ride a Biker!"
Fortunately, one of the girls wasn't much of a drinker. She said it slowed her down when she danced. After she got comfortable, she may have missed three for the rest of the night. I helped pour the rest into the car.
I got a kiss from all the girls, and my little HunnyBunny tried to suck my tonsils out. When she finally let go, she grinned. "I'll be here at seven Saturday night. You'd better be here. Your uncle says you're a nice guy. I hope he's wrong."
I went back in and jumped my uncle. "Damnit, Uncle Bob, what did you do that for?"
"Because she seemed like a nice girl, a cut or two above what you've been draggin' in here lately. You're due for a change. Now show up and be nice to her, or I'll tell your Aunt, who'll tell your Mom, who'll give you hell for missing a chance at a nice girl. Now suck it up, and I don't expect you to stay here. Take her somewhere nice."
"You mean there are better places in the universe than here?"
He grinned. "Probably not, but give it a try and prove me wrong."
..............................................
I showed up expecting her not to be there. She was at the bar laughing with Uncle Bob and Henry. Henry was the oldest biker I knew. He was in his late sixties but still lived the lifestyle. His long hair was silver now, and the beard hid most of the scars on his face. His arms, though, were crisscrossed with white lines. I asked when I was young how he got them. "Sheer will and stupidity. My old lady says it's a roadmap to hell, and every time I look at them, I'd better be glad I never reached the end of that road."
He'd been married thirty-four years. They had three daughters, all of whom were college graduates; the youngest was preparing her dissertation for a Ph.D. in Psychology.
HunnyBunny grinned when I walked up. "Did you really squeeze toothpaste in your hand just before you went onstage for your high school diploma?"
I looked at Bob, and he had that little half smile that meant he was up to something. I did that very thing, shaking the hand of the principal, the head of the school board, and every teacher on stage, smearing the paste into their hands. My last name started with a B, so I was one of the first to take the stage. They had to stop and clean their hands with wipes. They threatened all kinds of things, but I had my diploma in my hands, so fuck 'em. Needless to say, I never went back for reunions.
"Do you believe I would defile the dignity of such a solemn occasion by pulling a stunt like that?"
"Yes. And your non-answer tells me all I need to know. Now take me out and amaze me."
I believe I succeeded. We attended a concert in the park, featuring all classical music. I pulled a blanket and cooler out of the trunk, and we dined on the picnic I had prepared: herb-roasted chicken, a platter of sliced and marinated cucumbers, tomatoes, and onions, and a pasta salad. I had chilled two bottles of white wine, and we sipped as the music played, snuggling in the growing darkness. There might have been a kiss or twelve exchanged, but in the dark, who could tell or bothered to keep count?
I took her to a local creamery for dessert. She got the cheesecake, and I got a bowl of their famous ice cream; I don't recall the flavor, but it was excellent. We dawdled over a cup of their rich coffee until closing time, and then we went back to the bar.
Uncle Bob just grinned at her when we walked in. "Well?"
"Not bad for a first effort. Maybe he'll do better next time."
I did better, and even better over the next five. On the sixth, she got a little buzzed. "Why haven't you tried to have sex with me yet? Don't you think I'm attractive?"
"I do indeed, HunnyBunny. But you're a good girl, and I'm letting you set the pace. I have to tell you, though, that after the third date, my balls have been a permanent shade of blue."
She jerked a little, digested what I'd said, and smiled. "You need to take me somewhere, preferably somewhere I can get naked and as loud as I want. Can you do that?"
I took her home, an older split-level ranch I'd picked up at a bargain. It took a little money, but soon I had it exactly the way I wanted it. It was at the very end of the street, a reasonable distance away from my neighbors. It had a three-car garage capable of holding my bike, truck, and SUV, and a huge yard. She was impressed.
"Who owns this?"
"I do, baby. Want a tour?"
"Yes, please, starting with the bathroom."
I took her to the hall bath and waited. And waited some more. She finally came out in just her top and a pair of very tiny panties, leaving her bra, skirt, and shoes in the bathroom.
"There now, all comfy. Where's your bedroom?"
She squealed when I scooped her up and threw her over my shoulder, taking her into my bedroom and tossing her on the bed. She was grinning, but then got quiet as I took off my clothes. She looked at my equipment and gasped. I was about seven inches(six and a half is close to seven, right? After all, you always round up) with a nice girth. Girls had never complained before, although one left the relationship pretty early. She was a size queen, and I didn't quite measure up. Probably explained why she was so loose. I did not mourn her.
Suddenly, she was quiet again, sitting up and drawing her knees to her chin. "I need to tell you something. I've only been with two boys before, and I've only had sex three times. None was as big as you. You'll be gentle, won't you? I don't know a lot, but I'm willing to learn. And, um, could you please turn the lights off?"
I really wanted to see her, so we made a compromise. I turned out the overheads and set the one lamp in the bedroom as low as possible.
I was gentle with her, taking plenty of time to warm her up. She'd never experienced oral sex before, and she wailed like a banshee when she came. I slid up, rubbing my dick around her entrance before pushing in. It was incredibly tight, and she moaned a lot, even cried out once. I wanted to pull out, but she gripped me with both hands. "No! Please, keep going."
When I got inside, I stopped, letting her get used to it. Then I started a slow, gentle motion, inching out an inch or two, then back inside. After five minutes of that, I increased the speed and motion, pulling almost all the way out before sliding in as deep as I could go. By the time I hit full speed, she had come twice and passed out once. It didn't take long after that, and soon I felt like I'd gushed a gallon into her tight little box. She held me tightly, not letting go until I softened and began to slide out.
She touched me, a tentative little brush. "Did I do all right?"
I knew she needed validation in the worst way, but I still couldn't help teasing. "It was just horrible, but I think I could work with it. Of course, it would mean you'd have to spend a lot of time in my bed. Three to five nights would be a good average. Let's give it six months and revisit the question."
She had tensed up, but then she relaxed and smacked my chest. "Asshole! Let's try one or two first, to get me used to the idea."
I always thought it was funny when I read stories about women who walked funny the next day, but my little bunny was moving quite slowly the next morning. Of course, my dick was sore from being crammed into such a small place, but we all have to make sacrifices.
She jumped and squealed when I smacked her naked little ass. Well. Not quite naked, she had one of my T-shirts on, her hair wet from a shower she refused to share.
"Why'd you do that?"
"Because I've never seen an ass that was as smackable as yours. Wanna go back to bed?"
"NO! I mean, not right now. I'm sore, and you need to let me process this. I've never had such an intense experience. I'm not sure I could handle a steady diet of it."
Long story short, it turns out she could.
...........................................
"You got a lot of movies loaded."
"Why don't you pick one out? We'll stream it on the big screen."
More silence. "Honey, what's in the file that says Skippy Bunny?"
"Oh, that's my porn collection."
My HunnyBunny was a bit of a prude, and I enjoyed teasing her every once in a while. We'd been having sex regularly, and it was good, but it was always missionary at first, always at night, and always with the lights off. I'd never gotten a good look at her body, but after two months, I could identify her boobs anywhere by touch. I'd been trying to expand her horizons gently. She was pretty resistant until I got her smashed on wine one night, stripped her with the lights on, flipped her legs open, and dove down. Her screams of protest gave way to moans of pleasure pretty damn fast. She tried to stop me after her first orgasm, but I was on a roll and didn't let her up until she had two more loud and enthusiastic climaxes. After that, she was a fan. It took a few more weeks to get her to go down on me. She was getting pretty good but had yet to swallow. It was all right. I had a big wine rack.
"Really?"
"Yes, really. I got almost 40 gigs worth."
"Really?"
"Well, truth be told, it's more like over 50."
"Why do you watch porn?"
"Because I like it."
"That's kind of perverted."
I grinned. "This from a woman who loves zombies, end-of-the-world movies, horror, and documentaries of serial killers?"
"That's different."
"I can see that. Why watch people doing the most enjoyable thing in the world when you could watch someone being eaten by zombies, mutilated by a chainsaw, or a serial killer talking with unrestrained glee about how he lured, trapped, tortured, and killed some innocent person? Talk about perverted."



I think I pissed her off a little. "It's just mindless pleasure. Nothing good comes out of it."
"Really? You think I got this good at eating pussy by reading books? Visual aids help honey. I for one find them entertaining and educational."
"Name one thing you've learned!"
"I'll have you know I can say 'Would you like to fuck ', 'may I please have a blowjob', 'wanna give up that ass', and 'may I please eat your pussy' in twelve different languages."
"Oh really?"
Instead of answering, I rattled the phrases off in Swedish, German, French, Spanish, Russian, and was just about to do Farsi when she stopped me.
"Enough! You probably masturbate too."
"Of course I do. It's arousing."
"You're not supposed to spill your seed on the ground!"
"I would never do that! I always have a clean towel handy. Those hand towels you use when you wash your hands and face have soaked up more sperm than any oil barrier of any major spill ever recorded."
"Ew! Disgusting."
"Is not. It's the ultimate safe sex. I've never accidentally impregnated either of my hands, or given them an STD."
"You use both hands?"
"Not at once. I'm not that well-endowed. I used to think the old joke about being so good you could change hands and gain a stroke was an urban myth, but diligent practice has made a believer out of me. Would you like a demonstration?"
"EW again! No, thank you!"
"Well, if you ever decide you..."
"I won't!"
"Yes, you will. I can see it in your eyes."
I was in the bedroom now, and she was on the bed propped up against the headboard, the wireless keyboard in her hand, clicking random movies and scenes almost as fast as she could move the mouse.
She stopped on one particular scene. "How is that even possible?"
"I think she may be double-jointed."
She hit another scene of two girls enjoying each other. Her nipples popped out, and her breathing was a little erratic. "Like girl on girl, huh? Have you ever..."
She changed the scene quickly. "No!"
"But you've thought about it, haven't you? You know I have a pretty eclectic group of friends. I know one or two who would love to give you a guided tour through the Sapphic Universe."
"Absolutely not!"
"Your voice says no, but your nipples say 'Hell Yeah!' I bet your panties are soaked right now, aren't they?"
"Uh-uh," came out mighty weak. I jumped onto the bed, and my hands went to the edge of her cutoffs. I slipped one finger under the fabric and hit moisture before I got anywhere near her pussy. I'd have bet my Harley if I touched her, she'd climax.
She weakly pushed my hand away, and I slid up beside her, slipping a hand under her little top and stroking a rock-hard nipple. She changed movies again. It showed a couple engaged in an energetic sixty-nine. Her breathing got more ragged, and I slid a hand under her waistband. Yep, soaked. She looked at me with glazed eyes. She opened another title.
"Don't..." Too late, she was watching and flinched back.
"People do that? Besides subverting the laws of physics and nature, is that even legal?"
"Not in Oregon, Utah, Minnesota, Michigan, Mississippi, Louisiana, and oddly enough, Nevada. It's legal everywhere else, including here."
"And you know that how?"
"Could we please stop talking and enjoy the movie?"
We watched another couple energetically engaged in mutual oral sex. It seemed to be one of her favorites. She turned to me and grinned.
"How do you say sixty-nine, please, in German?"
I had to think for a minute. "Neunundschzig, bitte."
The clothes flew off. I was under her, happily munching away, while she worked me and watched the screen at the same time. She'd come explosively once, then a more gentle one a few minutes later. I was almost there when she stopped. "What are they doing?"
I gently pushed her fantastic ass to the side and strained my neck to look. "Oh, that. It's called a Wheelbarrow."
"Is that some kind of trick photography?"
"No, it's quite real. Would you like..."
She was already off of me, scrambling to assume the position. I slammed into her with little finesse, earning a grunt and then a scream. She was still screaming five minutes later when we both let go. She fell back, then crawled up to snuggle under my arm. She had changed movies three times before I went to sleep. She woke me twice more, showing me a position and asking if we could try it. I didn't so much go to sleep as pass out from exhaustion after the last one. I'd be sore all over in the morning.
She was watching some guy with a huge cock slamming into a busty woman in a classic titty fuck when she woke me last. She was cupping her small but perfect little boobs with a sad look on her face. "I wish I were big enough for you to titty fuck."
In answer, I took one of her perky little boobs into my mouth, sucking until I got the whole thing in. She squealed as I slid off, my teeth latching firmly onto a hard little nipple for a few seconds. "I'm not much on waste, baby. You're a perfect mouthful, why would I want more?"
She was so happy that she insisted we do something called Backwards Stork. It was a good thing I was a lot taller than she was.
I woke up to her bobbing gently up and down. I reached down and ruffled her hair to let her know I was awake. She immediately rose to snuggle, her hand holding my cock and stroking it slowly. "Honey, were you serious about letting me explore the Sapphic Universe? I want to try it at least once. Can we include you later on? Two of my new fantasies, that."
I was more than happy to tell her I'd make some calls next week.
"Good. Do you know how to do the Sicilian Corkscrew?"
"Did you sleep at all?"
"Not really. I made a list of things to try later. And you need to get me some toys. I've already prepared the order; I just need your credit card information. Now, Sicilian Corkscrew?"
An hour later, as I tried to get my jaw working again and my joints back into place, she asked me if I knew how to say ass fuck in Mongolian.
"Sorry, there's not a lot of Mongolian porn out there. Damn shame, in my opinion."
"Well then, I guess I'll just have to ask you in English."
That led to a pretty intense session where she howled and moaned but refused to let me stop. I asked, after I could breathe normally, how she managed to take it without screaming.
She grinned. "I practiced a little. That reminds me, you need to add vegetable oil and carrots to your grocery list. Speaking of lists, I pulled these off the computer. Could we please try them?"
I read it off. It was a pretty extensive list. I picked out some and asked about them.
"Humpback Whale?"
"Yes, but that depends on how long you can hold your breath."
"Inverted Houdini?"
"One trap no one can escape from."
"Twisted Kumquat?"
"I hope you like veggie play. Remember, you're out of carrots."
"Better Than Sex Cake Sex?"
"I know you like sweets."
"What kind of sex? Better than sex cake missionary sex, better than sex cake oral sex, better than sex cake anal sex, Better than sex cake doggy sex, better than prison sex cake sex?"
"Yes to all but the last one, that one, yuck."
"Suspension Bridge?"
"We'll need to rig some ropes up in the backyard."
The Choo-Choo?"
She blushed a little. "That one is just for the girl. She gets in the doggy position, and the guy takes matching vibrators and does a pistoning motion while the girl blows on a train whistle. They start slow, a chug-chug motion, then get faster and faster until it's chuga-chagga-chugga, then it goes into supersonic mode, and when the girl arrives at Orgasm Station, she blows the whistle."
"Pogo Stick?"
"You need to have outstanding balance."
"This one really confuses me. Reverse Cowgirl Wheelbarrow?"
"We may need some help with that one."
"Crooked Missionary?"
"A whole lot better than straight."
"Leapfrog?"
"We need to find a field of really soft grass for it to work."
"Standing 69?"
"Well, you are a lot taller than I am and you're really strong. I think it could work."
"Two Person Threesome?"
"I'm glad you can multitask."
"You're making half this up, aren't you?"
"Maybe. Still think they'd be fun."
I'll never walk right again. I've created a monster. My chiropractor is going to be very happy in the months to come. So will I.
................................................................
This story came about because of my son telling me what happened (without going into detail) about his then-girlfriend finding his porn file.
A good story about him: he's heavily tattooed, a passion of his. He's going to look funny when he's my age, but it's his life and body. We were at a gun show recently, and I noticed an attractive and well-endowed girl eyeing him. She had on shorts and a wifebeater tee and seemed to be following us. Finally, she walked up to him and gushed about how sexy his tattoos were. I could tell it made him a bit uncomfortable, but he grinned when she asked if she could touch them.
"You know, I've been thinking the same thing about your breasts. Wanna trade?"
It was neat, so I used it in the story. Thanks for reading.
Q
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Business As Usual
Okay, so I'm hot. I don't mean hot hot, I mean nuclear explosion hot. It wasn't my doing; it was just genetics. I've had guys coming on to me since I was 12. Creepy, I know, but I learned at a tender age how to handle men.
The pressure continued throughout middle and high school. I got propositioned by five teachers. Two of them were women. I thought I was out of the frying pan when I went to college, but the heat went up about a thousand degrees. I was almost raped. Twice. I ruined the sexual equipment of one persistent asshole. Once I got him down, my anger surged, and it all came out of my foot directly onto his balls. Even if he did recover enough to have sex, he would never father children.
He tried to sue me, but security cameras caught the whole thing on tape: him grabbing me from behind and ripping my dress off, me using the material to trap his arms, and my foot connecting with his nose. I broke it as well as his balls.
That happened when I was starting my junior year, and word got out to leave me alone. I caught guys putting date rape drugs in my drink a few times. The first one had a bad night because after I knocked him out, I took all he had out of his pockets, mixed it in a cup of beer, and poured it down his throat. Then I left. His buddies found him and rushed him to the hospital, where they pumped his stomach. Then the cops asked him some very embarrassing questions after they saw more of the drug in his car. I just knocked the other guy over the bar. Four of his teeth stayed on my side.
I graduated with a 3.95 GPA and was recruited by four different companies, in addition to three modeling agencies. They had been after me since I was fifteen. Still, my parents weren't too keen on the idea of their baby girl trotting around the world, and to be honest, it seemed glamourous, but after talking to a few models and finding out just how complex and grueling the schedules could be, the constant fight to keep your weight just right, and the exercize regiment necessary to stay in top physical shape, I decided being a teenage girl sounded like a lot more fun.
I went to work for a progressive company that was on the opposite side of the country, moving from Portland to coastal Georgia. My hopes for a better life were quickly dashed when I caught the eye of a Vice President, who asked me out four times. I refused every time until he got nasty.
"Bitch, I'm not asking any more. You have your ass dolled up and ready to go by 7. We'll have a nice meal, enjoy some jazz, and then we'll go back to my place and I'll screw your brains out. Either that or I let you go and give you such a bad report that no one on the East Coast will hire you. What have you got to say to that?"
I grinned. "Two words," I said, pointing at the computer as it streamed the whole encounter company-wide. "Me Too."
He got fired, and I lost my job, although I received a glowing recommendation and a very generous severance package. Three years of salary severance. There may have been a better payday if I filed a sexual harassment lawsuit, but this saved a lot of time, so I took the money and ran.
I took my time before accepting a job with a start-up company in North Carolina. The owner sold me on the idea of working for him. He was a genuine "good ol' boy." I didn't hear him say anything bad about anybody for about a year, and he treated all the women who worked there like they were made of precious gems. Almost everyone was halfway in love with him, even the married ones. He held doors, pulled chairs, and was always respectful to all of us. He was also drop-dead gorgeous, six feet two, built, with long, dark hair that was always clean and neat, and killer green eyes. The only drawback for me was the drooping mustache, but it was always clean and neat. If he'd have walked in one day and told us he'd like to have our panties on his desk by lunchtime, most of the women would have been commando before nine.
After a while, I wondered why he didn't hit on me. He was always professional, with no off-color jokes, no innuendos, and no little compliments about my body; it was as if I wasn't on his radar at all. I asked Carole, the oldest among us and also the oldest employee, about him. "He came up hard. His father was a janitor, and his wife was a stay-at-home mom to their six children. Kurt's been working since he was eleven and has been self-sufficient ever since. He went to college on a scholarship, choosing an academic one over the three he was offered for his football skills. He told me once it was because he still wanted his brain to function when he reached the age of forty."
She paused, grinning. "Everyone sold him short, and I know for a fact there are a few who have regretted that decision. He took his degree and designed a system and a new tool that made the others in his field obsolete. He got his patents and tried to license them, but no one would touch them because he refused to relinquish control. One of his best friends in college went on to get a law degree, and when he showed him what he'd done, he grasped the potential immediately. He came from old money, and none of them were fools, so when he showed his father, they formed an LLC. They provide seed money for the company and cover all legal services for 30%, and they're silent partners. They still meet once a month for updates and expansion plans, but other than that, and just hanging out, they leave him alone."
"He's good-looking, successful, why isn't he married?"
For the first time, she frowned while talking about her favorite subject. "Technically, he still is. They've been separated for a year, and she's fighting the divorce, but it's about to come to an end; she's exhausted all her options, including counseling. Oddly enough, it's not about the money. Her father is wealthy, and she signed a prenuptial agreement due to the partnership. It's about him."
"If it's not about money, why did they split?"
Carole looked a little uncomfortable. "If he finds out I said anything, he'll kill me. Promise me you can hold a confidence, Jasmine."
I promised, and she relaxed. "Kurt worked ungodly hours starting the business, sixty to eighty hours, seven days a week. She was young, very pretty, and easily bored, so she started going out with friends. One thing led to another, and she started sleeping around. Once he caught on, he set detectives on her, and they found this was her third lover. Kurt gave her the house and moved out immediately. There was no screaming, no tense confrontations; he just left. She has been trying to get him back since then, but it hasn't worked. One thing you need to know about Kurt is that if you make a promise to him, you'd better keep it, and he admires loyalty above all else. Katie was young, foolish, and misjudged the man badly. A mistake I bet she'd wished many a time over the last year she hadn't made."
I had to reevaluate my position. No one wants to be a rebound girl. The first relationship after a failed marriage rarely ends well. Too bad, I bet we would have been terrific together.
........................................................
A year went by, and Kurt got his divorce. I saw his ex-wife once and had to admit she was a beauty. Kurt had taken the whole team to lunch to celebrate their successful completion of a project, which was well ahead of schedule and substantially under budget. There was almost certainty that bonuses would be forthcoming in the near future. She came into the restaurant on the arm of a man, all smiles until she saw Kurt. It seemed a mask descended over her face, but I got a glimpse of the pain, then she smiled wider and held the arm of what was apparently her new man tighter. Kurt just grinned and nodded when he saw her, and that hurt her worse than being ignored.
I was dating regularly, but no one was holding my interest for more than a month, and of the five guys I dated, I only had sex with one. I don't know what I was expecting, but disappointment wasn't on the list. He was reasonably well equipped and had good stamina, but there was no spark, and we both knew it. Still, I had a couple of good orgasms without plastic aids for the first time in almost two years, so it wasn't unpleasant. We only dated twice after that, and both dates ended with a goodnight kiss at the door.
Things took a turn when Kurt called me into his office. That in itself was surprising, because he spent as little time in the office as possible. "I want you to look at something. Take your time, take it home with you if you like, but I ask that you not show it to anyone else. I want your opinion."
With that, the meeting was over. I spent about two days reviewing what he showed me, then asked him to schedule some time for Friday afternoon. We met at three, and it was six before we finished. I was surprised at the time, and everyone else had long since left.
He too got lost in what we were doing and apologised. I grinned at him. "It was worth a little overtime. I think you're really on to something here. We aren't anywhere near being finished, but I'm starved. Take me to dinner and we'll keep going."
He seemed a little startled but smiled. We got into his brand-new Jeep truck, and I was surprised at how luxurious it was inside. Later, I found out how much he had given for it. Many people of my parents' age bought starter houses for less. He asked what I was in the mood for.
"Surprise me."
We parked in front of what looked like an old farmhouse. The sign at the end of the parking lot said "Momma's Kitchen. You're family here."
And that's exactly like we were treated, like we were cousins or something that hadn't been around for a while. It was loud, packed, and smelled great. There didn't seem to be any empty tables, and Kurt surprised me by pulling out a chair at a large table that a family already occupied. They greeted us warmly and kept eating.
"The place is always packed, and the system has evolved. If there was an empty seat, you took it regardless of who was sitting there. After everyone got used to it, it worked out really well. You never know who you'll be sitting with, and it's usually interesting and fun."
It took a little getting used to. The food was served family style. The waitresses kept a close eye on the table, and if a bowl got low, it was promptly taken and replaced. If you wanted some potato salad, you asked your tablemates to pass the bowl to you. It reminded me of Sunday dinners with extended families.
Sarah was a little younger than I, a plump little woman who was sweet as pie. Her husband, Will, was probably twice as big, but seemed to worship the ground she walked on. They had three children, all boys, ranging in age from eight to fourteen months. "We're really hoping the next one is a girl. If it is, we're done." She was rubbing her stomach, and I got the feeling they would be finding out very soon.
She had to use the bathroom, so naturally, I went with her. When we got back, Kurt was feeding the smallest, smiling as he made a mess with his mashed potatoes. Sarah giggled. "Look, honey, he's trainable. You'd better lock down on him pretty quick."
The sight filled me with unfamiliar feelings. I had been so focused on my career, I hadn't thought much about marriage, let alone children, but the sight of him interacting with the child made me feel happy. I looked right at him as I responded.
"Maybe. Let's see how he does in the baby-making department before we get to the baby-raising part."
Sarah giggled again while Will smiled. Kurt flushed but grinned. We ate way too much, stayed way too long, and decided on the way back to the office we'd be useless for the rest of the night. Being the gentleman he was, he got out and opened my door for me. Just before I got in, I reached up and pulled his head down for the gentlest of kisses. He was so surprised that he was motionless. I giggled. "Goodnight, Kurt. Thanks for the evening."
Replaying the night as I drove home, my smile got bigger. He'd just painted a big target on his back, and I was an expert shot.
I sobered up a little as I drove. He was my boss. I didn't even know if he liked me. Then again, I saw his eyes after my kiss. We'd have to see.
...........................................................................................
In the cold light of a Saturday morning, I decided I may be building castles on shifting sands. I had a date that night, and while he was fairly good-looking and fun, there was zero spark, and he sensed it, not even trying to get me to invite him in at the end of the night.
Watching the taillights fade, I wondered what was wrong with me. Did I even have a definite profile for Mr. Right? If I did, he would be a dark-haired, green-eyed Southern gentleman.
Kurt seemed embarrassed and reticent around me on Monday, and I decided I'd definitely misstepped with the kiss I gave him. I sent him an email, asking if we could finish our conversation about the new product, proposing that we meet in the small conference room we had, over a sandwich lunch. You could have knocked me over with a feather when he agreed, saying lunch would be on him.
I walked into the room to see a spread laid out before me, consisting of six different sandwiches and a couple of containers of piping hot soup. "I wasn't sure what you liked, so I got an assortment. The soups are cream of tomato with basil and roasted red peppers, and potato with cheese and bacon, if you're interested. There's sweet tea, or water if you'd prefer."
The smells of the soups made my stomach rumble, and I flushed red. He laughed. "Good, you have an appetite. Dig in."
I took the potato soup and a grilled cheese, surprised at the thickness. "It's got sharp cheddar, provolone, and Swiss in it. The bread is made from sourdough and baked on-site. It's grilled in ghee, which is also made there. Quite good, would you agree?"
I mumbled, indicating a full mouth, which he took as a good sign. Finished, we removed the debris and got to work. Part of his project was my specialty, probably why he wanted to run it by me. I'd made notes, which I shared with him, and two hours later, we sat back.
"That's it then. We go to tests in two months, after we tool up the line. I don't expect it to succeed the first time; there are just too many variables, but we'll make progress. I'm putting you in charge. Call George and set up a meeting with a list of your needs, and he'll take care of it. Thanks for your insights."
He started to stand, but I took his hand. "Before we break, I want to apologise for the other night. I was inappropriate and I apologise. From now on, I promise to behave professionally."
I expected a lot of things, but his grin wasn't one of them. "That's too bad. From the brief touch I got, I bet you're a pretty good kisser. You're the first woman to have her lips on mine in over two years, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. It will become one of my favorite memories. But I agree, workplace romance doesn't always work out."
I almost resigned on the spot, just so we could kiss again, but restrained myself. Then I grinned in return. "If I ever gave you the full treatment, I'd have you hooked for life."
His smile was like sunshine, and what he said next had me blushing to my roots. "That's too bad. I would imagine being attached to you for life would not be as onerous as one would think if one could put aside the inherent risks of being the partner to an incredibly attractive woman. Take the leftovers home, if you'd like."
With that, he was gone. I sat for a few minutes, various thoughts running through my head, before I packed the remainder of the sandwiches and the container of soup. Carole walked by and sniffed. "You little minx. He brought you something from Sandwich Forever? The man must like you."
"Is that where he got this? I've never heard of it."
"That's because they have so much business, they don't need to advertise. It's only open from eleven until three and stays packed. The women who own it have a takeout window, and they're lined up ten or twenty deep, waiting for them to open. It's a small place, and sometimes I think more people are working than dining there."
She gave a small smile. "Get him to tell you about it sometime. He's connected to it, I think he may have been an investor or something. Like everything else in his life, he doesn't talk about it. If we hadn't read about his divorce in the paper, none of us would have known."
.................................................
I worked my ass off for the next two months, trying to anticipate every problem we might have and make sure I had a plan in place. Kurt and I met every two weeks, over lunch. Sometimes he had it catered in, but half the time we went out to eat. He finally took me to the sandwich shop, going early and rapping on the door. A really pretty blonde opened it and let us in, calling back to the kitchen. An equally stunning redhead came out, tossing her apron, and they leaped into his embrace. Jealousy shot through me like a bolt of lightning, and the ladies noticed it.
"Pull your claws in, kitten. This big lunk is our brother."
First, I flamed red, then I smiled. Looking closely, I could see the family resemblance. They chatted for a few minutes before they had to get back to work. Kurt seated us at a table, and lunch appeared. The soup was so rich that it was a meal in itself, without the need for a sandwich. White beans, pureed tomatoes, and collard greens, mixed with vegetable broth, onions, garlic, and spices, then topped with parmesan cheese. The sandwiches were roast beef with a container of au jus, and I was stuffed when I was done, but I had a clean plate.
"They do excellent business."
"They do. This pace will continue right up to the minute they close the door and shut down the window. They open for four hours, but they're in here for four hours beforehand, prepping the sandwich fillings and baking the bread. Then it's another two hours to clean up. Sandy and Ronnie are discussing the possibility of opening another location in the next town over, provided they can find good help. Then again, they pay almost twice what others do, and offer vacation and sick days, so if one is lost, ten are at the door the next day to apply. Come with me, let's walk a little of this lunch off."
I was surprised when he led me through the small business district. I stopped to look into the window of an antique store. Then I looked down in shock. When had I started holding his hand? No matter, he wasn't exactly fighting to get me to let go.
We stopped in front of a small bakery, and even though I was stuffed, the aromas coming from it were mouthwatering. Kurt had a little smile on his face as he opened the door, almost getting knocked backwards by the woman who had launched herself into his arms. She was about half his size and looked very young, and he laughed as he swirled her around before gently setting her down.
"Jasmine, this is the youngest of our family, my baby sister. Her name is Jennette, but we call her Baby."
The giggling redhead hugged me, with a dozen questions in her eyes. "Well, it seems his taste in women has improved."
"It's not like that, although I hold her in high regard."
"Well then, you'd better work on it before someone else snatches her up. I have your order ready. Where did you park?"
"We're over by the sandwich shop."
"Sally and Ronnie swamped as usual?"
"Always. At the rate they're going, they'll have money hanging out of every pocket by the time they reach thirty."
By then, we were inside, and I was eyeing the confections in the case. They ranged from plain doughnuts to works of art, and even though I was stuffed, I was salivating a little. Then an older lady walked out of the back, and I needed no introduction. She had the same eyes and hair as her son, even the same smile. Her hug was gentle yet firm, and her smile was as happy as one could get.



"Mom, this is Jasmine. She's heading a project for me, and we needed a break, so I decided to shock her by exposing her to the family."
Her eyebrows went up a little. "I hear you met all the sisters. If you think they're a little loud now, wait until you come for Sunday dinner. His brother Todd will drown us all out."
Jennette giggled. "Wait until you hear her mom voice. She can be heard three counties over. If Virgil were here, you'd think it was a riot."
Mom smiled. "Virgil is the middle boy. He's in the Navy, and right now he's somewhere under the Arctic, doing all kinds of secret stuff."
"He'll be all right, Mom. Besides, he's only got three more months before he's out."
"You know as well as I do he won't leave until they kick him out. He's already reenlisted twice. Nine more years, if he retires then. But enough of that. Jasmine, let me give you a tour while Jennette and Mick help Kurt load the doughnuts."
She led me to the back, and I was surprised at how clean it was. I expected flour to be everywhere. There was a black woman and a Hispanic woman at a stand, fussing slightly over a cake. It was for a girl's fifteenth birthday, a big deal in Hispanic culture.
The Hispanic lady was telling the other woman it was perfect, while the black lady was insisting it needed a little work. Mom stepped in.
"Barb, let it go. The only thing I see that's even slightly out of balance is the fourth rose. Tweak that a little and move on. Serena will love it. Maria, please come over tonight so we can do the final fitting on the dress. We've only got three more days."
"You can sew?"
"I was the mother of six kids, in a single-income household, so I learned to sew, garden, and do whatever I could to help relieve my husband's burden. I wish he could see them all now. He'd be very proud."
"I'm sorry, I didn't know he had passed. Kurt can be notoriously tight-lipped when it comes to personal things."
"Thank you. As the oldest, Kurt took it particularly hard when his father passed away. He died from cancer, likely caused by the asbestos insulation at his workplace. When it was discovered, a few years after his passing, the school board voted to shut the place down because the cost of refitting was too high. Kurt did some research, and with the medical reports in hand, he sued the school system. It looked to be a long, drawn-out battle, but our lawyer told them he was more than willing to fight it out, and he had other clients coming forward, so it would likely be a class-action suit. The number of teachers and workers, and in eighteen cases, children, who developed cancer was about 140% higher than the national average.
The county, knowing it would eventually lose, folded, and its insurance companies had to pay out close to $90 million. Our family got four, and we put it in a family trust fund that Kurt directs. It's how Kurt financed our businesses. He's rich in his own right now, and our bakery and sandwich shop are doing a very nice business. The need to sew is long past, but I enjoy it, so I made Serena's dress as my gift to her."
Then she pushed a stray lock out of her hair and grinned. "I can't wait until the next grandbabies come. Currently, I only have one, and I have a whole filing cabinet full of patterns for children's clothing. Wanna help me out here?"
I looked a little wistful as I answered. "We've never been out on a date; the only time we're around each other is over business, and he's given no indication he'd like to take it further."
Mom gave me a brilliant smile. "I saw you walking down the street, holding hands. I never once, in all the time he was married, saw him hold hands with his ex. He's never really introduced any of the family to employees, so even if he doesn't realize it, he's giving signs. Just be careful, hon. His last marriage ended badly, and he still has unresolved feelings over it."
I took her hand. "I promise to tread lightly, but I plan to step forward."
"Good enough."
We were hugging when Kurt came into the kitchen. He stopped short and then grinned. "Mom, have you gotten her size for the wedding gown yet?"
"She's a size six, and it'll have to be altered a little for that bustline, but it will be perfect. I see a lot of lace, silk, and pearls in muted white. Of course, it will be up to her in the end."
I stared at her, amazed she knew my size and how big my bust was. I tried to keep them strapped down to minimize distractions at the office. Once, in my old job, I wore a modest scoop neck blouse and got almost nothing done that day except fend off admirers. That was the day the V.P. decided to press me.
Kurt's grin faltered for a second, but then it returned, even brighter. "Well, come along, future wife. Let's get these doughnuts back while they're still fresh." With a kiss from his mother and sister, as well as hugs from the ladies in the kitchen, we left.
I told him on the way back what his mother said about his father.
"He was my hero. He was even bigger than me, and there was literally nothing he couldn't do. He was an amazing carpenter, plumber, gardener, whatever it took to keep his family going, he did. I worked for him in the summers in his lawn service since I was eleven years old, and I was surprised he paid me."
I still remember his grin and my shock when he handed me my first check. "You work for me, you get paid. I'd have had to pick up some teen who wouldn't have been nearly as reliable as you, so it works to my advantage."
"He gave me my work ethic, and he and Mom gave me my life values. Every time I wrestle with a hard decision, I try to imagine what they would have done. I used the money to buy my own clothes and pay any school fees that occurred, anything to lessen their burden. Dad helped me find my first car, a junker I got for almost nothing, and we worked on it all summer, until it purred like a kitten. Their gift to me for my sixteenth birthday was having the car painted. It really turned heads when I rolled up in it the first day of school."
I smiled. "I was raised mostly by my father. When I was two, my Mom decided she didn't like being a wife or mother and left. By the time she came back into my life at twelve, I didn't know who she was, and it didn't take me long to realize I didn't like her that much. She'd sunk her hooks into a guy eighteen years older, a sort of trophy wife sort of thing, and the guy had money, so she tried to buy her way back into my life. She finally gave up when I was fourteen, and it devolved into checks for birthdays, Christmas, and graduations. I haven't been in the same room with her in nine years."
"What about your father?"
"Dad is why I'm like I am today. Well, he and Valerie. They met when I was ten, and married after about a year of courtship. She was the mother I never had, and it wasn't long until she was Mom. They gave me twin sisters, and the year after they were born, Dad and I got her a mother's ring, with all three of our birthstones in it. She almost hugged us to death when we gave it to her. Dad worked for a huge corporation, but never made it out of middle management. He always wanted more for me and my sisters, and I'm trying to meet his expectations."
He grinned. "You will. You're probably going to have your own business down the line; you're too sharp to stay a worker drone forever. That means I'm going to use you shamelessly until you come to your senses and leave me in the dust."
I could think of a few ways he could use me that had nothing to do with work, and I stifled my smile.
......................................................................................
The office had the doughnuts during their afternoon break. I was telling Carole about meeting Kurt's family when I realized the break room had gone silent. "What?"
Carole giggled quietly, leaning forward to make sure I was the only one who could hear her. "There are six single women in here under thirty, and a couple more just past that. Every one of them has made a run at Kurt, and he's turned them all down. You're the first to slip past his defenses, so expect a little jealousy."
"Well, you snooze, you lose." I had an advantage over everyone else, and I was going to exploit it to its full potential. "As long as we all behave professionally, I see no problem."
Wrong.
It didn't happen at work, but two weeks later, I was in a club with a couple of friends, friends I'd cultivated outside work, when Annabelle showed up with a couple of her friends. Ginny saw her first. "Why is that woman staring at you?"
I looked up to see who she was talking about and grinned. "I work with her. It would seem I have an inside track at getting what she wanted, and it's giving her sour grapes. Ignore her."
That was easier said than done. An hour went by, and Anna was drinking hard. I had just gotten off the dance floor with a guy who seemed very nice. I was on the verge of inviting him back to the table when she slammed into me. Hard. Then she acted surprised. "Sorry, didn't see you."
"It's all right, Anna. Mistakes happen."
She was weaving, not moving out of the way. The music had stopped, and while it was a little loud, people could hear. "Who do you think you are?"
"I don't understand the question, Anna. I'm me. The same me you've worked with for almost two years."
"That ain't what I meant, Yankee. What gives you the right to move in on Kurt?"
I couldn't help grinning. "Wrong area, honey. I'm from Oregon, just about as far away from Yankeedom as one could get. I'm a Left Coaster. I'd show you if I thought you could read a map."
People around us smiled and giggled, which inflamed her. "I'm gonna beat your Yankee ass, bitch!"
"You can try."
That surprised her, but she took a shot at me, a tremendous slap that would have rang my chimes if it had landed. I leaned back and to the left a bit, and the slap sailed by. My right jab didn't, a vicious three-inch punch straight into her left eye. She dropped like a rock and lay there. People stared at me like I had two heads before laughing. "Help her up, help her to her table, and help her understand if she tries something like that again, I won't stop at one punch. And tell her I have every right to return the affections of anyone I choose, as long as they're single and unattached, and I'm positive Kurt falls into that category."
The bouncers showed up, but after hearing the story and seeing I'd returned to my table, they did nothing but warn Anna that if she didn't let it go, she was out. I wasn't in the mood to party, and we left shortly after. Mary grinned as she drove. "I bet she won't try that again."
"I hope not, but sometimes stupidity has no limits."
"If it happens again, can we watch? Maybe handle the popcorn concession? We'll cut you in." They were good friends and made me grin. When I told them why Anna was so antagonistic, the grins got better.
"I've seen your boss. If I thought I had a shot and you were in the way, I'd crawl your ass as well. Good luck."
"I doubt anything will happen. He's reticent about dating anyone who works for him."
"Then quit. You got the smarts, open your consulting firm. It won't matter how many customers you have as long as he's at the top of the list." I thought about that a lot over the next couple of months.
Anna came to work, and there wasn't enough makeup in the world to hide the shiner. I'd popped her a little harder than I thought. It was awkward for about four days, then one day we met in the hall. "I'm sorry about your eye."
She stared at me for a few seconds before breaking out in a big grin. "That hurt like a bitch! I had ice on my face all day Sunday, trying to reduce the swelling enough to at least be somewhat presentable in the office, "somewhat" being the key word. And I also need to apologize; if I hadn't been wasted, I would never have said what I did. I guess you can see I kinda carried a torch for him for a while."
"You'd have been good for him."
Here eyes widened, then she grinned again. "Not, I'd bet, as you would be. Reel him in, honey, before he spits the hook out."
I never fished, so it took a while for the analogy to sink in. Then I realized she was right, I needed to get a little more proactive. Taking a day off, I showed up at the bakery. His sister remembered me and smiled. "Wanna donut?"
"No, I want them all, but I'll settle for a dozen, mixed. Don't box them up yet, I'd like to talk to your mother if she has a minute." With all the decorum an eighteen-year-old girl could muster, she shoved open the door to the kitchen and yelled. "MOM! Kurt's honey is here, and she wants to see you."
People were staring at me while Janet came through he door, grinning and taking off her apron. "Jenny, call Sally and tell her we're on our way so that she can unlock the door. I'll be taking an early lunch, and unfortunately, you won't be able to join me. Somebody has to run the front. You can have her later, I promise."
Taking my hand, she led me out the door and across the square.
................................................
Sally was waiting at the door, pulling us inside the building and enveloping us in a tremendous hug. Her sister saw and, grinning, joined us. I was a little shocked.
They smiled at the look on my face before Sally told me it was just the way they greeted family, so if I stayed around, I'd have to get used to it. We ate lunch, and the food couldn't be any fresher. I had a chicken salad on rye, the kind that included grapes and nuts, accompanied by cream of broccoli soup.
They watched me sigh as I pushed my plate away. "I'm scared to ask how many calories I just ingested. Anyway, you know I didn't come here for lunch. I'm starting to develop feelings for your son and brother, feelings I intend to develop as quickly as possible. I guess I'm asking for your blessing, as well as any inside track you can help me with."
Mom (it's what she insisted I call her) had this massive grin on her face. "Do you love him?"
"It's a little early to..."
Sally chimed in. "Answer the question."
"All right! Yes, as much as I can be this early in the game. What's not to love? He's a good man, incredibly attentive to the needs of his family and friends, probably very well off, not that it would matter to me, and he happens to be devastatingly handsome. It's a perfect package."
Three grins turned to concern when I started sniffling, and all of them petted me for a bit.
"All right then. If you wanted our approval, you have it on a conditional basis. We'll even do everything we can to help you. We'll have to walk a fine line here, honey. You know how sharp he is, and if he suspects we're trying to herd him in one direction, his stubbornness will kick in and he'll go the opposite. So here's the first plan. You need to come to Sunday dinner. If you have a single friend, invite her, and we'll tell him the plan is to introduce her to his younger brother. Can you do that?"
Anna immediately came to mind. "I can arrange that."
"Good enough. Be charming but not clingy, if you know what I mean. Give him little tokens of affection, but don't come on too strong. We have a deal?"
"We do." I solemnly shook hands with all of them before being smothered with hugs.
The grin was still on my face the next morning. I stuck my head in Kurt's door about nine. "Coffee?"
He immediately stood after shutting down his computer. "Sure. I have a few donuts, if you'd like one."
"That sounds great, but let's have it in here. If the other ladies see I got one and they didn't, I might not survive the day."
"Good idea. I'll grab the coffees while you get out the goodies and napkins."
Another thing I loved about him. He expected no one to wait on him, and if he was getting a coffee or drink, he always asked those around him if they wanted anything, carrying it to them with a smile. We talked a little business before I got to the point. "I have a confession to make, and I need an opinion. I talked to your mother and sisters the other day while I was buying a cake, and the conversation got around to men, women, and dating."
He was starting to frown when I hit him with a question. "What do you think of Anna?"
That worked well, coming out of nowhere and distracting him. "She seems like a good woman. Her work is stellar and we're lucky to have her."
"Do you think she's attractive?"
That got him even more rattled. "You know the answer to that. She's a handsome woman, if you like short blonds with big chests and a killer smile. Why the interest?"
I didn't like his answer a lot, but I pressed forward. "How do you think she and your brother Todd would get along?"
"Todd?"
"Yes, Todd. Your mother thinks he should mature a bit, and she believes a good woman would help him greatly. You think about it, but the deal's already been struck. If it makes you uncomfortable, you may want to consider skipping Sunday lunch with your family. That's where we're going to introduce them."
...............................................................................................
Anna was a much easier sell than I thought. She grinned when I explained the plan. "So I'm the goat?"
"If you have to put it like that, yes."
"Okay."
"Okay? That's it? I thought I'd have to beg and plead, maybe promise you a few things. Why so easy?"
"You've never met his brother, have you?"
"No."
"He's almost as pretty as Kurt, and closer to my age. So, while it might be a fake, it won't be for me. See you Sunday."
We talked, and plotted, and came up with a plan. We helped each other with makeup, and carefully chose the clothes we were going to wear. It was summertime, so we both wore sundresses, with hems that stopped just above our knees. Anna's had a bit of a plunge, but mine was more demure, with a square cut bodice. I thought we both looked pretty hot, although I thought Anna cheated a little, wearing sandals with a three-inch heel. Mine were more like flats, but I was a tall girl. It didn't matter because even if I wore a four-inch heel, I still wouldn't be eye level to Kurt.
Anna took one look at my car and determined I'd be driving. I had an old Mercedes two-seater convertible that my Dad had restored for my college graduation. It looked brand new, and the old girl could still fly. We decided to leave the top up to prevent the wind from wreaking havoc on our hair.
We impressed everyone when we wheeled into the driveway. All of his sisters came out to meet us, teasing us about our dresses, because they were all wearing shorts and T-shirts, mostly, although Jeanette had a little crop top without a bra. Even I noticed, and the young man she had with her seemed to stay right on the edge of drooling the whole time we were there. The only time his eyes left Jenny was when we sat, flashing a little thigh. Sally had her boyfriend there as well, and Ronnie was with her husband and young daughter. I don't think the three-year-old hit the ground the whole time she was there; one of the sisters was always snatching her up. I saw Anna's eyes brighten and turn around, meeting Todd for the first time. He looked a lot like his brother, except that he was about two inches shorter, and he had sandy blond hair that had been slightly bleached by the sun.
I was about to give up on Kurt when he rolled in on a motorcycle. He got off, and when he took off his helmet and combed his fingers through his hair, it made me want to jump him on the spot. "Sorry, I'm a little late. I tend to lose track of time when I ride. Anna, good to see you. Jasmine, that's a stunning dress."
It was the first time he'd ever used my name. My full name was Victoria Jasmine Morton. I started going by Jasmine at college, because I didn't like Vicky or Tori. Mom was a neohippie and thought it sounded cool. Suddenly, it seemed very cool, coming off his lips. We may have stared at each other for a bit longer than usual before Mom cleared her throat. "I think you might like what's in the dress more than the fabric. No matter, girls, help set the dishes out. Not you two, you keep the boys occupied so we can set everything out in peace.



There was a brief, awkward silence before I told him I liked his bike. "It's a BMW."
I didn't even know they made motorcycles. Todd snorted. "They're okay, if you like riding on a Bratwurst grinder."
"What do Harleys grind, besides riders?"
Anna perked up. "Ooh, you have a Harley?"
He pulled up photos on his phone, showing a gleaming hunk of chrome and gloss paint. Anna made approving noises, and before the day was out, she had a date to go on a poker run. She had to explain what a poker run was to me as we left. "You should get Kurt to ask you. It's for a good cause, maybe you can work on the benefits for his business if he were to donate. As a bonus, you'd get to keep your arms wrapped around him for a long time. Jenny's riding with her boyfriend, we could make it a family event."
It would make Anna a hit with the family in general and Todd in particular. Mom called to talk about what a successful day it had been. "Maybe for Anna and Todd."
"I could feel her grin through the phone. "I don't know, honey. I saw you two on the porch swing. There wasn't a lot of wasted space between you."
I shut my eyes, remembering the sensation of his body against mine. We discussed the matter further and formulated a plan. During our next progress meeting, I proposed my idea. "How much presence does the company have in the community?"
"Besides being one of the best paid companies in the county? Not a whole lot."
"You should change that; a little PR in the right areas could do wonders for your corporate profile."
His grin told me he had a good idea where this was headed, but I forged ahead. "I take it you have some thoughts on the subject?"
"You know Todd is taking Anna on that poker run, and Marty and Jenny are riding as well. Do you know what the fundraiser is for? One of his coworkers has a little girl fighting cancer. She's four years old, and the bills are piling up. They're trying to get her into St. Jude's, but the waiting list is quite long, and in the meantime, she needs care. You should ride, so to speak, and show the company flag. If you could see your way clear to a small donation, or a prize for the poker run, it would be that much better."
He looked at me until I got nervous before he grinned. "Look into it for me. If I ride, I probably need someone to ride with me. Look into that as well, will you?"
I knew he was doing it to tease me, and I smiled. "I'm on it." Two hours later, I emailed him a list. My name was repeated for almost two pages.
He sent me a reply. "Let me go through the candidates, but I'm leaning towards the first one on the list. Whoever I pick will have to ride with me before the event to ensure there are no issues. I've ridden with women who've been nervous before, and it's not fun."
"My second mother was an amateur racer, national champion in her class in 2003. She bought me my first bike, a little 125 Yamaha. I raced a little but didn't have the drive necessary to be a champion. I've been thinking about a small street bike lately. There are plenty of rides out there that would give me all the power I need without being too bulky. Maybe I'll pick your brain later on."
I grinned, thinking about his reaction. Five minutes later, I heard my inbox ding. "BMW makes a mid-sized bike. The reviews are very nice."
"I'll check on it. Now, about our practice ride. Pick me up early Sunday, and we'll get a couple of hours in before Sunday dinner with your family. Nine will be about right."
Of course, I told Anna, who called Todd, and when he showed up Sunday morning, they were there as well. Todd had on what they called a 'brain bucket', a shortened, modified tin can that made me think of Sgt. Schultz. Anna had at least a full helmet on, but all she had for eye protection were sunglasses. Kurt must have perceived what I was thinking, and he had a slight grin on his face when he handed me a fully enclosed helmet with a face visor. What I liked most about them was the small wireless radios built into them, which allowed one to have a conversation while riding.
Todd mocked us a little. "You look like space aliens!"
"Yes, well, at least we'll be space aliens with an open casket at our funerals, instead of some knuckle dragger who gets his face smeared over a hundred yards of pavement at sixty miles an hour. The EMTs will take one look and remember ground round is on sale at the market. Let's go."
Todd had a Harley, I think it was a Road King, but he'd chopped it out, and the seats didn't look that thick. Kurt's Beemer felt like we were going down the road at seventy miles an hour in a leather recliner. We took the back roads for a while, and it was easy to see that Kurt could take the curves much more smoothly. When we hit the interstate, Todd seemed a little pissed and opened it up. We were already doing 75. "You're not going to chase him, are you?"
The little electronic voice in my ear held a little humor. "No. What he's doing right now is dangerous and stupid. Besides, if I were alone and decided to open up, all Todd would see was a fancy set of tailpipes disappearing into the distance. Harley makes a couple of really nice road bikes, but Todd's model ain't one of 'em. Let him have his little victory."
We pulled up to his mother's house, and Anna jumped off the bike and stalked into the house. Todd looked a little sheepish as he unstrapped his helmet, and I let him have it in the gentlest tone I could muster. "You need to go in there and apologize, and promise her you'll never do something like that again if she's with you. This was supposed to be a fun, get-to-know-each-other ride, not scare the girl out of her wits. Go on now."
He trailed behind her, and a few minutes later, I saw them in the backyard, and she seemed to be giving him an earful. He looked ashamed and apologetic, so she lightened up a little, ending the discussion with a little kiss on the cheek.
I was dragged inside to help with lunch and was asked for a progress report. "Moving slowly, but I'm making progress."
We ended up on the porch swing again, and for such a large swing, we didn't take up much space at all. I was enjoying the sensation when I felt something tug at my jeans, and looked up to see the little three-year-old with her hands up. I didn't hesitate, scooping her up. She wriggled around a bit until she was on both our laps, giggling as she pulled on Kurt's mustache. He growled at her, and she jumped on the other side of me, holding tightly as she grinned. He pretended to ignore her until she made her way back into the middle, then grabbed her up, licking her face and nuzzling her tummy while she screamed in laughter.
I looked up to see Mom, and it looked suspiciously like she had tears in her eyes. She had her cell out, snapping pictures like crazy. He finally let her go, and she immediately snuggled into my arms, going out in seconds. Ronnie offered to take her, and I think I growled at her. She just grinned and went off to talk to Todd and Anna.
It seems like the ride took only seconds when he brought me to my apartment. I'd spent the time snuggled to his back as tightly as possible, even as I made sure my arms weren't too tight. He cut the bike, and I got off, and we just stared at each other. It took every bit of nerve I had to make my little speech.
"I don't give a damn if you're my boss, and I care nothing about workplace guidelines. If you don't kiss me right now, I'll submit my resignation and return to Oregon. You'd better make me believe it's a real kiss, or the same thing will happen. Your choice."
He looked a little stunned, but then he grinned and got off the bike, looming over me. "Professional blackmail does not become you," he said, just before he lifted me off my feet like I was a feather and crushed his lips to mine. In about fifteen seconds, it amped up as I opened my mouth a little to let his tongue in. I realized he was holding me up by my ass, and it felt, really, really good. He finally put me down.
"How's that?"
I smirked at his flushed face. "Pretty good, for a first try, but I think you're going to have to be a little more convincing." Up I went again. I don't know how long the kiss lasted, the wink of an eye or an eternity. I wasn't thinking very well when he finally put me down. I blushed when he licked his lips. "You have definite potential, and I love the way you taste. One day, I hope to see if you taste just as good in other places, but for now, I think that's enough."
My mind was screaming 'No way in hell', and my hormones were screaming "Rip his clothes off and screw him senseless', but for a change, my brain won the battle. He walked me to my door, always the gentleman, and it took a long time because, about every three steps, I made him stop for a kiss. When I closed my door, I leaned back into it, still tasting him on my lips. Then I went searching for my rabbit and a fresh set of batteries.
.............................................................................................
I thought about my work situation for a couple of weeks and summoned the courage to surprise him with an update during a meeting. When we were done, I asked him a few questions. "Do you have any plans for the empty offices you have on the second floor?"
He'd bought a large office complex when he went into business, much larger than he needed, but the market was soft then, and he got a terrific bargain, so he bought it. My question surprised him. "No. I have enough office space on this floor with a few rooms empty, so I'm fine if I want to expand. Why?"
I handed him my resignation, grinning as the smile left his face. "I'm asking because I want to rent them, honey. I'm doing what you always said would happen, going out on my own. If I take those offices, I'll be just a floor away, always available for lunch and consultations. I've always wanted to do this. Look on the upside. I won't be working for you anymore, so that we can be open about our relationship. From this minute forward, if anyone asks about us, I'm going to make it plain I'm your girlfriend. I'm also going to make it plain that the first bitch that makes a move on you will live a painful but mercifully short life. We clear here?"
He had a hint of a smile on his face. "I'm starting to get the picture. Would you like to go to dinner tonight to work out the details of the deal?"
"Absolutely, as long as you have breakfast with me tomorrow, after we get up. I make killer omelettes, if it matters."
"No."
I was shocked to the core and felt my face flush red. "What do you mean, no?"
"Like the song says, it's a pretty simple word. No means no means no. You're pushing too hard, Jas. Love takes time, a slow building of momentum until it's an uncontrollable force. We're building steam, but we're not there yet. You might think you are, but you don't know me. I'd rather ease into it, if you don't mind. I'll be the first to admit that I have genuine feelings for you, feelings I'd like to develop over time. Do you understand?"
"Not at all."
He stared at the spot on the wall behind me, his tell when he was thinking deeply, then started speaking. "I need you to know that I am starting to care for you on a very serious level. You're the epitome of brains and beauty, and that can be intimidating on a lot of levels. However, my first marriage taught me many valuable lessons, and the most important one was not to rush into decisions like this. If I'm with you, honey, I intend to be with you forever, through many grandchildren, and the only escape is the 'death do us part' clause in our marriage vows. You're intelligent enough to understand what I'm saying here, but we won't rush this. Tell me you understand."
I thought for a minute and grinned. "It occurs to me that you may be a most exasperating life partner. I accept your terms if we can seal the deal with a kiss."
He almost dragged me onto the couch in his office. I'm not sure when I decided sitting on his lap was the most comfortable position to kiss in, but it was the right decision. I know in all the wriggling, my skirt had risen almost to my panty line, and his hand was pretty far up my thigh. It felt terrific.
Then reason kicked in. Gypsy Rose Lee once said, "Show 'em what they want, and then don't give it to them." She was talking about stripping, but the principle was the same. I slid off his lap, made a production of slipping my skirt down, and straightened my top. He sat, looking stunned.
"An appetizer, baby. Wait until you have the main course and dessert. I can be very sweet."
He laughed and reached for me, but I danced back. "Your rules, remember? I'll email my resignation to Carole as soon as I get back to my office, and tomorrow, after work, you can show me my new office. Then you're taking me out to dinner. Something a little upscale would be nice. Bye, honey."
I was out the door laughing. In retrospect, I should have told him to wipe his face, because the whole office was grinning and he didn't know why, until he used the restroom and saw about twenty lipstick marks on his face and lips.
........................................................
When Carole got the resignation, she all but ran to my office. "Why?"
"I've decided it's time to go into the consulting business. It was always my goal, and now seems the right time."
"I'll miss seeing you around the office."
"No, you won't. I'm leasing a couple of offices from Kurt on the second floor."
She grinned, congratulated me, and then asked why I needed two offices. "So my new assistant will have her own."
Kurt was a little grumpy when I stole Anna from him, but he got over it. I took pictures of the adjoining offices and sent Anna out to line up furniture when she got off. We still had almost two weeks' notice, and we wanted to ensure that whoever replaced Anna was up to speed. He didn't have to worry about replacing me; I was still doing the same job, but now I would be billing him for it.
After I picked the office I wanted, he kissed me, saying the paperwork would be ready by next week. Then he sent me home to get ready for our date.
End of Part 1
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Business As Usual
Part 2
.................................................................................
For a mature, self-assured woman, I caught myself zipping around my house like a schoolgirl going out on her very first date. I had to stop, take a deep breath, and calm down.
I tore my closet apart, looking for the perfect dress, cursing myself for not doing a little shopping during the week. I finally chose a version of the LBD, in burgundy, with a spaghetti-strap top and a hemline three inches above my knees. I had a matching pair of three-inch heels to complete the outfit, and I always liked the way it looked on me. I decided to go with a garter belt and dark hose, sliding the thong past the garters and checking myself out in the mirror. If I were a man, I'd do me in a heartbeat. The matching strapless bra was the perfect finish.
I was staring into the mirror, trying to see if I had missed anything, and didn't know he had arrived until he knocked. Usually, the sound of his truck let me know he was around.
I answered the door, and he didn't say anything for a couple of minutes before grinning. "You take my breath, Jas! You look beautiful in business clothes, but that dress raises it to a whole new level."
I blushed before grinning back. It's always nice to be appreciated. "Thank you, Kurt. If you think I look hot now, wait until you see me naked."
He went red, thinking about that mental image, while I giggled and tugged him out the door. "Where's your truck?"
"You seriously think I would drive a truck on a hot date like this? I'm driving my other car."
His other car turned out to be a luxury SUV. I'd never seen him drive it and asked him why. He shrugged. "My truck is a work vehicle, my daily driver. The Caddy is my pleasure vehicle, or in this case, impress the girl vehicle."
"You have achieved your goal, then. This thing rides like we're floating."
I knew where we were going and couldn't wait. I had never seen Hamilton, and a touring company with excellent reviews was performing it at the Playhouse. Tickets had been sold out for weeks, and I was surprised he had them. Ben went a little red when I asked how he managed to get them on such short notice. "I got them six weeks ago, trying to work up the nerve to ask you to go with me."
Six weeks? "You must have been awfully sure of yourself."
"Not at all. Why do you think it took me so long to ask you? Besides, I knew you tried to get tickets, and grinned every time you complained about it."
The company did an excellent performance, and I sat spellbound through most of it. I don't know exactly when I started holding his hand, but he didn't seem to mind, so I kept doing it. There was a meet-and-greet after the performance, but we had late dinner reservations, so we skipped it. Too bad, really, I wanted to tell them what a good job they'd done.
Dinner was top-notch, at an Italian place that was almost impossible to get reservations at, less than three months in advance. The food lived up to the reputation, and we lingered over a cup of coffee. He sighed as he held my chair back. "Why the long look?"
"This has been the best evening of my life, I'm just sad it's ending."
"Who says it's ending? You still haven't seen me naked, and I don't intend for the evening to end until after breakfast tomorrow."
Kurt was silent for a bit before asking if I was sure it was what I wanted. "We're fairly new to this relationship."
"Honey, we've known each other for over two years, and have been dancing around this attraction for four months. So, yes, I'm sure. Are you having doubts?"
"Yes, afraid I won't live up to your expectations."
Kurt? Unsure? My smile couldn't have gotten any wider. "I have no doubt you will deliver, and if you don't do well the first time, you're an intelligent man, and I'm sure you can be taught. Now drive faster."
He did.
................................................
I want to say we took our time, teased each other unmercifully, then made slow, languid love, but the truth is we almost shredded my clothes getting them off. I didn't find my thong until a week later, under the bed, way in the back. The first time was intense, hard, and short, but I still managed to orgasm twice. He yelled when he exploded and didn't stop until he was drained. Then he collapsed on top of me for just a second, before rolling off and dragging me along until I was half draped over his chest. After the five minutes it took us to catch our breath, the slow, languid, gentle strokes gradually accelerated.
I don't think he ever went completely soft, and when he entered me again, it was slowly. He seemed to be savoring every inch as he penetrated me. Still, after he was completely inside, he began to stroke me in slow, measured thrusts, which I enjoyed for about five minutes before I tugged, rolling him over and getting on top. The feel of his hands as he hefted my breasts and twirled his fingers and tongue around my nipples was glorious, and made me grind into him, rotating my hips for maximum pleasure. When I felt my orgasm approach, I started riding him hard, rising up as high as I could go and slamming back down. When it hit, I saw stars and collapsed against him. He held me for a few minutes before rolling me over, and realized he hadn't climaxed yet. I wriggled out from under him, went up on my hands and knees, and wriggled my ass at him. "Ride me!"
He did, so hard the bed was moving, and three minutes later, I groaned in pleasure as I came once again, and he joined me. We collapsed, and he snuggled me to him. He tried to talk but I put my hand on his lips. "Shh, honey. Let's rest a while."
Three minutes later I was asleep, him not far behind me. We both woke about nine, really late, for me at least. He wanted to play, but we needed a shower in a major way, so I dragged him into the bathroom, glad my place had a huge shower. We cleaned and played, then cleaned again, before going back to bed to impress each other with our oral skills. We managed to, from the sounds we were making. Then we brushed our teeth and went out to brunch.
He had to leave me late Sunday evening to get fresh clothes for work. I grumbled, telling him to leave a few changes of clothes here. He grinned and said he hoped in the not-too-distant future we would be sharing closets. I waited until his car pulled out of my drive before sinking into tears.
I felt like it was too perfect, and somewhere down the line, something would happen to screw it all up.
..................................................................
I walked into the office and everybody grinned at me, and grinned even more when I greeted Kurt with a small kiss. I had already told him I was prone to public displays of affection, and I bet he wondered how far I would take it.
Anna and I worked seven hours, then met the delivery men, to show them where to set up the furniture she had found. I have to admit, the woman had good taste. I myself was a clown at decorating, which was why my apartment was sparsely furnished. All I needed was a good bed and a dining table, and I was set.
After Anna left, I called my honey. "Can you come up? I have something to show you."
I heard him bounding up the stairs, and then his knock at the door. "It's open!"
He came through the door expecting a kiss, but what he got was a naked woman on a brand new black leather couch. "I just got it," I grinned at him, "Wanna see how comfortable it is?"
He did, and as I cleaned it later, I thought it was a good thing black didn't show stains.
..............................................................................................
Things just kept getting better. It was on my weekly call home to my parents that I accidentally let slip I was in love. The line went silent for a second before Mom screamed. "Oh my God! I was so worried that you would never find anyone! Albert, give me a few minutes; it's time for some mother-daughter talk. Have a beer or something. I'm sure you have questions, but I'm pulling rank. Mothers always go first."
I wished she could have seen my smile, so we moved to Zoom. I told her my tale of romance and sent pictures of Kurt and his whole family. After she stared at his picture for a few seconds, her smile was radiant. "It would appear you have done well, honey. How far along is this relationship?"
"Far enough that I believe we'll arrive at our destination soon, the altar of the church where we say our vows. I know it's going to be hard handling the mother of the bride duties from a distance, but I'm sure I can count on you."
There was a little silence before she hesitantly spoke. "Honey, your mother..."
"Is just a womb donor. You're my real mother. You'll always be my mother. I'll invite her, but I'll make sure she knows it's as a guest, not a participant. Then she can decide whether she wants to come or not."
That sent Mom into a fit of crying, and Dad chose that moment to return. "What did you say to her?"
"I told her she'll have to handle mother of the bride duties long distance."
He thought about that for a second. "You're a good daughter, honey. Your mother is on my phone, talking to your sisters. Expect calls soon."
We talked some more, then my phone chirped. "It's the sisters, Dad. Gotta go."
Wendy and Abbie talked to me for an hour, all excited when I told them that as soon as it was official, we'd talk about bridesmaid dresses. They promised to come as soon as college was out for the summer, to check out their soon-to-be brother-in-law.
I knew I had to come clean to Kurt because I wanted to be as transparent as possible and make sure there were no secrets. We had dinner a week later at his house. It looked like an older farmhouse, two stories, with white siding and a red tin roof, but it was only four years old. Someone else had ordered it built on-site, but then passed away before he could take possession. Ben bought it for about 75% of its worth, getting a good deal. It sat on fifteen acres, had several outbuildings, and a small barn. "The man who ordered it intended to retire and become a homesteader, but he passed before it could happen. It's completely solar, with propane heat available for emergencies, and features two functioning fireplaces. I've never used them, because I never had to."
It had a master suite downstairs and four roomy bedrooms upstairs. He grinned when he said he knew he'd never need the space. "Never say never, honey." I was idly rubbing my tummy when I said it, and he got the message. The subject of children came up, and I shocked him. I said, "If we end up married, I intend to fill every bedroom."
Back to the present, I told him my sisters were coming to visit, and since my apartment was only one bedroom, I'd have to find them accommodations. "Don't bother. They can stay here, you can't say I haven't got the room. Of course, if they stay, you have to as well. It wouldn't be proper if you didn't."
"Okay, honey."
....................................................................................
Wendy and Abby showed up, and I rented them a car so they could explore while I worked for two days. Then my notice was finished, and I took a week before officially opening my office.
They loved the large farmhouse and the surrounding land. We'd lived in the suburbs most of our lives, so we had room, but we never had space like this. The introduction to his family went well. Mom and the older ones hugged them tightly. Jenny grinned with the advent of kindred spirits and took them to a couple of local clubs on the weekend. Her relationship with Marty had fizzled out, not over anything bad, just that the more they were together, the more they realized their life goals didn't mesh. Anna had more or less dumped Todd when she caught him out with someone else, twice. He tried to weasel out of being caught by saying he never said they were exclusive, which wasn't exactly true. He'd never said it, but he acted it when she was around.
Kurt and his mother were a bit cold to him for a while, then they sighed and went on with life. Todd hit on both my sisters, which led to a pretty intense conversation with Kurt, but the girls had been warned and just blew it off.
I took them to the sandwich shop and the bakery. Janet mothered them relentlessly, and they relaxed. Mom had gotten my Mom's number, and they had several very long conversations over the next few months. I never knew until a few weeks before the wedding, and they just grinned.
......................................................................................................
My sisters were still in town the week of my birthday, and they, Jenny, and Anna walked around the days before giggling every time I looked at them.
Mom and Jenny had baked an enormous cake, the girls pitched in to cook, and the party was held at his house. There were friends from work, a few friends of Ben's, and the family, so it was quite a crowd. There were presents, which I'd told them not to get, and they all grouped around as I opened them. I looked up in shock when I opened the ones from Sally and Anna: a blue garter, a string of pearls, and white velvet ribbons. Pearls that weren't to be worn around the neck. It was the tiniest thong I'd ever seen. I flamed all kinds of red and snatched it up, while they laughed. Jenny got a good laugh when I opened hers, a bride and groom cake topper, with a note saying she would be baking the cake. Janet's had me in tears, a bulky bundle that contained eight bridal gown patterns, with a note. "If you don't like any of these, I have plenty more."
I looked at Kurt, semi-panicking, and he just smiled. "Come on, honey. I want to show you my gift."
He led us into his garage, and I realized why the doors were closed. "It's a 400 BMW, baby. I hope you like the color. It's got some custom accessories, like this." He opened the storage compartment and pulled out a small black box, then turned and dropped to a knee. "Victoria Jasmine... "
That was all he got out before I almost burst their eardrums, screaming "YES!" over and over. Then I fell into his arms, crying uncontrollably. It took thirty minutes before I was calm enough to sit on his lap in the porch swing, looking at the rock on my finger. The only thing that could have made it better would have been my parents, I thought, until I had looked up and saw them standing behind Ben in the garage. "Happy Birthday, Honey."
The time flew by, a compilation of women hugging in small and large groups all over the house. Then we banished the men to the porch, so we could admire the ring and make wedding plans. We all looked over the patterns, and I surprised his mother by picking out her favorite. "That will look fantastic on you, honey!"
Then the discussions centered on dates, venues, flowers, and the other million little things that make a wedding successful. The men just sat on the porch or admired my bike until it was time to go. Mom and Dad were staying with us, taking the last open bedroom.
It was fortunate that my birthday was on Friday, or none of us would have had to work the next day.
...................................................................................................
The parental units and the sisters left three days later, with hugs and kisses. They probably hadn't been boarded before we were tearing the sheets up. I don't think we got out of bed for eight hours, and then only to shower, change the sheets, and eat a snack.
I took my motorcycle out for a test ride, going slowly and being cautious until I got to know the machine. It wasn't a monster like Kurt's, but I got it up to 85, and that was faster than I'd probably ever have to go on it. You had to have a motorcycle endorsement on your driver's license, but I passed the test on the first try. By now, I had given up my apartment and was living with Kurt.
.............................................................
My business slowly gained momentum until it reached a point that I called Anna into my office. "We'll be taking interviews for a new assistant next week. We'll need her."
Anna looked confused, wondering if she was fired, until I grinned. "We're going to need her, because I have too much to do alone, and I'm promoting you. You have a good education, and you've absorbed a lot in the last few months. You'll be the Associate on our new business cards, Kimble and Associates. I left it plural because I fully expect us to expand."
After we hugged and danced around, we sat down to write out the parameters of the new position. Anna posted on several websites, as well as locally, for her replacement. We were a bit overwhelmed by the response, and it took two weeks to narrow it down to four. The one we chose was a little older, had the proper credentials, and she had been married for seven years, with a three-year-old at home. I got her into office daycare, and she ate lunch with her Mom every day. The only drawback I could see was her beauty, and the guys at the office started making her uncomfortable, so I spoke to Kurt. It stopped the next day, and afterwards they were always polite. Very polite. That must have been some talk.
Our business had been growing steadily, and some days Anna and I worked long hours. Ben almost invariably brought us dinner. Sometimes he'd play with Candy's three-year-old. We informed her early on that she wasn't required to stay after regular hours, but she did so about every other time. I liked her initiative, and Anna talked with her. If she finishes her last semester of college and gets her degree, we suggest training her to be the next associate. We reduced her working hours but not her salary, telling her it was to give her time to study and graduate.
In six months, she would have killed for me if I asked her nicely. The first time she met Kurt, she was sort of tongue-tied, and the next day she gave me a big hug. "He's gorgeous! I bet he has no bad side; he seems so sweet."
"You wouldn't think so when he has you tied to the bed naked, teasing you with warm baby oil and a featherduster."
She went bright red. Anna and I laughed for a few minutes before we calmed down. "He doesn't, does he?"
I grinned while I answered. "He does if I ask nicely enough. Now, if we can all get our heads out of our panties, can we get some work done?"
The wedding came and went. It was a beautiful service, in a small country church that his family had been attending for generations. The flowers almost overflowed the church. Underneath the stunning dress Mom had made for me, I was wearing the blue garter I had gotten for my birthday. Ronnie stressed that when she gave it to me, it was only a loan. When her sisters and Anna had their turn, they would be wearing it. I was wearing the white lace and pearl thong from Anna, my something new. Ronnie, Wendy, Sally, Jenny, and Abby were my bridesmaids. Anna was the maid of honor.
Kurt had three of his oldest friends and Todd as groomsmen. His brother Virgil had gotten leave and served as his best man. He looked more like his mother, but was as tall as Kurt.
Kurt's mom outdid herself with the gown, and I knew I would be carefully preserving it, hopefully for a daughter or two. She surprised everyone when she showed up with a date for the rehearsal dinner. Kurt gave him a shake and a hug. They had known each other for years, and when the man's wife had died three years ago, he was a pallbearer. Robert was a lawyer, a senior partner in a medium-sized firm, who had conducted the class-action lawsuit. It's how he met Kurt's mother.
After mourning the death of his wife for a couple of years, he suddenly developed a sweet tooth, showing up at the bakery almost every day. They had added a coffee bar when the building next door became available, and Jenny went to school to learn how to make all the designer drinks. They also bought top-of-the-line brewing machines. It was her business, and she took it seriously. Gradually, with a bit of pushing from Jenny, Robert and Janet started having coffee every day, which progressed to lunch at the sandwich shop, to full-scale dating by the time the wedding rolled around. The girls told Anna that if things continued to progress, there would be another wedding in less than a year.



Mom was acting in her capacity, and my biological mother was sitting up front with the rest of the family, tears leaking down her cheeks. When the preacher asked who gave me away, my father stood tall and said, 'Her parents did.' One cute little twist was the ring bearer and the flower girl. Ronnie's five-year-old daughter was the ring bearer, while Candy's three-year-old was the flower girl. They held hands as they walked down the aisle, frowns of concentration on their faces. When they made it to the altar, they broke out in smiles and beamed as Virgil bent over and retrieved the rings.
Shocking everyone, including her, Janet caught the bouquet. I looked over at Robert and saw him grinning.
I left Anna in charge while we went on our honeymoon to a beach with sugar white sands. It was an all-inclusive resort, so we never had to leave the premises. We danced at night, lay out in the sun, rode horses along the beach, and made love every opportunity. The beaches had no restrictions, so most women were topless, and a few men and women were nude. I didn't quite have the nerve, although I did a lot of sunbathing on our private patio, clothes-free. It felt liberating, but I'd always put the bikini back on if I heard voices.
We returned, and I told wild stories about my all-over tan to Anna and Candy, enjoying their looks of wonder. Then I laughed and told them the truth, that I was too chicken to be naked in front of strangers, so I hid behind privacy fences. Candy grinned, but Anna looked a little wistful, which made me wonder. So far, Mr. Right hadn't come charging up to whisk her back to his castle. I reassured her once when she was feeling down.
"Anna, you're a beautiful woman, inside and out. The man who gets you is going to be the second most lucky man in the world."
"Second? Who's number one?" "
"Kurt is. He got me. If you ask him, I'm sure he'll agree."
"I don't think I'd have time to listen to how wonderful he thinks you are. What little I do get to hear gets irritating now and then. You're not the only beautiful woman in the world, you know."
"I'm not, but he doesn't realize that, and I'm not going to hurt his feelings by admitting it. Don't you tell him, either."
"He'd probably call me a liar. I'm glad for you, Jas."
"Not as glad as I am."
"Oh, I forgot to tell you. I landed a new client while you were away. It could be very lucrative, from what they told me. They'll be opening a factory as soon as they can get the location remodeled. Our job will be to raise their profile in the community. Their point man has an appointment with us tomorrow to fine-tune the initial contract."
"Well, good for you!"
The next morning, as we prepared for the meeting, I asked Anna who the company was, because I'd never heard of it. She pulled up the information on her computer. "It's Chambers Associates, LLC. They're a subsidiary of Global Manufacturing."
She saw the frown. "What is it?"
"I used to work for Global; they were the company I worked for before I came here."
I had told her bits of my story. "The guys who tried to force you to have sex?"
"Just one guy. I threatened a suit, and to avoid publicity, they settled out of court. It doesn't matter, this is another whole division, and I'm sure they fired that jerk before I hit the city limits."
................................................................................................
That night, I shared my concerns with Kurt. He frowned. "It's your business, so conduct it the way you see fit. All I can say is that at the first whiff of impropriety, bounce them out of the office. If anyone comes that makes you uncomfortable, push the button."
I grinned. Kurt had the whole building wired and a state-of-the-art security service to watch over it. All the offices in the building were equipped with panic buttons that notified the security company, the police, and the fire department instantly. It also went off in Kurt's office, allowing him to evacuate his employees from the building quickly. He'd put it in when a wiring short nearly caused the building to burn down.
You could have knocked me over with a feather when Jason Turnbull walked into my office the next day. I don't know which of us got angrier.
"You!"
"You!"
I recovered before he did. "Obviously, we're not going to work with you, Turnbull. Why are you here? Part of the deal for me to settle out of court was your termination."
He snarled at me. "I don't work for Global anymore, thanks to you. Chambers is a completely separate business."
"Owned by Global."
His grin infuriated me. "How did you manage that?"
"It wasn't as easy as you would think. It helped if you're godfather was the senior VP at Global. I was banished to the hinterlands for two years before they brought me back."
Then he smirked. "You're not the hotshot negotiator you think you are. Global would have gone three times what you settled on."
"That environment was toxic. I couldn't have stayed another minute if I wanted to. Sometimes it's not about the money, it's about the quality of the employees. You need to leave now, Mr. Turnbull."
He held his hands up. "Hold on now. Can't we bury the past and move on? This deal is important to the company. We need good publicity to get off to a good start. The company can make it worth your while."
"NO. Not a chance in hell. Goodbye, Mr. Turnbull."
He stomped out of the office in a rage, ranting as he slammed the door. Anna was looking at me in shock. "Wow! You guys really hate each other."
"He's the gold standard of what not to be as a man, executive, or business partner. He preys on those beneath him, especially women, takes credit for the work of others and blames his failings on someone else. He can't be trusted, and I can't deal with someone I don't trust."
.............................................................................
I put it behind me until I got a call from the President of Chambers. Instantly wary, I hit the record button on my phone. "What can I do for you, Mr. White?"
"You can work with us. The fit would be perfect. You've been in the area long enough to be considered a local, and your husband is one of the most respected businessmen in the state. I know your company is new, and this could be a good boost to your bottom line."
He had points, valid points, but I wasn't at all sure. "I'll tell you what, Mr. White, why don't you join us for lunch, and we'll talk."
Two days later, we were seated at a nice restaurant. Mr. White, and as a surprise, Turnbull. I almost walked out when I spotted him. I had my own reinforcements. Anna and Kurt were there. We ate, and I purposely didn't shake Turnbull's hand. Mr. White noticed, and his eyes widened.
After the meal and general small talk, Anna and I laid our phones on the table, noticing the surprised look in his eyes. "We will be recording this conversation, Mr. White, if you don't mind."
He sat for a second, gathering his thoughts. "I'm guessing this has something to do with Mr. Turnbull."
"You would be correct. I don't know if he told you, but we've worked together in the past. I'm legally bound not to go into details, but I can assure you it was an unpleasant situation. I've checked on your company, and on you personally. You seem to have a good business model, and most of your employees sing your praises. I'll give you some advice, sir. Do not let this man drag your company down. If you don't believe me, ask Global why he left them."
I felt for the man; he seemed very confused. Turnbull was glowing, anger coming off of him in waves. He spoke with sadness. "I think I'm starting to understand, and we all know what you mean by legally bound. It means there's a nondisclosure agreement floating around concerning you and Turnbull here. Inquiries will be made, ma'am, and Mr. Turnbull and I will be having a discussion very soon. In the meantime, I would like to offer a compromise. Take us as a client, and I give you my solemn word, you will never have to interact with Mr. Turnbull again. Not even a hello. Would you consider it?"
I thought about it for a second. Business was business, and this could be lucrative. White seemed like a good man caught in a bad situation, so I slowly reached out and shook his hand. "Get a new point man that I can deal with, and we'll see what we can do."
Anna gave a big sigh of relief when we were in the car. "Wow! That was intense."
Then she giggled. "I bet your old friend is like Lucy now, he's got a lot of 'splaining' to do."
"I hope White finds out how dangerous Turnbull could be. It's one thing when a company with deep pockets can pay to have an unpleasant situation go away; it's totally another when you're a smaller company starting in a new market. This sort of thing could damage them badly, and they may not survive the lawsuits."
"That's not the only thing Turnbull has to worry about. You were focusing on White, but your hubby and Turnbull were staring daggers at each other. I believe that at the least provocation, Kurt would have been over the table, trying his best to beat the hell out of him."
It made me smile, and to be honest, the thought of watching as Kurt's fist connected with Turnbull's face was not unpleasant. The following week, they sent a young woman to us. She was intelligent, articulate, focused, and seemed desperately unhappy.
We took her to the sandwich shop, where she got exposed to my new family, then over to the bakery for a dessert and coffee. She seemed overwhelmed by the number of people who spoke to us. Jenny and Janet took a break and joined us, and the topic turned to babies. Janet grinned. "I found some vintage baby clothes patterns at a yard sale the other day. If you have a girl, there's a gingham dress with a matching bonnet I'm dying to make."
"I'll see what I can do, Mom. Kurt has to be on board as well."
"That happiest day of his life after marrying you will be the one when you tell him he's going to be a father. I talked to your mom as well, so look for a phone call."
I looked at my companions. "Jenny, Anna, Sarah, help me out here."
"Uh-uh. As long as she's focused on you, she's not stressing us about finding Mr. Right."
That was from Jenny, then Anna added her opinion. "Same for me, honey. I might actually get to breathe if you get pregnant. I bring all my new fellas by the bakery and the sandwich shop, just for the family opinion, and so far, not one has passed the test.
Sarah watched the interaction, fascinated. I laughed and took her hand. "If you stay here, Sarah, be prepared. Everybody knows about everybody else's business. It's worse if they love you."
"I think I'd like that. The city where I grew up had four million in it, and most didn't know the name of their neighbors."
There were hugs and laughter, and then we were back to work. At the end of the day, after Anna left, I asked Sarah what happened to her predecessor. "I'm not sure. He was gone for three weeks, then he was back, with a new job title. I don't like him, he gives me the creeps, and he's always making comments and innuendoes when we're alone."
I know she saw how deep my frown was. "Listen to me, Sarah, don't ever let him get you alone. if that happens, make sure you get your phone out and record everything. It might help you in the future. Avoid him as much as you can."
"I try, but I'm in his chain of command, so I have no choice."
"Well, all I can tell you, Sarah, is to watch him. He doesn't have a good track record with women, that's all I can say."
Sarah giggled. "You know, he gets angry every time we speak your name. That must be some history. I promise, I'll be careful. Mr. White questions me once in a while, if I'm near him, and I think he likes the work you're doing."
"That's just excellent. Happy customers mean more business."
......................................................................
I made it a point to keep regular office hours. If I had to take a dinner meeting, Kurt went with me 95% of the time. If he wasn't available, Anna and sometimes Candy kept me company. Robert came with me once or twice. He was my lawyer of record now. He and Janet had been getting closer, and when I said something, Kurt grinned. "I have a feeling you may be getting a new father-in-law pretty soon. I'm glad for Mom, she's been alone too long. He's a really good man. If the marriage does take place, I'll probably use him for the business. My old lawyer is retiring, and there's no way I'm letting his son near my business."
Kurt and I talked about everything, and the more he learned about Turnbull, the less he liked him.
...................................................................
If I didn't have anything scheduled, I would ride my bike to work. The law of unintended consequences kicked in with a vengeance, because soon enough Anna had a motorcycle, a Yamaha, and then Jenny got the same model of BMW that I had. Janet and Ronnie got Honda Rebels; Ronnie went with black, while Janet chose red. Sally resisted because she said she didn't like motorcycles, until she rode Jenny's. The next week, she showed up on a Kawasaki, and our ranks swelled by one.
I grinned one day and told Kurt we had enough to form a gang now. He laughed and then ordered red and black leathers, with matching helmets, for all of us. Every two weeks, we would go on a run somewhere. Often it would be with Kurt, Anna's current boyfriend, Jenny's flavor of the month, and Robert. We'd stop at some roadhouse diner for lunch, and giggle at the looks when we peeled out of our leathers. We got a lot of attention, and a few new ladies joined our riding group. All of us, including the guys, decided to drink no alcohol on these rides. It seemed the smart thing to do.
There was only one time when we had trouble, at a pool hall. The place had a diner that had been written up in several newspapers and magazines, and we were keen to try it. It was almost dinner time, and there had been a bike club there for hours already, steadily guzzling beer. They had seen us ride up. The men smirked at the ladies, which sent their women into a sulk. One of them made a disparaging remark about our toy bikes to Jenny. Jenny, all five feet one of her, grinned. "I might be little, but at least I'm riding my own bike and not worrying about whose bitch pad I might fall off of."
The whole bar laughed, even the bikers, which pissed the woman off even more. With no warning at all, she swung the pool cue, aiming for Jenny's head. Jenny deflected it with the helmet she was holding and gave her a vicious right jab straight to her boob. Everybody heard her whoosh as her breast flattened and she hit the ground. Her man jumped up, and who knows what would have happened if Kurt hadn't got in front of him. "Let it go! She tried to sucker punch her with that cue stick, and Rob here is a lawyer. You start any shit, she goes to jail for assault with a deadly weapon, and if she has any priors or outstanding warrants, off to prison she'll go. It's done and dusted, so let your woman mark it up as a lesson learned. Or come ahead, but the owner looks like he's already calling the cops. Plus, if you strike any one of our women, we won't stop until either all of us or all of you are down."
Something in Kurt's eyes convinced him to see reason, so they stood down, leaving directly afterwards. The women gave us all the evil eye, and the one who got hit rasped out as she walked out. "This ain't over, bitches!"
Jenny couldn't grin any harder. "It is today, bitch. You should learn to ride. I got a set of training wheels from when I was six, somewhere in the house. If I can find them, you're welcome to use them. Now, why don't you crawl up behind your man like a good little slut, and get the hell out of here?"
They had to drag the woman out of the bar. The name on their jackets read 'Falcons'. After they rode away, I asked Rob if we should take the threat seriously.
"Probably not. Even if it comes to a fight and the cops get involved, whose word do you think will carry more weight? Theirs, or a bunch of business owners and professionals? Still, I know a few bikers. They got a raw deal from the cops, and I got the charges dropped. Not his bunch, but they can get a message to them. If they're smart, they'll leave us alone. Still, might want to stop somewhere else to eat for a while."
There was a group photo of the ladies in their leathers in front of their bikes, on the wall behind my desk. Mr. White made a rare appearance at the office and stood up to get a better look at the picture. Then he turned to me and smiled.
"I haven't ridden since I moved here, just can't seem to find the time. I'm glad my wife can't see this, or she'd be wanting a bike."
I smiled and we continued planning the next phase of building his profile. He wasn't out of the parking lot before I dialed his home phone, and when his wife answered, she seemed surprised that I wanted to talk to her, not him. "Malcolm tells me you guys have a motorcycle that you haven't ridden lately. I'm part of an informal group, and we're riding this weekend. We would love for you to join us. Text me so I'll have your cell number, and I'll send you some pictures."
After a few more minutes, I disconnected and grinned. I'd sent her several pictures, mostly of just the ladies, and she was very interested.
Sarah was a part of our group now. An engineer was working for Kurt, a single dad, and like her, he spent his lunch time with his son as often as possible. As the only two adults in the room, they talked. His son was five, and her now four-year-old daughter announced that from now on, he was her boyfriend. It was a source of great amusement. Candy still ate with her daughter, and she would give her updates.
A playdate was suddenly planned. Candy was taking Sarah's daughter and Jim's son for the afternoon, and Jim asked Sarah if she liked motorcycles, showing her a picture of the massive Vulcan he owned. He took her riding, the very first time she'd ever been on a bike, and she discovered she loved it.
That led to full-blown dates, and she was often with Jim when we rode, seriously considering getting something like ours. Malcom and Bridget were waiting for us at the rendezvous on Saturday, on a fully dressed Harley. By the tenth mile, they had relaxed, and we stopped for lunch at one of our favorite spots, filling every table on their patio. The conversation flowed as we talked back and forth between tables, and both Malcom and B, as she liked to be called, were having a ball.
Kurt told me they were having a guys-only ride planned for next week, and both Malcolm and Jim would be part of the group.
Malcolm called me the following Wednesday, saying he had something serious to talk about that may affect our working relationship. "I've got a good notion to go elsewhere."
I was shocked beyond words. "Why?"
Then he laughed. "Because all I can hear from B is motorcycles, motorcycles, motorcycles! Now she's pushing for one of her own, and I have a long history of never saying no to her. Will you help her find something? Maybe give her a few lessons? I'd really appreciate it."
"I ought to say no because of the way you scared me! Please tell her to come over on Saturday morning. Have her do a little research on the internet, see if anything catches her eye. Then we'll make a few scouting expeditions."
Of course, three more of the girls showed up early, and then they straggled in until there were nine in our living room. Kurt and their men were off on their 'men only' ride, so we made a day of it. B had narrowed it down to four choices: one Honda, a BMW like mine, a Harley 500cc street bike, and a Royal Enfield. The Harley won out after we visited different dealerships around town. B. didn't like the color of the only one they had, and ordered one in candy apple red.



I thought about it on the way home. Of all the women in the group, I had the smallest bike. But I liked that bike. Kurt gave it to me, and that made it special. Besides, we rarely got over 75, and then only on the interstate, so it was all the juice I needed. We spent the rest of the afternoon teaching B. to ride, using an old dirt bike. Of course, she wobbled and fell once, but by the time the guys returned, she was zipping up and down our long driveway like a maniac. Malcolm took one look at her, her jeans dirty, dust on her face, her hair sticking out wildly in all directions, but what he saw first was the huge grin and sparkling eyes.
"She's hooked."
I had to agree with him, telling him I thought he'd really like her choice in rides. B. was no idiot, and the dealership offered riding classes, so she took the course while she waited. When she finished, we went down to the DMV for her to get her motorcycle stamp. She aced the test and grinned at the endorsement embossed on her license.
...................................................................................
It was time for Kurt's company's annual picnic. He reserved two pavilions at the local park, set up the cookers, and hired professionals to wrangle the children through the bouncy houses and the games they'd set up. It had become a family affair over the years. Ronnie and Sally shut their shop down, making sure all their employees knew they were expected, with their families. Janet and Jenny closed the coffee house and the bakery, so their few employees could enjoy the day. As his wife, it was my duty to attend, and of course, Candy and her family were there. Anna still hadn't found the one, but she was dating a very nice doctor, and the family had high hopes. She was there with her honey and his young son. His wife had died from cancer, and it hit him hard as a lover and a doctor, but he had to pull himself together for the sake of his son. Anna was only the third woman he'd gone out with in three years. Anna's parents were there as well.
Jim was there, and if Jim was there, Sarah was close by.
We invited Malcolm, and after conferring with B., we extended the invitation to his whole office, and most of them were there, including Turnbull. Malcolm apologised. "He's doing a lot better, and there was no way I could exclude him from coming. He has hard orders to stay away from you, and he's in front of me and the rest of the team, so I'm sure he'll behave."
He did behave, and when we met in the food line, he nodded politely. I smiled briefly and nodded back. I noticed he was alone and asked Malcolm about it. He had a slight grin on his face.
"After meeting you, I did a little research. Turnbull seems to be on a train going nowhere, and every time it stops, it's closer to running off the tracks. Six years before you, he pulled the same stunt, except that time he blackmailed the poor woman for sex. He didn't know it, but she had confessed to her husband after the second time and had recorded him. She got him on tape admitting how much he enjoyed forcing her. The husband called the cops first and lawyers next. He got fired from that company and had to file for bankruptcy because of the judgments against him. The company almost went bankrupt in the lawsuit, and the couple walked away with $ 2.5 million.
He bounced from job to job, leaving a trail of sexual harassment allegations behind him, until he ended up at Global because he had a family connection. He was doing really well. Then he met you and went off the rails, and they had to fire him, and you settled out of court for an undisclosed amount. When they agreed to acquire us, part of the deal was to give him a position."
I called him into the office and told him I'd tracked him all the way back to college, and I wanted to make something really, really clear to him. No fishing in the company pond, or the ponds of any of our business associates, especially yours. Then I pulled out a brand new rod and had it mounted on his office wall."
I told him it was just a reminder, but if I heard he took it down, I'd be all over him. He was so angry you could have boiled water on his forehead, but he gave me his word, and so far he's kept it.
"Thanks for sharing that. But you know, Malcolm, leopards are notoriously proud of their spots. If he tries something with me, I'll give whatever is left over to Kurt. He'll have his tanned hide in front of our fireplace pretty fast. On a cheerier note, what do you think of B's ride?"
"I think she goes too damn fast on it, and if she could figure a way to haul them home, she'd grocery shop on it. She was a bit depressed when we moved here, a strange town, no friends, and too much time on her hands. Then she met you and your 'gang'. She's all but adopted your receptionist, and her little girl is calling her Grammy. Now every time I see her, she has a huge smile on her face."
"She fit right in, Malcolm. Now she's pressuring us to get involved in her charity events. Kurt's mom is all for it, and so are a few more. Did you know she's planning an all-woman poker run?"
"Yeah," he laughed. "Do you know she has commitments from 26 riders outside your group signed up to ride? Her goal is a hundred, and she'll probably make it."
The thought of a hundred ladies roaring down the road on motorcycles made me grin. "I hope she hits her goal. I'm sure everyone in our group is going to be there."
The picnic was declared a roaring success, and we all couldn't wait until next year.
..................................................................
Things were progressing nicely, and we had taken on five more clients, but we were getting overworked. When Candy graduated, we were all there to cheer for her, and she had her own little office the next day at work. One of her first jobs was to find her replacement, and she took it seriously. The fact that the company was female-owned and had only women working there was a significant advantage. She had to sift through two hundred local and nationwide applicants for the position, and I looked at the woman she hired and grinned.
Melody was bubbly, beautiful, and black, which made no difference to anyone. She was also a single mother, and the appeal of free daycare was a big plus for her. She was 27, and her son was five, so he fit right in to the daycare.
Then we got another associate. Sarah came to us one morning with a rip in her dress and crying her eyes out. Anna saw her first and gave an all-call, and soon, she, I, Melody, and Candy were locked up in a group hug. When I caught my breath, I called Kurt, and when I told him what it was about, he had Jim with him when he came into the office. Kurt had called Robert, and he was on his way, along with a police detective.
Long story short, Turnbull showed up in her office and demanded to go with her on a business call. As she was in his chain of command, she couldn't tell him no and keep her job. Malcolm was on vacation, so there was no one there to stop him. He made several off-color comments to the customer about Sarah and a few other women in the restaurant, and the customer stood up and left, calling over his shoulder that he didn't think he could do business with them.
Turnbull had been drinking when he showed up in her office and had four double bourbons during the meal, so he was primed to explode. Which he did once they got back to the office. "You stupid bitch! If we blow this, you'll be out before you know what happened!"
Sarah said later she didn't know where the bravery came from, but she exploded. "Fuck you, Turnbull! If you hadn't been such a drunken ass, we could have had that deal sewn up. Now get the hell out of my office! I can't wait to tell Malcolm why we don't have that supplier anymore."
That's when he backhanded her, sending her flying into the corner of her desk. Sarah was still dazed when he pulled her up by the hair. "I think you owe me an apology, bitch! Give me a nice, slow blowjob, and we'll call it even."
He pulled her to her knees, ripping her top. He was fumbling with his belt when she hit him in the balls as hard as she could, running out of the office screaming. As soon as he could stand up, Turnbull ran in the other direction. Sarah drove straight to me.
The detective got red in the face, fire jumping out of her eyes as she heard the story. "I hope to God you got some proof. Otherwise, it'll be a he said/she-said situation, and he might get away with it." For the first time that afternoon, Sarah smiled.
"I had a good friend give me some advice about the man, Sergeant. She told me never to be alone with that man, and if I found myself in that situation, to record everything. Here."
She handed the sergeant her phone; the entire conversation was recorded, as well as a little video before he knocked her down. She was on her phone immediately, sending out an APB on Turnbull. He was found three weeks later at an airport four states away, booking a flight to Belize. TSA surrounded him, and he still tried to run. A taser hit him just before he got out of range, and now he was sitting in a holding cell, waiting for extradition back to us.
.................................................
Malcolm was beside himself in anger. "Damn it! I told corporate he was a loose cannon, and this is how they listened. How's Sarah?"
"Hiding at my house. I wouldn't look for her back, Malcolm. She loves you, but she said she was never going back. Her attorney, Robert, is putting together a civil suit as we speak."
I could almost see Malcolm grin. "Make sure he knows not to go cheap. When this shit started, I got assurances, in writing, that he was trustworthy, and if he weren't, corporate would handle it. Tell him I said to gouge out their eyes. Unofficially, of course. This conversation never happened."
"Nice weather we're having, wouldn't you say? Tell B. we'll see her Saturday."
......................................................................................
Sarah got a glowing recommendation from Malcolm and a mid-six-figure settlement from Global. Turnbull got four years for assault, attempted sexual assault, fleeing arrest, and a list of minor charges. He actually got twelve years, but if he stayed out of trouble, he could be out in four. When released, he would be registered as a sex offender, making it impossible ever to hold a job of any consequence. He couldn't depend on his godfather, because he got sacked as well. Sarah told him she hoped he found true love, despite having multiple partners with names like Bubba and Rock.
After she got the settlement, she immediately proposed to Jim, buying them a charming set of rings. Jim was no idiot, so the tribe grew by one more couple. She initially decided not to work, but after six months, she joined me as the latest associate. By now, I had taken over the entire top floor and didn't intend to expand any further. I liked the size I had now, and we were all extremely loyal to each other.
Kurt's mother married Robert, and Jenny moved in with Sally. Then Sally found her lifemate, an Amazon goddess who worshipped the ground she walked on. Jenny was in limbo until one of the new employees at Kurt's asked her out. Nine months later, they were living together, and six months after that, she walked down the aisle. Janet had chosen a pattern that hid Jenny's three-month-old baby bump, but everyone knew.
By the time Virgil retired from the Navy, Todd had found his lifemate. Melody. Yes, my Melody. I told him that if he ever hurt her or strayed, when the family caught up with him, his life wouldn't be worth living. I think he believed me.
Six months after he retired, Virgil was working for Kurt. Then a military 'friend' showed up. She was a Marine, still in service, and they would never part. She had four more years to retirement, so Virgil moved to her base, and with his background and education, he soon landed a good job, and besides, we all knew they'd be back as soon as her enlistment was up.
Mom and Dad retired, and he bought a vacation cottage in the mountains near us. So far, the vacation has lasted six years.
Abbie married a man in Seattle, but Wendy came to work for Kurt, so she's the only one in the tribe far away. That'll not last long, because her husband likes our climate. The family dinners are held at our house, in a shelter Kurt had built with a top-of-the-line kitchen, so that we could all be there at the same time.
In all the time we were married, so far, I'd only lied to Kurt once. Well, not actually a lie, but I did tell him I wanted to fill every bedroom in our house, but there were complications after the birth of the twins, so we shut the baby factory down. One son and two twin girls would be enough. Kurt grinned when I told him the kids were pushing for dirt bikes.
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Ben Walters
Chapter 1
I wondered if this was it. Did I travel from Texas to this shithole, four-building town in Washington state to die? Looking at it, it was a definite possibility. He was half drunk and all asshole, guns sticking out of him until he looked like a porcupine. I could count five. The infamous Wichita Kid (to him, anyway. We'd never heard of him, and I suspect few outside this area had) live and in the flesh, and for some reason, the fact that I was a stranger irritated him. That I didn't bow down before him enraged him even more.
"Step away from that bar and draw."
I grinned as I stepped away, opening my duster to show him I wasn't heeled. "What kind of bastard doesn't wear a gun?"
"The kind that don't care much for pistols. Now, ever'body can see I ain't armed, so you shoot me now, everyone in the territory will know it before the week is out. You can get out of a lot of shit, but gunning down an unarmed man, I don't think even your daddy can get you out of that. I'll finish my drink and leave."
"Are you a coward?"
"Not so I know of. I also ain't no fool, or am I known to associate with fools, present company excepted. Now, you gonna let me finish my drink or shoot me down in cold blood?"
"I think you're a coward!"
"Thinkin' don't seem to be your strong suit, boy. Let it go while we're both upright." I was deliberately goading him, trying to get him closer. I saw Jose out of the corner of my eye, easing the cut-down shotgun out from under his duster. It was going to get bad quickly if things went wrong. Then the fool stepped a little too close.
He didn't know two things. One, I was uncommon quick. Not fast --I couldn't run worth beans --but I was like a striking snake if I got you close. He got too close. The other thing was that I was strong as an ox, especially for my size. I was the blacksmith on the ranch, and it ain't a profession for the weak. I latched down on him and heard the bones crunch as his wrist went back. Before he fell, I got two punches in, one to the nose and the other to the jaw as he fell. There, for a minute, I thought he was going to choke to death on his teeth, but he managed to spit three or four out, so I suspect he'd be all right.
I was about to back up when he yanked a pistol with his left hand. By the time I was done, I'd stomped the hand to mush, the thumb, and at least three fingers pointing in directions they weren't supposed to. It would be a long time before he could flash his guns around. I suspected he'd never be able to handle a gun with his left hand again, and depending on how the bones set, his right probably wouldn't be too good either.
The entire event lasted under a minute. The barflies were standing openmouthed before one started cussin' and fumbling with his pistol. He had one of them military holsters with the flap, and he was havin' a hell of a time getting it out, me yellin' the whole time not to draw it. I threw the knife right as it cleared leather. I threw it in the no-turn style, effective for close distances, but I misjudged a little. I was aiming for his chest, but I was hurried, and it went in his right eye, the seven-inch blade sticking out of the back of his skull about an inch and a half. As I said, uncommonly strong. He was dead before he hit the floor, though he did flop around some.
The others considered jumping in until they heard the double click of the sawed-off twelve-gauge. They looked at Jose, knowing that if he dropped the hammers, he'd kill almost everyone in the little bar and put their hands up. It looked like it was time to go. As we walked out, I yanked the knife out of his skull, wiping it down on his vest. I stopped at the batwings, looking back. "You tell his old man he brought it to me, and I tried to talk him down. The boy will live, but his gunhawk days are likely over. That's likely a good thing, as it was only a matter of time before his luck ran out. I have four brothers, and every one is as fast as lightning and deadly accurate. He wouldn't have lasted a second with any of them."
"If the whole family is so good, why ain't you wearing a pistol?"
"In case you didn't catch on, I don't need one. And if I do, I'm fair to middlin'. Not on the scale of my brothers, but I'll do in a rush, and if I have to strap one on, I'll probably be in a hurry. You tell his old man if he wants to come looking, the name is Ben Walters."
"Any kin to Zeke and Brad Walters?"
So they'd heard the stories even this far away. "My baby brothers. And I have no doubt that should I meet an untimely demise, they'll be along to find out why. I'd do it for any of them. You boys have a pleasant evenin'." Jose untied our horses and pack mules, and I was glad that what had passed for a mercantile in this burg was short on just about everything. It made for light packs, which meant quicker travel.
Chapter 2
Jose and I had taken a month off from our ranches, going into New Mexico after a band of horses we'd heard about from my brother Zeke. The stallion was supposed to be the color of the sun, but we knew even if we managed to catch him, he'd die before he submitted. No, leaving him to sire top-of-the-line fillies and colts is better.
It took us six days to find them, another five to plan, and three more to spring the trap. We pushed them gently in the direction we wanted them to go, and when we were close, we charged in, yellin' and firing our pistols. The herd bolted, and though the stallion tried mightily to keep them together, we got almost forty into the box canyon, closing the mouth with ropes and brush. It pissed the stallion off no end, and every once in a while, we'd see him pacing the rim, looking for a way to lead his property out of the canyon. It took him two weeks to give up.
In the meantime, we took stock of what we had. Ten were too old. There were three mares with small colts and fillies, so they would probably be released. The rest looked to be between two and four years old and were decent stock. What surprised us both was a pair of mules, which seemed to be twins, being the same height and weight, and both a vivid chestnut. They were as big as most of the mustangs and considerably stronger. I know they put up a more determined fight when it came time to break them.
Jose and I preferred the gentler approach, but time constraints forced us to do it the hard way. We both had worked with an old Apache back home, one of the best horse trainers we'd ever seen, and we used one of his tricks to speed things along. A stream ran through the canyon, and several pools worked for our purpose. We would saddle the horse for a couple of days, let it get used to the weight, and one of us would lie across the saddle every few hours. The horse would always shy and try to buck, but we had them snubbed down pretty well, so all they could do was prance around in a small circle. Then we'd take it out into one of the pools, and while the other held a rope, one of us would mount the animal. Both of us stayed wet for a few days, but the water quickly sapped the animal's strength.
By the end of the month, we had a pretty good string, twenty mares, three good-looking colts, and the mules. A chestnut mare had to be related to the mules because of the color of her coat, which Jose tagged as a personal animal, and I picked a liver-colored stallion of about three or four. He was smart, strong, and could travel at a pretty good clip. One of the colts and six of the mares shared the golden color of their sire, and we expected we'd get a premium for those. They all wore the brand we'd chosen --the JB bar --for Jose and Ben. We passed through a couple of small towns, and although we didn't offer our animals for sale, some people sought us out. One offered us a ridiculous amount for one of the palomino mares, and we sold her. Another wanted one of the stallions, a big black with a nasty disposition, and we were glad to get rid of him.
When we returned to my ranch, Uncle Santos was visiting his sister. They were impressed with the mustangs, and I saw my mother--well, stepmother--eyeing one of the palomino mares hard. My little sister Jenny was cooing to a buckskin, and I knew my share of the profits had just shrunken.
Uncle Santos bought six to take home, and Pa bought five, leaving us the rest to sell to the general public after we gifted the two to our womenfolk. Jose insisted we split the loss because they were his family, too. We got a little high on mescal once, and I told him why I introduced him as my cousin. "You're related to my mother, and I'm related to her through my sister. So then, if we all share the same blood, it makes us cousins." That wasn't exactly how it worked, but it worked for me, and Jose agreed. We thought about it the following day, while our heads ached, and decided it still held water in the light of day.
Jose was the second son, and I was the third of five. My two older brothers had left, seeking their way. One went to Arizona, started a horse ranch, and was a lieutenant in the Arizona Rangers. He was following in our fathers' footsteps. Pa was a Captain in the Texas Rangers. My oldest brother fell in love with a woman from the hill country of our state, so he moved there and established a cotton farm alongside his cattle operation. He was also the county sheriff. Law enforcement was in our blood.
Zeke and Brad went to Montana and struck it rich, finding one of the West's biggest gold mines. A lot of blood was spilled, holding on to it, but they never let go, and Brad bore the brunt of the fighting. He, with the help of a family he hired to help him mine, fought off a claim jump that cost the whole family, except one, their lives, but the death count among their enemies was well over thirty. Brad probably did in twenty of them alone.
On the way home, Zeke killed a man in self-defense after he made him put up a controlling interest in his ranch against the value of gold. He did it to make the man back off, but he was just drunk and stubborn enough to go through with it. Nobody fares well in a gunfight with Zeke, and when the smoke cleared, he owned a ranch in New Mexico and had somehow picked up a daughter. The ranch was populated by the widow, her sisters, and the dead man's sister, and they weren't exactly welcoming, but they thawed over time, and in the end, the widow married him.
The former owner was in league with a rustler who ran an empire, hiring gangs to steal herds and deliver them to New Mexico. The fight to retain control of the ranch was epic and ultimately required assistance from the Army to resolve. Brad met a Spanish woman and her small son, who had been freed from bandits. She went with him as his wife when he left the following year. They bought the ranch beside her family, making it one of the top ten ranches in that part of Mexico, right behind Uncle Santos and Uncle Enrique, Jose's father.
So our families had wealth and power, but we dressed in range clothes like everyone else, and unless we had to wear a suit, you'd never know it.
Chapter 3
We got rid of the horses in Santa Fe. My brother acquired the majority of them to improve his herd, and he paid top dollar because they were worth it. It gave us a pretty good stake, and we told our families we'd be "yonderin" for a while to see a new country and that we would be back before winter. My Pa said I was overdue, and Uncle Enrique was less keen but got over it before we left. I was ridin' the stallion we'd captured, and Jose was on the chestnut mare. We also had two mules and a spare horse each, just in case. They were all fine examples of horseflesh, making us potential targets, so we rode light in the saddle.
We rode Northwest, passing through some mighty pretty country. We hit small towns, rode the grub line when we didn't, and cooked if we had to. Jose and I were pretty handy to have around, but not for cookin'. I was not impressed with the tiny burg of Las Vegas or the semi-arid land surrounding it. I was a grass man, part of raising cattle my whole life. Grass meant beef; nothing was as satisfying as sitting on a horse among rolling hills, cattle spread out in all directions in deep, lush grass.
Four weeks later, we found ourselves in California, on a hacienda owned by one of Enrique's old friends. Don Luis was about sixty, still tall and erect, with long silver hair, meticulously maintained mustaches, and a goatee. When the goatee was pointed, and the mustaches were upswept, he reminded me of an elegant devil and lived up to the image. His dress was always immaculate, from plain range clothes to the overwrought suits he favored. His wife had passed away a couple of years ago, and there always seemed to be a 'companion' around, usually half his age. Part of his ranch bordered the ocean, and the deep blue of the Pacific looked nothing like the muddy waters of the Gulf. I spent a lot of time there, just lookin'. Letters from both families caught up with us. There was the usual range gossip and well wishes from our mothers and my sister. We tried to describe what we were experiencing, but it was a poor substitute for the real thing.
We wrote back that we wouldn't be returning as soon as we expected. Jose and I had pored over maps and decided to ride up the coast, through Oregon and Washington, before swinging into British Columbia, then coming back through Montana and Wyoming and points South. It may be as long as six months before we return.
We hadn't had any violent encounters since we'd left, and I think it lulled us into complacency a bit. We were riding close to the ocean when we came up on three of Don Luis's hands, facing seven 'gringos', and they didn't appear to be having an amicable conversation. Taking an indirect route that kept us out of line of sight, we ambled up behind them, splitting apart a bit. There was no doubt Jose would stand firm; we'd gotten into a couple of scrapes with bandits and rustlers in the past and were involved in a few bar brawls on both sides of the border. I would wear a scar on my left arm for the rest of my life from a cantina fight where one man fancied himself a knife man. He nicked me a few times before I manoeuvered him into the position I wanted, coming in low, splitting him from crotch to ribcage. I went deep, and his guts spilled across the sawdust as he screamed and went to his knees. Jose had two pistols out and trained on the man's friends, making them mighty agreeable.
I stepped back and sheathed my blade, the only one visible. I had three more, but they were hidden, and I felt there was no need to broadcast their locations. Looking at his friends, I spoke. "He started it and wouldn't let it lie. I tried everything I could, but some couldn't be reasoned with. Offer my apologies to his family." We left while they were trying to get his guts in a bucket.
Gun handlin' must run deep on both sides of the family because Jose was hell on wheels with a pistol. He was almost as fast as Zeke and Brad, and like them, he didn't let up once he got started. We came up on five rustlers on his pappy's ranch once, and I only got one before he had the rest down. I looked over at him, and he grinned. "You ain't much on sharin', are you?"
He grinned wider and shrugged. "Try keeping up once in a while. I'll try to be a little more polite in the future."' He was true to his word, and next time, he waited until I had downed two before cutting loose. He only fired twice, both headshots that had his targets down, dead before the smoke cleared his muzzle. I looked at the wounds, both in almost the same place.
"Showoff."
He grinned and helped me load the bodies on their horses. The county sheriff looked them over before sending them to the undertaker. Two had money out on them, and we got $150. We emptied their pockets, and there was just barely enough to bury them. Selling their horses and saddles cheap to get rid of them, we rode out.
Chapter 4
I thought about all that as we eased up behind them. Bad situational awareness, a term a soldier had taught me, stuck in my head. They should have had at least one man watching their backtrail. We got close, knowing it would make it harder for them if things got ugly. I listened for a while, and I bet they wondered why the vaqueros in front of them went from looking nervous to smirking. "You tell that ol' man we're coming tomorrow and cuttin' our stock out of his herd."
The oldest vaquero spoke calmly under the circumstances. "You will find no animals that do not belong to the Don, señor."
"That just means he's hid 'em somewheres. We'll just cut out what we lost and call it even."
"He will not tolerate that."
"He won't have a choice. I'll have enough men to make him agreeable. If he don't, well, we'll take them anyway."
My voice must have scared the shit out of them. One turned around, and his eyes went wide, seein' me and Jose, ten feet away, both of us holdin' double-barrelled shotguns. If they started the ball, they wouldn't be able to afford the cost of the dance. "Are you admitting in front of witnesses that you intend to steal cattle? Do you think that's a good idea?"
By now, he was halfway turned to us, not liking what he saw. "This ain't your business."
"Don Luis has been a gracious host and welcoming friend. We feel honor-bound to act on his behalf out of respect. How would you like to end this? Maybe we should ride away, or would you like to have it right here? Either way works for us." The Don's men might not all be salty, but they worked for the brand. If it went off the rails, they would also have their irons out, which would shorten the odds.
Their leader, knowing the situation had shifted, held up his hands. "Another time, then. We'll be leaving now if you ain't got no objections."
Jose shrugged. "It's a beautiful day, señor. The sun is shining, the birds are singing, and the flowers are in bloom. It would be a shame to break the tranquility of the day with gunfire. Go, but think about this. Next time, we'll probably shoot first and ask why you're on this range later. I don't know who you work for, but tell him to pull his horns in before he gets them trimmed." Jose had spoken gently and calmly, but everybody recognized the threat. Smarts must have finally kicked in because they turned gently and cantered off. We talked about it with the Don later in the evening.
"Thugs, hired by Brionne Hansen. He has a ranch half my size across the valley, and he's been slowly trying to muscle in. A couple of the smaller ranchers gave in and sold out, and now his sights are set on the bigger spreads. It will come to shooting eventually."
Since we weren't actually working, we took to scouting around and caught up with four men who had eased about fifty heads off the range and into a draw. They were rebranding them when we rode up, overworking the old brand so it didn't show. They reached when they saw us, but I had the Winchester out and nailed two before we were in range of their pistols. It got a little tense for a while, but the steady fire got to them, and the two left forked horses and took off. When we got to the camp, we found the two I'd nailed and three cows that had been caught in the exchange of gunfire, all dead. I never was much on rustlers, so Jose helped me load the bodies across their saddles, and I took the branding iron, still hot in the smoldering fire, and branded their asses. We slapped the horses with our hats, and they trotted off. Sooner or later, they'd find their way home, and maybe it would cause whoever sent them out to pause.
It got us thinking, and we skinned about a three-foot section off the flank of each cow. From the inside, you could see the outline of the Don's brand, overlaid with the new one. It was about as damning as you could get in exposing rustling. Then we rode about three hours into the nearest town, where I hung two off the livery corral fence and draped the last one on the railing in front of the Sheriff's office. I'd taken a hammer and a few tacks and nailed them on so they couldn't be snatched off. Then we sat on the bench in front of the jail and waited.



Chapter 5
It didn't take long for the word to spread, and the Sheriff, a barrel of a man with a lot of muscles, came along. He nodded to the hides. "You tryin' to tell somebody somethin'?"
"Why yes, we are. I don't know if the boys who did this were acting on their own or follerin' somebody's orders. It doesn't matter in the end; it still got two of them dead, caught with the brandin' iron in their hand. This seems to be a peaceable place; whoever did this ought to think about it before it goes any farther."
"You accusin' somebody?"
I grinned. "Not at all. We're strangers here, just visiting a friend before moving on. He's somebody we think a lot of, and we'd hate to see him come to grief. " While we were talking, five men thundered into town, with the two I shot being led behind them. The lead man got off and opened his mouth to say...I dunno what he was going to say because he looked at the hide tacked to the porch rail and went a little green.
The Sheriff nodded, but there was no welcome in his eyes. "Hansen. What'd you bring me?"
"Uh...Uh... we found these fellers on the range and thought we'd bring them to you."
"Just found 'em, huh? I wonder why their asses are branded with the same iron this hide's carrying? And ain't that your brand?"
" I got no idea why they did that. They must be rustlers! I'm glad somebody got 'em before they tried that on my range!"
I grinned at him while his men looked at him with expressions ranging from disgust to disbelief. "Oddly, when I put them up on those hosses, they made a beeline for your spread. You might want to keep an eye out before you start losin' head. I'll tell you right now, though, that Don Luis has nothin' to do with any lost cows, and if you try pushin' any unpleasantness like your boys here tried on his hands yesterday, it might not end the way you think."
"He's got them cows!"
"Well, all right then. I have a proposition for you. You just accused a prominent rancher whose family has been here for five generations of being a cattle thief. You and your boys come on out tomorrow and bring the Sheriff along just in case you find them. If you can't, I expect you to pay the equivalent of the number of cows he lost as an apology for suspecting him of cattle rustling and as a token of your esteem. That sound fair to you?"
"Who the hell are you?"
I stood up, the shotgun tucked under my arm. "Name's Ben Walters. This here is my cousin Jose Soto. We ain't makin' any accusations, but two of those boys ridin' with you bear a powerful resemblance to the other two rustlers we saw when I shot these two. Same hats, same horses; I'm pretty sure that hole in Red's hat is because my rifle shoots a mite high. I'll try to aim steadily next time. I want you to spread the word. Anyone messing with any of the Don's cattle gets caught; I'm takin' this brand and putting it right between their eyes, dead or alive. I'll do it instead of hangin' them; that way, if they stay in this country, they'll know they're looking at a cow thief every time somebody sees them." Some of the men were looking a mite sick, and the sheriff was lookin' at me like I'd just grown horns. Then he grinned.
"Well, that's one way to handle the problem. I want to think all the law-abiding ranchers around here may share the sentiment, ain't that right, Hansen?'
"Uh...sure thing, Sheriff. What do you want us to do with these fellers?" he asked, motioning to the bodies.
"You found 'em, you bury them. I'm sure you got a little plot somewhere on your ranch where they could rest." The riders wanted to stop by the saloon, but the Sheriff suggested they buy a few bottles and head home, not wanting alcohol to cloud anyone's judgment. They didn't like it, but Hansen sent a man into the saloon, and he came back with six bottles, which they wrapped carefully and stowed into their saddlebags.
"You boys might want to wait until you get home before you start. Drinkin' and thinkin' can lead to bad decisions, especially while you're on a hoss."
Hansen was giving us the evil eye as he trotted by. I just grinned and touched my hat, which seemed to piss him further, and he sped up. I grinned at the Sheriff. "He keeps ridin' like that, he might not have all them bottles when he gets home."
He sighed. "The man is nothing but trouble, but his ranch is in the next county, and so far, he hasn't crossed the line. I know the Don, a good man, fair, but he won't take much pushing. He may have cleaned up the mess before I even knew there was one. Suppertime, boys, and the diner has roast pork tonight."
We ate with him, listening to stories about the area while he gently probed us about where we were from. When he heard my father's name, he grinned. "If it's the same man, I rode with him in the war. He was the most polite man I had ever met until you riled him. Then he could be downright rude. Tall feller, brown hair, scar down his left arm?"
"It's more gray now. Now that I think about it, he mentioned you a few times while he talked about the friends he'd made during his time in service."
He preened a little, remembering. "You tell him the next time you write that you met Captain Moses, and he ain't forgot that he still owes me a bottle."
"I will. Maybe it'll spark a story that can be told in the presence of ladies."
"The good ones never are. Stayin' tonight?"
"Yeah, if we can find lodgings."
"Go to the Hilton House and tell them I sent you. They have the cleanest rooms and the best restaurant. Ask for Senora Hilton, and she'll take care of you."
Chapter 6
Senora Hilton welcomed us, a regal woman dressed in the style of a Spanish woman of means. The story goes that her husband got off a ship, and the first thing he saw was her, so he marched up to her and gave her a deep bow. "Madame, I am Josiah Hilton, late of Boston, come West to seek my fortune, and I believe I just found it."
They married within a year and built a small empire through his business savvy and her money. He'd passed away the year before, and she had turned the business over to her two sons, retiring to the suite they maintained at the hotel. One son oversaw the three trading ships out of San Francisco, the warehouses, and one of the largest emporiums in Los Angeles. The other ran the ranch and farm in a very fertile valley.
The Senora was the ultimate authority in social matters in the area. Many a young couple had found each other through her nudging. She invited us to coffee and dessert, gently prying our information out of us. Jose's father and uncle were past acquaintances, and she knew my father by reputation and heartily approved of his wife. She made several suggestions about local businesses and ranches available, concluding that we were just the sort of new blood the area needed.
We told her our options were still open and left it with that. The señora met us for breakfast, laughing when she saw how much we appreciated the traditional Mexican breakfast her cooks had prepared. I noted there were just as many Hispanics as Angelos, and she smiled. "We're still pretty secluded here, and our peoples have coexisted, intermarried, and generally respect each other for decades. The newer element causes trouble, bringing its prejudices with it. Many desire the established ranches and complain that Mexicans should give them up and return to Mexico. My people discovered and settled in this region of California, going back two hundred years or more. We have every right to our land and legacy, despite their beliefs. This Hansen I've heard spoken about, if he were to encroach on Don Luis and his holdings, it would end very badly for him. It would seem you gentlemen have had interactions with his riders twice, and it ended badly for them both times."
Wow, she did have her fingers in a lot of pies. We told her it was a small thing we could do for the Don, and she smiled. "You're definition of a small thing, and the Dons' may vary quite a bit, I suspect. It was good to meet such gentlemen. If you return here before moving on, I expect you to stop by and pay your respects. In the meantime, I will explore business opportunities that may entice you to stay. "
We rode back to the ranch, telling the Don of our experience. He frowned deeply and said something like, "Maybe it was time to swat the flies." We all knew what he meant.
Chapter 7
Jose and I roamed the ranch, just in case. Two weeks passed, and we were about to relax when they hit the Don's herd, cutting out about two hundred head and driving them south. We came up on them from the front, and seeing us, they fired their pistols in the air, stampeding the small herd right towards us.
We were caught on flat land with few chances of cover, so we turned around and ran, trying to put distance between us. Fifteen minutes later, we topped a slight rise and jumped off our horses after pulling our rifles. My first shot made sure Red would never again have to worry about a new hat, and Jose downed a big Mexican. His sombrero flew in lazy circles after he blew it off his head.
Then they closed, and it was nip-and-tuck for a few minutes. I saw Jose go down out of the corner of my eye and snapped. Dropping the rifle, I came up with both pistols and started picking targets. I downed another and winged one, and the other two decided they'd had enough, leaving their fallen friends and fleeing. I did manage to hit one horse in the hindquarters, and it stumbled, sending the rider over its head. He got up, limping and running as fast as he could.
I ran to Jose, and he raised up, trying to grin through the pain. His left arm hung at a bad angle, and he had a bullet burn along his right cheek, but he'd live. Yelling he'd be all right until I got back, he urged me to check on the men we'd downed.
Red had a big hole in his chest, and the big Mexican had an eye missing. The next man was still alive but in bad shape, so I passed him by. The horse I'd hit was trying to walk and having a hard go of it. I apologized to the mare as I put the pistol to her head and ended her suffering. I circled a little and met the fella walking at the top of a hill. It looked like he was limpin' pretty bad and was plumb out of fight, so he threw his pistol down and raised his hands.
I caught one of the stray horses and put him up on it, tying his hands to the pommel. Sure, he could take off, but I made it plain that if he tried, I'd shoot him and not check afterward.
By then, the man we'd gutshot had died, so I dragged his body back and laid it with the others. I gave Jose a big shot of whiskey from one of the saddlebags on the rustler's horse and had him bite down on a stick after I'd cut a couple of straight saplings down to size. The yell was pretty impressive, even if he never let up on the stick when I yanked his arm straight and then strapped it between the splints. I left him sippin' on the whiskey, pulled the branding iron I'd taken out of my saddlebags, and started a fire, laying it in it to heat.
"Whatcha gonna do, mister?"
You could hear the fear in the kid's voice. "What I said I was gonna do. I'll get to you in a minute while you think about whether you'd rather get hung or branded on the face." I watched him cringe out of the corner of my eye when I laid the brand on the first man's forehead. Burnin' flesh never smells good, and this was no exception. Then I did the big man, and finally, Red. I talked to him a little as I listened to the skin sizzle. "Be glad you're dead, old son. It would have really hurt if you weren't."
The live one couldn't have been more than sixteen. By now, he was pale and shaking, looking like he was about to cry, but his voice came out a lot steadier than I would have thought. "If it's all the same to you, mister, I'll take the hangin'."
When the lights went out, I looked him in the eye, admiring his sand and trying to figure out a way not to hang him. I heard the boom of the shot as I fell, and that was it.
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Brand New Man
"Jenny, are we ever going to meet this mystery man? You've been seeing him for three months, been intimate for two weeks, and yet we've never met him. Are you sure you're not just making him up to get us off your back about dating again? Not all men are assholes or violent like your ex, you know."
Jenny got a dreamy look on her face that I hadn't seen in years. We were all worried about her, and it came as a shock that she had been living with an abuser all those years. It took him beating their child, a little boy of four, before the blinders came off, and she left him. It was an ugly divorce, restraining orders, arrests, a hospital stay for her, and a prison term for him before it was over. She barely left her mother's house for a year, even after therapy. She finally emerged from her mental cave when her son, Jason, started school. She became a volunteer, reading to the children twice daily and helping teachers where she could. The teachers liked her so much they lobbied for her to become a paid assistant, so she took a short course and went to work. Jen had a college degree and was considering taking some classes to qualify as a teacher.
Her reemergence didn't extend to men, though. We took her with us on girls' nights out, and though she rarely drank, she loved to dance. She'd stay on the floor for all the fast ones but would never do a slow one. She still cringed every time a man touched her. Most men learned after a while that she wasn't up for a relationship or a one-night stand, but she was pleasant and attractive, and they continued to dance with her.
It all changed six months ago when she put Kevin in martial arts. I think it was because she never wanted him to be a victim. He came home (he rode with a friend that week; they took turns) one night, gushing about how much he liked his new instructor and how well he got the students to understand what he was trying to teach.
The following week was her turn to drive, and she was quite surprised when Kevin took her by the hand and pulled her to his new instructor. Jenny later told me she was shocked by his size. She'd been expecting a smaller oriental man, only to have to look up to meet his eyes. Jenny was tall --five feet ten --and when she wore four-inch heels, she looked like an Amazon. Later, when she asked, he told her he was 6 feet 5 inches tall. He also weighed 300 pounds and told her he had an 8% fat-to-muscle ratio. His hair was longer than she liked, and he had a short, well-groomed beard. Well, he did, but when they finally got intimate, his beard gave her a rash, and he shaved immediately.
They talked during her weeks to drive, mainly about Kevin. Gradually, they shared details about themselves. She came in bubbling on a girl's night out. She had gone on a date! Well, if you count taking her and Kevin out for ice cream as a date. Still technically qualifies; she was out with a man in a social setting. On Monday, she was over the moon; on Sunday, he had shown up in a suit and tie, taken them to his church, and treated them to a nice lunch afterward.
A week later, they went to the movies, a chick flick she had been dying to see. "He held my hand the whole time! I was crying at the end when I realized I was snuggled under his arm. My first thought was to move away, but it felt so good, I didn't. For the very first time in my life, I felt safe in a man's arms! He walked me to the door, and I invited him in. We didn't have sex or a heavy makeout session, but we did share several very nice kisses. We mostly talked. I was surprised to learn he was from here and had recently moved back to care for an aging mother. I don't know why he left, and I got the distinct impression he didn't want to talk about it. He gave me the impression that many bad memories were involved."
Two weeks later, she came in glowing. "He took us camping! There was no hanky-panky because we all shared a big tent, but for the first time in a long time, I wished I were alone with a man. He's so good with Kevin! We did manage to sleep together when it got unexpectedly cold. The only downside was that Kevin was in the middle, so I didn't get to snuggle as much as I wanted. I woke up alone the next morning, the bags piled around me to keep me warm, and lay listening to my men talk.
He was teaching Kevin how to cook breakfast! I've never seen a more patient and gentle man. I lay there and cried a good cry while he explained every step. He let Kevin do everything but flip the pancakes and sent him into the tent with a bunch of wildflowers they had picked to get me up for the meal. I did cry then, hugging my little man and telling him how much I loved him. You should have seen how proud he was. Ben put the flowers in a cut-down drink bottle, and I carried them home. They're on the kitchen table now, a little wilted, but I can't seem to let go of them.
We hiked and took pictures; he even taught us how to fish. Look!"
It was a picture of her and her son holding rods and laughing. Each rod had a fairly large fish. A large shadow was in the foreground.
"We caught enough to eat, and Matt walked Kevin through how to clean them. I insisted on cooking them as a thank you for breakfast. We feasted on fried fish and sauteed veggies, and then Ben got out his guitar and sang us to sleep. This time, I ensured Kevin was in his sleeping bag and ours were still zipped together. We didn't do anything but snuggle and kiss, but I found myself so horny I wanted to scream!"
I grinned. This is from a woman who hadn't let a man touch her intimately in over five years. "I have a feeling your semi-virgin status is going to end very soon, honey."
She laughed for the first time in a long time. "I hope so, Penny, I do. That being said, can Kevin spend the weekend with you guys? You know how Chrissie and he are. It's funny; they should both be at the point in their lives where they think the other sex is icky, but they seemed to be joined at the hip. I wonder if they'll ever grow out of it?"
"If they don't, we'll probably be in-laws. Of course, he can stay. Chrissie will go crazy when I tell her. She's decided it's time for her to learn to bake, so look for cookies when you pick him up. I wanna see you walking funny with a glazed look in your eyes, Sunday afternoon. I definitely want to hear how you wore him down to a slobbering pile of mush. Girl Power!"
"Girl Power!" she replied, a mantra we had since we were small.
The weekend came and went. Jenny did indeed show up at the coffee shop looking the worse for wear with a grin the size of the moon. I got her alone. "Did you wear him out?"
"Not in the least. He was trying to take my clothes off as fast as I was putting them on to get over here. He's proportional, honey, if you know what I mean. I have no idea how big he is. I've only been with two men before him, and he was considerably bigger than they were. I asked how big it was, and he told me I'd have to measure it if I wanted to know. You guys wouldn't have a tape measure I could borrow, would you?"
My laughter made everyone in the place look at us. I hugged her and told her it was time to bring him around. We all wanted to meet him. "He's coming to the company picnic. I hope you don't mind."
My father owned the company, and Jen had been like a second daughter to him during her childhood. He walked her down the aisle at her wedding and told her many times how he regretted doing it. At one time, when she showed up with bruises, it was all I could do to keep him from going over with his shotgun. "You know family is always welcome. Dad was thrilled when I told him I thought you'd found a good man. He still insists on meeting him, so the picnic would be good, neutral ground, so to speak."
Jen grinned. "Oh, I think he'll be impressed."
Yes, he was impressed, as were we all. Stunned would be a more apt description.
..............................................................................................
They showed up in his truck, a huge four-door model with all the bells and whistles. Jen told me later that he bought it because it was the only thing he could find that fit his size. He was a huge man, and Jen looked tiny next to him. Kevin was on his shoulder, and we could hear him laughing from where we stood. Something looked familiar about him, but I couldn't place him. Jen told me he was from around here, so it could return to me.
It did. Instinctively, I reached up and rubbed my forehead, feeling the little bump just inside my hairline that would always be there. He'd given it to me the last time I saw him. Something in my body posture made my husband turn around, and his mouth fell open. "Holy shit!"
His smile turned to a frown as he got close enough to recognize us. Jen was still babbling on, happy to show off her new love interest. Her voice died when she looked up at him. "Honey, is something wrong?"
He looked down, and his smile instantly returned. "Not a thing, baby. I just thought I saw a ghost there for a minute. Introduce me to your friends."
Jen was beaming. "This is my sister in all but blood, Karen, and her husband, Jack. Her Dad owns her company. Guys, this is Ben."
I hesitantly extended my hand, and he covered it with his huge paws. "Well, then, the boss's daughter. I'll guess I'll have to suck up."
Jen giggled. A shadow went over his face when he shook Jack's hand, and we knew what he was thinking. We talked for a few minutes before Jen pulled him away, wanting to show him off to the rest of her friends. I looked at Jack.
"Wow."
He sighed. "Yeah. Wow. I wonder if everyone else knows he's back in town?"
I grabbed my phone. "If they don't, they will soon." There were some gasps and a few swear words, but in five minutes, the old gang knew. None seemed particularly happy about it.
Luckily, Jen was so preoccupied with her new man that she didn't notice we avoided her. Kevin soon started playing with his friends, and it didn't take long before all the kids clustered around Ben, including our two. I was a little nervous, but Ben had always had an affinity for kids. I smiled at the happy look on his face. He'd always wanted children of his own. It had been eight years; maybe by now, he had a couple, but I doubted it. If he did, he wouldn't be here with Jen.
When the food was ready, we followed them in line, noting how Ben made sure Kevin's plate held what he wanted. Then, we all made our way over to a picnic table. The adults sat interspersed among the children, ensuring there were no accidents and that they ate more than they wasted. I found myself opposite Ben.
I waited until Jen got up to refill their tea glasses before I hesitantly spoke.
He wasn't rude, or hateful, or loud. He just looked me in the eye and, with a voice that sounded like Death, said, "Never, ever, bring up our history. I had anger issues for a long time over what you guys tried to do for me. Could I have handled it better? Sure. But not nearly as badly as you handled it, and I think I made my point. I'm different now, Penny. I'm calmer and more even-tempered than I was over the last few days. I scared myself that day, and I got into counseling a couple of months later, and it helped a great deal. But just because I overcame it doesn't mean I'll ever forget. I'm like an elephant, and I'll go to my grave remembering what my so-called friends tried to do to me."
Well, that told me where we all stood.
Jenny floated away that afternoon on a cloud of happiness. None of the people at the picnic were in our social circle when everything happened, so there was no history, and they welcomed him. The guys seemed to like him, the women seemed a little awestruck, and the kids went crazy over him.
...................................................................................................................
Sunday afternoon, the old gang was at my house. "Think he bears a grudge?" This was from Amber, the youngest of our group. She and her husband both seemed concerned.
"I talked to him, and he wants to let sleeping dogs lie. I still don't think you guys should look him up to try to renew old friendships." Her husband, Garth, agreed wholeheartedly, absently rubbing the lump on his nose, a memento of that afternoon.
Wendy looked scared to death, rubbing her neck absentmindedly. She still remembers being held off the ground by his hand around her throat. It was a week before she could speak in more than a raspy whisper. Todd had a slight smile on his face. He and Wendy had both been there, but they were married to other people at the time. Their spouses decided one day they should swap, so they did. Permanently. They divorced their would-be swingers and only started going out more than a year afterward. It didn't take long to decide they had the same core values.
He had no children, and her daughter was an infant at the time. Todd is the only father she's ever known, and he dotes on her. She's definitely Daddy's Girl. Wendy said when they got serious, they had a long talk about what happened in the basement that Saturday afternoon and how much Todd disapproved of how it was handled. She agreed, saying she would have passed if she had to do it again. Her husband at the time pushed it, and I always wondered why. If he had a dog in that fight, he never let on.
...............................................
So what happened?
Ben was married to a girl named Jennifer at the time. She was one of my closest friends, dating back to our sandbox days, along with most of the other members of our circle. We held many discussions with facial expressions and grunts; we were that finely tuned.
Jen met Ben at a party I hosted. If I knew then what I know now, I would have moved heaven and earth to keep them apart. There was a spark that they fanned into a flame, and they got married nine months later. All the rest of us had married around 25, really too young to be married, but it was the norm in the small town we grew up in. At least most of us waited until after college to tie the knot.
Ben wasn't part of our crowd. He'd attended another school in the county, so there was a lot of good-natured ribbing about sports teams. He'd been on his school football team as a right guard and occasional wide receiver, and did so well that he was offered a scholarship out of state. He wasn't serious about any one girl at the time, so he was off like a shot.
He played the right guard for most of the first season, becoming a tight end when the star and his backup went down. It wasn't a position he was familiar with, but he got into the swing of things pretty fast, and the following season, he was the starter. In his junior year, he declared himself eligible for the draft and was selected in the fifth round by a Northern team, securing a huge contract and a $500,000 signing bonus. We'd watch him on television, knowing he was from here, but no one knew him then.
At the end of his fourth year, he was Super Bowl-bound, but he took a vicious blindside hit that knocked him out of football entirely. The player who made the hit was banned from football for a year and had to undergo counseling before any team would consider him. Ben was conservative with his money and had an injury clause in his contract, so he rode the bench and watched his team win a championship ring. I don't think he ever wore it.
He came home with millions of dollars, took some of it, and finished his education. Then he got a job with the largest employer in the area, but when they tried to use his football fame to further their business, he moved to a small start-up. They were pissed, but where they hired him for his fame, the other company hired him for his qualifications. Ben eventually bought into the company and became a minority partner.
Always into martial arts, he used it as a form of therapy for his injury and achieved a third-degree black belt, which qualified him to open a dojo; however, he had no desire to do so. Instead, he went on to study two different forms, achieving black belts in each before returning to his first discipline. He also helped his sensei with the children's class because they could relate to him so well. He taught the six- to fourteen-year-old age groups, divided roughly into two-year age groups. After what happened, we weren't saddened when he moved away.
It suddenly occurred to me to wonder if Jen knew. After the confrontation, she gradually drifted away from us, and although she still lived in the same town, we hardly ever saw her. She'd married the guy she was having an affair with, but it tanked in less than a year. It was rumored that one cheated, but she didn't give specifics about which one strayed.
I couldn't find a current number, so I called her Mom. After catching up, I asked her if I could have Jen's number or if she would call me, saying it was important. She surprised me by knowing why. "If it's to warn Jennifer that Ben's back in town, don't bother. She knows."
"Did he contact her?"
"No, she ran into him at the grocery store. She almost fainted, but said he was almost cordial to her. His having a little boy with him may have tempered his attitude. I didn't know he had a family."
She paused for a second. "You don't think he'll do her harm, do you? He was quite angry for a long time. Jen's back to jumping at shadows again."
"I don't think so. After all, despite what happened, he never touched her in anger."
"He should have whipped her ass when he caught her. It might have changed things."
Well, that was surprising. I knew she was old school, but that seemed a bit archaic. "Well, tell her I called. My number is still the same if she wants to catch up. So that you know, she drifted away from us. We never judged her."
"There's no harsher judge than one's self, honey. I'll tell her you called."
.........................................................................................
I never made the connection before, but I mentally dubbed my friend New Jen and his ex-wife Old Jen. I wonder if he caught the irony of falling in love with two women with the same name. The current Jen was positively over the moon in love. Ben did this, and Kevin and Ben did that for me. The way she was gushing was almost ridiculous, but after her first, she deserved everything she was getting.
Ben seemed to be just as in love as she was, and I knew it would be a matter of time before the story came out, especially when she started speculating about a wedding and asking me to be her Matron of Honor. "Have you talked to Ben about any of this?"
"Oh no, it's way too early. Despite my short term with him, I know he's the one I'm destined to be with. What would make you ask?"
"Well, hon, it's early. You've only been a couple for a few months, and who knows what the future will bring? I don't want to see you get hurt."
"Ben is the most gentle, loving man I've ever met. He would never hurt me, and I don't even think he's capable of violence."
He's not, I thought, unless you trap him and try to force him to do something against his principles. Then, the biggest demon in hell would run from him, screaming in fear. Thankfully, she tabled the discussion for a while. Then, out of the blue, she asked us over for a cookout. She giggled as she did. "Ben lived in the deep South until he came back here, and he says the most important thing he learned was that a barbecue and a cookout were different things. He told me he learned to make pretty decent barbecue, but hasn't had time to purchase the gear to do it right. Will you ask your hubby? If anyone had a line on the equipment, it would be him. Don't tell anyone, but I want to buy him something along those lines as a surprise for his birthday next month."
Wow. Jen had a modest income as a teacher's aide, so this was important to her. She still lived with her mother because she couldn't afford anything on her own. If she landed Ben, I thought she'd never have to worry about money again. It led me to ask what he did for a living and whether it paid well.



She frowned for a minute, thinking. "I can't explain it to you, but it has something to do with money management. He has a computer setup that resembles the control console of a spaceship. It features three large monitors, displaying various bars and graphs. I asked, and he sat me down, trying to show me, but I gave up after about twenty minutes. He smiled, kissed me, and told me he was pretty good at what he did, so I had no reason to worry.
I almost asked him why he thought I should worry when it hit me that I was evaluating him as a life partner and father, able to care for his family, and he was assuring me he was up to the task. I left his office and cried in the backyard for about ten minutes before bringing him a snack, a cold drink, and forty-seven kisses. And yes, I counted." The girl had it bad.
We could think of no way to reasonably deny the invitation, so we showed up, fear and trepidation on our faces. It helped some that Todd and Wendy were already there and seemed relaxed. Todd was joking with Ben, and Kevin ran up to grab Chrissy and Angela right behind him. They were what we called The Triple Threat. Individually, they were easy to handle; all together, they were trouble. They had just turned ten, and we had hoped they would have calmed down by now, but the energy was still off the charts. They'd be hitting puberty in a few years, and the thought terrified Wendy and me. We privately thought Jen had it easier because she had a son, but it would still be angst and drama. We were hoping to survive until they left for college.
The evening was much more pleasant than we had anticipated. Ben was just like he was before the Incident, as we'd dubbed it, telling the kids corny jokes that broke them up and had us laughing.
We saw the kids clustered together, having hurried conversations that broke up when an adult came near. This bodes no good, I thought, watching them. Wendy got the same feeling. They sprang it on us after we were full of steak and more than one beer, hoping to catch us in a food and alcohol stupor. Chrissy started it.
"Mom, did you know Uncle Ben bought a place on Rock Lake? It has a dock with a big boat and two jet skis, and it's right on the border of the state park. There are various hiking trails and opportunities to be in nature. There's going to be an all-dad/kids weekend in two weeks. Uncle Todd already said he's going. Dad, will you come too?"
Jack looked like a deer caught in headlights. "I don't know, honey. I'll have to check our schedule, but we may have to wait until next time."
Chrissie's lip quivered, but before the waterworks began, Ben started talking. "It's just a couple of days, Jack. Think of it as giving the girls a break. We'll do some fishing, hiking, and burn something on the grill. There's plenty of room. You wouldn't want to break up the Terrible Threesome, now would you? Well, it will be the Fabulous Four. Meghan's son is coming with us, so the boy/girl ratio will be balanced."
Meghan was Jen's neighbor, who shared the burden of getting the kids to the dojo. Her husband had died of a heart attack the year before, and if it hadn't been for their son, she may not have held it together. She was starting to date again, and Jen told me Monday morning that her son was going along so she could have quality time with a new man. She seemed motivated to try again because of Jen and Ben. I wished her the best.
Chrissy, Angela, Kevin, and Scott burned the phones up the week before the trip, planning activities they wouldn't have enough time for. School was out for the summer, and Jack took a half day of vacation, and they were on the road by noon and in the water by three. Jack sent photos of the kids jumping off the diving board Ben had installed on the side of the dock, eight feet above the water, and later, of them driving the jet skis. It made me apprehensive, but he assured me they could only ride them inside the little cove and were closely watched. Ben made sure the girls got as much driving time as the boys, and even from a distance, you could see the grins.
They played in the water all weekend, cruising on Ben's big boat and taking it to a marina known for their ice cream emporium, where they all got photographed face-planting in banana splits. All the dads got into the action, and I still keep a picture of my husband, ice cream, and toppings dripping off him, the banana still stuck to his head. They went fishing, and there were pictures of the guys patiently teaching them, all except for Kevin. Ben had already taught him, so he concentrated on Scott. The joy on her child's face made Meghan cry, especially when he landed a six-pound bass.
They pretended to stay up late to catfish off the dock, but Ben snapped a photo showing all the kids and the other two dads asleep at nine-thirty. We all got sun-browned, exhausted kids when they returned, but they bubbled over that weekend for months.
Jack said he had a quiet talk with Ben, apologizing for our part in the fiasco that caused him to leave, and was surprised when he smiled. "You didn't cause me to leave. I'd been working on moving down to Atlanta for two months before I found out about Jen, so it was happening anyway. I didn't think I'd be going alone. Being away from the agitation and drama was probably a good thing. Look, I know she was sorry. I know she regretted it. She was probably right when she said she'd never do it again, but I couldn't get over her doing it the first time. There was no going back, and if everyone had just accepted it, it would have been fine."
He sighed. "Look, I'm sorry I broke your nose. It was a heat-of-the-moment thing that surprised me. I'd never lost my temper in such a major way, and the fight or flight instinct came out full force."
Jack told him not to worry about it, because it made him more thoughtful about the consequences his actions could bring --a life lesson he took to heart. So, even if they didn't go back to being friends, they learned to tolerate each other.
..................................................................................................
Todd became Ben's closest friend and talked about that morning. Todd told him he was against the intervention for many reasons, most of which stemmed from his time in service. He spent ten years in military intelligence before an injury forced him out, and he remembered the lessons he had learned. "That's why I unlocked and opened the door when everyone tried to stop you. There was no upside to the confrontation, and with your football and martial arts background, there was no stopping you."
Ben agreed, thanking him for his forethought and for diffusing a situation that could have escalated quickly. We primarily existed in an uneasy truce, playing nice when our kids brought us together. Then, the inevitable happened. New Jen ran into Old Jen with Ben in tow.
It was incredibly awkward. Old Jen had retained some bitterness, and she managed to let some of it out, asking her if she knew how violent and dangerous he could be. Jen was confused. For the whole time she had known Ben, and it had been ten months by then, she'd never seen him raise his voice in anger, let alone his fist.
Ben asked old Jen a question. "In all the time we knew each other, in all the time we were together, did I once threaten or harm you in any way? All I wanted was to be away from you, but you couldn't let it go, and it ended badly. Even during the confrontation when we last saw each other, did I strike or threaten you in any way? You know the answer. No, those involved in the altercation did so because they tried to restrain me unlawfully. Even then, I did the absolute minimum to free myself. Get over it, Jen. I have, and I'm much happier now."
Her temper flared. "Of course you are! You got a mousey little puppy who'll do everything you say. It's what you always wanted."
New Jen then proceeded to correct that assumption forcefully. First, she laughed. "A mousey puppy? Mixing metaphors, are we? To clarify, he has never once ordered me to do anything. He doesn't have to. If I think he wants or needs something from me, it's his automatically. Maybe, if you can reach far enough into your foggy brain, you surely remember how he treated you before your screw-up. Well, I don't think he treats me like that. I think he treats me better. He's everything I have ever wanted in a man, and I intend to keep him until one of us stops breathing! So There!"
Ben watched, amazed at her declaration. Then he grinned, "Well then, there's no time like the present. I was going to ask you tonight, but now seems like a fine time. Jennifer Wilson, will you marry me?"
Old Jen screamed. New Jen fainted but recovered quickly, and I think he understood her answer even if she couldn't speak at first. Old Jen fumed and ranted until she realized they weren't listening to her, and then she stomped away.
.....................................................................................
A week after the proposal, Jen came to me, demanding I tell her what had happened that day. "He refused, saying it's an episode in his life he won't talk about, and told me to get the story from you guys. He says we can't marry until I know. So get your posse together, and let's get it over with!"
That Saturday morning, most people involved in 'the incident' gathered in the basement where it happened. Some didn't come for obvious reasons, such as Todd and Wendy's exes, but the rest were present. I was chosen to be the narrator, even though I didn't want to, so I plunged right in after we all got coffee or a soft drink.
"You have to let me set the scene and give you a little history. Most of us were together from kindergarten through high school, and in a few cases, college. We had the typical small-town mentality, especially when it came to outsiders. Jen and I (Old Jen, of course) were raised together. Our parents were next-door neighbors, and we were so close it didn't matter what house we were in at bedtime; we just snuggled down. Wendy, Brandy, Jack, and Todd, their exes, were like family, even though some of us left after college. We knew we could always come home again."
"Ben was from here, but he wasn't from HERE. He went to school across the county, and in football, which you know is big in this town, he was our nemesis. He kept us out of the playoffs twice. Then he received the scholarship, moved away, was drafted in his junior year, went on to play for four years, and came home with a substantial amount of money. We were proud that a local boy made good, but there was a bit of residual resentment."
Wendy gave me a break to gather my thoughts. "Yeah, and Jen didn't take long to hook up with him when he came home. She was always the hottest girl in our group, even in this town, so it stood to reason. We were all surprised when they got married because Jen was always a play-the-field sort of girl and had a bit of a reputation, but if she was happy, we were happy."
I jumped back in. "They had a massive wedding, the kind of extravagant ceremony Jen had always wanted, and there was no way her parents could afford it, but Ben paid and never complained. The whole thing almost came apart over the prenup, but by then, Ben was a partner in his company, and it was in their bylaws. She fussed and pouted, but Ben was resolute, even canceling the wedding at one point. Jen got smart and quit worrying about breaking into the bank while sleeping with the man holding the vault's keys."
They bought a nice house, which she picked out, and Jen became a spoiled housewife with privileges at the most expensive Country Club in this part of the state. She'd occasionally take us to lunch or a dinner dance, but I'm not sure if it was because she still had fond feelings for us or just wanted to show off her wealth. We could all see the changes starting in her and tried to talk to her about it, but she laughed us off.
It's hard to hide an affair if you use the cheap motels here or in the next town. There weren't too many Mercedes convertibles like hers in the county. Seriously, the whole thing was cartoonish. None of us thought for a minute that Jen could be that stupid. Looking back, we tried to figure out when she developed her sense of entitlement, and we all thought the money and the lifestyle just got to her.
When the rumors started, we tried to talk to her, but she laughed our concerns off and told us not to worry because she certainly wasn't--a serious miscalculation. You probably know how brilliant Ben is; it was rumored he had the third-highest IQ in his high school history, but he would never confirm that. Jen was semi-careful, only making her little flings when he was out of town or deeply involved in some contract negotiation, but I guess she gave some little tell, or somebody clued him in."
I ran out of breath and had to stop. Todd took pity on me and continued the story. "Ben attacked the situation in the same way he did business. He investigated, analyzed, and acted. She was sleeping with the golf pro from the club. It would seem that he was fairly attractive to the ladies and was rumored to be very well-endowed. After he gathered all the necessary information, he called the Country Club and informed them that he would not be renewing his membership, and more importantly, his corporate membership. That amounted to almost five percent of their income stream, and they got distraught. When they asked why, he said the only way he would even consider staying was for the pro to be sacked, and he meant it right then and there. The pro had his locker cleared and was gone in thirty minutes, protesting his innocence until they told him Ben had a paper trail and pictures."
My turn again. "He immediately called Jen, catching her just before they cut her phone off, and spilled his guts. She hung up on him and tried to find Ben, but he had made himself scarce. She was on her way to his office when the process server arrived. We were told she fainted when he delivered the divorce package. Remember the prenup? There was a pretty severe penalty for infidelity, and he made sure it was enforced.
In the end, she received her car, the house, and twenty-five thousand dollars in cash, as per the terms, and he was generous when he gave her the house. It was just before the divorce was final that she realized what a horrible mistake she'd made and begged us to get him to at least sit still while she explained and begged forgiveness. It was a foolish plan, as all her other efforts had failed, but we loyally tried to set it up.
The only way to get him in the same room with her was an ambush, so we planned one. Todd was strongly opposed to it, warning us that it wouldn't end well. We should have listened to a man of his experience, but all of us girls were determined to do the right thing, so we engineered a meeting.
Jack asked him to come over and help move some heavy things in the basement. As you can see, it has a sturdy door to the outside, and after we got him there, we locked the stairs door. The poor man didn't see it coming, and when we flipped on the lights, he saw everyone in the basement, including his soon-to-be ex. He was not happy.
I absently rubbed my forehead. "He looked at his ex and turned to the rest of us."
"I'll be leaving now. Don't say anything, don't do anything, and before I go out that door, I ask one thing. Never speak to me again. Ever."
"That's when things went off the tracks. He didn't yell or scream, but we all heard the danger in his voice. Stupidly, all but Todd ignored it. We tried to talk him down, telling him we would unlock the door and let him leave in peace if he would just hear her out. He told the rest of us we'd tried, but it wouldn't work, and we should let it go."
Jen started screaming, begging, and crying as she threw herself at him. He shrugged her off with so little effort it looked like a dog shaking off rain, but there was enough force to fling her into a wall. Rick grabbed him from behind, and he twirled like a ballerina, giving him an elbow strike to the face. It broke his nose, but looking back, we're just happy it didn't kill him. When Jack went down, I exploded, coming at him with claws out.
I forgot the chicken I'd taken from the freezer to let thaw. He threw it at me, hitting me right in the middle of the forehead. I went down, stunned. Wendy tried to kick him in the balls, and he picked her up by the throat, holding her as she dangled and kicked until Garth jumped him. A straight right to the chest stopped that. He got three cracked ribs out of it. By now, he was at the door that Todd was holding open. He turned as he walked through."
"I mean it. Never speak to me again. If I'm walking down the street and you see me coming, move to the other side."
Then he looked at Jen. "We're over, Jen. Let it drop. If you keep it up, I'll turn the lawyers loose, and you'll end up with nothing. Take what I gave you and mark it up as a life lesson. Better luck on the next sucker. Maybe I'll spare him some pain and tell him what he's in for."
I sighed. "There was a mass trip to the ER. I had a concussion. They straightened Jack's nose, told Garth not to bump his ribs, and checked Wendy's throat. We'd talked it over while we recovered. Once again, Todd was the voice of reason."
"Look," he said, as he checked us over before we went to the ER, "if we go to the cops and fill out a report, it'll open a whole can of worms that I don't think you're prepared to deal with. You lured him under pretenses, and when the truth comes out that you locked the doors to force him to stay, that can be construed as kidnapping or, at the very least, unlawful restraint. He never touched any of us until we forced him to. We could all end up looking mighty foolish because it would become a matter of public record, or worse case, be convicted of a felony."
We lied at the hospital, saying we got tangled up while riding four-wheelers. I don't think they bought it, but it didn't press the issue, so we dodged a bullet. We'd never spoken to him until we saw him at the picnic. And that's the story. Ben moved, and Jen slipped away from us. She married the golf pro, but it lasted less than a year. You ran into her, so you know she's carrying a lot of resentment around, so I'd keep an eye out."
I almost laughed at what she said next. "I'll stomp that bitchs' flabby ass to mush if she even looks at my man! I see the look on your face, but my honey has been giving me lessons so that you might be surprised."
There was a period of silence before she spoke again. "Thanks for telling me. I love him more because he overcame his anger and can speak civilly to you now. I'm still your friend, but our time together may be limited. If a woman chooses between her mate and her friends, she should stick by his side if the mate has a good reason."
She started to leave but stopped and gave us all a hug. She pulled back from me and giggled. "A chicken?"
I couldn't help grinning. "A six-pound, FROZEN chicken. It knocked me on my ass. He could have killed me."
"Well, I'm glad he didn't. Best friends are harder to come by these days."
We all stayed a little after she left. Wendy asked if we thought we'd ever see her again. Todd hugged her. "Of course you will. He's put it behind him. I think our betrayal hurt him in many ways more than Jen's. Besides, I put Chrissie in his class, and if Kevin and Chrissie are in, Angela won't be far behind."
Soon, we were shopping for ghees and other martial arts accessories. Meghan and her new man were serious, and she became part of our circle, changing the Terrible Three to the Fearsome Foursome.
It came out that Ben had studied Tai Chi while he was away, and he taught Jen, who gushed about it until Ben's sensei asked him to conduct a class on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The whole gang signed up, and I soon understood why everyone thought he was a great teacher. He could explain things, making understanding more straightforward, and Jen was right. The whole thing was very relaxing. Something about the slow, stylized movements was very centering, with everyone moving in synchronicity. I always felt better after a class.



Jen and her mother were very close to each other. Her Mom was her lifeline, supporting her through the bad marriage and sheltering her when it all came apart. The only drawback to her happiness was the thought of leaving her behind. Ben didn't say anything, and later, when Jen asked why there were tradesmen trucks and vans at his lake house, he just grinned.
"Just making a few improvements," he said, kissing and twirling her around. Three months later, he had Jen bring her mother out for lunch on Sunday. He cooked, making them authentic Barbecue with all the trimmings. When they were miserably full, he took them up the new stairs he'd installed over the three-car garage. He unlocked the door, making Jen and her mother go in first, while he and Kevin stood back, grinning.
It had been converted into a two-bedroom apartment, boasting almost 1100 square feet of luxury, with a state-of-the-art kitchen and a lovely master bath featuring a sit-down tub with a whirlpool.
"What's all this for?"
Ben kissed Jen and grinned. "It's a mother-in-law's apartment. Tell your mom I'll make it happen if she wants anything different. I know how close you and Kevin are to her and how sad you were about leaving her alone. I'm a pretty good problem solver, wouldn't you say? This way, we both have privacy, yet we're just footsteps apart. She'll be free of any bills because they will be included in ours. Kevin and I are making an ice cream run so you guys can talk it over."
They left, and she and her mother explored the unit, crying over every discovery. Then her mother grabbed her, holding her tight. "Don't you ever let go of that man! Whatever he wants, give it to him with a smile. He loves you, honey."
Jen gathered her up in a deep hug, and when they separated, she grinned. "I'll do that, Mom, but first, I have to stop him from spoiling me. If he even thinks I want something, it appears. I've learned to be very careful what I say, or the house would be so full you couldn't walk through it."
Her mother smiled. "There's one thing only you can do for him that no one else can."
"What would that be?"
"Give him children."
........................................................................
Ben's mother had been getting worse and chose to go into an assisted living facility in one of their luxury apartments. A doctor was on the premises, and she had a personal caregiver who lived in the second bedroom. It must have cost a ton of money, but Ben had the resources and gladly spent it. He would visit her one evening a week and on Saturday or Sunday afternoon. After they got engaged, Jen insisted on going along at least once a week, and usually, they took Kevin with them. He was a little quiet at first, but you could see where Ben got his personality, and he warmed to her. When he called her Grandma the first time, she cried. The next time they visited without Kevin, she thanked Jen.
"For what?"
"For giving me a grandchild. I thought I'd pass before I saw one."
Ben was pretty stoic, but when she said that, he walked outside briefly, returning with wet eyes, and hugged them tightly.
When they married, Kevin escorted his new grandmother, pushing her wheelchair and parking it in the front row. She sat beside Jen's mother, and they held hands through most of the service. When she passed away five years later, Kevin was one of the pallbearers, tears streaming as he took his place.
...............................................................................................
Their marriage was a low-key affair, beautiful in its simplicity. The parents and a few older relatives were among the eighty people present. Ben and Jen were only children, a subject Jen addressed early in their engagement: "I don't want Kevin to be an only child. I want two more, maybe three if you're agreeable."
Ben smiled and told her that he was fine with her having as many as she wanted as long as her health wasn't in danger.
We all cried during the service, tears of happiness for Jen. If ever a woman deserved a happy ending, it was her. I was her Matron of Honor, and Wendy was a bridesmaid. Todd was Ben's best man, and Jack was a groomsman.
The reception was fun, and no one got out of hand. Although there were a few moments of note that a few people wished we would forget, they were just buzzed enough to be silly and stupid, and it was a lot of fun to tease them at get-togethers afterward.
I was the only one who wasn't surprised by their honeymoon destination. Jen had always been fascinated by Hadrian's Wall, the border wall built to keep the wild Picts at bay from the Romans. Throughout their centuries of occupation, they never managed to defeat them, a sore spot for Roman Caesars during the occupation of Britain. Jen had one of those ancestry DNA tests done, and she was primarily of Celtic descent, so the whole era fascinated her. Ben had a small torque made for her, a gold choker with an open front, the necklace bending to the contours of her neck. They went from England to France, then to Germany, tracing the route of her ancestors.
When she got home with pictures and descriptions, she nearly drove us crazy, but I think a little of it was envy. We were just middle-class people and could never afford a trip that expensive. I think she realized it one day and slowed down until she almost stopped mentioning it. She still had two large picture albums on her coffee table, though.
.........................................................
Then, two things happened to rock their world. Jen's ex got out of prison and demanded visitation rights for his son. Neither Jen nor Kevin thought it was a good idea, but he had served his time and swore he had been rehabilitated. The judge decided to grant supervised visitation once a week for two months, then review the social workers' recommendations and determine the next step.
Ben was uncharacteristically quiet about it, but he was the one who delivered and picked up Kevin from the sessions, making sure Jen had no contact. The ex was a little pissed, saying he would like the opportunity to apologize for his actions. She sent a message back through Social Services that she desired no contact, and legally, he could do nothing.
It galled him that she had remarried. He'd spent his time in prison imagining she would welcome him back with open arms, and instead, she had found a better man. She remarried not only to a multimillionaire but also to one who seemed to worship the ground she and Kevin walked on.
Kevin wanted Ben to adopt him, and he was more than willing to do so, but Jen's ex refused even to consider it. It didn't stop Kevin from calling Ben Dad, making him grin whenever he heard it. He called his biological father by his given name, Jason, during their sessions, and it created a lot of friction. Kevin finally lost it, telling him exactly why.
"You were never my father; you were just a sperm donor. Don't you think I remember hearing Mom beg and scream while you beat her, or the times you slapped a little kid around? Doesn't sound like fatherly love to me. I try to forgive you, but I'll never forget what you did to us. I'll be able to stop seeing you in a couple of years, and I hope you have a bad memory. You say you've changed, but I don't believe you. Oh, look, time's up. Bye."
Jason raged at the social worker until she realized she was looking bored. He stopped abruptly, and she spoke. "Tell me, Jason, what did you think would happen? You abused your wife for years, and she took it until you let it spill over to your son. Did you know he has a scar on his leg from you hitting him? He showed it to me once. Your ex is getting married again and seems very happy, and so is Kevin. I'm going to be honest here: I don't think your expectations will be met soon. Maybe not ever. Your prison record is clean, and I saw you had taken some therapy while you were inside. Use what you learned, and start another life."
All his good intentions, therapy, and jail time went away when he heard that, and the monster returned. The thing about monsters is that most are ambush predators, masters of disguise, so he tried extra hard to put everyone at ease. He saw her new husband when he delivered and picked up Kevin, and his time in jail made him recognize what he saw. The man was as dangerous as any apex predator he'd ever seen, so he knew he had to be careful.
Three months later, things began to change for the better. Kevin would talk, though he still refused physical contact. The social worker still didn't think they were ready to be alone, but they seemed headed in that direction. Then something happened to make him snap. Kevin told him he wouldn't be at the next appointment because he was going to the Bahamas for two weeks. They wouldn't be flying; they were going by yacht from Florida.
"He has a yacht?"
Kevin laughed. "No, Dad says yachts are just holes in the water to pour money through. We're going with one of his business friends, and then we'll fly back."
"He's not your Dad! I am."
Kevin didn't acknowledge the outburst, grinning instead. "You were, but now you're just a sperm donor, and I have the new and improved model. I'll show you pictures when I get back."
Jason raged so hard that Kevin ran from the room and refused to attend more sessions. The social services office filed a report and told him visitation was suspended for a mandatory two months, a 'cooling-off' period, in their legalese. Kevin went on vacation, flooding his social media accounts with pictures, fueling Jason's rage. There were pictures of his ex, and it was easy to see the baby bump in her one-piece bathing suit. He fumed more; that should have been his brat, not a stranger's.
They stayed in an all-inclusive family resort. Pictures showed Kevin and his stepfather parasailing, snorkeling, and generally having a good time while Jen lay on the beach or sat under an umbrella with her mother. They would have taken his mother, but she wasn't healthy enough to travel.
Jason came up with the money to get a lawyer, petitioning for more liberal visitation rights. His lawyer was competent, but he was no match for the team of high-powered lawyers Ben sent after him. He became such a nuisance that Jen realized they had to do something, so she surprised the hell out of Jason by filing for back child support, almost six years' worth.
He raged to his lawyer, but the papers had been filed just before he went to jail. Jen's lawyer suggested it, saying she could use it for leverage to keep him out of their lives should he return.
They were surprised to see Ben enter the next scheduled session, asking for a moment of Jason's time. Ben showed him the corporate face he used for his most challenging negotiations. "Here's the deal. You owe almost $42,000 in back child support, and Jen has yet to receive the first payment. If you refuse, there will be cause to put you back in prison. I have a proposition. If you sign away your rights, Jen will forgive the debt, and you can restart your life debt-free. If you've truly changed, you should be able to find a wife and start again. I urge you to take the deal."
Ben had to admit Jason's rant was epic, and he threatened everything but physical harm. Ben just grinned. "Well, we thought we would offer."
Jason found himself in front of a family court judge two weeks later. The Judge read the file and asked Jason some direct, to-the-point questions. "It seems you want to be part of your son's life again, Mr. Bruce. I think that's admirable, but stop and think about it. The whole time you were separated, the time it took to divorce, and then your incarceration, you never once offered financial assistance to the mother or sought visitation for your son. I don't know what justification you could come up with, but your son still had to eat, have a roof over his head, buy clothes and school supplies, and any other things that come with raising a child. I've calculated your current job's wages and awarded your ex $1,000 a month in child support, which will be reduced to $500 when the arrears are brought up to date. You can expect your first garnishment from your check in approximately two weeks. Next case."
...........................................................
That didn't go so well with Jason; the amount would mean he had to live very tightly to pay it, so he decided to look up some old friends, and pretty soon, he was helping deliver drugs and do strong-arm work when necessary. It doubled his income and gave him access to some of his former bad habits.
They devised a plan when his old crew discovered who his ex had married. Jason had given up on Kevin, but if he took him, he knew his new stepfather would pay any amount to get him back. The number they decided on was 2.5 million. His crew would get 1.5, and he would take the other million and disappear. Ben would pay him off to get Kevin back for the number he picked.
The flaw in his plan was that he didn't know how brilliant Ben was or the lengths he would go to protect his family. When the visits were resumed, he was delivered by two armed bodyguards. One stayed in the car, while the other sat in the lobby, so there wasn't a window of opportunity for the planned abduction. His old crew realized that if anyone got hurt during the kidnapping, there would be serious repercussions.
Then, they considered snatching him from karate class. That was quickly discarded. Unless guns were involved, and they wanted to avoid that, they would be facing a room full of black belt instructors who probably would drool at the chance to kick ass without legal repercussions. Finally, they decided to hit his school bus. That complicated things, so it was decided the ransom would be five million to offset risk. There were some reasonably intelligent men in his crew, and they planned it down to the second.
It happened on a wooded stretch of road. The bus had to make a hard turn and wasn't traveling at speed; their 'sharpshooter' blew a tire. The driver, an elderly black woman, sighed when she heard the tire going down. This was going to complicate her schedule. The protocol was to immediately send another bus, transfer the students, and then send a truck out with a new tire.
Mrs. Colson was dialing her phone when a man knocked on the bus door. He was well dressed, neat, and appeared concerned. "Are you guys all right?" She opened the door to tell him it was handled, and when she did, he produced a small automatic. "Ma'am, if you follow directions, everyone will be fine. We need to remove a student from the bus, and then we'll leave quietly. Have Kevin come to the front of the bus. Now! If he doesn't, we'll take our frustration out on the other children."
He grabbed a small girl from the front seat and held her tightly to make his point. She promptly screamed and fainted, so he put her back on the seat. He was reaching for another when a voice rang out. "Wait! I'm coming!"
Mrs. Colson was terrified, and Kevin made his way to the front. "Come with us, kid, and everything will be fine."
He turned around, and Kevin kicked him down the steps with a perfectly executed front snap kick. He put more power into it than he thought, and the man was out cold before he hit the ground. When they examined him, he had a fractured neck. Fortunately (for him, I don't think anyone else cared; it didn't kill him or paralyze him completely, but he walked like a robot for the rest of his life). Kevin turned to Mrs. Colson. "Drive!" he yelled, but she was ahead of him. Even with the blown tire, she was doing thirty-five miles an hour as she thumped down the road. Even they weren't stupid enough to shoot into a busload of kids. The kidnappers were caught flat-footed and screamed for their companions to bring the van up. The drawback of that plan was the two security guards who tailed the bus every day.
Once they realized what was happening, they drew their weapons and exited the SUV, catching the rest off guard. One of the men had a shotgun, and he blew the two passenger-side tires out. Flight or fight instincts kicked in, and they ran through the woods. The guards immediately jumped back into their vehicle and sped off down the road, passing the man and his two companions on the ground. When they looked up and saw the shotgun barrel sticking out of the window, they abandoned their friend and fled as well.
None of them got very far. Fourteen teens had their phones out, texting 911, before Kevin made it to the front of the bus, and it looked like a cop convention was about to break out in thirty minutes. They brought in dogs and tracked most of them down. It took them a week to round up the others, but eventually, they were all behind bars and facing so many charges that most would never breathe free air again. It would seem that trying to hijack a school bus was considered domestic terrorism.
When the couple rolled over, outlining the entire plan, they came after Jason and his last companion. They had disappeared, and finding them three states away took a month.
After all the charges were brought, they took a deal that put them in prison for thirty years before they could apply for parole.
............................................................................................................
Jen was a disaster for a while. Ben got Kevin into therapy, but didn't need much before the counselor gave an opinion. The counselor said he was a very centered child with good role models and not a little training, and he should be fine.
Todd asked Ben once shortly afterward if he planned any revenge, and he laughed. "Yeah. I plan to love my family, free to go where we please any time we want, while their whole world will be a tiny cell and an exercise yard. What better could I ask for?"
Jen was not as pragmatic. She asked Todd if he had anyone in his past who could make Jason's life unpleasant. Todd laughed until he saw she was serious. "Let it go, Jen. Jason is a skinny white boy with feminine eyes. He'll have a full-time Daddy in no time and do anything the man tells him to do."
That calmed her down, but years later, she still bristled if anyone said his name.
..................................................................
So we lived our safe, middle-class lives. Well, all but Jen and Ben. They had a middle-class house and values, with a multimillionaire checkbook. They hardly used any more money than the rest of us, but occasionally they would splurge. Once, they took our entire families on a week-long vacation in the Bahamas. All we had to pay for were souvenirs unless we ate outside the resort. It took Jen a little talking to get us to accept it, but she managed to sway us. The kids wore us down, and there were ten between four couples by now.
Ben's mother passed three years after he and Jen got married, but she lived long enough to hold her second grandchild, a little girl. I think that was the sole reason she held on for as long as she did.
Fourteen years later, we were all crowded into the little church in the country, watching Kevin and Chrissie tie the knot. They had bonded as babies, and the bond only grew stronger. Chrissie told me that when she was twelve, Kevin had asked her to marry him, giving her a little friendship ring to seal the deal. I smiled, thinking it was a phase. Chrissie never took it off until she got the actual ring, and she carefully put it into a box, telling me she was holding it for her first daughter.
............................................................................
Whatever happened to old Jen? She continued a downward spiral, making one bad choice after another, until she met someone. He was poor, but he loved her, so they married in a civil ceremony performed by a justice of the peace. They have an older double-wide on fifteen acres and turned it into a mini-farm. They both work regular jobs and do Farmer's Markets on Saturdays, each going to a different one. Wendy and I saw her when we took the urge to get fresh vegetables and talked. She says she's happy now, and I believe her. Ben got them to do a subscription service for the people surrounding their lake house. They make more from that than they do from the market. She has to pass his house on the way to their meeting point, and I wonder what she thinks when she rides by.
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It's Money That Matters
At least that's what they say.
........................................................................................................
For the first three years or so of our marriage, I thought we were happy. Well, I was anyway. Janet seemed to like our life as well. We'd bought a house, or rather I'd purchased a home --a lovely three-bedroom on a large lot, somewhat out in the country. I'd almost paid cash, but ended up financing the remainder for 5 years. I paid it off in two.
Then she changed jobs and became obsessed with keeping up with her friends. She would point out how much nicer their houses were and the better, newer cars they drove, and she started hinting that we needed to upgrade.
"Those so-called friends of yours are up to their eyeballs in debt. If the economy were to take a downturn, most of them would lose everything. Derrick told me the other day that if he couldn't slow Sabrina down, one of them would have to take a part-time job. We're debt-free, so it would take a lot to hurt us. The only exception I could think of would be divorce, and then we'd both lose. I tell you what, your car is a little older, why don't we shop around, find you a newer ride?"
My hopes of appeasement went out the window when she bought a mid-sized Mercedes. Janet got pissed when I refused to sign the loan application, so it's in her name alone. Since the house was paid for and all we had were normal living expenses, she could afford it, but it cut into her play money. It was a sore spot with her that I wouldn't ride in it. Her sense of frustration with me grew, and I saw it coming, but I was still surprised by how things turned out. I always thought that Janet was pretty mild and didn't have a mean bone in her body.
Then she tried to kill me.
If she had just walked up and shot me, she would probably have gotten away with it, but her biggest flaw was always flaunting it in your face that she was the most intelligent person in the room, when the fact was that the most intelligent people in the room didn't want to talk to her. She got on my nerves so bad once I told her, "It must be difficult dealing with mere mortals who make mistakes. Unlike us, you're always right and seldom mistaken, and if you are, it will somehow be my fault because I didn't give you enough information. Please stop talking to me."
It came to a head when she sold my watercraft. The bass boat, the canoe, and the two kayaks were just discarded because she determined that they were frivolous and no longer needed. Besides, there were things she needed. She wasn't going to tell me about it, but it's pretty hard not to notice a boat that size just disappearing one day, or the racks in the shed suddenly being empty. When I asked her, she said she'd gotten rid of them and expected the discussion to be over.
Twenty breaths later, when I got my hearing and eyesight back, she was babbling on about how foolish it was to hold on to things I didn't use anymore. I hit her back with a few of her pet possessions, telling her I was going to put them up on Marketplace to defray the cost of replacing my stuff. I thought she was going to stroke out on me. Then the yelling started.
I walked out and started tracking down my stuff. It was a no-brainer on the bass boat because it was mortgaged property with six months of payments left. The guy with the canoe refused to return it, so I called the cops. He'd gotten an Old Towne fully kitted for whitewater for $200. There was no way in hell he could get another for that price.
I asked him nicely twice before I brought the cops in. By then, the canoe had disappeared, so I had him arrested for receiving and selling stolen property. If the canoe could reappear at my house, I would drop the charges. If it showed up damaged in any way, the charges stayed. Three days later, it was in my front yard, and I dropped proceedings.
The guys who bought the bass boat and the canoe were going to sue Janet to get their money back, and she knew if the cops got involved, it would be in the papers and embarrass her no end. She gave the money back. The problem was that she had already spent some of it and had to scramble to raise the rest.
I never saw the kayaks again, but I had a nice talk with her about it. Two new kayaks were delivered the following week. They weren't the quality of what I lost, but I let it go.
It got to me so bad that I left her. It wasn't just the watercraft; it was her whole attitude. She was genuinely shocked when I left, then smirked and told me I'd be back in two days. Two months later, it occurred to her that I might never come back, so she made overtures. Overtures I didn't return.
We ended up in counseling, and then she went into therapy for a year. I came home after five months, and it was a little tense for almost a year before I was comfortable with her. Then she started drifting again. Janet was always obsessed with money and started trying to get me to sell the farm. Forty acres of woods, ten acres of pasture, with a spot where the house had stood in front. The back border was a creek that was more like a small river.
The original farm was 900 acres, but over time it was divided and parts were sold off. When my Dad got it, there were about 100 acres left, and it was divided once again. I would get the woods and pasture, Rob the fields and greenhouses.
My brother and I got along really well. He kept me in produce, and I would cut wood for him every year, using the fallen and damaged trees. Most of it was old oak forest, and the lumber was valuable. I'd had several excellent offers but turned them down; the thought of it stripped of those old trees really depressed me.
It was another bone of contention between me and Janet. She wanted the timber harvested and the land sold for development. I refused, and besides, my Dad was still alive, so technically, the land was still his. I'd go out and fish the creek in the summer, help my brother from time to time, and generally enjoy the land. Janet refused to come with me.
.....................................
She started on me about the land a few months later, and I snapped. "That land will leave my family over my dead body! Enough is enough, Janet. We won't discuss this again."
We were drifting apart again, and I was seriously thinking about leaving permanently. I had the idea I'd build a log cabin on the old homeplace. Then I caught her in bed with someone else. My bed, in my house, and with my wife. I stomped the shit out of him. I was still kicking his ass as he was struggling to get into his pants. She called the cops. If she had thought it through, she wouldn't have done it, because then it would have become a matter of public record. He had a fat lip, a shiner, a gash above an eyebrow that took a few stitches, bruised ribs, and a sore ass from the kicks. I was trying for his balls, but I guess they were so tiny I couldn't find them.
The cop took the report, and the guy didn't want to press charges. He probably didn't want to have to explain it to his wife. I had a few scrapes, but I definitely got the better of him. I'd come off the farm because my chainsaw quit cutting and I needed a new chain. The cop looked at me in my overalls and flannel shirt and asked me what I did for a living.
"I'm an accountant."
He had a hard time believing it until I gave him a business card, and the name matched my ID. He grinned. "I guess he got lucky then. God knows what might have happened to him if you'd been a doctor or a lawyer. Can you do my taxes?"
The house was paid for, but I'd never really liked it, so I moved out. She could have it in the divorce. I figured I'd be on the hook for a big alimony payment, and I could use it to minimize damage. My business paid me a pretty good salary. She couldn't touch it; I had a prenupt protecting it, required because I had a partner at the time. Then he decided he liked a woman who wasn't his wife and had to depart rather suddenly. His wife bit down like a tick and tried to suck him dry, and had to sell his half to me to finance a new start far away. He took the woman with him. They got married, and then two years later, she was back without him and wouldn't talk about it.
Janet recognized the error of her ways soon enough. She didn't have a house payment, but she still had utilities, insurance, gas, and groceries to pay for, and her salary just barely covered it. She tried to do damage control, wanted to get me back into counseling, and was incensed when I refused. "I'll go if the court orders it and not a minute before."
I found a nice little apartment and moved everything I owned into storage. It got to be fall, and I spent my spare time cutting wood and helping my brother. We talked it over, and he promised to help me cut logs for my cabin when his season wound down. We even went out one day and walked the woods, flagging the ones I wanted to harvest. I wanted a two-story home with the master suite downstairs and two bedrooms upstairs, each with a bath. Even with getting the timber at no cost except a bit of labor, it was still going to cost north of a hundred grand to build.
It rained for six days, flooding my creek. I walked it after the water went down and found a massive oak had fallen across it, the top half landing on my side. The guy on the other side had been friends with the family for years, and we'd worked out an understanding. If it fell on my side, I cut it up. If one of mine fell on his side, it was his responsibility. It was an ancient oak, at least four feet in circumference. I figured there would be three to four loads of firewood before I got to the main trunk and decided that it would be my project for the next couple of weekends.
Janet had tried one more time to talk me into coming home or going back into counseling. "No. Janet, just no. We will not get back together. We will not go into counseling. If you keep pushing, I'll get a restraining order. You're getting the house, and it's worth more than any alimony you would get. You can sell it and come out smelling like a rose. Get yourself a nice condo where all you have to do is make it from the car to the door, and you'll be fine. You give me any more shit and I'll drag your ass through so much mud you won't remember what it was like to be clean."
I didn't know it, but I'd just signed my death warrant.
Janet shouldn't have any trouble hooking up with someone else, but I doubt if it would be the loser she was fucking. If money were toilet paper, he wouldn't have enough to wipe a gnat's ass. She still had her looks -- her long red hair and blue eyes -- and a pretty decent shape. She may have to hit the gym to firm up a little. Entitlement wasn't much of an exercise program, but she could still hook a pretty decent sucker if she tried.
I wasn't a hunk by any means; sitting behind a desk for eight to ten hours a day didn't do much for muscle tone. It's why I spent so much time outdoors when I could, running rivers in the summertime and cutting wood in the winter. My hair was long gone, and I kept my head shaved to the point it seemed to shine. I'd been hit on a few times by customers in my office and a few times on the river. One woman I sometimes paddled with had a bikini malfunction, and I still don't understand how her bottoms got snagged on that tree branch, but I smiled at her and kept paddling. When she and her friend caught up, she had miraculously recovered her suit, and I noticed there wasn't a single tear on it. She got lucky. It was a good thing it was December because I couldn't get a mental image of Janet mowing grass. Then again, the zero-turn mower and all the rest of the outdoor equipment were in storage.
....................................................
It had rained again, and the creek was about two feet from overflowing the bank. Typically, it was about three feet deep in that spot, and the banks were probably twelve feet or better above that, so it was running eight to ten feet above normal. I was trying to finish up the oak before it washed away, and I made damn sure I stayed away from the bank. It was just over forty, and that water was probably chilly.
I was just about as far as I could go unless I could get it out of the creek, and that wasn't going to happen. I shut the saw down and turned to start loading the firewood when I saw them. It took me a second to register that Janet was actually in the woods, and then I noticed the double-barreled shotgun she was holding. It had been her father's, and he had left it to me, but I left it behind when I moved out, thinking a woman alone should have some protection. Then I noticed she had her fuckbuddy with her. I took off the helmet with the earmuffs I always wore. "Janet, what the hell are you doing here?"
Something about her eyes didn't look right to me. "Making my future easier. We're still married, and if you had an untimely accident, I'd get to collect the insurance. I checked, and the policies you took out are all double indemnity, so I'd net about eight hundred grand. Add that to what you have in your business accounts, the business, and the land I'll inherit, and I'm looking at around a million five. That should sustain me through my grief."
For the first time, I noticed the shotgun was pointed at me. I honestly believed she would never kill me; I thought it was just a ploy to scare me into better terms. I wasn't buying it. "Bullshit, Janet! How do you think you could get away with it?"
"You know Bob (my neighbor across the creek) leases his land out to deer hunters, and this is a shotgun-only area because of the population density. If some poor, misguided hunter were to mistake those brown overalls for a deer and shoot you, it would be a terrible accident."
I was getting nervous; it sounded like she had put way too much thought into this. "You think dickhead here is going to keep quiet?"
"I think he'll do what I tell him if he wants to keep fucking me, especially with the money we'd have."
I looked at him. "That's true, asshole? If she's willing to do this to me, what do you think would happen to you if you became a liability? Another tragic hunting accident?"
He wasn't looking too sure about any of this before, and now he was definitely nervous. "Janet, I think..."
"Shut the fuck up! You're not required to think! I'll do that for both of us. Now shoot him."
He looked at the shotgun she had thrust into his hands. "Why I gotta do it? I thought you said you were gonna..."
I threw the ax I was holding at him. He dropped the shotgun, and I started forward, but Janet was closer and snatched it up. I didn't hesitate. If she got it up, I was a dead man. I turned around and dove into the muddy water. Just as I cleared the tree, she let go with both barrels. The tree caught most of it, but two of the double ought pellets caught me in the shoulder. It hurt like hell, but I was worried about other things at the time. I started down the creek, trying to get to the other side. The gun boomed again as I had made a curve, and it hit the bank and water. I turned into the little branch that emptied into the creek, scrambling up it while keeping low. I was shaking, bleeding, and knew I was about to go into hypothermic shock, so I scrambled out as best I could and started trotting across the open field. I lasted about another minute before I collapsed.
.........................................................
I woke to a light shining in my eyes, and I remember thinking it should be bigger when people started talking. It looked like I was in the hospital, so evidently I had survived. A young girl, about 14, saw me from her tree stand and called 911 as she climbed down. She was a volunteer at the hospital and knew what to do, wrapping me in one of those emergency foil blankets she made a point of carrying. I was still shaking and unconscious when the EMTs got to me. They told me later that the shock had almost killed me, and the girl had saved my life. The first thing I did when I got coherent enough was to ask for the county sheriff. They sent a deputy out, and when he heard my story, he called a detective, who listened to the tale and asked if I was sure.
"I am. It was my wife and her lover, although I don't think he would have gone through with it. She's the one who shot me."
An investigation was launched. Janet denied everything, and her lover was supposedly out of town. I found out later that she sent him away just as soon as they cleared the woods. The cops sent their best woodsman out, and the evidence was inconclusive. The tree showed where the shot had hit, and as best they could reconstruct it, I must have fallen into the water when I was hit, and the shock sent me into delusions.
Three weeks went by, and I saw Janet once, and she smirked at me. I put it out through the grapevine that I had changed the beneficiary on all my policies to my brother and had rewritten my will. Now her face looked like she was about to snarl when we crossed paths.
I was about to give up and think she got by with it when my nephew came home for the Christmas holiday. He was the only one allowed to hunt the property and had put out deer cams throughout the woods. There was a spot right above where I'd been that day, where the deer crossed, and he'd set it up to determine patterns. I had no idea. There were a lot of shots of deer, me cutting the tree on different days, and then there were shots of Janet, dickhead, and me. You could plainly see the shotgun pointed at me, you could see when he dropped it, and she snatched it up. There was even a shot of me going into the water and the smoke from the shotgun blast.
He brought it to me so excited that he almost couldn't tell me what he had. I covered my bases by downloading everything, and then I called the cops again. The detective came out, looked at the pictures, and took the camera. When the state verified that the images weren't faked and the timestamp placed it on the day I was rescued, warrants were issued. Janet had decided to quit while she was ahead and stopped fighting the divorce. When the cops rolled up, she thought I had filed another motion and met them at the door, complaining loudly. The whining turned to screams as she was cuffed and her rights were read to her. Dickhead was also arrested, and it didn't take an hour until he was singing like a bird. He got charged with attempted murder, but his lawyer got it pled down because it was plain he didn't want to kill me. He got convicted of accessory to attempted murder and got sentenced to five years, but with good behavior, he could be out in as little as two.
Janet knew she was screwed, and her lawyer tried to spin it as a scorned woman who was mentally distraught and not in her right mind. They brought in experts, and all of them said she was fit to stand trial, so she gave up and took a plea deal. Eight years and she could be out in as little as three. She didn't look penitent as the judge read the sentence and even smirked once. The Judge would have given her a lot longer if the deal hadn't already been made.
.....................................................................................
I moved back into the house and finished the divorce. I could have really burned her, but I stuck to most of the original deal on my lawyer's advice. She got the house, and that was it, no alimony, nothing. By the time she had come up for parole, I had finished my log house. I felt foolish, but I still had dreams of a family even at forty-two. I've been dating someone seriously for a year and felt good about the relationship.
She was the mother of the girl who saved my life. I sought her out after I got better and gave her a gift for saving my life. It was a top-of-the-line over/under shotgun that cost me almost three grand, and she cried when she got it. Her mother smiled and thanked me, but said it wasn't necessary. "I've got four shotguns, three rifles, and five handguns. She was covered. But thanks anyway."



This year, they're staying the night before the season starts, so they won't have to travel far to reach their stands. I had no interest in getting out of a warm bed to shoot an animal that I didn't really like the taste of, but they were up at four, even though I tried to drag Mom back into bed. She giggled and rubbed my cheek. "Get the tractor warmed up. I'll call you when we get something."
I seriously doubted they would get anything, but they proved me wrong. Mom got a six-pointer, and daughter couldn't hide her smirk when we came to get her kill --a nine-pointer --both before nine a.m. I put them both in the front-end loader and carried them out, then watched fascinated as they strung them up for cleaning. So, besides being crack shots, they were also good with knives. Something to remember. As the days passed, her mother and I grew closer, and by the time my ex got out --four years instead of three because she mouthed off to the wrong people --I was a married man again.
Janet promptly sold the house, took the money, and departed for parts unknown. Dickhead had gotten out the year before, and the adage that prison changed a man was never truer. He's in a serious relationship with a guy named Doug, and there is no doubt who the wife is. I found it odd when the realtor returned something she thought was mine while trying to sell the ex's house. It was a hunting knife that had been jammed into the front door, and a printed note in big letters was stuck to it. "Leave." I just smiled and paid to have the door replaced.
I gave my new wife her knife back, and we went back to trimming the Christmas tree. My almost eighteen year old daughter was quivering, wondering if we'd gotten her what she wanted. The keys were in a gift box, and the Four Wheel Drive truck was in the barn. The child was country to the core, and I did not doubt that any boy who got a little too forward with her would regret it immensely. If she didn't make the point, I'm sure Momma would. By the time it got to me, I'd be picking up the pieces and trying to figure out how to hide the body.
Life couldn't get any better.
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Exactly What I Needed,
exactly when I needed it
................................................................................................................................................
I saw him sitting at a table in the back, a little half-amused look on his face.
He got noticed because he wasn't trying to be noticed. This bar was a meat market. It was a place people went to when they wanted to hook up, a place where no one was ever going to be looking for Mr. or Ms. Right. Instead, they were looking for Mr. or Ms. Right Now. So they dressed as flashily and, for some of the women, as skimpily as possible. I was glad I had on my basic LBD. It was sexy but demure, the hemline just showing my knees (I always thought I had attractive knees) with just a bit of cleavage. It wouldn't have mattered if I were in a sack and barefoot, I was female, and someone would have hit on me.
I hadn't darkened the door in months. I met my soon-to-be ex here, and that should have told me something right off the bat. I was looking for him. I had something I wanted to give him, a strong right cross. Or a kick (or several) to his balls. I worked out, and part of my training regimen was kickboxing. It gave you great flexibility and a lot of confidence. I even participated in two matches as an amateur. I beat the first girl, but just barely. The other must have thought the ring needed cleaning, and I was a dustcloth. The top of my head and the soles of my feet were the only parts of me that weren't sore the next day. I retired one and one and never regretted it. Bob had seen me fight and knew what I could do. What he had never witnessed was how destructive I can be when I'm pissed.
When I caught them in my bed (we weren't even living together, but each had a key to the others' apartment), I went off. Tiny Miss Wet Cunt, his description, not mine, bounced off the wall about three feet from the floor. It left a dent in his drywall. It would have to be replaced anyway because she smeared blood all the way down to the floor. Bitch had a glass jaw and was a bleeder. Boy, the landlord would be mad when she saw that.
I aimed a snap kick at Bob's family jewels, but either I miscalculated or he hunched down because I buried my foot in his soft belly. Then I dragged them both out and threw their clothes after them. I heard the neighbors talking as they scrambled to get into enough clothes to make their getaway.
When the adrenaline wore off, I slumped to the floor against the couch. I wanted to cry, but couldn't muster enough energy to shed tears. Looking back after a couple of weeks, I think I knew there would never be a happily-ever-after, but I was so lonely I tried anyway. I wouldn't be making that mistake again.
I saw a couple of cellphones pop out, and I figured his friends were giving him a heads-up, so I turned to leave. I had plenty of time. I was over being pissed about the slut, but I couldn't let go of the anger over his Facebook rants. He talked a lot of shit, and he almost got banned before he smartened up and made innuendos and little slights. On top of that, he'd gotten hold of one of my credit cards, and he owed me eight hundred dollars. If I couldn't collect the cash, I'd take it in trade. I'd trade forgiveness of his debt for a butt kicking every time I saw him.
I retaliated by showing footage of him and the bimbo scrambling to get dressed after I'd thrown him out. Thank God for nosy neighbors. Come to find out she was married and didn't need it getting out. It was the only thing that kept me out of jail. He disappeared from social media altogether.
As I turned, I looked into his eyes and something, ah, that undefined something, made me look again.
He was handsome, not buff, although he didn't have anything hanging over his belt and had a little definition in his arms and chest. His brown hair was just a little long, tousled and curly--the kind of hair made to have hands run through it. You couldn't see eye color from that distance and in that lighting, but they were dark.
I found myself walking over. The DJ hadn't started yet, and a conversation could still be held, and he stood as I approached. Manners, how refreshing. I stood there feeling like an idiot all of a sudden before I remembered I had vocal cords.
"Hi."
The cute little half smile was back. "Hi."
His voice was smooth, well-modulated. I suspect he spoke a lot at whatever he did for a living. I just stood there trying to figure out what to say next when he pulled a chair back. "Would you like to sit?"
I hesitated just a second before sliding into the seat and wondered why. We were in a public place surrounded by people, and most of them were still sober. Plus, when it came to it, I could handle myself.
"Marylin Winters."
"I'm Skye."
A man named Skye? I wondered how that happened. His grin showed he understood. "I was raised on a commune. My parents were new-age hippies. They named me Skye, my sister Twilight. They named my little brother Earth, and he hated it so bad he got it changed as soon as it was legal. I think it might be because we gave him the nickname Dirt."
A commune! I wondered if they practiced free love. Once again, he was either reading my mind or he had been asked so many times it was second nature. "The commune had a very relaxed moral code. It was a little strange growing up to see another man or woman in my parents' bed, sometimes all of them at once. I think their logic backfired on them. Twilight became a devout Catholic, Dirt turned to Buddhism."
"What about you?"
"I took more of a middle-of-the-road approach and developed my own moral code. I don't judge others' morals; I don't condemn how they live unless it deliberately harms others, especially children. I don't involve myself in others' ways any more than I have to, and I don't interfere in relationships or marriages, even if both partners say it's okay. And if I'm in a relationship, I expect to receive and give full fidelity. If you can't, why bother?"
Why indeed?
He changed the conversation to me. I told him a modified version of my life story. I'd been married once, and it lasted less than a year. I was more relieved than angry when I caught him cheating. He apologised when he got home, and we talked most of the night. I learned more about him in those five hours than I had in the whole of our relationship, going all the way back to our courting days. By the time dawn broke, we both agreed the marriage should never have happened and vowed to end it peacefully. He went off to sleep in the guest room, and I crashed in the master bedroom, getting the best sleep I'd had in ages.
He didn't move out until the divorce was final. We were never intimate again, and he never brought anyone home. We didn't have much money, so we agreed to cohabit until the decree was final. When he moved out, a lot of friends were shocked because there were no screaming matches or damaged property. We just kissed each other on the cheek and walked away.
He smiled when I was done. "Most civilized," was his only comment before he frowned deeply.
"I wish there were more stories like yours."
I grinned. "It didn't go as smoothly with my second. It seems there's something in my makeup that invites infidelity."
It had gotten very deep, so I changed the subject. "Are you a local?"
"No. I live a couple of hundred miles away. I needed some time away, and the local museum has the traveling Monet exhibit on display. I already saw it in my hometown, but they rush you through so fast you don't really get a chance to enjoy it."
I knew a little, so to make conversation, I asked if he liked the Haystacks series. He smiled that I knew enough to ask. "Believe it or not, they're not my favorites, although there are one or two of the stacks in the snow I really like. I kind of like the portraits he did of his wife. They were very much in love, I hope. And some of his other landscapes are very impressive."
Well, that all shot by me pretty fast, so I asked when he was going. He sighed. "I went this afternoon. It was still pretty rushed, but it was totally worth it. I'll be going home tomorrow. My hotel was near, and I didn't feel like staring at the walls tonight, so I thought I'd find a quiet place and have a few drinks."
The bar was filling up by then. A few of my friends saw me and headed over, but my headshake waved them off. If he was leaving soon, I wanted all his time. He had one more round with me before he stood up. "I was never a fan of noise and big crowds, so I'll be leaving now. Thank you for an enjoyable conversation. I'm sure I'll remember it for a long time. Could you recommend a nice place nearby for a meal? Fast food leaves a bit to be desired, and I don't want anything formal."
I grinned. "You're in luck if you like Greek and Italian food. There's a small family restaurant less than two blocks away, and their food makes you think you're standing on the shores of a Greek isle or in the shadow of the Basilica."
"Will I be able to get in? If it's as good as you say it is, I can't see it being empty on a Friday night."
By then, I was standing beside him. "You will if you have a local with you."
He grinned at what I'd said. "Miss Winters, would you like to join me for dinner? A friend told me about a place I'd really like to try."
"Let me check my social calendar," I said, as I pulled out my phone. He surprised me by taking it out of my hands. "What..."
He held his hand up and pulled his wallet out with the other. When he had his license, he took a picture. "Here. Text this to your blond friend in the corner. She's been staring at us for forty-five minutes. That way she'll know who you're with and it will make both of you feel better."
I was grinning while I did as he asked, texting it to her with a little note. "Sorry bitch. I found him first. Don't wait up for me." Then I filled it with a dozen different versions of smiling emojis. Then I dropped it into my purse. "Let's go."
It took ten minutes to walk to the restaurant, and I wasn't surprised to see a line at the door. It was rated the best local Italian and Greek food in the city by the city's biggest newspaper, and it was tough to get into. Unless, of course, your best friend in high school had an uncle who owned it. He had given me my first job as a waitress. Vito didn't believe in throwing you to the wolves, so I spent a week training with a senior waitress before he let me serve alone. Betsy and I got most of our spending money in high school and college by working weekends and holidays, and, of course, during school breaks.
I walked to the front of the line, and Cousin Vinnie (boy, did he get a lot of grief because of the movie) hugged me before letting us in. Aunt Maria grabbed me up in another big hug before she looked my companion over like an intelligence officer analyzing a threat. She hadn't approved of the choices I had made lately. We had that in common. Looking back, I didn't approve either.
He gave her that boyish smile and spoke to her in Italian. She laughed. "I'm of Italian ancestry, not Italian. Speak English."
"This place smells incredible. I've eaten in Rome and Milan, and most of those places don't smell nearly as tempting. Do you have..."
I had never heard of the dish, but Auntie smiled. "We don't serve that here. Too complicated for this place. Good choice though. Now, let's get you a table so you can sample what we do have."
She gave me big eyes when he turned his back and was on me like a fox on a mouse. "He's pretty! Where did you find him?"
"At the Meet Market."
Her smile instantly turned to a frown. "Really? He doesn't look like a loser."
"He wasn't a loser. He was just lost. He's from out of town and came in by mistake. I was there looking for asshole, but I found him instead. He's going back to wherever he's from tomorrow, so there is no romance. He seems to be a good guy, and I wouldn't mind spending a little time with a good one for a while, all right?"
She sighed. "Sure, honey. Have a good time."
And that's precisely what I did. He had a fantastic depth and knew a little about a lot. We talked about everything and really clicked over music. I told him my favorites and was surprised by how many we had in common and some of the ones we didn't. He didn't like modern jazz or bluegrass because he thought it wasn't really aimed at an audience. He liked roots music quite a bit and was currently listening to a French combo. "They're old school jazz, violin, guitar, and bass with a really extraordinary vocalist. They have a guest or two now and then, but keep it simple. Their name is The Avalon Jazz Band. They sing in English but mostly in French. I don't understand a lot of it, but it puts me in a good mood. You should give them a listen."
I promised to look them up. We dawdled over coffee and dessert until closing time. He finally rose and offered me his hand. I accidentally overbalanced and fell into him. He smelled good, the scent I couldn't identify. He felt good too, a lot firmer than I suspected. His arm went around me, and I looked up into those magnetic eyes.
I held his hand on the way out, and he stopped to thank my aunt for a delicious meal. She beamed and looked at me with a bit of regret in her eyes. I could read the message. This one could be a keeper, too bad he wouldn't be available. He walked me the three blocks to my car, telling me he was staying in the Humbleton Inn, just two more blocks past the club. It may as well have been on a different planet. The Humbleton was built in the twenties, right when the Art Deco movement was in full swing, and its opulence and grandeur were well documented. It had fallen into disrepair in the early 2000s and was on the verge of demolition until a group of investors bought it for a song and fully restored it. The building was only eight stories tall, and rooms were outrageously expensive; some were booked months or years in advance. I told him as much as we reached my car. He shrugged.
"It's comfortable and near the museum, and that's all I was after."
I blurted it out before I thought. "I'd love to see your room."
He assessed my statement slowly before nodding his head. "You know what's going to happen if I take you with me, right? You're a very desirable woman, and I'm very smitten by you, but let's face it, it would only be for one night, and then I would be gone from your life. It would be a memory I would cherish, but how would you feel afterwards?"
In answer, I grabbed him and dragged his head down. The kiss started slowly but quickly became very passionate. I broke and pulled back. "It would make me feel wonderful--no expectations, no promises, just the night. We could relax and let it happen. It would be perfect, and truth be told, I need to feel desired and wanted again."
"Have you looked in a mirror lately? I can't imagine a red-blooded male under the age of seventy who wouldn't want you. Enough talk. Let's walk."
The building looked as impressive as I thought it should, all cut glass and tile. Rumor had it that Tiffany himself designed the chandelier in the grand entrance. The lights were muted now because of the time, but it was still beautiful. We walked to the elevator, and I was surprised to see an operator waiting for us. "Which floor, sir?"
"Eight, please."
Eight? That was where the penthouses and suites were. It made me wonder how much money he had.
We exited the old-fashioned elevator, and I saw him slip the operator a bill and ask for an eight o'clock wakeup call.
The suite was more luxurious than I'd ever imagined, and again I wondered how much he was worth. Then I decided it didn't matter. I wasn't after his money. I was after him. For a few hours, nothing would exist but the two of us, a cocoon that refused to let the real world in.
For a confident man, he seemed hesitant, almost unsure of himself. He even spoke about it. "Are you sure about this?"
"Very. Why? Am I unappealing, not your type, do you not like me?"
"I'm sure you know by now you're a beautiful woman. I'm sure men and women have pounded it into your head. I don't have a type. I've always made it a practice to consider each individual rather than a profile of what a perfect woman should be. For me, it isn't so much about the wrapping but the quality of what's inside."
"So you'd still be with me if you considered me ugly?"
"First, you have no idea what my standard of ugly is. Ugliness is usually a state of mind rather than a matter of physical appearance. I've known some spectacularly beautiful women over the years who completely turned me off because of the ugliness inside. It shows in their actions, the way they treat others and themselves. Some are naturally ugly, others have to be taught to be. They're the ones I feel sadness for. They could have been so much better if they had been removed from a toxic environment early in their development."
This was suddenly getting a whole lot deeper than a casual night of sex.
"Are you some kind of psychologist or something?"
He laughed. "More of 'or something'."
Time to lighten up. "So then, I assume you find me appealing?"
"I'm in this room with you, am I not? Quit selling yourself short. Stop settling for what you think you deserve and go for what you want. You'll probably be amazed at how easy it can be."
"If this is some kind of foreplay," I thought, as I looked at him, "it's working. I'm hotter now than I would have ever been if you had just mauled me. Time to let it go."
I turned my back on him. "A little help? Unzip me, please."
I felt him come closer, his breath on my shoulders, the light kisses on my neck as he held my hair up and away to get at the zipper. He pulled it down agonizingly slowly. I swear I could hear every tooth of the zipper letting go. The dress gapped open, and I took in a shuddering breath as his tongue traced my spine all the way to the bottom of my dress.
I was suddenly very anxious to be naked, so I shrugged, and the dress puddled at my feet. Looking back at him, I was very glad I'd worn my favorite underwear, a black silk thong and matching satin bra, one that pushed my cleavage up in a very appealing manner. Thongs were not comfortable underwear, but if you were going for sexy, they were hard to beat, and honestly, if it was on for more than two hours, you hadn't achieved your goal. I didn't have sex in mind when I put it on; my thought was to flash the ex and remind him what he'd thrown away--a serendipitous decision.
I started to turn, but he stopped me in a soft, firm voice. "Stay still." It wasn't a shout, it wasn't said sternly or gruffly, but it rooted me to the spot. He loosened the clasps of my bra, and it too fell to my feet. Then his strong hands rubbed my butt, lightly tracing the outline of my panties. My breath was a little ragged by then, and if he couldn't smell my arousal, something was definitely wrong with his nose. I felt him squat as he tugged the thong down.
I was staying still but couldn't help but flinch as I felt his tongue on my butt, soft, gentle licks that felt like fire going across my cheeks, down my thighs, and the back of my knees. Then he traveled back up across my ass and again found the curvature of my spine, ending up between my shoulder blades.
When I thought I couldn't endure one more second, he had me step out of my dress and turn. The raw hunger in his eyes gave me pause, but before I could react, he had a nipple in his mouth, rolling it with his tongue and nipping it lightly. I thought I might pass out as he transferred his attention to my other nipple, then trailed his tongue down my tummy and explored my belly button lightly.
Suddenly, he pushed. Not hard, but insistently, and I found myself sprawled on the bed. He was between my legs, instantly nibbling my thighs as he worked his way up. I was humming like a wire strung too tight, and when his rough tongue swiped across my clit I lost it, coming instantly. He immediately went on the attack, locking down on my little nubbin firmly while his fingers found my opening and slid inside. I moaned as his fingers found the rough patch of my G-spot, circling insistently until I froze into another orgasm. This made him go faster, and I felt a finger tickling my anus as the assault continued. He barely got the tip in before I exploded so hard I bucked him off, holding his hair and moaning.


"Stop! I can't take any more."
He rose, grinning. "Stop? Honey, we haven't begun yet."
He quickly got out of his clothes. He had a light dusting of hair on his chest, but I was pleased to see his pubes were trimmed very short. His erection seemed huge, but I think a lot of that was my excitement. Later, when we were calm, I looked again, and he wasn't much bigger than my last lover, but his skill level made all the difference.
He entered me slowly, even though I was wriggling my hips and trying to draw him in. He'd go halfway, then stop and withdraw a few times slowly, then ram it in to the hilt. I have no idea how long he lasted that first round, but it seemed like forever. I rarely climaxed during regular sex, but I exploded twice before we were done. A few days later, I tried to count the orgasms I had, but it was a little hazy at the end; it was at least seven times. I hadn't come seven times in one night since, well, never.
We learned the bodies of each other intimately over the night and coupled twice more before we collapsed into exhaustion. I woke to the smell of coffee to see him sitting in a robe, freshly showered and looking like a million dollars. Well, to me anyway.
"Why didn't you wake me?"
"Because you seemed so peaceful. Besides, I wanted to see you wake. I love the quietness of the morning, the feeling that today is a fresh start, that it holds the possibility of being the best day of your life."
I saw the slight frown and wondered how many hopeful mornings he'd had lately. He pulled me to my feet, kissed me soundly, and then swatted my bottom lightly. "Shower. Breakfast is on the way up."
I tried to get him to join me, but when he declined, something told me to let it go. I walked out feeling refreshed, the plush towel tied loosely around my waist. Breakfast was on the table.
"I didn't know what you liked, so I ordered a bit of everything."
It was a big spread, and instead of overindulging, I nibbled a little bit of what was offered. He ate an omelette with spinach and three cheeses with a few slices of fruit. I asked him if he was a vegetarian.
"I was raised as one, but when I got my first taste of hamburger, it went away. Not completely because I still don't eat a lot, but when I get the urge for a steak or some barbecue, I don't hesitate."
We dressed slowly, both of us quiet. When we were done, I looked at him sadly. "What now?"
"We go back to our lives. You to yours and me to mine. I wonder if my wife missed me while I was gone?"
"YOU'RE MARRIED!?"
He sighed. "Look, before you judge me, listen to what I have to say. Yes, I'm married. But I doubt it will be for much longer. We've been together for three years, and I thought we were good until the last month. That's when she approached me about an open marriage, on her end anyway. She had well-reasoned arguments, but in the end, I couldn't accept them. We had a contract. A verbal contract spoken in front of witnesses and administered by a person of faith. If she didn't agree, she should have spoken up then.
We didn't really fight, but we did argue about her decision for a while. Then she hit me with the bombshell on Wednesday. She was going away for a few days with not one but two guys, to 'explore' her sexuality. I told her in plain terms I disagreed with her plans, and she just smiled and kissed me on the cheek."
"You don't get a say in this," she told me. "You need to accept that this is the new normal. I refuse to let you give me up, but I need more. I'll always come home to you, and they will never get anything you don't. I would prefer you not sleep with anyone else because I can give you all you need, but if you do, I can't fairly object. Just don't fall in love with anyone. I won't stand for that."
"And just so you know, I never intended to have sex with anyone when I came here. I just wanted to get away for a while. Then I saw you at the club. You were beautiful but unhappy, your chi should have glowed brightly, but it barely emitted a spark. When you came over, I decided to let what happens happen. I don't regret it, and I hope you don't either. You were exactly what I needed, exactly when I needed it. I'll always be grateful to you for showing me there were good women out there. I'm sure there's a good man out there with your name on him; he just hasn't found you yet. It will be a while for me. Trust will be a long time coming, and to me, trust is much more important than lust.
The day she left, I packed everything I wanted to keep and moved. The process server will be waiting for her when she gets back. Her voyage of discovery will end with discovering that the price of her ticket was our marriage. Quite conservative views for someone raised on a commune, don't you think?"
I didn't know what to say. I believed what he told me. Yes, he was married, but it was more of a technicality than anything else. And honestly, I didn't ask, and after he explained it to me, I didn't care. He could have been feeding me a line of junk a mile long, but I didn't think so, and if he had, so what? It would have been my mistake.
So for the two hours before he had to check out, we sat and talked. The conversations bounced all over the place. We could tell each other everything because we'd never see each other again. Sometimes I cried. Sometimes tears ran down his cheeks. Finally, he looked at his watch and sighed.
"It's time. Come on, I'll walk you back to your car and catch a cab to the airport."
"No. Bring your things, and I'll drive you."
"That's really not necessary."
"I know. But I'd do it for any other friend I have, and if nothing else, I'd like to part as friends."
He traveled light, just one case, and I held his hand as we walked. We didn't really talk on the way to the airport until I dropped him, and he seemed uncertain for the first time since I'd met him.
"Marylin, I..."
I stopped him with a kiss. When we broke, I caressed his cheek. "Don't talk. Just leave. I'll never forget you."
He kissed my hand. "You don't realize it, but you gave me the gift of hope. It was sadly lacking from my life. From now on, every time I see a Monet I'll think of you, and smile."
He turned and walked into the airport. I pulled into short-term parking and cried my eyes out for a few minutes. Then a ray of sunshine broke through the clouds and touched my cheek. Maybe Skye had also given me just what I needed, exactly when I needed it. I smiled, thinking how much brighter the future looked, and drove home.
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Ben Walters Part Two
Chapter 7
I woke up with a throbbing headache two weeks later. Jose was relieved when I started cussin'. "I thought you were a goner, cousin."
"What happened?"
"The one we didn't kill circled back, trying to get us. Lucky for you, he shot a little high. The bullet split your scalp and took a little bone. The doc says you'll probably be all right, but the headache might take a little while to disappear."
I touched my head and almost passed out. It took a lot of effort, but by the afternoon, I was sitting in a rocker on the veranda. Every time I tried to stand, I got dizzy, but the longer I sat up, the better I felt. They sent for the doctor, and he showed up later in the evening, checking me over thoroughly. "I think you might have used up much of your luck, señor. A quarter inch lower, your brains would have been hanging out of your head. It will be tender for a long time, and I suggest you get a larger hat. Whatever you do, don't bump it, and under no circumstances get into a fight. If you get hit in the head, it might kill you. Until the bone mass grows back, you must rest. I know you're a guest of the Don, and after what you did for him, he'll probably try to keep you on, but you'll have to refrain from travel for at least four months. That was a bad injury, my friend, and you must give it time to heal."
The Don echoed the sentiment in strong words. "You will stay and heal. You acted on my behalf when you were hurt, and I'm very grateful for your actions. Jose got a look at your attacker, and it was Brionne Hansen. I took about thirty men and went to his ranch, but it had been deserted. We found cattle from many of the local ranches, and some had brands we weren't familiar with. He took just a few at a time to keep suspicion down, and his success made him arrogant. He is now wanted for cattle theft and attempted murder, and his likeness has been sent to every Sheriff and Marshal in three states and territories. I donated to the reward fund. Two thousand dollars will attract a lot of attention."
That was a lot of money for the time, a little less than six years' wages for the average cowpoke, and it would get the attention of professionals. Hansen better have a big rock to hide under. Three weeks later, I was able to walk and ride for short distances. Whenever my horse hit the rough ground, and I got a jolt, I thought I would pass out. We wrote letters home, explaining as briefly as possible what had happened and that we'd be here for a few more months. My mother and Jenny were upset but glad Jose and I were all right. My father commented that most of us get what we deserve in the end, and I knew he was saying Hansen would meet a bad end somewhere down the line. Then he and Uncle Enrique told us to be a little more careful and get our asses home as soon as possible.
Chapter 8
Senora Hilton targeted both of us as soon as I could move around comfortably, making sure we were available for social functions. There was always a niece or daughter of a close friend, and she thought that we would enjoy meeting. She was trying to get somebody's brand on us to keep us local.
Most of the women were kind, courteous, and attractive, but we both felt like bulls at a livestock auction, and not one struck a spark with us. It still didn't stop us from escorting them to dances and concerts, and once to a traveling play, which surprised us, as we were cultured enough to enjoy it. It shocked them no end that this was not the first time we'd seen it, and Jose and I could recite whole lines of dialogue verbatim. A couple hinted they would be more than happy with a more intimate relationship. Still, we had been around long enough to watch for traps and avoid getting entangled in something we couldn't honorably walk away from.
It frustrated Senora Hilton to no end. After a while, she insisted we call her Tia Margarita, meaning Aunt, and we did so out of admiration for her. Switching to business, she tried to hook us with business propositions. Some were very lucrative but required a long-term presence, so we passed.
Spring was breaking, and I felt fully healed. I'd always have the scar across my head, but my hair covered it well, and I was still cautious to avoid altercations. I only wore my pistols on the range, trusting my knives for town protection. It came in handy a couple of times.
We were playing at a private club under the sponsorship of Don Luis, and, as always, we were on our best behavior. The game was pleasant; no one won big or lost hard; it was just a way to idle time away. Then, a new player joined the game, and I saw the locals tense up. One dropped out immediately, and the other played a few more hands before calling it a night. Two more joined in immediately, and it was apparent that the rest of the table was being set up.
Jose was a better card player than I was, and he had the benefit of learning from one of the West's best cardsharps. Things had gotten a little hot for him north of the Rio Grande, and he spent six months with Jose's father, who knew him but never said how. Under my Uncle's blessing, he taught Jose a lot and me a little, enough to know what kind of tricks to look for. It was obvious to us, at least, that the three were running up the cards, making sure one of the players was in on the fix, and that the dealer never won.
All the other players dropped out, leaving us and the three amigos in the game. They tried setting us up several times, giving us promising cards, but they just weren't good enough to win. We played along just enough to keep them from realizing we knew the plan. They kept raising the stakes, and we pretended to be reluctant, waiting for the right moment. Jose gave me the sign, and he was dealing. He used their trick on them, giving them all good hands and me one just a little better. I played it well, seeming hesitant until the last two cards, then betting heavily. Jose dropped out, and when the flop came, I notched them out of about three thousand, most of their winnings for the night.
The next hand began with a pair of Jacks, which I immediately folded, throwing the run of cards off, and Jose won another good pot with three Kings. By now, we were into their money, and they were starting to sweat a little. They won the next one, and it was my turn to deal. I threw the rhythm off by dealing myself a winner, taking in another fifteen hundred. A small crowd was watching by then, grinning to see the local boys lose. It was getting late by the time it was my turn to deal again, so we went for the kill. "Last hand for me, boys. What say we forget limits and bet what the pot will allow?"
They jumped at the chance, hoping to get their money back and make a good profit in one hand. I shuffled, and the man cut three times. I grinned and started dealing. The game got hot after the fourth card, and on the last, Jose smiled and shoved three thousand in, knowing it was about all they had each. One dropped out, but the other two called, one with a full house and one with a straight. Jose grinned and dropped four fours on the table.
"Thank you, gentlemen. It's been a delight playing with you."
They couldn't believe it. We'd skinned them good and proper, and they knew it. One had enough liquor to take exception, even as his friends warned him off. "Hold on there, greaser! You cheated!"
Jose grinned and let the greaser comment slide. "How, exactly? I didn't deal my winning hands. You gave me a couple, and my friend dealt the last hand. Surely you don't think we're in collusion, do you? That would be despicable. It would make one wonder if you boys didn't do the same. I seem to remember a disproportionate number of winning hands you dealt to each other. Coincidence, surely. Good night, gentlemen."
They realized they had just been exposed to the room, and their days there were numbered. The drinker reacted badly and reached. Then he screamed, looking down at his foot, the knife sticking through the boot and about an inch into the floor. Jose held his pistols when they looked up, and I had another knife. The club manager made his presence known.
"I think you boys should take your friend to a doctor. Then, pack up, check out, and leave this town as quickly as possible. The locals have lost a bit of money to you boys, and if they think there was even the remotest possibility you gained through cheating, it would not go well for you. Now get your man out of here, or I'll send you a bill for removing the blood from my floor!"
There was much mumbling as they helped their friend out the door. One stayed with the injured man while the other hurriedly packed their belongings. The Doc, not happy at getting woken at such a late hour, may not have put enough medicine on the wound to deaden it, and the man howled as he put four stitches on the bottom and six on the top of his foot. The raw alcohol he used to clean the wound probably burned like fire. "There you go. My advice is to keep the wound as clean as possible. If it gets dirty, it could get infected, and that would lead to gangrene; then, some other poor doctor might get woken up in the middle of the night to take the foot or maybe the whole leg off. That'll be six bits."
It was dawn, and I sat in a rocker in front of the hotel, watching them ride out. He had one boot on, and the other foot was covered in what looked like a big sock, sticking straight out. It made for some pretty uncomfortable riding. I looked up to see Tia Hilton grinning at me. "Please escort me to breakfast."
I took her arm and walked her into the restaurant. Jose showed up and, after ordering, gave me a piece of paper. Seventy-five hundred. Not bad for a night's work. We would split it 50/50 regardless of who raked in the pot. Tia grinned at us. "It would appear you, young gentlemen, are a bit more than meets the eye. If I may, perhaps you should invest a portion of your gains. My son is seeking investors and plans to acquire at least three more ships for the China trade. I could put in a word for you."
We discussed it briefly, ran it by the Don, and gave her six thousand. That bought us a 20% interest in the venture. Her son came by to see his mother, of course, and talk business. We immediately liked each other and had the Don's lawyer draft the deal. Don Luis invested $15,000. We requested that our profits be reinvested in the company for at least three years, after which we'd review and decide on our next steps. Tia Hilton was well pleased because she thought it would keep us in the area.
Chapter 9
She was sorely disappointed, and the Don seemed sad when spring rolled around and we had to pack. We'd been in one place too long and hankered to see new territory. Don Luis and Tia Hilton gave us letters of introduction to various friends and insisted we visit, entrusting us with letters to be hand-delivered. It made us wonder how many pies had their fingers in them, but we promised faithfully, and with hearty handshakes and tight hugs, we rode away.
We rode up the coast, the subtropical climate giving way to fertile valleys and cool, majestic woodlands. We marveled at the giant trees in Northern California and Oregon, knowing we could never describe them adequately to our families back home. We managed to find a few photographs for sale, which we sent home with our letters. We angled over to the Willamette Valley, and the lush farmlands stretched for miles along the Willamette River that ran the length of it. By now, most of the settlers were second-generation, well-established. The natives they had displaced were not happy about the change, and a few minor battles were fought over it; however, by the time we arrived, they had been pacified for the most part. Farther along, Chief Joseph finally surrendered to the troops in 1877, a few years after the initial surrender, and the area was quiet. Years of Comanche and Apache fights still left us wary and observant.
Eugene was a reasonably new town, less than ten years old, but it had aspirations of grandeur. Several buildings and homes of the most successful were edifices of success, large, grand, and, in some cases, distasteful, but they all pointed to the owners' wealth.
We were stopping to deliver some papers to Tia Hilton's business contact. They were about securing a wheat contract for her ships if the deal went through. Both parties stood to make substantial profits if they could agree on terms. Tia spent almost a week tutoring us on the situation, what to look for in crop production, and the highest and lowest prices we could give. She named both of us her agents in case something happened to either of us.
We stayed in the barn for the night at one farm owned by a transplant from Pennsylvania and of German extraction. He had a large family, consisting of four sons and three daughters, and a loving wife who was quite attractive for her age. After a fine dinner, we sat on the porch and talked. It got around to business, and I asked if he had a contract with the Co-op.
"No, they send Mr. Brandt and his assistants out to estimate the yield and give us a price. It's usually low, but none of us have the clout to negotiate individual deals with customers, and Brandt gives them kickbacks to ensure they deal only with him.
Jose and I briefly considered that and discussed it on the trail. I'd never had to deal with a monopoly before, and it didn't sit well with us. Deciding to take a few extra days, we rode to the coast and, with our letters of introduction, met various merchants and persons of influence, and they agreed with our assessment. Many wanted to invest, but I told them I couldn't negotiate on behalf of the Senora Hilton. However, if they contacted her and came to an agreement, we would welcome them.
That led to some carefully worded telegrams, and soon we had letters authorizing us to buy twice the amount stipulated in the original agreement. One investor owned steamships that plied the Willamette River, and he agreed to ship the grain for fifteen cents a bushel, a discount price because he was an investor. He made a deal with the Teamsters to haul the grain to the landings, and Tia's ships —partially our ships —would be waiting to transport it to major cities up and down the coast. I sent her a telegram stating the expected purchase, using 'units' to represent bushels, hinting that it could be at least a fourth more. She immediately hired two more ships.
Our ducks in a row, letters of authorization in our pockets, we rode back to the valley, stopping at the farm to feel him out. Brandt had been by, offering a pittance because the crop was so big. No one had committed yet, but they felt they had no choice but to do so. We offered him 30% more, still on the low end, but enough to make the farmer a decent profit. It would only work if he could provide the bushels we asked for. There was no way he had that much, and that led to quiet meetings in the middle of the night with trusted friends, and we ended up with eighty percent of what we were authorized to buy. More would join once the word got out, and we were confident we could fill our contract.
Chapter 10
We rode into Eugene and met Mr. Brandt with our contracts in our saddlebags. He reminded me of a card shark more than a merchant. He read our letters of introduction and frowned at our range clothes, and it seemed he didn't like Mexicans much, but he remained civil. We met for dinner, and he was surprised by our change. We'd visited a tailor, and for a little extra, he kitted us out. Our suits fit well, our shirts were crisp, and our ties were perfectly arranged in the 'Four-in-hand' style, which was very popular. We both wore derbies, but mine had a wider brim that I liked. Our boots weren't new, but we'd tipped a bellboy, and they shone like new mirrors when he was done. Although I had three knives, we left off conspicuous armament, and Jose carried a discreet little pistol in his pocket. It wasn't much, but it would do for close work.
As we walked into the restaurant, I reflected on why I was doing this, and it came down to my dislike of seeing someone taken advantage of. Growing up in a close and loving family, I'd had a good life and never wanted for anything. That being said, I'd seen many people just getting by, in some cases almost starving, being held down by the greed of others or poor life choices. So, I acted whenever I could, righting perceived and verifiable wrongs. It wasn't right to cheat the farmers out of their livelihood to help line the pockets of someone already rich. Jose didn't feel it as deeply as I did, but he understood.
Mr. Brandt was congenial, and the meal was excellent: a steak-and-salmon dinner, the salmon grilled on a cedar plank in the native style. After dessert and a fine coffee, we got down to business. He told us how many bushels he could deliver and his price. It was almost triple what he was giving the farmers.
I kept a straight face as I asked whether that was the best he could do, since we weren't prepared to go that high. He stuck to his guns until we stood to leave. "Hold on now. Maybe we can come to terms. What if I come down a little and deliver a third more?"
We'd done our research, and that was the yield of the whole valley. Since we'd already locked up half the farmers, there was no way he could deliver that much. Jose told him we'd think about it and get back to him in the morning. We walked back to the hotel. Our rooms had an interconnecting door, and I walked through it as soon as the latch fell into place. Jose grinned. "You gonna do what I think you're going to do?"
"Yep. We'll take the deal, but there will be a stiff completion penalty. He'll owe us big if he can't deliver at least 80% of the contract. Get some sleep, big day tomorrow."
Chapter 11
The following day, we met with the lawyer from Portland, whom the partners had hired, and rode around to the farmers, signing contracts and delivering letters of credit payable on the day of delivery. They had brought in a few more, and we were getting roughly 65% of the whole valley.
Then we rode back to town and waited. Mr. Brandt met us that afternoon, stating that the contract would be ready at his lawyer's office the following morning. We amused ourselves looking at Appaloosas, a horse made famous by Chief Joseph and his tribe. We bought three mares and a couple of likely-looking stallions for the home ranches. I could imagine the look on our fathers' faces when they arrived. After another fine meal of salmon, we spent a few hours in one of the better saloons, playing low-stakes poker. By the time we'd stopped, I'd lost three bucks, and Jose had won two. We bought the table a round and shook hands when we stopped playing, and all in all, it was a pleasant evening.
There was a lot of local gossip, Brandt was more tolerated than respected, and one rancher marveled at how he had the nerve to run for mayor. "He'll never win; he ain't that popular, and he's skinned or tried to skin almost everyone in town over one business deal or another. It'll hurt feelings when they count the vote." I knew when the story of his failed deal got out, he'd be the laughingstock of the territory.
We met the following day, and he was surprised we had our lawyer in tow. His lawyer seemed a little uncomfortable, rightfully so, because there were a few loopholes and cutouts in the contract that our team caught and corrected immediately. They tried to talk us out of the penalty for failure to complete, but we stood firm. "If you can't fulfill the contract, let's walk away. Our investors have too much at stake to fail."
He signed the contract. We stayed around for a few days. Brandt immediately started visiting the farmers to line up their yields, and we heard he nearly collapsed when, farmer after farmer, he was refused, citing deals already made. He threatened, he begged, but it did him no good. Then he tried to offer more money. One laughed at him. "You just offered almost twice what you started with. What happened to the news you'd been telling us about a soft market and how we'd be lucky to break even this year? Perhaps the market will bear much more than you projected, and you were aware of this going into negotiations. Besides, we've already signed contracts and can't break them. You're more than welcome to bid on our yields next year."


He neglected to tell him that they had already signed options for next year, provided the price was agreeable. Our names weren't on the papers, and he still thought we were just brokers. When the deal began to develop, we invested the remainder of our poker money, plus $3,000, in the new corporation. We still had almost a thousand each, plenty of money to last until we went home.
It was time to move on, and we paid a courtesy visit to Brandt just before we rode out. He looked a little green when we told them we'd heard the farmers had sold to someone else. He blustered, saying he would fulfill the contracts and that there was no need to worry. We took him at his word, but reminded him of the penalty for failing to produce, which is roughly a fourth of the contract's worth. It would bankrupt him or set him back so far that it would take years to recover. I saw his look as we turned, the face of a defeated and desperate man.
Months later, we heard he went outside the valley for grain, but we once again had beaten him to the punch, sewing up a third of the market. Knowing he would be desperate when the time came to pay up, he tried to sell out and disappear, but our lawyer was watching and hit him with liens and judgments, enforceable if he didn't fulfill the contract. He had to pay, and it wiped him out. His empire seemed to be built on shaky foundations, and this deal brought it crashing down. After settling his debts, he relocated to Alaska and established a small trading post. It was quite a change from Oregon's temperate climate.
We moved up the coast, ending up in a little town in Washington, where we encountered the Wichita Kid.


        Ben Walters Pt. 03

        Going North

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/ben-walters-pt-03

Title: Ben Walters Pt. 03

Author: qhml1

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Going North

Tags: 

Series: Ben Walters


Ben Walters, Part 3
..................................................
Chapter 12
We left the little hamlet at a good trot, keeping an eye on our backtrail. We, well, I, had killed a man and ruined another's dreams of being a feared gunman, and we didn't know who his Daddy was, how powerful he was, or how many men he had, and we decided absence was the best policy. We rode inland, and the terrain became increasingly dry as we progressed. We had forgotten that Washington state was mainly desert once you left the coast.
We'd traveled the deserts of Sonora and skirted Death Valley, so we weren't precisely pilgrims, and we knew how to read signs to find water. Most of the time, there was a definite trail, even a road, on occasion. That being said, neither of us was a big fan of dry places.
We arrived in a small town that seemed relatively prosperous, so we stopped for the night, planning to resupply the following day. Sleeping in a bed after being on the trail for so long felt good. We hung our suits to get the wrinkles out, went to the barber shop, got a trim and a bath, and felt like a million dollars when we dressed. The cafe was good, and we appreciated the food very much. We thanked the waitress and left her a generous tip, as well as one for the cook.
We met the town sheriff and ended up having coffee with him. The Sheriff knew some of the people we'd met on our travels, and we showed him the letters of introduction we'd never gotten around to using. He briefly discussed the trail ahead, advising us to take the left fork when the road split, as it would keep us closer to water sources. We had about ten days of desert travel before the land became more hospitable, and the Sheriff urged us to travel early in the mornings and late in the evening, finding a shaded spot to wait out the heat of the day. It meant slower travel but increased the chances of survival, and we were all for that.
We renewed our supplies, had a good breakfast, and talked the waitress into wrapping some bacon biscuits for us to eat for lunch; once again, we tipped her well. She waved as we rode away, and the sheriff nodded to us as he sat in the shaded chair in front of the jail. It was a nice change from the last 'town' we'd been in.
Chapter 13
After three days of travel, Jose stopped the horses under a rock overhang that provided good shade. We slipped the bits so our animals could eat the sparse grass available. One mule was carrying bags of corn and oats, and they primarily lived on that.
Sitting in the shade, enjoying the slight breeze, Jose said what had been on my mind since last night. "This does not feel right, amigo. I've seen no sign of other travelers for two days, and it would appear this is not a good route. Maybe our sheriff friend was mistaken in his directions."
"I agree, Jose. Tell you what, we're not that far along. Let's give it to the end of the day, and if it doesn't change or gets worse, let's backtrack and try the other branch. Meantime, get a nap while I watch." He slept two hours before I woke him up and propped him up against my saddle for my nap.
An hour into my nap, shooting woke me up. I glanced over to see no sign of Jose, but the shooting was close. I reached the edge of our little shelter in time to look down on three people trying to round up our animals, while Jose lay unmoving on the ground. One of them was a woman, wearing rough range garb and carrying a shotgun, and she walked over until she stood over Jose, laughing, putting the barrel a few inches above his face.
Cussing because I hadn't brought my Winchester, I threw it up and fired, opting for the Ballard in case I saw a deer while we rested. I hadn't taken a lot of time to aim, and the big ball caught her in her throat, almost blowing her head off. I cranked down the rolling block and got another shell seated, but by then, the other two were riding away. I took my time and led them, squeezing carefully, and one of the men flew out of the saddle. The other saw the smoke and emptied his rifle, spraying the overhang above me in his haste. A chunk of rock fell, hitting me right on the thin part of my skull.
I woke up hours later with a throbbing headache. My guns were gone, my pockets had been rifled, and I had been left for dead. It took me almost two hours to sit up, and when I looked down, there was no sign of Jose or any of our horses. In this climate, not knowing the lay of the land or where the water sources were could be bad.
When it was almost dark, I had enough energy to get up and walk down to where the horses were. Jose was nowhere to be seen, and there were grooves in the soft sand where he'd been. It looked like someone had dragged him somewhere. I had hoped he was still alive and that whoever had him was caring for him, but I had more pressing problems at the time—no weapons, no food, and most importantly, no water. I made for the low hills above me, thinking it would be more likely to have a water source than the desert.
Clueless as to how far I walked, I finally passed out, happy to do so on soft sand.
Chapter 14
I woke up wondering where I was and what I was hearing. It all came back to me when I stood up and identified the sound as bees. That gave me hope because most insects were always close to a water source. There was a faint trail to my right, so I followed it, finding a small spring a little farther on. It might have been the sweetest water I had ever tasted. I drank my fill and passed out again.
When I came around, it was to the dream of a woman kissing me, but it turned out to be one of our mules licking me. I almost wanted to lick him back. We had decided early on that when we traveled, we'd split the loads, putting a little bit of everything — food, tools, and so forth — on each animal. We also divided our money, putting half on each, just in case, keeping out around a hundred each for necessities. Sam found me and had one of our shotguns in a scabbard, along with a .36 Navy hidden inside.
Now I was heeled, had food, and had transport. I stowed the pack as best I could, using part of it to rig a riding pad, and heaved myself aboard, backtracking to the site of the ambush. One thing about a desert is that signs tend to stay crisp a lot longer. I looked around, trying to memorize the tracks of the horses. It looked like four to five, and there were a lot of indistinct tracks where Jose fell —moccasin tracks, unless I missed my guess. Deciding to follow the moccasin tracks, hoping to find Jose, I followed them for about two hours before losing them in the desert floor's hardpan.
When you're lost, sometimes the best thing to do is give your horse its head, and it would instinctively find water or refuge, but it was always ready to travel somewhere, so I gave the mule its head and just hung on. It took another day and a half, but I was riding down the main street of a decent-looking town, getting a lot of looks. I was filthy, unshaven, hatless, and hadn't had the time or the spare water to clean the blood off my head. I stopped in front of the only hotel and walked in.
The clerk looked surprised and uncertain until I laid a double eagle on the counter. "I'd like a room, a bath, my mule cared for, and if you could direct me to the sheriff when I'm cleaned up, I'd appreciate it." Then I passed out and didn't wake up for two days. When I woke up, I was hungry enough to eat a bear and mad enough to catch and skin it alive.
The first person I saw was a doctor who'd been in to check on me. He was happy to see me awake. "Welcome back," He said, grinning. "You had a pretty good knot on your head, and it looks like it wasn't the first. Other than that, you look like you'll recover nicely. I'm sure you got a tale to tell."
"First, thanks for taking care of me. You're right; it's quite a tale, but I don't want to repeat it, so let me get cleaned up, rustle up the sheriff, and tell you all about it. Food would really be appreciated as well."
Doc called in for some help, and soon enough, I had a pair of pants and a shirt off the shelf. After taking a bath at the hotel, I visited the barber to get shaved and trimmed. I was surprised at the amount of dirt still on me after the Doctor and a friend cleaned me up. I was hungry enough to gorge and smart enough to know it wouldn't be a good idea, so I ate a sensible meal, savoring every bite.
Then we went to the Sheriff's office, and I told my tale as his frown worsened. "Nobody in this territory would send you down that trail unless they didn't want you to live to the end of it. There's precious little water and a band of pretty irate Indians living there, forced off their land by the ranchers. They mostly leave people alone unless they stray into their territory. Plus, there's a gang of outlaws that holes up in there somewhere. I ain't never had the manpower to see about them. Say the Sheriff of Wallsburg recommended it?"
"His words were: It's the safest, the easiest, and has the most water."
He frowned. "I might have to get the federal boys involved. Your friend ain't the first person that hasn't made it through that section."
I thought about it. "Them outlaws got a name?"
"It's the Ballard clan. The old man, three sons, two daughters, and maybe a dozen more, depending."
There may be fewer by four men and one daughter. Jose had two down when I got involved."
"What happened to the girl?"
"I blew her head off while she stood over my partner, a shotgun to his chest."
The Doc and the Sheriff had to think about that for a minute. Then, they changed the subject. "Injuns most likely got your partner. The Ballards wouldn't have wasted time dragging him along. He might still be alive. The fact that he's Mexican may help him. They ain't much on white people."
"Any way I can find them?"
"That ain't the best idea. If you go alone, they'll probably kill you if the Ballards don't get to you first. If you bring a group, they'll disappear into the hills until you leave."
"I can't just leave him out there."
The sheriff nodded. "Let me see what I can do. You need to stay around a few more days anyway. Doc says you ain't up for travel just yet."
Doc nodded. "I'd give it a week, at least. The older wound still hasn't healed completely, and that rock didn't help it. Rest up, let the Sheriff see what he can do."
So that's what I did. I needed a horse and a rig, as well as new weapons. The gunsmith had just received a shipment, and I handled a few of every kind of pistol he offered before settling on a pair of Smith & Wesson Russians. After thinking about it for a bit, I bought two more and another holster. If I found Jose, he would also need weapons. Along the same line of thought, I purchased two more Winchesters, opting for the 44/40 caliber instead of the standard 30/30. The extra power might come in handy.
I also had to rustle up a couple of new mounts and another mule if I could find one. The Sheriff took me to a ranch about ten miles out of town, and I had to admit he had some prime horseflesh. I bought a lovely half-Apaloosa mare, four years old and in prime condition. There was a bay gelding that looked likely, so I got it for Jose. I hoped I could give it to him. He didn't have a mule, but a teamster in town sent me to another ranch, where I picked up an enormous black. He had a gleam in his eye, and in the not-too-distant future, we'd end up having a meeting of the minds to determine who was in charge.
I idled around the hotel and saloon, gossiping about range conditions and how little rain they'd had this year, and by the time the week was over, I was a local. The town was situated just outside the desert area and reminded me a lot of the Willamette Valley. I said as much to the Sheriff, and he grinned. "We got some likely ground around here. If you're up to it, take a ride with me. I got something you need to see."
We rode towards the mountains, and as the land became more fertile and lush, we topped a rise. Before us were about two hundred acres of apple trees. The farmer met us, and after a good lunch, he gave us a tour. "I got eight different varieties, looking for the best-yielding one. I may have to cross a few to get what I want, but these do pretty well."
The trees were laden with fruit, bright red, yellow, or a combination of both. He named the varieties, but it meant little to me. It was getting late in August, and I asked him when the harvest would begin.
"These are mostly late-bearing trees. They'll hit their peak around the first of October."
"They good keepers?"
"Yeah, if you harvest just before they're completely ripe. Let them get too far and turn, and it's only a week or two. Why?"
"Where's your market?"
For the first time, the farmer stopped smiling. "I'm still trying to find takers. When I planted, I thought it would be easy, but it's way more than locals can handle. They just put a railroad terminal thirty-five miles away, and I'm hoping I can drum up some business with it."
"I know some people. Good, honest people, businessmen who will get their best price without trying to swindle you. I'll telegram them today when I return to town." We left with a saddlebag of fried apple pies his wife had made us.
We rode along for a bit before my new friend asked if I was serious about helping the farmer. "I am. I represented some investors in a wheat deal a while back, and both parties were satisfied with the outcome. I could probably get them to give me a letter of commendation if he wants. I have ties to a few riverboats and bigger vessels, and if they can move them quick enough, they would be very interested."
He looked at me, wondering who I was. My family name didn't extend this far, so whatever I gained had to be on my own, and that suited me just fine. Back in town, I spent about an hour sending messages to different people, telling the operator to send someone to fetch me if any of them replied soon.
Chapter 15
Senora Hilton replied first, followed by the wheat deal agent and the two riverboat captains. They all wanted in, and we formed a partnership using the lawyer for the wheat deal. If we didn't put any money in, we still got five percent apiece for finding and brokering the deal, which was generous. I never told them Jose was missing and that I would be looking for him as soon as possible. I sent a message to the farmer, asking him to come to town at his earliest convenience. He came in two days later, and we talked about yield and price. "How much of my crop are they wanting?"
It surprised me. "Why, all of it."
"I can give you three-quarters. The rest go to locals who have supported me, and who knows how long this deal will last."
If the deal was successful, we'd be long-term customers. I told him we'd see how it went. We set the price by the bushel, and the expected yield exceeded my expectations. Jose and I would realize about two thousand for doing nothing but putting buyers, sellers, and transportation agents together. To ensure the apples were as fresh as possible, they would pick from daylight until dark, grade and load them that night, and have wagons ready to roll as soon as they were packed. From picking until they were on a train headed for the coast, it was about forty hours. It would take four days to reach the riverboats, then another day for the ships to arrive at different ports. Just a little over a week until the apples are at retailers. Quite the feat for the day and time. I got a telegram in Spanish, and she had to spell the words to the operator, asking if there was acreage available to create company-owned orchards. I checked, and roughly a thousand acres could be purchased, suitable for our needs. I sent her a letter instead of a telegram, also in Spanish.
The Sheriff had introduced me to a man, half Indian and half American, who said he could get me to the tribe I was looking for without dying and arrange a meeting. The Sheriff and the doctor vouched for the man, so we made plans. We left two days later, both mules laden down with trade goods for gifts and barter. If Jose were alive, we might have to buy him back.
Jim, the only name he gave, led us straight across the country, not bothering to go back the way we came. In two days, we were in a section of deep canyons that seemed to go nowhere until we got to the back and found a steep trail to the top, only to plunge into another. Then he suddenly stopped. "They're here."
I didn't see a thing, but after a few minutes, an Indian would appear, seemingly out of thin air, until there were fifteen in a semicircle around us, and I had no doubt that if I turned around, there would be a few there as well. I followed Jim's lead and sat still. They eyed us for a while before one spoke. His language sounded like yips and barks to me, and Jim answered him in kind. This went on for a few minutes before Jim dismounted and told me to do the same.
They led us to a small stream surrounded by big trees, and we sat. After a minute, Jim spoke to me: "They want to smoke. Now would be a good time to get the tobacco out of the pack."
I did them better, getting two boxes of cigars I'd carried. I had to explain how to smoke them, biting off the end and holding a match to it until we had a good ember. I took a draw and handed it to the man beside me. He took a huge draw and almost smiled before his mask slipped back on. I meant to give them each one, but we ended up smoking them one at a time until we'd gone through about ten. We hardly ever smoked at the ranch, and I was a little light-headed there at the end.
Then Jim and the head man had a pretty long conversation. Even though I had no clue what they were saying, I felt good about it. Finally, Jim turned to me. "They have your friend. He was hurt pretty bad, and he's not completely recovered, but he's mending. Red Eyes says the outlaws that ambushed you took his weapons and left him for dead, doing the same to you. I guess your wound looked worse than it was. They'd like to get rid of him, he says, he's eating them out of house and home. It will cost you, though. These people haven't been eatin' real regular, and the outlaws keep them on the move. He says they shoot them for sport, regardless of sex or age. And if they catch a mature female, they rape her until they tire of her and cut her throat. Understand now why they're not keen on whites?"
"I do," I said, not trying to hide my disgust. "Tell them that after I get my partner back, I'll try to end their problem with the Ballards. I give them my word."
There was another lengthy discussion, and we mounted up, the Indians flitting in front of us like ghosts. I could see they weren't in the best of shape, and late in the evening, we came upon a herd of elk. I pulled the Winchester and started firing, downing three, a big bull, and two females.
Once the tribe realized I wasn't shooting at them, they descended on the animals like starving rats, gutting them, cutting out the livers, hearts, and kidneys, and stashing them in leather bags, then hoisting the whole animal up on poles, four to a pole because of the weight.
Jim listened to Red Eyes and turned to me, grinning. "He says that pays back a lot of the food your friend ate, but part of the deal now is you hunt with them for a few days before you leave."
"If it gets my friend back, I'll shoot them a whole herd."
Their camp consisted of a series of huts made from bark and mud, which didn't appear prosperous. There was a lot of yellin' when they saw the elk; soon enough, fires were stoked, and the smell of roasting meat surrounded us. Jim had insisted I bring rice, flour, salt, pepper, and some dried chili peppers. Twenty pounds of potatoes were instantly chopped, dropped into pots, and seasoned. When they were boiling, strips of elk and a couple of dried peppers were added. The women chopped the livers, kidneys, and hearts, rolled them in flour, and fried them until golden brown. They'd added some local plant to the stew, and it was mighty fine eating. I wasn't much on the liver, but when the headman gave me some good-sized pieces, I ate them with a smile.


After the meal, the cigars came out. Jim was still sitting with the headman and his honchos when I rolled into my blanket.
Chapter 16
The next morning, Jim had me gather a pack of coffee, sugar, and tobacco, along with a half-dozen cigars, and led me up a ridge behind the village, where we ended at the entrance to a cave. "The Medicine Man lives here. He and his daughter have been taking care of your friend, so when you gift them with the things you brought, I'll make sure they know that it's only the beginning."
Jose was sitting in the sun, gaunt and pale, with a big scar running across his chest. I was surprised to see him shirtless, but apparently, his shirt was in such bad shape that it was no longer wearable. His hair was always a little long, but now it was touching his shoulders. From a distance, he looked like one of the tribe.
He jumped up when he saw me, his smile a mile wide. Later, we both admitted we thought the other was dead. We hugged like brothers in spirit, and he was so thin you could see every rib. The Medicine Man came out, and he and Jim had an extended conversation that ended in me handing over the goodies I'd brought. I also brought a coffeepot that Jim made sure I knew I wasn't getting back, and soon enough, a pot was brewing. Jose looked blissful as he sipped, telling me it was the first coffee he'd had since the day we'd last seen each other.
When his daughter came out to brew the coffee, I was stunned. She was a beauty, looking nothing like the other women of the tribe, and the way she doted on Jose made me think they were more than friends.
I'd brought along three pack mules loaded with all sorts of different stuff, and one pack held nothing but cloth, thread, needles, and thimbles. I took half of it up the ridge, meeting Jose about halfway up, so he could gift it to his daughter. Clever Girl (I wondered about the name) cried like a baby and then went to work. The next morning, Jose wore a very nicely crafted shirt, and she had a new dress that matched the colors.
His pants weren't in the best shape, so I bartered for a pair of leather trousers. By the time we were done, he looked almost pure Indian.
Three days later, we went hunting. Jose and I had the Winchesters, as well as our pistols. The Indians eyed the weapons intently, but one look at Jim convinced them to abandon whatever plans they had. They were good at woodcraft but lacked the means to bag any serious game. We approached from downwind of a small herd of deer, then took our position and led our targets, firing, dropping two right off the bat and two more as they attempted to flee. Jim had an old single-shot, and he placed himself on their most likely escape path and managed to get two more before they were past him.
The next day, we found a herd of elk and dropped five before they could get away. On the way home, we came up on a grizzly, surprising all of us. Jose and I managed to get five of the big .44 slugs into him before he gave up the ghost. Fires were kept going continuously as they smoked the meat, and Jim told us it would last a good while when it got cold, and they couldn't forage, and the hides would go a long way towards keeping them warm.
We promised them six more loads of supplies, based on what they needed most, as a gesture of gratitude for helping Jose and keeping him alive. Jim would deliver them because we would be long gone by then.
Red Eyes had his men out looking, and they found the Ballards on the move, driving about fifty head of what was probably stolen cattle. We checked our weapons the next morning and moved out. Jim didn't have a pistol, so I gifted him the old Navy and two boxes of the .38 ammo it had been converted to hold. He probably didn't know how to shoot it, but when it got sticky, lead in the air was still lead in the air, and many a poor soul had died from a stray bullet.
We chose the ambush site carefully. They had to go through a narrow wash to reach a lush plain. I was sitting in the middle of the wash, my rifle on my knee, pointing straight up, when they came into view. The point man immediately galloped up.
"Who the hell are you? You need to get your ass..." I don't know exactly where he wanted me to get my ass to because I dropped the rifle down and shot him right in the brisket, and he was dead before he cleared his saddle. I immediately put about eight shots in front of the lead cow and managed to hit the steer beside her. That was enough to have them turn, and the men behind them were trying to get them moving. Jose opened up on one ridge of the wash, and Jim fired his single shot before going to the pistol. A few of the tribe had gotten close enough to fire their bows from cover. One went through a man's leg and pinned him to the saddle, and when the horse felt the arrow tip, he went crazy, bucking and whirling, before charging off down the wash. It was the last we ever saw of the man.
Of the nine men and one woman driving the herd, five were down, and two were wounded. The Indians immediately stripped the fallen of their weapons and any valuables they had in their pockets and managed to catch three horses. They were whoopin' and yellin' to beat the band, waving the guns around. I looked at Jim. "Think it's a good idea to let them have those guns?"
His grin was wolfish. "Think they'd give them back if you asked? They're out for blood; these people have made their lives hell for a good while. I hope they don't catch any of them, because it's a guarantee of a slow, miserable death. We'd best follow them before they catch up."
I noticed a few of the braves holding back, watching the herd, and starting to butcher the cows caught in the crossfire. It looked like there would be no starving time in their village this winter.
We trotted behind, catching up to Red Eyes and his two followers. Eventually, we found ourselves looking at a large log building set on a ridge, allowing them to see anyone who came along. There was also a huge barn, and what appeared to be a bunkhouse, and other smaller buildings associated with a working ranch. Oddly enough, we saw little in the way of cattle but a large number of horses.
The survivors of our ambush were seen scurrying about, preparing for an attack. We debated for a couple of hours, allowing the Indians on foot to reach us, and came up with a plan. We wouldn't attack. Instead, we would keep them bottled up and wait them out. They may have a lot of supplies, but the Indians had all the time in the world.
I had picked up a new Ballard rifle in 45/70 with a scope. I used it to watch them, and finally, an opportunity came up that I couldn't pass up. A man came out bearing a bucket, heading for the well. As much as I planned it, it was just happenstance that I blew the bucket out of his hand. He let out a squall we could hear from where we were and ran back inside.
Jose grinned. "There it is. We mayn't be able to stave them off, but they can't last long without water."
So, for four days, Jose, Jim, I, and one of the Indians who seemed to have a talent for a rifle watched the well around the clock. It was their bad luck that we got there just before a full moon, and the Indian, Sees Things, must have been half-cat the way he could see in the dark.
He managed to kill one, and Jose wounded another, and for two days, no one moved. Then, they got creative. The barn door opened, and a log slid out, followed by another stacked on top. They were building a wall to the well. After stopping to admire their ingenuity, we started blasting every time a new log slid out. Every once in a while, we'd hear a shout, and they'd stop for a while.
On the sixth day, a man walked out on the porch waving a white cloth. After discussing it, we decided to see what he wanted, so Jose and I stood and walked forward a short distance, stopping so he would have to meet us halfway. The man was huge, standing at six feet ten inches, and weighed approximately three hundred pounds. I had an odd thought as he approached, wondering what kind of horse he rode. A younger woman stepped out of the house, joining the man as they walked closer.
When he got close enough to talk without yellin', he demanded to know who we were and what we wanted. "Well, you dead would be a nice thought."
That threw him, and the woman looked at Jose with an odd expression. "Poppa, that's the greaser and his friend from back in the desert. We thought we killed you."
"You did a piss poor job, lady, and just so you know, I use that title in the loosest of terms."
She flamed red, and if looks could kill, her father would have been standing over our corpses just about now. He held it in, knowing everyone would die if he made a move. Then he smiled. "What's it gonna take for you just to ride away?"
"You nearly killed us, took everything we have, and left us for dead, and now you want us to go away? That isn't happening. And besides, our Indian friends have guns and horses now, thanks to your dead friends. Our friends, not yours, and say we did ride away. They won't. All the things you've done to them make it hard to forgive. They won't fight a battle; they'll pick you off one by one when the opportunity presents itself. Tell you what: surrender now, and we'll take you to town and hand you over to the sheriff. You may not hang, but it will be a while before you bother folks again. It's the best offer you're gonna get. I hope you don't take it."
Then I saw the pistol strapped to the woman's hip. "Before we part, I strongly suggest your daughter give back that pistol she's carrying. It has great value to my friend here, and I'd like it not to be bloody when he gets it back."
The pistol was a new model Remington. We had a drifter work for us a few years ago, and his hobby was carving; he especially liked working with bone and horn. Jose's birthday was coming up, and we bought the pistol. He made ornately carved handles with a slash of jade we had traded for inset across the bone. The jade was mined in his country, in a remote area, and it was his favorite possession, along with a cross his mother gave him and a medal of the patron saint of travelers. She had him add it to his chain when we began our adventure.
The woman surprised us by grinning. "I'll give you all the bullets first, then you can pry it from my dead fingers."
Jose smiled just slightly and surprised us by bowing. "As you wish, madame." The man stormed back into the house while the woman backed away slowly, hand hovering over the revolver. Once we were safe again, I told them I thought the woman was the brains of the outfit.
"I agree," laughed Jose. "He seems plenty tough, but I have the feeling he couldn't plan anything past supper. The whole time we talked, the woman watched, schemed, ready to take advantage of the slightest opportunity. If we don't kill her, and the tribe gets her, she'll be mighty humble in a couple of weeks. When they get tired of her, she'll die. She knows it, so it will make her desperate. We must watch more closely."
Two more days passed, and we were considering forcing the issue. The Indians didn't mind waiting, but we had places to go. The outlaws took the decision out of our hands by making a dash for the barn in the middle of the night, running from the bunkhouse and the main house at the same time. Our watchers managed to get one, but the rest made it, and they burst through the barn doors just before daylight, scattering immediately to make less of a target. I managed a shot with the buffalo rifle while they were still packed together, and while I didn't score a kill, I knocked down two horses. The riders barely had time to set their feet before we cut them down. One of our Indian companions got a little excited and jumped to his feet, waving his rifle and screaming war cries. The bullet he caught nearly knocked him for a loop.
There was a brief chase, and none of the outlaws survived. Jim had been watching the back of the house, and there was a small door that no one had noticed because it was camouflaged. Four riders, each leading a spare horse, broke in a direction away from the others while keeping the house between them and the line of fire. Jim set a man on their trail, and we inspected the barn and corral for the best horses and those from the fallen. Jose got his horse back, but mine was gone forever. We stuffed our saddlebags with food and were on the trail in an hour, going at a good clip without straining the horses too much, changing every hour to keep them fresh.
A blind man could follow the trail, and five hours in, our scout showed up. "They are riding their horse much too hard, trying for distance. The leader, his daughter, and two others appear to know what they're doing. I managed to get a couple of shots at them, aiming for the horses, and got one for sure. They do not appear to be running blindly. I think they have a place in mind."
"Probably another hideout or a place to get new men. Let's press on until dark, then get some rest and be off early. If we miss them tomorrow, we won't by the day after." That's exactly what we did. Red Eyes had five of his men with him, and they took watch in turns, letting us sleep. We were up by four and on the trail by five, after a breakfast of coffee and bacon, making good time and speeding up as the light increased. By the afternoon, we found five worn-out and foundered horses. Just before dark, we came upon them, making camp. There was no opportunity to mount a defense as we charged into them, driving the spare horses before us for cover.
I came off my horse with a pistol in each hand, as did Jose and Jim. The Indians stayed mounted, swirling around and shooting when they could. One of his men died instantly, and Ballard rose from the ground, his daughter by his side, cussing a blue streak and banging away. I felt the wind from his first bullet ruffle my long hair before I put the first of four shots into him. Jim handled the other, which left the daughter. She had popped up off to the side and was lining up on Jose. I had no memory of pulling one of my knives, but suddenly, it was sticking out of her left breast, sunk almost to the hilt. She dropped, struggling to pull it out.
By then, it was over, a fast and furious confrontation that lasted only ninety seconds. Jose walked up and stood over the daughter, blood flowing out of her mouth as she gurgled. Her last vision on this earth was of his smiling face as he took his pistol from her hands. He also pulled my knife loose, and blood spurted out, slowing to a trickle as her heart stopped.
The Indians had stripped the men and were happily mutilating them to keep them from being enemies in the afterlife. Jim took all the woman had in her pockets while Jose and I stripped Ballard. He was wearing a heavy money belt, as was his daughter. We put them in the saddlebags and left. Jim wanted to know if we intended to bury them. "No. They lived like animals, so they deserve to lie like animals. The buzzards and skunks will see to their service."
We went by the ranch just because it was on the way. Red Eyes and his men seemed to be in hurried conversation, and it gave me a bad feeling. Jim dropped back until he was ridin' beside us. He let a little gap get between us and them before he laid it out. "They're planning on killin' us as soon as we get to the ranch so they can keep everything. It ain't right, but it's the way the tribe thinks, one of the reasons the other tribes wouldn't take them in when they came to be in their situation."
"No way to talk them out of it?"
"If I brought it up, they'd try to kill us right away."
"How do you stand in all this?"
He looked bitter. "I told you their plans. I'm the odd man out here. Half Indian, so the whites don't trust me, Half white, so the Indians think I'm a lesser man. If I throw in with you, I have a better chance of surviving it. You can count on me." It didn't make us feel all warm and fuzzy, but we could see his logic. His main goal was to survive, and his best chance was with us.
Red Eyes made it easy because when we got back, they had just found the liquor stash, so they started celebrating. A few bottles in, the plotting began. They weren't exactly being subtle, and Jim grinned. "Here they come."
They got as close as they dared before letting out whoops and charging us. Most didn't have their weapons; they preferred knives. I tossed three of my own while Jim and Jose blasted away. They were packed in a tight bunch, and when the smoke cleared, they were all gone. Red Eyes had only one red eye now, and a blade was sticking out of the socket of the other.
Jim got a scratch, but other than that, we were unhurt. I took some of the whiskey lying around and poured it on his wound, and he yelped. Grinning, I told him I thought Indians could stand pain without expression, and he grinned back as I wrapped his wound. "That was the white in me coming out."
We dragged all the Indians into a big pile and tied the three we found passed out to wagon wheels, where the first thing they would see was the bodies of their friends. We left them tied up for the day, moaning and groaning. We'd stand in front of them and drink water while they begged with their eyes, then throw the remains of the dipper in front of them. Jim would caress his knife as he eyed them, and by night, they were convinced they were going to die.
Chapter 17
While they sweated and suffered in the sun, we lay out the contents of the moneybags and a stash the Indians found in the barn. It was significantly more than we expected and split three ways, coming to just over $1,900 apiece. Jim was surprised to get a third, but he had fought with us, found Jose for me, and we owed him. We took some jewelry because he didn't think it would be a good idea for him to have it, in case anyone asked questions. We felt bad about taking the money, but the people it belonged to were probably long dead, and even if they were alive, there was no way to find out who or where they were. We culled the horse herd, picking out about twenty that showed good lines, mostly fillies or mares. Our original mule was in the bunch, and we also took him back. That still left about eighty head and probably two hundred head of cattle and, surprisingly, a herd of goats.
"What are you going to do with the rest of it?"
Jose smiled. We'd talked it over and reached a decision. "Have you ever considered being a rancher?" After he regained his voice, he began making objections. He didn't know how to run a ranch; he'd need hands, and no one would let an Indian own a ranch.
"Well, Jim, technically, you won't. We'll buy it in a company name, appoint you as manager, and lay it out properly and legally so they can't touch it. As for hands, you know a few people in your position who would love a decent job. Think about it."
Jim was now sportin' a pair of Peacemakers, a new Winchester, and a double-barreled shotgun. After discussing it, we left a couple of heavier-caliber hunting rifles, three Winchesters, and four more pistols, all locked safely away. He might need them for his hands, and they were just handy to have around.
The next day, we released the tied Indians, and after sitting in their waste and being dehydrated, they were pretty agreeable to everything we told them. They were sent back to the village with six of the least desirable horses, four of them wearing full packsaddles filled with food. We also provided them with two rifles for hunting, as well as two shotguns and sufficient ammunition to last through the winter. One of the daughters had been a seamstress, and there was also a packsaddle filled with everything they needed to sew clothes.
Jose talked to Jim privately, and he told me about it later. "When you go to the village, look up the medicine man and his daughter. They deserve a better life than they have, and they were good to me, sharing food even when there wasn't a lot. It might be handy to have someone who knows how to treat wounds around, and the girl is a hell of a cook. Give her this, and tell her I thank her for everything she and her father did for me, and that I hope she has a good life. She's a looker, Jim, and every good rancher is successful because he has a wife behind him nagging him on. Think about it."


He gave him a gold chain from the loot, with a dove dangling from it. It would seem her real name was Dove, and he thought she would appreciate it.
Chapter 18
We rode back to town, attracting attention when we paraded the horses through town. We met with the Sheriff and told him the Ballards would no longer be a problem for him. He thought for a minute and then grinned. "You should have hauled them back. There was money on all of them, not counting the gang."
"They'd have been pretty ripe if we had, and I doubt they would have been recognizable. We just left them, and we're trying to get on with our lives."
We went to the land office, described the area we wanted, and purchased about two thousand acres, with each of us contributing a third of the price. We bought it outright, had a lawyer draw up a partnership agreement, and turned it over to Jim. We all knew the ranch would be his, even if it said we were part-owners. He stayed around town long enough to recruit a few hands, people who he felt would be loyal to him. It was pretty emotional when we parted, and he made us promise on our souls that we would see him again. I'd like to know if I made a commitment I could keep.
The apples were being harvested when we returned to town, and we got a surprise. The Don and Senora Hilton were there, with dividend checks for us from our various enterprises, and to look over the property for possible orchards. I noticed how caring they seemed toward each other and thought they made good mates, rich and powerful, with an uncanny grasp of business and how the world worked. They were far enough North that there wasn't much racial bias, and the local gentry treated them like royalty. Jose and I discussed it and reinvested the money in purchasing orchard land. Tia Helton remarked on it.
"You two have an uncanny knack for discovering things that lead to profit. I'd hire you to do nothing but explore investment opportunities. You both are well on your way to being men of means. Remember that there is always a place for you at our home, and many beautiful señoritas of quality would love to meet men such as yourselves. I have a couple of nieces that would make excellent wives."
The Don just grinned, knowing we were never going to do that. We had a nice dinner the night before we left, exchanging handshakes and hugs, and were gone by dawn. It was getting on towards winter, and we still had a country we wanted to see.
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Ben Walters Part 4
We said goodbye to the Don and Tia Helton two days later and rode North. Jim went with us because it was in the general direction of his new ranch, along with a couple of hands he'd picked up. One was half-Indian like him; the other was just a regular cowpuncher down on his luck. He'd come North on a cattle drive, and through bad luck, he was stuck, but he liked the area and wasn't averse to staying around.
The Sheriff and a few leading citizens provided us with letters of introduction to some of their Canadian relatives, along with Tia Helton and the Don. They also offered us a thousand apiece, some of the profits from our investments, but we were flush with what we still had, plus what we got from the outlaws after buying the ranch with Jim, so we told them to reinvest it. They smiled and promised to provide us with another letter authorizing us to act as their agent should we find a suitable investment opportunity.
"Luck seems to follow you, boys," laughed Tia Helton as she gave us the letters. I thought about that as we rode. We have been incredibly fortunate so far, primarily due to being in the right place at the right time and knowing the right people. Other than that, I wouldn't call our journey lucky. We had already been gone a year due to wounds, and we both had scars we'd carry to the grave.
We'd been in more fights since we traveled than in our whole lives back home. Sometimes, I thought about how troubles seemed to be affecting our family. Most people in the West go their entire lives and never have to point a weapon at another person, but not my family.
Another family, consisting of men from the mountains of North Carolina and Tennessee, seemed to face the same troubles. We had one of the family stay at the ranch for a while. He'd shown up shot and in bad shape, and my mother nursed him back to health. When he was fit, he saddled up and rode the range, working with the cattle and doing whatever came to hand. He stayed four months, and there was only one incident, but it didn't come to shooting.
He was riding with my mother and sister, escorting them to town for supplies, when he found six riders blocking the road. He told the other two hands to guard the women and rode forward. There was a brief discussion, and one person became agitated until they suddenly calmed down. They rode past the wagon, and every man tipped their hat, and Ma remarked on the ashen skin of the leader. Pa heard about it and asked what happened, and the man grinned. "Nothin'. We just had a little talk and reached a meetin' of the mind, so to speak. I don't think they're long for these parts."
"That's it? You just talked to them, and they left?"
"Yep. Sometimes, a calm voice and a touch of manners can go a long way." He was grinning when he walked away. Two weeks later, he pulled stakes, sayin' he didn't want to wear out his welcome. His horse was not the best, so Pa gave him a better one, with a bill of sale, in case anyone should ask. He also gave him a hundred dollars, about three and a half months' wages. The man protested, but Pa stood firm.
"You help your friends when you can. You stood by my wife and daughter, and there isn't enough money for that."
He also made him fill all the loops in his gunbelt and handed him a letter. "Here. You need anything in Texas, Arizona, or New Mexico; you show that letter, and you'll be provided for."
It shook him pretty badly. Not used to a lot of kindness, I reckon. He returned the favor. "If you ever need help and any of my kin are around, you give them my name. They'll help you, no matter what." We heard later he got into a scrap in Montana that resulted in three dead, and he got shot up pretty bad, but in his own words, he took a lot of killin', and he recovered.
.........................................................
We'd been on the trail for about ten days when we noticed a man riding towards us. He seemed to ride purposefully, so we drew up and waited on him. As he got closer, I saw his clothes and smiled. We were about to meet our first Canadian Mountie. He sat the saddle ramrod straight, the brass buttons gleaming on his tunic. I had a thought that back home, that could get him killed; it was too easy for an Indian or an outlaw to spot him. He pulled up a few yards from us, mentally doing a threat assessment. Finally, he spoke. "Good afternoon, gentlemen. My name is Gerald O'Conner, Sergeant, Royal Canadian Mounted Police. You haven't seen three men trailing about nine or ten horses by chance?"
"Good afternoon, Sergeant. My name is Ben Walters, and my companion is my cousin, Jose Garcia. We have not seen anyone with that description in our travels, but we came in from almost due South. I'm assuming the people you seek are miscreants?"
"Aye, thieves and murderers. They hit a ranch five days ago, killing the couple and their child. I've been after them for three days and haven't quite caught up. I will, soon. I intend to bring them to justice by whatever means possible. I fear my horse badly needs rest, but I must press forward. Good day."
I held my palm up. "You should rest your mount for a few hours, Sergeant. Let's stop here and have a good meal. We can help you out."
We had three horses along as spares. If it came to it, we could sell them if the price was right. They were all heavy Northern horses, bred to be able to plow through the snows of winter, but they weren't particularly fast. By now, the leaves were alive and vibrant, and we knew winter would soon be upon us. We had no desire to be here when that happened. We had reached our goal, crossing into Canada. We intended to move easterly and cross back into the U.S. soon. The Mountie finally agreed, hobbling and caring for his mount before looking to himself. He was particularly grateful for the grain we gave his horse.
We weren't the best cooks, but soon enough, we had cobbled a supper together consisting of bacon, a couple of onions, and potatoes, along with a couple of cans of peaches for dessert. He tried to eat sparingly, but we insisted the food not go to waste, so he filled up. It wasn't quite dark, but he was already nodding. "Roll in, Mountie. We'll stand watch. If anything you need to know comes up, we'll wake you. If it helps, sleep with your pistol in your hand. We mean you no harm. I come from a long line of law enforcement. My father is a captain in the Texas Rangers. One of my brothers is a Lieutenant in the Arizona Rangers, and another is a County Sheriff. Jose has three cousins, one of whom is a Federale and one a Major. You can sleep safely."
That seemed to relax him, and soon enough, he was sawin' logs. Jose grinned. "It is good we are here, cousin. He would be found quickly with that noise. I will take the first watch."
I rolled into my blankets and was out. It seemed I had just closed my eyes when Jose gently shook me at midnight. I took the coffee he'd heated while he lay out his bedroll, waking up, listening to the night. Jose said there was nothing to report, although the horses looked to the East a few times. I paid particular attention to that direction, but it was a quiet night.
The Mountie woke with a start, embarrassed that he had slept so long and soundly. His horse was munching on the corn we'd given him while we fed him biscuits and eggs with a few pieces of cured ham, something we'd picked up from a ranch we passed by. We'd put them in a padded box and wrap the box in a blanket. We were ambling along anyway, so we didn't lose any. He went to saddle up and noticed it on the bay. It was the fastest of our lot, and we thought it might be helpful for the Sergeant. "I can't accept this!"
My Texas drawl came out. "Shore, you can. My family would have my head if I didn't help law enforcement, and besides, if it makes you feel better, we'll sell her to you for a mighty cheap price. This will make catching up to your miscreants much easier by switching horses every few hours or so." He hemmed and hawed around but saw the sense of the offer and wrote us a voucher to be turned in to the first Mountie headquarters we came to.
"Which way you headin'?"
"Southeast, as soon as I can pick up their trail again."
"That's exactly the way we're headed. Mind if we ride together?"
He thought about it for a bit before agreeing. "We can ride together as long as you understand. You may not get involved if I find the men I'm seeking. You're guests in this country, after all."
Jose grinned. "We agree. That being said, we feel that if we're in the company of a law enforcement official and he is in danger, the danger we could perhaps avert, we're bound by our morals to act, but only in self-defense or the defense of our friends."
O'Connor just shook his head and turned his horse. Jose cut a fresh sign two days later, less than two hours old. We put our horses in a fast trot, switching after two hours, and were looking down from a ridge at them just before dark—three men, as he had said, along with the livestock. From my spyglass, it was easy to tell they looked rough. About the only thing that looked clean was their weapons. We withdrew and had a war council. Ultimately, it was decided that O'Connor would ride in alone while we covered him from a ridge. After warning us not to engage, we set our rotation and rolled into our blankets.
The outlaws didn't set a guard and woke to see Sgt. O'Connor on his horse, weapon in hand. I was struck by his politeness even as he arrested them. "Gentlemen, I am here to arrest you for crimes against the Commonwealth. Please lay your weapons on the ground and step back if you would. Do not force this into violence."
Two were willing to lay their arms down, but the third didn't have it. "Shoot him, boys! He can't get more than one of us!"
Jose put a shot right at one's feet, and I dusted the hat at the feet of the other. The main one decided to take his chances, and as he pulled leather, O'Connor shot him. He dropped like a rock, half the back of his skull gone. The other two had their hands in the air so fast it was comical. We slipped down from the ridge and bound them while the Mountie stood guard. After a quick burial in a shallow grave, he turned towards his headquarters, his prisoners in cuffs. We trailed along to make sure we got paid for the horse, I told him, grinning. Four days later, we were at the fort, a compound of log structures carved out of the forest. O'Connor wasn't off his horse before a red-haired woman was in his arms, crying. He petted her for a moment before releasing her.
His smile was a mile wide as he introduced us. "Gentlemen, may I present my wife, Colleen. My dear, these gentlemen traveled with me a bit—Jose Garcia, late from Mexico, and his cousin, Ben Walters, of Texas. I bowed while Jose swept off his hat, took her hand, and bowed over it. She went as red as her porcelain features could get.
"It is a pleasure to meet true gentlemen in this backward place. I thank you for riding with my husband. I'm sure there is more to the story than simple companionship, but he'll tell me when he's ready."
While most Mounties were unmarried, it was not unheard of, especially at the rank of Sergeant and above. We spent a pleasant interlude with them before returning to the trail three days later. We sat with the Commander of the outpost and O'Connor while they discussed transporting the prisoners to the provincial capital for trial. "What's the likely outcome for the men?
McGregor, with an already ruddy face, turned even darker. "They'll hang for their crimes—three counts of murder, livestock theft, and resisting an officer in his duties. O'Connor thinks the woman may have been used before she died, but that will never make the official report out of respect for her family. The trial will most likely take three months, which means they'll be sentenced to hang right after Christmas. They'll probably hold off until after the season, but they'll be dancing in the air by the end of January."
We spent the rest of the evening and the next day discussing routes that would make our travels easier and compiling a list of towns we'd pass through. The Commander gave us letters of introduction and a directive to any Mountie we encountered, instructing them to provide us with complete courtesy and assistance. We traveled three days without encountering anyone, enjoying the country and the scenery. We were getting closer to the plains, the woods giving way to swaths of grassland. So far, Canada has been pretty, but not as spectacular as I'd hoped. I was probably in the wrong section of the country. Jose, with his keen eyes, noticed it first. Wagon tracks, not an hour old, heading off to the Northwest. "Odd," he said, "didn't the Mounties say to keep out of that area because of bogs and rough terrain?"
"They did. Most likely locals, with a homestead nearby." We thought no more about it until we crested a hill and saw a two-wheeled cart. A cart stuck axle deep in the mud. A young man and woman were behind, pushing, while a boy of about six was holding the reins. There was no way one horse was freeing it.
There was no discussion, and we just rode down. They didn't notice us at first, and when he did, he realized his only weapon, an old single-shot rifle, was on the seat beside his son. He looked very nervous, and his woman looked scared to death. "Good afternoon," I said, grinning. "It looks like you're in a bit of a bind. May we offer assistance?"
Some of the fear went out of his eyes, and the woman smiled. It took hitching our horses and mules, but we eventually got them out. I got a better look at them, and they appeared to have a lot of native blood. The young woman was beautiful, even though she was partially covered with mud. They were both small; she was about five feet two or three, and he was maybe five feet six or seven. "Well, there you go then. If you're not averse to taking a little advice, I'd look closer at the terrain."
His accent was hard to place until I remembered a visitor to the ranch. He was French, a botanist visiting to study the plants of southern Texas. The couple's accent sounded a lot like his. "None taken, sir. We'll have to backtrack a bit and find more solid ground. It will cost us a day or better, but cannot be avoided."
"We're going in that direction as well. Could we travel together? That way, if the ground gives way again, we could help."
His eyes clouded a little. "We are very grateful for your help, but..."
His wife cut him off. "That would be quite lovely, gentlemen. Thank you."
We rode for a while, and I noticed him scanning the horizon constantly. "You seem a bit nervous, friend. Anything you'd like to tell us?"
By then, we'd found a nice night spot and set up our camps. He was quiet for a moment, gathering his thoughts. "We are Metis. If you are familiar with my country, you are aware that relations between my people and the government are tense. They have steadily pushed us off our lands, and we have relocated here, and now they want this as well. We are fighting back. Louis Riel has become our leader, pushing for revolution and seceding from Canada. It would push us into civil war, a war I fear we cannot win; however, any chance of solving this peacefully is steadily slipping away. I'm trying to get my family to the safety of her mother's tribe. The government has had a hands-off policy concerning the tribes lately, possibly because of our difficulties."
I knew a little of their history. The Metis were descendants of the native populations and the first traders who plied the country for almost two hundred years. The fur company encouraged the men to take native wives to help with a steady supply of pelts. The unintended consequence was that as their numbers grew, they became more independent. Then, the British arrived, taking over from the French, and the general population viewed them as second-class citizens. "What will you do when you get your family to safety?"
"I will join Reil."
"IF I remember correctly, Reil is living in the U.S."
"He is, for now. He is planning his return. This is no secret, and the government is preparing. I fear it will not end well."
Jose interjected. "If your movement is doomed, why do you fight?"
"It is a matter of honor, sir. They are stealing our lands, stripping us of our rights. We have to do something."
"If your predictions are true, wouldn't you be worse off afterward?"
He shrugged. "Probably, but our people can look back on our history and know we tried and fought for a noble cause."
..................................................................................
We stopped talking about politics because it was going nowhere. Jose had nailed a deer later in the afternoon, a fat doe that had walked out of a tree line right above us. Luc's wife was keen on smoking as much of the meat as she could, constructing a drying rack while the little boy picked up as many sticks as he could find.
I had looked in the cart, noticing how bare it was, and knew the meat would help. Jose and I helped Luc chop up a few deadfalls until she declared it enough. Then, she cut the meat into thin slices and hung them on a rack over the fire, adding a few green pieces now and then to ensure a thick smoke. She tended the fire well into the night and probably had a hundredweight to show for her efforts.
The nights had been getting progressively colder. Some sound woke me, and I looked around, noticing her shivering by the fire. They had very few blankets, and they were mighty thin. I rose, pulled the grizzly hide I had traded for out of a backpack, and handed it to her. Her eyes were wide in fear because she hadn't heard me walk up, but she had tears when I draped it over her shoulders and returned to my bedroll. We fixed breakfast from our stores and insisted they eat with us. They packed the meat carefully, and Luc drove; his wife rolled in the grizzly hide in the back of the cart.
He didn't ask, but when we saw a black bear on a ridge, pretty late in the season to be looking for a cave to winter in, I took out the Ballard, worked my way closer, and blew her heart out. Now, Shining Hair would have her bearskin for the coming winter and a larger meat supply.
The bear was more enormous than she looked, and it took all of us to hang and skin it. Then she spent yet another night tending the fire, wrapped in my bearskin, spending most of the morning sleeping in the back of the cart. We stripped the hide of as much fat as possible, rolling it tightly with salt to preserve it until it could be adequately tanned. Shining would be sleeping in her bearskin come January.
We had reached the end of our journey together; they were turning North in the morning when Jose suddenly stopped. He looked at me, and I nodded. "Yeah, two on the ridgeline. There are at least three behind us, and who knows how many are in front. I hope they're the people they've been looking for."
We rounded a curve in the trail, and there they were, twenty warriors, sitting on their horses. Shining Hair let out a little shout and stood on the seat, and three of the warriors rode forward. There was a lot of excitement, talking, and looking at us. She must have told them we were friends, and while they didn't welcome us with open arms, they didn't seem hostile either. "These are my people! Their village is two days North. We are safe!"
They were a hunting party trying to get as much meat as possible for the winter ahead. The game was particularly plentiful in the area, and we guessed it hadn't been hunted much, so we spent the next day hunting with them. They had a few old, worn-out rifles; it was the best they could do. I gave Luc my Ballard and took the Winchester. They set us up on the high ground at the end of a draw and slowly drove a herd of deer towards us. There must have been twenty-five in the clearing when Jose opened up. We'd already agreed he'd shoot to the left, so I opened up on the right side. Luc managed to get two with the Ballard, and we nailed another nine between Jose and me. The braves had gotten three when the deer fled in their direction, so it was a pretty good day. These deer were considerably larger than the ones we had at home, and I hoped the meat would last us through the winter.


Usually, drying was women's work, but the men knew the meat could make a lot of difference in their survival in the winter, so they fell to, with gusto, under the direction of Shining Hair. I wondered how much attention the smoking fires would draw, but Luc told us we were pretty deep in their territory, and they kept scouts out.
........................................................................
We left the next day, wanting to get to warmer climes. Luc gripped our hands tightly as he thanked us, and the Indians presented us with two beadwork bands. Shining hair told us to wear them over the cuff of our jackets, and it would identify us as friends of the tribe as we traveled through their territory. They even gave us two young warriors as escorts for several days. We had entered an area with many lakes and ponds and saw them on the evening of the second day. Moose. They were the largest animals Jose and I had ever seen. Their antlers were gigantic, and I wished I could take a pair home, but the weight would be horrific. They were in the water at the edge of a lake, pulling down tree branches to munch on.
Our two guides were excited beyond words and pantomimed shooting, pointing at our rifles. We took the Winchesters, and I was happy I had chosen the larger caliber and worked our way closer. One monster suddenly stood up, looking in our direction, so we figured it was now or never. We opened up, and only one fell, even though we hit half a dozen. Two made it out of the water before collapsing. We found another two, less than a hundred yards into the woods, but had to track the last three miles before he finally gave up the ghost.
It took a lot of work to drag them all together and hang them, but it was quite a sight. There was over a ton of meat. One took off immediately, and they must have ridden all night to be back by the following day. After they insisted on a moose tongue and liver feast, we left. I don't know how many people were in their tribe, but the meat had to help significantly.
......................................................................................................................
A week later, we hit a fair-sized town with a railroad and a telegraph. After baths, haircuts, and new suits, we sent a few telegrams off to our friends. We noted a lot of suspicious stares at Jose, thinking he was Metis. They didn't warm up much when they discovered he was Mexican.
We checked in with the local Mounties, showing them the letter the Major had written, and were their guests for dinner. A lot of conversation centered on the upcoming conflict. We stayed out of it, saying we were just visitors and not knowledgeable of local politics. There was talk of local business, but they needed more to explore. When we left, we were in railcars, our horses loaded in the stockcars, bound for Winnipeg. We found it to be a bustling city built around the site of a Metis fort. Despite the nearly ten years since the first conflict had occurred, there was still an undercurrent of Metis support in the new town. It was at the confluence of river and railheads, and rapidly became a significant business center. We found a livery, boarded our livestock, and took in the town.
Business opportunities seemed boundless, and we agreed that Don and Tia Helton would love to get a foothold there. Besides grains and timber, many niche markets were thriving, even a remnant of the fur trade. One shop caught my eye, a small place that featured moose, grizzly, and wolf hides, as well as antlers, with walrus tusks and whale bones imported from the coast. That didn't interest us much; it would be easy to get those from the coast for half the cost, but we both grasped how much in demand the hides and antlers would be to wealthy men south of the border and along the coasts as curiosities.
I could easily see moose antlers and grizzly hides, with the heads still attached, adorning the walls and floors of trophy rooms. We bought half the firm's inventory and shipped it to the coast on the earliest available Red River steamship. Train service hadn't been linked to major railroads in America, but it would happen soon, and we could ship that way. The next day, we bought most of his remaining stock and sent some of the best pieces south to our families.
Then, we provided him with the contact information for Tia Helton's son, along with a standing order. California would soon be awash in grizzly hides and moose heads. I sent it to Tia Helton's warehouse, except for a colossal grizzly rug and the mounted head of a moose, the antlers measuring over six feet wide. Those were sent directly to the Don. A few telegrams established a partnership, and we sought other opportunities, but found few that were cost-effective enough for us to pursue. We were wined and dined by the city's leading families, and one particularly attractive blond set her cap for Jose. We decided to leave before a situation occurred, so we left shortly afterward, bound for home.
.....................................................................
Winter caught us in North Dakota. It was still mild, according to locals, but it looked like a lot of snow to us. One man laughed. "Boys, four or five feet can be on the ground, and drifts can get thirty feet high or more. We don't do a lot of travelin' come wintertime."
That was enough to send us hightailin' South, and the snow chased us down. It finally eased up a bit when we arrived in New Mexico, where we detoured to visit my brother Zeke. He had a huge spread, and his battle with an outlaw gang to preserve it was the stuff of legend. I was particularly impressed with his oldest girls, looking at the slight sixteen and fourteen-year-old, remembering the story of their fight, alone and on their own, in a bathhouse. The blond was stunning, as was the darker-haired one, but something about the blond held a strong sense of danger.
His wife and the rest of the adult women there were stunners as well, and even though they weren't related, I saw a lot of Zeke's wife in his daughters. Those ladies would do if things became difficult. We caught up on family, and they listened as we told of our adventures, trying hard to visualize a moose. We resolved to send them a head and a grizzly hide in the future. We did bring gifts, and I gave all four of his daughters necklaces of grizzly bear teeth and claws. His boys were still infants, but we left ones for them when they got old enough. His wife got a choker of pearls.
In all our travels since Washington, we hadn't had any trouble. We didn't count on helping the Mounties because we didn't shoot anyone or get shot at ourselves, and it suited us just fine. After two weeks, the hankering to get home made us mount up. After the hugs and handshakes, Zeke rode a ways with us. When we parted, he advised us to keep our eyes open. The area had settled down since his battle with the outlaw gangs, but there were still long riders around, and caution would be advised.
Jose grinned, and I knew he was thinking about Utah. We had drifted out of North Dakota, down through Wyoming, then Utah, towards Arizona and my brother's ranch. We passed through some significant towns, rode the gravy train when we could, and looked for business opportunities wherever we stopped. They were a little sparse, although we would occasionally find a nugget that would lead to telegrams and letters. We'd set up the deal and move on, confident in our California sponsors.
We found Utah, with the Mormons, a little standoffish. They tended to circle the wagons around outsiders, making it difficult to do business. I could understand it; they had been treated badly in almost every place they lived until they came West, so they were very defensive, but it got old. We found ourselves on the wrong side when we caught a group mistreating the owner of a trading post. It wasn't even Utah; the man had located about twenty miles over the border in Wyoming just because of them. No, they were harassing him because he was taking trade away from the Mormon posts, and they were insulted.
There were five huge bearded men with a gleam of fanaticism in their eyes. The leader was on a horse, thundering Bible verses, while three held the man down, and another threw coal oil on the logs. They stopped when they saw us, and the leader commanded us to move on. Something about their attitude irked both of us. "I would, but there are a few things we'll be needin'."
He pointed South. "There's an approved trading post thirty miles that way. They will see to your needs."
Jose shrugged. "We are not going that way, señor, and here we are. Why should we journey that far out of our way?"
"Because I told you to!"
"And you would be?"
"Austin Young Matthews."
He said it like it was supposed to mean something. I just grinned. "Well then, Mr. Matthews, we don't respond well to demands. I'm here, the post is here, and I think I'll fill my order and be on my way. Ya'll have an enjoyable afternoon."
I looked down at the trader. "Storekeeper, I'll be needin' some bacon, a couple of pounds of flour, a little yeast, a pound of salt, a half pound of pepper, coffee, maybe some onions and taters. And some 45/70 ammo if you have it."
I looked at the three holding him down. "You boys want to let him loose so he can fill my needs?" They looked at me and then at Mathews, and he looked all swollen up. While they focused on me, Jose had gotten the double-barreled out, not waving it around, just holding it across his pommel. It was one of our routines if we thought trouble was coming. One would take the lead, gaining the focus, while the other took advantage.
"You boys stand down now. All I need are supplies. Why don't you go back home and leave this man alone? Are your people not allowed to trade with anyone they choose? Like everyone else, he's trying to make a living and get along."
Matthews finally exploded. "You DO NOT tell me what to do!"
"I ain't telling, but I am suggesting strongly." He was itchin' to pull, but he was on his horse, and the string was still across his hammer. The other men were in the same boat, and most would die if someone got twitchy. I don't know how long the standoff would have lasted, but another rider came along, leading a pack mule. He pulled up and grinned.
"Jose, Ben, good to see you boys. A bit off the home range, aren't you?" It was our Tennessee friend. He was still ridin' the horse Pa had given him, but it, as well as him, looked a little beat up. There was a bullet hole in the crown of his hat, and there was a scar on his jaw that wasn't there the last time we saw him.
One of the men on the ground blurted out. "I know who you are! You're..."
The stare pushed him into silence. "I know who I am, boy. The better question is, who are you, and why are you botherin' my friends?"
He sat on the buckskin, a slight smile on his face. Matthews looked a little green, not sure what to do. I gave him an out. "Why don't you pull in your horns and go home, Matthews? You can't win this one."
He snarled at me as he turned his horse. "Don't come into Utah!"
"I ride where I please. Utah is the most direct route to where I'm going. If it's all the same to you, I'll ride through. You won't even know I'm there before we'll be gone."
Tennessee chimed in. "These are my friends, Matthews. I'd take it most personally if someone were less than gracious to them. Personal enough to come lookin' if anything happens to them."
He let out a strangled growl and yanked his horse around savagely, galloping off and leaving his friends scrambling to catch up. I grinned at my friend. "It's good to see you, L...'
I stopped when he gave his head a little shake. "...Tennessee."
"Same here, Texas. What you boys doing in this neck of the woods?"
" 'Yonderin'. We took a notion to ramble a bit, and it was more than we bargained for. It's been almost two years since we last saw our families. We would skirt Utah on the way to Arizona to visit my brother. We may need another route."
He shrugged. "Prob'ly not. Utah is trying to be a good neighbor. Too much bad stuff went on over travelers in the past, and they want to project an air of welcome, especially if you're passin' through. Matthews used to be a Danite until they kicked him out. Now, he runs a ragtag bunch that mostly thieves in the name of their religion. They'll come to a bad end one day." The Danites were a paramilitary bunch who protected the Mormons when they first settled in Utah. They still existed, but they were a lot quieter now. They still stood ready to defend the faith at a moment's notice, but lately, it had turned into a 'don't bother us and we won't bother you' situation.
The trader thanked us, pulled our supplies, and locked up for the night. We camped on a little knoll, and one of us was awake in shifts, in case of surprises. I felt our Tennessee friend was a mite short, so I gave the storekeeper fifty dollars just before we left, telling him to give him anything he needed, down to ammunition. There were a lot of empty loops in his belt.
We shook hands and rode off. I looked back to see him standin' on the trading posts' porch, tampin' a pipe. It crossed my mind I'd never see him again, but then again, I didn't expect to see him now, so you never knew.
...................................................................................
Utah was more pleasant than I thought, mainly because many people knew my brother in Arizona and were familiar with our family's reputation. The few towns we stopped in treated us well. We dined with a local leader, and I was a little stunned when he introduced his three wives. There was a fourth there that couldn't have been over sixteen, and he introduced her as his next wife, waiting until she turned eighteen before tying the knot. Many others didn't wait that long, marrying girls as young as fourteen, which I found a little unsettling. Then it hit me, they were no different than many of the Indian tribes I'd come in contact with, where a brave could marry as many women as he could afford. It was rare for one to have over two, but there were cases where a brave had four or more.
Still, I breathed easier when we crossed into Arizona. My older brother welcomed us with open arms three weeks later. "Ma is angry at you two. Your 'few months' have turned into almost two years. She sent you a message. "Get your butts home, now."
We promised we would, knowing it would take almost a month. He enjoyed the little gifts we'd brought for his wife and two girls. I gave the girls two dolls crafted by the tribe we'd met in Canada. They were meticulously detailed, down to the braids in their hair and the buckskin dress and moccasins. His wife got an elaborate bead necklace from the same source, formed into a sunset framed by a blue sky. She was most pleased.
His grizzly rug arrived a month before we did, and he had it covering the floor. His little girls liked it so much that that's where they would go for their naps. "Hard to believe they're that big."
"Hard to kill, as well." Jose shuddered, thinking about one encounter. He was big, even for a grizzly, and did not care for anyone violating his territory. He shouldn't have been out and about, but a warm snap woke him, and he was looking for a snack while awake. We emptied both Winchesters, and when we skinned him, we found eleven bullet wounds. The shot that took him down hit him in the throat, severing his spinal cord. The bear dropped like a rock, still snarling as he died. We were trying to decide what to do with it when a rider appeared, attracted by the shots.
He looked at the bear and grinned. "Griz takes a lot of killing, don't they?" He was tiny but neat as a pin, and I felt he wasn't just a cowpoke.
"Downright disagreeable about it."
"What are you going to do about the meat?"
"As hard as it goes against us to waste food, we were just goin' to let it lie."
"Help me hang it." We hitched two of our horses to the rope he'd thrown over a tree limb, and it took almost all we had to get it in the air. I was cuttin' around the front paws while the rancher, John James, was fixin' to do the cavity split that would spill the guts on the ground when three more riders rode in. The rider in the middle pushed up her hat and grinned. "Watcha doin', Pa?"
He just grunted as the entrails hit the ground. "I'm cannin' peaches. What the hell does it look like I'm doin'? I thought you told all the bears in these parts to stay off my range."
"I did, Pa, but you can see this one is male, and males never listen to females anyway, even when they tell them somethin' that might get 'em killed." She shot us a glance as she slid from the saddle. Her headgear was a black derby, with a lot of blonde hair pushed up under it. "I'm guessin' you boys ain't from around here. Melissa James, pleased to meet you, and most call me Jesse because they have a strange sense of humor, especially my father."
Both Jose and I bowed slightly as I handled introductions. "Ben Walters, Ma'am. This is my cousin, Jose Soto, late of the West Coast and Canada, on our way home to Texas."
"My, my. You either have an amazing sense of adventure or struggle with following simple directions. I've heard 'scenic route,' but you boys take the cake. See anything interesting?"
I made her blush. "We have indeed, Miss Jesse, especially here in Wyoming."
Her Pa harrumped. "You youngsters in a staring contest? Jess, give me a hand." The spell broken, we bent to the task at hand. The meat was divided, rolled in the hide, and strapped to the back of one of the mules, and he didn't care for it. It was the big black, but he settled down when he figured the smell wouldn't hurt him.
We trailed them back to their ranch. I was ridin' alongside the older cowpoke, and he filled me in on the spread. Eight thousand acres, mostly rolling hills with good grass and plenty of timber along the draws and ridges. "The boss is a pretty smart feller, and that young'un is sharp. She reads everything she can get her hands on and has made suggestions that improve the herd. We only run about three thousand head, and we rotate the grazing on a schedule she mapped out, moving south in the winter and north in the summer. This allows the grass we move to recover, while the pasture we leave behind has time to replenish. We built a few dams on branches, so we always got a good water supply, even in dry years."
We rode by one, and I was impressed. She'd have the dam built so that it followed the natural lay of the land, and it would be a good amount of water, easily enough to water a thousand head for weeks.
She was yellin' when we hit the ranch house. "Reb! Come on out here. I got a surprise!"
Reb turned out to be a man in his late fifties, the ranch's cook. Jesse grinned at him. "Get the pit ready!" It seemed the pit was a permanent structure, a hole about five feet long and four deep, lined with bricks. A big fire was laid and immediately started. They added to it occasionally until a massive pile of coals formed. They lowered an iron sheet, covering it with about two inches of dirt. By then, the meat was wrapped in burlap and soaked for several hours, and then dropped into the pit. Then another iron sheet was added, another fire laid, and about a foot of dirt covered it all.
The cook grinned at me. "We'll leave this here overnight. It'll cook slowly and fall apart when we pull it out."
I grinned; being from Texas had exposed me to pit cooking, though with us, it was usually a side of beef. He'd spiced the meat up pretty well and was mixing something he called 'sauce', which looked like mostly vinegar and a big handful of ground red pepper. Supper was good, and then we sat on the porch with cups of coffee. Both father and daughter were good conversationalists who pried most of our story out of us. We described the Pacific Ocean, the calm one with gentle swells in California, and the wild one that threw huge waves at the rocks in the northwest. Then we discussed the Willamette Valley and the vast expanses of Canada. The man said he'd always wanted to see a moose but knew he'd never make the trip.


Jesse had a sad expression. "I'd like to travel. I know there's more to this world than the ranch, but truth be told, I've never been more than fifty miles away my whole life."
It made me want to take her on an adventure, but I couldn't help but grin. I was 26 now, and this girl was probably ten years younger. She was still quite a looker; she'd brushed out her mane, put it into a braid, and wore a dress that showed off her toned body while still conservative. Her father grinned when he saw her, telling me later she hated wearing dresses. We rolled into our blankets in the bunkhouse, happy to sleep off the ground for a change. We both admitted we were getting homesick, but I lay there and wondered what I was homesick for. Texas? California? The Willamette Valley? All had claimed a part of us, and I wondered if we'd be happy back at our home ranches.
.........................................
We spent four days with James. Jesse took us out twice to show us their improvements to the land. I noted the different-looking cattle. They were smaller than the standard Longhorn but packed a lot of meat. "We got a few different breeds, some cows, but mostly bulls. Mostly Simmental, with a good chunk of Angus. Daddy was concerned their horns weren't long enough to protect them from wolves, but they did just fine, and we kept them close to the ranch. We'll pick out about a hundred good-looking heifers and put them into a pasture with a couple of bulls. The next year, we will then move the offspring into a pasture with another set of bulls. It's working out."
They served us steak the night I arrived; it was some of the best meat we'd ever tasted. The second night, we ate our bear. It was fallin' off the bone tender, and the fiery mix of red pepper and vinegar set it off. The cook had gone all out, drafting Jesse and another cowhand to help him. They peeled and chopped about fifty pounds of potatoes, frying them in a mixture of lard and beef tallow. Reb had also chopped up a bunch of cabbage, marinated it in the hot sauce, and had baked beans, thick with brown sugar and lots of bacon.
The whole crew ate until they were miserable and had plenty left. They ate it again for breakfast and supper with the same gusto as the night before. John had an old Indian working for him as a wolfer and general hunter, and he'd hung the bear hide up hair side in, working the raw pelt with a mixture of what I found out later was the bear's brains, with a lot of piss mixed in. It stunk to high heaven, but it gave a good tan. They promised us that when it was cured, they would send it to us. Jose and I gave them our brother's Arizona ranch address, and that was the rug on his floor.
Jesse had me ride with her the last evening we were staying. It got dark, and we watched the full moon float over the ridge when she started talkin'.
"I don't know how else to say it, so I'll speak plain. You're the first man I've ever been attracted to. I know you think I'm too young, but a lot of girls out here marry at my age. It's been on my mind lately, so I'm just laying it out. We'd make a good team. You're pretty smart, you ain't afraid of work, nor am I. Besides, you're pretty. That being said, I am okay with getting hitched, but if I don't hear from you by the time I'm eighteen, I'll look elsewhere. Plain enough?"
"It is. You'd come close if I had a vision of an ideal woman. That bein' said, this trip has me wondering where I'll end up. I like Texas, but I like many other places I've seen. If you and I pull double, you could be living anywhere. Could you stand leaving the area?"
"If we were married, wherever you go, I go." We were sitting on our horses facing each other, our legs touching, and she leaned into me as far as she could go while I did the same. The kiss wasn't rough and demanding; it was sweet and gentle and seemed to last forever. She finally pulled back and giggled.
"If this is what kissing is like, I'm all for it."
I didn't tell her that there were different kinds of kisses and that she could figure that out on her own. "Well, if this is your first, you'll be fantastic at it."
"Git off that hoss."
We stood facing each other, and she molded her body to me, the kisses longer, fiercer, until we finally pulled away from each other. "We'd better get on back to the ranch. I wouldn't want your Pa to get upset."
She laughed, a slight, soft sound. "If he was gonna get upset, you think he'd let me be out here like this? He thinks you're a fine man, Ben."
We rode back slowly. As she got off her horse to go inside, she planted another big kiss on me. "Something to remember me by."
"I didn't need that to remember you, Jess. It still felt good, though. Good night." I walked to the bunkhouse and saw Jose sitting outside smoking his pipe. He didn't say a word, but I could see the grin on his face.
...........................................................
We left the following day. Jess and John rode with us until they hit the end of their ranch. I rode beside her, far enough away from the others that we could talk. "I thought a lot about what you said last night, Jess. I have to admit, I'm starting to feel something for you. Here's what I propose. We write to each other at least once a month. If you find somebody, I won't hold it against you. You do the same. But, if we're still unmarried by the time you turn eighteen, I'll be ridin' in your direction. Fair enough?"
She looked at me and hissed. "You're an asshole! I want to drag you off that horse so bad it's killing me! I'll wait for you, Ben, but not a minute past my birthday. Fair enough?"
I allowed it was.
Jose was quiet for most of the day, respecting my mood. Then he grinned and started talking about home.
.......................................................................................................
We left Arizona, went to Prescott, and boarded a train to Dallas. The train would cut the travel time by two-thirds, and we were both eager to see our families.
A week after that, we rode into the ranch yard. I knew someone was watching; they always were. We weren't riding the horses we left on and didn't look the same. We'd stopped at a creek on the ranch's edge, bathed, heated water for a shave, and then changed into new clothes. Neither of us wanted to look like a bum.
We stopped in front of the house, and my stepmother came out with my little sister, only she weren't so little anymore. It hit me that she was the same age as Jess and had gotten her woman's shape. She had her mother's jet-black hair and most of her beauty, along with a little of my father's features. We swept off our hats, letting them get a look at us, and I said, "Hello, Ma, Jenny. Did you miss us?"
Jenny screamed and almost dragged me out of the saddle while Ma moved more sedately, hugging her nephew while she waited for Jenny to let loose of me. Then she held me at arm's length, noticing the scars, then crushed me in a hug. Dolores was my stepmother, marrying my Pa when I was twelve, and we got along well. She ended up being my mother in all but blood.
Ma sent riders out, and pretty soon, we saw a man on a white horse thundering into the yard. Despite his age, he sprang from the saddle and strode to us, looking us up and down. Then he grinned and shook our hands. "Hello, boys. Have a good trip?"
I'd had trunks and boxes sent to the ranch during my travels. Some were marked, waiting for my arrival, but others had instructions to open. I looked in his office later, noting the polar bear hide on his floor. I'd traded for it in Canada, giving more than I wanted, but I couldn't bear to let it go. Many a rancher had dropped by to see it, marveling at the size and the fierce look on the face.
Ma and Jenny were almost overcome when I gave them matching necklaces and two bracelets. They were pearls, which Tia Helton's son picked up on his China run. Although it's not unheard of, it remains rare. The Chinese fans and two bolts of silk cloth impressed them. They both made sure to be their fans of choice when they visited the town near Jose's parents' ranch, fluttering the shimmering red fans as they walked the paseo that afternoon.
I rode down with Jose as he returned to his home ranch. His parents were overjoyed to see him. Tio Carlos gave us hell for being gone so long, but he was smiling. Tia Margarite just cried all over both of us. Jose gave them and his sister the gifts: pearl necklaces for his mother and sisters, an ornate Chinese knife for his father, with a curved blade that was razor sharp. There was also a vast moose head hanging in the parlor. Two days later, we sat on our horses, looking at each other, before leaning over for a firm handshake. He grinned and said, "See you soon, brother."
"Indeed, brother. Until then."
.........................................................................................
Epilogue
For eighteen months, I tried to return to my old life, but it wasn't working. Jess and I still wrote to each other, and as her birthday loomed, I knew I had to make a decision.
I made up my mind and was suddenly very peaceful. I sent Jess a telegram. "I'm comin'." Then I told my family. Jenny was going to some fancy college back east, and the nest would be empty.
My Pa just nodded when I told him. "I figured as much. You got what I had when we moved from Tennessee to here. It's time to find your destiny."
I rode across the border and told Jose. He smiled. "I just sent a telegram to Tia Helton, asking her to look around for some property. Looks like we're both bound North and West, you just a little farther."
"I'm not staying there. Wire California and tell them we'll be a little late. You're coming with me to stand up for me at my weddin'. Have Tia look for something for me, as well." He just grinned and rode away whistling.
The day came. We all journeyed to Jesse's ranch, where we got married in the local church. Ma hugged me and cried before making me swear to bring my new wife for a visit. I shook Pa's hand and noticed his hair was almost entirely silver. It occurred to me that I might not see him again.
I thought about my brothers in Mexico, Arizona, New Mexico, and the hill country. Everyone had left the ranch to find their way, and now it was my turn. Jose turned up the next day, along with his parents. We were all traveling down to the train station together. The rails were almost everywhere now, and it made sense to ride them comfortably, arriving at your destination in a third of the time it would take you to ride.
Jose traveled with us, standing for me at the wedding, and then we were all riding the rails to California together. We said our last goodbyes at the station and boarded, riding to our new lives.
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Eau De Trahison
What's that smell?
........................................................................................................
I paused the internet, annoyed at the pop-up ad that wouldn't go away. I block it, but it'd return the next day. Then I got a phone call and immediately left the room.
"Shit, Megan, I thought you said he was in the dark about Antwon!"
Cold fear gripped my heart as I listened to my friend. Antwon had been my lover for the last five months, information that my husband would take a dim view of if he found out. "What makes you say that, Sherry? Jack has no idea of Antwon, and I intend to keep it that way."
"A bit too late for that, I'm afraid. He also knows about Abby, Brock, Sally, Tim, Beth, and her new boy toy. What's his name again?"
"Jack," I said absently. "There's no way he knows about the SC-MC. We've got tighter security than the government."
The initials stood for the Slut Club, Memphis Chapter. It started as a conversation between Abby and a woman she met at a convention, as they both joked about trolling for one-night stands. They hit it off, exchanging stories about their adventures and their clueless husbands, and managed to pull two guys back to Abby's room, swapping back and forth for most of the night. They met for lunch just before leaving and talked about organizing. They stayed in contact, met others at different conventions over the next three years, and now had six chapters scattered about the Southeast. We reasoned men had been doing it forever, so why should we be any different? One of the women was heavily involved in computer security and designed a system she claimed was uncrackable. It became their primary means of communication, used to coordinate events and virtual meetings.
We traded stories about our sexual adventures, bragged about the equipment and stamina of our lovers, or made hilarious observations about the ones who were lacking in skill or size. One woman from the SC-CC, the Charlotte chapter, arranged a miniconvention in Myrtle Beach.
Abby and I managed to go, telling our husbands it was a spa weekend, and we got a terrific deal. That was only partially a lie. Gail from Charlotte worked for an upscale hotel chain and secured massive discounts for us. We'd lie by the pool or on the beach during the day, then go hunting at night. Being a resort area, it was a target-rich environment. Fourteen women in all, we'd pull someone, then report over breakfast (if we were out of bed), based on looks, shape, personality (the softest category, after all, we weren't there looking for life partners), size, stamina, and imagination. Then, if deemed worthy, one of the other ladies would target them. We even had an informal competition, which Sasha from Atlanta won, with Barb from Jacksonville as the runner-up. Eight guys in three days. We almost disqualified those two because they pulled three at once. I managed four, as did Abby.
We had several serious discussions about our husbands and what they would do if they discovered the truth. It was about 75% divorce; the rest were sure they could get their husbands into counseling, depending on how much they knew, lie low for a minimum of six months, regain their trust, and then it would be business as usual with increased security. A lawyer from Jacksonville said most got caught through sheer stupidity or unexpected accidents. She even conducted a mini-seminar on damage control and asset protection in the event of an emergency.
We thought we were the smartest, slickest bitches in the world. And we were, until now.
..................................................................................................................
The most significant trouble with the situation was that we were all relatively well-off. Two members of our group could easily be classified as wealthy, while the rest were very comfortable. The thing was that we didn't know how comfortable we'd be after a divorce. Marcus had a prenuptial agreement in place that could significantly hurt Sherry.
Brock's business was held in a heavily protected family trust that also carried the deed to their 3,600-square-foot house, along with a guest cottage, pool house, and barn on the fourteen-acre plot. He had to travel on occasion, and we had parties while he was away, and our husbands were at work. We'd fucked in the cottage, the pool house, even on hay bales in the barn. Abby had a local boy toy who was a computer genius, and he'd hacked the security system, creating a montage of images of us there alone. He even had footage of us topless on the loungers, which Brock grinned about.
I was in better shape than most because we had no prenupt, so everything we owned was fair game. I'd end up with the house and primary custody of our kids, a girl, 13, and a boy, 9, so child support would be a factor. He'd get the short end if it came to divorce. Of course, he could be extremely stubborn, so I didn't see a happy ending if we split.
Sally and Tim would be a wash. They had no children, so it would be 50/50--right down the middle --after sorting out who got the house and who got the vacation home on the lake. If it were me, I'd take the lake house.
Beth had her own business and was quite successful, but her in-laws had given her seed money and owned 52% of it. The worst-case scenario would be them shutting down the business and demanding their investment back. They may not do it; the business grossed just over three million this past year.
I'd like to know how much they knew when I got a call from his family attorney. He asked for a meeting. "What kind of meeting?"
His sigh was heavy enough for me to hear. "Don't be obtuse. Megan. It's about the 'little adventures' you've been having. I suggest you engage counsel. This won't be a formal divorce discussion, but several options will be on the table. I'm also informing you that Jack won't be coming home for the foreseeable future."
This wasn't good. "What about Sasha and Eric? Do I need to pick them up?"
"Jack has them. He picked them up early to explain why he wouldn't be there for a while. He's going to bring them home at seven. I'm sure you'll have an intense conversation with them, so be prepared. Megan, here's my advice. Don't try to cast anyone as a villain, but don't minimize the damage. Jack didn't give them details, but Sasha is a pretty sharp kid, and Eric will listen to her. It might be an uncomfortable evening."
Shit! Fuck! Damn!, as well as any expletive I knew, flew from my lips. Sasha had an IQ almost off the charts. She'd already skipped one grade, and they were proposing skipping another. She'd be on me like a lawyer, and I doubt there would be much wiggle room. My girls and I scrambled to make calls, trying to plan damage control. Then it got worse. Ellen called.
Ellen was the Birmingham chapter president. She was raging. "I thought Belle said her system was bulletproof!"
"We all thought so. Do you have any idea how it got cracked?"
"My husband owns a consulting firm specializing in custom security programs for big business. One of his employees is a seventeen-year-old MIT graduate who writes anti-hacking software. It started as a joke; the managers got into a pool over whose security was better. Bill's was the hardest to crack, and the man accidentally stumbled onto our 'secret site'. He went to Bill, and they spent six weeks disassembling our system. They have everything, Megan, all the way back to the beginning. We are so fucked, and not in the fun way."
Whatever fleeting hope of keeping my marriage went up in a burst of code. I was well and truly screwed. Because of our bragging, they would know about every time we cheated, names, locations, and frequencies.
................................................................................................................
The fallout was overwhelming. When I arrived at home, the scene was tense. My husband, who always greeted me with a kiss and a big hug, stood in the driveway, flanked by our children. His blue eyes, eyes I always got lost in, glowed like icicles about to burst from his face.
I tried to look as distraught as possible, not a stretch in the situation. "Jack, I..."
"Not another word," he hissed, stepping close so the kids couldn't hear. "I'll be back tomorrow afternoon. Get your shit together, your ducks in a row, and your lies straight. The kids will be with my parents. Your mother will be with us to maintain civility. Bear in mind, there is no coming back from this. None. I'm still in shock, so anything said now wouldn't be conducive to a reasonable settlement. Tomorrow, at six o'clock. It would be a horrible idea to blow me off."
He turned around, hugged the kids, and told them he'd see them tomorrow. As soon as he left, Sasha turned and began to march away. I could hear the door to her room slam before I got inside. Buddy just looked at me with horribly sad eyes. "I know what cheating means. I've got a lot of friends at school who live with one parent, and almost all of them hate it."
I sighed. "Come on, honey, let's make dinner."
"Dad fed us before he told us what he was going to do."
He walked to his room, and while he didn't slam his door, I heard the lock click. I may have better luck with Sasha. That plan went out the window when I knocked on her door. "Honey, can we talk?"
There was a long pause before she screamed. "Get the fuck away from me, whore! Dad didn't say much about what was happening, but he didn't turn his computer off until he was prepared to leave, and I read a lot. Congratulations on being the president of your chapter. Do you get perks? First choice of the biggest dick?"
"Young lady, I will not permit you to speak to me in such a manner!"
I could almost see her grin. "Excuse me, Mother, I misspoke. Whores get paid, and I'm insulting their profession. You're what whores hate most, a slut that gives it away for free. Just so you know, by the time the divorce goes through, I'll be fourteen and able to choose which parent I want to live with. Wanna guess who comes in second? Now GO AWAY!"
....................................................................................................................
Jack, punctual as ever, showed up at six on the dot. The kids swarmed him like he'd been gone for a month, and my heart broke a little more. Intellectually, I knew my marriage was toast. Spiritually, I was hoping for a miracle. I'd had time to think about our life together, and while there were dull times where I thought I would scream if I had to make another batch of cookies or haul six girls to various sporting events, Jack was always there to cheer me up.
"I brought pizza," he told the kids, "all your favorites, anchovies, pineapple, and hot sauce!"
"Ew!' they said in unison. They'd taken after Jack and were carnivores. Their diet would have been dominated by red meat if I hadn't drawn a line. I got creative with recipes, refining them over the years. It helped a lot when I started taking them to farmers' markets and let them help pick vegetables. Sasha developed a fondness for stir-fries and cooked dinner twice a week. Buddy was too young, but Jack bought a little electric grill and taught him how to fry burgers and roast hot dogs while he supervised. I cooked once a week, due to my schedule. A schedule I generated.
We ate dinner like a normal family, even though the everyday dinner chatter was nonexistent. Then Sasha took Buddy and almost ran to the SUV when the grandparents arrived.
Jack sat in silence. I know the one who spoke in these situations was in the weaker position, but honestly, I didn't have a leg to stand on. "I'm sorry."
It irked me that he looked a little amused. "Sorry? For what?"
"Don't do this, Jack. You know what I'm sorry for."
"I have no clue. Are you sorry you did it, sorry you got caught, sorry for what's going to happen now? Clarity, Megan."
A tear leaked. Damn it! I promised myself I'd be strong. "All the above. I'm willing to beg, Jack. What will it take? I'll do anything."
He consulted the tablet he'd carried in. "To start with, you can go back three years, unfuck 22 men, not participate in six threesomes, two with another woman, and three gangbangs. Seriously, who thought pictures and film were a good idea?"
I had no idea of the exact numbers, and I fleetingly wondered if he'd missed any. He waited while the silence stretched. Finally, he rose. "Get a lawyer, Megan, the best you can afford. Three of the husbands are lawyers. One's a judge. The rest have varied careers, and their united mission is to cause your group as much pain as possible. The entire group is going to end up being porn stars."
"You can't do that!"
He grinned for the first time. "You're right. I neither have the skill set nor the desire to put my children's mother through something like that. The others don't have such qualms. And two of them are technical geniuses. Your lawyers won't be able to fight it because there will be no trail back to them. You might have thought your woman was top-notch, but she's nowhere near the skill level of these guys. I've leased a nice house on the lake, and I'll be by to pick the kids up on Friday at five. I'm going for split custody, and if you try to fight it, all kinds of things will make their way into the divorce, making a permanent and public record. Five, Megan, don't fight me on this."
......................................................................................................................
Things were tense around the house. Sasha spoke the bare minimum necessary to communicate, and Buddy got teased at school. The children listened to their parents, and we were the hot topic in town. I spoke with the principal, and although she looked disgusted, she agreed that the teachers would be more observant in the future.
Jack was not smiling when he arrived. His face changed dramatically when the kids rushed out, almost tackling him in their eagerness to touch him. While they were wrapped in his arms, the look he gave me made me ache with sadness. He made them both hug me before they got in his new SUV. Seeing me look, he grinned. "I still have my convertible, but I found myself in need of a family vehicle. It's two years old, but has less than 15,000 miles on it."
I drove a big SUV, and we always used it as a family car. This upcoming week, I plan to drive my Mustang. It made me too sad to drive the other one.
I watched until they disappeared over the hill, then went inside and opened a bottle of wine. I made it a point not to drink while the kids were around, in case I needed a clear head. After the week I had, I figured I was three and a half bottles behind. I fired up the computer for a scheduled group chat, wondering how the others were faring.
In the words of my redneck cousins, "Not Tooooo Good!" Of the 41 members in our little organization, thirty were in the first stages of divorce. The other 11 were still undecided. A new wrinkle had developed. The MIT genius had run facial recognition software on all the men in our videos and identified roughly two-thirds of them. Eighteen were married, and the men couldn't wait to send their wives transcripts, photos, and short videos. Fourteen were now in danger of losing their marriages.
Jenna, a lawyer, warned us. "Right now, we're doing all we can to keep it off the radar, but sooner or later, one of the husbands is going to use a media contact to splash it all over the internet. Prepare as best you can because it will be ugly. Organized cheating on a significant scale is just too juicy to pass up."
Then we discussed the fallout that was already occurring. Jenna was on a partnership track with her firm, and she did the correct thing by informing them. It got her points, and she was still employed, but any talk of partnership was off the table. The lawyer from Jacksonville would be let go as soon as her divorce was over. "He golfs with a couple of partners. It's his connections that got me the job. To prevent any alimony issues, I'll stay with the firm until the divorce is final. Then I'm toast."
She'd once bragged to us that her salary and bonuses amounted to 600,000 a year. Depending on circumstances, it could drop down to five figures. She wasn't the only one feeling the pain. Gail from Charlotte was on thin ice with her hotel chain, and Alice from Atlanta was losing her interior design business, mainly because no woman wanted her husband anywhere near her. That ship had sailed. She used to brag about banging husbands during consultations and staging, and unfortunately, it was on video.
I owned an accounting firm, a mid-sized company with a good reputation. My problem was that most of my clients were old-school conservatives, and a woman with a reputation for loose morals might upset them. It hadn't hurt the business so far, but it was early. News of my impending divorce might change that.
I never left the house except to work all week, but after business hours, I seemed to be on the phone or at the computer constantly. Most were like me, desperate to figure out a way out. Many of our conversations centered on what had brought us to this point, and the consensus was that it stemmed from ego, entitlement, and arrogance--a bad combination, added to opportunity and alcohol. The conversation shifted over the last few days, as we began to take ownership of our mess. The simple answer was we did it because we wanted to, and sometimes we'd drift into remembrances and grin.
Jack delivered the kids, and I asked him if we could talk. "NO. Go through the lawyers."
....................................................................................................................
I finally got to talk to him during mediation. We were trying to be civil and reasonable, but it was hard. We agreed on joint custody for the kids. They adjusted to the new norm fairly quickly, but Sasha remained cold towards me, and I suspected she always would. If it were up to her, she'd stay with Jack.
We'd hit a lull in the negotiations; it was just a matter of signing the papers. The officials were scurrying about, and I took the opportunity to ask him for one more conversation. I was shocked when he agreed. "If it's not inconvenient, I could stop by tomorrow after 7. We do need to clear the air."
"Dinner?"
"No, just talk. And no alcohol, for me anyway. I'd like it if you made a pitcher of your sun tea."
I smiled at the memory. I planted a small herb garden that quickly sprawled out of control, and I learned to be ruthless in trimming it. One of our friends kept bees, and we always had a jar of honey, so I used it instead of sugar for a sweetener, adding maserated lemon balm, lime basil, and peppermint in different combinations. I'd let it steep for hours on the patio, then strain it and put it into the fridge, leaving it for at least 24 hours.
At the last minute, I baked cinnamon rolls from scratch. They were always his favorite. I had to fight myself to keep from overdressing, reminding myself we were ending a relationship, not dating.
He was prompt as always, and I was waiting by the door. He smiled when he saw the rolls. "I appreciate the gesture."
"Thank you, Jack. I remember fondly what I could get you to do for a tray. These were your kryptonite."
We decided to sit at the dining room table, another fond memory. Most of our essential family decisions were made there.
He destroyed a roll, and was on his second roll when I started. "I guess the most important question you have is why? We've discussed it endlessly, and the short answer is because we could. It started as harmless flirting, then some grinding on the dance floor, then necking, and then...well. Then one of us crossed the line, I won't tell you who, but it wasn't me. I was almost the last person to fall. Then it expanded, as other women at the spots we frequented joined us. We didn't start organizing until nearly a year later."


I sighed. He'd stopped moving, frozen by my narrative. "It was just a big adventure for us. Organizing gave it legitimacy, in our eyes anyway. We all knew we were tap dancing in minefields, and that added an extra rush. We never thought we'd be caught until we did."
The pain in his voice almost broke my heart. "Did you ever think of us, the husbands and children, as you fucked your way through all those men?"
"I can't speak for the rest, but no, when I was cheating, you never crossed my mind. Sometimes, in the afterglow, I'd have a twinge of guilt, but I trained myself to ignore it."
I may as well have slapped him. "I don't want you to think I'm minimizing this. We, almost all of us, loved our families dearly."
"But you loved strange dick more."
I flinched. Sometimes the truth can be hard to bear. "Tell the truth, you have nothing to lose. If we hadn't found out, how long do you think it would have continued?"
"I don't have an answer to that, Jack. We were all relatively young; our oldest members were under 45, good-looking, some beautiful, so we had a lot of years available."
"If you had quit before I found out, left the club, do you think you could have stayed faithful?"
"I can't answer that. Probably. We were cautious to keep it away from home."
"Except for the pool parties. He was 20!"
"You knew about the pool parties?"
"No, Megan, we didn't, until you got discovered and the IT guys put in new cameras. Tell me, how many club members are like us, on our way to divorce?"
I hung my head. "Of the forty-six members, only three look like they'll survive. Two, because their husbands had a kink, and one because they have two-month-old twins, and she didn't stray after she found out she was pregnant. Naturally, there were DNA tests. Almost all faced financial repercussions. And one, just 31, committed suicide."
That one hit us hard. One of her friends reported that the husband went into a rage over the flowers we'd sent, ripping them to pieces during visitation.
The talking stopped, and the tears were almost dry; it was time to part. Just before he rose, I asked him something that had been bothering the group as a whole. "How'd you do it?"
He almost managed to hide the grin. "Do what?"
"It's over, Jack. It doesn't matter now."
"Okay. One of the husbands worked for a big fashion house, and one of their lines is developing perfumes. He's a part-owner, and he had two chemists develop it after hours. Another husband got the bottles and designed the labels. A significant amount of money and effort was invested, but it was worth it. The ingredients were rose water and jasmine, along with the corpse plant extract. A plant that smells exactly like rotting flesh. They added a couple more unpleasant scents. The scents were heat-activated, so all you smelled was the flowers until the skin warmed up. He said it smelled like a skunk had a dead hyena with a belly full of rotten warthog shoved up its ass. It was supposed to be pungent. Was it?"
"Well, some of us got physically sick. The smell didn't start until we were on the dance floor. It took everyone by surprise. The guy I was dancing with must have had a sensitive stomach, because when Barb hurled, he was right behind her. They had to shut the club down, Jack. I heard later they had to fumigate it. The hotel charged us exorbitant cleaning fees."
"Just out of curiosity, how long did it last? The target was 24 hours."
"It took almost two days. A few of us had to reschedule flights, and we nearly lived in the showers. I was scared to death you'd smell it."
"I did, just a fleeting whiff now and again. It wasn't kind, but we did it anyway. The perfume guy knew you would try it, so he sent 20 bottles to your hotel and asked his wife to give them away as samples and get feedback. I'm surprised none of you caught the name on the bottles. It means the smell of betrayal in French."
He paused at the door. "One more question. That many people fucking that many people, how did your group manage to escape getting social diseases? The odds had to be enormous."
"We didn't escape. We tested regularly, after every encounter. Despite the odds, I never got infected, but a woman from Asheville wound up with herpes and gave it to her four-year-old girl. That was our first divorce. If I remember right, there were a few cases of chlamydia, gonorrhea, and syphilis. At the first sign, our doctors would prescribe medication for 'yeast infections', telling the husbands not to try to initiate sexual relations for at least ten days."
"Wow. All that, and you continued to fuck around. Well, like the pimp once said, 'bitches be crazy.' Sign the papers, Megan. Try to rebuild trust with your daughter, and even though you'll soon be single, try to keep your playtimes far away."
.................................................................................................
That was it. We signed the papers and tried to build new lives. My business, unlike many of my friends', remained virtually unscathed.
The subsequent lengthy discussion I had with Jack took place three years later. Sasha was turning sixteen, and we decided, via email and text, to get her a car. I wanted to go for a new and flashy one, still trying to heal old wounds. Jack, on the other hand, was looking for something inexpensive and used, so it wouldn't matter if she dinged it.
We each chose three vehicles and spent a Saturday looking at them. One of mine and one of his were rejected by both of us. We looked at one of mine next, and flinched at the price. Jack laughed. "You know they lose 20% of their value as soon as they hit the street, right? New cars are some of the worst investments in the world."
We talked and mildly argued, like old married couples across the world, and it brought back a flood of fond memories. He spoke of the additions he'd made to his lakehouse, and I bragged about the pool I'd installed. It was one of the main reasons Sasha stays as calm as she is.
The few times she'd shown up when I had a man present, she'd turn around and leave. I tried talking about it. "You know, the odds are that sometime in the future I'll remarry."
She laughed. "Good luck with that. If you get serious with someone, you gonna tell him about what led to your divorce?"
I didn't have an answer for her.
I decided to test the waters. "Are you happy, Jack? It's been three years, surely someone has caught your interest by now."
His face changed from mildly happy almost instantly "Not your concern, Megan. I don't ask if you still enjoy gangbangs, so let it lie."
That hurt. It only happened a few times, and I was blitzed every time. Still, a memory would flash from time to time, and I can't honestly say I didn't enjoy it. I knew he had someone new. Sasha would have bitten her tongue off before sharing that information, but Buddy would let it slip from time to time, then instantly stop talking when questioned.
A few minutes later, he asked me out of the blue if I still kept in touch with the former club members.
"Some. We were more of a support club afterwards, and kept in touch to share pain."
It had been a rough few years financially for most. Some fared better than others. The one that started her business with funding from her in-laws was shocked when they sold their majority stake to an investment group, and negotiated a decent deal to sell them the rest of the stock.
She and another woman from her chapter started a new company, and it appears to be doing well.
"Still take girl trips?"
"Not in the last year. We did it about every six months before that, but the luster had worn off, so it naturally died. And before you say it, it wasn't as much fun if we didn't have to hide it."
Wisely, he held his tongue. We found a car we both approved of --a three-year-old Volvo sedan. It was bright red and rated as one of the safest vehicles on the road. The upkeep was more expensive, but we were willing to pay for it. Sasha nearly fainted when she got up the morning of her birthday and saw it sitting on the drive, a big white bow wrapped around the brilliant red. We sat and sipped coffee, quietly as she took Buddy for a spin.
When Sasha returned, she hugged both of us hard. Jack grinned and left, and Sasha was right behind him, going to show off her new ride. I sighed. In two more years, she'd be off to college. Buddy would be gone three years afterwards, and the nest would truly be empty.
..............................................................................................
The years flashed by, and we were watching her walk across the stage. She'd already been accepted to her college of choice, choosing a major neither of us expected.
I had been married for less than a year to a man I thought would be my forever partner. Six months later, I caught him cheating, purely by accident. A cat doesn't change their spots, and I showed up at the same motel with a new boy toy. Luckily, he didn't see me, and I sent my would-be lover home with a raincheck. I was sitting on the hood of his car, the video rolling, when they stumbled out, still in a passionate kiss. I thought he was going to swallow his tongue when he saw me. "Keep the room, Rob. You're going to need it. You can come by for your stuff tomorrow."
He was living in my house, and we both signed a prenupt, so it was almost painless. Reflecting, I realized I'd burned the faithful gene out years ago, so I'd take an occasional lover and make sure they knew it would never be permanent.
Just before Sasha left for college, Buddy let it slip that Jack was getting married. I called him up to congratulate him. "You're the poster child for husband material. I'm surprised you lasted as long as you did. At least you'll have a partner for your empty nest phase."
I could feel his grin over the phone. "Not for a while. Annette has eleven-year-old twins, so it'll be a few more years. Both girls, by the way."
"Wow. I thought I'd have to medicate you when Sasha started dating; she needs to be warned."
His laugh reminded me of the old days. "She'll figure it out."
I couldn't help reminding him to get a prenupt, remembering my last experience. I could feel the iciness in his voice. "Prenupts are just early divorce negotiations. I didn't get a prenupt with you, and I won't with her. If I'm going into this, I'm going in fully. There won't be a prenupt."
Knowing his tone brooked no argument, I let it die.
.....................................................................................................................................
The wedding was beautiful. Sasha was a bridesmaid, while Buddy was an usher. Her twin girls thought it would be funny, so they served as both flower girl and ring bearer, looking radiant in their pink dresses, with their blonde hair in elaborate buns. Yes, I reflected, in a few more years, his life would be complicated. Eric was a junior Groomsman, and Sasha was a bridesmaid. She was achingly beautiful, and without a doubt, when her time came, she would outshine the moon.
I knew I was an attractive woman, but his bride eclipsed everyone there. She was at the peak of her sexual beauty at 34. Both Jack and I were 43. A blonde like her daughters, with their blue eyes, she showcased her figure in her wedding dress--a tight, well-fitting bodice that flared at the skirt. I got a glimpse of toned legs at the reception.
I tried to work up the energy to be jealous, but it wasn't there. I had screwed up and paid the price. I said as much during a dance, and he grinned. "I gave up hating you a long time ago. I didn't have the energy. It doesn't mean I'd ever trust you again, but I think it's time we moved on. I wish you happiness, Megan. Now, I'm going to rescue my bride from Uncle Hank while she can still walk."
Hank was a great guy, but he was a horrible dancer with huge feet. I grinned when I saw Jack cut in, then froze as Hank turned his eyes to me. It took three weeks for the bruise to heal.
I reflected as my date drove us home. Humans are amazingly resilient and can overcome almost anything. Most of my club friends had remarried within three years. Most are happy, but ten stayed true to type and were divorced within five years. Many had suffered some revenge, but Jack had been reasonably kind. Then I laughed, remembering. My date glanced over, and I took his hand. "Just a memory," I said.
Jack had gotten the most epic revenge of all. One of the husbands worked as an editor and was a golfing buddy. They touched briefly on the past, and Jack laughed.
"I wish I were a writer. This would have made a great story."
Benny thought about that and told the story to a writer he was editing. The man researched the tale for eighteen months, including interviews with most of the men and a surprising number of the women. I was one of the first to speak to him. Six months later, 'Slut Club' appeared and climbed to number three on the New York Times Bestseller list and number one on several others. He took a little poetic license, but it could have been a biography.
The reviewers praised the man for his imagination, and he never admitted it was fact masquerading as fiction. I read he got four million for the movie rights.
..............................................................................
I got married for the last time at fifty. He was a good man, and I was very protective of him, and I never once thought about cheating. One day, I heard him laughing, and I looked up at him.
"Sorry, honey. I'm reading a book that's hilarious in many places and sad in others. The writer is terrific."
"What's it called? I might read it."
"Slut Club. It's too outrageous to be true, but it's an interesting read."
It was the first time I'd seen the book, and I couldn't help but grin when I saw the cover art. It was one of the perfume bottles, lying on a black velvet cloth.
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Are You Happy?
Fuck no.
....................................................................................................
Quick note to all the motorheads out there. I'm sure I got models and engine specifics wrong at times. Lighten up, it's just a story.
................................................................................................................................................
"Tom, are you happy?"
When it finally happened, it was somewhat anticlimactic, but I was glad it did. It allowed me to let go of a lot of stuff, and it felt worlds better. "Fuck no, I'm not happy. Thank you for asking."
"What?"
"You asked me a question, and I gave you an answer. Why are you looking so confused? Did I blow some carefully concocted plan out of the water? Why should it bother you? You haven't been happy for almost a year now, and letting me know it."
"I haven't said anything like that!"
I sighed, knowing it would be much more work than I hoped. I knew her agenda, and by now, my agenda was close to hers. "You don't have to use words. We've been married for three years. Surely you realize I know a little something about you by now. The sighs, the whispered phone calls, using any excuse you could think of to get away from me - you think I was so obtuse that I wouldn't notice? I've thought about it for a long time, and if you're not happy with me, I can accept that. It sets me free to find my happiness again. I don't know exactly where it went, but with you not around, I can finally focus, and that should make it easier to find again."
"What?"
Now it was my turn to sigh again. "You know, that's a fascinating word. Book club, running club, the gym, girls' night out, auditions for clowns at the circus, the list is endless. You're miserable, and I've decided to help you with that. If I step back from the situation, you can focus on what truly brings you happiness. It'll be easy. This is a no-fault state. If we don't fight over money and don't have enough of it to make a difference, it can be resolved in four to six months. You don't have to give a reason anymore, but we can file it with unhappiness if you'd like. I'm sure it's somewhere on the approved list of reasons. I've already got the papers drawn up; all you have to do is review and sign them, and then BAM! It's all over."
"What?"
"Are you all right? Having a mental crisis? You've been rather eloquent with your complaints for months, and now you're tongue-tied. Why is it suddenly so hard for you to enunciate? Tell me what? I'll step aside so you can gather your thoughts. By the time I return, you'll have regained your vocal abilities. To practice, imagine I'm in front of you and you're bitching at me. That ought to flame a spark. Or does it spark a flame? Anyway, I think you get my point."
And with that, I was gone. Jerry and Hal were going jugging and had invited me along, so I joined them. Aside from a trot line or a trap, jugging is the laziest way to fish ever invented. It was also low-tech. You gathered up a bunch of two-liter bottles or pool noodles, painted them a fluorescent color, tied about eight feet of 50-pound test fishing line to them, added a big hook, a hunk of bait, and a weight to hold it down, and threw them overboard. Then you drifted behind them. A catfish, or maybe a gar or a carp, would bite the hook, making the jug dance or go entirely under if it were a big fish. Then you used the trolling motor to drift up to it and pull it out of the water. If they weren't biting hard, it gave you time to drink a beer or twelve, and bullshit.
I was the driver this time, so I sipped while the other guys gulped. We were out for six hours and caught a cooler full of catfish, most of which were in the three- to five-pound range. We did hook one monster that weighed sixteen pounds. We let him go because he was too big to go in the cooler, and the younger, smaller ones tasted better.
.....................................................................
When I got home, it was two in the morning, and I stripped off, going inside naked. The mixed smell of catfish, chicken liver, and shrimp left in the sun for a day is aromatic, but not in a pleasant way. I was astonished to see her still up, sitting on the couch, sipping wine from a half-empty bottle, another empty lying sideways on the coffee table. Her obsession with coasters had fallen by the way.
"What are you doing up?"
"Why are you naked?"
"I went jugging with Jerry and Hal. My clothes stink, and I didn't want to bring the smell inside more than necessary. I'll get them in the morning and toss them straight into the wash. I need to shower now. Goodnight."
"Good night? I stayed up half the night, and you don't even want to talk to me?"
I grunted. "Really, Heather? I'd have thought you needed to get up early to attend your navel contemplation class or something. Do navels droop from lack of sleep? I guess we'll see tomorrow. Wait, I haven't seen your navel in months, I might not recognize it, so that I wouldn't notice any change."
She looked down. "I thought we might talk."
"About what? I'm tired, and not just physically. I find myself tired in my bones from trying to talk to you, but you blew me off to the point I stopped. We can discuss the future tomorrow, if you'd like. Work out the divorce peacefully, without the animosity and drama."
For the first time, I saw a spark in her eyes. "What if I don't want a divorce?"
"Why wouldn't you? You can't stand the sight of me most of the time. Why put up with the aggravation any longer than necessary? If you'd like to talk, we can do it tomorrow, but I'm exhausted right now. Good night, Heather."
When I left the shower, she was already in bed, wearing her nightly sleepwear —a wife-beater shirt and matching panties. I used to love to see her in them, but looking back, I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen her wearing that. I briefly wondered about it, but I was physically and emotionally exhausted and was out almost before my head hit the pillow. I might have heard her say, "Honey, I..."
Despite the late bedtime, I was up by eight, making coffee and taking a mug out on the deck. It was summer, and it would soon be extremely hot, but right now, it was perfect, cool with a slight breeze. I was out there for an hour when the patio door slid open. "I made a fresh pot of coffee. Would you like some?"
"Please," I said, handing her my cup. She came out with a tray of toasted English muffins and three kinds of jam. I grabbed the blueberry and spread it on thick.
"Thank you," I said, wiping a few crumbs off my mouth. "I haven't had English muffins in almost a year."
She smiled. Smiled, not the fake grimace that had passed for one the last year. "You're welcome."
Then she remained silent, which I appreciated. Heather had another cup of coffee and looked across the backyard. "Where's the birdhouse?"
I'd bought her that birdhouse at a craft fair the first year we had the house, and she deliberated for two hours on the perfect spot. It had come apart after the second year, and she was so disappointed that I rebuilt it, complete with new paint. I can now shut my eyes and see her joy when she saw it back where it belonged. This time, when a storm with high winds blew it off its post and into pieces, I picked them up and put them in the shed, meaning to rebuild, but then I thought, "Why should I? It's not like she ever comes out here anymore anyway." The house had been down for four months, and she never noticed.
"That big storm got it four months ago. You probably don't remember, you were on a spa trip then."
Heather looked down at the table, then looked up, staring straight into my eyes. "Is this some kind of passive-aggressive way of making me feel guilty?"
"Guilty for what? You were gone, it fell, and I cleaned it up. I've never mentioned it before because I didn't feel the need. Don't try to read anything into it."
Another five minutes of silence went by before she spoke again. "You think a divorce is the right path?"
"Frankly, it's the only path I can see taking. You're not happy, haven't been happy, bit my head off when I tried to get you to talk about it, and are barely civil to me when we talk. You might be okay with that, but I'm not. Shall I get the papers? "
.....................................................................
I left her and fetched the papers from our desk. I had briefly wondered if she'd find them, but she preferred the laptop, so she had no reason to. I brought them back out and started smearing another muffin with jam. The first thing she saw was the date. "You've had these for two months and just now talking about it?"
"Point: it's been a bitch to get you to speak more than three sentences to me before you flounce off in some huff. Second, it made me feel incredibly sad, and I just left them lying there. Your confessed misery was the trigger I needed. I'm gonna go outside, wash my truck, and spray off my fishin' clothes before I bring them in. It's short and simple, so that should give you time. If you see something you don't like, mark it, and we'll talk it out."
I saw her sitting at the wicker table, reading, frowning, and scribbling notes. Well, at least she was paying attention now. I cleaned the truck, including hosing down the ripe clothes, and took them straight to the washer, starting them immediately. It was past lunchtime, and I stuck my head out the door. "Lunch?"
"Thanks, but no. I don't have an appetite at the moment."
"Okay,"
I made one of our favorites: club sandwiches with thick bacon and homegrown tomatoes from my neighbor's garden. I piled the rest of the ingredients on, slathered with mayo, and added a hint of horseradish mustard to mine. I went ahead and made her one; if she didn't eat it, I would later. She picked up the papers and made her way into the kitchen.
She stared at the sandwich for a minute before getting a glass and filling it with the unsweetened tea I preferred. She liked it sweet, but since she was rarely around, I stopped making it for her eight months ago, and she never noticed. She finished the sandwich and then spoke only to ask about the tomatoes. "Georges'?"
"Yeah, Golden Jubilee and Rutgers. I like the mix of acidity in them; it brings out the flavor of the other ingredients."
She nodded and wiped her mouth. "Well, I read it. I'd like to see a couple of changes, but overall it's fair. Do we have to sell the house?"
"It's the only way to salvage anything; neither can afford it alone, and with the down payment and the equity accrued, the realtor says we can realize about twenty thousand each. It'll be enough to get us started again."
"Do we have to?"
"We've already covered this! Yes, we have to sell."
"I don't mean that."
Getting frustrated, I snapped at her. "I've given up trying to figure out what you mean, Heather. Why don't you speak slowly, and see if I can understand?"
"Why do we have to start over?"
Well, that certainly threw me. "Why wouldn't you want to?"
She fumbled and stuttered for a minute, and I laughed. "Do you see now? You can't even think of a reason for us to stay together. You cheated on me, and it's over."
She shot upright, the kitchen chair flying across the floor. "I've never cheated on you!"
I suddenly felt very weary. "But you did, Heather, out of the most important thing in the universe. Time. You can't get it back; you can't replace it. Once it's gone, it's gone. Besides, you can't tell me that on all your girls' nights out, all the spas and retreats, you never skirted a little too close to the line? You were doing a little fishing, trying to see how easy it would be to hook the next one, and tell me the truth, did you ever give me a thought? I don't think so."
She was crying. Why was she crying? I gave her what she wanted most, a chance to be happy again. I took ten deep breaths and started again, softening my tone and volume. "I'm sorry, Heather, but it's done. You've taught me how to live without you, so I'm living without you. Sign the papers."
......................................................................................
She wanted to argue about everything. I went from being ignored to seeming to engage in constant communication. We went through mandatory counseling, which was good because we found out things we never knew about ourselves and each other, but it didn't sway my decision. We went out with a whimper, not a bang.
I derived great satisfaction from shutting down her friends when they tried to intercede. "You know, you should concentrate on your relationships. You were doing the same things she was doing, except you were sleeping with someone else in a case or two. You think your husbands and boyfriends didn't notice? You don't think they're looking at what happened to me and Heather and thinking, 'Hmmmm'? Plug the holes in your boats before trying to keep mine from sinking."
Two were at the table, catching me at a local pub famous for its bar food. I was right in the middle of a halfpounder with three cheeses. It was a heart attack on a plate, but it was damn good. They paled, and I knew for a fact one had had an affair. "Have you said anything?"
I laughed at the look on their faces. "No. I didn't have to. How did I find out? People are talking, and the juicier the conversation, the more often it's repeated and embellished. So, even if I don't tell, which I should, it's going to get back to you. Now would be a good time to confess and work on saving your marriage, if you want it.
They left and never bothered me again. She did confess, which got her a shiny new divorce, and another lost her long-term boyfriend of four years. The crowd was subdued for a while. It seemed to happen at the spa visits, and suddenly, they weren't having their monthly weekends anymore. The wives of couples we knew saw what was happening when they organized their weekend, just for the eminities. They were shocked beyond words at first, but they recovered quickly and let it out when they got home. To the relief of their husbands, they never visited that facility again.
Six months later, I was attending a car event in a nearby town. I've been thinking about taking up a hobby. Truthfully, I knew shit about cars, but I had a friend who loved working on them, so I was going to hand him wrenches and learn. Nothing came of it; all the vehicles for sale had already been restored, and I didn't need what amounted to another mortgage payment right now. However, I did run into Becky and her husband, who were showing off their Mustang. I asked Barry to look around for me, and if he found something worthwhile, to let me know.
Becky asked me to sit with her while Barry went to the bathroom. She stared at me for a second before resolving her mental debate. "She never cheated on you."
"Yes, she did. Maybe not physically, but with her intentions. You were with her during some of those adventures, so tell me, did she ever dance a little too close to one guy, maybe spend an extra amount of time with him beyond just casual dancing and conversation? Did you? When shit hit the fan, what did Barry have to say?"
She paled, remembering. "He was not happy. What happened between you and Heather was a wake-up call for all of us, and we quit those foolish adventures before it was too late. It was, for Mila and June, and they lost their mates over their choices. Barry and I talked it out, and he made me go to counseling. We're better now, and I make it a point not to leave him alone. We still have different friends and hobbies; it's healthy and gives us a little space, but not like it used to be."
"Good for you."
She sighed. "Yeah, I got lucky. Have you seen Heather lately?"
"It's been almost a year. She moved out of town immediately after the divorce, returning to live with her family. I hope she's found her happiness."
"I talk to her sometimes. She's not happy and hasn't been since the divorce. She thought she had a chance right up until the Judge's gavel came down. She's still seeing a counselor, trying to figure out what went wrong."
"Well, I could have saved her a ton of money and time if she had just talked to me."
"You think she doesn't know? Hindsight and all that."
"Can we please discuss something else?"
"Okay. But she's not in a relationship right now, so you might find that interesting. Now, why would you want to buy an old car? I can tell you from experience, they're just rusted shells to throw money into. Take up bowling or something."
Barry had come up while we were talking and laughed. "Don't let her fool you! She's the one who wanted the Mustang. You'll notice that the tag is custom-ordered. "
I glanced at the car and saw it. "Becky1"
"Hey, while I was in the bathroom, I ran into a guy who says he knows where there's a '72 Grand Prix, if you're interested. Here's his number."
...................................
I got Barry and Mike to go with me to look at the car, and I recognized it when I saw it. My great-uncle had one when I was small, and I always admired the clean lines. It was more of a luxury vehicle than a hot rod, which I appreciated. Mike just about took it apart in front of the guy, and Barry snorted when he told us the price. I shook his hand and wished him luck. The next day, he called and lowered the price, then a week later, he called again and lowered it further. I offered him what I thought was an insult, and was surprised that he agreed instantly. The reason for selling? He needed the money to pay his wife off after the divorce.
Barry had a three-quarter-ton truck, and Mike had a trailer large enough to haul a car, so we picked it up on Saturday. After my divorce, I rented an older home with a two-bay detached garage, and I cleared it with the owners before moving in. They laid out a few simple rules: keep the door closed most of the time, keep all parts inside. Three weeks later, the owner and his wife came by to look at the car. They were nearly seventy, and they remembered the vehicle well.
"You wuz in high cotton if you drove one of those. My brother had one."
His wife grinned, and it seemed to break her face into a hundred wrinkles. "Tell him what happened to it, Rick. Never mind, I will. He borrowed it because he had a hot date. Me. We went to a party, and they had a big can shake; we drank too much. He wasn't paying enough attention to the road, and we totaled it. All we got were bumps and scrapes, and I never did find my panties. They were brand new bikinis too, pretty racy for the times."
Barry looked like he'd swallowed a frog, trying not to laugh, but Becky had tears in her eyes; she was laughing so hard. Mike looked at me and grinned. "Kids these days, what can you do?"
Rick had gone bright red before he howled, and I lost it, not stopping until tears were in my eyes. They sat in camp chairs we had scattered around, and told us tales of their misspent youth for the rest of the afternoon. After that, they had a standing invitation to visit and took advantage of it every three weeks or so. Beckly told her friends, and the girls would show up when they were there. It got to the point that I just got the grill ready, and we had a meal when they got there.
One day, there were four girls there, and Marty was surrounded, chattering away, when they suddenly screamed and started hugging her. Then Becky came over and showed us a photo of a girl with a seriously short skirt, and a tiny, almost sheer top that looked like her nipples were going to pop through any second. The girl wore white go-go boots, and a blond mane swirled around her head. It was Marty when she was eighteen. She looked hot enough to fuck, as the saying goes, and the smirk she wore said she knew it. We all gave slightly sexy comments, asking if she had any granddaughters. She glowed the whole time.


Ten months later, the car looked like it had just rolled off the showroom floor. The black paint and the restored vinyl top gleamed like brand new, the interior was in immaculate condition, and all the chrome was in place and gleaming. I'd taken it out with Barry after the engine was rebuilt, and when I put the gas pedal to the floor, the g-force could be felt, and I was topping 120 pretty fast. "Holy shit!"
Barry was grinning. "Pull off at the next exit. I'm driving back. I told you that 455 was a formidable power plant." It was the original engine, making it more valuable than the ones in the standard 400.
Barry and Mike were pushing to take it to a car show, so we picked one locally and arrived four hours early. We cleaned and wiped everything down until the Mustang and the Grand Prix shone like new pennies.
The girls begged Marty and Rick to come, and had a surprise for them. Marty's picture had been blown up to poster size and put on an easel. I didn't realize that the photo had been taken in front of his brother's car, the same model as mine. It had a big caption. "Women and cars now will never be hotter than your grandmother or vintage cars!" It was a big draw, and I ensured Barry and Mike got the credit for restoring the cars.
A photographer from the local paper was present, and he took a photo of the poster. When he found out Marty had been the model, he devised a great idea and had Marty pose in front of my car, matching the old photo. She still had the long flowing hair, except now it was pure white, and she grinned as he snapped her picture. It was featured in the entertainment section the next day, accompanied by the caption, "Some things just get better with time." Rick bought three copies and framed one on his living room wall.
.................................................................................
It was at a car show that I ran into Heather again. It had been over two years; if anything, she'd gotten prettier. I felt a little stab of pain as I looked at her. She and Becky squealed and hugged, and she ended up on a chair under our canopy. The place had been swarming with friends, and now it looked like someone had called in a bomb threat, because there was no one there but me and her.
"Hi, Tom."
"Hey, Heather. How are you?"
She said, "Oh, I'm all right," but her eyes didn't match her words. Then she grinned. "I love your car."
"Thanks. I don't drive it much, and I'm not even sure why I bought it. I think I needed something to concentrate on."
"Does your girlfriend like it?"
"Stop fishing, Heather. We're divorced, remember?"
She looked stricken. "Sorry, I just..."
"Don't worry about it. I came off a bit too harshly. No, I don't have a girlfriend at the moment. I had a pretty intense relationship for about six months, but it wasn't progressing, and we both knew it. I'm surprised to see no ring on your finger; you're still one of the hottest women I've ever seen."
She pushed her sunglasses up, something I always liked because it made her hair look bunched. It's odd how old memories can resurface at random times. "Can I ask you a question?"
"How could I stop you?"
"You could say no, and I would respect it."
I laughed. "I don't think you ever understood the word no. Go ahead."
It took her a few seconds, but she finally managed to get it out. "Why do you hate me?"
"I don't hate you, Heather, not really. I never have."
"But you divorced me!"
"I did, and it was the right thing to do. Do you know what the opposite of love is?"
"It's hate!"
"No, Heather, hate is just reverse-engineered love. The opposite of love, or hate for that matter, is apathy, or indifference. I might have hated you briefly, but you also managed to burn that out. What you're left with is...nothing. It might have been a self-defense mechanism. And yes, I know you never cheated on me, but your friends were leading you down that rosy path, and you were willing to follow them. It was just a matter of time.'
She wouldn't look me in the eye. "Well, we see how that turned out. Beth and Jerry divorced. Mila lost her boyfriend, and right before he left, he showed the ring he had intended to give her."
"Seriously, what did you think was going to happen? Did you see it all ending well? I know you were delusional back then, but surely some part of your brain still worked."
There was more silence. Becky returned, but one look sent her away, catching all the others as she went. Finally, she started. "It started as a joke."
"You'll forgive me if I never laughed."
"It wasn't like that! At least not at first, then it became a competition."
"What the fuck does that mean?"
"It was, 'they love us, let's see how long we can make them miserable before they snap.'"
"Well, that worked like a top. You play stupid games, Heather, you win stupid prizes. You found out when I snapped. Did you win?"
"No! As you said, it was just a stupid game, and then we started getting carried away with the power. I think it was a perfect storm of stupid women blended with conniving bitches. It was my fault, but I laid a lot of it on Mila's influence. That woman had issues. It probably started hitting me about two months before we separated, and you couldn't stand to be in the same room with me. The little loving gestures, the snuggles, all gone. I wasn't sure how to get that back, and it made me bitchier, for lack of a better word."
That took some thinking. "You know, Mila's husband talked. He said living with her at the end was like tap dancing in a minefield. It wasn't a matter of whether there would be an explosion; it was a matter of when. Did you feel like that?"
"No, I felt like I was on an unraveling tightrope a hundred feet in the air, and the only thing below me was jagged rocks and rows of razor blades." She winced and stood up. "I have to go now, I..."
And then she was gone. Becky had been watching, and she came up, sat down, and stared at me. "What did you do to her?"
"Told her the truth."
........................................................
Summer morphed into winter, and I found myself with a girlfriend. I'd had women since my divorce, but nothing resembling a normal relationship. Carrie was small, a whirlwind of energy and enthusiasm, twirling like a dervish as she moved through life. I was at a club one night with friends when she came up and plopped into the vacant chair beside me. "Hi."
"Hi to you."
She grabbed my hand and nodded towards the table she had just left. "See those bitches there? They just bet me a day at the spa that I couldn't find the prettiest white boy at the bar, and get a date with him. You're it, baby."
"I'm pretty?"
"Yeah, and you're white, so you fit the bill. What about it? Do you want to spend some time with an ebony goddess? You don't have a thing about not dating black girls, do you?"
I grinned. "I've never had the opportunity, but there's a first for everything. What would you like to do for our first date?"
"I'm down for anything short of a Klan rally, sugar. Now buy me a drink."
.......................................................
We danced, her firm little body rubbing all the right spots. Four dates later, she spent the night. It was hot, sweaty, and off the charts. She had something to prove, in a way. After we had collapsed, finishing a marathon second session, she snuggled up to me, grinning.
"Well, how does nigger pussy compare to those lily white bitches you're used to?"
I flew off the bed, rolling her over in the entangling sheets. When I saw her bare ass, I slapped the hell out of it. She'd feel that one for several days. "You ever say anything like that again, it'll be the last words you ever say to me. If that's all you consider yourself to be, you need to leave. When I'm around you, I'll tolerate no disrespect to you from anyone, even yourself. You don't think you're worthy of being treated like a decent human being, then I'm not the man you're looking for. Maybe you should go now."
I'd been shaking my finger in her face by then. She'd screamed when I smacked her and was huddled as far away from me as she could get, the covers up to her chin. I felt bad for striking her; I'd never done something like that before, and it bothered me. I went out on the back deck and sat there, hoping the cool night air would help calm me down. I heard the front door shut and a car start, so she'd decided not to stay. Then it hit me. She hadn't driven, and I went around front, and the Grand Prix was gone.
..............................................................
That was Friday night, and I didn't see her until Sunday afternoon. She got out, wavering, her fight-or-flight instinct still undecided. I held my hands up. "I'm not gonna hurt you. I'm deeply ashamed of the swat I gave you. I've never touched a woman in anger before, and I'm still trying to figure out what button you hit to make me go off like that. All I can do is apologise and promise it'll never happen again in my lifetime. Now, are you ready for me to take you home?"
Tears popped out and rolled down her cheeks. "You're dumping me?"
"What? No. I just figured you'd never be comfortable around me again. I wouldn't if I were you."
For the first time, a hint of her spunk appeared. "Oh no, you don't, white boy. I'll let you in on a secret. I've had my ass beat before, by men who knew how to deal pain. I was just stunned when it happened. Then I realized what kind of man you were and what I was fixing to fuck up.
So then here I am. I want another chance, and I promise it won't happen again."
What could I say? She was gorgeous, fun, and I missed her. I tried to sound gruff. "If it does, I'll give you a real ass-beating!"
I could tell how seriously she took me by the giggles. "I'm so scared! Please don't hurt me, Daddy! I'll be a good girl, I promise!"
"All right then! I think makeup kisses are due."
"Oh no, we're going to do make-up sex. I intend to fuck you blind, get you a seeing eye dog and train him to the smell of my pussy, so he'll always lead you straight to me!"
She launched at me, slamming so hard I fell back into the door. The first time was right in the entranceway; it was a good thing I lived off the road, but still, any of my friends could have stopped by. The second was in bed. Exhausted by then, I was, at any rate, and we showered. I then ordered Chinese. All she had on was my robe, which made her look like a child playing dress up. It had opened, and I was feeding her a bite when the sauce fell off the chopstick, landing on her nipple. She looked down and grinned.
"Sorry, I don't have tig ol' biddies like the girls at the club do." She was small-breasted, a 32B, I learned later. I leaned over and took her nipple in my mouth, licking the sauce off. It was some damn stubborn sauce, because it took a couple of minutes. Carrie was panting when I pulled off her nipple with a pop, then grinned and dribbled sauce on her other nipple. That led to another round, right there on the dining room table. Scrubbing the scattered food off the hardwood floors took us thirty minutes. Then we snuggled on the couch.
"I like the amount of boobage you carry around just fine, baby. Wait another twenty years, when your well-endowed friends take off their bras and their breasts bounce off their knees, and you're still standing high and proud. Besides, you got that bubble butt thing going." She did have a world-class bottom, and she carried it well, well enough to get stares in her tight jeans.
She jumped up, turning until it was in my face, rubbing her hands down her body, tweaking her nipples, sliding down until she had a hand on each cheek, spreading them slightly. "You think I got a nice ass, baby?"
Instead of answering, I grabbed her, pulling her back and latching down on her left cheek. She screamed a little as I bit down. No doubt, that was gonna leave a mark. Then she cooed as I gave it a tongue bath, and that led to round number four, a personal record. She giggled the following day as we showered for work, and I winced when she grabbed my dick. "Poor baby. Do I need to kiss it and make it better?"
"Do that and we'll both be late for work."
"We're gonna be late for work anyway, you have to take me home so I can get my car."
I grinned. "You had no trouble driving off with the Pontiac this weekend. Take it and we'll get yours later."
"You don't mind?"
"You never bothered to ask that when you took off in it. Just know, you put a scratch on it and I really will beat that ass."
"I'm so scared! Now gimme a kiss. I can't wait until those bitches see it. We'll drive it to lunch, get some tacos and chili cheese nachos, and eat in the car."
..........................................................................................................
After that, she was at the house so often that I was ready to move her in. Becky and our friends liked her once Carrie overcame her shyness at being the only black one in the group. When one guy smarted off about her ass at a car show, Carrie slapped him, and the rest of the girls formed around her as she ranted and raved. Becky came running back to get us, and suddenly the guy and his friends became quieter. Mike was six-four and muscled, Barry almost as big, and while I was only six feet tall, the insult to my girl made me swell and look a lot bigger. He apologised profusely until it became tiresome to hear it. In the end, they just walked away, and when they saw us at later shows, they were extremely polite, speaking only when necessary.
Marty and Rick seemed unbothered by her color, although Marty gave me some advice: "She's cute as a button and sweet as can be, but she's only 22. I hope she's mature enough to handle a serious relationship."
It was good advice, and I discussed it with Carrie. "Don't worry about that, white boy. I intend to push your wheelchair around the old folks' home."
What she said hit her, and she colored up. I just grinned and never brought it up again.
A big regional show was coming up in Atlanta, and we were going to trailer both cars down to keep road grime off them. We were leaving on Thursday afternoon and coming back on Monday morning. Becky and Jill, Mike's girlfriend for the cycle (four months was usually the limit, and this was deep into the third month), booked us into a lovely B&B, one with ample parking space beside it.
They teased me gently because I was alone, Carrie had no vacation time, and they wouldn't let her take any time off. As we parted, she grabbed my crotch, telling me it better be untouched until I got back. Then she giggled and said she was going to wear me out. "You wear me out every time, hon. How will this be any different?"
"You'll find out when you get back." Then she nearly sucked my tonsils out before she let go.
..............................................................................
I had a great time at the show. There were probably close to a thousand vintage and antique cars scattered across the raceway where it was held. We took turns watching the cars so everyone would have a chance to see as many as possible. Becky was particularly fond of the Studebakers, especially the Avanti. They looked like an American version of a Bond car to me. Mike gravitated towards the English cars, almost drooling over a 1954 Austin-Healey and a Silver Cloud Rolls-Royce. Both were well above his price range, but he could dream. Jill, Becky, and I were taking a break, just looking, when I stopped dead. It was a conclave of AMC products, and there was a 1974 gloss red AMX with the black vinyl inserts, gleaming in the sun. I silently vowed that if I ever got rid of the Grand Prix, one of these would be my next choice.
Becky kept up an onslaught on social media, showing cars that had caught our eyes, including one of me and the AMX. I spoke with the owner, and she proudly beamed as she showed off her baby. She was a blonde stunner, and I got the vibe that she was a trophy wife, but it seemed she owned a very profitable business, and this was her yearly bonus to herself. "Granpa had one when I was small. He'd pile all four grandkids in it on the weekend and take us for ice cream. We always ate there, and he made us wash our hands before we could get back in."
Then she told me how her parents had gone bankrupt just before her high school graduation, and instead of attending the prestigious university she was already enrolled in, she had to drop out and attend community college for the first two years. She had tears in her eyes when she finished the story. "I was the youngest grandchild. My two brothers had already graduated, so they chipped in to help me through the last two years at the school I was originally supposed to attend, and Gramps sold his car to cover the bulk of the cost. So, when I became successful, I promised myself I'd get one when I was able. The first drive I took in it was to the cemetery, to show it to him, and promise I'd pay it forward when I had grandkids."
.........................................................
We didn't win anything, but we had a lot of fun and ten thousand pictures between us. I was looking forward to being welcomed home by Carrie, but she seemed subdued for a day or so, then she tried to fuck me to death.
I asked her what she did while I was gone, and she told me she'd hung out with friends. I grinned. "Did you guys hit the clubs? I bet you worked the guys until they had blue balls, and then left them high and dry."
She gave a smile. "Kinda, but then I got to thinking of you, and it wasn't nearly as much fun as I remembered it."
Those were the words I wanted to hear. The next time we went to a car show, she begged off, even though it was a holiday weekend and she had an extra day off. That made me nervous, and I flashed back to my marriage. In the end, it was a friend who outed her. "Ya'll need to come back and be at the Starlight about ten, just to see what you can see."
I showed Becky the text, and she insisted I go back. "You won't rest if you don't. Take Mike, just in case. Don't worry about the cars; we'll get them back safely on Monday. Let us know, okay? And don't do anything stupid; by 'stupid' I mean something that could land you in jail. Be careful."
It took us four hours, but we got there about ten thirty. The place was packed, and it took us a few minutes to find her. She was with two of her friends I didn't care for, primarily because of their flexible morals. They were with three guys, and she was sitting on one's lap, swappin' spit, as the old saying goes. I waited until they got up to dance, then walked over and sat down. Her friends freaked out, as if they had suddenly discovered a snake and a skunk locked in mortal combat under the table.
He came back, carrying her, with her legs wrapped around his waist. He was a little buzzed until he realized he was at the right table. "Dude, you're in my seat."
I grinned and stood. Man, he was a big sucker, at least six-four and over two hundred pounds, with blond hair and blue eyes. "I believe you're right. I just wanted to give a message to your girlfriend. Carrie, your shit will be on the front porch tomorrow afternoon. Don't try to talk to me, grab it and go. Be careful with this one, buddy; it seems she's subject to a better offer. In case you don't already know, she's a screamer. Be careful around her, dude."
I was gone by the time he'd processed what I'd said. It took Carrie a few seconds to come down off her buzz and realize who I was, and then she did her fish imitation, but by then, I was walking away.
Mike drove me home and stayed with me while I secured everything. He left his car and drove my truck home, because she had the keys. I was happy the Grand Prix was at the show. She did come by and pick up her stuff. Carrie tried the tear and apology approach, and while I wasn't mad about it, I made sure she knew we were done. She didn't argue when I asked for my keys back, and when it was all over, she stuttered an apology between her tears and left.


......................................................
After she was gone, I realized I was relieved in a way. Some things would have worked against us. Despite it being 2023, there were still people who didn't like interracial relationships, and we would have run into that from time to time. Still, the big thing was that she was too young for serious relationships, and the immaturity would have eventually doomed us.
Four months later, Marty fell on an icy patch and broke her leg. It would heal, but at her age, it would take time. Rick didn't say anything, but I could tell he was getting worn down, so I spoke to Becky, and suddenly Marty had four new granddaughters who spent a lot of time with her, taking her to physical therapy, the beauty shop, or lunch. Rick got to hang around with the guys, mainly in the garage. Mike had found a '67 Chevelle with the 427 engine. It was ragged out, badly, and the engine was blown, so he got it cheap. The bones were good, and right now, it was in pieces all over the garage.
By now, there were a couple more guys in the circle, one who could work on them, but the other was as clueless as I was when I first started. He was assigned the grease monkey and tool passer job, but he took it seriously and learned from it. Harmon had a wife and a three-year-old who were adorable, and they both meshed with Becky and Earl, short for Earline, Mike's new flame. He went through women pretty fast, but Barry and I thought this one might be a keeper, because she didn't put up with a lot and kept him grounded.
I was the lone single, and thanks to two wives and two girlfriends, all of whom had friends and family just dying to meet me, I was never lonely. Some were enjoyable, while others were not, but it didn't matter because I wasn't looking at it from a long-term perspective.
It took until mid-spring for Marty to be fully functional. They attended car shows with us and stopped for an occasional cookout, but they seemed different in some way. Then one day, he came by to collect his rent. I usually just sent a check, but I'd give it to him if he happened by around the first. He took the check and hemmed around a bit before Marty poked him. "Spit it out, Rick! He needs to know."
We sat on the patio, watching the spring arrivals, robins, geese migrating back, and squirrels running through the trees. "We're sellin' out, Tom. Two of our kids are in Arizona, and they've been pushing us to move out with them, especially since Marty got hurt. We've got the other rentals and our place up for sale, but we've got something else in mind for here, if you're interested."
I was thinking about how much I would miss living here. It was a modest three-bedroom, two-bath home on two and a half acres, but it featured a detached two-bay garage and a carport. If there were a way I could stay, I would be all ears.
"We want you to buy it. We'll give you a good price, and finance it for five per cent. The hook is that we want the Grand Prix to be part of the down payment. We'll give you the high end of the value range, which would cut your mortgage down to a reasonable amount."
I enjoyed the car, but more importantly, I had enjoyed the friends I'd made because of it. There was never any deep emotional attachment, so it wouldn't bother me much to see it go. Only an idiot would turn down the opportunity. The appraised value was fifty-five thousand, and I still had most of the money from my divorce.
They insisted on a five percent loan, and after it was done, I'd be able to pay it off in eight years, especially if I doubled up on the payments. We gave them a going-away party, and I was amazed at the number of people attending. Then we stood, waved, and watched as the car disappeared. They would occasionally email or message us on Facebook, mainly to show off their tans and their hot-rod golf cart, which they used for almost everything. It was tagged and insured so they could drive it on the streets of the small community they had moved to, expressing their happiness, especially when we got caught in an early snowstorm that dumped fourteen inches of snow on the ground.
Mike and I were still poking around, trying to find something to restore, when I got a surprise call. I hadn't seen or spoken to Heather in almost fifteen months. The last time I talked to her, she showed me a ring. He was a German national brought in to assist the parent company with a new process, and they hit it off.
"I'll get to the point. I know where you can find a terrific deal on a couple of old hot rods, but it comes with a price. I tell you, and you buy them, you have to restore the one I bought as well. It's a terrific deal, Tom, and I'll pay whatever it takes to get mine done, and I won't bother you over it. Call and tell me when it's ready."
.....................................................................
I had to think about it, but Mike pushed me, so I asked her to come to the house to discuss it. Barry, Becky, and Earl (it seemed Mike had finally settled down) were also there. Heather got caught up with Becky and got to know Earl while they plated the sides, and I manned the grill. By consensus, I was the grill master. Barry had a reputation for burning rock if possible, and Mike was all right if it didn't get past burgers and dogs. I'd done two Boston butts, cooking them over low heat for four hours, until they were falling apart, then Mike cleaned them with my bear paws, until they were ready to go. We ate with the enthusiasm of young people convinced we'd never gain a pound, and then everyone helped with cleanup.
Becky suggested we do it to ease everyone (meaning me) into having her around again. I was a little surprised her man wasn't with her. Must be off invading Poland or something. We relaxed while Mike and Earl played against Barry and Becky in a game of horseshoes. Mike had insisted on putting up pits behind the garage because Earl loved the game, and they had nowhere to put them at their apartment. I had to admit we had all come to enjoy it, and Earl had gotten us passes to the state championships once. All you could hear was 'Clang!' as they threw ringer after ringer. The champion in our age bracket was Earl's brother, who had to throw 41 ringers in a row to beat his opponent, who finally missed after throwing 40.
That left Heather and me just sitting. "I like your house."
"Thanks, it was almost blind luck getting it, but I like the room."
She was almost catty when asked if Little Miss Hot Chocolate liked it. I just stared until she dropped her eyes. "I don't ask you how much you like Bratwurst, so leave it alone."
Then I told her that Carrie and I had broken up, without giving details, which made her grin. "I'm no longer engaged; it didn't work out. And let's say his Bratwurst was more like a cocktail weenie."
She had shown up dressed to impress, wearing a pair of those high-waisted shorts that were short enough to make you think there might be a little cheek showing, only to get surprised. Her top was cropped short enough to reveal a couple of inches of flat stomach, molding to her breasts. She caught me looking and grinned. "Do I look the same?"
"No, Heather, you look better. You've finally found the ten pounds you needed to gain, and it's settled well on you. I once read that women hit their prime physically and sexually in their thirties, and looking at you, I have to agree."
She was very pleased with the compliment and flirted lightly. "What about men?"
"Well, once again, men and women are out of sync. The report says men hit their sexual peak from about eighteen to twenty-two, so sadly, my ship has sailed."
"Oh, I'm sure you could perform on demand. You used to be good at it."
I looked at her until she dropped her eyes. "What's going on here, Heather? Just exactly what are you trying to say?"
She wouldn't meet my eyes, hers darting in every direction. It was one of her tells when she was in a situation she didn't want to handle. Still not looking at me, she started talking. "Do you remember the last time we talked, and what you said to me? It shook me, and it took a long time to get over it. Your comment about stupid games netting stupid prizes resonated with me a long time. I took up cross-stitch a couple of years ago. My therapist suggested it, and said she used it to clear her mind, because you had to concentrate or you'd mess it up. One of the first things I cross-stitched was that expression. It's hanging in my bedroom, where I look at it every morning. It's guided my life, and I tend to watch myself closely to ensure I never fall back."
I nodded, encouraging her to go on. She needed to say something, and maybe I needed to hear it.
"So that you know, that was the cruelest thing that ever happened to me. I remembered times you would have gladly killed for me, but then I was relegated to someone you used to know, someone you didn't like, and didn't care to talk to. I went from being the center of your universe to being a bad memory, which hurt. I was already starting to regret what I'd done, but when you told me the opposite of love is indifference, it shattered every illusion I'd ever had about what kind of person I was. That I would do something so callous just for the feeling of power and validation of my peers was devastating. I tried desperately to save us, but I had already pushed you too far."
I stared at her, thinking it must be tough to tell me that. I waited until her eyes darted up to look at me and nodded for her to continue.
"What I want is a second chance. Not as a partner, honestly, I don't think that can ever be resurrected, but I'd like for you to be my friend. Perhaps smile at me occasionally, and take a minute or two to engage in pleasant conversation. I don't want to be a nonentity to you anymore. Please?"
I must have been staring at her as if she had two heads when she looked up, and she blushed even deeper. "I'm sorry, I didn't think it would work, but I had to try. I won't bother you anymore."
She got up, and I snatched her hand. "You sit your ass right back down, young lady! You need to give me a little time to get used to being around you. Now, please let me know what type of cars you'd like us to consider.
I was still holding her hand, but when she looked down and realised it, I let go as if it were on fire. Then she grinned and leaned back into her chair. "Nope. You'll have to go with me if you want to see them.
................................................................................................
Two weeks later, we were three states away from home, in an area that had once had a thriving tobacco industry. We were standing at an old tobacco warehouse, one of five or six in a row, while an older woman fumbled with some keys.
"He always said he was gonna fix 'em, but that man was almost too lazy to breathe. Still, he gave me forty good years, so I got no complaints. I forgot these were in here, to be honest, until the man trying to buy the property met me out here to look around. His jaw dropped when he saw them, and he tried to get them included in the price. He'd tried to lowball me, so I told him they were omitted, and now I wasn't sure I wanted to sell. When he found out he couldn't cheat an old woman, he gave me fair market value, and I kept the cars. Well, here you go."
I walked around with my mouth hanging open. The owner must have had a serious fixation with AMC products. There was a '69 Javelin with the famous red, white, and blue paint scheme, a '74 AMX that looked like it needed only a wash, a sports model of the Hornet, and in the corner, a Grimlin X with the big V8.
Mike was making mud puddles on the dirt floor with his drool, and all I could do was stutter, while Barry walked around reverently, like he was in church. Heather was grinning at the looks on our faces, snapping pictures like mad. The woman was enjoying our looks as well. "The Grimlin don't go, somebody already bought that'un. I'll offer you a great price if we can finalize a deal quickly. The property closes in two weeks, and they gotta go. You kids (we were all close to thirty, so I guess we were still kids to her), talk it over tonight, and we'll meet again in the morning."
We talked it to death that night. I wanted the AMX pretty bad, and Mike enjoyed the Hornet. Barry was more than happy with the '69, so there wasn't a lot of argument over the division. We had to figure out how to pay for them, and we hoped she didn't want an outrageous price. We also researched the value of the items after they were restored and projected prices based on their current condition.
...........................................................................
I had some money, but it was due to a tragedy. Rick and Marty updated us on their activities and seemed to enjoy their new life. When their fiftieth wedding anniversary came, they celebrated by renewing their vows. They went into it completely, with the church, flower girls, bridesmaids, groomsmen, a reception, the whole nine yards. They even had a honeymoon planned, a cruise to Alaska.
They invited us, and we decided to fly out and help them celebrate. Becky and Earl immediately got pressed into bridesmaid service, and I was a groomsman. The church was on the resort grounds, a beautiful mid-sized building that was overflowing. The service was superb, and Marty wore the same dress she had worn on her wedding all those years ago.
Their vows renewed, the celebration began. Before they left, Marty tossed the bouquet from the church steps right into Earl's arms. The glance she gave Mike was intense as she held the flowers, and he was no idiot. He wouldn't lessen the celebration, but he leaned over and gave her a big kiss, sending her into tears when he whispered in her ear, "Soon."
Their golf cart had been decorated with streamers and the required tin cans tied to the back, and we formed a little procession on the way back. When they acquired their cart, they ordered it from a company specializing in creating vintage car replicas, specifically a replica of the Grand Prix. Another had one that was modeled after a fifty-seven Chevrolet, and a third had one that looked like a Willys Jeep. We were rolling through the community at ten miles an hour, blowing our horns and making noise. The ones who couldn't attend the ceremony came out, waving and cheering. It was a perfect day until it wasn't.
The roads through the development were state-maintained, and regular cars could drive on them, although it was discouraged, and a fifteen-mile-per-hour speed limit was in effect. There were also warning signs about golf carts every three hundred feet. In the thirty-year history of the development, there had never been an accident.
Then some asshole decided to drink and drive and run from the police. He turned off the main road into the development, trying to shake them, but they were behind him. Once they realized they were in a retirement community and spotted the golf cart signs, they halted the pursuit and radioed ahead to the other units, which chose roads that circumvented the community.
The jerk never slowed down. Right before me, he plowed into Mary and Rick at ninety miles an hour. I can shut my eyes and see Rick crumple as the car hits him, and Marty being thrown through the air, landing headfirst on the pavement. The authorities told us later that they were both killed on impact and didn't suffer. The man didn't even slow down until the cart got caught under his vehicle, and two tires were punctured. When he went to trial, the DA brought up his past driving offenses, including two DWIs, and the Judge gave him thirty years for murder by motor vehicle, making sure he had to serve at least fifteen years before he was eligible for parole. Thirty-seven witnesses were available to the DA, but he didn't have to call anyone because eighteen videos captured the incident from all angles.
I took enough time off to attend the funerals, and Mike, Barry, and I were pallbearers for both, escorting them out and placing them side by side, lowering them simultaneously. The other flew back, but their lawyer asked me to stay. It seems in their will, they had a provision that in the event of their deaths, my mortgage would be forgiven, and the ownership of the Grand Prix would revert to me.
Their generosity impacted me deeply, but their children told me they often spoke of us and credited us with restoring their enthusiasm for life and encouraging them to move closer to their family.
I could never look at the Grand Prix quite the same again, and I sold it as soon as possible, for fifty-seven thousand.
...................................................................................
So, at thirty, I owned a house free and clear, with money in the bank, but I wasn't happy. I'd meet a woman, start to click, and something would happen to derail it. Becky and Lissa(Harmon's wife) told me about it one day.
"You're young, not repulsive to look at, own your house, can pretty much afford just about anything you want, you should wake up every day grinning ear to ear. Instead, you seem to be a constant downer. What's up with that? It's been going on since the funerals."
I shocked them a little. "I guess it's because it started me thinking about my mortality. Rick and Marty had a good life, despite its tragic ending. Still, they went out happy and in love after fifty years. Lissa, you and Harm have Emily, so your immortality is assured. Becky, you told me the other day that you and Barry would try for a baby. It seems everybody in our group has something going on. Me? I don't even have a dog."
Surprisingly, Becky was up my ass like a ballistic missile. "Whose fault is that? It's yours, jerk. You haven't been right since you and Heather broke up. It was her fault, but you need to move on. Relax, let things play out naturally, and if you do come close to being with someone, stop comparing her to your ex before she went brain-dead. You're letting her mistakes cloud whatever future you make. You think about that, right now, Em wants Uncle Tom to push her on the swing set. I can't believe you put that up for her, and the sandbox. The excuse that it keeps us here so we can work on our cars doesn't fly. Why don't you give her a little cousin while she's young enough to appreciate it?"
It gave me a lot to think about.
.........................................................................................
We talked it over that night at the motel. I had the money we'd need if it came down to us wanting the vehicles. Mike and Earl had saved up some for a house and were willing to put some in if they got the Rebel. They planned to fix it, sell it, and use the extra money towards their house when they found something they liked. The red, white, and blue Javelin was one of only a hundred made, and fewer than fifty were still around. The AMX was one of the rarer models, featuring many upgrades not available on the standard models. I idly wondered who bought the Grimlin, then put it out of my head. In the end, I had to put in forty-five grand. We had to pay sixty thousand dollars to acquire them, but they were more than worth it, and both promised to repay me as soon as they were finished.
I presented her with the check, and we went and did the title work, putting each car in the proper name. Mike was taking three days off to haul the cars to my house. Two would go into the garage, and one would go under the carport for now. He surprised me by bringing the Grimlin. He shrugged when I asked him about it. "No idea. The lady just told me it was supposed to come here. I imagine someone will be along to collect it."
I had my doubts. She didn't even try to deny it when I called her. "A Grimlin? Really? Out of all the vehicles, you chose that?"
Heather giggled. "Hey, I thought it was cute! How soon will it be running? Besides, Aunt Martha almost gave it to me."


"I have no idea. It might take a couple of years to get them restored."
"I told you part of the price was doing mine first. I'll be out Saturday to check on my investment."
She was still laughing when she hung up. I looked at the phone for a second and smiled, then went out to meet the contractors. I was putting another prefab two-car garage up because we'd come back with three more than we bargained for.
The woman, who turned out to be Heather's great-aunt, pulled me to the side as we walked out of the bank. "I forgot something you might want to see. It won't cost you much, but they have to be out in three days, so if you want'em, you have to move quick."
She took me to another warehouse, fumbling through the keys, and we had to force the door open. She said it hadn't been opened in at least fifteen years. Inside, there were trucks. A 1974 full-size Jeep, an eighties model Comanche, the small model, and an early sixties stepside Chevy. I offered her four grand, and she grinned at my expression, and asked if I'd pay her in cash.
I had to rent storage for the trucks until the new garage was completed, as it was a long-term project.
............................................................................................
When Heather pulled up on Saturday, we had the hood up on the Gremlin. The car was in excellent shape for its age. It was the hot rod version of the vehicle, with a small V8, but what concerned me most was the four-speed transmission. As far as I knew, Heather didn't know how to drive a stick.
I met her at the door of the garage. "You know how to drive a car with a manual transmission?"
"What does that mean?"
"If you don't know what it means, I guess I have my answer. Manual means just that: you must manually change the gears using a clutch."
"Oh, that. How hard can it be? I'll learn."
I just rolled my eyes and led her into the garage. Most of the guys were there, Becky and Earl were in the backyard with Lissa and the baby, watching her play in the sandbox.
Heather was impressed that we (mostly Mike) had managed to get it to run. It sounded like shit, partially because it needed rebuilding in a significant way, and partially because the mufflers had rusted out. She frowned when we turned it off, but Mike told her not to worry about it, because it would purr like a kitten when we were done. The body was almost perfect, and Harmon was sure he could buff the paint to near its original finish. He'd become the detail man and excelled at making a car look good. It came from being an accountant. The driver's seat was rough, but the rest of the interior was in excellent shape. We'd get our upholstery guy to redo it and fix any slight nips and tears he found. He would have to replace the carpet, which was stained and worn out under the mat on the driver's side.
This sounded like a lot, but we figured it would be done in three months if we concentrated. We had all agreed to do hers first as a gesture of thanks. Harmon liked the trucks, and Lissy had a small fit over the Comanche. He hadn't done a project yet because he hadn't found anything they wanted or could afford, and I thought this would be a great starter project. Two grand changed hands, and it was theirs.
......................................................................
When I first started this as a hobby, I realized I needed some training, so I began taking automotive classes at the local vocational college. It was three times a week for three hours, but it was worth the investment. When the instructor found out why I was doing it, he whipped out pictures of his '68 Camaro and tried to help me as much as possible within the class structure. I also learned how to work on modern cars, but the computerization turned me off.
I had one more quarter to go before I'd have a degree in automotive repair, and when I showed my instructor what we'd bought, he almost drooled. Then he begged me to let the students do some minor tasks, such as changing mufflers and exhausts, and redoing brakes. He also talked me into letting them rebuild a couple of carbs for the experience. It was free labor, so we jumped at the opportunity immediately.
When my prefab shop went up, I added a two-ton capacity hoist in one bay to help when I needed to pull engines. We pulled the 304 out of the gremlin first, then set it up in a cradle and took it down to the block, replacing rings, polishing the cylinders, and installing a new crankshaft and lifters. We kept it all stock, but it took three of us to talk Mike out of putting a racing cam in it.
"Not a chance in hell. She can barely shift gears now. I'm not letting you put anything in that'll boost performance; she'll drive it into a wall."
"No, I won't!"
I didn't know she was in the garage, but our group came and went constantly. "You say that now, but when we're scraping your butt off an overpass pillar on the interstate, I hope you're alive and remember this moment."
That shook her a little, then she grinned. "All right, no racing cam. The engine is the hot rod version, so I should have plenty of juice anyway."
Becky had been giving her lessons in driving a stick shift. The drawback was that she wouldn't let her close to her Mustang, so she used my old truck instead. It was a 1997 Ford F-150, with a five-speed on the floor, one of the last models Ford offered in a straight-drive configuration. Now, if you wanted a stick, it had to be custom-ordered and cost a fortune. So far, I wasn't pulling out dented fenders or replacing clutches, so she had figured it out.
"How much longer?"
"Do you remember telling us when we started this that you wouldn't even be here?"
She grinned. "You never seriously believed that, did you? Never mind, as long as I'm first. Where are the girls?"
"Out back, babysitting. Lissa has Emily and two of her nieces with her. I think they're having a tea party."
"Goody! I love tea!" Out the door she shot, grinning.
Hiram looked at me. "That woman is seriously broody right now. Be careful, my friend."
"That ship sailed four years ago."
Barry grinned. "Yeah, well, I think it's back now and looking for a place to dock."
He held up his hands when I glared at him and handed me the impact wrench.
..........................................................................
We finished the Gremlin in time to take it to the spring show. She had to drive it, and I rode with her for about a third of the way before I got out and swapped with Becky. I think she had a death wish, and I got on her ass when she hit a hundred on the interstate.
"You know this thing was built before the advent of airbags, right?"
She immediately slowed to a sedate ninety, laughing as the wind rushed through the windows. It had functioning air, but she liked the breeze in her hair. I was just glad I didn't have the mass of snarls when we stopped. Barry and Becky were working on the Mustang, Mike and Earl had their Chevelle, and Heather had her X, so we drew a lot of traffic, especially when Mike put the FOR SALE sign on the Chevy. He gave out a lot of slips with his number on them, especially after he fired it up and let it roar. He was gonna use the money to pay his share of the cars and fix the Hornet up. He should get a hell of a price out of it. It was a model called The Machine, which was rare and highly collectible.
They had a swap meet beside the show, which was one of the reasons we went. We took turns walking the aisles, examining the vintage parts and their corresponding materials. I bought Heather a large dealer sign featuring her car without thinking. We'd hang it in the garage beside the banners of other vehicles we'd done. Her car was finished, but she was now part of the group, so we got along. Everyone knew our history and tried to walk softly around us, but sometimes they slipped. Once Lissa had a family emergency, she and H had to drive six hours away. They asked, but no one could watch Emily, so I got nominated. I wasn't going to refuse, but I knew little about small girls, so Lissa made a phone call, and forty minutes later, she was at my door.
"What are you doing?" I asked as she breezed in.
"You think I'm gonna let you alone with a five-year-old? She'll have the house burned down in an hour."
She barrelled right by me, scooping Emily up in a hug. After a serious discussion that I didn't participate in, we dined at McDonald's. Em was having a ball and hardly touched her Happy Meal. Then we had to see a Disney movie, where she crawled into my lap and fell asleep less than halfway through. We left, and I didn't even realize Heather was holding my hand as I carried Emily. One woman smiled at us in the lobby and told us what a cute daughter we had. "Thanks. It's a good thing she's such a Daddy's girl, because she's growing so fast I can hardly pick her up."
"Oh, daddies carry their daughters long after they're grown, mentally at least, until they're forced to walk them down an aisle."
Heather suddenly had sparkly eyes from unshed tears, but she managed to keep it together until we were home and Em was in bed. Heather got to bathe her, and both were singing a child's song with gusto and giggling. Then I had to rock her in the big chair I had and read to her. She fell asleep before three pages, and I gently carried her to bed, where Heather tucked her in with a kiss.
Afterwards, she wanted wine, so I poured her a glass and we sat, mellowing out for the night.
"I have a feeling children are a lot of work."
She smiled. "I'm sure they are, but the rewards must be enormous. Maybe we'll find out one day."
Then she got pensive. "Wonder how our kids would have looked? How old would they be now?"
"Probably one would be almost Emily's age. I couldn't hazard a guess on anyone else."
"We'd have made good babies."
I didn't know what to say, so I remained silent, and when I looked over, she was crying softly. "I was such a fool! Even after years of therapy, I still don't know why I did it. Look what it's cost us!"
I felt the old compassion come back, so I got up and moved to the couch. What started with a gentle hug ended up with her on my lap, bawling like crazy. I didn't know what to do, so I picked her up and sat back down on my huge rocker, swaying gently back and forth while I tried to comfort her. She was down to sniffles when she giggled.
"This feels good."
"Easy for you to say, lard butt."
She stiffened and tried to get up, but I held her in place. "It was a joke, Heather. This is quite comfortable."
She wrapped her arms around my neck and snuggled in. "Good, because I don't plan to move until you make me."
We both fell asleep and didn't wake for an hour, when she started wriggling around. "I'd sleep like this all night if I could, but if you don't let go of me, you're gonna end up with a golden shower, and I know you're not into that."
She was gone long enough for me to check on her. She decided to shower, and when I knocked, she called for me to bring her a shirt to sleep in. I grinned as I rummaged through my tees, giving her a light blue dress shirt instead. It wasn't hard to remember how she looked in them, and I almost changed my mind before going back to the bathroom and knocking. She held a towel in front of her, knowing fully well the large mirror over the sink would show her backside in all its glory. She deliberately wriggled for a time of two before dropping the towel and grabbing the shirt, grinning as she shut the door.
Heather had maybe three buttons fastened and twirled, as if to tell me nothing was underneath. Then she leaned over, knowing I'd get a full view of a great set of boobs, and damn near scorched my tongue with her kiss. "Good night, honey," she called over her shoulder before entering the spare bedroom and snuggling up with Emily. It took me an hour to calm down, decide not to overthink it, and go to bed.
I woke up to the sound of giggling and noises in the kitchen, so I quickly showered and dressed. I stood for a second, listening to Emily giggle as she sat in her chair, while Heather flitted around, still in my shirt. She gave a big grin when she saw me, snatching up Em and wrapping me up in a big kiss. Emily hugged us as well as she could, giving me little puppy kisses. I didn't pull back until they did, and her face was glowing. She returned Em to me and finished breakfast: blueberry waffles with whipped cream for the baby, bacon, and eggs for the adults. Of course, I had to feed Em bits of bacon off my plate, and she took a few bites of Heather's eggs.
Then she took Emily to clean her up, asking me to be a dear and get her bag out of the Grimlin. "You had clothes?"
"I even had pajamas, but I like this better., You're not getting the shirt back." Then she flipped the tail up, showing a very nice, panytless rump, giggling again as she shut the door.
We both felt sad when Harm and Lissa came in at noon. The good news was that her grandmother was all right, though she did have a broken leg. She was going to stay in a rehab facility while she recovered, something she was not happy about. "The first time she can use a cane, she'll be out of there. She'll get my cousin to sue the ass off the trucking company that hit her."
They were shocked when Emily wanted to stay with Uncle Tom and Aunt Heather, but we told her we would always be around. Besides, who else would swing and use her sandbox? She gave us about twenty sloppy little girl kisses and chattered out the door.
Heather sighed. "I guess I'll go now."
I acted surprised. "Why? You'll just be back again tomorrow, save the commute. Just stay knowing all I'm offering you is a bedroom, without me in it."
She had a big smile on her face and kissed me before drawing back and rubbing my cheek. I could have sworn she whispered 'not yet', but by then, she was dragging me out the door. "Where are we going?"
"Grocery shopping. I had to scrounge to make that breakfast this morning, and everyone will be here tomorrow expecting to get fed."
I tended to shop at small independent stores, so we drove to the little grocery store I favored. By now, I was on a first-name basis with the butcher, and I hit him up. "Jerry, what kind of deal you got on steaks?"
He gave me a great price on fifteen ribeyes, while Heather examined every loose potato they had, looking for the biggest and the best. Then it was on to pick the peppers, carrots, onions, and lettuce for the salad. It seemed prepackaged wouldn't do. Then she picked up ingredients for a homemade coconut cake. My biggest weakness of anything she'd ever cooked. Then she asked Jerry on the way out if he had something for a little girl, and he found a six-ounce T-bone and, knowing he'd have a hard time selling it, gave it to her.
I asked her on the way home. "So then, all the rest of us get ribeyes, and Emily gets a T-bone?"
"Yep. Lissa and I will cut it into small pieces for her, and she'll feel like a big girl when she gets that instead of a hamburger."
"You intend to spoil your children like that?"
"No. I expect you to help me."
What she said hit her and turned bright red, but I never commented, and she calmed down. She spent the afternoon baking, and besides the coconut cake, she'd made two blueberry pies, from fresh blueberries we'd bought at a farm on the way home. The house smelled incredible, and she smacked my hand with a spatula hard enough to leave a bruise when I tried to sneak a piece.
"Don't you worry, honey. I've got your dessert for tonight."
I tried to guess, running through everything she made, but she'd grin. Dinner was light, featuring a salad with grilled chicken, although there was a notable lack of dessert. She just smiled at my confusion. Instead, she went off to shower, returning in another of my dress shirts, held by only one button.
"Come on, Tom. You're young and healthy, I'm young and healthy, and we both need this. Don't overthink it. I'm not asking for commitment or even a pleasant conversation. It's been a long time since I've been with a man, since I broke my engagement. Let's have a good time and leave it there. What do you say?"
She twirled at the end of her speech, the tail of the shirt floating up to expose that hot bottom, and I was sunk. It seemed I would have no problem with one button, but I tore it off in haste. We spent a good portion of the night reacquainting ourselves with each other. I found I liked her slightly fuller breasts, and she seemed happy enough with my equipment. She gushed about it.
I wasn't sure how to respond, so I told her to stop. "It's the same as it ever was, honey; it hasn't grown any since the last time."
"Maybe to you, but to me it's different. I'm not sure why, but I like it. Now, could you put it back in? I want to go for a ride." One of her favorite positions was reverse cowgirl, and when we were married, there was a large mirror in the bedroom, because she said it made her hotter to watch herself as she plunged and rocked. That usually lasted until she'd orgasm explosively, then she'd roll off me, raise her legs, and beg me to give her one more. Tonight was no exception. When we rolled apart, panting a little, I started to talk, but she put her fingers to my lips. "Don't spoil it, now let's snuggle. You have to get up tomorrow and lay the steaks out so they'll be room temperature when you cook them, and I have a few things to finish while you're working on them."
She backed up into me, made sure I had her breast in my hand, and was out like a light. I, being me, decided to overthink it, but dozed off before I could reach any conclusions.
................................................................................................................................................
The next morning, fresh from her shower, she kissed me awake and told me to get up and help her with breakfast. It was a good thing I had plenty of dress shirts because she had another one on. She saw me notice and grinned. "This is my official uniform when I'm alone with you. You might wanna buy more."
We had a light breakfast, and I smiled as I watched her flit around the kitchen, a flash of leg, or more, the way it gaped open when she leaned over me.
"Heather, we...."
"Stop! Before you screw this up and lessen what happened. Just relax and let it wind its course. If we end up back together, that would be good. No, great, that's what I've wanted for years. But we're not the people we were back then, so we need to get used to each other again. I think you've noticed, but I'm no longer a silly girl pretending to be an adult. I am an adult, and I believe I'm making progress. Now, what were you going to say?"
I paused long enough to make her nervous before grinning. "Thanks for breakfast."
She realized she was holding her breath and grinned. "Asshole."
She rubbed the potatoes for baking. I watched her briefly before reminding her we had a microwave. She frowned. "I know, but it's just not the same. I know it uses much more power, but the taste is better."
"Well, carry on then."
The gang started showing up, and the girls went in to help Heather with the salads. I heard a lot of giggling and a few snorts of laughter. There was no such thing as a secret in our group. The guys never said anything, but they grinned a lot.
I didn't use charcoal because I didn't like the taste, so I used oak mostly, reducing them to coals before layering them on the grill, and searing the steaks before moving them to the cool side to finish. The smell was tremendous, and the whole neighborhood would know what was for lunch. Luckily, my neighbors weren't that close.
I cooked the steaks until I judged them done. I refused to cook one until it was leather, so the best you got was medium from me, and even that bothered me. I liked mine as rare as possible, and the rest I cooked just past the point of rare. No one complained after tasting it for the first time. Emily was so proud that she got a 'big girl' steak that she could hardly restrain herself. And when everyone found out it was a T-bone, there was a lot of mock complaining about her getting the 'good' steak, which made her grin. We all pretended to try to steal it, and I think she would have stabbed us with a fork if we got too close.


Heather had found a small potato, about half the size of ours, and put it on the plate with her steak. After admiring it, Heather and Lissa cut it into tiny pieces, overseeing her as she ate. Lissa would occasionally look at me and grin, and I'd grin back.
Emily, done, asked me to help her off the booster seat I'd built just for her so that she could eat at the table like a 'big person'. I went to put her down, but she held on, so I sat back down with her on my lap. "Cake, please."
So I got the enviable job of feeding a five-year-old fresh coconut cake, and ended up wearing shreds of coconut. We shared a piece, then she wanted a slice of pie, but we talked her out of it, saying she could have a piece after a nap. She argued as well as someone her age could, before letting it go and snuggling down, asleep in five minutes. The women took her inside to clean her up and settle her on the bed. I wiped the cake debris off me, and we entered the garage.
Through my contacts with the vocational college, I'd found a period-matching engine for the old Chevy truck, a 283 V8 with relatively low miles. We would disassemble it, inspect it, replace any necessary components, and reinstall it within the next week or two. It had a manual transmission, a 'three on the tree', meaning the shifter was on the steering wheel, not the floor. I had no plans for it, but the engine was cheap, and I seized the opportunity.
Our next major project was going to be the Hornet. It was one of the most desirable hot rods in history and would be worth a considerable amount when we were done. We planned to pull the engine and rebuild it to original specifications. Hiram had worked on the exterior a bit and was hopeful the original paint would buff back to its original shine, making it more valuable. The '69 Javelin was next, and Barry had posted a picture of it on social media after he and Harm cleaned it up.
He was surprised when offers started coming in and was seriously glad no one knew his address, although someone with enough computer training could figure it out pretty easily. Three months later, two cars pulled into my driveway. It was Saturday, and we were working on the Hornet, dropping the newly rebuilt engine into it and hooking everything up so we could fire it off.
We looked at each other, wondering who they were. Three were dressed casually, but one had on an expensive suit. The car he got out of was a Bentley. It was the first time any of us had ever seen one outside of car shows. The man wasn't much for social niceties.
"I'm Benton Sharp. You may have heard of some of my companies, but I own five if you haven't. I'm here to pick up my Javelin. Name your price, and you'll have it tomorrow."
"Sorry, it's not for sale. Have a good day."
He was peering into the garage, trying to see what else we had. "I'll take the Hornet as well. Again, price is not an issue; the money will be here tomorrow. What else do you have around here? What's in that garage?"
He turned to go towards the other garage, and I lost it. "Mister, not only do I not know who you are, I don't give a fuck! Why don't you get your fancy ass in that fancy car and disappear? We're trying to get things done today, and don't want to waste time in useless conversation. Now would be a good time."
He had a hard time with directions and kept going. "Barry! Call 911!"
He smirked. "Once the police find out who I am, they won't help you."
"I'm not calling the cops. I'm calling the EMTs to treat your bruises and contusions, because that's exactly what's going to happen if you keep walking."
I had a socket wrench in my hand, and it had an unusual feature. It was spring-loaded, and it extended another six inches when you pushed a button. Barry found it at Harbor Freight, but it proved reliable and handy in certain situations. I pushed the button as I walked forward.
Two of the men got in front of him, and he grinned. Things were about to get interesting when the shotgun boom diverted everyone's attention. Heather had been in the house and watched most of the action, and when it looked like it was going south, she snatched up the automatic shotgun and let one round go into the air.
"I don't know what the hell's going on around here, but you look like you mean our men harm, and we're not going to let that happen. I've worked too hard for some assholes to fuck up my plans, so why don't you get into your cars and leave?" Becky was standing right behind her with my .22 rifle, but scariest of all was Lissa, holding my.357 Ruger. It had a hair trigger, and she was waving it around.
The police saved the situation, arriving like the cavalry. They took in the standoff, the ladies with weapons, and got out very carefully. "I don't know what's happening here, but you girls are scaring the hell out of me. Heather, Lissy, Becky, we're here now, so why don't you take the guns back in the house?"
Heather sighed. "All right, Eric. But you keep an eye on these assholes, all right?"
"I promise. Go on, now."
They went back in the house, and it wasn't until then that we saw Earl, holding a lug wrench. She grinned. "Bitches beat me to the guns. I'll bring my own in case there's a next time." Then she put the wrench over her shoulder and slammed the door on the way inside.
Eric finally relaxed and grinned. "All right, somebody tell me a story."
End of Part 1
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Jerry listened as the man, backed up by his posse, tried to spin the incident. Then he asked me what happened. I told him my side: how I told them they were unwelcome, that I had no intention of doing business with them, and that they refused to leave.
Sharp smirked. "Well, now, it looks like a he said/he said situation. We'll leave you to your pursuits, gentlemen. I'll be back later to arrange to pick up my cars."
Jerry was about to let them leave until Harm spoke up. "That ain't necessarily what happened, Jerry, and we can prove our version is true."
"How can you possibly prove that?" Sharp was still grinning. Harm's grin was wider when he pointed up to the security cameras we'd installed at his insistence. I fussed when I got woken up twice to find raccoons in my trash, but then I started putting them in the garage at night, pulling them out on collection day. It did catch a couple of neighborhood kids sneaking around, not with the intent to steal but to find a safe place to fool around and drink. I didn't rat them out to their parents; I just walked out of the dark and let them go. They were so freaked that they never came back.
We pulled up the report on his phone, and Jerry looked at Sharp and Co. with brand new eyes. "You know I can arrest you based on this tape, and you couldn't beat it in court? It's a small fine and court costs, but it would be uncomfortable. I suggest you leave and not come back. If you do, I'll arrest you for felony trespass, which is a more serious offense. Are we understanding each other here?"
They understood, and Jerry waited until they were gone. "I get a real creepy vibe off that man, Tom. Did you know two of the men with him were armed? I started to check, but figured I'd be wasting time. They're obviously security guards. Makes you wonder why he travels with armed guards. It can't be good. I'll step patrols up for a while, and you guys watch your backs."
Then he grinned. "Now, show me where you are with your cars." Jerry had a '69 Mach 1, and we always saw each other at shows. We'd even helped him find parts for his wife's project, a '70 LeMans.
..........................................
The girls were all over us when he left, and we told them what little we knew. Lissa looked him up, and he was worth 30 million, so he had a hard time hearing from anyone. He also had an extensive car collection that didn't include AMC products, which may be why he targeted us. We all agreed never to sell to him if he made offers. I amended that.
"I'll never sell to him, but you guys should consider it. You're both trying to buy a house, and if the opportunity comes up for you to gouge the hell out of him, you should do it. We'll find other project cars."
We didn't dwell on the incident, but we didn't forget either, and I watched the security tapes closely for a few weeks. Nothing ominous, so we gradually calmed down. Then, a guy in a car with the county logo pulled into my driveway, got out, and held a clipboard. He verified my name, then asked questions I wouldn't answer until he stated his business.
"I'm here to verify a report that you're operating a business, auto repair, without a license."
"Who filed the complaint?"
"I can't tell you that."
"Then I don't have to talk to you. Come back with something legal allowing you to look into my buildings, and we'll talk."
"That makes you look suspicious."
"No, it makes me look cautious. Can I have your card to verify that you're who you say you are?"
It forced the issue, and he gave me his card. "Well then, Mr. Simmons, I'll meet you Saturday and let you look around after you give me some paperwork."
"It doesn't work like that."
I grinned. "It does with me. Saturday, ten in the morning." When he pulled out of the driveway, I called Harm because he worked with many lawyers doing forensic accounting. "I got just the guy. I'll call you back in a little while."
An hour later, he called back, and I could hear the grin in his voice. "I got the guy. He'll send over some stuff to ensure your ducks are in a row. We'll all be there. This will be fun."
I told Heather about it during dinner. She had just taken my truck on Friday, grabbed the girls, and moved in. Grinning, she explained that since she was at my house six nights out of seven, she was foolish to pay rent on an apartment she didn't use. I didn't argue. We hadn't made protestations of love, but it was coming. Mature Heather was much deeper than Game Heather, and she called me several times for juvenile behavior. I'd grin, scoop her up, and toss her onto the bed. She would see I was mature enough for what mattered.
"You think that it could be trouble?"
"No. All the cars are titled in our names, and I checked. In this state, you can have up to five vehicles in your name without getting an independent dealer license, and I only have four, counting the trucks. I don't advertise; I've never charged anyone I've helped, so they have nothing. Might be fun."
I made sure Eric was there when the man came --pissed he had to work on Saturday --but our lawyer had come through for us. He was there as well, grinning his ass off, enjoying watching the man try to find something illegal. We all presented the titles of our vehicles on the property for his inspection and showed him the two garages without letting him in any more than necessary. Finally, the doors clanged shut, and our lawyer asked him if he was satisfied. The guy had to admit he found no evidence of an illegal garage, and the investigation ended. Then, our lawyer asked him for a copy of the complaint.
"I, uh, I don't have it with me."
"Sure you do. It's required. Are you going to admit in front of a law enforcement officer that you didn't follow procedure?"
He grumpily pulled a paper out of his folder. It was our old friend. "So then, a man who doesn't reside in this county, or even this state, is lodging complaints about a guy's hobby. What was so important that you jumped on the whim of someone you don't even deal with or live within this jurisdiction?"
"Money," I said, not giving him time to reply. "Mr. Sharp is wealthy; rich men often get what they want. What did you get? Money? A favor in the future from someone massively rich? Do your supervisors even know about this?"
"I believe our business here is concluded. You'll receive a copy of my report in the mail."
"It better say what I want it to say, or my lawyer will investigate your reasoning to conduct this inspection. Understand?"
He gulped, "You have a nice day," and almost ran out of my driveway. The lawyer grinned at me.
"You owe me twenty bucks."
I fished it out and handed it to him. He grinned and wrote me a receipt. "I'm now on retainer, so if anything happens and you need representation, I'm it. If you want to get in my good graces, my wife found a '67 Falcon Prince in a shed owned by a distant relative. I'd be grateful if you would check it out for me."
.................................................................................................................
Things quieted, and by the following summer, we had them all restored to their former glory. The Hornet and the Javelin were huge draws at the shows. They held on to them for a few months before putting them in an auction featuring muscle cars. Sharp was there, almost drooling, and they had put reserves on their vehicles so no one could lowball. The Hornet was valued at eighty grand and sold for a hundred and fifteen. It would have gone for close to the value price, but I had our lawyer bid on it, telling him to go to at least a hundred grand, and Sharp fell for the trap. He was furious when he saw the lawyer talking with our group, and at a glance, it seemed we were all friends. Mike and Earl invested the money in a house five doors down from me and Heather. Barry sold the Javelin for another record-setting price, and another collector outbid Sharp. Becky already had their old house on the market and had found an old farmhouse on the next road over from us.
It would take something catastrophic for me to sell my AMX, and Heather enjoyed driving it. I finally reminded her that the Gremlin was her vintage car and to leave mine alone. Of course, she fluttered her eyelids, screwed the hell out of me, and drove it to work the next morning.
After we fixed up the little Comanche truck, we all took a break for a few weeks. The only thing left to restore was the three-quarter-ton beast of a Jeep, and we had plenty of time.
I installed the 283 V8 I'd picked up cheap in the old Chevy truck, intending to make it a spare, and it blew in four months, so we scrapped it and installed a factory-matching 327 after completely rebuilding it. Heather insisted we paint it back to its original color, light green, ordering the exact match from Chevrolet after they custom-blended it. It had been a company truck, and on a whim, Heather had the paint shop put the lettering back exactly as it had been in the original. "Mosely Tobacco Brokers," and the old phone number.
She sent a picture to the great-aunt, and the following weekend, she showed up in a truck hauling an enclosed trailer with a grandson. She didn't beat around the bush. "I'm here for the truck. I cried for an hour when I saw it. My daddy drove me around in that truck when I was eight or nine. It was his company truck, but he used it for everything. How much are you going to charge me for it?"
I had a hurried discussion with Heather, and it would have taken a lot less time if we had gotten by without all the kissing. When we got back, I let her set the price. "After much conversation and looking up values, we've decided the cost is zero. Tom only bought them on a whim, and you seriously underpriced what you sold us, so in reality, we owe you. If you take the truck, the debt will be resolved. Agreed?"
She was speechless until the wails came. No good deed goes unpunished, and she smiled when she got her voice back. "Wal, I brought some things to help sway you to sell, but since that didn't work, I'm just going to give them to you."
We followed her out to the trailer, and she opened the back. There sat two motorcycles. They were from the sixties: a Triumph 750 from 1961, and a BSA Gold Star. He liked British bikes. They were covered with about an inch of dust, and she said they hadn't been moved in fifty years. They were in another warehouse, covered with trash, and she thought of us when she found them.
Her grandson helped me roll them into the back garage. The gang was going to have a fit when we showed them. Her aunt left the next afternoon after a cookout. The group seemed impressed by the motorcycles, and Mike was already planning to tear down the BSA the following weekend. It was a single cylinder, so he figured it would be easiest to fix.
After everyone left, we snuggled down, happy to be alone. Heather gave me a big kiss, followed by THE LOOK, which a woman gives a man when she has something profound to say. We'd been together for almost 18 months, and the difference between old and new Heather was remarkable. She was much more thoughtful, hardly ever drank past one glass of wine, and was home every night on time. If she were late, she'd call and tell me in detail where she was, what she was doing, and who she was with. That lasted for the first month before I told her that if she called me for frivolous shit one more time, I was going to lock her out of the house. She'd still call if something unusual arose, but not like before. She still had her friends, and we spent time apart, but there were no late nights or clubs.
She and Becky told me about an encounter with a couple of their old friends. Mila was in her third marriage, and it was shaky. She was amazed that Becky and Barry were still together and that Heather and I had reconciled. She made a snide comment about their men being well-trained, and they let her have it.
"Yeah, it took me four years to figure it out, Mila. All you have to do is love them, not play games with their affections, screw their brains out as often as they want, and more importantly, as often as you want, and they fall right in line. Becky was smarter than I was, but I'm doing my best to catch up. Well, good to see you, but we have to get home. Our guys are waiting. Call me."
They left, her mouth hanging open, as her third stumbled up, wanting to know who the hot, younger woman was. Becky was two years older than Mila, and Heather was three years older. They were snapping at each other as they went out of earshot.
Back to the present, I focused on what she was saying. "Tom, are you happy?"
"Fuck no, I'm not happy, thanks for asking."
"What?" Boy, this was deja vu.
"I said I'm not happy. I wanted kids, and your clock is ticking. I won't have them unless I'm married to the mother, and you haven't given me any indication you want to get married again."
She sat there, mouth opening and closing a few times before she grinned. "You never got over your capability to be an ass, have you? It's damn good you feel that way because I'm three months pregnant, and I've been scared to death to tell you. Now that it's out in the open, I'll tell you the plan. We get married right away. A small civil ceremony will work. I will continue working until I'm about 7 months pregnant, and then my company will let me work remotely both before and after the baby. If it works out, I may visit the office once every two or three weeks, but otherwise, I'll be a stay-at-home mom. Even if I lose my job, I've saved almost everything I've made since I moved in with you, so we have a cushion. Besides, I know what you're worth, and you could keep my lazy ass up forever. The plan agreeable to you?"
I sat until she looked nervous, then spoke.
"Okay. I've decided. I'm happy now."
......................................................................................................................
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Sometimes It Feels Like Someone's Watching Me
You should never, ever fuck with geeks.
...........................................................................................................................
I sat in the truck in front of my house, looking at it for the last time. I didn't want it; he picked the monstrosity out, and I wouldn't be sad to put it behind me. Good luck keeping it clean, you bastard. As of tonight, it wasn't my problem anymore.
He always made fun of my work, calling me the "Geek Goddess" of Recycled Cycles, the company I helped found. In retrospect, I bet he would have regretted forcing me to sign a prenup that excluded him from any involvement in the business. He just knew it was going to fail, and he was afraid he'd be dragged down with it.
My small company had just signed a contract with a corporation based in the Cayman Islands, not for a tax shelter, but because the principal owner lived there. He'd discovered a new natural resource and was looking for ways to exploit it. The contract was for five years and was worth nearly $50 million. Out of that, our net would run about $5 million a year. The resource was waste plastics, an increasing problem for a resort island. He didn't recycle in the usual ways; he was experimenting with building blocks, road paving, especially driveways, and what was left over that was considered unusable, making it into artificial reefs. His daughter had a background in oceanography and was heading that division.
Before we started our business, one of our pet projects was recycling and finding new ways to turn trash into valuable items. Greta was my best friend and workmate in college, and she was on the same page. We purchased a couple of pieces of equipment and experimented with them before we found our niche. It came from a discussion about transportation in urban areas and how disjointed and ineffective mass transit often appears. Besides, mass transit puts you on their schedule, not yours. Greta told me about the widespread use of bicycles in her home country, and we decided to build the perfect urban mode of transportation using as many recycled materials as possible.
We built bicycles from plastic, featuring honeycomb-like tires. They absorbed any shock quite well, were virtually indestructible, and made for very efficient rides. We built Dutch-style bikes, single-speed with a low bar, offering no men's or women's models, perfect for an urban environment.
We'd placed five hundred in Chicago for stress testing, free to anyone who needed to get from point A to point B. They got so hot that they started being stolen. GPS devices had been embedded in the frame to collect usage data, so retrieving them wasn't hard, and the thieves were surprised to learn the bikes were valued at $2,500 each, making the charges grand theft rather than simple theft. The panniers were plastic, as were the baskets in front of the handlebars. You could haul half your body weight with hardly any strain. We were experimenting with a three-wheel model with a large bed for third-world markets. One of our engineers was working on a small motor that charged from the bike's movement, designed to kick in on steep hills or over long distances to conserve the rider's energy. That was going to be a very popular model. It wasn't a new concept, and a few professional bicyclists had been caught using motors over the years, but none were as sophisticated as what they were installing.
That ran through my mind, as did the expression on his face during the asset disclosure, knowing he passed on all that money.
Chapter 2
"Showtime," I thought to myself as I opened the laptop. My friends, engineers, and researchers, most of whom are employees, had set this up for me remotely. All except Brady. He wouldn't leave, and I was happy about it. He was 6 feet 2 of hard muscle and had fought in mixed martial arts for almost 2 years. He got injured, so he put his engineering degree to use to design a safer ring. Practically every time you see a venue on television, we make it. He was another partner in the startup, bringing more than that to the table. He really, really didn't like my husband, and I think the opportunity to kick his ass possibly was too good to pass up.
The setup was complete, and my crew was anxiously watching their laptops to enjoy the show. Brady looked down at his own, then flashed a grin and a thumbs-up.
I pushed a key, and suddenly, the whole front of my house lit up. I found myself glad he had insisted on white brick to 'stand out' among the other McMansions in the community. Another keystroke brought the living room into focus. Deliberately leaving the sound off, I watched the scene inside before signaling Brady, and we left, pulling down the street. We were in his large truck, which sat high off the ground, so the scene was still in view.
There were eight people in the room: five men and three women. They were from different social strata, varied in age and physical condition, but they all shared one thing in common. They were all married, although three spouses were not present, and they were all naked and performing different sexual acts on each other. There were five strategically placed cameras to ensure a clear view of all the action, and I had it set to random, meaning the view would change every thirty seconds.
'Someone' was streaming it live on a few Facebook pages, with the bodies blurred but the faces visible. Every now and then, the address would scroll across the screen. The Facebook pages were for significant others and bosses, and I figured the phones would start ringing soon enough. The video played for over 20 minutes, significantly longer than we had anticipated. Word had gotten out, though, because a lot of neighbors were on their porches and gathered on the street. Two were hammering on the front door when the police arrived.
You could see everyone scrambling to get dressed as Hubby answered the door in a towel, telling them he was getting into the shower. After two minutes of conversation, he grabbed his pants and ran screaming into the yard. Since the live action had stopped, I set a loop to replay everything. When I had the opportunity, I'd do a highlights reel; right now, it was time to go. As we cruised past the house, I punched another key, and everything just stopped. He couldn't see me through the tinted windows, but I got a good look at him. A multitude of emotions crossed his face, but the predominant one was fear.
I called him. "Hel..hello?"
"Hi, hon. Have a good night?" As far as he knew, I was on Grand Cayman, sealing our deal. I invited him to come along, and he declined. Really? He had plenty of vacation time and could spend five days on the beach while I worked, no more than five hours a day. We could have had a charming trip. Our host had promised to show us the local hotspots and take us to dinner at his club, one of the most exclusive places in the world.
He told me he had a project he couldn't walk away from and promised to go with me next time. Jason didn't know it then, but if he ever got to see Grand Cayman, it would be on his own dime without me. "Uh, yeah. Look, there's been a little excitement in the neighborhood, and the cops are here. Let me call you back."
"That won't be necessary. If you look to your left, you'll see a young lady approaching, and she will explain."
She was tall, blonde, and very pretty. Under normal circumstances, he'd have been drooling. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she had a look of wide-eyed innocence. If she had been popping gum, it would have been perfect. "Uh..hi. Mrs. Billings said to give this to you. You are Mr. Jason Billings, right?"
He stumbled out a yes as she handed him the envelope. "Mr. Billings, you have been served." She snapped a picture and walked away. The blonde looked at the scene playing out on the side of the house as she walked off, one with him, balls deep into a woman who had to be in her fifties, while a young man just out of his teens was busy sawing his cock in and out of Jason's mouth. The look on her face was one of disgust and humor. I bet she had seen a lot of things in her career, but I had no doubt she would remember this scene for a long time.
I decided to freeze it there and leave it for five minutes before everything disappeared. By the time he looked down, the blonde was gone. I saw him open the envelope and look at the papers in pure despair. Some fluttered to the ground as he stood in shock.
His orgy buddies were dressed and leaving, trying to hide their faces. The cops got everyone's name as they filed out. What he did inside his house was consensual and, while depraved, was not illegal, and they were pretty sure he wasn't the one who broadcast it. The legality of blasting it on the side of the house was in question, but they had no one to talk to. They told him they would be in touch. One of the women started ranting at him after they left, and one of the guys punched him in the mouth. Neighbors were still milling around, and they managed to film or stream it.
Jason got up, blood dripping from his lip, and staggered into the house. He was sitting in the living room, holding his head in his hands, when I turned the feed off.
Chapter 3
I was born a geek into a geek family, representing a long line of geekdom. My great-grandfather had worked with Einstein and Opperman on the nuclear bomb at Oak Ridge. He liked it so much that he stayed after his Army contract ended. He had volunteered and gone to officer's school, and if it weren't for his IQ, he'd have been on the Normandy beaches. Instead, he spent the war stateside working on the ultimate weapon of mass destruction. I have his diary, and in it, he talked about how proud he was to help end the war, but the bombings of Japan would be a blot on his soul forever.
My grandfather worked for NASA from the late fifties until they put a man on the moon. He was an astrophysicist, and I have a photograph of him and John Glenn, their arms wrapped around each other's shoulders, in shorts, snapped in Buzz Aldrin's backyard. You can make out Buzz and three more astronauts standing around a grill.
My dad was an engineer of great repute. He was in ROTC in college and got called up in 1969, becoming a military intelligence officer. He was there eighteen months, long enough to leave his left leg lying in a Vietnamese field. He made up for it by bringing my mother's family home, her father a college professor who would have been executed for being educated when the country fell. Fourteen years later, my mother came to see the man who had saved her family, and even though there was a twelve-year age difference between them, she refused to give up and wore him down until they married.
My brother was born first, then I, then another brother. Mom stayed home and worked at the local college, becoming Dean of Mathematics, while my Dad traveled the world, building bridges and roads where no one else thought they could be built. He'd be gone nine months on average, and he always stayed home at least three months between assignments.
Mom had left some of her family in Vietnam by necessity, and it haunted her for years. When relations normalized, we went there. She took a sabbatical, and Dad told his company he would return when he was ready. I spoke Vietnamese, but after 7 months of total immersion, I sounded like a native. I was surprised Dad could speak it so well, but he had been there for a year and a half and had married Mom, so it was a given. Bobby was fifteen, I was thirteen, and Jason was eleven. By the time it came for us to leave, no one wanted to go.
Mom had little luck finding any family; they had either fled, died, or gone underground. She was about to give up entirely when a man stopped her on the street, grinning. He was wiry but well-muscled, with a scar running from his jaw down his neck and into his shirt. "Hello, little sister."
It was her half-brother. He showed her a few pictures of their father and his first wife. She had run off with another man and taken their son. She looked into his eyes and fainted. He was quick for his age and caught her before she slumped. Then, Dad came around and held her while she cried. They got her to the house we were renting and into the kitchen. She had recovered enough by this time to stop crying, clinging to her brother like he could disappear in a cloud of smoke any minute.
He told her his story after we ate, and we were sent to bed. His stepfather had fought with the ARVN, gaining the rank of captain. He knew he and his family would be killed on sight if they caught him in his uniform, so when the fall came, he smuggled his family to the border, shaved his head, and donned the robes of a Buddhist monk. The Northerners were rough on monks, but not as much as on intellectuals, military officers, and professionals, and he managed to reach the mountains. He was taken in by the Hmong, ethnic Chinese who had sided with the South, and were often executed where they were found. The CIA was running an operation to get as many as they could out, and they fought their way into Cambodia, pursued far past the border.
His group arrived in Thailand and boarded a boat for Malaysia. He settled with them, marrying a Hmong woman after five years and integrating into their society. He tried for the rest of his life to find his family, not knowing they had reached the US, thanks to my father. Word reached him of his half-sister's effort to find any family still living, and he came. His wife, a generation-expatriated Hmong, refused, her hatred still strong for the country that had betrayed them.
Dad had many international connections thanks to his profession, so he asked for a few favors. Suddenly, Jim (a close approximation of his name) and his family were offered the chance to emigrate to America, sponsored by Dad. They came without hesitation, and Mom got them a nice house close to us. Soon, I had three cousins and an aunt who doted on all of us. Mom gave her a job as a nanny, even though we didn't need one. We learned to eat a lot of new stuff and some new languages, which was pretty cool. Conversations would be hard for an outsider to follow because we'd switch between English and Vietnamese, and between Hmong and Malaysian, within just a few sentences. Dad got her brother a job working with him, and, seeing how bright he was, arranged a 'scholarship' for him. He spent the next three years training to be an engineer and graduated near the top of the class. It soon became evident that Dad was grooming him to be his replacement, as age and the strain on his prosthetic leg began to play a role.
He 'retired' to the home office, lining up projects and assigning teams, using all he'd learned and all the friends he'd made to make the jobs smoother. About the time Dad stopped traveling, I graduated from college at 17. I was reading by the time I was three. At six, I was trying to build robotics out of Legos. I skipped kindergarten and went straight into the first grade. I skipped to the third next, and the fifth the year after. They tested me, and I scored 161 on the IQ test. I walked across the stage at thirteen, Valedictorian of my class.
By the time I was twenty, I had earned dual Master's degrees in engineering and chemistry, having been recruited by almost every major company in the field. I didn't want to work for pharmaceutical mega-giants, so I joined a prosthetics company, where I created chemical compounds that mimicked the pliability of skin. Even though it technically wasn't my job, I also helped the electrical engineers produce electrodes that fit against an amputee's stump, allowing minor muscle manipulation to respond as a real limb would. No one was running, yet, but many walked, and if you didn't know they had an artificial leg, you'd never be able to tell.
That's what interested me in plastics: finding and refining the right compounds for artificial limbs. My friend and colleague Greta showed me some YouTube channels by amateurs doing fantastic work. One pair of brothers from Britain was especially captivating. They even made a pair of bicycles, and I found it odd that, given all the possibilities, they chose a traditional design with regular wheels and a chain drive.
Greta told me about the bicycles from her home country, and I looked them up, amazed at their simple but effective design. Greta was also an engineer; for fun, we kicked around the idea of making our own bicycles. Extruders and molds were expensive but not outrageous. Neither of us had husbands or children, and we made really good money, so we splurged. Greta had a large house with several outbuildings that she rented from a relative, and we dedicated one of them to our project.
Aside from running a separate power source, setting it up was inexpensive. Initially, we experimented with small things to get a sense of what we were doing. Then, we made our first bicycle, which was a total disaster. Not wanting to be too ambitious, we used traditional sprockets, tires, and chains. When we were done, it was rideable, just.
Then, I ran across an article about honeycomb tires and the military's experiments with them. At the same time, Greta was looking at gearing ratios and speed records for regular bicycles. The speeds were astounding, almost 150 miles per hour. Of course, it was set up with the rider preceded by a truck with a plexiglass bubble to reduce wind resistance, but it was still pretty impressive.
I worked on the wheels while Greta developed a new propulsion system: a series of seven gears that progressively got smaller until the last was almost the size of a ping-pong ball, encased in a progressively narrower V guard from the pedals to the tire. It took nearly a year of trial and error to get a prototype we were happy with. It resembled a bike the Jetsons would ride, not unattractive, but futuristic. It had a headlight, brake lights, turn signals, and an LED light system on the frame that flashes in traffic. It was powered by a generator and battery built into the frame, although we were considering installing solar panels on a model designed to resemble reflectors.
We tested it secretly, going to tracks in the middle of the night. The gearing system Greta designed made it easy to propel the bike with minimal effort, and we reached speeds of thirty miles an hour before backing off. A warning label would be included on the finished product. The biggest flaw was the rough ride, despite the experimental tires, so we installed a mono-shock under the seat and incorporated shock absorbers into the rear wheel, each absorbing a little of the bike's weight. It took a lot of manhours and a ton of wasted plastic before we got it right. After that, you felt like you were floating as you rode.
We applied for and obtained patents and trademarks, and entered into a deal with the company, granting it proprietary rights to the improved wheels in exchange for licensing my improvements. We were both happy with the arrangement.
Chapter 4
We both had boyfriends, and our relationships deepened over time. I'd met Jason at a mixer our company held. It wasn't love at first sight, but the attraction was there. He was mixed, but the predominant race was white, so he was of light skin. He inherited his heritage from a grandmother who was half Black and half Hispanic, and thus, he possesses the best features of all the races. He was lean, tall, and handsome.
Despite being half-Vietnamese, I took after my father in height, so I wasn't one of those tiny Orientals you see in films and television shows. I was five eight. Still, I got most of the facial features of my mother, along with the silky black hair and the shape of my brown eyes. Without being conceited, I knew I was attractive. Still, I dated little and always felt like an outsider because of the age differences at school and the resentment they harbored toward my intelligence. Additionally, I was always immersed in my studies, so my social life was nonexistent. It wasn't until I hit graduate school and turned 18 that I started dating. I felt sorry for the first couple of guys I went out with because I had no idea how to act, my conversations were stilted, and I didn't allow them any physical touch.


I did what I always do: researched how to date and improve. My first sexual encounter happened right after I passed my nineteenth birthday. He was 24, British, and his IQ was almost as high as mine. I fell in love with his mind first, though my friend later told me he was the very definition of 'man pretty.' With dark hair, blue eyes, and a stocky and robust body, he was a brilliant conversationalist and a romantic at heart. We got close and experimented. I was upfront about being a virgin and having no experience. He told me he did, but not as much as one would think. He was a lot like me, and his education was his top priority.
We drank a bottle of wine before the first time. We were in his apartment, and our clothes slowly melted away. Nigel had a very talented tongue, which he ran over most of my body. I had my first orgasm ever with another human being when his tongue hit my clitoris, then my second. I was excited, lubed, and ready as he was, but he managed to contain his excitement and entered me very slowly. I felt my hymen disappear and gasped, then a few minutes later, as he started his thrusting, I felt...nirvana. I discovered very quickly that I loved sex.
Poor Nigel didn't get much rest the first few weeks. He patiently talked me through how to please him orally. I was surprised the first time he came into my mouth; I didn't think the taste was that horrible. I had natural talent, and he let me practice a lot. What a generous man.
Of course, he had me shredding the sheets with his tongue and cock regularly, so I considered it a fair trade. Despite the norm, I was the one who had to talk him into trying anal. It took three tries before I started enjoying it, and then it became a regular part of our lovemaking. Then we parted. He had to return to England and begged me to go with him, but I had 6 more months left and wouldn't interrupt my studies. We both cried before he got on the plane. We emailed and talked, but we gradually drifted apart.
I'd had a few lovers since, but there was no spark until Jason.
Chapter 5
He was, of all things, an accountant. The company insisted that all departments come in regularly, and we even had a few bean counters come in to observe us in our natural habitat and understand where the money was going. In return, we occasionally had to sit with them for a few hours to ensure we knew where the money was coming from and how it was allocated. It was informative in many ways, and I was surprised by the high expenditures.
That led us to brainstorm and form a committee--a committee that Jason and I headed. The give-and-take was pretty intense at times, but when the smoke cleared, we came up with a few ways to save a substantial amount. The big wheels were so happy that they gave each of us a thousand dollars in cash. The CEO grinned at Jason, "Try to figure out what budget this came out of."
By now, we had started dating. It was initially slow, with coffees, lunches, dinners, and, eventually, breakfasts. He was a good lover but not very imaginative. He was also smaller than most of the guys I dated, but that was the luck of the draw. I usually didn't lead with "How big's your dick?" so I didn't know until it was show and tell time. Nigel probably had an inch and a half on him and was a third bigger around. Oddly, he wasn't open to suggestions about positions and adventures, saying he had no desire to learn what other people taught me. As a scientist, I found that interesting. Who didn't want to expand their knowledge?
Jason was kind and loving most of the time, but occasionally, his 'street' persona came through. I mostly thought it was funny; the only streets he knew were those in the upper-class neighborhood where he grew up. He'd made some friends in high school from the poorer communities and had a bit of hero worship. The fact that he had money and footed most of their adventures had more to do with them hanging out than any feelings they might have had for each other.
Jason discovered that he enjoyed fighting and considered himself a tough guy. I'd smile, thinking of my four-foot-nine aunt and how she would destroy him in a minute and not muss her hair. She was Hmong and had learned their version of Kung Fu. Then, when they were in Malaysia, she took lessons in their most popular martial art. My uncle learned a form in Vietnam that originated from several styles and was combined into a new style by a sensei in 1964. All the kids had been taking Judo before we left for our extended stay in Vietnam. I was proud of our green belts. Auntie saw us in our ghees and almost laughed. We were out of school in the summer, so our real martial arts training began. We had no way to test for belts in different forms, but we took a lesson daily in the summer and four times a week during the school year.
We never talked about it, and our Judo sensei was disappointed that we quit. The world got a taste of what we could do when my younger brother got jumped by a bully. He wiped the area behind the bleachers with him, leaving him bloody and crying as he lay in the dirt. His parents wanted to make a stink, but there was testimony about his bullying. He was a marginal student constantly in detention, while my brother had perfect attendance and an A+ average and was half the bully's size. When his father saw which way the meeting was headed, he became belligerent.
"Goddamn Chinks!"
I grinned at his father. "We're half Vietnamese, not Chinese. The proper slur is Gooks, thank you very much."
I witnessed the incident, and it was all the assistant principal could do not to laugh at my statement. The bully was put on probation, and Mike had to serve a week of detention. Usually, they would have just kept him out of school for two days, but he begged them to let him stay so he could maintain his perfect attendance streak. When he walked across the stage at sixteen, he got a certificate for perfect attendance from kindergarten to graduation--the only one in his class to do so.
Then the bully tried something with me. He had two friends with him and was pretty confident, thinking it would be easy to intimidate a girl. When he started mouthing off, I just twisted my long hair into a ponytail. Then I grinned. "You gonna talk all night, Bitch? I don't want to miss the movie's start, so get on with it. This way, you can beat the drunk drivers and the other stupid people to the ER."
I had on a miniskirt because I was out with my friends at the movies, and I'm sure everyone there got a good look at my panties while I kicked the shit out of the guy. One of his friends was smart enough to back away, but the other must have indulged in the same stupid diet as the bully. I didn't break his nose with my kick because he instinctively flinched back, but it put a pretty good knot on it. When that happened, he was also out of the fight.
I was smart enough to let them attack me first, so it was a clear-cut case of self-defense. Management called the police, and one of the officers was a female. She grinned and asked what form I used. I told her I had taken judo, and she snorted. "I saw the tape. That wasn't judo. It was like some offshoot of Kung Fu. It doesn't matter; it was self-defense, and you didn't kill them. Since they attacked you, you have the right to press charges, but I think you'll agree you made your point, hon. Here."
She handed me a card. She was a second-degree black belt in Kung Fu and a certified teacher. "Come by the dojo sometime. I'd love to spar with you. I'm going to talk to the individuals now and inform them that, while you declined to press charges at this time, you still have the opportunity to do so in the future. Good luck."' I couldn't help myself and showed up at her dojo on a Wednesday night a few months later. I observed her during her lessons; she was an excellent teacher. After class, she asked a select few to stay and observe.
"Protective gear?" She asked while she held up a padded helmet.
"Why? Afraid I'm gonna hurt you?"
"Rules?"
"No killing strikes. Anything else is on the table."
Her eyes flashed, and she grinned. We bowed to each other, and she started going through her forms like a snake trying to hypnotize a rat. I stood stock still, waiting. When she attacked, I wasn't there. Patting her cheek may have been a mistake when I avoided her, as she became a little crazy. We fought back and forth across the mat, no quarter asked, none given. I took her down in a leg sweep and cut a flip when she got me with a back fist. I nailed her right thigh about ten times in succession, and her leg started stiffening up.
She caught my short ribs twice, spreading them. That caused extreme pain, and I lost my breath. After ten minutes, we were both bleeding, her lip was swollen, and I had an eye that was closing. She knew when we were both tiring and tried to end it, leaping high with a spinning back fist aimed at my head. It seems I had the same idea, and our fists connected with each other's jaw simultaneously, knocking us both cold. The students pulled us back to consciousness. I held ice to my eye, and she had a pack to her lip. I tried to grin, but it hurt too badly.
"Draw?"
She also tried a grin but winced. "Draw."
I was fifteen at the time, 5'5", and 103 pounds. She was 5'11' and 160. I could tell every extra pound of force every time she hit me. She freaked out when she found out how young I was, but I managed to calm her. "What happens in the dojo stays in the dojo, right guys?"
There were a few guilty looks, and phones came out as they deleted videos and pictures. I finally named the three forms I learned besides judo, and her eyes widened. "You used the best of all of them. Perhaps you should think about founding a system."
I told her it was something I learned from my family, and we didn't broadcast it, and she nodded. Then she asked if she could meet my family. I had her over to dinner, and she spent most of the night interrogating my aunt and uncle. She grinned when my uncle told her my aunt was much more skilled. Then she invited the aunt to spar. Auntie was four feet nine and weighed eighty pounds. The match lasted two minutes, and Sgt. Reynolds was out cold. Sarge never asked for a rematch and stayed a family friend.
Chapter 6
I was still working for the prosthetics company while also working on the bicycle on the side. It started taking off, and Greta and I decided to incorporate, quit our jobs, and give it a try. When I told Jason what I was doing, he got a little angry. We'd just bought the house, mainly with my money. It was his edifice to success, almost three thousand square feet on a tiny lot. I tried to talk him into less house and more acreage, but it had to be that one. We argued for two days before he threw up his hands in defeat. "Fine! Go off and play company mogul. Just make sure my name is nowhere near it, so it won't blow back on me when it fails."
After two days of arguments that sounded just dandy to me, he signed the postnup, agreeing my company was my sole responsibility and that he neither wanted the profits nor the debt from it. We signed, and now I bet he wishes he had more faith in me. We weren't nine-to-five anymore, and we both worked insane hours for a while. Jason resented the time it took, but demanded that I contribute half of the bills and 90% of the cleaning.
Then he made new friends in my old company. It was a diverse group, from interns to people in their fifties, but he enjoyed them and seemed happier. They went bowling in a league, he fished with one of the guys who owned a boat, and learned about wine when the group would take tours of the local vintners, coming home half in the bag with a few bottles he had to have. He wanted a wine cellar, and I laughed, so he settled for a seventy-bottle cooler, which he kept full. Who needed to hold 70 bottles of wine on hand?
It took a lot of pressure off me, and I was glad for him until I wasn't.
Our little company was growing. We brought in a couple of new partners, both experts in their fields and well-diversified. We made their buy-in small enough to get them to buy in; they owned 5% each. Greta and I had the rest, so unless one of us went to the dark side, we would still have complete control. I was 25 by now, young enough to have raging hormones occasionally, and it caught me by surprise that Jason wasn't as hot to trot as he used to be. The sex seemed less intimate, somehow, like he enjoyed it but could walk away from it. It bothered me.
I was also traveling now. Greta and I visited New York, LA, Chicago, Atlanta, Portland, Toronto, Vancouver, and Miami to pitch our bicycles to the local governments. We'd give them 50, but they had to buy 500 when the trial ended. If they declined, they had to return the bikes and pay for any that were missing. We learned to use our looks in negotiations. I had the Vietnamese, smoky oriental thing going, while Greta was a six-one Nordic goddess with light brown hair and an imposing set of mammary glands. I had a better ass, in my opinion, and if things got sticky, Greta would stretch, pulling her top tightly across her chest, and I would bend over, putting a lot of pressure on the A-line skirts I wore. We had the deal in the bag by the time they had recaptured their train of thought.
Greta sent four of our bikes home as presents to three nieces and a nephew. They created such a sensation that local governments became interested in them. Thanks to our new tech expert, we now have a web presence featuring a 10-minute product video and a 5-minute explanation of how our company operates. Greta was almost babbling when she came to me with the news. We had been invited to demonstrate our product in the four largest cities of her homeland.
I tried to get Jason to go, but he said he had an important project at work and didn't have time. Greta and I spent two weeks being wined and dined while the details of a deal were worked out. We suddenly found ourselves with an order for 5,000 bicycles, one thousand every three months, starting early next year. We politely refused, saying even a thousand would push us to the point of having to get another factory up and running. There was some grumbling, but they respected our integrity not to overcommit, and we promised that as the process came online, we'd increase shipments. That was just in her country. We sent fifty bikes to each town as a gesture of good faith, and we were soon invited to meet with representatives from Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and even Russia. Greta was glad that we had paid for the international patents.
We would have to open a European factory, and countries were fighting to get us to pick them. I felt Greta was heading back home to lead the European division. In our spare time, we developed a 'snow model': extra-wide tires on oversized forks with snowmobile-type tread. It performed very well if the snow was packed, but was useless if it was soft. We were looking into developing a two-wheel drive model if we could figure out the gearing system. The Finns were especially interested in that model.
Chapter 7
Then, the guy from the Caymans called us. The man was one of the megarich and was heavily involved in vertical wind turbines, wind machines that didn't tower hundreds of feet into the air but were usually less than twenty feet tall, although they did make municipal-sized machines over a hundred feet. He'd gotten involved with them by volunteering in Africa and partnering with the original company. He and his partners acquired the company five years later, and it is now the world's largest.
Bored with that, he decided to branch out and listen to his oceanographer daughter lament the amount of plastic trash in the waters and on the beaches of their home. So he looked around, brought in experienced, brilliant people, and treated garbage as a natural resource. They were constantly experimenting, and their most popular items were sourced materials for paving, initially for driveways, but then branching out to city streets. They even built an emergency runway that absorbed shock and was flame-retardant. Airports worldwide were watching, but so far, there had been no reason to use it. He was thinking about building one in a remote area somewhere in the world and crashing old planes remotely to study the data.
We came to his attention when we purchased three turbines to power our factory, and the engineers who had installed them informed him about our product. He researched us, sought our input, and was willing to outsource if we could find the land and set up the tests. He specifically asked for me, and I was thrilled beyond words. The man admired our bikes and told us we missed a golden opportunity. What better place for our bikes than vacation spots, especially if the municipalities provide them? Free transportation would be a significant factor for couples and families on a budget.
We were so grateful that we sent him 10: 4 for his grandchildren, 2 for him and his wife, and the other 4 for his children and their spouses. They were a smash, and the Royal Governor wanted to meet us when we came down. Five years later, our bikes could be found in vacation towns from France to Dubai, Rio to Seattle, and all points in between.
I had been so busy I hadn't brought up our success to Jason, and I thought we'd reconnect while in the Caymans, but he shot that down. I've noticed he's been doing that a lot lately. I still contributed half of the household expenses, and that was all he cared about my financial situation, although I was well on my way to being worth millions. I wasn't there yet; almost every dime we made went into expanding production and research, but it would pay off handsomely in a few years. In the meantime, we managed to keep everyone paid.
Then the house on the corner got broken into. They stole as much as they could carry and generally trashed the place. Two weeks later, it was a house two blocks over. The police suspected a gang of people ranging from teens to people in their twenties. The older ones concentrated on the valuables while the kids wrecked the place. The bad part was that both houses had security systems that got hacked and bypassed. Jason was often at work past normal hours, and my schedule was so erratic that I didn't get home until nine or later. I was lamenting my fear of a break-in to Brady and Rob. They looked at each other and grinned.
"Want me to come and hang around for a while?" Brady was huge. He was a former mixed martial artist who retired due to an injury. While he was recovering, he earned a Ph.D. in Mechanical Engineering, and when he entered the market, we snapped him up. Rob, whose real name was about seventeen syllables long and of Indian origin, was the second minority partner and was working on a few things that would help our bottom line tremendously. He could do some terrifying stuff with computer programs.
I laughed and thanked him, saying that even though I had a top-of-the-line security system, I was still concerned. Rob grinned, pulled up my address, and, using just his phone, took over my system in ninety seconds. "You got junk, Niomi."
"That's state of the art."
"Which state, Utah?" He'd had a bad experience in that state and considered them the lowest of the low ever since.
Then he grinned and told me to relax and give him until the end of the week. The following Monday, he was at my house, wiring the house and the yard. His stuff was state-of-the-art, if the state was the future. I had him do every room except the bathroom, then reconsidered and had him add a feature that wouldn't broadcast footage, but would store it in The Cloud and pull it up if necessary.
Jason came home and was pissed that I hadn't told him I was upgrading. He was a little rude to Brady, who was there helping, which I thought was really dumb. He said something about him sniffing around me, and Brady grinned, telling him I was safe, but he was another matter. That pissed Jason off further, and he made a few gay slurs. I saw the footage and noted that Brady clenched his hold so tightly that it broke. In my opinion, Jason was lucky it was just a piece of equipment.


"Your husband is an ass. He called me names, but was checking out my package the whole time. I think your husband is either in the closet or bisexual."
That never occurred to me, but I flashed back to a few conversations I didn't understand, and it made sense now. I checked the feeds periodically. I could access it anywhere in the world from my phone.
I got bored after a while and forgot about it, then while I was in Romania, of all places, I remembered it. Being just a little homesick, I pulled up the house cameras. I was lying on the hotel bed and must have jumped halfway across the room at the images on my screen. There were a lot of people on screen, all of whom shared two things. They were all naked, and they were engaged in some sex act. I recognized two or three, but couldn't see Jason until this enormous fat woman stood up. Jason had been under her and, judging by the moisture on his face, had been engaged in oral sex. I thought how prudish that sounded in my head and had a moment of levity. He wasn't involved in oral sex; he was eating her pussy like a starving man would attack a steak. Even more shocking was seeing who was riding his cock. It was Wilson, one of his interns, and the owner's nephew.
Screaming, I threw the phone across the room. Then I calmed down and thought, going through the relaxation techniques my aunt and uncle had taught me. By the time I was done, my mind was clear and focused on one thing: dumping the bastard. It was challenging pretending to be a loving wife on the phone for the next couple of days, but I managed to pull it off. The first thing I did when I got home was go to my doctor and have a whole battery of STD tests done, including the AIDS test. I know they had developed medicines that would let you live a long and healthy life, but I'd rather not be on those medications for the next fifty years. I came back clean for all the standard types, but it would be a little longer on the AIDS test.
Not so surprisingly, it wasn't hard to avoid sex with Jason any longer. Neither of us was that interested anymore. I braced him about it, and he said he was under a lot of stress and had no energy for sex right now. "You mean you don't have any energy for sex in general, or just sex with me? Maybe I don't have the right equipment anymore." Of course, that was said in my head. I didn't want to give him any warning.
I still scanned the feeds and caught them in a 'boy's night in' that covered just about every convoluted position in which multiple men could participate. Jason definitely enjoyed being spit-roasted and seemed to be the belle of the ball. I almost threw up, not because of who he was screwing, but how they were treating him. He was their bitch for the afternoon, and they took full advantage of it. For a while, they had him in high heels and a garter belt. It was not the most appealing visual. I just filed it away, waiting to drop the hammer.
Jason didn't live under a rock. He knew that while I didn't have much money now, things would be totally different a year or two down the road, so he started playing nice, taking me out to dinner, giving me foot rubs, and talking about all the places we were going to travel to once my business took off. I bet he regretted the post-nuptial now. In a very short time, he would be very disappointed.
In the meantime, I made the same amount I did when we worked together. I kept it at that level to make sure I could handle my half of the bills, and it would be the only money coming into play in the divorce. We'd have to sell the house. I didn't want it, and he couldn't afford it on his own. That would hurt him, and he loved that house far more than he loved me. Ah, well, never mess around on a geek. Especially one that had a company full of geeks she could call on.
Chapter 8
As far as anyone outside the company knew, I was still in the Caymans. I'd told my friends that if the police came around, to admit nothing and refer them to our lawyers, but under no circumstances to lie to them. I'd handle any fallout. We had a large team, thanks to being a multinational company. Usually, once or twice a year, someone would come up with a knockoff, and we would be all over them. The first thing we would do is order one and deconstruct it to see if there was anything we could use to improve our own product. If there were, we'd strike a deal, and no one would face criminal charges. Instead, we would buy their improvements. If they had nothing to offer, we'd have them shut down, unless they were in a country that didn't recognize patents or copyrights. Those we harassed would usually give up. Everything would be strictly legal but costly and annoying, and they would get the point.
My old company needed a security update. We were in their systems and watching everything. The fallout from my little prank was intense. Because members of the owner's family were involved, they couldn't really blame anyone else. There were numerous tense meetings, often involving yelling, but they tried to keep a lid on things.
That didn't work so well because of the three spouses were not present, and two had no idea what their significant others were up to. I ensured they had enough footage, going back almost a month to establish a pattern. The third was just happy she was out of town that night, or she would have been right in the middle of it. Jason caught hell for a while, but there wasn't really a lot they could do about him, especially since he was now romantically entangled with the owner's nephew. It might have been why he wasn't fighting the divorce, so I started messing with him. I demanded counseling sessions, and the judge signed off, so we spent ten weeks talking about our feelings and where exactly we fell out of love. He said it was because I traveled so much. I countered by saying it was when he realized he liked a dick in his mouth and ass better than I did. The sessions went downhill from there.
The only reason he went, besides the court order, was to see if he could get me back. His eyes almost fell out of his head when he realized my company's potential. Plus, he lived in the house while I made half the payment. That would change when we got divorced, and he'd have to return to me what I'd paid once the house was sold. It was either that or it would have gone on the market immediately.
Jason had the surveillance equipment removed. I still paid half the house payment, so technically, the house was just as much mine as his, and I replaced them with even better equipment the next day. He didn't know, and I never broadcast it, but I would occasionally spot-check him. He was being very discreet, so if he was getting any, it was somewhere else.
It didn't stop me from messing with him. I'd remotely change the garage code every two or three weeks, wait a day, and change it back. He had the garage door guy out four times, and except for once, it worked perfectly. I'd shut his television down right in the middle of a football game, especially if it were his favorite team. The minute the broadcast ended, his television would come back on. I'd change his Facebook photo to one of him and his boyfriend kissing, then lock him out for a day or so. Then I would do the same thing but use one of his fifty-year-old fuck buddies, and they would usually be naked. I did blur out the naughty bits. Facebook shut him down, and when they reinstated him, I left it alone.
My favorite was messing with his phone, especially during a business call. He'd be right in the middle of talking to his boss when he would get cut off, and a phone sex operator would come on, speaking in the filthiest ways imaginable. The next time, it might be a nursery rhyme. Whoever he was talking to heard what he did, and it got very embarrassing for him. I was watching him about four months later as he called me, begging me to stop. I denied all knowledge and told him I'd look into it.
"By the way, Jason, the color of that shirt is all wrong for you. Even your gay lover wouldn't be caught dead in it." Take that! Never fuck with a geek! The next day, he moved, and a realtor's sign appeared in the front yard.
Chapter 9
The house was sold, the divorce was granted, and life went on. Jason and his boyfriend moved in with an older couple, two of their regular fuck buddies, and seemed happy.
I was sad; a divorce is a statement of failure, no matter how you dress it up. Fortunately, we were insanely busy, and I didn't have time to dwell on it. After six months, I'd hoped it would slow down, but it just got busier. I was going on four hours of sleep and was headed for a crash, but overachiever me soldiered on until my partners had an intervention and ordered me to get some rest and not show up at the office before noon the next day.
I was literally dragging myself out of our new offices, right across from the factory we had purchased. All I could think about was a nice soaking bath and ten hours of uninterrupted sleep. There was a guy in the parking lot, messing with his phone. He was tall, maybe an inch more than Jason, but he was built like a brick and looked just as solid. It was easy to see he was getting irritated, not quite cursing at the phone, but right on the edge. I knew he wasn't a vendor because of his casual dress, and I'm sure I would have noticed him if he were a new employee.
He was talking to his phone, and it wasn't answering. "You're a piece of shit! I knew I shouldn't have let that phone guy talk me into buying you, you miserable piece of junk. I wonder if you can swim? Or better yet, fly?"
When we bought the property, there was a pond on it, and we considered draining it, but it had really nice trees around it. I convinced the rest of the partners to keep it, intending to develop it into a mini-park for our employees --a nice spot to have lunch outside on a good day. I think he was about to toss it when I spoke.
"Hi." He twirled around, and his face went red, wondering if I had heard him talking to his phone.
"Uh, hi."
"Phone trouble?"
He looked a little embarrassed before he grinned. "Yeah. The trouble with these smartphones is that they're smarter than I am. It's supposed to do all kinds of wonderful things, but I can't even get it to send a picture. I suppose I'll have my sister take a look at it. She's sixteen and is far more comfortable with technology, so she should have it straightened out in no time."
"Mind if I look?"
"Go ahead. If you work here, you're probably smarter than the phone and I combined." His easy manner made me smile. It took about 15 seconds to fix his problem, then I erased what I had done and had him go through it again until I was sure he understood.
"Thank you so much. Do you work here?"
I wasn't about to tell him I was a majority owner, so I lied by omission. "Yes, I do. I'm working in research and development. Niomi, by the way."
He blushed again. "Sorry. I'm Rick. What kind of name is Niomi?"
"The kind my parents gave me."
Again, with the flush. Then he smiled. "Don't tell anyone, but my name is really Baldric. Don't ask. That's why I go by Rick. And for what it's worth, I like your name a whole lot better than I like mine. Excuse me for saying so, but you look tired. Maybe your bosses are working you too hard."
I grinned. "A bunch of slave-driving jerks, but they pay really well."
"Good for you, but money isn't everything. Anyway, thanks for the help with the phone. It was a pleasure to meet you, Niomi. I like the way your name rolls off the tongue. Bye." He walked off, got into one of those monster trucks, and drove away. I forgot him until the next day. I didn't come into the office until one, and the first thing I saw was that monster truck sitting in a visitors' slot. I asked my receptionist about it.
"That belongs to the guy who's here to bid on landscaping the area around the pond. I've got his card here somewhere." She rummaged around in a drawer before handing me a card. I was surprised to see it was a Monet landscape, with "Rick Rossman, Landscape planning and installation."
"Who's talking to him?"
"You are. He's your one-thirty appointment."
Shit. Forgot all about that. "Give me fifteen minutes and send him in."
Chapter 10
I noted how neat he was once again. He was wearing a nice button-up shirt with his company logo and comfortable-looking jeans. He grinned when he saw me. "We meet again, Niomi. Or should I address you as Mrs.---"
"Not a Mrs. anymore, I'm afraid. The ink isn't quite dry on the divorce yet. Niomi will do."
"I don't know whether to give condolences or congratulations. I've traveled that road myself, and it's bumpy. I will say it gets better. One of these days, you'll realize you don't think about him anymore and that there are a lot of good-looking and decent guys around, and some of them will be pounding on your door."
"I'll give out my address. It would be quite refreshing to be chased by decent guys for a change."
He almost blushed but caught himself and grinned. "Oh, I think they will be ambitious enough to find you on their own. Now then, do you have any definite thoughts about your little relaxation space?"
"Not my end of the universe, cowboy. That's what people like you are for. Suggestions?"
We discussed generalities, and I could tell he wasn't pleased. He finally stood up. "Come on."
"What?"
"It's a short walk. Let's go explore the area; it might give you ideas."
I grinned and held my foot up from behind my desk, showing the three-inch heels. He looked a little sad. "Sorry. I wasn't thinking. It's not in your job description to tromp around in the bushes."
I kicked out, and the shoe flew across the room. "You think I sit behind this desk all day wearing these things? Not likely. Let me slip my trainers on, and we'll be off."
We met Brady on the way out, and he looked at Rick like he was the last carton of Ben and Jerry's in the store. I smirked and took his arm, giving him a 'not on your team' look as we walked away.
I had never looked closely at the pond, and I was taken aback by its beauty. It was about five hundred feet wide at the mouth, and it followed the course of the creek that had been dammed to make it in a long, sweeping S shape, almost half a mile long. It was a huge circle at the dam end, and there was a small island in it. There were a lot of old trees, stately oaks, and a few willows, as well as a lot of scrub brush. Even Rick was impressed with the size and shape, and he had a drone photo to go by. "You don't have to clean up most of it. The first four hundred yards will be sufficient for your needs."
He was surprised by my answer. "No. I want it cleaned, trails laid out, and a really nice picnic area at the head of it for our employees. Make the trail wide and gravel so we can test-ride bikes without leaving the property. Add little nooks with benches and tables so we can come out and have a bit of privacy from time to time. Blend it in with the surroundings as much as possible." Ric smiled and said he'd come up with a proposal as quickly as possible.
Chapter 11
We interviewed two more firms and didn't like either. The woman kept talking about what she would do instead of listening to what we wanted, and the other put in a bid twice Rick's, with half the projected results. This was far more ambitious than we had talked about, but I was sure I could sell it. Finally, we decided to do it in stages, and I called Rick in to explain our thinking. He had to consider it for a moment.
"All right, but if I do a segment and you take time to decide on the next, I may not be available right away. I have other clients, and I won't leave them hanging while you guys decide. It doesn't mean I don't want the contract; it just means you may have to expand on my timeline and not yours."
I was a little used to vendors and contractors jumping through hoops for us, and it caught me by surprise. We didn't argue, but the discussion got pretty intense, and suddenly, he stood up. "It looks like we aren't going to agree on terms, Ms. Jensen. I'm sorry, the project had real potential. I'll provide references for a few of my friends; perhaps one of them will meet your needs. Have a pleasant day." And just like that, he was gone. I was seriously pissed off. Who the hell did he think he was?
I vented to Greta about it over lunch, and she grinned. "What?"
"It would seem your landscaper has gotten under your skin. We're getting spoiled, Niomi. Success has made us a little arrogant, at least for me. My sister gave me a reality check the other day, and I realized how bad it was. We're not princesses; the masses do not have to bend a knee and obey our every whim immediately. If you want the guy, what's the big deal? The pond will still be there no matter how long he takes."
I thought about that for a while. My little stunt with Jason had a few repercussions, but since no one could prove anything, it all eventually went away. I thought about the Danish vendor we'd talked with about supplying the recycled plastic we were going to require and how he kissed our ass to get the contract, giving us far more concessions than we expected. I may have been spoiled just a little. I called Rick and got his voicemail. "Hi, this is Niomi Jensen. If you're still available, we'd like to revisit our discussion. Call me when you have an opportunity."
He called back two days later, apologizing for the delay. "I was out of state on a job and turned my phone off. I'm available tomorrow."
We set the time, and I was shocked when he showed up in a suit. He grinned at my reaction. "This is my serious businessman disguise. I had to meet another prospective client this morning, and a suit was required. Gotta sell myself first sometimes." I had to admit he looked good in the suit. Our receptionist thought so as well, gushing about the 'hunk,' asking if he was my new love interest and, if he wasn't, could she have a shot.
"Keep your panties on, Sarah. He's a contractor who will design our new outdoor area. I have no idea of his status. He may be married, or gay, or both."
She sighed. "Ah, well, all the good ones are usually taken anyway. I wonder if he'll work without a shirt?" That brought a charming mental image, but I soon got busy and forgot all about it. Then Brady asked the same thing. "Sorry, Brady, but I don't think he plays for your team. Besides, Sarah saw him first."
He sniffed and puffed up a little. "She ain't got what I got."
"Jesus! There must be something in the plastic we use. Either that or we don't get out as much as we need to. Please remind me to schedule a three-day weekend. Soon. We can all use a break."
Chapter 12
The following Thursday, I noticed some heavy equipment by the pond and a couple of people working, so I made a point of walking over. Rick saw me and smiled, shutting down his backhoe and getting off to talk. The other guy continued working with the small bulldozer, ignoring us as he smoothed out the area for the picnic tables and gazebo we had requested. I admired his precision, and it was easy to see he'd been doing this for a while.
"Hi. I had some time, so I thought I'd start a little early. This area should be smoothed, graveled, and ready by next weekend. We'll also have the first part of the path in by then."
We opted not to make it vehicle-accessible, preferring that our people walk. The whole point was to be outside, and a little exercise wouldn't hurt. He pointed out various aspects of his work and waved the dozer operator in. He pulled up and jumped out, removing the hard hat to let a lot of blond hair fall out. It seems he was a she. "Ms. Jensen, this is my sister, Cherrie. She's my best equipment operator."
The girl didn't look very old, so I asked. "I'm sixteen. Cherrie is a nickname; my real name is Cherisse. I'm pleased to meet you. My brother has talked about you so much, I wanted to see what it was about." I think we both colored a bit, and after a few minutes, she hopped back on her machine, saying she didn't want to waste the daylight. I watched as she skimmed less than an inch off the section she was working on.


"She's excellent."
He beamed. "The best I've ever seen. I've been letting her play with the machines since she was ten. It's illegal as can be, but she's cautious. The money she makes this summer is going into her college fund. She has already paid for the first year. Cherrie really doesn't have to work; between Mom and me, we have enough to send her, but she's a very independent young woman. Plus, her IQ is off the charts. She can do anything she wants with her life, and her options are unlimited."
So then, she was me at her age.
I had to go to Europe the next week and was gone for ten days. When I got back, I couldn't believe the changes--a white gravel path led from our parking lot to the picnic area. Ten large tables were scattered about, mostly under shade trees. The gazebo sat right on the edge of the pond, with a ten-foot jetty extending out into the water. I looked it over, noting the excellence of the craftsmanship, when I heard a voice.
"He does good work."
I turned around and hugged my Father. It had been two months since I had seen him or my mother, and I was missing them. "He does, doesn't he? I wasn't expecting it to be this elaborate, but I can see myself spending a lot of my lunches in that gazebo." He walked me out on the little dock and picked up a fishing rod. It had never occurred to me, but there had to be fish in the pond. He cast out, and his rod immediately bent. Two minutes later, he was pulling a nice little bass out of the water. He promptly threw it back.
"Unless I miss my guess, I bet his pond hasn't been fished in twenty years. It's not fishing. It's a slaughter."
"What made you decide to fish it?"
"Your contractor, Rick. I didn't know you were out of town, so I came to see you. When I saw the improvements, I walked over. He was there, assembling the tables. Did you know he made them himself, including the gazebo? The man knows his way around tools. Anyway, I wondered out loud if there were any fish in the pond, and he smiled, pulling a sandwich out of his truck. He pulled the bread off and tossed it in, a few tiny pieces at a time. The water looked like it was boiling, judging by the way the fish went after it. I'm bringing your mother and aunt out this weekend."
My mother and aunt loved to fish, and I had a feeling they would be here a lot. It made me smile. There should be many lunches with them in the future. I called Rick to thank him and could feel his smile. "I'm glad you like it. If you have time, I'd like to run a few things by you for the next phase. I'll be available in about three weeks. I have another contract, and I look for it to take most of that time."
I wasn't happy about that, but I had made the deal, so I had to live with it.
Chapter 13
We met, I approved, and he started. The Law of Unintended Consequences kicked in, and some of the factory women started coming back late from lunch, too busy ogling Rick to pay attention to the time. I had to put a memo out instructing all employees to leave the contractors alone so they could do their jobs. Sarah grinned when she read it.
"Tell him to keep his shirt on if you want to enforce that. Besides, you could have put out a memo that said, "Mine!" Half the office and almost all the factory girls have a pool over who'll get him first. The odds are in your favor, but you have some serious competition. Maisy has started wearing a bikini top when she eats lunch to 'work on her tan'."
I was a little startled, but then again, he was a handsome guy. And Maisy could really, really fill out a bikini top. The next day, I made a point of ordering lunch, enough for Rick, me, and Cherrie if she was there. I had Sarah help me carry it over. She looked like she was about to burst, and I warned her. "Not a word." That didn't keep the grin off her face.
We put the lunch in the gazebo, and suddenly, Sarah stopped talking. I looked to see what she was staring at. Rick had on a pair of cutoff jeans, boots, and nothing else. He looked like one of those guys you see on calendars or trashy romance novels. Cherrie was beside him, wearing tiny shorts and a crop top. No wonder so many of our workers took lunch at the tables. The scenery was very nice. I waved, and he grinned, grabbing a T-shirt and tugging it on as he walked over. I made a mental note to tell him he didn't need to bother, and then giggled. That would be appropriate, not. They stopped by the bathrooms he'd had installed and cleaned up a little.
"I, uh, I brought you guys lunch, you know, to show my appreciation. You've done an excellent job."
Sarah was still there, and I asked if she didn't need to get her own lunch. She just grinned. "I brought enough for everybody." About halfway through the meal, it occurred to me that she was keeping Cherrie occupied so that I could concentrate on Rick. I may have to reevaluate her job performance. She may be underutilized as a receptionist, and I'd need a new personal assistant soon.
We discussed the project, and after lunch, he showed me what the next phase would look like. "I'm thinking an open field here with lots of grass and flower beds along the edges. I can rig a solar-powered irrigation system to pump water from the pond. You'll never notice if you don't know what you're looking for. Maybe you can use it for company events. Everyone loves a good picnic."
I knew we'd be kicking that idea around. Our profits were rising, and we had instituted a program of profit sharing to be distributed twice a year, once in the week of the Fourth of July and the other the week before Christmas. We honored an old Southern tradition, dating back to textile mill days, by shutting down the week of Christmas and the Fourth, offering a fully paid vacation. The money would be handy for vacation plans and Christmas shopping. The bonus was equivalent to two weeks' pay, so they were receiving a month of wages in addition to their normal salaries. We also paid above average, and our employee turnover was very low. A picnic to distribute the bonuses would be a nice touch.
Then it came. I knew what it was, but I wondered why it had been delivered to work. My final decree. I opened it and glanced through it before putting it on my desk. I worked late that evening and decided to sit by the pond for a minute to try to find peace. Rick had rigged solar lights for the gazebo, and I turned on the perimeter lighting, tiny strands of clear lights that ringed the structure. It's not very bright, but it's very soothing. Just sitting there watching the glow comforted me.
The voice came out of the darkness, quiet and gentle. "Are you all right?"
"What are you doing here?"
"Testing the timer on the irrigation system. It's programmed to come on at sunset and run until nine, and I wanted to make sure it's functioning correctly."
"Don't you ever stop working?"
I could hear the humor in his voice. "Why, Pot, are you calling the Kettle black?"
Well, he had me there. "Want to sit with me for a little?"
"Absolutely."
He appeared out of the darkness, the soft lights making him seem ethereal, as if he didn't quite belong on this planet. Rick sat on the bench, not quite touching but enough to feel the heat emanating off his body. He smelled like the outdoors, with a scent of sunshine and woods. I found it very alluring. He caught my mood and asked gently. "Is it something you want to talk about?"
I sighed. "I got the final decree today. I'm sure by now you know I don't take failure well, and this was my biggest. I know, logically, that his actions and decisions broke us apart, but I still feel guilty. Maybe I should have stayed home more, paid more attention to him, maybe..."
"It would all have been for nothing," he said, finishing my thought. "It was his decision to break the marriage, not yours. You should have probably paid more attention to him, but he knew how focused and results-driven you could be. He should have brought it to your attention and addressed the issue. If you had been mine, all the money and success in the world wouldn't have meant a thing if I had lost you. None of it."
He was blushing, and it made me feel all warm. I was trying to form a response when he pulled me to my feet. "Come with me," he said.
We walked out to the end of the dock, and he sat, pulling me down with him. He shed his boots and surprised me by gently pulling my feet out and sliding the trainers off. I had on a pretty demure business dress, but I'm sure he got a glimpse of my thigh in the moonlight. He rubbed my feet gently before pushing them off the dock and into the cool water.
It felt great! I could feel the slight current flowing over my feet and legs, hear the summer leaves rustling in the gentle breeze, the chirping of tree frogs, an occasional splash as a fish jumped, and later, the quiet hoot of an owl looking for dinner. For just a few fleeting moments, all was right in the universe. Then I realized I was leaning into him, that his arm was around me, and that all WAS right with the universe. We sat there for almost an hour, not talking, not worrying, just being. We didn't have to worry about deadlines, suppliers, unions, or publicity; all we needed was the water and the breeze.
Finally, he stirred. "We should go. Thank you for this. It was a beautiful ending to a pretty stressful day. Will you be all right?"
"I will now. Thanks, Rick. You have no idea what you did means to me."
"I'll accept your thanks if you promise we can do this again sometime."
"Weekly. I'll text you my schedule."
"It's a date." We stood awkwardly, letting that sink in before he drew me into his arms and gave me the gentlest kiss I'd ever had. It felt like butterfly wings caressing my lips. Then he was gone.
Chapter 14
I walked in the next day to find Sarah smirking. The smirk disappeared when I snapped. "My office. Now!"
She followed me in, looking worried to death. Then I smiled at her. "It seems I may have underestimated you, Sarah. Something I dislike when evaluating employees. You're an excellent receptionist, but your talent may go to waste. I will need a new PA soon; Wanda is moving to the West Coast to be closer to her aging parents. Would you be interested in the position? The pay is 40% more than you're currently making, and that's just the starting point. You may need to work odd hours at times and travel occasionally, but you'll receive compensatory time or extra pay, whichever you prefer. Please consider this and get back to me. That's all. Return to your desk and consider it further. Then give me your decision."
I shooed her out of the office, and thirty seconds later, I got an internal email. "I've thought about it. YES! I want it."
I grinned and brought Wanda up to speed, hoping we could properly train her within the next eight weeks.
Two weeks later, I had to travel again, this time to Europe, to finalize the paperwork for our new factory. I was sad, knowing I would miss my nights with Rick. He surprised me the following week with a chilled bottle of excellent wine, and we sipped as we enjoyed the night, talking quietly and, even better, not talking at all. When I mentioned it, Rick grinned and told me I was 'learning how to be.'
"Be what?"
"To be nothing. To not be a successful businesswoman, inventor, innovator, or any of your other successes and accolades, to be just a young woman who can enjoy the sounds of the night without distraction and live in the moment."
I thought that sounded very zen of him and grinned. "How did you become so aware?"
"I met a man while I was in Japan, studying their gardens. He taught me that to truly enjoy a garden, you must become one with it. We're doing that here, becoming one with your little park."
I didn't know how to respond, but suddenly, I realized he had learned a lot about me, and I knew next to nothing about him. The fact that he had traveled to Japan to study landscape architecture was entirely outside the construct I had of him. "Do you become one with every project you do?"
"Of course. It's the only way I know how to do the job. I leave a little bit of me in every landscape I've designed, knowing some of them will be around long after I'm gone. It might be a fountain, a field of flowers, a sculpture I've found and placed, or a bare field where children play, but it's there. How many people can say that about their work?"
Then he grinned. "Well, you can. Those bicycles have had a significant impact worldwide. I wonder how much fossil fuel use has declined because of them? Or how many people ride them for the pure joy they give them? You make those bikes to last for a long, long time, and they'll be there long after you're gone. Your legacy will endure for generations. You think about that the next time you get discouraged or distressed."
I couldn't help but start crying. He cuddled me for a while until I calmed down, and I thanked him.
"For what?"
"For putting what we do in perspective, for making me understand it isn't just hunks of recycled plastic but something that contributes to the happiness of individuals and the good of the planet. I hadn't thought about it quite that way in a good while. I got so caught up in making them that I forgot why we were making them. Thanks for reminding me."
He seemed suddenly very shy. "You're welcome. Try to enjoy your trip and see more than just the interiors of conference rooms. It's tulip season. Promise me you'll see them; several parks near you will be brimming with them. Take one of your bikes and go for a ride, see some art, and watch the people. It'll help you focus. Promise me, and I expect pictures."
So I did. Greta was surprised when I made her take a day off and go for a ride. We ended up in an area famous for its tulip fields, which seemed to stretch forever into the distance, bold bands of colors fading into the sunset. We stopped at a little bistro, and Greta ordered an excellent fish chowder, accompanied by large loaves of bread. I picked up on her mood and asked her if anything was wrong.
"Barry (her husband) doesn't want to move here! He wants to stay in the States, and while he hasn't said it, I get the feeling that if I do come, he won't. What am I going to do?"
I thought about my talks with Rick. "You're going to do whatever it is to make you happy. You're not obligated to move here; we can hire someone and continue to monitor their progress. Perhaps spend a little time with them here or at home to ensure we make the right choice. My marriage didn't implode over the business, although it did play a part. I strongly feel that we would still have divorced even if we hadn't done this. His habits and hobbies would have made sure of that. Take a little time to think about it. I'll be a hundred percent behind you, whatever you choose. A small part of me wants you to stay home so I can keep the best friend I've ever had close. Another part of me wants to see you fly on your own and reach new heights. Ultimately, whatever you value the most will make your decision for you."
She cried for a minute or two before breaking into a smile. "This Rick is good for you. I hear a lot of him in what you say. Is it serious?"
I sighed. "I have no idea. We've never been on a real date. I can stare down government ministers and CEOs who could do us harm, research and develop any manner of things, and I'll end up with a copyright or a patent on what I've done, but I can't get a handle on him. Sometimes, I think he's a simple man, happy with his little landscaping business, but then he hits me with some abstract concept that I never thought would come out of that body. All I know is that sharing our 'quiet time' keeps me happy for days."
Greta smiled. "He's gotten to you, then. Now, let me offer you some advice. Don't stay passive. Push the parameters a little, see how he functions outside his comfort zone. I think, despite that simple, good-ol' boy persona he projects, there's a whole different person in there. Ask him out and see how he responds. Then you'll have your answer."
I grinned. "For Mensa-level genius geeks, we suck at regular relationships. I think I'll take your advice. We have that banquet, and I think I'll ask him to be my plus one. Wish me luck."
Greta hugged me. "Girl, you have scary-level brains. You don't need luck. You need a plan."
Chapter 15
For the next few days, I overanalyzed everything, made mental lists, and did research. His company had a stellar reputation, ranked in the top five among comparable companies in the area--number one in most categories.
I was surprised to see that he'd lived in Europe, studying the formal gardens of kings and wealthy power brokers across four countries dating back hundreds of years. You can see evidence of it in examples of his work. I had severely underestimated his intelligence and educational background. Reviewing the contract we'd signed, I was surprised by how meticulous and detail-oriented it was. Every move was spelled out in black and white, and any variation would require an amended contract. Reflectively, I wondered why some of my suggestions had been included without paperwork. Maybe he liked me, just a little?
I first saw Sarah's smirk when I entered the office. On the next trip, she would be with me. We would then see how much of a smirk she had after working 12-hour days back-to-back and then flying off to another country to do it again.
She left me alone for about an hour before buzzing me, asking for a minute.
"Welcome home, boss. Did you have a good time?"
I started to growl at her, but she held up her hand, and her smirk was bigger than ever. "Wait! I may have something that will cheer you up. Your boyfriend got you a birthday present."
"I don't have a boyfriend. On top of that, who told him I had a birthday coming up?"
"If you say so, well then, a casual acquaintance might have mentioned in passing that your birthday was last Friday, and he got you a birthday present. Actually, he made you something. You'll see it if you go to the top floor and look west. Gotta go."
She dashed out the door, and I heard her giggles echoing down the hall. I tried to resist, but curiosity got the better of common sense, and I walked toward the elevators. When we had the building built, we made it three stories, even though we didn't need the space at the time. The top floor was finished but sitting empty until our business expanded, and we needed the room. People passed me, all smiling. It was like everyone knew the punchline, but I hadn't heard the joke yet.
Once I got off the elevator, I strode to the west-facing windows, expecting to see a banner or something. It was the or something. There was a steep bank across from our parking lot, and instead of grass, a large square of white gravel dominated the area. Right in the middle of it was our bicycle. It was enormous and colorful, made entirely of flowers. The frame was bright red, the wheels a vibrant yellow, and the seat and handlebars were blue. Even little tassels were coming off the handlebars, small orange flowers that looked like streamers.
I just stared, wondering how long it took to do something like that. Then I cried, not for the beauty and thoughtfulness of the gift but that he thought enough of me to go to all that trouble. Hearing a noise, I turned to see Sarah standing there. "You've been up here a long time, boss. I thought I'd come and check on you."
Thoughtful girl that she was, she'd brought a box of tissues. Yes, she was definitely PA material. When I got my face back in order, I asked a question.
"Why? Why would he do something like that?"
"You're supposed to be a genius, remember? Why would a man go through all the trouble to do that? Think about it, and it'll come to you directly."
Chapter 16
I was useless the rest of the day. When I tried to contact Rick, I reached voicemail, and he didn't respond to texts.


I walked slowly to the picnic area, wondering what I would find. It was dark, and I almost turned back until I noticed the gazebo lights were on. He was just barely visible, sitting on the little dock. I walked up quietly, dropping my heels beside his boots. He started, and then I made out the gleam of his teeth as he smiled. Putting my hand on his shoulder, I raised my skirt as high as I thought I could get away with, hoping there was enough light for him to see my legs. I have great legs.
He was a little stiff when I snuggled up to him, but soon enough, his arm was around me. We listened to the night. It wasn't as relaxing as normal because I had a lot of thoughts going through my mind. Finally, I broke the silence. "Why did you do it?"
At least he didn't pretend not know what I was talking about. "Sarah told me it was your birthday and that you loved flowers. Did you like it?"
It took me a long time to answer. "No one's ever made anything just for me before, at least nothing on a scale this grand. It's worth more to me than any jewelry, getaway, or other normal romantic gestures you can think of. If I get stressed or tired, or need a reminder that someone cared enough to do this, I'll be on the third floor, gazing at what you did for me. Thank you."
"You're welcome. I took a lot of pleasure making it for you."
"Rick, I'd like to give you something."
"What?"
I pulled his head down, and as our lips met, I felt a surge of something that I had never felt before. One small kiss became a lot of huge ones, and somehow, he was on his back, and I was on top of him. I'd ripped the button-up shirt he had on open, rubbing his light fur, and he had both hands under my skirt, gripping my butt. I was glad now I'd forgone pantyhose as his hands rubbed along my modified lace boyshorts. I never wore thongs, even when I was married. I couldn't see the point of being uncomfortable just for show. This caught my attention when I saw it in a small lingerie shop on a side street in Europe. I bought it and a few more things, thinking that at least I could look sexy for myself. As I ground on him, I felt something nice rising beneath me.
In a flash of reason, I rolled off. "Too soon," I said, gasping, praying he would understand.
He gave out a tremendous sigh before he grinned. "You're right. Besides, if we do get intimate, I don't want it to be on a hard dock the first time. We can always come back and christen it later."
"That's definitely going to happen," I thought as I sat up and tried to straighten my clothes. We stayed for another twenty minutes, and while there were a lot of bodily fluids being exchanged, it wasn't the good ones. We had a date when we left, and I didn't care where we went.
He was off on another project and wasn't due to return for a couple of weeks, but he texted me Tuesday: "Wear something formal but comfortable. An address where I could pick you up wouldn't hurt."
When I left our house, I leased a really nice condo close to our new property. It was small, with just one bedroom, but since all I intended to do was sleep there, it fit my needs. Down the road, I was going to want a house again, something smaller but more elegant than a McMansion, on a large lot or acreage. I sent him the address, and he texted back that he would be there at seven and we would go out to eat before the event. He wouldn't tell me what the event was.
Since he didn't tell me exactly what we were attending, I didn't go all out. I wore an adorable, if demure, black dress, put my still waist-length hair up in a simple bun, and wore a jade necklace my uncle had given me when I turned eighteen. Since Rick was taller, I wore my four-inch heels and still only came up to his chin.
He was driving a luxury SUV. "It's a Lincoln," he told me as we got underway. "Believe it or not, it's ten years old and only has 29,000 on it. My uncle bought it new and left it to me after he passed away. They have a terrible reputation, but so far, it's been rock solid."
We had an enjoyable dinner at an Indian restaurant. He smiled when I ordered it with extra spice and gave me a bigger smile when I talked about how good it was. He was more conservative, but some of the dishes he had were very spicy. I never knew it existed, but it will now be one of my favorites.
After dinner, we attended an event in a small auditorium at the local college. It was a fundraiser for the music department, and the guest performers were a husband-and-wife duo that performed a wide range of music, from classical to contemporary, including Ed Sheeran. She was an excellent pianist, and he was a genius with a cello. They were called the Brooklyn Duo even though they had moved to the West Coast years ago.
They had a massive YouTube following and a Patreon page. I knew I'd be subscribed before the weekend was up. I had tears in my eyes when they did Canon in D. I had wanted it played at my wedding, but Jason overruled me and went for the traditional wedding march. Then they performed "Perfect," dedicating it to their children.
I was floating by the time the concert was over, high on just pure happiness. We had one more stop for the night, a small coffee and pastry shop that, again, I never knew existed. They served the best cheesecake I'd ever eaten, and I had eaten it all over the world. The coffee was so rich and smooth that I bought three bags when we left.
We spent twenty minutes making out on the couch of my condo before just snuggling. I was scheming how to get him into my bed when I went to sleep. I woke up two hours later in my bed, wrapped in a light blanket. I didn't feel him pick me up, or he would have never made it out of the bedroom.
Chapter 17
I was still reeling when I arrived at the office on Monday. Sarah grinned when she saw me, putting a coffee on my desk as I settled in. She just stood, waiting. "Well, are you gonna tell me how it went? Did you seal the deal? Is he as big all over, if you get my drift?"
"Sarah, honey, a lady never tells."
"That means you haven't. What are you waiting for?"
I sighed. "Him. He's given me all the signals, but he hasn't followed up. I don't know what he's thinking."
"I do. I had him checked out. His grandparents raised him. Southern grandparents in a rural community. He's had that old-school chivalry pounded into his head since birth. It's why he's so polite. Tell me, have you ever seen him act in anger?"
"No, I haven't."
"You probably never will, but the results will be epic if he ever loses it. I dated a guy from Georgia, a lot like him. He kept rigid control, and then one day, three guys cornered me and started with racial slurs, and ended with crude comments about my body. He nearly beat one to death when he touched me. The other two ran. He would have been in big trouble if it hadn't been recorded. And he was as white as they were."
Sarah was Black, racially. She was more of a cream-colored coffee, tall at five feet ten, and pretty as a Chinese doll. I couldn't understand why she wasn't married. "Did you seal the deal with him?"
"No. I let him get away because I was too immature and didn't know what real love was. I'd do anything for another chance with him."
We talked a little more, and I asked why she had investigated Rick. She looked at me like I was an idiot. "Because you're my boss, and a good PA keeps her boss informed and protected. Plus, you've been really good to me, which hasn't happened much in my life. So, unless you tell me to stop, expect things like this through the years."
She colored a little, and I hugged her. Then, I told her we needed to get to work.
It took three more dates to seal the deal. We'd gone to a furniture show. It was a trade show that was not normally open to the public, but Rick seemed to know a lot of people in high and low places, and we managed to get tickets.
Most of the furniture was average and designed for mass appeal, but one room showcased high-end designers, some of whom crafted items one at a time on a consignment basis. Some were futuristic, some were more traditional with a lot of custom flair, and some defied explanation. There were tables by one man, mainly massive slabs of a single piece of wood, with huge cracks and splits filled with acrylic or another chemical compound, blending into the wood and standing out at the same time.
One colossal dining table with a natural curve could seat ten, made out of black walnut and finished with a gleaming polymer finish. I checked the card and noted that he was asking 17,000 for it. He would probably get it. If I had room, I would have taken it. I got his card, deciding I needed a house soon. I admired a few futuristic pieces, but could never see them in a house I owned. However, the world was full of rich people with varying degrees of taste, so I knew they would eventually find a home.
We left with our heads full of ideas. It was a little early, so he asked if there was something else I'd like to do.
"Have breakfast."
"All right, I'll find us an all-night diner."
"No. I want to have breakfast tomorrow at your house, and I don't want to have to get dressed to do it."
He knew what I was saying. "Are you sure about this?"
"I've had to fight the urge to throw you down and have my way with you for some time now. Do you not find me attractive?"
He colored slightly. "You're the prettiest thing I've ever seen."
"Then what's the holdup?"
"We're so different."
"Is it because I'm half Vietnamese?"
"What? No! Why would you even think that? It adds to your allure. What I mean is that I made a good living, but I can't compete at your level. You're a genius. You're on your way to being a multimillionaire and head of an international corporation. I'm just a landscape designer. It's not really the money. It's about my ability to keep up with you mentally."
"You think I'm above you? That's the biggest bunch of bullshit I've ever heard you spout. You need to be like me, or we will never make it. It's not the money you bring to the table, honey. It's the love. Material things don't matter to me as long as I'm happy, and you make me happy. Now take me home, and by home, I mean your house!"
And he did.
Chapter 18
I grinned as I lay in his arms after the second round, making a note to tell Sarah he was indeed 'proportional'. Not overpoweringly large, he did manage to fill me up very nicely. He started slowly, gently, until I slapped his shoulder and told him to love me like a man, that I was a big girl and could take it.
That was almost a mistake because it unleashed the tiger. Being twice my size meant he could toss me about like a rag doll, and he did, moving me from position to position until I was screaming my head off. We ended up with me on top as we came down from our climax. Well, my fourth, but who's counting? I finally collapsed on his chest as he stroked my hair, falling asleep instantly. Three hours later, I woke to find we hadn't moved, and he had yet again risen to the occasion. I started grinding gently, and when he snapped awake, we upped the pace. I have no idea how long we were at it, but the sun was coming up when we finished a third round. Both of us slept in until nature called.
He wouldn't let me shower with him, and I pouted. He laughed and slapped my bare ass gently. "I want to get clean, and if you get into this shower with me, we'll both get dirty."
"What's your point here?"
"My point is, as enjoyable as the night has been, we can't live in bed. Let's clean up, get some breakfast in us, and plan our day. You don't have to leave, do you?"
I almost told him he'd have to get one of those big dozers he sometimes used to push me out, but grinned instead. Best to ease things on him. I'd already decided we'd be living here. His house was lovely, with three bedrooms, a nice patio with an outdoor kitchen, and it sat in the middle of five acres. There's plenty of room for the kids to play. I could already see the spot for the pool and the swingset.
I started, wondering if I was planning too far ahead. Then he came out naked and grinning, and any thought beyond the next few minutes went out of my head. We went out to brunch and then spent the rest of the day lazing around. At one time, Rick watched a football game while I lay my head in his lap. Football was almost as dull as watching golf, but he stroked my hair and smiled at me occasionally, so football wasn't that bad.
Then he dozed off, and I took advantage of the opportunity, taking his Lincoln and slipping home to get a couple of work and casual changes. Be prepared was a good motto for people besides Boy Scouts. I'd left him a note on the kitchen table so he would know where I was. The smell hit me when I opened the door. He was cooking something on the grill, something delicious, according to the fragrance I was getting.
I came up to him, grinning, and he picked me up like I was a child until we were face-to-face. I wrapped my legs around him, and we exchanged a few very nice kisses until he put me down. "Food's almost done. Will you get the lemonade out of the fridge?"
I got out the dinnerware and the side dishes, and we sat down for a very nice meal. I expected slabs of burned meat, but instead, we had lamb kabobs, separate ones that were just vegetables, and others of meat grilled to perfection, juicy, tender, and done. He explained that if you tried to put them on the same skewers, you'd end up burning the vegetables before the meat was ready. We even had grilled pears for dessert and baby carrots in a honey glaze with pecans, wrapped in foil and cooked until done, then opened to let the smoke flavor infuse. We were in a minor food stupor by the time we were done, but we managed to clean up. I loaded the dishwasher while he wiped down the table and grill. I smiled as I loaded the dishes, thinking it all felt very domestic and unbelievably comfortable. I knew I could live with it.
We snuggled on the couch, and though I had great things in mind, we were out in minutes. I woke up draped over him on the sofa at eleven and woke him up to climb into bed. We were out again in minutes. I almost overslept the next morning, and he made me breakfast while I scrambled around. As soon as I was fed, he shoved a travel cup in my hand and shooed me out the door. Then I remembered I didn't have a car. I brought it up, and he tossed me the keys to the Lincoln. I was grinning like an idiot when I went through the office doors. Sarah took one look and laughed.
"I take it you sealed the deal?"
"Oh, he got signed, sealed, and delivered. I spent the weekend with him, and we didn't play Scrabble." I stopped for a minute to giggle. "Oh, and you'll be pleased to know he is indeed proportional. Very."
She went red, told me that it was good to know, and fled. Rick was back on our project this week, laying out a trail that would go completely around the pond. We were going to set up a dozen bikes at the gazebo in case anyone wanted to exercise during their lunch hour.
Cherrie was working with him and surprised me by stopping by for lunch. She was grinning. "I heard. Good for you. He needs someone like you in his life. His record has pretty much sucked up to now. I'm happy for both of you."
I couldn't stand it and hugged her, even though she protested. She had come in from running a Bobcat and was covered in dust, wearing her standard tiny, tight shorts and crop top. I had noticed one of the factory workers trying to talk her up a few days before. I made a point of looking him up. "She's 17. Don't even think about it. Besides, have you looked at her brother? If you touched her, they would never find the body, and I wouldn't ever let them drag the pond. Understand? If he didn't get you, I would. I wouldn't kill you, but life as you know it would cease to exist. Have a good day."
I yelled at her as she was walking away. "You're wrong, Cherrie. He doesn't need somebody like me. He needs me!" She flashed a thumbs-up as she went out the door.
I had to return to Europe a month later and begged him to come with me. "I can't, honey. I'm on a contract with a time constraint. There'll be other trips over the years, so don't worry about it. Go. Be the business mogul you were born to be."
He realized what he said and flushed red. I just smiled, thinking, "Gotcha!" Then, I wondered what logistics would be required to bring the children along.
Chapter 19
The finishing touches were being put on the factory startup, but then we encountered a problem. Suddenly, we found forms we hadn't filled out, and permits we didn't know we were supposed to obtain had to be applied for. I was pretty pissed at the local law firm we'd used, and they rushed to assure me they were blindsided entirely as well and were working on it.
It took a day to trace everything, but it all originated with their equivalent of a state senator's office. Greta called for a meeting, and he had the audacity to tell us he was busy, but if we waited three days, he'd try to pencil us in. We decided to conduct some research. By now, we had deep enough pockets to pay well for information, and we hired the best firm we could find, one from outside his district and less likely to be pressured or coerced.
In the course of the investigation, we found the sixty-year-old was a pervert, preferring younger women, preferably of Asian descent. He was also rough with them, but they were usually immigrants, mostly illegal so that they couldn't report him to anyone. The man dyed his hair, wore a girdle, and seemed to live off the country's version of Viagra. He was also horrid, with no chin, buck teeth that were almost black, an enormous nose, and a pronounced underbite. Family connections had gotten him the position, connections that weren't always working on the right side of the law.
The information we shared with people at the federal level made it clear that we were more than willing to abandon our plans and relocate to a more 'welcoming' country. The factory would furnish three hundred jobs that paid almost a third above the standard, and they had worked hard to get us here, so there was little sympathy for that particular politician.
It went so far that their version of the FBI asked if I would wear a pin that contained a camera and a recording device, streaming directly to the Cloud. They assured me they would be just a couple of doors away and that as soon as he did anything that could be construed as a crime, they would arrest him. Greta wanted to go with me, but I convinced her it would be better for me to go alone. My physical appearance gave him the incentive to do something stupid.
"Who would protect you?"
I almost laughed. "He's an out-of-shape pervert who probably passes out from the stress of masturbating. I think I'll be all right." They didn't have to, but the cops warned me not to accept any food or drink.
I put on a short skirt and a blouse, leaving the top two buttons undone to show a hint of my red bra, and did my makeup, aiming for a fresh-faced, wide-eyed, innocent look. He thought I was a geek, and I was going to give him one, the slutty version. He'd be easier to manipulate if he didn't have good blood flow to his lizard brain.
I expected sleaze, and I got one. What I didn't expect but got was two big goons in the room with us. It looks like he is hedging his bets. He did what he thought would pass as charming, offering me a drink, from a martini to bottled water. I noted his eyes tightening when I refused.
"I'm fine, and I'd like to get down to business if you don't mind. Quick question before we start. Why are these guys here? They don't look like secretaries to me. Do you need them for protection from me?"
He grinned. "Force of habit, I'm afraid. A man in my position has enemies. If you want to go straight to business, things have come up. Unfortunate things that are almost beyond my control."


"I'm assuming you have a solution."
"Yes, but why don't we get more comfortable first? Why don't you take off your glasses? They detract from a very beautiful face."
"I'll leave them on, thanks. You'd look a whole lot better if I removed them, but I like to be able to see.
I caught one of the guards almost smiling at that. Mr. Sleaze frowned up. "You could be a little more flexible, you know. I'm not your enemy."
"Then what are you, and more to the point, what do you want? You didn't go to all the trouble of manufacturing these roadblocks without having some kind of endgame. Spell out what it's going to take to get this thing off the ground."
I guess he wasn't used to young women, especially ethnic young women, having this kind of attitude. He gritted his teeth, but I could tell he was right on the edge of exploding. "This would go a lot smoother if you were more cooperative. If you want to go directly, here it is. I want a ten percent stake in the company. I wa..."
I interrupted his demands with a snort. "That will never happen, even if I wanted it to. Our company is structured so that anyone who wants to sell a share of their ownership stake must offer it to the partners first. If not, the others must approve the buyer, or the deal is dead. I can assure you with all confidence that you'll never get your hands on even the tiniest part of our business."
"Then you will give me ten percent of the net profit from the factory. I'll have my legal people structure it as consultancy fees."
"No."
"What?"
"No. This meeting is over. I'm going to meet with the Economic Development Minister on the way out of the country tomorrow to explain why the factory will not be operating in his country, placing the blame at your doorstep. I hope you have a shitty, miserable life."
I stood, and he grinned. "No, you won't. You will be far more cooperative, including giving us private time, and doing what I say when I say it. My associates here will ensure we establish that relationship before you leave this office. The lives of your friends could depend on it. Now, I think you should rem..."
I kicked him in the face, hearing his nose crunch as teeth flew from his mouth. He dropped like a rock. His two guards were stunned. "If I were you, I'd call for medical assistance. I'll be leaving now."
They blocked the door, and I sighed, wondering why the agents assigned to protect me weren't bursting through right about now.
It was a pretty intense fight. These individuals were skilled, likely from the country's version of Special Forces. Since they were both twice my size, I tried to use the office space to get them to face me one at a time. They were skilled professionals, and it didn't work. I caught a fist in the eye and knew I would have a shiner in the morning. I managed to kneecap one, hearing the bone break and the scream at the same time. The other had had enough and pulled a pistol. I stood, waiting for the shot. I was thinking about Rick as he raised the weapon.
Then, the door finally burst open, and two men I didn't recognize came through in a combat crouch. One took in the situation and fired, giving me the novel view of someone's head exploding. Some of the blood and gore splattered onto me. I backed into the corner, waiting. They put their weapons away and showed me their credentials. They were the real cops. The politician paid off the two guys who were supposed to protect me. It could have ended badly for me, but they had been watching the crook's organization for a long while and were ready to move when I came along. They didn't have visuals, but they did have the office bugged and were listening when things went bad.
The ID the fake cops gave me proved to be just that--a fake ID. I told the real cops they'd have a visual record within the hour. The glasses I wore were not necessary; I had perfect vision, but they contained cameras that recorded everything. I thought it prudent to have a backup just in case.
I was in shock and didn't remember a lot after that. I recall Greta hugging and petting me like a child while I cried. It took me two days to recover. Mr. Sleaze was treated for his injuries and had a minor emergency dental work done, removing three broken teeth in addition to the two I had entirely knocked out of his mouth. When he recovered, he ranted and raved, wanting me arrested. He was surprised when they showed him a recording of the entire thing while escorting him to a secure location. He seemed to be the tip of the iceberg, and he and his surviving bodyguard sang like canaries.
We secured additional concessions for our factory and signed the papers. Remodeling would start immediately. The equipment was already on order because we didn't know which country we would choose, but we knew we needed it, and it was due to be delivered to our desired location any day.
I was recovering and missing Rick--really, really missing him. So I decided to pull up his security system and take a look, to make me feel better. The effect was the exact opposite. When I pulled up his living room, he was sitting on his couch with a blonde--a really hot-looking blonde who had her head on his shoulder while he had an arm wrapped around her. They looked really familiar with each other.
I was on the phone before reason kicked in. He sounded pleased to hear my voice. "Hi, honey. How's the trip?"
"Who's the whore?"
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"That blond you got your arms wrapped around. Arms that are supposed to be wrapped around me and me only. You're just like Jason, you couldn't wait until I was gone to grab some slut!"
They had separated when he took my call. She looked at him, and her eyes went wide. It must have hit Rick, and he looked around. "You were spying on me? Did you get the place wired for sound and pictures? So much for trust. I really thought you were the one, and now it seems you're just as psycho as everyone else I've dated. I'm glad I found out before I gave you the ring."
I was trying to process that when he got up. "I'll be leaving now. I can't stand to think there is nowhere in this house, MY house, where I can have a little privacy. I'm having a guy out tomorrow who's pretty good at what he does, and send him looking. I'll box up what he finds, along with everything else of yours here, and send it to your office. If he misses anything, send one of your flunkies to get it. You'll never walk through this door again. Don't try to contact me!"
I'd never seen him angry before, and he was beyond furious. It made me nervous nine time zones away. He walked into his bedroom and packed a bag. Meanwhile, the woman stood in the center of the living room and made a full circle, holding her hand high, so I could see her extended middle finger. Then she spoke.
"You really fucked up. I've never seen him this angry, and I've seen him pretty pissed. If you ever find out the truth, I hope it eats at you for years." Rick came back with a suitcase, and she grinned. "We'll be going now. Have a miserable, shitty little life, and here's to hoping you die alone. Anytime now works for me."
Rick refused to look up, and I watched as they got into separate vehicles and drove away.
Chapter 20
I collapsed, surprised I didn't have the energy to cry. I had a nagging feeling I was missing something, but I decided to think about it tomorrow. Yes, tomorrow would be good.
I stared at the ceiling for hours before Greta came by to check on me. I must have scared her because I didn't respond at first. When I finally did answer, it was in monosyllables. After about five minutes, she gave up and made a phone call, then sat and held my hand. She answered the knock at the door, and I remember thinking how odd it was that even here, the EMT uniforms looked remarkably familiar.
The one saving grace about the country I was in was that they took healthcare seriously, and every EMT was roughly equivalent to a Nurse Practitioner. They quickly diagnosed me as suffering from shock and gave me a shot that put me into a peaceful sleep.
I woke up almost thirty hours later, disoriented, wondering where I was. The machines monitoring me must have alerted them, and a nurse was in the room within 5 minutes. After carefully checking me over, she disconnected most of the machines and gave me some ice water, which really tasted great. The nurse just smiled as she watched me gulp down the water, then set a pitcher on my tray. A doctor came in, looked at his laptop, and smiled. "Welcome back, Ms. Jensen. We were a little worried about you for a bit. Your vitals are good, and your response to stimuli appears acceptable. I think you can be released soon."
"What happened?"
"You went into shock, Ms. Jensen, triggered no doubt from your recent traumatic experience. Your friend found you fairly quickly, and I'm sure you'll be back to normal in no time. I know you don't reside here, but I suggest you seek professional help to help you over your horrible experience once you get home."
I started to tell him all I needed was to get home and let Rick wrap his arms around me when it all came rushing back. My heart sped up, my blood pressure spiked, and I started crying. Five minutes later, I was asleep again. This time, when I woke up, Greta was beside me, looking close to tears. "What's wrong, honey?"
I let it all out, telling her what I had seen and how I'd handled it. Her face went through a series of expressions before she started asking questions. She made me describe in detail what I'd seen.
"So, did you see them having sex? Kissing? Anything inappropriate?"
"They were snuggled together on his sofa! There was a bottle of wine on the table! You don't need our degrees to figure out what was happening."
"Let's let that lie for a minute. Did he know you could remotely access and view what was going on in his house?"
I turned a bright red. "I asked him if I could upgrade his system and make it more secure. The equipment he had was a joke. I may have left out the fact that I could access it from anywhere in the world. I just wanted to watch him at home. It made me feel secure."
"So then, you spied on him. How did you think he was going to react when he found out? That's a violation of trust on so many levels it's hard to comprehend. Not to mention illegal as shit."
"He wasn't supposed to find out. He would have never known if I hadn't gotten so mad."
"Well, now he does. I don't know what kind of laws you've broken, but what if he decides to file a complaint against you? At the very least, it's cyberstalking, but this is at a couple of levels beyond that. What if he has you arrested? Besides making you look foolish, it may also harm the company. How many people will want to do business with an unhinged cyberspy? If you could do it to him, someone you professed to love, what would you do to a business associate you wanted dirt on? If it gets out, you'd be radioactive."
I never thought of that, but then again, I didn't know much of anything at the time. Greta looked at me with sad eyes. "You're going home. I got this. You see someone when you get there, all right? I'm going to let Brady and Rob know what happened so they can keep an eye on you, just in case."
She'd made up her mind, and I knew that when she reached this point, no argument in the world would sway her. As soon as they released me, I was on a plane home.
Chapter 21
Sarah met me at the airport with a look halfway between concern and fear. If I were unstable, her job would not be easy, even if she stayed. I did my best to smile. "It's terrific to see you, honey. Let me get my bag."
After we got into the car, we caught up, but I could tell something was bothering her. "You might as well spit it out, Sarah. What's wrong?"
"Rick came in yesterday with a box for you. He told me he was sending a formal letter, but his business had no interest in signing another contract with us. He gave me a list of people he trusted to do a good job and left. What's going on?"
"We had a little tiff."
"A TIFF? He looked ready to kill somebody! Boss, I really like this job and you, but I'm not a mushroom. You need to be a little more open here."
"I did something idiotic, and now I've lost him! Satisfied?"
Her concern was genuine. "I'm really sorry. How could something happen to split you guys up when you're halfway around the globe from each other?"
Her face registered shock and surprise. "Oh my God! Did you screw someone else while you were away?"
"I did not! I just did something really, really stupid, and I don't think there is a way back from it."
"Are you sure? He cared a lot about you. You could give him time and then try to mend fences. I bet he'll get over his mad in a week or two and really start missing you."
I sighed. "I wish it were that simple, honey. I wouldn't hold out a lot of hope."
Sarah was quiet for a few minutes before speaking again. "You need to try to fix this, Boss. I let the one man I thought could be the love of my life slip away, and it's haunted me ever since. So I need you to promise me that, even if you don't have a chance, you'll at least try. I didn't, and I'll probably regret it to my dying day."
I was surprised by how emotionally invested she was in it, but it made me wonder: Could I get him back? To do that, I'd have to make him trust me again, and I doubted that would ever happen. Sarah seemed happy when I told her my decision and promised to do all she could to help.
Brady and Rob weren't so optimistic. Brady summed it up for me. "I've never seen a man so angry, and that includes all the men I faced in the ring. Some of them had to channel rage to be good fighters, and none had that look on their face. I watched him like a hawk while Rob pulled everything out, afraid he was going to snap any minute. I think the only thing that kept him in check was his little sister. Do you know she filmed us the whole time we were there? She'd ask her brother if he knew about some of the cameras, and it was more of a snarl than a word, but I took it to mean no. Damn, Niomi, I thought you said he knew all about what we put in."
Rob seemed nervous just remembering. "Yeah, and when we were done and had everything boxed, he asked us if that was all of it. I assured him it was, and if you had any secrets, now would be a good time to reveal them. If he finds something afterward, it could not be good. Very bad."
Brady sighed. "When we told him that was it, he pulled a sledgehammer. I had no idea it was there, and I have to tell you, as skilled as I am, the thought of facing a man consumed with rage with a large hammer in his hand didn't make me feel all warm and fuzzy."
Rob continued. "Thank goodness he didn't swing it at us. He pounded the box that held the equipment into little pieces of wire and scraps of cardboard. When he finally dropped the hammer, he told us to bill him for the equipment, and he would send us a check. Then he just walked away. His sister grinned at us and suggested we leave, so we did."
Wow.
The next day, I went into the office and tried to concentrate, but I gave up and went to the third floor, expecting my birthday gift to be obliterated. It was still there, and its beauty brought tears to my eyes.
I turned to leave and nearly jumped out of my skin. Cherrie had come up behind me, moving so quietly I didn't see her. She didn't look happy. "Rick will die before he asks, but I need to know. Why did you do it? You're supposed to be a supergenius; how is spying on your boyfriend a good idea in any reasonable situation? Do your trust issues run that deep? I used to really look up to you; did you know that? I was going to study engineering and possibly work for your firm after graduation. I don't want to do that now. Why? Because I would never trust that my office wasn't wired, my phone wasn't bugged, or that you would tap into the GPS to track my movements. And that, Niomi, is all on you."
Chapter 22
It all fell in on me, and I fainted. Luckily, Cherrie was close enough to catch me as I dropped and eased me to the ground. It was fortunate that she was so strong.
I woke up to her cuddling me as she leaned us back against a wall. She'd seen the bruising and the remains of my black eye, and when I was cognizant again, she demanded to know what had happened. I told her the whole story between sobs and how I was feeling desperate and vulnerable and wanted more than anything else in the world to look at someone who loved me.
In the end, she felt terrible for me. "Why didn't you tell him straight away? He would have dropped everything and been on the next plane to you. Better yet, why didn't you Zoom him? It wouldn't have been as good as a hug, but it would have given you comfort."
"I didn't want him to see me all beat up. I didn't really want to talk to him; I just wanted to see him relaxing in a home I intended to make mine someday. I think I was still carrying residual anger over my first husband. I caught him the same way I ca...saw Rick. Who was that woman?"
Cherrie looked sympathetic but still grinned. "Oh no. If you want the story, you need to ask Rick yourself. He may tell you, but I wouldn't count on it. I will say the reason the woman was there had nothing to do with romance and leave it at that."
Sarah showed up, anxious because I had an appointment in fifteen minutes. They helped me gather myself, and when I arrived at my office, I managed to clean up enough to appear at least semi-professional. Later in the afternoon, I sat down to compose an email to Rick, agonizing over the right tone.
"Honey,
Yes, I'm going to call you honey. It may be my last chance, so you'll have to deal with it, but I sincerely hope it isn't. I'm genuinely sorry for what I did to you. The invasion of your privacy was way out of line, but when we installed that system, I told you it could be activated from anywhere if a phone was synced to it.
If you ask Cherrie, you will tell you what I went through before I violated your trust. I was hurt and lonely and scared and wanted desperately to see your face, to center me and bring balance. When I saw you on the couch with that woman, all the pain from my first marriage overlaid the traumatic event I'd gone through, and I lost it. I was not in the right state of mind, and I have medical records to prove it if you're interested.
One last thing, honey. It doesn't matter what my IQ is, how many degrees I have, or how successful I am. I'm a woman in love, and people in love invariably do stupid things. I have nothing else to lose, so I'm begging here. Please, please talk to me. As always, I'll be at the gazebo on Thursday. You don't know how much it would mean to me if there just happened to be a pair of loving arms there to wrap around me.
I hope to see you there, Niomi." I hit send and sighed. I'd have to wait and see.
I waited two hours on Thursday before I left, crying so hard I almost couldn't drive home. The next day, I sent him another email begging him to be there the following Thursday. He wasn't.
I was ready to give up, chalk it up to stupidity, and use it as a life lesson if I was ever lucky enough to find someone else when Cherrie appeared out of the darkness. Hope flared in my chest, and I looked around, but she shook her head.
"He isn't here. He doesn't know I'm here, and I would appreciate it if it never comes up in conversation. I've never seen him so hurt. Even his first wife never hurt him as you did. The reason he hasn't shown up or answered your emails is that he's not here. I mean, literally, out of the country, not sure when he's coming back, not here. He took a contract for one of his old mentors in Japan and says it may take months. I'm going over in a few weeks to help him, a swan song before I go off to college. I just wanted you to know to stop wasting your time coming out."


I thought I had cried out, but it seems I wasn't. I didn't gasp or sob, but tears still rolled. Cherrie hugged me and said she'd be in touch when they returned. I was uneasy knowing he was in a land of beautiful and petite women. After all, it seemed he had a penchant for oriental beauties.
Chapter 23
We made great strides during the summer. The Romanian plant was up and running, although not as smoothly as we'd have liked, but ahead of projections. The fact that the first bikes off the assembly lines were gifted to all the workers, from the custodians up, was a huge success.
I split my time between the bicycles and the other projects we'd started. Our company acquired approximately 3,000 acres of scrubland in Nevada and constructed two experimental landing strips. Then, we bought old surplus planes, the larger, the better, and crashed them via adapted drone technology. So far, the results have been promising, and after implementing a few modifications, they have improved dramatically. The owner of the plastics company came out to observe and was very pleased.
The most significant danger from a crash was fire. Jet fuel was highly flammable, and although many passengers survived the crash, not all survived the ensuing fires. I'd built pockets of flame-retardant foam into the runways, which would be released by the plane's impact as it skidded. One smaller strip had built-in sprinklers lining the sides that would also deploy to support the foam.
We usually run the planes almost empty before we crash them, but with the owner here, we decided to do a real-world scenario. The plane was half full when it crashed, and we'd set a couple of triggers to ensure there would be fires.
It was probably the most expensive fire drill ever staged. The plane was an old 707 filled with crash test dummies--eighty of them, including the flight crew, the stewards and stewardesses, and passengers in every class. Every dummy was wired with sensors that recorded every nuance of the crash, and high-resolution cameras that almost completely blanketed the plane.
We were in the air-conditioned control center when the plane came into view, watching it on remote cameras from ten miles away. It experienced engine failure at 37,000 feet, including one engine bursting into flames. The simulation required the same measures that a human crew would have taken. We held our breath as the plane came in nose down, leveling up only slightly before it made contact.
It was one long wall of flame as the plane skidded down the runway. The foam triggered and pulsed as the cannons and three flame-retardant sprayers on each side came online.
The plane stopped less than half the normal distance in a crash of these proportions, and the fires were mostly out in less than fifteen minutes. Data indicated that out of the eighty test dummies, fifty-seven survived, the rest dying from the plane breaking up and flinging them out or across the plane. Usually, casualties in a crash this horrific would have been a hundred percent.
There was silence in the control room until suddenly, everyone started breathing again, prompting cheers, shouts, and screams. The company owner grabbed me up in a tight hug and twirled me around. "Well done, Niomi, just...well done."
Later, at our headquarters, we broke down the financials. This was just a test, and everything we used was outdated. However, based on projected mass-production costs and using the data as a baseline, if the survival ratio remained intact, the cost per person saved would be less than $10,000. The aircraft industry and its insurers would be over the moon.
We were having dinner at a nice restaurant later, and he got a text. Grinning, he looked down. "It's my wife. She was going to come, but our third granddaughter was due any minute, and she wanted to be there. She says the child may come tomorrow, and I need to get my butt home. We've concluded everything, so I'll be on the next plane out."
"Congratulations. I'm still hoping to have children, but I don't see it on my horizon just now."
"I thought you were involved with someone?"
"I was. But it didn't pan out. I made mistakes, mistakes I don't think can be overcome."
"If it isn't cheating or anything as serious, maybe you can patch it up. It took me a while to find the right woman. My first wife conspired with a lover and got me put in prison. I got lucky, and we found new evidence, so I was freed before too long. The second woman I loved turned out to be unbalanced, but she hid it well until it became apparent. Then, she committed suicide. The lining in that cloud is I got her two children, my two oldest. Then I found Georgie, and it's the fairytale, happily ever after ending that everyone wants in a romance. Thirty years, and we're still going strong. The good ones are out there, Niomi. Don't give up. When it happens, I expect an invitation to the wedding. After all, I expect we'll have a long and prosperous business relationship."
I thanked him for his advice with a sniffle, and he surprised me with a hug. Usually, he was very reserved. The next day, I was home, and as usual, the first thing I did was go to the third floor. I heard a noise and turned to see Cherrie. She was in her freshman year of college, having graduated from high school a year early with a perfect GPA. She was at MIT. I knew because I had written her a glowing letter of recommendation before things fell apart.
In her usual direct manner, she came right out with what she had to say. "He's back. I don't know why, given what you did, but I thought you might want to know."
That was the extent of the conversation, as she wheeled around and left, despite my calling for her to stay. I went home and thought about it for a long time. Then I sent him another email. Rick had blocked me on his private account long ago, but he couldn't block people on his business site, so I sent it there.
"Rick,
I heard you were back, and I wanted to send this. I know what I did was inexcusable, a blatant violation of trust (as well as several laws), and I know we'll never be close again. I think you know the situation; I had been beaten, almost raped, and nearly murdered, and I just needed to see you to calm my nerves. What I saw, or rather what I thought I saw, brought out emotions I thought I had buried with my divorce, but it all came rushing back, and I transferred all I was feeling onto you. It was unfair, unwarranted, and, as I said before, inexcusable.
That said, I know this is hard to hear, but I want you to come back and finish the pond project. I do not have to see or interact with you in any way. I looked at some of the people you recommended, but none shared your vision. You can work at your own pace, as you can when you can. You must do this, as it serves as a permanent reminder of what I had and lost, and of the joy in the simple beauty you create. You will have free rein to do what you think is best, and money really isn't an object. I have no pride left, so I'm begging you. Please, for all we were and all we could have become.
Niomi."
I hit send and waited.
Chapter 24
Three weeks passed, and spring came. I had given up on Rick ever speaking to me again. At least once a week, I'd go down to the gazebo and sit in the darkness, bundled up, thinking. It gave me peace and allowed me to reflect on things outside the office. Most of my important decisions were made there.
I missed Greta terribly, but she seemed really happy at the Romanian location. Besides, we talked daily, and I was either there or she was here at least four days a month. Her husband still hadn't relocated, and I secretly doubted he would ever do so. She seemed resigned to the fact that their marriage was likely coming to an end. We had insisted on prenuptial agreements when we formed the company to protect it, but he would still gain quite a bit financially if they split. He thought it gave him a position of power, but the money was just a drop in the bucket of her net worth now.
Brady and Rob were now both millionaires. Rob had moved almost his entire family from India, and Brady surprised us all when he got engaged to a petite little woman who turned out to be a crossdresser. It seemed to make her happy, and that made him happy. They were even talking about kids two or three years into their marriage.
I grinned when I thought about Sarah. She had grown into her role as my PA to the point I thought of her as an extra brain. Over time, she told me about the one true love of her life and how fear over racial differences had driven him away. I conducted some research, found him, and made him an offer he couldn't refuse. He was in management, and we needed a new assistant production manager. Before I did, I checked, and he was single. He had never married.
I found that odd because he was very 'manly' --a blond-haired, blue-eyed hunk with a great smile. The look on their faces was priceless when I brought him out and introduced them, insisting Sarah handle his paperwork and help him get settled into his job.
Sarah had a boyfriend, who was obnoxious and overbearing; he was history within three weeks of Derrick's arrival. It was not an amicable breakup, especially when he saw his replacement. Sarah grinned and told him it wasn't a matter of race but personality. His sucked, and Derrick's didn't. The man showed up at the office ranting, and I called the cops. By the afternoon, he had a restraining order that prohibited him from being on company property or having any contact with my employees. He walked through it and confronted her in the parking lot. That got him a free ride to the county jail and a weekend stay. No one is quite sure what kind of interaction he had while he was there, but Sarah never heard from him again.
It took Sarah a month of pleading before he dated her. Four months later, they moved in together, and six months after that, they married. A week later, I took both with me to Europe, and after a day of work, I shooed them off to the south of France on my dime. Sarah blushed like mad a month later when she showed me a few pictures of them on a nude beach. I looked and grinned. Derrick looked more than capable of making her very happy.
I was smiling when the voice emerged from the darkness. "You were always prettiest when you smiled."
My heart literally stopped for a second. Rick! He was here, and more importantly, he was talking to me! "I haven't had much to smile about for the last few months."
He walked into the light, and if anything, his longer hair and trimmed beard made him look more handsome. "You have everything. A successful company that's growing by leaps and bounds, good friends, a loving family, loyal employees--you have the world by the tail."
"You missed something."
"What would that be?"
"A good man to love."
He'd been half smiling, but now his mouth was straight. "Niomi, I..."
"You don't have to go on," I said as I hurried to interrupt him. "I know what I lost. I feel it every day."
He sighed. "May I sit?"
Of course, he could sit. He could do anything he wanted, including stripping me naked and loving me until I passed out. I doubted that would happen, but one could hope.
We sat in silence for a minute before he spoke. "Greta called me half a dozen times, trying to explain things to me. Sarah tried to contact me. Even your mother, a woman I've never spoken to, sent me a bunch of emails. They all explained you weren't in your right mind, and I understand that. You don't know how hard it was for me not to hop on a plane and kill the asshole. What I don't understand is why you thought it was all right to violate my privacy and spy on me. If you had just called or, better yet, Zoomed, I'd have been there as fast as possible. Instead, you spy on me, jump to conclusions, go into a totally unexpected and, to be honest, slightly psychotic rant, and expect me to take it. What made you think I would accept behavior like that?"
"I didn't think! I was hurt and scared, and wanted nothing more in the world than to have your arms wrapped around me. But I've always considered myself tough and an independent woman, and I didn't want you to see me when I was beaten up. I was trying to find some peace by watching you in everyday life, hoping the sheer normalcy would soothe me. Seeing you with that woman all fell into place for me, and I immediately flashed back to my ex. I should never have done what I did; I know what it cost me. You're the only one who will know this, but I've been in therapy for almost a year now, twice a week, trying to understand what makes me the way I am. It seems under my tough exterior, I'm a scared little girl trying to cope with my success. If I ever find love again, I'll make sure to remember my mistakes with my ex and, more importantly, you. He'll never have to worry about his privacy or me jumping to conclusions. I may have to stop occasionally and draw a deep breath, but I made myself a promise."
There were a few minutes of silence before he stirred. "That's very admirable, Niomi. I wish you success in that endeavor. I came here to tell you that I'll finish what I started. I had great plans for this property, and my time in Japan has helped me focus and clarify what I want to achieve. I'm sure you'll be pleased. I'll send you the plans. If you have any concerns or suggestions, please don't hesitate to email me. Goodnight."
He faded into the darkness, making me wonder if I had dreamed him being here. Then I heard that monster truck roar to life and knew it was real.
Sarah came to me two days later with a sheaf of papers and an excited look on her face. "Rick is back! Are you guys getting back together? That would be so great. You deserve to be happy."
"We're not back together, Sarah, except as business associates. I'm afraid I've burned those bridges and don't have it to try and rebuild."
She stood for a second, thinking. "For what it's worth, I think you're wrong. You've never given up on any goal, and now you roll over and play dead? It ain't flyin', boss. With all due respect, get off your ass and get him back! You've been a passive/aggressive bitch since you two split. So get him back or get over it, but make a decision. End of opinion."
She turned but then remembered the papers." He wants you to look these over for approval and get back to him. You should use this as an opportunity to stay in his orbit. Just a suggestion."
I watched her retreat and thought about it. The fact was I hadn't gotten over him, and the more important point was I didn't want to. I put down what I was working on and focused on the drawings. Then I emailed him and requested a prompt response.
"I'll be out of the office for the rest of the day, but if something comes up, I will be at the Gazebo tonight at six. It's where I practiced my relaxation techniques and meditated. If you show up, you won't disturb me."
He didn't come, but he arrived the following Thursday after I sent him the plans and asked for his opinion, telling him I'd be available to answer questions that afternoon.
Chapter 25
The days were getting longer, so I saw his truck pull into the lot. My heart swelled a little as I watched him walk down the path, his natural gracefulness making him look like a big cat as he strode towards me. I had all the lights off except the small accent bulbs that ringed the gazebo, and I was sitting quietly in a yoga pose my therapist had taught me for relaxation.
He watched me for a minute before I broke the pose and stood, hoping he got a good look at my skintight yoga pants and sports bra. "Thank you for coming, Rick. I'll try not to be too long."
He held the plans in his hands. "What brought this on?"
"Between the factory and the office, 420 people work here. Three-quarters are women. Most of them are women with children, some of whom are single mothers. Childcare is expensive and hard to coordinate. We've lost people, good people, over childcare issues. It makes sense to offer on-site daycare for a very modest price. We get to keep our people; they get to see their kids more, save time for their families, and save money. It will make us a desirable employer."
"But why pick me? I'm a landscape architect, not a builder."
"But you have a contractor's license; all I need is for you to oversee the project. You probably know everyone around in the trades, at least by reputation. You can contract all the work, but I was hoping you could verify that it's done correctly. The only actual hands-on part I insist you do is design the playground. Whether you like it or not, Rick, I know you. This is just the sort of thing you love because it challenges you."
He was silent for a minute. "Is this your way of bribing me back into your life?"
"Maybe. Definitely. Would that be so bad?"
It took him a while before he spoke again. "I don't know Niomi. I don't think I could stand a repeat of what happened last time."
"You'll never have to worry about that again, not in this lifetime. That aside, will you do this for me?"
"I'll think about it and let you know."
He strode off, and I smiled. He hadn't even sat down with me yet, but it was coming. And I knew he would do the project. What did Sun Tzu say? Know your enemy? He definitely wasn't my enemy, but I was aware of his weaknesses. Four days later, I got the signed contracts.
In the meantime, he finished the path around the pond, covering it with white gravel and compacting it for a smooth surface. I took a bike and did a circuit, surprised that it was over a mile long. It wasn't a straight path; it wound around curves, mainly following the pond, with small hills and smooth stretches, just right for light exercise. We had to double the number of bikes we kept behind the gazebo to twenty, and it was nothing to see them all go during lunch.
He'd added a few covered rest stops in case of bad weather or physical limitations. We had two workers with disabilities, and we designed bikes for them, something we were going to do anyway. They were three-wheel models based on the ones we were developing for third-world countries, complete with small motors for incline assist. The pedals were hand-operated, and the handholds also served as steering controls.
We called them into the office to avoid making a spectacle of the presentation. First, we asked them to serve as testers to fine-tune the product. The wheels received a locking device for stability when they are on or off the bikes, as our first modification. We incorporated their input and made adjustments until we believed we had a working model. Then we gifted them the first two bikes off the line. The woman was speechless. The man cried tears of joy.
They would ride them during lunch and after work, and it got so good that they got competitive. I had several complaints from the regular riders asking me to tell them to slow down. We conducted some research by asking riders to complete circuits as fast as possible on the 0.9-mile loop, then timed the handicapped bikes. We ensured they knew they were racing against the clock, not each other, so they started a full minute apart. The man matched most of the speeds set by the regular riders, but the woman was a beast and set a loop record. Then she asked if we could design a racing bike for her so she could compete in regular races.
We had to remove the small motors, but they were hardly used anyway. We streamlined the design to improve aerodynamics, and half the employees showed up to cheer her on at her first race, which she won by almost 1.5 seconds. The others complained that her bike was illegal, but we had ensured that we stayed within the stated guidelines, so they went nowhere, and she dominated her circuit for the rest of the year. Soon, we had to schedule a day once a month to work solely on those bikes, especially after she won the senior national championship. There was talk of sending her to the Olympics if she continued to improve.


Rick signed the contract, and I made it a practice to meet once a week, on Thursday evenings, and always at the gazebo. I wanted his focus to be exclusively on me. The man was thorough, and when he committed to something, he made a point of learning as much as he could about the subject, so I wasn't surprised by some of his suggestions.
"I did my research. Of the 420 employees you have, 48 are single and childless, but it's a safe bet the demographic will change over time. Sixty-six are empty nesters; fifteen are grandparents raising their grandchildren. Eighty are single parents with shared custody arrangements. The rest have children aged 6 weeks to 17 years, and two-thirds are 10 years old or younger. Of those, the vast majority have more than one child. One woman has six, another five. You can expect at least 212 children from about twelve down when you open the doors."
I was a little stunned as he handed me papers. I had no idea there were that many. He provided me with the estimated square footage required, taking into account the plant's expansion, the number of rooms needed to accommodate the various age groups, the number of caregivers/teachers, and the need for a full-time nurse and a cafeteria. "It will make a lot more sense to feed them the same meal than to have the caregivers help with that many individual meals. I suggest making it big enough to feed the adults as well, so they can have lunch with their children. If you want to bind your employees to the company, this will do it."
"This is a lot to take in, Rick. I don't doubt your research; I just never imagined the project's scope. It looks to me like we're building a small elementary school here."
"I can trim it down to bare bones if you like, but it won't be nearly as good."
"No! By now, you know me well enough that I want the best I can get for the funds allocated. What's the bottom line here if we do everything you suggest?"
He sighed. "This is the tricky part. I'll provide you with the full figures later, but you're looking at a minimum of a million. A better estimate would be double that. This will allow you to handle triple the size with just a little more building and includes safety measures."
"What kind of measures?"
" Automatic steel doors and shutters for immediate lockdown, and a communication system that allows all the teachers to report their status and talk to the outside world. These are trying times, Niomi. What better target for a deranged worker or disgruntled ex than a child care center? It would make me feel a lot safer if it were my children."
I shuddered. It seems these days, someone was shooting up a club, a church, a movie theater, or a school just because they could. He was right, and I had no problem with his suggestions. The next day, I surprised a line worker and a manager by calling them into my office. Mark was a retired military officer, and Suzette was a former police officer who had been forced into medical retirement. "What I'm about to ask you has to remain in this room. You've seen the news and read the reports. Violent gun-related crime is on the rise. I have no problem with weapons; my father was ex-military, and we all learned to shoot. I have two pistols, a.357 revolver and a 9mm automatic, as well as a Benelli shotgun. I want you to consider what I'm asking you carefully."
I paused to gauge their reaction. They were definitely interested. "I want you to bring your weapons to work. Keep them concealed, don't talk about them; keep them accessible. I'll increase your salaries by a third, and I pray you never have to use them. If you do, my company will cover all necessary legal bills. I'll put it in writing."
Neither hesitated. They were in. Suzette suggested it, and on a Sunday when no one was around, Rick installed metal lockboxes at each corner of the plant. They each held three shotguns. Not the tube-fed ones you see; these looked like AR-15s on steroids and were magazine-fed. Each came with four preloaded ten-round magazines. They were the only ones besides me who had keys to the boxes.
The daycare was going well, and when Rick showed me the playground plans, I clapped my hands like a little girl. The ideas and equipment were fresh and looked nothing like a traditional playground. The kids were going to love it.
Chapter 26
We were talking now, being civil, and even occasionally laughing and joking. However, that was as far as it went. If I strayed too close to a remembrance or got a little too close, he shut me down gently. It was very frustrating.
He missed a Thursday meeting and told me he was going to a concert. The Brooklyn Duo was back for a repeat engagement, and when I heard the news, I ordered tickets immediately. Greta was in town, so I took her and Sarah for a ladies' night out. We went to a lovely restaurant, had a couple of drinks after the meal, then made our way to the hall.
I could tell the girls were impressed by the rapt attention on their faces. It was a very lovely, very relaxing evening until it wasn't.
Rick was there, wearing a very nice suit and holding a stunning brunette's hand. They didn't appear to be overly intimate, but they were comfortable with each other. Tears sprang from my eyes. I tried to keep quiet for the others, but they noticed, and Sarah spotted Rick. She frowned, and they got me into the entrance of the building. "Honey, you have to let it go. This isn't that big a town, and you're bound to run into him from time to time in a social situation. You need to move on because it seems he has."
Sarah reinforced what Greta said, and they calmed me enough that we went back inside to enjoy the rest of the program. I tried not to stare, but he must have felt my eyes on him and looked up straight into my eyes. He gave a little smile and a nod before turning his attention back to the music.
Chapter 27
I didn't go to the gazebo the following Thursday or the one after that. Next Tuesday, I received an email stating that we needed to discuss the project, and he'd be available for a meeting on either Tuesday afternoon or Thursday morning. I thought about it for a bit before answering.
"Thursday, the gazebo, regular time."
He showed up with pizza. "This is going to take a while, and I missed lunch."
I hadn't realized I was hungry, but the pizza smelled great. He had gotten me my favorite, a deep-dish combination with everything but the kitchen sink piled on it. It wasn't neat food, but it sure tasted good. He watched me eat three slices and smiled.
"What? Do I have pizza sauce on my face?"
"Well, yes. But that's not the reason I'm smiling. I've never been around a woman who appreciates food as much as you do. Is there anything you won't eat?"
"I don't turn up my nose at much, but there are a few things I don't care for."
It required a trip to the bathrooms to be fit to handle the blueprints. The bathrooms were a late addition, with the women's area featuring four stalls and really nice sinks and faucets. The men's room had two urinals, two stalls, and was a little sturdier but still fashionable. There were thick paper towels, but a chrome cabinet with a key-code lock held plush cloth towels, reserved exclusively for the office personnel.
We met back at the gazebo. He had beaten me there and had everything spread out. The permits had already been sorted out, but some needed revision to accommodate changes we wanted to make, and I had to sign off on them. Rick had also thought of a few things, and I approved them all after he walked me through why he considered them necessary.
I didn't simply sign off on everything blindly. This was my baby, and I wanted it done right. It was also intended to serve as a template for one we were considering in Romania. I tried to get him to do that one as well.
Business concluded, and we just looked at each other. Then he grinned and reached down, slipping his trainers off and walking to the end of the dock. He'd worn shorts, and you could hear him sigh as his feet sank into the water. I debated for a second, but his back was to me, so I slipped my pantyhose off and had my shoes in my hand when I stood beside him.
"Can I join you?"
He shrugged and smiled. "Your dock."
I flashed a lot of thigh as I sat, and though he tried mightily not to, he looked.
We sat for a few minutes. We weren't touching each other, but it was the closest I'd been to him in months. "Your mother and aunt came to see me the other day."
Wow. Never saw that coming. "What did they have to say?"
"Quite a bit, most of it about you. At the end of the conversation, your aunt threatened to kick my ass if I didn't talk to you. I got the vibe she could do it."
Even in the muted light, he had to see how I glowed with embarrassment. Then I giggled. "She could. Pound for pound, she's the best martial artist I've ever seen."
"Well then. It would seem I'm avoiding an ass-whipping with this conversation. One of the things they told me about you was that you were just too smart for your own good."
"What?!"
"I don't think they meant it in a bad way. They said that you had a habit of expecting everyone to function at your level and often got frustrated when they didn't, because very few people can. They said you think so much in the long run that you sometimes don't see what's in front of you. And personal space doesn't seem to matter much to you as long as it's not yours being invaded."
"Do you believe that?"
"Well, yeah, kind of. Tell me, how many kids were we going to have? Where were we going to live?"
"Three. Your hou..."
"There you go. I hadn't even worked up the nerve to ask you to marry me, and you already had our family planned out, including where we would live; I bet you even had plans for the remodeling you wanted to do. What if I didn't want children or only wanted one? Or five? Would you have compromised?"
"Absolutely. Whatever I planned, I intended to do it as an equal partner. My first marriage cratered for many reasons, but that wasn't one of them. He's the one who shut me out."
"Speaking of your ex, I heard about what you did to him through the rumor mill. Kind of like what you did to me except on steroids."
Shit shit shit! I was really hoping that would never come up in conversation between us. "Look, I know I have issues. It's why I'm seeing a therapist, to work through them and be a better person."
"How's that going for you?"
I sighed. "Slowly. The first thing she told me was that she didn't have any magic bullets and that reaching my goal would take a lot of hard work and a little pain. I told her I had a head start on the pain part."
It was his turn to sigh. "So then, do you think you want to start over? I have to tell you it'll probably be painful, and I'm sure you'll get frustrated from time to time. I'm positive it will for me. I think we should be friends for a while."
"I'll do whatever it takes."
He reached up and turned my head until he was looking me in the eyes. It was the first time he'd touched me in almost a year, and it had me tingling. "No more of what you did last time. We're over if I ever find out you get even close to that. Over. Understand?"
"I understand. When I'm traveling, is it all right if we do video if I tell you first and let you control it?"
For the first time, I heard the edge in his voice. "That was never the problem. The problem was blatantly spying on me and jumping to conclusions. I know you were under a lot of duress and not in your right mind, but to me, that doesn't excuse it."
"You don't think I understand that now? Cherrie says there wasn't any romance in what I saw. Who is she, and what's your relationship to her?"
He grinned, but I couldn't detect any humor. "You don't get to ask me that. Not now, not ever."
The sheer finality of that statement shook me a little, but I was quick to agree. "All right."
He stood, offering his hand. I stood, clumsily falling into him. "Sorry. Accident."
He grinned a genuine grin this time and gently untangled us. Both of us knew I was a bit more graceful than that. Still, he didn't shove me into the pond, so I took it as a sign of progress.
Chapter 28
We met twice more over the 'school', as we called it. We were about to interview for a staff position. We got a woman who had retired from the local school system to run our cafeteria. She was a registered nutritionist and a believer in sourcing locally. She warned us it would cost, but it would be more than worth it. I hired her on the spot and put her on the payroll so she could select and furnish the kitchen with the best appliances.
The "park", as the employees called it, was finished. It was truly something: belts of trees with lush grass beneath, wide open fields, carefully crafted flower beds of local perennials that required little attention, discreet nooks and corners with benches and small tables, all linked together by a wide path of gleaming white gravel.
People not employed by us found out, so we had to fence off the parking lot and restrict access to the park to keep strangers out. No trespassing signs were posted, and we had to hire private security to patrol regularly and do spot checks at random intervals. This was primarily to cover insurance liability, but it was also to maintain the privacy of our little slice of heaven.
It was an added cost, but combined with the daycare center, our turnover became practically nil. If we did have an opening, we'd receive an average of 300 applications and resumes.
We successfully hired a daycare director with a master's degree in Early Childhood Development who ensured a balance between learning and play. The seven teachers we hired also had excellent accreditations. One specialized in physical fitness. The gazebo and adjutant field saw a lot of use. We fielded a mixed soccer team from the center, furnishing uniforms and equipment. They didn't win anything in their first year, but they had a lot of fun and learned lessons that helped them adapt well into adulthood. We decided the center would be free to our workers, and I couldn't tell you how many hugs I got from mothers and a few fathers.
There was an article about it in the paper, along with pictures of the facility, including the playground. They got an expert to comment on the campus, and he said it bordered on that of an upper-echelon private school. There was a lot of public clamoring to let their children in, but we gently refused. Rick and Mrs. Matthews, the Headmistress of the facility, assured the partners that when the kids started attending public school or when those already in school began displaying their learning, people would take notice.
The downside was that a local official made disparaging comments, saying that we were teaching children to be socialists and that our employees should quit in protest. All four partners attended a commissioner meeting, along with our lawyers and almost every parent whose child is in our care. There wasn't room for everyone, but they opened the doors, and people stood in the halls. When it was my turn to speak, I asked him point-blank to define socialism for us, and he couldn't.
"You don't even know the political system, but you believe we're pushing it? We're trying to give our employees' children competent care and teach them life lessons that will stand them in good stead. If you suspect us of setting out to corrupt young minds, why did you push so hard to get your daughter enrolled, wanting us to make an exception to our employees' only rule just once, just for her?"
The other commissioners were giving him the evil eye as he tried to justify his remarks. Our lawyers hinted we were considering legal action unless he printed a retraction in the local paper by the end of the week. It killed him, but he did it. We made sure that, at election time, we all made the largest legal donations we could to his opponent. It hurt him, but he still won by the slimmest of margins, and he kept a low profile, avoiding any comment that would seem confrontational. He would lose big the next time the elections came around.
I was amazed to see Rick and Cherrie at the meeting. He smiled, and Cherrie gave me a thumbs-up when I finished speaking, but they were gone before the meeting broke up.
I headed out to the gazebo the following Thursday when it hit me. Our 'school' was up and running, the landscaping done, and there was no reason for Rick to come out any longer. I went through my relaxation poses, but I was still tense because I was thinking so hard. I glanced down at my rock-hard, well-defined body, thinking I should have worn this sooner. My sports bra was so tiny that it almost didn't meet the definition, and my bottoms were skintight shorts, just above a panty in size.
I was so distracted that I almost fell off the table I was working on when he spoke. "What's with the outfit? You gonna start teaching strippers yoga?"
I immediately slipped into downward-facing dog, my ass aimed directly towards his face. I looked back through my tossed hair and grinned. "Maybe. I'm thinking about a nude program. After all, strippers aren't going to become modest suddenly, are they?"
"I came here to talk to you. Wanna get that butt out of my face so we can have a conversation?"
Holding the pose longer than necessary, I sat cross-legged on the picnic table and smiled. "I remember a time not that long ago when you liked this ass in your face. Why are you here?"
"I came to tell you bye."
Ice lanced through my heart as I heard the words. "Forever?"
His laugh startled me. "No, not forever. I have a contract out of state to design and develop a small municipal park. It's twenty-three acres of scrubland, and they expect miracles."
"You can make it happen."
"It has potential. There's a twenty-foot waterfall in the middle of the property, and I intend to make it the focal point. Everything will flow outwards from it."
He paused, weighing his words. "I came to tell you something else. I'm taking a leap of faith here, so if you disagree, please let me know right away. It took me a long time to come to terms with what you did. It was a violation of trust on so many levels that it's hard to sort out, but I understand you were under great duress. I'd like for us to see each other again. IF you're willing. I've missed you, and I'm tired of hurting every time I see you because we're not together. There will be rules, and if you violate my trust in the smallest way, we're over. You're on probation, Niomi, and you have to dumb yourself down enough for me to follow them. That is if you're willing."
The flying dismount I did off that table would have won a medal at any Olympic of the past century; bouncing off the floor to land on him, my legs wrapped around his waist as I tried desperately to kiss him. He staggered back a bit, but his lips found mine quickly enough.
After a few minutes, he pulled back a little and laughed. "I'm assuming that's a yes, then?"
My scream probably woke every fish in the pond up. "YES! "
We kissed for a few more minutes before he gently pried me off him. "We need to talk, and while this type of communication is fun, it's not what we need. We're not automatically falling into bed with each other."
I sighed but still snuggled against him. "I get it. We have to start from scratch. I'm going to make you a promise. You're going to like the Niomi 2.0 version much better. Where are we going on our first date?"
"Nowhere right now. I'm leaving on Monday, and I know you'll be spending the next two weeks in Europe. That gives us enough time to reflect on what we want from a relationship besides three children and a remodeled house."
I couldn't help grinning. "Something I've learned from being in business is that everything is negotiable. I have the utmost confidence that we can iron out a suitable partnership."


He got up and hugged me. "You need to call your mother tomorrow and thank her. She's relentless regarding her kids and pushed me to forgive you and start anew. Your aunt just told me it would be hard to walk with a shattered kneecap, much less dance with her at our wedding."
I grinned as he walked away. It's good to have family. I was going to bring them out for the weekend. I'd rented some little pedal boats you could fish out of for the pond. Auntie and I would be in one, Mom and Dad in the other. I hoped the fish were biting.
Chapter 29
The family had a ball on Saturday. Auntie caught a fish so big it dragged our little boat around the pond before it tired out, and she could land it. It turned out to be a twenty-pound catfish, the biggest thing she had ever caught. She was so excited that she asked if it was possible to mount a catfish. Dad laughed and said he'd never heard of one being mounted, but anything was possible. In the end, she decided to eat it.
Auntie talked to me about my 'big blond white guy'. "He seems a good sort and in tune with the land. Additionally, I'm fairly certain that he genuinely loves you. No more stupid decisions, okay? If something like what you did crosses your mind again, call me, and I'll go into great detail about how idiotic that would be. I love you like a daughter (she had four boys), and you've got really scary brains, but they go into neutral when it comes to him. I've heard all my life about how blind love is, but never about how stupid it could make a person."
I gave her assurances, which I believe she took to heart. Then, she had to go through the whole process with Mom and then Dad. "He really loved you, honey. Win him back."
We ended the day on a high note, taking pictures of the fish we'd caught. Auntie's catfish was almost as tall as she was.
Then, it was off to Europe again. The Romanian countryside was gorgeous, but the cities, aside from their medieval buildings, were stark and drab, dotted with communist-era apartment blocks. I imagined what Rick could do with the parks and smiled.
The government could be oppressive at times, but there were signs of improvement, and they treated us like royalty. Our workers made well above the national average and were very loyal, happy to have decent employment. Greta was a minor celebrity in town, and it was almost comical how people deferred to her.
"Not princesses, right?"
She blushed and then grinned. "I try to get them to calm it down a little, but it goes in one ear and out the other. When word got about the possibility of a daycare center, it got even more intense."
The local officials were surprised but very agreeable when we broached the subject, thinking of the construction and permanent jobs it would bring to the community. All we needed to do was submit a detailed plan to the state level. I had Rick's blueprints on file, just waiting. I was here to help with our growing pains. Demand was far exceeding supply, and we were doubling the size of our operation there. We became serious about opening another factory in another European country. Our company was quickly becoming one of the world's major purchasers of recycled plastics, and I idly wondered when prices would start rising. There had been a few minor increases, but materials were still surprisingly inexpensive.
Rob was pushing hard for us to open a factory in India. The potential there was enormous, and we knew labor would be no problem. Brady favored invading the South American market, perhaps Brazil. The sky seemed to be the limit. I hadn't presented it yet, but I was considering setting up a factory in Vietnam.
All this growth had gotten us on a lot of radars, and the big boys came sniffing around, trying to buy us out. Our business was stable, and we were careful about our debt-to-profit ratio, so we declined their request gently. A couple pushed hard, but they had no leverage, and the really top-notch legal team we'd hired watched everything closely, so eventually, they went away.
Greta was a little down because she had gotten her final decree a couple of days ago. They used irreconcilable differences because it was true. I don't think either cheated on the other; their lives took different paths. There was a supplier representative from her home country with whom she had lunch a few times. As soon as the final decree came in, it turned into dinners, and five months later, breakfast became a regular occurrence.
When I told her Rick and I were going to start seeing each other again, she was thrilled. Then, she gave me the same lecture everyone close to me had given. The message was starting to sink in.
We Zoomed. He gave me updates on the park he was designing, and I had to admire his vision. He'd smoothed some of the ground close to the falls, built decks that allowed a person to get close enough to get covered in mist, and designed a little four-acre pond downstream, leaving plenty of trees. The two tennis courts and three basketball courts were laid out, and he had a plan for a baseball diamond on a flat piece of property above the falls. There were also running trails that circled the perimeter, little nooks with picnic tables spotted throughout, and a large pavilion planned for public gatherings. Very little space would be wasted, but it was designed to avoid crowding. Any remaining space he had was reserved for soccer fields.
I gave him a virtual tour of the factory and some of the surrounding dreary landscape, telling him we were in the midst of acquiring seven more acres to expand the building and add a daycare facility.
"Can I use your plans?"
He laughed. Boy, did I like the sound of that. "They're your plans, bought and paid for. Use them as you wish."
"I know this is a little sudden, but would you consider coming over to oversee the construction? The locals would handle all the work; you'd serve as a company liaison and project manager. You've seen the pictures I've sent, so you know this is a pretty drab place. I want a lot of color and open spaces. And Greta wants to build a house. She's tired of the places she's lived since she's been here. I think she's missing the States."
There was a little silence, and I got nervous. "That's a lot to ask, but I'll consider it. You know it's going to take 4 to 5 months, even if everything goes smoothly. I'm unsure I want to commit that time away from home."
"Why? Your last trip to Japan lasted six months, and before that, you spent time in France and Italy."
"It's just that I've got a lot going on right now. I have to finish the park, and there's a personal project I'm thinking about doing that may be quite time-consuming."
"What kind of personal project?"
"The personal kind."
Wow. I'd never known him to be evasive. It was disconcerting. "Um...okay."
The call ended quickly after that. I stared at my phone for a few seconds, wondering what had happened. He called me the next day, cheerful as ever, and promised me that if I could wait a couple of months, he'd come over on a trip with me and talk to local contractors. It was better than expected, and it significantly eased my mind.
Chapter 30
We started slowly. Simple dates, nothing extravagant - nice dinners, concerts, and movies. I discovered he didn't like the club scene, and it didn't bother me, though I loved dancing. Cherrie came home for summer break and brought her boyfriend. Rick disapproved but didn't comment, except to tell me she was an adult capable of making her own choices.
The romance didn't last the summer, and he was on a plane back to school before the month was out. I asked Cherrie about it, and she said she had no idea how mercenary he was. "He's a scholarship student whose parents don't have much money. I think he thought he might have the golden ticket when he started dating me. He knew way too much about Rick's business and almost couldn't talk when he found out who his girlfriend was. I got tired of his questions about finances and told him point-blank that none of it was my money. All I expected from life was what I could make of my chosen profession. That was the beginning of the end."
I had my own suspicions about her future. She was pursuing a degree in structural engineering, specializing in ergonomic construction with alternative materials, and Rick planned to offer her a partnership upon her graduation. He'd gotten a taste of the construction business with the daycare.
Cherrie showed me some of her designs for school projects, and I recognized her genius. She even had plans for a house that was made primarily of recycled plastics. I pointed out a few flaws to her, and she got excited. Rick told me she was often up late at night redesigning things after a conversation with me.
Rick had a motorcycle, an Indian Chief. That didn't mean much to me, but I loved riding on it and considered getting a smaller model more suited to me. He laughed and said I should build one. I researched and found a few electric motorcycles on the market. Some were exceptionally well-designed, and all were expensive. The biggest drawback was the range. Depending on the battery, you could travel as little as 60 miles or as far as 250 miles before needing to charge again.
I worked on a model whenever I had time, usually when I was on a trip and stuck in a hotel room alone. It quickly became apparent that I could use the basic design of our bicycles, but with a much beefier frame. I studied every electric motorcycle on the market, looking for its faults and strengths.
It took me six months to develop a tire and rim that could withstand high speeds without wearing out in three days. Then, I patterned the frame after our bicycles, adding a small cowling to reduce wind resistance and a streamlined back fender that served as an air dam, forcing the rear end down for improved stability and traction. Rob and Brady got involved in designing the engine and batteries.
The engine was roughly equivalent to 250 cc, and the battery was not one but three, sequenced according to demand, using the latest lithium technology. Rob installed a small set of generators on the back wheel that fed energy back into the batteries, extending their charge life. Currently, the practical range is approximately 150 miles, and with the charger system we designed, it can be fully charged in twenty-eight minutes.
When we were done, it looked more like a sculpture than a machine because I had decided the machine should be bright. The prototype was red and yellow, with blue tires. You weren't going to sneak up on anyone with that machine. Then I thought about it. The strangest thing about riding it was the lack of noise it generated.
Top speed was around seventy miles per hour, depending on the size of the rider. I weighed 140 and easily reached top speed, but you lose a little speed for every 4 extra pounds of body weight. The top speed for a two-hundred-pound person was just over fifty miles per hour. Brady, Rob, and a couple of our engineers were designing a larger engine now because the speed junkies in this country would demand more performance. Everything was monitored and controlled by a computer roughly the size of an iPhone.
There were bugs, of course. The brakes I used were crap and sometimes failed, which led to some pretty scary test rides. They were upgraded until they tested correctly through all kinds of abuse. We changed the headlight's configuration and beam because I got a little carried away, and it was just too bright.
As a finishing touch, I put on a matched set of panniers. Besides being practical, they were almost unbreakable, just like everything else on the bike. If, for some reason, you went down or got into an accident, the panniers and frame would protect you. We offered a seatbelt as an option, and Rob was exploring ways to adapt the airbag vests worn by equestrians into one that could withstand high-impact forces without deflating, disguised as a bulky rider's jacket.
I obtained all necessary patents through the system and then conducted all required government testing before they certified the motorcycle as roadworthy. Then we leased a nearby building and started production. We didn't use dealers; instead, we sold directly to customers, allowing them to choose colors and options. From conception to production took three years, which was relatively fast.
Motorcycle magazines raved about them, and we were on three different covers. Demand was through the roof, and we sold the first thousand we'd produced in thirty days. Soon, we had eighty people putting out fifteen bikes a day, and all were extensively tested before sale. The waiting list was almost a year long, and we knew we'd have to expand soon.
Chapter 31
We had been getting closer as the months went by. The motorcycle was just a concept then; we had a lot of logs in the fire that needed all our attention. Rick won an award for his regional park design, which was a finalist for the national prize. He had to go to New York to attend a dinner where the winner would be announced. I told him in no uncertain terms that there was no way he was going without me.
We still hadn't been intimate yet, and it was driving both of us crazy. The day before the trip, he was grinning, and when I asked, he said he was excited about the presentations. We arrived on the day of the ceremony and went to our hotel. I was still trying to figure out what was going on when I found out he'd booked a suite. Good things, I hope.
The hotel had a spa, and he'd arranged a three-hour session for me. "I want you looking your absolute best tonight. Maybe your beauty will sway the judges."
The spa was excellent, and I left very relaxed. Of course, they had a lovely salon, so I had my hair and makeup done by experts, then sampled their little boutique, which featured designs by almost every famous designer. I splurged and bought a black gown that fit me like a glove once the seamstress made a few adjustments, a pair of designer slippers in three-inch heels, and incredibly sensual underwear. They felt like a lover's caress as I walked.
Rick was in the bedroom getting ready, and when he walked out, we just stood staring for what seemed like forever. He wore a black tux that showcased his muscles, paired with a shirt so crisp that it would probably retain its shape even after he took it off. Then he grinned at me, told me I was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, and asked if I'd help with his bow tie. It took a little longer than necessary, but there were a few caresses and perhaps a light kiss or two involved.
We both got some stares when we arrived at the venue, and my slutdar kicked in. Try it bitches! I hadn't kicked anyone's ass in a year, but I was pretty sure I remembered how.
Of course, the men gravitated towards me, but after a closer look at Rick and seeing how he had locked down on my hand, they scurried. The meal was catered by a four-star restaurant located right beside the center. There were murmurs of appreciation, but I was too excited to eat, still pondering what a single suite meant.
Rick didn't win, losing by less than a dozen votes. I knew he was disappointed, so I kept up little public displays of affection until he was smiling again. Many of his peers expressed disappointment about his loss, and several wanted to discuss possible projects. He was polite but told them it would have to wait a while because he was in the middle of something pretty intensive and really didn't know when he would be done.
I wondered what it was because, as far as I knew, he was in between contracts right now. That thought left me when he asked me if I was ready to go home. When he said 'home,' he meant 'suite,' but hearing it made me tingle. Of course, I was ready to go.
On the way back to the hotel, he said little in the town car, but he kept me under his arm and idly played with my hair. Once, before I screwed everything up, he told me he thought my hair felt like something alive, something just out of reach to mortals. After that, I made sure my hair was always in a ponytail, especially in business settings, and then it was the large bun held in place by two jade-tipped pins. One of my favorite positions, when we were intimate, was doggie, with him holding my hair like reins, forcing my back to arch and my head high. My hair did feel alive then, and the roots felt like they were connected to my pussy. The orgasms could be massive. Just the thought of it had me wriggling.
When we got to the suite, I had no idea what to expect. Would I get a quick peck on the lips? Gentle lovemaking? Or would it be hard, fast, and aggressive? If I had a chance to express an opinion, I would vote for all three.
End of Part 1
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Chapter 32
I decided to push things a little, jumping into his arms and kissing him as hard as I could. I was surprised he held me in his arms as long as he did before gently prying me off. "Slow down, honey. Neither of us is going anywhere."
I almost fainted, hoping he meant what I thought he meant. I turned my back to him, holding my long hair up. "A little help with the zipper, please?"
I felt the tremble in his hand, wondering what it meant. He slid the zipper down, agonizing in the slowness, getting a glimpse of my black bra strap. I turned, holding my dress to my chest, before smiling and letting go. The shiny material slipped off me like I was shedding the skin of a caterpillar, revealing the butterfly waiting to get out. I was more than satisfied with the look on his face as he took in the half-cup bra, the tiny thong, and the silk thigh-highs. For just a second, I regretted taking off my four-inch heels.
"You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."
I thought my heart was going to explode, and the waves of lust fell to the power of love. I didn't waste any time, pulling his head down for a slow, languid kiss, feeling like I was committing the shape and taste of his lips to memory. His hand rubbed my back gently before sliding down and landing on my ass. I responded by pushing into his hand as hard as I could. Rick responded by putting his other hand on my ass and gripping instead of caressing it.
I was lifted by my ass cheeks, and I wrapped my legs around him, continuing to kiss as he walked us to his bedroom. Instead of tossing me on the bed, he set me down gently, easing my bra off, caressing my back, before I turned, and his hands latched on to my breasts. I was moaning and almost hyperventilating by then, trying my best to rip his shirt off. We examined it the following day and found it beyond repair. He thought I tossed it, but I put it in my bag later, and when I wanted to fire him up, I'd wear it and nothing else. It worked every time.
We devoured each other like hungry wolves, snarling and biting at times. The next morning, he had four deep scratches on his shoulders and lower back. I had a set of finger marks on my butt from him gripping so tightly.
The first time was fast, furious, and primal. I felt him as he released, shocked because he never stopped, just continuing to pound as I moaned and humped up to him as hard as I could. Twenty minutes later, I was on top of him, screaming like a banshee as my fourth orgasm hit me seconds after he came again. I collapsed on his chest, crying with happiness.
We lay together, drenched in sweat and each other's fluids, before he lifted me like a feather and carried me to the shower. If we kept this up, I'd never have to walk again, at least not in our bedroom. The tenderness of our love replaced the savagery of our need as we bathed each other gently.
I grinned into his shoulder as he carried me back to the bed between kisses. He lay me down, and I spooned to him, going to sleep with his arms wrapped around me. A few hours later, I woke to find one hand firmly latched on a breast, the other lying along the swell of my hip. I just wriggled tighter and went back to sleep.
My eyes popped open in the morning, realizing I had my hand wrapped around his erection, and I decided to have him for breakfast. It didn't take him long to wake, and he twirled me effortlessly until he could have his morning treat. When we finished, we cuddled for maybe twenty minutes, then he picked me up once again and carried me back to the shower.
"I can walk, you know."
"Do you want me to put you down?"
"Absolutely not!"
The shower took forever, between making sure we were squeaky clean and him pounding me against the shower wall. I knew for a while that the only thing holding me up was his hands, my feet dangling inches from the floor. I grabbed his ruined shirt from the bedroom and slipped into it, liking the way it looked on me. He just grinned and kept his robe on. I did slip into the bedroom when breakfast was delivered before strutting back out and giving him the eighth or ninth kiss of the day. I did a few calculations and concluded I needed at least 150 daily, more if I could get him to stand still.
He was spreading cream cheese on a bagel for me. I watched his sure movements and soft smile when he looked up, imagining him doing it for our children, and blurted out, "I love you!"
His smile got wider. "I love you, too, baby. I felt it was the first time we shared time in the gazebo and on the dock."
I didn't faint, but I did get woozy for a minute. Then I jumped up, crying, and ran into the bedroom. Rick was smart enough to leave me alone, and after I got the crying out of the way, I sat beside him at the little table, looking into his eyes. "What do we do now?"
He looked at me as if I were a slow child. "Why, honey, we figure out how to make it work."
Chapter 33
It wasn't all sunshine and roses over the next few months. Every once in a while, the specter of our past would rise, but we both did our best to leave it behind us. I hated that he had to go on a project and wasn't keen on my European trips. We would often Zoom for hours when we were apart, and during these times, we had some of our most productive conversations. I grinned, knowing it was because it was hard to keep my hands from wandering when we were together.
Cherrie came home for her summer break from college, and I surprised her by taking her with me to Romania for two weeks. Rick was a little nervous, but I had hired almost half of the retired military personnel in the country to watch over her while I worked. The countryside was beautiful in high summer, but she was appalled by the drabness of the cities' architecture, preferring the tiny towns that retained their old building styles.
Sometimes, she would go with me while I worked and sit quietly off to the side with a pad in her hands. She was quite a good artist, capturing images of Greta and me in boardrooms and out on the town. Every three days, we'd take the bikes and roam the streets. Greta showed us things only locals knew. We'd drag Sarah along, grinning as she took pictures to send to her husband. They had been married for a little over a year, and she had stopped her birth control pills three weeks prior. I know it was a little early, but we hoped she'd get pregnant when she got home from the catch-up loving.
We were at one of those bistros that only locals frequent, enjoying some delicious dishes that I couldn't pronounce the names of, when Greta pushed her plate back and grinned. "Anton asked me to marry him."
My mouth hung open in surprise. The first year after her divorce had been hard on her, especially on trips home, where she occasionally ran into her ex-husband. I had trouble being civil to him because of the divorce. Women had uprooted their lives for centuries to follow their men; why couldn't he have done the same? He was a skilled accountant and could have easily found employment. Greta was practically royalty in that part of the country, and it would have been an effortless life.
"What did you say?"
"I didn't say no, but I didn't say yes. Something is holding me back, and until I figure out what it is, I won't commit."
Cherrie was smiling. She'd met Anton and liked him, but she told me she thought there was just a bit of a gold digger in his character. I laughed. "He'll end up getting his feelings hurt because of our partnership agreement; everyone who owns stock in the company has to have a prenuptial agreement excluding the business."
"I don't think he knows that. One of you should drop that tidbit into a conversation with him."
I thought about that conversation as we talked and resolved to do exactly that. A couple of days later, we were at her house having dinner when Cherrie looked at me and smirked. "Niomi, how did my brother take it when you told him if you guys married, he'd have to sign a prenuptial excluding any part of your company from mutual assets?"
"He laughed and told me he would have the same thing if his business were as big as mine. I promised I'd sign one for his company, and he grinned, telling me if we ever married, that would be the last thing he would ever worry about." Anton was listening, and he started frowning. He was a rep for a recycling company from which we bought materials; it's how Greta met him. They had business lunches, which progressed to dinners and, ultimately, breakfasts. He had to travel, but spent most of his time at her house.
Things were a little strained between them for the next few days, and on the afternoon we were flying out, she told me she had chosen not to accept his proposal. "It was a lot of little things, but the decision gelled when I caught him going through the desk in my home office. I keep the drawers locked, but he managed to open them, which made me think that, at some point, he'd had a key created.
I wasn't supposed to be home, but I had forgotten my tablet, so I came home for lunch to retrieve it. You should have seen his face; he looked like a little boy who had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He tried to say he was looking for a pen, and I reminded him there were probably ten pens in the holder on top of the desk. I asked him to be gone before I returned, and he ranted. I called the local police, and they practically threw him out of the house. He barely had time to gather his possessions." She looked sad even as she grinned.
"With your status, they would probably have done him in and hid the body for you."
Her grin was a lot bigger. "Oh, the Captain asked how gentle I wanted them to be with him. His wife is one of the lead people on the floor and makes almost twice what he does, and his kids love the idea of the new daycare being built."
"Did you tell them to be gentle?"
"I told them to be firm but not to touch him unless he threatened them."
I grinned. "Surely he wasn't that dumb."
"According to the police reports and the bruising on his face, he was. They asked him politely to leave the country and not return. I received an interesting call from their company and informed them that our business relationship remains stable, but it might be beneficial for them to assign another representative to our company. That will hurt his finances; he made a lot of commission off the volume we bought."
I kissed her right before we boarded the plane. "Better luck next time."
Her eyes blurred a little. "There should never have been a next time to start with. Why couldn't my husband see this as a positive thing?"
"You never know what people value, honey. His home was more important than you were." I never told her I'd see her ex around town occasionally, and he always asked about her, usually with a sorrowful look. I gave him her email address and the company's official website several times, but to my knowledge, he has never contacted her.
I saw him a couple of weeks after I got home and casually mentioned that Greta was between relationships, which was sad because her birthday was coming up, and she had no one to celebrate it with. It was not strictly true, but he was unaware of that. Greta called me at 2 a.m. my time, crying her eyes out. "He sent me a dozen roses!"
"Huh, what?" Okay, I don't snap awake instantly as Rick does. It takes me a few seconds.
"Ryan! He sent me a dozen roses and a card, wishing me a happy birthday. There was also a note."
"What did it say?"
"It said: My biggest mistake was not coming with you. Home should have been wherever you are. I realize it's too late now, and I'll regret it to the day I die. I wish you a wonderful life, Gret, and hope you find someone smart enough to know what he has."
By now, my eyes were dripping. "I happen to know he's not seeing anyone right now. Why don't you try reconnecting? That is, if you want to."
"Don't you think it's too late?"
"Honey, look at Rick and me. Even after the horrible thing I did to him, we ended up together. It took a year of pain and hard work. If I can overcome that, this should be simple."
"I don't know, Niomi. I'm a little conflicted."
"Well, why don't you think about it? You're coming over next week, remember? You could test the waters. I don't know what time it is exactly there, but it's 2:00 a.m. here. I love you, but I'm going back to sleep."
When I hung up, she was still apologizing. Rick was awake by then, and I snuggled into his arms. "What was that about?"
"Love and missed opportunities."
"What?"
"Nothing, honey. I'll tell you in the morning."
Chapter 34
I made a point of not traveling unless it was necessary and cut my Romanian trips down to one week instead of two. It was just a formality; Greta had everything well in hand. Greta came, and I made a point of having lunch at the restaurant her ex favored. Greta was positioned so she would be the first thing he saw when he entered, and she made sure she looked perfect. If anything, she was more attractive now than she was then.
He came in with two of his friends, laughing and cracking jokes. He must have felt her stare because he looked up and stopped dead in his tracks. One of his buddies ran over him, laughing and asking what was up. Then he saw Greta. He remembered her from their marriage and smiled, then looked at his friend. "Well, go on then, don't make it awkward. Go say hello."
I'd never seen such an uncertain gait on a man before. He stumbled twice before he got to our table. Greta stood, smiling. "Hello, Ryan."
He finally found his voice. "Greta, my God! It's so good to see you. You're even more beautiful now than when we were together!"
She blushed. They chatted for a minute, and then he returned to his table. I don't think either of them ate a bite; they just stared at each other. When lunch was over, she started to rise.
"Sit!"
She stared at me as I walked over to his table. "Ryan, I'm afraid I have to leave now. Will you see Greta back in the office? Thanks."
That was the whole conversation, and I was out the door. Sarah had come with us, and she was unusually quiet. "Something bothering you, honey?"
"How well do you know Ryan?"
"He was Greta's husband for years, so I knew him socially. We were never close, but he seemed pleasant enough. Why?"
"I'm guessing the man he was then and the man he is now are totally different. He's a horndog who doesn't respect women at all. He dated Jenny for a while, and hubby and I went out with them a few times. He can't stand him and thinks he's an ass. He almost said something racially demeaning to me, but the look on my husband's face nipped that in the bud. It didn't stop him from hitting on me when he wasn't around. Jenny broke up with him that night. She told me later that he tried to treat her like a slave and showed her no respect.
He didn't take the breakup well and harassed her to the point she filed a report. The cops talked to him, and he was smart enough not to let it escalate to a restraining order. Greta needs to watch him."
I thought about that off and on during the afternoon. Greta was two hours late getting back from lunch and had a dreamy smile.
"How did it go?"
"We talked the whole time! He admitted he had muddled thinking, and he should have stayed with me. I have a date for tomorrow night, and I hope it goes well."
I tried to temper her giddiness. "I'm happy for you, honey. Just remember, three years have passed, and you're both different now. Be sure in your heart before you make promises."
You could tell I caught her by surprise. "I thought you'd be happy for me."
"I am, sweetie, especially if it's right for you. If I think it's anything but perfect, I'll tell you my concerns, based on the fact that I love you, and leave you to decide."
Honestly, I had my concerns. I loved Rick and trusted him completely, but occasionally, I noticed gaps in his timeline. Once, he told me he still had three days on a job, and a friend saw him at the lumber supplier he used the next day. Curiosity got the better of me, and over the last three months, I couldn't account for nine days. I was trembling, wanting to install a tracker app or hack his phone, but I knew the consequences if I got caught.
I talked to Brady about it, and he surprised me by grinning. "Don't sweat it, Ni. He's probably working on that project he mentions from time to time. If it bothers you too much, ask him. I'm sure he'd be open and honest with you."
He walked off whistling, and I knew that whatever Rick was doing, Brady either knew about it or was actively helping him. The same was true when I talked to Rob. The Spinx grin appeared, and he told me not to worry. Cherrie was especially unhelpful, grinning and telling me she wouldn't get involved in our relationship. I was going crazy, but tried to stay upbeat. My mother and my aunt didn't help much. "When is he gonna marry you? What is he waiting for?"
"I don't know, Auntie. God knows I've dropped enough hints and discussed where to place the playground and pool in the yard. He grins and changes the subject."
"Is he cheating on you?"
"What!? No, he has too much honor to cheat. If he found someone he was interested in, he'd tell me and wait at least a month before asking her out. Whatever it is, I don't think a woman is involved."
"I kick his butt!"
"No, Auntie. Leave it alone. If it gets too much to bear, I'll make him tell me what he's up to."
Chapter 35
While I was stewing on my situation, Ryan tried to sweep Greta off her feet and was partially successful. By the time Greta had to return to Romania, they had talked about him coming out to visit as soon as he could arrange it. Greta was pleased but took my advice and went slowly, much slower than Ryan liked. He complained, and Greta giggled. "It took you five months to get me to date you the first time. I'm still that cautious girl at heart. Prove your devotion to me, and good things will follow."
Three weeks later, he came over and spent the whole time with Greta, swearing his love as he got on the plane for home. Greta called and told me she was thinking about marrying him again. Two months later, three days before she returned to the States for a week, she got an email from a source she couldn't trace. She let me read it later.
"This email is the result of a lot of soul-searching. I had the great pleasure of spending a little time with you on your last visit, and besides your obvious beauty, I was impressed with your character. So I decided to send this to you because I'd want to know if it were me. Your ex isn't who he presents himself to be. He must have been different when you were together before, but take a listen and make up your mind. Your business is none of mine, but I couldn't sleep thinking about you. Again, I apologize. I take no pleasure in the pain of others. I wish you the best. If it means anything, I'm not in his circle of friends; I just happened to be close and recognized him."
It was cell phone footage, obviously taken in a bar. The noise went up and down, so some parts were unintelligible, but then there was a lull, and his words were clear as a bell. "So, you gettin' back with your ex? What about Wanda? You gonna leave her in the dust?"
"Fuck no! That would be hard, being married and all. No, I'm gonna string the bitch along, get what I can out of her, then dump her ass. I want her to see what it's like when someone walks away."
"Didn't she beg you to come with her?"
"That's beside the point. Besides, you know I couldn't leave the country. The Feds would have a cow."
"That's cold, brother. She's wealthy, what if she fucks you back?"
"That little goodie two-shoes? She'll cry and run away."


A band started up, and you couldn't hear anymore. I grinned when Greta played the tape. Being the CEO of the European division of a global company toughens you up. She would not let this go quietly. "What do you want to do?"
"I'm gonna jerk him around and then walk away. I need Rob to work on his superpowers and determine who sent the email. I want to thank them for keeping me from making a mistake.
I told Rick about it so he would be aware of what was happening in my life. We lived together in his house, and I wanted nothing to tempt him to evict me. He liked Greta, and he talked it over with Brady. They planned a little visit, and I had to talk them out of it. "Let Greta handle it. She may surprise you." Still, when the confrontation occurred, I ensured they were close by.
Rob came back to us in two days with a folder. "Eric Wright, 34 years old. He's a widower with a six-year-old son and works as a dispatcher for Global Transport. He's clean as a whistle, with no record, not even a traffic ticket. He's big in his church and a single-parent support group."
The picture showed a clean-cut guy who was moderately handsome. He wasn't as pretty as Rick, but who was? Mr. Wright held a two-year degree in logistics and was studying online when his wife died, and he had to put his dreams on hold for his son. He also worked part-time at a pub, where he probably heard Ryan. There was also a picture of his son, a little red-headed clone of his father.
Global Transport won the contract to distribute our product throughout the U.S. and Canada. We met with them a few months ago and were given a tour of the facilities, including dispatch control, which proved to be much more complicated than I had imagined. Eric was singled out for developing a method to speed up delivery times and reduce costs. It was only 1%, but in business on their scale, 1% was substantial. I remember Greta having a deep discussion with him.
Trucking in Romania could be spotty at best, and more than one load of bicycles had disappeared. We put tracking chips in the containers, and if a delivery was missed or over an hour late, the trackers could tell us where it was. Most of the time, it was simply due to poor roads and inadequate maintenance, but theft occurred occasionally. We were investigating the purchase or lease of 100 trucks to ensure deliveries, but the planning was still in the early stages.
We were all at the little diner when Greta had her confrontation. She'd bought a guest, Ryan's wife, Wanda. We enjoyed watching the color drain out of his face as they sat. "You don't mind that I brought Wanda, do you, Ryan? After all, she's a big part of this, wouldn't you say? Anything you want to tell me before I start talking?"
He did a good fish-out-of-water imitation for a minute or so before Greta ripped into him. "Oddly, Wanda wasn't aware of your plan, and even when I told her you weren't planning on running away with me, she wasn't happy. I wish I had delved a little into your past before we married, but I was much more trusting then. I have to tell you, the FBI is not pleased with you discussing them out of turn. I'd expect a visit sometime soon. The best scenario would be for them to relocate you again under a new identity. Maybe they'll get tired of you, toss you to the wolves, and move on. Sadly, Wanda has decided not to come with you. The good news is it won't cost you her legal bills; I'll be footing them as an apology. She's decided to simplify the divorce. You give her everything, and she won't testify in court about you being in witness protection. It seems pretty equitable to me. Don't try to get cute; she knows to the penny what you have squirreled away, and besides, it's all been frozen pending the divorce. Have a miserably shitty life, Ryan."
They stood, and he jumped up, foaming at the mouth. It was the signal Brady and Rick had been waiting for, and when he started screaming, "You bi..." Rick did something to his neck, and he slumped back into his seat, unconscious. It bothered me a little that I didn't recognize the move, and it occurred to me that we'd always be discovering things about our partner that we hadn't known before.
I asked Brady about it, and he seemed mystified. "I have no idea what form that came from. He knew where the nerve cluster was, and I didn't see him exert great pressure. He just touched him, and he went out like a light."
I asked him about it indirectly, and he laughed. "In all those trips to Japan, I didn't just study rocks and trees. I also spent 7 months in the Philippines, landscaping a private estate that rivals those in Europe. Some of the workers showed me downright scary stuff, and I sparred a little with them before I realized they didn't know how to hold back. The second time I got knocked out, I stopped."
I had the feeling that if Auntie ever did decide to kick his ass, it might not be as easy as she thought.
On Friday, Greta strolled into the dispatch room at Global Transport, escorted by the manager. He pointed at Eric Wright. "I have an assignment for you. You're to go with this woman and do anything she says. Understand?" The man was grinning to take the sting out of the words.
Greta caught a glimpse of his redheaded temper and smiled. "Please, Mr. Wright, just an hour or so of your time. If you refuse, there will be no hard feelings, and I guarantee it won't affect your position."
That must have mollified him, because he turned his assignment over to another controller and followed her out. He almost balked when he saw the town car, and Greta smiled. "I never learned to drive. It's why my passion is bicycles, so when I'm in town, Niomi insists on a car service."
She got him into the back seat and asked where he wanted to go. "Nowhere. I have to pick my son up from school in 45 minutes, and I can't be late."
"Where does he attend school?"
He told her, and she passed it on to the driver: "Would you mind if I came with you? I want to meet your son." She had the driver take his time, but they were still among the first cars in the pickup line. The parents and teachers wondered why the expensive car with blacked-out windows was in line, and one came to investigate. Greta lowered the window and used her CEO voice.
"We're here to pick up Robert Wright, please."
Then she rolled the window back up before he could speak. The child came out, looking for his father. Eric started to get out, but Greta beat him to it. "Robbie? Your dad and I are here to pick you up." He saw his father sitting in the car, but he approached slowly. Greta smiled because she loved children. She told me once, a few months ago, she was afraid she'd never have children because of her luck with men.
He slid in and hugged his father, looking at Greta, who was still smiling. "Your father has graciously agreed to spend time with me. I didn't factor you in, but I'm glad you're here. Is there anything special you want to do before you go home?"
He shook his head shyly, and Greta was severely disappointed. They were heading back to his office when she spotted the park and rolled down the privacy panel. "Walter, would you please pull over at the park?"
She got out and glanced back. "Coming?"
It didn't take her long to captivate Robbie, and she pushed him on the swings, laughing when he insisted she swing with him. "Gladly, but your father would have to take over pushing duties."
So Eric began pushing Robbie. Greta waited a few minutes before announcing she'd like a push as well, giggling like mad when his hands would accidentally land on her butt. They spent a few more minutes on the swings before some of Robbie's friends showed up, and he went off to play with them. Greta acted like a mother bear, telling him to stay within eyesight. She and Eric found a bench to watch his son.
"Why are you doing this?"
"Because even though you didn't want me to know, you did me a great favor. I know you sent me the recording of my ex-husband plotting to steal from me and humiliate me in the process. I'm very grateful, but why did you do it?"
He blushed. "I did it because you seemed like a decent woman and didn't deserve what he tried to do to you. He hung out in the pub and was an obnoxious, overbearing asshole who chased women even though he was married. The man had no moral conscience at all. I don't believe in bearing ill will, but I do believe in justice. I hope sooner or later his habits catch up with him."
"Oh, they did."
She then told him how she had handled it, and he smiled. "Good. Call it Karma or God's will, but it was good he got his comeuppance. Maybe he'll become a better person."
"That leopard will never change his spots, Eric. Let's hope that in the future he doesn't harm anyone else."
When his friends left, Robbie came running up. "Can we go home now? I'm hungry."
"You're always hungry. Let's get Miss Greta to take us back to our car, and we'll go home."
"Can Miss Greta come too?"
Eric was caught in a dilemma, but Greta saved him. "I'd love to have dinner with you, Robbie. Maybe I can take you and your father out to eat next time as a thank you."
Robbie prattled on about Chucky Cheese and McDonald's, but Greta knew she'd never feed a child what passed for food in those places. Eric had a lovely, modest home, and she helped him with the meal, which included hot dogs and macaroni and cheese. Eric was embarrassed until Greta laughed. "When I came to America for school, I lived on macaroni and cheese, not because I couldn't afford anything else, but because I liked it so much. Even now, if you were to look in my kitchen cupboards in Romania, you'd see at least six boxes."
Robbie had warmed up to Greta and tried to monopolize her time. She gave him a good bit but tried to concentrate on Eric. It got late without them realizing it, and suddenly, it was Robbie's bedtime. "I'm sorry, son, but we must get our car."
Inspiration struck. "I'll stay with Robbie while Walter takes you to get your car. I have a lot of nieces and nephews, so I think he can survive an hour with me."
Robbie was all for it, so off he went. When he returned, she'd given Robbie his bath and read him a story. She looked up to see Eric with tears in his eyes. He brushed them away as his son dropped off to sleep. "Sorry. Rita used to read him stories. Seeing you, reading to him, brought back how much I miss her."
Greta took a chance and hugged him. "I'm sorry for your loss, Eric. She must have been a fine woman to have hooked you."
He wiped his eyes and smiled sadly. "Oh, I was the one who chased her. I wasn't in her league, but she loved me anyway." Greta had seen pictures of her scattered about the house. She was a tiny, attractive redhead. Greta was blond and an inch taller than Eric. The difference must have been striking.
Instinctively, she knew it was time to go. She got his number and made sure he had her card with her number written on the back. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and left. He rubbed his cheek as he watched her walk out.
Chapter 36
The next day, Greta couldn't concentrate, so I took her to the office. "All right, you've been staring into space with a goofy grin. What happened?"
"I met Eric Wright, the man who sent me the video of Ryan. He has a son who's just adorable, an honorable man, and pretty."
I couldn't stop the grin. "Wow, Princess Powder Puff, are you going steady? Has he asked you to the prom yet? Have you written 'Mrs. Eric, about a hundred times on your notebook?"
Her laugh took the sting out of her words. "Fuck you, Niomi. Just because you landed a great one doesn't mean there aren't a few good ones still in the pond. Maybe I need to find better bait."
"Jesus, Greta, you're the epitome of a Viking Princess. It doesn't get any better than that."
She suddenly sobered. "If that's true, how come I don't have a good man in my life?"
"Well, let's see. You're rich, beyond beautiful, and powerful in a multinational company. Ever stop to think maybe mortal men are a bit intimidated?"
"If that's true, I'm not attracting the right men. I want a man who's strong but gentle, someone who'll put me first while not compromising his values, and can tell me no once in a while and mean it."
I hugged her. "I wish you the best, honey. You deserve that and more. Who knows, maybe Mr. Wright is Mr. Right. What? I thought it was funny." I thought about it when she left, then turned my company's investigative firm loose on Mr. Wright. Greta would kill me if she knew, but after recent events, I was determined to protect her. He might have enough skeletons in his closet to start a graveyard.
Three days later, I read the report, and apparently, he was an Angel who walked the earth. He'd loved his wife deeply, was well thought of in the community and at his workplace, and doted on his son. His parents had passed, and her parents lived in another country. He was a man genuinely alone, raising a child he loved deeply. It made me want to marry him, but then I thought of Rick and grinned.
The report mentioned that fishing was one of his few hobbies. Too bad I didn't know anyone with a private lake teeming with fish and a nice jetty to fish off of. I cast the line and waited for a nibble.
I sent him an email. "Mr. Wright, I'm Niomi Jensen, one of Greta's business partners. I want to express my sincere gratitude for helping her, and I cannot thank you enough. A little birdie told me you liked to fish, and my company owns a large pond. We usually don't allow anyone to fish it, but you can have a free pass for life if you like. It's close by, private, and I guarantee you will enjoy yourself. You're too honorable to take money or expensive gifts, so we would love to give you this. Let me know if you're interested, and I'll give you a tour."
Four days passed before he answered, "If you're serious, I'd love to take you up on your offer. I promise I won't abuse the privilege and respect your property."
"Excellent! If it's convenient, I'll arrange for someone from the company to meet you on Saturday to show you around. It's locked on weekends to keep out trespassers, but you'll receive a key and can come and go as you please. Say eight in the morning? Bring your rods, and you can get a few casts before it gets too hot."
I walked into Greta's office and dropped it on her. "You'll meet him, so make the most of it. You're welcome."
I walked out before she could reply, grinning as I left. I told Rick, who suggested we show up as well, so it wouldn't be too awkward. I made sure Auntie could come and rented the little boats.
Greta was waiting for him at the gate. He didn't seem surprised, somehow. He had his son with him, quivering, holding his little rod, but he smiled when he saw Greta and hugged her. It made her grin even bigger, and he had her hand when they walked out on our little pier.
He was surprised to see us, so I told him we'd already planned to be there before we invited him and assured him there were plenty of fish to go around. His son was a little cutie, and he seemed awed at the place. I'd made sure we had plenty of camp chairs, bait, and a couple of coolers full of drinks and snacks.
It didn't take them long to get lines in the water, but Eric couldn't concentrate on watching Robbie, so Greta stepped in. "Robbie, why don't we fish over here? I think there's a big one under that fallen tree. Let's see if we can get him."
Soon, he was 20 feet away, tossing his line toward the tree. Greta knew diddly about fishing, and I couldn't see her holding one, let alone baiting a hook, but she surprised me. And it seemed Mr. Big was under the tree, judging by how his rod suddenly doubled. Eric and Rick hovered over him, giving him advice, and five minutes later, he had a three-pound bass on the bank.
He was as proud as could be as four cell phones came out to take photos. Greta hugged him, and then they put the fish on a stringer and went back to fishing. He was the focal point of the morning. Auntie even got him out in the little boat while Eric watched them like a hawk.
"Relax," I told him. "Auntie raised four sons, so she knows what she's doing. Look at how much fun he's having."
Robbie was having a ball, waving to us on the bank while Auntie took him in slow circles. We took a break just before noon, cleaning up in the bathrooms, then gorged on the pizzas we'd ordered.
We were all lazing in the shade while Robbie wandered around, looking at everything. He walked out on the pier; before we knew it, he'd fallen in the water. He screamed just before he went under, and Greta leaped to her feet, running to the bank and diving in. Greta had been on the swim team in college, so she knew what she was doing. She had him on the bank in no time, rocking and cooing to him as he snuffled.
I looked at her and smirked, but she didn't understand, so she looked down. She'd worn a pair of shorts that displayed her great ass and a spaghetti-top tank shirt. Her bra wasn't really for support, more like an enticement, and I'd seen Eric look as she deliberately bent over. Now, the top was almost transparent, and her dark, hard nipples were on display.
She glanced down and flushed red, so I suggested we take Robbie to the bathroom and dry him a little. I worked on him while Greta vigorously dried her shirt. It helped a little, and she finally grinned. "Well, I wanted him to notice me."
"Well then, mission accomplished."
I noticed that she stayed close for the rest of the day, giving him a little arm touch now and then and a quick hug if he caught a nice fish. He stayed glowing the rest of the day. It had gotten hot by then, and the fish had stopped biting, so it was time to go. Robbie looked sad until I told him he and his Dad could return whenever they wanted.
I noticed Auntie was in a deep discussion with Rick, and then she shocked me by pulling him down by his hair until he was at her level, then kissing him! I'd never seen her that affectionate with anyone outside the family. I asked; she grinned and never answered.
Chapter 38
Greta wrangled a dinner date for the next night that included Robbie. She told them it was her treat and they would like it.
She didn't take them to an upscale restaurant; she took them to a little place called Comfort because it specialized in comfort foods. It had a hot dog bar featuring 40 toppings, 8 different versions of mac and cheese, and you could even make your own grilled cheese sandwich, choosing from 12 kinds of cheese and pairing it with any of 10 different soups.
Robbie got a little carried away on his hot dog; according to Greta, you could barely make out the bun. They featured a sampler platter with all 8 versions of macaroni and cheese and shared it. Then, it was on to the dessert bar. Robbie was almost comatose when they left, but revived when he saw the movie theater and begged them to take him. Greta paid for admission, and Eric bought the popcorn and sodas. Robbie ended up asleep on Greta's lap while she held Eric's hand, locking down as soon as they sat, and she didn't let go.
Greta had another dreamy expression the next day and admitted that she received several very nice kisses after they put Robbie to bed. She spent the next three days almost exclusively with them, and then she had to go home. Eric was resigned, but Robbie didn't take it well.
Let's face it: the rich can be different and make things happen, so I pulled strings, and they made Eric an offer. They were willing to loan him to us for the summer to help set up our truck fleet, if he was willing. We offered him twice what he would make at home: a lovely apartment and transportation. We were surprised when he refused, so Greta called and pleaded with him. He agreed, if he could leave at any time without repercussions to his job. We agreed instantly.
Rick and I took them to the airport. Robbie was excited beyond words at the prospect of traveling and seeing Greta again. Eric was a little bewildered and asked why we were doing it. "You know, if we didn't think you were an intelligent man, we wouldn't have made this offer. You know why we're doing it, and if you're not interested, let her know immediately."


"She's rich, and I'm a nobody."
"I wouldn't say that. You got a lot to offer if you think about it." I was looking at Robbie while we talked. "You're a decent man, and you'd be amazed at that shortage when you get to our level. Do what your heart wants, Eric, not what your brain says. It'll all work out if you do."
We watched them board, then went home to snuggle.
I was getting frustrated. Rick hadn't offered to propose, and I was getting 'broody,' according to Auntie. She grinned when I brought up marriage and told me to trust Rick. When he thought the time was right, he would do it epically. She smirked when she said it, and I felt she was holding something back. Mom was worse, and Dad would grin.
Additionally, Sarah was pregnant. We held a baby shower at eight months, ensuring Greta was there. They got off the plane, and we got a lot of hugs. Eric couldn't hide his smile, and she was glowing. I took her out to dinner sans partners the next night, waiting until we ordered before I said, "OK, spill!"
"Eric and Robbie moved in with me two months ago! I can't even begin to tell you how awesome it is. He's everything I thought he would be and more."
"How's Robbie taking it?"
She burst into tears, but they were tears of happiness. "He called me Mom last week! It just came out, and he looked embarrassed, but after I nearly hugged him to death and cried all over him, I think he got the idea I was fine. He's smart, Niomi, he's already pretty good in Romanian, and he wants me to teach him Swedish!"
"Says every proud mother in the universe. I'm happy for you."
"So, have you two set a date yet?"
"No, and it's frustrating me no end! He tells me he loves me every day and still gives me little gifts and displays of affection, but he hasn't said the words I want to hear." Again, there was a bit of a smirk as she assured me he would get around to it soon.
When you're a close friend of some wealthy people, you get charming gifts when receiving them. Brady, Rob, Greta, and I gave her a whole new nursery with top-of-the-line everything. She protested for about a minute before giving up, knowing her words were falling on deaf ears. We did buy little token gifts for the shower. Sarah was well-liked and had many friends, so the house was buzzing. I noticed Brady's wife sitting off by herself and sat down beside her. "Hey, Melissa, enjoying the party? You look a little down. Is everything all right?"
Melissa was petite and looked just adorable. If you didn't know her original name had been Melvin, you'd never think she was anything but a pretty woman. She managed to smile. "Oh, I'm fine. It's just that affairs like this bring it home to me. We can never have a child."
"Why? Adopt. Many kids would love to call you 'Mom.' You guys should look into it."
Four months later, we were having a baby shower for her. They were adopting a little girl who was due in three weeks. Her mother was too young and financially disadvantaged to care for it, so she advertised for an adoptive mother. Brady and Melissa met and liked each other, and after three months, they decided to seal the deal. They paid all her hospital bills and were going to give her $50,000 to start a new life. Melissa was glowing. When we were alone, she confided in me that she had been taking hormone treatments and was starting to lactate. I knew she had perky little breasts, but I thought they were store-bought. She had been in hormone therapy for years, and they had developed on their own. I marveled at its science but was very happy for her.
She was in the delivery room and got to cut the umbilical cord. After the baby was cleaned up, they handed her to Melissa. The birth mother didn't want to touch the baby, too afraid of the emotions it would stir, so when the little girl latched down on Melissa's nipple, they bonded for life. Brady was so proud that it took him a couple of months to regain his concentration.
Then Jack, the man in the Caymans who had given us the contract to develop the crash-landing runways, called, inviting us to discuss some new designs. He asked us to set aside two weeks, bring our significant others and any children, and treat part of it as a vacation. I didn't have any expectations, but I was genuinely surprised when Rick seemed eager and asked if we could bring Cherrie. Greta was bringing her family, Brady was bringing his, but Rob couldn't go because his wife was due to give birth three days after we were supposed to leave. We postponed the trip until the baby was born, but they still couldn't travel, so we left him in charge.
Jack and his wife, Georgia, met us at the airport. I forgot she used to win beauty pageants when she was younger, and even in her forties, she was turning heads. He set Rick and me up in the house next to his, along with Brady, Melissa, and Jan, the baby. Greta would be staying with one of his partners, a lawyer, and another beautiful wife, a native islander. They had two kids close to Robbie's age, and they couldn't wait to show him the beach. Jack had two older kids and a set of twins who were about 8 or 9.
Jack asked if I minded staying with them instead of getting suites. "We'll be able to do business quickly, so we can spend more time relaxing. It'll be a lot less formal and time-consuming." Kids swirling and playing could get loud when everyone was together, while multiple conversations could be overheard. I looked at the kids, and if I wasn't broody before, I could suddenly hear a large clock ticking. I had just turned 31; it was time for a family, damn it!
Four days later, Jack took all the guys out deep-sea fishing. I slept in before going over to Jack's for brunch. I was surprised to see Greta, Melissa, Georgia, Jasmine, and Marta out by the pool. They were all topless except for Melissa. I just grinned and dropped my top. We enjoyed a delicious brunch, washed down with orange juice and champagne. The drink, called a Mimosa, went down quickly.
I teased Melissa for being stuck in the mud because she wouldn't take off her top, and the others joined in gently. "Come on, honey. We all know you're nursing, so that'll be a plus. Show us how much bigger they are than before. I need to know what to expect in another year or two."
Greta said, "Yeah, I hate to think of what I'll look like. It'll probably look like udders." Greta was a large woman, and her breasts were proportionate, so if they grew, they would be enormous.
Finally, she gave in, and we clapped and cheered while she glowed red. We were so rowdy that we didn't notice our men coming in, but they certainly noticed us. You couldn't have blown the grins off their faces with all the explosives in the world. It was too late, and the islanders were used to it, so we just stayed topless. Then the kids returned from their excursion, and Melissa and I put ours back on. If the kids noticed, they didn't say much, intent on sharing their great adventure with us.
Part of the adventure was going to a place that made shell jewelry. They held workshops for kids, letting them create their own. Robbie was bursting with pride as he showed Greta. "Look, Mom! I made this for you! Do you like it?"
Tears sprang from her eyes as she wrapped him in a hug. "Yes, baby. It's beautiful. I'll wear it tonight. Thank you, honey."
I glanced at Eric, anxious about his reaction, but he grinned and mock-complained. "So that's the way it is, son? Mom gets the bling, and poor old Dad, now he has to go out and get something just as nice for her so she'll at least remember him."
That was met with gales of laughter, and after Robbie was sure he wasn't angry, he asked if Dad would take him back before they left to get matching bracelets. Greta insisted on coming, so hers would match as well.
We didn't know it, but Jack took the guys to the shop, and all the ladies got some serious pieces. Besides running the workshop, they had three craftsmen who worked wonders, aimed at the high-end market. I also cried when Rick gave me the one he picked, an intricate weaving of beads cut and shaped from shells with a substantial diamond in the center. It cost a fortune, but he shut me down when I complained.
"Nothing will ever be too good for you, honey. Jack helped me find this for you."
I looked over at Jack and Georgia, and they were grinning. I turned back to see Rick holding out a box on his knee. "Niomi, honey, will you marry me?"
I fainted. I woke up on a lounge with the ladies hovering over me. It took a second, and I saw an enormous diamond on my finger. The scream caused them to pull away, allowing me to jump into Rick's arms. We kissed for a minute before he gently pulled me back. "Honey, I never heard an answer."
"YES!"
He grinned. "Well, okay then."
Chapter 39
Three weeks later, I was about to leave the office when I got a text from Rick. "Change into something comfortable, and meet me at the gazebo."
I put on shorts and trainers, pulled my hair back into a ponytail, and searched for my future husband. He was standing on the pier beside a big canoe. "Get in, baby. I have something I want to show you."
I figured he had added a feature to our park and hopped in, hoping I would like it. We followed the gentle curves of the pond until we came to the little island just before the dam. It had been a pretty good hill, and there was still about an acre and a half sticking out of the water.
He pulled into a little landing that looked new, dragging the canoe until it was out of sight from the water. It was on the side away from the dam, so I doubt it would be noticed anyway. A path of stones led up the hill, and he stopped and spoke aloud.
"On."
I looked for a minute and went to my knees. I carried a print of a Buddhist temple I visited on my first trip to Vietnam, and I was awed by its beauty. Now, it stood before me in miniature. His command caused the lights to come on, including the outside. He picked me up in his arms instead of helping me to my feet.
"Open."
The door slid open silently, and he carried me inside. Later, he told me it was 800 square feet, about the size of a starter apartment. The bottom floor featured a combined kitchen/living room with an open floor plan, along with a discreet half bath off to the side. There was a circular staircase, and he barely allowed me to take the bottom floor in before he carried me up a spiral staircase.
The upper floor consisted of one large bedroom. The bed and all the furniture were made from bamboo. Even the floor was bamboo, soft and pleasant on bare feet. There was a large master bath in the back, completely open to the rest of the space. The shower stall had six heads, and the bathtub was big enough for both of us.
I noticed all the details later, but I was overcome by wonder at the time. I nearly fainted when he said, "Skylight," and the roof seemed to disappear, showing the fading daylight.
When I finally stopped crying, he asked if I liked it. I almost slapped him. Then I asked him why he did it. "Because you can buy anything you want without thinking about the price, and I wanted to give you something unique, something one of a kind that no one else has."
"How did you manage to do all this?"
"I know you were curious about my unexplained gaps between jobs. This is where I was at. It took me almost a year, with a lot of help. What would you like to see first?"
"The night sky behind your head while you're pounding me on my new bed." It was intense, erotic, and made me deliriously happy. When we finally stopped after the second time, I had him explain everything to me.
"Cherrie and I designed it, and I had all the materials brought in after dark by boat, except for a couple of times when we had to use a helicopter, and that was on Sundays. Rob designed the controls, and Brady helped with the building. Greta added the molds to make assembly easier."
"They were all in on it?"
"Even your Aunt and parents."
I wandered around as he explained things to me. "Everything is powered by solar, and there's a propane generator for backup. The water supply comes from the pond after it has been filtered twice for purity. The septic system was tricky, but we finally got it right. It flows downhill into a tank that can be pumped annually. Rob designed the control system, and you can even work from here if you want, but I'd prefer you didn't. The shell is, of course, made from recycled plastic and is fourteen inches thick, which minimizes the need for cooling and heating energy. It's set in place with an epoxy, and if we ever have to move, we'll have to use a torch to cut it loose."
"How come no one ever noticed it?"
"Because it's built into the hill on the side away from the dam, and the color was blended to make it fit into the environment. The top is two feet higher than the hill to ensure the solar panels receive maximum sunlight for charging. There's even a little deck that I'll show you later. You'll be amazed at the view."
"How much did this cost?"
"If I had any idea, I still wouldn't tell you. This was a labor of love. Besides, your friends did everything for just the costs of the material, and Cherrie donated a lot of labor, along with the design."
I walked around, touching things here and there, amazed at the concept and execution. This wasn't a tiny house, but a monument of love, a work of art crafted from plastic and bamboo. I started crying and kept it up for almost an hour. Rick would just let me cry, waiting for me to get it out of my system, petting me relentlessly. Finally, I had him take me out to the rooftop patio. The sky was so bright I felt like I could touch the stars. We were lying side by side on loungers, holding hands, when I surprised him. "Honey, I don't have the words to express how happy this gift has made me, but there's one tiny flaw we need to correct."
Rick seemed shocked, but I couldn't stop grinning. "We need to put an addition on the South side. A small room, just big enough for the kids to sleep in, maybe a couple of bunk beds. I stopped taking birth control the day you asked me to marry you. It's a little early, but they may be out of my system, and I'd like to think we created our first child here. What do you think?"
He couldn't speak; he was so overcome, but he spoke with his body. We were both sore after the weekend, but almost nine months to the day afterward, our first daughter was born.
Over the years, it became my fortress of solitude, my go-to place when I needed to think and, in a few instances, mourn: first my father, then my mother, then my aunt. I could look down on the pond and remember their laughter as they maneuvered the little boats around, trying to find the perfect hiding place for Mr. Big. It always made me smile.
I'd look at the graveled path, seeing friends from the plant going by, even though they had long passed. Auntie once told me the pond was a spiritual place to be respected and revered. I believed her. She also told me she thought Rick had been some type of shaman in a past life, treating the earth like a living, breathing entity worthy of our respect. I believed her on that as well.
What can I say about my wedding? It was epic in both attendance and grandeur. Besides saying "I do," my favorite part was the Brooklyn Duo playing Canon in D as my father walked me down the aisle to my husband.
Chapter 40
In the days leading up to my retirement announcement, I walked the factory floor, greeting friends who had been with us since the beginning and new hires who were thrilled to have landed a job at our company. Then I sat on a bench by our school playground, listening to the children's shrieks and laughter, remembering the sound of ours on the same ground. I was going to miss this.
My office was on the third floor. We had finally grown enough that we had all the office space filled, and I was busy emptying my desk. Rick and I discussed it and agreed to retire at 60. Well, for me, he was already 63. His blond hair was almost silver now, and my black tresses were shot with grey and white. We were still healthy and decided to reap the rewards of our decades of work. He had given his half of the business to Cherrie and her husband, and I was turning ours over to family and friends.
I glanced at the photos on my desk and walls, locating Cherrie and her husband in a portrait with their three kids. I was fond of her husband, my youngest brother. They were only five years apart and had fallen for each other fast, meeting for the first time at a family dinner. So now, she was my sister-in-law on both sides of the family.
Brady and Melissa were grinning candidly, tussling two of their grandsons. They had adopted two more after their first and were very happy. He was planning on retiring next year.
Rob and his wife were running our plant in India; they had five. People must have wondered when they heard their names: Brady, Niomi, Greta, Sarah, and Robert. Greta was there with her brood--Robbie, now with two of his own, and her twin girls. Robbie worked for Global as a route coordinator in the States. Eric had built our shipping business from the ground up, and now it was one of the top three in Europe. We even hauled for other people, which is a very profitable sideline.
We were turning the reins over to our children and siblings, but would be watching from afar, just in case. Our oldest girl would take my position, and Sarah's oldest would be her right-hand woman, not as a PA but as a full-fledged Vice President. Sarah was in her early fifties and had agreed to stay in her position for another five years to smooth the transitions.
I finished packing and decided to have one more look at my birthday present from all those years ago. I smiled, thinking of the prank Cherrie and I had played on Rick when I knew I was pregnant with our first.
I had called him, pretending to panic: "Honey! Come quickly! Somebody has vandalized my beautiful flowers! The bicycle is gone. Please come."
He walked in less than an hour later, frowning. That flower bed was the first symbol of his love for me, and he replanted it every couple of years to keep it fresh and healthy. We went to the top floor, me clinging to his arm. He went to the window, drawing deep breaths to start ranting, and just froze.
Instead of the old bicycle, there was another, ridden by a stork, with a pink bundle hanging from its beak. The design featured words written in pink flowers. "IT'S A GIRL!"
Everyone had been hiding in one of the empty rooms, and as soon as Rick walked to the window, they spilled out, bearing bottles of champagne. Rick didn't say a word; he just wrapped me up in a gentle hug that seemed to last forever.
All packed, I decided to look at my birthday present from so long ago one last time and stood in shock. I don't know how long I stood there, and I wasn't even aware of when Rick wrapped his arms around me.
The bicycle was gone, replaced by a field of white and red carnations. The white was the canvas, with a heart of red carnations at the center, and the words 'I'll always love you' were inscribed inside. The tears flowed for a long time until I recovered enough to kiss him gently. Then, he helped me carry the boxes downstairs and into our new life.
The end


        